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    THE SECRETS OF VENUS - Allan Graubard and Gale Burnick
  


  
    1991
  


  
    VENUS RISING ON WATER - Tanith Lee
  


  
    1992
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    THE SUNSET OF TIME - Michael Cassutt
  


  
    PALE BLUE MEMORIES - Tobias S. Buckell
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  The planet Venus occupies a peculiar and enviable position in our solar system. According to the best evidence that we have it is a young world, younger than the earth, with a consequently longer period of life before it.


  By its distance from the sun, it is well-fitted to maintain a high order of life, and for all we know, that life may now exist beneath its ever-present cloud layers. And if life does not exist on it, Venus lies in the skies a planetary prize awaiting the conqueror.


  According to Professor V.V. Stratonoff, an eminent Russian astronomer, the earth must some day lose its ability to support human life, and then we must be prepared if we wish to maintain our race to emigrate to a more habitable sphere. Yet our conquest of Venus is not likely to go uncontested, for it is probable that a bitter battle is certain over this fair young world.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Hugo Gernsback

            Wonder Stories, December 1930
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  A GLIMPSE OF THE SINLESS STAR


  George Griffith


  INTRODUCTION.—For their honeymoon Rollo Lenox Smeaton Aubrey, Earl of Redgrave, and his bride, Lilia Zaidie, leave the earth on a visit to the moon and the principal planets, their sole companion being Andrew Murgatroyd, an old engineer who had superintended the building of the Astronef, in which the journey is made. By means of the “R Force,” or Anti Gravitational Force, of the secret of which Lord Redgrave is the sole possessor, they are able to navigate with precision and safety the limitless ocean of space. Their adventures on the Moon and on Mars have been described in the first two stories of the series.


  “How very different Venus looks now to what it does from the earth,” said Zaidie as she took her eye away from the telescope, through which she had been examining the enormous crescent, almost approaching to what would be called upon earth a half-moon, which spanned the dark vault of space ahead of the Astronef.


  “I wonder what she’ll be like. All the authorities are agreed that on Venus, having her axis of revolution very much inclined to the plane of her orbit, the seasons are so severe that for half the year its temperate zone and its tropics have a summer about twice as hot as our tropics and the other half they have a winter twice as cold as our coldest. I’m afraid, after all. we shall find the Love-Star a world of salamanders and seals: things that can live in a furnace and bask on an iceberg; and when we get back home it will be our painful duty, as the first explorers of the fields of space, to dispel another dearly-cherished popular delusion.”


  “I’m not so very sure about that.” said Lenox, glancing from the rapidly growing crescent, which was still so far away, to the sweet smiling face that was so near to his. “Don’t you see something very different there to what we saw either on the Moon or Mars? Now just go back to your telescope and let us take an observation.”


  “Well,” said Zaidie, “as our trip is partly, at least, in the interest of science, I will.” and then, when she had got her own telescope into focus again—for the distance between the Astronef and the new world they were about to visit was rapidly lessening. She took a long look through it, and said:


  “Yes, I think I see what you mean. The outer edge of the crescent is bright, but it gets greyer and dimmer towards the inside of the curve. Of course Venus has an atmosphere. So had Mars; but this must be very dense. There’s a sort of halo all round it. Just fancy that splendid thing being the little black spot we saw going across the face of the Sun a few days ago! It makes one feel rather small, doesn’t it?”


  “That is one of the things which a woman says when she doesn’t want to be answered: but. apart from that, your ladyship was saying?”


  “What a very unpleasant person you can be when you like! I was going to say that on the Moon we saw nothing but black and white, light and darkness. There was no atmosphere, except in those awful places I don’t want to think about. Then, as we got near Mars, we saw a pinky atmosphere, but not very dense; but this, you see, is a sort of pearl-grey white shading from silver to black. But look—what are those tiny bright spots’ ? There are hundreds of them.”


  “Do you remember, as we were leaving the earth, how bright the mountain ranges looked; how plainly we could see the Rockies and the Andes?”


  “Oh, yes, I see; they’re mountains; thirty-seven miles high some of them, they say; and the rest of the silver-grey will be clouds, I suppose. Fancy living under clouds like those.”


  “Only another case of the adaptation of life to natural conditions, I expect. When we get there, I daresay we shall find that these clouds are just what make it possible for the inhabitants of Venus to stand the extremes of heat and cold.


  Given elevations, three or four times as high as the Himalayas, it would be quite possible for them to choose their temperature by shifting their altitude.


  “But I think it’s about time to drop theory and see to the practice,” he continued, getting up from his chair and going to the signal board in the conning-tower. “Whatever the planet Venus may be like, we don’t want to charge it at the rate of sixty miles a second. That’s about the speed now, considering how fast she’s travelling towards us.”


  “And considering that, whether it is a nice world or not, it’s about as big as the earth, and so we should get rather the worst of the charge,” laughed Zaidie, as she went back to her telescope.


  Redgrave sent a signal down to Murgatroyd to reverse engines, as it were, or, in other words, to direct the “R. Force” against the planet, from which they were now only a couple of hundred thousand miles distant. The next moment the sun and stars seemed to halt in their courses. The great silver-grey crescent which had been increasing in size every moment appeared to remain stationary, and then when Lenox was satisfied that the engines were developing the force properly, he sent another signal down, and the Astronef began to descend.


  The half-disc of Venus seemed to fall below them, and in a few minutes the; could see it from the upper deck spreading out like a huge semi-circular plain of silver grey light ahead, and on both sides, of them. The Astronef was falling upon it at the rate of about a thousand miles a minute towards the centre of the half crescent, and every moment the brilliant spots above the cloud-surface grew in size and brightness.


  “I believe the theory about the enormous height of the mountains of Venus must be correct after all,” said Redgrave, tearing himself with an evident wrench away from his telescope. “Those white patches can’t be anything else but the summits of snow-capped mountains. You know how brilliantly white a snow-peak looks on earth against even the whitest of clouds.”


  “Oh, yes,” said her ladyship, “I’ve often seen that in the Rockies. But it’s lunch time, and I must go down and see how my things in the kitchen are getting on. I suppose you’ll try and land somewhere where it’s morning, so that we can have a good day before us. Really it’s very convenient to be able to make your own morning or night as you like, isn’t it? I hope it won’t make us too conceited when we get back, being able to choose our mornings and our evenings; in fact, our sunrises and sunsets on any world we like to visit in a casual way like this.”


  “Well,” laughed Redgrave, as she moved away towards the companion stairs, “after all, if you find the United States, or even the planet Terra, too small for you, we’ve always got the fields of Space open to us. We might take a trip across the Zodiac or down the Milky Way.”


  “And meanwhile,” she replied, stopping at the top of the stairs and looking round, “I’ll go down and get lunch. You and I may be king and queen of the realms of Space, and all that sort of thing; but we’ve got to eat and drink after all.”


  “And that reminds me,” said Redgrave, getting up and following her, “we must celebrate our arrival on a new world as usual. I’ll go down and get out the champagne. I shouldn’t be surprised if we found the people of the Love-World living on nectar and ambrosia, and as fizz is our nearest approach to nectar——”


  “I suppose,” said Zaidie, as she gathered up her skirts and stepped daintily down the companion stairs, “if you find anything human or at least human enough to eat and drink, you’ll have a party and give them champagne. I wonder what those wretches on Mars would have thought of it if we’d only made friends with them?”


  Lunch on board the Astronef was about the pleasantest meal of the day. Of course there was neither day nor night, in the ordinary sense of the word, except as the hours were measured off by the chronometers. Whichever side or end of the vessel received the direct rays of the sun, there then was blazing heat and dazzling light. Elsewhere there was black darkness, and the more than icy cold of space; but lunch was a convenient division of the waking hours, which began with a stroll on the upper deck and a view of the ever-varying splendours about them and ended after dinner in the same place with coffee and cigarettes and speculations as to the next day’s happenings.


  This lunch hour passed even more pleasantly and rapidly than others had done, for the discussion as to the possibilities of Venus was continued in a quite delightful mixture of scientific disquisition and that converse which is common to most human beings on their honeymoon.


  As there was nothing more to be done or seen for an hour or two, the afternoon was spent in a pleasant siesta in the luxurious saloon of the star-navigator; because evening to them would be morning on that portion of Venus to which they were directing their course, and, as Zaidie said, when she subsided into her hammock: “It will be breakfast time before we shall be able to get dinner.”


  As the Astronef fell with ever-increasing velocity towards the cloud-covered surface of Venus, the remainder of her disc, lit up by the radiance of her sister-worlds, Mercury, Mars, and the Earth, and also by the pale radiance of an enormous comet, which had suddenly shot into view from behind its southern limb, became more or less visible.


  Towards six o’clock, according to Earth, or rather Astronef, time, it became necessary to exert the full strength of her engines to check the velocity of her fall. By eight she had entered the atmosphere of Venus, and was dropping slowly towards a vast sea of sunlit cloud, out of which, on all sides, towered thousands of snow-clad peaks, with wide-spread stretches of upland above which the clouds swept and surged like the silent billows of some vast ocean in ghost-land.


  “I thought so!” said Redgrave, when the propellers had begun to revolve and Murgatroyd had taken his place in the conning-tower. “A very dense atmosphere loaded with clouds. There’s the sun just rising, so your ladyship’s wishes are duly obeyed.”


  “And doesn’t it seem nice and homelike to see him rising through an atmosphere above the clouds again? It doesn’t look a bit like the same sort of dear old sun just blazing like a red-hot moon among a lot of white hot stars and planets. Look, aren’t those peaks lovely, and that cloud-sea? Why, for all the world we might be in a balloon above the Rockies or the Alps, And see,” she continued, pointing to one of the thermometers fixed outside the glass dome which covered the upper deck, “it’s only sixty-five even here. I wonder if we could breathe this air, and oh, I do wonder what we shall see on the other side of those clouds.”


  “You shall have both questions answered in a few minutes,” replied Redgrave, going towards the conning-tower. “To begin with, I think we’ll land on that big snow-dome yonder, and do a little exploring. Where there are snow and clouds there is moisture, and where there is moisture a man ought to be able to breathe.”


  The Astronef, still falling, but now easily under the command of the helmsman, shot forwards and downwards towards a vast dome of snow which, rising some two thousand feet above the cloud-sea, shone with dazzling brilliance in the light of the rising sun. She landed just above the edge of the clouds. Meanwhile they had put on their breathing suits, and Redgrave had seen that the air chamber, through which they had to pass from their own little world into the new ones that they visited, was in working order. When the outer door was opened and the ladder lowered he stood aside, as he had done on the moon, and her ladyship’s was the first human foot which made an imprint on the virgin snows of Venus.


  The first thing Lenox did was to raise the visor of his helmet and taste the air of the new world. It was cool, and fresh, and sweet, and the first draught of it sent the blood tingling and dancing through his veins. Perfect as the arrangements of the Astronef were in this respect, the air of Venus tasted like clear running spring water would have done to a man who had been drinking filtered water for several days. He threw the visor right up and motioned to Zaidie to do the same. She obeyed, and, after drawing a long breath, she said:


  “That’s glorious! It’s like wine after water, and rather stagnant water too. But what a world, snow-peaks and cloud-sea, islands of ice and snow in an ocean of mist! Just look at them! Did you ever see anything so lovely and unearthly in your life? I wonder how high this mountain is, and what there is on the other side of the clouds. Isn’t the air delicious! Not a bit too cold after all—but, still, I think we may as well go back and put on something more becoming. I shouldn’t quite like the ladies of Venus to see me dressed like a diver.”


  “Come along then,” laughed Lenox, as he turned back towards the vessel. “That’s just like a woman. You’re about a hundred and fifty million miles away from Broadway or Regent Street. You are standing on the top of a snow mountain above the clouds of Venus, and the moment that you find the air is fit to breathe you begin thinking about dress. How do you know that the inhabitants of Venus, if there are any, dress at all?”


  “What nonsense! Of course they do—at least, if they are anything like us.”


  As soon as they got back on board the Astronef and had taken their breathing-dresses off, Redgrave and the old engineer, who appeared to take no visible interest in their new surroundings, threw open all the sliding doors on the upper and lower decks so that the vessel might be thoroughly ventilated by the fresh sweet air. Then a gentle repulsion was applied to the huge snow mass on which the Astronef rested. She rose a couple of hundred feet, her propellers began to whirl round, and Redgrave steered her out towards the centre of the vast cloud-sea which was almost surrounded by a thousand glittering peaks of ice and domes of snow.


  “I think we may as well put off dinner, or breakfast as it will he now, until we see what the world below is like,” he said to Zaidie, who was standing beside him on the conning-tower.


  “Oh, never mind about eating just now; this is altogether too wonderful to be missed for the sake of ordinary meat and drink. Let’s go down and see what there is on the other side.”


  He sent a message down the speaking tube to Murgatroyd, who was below among his beloved engines, and the next moment sun and clouds and ice-peaks had disappeared and nothing was visible save the all-enveloping silver-grey mist.


  For several minutes they remained silent, watching and wondering what they would find beneath the veil which hid the surface of Venus from their view. Then the mist thinned out and broke up into patches which drifted past them as they descended on their downward slanting course.


  Below them they saw vast, ghostly shapes of mountains and valleys, lakes and rivers, continents, islands, and seas. Every moment these became more and more distinct, and soon they were in full view of the most marvellous landscape that human eyes had ever beheld.


  The distances were tremendous. Mountains, compared with which the Alps or even the Andes would have seemed mere hillocks, towered up out of the vast depths beneath them. Up to the lower edge of the all-covering cloud-sea they were clad with a golden-yellow vegetation, fields and forests, open, smiling valleys, and deep, dark ravines through which a thousand torrents thundered down from the eternal snows beyond, to spread themselves out in rivers and lakes in the valleys and plains which lay many thousands of feet below.


  “What a lovely world!” said Zaidie, as she at last found her voice after what was almost a stupor of speechless wonder and admiration. “And the light! Did you ever see anything like it? It’s neither moonlight nor sunlight. See, there are no shadows down there; it’s just all lovely silvery twilight. Lenox, if Venus is as nice as she looks from here I don’t think I shall want to go back. It reminds me of Tennyson’s Lotus Eaters, The land where it is always afternoon.”


  “I think you are right after all. We are thirty million miles nearer to the sun than we were on the earth, and the light and heat have to filter through those clouds. They are not at all like earth-clouds from this side. It’s the other way about. The silver lining is on this side. Look, there isn’t a black or a brown one, or even a grey one within sight. They are just like a thin mist, lighted by millions of electric lamps. It’s a delicious world, and if it isn’t inhabited by angels it ought to be.”


  While they were talking, the Astronef was still sweeping swiftly down towards the surface through scenery of whose almost inconceivable magnificence no human words could convey any adequate idea. Underneath the cloud-veil the air was absolutely clear and transparent; clearer, indeed, than terrestrial air at the highest elevations, and, moreover, it seemed to be endowed with a strange luminous quality, which made objects, no matter how distant, stand out with almost startling distinctness.


  The rivers and lakes and seas, which spread out beneath them, seemed never to have been ruffled by the blast of a storm or wind, and shone with a soft silvery grey light, which seemed to come from below rather than from above. The atmosphere, which had now penetrated to every part of the Astronef, was not only exquisitely soft but also conveyed a faint but delicious sense of languorous intoxication to the nerves.


  “If this isn’t Heaven it must be the half-way house,” said Redgrave, with what was, perhaps, under the circumstances, a pardonable irreverence. “Still, after all, we don’t know what the inhabitants may be like, so I think we’d better close the doors, and drop on the top of that mountain spur running out between the two rivers into the bay. Do you notice how curious the water looks after the earth-seas; bright silver, instead of blue and green?”


  “Oh, it’s just lovely,” said Zaidie. “Let’s go down and have a walk. There’s nothing to be afraid of. You’ll never make me believe that a world like this can be inhabited by anything dangerous.


  “Perhaps, but we mustn’t forget what happened on Mars; still, there’s one thing, we haven’t been tackled by any aerial fleets yet.”


  “I don’t think the people here want air-ships. They can fly themselves. Look! there are a lot of them coming to meet us. That was a rather wicked remark of yours about the half-way house to Heaven; but those certainly look something like angels.


  As Zaidie said this, after a somewhat lengthy pause, during which the Astronef had descended to within a few hundred feet of the mountain-spur, she handed a pair of field-glasses to her husband and pointed downward towards an island which lay a couple of miles or so off the end of the spur.


  Redgrave put the glasses to his eyes, and, as he took a long look through them, moving them slowly up and down, and from side to side, he saw hundreds of winged figures rising from the island and soaring towards them.


  “You were right, dear,” he said, without taking the glass from his eyes, “and so was I. If those aren’t angels, they’re certainly something like men, and, I suppose, women too, who can fly. We may as well stop here and wait for them. I wonder what sort of an animal they take the Astronef for.”


  He sent a message down the tube to Murgatroyd, and gave a turn and a half to the steering wheel. The propellers slowed down and the Astronef landed with a hardly perceptible shock in the midst of a little plateau covered with a thick soft moss of a pale yellowish green, and fringed by a belt of trees which seemed to be over three hundred feet high, and whose foliage was a deep golden bronze.


  They had scarcely landed before the flying figures reappeared over the tree-tops and swept downwards in long spiral curves towards the Astronef.


  “If they’re not angels, they’re very like them,” said Zaidie, putting down her glasses.


  “There’s one thing,” replied her husband; “they fly a lot better than the old masters’ angels or Dore’s could have done, because they have tails—or at least something that seems to serve the same purpose, and yet they haven’t got feathers.”


  “Yes, they have, at least round the edges of their wings or whatever they are, and they’ve got clothes, too, silk tunics or something of that sort-and there are men and women.”


  “You’re quite right. Those fringes down their legs are feathers, and that’s how they fly.”


  The flying figures which came hovering near to the Astronef, without evincing any apparent sign of fear, were certainly the strangest that human eyes had looked upon. In some respects they had a sufficient resemblance to human form for them to be taken for winged men and women, while in another they bore a decided resemblance to birds. Their bodies and limbs were almost human in shape, but of slenderer and lighter build: and from the shoulder-blades and muscles of the back there sprang a pair of wings arching up above their heads.


  The body was covered in front and down the back between the wings with a sort of tunic of a light, silken-looking material, which must have been clothing, since there were many different colors.


  In stature these inhabitants of the Love-Star varied from about five feet six to five feet, but both the taller and the shorter of them were all of nearly the same size, from which it was easy to conclude that this difference in stature was on Venus, as well as on the Earth, one of the broad distinctions between the sexes.


  They flew once or twice completely round the Astronef with an exquisite ease and grace which made Zaidie exclaim: “Now, why weren’t we made like that on Earth!”


  To which Redgrave, after a look at the barometer, replied:


  “Partly, I suppose, because we weren’t built that way, and partly because we don’t live in an atmosphere about two and a half times as dense as ours.”


  Then several of the winged figures alighted on the mossy covering of the plain and walked towards the vessel.


  “Why, they walk just like us, only much more prettily!” said Zaidie. “And look what funny little faces they’ve got! Half bird, half human, and soft, downy feathers instead of hair. I wonder whether they talk or sing. I wish you’d open the doors again, Lenox. I’m sure they can’t possibly mean us any harm; they are far too innocent for that. What soft eyes they have, and what a thousand pities it is we shan’t be able to understand them.”


  They had left the conning-tower and both his lordship and Murgatroyd were throwing open the sliding doors and, to Zaidie’s considerable displeasure, getting the deck Maxims ready for action in case they should be needed. As soon as the doors were open Zaidie’s judgement of the inhabitants of Venus was entirely justified.


  Without the slightest sign of fear, but with very evident astonishment in their round golden-yellow eyes, they came walking close up to the sides of the Astronef; Some of them stroked her smooth, shining sides with their little hands, which Zaidie now found had only three fingers and a thumb. Many ages before they might have been bird’s claws, but now they were soft and pink and plump, utterly strange to work as manual work is understood upon Earth.


  “Just fancy getting Maxim guns ready to shoot those delightful things,” said Zaidie, almost indignantly, as she went towards the doorway from which the gangway ladder ran down to the soft, mossy turf. “Why, not one of them has got a weapon of any sort; and just listen,” she went on, stopping in the opening of the doorway, “have you ever heard music like that on earth? I haven’t. I suppose it’s the way they talk. I’d give a good deal to be able to understand them. But still, it’s very lovely, isn’t it?”


  “Ay, like the voices of syrens enticing honest folk to destruction,” said Murgatroyd, speaking for the first time since the Astronef had landed; for this big, grizzled, taciturn Yorkshireman, who looked upon the whole cruise through Space as a mad and almost impious adventure, which nothing but his hereditary loyalty to his master’s name and family could have persuaded him to share in, had grown more and more silent as the millions of miles between the Astronef and his native Yorkshire village had multiplied day by day.


  “Syrens—and why not?” laughed Redgrave. “Yes, Zaidie, I never heard anything like that before. Unearthly, of course it is; but then we’re not on Earth. Now, Zaidie, they seem to talk in song-language. You did pretty well on Mars with your sign-language, suppose we go out and show them that you can speak the song-language, too.”


  “What do you mean?” she said; “sing them something?”


  “Yes,” he replied, “they’ll try to talk to you in song, and you won’t be able to understand them; at least, not as far as words and sentences go. But music is the universal language on Earth, and there’s no reason why it shouldn’t be the same through the solar system. Come along, tune up, little woman!”


  They went together down the gangway stairs, he dressed in an ordinary English tweed grey suit, with a golf cap on the back of his head, and she in the last and daintiest of costumes which had combined the art of Paris and London and New York before the Astronef soared up from Central Park.


  The moment that she set foot on the golden-yellow sward she was surrounded by a swarm of the winged, and yet strangely human creatures. Those nearest to her came and touched her hands and face, and stroked the folds of her dress. Others looked into her violet-blue eyes, and others put out their queer little hands and touched her hair.


  This and her clothing seemed to be the most wonderful experience for them, saving always the fact that she had no wings.


  Redgrave kept close beside her until he was satisfied that these strange half-human, and yet wholly interesting creatures were innocent of any intention of harm, and when he saw two of the winged daughters of the Love-Star put up their hands and touch the thick coils of her hair, he said:


  “Take those pins and things out and let it down. They seem to think that your hair’s part of your head. It’s the first chance you’ve had to work a miracle, so you may as well do it. Show them the most beautiful thing they’ve ever seen.”


  “What babies you men can be when you get sentimental!” laughed Zaidie, as she put her hands up to her head. “How do you know that this may not be ugly in their eyes?”


  “Quite impossible!” he replied.’They’re a great deal too pretty themselves to think you ugly.”


  While he was speaking Zaidie had taken off a Spanish mantilla which she had thrown over her head as she came out, and which the ladies of Venus seemed to think was part of her hair. Then she took out the comb and one or two hairpins which kept the coils in position, deftly caught the ends, and then, after a few rapid movements of her fingers, she shook her head, and the wondering crowd about her saw, what seemed to them a shimmering veil, half gold, half silver, in the strange, reflected light from the cloud-veil, fall down from her head over her shoulders.


  They crowded still more closely round her, but so quietly and so gently that she felt nothing more than the touch of wondering hands on her arms, and dress, and hair. Her husband, as he said afterwards, was “absolutely out of it.” They seemed to imagine him to be a kind of uncouth monster, possibly the slave of this radiant being which had come so strangely from somewhere beyond the cloud-veil. They looked at him with their golden-yellow eyes wide open, and some of them came up rather timidly and touched his clothes, which they seemed to think were his skin.


  Then one or two, more daring, put their little hands up to his face and touched his moustache, and all of them, while both examinations were going on, kept up a running conversation of cooing and singing which evidently conveyed their ideas from one to the other on the subject of this most marvellous visit of these two strange beings with neither wings nor feathers, but who, most undoubtedly, had other means of flying, since it was quite certain that they had come from another world.


  There was a low cooing note, something like the language in which doves converse, and which formed a sort of undertone. But every moment this rose here and there into higher notes, evidently expressing wonder or admiration, or both.


  “You were right about the universal language,” said Redgrave, when he had submitted to the stroking process for a few moments. “These people talk in music, and, as far as I can see or hear, their opinion of us, or, at least, of you, is distinctly flattering. I don’t know what they take me for, and I don’t care, but as we’d better make friends with them, suppose you sing them ‘Home, Sweet Home,’ or The Swanee River.’ I shouldn’t wonder if they consider our talking voices most horrible discords, so you might as well give them something different.”


  While he was speaking the sounds about them suddenly hushed, and, as Redgrave said afterwards, it was something like the silence that follows a cannon shot. Then, in the midst of the hush, Zaidie put her hands behind her, looked up towards the luminous silver surface which formed the only visible sky of Venus, and began to sing “The Swanee River.”


  The clear, sweet notes rang up through the midst of a sudden silence. The sons and daughters of the Love-Star ceased the low, half-humming, half-cooing tones in which they seemed to be whispering to each other, and Zaidie sang the old plantation song through for the first time that a human voice had sung it to ears other than human.


  As the last note thrilled sweetly from her lips she looked round at the crowd of strange half-human figures about her, and something in their unlikeness to her own kind brought back to her mind the familiar scenes which lay so far away, so many millions of miles across the dark and silent Ocean of Space.


  Other winged figures, attracted by the sound of her singing, had crossed the trees, and these, during the silence which came after the singing of the song, were swiftly followed by others, until there were nearly a thousand of them gathered about the side of the Astronef.


  There was no crowding or jostling among them. Each one treated every other with the most perfect gentleness and courtesy. No such thing as enmity or ill-feeling seemed to exist among them, and, in perfect silence, they waited for Zaidie to continue what they thought was her first speech of greeting. The temper of the throng somehow coincided exactly with the mood which her own memories had brought to her, and the next moment she sent the first line of “Home Sweet Home” soaring up to the cloud-veiled sky.


  As the notes rang up into the still, soft air a deeper hush fell on the listening throng. Heads were bowed with a gesture almost of adoration, and many of those standing nearest to her bent their bodies forward, and expanded their wings, bringing them together over their breasts with a motion which, as they afterwards learnt, was intended to convey the idea of wonder and admiration, mingled with something like a sentiment of worship.


  Zaidie sang the sweet old song through from end to end, forgetting for the time being everything but the home she had left behind her on the banks of the Hudson. As the last notes left her lips, she turned round to Redgrave and looked at him with eyes dim with the first tears that had filled them since her father’s death, and said, as he caught hold of her outstretched hand:


  “I believe they’ve understood every word of it.”


  “Or, at any rate, every note. You may be quite certain of that,” he replied. “If you had done that on Mars it might have been even more effective than the Maxims.”


  “For goodness sake don’t talk about things like that in a heaven like this! Oh, listen! They’ve got the tune already!’ It was true! The dwellers of the love-star, whose speech was song, had instantly recognised the sweetness of the sweetest of all earthly songs. They had, of course, no idea of the meaning of the words; but the music spoke to them and told them that this fair visitant from another world could speak the same speech as theirs. Every note and cadence was repeated with absolute fidelity, and so the speech, common to the two far-distant worlds, became a link connecting, this wandering son and daughter of the Earth with the sons and daughters of the Love-Star.


  The throng fell back a little and two figures; apparently male and female, came to Zaidie and held out their right hands and began addressing her in perfectly harmonised song, which, though utterly unintelligible to her in the sense of speech, expressed sentiments which could not possibly be mistaken, as there was a faint suggestion of the old English song running through the little song-speech that they made, and both Zaidie and her husband rightly concluded that it was intended to convey a welcome to the strangers from beyond the cloud-veil.


  And then the strangest of all possible conversations began. Redgrave, who had no more notion of music than a walrus, perforce kept silence. In fact, he noticed with a certain displeasure which vanished speedily with a musical, and half-malicious little laugh from Zaidie, that when he spoke the bird-folk drew back a little and looked in something like astonishment at him, but Zaidie was already in touch with them, and half by song and half by signs she very soon gave them an idea of what they were and where they had come from. Her husband afterwards told her that it was the best piece of operatic acting he had ever seen, and, considering all the circumstances, this was very possibly true.


  In the end the two, who had come to give her what seemed to be the formal greeting, were invited into the Astronef. They went on board without the slightest sign of mistrust, and with only an expression of mild wonder on their beautiful and almost childlike faces.


  Then, while the other doors were being closed, Zaidie stood at the open one above the gangway and made signs showing that they were going up beyond the clouds and then down into the valley, and as she made the signs she sang through the scale, her voice rising and falling in harmony with her gestures. The Bird-Folk understood her instantly, and as the door closed and the Astronef rose from the ground, a thousand wings were outspread and presently hundreds of beautiful soaring forms were circling about the Navigator of the Stars.


  “Don’t they look lovely,” said Zaidie. “I wonder what they would think if they could see us flying above New York or London or Paris with an escort like this. I suppose they’re going to show us the way. Perhaps they have a city down there. Suppose you were to go and get a bottle of champagne and see if Master Cupid and Miss Venus would like a drink. We’ll see then if our nectar is anything like theirs.”


  Redgrave went below. Meanwhile, for lack of other possible conversation, Zaidie began to sing the last verse of “Never Again.” The melody almost exactly described the upward motion of the Astronef, and she could see that it was instantly understood, for when she had finished, their two voices joined in an almost exact imitation of it.


  When Redgrave brought up the wine and the glasses they looked at them without any sign of surprise. The pop of the cork did not even make them look round.


  “Evidently a semi-angelic people, living on nectar and ambrosia, with nectar very like our own,” he said, as he filled the glasses. “Perhaps you’d better give it to them. They seem to understand you better than they do me—you being, of course, a good bit nearer to the angels than I am.”


  “Thanks!” she said, as she took a couple of glasses up, wondering a little what their visitors would do with them. Somewhat to her surprise, they took them with a little bow and a smile and sipped at the wine, first with a little glint of wonder in their eyes, and then with smiles which are unmistakable evidence of perfect appreciation.


  “I thought so,” said Redgrave, as he raised his own glass, and bowed gravely towards them. “This is our nearest approach to nectar, and they seem to recognise it.”


  “And don’t they just look like the sort of people who live on it, and, of course, other things,” added Zaidie, as she too lifted her glass, and looked with laughing eyes across the brim at her two guests.


  But meanwhile Murgatroyd had been applying the repulsive force a little too strongly. The Astronef shot up with a rapidity which soon left her winged escort far below. She entered the cloud-veil and passed beyond it. The instant that the unclouded sun-rays struck the glass-roofing of the upper deck, their two guests, who had been moving about examining everything with a childlike curiosity, closed their eyes and clasped their hands over them, uttering little cries, tuneful and musical, but still with a note of strange discord in them.


  “Lenox, we must go down again,” exclaimed Zaidie. “Don’t you see they can’t stand the light; it hurls them. Perhaps, poor dears, it’s the first time they’ve ever been hurt in their lives. I don’t believe they have any of our ideas of pain or sorrow or anything of that sort. Take us back under the clouds, quick, or we may blind them.”


  Before she had finished speaking, Redgrave had sent a signal down to Murgatroyd, and the Astronef began to drop back again towards the surface of the cloud-sea. Zaidie had, meanwhile, gone to her lady guest and dropped the black lace mantilla over her head, and, as she did so, she caught herself saying:


  “There, dear, we shall soon be back in your own light. I hope it hasn’t hurt you. It was very stupid of us to do a thing like that.”


  The answer came in a little cooing murmur, which said: “Thank you!” quite as effectively as any earthly words could have done, and then the Astronef dropped through the cloud-sea. The soaring forms of her lost escort came into view again and clustered about her, and, surrounded by them, she dropped, in obedience to their signs, down between the tremendous mountains and towards the island, thick with golden foliage, which lay two or three earth-miles out in a bay, where four converging rivers spread out into the sea.


  It would take the best part of a volume rather than a few lines to give even an imperfect conception of the purely Arcadian delights with which the hours of the next ten days and nights were filled; but some idea of what the Space-voyagers experienced may be gathered from this extract of a conversation which took place in the saloon of the Astronef on the eleventh evening.


  “But look here, Zaidie,” said his lordship, “as we’ve found a world which is certainly much more delightful than our own, why shouldn’t we stop here a bit? The air suits us and the people are simply enchanting. I think they like us, and I’m sure you’re in love with every one of them, male and female. Of course, it’s rather a pity that we can’t fly unless we do it in the Astronef. But that’s only a detail. You’re enjoying yourself thoroughly, and I never saw you looking better or, if possible, more beautiful: and why on earth—or Venus—do you want to go?”


  She looked at him steadily for a few moments, and with an expression which he had never seen on her face or in her eyes before, and then she said slowly and very sweetly, although there was something like a note of solemnity running through her tone:


  “I altogether agree with you, dear; but there is something which you don’t seem to have noticed. As you say, we have had a perfectly delightful time. It’s a delicious world, and just everything that one would think it to be, either Aurora or Hesperus looked at from the Earth; but if we were to stop here we should be committing one of the greatest crimes, perhaps the greatest, that ever was committed within the limits of the Solar System.”


  “My dear Zaidie, what in the name of what we used to call morals on the earth, do you mean?”


  “Just this,” she replied, leaning a little towards him in her deck chair. ‘These people, half angels, and half men and women, welcomed us after we dropped through their cloud-veil, as friends; a bit strange to them, certainly, but still they welcomed us as friends. They’ve taken us into their palaces, they’ve given us, as one might say, the whole planet. Everything was ours that we liked to take.”


  “We’ve been living with them ten days now, and neither you nor I, nor even Murgatroyd, who, like the old Puritan that he is, seems to see sin or wrong in everything that looks nice, has seen a single sign among them that they know anything about what we call sin or wrong on Earth.”


  “I think I understand what you’re driving at,” said Redgrave. “You mean, I suppose, that this world is something like Eden before the fall, and that you and I—oh—but that’s all rubbish you know.”


  She got up out of her chair and, leaning over his, put her arm round his shoulder. Then she said very softly: “I see you understand what I mean, Lenox It doesn’t matter how good you think me or I think you, but we have our original sin. You’re an earthly man and I’m an earthly woman, and, as I’m your wife, I can say it plainly. We may think a good bit of each other, but that’s no reason why we shouldn’t be a couple of plague-spots in a sinless world like this.”


  Their eyes met, and he understood. Then he got up and went down to the engine-room.


  A couple of minutes later the Astronef sprang upwards from the midst of the delightful valley in which she was resting. In five minutes she had passed through the cloud-veil, and the next morning when their new friends came to visit them and found that they had vanished back into Space, there was sorrow for the first time among the sons and daughters of the Love-Star.
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  CHAPTER I


  After the Venusian Invasion


  “John Hardiman!”


  I turned, recognizing the voice that had called my name, and waited for the old man to hobble along the flower-bordered path toward me.


  I would have recognized old Rossey, head astronomer of the International Academy, even without hearing his voice. He was one of the few men in our part of the land who still stuck to the antique and ugly style of clothing that so-called civilized men wore prior to the Day of Chaos—I mean, of course, that memorable day when the invaders from the planet Venus first arrived on our earth.


  That was twelve years ago, and I had been only seven years old at the time—too young to remember clearly the sartorial atrocities that had been fashionable—but Astronomer Rossey’s attire was a sufficient reminder of what we of the younger generation had escaped.


  He sweltered in the spring sunlight in a kind of a black affair, similar to our own cloaks, except for two shapeless tubes to contain his arms, and his legs were incased in heavy gray rolls of wool known formerly as “trousers,” I believe. Altogether an absurd and laugh-provoking dress for a sensible man.


  But Astronomer Rossey was not a man to be laughed at in spite of his old-fashioned ideas on clothing. He had one of the keenest minds in our community and had been one of the few men who had known what was coming and had prepared for the great world cataclysm twelve years ago.


  Besides, if I found his manner of dressing and some of his ways of thinking old-fashioned and ridiculous I might have found the same fault with my own mother and father who, in a new and bewildering world, clung to the traditions of their former civilization. And I was too fond of all three to find fault with anything they did or thought. They had been brought up in an atmosphere as different from our own open air, healthful life as night is from day.


  Rossey puffed up to me and mopped his perspiring forehead with a square of linen.


  “You take strides, John,” he said, and hurried to keep up with me. “Where are you off to now?”


  “The Playing Field,” I answered, easing my pace a little.


  I was taller than the average of our young men and had to look down at him—instead of up to him, as I should in view of his age and superior learning.


  “H-mgh!” he snorted. “The Playing Field! I didn’t see you at the lecture on the nebula in Sagittarius that I gave in the Great Hall today. I don’t insist that you should become a scholar. Ours is the ancient Grecian idea nowadays of a sound mind in a sound body, but aside from the law requiring your attendance on astronomical lectures there is the question of self-protection. We are only a handful on Earth, one might say, compared with the swarming millions of old days, and we must make the best of our opportunities.”


  I laughed and, throwing back the scarlet cloak I wore, flexed the rippling muscles of my forearm.


  “Sound body, astronomer, I admit. But as for the mind I’m at a loss when it comes to learn—”


  “Oh, you’re big and handsome enough, I’ll admit,” he said grudgingly.


  “I didn’t mean it that way,” I answered, feeling red and foolish. “What I meant is that there is absolutely no use trying to drive anything into my thick skull. I’m not made for an intellectual. I can throw any man in our community, outrun and outbox the best, but when it comes to the nebula in Sagittarius, you’ve got me shoulders down on the mat. I believe I’ll join the Protectors and use brawn where I lack brain.”


  “The Protectors,” he repeated distastefully. “Hardly a fitting vocation for a man of ability, John. What we used to call soldiers or policemen in the old days.”


  “The old days, astronomer, are over. Sometimes I rather regret them. They used to have wars then, and a young man could use his hands. But even now there is always a chance for a fight with the wild men to the south. I can do something useful in the Protectors at least.”


  Rossey scratched his chin thoughtfully. “You might have a war yet, young man, if you crave excitement. Seems to me the world hasn’t changed much, after all, in spite of the Days of Chaos. Youth craves adventure—well, you might get it.”


  I pricked up my ears at that.


  “You mean the Venusians? Are we going to attack them at last?”


  He smiled.


  “We’re not going to attack them on their own planet yet, so don’t expect too much. Even at the inferior conjunction they’re too far off by twenty-six million miles. Eventually it will come to that when we have perfected whirling machines similar to theirs to travel from Earth to Venus. Just now we’re planning to rid Earth of the few Venusians left over from the invasion twelve years ago—”


  “The ones to the south?” I interrupted eagerly. “All the more reason why I should join the Protectors now. They’ll be fighting—”


  He raised a thin hand as we stopped at the edge of the Playing Ground, where the scantily clad men of my age were shouting at their games.


  “It won’t be right away, John, so don’t rush off to war. The Council is still debating the matter—”


  “Debating!” I exclaimed hotly. “Talking and planning while those damnable creatures down there are spreading out, enslaving human beings, brutalizing men of our own flesh and blood. We should strike now before they get stronger, reach us up here!”


  He shook his head soberly.


  “How many of us are there in this community, John?”


  “Ten thousand,” I replied readily. “We can put three thousand men under arms!”


  “And in the international community to the west?” he continued with quiet meaning.


  “As many more, astronomer. Able-bodied young men, trained athletes. We could sweep this handful of Venusians off Earth—”


  “We only partially succeeded in doing that when we men of Earth had twenty or thirty millions of men available,” he objected. “True, the remnants of the Venusian invaders are not apparently as powerful as they once were, but then we haven’t the weapons our former civilization had. We are growing stronger day by day. Yesterday I watched a test of a new compressed-air gun that may supersede our present swords and makeshift weapons. Then there are the new forms of electric energy.”


  He went on to talk about the weapons and warfare of former days, about the thundering battleships that plowed the oceans, the airplanes that covered the skies, the high-explosive shells that could kill at a greater distance than the light rods of the Venusians. I enjoyed-listening, for, as I said, I was too young to remember except hazily those strange days, and I had an adventurous leaning to deeds of war.


  He spoke of other things with which I was more familiar—the coming of the Venusians in their whirling machines, and described the chaotic days when Earth was threatened with annihilation at the hands of the superbeings from Venus; how the skill of the invaders rendered known forms of electrical energy useless, exploded arsenals and destroyed armies, depriving mankind of weapons, obliterated the stores of oil beneath Earth’s crust upon which transportation depended, forcing the survivors to adopt the weapons and manners of ancient days.


  He told me for the hundredth time of the great changes in Earth’s surface, how most of Europe and Asia and Africa had disappeared, wiping out nations and tribes, how one whirling machine had been destroyed and how the other had been wrecked in the South American jungles, now a new ocean, and how, cut off from their return to their own planet, the remaining Venusians had come north gradually and were menacing our own frontiers.


  He described the human communities of the world—the two civilized communities, our own and the international—and the outlawed Wild Men that existed here and there in growing forests and decayed cities. But when it came to definite information about our Venusian enemies he was less clear. And that was a point that interested me more than all the rest.


  “Your father was a captive in a whirling machine,” he reminded me. “His descriptions should be exact enough—though he was not a scientific man by any manner of means.”


  “They were tall, well-formed and quite beautiful men and women—or at least, in the likeness of human beings—but utterly heartless and-evidently soulless,” I replied. “My father has only a vague description to give. Our school pamphlets describe them as having a peculiarly white, clammy skin and greenish eyes. Do you suppose they have souls like humans?”


  Rossey raised his narrow shoulders and eyebrows.


  “I’d give a lot to know—so would the whole Council. These creatures are intelligent—terrifically superior to us in some ways—and supremely remorseless. Look what they do to the humans that fall into their hands. Those they don’t kill outright they change over to brutes, robbing them of human intelligence, making slaves of them.”


  “Mesmerism?” I asked. “There was a man from the international community—a former Hindoo, I think—gave a lecture last week in the—”


  “Stuff and nonsense!” Rossey broke in. “Mesmerism, indeed! People will insist on ignoring the evidence of their senses. From what I can find out—and communication is almost impossible to the Venusian country—they use a poison injecting it into the victim to paralyze portions of his brain, a system that has been employed by various insects since the very beginning of things. Some varieties of spiders use a poison to render their prey helpless while still alive in order to insure their remaining fresh until devoured. That is an established scientific fact.


  “There is no reason to suppose that the Venusians, far more intellectual, should be ignorant of the uses of similar poisons or drugs to deprive their victims of will-power. Once inoculated they are driven by the Venusians like cattle. We know that much.”


  That reminded me of something I wanted to ask.


  “What, became of that refugee the Protectors brought in? He must have had something to say.”


  “Didn’t get much from him. He was pretty far gone, poor fellow. He tried to tell the Council things we wanted to know. Died shortly after he reached us. As far as I could gather—he spoke only Spanish, and De Solo, of the international community, examined him—these Venusians are stranded since the whirling machine broke up, and their light-rods are losing some of their deadly effect, which is promising. But they have plenty of unfortunate humans to act as beasts of burden for them and fight for them. However it happened, that particular whirling machine brought females and a few Venusian males of the intellectual species—something like the repulsive, potbellied creature your father remembers.


  “As in the case of the whirling machine that was wrecked here, the females rule the roost.”


  He turned to go.


  “By the way,” I hesitated, fidgeting with the sole of my sandal in the clay path, “they were talking of sending a man down there to spy out things. I’m rather young, of course, I know, but—”


  Rossey smiled quizzically, scratched his bearded chin again, and nodded in acknowledgement of the respectful salute of a brawny mail-clad Protector who passed by with clanking sword.


  “Eh? You go?” Rossey shook his head. “That is work for older heads, my boy. No. It’s too late now, anyway. Lavarre, the Frenchman, left two days ago to look the land over. Even so, it’s doubtful if we shall ever see him again. And he’s a man of broad experience and hard to catch.”


  He turned once more toward the low, white-tiled row of houses that formed the bachelor’s quarters, looked up at me over his shoulder and frowned, in worried disapproval.


  “Don’t let your adventurous instincts carry you away, John,” he warned me. “If you’re curious about the Venusians ask your father what happened to some men he saw after the Venusians caught them twelve years ago. Stay at home and don’t be a fool.”


  With which parting advice he left me.


  But I was a fool. Or, at least, I was nineteen, with the blood of youth answering the adventurous call of spring in the air, and felt in the swelling muscles and thews of a body that had never known a day’s idleness from the Playing Ground, a sufficient defense against any powers of darkness that might await me in the land of the Venusians.


  I made up my mind to go there, and kept my own counsel.


  CHAPTER II


  I Venture Forth


  I think I made it sufficiently clear that I was not a particularly bright pupil in school. Our little community, isolated since the Day of Chaos from a barbaric world of desert and ruins, held some very superior minds, due to its having been close to several seats of learning along the Eastern coast of what had been the United States.


  Moreover, in the international community to the west, were refugees from devastated Europe, scientists, workers, men of the better class left over after the more disorderly elements had been driven out to join the Wild Men. There was Weintraub, the German chemist, Pierre Trabre, once a famous French astronomer, and Sir Garrett Ballantree, who had been the head of something or other called a Royal Society in the olden days.


  But not all the lectures and instructions of these master minds, nor probably the truncheons and swords of the Protectors could have dinned anything into my reluctant mind. When it came to mastering the blooded horses that we carefully trained, or manipulating the new glides, or catching the admiration of giggling girls with a feat of strength or skill, I more than held my own.


  But when it was a question of differential calculus, experimental physics, or mastering a key-map, or describing the transit of Venus—and you may imagine Venus was our most important study—I was the veriest dolt, and the despair of teachers and parents alike.


  My father, who held the post of SubMaster of Sanitation in our community, used to laugh and shake his head.


  “In the old world, John, you’d have made a darn fine living in the movies or as a strong man in the circus. I guess it’ll be the Protectors for you. There’s a good opening there in the Exploration Branch for a wide-awake, energetic young fellow.”


  But no one was admitted to the Protectors under full growth—which meant twenty-one—and a man had to marry a wife and father two children at least before he was allowed to join the risky Exploration Branch, or otherwise all the adventurous young men would wander off beyond the frontiers and probably never come back, and the population would decrease.


  I neither wanted to wait two years, nor did I want a wife. But I did want to see what lay beyond the frontier to the south.


  Even if I had been the keenest of scholars the information available about the regions I wanted to penetrate was meager. South of us, a day’s journey by horse, lay the extensive ruins of what had been New York City, a vast, crumbling desert of wrecked buildings, subways and tottering walls, a place inhabited by the Wild Men, some of whom were occasionally captured by our Protectors to work our fields for us.


  Beyond that point were miles of swampland, created by the Venusian destruction of twelve years ago, and beyond that again, somewhere in what had been the Carolinas, the surviving Venusians held sway—our fearful enemies, by all reports as inhuman, merciless and cold-blooded a set of creatures as had ever appeared on this Earth of ours.


  What their manner of life was, what they really looked like, what cruelties they practiced on their unfortunate human chattels, was a matter of awed conjecture and unsubstantial rumor among us. We heard all kinds of tales and fancies, warnings and whispers.


  I have-often noticed that the more you try to deter a certain type of adventurous man from a dangerous business the more anxious he is to try his hand at it.


  Which may account for my stealing out quietly in the dawn one morning a week following my conversation with Rossey, and after kissing my mother lightly on the cheek so as not to awaken her, making my way stealthily toward our stables.


  I wrapped my cloak closely about me, tucked my dagger into my belt of rattlesnake skin, and peered around the corner of the house. Precaution was necessary since, aside from the law against, leaving the community, my father was a member of the Council and could enforce his punishments.


  There was no brawny Protector in sight at that moment, and I reached the stables.


  I passed my own favorite, Gray Robin, and picked a heavy, sure-footed bay animal of no great value. My plans did not include taking a horse into the land of the Venusians, and I disliked losing Gray Robin among the wild herds, when I would be forced to abandon him. Eclipse, the bay, followed me meekly outside, and I mounted, striking out immediately into the deserted-path that bordered the Great Hall.


  It led southward past the towering observatory on the left of the road, and the long, low, landscaped General Factory on the right, past the House of Worship, where many creeds worshiped the same God under different names. I was about to dismount and enter for a few moment’s prayer for the success of my rash undertaking, but a light glowing within me warned me that there might be curious eyes to spy me and inquisitive questions asked.


  I passed, under the shelter of the trees, at a slow trot out into the open country, with its newly furrowed fields and neat little houses floating in the haze of a spring dawn.


  Once I encountered a drover, urging his plodding cattle toward the General Factory, but he was too busy to spend more than a passing glance on me, and once a dog rushed out into the road barking, and immediately squatted down to search for a flea, as dogs have done, no doubt, from the beginning of things.


  I stopped five miles farther on to water Eclipse, not having ventured to lead the beast to the trough at home before leaving. The girl who brought me the pail paused to chat, as women will, while Eclipse plunged his nose greedily into the lush grass.


  “Haven’t I seen you in the community games?” she inquired, appraising my breadth of shoulder. “Or are there two such nice sets of curls among us?”


  She was a tiny thing, for all she might have been my own age, with provoking black eyes and curving lips that seemed to curve more at my discomfiture. I frowned and answered gruffly, not liking the allusion to my reddish shock of hair, that wouldn’t stay put. I held myself to be different to the young bloods who tossed their cloaks and who ogled the girls at the Playing Ground.


  “You’re out early,” she insisted, teasingly. “You haven’t joined the Exploration Branch, have you?”


  “No,” I laughed and swung into the saddle. “There are restrictions.”


  It was her turn to redden. She knew what those restrictions were. But it is always women’s way to have the last word and I heard her call out a taunting remark as I rode off.


  I pressed Eclipse to the limit for the next ten miles. I was leaving too broad a trail for my liking and even if there were no longer telegraphs and telephones, there was an excellent system of semaphores connecting the community with the frontier posts.


  Approaching the southern frontier, I rode cautiously, detouring through brush and piles of overgrown debris where houses had stood before Chaos. The country grew wilder, our own neat farmlands fewer as I went on and presently I came to the frontier itself.


  It stretched across a hilltop, curved down into a ravine on either side and disappeared toward the horizon—a long wall, formed of stone and steel and brick, the wreckage of towns and villages of old days, gathered up and piled in a twenty-five foot barrier, topped with barbed-wire, and guarded every few hundred feet with a watchtower.


  In front of me was an opening, a gateway directly under one of the watchtowers and the ponderous, nail-studded door was open, showing the open country beyond and a party of Protectors just vanishing over a hill.


  I dismounted and led Eclipse to the opening.


  “Halt! What’s your business?”


  Two Protectors appeared directly in front of me. I pointed toward the band in the distance.


  “I have a message from the Council,” I answered readily, chancing on hitting the mark. “A message to your chief out there.”


  The nearest Protector scowled doubtfully at me. But, apparently I looked neither like a Wild Man nor a Venusian, and he was satisfied that no sensible man would want to leave security for foolhardy danger, for after a second he nodded and let me pass.


  “Don’t get lost out there,” he warned. “The old city is just beyond and full of twists and turns—let alone Wild men. If you should miss the chief turn right back. This gate closes at sundown promptly, remember, and opens for no man or devil under the sun!”


  I promised to be careful and rode away. Once over the hill and out of sight of the men on the wall, I turned aside from the path the band of Protectors in front had taken, and struck off resolutely to the west.


  Behind me lay home, friends, safety. Before me was a strange land, miles of heaped up masonry, smoke-scorched ruins, smashed and twisted steel columns, a labyrinth of under ground tunnels infested with God knows what type of animal and human—the remains of what had once been the greatest city in the world, now given over to death and decay. No civilized man had lived there for twelve years.


  Beyond that waste were leagues of swampland to detour around and further still was—


  Well, that was what I was going to find out.


  CHAPTER III


  I Meet Some Unpleasant Folk


  Eclipse picked his way daintily along what had once been, no doubt, a busy avenue. On either side of us were shells of burned-out houses. Great cracks appeared in the asphalt pavement—the result of the earthquakes of Chaos I suppose—and in the fissures, as well as on the mounds where houses had stood, weeds were growing.


  Passing a row of what had evidently been the shops of merchants, farther on my way, I glimpsed, through a wide, shattered pane of glass, the skeleton of a man lying back in a chair, and later I came across another skeleton seated behind the wheel of one of those old-fashioned vehicles called “autos” and Eclipse shied violently as a rat ran across in front of us.


  It was necessary to go around quite often since what had been streets were poorly defined and blocked up. Once I thought I glimpsed a pair of gleaming eyes glaring at me from underneath an overhead roadway—a rusted and twisted business of columns and rails—but I could not be sure.


  Beside a huge, red painted machine, blocking one avenue with its broken ladders, I saw an overturned post that had held some sort of directions and climbed down from Eclipse to read the lettering on it.


  It read “Subway—Uptown,” but whether it had pointed north or south I could not tell and it was of no use to me. Another sign read “Broadway” and I gathered that Subway and Broadway were the two converging streets. I knew my way west and south of course, by the sun, but I had been in hopes of finding a way across the swampland—formerly Hudson’s River, in the days when rich men owned rivers and forests—that lay in my path to the west.


  I stood, scanning the gold and glass-bulbed signs that hung askew from the wreckage of the house of the merchants, but they were Greek to me, mainly names of people or strange and outlandish words such as “Bankruptcy Clearance Sale,” “Hot Dogs,” which last amused me though it gave me an unpleasant reminder of the savage customs of our ancestors.


  Another larger sign “Subway,” led me to investigate further and I left Eclipse to peer into a cavernous tunnel from which smoke emerged.


  It was inexcusably careless of me, but the place seemed so deserted that I ventured a few steps downward. I was properly punished, however, for a rope dropped around my body and tightened with a jerk, pinning my arms to my sides and throwing me head over heels to the bottom of the tunnel.


  There was no time to get to my feet and fight. A dozen hands grabbed me from the darkness and in another second I was tied hand and foot.


  A bearded, dirty face hovered over me, while an iron club was poised over my head, and withdrawn.


  I needed no more than a glance at the scowling face and the ragged crew that clustered behind it to know that I had fallen an easy victim to the Wild Men, and I cursed my carelessness heartily.


  “Bring him along,” one of the group suggested, “and let Hairy have a look at him. He’s one of the “Community gang.”


  “That’s right,” agreed the one with the iron bar. “Remember what they done to one of our gang last week. Hairy will think up something good for this vegg to pay ’em back.”


  They dragged me along the dark tunnel, across some iron rails and up to the Hairy individual they spoke of. He was squatted by a smoky fire, which a slatternly woman tended, and Hairy was properly named I would say.


  Only his red-rimmed eyes showed through the tangled growth that covered cheeks, chin and chest. Around his shoulders was draped a piece of costly fabric, filched probably from some ruined warehouse.


  He was amusing himself, childishly I thought, hammering on a battered tin with a knuckle-bone held in his greasy fist, and bellowing out some monotonous jargon.


  He stopped when I was pushed before him.


  “One of the Community,” the man with the iron spear reported. “Caught him spyin’ on us outside.”


  “Spyin’, hey?” Hairy roared. “We’ll give him his bellyful of that!”


  A nondescript crowd of women, men and ferret-eyed children gathered around us. They were fit inhabitants of this underground Hades.


  “I wasn’t spying on you,” I said. “I was passing through to the south and some of these fellows roped me—”


  “Remember what the Community Protectors did to Big Joe last week,” the man with the bar reminded Hairy.


  “I remember,” he snarled. “So you was going south, hey? What for?”


  “To find out about the Venusians that live there—”


  “Who are them, Red?” demanded Hairy of the iron-club man. “What bunch is that? Maybe they’s women there for you weak guys what can’t get—”


  Red interrupted in an awe-struck whisper, glancing over his shoulder.


  “Maybe by that he means the Devils, Hairy!”


  “The Devils!” Fright leaped into the red-rimmed eyes, and the leader cursed and struck at Red to cover up his sudden fear. “I’ll cut yer dirty heart out, Red, if you go talkin’ that way again!”


  The group of ragged scarecrows edged closer to the fire casting lowering, fearful looks at the shadows behind them. I sensed the terror that the very mention of the Venusians had for these lawless folk.


  “Take him out and send him back to his crowd,” Hairy commanded, recovering from his set-back. “Send him back right like they did Big Joe. Only instead of cuttin’ off one hand, make it both an’ his damned tongue, too, fer talkin’ so much! Take him away!”


  But a diversion saved me for awhile, in the form of poor Eclipse being dragged down the tunnel steps with shouts and shrieks of delight from the women. My means of transportation had been slaughtered to make a Roman holiday. The women hurried away for pots and the fires were replenished. It wasn’t often that fresh meat came their way.


  The orgy that followed would have made a wonderful picture for some of the oldtime painters, but the description would be rather nauseating. The Wild Men feasted, fought over the carcass of the unfortunate animal, laughed, boasted and having feasted, slept.


  It was characteristic of these people, where disorder is king, that none was appointed to guard me or stay awake. They snored, huddled around the embers of the fire, and from my corner, where I lay tied up like a bundle of firewood, I watched them for a good part of the night, as they muttered and tossed with heaven knows what nightmares concerning the Devils they feared.


  Lying there in surfeited stupor they would have been an easy prey to any of their enemies, Earthly or Venusian. The very lawless freedom of the Wild Men made them slaves to both.


  I wish I could recount a heroic escape that would redound to the credit of my cleverness, agility and strength. It would make so much more stirring, adventurous, reading.


  But, as a matter of truth, it was the simplest and least heroic thing in the world. I wriggled across the ground, with the aid of my finger tips and heels, and, at the small cost of a few blisters, burned the rope from about my wrists at the embers of Hairy’s fire.


  I was free in a few minutes and not a person had stirred. I could have killed them as they slept if I had wanted to. I crept up the steps to the starlit night and looked around.


  It was almost in my mind to give over this mad adventure and turn northward again. But the thought of the laughter of the community and my own stubborn will dissuaded me.


  I turned westward, guiding myself by the light of the North Star, and did not pause in my stride all that night.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Slave Folk


  I stopped.


  Again that distant cry sounded on the evening air—a wailing, discordant sound that seemed to come to me from miles away through the quiet aisles of forest trees, overgrown with the dismal, tropical Spanish moss.


  I stepped into a shadowing clump of pines and waited, shivering a little. My cloak of warm wool, garnished with its diamond clasp, had been taken from me by the Wild Men, the clasp having attracted their childish fancies as poor Eclipse had satisfied their ravenous appetites. My aluminum sandals, worn with a week’s journey in the swamp, were tied, on with bits of string and grass, my white linen tunic was no longer white and in tatters, showing more nakedness than was considered fashionable in our community, I was unshaven for a month—altogether a sorry enough figure.


  Furthermore, I was unarmed, in an enemy country, the land of the Venusian invaders. This bothered me more than anything else; which goes to show how little a mere man knows of the dispositions of a Divine Providence that controls all things earthly—aye, and Venusian, too—for it was my ragged appearance and lack of weapons that saved my life.


  I waited for a repetition of that wailing cry, but none came. Guardedly I slipped from the shadow of the trees and made my way across a wide meadow, avoiding the rustling palmettos and keeping to whatever cover was available.


  A hill loomed before me in the growing dusk. From beyond came a low hum of guttural voices and thin wisps of wood-smoke. I crouched down and, wriggling between distorted tree trunks and sharp-bladed palmetto, reached the summit.


  Cautiously I parted the tufts of grass and looked down.


  Beneath me was a valley between two clifflike hills—a broad space of perhaps ten acres whose natural barriers had been fortified by earthen ramparts at either end of the valley, making a kind of spacious inclosure or corral.


  It was dotted here and there with low huts, haphazardly constructed of old boards and branches and roofed with dried grass. Smoky fires burned along the open space in the center, and crouched around these flickering blazes were as wretched a collection of human beings as I had ever encountered.


  Not even the Wild Men had repelled me as much as these unfortunates, for if the Wild Men were a savage, lawless lot, who had welcomed the fall of their older civilization to revert to prehistoric types of cave dweller and brigand, at least they were human beings still, and intelligence showed in their bearded faces. But the halfclothed, half-starved beings that stumbled in and out of the huts below me, and cooked their miserable suppers over the fires, bore only the outward semblance of humanity in the shape of their bodies and the use of their hands.


  Those who were not occupied sat with drooping heads, gazing dully into the flames, enjoying the light and heat with animal passivity and grunting occasionally in their unintelligible jargon.


  They were of many races originally, swarthy, thick-set men and women, for the most part, with strong indications of either Oriental or Indian blood, and in a few cases with hair as red as my own. Rossey has since informed me that they were captives of former nations far to the south and the east, where the Venusians had first landed, and that the drug used by the Venusians to rob men of reason and volition could not be used against men of my own race and tribe with successful results, being immediately fatal, due to some difference in brain structure.


  I am glad of that. I had rather have been killed than transformed as those poor people were into beasts of burden.


  I watched the one nearest me as he squatted on his heels before his fire and scratched himself in lazy enjoyment of the warmth. A wide metal band encircling his moving arm gleamed in the light. Then I noticed that every individual there was similarly marked, much as we brand our cattle before taking them to the General Factory.


  As I looked the man in front of me rose to his feet and, swaying slightly, started the bellowing cry that I had heard in the woods.


  It was taken up in chorus by the others, a gradually swelling chant, a succession of wordless sounds that echoed from the sides of the low cliffs in endless monotony. Then I saw the reason for it.


  Coming through the open space before the huts was a band of men, taller and more powerful-looking than the others and wearing the silvery metal band of servitude on their brawny arms.


  They were armed with vicious-looking whips that they did not hesitate to use to clear a path, and in their wide, white sashes were thrust little shining gray rods—the “light-rods,” whose deadliness I did not then appreciate. But their faces wore the expressionless look of the drugged.


  In the center of this armed band walked a dwarflike creature and as they passed below me I had my first view of what I had come so far to see—a Venusian.


  I must admit I was disappointed in his looks. I had envisaged the tall, beautiful beings my father had so often told me about as seeing during his captivity in the whirling machine—soulless, but transcending all conceptions of the human form divine possible to our art or sculpture on Earth.


  I saw a caricature of a man—a spindly body, an overlarge head, eyes of greenish hue, dank’, black hair, and skin as pallid and unhealthy in appearance as a leper’s. He minced along on his high-soled sandals of the material we now call “venusium,” wearing a belt and breech-clout of the same dead-black metal, and carrying the inevitable “light rod” clutched in his skinny fingers.


  We know now, of course, that I was viewing one of the Lana—the professor type of Venusian that supplied the brainpower, leaving to the females, the Lana-Lal, as they are called, the business of government and ruling, which, as you will discover, they did thoroughly.


  The Lana passed out of sight at the end of the corral, having inspected his charges, and the people of the inclosure settled down and stopped their dismal song, for which I was rather glad.


  I must have been the greatest fool in the world to think that I could have stolen up on these people and observed without sharp eyes observing me too. Perhaps I was more careless in exposing myself because I felt I could master any of the guards easily, despite their size. As for the Lana, I could have tossed him into the air with one hand and caught him with the other, or so I thought.


  But what reason had vanished from the craniums of the captives and guards had been replaced with animal cunning and sharpness of vision.


  I realized this suddenly when I heard a grunt behind me and turned to face the scowl of a white-sashed guard who had stolen up quietly to my hiding place.


  He must have thought I was one of the slaves strayed out of bounds, and in the dusk he could not see my lack of an armlet, for he raised the whip with practiced readiness, and I felt the stinging lash bum my bare shoulder. He raised the whip for a second blow.


  I leaped up, raging, felt my feet give as the edge of the high bank crumbled, and tumbled in a welter of sand and flying gravel, down the thirty-two foot drop.


  I landed squarely on top of the individual I had been watching—the one who had started the chant—and tumbled him with the shock of the collision head first into the smoldering coals.


  CHAPTER V


  Lilla-Zo


  The fellow scrambled up, roaring with pain, and passing me by as I lay breathless under his feet, made a rush for a guard who was in the act of closing the gate of the inclosure after the departing Lana.


  The guard turned in time to send his lash cracking in the face of the slave, who stopped in his tracks to dodge for an opening. Meanwhile the others, attracted by the uproar, were wedging closer in a snarling, stamping circle, waiting, I don’t doubt, for an opportunity to tear to pieces the hated one who wielded the whip.


  In that they were disappointed. The big head of the Lana showed up as he slipped beneath the guard’s raised arm.


  The Lana’s green eyes took in the situation at a glance. He squeaked out something in his high-pitched birdlike voice and pointed the light-rod at the snarling man who was preparing to spring.


  There came a sharp pop, the sound a man makes in slapping his hands together, and it, seemed to come from the breast of the victim rather than from the end of the Venusian’s light-rod.


  The slave crumpled as quickly as if he had been struck with our community-butcher’s ax, and lay in a still heap on the ground. The Lana returned the light-rod to his metal belt, and disappeared, while the guards herded the rebellious ones back to their huts.


  I began to realize that the Lana was more dangerous than he looked, and took some heed for my own protection.


  In the gloom by the extinguished fire where I lay I was fairly safe for a while. But with the coming of daylight the sharp eyes of the Lana would discover me as an intruder if the stupid guards did not.


  If detected, the best I could hope for was a quick death from the light-rod, and the worst an inoculation with the poison that would turn me into one of the wretched beings around me.


  My only hope for possible escape lay in disguising myself as much as possible, so as not to stand out among the others. My height and coloring was not so noticeable and might be undetected by the Venusians, who were probably not over-familiar as yet with the different races of men. By pulling the hair over my eyes and adopting the lack-luster stare-and stumbling gait of the slaves I might pass muster as one of them.


  As for the matter of identification, I waited until long after everything had quieted down, then crept cautiously over to the body of the one who had been killed.


  It was distasteful to me to have to touch him, but I forced myself to tug the two-inch-wide band of venusium from his arm. It was an odd metal, durable and with the springlike qualities of tempered steel, though they used other varieties that were quite different in texture.


  I managed to spring the armlet apart and release it from the dead man’s arm. It clasped my own thicker one tightly when I clipped it in place above the elbow.


  Sleep didn’t come to me that night, in spite of my fatigue. For one thing, the dirt and squalor of the place deterred me from trying an entry to one of the huts, and even in those latitudes the nights are chilly. In the second place, I had plenty to occupy my thoughts.


  Whatever to-morrow might bring, it could mean at the best nothing but slavery, with danger every moment of discovery, herded like a beast among people who were little if anything above the level of the brute, and in the hands of creatures from another planet who considered mankind as an inferior grade of animal.


  It was a slavery that might last indefinitely, or until the expedition that Rossey spoke of came to the rescue. I wished heartily that I had paid more attention to the old astronomer’s advice and curbed my lust for adventure.


  With the dawn the slave folk began to stir abroad, a ragged, disheveled mob that paid no attention to me whatsoever. They revived the fires, snarled over their food, ate and dozed in the sun. I imitated them to the best of my ability, even going so far as to snatch a few sour oranges for myself from the food the guards carried in under the supervision of the Lana.


  Toward midday the Venusian appeared again among his guards, and with him came a companion as ungainly as himself.


  Herding us into the end of the corral, they looked us over, chirping in their own liquid language. The strange Venusian singled out two brawny individuals from the crowd, and his green eyes lighted on me.


  There was a sharp trilling between the Venusians, the new one pronouncing the words “Lilla-Zo” several times, and I was hauled out of the mob and ranged beside the other two. I swayed on my feet the way the others did, and looked dumbly at the ground.


  “Bara!” the Venusian squeaked in the ear of the first captive. “Bara!”


  The other mumbled the words thickly like one who had lost the gift of speech. The next slave was forced to repeat another word, and I in turn growled out a thick-tongued version of “Lana-Ra,” though whether it was the name of our masters we were being forced to learn, or names given us, I did not know.


  Later I learned it was my name, to which I was to answer whenever called, and meant “Like unto a red Venusian,” a name so given me because of my white skin and the shock of flaming hair atop, though I understand there are no red-haired Venusians, their hair being of a uniformly glossy black.


  Guards were called up, a thin band of venusium was fastened to their wrists, and we were led away through the inclosure-gate and out into the pine-scented forest.


  Near by, in an open space, a queer contrivance rested—a square-curtained thing like one of those antique sedan chairs we see in pictures, but with a huge, black tube of venusium attached above it. The visiting Lana parted the transparent curtains and stepped inside, seating himself and inserting the inevitable light-rod he carried into an opening in the overhead tube.


  The thing whirred into action and swooped above the tree tops slowly, very much in the way the old airplanes, in the days of gasoline, zoomed off the ground.


  He moved out of sight at an easy pace, and we were left to trudge behind the guards on foot.


  There was one thing I might attempt rather than be led so meekly to a doubtful fate. The guards were no more than human watchdogs, fighting animals, but I had no chance with them unaided. The other Venusian had stopped behind at the gate.


  I stole a look at the man stumbling beside me—a high-cheeked Mongol or Indian type. Behind that brutish, sleepy look might hide some sort of intelligence.


  “If you can understand me,” I muttered quickly, “if you are still with speech and reason, there’s a chance now to break away. Do you hear?”


  He backed off from me, showing his teeth in a frightened snarl. I gave up hope in that direction.


  The road broadened out into a trail and then followed a concrete highway that had been laid before the cataclysm. It was still passable in places and had been mended recently. On either hand huts showed up among the trees, and the same specimens of slave folk tilled the fields under the watchful eyes of the guards.


  In the late afternoon we came to a city.


  I do not know what city it had been before Chaos, twelve years ago, or even whether it had been built by the slave folk for the Venusians, but it looked like the old-fashioned pleasure cities of the rich such as at one time existed among the Babylonians, or such as those places Rossey describes called Riviera or Palm Shore-Beach, I think they called it.


  Only this city of Lilla-Zo was much more lavish and luxurious. There were so many slaves available to build it and maintain it, and so few Venusians in it—after all the whirling machine that came from that planet had a limited capacity, barely a hundred of the scientific Lana and half as many of the ruling female Lana-Lal, and, for reasons which I shall make plain hereafter, there were no young born to the Venusians during the following twelve years. But their human slave folk were legion.


  Lilla-Zo lay along the edge of the sea, its white houses, adorned with flower beds, rising from quiet lagoons, like the pictures of old-time temples. There were only a bare fifty of them—one for every Lana-Lal—but each was a palace in itself and must have meant years of labor for thousands of slave folk, while we were gathering our energies together in our simple communities to the north.


  All the wealth of jewels and treasure of our former civilization had been gathered here in gorgeous profusion. The very street we walked on, on our way to the market square, was a colorful mosaic of marble slabs, carried here from destroyed cities. On either side were acres of carefully tended flowers, and the sweeping steps of the palaces curved up from a very forest of sparkling fountains.


  But it was a city of silence.


  Slave folk stumbled past with their burdens.


  Occasionally a Lana, ill-poised on his skinny bowed legs in a doorway, gave us a passing glance from his sharp, green eyes, and paid no further attention.


  Hustled along like so much cattle, I and my two companions entered a vast open space, as clean and white and silent as the rest of the city, and I found myself atop a block of marble in the very center of the square.


  Shrill whistling sounded from near at hand, and groups of Lana came toward us across the square, on their awkward, high-heeled sandals.


  I wondered what had happened to Lavarre, our French comrade of the Exploration Branch, who had preceded me into Lilla-Zo.


  CHAPTER VI


  Star of the Evening


  Our guards fell back like so many trained sheepdogs as the Venusian reached the block. One Lana extended a skinny, pallid hand and tugged at the rags that clad the slave man beside me. The latter backed way, growling softly in his throat. The Lana squeaked sharply, and a couple of guards, realizing what was wanted, laid hold of us and ripped off the few strips Of cloth that still covered our bodies. It was exactly as if we were really some form of brute that was being offered for inspection and sale.


  There were murmurs from the Venusians as they viewed the color of my skin and the muscular development of arms and legs, and I heard again the words Lana-Ra in piping tones.


  I was about to repeat the words to astonish them more, but I had the sense to refrain for fear they should suspect me of having more than the intelligence of the lower order of animals.


  The inspection did not take long. A shrill command from a Venusian, and the guards jerked the venusium leash that tied my companions, and led them away toward a group of slave folk that were tending the nearest flower garden. Evidently I was destined for different labor, for another Lana, taking my leash off entirely, piped a sharp note to me and turned toward the magnificent entrance to a palace, some distance away.


  I followed meekly, accommodating my long strides to his bandy-legged steps. So confident of his power and my obedience was the Lana that he hardly looked around to see that I was following.


  The way led across a graceful, rustic bridge, spanning a lagoon in which floated white-petaled water-lilies. We turned aside before mounting the broad staircase that led into the domed hall of the palace, and we entered by a carved doorway in the side instead.


  In a small room another Lana lay on a cushioned couch, beside a clean, stone trough holding scented water. On the walls were hung sandals of venusium and the belts with narrow aprons attached of the same black metal, similar to the scanty breech-clouts worn by the Lana.


  The Lana lying down stirred himself to action as we entered and urged me with a gently pressing hand to stand in the water. With the aid of a flesh-scraper such as the ancient Greeks used he went over my skin carefully, cleaning me with scientific precision.


  Nothing could indicate more how the Venusians rated my intelligence and position in the animal kingdom than the care with which they groomed me. I was made clean, combed and dressed just as we make clean and comb a valuable horse, unable to do these things for himself.


  You can imagine there were times when I wanted to aid, for I have always done those things for myself, and there were times when I wanted to laugh in spite of the danger involved.


  The question of my bearded face caused no hesitation. Strange as our facial hair must have appeared to them in the beginning, they had solved it with their usual promptitude. The Lana rubbed a kind of aromatic salve on my face, scraped it off immediately, and the job was done. Nor did I need another such shave the whole time I was in the palace—a matter of several weeks. But my face felt severely sunburned for awhile.


  Finally my red hair was bound in the thin strip of venusium they use for headgear, the narrow apron affair attached to my waist, and I was presentable in their eyes as a household slave man. But I felt rather more undressed than dressed.


  I discovered later that all care was taken to make the household slave folk as inoffensive as possible to their Lana-Lal before she saw them. Indeed, so repugnant to that haughty ruling caste was any form of ugliness that even the Lana were seldom admitted to the presence of a ruling being, and then only when something was required of the Lana’s superior knowledge.


  Of course I had the haziest notions of what my fate was to be. In the eyes of these creatures from another planet I was an inferior species, rather more intellectual than a cow or a dog, but still markedly inferior and rendered harmless and tractable by an inoculation so that I could be used in field or household service, to fetch and. carry at command. I don’t suppose it occurred to the Venusians that they were being tricked until it was too late.


  With all their superintelligence, their “light-rods” and scientific attainments, they were sorely lacking in some ways. Rossey says it comes from dwelling on a planet where there is no competition in brains.


  Having taken all the necessary steps to insure their safety the metal band I wore on my arm satisfied them I was as helpless as I seemed.


  The Lana who had taken charge of me, and seemed to be a kind of steward in the place, made a low, peeping sound with his thin lips, and I understood I was to follow him.


  Through a long, low-ceilinged passage he clicked on his metal sandals, his big head rolling slightly on his shoulders as he walked. He was barely up to my waist, and I could have smashed him flat with one blow of my fist.


  But after that, what would come next?


  I was as alone and friendless in the midst of enemies and slave-folk as if I were in the depths of the forest.


  The passage ended suddenly at a hanging curtain of shining stuff that looked like cobwebby silk.


  I found myself in the huge central hall beneath the dome.


  It was almost bare of ornamentation, the white walls, like the inside of a gigantic egg shell, curving in toward the top some fifty feet above my head: Through a narrow aperture on the side the light of day penetrated feebly with a greenish tint, as if the rays had passed through water, making a soft effect on the snowy walls.


  Far over my head, near the top, hung suspended a silvery globe at least ten feet in diameter and traced on its surface I could just make out the outlines of our seas and continents.


  But it was only a quick glance I could give these details. The most engrossing thing there was a sort of throne of piled black velvety stuffs against the farther wall, and a female form, dead white against the black background, reclining on the cushioned surface.


  The gnomelike creature behind me prodded me forward, and I was face to face with the Lana-Lal.


  I saw now that the description my father gave of these wondrous creatures of the planet Venus fell far short of the truth. This particular Lana-Lal he could not have seen, since he was in a different whirling machine, and, moreover, this Lana-Lal must have been very young at the time of the invasion. But she was as different from earthly women as the light of the moon differs from the feeble rays of a candle.


  She was dressed in the simple head bandeau and sandals and narrow apron falling from the waist, that the Lana wore, and her smooth flesh was as white as theirs and her hair as glossy black, but there the resemblance ended.


  Where they were short and ungainly, she was tall—near to my own six feet two inches, in fact—and sinuously graceful. Where the Lana’s eyes were greenish slits, and their mouths thin-lipped and cruel, her eyes were large and full, blue-green as the waters of the ocean, shining softly beneath languorous, drooping lids, her coral lips flowering against the pallor of her face.


  She lay, rather than sat back against the dark fabric, arms resting outstretched, one dimpled knee bent beneath her and the other foot over the edge of the throne, a little sandal that had slipped its fastenings swinging lazily by the thongs.


  Well, I’m getting wordy and poetic, as Rossey would say, and I must go on with my tale. If I have raved like a wandering minstrel in the above lines my only excuse is that it was my first sight of Mura-Lal, Star-of-the-Evening, as she was called, and I defy any man to have met her as I did and not fall into mouthing actors’ words at the vision.


  But my life was at stake, and I hung my head so that they might not see the lights that glowed in my eyes, while the Lana prostrated himself before the throne and squeaked his message.


  She listened to him with averted face, answering him in a thrilling, sweet succession of sounds and waved him away. He backed out, crawling like the worm he was on his round belly, and I crouched beside another slave-man at the foot of the throne.


  CHAPTER VII


  In the Hall of the Silver Globe


  There followed days and weeks of routine, broken only by the sight of Mura-Lal, glowing above me like her own distant planet, and the painfully patient training I underwent at the hands of the steward Lana.


  My duties were light, and I shared them with Mura-Lal’s other body-slave, a mulatto they called Dama, a surly brute whom the poison drug could not have made much more animal-like, but handsome enough in a slant-eyed, Mephistophelean way.


  He had, naturally, no speech beyond grunts and snarls, but seemed obedient and suitable to the commands of Mura-Lal. We had nothing to do with the running of the palace. We were fed from the kitchens managed by the slave-folk, under the steward, and our sole duty involved serving and amusing Mura-Lal, to whom we could not have appeared in any other light than trained and pampered spaniels. We carried her, when she went abroad, in a curtained sedan chair, answered her call readily, fetched and carried for her whatever her whim dictated, and when she reclined on the throne we crouched at the foot obediently.


  She never showed fear of us any more than if we were of a different species entirely, or any more than a woman of earth would feel for a favorite household pet. But, then, there was never any fear in her eyes at any time, only an innocent wonderment at a strange world and our own strange species.


  God knows there were cruel enough things done to the wretched slave-people, beatings and tortures and death dealt out so callously by the scientific Lana, that my blood boiled at the sight of my own species—human beings—being treated like beasts. But Mura-Lal’s soft eyes never gazed on such sights nor had she a hand in the cruelty. If she was heartless it was the heartlessness of the untrained child.


  We wandered with her in the inclosed flower gardens between the lagoons, swam out to bring in the water lilies to her, while she laughed in naive delight at our efforts or stamped her tiny foot impatiently for our return.


  The hot sun, beating down on us, was uncomfortable, especially as I was not out long enough to develop a protective tan, but it seemed to have no effect on her exposed body. Mostly we remained indoors, the Venusians not being accustomed to overmuch sunlight.


  In the morning we watched as she worshipped in the great hall—and to my surprise, it was the image of our earth she adored, that being one of the Venusian moons—and at night slept outside the draped doorway while she reposed.


  Meanwhile, unlike my fellow slave-man, I had intelligence, ears to hear words and a brain to reason out things, and gradually I began to grasp the fundamentals of the Venusian language. When I had mastered it fairly well it taught me many things, as I listened to the Lana.


  It taught me, for instance, that there were males of the Lana-Lal type in Venus, but that the whirling machine in which they came had been destroyed—that was the one in our country—leaving only females old and very young and the scientific caste; that the Venusians, who live only to our own span of life, could not increase the population since no Lana-Lal would consider a gnomelike Lana for a mate; that since they were cut off from any possible return to their native planet, they were contemplating the total extinction of human beings on the earth, by wiping out our two civilized communities of which they had heard; that when this had been accomplished they would be compelled to break their ancient rule and mate with the scientific-caste and repopulate Earth.


  I learned something also of the history of the Venusians themselves, but it would take a longer time than I have available to go into that. Rossey’s well written book on the subject proves conclusively that Venus in ages long past was populated from Earth—I think he speaks of an ancient civilization here some millions of years ago—which may account for their similarity in bodily structure to ourselves.


  Sometimes, when I thought Mura-Lal to be sleeping on the throne, I would look up to find her pensively gazing on me, and if my heart would beat faster for that veiled glance, it behooved me to lower my head in fear of the light of reason—and another light I think called love—showing in my eyes.


  I had seen a slave-man flogged by the guards for merely brushing against Mura-Lal’s curtained chair on the street.


  Also, I had seen, one afternoon, what looked like the bearded head of Lavarre, our French comrade, stuck on a pole by the city gate. The sight had given me a sinking in the stomach.


  I began to fear that I was becoming a craven slave, indeed, when something happened that changed the whole complexion of things.


  It was the custom for other Lana-Lal to visit Mura-Lal in their curtained chairs and walk in the flower gardens with her, talking in their trilling voices, exchanging the news of the day and what not as is the way of feminine creatures always whether on Venus or on Earth.


  I had been a captive a month, and understood their language well enough when several of the tall, beautiful creatures came on a visit. They spoke openly and freely—which was natural since they considered me not at all.


  “The Lana-Ra,” one laughed and touched me lightly with her hand. “It has the look of a Venusian. Wilt not give him to me, Mura-Lal to guard my door? Those arms can wield whip to keep my household in subjection, and I have lost the dusky, earthling I had. My Lanas had to kill him for failing to come when I called yesterday.”


  “You may not have Lana-Ra,” Mura-Lal answered. “He doth suit me.”


  “Take care, Mura-Lal,” the other said mischievously, “he hath too much the look of a Venusian—”


  The tall white form of another Amazon intervened. I had kept my head down, not daring to seem to understand this talk, and pretending to be occupied with the making of a girdle of flowers for Mura-Lal’s smooth shoulders—an art taught me by the steward Lana.


  “Mura-Lal knows too well the law of the Lana-Lal,” the newcomer said sternly, “and the terrible punishment that would be hers if she looked too fondly on this Earth creature. Even in jest such talk is not proper for a maiden Lana-Lal.”


  “I think you all strive to belittle me,” Mura-Lal retorted haughtily. “Have no fear, I pray. This dumb creature is-to me as the couch I recline on, or the sandals I wear—an Earth animal in the likeness of a Venusian.”


  “Better have the Lana kill him then, Mura-Lal, and get thee another less dangerous to our peace of mind. Even to such a chattel one becomes attached and in the end he must die with his kind from the Earth.”


  It can be imagined what a chill feeling I got to hear these lovely and remorseless statues so calmly discussing having me killed. I have faced death since as serenely as a fighting man should, and I don’t think I have more than my share of our natural weaknesses.


  Still, to hear them contemplating putting me to death as one would destroy a vicious horse or a worn-out dog, filled me with a cold rage. There and then I made up my mind that between the men of Earth and the invaders from Venus it could be nothing but a war to the death. When the time came I would spare none.


  If, as Rossey says, they were men and women like ourselves originally, they were separated from us mentally and physically by aeons of time, and as far from us in their way of thinking and acting as their own planet was from Earth.


  As for Mura-Lal, I did not then know what my feelings were—and if the thought of her took up my waking hours and disturbed my rest at night, at least I tried my best to escape from those thoughts that I felt were treason to my race.


  The visiting Lana-Lal left shortly after that, for there was talk of the long-threatened attack on our communities in the north, and the scientific gnomes who were undertaking the expedition required the advice and commands of their female oracles before departing with the hordes of slave guards. The Lana could invent and were gluttons for work, but when it came to generalship they relied on the ruling caste.


  Mura-Lal was not consulted, due perhaps to her youth and inexperience, and spent the rest of the day in the great hall alone except for Dama, the mulatto slave-man and myself. Dama, surlier than ever, crouched near the throne.


  Toward evening she called me by name and sent me, as was customary, to the steward Lana for the fruits and scented water that constituted her evening repast. Her meaning she made clear by signs.


  My way led along the curtained passage, down a flight of steps and along a damp, subterranean hall to the kitchens—or so I called them, though nothing was ever cooked before being eaten, the Venusians being the strictest vegetarians. I received my tray, heaped with its yellow and red burden, from the Lana and retraced my steps.


  I could not have been gone more than a few minutes.


  As I stepped again under the vast, dimly lit dome I saw Mura-Lal, beneath the great silver ball of Earth, her arms upraised and her slim body straightly erect. She was praying.


  Then I saw Dama, and my muscles tightened suddenly as I laid the tray on the ground.


  Something had happened in the course of the unusually eventful day to snap the last restraining cord in that brutish mentality. As he crept along the shining floor toward Mura-Lal, he seemed like a crouching, predatory beast about to spring.


  His hands, hanging loosely before him, opened and closed spasmodically, and in his yellowed eyes was the look of the killer. He moved quickly and silently.


  She turned almost as I entered and caught sight of the creeping figure.


  “Dama!” she called sharply, and clapped her hands, called again in a fainter voice, and I was between them.


  I had no time to prepare for the spring. He was on me with a snarl in a second and together we rolled on the floor.


  He drew blood first, for his teeth fastened in my shoulder with the quickness of a tiger. He was as strong as I and fought madly with clawing hands reaching for my throat, and once I thought he had broken my ribs with the power of his clutch. We tumbled over, a whirl of legs and arms, now with me uppermost now with Dama glaring down at me.


  But the skill I had learned—the brain-driven blows of a trained man as against the wild fury of the savage—stood me in good stead. I threw him from above me with a quick twist of the legs and he landed on the marble pavement and lay there stunned. I bound his legs and arms with his own venusium girdle and headdress, and looked around for Mura-Lal.


  She was standing where I had first seen her, under the silver globe, like an alabaster statue. I waited, standing erect, with laboring chest, and had forgotten for the moment my role of slave-man and brute.


  She moved toward me ever so slightly, her sandals clicking on the stone, her halfveiled eyes glowing in the faint light.


  “Lana-Ra,” she breathed softly. “Thou art beautiful—thou Earthling! And thou canst understand nothing more than that brute there! Ah, Lana-Ra, Lana-Ra, I would that thou wert indeed a Venusian!”


  Then recklessness and desire for this divine creature of Venus took me by the throat and cast all caution aside.


  “Mura-Lal!” I answered in her own tongue, and looked at her boldly.


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Law of the Lana-Lal


  It must have been a full minute that we stood there, I with head erect and a trickle of blood from Dama’s bite threading down the swelling biceps of my arm, she like a frozen figure, gleaming white in the greenish light from the dome, one slim hand at her lips, and her eyes wide with the first fear they had ever shown.


  “You speak, Lana-Ra,” she faltered. “No—I must have heard—you cannot be—”


  “I am what I seem,” I answered, spreading my arms broadly. “See, Mura-Lal, an Earth man, but no slave, with a brain to reason, a heart to love—to want you—”


  “No,” she shuddered, covering her face quickly. “My unholy prayer is answered and the god of the Silver Globe is mocking me this way. I am being punished thus for breaking the law. No maiden Lana-Lal may look with eyes of longing as I have done on any but the Venusian the Lana shall elect. I know now what spirit speaks through your lips. You are an Earthling, a thing of no mind and soul—You are—” I stepped forward and grasped her bare shoulders firmly, looking into her face.


  “Look, Mura-Lal! Look into my eyes! Am I not a creature of soul?”


  Slowly her head bent back and the liquid eyes unveiled themselves in a lingering glance. There was still fright there, but a growing hope and joy that fought for expression.


  “I dream these things,” she murmured. “No Earth man is like a Venusian. They are animals in the shape of Venusians, and like our beasts of the fields. I know. The Lana have told me.”


  “Only when the Lana have poisoned them to blind their minds and wills. Mura-Lal. See! This is the armlet the slave folk, wear. I escaped their horrible drug and stole this armlet from a slave-man. The Lana lie! We are the same species of being, Mura-Lal, even if we come from different planets. In my northern community are men such as I. Men of Earth who think and learn and walk erect, lords of creation!”


  I released her and she stepped back a pace.


  “And love, Lana-Ra? These men of Earth, have they love like ours?”


  There was no hesitancy in the question nor shame, any more than she felt shame in her beautiful and unadorned body, only a naive questioning and a striving to understand what had so suddenly been revealed to her.


  “Always,” I said, “there is love—”


  I caught the startled look in time and turned.


  In the curtained doorway stood the dwarfish figure of a Lana, and he was looking directly toward us.


  “Down, my Earth man!” she whispered fiercely. “Down at my feet as if thou wert indeed a slave-man, else he will kill thee, and my heart will die with thee. Cover thy face, quickly, my lover!”


  I crouched, every sense keenly aware of the stealthy approach of the Lana. Through my overhanging hair I saw him stop at the bound form of Dama, and continue on toward where Mura-Lal stood beneath the silver globe.


  “Mura-Lal,” he grated in his strident voice, and lowered his ugly head to the ground, “I salute thee, lowly as I am, and fearing to gaze at thee as the worm fears to gaze at the Star of Evening.”


  But in spite of his flowery speech I noted that the worm shot a very keen glance upward at the “star” and observed everything—the wound on my shoulder and the heaving bosom of Mura-Lal.


  “You have a message,” she prompted, looking away from his misshapen figure.


  “It will wait, delightful vision. Thy Lana trembles to think that thou hast been in peril. Tell me the meaning of that senseless slave-man lying there and the wound on this one’s shoulder.”


  “Plainly, Lana, one could see that I was threatened by Dama, and Lana-Ra overcame him to protect me.”


  “Dama shall be punished with the fire,” he answered, pleasurable anticipation evident in his squeaky voice. “He is a strong man and will die slowly and the Sacrilege will be wiped away. The other will die without pain as a reward.”


  “Lana-Ra?” she asked faintly. “Why must he die, too?”


  “The Lana-Lal have so decided, beautiful star. All slave-men must be killed. It will not offend thee. It will be done out of thy sight and quickly by the ‘light-rod.’ It has been decided.”


  “Why? Lana-Ra is faithful and obedient. Am I to have no slaves to wait upon me?”


  He wriggled on the ground, abasing himself further before her anger.


  “Others will be provided, Mura-Lal, slave-women. But it is not safe to have the males prowling about now. The god of the Silver Globe has not looked kindly on our expedition to the north. The Earth men threw us back to-day from their frontiers, and the Lana-Lal, in their wisdom, think that the Earth men may soon attack in Lilla-Zo. If there should be a battle here in Lilla-Zo the disorder may arouse the slave-men to stampede. They have but darkened minds, Mura-Lal, easily aroused to fury and madness.”


  So there had been a battle, and the Venusians had been defeated! No matter how the Lana might try to put the blame on the god of the Silver Globe it was plain that the Venusians had received a surprising rebuff when they found themselves matched with men of Earth, in spite of light-rods. I glowed with pride and felt chagrined at the same time to think there had been a battle and I had missed it.


  “The Earth men,” Mura-Lal laughed lightly, “are creatures of strength then, and not all like our slave folk. Or are these Earth men different from the rest?”


  He struck his head against the marble slab.


  “The same white star of sunset,” he lied. “It was not their strength or cunning, but the punishment of the Silver Globe that defeated us. Shall I take Lana-Ra away now?”


  I waited, every nerve attuned for the spring that would have ended that particular Lana’s ability to work evil. If he had moved a step toward me it would have been his last.


  “To-morrow, Lana,” the tall figure above me said finally, and there was a choking gasp in the liquid trill of her native tongue. “To-morrow you may lead him away. I have need of him now or to-night I sleep without a guard at my door.”


  There was the slightest hesitation on the part of the Lana, the green eyes glittering upward at her and sidewise at me.


  “The Lana-Lal have decided, star of delight,” he piped up. “It is—”


  “Do you dare to question me?” She clapped her hands. “Go!”


  He wriggled along the ground toward the doorway, got to his feet and vanished through the swinging curtains.


  “Lana-Ra! Lana-Ra!” she whispered to me. “What am I to do? They will take you to-morrow and kill you.”


  I stood up beside her and found the heart to laugh, for I was young and loved.


  “There’ll be no to-morrow, Mura-Lal. I shall fight my way clear with these arms. I will try a way out to-night—”


  “You cannot. The Lana’s eyes are never closed, and they watch the gates day and night.”


  “Let them take me, then,” I answered, “if they can. I’m tired of being a slave man. At least, I shall die fighting as a man should.”


  “If you go, my Earth-man, I go with you. We must never be parted again. I love thee, Earth-man, more than life—more than the god of the Silver Globe—more than my honor as a Lana-Lal.”


  She moved toward me, arms outstretched, and seemed to float into my arms.


  “We will go together, then,” I whispered, bending over her, “and if they kill me they dare not harm you.”


  She shuddered. “They mustn’t take me alive, Lana-Ra. The punishment for breaking the Law of the Maiden—we would be bound together face to face and left to starvation and thirst and madness—to hate one another before death comes—I know the law—”


  The tiniest scraping sound came from behind me, and I released her, whirling around to face the new danger.


  Not twenty feet away was the twisted form and burning eyes of a Lana. A few feet from him another appeared, and another in an advancing line of lowering, dulleyed slave-guards, closing in on me slowly from three sides.


  CHAPTER IX


  The Death Sentence


  I faced them squarely, and, I think, rather than fear at the sight of the creeping lines of goblins and their human allies, I felt a vast relief that the matter had come to grips at last.


  “There was no light-rods in evidence, and the slave-guards carried only long clubs. They meant to take me alive.


  I glanced over my shoulder at Mura-Lal and found her eyes turned away. Even in the excitement of the moment I realized that it was the sight of the brutal faces and deformed bodies, Venusian and human, that distressed “her more than did the danger of impending torture.


  I lowered my head and extended my arms for a quick rush at the converging line, and as I did so the leading Venusian piped up a sharp command to the slave-folks to close with me.


  I met their rush half-way, dodged lightly aside, as I learned to do on the Playing Field at home, ducked under a swinging club, and came up with all the force of a smashing, right-hand blow on the chin of a tawny skinned slave-guard. He dropped backward, releasing his club.


  As I reached for it hands clawed at my throat, and I seemed to carry a mountain of scrambling men on my back.


  But my back was broad, and I had learned a trick or two of rough-and-tumble myself at one time or another. I let one enemy have my knee in his stomach, and he gasped painfully and let go.


  A quick twist sent another off my back to the hard floor, where he lay still. At the same time a club, whistling for my unprotected head, missed by inches and crashed down on my left shoulder, sending me to my knees.


  But I was up again swinging wildly with my own club left and right, and suddenly found myself clear of the mob in the broad open space behind the line with an unarmed Venusian scurrying before me.


  He squeaked in fear as he ran for the curtained doorway, and it was almost in my heart to let him go clear.


  But the thought of the evil his kind had worked on Earth, and the horrors I had seen done to the very unfortunate who now fought blindly in his battle, nerved my arm. I reached him in half a dozen strides, and the heavy club crunched into that ugly head and I thought no more of it than if I had killed a snake.


  I could have gone clear then, for the passage was open to me, but Mura-Lal was still in the center of the howling pack of slave-guards.


  I turned and charged again for her, but no one man, however he surpassed in strength and ability, could withstand the horde that threw themselves on me.


  My club rose and fell twice, then was wrenched from my hand, and I went down underneath a dozen slave-guards. Venusians squeaked excitedly and a band of venusium tightened around my pinioned arms. The attackers stood up from me, and I got to my feet.


  Mura-Lal, a silent, tall figure in the center of the Lana and their scowling guards, was led to me and together we walked, prisoners, to the curtained doorway.


  At the end of the passage was a curtained chair for Mura-Lal. Behind this I was led down the broad steps, across the bridge, and toward a neighboring palace.


  No harm was done me except the painful tightening of the bonds on my arms, but escape was cut off on every side by a wall of slave-guards.


  We mounted the steps of the palace—similar in every respect to Mura-Lal’s—and stood, side by side, under the dome in the center of the vast floor. The same silver globe, shedding a greenish light, was overhead.


  Grouped behind us were twenty or thirty of the bandy-legged Lana, and behind them a mass of dumb slave-guards. In front of us, on a long throne, draped with black cloth, were seated the Lana-Lal—the calm, cold, ruling sisters of Mura-Lal, to mete out judgment on her.


  There might have been thirty of them, and none moved so much as a finger, any more than if they had been so many figures of snow.


  “It is the end, my Earth-man,” Mura-Lal breathed softly.


  I said nothing but strained at my bonds in a useless attempt to burst them.


  It was not a court of law as we are used to it. There was no discussion, no weighing of evidence, and the debate was short.


  “You love, Mura-Lal?” asked one. “You have found the love forbidden to the Lana-Lal?”


  “I have found love, that is forbidden,” answered Mura-Lal simply. “I love the Earth-man, and I care not for the law.”


  The Venusian female who had put the question stepped lightly down from the dais and approached the prisoner. Unclasping the thin band of black metal that crossed Mura-Lal’s forehead, the questioner held it aloft to display it to the rest.


  “Behold!” she cried. “Thus is it broken!” Snapping it in two she threw it at the feet of Mura-Lal and clapped her hands together. Mura-Lal’s gleaming black hair, released by the loss of the head-band, cascaded down upon her shoulders.


  Obedient to the signal made them, the spindle-legged Lana closed in on Mura-Lal, with squeaks of joyful anticipation. I think it was seldom that opportunity was given them to give rein to their natural malice on the person of one of the sacred Lana-Lal.


  Looking at their vicious eyes, I could see the pleasure they took in torturing a creature so different and so much more beautiful in body and soul than themselves.


  But the ceremony, if it could be called that, was apparently not ended.


  As their clutching hands fastened on Mura-Lal, the Amazon who had broken the head-dress advanced to the center of the room and raised her arms at full length toward the great silver globe above.


  “Thou dost conquer ever, Oh, god of the Silver Globe,” she called, “and thy law is great here as on Venus!”


  I thought I caught a glimpse of a Lana running across the floor toward us from the curtained passage, but I could not be sure.


  Hands of the other Lana were plucking at me eagerly. The band of venusium that bound my arms was removed, but slave-guards held me tightly while another metal strip was made ready to bind me face to face with Mura-Lal. She was pushed toward me, and as I struggled the lash of a whip bit into my back.


  Something like a muffled series of explosions seemed to come from outside the palace, and a distant shouting, and I wondered if we were to be made sport of in the streets.


  The Venusian who had called to the silver globe still stood with face upraised to the huge, shining ball.


  “Venus is great!” she cried. “We shall prevail over the Earth-men!”


  The glistening globe seemed to sway, and murmurs arose from the Lana-Lal.


  Then, without warning, the globe seemed to grow larger, as it tore loose from its fastenings and rushed downward, amid the shrill, frightened whistling of the Lana, and crashed to a thousand pieces on the marble floor, burying the Amazon from sight in the debris.


  CHAPTER X


  Venus or Earth


  Where all had been order the moment before was now utter confusion. Above the howling of the slave-guards sounded the shrill, despairing whistles of the Lana.


  “The Earth-men! The Earth-men!” came the cries on every side. “The Earth-men have come!”


  In the street before the palace was the clash of steel and the booming sound I had heard before, and chorusing shouts in my own tongue. The slave-guards milled around under the dome, roaring like caged beasts. Only the ranks of the Lana-Lal, ranged on the black throne, seemed calm.


  The hands that held me fell away, and I was carried along in the rushing tide that swept to the doorway and crowded down the passage. As we passed an opening leading to the room of the steward Lana I dragged Mura-Lal aside from the jam, just as two of the Lana-Lal appeared in the throng, moving serenely as goddesses in that mad pack toward the battle-front.


  Together we sped down the sloping runway. I looked back at Mura-Lal, fearful that the pace was too swift, but she smiled, keeping up with me easily and running as smoothly and lightly as a deer.


  I will say that, for all their indolent life, the women of Venus could compare well with the best of our earthly athletes. Nor were they to be despised in battle as many of our men found to their cost that day.


  The steward Lana, holding to his burrow with insect-like tenacity, in spite of the turmoil above, stepped in front of us and seemed to want to block our escape. But he had no time to reach his “light-rod” and I flung him in a crumpled heap in a corner.


  I took the light-rod in my hand and found it a heavy enough affair, with what looked like a brass knob at one end and a perforated handle of “venusium” at the other. But the management of the weapon was beyond me and I handed it to Mura-Lal.


  She looked at it, pointed it calmly at the stunned dwarf in the corner and threw it away.


  “The power is gone,” she said. “They have been weakening for twelve years, Lana-Ra, and we have not the means to restore them on Earth. Some remain, but they can only kill at twenty paces. That is one reason for our defeat of yesterday.”


  We turned into a curved, narrow tunnel. It was dark there without the greenish light of the other parts of the palace, and I had to grope my way. The tunnel kept curving to the left and upward. As we progressed, the noise of the battle grew louder and suddenly we were in the open again close to the broad steps that led to the palace entrance.


  Dawn had come while we had been inside and the cold, gray light showed the course things had taken.


  Our men of Earth had not had the best of it up to then. The broad space before the palace steps was littered with our dead, distinguished from the slave-guards by the cloaks and swords they carried. Of slave-guards there seemed hundreds lying about, and even an occasional Lana, one of whom, his skull crushed and his light-rod clutched in his fingers, sprawled almost at our feet.


  Before the palace entrance was a throng of slave-guards and conspicuous among them the tall forms of the Lana-Lal. The Earth-men in ordered lines were advancing across the open toward the palace.


  From behind them sounded the faint booming and as I watched, a round stone, weighing perhaps half a ton, came hurtling over the heads of the Earth-men and crashed down in the ranks of the slave-guards.


  I realized then that the new form of artillery, the compressed-air gun that Rossey spoke of, was bringing down the palaces of the Lana-Lal upon their heads.


  The first rank of our men, clad in the mail of the Protectors, reached the lower steps, just as the leading Lana-Lal, a great sword in her hands, led her slave-guards forward to stem the advance.


  She fought furiously, a glistening, white goddess of victory, wielding the heavy weapon right and left with telling effect. Twice it flashed in the air and buried itself in the bodies of her enemies.


  The line of Protectors wavered, became confused. She threw back her head for another blow and a stalwart Protector leaped forward and plunged his dagger into her throat.


  The next moment the heavy club of a slave-guard came down on his head and he, in turn, disappeared underfoot.


  Slowly the mass of fighting Amazons and roaring slave-folk moved backward up the steps. I could wait no longer.


  “Hide thyself, Mura-Lal,” I called softly. “I cannot skulk here while men wage war before my eyes. I shall return to thee. Fear nothing.”


  I leaped down from our observation point to the littered ground, picked up the sword of a dead Protector and the next moment was in the midst of the action.


  A Protector whirled to aim a blow at me and paused, with wide-opened eyes.


  “John Hardiman!” he cried. “I should know that red head! Where under the sun have you been keeping your—”


  “They’ve been keeping me—against my will,” I laughed, and guarding my bare head from a descending club, silenced the bellow of the wielder with a quick thrust.


  “Where is Rossey?” I panted. “And my father?”


  “Both back with the compressed-air guns,” he informed me. Further conversation—and it was hardly the place for a pleasant chat—was cut off as we were swept apart in the melee.


  Struggling, pushing, swinging sword and dodging clubs, I found myself in the vanguard at the top of the broad steps and then, inside the great hall under the dome again.


  But, if the issue had been doubtful before, it was plain now that the victory was with the Earth-men. Of the dozen or so Lana-Lal who had ventured forth at the head of their cohorts, one or two only remained disputing the advance toward the black throne.


  The Lana lay everywhere, their ugly bodies twisted more in death than they had been in life. The battle itself had broken up into a series of skirmishes across the smooth, marble pavement. Here and there some group of slave-guards and their leader held out, but were being cut down gradually.


  I made my way in the direction of the long, black throne. White forms of the Lana-Lal who had not joined the combat, still reclined where I had last seen them. A group of Protectors, leaning on their reddened swords stood in whispering awe before the still figures and I, knowing how little chivalry could matter in a war of planets, wondered why the Protectors hesitated to complete the slaughter.


  Then as I drew nearer I saw the reason. The Venusians were dead.


  There was no sign on their bodies of how they had done away with themselves.


  I don’t know what means of suicide they used, but they were masters—or at least the Lana were—of many powerful drugs and poisons unknown to us, and they had used some such means, when the battle was decided, to avoid falling into our hands.


  I turned to make my way back to Mura-Lal across a wrecked space that was rapidly becoming a shambles.


  Faintly, it seemed to me, I heard a warning cry from the Protectors behind me and that was my last memory for a time.


  CHAPTER XI


  Sunlight


  I opened my arms to a flood of warm sunlight and the pleasant, home-like, yet grim face of Astronomer Rossey. He was seated beside the cot I occupied.


  “H-m-mph!” he nodded in pretended chagrin. “I thought that blow would have fractured your skull. There are times when it’s fortunate to have a rather thick casing to your gray matter—and you certainly possess that! Your father was rather worried, but I assured him it would take more than a Wild Man’s club to penetrate your head. I’ve tried often enough with astronomy.”


  “So that was it,” I grinned, and sat up dizzily. “One of the slave-guards taking a last swing at me.”


  “You’ve caused us a great deal of worry, young man,” Rossey went on. “But luckily, there’s no harm done. I understand from Lavarre, the Frenchman who preceded you here on a spying trip, that he saved your life by cutting through that silver globe back there and letting it fall on your Venusian friends—”


  “Tell me,” I interrupted. “There was one Mura-Lal—”


  “Lavarre.” Rossey interposed, frowning as had been his habit at a school-lecture, “managed to keep under cover and spent his time as you did among the slave-folk. He was ready for our advance and was on the top of the dome—some sort of secret passages that they have I understand he found—when he saw them ready to sacrifice you or torture you in some of their own beastly ceremonies—”


  “The Lana-Lal,” I interrupted again, eagerly. “There was one girl—a Venusian of the ruling caste named Mura-Lal! I must find—”


  “You will be glad to hear, John, that the battle was successful from every angle. You need have no fear of the Lana-Lal now. That heartless race of super-women were wiped out—unfortunately for science I think—”


  “Damn science!” I cried. “I must find her. Don’t you understand? I love this Venusian girl. She may be threatened with death right now!”


  He opened his eyes widely at that.


  “That is rather more serious, John. We have sworn to rid Earth of every last one of these Venusians. It is war to the death. I am sorry that you were lured by their charms—I admit they are the most beautiful creatures this old Earth has seen.


  “And the war has ended,” he finished grimly. “Every one of them has been killed or has committed suicide. It had to be done, John. There was no help for it—”


  I didn’t wait to hear any more but sprang from the cot and reached the door.


  Outside I found myself in a camp of Protectors. They had taken over the little homes of the Lana. Some distance away I caught sight of the sunlight gleaming on the smashed domes of the palaces in Lilla-Zo.


  Smoke curled over them and my heart sank despairingly. The city was being burned by the men of Earth, destroyed so that nothing of the Venusians would remain.


  I ran, paying no attention to the shouts that came from the Protectors. I raced through the disordered street, jumped over the heaps of broken stone, raced on without stopping while my lungs strained for air in the smoke-clouds that billowed down between the palace walls on either side.


  Few were afoot in that doomed city of the Venusians. I passed a Protector coming out of a palace entrance with a flaming torch in his hand, sped across a field of trampled flowers, and reached the opening in the wall of the dome where I had left Mura-Lal.


  She was not there. A few drops of blood on the wall marked where she had stood.


  I don’t know what utter hopelessness is. I have always been of a sanguine disposition easily given to shaking off the sorrow of to-day for the chances of betterment tomorrow. But right then I was near to throwing myself into the flames that roared inside the palace. The world seemed to darken slowly as I gazed dumbly at that vacant space.


  I turned away—and saw her!


  She was running swiftly toward me, her smooth limbs barely seeming to touch the ground and her black hair whipping like a banner from her back-flung head. Behind her pounded a Protector, dagger ready.


  She saw me, and gave a little cry as she fell at my feet. I faced the man who wanted her life.


  I don’t know what he thought of me—a young man with a bandaged head and only half-clad in an old tunic of Rossey’s—but he wasn’t concerned with what I should do or think. He was a black-browed fellow, a disciplined soldier and not one to forsake his duty for any one’s whim.


  “The last one,” he panted, and poised his dagger for the blow. “Stand aside, Hardiman, and I’ll rid the world of this inhuman demon that tortured our people!”


  “Wait!” I said. “This Venusian you will not kill! That’s wild talk, man! She had nothing to do with that—”


  “I’ve seen them,” he snarled. “Human beings tortured, brutalized, made into beasts. We’ve had to kill them, too, and by the eternal—”


  There was no use arguing with him. Loud words only would bring others to his help. I swung my closed fist as he raised the dagger above her white throat. He fell forward on his face, stunned, and the weapon tinkled on the ground.


  She was standing when I turned again—standing just as she had stood under the silver globe, a tall, slim figure, like the sculptured dream of a master-artist come to life, with love, that knows no age or place or planet, shining in her half veiled eyes.


  “Star of Evening,” I murmured, and held her tightly in my arms.


  And that was all—all that this tale has to do with it. Mura-Lal stands beside me now as I finish this scrawl in the sunlit, flower-scented garden of my home.


  There were objections, of course, but Rossey swayed the Council. And I think Mura-Lal swayed them more, ruthless as their determination had been to wipe every vestige of the Venusians from Earth. She could not speak our tongue but, despite their prejudices, beauty and goodness will triumph over the stern wills of men.


  “We have nothing to fear from her,” Rossey pronounced. “I doubt if Venus will venture to attack Earth again—in this cycle. And if they should in future years, it is better that we should improve our strain with this Venusian intermarriage. Because it has never been done before is surely no argument. Lots of things we are going to do in this new age have been unheard of.


  We know now that Mura-Lal is a woman like the women of Earth, and, if only by the light of eugenic science of the race you gentlemen can plainly see that here is beauty above everything we know of on Earth. They are well mated, and I for one, if I were twenty years younger would envy Hardiman here.”


  Which was very decent of old Rossey, even if he did seem to look on us from the viewpoint of a cattle-breeder. But scientists are like that.


  I was glad Mura-Lal did not understand everything that went on. But she was too busy admiring her gleaming ring and planning a wardrobe like those of her earthly sisters with flowing cloaks of many, colors and graceful tunics and feathers for her hair. She gets quite a thrill out of it all.


  Whatever the eternal feminine of Venus may enjoy they are sorely lacking in the pleasure of clothes.
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            (Extract from letter dated February 16, 1927, from Oliver Robertson, banker of Calcutta, India, to J.B. Cardigan, President of Cardigan Press Service, Inc.)

          
        

      
    

  


  . . . . . we got into a pretty hot argument over it, too. Of course, I thought Morrison was kidding me at first; but he kept insisting that Murdock wouldn’t have done such a thing if he really hadn’t meant it for the truth.


  I told him that Murdock had probably had his little secret hobby of fiction-writing unknown to any of his friends, that he had thought up this story, for his own entertainment, and had taken this means of making it “plausible.” I admit I don’t understand why he should want to do such a thing, but I think you will agree with me that at least it is very clever. You can never tell what these serious-minded, middle-aged bachelors are going to do next. I was really quite exasperated at Morrison for believing this story. He knew poor Stanley better than I, it is true; but as joint executor of the estate, I insisted that if it were to be published at all, it should be as fiction, pure and simple. Then, if anyone wants to believe it, let him go to it.


  Morrison argued that the notarial seal and the definite instructions on the envelope showed Murdock meant business—that he wasn’t the kind to clutter up a strong box with junk. He reminded me that Murdock had chucked a fine position in the United States to come to India on a smaller salary and in a technically inferior rating, which was a fair indication of the truth of his story. Murdock was unimaginative as far as I know, but this story seems to indicate otherwise. He was a splendid chap, sober and industrious. He was the only one killed in that wreck of the Central of India at Coomptah ten days ago . . .


  Knowing you are in touch with publishers that can handle this sort of thing, I have taken the liberty of sending you Murdock’s document herewith, together with the envelope in which it was found. You will note that the instructions on the envelope indicate that it was to be opened only in the event of Murdock’s death, by his executors, or by himself, on June 21, 1931. If you can dispose of this material for profit, I certainly will appreciate it.


  N.B.—Touched up a bit, it might make good reading—in fact, I think it is deucedly interesting as it stands.


  Let me know as soon as possible, old man, what you think of this and what disposition you want to make of it. I’ll appreciate it very much if you can find a publisher, for it was Stanley’s wish . . .


  Your old, hard-headed cousin,


  OLIVER ROBERTSON.


  
    
      
        
          	
            (Stanley Murdock’s document, enclosed with the above letter, printed just

            as he himself wrote it. Pursuant to Mr. Robertson’s instructions, and to

            prevent uneasiness among the credulous, the public is warned that the

            story is undoubtedly fiction.)

          
        

      
    

  


  September 18, 1923.


  47 Victoria Drive, Rajput Gardens,


  Calcutta, India,


  TO WHOM THIS MAY CONCERN:


  In accordance with instructions I have filed with the officials of the Calcutta Traders’ Bank, this document, which is to be read by my executors in the event of my death before June 21, 1931, or by myself on that date in the presence of three officers of the above bank. The reason for this I shall explain as clearly as possible.


  An experience befell me while doing geological work in the United States of America that has profoundly altered my life, and by the year 1931, will alter the lives of every human being in the world. This statement, startling and unbelievable as it may sound, is nevertheless the truth, and is the reason I am writing, or you are reading this. And I am taking the only course consistent with my own welfare in giving this message to the public so that it may have even a slight chance of credence.


  So preposterous will be found the contents of this document that such fact alone will largely explain my method of procedure. I want this message to be read, to be believed, and to be acted on. Had I told anybody of my experience at the time it happened, I would simply have been the laughing stock of my friends. Insisting on the truth of the story might have been cause for investigation as to my sanity, and the loss of my position if not of my liberty. It was utterly out of the question to even think of telling anyone what I saw. I had absolutely no proof, and could not then, let alone now, produce any evidence to back up my statements. Only time will prove that I am right, and that will be not later than August 21, 1931. There is a remote chance that the catastrophe will occur sooner, but knowing what I do, I believe that it will transpire on that exact date. So you can see what an awkward position I am in—a prophet—foretelling happenings years ahead, to the very day, to a skeptical world bound by the age-old dictum of common sense, to laugh him to scorn.


  This, then, is the reason I have made the safeguards for reading this manuscript. The message being so vital to the world, I have deposited copies in the largest banks in Bombay and Madras. These documents are to be mailed to me on June 21, 1931, or in case I die, may be obtained by my executors any time before that date. Thus I will avoid practically eight years of derision with attendant loss of position and probable confinement for mental instability. At the same time, my warning is in no danger of being lost, and will be given to the world in time to do some possible good. If I am alive on June 21, 1931, I shall give my experience to the world on that date, allowing two months for those who heed it to escape a terrible fate. The reason I resigned my position in the United States and am now in India will be disclosed in the narrative.


  IT was in January, 1923, that I met with this staggering experience. At that time I was employed by the Southwestern Syndicate as chief geologist for the Arizona-New Mexico district. I had been with them almost fifteen years, going to them from the Concord Company, with whom I had been associated since my graduation from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Both of these companies, ii I can judge by the testimonials they so generously gave me on my resignation, rated me very highly, and were reluctant to part with my services. I mention this not in self-praise, but to show that I have always had a reputation for honesty and efficient work. And I sincerely hope that this reputation will sustain me when I say that what I am about to relate here is the absolute truth.


  On January 14, 1923, Olin Gilfillan (my most trusted field lieutenant and a brilliant, hard-working man) and I set out on horseback from Lovington, New Mexico, and headed toward the Mescalero Ridge. We had with us a couple of pack mules bearing camping equipment and grub for a week. It was our intention to scout the southeast part of the Ridge, and report certain findings to the company. I shall not here relate any technical description of our route, inasmuch as my complete report is on file with the company in their Chicago office.


  We left Lovington in the morning, and after a leisurely trip with a few stops for “sighting” made camp in a little arroyo leading up to the Ridge. The day had been wonderfully clear, and in the early twilight I worked on my notes while Olin built a small fire of cedar and mesquite and prepared the coffee and bacon. After supper we lit our pipes and talked over various things until about nine, when we crawled into our sleeping bags.


  It was some time before I dropped off, as there were several problems connected with the trip that I kept reviewing in my mind. I could hear Olin’s steady breathing, and envied him his ability to sleep soundly under any conditions. Up from the east swam a large, perfect full moon, flooding our camp in the little arroyo with its cold light. From far away came the indistinct, silly yapping of a couple of coyotes, and I could hear the horses stirring uneasily. Finally I fell asleep, and it seemed as though I had hardly closed my eyes when something—perhaps a sound, or maybe a premonition of something wrong—caused me to become wide awake. I sat up and, noticing that the moon was now overhead, looked at my wrist watch. It was almost one o’clock.


  There seemed to be nothing amiss. Olin was snoring peacefully, the coyotes were no longer serenading the moon, only a little breeze was moving the tops of the mesquite brushes. I glanced over to where the horses had been tethered, and saw that they were very restive. Thinking that perhaps some coyote was skulking about our camp, I crawled out of my sleeping bag, took my rifle, and went over to where the horses were trembling and straining at their tethers. They were apparently scared at something immediately in front of them, as they both gazed with bulging eyes in the same direction. Aside from a large rock and a few straggling sotol plants, I could see nothing to cause their fear. Thinking that perhaps some creature had hidden behind the rock, I made my way in a wide circle around it, but there was nothing I could see to explain the horses’ fright. I went to them and stroked their noses; this calmed them somewhat, but they continued to gaze fearfully at the rock.


  IT came over me like a flash that I had not noticed that rock when we made camp—in fact, being now fully wide awake, I recalled that there was no large rock of any kind near our camp. I blinked my eyes and pinched myself to see if I was really awake. Could I have been mistaken about my first impression of our camp site, and have overlooked an object as large as that rock? My work has always called for keen observation, and it was absurd to think that if a fairly sizable boulder had been in sight, especially all by itself as this one was, I would have failed to note it. Yet there it was, gleaming dully in the moonlight, apparently firmly imbedded in the ground. But it couldn’t (I reasoned) have been there when we first arrived. Imagine two geologists failing to see a rock of that size! How in the world could it have gotten there? Was it placed there by someone during the night, while we slept? And if so, why? But I had not noticed any footprints around it. It was obvious that it could not have rolled from anywhere. It had not been there four hours ago, it had not been carried, it had not rolled . . .


  In all my experiences in out-of-the-way, God-forsaken places, I have never known fear. I have been shot at by Mexicans, held up by thugs, even bitten by a rattlesnake—but nothing has ever made me afraid. Not even intense shell fire on the Western Front, where I had served the last month of the war as an infantry captain in the 8th Division, ever made me aware of danger. I was cited once by the French government for bravery, but I take no credit for that. It is simply my make-up—I have no “nerves.” But now—this inexplicable rock appearing from nowhere—the very obvious fear it instilled in the horses—


  My first impulse was to waken Olin and tell him of this startling phenomenon. The remote possibility that I might be mistaken, and had for some reason failed to notice this rock, due to my absorption in my note making, deterred me. How Olin would laugh at me if I roused him because of some foolish fancy about an innocent boulder that had been there all the time. He would never get done guying the life out of me. But I was positive that it had not been there when we made camp.


  I was debating whether to investigate the rock and prove once for all there was no cause for alarm, or arouse Olin and get his opinion, when the rock was suddenly thrown back and I could see that it was only a hollow camouflage over a hole in the ground. Before I could cry out, I was seized from behind and strong hands had placed a gag in my mouth and a bandage over my eyes. I attempted to struggle, but my efforts were useless. It was as though my arms and legs were held in a powerful vise. Something sweetish that may have been chloroform was held over my nose, and before I lost consciousness I heard the squeal of a horse and the pounding of his hoofs as he broke from his tether and ran. There was no sound of any kind from my captors. I was dimly aware of being carried in powerful arms and laid upon some smooth surface that seemed to sink beneath me as darkness pressed upon me and I knew no more.


  HOW long it was before I regained consciousness I do not know. I seemed to hear a sort of droning sound, like the faraway purr of an aeroplane motor. For a stupefied instant I believed I was again in my sleeping bag, awakening from a bad dream. Then the recollection of the hollow rock and my silent capture by strong hands seizing me swiftly from behind, the thundering hoofs of the frightened horse, came over me with sickening vividness. Cautiously I moved my arms and legs, and found that they were not bound. Neither was there a gag in my mouth or a bandage over my eyes. It was too dark to see anything of my surroundings, but I could feel that I was lying on a gently sloping, smooth, cold stone floor. I got unsteadily to my feet and carefully extended my hands above my head. Though I reached upward as far as I could, I could touch nothing. I got down on my knees and groped around, crawling several feet in every direction, and encountered no obstacle of any kind—only the smooth, dry stone that was the floor of my strange prison.


  There was no way of telling the dimensions of the room or cave in which I had been deserted by my mysterious captors. Utter darkness enveloped me like a heavy blanket. After several minutes of futile crawling around, I realized that I must be in the middle of some tremendous room, and that it was a waste of time trying to find a wall or outlet. My captors evidently knew that this Stygian blackness would effectually bar my escape, even if there were a way out, and that was undoubtedly the reason I was unbound. Nothing I could do would help in any way, so I might just as well await developments calmly. I stretched myself full length on the stone floor and tried to puzzle out the reason for my terrible predicament.


  That I had been kidnapped by bandits and removed to some cavern to await the payment of ransom seemed the most plausible solution. I wondered if they had seized Olin Gilfillan also. If so, why were we not together? Thinking he might be somewhere nearby, I shouted his name aloud. Only the hollow, booming echo of my own voice, sounding with eerie mockery from round about, answered me. I listened intently. Silence, a great, brooding silence, intensified by the darkness, by the magnitude of the cavern, and by my own breathing. I no longer heard the droning sound that I had noticed when I first regained my senses, so it must either have been my imagination or the effects of the drug I had been forced to inhale. Undoubtedly I was entirely alone in the darkness. And if I were being held for ransom, it would, be only a question of time before my captors brought me something to eat and drink.


  Then there was the matter of the rock camouflage. The outlaws had probably hidden one of their number beneath it as a measure of precaution in case their plans miscarried. But what an elaborate precaution, when there were so many other simpler, and equally effective, methods of concealment. And they put it in a position where it would be bound to attract attention and investigation. Even putting it behind a sotol plant would be better than having it in the open. Could it have concealed the entrance to the cave I was now in? Then, why hadn’t Olin or I noticed the spot when we made camp? Perhaps the bandits had covered the place cleverly, using the false rock only as a screen for exit and entrance. That might explain the sinking sensation I noticed just before the drug put me to sleep—I was probably lowered into the ground at this point. I well knew that there were countless caves in this southeastern part of New Mexico. The mighty Carlsbad Cavern itself has a great number of branching chambers that have never been explored. What could be more perfect for the purpose of kidnapping for ransom than a well-concealed entrance to an unknown cavern in this rugged, little-traveled country? In many places near the Carlsbad Cavern the roof has fallen in, leaving deep depressions in the ground; in fact, the natural entrance to this cavern is in one of such depressions. The more I thought this over, the more I became convinced that my captors had cunningly concealed a comparatively small entrance to their own private cave, and that we, unfortunately happening to camp close by, provided easy prey for their first attempt.


  HOW they could have made the place look like ordinary flat ground, with no footprints or other signs of disturbance anywhere, puzzled me greatly. Several of them had come out and had seized me from behind, but how had they covered their tracks, and where had they hidden that I did not see them as I gazed around? They must have come from some distance off, and been lightning quick to get me as they did. And having captured me so neatly and noiselessly, why was I now left alone with my thoughts, free to blunder around and break my neck in the darkness? They evidently thought to cow me, so that I would prove tractable, using the terror that comes from darkness and solitude as their trump card. I resolved that, come what might, I would never let them believe that I felt the slightest fear. And I further resolved that once I was free, I would leave no stone unturned to seek out this rendezvous and capture the whole gang, if it took half the United States army. Why I have not done this will be made evident as I continue.


  Just as I had thoroughly determined to make bravery my one inflexible gesture, no matter what they did to me, I became aware of a presence approaching. It was only the faintest sort of rustling sound, as though someone in a flapping kimono and sandals were walking toward me. That someone, or something, was coming toward me in absolute darkness, apparently moving at a steady pace in spite of that fact, made my bravery dissolve into thin air. After all, what is fear? We can steel ourselves to meet known dangers philosophically, or even unknown ones if they are not totally unexpected; but when we are suddenly confronted with the unknown, with all its potentialities of horror aggravated by the awful cloak of inky darkness, or any equally terrifying circumstance, we become as frightened children. It is only natural. As the rustling sound grew louder, I involuntarily uttered a stifled, sobbing moan, and sought to crawl away in the opposite direction. I found that I could not move. I was paralyzed with a blind, unreasoning, sickening fear. I felt faint with nausea, and my teeth clicked together, as though I were perishing with cold. I have said before that I have no “nerves” and that ordinary perils have never ovecome me; but this was no ordinary situation, and what I had “already been through paved the way to this climax of complete terror. I felt that death, sudden and painless, would be the most welcome thing that could happen.


  Whatever it was, stopped near me and I could hear it breathing faintly. I tried desperately to control the clacking of my teeth and the trembling of my limbs. I cursed myself for having called Olin, for the noise, no doubt, had attracted the creature’s attention. As I could see nothing, not even the faintest indication of glowing eyes, my terror-stricken mind finally grasped the fact that no beast was near me; it was probably only one of my captors. Yet, how had he found his way to me, and where had he come from. My terror died away as quickly as it had come, leaving me still trembling and faint, but with my mind alert for what might follow, no matter how strange.


  A RUSTLING sound close to my head and something touched me on the shoulder. It was a hand, bony, long-fingered, powerful, that seized my shoulder and pulled me up to a sitting position.


  “Drink!” said a voice close to my ear. “Put your hands before you face, and take the bowl that is offered you.” The voice had a peculiar rasping quality, as if the speaker were having difficulty in controlling his tongue, and the pronunciation of the words was done in a sort of gutteral drawl.


  “What is it you offer me to drink?” I asked my unseen visitor, in the bravest voice I could muster, “and why have I been brought here?”


  The hand on my shoulder slowly tightened until I winced with pain. Against my lips was pressed the rim of a rough, earthen bowl filled with some cold liquid.


  “Drink!” again said the voice, and I sensed the menace in the metallic, rasping words, “to struggle is useless, for you cannot see in the dark. Do as you are told, or you shall be pinioned and forcibly made to drink. The liquid will not harm you, if that is why you are fearful.”


  The pain from his tremendous grip on my shoulder was too much. It would indeed be of no avail to struggle in the dark with an unknown, powerful adversary who was apparently thoroughly indifferent to the lack of light. There was nothing to do but drink, and hope that he told the truth in saying no harm lay therein. It was only a small bowl, holding little more than an ordinary glass, and I quaffed the whole potion in large gulps. It tasted no different than ordinary water.


  “That is better,” came the voice, as the bowl was taken from me and the hand on my shoulder removed, “now I shall talk to you. Sit quite still. You cannot possibly escape, and besides I can see you perfectly, so—.”


  I gave a gasp of incredulity. It was conceivable that the owner of this voice might be so used to the dark that he could make his way around; but as for seeing me perfectly in this smothering blackness . . . the man must be mad! That was it! I had been captured by some lunatic, and brought to this underground cavern for a terrible purpose. My only chance was to humor the creature, to use my wits and watch for a chance to overpower him. He was evidently endowed with a sort of sixth sense, and I would have to bide my time. Then, his voice—it was not the voice of a normal human being.


  “I see that you do not believe my statement,” went on that drawling, peculiar voice. “You think that it is not possible for anyone to see in the dark. You not only think I am lying, but you think I am crazy. When. I get done talking to you, it will be surprising if you do not think yourself crazy instead. We know no difference between light and dark, such as you dwellers on the Earth. Light is used by us only to intensify that which we already see—it is similar to what magnification would be to you. Light makes a reaction on certain nerves of ours, corresponding to your optic nerves, that simply intensifies the image. The stronger the light, the larger the image. As I look at you now, you are your normal size. We have lived and worked so long here that we are even more partial to dark than to light, although in our work we find it necessary—”


  “Just a minute,” I broke in, realizing now that there was indeed a dangerous madman on my hands, and that only if I pretended to keep up a discussion on the topic which obsessed him could I hope to gain his good graces, “you must remember that I have only just arrived, and know nothing about you or your work. Where are the others who are associated with you? Did you bring me here to help you in any way? I’ll be glad to do anything I can.”


  “I am not sure you will be needed after all,” said the voice, “I am appointed to look after you until—well, until you are summoned. The others you will see in due time. Meanwhile, as you have that human trait of curiosity and your face has expressed bewilderment and incredulity at certain things I have said, I shall explain what and who I am, so that you will grasp what I am talking about. To begin with, I am not a human being. Do not, however, let that fact alarm you. Because you cannot see me, and because I am talking to you in a language you can understand, you think I am utterly insane. You will shortly see for yourself that I am right. Listen carefully to what I tell you, so that you will be prepared to comprehend what will be shown you later.”


  “But if you are not a human being,” I expostulated in a bewildered tone of voice that I strove to make matter of fact, “what are you? You speak English very well, and only human beings can talk. Are you a god of some sort?” I thought by this remark to flatter the fellow, and thus draw him out further in his absurd statements.


  “Foolish one, of course I am not a god. But your question is reasonable, nevertheless. You suppose that only human beings can talk, which is correct as far as it applies to inhabitants of this planet. My parents came from the planet you know as Venus about one hundred of your years ago, and I myself was born here, in this cavern!”


  AT this amazing statement I must have registered a very ludicrous astonishment, for my invisible captor gave a deep, throaty laugh and continued: “It is too bad you cannot see yourself now, Mister Stanlee Murduck (that is about the way he pronounced it). You, too, would laugh. You see, we are not without a sense of humor. I know your head is seething with a conflicting tumult of thoughts. How did I know your name? From the notebook you had in your shirt pocket. You would no doubt be interested in my name. It is Oomlag-Tharnar-Illnag, or Oomlag for short. You may call me that. I am sorry that I cannot let you see my face just now, but we prepare all our involuntary visitors with a little talk in the dark first, so that our intentions will be made clear and they can better stand the shock of seeing us and our work.”


  “Do you mean to tell me that other people have been brought here, too?” I shuddered at the thought. “What do you want with us—with me—and what becomes of us—‘involuntary visitors’ ?”


  Again came the gurgling laugh.


  “Oh, we have a certain very definite purpose with you. We would not trouble to bring you here, unless we could make good use of your services. We have only invited a very few visitors, but they are all people of much more than ordinary intelligence, such as yourself, and peculiarly fitted to aid us in our—ah, purpose.”


  I realized fully my terrible position—talking in black darkness with a madman who claimed that his parents came from Venus, that others were associated with him in some sinister undertaking here in the cavern, and that several other people had also been made prisoners, for what unholy purposes I could not guess. The darkness and the strength of my unwelcome host were against me. In despair, I was now certain that my only hope was to draw him out in “a little talk,” and perhaps thereby gain information to help me escape, or, by pretending to be very eager to help him, to insinuate myself into his good graces and catch him unaware at a favorable moment.


  “YOU tell me,” I said, as casually as possible, “that your visitors are allowed to see your work, but that before that event you prepare them by a little explanatory lecture here in the dark to better withstand the ‘shock’ Would it be presumptuous of me to ask why it should be a shock to see you and your work?”


  “Not at all,” came the voice of Oomlag. “But before I do that, you should be enlightened further as to why you are here. In a way, you are our slave, in the sense at least, that you will be compelled by us to spend the next few years underground. However, if you cooperate with us as I believe you will, you will be well treated and allowed to roam around as you please. If, after things have been fully explained to you, you do not prove agreeable and refuse to help, I can only say that you will very soon change your mind.


  “Now, if you will be kind enough not to interrupt me, I shall give you a little discourse that you will probably not believe. No matter. You have all, being earth creatures, been most skeptical about what is, to your way of thinking, impossible. But at least try to follow me, and when you do see us at work, you will be less apt to think it is all a dream or that you have lost your reason.


  “As I said before, we are from the planet you call Venus. For many hundreds of years past we have been in a high state of civilization, one as far superior to yours as yours is to that of the crudest cave-man. We have developed certain scientific instruments and discovered forces that enable us to do things scarcely dreamed of by your scientists. Some of these things you will be shown in due time. It is well that we have made the wonderful advance that we have, for it has given us the secret of interplanetary Right, and in time to relieve the pressure of our population. Fortunately, your earth is only a little larger than ours, some 10%, and though almost half again as far away from the sun, your atmosphere is even better suited to us than our own. It is cooler and more stimulating. We were energetic enough as it was, but here on your earth we are paragons of energy. After we have conquered you and eventually exterminated you, as all your own superior tribes have done to your own inferior ones, we shall be the absolute masters of the two planets. With what we already know, plus things we shall find out as we begin to expand, I know that our population problem will not bother us again for untold centuries.


  “After we have consolidated our position here, we intend to make an expedition to the ruddy planet you call Mars. We do not intend to settle, as conditions are not at all favorable for prolonged life there for us; but we do intend to see that the Martian civilization is broken and we ourselves secure from their menace. Though we cannot live comfortably on their planet, they can on yours, so it is wise to crush them as soon as possible, as they have a rather advanced civilization and might outdo us later. As for the larger planets known to you, such as Saturn, Neptune, and Uranus, and our smaller neighbor, Mercury, they may be disregarded, some being populated by crude insect-like creatures and others having only a low form of vegetation. Besides, their mass alone would prohibit our survival, even as it would yours. Though I weigh several pounds more here on your Earth than I would on Venus, its only effect is to give a corresponding feeling of well-being. Those who have come here direct, as my parents, say it is like a man under weight getting his full quota of flesh; he feels stronger, and he is stronger.”


  THE creature paused, and I could hear his garments rustling. In spite of the fact that I still thought I was dealing with a lunatic, I felt but little fear. Though the strange throaty quality of his voice gave the words an accent rather difficult to understand at times, his choice of English was excellent and stamped him as a man with a splendid education. Perhaps he was some professor of astronomy who had become insane from over-study, and was living his life underground, clever enough to wrest a living by going at times to the outside world and obtaining food somehow. Long familiarity with his habitat undoubtedly explained his uncanny ability to get around in the dark, and sense my position. And his rock camouflage— that was wonderfully clever. Yes, I would rather deal with an intelligent man obsessed on one subject than with a rambling, mumbling idiot. Could there be any truth about others working with him? Hardly. Later he would probably point out an imaginary series of tunnels and what not, firmly believing everything was there. If I was diplomatic enough I might get him to show me the entrance through which he had brought me, and then make a break for freedom. . . .


  My face must have betrayed my growing interest and lack of fear, for Oomlag’s next remark indicated as much.


  “What do you say now, Stan-lee?” he asked me, his garments still rustling like strips of dry, hard leather rubbing against each other. “Have I told you enough to make you realize how very much you are in my power, and to make you wish to see the things I have mentioned; or do you wish to ask questions about things I have overlooked? Our Field General has communicated with me, wanting to know if you are sufficiently enlightened. If you care to proceed now, I shall give the signal and we may advance; but if you are still afraid for your safety, further parley is your privilege.”


  My mind was made up. Under the circumstances, there was only one thing I could do—go with the fellow, and find out once for all whether he was a lunatic or not. I could only hope I would not be hurled into some pit in the darkness.


  “Sure, Oomlag,” I said, striving to seem very enthusiastic, “bring on your big show! Tell your General I am ready, and that my services are at his disposal. I think I can stand about any shock now.”


  “You stood the darkness test better than most,” remarked Oomlag, dryly. “Usually we must speak long before we get near enough to touch. The fluid you drank was water with a mild drug to make your mind more active. Since you are ready, I will give the signal.”


  Again his garments rustled. About a minute passed, but nothing happened to break the impenetrable darkness or my keyed-up sense of suspense.


  “The Field General says to bring you in. Stand up, Stan-lee!” Oomlag ordered, at the same time grasping my right elbow with his lean, powerful fingers. As soon as I was on my feet, he faced me half way around and gave me a little shove.


  “Walk straight forward until I fell you to stop!” he commanded, the gruff, guttural words being spoken close to my ear, “and do not speak a word. Say nothing until you receive my permission.”


  I took a few slow, shuffling steps into the darkness, hands held before my face.


  “Walk naturally!” Oomlag whispered, and there was nothing to do but obey. The floor of the cave sloped gently down, and I expected momentarily to go hurtling into some chasm. I was wholly at the mercy of this strange being, and tried to steel myself for whatever might happen. I imagine that walking the plank would be a similar sensation, the only difference being the certainty of destruction.


  AFTER I had taken about a hundred steps, the floor seemed to become level. Oomlag was right behind me. I could hear the soft shuffle of his feet and rustle of his clothes. But he gave me no more spoken directions. Either I happened to be going in the right direction, or, what was more probable, I was being guided by some unknown influence. The floor continued level, and we must have walked fully five minutes in the dense blackness of the place before I noticed a little draft of warm air. At the same time I became aware of a rather high-pitched humming sound that grew louder as we moved forward. Then I began to hear more shuffling sounds, and a sort of subdued murmuring on all sides, as though a crowd of people were gathered and whispering to one another.


  Suddenly Oomlag’s hand grasped my shoulder and stopped me in my tracks. Without uttering a word, we stood there, his hand still gripping my shoulder. My senses were keenly acute, and I knew, from the indistinct rustlings and murmurings I could hear, that we were surrounded by other beings.


  Slowly, as the lights in a theater are gradually turned on, objects around me became visible. First I could make out several shadowy, tall figures standing about on all sides, and the outlines of two enormous white stalagmites. As the light became brighter by imperceptible degrees, I could see that it emanated from a multitude of octagonal crystals set in the walls of the cavern at regular intervals. Before me rose up a sort of throne built into a large niche in the cavern wall, and on this throne, apparently hewn from the living rock, sat one of the most preposterous-looking beings the imagination of man could conceive. The two stalagmites flanked this throne on either side, and other bizarre creatures were thronged in the space between the stalagmites and below the throne.


  I shall do my best to describe the Field General commanding the hordes from Venus that are to conquer our earth in a few short years. I was sickened by the revelation that Oomlag was indeed no madman, but really one of an invincible vanguard with the world in their grasp. The Field General, as Oomlag had termed him, was a terrible thing to look upon. A tall figure, well over seven feet, with unbelievably long, skinny arms and legs, a torso like a pouter-pigeon, and above it, set on a short, thick neck, a head shaped like an ostrich egg. The head was entirely bald, covered with skin like parchment and of a most revolting ochre yellow color. The ears tapered almost to a point; the eyes, small and set close together, burned like those of a cat in the dark; the nose was very wide and flat, almost pig-like; and the mouth, thick-lipped and exceedingly wide, was doubly hideous due to the total absence of chin. In conversation later he revealed his teeth, the front four evidently filed to a point and the rest flat; all of a dark gray color. He was clothed in some sort of tight-fitting dull green garment which, together with a brick-red jacket or vest over his huge, round chest, gave him the appearance of a grotesque turnip. On his long, tapering feet he wore flat sandals held in place by thongs laced through the ends of his doublet, if I may call it that. His fingers were all long and of equal length, and he kept toying with some object resting in his lap. It looked like a bassoon without the mouthpiece.


  THE lights had now reached their maximum, giving the huge room the effect of being flooded by intensely bright moonlight. Behind me, and on all sides, stood scores of these creatures, similar in appearance to the Field General on the throne, except that they wore dull green jackets instead of brick-red. They stood motionless, regarding me stolidly with their smoldering, beady eyes.


  Oomlag stepped forward and saluted his commander with a sweeping motion of his right arm. He said something in a strange, guttural tongue, and the Field General evidently plied him with questions about me, for they kept up a long conversation, often glancing my way. Finally Oomlag turned to me.


  “The Field General wants to ask you a few questions,” he said, stepping to one side.


  The Field General regarded me intently for several moments. I quailed under the inspection of those calculating, cat-like, inhuman eyes of his. The only difference between him and what might be imagined in a nightmare was that he was the real thing—actual and horrible to look upon. With his loose, ochre lips exposing the sharp front teeth at every word, he spoke in a pronounced guttural accent, his English quite limited and hard to understand. “You work rock work?” he asked with difficulty.


  “Yes, sir,” I replied, my heart pounding against my ribs for all I could do to calm myself. “I’m a geologist.”


  A short interjection by Oomlag evidently explained to the Field General what a geologist was.


  “You know then what is r-r-radium?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know what is bismuth?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know any in between?”


  “What do you mean by that, sir?” I inquired.


  The Field General spoke a few rapid words to Oomlag, who said to me: “He means, do you know of any element of atomic weight between bismuth and radium? You know, of course, they are roughly 208 and 225, using 16 for oxygen as the standard, and I promise you, on my word, that if you can place any element in that gap, you will be well rewarded for the information.”


  “There has been none discovered that I know of,” I replied.


  “That is all,” said the Field General, curtly, adding something in his own tongue to Oomlag.


  Again came the high-pitched humming sound, and the lights dimmed perceptibly. The creatures round about, who had regarded me stolidly during my short conversation with the Field General, now broke up into little groups of four or five and walked off in different directions.


  From this large room, which was the executive chamber of the Field General, branched four tunnels, about twenty feet in height and the same in width, lighted at intervals of some hundred feet by octagonal globes, set in niches in the solid rock and projecting out at an angle of 45 degrees. Down one of these tunnels Oomlag now bade me walk, himself striding along beside me, like some over-fantastic figure in a parade of mummers. We had only gone a short distance from where the tunnel branched from the Executive Chamber when I noticed that on both sides appeared, at regular intervals, large curtains or hangings of material resembling the jackets these people wore, both in color and material.


  “These hangings,” said Oomlag, in the same way a guide would point out and explain objects of interest to a tourist, “conceal doors to our apartment houses. Our mode of life is practically the same as yours; we breathe, we take food through our mouth, we require shelter, we mate, we are gregarious. The apartments proper I am not permitted to show you, but this I can say: they are hewn from the solid rock, as are all these tunnels, by our own machine brought from Venus. As you shall probably spend several years down here with us, it is desirable that you should have this preliminary trip and explanation before you are assigned to quarters. By the way, Stan-lee— I forgot you are an earth creature and subject to more frequent pangs of hunger than we. Do you care for food or drink? It is only a short distance to the dining room of our involuntary visitors, and I shall be glad to take you there before we go further. What do you say?”


  EVER since my introduction to the Executive Chamber, I had wondered, in the back of my mind, where my fellow prisoners might be. I had seen no living thing save these monstrous men of Venus, and this sounded like a chance to see some of the other unfortunate human beings held captive here.


  “Yes, I am very hungry, Oomlag,” I lied, “and I was just about to ask you if I could have something to eat.”


  “Follow me.”


  I followed Oomlag down this main tunnel about a quarter of a mile to where a smaller tunnel branched to the right. Some hundred paces we took down this, then found the way blocked by the usual dull-green hangings. Oomlag’s hands reached under his jacket, there was a rustling sound, and instantly the hangings parted, revealing doors like huge square blocks of cement. These doors slid noiselessly into the walls of the tunnel on each side.


  We entered a chamber about a hundred feet square and about fifteen feet high, containing a dozen large, round tables of smooth rock, with smaller stools, also of rock, serving as chairs. Over each table, as well as in the corners of the room, were the octagonal crystal lights illuminating the room with their cold, intense rays. Behind us the immense doors slid together again without a sound.


  At one of these rock tables Oomlag and I seated ourselves. Again he reached under his jacket and again there was a rustling sound. I was about to ask him what sort of signals he produced by this mysterious maneuver, when a panel in the rock wall at the far end of the room slid back, and a girl bearing a tray stepped out.


  Needless to say, I regarded with extreme interest this first person of my own race I was privileged to see, who was, like myself, a captive of these terribly efficient Venusians. Was it sympathy with her plight that made me think her pretty? She seemed of a Spanish type, her long black hair parted smoothly in the middle, and hanging in glossy braids on either side of her pale, pathetically piquant face. She was clad in a dress made of the universal material used by these people, reaching almost to her ankles. Though she was small, the garment gave her a look of height and dignity. She moved gracefully to our table, and without a word placed before us the dishes on her tray. As she leaned over, she glanced at me with such a hopeless look in her large, brown eyes that I was stabbed to the heart. Before she turned away, I saw a tear rolling down her cheek. She brushed at it with a slender little hand, as she retired with the empty tray through the rock panel, which closed silently behind her.


  “That,” said Oomlag, arranging the dishes before me, “is one of our most valuable guests. She has been with us almost five years, and has been invaluable in teaching us Spanish and English. She came from a small town in Arizona. I forgot to tell you, you are to hold no converse at any time with any of your fellow beings. To do so will have painful consequences. You think she is pretty, don’t you?”


  I boiled inwardly. This leering, inhuman brute was my absolute master, and nothing I could say or do would help in the least; on the contrary, if I said what I really thought, it would be the worse for me.


  “Oh, she’s not so much,” I said, casually. “She is too pale, for one thing. Tell me, Oomlag, what is this dinner you have ordered for me? How do you grow anything fit to eat down here? What is this soup made of?”


  Before me, in hollow stone dishes, was a repast of hot soup, vegetables and bread. The only utensil was a large spoon made of some sort of fibre.


  “While you eat,” said Oomlag, stretching his long legs and adjusting his jacket, “I shall endeavor to explain things to you. Before I can answer your questions, it is necessary to trace out certain other things. Take your soup and tell me what you think of it.”


  I did so, finding it very delicious, rather like mock turtle. I told him it was very palatable.


  “I am glad you like it. It is a combination of crushed yucca roots and prairie dog bones, prepared according to our own formula.


  I made a wry face and laid the spoon down.


  “Ah, I see your imagination tells you the soup is not so good.” Oomlag grinned horribly, his yellow lips baring his sharp teeth. “Strange how you creatures allow your imagination to dictate your likes and dislikes. If I had not told you the ingredients of that soup, you would have enjoyed it thoroughly. Now, having told you, you find it disagreeable, though you just finished saying it was good. You might as well learn to like it, for you will have it every day. The vegetables are—but I must begin at the beginning. Not such bad bread, is it.”


  “TO begin with, we are, as I told you before, from Venus. Our scientists have spent centuries in perfecting a machine for interplanetary flight. We have long had the necessary power. The problem was to determine the relative position of the two planets, the pull of gravity of the sun, Venus and your earth, the time necessary to make the flight, the provisioning and ventilating of the projectile, the perfecting of a device to detect and repel meteorites, and countless other problems, all vitally important. The data for all this was handed down from generation to generation, and finally everything had been thought of.


  “No doubt you have been curious to know why the Field General interrogated you about bismuth and radium. He has had too much to do supervising things here, so has only a smattering of your languages; but that question he felt he should ask you personally. The reason is, we have an element about half-way in the atomic scale between bismuth and radium which gives us unlimited power by the breaking up of its atoms: We know that this element does exist on this earth, and the Field General thought perhaps you knew of its discovery. That, however, is only incidental, and not the reason for bringing you here.


  “Having found out how to harness this element, we were well supplied with light and power on our planet. These lights you see are run by radio current from several plants in our workings, each dynamo, if I may call it that, generating a powerful radio wave which is caught and utilized by each of these crystals. The crystals are considerably larger the further away they are from the source of power, for distance demands more filament to catch the power waves.


  “A fortunate discovery, though with tragic consequences to the discoverer, revealed the possibility of utilizing this element with another in such proportions as to repel anything in front of the wave generated by their intermixing. That was the beginning of our centuries of work on an interplanetary machine. It is obvious that if the ray generated by these two elements will repel anything in its path, then by proper control, intensifying and reducing it at will, enough force could be made to repel us away from Venus and toward the earth, using auxiliary rays to repel any stray meteorites. And there are plenty of those. But the exhaustive calculations! Nothing could be left to chance. The best brains of our people worked ceaselessly on the problem until everything was figured out.


  “I do not think it is of much use to try to explain to you the workings of the interplanetary machine, since you are unfamiliar with the element responsible for its success. All I can say is, each of the two combining elements are kept in finely powdered form in separate containers negative to their power as lead is to your X-ray. The proper amount of each to be combined is let carefully into a tubular apparatus, separated by a thin sheet of negative metal which is then withdrawn by a special device. The power wave produced by the resulting combination is carefully calculated, and the charge is renewed in another tube at just the right moment. A battery of auxiliary tubes is always kept here for any unexpected occurrence which might take place at any moment.


  “My parents told me that the take-off was most exciting. Countless thousands of my fellow Venusians were crowded as close as they could get to obtain a last glimpse of the travelers. At exactly the right moment, the big projectile soared slowly into the sky, gradually gaining momentum as it left the stratosphere and entered outer space. Faster and faster it went, with its meteorite detector busily at work spotting and repelling these menaces, and its tubes taking larger and larger quantities of the precious elements. You can judge for yourself the speed they attained when I tell you it took exactly six of your months for my people to get here.”


  “Pardon the interruption,” I said, munching a piece of the bread that tasted exactly like a dry waffle, “but how did you know where you were going to land? Suppose you had dropped into the ocean, or even in the midst of a populated district? How and why did you hit this part of New Mexico?”


  “That is explained by the atomic telescope, an invention of my great-great-grandfather’s. Using the element similar to radium as a base, we wash a sensitive plate with this certain mixture containing a large proportion of that element. In order to save time, let us call this element ‘Venusite’ which, though not the name we have for it, is more descriptive and makes it easier for you to understand. This telescope is tremendously long, and contains a series of condensing reflectors of such accuracy and delicacy that when it is trained on a certain spot, an image on your earth, 30,000,000 miles away, is recorded on an inconceivably small part of the sensitive plate. This plate is then treated by an agent which causes the atoms in the ‘Venusite’ to start breaking up, and as they do so, an enlarged image is thrown on a screen. By exposing various parts of the sensitive plate in rapid succession, a series of images is obtained. We thus succeeded in exploring the surface of your earth thoroughly, proving to our own satisfaction that we could not only live on your planet, but live better than on our own. We saw that this region was practically uninhabited, and had the advantage of possessing enormous caverns suitable for housing us. It remained only to calculate the proper time for leaving in order to hit this spot. A slight error put my people several hundred miles west of here, but by a skillful handling of the ‘Venusite’ they managed to bring their machine down by the entrance of a huge limestone cave. The rest was easy.”


  DURING the latter part of this conversation I noticed that Oomlag reached under his jacket several times and made the funny rustling sounds I had heard before. I asked him what he was doing.


  “Oh, yes, our portable wireless, by means of which we can communicate with anyone else in the workings.”


  He unbuttoned his jacket, exposing a contrivance about 18 inches square at the base, with a dome-like top, suspended from his shoulders and held in place by a strap around his waist. This explained the pouter pigeon appearance of these people. Several slits about half an inch wide radiated from the center of the dome, and from these slits little flashes of light darted with bewildering rapidity. Several little knobs or buttons protruded from all sides of the square base, and these Oomlag was manipulating with his long, tapering, yellow fingers. As each button was pressed, it gave out a slight, crackling sound.


  “This wireless apparatus,” continued Oomlag, pressing a button which caused the little flashes to cease, “is extremely simple. The case is constructed of a metal much lighter than your aluminum, and in it is housed a certain proportion of our indispensable ‘Venusite,’ in containers unaffected by its action. These buttons on the right release certain proportions of ‘Venusite,’ which send out a power wave depending in intensity on the mixture. Other buttons cut off the wave, so that messages can readily be sent in code. The buttons on the left are used to tune in on incoming messages. Important messages are assigned to a certain wavelength, controlled by one button which is always plugged in; others merely vibrate, and as each individual has his own code call, no attention is paid to other messages unless the individual gets his code call. The vibration of the apparatus against our chest is all we need to. understand incoming messages. You would be surprised at the lightness of these vibrations. If you had the thing on, you would probably not notice them at all.”


  By this time I had finished my meal, and I must confess that I enjoyed it exceedingly. I had not dared to ask Oomlag what the vegetables were, after learning the composition of the soup. They tasted like cauliflower and artichoke.


  Oomlag, seeing that I had finished, manipulated a button on his wireless set, and in a moment the girl appeared to remove the dishes.


  I regarded her closely. She had been crying bitterly, for her eyes were red and swollen. As she leaned past me to pick up the soup dish, one of her soft dark braids brushed my cheek and fell into my lap. She reached swiftly down to toss the offending braid over her shoulder, and as her little hand hovered for an instant over mine, I felt a small pellet of paper drop into my open palm. Taking advantage of the fact that she was momentarily between me and Oomlag, I slipped the paper into my trousers pocket. Silently she placed the empty dishes on her tray and, without looking at me, turned and walked swiftly out of the room through the rock-panel door.


  Oomlag had buttoned up his jacket and was regarding me with an expression, as it seemed, of amused contempt.


  “You people think you are wonderfully civilized!” he rasped, rolling his loose, ochre lips back into a revolting grimace. “Yet you are at the mercy of any number of tiny germs. You kill each other, at the slightest provocation. What forces you know about, you do not yet know how to handle adequately. What wonderful, dumb slaves you will make for us!”


  HE leaned forward, his cold, glittering, pupibless eyes close to mine.


  “August 21, 1931! Remember that date. Our system of underground tunnels will then be perfected, our power bases established, the charges of ‘Venusite’ in place and ready to be set off. Under each of your largest cities even now work is being carried on. On that date the ‘Venusite’ under these cities will send its destructive wave rolling upward, and the centers of the cities will be ground into dust. In the midst of this confusion our lieutenants will emerge and assume command. Anyone resisting will be instantly destroyed by ‘Venusite’ guns. Nothing in the world can withstand us, and the way will be paved for our complete mastery of your earth. Slaves you will be, among other things preparing for us a certain alloy of metals common here, scarce on Venus. In a little while we shall have sent enough of this back to Venus to bring thousands here. It is only a matter of time before your race will be entirely supplanted by ours. It is the law of Nature.”


  He stopped and looked at me with an expression of fiendish, smug self-satisfaction. His horrible words made me quail inwardly, but I determined to show a disinterested calmness, a scientific detachment suitable to one in my profession.


  “If you are so smart and powerful,” I said, boldly, “why did you find it necessary to live all these years underground? Why didn’t you simply stay on the surface and sweep all opposition before you without bothering about these tunnels and charges you mention? I’m rather inclined to think it is all a big bluff, and your ‘Venusite’ not what it is cracked up to be. You’ve proved it is powerful, all right, but there wouldn’t be enough of it to do all the things you say. You couldn’t possibly make such a series of tunnels in such a few years.”


  I paused for breath. Oomlag was busy manipulating his wireless contraption. He grinned at me sardonically.


  “Show me!” I continued, vehemently. “There is one thing we humans pride ourselves on, and that is our sense of logic. It isn’t logical that you could do all these things. You are here, fighting for a toe-hold on our planet, afraid to come out in the open and fight. Why? Because you have just barely managed to get here, and now find yourselves isolated with no means of retreat, and unable to advance. You are . . .”


  I stopped, caught by the malevolent expression in Oomlag’s eyes. He had ceased to handle his wireless and his devilish grin had changed to a look of cold hatred. He leaned forward, and for a moment I feared it was his intention to throttle me. I realized that I had gone too far with my bold talk; but just as I was steeling myself for the feel of his terrible fingers around my throat, his ochre lips revealed his pointed teeth and he threw back his head with a guttural laugh.


  “Your sense of logic! It is well that the humor of your remarks struck me, for I might otherwise have choked you into insensibility.” His fingers drummed lightly on the table as he continued.


  “Let me warn you, my friend, never again to talk that way to me or any other of us. We lose our tempers easily, especially when a slave addresses his master as you have done. But you are new here and I shall overlook it this time.


  “A fine sense of logic you must have! Seeing what you have, knowing what you do, to think that we would be at the end of our rope! Do you think for an instant that we would come here, and then be unable to return to Venus or defend ourselves? Why, we have sufficient ‘Venusite’ to do our work here for twenty years more, destroy any feeble resistance you might offer, and send the projectile back to Venus with the alloy needed to construct hundreds more. What a fool you are, you poor earth creature! And among your fellows you are accounted wise!”


  I WAS too elated that his change of mood had saved me from the consequences of my foolish remarks to feel any resentment at his description of my mental prowess. I grinned a sickly grin, and said nothing.


  Oomlag rose to his feet.


  “Come!” he said, shortly. “We have wasted enough time. I had intended to take you elsewhere first, but now I shall give you a glimpse of our space projectile. There is also another thing I wish to demonstrate to you, after which you will be assigned to quarters. Your duties will be explained later.”


  Again the doors slid back and we were once more in the large hallway. We proceeded down this perhaps a half mile, passing many of the Venusians hurrying back and forth, emerging from and disappearing behind the hangings on each side. They all regarded me curiously, but without hostility. I was surprised at the lack of conversation. Many had their wireless sets crackling, but none spoke to each other or to Oomlag. I surmised that this hallway was the main residence section, and that the creatures we passed were temporarily off duty.


  We stopped before a large curtain covering an enormous section of the left wall. Oomlag gave a short signal with his wireless, the curtain parted, the usual stone doors slid silently open, and we entered a tremendous, brilliantly lighted room. In fact, this room was so much more brightly illuminated than the hallway, that it took me several seconds to adjust my eyes to the glare. As I stood there, blinking, Oomlag spoke a few low words to a huge Venusian who, I noticed, held in each hand a long, cylindrical object like that which the Field General had been toying with.


  As I grew accustomed to the unusual brilliance, I took in the details of this astounding cavernous chamber. It must have been at least five hundred feet across, perfectly circular, and evidently hewn from a natural cave, for hundreds of feet above me gleamed the points of scores of large stalactites. Around the sides of the room, placed at intervals of about ten feet, were round objects about the size of basketballs. In the exact center of this mammoth cavern rested a huge, octagonal contraption with a rounded top that I knew must be the interplanetary projectile itself.


  Oomlag tapped me on the shoulder.


  “Stan-lee,” he said, grinning horribly, “you are now privileged to inspect the masterpiece of our civilization—the space flyer in which we came from Venus to your earth. Much of what I will show you will baffle your intelligence, but it will give you an idea of how powerful we are. This machine serves now as our central power plant. See those tubes projecting from the sides? Half of them are supplying power to those round transformers you see, which in turn transmit the invisible energy to the lights in the various rooms and hallways nearby. Other power stations are scattered through the workings, supplying the laborers with the light which increases their efficiency and the power to drill the tunnels. You would be surprised at the number of your big cities which are already undermined and ready for the day in which we strike. I told you when that would be: August 21, 1931. On that day our kinsmen on Venus will carefully observe your earth, and will witness the well-timed explosions. They will see us emerge; they will see—but enough of that! Come! I will show you the inside of the machine.”


  AS we approached this huge contrivance, I marveled at the smoothness and symmetry of its surface. It must have been at least eighty feet in height by thirty in width, a perfect octagon to within about fifteen feet of the top, which was dome-shaped. It was constructed of something that looked like highly polished gun metal. At regular intervals from the sides projected short tubes arranged in clusters of eight, which Oomlag had said were the power tubes; these, however, were the only visible break in the shining surface of the machine. I wondered how we were to enter the thing.


  That question was soon answered. The big Venusian who had admitted us to the room, and who apparently was the sole guardian of this valuable chamber with its vital apparatus, stepped ahead of us and pointed one of the round objects he carried at the side of the flyer. Instantly two doors flew out, making an opening about four feet wide and six feet high into the projectile. Stooping, Oomlag entered, and I followed close behind him. Without a sound, the doors shut behind us. At last I was actually inside the wonderful space flyer that had brought this vanguard of horrible, super-intelligent beings to conquer our helpless earth! With hardly controlled excitement and curiosity I gazed around.


  We were standing in a brilliantly lighted octagonal chamber some twenty-five feet across, with a metallic ceiling about twelve feet from the floor. In the center of this ceiling was a circular opening about six feet in diameter through which extended a round, perpendicular shaft like the slide pole in a fire station. On each side, opposite the walls of the chamber, were tall metal devices, for all the world like elongated hour glasses, extending from floor to ceiling. On the neck of each was an intricate series of valves and pipes, and from the base of each “hour glass” innumerable small tubes led to the walls. Although I couldn’t hear a sound, I seemed to be conscious of a sort of vibration that made me sense the powerful forces that were at work. At the base of the pole in the center was a round platform which, as I looked, slid noiselessly out of sight up the pole, descending in a few seconds with a couple of Venusians. These, after a curious glance at me, busied themselves inspecting the machinery, reading dials, and moving various handles on the different valves.


  Oomlag had been watching me with smug satisfaction, evidently deriving much amusement from my open-mouthed expression of amazement.


  “Yes, I thought you would be entertained by this little visit,” he chuckled. “Gaze upon the highest development of our genius. Simply by making a change in the amount of ‘Venusite’ introduced into what you might call the condensing tubes, the power generated is controlled. You already know the power of ‘Venusite’ when you realize that it brought us from our planet to yours; you can imagine, then, what very minute quantities are needed to supply power.


  “These tubes leading, from the base of these generators carry the concentrated power impulses to the tubes you saw on the outside of the flyer. These in turn bombard the round objects you saw placed near the walls of the room, which operate to diffuse the power beam in various directions through the workings.


  “The wall of this chamber is an inner partition, giving a vacuum protection against the cold of outer space. Before I go any further, it is necessary to show you the upper compartments of the flyer, where we store the reserve supply of ‘Venusite’ and have the living quarters of the travelers. We have a very clever arrangement for preparing concentrated foods. The capacity of the flyer——”


  OOMLAG stopped. The door of the projectile had opened, and the big Venusian guard had entered and broken in abruptly on Oomlag’s talk. He spoke a few rapid, guttural words to my guide, while the door meantime remained open.


  Oomlag scowled, and seemed to be considering what he had just heard. He cast a glowering, sidelong glance in my direction, and I guessed that I must be concerned in some way. Finally, he said something curtly to the guard, and faced me. I was relieved to see his face light up into a grin which, though evil and hideous, was a grin nevertheless.


  “We shall step outside a moment, Stan-lee,” he said. “I have some important news for you which should make you feel pretty good.”


  Wondering what he could possibly mean by this, I followed Oomlag and the guard out of the flyer into the intense light of the large cavern. As soon as the doors had swung shut behind us, Oomlag spoke.


  “The Field General has commanded that you be released!”


  I gasped with amazement. Surely, there must be some mistake! Released, knowing what I did about their plans, free to take steps to stamp out this menace, to——


  “Stan-lee, I see you are incredulous. Nevertheless, you are to be released, immediately.” Oomlag came closer, leering into my face. “The Field General has a sense of humor, just as we all have. It is really our one weakness. He feels your presence here is undesirable, and your services are not needed after all. That leaves two alternatives—either kill you, or let you go. He has decided on the latter. Myself, I am sorry, for I have taken a liking to you.” I was stunned. Like a fool I blurted out:


  “But—but, you have shown me—how do you dare——”


  “I know what you think.” Oomlag spoke suavely, mockingly. “You think that, once free, you will spread the alarm to your fellows. How ridiculous! In the first place, no one would believe you, you would be considered mad. In the second place, you humans could do nothing to hinder us if you wished. We have the power of ‘Venusite’ I need say no more. It is one of the best jokes I ever heard! You alone of the earth inhabitants will know of our existence, and your knowledge will be useless. You can do nothing, absolutely nothing. Your friends will discover you, wandering. A word of this to anyone—well, your mind has been wandering, too!”


  I was sickened by his fiendish, throaty laughter as he derided me, mocked me with this terrible truth.


  Suddenly his manner changed. The leer on his face was replaced by an ugly snarl of determination. He uttered a few words in his own language, and I felt myself seized from behind. Oomlag’s ochre face came close to mine.


  “Goodbye, earth creature. You go out the way you came!”


  Again I felt myself blindfolded and gagged, rapidly losing consciousness under the influence of the sweetish drug . . .


  The rest can be told in a few words. I regained consciousness not far from the camp-site. The sun was high in the heavens. I staggered to where I had seen the rock camouflage. It was not there—absolutely no sign of any disturbance, nothing but ordinary flat ground. Something made me think of the note I had received from the dark-haired girl. I found it where I had stuffed it in my pocket. In a hasty scrawl she had written, in charcoal, now scarcely legible:


  “India is safe.”


  The sun was setting when Olin appeared with a posse in search of me. I trumped up an explanation of how I had been restless, had gone for a ride in the moonlight, had been thrown from the horse . . . what else could I do? It was as Oomlag had said.


  Now, in India, I write these lines. The girl must have thought I had a chance to get free. My friends, for God’s sake do not regard me as a second Jack Pansay with his phantom ‘rickshaw.’[*] Olin knows I disappeared —and I know what happened. If I am not spared to read this document myself, for the sake of those who will believe, give it circulation. How wise was Shakespeare when he had Hamlet say: “There are more things in Heaven and earth . . .”


  I can say no more.


  THE END.


  [*] The reference is to one of Rudyard Kipling’s early stories called “The Phantom Rickshaw.”
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  AN ADVENTURE IN VENUS
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  CHAPTER I


  An Emergency Call


  I AWOKE to the insistent whining of the radio call on the instrument board, glanced at the clock and muttered, “darn these late calls,” as I plugged in the “dynamic” on the 400-meter wave.


  An excited feminine voice greeted me as I cut in: “This is Dr. N. Lawrence, space-car No. 404 B-3; I am stalled just north of the old Canadian Boundary, near Mount Baker, in Washington district, and I can’t get my motor started. I fell about a hundred feet, and smashed my under-carriage. Can you pick me up right away? I have an appointment at. the Lunar Observatory to-day, which cannot be put off; I must be there.”


  I mumbled an ungracious assent, told her to light her pickup light, and called a substitute to mind the call-board. I already knew this 404 B-3, an old worn-out’bus; it should have been on the scrap-heap a year ago.


  The batteries upon which this old-style machine depended, were absolutely all in. They lacked the snappy action necessary to swing a heavy, radial oil motor, and I had warned the girl weeks ago that she’d have a crash if new ones were not installed. But some perverse streak had impelled her to keep them going till they fell down on the job. I intended applying for a civil law ruling to prohibit space-car operation without a mechanical certificate, when the Council of Four assembled in the Spring.


  I didn’t relish making a flying trip to the Moon with Dr. Lawrence, and then the return trip to the wrecked car, not to mention the long towing-job on my hands. No dinner tonight for me.


  As I roared over the country through the upper atmosphere, leaving states and cities far behind, I ran idly over the highlights of my business career as an airservice operator.


  Three years ago I invested all my savings in an old, but still “airworthy,” Brent space-car, to operate a service for the salvaging of wrecked and stalled aircraft. With a set of large, selflocking hook-tackles of my own design, I was enabled to clamp firmly to a derelict craft and tow it back for repairs. I generally managed a pulling speed of about three thousand, but on the smaller private craft I have often raised it to six thousand miles per minute.


  My new style service was in demand everywhere, and I prospered very well.


  At the end of a year’s work I took in my friend as a partner, and by buying another space-car, was able to obtain contracts with most of the air-transport companies, to handle their breakdowns.


  Now I own a half interest in a flourishing concern, with eight powerful service cars, two offices, and an automatic call-board, which keeps us in touch with all commercial craft plying between Mars, Venus, the Moon and the Earth.


  My partner and his helpers were even now bringing in a crippled liner from Venus with the two largest tow-cars, and I always try to answer some of the calls myself. Besides, I might be able to sell Dr. Lawrence a new Dixie Space-car. We had the agency for the United States, and were selling quantities of the small coupe type to private buyers.


  Just then I came to myself with a start as I saw the Bellingham blinker far below me, and set my inductor compass for Mount Baker. Till now, I had been doing close to a thousand miles per minute, and had consumed just ten minutes on the journey. Now I reduced my speed gradually circling around and cruising along until I found the bright blue pickup light of the fallen car, whereupon I landed on a flat, rocky plain. Without stopping my motor I picked up my passenger and in a few seconds we were roaring up into the pitch blackness of the night.


  In a short time we were through the atmospheric belt and then I opened up the motor and let her go.


  There is always a thrill to a space-flyer when you open it wide. But it soon wears off, and you barely realize the awful speed one of these machines picks up in a few minutes.


  A Daring Plan


  WHEN the motor’s roar had settled down to a steady buzz, (it always docs, on account of the absence of air, out in “space”), I turned to my passenger with some commonplace remark, and found myself facing a large automatic pistol! Obeying the threatening glance with which she greeted me, I elevated my hands above my head, and grinned rather shamefacedly at her.


  “What’s the idea?” I demanded.


  “You’ll do as I say, or I’ll blow you full of holes, and run the car myself,” replied this surprising young lady, in a firm, cultured voice.


  “We are going on a bottlegging trip, to recoup my shattered fortunes, and if you are tractable you will get a fair share; if not, you may find yourself quietly released in inter-planetary space! In the meantime I’ll just remove your weapons.”


  Suiting the action to the words she relieved me of my gun, and then laid her own across her knees in full view, close to her hand.


  “Well!” I exploded, “I’ve been in some devilish queer corners, but this is the limit! Where do we go from here, anyway?”


  Taking a small roll from the rack, marked VENUS—N. HEMISPHERE, Dr. Lawrence pointed to a spot on the chart close to the Vexius forests, and gave me some of the details of as wild a proposition as any I ever heard in my life!


  We were to drop down on this place at night, (4 A.M. Venus time), pick up a very heavy metal box about twenty-five feet long, and deliver it as soon as possible on the landing-stage at the gang headquarters on the Moon.


  What the box was to hold I could not discover, but it was very evidently being shipped illegally, and of great value.


  My share in the venture, Dr. Lawrence explained, would net me about one hundred thousand dollars, and I should be supplied with plenty of fuel oil for the round trip at the Lunar station. The alternative was death, I was given clearly to understand, with no chance of evading the issue.


  If I decided to go, the only risk would be the accidental meeting of a Venus Patrol. Capture by a patrol would mean a twenty-year sentence in the Loxite mines, and our probable death.


  The Venerians need lots of convicts to mine that stuff, as they use it in preference to anything else for power purposes. An ounce of Loxite, properly disintegrated, will alone work a “butterfly” ’plane for a year.


  Its price, however, is prohibitive anywhere else, as the Venus government imposes heavy restrictions on exports of Loxite to the other planets, and its use, consequently, is out of the question for private purposes.


  In my own mind I had decided on Loxite as the only substance worth the amount they were willing to pay for transportation alone, and when I put the question to Dr. Lawrence she admitted as much, and inquired the extent of my armament, in case we were forced to fight.


  I explained that no need had been felt for any weapons on my trips, and I never carried anything but a revolver myself.


  The girl thereupon plugged in the radio headset at 10 metres wavelength, and made arrangements for weapons and fuel oil at the Lunar station.


  In another ten minutes I began to reduce speed and by 11:10, Earth-time, I hung over Mare Crisium, which was still in the shadows, searching for the blue lights which marked the private landing-stage while we changed our lunar suits.


  When I finally located it. I dropped the car gently and found about twenty people waiting for us. They stowed the machine away hurriedly and took us through a narrow doorway in the solid rock to a small elevator, which connected with the quarters of the outfit, some five hundred feet underground. Here I was given a hot meal, which I needed very much, and while I ate I was questioned as to my attitude toward the proposed trip.


  The warm, comfortable quarters, and the food had already given me a very favorable view of these “criminals” and I found myself very much in favor of the trip, especially as my conscience was perfectly clear. I didn’t mind running Loxite because it was wrong, but because it was dangerous!


  I told them I was willing to use my car for carrying a pay load anywhere and, provided I was reasonably protected, I saw no reason why the. thing should not be dune.


  The leader, who seemed to hold supreme authority, declared himself satisfied, as he preferred an expert operator on the job if possible, and recommended a start in about seven hours.


  I availed myself of the opportunity to get some sleep in a really comfortable bed, and so began the trip much refreshed.


  CHAPTER II


  Off to Venus


  WHILE looking over the car before leaving, I noticed several ports cut in the armor, and was informed they were our defence in case of attack from either patrols or outlaw airships. These “guns” looked more like high-tension insulators than weapons, but the machinery on the inside told a different tale. The ports were padded to prevent the leakage of our precious air into “space,” and to insulate us from the terrible cold.


  I recognized a “Minus Gun,” for producing such a powerful “negative” ray that any electrical machinery not protected was instantly stopped by its action.


  In one corner a pair of large frequency changers had been set up, whose use I could not determine. There was also a squat, ugly atomic release gun, which, although useful only as a last resort, produced a very deadly explosion of terrible effectiveness at close range.


  Both the frequency changers and the “Atomic Release Gun” were recently invented by Dr. Lawrence herself, and only the “Minus Gun” was known to the general public.


  The Venus Patrol craft would have two of these “guns” as standard equipment, but we were suitably protected by an armor of lead and titanium alloy, which completely covered our power plant.


  A small siren sounded, warning everyone away from the platform, and a half minute later I pulled the control lever right back, stepped on the oil pedal, and we slipped neatly away from the old Moon, just as the sun appeared suddenly on our left. The dazzling white peaks and long shadows on the retreating landscape made it look a veritable fairyland, but I knew in another hour or so it would be an Inferno, whose heat would be unbearable.


  Resides Dr. Lawrence I had three more passengers. One, almost my own age, who, although earthborn, had been raised on Venus, and knew the Vexius Forests locality well, was called Jan Ross. The other two were plain strong-arm men. These toughs were typical of the “Third Kingdom” men, and were carried for the sole purpose of doing any fighting during our short stay on Venus.


  They were large and muscular, with small brains, and loyal to the core. During our trip to Venus they divided their time between eating, sleeping, and playing an ancient game which they called Black Jack, although why it was so named I could not discover.


  The young man, Jan Ross, was the electrical engineer of the outfit, and a more pleasant companion I have never met.


  Dr. Lawrence, whom we now called Norma, by her own request, continued to act as leader, and very capably too. Our little party of three passed the time very pleasantly, now that I was definitely “one of the bunch,” but I could see, as the time passed, that Jan Ross was greatly attracted by the cool, capable, beautiful woman who had planned this little jaunt into space, lie was also bitterly and increasingly jealous of my attentions and common courtesies, which amused me not a little. I could see he was stirred up every time she spoke to him. But this tall blonde girl left me cold, and I just laughed at his sour glances. A small girl with dark eyes and hair could make a fool of me anytime. But a blonde? Never!


  The Fete of Bardux


  AS we neared the planet a complication arose. The celebration of Bardux was well under way, and everyone who owned, or could hire, or borrow a’plane of any kind would be spending the week in a series of wild jamborees to all points of the compass. Bardux is the Venus air-spirit personified, just as we call our Christmas spirit Santa Claus; and everything is decorated profusely and everyone celebrates.


  The buildings are festooned with colored lights and streamers and banks of vari-colored searchlights playing in every direction. Peacock flares burn all night, scattering their iridescent glow’. The quiet of the countryside is shattered every few minutes by crowds of singing, shouting revellers, racing each other in all sorts of’planes, some of which are decorated as birds, or flowers, and some as animals.


  No corner could be quiet for long, and if we weren’t decorated, like the others, we should be conspicuous; something we meant to avoid at any cost.


  Norma, after some deep thinking, decided to approach the planet in the usual way, pass the customs and other airport officials at the City of Ordun, and wait there while our car was being decorated. Then we would go for a mock pleasure cruise to the forests of Vexius, and locate our box of Loxite.


  The loss of time would be more than made up for by the extra security afforded by the decorations.


  Dropping down through the lanes of traffic we had to wait fifteen or twenty seconds for the signals, and, when the light showed blue, for “Go,” through the slight evening haze, we slid past the tower and grated to a halt outside the Customs offices.


  After a wait of perhaps half an hour we were boarded by four officers in their yellow Customs uniform, and thoroughly searched, questioned, and finally passed. One of them was suspicious of the new apparatus installed in the control cabin, but we informed him they were meteor-destroyers in the experimental stage, and were a total failure. Thereupon he promptly lost interest and signed our passes without further comment.


  Once through the Customs our way led direct to a B. P. shop, where Norma gave instructions for the decorating. We left the’plane there, with the two strong-arm men to guard it, and set out to see Ordun.


  I had never seen this city in the summer before, much less at this gala season, and the sights were as dazzling and strange as the land of the fairies was supposed to be in olden times. The streets were for motor vehicles only, of course; the walks being set up two or three hundred feet above, and on every hand crowds of people flocked toward the amusement buildings. The majority of these people were dressed in the wildest and most fantastic clothes imaginable, so that our sober, everyday dress drew quite a little good-natured ridicule at our expense. Suddenly a little motorless “Butterfly” came skimming down from the air-lanes above us, and a girl in her early twenties hopped out and ran to meet us.


  Dorovia


  JAN ROSS started forward, his face showing his delight; and the next minute I was being introduced to the most charming girl it has been my good fortune to meet. Her name was as lovely as her personality—Dorovia. I think I managed to mumble some commonplace remark, and for the next few minutes I saw nothing but this beautiful creature walking beside me.


  Jan explained that Dorovia was his first cousin, and owner of the Transplanetary Ltd., a flourishing concern handling freight and passengers to the other planets.


  Her father and her uncle had built the business up by forty years of steady work and then, in an express cruiser of their own design, they had been instantly killed a few hundred miles from Venus. A tramp sky-ship without lights—a collision—and both ships plunged to destruction. And as their power supply disintegrated they were literally blown to atoms.


  Since the fatal crash, the business had been run by a trustee appointed by old Jim Norman’s will, and Dorovia Norman was left free to continue her mad tearing around in society, spending her too liberal allowance on anything which caught her fancy.


  To-day, she chose to walk with us, and checked her “Butterfly” at a nearby hangar, where she was well known by the operators in charge.


  With Dorovia as a guide, we explored mazes of fairy bowers, glittering streets, and crowded amusement palaces, and ended up at a monster of a building of pale blue marble, where color-music was being shown.


  We were ushered to a seat, and were soon absorbed in this fascinating combination of sound and color. While the huge orchestra played a wonderful symphony, a combination of varicolored light waves was thrown on the screen, each instrument controlling a portion of the light and colors.


  On first witnessing one of these color symphonies, one has the feelings of a sane person in a crazy-house, but in a short while one’s ears and eyes seem to become synchronized with each other. In half an hour you are enjoying it immensely and find yourself hypnotized by its beauty to the very last note.


  As we came out into the bright lights of the streets we felt a dazed sensation almost as though we were returning from a trip through another dimension. I glanced vaguely at Dorovia, who smiled and squeezed my arm, saying, “When you’ve been to those as often as I have, you’ll take them almost as a matter of course.”


  Hack to the work-shop we tramped, after purchasing fancy costumes to match the dress of the merrymakers. Dorovia, already clad in a rubberoid dress, which could be inflated at will, looked like a very fat girl though, when deflated, a slim graceful fairy. My own costume, also rubberlike in texture, was bright red, and covered on the outside with little knobs and warts of yellow and green, while Jan Ross strode along in a zebra-like suit, having a large blue horn on the head-dress!


  On presenting our ticket at the shop, we were shown to a landing-stage where our car stood waiting, almost unrecognizable as a huge white swan. Here, much to my disgust, we parted company with Dorovia, who declared herself already overdue at a party atop the Parliament Building.


  I tentatively suggested paying her a visit in the near future, before our departure, and was assured a warm welcome, in the teeth, so to speak, of a rather sarcastic smile from Jan Ross.


  He kept up a continuous flow of conversation for the rest of the evening on the charms and fortune of Dorovia Norman, stopping now and then to grin delightedly in my direction. In despair I tried to shut him up, but it was no use. Having found that I was sensitive on the subject he enlarged upon it at great length, and took a fiendish delight in “rubbing it in” in a good-natured way.


  CHAPTER III


  A Smuggling Party


  WE moved off the landing-stage at midnight, cruised slowly along as though pleasure bent, until the City of Ordun faded to a hazy light on the horizon, and the merrymakers became more scattered.


  Somewhere near here, I knew by the chart, a beacon indicated the rising ground of the Anullam Range, and I must avoid too close an approach to those saw-toothed ridges, where hundreds had come to grief before a beacon was installed. Soon I saw the alternating red and green blinker, and after passing directly above it, I turned and headed due North, arriving at the appointed spot two hours before dawn.


  As I settled the car down in the center of the three lights I made out the dim form of a small building in front of one of the flares, and a moment later we landed. Leaving all lights out on the car, we made our-way toward the building, scarcely more than a shack, and pushing the door open, we entered.


  Everything seemed deserted, and as we turned to leave the place we found ourselves facing five men in dark colored suits, who seemed to appear almost from the ground! In a moment several more joined them and they menaced us with automatic pistols, at the same time informing us we were under arrest. We were trapped!


  Almost instantly our “gunmen” fell to the floor, spoiling the aim of the customs men, and shooting even as they fell. Someone slammed the door, and the next minute we found ourselves grappling with our enemies in total darkness. A large hand closed’round my throat, cutting off my breath, and I lashed out savagely with my pistol butt at an invisible head. My assailant collapsed, and the next instant I was again seized, this time from behind. Everything happened in almost complete silence except for the heavy breathing of struggling men. No one cared to chance a shot for fear of killing a comrade, and drawing the enemy’s fire. A husky arm was flung round my throat, almost choking the life out of me, and in spite of my struggles my aggressor, evidently an enormously muscular man, clung to my back like a limpet.


  In desperation I drove myself backward against the wall, loosening his grip and allowing myself a gulp of much-needed air. My head spun and my legs trembled, but the thought of twenty years in a Loxite mine acted as a stimulant to my faltering strength. I managed to throw my adversary over my head, by an almost superhuman effort, and as he lay prone, I groped my way toward the door, intent on letting in a little light. I almost paid for my foolishness with my life, for as I swung the door open a bullet shattered the woodwork at my shoulder, filling my neck with small splinters, but doing no harm otherwise. The shot promptly drew the fire of one of our men, and in the exchange of shots that ensued I crawled back into the cabin on my hands and knees.


  In the weird glow from the flare outside I saw one of the customs men watching me, with his revolver pointed in my direction. The light confused his eyes, and he was only waiting to be sure of his aim before firing. I leaped the few feet which separated us as he pulled the trigger, but a sharp snap was all I heard, and I realized his gun was empty. The surprise was too much for him, and he failed to dodge as I swung a heavy blow to his chin, crumpling him up, and rendering him unconscious. As I straightened up I realized suddenly that no one else was fighting, and, going to the door, I swung it wide.


  One of our gunmen was dead; Jan Ross and the remaining strong-arm man sat each astride a fallen customs officer, and Norma Lawrence lay upon the floor unconscious, with a nasty scalp wound, which was bleeding freely.


  Off with the Loxite


  WE revived Norma, bound the two conscious officers, also the three whom I had struggled with, and staggered with our prisoners into the nearby brush, where we concealed them.


  Leaving the four dead men we returned to the car, where we tied up one another’s hurts and recovered our breath.


  When we were sufficiently rested we returned to the shack and although we searched it thoroughly we found no trace of the box we had come so far to find.


  Disappointed at our failure, Jan Ross began poking among the stones which formed the foundation of the shack, and immediately a wail of despair issued from the darkness under the building.


  A moment later we had dragged from his hiding-place an old grey-beard, who had been concealed beneath one corner of the foundations. The old man was stiff with fright, and for some minutes could not be made to speak a word. But he finally produced a piece of paper with the complete directions for finding the much-sought box.


  The shooting had so terrified the old hermit that he had hidden under the old shack in deadly fear of his life, and was unable to explain anything coherently.


  However, in ten minutes we had found and heaved up the thin flat rock which covered the box, and there it lay, ready for the journey, like a huge steel coffin.


  The tackle and slings used for laying it there were still around the box, so we spotted the flyer over it, fastened the clamps, and prepared to depart.


  Stepping over to the old man, I showed him where the bound men were hidden, and then climbed aboard the car. Not a minute too soon, either, for as we rose a small machine with a machine-gun mounted on it came tearing into the clearing, and we departed amid a shower of bullets which rattled on our armor as harmlessly as hail.


  The huge box, slung below us, made the space-car a little clumsy, and she wouldn’t answer to her controls-quite as readily. But it rode easier than some jobs I have carried, in spite of its tons of concentrated weight.


  Of course, as soon as we were free of the atmosphere I could crowd on speed, but until then I had to be careful. If that Loxite got hot it might begin to disintegrate, in which case we should all be blown to dust in a few seconds.


  We loafed along, doing barely 500, until suddenly I saw a black speck in the distance, closely followed by two more! The chase was on!


  With the load I carried, I daren’t open up enough to outdistance them, so I just held my course and waited for a close enough approach to use our weapons.


  Norma and Jan Ross, busily adjusting the “guns,” suggested I “listen in” on the radio for any communications from the patrol ships, and a moment later I was in touch with the foremost one.


  The big cone-speaker reproduced the leader’s voice as he ordered us to halt, and a moment later came a second order.


  I announced my refusal, and the other two ships immediately spread out, cutting off my escape, even had I decided to sacrifice the precious box.


  The Battle in the Air


  IN five minutes the patrols were close enough, and Jan Ross cut loose with a “Minus Gun,” but all the results we received came from the radio speaker, which echoed with hilarious laughter! The laugher then explained that his engines were also protected with sheathing, and advised us to surrender at once, or risk death.


  By this time we were close enough to the enemy to use the atomic release. I have seen this type of machine at work in rock quarries, slicing out cubes of solid granite as easily as a knife cuts cheese, and I can assure you that in warfare the operation of a similar machine at short range is terrible to witness. In a moment more the enemy cars and their operators would be burned to a crisp, and I shut my eyes in horror as Jan pulled the lever. A moment later I opened them again, at a low exclamation from Norma.


  The enemy craft were almost upon us and untouched, while from the nose of the foremost one a bluish radiance swept out, neutralizing our deadly atomic release, and rendering us helpless. I blessed the metallic sheathing around my motor, as I heard its steady rhythm continue unaffected, while I twisted and turned, dodging those patrol ships for my life.


  Suddenly Norma signalled to me to slow down, at the same time fussing with the controls of the frequency changers’. And as the humming of the transformers gradually rose in intensity a queer sensation struck me.


  I was going blind! I could not see my operating table, nor could I make out the shapes of Norma or Jan Ross!


  Glancing over my left shoulder, which was also invisible to me, I found I could still see all three of the pursuing cars, and continued my twisting and turning tactics as before. Light broke in upon my tormented mind as I suddenly realized the truth. Those frequency changers had actually rendered us invisible and the patrols were trying to follow us by the sound of the motor!


  I promptly shut off my engine and dropped a thousand feet in a matter of a few seconds, so that when I cut my motor in again I was too far away for them to hear me at all.


  Operating the controls of a car you cannot see gives you the sensations of a disembodied spirit wandering in the air, and when a voice spoke to me suddenly at my elbow I almost fell off my invisible chair with fright.


  It was only Jan’s voice, asking for a pair of pliers, but it sounded like the Archangel Gabriel to me!


  He explained that although the frequency changers had done the trick the control rod had come loose, and now we were temporarily stranded in invisibility.


  I marvelled at his sure touch as he adjusted an invisible rod, with a pair of invisible pliers, on an invisible and extremely intricate machine, and by the time he laid down his pliers the patrols had cruised off out of sight, baffled and beaten. It was just as well they had, for the machine was getting dangerously hot, and we had to reduce the rate of vibration considerably to avoid burning out the transformer coils. This resulted in everything becoming dimly visible, as a ghost was supposed to look in ancient times. For safety’s sake I picked out a likely looking spot and dropped the car in the middle of a clump of tall trees.


  CHAPTER IV


  An Encounter


  AFTER inspecting the Loxite to make sure it had not been touched we covered the space-car with green boughs, to make it invisible from above, and stripped off all the fancy decorations.


  At Norma’s suggestion, we decided to wait several days, until the search cooled down, before trying to make our escape. Although the frequency changers worked, they became dangerously hot in a short time so we could not rely upon them in our final dash for the Earth.


  Finding the time hanging rather heavy on my hands, after the hurry and bustle of the last few days, I walked several miles to the nearest town, which was known as Utox. Donning my wildlooking garments I proceeded to join in the festivities with the rest, and ended up in a hall for dancing. The place was packed with revellers, and I soon scraped an acquaintance with a very pretty little girl who said her name was Cela. In the middle of a dance I caught her making signs to someone over my shoulder, and turning my head, beheld Dorovia Norman, with a young man of about my own age seated at one of the small tables.


  When the music stopped we strolled over to the table and I was introduced to the young man, an air guard at the Utox station! I concealed my confusion as best I could and made some small talk, and presently the young air guard, who seemed to stand well with Cela, took her off to dance, leaving me with one whom I had come to regard as the sweetest girl in the Universe!


  Dorovia laughed merrily when I remarked that the young man seemed to have deserted her.


  “Poor Ron has an awful time. Cela runs away from him and then he comes to me and tells me his troubles! She loves him dearly, but seems determined to keep him guessing, even if he is worried and blue sometimes!”


  Presently, as the handsome pair were returning, laughing happily together, Ron’s face sobered suddenly, and he walked over to me.


  “I’d like a word with you, Melville,” he whispered and led the way out on a balcony, overlooking the gardens. “I’ve just remembered where I have seen you before,” he said excitedly: “They got a picture of you with a Tumo Night Camera in the old shack, and the department has it pasted up in the offices of the air guards all over the country.”


  “What are you going to do?” I demanded, “expose me in front of Cela and Dorovia? I’d rather finish the evening quietly and then go with you, if it’s all the same to you.”


  He was silent for a long time, and then, suddenly, he burst into a torrent of words, explaining the dilemma he was in.


  The department assigned him to the job of checking up on the Transplanetary, Ltd., a concern suspected of bootlegging Loxite in large quantities.


  He was furnished with a social introduction to Dorovia Norman, as part of the job, and she, in turn, had introduced him to the wonderful Cela, her friend.


  The Bargain


  ALREADY enough information had been discovered to put the company out of business and that meant Dorovia and several of the company officials would spend half a lifetime in the mines, through his efforts. He knew what Cela would think of that! He, Ron, would be looking for a new sweetheart in about five minutes, and now, to cap the climax I had come around, inviting arrest, and putting him in deeper than ever.


  How was it possible for a young man to keep his position as an Air Guard, while this sort of thing continued to happen under his very nose?


  If anyone caught wind of it he, Ron, would be mining Loxite himself for ten or fifteen years.


  I thought for a minute, and then told him that as I saw it he was in the soup both ways anyway, and I was prepared to offer him a trip back to Earth in the space-car if he cared to risk it. He had nothing to lose and everything to gain!


  After some discussion we shook hands on it and I promised him his passage to Earth in exchange for his official assistance in our getaway. When we returned to the girls, Ron told them of his decision with a very tearful Cela clinging to his arm.


  When they had gone Dorovia and I went for a stroll on the terrace in the moonlight, and there I told her I loved her; that I knew how her fortune was made, and replenished from time to time: and I ended by telling her Ron’s story too; that I was a hunted man with a price on my head.


  She took it all very calmly though I could see she was deeply affected. But she gave me no satisfaction, merely saying she was very tired, and wanted to be alone for a while.


  We flew to a spot a bare hundred yards from the concealed space-car, in her “Butterfly” ’plane, without waking the occupants, and when I would have kissed her she merely held out her hand, and I found myself helpless to do more than murmur a vague “good night.”


  CHAPTER V


  Ready to Dash


  NEXT morning, while we were having breakfast, a small motorless’plane came fluttering over the clearing and landed on the far side. My heart jumped just once, and then fell like lead as a man in blue came from the machine. As he strode across toward us I loosened my pistol in its holster, and then grinned with relief as I recognized Ron Thaler. We shook hands, and I introduced him to Norma Lawrence and Jan Ross, and repeated for their benefit the story he had told me.


  He asked permission to speak with Norma in private, and when he came out of the car he seemed mighty pleased about something, for he was grinning all over his face. He just ran across the clearing, jumped into his machine, and disappeared over the tree-tops: his little machine wide open.


  “Your friend is a good business man,” said Norma, walking up behind me.


  “What’s he up to now?” I demanded, my curiosity fully roused by this time.


  “He has just swapped me a perfect escape for passage for himself and his girl. He has promised to report us as seen in the Southern Hemisphere to-morrow morning, and while they search for us there, we will be on our way, and no one the wiser.”


  I agreed that it was a first-rate idea and went aboard the car to prepare for our departure, but my heart didn’t seem to be in the work. As I went about, filling the lubricators, and putting distilled water into the batteries, my mind kept returning to thoughts of a little girl in Ordun City, whom I should probably never see again, and I felt my spirits steadily falling.


  She had remembered the position of the car well enough to direct Ron there, but had not come herself. Evidently amid the whirl and sparkle of high life in Ordun she had completely forgotten my existence. To make matters worse, when I went into the control room for some cigarettes I found cold, calculating, scientific Dr. Lawrence sitting on the knees of Jan Ross, with both arms around his neck!


  I just walked out without even an apology, and spent the rest of the day doing the hundred and one odd jobs necessary to ensure a quick move when we were ready for our final dash.


  Toward evening I became so restless that when Ron arrived with his beloved Cela I borrowed his’plane for an hour or so, and went out looking for trouble.


  Oh, yes; I found it!


  A Natural Mistake


  AS I sailed along in the little machine, propelled by the disintegration of Loxite, I could not detect any vibration, beyond the singing of the wind in the guy-wires. The power was almost silent, and very smooth, almost peaceful in its silky strength, yet these little machines, built for Customs service, could hold a speed of two hundred all day, if necessary, without a sign of trouble.


  As I sped along in the darkness I caught a sudden flash of red on my right, and in an instant my’plane reeled under a blown I realized I was being fired on by another’plane, and pulling back the control, I stepped up my speed to the last notch. More bullets crashed into the’plane, as a second adversary appeared like a shadow to my left, and then, in a welter of shooting stars I lapsed into unconsciousness.


  When I regained my senses it was to hear the voice of Dorovia Norman! That she was angry was very evident, and someone was getting an awful “earful.”


  Opening my eyes, I saw a big rough-looking man standing in the doorway, hat in hand, and consternation written all over his swarthy face. He was shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other, and as he saw me move my head he gestured in my direction, seemingly relieved at a chance to change the subject.


  Dorovia turned’round at once, and, coming to the bed on which I lay, asked me how I felt. Although bandaged in several places, and aching all over, I still seemed to be all in one piece, and said as much.


  “I wish,” said Dorovia, “that I’d never begun this miserable business; you might have been killed! I’m heartily sick of the whole thing.”


  These words seemed to put some life into the man in the doorway, and he came forward in a different manner, and apologized to me for the “busting up” he had given me. “I didn’t know you were in the ‘business’,” he explained; “me and my pals were looking out for Customs men when you blew by in a Government’plane, and we took you for one of them.”


  He also put forward a proposition to take the business off Dorovia’s hands, naming a fair figure, and guaranteeing its delivery in Universal Currency in an hour or so. As he put it, “My pals and me have always wanted to go into the ‘business’ on our own, and as we always got a fair share of the profits from Miss Norman, here, we managed to save enough between us for a start. This is no business for a lady, anyway, and if Miss Norman considers selling out we’d like a chance to buy the whole works, just as it stands.”


  I held my breath while Dorovia considered the offer, and when she accepted, on condition that the money was delivered by midnight, I fairly hugged myself with glee.


  When final arrangements had been completed the man went away, and Dorovia, with a sigh of weariness, sank into a chair.


  I thanked her for patching me up, and said we expected to sail sometime during the next five hours.


  While discussing the taking of Ron and Cela back to the Earth with us I tentatively suggested, “What a pity you cannot see your way clear to come back with us also!”


  In another moment Dorovia had put her face in her hands, and begun to cry softly. In trying to comfort her I suddenly found her in my arms, with her dear head upon my shoulder.


  “If you I loved me half as much as you s-say you do,” she sobbed, “you’d take me with you. I don’t want to stay here alone!”


  When my head had ceased its mad whirling and I had gathered my scattered senses I released her gently a moment, while I asked a question.


  “Why didn’t you say so last night?”


  “I didn’t want you to think I was chasing you,” she murmured into my coat-collar.


  Back to Earth


  BY five the next morning we were well out in space, homeward bound, and a happier group of people you never saw in your life. Ron had taken the place of our remaining strong-arm man in the car, as that worthy had elected to stay on Venus. The new owner had offered him a job with the Interplanetary Company, and Norma was glad to pay him his wages in full to be rid of him. He had done his work well, and there was no further need of his services, while space on the car was rather crowded.


  Ron and I shared a bed in the control room, and Jan Ross took his blankets into the motor-room, so that we managed, and Jan and I spelled one another at the controls the whole trip.


  We seemed to arrive in sight of Earth in an amazingly short time, and alter dropping the big box of Loxite at the appointed spot, we headed for my home office. When we came close to the traffic lanes my enthusiasm over-ran my caution, and I became so excited that I couldn’t manage the car properly, so, fearful of accident at the last moment, I cruised over the office and signalled for a pilot.


  My partner came up himself, his face wreathed in smiles, driving a brand new Dixie flyer, and climbed aboard our craft.


  “Talk about your ‘Super-Service’,” he chortled, pumping my hand, “How on earth do you expect to give service when you have to call a pilot to take you to your own hangar?”


  THE END


  THE ROGER BACON FORMULA


  Harl Vincent


  ROGER BACON (about 1214-1294), a Franciscan monk, was also an eminent scientist, whose writings on physics, chemistry and philosophy, were far in advance of the times. Some of his writings are supposed to be in cipher, and attempts have been made to interpret them. He is said to have predicted many inventions, among them being gunpowder, the airplane, the steamship and the telescope. He was one of the most far-sighted scientists of his day, and because of some of his views and theories expressed in his writings, he was accused of working with black magic, and was persecuted to a great extent.


  The accompanying story, which is based upon a supposed Roger Bacon formula, therefore, makes excellent reading. In addition, it is a most unusual interplanetarian story that you will cherish for a long time.


  EDITOR’S NOTE:—This manuscript was found among the papers of Edwin Hart, following the death of that brilliant but unfortunate musician, last June. Those who recall the occurrence will remember that he was found in his room in a state resembling a cataleptic trance, and that he died without recovering consciousness. It is believed that he had taken an overdose of some drug whose nature has not yet been determined. The autopsy, however, failed to reveal any of the usual signs of drug addiction in the body of the unfortunate Mr. Hart, and we have only the following statement and conjecture to support the theory. After all, we know so little of the mechanics of the brain, that the thing is quite possible. His description of life on the planet Venus is certainly within the bounds of possibility, for one group of scientists maintains that our sister world is perpetually doused in rains as fervently as the other maintains that it has no water vapor at all. It is certainly rather a fantastic description to be the work of an actual observer, however, and the police, following tire discovery of the manuscript, have made a diligent but unavailing search for any trace of the old man with the ragged coat. The publication of this manuscript was withheld until the present time at their request, but it now seems certain that the old man with the ragged coat will never be found, and in justice to the memory of a fine musician, we feel that he should be allowed to present his case, however fantastic it may seem to the reader.


  The Old Man With the Ragged Coat


  IT was in one of those so-called “cafeterias” in Greenwich Village that I met the old man with the ragged coat and plunged into the remarkable series of adventures to which that meeting gave rise; a place of marble- topped tables and windows filled with vegetables of seed-catalogue dimensions flanked by uninviting pork chops, long since grown flaccid on their platters.


  The restaurant was something of a meeting place tor the latter-day cognoscenti, and the old man with the ragged coat, I remember, had been sitting quietly at one end of the long table, sipping coffee, while the argument raged about him.


  I have never been deeply impressed by the economic theories of Karl Marx, and when someone mentioned the “class struggle,” I entered my usual demurrer, backing it by the statement that Marx had nothing new to offer. “Why,” I cried, “read old Roger Bacon! That medieval monk anticipated and answered every theory your muddy German had to offer, and besides had a grasp of general science that makes Marx look like an ignoramus.” Naturally this touched off the explosives, and in the end, overborne by press of numbers, I sought refuge in flight from the restaurant.


  Somewhat annoyed by the argument, I was pacing along in moody silence, when I heard a step by my side, and an apologetic cough, that promised the onset of a panhandler. I turned; it was the old man with the ragged coat.


  The village, as it is termed, has been the haunt of many literateurs, and of numerous oddities too.


  “Pardon me, sir,” he said, “but I heard you speak of Roger Bacon with some appreciation back there, and since Bacon students are rare, made bold to seek your acquaintance.”


  “I’m not much of a Bacon student. I’m afraid.” I answered, “but I do think the Bacon manuscripts, forged or not, are very remarkable productions.”


  “Forged?” he said, with something approaching heat. “I do not deal in forgeries. . . . Oh, you mean the Parma manuscripts, translated by New bold; those in which he describes annular eclipses and plant reproduction. But those are the least part of his work. Roger Bacon, sir. was the greatest scientist the world has ever seen. If it had listened to him. it would now be six centuries further along the path of civilization.”


  “Yes?” I said encouragingly. The old man interested me.


  “Can you spare a few moments to come up to my place. I have something that would interest you. Roger Bacon, sir, made scientific discoveries that the world is not even yet prepared for.”


  I fell into the old man’s humor. Why not? The night was young, and the hint of a discovery that “the world is not even yet prepared for” promised well. He led me down crooked ways to Banks Street and up interminable flights of a dark stairway in an evil-odored building to a door which was flung open on a room surprisingly large, considering its location.


  Its layout resembled the tower of a medieval alchemist more than any modern apartment. There was a long laboratory table of black wood, stained and scarred, on which an alembic (that now little-used chemical tool) was distilling some pungent liquid over a low flame. All around and about the alembic was a furious litter of papers, chemical apparatus and bottled reagents. A cabinet held rolls of something that by their appearance was sheepskin; a telescope stood by the single window and a sextant was flung on the low cot. To complete the picture, a huge armillary sphere occupied the corner of the room between the cot and the telescope.


  “—the unity of all the sciences,” the old man with the ragged coat was saying. “Roger Bacon’s greatest contribution to human knowledge. Your modern specialists are coming to realize that every experimenter must understand other sciences before he can read the riddle of his own. What would the zoologist do without a knowledge of chemistry, the chemist without geology, the geologists without physics? Science, sir, is all one. And now let me show you—”


  HE drew from the cabinet one of the sheepskin rolls, holding it out for me to look at. It was covered with the crabbed and illegible script of the middle ages, made more illegible by the wear and tear of centuries.


  “A genuine Roger Bacon, sir, like all these. You know there are some years following his stay in Paris that have never been accounted for? It was my theory that he spent them at Citeaux, the headquarters of the order of monks to which he belonged. I went to Citeaux. I found them restoring the place after the damage of the war. Heaven bless the war! In some way, ancient vaults under the abbey had been opened by the effect of the shellfire. I poked about them for days, searching for some trace of the master, and I found these—these! They are the greatest of Roger Bacon’s work.”


  “But did not the French government—?” I queried. “French government! Bah! What does any government know about Roger Bacon? They never heard of these manuscripts. I saw to that. Immoral, perhaps, but necessary, believe me.”


  “Have you found anything interesting in them?”


  “Interesting is hardly the word, sir,” he gave a cackling laugh. “What would you say to an absolutely flat statement of the nebular hypothesis? And the theory of electrons and ions?”


  “Is that all there?” I asked with some astonishment. My scientific knowledge is scant, indeed, but sufficient for me to know that these are considered new things.


  “All that and more. Did I not tell you Bacon made discoveries still beyond the grasp of the world? Here, read this—” he groped among the sheepskins, produced one and shoved it into my hand. “But wait, you do not understand the medieval script. Here is the same script written out in a modern hand. You can read this, all right.”


  His “modern hand” was almost as bad as the medieval script, but I managed, after much close study, to make out this:


  “De Transpositio mentis: He that would lett hys spirit vade within the launds of fay and fell, shall drinke of the drogge mandragordeum tille he bee sight out of eyue, sowne out of ear, speache out of lips and time out of rninde. Happed in lighte shall he then fare toe main a straunge and horrid earthe beyond the boundes of ocean and what he seeth there shall stound him much; yet shall he return withouten any hurt.”


  “What do you make of it, sir?” the old man with the ragged coat asked.


  “That he was a drug addict,” said I. “Mandragora is a fairly well known narcotic—was, even in the middle ages, I fancy.”


  “You are as bad as most of them,” said the old man. “You have missed all the essentials. Moderns will never believe in anything except themselves. Now look again; he says not ‘mandragora’ but ‘mandragordeum’ and it’s no copyist’s error, for it was written in Bacon’s own hand. Note also that he titles it ‘de transpositio mentis’—that is, ‘concerning the transposition of the mind.’ He never imagined, as drug addicts do, that his body was performing strange things. What Roger Bacon is telling us here is, that there is a drug which will bring about that dissociation of the mind and body, which seems to occur under hypnotism, and ‘withouten any hurt.’ Also he says ‘lapped in light’ which is more than a hint of the use of the immense force and speed of light. Modern science would not believe it. I told you, sir, the world was not yet ready for all of Roger Bacon. Moreover—” and he paused with a quick glance at me—“in another place he gives the recipe for the drug mandragordeum, and I can assure you, sir, it is nothing like mandragora. I have made it, and experimented with its use; by its means I have traveled where only planets have been before, and I am here to tell it. It produces a powerful ionization of the cells of the middle brain, by action on the pineal—but you don’t know what I’m talking about.”


  I looked hard at him. Was the old man mad, or had he indeed hit upon some discovery of genuine value among the sheepskins of this strange alchemist of Lincoln?


  “You doubt me, sir? I ‘grant it sounds incredible. But here; taste, try, drink this and see. It is the authentic drug mandragordeum of Bacon.” He seized the flask into which the alembic had been discharging its contents and thrust it into my hand.


  I hesitated, sniffed the flask. The odor was rather pleasant than otherwise, spicy and strange. When I touched a drop of it to my tongue, the flavor was that of a warm, rich wine. So genial a liquor could not be dangerous. I seated myself in the one chair the room afforded, and leaned back, looking at the old man, who watched me intently. After all, he liked me and believed me a fellow student of Roger Bacon. He would not willingly do me harm. I sipped a little of the liquor.


  Into the Ether


  AT once room and surroundings were blotted out in an intense burst of light, so brilliant that I closed > my eyes to shield them from it. When I blinked them open again the light was still there all about me, but it seemed to be gathered into me from an outside source, as though I stood in a room penetrated by a single shaft of brilliance which flooded me while I gazed into the dark. I felt a sensation of lightness and freedom. I looked about me.


  To my astonishment I was no longer in the laboratory. There was no trace of a room, only the winter sky, with stars twinkling far off in the distance. I looked down, and perceived that I was floating above New York like a cloud. Beneath and behind me a long trail of thin phosphorescence like a comet’s tail led straight to the roof of one of the many houses of the city, evidently that from which I had come. It held me like a tether; I could go only a certain distance from it. I felt someone touching my hand, the light about me burned lower, and abruptly, with another flashing, I was back in the room.


  The old man with the ragged coat was smiling into my astonished face.


  “An experience, sir, is it not?” he said. “You did not drink enough to gain the full effect. Perhaps you would care to try again?”


  For answer I took the flask from his hand, and closing my eyes, drank deep.


  Again came the unbearable flash of light, the swift sense of motion. I opened my eyes to see the lights of New York gleaming far beneath, receding in the distance as I gathered speed on my strange journey. The long cord of light that had bound me to the room was broken, trailed off behind me. I was alone in the universe!


  Clear and bright, Venus hung like a lamp against the vault of the sky. Toward her, the most mysterious of the planets, I resolved to direct my course if I could. Perhaps I could discover something of what lay behind those banks of cloud in which she is forever sheathed? Could I make it? Old Friar Bacon had promised that his drug should “let his spirit vade . . . toe many a strange and horrid earthe beyond the boundes of ocean and surely Venus met this definition well.


  Beneath, the earth was fading to a black avail on which land and sea were barely separable in the murk of night. Suddenly I reached the limit of its shadow; the sun flashed blazing from behind it and I beheld the skies as no man on earth had ever seen them, with sun and stars all shining together in steady brilliance, the nearer planets standing out like phases of the moon against the intense blackness of space. My speed increased ; the Milky Way was a riot of gems, the moon a tiny crescent barely visible at the outer edge of the sun, on whose huge disk the diminishing earth had sunk to a black dot.


  Venus grew from the size of a candle-light to that of a moon, from a moon to a great glowing shield of purest silver,’ and from a silver shield to a whirling and tossing mass of clouds that reflected the sun’s rays with dazzling brilliance, a sea of clouds without a horizon. I reached them, cleft the radiant depths and at once was in a soundless and almost lightless mass of mist, without other knowledge of my direction than that furnished by the certainty that I was following a straight course.


  The cloud banks ceased and I experienced a sense of the bitterest disappointment, for beneath me I saw only an endless ocean, heaving slowly under a heavy ground swell and dotted with drops of rain from the clouds I had just left. This, then, was Venus, a silent and sightless globe of water, without a trace of land or life, inhabited by fishes, if by anything at all. Not till then did I realize how lonely we men are on our planet with the universe all around.


  My flight over this ocean was slower; I can only explain it by the absence of light due to the cutting off of most of the sun’s rays by the perpetual clouds. Roger Bacon’s drug, as the old man in the ragged coat suggested, and as I was to be certain of later, undoubtedly makes use of some property of light, but the scientific friends to whom I have suggested the idea have laughed it to scorn, and I am not enough of a scientist myself to tell how it all is.


  At last I perceived in the distance a place where the clouds seemed to touch the surface of the sea. I drew near; it became evident that it was not the overhanging clouds but a thin mist that rose like steam, and when I reached the spot I saw for the first time on that strange plant a trace of land. But what a land!


  The mist rose from a water-logged swamp out of which coiled a monstrous vegetation of a sickly yellowish hue, quite without any touch of the green of earthly growths. Here were gigantic mushrooms, twenty or thirty feet tall; long, slender, reed-like stems that burst at the top into a spreading tangle of branches; huge fungus-growths of fantastic and cloudy shape, and an irregular, twisting growth resembling vines that twined up and over the reed-like forms and clambered about the giant fungi.


  There was no clear delineation of shore and sea. The swamp began with a tangle of branches reaching out of the ocean and simply grew thicker and heavier as one progressed. At last the ground seemed to be- rising. I could catch glimpses of something that was not water among the crowding growths.


  Still there was no sign of life or movement. The rain fell ceaselessly, the clouds blotted out the sun. And then—the first sign of anything more than inanimate nature on that macabre journey—I caught sight of a growth, like the round bulb of the fungoids, but too regular to be a fungus, among the tangle of vegetation. I made my way toward it. It was a huge half- orb of some material apparently harder and more permanent than the vegetation, rising out of it; a ball without windows or other openings, save for one placed at the side low down—a door of some kind. It stood open.


  I made my way in. The door itself was of extraordinary weight and thickness, and inside the room was very dim. The only light was a pale luminescence like that seen on the sea at night, issuing from some invisible source. As my eyes became accustomed to it, I perceived that I was in a vast hall, whose ceiling vaulted up behind me till it met a vertical wall at the other end. I had not realized from the outside that the place was so large. The apartment was without other architectural features, save for a hole in the center of the floor, set round with a curbing of some sort.


  Approaching this with difficulty (and in the slowness of all my motions in comparatively dark places, I read the confirmation of my theory that the drug mandragordeum enables the ionized particles of the brain to use the power of light) I saw that the hole was a wide well, in which the sheen of water could be seen not far below. Out of the water rose a circular staircase, the stairs of which were broad and fitted with low risers.


  The People of Venus


  FROM behind the vertical wall at the end of the room came a confused shouting, and as I drew near it in the dim light I saw that it was pierced by doors, like that at the entrance, very thick and heavy. These doors bore horizontal rods at one side which I took to be the Venerian version of doorknobs; and above the terminations of the rods were deep slits which may have been approximations of our keyholes. I am by no means certain of this—indeed, all through my visit to this peculiar planet I was hampered by the fact that I know little of mechanics or chemistry, and am only able to offer observation and conjecture, and often observation of the least importance, where the trained scientist would have looked for the essential fact and given conclusions.


  I passed through the door. I do not know what I expected, but it was certainly not what I saw. I was in a hall even larger than the one I had just left (the sizes of Venerian buildings are enormous), roofed, however, above in the dimness. At each corner of the room a circular staircase ran up to a floor above, the stairs being of the same type as I had seen in the well—wide and low.


  The room was filled with an endless range of tables, long and very low, like those in a kindergarten. They were composed of a shimmering metal which I took to be silver, but I may easily be mistaken about this, owing to the dim light and my insufficient acquaintance with metals. At these tables in high-backed, chair-like seats of the same metal, I saw long rows of—beings I can only call them. They were busily eating and all talking at once, much like a terrestrial crowd. It was their voices I had heard.


  The Venerians bore a comic-supplement resemblance to seals. They had the same short-barrel-like body, surmounted by the same long, narrow head, though the heads of the Venerians were very high and deep as became a greater intelligence.


  Their legs were pillar-like muscular appendages, short, and terminating in flat, spiny feet, webbed between the four toes. I learned later that while swimming, these feet trail behind them, furnishing at once the propulsive force and direction for the effort. Accustomed as I was to the stout arms of earthly people, it was something of a shock to observe that the Venerians are quite without them, possessing instead three groups of tentacles which dangle from their bodies. Two of these groups are set at the place where the short, thick neck joins the trunk and a third set, much smaller, at the center of the back, high up. These tentacles reach nearly to the floor when the Venerian stands up at his full height of about four feet. Each group contains four tentacles, all of them being very prehensile and capable of independent action, giving the Venerian not only an excellent grip on anything but also the power of taking hold of as many as twelve objects at once. I am inclined to think that the tentacles of the back are just barely functional; only once did I see a Venerian use them.


  Their heads were, as I have said, long and narrow, high and deep. The nostrils were wide and set right at the top of the front of the head, the eyes behind them. A pair of holes, which must be ears, are set low down and at the back. The mouth is small, low down, and in front. Altogether, the countenance resembles an animal’s face much more than that of a man.


  The Venerians in the hall were entirely innocent of clothing, and one and all were covered with a rough, coarse hair, except on their faces. Most of them wore a type of bandolier or belt, supported by a strap around the neck and in turn carrying a number of pocket-like pouches held shut by clasps of peculiar design, whose exact nature my insufficient mechanical knowledge did not allow me to determine.


  Some of them bore weapons in their belts; short spear- and knife-like objects, with handles set T-shape for better grasping by Venerian tentacles, and also what I later discovered were explosive weapons with a bulb and tube above the T-shaped handle. All were entirely of metal—evidently there can be no wood in a land where the clouds are forever unbroken by any shaft of sunlight.


  The Venerians were eating with little metallic spades, sharpened at the lower end for cutting. Their food was brought up to them from somewhere below by mechanical contrivances, which rose through the centers of the tables when they pulled small handles set into the tables in front of them.


  The fare was not vastly different in appearance from what one would have expected on earth under similar circumstances; it seemed to consist largely of fish and fungoids, steaming hot and dressed with sauces.


  The meal was now nearly over. Here and there a Venerian rose and passed down to the door with quick, shambling steps. I followed a pair of the weapon- bearers. They went straight to the well in the outer hall, and walking down the steps till they were waist- deep in the water below, turned suddenly and dived in. Beneath, the well turned into a long passage entirely under water and lit by the same dim radiance that illumined the hall above.


  The meaning of the bodily form of the Venerians and their dim lights suddenly struck me. They were as essentially water-living as we are creatures of the land, and their eyes, accustomed to the phosphorescent glow of the depths, could not bear any stronger light well. The two I followed were amazing swimmers, moving through the long water-filled passage with wonderful speed and hardly any effort.


  Abruptly it widened; the light became stronger. The weapon-carriers directed their course upward, came to the surface (where I saw we were beyond the swamp belt and in the open water) and took fresh gulps of air through their elevated nostrils. Then, diving down again, deep beneath the surface, they coasted along slowly. I caught a flash of something silvery ahead in the water. So did the Venerians. One of them snatched the bulb-weapon from his bandolier, the other gripped his short spear; both swam faster.


  It was a huge fish, his head and body covered with scaly plates. A long tail projected backward from this coat of mail and two big paddles hung near his head. A biologist friend to whom I have described it as a product of the imagination assures me that the earth once knew such monsters under the name of “ostracoderms.”


  It had seen the Venerians almost as soon as they had caught the flash of its plates, and fled down the watery lanes like an arrow—but not as fast as they.


  The Venerian with the spear gained more rapidly than the other, heading the fish off with his barbed point and finally turning it back toward his companion. The other lifted his bulbous weapon; there were two muffled thuds, like the blows of a padded hammer, and the seven-foot fish wavered, then stopped, his paddles moving convulsively. The Venerian with the spear ranged alongside him, dodged the sudden fierce reflex swing of the armored jaws, and thrust the weapon in just at the point where the bony plate of the head met the cuirass of the body. The big fish heaved once more, then paused and began to sink slowly toward the bottom, but the two Venerians, each wrapping his tentacles around the animal’s tail, began to tow him slowly toward the hall of the well.


  Neither of them rose to the surface during all this. Their breathing apparatus must be marvelously adapted to staying under water.


  Marooned on a Planet


  SUCH hunts as that I had just witnessed were evidently only one feature of Venerian life. It was obvious that a people who could construct halls of such cyclopean architecture as that I had seen, who had attained such skill in the working of metals, as to produce the explosive weapons, and such mechanical ingenuity as to work out the elaborate serving mechanism in the dining hall, were a race of no small degree of civilization, and despite their acpiatic habits, must possess establishments of some size on the swampy land that represented continents on this strange planet.


  Filled with the desire, to find these, I retraced my journey to the hall of the well. I found the-outer room now filled with a varied crowd of the Venerians, some diving into the well and swimming off in various directions, some merely standing about and talking, and others going out of the door that led into the jungle of fungi. I followed a party of the latter, as the most likely to lead to something of interest.


  They blinked as the bright light of the out-of-doors struck their eyes and I wondered what they would do in the dazzling sunlight of earth. After a moment or two they struck out, a group of five or six, up a gentle slope through the monstrous fungoid growths behind the hall. The vegetation was a perfect tangle. I wondered how these Venerians with their short stumpy legs could penetrate it, while off the beaten path, until I saw one of them blunder against the trunk of a sickly-hued tree- fungus all of twenty feet high and send it crashing to the ground as though it were paper. Then I realized that the greater number of these fungoids were no more solid than those of the earth-air blown things ready to fall to pieces at a touch.


  The slope became steeper as the Venerians pushed on, kicking the big soft stems out of their way when they blocked the path. At last the track encountered a buttress of outcropping stone, where it wound around ahead. The Venerians paused; two of them who bore the bulbous explosive weapons stepped to the front and walking with some care, preceded the little group which had suddenly grown silent.


  What did they fear? Some grisly monster of this wet and steaming planet, I fancy. At all events, as they rounded the rock, one of them lifted his weapon and fired in among the crowding growths. I caught a glimpse of a pair of hungry eyes, heard the sloshing thud of the fall of a big mushroom, the sound of heavy footsteps and that was all. The people of Venus, with their dank climate and wildly growing vegetation, must be far closer to the primitive terrors of the beast-world than are the people of the earth.


  The Venerians followed their path through a little vale, till it ended at another circular building like the hall of the well. Within was the same phosphorescent glow which seems to be universally used there as a means of illumination; a cold, pale light produced by some means of which I am ignorant, All about the outer room of this hall were shelves filled with tools, with one Venerian in attendance, while another stood at the back before a window looking into a longer room, where one caught a glimpse of pulsating machinery.


  The party I had followed, received tools from the Venerian in the outer hall, and came out again, following another path to the hillside behind the shop.


  There, where a cliff towered out of the lowland, they entered a hole that had been dug in the stony face of the hill, and drawing from the pouches at their belts some balls that emitted the same light I had observed everywhere on the planet, they plunged in.


  I have probably observed the facts that are quite useless and meaningless about the mining operations which followed, but I set down what I saw, in the hope that it will be significant to someone who understands more of these things than I do.


  The Venerians mine by means of a shafted tool which is attached to a box about two feet square, by a metal cord, the box standing on the floor behind the miner and evidently furnishing the power for the operation. At the working end of the shafted head is a circle of powerful metal teeth, and beneath the teeth a basket of some woven metal. The Venerian presses the tool against the rock he is mining. It is pulverized by the teeth (which spring into rapid motion with the pressure) and falls into the basket as a powder. When the basket is filled, he takes it to the power box, and lifting a lid at the rear of the box, empties it in and pulls a small rod. Immediately the box emits a strong red glow, and in a minute or two a bar of shining metal is discharged at the back and a little ball, probably of the residue or slag, drops out of an aperture beside it.


  When a pile of these metal bars had accumulated, the Venetian picked them up and carried them back to the hall of the machines, where he turned them over to his mate at the window, receiving in exchange a metal token which he dropped into one of his pouches.


  In the room behind the window the metal bars passed into the grip of complicated machines, whence they issued as completed tools and utensils. I did not examine these machines thoroughly; my limited mechanical knowledge would have made such an examination fruitless in any case, and I was more interested in the miner’s box and its contents.


  At each operation I watched the Venetian carefully, hoping to learn the secret of its power, but so rapid were his motions that each time I was baffled. Nevertheless, I remained in the shaft where he was working; sooner or later, I argued, he would fumble for a long enough time to enable me to gain an inkling of the box’s contents, and such an inkling, transmitted to one of my engineering friends, might well have valuable results.


  So much interested in it did I become, that I failed to realize the passage of time, and during one of the miner’s visits to the hall of the machines, as I waited near the mouth of the cutting, I suddenly realized that it had grown dark. The miner, too, was gone an extraordinarily long time. I began to consider the possibility that he had finished his work for the day and had gone for good. There was, then, no sense in remaining where I was. I determined to set out on further explorations. To my utter horror I found I could not move an inch.


  Clearly the action of Roger Bacon’s drug utilized the force of light. But there was now no light. The feeble illumination of the miner’s lamp even was gone; the day was done. I became impatient, worried; made another effort at progress. No result. I felt as powerless as one does in a nightmare, utterly deprived of motion. A cloud of fear began to close about me.


  Outside there was the sound of some heavy beast crashing through the lush vegetation, the patter of the unending Venerian rain, and then, far away, the slow tolling of a gong. I was marooned on a planet millions of miles from home and with no way of returning.


  The Flash of Lightning


  AT such moments, despite the statements of dramatic writers, one does not rave and storm. I thought instead of my body, back in the room on Banks Street, and what the old man in the ragged coat would do and say, as it sat there in his one chair, lifeless and somnolent. Would he dare to call in the police or would he seek to dispose of it? Suppose I finally obtained release from my predicament and came flying back across space to find my body beneath the cold waters of the Hudson—woke to sudden strangulation at the bottom of the river?


  Or would I remain thus disembodied, an ionized brain, afloat through all eternity? It was a pretty academic problem, whose pleasure was somewhat lessened by the fact that I was the object of what might be called the experiment.


  I tried again to move—hopeless—and remembered a remark of Jack London’s that the blackest thing in nature was a hole in a box. That was exactly what I was in—a hole in a box.


  Then I wondered how long it would be before it became light. The next morning—how long were the days on Venus? For all I knew they might be fifty or sixty hours—quite long enough for the old man in the ragged coat to decide that I was never to return. And what of the necessity for nourishment of that body I had left behind in the room on Banks Street? It was in a state resembling a hypnotic trance. Blow long did people live in a hypnotic trance? I tried to recall all I had heard or read on the subject and came to the conclusion that the evidence on the subject was somewhat sketchy.


  I was aroused from this reverie by a grunting sound, like that made by a wallowing pig, near the mouth of the cave, and saw a pair of wide-set and phosphorescent eyes gleaming in the inky black of the entrance. Apparently the animal, whatever it was, was disturbed by the smell of the cave, for the grunts changed to a grinding bellow and it backed out. Followed another series of grunts and the sound of heavy footsteps, and then a series of angry snarls. I heard a sound of heavy bodies hurled about. Two of the Venerian beasts were fighting outside my prison. Of all the events on that weird planet, this stands out as the strangest—those two monsters of what shape or size I do not know, snarling and biting at each other in deadly combat, out there in the rain, while I lay without power of motion within.


  The battle trailed off to one side and ended in grunting moans which in turn faded into a sound suggestive of eating. One of the beasts had been victorious and was celebrating his conquest—noisily. Finally that sound also ceased, and there was only the steady beat of the rain.


  It seemed to grow heavier. It must be raining harder, I thought, and wondered what difference a heavy rain made where it was always raining. Far in the distance I heard the rumble of thunder. They had thunderstorms on Venus, then, just as on earth.


  The rain fell harder; again came the roll of thunder, nearer this time, and then peal on peal it was repeated, while I could see lightning flickering among the distant clouds. A new, wild hope rose in me. If one of those lightning flashes came near enough—


  But it seemed that it would not. The lightning flashed among the distant clouds ; the thunder continued to roll, but the storm seemed to be passing off to one side and away from me. I was giving up hope again and resigning myself to the inevitable, when, with a terrific roll of thunder, there came a dazzling flash.


  In an instant I was out of the cave and off. Outside it was as dark as it had been before, but I was now in the open where I could travel on any flash of lightning that came. Eagerly I waited for the next, and with its coming rose half a mile in the turgid atmosphere. Another flash—and I was right among the clouds; another—and I was half way through them. I believed I could see the stars of space beyond. Yet another lightning flash below me, and with feelings difficult to imagine, I was out of the atmosphere of that grim and slimy planet and abroad on the ether once more. No mariner ever welcomed land as I did the sight of the sun.


  . . . When I reached the earth and the room on Banks Street, dawn was just breaking among the skyscrapers of New York. My body was cold and numb when I stirred and opened my eyes to see the old man with the ragged coat looking at me with an expression of extreme anxiety. In his hand was a bottle of some stimulant and my lips were wet with it, where he had forced a few drops into my mouth. I choked, gasped and sat up, every motion a new agony, hut an agony of delight, for I was back on the familiar earth once more.


  “I began to think you were not going to return,” said the old man in the ragged coat. “Did you have an interesting journey?”


  I shuddered at the thought and held up a detaining hand. “What I want mostly is something to eat,” I said. “Perhaps I can tell you about it afterward.”


  But I never did—nor have I ever gone back to the room on Banks Street where the old man with the ragged coat keeps his Roger Bacon manuscripts and makes experiments in medieval alchemy.


  For I have always been a little afraid, a little puzzled. Was the drug he called “mandragordeum” after all, some narcotic, and was my strange voyage to Venus only a drug-dream? That the cells of the brain can be ionized and float in space is something science is not prepared to admit. I would not like to become the slave of a drug more deadly than cocaine; more deadly, because its dreams are more interesting and insidious.


  And yet—and yet—my scientific friends tell me there is nothing impossible in the life of Venus as I have told it to them in hints and suggestions. I have been studying electricity, and another trip would be worth while, if only to learn the secret of the powerful and compact storage battery in the miner’s box; this much I am certain of. Perhaps, some day—


  THE END


  THE WAR OF THE PLANETS


  Harl Vincent


  


  


  HERE is a story of the future which we want to recommend to our readers. It is one of those stories just chock full of action, excitement, adventure and hero worship.


  Once you get going, the action fairly makes every fibre in you tingle and makes your blood run faster. You won’t be satisfied until the story has come to its conclusion; and then, as likely as not, you will mark up the magazine and you will find yourself drifting back to the story again, before you know it. and will read it once more, at leisure.


  


  


  I


  IN a large airy room, handsomely furnished and decorated in the prevailing style of the better class apartments of the twenty-fifth century, sat a beautiful woman. The chair in which she reposed was deep-cushioned, and the luxuriousness of its upholstery had lured her to doze in its seductive embrace. Her eyes were closed, the long lashes sweeping cheeks of ivory. The rosy lips curved in a smile that bespoke contented dreams. A mass of red-gold hair tumbled about her head and shoulders in enchanting disarray, presenting an altogether beautiful picture.


  Her dreams were happy indeed, dating back two decades to the year 2406 when she was but a young girl. The most frequently recurring theme was a panorama of the trip to New York in Professor Nilsson’s aero, the Pioneer, leaving the watery grave of the island of Munan with Roy Hamilton at her side—dear Roy, who soon became her beloved husband and the father of their son Walter, now a fine upstanding young man of nineteen. Visions of their welcome in the metropolis of the world; of the happiness of her dearest friend Zora in the love of that other new-found companion, the professor—of the wonderment of the rest of their group at the new environment—all found a place in the fantasy.


  This, was Thelda, the “golden girl” of Munan, whose voice had called Roy and the professor to her far-off home and whose action in so doing had resulted in the annihilation of that terrible island and the consequent salvation of the outside world from the horrible destruction which had been planned by the Munanese.


  The years had dealt kindly with Thelda. Her life had been so supremely happy since her escape from the island of hate, that not a wrinkle of care marred that beautiful face. Her contentment in the love of her husband and of their splendid son had served to enhance the loveliness which had first enthralled Roy.


  Indeed, to see her with her son, one would be constrained to think of them as sister and brother, rather than as mother and son.


  The smile on her face became even more happy as her dreams carried her along later years of the twenty that followed her marriage.


  “Mother!” excitedly called out the voice of a clear-eyed, strapping youth who rushed pell-mell into the room. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he continued, observing her quick start, “I didn’t know you were napping.”


  “Walter dear,” she replied, as she sat erect and smoothed back her tumbled golden locks, “It is a happy awakening from happy dreams of the past to find you at my side.


  “But what brings you in so obviously wrought up, Walter?”


  “Oh mother, there is the most interesting news,” said the boy, as he stooped for a hasty kiss and immediately rushed to a nearby table where reposed the videophone.


  He turned a small lever labelled “General News,” and immediately the voice of a news announcer filled the room while the disc of the instrument lighted brilliantly.


  The scene in the disc was that of the dome room of a large observatory, where the astronomer could be seen at the eyepiece of his telescope.


  “Now,” spoke the voice of the announcer, “we have transferred ourselves to Castle Mountain Observatory, near Banff. It was from here that the first news of the strange manifestations in the heavens was given out, and the astronomer is now training his telescope on the locus of the phenomenon, so that adjustments can be made to permit the world to see for itself through the medium of the videophone disc.


  Please stand by until the necessary connections are made.”


  “What is it all about, son?” asked Thelda in surprise.


  “No one seems to know, mother. But, as near as I can make out from the public news video on the square, a large group of spherical objects has been sighted in the heavens about a hundred thousand miles from the earth. These are progressing in our direction at great speed and none of our astronomers are agreed as to their nature. The public ways are packed with people and everyone is greatly concerned.”


  “That is strange, isn’t it?” responded his mother. “But if these bodies are already close to our earth, why is it that they were not seen before?”


  “I don’t know mother, unless it is because they came from an infinite distance and could not be seen by our most powerful telescopes while much farther away. And, though the first reports are most contradictory, everyone fears the worst. The people on the northbound moving ways are pushing and jostling and fighting to be first to get out of the city. As if it would do them any good to be in the open country if any calamity threatens our world from the heavens!” The boy’s voice was scornful.


  AT that moment the news announcer’s voice burst forth from the videophone:


  “Connections have now been established with the great reflector at Castle Mountain. If you darken your rooms, you will find that the newly discovered phenomenon is dimly visible in the disc of your instrument.” Walter switched off the lights and drew two chairs close to the videophone.


  Thelda joined him there and the two gazed intently at the disc.


  The view was very indistinct at first, but, as their eyes became accustomed to the darkness, a small group of weird objects became visible in the center of the disc. These appeared to be a mass of closely associated spherical organisms, more like fish eggs than anything else to which they could be compared. However, they were not as closely packed. A noticeable space separated each globule from its fellows and, after watching for some little time, they observed that the positions of each were constantly shifting with relation to the others. They seemed to be floating in a mass, but aimlessly as regards formation—drifting hither and yon as if blown about by errant winds. The size of a single globe as seen in the disc of the video was less than a quarter inch in diameter.


  The voice of the announcer droned endlessly as the two watched and listened in amazement:


  “Measurements taken at this observatory show that each of these objects is four to five hundred feet in diameter. Were it not for the extreme power of this, the world’s greatest reflector, the objects would scarcely have been located for another twenty-four hours. Their speed has been estimated as one thousand miles an hour and the present distance from the earth one hundred and eight thousand miles. If nothing occurs to alter their velocity or to deflect them from their present course, they will reach our earth in four and one half days. Speculation is rife as to what will happen if this transpires, but no satisfactory conclusion can be reached until it has been determined what the objects are. It is not considered probable that they are fragments of larger celestial bodies on account of their uniformity in size and their true spherical shape. Nothing definite can be said about it yet.”


  At this juncture their individual call sounded from the videophone and Walter flipped back the news lever to permit the incoming personal call to be made. The disc flashed brightly and the face of his father appeared.


  “Hello, folks,” spoke the cheery voice of the man they both loved, “Why in the world are you sitting in the darkness? Oh. I know—you have been listening to the absurd reports of some menace from the skies. Don’t pay any attention to them. There is nothing to be alarmed about. But, what I called for was to tell you that I am leaving for home right away and that good old Prof. Nilsson is coming for dinner and is bringing Zora and Dorothy with him. That will please you I know, Walter,” he concluded with a wink at Thelda.


  “Why, that is lovely, Daddy,” spoke Thelda, “I shall make arrangements at once.”


  “All right, dear. I’ll be home in ten minutes, but I’m afraid we’re going to have to keep an eye on that son of ours this evening,” grinned Roy, “So long.” The disc went dark and the voice was gone.


  Thelda snapped on the lights and when she turned to look at Walter she saw that he was blushing like a girl. She smiled inwardly, knowing that Walter’s fondness for Dorothy, the daughter of Zora and the professor, had ripened into real love. Well, they would be a fine couple, a good match when the time came, she thought; this fine, black-haired, firm-jawed son of hers, and the petite, vivacious, blonde Dorothy would be very happy together.


  II


  WHEN Roy Hamilton left his studio that night he started for home with grave misgivings. He too had seen and heard of the strange happening that had suddenly been forced upon the attention of a peaceful and happy world. He had none of the confidence he had displayed when conversing with his family. But he resolved that he would do all in his power to keep Thelda from worrying. His son, he knew, would be intensely interested and no power on earth could keep him from learning all about whatever was going on. But Thelda, his ‘golden girl’ these twenty years, he would keep happy and contented—would shelter her from all harm with his own life, if need be.


  During the swift trip uptown on the moving way, he considered some of the possibilities of the situation. What if these strange manifestations betokened the destruction of his world? If that was the case—well, they would all go together and probably nothing could be done about it. But, suppose the approaching objects were some sort of engines of warfare from another planet? This possibility had been suggested by the professor during their conversation a few minutes before, but Roy had scouted the idea. Why, scientists and astronomers were almost universally agreed that life on any planet in the solar system, other than the earth, was impossible. But, if they were wrong—then what? If it were conceivable that some such beings did exist and that they could make war on the world, what a defenseless planet they would find! Since 1950 all efforts of his world had been expanded in peaceful pursuits. All weapons of warfare had been scrapped, all organized armies disbanded. It had been a happy period of four and a half centuries and more.


  He could not convince himself that such a thing was possible or even probable, but he had a vague uneasy feeling that could not be shaken off. And, for some unaccountable reason, he kept associating with the present happenings the event of twenty years before—the destruction of Munan and his own part in its accomplishment. But that was absurd! What possible connection could there be in the two circumstances, so widely separated? Resolutely he threw off this mood as he left the moving way and proceeded to the entrance of his own apartments.


  “Hello, dear,” he cheerily greeted his wife, as she welcomed him with a warm embrace at the door, “Have the Nilssins arrived yet? They should be here by now.”


  “No, they haven’t. But Zora just spoke with me and she said they would be over in a very short time. I am awfully glad they are coming.”


  “So am I. Nils and I have not had a talk for a long time now and I am anxious to discuss Walter’s future with him. By the way—where is Walter?” Thelda smiled and pointed to the boy’s own room. “He’s in there, fixing himself up,” she whispered, “And, do you know. Daddy. I shouldn’t be greatly surprised if he proposes to Dorothy tonight. I have been watching them for some time and the signs are unmistakable.”


  “Well, nothing would please me more, dear. Of course they are quite young, but that is no objection in this day and age. They are undoubtedly in love with one another—have been since childhood—and their Board of Eugenics records are perfect. Between Nils and myself we could fix them fairly well to start their home and Walter could carry on with his studies as at present.”


  “Yes, Roy, I agree with you. In perhaps a year they should marry. But I must hurry and make my arrangements with the community commissariat so we can have our dinner in time.”


  She patted him on the arm and went into the next room to place her order over the videophone.


  ROY looked grave for a moment, then stepped to the door of Walter’s room and tapped on it softly. “May I come in, son?” he asked.


  “Sure thing. Dad,” sang out the voice of the boy. He entered, closing the door softly behind him. Walter was before the mirror, putting the finishing touches on his sleek black hair. Roy grinned understandingly as he crossed the room and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.


  “Gee! I’m glad to see you to-night, Dad,” said Walter, taking his father’s hand in his own equally capable ones, “I’m much worried about this thing that’s being reported by the General News Bureau.”


  “So am I, son. That is what has been bothering me too, and is the very thing I came to talk with you about. We mustn’t speak too loudly, as I do not wish to alarm your mother.”


  “Neither do I, Dad. I hate to think of her worrying over so intangible a thing as this. And you know she will worry, not about herself but about you and me.”


  “That’s just it. Walter, my boy. And, for no good reason at all. I have a strange feeling about the whole business. I fear it bodes no good.”


  “Me too,” said the son. “But how are we going to keep mother from getting the news as it comes out?”


  “I have thought of that and have already spoken with George Cox, who is president of the New York Theatres Company. He tells me that all news will be barred from the places of amusement in the entire city. So we are going to send your mother to the theatre to-night with Zora and Dorothy. You and I and the professor shall have the place to ourselves to talk things over.”


  Walter’s face fell in disappointment but brightened at once as he realized the necessity of this move.


  “That’s a good idea. Dad,” he said, and while they are out we can listen to the reports and discuss it with Professor Nilsson. He may have some theories himself.”


  “Yes, I believe he has,” replied his father soberly, “But, let us join your mother now.”


  The two men—the son as tall and straight and handsome as the father—left the room and engaged Thelda in light conversation. She was in excellent spirits and evidently had forgotten all about the discomforting news of the early evening.


  Dinner had been prepared by the servants from the commissariat, and soon their guests arrived.


  Zora and Thelda embraced as only two such dear friends could greet each other. Roy took his old friend’s hand in his and gazed deep into his solemn gray eyes. They gripped hard: harder than they had since the days of Munan. Dorothy and Walter were shy with the shyness that comes up suddenly between childhood sweethearts when they learn that love has come to them—real, grown-up love. Immediately the rooms echoed with the pleasantries and laughter of the six.


  During dinner, at the first convenient lull in the conversation, Roy spoke up, “Well girls, I have a pleasant surprise for you. My friend, George Cox, presented me with three passes for “Thunder,” the best show in town. Nils and Walter and I wish to have a little talk to-night about Walter’s work in the laboratory, so you three are to take the tickets and enjoy yourselves in the theatre while we three discuss details that would be very dry and uninteresting to you.”


  This announcement met with instant approval by Thelda and Zora. though Dorothy blushed and stole a sly glance at Walter, who was staring fixedly at his plate. The two mothers observed this and exchanged meaning smiles.


  III


  WHEN the ladies were safely on their way to the theatre, the three men sat for a time before the videophone and listened to the latest reports. The view from Castle Mountain was very little different from that which had been observed two hours previously. Of course the strange objects were about two thousand miles closer to the earth, but this was so small a proportion of the total distance that no appreciable increase in the size of the little globes was seen. However, they seemed to have taken on a sort of sheen in the deeper darkness. This was not like the reflected light from planets and planetoids in the field of vision, but was rather an irridescence, a gleam of shifting colors foreign to anything else observable in the sky.


  The announcer now dwelt mainly on the disorders which had broken out in many cities all over the world. He spoke of rioting in Denver, Buffalo, Copenhagen, and Alexandria, cautioning the people of the world to calm themselves and to remain in their homes for news, rather than crowding the public squares to listen to the reports over the public videos.


  By this time the rotation of the earth had carried the position of the traveling mass so close to the horizon that soon the Castle Mountain reflector would no longer be able to follow it. But the announcer reported that, as soon as connections could be made at another observatory where a view could be obtained, it would again be transmitted over the terrestrial videophone system.


  Soon it was necessary to discontinue the view, but the voice of the announcer continued, tonelessly and tiresomely.


  The professor gave a grunt of disgust and savagely bit the end from a fresh cigar. He sat up suddenly in his chair and exploded:


  “Fools! They will have the whole world in an uproar. Why don’t some of our efficient news censors put a stop to this travesty. Roy, if it isn’t too much to ask, will you turn the darn thing off?”


  Roy laughed, “My sentiments exactly, Nils. I was just going to propose that very thing. Let’s do some talking instead. I’d like to hear your theories.”


  He touched the news lever and the video was silent. After turning on the lights, he returned to his chair and looked inquiringly at the professor.


  “Well, how about it, Nils?” he asked.


  Walter hung breathlessly on the professor’s words as the reply came in measured voice:


  “I am very much disturbed, Roy. And you, Walter, I wish you would listen very closely to what I have to say. Your work in my laboratory has prepared you to a great extent to appreciate and understand science and scientific reasoning, and I have a feeling that you are going to learn many things, during the next few days or weeks or months, which I could not possibly teach you myself. Of course I am merely going to theorize, but it seems to me that if our great astronomers would do a little more theorizing and a little less looking through their telescopes at this stage of the game when the objects can scarcely be seen, they would arrive at the same conclusion as I have.


  “Don’t laugh when I tell you I honestly believe that these seemingly small spheres now seen approaching our earth are space-traversing machines of some sort and that they are coming to us from another planet, quite probably with no good intentions.”


  “But, Professor,” objected Walter, “the theory that life exists on other planets in our solar system has been opposed by our most eminent scientists for many centuries.”


  “I know it has, Walter. Nevertheless, that does not make the thing impossible. From your reading you must know that, as far back as the nineteenth century, some of the savants, notably Lowell, really believed that Mars was inhabited. Others said that this was extremely unlikely, but that there was a possibility of the existence of life on Venus. Later, as more and more power in optical instruments was attained, our astronomers began to think they were observing such detailed formations and making such careful and accurate determinations of atmospheric densities and constituents that they had definitely proved the non-existence of life on any of the other planets. Still I claim they can be wrong. What does the Castle Mountain reflector, the largest in existence, tell us of the possibility of life on a planet many millions of miles from us when it appears as a speck not over a quarter inch across, like an object that is four or five hundred feet in diameter and a mere hundred thousand miles away?”


  “Come now, Nils,” interjected Roy, “Surely you don’t believe that creatures similar to ourselves can exist, say in the atmosphere of Mars? If I remember rightly, the gravity at tire surface of Mars is only about one-third that of the earth, and the atmosphere extremely rare. Surely any beings existing there would be misshapen and entirely unlike ourselves or any earthly forms of life.”


  “Another fallacy,” said the professor, settling back for a long talk. “That has been the reasoning of students for ages, but again I say they are quite possibly wrong in their conclusions. Not that it would make any difference in the present instance what the creatures look like, provided they possess a high order of intelligence. In fact, being warred upon by ugly, unspeakable monsters from another world, would be even more horrible to contemplate than if they resembled human beings.


  BE that as it may, I still maintain that life is possible on any of the planets—any of them. The two most likely ones are Mars and Venus, and I see no reason that has been or can be advanced which makes it impossible for beings, similar to us in all outward appearances, to live on either. Take Mars, for instance. Science has proved that its atmosphere is extremely rare, that its gravity constant is, as you say, about one-third that of the earth. Centuries ago this led to the conclusion that, if any higher form of-life existed, the creatures must necessarily be of large size, with atrophied leg muscles; that they must be provided with huge barrels of chests to permit breathing the attenuated “atmosphere; that their ears must be enormously large to permit of hearing sounds which are not readily conducted by an atmosphere of extremely low density. They tended to show that, with the scarcity of water on the planet, plant life was practically impossible and that living beings could not possibly contrive to get along in any great numbers, due to this scarcity.


  “Again I say, they may be wrong. We all believe in God. Science has never disproved the essentials of His Word. We have all read that He created man in His own image. Many believe that the word ‘image’ here does not mean a physical likeness. Possibly it doesn’t. But, suppose it does? Is there any reason He could not create, by a process of evolution, if you choose, a physical likeness under any possible condition? The likeness might be only external, it is true. But why the oversize lungs and chest? Why the spindly legs, the huge ears? A body cast in the same mold as yours or mine could easily have entirely different density, different specific gravity as a whole. Why could not the bones be larger in proportion, mere shells, so as to weigh much less with relation to the entire body? The very cells comprising flesh, muscle, skin, might well be larger—contain more air, less water. The density of the body might easily be a third of ours, did environment make it necessary. Lungs identical in size with our own could readily extract sufficient oxygen-from any reasonable rarity of atmosphere were the rate of respiration increased proportionately. Or, even with the same rate of respiration, sufficient could be provided for a blood of different characteristics from our own—blood that would not require as much oxygen to perform its functions in a body with suitably altered chemical changes. Auditory nerves of vastly greater sensitivity than ours would eliminate the necessity for the grotesque ears. No, I claim that beings exactly similar to humans in appearance, with as great or greater brain power, can and probably do inhabit the planet Mars. In fact, their mental development is likely to exceed our own greatly, since Mars is a far more ancient planet and has had much more time for the evolution and education of its peoples, if such exist.”


  Walter listened attentively. Roy laughed, “Why Nils, I haven’t heard you hold forth like this in years.


  I am almost tempted to start calling you Prof again. But go on. It is extremely interesting.”


  Unheeding, the professor continued, “As regards Venus, there are no such objections. Its size is almost exactly the same as that of our earth. Its atmosphere is similar in composition and density and is known to contain water vapor. Its gravity constant is about seven-eighths of our. Centuries ago there was some doubt as to its period of rotation about its axis. Now we know for a certainty that it rotates once in about twenty-four hours—that its day is almost exactly the same length as our own. The plane of the equator inclines to that of its orbit. Thus its seasons are similar to those on earth, though of shorter duration, since its year is but 224 days in length. The surface temperature averages about ten degrees higher than that of our earth, but that is not serious. All in all, it seems very simple to conclude that life does exist on Venus and that it is inhabited by an intelligent race of beings very similar to ourselves.


  “Now, if we accept the hypothesis that life exists in intelligent form on one or both of these planets and that beings from one or the other are on their way to visit our earth, what may we expect? If these spheres approaching us are space fliers, peopled by such beings, they will be here in a very few days. If their mission is a peaceful one all will be well and we may benefit by it greatly. But if it is a warlike invasion—I shudder to think of the result. Still, ‘Necessity is the mother of invention’ and we might not fare so badly after all. However, they would surely cause great damage and loss of life before means could be found to conquer them.”


  The professor became silent. Thoughtfully he tapped the arm of his chair with his finger-tips.


  “Do you really think there is the possibility of an actual ‘War of the Worlds?’ ” eagerly asked Walter.


  “Yes I do, Walter,” answered the professor. “I cannot fully explain why I feel this way, but I have the most uncanny premonition of disaster from such a source that I simply cannot rid my mind of it.”


  Roy bent forward, startled. “Why Nils, I had the same sort of feeling this afternoon when I first heard the news,” he said. “It is a strange coincidence.”


  The professor seemed much interested. “And did you think of Munan at the same time?” he asked.


  “I did, and I thought it very peculiar.”


  The two gazed at each other in wonderment. They were remembering the telepathic faculties of certain of the Munanese. But Walter could not understand.


  For two hours they discussed the problem—considered it from every angle—and when they had exhausted their ideas they were no nearer a definite conclusion than they were at the beginning. Walter could see only adventure in any of the possibilities that were suggested, but the older men viewed it with deep concern.


  Shortly before midnight the ladies returned and the subject was dropped. The news lever of the videophone was not touched again that night.


  Walter managed to get Dorothy aside and engage her in an earnest conversation. What was said at this time will never be known to any but themselves, but when they returned to the rest of the group, they were strangely silent.


  The party broke up within an hour and cheerful and affectionate adieux were made. No further mention was made of the strange news of the day and, when they retired, Walter and his father congratulated themselves that they had kept from Thelda any hint of impending trouble.


  IV


  TWO nights later the same group was again gathered together, this time in the Nilsson apartments. And now there was no effort at concealment. There could be none; since the whole world was now apprised of the fact that some unknown danger threatened and that whatever happened would occur within the next sixty hours.


  Thelda had laughed gleefully when she found that Roy and Walter had conspired to keep the thing from her.


  “Why, Daddy dear,” she had said, rumpling Roy’s hair with both hands, “You forget my highly developed faculty of thought-reading. It is true that I have held it in abeyance since coming from Munan, but when you are troubled by anything, it always comes back to me. You were a dear for sending us out the other night, but I knew just how it was and how concerned you were. You should be punished, though, for thinking so poorly of my courage. Do you not remember the days in the cavern under Leyris, when all was in doubt, when we never knew from one day to the next whether we should leave Munan alive, whether we could save the world or not? Did I lack courage then?”


  “Indeed you did not,” replied Roy, contritely, “You were marvelous then, and still are. I was a fool to think that you would not take this heroically also.”


  “But I must confess that I am somewhat worried at that. If this thing does develop, as you and the professor seem to fear, it will mean a bloody war. Will it not?”


  “I’m afraid it will, sweetheart. And probably a more terrible war than has ever been fought on this earth—as horrible as would have been the vengeance of the Munanese. Having absolutely no weapons of defense, we should.be at their mercy and if they wished to utterly destroy us they could undoubtedly do so.”


  Thelda sighed. “Then you, my dear, and our Walter also, would be compelled to engage in combat,” she said with fear clutching at her heart.


  “No doubt we would. But do not fret yourself about it—yet. We have no certain knowledge that our fears are to be realized.”


  The Videophone spoke: “NY-14-328, NY-14-328.”


  The professor hurried in from the next room as a stern but kindly face appeared in the disc.


  “Professor Nilsson?” queried this gentleman; when he observed the professor approaching the instrument.


  “Yes, Mr. Secretary. Can I be of service to you?”


  “I believe you can. We have received a radio message at Washington from the invaders, and you are already involved. Can you leave for Washington at once and bring Roy Hamilton with you?”


  “Yes sir,” he responded, as he noted Roy’s vigorous nod of acquiescence, “We will leave in the Pioneer within ten minutes and can be in Washington in about one hour.”


  “Excellent,” approved the voice from Washington. “We shall await you in the Research building. Thank you for your prompt compliance-.”


  The voice broke off and the face disappeared from the disc. This was the Secretary of Terrestrial Scientific Research, whose features were at once recognized by all present.


  “Oh Dad, may I go?” asked Walter, at once.


  The faces of the two women, Thelda and Zora, paled. They gazed at each other with stricken countenances. Dorothy rushed to Walter and buried her head on his shoulder.


  Roy turned slowly toward Thelda and she answered his questioning look with a barely perceptible nod.


  “Very well, son,” he replied. “Make ready at once.”


  Tearfully hurried leave was taken and the three men rushed for the professor’s laboratory, where his aero reposed in its cradle on the top floor. The Pioneer had been used very little since the trip to and from Munan in 2406, but the professor had worked on it from time to time, making alterations and improvements. Walter had never seen it and was highly elated at the prospect of traveling in the craft which had carried his father and the professor on their perilous mission so many years before.


  The laboratory was reached in a few minutes and the men clambered through the entrance manhole into the ship and on to the control room. Everything was exactly as Roy had seen it for the first time twenty years before and he thrilled to the same old excitement when the professor clambered into the pilot’s seat and turned the switch that started the sphere revolving. Walter watched in amazement as he followed the professor’s movements at the controls and saw the electron-collecting cone swing around to a point under the rapidly revolving sphere to direct upon its surface the stream of waste energy which was to raise them from their position and carry them on their journey.


  THE roof of the room in which the vessel rested had been slid back and, as the rotating sphere gathered speed, the Pioneer rose vertically, majestically soaring into the night above the great city of New York. Walter did not even go to the floor port-hole to watch the city slide away beneath them as they headed southward. He had seen this wonder too many times from the regular beam-lane liners and from his own small flyabout. Now he was far more interested in the mechanism of the Pioneer, which had always been such a mystery to him. For three years he had worked in this same laboratory with the professor but never until this night had he set eyes on the craft in which he was now being carried. Vaguely he understood that this ship did not depend on the energy carried by the regular beams which radiated to all points of the globe from his city, but obtained its power from stray electrons liberated by the losses of the regular energy systems. He had never understood the need for this but now he saw more clearly its advantages. They were absolutely free lances! Nobody could control their comings and goings and they would still have their source of power if something happened to cut off the regular energy.


  While his father and the professor speculated on the contents of the radiogram and the reason for their call to Washington, Walter spent his time examining the mechanism of the ship and investigating her appointments from stem to stern. Although the professor had always maintained great secrecy regarding the Pioneer and had never explained its workings to Walter, he did not now deter him from pursuing his investigatory ramblings.


  Traveling at a speed of five hundred miles an hour, it did not take them long to reach Washington, and the three stepped into the anteroom of the Secretary’s office at the exact time promised by the professor.


  They were admitted almost immediately to a large room where sat eight men before the screen of a standard news video. These were the Secretary and his advisory council of seven. Here the approaching objects in the heavens appeared much larger and more distinct than when they had last seen them. There seemed to be fully as many as one hundred and nine which had been counted by the astronomers. Now they looked like nothing so much as soap bubbles, truly spherical, and glistening with myriad shifting and shimmering hues. Beautiful they were, but in some unaccountable way awe-inspiring too. One could almost feel, in the air of the room, the menace of the weird objects.


  Following mutual introductions, the Secretary handed to the professor a sheet of paper bearing the well known insignia of the Terrestrial Videophone Company. The three visitors read the message in silence. It was addressed to the President of the Terrestrial Government and read as follows:


  “This is a formal declaration of war against the peoples of the world by the peoples of Venus. Munan shall be avenged.” The signature was a single word, “Mador.”


  Roy and the professor gasped when they read this.


  “Now you see why I sent for you two gentlemen,” spoke the Secretary, “The reference to Munan decided me.”


  “And a very good reason it was,” replied the professor, “but let us think this over. What can be the meaning of that last sentence? And the signature seems to have a familiar sound, too.”


  “Why, Nils,” Roy burst out, “Mador was the name often mentioned by the Munanese. He was one of their most noted scientists and was very close to the Zar. He was known to be working on some highly secret problem while we were there. But it could not possibly be the same, because none escaped when the island was destroyed.”


  The professor paled, his fine features taking on an expression of comprehension and consternation.


  “It must be the same, my boy,” he said haltingly, “I see it all now. Quite probably this scientist was working on the construction of a space flier while we were engaged in our plans to destroy the island and rid the world of its menace. It must be that he had started on this trial trip of the contrivance and was away at the time the island was annihilated. If that is the case he undoubtedly had a number of Munanese with him and when they returned to find their island gone they would quite naturally set out for one of the other planets. Reaching Venus, they set about to make allies of its inhabitants and to plan a war of conquest against us. Hundreds of duplicate fliers could well have been constructed during the intervening twenty years and this is the result. You see I was right in my discussion the other evening. Life does exist on Venus and we are to learn more about it, to our sorrow.”


  WALTER was bright-eyed with excitement, but his father shook his head gravely.


  The Secretary spoke, “From your words I infer that this means a great deal to you; that you are greatly concerned. That is why I called you. Of course the entire world knows the story of the heroic efforts put forth by you and Mr. Hamilton in the Munan affair, but details are more or less forgotten in as long a time as has elapsed since that historic event. Now, with the knowledge possessed by you two regarding the activities of the Munanese, what can you offer in the way of suggestions as to a means of defense?”


  “Mr. Secretary,” the professor answered slowly, “That is a question that requires serious thought. Will you grant me until tomorrow morning to consider it?”


  “Yes indeed, Professor. But do not forget that our enemies will be upon us at noon of the third day from this. You will have but little more than forty-eight hours in which to work. Possibly the world will again be compelled to rely upon you two to save it from disaster.”


  “We shall not forget the short time, Mr. Secretary. Roy Hamilton and I will do all within our power. On the face of it, it looks pretty hopeless, but we shall see.


  I do not have a single idea as yet but it is certain that, whatever may be done, it will have to be worked out in the laboratory. In order to be prepared, I should like to request that you place one of the official laboratories at my disposal with a corps of experts to assist me. Is this possible?”


  “Most assuredly,” agreed the Secretary, “The entire resources of my department arid staff are yours. But there is one other question. Should I not order the videophone system discontinued on account of the possibility of the enemy overhearing conversations relative to the expected attack and to any defense plans which may be made?”


  “Not at all,” replied the professor, “Although we did receive a radiogram from Mador, you must remember that it was by the old code method and that he has no means of intercepting the standard videophone waves.”


  “But, Professor,” queried the Secretary, “if the enemy can transmit radio messages, even though they be of the code variety, why can they not intercept our video, which, after all, is a means of radio communication, however advanced it may be over the ancient systems?”


  The professor smiled. “I do not believe you have given that point the consideration it deserves, Mr. Secretary,” he replied, “It is true that the videophone operates through the medium of high frequency radio vibrations but, as you know, the sound waves imposed on the carrier emitted from each individual video are distorted so as to be received on an ordinary radio as a garbled sequence of sounds, which have no resemblance to the human voice. As you are also aware, each video, though transmitting distorted sounds of a nature different from those of any other video, makes its connections through a central retransmitting office, where the individual distorted wave is rectified and ‘undistorted,’ so as to be properly received by the video to which the call is being made. Otherwise there would be no assurance at all of secrecy in any videophone calls between individuals. The only exception is the General News video which transmits a highly complicated distorted wave having such a characteristic as to be receivable by all individual videos. This too could not be rectified by any receiver not having the proper rectifying equipment. It is extremely unlikely, in fact I might say practically impossible, that the enemy is able to rectify these distorted waves and make them understandable, as there are an unlimited number of combinations possible in the distorting mechanisms. No, I think there is no likelihood of danger from that source.”


  “Professor,” answered the Secretary, “I am absolutely chagrined at my failure to grasp so simple a problem as this, but in this time of stress and danger, I fear my mind is not working as it should. You are absolutely right about this as you have proved to be about many other things. Now, you will need a headquarters for your consideration of the main problem, and I wish to offer my home to you and your companions. Let us adjourn and leave for my residence at once.”


  THE Secretary conveyed the visitors in his small, speedy, private aero to his home in the outskirts of the city.


  Washington was one of the few cities in the world that still retained the old arrangement of wide streets, spacious detached dwellings, and pedestrian traffic. Of course, there were landing stages on all buildings for the aeros, but there was none of the closely massed, continuous building construction with roofed-over multiple moving ways and artificial temperature control and ventilation encountered almost everywhere else in the world. Here one could look at the stars without taking a long elevator journey to the roof-tops of a completely covered city.


  Roy, Walter and the professor were escorted to a spacious suite of rooms and there left to their own devices. The first thing they did was to establish a videophone connection with the professor’s apartments in New York. All three spoke to their loved ones and were deeply moved by the expressions of fear in the gentle faces that appeared in the disc. The ladies begged to be allowed to join them in Washington, but Roy and the professor steadfastly refused, since they feared that the initial-attack would be aimed at Washington, the seat of the Terrestrial Government.


  Far into the night the three men talked, Walter being thrilled to the core at his thus having a hand in world affairs of such great moment. Finally the professor requested that the other two retire and leave him to his own thoughts. This they did reluctantly, though they fully realized that the professor’s analytical mind could function much better in private.


  V


  NEXT morning Walter rose far earlier than was his wont and rushed into his father’s room. There he found Roy already in the shower and in much better spirits.


  “Walter, my boy,” spoke Roy, after their good mornings had been exchanged, “I have already talked with the professor and he seems to be hatching a plan. He has not slept at all and has been working that wonderful mind of his to some advantage, I am sure.”


  “Oh, that’s great, Dad,” enthused the boy. “Won’t it be marvelous if he can figure out some way of repulsing them?”


  “It sure will,” sputtered his father from the midst of the shower. “And somehow I can’t help having confidence in good old Nils. Things looked just as black in Munan, but he solved the problem there. He is a wonder.”


  By the time Roy was dressed, they heard voices in the sitting room and they entered it to find the professor in conference with the Secretary and two of his aides. The professor had taken full control of the situation and a relieved expression on the Secretary’s face had replaced his gloomy one of the night before. The professor was speaking:


  “Yes gentlemen, we are going to meet the enemy and see if we can discover the nature of their craft and the means of offense they are going to use.”


  “But how will you go?” asked the Secretary.


  “In my aero, the Pioneer, the one from which we destroyed the island of Munan.”


  “But you may be shot down by the enemy before you can learn anything of value,” the Secretary objected.


  A mysterious smile wreathed the face of the professor. “I think not,” he said, “And if you gentlemen are ready, let us go to the landing stage on the Research building and I will show you why.”


  They left at once in the little aero atop the roof of the Secretary’s house. Soon they landed on the spacious stage on the Research building.


  Walter cried out in astonishment when they landed, “Why, the Pioneer is gone!”


  “Steady boy, steady,” said the professor, with a triumphant laugh, “It’s not gone. Don’t worry.” He walked a few paces forward and stopped, beckoning the others to follow. When they reached his side he said, “Stretch forth your hands.”


  All did so, and reacted alarmedly as their fingers encountered a solid metal wall directly before them—a wall that could not be seen, though all objects on its other side were plainly observed, as if nothing intervened.


  “This is the Pioneer,” announced the professor dramatically.


  “But we saw it last night,” spoke Roy and Walter as one.


  “Not its exterior,” replied the professor. “If you remember, it was in darkness that we entered the craft. We felt our way to its manhole and it was not until we had lights inside that you saw anything. It was just as invisible last night as it is at this moment.”


  “Wonderful! Incredible! Astounding!” were remarks of the Secretary and his aides.


  “And now, let us enter,” spoke the professor. “I will explain when we reach the control room.”


  He felt along the invisible hull of the ship with his fingers until he located the manhole, through which, one by one, he assisted the other members of the party. As soon as they were inside, they could see all details of the vessel as clearly as if there was nothing out of the ordinary about it at all.


  “Now about our trip to meet the enemy,” the professor began, when all were gathered in the control room. “As you have observed, this ship is absolutely invisible to the eye of man when viewed from the outside. Likewise, nothing that it contains can be seen unless you are within. Under such conditions I am sure we can safely go out to meet our attackers without their knowledge.”


  “But how on earth was this marvel accomplished?” asked the Secretary.


  “You have undoubtedly read ‘The History of Munan,’ by Toros, one of the Munanese I brought back from the island?” queried the professor.


  “Yes—years ago,” was the reply.


  “Well, in this book, as well as in my own writings, mention was made of the fact that Zar’s aeros could be made invisible. This was accomplished by constructing the hulls from the metal munium, which was then coated with a secret substance applied like paint.”


  “Correct,” the Secretary agreed in chagrin, “I had completely forgotten. That goes to show how soon one forgets the really important things of life. It is not very complimentary to your efforts, is it?”


  “Merely human nature,” commented the professor, “And to accomplish the same result as they did I have reconstructed the Pioneer since our return from Munan, making her hull from the same metal and coating it with the same compound. I had no particular reason for doing this, so must have been guided by good fortune. But you see I had brought samples of the metal and the coating compound with me. and I found that I was able to duplicate them in the laboratory. So here we are—fully prepared for our journey, excepting that we have no means of attacking our enemy. Unluckily, I have never been able to duplicate the liquid with which the crysinum bombs of the Munanese were filled. Some of its constituents were evidently available only on their island. Had we some of those bombs now, we could demoralize our foes in a few hours.”


  THE mechanism of the vessel was explained in detail and Walter drank in this information with as avid interest as did the Secretary’s party. The fact of the stray electrons filling all space for thousands of miles around the surface of the earth impressed them all greatly—stray electrons lost from the energy systems of the world for centuries and available for use only by the professor’s vessel. His invention of the peculiar metal alloy that made it possible to collect this lost energy and put it to work, gave them such a high opinion of his ability that their confidence in him increased each minute. As the crowning proof, came the clever adaptation of the principle of Flettner of the twentieth century—the collecting of streams of electrons and directing them on the surface of a rotating sphere, instead of using the winds on rotating cylinders as had Flettner.


  “There is one feature of this attack which puzzles me,” the professor continued, “And that is the comparatively slow rate of speed at which the enemy is approaching. I have not checked the position of Venus with the astronomers but I do know that it is about 26 millions of miles from us at inferior conjunction and 160 millions of miles at superior conjunction. If we assume that it is now, say 80 millions of miles away, the speed of 1,000 miles an hour would make the journey one of nearly ten years in length. This is obviously out of the question, so I assume that these space fliers are capable of much greater speed, probably as great as one hundred thousand miles an hour, or even more, why then they are approaching at the slower speed is beyond me, unless it may be that they have figured on terrorizing our world pretty thoroughly before actually attacking. The radiogram seems to bear out this theory. What they probably did was this; they made the major portion of their journey in fifteen or twenty days; then, when within sight of our largest telescopes, they slowed down to the present speed with the idea of giving us four or five days in which to become utterly demoralized. And that is just about what we have become, judging from the reports of the General News Bureau—thoroughly demoralized.”


  “I believe your reasoning is sound, Professor,” said the Secretary, “But now, if I may interrupt, what are your immediate plans?”


  “Well, Mr. Secretary, I should like to leave at once with my two companions and some of your men and make a quick trip to look over this fleet. Possibly we can learn something of value. At least we shall know something of the nature of the approaching craft. We have provisions aboard, a videophone with the call “Special 28-A” and a beam transmitter—the one with which Munan was destroyed. The last will probably be of no value against this foe since it was designed to emit the proper frequency for setting off the crysinum bombs. However, we may just be fortunate enough to make a landing on one of the enemy craft, when our ancient hand weapons might be of some use. The main purpose of the trip though, is to reconnoiter.”


  “But can you make the trip quickly enough, and do your stray energies extend far enough into space?” the Secretary interrogated.


  “Yes, indeed. Our maximum speed, after leaving the earth’s atmosphere, is terrific. We should be able to meet them in about three hours and will then be something like fifty thousand miles from the earth. As far as the storage of stray electronic energy is concerned, I have calculated that this has now extended to a distance of no less than 300 thousand miles from the earth. In other words, it has filled space to a point some fifty thousand miles beyond our moon.”


  “Very well then,” the Secretary decided. “Go ahead, Professor. And you may take my two aides with you. Will that be enough, or shall I send more of my men?”


  “They will be quite enough,” said the professor, “And I thank you, Mr. Secretary. We will keep in touch with you by videophone and report whatever of interest occurs. In the meanwhile, it is my suggestion that the general news reports be censored in order that the confusion and disorder now spreading over the earth be kept down to a minimum. You might even order the news people to use my name and that of Roy Hamilton. Spread a little propaganda. Recall the story of Munan and tell them that we are on our way to meet the enemy. I am not so egotistic as to feel that we are bound to be successful, but the effect of such propaganda will be beneficial, anyway.”


  “Your suggestion is very good,” agreed the Secretary. “I will have it put into effect at once. Well, I can see you are anxious to be off. Here’s my hand, and good luck to you. The whole world and its resources are behind you.”


  They gripped hands and the Secretary hastened to the manhole. When the final farewell was said and the manhole bolted shut, the professor returned to the control room where the rest of the group was gathered. Walter was impatiently awaiting the start. The two aides, Fred and George Bacon, brothers, were examining the machinery of the Pioneer with great interest. Both were scientists of world repute.


  The professor’s first action was to sail the Castle Mountain observatory and obtain the exact position of the approaching fleet. He then pulled the starting switch, adjusted the controls, and headed the Pioneer skyward.


  Again they were off!


  VI


  WHEN the novelty of rising front the earth’s surface at tremendous speed and of watching it change gradually to a huge bowl with the horizon as a rim, had somewhat worn off, Walter made for the videophone. “NY-14-328,” he called.


  Soon the voice of Zora answered and Walter spent several minutes apprising her of their plans. She took it all quite stoically and was particularly pleased that they would be able to keep in touch with the voyagers by videophone. After a few minutes conversation with the mother, Walter shyly requested that Dorothy be called to the instrument. When he viewed her sweet face in the disc, he experienced a sinking sensation and had his first doubts as to whether he quite liked this trip after all. His conversation with Dorothy will not be recorded, but be it said that he was a more solemn youth when he returned, albeit his eyes shone with an excitement other than that of adventure.


  When he rejoined the rest of the Pioneer’s crew they were more than three hundred miles from the surface of the earth and the speed had accelerated to nearly two thousand miles an hour. The upper limits of the atmosphere had long since been passed. No one spoke—all eyes were glued to the screen of the periscope. The only sounds were the slight hissing of the oxygen apparatus and the ever increasing whine of the revolving sphere. The needle of the speed indicator moved steadily to the right. Within ten more minutes it pointed to the figure 8—eight thousand miles an hour was their speed. And, less than an hour out, they had traveled 3,500 miles of their journey. The earth beneath them now showed as a true globe, a tremendous sphere showing the vast expanses of continents and oceans in splendid relief. When one and a half hours had passed, the speed of the Pioneer had increased to the incredible rate of eighty thousand miles an hour—more than twenty-two miles a second! Their journey was half over and the change in the whine of the sphere told the watchers that the professor had started the deceleration of velocity. The interior of the craft was uncomfortably warm, though the refrigeration apparatus was working to full capacity.


  At this point the professor requested that Roy make a report to the Secretary and to their families. Walter followed his father in to the saloon, where the videophone was installed. It required but a few seconds to obtain the connection with the Department and when the Secretary’s face appeared in the disc they saw he was smiling broadly.


  “Well, I certainly am relieved to hear from you,” he said, “We have been somewhat anxious, as we are all aware that the Pioneer has never actually traveled at the speeds necessary in this case. How are things going?”


  “Fine, Mr. Secretary,” was Roy’s enthusiastic reply, “Professor Nilsson asked me to report that we are now 28,000 miles from the earth and that. all is well.”


  “Excellent, Mr. Hamilton. And you may report to the professor that the video is spreading the news to the four quarters of the globe. The effect on the population has been electric. Rioting, which had reached serious proportions in some localities, has now entirely ceased. The people are clamoring for news from the Pioneer and I wish you would speak to them through the News Bureau. I will transfer the connection from here.”


  Almost at once the view in the disc changed, the face of Secretary Miller giving place to the view of a large room where sat several operators at control boards and where multitudes of microphones were grouped about a receiving videophone instrument. This was the first time Roy had spoken to the entire world and he was considerably embarrassed. Mastering his feelings, he was able to speak a few words:


  “People of the world,” he began, “I am speaking from the Pioneer, about thirty thousand miles from you. We are speeding towards the enemy at the rate of nearly twelve hundred miles a minute. Professor Nilsson is at the controls and if you could all know him as I have known him for twenty-five or more years, you would have the same confidence in him that I have. Remember, he saved the world once before. I was with him in Munan and have seen him at work on as bad a problem. I know he has the determination to win this time too and wish to assure you that if there is a man in the world who can ward off the impending calamity, he is that man. Keep up your courage as we are keeping up ours. We shall advise you of developments. Thank you.”


  The operators applauded in that control room thousands of miles away and immediately the scene shifted to again picture the smiling countenance of Secretary Miller.


  “Fine, Mr. Hamilton,” he said. “You could not have said anything more appropriate. Why, you have even instilled confidence in me. Good work.”


  “Thank you,” answered Roy. “And now I should like to get in touch with my family.”


  “That’s the thing to do,” agreed the Secretary, “Don’t let your wife worry. Good-bye.”


  THE next connection established was with Roy’s own apartment and they found that Zora and Dorothy had joined Thelda there to keep her company during these trying hours.


  “Hello, Roy,” spoke Thelda’s golden voice as the connection was completed and her loved face appeared in the disc. “Is everything all right with you and Walter?”


  “Everything is fine,” answered Roy, drawing Walter over so that he could also be viewed by his mother. “So far the trip has been a great experience, more particularly for Walter. He is enjoying every minute of it. And you know there is absolutely no danger in this expedition, since we can not possibly be seen by our foes.”


  “How long will it be until you reach them?”


  “About an hour and a half, according to the professor’s statement. The sensations when traveling at our terrific pace are very novel and almost breath-taking. The effect of gravity has decreased so that we are moving about the ship like feathers in a breeze.”


  “It must be very interesting. But when you near the enemy fleet, be sure and keep close watch over our Walter, won’t you?”


  “You know I will, dear. And you folks take good care of yourselves while we are gone, too.”


  Walter then spoke to his mother and to Dorothy, after which the two returned to the control room and reported to the professor. There were no further calls and finally they sighted the enemy fleet far ahead. The Pioneer was slowed down and the professor made a wide detour to allow the mass of rapidly traveling enemy machines to pass on their earthward journey. They passed so quickly that none of the voyagers had a chance to get a good look at them and it was not until they had completely circled about and headed earthward in the rear of the fleet that they were able to examine the attacking craft closely.


  The speed of the Pioneer was reduced to but slightly more than that of the huge spherical ships and they approached the rearmost of these very slowly. Each globe reflected lights of ever shifting hue and the similarity to immense soap bubbles became more apparent. The motion was absolutely steady and, for all its rapidity, seemed almost deliberate in comparison with the speed at which they had been traveling. No sign of life was visible at the distance of something less than a mile but, as they drew closer, the observers were able to make out a flat, railed-off sort of platform atop each of the globes. Aside from these the surfaces were absolutely smooth, showing no demarcations which would indicate that they were built up from separate sections. They appeared to be cast solid from some irridescent, highly polished material of unknown nature.


  When they were within five hundred feet of one of the huge spheres which lagged somewhat behind the rest of the fleet, the professor carefully adjusted the speed of the Pioneer so that they seemed to be hovering directly over the observation platform below. All members of the party now clustered about the glass covered porthole in the floor of the control room, examining the curious craft closely. While they watched, a black spot appeared in the center of the platform. This immediately resolved itself into a circular opening and from it emerged a strange looking creature. At first they took it for some monster of inhuman mold, but it was soon apparent that this was a man, or a living being greatly resembling one, clad in a heavy suit of armor like a deep sea diver’s equipment, even to the huge helmet surmounting the ensemble and the knapsack to furnish oxygen to the helmet.


  Upon observing this, the professor grunted an exclamation.


  “Roy,” he said, “Take the controls, will you? I have an idea.”


  “Sure thing, Nils,” agreed Roy, nothing loath. He took the seat just quitted by the professor.


  Without further explanation, the professor disappeared into the rear compartment of the vessel and the group looked at one another inquiringly.


  “Whatever he has up his sleeve,” remarked Roy, “you can be sure it is going to be good. I have seen him work before, you know.”


  Walter’s excitement was contagious. Fred and George Bacon could scarcely contain themselves either.


  SOON the professor returned and the group let out a chorus of astonished exclamations when they saw him. He was accoutred almost exactly like the creature on the platform beneath them, excepting that he had not as yet screwed the helmet to the top ring of his air-tight suit.


  “Roy,” he said to the amazed pilot, “I am going to board that machine and see what I can learn.”


  “But Nils,” objected Roy, “you will be killed and then what shall we do? Don’t risk your life. It is the most important life in our world right now. Let me go.”


  “Nonsense,” said the professor, somewhat testily, “I can take care of myself. And besides, I have this.” He displayed a small pistol-like contrivance which Roy at once recognized as one of the little disintegration-ray projectors which had proved so effective at Munan.


  “Well, that makes some difference,” Roy admitted, grudgingly, “But you must be very careful. Remember, the safety of the world is in your hands. Why, I am not even sure that I could pilot the Pioneer safely back to earth if anything happened to you.”


  “Oh yes you could, my boy. And now, will you please maneuver the ship to a point about twenty-five feet above that deck?”


  As Roy complied, the professor gave his final instructions and soon revealed that the Pioneer was equipped with a number of features of which Roy had not previously known.


  A light line was dropped to the craft beneath them and a hook at the end gripped the railing behind the sole occupant of the platform. After adjusting his helmet, the professor entered an air lock and the watchers again returned to the porthole. They did not know what to expect next.


  For a minute or more they watched the movements of the figure beneath them in anxiety, momentarily expecting him to wheel about and discover the hook and line which to him would appear to extend from the nothingness of space above his head. But the man, for he was undoubtedly that, was busy taking observations with a sextant and suspected nothing.


  Suddenly a thin pencil of purplish light shot out from the direction of the air lock and this struck the observer squarely between the shoulders. The travelers on the Pioneer, excepting Roy who knew what to expect, gasped in surprise when they saw the figure in the air-tight uniform wilt and crumple before their eyes. In less time than it takes to tell, the figure was entirely gone—disappeared into thin air, or rather into the vacuum of space, leaving nothing on the platform excepting the metal helmet, the sextant, and the heavy metal shoe soles. Bones, flesh, clothing—all but the metal parts—had been entirely disintegrated by the wonderful weapon aimed by the professor.


  In a moment they saw a rope ladder slowly unfurl and leisurely descend to the deck of the great sphere. Fortunate it was for them that the enemy machine was of such huge size, for it had sufficient attraction for smaller objects in its vicinity to give them enough weight to be drawn to its surface. The professor then descended the ladder slowly and carefully, the watchers keeping anxious eyes on the opening into the strange flier in fearful expectation of another figure emerging from its depths.


  Soon the professor reached the platform and his first act was to kick the helmet and the metal soles over the edge. These slithered slowly over the smooth spherical surface of the vessel and floated off into space. The professor then picked up the sextant and waved it as a cheerful signal to those above, though he could not see them.


  He then peered into the dark circle which opened into the enemy vessel and, after a moment’s consideration, descended into its maw.


  “Well,” said Roy, “Let’s hope that everything goes well with him. He is, of course, a man of great resource and is armed with a marvelous weapon. The crew of the enemy vessel will undoubtedly be unarmed, since they could not possibly expect an attack from the rear. He should have a good chance, provided there are not too many of them.”


  Nevertheless the little group around the porthole spent an extremely anxious half hour awaiting his reappearance. Then came a shock. The Pioneer lurched and careened at a sharp angle. The vessel to which they were anchored had started off in a direction away from its fellows, and at high speed! They were being towed with it!


  Not knowing what else to do, Roy threw the controls into neutral and let the Pioneer follow. When they had trailed thus for another twenty minutes and the remainder of the fleet was completely lost to view, the motion gradually decreased until they were floating in space, absolutely stationary. The Pioneer drifted at the end of the light line like a kite.


  “KNOW, what?” said Walter, nervously.


  The others laughed. There was not much mirth in those hollow laughs though and, with white faces, they continued to watch the manhole below.


  Soon a huge, metal-encased head appeared at the opening and a figure clambered laboriously to the deck. It was not the professor! The watchers groaned as one man. All was lost!


  But no! Another figure emerged and this figure, for all the disguise of the uniform it wore, could be recognized as that of the professor. In his hand was the ray pistol, which he kept steadily trained on the broad back of the figure preceding him. A cheer went up from the four on the Pioneer as the professor waved his arm to indicate that all was well. He prodded his captive in the back with the pistol and directed him to the rope ladder. Keeping at his heels, he forced him to climb towards the Pioneer and the two made their way slowly upward until they were out of sight of the porthole. Roy rushed to the stern compartment where there were stored a number of the weapons like that used by the professor, and he armed himself with one of these also. The four voyagers stood at the inner door of the air lock and Roy trained his weapon on it when it opened to admit the professor and his captive. He kept the prisoner covered while the professor removed his own helmet and then assisted in removing the helmet and air-tight suit from the now unresisting enemy.


  The prisoner was led to a chair in the saloon, where they were astonished to hear the professor converse with him in English.


  “And now, my man, what is your name?” asked the professor.


  “I know not of what advantage the knowledge is to you,” haughtily replied the stranger, who was a heavy-set, broad-shouldered, blonde giant of a man, “but you may call me Kardos.”


  “All right, Kardos,” snapped the professor, “You understand that you are a prisoner of war. Mr. Hamilton here, will keep close watch over you while I make the necessary arrangements to take your vessel to our earth.”


  “You’re right I will, Nils,” spoke Roy. “Just go ahead with whatever you have to do and I will blow this big boy to kingdom come, if he as much as moves a finger.”


  The professor busied himself in the storage compartments while Roy kept guard over the prisoner. The other three passengers sat gazing, with mixed hate and admiration, at the splendid specimen who sat now with his head bowed in his hands.


  With a large coil of wire, a fair sized steel cable, and two ancient telephone instruments in his hands, the professor returned. He refastened his helmet and started for the air lock. With the exception of Roy, who remained with the prisoner, all returned to the porthole where they watched the professor make his way back to the enemy vessel.


  He now made the connection between the two vessels more secure by means of the steel cable. There now extended the two tie lines and the telephone wires from the hull of the Pioneer to the huge sphere beneath them? and the professor disappeared once more into the interior of the enemy machine, carrying the end of the wires and one of the telephone instruments with him. It was probably fifteen minutes before he reappeared and this time his hands were empty. After he clambered up the ladder it was withdrawn and slowly the great, glistening globe receded from them as the cables and the telephone wires were paid out from above. The professor continued to let out the lines until some two hundred feet separated the two vessels and not until then did he reappear in the saloon.


  After divesting himself of his unwieldy costume, he connected the remaining telephone instrument to the ends of the wires he had brought through sealed openings in the door of the air lock. This instrument was a curio, but the professor had a way of collecting and keeping such things, as he always figured that some time he might find use for them, however ancient their origin. The instrument, which comprised microphone and receiver mounted on one curved handle, he thrust unceremoniously into the hand of Kardos, showing him how to hold the mouthpiece and receiver in their proper positions.


  “Now Kardos,” he ordered, “You will command your pilot to proceed earthward, accelerating gradually to a speed of seventy-five thousand miles an hour, then decelerating when further instructed.”


  Kardos glowered, but finally started to speak into the mouthpiece in a guttural, foreign tongue. The professor stopped him at about the third word with a sudden jab in the ribs from the ray-pistol, with which he had again armed himself.


  “None of that,” he rasped. “Speak English. You and your pilot both know it very well. There are going to be no conversations in your own language.”


  There was nothing for Kardos to do but comply, which he did with poor grace. His orders were obeyed at once, as was evidenced by a gentle tug at the Pioneer and a lifting of its occupants from their seats due to the acceleration.


  With both the efficient hand weapons trained on the prisoner, who seemed to be taking his position more stoically now, the professor regaled his passengers with the story of what had transpired on board the enemy ship. They listened in amazement and were jubilant over the signal victory he had won, single-handed.


  VII


  BACK in Washington, Secretary Miller paced the floor of his office. About him sat a dozen or more of his men and the videophone had been constantly busy with calls from various other governmental Departments. He hesitated to call the Pioneer as he feared he might interrupt some of the professor’s proceedings. But the voyagers were now gone nearly four hours and the world was getting impatient for word from them. The assembled company was almost in a turmoil, great men as they were.


  The videophone spoke. Professor Nilsson’s face appeared in the disc and the company was electrified into close attention. The Secretary answered with relief in his voice:


  “What have you to report, Professor?” he asked. “We have captured one of the enemy ships with all of its crew and will have it in Washington inside of three hours.”


  “What?” gasped the Secretary, “You have captured one of these huge fliers? How on earth did you do it?”


  “Improbable as it may seem,” responded the professor, “it was, in actuality, quite a simple matter. After passing the enemy fleet, we found that one of the vessels was somewhat behind the others and we approached this vessel closely. Our craft being invisible, we were able to do this unseen, although there was an enemy observer on a small circular deck on the upper surface of the sphere. To this small deck I dropped a line and a rope ladder from the Pioneer, which was kept in position by Roy Hamilton. It was necessary to do this very carefully so as not to arouse the observer and I was obliged to make away with him before crawling down the ladder and entering the ship through the air-locked manhole from which he had emerged. This was accomplished by means of an ancient weapon—the obsolete ray-pistol, you know—and this same weapon later enabled me to get control of the entire vessel.”


  “But,” interrupted the Secretary, “how were you able to pass from one vessel to the other when both were in the vacuum of outer space?”


  “I was enclosed in an air-tight suit with an oxygen supply system as was the observer on the deck of the enemy ship,” the professor replied, “and fortunate it was too, since I was mistaken for the observer when I entered the ship and mingled with the crew. When I did show my true colors and turned the ray-pistol on the commander and his aides, they were so taken by surprise that I had little difficulty in getting the upper hand. Two or three of the crew endeavored to rush me, but, being entirely unsuspicious of any possible attack from the rear, they were unarmed, and after I had caused several of their number to disintegrate and vanish, the rest were so terrified by the ray-pistol as to be entirely tractable.


  “It occurred to me at once that the commander-in-chief of the fleet would undoubtedly expect periodic reports from each of his vessels by radio, so, after locking all of the crew securely in their metal-walled quarters, with the exception of the commander and one of his pilots, I forced the commander to report that his ship was out of control and would be unable to keep up with the rest of the fleet. Fortunately the orders sent back from the flag-ship were to the effect that he should do the best he could and follow slowly, if necessary remaining in position until, the fleet could return from its mission and salvage the disabled vessel.


  “I then ordered them to slacken speed and the main body of the fleet was soon lost to view. The pilot I left on his own ship, after disabling the radio so that no further communication could be had with the flag-ship and, at the point of the ray-pistol, I forced the commander to return to the Pioneer with me. Leaving him under the guard of Roy Hamilton, I revisited the enemy ship and made steel cable and telephone connections between it and the Pioneer. I strapped the telephone receiver to the head of the pilot, who was so utterly cowed by the ray-pistol that he obeyed my every order, and returned to my own vessel. Then I forced the commander, Kardos by name, to communicate with his own pilot over my telephone connection and order him to proceed to our earth over a different route than that being followed by the rest of his fleet.


  “This is now being done and the enemy vessel is towing us earthward. In order that the pilot of the enemy ship should have no opportunity of becoming unmanageable, I have sent your two men to the vessel and have equipped them with ray-pistols which they are keeping trained on him constantly. It is another fortunate circumstance that these spherical vessels of the enemy do not require the attention of the crew at the propelling machinery-and can be operated by a single man from a central control room. We have had a little trouble with Kardos, but he has now resigned himself to his capture and is as meek as the rest of the crew.


  “We shall arrive at Washington at about two P.M. and I intend to take immediate steps to investigate the construction and armament of the great sphere in detail. With this machine in our possession, we shall be in a much better position and should be able to determine some means of combatting the others when they arrive.”


  “Wonderful! Professor, wonderful!” Secretary Miller said, with enthusiasm. “We shall inform the world at once. And now you had better get in communication with your families. No doubt they are as worried as we have been.”


  “We shall do that at once. Thank you, Mr. Secretary.”


  WHEN the professor’s face vanished from the disc, the Secretary turned to the astonished assemblage.


  “Why, this man is a marvel of courage and resourcefulness,” he exclaimed. “He was never adequately honored for his wonderful work in saving our world from the Munanese, but I swear before you all that he shall be given his full measure of recognition this time. I have a feeling he is going to succeed again, too.”


  Murmurs of approval came from the prominent men present. The reaction from their recent gloom was slow in coining. It all seemed too impossible to be true. But they had seen the professor’s face as he told them of his victory. They could not doubt his sincerity and, as quickly as the truth of his statements became impressed on their stunned minds, a great hubbub of triumphant exultation swept the room.


  “Quiet, gentlemen, quiet,” spoke the Secretary. “We have work to do. The peoples of the world must be apprised at once of the eventful happenings. It will keep them from further disorder and rioting, at least until the Pioneer returns with its war prize.”


  Immediate connection was made with the General News Bureau and the Secretary spoke to the world audience. He told in glowing terms of what had been done in the skies, fifty thousand miles away. So great was his own confidence now that, when he had warmed to his subject, he was able to communicate much of it to his billions of listeners. Where hope and despair had previously alternated, carrying the populace to hitherto unknown heights and depths, now only hope remained. Possibly he made them too optimistic, but the general result was excellent.


  Thelda still entertained Zora and Dorothy in her apartments and the three women had also spent a very anxious three hours. The two mothers were calm through these trying hours, but Dorothy was inconsolable. After two hours had passed with no word from father or sweetheart she had buried herself in a divan and wept unrestrainedly. Time and again she begged permission to use the videophone and to call “Special 85-A” but the older women restrained her, fearing, as had the Secretary, that some serious plans of the adventurers might be interfered with. Just as they were about to give in to Dorothy’s tearful pleading, having become more and more worried themselves as time passed, their own call was repeated and all three rushed to the videophone.


  Dorothy was first to reach it and she laughed and cried in turn when the cheerful visage of her father appeared in the disc.


  All three listened in wonder to his tale, as had the listeners in Washington a short time previously. Roy and Walter were called to the instrument of the Pioneer and the conversation took on the gladness of a reunion.


  Dorothy’s conversation with Walter was frankly that of a maid deeply in love. Neither seemed to care whether their elders overheard or not. Walter rather shamefacedly admitted that he had, so far, taken absolutely no hand in the ‘big doings,’ as he called them. But Dorothy would have none of his self-belittlement and assured him that he would yet be the hero of the whole affair. How near she was to the truth none of them realized at the time. When the connection was broken, the three women joyfully set out for one of the public squares. They felt the need of rubbing elbows with the people of the crowds which packed all such places, watching the public videos for reports.


  They found the southbound moving ways unusually jammed for the time of day and a holiday spirit prevailed. Everyone wore a smile and the names of Roy Hamilton and Professor Nilsson were on the lips of all. They left the moving platform at 125th crossing and mingled with the crowd in Square T-17 on the sixth level. Here was a huge videophone screen, fully thirty feet in diameter, and the voice of a news announcer filled the entire area with natural distinctness, but amplified to such an extent that it completely overcame the crowd noises. Still it was not painful to the ear, but seemed rather to come from a point immediately adjacent to the individual listener in ordinary speaking volume. The scene in the disc was again that through the Castle Mountain reflector and the three women thrilled with secret pride as they watched the drifting, weaving convolutions of the approaching fleet and realized that their men had recently left the vicinity of the menacing mass with a victory to their credit.


  After a while the scene shifted to Washington, where the watchers were afforded views of the buildings and laboratories of the Research Department where preparations were being made for the arrival of the Pioneer and its prize.


  Occasionally the view of a threatening radiogram from the enemy was flashed on the screen. Mador still persisted in his effort to terrorize the world in advance. But these messages, all signed by him, were greeted by hoots and jeers. The world simply refused to be further terrified since receiving the news from the Pioneer.


  Impatiently as the crowd awaited the arrival of the adventurers in Washington, the time passed all too quickly for those most immediately concerned—Thelda, Zora, and Dorothy. The reactions of the crowd interested them more than the news. Their pride knew no bounds, though they remained unrecognized by those about them. This was a new experience for Dorothy and thrilled her to the depths of her girlish being. She had never been this far downtown in a public place and, to her, it symbolized her parents’ recognition of her grown-upness. No longer was she the school girl, to be pampered and sheltered, but a grown woman with a sweetheart, who was out there in the skies helping to make history.


  Eventually the great moment arrived and the crowds in the square grew hysterical with excitement. The great sphere, behind which the tiny Pioneer was known to be trailing, had been sighted! The view in the screen was now that of an immense landing stage and soon the watchers could make out the approaching enemy vessel. The Pioneer was of course invisible but a brilliantly scintillating soap bubble seemed to be drifting in toward the stage. Larger and larger it loomed until its hugeness in proportion to the buildings and human figures in the scene became evident.


  A resounding cheer rose from the crowd when the sphere settled to a landing and was blocked into position by scurrying figures of men who seemed like bees around a hive in comparison with its great bulk. Then, when a close-up was shown of the professor and his companions being greeted by the Secretary and his party, the crowds went absolutely insane with joy.


  The three women had had enough. Elbowing their way through the crowd, they made for the northbound moving way and were soon following the news in the comfort of the Hamilton apartments. The excitement had been almost too much for them and, womanlike, they indulged in a good cry together. But they were happier than they had been in many hours.


  VIII


  IN Washington there commenced a period of activity, the like of which had not been seen in the world capital for many years. Dense crowds packed the vicinity of the stage where the vessel from Venus had landed. It was necessary to rope off a large area to keep the crowds from interfering with the removal of the crew of the captured ship. These were conveyed by fast aeros to Barranquilla, the sole remaining prison city in the western hemisphere. Kardos, the commander of the vessel, was held in Washington for further questioning, but it was soon found that no information of value could be obtained from him. In fact his replies to the questions of his captors were so misleading as to be of less than no value. The professor therefore decided that personal examination of the mechanism of the space flier was the only means of learning its workings and of discovering what weapons the attackers would employ in warring upon the world.


  With a corps of Research Department men and with Roy and Walter as his lieutenants, he set about the difficult task. When the last of the crew had been removed, they entered the vessel and started a minute examination of its machinery and of the materials of construction.


  Measurements showed the sphere to be 481.6 feet in diameter and the thickness of its shell 13.2 feet. It appeared to have been built in one piece from some tough, strong material, a section of which was cut out for analysis. The inner surface of the shell was lined throughout with an unknown metal of the thickness of three-tenths of an inch. The purpose of this lining was not immediately evident, since it was not of sufficient thickness to add anything of strength to the tremendously thick outer shell. At the lowermost portion of the vessel was the control room. This contained a complex arrangement of electrical controls and seemed to be the center of all activities necessary for the operation of the ship and of its offensive weapons, whatever they might be. The crew’s quarters occupied the level directly above the control room, the rest of the huge sphere being crammed with floor after floor of electrical machinery and mechanisms of a nature entirely unknown to the scientists now on board.


  Though opaque and apparently of the same material as the remainder of the sphere when viewed from outside, the entire outer wall of the control room was transparent from the inside, giving an unobstructed view to the pilot.


  Careful tracing of the wiring disclosed which of the mechanisms provided the motive power. These were not examined at once, since the important thing was to determine the means of offensive warfare to be encountered. It was soon apparent that the driving mechanism was but a small part of the machinery of the vessel and this seemed to incorporate some simple means of nullifying gravity in any direction with elaborate control of this effect to provide for steering. The rest of the vessel was a huge power plant for generating electricity at tremendous voltage, but the method of application of this power could not be discovered.


  The means of starting and bringing this immense power plant to speed was soon determined but, when the scientists had accomplished this much and found that the voltage generated was of the order of three million, they could not discover how this great potential was handled or applied. True, they traced the output connections but this did not prove of much help, for one terminal of the great transformers was connected with the metallic lining of the hull, while the other terminal connected with one great metal cylinder about fifteen feet in diameter. The metal cylinder was solid and was set in the hull through an insulating bushing with its axis mounted radially with reference to the vessel itself. Further examination revealed that this metal cylinder could be moved in or out by means of a motor-driven rack and pinion mechanism. When moved forward to it’s greatest extent it was found to project some seventy feet outside the hull, exactly at the equator of the immense ball. But when the power was full on there was absolutely no indication of electrical discharge from the electrode, though the voltage differential between it and the lining of the vessel was found to agree with that shown on the meters in the control room. Tremendous power there was here, but neither the professor nor any of the other scientists were able to learn how it could be applied as a means of destroying life or property.


  The remainder of the day was spent in futile research along these lines and, late in the evening, the professor left the Research Department experts on board the vessel and repaired to one of the laboratories with the samples of various materials of which the ship was constructed. He was considerably discouraged, and asked Roy and Walter to remain with him during the experiments which he was about to conduct. This they were only too glad to do and Walter eagerly set about to help. As an assistant to the professor he was almost perfect, the carefulness and accuracy of his work having been always noted and approved by that great scientist.


  Far into the night they worked and many of the materials had been completely analyzed and classified. The most surprising thing to the professor was the composition of the hull. This proved to be built up of thin fibrous sheets, similar to ordinary pulp paper, impregnated with a phenol-resin compound and united in a solid mass under heat and tremendous pressure. This was nothing more nor less than an insulating material used extensively on earth and designated by various trade names such as Bakelite and Micarta.


  THE following morning, with the world clamoring for news, the professor had nothing of interest to report beyond the general details of construction of the enemy vessel. His efforts at seeming cheerful were successful, however, and there was as yet no renewal of the widespread discouragement and alarm that had followed the first news of the approaching enemy.


  His next experiments were with available destructive agencies and their effect on the huge bulk that reposed on the landing stage. The world was sadly lacking in such resources, all arms and ammunition of any size having been scrapped and gone these many centuries. However, there were the energy beams by means of which all power was transmitted and these were the first to be tried. Centuries ago, when the transmission of power through the ether had been perfected, it was possible to destroy battleships of the ocean and air by merely directing beams of great energy into their machinery which thereby became paralyzed, making the engine of war useless. This had been one of the primary reasons for abolishing all war from the face of the earth.


  It was quite reasonable to suppose that the same procedure might be successful against these warships from another world, but the professor had his doubts. He knew that the Munanese were fully aware of this ancient method of disabling combatants and, as Mador had been one of their best known scientists, he would undoubtedly be prepared for the use of energy beams by the otherwise unprepared peoples of the earth. He was not wrong in this assumption, as the first experiment showed.


  From the Thomas Energy Company was obtained the use of the most powerful beam transmitter in Washington and, with all the machinery of the enemy vessel in full operation, the energy of this beam was directed into the ship’s vitals. There was no effect whatever, the high speed machinery of the vessel continuing to hum musically—the many electrical instruments in the control room being unaffected in their indications. “Just as I feared,” the professor muttered, “The metallic lining evidently forms a protective shield, though our ancestors were never able to find a material which would successfully defy these same energy beams. And now, gentlemen, we must get busy in earnest. I must make a hurried trip to New York to bring certain materials from my own laboratory. I shall be gone no longer than two or three hours. In the meantime Roy and Walter will remain with the rest of you and assist in a thorough search through the enemy ship. Possibly you may find printed instructions somewhere among the effects of the officers, and even if they should be in the language of the Venerians, we should be able to have them translated in time to be of some value. We have enough experts here in Washington.”


  Before he left, he called for Walter to give him instructions as to his part in the work, but Walter was nowhere to be found. Abandoning the search after a few minutes, the professor started for his own laboratory without giving the matter much serious thought.


  IX


  THAT day was a very trying and discouraging one. When the professor returned from New York with a load of his own paraphernalia, he found that nothing of value had been found on board the enemy ship. Not only that, but Walter was still missing. Roy and he were much alarmed but it was necessary to keep on with the work. They could not let up for a minute now—the time was getting too short. By noon of the morrow the enemy would be upon them and nothing had yet been accomplished.


  Roy and the professor spent all that day and night in the laboratory, conducting experiments with the various materials from the space flier, but still had nothing to report on the following morning. When day broke and the News Bureau could tell of no progress, the public again became clamorous. Castle Mountain reported the fleet only six thousand miles away and still maintaining the speed of one thousand miles an hour. They would arrive before noon! And the world was still helpless!


  More of the threatening radiograms began pouring in from Mador. Public excitement again increased to fever pitch and, as the morning wore on, the great cities of the world began to take on the appearance of ant hills. With fear overcoming all reasoning power, the people lost their heads and started a disordered flight to the open country. This was the worst possible course they could pursue, though it was quite certain that the larger cities would be the first points attacked. However, the open country presented no opportunities for shelter or for obtaining food. All population being now concentrated in the cities, and all foodstuffs being synthetically produced therein, the countryside was deserted and wild—the farms of the ancients gone and now overrun with wilderness and wild beasts. Still the exodus grew in importance and extent, spreading to all the cities in the world.


  Secretary Miller had been called to account by the President and soon hunted out the professor to learn what was being done. He found the professor in a state of deep gloom. He had been entirely unsuccessful and was compelled to report that he could hold out no hope. Further than this, Walter was still missing and the professor’s heart was also heavy on this account. Thelda had learned of the fact and had just communicated with Roy, displaying great fear and nervousness. It was indeed a trying situation.


  In a few hours videophone reports began to come in from all over North America. The enemy fleet had spread out in groups of three spheres each and these groups had appeared over many of the principal cities. They drifted at an altitude of about five thousand feet and showered the various localities with radiograms. Their own radios were unable to rectify the distorted waves of the videophone beams—they could communicate only in the now little used code radio. Fortunate this was, for they were thus unaware of the capture of one of their ships and had no knowledge of what was transpiring on earth.


  But the campaign of terror was effective. The people were absolutely unmanageable and the casualty lists lengthened rapidly. Where Professor Nillson had, but a few hours before, been a world hero, now curses and invectives were heaped on him by the unreasoning mobs. Roy was unswerving in his loyalty and the Secretary and his entire department continued to back him. Feverishly they worked on board the enemy ship and in the laboratories.


  At one P.M. came news of the first hostile attack. Cincinnati had been completely wiped out of existence, inhabitants and all. The few who had escaped to the open country would surely starve or be destroyed by wild beasts. Reports of the catastrophe were cut off short before any details could be given, for the local videos went the way of everything else in the city.


  The next radiogram from Mador warned that Youngstown would next be destroyed. The inhabitants of that city fought and struggled to reach the country and many fatalities resulted before the enemy even arrived.


  Thelda had been prostrated by the continued absence of news from Walter and it was with dragging feet that Roy followed the professor to the Pioneer. It was decided that they should make a rapid trip to Youngstown to watch the enemy at work and learn how the destruction was accomplished. A dozen scientists from the Research Department embarked with them, as did Secretary Miller.


  CLIMBING rapidly to an altitude of ten thousand feet, the Pioneer headed for Youngstown with the driving sphere whining in ever-rising crescendo. So rapid was the acceleration that they had not been in the air more than ten minutes when the interior of the vessel became so hot they could scarcely bear it. Fifteen minutes, and with the perspiration pouring from his face and body, the professor reversed the sphere. Ten more minutes and they were stationary, far above the doomed city. This was the fastest trip the Pioneer had ever made in the lower atmosphere and its refrigeration system had been taxed to the utmost. So had the stamina of its passengers.


  In silence the professor uncovered the floor ports of the Pioneer and in silence the fifteen passengers knelt about these glass covered openings. Far below them spread the industrial city, with the forms of the spherical ships about half way between. They had huddled together like billiard balls set up in equilateral triangle formation. The hulls seemed to contact momentarily. As they did, from each there slowly projected a dark object, cylindrical in shape. These objects approached each other in the open space enclosed by the three vessels. They contacted and a blinding blue flame spouted at the point of contact. At this, the three ships rapidly receded from one another, but the arc which had formed between the three electrodes continued, spreading to a huge, sputtering, roaring flame as the distance increased.


  The roar of the tremendous arc increased to such an intensity that it became audible even through the double hull of the Pioneer. The passengers watched in awed silence as the three enemy ships, still maintaining their triangular formation, receded to three points equally spaced about a circle enclosing the city. Still the terrific arc was maintained between the electrodes. When the outermost limits of the city had been reached, the three vessels started to turn slowly on their vertical axes. This movement continued until the electrodes became tangent to the circle represented by the three, all pointing in the same direction of rotation. The great blue flaming arc now became a whirling vortex, ever curving downward to the doomed city as the spheres tilted slowly, pointing their now white-hot electrodes toward the earth at an angle of about forty-five degrees. The ground below was completely obscured from view, but the din of a roaring cyclone and the rending of solid masonry and steel girders came plainly to the ears of the spectators. It was a whitefaced group that stared wonderingly at each other when the arc abruptly ceased and the desolation of a city completely wiped out of existence was presented below. The three enemy vessels rejoined and made off towards the north in a leisurely manner.


  The professor jumped to his feet. “The atomic storm!” he shouted, “Why did I not think of it before? It was produced on a miniature scale in the laboratory as far back as the twentieth century, and in an electric arc, too. But what are we going to do to fight it?”


  The scientists were still too much shaken by what they had witnessed to even think clearly, much less to discuss the problem. Roy’s worry over Walter’s disappearance kept him mute and downcast, also. So it was a gloomy party that disembarked from the Pioneer at the Research building in Washington forty minutes later. They repaired to the Secretary’s office at once.


  X


  ZORA and Dorothy had remained with Thelda, and were doing their best to comfort her, though Dorothy was in almost as hysterical a condition as the mother. They had just received news of the loss of the city of Youngstown when the videophone again spoke. In fear and trembling Dorothy answered but her fear changed to joy when Walter’s face appeared in the disc. Thelda swooned when Dorothy shouted out the good news.


  “Oh, Walter,” said Dorothy, with a sob in her voice, “We have been so worried about you, why didn’t you let us know where you were?”


  “I’m awfully sorry, darling,” he replied, “but I am all right. I am in the Museum of Ancient History here in New York and have been so absorbed in what I was doing that I did not even note the passing of time. And I must rush back to Washington. I think I have found the way to repulse the enemy.”


  “Oh, Walter dear. That is marvelous. Do hurry. I will advise Washington right away that you are coming.”


  “All right, darling. I’ll rush to the aero terminal while you do that. Tell mother not to worry, won’t you?”


  “Yes dear. And I’m sure she’ll recover now right away. And sweetheart,” she continued, shyly, “I’m awfully proud of you. I just knew you would do something wonderful.”


  Walter laughed boyishly and with a cheerful farewell was gone. Dorothy spread the glad news through the apartment and the tonic effect on Thelda wag immediate and complete. She laughed aloud in her relief and joy, as Dorothy returned to the video to spread the news still further.


  Secretary Miller sat at his desk in conference with Roy and the professor when the call came from Dorothy. They had just about given tip hope of coping with this terrible enemy. Reports had come in of the destruction of two other cities, Houston and San Diego. The whole world was in chaos. All had given up hope. But the videophone system had been kept intact, the operators remaining heroically at their posts. The beam lane aero lines still maintained service, though few cared to travel. Otherwise all business and industry was at a standstill. The cities were gradually becoming deserted, great numbers of the population streaming out into the wilderness with what few belongings they could carry and with no attempt to hide their fear and utter demoralization. Reversion to savage instincts had already begun to crop out in certain sections.


  Roy and the professor shouted with joy when Dorothy’s sweet face appeared in the disc, and the room echoed with rejoicings when her news of Walter was repeated. The group of scientists babbled excitedly when they learned that Walter was on his way to Washington and claimed to have solved the problem with which the world had been so suddenly confronted.


  “But can it be possible that this mere boy is right in his statements?” queried the Secretary.


  “It would not surprise me at all,” the professor replied, “He is a great student and has a marvelous memory. He has worked with me for some time, you know, and, although still very young, he has already made several important scientific discoveries. What he has done, no doubt, is to pore over some ancient volumes in the museum to see what he could learn of the old arts of warfare, and has stumbled on to something.”


  An hour and a half remained before Walter would arrive and the group in the Secretary’s office waited anxiously. No further news there was of further destruction wrought by the enemy, but a constant stream of Mador’s haughty radiograms poured in. All of these referred to the final vengeance of Munan. All pointed to a long drawn war in which the enemy intended to take their own sweet time and to make the destruction of the earth’s civilization as leisurely and harrowing as possible.


  Finally Walter burst into the room and, unceremoniously, rushed to the Secretary’s desk. The professor rose to his feet and clasped the hand of the flushed and panting youth. Roy hugged him to his broad breast in sheer delight at knowing he was safe.


  “WELL,” asked the professor, “What have you found, my boy?”


  “The secret—and no mistake,” answered Walter, proudly, “Your discovery that the hull of the enemy ship is made from phenol-resin impregnated fibre set my mind to work. I remembered dimly having read something regarding certain old experiments with the material Micarta, so I rushed to New York and started looking for the information. It was necessary for me to read completely through sixteen musty tomes, but I found it. Here it is.”


  Dramatically he laid a sheet of white paper on the desk.


  With trembling fingers the professor picked this up and read aloud the copy made in Walter’s careful hand: “During recent years it was found in the research laboratories of the large electrical manufacturers that micarta and asbestos could be made to explode violently when subjected to high frequency current. The time required varied from one-half a second to about thirty seconds. These experiments were discontinued, since no particular value was attached to the discovery, it being one for which no practical use could be found.” The professor looked up solemnly.


  “He has found it all right,” he stated. “This boy has done what none of us have been able to do and the world surely will owe him a debt of gratitude. But we must hasten. There is still much to be done. We must experiment this very night on the three enemy craft now hovering so menacingly over Washington. Have I your permission to proceed, Mr. Secretary?”


  “Indeed you have,” replied that official wearily, but with new hope evident in his voice. “Go the limit.” The professor again became the human dynamo. He issued his orders with celerity and decision. The scientists started on their several missions-eagerly. None questioned the superior knowledge and ability of this man, who had once before saved the world from as great disaster as now threatened.


  The Pioneer again was the scene of activity. The professor with Roy, Walter, and Secretary Miller, reached the staunch craft just as one of the aeros of the Thomas Energy Company landed on the stage of the Research building. From this aero two of the Secretary’s men emerged and with them were half a dozen of the Thomas men carrying between them two small but complicated electrical mechanisms. These were hustled into the Pioneer and placed in accordance with the professor’s instructions. While supervising the work he talked incessantly, as was his habit when working out the details of some problem.


  “These, gentlemen,” he commenced, “you will recognize as standard beam transmitters. We shall place one in the stern compartment and one in the control room. With these we shall be able to project two beams in any desired direction, each beam capable of ionizing the air for a distance of at least ten miles. Since we have no collector on the enemy craft tuned to the proper frequency we shall have to set up our own current in the material of their shells. We do not even know the exact frequency required, but that will be easy to ascertain.


  “We are soon to receive a generator capable of producing supersonic frequencies as high as half a billion cycles per second, and we shall simply run it through its range of frequencies until we find the proper one. With our two beams of ionized air we have two electrical conductors over which we can transmit the high frequency current and with both beams in contact with one of the spheres we shall have a complete circuit. When the proper frequency is determined we shall be able to subject the micarta-like shells to a continuous current of this frequency. The very dielectric losses of the material will prove its undoing. Molecular friction. You see, the molecules become charged first positively, then negatively, with the reversals of current and shift their positions in the mass correspondingly. When the frequencies of the reversals becomes so great as to set up a terrific internal heat due to the friction between the rapidly shifting molecules, the resulting expansion is so sudden that disruption is bound to occur. I hope that a tremendously violent explosion will result.”


  He was like a boy in his enthusiasm and when the high frequency generator arrived he personally supervised its installation. By nine that evening all was in readiness and the Pioneer took off. The moon was very brilliant and they could plainly see the three menacing globes hovering high in the sky. One of these they passed so closely that they were able to hear the throb of its machinery. But they continued straight up until about ten thousand feet above the nearest of the invaders. Here the professor stabilized the Pioneer and left it hovering while he proceeded to the business at hand.


  THE enemy ship, though nearly two miles beneath them, still appeared as a great ball, reflecting the moonlight in myriad hues and tints. It was with keen satisfaction that the professor observed Walter’s excitement as he was given charge of one of the beam transmitters and was instructed in its use. This one was tested first and the faint purple haze marking its pencil-like beam was observed to move over the landscape below at the will of the operator. The second one likewise tested out satisfactorily and. Roy was stationed at this.


  At the professor’s direction, both rays were trained on the globular ship below and two small purple spots felt their way over the upper surface until they reached opposite sides of the ball somewhere near the equator. There they rested, all unknown to the beings within.


  Not until then did the professor start the high frequency generator and impose its current on the two conducting beams, but when this was accomplished to his satisfaction all on board held their breath in eager anticipation. What if the experiment were to prove a failure after all?


  The hum of the generator increased gradually in pitch, gliding smoothly up the scale of musical frequencies until it became a thin, fading scream. Then it disappeared entirely and the silence was so intense that each of the watchers became aware of the throbbing of his own pulse. The frequency indicator mounted to greater values and still there was no result below. As time passed and nothing happened, one of the men groaned. At that moment Walter exclaimed excitedly:


  “Professor! The purple spots are changing color. Hold the frequency at this point.”


  The professor adjusted the control to maintain constant frequency and he marked the spot on the indicator so as to be able to return to it again. All watched breathlessly as the two tiny purple spots changed to a bright orange, spreading rapidly in size. In less than ten seconds the great ball was a beautiful pyrotechnic display. Silently, majestically, it spread into a magnificent sunburst, lighting the countryside for miles around and showering it with numberless incandescent fragments. Seven seconds it took for the sound to reach them—then the Pioneer was rocked by the force of such a detonation as had never been heard by any of the passengers. The sound was as of a terrific thunderclap, close by, and the commotion in the atmosphere threatened to upset the vessel. Then all was again silent.


  Cheers shook the Pioneer anew and its occupants behaved like so many school children, capering and slapping each other on the back in their glee.


  But the professor proceeded immediately to the control room and set out after the other two spheres. One by one these were done away with in the manner of the first and it was a triumphant party that returned to the landing stage of the Research building. They had been away but thirty minutes.


  XI


  THAT night there was great rejoicing in Washington and in every city on the face of the earth. The General News Bureau kept the videophone going all night and, as news of the destruction of the three ships and of the rapid formation of defense plans was spread to the wilderness by fast aeros, the panic-stricken refugees gradually took heart and started a straggling return to their own homes. Shamefacedly they entered the cities, tired, dirty and bedraggled. Stealthily they left the public ways and hid themselves in their own quarters.


  The professor organized the forces of the Department of Research. All night long he and his helpers labored to have complete plans tor the defense of the world put into effect before daybreak. The Thomas Energy people collaborated to the utmost and by four A.M. reports began coming in from all over the world announcing the completion of the tandem beam transmitters. It was very fortunate that standard apparatus could be utilized; that every single city had the resources and spare equipment of the Thomas Energy Company to draw from. When the first pink of dawn colored the sky every last city had reported the completion of at least one of the defensive weapons and most of the largest cities had prepared as many as ten. An improvement over the apparatus so hastily put together on the Pioneer had been devised by the professor and this, by his instruction, was incorporated in all of those constructed on land and in the aeros that were being fitted out. The two separate beam transmitters were now coupled together so as to produce parallel rays four hundred and seventy-five feet apart, to exactly embrace one of the enemy ships and to permit of one-man directing. A telescopic sight was installed central to the two beams and this was provided with cross hairs to be centered on the spheres when in the field of vision. All of the high frequency generators were set to produce exactly the proper frequency as determined in the initial experiment.


  No sooner had the sun showed its glowing rim above the horizon than a radiogram was received from the enemy. It was evident from this that the rest of the fleet had no knowledge of the loss of the three vessels over Washington, also that the leader and instigator of the expedition was still in command. The message read:


  “This is the great day. Our next blow is to be directed at your City of New York. Remember Munan. Mador.”


  In rapid succession came other messages advising the cities of Buffalo, Kansas City, New Orleans, and Montreal to prepare for their doom. No foreign cities were mentioned, so it was presumed that the enemy intended to destroy North America first before proceeding elsewhere.


  “Now that we are prepared,” said the professor in a weary voice, as he arose stiff-kneed from the table where he had worked for eight long hours, “we had better set out in the Pioneer to sort of supervise the defense and give aid wherever it might be required. First we shall go to New York and see what can be done there.”


  “That is a good idea, Professor,” said Secretary Miller. “We will keep in touch with you constantly by video and I will have any instructions carried out that you might deem necessary.”


  Roy, Walter, and a picked force of the Research men left at once in the professor’s ship with him and a very speedy trip was made to New York. They traveled at a high altitude—about twenty thousand feet—and in less than thirty minutes were over Manhattan Island. Far beneath them was a group of three of the enemy ships and they were approaching close formation preparatory to starting the atomic storm. Since the conducting beams could not be seen in daylight, the occupants of the Pioneer did not know whether or not any were being trained on the spheres from the city below. To make certain, the professor started his own beam projectors and high frequency generator. With the Pioneer left hovering he directed the twin beams on one of the duster of three globes, just as the sputtering of the starting arc became visible. As the frequency indicator reached the mark made on its scale the preceding night, two of the spheres exploded simultaneously. The city defenders had been successful also!


  THOSE of you who witnessed the destruction of any of these monster ships from Venus will never forget the terrific force with which they were blown to atoms by the high frequency currents set up from above or below. The violence of these explosions was so great that seldom was even the tiniest fragment of vessel or occupant found. This was another piece of good luck, since great harm must have resulted had any portions of considerable size remained to be hurled to the earth.


  In this case the explosion of the first two actually blasted the third into the ocean. It landed just outside Sandy Hook with such a splash that the resulting waves swamped a number of seashore resorts along the coast. Manhattan was momentarily obscured from view of the Pioneer by swirling clouds of minute fragments which were all that remained of the destroyed vessels. Dwellers in the city afterward reported that the shock below was so great, though the explosion occurred a mile overhead, that pictures were thrown from the walls and glassware broken on the tables.


  “That third one must not escape!” shouted the professor, as he dashed into the control room and headed in the direction in which it. had been thrown.


  In a few minutes he had reached the great globe, now bobbing about on the surface of the ocean, a few miles off shore near Seabright. A giant rubber ball it seemed to be, bounced about by the hands of unseen Brobdingnagian bathers. But, for all its destructive nature, it was a beautiful thing to behold and the watchers exclaimed in admiration as it rose from its watery berth with the multi-colored, polished surface reflecting the light of the morning sun in blinding magnificence.


  It was almost with sadness that the professor directed the rays and pulled the switch which sent the high frequency current on its message of death and destruction. The great sphere was hardly five hundred feet in the air when it exploded as had its predecessors. The resulting concussion laid bare the bottom of the ocean for a space of several times the diameter of the sphere, and it seemed to the observers that the piled-up waters held their position for enough time to swallow up the powdered remnants of the destroyed ship. Then they rushed together with a crash that was heard for miles and the resulting turbulence produced a waterspout which continued for fully ten minutes.


  The videophone rvas speaking and while the professor swung the nose of his ship toward Long Island the crew was advised from Washington of the successful repulse of the enemy at Buffalo and Kansas City with the loss of six more of the enemy craft. That made twelve so far—and one captured!


  Another of the atomic-storm-producing arcs had just been started over the western end of Long Island when the Pioneer arrived. But it had not much more than started when one of the enemy ships was blown to bits by impulses from below. The other two were carried about a mile in different directions by the force of the explosion and the Pioneer headed after one of these just as a huge air liner rose from the shore of Brooklyn in pursuit of the other. These two put on speed and started for parts unknown. But, with their speed retarded by the density of the earth’s atmosphere, there was no escaping. A few seconds and all was over with them. That made sixteen!


  The crew of the Pioneer was jubilant and the reports coming in from Washington made them even more so. New Orleans saved—Montreal—Detroit—Los Angeles—Tampico. Fifteen more of the enemy vessels accounted for! Now there remained but seventy-eight, and the morning not half gone!


  BUT suddenly came a cry for help. The Pioneer was twenty thousand feet up and not an enemy ship was in sight when the Secretary’s voice excitedly called:


  “Professor! Something has gone wrong with the defense at Scranton and they report three of the enemy craft approaching. Can you get there in time?”


  “I hope so. We’ll try,” answered the professor as he returned to the controls, swinging his ship around and heading westward with maximum acceleration. In five minutes they were within sight of the city and could make out the three spherical shapes in close formation as if about to start their work of destruction.


  “Walter,” called the professor, “Do you think you can get one of them on the fly?”


  “I’ll try, sir,” replied Walter. He rushed to the telescopic sight and grasped the controls, rapidly swinging it around to the proper direction. With his eye glued to the eyepiece he called to his father:


  “Give her the juice, Dad!”


  Roy pulled the switch. The boy’s aim had been accurate, for a cloud of bursting particles obscured the vision of the distant spheres. At least one of them had been accounted for!


  Walter was so impatient he could hardly wait until the Pioneer was directly overhead. Then, without further instruction from the professor, he trained the deadly beams on first one and then the other of the fleeing survivors. Three more! And Walter had accounted for these three himself. He felt like a conqueror of old as he arose, shaking, from his position at the sighting control. Thirty-four gone!


  “Fine-work, my boy,” the professor complimented him, “I was afraid we would be too late here. But you saved the city all right.”


  Walter was no more elated than was Roy, who secretly gloated over this achievement of his boy. He was morally certain that he could not have accomplished this thing himself at the speed at which the Pioneer was traveling at the time. A great boy! he thought.


  Hour by hour the reports continued from cities all over North America of attacks by the invaders and the destruction of the great globes. Radiograms continued to come in from Mador and from the tone of these it was quite evident he was puzzled, though it was also apparent that he had not the slightest idea of how unsuccessful the attacks of his fleet had been and of the number of his ships destroyed. Evidently these were so completely taken by surprise and so quickly did they meet their fate that they had no time to apprise Mador of what was going on. But he was becoming suspicious on account of the lack of reports and, at five P.M., announced in a message that he was going to tour the North American continent and speed up the work of destruction. By the time this message was received it was calculated from reports received at Washington that eighty-one of the enemy craft had been accounted for. This, with the ship captured, left only twenty-seven with which to cope.


  What a surprise Mador was to receive when he made the rounds!


  For an hour or so no further news was received other than reports from a few cities that the enemy ships hovering in their locality had withdrawn and were no longer in view. As time went on it appeared that no further attacks were to be made that day, so the professor decided to return to Washington for the time being.


  In the Research Building great excitement prevailed. The success of the battles against the enemy had keyed everyone up to a spirit of jubilation that was as intense as had been the previous despair. Reports showed that most of the cities had nearly resumed their normal activities, though there were still missing some of the people who had fled to the wilderness. Many of these would probably never return, since they were unequipped to cope with the dangers of the wild country they had so rashly entered.


  No further messages came from Mador and it was beginning to be thought that the remaining twenty-seven of his ships had quitted the earth’s atmosphere and started a retreat to their own planet. This theory had gained such credence by six-thirty P.M. that the news announcers were proclaiming it as an almost assured fact. Then it was suddenly upset by the announcement from the observatory of Washington that the remains of the fleet had been sighted about five hundred miles above the earth’s surface. The astronomers had counted all twenty-seven of them huddled together as if in close conference. There was considerable of an uproar again when it was determined that the fleet was heading for the earth en masse, but this time it was in anticipation of the complete annihilation of the fleet which all citizens now felt confident would result.


  The fleet came at a rapid pace and it soon appeared that they were intending to attack in the hope of overpowering the cities of the earth by sheer concentration of numbers. It was no doubt Mador’s idea that the defenders had only a very few of the defensive weapons, since in all cases except one his ships had been destroyed one at a time. The course of the fleet was determined as being directed at the city of New York and, as soon as this was assured, the professor again manned the Pioneer and started for his home city with the same crew as before. Advices to the defense committee in New York started them in full preparation for a decisive engagement with the entire body of the enemy.


  XII


  THE enemy fleet had been sighted by the time the Pioneer reached New York and the roof-tops of the city swarmed with millions of people who had assembled to witness the last great battle. The three New Yorkers aboard the Pioneer were greatly concerned at seeing this, since they feared their own loved ones might have joined the throng and would be subject to danger in case any three of the enemy vessels succeeded in producing one of the atomic storms while the defenders were engaged elsewhere. This fear was further increased when two hurried videophone calls made by Walter resulted in no answer, either at his own home or that of the professor.


  But the enemy was coming and they had little time to consider the danger. Advice from the Bureau showed that there were now eleven of the beam transmitters set up at various points in Manhattan, Brooklyn, Bronx, Queens, and Staten Island. In addition, four huge air liners had been fitted out and were in their berths prepared for instant flight. The Thomas Energy people had provided special beam energy for each of these liners, the individual beams being so arranged that each could follow its own ship in any direction through any complicated maneuvers it might be required to make, and still furnish uninterrupted power.


  The Pioneer, being invisible, was enabled to rise straight up through the enemy fleet and take its position about ten thousand feet above them.


  Mador’s plan of action was immediately apparent. He first dispatched nine of his ships, in groups of three, to the altitude of four thousand feet. One group centered over Manhattan, one over Brooklyn, and one over Bronx borough. No sooner was this accomplished than each group of three was backed up by three more at an altitude of five thousand feet. The idea was evidently to start two arcs at each point simultaneously, hoping to successfully produce an atomic storm with the upper group in case the lower group was broken up from below by the defenders. Mador did not reckon with the Pioneer! But the Pioneer would indeed be kept busy if it hoped to upset Mador’s plan, since it could not possibly be in more than one location at a time.


  “Walter,” said the professor, “Your young eyes are quite evidently superior to my old ones in sighting our weapon. So I am going to appoint you our gunner for the rest of the fight.”


  “Thanks, Professor,” said Walter, “I’ll do my best.” His heart pounded madly at thought of the responsibility which was to be his. But he did not flinch. He felt sure he could duplicate his previous success at Scranton.


  “I shall maneuver the ship,” continued the professor, “And you, Roy, will please man the high frequency switch and provide current to our little beams when Walter gives the word.”


  “Righto, Nils,” responded Roy. He was nearly as enthusiastic as was his son.


  At that moment the two arcs were simultaneously started by the six ships beneath them.


  “Now Walter,” said the professor, “Get one of the upper ones. We shall have to depend on the defenders of the city to get the lower ones.”


  “Right, sir,” said Walter as he peered through the shining length of the telescopic sight, manipulating the two control wheels as he spoke.


  “Shoot, Dad,” he called breathlessly, as the cross hairs intersected the exact center of one of the spheres ten thousand feet below.


  Roy closed the switch and all watched eagerly. Less than a half second intervened. Then the great ball with its sputtering electrode went crashing into infinitely small bits. At almost the same instant one of the lower ships went the same way—then a second one. The defenders below were on the job, too! Both arcs were broken before they were well started.


  As rapidly as he could sight the beams, Walter shifted to the second of the upper spheres. It went the way of the first and immediately afterward the third of the lower ones exploded also.


  WALTER was just about to train his sight on the last of the six when one of the Research men gave a startled exclamation:


  “Look!” he shouted, “Staten Island is in trouble!” It was true. Two groups of three globes each had gotten into action over the island. One of the lower ships had already been destroyed from below but the arc from the upper three was widening in scope as they retreated from each other. The survivors of the lower group were scurrying out of range of the down-sweeping arc. The flare of the rapidly spreading vortex hid from view of those on the ground the three ships producing it. But not so the Pioneer. Her crew had an unobstructed view of the three upper ships. There was no time to lose so the Pioneer was kept in its position and Walter trained his sight on the nearest of the distant spheres. By the time he shouted, “Shoot!” to Roy the storm had commenced below and a gaping hole appeared in the roof structure of the city where the tip of the funnel had contacted. This was exactly like a Kansas “twister,” magnified in intensity a thousand times.


  But once more Walter’s eye was good and the atomic storm ceased as abruptly as it had begun. One of the ships producing it was gone. The second and third followed at once as the clearing of the air gave those below a clear view.


  The Pioneer again turned its attention to the nearer boroughs of the city. Manhattan was clear of the invaders, but over Brooklyn there appeared a new formation of six ships, with the upper arc well started and the lower one just broken up by the destruction of one of the three ships producing it, which was accomplished from below as they watched. Walter had already trained his sight on one of the upper ships when a shout came from the stern compartment:


  “Look!” called one of the Research men from his look-out at that point, “The air liners have taken off!”


  Sure enough, the four great ships had left their berths on the south shore of Long Island and were headed skyward at great speed. Each was a thousand feet long—their length more than twice the diameter of the enemy ships. But these ships, which normally carried three thousand passengers, were slender cylindrical affairs of great beauty, with blunt noses and long tapering tails.


  They had observed the same thing as had been evident to those on the Pioneer—that the upper group of attackers was obscured from view below by the flaming arc produced by the lower group, however brief its duration. The four were heading toward a point above the attackers now over Brooklyn and three of them soon reached a strategic position for putting their beams into use. The fourth, however, came in a little too close to one of the ships of the upper group where the huge arc had started. Not realizing the tremendous power released by these machines, they did not fear the result of passing so closely. But the professor knew they were headed for disaster and he cried aloud in impotent warning.


  Just then, when the liner was not a thousand feet from the nearest sphere, it seemed to halt in mid-air. Slowly it poised a moment, then like a plummet dropped sickeningly for the city far beneath. Swifter and swifter it fell until it plunged with a great crash into the roof structure of the city and disappeared in the midst of falling debris, leaving a great black canyon in the crowded upper surface of Brooklyn. The watchers in the Pioneer almost wept in the realization of the hundreds of lives lost at this point. But nothing could be done about it now. And the three remaining liners had already accounted for two of the upper enemy ships, thus breaking the arc and its threatening atomic storm.


  Another group, this time of only three, was forming over Manhattan when the videophone spoke:


  “Professor,” came the voice of Secretary Miller, “Three of the enemy ships have withdrawn and are leaving. It is believed that one of them contains the leader, Mador. We must get them or they will return to Venus and organize another and more terrible expedition against us. Start for them immediately.”


  “Very well, Mr. Secretary,” he replied, and at once searched the skies for the departing ships.


  He soon sighted them and the Pioneer started upward at an angle so sharp and with such an acceleration that its occupants were mostly thrown to the floor. Fortunately the speed of the bulky enemy craft was not so great in the denseness of the lower atmosphere and the Pioneer rapidly drew near enough for the first shot. Walter held to the sight like a leech and was soon rewarded by the great spreading puff that told of the end of one of the machines. Still the speed of the remaining two increased and they were many miles above the earth when the second one was hit. The third was still more difficult and the professor was almost doubtful of success. They had traveled so far that the air was now extremely rare, and, when ionized by the twin beams, was a very poor conductor of the high frequency current. But just when Walter likewise had about given up hope—for the beams had been trained on their mark for a full minute—success cable. With this one, though, there was not the violent explosion that had marked the destruction of its fellows. It was more of a fusing action, the great sphere slowly changing shape and commencing to melt and drip like a lighted candle. Leisurely the hull dissolved and fell away in huge, bubbling streamers. The interior was exposed to view and the crew could be seen rushing about in despair and gasping for breath in the thin air as the ship took fire and lost headway. Soon the great, smouldering, teetering cage tilted sharply and started its earthward descent.


  THE Pioneer was close enough for all on board to see the figure of a man on the remnants of the control platform shaking his fists at the earth in a violent gesture of futile rage.


  “That’s Mador, as sure as you’re a foot high,” said the professor, “And watch him. He’s going to jump.” Jump he did, with a last despairing, strangling gesture. The war was over!


  “Great Scott!” groaned Roy, with sudden realization of the possibilities, “They’ll fall in the city and kill many more of our people.”


  “I think not,” the professor reassured him, “For it seems to me that we have progressed in an eastward direction and should now be well out over the Atlantic. But we’ll follow them and see.”


  The Pioneer dropped in the wake of the wrecked ship, which, having reached denser air, was now flaming violently. They arrived at a safe altitude just in time to see the remaining twisted mass of structural metal work and machinery vanish in the depths of the ocean with a cloud of steam and boiling water marking the spot. Sighs of relief were breathed as they headed for New York.


  When they arrived over the city everything was quiet and the roof tops were deserted except for groups of workmen who were clearing up the debris around the great gaps in the upper surfaces of Staten Island and Brooklyn.


  “Now to see that our folks are safe,” said the professor. He headed the Pioneer for his own laboratory and she was soon cradled in her own berth. “Sorry to leave you fellows to your own resources,” he apologized to the Research men, “But we simply must find out how things are at our homes. And you can take the next air liner to Washington, so you will not lose much time getting back.”


  The men assured him that this arrangement was entirely to their satisfaction and. knowing his anxiety and that of his companions, did not delay them farther with the congratulations and praise they washed to bestow. The group parted company at the northbound moving way.


  XIII


  WHEN the three adventurers burst into Roy’s apartment. they found three solemn-faced women sitting before the videophone; But, on seeing them, the three women rose as one and, with cries of joy, rushed to the arms of their men. It was a joyous sextet that evening and tears gave way to laughter and merriment. The happiness of the parents was no greater than that of the two younger members of the party. And then and there consent was given and arrangements made for the marriage of Walter and Dorothy.


  Secretary Miller called the professor to the videophone and advised him that the President wished him to appear in Washington on the following day with his two companions. He hinted at a reward for their services, but the professor laughingly protested and asked only to be left alone with his family and friends until the next day. This was agreed to with good natured banter on the part of the Secretary, and the professor returned to the rest of the group.


  The women’s description of the battle as seen from the city roofs was exceedingly interesting to the men, who had viewed it only from above. The concussions had been so terrific when experienced from below that many of the thick skylights over the upper ways were broken by the numerous shocks. The three air liners destroyed five of the enemy craft altogether and returned safely to their berths. But where the fourth had fallen, its machinery paralyzed by the power radiated from the enemy ship it had neared, great damage was done. The apartments of fully five hundred families were destroyed in its crash down through the city structure and the lives of six hundred citizens in addition to those of its own crew of one hundred and fifty had been snuffed out. On Staten Island nearly eight hundred had lost their lives during the brief time in which that portion of the city was subjected to the atomic storm. And the destruction of property in those few seconds was widespread, an area over a thousand feet in diameter having been torn down through fully fifteen of the upper levels of the city. Six levels of moving ways had been entirely paralyzed and were still not in operation.


  After but little more than an hour’s conversation the men became so wearied that they could scarcely remain awake. The reaction had set in and it was agreed that they must obtain sleep and plenty of it. Small wonder there was too, for the three had slept only in brief snatches during the preceding five days. So the party broke up at an early hour, the professor taking Zora and Dorothy with him to their own apartment.


  Next day the professor was advised by Secretary Miller that the President expected him at the capitol at three P.M. with his two companions and their families. The professor notified Roy and the six met at the Washington Air Line terminal at one o’clock. There they were escorted with considerable ceremony and celebration to the great beam-lane ship that was to rush them to the world capitol.


  At two forty-five they disembarked in Washington and were immediately ushered into the presence of the Terrestrial President in his own private office, tie personally thanked the men for their work and told them of the meeting that was called for three o’clock in the assembly hall of the Capitol building. They left for this meeting, not knowing what to expect, and were completely astonished when the President led them out to the center of the platform facing an audience of fully fifty thousand people.


  Upon their entrance the audience jumped to its feet and the auditorium resounded to the din of the clapping, cheering, and whistling. All about them on the stage were the high officials of the Terrestrial Government, including the Secretaries of all Departments and the Vice-Presidents of the European, Asian, African, and South American Divisions. It was a great reception and it was with much confusion for them and with many more cheers from the crowd that the visitors were led to their seats.


  WHEN order was restored, the President stepped to the speaker’s desk before the General News Bureau videophone and addressed the two audiences, those present in the auditorium and the vastly greater audience watching and listening to the proceedings in private and public videos all over the world:


  “People of the world,” he began. “We have assembled today to give honor and thanks to Professor Nilsson and his able assistants, Roy and Walter Hamilton, for their work in saving our civilization from untold disaster—possibly from complete destruction. It is just twenty years since the professor and Roy Hamilton saved the world from the equally serious menace of the inhabitants of Munan. They were not sufficiently recognized or honored at that time, but it is our intention to make up for it now as well as is possible. I will ask the three heroes of the War of the Planets to step to the desk so that you can all view them at close range.” Roy, Walter, and the professor approached the President in great embarrassment, standing beside the large disc of the videophone and directly facing the visible audience. Again the hall rang with the plaudits of those within. The professor fidgeted and fussed. Roy and Walter appeared nervous and ill at ease. But Dorothy hugged her mother and Thelda in her glee.


  “Now, ladies and gentlemen,” the President continued, “I shall get down to cases. Kardos, the commander of the captured enemy ship, has finally been induced to talk. He has told us many things and from his revelations it is certain that further warlike moves against us are planned by the people of Venus. His story of the machinations and plottings of Mador and the Munanese he brought with him to Venus would make your blood curdle. Further than this Kardos assures us that Mars is inhabited by intelligent creatures and that they are also in league with the people of Venus and are planning an expedition of conquest to our fair planet.


  “For nearly five centuries there has been no war on our earth. Therefore no Department of War has been necessary in our unified government. But we have today organized a new Department of Defense—a department to investigate conditions on the two planets named and to prepare our world for defending itself against any attacks which might be made by them. I hereby appoint Professor Nilsson as Secretary of Terrestrial Defense.”


  The professor gazed in open-mouthed wonder, while the crowd again went wild with joy.


  “Do you accept, Professor?” asked the President.


  “Why—I guess so—and thank you for the unexpected honor,” he stammered.


  Zora beamed with pride and Dorothy could scarcely be kept to her seat, so great was her enthusiasm and anticipation.


  “Next we come to that brave lad, Walter Hamilton,” continued the President, “He it was who thought of the old book wherein he had read of the ancient experiments with material similar to that of which the hulls of the enemy vessels were composed. He it was who obtained this information for the professor, thus making possible the development of the apparatus with which those vessels were destroyed. I hereby present Walter with the highest honor which our Terrestrial Government can bestow upon a private citizen, the Medal of Distinguished Accomplishment.”


  Once more the hall rang with applause as Walter, flushing to the roots of his hair, stood close while the President pinned to the breast of his coat the coveted decoration. Needless to say, Dorothy was starry-eyed in her joy at this presentation.


  “Thank you, Mr. President,” said Walter, suddenly finding that his hands had grown unaccountably large and very much in the way. Thrusting them into his pockets, he grinned and shifted from one foot to the other.


  “And last, but by no means least,” said the President, “we come to Roy Hamilton, Walter’s father. It was he who was called to Munan a score of years ago by the golden voice of the woman who is now his helpmate and the mother of his son, whom we have just honored. His work with Professor—I should say, Secretary—Nilsson at that time, as in the present case of the War of the Planets showed great courage and the spirit of the soldier. I hereby present him also with the D. A. medal and, in addition, commission him to supervise the art work to be carried out in the building which is to be erected in Washington in memory of those who lost their lives in this, the first interplanetarian war.”


  It was Roy’s turn to be surprised and he stammered and flushed even more than had Walter. The commission was a big one and would make him independent for life in addition to increasing his prestige greatly.


  “Thank you sir,” he said simply.


  The President again spoke: “To conclude this ceremony I wish to extend the sincere gratitude of our entire world to these three. As to Secretary Nilsson—his discretionary powers in the administration of the new Department are to be absolute and he has the entire resources of the Department of Scientific Research at his disposal, as well as the captured enemy ship. I do not wish to make any definite recommendations as to the personnel of his Department, but I feel that it will be greatly to his advantage if he retains Walter Hamilton as his personal assistant in the great work he is to carry out. No doubt he will also find Roy Hamilton as loyal an ally and supporter in his new work as he has in the past.”


  The professor nodded vigorously. “You have taken the words out of my mouth, Mr. President,” he said, “I had intended to ask your advice on the very point. My two dear friends shall always be with me.”


  He grasped the hands of both as pandemonium broke loose in the hall.


  Dorothy’s pride was manifest to everyone on the platform and when Walter returned to his seat her enthusiastic hugging and kissing of the much flustered youth sent all those dignified officials into raptures of delight.


  When, a little later, the meeting broke up with wild demonstrations, Roy and the professor, with Thelda and Zora at their sides, stood in the wings, watching. Walter and Dorothy, all unmindful of the great men crowding about them, stood hand in hand, talking earnestly of the future. Pride in these two filled the hearts of the parents as they too spoke of the future and what it might hold in store for them all.


  THE END


  VENUS LIBERATED


  Harl Vincent


  WE don’t know absolutely that any of the planets are inhabited, yet some of our best scientists are firmly convinced that at least Mars has intelligent beings, and possibly Venus. The lines and ridges that can be seen through the powerful telescopes, seem to be canals built by some intelligent beings, apparently advanced in some fields of science. It is quite possible that telescopes more powerful than our most advanced present-day instruments will be built. Radio is still in its infant stages. Aviation, also, must inevitably make great strides. One or two more inventions that will tend to nullify gravitation and a combination of the perfected inventions and discoveries mentioned before, and conquering the ether for trips to other planets may not be so impossible after all. Mr. Vincent gives us, in a manner not beyond the layman’s understanding, mathematical calculations, expert advice, and reasons based on scientific fact, why such results might sometime be achieved. And, basing his story on accepted science, he gives us an excellent picture of what the inhabitants of Venus might really be like and what their life and customs might be like.


  CHAPTER I


  Psychalgia


  DOCTOR RAMON DEPOLAC, the world-renowned psychiatrist, sat near the open window of his private office on the seventy-seventh floor of the Professional Building. He gazed abstractedly across Central Park, idly considering the maneuvers of the mass of private aerocabs as they jockeyed for position at the huge landing pavilions directly across the park. The doctor meditated on the advance in aviation since Lindbergh’s remarkable feat in 1927. Now, less than twenty years later, the world was literally and indeed in the air. All surface travel had ceased. Huge air liners crossed the oceans with safety and despatch. All freight and passenger traffic on land was not on the land but over it—through the now crowded air. And New York, metropolis of the world, wrestled with a traffic problem as great as that with which it had struggled twenty years before on the streets—those multitudinous streets now used only by pedestrians.


  He chuckled as he observed a tangle of three small craft that attempted landing simultaneously on the same parking platform. Lucky it was that these modern mechanical birds were absolutely safe from being dashed Jo the earth, he thought. Fortunate for these frantic mortals that the anti-gravity materials of which their vehicles were constructed saved them from disaster even though the propelling motors became useless through a smash-up. For there were many smash-ups these days in the congested centers.


  It was the hour when the pleasure-seekers hastened to the downtown district and the lights of Broadway twinkled an almost irresistible invitation from block after block of tall buildings along the other side of the park. But the doctor was in no mood for submitting to their allure. He was tired and worn, but triumphant as well. His mind was at rest for the first time in many weeks and he gave himself over to relaxation.


  With the rush of modern life the demands on the psychiatrist had increased yearly. Human brains, worked to the limit, cracked occasionally and the prevention of mental disease and derangement was now one of the most important problems of medical science. And the profession had responded nobly to the necessity. Few there were in his line who could rank with Doctor DePolac, though thousands all over the world effected marvelous cures by means of the many instruments and methods evolved in his laboratories. And to him the entire medical profession bowed in reverence as it now seemed assured that no human mind would ever again be lost completely. True, in many cases the cure left the abused brain in a different condition than had previously existed, but always a useful mind, useful to its possessor and to society. Sometimes a great engineer, temporarily stunned in mind, would recover from the cure to find that his engineering knowledge had vanished and that in its place there had come an intimate knowledge of some entirely different science. But always it was useful—sometimes of more value than the knowledge it had replaced. Always the mind recovered full memory of human relations and attributes.


  To-night the doctor was certain of the success of his most recent experiments and, though fatigued in body, he was jubilant in mind. For many weeks he had worked himself and his corps of experts to the breaking point in the developing of the instrument which was destined to work the greatest wonders of all in the study and cure of mental troubles. The electro-telepathoscope he called this instrument and it had this day proved its ability to open the innermost recesses of the human mind to complete reading and analysis by the diagnostician.


  His clinics on the several floors he occupied in the building had long since closed, but several internes and assistants still worked in the laboratories. His private secretary also remained at her work in the outer office. Otherwise his establishment was deserted and so quiet was his retreat that he nodded and dozed beside the window. So remote from his office was the scurrying crowd of humanity on Fifth Avenue far beneath him, that not a murmur of it reached his ears. The low hum of the city’s activity acted as a soporific. He slept.


  IN the outer office Miss Sprague, the doctor’s secretary, sighed with relief as she closed her desk and covered the typewriter. Like all members of the force she had been working overtime for many weeks. There was the regular routine work, the typing of patient’s record cards, recording the appointments, making out statements, and the filing to occupy her daytime hours. Evenings it was her lot to copy the many notes made during the experiments with the new instrument. Now, with their final completion, Miss Sprague looked forward to a promised two weeks’ vacation which she sadly needed.


  She took her coat from the rack and stepped to the mirror to adjust the tight-fitting felt hat with which she covered her raven locks. As she prepared for the street and looked about her office to see that all was in order, she was startled by a commotion in the hall. The door burst open and a disheveled young man sprawled through it, landing in an ignominious heap before her astonished eyes. Behind him came Doctor Norris, one of the internes, whose face was convulsed with wrath. The two provided a spectacle which caused little Miss Sprague to voice her merriment in a silvery ripple of laughter.


  The young man picked himself up shamefacedly and Miss Sprague stepped between him and the wrathful Norris.


  “Why, John!” she said to the interne, “whatever is the matter?”


  “This fellow,” he sputtered, “came barging through the lab, shouting in a loud voice that he wanted to see Doctor DePolac. He brushed past me as if I was nobody when I told him the doctor couldn’t be seen. So I chased him to try and keep him from causing annoyance.”


  Miss Sprague laughed again. “Let me handle him, please,” she said as she turned to the intruder, who was adjusting his disordered cravat. As she looked at him she saw that he was a gentleman, a tall, well-set man of perhaps thirty years of age, with handsome, clean-cut features. But his rather wide-set gray eyes were fixed with the intensity that marked extreme mental distress, and she sobered instantly as she observed this.


  “What have you to say for yourself, sir?” she asked.


  Doctor Norris mumbled something unintelligible and left the room as the intruder gazed at the smart little feminine figure facing him so valiantly.


  “I beg your pardon, Miss,” he stammered, “but I simply must see the doctor—to-night. I can’t stand another night of it and I know he is the only one who can help me.”


  The wild look in his eyes frightened the girl. And he was so handsome, she thought.


  “What is it that you can’t stand for another night?” she asked, still more kindly.


  “Dreams—visions. Oh! I can’t tell you. It’s terrible and I shall lose my mind. I must see him. Take me to him, please.”


  The young man was babbling—incoherent, and Miss Sprague was genuinely alarmed. She knew that the doctor would respond, tired as he was, were he to get one look at this patient.


  “All right, I’ll see what I can do,” she said. “Now you sit right here in this easy chair while I go in and tell the doctor you’re here.”


  She motioned the strange caller to a seat and he seemed to calm down as he sank into its depths. Miss Sprague quietly opened the door to the inner office and stepped inside, where she was surprised to find the lights unlit and the doctor asleep. As she snapped the switch, flooding the room with soft light, the doctor sat erect with a start. He was a light sleeper.


  “What is it, Miss Sprague?” he asked.


  “Why, Doctor,” she replied, “there is a case outside that looks like an emergency to me. A fine-appearing young man who is quite evidently under a severe mental strain—psychalgia. He insists upon seeing you.”


  The great physician sighed. “Well, if it is as bad as you say I guess I shall have to see him. Show him into consulting room number three and I’ll be there directly.”


  Miss Sprague tripped into the outer office and led the young man to the consulting room with a light heart. He smiled his thanks as she left him at the. door and sped for the elevator. At last she was on her way home.


  RALPH PRESCOTT seated himself in a restfully lighted room, whose walls were lined with queer contrivances and mechanisms. To him it was all very strange but he calmed his mind and found his nervous tension abating as he realized that he was to see the great specialist after all. He had not long to wait, and he arose from his chair respectfully as Doctor DePolac entered the room. The pleasant round face with the Vandyke beard and the great kind eyes peering from behind horn-rim spectacles were well known to him from the many appearances of his photograph in the newspapers. “Doctor DePolac, I believe?” he asked politely.


  “Yes. And you wished to see me?”


  “Greatly, Doctor. I am almost frantic with worry.” Well, now let us find out what your trouble is,” said the doctor, looking at him keenly. “Kindly step to this small table and sit across from me.”


  He lighted a small, orange-tinted light which he adjusted so that its beams fell directly on the face of his patient, then sat across from him, watching his eyes intently as he talked. On the surface of the small table he placed a bright metal disc and requested Ralph to focus his eyes on the shining object.


  “Now, young man,” he said, “just keep your eyes on this little disc and rid your mind of all worries. Concentrate on the cause of your trouble or the thing which you think is the cause of it, but free your mind of all fear in the matter. Then tell me everything. Hold back nothing and I promise I can help you. But first you must tell me who you are, your business, and your residence address.”


  Ralph found himself immediately restored to confidence and the little glimmering disc played queer pranks with his eyes. It soothed him and loosened his tongue. He was conscious of the doctor’s close scrutiny as he talked.


  “I am Ralph Prescott,” he began, “son of Oliver Prescott, the department-store man. Since father’s death two years ago I have been managing his business. My home in the city is at the Hotel Easterly.”


  “Oh, yes,” the doctor broke in, “I knew your father some years ago when you were a little shaver. Now I feel acquainted. But continue. Start at the beginning and tell me all about it.”


  “It began about three weeks ago, Doctor,” he said, “one night when I had returned to my rooms from a social affair. It was about two o’clock in the morning and I was very tired. Not under the influence of liquor, you understand. I never touch it. I retired immediately and fell asleep as soon as my head touched the pillow. But I had not slept more than a few minutes when I was awakened by an unexplainable sensation. My entire body tingled as from an electric shock. Instantly every sense was alert and I sat up among the covers, with eyes open.


  “My first startled impression was that I had forgotten to turn off the bath-room light when I retired, but I saw at once that the faint light which permeated the room was of a peculiar color. A dim, wavering green radiance seemed to emanate from nowhere in particular and flickered and swayed about each object in sight. I scrambled from the bed and pinched myself to see if I was really awake. As I stood erect the tingling sensation increased and I found my body enveloped in a swirling green mist which momentarily increased in brilliancy. My vision became blurred, objects became distorted, and I rushed to my dresser, gazing into the mirror in disbelief. The eerie green radiance bathed my figure from head to foot, apparently emanating from my body in leaping, twisting streamers like angry flames. My hair stood out from my scalp like a mass of tiny, writhing tentacles, straining to tear itself away. The tingling of my skin grew to a burning, and soon permeated my whole body. I could feel the very blood in my veins coursing more rapidly and with the searing awfulness of some inhuman liquid fire. My breath came in panting gasps.


  “The green mists held weird creatures, part human, part uncanny winged beasts. These figures floated with the vivid, expanding clouds, reaching for my helpless figure in their midst. I was rooted to the spot, held by some terrible, invisible power. My eyes looked afar into some unspeakable realm where horror held sway. Leering faces, like gargoyles, peered maliciously into my immovable pupils. In the distance, seemingly many miles away, some intangible figure stretched forth its arms, controlling with slow and majestic movements of its hands the motions of the horrid creatures and of the leaping, eddying mists. Voices muttered and whispered in my ears. Soft, flabby hands pawed at my clothes, felt of my fingers and wrists, slithered clammily over my face and neck. In the dim distance the huge but indistinct commanding figure beckoned with both hands, arose to full height and vanished into the blackness from which it had appeared.


  “The tiny, fluttering creatures of the mists clutched me on all sides. There seemed to be hundreds of them and they lifted my rigid body with ease. The drifting mists became even brighter than before, whirled and stretched out into weaving ribbons, which tugged and strained to be gone. Something seemed to give way, and with a tremendous rush through screaming winds, I found myself propelled into space. With the fiendish laughter of my captors ringing in my ears, I lost all consciousness of sight and sound.


  “But the sensation of motion persisted, incredibly swift, sickening, gliding. The course of my helpless body seemed to be that of a projectile, a huge arc. Now I was over the highest point, falling ever faster. The descent became steeper, still speedier, and I soon realized that I was falling vertically with breath-taking acceleration into some fathomless, soundless abyss. Tearing strains in my tortured body told me that in some unaccountable way I was passing through solid earth, rock strata, fiery molten pools, to the heart of the earth. Mercifully, my consciousness deserted me.”


  As he finished this recital he leaned back in his chair with eyes closed as if to shut out the horrible sight.


  “And when you recovered consciousness?” the doctor asked gently.


  Ralph leaned forward again and once more fixed his eyes on the little bright disc before him.


  “DOCTOR,” he said solemnly, “when I recovered I was in a heap on the floor of my bedroom. The sun streamed through the windows and I felt remarkably well and refreshed. I put the experience down as a horrible nightmare, probably induced by something I had eaten the night before. But this was only the first time.”


  “So the same thing has been recurring frequently?” the doctor asked him.


  “Yes and no. The experience varies but it always starts with the green vapors with their horrible creatures struggling to get me to their far-away realm. Sometimes it seems that I have reached it—that they have at last had their way with me. But always I lose consciousness before the final realization and awake later to find myself alive and well. This has happened no less than ten times during the past three weeks and it has brought me to the condition in which you now see me.”


  Again his fine eyes took on the wild look, as the shimmering disc before him momentarily lost its power.


  Very gently the doctor pressed his cool finger tips against Ralph’s throbbing temples. “Now tell me,” he said, “to what further depths does the experience lead you from time to time.”


  “It is more or less indistinct, of course, but on each occasion I seem to approach more closely to the commanding figure. Last night I was so close I could have touched her if I had not lost consciousness at the precise instant.”


  “Oh, then the figure is that of a woman?” asked the doctor.


  “Yes. And a strangely beautiful one, though of huge proportions. She seems to be demanding that I accompany her somewhere, but not once have I been able to understand her commands. She smiles and beckons at times. At other times she frowns and commands. But I do not comprehend. And now I fear that the next attempt will be successful—that some horrible fate is to overtake me.”


  “Do these hallucinations always come to you during the night?”


  “No, Doctor. Twice it came upon me during my waking hours, but the sensation both times were similar, although, as I mentioned before, they are progressively obtaining a more certain influence over me.”


  “Have you lost weight, Mr. Prescott?”


  “Not more than five pounds, and that is probably because of my inability to eat regularly through sheer worry. The fear of it is ever with me and it has come to the point where I am no longer able to attend to my business. Understand, I am far from being a physical or moral coward. But this thing has undermined my will; it is like an insidious poison. And, strangely enough, though each individual experience is horrible and terrifying in the extreme, I am calmed and reassured when I reach the presence of that great commanding figure. A strange peace seems to come over me just as I lose consciousness. The fear comes afterwards. It seems always that the queenly figure expresses disappointment or rage at her failure to accomplish something, but at the time it does not seem to me that she wishes me harm. I can’t explain it.”


  “Does your work involve extreme mental overwork?” was the doctor’s next question.


  “No. It is merely the work of the average executive. We now have but three of the large stores and I have an extremely capable force of assistants.”


  “Have you ever been subject to spells of despondence, or ever worried considerably over any matter?”


  “No,” was Ralph’s reply. “In fact, I have often been considered too carefree by some of my associates, rather devil-may-care, if anything.”


  The doctor mused. “It is an unusual case,” he stated. “And I can hardly believe that it is either psychosis or neurosis. It seems as though you might actually be subjected to some outside mental influence. But—we shall see.”


  He led Ralph to a corner of the room where there was the conventional X-ray equipment with a fluoroscope screen. The doctor donned apron and gloves of lead and requested Ralph to stand between the tube and the screen. With the adjustments made, he turned a switch and the purr of a small motor-generator responded. Manipulation of another switch started a crackling noise that told Ralph of the functioning of the apparatus. But he was behind the screen and could not see what was exposed to the doctor’s view on its face.


  ON the screen there appeared in strong outline the bony structure of Ralph’s head. The brain cavity itself showed blank, as the penetration of the rays showed only the skull itself in detail. But the doctor reached for a small instrument which, when adjusted, emitted an intense beam of red light, a tiny beam no larger than a pencil. This pencil of light he directed at the image on the fluoroscopic screen and as he did so, each point at which it was directed showed distinctly the convolutions of the gray matter within the small area of its influence. Carefully the doctor covered each portion of the brain with the little beam. From time to time he asked Ralph to turn his head this way or that so as to be able to reach various portions of cerebrum or cerebellum. Eventually he turned off the power and looked thoughtfully at his patient.


  “Suppose we retire to my office and talk this thing over,” he suggested.


  Ralph followed the great man into his private sanctum and soon found himself seated comfortably and facing the doctor, who still frowned in perplexity.


  “Well, what’s the verdict, Doctor?” he asked anxiously. “Mr. Prescott, there is absolutely nothing wrong with that brain of yours. It is a perfectly healthy organ and shows no evidence of the strain you are undergoing. I can but conclude that you are the unfortunate victim of a stronger will than your own. Someone is using you as a telepathic subject, though the purpose seems incomprehensible. The manifestations are entirely foreign in nature to those usually encountered in such cases. But I have a proposition to make to you. The case is of extreme interest to me—to my profession—and I should like to follow it through. Could you arrange to remain in my establishment for a few days and submit to observation?”


  “Yes, indeed, Doctor,” was the ready reply. “I will do anything you wish. I am absolutely desperate over the matter and will do all I can to aid in your diagnosis and cure. I have complete confidence in your ability to bring relief to me.”


  “What I have in mind,” said the doctor, “is to keep you under observation until such time as you have a recurrence of the visions and I, through the medium of an instrument I have recently invented, can share the experience with you. By observing directly the impressions recorded by your brain, my assistants and I should be able to analyze the thing and reach some conclusion.”


  “Can it be done?” asked Ralph, in amazement.


  “It has been possible only during the past few days,” replied the doctor. “We are now in a position to read a man’s innermost thoughts—actually to project on a screen the brain-pictures existing in either the conscious or the sub-conscious mind. I expect the discovery to be of extreme value to the scientific world, in fact to the entire population of our earth.”


  “I should think it might well be so, though I do not know much about such matters,” said Ralph. “On the other hand, might it not also be used by unscrupulous persons to effect great damage?”


  “Yes,” smiled the doctor, “but it shall never leave the hands of the medical profession. I intend to see to it that the discovery is kept strictly under government control. And now, if you are agreeable, we can arrange for your coming here.”


  “The sooner the better,” was the instant reply.


  “To-night?”


  “Yes. I can remain now if you will allow me to telephone my hotel for clothing.”


  “Fine,” remarked the doctor, rubbing his hands. “As soon as you talk with your man I shall show you to your room here.”


  The doctor had completely forgotten his physical exhaustion and was as alert as a sparrow. His eyes beamed delightedly behind their thick lenses as he rang for an assistant.


  Ralph soon completed his instruction to his valet and followed the doctor and the newly-arrived, white-coated interne into a bare, white-walled bedroom. This was a typical hospital room and contained nothing out of the ordinary to arouse Ralph’s curiosity. He disrobed as he was requested to do and, as he crept beneath the sheets, felt more peaceful in mind than he had for many nights past. The two doctors left the room but soon returned with their arms full of complicated apparatus.


  The interne arranged on a nearby table an instrument not unlike a radio television set, but bristling with gauges and meters. By means of a short length of cable this was attached to a wall plug. Another length of cable led to a cap, strangely resembling a football player’s helmet, which Doctor DePolac fitted over Ralph’s head.


  “This is the invention of which I spoke,” said the doctor. “The viewing and recording apparatus is in an adjoining room and there we shall be on constant watch for your metal reactions, asleep or awake. Try to sleep, Mr. Prescott, and have no fear of the result of our experiment. If there is anything you desire, press the button at the head of your bed and your nurse will respond.”


  Ralph smiled assent and composed himself for sleep as the doctor turned off the light and bid him good-night. The door was closed softly and it was not long before Morpheus claimed the harassed young man for his own.


  CHAPTER II


  Theodore Crowley


  ON the west bank of the Delaware river, a few miles south of the great city of Philadelphia, sprawled the factory buildings of the Sorenson Aircraft Corporation. By day and night the sound of intense activity could be heard from within. The steady thump-thump of the ten-ton drop hammers mingled with the rapid fire tattoo of the smaller steam hammers. Occasional bursts of light from the foundry apprised night watchers that a pouring was in progress. The rumble of great cranes making their rapid way along the rails which lined the walls of each main aisle frequently drowned out the murmur of the many lathes, boring mills, and automatic screw machines. And when, at each change in shifts, the milling mass of humanity that was its army of skilled labor, belched forth to the waiting interurban air liners that bore the thousands of employees to their homes, the confusion was indescribable.


  During the ten years since his graduation from college Theodore Crowley, more familiarly known as Teddy, had spent his every waking hour within the confines of the high fence which enclosed this factory. His was the energy of complete absorption in his work and it was by his indefatigable efforts in the research laboratory that he had eventually risen to the office and title of Consulting Mechanical Engineer for the corporation. It was a position which gave him great influence in all activities of his organization and would have given him much leisure had he permitted himself to take it. But Teddy was one of those not uncommon specimens among the engineering profession, who could not rest until he had completed any job he started, and it seemed that one job followed another so rapidly that there were always no less than three in progress. Just now his force was engaged in a series of tests which, to him, were of immense importance. His enthusiasm over the seeming trend of the results was boundless.


  Teddy was one of those tall, lean mortals who seemed to be tireless. His face was always clean-shaven and, though not more than thirty-four in years, most of his once thick blond hair had disappeared, giving his narrow face the appearance of even greater length and solemnity. His steady blue eyes looked out from beneath bushy brows with an eager, questioning intensity and the angle of his tapering chin told of an indomitable will. His nervous temperament was betrayed by his constantly moving hands. Those long, powerful fingers could not rest, and were continually straying from his watch-chain to his slide-rule or to any other article that happened to be within reach.


  To-day he was disgruntled as he sat across the mahogany desk from John Sorenson, the president of the concern. Sorenson was speaking rapidly, forcefully, and Teddy toyed with the cord of his desk telephone as he listened.


  “I tell you, Crowley,” spoke his superior, “this last test of yours has cost the Company more money than it will ever be worth. What are you driving at anyway? It is time that you took us into your confidence.”


  “It is going to be a success,” replied Teddy doggedly, “and I do wish you would trust me a little longer. Have I not always produced results?”


  “Yes,” the president admitted grudgingly, “but we are not in the habit of spending thousands of dollars on experiments along lines of which we do not know the purpose. Here you have had the metallurgical department, the foundry, and your own force working overtime for more than a month. You have spent over eighteen thousand dollars of the Company’s money. And, for what? You have evaded me every time I questioned you on the matter.”


  TEDDY’S long fingers strayed nervously to the lapel of his coat. He seemed undecided as to how to reply. Silent for a moment, he suddenly struck the table with clenched fist.


  “Mr. Sorenson, I have been wrong,” he snapped out, “but this thing is so vital that I have not dared confide in anyone. I can see now that I should have taken you in my confidence and I sincerely apologize.”


  “Ah, that is better,” said the big man opposite him. “I thought it was somewhat outside your usual procedure. Now let’s hear about it.”


  He leaned back in his chair, puffing vigorously at a fat black cigar. Teddy became more at ease. He lowered his voice as he spoke.


  “I am almost certain that our competitors have men planted in our organization with the express intention of stealing any of our secret formulae and ideas that they can get hold of. In fact I have spotted two of these men already and that is the reason I have been proceeding with extreme caution. The thing I am working on at the present time must be kept an absolute secret, and not a man in the shops except myself has the slightest inkling of what it is all about.”


  Sorenson grunted his anger at the news of commercial spies in his plant. “Go ahead, Crowley,” he said.


  “To begin with,” said Teddy, “you will have to admit that the discovery of the properties of super-silicon steel by our research department was responsible for our remarkable growth, for our advantage over competition, and for the making of a lot of money for the stockholders.”


  “Discovery by yourself, you mean,” stated Sorenson. “Yes it was. And our royalties on the use of your invention have made a great many of us rich.”


  “As you know,” continued the engineer, “the safety of modern aviation is absolutely dependent on the use of this super-silicon steel, energized by our secret process in order to overcome the effect of gravity. As you also know, the energizing process is not permanent and it is necessary for all our competitors to rely upon us for re-energizing the material we originally sold them. No doubt it is primarily this secret they are trying to learn by their underhanded methods. But I think we have it well guarded.


  “So far, so good. But, did you ever stop to think that the energized metal is still far from perfect—that the effect of gravity is not completely overcome, even at the surface of the earth? This is of little importance in commercial aviation since we do not need to overcome the attraction of the earth completely. But as a scientific conquest of one of the most mysterious forces of nature, our metal is a distinct failure.”


  “Why, what do you mean?” asked Sorenson.


  “Just this. From our experimental data you will remember that at one foot above the surface of the earth, the effect of gravity is nullified approximately ninety-nine percent. Thus a vessel weighing ten thousand pounds under the full effect of gravity actually weighs only one hundred pounds when lightened by the use of our energized material. It is thus impossible for the vessel to rise from the surface without utilizing the energy of its powerful Diesel motor. This is sufficient nullification for aircraft, of course, since the ratio of decreasing effect is not great enough to get us into any danger at reasonable altitudes. At ten thousand feet the effect is still over ninety percent and the vessel does not weigh more than a thousand pounds, which weight is still easily carried by the powerful motor. And, if the motor fails and the machine falls, it is quite safe since there is no acceleration. It merely floats gently to the earth on account of the increasing counteraction of gravity as it approaches the surface. At the ground the nullification is within one-tenth of one percent complete, so the vessel weighs only ten pounds as it alights and the resulting shock is imperceptible.


  “All of this is old stuff to you, Mr. Sorenson, but it brings me to my point. Suppose we could counteract gravity completely, regardless of distance from the earth? Suppose we could even reverse its effect—literally cause a body to fall upward with accelerating speed?”


  The president gasped. “Do you mean to sit there and tell me you can actually accomplish this miracle?” he asked.


  “I am practically certain of it,” was the reply, “and should be able to prove it later in the day. My men are now assembling a metal sphere about two feet in diameter, the purpose of which is entirely unknown to them. The internal mechanism was constructed piecemeal in four different parts of the shop. The several sections of the shell were made in the tool room and assembled in the propeller shop, by special men working under my personal direction. There is not the slightest possibility that a single man outside of myself has an inkling of the use for which the complete apparatus is intended. I have been questioned by my most trusted men but have not given them even a clue. The sphere should be ready before dark and I intend to make the final test myself.


  ,Would you care to accompany me?”


  “Most certainly,” answered his superior, “and what will be the nature of this test?”


  Teddy grinned enigmatically. “Better wait until the time comes, Mr. Sorenson. But, if my calculations and previous test results are correct, you are due for a great surprise,” he said, as he arose from his chair.


  “Well go ahead,” said the president, “but I am going to be very impatient, so be sure and keep me advised as to your plans.”


  “You bet,” said Teddy, and he hurried from the office.


  President Sorenson sat in deep thought for a few minutes after this. He congratulated himself on being the employer of one of the most talented engineers in the world. Without this young man his vast fortune would never have been built. And, then and there, he made up his mind that Theodore Crowley should be richly rewarded, whatever the outcome of his latest experiment.


  TEDDY hurried from the office building and strode rapidly along the cinder path that led to the research laboratory. He was troubled in mind, for it was not clear to him what course to pursue in the remainder of the experiment. He felt assured that Sorenson would appreciate the value of his new invention, yet he hesitated to unburden himself completely to the head of the great organization. For Sorenson had acquired a reputation as a hard man at driving bargains and Teddy feared for the future of his discovery if he placed it in the hands of the corporation. The details of construction and certain metallurgical secrets, however, were locked in his brain and he felt that he could, if necessary, keep them inviolate, though it might mean the cost of his excellent position.


  He entered the laboratory building and proceeded at once to the gallery where his newest pet was being assembled. Here three of his best men were busily engaged in fitting and adjusting the various portions of the mechanism. His foreman, Steve Gillette by name, approached him when he entered the enclosure that had been erected to ward off prying eyes.


  “Boss,” Steve whispered, drawing him to one side, “there have been about seven different workmen hanging around here most of the day. Every few minutes some hunky comes busting in with a wild yarn about wanting to get some special tool that he left here day before yesterday, or something like that. And every mother’s son of them has tried to hang around and get a look at this machine we are putting together. I’m some curious myself, but these guys seem to be a whole lot more so. What do you make of it?”


  “Just a natural curiosity, I guess,” Teddy answered evasively, “but what have you been doing about it?”


  “Had a couple of them fired,” replied the foreman, “and I got the super to send the rest of them down to the city on cooked-up errands. Guess we won’t have any more trouble.”


  “That’s good, Steve. And now, let me see how you are getting along.”


  The foreman led him to a cradle wherein there reposed a spherical framework of metal which contained an amazingly intricate assemblage of machinery. The other two workmen were cutting and fitting to the skeleton framework the many curved sections of bright metal which were to form its covering. Teddy watched in silence as the work progressed. Occasionally he gave a word of advice or tightened a screw here and there himself. He was greatly satisfied with the results thus far. The apparatus would be ready sooner than he had anticipated and it appeared that his men had done their work well. Within the hour the last screw had been tightened and all that remained to be done was to fit the circular handhole cover plate that provided access to the interior of the bright spherical machine. He stepped to the telephone and called Sorenson, advising him to come to their section of the shop.


  When the hand-hole cover had been fitted and clamped home, Steve looked at his superior with a twinkle in his eye.


  “Well, Boss,” he asked, “now that you’ve got it, what are you going to do with it?”


  “I am going to take it away to play with myself,” answered Teddy, “and you fellows will never see it again. But I want to thank you all three for the good work you have done and to tell you that you will all find a little boost in your pay envelopes from this week on.”


  He was thanked by the mechanics but he could not help seeing that they were puzzled by the mechanism they had just assembled as well as by his extreme secrecy in the matter. They withdrew respectfully when Sorenson himself appeared on the scene.


  “This is the object under discussion,” Teddy told the president, pointing to the glistening sphere, “and the remainder of the experiment will be conducted in my own home. Gan you leave the Works now?”


  “Yes, indeed,” was the reply. “Let’s be on our way.” The sphere was loaded onto a small truck and trundled out to the landing field where the private aerocabs of the executives were parked during working hours. Into one of these small vehicles the workmen loaded the sphere, which proved extremely awkward to handle on account of its shape. Sorenson and Teddy seated themselves in the machine and with a sudden whirr of the powerful propellers they soared into the air. The three mechanics watched the craft disappear towards the southwest, and shrugged their shoulders resignedly as they returned to their normal tasks.


  IN a few minutes Teddy’s small craft had landed in his own yard. This little house had been the engineer’s pride for several years, though he had no family to share it with him. But with the able ministration of his Japanese servant, he had found a great measure of comfort there after his work at the factory.


  “How on earth are we to get that heavy ball into your place?” asked Sorenson.


  “Very easily,” grinned Teddy. “Watch.”


  He knelt beside his brain-child lovingly and disengaged the clamps of the hand-hole cover. Then he reached inside the sphere and manipulated some hidden control. There was a gentle humming from within and, within a few seconds, he easily lifted the contrivance by inserting a crooked finger through the small ring which had been provided at the top of the sphere.


  “It weighs only a few ounces now, you see,” he said triumphantly, “though it weighs one hundred and fifty pounds when it is not energized.”


  Sorenson gazed in wonder and followed his host as he carried his slight burden down the back steps to the cellar. Teddy grinned at his amazement.


  “You haven’t seen the half,” he remarked gaily, tossing the gleaming ball in the air and catching it easily in the palm of his hand. “But I will not keep you in the darkness much longer, Mr. Sorenson. I should explain.


  “You understand, of course, that this small sphere is but a model. But it serves to prove the accomplishment of that which I have been striving for. The shell of this ball is composed of our ordinary super-silicon steel but, instead of energizing it semi-permanently as we do in the case of the standard air craft, I energize the metal from the mechanism in the interior. Thus we can lighten or decrease the weight of the body at will and to varying degrees. In fact I have calculated that the energizing force can be increased to such a degree that not only can the force of gravity be entirely neutralized but actually reversed. I now expect to prove this to your satisfaction.”


  He led his visitor to a corner of the cellar which had been fitted up as a workshop. On the floor there reposed a platform scale of the spring balance type and, directly over it and bolted to the ceiling beams was a duplicate scale in an inverted position with its platform directly above the one on the floor. Teddy placed the sphere, with its mechanism still humming, on the lower platform. The pointer barely moved against the dial, showing that the weight of the ball was negligible. He again reached into the interior of the sphere and the whine of the mechanism slowly decreased in pitch as some rotating element within started to slow down.


  “Watch the dial,” said Teddy, springing to his feet. As the sound from the sphere grew lower and lower in tone the pointer turned steadily to the right until, when the mechanism had completely stopped, it indicated exactly one hundred and fifty-six pounds. Sorenson was speechless as he watched.


  “Now watch the reversal,” said Teddy gleefully.


  He again started the mechanism and as it gained speed the pointer of the scale gradually indicated less and less weight until it finally rested at zero. Then Teddy steadied the sphere with his hands as the whine of the machinery within continued in an ever-rising crescendo. Slowly, smoothly, the strange machine rose until it rested against the platform of the inverted scale above. Then the two men stood spellbound as the pointer of this scale left the zero point and started to register increased pressure as had the first. Steadily it mounted as the motor in the sphere turned faster and faster. Finally it rested at one hundred and fifty-two pounds when the motor had attained constant speed. The sphere weighed exactly one hundred and fifty-two pounds less than nothing.


  “Four pounds losses,” muttered the engineer. “Only about two and a half percent. Just about what I calculated.”


  He turned to Sorenson triumphantly and found that gentleman gazing at the sphere and the upper scales with eyes that could not believe, yet dared not disbelieve.


  “Why—why man alive,” stammered the amazed executive, “you have done something wonderful here.”


  “I know it,” said Teddy complacently. “Now do you see why I wanted it kept secret?”


  “I should say so. And it must be covered by patents at once. I promise you, my boy, that the company will pay you no less than a million for this invention even though you did accomplish it on our time and with our money. I will ram it down the throats of the directors without the least compunction.”


  He grasped Teddy’s hands and capered like a schoolboy.


  At that moment there was the sound of a scuffle outside the cellar window and the two startled men ran into the open air to find that Hirobumi, the Japanese servant, had captured a prowler. By a trick of jiu-jitsu he had the man’s hands pinioned behind him and the face they gazed at was contorted in agony. It was one of the men from Section K of the shop, spying on their activities. Luckily the little Jap had caught him before he had been able to see anything of value and it did not take long for Teddy to turn the prowler over to the police.


  The two men talked very seriously after the excitement was over and Sorenson was greatly concerned over the safety of the invention.


  “Why, Teddy,” he said nervously, “that sphere is not safe here. In fact I can’t think where it would be safe. What shall we do about it.”


  “Well,” was the measured reply, “I guess we had better get rid of it. That is the best way and it is no longer of value as it has proved my calculations. All details are in my mind so its loss will mean nothing.”


  They again descended the cellar steps and Teddy slowed the mechanism down to the point where the weight of the sphere was practically nothing, when he carried it to the open air. He reached inside and manipulated the control, then hastily clamped the hand-hole cover home. The sphere hung in mid-air for a moment, then started to rise. Faster and faster it sped upward until soon it was lost to view against the clear blue sky. The Jap gazed open-mouthed at this exhibition of magic.


  “There goes eighteen thousand dollars,” was Teddy’s only remark.


  Sorenson said nothing.


  CHAPTER III


  Professor Timken


  ON a hill in a beautiful section of eastern Pennsylvania stands the observatory of Strathmore College. Twenty years ago its twenty-four inch refractor had been considered one of the finest telescopes of its type in the United States, though at that time there did exist several larger ones, notably among these the forty-inch refractor at Yerkes observatory. Of course there were the reflectors, including one of one hundred inch size at Mount Wilson, and these had greater light-collecting powers. But the twenty-four inch glass had contributed greatly in the photographic work then being carried on by astronomers all over the world, and it was still a good glass, at least in the opinion of Professor Timken. He loved it like a child for he had practically grown up with it. All through his college days he had loved to admire it and he spent most of his spare hours in the dome room, even though he might be allowed only to watch. An occasional glimpse of the heavens through its thirty-six feet of length was a thrill to be remembered for days. Then after his graduation and the obtaining of further degrees he had returned to Strathmore as a full-fledged professor and was soon put in charge of astronomical work. From then on that twenty-four inch glass was his constant companion.


  With the success of the two hundred inch reflector on which work was started as far back as 1928, the reflecting type of instrument came more and more into vogue. And now, right beside his beloved refractor, there reared another and larger dome-topped building. This housed an almost completed reflector, whose mirror measured more than thirty feet in diameter. The professor resented the coming of the new giant with every fibre of his being—jealousy it was, for he knew that his old love was to be cast into the discard. He knew it would not be entirely discarded, of course, for it would always be used for purposes of instruction. But it was more or less antiquated and would become more of a curiosity than anything else with so great an instrument alongside it.


  Scarcely fifty-five years of age, the professor was a man with snowy white hair and beard, which made him seem a considerably older man. But he was strong and rugged and had made a reputation for himself that was unsurpassed among his confreres. And his contributions to science were many and authoritative.


  To-night he sat gloomily at his desk, unable to work. He stared dreamily at an illuminated photograph of the latest solar eclipse. This photograph had been made with the great reflector at Buenos Aires and showed the black disc of the moon fully eighteen inches in diameter. The corona was especially vivid and several prominences showed their flaming contours past the obscuring black disc of the earth’s satellite. Two hundred thousand miles in height, the greatest of these measured.


  Professor Timken was a dreamer and often speculated on the possibility of the existence of life on the other planets. It was thus not strange that his mind should take this turn on this particular evening. But it was a coincidence, that at this moment John Sorenson and Teddy Crowley should be mounting the steps to the observatory. He was startled from his reverie by their ring and hurried to the door.


  “Why, bless my soul, Teddy Crowley,” he exclaimed delightedly as he took the young man’s hand. “What brings you here to-night? I haven’t seen you in nearly two years.”


  “I know you haven’t, Professor,” said Teddy, “and I am ashamed of myself too. But I have been so very busy at the shop that I have scarcely had time to do anything outside. I should like you to meet Mr. Sorenson, the president of my company.”


  “I have heard of you, Sir,” said the professor gravely as he took Sorenson’s outstretched hand, “and I am extremely glad to make your acquaintance.”


  “I can say the same on both counts,” was Sorenson’s hearty response, “and I hope we are not intruding in thus calling on you so unexpectedly.”


  “Not at all,” said the professor, “I am always glad of visitors on a night like this. The atmosphere you know. After a quick change of barometer such as we experienced to-day, the changing air currents make it impossible to do any work with a telescope. The stars just flutter all over the field of vision.”


  HE led them past the ancient radio which was still used for checking up with Arlington time signals, the antiquated box with its three honeycomb coils projecting from it at crazy angles. Sorenson was very much interested as he stepped into the office and at the professor’s invitation seated himself. His eyes roved from picture to picture and finally rested on the one of the eclipse. All this was new to him, as he had never before visited an astronomical observatory. But to Teddy it was quite familiar. He had taken his course in this very place under Professor Timken and had visited him many times during the ensuing years.


  “What can I do for you, my boy?” the professor asked of Teddy.


  “I don’t just know—as yet,” said Teddy. “But I should like to have a talk with you if you have the time to listen. And I am sure you will be interested in the latest discovery made at our plant.”


  “All the time in the world, Son. And I am more than glad to see you—to-night especially. I had a little attack of the blues just before you came. That is very unusual for me.”


  Teddy asked a sudden question, “What would you say, Professor, if I were to tell you that we have succeeded in completely neutralizing gravity; that we have, in fact, succeeded in reversing it to within two and a half percent of entirety?”


  “Why, I should say that was very remarkable. Have you actually done this?”


  “Positively, Professor. Even now there is rushing into the depths of space a model in spherical form, two feet in diameter and weighing normally one hundred and fifty pounds at the earth’s surface.”


  “You don’t say. Well—well—that is surprising news,” said the professor, “but I’m not astonished at anything you accomplish, my boy. And I always felt that it would be done.”


  Sorenson listened to this conversation without interjecting a single remark. He was content to sit with folded hands and take in the words of the two scientific men, his eyes roaming about the room betimes. His was a financial mind and to him there was no romance in science. He only knew that there was money to be made. And he would reward those who helped him make it.


  Teddy continued excitedly, “Do you realize what this means, Professor? Do you realize that we can now construct a ship that is capable of traveling through outer space—to the moon—to Mars—to the edge of the universe, if necessary?”


  “Of course I realize it. But, naturally, there are other difficulties to be overcome besides that of gravity. As I see it, this gives you only your propelling force. Your ship must be very carefully constructed and equipped if it is to be safe for the occupancy of human beings in traveling through the intense cold and the vacuum of outer space.”


  “Naturally,” agreed Teddy, “and that is just why we are visiting you. We may want your help. Mr. Sorenson has agreed to appropriate three million dollars for construction of the first vessel and a portion of our plant will be devoted to this work. But he has some doubts as to the practical value of such a contrivance and of its money-making possibilities.”


  “Why, the thing is stupendous—incredible,” the professor interrupted. “Certainly there is money in it. For centuries it has been the desire of man to leave his own earth and visit the other planets. Once this becomes feasible almost anything might happen. First of all there will be scientific expeditions of exploration. These can easily obtain backing from foundations and from wealthy men interested in science. Then, after numbers of such voyages have been made and word comes back to our earth of the wonders of the other worlds, of vast deposits of gold, platinum, radium, or the like to be found on some of them, the financial world will become interested. Adventurers will flock to the distant planets and satellites. The demand for your product will be tremendous. Yes, indeed, I should say there are several fortunes in it.”


  SORENSON became alert once more.


  “That has been my thought, Professor,” said Teddy. “And I want to know if you really believe that any of the planets are inhabited by intelligent beings?”


  “I don’t see why not,” responded the professor. “At least two of them should prove habitable by beings similar to ourselves. Those two are Mars and Venus. Mercury is, I think, out of the question as it has practically no atmosphere. Still it may sustain some form of life in certain portions. Saturn is entirely hopeless since it is generally considered to be in a largely gaseous state. Jupiter is in somewhat the same class, yet both of these planets have a number of satellites which might conceivably be inhabited by some form of life. Uranus and Neptune are likewise believed to be largely gaseous, at least on the surface. But, nothing is impossible and I maintain that there are countless worlds in our universe that are inhabited by creatures in various stages of evolution, some undoubtedly much farther advanced in their evolution than the peoples of our own earth.”


  Sorenson displayed great interest now. “Do you really believe all this, Professor?” he asked.


  “I most assuredly do,” was the measured response. “Many of our recent findings bear out these suppositions to a remarkable degree. And with the new reflector which will be completed within the next few days, we should be able to learn much more of our neighbors in the solar system. But, my young friend, how do you propose to guide this gravity vessel?” he asked, turning to Teddy.


  “Very simply, Professor,” said Teddy, “I propose to build it in spherical form with the shell composed of numerous sections of super-silicon steel, each section insulated from its neighbors. The energizing mechanism will be capable of acting on any group of these sections at will or on the entire number if desired. Thus, when we leave this old earth of ours, it will only be necessary to use the maximum neutralization on the entire surface, when, with gravity reversed, we shall shoot into space like a rocket. When outside the earth’s atmosphere, we shall guide our course by shifting the energies to those particular sections, where they may become necessary. We can at will permit ourselves to be attracted to any body in the heavens. With the attraction on all sides save one counteracted, we shall literally fall to the body on which we desire to land or which we wish to observe more closely. The speed should be terrific since the acceleration, when falling toward an attracting body in the vacuum of space, will be tremendous. I am confident we can approach the speed of light if we so desire.”


  “Yes, I believe that is possible,” said the professor, “and I can pick no flaws in your arguments. But how long a time will be required to build such a vessel and how can you hide it from the curious world while it is under construction?”


  “If Mr. Sorenson agrees,” answered the engineer, “I intend to commence work at once and if all goes well, the vessel should be completed in less than two months. Most of the internal mechanism can be produced by making simple modifications in standard electrical machinery, obtainable from the large manufacturers on very short delivery. The framework of our sphere will be built up from standard steel beams and angles obtainable with equal ease. The super-silicon steel plates of the hull will be forged in our own shops in record time. I am not so sure about the assembly, as this vessel must be of considerable size. It must be not less than 140 feet in outside diameter, according to my calculations. That is an extremely difficult object to hide. And, of course, there will be an army of workmen engaged in its construction and these can hardly be expected to keep silent. But we might issue statements to the press, which would mislead the public and provide a camouflage for our real intentions.”


  “After all,” asked the professor, “is it really necessary to hide your plans?”


  “It surely is, Professor,” laughed Teddy. “If you only knew how we are spied upon by the hirelings of our competitors in this air-craft game you would not ask such a question. Why, they watch our every move and are continually on the alert to beat us at our own game. All’s fair in love, war, and business you know.”


  “Then it is indeed a problem,” said the professor gravely.


  “But we shall solve it,” interjected Sorenson. “We have cracked harder nuts than this. I’ll move heaven and earth to put this across, now that I am convinced it is the thing to do. But, one thing still puzzles me. Who is to venture on the trial trip of this contrivance?”


  “I will,” said Teddy, eagerly looking for the approval of his superior, “and I am certain that I can count on most of my men in the research department to make up the crew.”


  “Well, I myself would not be so foolhardy,” snapped Sorenson, “and I should hate to lose your services on such a gamble.”


  “It will be no gamble,” objected the engineer. “This ship will be under absolute control at all times and we can return to the earth at any time we wish. We need not land on any planet should our inspection from a safe distance make this landing appear dangerous.”


  The professor interrupted timidly, “And gentlemen, you can count on me to make the trip also. That is, if my presence would be welcomed.”


  “Why, you old sport!” exclaimed Teddy delightedly. “Nothing could please me better. And your knowledge of the heavens we are to explore would be of incalculable value in navigating the vessel. Three cheers!”


  Professor Timken beamed his pleasure at this and looked to Sorenson for confirmation.


  “There are more fools in this world than I thought,” said that gentleman testily. “But now that we are agreed I suppose we had better start the wheels at once. I leave the entire matter in your hands, Teddy, and your appropriation will be ready in the morning.”


  He waved aside the expressions of gratitude from the engineer and the astronomer, rising from his chair preparatory to leaving.


  “And now I must go,” he continued. “Do you wish to accompany me, Teddy? Or had you rather remain here for a chat with your old friend?”


  “I had rather remain a while if you have no objection,” said the younger man.


  “Very well. Good-night to you both.” The great executive was gone and the two friends shook hands in their glee, not at his leaving, but at the prospect of the great adventure before them.


  When Sorenson was safely away in his aerocab, Teddy drew a flat package from an inner pocket and spread before the professor’s eyes a sheaf of blueprints.


  “These,” he said, “are complete plans for the 140 foot ship. I did not tell Sorenson that they were in existence as these moneyed men are sometimes given to the upsetting of the best laid plans of their subordinates. But now that he has agreed I shall lay them before him at once. They never leave my pocket except in the privacy of my own rooms. But I know I can trust you and there are a few points on which I should like to have your advice.”


  The professor looked over the drawings with increasing interest and the two men sat far into the night discussing various details of the design and planning for the adventure so soon to come.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Electro-Telepathoscope


  RALPH PRESCOTT had concluded his second day in the establishment of Doctor DePolac and had not as yet experienced a recurrence of the hallucinations to which he had been subject. Now, on the third night, there was gathered a group of medical men in the room adjoining his, and these men, four in number, were clustered about a rectangular screen some three feet square. This screen shone in the semi-darkness with an indistinct and shifting radiance that indicated to the watchers that the patient had fallen asleep. A few minutes earlier his every waking thought had been registered on this same screen and in the minds of the experimenters through the medium of the inductive connection to their own brains from the helmets they wore.


  Here sat four of the most famous members of the medical world with their heads encased in extremely awkward and unbecoming metallic coverings, each with a heavy cable connection to the machine on which the viewing screen was mounted. But these great men were completely absorbed in the experiment.


  THIS invention of DePolac’s—the electro-telepathoscope—had been explained in detail to his colleagues, and those who had arrived early enough to witness some of its workings during the patient’s waking moments were absolutely astounded at the results. Instruments which permitted of partial thought-transference had been in use for several years, but never before had a machine been devised that provided for complete contact with both conscious and sub-conscious mind. Never had it been possible for thoughts to be conveyed from the mind of a subject to a number of observers as was now being done. And never before had the mental images from a subject’s brain been projected on a screen as if they were motion pictures or television reproductions. This combination of visual picturings and mental impressions provided the most complete and accurate exhibition of thought-transference yet accomplished and the visiting physicians were loud in their praise of the inventor of the instrument. True, some of the images were shortlived and indistinct, even as they are in the mind of the thinker. But, true pictures from his brain they were, and not to be misunderstood.


  Doctor DePolac did not explain all details of his apparatus, for obvious reasons, but its possibilities were self-evident. He pointed out that, by means of the picking up of both the actual ideas and the resulting mental images, it was now possible to diagnose many cases which had hitherto been hopeless on account of the necessity of using interpreters in conversing with patients who spoke only languages foreign to the knowledge of the attending physician. In the case of the electro-telepathoscope, ideas only were recorded and no translation was necessary. A man thinks in his own language but the language of thought is universal. Any sequence of ideas from the brain of the thinker would naturally be impressed on the brain of the observer as a sequence of similar ideas and would be interpreted in his own language, regardless of the tongue in which the subject might have uttered them had they been spoken thoughts. Pictures, likewise, are a universal language and any picture conjured up in the mind of a subject would be projected on the screen exactly as pictured originally.


  Thoughts, he explained, by means of the delicate mechanism of the electro-telepathoscope, are translated into complex vibrations of a frequency far higher than any encountered in the transmission of voice or power by radio-vibrations later separated into their various components and reimpressed on the brain of the observer as actual thoughts induced in his own mind or thrown on the screen as actual visual images. Thus, with the apparatus connected with the brain of a sleeper, all visions seen as in a dream become visible on the screen of the instrument, all conversation attendant upon the characters appearing in the sleeper’s dream impress themselves as duplicated thoughts in the brain of the observer.


  The learned men were startled by the sudden change in color of the screen before them. It had shifted to a pale green tint; swirling mists of eerie brightness clouded its surface. Instantly each of the doctors had the sensation of being gripped by an unknown force. Horribly distorted faces peered at them from the green mists, voices babbled in their ears. Yet not a sound was actually heard—it was entirely mental impression. The mists parted and in their midst, in the unfathomable distance, stood the figure which Ralph had previously described to Doctor DePolac.


  “Gentlemen,” the voice of the doctor broke the intense silence, “I have not told you much regarding the case of the patient in the next room. But we are now witnessing the dream or hallucination, or whatever it might be, that has driven him almost to the verge of insanity. This is extremely interesting.”


  ONLY the heavy breathing of the audience answered him. They were all suffering with the patient. His own fears came to them and silence reigned in the room. Soft flabby hands reaching from the horrible green clouds seemed to grasp each and every one of them. In exactly the manner described by the patient each was seemingly paralyzed by strange forces, picked up bodily and hurled with terrific, body-rending speed into the depths of an awful unknown realm. The majestic figure in the distance loomed larger and larger, ever beckoning. The mists leaped and twisted with the motions of its hands. Closer and closer they approached and the figure became that of a woman, a woman of strange beauty and heroic proportions. She seemed about to speak but something restrained her. There was a slowing of the rapid motions of the green mists and their attendant multitude of elfin figures. The light seemed to fade, seemed about to disappear entirely. The central figure became dim, the beautiful face took on an expression of keen disappointment. Then, with a shock to each of the watchers which later they likened to an explosion, the vision stabilized, the mists and the horrible creatures they carried vanished. Only the beckoning figure remained and she was now as clearly pictured as if she stood in their midst. She smiled triumphantly and commenced speaking. The words she uttered were in a foreign tongue but were perfectly understood by the watchers, who sat rigid in their chairs, incapable of movement.


  “Hail, being from a far distant world,” came the thoughts of that impressive figure. “At last have I succeeded. For considerable time have I attempted unsuccessfully to convey my thoughts to you through the vast distance which separates you from us. Now our minds are en rapport, though I know not who you are. Where you are I know well, for have not our scientists perfected optical instruments which have permitted me to see for myself that intelligent beings exist on your planet, so far from mine? Have they not directed waves to you over which my thoughts have been carried time and again?


  “Forgive me if my attempts to communicate with your world have caused you mental and bodily suffering. It was necessary that this be so at first, but no longer will it be required. Having once penetrated the intervening void and obtained complete contact I shall be able to communicate with you at almost any time without the initial discomfort. You are now sleeping, for I receive that impression from you, but when you are awake it will be possible for you to return answers to my transmitted thoughts.


  “However, I shall not trouble you for ten of your earth days. I shall give you my message now and allow you sufficient time to communicate it to your people and to find an answer to my pleadings. That there be no doubt in the minds of your people of the authenticity of my message, I shall arrange a demonstration on my world which your scientific men should be able to view through their optical instruments. We have endeavored to signal your world for ages but it has been evident to us that our signals were unseen. Even now we have no assurance that your optical instruments are sufficiently powerful to locate the prepared new signal. But we have hopes that they are and our signal will be of such magnitude that even with the poorest kind of instruments it should be observed. This signal is solely for the purpose of convincing your world that the thoughts you are now receiving do actually come from my planet.


  “I am Thalia, queen of the planet Venus, in your own solar system. This may seem absurd to you and to your people. They may disbelieve your word when it is given forth. But they can not disbelieve my signal. I shall now set the date and the time for this sign. During the fifth darkness from this, at one-half revolution of your earth after the sun crosses the meridian at which my thought waves are directed, we shall project into the heavens a beam of ultra-violet light. This beam will be of conical shape and will reach to a distance of about ten thousand miles from the surface of our world and across your field of vision. The base of the cone will be farthest from the planet’s surface and will be of a diameter exceeding three thousand miles. We have strong hopes that your people will be equipped sufficiently well to detect a signal of such great magnitude for ultra-violet light is invisible. Our hopes are based on the evidence of considerable scientific attainment on your world as observed by our astronomers. Likewise are our hopes of obtaining assistance from your people based on this knowledge.


  “UNLESS we obtain assistance from another world we are a doomed civilization. And we are hoping against hope that such aid is obtainable. For ourselves, though we have investigated thoroughly, we do not know how to traverse space. We have, however, searched the solar system exhaustively for another civilization of great advancement which might possibly have learned this great secret. And, to the best knowledge of our scientists, your world is the most likely. Every evidence of our optical instruments points to the existence of peoples of great scientific attainment on your world, though we find it difficult to reconcile this evidence with the fact that you have never answered our signals. Our scientists argue, however, that it is quite possible you are much farther advanced in some branches of learning than in others, quite probably in the very branches where our people are deficient. We hope to find this the case.


  “So I send my thoughts to you in pleading for aid to my harassed people. And this plea is in the nature of a warning as well. There are inhabitants of another world who have learned the secret of traversing space and it is these who have warred upon us incessantly for ages of time. They are horrible monsters in form but of the highest intelligence and they normally inhabit. . . . (Here was a thought, a group of words not translatable into an understandable equivalent in thought in the mind of any of those receiving it.) It is quite conceivable that they may turn to your world after having entirely devastated ours, which now appears to be their ultimate intention. So, if it is not possible for your people to aid ours, you may at least take warning of this menace of the skies.


  “On account of the mental strain, I shall not make this message of too great length and again I impress upon you the fact that we will give you the confirmatory sign at the time I have set. But I must tell you something of the condition we are in.


  “Our civilization dates back some sixty thousand years and we had evolved into an extremely happy, prosperous, and scientifically advanced people many centuries ago. At that time we numbered more than ten billions of souls—now we are less than a half billion. Our enemies first reached us about two hundred years ago and they have continued to ravage our world from that time to this. They arrived in a great ship capable of traveling from their abode to ours in a short space of time and immediately set about to capture hundreds of our people and carry them off. We shudder at their supposed fate—nay I should say, certain fate, for these monsters are known to consume our people as delicacies of food. They do this before our very eyes on their semi-annual returns to our planet and, on each occasion, they take more than a thousand of our number with them. These beasts, for beasts they are, can scarcely move about on our world, for their own is presumed to be much smaller and our gravity is too much for them, but they have terrible weapons—energies with which they paralyze our people, whole cities at a time, thus allowing them plenty of leisure to move about in their sluggish way and accomplish their ghastly purpose.


  “Not only have our numbers been reduced by the depredations of these monsters, but we have suffered in numbers through the alarming decline in the birth rate. Mothers hesitate to bear children who may later become food for the enemy. Sorrow and fear over-ride our once fair country.


  “In addition to the destruction of life there is the theft of our natural resources. A radio-active substance from which we obtain all of our power was once quite plentiful here, but these monsters discovered our mines and stores of the substance and on each raiding trip they make away with huge quantities of the mineral. In fact their thefts have been of such magnitude that we are now becoming very short of this valuable material.


  “Our scientists have determined that the atmosphere of your planet is almost identical with our own, that our surface gravity is only about fifteen percent less than yours, that our seasons are similar. It should thus be quite easy for any of your people to adapt themselves to life with us if you find it possible to reach us. But we hesitate to invite you here to certain death and insist that you do not consider heeding our pleas for help unless you have some engines of destruction of great power, unless you have some means of insulating yourselves from the paralyzing rays of our enemy. We have been unable to do this, but our scientists have determined from spectroscopic analysis that certain metals and minerals which are extremely rare on our planet are available to you in quantity. Possibly you can make use of some of these. In my next message I shall endeavor to apprise you of the nature of these weapons of the enemy. Certain determinations of our scientists, while they have proved of little value to us, might lead you to the discovery of methods of counteracting the terrible agencies.


  “WERE we not so desperate this plea should never have been made. In our discouragement your world is our one hope—may the Power which controls all grant it be not in vain. Thalia bids you farewell until the fifth darkness.”


  The sad, sweet smile faded. The green brilliance merged into nothingness. The screen was blank. The message was completed.


  Doctor DePolac was the first to recover. He rushed to the wall switch and a flood of normal electric light filled the room. His colleagues stared at him and at each other in amazement. They were greatly shaken and each face was as white as if its owner had seen a ghost. Doctor Rebedeau laughed a bit hysterically. He was a highly emotional little Frenchman who had done much in the line of neurological surgery. The others maintained solemn expressions.


  The Frenchman broke the silence, “Shall you awaken ze patient now, Doctor?” he inquired of DePolac.


  “A good idea,” answered the great man, who had not himself recovered his usual poise. He stepped from the room.


  Rebedeau laughed once more. “Zat is ze most wonderful exhibition of what you say?—hokum?—zat I ever saw.”


  The other two medical men frowned him into silence before Doctor DePolac re-entered the room with his sleepy-eyed patient, who was bundled into a voluminous bathrobe and who shuffled into the bright light rather dazedly. He clung to his guide like a child and was gently lowered into a large arm-chair. With his head bowed into his hands he seemed to be trying to bring himself back to earth and, with the four physicians watching in interest, he suddenly sprang to his feet and looked about him with astonishment. He gazed at the screen, observed the helmets which had not yet been removed from the heads of two of the doctors.


  “Did—did you gentlemen see and hear what I did?” he stammered.


  “I believe we did,” replied Doctor DePolac, “and I also feel that you are cured, my boy.”


  “So do I,” said Ralph excitedly. “Once this queen Thalia, or whoever she is, reached me with her thought waves, the spell was broken. But what I suffered before!”


  “That’s it exactly,” agreed the doctor. “This has been a case of enforced mental telepathy under very trying conditions and you have been going through experiences similar to the old nightmare of being chased by a lion and not being able either to escape or cry out for help. It must have been a tremendous strain, but I do not believe you will be troubled further.”


  “But,” interposed Doctor Rebedeau, “surely you do not take seriously zis nonsense about ze queen of Venus?”


  “I certainly do,” said Ralph stoutly. “Why not?”


  The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders. “Oh, very well,” he said, “but to my mind someone is, what you say?—putting one over. Me—I do not believe it.”


  At the frowns and silence of the others he stamped his feet and, without another word, rushed angrily from the room.


  “Well, that’s that,” laughed Doctor DePolac, “and I can’t say I blame him much. It seems improbable, but I must admit that I was quite convinced by the beautiful lady while this remarkable demonstration was taking place. Undoubtedly this was thought transference. Whether it actually was done from the planet Venus I am quite unprepared to say, but these thoughts were impressed on our young friend’s mind from somewhere and retransferred to ours. I shall be convinced of the source if this sign is forthcoming on the fifth night from this.”


  “But, Doctor,” asked Ralph, “will you make this public?”


  The famous psychiatrist corrugated his brow in thought. “No, I believe it is better not to,” he replied. “At least not until after we assure ourselves of the genuineness of the vision by means of the promised signal.”


  “But how shall we know of this signal without communicating with some astronomer?” asked Ralph.


  “We can’t,” said the doctor. “But fortunately I have a very dear friend, a Professor Timken, who is at the observatory of Strathmore College. We can go to him with safety and the newspapers will be no wiser. Then, if the thing proves to be a hoax, we shall not be subjected to ridicule.”


  HE addressed the two remaining physicians. “I am sure I can rely upon you two gentlemen to keep the secret, can I not?” he asked. “Of course Rebedeau will be a little difficult, but I believe I can silence him.” The two other witnesses assured DePolac and Ralph that no mention of the matter would be made by them, and after a little further discussion they took their leave. Apparently they had not much faith in the experiment, except as a remarkable demonstration of a remarkable instrument, which had permitted them to witness the peculiarly vivid dream of a partially deranged mind.


  When they were alone, Doctor DePolac gazed at Ralph long and earnestly.


  “Ralph,” he said, “if I may call you by your given name, somehow I am inclined to believe that you actually have received a telepathic message from Venus.”


  “So am I, Doctor,” said Ralph, “for how could I possibly have dreamed the thing in such detail otherwise? I know absolutely nothing of astronomy, nor of atmospheres or gravity. The language of the science is entirely unknown to me, yet all those terms were conveyed to my brain with the utmost clarity.”


  “Quite so—quite so,” said the doctor thoughtfully, “while I, on the other hand, have some knowledge of astronomy—just a bit, through my association with Professor Timken. He has always felt that some of the other planets are inhabited and this will be great news to him. My boy, I need a rest myself, and you and I are going to take a trip to Philadelphia and run out to the observatory for a talk with the professor. We shall remain there until after the time set for the signal, and somehow I feel that we shall be privileged to observe it through the telescope.”


  “But, Doctor,” said Ralph, “suppose all this is the truth. Suppose this message did actually come from Venus. It is utterly impossible for anyone from this earth to reach Venus, or to help the people of that planet in their extremity, even if they could make the trip.”


  “Yes, that is quite another matter, Ralph. But, who can tell? Our television radios were impossible too—twenty years ago. Some day someone might find means of traveling in space and then, who knows, perhaps we might be able to help—if it is not too late.”


  “But, Doctor, if this signal is to be a beam of ultraviolet light, how could it be seen, even through a telescope of great enough power? It seems to me I have read that this ultra-violet light is invisible.”


  “It is—to the human eye,” the doctor replied. “But I do know that it can be detected by means of what is known as a photo-electric cell, the element that is so vital to our television systems. Just how it would be accomplished in this case I do not know, but I am sure my friend Professor Timken will be able to find a way. At any rate, suppose you and I take the nine o’clock air liner to Philly to-morrow night?”


  “Nine o’clock it is,” said Ralph, “and now since it is not yet midnight, I think I shall return to my hotel for a good night’s rest. I’m sick of this hospital bed of yours.”


  “Don’t blame you,” smiled the doctor. “I’ll wait until you dress and we’ll leave together.”


  It did not require much time for Ralph to don his street clothes and pack his small bag. Within fifteen minutes, he and the doctor parted at the door of the Professional Building, each going his own way with the spirit of adventure stirring in his bosom.


  CHAPTER V


  Strathmore Observatory


  WITH a grunt of dissatisfaction Professor Timken reloaded the slide at the lower end of the twenty-four inch refractor in the old main observatory of Strathmore College. It was an hour and a half before midnight and he had just finished a three-hour exposure of a star cloud in Andromeda. With the new plate-holder in place he swung the axis of the telescope around to the right ascension and declination of the star marking the next field he was to photograph. It was very cold in the dome room, for all windows were open to keep the temperature of the delicate instruments as near as possible to that of the outer air. And this new setting of the telescope was at such an angle that the professor was due for a long period of sitting in a cramped position in the observer’s chair high up on the movable ladder-like structure which stood alongside the wall. And, for this new exposure, it was necessary to watch the cross-hairs in the supplementary eyepiece for two hours. On account of minor errors in the movements of the clock which kept the telescope trained on the field to be followed and in the bearings of the polar axis itself, it was necessary to correct these errors occasionally by means of two thumbscrews which could be carefully manipulated so as to keep the cross-hairs definitely upon some chosen star in the field, thus preventing a blurred photograph due to the drifting of the field across the plate being exposed.


  His dissatisfaction he could not have explained to himself had he been asked to do so, for he was engaged in precisely the sort of work that he loved. But to-day he had been notified that the new reflector would be ready for service within the week and his old unreasonable jealousy for his smaller refractor had reasserted itself. Besides this, he had engaged in day dreams for more than forty-eight hours—ever since his friend Teddy Crowley had visited him and imparted the news of the new space flier. He thought more and more of the possibility of making a trip through the universe he had searched and studied for so many years, the universe he had charted and measured to the best of his ability and of the instruments with which he worked. He speculated continually on the likelihood of actually making such a trip and on the wonders to be encountered were it really accomplished. He had not yet drawn the slide which covered the plate to be exposed when there came a ring at the door and he hastened to answer it.


  Peering through the glass he was astonished and delighted to make out the features of another old friend of his, Doctor DePolac, who had with him a fine looking younger man clad in a heavy ulster. It was now nearly the middle of November and the nights were cold.


  The professor unlatched the door and welcomed his friend enthusiastically. After being presented to the younger man, he led the two visitors into his comfortably heated office and promptly forgot the work he had left unfinished in the dome room.


  “Well, bless my soul,” he said, “what on earth possessed you to visit me at this hour, Doc?”


  “Important business this time, Prof.,” was the reply. “We are sadly in need of your advice. My young friend Ralph, as well as your humble servant, will want to locate rooms nearby, as we intend to remain here for five or six days. And we are going to ask you to do a great favor for us on the eighteenth at midnight, at which time we wish you to arrange to observe a phenomenon which we expect to take place on the planet Venus. Can you oblige us, Prof.?”


  “I certainly can,” said the professor. “But what on earth can you mean by saying you expect some phenomenon to occur on that planet at a definite hour?”


  The doctor laughed. “Maybe we’re crazy,” he said, “and it is a long story, but both my young friend here and I have a feeling that something is to be observed. Listen carefully and I’ll tell you why.”


  THE professor listened spell-bound through the long recital of the supposed message from Thalia, queen of the Venerians. His eyes took on that faraway look at times; at others they snapped with eager fire. Here at least was no scoffer.


  “What do you think?” asked Doctor DePolac when he had finished his story.


  “I am absolutely astounded,” replied the professor, “and I am not disposed to doubt the possibility at all. Of course I have no personal knowledge of telepathy, but from what I have read on the subject and from your own experiences, I have no doubt of its existence. As to the transference of thought over so great a distance as separates us from Venus, this seems quite a remarkable feat, yet if thoughts could be impressed upon a beam of high frequency vibration similar to radio waves, I see no reason why they could not be transmitted to our earth. The selection of a subject for the reception of such thoughts is, I think, the most mysterious part of the whole thing, but if any of it is possible, there is very likely some way of explaining this phase too. But we may find some difficulty in actually visualizing the ultraviolet rays which are to be used as a signal.”


  “But,” asked the doctor, “could that not be remedied by means of some arrangement of photo-electric cells?”


  “Yes. But it would involve a multiplicity of cells, preferably of the selenium variety, and the image would be badly distorted. Besides, we have not sufficient time to construct such an arrangement. However, I shall start work in the morning and I am sure I can find some means of making this signal visible to the eye through our telescope. Failing in this, we can always rely on a single selenium cell to indicate the presence of a large amount of ultra-violet light and this should be sufficient proof for our purpose. I am inclined to believe we are really going to see this sign.”


  “Then you actually feel there is the probability of human beings inhabiting the planet?” Ralph broke in excitedly.


  “Yes, I do,” answered the professor; “the question of worlds other than our own being inhabited is one that has always fascinated me greatly. I have always believed it possible, and determinations of recent years have tended to make me even more certain. Take the planet under consideration, for instance. It has an average diameter of about 7,700 miles, only about two hundred miles smaller than the diameter of our own earth. Its mass is eight-tenths that of our earth and the gravity at its surface about eighty-five or ninety percent of ours. Beings quite similar to ourselves could thus exist on the planet, provided its atmosphere and seasons are similar to our own. For many years this was in doubt but it is quite conclusively proved now that similar conditions do exist. As far back as 1740 it was inferred from observations that the planet rotates on its axis in 23 hours and 20 minutes. In 1790 Schroter determined its period of rotation as 23 hours and 21 minutes and the inclination of the plane of its equator to that of its orbit as fifty-three degrees. These determinations were later refuted by Schiaparelli and others who maintained that its periods of rotation and revolution were equal and that the same face was always toward the sun.


  “The character of its seasons of course depends upon which of these theories is the correct one. If the planet rotates in the space of about twenty-four hours and if its equator is inclined to the plane of its orbit, the seasons must be similar to ours. However, if the same face were always toward the sun, that side would be terrifically hot continuously and the other exceedingly cold. But the latter possibility has been definitely disproved, for within the past few years it has been conclusively shown by observations all over the world that Venus rotates on its axis once in 23 hours and 26 minutes, thus confirming almost exactly the conclusions of the earlier observers.


  “As regards the atmosphere of Venus, we are sure of its similarity to our own. When Venus transits the sun, its disc is surrounded by a luminous atmospheric ring. Also, when not in transit, but when near inferior conjunction, the atmospheric ring is often seen to extend beyond the horns of the crescent. Spectroscopic observations point to the conclusion that this atmosphere contains water vapor, so taking all together we have ample proof that its atmosphere is not only similar in composition to our own but in extent as well.”


  “Go to the head of the class,” laughed the doctor. “But, all joking aside, Professor, this is very interesting and, as far as I’m concerned, it makes me all the more certain of the authenticity of our mental message and all the more eager to see further proof.”


  “Same here,” said Ralph, “but, if all this is true and if we are finally agreed that the planet is in the condition described, what are we to do about it? We can’t get there, and we couldn’t help the inhabitants if we did get there.”


  “I’m not so sure of that, my boy,” said the professor, “and it is a strange coincidence that the visit of you two gentlemen follows so closely the visit of two others who have actually discovered a means of traveling through space.”


  “What?” asked Ralph and the doctor simultaneously.


  “Nothing else. Night before last the president of the Sorenson Aircraft Corporation and his Consulting Engineer visited me here and told me of an invention of the engineer’s that will make it possible to construct a space ship which should be able to reach any of the planets. As a matter of fact, they are now engaged in building such a vessel. At this moment the work is being rushed to the limit and I understand that castings are already being poured and that detailed portions of the machinery are on order from other manufacturers.”


  RALPH and the doctor were astounded beyond measure. The three men looked at each other with eyes glistening in anticipation.


  “But,” objected the doctor, “it is a long distance to Venus. How long a time would be required to reach it in this vessel you describe?”


  “Not so long a time as you might think,” said the professor, though the planet is nearly 26,000,000 miles from us at its nearest approach and over 160,000,000 miles at its greatest distance. Be that as it may, this ship, which is being constructed by the Sorenson people, should be capable of covering the distance in a very short time. Its speed through outer space will be terrific; in fact, it might conceivably approach the velocity of light—186,000 miles a second.”


  Ralph and the doctor whistled.


  “Pretty fast, isn’t it?” smiled the professor. “You can figure it out for yourselves. Say the speed is only 150,000 miles a second on account of unavoidable losses—that is 540,000,000 miles an hour or more than three times the distance to the planet at its farthest point from our earth. In other words, it should be possible to reach there in less than twenty minutes after leaving the earth’s atmosphere. Of course, in actual practice the speed will have to be kept at a much lower point on account of the danger of colliding with planetoids and other bodies—in all probability it should not be attempted at more than about one-fiftieth of the maximum, say 3,000 miles per second. At this rate about fifteen hours would be required when the planet is in superior conjunction, that is, when it is farthest from our earth.”


  Ralph was astounded at the figures and did not hesitate to say so.


  “The distances mentioned are as nothing in the vast depths of our universe,” replied the professor to his remarks. “Neptune, at the outermost limit of our solar system, is 2,800,000,000 miles from the sun. But the moment we leave the solar system the mile can no longer be used as a unit of measurement. We therefore substitute the light-year, nearly six million million miles. Light traveling at the rate of 186,000 miles a second would pass around the earth in less than one-eighth of a second, yet it would require four and a third years to reach the nearest star outside our solar system, Alpha Centauri. In space beyond what is known as the galactic system, the huge aggregation of stars of which our solar system is an infinitesimal part, there are star clusters and nebulae visible to our telescopes and measuring as far distant as a half million light-years.”


  Ralph had no more to say at this and the professor and Doctor DePolac smiled at his open-mouthed amazement. It was his first introduction to the wonders of the universe.


  “Well,” continued the professor, “there is no sense in our sitting here all night in idle discussion. Plenty of work must be done in the next few days and we should all be in our beds. Why not come home with me and remain as my guests while you are here? I am a bachelor temporarily; Mrs. Timkin is in Florida for a few weeks; and if you have no objection, I am sure I can accommodate you nicely.”


  After some little good-humored argument about the matter, the visitors accepted the invitation and, when the professor had closed the observatory, they left with him for his home.


  THE succeeding four days were busy ones, indeed.


  Ralph and the doctor were of. very little help, since the professor was engaged in constructing an extremely complicated apparatus in the workshop of the observatory.


  But they spent much of their time in poring over the many books in the library, learning all they possibly could regarding the solar system and its planets. They made several visits to the plant of the Sorenson Aircraft Corporation and, upon introduction to Teddy Crowley by the professor, were permitted to witness the work that was being done on the new space flier. Crowley took them into his confidence regarding his plans, but was not rewarded by their own confidence in the matter of the message from Venus. This was at the express request of the professor, who wished to spring it as a complete surprise on the night of the expected signal. But they found young Crowley very much to their liking and rapidly became close friends with him. They likewise visited the new observatory and watched the final adjusting of the new reflecting telescope, marveling at. its tremendous size and at the accuracy with which the setting of the polar axis was being made. They did not share the professor’s jealousy of the great instrument and could not quite comprehend his attitude, but they saw through it and were secretly amused at the grudging way in which he admitted that the reflector would be far better adapted to the search for the signal than the small refractor with which he had worked for so many years.


  “You, see,” the professor had explained, “in a refractor, the light from the distant star or planet is filtered through an objective which is of glass and absorbs much of the blue and violet light. The ultra-violet is almost entirely filtered out so it would be practically impossible to observe a signal of the sort described by your supposed informant. With the reflector there is no such absorption, since the light is reflected from a silvered surface and does not pass through any absorbing medium at all until it reaches the eye-piece. The instrument I am constructing likewise contains no lenses which might absorb the ultra-violet light. Rather, it is a series of especially constructed mirrors to be placed at the focus of the reflecting mirror, which mirrors are so arranged as to project the image through a sheet of ionized air which causes the ultra-violet rays to become visible to the human eye. The image is then viewed through an eyepiece which necessarily absorbs some of the rays but not a great enough proportion to reduce their visibility. The new reflector will be ready in time and so will my new instrument. We have no fear of missing the signal if sent, provided only we have a night of good visibility. That is the one thing your queen did not take care of.”


  As night came on the date set, Ralph and the doctor were extremely nervous. So was the professor. It had been cloudy early in the day, but the depression of the three men on this account was lightened by the clearing up in the afternoon and the welcome appearance of the sun. However, it had blown up quite cold a little later and there had been a noticeable change in the barometer. The professor explained that this might affect the visibility appreciably but he hoped for the best.


  The great new reflector was ready and was being tested out by the workmen. Ralph and the doctor marveled at the ease with which its great bulk could be shifted about the two axes to cover any desired point in the heavens, and at the mechanism of the huge clock which turned it about the polar axis to counteract exactly the motion of the earth and thus maintain the star images exactly in position in the field of view.


  Teddy Crowley had been invited by the professor to witness the completion of the new telescope and he arrived at just about nightfall. The three visitors watched in interest as the professor attached his mysterious supplementary instrument to the framework of the huge cage which formed the tube of the monster optical masterpiece. This task was completed fully an hour before the time for which the signal was promised. Teddy was the only member of the party who did not know what to expect and he was the only one who did not display nervousness as the time approached.


  With his instrument securely attached in place, the professor approached the immense pier on which the telescope was mounted. He grasped the controls of the motors which swung the huge instrument and, with a hum from within the pier, the great framework swung majestically about the polar axis. With a few simple manipulations, he had directed the instrument to the right ascension and declination of the star cluster Messier 79, 85,000 light years away.


  He peeped into the eye-piece and exclaimed delightedly, “Atmospheric conditions are perfect. Gentlemen, just look at this.”


  He moved aside and allowed each to gaze at the globular mass of brilliant stars which appeared in the field of vision. By the expression on his face they could see that he grudgingly admitted the wonderful power of this new instrument.


  THE visitors were shown many of the wonders of the universe and, without exception, marveled greatly at what they saw. It was Ralph’s first experience at the eye-piece of a large telescope and he was undoubtedly more impressed than any of the others. But Doctor DePolac and Teddy Crowley both exclaimed at the enormous power of the new instrument and at each word of commendation the professor seemed to wince as if his old stand-by, the twenty-four-inch reflector, was being insulted. But he quickly cast off this mood as the time for the appearance of the signal neared. He started a motor which formed a part of the supplementary mechanism he had attached to the telescope and, this done, swung the instrument around to a new position. He peered through the eye-piece and advised the visitors that the instrument was now trained on the planet Venus. This meant little to Teddy, but to Ralph and the doctor it provided a distinct thrill.


  The professor straightened up from his position on the observer’s platform and glanced at the sidereal clock.


  “Only two minutes yet,” he exclaimed, “and I might warn you, Teddy, that we are about to observe something we have been waiting for. At least I hope we are. And, if the thing we are expecting appears, it will be a great surprise to you and an incentive as well.”


  He did not explain further and, since he at once returned to the eye-piece, Teddy did not question him. Ralph and the doctor watched the clock anxiously. Those two minutes seemed interminable.


  Suddenly there came a sharp exclamation from the professor. “It’s there. It’s there!” he shouted. “Look for yourselves.”


  He jumped from the platform and capered like a boy. The doctor hastily took his place and a feeling of great awe surged through him as he observed the confirmation of Thalia’s message. There in the field of vision was the disc of the planet, bright and distinct. It was yellow in color and seemed the size of an orange. The surface markings were dimly visible through its extensive atmosphere. To the right spread a fan-like flame of pale blue tint which extended into the heavens to a distance fully half again the diameter of the planet. The bluish cone of light wavered and danced like the lights of the aurora borealis. The doctor gasped and grew pale as he watched.


  Ralph could wait no longer and unceremoniously elbowed the doctor aside so as to obtain a view of the marvel. When he saw it, he was as excited as the professor. Here was positive proof of the truth of the message from the far-away world. Venus was inhabited, and Queen Thalia had spoken to him truly! He left the platform and sat down weakly on one of the steps nearby, allowing Teddy Crowley to obtain the next view.


  IT was an excited group that left the new observatory building a few minutes later and repaired to the professor’s office in the old building. Teddy Crowley had witnessed a strange phenomenon, but he still did not know what it was all about.


  When they were all seated in the office, the professor turned to Teddy.


  “My boy,” he said solemnly, “what you have just witnessed is a signal to our world from the people of Venus.”


  “You are joshing me, Professor,” he said. “How do you know?”


  “I am not joshing one little bit,” said the professor, “and, if you listen carefully, I shall tell you how we know what it is.”


  He told young Crowley the story of the experience in Doctor DePolac’s establishment back in New York exactly as it had been told to him. He called upon the doctor and Ralph to substantiate certain points and to elaborate on the story. When he had finished, there was a deep silence in the room for the space of several minutes.


  “So that’s why you fellows were so infernally interested in my space ship?” he finally sputtered. “Well, I can’t say I blame you at all. But, great guns! how on earth are we to help these beings? We can go there in my vessel, I feel certain, but how in the name of time can we aid them?”


  “Yes, that is the great problem, I fear,” said the professor. “But the first thing to do is to finish this vessel of yours and make a trip to the planet to investigate. Do you think Sorenson will permit it?”


  “Permit it?” snorted Teddy. “He’d better! Why, this thing will give him more publicity than he could buy with ten times the cost of the trip. But, unfortunately, it will be necessary to keep our plans secret on account of our spying competitors. But his publicity will follow, nevertheless. What a venture!”


  He concluded enthusiastically and gazed at the expectant faces about him.


  “I suppose you fellows will all wish to go?” he asked. There was a chorus of assent.


  “How soon can you complete your vessel?” asked Ralph eagerly.


  “We’ll rush it more than ever, now,” replied Teddy. “Oh, boy! Wait till I tell old Sorenson to-morrow. He’ll have apoplexy. And I’ll have to have the support of all of you to make him believe it. If he agrees—and we must convince him—I’ll put on a double force, three shifts a day, and we should be able to finish the machine in six weeks.”


  For several hours the men talked and planned. To each it was a great adventure and to each it had suddenly become the most important thing in his individual life—to reach this suffering people and to save them from further disaster if such a thing was within their power. When Teddy Crowley separated from the other three who were bound for the professor’s home, he left one parting thought with them.


  “Maybe—mind you, I say maybe,”—he said, “I know the very man to take along to figure out some way of helping the Venerians against their enemies. I’ll tell you about him to-morrow.”


  This was flung through the window of his aerocab, after which, with a cheery “good-night” he was gone.


  CHAPTER VI


  Work Is Rushed


  WHEN first advised of the mental message from Venus and the confirming signal, John Sorenson was inclined to be extremely sceptical. But he had given his word on the building of the space flier and, since work had already been started, he did not offer strenuous objection to the further rushing of the project and to putting the job on an overtime basis. He had always prided himself on going through with anything he started, and on doing things in a big way when he did them. And he made no exception in this case, though he continually insisted that he had entirely washed his hands of any participation in the expedition to Venus. But he offered no objection to the others making the voyage, nor did he balk at financing the manufacture of the vessel or the trip itself. When Doctor DePolac offered to bear a portion of the expense, he would not hear of it. To Teddy Crowley he gave full authority in the matter and he warned his engineer bluntly that he did not care to be bothered with any details nor to hear any more about the ship or the voyage, until they were ready to embark on their adventure. Then they might be sure of his best wishes and hearty blessings.


  Ralph Prescott became so deeply interested in the project that he decided to turn the administration of his own business over to his assistant until such time as the great adventure had been completed, successfully or otherwise. He returned to New York with Doctor DePolac, but spent only a few days there putting his affairs in shape and instructing his assistant in conducting the course to be pursued during his absence. The doctor decided to remain at his work until the completion of the Comet and they were ready for the journey, at which time he would join them. He rather envied young Prescott the opportunity of being on hand during the construction and outfitting of the vessel, but felt that he should continue in the practice of his profession until it became actually necessary to leave.


  Teddy welcomed Ralph on his return and was much pleased to enlist his assistance. With Ralph’s business experience, he became a valuable addition to Teddy’s staff. He proved to have an uncanny faculty of dealing properly with the many outside concerns, from whom it was necessary to purchase material and machinery, his insistence upon the fulfillment of contracts to the letter being in great part responsible for the speed with which material and parts were shipped and the resulting final completion of the Comet in record time. He and Teddy grew to be close friends and the admiration of each for the other increased steadily as work progressed. Their separate jobs dove-tailed and supplemented each other.


  One of their first moves was to visit the Secretary of the Navy in Washington, and here they concluded arrangements to permit the assembling of their craft in one of the unused hangars of the Navy Department at Lakehurst, New Jersey. They were thus assured of freedom from spying eyes and the fact that news of the venture would not filter out to the general public and the press. Parts of the vessel which were fabricated in the Sorenson factories were brought to the hangar by fast aircraft, usually under cover of darkness. Electrical apparatus and equipment purchased from outside manufacturers was ordered shipped to various separate warehouses of the concern and reshipped from these over devious routes. Thus was absolute secrecy assured and the work went forward without fear of interruption or undesired publicity.


  Ralph’s education in engineering matters proceeded rapidly with the work on the vessel and he was astonished himself at the facility with which he picked up this kind of knowledge. Teddy seemed to take great delight in enlightening him regarding the functions of the many complicated mechanisms with which the ship was equipped, and the two men spent much time together in the shops and with the army of workmen engaged in the assembly of the vessel at Lakehurst. Teddy’s aerocab was kept extremely busy carrying them back and forth from factory to hangar, and to various concerns, where it was necessary to inspect portions of the apparatus before they were shipped.


  IN the observatory at Strathmore, Professor Timken worked incessantly with another member-to-be of the expedition. Captain Gregory French of the U.S. Ordnance Department had been brought to the observatory soon after the sighting of the signal from Venus. He was an old college chum of Teddy’s, and it was he whom the engineer had in mind as a possible deviser of means for assisting the Venerians in their warfare against the unknown enemy. He became as enthusiastic over the project as the others, and immediately obtained a leave of absence so as to be able to work with them. After this he just naturally gravitated to the observatory where he and the professor exchanged ideas and worked continuously together in the laboratory in the attempt to provide weapons of offense and defense for the Comet’s armament. This portion of the equipment of the vessel was secretly being provided by Doctor DePolac, who insisted that he be permitted to finance at least a part of the expedition. Sorenson had steadfastly refused to have anything further to do with the plans, so this insistence of the doctor’s relieved Teddy of the necessity of approaching him for further appropriations to cover the armament.


  The workmen engaged at the hangar were chosen with great care by Teddy and Ralph. They were kept in ignorance of the exact nature of the vessel they were assembling and, through an arrangement with the Navy Department, were sworn to secrecy regarding their activities. The entire atmosphere of the huge hangar was one of mystery and the workmen presumed they were engaged in the construction of some new aerial engine of warfare for the Government itself. Of course, it had been necessary to take certain government officials into their confidence to accomplish this, but this was readily done for the reason that the enterprise was being privately financed.


  It was almost uncanny to observe the speed with which the vessel was assembled. Thousands of steel beams, ready-shaped when received, were welded into a continuous structure that rose quickly to form a spherical cage 120 feet in inside diameter, 140 feet outside diameter. Large cross-beams and lattice-like structures, likewise welded into place, formed the floor and wall supports of the numerous rooms of the ship. These were covered with the metal plates which were to provide floors, ceilings, and walls in the completed structure. As fast as it was received, the machinery was erected in the central engine room. Delicate instruments to indicate the performance of the apparatus and for navigating the vessel were installed in the control room. Elaborate tests were made of each individual portion of the equipment before its final acceptance and installation. From time to time the professor and Captain French delivered cases of munitions and weapons of nature unknown to the others. This portion of the equipment was left entirely to them and very little regarding its nature was divulged before the vessel was actually completed. True, the professor requested at the outset that the inner hull plates be made from a metal alloy for which he provided the specifications. This alloy, he explained, would insulate the vessel against the cosmic ray or any artificial vibrations of a nature which would endanger human life or destroy materials, which might be set up by their enemies in an effort to annihilate the ship and its occupants. Since this alloy, on test, showed equal tensile strength and elasticity with the best steel obtainable, Teddy readily accepted it for use and the Sorenson furnaces immediately started making up the metal in quantity.


  Portholes in the frame of the ship were covered with an especially fused quartz composition which provided like insulation from harmful rays and yet permitted perfect transparency.


  One by one the inner and outer hull plates were laid in place and welded to the framework. The outer plates were insulated from one another by means of narrow strips of Schrantz metal, a special alloy which, though an insulator to the gravity-neutralizing energy, was of great strength and could be perfectly welded to the ordinary steel framework as well as to the outer plates of super-silicon steel, which was alone activated by the energy. The entrance manholes were provided with airtight seals and powerful inside clamps.


  The sphere circumscribed a perfectly cubical inner structure, 69 feet on a side, which housed the power plant and four floors of separate rooms. In the space between the lower side of the inner structure and the hull of the vessel was the control room, with its many instruments and operating levers. On the four sides of the inner structure the spaces between the walls and the hull were occupied by storage compartments and passageways to the viewing ports. The upper space between the inner and outer structures was occupied by oxygen apparatus, refrigerating and heating apparatus and a workshop fully equipped with lathes, a forge, welding machines, and other machine shop equipment which might be required in making repairs.


  The sixty-four individual staterooms were furnished simply and in much the style of those in the regular trans-oceanic air liners. The galley, dining saloon, and lounging room were likewise reminiscent of those of the larger ships, though much smaller in size.


  WHEN four weeks had elapsed since the signal from Venus, Ralph and Teddy visited Professor Timken at the observatory. They were very much pleased with the progress of the work and had called to discuss plans for their departure. With the Comet nearing its completion at such a rapid rate it seemed certain that they should be able to start on their voyage by the first of the new year.


  The professor and Captain French greeted their news with joy and hastened to tell them of the latest discoveries in the art of warfare. They reported the invention of a new and tremendously powerful explosive—an explosive so deadly that a single ounce of the compound effected more violent damage than a ton of T.N.T. At the moment, they were engaged in compounding several hundred pounds of this mixture for shipment on the Comet. They told of the completion of thirty hand weapons—cathode ray projectors, which could destroy life instantly and silently from the distance of a mile or more. Others of their discoveries and preparations were expounded in detail and it became apparent that the Comet was to be a veritable arsenal when it left the earth.


  The four men sat in the professor’s office and Captain French was describing with enthusiasm a semi-machine gun or automatic rifle which had been modified to fire bullets containing the new high explosive, when he glanced at Ralph Prescott and gave a startled exclamation.


  “Look at Ralph,” he said. “What’s wrong with him?” The others looked and saw that something strange was happening to their friend. He sat rigidly in his chair with the muscles of his jaws working spasmodically. His eyes nearly popped from their sockets but the vacant stare in which they were fixed told the others that he saw neither them nor any other object in the room. The professor hastened to his side and shook him, but there was no response. He waved his hand before the staring eyes, but they did not respond by so much as a flicker. It was a horrifying sight and caused considerable consternation for a few minutes, but the professor suddenly recollected the descriptions of the previous telepathic message and he laughed aloud in relief.


  “Why, he’s just getting another message from Thalia,” he said. “I guess we have nothing to fear for his sake.


  But he looks as if he were suffering and I suggest that we leave the room until it is over.”


  The others readily agreed and nearly tumbled over each other in their anxiety to get out. It was an aweinspiring sight for some reason and they all felt as if they were escaping from some supernatural presence when they found themselves in the hall. They conversed in low tones for some little time until an exclamation from Ralph’s lips apprised them of the ending of the trance-like state.


  They rushed pell-mell into the office to find their friend standing before his chair, a little white and shaky but with a smile on his face.


  “Well,” said Ralph, “I’ve just had the second message from Venus and it was even more convincing than the first. I had been thinking it strange that there was no further effort on the part of Thalia to communicate with me because on the last occasion she said to me that she would send another mental message in about ten days. It is over a month now.”


  “A most remarkable thing!” said the professor. “What was the message this time?”


  “IT was more than a mere message, Professor,” replied Ralph. “This time it was a two-way conversation. Through some miracle of her thought-wave apparatus, the queen of the Venerians was able to obtain answering responses from my mind. She promised this on the last occasion, but I had hardly thought it possible. However, she seemed to get replies to her questions satisfactorily, though she made it clear that the results were still somewhat imperfect. But all of her thoughts came to me as perfectly as though they were spoken words and this time there was none of the mental agony or physical suffering I experienced previously. She knows now that we are preparing to visit her planet, though she seemed unable fully to comprehend the manner in which this was to be accomplished. But she is extremely happy over it and marvels greatly that we should have the ability to do such things on our earth. Further information regarding the activities of their enemies will be withheld until we arrive. Her delay in communicating again was occasioned by a terrible raid on one of the hitherto rarely bothered divisions of the planet. This time the enemy arrived in greater numbers than usual and accomplished more destruction than had lately been effected in a single visit. They also made away with more than nine thousand Venerians, including those they captured and carried back to their own mysterious abode on their return.”


  “It is the most remarkable occurence I ever heard of,” exclaimed Teddy, “and if we find out later that all these things are true, I must take off my hat to the people of Venus for their accomplishment in thus communicating with our world. But, if they are so infernally clever and scientific, it seems queer to me that they are not able to devise some means of repelling their foe. Where did she say they come from?”


  “That is the strange thing about it,” said Ralph. “Her name for them and for their planet does not come through to me. Of course it is a thought she endeavors to impress on my brain, but there is no equivalent in our language for the thought as it is transmitted. When her thought is of Venus, my mind translates it as such, although they undoubtedly have a different name for their world in their own language. And it seems to be conveyed that they do not exactly know themselves where these being’s come from, though they do know that they hail from some distant celestial body. The knowledge of their coming through interstellar space is implied, but they seem to be in the dark as to the exact location of the home body. There is something mysterious about it which my informant seems to be unable to convey to me.”


  “But I still can’t see,” said Teddy, “why so advanced a people cannot defend themselves against their attackers without our aid.”


  The professor interrupted, “That might be easily explained if we knew all. Suppose, as Thalia herself suggested, that the planet is lacking in certain metals with which we are extremely familiar, or that some of our commonest substances are extremely rare on their world and by the same token some of those that are very rare on earth are exceedingly common with them. In this case their progress in the arts and sciences would necessarily be along different lines from our own. They might progress much farther than we in certain branches and be far behind us in others. Quite evidently they are well versed in the setting up and transmitting of etheric vibrations of characters as yet unknown to us, but it is easy to conceive that they might know nothing whatever of the arts of warfare, due possibly to an inherent peaceable natural inclination, supplemented by the lack of materials, say, to make explosives. They may be far behind us in chemistry, we’ll say—or the lack of certain metals might make it impossible for them to devise insulating mediums for their protection from the rays, evidently sent out by their enemies to accomplish their destruction. It is very interesting to speculate on such possibilities and I, for one, expect to learn much in our visit to them. I sincerely hope we are better equipped than they, along the lines necessary for protection and for offense as well.”


  A lively discussion followed and the net result of the evening was to increase the enthusiasm of the adventurers tremendously. Ralph came in for not a little banter about his being chosen as the recipient of the mental messages—his description of Thalia’s beauty brought expressions of pretended envy from his new friends. But this was all taken in good humor and no serious thought was actually entertained of the possibility of any of their number becoming romantically inclined toward the Venerian women.


  That night Ralph reached the doctor by radiophone and told him of the latest developments and of the second mental message. It reacted on the doctor very much as it had on those in the observatory and he then and there made up his mind to bring with him on the trip one of his electro-telepathoscopes for use in case other messages from Thalia were transmitted to Ralph en route.


  THE succeeding several days marked even greater activity in the hangar where the final work on the Comet was being completed. Professor Timken and Captain French made daily trips from the observatory workshops with the professor’s aerocab loaded to the limit with cases and canisters of materials and weapons, all of which were stored away in the compartments of the vessel. Dozens of air freight vessels discharged their cargoes at the entrance to the hangar and a continual stream of packing cases went aboard the Comet, each to be stowed away in its proper place in the cargo spaces of the ship. These were provisions for the journey; food, books, fuel—everything that might be required for the sustenance and personal requirements of the passengers. Furniture, rugs, bed linen, culinary articles, were received and taken to their proper places aboard. Excitement ran high as preparations went forward with efficiency and despatch.


  On Christmas day the last shining hull plate was welded in place; to all external appearances the Comet was completed. But there still remained certain work in the interior. Lighting fixtures were being installed. Many of the rooms were not yet completely decorated and furnished, but it was evident that the ship would be ready for her maiden voyage no later than the second day of January. The personal belongings of the passengers were being brought aboard as fast as they could send them and arrange their affairs at home. Ralph Prescott left for New York the following day to pack what few additional belongings he required and to advise Doctor DePolac to do the same. The short trip on the airliner seemed longer to him than it had ever seemed before.


  Teddy Crowley remained on the job day and night. He could not rest until he had personally seen to it that everything was shipshape and that all needs of the voyage had been provided for.


  Captain French and Professor Timken moved into their staterooms and spent all of their time aboard the vessel, assisting in every way they could.


  John Sorenson could hold himself aloof no longer. His curiosity got the better of him and he promptly arrived on the scene. After his first visit of inspection, he could not be dragged away either by the pressure of business or by personal affairs. But he remained steadfast in his resolve not to accompany the adventurers on their journey. His faith in his engineer was supreme, and it was evident that he envied the bolder spirits who had volunteered to make the trip, but he stubbornly refused to believe in the messages from Venus, and could not be persuaded to cast his lot with the others. However, he was far from averse to the publicity for his corporation which would result from a successful voyage and to the financial gain which would be bound to follow. He was at Teddy’s heels every moment and continually cautioned him against taking any undue risks which might precipitate failure of the venture and destruction of the Comet and its passengers. Then, when only two days remained before the date set for departure, he vanished from the scene and Teddy sighed with relief.


  For Teddy Crowley was tired and happy to be left alone.


  CHAPTER VII


  Intrigue


  WHEN Ralph Prescott returned to New York, he hastened to the office of Doctor DePolac. The doctor’s secretary, Miss Sprague, met him in the outer office, and informed him that the doctor was in consultation and would not be available for a matter of a half hour. It was thus that he and Margaret Sprague became acquainted, for in the short wait for the doctor, Ralph found that he had much of interest to discuss with Miss Sprague. She remembered him from the night he had first visited the doctor, and commented on his improved appearance since that time. The arch smile she bestowed with the complimentary remark went a long way toward breaking the ice, for Ralph was not a voluble conversationalist when in the company of the opposite sex. But this cheery little personage attracted him at once, and he soon found himself chatting as freely as if they had been life-long friends.


  It did not take much longer for Ralph to observe that Miss Sprague was an exceedingly attractive young woman, in addition to being a very efficient secretary. Her unusually graceful hands attracted him; the tapering white fingers, with their rapid movements as she busied herself with her records while she talked, provided so great a fascination, that he lost himself for a time in contemplation of their deftness. Then a pertinent remark in her conversation caused him to gaze intently into her eyes. And, in those steady brown orbs, he found so much more of fascination that he forgot the remarkable flying fingers. Her color heightened as her intuition told her of Ralph’s attraction, and with the appearance of the flush she turned suddenly to the filing cabinet, leaving only the shining coils of her black hair exposed to the disconcerting stare of the young man. And Ralph’s heart behaved most unaccountably, thumping with vigorous insistence and at an alarming rate.


  But his tongue was now loosened once more and he explained to her the reason for his previous illness, soon drifting into an account of the subsequent events, the construction of the Comet and the plans for visiting Venus. Miss Sprague forgot her momentary embarrassment and listened eagerly to the words of the former patient. It was the most absorbing story she had ever heard and she found herself not only in sympathy with the plans to go to Thalia’s assistance, but strangely envious of that far-away queen who could thus summon the aid of beings from a distant planet.


  “Oh, I wish I could go,” she said excitedly. “It would be such a glorious adventure.”


  Ralph looked his amazement. “But, my dear young lady,” he said, “that would be out of the question. Don’t you realize that the trip is one of extreme danger and uncertainty. Surely you would not be willing to take a jump into the unknown like this?”


  “I surely would,” she replied, without hesitation. “It is no more dangerous for a woman than for you men. And I’m not afraid. I’d go in a minute if I could.”


  “Yes, I believe you would at that, Miss Sprague,” he conceded admiringly. “But there is no chance. All passengers on the Comet will be men and I’m sure that Teddy Crowley would not allow any women aboard.”


  That settled the matter, for at this moment Doctor DePolac entered the room and greeted Ralph.


  “Is everything set, my boy?” he asked.


  “Yes,” answered Ralph. “We leave at noon, day after to-morrow. Are you ready?”


  “I am,” said the doctor, leading the way into his private office, where he motioned Ralph to a chair opposite his own. “I shipped one of the electro-telepathoscopes to Lakehurst by air freight and it should have been received by this time. All of my affairs here are in shape so that things can go on satisfactorily during my absence. My family raised strenuous objection at first, but are now reconciled, so I have nothing to hold me. I suppose you are prepared as well, are you not?”


  “Nearly,” said Ralph. “Of course I have a few things to straighten out in the city, but my business affairs are mostly taken care of, and it was only minor personal matters and the packing of a few more clothes that required my return to the city at all. I am getting anxious to start.”


  “So am I,” said the doctor. “It seems to have rejuvenated me and I am looking forward to the trip with all the eagerness of a youngster first leaving home. Well, two days is not long to wait.”


  They talked for some considerable time, Ralph telling the doctor of all important events of the past month and describing the Comet to him in detail.


  IN the outer office Margaret Sprague thought hard and fast. Ralph had told her of the possibility that Sorenson would use the trip as a means of obtaining wide publicity for his concern and Margaret thought at once of her childhood friend, Mary Holmes, now one of the best known news reporters in New York. Margaret was determined that she would make this trip to Venus, and she thought there was a possibility that her friend Mary might help. With sudden resolve she opened the door to the doctor’s office and addressed him.


  “May I leave for the remainder of the day, Doctor?” she asked. “I have a rather bad headache and should like to get home early.”


  “Why certainly, Miss Sprague,” he agreed. “And I hope the headache is relieved very shortly. They are miserable things to have. Good-night.”


  “Good-night, Doctor,” she said, “and thank you.” Ralph watched her trim figure as she turned to leave. “Good-night, Miss Sprague,” he ventured.


  She turned at the door. “Good-night, Mr. Prescott,” she smiled. The room seemed darker as she closed the door behind her and Ralph flushed when the doctor looked at him with a quizzical smile.


  “Well, well,” said the doctor. “Is this a budding romance? Don’t you take my secretary from me, young man.”


  Ralph laughed. “Not much danger,” he said. “A beautiful and talented young woman like Miss Sprague can do ever so much better than to choose a mediocre dry-goods merchant like myself.”


  “I wouldn’t be too sure if I were you,” countered the doctor. “And I’m warning you not without reason. The young lady has inquired about you on several occasions.” Ralph flushed once more and the doctor grinned delightedly over his discomfiture.


  Their talk once more turned to serious channels and it was quite late in the afternoon when Ralph took his leave and left for his own apartments. When he passed through the outer office on his way out it seemed in some way to be greatly altered and a far less pleasant place than it had been previously. He missed the presence of Miss Sprague and was surprised to find that she had made such a profound impression on him in so short a space of time.


  WHEN Margaret Sprague left her own office she hurried to the building which housed the offices and editorial rooms of the Evening Blade. Here she inquired for Mary Holmes and, to her delight, found that her friend could be seen at once.


  “Why, Margaret dear,” said her friend in a pleased voice, when she was admitted to the office, “this is the first time I have had the honor of a visit from you in my own little workroom. And I’m so glad to see you. Do have a seat and tell me at once what brings you here.”


  The two girls embraced and Margaret made herself at home immediately. The contrast between them was vivid; little, sparkling Margaret with her dark hair and eyes and vivacious smile was the direct opposite of the taller, blond reporter. Mary’s was an aloof, statuesque beauty, but it was none the less apparent by comparison with her friend. She radiated good-fellowship and wholesomeness. Her great blue eyes were as innocent of guile as they were wise and gentle. Her smile showed teeth of beautiful whiteness and regularity.


  “Oh, Mary,” her friend babbled, “I have the most exciting news and I want you to help me. Will you?”


  “Of course I will, if I can,” was the ready reply, “but first tell me what it is that has you so worked up and what I can do to help.”


  Margaret told her story with great excitement and her friend listened with attention and with growing interest.


  “What a scoop that would be for the Blade!” exclaimed Mary when the tale was finished. “But what have you in mind? How can I help?”


  “You and I are going on that trip,” replied Margaret. “What?” cried Mary. “You must be out of your mind. Why, they would never consent to our going along.”


  But the reporter’s eyes snapped in anticipation. “It would be a lark, though,” she continued. “And what a story it would make. Got any plans?”


  “I had thought of approaching this Sorenson,” said Margaret. “He is fond of publicity and will undoubtedly arrange to have representatives of the press at the hangar when this vessel makes its start. But I’ll wager he has not thought of sending a newspaper representative on the voyage. Let’s you and me take an early air liner and make a social call on the old gentleman. Maybe we can vamp him into sending us along.”


  Mary smiled at her friend’s eagerness. “Well, that’s an idea,” she admitted. “And I’m with you. Things have been altogether too quiet hereabouts for a long time and I’m getting rusty with inaction. When do we start?” Margaret clipped her hands with glee. “Oh, I knew you wouldn’t fail me, Mary,” she said. “We’ll take the seven o’clock. That will give us plenty of time in which to dress our best. Come on.”


  SO it was that, less than three hours later, John Sorenson’s butler brought to him a card bearing the legend “M. Holmes, Special Representative, The New York Evening Blade.”


  He put down his evening paper and scanned the card thoughtfully. “Someone has talked to the newspapers already,” he said. “Show the gentleman in, Hutton.”


  “It is not a gentleman, Sir,” answered the butler. “There are two young ladies in the foyer. One of them presented the card. Shall I show them in, Sir?”


  “Young ladies?” said Sorenson, in surprise. “Yes, show them in, anyhow.”


  A moment later he arose to greet two of the most charming young women he had ever met. His expression betrayed his wonder at receiving the call and Mary Holmes enlightened him at once.


  “Mr. Sorenson,” she said, “I am Miss Holmes, feature writer for the Blade, and this is my friend, Miss Sprague.”


  “It gives me great pleasure to make your acquaintance, ladies,” said Sorenson gallantly. “But may I inquire as to the purpose of your visit?”


  “I should like to ask for an exclusive contract with my paper to publish first hand news of the initial trip of the Comet, the vessel now being constructed by your concern in Lakehurst,” said Mary boldly.


  Sorenson was greatly taken aback. “Why,” he asked, “how on earth did you learn of this vessel and its proposed trip?”


  Mary smiled. “There is nothing mysterious about it,” she replied. “Miss Sprague is Doctor DePolac’s secretary and she learned of the plans in his office. We wish to accompany the Comet on her voyage and I will plan to write up a complete story of the trip for exclusive publication in my paper. Is that asking too much, Mr. Sorenson.”


  “Isn’t it rather unusual for a woman to be assigned to a thing of this sort?” he asked doubtfully.


  “Not at all,” Mary replied. “I have had much more dangerous assignments. In fact, I have been in the midst of serious industrial disorders, and was even mixed up in one of those sporadic revolutions in a South American Republic.”


  “But why should Miss Sprague be included?” he objected.


  “She is my dearest friend, Mr. Sorenson, and I should like her with me as a companion. I understand that all other members of the party are to be men, and it would surely be much more pleasant for me to have a female friend aboard.”


  “Yes, that is undoubtedly true,” said Sorenson slowly. “But, my dear Miss Holmes, do you realize what you are asking? Do you appreciate the fact that the Comet, if it should reach Venus, may encounter grave dangers, that you may never return to this earth?”


  “I realize that,” she replied, “and so does Miss Sprague. But that does not alter our wish to go. Neither of us has any fear in the matter and we will be very glad to sign statements releasing your concern from all responsibility in the matter. I might also point out to you that my paper is the widest circulated American newspaper and is considered the best advertising medium in the world. The publicity would be of enormous value to you if this trip is successful.”


  “That is true, Miss Holmes. But I am afraid that my engineer, Mr. Crowley, who has all arrangements in hand, would object strenuously to taking women on this journey. I know he has every confidence in its success, but I believe he expects to have some troubles in which he would hesitate to involve two such charming ladies. I should hesitate very much to overrule his wishes in the matter.”


  “But,” said Mary Holmes, “if you will only give your consent, I shall endeavor to win Mr. Crowley over. If he refuses we shall give up the idea. Will you consent on this basis?”


  “Why—I suppose so,” he hesitatingly agreed, “that is, provided your employers confirm the arrangement.”


  “Oh, they will, Mr. Sorenson. I shall return with a contract for your signature, properly drawn up by the officials of the Blade.”


  She and Margaret exchanged triumphant glances as Sorenson frowned in anxiety.


  “Very well, then,” he said, “although it goes somewhat against the grain to allow you two young ladies to embark on this risky enterprise. Of course, I appreciate that times are greatly different from what they were when I was a young man and that woman has entered man’s previously undisputed place in almost everything. But I shall never forgive myself if anything happens.”


  The two girls thanked the financier profusely, and, wishing to waste no time, asked for directions for reaching Mr. Crowley.


  “I’ll take you to him myself,” he offered. “To-night he is at his own home for a change and we can run down there in a very few minutes in my aerocab. Will you come now?”


  “Thank you so much,” exclaimed the two girls as one. “That is very kind of you.”


  Sorenson smiled at the spontaneity of the unrehearsed duet and immediately rang for his man.


  TWENTY minutes later Teddy Crowley was surprised by a visit from his employer, who proudly presented the two beautiful girls he had brought with him. He was still more astonished when he learned their mission and would not at first hear of the proposition. But Mary’s blue eyes were more effective arguments than mere words and he finally gave in to their pleading and agreed to make arrangements for accommodations for the girls on board the Comet. It was further agreed that they should be smuggled aboard without anybody’s knowledge and, so to prevent talk and idle recrimination, their presence was to be kept secret until the vessel was well under way. This last arrangement was made at the suggestion of Margaret Sprague, who privately entertained some fear of strenuous objection on the part of Doctor DePolac and Ralph Prescott.


  After his visitors had left, Teddy scratched his head in perplexity. He could not understand how on earth he had ever been prevailed upon by these artful females to agree to a thing which was absolutely at variance with his better judgment. But he had given his word and there was no backing out now.


  When the girls were finally seated in the air liner which was to bring them back to New York, they talked long and gleefully of their victory. Mary was now as excited over the prospective journey as was her friend, and their flights of fancy, as they talked over their plans, would have done credit to a Jules Verne or a Münchhausen.


  Margaret returned to her room in Brooklyn and packed most of her belongings before retiring. When she had prepared for bed she gazed at her reflection in the mirror before turning off the lights. She winked roguishly at herself and exclaimed aloud:


  “Now, Mr. Ralph Prescott! We’ll see what we’ll see! Try and discourage me, will you?”


  As she crept between the sheets and snuggled into her pillow, she chuckled contentedly.


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Voyage


  ON the morning of the day set for the departure of the Comet a small aerocab alighted at the entrance to the hangar just before dawn. The guards were astounded to see that the passengers included two remarkably attractive young women, accompanied by John Sorenson and Teddy Crowley, as well as a considerable array of baggage. They were further surprised to learn that the young ladies were to embark on the Comet. But they were accustomed to seeing strange things and did not need much persuasion to hold their peace until after the new vessel was under way.


  The two girls were enchanted with the double stateroom to which they were assigned and, after being left to themselves, gleefully set about putting away their belongings and rearranging the handsome furnishings of the room to their own satisfaction. It was to be their lot to remain in these quarters unseen until the voyage had begun. But they were so enthusiastic over the prospect of the adventure that they did not mind this in the least.


  Within the hour many aerocabs began arriving at the great field before the hangar. Doctor DePolac and Ralph Prescott came together. Professor Timken and Captain French were the next to appear on the scene. Teddy’s foreman, Steve Gillette, came to beg for permission to accompany the adventurers. He was one of Teddy’s most trusted and valuable men and, after a hasty consultation with John Sorenson, he was given the coveted permission. Most of the other arrivals were gentlemen of the press, reporters and cameramen, whom Sorenson had advised to be present to witness an unusual development in aircraft construction. The secret had been well kept, but by mid-afternoon every newspaper in the country would be heralding the news that a new ship of the Sorenson Aircraft Corporation had set forth for a trip into the heavens—exact destination unknown. The ultimate purpose of the voyage was not to be divulged. That could wait until the return of the adventurers with proofs, and until the work of Mary Holmes should have been completed. John Sorenson would obtain sufficient publicity for the present and his competitors would have no opportunity of ridiculing a harebrained undertaking. And how confounded they would be when the Comet did return and brought news of Venus! John Sorenson had planned his advertising well.


  Soon the great doors of the hangar commenced opening very slowly and the cameras of the newspaper people began clicking. John Sorenson dashed from one to the other excitedly. He was the only remaining spectator beside the newspaper men. The passengers had entered the Comet and she was ready to proceed on her journey.


  As the doors swung wider and wider open, there became visible within the huge building the shining bulk of the Comet. It was a beautiful object, glistening in the early morning sun like a huge silver ball.


  From within there came the rising whine of rapidly revolving machinery and, slowly the gleaming ball arose from its cradle to the distance of about ten feet—then poised as if to make a final decision. Ropes had been attached to the sphere and, by means of these, the four guards of the hangar and the few remaining workmen were easily able to tow the now weightless sphere into the open air, where there was a great scurrying of the reporters and cameramen to obtain better points of vantage. John Sorenson strutted like a turkey.


  Through the lower windows of the control room could be seen the six male passengers—Teddy Crowley at the controls. They waved and smiled farewells, as, with an increase in pitch of the whine from within, the Comet rose rapidly and drifted toward the west. With the cameras still clicking furiously and the watchers waving frantically, the speed of the sphere increased with constant acceleration until, within a very few minutes, the Comet was a mere speck in the western sky. Then she was gone entirely and an involuntary cheer rose from the spectators.


  The journey had begun.


  In the control room of the Comet great excitement prevailed as Teddy manipulated the numerous controls and the speed of the vessel increased until it was terrific. The earth fell rapidly away from beneath them, and Teddy assured them all that everything was operating without a hitch. The reversal of the earth’s gravitational effect was now complete and the acceleration was at a rate beyond belief. Within a very few seconds the outer limits of the atmosphere were left far behind and the Comet hurtled through space with terrific velocity. All eyes were on the speed indicator as the needle steadily traveled over its dial. The earth beneath became a quickly receding ball. The myriads of stars in the now pitch-black firmament assumed a brilliancy never observed on earth. The speed indicator registered two thousand miles a second when Teddy made the necessary adjustments to maintain it at that point. He turned to Professor Timken.


  “Professor,” he asked, “what is the distance to Venus at this time as determined by your calculations?”


  “Eighty-eight millions of miles,” replied the professor, “and at this rate of travel we should reach it in less than thirteen hours.”


  “Well, in that case, said Teddy, “I believe I shall not exceed the present speed. There is no need of overtaxing the capabilities of the Comet on her maiden voyage.”


  “How about our direction?” asked the professor.


  “I shall leave that to you,” said Teddy. “You are better able to use the instruments than I am.”


  THE professor then sighted through a shining brass instrument that resembled a surveyor’s transit, excepting that it was built on a much larger scale. He issued a few terse instructions and at each word Teddy touched a button here, a lever there until finally the professor advised that they were headed properly.


  “Now, how about some breakfast?” said Teddy. “None of us has eaten and I, for one, am feeling hungry. Everything can remain as it is for several hours. The sole fly in the ointment is that we shall have to serve ourselves, since we have no crew besides our six selves.”


  “But suppose a meteor or a small planetoid crosses our path?” objected the professor. “The vessel would be injured, perhaps destroyed.”


  “You forget,” said Teddy, with a smile, “that our vessel is operated by gravity and repulsion. The approach of any such body is recorded by a very delicate instrument of my devising and immediately automatic controls come into play. These controls vary the attracting or repelling effect on the proper sections of the super-silicon steel hull and we are deflected from our course for a sufficient distance to pass safely the dangerous object. Our course is then automatically restored by the same means.”


  “You certainly have taken care of every possible emergency,” said the professor admiringly. “I am quite willing to follow your suggestion regarding the food. I suppose the others are also.”


  The other four men assented, Steve Gillette with especial fervor.


  When they had mounted the two flights of stairs to the dining saloon, all but Teddy were astonished to find a perfectly appointed table set for eight people.


  “What’s the idea, Teddy,” asked Ralph Prescott, “I thought you said there was no crew on board. Who prepared the meal?”


  Teddy grinned mysteriously. “Oh, I have a little surprise for you,” he said. “Just seat yourselves, everyone, and prepare to enjoy some real eats, properly served.”


  Without further ado the six men seated themselves and all noted the two empty chairs which they at once assumed, and rightly, were for the mysteriously absent crew. At each plate there was a half grapefruit, appetizingly prepared, and the hungry passengers set to with gusto.


  Ralph Prescott was greatly excited, perhaps more so than any of the others, because he possessed the least amount of scientific knowledge of all. He made as if to ask a question of Teddy, who occupied the place at the head of the table. As he looked up, his eyes rested on the door that communicated with the galley. Immediately he jumped to his feet, almost upsetting his plate as he did so. His eyes seemed to bulge from their sockets as he saw the charming figure of a black-haired, smiling girl in the doorway.


  “Margaret,” he spluttered, growing red in the face, “how on earth—what kind of a trick is this?”


  Doctor DePolac was likewise thunderstruck and gazed aghast at his erstwhile secretary.


  Margaret Sprague smiled archly at Ralph. “Mr. Prescott,” she said evenly, “I have been my own mistress for years and I don’t propose to have a master now. And don’t look at me so angrily.”


  “But—but, Margaret,” he objected, “this trip is extremely dangerous.”


  “No more so for me than for you men,” she said calmly, “and I think you are very rude not to present me.”


  The doctor joined Ralph in vigorous objection to Miss Sprague’s action but the two men soon realized that nothing could be done about it. Teddy grinned appreciatively from the head of the table. The professor shook his head solemnly, while Captain French and Steve Gillette gazed with unconcealed admiration at the girl in the door. The group was further astonished at the appearance of another beautiful girl, when the stately Mary Holmes thrust her blond head from behind the raven locks of Margaret Sprague. The two girls laughed merrily at the discomfiture apparent on the faces of all of the men except Teddy Crowley.


  Those peals of silvery laughter quickly softened the faces of the men and it was not long before the breakfast had developed into a sort of a party, with each and every one of the six men striving for the privilege of assisting the girls in the culinary work and the serving.


  But Ralph still entertained vague forebodings, as did Teddy.


  AFTER that first meal on board the Comet, the party separated quite naturally into several groups. The two girls were annexed by Teddy and Ralph, who took them to the various portions of the vessel, and poured into their eager ears equally eager explanations of the functioning of the various mechanisms, and of the method of propulsion. Doctor DePolac joined Professor Timken in the control room, where the two older men exchanged views of their differing branches of science. Steve Gillette and Captain French found their chief interest in the central power plant, where Steve lovingly expounded on the qualities of each machine, on all of which he had spent so much of his time during the construction of the Comet.


  And, quite naturally too, the mixed group soon divided. Mary Holmes become greatly interested in the refrigeration system and Teddy lingered to explain and demonstrate it to her. Margaret Sprague displayed vivid interest in the beauties of the firmament, through which they were rushing with such tremendous speed. It was thus that Ralph found himself leading her into one of the side compartments where they took up their position at one of the circular windows.


  “Miss Sprague,” he said, “I do not know any astronomy, outside of the little I have picked up in my short association with Professor Timken. But, like you, I am greatly interested in it and strongly appreciative of the vastness and beauty of the universe.”


  “I was Margaret to you at the breakfast table,” she countered, irrelevantly.


  Ralph hesitated. Then, “But my words were spoken under stress at that time,” he apologized. “Forgive me if I offended you. And nothing would please me more than to have your permission to call you Margaret.”


  Her laughter at this thrilled him anew. “Why, certainly, I forgive you. And you may address me as Margaret—I—I—rather like it—Ralph.”


  The ice being thus broken, they talked long and earnestly of their mission. These two, bachelor and bachelor maid, found much in common. Both had been thrown on their own resources and had proved equal to the emergency. Gradually, as he came to know her better, as he saw deep into the courageous spirit of the girl, his fears for her safety were allayed, or at least mitigated. She was so self-reliant, so energetic in her opinions, that he could not picture her as being unable to face almost anything with bravery equal to that of a man. So, with her, he gave himself over to awed contemplation of the heavens. Then fell into silence.


  Below, in the control room, the professor had just taken another observation and found their course still true. The velocity remained constant and by his reckoning almost half the trip had been completed. Suddenly there was a clicking of relays in a glass case beside the main control board. There came a change in the murmur of the machinery overhead and, with a lurch that threw the professor and the doctor sprawling to the floor, the Comet changed her course. When they had picked themselves up from the floor, the doctor looked wonderingly at his friend.


  “Just the operation of Teddy’s automatic device to save us from some disaster,” explained the professor. “But I wonder if any of the others were hurt by the shock. It was quite severe.”


  “Indeed it was,” said the doctor, ruefully rubbing a shin which had contacted painfully with one of the control levers.


  They were assured almost at once regarding the safety of their companions, who, one and all, rushed down the stairs to the control room. Steve Gillette and Captain French were a bit pale, since they had witnessed the sudden speeding up of the several units in the power room, and there the shock had seemed even more terrific. But the two young women and their escorts seemed unconcerned enough as far as fear went; they only wondered about the cause of the disturbance.


  Teddy stepped at once to an array of instruments at one side of the room. As he did so the professor uttered a startled exclamation. He had glanced at the speed indicator.


  It registered twenty thousand miles a second! No wonder there had been a shock! Their velocity had increased ten times in less than two minutes of time!


  “What is it?” asked Mary.


  Teddy returned from the instrument board. “Some celestial body approached us in the direction of hull-section 326-R,” he replied, “and it was necessary for the Comet to run-away. But all will be well. And possibly we may see the heavenly wanderer. It should be visible through yonder window.”


  He pointed to a near-by port and the passengers trooped to that point, gazing intently into the heavens.


  ALL appeared as before. The stars shone in all their glory. Venus gleamed with the brilliance of a planet far larger than any they had ever witnessed with the naked eye. But there was no sign of a large near-by body which might have caused the disturbance. They watched for not more than a minute when there was another convulsive lurch of the Comet. This time they were not thrown to the floor, but were rather seized with a slight nausea and feeling of light-headedness. Immediately Margaret uttered a surprised exclamation. She was floating in mid-air, fully three feet from the floor, clutching for support. Ralph reached for one of her outstretched hands and, having moved a bit too quickly, found himself in about the same predicament. The sight was so ludicrous that the other voyagers burst into laughter, Ralph and Margaret soon joining in the merriment for all their undignified plight.


  “None of you must move from your present positions,” laughed Teddy, “I think I know what has happened and I shall remedy the trouble at once.”


  He stepped out slowly, carefully, and moved toward the door. Each shuffling step moved him several feet so that he seemed to be gliding over an undulating, flexible medium. He worked his way up the stairs, leaving the rest gazing foolishly at each other.


  “Something has happened to the internal gravity-simulating apparatus,” announced the professor, carefully holding to the nearest control pedestal to keep his featherweight body in position. “You know it was necessary on this vessel to provide for energization of the floors in order that we might maintain our normal weight with relation to the vessel itself. Otherwise we should be practically weightless as we are now and should be unable to move about normally. Of course the ship itself has some mass, but this is so infinitesimal when compared with that of the earth, that its attraction for our bodies is almost nil. Therefore, we now weigh practically nothing.”


  “How interesting,” giggled Mary Holmes, “and here I have been on a reducing diet for six months and have only lost three pounds.”


  The doctor guffawed at this. He had a daughter whose inclinations were similar and who thought more of calories than of any other single thing on earth.


  Margaret and Ralph suddenly floated to the floor and each member of the party felt the floor plates pressing gradually harder and harder against his feet until normal weight was restored.


  Teddy bounced down the stairs laughing. “Well, folks,” he said, “I guess we are all right again now. One of the gravity energizers had stopped and I started up the spare generator, so all is well once more.”


  “But what caused the first one to stop, sir?” asked Steve, in surprise.


  “That puzzles me,” said Teddy, his brow wrinkled in perplexity, “and I hope nothing serious has happened to it because we have only the one spare.”


  “I’ll go up and look it over right away,” said Steve, suiting action to the words.


  Teddy glanced at the speed indicator, which again registered the normal speed of two thousand miles a second. The professor sighted through the direction finder and announced that they were again on their course. But no body which could have caused the disturbance could be seen through the window in the direction from which the influence had come.


  “This is strange,” murmured Teddy in a puzzled manner, “I can not understand it, but everything seems to be all right again and that is the important thing.”


  “I believe I can explain it,” said the professor, “the body causing the Comet to swerve from her course to avoid collision was quite possibly a meteorite of considerable size.”


  “But why could we not see it?” objected the doctor, “I thought meteorites were what we call shooting stars?”


  “They are,” replied the professor, “but meteorites are comparatively small in size and only become visible to us on earth when they enter our atmosphere and become heated to incandescence by friction with the air. Out here in the vacuum of space they do not become heated, land, on account of their smallness and consequent lack (of light-reflecting surface, are invisible to the eye from any appreciable distance. This is quite likely the reason we did not, or cannot, see the object which deflected us (from our course.”


  “But this meteorite must be of considerable size to operate my automatic devices to such a violent extent,” paid Teddy.


  “Size is only relative,” answered the professor. “Some of the meteorites which enter our atmosphere are small enough to be held in the hand, could one be obtained. But these smaller ones are entirely consumed by the heat of atmospheric friction before reaching our earth. Larger ones do reach the surface and these are called meteorites or aerolites. Some of these have been found to weigh many tons and these were probably much larger before entering the atmosphere, a great reduction in mass taking place in their brief but fiery transit through the increasing density of the air. As a matter of fact out here in space one might easily be as large as our vessel and would then have many times the mass or attracting power of the Comet. If of sufficient density, one could well be imagined to weigh many thousands of times more than our ship, and in that case its action on your delicate mechanisms would be intense.”


  At this juncture Steve Gillette entered the room. “Well, the energizer is off the sick list,” he announced. “I have repaired it.”


  “What was wrong, Steve?” asked Teddy.


  “Why, it’s the darndest thing,” said Steve. “The field was completely demagnetized.”


  “What did you do?”


  “Just connected up a couple of leads from the main generator and passed a heavy current through the field coils of the energizer. This soon remagnetized the steel core pieces and now the machine is as good as new.”


  “Good stuff,” Teddy approved, “but I can’t tell you what caused the trouble either.”


  The professor spoke up, at this. “I think I know,” he said. “The meteorite we passed, or which passed us, must have been a highly magnetic, or possibly even a radio-active body. Many meteoric specimens have been examined on earth and a considerable proportion of these were found to contain iron in the metallic state. Even where pure iron is not found, some of its compounds are usually present. About three and a half percent of the specimens are nearly pure iron combined with a small percentage of nickel. Within the past two years one of great size was found which was highly magnetic, something of the nature of lodestone. Another had marked radioactive properties. It is thus quite easy to conceive of a still larger body possessing such qualities to an enormous degree when in its native element and unquenched by the incandescence set up in passage through our atmosphere. Concede this and the explanation is more or less simple. Emanations of a powerful magnetic nature could penetrate the inner insulating envelope of the Comet, though it is a complete protection against harmful vibratory rays, and set up oscillations in the particular field pieces which would demagnetize them as was accomplished in this instance. At least that is a rational assumption. And we are extremely fortunate that the energies that simulate normal gravity in the Comet are interconnected with this automatic device and are instantly altered or shifted to compensate for a rapid acceleration of the vessel. Otherwise we should all have been flattened to the floor plates and killed when this occurred.”


  WITH their minds once more at ease, the voyagers again paired off in much the same manner as they had done previously and the remainder of the trip was spent pleasantly and without untoward incident. The second meal of the day was an even more jolly one than the first and it was easy to be seen that already firm friendships had been established in the group. Especially was this true of Ralph and Margaret, who indeed seemed to have reached something stronger than a mere friendship. True, also, was this of Teddy and Mary. And it was plain to the rest of the voyagers that the two couples had found strong mutual attraction. This was observed by Steve and the captain with something akin to envy, and by the older men with tolerant approval.


  THE Comet had left Lakehurst at exactly seven-thirty in the morning. At five-thirty in the afternoon the professor made an observation which showed them to be approximately fourteen million miles from their goal. He was somewhat puzzled at first, since, at the rate of two thousand miles per second, there should still remain about sixteen million miles of their journey. But he recollected the three minutes or more when their speed had been multiplied by ten, and readily calculated that this accounted for the discrepancy, since they had not swerved widely from their course at the time. He therefore announced that at the present rate of speed only two hours remained of the trip.


  At six-thirty, by earth time, when the evening meal had been completed, the entire party assembled in the control room. Only about seven millions of miles now separated them from Venus, which could be seen through the floor ports as a fair-sized ball, rapidly growing larger. The color of the planet revealed itself as a cold blue-white, almost of the nature of the earth’s satellite on a clear night. The group watched it in awe, not unmixed with excitement.


  Observations were taken at ten-minute intervals and the excitement increased apace as the disc of the planet loomed larger and larger to their view. Teddy now stationed himself at the controls permanently and the professor remained at the direction finder. The others knelt about the floor ports with their eyes glued on the great orb they were nearing.


  “Isn’t it beautiful?” whispered Margaret, whose head was close to Ralph’s.


  “More than beautiful,” he replied. “And, do you know, it seems to me that the color is changing to a more greenish tinge than we first thought.”


  “I believe so, too,” said Margaret. “What does that remind you of, Ralph?”


  “Why,” he said, “I had not thought of it, but now you mention it, it does bring to mind the green mists accompanying the mental messages sent to me on earth.”


  He looked at Venus in awed silence.


  Minute by minute the planet loomed larger and soon a. decrease in pitch of the whirring machinery over their heads told that Teddy had started the deceleration of their velocity. They were approaching less and less rapidly now and, when the globe beneath them become so great in size as to fill their entire field of vision, the Comet had slowed down to a mere half mile a second.


  The greenish tinge persisted for a time but when they had entered the atmosphere of the planet and the Comet slowed down still further, the green seemed to vanish utterly. In a few minutes they realized they were in broad daylight, with the sun high in the heavens shining as naturally and familiarly as on their own earth. Its disc appeared much larger than on earth but the illumination was not much greater on account of the greater filtering effect of the atmosphere. Now they plunged through a bank of light clouds and before them spread a wonderful sight. The planet was no longer a globe, but a great bowl, with the horizon as its rim.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” said Teddy, with mock pomposity, “allow me to present to you the planet Venus.”


  No one replied. They were far too absorbed in the magnificent view.


  CHAPTER IX


  Venus


  THE Comet drifted slowly above the surface of the strange planet at an altitude of about twenty thousand feet, giving the voyagers ample opportunity to study its characteristics from comparatively close range. As far as the eye could reach the prevailing color was green, not the yellow-greens and deeper hues of the foliage on earth, but a clear, glistening blue-green varying in shade from a beautiful emerald to a delicate jade. Off to the north (the magnetic compass of the Comet was now operating, and showed Venus to have a magnetic pole similar to that of the earth) rose a range of mountains, partly obscured by a pale blue-green haze in spots but showing flashes of royal purple and of gleaming scarlet here and there. In the distant east could be made out a large body of water, evidently a great sea. The landscape was dotted with communities appearing, from this height, similar to those of the earth. The countryside between was marked with orderly patches of what must have been cultivated ground, the whole presenting the appearance of a huge checkerboard painted by an artist with a flair for the modernistic in variety of shades of the same basic color.


  But there were no large cities in evidence so Teddy headed the Comet in an easterly direction, his idea being that the sea coast would be the most likely place on which to find large centers of population. He dropped to a lower altitude, about five thousand feet, and here much more could be seen in detail, though the view was more limited in area. Straight ribbons of highways could now be seen and these seemed to be crowded with high speed traffic. The surfaces of the roads were themselves of a greenish hue, which accounted for their being unseen from higher altitudes.


  “Is everything on this dog-gone planet green?” grunted Steve Gillette.


  “It looks that way, doesn’t it?” laughed Teddy, “although we did see flashes of purples and reds in the distant hills. But what I am wondering now is where we are going to land.”


  “Why not just land anywhere and inquire for this Queen Thalia of Ralph’s?” inquired Margaret sweetly.


  Ralph grinned sheepishly at the sally, but was secretly pleased at the evident note of slight jealousy.


  “That might not be safe,” spoke up the doctor. “We have no means of communicating with these people. We do not know their language nor do they know ours. Besides, for all we know, this world may be very much like our own, with many separate states or countries, each suspicious of, and occasionally warring with, the other. We might easily find ourselves in territory hostile to this Thalia.”


  “But Thalia’s communicated thoughts gave the impression that she is ruler of the entire planet,” Ralph objected.


  “True,” agreed the doctor, “but rulers of our earth often sit on uneasy thrones and the same thing may be true here.”


  At this moment the voyagers were surprised by the sudden appearance of a large airplane, almost a duplicate of those in use on earth some twenty years previously. This plane circled the Comet several times, its occupants scanning the vessel through goggled eyes. Then it made off swiftly in a northeasterly direction. They had not seen an aircraft of any description previously and had wondered why the people of Venus were not using the air instead of the green roads below. Here at least was one field in which the people of earth excelled them. And to them the craft which inspected them appeared strangely antique, though it was of large size and very speedy, as airplanes of its type went.


  “Did you see what I saw?” exclaimed Teddy, “or do my eyes deceive me? When that plane was close to our windows it seemed to me that the pilot and passenger were of huge size.”


  “They certainly were,” said Ralph, “I should judge them to be at least eight feet in height, though it is hard to tell with the lower halves of their bodies hidden in the fuselage. It seems we are to encounter a race of giants. And you will remember that the queen, Thalia, gave the impression of being very large when she appeared in the mental vision received on earth.”


  “That’s right,” said the doctor. “I am not sure why that impression was evident but it certainly was. Perhaps it was by comparison with more familiar objects surrounding her in the vision. But I was sure at the time that she was of much greater stature than our own women.”


  “Well, that’ll be some consolation to me,” said Mary. “I have always thought myself too tall for worlds, at least for our world. It will be pleasant to find taller women here.”


  Teddy smiled in her direction. “There you go again,” he said. “You’re just right as you are.”


  Mary blushed and the others laughed.


  “Look!” exclaimed Ralph, “here comes a whole fleet of the planes.”


  IT was true. From the direction in which the first one had disappeared, there came a fleet of twenty-eight of the airplanes. They flew in formation, seven planes to a group, flying in V’s. Just as the first one had done, these circled the Comet several times, then made off toward the northeast. They moved but a short distance and then returned, repeating this maneuver several times.


  “What dumb-bells we are!” exclaimed Teddy, “they are trying to let us know we are to follow them.”


  He manipulated the controls and the Comet followed in the wake of the fleet of planes. As soon as he had done this, the fleet speeded up and continued in the direction they had taken. They flew at an altitude of no more than three thousand feet and the speed indicator of the Comet showed a speed of four hundred miles an hour, when they were just maintaining their position.


  Soon they were over the sea that they had noticed before and it proved to be one of the strangest bodies of water they had ever seen. Its surface was as smooth as that of a lake though its size must have been immense, for it was not many minutes before no sight of land could be had in any direction. But the color of this ocean was the strangest part of all. Instead of the usual ultra-marine of the oceans on earth on a clear day, this body of water was as black as the blackest ink. The sun was reflected on its surface in glints of purple and blue and orange that reminded one of the multi-colored glints of carborundum crystals. The horizon in all directions was shrouded in the elusive green mist. The sky above, instead of showing the deep blue of the earth’s, showed an equally deep and beautiful green. It was a strange world they had reached.


  “What strange hues and shades!” exclaimed Margaret. “One would almost think that this world had been deliberately created for the purpose of presenting vivid and unusual color combinations. But it is weirdly beautiful all the same.”


  “Indeed it is,” Mary agreed, busy with her notebook, “my editors will scarcely believe their senses when they read my copy.”


  Hour after hour the Comet trailed the fleet ahead and it soon became apparent that they were in for a long journey. The view of the gleaming black ocean became very monotonous and it was not long before Captain French proposed a game of bridge. This was readily agreed to by Margaret and Ralph, but Mary could not be persuaded to leave the control room. Steve Gillette finally agreed to play and the four proceeded to the smoking room above. Doctor DePolac and the professor left for the upper compartment where the professor proposed making some observations with his sextant and to prepare a rough chart of the portion of the planet’s surface over which they traveled. This left Mary alone with Teddy in the control room, which was entirely to the engineer’s liking.


  “How do you get that way?” asked Teddy as-soon as they were alone, “always worrying about your diet and forever complaining of your height. Why, I’ll bet you are no more than five feet nine.”


  “Nine and a half,” she corrected, “and I can’t get below a hundred and forty to save my life.”


  Teddy snorted. “Why, that’s terrible, isn’t it?” he said, “and I’m over six feet and weigh nearly two hundred.”


  “Yes, but you’re a man. All my girl friends are little and pretty like Margaret, and here I am a great big horse, fit for nothing but taking a man’s place in the newspaper world.”


  Now Teddy became really angry. “Mary,” he growled, “I have only known you a short time, but I must speak my mind. You make me tired with that kind of talk. Haven’t you ever looked in your mirror? Haven’t you ever observed the beauty you possess? And don’t you know that the slightly taller women wear clothes far more effectively than the little runts? I think you are the most beautiful women I have ever seen.”


  And indeed she was beautiful as she sat beside him, chin in hand, watching the gleam in his eye as he made this statement.


  “You’re a dear, Teddy,” she said, “I thought I’d get a rise out of you and I did. Actually, I don’t give a hoot about the things I have been talking about. But I do care about your opinion. This is an age of frankness between the sexes and I am telling you that I have never before been attracted to a man as I am to you. I hope the feeling is mutual.”


  “It certainly is, Mary dear,” he replied in a much softer tone. “Perhaps I am attracted far more than you are. And I know we shall be happy when we marry.”


  “Is this a proposal?” she asked.


  “Positively!”


  “Then consider it settled.”


  She arose and drew nearer as, with one. hand on the control, Teddy reached for hers with the other. The pact was sealed with a kiss.


  Neither of them thought of the affair as anything unusual. But had the doctor or the professor witnessed this scene they would have thrown up their hands in horror. They were of the past generation when the equality of the sexes was still in its infancy, when the younger generation had just begun the era of frankness and freedom. They still adhered to the old ideas of long courtships, shy glances, and the dominance of the male. But times had indeed changed.


  THE Comet was now approaching the shore of some land, which loomed up ahead as a forbidding, mountainous coast. The fleet before them headed skyward, gaining altitude rapidly. Teddy followed, knowing they must have some reason for so doing. When they had reached an altitude of twenty thousand feet they flattened out and proceeded over the new country. And such a scene of desolation as spread before them!


  Gone were the many shades of green witnessed in the land they had first sighted. The ground beneath them was as black as the blackest charcoal. It was broken up and disrupted until it was hardly recognizable as anything but a continuous waste of unbelievably ebon wreckage. It was not the blackness of the ocean just crossed, but the blackness of death and destruction. There was not a glint of reflected light from the sun, which was still high in the heavens. A gloom, an indescribable pall seemed to hang over this land and the very air became darker. No wonder the fleet had climbed to a higher altitude!


  Mile after mile they traveled over this depressing territory. Mile after mile of broken and twisted mountains and valleys they crossed without seeing a cheering sign. There was not the slightest evidence of vegetation or of human or animal life. Then the fleet again gained altitude until the altimeter on the Comet registered thirty thousand feet. Soon they sighted, toward the east, and only a short distance off their course, a most unusual phenomenon, even for this unusual world. A great flaming dome appeared as if by magic. It hurled twisting, leaping streamers of searing blue flame for miles in all directions. It seemed to be a burning, boiling hemisphere of sulphurous fire, and its awesome light painted the blackness surrounding it in eerie, flickering color. Then it slowly died down, leaving only a blackened waste where it had appeared.


  Mary pressed Teddy’s hand still more tightly. “What, in Heaven’s name, was that?” she whispered.


  “Search me,” he answered, a little shakily. “But I guess we will see stranger things than that before we leave dear old Venus. No wonder our guiding fleet came up to this height. If we had been at twenty thousand feet and one of these things sprang up below us, we should have been annihilated. No wonder Thalia called for help!”


  “It’s funny Ralph hasn’t received another thought message from her, isn’t it?” said Mary.


  “Yes, I had thought of that too. When we first neared the planet and didn’t know where to land, it seemed she should have come to our aid. But, come to think of it, her thought waves were projected over a directional beam and, with such a device, it would be impossible to keep in contact with a moving vessel like the Comet. That is probably the reason.”


  “But she was able to locate him in his movements about our earth,” Mary said.


  “That’s so,” agreed Teddy. “But anyhow, there’s something about it none of us understands. It may be that there is great difficulty in obtaining the required contact. At any rate we seem to be well taken care of by the fleet up ahead there. And they make very good speed for planes of their type. But it is slow going for the Comet. We could rise above the atmosphere and encircle the entire planet in a few minutes. But of course that is impossible for them.”


  “Will you stop talking shop for a while now and pay some attention to me?” asked Mary, drawing closer to him.


  “No sooner said than done,” said Teddy, encircling her waist with his free arm, “but look ahead. There is the black sea again. This must be only an island we are crossing.”


  It was indeed the case and, within a few minutes they were again out over the inky waters. The sun shone more brightly and they both breathed a sigh of relief.


  “I hope that not much of the planet is like that we just saw,” said Mary.


  “So do I,” agreed the engineer. “I suppose the destruction we witnessed was the work of the enemies mentioned by Thalia and it sure was complete.”


  All through the afternoon they followed the fleet at the steady pace they had maintained, the professor spelling Teddy at the controls at meal time. The bridge game continued in the smoking room and it appeared that Ralph was the big winner. But he wore a look of discontent, brought on no doubt by the fact that Captain French was paying a great deal of attention to Margaret. The professor was deep in his mathematics and had learned several interesting facts about the planet. Through ports provided in the upper compartment for that purpose he had drawn samples of the air and had determined its constituents. He announced that it contained almost exactly the proportions of oxygen, nitrogen, and other gases as that of the earth, but there was, in addition, an element unknown to him and which he could not place in the atomic scale. This, he thought, was the substance which gave the atmosphere of the planet its greenish tinge when viewed from a distance and it puzzled him greatly. But the air was pure and breathable and he had found the barometric pressure at the level of the sea to be 30.8 inches, slightly higher than that of the earth. Immediately after dinner he and the doctor returned to the upper compartment. The bridge game was resumed, and Mary and Teddy again had the control room to themselves. They had made far better progress than had Ralph and Margaret.


  AT sundown a most beautiful sight presented itself. The sun, seemingly several times as large as seen from the earth, took on a purplish tint as it neared the horizon. The colors in the sky were indescribable and Mary hastened up the stairs to break up the bridge game and get the four players to view the beauties of this, the first sunset they had witnessed on the planet. Since the control room was provided with windows permitting a view in all directions except directly upward, the bridge players returned there with her.


  The reflections on the inky waters were of colors entirely outside the experience of these visitors from another world and they gazed in speechless amazement. As the great disc of the sun was slowly swallowed up by the ebon waters, the play of colors and the shifting lights on the surface brought many a gasp of delight from the two girls. The sky changed gradually from its deep green tint to a brilliantly illuminated dome of flashing colors of brighter hue. The few clouds at the horizon were tinged with carmines, magentas, and purples. Strangely there was no hint of yellows, but never had the passengers of the Comet witnessed so vivid a display of most of the colors of the painter’s palette. When the sun was entirely hidden the colors persisted, fading reluctantly with spasmodic flickerings of renewed brilliancy, as if they were loath to be extinguished. The twilight was green, pale at first, then merging into the several shades of yellow and of blue-green, through the deepest to the blackness of night.


  For an hour they watched, awed into silence. Now the stars became visible, twinkling merrily and brightly. Ahead of them shone the many lights of the fleet they were following, and from several of the airplanes extended the beams of searchlights playing on the waters below as an additional guide to the visitors.


  The card game was not resumed that night, as everyone, notwithstanding the excitement at the prospect of landing, was so tired as scarcely to be able to remain awake. There was no indication from their guides as to how long a journey might be ahead of them, and as the time grew late, the professor relieved Teddy at the controls, allowing him to retire for a few hours’ rest. Captain French remained with the professor, and the remainder of the party withdrew to their staterooms to obtain some sleep. They had not slept for more than twenty-four hours and needed rest badly. It had been a long period of wakefulness for them all, for they had left earth early in the morning, and had arrived at about noon of a Venerian day, after twelve hours of travel.


  Four hours later Teddy returned to the control room.


  He found it impossible to sleep longer. His anticipation had gotten the better of him, even in his sleep. He found that the captain had retired, leaving the professor alone at the controls.


  “How are things going, Professor?” he asked.


  “Nothing has occurred, Teddy. We have maintained our speed steadily and I figure we are now over six thousand miles from our starting point. And, do you know, I believe this planet is about nine-tenths water on the surface, possibly more?”


  “Is that so?” said the engineer. “What brings you to that conclusion?”


  “Well, we have now traveled more than one-quarter around the circumference of the globe and have been mostly over water. During the night we passed over two more islands similar to the barren one, except that these were populated—thickly, I should judge from illumination of the cities below. Four large air liners of the plane type passed within view and I saw one of these land on the second island. Possibly we shall reach a great continent later, but I am inclined to the belief that the surface is a great expanse of water, dotted with islands of greater or less size, with no immense areas of land such as the continents of our earth.”


  “Then the population here would be considerably smaller than that of the earth?”


  “Undoubtedly. But, Teddy, I am becoming very tired and, if you don’t mind, I shall turn the controls over to you now and get a little sleep myself.”


  “Go right ahead,” said Teddy, contritely. “It was inexcusable of me to leave you here. You have had less sleep than any of us.”


  “Yes, but I was playing most of the day yesterday, while you did all the work,” laughed the professor. “At any rate, good night.”


  “Good night, Professor,” said Teddy, “I’ll have you awakened as soon as anything of interest happens.”


  THE dawn came in little more than two hours, and its weird green brilliancy lighted the control room with flickering lights of eerie hue. Teddy had never felt more alone in his life, and he shuddered involuntarily as another of the blackened, blasted islands loomed up ahead. The guiding fleet increased altitude as before and the Comet followed immediately. This island was much smaller than the first and had evidently been the scene of more recent activity. Here and there were pools of blue flame from which great clouds of heavy yellow vapor arose. Two of the fiery blue domes appeared before the far coast of the island had been reached and Teddy wondered more and more as to their nature and origin. But no sign of life appeared, nor was there any indication that any existed on the barren wastes of the terrible land. He breathed a sigh of relief when the Comet was once more out over the dark ocean.


  Mary and Margaret entered the control room soon after and looked as refreshed and rosy as two flowers. Teddy gazed at Mary admiringly and lovingly.


  “Good morning, dear,” she addressed him, cheerily, “what’s the news this morning?”


  “No news yet,” he replied, “excepting that we are over seven thousand miles from our starting point and still going strong. It can’t be much farther to where we are going as we are nearly a third of the way around the planet now.”


  “Isn’t it thrilling, though, to think that we are really over the surface of Venus,” said Margaret, “and will soon see what its inhabitants are like?”


  “It is,” said Teddy drily, “but it is going to be still more thrilling when we find ourselves again on good old mother earth. I hope no harm comes to either of you while we are here.”


  Mary kissed him affectionately on the forehead. “You old fuss-budget,” she said, “don’t worry about us. We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t want to be. And we are going to get more fun out of it than will all of you men put together.”


  At that moment a huge air liner approached at high speed and passed them so closely that they could make out the figures of passengers on the decks. The girls rushed to the windows and waved their handkerchiefs in excitement. Their gestures were answered by like demonstrations from the passengers on the other vessel, which must have had a capacity of at least three thousand persons. And it was a giant ship with, huge wings and great humming propellers. So different was it from the great wingless liners of their own earth that it seemed marvelous by comparison. And indeed, it was, for never had the winged type of airship been developed to such huge proportions on earth, although it might well have been, had not the gravity neutralizing material been discovered, so that the development of aircraft progressed along entirely different lines.


  By the time the rest of the party was assembled in the control room another five hundred miles had been covered and land was in sight ahead. As they approached the coast the fleet slowed down, until they were traveling at not more than a hundred miles an hour. Soon they made out the skyline of a great city that sprawled along the shore for a distance of ten miles or more. From this city there arose a cloud of airplanes of all sizes and these came out to meet their convoy. Like a flock of excited birds they circled around and darted to and fro, some approaching the Comet within an unsafe distance to get a good look at the visitors from another world. The fleet and the disorganized welcoming craft circled the city twice, thus affording the passengers of the Comet a good view of the wonders beneath.


  Such a city they had never seen—never imagined in their wildest dreams. It was nearly as large as their own New York and was teeming with life. The streets were laid out in orderly straight lines and were crowded with traffic. Great parks and public squares appeared here and there and the roofs of all buildings were flat and provided with runways for the launching of airplanes. The buildings, even in the business section, were not of as great a height as those of the large cities on earth, rising to not more than six hundred feet in most cases. But they were radically different in other respects from any previously seen by the visitors. They appeared like huge truncated pyramids with perfectly smooth, windowless sides. The streets and moving ways bordering them were of the same pale green tint as had been observed in the country roads, when they first neared Venus. The buildings were of many colors, brilliant in the extreme—purples, reds, and blues of vivid hue. It seemed that the inhabitants had been bent on making their city a veritable rainbow of colors. And the sheen was the most remarkable part of all. Each and every structure shone as brightly in its own particular color as if covered with the most glossy of baked enamels.


  MANY of the smaller planes that had come out to meet them landed on the roof tops and one was seen to crash, in the excitement of its pilot, and go slithering down the sloping wall of a large building into the street below, where the pedestrians scattered in haste to escape the descending wreckage. Teddy maneuvered the Comet to a lower position and the passengers were relieved to see the occupants of the plane scramble from the wreckage apparently unharmed. And the occupants of the Comet were scarcely less excited than the inhabitants of this strange city seemed to be.


  Their convoy of planes was now circling about the central portion of the city and the Comet was maneuvered to a point directly above them. The object of their circling at once became apparent, for directly beneath was a huge square, rimmed by a mass of humanity, but leaving in the center a large field providing landing area for the entire fleet. One by one the airplanes dropped to this space until all were safely landed, leaving a central opening for the landing of the Comet.


  Teddy dropped the spherical vessel into place as gently as a feather and the voyagers rushed to the entrance manhole in their eagerness to reach the solid ground of Venus. With trembling fingers Teddy unbolted the circular cover, and he was the first to step forth into the brilliant Venerian sunshine. He blinked in the dazzling light and assisted the two girls to the velvety grass beneath the Comet. The rest of the party followed and the little group stood there beneath the curving bulk of their vessel dazed and expectant. There was a great hubbub about them, and, before they could realize it, they found themselves the center of a company of gaily caparisoned soldiery. There was a blast, as of the blowing of a thousand trumpets, and they were marched quickly through lanes of shouting and gesticulating Venerians toward a large purple building adjoining the field.


  So confused were they by the din of their welcome that the first impressions of their surroundings were extremely indistinct, but the one thing that stood out most in their minds was the wealth of color in decorations and the great size of the people of Venus. Every one of their guards was at least seven feet in height, and from glimpses they obtained of the surrounding multitude, it appeared that all of their welcomers were built along the same heroic lines, male and female alike.


  Amid the cheers and noisy clamor of the crowds they were hustled up a broad stair and through the massive gates of the purple building. It was not until the gates had closed behind them that they were able to calm themselves and take stock of their immediate surroundings.


  CHAPTER X


  Seritanis


  THROUGH a long, brightly lighted passage they were led by their guards who, when they reached the magnificent portal at the end of the passage, dispersed, leaving only two of their number to escort the visitors within.


  The sight that met their view when they stepped through the golden portal was one that again rendered them speechless and overcome with amazement. Before them spread a huge circular chamber, surrounded by pillars of gold and royal purple, and lighted with a soft but revealing light from hidden sources. The floor of this chamber was of highly polished metal of onyx-like beauty and the ceiling, far overhead, was dome-shaped and hung with purple and gold fabric of velvety texture. At the far side of the chamber rose an elaborate throne, whereon there sat none other than Queen Thalia, who had instigated their voyage. Hers was a queenly figure and the dignity and benignancy of her smile as she greeted them, endeared her to the visitors immediately. On either side the throne was flanked by twenty or more courtiers, all of giant size, and all with expectant eyes fixed on the newcomers. The huge room was as silent as a tomb as they neared the throne.


  Thalia arose majestically and extended her hands slowly as she had in the telepathic visions. As if drawn by a magnet, Ralph stepped slowly from the group of his companions and approached her until he was so close he could have touched the hem of her golden robe. The queen looked down at him with a sweet smile of gratitude wreathing her beautiful pale features. She spoke.


  Although the words issuing from the mouth of this queen of a giant race were in a strange tongue, the visitors understood every meaning as perfectly as if her tongue had been familiar to them from childhood. Still they realized that it was not the words themselves they understood but the thoughts of the speaker. The words were merely a vehicle for obtaining the contact by which the thoughts from her mind were transmitted to theirs. And when Ralph replied to her greeting it was evident that she understood and that his meaning was clear to her courtiers as well. This was thought transference perfected, and Doctor DePolac became greatly excited, as he realized this.


  “Friends from a distant world,” she said, “I, Thalia, queen of all the islands of Coris, welcome you to our planet. And, in the name of my people, I thank you for your courage in coming to us and in offering your aid in our struggle for existence and for the perpetuation of our race. May the Great Power grant us success with your help. You are small of stature but great of mind. My mind tells me this, as I am able to follow the innermost thoughts of each and every one of you. And this power tells me that your thoughts are good and that your minds are possessed of much scientific knowledge unknown to the Corisians. You shall remain as my guests in the palace for as long a time as you are with us.”


  Ralph became spokesman for the group, since his mind was in more complete understanding than the others, on account of his previous experiences.


  “We thank you for your kind welcome, your Majesty,” he said as if to the manner born, “and we offer our humble services in any way in which they may be found useful.”


  The queen directed her gaze at him. “And you,” she said, “are the recipient of my mental messages. Forgive me for causing you such mental distress in the initial experiments, but it was an extremely difficult undertaking and this suffering could not well be avoided. My own was as acute as was yours at first. To you I extend my deepest gratitude, since it was through your mental strength that I was able to reach your people.”


  “It was little enough I did, your Majesty,” murmured Ralph.


  “It was more than you know,” responded the queen. “It was a superhuman feat on your part to withstand the process. And I am impelled to convey to you and to your companions the thought that to you I am not ‘your Majesty,’ but Thalia, in name. It is my wish that you address me in this manner. It is also my wish that the feminine members of your party approach more closely.”


  MARGARET and Mary neared the throne with admiring glances bent upon the stately figure before them. Never had they seen such beauty and grace nor so resplendent a costume. The queen, though of fully eighteen inches greater stature than Mary, impressed them as being one of their own sort, kind, human, and extremely beautiful. Her golden hair massed thickly about a perfect creamy white countenance, falling in fluffy waves from beneath the narrow gold circlet which was the insignia of majesty. Great brown eyes peered understanding from beneath perfectly arched brows at these women from another world. The hands she extended to them were of ethereal whiteness and the long, tapering fingers were warm and friendly to the touch, when the girls impulsively grasped them, one on the left and the other on the right.


  “My dears,” spoke Thalia, “I am more than pleased to find you with this party and more than pleased to welcome you to my domain. You shall reside in my own suite and be cared for by my own attendants. The women of your world must be of rare courage to produce two such brave girls as you. I am afraid that none of my female subjects would dare make such a voyage as you have completed. I shall take you to your new quarters myself. Come.”


  She descended from the throne and, with hands still clasped by the girls, led them from the room, the courtiers standing with bowed heads as she passed.


  When they had gone, the remainder of the party was surrounded by the nobles of the court who showered them with congratulations on their successful journey and with expressions of admiration for the genius of those who had made the trip possible. There was some difficulty in making themselves understood perfectly, since these Venerians did not seem to possess the telepathic power to so great a degree as did their queen. However, it was found that the contact became better as increased concentration was attempted by the visitors, and it was not long before their conversations became easier and more understandable.


  The men were then conducted to luxurious suites in the palace which were to be for their occupancy for the duration of their stay on the planet. Thalia’s chief adviser, Romos by name, attached himself to Ralph and Teddy, and led them to a beautiful suite with adjoining sleeping rooms overlooking the square.


  As Ralph gazed at the teeming life of the great square and marveled at the colors of the fiat-topped, slopingsided buildings surrounding it, he suddenly recalled that no windows had been visible on the outside of any of the buildings.


  “How is this?” he asked Romos, “here I am viewing the square through this large window and I see several other windows in the apartment, but none was visible from the outside of the building, nor are any to be seen in adjoining buildings.”


  “That is not a window through which you are observing the outside world,” was the astounding reply.


  “Not a window?” said Ralph, “what is it then?”


  “It is an opaque panel or screen and the images on its outer side are transmitted electrically to its inner surface, being reproduced in detail exactly as if you were viewing them through an opening in the wall.”


  “Then there are no windows at all?” asked Ralph.


  “None,” said Romos. “All of our buildings are windowless.”


  “Then daylight never enters your homes or offices?”


  “Never. Our scientists discovered many, many years ago that artificial lighting could be produced, which was not only more restful to the eyes than daylight, but at the same time more healthful to the body. The ultraviolet light in the sun’s rays is much reduced in passing through our atmosphere and our artificial lighting contains a much greater proportion of these rays than does the sunlight. In fact it has been exactly proportioned to give the maximum of health-sustaining effect. In the several generations since this was accomplished our race has increased greatly in stature and in general health and physical vigor.”


  Teddy had been listening with extreme interest. “How about ventilation?” he asked.


  “There, too,” said Romos, “our scientists have improved on natural ventilation—that is, in so far as ventilation by means of openings in the walls is concerned. In the old days of windows, it was a common thing for our people to be troubled with colds and resulting complications of more serious nature. This was traced directly to the practice of ventilating buildings by means of open windows. The resulting drafts were the major cause of the trouble and much research work was done on artificial ventilation. The result was that windows disappeared and artificial ventilating came into universal use. Clean pure air is circulated through our buildings in such a manner that the carbon dioxide content can never exceed one part in ten thousand, and there are no drafts. This air is heated in the winter months and cooled in the summer, so that a uniform temperature is maintained the year around. The humidity is likewise maintained at a constant value. Our people no longer know what it is to develop a cold, and pneumonia and tuberculosis are now things of the past. We have no open windows to let in the dust and germs from the streets, and other diseases are therefore greatly reduced as well.”


  Teddy whistled in astonishment. “Well, that is one score for your people, Romos,” he said. “We can undoubtedly teach you some things about aviation and space traveling, but you certainly have gone us one better in this matter. I can’t pick a flaw in the reasoning either.”


  Romos laughed again. “Yes,” he said, “I am sure we shall be able to exchange some valuable knowledge. In fact we have learned much from Tinus already.”


  “Tinus?”


  “That is what we call your world.”


  “But how could you have learned from us already. You have had no other visitors from Tinus, have you?


  “No. But our astronomers have perfected optical instruments so powerful that we can observe Tinus very closely. As a matter of fact our airplanes are modeled after those in use on Tinus some thirty years ago. We have been unable to discover how you operate your present wingless craft.”


  Teddy stared in amazement. “Wait a minute,” he said, “let me get this straight. I can understand the possibility of the very powerful telescopes, although it seems utterly improbable when thought of from the standpoints of our earth. But you say thirty years. At that time our planes were very crude and not at all like these powerful machines of yours, which resemble some of ours of less than twenty years past.”


  “I mean thirty Corisian years,” smiled Romos. “You forget that your year is 365 days in length whereas ours is but 224.”


  “Yes, to be sure. I had forgotten,” said Teddy in chagrin.


  “Never mind,” said Romos, “we all forget. But have you breakfasted?”


  “No,” said Teddy. And Ralph chimed in with the same reply. They were both hungry.


  “Then that is the next thing to do,” said their new friend, smiling down at them from his extra foot of height.


  They followed him to the breakfast room, where they joined the other members of their party and partook of their first meal on the planet, known by its own inhabitants as Coris.


  AN hour later they were turned over to a committee „ which had been appointed by the queen to entertain them in whatever way they desired, and to impart to them such knowledge of Coris and the Corisians as might be deemed necessary. Doctor DePolac and the professor elected to accompany two of the scientific members of the committee on an inspection trip through certain of the factories and laboratories. Captain French and Steve Gillette, who had become fast friends, chose an airplane trip to an outlying district which had been devastated by the traditional enemies of the Corisians.


  Once more Ralph and Teddy found themselves with the two girls and separated from the rest of their party. They accepted with great pleasure the suggestion from Romos that a trip be made through the city, to make the acquaintance of the inhabitants, their occupations and their mode of living.


  “Seritanis,” explained Romos, when they were on their way to the street, “is the name of this, our capital city. It is situated on Thronia, the largest island of the planet, and has a population of upwards of seven millions of people. The island itself is about two and a half million square miles in area and supports a population of more than sixty millions.”


  The figures used in Romos’ language were entirely unintelligible to the listeners, but through the marvel of the Corisian thought transference, were easily translatable into figures with which they were all acquainted. It was becoming increasingly easy to converse with and to understand their hosts.


  “Then Professor Timken was correct in his assumption that Venus, or Coris as you call it, is for the most part covered by water?” asked Teddy.


  “Yes,” replied Romos. “It is ninety-two percent water on the surface, the total area of land, about fourteen million square miles, being made up of three thousand, two hundred islands of varying sizes. All of these are inhabited to a greater or less density with the exception of the sixteen which have been devastated by the Kellonians. The total population of the globe is now about four hundred and fifty millions, though at one time we numbered more than twenty times that many. The population was of course extremely dense, more than seven hundred inhabitants to the square mile, but the resources of the planet were sufficient to support them all and, were it not for the warring of the Kellonians, we should now be as great in number. You see, our total area of land had just about reached the limit of its possibilities in the way of supporting life, and we had to resort to birth control to limit the population to the then existing density. But the Kellonians came and the problem was forgotten. Thousands of once great cities are now deserted and crumbled in decay.”


  Romos hesitated—closed his mouth abruptly, and turned his head to hide his feelings.


  “These Kellonians,” said Teddy, after a moment’s silence, “what are they like and whence do they come?”


  “Let us forget about them for a while,” replied their new friend with an involuntary shudder. “You are to hear more about them later. For the present we are to enjoy ourselves, and to do some visiting about the city.”


  THEY had emerged from the square and were now in a street, one of the main arteries of the city, judging from its appearance. Romos led them from the first moving way, which operated at moderate speed, across several others running at gradually increasing velocities until they reached the inner way, which sped along silently and smoothly at about twenty-five miles an hour. In the central space between the two systems of moving platforms, one northbound and the other southbound, was a broad, green-surfaced roadway along which vehicles of every description sped in both directions. The visitors were surprised to observe that this green roadway was of some metal resembling the green gold in use on earth for articles of jewelry and that the vehicles were all of the two-wheeled variety, evidently balanced by some gyroscopic or other means within their bodies. There were four lines of traffic in each direction, the highest speed being attained by the vehicles in the center of the roadway. Teddy judged the maximum rate to be somewhere in the neighborhood of ninety miles an hour and Romos advised him that he was correct in his judgment.


  The girls looked eagerly for shop windows but in vain. When they questioned Romos regarding this lack he smiled and told them that all shopping for necessities and luxuries was done in great central emporiums where exhibits and demonstrations were in constant progress. Upon their eager insistence that one of these establishments be visited, Romos apologized and explained that all shopping was done by the other sex, and that he had never visited a shopping center himself, and would thus be a very poor guide. He suggested that they make a shopping tour with one of the ladies of the court and with this they had to be satisfied.


  They soon stepped from the moving way, or Torat, as it was designated by Romos, and entered a gleaming scarlet building of large size, into the entrance of which an endless stream of Corisians was pouring. The visitors were hailed in a friendly and almost reverential manner by all of the inhabitants they encountered and a way was made for them through the crowd when they traversed the corridor and approached the entrance to a lift. Their guide spoke a word to the operator of the elevator, and they were immediately shooting skyward with a smooth rapidity that was in every way reminiscent of the high speed elevators of their own earth.


  When they left the elevator, they entered a large room buzzing with activity. Hundreds of Corisians sat at long tables which extended the length of the room in parallel lines. Each worker, all of them women, was separated from her neighbor by a small vertical partition extending some three feet above the table top. A small booth was thus formed before the individual worker, and Eomos led the visitors to the nearest of these to show them the manner of work engaged in. The operative, a handsome woman of middle age and somewhat smaller than the general run of Corisian women, smiled up at them when they paused at her booth and then turned immediately to view a circular panel she had been facing. Her fingers rested on a complex arrangement of buttons similar to the keys of a typewriter. These she manipulated rapidly as she gazed at the disc before her. On the disc itself there appeared shifting shadows of wavy form which curled and twisted swiftly with the convolutions of smoke rings and billows shifted by an errant breeze. It was an extremely mystifying procedure to the visitors. Teddy turned inquiringly to their guide.


  “THIS,” explained Eomos, “is the Tritu Leboru, or General Intelligence Bureau. These workers, especially educated and trained for the work from childhood, are receiving news from all over the planet. The shifting figures on the discs are thoughts transmitted from afar and the operator records these thoughts by means of the manipulation of the keyboard, which impresses them in their proper sequence on a continuously rotating circular record, which is on an automatic machine located in an adjoining room. The records are then duplicated and distributed to the public intelligence centers and to the homes of our people, to keep them advised as to the happenings of the day. Each individual subscribing to the service is supplied with a machine upon which his daily recording is placed, when by a simple connection to a disc similar to the one before the operator, the recorded thoughts are conveyed to the subscriber and to all members of his household.”


  “But these wavy lines and shifting figures on the disc,” objected Ralph, “can these be read by sight by all of your people?”


  “It is not a question of reading them,” answered Eomos, “but rather of concentration of the sight on the disc as a whole. The shifting images on the disc, when impressed on the retina of the eye, are transmitted to a certain portion of the brain and there rectified as actual thoughts. What transpires on the disc in a few minutes of time would actually require nearly an hour to communicate by means of the spoken word.”


  “How are these thoughts transmitted from the far corners of your world?” asked Teddy. “By radio?”


  “Eadio?” said Eomos. “I do not know what that is. But the thoughts are transmitted over beams of etheric vibrations of a nature similar to those we used in communicating with your earth.”


  “That is similar to what we call radio on our own earth with the exception that we transmit spoken words and pictures by radio,” said Teddy. “But one thing I cannot understand is why your people use the spoken word at all when you are so adept at communicating by means of actual thought transference.”


  “We can only do that mechanically,” said Eomos. “I am unable to explain it to you fully, but the spoken word is the mechanical means of obtaining mental contact when addressing each other directly. Of course, in conversing with you people from Tinus, we use many times the number of words we would use in conversing with our own kind, since contact is not so readily made. When at a distance, communication can be had directly between the communicants without the use of words, since the mechanism of the apparatus used provides the contact. Some few of our people are so adept in the art of thought transference, that they are able to communicate without the spoken word by merely placing their fingers in contact. They are thus able to communicate in secret and without disturbing others, but their number is exceedingly small.”


  “Doctor DePolac should see this,” laughed Ralph. “It makes his electro-telepathoscope seem crude by comparison.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so,” said Margaret loyally. “You must remember that the doctor is dealing with minds not versed in the mysteries of telepathy, and that his machine does much mechanically that the Corisians are able to do with their own minds. But it is all very wonderful here.”


  “Indeed it is,” said Mary, “and I am anxious to see more.”


  Eomos took them from floor to floor of the building and showed them the intricate machinery of the great establishment that provided the people of Seritanis and the surrounding territory with their daily news. Teddy was greatly astonished by some of the details of the apparatus used, and he soon made an astounding discovery. The parts of the various mechanisms were mostly constructed of gold and platinum. There seemed to be no evidence of the use of copper, lead, or iron. He commented on this to Eomos and was advised that whereas gold and platinum were plentiful, there was a great scarcity of the metals most common on earth. This was particularly true of lead, their rarest metal, which was used as a medium of exchange by the Corisians. He displayed a roll of lead foil of extreme thinness which he told them was currency. They learned later that these rolls of foil were used in much the same way as was paper money on earth with the exception that the sections of foil with which commodities were purchased were carefully weighed on delicate scales and the proper amount cut from the roll for each individual purchase.


  After leaving the Tritu Leboru, the visitors, with their minds still busy absorbing the strange things they had seen and learned, were told by Eomos that it was nearly time for the midday meal. They were greatly surprised at this as they had not realized that almost the entire morning had been spent in the inspection of the one establishment. But it had been a pleasant and instructive visit and served to prepare them for the still more remarkable sights they were to see later.


  When they again assembled in the dining room, which had been set aside for them in the palace, they found that Steve Gillette and the captain were missing from the group. But the doctor and the professor had arrived earlier and were engaged in an excited discussion of the wonders they had themselves seen in the factories they had visited.


  Mary’s notebook was nearly filled.


  
CHAPTER XI


  Concerning the Kellonians


  LATER in the day Ralph found his first opportunity of seeing Margaret alone since they had arrived in Seritanis. Teddy and Mary had discovered a neighboring theatre and had taken it into their heads to run off by themselves to see what a Corisian drama was like. Margaret was a little hurt at the defection of her friend, but Ralph was jubilant and it was not long before he had inveigled her into visiting the conservatory which Romos had advised him was located on the upper floor of the palace. Romos was obliged to attend a meeting of the Adron, the queen’s council, that afternoon, so they were left entirely to themselves.


  “I am worried about Captain French—and Steve,” said the girl soon after they entered the conservatory, where flowers and plants of exotic and unfamiliar beauty grew in colorful profusion.


  Ralph was not so pleased at this. “Oh, they are all right,” he said carelessly. “But why are you so concerned about the captain?”


  Margaret looked at him keenly. “Ralph,” she accused him, “you are jealous. I am worried about both of the boys as they have been away since early morning and no one has heard a word from them.”


  “That is true,” agreed Ralph, “and they started for a visit to one of the devasted areas. I hope none of the Kellonians remained and attacked them.”


  “Now you are yourself again, Ralph. That is just what has been going through my mind. But let’s hope for the best.”


  “That’s all we can do. But I guess there has been no trouble, because we should certainly have heard of it through this system of news reporting of the Corisians.” Margaret had bent over to examine a broad-petaled blue flower which grew close to the ground on a trailing vinelike plant.


  “Oh, Ralph,” she said, “look at this. Isn’t it beautiful?” He knelt to examine the flower with her. It was indeed beautiful. It was a flower similar to a pansy but of fully six inches diameter. And the face on its velvety surface was even more human in appearance than the pansies with which they were familiar. As the girl bent her head still closer the fragrance of her hair assailed his nostrils. Impetuously he seized the hand she had thrust beneath the flower to raise its face toward her own. They both stood erect at once, forgetting the beauty of the flower, and Ralph looked down eagerly into Margaret’s upturned and suddenly rosy face.


  “Margaret,” he breathed, “I love you.”


  “I’m glad, Ralph,” she said, “I expected you to say so sooner, but you are rather old-fashioned and backward—and—and jealous. I love you, too.”


  It was as simple as that. And Ralph proved anew that he was old-fashioned, for there was nothing matter-of-fact or blasé about the manner in which he swept her from her feet in a great embrace and kissed her.


  When he released her, she straightened her hair and laughed a little nervously. “You are a cave man, aren’t you, dear?” she said. “I guess I’m a little bit old-fashioned myself.”


  There were voices at the far end of the conservatory and someone called out, “Prescott!”


  “Here,” answered Ralph, reluctantly taking his eyes from the face of the beautiful girl, who had just admitted her love for him.


  Steve Gillette and the captain advanced down one of the aisles and greeted them excitedly.


  “They told us below that you were up here,” said Steve, “and we want you to come down. The captain and I have just returned from Botan, one of the islands visited by the Kellonians, and we have a lot to tell you. The doctor and Professor Timken are there, too, with a couple of high-brow scientists with long gray beards, and they want to talk things over. Where’s Crowley?”


  Ralph smiled at his impetuosity. “He and Miss Holmes went to one of the theatres,” he replied, “but they should be back almost any time now.”


  “I hope so,” said Steve shortly. “But come on. Let’s go.”


  “You lead the way. We’ll follow,” said Ralph.


  Steve started for the elevator and when Captain French looked back he saw that Margaret was hugging Ralph’s arm and smiling up at him in an obviously affectionate manner. The captain sighed in disappointment. Petite, vivacious Margaret had appealed to him greatly and he was beginning to think seriously of his own feelings toward her. It was now apparent that he was too late.


  A FEW minutes later the four entered the professor’s sitting room, where they found him in earnest conversation with Doctor DePolac and the two elderly men who had been so graphically described by Steve. The latter were presented as Castrini and Lorver, two of the greatest scientists of the Royal Academy of Coris. They were considerably smaller in stature than most of their race, being only two or three inches taller than Ralph, who was the tallest of the visitors. They were soon joined by Teddy and Mary, who returned from the theatre with many new ideas of the life of the Corisians, ideas obtained from the vivid portrayals in the drama they had witnessed.


  “Now that we are all together,” said the professor, “I should like to discuss this matter of the Kellonians. Steve and the captain saw some of their work in Botan and are thoroughly aroused over what they witnessed. We are here to see if there is any way in which we can assist our friends in ridding the planet of the menace of their enemies. And I think it is time we commenced doing some serious thinking on the subject.”


  “You are absolutely right, Professor,” said Teddy guiltily. “Let us hear about it now.”


  “I have learned much from Castrini and Lorver and have heard some of the things seen by the captain and Steve,” said the professor, “but I think it would be well if we go over it all again. I shall ask Castrini to enlighten you.”


  The aged scientist bowed. “Friends from Tinus,” he said, “I have already conversed at length with Professor Timken and with Doctor DePolac and find them to be great scientists. There are, however, many things yet to be said, so, with your permission, I shall tell you of our enemies, the Kellonians. As I proceed, please do not hesitate to ask any questions or to interrupt me at any time you see fit.”


  He spoke slowly and with dignity as if endeavoring to convey his thoughts as completely as possible.


  “About two centuries ago, which is to say a little more than a hundred and twenty years of your time, a great tapering cylindrical metallic object was reported to have fallen on the island of Rili, some half way around Coris from Thronia and almost exactly on the equator. Rili, while much smaller in size than Thronia, was one of the most important islands of our globe from an industrial standpoint. Being densely populated at that time, thousands of inhabitants reached, in a very short space of time, the spot where the strange object had fallen. When they examined the metallic walls of the cylinder, crowding about it closely, there was a sudden burst of blue flame from within their midst and more than two thousand of our peaceful people were destroyed by the single blast. The rest of the multitude fell back in alarm, but to no avail. At once a sort of tower-like structure was projected from the deck of the cylinder and a brilliant orange light surrounded the top of the tower like a flaming beacon. All who were within a radius of nearly a mile were stricken powerless, helplessly paralyzed. Thousands fell to the ground speechless and with glazed, sightless eyes fixed in unnamable terror. No wars nor strife of any sort had marred the serenity of our progress for several centuries and now, absolutely unheralded and unexpected, there appeared a great and horrifying danger. Those who escaped the paralyzing power of the beacon halted in their tracks and then beat a precipitate retreat to a safe distance, to watch the terror that was emptying from openings in the side of the metal cylinder.


  “These openings—long black slits they were that gaped horizontally—spewed forth a jelly-like mass of bestiality. Long, slimy tentacles reached forth, wriggling slowly and evidently with great effort. Then, huge bulbous black bodies, headless but with saucer-like, staring eyes, flopped to the ground like great wet cloths with squashing sounds that sent shudders through the Corisians who watched. These monsters moved slowly, laboriously, but with inexorable precision. They made their way across the waste where the blue fire had cleared a space around their vessel, the blackened, blasted waste where the two thousand had perished. There were no charred remains of bodies or vegetation—nothing remained save a blackness of destruction, the like of which had never been seen on the face of our globe.


  DOZENS of these ponderous creatures dragged themselves steadily toward the thousands of helpless, living victims, while the unharmed survivors gazed speechless, unable to help. What was to be the fate of the living, who could not escape or even move a muscle to defend themselves, they did not know, but they were certain it would be horrible and most of them retreated ever further in their terror. When the first ranks of the invaders reached the paralyzed living, a groan of anguish arose from those still on their feet. Writhing tentacles, with inner surfaces covered with suction cups, reached forth and encompassed the helpless living bodies in bundles like so much firewood. Each of the invaders was able to drag back to his vessel at least a dozen Corisians and it was not long before they had dumped fully a thousand victims through the slits in its side. Again and again they returned and finally it seemed that the compartments of their vessel must be filled. Then a still more horrible thing was witnessed by the survivors. One of the invaders lifted a helpless Corisian high in the air with two of its tentacles, and as it did so, a cavernous mouth beneath the fixed, staring eyes opened and the tentacles descended in coils, stuffing the body into the horrible opening with one last triumphant, revolting gesture.”


  “My God!” shouted Steve. “And nobody did anything?”


  “What could they do?” asked Castrini sadly. “They were powerless against these monsters. But when they saw with certainty the fate that was to befall their erstwhile companions and relatives, they rent the air with shrieks and ran for their homes in a frenzy of disgust and demoralization. That was the beginning.”


  “Then the wasted and blackened areas we saw at Botan and on the islands we passed over on our way here were caused by this blue flame generated by the Kellonians?” asked the captain.


  “Yes.”


  Ralph was stroking Margaret’s hair tenderly. She had bowed her head and shuddered at the recital. Mary was busy with her third notebook but her face was tensely white.


  Teddy glared indignantly. “And has the same procedure been followed on every raid made during all these years?” he asked.


  “Essentially,” Castrini responded. “Sometimes the raids are not as extensive, sometimes they are even more so. And now they come in three of the galdons, as we have termed the space ships, instead of in one.”


  “Where in Heaven’s name,” blurted the doctor, “do they come from?”


  Castrini shrugged his shoulders. “We know not,” he said, “except they come from the sky—evidently from some celestial body much smaller than Coris, for their movements indicate that our gravity is very much greater than that of their own abode.”


  “But have you made no efforts to fight them off?” asked the captain incredulously.


  “Indeed we have,” said Castrini. “At first our people were so utterly unprepared as to be completely at their mercy. We had no weapons of any sort—none had been needed since savage days which were left behind in the dim past. After the second raid the frenzied populace took to deserting the cities and spreading out over the countryside. They nearly returned to savagery for a period of many years. They fashioned crude weapons, spears, bows and arrows, and burrowed into the ground in caves to get away from the terrible menace. It was a hopeless period—The Cowardly Age, we call it. Then the superior intellect of our people reasserted itself and rehabilitation began. Our scientists worked and experimented until they perfected weapons which were partly effective against the enemy. But, when we first used our new weapons against them, we met with terrible reprisals.


  “During one raid we were fortunate enough to destroy thirty or more Kellonians, but the remainder of the raiding party made their way back to their vessel. A period of terror followed, which so cowed our people that they did not attempt to repulse the enemy for over a year. This was on the island of Jare, which was then inhabited by about eight million people.”


  Castrini hesitated.


  “And then?” asked Margaret gently.


  “They destroyed every single one of those eight million souls and the island as well.”


  Ralph whistled. “How?” he asked.


  “With their blue flame. They merely sailed their ship around the island and the blue flame poured forth continuously, utterly consuming everything it touched. The flame goes even further than that; it leaves a spreading destructive force wherever it touches. Pits of smouldering brimstone seem to grow and spread, sometimes flaming up into huge flares that spread for several miles in one burst.”


  “So that is what we saw on one of the islands we passed over?” asked Teddy. “But continue, Castrini.”


  DURING the next raid our people feared to attack and the enemy carried away only a thousand of our number, leaving at once without causing further damage. Coris became resigned to its fate. For many years there were no attempts at reprisal. A truce seemed to have been made and it was a generally accepted fact that the enemy would visit us twice in each year and exact as tribute the paralyzed bodies of about a thousand of our people. This tribute has been given to ward off wholesale destruction such as that which occurred at Jare. Evidently our enemies, whom we have named Kellonians for lack of a better name, want only about that number of people for gastronomic delicacies or to use as slaves.


  “But, after a number of years of hopeless submission, our scientists again discovered new weapons they believed to be effective in destroying the space ship itself. But they reckoned without the enemy, for on the next raid we were visited by two vessels. One was destroyed spectacularly by a heat-producing ray of our own. The other escaped and destroyed two of our most prosperous and thickly populated islands. Another period of submission to the semi-annual tribute followed, but our people became inured to the steady drain and gradually appeared to lose the previous great fear of the enemy. We became a race of stoics, expecting disaster and no longer shrinking from it. These cycles have passed several times and now sixteen of our islands have been destroyed completely. The population has dwindled to one-twentieth of its former number and we fear it will soon be lost to this great universe of ours entirely.”


  The professor interrupted. “How is it that with your powerful telescopes you have not been able to discover the body from which the Kellonians come?” he asked.


  “That is the greatest mystery of all. Our astronomers have minutely examined the surface of every planet and satellite in the solar system and have been unable to locate their abode. And it hardly seems possible they could reach us from some other system so remote as to be incapable of close examination by our optical instruments. It would be physically impossible to reach us and make two return trips each year, even at the speed of light.”


  “Have you tried explosives on them?” asked the captain eagerly.


  “Yes,” said Castrini. “Our last defensive attack was by means of guns patterned after those we observed in use on Tinus nearly fifty of our years ago. Again we wrought great damage but again there was a severe reprisal. We have apparently not been able to develop explosives to even a fraction of the power of those in use on your earth. Why, I do not know, for our scientists have worked on the problem ever since that great war of yours. And, oh, friends from Tinus, that war caused us great sadness. We had contemplated calling upon you for assistance, but that war brought despair to our hearts and delayed our message for many years. We feared we might be involved in a disaster just as great. But of late years we have observed with joy that your peoples have lost their warlike tendencies to a great degree. We have watched you building big guns and big fleets of war vessels, but have come to the conclusion that they are to prevent rather than to cause wars.”


  The captain smiled appreciatively. And, triumphantly, he thought of the stores of the new deadly explosive on board the Comet.


  “Have you tried defensive armor?” he next asked.


  “We have. No metal seems to be proof against the paralyzing rays from the orange fire. And the blue flame utterly consumes any metal we have been able to produce.”


  “Possibly the scarcity of iron and lead and other metals has had something to do with this,” suggested the professor.


  “Quite possibly,” Castrini admitted. “We have had to use mostly alloys of gold, platinum, zinc, and the like. Do you believe that our rarer metals might be more effective?”


  “All of our armament against explosives is of some form of steel, which is made from iron combined with other substances such as carbon, nickel, cobalt, and chromium,” the professor replied. “But against etheric vibrations and cathode rays and the like we use combinations of lead.”


  CASTRINI gasped. “Why,” he said, “those metals are very rare, indeed. We could not get together enough lead in the entire globe to construct one protective building or to armor a war plane. And iron is nearly as bad. We must work with the metals available to us.”


  “Of course,” the professor agreed. “And that has undoubtedly put you at a considerable disadvantage.”


  Teddy and Captain French exchanged meaning glances. “We may be able to help you with certain stores from our vessel, the Comet,” he said.


  “That is what we hope,” said Castrini simply. “Or if not by means of any stores you might have, at least by means of your superior knowledge of warfare in general.”


  “What is the general feeling of the people at the present time?” asked Ralph. “They appear happy enough on the streets.”


  “They do make merry,” said Castrini, “but it is the merriment of the doomed man who knows no escape and bravely and defiantly faces the end. But mothers refuse to give birth to children to face this great danger. Therefore our race is dying off much faster than as if the mortality were caused by the enemy alone. You probably; have noticed the extremely small numbers of young people among us?”


  “I have,” said Margaret thoughtfully, “and the reason had not occurred to me. Practically all of those on the streets today were people of middle age or past. I saw only four or five whom I should have imagined as being younger than myself.”


  “That is the situation in a nutshell, young lady,” said the aged scientist, giving her a kind smile.


  Mary’s pencil raced madly and she looked up startled as the door burst open suddenly and Romos entered the room in great haste. His handsome face was flushed and angry.


  “What is wrong, my dear Romos?” asked Castrini.


  “The fiends are here again,” he announced tragically.


  Excited exclamations came from the group and they all jumped to their feet and crowded around the messenger.


  “Where?” asked Lorver.


  “Reports have it that they have landed two of their ships on the island of Prastia,” he growled, “and this is the third attack this year—the second in twenty days.”


  The three Corisians, Romos and the two elderly scientists, looked helplessly and beseechingly into the faces of their visitors.


  Ralph bellowed in anger and Margaret looked at him with something of pride, something of fear in her eyes.


  “We’ll go out and get them in the Comet,” he shouted. “Are you with me—Teddy—Professor—everybody?”


  “You bet!” said Teddy.


  “Absolutely,” came from the professor.


  “Let’s go,” yelled Steve.


  Ralph turned to Margaret. “You and Mary will remain here safely in your quarters,” he said.


  Margaret flushed and opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it again and stamped her little foot. “Why, Ralph Prescott,” she finally sputtered. “Don’t you dare talk to me that way! We shall go—we shall!”


  “Now, now, dear,” said Ralph soothingly.


  “Well, I’m going,” said Mary decisively, snapping shut her notebook and placing it with her pencil in the bag she carried for that purpose. “No one’s going to stop me, either,” she concluded defiantly, staring at Teddy.


  Ralph and Teddy stared helplessly at each other, then grinned.


  “All right,” they agreed in a single voice.


  “Come on,” said Steve impatiently. “Quit mooning, you four. Let’s go.”


  The tension was relieved by the laugh that followed and they all trailed after Steve as he strode to the door.


  Romos hurried to get a pilot and to pass the word to the Tritu Leboru so that all might know that the visitors from Tinus were on their way to see what might be done.


  It was an excited group that entered the Comet a few moments later, the crew including the two Corisian scientists as well as Romos and Valdor, a youngish Corisian, whom he introduced to Teddy as an experienced navigator.


  A crowd had gathered in the square around the Comet and they cheered and shouted as the adventurers embarked. With the navigator at his side Teddy grasped the controls and swung the Comet gracefully from the mass of crowding humanity about it.


  Again the Comet was off!


  CHAPTER XII


  The Raid


  “WHICH way?” asked Teddy gaily as the Comet gained speed in ascent.


  Valdor gazed about him at the complicated and unfamiliar controls and instruments. Finally his eyes lighted on the magnetic compass and his face brightened at once.


  “Two points east by northeast,” he said excitedly.


  “Right-o!” Teddy sang out and the Comet swung around on that course, still rising with rapid acceleration.


  Valdor gasped but said nothing when, on his asking for a translation of the altimeter reading, Teddy advised him they were up one hundred thousand feet. He gasped again when, a little later, he was told their speed was nearly a mile a second.


  “How far is it?” asked Teddy.


  “Four thousand miles,” he replied. Then he smiled. “I feared we should be too late,” he continued, “but at this rate we shall be there in an hour.”


  “Even less,” said Teddy. “We are still accelerating and I shall not decelerate until half the distance is covered. We should do it in little more than a half hour.”


  Valdor and Romos exchanged wondering glances. Captain French had disappeared into the upper portion of the vessel with Ralph and Steve, who were impatient to get to the arms and ammunition.


  The navigator mastered the workings of the various instruments in a very few minutes and gave instructions from time to time, when there was need of changing the course. The Corisian scientists examined all the mechanisms of the control room with unconcealed interest.


  The girls peered excitedly through the lower windows at the inky ocean dimly visible through the atmospheric haze. The sun was nearing the up-curved horizon and the flaring colors that marked its trail occasionally lit up the haze below with vivid streamers of flashing beauty.


  Doctor DePolac and the professor were in the smoking room, engaged in earnest conversation.


  “These people are cowards,” snorted the professor. “They are clever enough in science as far as they go-ahead of us in many ways, but far behind in others. And they have no more stamina and courage than rabbits.”


  “I’m not so sure, Professor,” said the doctor slowly. “Environment, you know. I’m inclined to think the exact opposite. It seems to me they are extremely courageous. Facing certain disaster at some time or another, they are cheerful and brave. And, by your own statement they have been handicapped in their scientific work by the lack of sufficient materials of certain kinds quite necessary for their greatest needs in this matter. No, I do not agree with you.”


  However, the professor was still a little contemptuous. “But this tale of an undiscoverable planet is ridiculous. If they have instruments as powerful as they seem to have, I don’t see how they could miss it,” he said.


  “Well, Professor, I don’t know so much about your line, but I have a feeling that none of us should crow too soon. We may be no more successful than they were and we may all lose our lives on this mad venture.”


  “That is true,” agreed the professor, gravely now, “and maybe I was a little hasty in my judgment. I wish these girls had not come with us.”


  “So do I.”


  The rising whine of the machinery had reached constant pitch. Now it descended as smoothly and slowly as it had risen. “We must have passed the half-way point,” said the professor, “and it will not be many minutes until we get our first look at the Kellonians. Suppose we return to the control room to be on hand when our destination is reached.”


  “All right,” agreed the doctor, “but I wish this thing was over.”


  “So do I, Doc. For all my criticism of the Corisians I must confess I am a bit apprehensive. The inner lining of the Comet is, I feel certain, proof against any emanations such as those used to paralyze living beings. But this blue flame of the Kellonians is another thing. I am not so certain that the hull of our vessel is capable of resisting its destructive effect. From what we have seen and from what Steve and the captain reported from Botan, this fire, whatever its nature, will fuse even platinum. This being the case, the super-silicon steel hull of our ship cannot be expected to protect us. Of course, we have the advantage of great speed with which to escape the danger. On the other hand the enemy vessels are capable of traveling as fast as we. However, we are in for it and we shall do what we can.”


  They repaired to the control room where the rest of the party had already gathered. Captain French was distributing among the group the cathode ray projectors he had provided as part of the armament of the Comet. These were metal tubes of about two inches diameter and some eighteen inches in length. At the base of each tube was attached an egg-shaped vessel of some four inches length which contained the ray-generating apparatus. To each of the party he explained the operation of the weapon, whereupon he and Ralph returned to the upper compartments for further equipment.


  BY now the island of Prastia could be made out ahead of them, shrouded in the green haze of the twilight. It was of considerable size, and mountainous. Castrini informed them that it was of one-fourth the area of Thronia and inhabited by eleven million Corisians. As they approached more closely they sighted a large city and several smaller towns on the island, these being built in valleys between the purple mountains. Soon they were some distance inland and the Comet descended cautiously from its altitude of about twenty miles.


  “Look!” exclaimed Margaret in great excitement, “there is one of their vessels.”


  She pointed to the spot where her keen eyes had discerned one of the torpedo-shaped ships of the Kellonians. It was poised over a mountain top, partly obscured by the haze, and not far from the principal city of the island. Teddy maneuvered the controls and the Comet moved in the direction of the raider. As yet there was no evidence of any damage having been wrought, but as the Comet approached more closely, the shapes of a swarm of airplanes could be made out. These had set out from the city and were nearing the galdon with the evident intention of attacking.


  Lorver groaned. “That is the city of Palun,” he said. “My nephew lives there with his wonderful family—a beautiful and courageous mate, who defied fate in bringing two fine children into existence. May the Great Power protect them!”


  The Comet approached to within ten thousand feet of the galdon just as the swarm of defending airplanes reached the spot. The airplanes circled madly about the long body of the Kellonian vessel, which showed no sign of retreating nor of attacking. The leader of the attacking fleet emitted a cloud of black smoke as a signal and immediately, from every plane (fully thirty of them) there burst spurts of flame in rapid succession.


  “Machine guns!” exclaimed the captain, who had returned silently. “What can they expect to do with them?”


  But the machine gun fire had instantaneous effect. A port on the upper side of the raiding ship opened suddenly and from it there rose the tower-like structure described by Castrini. At its appearance, the three Corisians exclaimed hopelessly. But the attackers were alert and sped away to a safe distance.


  Teddy dropped the Comet still lower and the passengers were soon able to make out the huge bulbous, combined body and head of one of the enemies. This monstrosity was holding to the tower with tentacles entwined through the latticed structure. The orange flame had not appeared, when suddenly one of the attacking planes made a swooping dive almost directly at the tower, its machine guns spitting fire at the exposed enemy. The aim was good, as the horrid tentacles slowly unwrapped their hold and the great body of the Kellonian slumped to the upper surface of the craft and slid slowly over the side, falling to the ground far below in a flopping grotesque heap. A cheer came from the occupants of the Comet and the captain shouted his glee.


  “Not so bad at that,” he exulted. “These Corisians are game fighters and have some ideas of their own. I’ll apologize for my remarks.”


  But his enthusiasm was short-lived, for a second Kellonian appeared and, as ten of the attacking planes approached, the orange tuft of flame appeared from the tip of the tower. The ten planes went down out of control, their pilots paralyzed in their seats.


  “Damn!” exclaimed Ralph. “Why don’t we do something?”


  The captain was on his knees at one of the ports which he had already opened. In his hand he held a small object the size of a baseball.


  “Let’s see what this’ll do,” he said, hurling the object from the opening.


  For a space there was no sign except the rapid retreat of the surviving planes, whose driving motors could be heard through the open port in the Comet. Then there came a terrific detonation far below, an explosion that rocked the Comet like a ball floating on the ocean. The galdon was hurled toward the west with the speed of a rocket and a gaping hole appeared in the mountain side beneath its quitted position. Boulders and great masses of uprooted earth scattered over the surrounding countryside.


  “I missed!” shouted the captain, in disgust, “but maybe she’s disabled anyway.”


  THEY turned startled eyes toward the position of the galdon and saw that the vessel was indeed damaged. A considerable portion of the blunt prow had been caved in like paper and the ship reeled and staggered in close proximity to the ground. But, with a quick lurch, it rose and headed directly for the Comet. It was still able to maneuver, though apparently difficult to control, and those in the control room of the Comet realized that they were in for a pitched battle with the enemy.


  As the raider came on, the orange flame appeared once more and then, vivid blue flame roared out from its under side, sweeping the ground beneath with its awful searing destructiveness. They were several miles from the city limits, but a number of small villages and farms were destroyed before Teddy realized what the enemy was up to. On came the raider, gaining altitude slowly as if partly crippled. Then, with another lurch, it rose ever faster, until it had reached the altitude of the Comet. Still it rose, and those in the control room shuddered as they saw its intention was to rise above them and annihilate them with the horrible blue fire. But Teddy was too quick for the invaders and the Comet ascended with terrific velocity as he jerked the control levers with frenzied speed. Their speed was too much for the raider and they were soon far out of reach. But the flaming ship beneath them, seeing that the maneuver had been outwitted by this strange new antagonist, headed for Palun with the obvious intention of revenging its defeat.


  The blue fire literally dripped from the menacing shape, leaving huge smouldering craters wherever it touched the ground. Darkness had now set in, but the eerie light of the sulphurous flames lit the countryside for miles around while the pools of spreading blue destruction and occasional bursts of their increasing activity marked the trail of the vicious galdon. Death and destruction again spread over the land and was threatening Palun.


  Mary’s pencil was idle, forgotten. She stared fascinatedly at the terrible scene below. “Can’t something be done?” she asked in agony of spirit. “Oh, Teddy. Can’t we do something?”


  “How about it, Cap?” he called to Captain French, without taking his eyes from the instruments before him.


  But the captain had vanished and the two girls wrung their hands in misery as it seemed that nothing could be done to save the great city they were so rapidly nearing.


  “Ralph, Ralph!” said Mary, turning to where he had crouched but a moment before. But Ralph, too, had vanished.


  Valdor cursed in untranslatable terms, while Castrini and Lorver shook their imposing gray heads in disappointment. But there was a commotion at the door and Ralph and the captain entered, struggling with the weight of a mechanical contrivance which they set on the floor of the control room over one of the circular ports.


  “Fool that I was,” grunted the captain savagely, “not to have anticipated this. This energy projector should have been set up before we even started.”


  Rapidly he made some adjustments, then started up the stairs trailing three heavy flexible cables which connected with the complicated machine on the floor.


  “He’s connecting these to the main generators,” explained Ralph. “We’ll have some high power for them in a minute. And, Ted,” he continued, “maneuver us directly over these monsters. The captain doesn’t dare use his high explosive for fear of causing as much damage to our friends as to the enemy.”


  They were nearing the outskirts of the city when the captain burst into the room and rushed for the curious mechanism he had set up. “All’s ready,” he said.


  The Comet was a mile above the galdon, which was sweeping the ground with its blue terror. The city limits had been reached and they watched the spreading blue flames on the ground as they lapped against the first of the buildings and spread along a green-paved street where the moving ways shriveled and melted at their touch.


  From the machine at which knelt Ralph and the captain, with Steve dancing about them expectantly, there arose a shrill sound reminiscent of a factory whistle.


  “Now,” said the captain, rapidly manipulating several. shiny metal wheels. “We’ll give them the works.”


  NO visible ray projected from this machine but suddenly the orange beacon of the raider’s tower commenced to dim. The drifting engine of destruction below tottered and halted. Along its upper surface spread a glowing spot, that soon reached dazzling whiteness and covered the entire vessel. Streams of white-hot sparks sprang from its sides, like those produced by the acetylene welder working on steel. Then it fell into the city, a great molten mass with the flaming whiteness of its consumed metals mingling with the blue horror of its own making.


  “Sorry we had to add a little to the destruction of the city,” apologized the captain, rising and mopping the sweat from his brow, “but at least we prevented their further progress.”


  The girls were frankly sobbing. Steve hugged the two Corisian scientists to his breast in his glee.


  Suddenly the professor shouted, “We are falling!”


  It was true. The Comet seemed to be out of control and was rapidly descending! Teddy pulled frantically at his control levers but to no avail. The whine of the machinery above them had dwindled to a mere hum.


  The captain, still a little dazed from his efforts, came to life with a jerk. “My fault again!” he exclaimed.


  He knelt suddenly and pulled a small switch at the side of the mechanism he had just operated so successfully. There was a crash in the central power plant above and the lights again resumed their brilliancy. It was Teddy’s turn to act quickly for the Comet shot skyward with a terrific jerk at starting. His controls had been at their maximum setting and it took speedy movements to again establish equilibrium.


  “What in the world?” said the professor.


  The captain laughed in relief. “Why,” he said, patting the machine with his hand as he would the head of a child, “this little baby takes just about all the power that is available on board the Comet and the requirements increase as the time of its operation is lengthened. I forgot to pull the switch after its work was finished and the voltage of the main generator pulled down rapidly as it became overloaded. So the Comet almost lost its driving energy and we nearly came a cropper amongst the ruins below. The crash you heard was the oil switch in the power plant, which disconnected the projector as I pulled the small controlling switch.”


  “Lucky you thought of it,” said Steve drily, “but this projector is a new one on me. You didn’t tell me about it when we were busy together on the other arms and ammunition.”


  “No, I didn’t, Steve,” admitted the captain, “In fact, I told no one, because I was not at all certain it would work. Lucky, for us that it lived up to the expectation of our Ordnance Department back home.”


  “What sort of device is it?” asked the professor.


  “I do not fully understand it myself,” was the captain’s reply. “It was developed secretly in our own Ordnance Department and had not been tested before we left. My superior was persuaded that our trip might offer ideal opportunities for the test, so it was arranged to send it along with us. As far as I have been informed, it is some sort of an energy projector that operates from a tremendous amount of power—something like a hundred thousand kilowatts—and the entire amount of power, minus losses, of course, is projected through the atmosphere and sets up enormous currents in any conducting objects at which it is directed. We simply melted the enemy vessel in an electric furnace, or rather we actually set its metals afire by concentrating a tremendous heat on a small portion of its surface.”


  “I still cannot reconcile it with science,” said the professor, “I do not understand how such a large amount of power can be transmitted through air without heating it to incandescence and thus destroying the conduction of the medium. Of course, it may be that it gets its results by means of a bombardment of electrons, as is the case with the cathode ray projectors.”


  “Well,” said the captain, “I’m not at all sure of the explanation. Possibly it is transmitted by induction rather than by conduction or by any ray or beam at all. At any rate it worked and we now know how to overcome the enemies of Coris.”


  The four Corisians were jubilant and lavished praise on their new friends from Tinus. Doctor DePolac stood thoughtfully gazing from one of the side windows. Suddenly he turned to the rest of the group with a startled exclamation.


  “But what about the second raider?” he asked. “It was reported that two of the vessels of the Kellonians had landed on this island, wasn’t it?”


  His companions looked blank. In their joy over the one victory, they had completely forgotten the second raider.


  “True,” said Ralph, “and here we drift along doing nothing, while the other raiding party might be destroying half the island and thousands of inhabitants. Let’s find them.”


  AGAIN all was anticipation. Teddy sent the Comet aloft and circled the island rapidly, looking for the second vessel. But at no other point over its considerable area were they able to discern evidence of additional activities of the Kellonians. Nowhere was there another sign of the smouldering blue fires that existed in the neighborhood of Palun, though they spent several hours at high speed in covering the ground carefully.


  “This seems to be hopeless,” said Ralph, as they again neared the scene of their victory. “Hadn’t we better descend and try to get some news from the Tritu Leboru?”


  “A most excellent suggestion,” said Valdor. “Why not land the Comet in the great square of Palun? Any news there is will be obtainable immediately.”


  All members of the party concurred and it was not long before the Comet hovered over a large square similar to the one before the palace in Seritanis. The streets and moving ways were still crowded, though it was well toward morning. The population, with knowledge of the destruction of only one of the two raiding galdons, was evidently making a night of it, in anticipation of another attack. And what a reception the passengers of the Comet received when they stepped from their vessel to the brilliantly lighted square!


  They were literally lifted from their feet and carried about by a mob of hysterical Corisians, who, for the first time in generations, saw a glimmering of hope of release from the suffering they had come to take for granted. It was a full hour before order was restored in the square and the visitors were allowed to make their wants known. They were showered with attention and the Vizal, or mayor of the city, conducted them to his own apartments for quiet and refreshment. There they obtained all the news, which was meager indeed, outside of the record of their own exploit, which had already been communicated to the entire globe. The remaining ship of the Kellonians had last been sighted, just before dusk, some six miles from the city of Kirus, the second largest city of the island. But there had been no further demonstrations and official circles were greatly concerned, since, in all previous raids, the enemy had made it a point to finish their work as expeditiously as possible and be off. It was feared that this was intended as a protracted siege and that the enemy was waiting only for daylight to commence operations on a tremendous scale.


  But, with the news of the results of the battle between the Comet and the Kellonian vessel, the fears were greatly allayed, though the officials realized full well that the space ship could not be everywhere simultaneously, and that great damage could be wrought by the enemy at far points before they could be reached by the Tinusians. After conferring for some time, it was agreed that the Comet should cruise over the country in the neighborhood of Kirus, and that the Tritu Leboru should install one of their instruments and an operator on board, to enable the visitors to keep in touch with the news of Coria and to reach in the shortest possible time any spot at which the raiders might be sighted. It was further arranged that a convoy of ten Corisian planes accompany the Comet, and as a final thought on the part of Ralph, these planes were each equipped with one of the small cathode ray projectors, and the pilots instructed in their use. These arrangements were completed just before dawn and the crowds in the square milled about in renewed excitement, when it became apparent that the visitors from Tinus were again to embark on a trip in their interest.


  The fleet of Corisian planes was already circling the square when the last of the party had entered the Comet, and they made off in the direction of Kirus, just as dawn showed its first streamers of vivid color across the Corisian sky. The Comet followed immediately at the speed necessary in trailing their convoy. Lucky it was that the distance to Kirus was not more than three hundred miles since the speed of these planes seemed to be no more than four hundred miles an hour at the maximum.


  Ralph and Margaret had stolen away from the rest of the party, and now sat in one of the side compartments, gazing from a window facing in the direction taken by the Corisian planes. The fleet ahead was a pretty sight as it shifted formation with changing breezes, then wove about and resumed the original positions in just the manner used in battle formation of planes used many years before on their own earth.


  Margaret’s head was on her tall lover’s shoulder. She seemed perfectly content to be there with his strong arm encircling her waist. And the man seemed equally content. But they were both very, very tired and the story was told by their voices as they conversed in low tones. There was very little sleep for any of the visitors from the earth for several days.


  “I’m so glad,” said the girl, “that we have been able to do something for these people after all.”


  “I am, too,” he replied, “and I was afraid for a while we should be able to do nothing but sympathize with them. This wonderful machine that French obtained from the Ordnance people solves the problem. We’ll fix them now.”


  But Ralph spoke with too much confidence as he was soon to learn. As he and the girl watched the fleet ahead they suddenly saw the planes swoop to a lower altitude as if to examine something beneath them. Sure enough, only a mile ahead and not more than a mile below, hovered the shape of the second of the Kellonian ships.


  Another battle was about to start.


  CHAPTER XIII


  Retaliation


  MARGARET was overcome with an unexplainable foreboding as they descended the stairs and she clasped Ralph’s hand convulsively and rose on tiptoes to bestow a kiss just before they entered the control room where the remainder of the party had assembled—all excepting Steve who was stationed at the side of the young and handsome operator from the Tritu Leboru, whose apparatus was installed in one of the cabins on the third floor above them. Poor Steve was smitten at first sight of the Corisian maiden and did not seem to feel at all embarrassed at the unfavorable comparison between her stature and his own.


  At the approach of the Comet and its convoy of planes the second raider made no move to change the position it had taken directly over a sizable suburb of the city of Kirus. This was no doubt intentionally done by the enemy to make it difficult for attackers from above to use any weapons which would endanger the lives of their compatriots. But the fleet of planes swooped low and circled the vessel, this time using the new cathode ray weapons rather than their own machine guns. Little damage seemed to be accomplished by this maneuver, as none of the Kellonians were exposed to view, and the rays had no effect on the metal sides of the cigar-shaped ship. Realizing their error, the planes returned to the higher altitude where they circled the Comet as if asking for advice as to the next move to be made. But the occupants of the vessel from Tinus were as puzzled as were the occupants of the planes. They dared not use the energy with which they had destroyed the first vessel since they would thereby cause great loss of life and property in the village beneath. Swarms of the inhabitants could be seen in the streets of the town, evidently awaiting their fate with composure. And what else could they do? There was no escape, for if the blue flame was directed at them, they had no defense and there were no available means of locomotion sufficiently speedy to save them from their enemy. Thus it had been for decades—the harassed Corisians calmly awaiting the sacrifice they felt bound to make, to prevent reprisals such as had been suffered on other occasions of severe resistance to the raiders.


  The usual procedure in a case of this sort would have been the paralyzing of the entire population of the village, when the raiders would descend and calmly help themselves to such of the inhabitants as they desired to destroy or carry away with them. But something different was brewing on this occasion. It was in the air, the occupants of the Comet “felt it in their bones.” After a few minutes of indecision, Ralph thought suddenly of the radio, the apparatus which had been installed in the vessel and never used since they left the earth. He rushed to the operating room and switched on the current, headphones clamped to his ears. Swiftly he turned the dials of the short wave receiver, then of the one used for long waves. At about twenty thousand meters he heard the whistle of a continuous wave transmitter. Manipulating the oscillation control he cleared up the whistle and heard—voices!


  He shouted aloud in his excitement and was quickly joined by Captain French who had been passing the door at the moment.


  “What is it, old man?” asked the captain.


  Ralph faced him and solemnly removed the headphones, placing them on the captain’s head without replying.


  “Good Lord, Prescott!” said the captain hoarsely. “Voices in a strange tongue. What can this mean?”


  “The Kellonians,” said Ralph solemnly. “I suspected they used radio and now my suspicion is confirmed.”


  “How on earth did you suspect this?”


  “Possibly my eyes are a little better than those of the rest, but I did observe a maze of fine wires stretching the length of the enemy vessel and, in my limited knowledge of things scientific, all they suggested to me was the antenna system of a radio or television apparatus. It must be their voices we hear.”


  “Have you told the others?”


  “Not yet. But I know what this means and so do you. They are communicating with their own home and calling for reinforcements. By the same token, they were in constant communication with their sister ship up to the time we destroyed it, and are undoubtedly prepared for our reception at this moment.”


  The captain nodded in agreement. “Let’s go below and tell Teddy and the rest about your discovery,” he suggested.


  “Right,” said Ralph, and the two clattered down the stairs to the control room, noisier than school boys.


  AT the news imparted by Ralph and confirmed by the captain, Teddy looked gravely at the professor. “For all of our scientific knowledge and attainments,” he said, “it remains for a layman to learn this important fact. And we are now faced with a serious dilemma. We must wait for the next move to come from the enemy.” They had not long to wait, for at that moment Valdor looked from the window and shouted aloud in surprise.


  The raider had started his flame generators and the blue death was upon the village beneath! They had not used the paralyzing rays, but had deliberately set out to draw an attack from the planes and from the strange spherical vessel above them. Wildly the pilots of the Corisian airplanes swooped to the attack spitting machine gun bullets, into the sides of the raiding ship. Its tower raised quickly, but two of the Kellonians were shot down by the furious Corisians before a third managed to get the orange beacon into action. Then all was over for the brave airmen. It had happened so quickly that those on board the Comet were stupefied into inactivity. Then, with a roar like a bull, Ralph dashed for the energy projector.


  “Come on, Cap,” he bellowed. “Let’s get them!”


  The captain was at his side in a moment, turning the sighting controls with all the rapidity he could summon. But again they reckoned without the enemy.


  Flashing into umbrella shape, there came a great cloud of purple smoke from the upper part of the raider, completely obscuring from the view of those above all that transpired below. And this cloud, ever billowing upward, enclosed the Comet in an impenetrable darkness. The captain cursed and Ralph raved and tore his hair. Teddy pulled at the levers savagely and the Comet shot upward and out of the cloud of dense vapor. Several of the portholes were open and the acrid fumes of the purple gas set the occupants to coughing and strangling.


  “What a narrow escape!” exclaimed the professor as he wiped his eyes and took a cautious sniff of the now clearing air in the control room. “There’s hydrocyanic acid in that stuff and we should all have been killed had we not escaped it immediately. These Kellonians are devils incarnate!”


  Ralph still raged impotently. “Well, what’s to be done now?” he stormed. “Their gas cloud is growing larger and larger and we haven’t a chance in the world to get their range with any sort of ammunition.”


  “Well,” said the captain slowly, “the village is done for now. How about dropping a few of our high explosive bombs into the center of the gas cloud?”


  “Fine business,” said Ralph. “Let’s try it.”


  SEVERAL of the smaller bombs had been stored in a small magazine in the control room and these were brought out at once. But again it was too late, for the enemy vessel was speeding rapidly from under the spreading purple clouds. Already they were several miles away and the blue fire no longer seared the countryside. The defenders were in the same position as before and must perforce follow to see what move was next to be made by the Kellonians. By this time every occupant of the control room was in savage temper, the girls included. Steve hastened in with news from the Tritu Leboru. The village just annihilated was called Fara and was reported lost with all of its twenty-five hundred inhabitants. The Corisians in the group mourned openly and unashamed.


  In a few moments the Comet had overtaken the fleeing Kellonians, but these took refuge immediately above another town, this one even larger than Fara. A council of war was in order on board the Comet. Evidently this was to be a game of watchful waiting. Teddy poised the ship some seven thousand feet above the enemy and adjusted the controls to maintain this position.


  “Folks,” said the professor, “this is a serious business, indeed, and we must use our wits to the best possible advantage for all concerned. To my way of thinking, the enemy is merely lying in wait for another of their vessels or possibly more than one to arrive and assist in further devilment. Unless a move is made by the galdon below, there will be nothing we can do until their reinforcements arrive. Most of us from Tinus are sadly in need of rest and sleep, and it is my suggestion that the girls retire at once, and that the rest of us arrange for regular watches of four hours’ duration. Otherwise we shall be in no physical condition to perform our duty when the time comes.”


  Mary and Margaret made some objection to being classed differently from the men, but were quickly overruled, when the doctor chimed in with Teddy and Ralph in insisting on carrying out the professor’s suggestion. Lots were drawn among the men and Teddy, Captain French, and the doctor left for their rooms. The professor took the controls while Ralph and Steve stationed themselves at the ports to keep an eye on the enemy. Romos, Valdor, and the two Corisian scientists remained in the control room with their new friends from Tinus.


  Hour after hour the anxious group watched for signs of action on board the galdon, but none appeared. Ralph made frequent visits to the radio room to see if further use was being made of this means of communication by the enemy. Steve visited the Tritu Leboru operator often, and tarried with her longer than was necessary to learn the news from the outside. Coris was waiting breathlessly for developments and it was apparent that the faith of the Corisians was pinned entirely on the resourcefulness of the newcomers.


  It was at the end of the second watch that the captain, who had taken over Ralph’s job of listening for radio conversations, reported that the enemy was again in communication with someone. The language of the Kellonians was entirely unintelligible, but it was evident that considerable excitement prevailed among the occupants of the galdon. The voices were raised in anger and from their tone it was certain that the anticipated reinforcements were approaching. At first it was a one-sided conversation, but in a short time the captain was able to tune in the wave of the more distant transmitter and here he found a reassuring tone in the voices of the several speakers. Orders seemed to be issued, though this could be judged only by the inflections of the voices. Then all was still once more.


  Teddy received the captain’s news gravely and at the next change of watch communicated it to Ralph and the professor.


  “And we have no means of knowing how soon to expect these reinforcements nor how many of the galdons might be approaching,” he concluded.


  “There have previously been but three,” interjected Romos.


  “Yes,” said Ralph, “but these fiends may have a great number of the ships for all we know. And if they attack in numbers we will not have much chance. As I see it, we are between two fires. If we destroy the ship below us we shall be free to go after those now approaching, but great loss of life will result in the village and we should avoid causing this if it is at all possible.”


  “We must avoid it,” agreed Teddy, “and if we leave our present position and sally forth to meet the reinforcements the galdon below will proceed to destroy the village anyway. We certainly are between the devil and the deep blue sea.”


  “May I suggest something,” asked Captain French.


  “Sure thing,” said Ralph and Teddy, hopefully.


  “Our cathode ray projectors are not much use except in hand-to-hand encounters,” said the captain. “The big projector here in the control room is needed for destroying enemies beneath us when the time comes. But the reinforcements will undoubtedly approach us from the heavens and we must be protected from above. In our stores we have an old type anti-aircraft gun of only one inch bore, but it can be fired very rapidly, and I have prepared a hundred shells using the new high explosive, which should prove very effective against the ships of the Kellonians. Our friends here in Coris learned years ago that their own ray projectors were of no avail against the armament of the galdons, but I have an idea that our high explosive shells will be, and I should like to try it.”


  RALPH was immediately enthusiastic and Teddy agreed that it was at least a good thing to try. The Corisian scientists were extremely interested in the tremendously powerful explosive they had seen employed against the first raider, and volunteered to assist in the setting up and manning of the gun in the upper compartment of the Comet.


  “But,” objected the professor, “if you should prove successful with this gun you will be likely to cause the very damage and loss of life beneath us that we have been trying to avoid.”


  Captain French grinned. “If it works as I think it will,” he said, “there will not be much left of these galdons to fall on our friends below. You saw the terrific effect of the small hand grenade I hurled at the first one?”


  “Yes, indeed,” said the professor.


  “Well,” said the captain, “if one of these one inch shells penetrates the armor of a galdon and explodes within, the force will be so great that the Corisians below will receive only a hailstorm of pulverized particles too small to do any damage. Wait and see.”


  The professor was infected by his enthusiasm. “My objections are withdrawn,” he said, “and I hope you are right. Go to it.”


  So Ralph and the captain, accompanied by the two Corisians, repaired to the upper compartment and lugged out the case which held the old-fashioned weapon with the new ammunition. It was quite a problem to mount the weapon so that it could be used in any direction, but this was finally solved by opening the great central port in the dome-shaped ceiling of the upper compartment and erecting a light platform close to this point with the muzzle of the gun projecting into the open air. It was then found that the gun could be swung around to all points of the horizon as well as covering the entire heavens above. When the work was completed, Ralph and the captain expressed their satisfaction, and Castrini and Lorver enthused over the details of the gun’s mechanism.


  Then came the wait for the arrival of the Kellonian reinforcements and the captain produced a binocular with which they scanned the heavens incessantly.


  The wait was of less than an hour’s duration, for within that time two of the galdons were sighted by Castrini, who excitedly pointed them out to his companions. The two ships were approaching Coris from the northeast, and when sighted, were about eight miles from the Comet, towards which they were heading at a fairly swift pace. The captain stationed himself at the telescopic sight of the gun and swung its muzzle around in the direction from which the galdons were approaching, side by side.


  Meanwhile Teddy had an idea; he hastened to the operator from the Tritu Leboru and instructed her to send out word that it was desired that the village be evacuated by the populace. Teddy felt certain that the village was doomed, anyhow, as far as loss of the property was concerned, and he wanted as great a number of the inhabitants as possible to be spared. The exodus commenced at once and the observers in the control room could make out the streams of humanity fleeing from the town along the several roads passing through it. This move was entirely unexpected by the raider beneath them, as excited conversation over the radio immediately indicated. They seemed undecided as to what action to take and consequently took none. Teddy exulted at the success of the move.


  The two galdons nearing the scene from above had slowed down and separated, with the obvious intention of attacking the Comet from different directions and getting their blue fire at work on its upper surface. To Ralph it seemed that the captain had delayed an unduly long time. The gun was loaded with one of the long shiny cartridges which carried the deadly explosive in pointed steel shells. The captain, with his eye glued to the sight, spoke sharply:


  “Stand by now!”


  He pressed the firing lever and immediately thrust another cartridge into the breech of the gun. Ralph held one of these in each hand as did Castrini and Lorver, each ready to pass them to the captain when required. But the first shot took effect on the nearest of the two galdons, and the Comet rocked and lurched with the force of the tremendous explosion that resulted. The attacking ship was blasted into countless fragments just as the captain had predicted and the air was filled with a veritable cloudburst of the wreckage. The second galdon fled precipitately to the south, putting on such speed that she was lost to view in a very few seconds.


  “One!” exulted Ralph, “and we’ll get the other later. Let’s go below and see what’s doing down there.”


  They hurried to the control room where they imparted their news to Teddy who had already assumed that they were successful on account of the concussion and the rain of fragments. In turn they were advised of the evacuation of the village, and, by the time they reached the control room windows, the galdon below had started another of the purple smoke screens, and the Comet was forced to retire to a greater altitude momentarily. But this time all the ports were closed and they soon returned to the attack, dropping below the gas cloud in a very few moments. There they found the galdon scudding away rapidly, hugging the ground with its flame generators tearing things up as usual.


  This time the raider was headed for the open country, apparently demoralized by the destruction of its newly arrived companion. Teddy gleefully manipulated the controls and the Comet was soon at the stern of the galdon, which now had put the orange beacon into operation as well as the flame generators. The gas cloud was soon left behind and Ralph opened one of the ports with the intention of hurling a high explosive bomb at the raider. As he did so there was a gasp behind him, and Steve Gillette slumped to the floor in a crumpled heap.


  “Close that port!” shouted the professor.


  RALPH realized at once what had happened and kept out of line of the opening as he slammed the transparent but insulating cover home. He knelt over the crumpled form of Steve contritely, finding him completely paralyzed and with glazing eyes popping from their sockets.


  “Do not fear,” said Romos, “he will recover. But it will be after many hours of suffering.”


  Ralph and the rest were much relieved at this, but at once became aroused to the necessity of attacking the enemy in a different manner. The girls had been awakened from their slumber by the explosion which destroyed the other galdon, and they now made their appearance. The captain had again vanished and now returned with an odd costume. He was completely accoutered in a lead suit of protective armor. Sheets of the metal, overlapping neatly, covered the entire front of his body and his head was encased in a huge helmet of the same material, his eyes twinkling through large discs of the insulating transparent material, such as had been used for the windows and port covers of the Comet. His laugh echoed faintly and hollowly at the surprise of the group.


  Ralph caught the idea at once and hastened to place two of the small high-explosive bombs in the captain’s lead-gloved hands.


  “What is it?” asked Margaret, “and what has happened to Steve?” She had observed his weirdly crumpled form on the floor.


  “The paralyzing rays,” said Ralph. “And now we are going to destroy another of the galdons.”


  He rushed to the port where the fleeing vessel could be seen only about fifty feet below and slightly ahead of the Comet.


  “Stand back!” he ordered and everyone retreated from the vicinity of the port.


  As the captain approached the opening, a bomb in either hand, Ralph swung back the transparent circular window, taking great care to keep his body out of line of the paralyzing emanations from the orange beacon.


  The captain poised for a moment and drew back his right arm. It was difficult to throw even so small an object, hampered as he was by his heavy garment, so Teddy maneuvered the Comet directly above the galdon. The bomb was let fall and the captain signaled wildly for Teddy to rise. Ralph slammed the port cover shut just as the explosion occurred, and was immediately catapulted to the other side of the control room by the force of the concussion. Teddy had been quick at the controls, but the Comet had only risen about five hundred feet by the time the explosion took place. All occupants of the control room were thrown to the floor, where they lay momentarily stunned by the shock. It was several moments before Ralph dragged himself to one of the floor ports and shouted:


  “Look!”


  One by one they reached the ports and gazed on the scene below. The raider had been neatly cut in two, the two ends of the vessel lying twisted and torn at the opposite sides of a great crater which had been blasted out of the ground beneath. The entire center section had disappeared.


  “Believe me,” said Ralph, with awe in his voice, “that’s some explosive, Cap.”


  THE orange beacon was gone, blasted into nothingness, as was the blue fire. Nothing remained but the twisted metal ends of the vessel. But from the forward section of these something was emerging—a horrible writhing something that sent a shudder through the witnesses one and all. It was the mangled remains of one of the Kellonians, wriggling and pushing to escape from its confinement.


  Mary voiced her disgust and turned her eyes from the scene. Margaret breathed hard, and joined her lover at the port at which he now stood.


  “Ralph, dear,” she said, “can it be that any of these horrible creatures still live down there?”


  “Hardly,” he answered, “—not after that explosion.” But, even as he spoke, one of the creatures emerged after the writhing body of its dying companion had fallen to the bottom of the newly-made crater. This one seemed to be whole and very much alive, though extremely sluggish of movement; but that was true of all its fellows.


  “Well, I’m hanged,” said Teddy, “if one of them didn’t escape!”


  Ralph was galvanized into rapid speech. “Let’s capture him, or it, or whatever you want to call the creature,” he said. “I’ve an idea that maybe we may be able to learn something, even though we do not know its language.” There was a chorus of dissent, but Ralph was so insistent, that Teddy finally maneuvered the Comet to a landing at the edge of the crater. By this time the ferocious and ungainly Kellonian was scrambling to escape, but so slow were its movements that a child could have overtaken it.


  “Who’s going to make the capture?” asked Teddy drily. “I am, said Ralph, “but we’ll get help. Get the Tritu Leboru operator to spread the news and ask for nearby towns to send volunteers to this spot. In the meantime, someone had better go to the upper compartment to watch for a possible return of the other galdon.”


  “Right,” said Teddy, leaving the controls and starting for the room where the news operator was located.


  The captain left for the upper compartment, while the four Corisians prepared to accompany Ralph on his venture against the lone Kellonian. They picked up their cathode ray projectors and fingered them lovingly.


  “We can’t use those,” said Ralph shortly. “We must capture this fellow alive.”


  “But how are you going to do it?” asked the professor. “I don’t know yet,” Ralph replied, “but we’ll find a way.”


  “I’m going with you,” said Margaret.


  Ralph started to reply heatedly, then made a gesture of futility.


  “All right, sweetheart,” he said. “You will have your way finally, so I. suppose there is no use arguing.”


  By this time the porthole was open and the Corisian members of the party had emerged on their own soil. Ralph and Margaret followed and were soon joined by Doctor DePolac and the professor.


  The doctor drew Ralph aside. “What’s your idea?” he asked seriously.


  “I’ll tell you later, Doc,” was the reply, “but you will have something to do with this yourself. And we must get this baby alive.”


  THE doctor grunted his disgust and disbelief as he watched the great lumbering figure of the Kellonian moving in a southwest direction at a snail’s pace. The creature was not more than two hundred yards from the crater and was evidently panic-stricken and dazed. Viewed from this distance it was a terrifying creature and Margaret, for all her bravery, clung to Ralph’s hand as she watched. The great black body was fully twenty feet across and it moved with quiverings and shakings like a jelly-fish. But the tentacles—more than fifty of them by the look—writhed and waved in frenzy, clutching at trees, roots, shrubs, anything at which they could grasp. Each tentacle was as long as the ugly body and the creature gave the appearance of a cuttlefish of huge and terrifying aspect. Occasionally it turned and glared balefully at its pursuers.


  Villagers began to arrive from the surrounding territory and, one and all, they stopped short in amazement when they witnessed what was occurring. Hundreds were now on hand and they completely surrounded their enemy in a short time. But what to do with this vast creature, how to capture him with safety to themselves, they did not know.


  “I have it!” said Ralph, drawing his ray projector from its sheath. “I’ll burn off a few of those tentacles to show him we mean business. Then we’ll drive him back to the crater and keep him there until ropes or a net can be brought to confine him safely.”


  He issued his orders with celerity and they were passed along the line of Corisians until all knew what his intentions were. Several of the Corisians had backed up to escape the swinging tentacles of the monster, but his progress was so slow that the retreat did not mean much. Ralph ran to a point on the far side of the creature and then stationed himself directly in its line of progress. He raised his ray projector and aimed for one of the huge tentacles at the point where it joined the disgusting body. The ray shot forth and the tentacle seemed to melt from the body as if burned away by strong acid. It fell writhing to the ground and the Kellonian screamed with rage and pain. Again and again the ray sped forth and at each contact a tentacle followed its writhing fellows. As he pressed the button that released the energy Ralph walked boldly toward the horrid creature, which glared malignantly at him from those large, red-rimmed eyes.


  Another tentacle lost, and the creature turned about and lumbered away in the direction of the crater left by the explosion. Relentlessly Ralph followed, occasionally searing the Kellonian anew with the death ray. The brute now whimpered like a baby and, sobbing and screaming, tumbled over the edge of the crater to land in a flopping heap at the bottom.


  Hundreds of Corisians crowded the edges of the crater, howling their glee and heaping curses on their captured enemy.


  So intent were they on the little drama being enacted on the ground that not an eye had raised heavenward. Momentary fear gripped the hearts of the assembled Corisians when their ears were suddenly assailed by the sound of a terrific explosion overhead. With one accord all eyes turned skyward just in time to see the huge burst of flying particles that marked the last of the galdons. The captain’s aim was perfect.


  The captured Kellonian whimpered and blubbered in his prison at the bottom of the crater as cheers and shrieks of joy rent the Corisian air.


  CHAPTER XIV


  Research and Conjecture


  WHEN the Comet returned to Seritanis there was a great celebration in honor of the visitors from Tinus. But Ralph was all wrought up over his idea and insisted on an immediate consultation with the Corisian scientists. Thalia had greeted them in person and showered them with her thanks, but she was quick to accede to Ralph’s request and called an immediate meeting of the most noted scientists of her realm.


  Margaret was all excitement, as she felt that Ralph had something momentous to disclose. His companions were mystified but confident that he knew what he was about, so when the meeting was called to order, they all listened with grave attention.


  “Friends,” spoke Ralph, “I am no scientist in any sense of the word but I do believe that further action is necessary at once in this matter of the Kellonians. We have destroyed four of their galdons and have captured one of their number alive, though somewhat damaged.


  “This is, of course, a signal victory, but it is only the beginning of things as I see it. Who knows how many of these space ships the enemy have built or have under construction? Perhaps more are even now on their way here?”


  No answers were vouchsafed and everyone in the council chamber sat with a grave countenance. In the heat of victory this phase of the matter had been almost forgotten. The silence was complete as Ralph continued further:


  “None of your astronomers have been able to discover the abode of the Kellonians, though they have been trying to do so for years. But, until this is done, you have no assurance that the enemy will not return. In fact, with no news coming from the four galdons recently despatched, they may send out dozens more of these ships and destroy Coris completely in reprisal. So there is but one course open if Coris is to be saved. The abode of the enemy must be discovered and they must be destroyed before they have the opportunity of completely destroying you.”


  He hesitated and the chamber was intensely silent for a minute or more. Then Thalia spoke:


  “Know you how this great feat is to be accomplished?” she asked gently.


  “No, fair Thalia,” Ralph replied, “but my own idea is this: We have captured one of the enemy. His language is unknown on Coris and his thoughts unreadable by your people. But with us is Doctor DePolac, greatest of all psychiatrists on Tinus, as you call our Earth. He has brought with him an instrument which enables him to read the mind of a patient with accuracy and without the patient’s volition. It is my first proposal that we allow the doctor to experiment on this monster and endeavor to obtain knowledge of his home and of its location.”


  The doctor sat suddenly erect with a startled exclamation. The council chamber buzzed with animated discussion. Thalia raised her hand and all was again silent. “Excellent, my dear Ralph,” quoth Thalia, “continue.”


  “As I said before,” spoke Ralph, “I am no scientist. I am a business man. It seems to me that war is a business and must be run like any other business. We have with us, besides the doctor, one of the great astronomers of Tinus, one of the most expert authorities on armament, and the greatest authority on air travel. You have great scientists here too. But the work of these must be coordinated, just as in any business venture. Each has his own sphere, and is guided mainly by his experience and thoughts along certain more or less constricted lines. It is my humble suggestion that the coordination of these great minds be left to my responsibility, mainly for the reason that my own experience and training have been along the very line of coordinating the work of other and greater minds.”


  There was an instant chorus of acclaim and assent. The professor was first to grasp Ralph’s hand and he wrung it heartily. Thalia rose to her full height of majesty. She smiled.


  “It shall be as you desire,” she said, “as far as my own people are concerned. And, from the demonstrations of your own companions, it appears that they, too, are prepared to follow your leadership.”


  Ralph blushed like a girl when Margaret rushed to his side and, all unheeding of the curious eyes of the crowd, planted a resounding kiss on his cheek.


  “You are wonderful,” she breathed into his ear. “I just knew you would do it, dear.”


  BEFORE the meeting broke up, Ralph called for the three most expert scientists in the domain, one an astronomer, one an expert in mental study, and the third a chemist. By Thalia there were selected in the order named, Torvan, Rastor, and Soltur, and these three Ralph called into immediate conference with Teddy, Doctor DePolac, Captain French, and the professor.


  When the door to a smaller chamber had closed behind them and all had taken seats around a large table, Ralph, at its head, continued his talk.


  “Friends,” he said, “please pardon my assumption of authority and do not consider it as such. It is merely that a leader is required in order to obtain quick action, and I, obviously unsuited for the actual business of thinking and planning scientifically, have the greatest amount of time for organizing and leading the expedition which I am convinced must be made.


  “Action must be quick for reasons I named in the council chamber. First, there is the prisoner to be examined. That is the work of Doctor DePolac and Rastor, and should be started immediately. It is my thought that with the doctor’s electro-telepathoscope and the use of mental suggestion, or possibly by merely waiting for voluntary thoughts of the prisoner, some idea as to the nature and location of his domain may be obtained.


  “Secondly, there is the absolute necessity of locating the abode of the Kellonians. That will be up to Professor Timken and Torvan. How this can be accomplished I do not know, but surely the combination of astronomical knowledge from natives of Tinus and of Coris should produce results, especially if supplemented by information obtained from the brain of our loathsome prisoner.


  “Lastly, there is the need of devising means of destroying the home of the Kellonians, when we have found it and reached it, this being up to Captain French and Soltur. For my own part I have great confidence in the energy projector brought from Tinus and in the powerful explosive. It is my thought that the instrument might be duplicated here and that the explosive might also be produced in great quantities. We already have the means of reaching the planet inhabited by the enemy, thanks to Teddy Crowley. His job is to command the Comet and its movements. My job is only that of organizer and commander-in-chief in battle. The technical knowledge and the necessary tools are to be provided by the rest of you. Are you all in agreement?”


  There was not a dissenting voice—in fact there was much commendation of Ralph’s plan and of his own ideas on the matter. The professor left immediately for the Royal Observatory with Torvan. Doctor DePolac and Rastor made immediate plans for the examination of the prisoner. Captain French and Soltur left for one of the large chemical laboratories. Ralph and Teddy remained behind and indulged in some further conversation.


  “Some nerve I have,” laughed Ralph.


  “That’s just what we need,” said Teddy, “nerve with a capital N. The trouble with most of us who are scientists and engineers is, that we are immersed in our own particular branch of science so deeply, that much else escapes us and we are unable to decide things on the spur of the moment, and that is just as necessary in warfare as in business. You summed the situation up accurately and have, I think, done the right thing. We are all in agreement with you and will follow your decisions to the end.”


  “Thanks, old man,” said Ralph simply, “and now let’s see what will happen. I can’t understand why this planet has not already been located, but I think we are on the right track.”


  SOME time later, in a sunken concrete chamber on the outskirts of Seritanis, there sat the doctor with Rastor, Ralph, and Teddy. Before them was the screen of the electro-telepathoscope and over their heads were the caplike contrivances with the trailing wires which connected with the main portion of the apparatus in the adjoining chamber. In that adjoining cell reposed the huge bulk of the captured Kellonian, firmly bound with cables and with a great cage-like structure surrounding the heaving body which also was its head. The cage was connected with the doctor’s instrument and had been constructed to collect the thoughts from the brain of the ungainly creature to be conveyed to the mechanism of the electro-telepathoscope, in the same manner as was done with the smaller caps worn by mortals subjected to the same process.


  On the screen there was a rapid succession of pictures horrible to contemplate—orgies of hundreds of the Kellonians in which captured Corisians were tortured and finally consumed—details of Kellonian life, evidently much of the family life of the subject—interiors of great caverns where the light of day never penetrated, but. where all was illuminated by a sort of phosphorescence, apparently given off by the cavern walls—views of mining operations and of the slavery of many Corisians on the remote planet. But for hours there had been no suggestion of the location or nature of the planet itself.


  And the impressed thoughts in the minds of the observers—the thoughts accompanying the visual representations—were terrible in the extreme. Lucky it was that all in the room were of hardy mold and not easily upset. A squeamish person would not have lasted very long in the atmosphere produced by the filthy revelations from the brain of the creature they had captured.


  When they were about to give up hope for the day, the scene and impressed thoughts changed suddenly and the observers became acutely aware that the detestable captive was homesick. His pangs of lonesomeness were impressed vividly on their minds, and they felt a bit softer toward the unfortunate beast. Now he seemed to be dreaming of his far-off home in terms of affection—the first sign of humanlike emotion yet observed. The doctor crept into the monster’s prison and found that he had indeed fallen asleep. When he returned to the screen, his companions were greatly excited.


  There on the screen was pictured one of the galdons and the prisoner was, in his dreams, entering the vessel, which was to return him to the home for which he yearned. With the creature the observers entered the vessel in thought and became immediately aware of some of the features of its internal construction. Then there was a blank space of no impressed thoughts, and suddenly they were out in the vastness of space, speeding heavenward with the homesick Kellonian. This vision did not last for any great time but the impression of joy at nearing home became acute and overpowering just as the motion of the galdon seemed to slow down as if for a landing.


  It seemed they were about to land, though no planet or other body had become visible up to this time. Below them, where there should have appeared the surface of a planet, all was blackness. Then it suddenly dawned on them that the stars in the firmament became blotted out by some vast intervening object, but the object itself was entirely invisible. Slower and slower became the motion of the galdon and there was the sensation of dropping gently to the ground. Then, just before the landing was made, the surface was seen dimly. What a country! There were fleeting glimpses of an ebon landscape cut up and broken as no landscape had ever been before. An endless vista of jet-black stalagmites seemed to cover the surface, pointed black spires in close formation rising skyward to a height of a hundred feet or more. Then, with a gentle bump, the vessel had landed.


  There was a pause and considerable attending excitement within the galdon. The vessel was resting in a cradle and this cradle dropped them suddenly with the sensation of descending in a high-speed elevator. Down, down they went into the depths of a yawning black pit. Faster and faster became the motion. Then there was a stop for a short period, when the motion again started and the phosphorescent light appeared on all sides as they emerged into one of the huge caverns of the earlier thought-pictures. At last the vessel came to rest and then the slits in its side opened and the slimy occupants tumbled out. The impression of happiness conveyed from the brain of the monster slumbering in his adjoining cell faded from the disc and from their consciousness, leaving the little company aghast and staring at one another in the dimmed light.


  “No wonder the astronomers could not locate it,” exclaimed Ralph. “It is an invisible planet. We must advise the professor at once.”


  The doctor was very much pleased with the result of the examination and accepted with aplomb the congratulations and praise of Rastor, who had not yet ceased to marvel at the mechanism which had been brought from Tinus. Ralph and Teddy were jubilant and hastened with all speed to apprise the professor and Torvan of the success of the experiment.


  On their way they stopped in at the hospital where poor Steve had been taken after the return to Seritanis and were overjoyed to learn that he showed signs of returning consciousness.


  TORVAN and the professor were deeply engaged in poring over the records of Corisian astronomical observations when Ralph and Teddy reached the observatory. The doctor had suddenly became greatly fatigued and had returned to his quarters for a period of well-earned rest. Raster had likewise left the party and returned to his own home.


  “The doctor has been successful,” exulted Ralph as the professor greeted them abstractedly.


  “Yes?” said the professor, “and what did he learn?”


  “That the Kellonians inhabit an invisible planet.”


  “Invisible?”


  “Positively,” said Ralph. “Why, we accompanied the prisoner in a dream visit to his own home that was so realistic that I for one felt all the thrills of a real voyage. And the planet was absolutely invisible until we were within a few thousand feet of its surface.”


  “I do not understand,” said the professor.


  Ralph explained, giving the details of their experience with the electro-telepathoscope minutely. When the story was done, the professor scratched his head in perplexity.


  “Now, how are we to locate this place?” he asked of no one in particular. “No wonder our friends here could not find it with their telescopes.”


  He paced the floor in deep thought while Torvan peered through his thick glasses at the young men who had brought the news.


  “You say that the surface of this planet appeared to be of dull black color and that it was deeply indented and of rough contour?” asked the professor.


  “Rough contour!” exclaimed Ralph. “Why, Professor, the surface looked like the back of a porcupine!”


  “Hm—hm,” mused the professor, “then the albedo of the body will be extremely small, probably closely approaching zero—that is, unless there is a considerable atmosphere surrounding it.”


  “What on earth is an albedo?” asked Ralph.


  “The albedo of a celestial body is the ratio of the light it reflects to that which it receives. A body such as that which you describe, might be likened to a piece of black velvet which reflects very little light on account of its deep pile. But, in the case of a celestial body, the amount of light reflected depends also upon whether the body is surrounded by a cloud-filled atmosphere. Those having little or no atmosphere and a rough surface, like our own moon, have a low albedo, while one covered with an atmosphere, especially if it be filled with partially condensed water vapor, forming clouds or mist, has a high reflecting power. This would point to the conclusion that the planet from which the Kellonians came has practically no atmosphere surrounding it.”


  “But how can they breathe?” asked Ralph.


  “I believe you mentioned that the galdon descended into a pit or shaft and did not open its ports until it was far beneath the surface of the planet?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then these creatures evidently inhabit the interior of the body and quite possibly produce their own oxygen within the populated caverns. For all their monstrous appearance, we must concede that they are possessed of great brain power and scientific attainments. It is quite reasonable to suppose that this planet of theirs has at one time gone through about the same process of evolution as that of the known bodies—that through thousands of centuries it gradually cooled and lost the power of supporting life on its surface—that its atmosphere became gradually more and more rarefied until finally it disappeared entirely. Intelligent beings, the forebears of the Kellonians, would have searched for means of prolonging the life of their race, and would naturally have taken to the interior of their planet, either to natural caverns and recesses, or to vast mining operations of their own. Here they would find warmth and could produce an atmosphere of any desired density by artificial means. Sub-surface lakes and seas, as well as vegetation, would be discovered. It is even possible that underground recesses contained lesser animal life, which could be utilized to the advantage of the more intelligent beings.”


  “That is quite possible,” said Torvan. “Many centuries ago, when Coris was overpopulated, our people had already cultivated vast underground tracts and much of our food supply was obtained from such sources. Of course, that is no longer necessary and the workings have long since been abandoned.”


  “These theories might explain the invisibility of the planet,” said Ralph, “but they do not help much in locating it. It seems to me that no time should be lost in searching for the body and you astronomical sharks ought to be able to find some way of doing this.”


  “Undoubtedly we shall,” said the professor, “but it is by theorizing and checking theory with mathematics and observation that such things are accomplished. And I fear we shall require some little time. We have taken a step in the right direction by following the Kellonian in dreams to his own abode, but it is still only a step. Much remains to be done and great labor is involved. However, we shall do our best, Torvan and I, and you had better leave us to our task.”


  “No sooner said than done,” laughed Ralph. “It is all over my head anyway, so Teddy and I will run along.”


  WHEN the younger men had left, the professor stared long and earnestly into the eyes of his newfound friend, Torvan.


  “Where shall we begin?” he asked.


  Torvan hesitated. “There is so much—so infinite is the universe and so many the possibilities,” he said. “The question, as to whether there were undiscovered planets in our own solar system has long been considered by the astronomers of Coris as definitely settled. We have believed that none exist and have assumed that the Kellonians came from a familiar planet or from some system other than our own.”


  “But,” said the professor, “that decision can scarcely be possible in the light of our recent experience. The reinforcements called for by the second of the first raiders could not possibly have reached us from another system in the few hours they took to come to the aid of their fellows. Their home must be located in our own solar system.”


  “It would seem that way,” agreed Torvan, “but where and how are we to search for a body that is invisible to our powerful telescopes?”


  “We must locate it by mathematical means, Torvan, though I confess I do not know how to start. Let us first marshal the known facts and then proceed to the best of our ability. First, we may assume that the body is of small size. This is indicated by the slow and painful movements of the Kellonians while on the surface of Coris. These creatures are of enormous size and weight here, but they must certainly be capable of swifter movement in their own environment. Their home might easily be of such small size and low density that its surface gravity would be only a quarter of ours, perhaps even less. That would account for their great difficulty of locomotion here. We may therefore expect to find that they inhabit a body considerably smaller in size than the planet Mars, which you call Non. Do you agree?”


  “Yes, Professor. And it has even occurred to me that this body might be a satellite of one of our known planets.”


  “Quite possible,” the professor agreed, “and it might even be a satellite of Coris.”


  Torvan stared. “That had not occurred to me,” he said slowly, “but it is certainly within the bounds of possibility.”


  “Have you a theory of tidal forces and tidal evolution?”


  “Yes, indeed,” replied Torvan, “of course the tidal forces acting on Coris are almost entirely from Ku, which you call the Sun. Our tides are of comparatively small magnitude but are easily reconciled with the forces of Ku. There are some outside influences, of course, but these are almost negligible.”


  “The problems of considering tidal forces on our own earth are extremely complicated,” said the professor, “since the main force is from our satellite, the moon. There are, however, the addition of forces due to the sun, which is much farther from us than from Coris. Then there are the further complications of the varying distances of the moon and the sun north or south of the celestial equator, their changing distances from the earth and more especially the irregular contours of the continents and varying depths of the oceans. Still, with observational data established in many localities, we have reconciled our predictions of tidal movements, for the tides vary in perfect harmony with the know tidal forces influenced by other factors. Similarly, it appears that you have reconciled your tidal movements with the forces exerted by the sun. Are there no other forces in measurable degree?”


  “We have always considered them negligible. But they are definitely indicated in our calculations and you may consider them if you think it is advisable.”


  “I do,” said the professor, “and I presume you have also on file accurate calculations of the movements of Coris during the past century—the irregularities of its orbit and the changes, if any, due to tidal evolution or other factors?”


  “We have very complete and accurate data,” said Torvan, “and I begin to see the trend of your thought. You are considering the probability of this home of the Kellonians actually being a satellite of Coris.”


  “I am. You undoubtedly knew my thoughts before I spoke, but I can’t get over the habit of expressing them completely. If this body is a satellite of Coris we are bound to locate it, for astronomy is an exact science. The movements of the celestial bodies are subject to unalterable laws. Each body in our solar system has a definite mass and momentum and its movements are controlled by forces which can be calculated to a nicety. Matter is indestructible, and none of the energy of the system can be lost though it be transferred and retransferred from body to body in varying amounts. All can be accounted for, and since we have a definite mass to account for and locate, we will be able to do so by locating the unaccounted for discrepancies in planetary orbits and in tidal effects on Coris.”


  The professor rolled up his sleeves as Torvan drew forth several charts and a number of large volumes.


  CHAPTER XV


  The Professor Triumphs


  MANY days passed and Ralph chafed with impatience at the delay. He made daily visits to the radio room of the Comet and listened for communications intended for the Kellonians who had come to Coris. Surely, he thought, those left behind would be expecting news from the two expeditions. But day after day the ether yielded no sound that would indicate this, though he searched carefully over the full wave-length range of the Comet’s two receivers. He made daily trips to the Royal Observatory, where he observed the labors of the professor and Torvan, who were now supplemented by a corps of Corisian assistants, astronomers, and mathematicians. The professor was looking peaked and wan, for he worked incessantly, only pausing for nourishment and occasional short snatches of sleep. Torvan, too, was an indefatigable worker, and he and the professor seemed to have formed a bond of friendship such as can be formed only between scientists who have one great common interest.


  The Kellonian prisoner was subjected to almost hourly examination with the electro-telepathoscope and the doctor found his time practically filled with this work. Rastor and the other Corisian students of the mind found great interest in the proceedings and admired greatly the apparatus which made possible a contact for thought transferrence, which they had never been able to obtain by sheer force of mind. This mechanical contact was something new to them, and of great interest, though the doctor privately was just as much mystified by their means of establishing distant contact for the service of the Tritu Leboru. An interchange of ideas gradually brought about a more complete understanding on both sides and both the Tinusian and the Corisian experts stored away much in their own minds for future reference. But nothing of further value was learned in these investigations, though every waking and sub-conscious thought of the Kellonian was on record.


  Steve had fully recovered from his experience with the paralyzing energy of the Kellonians and had joined the captain in his work with Soltur in the chemical laboratory. The high explosive had been duplicated after considerable experimentation, and the laboratory workers were now engaged in producing the powerful material in considerable quantity. This was being sealed into canisters of about a hundred pounds each, and already forty of these canisters had been stored in the magazines of the Comet. The energy projector, which had been used in destroying the first of the galdons, was disassembled by Corisian workers and detail drawings of its various parts were soon completed. But here they encountered a great difficulty, for much of its mechanism was of necessity constructed of iron and this was an extremely rare commodity in Coris. It was only after great effort on the part of Thalia’s commissioners, that sufficient precious metal was obtained to construct a single duplicate of the machine. This duplicate was successful and justified their trouble.


  Margaret and Mary indulged in a perfect orgy of shopping, or rather of visiting the various shopping centers and feasting their eyes on the gorgeous exhibits of feminine finery. They had never seen the like of those materials. They were of such fine texture and beauty of design, that they gloated in anticipation of the sensation they would create in their own home city, when they appeared in gowns of this material. On these tours they were accompanied by two ladies of Thalia’s court and the Corisian ladies were much pleased at the extreme interest and pleasure evinced by their visitors. During this period Mary’s notebook and pencil were by no means idle. Her sixth book of notes had been completely filled and she found it necessary to visit a Corisian stationer to obtain additional writing paraphernalia. She was surprised to find that the paper in use on Coris, while not produced from wood pulp, was quite similar in texture and surface to that of her own earth. And it was bound into volumes in much the same way as the books she had been using.


  TEDDY busied himself—when he was not with Mary—in going over the machinery of the Comet to insure its being in perfect condition for the new trip which must soon be taken. He tightened a bolt here, replaced a terminal there, and checked over the wiring and electrical connections carefully to assure himself that all was in order. On the eighteenth day after the destruction of the last of the four galdons he happened into the radio room and twirled the dials of the long wave receiver. Ralph had gone through the same performance only a few hours previously without result but now there was something on the air. At about fifteen thousand meters Teddy found the unmistakable whistle of an oscillating transmitter and he waited patiently until a voice was distinguished. It was faint, but clear, and monotonously came the words, “Rogo Lodin Navon,” repeated over and over. Then all was silence for a few minutes and then the same call came again. Beyond doubt the Kellonians were seeking news of the expedition! Teddy hastened from the vessel and rushed to the palace to communicate his news to Ralph.


  He located Ralph in his own quarters and was astonished to see his friend sitting with head bowed in his hands, apparently in deep dejection.


  “What is wrong, old man?” he asked, as Ralph raised a haggard face to meet his gaze.


  “Margaret,” said Ralph, huskily.


  “What about Margaret?” asked Teddy, his mission forgotten for the moment.


  “She is taken seriously ill,” was the unexpected reply. “She is stricken with one of the most dangerous of the Corisian fevers. Disease here has, you know, been almost conquered, but our constitutions do not have the required resistance. And Margaret is the victim!”


  He spoke bitterly, almost vengefully.


  “But, Ralph,” said Teddy, “surely this fever is not likely to be fatal?”


  “The court physician assures me it can be cured and that I need not fear for Margaret’s safety. But I am much worried all the same. If you could only see her—how she tosses and raves in delirium—how unnaturally her eyes shine with the-fever that is burning her up—you too, would worry.”


  “Where is she?” asked Teddy sympathetically.


  “In her own chambers, attended by the queen’s own doctors and nurses,” replied Ralph.


  “And where is Mary?”


  “She is at her side continually—brave girl.”


  It was Teddy’s turn to appear concerned. “Is this fever contagious?” he asked anxiously.


  “They say not—it is infectious, but not contagious.”


  “Well, let’s not worry,” said Teddy resolutely. “And besides there is something else to give us immediate concern—for the safety of all of us.”


  -‘What is that?” asked Ralph, roused from his mood by the seriousness of Teddy’s tone.


  “I have just heard a radio call on the fifteen thousand meter wave.”


  “What!” exclaimed Ralph, jumping to his feet. “Then our friends are beginning to seek word from the expedition!”


  “So it seems,” agreed Teddy. “A call was repeated over and over, was followed by a period of waiting for reply, and then repeated.”


  “We must apprise the professor at once,” said Ralph, with a return of his accustomed energy. “Let’s go.”


  They hastened from the apartment, only stopping long enough to obtain a report on Margaret’s condition. The attending physician advised the excited Ralph that his patient’s temperature had dropped a full degree and that she was resting nicely.


  “Well, that’s some relief,” said Ralph, brightening, “but this other thing—we must check up on the professor immediately.”


  They hurried to the observatory, where they found the professor and Torvan bending over a large chart on which there was a maze of circles and lines, and calculations in extremely small figures that covered great portions of the sheet. As they entered, the professor looked at them with beaming countenance. Gone was his pinched and haggard look of the past weeks and in its place there shone the flush of victory.


  “Eureka!” he exclaimed.


  “What?” said Ralph. “Did you find it?”


  “We did,” said the professor. “Look!”


  He pointed to a circle amongst the other circles and ellipses on the chart. “This,” he said, “is the orbit of the satellite Kellos. We have just decided on the name. We have calculated and plotted its orbit and position to a certainty.”


  “Are you sure?” asked Ralph.


  “Absolutely. It was a stupendous task, but we have succeeded and are about to check our figures with the telescope.”


  “But if you can’t see it?” objected Ralph.


  “Not necessary to see it,” said the professor shortly. “Come; Torvan was about to take me to the dome room. You may as well accompany us.”


  When the four had entered the lift which was to bear them to the location of the huge telescope of the Royal Observatory, the professor turned to Ralph in some excitement.


  “Do you know,” he said, “I have not even seen this optical instrument of Coris, so busy were we in our mathematical work. And I am very anxious to see how good it really is and on what principle it operates.”


  THEY soon emerged under a huge dome, reminiscent of the one over the great new reflector at Strathmore, but of still greater size. A shining metal tube, fully 20 feet in diameter and some 350 feet in length, was revealed to their gaze. This great instrument poised lightly on its equatorial mounting, which was incorporated in a huge metal pillar that extended down through the floor to unknown depths. So far, excepting for its great length, its appearance was quite similar to some of the instruments in use on the earth. The professor breathed hard as he looked at its gleaming mechanisms.


  “Reflector or refractor?” he asked of Torvan. “Refractor,” said the Corisian scientist.


  The professor positively laughed in his glee. “I knew it!” he exclaimed. “What is the diameter of the objective?”


  “Seventeen tanes,” answered Torvan, “or about 20 feet as you measure on Tinus.”


  “Two hundred and forty inches,” breathed the professor, ecstatically. His faith in the refracting type of instrument was justified and this gave him more happiness than he had known in many a year.


  “How did you construct a perfect objective of so great a size?” he asked.


  “From a natural crystal taken from a mine near the city of Rankin,” replied Torvan. “This crystal is optically perfect and does not exclude any of the rays of the spectrum. Many years were required to grind and polish the lens to its present perfection, but it is as nearly perfect as we know how to make it.”


  “But the tremendous magnification—you mentioned something like a hundred million diameters—how can this be utilized without interference from atmospheric disturbances?”


  “We have no atmosphere to penetrate with our glasses,” was Torvan’s astonishing reply. “Do you observe the large ring at the upper end of the tube?”


  They observed what had passed their notice previously—a great ring of metallic tubing extending completely around the upper circumference of the tube.


  “What is its purpose?” asked the professor.


  “From that ring,” answered Torvan, “there is projected a hollow cylinder of high frequency vibrations which extends completely through and out of our atmosphere. These vibrations are of such nature that a vacuum is formed within the cylinder and we have an entirely unobstructed view of interstellar space. Consequently we can utilize even greater magnifications than you mentioned without fear of interference, and the light collected by our objective is as great as that gathered by one of four times its diameter with the atmosphere intervening.”


  “Wonderful!” commented the professor. “But we must proceed with the checking of our figures.”


  “Yes,” said Ralph, “there is no time to lose. I should have told you, Professor, that Teddy heard the Kellonians calling for their late lamented comrades by radio. That means we can expect another visit at almost any time.”


  The professor pursed his lips. “We must hurry,” he said, spreading a sheaf of calculations before Torvan.


  Glancing at some of the minute figures, Torvan stepped to the controls of the telescope, and by merely pressing a button, swung the heavy tube about the polar axis until a figure in degrees and seconds was indicated on a large dial at the top of the pedestal. Another button was pressed and the great instrument swung around quickly to the north, where it was carefully adjusted to. a definite figure on another dial.


  The professor checked these figures with the calculations, then glanced at the chronometer. “Unless we made an error,” he said, “the satellite Kellos should pass this point in four minutes and twelve seconds.”


  “But you will be unable to see it,” Ralph again objected.


  “True,” the professor agreed, “but we do not need to see it. The telescope is now trained on a definite portion of space and a certain star field is in view. When Kellos crosses this field the stars will be blotted from view and we shall have our required check. We have already determined the orbit, the mass, and the velocity of this body. All that remains is to check our figures and to determine its approximate diameter.”


  “How can you know its diameter?” asked Ralph.


  “By the length of time consumed in passing the point at which our instrument is directed. We know the distance of the satellite, which is one million two hundred thousand miles at this point in the orbit. We know its velocity. Therefore the determination of its diameter is a matter of simple arithmetic.”


  He stepped to the eye-piece of the telescope and exclaimed anew at the proficiency of the instrument.


  “This is remarkable, Torvan, remarkable,” he said. “I have never seen anything to approach it. And some time—after our serious work is finished—I should like to play with this giant, and see for myself the conditions on some of the far-away worlds.”


  “That you may do,” agreed Torvan. “Only seven seconds remain now.” He passed the key of the chronograph into the professor’s hand. “You make the observation, professor,” he continued.


  All waited breathlessly as the second hand of the clock neared the appointed time. Then—and it seemed an age—not two seconds later than calculated, the professor pressed the key and the chronograph recorded the time of the blotting out of the star field. Another period of waiting and the key was again pressed. The professor shouted his satisfaction as he left the eye-piece and joined Torvan at the chronograph, where he was determining the elapsed time between notches indented in the inked line by the pressing of the key.


  He and the professor bent over their calculations once more, heedless of the presence of Ralph and Teddy. After a few minutes of rapid figuring, the professor exclaimed triumphantly:


  “Now we have it all,” he said joyfully. “Our figures were almost exactly correct. Kellos is just under two thousand miles in diameter. Its surface gravity is almost exactly two-tenths of that on Coris. Our original surmises, therefore, were not far wrong. We can leave for Kellos whenever necessary and plot a direct course to the satellite without trouble.”


  Torvan, too, was jubilant and Ralph and Teddy could scarcely contain themselves as they hurried to the palace to make preparation.


  On their way to the council chamber Ralph and Teddy stopped at Margaret’s door. Here they were greeted by a nurse who informed Ralph that the patient’s condition had improved slightly.


  “May I see her?” he asked.


  “Indeed not,” replied the nurse. “The doctor’s orders, you know. I’m sorry.”


  Teddy spoke up at this. “Is Mary with her?” he asked.


  “She is,” said the nurse. “Do you wish to see her?”


  “If I may.”


  The nurse disappeared within, and Mary soon came out. She greeted Teddy with affection and immediately consoled Ralph with further news of the patient.


  “Margaret is much improved,” she said, “but she is still a very sick girl. She has asked for you, Ralph, but the doctors will not consent to her seeing you on account of the excitement it would cause. I think it foolish myself, but this is a disease with which they are familiar and undoubtedly they know best.”


  Ralph appeared so crestfallen that both Mary and Teddy had a good laugh at his expense.


  “Don’t worry now,” continued Mary, “she is coming through all right, and I intend to watch over her every minute.”


  “We are leaving in the Comet to-night,” said Teddy.


  Mary paled. “For—for?” she said.


  “For Kellos, the newly discovered home of the Kellonians,” Teddy replied.


  “But—but,” said Mary, “I can’t leave Margaret.”


  “So much the better,” said Teddy. “I should much prefer that you remain here anyway. And Margaret will need you.”


  “And you?” asked Mary. “Suppose something happens to you?”


  Teddy grinned. “Nothing is going to happen—except what happens to the Kellonians. But you mustn’t think of that.”


  Mary raised a tear-streaked countenance and smiled bravely. “Good-bye,” she said, giving Teddy a gentle push, “and I’ll tell Margaret when she is in a condition to receive the news.”


  Still weeping, she rushed within, closing the door softly behind her. Ralph and Teddy started arm in arm down the long hall to the council chamber.


  SOME two hours later the square before the palace was once more crowded with Corisians. All preparations for the expedition were complete and the Comet was ready to take off. Thalia had insisted that ten of her own bodyguard, armed with their own weapons, accompany the Tinusians and these had been assigned to quarters on board. In addition to the earth visitors, excluding the two girls, there were Romos, Valdor, Torvan, and Soltur, thus providing a company of twenty in all.


  The radio still gave forth the almost continuous calls from the satellite for which they were heading.


  Ralph, though still greatly concerned over Margaret’s illness, was anxious to be gone and had little patience with the celebration that was in progress about the vessel. When the entrance manhole was closed, he rushed to the control room where he found Teddy already at his post.


  “What do you say, Ted?” he said.


  “Let’s go!” sang out his friend. Suiting action to the words he pulled the control levers and the Comet rose majestically from her berth and was once more headed into the vastness of space.


  Within a very few minutes the lights of Seritanis were lost to view and the direction of the Comet was altered to meet the instructions of the professor, who referred constantly to his calculations and diagrams. The rising whine of the machinery continued until a speed of two hundred miles a second was attained.


  “I believe this is enough speed,” said Teddy. “We shall reach Kellos in about an hour and a half at this rate.”


  “Good enough,” said Ralph. “The captain and Soltur are still at work mounting the second of the energy projectors in the upper compartment and we should at least give them time to complete their work. Meanwhile I am going to listen over the radio once more and see if our friends are still searching for their lost expedition.”


  The professor followed him to the radio room where they again heard the unintelligible calls from Kellos.


  “You know,” the professor remarked, when they had satisfied themselves on this point, “these Corisians are a puzzle to me. In some ways they are far ahead of us in intelligence and learning, but in others their minds are like children. Take Torvan, for instance, the greatest of their astronomers. With all the improvement over the optical instruments used on earth, and the more intimate knowledge thus obtained of surface conditions on celestial bodies, his mind is still at sea on certain branches of astronomical science. To me it was a comparatively simple matter to determine the whereabouts of this satellite, but to him it was a considerable mystery, how we even suspected its existence. Then there is the question of their passive acceptance of conditions as they have been. By this I mean their failure to develop means of combatting the enemy more effectively than they have. With the resources of this planet at their disposal, they could have done far more had they persisted. There is something about their mentality, brilliant as they are along many lines, which is a mystery to me. There is a certain slowness, a certain hopeless attitude, which it is difficult to reconcile with their extreme need for clear and constructive thinking.”


  “Perhaps,” said Ralph, gently, “their minds have been stupefied and slowed down by continuous disaster. Or, perhaps, these Kellonians released some poisons or energies among them on their many visits, which gradually effected a slowing down of mind, as you suggest. I am inclined to feel charitable toward them, Professor, though I must confess I have, on several occasions, had thoughts similar to yours. It is mainly a lack of spirit, of aggressiveness, as I see it.”


  “That’s it exactly,” said the professor, “but I suppose we should not criticize. We are here to help them and after they are freed from the menace they will no doubt develop into an entirely different people. In any event, they have done things we have not been able to do on earth, and our world is going to benefit considerably from the knowledge we will carry back with us.”


  “I should say so,” said Ralph, “but we must remember that some of their accomplishments are attributable to their abundance of materials that are scarce on our earth, just as some of their failures must be attributed to a like reason, reversed. At any rate, we must forget comparisons now. Let us return to the control room.”


  THEY found most of the company assembled there, many of the Corisians being stationed at the windows and ports, admiring the beauties of the universe into which they were speeding.


  The journey was more than half over when the captain and Soltur returned from their labors above.


  “All set,” reported the captain.


  “Very good,” said Ralph. “How much of the high explosive did you say we now have aboard?”


  “Nearly twelve thousand pounds,” replied the captain. “Enough to blow this entire satellite into Kingdom Come if it could be properly applied.”


  “Is it as powerful as all that?” asked Ralph. “Absolutely,” said the captain, “and woe unto the Comet if an accident happens in the magazines.”


  “Have you any plan of action, Ralph?” asked the professor.


  “None,” was the reply. “It is my idea to travel over the surface of the satellite for a time after we arrive, to locate the pit into which the galdon was dropped in our dream visit with the prisoner back on Coris. Something may develop then, but if it does not, we shall have to venture into the pit and carry the war directly to the enemy’s stronghold.”


  “Quite an undertaking,” remarked the professor.


  “It is,” said Ralph, “but that is what we are here for.”


  The Comet was now slowing down and the journey was nearly over. The members of the queen’s guard became much excited as their destination was neared and they gave vent to their feelings against the Kellonians in no uncertain terms. Their anticipation of the battle to come permeated the air with courage and determination, and when they were advised that only a very few minutes of the journey remained, their lust for the contest became so intense that they cheered and sang.


  Ralph grinned at the professor. “Well, Professor,” he said, “we can’t criticize these Corisians on the matter of courage, anyway.”


  The professor smiled his approval.


  CHAPTER XVI


  
The Dark Satellite


  THERE was still no sign of the satellite toward which they were heading but all of the Comet’s occupants waited breathlessly as the speed decreased until it was only ten miles a second. Then, when all eyes were glued to the windows of the control room, Ralph turned quietly to the professor and pointed in a direction slightly to the left of their line of course.


  “Do you make out anything here?” he asked.


  The professor looked eagerly at the spot pointed out and shouted, “It’s there! Look!”


  Before them, blotting the light from a small portion of an extremely brilliant star cluster, was a black disc which grew rapidly larger as they watched. Soon it filled the entire sky, and Teddy had slowed the Comet to a small fraction of her previous speed. Nearer and nearer loomed the blackness ahead and the altimeter began registering. Soon the needle pointed to an elevation corresponding to our ten thousand feet and Teddy brought the ship to a stop as all eyes strained in the darkness for a view of the surface of the satellite.


  “Teddy,” said the professor, “how is your altimeter operated? Not by atmospheric pressure, is it?”


  “No, indeed,” said Teddy. “It is operated by the actual gravitational attraction of the body we are nearing.”


  “Then we must be very much nearer than the indication,” said the professor, “if the gravity of Kellos is only two-tenths that of Coris.”


  “Correct,” said Teddy. “That is why we stopped. We must be no more than two thousand feet above the surface.”


  As their eyes became more accustomed to the blackness, a vague suggestion of the bristling surface became visible. The Comet dropped still lower, and the faint outlines suddenly loomed close. They were on the side opposite the sun, and it was almost impossible to discern more than a hazy suggestion of a dense forest of black spires in close formation. And they were not more than fifteen hundred feet above the tallest of these.


  “Suppose we travel around to a portion of the surface on which the sun shines,” suggested the professor.


  Teddy complied, rising to a higher altitude and speeding the Comet westward. Not many minutes passed before the horizon could be seen—a black line from which leaped the first visible flames of the sun. Soon a magnificent sight met their view. The sun was rising on the dark satellite.


  Slowly the great flaming orb came into view above the horizon, the prominences of the glorious vision leaping far into space, as seen on earth only during a complete eclipse by the moon.


  “Our determinations were correct,” breathed the professor. “Kellos has no atmosphere.”


  All were held spellbound by the blinding beauty of the rising sun. Though they had seen it many times from outer space in all the glory of its naked brilliance, unobstructed by an intervening atmosphere, it had been nothing like this. Now it seemed many times its normal size—by comparison with the jagged horizon ahead. Soon the tremendous ball was in full view and not until then did the watchers express their amazement.


  “Lord!” said Steve, with a quick intake of his breath, “what a sight! That alone is worth the whole trip.”


  “It surely is,” said Ralph, “and see! The horizon can now be made out quite clearly.”


  It was true. The sun rose higher and higher as they sped westward and was soon invisible from the control room windows. But now the surface beneath could be made out quite clearly. The blackness of its desolation had no comparison. Torn and broken was its surface, the spire-like formations in endless confusion being broken only occasionally by deep twisting fissures which were black as the bottomless pit, showing as great scars, even against the ebon of the surface. No sign of life or of color was discerned after an hour of travel. Occasionally the Comet passed over the bed of an extinct ocean or lake, but these spaces showed a very similar formation to the surface, the only indication of water having been present at some far distant age being the eroded and blunted appearance of the spires which dotted the depressed surfaces.


  “I can’t see,” remarked Ralph, “how any creatures of as great size as the Kellonians were ever able to inhabit the surface. Why, they should hardly find it possible to squeeze between the prominences.”


  THE professor laughed. “My boy,” he said, “the Kellonians are no doubt the result of eons of evolution in their underground domain. The original dwellers on the surface might well have been of no more than the size of our house cats at home. In fact that is what one would naturally suppose, and creatures of such small size would find plenty of space, though I should say they must have been mountain climbers. Then, too, there may have been widespread changes in the character of the surface since life deserted it. These spires might have been forced up by internal convulsions, though the appearance of those in what seem to have been ocean beds, would indicate that they existed for some considerable period before the waters were dried up. It is still a great mystery, but here we have it before our eyes.”


  “Another puzzling thing to me,” said Ralph, “is why, even though Kellos reflects practically no light, the disc of blackness has not been observed before. Surely, with the powerful telescopes of Coris, it must have been observable as we have seen it, blotting out the light of the heavens, which it obscures when passing across the field of vision.”


  “It would have been possible,” replied the professor, “but you must remember that only today has its location been determined and that, so great is the magnitude of space, that a chance passage of the satellite across the field of a telescope might not occur once in a million years. Its relative size in this vast universe of ours is infinitesimal when viewed from Coris, over a million miles away. No, the chances of its being observed, without knowing where to look for its were mighty small.”


  “Now that we are here,” interjected the captain drily, “what are we going to do about it?”


  Ralph stared. “Why,” he said, “we must first find an entrance to the interior.”


  “That may be some task,” said Teddy, “especially if there is only one. We might cruise over the surface for months without locating it.”


  “By George, that’s right,” said Ralph soberly. Then he thought of the radio and was up the steps, three at a time.


  Steve and the captain followed him and watched in silence as he adjusted the headphones and listened intently. Soon he smiled and handed the phones to Steve.


  “They’re still trying to locate the lost expedition,” he grinned, “and now, let’s get the direction-finder working.”


  “That was a happy thought,” said the captain, “but where is it?”


  Ralph looked at him blankly. There was no sign of a loop antenna in the radio room. “Go down and ask Teddy,” he said.


  The captain complied and soon returned with the news that all the antennae for the radio were located outside the hull of the Comet, as it was necessary to have them outside the insulating metal. But Teddy had told him where to look for the dial of the direction-finder, and they were soon making observations of its indications as Ralph carefully noted the increase and decrease of the signal strength with its rotation.


  With their news given to Teddy the Comet soon changed its course and headed in a northeasterly direction at reduced speed. All hands manned the floor ports of the control room, scanning the desolate blackness below for signs of some sort of a radio antenna system. For several hours they proceeded thus, the Comet traveling at five hundred miles an hour and about six thousand feet above the broken surface.


  “Maybe their aerial is underground,” said Steve.


  “Possibly,” said the professor, “but this is worth trying, and it may lead us to the entrance to their domain.”


  Ralph returned to the radio room occasionally and reported the signals increasing greatly in intensity. Soon they had become so powerful he found it necessary to detune to prevent paralyzing of the detector tube.


  “Better slow down, Teddy,” he said, after his last visit to the radio. “I think we are getting very warm right now.”


  The Comet proceeded at snail’s pace, and one of the Corisian guards soon reported a glint of light on the surface about a mile to the right of their course. Teddy swung the vessel about and headed in the direction indicated and in a few minutes they made out the outlines of a metallic tower rising from between two of the black surface spires. As they neared this they found it to be much brighter than the dull ebon surroundings. It was about the color of oxidized copper and was a circular structure some two hundred feet high and thirty feet in diameter, surmounted by a conical roof of the same material. The Comet was maneuvered to a position about five hundred feet above this object.


  RALPH rushed once more to the radio and returned with the announcement that the signal intensity was so great that sparks were chasing through the receiver with audible crackles.


  “That’s where the transmitter is,” stated the professor; “or at least the antenna. But where is the entrance shaft?”


  The yawning pit of the Kellonian’s dream was not in sight.


  “Let’s blow this darn thing up anyway,” said Steve. “Good idea,” agreed Ralph, and the captain procured one of the hand bombs.


  The professor only smiled.


  The captain knelt at one of the floor ports and unfastened the latches around its edge. He grasped the handle set into its metal rim and heaved mightily, but the port would not open.


  “Something wrong with it,” he said.


  The professor laughed. “Captain,” he said, “you are trying to lift nearly ten tons. That port is over twelve hundred square inches in area. Outside there is a complete vacuum so there is about fifteen pounds pressure on every square inch of those more than twelve hundred. Figure it out for yourself. And, even if you did succeed in opening it, I am afraid we should have some difficulty in breathing before you could close it. Our air would pour out of that opening very rapidly.”


  The captain looked crestfallen. “Then of what use are our high explosives here?” he asked.


  “Never mind, Captain,” said Ralph, “we’ll find good use for them yet. Why not try the energy projector on this radio tower?”


  “But,” objected the captain, “if it operates by transmitting power over a beam of ionized air and if there is no air surrounding us, it will not work either.”


  “Try it anyhow,” suggested the professor.


  Permanent connections had been established with the main generators and it was a matter of only a few seconds for the captain to direct the energy and pull the switch. Everyone watched the metal tower below. For a moment nothing happened. Then, slowly the top of the structure changed color. Soon it was cherry red, then white, and with a slow shrinking movement it collapsed into a molten pile spreading snakily amongst the bases of the surrounding spires.


  “Ha!” exclaimed the professor, “I thought so. Your machine transmits its power through the ether, independently of an atmosphere. And this may prove very fortunate here.”


  Ralph had vanished but soon returned with a smile of triumph on his handsome face. “No more radio!” he exulted. “Wonder what they think down below. The ether is as silent as a tomb.”


  “They may think plenty,” said Teddy, “and maybe they’ll come out to investigate. Suppose we retire to a greater altitude and watch.”


  “Fine business,” said Ralph.


  The Comet was raised until the now shining mass, which had been the tower, was just barely visible and there she took her position, some fifteen thousand feet above as nearly as could be estimated from the higher altimeter reading.


  Nearly an hour passed. Then one of the Corisians gave vent to a startled exclamation. A galdon was approaching from the east.


  Its bright metallic sides gleamed like a living thing against the blackness, for the sun was almost directly overhead. Slowly the Kellonian vessel approached the spot where lay the ruins of the radio tower. Slowly it circled about, then headed back in the direction from which it had approached.


  “Funny they didn’t see us,” said Steve, as Teddy prepared to follow the leisurely moving galdon.


  “They could not see us,” said the professor, “for our dark surface is facing them. We cast no shadow in that blackness beneath and the only possible way they could become aware of our presence would be from an increased altitude sufficiently high to enable them to see our brightly lighted upper hemisphere. That is, unless we should happen to be directly in their line of vision to the sun, in which case the shutting off of its view would indicate an intervening object.”


  “Shall we destroy the galdon?” asked the captain eagerly.


  “No,” replied Ralph, “we’ll follow and locate the entrance to their own private little hell.”


  FOR about twenty minutes the Comet trailed the galdon, keeping as nearly directly above them as possible. Then they saw the pit which had appeared in the captured Kellonian’s dream. Its deeper blackness showed as a vague blot on the surface and Teddy dropped the Comet to obtain a closer view. As the galdon approached the great opening, which must have been of more than a thousand feet in diameter, two shining rails rose from its depths and stopped at the surface. Gently the galdon lowered to a landing on these rails and immediately it dropped from sight.


  “Some elevator!” exclaimed Steve. For the galdon was as large as one of the great air liners of Coris or Tinus. “What shall we do?” asked Teddy.


  “Follow them,” ordered Ralph excitedly.


  Obediently Teddy dropped the Comet into the immense shaft, knowing that it would be as dark as a dungeon when they were within. Cautiously he advanced the control until they were dropping with considerable velocity. He watched the instruments intently to be certain they were dropping vertically. Then—the Comet bumped heavily on one side.


  “Damn!” said Ralph. “Turn on our searchlights.”


  “But we’ll be seen if we do,” objected Teddy.


  Just then the problem was solved by the enemy, for a faint glow appeared beneath them—so close that Teddy pulled the controls violently to slacken the speed of the Comet.


  They had nearly collided with the galdon which was descending at a far slower pace than they were. But there were lights beneath the enemy vessel, either on the ship itself or on the supporting structure which bore it. And these lights shone downward, lighting the sides of the huge shaft for many hundreds of feet below the galdon. Teddy breathed a sigh of relief and suited the speed of the Comet to match that of the larger vessel below. Down, down they dropped for an interminable period. Still the instruments indicated no surrounding air pressure.


  “Professor,” remarked Teddy, “there’s no atmosphere down here either.”


  “Naturally not,” was the reply. “When the surface atmosphere disappeared, any air down here was drawn into the resulting vacuum and soon dissipated. At present they must have an artificial atmosphere.”


  “But what’s to prevent its escape also?” asked Ralph.


  “An air lock,” was the professor’s laconic reply. He was thinking deeply.


  The shaft continued straight downward and at a depth of more than three hundred miles, as calculated by the professor, the galdon came to a stop with the Comet hovering close above.


  “Incredible!” said the professor, “that this shaft and the elevating mechanism could have been constructed by these creatures. And if it was, where is the material that was removed? I am more inclined to the belief that it is a natural opening, though this seems equally impossible since it is of uniform diameter and as straight as a rifle bore. Another mystery! The elevator could not possibly be operated by a supporting member of three hundred miles length. Such a member would-be as flexible as a string and would collapse of its own weight. And, why could not the galdon descend by its own power as we have done? Still another mystery.”


  He frowned in perplexity.


  “Look!” said Ralph.


  THE galdon was resting on a great circular platform and, as they watched, a broad rectangular panel slowly drew back, opening a great slit into the recess below. Through this opening the galdon was lowered to another circular platform some two hundred feet lower. Then the panel in the upper platform slowly returned to its place, leaving them in total darkness. Teddy turned on the control room lights and the group burst into excited conversation.


  “Wait a minute. Wait a minute,” said Ralph. “We are in a quandary now. Let’s have a good look at the bottom of this well.”


  The searchlights were turned on the platform beneath them and revealed nothing but a smooth expanse of metal, broken only by the edges of the sliding panel. There was absolutely no opening through which an elevating shaft might have projected.


  “Well, what do you think of that?” said Steve.


  “That is our air lock,” said the professor, “and there is no elevating and lowering mechanism. The rails on which the galdon landed must be merely some sort of guiding device, propelled by some power of its own, different from that of the galdon. Come to think of it, we never did see one of them rise or drop vertically. It must be they are constitutionally unable to do so, as were our old airplanes.”


  “What is the next move?” asked Teddy.


  Ralph considered for a moment. Then he said, “Well, I guess we must retreat and think it over a bit. If we destroy this air lock the atmosphere underneath will undoubtedly escape, but we have no assurance then that all of the Kellonians will have been suffocated. They may have other air locks; may even have hundreds of them. The caverns below must be of huge size and extent and there may even be other means of ingress and egress. Suppose we return to the surface and keep watch at the entrance to this shaft.”


  Teddy pulled the switch which furnished the current to the powerful upper searchlights of the Comet. The wall of the circular pit then became visible in the periscope screen.


  “Look!” exclaimed Teddy excitedly.


  There, in the disc of the periscope, the pit above them was being slowly closed off by a sliding metallic partition which advanced inexorably from the side of the shaft about a hundred feet above the upper side of the Comet. In less time than it takes to tell, the opening was entirely blocked. They were trapped!


  “Now, isn’t that kind of them,” said Ralph calmly. “We are not as smart as we thought. And the enemy is far smarter than we imagined.”


  Surprised exclamations broke from the group.


  “How do you suppose they knew we were following?” asked Steve.


  The professor grunted. “I might have known these creatures could see in the dark. Why, they have been living underground for ages and must have developed the cat-like faculty to a great degree. The size of their great circular eyes should have warned us.”


  “But what are we to do now?” said Ralph.


  “I fear that is pretty much up to the enemy,” replied the professor. “We might destroy this upper partition with the ray projector installed in the top compartment. But the descending molten metal might injure the Comet if we did this. Besides, we do not know how many other tricks these clever Kellonians may have hidden on the way out.”


  Ralph was angry now. “No!” he said. “We’ll stick it out here now and see what happens. Captain French will man the energy projector here and watch the panel below. Steve will man the upper one and watch for hostile demonstrations from above. We’ll fight them at their own game and I fancy we still have the advantage.”


  “Hooray!” shouted Steve as he started for the upper compartment. “Now you’re talking.”


  Teddy extinguished the control room lights and switched on all of the external searchlights so that the compartment in which they were trapped was brilliantly illuminated in all directions. Numbers of the Corisian guards were despatched by Ralph to the side compartments of the vessel to watch for attacks from their own level. There was no certainty that many entrances to their prison did not exist.


  “If they should approach us from above,” suggested the professor, “the blue flame would almost certainly mean our end.”


  “No doubt of that,” said Ralph, “but, somehow, I have a hunch the attack will be from below. When this shaft was arranged for entrance and exit, the enemy could not possibly have expected an attack in their own abode, so they would hardly have arranged an elaborate defense armament. It is more likely that the partition above us is merely a supplementary one to provide an additional air lock so that repairs can be made on those below.”


  This surmise proved later to be correct.


  AS time went on and nothing happened, the adventurers it became impatient. Trapped three hundred miles below the surface of this forbidding globe, more than a million miles from Coris and many times that distance from the earth, they were as isolated from the rest of the universe as it is possible to imagine. Grave doubts as to the ultimate success of the venture came to many of the party, but Ralph and Teddy refused to be discouraged. Doctor DePolac wiped his brow and brought his hand away dripping with perspiration.


  “Isn’t it getting hot in here?” he asked.


  Teddy glanced at the thermometer. “Lord, yes,” he said. “It’s 98 degrees now. Wonder what’s wrong with the refrigerating apparatus?”


  But the refrigerating apparatus was functioning perfectly. It was automatically controlled to maintain a temperature of seventy degrees at all times and a visit to the machine room showed that the motors were operating at full speed and the apparatus taxed to its utmost. A glance at the platform below showed evidence of a change in its color and Teddy switched off all lights at once. A dull red glow suffused the surrounding pit, the cherry-red radiance of the platform beneath them streaming through the windows and ports of the control room, lighting it with the dull glow of a photographic dark room.


  “Trying to roast us out, are they?” shouted Ralph. “Well, two can play at that game. Give ’em the works, Captain!”


  The control room was suffocatingly hot by this time and the perspiration trickled down the captain’s face in streams as he pulled the switch of the ray projector and directed its energy on the platform below.


  With the partition already heated to a considerable temperature it was not long before the energy took effect and the metal platform sagged and broke. A great opening appeared in the center, widening rapidly and dripping molten metal in huge blobs to the second partition beneath. Soon the opening was large enough to admit the Comet and Teddy dropped her into the lower chamber. The energy played over the surface of the lower platform and it too gave way and opened up the cavern beneath. As the opening broke through, the metal burst into sizzling, white-hot sparks burning like magnesium. The illumination far outshone the searchlights of the Comet and blinded the observers with its glare.


  “Air! Air!” shouted the professor, “We have released the air from the lower caverns. But it cannot escape past the third partition.”


  The temperature was already becoming lower in the control room and Ralph ordered the captain to turn off the energy when he saw that the second opening was large enough for the Comet’s entrance. Below them spread a huge cavern, the cavern of the captive Kellonian’s dream, and in it there reposed three of the galdons with their towers already projecting from the upper surfaces. As the air cleared, one of the towers burst into its familiar orange tuft of flame, then the second and third.


  Ralph laughed. “Now we’ve got you,” he said.


  CHAPTER XVII


  Exploration


  THE cavern of the galdons was a tremendous circular one with arched roof, fully three thousand feet in height and about one mile in diameter. The three galdons hovered close to the floor of the cavern as the Comet remained at the opening, which had been fused through the partition at the top of the arched roof.


  “Keep your position,” said Ralph to Teddy, “so the enemy cannot rise above us and get his blue flame into action. We may have other things to contend with.”


  All three of the enemy vessels increased the power which produced the orange tufts at the tips of their towers until these spread into great flaming balls of a hundred feet diameter. But there was no effect on the occupants of the Comet.


  “Get the one on the right,” Ralph ordered the captain, “and we’ll see what happens.”


  The energy of the projector was directed on the hull of the galdon indicated by Ralph, and the pyrotechnics started at once. Soon the first ship was reduced to a sputtering, dazzling mass of molten, burning metal, the cavern being illuminated to blue-white intensity in the process. Abruptly the orange tufts vanished from the towers of the remaining vessels and they arose from their positions to approach the Comet. As they did so, there came the clouds of purple vapor which had been used by the raiders of Coris. At once the cavern was completely filled with the dense fumes and it was impossible to see from the windows of the control room.


  “Retreat through the opening,” ordered Ralph.


  Teddy complied by raising the Comet a hundred feet, when they knew they were within the first compartment of the air lock and could not be followed by one of the galdons on account of the size of the opening through which the smaller vessel had entered. The captain now played the energy beam from his projector in a circle beneath them, hoping accidentally to come in contact with the hulls of the Kellonian vessels. After several minutes of this, with no abatement of the purple vapors, a bright flash like that of an explosion told of the energy having found its mark on one of the galdons. Another flash, and still another, told of further successes and soon the purple vapors began to recede. A vent had evidently been opened in the cavern wall and the vapor was being allowed to escape.


  Ralph exulted. “Their gas did them as much harm as it did us,” he gloated, “more in fact. It only blinded us, whereas if the energy melted an opening into the hull of one of their vessels, the occupants would be asphyxiated by their own gas.”


  The air was soon clear and Teddy dropped the Comet to the opening in the roof of the cavern. One of the galdons had fallen to the floor and was turned on its side, a gaping hole appearing near the stern. Not a sign of life was visible.


  “Good work, Captain,” said Ralph. “You got that one. But watch the other now!”


  AS he spoke the last words, there came a flash of flame from the second galdon and a stream of blinding light played over the lower surface of the Comet. A port cover under their feet cracked with a snap like that of a whip. Another followed and the temperature of the control room rose suddenly to unbelievable heights. One of the Corisians fell to the floor, overcome, and Captain French slumped over his beloved projector in a grotesque heap. Teddy stuck to the controls and Ralph was barely able to reach the magazine and obtain one of the powerful hand grenades just as the crystal broke completely out of one of the ports and fell into the depths of the cavern.


  “When I throw this,” gasped Ralph, crawling painfully to the now open port, “shoot the Comet into the chamber above.”


  He tossed the bomb directly along the line of the beam of flame and Teddy pulled the lever which sent the Comet into the chamber overhead. There was a terrific detonation below arid the Comet rocked and tossed violently, bumping the upper partition heavily as it missed the opening into the second chamber. Then all was still. Teddy had fallen over the control levers and every other occupant of the control room was unconscious. The odor of singed clothing and hot metal permeated the air.


  Ralph was first to recover and he nursed a badly burned right hand as he looked dazedly about him.


  “Wow!” he said, “that was close.”


  He staggered to his feet and looked through the open port. Nothing could be seen through the opening in the lower partition with the exception of the settling cloud of dust and particles of material shattered by the explosion. Teddy was stirring and Ralph lifted him to an upright position, his head hanging loosely on his breast.


  “Are you all right, old man?” asked Ralph anxiously.


  Teddy recovered with a start. “Yes—yes,” he said weakly, “all right, Ralph. Just knocked out for a minute, that’s all.”


  His hands were blistered from contact with the suddenly heated control levers, but he was otherwise unharmed.


  “Wonder how hot it was in here?” said Ralph.


  “The last I remember of the thermometer it was more than two hundred Fahrenheit,” answered Teddy. “We were nearly boiling then, and the metals must have been very much hotter.”


  “Whew!” said Ralph, “I never want to be where it’s any warmer. Suppose we drop a bit and see what it looks like down there.”


  The Comet was dropped into the cavern, and by this time most of the rest of the party had recovered from the experience excepting for a few flesh burns which, though painful, were not dangerously severe.


  The scene in the cavern was well nigh indescribable. Where it had formerly presented an orderly, smooth-walled and symmetrical appearance it was now a shambles. The floor was no longer a floor but a mass of piled up and broken rock and debris fully a hundred feet deep in places. Great jagged masses of rock had been torn loose from the walls and the arched roof, and these had broken up when falling to join the wreckage below. The galdons had vanished beneath the debris. The normal lighting of the cavern was gone, the only illumination now being from the lights of the Comet, and this was reflected in many hues of glittering color. The interior of the dark satellite presented a welcome contrast to the exterior in this respect.


  The captain moved to one of the open ports and breathed his relief at the sight. “What happened?” he asked.


  “One of your wonderful hand grenades did the work, old man,” said Ralph, “and I guess we are safe for the time being.”


  The air in the control room was breathable, though all of the occupants found their breath coming a bit short at the least exertion. The professor consulted the barometer and found that it registered but nineteen inches.


  “Evidently,” he said, “they are accustomed to a more rarefied atmosphere than we. But we can stand it all right. This is no worse than at twelve thousand feet elevation on our own earth.”


  “The next move,” said Ralph, “is to reconnoiter. We’ll land in that mess down below and look around a bit.”


  Steve was all excitement as Teddy maneuvered the Comet to a resting place in the heap of wreckage. “Can I go, Ralph?” he asked anxiously.


  “Yes, Steve, you may,” replied Ralph, “and I want Captain French and four of the Corisian guards with me. Teddy and the rest will remain aboard the Comet.”


  Four of the Corisian guards were chosen and they prepared to follow Ralph, in company with Steve and the captain. Each was armed with a cathode ray projector and an electric torch and, one by one, they stepped gingerly from the entrance manhole of the Comet.


  THE sensation, as they stepped from the normal gravity region of the Comet to the rocks below, where gravity was only one-fifth of that to which they had been accustomed, was extremely novel. They seemed to float and wabble uncertainly at every step. One of the guards attempted a leap and it carried him fifty feet, bruising him painfully as he slipped between two jagged stones. The exertion set him gasping for air and he grew purple in the face from the effect of his incautious move. The normal respiration of all members of the party had increased more than a third due to the lack of sufficient oxygen in the air of this sub-surface realm and, while their exertions produced tremendous effect in the way of covering distance at a step or bound, it was necessary to shuffle along at a comparatively slow rate, not only to maintain equilibrium, but to prevent overtaxing of the lungs and heart. In addition to the low barometric pressure and scarcity of oxygen, it appeared that certain elements of this air were deleterious to the lungs of the visitors and liable to cause trouble. They found great difficulty in breathing and soon experienced an oppressed and suffocating sensation that caused Ralph no little alarm.


  “Be careful now, boys,” he warned. “The footing is very treacherous and I don’t want any of you to get hurt climbing around these sharp-cornered rocks.”


  The searchlights of the Comet illuminated the entire cavern so they did not find it necessary to use their torches. But it was with considerable difficulty that they made their way across the heaps of rocks to the nearest wall of the cavern. When they reached it, they found the going somewhat easier, for most of the debris had fallen away from the walls, and a comparatively smooth area was encountered around the edge. After progressing about one-quarter of the way around the huge chamber, they came upon a cleft in the wall, which had the appearance of a much-used passageway. Ralph pressed the button of his torch and flashed its rays down the passage. Nothing could be seen but a straight, low-ceilinged tunnel, which had obviously been hewn from the solid rock. Its sides were smooth, as was the floor, though the roof was more or less broken up and roughly hewn.


  All torches were placed in service and the little party from the Comet proceeded cautiously along the passageway that led into the realm of the Kellonians. Where it would take them they did not know, but they were determined to know more of the loathsome enemy, and of the nature and extent of his habitation.


  The passage became narrower as they advanced and soon took a winding, tortuous course that led ever downward. There was not a sign of life or of communicating passages for more than two miles. The temperature was moderate, though the humidity was high, and this, coupled with the rarefied and putrid air, made overexertion out of the question. When they had walked a half mile further, Ralph suddenly halted the party.


  “Hush,” he said. “I hear sounds ahead.”


  All strained their ears and soon agreed that a low humming sound came from somewhere not far before them. It sounded like the drone of high speed machinery. They advanced still a little further and the sound became more distinct. Soon it was quite loud.


  “Lights out,” ordered Ralph and they proceeded quietly in the darkness.


  At the next turn of the passage the not unmusical sound smote their ears in full intensity and they became aware of a dim light in the passage just ahead.


  “Quiet now,” whispered Ralph and complete silence was maintained as the party crept forward inch by inch toward the sound and the light.


  Ralph was in the lead and he approached the end of the passage very carefully, motioning the others to remain behind. A few feet further and he found himself on a gallery surrounding a cavern of still greater size than the cavern of the galdons. The cavern was lighted with moderate brightness and the sight that met Ralph’s eyes was one of the strangest he had ever seen. The gallery was high above the floor of the cavern and its rail formed ample protection from the view of those below. He motioned for the rest of the party to follow and they were soon lined along the rail of the gallery gazing on the scene in the pit, but keeping well in the shadow to escape detection.


  In four lines, lengthwise of the rectangular chamber, were hundreds of huge retorts, their shining spheres tapering to an equal number of tubes which led to immense ducts installed along the sides of the cavern and disappearing through the rock walls at either end. At the center of the chamber a huge blower was installed in each of the four main ducts and it was the whirr of these blowers which produced the sound that had assailed their ears and given the first warning of their approach to the cavern.


  “Part of their ventilating system,” whispered the captain. “Oxygen apparatus probably. What a wreck one of our bombs would make here, though we should probably suffocate along with the enemy if we destroyed it.”


  “Yes,” breathed Ralph, “and look at the Kellonian in charge.”


  ON a central platform there reposed one of the ugliest and largest of the intelligent but detestable creatures they had yet seen. His bulbous body, covered with horny protuberances, palpitated in a jelly-like mass, which reposed on the platform. The tapered tentacles dangled over the side, nervously twitching and writhing here and there, as the sensitive tips wandered over the floor. The great eyes stared fixedly at an arrangement of indicating instruments on a series of panels directly before the platform.


  Steve pointed to the far side of the chamber. “Good God!” he said, almost too loudly, “look at that!”


  Three naked Corisians had stepped through an opening in the far wall. The foremost of the three, as tall as any of his kind but emaciated and bent with labor, bore a huge sack of something on his shoulders. The other two, equally cadaverous, carried between them a container of liquid so heavy that they could scarcely stagger along under its weight.


  One of the Corisian guards, incensed at the sight, arose to his full height and was about to shout forth his anger. Ralph clapped his hand over the guard’s mouth and pulled him to the floor of the gallery and out of sight.


  “Not now,” he whispered. “Later comes your revenge. And perhaps we may be able to save some of your compatriots from their slavery here.”


  Realizing the necessity of silence, the Corisian guards held their anger in leash, and watched the proceedings below in silence.


  The vat of liquid was placed before the loathsome Kellonian and the sack was opened. The two Corisian slaves who had carried the vat stepped back while the third inverted the sack over the vat and let its meal-like contents run into the liquid. Then he produced a paddle from beneath the platform and stirred the mass vigorously, the tentacles of his master writhing in anticipation the while. Then one of those fearsome appendages, thicker than the rest, stretched forth and its end was inserted in the batter. The level immediately lowered as the tentacle was withdrawn and carried to the gaping mouth of the creature, where it was inserted and its contents discharged. Several times this maneuver was repeated and the vat was empty. The disgusting monster fed itself as an elephant drinks water!


  The watchers were startled by a booming voice, which suddenly issued from the throat of the Kellonian. Deep and thunderous it rolled across the intervening space, echoing and re-echoing through the huge cavern—evidently an order to the slaves.


  Obediently the three Corisians, who had stood with bowed heads during the feeding of their master, picked up the empty container and the sack and started for the opening through which they had entered. When the opening was reached one of them, evidently goaded to desperation, turned, and straightening his shoulders, shouted a mighty Corisian curse back at his oppressor.


  Then came another surprise to the watchers. When on the surface of Coris, the Kellonian is an unwieldy monster, barely able to drag himself about. But, in his own element, this one moved with the rapidity of lightning. In one bound he was across the chamber and, picking the unfortunate slave from the floor in one of his huge tentacles, raised him high in the air and dashed his brains out on the floor beneath. The two companions of the rebellious slave stood against the wall trembling with fear.


  The guards on the gallery could restrain themselves no longer, and two of them arose and, with repetitions of the curse uttered by their unlucky compatriot, sent stream after stream of the deadly cathode rays from their projectors into the body of the Kellonian. The great ball of flesh that was his body and head literally melted and collapsed into nothingness before the fierce onslaught of the avengers. Then all was silent for a moment.


  Astonished at what they had seen, the two remaining prisoners were stupefied for a moment. Then, slowly, they raised their eyes to the balcony from which this sudden destruction had come. They shouted their joy at what they saw—four of their own people, fully clothed and healthy and with three smaller but equally good to look at male beings. With a warning to the newcomers to hide and wait where they were, the slaves slipped through the opening and disappeared.


  “Now we’re in for it,” said Ralph, “but I guess we are in no worse position than before, at that. They will soon know of the destruction of their galdons and will be on our trail then.”


  The guards who had killed the Kellonian apologized humbly for their rashness and disobedience of orders, but Ralph could not blame them for their actions and exonerated them at once.


  AFTER a fifteen-minute wait they saw the two prisoners creeping carefully along the balcony in their direction. This was the first ray of hope these poor unfortunates had seen since being taken from their homes, and they were as excited as children when they reached Ralph and his party.


  On Ralph’s order the entire group retreated a short distance into the passage by which they had entered and there they stopped for conversation with the two rescued prisoners. Ralph stationed a guard about two hundred feet away in either direction to warn of the approach of danger. Then the questioning of the overjoyed slaves was begun.


  By means of his acquired knowledge of their language and of the faculty of thought transference, which made so few words necessary in conversation, Ralph was able to question them and to receive their replies as intelligently as if they were conversing in his own language.


  “What are your names?” was his first question.


  These he found to be Kirn and Colet respectively. “How many of your number are left here?” asked Ralph.


  “Less than one hundred,” answered Kirn sadly. “They never permit more than a thousand of us to live at one time, and, whenever the number becomes less than one hundred, another trip is made to Coris to replenish the supply.”


  “Where are your quarters?” was the next question.


  “In the cavern of horror,” replied Kirn with a shudder, “not more than three miles from here.”


  “Do all of the slaves dwell together?”


  “Yes, male and female alike. Though there are none left but males. The females do not live long and it has been decreed by the Mogara that in the future all females shall be killed and only the males retained as slaves.”


  “Who is the Mogara?”


  “The ruler of this infernal realm,” answered Kirn. “He dwells in the great central cavern, twenty miles away. None of us has ever seen him and returned alive.”


  “How extensive is the kingdom of the Kellonians?” asked Ralph.


  Colet answered this time. “I have worked with the cleaning squad and have had opportunity of examining the maps in the possession of the head of that department. These cover all of the passages and caverns, and are to scale. From them I deduced that the longest distance from one end to the other of the labyrinth of passages and caves is three hundred miles, and the greatest width one hundred.”


  “Are there other openings to the surface than the one through which the galdons leave and enter?”


  “None,” replied Colet.


  “All of the chambers are interconnected?”


  “Yes. But there are twelve main divisions, each with its own oxygen plant and separate ventilating system. These can be isolated, if necessary, by means of airtight partitions which are automatically operated by failure of the air pressure at any particular point.”


  “What is the population?” asked Ralph, “How many Kellonians do you think inhabit this ungodly place?”


  “Not more than a million, as far as we have been able to learn,” replied Colet.


  “Have they transportation and communication facilities?”


  “Yes. There is one central tube extending the full length of the kingdom, and its cars, pneumatically propelled, are able to traverse the entire three hundred miles in little more than a half hour. Their communication system is very elaborate and includes all main divisions. It is electrical and like their etherphone, conveys the spoken voice rather than the thoughts.”


  “Then the failure of the latest expedition to Coris is known throughout the realm?” asked Ralph.


  “It is,” said Colet, “and it has brought consternation to the Kellonians. They have been unable to learn any more details since the second galdon reported the destruction of the first. They sent out a supporting expedition, and have been unable to communicate with these galdons either. And, only a short time ago the radio apparatus here was entirely put out of commission for some unknown reason.”


  Ralph grinned. “Well, that will be all for the present,” he said kindly. “We’ll return to our vessel and get you fellows dressed and fed up.”


  As they were about to advance down the passage, Kirn suggested that they return to the cavern of the galdons by another route to give the newcomers an opportunity of secretly visiting the council chamber of the division, which, he stated, was not far off and but very little out of the way. Ralph readily agreed and the party returned to the balcony of the oxygen plant. Silently they looked into its depths and were surprised to see that the slain operator already had been removed and a substitute put in his place. The body of the slave had vanished.


  “We must hurry,” palpitated Colet, “they will be after us immediately.”


  He led the way along the narrow balcony to another passage and the party ducked hastily into this with electric torches lighting the way and Kirn and Colet leading. After a walk of about a mile, Kirn halted them and told them the lights must be extinguished as the council chamber was very near. A confused babble could be discerned, which grew rapidly louder and more raucous as they advanced.


  SOON they emerged on a narrow gallery similar to the one around the oxygen plant and, hiding behind the rail as well as they could, they looked down upon the strangest meeting they had ever witnessed. Fully twenty of the monstrous Kellonians were gathered on the floor of the cavern, which was much smaller than the two they had already seen. These creatures were in a state of great excitement and milled about and argued and shouted, with fury and fear in their unpleasant booming voices.


  “They are discussing the arrival of your vessel and the destruction of the galdons,” said Kirn. “From what I can gather, the news has spread throughout the realm and plans are being made to destroy you.”


  “That may prove difficult,” said Ralph grimly.


  At that moment a tentacle stretched from behind and the horrid thing suddenly wrapped itself about Steve’s body and pulled him back toward the passage. A Kellonian had followed them unawares and as a second tentacle reached forth to grasp the captain, the voice of the creature boomed forth a warning to those below. Ralph turned and, though he could scarcely see the monster which had grasped Steve, poured the deadly energy of his ray projector into its body. With a horrible convulsive movement of the twining tentacle Steve was dropped to the floor of the balcony and the two exposed tentacles lay quiescent. The tumult below became terrific, and the Corisian slaves cowered against the wall of the cavern. The guards started the work of slaughter in the chamber at once but not in time to prevent one of the Kellonians from catching sight of the group on the balcony. This one raised a long slender rod in one of its tentacles and directed a stream of white flame at the point where the guards had lined themselves along the rail. Steve and Ralph poured the deadly cathode rays into this monster at once, but they were too late to save two of the guards, whose bodies slumped to the floor with the upper portions completely consumed by the searing awfulness of the white flame. Another burst of flame from across the chamber struck the balcony rail and a section of it fused away and fell dripping to the floor beneath. The captain had spoiled the aim of this Kellonian by the quick use of his projector and now there were but two of the monsters remaining. A third burst of the white flame went roofward and did no damage whatsoever as the monster directing it crumpled from the deadly cathode rays, even as he was bringing the generator into use. The last one attempted to escape from the chamber, but was dropped in its speedy flight by Steve, who shouted gleefully over his exceptional markmanship.


  Kirn and Colet had gained heart at what they had witnessed and were on their feet when the battle was over.


  “Back to the Comet, men,” ordered Ralph, entering the passage they had left. “Which way, Kirn?”


  “Follow me,” exclaimed the slave. He started running down the passage as soon as the torches were brought into play.


  Ralph and his men followed, Colet bringing up the rear. They hastened along the passage for perhaps half a mile, when there was a sudden scream from behind. Ralph wheeled about and saw that Colet was in the grasp of a Kellonian who had crept upon them from the rear. Before he or any of the rest could bring their ray projectors into action, the unfortunate Corisian had been pulled asunder by the twining tentacles and Ralph yelled with horror and fury at the sight. The five rays found their mark and it was all over in a trice, but it was too late to save poor Colet. Kirn mourned aloud.


  “Hark!” warned the captain.


  From behind them came the rustling of approaching Kellonians and faintly they heard the curses and shouts of an onrushing mob of the creatures.


  “Hurry,” shouted Ralph, “we must reach the Comet before they overtake us!”


  CHAPTER XVIII


  Disaster


  WHEN Ralph’s party reached the cavern of the galdons, out of breath and gasping painfully from their exertions in the rare atmosphere, the Kellonians were almost at their heels and Ralph let out a might shout as soon as he emerged into the great torn chamber which was still illuminated by the lights of the Comet.


  “Help! Help!” he called. Then, marshaling his little band together, he retreated over a pile of rock until they had reached a huge boulder, behind which the entire group was able to hide. It would have been foolhardy to attempt to reach the Comet over those treacherous rocks as, in their exhausted condition, they would have been quickly brought down by the fleet Kellonians.


  At that moment the passage-mouth spewed forth the first of their pursuers and Ralph stopped him with a single discharge from his weapon. But a second and third followed, then dozens of them and, as fast as these were brought down by the weapons of the defenders, more would take their place. Some of those behind were able to get their flame generators in operation, and these were directed at the huge rock, from behind which had come the death-dealing cathode rays. Ralph and his party were forced to crouch low to escape the terrific destructive effect of the white flame and there was a shout of triumph from the increasing number of Kellonians in the cavern.


  But their triumph was short-lived for the Comet had risen from its berth and was approaching the scene of the conflict. Ralph, from his crouching position, waved a signal of welcome to the occupants of the spherical vessel, who could be seen with ray projectors pointing from the open ports. The white flames suddenly left the rock and were directed at the approaching ship. Ralph took the occasion to order another volley from his own men and they rose from their protected position to direct several discharges of the rays into the disorganized mass of the enemy.


  Then of a sudden, all was as still as death before them and Ralph heard a warning cry from behind. Looking back, he saw that the Comet had neared them and that Teddy was waving frantically from the main window of the control room. Several spots on the lower surface of the ship showed where the concentrated white flame had burned holes through the outer hull. But no great damage had been done.


  “Don’t advance on the enemy!” shouted Teddy through the open window, “and take a look at what’s happening to them!”


  Ralph and his little band raised themselves and peered over the sheltering rock which showed scorched and partly molten streaks across the top. The mass of Kellonians along the wall of the cavern was still. Those who had recently been actively engaged with their flame generators had joined their fellows in the huge heap. Flat on the backs of their ugly bodies they lay, tentacles rigidly stretched upward as if supplicating some fiendish god. A wisp of smoke curled here and there from the mass, and the stench of singed carcasses filled the air. Not a living Kellonian remained.


  “The professor must have used the energy projector on them,” explained the captain. “It has induced heavy electrical currents in the bodies of those we see on their backs—those who were still living when the lightning struck them. They are nicely electrocuted and the rigidity of their tentacles is due to the fact that the current is still passing through their bodies.”


  At his words the stiffly stretched tentacles of the electrocuted monsters collapsed as if they had been suddenly blown down by a heavy wind—collapsed and tumbled into grotesque limp fringes that surrounded the swelling bodies. The professor had pulled the switch.


  Steve yelled and capered in his glee and the rest of the party was but little less enthusiastic. When the Comet dropped to the rocks behind them, Ralph rushed to the manhole and grasped the hand of the professor, who was there to greet them.


  “Fine work, Professor,” he said. “You were just in the nick of time. Our projectors were almost exhausted.”


  He climbed into the vessel and proceeded to the control room at once, leaving the rest of his band to bring Kirn along with them. When he entered the control room, he found Teddy and the doctor bending over a figure that was stretched on the floor. They arose as he entered and the doctor shook his head solemnly. Ralph was shocked to see that the figure was that of Torvan, the Corisian astronomer. The professor was inconsolable when he learned that his new friend had been horribly killed by a burst of the searing white flame, which entered one of the open ports.


  “We lost two of the guards, too,” said Ralph solemnly, “as well as Colet, one of the Corisian prisoners of the Kellonians. But we have another prisoner safely with us—Kirn.”


  “What did you discover?” asked Teddy.


  “It’s a long story, Ted,” was the reply, “and I think we shall learn still more from poor Kirn. They are bringing him in now.”


  The guards entered with the naked Kirn in their midst. He was the picture of shame and confusion and asked to be clothed at once. But he exhibited great happiness at being once more among friends other than his fellow prisoners, and at the prospect of freedom that seemed such a hopeful one after what he had seen. He was led to one of the staterooms, where clothing was provided, and Ralph told the captain and Steve to prepare a good meal for the poor creature. The professor, with the help of Romos, Valdor, and Soltur tenderly carried Torvan’s body from the Comet and cast about for a suitable place of interment among the jagged rocks and boulders.


  WHEN the gloomy burial party returned, Ralph ordered that the Comet be raised from the rocks and brought to a position about central with the cavern and five hundred feet from the bottom. He stationed four of the guards in the control room with instructions to keep constant watch for further attacks from the enemy, and to give the alarm at once if any were seen entering the cavern.


  He then requested that Teddy and the professor accompany him to the dining saloon, where the situation would be discussed and further questions asked of Kirn.


  They were much pleased to find that the erstwhile prisoner had been clothed and was engaged in devouring an excellent meal which had been prepared by Steve and the captain. Already his appearance had changed; his eyes had taken on a new brightness and his shoulders had straightened considerably. He was beginning to regain the courage and independence of a free Corisian.


  But, after Kirn had finished his first square meal in many months, he was in no condition to be questioned. He became so over-poweringly tired, that he could not keep his eyes open. Since the crew of the Comet also needed sleep, Ralph decreed that the matter should be left until the following day, and that all hands who were able to do so, should obtain their rest. Watches were again established and quiet descended on the Comet.


  No untoward incident occured during the next twelve hours and all of the occupants of the vessel obtained sufficient rest to strengthen them for the tasks to follow. Kirn slept for the entire period and awoke a much refreshed and rehabilitated man. He was the most eager for action of any on board and, after breakfast, volunteered much information which later proved of great value.


  He told of the activities of the Kellonians, of their use of the captured Corisians as personal servants to the most prominent members of their kind. He spoke of the harsh and cruel treatment to which they were subjected and of the orgies and horrors which followed each visit of the enemy to Coris. Some of the details he would not repeat, but what he told was sufficiently revolting to set the nerves and tempers of his listeners on edge.


  “Well,” said Ralph, when much of his tale had been recounted, “one thing is certain. Two things, in fact. First, we must rescue the remaining prisoners and bring them to the Comet for return to Coris. Second, we must destroy every Kellonian on this cursed satellite—destroy the satellite itself, if possible.”


  “It is possible,” said the captain confidently.


  Kirn’s eyes shone with pleasure.


  “I shall lead you to the cavern of horror,” he said.


  “Is it well guarded?” asked Ralph.


  Kirn’s face fell at this. “Yes, it is,” he admitted, “and the guard will be redoubled as things are now. One of the things I overheard in the division council before the members were destroyed was a communication from the Mogara ordering all prisoners to their own cavern under heavy guard.”


  “But, is this retreat impregnable?” inquired Ralph. “No,” said Kirn, slowly, “but it is extremely difficult of access since it has but one entrance, and that through a guard room of sufficient size to house no less than two hundred Kellonian guards.”


  “Looks like a job for one of the captain’s hand grenades,” mused Ralph. Then aloud, “How great a distance separates the cavern of the prisoners from that of the guards?”


  “Perhaps two hundred feet,” replied Kirn, “and the passage is narrow and winds through the solid rock, with two turns in its length. Only undersized Kellonians can pass through it as it is not more than twenty feet wide.”


  “That sounds like an ideal protection from one of the bombs, doesn’t it?” asked Ralph of the captain.


  “It certainly does,” responded the captain.


  This was all unintelligible to Kirn, but he looked from one to the other with new hope in his eyes.


  “Then you think . . .?” he began.


  “Yes, we think we can rescue your companions,” answered Ralph, before he could complete the sentence, “if we have good luck in getting there and getting away. There should be no trouble as far as the guard room is concerned.”


  “But I must prepare a much smaller grenade than was used in this cavern,” said the captain.


  “Yes,” said Ralph, “or we should block passage and all.”


  “When do we start?” asked Steve.


  “Just hold your horses now, Steve,” said Ralph. “First, we must get this thing straight. There must be no slips. Our first job is to get the prisoners out of their quarters and safely to the Comet. That is a big task in itself, as we are almost certain to be anticipated. After that we must devise ways and means of destroying the entire breed. The captain tells us we can destroy the satellite itself if we so desire, but that remains to be seen. The first move now is to select the party to accompany me on the venture, and to make sure we are properly equipped and armed.”


  “I’ll prepare a small grenade at once,” said the captain.


  “Good,” said Ralph, “and I shall look into the question of armament. Don’t you think a couple of the automatic rifles with the explosive bullets would be valuable?”


  “I do,” replied the captain, “And some of the gas bombs as well.”


  THE captain departed to prepare his small bomb and Ralph selected Romos and Steve to accompany him, in addition to four of the remaining eight guards and Kirn as a guide. He went to the storeroom and returned with freshly charged ray projectors, gas bombs, and two of the short automatic rifles, and plenty of ammunition. These rifles were equipped with barrel clips, by which one of the ray projectors could be attached, thus serving a double purpose. The projectors were quickly fitted to the barrels of the rifles, and Ralph had two weapons of tremendous power and capabilities. The explosive bullets could be used against the enemy when in close formation and the power of the high explosive (the same as that used in the hand grenades) was so great that several of the bulky Kellonians could be killed or at least crippled with a single shot. The ray projector paralleling the short barrel could be used in the regular manner without interfering with the operation of the rifle itself. More powerful torches were provided, and at the last moment Ralph thought of the sound detector he had examined with such great interest when the captain had brought it aboard the Comet. He hastened for this little instrument and stowed it about his person before the expedition set forth. One of the combination rifle-projectors he entrusted to the captain, the other he carried himself.


  Teddy begged to be allowed to accompany them, but Ralph felt that he was more valuable on board the Comet and he left strict instructions regarding the placing of lookouts and the procedure to follow in case of an attack.


  The Comet was lowered to the bottom of the cavern at a point adjacent to the passage indicated by Kirn, and the expedition set forth, fully equipped. The captain had his specially prepared hand grenade, as well as two of the larger ones, for use in an emergency.


  Kirn led the way with Ralph at his side and the party moved as swiftly as possible along the smooth-floored passage.


  “Have the Kellonians other hand weapons besides these generators of the white flame?” asked Ralph of their guide.


  “They have not,” answered Kirn, “and not all are equipped with these. But there are sufficient.”


  “How about the paralyzing energy and the blue flame used on the galdons?”


  “Those were used only on the galdons. They never dreamed of an attack from the outside and developed the white flame generators only for the control of the slaves here.”


  “Well, that’s some consolation,” said Ralph, “I had feared that the paralyzing energy would be used against us and we should then have been in a bad way indeed.”


  Nearly an hour was required in reaching the location of the cavern of horror since it was necessary to stop several times at cross passages and use the sound detector, to make certain they were not in danger from unsuspected sources. Eventually they reached a point where Kirn bade them keep silence and extinguish the lights.


  Ralph crept forward in the darkness with the guide until they reached an opening from the left wall of the passage. Through this opening they peered into the chamber of the guards. The opening communicated with the cavern through a short passage, not over twenty-five feet in length, and inside could be seen a number of the Kellonians fidgeting about and moving to and fro to keep alert. Others of their numbers were sprawled on low platforms, apparently in slumber. They returned to the main body of their party and Ralph directed all of his men to lie flat on their faces, including Kirn whom he left behind when he directed the captain to accompany him to the entrance of the guard’s cavern.


  “Captain,” he said, as they moved cautiously toward the dimly lighted opening, “this seems to be an ideal place to use your small grenade. There is a short passage at right angles to this one which communicates with the chamber and you should be able to toss the bomb into their midst and retreat to a safe distance back this way before the blast occurs. At least you will be behind a solid wall of rock no less than twenty-five feet in thickness.”


  THEY had reached the opening, and at a glance, the captain agreed with Ralph’s idea of the situation. Hesitating but a moment, he stood before the rectangular opening and hurled the bomb with all his might into the midst of the unsuspecting Kellonians. With a quick jump he was at Ralph’s side some fifteen feet down the main passage and he bore his superior to the floor with him just as the jar of the explosion shook the solid rock beneath their prostrate bodies. They were deafened by the ensuing roar, and the burst of flame which swirled into the main passage well nigh reached them where they lay. The breath of the rushing hot gases, as they passed, scorched their skin and singed their hair, but neither was harmed. Fortunately, the main force of the expanding gases was expended upward through the huge ventilating ducts of the cavern. There was the crash of falling debris, then a tense silence as the remainder of their party crept forward to join them.


  Following the moment of silence, there came the confused screams and shoutings of the panic-stricken prisoners in the second chamber. This was broken only by the angry booming voice of a single Kellonian, who was berating them unmercifully. Ralph and his party entered the guard chamber to find the expected scene of chaos and dismembered bodies. More than a hundred guards had been destroyed and the rescuers climbed disgustedly over the mangled bodies and the wreckage toward the entrance to the second cavern. Renewed screams and shouts came from within and it was evident that the prisoners had organized an attack on the lone guard who had chanced to be in their cavern at the moment of the explosion. Ralph’s party hurried with all possible speed and soon reached the entrance to the second chamber.


  Ralph and the captain passed through the communicating passage and there witnessed a horrible sight. The cavern before them presented a scene almost as terrible as the one they witnessed in the cavern they had just quitted. A squat Kellonian stood rooted in the center of the space and dozens of the puny Corisian slaves were attacking him from all sides. Numbers of them had already been dismembered by his powerful tentacles and lay in torn and bloody heaps about him. Several others were in the grasp of waving, twisting members and they screamed and struggled as they were slowly crushed to death.


  “Break away!” shouted Ralph, raising his double-purpose weapon to his shoulder.


  The attacking slaves slunk away from the raging monster as they saw the rescue party, and the Kellonian, with a bellow, made for the newcomers. But the cathode rays from Ralph’s weapon were too quick and the bloody creature slumped to the floor in a wriggling, heaving heap, carrying three more of the prisoners to their death in his fall.


  “That’s that,” said Ralph, spurning the disgusting creature with his foot, “and now to marshal these poor creatures together and get them to the Comet.”


  He left the task of getting them together and informing them as to what was transpiring to Kirn, who entered into the work with zeal and vigor. He herded the naked, emaciated prisoners into a corner of the chamber, and harangued them rapidly and earnestly.


  Conditions in the cavern were too awful for contemplation. A great bare stone-walled prison it was, unfurnished and filthy. The walls and floors were worn smooth from ages of contact by nude, shivering bodies. The dead, fully twenty of them, lay in disorder about the body of the slain guard. From the arched roof, high overhead, came the flickerings of dim and inadequate lights and the air was even worse than the air in the outside caverns and passages.


  The prisoners were overjoyed at the prospect of rescue and groveled at the feet of the newcomers until Ralph was compelled to reprimand them sternly. He led the way, with Kirn and Steve at his side, and ordered them to march four abreast, with Romos and the captain bringing up the rear. He stationed the four Corisian guards amongst the rescued prisoners in the line of march, with instructions to keep their torches in action and to assist those of the unfortunates who were ill or exhausted. Seventy-eight of them had been counted by Kirn, who was thankful at being able to save that number from the clutches of their captors.


  IT was a much slower journey to the cavern of the galdons than it had been when the passage was traversed in the opposite direction. The poor, weak prisoners stumbled and fell. They were so under-nourished and weakened that their strength would not permit of movement at more than half the pace to which the newcomers had been accustomed. Constant vigilance was necessary to see that none fell out and were left behind. At each cross passage it was necessary to make a lengthy halt to determine that the way was clear.


  More than two hours had passed when Ralph and Steve stepped forth into the cavern of the galdons, and with Kirn’s assistance, aided the first of their naked wards from the passageway.


  Ralph hailed the Comet, which was safely suspended in midair near the center of the great chamber and it was immediately maneuvered to a landing close to the passage mouth. One by one the bewildered slaves were conducted to the entrance manhole and gently pulled within by Teddy and the professor. One by one these gave fervent thanks as they entered its warm, clean atmosphere. One by one they collapsed as the weakened muscles were unable to support the weight of the emaciated body, when they were once more subjected to the gravity effect to which they had so long been unaccustomed. It was a pitiful sight and never to be forgotten by the rescuers.


  When more than fifty of them had been safely brought aboard, Ralph transferred his activities from the Comet’s entrance to the passage mouth where he continued the count of the unfortunates, who now straggled forth into the bright-lit cavern even more slowly than had the first ones. They came by twos and threes now, speechless and dazed. Now single stragglers appeared and when a total of sixty-nine had been accounted for, there were no more for several minutes. Ralph was becoming very much concerned when suddenly two more of the wretched prisoners came. These were barely able to crawl forth from the passage. They babbled incoherently and pointed shaking, skinny fingers back into the tunnel from which they had come. One screamed in anguish and fell at Ralph’s feet in a faint.


  “Seventy-one,” intoned Ralph. Then, agitatedly, “My God, where are the rest? Romos and the captain were in the rear.”


  Steve hastened to his side. “What’s wrong, boss?” he asked.


  “Romos and the captain—they’re not here. And seven of the prisoners are missing. Something must have happened in the rear. We must go back and search for them.”


  He was galvanized into action and, shouting the news to Teddy, he took Steve and one of the guards and once more entered the dark passage.


  Those on board the vessel ministered to the needs of the prisoners and worried betimes as to the safety of Ralph and his two companions. For two long hours they waited for their return and had just about given up hope when the three figures were seen staggering from the passage mouth—alone!


  Ralph walked with bowed head and seemed about to collapse, himself. Half way to the Comet he was seen to slip and, had not Steve thrown an arm about him and supported him, he would have fallen. Weakly he pulled himself into the vessel and there he slumped to the floor, sitting with raised knees and head bowed in his arms, overcome by grief and disappointment.


  “It was no use,” he said hopelessly. “They’re gone. Romos and Captain French. The seven prisoners. We’ll never see them again. Oh, why didn’t I bring up the rear myself?”


  Steve patted his shoulder soothingly.


  CHAPTER XIX


  Annihilation


  AN hour later all members of the party, excepting two of the guards who were on lookout duty, were busily engaged in tending to the rescued prisoners, many of whom were in a state of collapse and required the ministrations of Doctor DePolac and the use of remedies from the well-stocked medicine cabinets of the Comet. They were a wretched lot but so happy at their rescue that their protestations of gratitude and pleasure were pitiful to witness.


  Ralph berated himself continuously for having allowed his two friends to take the dangerous position in the rear of the march from the cavern of horror and could not be consoled by anything the others might say. Teddy assured him again and again that his proper place was in the lead and that the danger might as easily have come from the front as from the rear, but his self-recrimination was not to be allayed. He had a genuine affection for Captain French and was, in addition, ashamed of his previous jealousy of him. Thoughts of that unreasonable feeling naturally led to thoughts of Margaret, and this did not add to his peace of mind. She had been very ill when they left her in Coris and concern for her added materially to his worries. He was in the most miserable state of mind he had experienced since his original visit to the doctor back there in far-off New York.


  A hail from one of the guards sent Ralph and Teddy scurrying down the stairs to the control room. Here they found the guards excitedly watching a crawling figure which had emerged from one of the passageways and was making its way painfully over the jagged rocks toward the Comet. Ralph dropped through the manhole at once and proceeded in the direction of the naked, struggling Corisian who now lay quiet and almost hidden from view between two boulders. When he reached the prone figure he uttered a shout of joy which immediately changed to a groan of anguish, for he quickly saw that Romos, for it was he, had not long to live. Teddy joined him in a moment and the two men carried the limp form of the horribly mangled Corisian to the Comet.


  Doctor DePolac was called from his other labors and quickly administered a stimulant to the obviously dying noble. Anxiously Ralph waited for a sign of animation and when Romos’ eyelids fluttered and then uncovered the glazing blue eyes, he watched breathlessly for the first movement of the lips, which strained to convey a message.


  “Captain French,” gasped Romos, his thoughts now coming to the watchers much faster than he could speak, “is dead—killed by the Kellonians who came upon us unawares. So also are seven of the poor slaves. Soon I go as well, but I have an important message from the captain.”


  The lips could no longer form words or utter sounds, but the mental message continued:


  “The twelve thousand pounds of the high explosive should be conveyed to the floor of this cavern and packed as closely as possible in a single heap. There is a detonator in the fourth drawer of tool cabinet R in the machine shop and this is provided with a time clock which should be adjusted to fire the explosive when the Comet has reached a distance of no less than two thousand miles from Kellos. The captain vows this will destroy the satellite completely and forever rid Coris of the menace of the Kellonians. He also—stated—that——”


  But the voice and the brain were forever stilled and no more of the message could be conveyed. The Corisian guards mourned openly, and Ralph heaved a great sigh, as he realized that his fears had become a certainty. But, in a way, this certainty was better than the mental picture he had carried of the possibility of long drawn out torturing of his friends by the Kellonians.


  Tenderly they shrouded the torn body of Romos in clean white sheets and carried it to the refrigeration room of the vessel. At least he should have a decent burial on their return to Coris. The captain was not so fortunate—Kellos would provide his tomb and then only until its destruction.


  Romos’ message was communicated to the professor at once and he considered the problem carefully for several minutes before expressing an opinion.


  “Well,” he finally said, “we have all seen the tremendous power of this explosive in small amounts, and it may be that the captain was correct in his assumption that the amount we have on board is sufficient to destroy this satellite. In fact he spent several hours in computing the forces required and asked me many questions regarding the probable density and internal structure of Kellos. At any rate it is our only chance, and we can do no better than make the attempt. The surface of Kellos is deeply seamed and scarred, as we all observed, and it may be that some of the extensive surface cracks extend to a sufficient depth to assist materially in allowing the expanding gases to break up the body.”


  “But, suppose the Kellonians locate the explosive and remove the detonator before it has had an opportunity of setting off the charge,” objected Ralph.


  “There is a possibility of that, of course,” answered the professor, “but I believe it is a remote one, In the first place we shall be compelled to burn away the partition still remaining in the shaft so that the Comet can return to the outside. This will release the air pressure in this division of the Kellonians’ domain and, even though they might reach this cavern and find the explosive after we have departed, they will discover at once that suffocation impends and will hasten to pass through the air-locks into adjoining divisions to escape it.”


  “Will there not be danger of injuring our vessel if we use the energy projector to make an opening into the shaft?” asked Teddy.


  “I have been thinking about that,” said the professor, “and have come to the conclusion that we have nothing to fear. When the energy breaks the first opening through the partition, there will be an immediate escape of air into the shaft at considerable velocity. This air, though vile, contains sufficient oxygen to allow the metal of the partition to be consumed and blown upward in fine, incandescent particles. I cannot conceive of any molten metal dropping to the surface of the Comet in sufficient quantity to cause any damage. And that brings to mind the necessity of repairing the outer hull before we leave. Several places were burned completely through by the white flames of the Kellonians and these must be sealed tightly to prevent leakage of air from our vessel.”


  “That is true,” said Teddy, “I shall get out the welding apparatus at once and, with Steve’s help, close the openings with patch plates.”


  He and Steve departed at once for the machine shop. The professor sighed. “It is hard to think of the captain as no longer being with us,” he said sadly. “But his spirit lives on, and we must follow through his pet scheme of planting the high explosive in this cavern.”


  “Yes. And we must find a good spot among the rocks in which to locate the charge. There are one hundred and eighteen canisters in the magazine and it will be quite a task to get them all in place. Of course, while they weigh one hundred pounds each on the surface of Coris and within the Comet, they will weigh but twenty pounds each in the cavern. Nevertheless, in this infernal atmosphere, the exertion of handling them will be considerable.”


  “That’s true,” said Ralph, casting off his feeling of depression, “we must get started at once.”


  HE stationed two of the guards as lookouts once more, and called the other six to assist in the placing of the canisters of explosive. The Comet was moved to the opposite side of the cavern where they found a pit in the mass of broken rock, which appeared of sufficient size to hold the explosive and to hide it from view of any Kellonians, who might enter the cavern after their departure. The canisters were of small size and not extremely difficult for the huge guards to handle, so it was soon found that each of them could carry one canister at each trip and deposit it in the pit without trouble.


  Teddy and Steve, hiding behind great goggles, were busily engaged in welding the patches to the lower portion of the Comet where the damage had been done. The professor located the detonator and was examining its mechanism to learn how it was operated. He wound the clock and found that it worked perfectly. He discovered the method of setting it to operate the firing mechanism at any predetermined time. Slowly the orderly heap of canisters increased in size until but twelve remained in the magazine. Then came a shout from one of the lookouts. A stream of Kellonians was pouring from the mouth of a passage not more than five hundred yards from the spot!


  Teddy and Steve had just completed their welding job and took up their ray projectors immediately. Ralph had the combination automatic rifle and projector at his shoulder almost as quickly and the guards backed them up as they poured a deadly fire into the ranks of the advancing enemy. Several bursts of the white flame failed of their mark as the distance was too great, and by this time the automatic rifle at Ralph’s shoulder spat forth its deadly missiles in the direction of the foe. The din was terrific as each bullet from the gun exploded with a roar that echoed and re-echoed through the cavern like the report of a cannon. At each concussion the air was filled with flying stones and mangled portions of Kellonian bodies. The engagement was of short duration for, with fully twenty of their number either blown to bits by the explosive bullets from Ralph’s rifle, or stretched in sudden death by the cathode rays from the projectors in the hands of the others, the remainder of the attacking party scrambled into the passage mouth and disappeared.


  But this attack impressed Ralph with the necessity of completing their task and getting away with the greatest possible speed. The remaining twelve canisters were rushed to the pit and the detonator set in place, well hidden in the pile. The professor had set its mechanism to allow them an hour and a half to reach a safe distance. All ports in the Comet were closed and only the manhole remained open when, from no less than ten passages simultaneously hundreds of the enemy streamed and advanced rapidly in the direction of the vessel.


  Through the open manhole Ralph discharged the automatic rifle as fast as it would fire, spraying the advancing horde with sudden death. He shouted to Teddy to raise the Comet to the roof of the cavern and to Steve to obtain a number of the gas bombs from the magazine. In a moment it would be too late, for it was impossible to stem the tide of the enemy, and soon the white flames would be at work on the lower surface of the Comet.


  The spherical vessel rose with a jerk and, in a moment was at the entrance of the destroyed air-lock. Steve slipped several of the gas bombs into Ralph’s hands and hurled several others into the milling mass below. Those he had handed to Ralph followed immediately and the pops of their bursting could be heard as the manhole cover was hastily bolted shut. With the bursting of the bombs there spread a thick yellow cloud over the bottom of the cavern and the horde of Kellonians went scrambling and clawing for the openings through which they had entered. But, as the yellow clouds overtook them, they dropped in their tracks, screaming and raising such a noise as to penetrate through the double hull of the Comet. Then all was again still for the yellow vapor had covered the entire cavern and was searching every cranny and crevice for its prey. None could live in that vicious cloud.


  “Another close shave,” said Ralph, mopping his brow, “but I fancy the gas will keep the cavern clear until we make our getaway.”


  “But,” said Teddy, “when we make the opening through the partition, the escaping air will carry the gas with it.”


  “And by that time,” laughed the professor, “the Kellonians will be glad to stay out of the cavern anyway. They will be hustling for other divisions to get to places where their air supply will not be cut off.”


  “After that will come the big surprise,” gloated Ralph, “and my only regret is that their destruction will be too sudden and painless. They should be made to suffer as they have caused others to suffer.”


  The pressure in the Comet was gradually brought up to that of the normal atmosphere on Coris and some little difficulty was experienced by the occupants in again becoming accustomed to their natural breathing. By this time the Comet was near the partition and the professor manipulated the controls of the upper energy projector to direct its power into the metal plate which shut them off from the great shaft. In the control room Ralph and Teddy observed the proceedings in the disc of the periscope and both exclaimed jubilantly as a white-hot spot appeared on the surface of the metal and then burst through with upward streaming showers of brilliant particles.


  “The professor was right,” said Ralph, “and we shall be out in a short time.”


  The shriek of escaping air came to them, even in the control room, and soon the opening in the partition was of large enough size to pass the Comet. The upper searchlights were turned on and the shaft was brilliantly illuminated for a mile above. Teddy pulled the control lever and the Comet shot upward, accompanied by the escaping atmosphere of Kellos.


  “We’re off!” he exclaimed gleefully as the walls of the shaft slid past with ever increasing speed.


  Steve carried the news to the unfortunate Corisians in the quarters above and their joy was indescribable. Kirn could scarcely contain himself, since there had been disbelievers among his compatriots and now all of his words to them were proved true.


  It was necessary to limit the speed of the Comet to prevent colliding with the sides of the shaft and Teddy kept his eye glued to the image in the periscope and his fingers constantly on the sensitive controls. It was for this reason that more than an hour was required to traverse the three hundred miles of the shaft’s depth. The professor had figured correctly in his setting of the detonator.


  When they emerged from the mouth of the shaft, the flaming orb of the sun was almost overhead and the occupants of the Comet gazed once more into the depths of the universe with relief and joy. Teddy accelerated their velocity rapidly and within fifteen minutes they had reached a point more than two thousand miles from the surface of Kellos. A strange phenomenon manifested itself as the blackness of the satellite receded, for the escaping air provided a reflecting medium for the sun’s rays. At first the moisture-charged column of air gave the appearance of a wavering, dimly-lit jet of steam. Then it spread out, umbrella-shape, and crawled sluggishly along the surface of the body until it covered a considerable area of ever-increasing brightness. It swirled and billowed upward continuously, but the gravity of Kellos was still sufficient to cause a portion of it to spread over the surface and cling as an atmosphere for a time to its parent body. The surrounding disc of blackness was still of huge size to their vision and the professor considered it advisable to retreat still further. Their position was accordingly taken up at three thousand miles distance, and upon referring to the chronometer, Ralph informed the others that only five minutes remained of the time allowed in the setting of the detonating clock. Then all awaited breathlessly the moment when Captain French’s prediction should be proved or disproved.


  A tense stillness pervaded the control room as all eyes strained to observe the first sign of the effects of the explosive.


  “Time’s up,” announced Ralph.


  A minute passed—two minutes—and nothing happened.


  Kirn groaned. It seemed that their work had been for naught. But at that moment Ralph let forth a triumphant shout, for a great flame suddenly shot forth from the mouth of the shaft and, simultaneously with its appearance, a network of flaming crevices spread out over the surface of the satellite, radiating from the shaft mouth in crooked widening lines which spread rapidly until a great area was criss-crossed by its ever increasing magnitude. A great portion of Kellos broke away and went hurtling into space, spinning crazily and throwing off streamers of flaming particles. Another followed and then many more, until finally a huge section, breaking into several smaller portions, as it was heaved up by the force of the explosion, left an enormous visible crater which the professor estimated as more than five hundred miles across. The shock of the concussion had evidently been of such tremendous effect as to break off and tumble into ruins the countless pointed spires with which the surface was covered, for the remainder of the satellite became dimly visible by virtue of increased reflecting power.


  The great crater blown into the heart of the body increased slowly in size as more of the exterior was broken up and carried off into space. Kellos reeled drunkenly, and the huge wound inflicted by the captain’s explosive slowly turned upward, until it disappeared over the top of the brightening disc.


  “Kellos is unbalanced and will be thrown from its orbit,” exclaimed the professor in an awed voice. “Truly, this is the end of the Kellonians.”


  The Comet was withdrawn still farther from the scene as the disturbance increased in extent and rapidity. Faster and faster whirled the satellite, the crater of the explosion appearing at each revolution and showering surrounding space with an eruption of incandescent fragments. As the movement became swifter and swifter, the satellite wabbled and lurched, until it was thrown to one side with a sudden increase in velocity. The appearance was that of a huge pin-wheel, with only one of the driving elements in action. The acceleration now became so rapid that the satellite developed into a receding ball of increasing brilliance, with a continuous stripe of flaming incandescence about its new equator. It whirled off into space, trailing in its wake a tail like that of a comet.


  STEVE was first to regain his equanimity and his expressions of triumph and satisfaction rent the air of the control room with explosive exuberance.


  “If you feel as good as that about it,” said Ralph, “how do you suppose those poor devils we rescued must feel? And look at Kirn here. I’ll bet he hasn’t wrinkled his face into smiles like that since he was captured and carried away from Coris.”


  The Corisians were indeed happy and they showered the earth-visitors with expressions of gratitude and adulation. It was with thankfulness in his heart and tears in his eyes over the joy of the Corisians that Teddy pressed the levers which sent the Comet toward the harassed planet they had left only thirty-six hours before.


  “Well,” said Ralph, “that’s finished. Now, let’s get back to Coris with all speed. I’m worried about Mary.” Teddy smiled encouragement as he increased the speed of the vessel to more than three hundred miles a second. “We’ll be there in less than an hour, old man,” he said.


  The professor glanced at the barometer and uttered a startled exclamation. “The pressure is down to twenty-seven inches!”


  His observation was quickly confirmed and he and Steve rushed to the upper compartment to inspect the oxygen apparatus. When they had left the control room and the occupants became silent in contemplation of the new development, a faint hiss beneath their feet told of the cause of the difficulty. One of the openings burned through the hull by the white flame of the Kellonians had been overlooked and the atmosphere of the Comet was escaping into outer space!


  Steve and the professor soon returned with the news that the oxygen generators were operating to their utmost capacity. But the barometer now registered twenty-six and a half inches! It was a white-faced group that faced them as the announcement was made. Consternation was registered on every countenance.


  There was no means of calculating accurately the amount of time required to reduce the density of the air to the point of suffocating them, since they did not know the size of the opening in the hull through which the precious oxygen was pouring. But Teddy was equal to the occasion and the whine of the machinery overhead mounted rapidly as the Comet’s speed was increased to shorten the journey as much as possible. Up, up mounted the needle of the speed indicator and down came that of the barometer. Faster and faster sped the Comet until Teddy, who was relying entirely upon instinct and judgment, estimated that their journey was about half completed. The barometer stood at fourteen inches and the breathing of the occupants became rapid and labored. They had reached a speed of more than ten thousand miles a second and this rapidly decreased as the controls were manipulated to bring them gradually to a safe approaching velocity by the time they reached the outer atmosphere of Coris.


  Many of the weakened Corisian prisoners were gasping and sobbing for air and Kirn lay stretched on the floor of the control room in a coma. As the whirring of the machinery reached lower and lower tones, the occupants of the control room struggled and fought to keep alive in the constantly rarefying air and one by one they were reduced to the extremity of sitting or lying on the floor on account of their increasing weakness. Lungs worked spasmodically, alternately drawing in the thin air in great gasping inhalations and then ceasing to function temporarily while their possessors grew black in the face with threatened suffocation. Teddy clung desperately to the controls as they neared Coris, though his head was swimming and his lungs seemed about to burst.


  Nearer and nearer they approached and the speed of the ship became less and less as they neared the green-tinted atmosphere. Ralph gasped an exclamation that was unintelligible; then he too slumped to the floor and crawled to one of the ports where he commenced fumbling with the cover bolts. Suddenly they had entered the atmospheric envelope of Coris and were soon into it to sufficient depth to reach breathable air. With a despairing cry Teddy fainted at the controls, but he had adjusted them to bring the Comet to a halt and permit it to float in mid-air.


  Ralph felt himself going as he loosened the last bolt of the circular port and, as he did so, the cover was blown inward with the force of the inrushing outer air. The barometer had fallen to nine inches and the influx of the life-giving air of Coris as it poured into the ship sent it upward immediately. Fortunately the increase in pressure was not too rapid. The diameter of the opened port was not very great. But, with the gradual restoration of the pressure and increase of the oxygen supply, life returned to the inert beings, who so lately had been on the point of succumbing. One by one they returned to normal breathing and strength. Ralph was the first one on his feet and he hastened to Teddy’s side where he was relieved to find that his friend was also recovering, albeit slowly. He gazed through the open port and saw that they were over the inky ocean of Coris and at not more than six thousand feet elevation. The barometer stood at twenty-four inches.


  Teddy had recovered entirely and looked inquiringly at Ralph as he resumed his seat at the controls.


  “All right now?” asked Ralph solicitously.


  “Okay,” said Teddy. “But that was another close call, I’ll say. We made the trip in seven and a half minutes and were not a second too soon at that.”


  Ralph nodded in solemn acquiescence.


  CHAPTER XX


  Farewell


  THE Comet drifted with a light breeze while attention was given to the rescued Corisians, most of whom were in bad shape from the latest misfortune. But, with the able advice and instruction of the doctor, these were all restored to satisfactory condition within a comparatively short time. All portholes and windows of the vessel were opened and, when normal respiration was reached, the passengers indulged in the luxury of inhaling deeply of the invigorating equivalent of the mountain air of Coris.


  With sextant in hand the professor mounted to the upper surface of the Comet and soon established their position by observation. They had been provided with a chart before they left for Kellos and, a short time after establishing the position, they were headed for Seritanis, eight thousand miles away.


  The excitement of Kirn and his companions as they neared the capital city increased by leaps and bounds and the erstwhile despairing prisoners made merry in the dining saloon and lounge as their spirits soared to new heights.


  Ralph’s concern over Margaret’s condition increased apace and he was in a blue funk over it when the brilliantly gleaming buildings of Seritanis were sighted in the distance.


  Teddy was far more cheerful and looked forward to rejoining Mary with keen anticipation. For this reason he had pushed the Comet to its utmost speed and caused them to cover the eight thousand miles in less than three hours, though it was necessary to increase altitude somewhat to accomplish this. It was a nice balance between friction limitations and breathable air density that determined the rate of travel.


  When the Comet finally dropped into the square before the palace, great multitudes had gathered to welcome them and the din of this celebration far surpassed that which had greeted them on their arrival from Tinus. But, this time, the queen had provided a double line of guards which extended from the manhole of the Comet to the entrance of the palace, and Ralph and his party were able to pass between these without interference from the wildly excited crowd. But, when the first of the rescued prisoners appeared and the multitude saw that many more of their unfortunate compatriots followed, they broke through the lines and a great scene of confusion followed. Such a scene of riotous demonstration had never been witnessed in Seritanis, and to this day it is spoken of in Coris as the greatest of all time. But Ralph and his companions succeeded in reaching the palace without being detained and carried about on the shoulders of the mob. Some little time was required to restore order and to gather together the bewildered prisoners and convey them to the Royal Hospital where they were to be restored to health and strength by Thalia’s own physicians.


  They were usherd into the presence of the queen without delay, but Ralph was too full of his thoughts of Margaret to relish the task of apprising the council of the happenings of the journey. He therefore imposed this responsibility on the professor and excused himself. Knowing his anxiety, Thalia readily excused him and settled down to the business of obtaining the story from the professor and Teddy.


  Ralph hastened to the chamber where Margaret lay ill and was overjoyed at being permitted to see her. But, when he saw the pale wan features of the girl he loved, he was overcome with fear for her safety. Margaret greeted him with a sweet smile and great tears rolled down her waxen cheeks as she endeavored to raise her head and found she was too weak to do so.


  “Oh, Ralph, my dear,” she whispered. “I am so happy that you have returned to me safely. I know I shall recover quickly now.”


  Too choked to answer, Ralph knelt at her bedside and buried his head in the pillow beside hers, touching his lips to her temple in reverent thankfulness. Mary and the nurse turned their heads, as Margaret’s sobs of relief and happiness broke the ensuing stillness.


  But his happiness was short-lived for the nurse soon took him from the bedside and insisted on his leaving the room.


  “While your safe return has buoyed her up,” she explained, “it is absolutely necessary that she be spared further excitement. You must not remain longer.”


  He tore himself away with difficulty and was accompanied to the door by Mary and the nurse. They stepped into the hall and the nurse closed the door quietly behind them.


  “Exactly what is her condition?” asked Ralph anxiously.


  “Well,” said the nurse slowly, “it is puzzling to the doctors. The fever has abated but she seems to grow weaker rather than stronger. Possibly worry over your trip has caused this, in which case she should commence picking up at once. At any rate, there is no immediate danger.”


  Ralph was, perforce, satisfied with this and immediately communicated to Mary the news of their success. Though not wishing to leave Margaret’s side, she was extremely anxious to see Teddy, so she returned to the sick room to see how things were. Almost at once she returned with the cheering news that Margaret was sleeping quite peacefully and naturally, so with eager steps she accompanied Ralph on his return to the council chamber.


  WHEN they entered the presence of Thalia and her court, the professor had just finished his recital and a deep silence pervaded the room. Thalia, bright-eyed with enthusiasm, arose when they entered, and all eyes turned in Ralph’s direction. Mary rushed to the side of Teddy, who greeted her in the traditional manner of the ardent lover. But the queen and her courtiers were as oblivious of their demonstrations as were the lovers of their surroundings.


  “Ralph Prescott,” spoke Thalia in a quivering voice, “be so kind as to approach me closely.”


  Evidently the professor’s recital had created a profound impression and had credited Ralph with the ultimate success of the venture.


  When Ralph reached a position facing the queen, he dropped to one knee, but was immediately raised by the gentle touch of her hand on his arm.


  “Ralph,” she said with great emotion, “do not bow to me. Rather should I bow to you, for you have this day saved my people. The ability of your companions, under your courageous and far-seeing direction, has done what my own people have been unable to do for generations.”


  Ralph stood erect and flushed painfully as the queen bent from her seat and kissed him tenderly on the forehead. From the small finger of her right hand she withdrew a beautiful ring, encrusted with diamonds and rubies, representing a five-pointed star, circumscribed by a circle of the same stones.


  “In addition to the heartfelt gratitude of all Coris,” she continued, “I now bestow upon you the Order of the Royal Star. No greater honor can be conferred in my domain and, while I know you are not to remain with us to reap its benefits, I hope this emblem will bring to you whatever of success and joy you most crave in your own sphere.”


  Much embarrassed, Ralph thanked her to the best of his ability and retreated as soon as possible to the side of the professor.


  “Confound you, Professor,” he hissed, “what did you want to make such a fool of me for?”


  Professor Timken only laughed as he looked affectionately into the eyes of the flustered young man.


  The atmosphere in the council chamber altered suddenly as, carried by six of his dearest friends, the body of Romos was brought in. They had covered the beloved remains with a robe of golden cloth and gently the six nobles lowered it to its resting place before the throne. Reverently Thalia bowed her head in grief and silent prayer. The entire court followed suit as Ralph and his companions tip-toed their way from the room.


  “Poor old Captain French,” said Ralph feelingly, when they had reached the corridor, “his remains are somewhere in the depths of space, disintegrated. Romos will lie in state and be mourned for by the entire court, but our loss is as great as theirs and I am sure most of us will feel our loss as deeply as they feel theirs.”


  This was the first Mary had heard of the loss of the captain and she was as shocked and grieved as if she had lost an old and very dear friend. This venture on which they had so blithely set forth from the earth had drawn all members of the party very closely together.


  MANY days of celebration and feting followed, but Ralph had no heart in it, since Margaret was not at his side. Daily his fears for her increased, for she did not seem to respond to treatment as had been expected. He was only permitted to visit her once a day and then for but a few minutes. On each visit she appeared to him to be growing weaker and paler and he was terrified at the thinness of her hands—those beautiful hands which now lay immovable on the white covers, the delicate blue veins showing clearly against their ghastly whiteness.


  Mary shared his concern and found considerable difficulty in continuing with her shorthand notes of the occurrences during the journey that resulted in the destruction of Kellos and the salvation of Coris. Each day she spent several hours with Teddy and recorded the events as described in detail by him. But she had no heart in the work, for her thoughts, too, were constantly returning to the sick room, where the quiescent form of Margaret seemed to be wasting away to nothingness.


  WITH the loss of Torvan, there came an opportunity to the professor, for Thalia offered him the post vacated by the death of the astronomer in charge of the Royal observatory. It was a great temptation to him and he was undecided for days. His ties to the earth were strong, yet not so strong as to prevent him from considering the matter seriously. The chance of exploring the heavens with the wonderful instruments of Coris was not to be easily cast aside and he pestered Ralph and the doctor continuously for advice as to what course he should follow. He felt certain that Mrs. Timken would agree to join him in Seritanis for at least a few years, during which time he would have obtained a great deal of valuable and coveted knowledge and experience. And, with the invention of the Comet, this would be a simple matter to provide for, since voyages between the two planets would now become common and of more or less regular occurence.


  Steve Gillette was conspicuous by his absence from the company of the rest of his companions, and it soon developed that he had taken a position with the Tritu Leboru so as to be near Rena, the operator who had accompanied them on their expedition against the Kellonians over the island of Prastia.


  When Ralph learned this, he took the impetuous Steve into his chambers and questioned him.


  “Steve,” he asked, “what are your intentions in this matter? Surely you don’t intend to remain here when we leave?”


  “What else can I do, Chief?” he replied, “I can’t leave her.”


  “Wouldn’t she consider returning to the earth with you?”


  “Huh! Do you think I’d take her back there and have all those boobs around my neighborhood making fun of the difference in our height. I guess not!”


  “Have you asked her?”


  “Asked her to marry me,” said Steve shortly, “and that’s all settled. As far as that goes, she’d go back with me if I wanted her to, but I’m not going to suggest it. I’ve no relatives to go back to, and this is going to be a pretty good little old planet with no more Kellonians, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t stay. Besides, I’m already getting a big kick out of the mechanism of these thought telegraphs or whatever you might call them. Some nifty repair work they need, and it’s just the kind of work I like.”


  “The professor might remain also,” said Ralph. “Honest? Boy, that would be great! He’s a good scout and would be someone from home to talk to once in a while.”


  “Well,” laughed Ralph, “I guess I can do nothing to dissuade you, and I’m not sure but that you have the right idea at that.”


  His face clouded as he thought of Margaret, so wan and still.


  “I wish things looked as rosy for me, Steve,” he finally said. “I am very much upset over Margaret’s illness.”


  “Isn’t she getting any better?” asked Steve sympathetically.


  “No. She seems to be failing and these Corisian physicians are puzzled. It is very discouraging.”


  “Why don’t you take her home?”


  “That will depend on what Doctor DePolac has to say. He is going to consult with her physicians this afternoon. But I tell you, Steve, I am panicky about it.”


  “Don’t worry, Chief. She’ll be all right.”


  But Steve’s cheerful prediction was far from the truth, for that afternoon, when the doctor visited her, Margaret’s legs were paralyzed to the knees and the puzzlement of the Corisian physicians increased to the point of despair. This fever, which had stricken the girl from far away Tinus was never known to act in this manner with a Corisian.


  Margaret had slipped into a state of semi-consciousness from which it was practically impossible to arouse her and Doctor DePolac set about making a thorough examination of her with efficient promptness. He handled her as tenderly as if she had been his own daughter and, when he left the room an hour later, the expression with which he greeted the anxiously waiting Ralph was grave in the extreme.


  “Ralph, my boy,” he said, “we must get that girl back to the earth without delay. There is only one man in our world who can help her now.”


  “What is her trouble?” asked Ralph, with sinking heart.


  “She is now afflicted with a creeping paralysis, brought about by this strange disease of Coris. The disease itself has been curable, but in a system differing from that of the Corisians, it has produced an unprecedented result. A certain nerve center in her body is affected and is gradually ceasing to function, thus cutting off system after system of the branching networks as the deterioration progresses. The cerebral nerves are unaffected, so it is a matter that is out of my province. But John Reynolds can save her if we can get her to him in time.”


  The doctor’s lips compressed to a thin line, as Ralph’s eyes beseeched him.


  “Is she likely to—to die?” whispered Ralph.


  “What is worse, my boy, she might live; a hopeless cripple. That is, unless we can get her to Reynolds at once.”


  “Why are we standing here, then?” asked Ralph.


  A MEETING of the council was hastily called by the queen and the urgent need for their visitor’s departure was made known. She appointed a committee of four to accompany the Tinusians to their home and to negotiate for the purchase from Sorenson of several of the space fliers and to arrange for their delivery in Seritanis. She spoke glowingly of the future—of regular interstellar traffic between Coris and Tinus—of the benefits to accrue to both by the resulting interchange of ideas and commodities. A hasty farewell was taken of the visitors and every resource of her staff was lent to the speeding up of their departure.


  The professor decided to remain and to accept the post in the Royal Observatory and Thalia was overjoyed at his decision. Steve, too, was to remain and the date was set for his union with Rena. Teddy spent the intervening time in conversation with the professor, who intrusted him with the mission of breaking the news to Mrs. Timken and of persuading her to join him in Seritanis on the next voyage of the Comet. Teddy assured him that the Comet would not be long away and that he would do all in his power to convince Mrs. Timken of the advisability of the move. But he extracted a promise that the professor would give up the idea and return to the earth if his efforts to convince Mrs. Timken proved unsuccessful. This was readily conceded by the professor, who was confident of the loyalty and courage of his mate.


  The news of their impending departure was quickly spread through the medium of the Tritu Leboru, and when the stretcher-bearers appeared with the still form of Margaret carefully supported in their midst, a crowd had again assembled in the square. But now it was a silent assemblage of sympathetic well-wishers who prayed for the recovery of this earth girl who was beloved of Ralph, their hero.


  Tenderly Margaret was laid in her own bed on board the Comet and Mary made her friend comfortable after the stretcher-bearers departed. The doctor remained in constant attendance.


  The committee of four Corisians was taken aboard and, with a final wave to the assembled multitude, among which could be made out the rather forlorn looking figures of Steve and the professor, Ralph closed the manhole cover and bolted it shut. Teddy was at the controls and, by the time Ralph reached his side, the machinery was already in motion. Lucky it was that the hole in the hull had been repaired immediately after their return.


  “How soon can we make it?” asked Ralph eagerly.


  “I’m not just sure,” replied Teddy, “but we’ll try to do it in about six hours. The professor advised me that only sixty-two million miles now separate us from the earth on account of the shift in the relative positions of the two planets during our stay here. That will require a speed of less than three thousand miles a second and I am almost certain that the Comet can stand that continuously. She didn’t seem to hesitate at nearly seven times that speed on the way here, but of course that was only for a short time—when the meteor passed us.”


  As the Comet rose gracefully from her berth, there was not a dry eye in the crowd that packed the square. Neither was there any noise or confusion, but when Ralph bravely waved a signal as he stood before one of the large windows of the control room, there was an answering gesture from hundreds of those within his view. Somehow a lump had found its way to his throat and he stood silently at the window watching the rapidly receding city of Seritanis with dimmed eyes.


  The rising note of the generators told of increasing velocity and Ralph joined Teddy again as they rose above a bank of clouds which hid the city from view.


  A great fear clutched his heart as he thought of poor Margaret lying so desperately ill in the room above their heads. What if they were too late? What if Doctor Reynolds was unable to save her? He felt that life would then cease to exist for him, and he groaned aloud in the anguish of his thoughts.


  “Don’t take it so hard, old man,” said Teddy comfortingly. “We’ll make it. And I’ve heard of this Reynolds. He’s a wizard. In his hands you will have nothing to fear.”


  But Ralph was not to be comforted and he departed for the upper regions to learn what he could of Margaret’s condition.


  “My God, Teddy!” he exclaimed, when he returned a few minutes later, “she’s paralyzed to the hips now and the doctor won’t let me even see her. What’s our speed?”


  It was near the three thousand mile mark and still rising. Coris was now a ball of swiftly diminishing size and of blue-green brilliancy.


  “Here,” said Teddy, to take his friend’s mind from his troubles, “mind these controls for me while I make some observations, will you, Ralph?”


  “All right,” was the half-hearted reply and Ralph took the unfamiliar seat as Teddy made his observations with the sextant-like instrument.


  WITH the observations made, Teddy returned to his place and made some minor readjustments of the controls to set them exactly on their course. He then experimented with the speed, bringing it up gradually and watching the instruments carefully at each step. At four thousand miles a second there was indication of slight over-loading of some of the machinery after a period of several minutes at this velocity, so he reduced it to 3,800. Here it appeared that there was little likelihood of trouble, so it was kept at the increased speed for some time. A half hour passed and there was still no indication of trouble, so he allowed it to remain at this figure, though he kept his eyes constantly on the recording thermometers and the electrical instruments which indicated the performance of the complicated machinery that whined so insistently above them.


  “We’ll make it in less than five hours at this rate,” gloated Teddy, “and the old Comet sure is performing beautifully. I’d like to try her for maximum speed in a short spurt, but that can wait until some other time. We mustn’t take any chances this trip.”


  Ralph paced the floor like a caged animal. And in his extremity he missed the captain acutely for some reason. He missed Steve and the professor, too. And the doctor, confound him! Why didn’t he come down with a report once in a while?


  The minutes passed like hours, though the Comet was speeding them homeward at an unheard-of maintained rate. The arrival of the four Corisians in the control room and their unending bombardment of eager questions regarding the construction and operation of the vessel provided some diversion for a time, but it was not long before Ralph made another visit to the stateroom where Margaret lay. This time the news was no better, though not worse, and Ralph’s impatience increased as the Comet staunchly maintained its terrific pace.


  When they were still ten million miles from the earth, nearly forty-five minutes of travel, he thought of the radio and hastened to the room that housed the two receivers and the powerful short wave transmitter. He threw the switch that turned the power into a dozen transmitting tubes and clamped the head-phones to his ears. Shakily he spoke into the microphone. His call was for 27-SA, the radiophone in John Sorenson’s private office. Minute after minute he spent in repeating this call, and in waiting between calls for a reply. But none came and he returned to the control room disappointed.


  Another twenty minutes and the deceleration of the Comet was begun. They were nearly home and the earth was now a brightly shining green disc which seemed to be rushing forward to meet them. Doggedly he returned to the radio room and renewed his calls for Sorenson.


  In not more than five minutes he was rewarded by a faint “Hello.” And they were still a million miles from the earth!


  “Hello! “Hello!” he repeated excitedly into the microphone, “Sorenson?”


  “Yes,” came the faint reply. “Who is this?”


  “Ralph Prescott, aboard the Comet,” he replied.


  “Heaven be praised,” came Sorenson’s voice, a bit more distinctly now. “Where are you?”


  “Nearing earth rapidly. And we are in great trouble. Miss Sprague is seriously ill and we must rush her to the famous Doctor Reynolds in New York. Will you get in touch with him and make the arrangements?”


  “Sure thing.” The voice was considerably louder now. “I’ll communicate with him at once. Where will you land?”


  “New York municipal airport,” replied Ralph, “and hurry!”


  “Right,” came the reply. “So long.”


  The radio was dead and Ralph returned to the control room, shaking with excitement.


  “Just talked with Sorenson over the radio, Ted,” he said. “He is arranging with Reynolds and we are to land at the airport of New York.”


  Teddy gazed pityingly after him as he rushed for the stairs and bounded upward to apprise the doctor of what he had done.


  CHAPTER XXI


  The Return


  WHEN John Sorenson’s aerocab alighted at the airport of New York, its motors sizzling hot from the speed at which they had been operated, the Comet was already landed. An air ambulance was drawn up alongside and Sorenson hastened to the spot to greet his friends and to render such assistance as might be required. He had called the great surgeon at once after the communication from Ralph and all arrangements were made for moving the sick girl from the airport to Reynolds’ private hospital. He rushed to the manhole of the vessel in time to see Ralph and Teddy, with two strangers of huge size, emerge with a stretcher on which lay a still form covered with blankets. Behind them came the doctor and Mary and they were followed by two more of the strange giants. The stretcher was slid gently into the open door of the ambulance and Ralph and the doctor followed into the white-painted craft. An orderly closed the door behind them and the craft was off in the direction of the city.


  “Teddy,” called Sorenson.


  “Mr. Sorenson!” exclaimed Teddy in surprise, “you arrived here quickly. And I’m glad you came, because we want to follow and see how things come out for poor Margaret.”


  He greeted his employer warmly and was rewarded by the most friendly expressions he had ever received from the financier. Mary, too, came in for an enthusiastic greeting from the great man. And to his credit be it said that he did not mention the question of publicity. Nor, for that matter, did it even enter his mind since he heard the despairing call from the Comet.


  “What seems to be the trouble with the young lady?” asked Sorenson, leading the way to his aerocab.


  “She is afflicted with paralysis, caused by some nerve affection brought on by a disease she contracted while on Venus,” replied Teddy.


  “Poor girl,” exclaimed Sorenson. “Is it curable?”


  “Why, Doctor DePolac says that Reynolds can cure it by an exceedingly delicate operation, if we are in time,” was the reply.


  “Let no expense be spared, Teddy,” said his superior. “I will personally pay any bills involved. I feel responsible, because it was through my interference that these young ladies were allowed to make the hazardous journey.”


  “I imagine Ralph will permit no one but himself to take the responsibility,” said Teddy. “He and Margaret planned to marry as soon as we returned.”


  “Too bad. Too bad,” exclaimed Sorenson, shaking his head.


  They had reached the large aerocab which had just borne Sorenson from his home in Philadelphia in record time. The four Corisians stood about, ill at ease. Teddy laughed as he noticed this.


  “Mr. Sorenson,” he said, “these are Corisian nobles from the court of Queen Thalia—inhabitants of Venus, you know.”


  He presented them in turn and each bowed respectfully from his great height as his name was spoken. Sorenson took his first good look at the giants and his astonishment at their magnificent physiques and strange costumes was unbounded.”


  “Do they speak our language?” he asked.


  “It isn’t necessary,” said Teddy. “They’ll understand anything you may say to them and in turn will make themselves understood to you. Thought transference, you know. And they are here to purchase a couple of ships like the Comet.”


  Sorenson pricked up his ears at this and, when all were ensconced in the cab and headed for the city, he addressed. a few halting remarks to the nearest of the Corisians. He was astonished to find that his meaning was clear to the listener and that the measured reply was intelligible to him, though he understood not a word of those actually spoken to him. He experimented still further and, by the time the aerocab reached the landing platform of the hospital, he was engaged in an animated discussion with the visitors from Venus.


  “I am going to take the committee to Philadelphia with me,” he announced, as Teddy and Mary stepped from the cab, “and will arrange for their accommodation in my home. When Miss Sprague is out of danger, we shall all get together there and discuss things in detail. Be sure to advise me of the result of Doctor Reynolds’ operation as soon as possible.”


  “Indeed we shall,” responded Teddy. “I’ll give you a ring as soon as we learn anything definite.”


  Their farewells taken, Mary and Teddy hurried to the waiting lift, and Sorenson’s aerocab swung off rapidly toward the south.


  In the waiting room on the sixtieth floor they found Ralph, a dejected figure, pacing the floor with ill-concealed nervousness. He welcomed them with haggard countenance and with trembling lips.


  “What’s the verdict, old man?” asked Teddy.


  “They have her in the operating room now,” said Ralph tonelessly. “Reynolds didn’t have much to say. Just rushed her in there and told me to wait. DePolac is assisting in the operation.”


  Mary settled into a chair and clasped her hands so tightly together that the knuckles showed white and bloodless. She was as worried as Ralph, but did not wish to let him see her agitation.


  “How long did they think it would require?” she asked.


  “About three-quarters of an hour,” Ralph replied, looking at his watch, “and they have had her in there for twenty minutes now.”


  His suffering was so acute that Mary turned her head and asked no more questions. Teddy picked up a magazine and pretended to become absorbed in its pages.


  THE minutes lengthened to an hour and still there was no word from the operating room. Mary gazed from the window unseeingly as darkness fell and the great lights of the city took over the illumination of the canyons, which were its streets.


  Ralph’s misery deepened as time dragged on. His mind was a chaos of memories and fears. In his thoughts he reviewed the events since he had first met Margaret—the quick appeal she had made to him when he first visited Doctor DePolac—the shock when he learned she was to accompany the Comet on its initial journey—his jealousy of Captain French—the thrill of the moment when they had confessed their love for each other. Each recollection was as a knife thrust in his heart and he clenched his fists and gritted his teeth in his agony of spirit. He consulted his watch every few seconds and was appalled at the slowness with which the minute hand moved. When an hour and a half had passed he could contain himself no longer and rushed from the room to the corridor. He reached the door of the operating room and paused, listening intently. Not a sound came from behind the white enameled door, but the odor of ether was overpowering, sickening. His heart sank and he twisted his fingers into his hair in anguish. Teddy had followed him silently from the waiting room and now grasped him gently by the arm.


  “Come on now, old man,” he said. “You can’t do any good here and you are only working yourself up to a point where you are liable to need a doctor yourself.”


  “But they are so long,” came from Ralph’s white lips. “Yes,” said Teddy, as he led his friend back to the waiting room, “but I have seen operations that required more than two hours. It is nothing unusual and only shows that extreme care is being exercised.”


  Mary was frankly sobbing now and the sight served somehow to bolster up Ralph’s courage. His eyes filled as Teddy left his side and, with arms about her shaking body, attempted to comfort the weeping girl.


  “Here, here, what’s all this?” came the voice of Doctor DePolac from the doorway.


  Mary dried her tears and looked up as Ralph rushed to the doctor’s side and eagerly questioned him.


  “The operation was a success,” said the doctor, peering at him through his thick glasses, “but we cannot tell much about the patient’s chances until she comes out of the ether, which may not be for several hours. Her pulse is very high, of course, but it is strong and there is every reason to hope that she will entirely recover.” Doctor Reynolds now joined them and Ralph sensed the greatness of the man as soon as he was presented by Doctor DePolac. His remarkably intelligent gray eyes held a gleam of friendliness and benevolence that cheered Ralph at once.


  “Do you think that she will recover, Doctor?” asked Ralph.


  “I think so, my boy,” answered the great surgeon. “Of course we can never be absolutely certain in these cases, but you can rest assured that she is receiving every possible care and attention. She has an excellent chance of recovering, though I almost despaired of her when she was brought in. Do you wish to see her?”


  “If I may.”


  Teddy remained with the doctors while Mary and Ralph were led to Margaret’s room by a pleasant-faced, white-capped nurse. It was with a feeling of awe that they entered the ether-charged atmosphere and gazed at the still form of the girl they both loved. So white and rigid she lay that it seemed the wonderful spirit had left the tortured body, but they were quickly assured by the nurse that her condition was satisfactory. Ralph lifted one of the limp hands to his lips and hurried from the room to conceal his emotion. Mary followed him quietly.


  WITH the news next day that Margaret would recover, Ralph’s spirits soared, and he hastened to communicate with Mary. He was keenly disappointed because he was not permitted to visit the sick girl, but he had a mass of cheerful flowers and plants sent to her room. Mary was delighted at the news, but complained that her editors were besieging her for the first instalment of her story of the voyage of the Comet. The evening newspapers of the night before had carried screaming headlines announcing the return of the space flier, and gave considerable space to a description of the four visitors from Venus and to the story of Margaret’s illness. But Sorenson had given out nothing else and the world was waiting for the story of the trip. She was thus obliged to cut short her conversation and rush to the offices of the Blade.


  It was an astounded world that read of the exploits of the little party that had set forth so bravely less than two months previously, to render assistance to the inhabitants of Venus. And the world could not doubt, for the photographs brought back by the reporter of the Blade were as convincing as was her remarkably well written story. Scientists read to scoff, and then continued with the story to become believers and to render praise for those who had accomplished the impossible. Sorenson was besieged with offers of fortunes for his patent rights with requests for quotations on vessels similar to the Comet; with letters and radiograms begging for permission to embark on the next voyage into space. Teddy was equally pestered and they found it extremely difficult to resume normal activity.


  The visitors from Coris negotiated contracts with the firm covering the manufacture and delivery of two of the space fliers at a price of five million dollars each, payment to be made on delivery in gold, platinum, and iridium. These vessels would be of slightly larger size than the Comet and would be provided with larger rooms and larger furniture to accommodate the needs of the Corisians. Teddy started the designs at once and the factories of the corporation commenced work on the order from another world. The competitors of Sorenson were confounded, and stock in the corporation reached new high levels, as a flood of buying orders descended upon Wall Street.


  Mrs. Timken rushed home from Florida upon reading the news and made haste to visit Teddy Crowley. She was a handsome, energetic woman of forty-five and her merry eyes sparkled as Teddy confirmed the statements made in the newspaper articles.


  “It is the best thing that could have happened to my husband,” she exclaimed. “He was wasting his life in the observatory here, with his absurd clinging to obsolete ideas and methods. It will rejuvenate him and start him anew on the way to the fame and honor he justly deserves. I shall join him at the first opportunity.”


  “Good for you, Mrs. Timken,” said Teddy, taking her hand. “And you will not regret it. Seritanis is a beautiful city and you will find the people extremely friendly and congenial. The professor is beloved of them greatly and yours will be a position of high honor and luxury.”


  “How long will it be until the next trip can be made?”


  “Probably about two months. It will require about that time to construct the new vessels ordered by the Corisians and the Comet will accompany them on the trip to Seritanis. You can be booked as a passenger on the Comet at that time.”


  “Oh, that is wonderful, Mr. Crowley,” she enthused. “I shall make immediate preparations.”


  Teddy nodded with pleasure as she tripped from the room and bid him farewell. “Great little woman,” he thought, “and won’t the professor be tickled?”


  RALPH visited the hospital daily and exulted over the increasingly hopeful reports of the progress of the patient. Then came the day when they told him he could see her and his cup of joy was filled to overflowing. He entered the clean white room on tip-toe and reached with trembling fingers to caress the tumbled raven locks which spread over the pillow. Margaret’s head was turned toward the window and she had not heard him enter. “Sweetheart,” he whispered.


  She turned wondrous shining eyes in his direction, and Ralph’s heart pounded a tattoo within his breast, as he observed the sweet smile and the mounting flush which greeted him. She lifted white arms to him, and as he had done in Seritanis, he fell to his knees at her bedside.


  “My dear, my dear,” she crooned, burying her head in the hollow of His neck and twining her arms about him. “I’m so glad I was saved—for you.”


  “Thank God, yes,” murmured Ralph reverently.


  Day by day Margaret’s strength increased and it was not long until she was sitting up. Then followed days of recuperation in the extensive sun rooms in the top story of the building, and finally came the time when she was discharged as fully recovered. But ravages of the illness had left their mark and it was Doctor DePolac who advised a trip to Florida and an extended rest there, to build up her strength and restore her to the full vigor and remarkable vitality that had been hers.


  “But, Doctor,” she objected, “I can’t leave Ralph for two months.”


  “Well,” laughed DePolac, “why not marry him and take him with you?”


  Margaret flushed delightfully and the doctor stamped from the room, chuckling to himself, as he observed that Ralph was at the door, waiting for admittance.


  It was thus that a double wedding was arranged and quietly performed in the home of John Sorenson. Those present included Doctor DePolac and the four guests from Venus. The doctor removed his glasses and wiped his eyes several times during the ceremony. It seemed almost as if he were losing a favorite daughter. There would be a vacancy in the secretary’s office of his establishment that would be impossible to fill.


  After the ceremony, the two happy couples hurried to the airport to catch the night liner for Miami, which stopped at Philadelphia to take on passengers on its nightly trips from Montreal and New York. Work on the new space fliers was progressing satisfactorily, so Teddy had allowed himself to be persuaded by Sorenson that he could spare at least a week for his honeymoon. But for Margaret there had been decreed a stay of no less than two months and Ralph looked forward to many happy days with no care but that of his bride, and to the complete restoration of her health and strength.


  In their old-fashioned way Sorensen and the doctor gave them a send-off at the airport which tickled the risibilities of the many passengers of the great air liner and it was with a storm of good-natured, though embarrassed, protest that they scurried through the passage to their staterooms amid showers of rice and confetti.


  IT was five weeks later when Ralph hurried across the beach to the spot where Margaret lay stretched luxuriously beneath a gaily-colored parasol. She sat erect at his approach and greeted him with a smile of contentment and anticipation. Her scarlet bathing suit revealed a figure which had regained its natural lines of beauty and well-being and her wondrous color bespoke the wisdom of Doctor DePolac’s advice.


  “What is it, dear?” she asked Ralph.


  “They’re off to Coris,” he said as he spread the front page of the daily paper and sank down at her side beneath the sunshade.


  In letters two inches high there was the headline, Three Sorenson Craft Start for Venus, and underneath were photographs of the three spherical vessels as they took off from the landing field which had been provided for the new craft at the factory. There were photographs of the Corisian committee of four and of Sorenson, as well as one of Teddy and his bride. The face of Mary beamed from the page, as if attempting to give them a personal message of love and happiness.


  Eagerly they perused the full page of details, and softly they voiced their amazement, as they read that Sorenson himself had embarked on this voyage. The list of passengers on the Comet was an impressive one and included, besides Teddy and Mary and Mrs. Timken, many of the great scientists of the day and several officials of the United States government. Veiled statements hinted of treaties to be made with Thalia and of plans for the development of the resources of Venus that would be of immense advantage to the inhabitants of both planets. The two new vessels, which had not as yet been christened, were manned by workmen from the Sorenson factory, and piloted by specially trained men who would take their orders from Teddy by radio during the journey. An entire column was devoted to Ralph and to his leadership of the activities which resulted in the eventual annihilation of Kellos and its fearsome inhabitants. This was a resume of the original story written for the Blade by Mary, and it brought expressions of disgust from Ralph while it afforded great delight to Margaret.


  “But you were wonderful, dear,” she stated, when he voiced his indignation, “and I shall always be proud of what you did.”


  “Fiddlesticks!” he exclaimed. “It was no more than the others did, and no more than anyone in my position would have done.”


  But Margaret adored him with her eyes as he folded the sunshade and stretched lazily in the sand, gazing dreamily into the blue depths of the heavens where he knew the Comet and its two sister ships had vanished.


  “Wish you were with them?” asked Margaret wistfully.


  “Indeed not!” said her husband. “With you by my side I can ask for no more. Some day, though, we might make another voyage into space. Perhaps to some other planet. Whatever you wish will be my law.”


  He smiled and stretched himself in the sheer joy of living, as Margaret playfully tucked a handful of sand into the neck of his bathing suit. He made no effort to remove it.


  “Happy, dear?” she asked, after a moment.


  “And how!” was the enthusiastic reply.


  THE END


  THE ONSLUAGHT FROM VENUS


  Frank Phillips


  HERE is the versatile author of “Armageddon 2119 AD.” and “The Air Lords of Han,” with a brand new thrilling story.


  There are those authors whose chief claim to our attention is their imagination and those who in addition are inventors of no mean degree. The present author is a combination of both, and in addition, he knows how to create action stories that are difficult to match anywhere.


  Mr. Phillips has a knack of inventing new instruments that are as new to literature as they are to science, and there is no denying that his scientific creations are plausible and will be duplicated when the various arts have caught up with his scientific prognostic cations.


  It is always most interesting to us to speculate on what would happen if some alien intelligence from another world—granting that it exists—would invade this planet. Many authors have tried their hand at such a theme, but few are as forceful and versatile in picturing such a conflict as is the present author.


  In addition to this, he shows convincingly the importance of terrestrial conditions as they mil be experienced by alien invaders.


  WHEN half the population of the planet Venus hurled itself across the void of space at our own world, believing they were going to find a new home here, I was one of the first prisoners they took. As a matter of fact, I fell into their hands before one of them had set foot on Earth, when their first “bulb” was still 18,000 feet above it. It was a cloud bank that proved my undoing.


  We of the Airguard had had our warning, but were uncertain as to what to expect.


  The observatories of the Rockies, Alps, Andes and Himalayas had noted the mysterious objects bursting out of the cloud envelope of Venus, on orbits obviously calculated to bring them within the Earth’s gravitational influence.


  There could be no question but that some human-like intelligence was back of the mystery. The observatories flashed their warnings to the Central Astronomical Board, which in turn reported to the Supernational Commission of the Caucasian League, in Geneva.


  But the board went astray in its interpretation of the phenomena. Its theory was that the several thousand hurtling bulbs or spheres photographed by the observatories were projectiles containing explosives or some other agency of destruction. Actually they housed from 400 to 2,000 men of Venus apiece, fleeing their planet. They were trying to escape annihilation by volcanic forces that had gotten out of control after several centuries Of increasingly ambitious use.


  About half the population of Venus lacked the courage to face the terrors of interplanetary space in a desperate gamble for continued existence.


  Presumably they perished in the Doomsday which followed, and which was visible to our observatories as terrific disturbances and upheavals in the Venusian cloud envelope.


  Of the other half, who exchanged their few remaining weeks of existence on Venus for the desperate chance of hitting a pinpoint in space, and finding it habitable after hitting it, relatively few reached the Earth. Had a majority done so I question whether we could have withstood them so successfully, with their terrible weapons.


  We would have overwhelmed them by sheer numbers in any event, of course, but men would have died by the hundreds of millions and the rest of us would have returned to the dark ages if we had not been able to overcome them before they deranged that delicate balance of production, commerce, finance and social structure that we call civilization.


  From what I learned as a prisoner, our astronomers actually discovered only fifteen or twenty percent of the total number of “bulbs” launched. Altogether more than 47,000 of them were hurled toward the Earth, carrying about 45,000,000 Venusians (the total population of their planet being only slightly over 100,000,000.)


  Only 1,600 of these “bulbs,” with “crews” aggregating 1,400,000 actually reached Earth. Thousands of them were shattered by collisions with meteoric bodies. Thousands more were deflected from their course by unforeseen gravitational influences exerted on them and they hurtled on into space past the Earth. Still other thousands were estimated by the invaders themselves to have missed the target through errors in calculation, and the imperfection of hurriedly constructed space “guns.” But to begin at the beginning, I was patrolling the air lanes above Northern Mexico, about a hundred miles south of the Texas line, with “Tubby” Baines handling the radio and telescopes, while “Eggy” Morris sat at the guns of our Randall. This was then the newest type of plane in the Air Guard, a ship of remarkable balance and steadiness for those days, with an easily sustainable speed of 300 miles an hour, and a cruising radius of 6,500 miles.


  As far as the eye could reach, and the scopes too, for that matter, the air was filled with patrol ships, each circling the territory of its beat and waiting for we knew not exactly what.


  The “bulbs” were due to arrive at any time now. From one end of the continent to the other, and throughout Europe, the Supernational League’s Red Cross Division had been mobilizing relief organizations. City populations had been ordered to scatter temporarily into the open. It would not do to have one of these bulbs hit closely massed millions, if they were explosive.


  Our orders in the Air Guard were indefinite. We were to patrol, watch, report and stand by for further orders. We were to spot any hits of the interplanetary projectiles, so that relief might be rushed to points needed with the least delay. We were all at a pretty high tension.


  Far above us, to the South, was a big cloud bank, and it was in the middle of the afternoon that Tubby sang out to me the general order he had just picked up. All Randalls were to rise out of position, and head South a hundred miles at whatever level was necessary to carry us above the cloud blanket. Observations, it seems, indicated that most of the oncoming bulbs were falling toward the Tropics.


  I nosed upward in a long easy slant that took us into the cloud bank. Once in it we could not see forty feet ahead, but I kept the Randall rising at full throttle, for I knew there would be no other plane within miles at this level.


  Captured!


  I CAN’T tell just how it all happened—it took place so rapidly—but I was conscious that our plane was entangled in a vast mass of billowing, canvas-like material. It closed around us in overwhelming folds as we buried ourselves in it and brought up with a sickening lurch.


  Tubby’s face bore an expression of ludicrous surprise as he spread-eagled over my shoulder, sailed over the rail, and disappeared, scratching desperately for a hand-hold as he slid down a trough in the billowing fabric. That was the last I ever saw of him.


  I have no recollection at all of what happened to Eggy. I never saw him again.


  For a moment I clung to the rail as the Randall slowly turned over. Then I lost my hold, and slid with increasing momentum down one of the folds of that vast enveloping fabric—a human insect, lost in a chaos of drifting canvas 20,000 feet above the Earth.


  My hand touched a rope. I held desperately to it, and found it with my other hand. A short distance below me in the fog I heard a crash, evidently the Randall colliding with something bulky and metallic. Then silence.


  Gradually the sea of canvas straightened out. I knew then that I was clinging to the edge of a vast parachute. But my whole mind was centered on self-preservation. I had no time to wonder. I went down the rope hand under hand, until below me in the mist loomed a section of a great metal dome. With my feet planted on this more substantial support I paused to regain my breath and gather myself together.


  It did not yet occur to me that I had found one of the interplanetary bulbs. Like everyone else, I had it set in my mind that these would turn out to be explosive projectiles. Moreover I was completely dazed with the suddenness of it all.


  Mistily, the metal dome curved downward in one direction. In the other I saw a railing a few feet away. I threw myself toward it and climbed over with a sigh of relief. The whole structure was swaying sluggishly, and was sinking, I was sure. But it had not fallen below the cloud as yet.


  Then a hatch nearby flipped open.


  Three men climbed hastily out. They were clad in what looked like divers’ suits, covering them from shoulder to foot; and over their heads were large goggled helmets.


  My surprise evidently was equalled by their own, for they paused to survey me amazedly through their big goggles. Then one of them signalled the others, and all three of them leaped upon me like wildcats. Taken utterly by surprise, I went down under their rush. I was hustled down through the hatch, which clanged over my head, and literally rushed down a corridor into a compartment that looked like a combination of control room and engineroom on one of our own big dirigibles.


  The ship, for now I knew I was aboard some sort of strange aircraft, was crowded. My captors had to fight their way down the corridor with me. Some of the crew through whom they pushed were clothed in “divers” suits and goggled helmets like themselves. Others wore sleeveless, belted tunics that reached the knees, and they looked to me as though they had emerged from flour barrels. Their skins were dead white, as white as Grecian statues. But their eyes were yellow and their close cropped hair a tawny orange.


  In the center of the control room was a big instrument table, at which a marble-white man sat, surrounded by illuminated screens upon which appeared shifting pictures. Occasionally he would reach over and twist a lever, or flip a switch. My captors stood respectfully waiting for his attention. Finally he looked up and stared at me with piercing yellow eyes that looked out from a finely chiselled face that might indeed have been marble from its total lack of color.


  But he had little time for me then. He waved his hand and turned back to his instruments. My captors hustled me off to a little compartment, where I was locked in.


  Later came a slight jar. The ship had come to rest on the ground. There was a clanging of doors, and rushing of feet, babel of voices and harsh commands; and the sound of heavy machinery being hauled around.


  My captors re-appeared, and literally dragged me down a spiral companionway to the lower decks of the ship, and thence into the bright light of day.


  Squat Guns Cough


  I LOOKED around in amazement. I had emerged from a great metal sphere about 600 feet in diameter. Around me was the greatest activity. Some fifteen hundred helmeted figures had spread out over the plain. Split up into disciplined groups, they were busily setting up what appeared to be numerous searchlights and squat, broadmouthed anti-aircraft guns of complicated design.


  In the sky above gathered a host of planes of our Air Guard, circling around, puzzled by what they saw below. Had they only dropped their bombs then, much bloodshed among our own people could have been avoided, but quite naturally in this day of civilization, they did no such thing.


  They had reported to Washington and had received orders to make friendly overtures to the strange newcomers. One of the planes dropped below the formation and began to spiral down.


  A few feet away from me one of the squat guns coughed. A blinding flash appeared some fifty feet away from the circling plane, which was irresistibly sucked into it. There was a miniature thunder-clap, and the twisted, incandescent wreckage of the plane dropped like a stone.


  Another gun coughed hollowly, and another blinding glare of light appeared, this time in the middle of the formation above. It sucked in three planes; and their broken, twisted remains also plunged earthward.


  Then our planes dived, their motors roaring. There was a sudden consternation among the whiteskinned men around me. Guns coughed frantically. Hastily aimed bombs flashed, blinding even when seen against the bright sky. Two more planes collapsed, but the rest dived on.


  More guns coughed. The attention of my guards diverted for the moment, I hurled myself headlong toward the nearest gun, whose crew was about to discharge it. I caught the feet of the creature whose hand was reaching out toward the firing mechanism, upset him, and rolled instantly to my feet, tugging at the automatic in the holster on my thigh. I got it out in time to fire point blank at another who leaped at me. He reeled, and I noticed as he went down that though the skins of these strange people were white, their blood was red enough.


  I took toll of seven before they finally pinned me down, and my little diversion at least kept one of their guns out of action while the planes sprayed the groups of soldiers with a leaden hail, cutting them down by the score. Then the planes zoomed again to comparative safety.


  By now, however, the invaders’ machines that looked like searchlights got into action. They spread fan-like beams of iridescence overhead. These beams the operators quickly wove into an interlocking network, making virtually a continuous cone of pulsing light, its base the circle on which the machines had been set up, and its apex about a thousand feet in the air.


  The planes of the Air Guard returned to the attack, this time dropping bombs as they passed overhead. I broke into a cold sweat. I knew the power of those bombs, and figured my life in terms of split seconds.


  Then an amazing thing happened. The downrushing bombs bounced off the cone-curtain of light as though from an invisible rubber wall, and exploded harmlessly. Not even the fragments showered around, for these too bounced off in their turn. But the invaders were close to panic from the ear-splitting force of the explosions, and they manipulated their coughing guns in very ragged fashion.


  Through the uproar their leaders rushed about angrily, beating them back to the posts they had abandoned. I saw more than one of them strike down a man with his short, heavy sword.


  Not until the Air Guard planes had expended all their ammunition did they withdraw to the 10,000 foot level, where again they circled watchfully.


  Altogether seven planes of the Air Guard had been shot down. About three hundred of the men of Venus lay killed and wounded within the circle. All these casualties, however, had been suffered prior to the formation of the protecting lights cone which had thrown off bombs and bullets alike, rendering the second attack of our planes quite futile, although seemingly terrific.


  CHAPTER II


  Ultimatum!


  INTENSE activity on the part of the invaders followed the withdrawal of the Air Guard squadron. A vast mass of machinery was removed from the sphere, which actually was taken apart in the process. Its plates and beams had been cleverly designed as interchangeable parts of other machines and constructive apparatus. Quickly interchangeable at that. I don’t think it took more than an hour or so for the thousand men of Venus who were not casualties, or assigned to the task of ministering to the wounded, to completely demolish the great bulb in which they had arrived on Earth.


  In its place there arose giant cranes, and complicated machines which began to dig and handle materials in huge masses, with uncanny skill and accuracy.


  In the center of the circle was erected a cylindrical apparatus, which proved to be a boring machine. By some complicated process that was beyond my comprehension it began to dig a great well, the displaced earth literally flowing from openings in the side of the thing. As the mound of earth grew around it, the cylinder automatically rose in the center of this mound.


  Other machines which squatted like huge metallic insects, occasionally raising themselves on leglike levers to change their positions, reached out with great extension arms that terminated in universal-jointed paddles or “hands,” each probably fifteen feet across, and scooped vast quantities of the earth toward the outer part of the mound.


  Before long the removed earth assumed the proportions of a hill. The circular battery of fan-ray machines was moved outward, the number of machines being augmented by constantly assembled additions.


  Then I noticed that the character of the earth flowing from the boring machine was changing. In a few minutes molten lava was pouring out of the broad-lipped spouts. There ensued unusual activity on the part of the shovel-handed machines, whose operators, with a skill that held me enthralled, manipulated the liquid stone, absorbing the heat from it with accessory apparatus, and shaping it as it hardened.


  Night fell, and the glow of the lava lighted the scene weirdly, tinting the dead white bodies of the invaders. By now they were mostly stripped. With the setting of the sun they had begun to remove their protective diver-like suits and goggled helmets, and for the most part were dad only in full-cut short trousers, not unlike kilts, that extended in pleats from highly ornamented, broad belts to a point several inches above the knee.


  There were many women among them. In fact, about a third of them were women, but there was no distinction between their dress, or lack of it, and that of the men. Both men and women wore their tawny yellow hair close cropped. Nor did there seem to be any division of labor among them that was based on sex. All were working under high pressure at various machines, except the executives, those who were tending the wounded, and the three guards who never let me get beyond their reach. They permitted me free movement, however, within the confines of the circle so long as I did not approach any of the machines too closely, or get in the way of the bustling parties.


  That more would be heard from our planes that night I know well. The traditions of the Air Guard, particularly the American Division, did not embrace much consideration of the principle of watchful waiting.


  I had just looked at my watch—it was nine o’clock—when something white, a little weighted parachute floated down right through the cone of the fan rays, which spread a faint iridescence through the air above us. A white-bodied girl approached it hesitatingly, inspected it where it lay, and at last reassured, picked it up and ran with it to the commander.


  I knew what it was; a note, an ultimatum, offering truce or war to the invaders. When the commander looked casually at it, handed it back, and with a word waved the girl away, I had a pretty good idea of what would follow. The Air Guard would be watching through their night scopes, and probably would get a good view of his action, for he was standing well in the open, and in the glow of the lava.


  A moan from above swelled into a roar. My heart skipped a beat. It was one of those two-ton inflammite bombs. The bombs dropped previously were as pills by comparison. That it would burst through that inverse magnetic film of the fan rays by sheer momentum, I had no doubt.


  But it didn’t. With a horrible whooping shriek, it rebounded to one side and detonated two or three hundred feet away, the shriek and the stunning detonation blending in’ a vast ear-splitting sound.


  The fan-ray film threw off the big steel “can” and! its fragments, but it offered no resistance to the force of the explosion. The people of Venus nearest that side of the circle were literally blown from their feet, and lay mangled and bleeding.


  There followed a period of silence no less stunning than the explosion. Then the invaders leaped to work. Under snarling, barking commands of their leaders they rushed to replace several of the fan-ray machines that had been blown from their mounts, while the operators of the remainder raised the angles of their beams to make the cone as large as possible.


  Fluttering and swingingjown through the film came another little parachute message. Their commander did not have to know any Earth language to grasp its meaning. But he did not seem to. Or if he did, no other course than ignoring it entered into his calculations. Again he waved aside the bearer of the message angrily.


  The invaders once more were near panic, but their discipline held. Suits and helmets were donned hastily. The coughing guns were manned, and began to hurl their queer suction bombs upward into the black night. These projectiles, I noticed, passed freely through the fan-ray film.


  “Hell” From “Heaven”


  AROUND the circle machines were hastily manned to drive diagonal wells into the ground. In these the ray machines were placed for safety. The work that was accomplished in the next ten minutes was astounding. The men of Venus were almost ready for the heavy bombardment when it broke, and their suction bombs were flashing with blinding rapidity against the dark sky above. I could well imagine that our air guard were having no picnic with them. Their flashing would have served to half blind a pilot.


  Then “hell” dropped from “heaven.” One by one, at intervals of less than a second the two-ton bombs fell. They were thrown off at various angles from the cone film, but being set for contact detonation did not rebound to great distances.


  I threw myself to the ground, with my arms wrapped around my head, and lay there half stunned. I lost consciousness at the expiration of a short interval. I don’t know how long it was before I came to. But as I staggered to my feet, those about me were doing the same. There was no indication of our planes overhead, and the faint iridescence of the cone film was unbroken. Many of the machines sprawled about, overturned and wrecked. And at several spots within the circle I could see parts of our planes which evidently had been wrecked by the coughing guns.


  Fully half the original fifteen hundred invaders were now casualties. But the remainder tirelessly took up the task of repairing the damage and carrying on their construction work. And such wonders did they accomplish with their strange machinery that dawn rose on a terraced, castle-like structure of solid and cooled lava, circular, about a thousand feet across, and rising to a squat tower in the center the top of which was some two hundred feet above the level of the plain.


  An encircling ring of fan-ray machines, buried deeply in a diagonally-cut trench, spread their cone-shaped, faintly visible protection above the structure, and far enough away from it to render the explosion even of such bombs as had been hurled during the night relatively harmless.


  I was dragged within this fortress, and locked in a bare cell, from which I had a restricted view through a narrow porthole facing the north.


  Within my range of vision a few sentries covered from head to foot in their peculiar suits, patrolled the terraces, pausing now and again to gaze through instruments that looked like complicated reflex telescopes mounted on tripods. But the main body must have been within the walls, sleeping off their exhaustion, for aside from the sentries I saw no one. Exhausted myself, I dropped to the hard floor and fell asleep.


  CHAPTER III


  Unearthly Colonies


  A GREAT deal of history was made in the two months I was held prisoner. But I learned little until afterward of the manner in which the invaders, who had peppered the world with colonies similar to the one in which I was incarcerated, finally consolidated their strength in the tropical sections of Central and South America.


  Most of their “bulbs” had descended about a thousand miles north or south of the Equator. Several had landed in the United States. Some of these had been overwhelmed at once, when their crews showed fight, and before they could assemble and bring into action their fan-ray machines or their coughing guns and suction bombs. Others had managed for several days to stave off the Air-Guard and Land-Guard cordons which closed around them. One had held out as long as two weeks.


  Once their fan rays were in operation they were most difficult to subdue. In each case where the Air-Guard did not succeed in annihilating them at the outset with inflammite “pills,” they finally had to be overpowered by massed infantry attacks.


  In these attacks our Guard suffered tremendous losses, for as they passed through the fan-ray zones their rifles and side arms were wrenched from their grasp by the repelling effect of the inverse magnetic forces. The men were forced to cast aside all equipment containing metal of any description, and to meet the soldiers of Venus with bare hands, rocks, and such hastily improvised clubs as they could get a hold of as they advanced; whereas the planetary invaders, already safe behind their magnetic film, were not handicapped in the use of metal weapons, and their deadly vacuum grenades.


  The European divisions of the Caucasian Federation were not, on the whole, so successful as the American in coping with the invaders, while in Asia, and other parts of the world, the invaders had things pretty much their own way.


  Later, as they assembled their aircraft, and got their earthly bearings better, they abandoned their outlying lava forts, and mobilized in the tropical regions of the Western Hemisphere, where the weather conditions were more suited to them, and where they achieved such concentration of forces that the most powerful of the hastily organized attacks of the American Air Guard, reinforced from Europe, were decisively repulsed.


  Then ensued that lull in hostilities that preceded the final conflict.


  But all this is a matter of general history, whereas this account is primarily concerned with my own experiences.


  Skins Like Fish


  THE first week of my incarceration was rather dull. My jailer was a middle aged man of abnormal cerebral development. Most of the food he brought me turned my stomach; filthy messes of partially decomposed animal and vegetable matter. There were certain vital physiological differences between the men of Venus and those of Earth, and as a matter of fact the fare that was brought me was in full conformity, with their standards of wholesomeness and palatability.


  My jailer pestered me continuously, forcing me to utter the names of everything he could point out to me or show me pictures of. They had some very clever photographic process that enabled them to take telescopic pictures of great clarity and accuracy.


  From the names of objects, he probed me for words denoting action, and so on, until much to my surprise, at the end of no less than a month, he addressed me one day in halting, but unmistakable English.


  “Your speech has been, very hard to learn,” he informed me, “because it is so involved, and much less direct than ours; though it has the advantage that you have fewer words to remember.”


  This was the gist of his speech. I don’t remember the exact words he used, except that they were very funny, and also very ingenious in the association of ideas through which he made his meaning clear.


  But after this he did not bring my food any more. Instead a young girl was assigned to the task. She informed me haltingly that she was learning my speech.


  “Let me teach you,” I suggested. She smiled at this, but shook her head negatively.


  “I can learn more quickly from the miorurlia,” she Said.


  And at the end of another week she was speaking better English than the man had.


  She told me I was considered something of a prize, for though their colonies had captured several thousand Earth men, most of them had rated low in intelligence, and they had only two or three altogether who spoke English.


  Her name, she said, was Nyimeurnior. She quizzed me untiringly about life on the Earth, and since her questions covered the entire range of engineering, medicine, sociology, history, commerce and industry, as well as political economy, I was rather hard put to give satisfactory answers. But in turn she freely discussed her own race with me.


  She found it difficult to understand why the food they had been giving me was nauseating to me, and this led to a long discussion of many physiological differences between Earth men and the men of Venus. That there were such differences I was not unprepared to learn, since there were such differences in physical appearance.


  On the whole, the invaders were a trifle smaller of stature and bigger of head than ourselves. Their foreheads were higher, their eyes a bit larger, and their noses, mouths and chins, though regular and beautifully molded, a bit smaller in proportion. At that, however, I have seen Earth men who could have passed for these people, were it not for the difference of coloring.


  They were as dead white as marble statues, except for tawny yellow eyes and hair. And I might mention that they had no hair anywhere upon their bodies except upon their heads, where it grew thickly. Both men and women wore it cropped very short. This dead white skin of theirs was thicker than ours, but was also very soft, and normally should have been moist, not from perspiration, but from the absorption of moisture from the air. This absorption rather than excretion appeared to be the principal function of their pores.


  They could, of course, and actually did, drink a great deal of water during their life on Earth, but the sensation was very unpleasant to them, and they drank only of necessity, because their pores could not absorb from the relatively dry atmosphere of the Earth the amount of water they needed.


  Rule or Ruin


  THEY needed considerably more heat, also, than our climate furnished anywhere except in the tropics. This was the reason for their decision to withdraw those colonies which, like the one in which I was held prisoner, were located in more temperate regions. It was also the reason why they contemplated no immediate conquest of the Earth, but planned to remain on the defensive in their tropic strongholds until such time as they might better adapt themselves to Earthly conditions, and increase their numbers. In the meantime, however, it was their intention. Nyimeurnior told me, to keep the Earth men busy with destructive air raids.


  They had anticipated finding the Earth’s atmosphere different from their own, of course, and knowing that it would be considerably drier had equipped themselves with waterproof suits which covered them from, head to foot.


  These suits served the purpose of humidors. They were also an absolute essential as a protection from the Earthly daylight. Our atmosphere, lacking the fog filters of that of Venus, lets through certain rays of the sun which, though almost a necessity of life to Earth beings, are rank poison to Venus animal and plant life.


  “Does the sunlight never break through the cloud layers of Venus?” I asked Nyimeurnior.


  “Not ever,” she replied, quaintly. “Our daylight is very bright, and very warm, because Venus is so much closer to the Sun than Earth. But the air is very full of water, like the fog you tell me you have in other parts of Earth, and like these clouds that sometimes pass above us here, and it is never you are able to see for greater distances than what you call a quarter of a mile. Before we came to Earth we knew sunlight only from sending—what do you say?—scientific expeditions up through the clouds many, many—that is, a very great distance.”


  Exposure to sunlight, even for a very short time, was deadly to the people of Venus. I had occasion to observe this for myself later. It did not bum them in the way that over-exposure does Earth men, for they had no pigmentation in their skins whatever. But it did pull the blood right out through the pores, so that after a time they became horrible spectacles. But even more deadly than this was its toxic effect upon them. It deranged their nervous systems, and stimulated them to a hysterical fever, which was quickly followed by a torpor and, if relief measures were not applied promptly, by death.


  A half an hour unprotected from the rays of the sun would turn the hardiest man of Venus into a dried-out, blood-caked corpse. An hour or two hours in normal daylight, out of the direct rays of the sun would do the same, though they suffered little discomfort in going abroad when it was storming or the skies were heavily overcast.


  Naturally they were not happy in the Earth atmosphere. Nyimeurnior told me that they wore very little clothing on Venus, and hated the feel of the humidor suits they were forced to wear out of doors in the daytime on Earth. But there was no help for that. They simply kept under cover all they could during the day, in their artificially humidified structures, adopting a schedule of night work. But even at this, the chill of the night outdoors was playing havoc with the health of the community, and before many more days, she informed me, they would abandon the lava fort, and migrate in the airships they had built since my incarceration to the city which other communities were even now completing in the fastnesses of the tropical forests of Brazil.


  “I cannot understand, Nyimeurnior,” I said one day, “why your people refused all overtures of peace. Our Earth nations are not bloodthirsty. We do not kill for the sake of killing. There have been many wars in the past, owing to the fact that men cannot always agree on everything, but in the main Earth men live at peace with one another, and I know they would be willing to live at peace with your people if you would show the right spirit. There is much in which we could help you, much that we could teach you; as there is much that we could learn from you. It would be to the mutual advantage of both races.”


  The girl looked at me queerly. Her pretty little mouth closed in a grim line. She made no reply whatever, but arose and left my cell immediately, evidently in anger.


  I never thoroughly understood this attitude on their part; nor have I ever heard that any one else ever did. During the time I was prisoner I tried to suggest the idea of a truce to their leaders as frequently as I could. But it seemed as though their consciousness was utterly and mysteriously barred to its consideration. The only reply I ever got was a blow in the face, or a look betokening a suspicion that I was mentally unbalanced. Don’t ask me why. I can’t explain it. But certain it is that, from the day the first bulb fell into our atmosphere until that final day when our armies, millions strong, surged irresistibly through the Brazilian forests, not once did they make an overture of peace, or indicate, that they would accept any mercy from us. They simply could not grasp the idea, that was all.


  For several days after I made this suggestion to Nyimeurnior she would not speak to me. She brought my food (healthful Earth food now, not the sickly messes they had given me at first), and left as quickly as possible. It was as though I had offered her some gross personal insult that had filled her with a loathing of me.


  Mushroom Ships


  THIS didn’t bother me much, however. To those who had any personal contact with the invaders, I don’t have to explain why. But, for the benefit of those who never saw one at close range, I might say that though I found the girl interesting, and though I could even go so far as to refer to her as “pretty,” anything like a romantic interest in her was an utter impossibility.


  Imagine, if you can, being in love with a girl with a dead-white, moist, clammy skin, like the belly of a scaleless fish, bloodless lips, and smoky, yellow eyes that somehow reminded you of those of a cat, although the shape of the eyelids was human enough.


  No. Nyimeurnior’s attitude did not disturb my emotions in the least, though it piqued my curiosity greatly.


  Gradually, however, she appeared to forget the “insult.” Her interest in information about the Earth served to renew our conversations. Perhaps she was ordered to resume them.


  She told me about their airships, mushroom-like affairs in which the space for the crew and cargo corresponded with the stem, and the elevating machinery is built into the umbrella-like superstructure. They could rise in a straight vertical line, like helicopters, move slowly and gently, or hover motionless. Speedy aircraft, she explained, would be suicidal in the fogs of Venus.


  I was amazed at her description of the manner in which they were supported. Air on the upper surface of the “umbrella” was destroyed by electronic action, thus forming an up-sucking vacuum. It was “recreated” electronically on the under surface of the umbrella, thus forming a supporting cushion of compressed air which, though constantly dissipating, was being replenished with equal rapidity. It was only necessary to vary the speed of the process to rise or fall. Automatic compensators constantly adjusted the vacuum and pressure at various points on the umbrella surface, always keeping the ship in perfect balance. If anything went wrong with the electronic apparatus the ship merely came down like an ordinary parachute. Horizontal propellers furnished motive power.


  With the clear air of Earth through which to fly, she said, their engineers were increasing the ratio of motive power, and her own community had succeeded in obtaining a speed of 130 miles an hour with its ships. This was less than half the speed of our Air Guard patrol planes, and less than three-quarters that of our bombers.


  “We are saving you to teach us about planes,” Nyimeurnior said.


  “Saving me from what?” I asked.


  She looked at me in surprise. “From death, of course,” she replied. “Why should we be wasting food and trouble on you if we could not make use of you?”


  “Would you not spare my life from motives of mercy?” I asked.


  “ ‘Mercy?’ ” she repeated questioningly in her peculiar pronunciation, “that is a word we have not spoken of before. What does it mean?”


  I tried to explain to her, but quite unsuccessfully. The best she could make of the idea of sparing an enemy of whom no profitable use could be made was that it was a manifestation of ignorance or insanity. I began to realize that these people had no conception of charity, sympathy or kindness as spontaneous emotions, although they approximated the practical manifestations of the emotions from a motivation of expediency.


  I delved further, and found that they were unfamiliar with love, except as an intellectually selfish emotion. A husband was kind to his wife, for instance, because he needed her help and cooperation, and realized that she could give this more efficiently under the influence of consideration and comforts than with a mind or body deranged by harsh treatment. If she lost her usefulness to him he put her away on a sort of pension arrangement. He did not kill her because that would make other women fear him, and he might have difficulty in getting another wife. On the other hand a wife was helpful and considerate of her husband because she realized it was to her interest to cooperate fully with him.


  And naturally, the most kind and considerate of the young men and young women were in the greatest demand as husbands and wives.


  But back of all their courtesy and consideration was nothing but an acutely developed self interest, tied up with a peculiarly keen appreciation of the values of cooperation, and an ability to weigh and balance those values, undisturbed by emotion, far in advance of any similar ability on the part of Earth men.


  They had only one true emotion—physical fear. They were very susceptible to it. As compensation they had a high order of intellectual courage. The fact that they had risked a journey through space attested that. But their physical susceptibility to fear in moments of emergency was a far greater handicap to their balance and judgment than is the case with the average of Earth men. Fear tended to paralyze rather than stimulate them to action. Intellectually they steeled themselves from early childhood against this weekness, but with only partial success.


  It was quite plain to me as a result of this partial insight into their psychology gained from Nyimeurnior, that I had my choice of ultimate death, or playing traitor to my country, my world and my fellow man by teaching them to make and fly airplanes.


  For strange as it may seem at first thought, Earth men, despite the comparative newness of their mechanical civilization, held an advantage in the air, from a military point of view, with their swift, darting planes; though it may be conceded that for general convenience and comfort the Venus “umbrella ship” was superior.


  Having developed their navigation of the air along totally different lines for centuries, the newcomers had nothing more than an elementary grasp of the principles underlying the construction and use of planes.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Judgment of the Nyapacleur


  I HAD no intention however, of either turning traitor or sacrificing my life. So I began to maneuver for a chance at freedom.


  Not long after I had come to this conclusion I was take before the Nyapacleur or commander of the community, whose position, with allowance made for the highly organized and mechanically perfected civilization of Venus, was not unlike that of a feudal baron. That is to say, he held the power of life and death over the entire community. The members, according to the Venus theory, owed all their necessities and comforts, as well as their very lives, to the skill and strength of his leadership. They, in turn owed those lives to him if ever he should choose to call for them.


  This Nyapacleur’s name was Lourmon. He was the same before whom I had been taken for a brief instant in the sphere which had brought the community from Venus. Nyimeurnior and my first jailer, whose name I learned was Founyi, acted as interpreters.


  The room in which he gave me audience was not unlike an office. He sat at a kind of desk, on which, however, the usual mass of papers was replaced by a number of mechanical contrivances which I judged were various forms of recording and reporting devices.


  The air in the room was warm, and highly humid. Lourmon, naked except for the peculiar belt and shorts the invaders wore, and a kind of sandal, was such an incongruous figure, from my Earthly point of view, that I could not help smiling. Imagine, if you can, a near Grecian statue come to life and leaning carelessly over a table piled with modern scientific instruments.


  He glanced at me keenly, and spoke a few words in that soft, slurring tongue of theirs which was a form of language which no race on Earth has yet developed except for purposes of writing. By that I mean that it was not the original or natural speech of these people, but a species of “shorthand,” through which entire sentences and paragraphs might be summed up in a single word, or two or three words. One of my great regrets is that I had so little opportunity to learn it.


  These few words Founyi translated into nearly five minutes of his slow English, reviewing in detail the account of my capture, referring more briefly to the journey of the invaders through space and the reasons which led them to attempt it, outlining their determination and confidence in their ability to exterminate Earth men and take over the world for themselves, and setting forth my individual helplessness and the wisdom of endeavoring to make myself a useful slave if I desired to preserve my life.


  While Founyi was translating, Lourmon, clearly impatient at the handicaps of such a slow and clumsy language, was abstractedly manipulating the levers of a little apparatus which was presenting to him a series of pictures on a little translucent screen. At the end of Founyi’s speech he looked questioningly at me, as though taking my consent for granted.


  I had decided to appear to agree, for only in such a source could I see any possibility of being permitted enough freedom of movement to plan for my escape. But I did not want to seem to give in too readily. It would be more convincing, I thought, if I were persuaded only reluctantly, after more elaborate threats and promises. In this, however, I made a blunder.


  Lourmon leaped to his feet in a rage when I did not instantly agree.


  “M’yarrip!” He fairly snarled the word at me.


  “He says,” Nyimeurnior explained calmly, “that you are a fool, but that since you are only an Earth man he will give you one more chance to think it over and make better use of what little intelligence you have. He does this, not from any motive of ‘mercy’ or justice to you, for as a prisoner you are not entitled to any rights or claims whatever, but on the contrary are indebted to him already for several weeks’ existence. He does it merely because he needs information you can give him, and he is willing to sacrifice even his dignity on the chance that you will ultimately give it to him freely. But this sacrifice of dignity in not ordering your execution immediately he will hold against you as a debt. If you do not change your mind you will be tortured, and the secrets of the Earth airplanes dragged from yon.”


  I was so amazed at the volume of meaning the girl translated from the Nyapacleur’s single word, that I forgot to play my role, and instead of consenting at once, stood there with an open mouth, like the fool Lourmon had called me, trying to figure out how much language actually had been packed into two syllables, and how much was, so to speak, “embroidery”, added to it by the girl from her knowledge of the situation.


  Lourmon made a vicious little gesture, and my two interpreters led me back to my cell.


  “You’re not such a low mentality as he believes you,” the girl remarked. “Unless I too have misjudged you, you will accept. If you decide to before the next mealtime, just knock on the panel. The guard outside will be instructed to take you to Lourmon, who will not need any speech from you but just a sign of assent.” With that she stepped from my cell to the corridor and shot the panel across.


  Escape


  THIS arrangement, I thought, would give me my opportunity. I glanced through the tiny window of my cell. A brilliant morning sun flooded the half mile or so of bare plain and the rugged, rocky country beyond. Why should I wait to build up little by little any elaborate plan of gaining more and more freedom of movement within the “castle” until finally I could make an opportunity of escape? It would be better to risk all on a bold stroke.


  After the first day the sentries had given up patrolling the open terraces in the daytime, even in their cleverly constructed humidor suits. Two of them had died from it. Instead, I had been informed by Nyimeurnior, they were safely ensconced in little turrets, which they could enter only from within the fortress, and from these they scanned the sky with their telescopic instruments, carefully shielded with ray filters, for signs of the Earth men’s airplanes, turning their attention occasionally to the rough country surrounding the little plain on which the fortress was located.


  Once I got clear in the open sunlight, the invaders would certainly find it difficult to pursue me. My danger would be chiefly that they might launch an umbrella ship after me.


  Indecision is not a frequent fault among us of the Air Guard. I rapped on the door at once, hoping that my guard would be a big fellow for his race, and be wearing his humidor suit.


  Footsteps approached, and the panel swung back. He thrust his head in the cell and beckoned me to follow him.


  I seized and jerked him into the room. It would have been easy to knock him out with a blow on the jaw if it had not been for his helmet. But I finally managed to knock this off as we scuffled and then a few well directed blows put him out.


  I stripped the fellow of his humidor suit. Luck was with me, for though he was not as large as I, his suit was a bit large for him, and with some difficulty I was able to squeeze into it. Placing the helmet over my head, I belted on his weapons, which consisted of a short sword and a couple of what I took to be small vacuum grenades. Then I stepped boldly through the panel door into the passageway. Nobody was in sight.


  From a distance, some place below, there came to me through the network of corridors and up the ramps which was used in place of stairs, the sounds of a large body of men marching. Gradually this sound lessened, and since at the same time I heard a confused clamor through the outlet ventilators, I judged that a detail of men had been sent outside the castle.


  This was strange, for it was broad daylight, and the sun was shining brightly. I knew that something important must be afoot to take the soldiers of Venus out into the sun, even with the protection of their humidor suits and helmets. After some search through the deserted upper levels of the structure, I found a lookout turret from which I could get a good view of the surrounding plain.


  It was a typical view of that section of Mexico; a broad plain quivering in the sunlight, for the most part arid and bare, but with occasional islands of rocky protuberances and patches of poverty-stricken mesquite.


  Far to the West, at a point which was practically the limit of my vision, I saw another of the lava fortresses. The sky above it was filled with little flashes of light, and puffs of smoke, indicating that an attack was being made upon it. As I gazed a giant dirigible of the Air Guard, in its low-visibility war paint, swung broadside on to my line of vision, materializing, as it were, out of an empty sky.


  There followed a series of detonations so heavy that I could actually feel the air vibrate. But apparently not even these heavy bombs could break through the fan-ray film which the invaders had spread above themselves. The little flashes and smoke puffs continued both aloft and below.


  I glanced downward at the gate of the fortress, which I might mention here was not unlike that of a medieval castle, if you can imagine one of those old European fortresses done over again in modern factory construction style.


  A column of soldiers had issued forth, and was winding its way across the plain in the direction of the beleaguered fortress. But what interested me most keenly about the column was the method used of protecting it from air attack. In the center marched a column of infantry. To either side of them a column of fan-ray machines, which lumbered along on lever-like legs, with a motion not unlike the lurching of our own tanks, their generators all turned outward, spreading a fan of rays, almost horizontal, over the tops of still two other flanking columns of machines. These outside columns played their rays upward and inward over the center of the column, the two filrals of rays crossing and furnishing complete protection.


  The only way in which that column could be reached by steel projectiles of any description was from the ground, at flat trajectory.


  So interested did I become in the attack on the column which I was certain would follow, that I forgot the pressing need of making my escape, and stood there gazing.


  From somewhere behind and above there came a steady hissing roar. Four Venus airships came into view, taking up their positions to the rear of the column at a height of about a half mile. Nyimeurnior had described these ships to me, but this was the first I had seen of them. They were upright cylinders, some fifty feet in height, and about thirty feet in diameter, crowned by an umbrellalike structure a hundred feet in diameter, and several feet thick. It was from the top surface that the air was being “electronized” into vacuum, to be rematerialized on the concave under surface.


  If it were not for the light projecting and bracing steel beams which helped to hold the affairs rigid, and also provided landing gear which would not offer the same resistance to the air as a solid platform, the things would have looked like giant floating mushrooms.


  They too, floated in what was practically an envelope of inverse magnetic rays, the generators being so placed as to cause the beams or rays to cross in every direction. They hung in the air above the column, calmly awaiting the swooping attack of our Air Guard.


  When it came it was sudden enough. Seven squadrons of planes dove head-on at the Venus ships, spitting a steady hail of projectiles, zooming successively when they had almost reached the fan-ray film.


  But it did no good. The projectiles bounced off that nearly invisible film like rubber balls from a concrete wall.


  A Fruitless Attack


  I WANTED to shout at them to use non-metallic projectiles, to which I knew these rays would offer no resistance, but of course it was ridiculous to suppose they could hear me. As a matter of fact I could not even signal them, for I was shut up in the lookout turret.


  It was the frantic desire to get this information to my own side which finally prompted me to tear myself away from my point of vantage. Even as I did so I saw one of our planes collide with the magnetic wall, and hurtle down, a crumpled thing; while another caught within the effective radius of one of the suction bombs, also crumpled and fell.


  Leaving the lookout turret I hurried down through the corridors and ramps with little fear that my disguise would be penetrated; soldiers I encountered several times. I had learned much of the manners, customs and courtesies of these people from Nyimeurnior, and gloved and helmeted as I was, I was covered from head to foot. Nothing but the most searching gaze through my helmet goggles would have revealed the fact that I did not have a dead white skin.


  At last I reached the passage through which the column had passed but a short time before. There was a sentry on guard just inside the big gate, which still was open, but he was gazing out after the departing column. I simply elbowed him aside and trotted out over the plain as though I were a tardy member of the expedition, hurrying to catch up to the column. I stole a glance back over my shoulder. The plan had worked. He had not been alarmed by my action.


  I was careful, however, not to catch up to the column, but bore off toward the North when I was sure no attention was being paid to me. Then I removed the helmet, and stripped off the humidor suit, which was a great relief. I think that a half an hour longer in that moisture proof garb, under the blazing Mexican sun, would have drowned or smothered me in my own perspiration.


  From somewhere to the Northwest an artillery barrage was laid down on the invaders’ column. For a moment I had a thrill of elation. From the confusion it produced I thought it had succeeded in crashing through the magnetic wall. But it had not. There was the usual result, shells bouncing harmlessly off and exploding in the air above the column. The confusion evidently was produced by the surprise of the bombardment and the noise, for the battery was a long distance away, and well hidden.


  For a while the column halted, and the men cowered. But few seemed to take any real alarm. In the end the machines resumed their sluggish progress, while the infantry staggered and crouched their way forward, quite safe from the explosions above them, but far from enjoying it.


  Farther on, the column was ambushed by a detachment of our infantry. Simultaneously another attack was launched on it from the air. But no success attended the efforts of the Earth men.


  A number of the Venus ray generators were raised on extension platforms and the direction of the rays depressed. And I could see that not even a flat trajectory fire could reach the column. As the climax of the attack the planes above withheld their fire, and the Ground Guard threw three waves of infantry against the column, but only to wither away under the suction bombs of the coughing guns with which the Venusians met them. The Earth forces withdrew at last, after suffering considerable loss, and the men of the column, probably with frazzled nerves, but with little physical damage, continued to wend their tortuous, painful way across the plain, and entered the other fortress.


  All this time I had been making my way Northward, until finally I passed out of sight of the two castles. That night I built a code signal fire, and inside half an hour was picked up by a high-angle plane which dropped down beside me.


  CHAPTER V


  The Great Retreat


  AS a result of radio orders I was sent to Washington at once to report to the Ordnance Board. The knowledge I had gained of the invaders, their methods and their machines proved invaluable. Not that the Air and Land Guard General Boards had not already determined the fact that special projectiles and equipment would be necessary to penetrate the defensive rays of the invaders; but I was able to verify many of their conclusions, correct certain others, and generally expand the fund of knowledge that already had been gathered by the Intelligence Division.


  I had a busy two weeks hopping from one office to another on special detail, and events moved swiftly in those two weeks. I was myself amazed at the speed with which new guns and new non-metallic shells and bombs were being turned out, and the ingenuity shown by the scientific departments of the Guard and by manufacturers in developing a non-metallic bayonet.


  Troops had to be equipped with canteens, belt buckles, head gear, and buttons and fastenings on their uniforms which had no metal in their construction. The rifle, it was determined, could not be abandoned, but non-metallic cartridges were developed. The theory was that in passing through the magnetic film of the Venusians for hand-to-hand fighting the troops would drop their rifles, and use the detached sword-bayonets.


  Naturally these things could not be produced overnight, nor could the troops be trained in new tactics overnight, but so intensively was the work of manufacturing and drilling prosecuted that at the end of two weeks many regiments of the Land Guard had been reorganized, and about a tenth of the Air Guard had been supplied with non-metallic bombs.


  During this period, however, the two fortresses with which I had been concerned were abandoned, their communities drifting lazily and safely Southward in their mushroom ships, as did many others, finally settling in the interior of Brazil.


  Perhaps I should pause here to summarize the sequence of events up to this point.


  Nearly two weeks elapsed between the arrivals of the first and last of the bulbs. Seventy-two of them landed in the United States, 11 in Canada, 3 in Scandinavia, 1 in England, 27 in France, 81 in Germany, 19 in Italy, 107 in the Balkans, and hundreds in the tropic belt all the way around the Earth.


  Throughout Western Europe the League’s land and air forces got into relatively quick action against them. As fast as new spheres descended they were walled in by rings of troops, and roofed over, as it were, by clouds of aircraft. The one which fell in England was destroyed after two days. In France nine were successfully bombed before they could get their inverse magnetic rays into operation. The crews of the others managed, under fire, to erect their fortresses, but were so worn out by the never-ending bombardments to which they were subjected, that they were finally overcome by the charging waves of infantry who had been armed with wooden clubs and short spears. Twelve communities fled Southward in their air ships, but ran into atmospheric conditions that were horrible to them in Northern Africa, where the lack of humidity caused them terrible losses.


  Of the hundreds that landed in Africa, the majority perished. The remainder made their way either Eastward or Westward around the Equator to the fastnesses of the Brazilian jungles, where they constructed their great stronghold.


  At the end of three months none of the invaders remained anywhere in the civilized sections of the temperate zones. The story of those invaders who established themselves in such lands as Tibet and Siam, and how they ultimately perished, has not all been unearthed yet from the ruins.


  Fifty-seven of the colonies that fell in the United States were destroyed. The others fought their way through our air forces toward the Tropics.


  Then there ensued a period of two months in which the invaders and Earth men were content to let matters rest while they took stock of the situation and prepared for the greater struggle to come.


  The men of Venus did very little of the raiding they had intended, according to the plans Nyimeurnior had explained to me during my incarceration. Time and again our air fleets coursed over the Brazilian forests, but seldom did they find evidence of the enemy’s works. The invaders had learned well to conceal themselves under the leafy protection of the jungle. They had learned too, to raise no lava fortresses where they could be seen from above, and also to conceal the flow of their volcanic wells.


  They had little chance of meeting us successfully in the air now, for our air fleets had been given bullets and projectiles of non-metallic construction, against which the fan-rays of the invaders were of no avail, and it became more a matter of sport than anything else among us of the Air Guard to sight a mushroom ship, or squadron, and shoot it down. Their suction bombs were destructive, but we could move too fast for their ships and outclimb them easily.


  However, according to the best estimates, there were close to one million of them now established in the Brazil jungles, where they were busily readjusting themselves to Earth conditions, constructing their ingenious machines and developing their resources in preparation for a future outbreak which we all feared would be far more devastating than the effects of their haphazard and uncoordinated activities at the time of their arrival upon Earth.


  The paucity of information on their movements in the jungle was ominous. Terror-stricken Indians staggered into the Brazilian military outposts with tales of wholesale and mysterious slaughter, of mists that travelled purposefully through the jungles, from which ghost-men emerged to slay.


  Brazilian military reconnoitering parties went out and failed to return. Once a mist cloud moved out of the jungle and enveloped an outpost. When it retreated, according to the story of a soldier who had been outside the lines, the entire garrison had been massacred.


  Yet these mists were never observed above the tree tops.


  The Earth Mobilizes


  THE Brazilian Government had made its formal appeal to the League for help, according to the League Constitution, and a gigantic army, recruited from all the nations in the League, was to surround the vast jungle territory.


  Ten million men were to be used, for though they would be opposing only about a million of the enemy, they would be lighting for nothing less than the existence of the human race, and would be facing the unknown.


  This was the general situation. And while this immense army was being mobilized and equipped, a call was made for volunteers who had had contact with the enemy, to attempt the highly dangerous work of penetrating the Brazilian forests as scouts and spies. And I, having no better sense, volunteered.


  That was why I found myself ensconced one night in the upper branches of a tree far in the interior, in a section where I had finally found evidences of activity. I wore an imitation “humidor suit”, that was an imitation only in its clever arrangement for ventilation. It was in fact, a real Venus garment which for the moment was suspended on my chest like an old-fashioned gas mask, but was in reality, a gas mask, and several other things besides. In my hands I held a little box, a tiny radio broadcasting set. Scattered around me through the forest at strategic points, were carefully concealed bombs and flares, each tuned so that by pressing the proper button on the box I might set off any particular bomb or flare by radio impulse. I had spent the day planting these mines, among which were a a number of gas bombs.


  All these arrangements were precautions of self defense. I had no intention of carrying on a campaign single-handed. But I had picked the spot for several days patient observation, for it was here that I had noted several fresh trails that appeared to my unwoodsmanlike eye to converge and come to an end for no reason whatever in a little clearing not far from the tree in which I was hiding. A quarter of a mile away, carefully hidden, I had one of our new helicopters, developed by the Air Guard, a machine that was powerful and as nearly silent in its operation as any device using an air propeller could be, and far beyond sight a great dirigible was awaiting my communications.


  But since nothing at all happened that night, and no sounds came to my straining ears except those of the normal animal life of the jungle, I determined the next night to try an experiment.


  I waited until after midnight, and then pressed a button on my radio control box which resulted in a terrific explosion about a quarter of a mile farther on in the jungle. I got the flash of it even through the dense growth of the jungle, and my tree trembled with the force of the detonation.


  Immediately there was a series of purplish flashes in the sky above that spot, which merged into a continuous mass of pulsating lights, as the preliminary thunderclaps grew into a continuous roar. My experiment had proved profitable. I had learned something. I knew those flashes and thunderclaps as the product of the “coughing” guns of the enemy. But the power of this barrage exceeded by far anything I had seen while a prisoner among them. As suddenly as the uproar had begun it ceased. And silence once more settled over the jungle.


  It was evident that I had stumbled into the neighborhood of a Venus artillery post, and no mean one. My bomb had been mistaken for one dropped from an airplane. The next day I searched for the location of that battery, but could not find it.


  The night following I slept, but devoted the day after that to another painstaking search of the jungle. At last I found a spot where the foliage of the trees above me appeared to have been shredded and tom. I searched the ground carefully. My patience was rewarded by the discovery of a beautifully designed camouflage, a screen of moss and leaves which concealed a pit. The battery was buried under ground, and fortunately for me, must have been unmanned and unguarded at the moment, although this did not surprise me, knowing as I did how the invaders hated our atmosphere in the daylight, even when wearing their humidor suits.


  The gun crew, I was sure, was also somewhere below ground, probably sleeping, and the sentry, who must have had some post of vantage from which he could see the sky, was evidently so placed that he could not observe the floor of the forest.


  As quietly as I could, and I must admit, with some fear, I slipped away to where one of my bombs was concealed, and carried it carefully to the pit, where I concealed it in some undergrowth nearby. That night I took up a new post in a tree from which I could see the mouth of the pit and detonated another of my bombs some distance away.


  The phenomena of several nights before was repeated in the air, but I did not watch it this time. I kept my attention centered upon the mouth of the pit. The screen had been blown aside, and so fast was the buried gun firing (it seemed to be only one) that its discharges blended into a continuous, faintly luminescent column that tore through the upper branches of the trees.


  After a bit the gun ceased firing. About a quarter of an hour elapsed. Then a faint light appeared near the mouth of the pit, by which I could observe the figures of a half a dozen invaders. Two of them were naked-white in the soft, warm tropical night, but the others wore their suits and helmets.


  One of them was placing a new screen over the mouth of the gun pit. Others were carefully gathering up the debris torn from the trees above.


  My first instinct was to slip to the ground and creep up on them. I felt that in the darkness it would not be noticed that there was an additional member of their party, and I might be able to follow them underground. But caution prevailed and I determined first to communicate my discoveries to the dirigible somewhere in the sky above.


  We had planned an ingenious method of doing this. With the first grey light of dawn I felt my way back through the jungle to the spot where I had left my helicopter, for my radio would not have been powerful enough to reach the ship, nor would I have dared to use one for a continuous message. The enemy might have picked it up and located me. The small amount of power, and mere instantaneous spark that I used to detonate my bombs did not matter.


  From one of the compartments of the helicopter I took a tiny model of the same sort, equipped with a little chemical engine. The whole thing was little bigger than a cigar box. I wrote my report and attached it to the model, which I shot vertically into the air. When it was five thousand feet up, it would automatically broadcast a range finding signal, and emit a faint smoke trail, which would enable one of our planes to pick it up. It would rise under its power for many hours, then drift down on a little parachute, and finally, if not picked up by the time it drifted below the 5,000-foot level, it would burn, destroying the message.


  Into the Tunnel


  I SLEPT the rest of the day, for I expected to be very busy that night. After nightfall I returned to my post near the gun pit, but did not climb the tree. Instead I hid behind its vast trunk, and pressed the button that would detonate the bomb I had placed near the gun pit.


  It blew a great gash in the ground, and must have put the gun out of commission, for no roaring barrage followed, but a short time afterward ten or twelve soldiers broke through a screen of creepers, and by the faint light of hand lamps excitedly inspected the crater my bomb had torn at the edge of their gun pit. They jabbered laconically in their strange “shorthand” tongue, frequently pointing upward.


  I circled and came up behind them, joining their party, yet not getting too close to the others as I made a pretense of searching the ground, and looking fearfully up toward the sky, where only a couple of stars were visible through the dense foliage. After a bit their leader, a man bigger than the rest, who had not donned his humidor suit, grunted a command, and one by one they disappeared through the screen of creeping vines.


  I approached with the rest, but hung back a bit, hoping the commander would go in ahead of me. But he did not, and in the end he grunted an angry command. He must have become suspicious as I passed him. Possibly he had been counting, and realized that he had an extra man. At any event, he reached out and grasped my arm.


  But I was on the alert for such a danger. Twisting quickly I drove my fist against his unprotected jaw, and he went down like a log. And pushing my way through the screen I found myself in a cleverly concealed passageway which slanted down below the ground level. Following the lights of the others around a couple of turns I came upon a section of corridor that was dimly lighted. After a bit we came to a junction of several corridors, and the men turned sharply to the left down a small tunnel. I paused a moment to take stock of this structure and if possible get my bearings. My little compass made several things clear.


  The tunnel the men had followed evidently led back to the gun pit. A main corridor, much larger, stretched away in a great curve to the South. Another curved gently Northward. And toward the West a third one, larger than any of the others, slanted downward at a sharp angle. In the big chamber where these corridors came together—which incidentally reminded much of one of our old subway stations in New York—were a number of big, complicated pieces of machinery. They were not in operation at the moment, however. From down the big West shaft came a distant murmur, which little by little grew in intensity, until I finally thought it advisable to seek cover. I hid behind one of the machines.


  The murmur grew into a roar. The roar increased. And there shot out of the tunnel into the big “station”, where it came to an easy but quick stop, a great projectile-like car. It had no wheels, but apparently rode on two systems of magnetic devices, one running like a spine along the top, the other like a keel along the bottom.


  As I noticed this, the car settled down a few inches, and rested with a bump on the lava-like floor. Several doors in the side opened, and a stream of soldiers began to troop out. At the same moment several of the gun crew came running out of the small corridor. They made their way immediately to the commanding officer of the newcomers, evidently a man of high rank, from the breadth of the belt he wore and the numerous insignia appearing on it, and made their report in some excitement. They knew by now, of course, that their battery commander was missing.


  He replied angrily. I gathered from his impatient gestures that he was reprimanding them for not returning to the jungle to seek their officer. And I realized I was facing a crisis.


  But I dared not come from behind the machine to join the throng at this juncture, for none of them was in a humidor suit, and I would have attracted unwelcome attention instantly. I was forced therefore, to watch the squad which rushed off at once toward the exit to the forest, and see my retreat cut off.


  It struck me that, strategically speaking, it was high time for a diversion if, on finding their commander outside, they were not to start an immediate search of the tunnels. So I drew my radio detonator out and pressed one of its buttons, then another, and finally a third.


  There was only one explosion, which came to my ears faintly and muffled from a point some three hundred yards away in the forest. The other two bombs would make no noise. One was a smoke bomb which would so smother their hand lamps that they would hardly be able to see their hands before their faces. The third was a gas bomb, and would give those who breathed its fumes something new to think about, I hoped, for as long as they were able to think.


  As I expected, a detachment of only twelve men or so was sent out to investigate. Another detachment, armed with tools and implements of various descriptions, ran down the corridor toward the gun pit, and soon the sound of their apparatus was clanging in my ears. A party from the gun pit came back, and after reporting to the commander, who was pacing up and down impatiently, ran to one of the machines near that behind which I was hiding.


  They swarmed over it, manipulating little wheels and levers. And to my surprise the mass of machinery, which reminded me something of a small newspaper printing press, lumbered to lever-like feet, and shambled away down the tunnel to the pit.


  Every few moments the commander glanced impatiently toward the forest-exit corridor. Finally he motioned to one of the girls in the ranks behind him (for as I mentioned before, they seemed to make no distinction as to sex when it came to labor or military service) and she ran off toward the exit. But she did not return. Nor did any of the others. I opined that my gas was working nicely, and now bitterly regretted that I had failed to fill my pouch with gas grenades from my helicopter.


  At last the officer barked an order. The rest of the soldiers broke ranks, unstrapped their humidor suits from their belts and donned them. Another order and they all moved briskly away toward the exit, trailing their short spears. I slipped into the rearmost ranks and went along with them, for my purpose now was to regain my helicopter, and send up another message to the dirigible, explaining what I had seen of their corridors, and system of underground structures.


  CHAPTER VI


  Guerilla Warfare


  THE head of the column passed out through the screen of creepers. Others followed. Then suddenly the column recoiled. Some of those nearest the screen sank down gasping and choking. Others staggered and leaned against the walls.


  Through the confusion I could see that some of them had torn away the foliage of the screen, revealing the piled up bodies beyond. At this moment a gust of wind sent a billow of the black smoke surging into the corridor. The rest of the column turned and fled from it, crowding back down the corridor.


  I chuckled as I crouched to let them pass, my gas mask in place, for I remembered the rumors that had reached us of these people leaping from white fogs that roamed the surface of the jungle. The black fog and deadly gases of Earth laboratories were reversing the terror.


  As the last of the fleeing enemy disappeared around the bend in the corridor, I arose and made my way to the outer blackness, where I stumbled around for more than an hour before I won free from my own black fog and gas, and located my helicopter.


  At dawn I shot another baby “heli” up with my report, and filled my pouches with gas and smoke grenades. I wanted to return and get a more comprehensive idea of the extent of their corridor systems, for I was convinced by now that the whole invader’s population had taken to burrowing into the Earth. In digging their volcanic shafts it would be no impossible task for them to adapt their wonderful machines for fashioning the lava product into underground corridors and chambers instead of the castles or fortresses they had first built above ground. If this were the case, our armies were going to have some little task ahead of them in digging them out.


  I did not have an opportunity to pursue my investigations further at that time, however, for I had hardly turned from my helicopter when I became conscious of the slight, continuous buzz in my radio box that was the prearranged signal ordering my return to the dirigible.


  So, regretfully I climbed into the machine, started the motor, and opening the throttle, roared up through the tree tops. Before I had gone far I was sighted by the enemy, and suction bombs began to burst around me. Stunned by the thunderclap of one of these, I lost consciousness, not to awake until several hours later in one of the bunks of the dirigible.


  For several weeks thereafter, all I saw of the war was from the air. I was attached to D-27, one of the new super-dirigibles, as a plane scout. The D-27 was one of the first of those dirigibles that kept permanently to the air, and docked only at infrequent periods, as the battleships of old took to their dry docks only for repairs. The big ship cruised above the utmost range of the coughing guns, and most of the time was unable to see the surface of the ground owing to atmospheric conditions.


  A regular patrol was maintained, however. I and fifteen other pilots would catapult our planes down out of the big outlet port in the ship’s lower hull, drop like stones to the point of visibility, and then cruise our beats, climbing again to land gently on the great top deck of the ship.


  It was in reality dull work. We saw little below with our own eyes but the endless stretch of the tropic forest. But we kept our cameras grinding, and the subsequent development and comparison of our film’s revealed much to the staff that could not have been gathered by haphazard visual observation.


  These films, for instance, showed at times where new Venus batteries had been expertly camouflaged below the floor of the forest. Two-ton inflammite “eggs”, in their new non-metallic casings worked marvellous changes in the topography at such spots, and must have permanently discouraged all nearby invaders.


  Still, we didn’t get any too many of the batteries. Suction bombs climbed up toward us all too frequently from unspotted guns. It became obvious that we could not destroy the enemy from the air without blowing an impossibly large section of Brazil off the map, and that the enemy had no intention of coming up into the air to meet us.


  There was but one alternative. The ground army would have to close in on them from the sides, and probably dig down as it went.


  The Ring Closes In


  I WAS fortunate enough to be the observer of a number of actions when finally the ring began to tighten. The description of one serves for nearly all of them.


  It opened with the innumerable flashes and concussions of divisional artillery over a sector probably five miles wide and ten deep. These flashes were but faintly visible from my extreme height. More vivid was the seething, churning, flaming forest where the shells fell. Somewhere on the edge of this churning area was our first infantry line.


  Then the barrage ceased and I dived for a closer view and a better opportunity to cooperate.


  Like a swarm of ants I could see our men penetrating, painfully and slowly it seemed, into the devastated sector.


  Then at several spots, in front and behind the writhing, advancing line, little clouds of white mist puffed out from openings that “bubbled” up in the churned area as though made by tiny moles. These clouds expanded. Then they began to move in definitely controlled directions. The invaders must have had some form of magnetic control with which they dragged these enveloping mists around with them.


  Some enveloped sections of our first line, and from my position in the air I could see the broken ends of the lines at such spots pivot back into new positions, to prevent a rolling up of the flanks.


  Two or three of the ground-mist clouds suddenly evaporated, uncovering enemy detachments of from 100 to 200 men. One was caught between a cross fire of two machine-gun companies and wiped out in a trice. Another was equipped with fan-ray machines, but the invaders quickly abandoned these when they found they were not stopping the new non-metallic bullets of the Earth forces.


  One cloud, I noticed, suddenly became motionless, a great dome of mist about 100 yards in diameter, swaying under the pressure of the gentle breeze as though it were a half-filled balloon. And it stayed motionless. A spotting plane swooped low over it, and zoomed for a little radio chat with its battery. An instant later a veritable hail of shrapnel tore through the intangible mass, but apparently without affecting it. Then from a nearby ridge one of our gas details liberated a great billowing cloud of smudgy vapor that rolled down on it like a tidal wave. The vapor flowed around, over, and even through it, but the misty-white, swaying dome still showed.


  I saw shadowy, grotesquely masked infantry pick its way down the slope from the ridge, and with cautious, yet alert decision, plunge into the mysterious, quivering mist. The wave of smudgy vapor rolled on, and a moment later the mist also suddenly evaporated in tenous, swirling wisps that were carried along by the breeze in the wake of the rolling smoke.


  Only the infantry detail was there. Of Venusians there was no sign except the single figure stretched prone on the ground beside a little portable machine of complicated appearance.


  I learned later that this was the machine that controlled the mist by creating what for want of a better name we called a “magnetic” field, although the force involved was not magnetism despite certain manifestations similar to magnetic phenomena. This particular mist-cloud was a decoy, a camouflage. The enemy had set his control machine on the ground and was about to sneak for safety, but the shrapnel blast hit the misty dome a bit too soon for him.


  The accelerated advance of our second line of infantry ended the engagement. They plunged ahead in open order, with supports concentrating on those spots where the line swept through the mist-clouds. Curtains obviously cloaking enemy artillery, were suddenly rent, but not dissipated by pale flashes from within. Others hiding details of enemy infantry, awaited the onsweeping line quietly, or moved slowly toward it. It was around, in and through these that the heaviest fighting, hand-to-hand work, swirled and eddied.


  But the line swept on, engulfed the broken fragments of the first line, and in the end slowly surged into the dense forest beyond the area that had been torn up by the barrage, while the third line, which had now come up, sent details of moppers-up scouring through the area of the engagement.


  Reserves had been rushed forward quickly in the hope that we might penetrate the tunnels from which the invaders had emerged. But in each case it was found that these tunnels had been blasted behind them by the retiring enemy, and had caved in.


  Innumerable engagements of this nature were fought through this period of the war. The fighting was heavy, but the progress of the campaign slow, for the enemy occupied a vast area, about as large, as a matter of fact, as France. In actual number of men per square mile the lines were not nearly as tightly drawn as they were in the old World War, but when the increased efficiency, range and coordination of the machinery of warfare was taken into account, they were in effect more tightly drawn than they were in that old, crude struggle, and there was far more finesse in strategy and tactics displayed by both sides.


  The Mobilization of Science


  SO cleverly were the strategic phases of the campaign planned and carried out that it was a long time before we ourselves sensed that the idea of our high command was to drive two wedges into opposite sides of the area occupied by the unearthly enemy until they finally met and separated them into two areas, with the hope that in the process these wedges would pierce or bring us within close striking distance of one or more of the enemy’s main bases. Whether he had few or many we did not know. No system of espionage could penetrate very far into the lines of an enemy who had nothing in common with us of Earth except superficial physical resemblance. No man of Venus could be tempted to betray his species by any offers Earth men could make. Few prisoners could be made to talk, and those who did had little of value to tell of the plans or dispositions of their own forces. Most of them committed suicide almost immediately on being taken.


  During this period all the scientific resources of Earth were mobilized in grim determination to find methods of checkmating the peculiar sciences and strategies of the invaders from space.


  Vast areas back of our lines had to be carefully guarded, for the enemy boring machines could burrow deep under the surface of the ground with relative rapidity, and the rear of no fighting division was ever safe. Time and again the enemy surged up out of the ground far in our rear, in locally overwhelming numbers, taking terrific toll before entire divisions could be pivoted and reserves brought up to enclose them and choke them back into their tunnels.


  We knew they had to have air—ventilating systems in their tunnels and underground communities. The weather bureaus of the whole world furnished their experts to study air currents over the enemy area. Spectroscopic, ultra-red and ultra-violet telescopes were developed in the hope that long range chemical analyses of the air might betray the proximity of ventilating outlets or intakes.


  Electromagnetic instruments of the utmost sensitivity were invented in the hope of detecting the presence of machinery underground.


  Penetrative rocket-bombs were developed—great projectiles to be dropped from aircraft, which after falling a safe distance would automatically develop their rocket power and plunge earthward with acceleration and momentum many times that of gravity, to penetrate far into the ground before they exploded.


  To see one of these shells hit the ground was a sight indeed. It would throw up an “earthspout” from 100 to 200 feet high. Then after a terrible pause, would come an awe-inspiring muffled, rumbling roar, and the surface of the ground for a quarter to a half mile in every direction would heave and surge and settle down again with trees frequently still standing, but crazily tilted and askew.


  The concussion underground must have been deadly to any living beings in tunnels within a great distance of the explosion. High enough in the air we did not mind. But when we dived too close to the surface the effect was deadening to the senses. At first many of our aviators met death through loss of control over themselves and their machines, due to the concussion.


  But of all the locating devices we used the microphonic types proved the most practical of all. Of these there were two kinds, audio and radio. It was the former that had by far the more general value.


  It was simple in principle. A thin shaft would be sunk in the ground to a depth of SO feet or more, and into this would be lowered a multiple microphone device, each microphone element being carefully sound-insulated from its fellows and directionally pointed, and each having its amplifying units. Operators listened at audio receivers for sounds identified as mechanical.” And “readers” developed marvelous facility in interpreting the composite and individual graphs that the “light needles” made on sensitized paper as permanent records.


  The radio finders were not, of course, really “microphones,” but rather highly sensitive and carefully shielded radio receivers of a specialized type, which were “grounded” to the air above (thus reversing the usual procedure). They picked up the ground waves of static given off by enemy machinery of an electrical nature.


  Little by little our scientists learned to detect with fair accuracy the presence of the enemy underfoot within a distance of a mile or more, according to the nature of the surface and the subsoil, and for the most part this proved sufficient to prevent their mining under our positions without detection.


  The success of these finders in turn was probably responsible for their last desperate move in turning loose the volcanic forces which had proved their undoing on their own planet, and were fated to bring about their downfall again on ours.


  Finding they could no longer burrow under our cordon without discovery and subsequent annihilation from our ground penetrating rockets, they took the chance of tampering with the internal heat of a strange planet.


  The first we knew of the cataclysmic forces to be let loose was when the upper Amazon river suddenly dwindled and dried. It had been diverted from its course, quite obviously, somewhere within the enemy territory.


  It was only a matter of hours before our air scouts found the place where a great chasm had been opened across the river bed, into which the waters were roaring and tumbling. But that was all the good it did us.


  Dropping penetrative bombs to kill any of the enemy who might be hidden under ground in the neighborhood did not interrupt the waterfall that tumbled into the depths of the earth. Nor were all the explosives we could pour into the chasm sufficient to cave it in or close it up. Vast masses of earth were blasted loose, within and around the great hole, but the water washed it down before it had a chance to clog them up.


  CHAPTER VII


  Cataclysm


  I THINK our scientists had a pretty good idea of what was to come, for the high command suddenly got very busy. There was a hasty shifting of divisions and even army corps, without any reason then apparent. Certain geological areas were hastily evacuated.


  In some of them the troop movements were incompleted when the cataclysm occurred. Hundreds of square miles of the earth suddenly heaved and boiled at the outcroppings of certain strata; and there began to flow down the valleys and ravines and along the river beds viscous streams of flaming, smoking, all-consuming lava. A number of regiments and one whole division were cut off, marooned by the flaming flood that finally consumed them.


  Our line generally was thrown into confusion by its drastic readjustments, and the effect on morale was far from good. The troops were keyed up to fight it out desperately with the interplanetary invaders. But how could they fight such vast forces of nature?


  In this moment of confusion the invaders who, either by intention or accident, had released forces that threatened to be more destructive to themselves than to us, suddenly launched their great attack, or migratory onslaught, westward toward the slopes of the Andes, which were well back of our advanced lines on that side. They had to break through or perish by the forces they had themselves conjured up.


  The deploying of our defense was far from smooth, in view of the prevailing chaos, and so sudden was the attack that there was no time to shift many divisions from the East to the West front.


  Up into the jungle, out of their countless underground burrows, came the enemy hordes in their helmeted suits, their great machines, clanging, grinding, plowing, blasting and slicing paths through the heavy vegetation for them. They abandoned the niceties of military tactics and came on en masse.


  The pale flashes of their suction guns faintly illuminated the jungles endlessly in all directions, and a gargantuan inferno of shrieking and exploding shells tore air, forest and ground to pieces in front of them as they plowed onward.


  Our first line went down before them as a child’s tiny sand fort is engulfed by the tide. It had no time to retire.


  Our second line evacuated its positions to a depth of several miles, while our air forces and ground artillerly cut into the game with a terrific counter barrage.


  So heavy was the air fire that I and my companion scouts were ordered into the mother ship for fear we might be annihilated by the rain of shells from above.


  Far, far to the East, I could see the pall of lava, smoke. Below in every direction the surface of the earth actually was obliterated by a noxious haze, shot through by the pale and flaming flashes of the Venus and the Earth artillery.


  Together with the other plane pilots I stood in the observation room of the great dirigible. But our roles of spectators were to be interrupted. Col. Benner came in hurriedly.


  “To your planes!” he snapped. “Here’s where we do a dive-out and get into it—Umbrella ships reported below—General plane mobilization ordered fifteen miles East, 25,000-foot level—We’re going to ride the tail of the whole enemy army and strafe h—l out of ’em—They’re in the open now, where their barrage has sliced down the jungle. Let’s go!”


  One after another we nosedived out of the keel of the big ship and streaked Eastward in a loose string, climbing as we went.


  More; than 21,000 planes, or six full divisions mobilized at the rendezvous. As far as I could see, aloft and below, the air was filled with the droning “bugs,” circling by flights, thirty planes to a flight; regiment above regiment—ten flights to a regiment; brigade over brigade, four regiments each; and division beside division of three brigades each.


  For twenty minutes we circled, perfecting formations and waiting for the late comers from the Eastern front. Then from a mere fly speck in the distance, a position that must have been roughly over the rear of the enemy, flashed the general orders on which every one of the 21,600 pilots tuned in.


  Regiment by regiment nosed down, dived for speed, and streaked down and away in continuously flattening formations, until viewed in perspective from where I circled they seemed like a vast sheet of immense length and width, but no thickness, skimming away from me through the hazy air.


  Then came our turn. Down we went, the roar and hum of motors and wings swelling into a shrieking, whining crescendo. For a while it was all I could do to hold formation, but as my senses automatically reacted from the effects of the heavy acceleration, and my nerves tensed to a sharper co-ordination. I began to scan the haze below and ahead.


  Far to the right, and below, came the flash of a suction bomb. It must have been 1,000 feet below our level, but from the corner of my eye I saw an entire flight sucked down into the vacuum, the planes struggling crazily for control.


  There were blinding flashes from below and ahead now too, and other “bugs,” individually and in groups, were sucked down out of formation.


  Destruction of the “Umbrella” Ships


  ALL this time we were slanting down at an angle with ever accelerating speed. The contours of the ground took on definite form; then the rolling masses of jungle and the churned surface of the earth far ahead. Finally the masses of grey-uniformed, helmeted invaders became distinguishable, struggling, writhing forward in massed groups and columns. “Somewhere ahead, our first line contacted with the “umbrella” ships. Regiment-zooming, it rose, while the second line dived below them and the third drove head on into the enemy air formation.


  It seemed as if the entire atmosphere of the world blazed and flamed for a split second. The three front lines, somewhat shattered, readjusted themselves to normal formation. And my own line was driving through acrid smoke, as below me fell away the grotesquely twisted fragments and wreckage of “umbrella” ships and planes. I took my hand off my guns. There was nothing to shoot at. There were no umbrella ships left.


  And a few seconds later our great “sheet” of planes swept down low in an undulating dive and drove along, strafing the struggling and disordered formation of the enemy.


  It was kaleidescopic. Our speed was terrific. Twenty thousand heavy calibre machine guns spat forth an instantaneous blanket of flaming death that pinned down the invaders by untold thousands. Here and there fan-ray machines raised fluttering, futile, pale canopies of would-be protection. But our shells were not of metal now. Great lumbering masses of machinery, heaved and plunged along on their queer lever-like legs, only to tumble ponderously into great shell holes, or suddenly shiver and tremble like living things, then settle down with a weakly waving metal “leg” or two, and “die.”


  As suddenly as I was plunged into it all I found myself out of it. Subconsciously following the line ahead, I had zoomed and looped my way into the comparative peace of a higher level. Automatically my brain registered the signals clicking in my ear phones, and I found myself streaking for a new rendezvous preparatory to a second attack.


  But we never delivered that attack. We were called off. The enemy mob, which no longer could be designated as an army, was plunging frantically against’ our new ground positions, and for miles along that line unyielding regiments of infantry stood off the hordes of an alien planet.


  The End


  HE saw little of what followed. To us there were vague, hazy, scattered movements of large and small detachments of troops, and the interminable ripping and rumbling of barrages. Little more was visible from our height.


  But there is no need for me to tell how the high command, finding that our lines actually had checked the demoniac fury of the Venus lunges, and knowing their entire army was in disorder, threw all available reserves into the fight, even going to the extent of arming the girls’ regiments in the auxiliary services, and hurling them into the welter; how the divisions of Earth surged forward, shooting, hacking and thrusting their way irresistibly through the invaders until to the last man and woman they were beaten and hunted down to that death which they preferred to surrender. For there already exists a voluminous history of that particular phase of the struggle.


  I have often wondered at what place and time during, this great struggle the Venus girl Nyimeurnior met her end, and the old “miorurlia” who learned English from me. And I have often wondered too at that peculiar lack of sympathy with which my memories and my speculations as to their possible fates are tinged, for I am not by nature an unsympathetic man. There seems to be no other explanation for it that I can find than a fundamental planetary antagonism.


  These people of Venus were intelligent beings, much like us of Earth in appearance and in many physical respects. Yet I could not feel for them the friendliness that I would feel for a dog, cat, yes, even for a familiar insect of this earth.


  I am convinced that the civilized nations would have extended them aid and mercy as a matter of principle, even after we had experienced this peculiar repulsion upon actual contact with them. They would have been given a section of the world they could occupy in peace and relative comfort—the almost uninhabited jungles in which they tried to establish themselves for instance—had they not blindly insisted on precipitating a struggle that could end only with their extermination.


  But perhaps there is some little understood law of the Universe that was only proving itself in this case. These people of Venus did not belong on Earth. And though they showed super-ability and super-power in crossing the barriers of space, and in maintaining themselves in the midst of conditions physically adverse—though they unquestionably had the intelligence to cooperate with Earth men—well, let me suggest it this way; perhaps, having had the effrontery to transgress successfully some fundamental propriety of the Universe, it was ordained that they should destroy themselves in that accomplishment.


  But their vast labor and ultimate desperate terror was in vain. They might have better met their end on Venus, dying without struggle or without vain hope.


  THE END


  1930


  VAMPIRES OF VENUS


  Anthony Pelcher


  Leslie Larner, an entomologist borrowed from the Earth, pits himself against the night-flying vampires that are ravaging the inhabitants of Venus.


  IT was as if someone had thrown a bomb into a Quaker meeting, when adventure suddenly began to crowd itself into the life of the studious and methodical Leslie Larner, professor of entomology.


  Fame had been his since early manhood, when he began to distinguish himself in several sciences, but the adventure and thrills he had longed for had always fallen to the lot of others.


  His father, a college professor, had left him a good working brain and nothing else. Later his mother died and he was left with no relatives in the world, so far as he knew. So he gave his life over to study and hard work.


  Still youthful at twenty-five, he was hoping that fate would “give him a break.” It did.


  He was in charge of a Government department having to do with Oriental beetles, Hessian flies, boll weevils and such, and it seemed his life had been just one bug after another. He took creeping, crawling things seriously and believed that, unless curbed, insects would some day crowd man off the earth. He sounded an alarm, but humanity was not disturbed. So Leslie Larner fell back on his microscope and concerned himself with saving cotton, wheat and other crops. His only diversion was fishing for the elusive rainbow trout.


  He managed to spend a month each year in the Colorado Rockies angling for speckled beauties.


  Larner was anything but a clock-watcher, but on a certain bright day in June he was seated in his laboratory doing just that.


  “Just five minutes to go,” he mused.


  It was just 4:25 P.M. He had finished his work, put his affairs in order, and in five minutes would be free to leave on a much needed and well-earned vacation. His bags were packed and at the station. His fishing tackle, the pride of his young life, was neatly rolled in oiled silk and stood near at hand.


  “I’ll just fill my calabash, take one more quiet smoke, and then for the mountains and freedom,” he told himself. He settled back with his feet on his desk. He half closed his eyes in solid comfort. Then the bomb fell and exploded.


  B-R-R-R-R!


  The buzzer on his desk buzzed and his feet came off the desk and hit the floor with a thud. His eyes popped open and the calabash was immediately laid aside.


  That buzzer usually meant business, and it would be his usual luck to have trouble crash in on him just as he was on the edge of a rainbow trout paradise.


  A messenger was ushered into the room by an assistant. The boy handed him an envelope, said, “No answer,” and departed.


  Larner tore open the envelope lazily. He read and then re-read its contents, while a look of puzzled surprise disturbed his usually placid countenance. He spread the sheet of paper out on his desk, and for the tenth time he read:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Confidential.

            Memorize this address and destroy this paper:

            Tula Bela, 1726 88th Street, West, City of Hesper,

            Republic of Pana, Planet Venus.

            Will meet you in the Frying Pan.

          
        

      
    

  


  That was all. It was enough. Larner lost his temper. He crumpled the paper and tossed it in the waste basket. He was not given to profanity, but he could say “Judas Priest” in a way that sizzled.


  “Judas Priest!” he spluttered. “Anyone who would send a man a crazy bunch of nonsense like that, at a time like this, ought to be snuffed out like a beetle!


  “ ‘Meet you in the Frying Pan,’ ” he quoted. Then he happened to recall something. “By golly, there is a fishing district in Colorado known as the Frying Pan. That’s not so crazy, but the planet Venus part surely is cuckoo.”


  He fished the paper out of the waste basket, found the envelope, placed the strange message within and put it in his inside coat pocket. Then he seized his suitcase and fishing tackle, and, rushing out, hailed a taxi. Not long after he was on his way west by plane.


  AS the country unrolled under him he retrieved the strange note from his pocket. He read it again and again. Then he examined the envelope. It was an ordinary one of good quality, designed for business rather than social usage. The note paper appeared quite different. It was unruled, pure white, and of a texture which might be described as pebbly. It was strongly made, and of a nature unlike any paper Larner had ever seen before. It appeared to have been made from a fiber rather than a pulp.


  “Wonder who wrote it?” Larner asked himself. “It is beautiful handwriting, masculine yet artistic. Wonder where he got the Frying Pan idea? At any rate, I’m not going to the Frying Pan this year—I’m camping on Tennessee Creek, in Lake County, Colorado. The country there is more beautiful and restful.


  “But this street address on the planet Venus. Seems to me I read somewhere that Marconi had received mysterious signals that he believed came from the planet Venus. Hesper, Hesper . . . it sounds familiar, somehow. Wonder if there could be anything to it?”


  Something impelled him to follow out the instructions in the note. He spent the next few hours repeating the address over and over again. When he was satisfied that he had memorized it thoroughly, he tore the strange paper into bits and sent it fluttering earthward like a tiny snowstorm.


  Larner was not a gullible individual, but neither was he unimaginative. He was scientist enough to know that “the impossibilities of to-day are the accomplishments of to-morrow.” So while not convinced that the note was a serious communication, still his mind was open.


  The weird address insisted on creeping into his mind and driving out other thoughts, even those of his speckled playfellows, the rainbow trout.


  “I’ve a notion to change my plans and go from Denver to the Frying Pan,” he cogitated. Then he thought, “No, I won’t take it that seriously.”


  ANYONE who knows the Colorado Rockies knows paradise. There is no more beautiful country on the globe. Lake County, where Larner had chosen his fishing grounds, has as its seat the old mining camp of Leadville. It has been visited and settled more for its gold mines than the golden glow of its sunsets above the clouds, but the gold of the sunsets is eternal, while the gold of the mines is fading quickly away.


  Leadville, with its 5,000 inhabitants, nestles above the clouds, at an altitude of more than 10,000 feet. Mount Massive with its three peaks lies back of the town in panorama and rises to a height of some 14,400 feet. In the rugged mountains thereabouts are hundreds of lakes fed by wild streams and bubbling crystal springs. All these lakes are above the clouds.


  Winter sees the whole picture decorated with bizarre snowdrifts from twenty to forty feet deep, but spring comes early. The beautiful columbines and crocuses bloom before the snow is all off the ground in the valleys. The lands up to 12,000 feet altitude are carpeted with a light green grass and moss. Giant pines and dainty aspens, with their silvery bark and pinkish leaves blossom forth and whisper, while the eternal snows still linger in the higher rocky cliffs and peaks above.


  Indian-paint blooms its blood red in contrast to the milder colorings. Blackbirds and bluebirds chatter and chipmunks chirp. The gold so hard to find in the mines glares from the skies. The hills cuddle in banks of snowy clouds, and above all a pure clear blue sky sweeps. The lakes and streams abound with rainbow trout, the gamest of any fresh water fish. It is indeed a paradise for either poet or sportsman.


  In any direction near to Leadville a man can find Heaven and recreation and rest.


  Finding himself on Harrison Avenue, the main street of the county seat, Larner, after renewing some old acquaintanceships, started west in a flivver for Tennessee Creek. The flivver is a modern adjustment. Until a few years ago the only means of traversing these same hills was by patient, sure-footed donkeys, which carried the pack while the wayfarer walked along beside.


  THE first day’s fishing was good. Trout seemed to greet him cheerily and sprang eagerly to the fray. They bit at any sort of silken fly he cast.


  The site chosen by Larner for his camp was in a mossy clearing separated from the stream by a fringe of willows along the creek. Then came a border of aspens backed by a forest of silver-tipped firs.


  It was ideal and his eyes swept the scene with satisfaction. Then he began whittling bacon to grease his pan for frying trout over the open fire.


  Suddenly he heard a rustle in the aspens, and, looking up, beheld a picture which made his eyes bulge. A man and a woman, garbed seemingly in the costumes of another world, walked toward him. Neither were more than five feet tall but were physically perfect, and marvelously pleasing to the eye. There was little difference in their dress.


  Both wore helmets studded with what Larner believed to be sapphires. He learned later they were diamonds. Their clothing consisted of tight trouserlike garments surmounted by tunics of some white pelt resembling chamois save for color. A belt studded with precious stones encircled their waists. Artistic laced sandals graced their small firm feet.


  Their skin was a pinkish white. Their every feature was perfection plus, and their bodies curved just enough wherever a curve should be. The woman was daintier and more fully developed, and her features were even more finely chiseled than the man. Otherwise it would have been difficult to distinguish their sex.


  Larner took in these details subconsciously, for he was awed beyond expression. All he could do was to stand seemingly frozen, half bent over the campfire with his frying pan in his hand.


  THE man spoke.


  “I hope we did not startle you,” he said. “I thought my note would partly prepare you for this meeting. We expected to find you in the Frying Pan district. When you did not appear there we tuned our radio locator to your heart beats and in that way located you here. It was hardly a second’s space-flying time from where we were.”


  Larner said nothing. He could only stand and gape.


  “I do not wonder that you are surprised,” said the strange little man. “I will explain that I am Nern Bela, of the City of Hesper, on the planet Venus. This is my sister Tula. We greet you in the interest of the Republic of Pana, which embraces all of the planet you know as Venus.”


  When Larner recovered his breath, he lost his temper.


  “I don’t know what circus you escaped from, but I crave solitude and I have no time to be bothered with fairy tales,” he said with brutal bruskness.


  Expressions of hurt surprise swept the countenances of his visitors.


  The man spoke again:


  “We are just what we assert we are, and our finding you was made necessary by a condition which grieves the souls of all the 900,000,000 inhabitants of Venus. We have come to plead with you to come with us and use your scientific knowledge to thwart a scourge which threatens the lives of millions of people.”


  There was a quiet dignity about the man and an air of pride about the woman which made Larner stop and think, or try to. He rubbed his hand over his brow and looked questioningly at the pair.


  “If you are what you say you are, how did you get here?” he asked.


  “We came in a targo, a space-flying ship, capable of doing 426,000 miles an hour. This is just 1200 times as fast as 355 miles an hour, the highest speed known on earth. Come with us and we will show you our ship.” They looked at him appealingly, and both smiled a smile of wistful friendliness.


  Larner, without a word, threw down his frying pan and followed them through the aspens. The brother and sister walking ahead of him gave his eyes a treat. He surveyed the perfect form of the girl. Her perfection was beyond his ken.


  “They certainly are not of this world,” he mused.


  A FEW hundred yards farther on there was a beach of pebbles, where the stream had changed its course. On this plot sat a gigantic spherical machine of a glasslike material. It was about 300 feet in diameter and it was tapered on two sides into tees which Larner rightly took to be lights.


  “This is a targo, our type of space-flyer,” said Nern Bela. “It is capable of making two trips a year between Venus and the earth. We have visited this planet often, always landing in some mountain or jungle fastness as heretofore we did not desire earth-dwellers to know of our presence.”


  “Why not?” asked Larner, his mouth agape and his eyes protruding. His mind was so full of questions that he fairly blurted his first one.


  “Because,” said Bela, slowly and frankly, “because our race knows no sickness and we feared contagion, as your race has not yet learned to control its being.”


  “Oh,” said Lamer thoughtfully. He realized that humans of the earth, whom he had always regarded as God’s most perfect beings, were not so perfect after all.


  “How do you people control your being, as you express it?” he asked.


  “It is simple,” was the reply. “For ninety centuries we have ceased to breed imperfection, crime and disease. We deprived no one of the pleasures of life, but only the most perfect mental and physical specimens of our people cared to have children. In other words, while we make no claim to controlling our sex habits, we do control results.”


  “Oh,” said Larner again.


  Nern Bela led the way to a door which opened into the side of the space-flyer near its base. “We have a crew of four men and four women,” he said. “They handle the entire ship, with my sister and I in command, making six souls aboard in all.”


  “Why men and women?” thought Larner.


  As if in answer to his thought Bela said:


  “On the earth the two sexes have struggled for sex supremacy. This has thrown your civilization out of balance. On Venus we have struggled for sex equality and have accomplished it. This is a perfect balance. Man and women engage in all endeavor and share all favors and rewards alike.”


  “In war, too?” asked Larner.


  “There has not been war on Venus for 600,000 years,” said Bela. “There is only the one nation, and the people all live in perfect accord. Our only trouble in centuries is a dire peril which now threatens our people, and it is of this that I wish to talk to you more at length.”


  THEY were standing close to the targo. Larner was struck by the peculiar material of which it was constructed. There was a question in his eyes, and Nern Bela answered it:


  “The metal is duranium; it is metalized quartz. It is frictionless, conducts no current or ray except repulsion and attraction ray NTR69X6 by which it is propelled. It is practically transparent, lighter than air and harder than a diamond. It is cast in moulds after being melted or, rather, fused.


  “We use cold light which we produce by forcing oxygen through air tubes into a vat filled with the fat of a deep sea fish resembling your whale. You are aware, of course, that that is exactly how cold light is produced by the firefly, except for the fact that the firefly uses his own fat.”


  Larner was positively fascinated. He smoothed the metal of the targo in appreciation of its marvelous construction, but he longed most to see the curious light giving mechanism, for this was closer to his own line of entomology. He had always believed that the light giving organs of fireflys and deep-sea fishes could be reproduced mechanically.


  The interior of the ship resembled in a vague way that of an ocean liner. It was controlled by an instrument board at which a man and a girl sat. They did not raise their heads as the three people entered.


  When called by Bela and his sister, who seemed to give commands in unison, the crew assembled and were presented to the visitor.


  “Earth-dwellers are not the curiosity to us that we seem to be to you,” said Tula Bela, speaking for the first time and smiling sweetly.


  Larner was too engrossed to note the remark further than to nod his head. He was lost in contemplation of these strange people, all garbed exactly alike and all surpassingly lovely to look upon.


  AN odor of food wafted from the galley, and Larner remembered he was hungry, with the hunger of health. He had swung his basket of fish over his shoulder when he left his campfire, and Tula took it from him.


  “Would you like to have our chef prepare them for you?” she said, as she caught his hungry glance at his day’s catch. This time Larner answered her.


  “If you will pardon me,” he said awkwardly. “Really I am famished.”


  “You will not miss your fish dinner,” said the girl.


  “I believe there is enough for all of us,” said Larner. “I caught twenty beauties. I never knew fish to bite like that. Why, they—” and he was off on a voluminous discourse on a favorite subject.


  Those assembled listened sympathetically. Then Tula took the fish, and soon the aroma of broiling trout mingled with the other entrancing galley odors.


  After a dinner at which some weird yet satisfying viands were served and much unusual conversation indulged in, Nern Bela led the way to what appeared to be the captain’s quarters. The crew and their visitor sat down to discuss a subject which proved to be of such a terrifying nature as to scar human souls.


  “People on Venus,” said Nern, as his eyes took on a worried expression, “are unable to leave their homes after nightfall due to some strange nocturnal beast which attacks them and vampirishly drains all blood from their veins, leaving the dead bodies limp and empty.”


  “What? How?” questioned Larner leaning far forward over the conference table.


  The others nodded their heads, and in the eyes of the women there was terror. Larner could not but believe this.


  “The beasts, or should I say insects, are as large as your horses and they fly, actually fly, by night, striking down humans, domestic animals and all creatures of warm blood. How many there are we have no means of knowing, and we cannot find their hiding and breeding places. They are not native to our planet, and where they come from we cannot imagine. They are actually monstrous flys, or bugs, or some form of insects.”


  LARNER was overcome by incredulity and showed it. “Insects as big as horses?” he questioned and he could hardly suppress a smile.


  “Believe us, in the name of the God of us all,” insisted Nern. “They have a mouth which consists of a large suction disk, in the center of which is a lancelike tongue. The lance is forced into the body at any convenient point, and the suction disk drains out the blood. If we only knew their source! They attack young children and the aged, up to five hundred years, alike.”


  “What! Five hundred years?” exploded Larner again.


  “I should have explained,” said Nern, simply, “that Venus dwellers, due to our advanced knowledge of sanitation and health conversation, live about 800 years and then die invariably of old age. The only unnatural cause of death encountered is this giant insect. Accidents do occur, but they are rare. There are no deliberate killings on Venus.”


  Larner did not answer. He only pondered. The more he ran over the strange happenings of the last week in his mind the more he believed he was dreaming. His thoughts took a strange turn: “Why do these vain people go around dressed in jeweled ornaments?”


  Nern again anticipated a question. “Diamonds, gold and many of what you call precious stones are common on Venus,” he volunteered. “Talc and many other things are more valuable.”


  “Talc?”


  “Yes, we use an immense quantity of it. We have a wood that is harder than your steel. We build machinery with it. We cannot use oil to lubricate these wooden shafts and bearings as it softens the wood, so all parts exposed to friction are sprayed constantly by a gust of talc from a blower.


  “You use talc mostly for toilet purposes. We use it for various purposes. There is little left on Venus, and it is more valuable to us than either gold or diamonds. We draw on your planet now for talc. You dump immense quantities. We just shipped one hundred 1,000-ton globes of it from the Cripple Creek district, and the district never missed it. We drew most of it from your mine dumps.”


  NERN tried not to look bored as he explained more in detail: “We brought 100 hollow spheres constructed of duranium. We suspended these over the Cripple Creek district at an altitude of 10,000 feet above the earth’s surface. Because of the crystal glint of duranium they were invisible to earth dwellers at that height. Then we used a suction draft at night, drawing the talc from the earth, filling one drum after another. This is done by tuning in a certain selective attraction that attracts only talc. It draws it right out of your ground in tiny particles and assembles it in the transportation drums as pure talc. On the earth, if noticed at all, it would have been called a dust storm.


  “The drums, when loaded with talc, are set to attract the proper planetary force and they go speeding toward Venus at the rate of 426,000 miles an hour. They are prevented from colliding with meteors by an automatic magnetic device. This is controlled by magnetic force alone, and when the targo gets too close to a meteor it changes its course instantly. The passenger targo we ride in acts similarly. And now may I return to the subject of the vampires of Venus?”


  “Pardon my ignorance,” said Larner, and for the first time in his life he felt very ignorant indeed.


  “I know little more than I have told you,” said Nern, rather hopelessly. “Our knowledge of your world, your people and your language comes from our listening in on you and observing you without being observed or heard. This might seem like taking an advantage of you, were it not for the fact that we respect confidences, and subjugate all else to science. We have helped you at times, by telepathically suggesting ideas to your thinkers.


  “We would have given you all our inventions in this way, gladly, but in many instances we were unable to find minds attuned to accept such advanced ideas. We have had the advantage of you because our planet is so many millions of years older than your own.” There was a plaintive note in Nern’s voice as he talked.


  “BUT now we are on our knees to you, so to speak. We do not know everything and, desperately, we need the aid of a man of your caliber. In behalf of the distraught people of Venus, I am asking you bluntly to make a great sacrifice. Will you face the dangers of a trip to Venus and use your knowledge to aid us in exterminating these creatures of hell?” There was positive pleading in his voice, and in the eyes of his beautiful sister there were tears.


  “But what would my superiors in the Government Bureau think?” feebly protested Larner, “I could not explain . . .”


  “You have no superiors in your line. Our Government needs you at this time more than any earthly government. Your place here is a fixture. You can always return to it, should you live. We are asking you to face a horrible death with us. You can name your own compensation, but I know you are not interested so much in reward.


  “Now, honestly, my good professor, there is no advantage to be gained by explanation. Just disappear. In the name of God and in the interests of science and the salvation of a people who are at your mercy, just drop out of sight. Drop out of life on this planet. Come with us. The cause is worthy of the man I believe you to be.”


  “I will go,” said Larner, and his hosts waited for no more. An instant later the targo shot out into interstellar space.


  “How do you know what course to follow?” asked Larner after a reasonable time, when he had recovered from his surprise at the sudden take-off.


  “We do not need to know. Our machine is tuned to be attracted by the planetary force of Venus alone. We could not go elsewhere. A repulsion ray finds us as we near Venus and protects us against too violent a landing. We will land on Venus like a feather about three months from to-night.”


  The time of the journey through outer space was of little moment save for one incident. Larner and the other travelers were suddenly and rather rudely jostled about the rapidly flying craft.


  Larner lost his breath but not his speech. “What happened?” he inquired.


  “We just automatically dodged a meteor,” explained Nern.


  MOST of the time of the trip was spent by Larner in listening to explanations of customs and traditions of the people of the brightest planet in the universe.


  There was a question Larner had desired to ask Nern Bela, yet he hesitated to do so. Finally one evening during the journey to Venus, when the travelers had been occupying themselves in a scientific discussion of comparative evolution on the two planets, Larner saw his opportunity.


  “Why,” he asked rather hesitatingly, “did the people of Venus always remain so small? Why did you not strive more for height? The Japanese, who are the shortest in stature of earth people, always wanted to be tall.”


  “Without meaning any offense,” replied Nern, “I must say that it is characteristic of earth dwellers to want something without knowing any good reason why they want it. It is perfectly all right for you people to be tall, but for us it is not so fitting. You see, Venus is smaller than the earth. Size is comparative. You think we are not tall because you are used to taller people. Comparatively we are tall enough. In proportion to the size of our planet we are exactly the right size. We keep our population at 900,000,000, and that is the perfectly exact number of people who can live comfortably on our planet.”


  ARRIVING on Venus, Larner was assigned a laboratory and office in one of the Government buildings. It was a world seemingly made of glass. Quartz, of rose, white and crystal coloring, Larner found, was the commonest country rock of the planet. In many cases it was shot full of splinters of gold which the natives had not taken the trouble to recover. This quartz was of a terrific hardness and was used in building, paving, and public works generally. The effect was bewildering. It was a world of shimmering crystal.


  The atmosphere of Venus had long puzzled Larner. While not an astronomer in the largest sense of the word, yet he had a keen interest in the heavens as a giant puzzle picture, and he had given some spare time to the study.


  He knew that from all indications Venus had a most unusual atmosphere. He had read that the atmosphere was considerably denser than that of the earth, and that its presence made observation difficult. The actual surface of the planet he knew could hardly be seen due, either to this atmosphere, or seemingly perpetual cloud banks.


  He had read that the presence of atmosphere surrounding Venus is indicated to earthly astronomers, during the planet’s transit, by rings of light due to the reflection and scattering of collected sunlight by its atmosphere.


  Astronomers on earth, he knew, had long been satisfied of the presence of great cloud banks, as rocks and soils could not have such high reflecting power. He knew that like the moon, Venus, when viewed from the earth, presents different phases from the crescent to the full or total stage.


  Looking up at the sky from the quartz streets of Venus, Larner beheld, in sweeping grandeur, massed cloud banks, many of them apparently rain clouds.


  Nern noted his skyward gaze, and said:


  “We have accomplished meteorological control. Those clouds were brought under control when we conquered interplanetary force, and what you call gravity. We form them and move them at will. They are our rain factory. We make rain when and where we will. This insures our crops and makes for health and contentment.


  “The air, you will note, is about the same or a little more moist than the earth air at sea level. This is due to the planet’s position nearer the sun.


  “We have been striving for centuries to make the air a little drier and more rare, but we have not succeeded yet. The heavy content of disintegrated quartz in our soil makes moisture very necessary for our crops, so our moist atmosphere is evidently a provision of providence. We are used to breathing this moist air, and when I first visited the earth I was made uncomfortable by your rarified atmosphere. Now I can adjust myself to breathing the air of either planet. However, I find myself drinking a great deal more water on earth than on Venus.”


  IN this fairyland which had enjoyed centuries of peace, health and accord, stark terror now reigned. In some instances the finely-bred, marvellously intelligent people were in a mental condition bordering on madness.


  This was especially true in the farming districts, where whole herds of lats had been wiped out. Lats, Larner gleaned, were a common farm animal similar to the bovine species on earth, only more wooly. On these creatures the Venus dwellers depended for their milk and dairy supplies, and for their warmer clothing, which was made from the skin. The hair was used for brushes, in the building trades, and a thousand ways in manufacturing.


  Besides the domestic animals hundreds of people continued to meet death, and only a few of the flying vampires had been hunted down. The giant insects were believed to breed slowly as compared to earth insects, their females producing not more than ten eggs, by estimate, after which death overtook the adult. In spite of this they were reported to be increasing.


  In the Government building Larner was placed in touch with all the Government scientists of Venus. His nearest collaborator was one Zorn Zada, most profound scientist of the planet. The two men, with a score of assistants, worked elbow to elbow on the most gigantic scientific mystery in the history of two planets.


  A specimen of the dread invader was mounted and studied by the scientists, who were so engrossed in their work that they hardly took time to eat. As for sleep, there was little of it. Days were spent in research and nights in hunting the monsters. This hunting was done by newly recruited soldiers and scientists. The weapons used were a short ray-gun of high destructive power which disintegrated the bodies of the enemies by atomic energy blasts. The quarry was wary, however, and struck at isolated individuals rather than massed fighting lines.


  SEATED at his work-bench Larner asked Zorn Zada what had become of Nern Bela. In his heart he had a horrible lurking fear that the beautiful Tula Bela might fall before a swarm of the strange vampires, but he did not voice this anxiety.


  “Nern and his sister are explorers and navigators,” was the reply. “They have been assigned to carry you anywhere on this or any other planet where your work may engage you. They await your orders. They are too valuable as space-navigators to be placed in harm’s way.”


  Breathing a sigh of relief, Larner bent to his labors.


  “What other wild animals or harmful insects have you on this planet?” he asked Zorn.


  “I get your thought,” replied the first scientist of Venus. “You are seeking a natural enemy to this deadly flying menace, are you not?”


  “Yes,” admitted Larner.


  “All insects left on Venus with this one exception are beneficial,” said Zorn. “There are no wild animals, and no harmful insects. All animals, insects and birds have been domesticated and are fed by their keepers. We get fabrics from forms of what you call spiders and other web-builders and cocoon spinners. All forms of birds, beasts and crawling and flying things have been brought under the dominion of man. We will have to seek another way out than by finding an enemy parasite.”


  “Where do you think these insect invaders came from?” asked Larner.


  “You have noticed they are unlike anything you have on earth in anatomical construction,” said the savant. “They partake of the general features of Coleoptera (beetles), in that they wear a sheath of armor, yet their mouth parts are more on the order of the Diptera (flys). I regard them more as a fly than a beetle, because most Coleoptera are helpful to humanity while practically all, if not all, Diptera are malignant.


  “As to their original habitat, I believe they migrated here from some other planet.”


  “They could not fly through space,” said Larner.


  “No, that is the mystery of it,” agreed Zorn. “How they got here and where they breed are the questions that we have to answer.”


  LONG days passed on Venus. Long days and sleepless nights. The big insects were hunted nightly by men armed with ray-guns, and nightly the blood-sucking monsters took their toll of humanity and animals.


  Finally Larner and Zorn determined to capture one of the insects alive, muzzle its lance and suction pad, and give it sufficient freedom to find its way back to its hiding place. By following the shackled monster the scientists hoped to find the breeding grounds.


  All the provinces of the planet joined in the drive. Men turned out in automatic vehicles, propelled by energy gathered from the atmosphere. They came on foot and in aircraft. Mobilization was at given points and, leading the van, were Zorn and Larner and their confreres in the targo of Nern and Tula Bela. The great army of Venus carried giant searchlights and was armed with deadly ray-guns.


  HEADQUARTERS of the vast Army of Offense was in the targo of the Belas. Larner was in supreme command. Just before the big army set out to scour the planet to seek the breeding place of the monsters Larner issued a bulletin that set all Venus by the ears.


  Addressed to President Vole Vesta of the Republic of Pana and the good people of Venus, it read:


  As is generally known, it has been the habit of the nation’s space-flying merchantmen to visit the sunlit side of the planet Mercury to obtain certain rare woods and other materials not found on this planet.


  One side of Mercury, as is known, is always turned from the sun and is in a condition of perpetual night. In this perpetual darkness and dampness, where many rivers flow into warm black swamps, the vampires have bred for centuries. Conditions were ideal for their growth, and so through the ages they evolved into the monsters we have encountered lately on Venus.


  During some comparatively recent visit to Mercury the grubs of these insects have found their way abroad a vegetation-laden targo left standing near the edge of the black swamps of Mercury. These grubs were thus transported to Venus and underwent their natural metamorphosis here. Reaching adult stage, they have found some place to hide and breed, and thus is explained the origin of the vampires of Venus.


  This was widely read and discussed and was finally accepted as the means of the invasion of peaceful, beautiful Venus by a horror that might well have originated in hell.


  However, this did not reveal the breeding grounds, or remove the nation-wide scourge of the horrible winged vampires, so the mobilization of all the forces of the planet continued.


  AS day followed day the hordes of fighting Venus dwellers grew in the concentration camps. In the targo of the Belas, Larner, brain-weary and body-racked as he was with overwork, found a grain of happiness in being in the presence of Nern and his beautiful, petite sister.


  With Zorn, Larner was supervising the construction of a big net of strongly woven wire mesh, in which it was hoped to catch one of the vampires. It was decided to bait the trap with a fat female lat.


  Zorn, Larner and the Belas fared forth from the concentration camp followed by a company of soldiers carrying the big net. Tula with her own hand led the fat lat heifer. His eyes were filled with commiseration for the poor animal.


  Thousands of soldiers and citizenry, in fighting array, watched the departure of the little group.


  In a glade the trap was set and the net arranged to fall over the monster once it attacked the calf. From a thicket, in utter darkness, Zorn and Larner and the two Belas waited for the possible catch. The whole nation stood awaiting the order to advance.


  On the fourth night the vigil was rewarded in a manner frightful to relate.


  A clumsy flutter of giant wings broke the stillness.


  The four waiting forms in the thicket rejoiced, believing the fat lat was about to be attacked.


  Onward came the approaching horror. The measured flap, flap of its armored wings drawing nearer and nearer. Then, horror—horrors!


  A feminine scream rent the air. Cries loud and shrill arose above a hysterical feminine cry for help.


  The monster had chosen Tula Bela for its prey!


  ZORN exploded an alarm bomb. A compressed air siren brought the army forward on the run. Giant floodlights began to light up the scene. The blood of Larner and Nern froze.


  The monster had borne the girl to the ground. Its frightful lance and cupper was upraised to strike. Larner was the nearest and the quickest to act. He grabbed for his ray-gun, swung at his belt. It was gone! In horror he remembered he had left it at the base. He seized a short knife and threw himself forward, rolling his body between that of the girl and the descending lance and cupper.


  As the lance pierced his shoulder Larner, in one wild gesture of frenzy, drove his knife through the soft, yielding flesh of the vampire’s organ of suction.


  Protected by no bony structure the snout of the monster was amputated.


  The terrible creature had been disarmed of his most formidable weapon, but he continued to fight. Larner felt the spikes on the monster’s legs tear at his flesh.


  “Don’t kill the thing,” he shouted. “Bring on the net. For the love of God bring on the net!” Then he lost consciousness.


  It was daylight when Larner, somewhat weakened from loss of blood, regained consciousness.


  The beautiful Tula Bela was leaning over him.


  She whispered comforting words to him in a language he did not fully understand. She whispered happy exclamations in words he did not know the meaning of, but the tone was unmistakably those of a sweetheart towards her lover.


  Finally, in answer to a true scientist’s question in his eyes, she said in English:


  “They caught the thing alive. They await your order to advance.”


  “Let us be on our way,” said Larner, and he started to arise.


  “You are hardly strong enough,” said Tula.


  “Believe me, I am all right,” insisted Larner, and after several trials he got to his feet. His constitution was naturally strong and his will was stronger, so he fought back all feelings of weakness and soon announced himself ready to go ahead with the project at hand. For speed was all important, and the young professor found himself unable to remain inactive.


  HE rejoiced when Zorn told him that the big insect that had attacked Tula Bela had been captured alive and had been kept well nourished by lat’s blood injected into its stomach.


  With Zorn Larner went to inspect the hideous monstrosity and found it in leash and straining. It was ready to be used to lead the way back to its breeding place.


  Its wings shackled, the lumbering insect floundered on its way straight north. Ponderously and half blindly it crawled as the searchlights’ glare was kept far enough in advance to keep from blinding the monster.


  True to instinct it finally brought up at early dawn under a high cliff of smoky quartz. Here, in the great crevices, the drove of diabolical vampires were hiding.


  As the light struck their dens, they attempted clumsily to take wing, but a interlacing network of devastating disintegrating rays from the ray-guns shattered their bodies to dust, which was borne away by the wind.


  The next few months were spent in combing the quartz crags of Venus for similar infested areas, but only the one breeding nest was found. The scourge had been conquered in its first and only stronghold.


  SO ended the greatest reign of terror in the history of Venus.


  Leslie Larner was given a vote of thanks, and riches were showered upon him by the good people of the sky’s brightest star.


  His modesty was characteristic, and he insisted that his part in saving humanity on the planet had been small.


  Passage back to earth was offered him, but Nern and Tula Bela urged him to say and live his life on Venus. This he finally agreed to do.


  “If I returned,” he said, “I would always be tempted to tell my experiences while away, and there is not a jury in the world which would account me sane after I had once spoken.”


  THAT the story of Larner’s adventure reached earth dwellers at all is due to the fact that Nern Bela on a subsequent visit to the earth narrated it to a Colorado quartz miner. This miner, a bronzed and bearded prospector for gold, stumbled on the targo in a mountain fastness, and there was nought to do but make him welcome and pledge him to secrecy.


  The miner surveyed the crystal targo in rapt wonderment and said: “And to think I am the only earth man who ever viewed such a craft!”


  “No,” answered Nern Bela, “there is one other.” And then the stirring story of Leslie Larner’s life on Venus was told.


  THE EVENING STAR


  David H. Keller


  IN this marvelous sequel to “The Conquerors,” Dr. Keller carries on the further efforts of Sir Harry Brunton to save the human race from destruction. Dr. Keller has used the latest developments of science in his own imaginative way to prove to us that life can exist on other planets, such as Venus.


  It is true that, to our knowledge, the conditions on Venus, our nearest neighbor, are not generally favorable to the presence of life such as ours, but the phenomenon of oscillation, mentioned by Dr. Keller, is one that deserves most serious consideration. It is obvious that life such as ours demands a condition in which the temperature does not vary over a great range; a maximum of 120 degrees Fahrenheit and a minimum of—50 degrees Fahrenheit, are in general, the outer limits of the temperature range possible for the existence of human life.


  That such conditions might exist on Venus, Dr. Keller affirms and brings forward a great deal of scientific proof.


  “The Evening Star” in our opinion, has all the basis and structure of a model science fiction story.


  TELL him I’m busy; he’ll have to come back.” The little white-haired man spoke without turning his head, so intensely interested was he in the vision in the telescope through which he was looking.


  The assistant scratched his head in perplexity.


  “But he seems bound to see you,” he stammered at last. “Tell him I’ll attend to him tomorrow.”


  The young man left the observatory and the little man, in perfect silence, again gave his undivided attention to the stars.


  But his solitude was again broken by the sound of a hearty greeting. Before he had time to turn around with a reprimand, strong arms had seized him and swept him from his seat, lifting him up in the air. Angrily, he turned on his assailant, but his frown changed to a look of astonishment, and then a smile.


  “Harry, dear lad!” he cried, “Where did you come from? I haven’t heard of you for so long, that I thought you were lost for good in some wilderness.”


  “So, you’re really glad to see me, Percy?” asked Sir Harry Brunton, “You didn’t seem so when you told your student that I could wait till tomorrow.


  My word! Think of it! Not seeing you for years and then having to wait till tomorrow! After all the good times we had at the old University, too.”


  And then the big man tenderly put the little man down into a comfortable chair, drew another chair close, pulled out his briar pipe, filled and lit it, and, between the puffs, fairly beamed at his friend.


  “It’s awfully good to see you again, Harry,” whispered the little, old man. “I suppose you’ve been into all kinds of devilment since we last met?”


  “Hardly that; but I have knocked around a bit! I suppose you’ve sowed a fair amount of wild oats yourself, eh, what?”


  The astronomer laughed.


  “Not so many, Harry. You know how I was at the University; always up at night looking at the pretties in the skies and then so sleepy the next day that you had to help me with my lessons. Well, after I graduated, I put more than half of the fortune I inherited into this observatory in Arizona. I should rather have stayed in England, but the climatic conditions were not good enough. So, I came here, and here I have been for the last thirty years. I have been spending the income from the other half of my fortune and a fair part of the principal in trying to prove my one thesis, namely, that there is life on other worlds than ours.”


  “And you’ve been here all of thirty years?”


  “Not quite that. Now and then I go down to Flagstaff and less often I attend some scientific meeting and read a paper on my findings, but I suppose that ninety-nine per cent of the time I’ve been right at this eyepiece.”


  “I envy you, Percy. I’ve been only to Australia and Gobi and two years in Greenland and some more in Central Africa, but you’ve been, at least so far as your sight is concerned, to the furthermost parts of the universe.”


  Percy Whitland sighed and closed his eyes as he murmured:


  “Not the furthermost parts, Harry; I have seen just a corner of space. Our cosmos is so vast that what the highest-powered telescope can see is only an infinitesimal part of the whole.”


  “MY word! I can’t even imagine distances so great Listen, lad! I’ve made a long trip to talk to you about things out there”—and he waved his hand toward the star-studded dome—“but perhaps I’ve come to the wrong man. Perhaps you’ll just laugh at me?”


  “I would never laugh at you, Harry,” said the little man, gently.


  “But you know so much more than I do!”


  “And you know lots that I don’t. Why not speak up? The night is yours.”


  “All right. But first, a few questions. Do you really think that anywhere out there, there is organic life of any kind?”


  “Ah! I wish I could answer that! Do you recall Giordano Bruno? He was a man! He had the courage in 1600 to say that he believed there were other worlds than ours, each with some form of life on it. They tried to make him retract, but he held fast, and they burned him at the stake. They put poor old Galileo in prison for daring to say that the earth moved around the sun, and at last, unable to stand the tortures of solitude any longer, he made a public retraction. However, even as he knelt and acknowledged the error of his former statement, he murmured under his breath, “and yet it does move.” These were sorry days for astronomers! Times are better now, but even in the last thirty years I’ve been sneered at when I’ve publicly made the statement that there was scientific proof of life on Mars and laughed at as an utter fool when I suggested that parts of Venus could be inhabited by human beings.”


  “But do you think so? Truly?”


  “Yes, of course! But the idea that every little planet is a possible home of living structures is not accepted by the rank and file of modern astronomers. We do know what the surface temperatures of most of our solar planets are, which is one of the most important factors.


  “When I talk about our planets I feel at home. I’m among neighbors, old friends. Good old Neptune and Mercury are just like near-by towns. I can study the canals on Mars and do all kinds of dreaming about Venus. And yet, when I seriously approach the question as to whether there is life on our nearest neighbors, I waver between desire and hard facts. It is so hot on the surface of Mercury that liquids boil there, while it is so cold on Neptune that everything is frozen hard. Adams and St. John believe that the atmosphere around Mars contains only fifteen per cent of the oxygen that the earthly atmosphere contains. Venus has probably one per cent. The question is: Can life exist under such conditions?”


  “But what do you think?”


  “As an astronomer, I think it doubtful. As a man, I hope that Mars and also Venus hold beings comparable in some respects to us. I have tried for thirty years to prove that this is so. Now, just between us two, I’m going to say that I do not know.”


  “How would you like to make sure?”


  “How could I do that?”


  “By going to Venus!”


  A Little Chat


  “EXCUSE me for a few minutes,” exclaimed the astronomer, suddenly galvanized into a tornado of action. For long minutes he worked with his telescope; then he motioned to Sir Harry to take his place at the eyepiece. The anthropologist saw a bright silver crescent that seemed to be enveloped in a white mist.


  “How near is it?” whispered the astronomer.


  “Near? My word! I could hit it with a rifle bullet.”


  “Think so? That’s Venus. It is getting as close to the earth as it ever does, and that means that when it comes to inferior conjunction[1] it will be 26,000,000 miles away from us. That isn’t far, of course, as stellar distances go, but, at the same time, it is a tidy little stretch. I understand that men ultimately expect to travel through the air at the rate of six hundred miles an hour. Going that fast, it would take 1805 days or 5½ years of constant traveling to arrive at Venus. Yet you say it seems so near that you could hit it with a rifle bullet.”


  “And that is our nearest neighbor?”


  “Yes, excepting the moon, and Eros, a planetoid which occasionally gets within 14,000,000 miles of us.”


  “Do you suppose mankind will ever be able to conquer the problems of that space, just as they have gone down under the ocean in submarines and into the air in planes?”


  “You come to my rooms, Harry. I can answer that question better there. I’ll turn the work of the night over to one of my assistants. They thrive on responsibility. My, but it is good to see you!”


  Slowly he led the way out of the room which housed the enormous telescope. Walking, he measured barely four and a half feet in height. By nature a small person, he had been deformed by tuberculosis of the spine in childhood. He was a hunchback. Brunton was shocked to see how he limped, what ravages time had brought to that harassed body. The anthropologist, over six feet tall and in glorious health for his age, seemed by comparison to belong to a race of supermen.


  PERCY WHITLAND led the way down to the rooms under the observatory. For years these had constituted his only home. Here he had studied and dreamed and longed for something to happen that would enable him to prove to his own satisfaction his theory of the existence of life on other worlds. In this solitary building he had lived a life apart from the world, having as companions only a few young visionary fanatics who dared to share his dreams. In these rooms he had silently fought discouragement and disease. He was growing old now, but although he was still defeated he was undismayed. The more his body withered, the more bravely he used his eyes and his intellect in wresting from the Universe its many secrets. Yet all he had accomplished was as nothing compared with the mighty mysteries which lay unconquered and just beyond his grasp.


  AS Sir Harry Brunton walked behind the shrunken body of his former college mate, he caught a glimpse of the struggle of all those years and the silent heroism that had made the conflict endurable; and he saw more plainly than ever that only the mind of man matters, only the soul has a life that is worth-while.


  Whitland entered a large room and paused. It was a library, filled from the floor to ceiling with books of every size and description. A central table held more books. They overflowed the shelves and cluttered up the floor and the chairs. There were maps, magazines and folios. The little man turned on his guest with justifiable pride.


  “Here is the finest private library on astronomy in the world. There are larger libraries in existence, but none are owned by a single person. Here I have most of the tomes, folios and manuscripts that were written about the heavens prior to the age of printing. I have the earliest printed books and the latest ones. I have all the astronomical magazines. I am the author of some of these books and of at least one atlas. Men come to this room from all over the world just to read pages that can be seen nowhere else. This is my mental workshop. Here I check and recheck the work of the previous night. For thirty years I have not spared myself. No slave ever worked harder than I have. And why? Because I feel that each night may bring with it the final clue, and that clue might be lost forever were I to allow myself a moment’s relaxation, a night of pleasure, a dark hour of sleep. How can I tell when death will come?


  “Suppose I found an answer to my questions at the end of another month? What if just a little more work would suffice? How terrible to think of death interrupting the labor of thirty years when I am just on the threshold of success, when I am passing from doubt to certainty! This is the thought that has driven me on.


  “Not a cheerful thought, you’ll say. Perhaps not, but it’s one that I’ve never been able to shake off. Well, you’re enough of a scientist to appreciate the value of such a collection of books. Even here in Arizona I had heard of your remarkable researches in anthropology. Suppose we go into the next room.”


  “My word!” exclaimed Sir Harry, as he passed through the doorway. “You don’t mean to tell me that you have still another roomful of books?”


  “Yes, but of an entirely different nature. In the first room there was nothing but cold science. Some of it has been shown to be false, but the men who wrote did the best they could. Roger Bacon, Galileo, Pythagoras, Bruno, Nicolaus Copernicus and many others did noble work, even though their conclusions have since been proven incorrect. But in this second room I have eliminated science and filled its shelves solely with the fantastic dreams, the stupendous hopes of men, who, never satisfied with what they had dreamed might happen, had placed their visions on paper. Here are interplanetary tales dealing with other worlds than ours and with life on, these planets of every possible shape, size, color and deadliness. I have a standing order with booksellers all over the world to send me lists of all such novels or short stories. I have everything by Verne, Wells, Serviss, Gernsback and Otto Willi Gail. As well as a host of other writers about the unknown.


  AND I not only buy these books, but I read them all!


  Some are good and some are poor, but they are all representative of a great truth. Underneath the dire hopelessness of it, behind the impossibility, the futility of it, lies this fact, that mankind feels that perhaps someday interplanetary travel may become possible! There is always that hope. Of all the types of science fiction, this type is the most popular; the reading public demands it. Less than twenty-five years ago men were laughing at Verne and Wells. Now they are reading about rocket-plane mail carriers and are calmly discussing a flight to the moon. And here’s another interesting point. In all these travels to distant stars, the adventurers from the earth always find life—monstrous in some respects, but with the same mental reactions as human beings. Who would want to read a story of travel to a distant planet unless life were discovered there?


  “So, there is the hope! The tired business man, the clerk and the scientist who buy the thrillers on the news stands, all want to read about such adventures, because they want to think that these may someday become actual facts. That is the universal hope of the race. We have conquered the water and the air, and now we want to explore the unlimited space that surrounds our earth.


  “And that hope is my hope. I have approached it from the standpoint of pure science, but when I am tired, exhausted with my mathematical problems, I turn to these books and anaesthetize myself in their fancies.”


  “So! You really feel, even though you can’t prove it, that life may exist somewhere else?” Sir Harry asked sympathetically.


  “Yes, though it may not be life as we understand it. It may be animal, vegetable or mineral.


  “Or we can look at it from another viewpoint, the old one of vibrations. We know that the human ear is receptive to only certain sound vibrations; the human eye sees only a part of what there is to be seen, and so on. Suppose a race existed on some other planet with such a rate of vibration that neither the human eye nor the ear could perceive them, yet in some way they were able to make themselves known to us?


  “These and dozens of similar hypotheses have disturbed my waking moments and filled my dreams for years.”


  “And all these questions could be answered if explorers Were able to conquer space?”


  “Certainly!”


  “Do you think that sometime men will learn to do it?”


  “Yes. At the rate they are advancing now, no one can tell what will happen a thousand, five thousand years from now.”


  “My word, Percy, but that’s a long time! We shall be dead then.”


  “We certainly shall. Dead and forgotten.”


  “Yet you think the proof of other life can only be furnished by the actual journey to other worlds?”


  “It seems so. Of course, the radio enthusiasts think that they could radio to Mars if only an interplanetary code could be devised. Some have fancied that they have sent a radio wave to the moon and detected the rebound, or echo. It has always seemed to me that if there were beings alive on our planets, they would be trying as hard to communicate with us, as we are with them, and that some day something ought to be accomplished. But, when everything is said and done and the last piece of argument has been stilled, the fact that remains is simply this: No one can tell whether or not such life exists without going there to make actual observations.”


  The anthropologist drew his pipe from his pocket and started to fill it.


  “Let’s go somewhere where we can be comfortable and talk a little. I have something to say to you.”


  “Certainly. I have a room that has nothing in it except a fireplace, two easy chairs and the greatest puzzle in the world.”


  “That sounds interesting.”


  Once in the room, Sir Harry Brunton looked around him. On a marble pedestal, near one wall he saw a replica of the Venus de Milo.


  “My word! You’re right, Percy. Woman is a puzzle that no man has ever solved. You must meet Charlotte. My word! She loves me devotedly, and yet, at times, she makes me feel like wilted lettuce.”


  CHAPTER II


  The Conquerors


  WHITLAND climbed into one of the great overstuffed armchairs and carefully adjusted his crooked spine to one of the hollows of the upholstery.


  “I presume,” he purred, “that Charlotte is a woman?”


  “She’s more than that. She’s my wife; at least, she would be if we could ever spend a few minutes in company with a preacher.”


  “You don’t mean that you’re just living together?”


  “Not exactly, but—well, it’s a long story. For the last year Charlotte and I have been living a most unusual life amid most unusual surroundings and with a very odd sort of people. In other words, we’ve spent a year with the Conquerors.”


  “That doesn’t mean much to me.”


  “Perhaps not. No doubt you are so interested in your stars that you forget to read the newspapers. The Conquerors are a race of dwarfs who claim that intellectually they are at least eighty thousand years in advance of the average human being. They drove the inhabitants out of five American states, and so far as I have been able to find out the people have never gone back. The British Government asked me to investigate the trouble and I did. My word! I went to the base of the Conquerors and became one of them. It was an experience. Touch and go most of the time, but I rendered them a service and obtained a promise from them that they would not destroy the human race, at least not right away. Some of our party were liberated, but I decided to remain there as a hostage, and at the last moment Charlotte decided to stay with me.


  “All things considered, it has been a remarkable experience, especially the part connected with Charlotte. Poor little girl! In love with me and yet refusing to marry me unless I supplied a preacher, and, at the same time, refusing to leave me.


  “You’ll understand all this better when you meet her. But she is just one of my problems. These dwarfs had decided to wipe out our race. They had discovered the bacillus of a new disease and were going to sow this in profusion over the earth from their airplanes. I was fortunate enough to play a good poker game with them and they reversed their program. They have something else on their mind, now, and until that is accomplished, they are going to let our race live on.”


  “Are you telling me the truth or just making up a science-fiction tale?”


  “I don’t blame you for thinking it’s just another story, Percy, but it’s all true, just as I have told it to you. That’s why I’m here. These Conquerors are almost ready to send an expedition into space on a journey of exploration, and their first objective is Venus. They found out that you were an authority on astronomy. Of course, their idea is that we Middle Men, as they call us, are very far behind them in all scientific knowledge except astronomy. They have lived beneath the surface of the earth for so long that they have really neglected the study of the heavens. So they wanted an authority. At first they were going to kidnap you, but when I learned of it and realized that the man they wanted was the Percy Whitland I went to college with, I entered into the discussion.


  “I told them point blank that it wouldn’t do them any good to kidnap you, that you would die rather than be driven. Then I suggested that they invite you to go with them, and offered to carry their invitation to you. At first they were suspicious, but when I showed them that they had in Charlotte the finest kind of hostage to insure my return, they consented to let me make the trip. Of course, it was hard on Charlotte to stay there at Reelfoot Cave all by herself, but she’s a true sport. So, there’s the invitation. Will you join our expedition to Venus?”


  THE astronomer slowly dropped from the chair to the floor and walked over to his friend. He put one hand on Sir Harry’s knee and with the other seized the Englishman’s right hand in a convulsive grip.


  “You’re not teasing me, are you, Harry?” the little man pleaded. “You aren’t just making fun of me, are you? Why, I would sell my soul for a chance to make a trip like that! Even if I died before I returned, what a wonderful end I would have, knowing that at last I had solved some of the questions that have been a nightmare to me for over thirty years! You say these people are actually going to Venus? And want me to go along with them? Listen to me. I know something about Venus that I have not even dared to speak of to my pupils. There are some things that perhaps even these wise men you have lived with don’t know. I shall be glad to share my knowledge with them if only they’ll let me go with them—Oh! Pshaw! The bubble of my dream has broken! I thought for a while that perhaps such a trip was possible—but of course, you are fooling!”


  And the little astronomer, this man with the brains of a giant and the body of a diseased child, threw himself on the lap of the giant in front of him and began to sob.


  “Don’t do that, Percy!” begged the anthropologist. “Why, you make me feel worse than Charlotte does sometimes. It is all true. Of course, they haven’t actually tried out their space machine yet, but I think it will work. It ought to work. They have been over a hundred years in designing it. They really are very brilliant, and they want you to go with them. And I am going too, Percy, to take care of you and Charlotte, and see that nothing happens to you. You just forget everything except that you’re going to have an experience no other earthling has had. How soon can you get ready?”


  “Very soon. It won’t take long to select a few books.”


  “How about clothes?”


  “Won’t these I have on do?” replied the happy man.


  About Some Civilizations


  “THE airplane,” explained Sir Harry, “is somewhere up there in the darkness. It is noiseless in its flight and absolutely under the control of its pilot. All he has to do is to press a button now and then and the electrical robot does all the rest. If I had success in my request to you, I was to be here at 2 a. m. and flash a signal three times from my flash light. They will come down to the ground at any point we wish.”


  The two men were about a mile from the observatory. For over half an hour, most of which had been spent in silence, they had waited on the sands of the Arizona desert. For Percy Whitland it was the period before the curtain rose on the most stupendous drama of his life, but to the English anthropologist it was just the beginning of one day more. For the last fourteen months he had not only seen strange dramas, but had been one of the leading actors in them. Now he had only two dominant desires—to save his race, the people whom he was fond of calling human beings, and, second, to make Charlotte happy.


  After that, if time and opportunity should permit, he wanted to spend months in studying the colonies of people saved from the wrecks of previous civilizations. For eighty thousand years the Conquerors had been destroying entire nations, but now and then they had saved a small portion and allowed them to continue working out their destiny in splendid isolation. These remnants formed underground Anthropological Gardens, comparable to the finest Zoological Gardens in the world, and for thousands of years they had been so perfectly concealed that their existence was unsuspected by modern man. The Englishman longed to visit some of the underground caverns of the Conquerors. He wanted to see how the Dawn-men were living, what progress the Phoenicians were making and whether the Colony from Atlantis had preserved any records of the titanic disaster that had wiped out one of the continents of the earth and buried it under a deluge of green water and drifting weeds of the Sargasso Sea.


  All these thoughts came to him as he and his friend paced the sands, waiting for two o’clock to come. He longed to do all this, he wanted, in some way, to make Charlotte happy, but above everything else he yearned to save his people from an overwhelming and universal disaster.


  Suddenly he took out his flashlight, pointed it toward the heavens and flashed it on and off three times. He waited a few seconds, turned the light on and stuck it in the sands. They did not have to wait long now. Silently and without warning, something loomed above them, a soft light appeared and the bulk of a plane landed noiselessly. Small voices greeted Sir Harry, a hasty conference was held, and then the little astronomer was assisted up the steps into the plane. Sir Harry followed him and the door was shut. All lights were turned off and conversation ceased.


  PERCY WHITLAND remained silent as long as he could and then he asked:


  “How soon are we going to start, Harry?”


  “We have started; we are well on our way back to the place I call home.”


  “But there’s no noise, no vibration. I’ve never been in the air, but those machines that have passed over my observatory always made a lot of noise.”


  “Those machines, Percy, are just children’s toys compared to this one. These people have a new source of power. It is so perfectly under control that they have practically eliminated all the annoying complications that the people of our race have to put up with when using any form of motor machinery. I’m not an engineer, so I can’t understand all of their inventions, though they have frequently tried to tell me about them. But it seems that their power is obtained from the perfect smashing up of the atom.” Percy Whitland rubbed his hands excitedly together.


  “I know something about that!” he whispered eagerly. “Fine! Perhaps that was one of the reasons why they wanted you to go with us. This old bus runs rather smoothly, doesn’t it? In reality we are going nearly five hundred miles an hour and I understand their planes are capable of much higher speeds. Just how fast are we going?”


  He addressed the question to a large-headed dwarf who was seated in front of them. After a slight delay this strange-looking man, who was acting as pilot, replied: “Four hundred and fifty miles at the present time, Sir Harry. We should arrive at Reelfoot at daybreak.”


  “That man is sitting there with folded hands, Harry.”


  “Certainly. My word! What else is there for him to do? The gyroscopic control of the machine keeps it at the proper altitude, the power flow is absolutely automatic and before the trip was started a radio beam was established between the Crater at Reelfoot and your observatory. All that this man had to do was to place the car in the path of the ray for the return journey and turn on the power. He regulates the speed and, to be sure, he can change his course if he wants to, but when the exact destination is known before hand, they have found that it is much better to have the plane guided by a selective radio beam. I understand our race is able to do something like that for a short distance, ten or fifteen miles, to make flying in fog safe. The only difference is that these people are able to go around the world on such a beam if they want to. Usually, however, they prefer their tunnel cars.”


  Charlotte


  “WHAT do you mean by tunnel cars?”


  “It’s like this. These people live in caves and enormous craters. These places are connected by tunnels very much like the Holland Tube in New York. They travel through these tunnels or tubes in long cylindrical cars which are very nearly as large in diameter as the tunnels they dash through. They use the same motor power in these cars that they do in their airplanes, and I believe they are going to use something like that power in their space machines.”


  “You’ve been living with them for over a year? What a wonderful time you must have had!”


  “I suppose so. Just like living on the verge of an explosion all the time; and then there was Charlotte.”


  “Yes. I had forgotten her. That seems the strangest part to me. All the years I knew you at college you never even spoke to a woman. We thought you were a real woman-hater.”


  “Well, you see—My word! It’s hard to explain; but Miss Charlotte Carter is not like other women I have meet.”


  “Evidently not.”


  “No. She’s different. I didn’t want her to stay. I saw that there would be difficulties. No other women there. No company for her except me, and I had to be away from her a lot. You see, I’m the Official Consultant to the nation.”


  “Official Consultant?”


  “Yes. They have about two hundred Specialists, three Coordinators and a Dictator, called The Directing Intelligence. Yet they wanted one of our race as a sort of general advisor, and selected me for the position. I had two New Yorkers with me at first but I was able to secure their release.”


  “It all seems like a fantastic Alice in Wonderland tale to me. If it were not for this plane, I should still think I was dreaming.”


  “That’s because you are a hermit, an isolated scientist. You’re like a man I once heard of, who awoke in the morning and saw a pair of arms on the top of his bed. He called his wife and asked her whose arms they were. She said they were his arms. He started to move them around. At last he told her that she was right, but he was not sure till he found that they were attached to him and that he could use them. My word! Seems to me you ought to believe me.”


  “I believe you, Harry, just as much as I can.”


  JUST then dawn came and with it Reelfoot Lake and the Crater. Gentle in its flight as a falling feather, the air machine settled on the edge of the precipice. The anthropologist opened the door, stepped out, assisted the astronomer, thanked the pilot and led the way to the apartment where Miss Charlotte Carter awaited them.


  “No use telling the Co-ordinators that I succeeded in bringing you back with me,” explained Sir Harry. “They have radio-television that enables them to follow a man very accurately at a distance and not only see him but hear his words. Allow me to introduce my fellow anthropologist, Miss Charlotte Carter, lately of Virginia.”


  Whitland bowed and gently took the lady’s hand.


  “I’m proud to meet you. Harry and I went through Oxford together and, though we haven’t seen each other much since then, we’ve never lost our love for each other. I’m glad he found you.”


  “That was nicely said,” answered the white-haired lady. “Of course, he’s told you about my being here. He wanted me to go when the others left, but I just couldn’t bear to leave him alone among strangers for the rest of his life—So I stayed. We are to be married as soon as we find a preacher.”


  “And in the meantime she helps me forget my worries, Percy,” chimed in Sir Harry. “Come, let’s have some breakfast.”


  He pushed a button on the wall; a hitherto unseen door opened and a table, set for three, rolled into the room. Miss Carter made a charming hostess and, in spite of the unusual surroundings and strange food, the visitor ate heartily.


  “I think you’d better rest now, Percy,” suggested the Englishman. “You’ve had rather an exciting night; you’re not very strong and you’ll feel better for a little sleep. I’m going to show you to your room and we’ll have dinner when you awake. Best not think about all this. Just rest and forget everything except your happiness in the prospect of accomplishing your great desire.”


  The big man did not leave his friend till he had seen him safely tucked away under the covers of a bed. Then Brunton started to leave the room; Whitland called him back.


  “I think Miss Carter is very lovely, Harry. You ought to be congratulated—on your fellow anthropologist.”


  Sir Harry patted the little man on the shoulder.


  “That’s splendid, Percy, I’m glad you like her. We’re going to be so happy to have you with us, old chap.” When he left the room this time Whitland fell asleep.


  CHAPTER III


  A Peculiar Man


  SIR HARRY found one of the Co-ordinators waiting for him in the living room of the apartment.


  “It is well to note, Sir Harry,” the dwarf said soberly, “that it all turned out just as you said. We were confident that you would come back, but we were not at all sure that the astronomer would return with you willingly.”


  “He was more than willing. Let me tell you something,” Brunton nodded confidentially. “He is a very brilliantly educated man; in fact, I think he is far ahead of any astronomer in my race. Of course, I can’t tell how his mind compares with the mind of your Specialist in Astronomy, but it is my opinion that he will make a valuable addition to the scientific group who are working out the details of our trip to Venus.”


  “What does he think of the possibility of life on that planet?”


  “He considers that it can only be proven by actually going there. At the same time, he feels that there is as much chance of our finding life as of not finding it.”


  “What does he think of the complete disintegration of the atom?”


  “Frankly, I don’t know. But he intimated that he knew a great deal about the atom.”


  “He is certainly a very peculiar man. Did you notice anything remarkable about his body?”


  “No. He just looks a little weaker and a good deal older than he was when I knew him back in college.”


  “I see. He always has been the way he is now,” the dwarf reflected. “Some of our specialists have had a peculiar idea about him. That will be developed later on. The Directing Intelligence will arrive tomorrow for a conference and then we will start the final preparations for the trip. Have you anything to do this evening?”


  “Not a thing.”


  “Then a few of us will stop in for a game of poker. Since you gave us that treatment and started to teach us the game, some of us have given it a good deal of thought. You recall that you said one of the greatest factors in the previous decline of our national psychic ability was the fact that we had ceased to play.”


  “Well, you ought to make fine card players. You have what the Americans call perfect poker faces.”


  “Explain just what you mean by that.”


  “It means that you must never indicate by your faces what your feelings are, if any. In fact, having no feelings, you betray no elation or despair. No matter if you knew from the very first that your opponents could defeat you, you would never show it by any emotional change in your face.”


  “I understand now. It is something that we can’t help. We three Co-ordinators will drop in tonight. Do you suppose the astronomer plays?”


  “My word! How should I know?”


  “You will find out. I’ll bring some of our old gold pieces around for chips.”


  It was late in the afternoon before Whitland awoke. He found his friend reading by his bedside. It seemed hard for the little man to orient himself.


  “Is that you, Harry? Where are we?” he asked.


  “How odd! Don’t you remember? At present you’re in my private apartment in the Reelfoot Crater, one of the principal bases of the Conquerors. You came with me last night from Arizona, because I told you that you could go with us to Venus.”


  “That’s right. I recall now. And it must all be true. What a peculiar light!”


  “It certainly is. These fellows have certainly solved the problem of illumination. It comes from a cold heat and their specialists say that it has no harmful effect on the retina. Better take a tub and dress. Our friends have asked that you wear the costume of a Specialist. It may seem odd at first, but I can see some advantage to it. Then we’ll have dinner and later on some of them are going to drop in for a game of poker. Do you play?”


  “Never have.”


  “Imagine that, when you could have used the stars for chips in a game with a fellow sky-gazer. I’ll bet you can learn.”


  “I hope so.”


  A Revelation


  DURING the past year the Directing Intelligence, the three Co-ordinators and Sir Harry had held many a conference. Sir Harry was asked his opinion on every subject under discussion and, while his advice was often disregarded, it was weighed soberly enough to make him feel that he was considered a valuable member of the nation of Conquerors.


  The morning after the poker game another conference was held, but at this one the guest from Arizona was present. As usual, the Directing Intelligence lost no time in starting the conversation.


  “You may think it odd, Mr. Whitland, that we asked you to come here to assist us in our interplanetary journey. You may feel that we are strangers to you. In reality, we have been in very close touch with you and your work for a good many years.”


  “I’m surprised to hear that.”


  “You won’t be when I finish. Long ago we had some fairly fine telescopes and did all our own astronomical work. But we realized many centuries ago that in order to investigate the stars properly we had to have telescopes of great size, and these had to be in clear open places free from dust, mist and vapors. We could not make and use such telescopes ourselves, because of our desire to remain unknown. We were not yet ready to announce our existence to the Middle Men. So we started to experiment. We sent agents out to the surface.


  “One of them helped Piazzi on his career, so that he discovered Ceres in 1801. Previously, in 1781, with a telescope that we indirectly paid for, Sir William Herschel had discovered Uranus. We were directly interested in the work of Professor Adams of Cambridge and that of the Frenchman, Leverrier.


  “When you were still a boy our attention was called to you in many ways. We helped you through your University, and in the year of your graduation made you a rich man. Perhaps you were always doubtful as to how the uncle who left you his fortune had acquired his wealth. You can guess now. We wanted you to discover the truth of certain unanswered questions which we felt were vital to the success of our undertaking. The exploration of the skies year after year was necessary for this. You did that for us as we knew you would. Our psychic life was at a low ebb by that time. We lacked initiative. But Sir Harry, by his discovery of the specific hormones that our bodies lacked, has restored us to our former mental alertness. For that, we are indebted to him.


  “So thirty years ago, when you started to devote your life to astronomy, we felt you were working for us, as your special hobby was Venus, the ‘evening star.’ That planet is the objective point of our first space journey. We wanted you to go with us, for many reasons, but before we started we felt the need of your investigation of the whole problem of interplanetary forces. There were other questions we wanted your advice on, too.”


  “May I ask a question?” said Whitland.


  “Yes.” The Directing Intelligence nodded his head in a regal manner.


  “Why do you wish to go to Venus?”


  “There are several reasons,” the dwarf answered. “The first is biological. As you probably do not know, we are an emotionless race. We were made so partly by our conscious stifling of all emotions and partly by climatic forces. We discovered that the action of the sun’s rays was responsible for most of the emotions. That is why your southern races are so noticeably unstable emotionally, while northerners are more calm and in control of themselves.


  “For this reason we moved into caverns and away from the rays of the sun, many, many thousands of years ago. Now that we wish to expand our nation it becomes necessary to come out to the surface. The earth is still too much exposed to the sun’s rays. But Venus, we know, is well protected by its great layers of clouds. If therefore, our expedition is a success, and the conditions on Venus are favorable, the whole nation will be removed.”


  “You honor me in offering me a part in this,” was Whitland’s modest answer.


  “NOT at all. In the first, the word honor is practically unknown to us. Now there is one part of your life that is more than of interest to us. In fact, it is one of our greatest reasons for determining to destroy the Middle Men as soon as we return from Venus. They would have been destroyed ere now had it not been for Sir Harry Brunton. I suppose you understand what atavism is?”


  “Not entirely. You see, that deals with biology, and I have not thought much about that science during the last thirty years.”


  “I’ll explain it to you, then. Occasionally an individual is born with the physical or mental traits common to a species that existed ten thousand or a hundred thousand years ago. Examples are the Darwinian tubercle on the ear, unusual remnants of hair on the body, peculiarly shaped teeth, webbed fingers, persistence of ancient sounds in infantile speech, cervical ribs and a hundred other anomalies, showing evidences of the pit from which mankind has slowly climbed to its present height.


  “We all realize that there is such a thing as atavism, and it has never worried us, because we understand it. But suppose we take the exact opposite. What would be the result if, in every generation, there were ten individuals born who were physically and mentally ten thousand, fifty thousand years ahead of their times? What would happen if these ten found each other and organized for the defense of their race against us? Of course, if we were fortunate, we could identify all these individuals and block them in some way, even kill them. But suppose they became too clever for us! We went into every phase of this danger, and at last decided that it was so important that the only safe plan was to destroy the source by blotting out your race.”


  “This is very interesting to me,” interrupted Sir Harry. “As an anthropologist I am well acquainted with the problem of atavism. That is simply the result of inheriting traits from remote ancestors rather than recent ones. But how can an individual inherit traits from generations yet unborn?”


  “You have a perfect right to say that the future generations are as yet unborn, but that does not mean that they don’t exist. We believe that the future does exist, but in a different time dimension. It is true that no two bodies can occupy the same space at the same time, but perhaps two bodies could occupy the same space at different times. That is as far as I can go just now in the explanation, but we have certain examples of life that make us feel that, when a child is formed, there is possibly a fusion of the child of 1931 and the child of 9931. As there would be only one body the result would not be like the average human being of either age, but the intelligence would be far above that of the ordinary Middle Man of what you call the human race. Now, I am going to ask Mr. Whitland a question or two. Have you ever found any physicians who explained, to your satisfaction, why that ego of yours that you Middle Men call soul is occupying a body so unlike Sir Harry’s and so much like mine?”


  “NO, not to my satisfaction. Most of them said that was the result of tuberculosis, others spoke of intrauterine rickets, and still others mentioned dysfunction of the glands of internal secretion. I have not seen a doctor for thirty years. I lost faith in them and stayed away.”


  “Were your parents normal and healthy persons?”


  “I never knew. They died when I was young.”


  “Have you felt a close relationship with the men and women of your generation?”


  “I never had a real friend except Sir Harry Brunton. I always felt shy on account of my deformity and my difference of intellectual interests. Others thought that my intense specialization was rather queer.”


  “Have you ever had an operation or accident in which you lost blood? Was your blood ever examined?”


  “Yes. While I was at Oxford a pathologist examined my blood and said that I had a great excess of white corpuscles. He thought that a fatal condition; but I am still alive.”


  “You, of course, have no objection if we examine your blood?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Very well. We will send for our Specialist in Pathology.” This Specialist must have been previously summoned, for he entered the room at once. The Directing Intelligence ordered him to make an examination of the blood of the astronomer.


  A lancet was plunged into the ear lobe, and glass slides and pipettes prepared to receive it. The Conquerors gathered around the man from Arizona. Even Sir Harry peeped over their heads.


  The blood flowed white from the wounded ear.


  “The ichor of the Gods!” said the Directing Intelligence without emotion. “We were right. Mr. Whitland is not a Middle Man. He does not belong to the human race of 1930. On the contrary, he is one of our nation, being undoubtedly the descendant of one of our agents, these having from time to time intermarried with women of the Middle Men. He is what you call a Conqueror.”


  With His Own People


  WHITLAND swayed a little and might have fallen, had not Sir Harry caught him. Then he recovered himself and smiled.


  “That is good news. Instead of being with strangers, I am wonderfully blessed by being among my own people. I may have been born fifty thousand years too soon, but you have made it possible for me to leap across the centuries and spend my last years with those of my same generation. It makes me more anxious than ever to help you in any way I can.”


  “We will have another consultation tomorrow,” concluded the Directing Intelligence, nodding. “It is well that we have you here—as one of us. Had you recognized your power it might have been necessary to blot out your existence in some way. As you are a member of our nation, we want you to live as long as you are useful to us. Still, the very fact that you have proved to us, by your blood and intelligence, that reverse atavism is possible, makes me more determined than ever to destroy the present race of Middle Men, saving only about two hundred who are to form the New York Colony.”


  “And I have always said,” added Sir Harry, “that a civilization that cannot defend itself against any danger is no longer worthy of existence. I can say that because I, also, am a Conqueror. Of course, I have asked that their destruction be postponed till we return from Venus. But though the debacle is postponed, it is inevitable.”


  The four Conquerors and the two Middle Men stood up as the conference adjourned. The Englishman, looking at the five small men, was astonished to find, now that there was an opportunity for comparison, how very similar Percy Whitland was to the members of that strange race. There was a difference; his head was not quite so large, his hands were smaller and his lower limbs more sturdy. The forehead was less prominent, the lower jaw more developed; yet the general resemblance was marked.


  The two college chums returned to the Brunton apartment where Miss Carter was waiting for them.


  “Did anything new happen?” she asked.


  “My word, yes!” her lover replied. “They have been investigating Percy and think he is a case of reversed atavism or something like that. They have examined his blood and claim that he has the same ichor in his veins that they have. They claimed him as a brother at once and made no end of fuss over him. At the same time they are determined to kill the rest of our race—when we come back from our space trip.”


  “I don’t think Mr. Whitland is at all like them. It is horrid in them to even think so.”


  “Well, it doesn’t make any difference. I am glad that he’s here with us. He’s going to be a big help in many ways. He may have ichor in his veins, but he has a heart in him that is as big as all out doors.”


  CHAPTER IV


  The Space Machine


  “WE are showing you this machine and explaining it to you so you can point out its weaknesses to us, if there are any,” explained the Specialist in Aviation. “We feel that we have taken into consideration every possible factor, but we want to make certain.”


  The party of Specialists, with Percy Whitland and Sir Harry, were standing alongside of the space machine, constructed to carry a goodly load of the nation of Conquerors on their journey of exploration. It was a cigar-shaped aircraft, nearly six hundred feet long and a hundred and fifty feet high. The bottom rested on a long slanting earth groove, the machine rising into the air at an angle of 45 degrees. The surface was of metal, so highly polished that it was hard to tell where the metal body and the thick glass windows joined. The party took an elevator and descended to the bottom of the hole, where the rear end of the new machine lay comfortable and safe on pneumatic cushions, reinforced with powerful spiral springs. At the very end four openings showed jet black against the clearness of the polished metal. Fifty feet from the end there were other black openings arranged like beads around the circumference, at equal distances from each other.


  “This is a perfectly constructed rocket ship,” explained the Specialist responsible for the ship’s construction. “The forward motion depends on the four rear tubes; the steering is done by making use of selective combinations of the other tubes further front. The ship itself is made of three layers of beryllium, between which are almost perfect vacuums. The beryllium weighs one-third of an equal volume of aluminum. We have solved to our satisfaction most of the problems which, so far, have kept us on this earth. We feel that, once we ascend beyond the atmosphere of the earth, we shall have no trouble in going through space, at a speed thus far considered impossible. The first problem is to overcome the gravitation of the earth. I wish you would give us your figures on that to see if ours harmonize.”


  “Well,” replied Whitland. “To be on the safe side, I think that your space ship ought to leave the earth at a speed of six miles a second. That would be nearly 350 miles the first minute and by that time the ship would be well outside the earth’s atmosphere. Of course, it would have to keep on going; otherwise it would be captured and become a satellite like the moon. Once your car is sufficiently beyond the heavy gravitational pull of the earth, it can attain quite a respectable speed and keep on going until it gets within the gravitational influence of Venus. Your ship will be moving in space that is relatively empty. It has always been my idea that a properly propelled ship could be made to travel with the same speed that our earth does about the sun, approximately 18½ miles a second, or about 1,000 times the speed of the fastest express train. Of course, such a speed can only be obtained in space where there is no atmosphere.”


  “YOU agree with us then that space is relatively empty?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Then we are not apt to be impeded by friction. What other dangers are there?”


  “How about your supply of oxygen?” Whitland asked. “That has been arranged for. We will make it as we need it, and we can remove the carbonic acid gas. Our food supply is also going to be adequate.”


  “Is your ship so tight that it will hold its air when it is in the almost perfect vacuum of space?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, of course, there is the great danger from meteors, but mathematically your chances of avoiding them are very good. What have you done to slide into the atmosphere of Venus so slowly that you won’t heat the ship to such a temperature that life within it will be destroyed?”


  “A very good question. Just as soon as we approach the atmosphere of Venus, we will turn off all our power except just enough to guide the ship, so that we will enter the atmosphere in a slanting direction. Then we will start some shots from the rockets on the front of the ship, and these will act like a brake. Our mathematicians have calculated that we shall be able to take our time descending to the Venusian surface, once we enter her atmosphere.”


  “Then all that remains is to determine whether your source of power is adequate for the trip.”


  “That’s all. You had an example of it in your air trip here from Arizona.”


  “I understand that you destroy the atom?”


  “Completely. By means of an extraordinarily high voltage we are able to break down the atom and release its energy. Breaking down carbon, for example, gives us 18,000 million times the amount of energy we should obtain if we simply burned it as coal. This energy we use for our rocket explosion. It is being done all the time in the universe around us, in the suns and stars in space.”


  “Yes,” agreed Percy Whitland slowly, “there is no doubt that the complete destruction of matter in space is responsible for the highly penetrating rays that are constantly battering the atmosphere of the earth. It is probably this force that keeps alive the sun and stars.”


  “Have you any suggestions to make, Mr. Whitland?”


  “Not now. I shall have to think it over.”


  Just then a message came from the Directing Intelligence, stating that he intended to call on the astronomer that evening.


  “You are becoming popular,” commented Sir Harry. “A little more and I am going to become jealous of you. My word! It’s Mr. Whitland here and Mr. Whitland there, and they seem to forget that I exist.”


  The little man laughed at him.


  “Forget it, Harry. I’m just a new toy for them to play with. When they want action, they’ll come to you. I’m not forgetting you. I have a surprise for you and Miss Carter that I’m going to spring on you some day.”


  The Objective Point


  “I UNDERSTAND,” said the Directing Intelligence that evening to Whitland, “that your ideas of conditions on the planet Venus are different from those of most astronomers. Is that true?”


  There was only one other at this conference, namely Sir Harry Brunton. For some reasons best known to himself the Directing Intelligence had thought it best not to have the three Co-ordinators present.


  All of that dark side of Venus is covered with a perpetual mantle of snow over a layer of ice and it all rests under an eternity of desolate midnight. The cold wind, with all its moisture taken from it, curves around till once again it comes into the land of perpetual sunlight, where it picks up more water in the form of vapor from the heat-tortured desert.


  A Confession


  THIS caused our friends from the earth’s surface a considerable amount of surprise, for in all previous meetings the Directing Intelligence had always had his three Coordinators present. It seemed therefore to Sir Harry that there had been some changes in the relationship existing between the Directing Intelligence and his subordinates.


  Sir Harry’s comment on this strange event was to wink at Percy Whitland significantly.


  “I suppose you are right when you say I differ from them,” replied the astronomer from Arizona, “for I represent the hopeless minority. I think we all see the same things, but we differ in our interpretation. In the 17th century Bianchini, the Italian astronomer, made frequent observations and drew maps of what he claimed to have seen on Venus. The interesting thing about those maps was that the continents were of the same size and shape on both hemispheres, that is, on both sides of the planet. It remained for another Italian, Schiaparelli, to point the way to the great truth behind this similarity of the two maps. What the first Italian thought to be two hemispheres were in reality one. Venus’ period of rotation on its own axis is the same, practically, as its period of revolution about the sun. This is comparable, then, to the movement of the earth about the moon and demonstrates that Venus always presents the same face to the sun as it circles around it during its year of 225 of our days. Schiaparelli watched the ‘evening star’ night after night and month after month, and found that the surface markings never changed.


  “His conclusion was that there are two distinct portions to Venus, a dark half of intense cold and a light half of intense heat, at least sixty degrees hotter than it ever becomes on the Earth. On the basis of that discovery almost every astronomer in the world believes that life is impossible on Venus.”


  “And you?”


  “Oh! I had to be different. That was my hobby. I felt that there ought to be life there; so I started out to prove it. But before I go on with my opinion, suppose I describe to you the geography of Venus as it is generally accepted by my co-workers. The hemisphere that faces the sun seems to be a desert, wind-swept and sun-baked. Dust storms of great velocity sweep over it, polishing its dirt floor till it becomes smooth as marble. Great crevasses extend in every direction where the heat-tortured surfaces have been torn apart by the thermal changes. Every drop of moisture is carried into the upper atmosphere by the heated winds. These blow high into the air and then roar to right and left, till they reach the dark edges of the other dismal hemisphere which never knows the piercing rays of the sun. Those moisture-laden winds, those water-bearing clouds, entering the land of perpetual darkness, condense and pour down their burden of moisture. First it descends as rain, but as soon as the darkness gathers into a more Stygian gloom, it becomes a blizzard, a snow such as no earthly eye has ever witnessed. These blizzards have been going on for thousands and hundreds of thousands of years.


  “THAT is the way Venus would look if we could see all of her. One-half of it baking desert, the other half covered by glacial ice and heaps of everlasting snow. But around the south pole rise lofty mountains, whose peaks we can see projecting like warning fingers above the clouds of heated moisture. Those mountains must be over twenty miles high, perhaps higher.”


  “What a fascinating spectacle it would make to be out in the emptiness of space and with a powerful telescope to watch the eternal cycles of climate on that mysterious planet. Or to be an ageless observer, who has seen the evolution of the planet from time immemorial.


  “One could have observed not only the evolution of Venus from the day she was flung off from the sun as a glowing mass of lava—but also the catastrophe—the collision between the sun and a visitor from space that brought all the planets into existence.


  “It should make one feel a little humble when he compares his own little life span; his own little powers and intelligence with those mighty forces that have made our planets and cause them to speed ceaselessly around our sun.”


  Whitland seemed to be afire with the glowing enthusiasm about his subject. It was with a great effort that he suddenly remembered where he was and that he had wandered far from the subject of their discussion.


  “We were talking about the violent contrasts of the climates on Venus,” he said meekly.


  “My word!” said Sir Harry. “And yet you think there is life there? Hot as hell on one side, and cold as hell frozen over on the other, and no place to go! Where could they live, those dwellers in Venus? What will happen to us if we ever arrive there?”


  “Do you think that you really know enough about Venus from your observations to really predict what we might find there?”


  “That is a very pertinent question,” commented the Directing Intelligence. “You see it is unfortunately true that during the past fifty thousand years our environment has changed but little.


  “It is therefore true that we have not developed resourcefulness to the same degree that you primitive Middle Men have. I am very much afraid that if we were to meet with very unusual conditions that we might not know how to cope with them. That is one of the chief reasons for taking you Middle Men along with us.


  “I haven’t finished,” said Whitland, smiling at the hasty conclusion of his giant friend. “I started to study Venus from my observatory in Arizona, and my photographs showed peculiar markings on the planet which made it look like a wheel with dark lines as spokes, and those spokes never varied.


  “From my observations I deduced that while Venus always presented the same face to the sun there was a slight shifting every four months in the position of a band or zone, due to the inclination of the axis of the planet.


  Now whenever this oscillation occurs, a long strip of land extending from pole to pole and about one hundred miles wide is brought from its state of sunlessness into the sunlit area. It remains in the full glare of the sun’s rays for four months and then slowly goes back into the shadowless night of the doomed land. The same has happened upon a similar area one hundred miles wide on the other side of the planet, which now turns its glaciers toward the sun, and four months later goes back again.


  “Can’t you imagine what happens? Venus is 50,000,000 miles nearer the sun than the Barth is. The temperature on the hot side is perhaps twice that of the Earth. Within a few days a strip of glaciers, enormous piles of ice and snow, are suddenly exposed to the intense heat of a tropical summer. Naturally the ice and snow melt, and a flood of water rushes headlong down in mighty rivers out to the torrid deserts of the Venusian hell. These rivers are perhaps five hundred miles wide as they leave their source in the melting snow mountains. As they rush over the baked mud, more and more of the water sinks into the hot dirt and the rivers become narrower. At last they are exposed to the full heat of the torrid sunlight and wither away into clouds of steam, which, carried to the atmospheric belt of the planet, once again turn into the snow and ice of the Cold storage half of this peculiar world.


  “There must be enormous clouds of steam-filled air, and I am sure that it is due to these clouds that we cannot see any of the surface distinctly except the lofty mountains around the south pole. We are told that Venus has an atmosphere but that it is so attenuated that life cannot exist there and that what atmosphere there is has no oxygen. I believe that this is not correct. Where there is so much water, there must be oxygen.


  “If we look at the ‘evening star’ from this point of view, we see that one side is torrid and the other side more than frigid, but between these two extremes is a circular strip of land, several hundred miles wide and twenty thousand miles long, that is neither very hot nor very cold. If people lived there, they would always see the sun low in the sky, and have pleasant conditions with regard to both light and heat. There would be abundance of water for agriculture. It seems to me that there is everything there to allow a splendid civilization to develop. There is also another point to be considered. What effect has a covering blanket of moisture-laden clouds, fifteen or more miles in thickness, on the heat that pours down from the sun? Perhaps conditions there are more livable than we imagine.”


  “YOU present an excellent argument,” said the Directing Intelligence. “Yet there must be a great many weaknesses in it, for, according to your own statement, not a single one of your astronomers agrees with you.”


  “I know that. But at the same time I believe I am more nearly right than they are. You see, my telescope, the one I was working with in Arizona, is practically the largest one in the world, with a four hundred inch mirror. Its size was made possible by the development of the use of fuzed quartz. I can obtain much sharper details on my photographic plates than others can. In fact, I obtain a picture of Venus entirely different from that of any other astronomer. But, after all, it is simply a matter of interpretation. For years we have worked and studied and plotted and tried to explain the canals of Mars, and now, Hopewell, the famous astronomer, says there are no canals—that they have not been able to withstand the acid test of photography. I showed him my pictures of Mars, and he simply shook his head and said that they were not canals, but that he did not know what they were. I think that sometimes the best of us think a thing so long and so hard that we end up by believing it.”


  The Directing Intelligence stood up, signifying that the interview was at an end.


  “We will try it. There are still some questions that cannot be answered at the present time, but we will find the truth eventually. If we succeed, our race will indeed be worthy of the name of Conquerors. If we fail, we will die in empty space or on some planet that for the first time will feel the presence of human life. I—”


  There was a slight buzzing of an instrument on his table. He adjusted a pair of earphones and then spoke some words. Immediately one of the Co-ordinators entered the room. While his face wore the usual expressionless gaze, there was something in his eyes that indicated news of the greatest importance. He lost no time in making known his errand.


  “We have just been receiving some unusual messages at our radio-receiving station. We thought that you might like to know of these at once.”


  The Directing Intelligence nodded.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “For several hours we have been receiving very strange communications. At first we thought they were in code, but then it dawned on us that someone was trying to communicate to us in actual language. We decided to call in the Specialist in Philology and he told us that every time the message came it was in a different language, but that each time it meant the same thing. For a long time the dead languages of the Middle Men were used—ancient Chaldean, Egyptian, Greek, Basque, the old Gaelic, and a dozen of others. Then came medieval languages and modern—Italian, English, Russian, and other European languages—and finally, as if to show their thorough mastery of every language, they sent the message in our own tongue: first, as we spoke it ten thousand years ago, and later on just as we use it today. I suppose that message came in over a hundred different forms.”


  “It’s easy to understand why it came that way,” commented the Directing Intelligence, “for whoever was sending it was not sure of the language that was being spoken here and in order to make sure that it would be understood he used every language of every age. What was the message?”


  “A peculiar one. Simply this:


  “ ‘Follow Number 85.’ ”


  “That’s very interesting. What does it mean?” asked the leader of the Conquerors.


  “We don’t know. That was why we wanted you to know of it at once. You, as the Directing Intelligence, are allwise.”


  The Directing Intelligence turned to Brunton. “I am afraid my people will need another treatment from you. You see, they rely on me completely. They have no initiative.”


  Then, turning back to the stolid Co-ordinator:


  “I do not understand it. Broadcast the question at once to every Specialist, ‘What does 85 mean in connection with this message?’ Say that an answer is to be given at once. I will await a report.”


  He waited. Specialists in America, in Africa, in Asia, In Australia caught the question flying with the speed of light through the air and reluctantly replied that they did not know. As answer after answer was flashed back it was more and more apparent that the question would remain unsolved. Meanwhile Whitland and Brunton had been dismissed and, at Whitland’s suggestion, had gone to visit the central radio station of the Conquerors.


  CHAPTER V


  The Middle Men Report


  IT was the next day when the two men, haggard and weary, appeared before the Directing Intelligence.


  “Have you found the meaning of that strange message?” asked Whitland.


  The dwarf shook his head. “I have two hundred negative replies from two hundred Specialists.”


  “I think we have found an answer,” Whitland said calmly.


  The Directing Intelligence fixed keen eyes on the astronomer.


  “Since we left you, we have spent most of the time at your radio station,” Whitland began. “Working in cooperation with its controller, we have been able to determine the general direction of the source of those messages.”


  “And that is—”


  “From interplanetary space!”


  Only the faintest movement of the Directing Intelligence’s eyes betrayed any excitement over this astounding news.


  “Furthermore,” Whitland continued, “the messages seem to come from the general direction of Venus, which is approaching inferior conjunction with the Earth.


  “We can not say positively that the messages do come from Venus. But there is a likelihood that if there were intelligent beings on that planet and they wanted to communicate with the Earth, they would avail themselves of this opportunity when the two planets are closest to each other.”


  Another flicker of the Director’s eyelids indicated that he was closely following Whitland’s exposition.


  “Now,” continued Whitland, excitedly, “there remained the big question to settle! Suppose intelligent beings were communicating with us, what would their message mean? Remember that they said ‘Follow number 85.’ They evidently wanted the message to reach only beings whose knowledge is sufficient to penetrate the meaning of this apparent code. And if we could do that, the Venusians, if Venusians they are, wished us to have a means of finding them.”


  He paused for a moment to regain his breath. Brunton placed a supporting hand on the little man’s arm, meanwhile looking at him in admiration.


  “Now I deduced at once, that any means of communication for such a purpose could be one of two things: either a radio beam such as you use for guiding airplanes, or a ray of light perceptible to our spectroscopes; the number eight-five could refer to a wavelength or some other quantity. But, acting on the ‘hunch’ which is often the means to great discoveries, I tried a new tack. In the scale of the atomic number of various elements there are two missing places—one is number 85 and the other, number 87.”


  “What are these substances?” asked the Directing Intelligence.


  “That is the interesting point. We all know that hydrogen has the atomic number one and from there on we go up to and include the number 92. Of course, some of these substances are very rare, but we are sure that all of them exist. However, 85 and 87 are missing numbers. We feel sure that they exist somewhere, but we have not found them on the Earth, nor have we been able to identify them in any spectroscopic analysis of the light from the stars. So they are simply unknown elements, the existence and characteristics of which we can only guess at.”


  The Directing Intelligence turned slowly in his chair so he could look directly at Whitland.


  “Then you are saying that you know something about a thing, when in reality you know nothing about it?”


  “Yes. That is my position. But—suppose that this message is from some form of life in Venus? They tell us to follow 85.’ The very word follow implies that they know, or hope, that somebody contemplates a trip to their planet. It looks as though they were trying to help us to reach them. They give us a pathway! Oh, that is a stupendous idea, but it may be possible! Suppose they are sending us a ray of light that gives distinctive bands in the spectroscope—a spectrum different from any so far known? Then all we should have to do would be to mount a spectroscope in the front of the car, and, by automatic control, keep the nose of the space car continually in that ray of light.”


  The dwarf raised his hands in protest.


  “Do you mean to say that we could follow a ray for 26,000,000 miles?”


  “Well, there is no need to,” interposed Brunton. “The way we look at it is that you will have your own means of getting to Venus. Your Specialists with the aid of Mr. Whitland are perfectly competent for that. But, my word! Suppose you find that your own path checks with a beam of light with the characteristic spectrum that we think belongs to ‘85.’ Then you would have definite proof that some beings on Venus want us to come!”


  “And the ray is there,” Whitland said. “It must start from the same place that the message came from. We know that we are continually receiving light from Venus. What is that light but rays? Suppose those people had a great quantity of this element number 85 and were to heat it in large enough amounts to send out a radiation? It may be that the entire planet of Venus is composed of this substance, but that up to now the thick blanket of steam has been able to hold the rays back. Perhaps they have found some way of blowing that fog aside for a short time? I don’t know! But if I could lay my hands on a spectroscope, I should like to see just what kind of light is coming from Venus at the present time.”


  “We have a small telescope right here, also a spectroscope.”


  “I would much rather use my own in Arizona. Should you object to my returning there for a few hours of observation?”


  “Suppose you use our apparatus first. If you don’t obtain results, we will consider your request,” was the decision of the Directing Intelligence.


  Sir Harry thought that he was fairly well acquainted with the geography of the Reelfoot Crater, but this was the first time that he had heard there was an observatory there. However, early that evening the party was in it, and Percy Whitland was feverishly adjusting the mechanism of the telescope in harmony with the spectroscope. At last he finished and the “evening star” was brought into the optical field. With him were the Specialists in Astronomy, Chemistry and Mathematics, as well as the Specialist in Aviation and the Directing Intelligence.


  “Now, we can watch the spectrum appear. I presume we are all familiar with the various lines. I should like to have the opinion of all of you as to just what we are seeing.”


  Slowly the bands of light began to form until finally they became stationary and unchanging. Whitland sucked in his breath, with an astonished gasp, but the Specialist in Chemistry nodded his head with conviction.


  “That is new!” he said slowly.


  “It certainly is!” agreed Whitland. “We are looking at the spectrum of an element that so far has never been Identified. It is different from any stellar spectrum I have ever seen, and there are certain lines there which make me confident that the light Is originating from a luminous element in practically a pure state. It comes from Venus! Gentlemen, here Is my advice. Change the nose of your space car so that the very tip forms the end of a telescope. Make that telescope as nearly perfect as possible. At the Inner end attach a spectroscope. You will find then, if my deductions are correct, that the path you have chosen for reaching Venus will keep your space car always in that ray of light.”


  “Just one more question,” said the Directing Intelligence. “We know that all the stars are made of many different elements in combination. What basis have you for the belief that this is the spectrum of but one element?”


  “I told you that I was not absolutely sure,” replied Whitland, and there was an element of weariness in his voice. “But it is a reasonable deduction. They may have collected it, or it may be natural—a huge mountain formed of one element. Or Venus may all be of that material, and we never saw the spectrum because of the clouds. All this is not new. There are many scientists who are confident that the core of the Earth is a solid ball of nickel and iron. Around this central ball is a stratum of liquid silica and magnesia. The outer crust is made of silica and aluminum. I don’t know whether such a geological statement is correct, but I mention it to show that many good scientists favor the idea of an earth core of almost pure metal. Something like that will be found on Venus. At the present all we can say is that we are looking at the spectrum of a new element which has an atomic number of 85. The message we received tells us to follow number 85. I think that this spectrum is the answer.”


  Slowly the Directing Intelligence shut his eyes. The veins in his forehead enlarged and pulsed rhythmically. Little beads of sweat came out on his domed forehead. Ten minutes passed, twenty minutes—and at last he spoke:


  “I direct that the changes in the space car be made.”


  IT was late, very late, when the two Middle Men returned to the Brunton apartment. Miss Charlotte Carter was waiting for them. She had personally prepared a midnight lunch for them with some hot fluid that tasted and smelt like cocoa. When they entered the living room, she was busy darning stockings, and there was no doubt about the fact that those stockings were the property of Sir Harry.


  “Well, my dear friends,” she exclaimed, “You certainly have had a day and a night of it. At this rate, all of your business will soon be attended to and you will have nothing to do and no place to go. Do you think you can stop long enough to eat lunch before you return to work?”


  “My word, Charlotte!” sighed Sir Harry, sinking heavily into an easy chair. “I hope there’s nothing more for the next twenty-four hours. It was not just physical work, but the tremendous task of trying to follow the scientific discussion of these Conquerors—and Percy. My dear, you Would have been proud of Percy if you could only have heard him strut his stuff before the rest of them. He made them look pretty cheap, with all his accumulation of knowledge, and it looks very much as though he would be the next Directing Intelligence if anything happens to the present incumbent. They don’t like to acknowledge that he knows a shade more than they do. It makes them feel a little peeved, but he made them admit it. Looks as though our friend Percy Whitland were a real man, and I hope you will never admire him as much as I do, for if you do it is all over with your present admirer and humble slave.” Miss Carter blushed, as did the man from Arizona. “He’s Just teasing us, Miss Carter,” protested the little man. “You know how these people look up to Harry.”


  “They look up to me all right,” acknowledged Sir Harry, “but it’s on account of my six feet three inches instead of any special amount of brains. But to change the subject, Charlotte. What do you think happened to keep us away so long? We actually received messages from Venus, indicating that sentient creatures want us to go there. And had it not been for Percy, no one would have had the least idea what those messages referred to. My word, but he made their eyes bulge out when he showed them their real meaning! Let’s eat and then try to get some rest.”


  The minutes passed in silence while the tired men satisfied their hunger. At last the woman spoke.


  “And are we really going to Venus, Harry?”


  “Yes, some of us. Perhaps the Directing Intelligence, the three Co-ordinators, about one hundred of the Specialists, and Percy. I suppose they will take me along.”


  “How about me?”


  “Why, I was going to propose that they let you go back to New York City. Your nieces will be delighted to see you.”


  Not Going to Return


  SLOWLY she put down her work.


  “Don’t you understand that I can not go back? Not now! And I certainly am not going to stay here all by myself. Suppose something should happen to you while you are on the trip? Who would take care of you? There may be life on Venus and perhaps you might not be able to return, and would just stay there and marry one of those women.”


  “What women?”


  “Why, those women on Venus.”


  “My word, Charlotte! You know I wouldn’t do that. How could I without a preacher?”


  “Men have done it before. Please, Harry, promise you and Percy will take me with you!”


  “I don’t see how I can—all right, I’ll try! Please don’t cry—don’t even look as though you were going to! You see, Percy, the little lady loves me, and when she remained here she naturally thought we would slip out to a church somewhere and be married by a preacher. But she discovered too late that these Conquerors don’t have either a church or a preacher, so we couldn’t get married. She has been just as nice as everything about it, but it was a great disappointment to both of us.”


  “I believe I can do something for you when the right time comes,” said Whitland. “But to change the subject, Harry. When we start on the trip, what’s going to happen to all these poor slaves they have here, and to the rest of the nation?”


  “That bothered me for a while, but I have proposed a plan to them that has finally received the approval of the leaders. I think they will start to put it into effect tomorrow. Their first plan was to kill everyone they left in their underground cities, even their own people; for you see, without the leaders, the mass of the Conquerors are helpless. Then when they came back they were going to start a national life with new units. You see, they perpetuate their race like ants or bees, and have only a few females; almost all their active units are simply neuter workers. But I proposed that they give each person a somnifacient[2] hypodermic, dosed to last at least a year. If the dose is riot repeated at the end of a year, the units slowly die a painless death. If desired, they can be given another sleep hypodermic or they can be given an injection that will restore them to activity. So, that’s what’s going to happen. When we leave the Earth, everyone in their crater cities will be asleep, and if we don’t come back in a year’s time, they will remain asleep—forever.”


  “That’s one reason why I want to go with you men!” declared Miss Carter, emphatically. “It’s that little doubt about your coming back. If you don’t come back, I shall never be happy unless I’m there with you. What would life be worth to me if I had to wait year after year, hoping against hope for your return, and knowing year after year the hopelessness of it?”


  “Charlotte!” said Sir Harry, and there was a warm, vibrant tone to the word, “do stop worrying! If I go, you go! Perhaps—why, perhaps we may. And a preacher there, who knows! Now, be a dear and go to bed. I want to talk a little to Percy before we turn in.”


  SO the little white-haired lady said goodnight and left the room. The two men watched her till she disappeared and then Whitland whispered:


  “She certainly is in love with you, Harry.”


  “I know that. My word! Think of her giving up everything just to stay with me. What’s your reaction to all you’ve seen and heard, Percy?”


  “Looks like an adventure to me, a grand adventure!”


  “Do you feel any different since you found out that you are practically a Conqueror yourself?”


  “No. I don’t think there’s very much change in me.”


  “You still feel that you’re a human being, one of us, the same kind of being that I am?”


  “Yes, I guess so. It’s like this: I have their blood in me and perhaps their intellect, but at the same time I still have all the emotions of an ordinary man. I can harmonize with them intellectually, but when I see their faces, absolutely devoid of feeling, I grow cold all over, and it makes me shiver when I think of their plan to kill the human race—when they come back from Venus.”


  “I see. Then I can tell you something. . . . They have promised me that they will not slaughter mankind till they return. They are going to Venus, Percy, and we are going with them, and it looks as though Charlotte was going, too. But Percy—we are not going to return!”


  CHAPTER VI


  Final Preparations


  FOR the next two weeks there was a hum of ceaseless activity all around the giant air-craft. Had it not been for the super-human intelligence of the Specialists, the perfection of their robots and the perennial surplus of human slaves, the necessary changes involved in the placing of a telescope in the nose of the machine could hardly have been made without actually rebuilding the space-flier.


  But after the plans were drawn up, the actual construction was attacked from a dozen points at once, and at the end of two weeks, not only was the telescope in place, but arranged mechanically so that it could always be pointed at Venus. Whitland, seated in the specially constructed cabin-observatory, had the satisfaction of looking through the scope at his old familiar friend, and of personally adjusting the spectroscope so that every ray of light that entered the telescope had to pass through that spectroscope, to be instantly broken into the broad, multicolored bands of the spectrum. The plate that finally received this broad band of many-colored lights was delicately adjusted to control the mechanism that controlled the telescope. Gyroscopes, set in three planes, were able constantly to control to a fraction of a degree the course of the ship so that it would always be pointing in the direction of the chosen course. This course had been laboriously plotted by a consultation of the Specialists in Mathematics, Astronomy and Aviation together with Percy Whitland. The shot was to be aimed at a point in the orbit of Venus, where it was expected the planet would be in four weeks, the time allotted for the journey. This point was to be the inferior conjunction with the Earth.


  Once the flight was started and the void of space penetrated, all that would be necessary was to see that enough power was developed to maintain a sustained flight through the vacuum.


  The new spectrum remained constantly true to type. The scientists studied it from every point of view, and they were all satisfied that the light was proceeding from a new element. Some wanted to call it Venusore, but the majority favored naming it Whitore in honor of the new Conqueror from Arizona.


  No more messages had come from the distant planet—a circumstance that caused some comment. Was the cessation of communication due to the senders’ knowledge that the message had been understood, or had they been disappointed at their failure to receive an answer? Either way, they would soon find out the real truth. They had sent a message to the Earth, and the Earth was replying with a space ship, loaded with Conquerors!


  As the need for the slaves came slowly to an end, they were collected by hundreds and thousands and given their sleep-producing hypodermic. This seemed, to many of the Conquerors, like a useless expenditure of time and effort, hut it was the command of their leader, and they had obeyed passively for too many thousands of years to disobey now. Skilled experts entered the Queen house and put to sleep the females, who knew no other life than that of propagation. The endless belt in the incubator house was stopped, and the premature infants were taken out and disposed of. The nurseries were visited and all the baby units put to sleep.


  THE little ones who never had known and never would know the embrace of a mother’s arms were lulled by a needle. In the laboratories where human experimentation was in progress, the subjects of incomplete scientific investigation were sunk into a narcosis, which would put an end to the mental torture of their countless humiliations for a year to come. Last of all, on the day before the actual departure, all the Directors and over 125 of the Specialists were assembled at Reelfoot, placed in long rows on the floor of one of the dry caverns, and there stupefied so that, when the rest of the nation returned, they could be awakened to a life of renewed and devoted usefulness to the nation.


  The hum of work had come to an end. The Specialist on Aviation and his assistants again and again went over every part of the machinery on which the lives of a nation depended. At last they were satisfied. All the stores were in place. Every person had been assigned to his special cabin. A definite work was allotted to each individual.


  Only Miss Carter seemed without a specific task. The Conquerors were not pleased with the idea of taking her with them, but, as usual, Sir Harry had been able to carry his side of the argument. It seemed that she darned his stockings, and no one else knew how. He argued that he was not capable of doing his best unless his stockings were darned, that no one could darn them except Miss Carter, and how could she do it from day to day unless she was with them? and—


  But the Directing Intelligence made Sir Harry stop there. “I never could understand what you wanted this thing for, Sir Harry. It is true that I had her brought here, because I had the idea that all Middle Men wanted female things like that for their slaves; but instead of making a slave of this one, you treat her as more than an equal. You don’t even live with her, because you haven’t found the proper person to say words before. You have said that it would be a real vacation to you to make the trip. How can you be happy and have pleasure in your vacation if that useless unit goes with you?”


  “I tried to explain about the stockings.”


  “Don’t go all over that again. Take her with you if you want to, but keep her out of sight.”


  FINALLY everything was done. The day and hour for the departure was set. At the last moment a careful check-up of the food requirements made it necessary to eliminate twenty-five more of the Specialists, and these were put to sleep along with their dormant fellows. The actual embarkation was begun. Every passenger was in place. Percy Whitland, the Directing Intelligence, the Specialists in Electricity and Aviation were in the pilot-room back of the telescope. Nothing remained to be done except for the Directing Intelligence to touch the button that would initiate the first rush of power through the stern rocket tubes, causing explosions that would in minutes place the car well out of the earth’s atmosphere, and, in a few hours, far beyond her fatal attraction of gravitation.


  A Conqueror in charge of the task of shutting down the central radio station approached his Specialist with a message. The latter searching out a Co-ordinator transmitted the message to his superior who in turn sought out the Directing Intelligence, who was holding a long and earnest conversation with Whitland in the control room of the ship. The Co-ordinator spoke in the strange tongue of the Conquerors.


  The Directing Intelligence turned to Whitland.


  “The same thing is happening that took place the other evening. Messages are coming through space in every language known to mankind through the ages. The message is always the same, no matter what the language is. It is this:


  “Protect against 87”


  “Another element!” exclaimed Whitland. “First comes the instruction to follow 85, and when we are all ready to do that, we receive a warning to protect ourselves against 87! But that’s the other unknown element. How can we protect ourselves against something that we are ignorant of!”


  “You think there is a danger?” asked the Director. “There must be! We have always felt sure that there was an element with atomic weight 87, but we have never been able to isolate it These friends of ours on Venus know not only the element 85, but also the one numbered 87. They must realize that it possesses power deadly in some way to life. They feel that we are ignorant of it, and so, have decided to warn us of it.”


  “That sounds reasonable,” agreed the Directing Intelligence, “You believe that such an element exists in space and yet our scientists remain ignorant of it?”


  “Yes, I think I can explain that. The Earth is blanketed with an atmosphere. That atmosphere has, as one of its important elements, a large percentage of oxygen. There is no doubt that this blanket shields us from the intensity of the cosmic rays. Some of these are changed to heat rays, and some may be totally blocked in their attack on the Earth. The people on Venus may realize our ignorance and may be trying to warn us of a danger that will come as soon as we reach empty space.”


  Indecision


  “BUT you told us the other night that space was empty.”


  “So I did, and so it is. Empty of stars and planets and meteors, but not empty of rays of many kinds. Matter is constantly being annihilated in space, and the amount of energy made available by that annihilation is tremendous. The Swiss scientist Hess and the German, Kohlhoerster, have made a special study of these stellar rays. Their conclusions show that only by a miracle has life been able to continue on this Earth. The X-ray used to be dreaded, the Gamma ray of radium feared, but both of these can be stopped by a thin sheet of lead. But there are cosmic rays that can pierce through one hundred and twenty feet of water and sixteen feet of solid lead. Our atmosphere protects us against these. We are taking a trip into space where there is no protecting atmosphere. There is the danger!”


  “But our Specialists assure me that all this has been taken into consideration and provided against.”


  “I believe they are correct—to the extent of their knowledge. There is no reason to doubt the fact that the walls of our space-ship form ample protection against such rays that we know about. But how about the rays from element number 87? How can we protect against a danger concerning which we know nothing?”


  “There are only two things we can do,” said the Directing Intelligence. “Either remain for further study, or touch the button that will send us into space.”


  Somehow the news spread through the ship. A low buzz of conversation filled every room. Minutes passed and at last an hour, leaving the Directing Intelligence still undecided as to the proper answer to the puzzling question. Finally he refused to assume the entire responsiblity and called for a conference of ten of his leading advisors. This number included the three Co-ordinators, Sir Harry and Percy Whitland. The entire problem was stated to them and they were asked for an opinion. Several of the ten refused to express themselves, merely replying that their previous experience and acquired knowledge were insufficient to throw any light on the difficulty. Whitland had told all he knew when the message first came. To the surprise of all, including the orator himself, it was Sir Harry Brunton who decided the matter for the conference, and what he said was not a solution but a challenge.


  “We call ourselves the Conquerors!” he almost shouted to the other nine men in the room. “We pride ourselves on the fact we have for thousands of years ruled the Earth with an intellectual rod of iron. For a century have been planning for a voyage in space, to find new worlds to conquer. My word! Are you going to hesitate because of a simple message? A few words that mean nothing and may be simply the idea of some idiot? We are all ready to go. If we hesitate now because of a supposed danger, we will never go, for as fast as we protect ourselves against one danger there will be another develop to scare us. Never before in the history of the Universe have men come so near annihilating space as we came today, and are we to hesitate, turn back, nervously frightened at something we do not understand? That is not the way the Americans play poker. I am an Englishman—at least, I was one till you adopted me into your great nation—but even the nation I have renounced never knew when to quit. My vote is for an immediate starting of the journey. Let us deal with each danger as it arises!”


  When he was asked, in later life, about his reactions at this most perilous moment, Sir Harry smiled. He was not certain, he said, that his appeal would have any effect on these stolid emotionless people. But as an anthropologist he had believed that one’s emotions can never completely die. A spark of them always remains, that may be quickened into life. As he looked at the Conquerors, on the completion of his speech, he did hope and feel that something vague and dormant had been touched ever so slightly and there was the merest stirring of something strange inside of these emotionless beings. . . .


  THE Directing Intelligence looked around the council.


  He must have gazed most intently into each face. Then finally, as with an effort he arose, signaled to the Specialists in Electricity and Machinery and to Percy Whitland to follow him into the pilot room. As the entire ship rested at an angle of 45 degrees all motion was by movable stairs, but at last the room was reached and the signal was passed through the ship to prepare for flight. Each passenger securely fastened himself in a pneumatic chair, built to protect against the violent displacements which might occur during the first few minutes of flight.


  Then the leader of the peculiar nation, known to us as the Conquerors, touched the button.


  With a tremendous roar, the great space flyer rose from the pit and sped like a silvery comet through the atmosphere into space. Up, up it went and gradually its nose was turned to the point in space where there was to be a meeting with Venus four weeks hence. The men in the pilot-house saw the needle of the speedometer swing slowly around as the space visitor gradually gained in speed. So far as they could tell, the automatic control was working perfectly, there being not the slightest change in the spectrum. The propulsive machinery of the ship was also delivering its power in such a smooth flow that there was little throb, little noise, only a continuous power, a mighty propulsive force that shot the silver needle through space that had never known a human visitor.


  Hour after hour the four sat in the pilot-house and then, when satisfied that all was well, the Directing Intelligence and Whitland left. The astronomer went at once to Sir Harry’s cabin.


  “That was a fine effort you made, Harry,” he said. “For a while I was almost enthusiastic myself over the prospect of a safe trip. Then I saw, or thought I saw, your idea.”


  “My idea?”


  “Certainly. You’ve never forgotten that you are an Englishman. Your country comes first. You want this trip started. You know why.”


  “Percy! Are you a mind reader?”


  “Not much of one, but enough to follow your mental processes.”


  “Then suppose we hunt up Miss Carter and have something to eat? They loaded the storage rooms with food tablets, but I have an idea that by this time the little lady has taken six of those tablets and converted them into a palatable meal. She must be worried. She’s a splendid little lady, Percy.”


  “You bet she is! I have something in mind for you two.” Meantime the spare-machine shot on steadily into space. It was flying in an almost complete vacuum, and consequently, meeting no resistance, its speed became greater and greater. Finally the men in the pilot-house had the satisfaction of seeing that they were traveling at a speed of about 40,000 miles an hour, that would bring them to Venus on the twenty-seventh day.


  Hours passed by, and days, without the slightest change in the program—days devoid of the least unusual experience. The passengers soon adjusted themselves to the deadening routine of the enforced confinement.


  Meantime, it must not be thought that the departure of the space-flyer from the Reelfoot Crater had passed unnoticed by the other peoples on the Earth. During the initial hours of its flight the ship had at once been noticed and followed by many astronomers. While numerous explanations were offered, only two men, Mallory Wright and John Ormond, had a clear conception of what it all meant to mankind. They knew that the Conquerors were off into space and that Sir Harry was with them. They also knew why he was with them, and they were confident that in some way he would, single-handed, hold back these scientific wolves from their desire to destroy the human race.


  CHAPTER VII


  Van Maanen’s Star


  IT was not till the sixth day of the interplanetary trip that trouble started.


  Despite its automatic controls, the ship seemed unable to stay on its course. Time and time again, rocket shots on the side of the ship would point its nose toward the point in the heavens that determined the ship’s course. But, as though an invisible hand were drawing it away, the ship seemed to turn about, or as one of the Conquerors expressed it, “the heavens seemed to swing around to the left.”


  The spectrum from Venus, however, continued to show the presence of element 85.


  With the greatest difficulty Whitland and the other Specialists put into operation a second telescope with spectroscope attached and began to make observations of the light entering the car from other directions than Venus. Window after window was used as an observation point, but in every case a familiar spectrum was obtained. It became harder all the time for the robot pilots to keep the space car in its proper course. Several times it was so far out that it became necessary to fire a lateral rocket for a ten minute period to shoot the car back to its correct course.


  After thirty hours of patient observation Whitland found what he was looking for—a new spectrum—and there was no question that it represented the element with atomic number 87. It was also perfectly easy to tell where the light forming the new spectrum came from. A fine spectrum was obtained when the auxiliary telescope was pointed directly at Van Maanen’s Star. Was there something in that ray of light from that far distant globe that kept pulling the space car away from its course and into a direct line for the stranger, which was also in line with the sun? There was something there that made the car hard to operate. Perhaps, thought Whitland, the threatening star might even be a super-gravity attracter that would pull the car off its course so far that it would become lost in space or plunge into the sun.


  The Directing Intelligence was called into consultation. As usual, Whitland acted as spokesman. More and more he seemed to be recognized as the leader of the intelligentsia on the space car.


  “The trouble,” began Whitland, “is caused by a star called Van Maanen’s Star, named in honor of the celebrated astronomer who discovered it. Yes, we have known of that star for years, and we thought we had its spectrum—but—and there’s the rub—the most vital of its rays must have been shut off from our Earth telescopes by its blanket of atmosphere. On the Earth we could see it but very faintly. In luminosity we considered it one of the faintest of stars, having but one six-thousandth of the light of the sun. Yet it has a surface temperature of 7,000 degrees; so we have calculated that it must be a trifle smaller than the Earth, probably only one-hundredth the diameter of the sun. One million such stars could be packed inside the sun and still there would be some spare room. Now, here is the astonishing part:


  “Though it is slightly smaller than the Earth, it weighs one-fifth as much as the sun does. This fact necessitates packing the average ton of matter into the space of a cubic inch. We feel that matter is packed rather closely in the Earth, but the atoms in this star that is giving us so much trouble are packed to a density 66,000 times as close.


  “That is packing matter rather closely, and it cannot be done except by stripping the electrons from the atom till nothing is left except the nuclei. With such a density this star could go on radiating at its present rate for 15 million million years, without losing a thousandth of its matter.


  “BUT much of this star—not all of it, but evidently most of it—is formed of this—to us—new element, number 87. Without doubt this star has powers which up to the present time have not been suspected. Evidently for millions of years it has radiated a queer sort of energy that exerts a serious effect on our instruments and observations. I do not know what happens to them, but we may know if any of us are alive when our space car gets to Venus or falls into the sun. For the truth is that our course is being diverted to the left, in other words, toward the sun. That means that Venus will pass by us before we get to her and unless we can check our speed there will be nothing to prevent a plunge to the sun. No doubt we shall be simply a mass of incandescent metal before we hit the sun!”


  “How far away is this dangerous star?” asked one Coordinator.


  “Probably many, many light-years.”


  “And Venus—?”


  “Is about eight days away.”


  The Aviation Specialist had spent many years of his long life in constructing the machinery of this space car. He had made it. It was his child and he had faith in it. He spoke up now to show his trust in it.


  “Then we will fight this danger! We will put all the available power to work through the end rocket tubes and at the same time we will start as many of the steering tubes on the right side as are necessary to keep the car in her course. I am not sure how much power we can develop in those side tubes, but we can at least try. I am going up to superintend the machinery personally. Keep me informed as to the progress we are making, for I don’t want to use any more energy than is absolutely necessary.”


  And then began one of the strangest, weirdest battles that time and space have ever known. On the one side, a mighty star, ceaselessly pulling a little midget toward it; on the other, that little midget, the space car of the Conquerors, fighting on and on, minute by minute, hour following hour, to pull back from the threatening doom and hurl itself forward on its true course. Breathlessly the observers looking through the telescopes saw the heavens swing back and forth, as though they were on a pendulum. Long hours passed, yet each of those hours was bringing the voyagers nearer to Venus! At one time the pull of the car was so strong that the nose was pointed directly toward the sun, and all recognized that they had changed their course and were headed directly toward their doom. The Directing Intelligence phoned down to the Governing Room:


  “Have you any more power?”


  “Yes. I have two side tubes that I have not used.”


  “Use one of them!”


  Anxious Hours


  THERE was no appreciable change in the course. Eternities passed as the clock ticked off five minutes. Then:


  “Use the other tube!”


  If this failed, their last hope was gone.


  But it was enough! Nothing to spare, but enough! Slowly the heavens swung about, the nose of the car gradually turning toward the point where the meeting with Venus was expected. A whole day passed, then, as an experiment, some of the side power was checked. It was found that it was no longer needed. Finally only the four end tubes were in use.


  David had again won out in the age-long battle against the giant! The little space car, aided by distance, had been able to resist the threatening doom and was once again safely on its path toward the “evening star.”


  Five days had passed unheeded in the struggle. During those five days the leaders had gone practically without sleep. Hollow-eyed, Sir Harry staggered through the car and finally came to Miss Carter’s cabin. He knocked at the door and almost fell on the floor as she opened it. When he awoke, she was bathing his face.


  “Are we saved, Harry?” she asked.


  “Yes. It looks now as though we should reach Venus! What have you been doing all this time?”


  “I’ve been darning stockings!”


  “My word! But there weren’t enough holes to keep you busy, were there?”


  “No. But when I had darned them all, I made new holes and darned them! Now you’re to eat something and take a long sleep.”


  On the twenty-third day of the trip nine-tenths of the power was shut off. It would have been disastrous to enter the atmosphere of the “evening star” at the speed which the usual space body makes as it hurtles through infinity. Even with this reduced speed, the end of the day brought them so relatively near their objective that the planet, veiled with mists, loomed to a third the size of the moon as seen from the Earth. But now Venus was seen as a silver crescent. The sun’s rays, reflected from this opaque mirror, came back with dazzling intensity through the windows of the car. The heat was growing more intense. Even the careful insulation, planned by the builders, was almost insufficient to prevent suffering. The air in the car seemed vitiated, hardly able to sustain life.


  It was a period of the greatest anxiety for the three representatives of the Middle Men. The Conquerors met each new difficulty with their usual unemotional stare, but the Directing Intelligence confided to Percy Whitland that he regarded the next forty-eight hours as fraught with the greatest danger.


  Through the telescope they could now see the great mountain peaks of the South Pole looming through the dark mists. The spokes of the planetary wheel were visible through the swirling vapors, though it was impossible to make out the details.


  “My suggestion,” said Whitland, at the end of the twenty-fourth day, “is to slide into the atmosphere at the slowest possible rate of speed and at an angle as acute as possible. This will allow us to come close enough to the surface to obtain sharp geographic details, which we must have in order to select a safe landing place. Of course, it would be death to land anywhere on the dark side, and equally disastrous to fall into the desert. The only safe place is in the narrow zone of perpetual twilight, where the maximum amount of water is.”


  FOR many hours the gravitational pull of Venus had been drawing the space car toward her surface. The time came when all propulsive power had to be shut off and every rocket brake at the front of the car turned on to counterbalance this pull. At last the momentous instant was at hand when the car slid into the atmosphere of the unknown planet. Sliding sidewise into it, they were slowly enveloped in swirling mists, which hung ground the car with long streamers as though trying to lure it down to an easy death. One mile—and two—and five—they descended, as slowly as possible, until at last they could see a wrinkled landscape some five miles below them—a parched, senile, atrophied land, swept clean as a parlor floor, polished with the dust storms of endless ages, a land on which nothing, not even one-celled organisms, could long survive.


  Whitland’s astronomical calculations made him certain that the part of the planet on the sunward side of them, was at that time swinging a hundred miles toward the sun in the peculiar movement known as oscillation. He concluded that the sunward side was the choice position for a landing, and subsequent events showed that he was correct. Propulsive power was slowly turned on, and the silvery visitor sped over the desert of death like a living thing, frantically endeavoring to escape a certain doom. Slowly they saw, from the pilot cabin, a gradual change come over the details of the landscape. First came steaming mud flats, where the eternal conflict between heat and water was going on as it had been doing for eons past. In the course of a thousand miles more of travel these mud flats changed to rivers, banked on either side with green fields and later with lofty forests. At last, as far as the eye could see, were rivers, very wide and swift, and forests, dense and green. Visibility was perfect.


  The adventurers were now a mile above the surface. Two problems had been claiming their attention: the selection of a landing place and the composition of the atmosphere. There was little doubt as to the presence of oxygen. If those great masses of green below them were trees such as grew on Earth, then they were constantly throwing off oxygen, and in that oxygen men could live. At the same time, it was felt to be necessary to actually determine its percentage, and accordingly, at five different times specimens of the air were obtained and examined. So nearly like the air of the Earth was it that, when the car was guided to a position one-half mile above the surface, the windows were cautiously opened and the interior of the car ventilated. Instantly the new air restored the vitality of the passengers who had for days breathed air that had been chemically purified. One of the dangers was thus passed, one of the questions solved. So far as the atmosphere was concerned, it was now definitely established that the “evening star” would support animal life.


  But where could the space car land? The answer was at hand. Slowly there loomed into sight a white spot, almost a perfect square, which later on proved to be a marble pavement While the forests were dense on all four sides, vegetation had failed to obtain a footing on the tessellated floor. It offered a perfect landing field, so perfect that it seemed as if made for the purpose. Lower and lower swung the car, until at last, poising securely and exactly above the white field, it dropped like a feather and almost noiselessly came to rest.


  The Stillness of Death


  THE adventurers had reached their objective. That part of the journey, at least, was over! Man had once again achieved the impossible! Space, 26,000,000 miles of it, had been conquered. The long journey was at an end.


  Carefully the side doors were opened, ladders lowered, and a few of the passengers allowed to leave the space car. Meantime all was activity inside the car. Supplies had to be selected, weapons overhauled and prepared for any eventuality. It was impossible to tell what the life on this world would be like, and still more impossible to foretell whether or not it would be friendly. The Conquerors were determined to be prepared for any eventuality.


  For defense they relied mainly on their electric torches. Wielded by their large, capable hands, these made excellent weapons. Sir Harry had his two revolvers and an adequate supply of ammunition. But the invaders indulged in the hope that there would be no need of fighting the life on Venus. They believed that the intelligence of the race that had communicated with them would be so high, their type of morals so lofty, that an easy rapport could be established. This voyage was not one of conquest but of exploration. There seemed no reason whatever to doubt the friendliness of the beings that had sent the two messages, one of advice and the other of warning.


  Outside the space car all was calm. The gigantic forests grew on all sides of the platform, the trees rearing their individual heads so high that the marble area almost seemed like the bottom of a deep well of verdure. There was no sound, either of bird, beast or insect.


  “This is the stillness of death,” whispered Percy Whitland to Charlotte as they stood in the soft glow of the perpetual half-light. “I almost think I can hear a slight murmur, either of a river near-by or of a current of air blowing some miles over our heads into the land of perpetual night. Otherwise, the stillness makes me think of my nights in Arizona, looking at the distant nebulae.”


  Sir Harry, strolling up to them, overheard most of this remark:


  “My word!” he exclaimed. “It may be still, but I don’t feel that it’s safe. Whenever I was exploring new territory on the Earth, I always dreaded a complete stillness. It always preceded an attack from the savages. When the native is happy and care-free, he is chattering and his tumult wakens all the little things in the forest; but when he is silently approaching to attack, his stillness seems to affect all other forms of life and they keep still with him. Look at those trees! Like nothing I have ever seen—more like giant ferns than oak or pine. They could conceal a thousand or ten thousand creatures and we be none the wiser for it till they started to rush us. I’ve just had a talk with the Directing Intelligence. It is over eighty thousand years since a generation of Conquerors have been forced to fight for their lives. I’m not sure how much vigor they would be able to put into a real fight with lower forms of life.”


  “But maybe there aren’t any lower forms of life here, Harry,” said the little white-haired woman.


  “Lower or higher makes no difference. They’re all dangerous till they’re proved otherwise. Percy, have you noticed this floor we are on? It reminds me a little of the floor of a Maya citadel I once saw in Lubaantum. Only there you could tell where the joints came between the stones, though they were fitted so closely together that I couldn’t slip a knife-blade in between. But here there seem to be no joints. It appears like one solid mass of cement which has become highly polished through the agency of the continuous wind. Later on, when the water came, the forest grew, but they were never able to obtain a footing here; there are absolutely no crevices.”


  “WHAT do you suppose it was for?” asked Charlotte.


  “Hard to tell. Perhaps a place of worship, or a platform for astronomical observations. They may have used it as a foundation for a fort or even a landing place for aircraft.”


  The explorers at once realized that in their new surroundings there would be no darkness or night. The soft glow of the sun always remained of the same intensity. Orders were at once issued, setting aside a certain portion of the twenty-four hours for rest and sleep. A daily routine was established and each of the adventurers had definite duties assigned to him. It was decided to make a complete scientific investigation of the landing field and neighborhood, and then, if no signs of animal life were discovered, to move the space car to another location.


  All had their daily work allotted to them with the exception of the woman. Miss Carter was completely ignored by the Conquerors. They never noticed her, never spoke to her, and seemed to have completely forgotten her existence. She never complained, but when Sir Harry was forced to spend more than the usual fraction of each day in consultation, she would address him as Sir Harry in a rather formal tone. Whereas she had been one hundred per cent scientist when she first met the tall Englishman, she was now rapidly changing to one hundred per cent woman.


  She briefly announced her disgust with the entire situation one day.


  “If we were in an unknown territory on the Earth,” she protested, “we would at once start to explore the surrounding country for at least a hundred miles in all directions. Instead of that, you men or creatures or whatever you are, seem to be content to sit timidly here on this marble platform and wonder what lies hidden in that fern forest. I’m sick and tired of it! Nothing but plans and consultations and surmises. I’m going out and start something.”


  “Now, Charlotte! You’re going to do nothing of the kind.”


  “Not When did you have the right to order me? How dare you order me! I’m on my way, and when you next hear from me I’ll have some real news.”


  “But, Charlotte! My word! Do be reasonable! Who’s going to darn my stockings for me if you go off like this?”


  “I’m tired of darning your old stockings,” cried the woman, as she walked rapidly to the edge of the snow-white platform, and then, starting to run, disappeared among the shadows of the ferns.


  Sir Harry looked anxiously at the place where she had disappeared, and then started to go after her. But he was too late. A shrill cry of fear rose through the forest, a single cry from a woman’s throat—then silence. And this time the silence was all the more terrible because of the fact that it had been so completely broken, if only for a second.


  The Englishman started to run into the forest, then “thought better of it and ran toward the space car to get his revolvers and cartridge belt. On the way he almost knocked down Whitland, who was in one of his usual arguments with the Directing Intelligence.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked. “What’s your hurry?”


  “Matter enough! Charlotte’s gone into the woods and something has caught her! Didn’t you hear her scream?” and he dashed up the ladder into the space car. A few minutes later he dashed out again, buckling his ammunition belt around him as he ran.


  The Directing Intelligence turned his body slowly, so he could follow the course of the running giant. He commented on the incident to Whitland:


  “I like that Middle Man in a way. He has been of some help to us, but I’ve never been able to understand his reactions to that thing he insisted on bringing with him on this trip. He evidently has no real need of her; yet he insists on having her around all the time. Now he’s acting most peculiarly. Why not let her go?”


  CHAPTER VIII


  Strange Creatures


  CHARLOTTE had gone Into the fern woods with no thought of danger. Her principal reason for going was that she was angry. She kept on because she did not want to acknowledge that she was wrong or afraid She heard a noise, turned, felt something fasten on her throat, screamed once, and then lost consciousness.


  When she came to herself, she had a feeling that during her period of stupor she had been carried many long miles into the depths of the fern forest. She had no way of telling how far away she was from the space car, but she felt that she was so far she would never return. Glancing around at the strange living things that had captured her, she was more convinced than ever that she was hopelessly lost. She would have taken her chances with savages, or might even have had some hope of escape if she had been captured by animals, but these weird things that stood in irregular rows around her seemed to be neither man nor animal, at least, like no life that she had ever seen before. In some ways they all looked a little like the men and women whom she had known on the Earth, but they were different. Here a limb was so enlarged that the rest of the body seemed pitifully small; there a feature was entirely eliminated. Some were short and others drawn out to the thinness of a pole. Faces were changed, torsos distorted, duplicated, and even tripled. There were beings with duplicate faces, and others with no faces at all, but simply a single eye staring out of the chest, lidless and motionless. On one side stood a body on six legs, while near it stood a body with no legs, rolling as it moved over the ground with a certain clever agility. A thing that was certainly feminine held something to her breast with arms scaled like the trunk of a serpent. Close to Charlotte was a body beautifully formed but with the head of a pig and only one leg.


  Charlotte shuddered and shut her eyes. She shrank screaming as something touched her shoulder and passed noisomely over her face. “Venus?” she asked herself. “If these are the inhabitants, what a strange name for them! The Venusians should be like Venus, the goddess of beauty. Here nothing is beautiful. It is like a page from Dante’s Inferno, the hallucinations of a man in delirium tremens. It makes me think of the description of the people Lucian saw in his fanciful trip to the Moon, Lucian who wrote ‘about such things as neither are nor ever can be.’ ”


  “I am asleep!” she cried. “When I awake, I shall be back in my cabin—darning stockings—and Harry will drop in and tell me about the last consultation he has had with the Conquerors and Percy. I will tell him about my dream and he will laugh at me and say, ‘My word! How odd!’ and we shall both laugh, because it was just a dream.” Then she opened her eyes and screamed again, for a thing that was a man above and a long snake below had come up to her and was putting out a hand to touch her.


  ONCE again merciful nature forced her tortured mind to rest in unconsciousness, and this time when she awoke she was alone. Someone had prepared a bed of fern leaves for her to rest on, and perhaps it was the same being that had placed near her some fruit and a metal vessel filled with water. As far as she could tell, she was alone. But, as she ate her meal, quiet and cautious observation showed her that she was being watched by a hundred pairs of eyes.


  The things could evidently move silently through the fern wood. It mattered not whether they had no legs, one leg or many legs, they were equally noiseless if they wanted to be. But, even as she was thinking how quiet everything was, they all started to laugh, and that laughter was like the ghoulish shrieks of maniacs hurled over the mouth of hell. Far away the echoes resounded making all the more terrible the inhuman shrieks of pandemonium at play.


  Charlotte did not have to wait long for an explanation of this laughter. The things drove into that circle some that that had once been shaped like a woman of the earth. But in every way possible that body had been cut and bruised and broken, without killing the individual, ruining the soul, or destroying her power of suffering. Not an inch of her body but had been tortured during her hopeless years of captivity. Now they drove her into the ring for the final act of the drama; and because of the anticipated pleasure they laughed, emitting shrill shrieks of explosive respiration that sounded more like the cries of hyenas. Then they closed in on the thing that had once been akin to humanity; closed in on her, and over her, till Charlotte could see nothing but a struggling mass of abominations; and when they slowly tore themselves apart and once more stood separate, the woman was gone, but blood dripped from the mouths of all who had been fortunate enough to partake in the feast.


  Then, as though excited by their blood lust, they started to make the circle around the earth-woman smaller. She knew what was going to come and she sent a prayer through the air. She knew the hopelessness of it, yet she sent it—to the only man she had ever loved enough to want to darn his stockings. She sent a message to Sir Harry and told him she was sorry that she had insisted on the preacher, and that if she had it to do over, she would marry him at once.


  Just at the last second, when she knew there was no hope, a strange thing happened. The abominations started to drop! They dropped and died, moaning weirdly, perhaps as unable to understand the reason for their death as they had been unable to understand the why of their living.


  And from that circle of death, an oddly-shaped creature stepped forth and spoke to the woman in perfect English.


  (To Be Continued)


  THE EVENING STAR


  David H. Keller


  WE come to the concluding installment of this marvelous sequel to “The Conquerors.” In this installment, we meet with many strange forms of life, some of which may seem to us to be impossible. But before we conclude that finally, we must realize that Nature works in many strange ways, and the evolution of plant life, so that it can move about and perform some of the functions of animal life, is not at all impossible.


  This story, as usual, contains page after page of thrilling adventure and we can leave the story of the great nation of Conquerors perhaps with the moral that what constitutes greatness in one part of the universe may lead to destruction in another.


  Surely, as one reads the last line of this great story, he cannot help but feel that Dr. Keller has written a work that will be long-remembered.


  What Has Gone Before


  Sir Harry Brunton, a member of the nation of Conquerors, induces his friend, Percy Whitland, an eminent astronomer, to join the Conquerors on a projected trip to Venus, and the Conquerors discover that Whitland has some of their blood in him. Whitland believes that Venus is inhabited by sentient beings and convinces the Conquerors of that. Before they are ready to start, they receive a strange message over the radio, which Whitland discovers has come from Venus, telling them, “Follow 85.” Whitland discovers that 85 refers to the missing element of that number and he is convinced that intelligent beings on Venus want the expedition to come there. Then they receive a second message, “Guard against 87,” which he discovers to be a warning against an element with atomic number 87. On the journey to Venus, the ship is constantly drawn off its course by a pull from Von Maanen’s star, which is associated with element 87. But the ship finally manages to land on Venus. Sir Harry’s fiancée, Miss Charlotte Carter, becomes weary of the inactivities of the Conquerors on Venus and goes off alone for a walk into the Venusian forests. There she is captured by some strange monstrosities, who resemble human beings. Then the monsters suddenly begin to drop dead and there approaches her an oddly shaped being who, to her astonishment, speaks to her in perfect English!


  FOR the first time in his life, Sir Harry Brunton had undertaken an exploration into the unknown without proper preparation. Under ordinary circumstances he would not have dreamed of venturing into the fern forest without carefully weighing all the possibilities and providing for them. He would have prepared for his provender, equipped himself with a blanket, matches, a compass, and some extra clothing.


  But when he saw Charlotte striking off alone into the unknown without a companion, and realized that he was partly responsible for her action, he was beside himself with fear and anxiety.


  He regretted the moments he had lost in going back for his revolvers; yet in spite of his panic and haste, he knew that he ought not to go into the gloom without them. With the exception of these he took absolutely nothing with him but the clothing he had on his back.


  He dashed into the depths of the forest. Although the sunlight shone mellow and warm on the marble landing-field, it was hardly sufficient to penetrate the thick, interlaced fronds of the gigantic ferns. More than once he stumbled over a root in the semi-darkness and came near being thrown to the ground. In some places the ground was smooth and hard; in others, the leaves of centuries formed a soft blanket into which he sank up to his knees before he was afforded a firm footing. There was no noise except the constant rustling of the wind-swept fronds a hundred feet above the ground.


  He pushed on and on, pausing now and then to call the name of the woman whom he had loved and lost. Then he struggled on again. Finally he sat down breathless to rest. By force of habit he pulled out his watch and saw that he had forgotten to wind it. Then he laughed as he realized the meaninglessness of the old measure of time on this new world. The position of the sun was of no help either, for it shone with the same intensity continually. And then this expert in tracking the pathless wilderness of the Earth realized that it would be hard for him to orient himself by the compass and perhaps might be impossible for him even to find his way back to the space car.


  “My word!” he exclaimed to himself. “That’s what love does to a man! If we hadn’t loved each other, we wouldn’t have quarreled and if I were not in love with her, I never would have come off as I did without food or anything else except these two revolvers. They will be like so many popguns if I run into any real danger.” He decided to wind his watch, start it at 6 p.m. and try to secure some sleep. He intended only to rest an hour. When he awoke it was six o’clock and the watch was still running. That meant that he had slept either twelve or twenty-four hours. Cursing, he realized that those lost hours might have saved Charlotte if they had been rightly used. Drawing his belt tighter, he started out on his apparently hopeless search. He had made up his mind that if he could not find the woman he loved, he could at least stay there in the forest and die with her.


  He pushed on at an uneven pace for some hours. Then, suddenly, he heard her calling him—not in a real voice, but vibrations impinging on his higher psychic centers. She was in trouble, in danger! Death faced her, and he could not help! He could not even be with her so they could die together. Frantically he started to run—calling to her, telling her he was on his way, that he was near her; he ran till his breath came in great gasps, ran till fatigue forced him to walk, walked till he stumbled and fell into a great oblivion.


  When consciousness returned, he saw that he was no longer in the forest. Above him the sunlight fell through thick glass windows. Around him were tables and chairs, and the walls were lined with shelves! He felt around him with his hands and found that he was on a thick rug. Hastily he sat up and looked around the room. Marbled walls curved upward to join, in an uninterrupted arc, a ceiling composed of alternate segments of marble and glass. It made him feel as though he were at the bottom of a hemisphere or of a large inverted cup. The air was warm and pleasantly perfumed. On all sides the strange furnishings pointed to refinement and culture. Here were many evidences of life that knew how to enjoy the better parts of existence.


  Then, as he continued to make a rapid inventory of the room and its contents, he saw something seated at a table. It required some moments of concerted observation to satisfy the Englishman that it was alive, and far more time than that to figure out just what form of life it was. Always Sir Harry had been accustomed to associating the highest type of life with the human body. His contact with the Conquerors had taught him that this human body could be changed in a thousand details, and yet, even as in the case of the Conquerors, be but an advanced type of the human race.


  But this thing that rested on the chair seemed to be simply a sack, a sausage, covered with a thick skin. There was no head, there were no extremities. Thirty inches long, twelve inches wide, it was devoid of curves except for a gentle rounding of the top. The chair on which it rested was about fifteen feet away from Sir Harry’s couch. At last he satisfied himself that the entity exhibited a slight movement, a regular pulsation sufficient to cause an alternate enlargement and shrinking of the entire body. Slowly rising to his feet, the Englishman walked cautiously over to the chair. As he walked, a sphere budded on the top of the strange being; it swelled rapidly and in the process developed something that looked like an eye. At the same time another bud on the right side grew into a pseudopodium[3] that might be considered to resemble an arm. Two more extremities burst forth at its base, and it jumped off the chair and spoke.


  “Do you feel refreshed from your sleep?”


  The voice was in English, the prounuciation almost perfect and the words rather softly intoned. It came from a slit in the thing that might be considered a head. Sir Harry looked at it in astonishment, for the moment too dazed to reply.


  “My word, yes!” he said, finally. “Have I been here long? Have you any idea how I came here?”


  “My Master will tell you everything. I was to stay here till you awoke. Perhaps I will be your servant. All of the Old Ones have servants. You look like an Old One. It was the resemblance that made the Master dare to bring you here.”


  The thing moved out of the room, and as it did so the new arm shriveled till it re-entered the body, leaving no sign that it had ever been there.


  Sir Harry wiped the sweat from his brow.


  “New forms of life! My word! I should say so. Now that thing can move and talk and act like a faithful watchdog, and yet, where does it come in the scheme of zoology? What is it? Man, animal, or homunculus?[4] First it is a sausage, then a headed cyclops, without legs or arms. Then an arm or two legs sprout, and at last no arm remains. That is unusual, to say the least. I wonder what Charlotte would make of it?”


  The thought of Charlotte recalled his recent hours of torture. He must go on, and on. Now that he was rested he must again enter the fern forest, to find his woman if alive, and bury her if dead; and then, if possible, revenge her death. Desiring to leave, he must see at once the person who had befriended him and perhaps saved his life. Sir Harry wanted to thank him and then leave. But just at that moment someone entered the room. If Sir Harry had been forced to guess the shape and nature of this Master, he would have failed, for the sausage thing had prepared him to see something strange and unusual, something weirdly fantastic. To his surprise, however, he saw just another man!


  BUT what a man! A Greek god come to life—a marble statue, carved by Phidias, filled with life, ensouled by a human being. Here was a beautiful body, with long, well-proportioned limbs; a head lovely in its shapeliness, covered by a mass of tightly curled yellow hair; blue eyes that twinkled a friendly welcome. He wore golden sandals, purple shorts and a white sleeveless vest with a scarlet monogram worked on it. This was the Master! Sir Harry nearly lost his poise. The man was large, quite as large as the Englishman, but far more perfectly built in every way.


  “Do you feel better now that you are awake?” the stranger asked, in English. “I presume you prefer to talk in your mother tongue, or would you prefer French, Latin, or Carthaginian?”


  “I slept soundly,” the Englishman almost stammered. “It was good of you to bring me here. I was all in, completely done for. You saved my life.”


  “Yes, it was fortunate that my servant found you. It was strange to find you there, and to observe that you resembled us so closely. We had reason to think that you would, but it was a slight shock to me to find that you are really like the Old Ones.”


  The Englishman smiled.


  “I guess we must look alike. Good of you to care for me, but if you could give me a bite to eat, I would thank you and go on.”


  “Better stay. I have a lot of things to talk about.”


  “That is just why I must go on. It’s just because I talked so much that I am here this minute, and my fiancée may be in need of help or even beyond help—dead. I talked too much and what she wanted was a little more action.”


  “Was your fiancée a white-haired woman?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, if that is the woman you are worrying about, you can become easy again. One of my race has sent out the message that he has her safe in his house. I don’t know the details, but there is no doubt about her description.” Sir Harry walked toward the Venusian, almost shouting. “Wonderful! By Jove! When can we go and get her? Where is she?”


  The Venusian smiled at his eagerness.


  “I’m afraid you will have to be a little patient. We cannot do things quickly here. In fact, the effort to keep a race alive on this planet is a great deal more of a task than it may be on your Earth. Our race is nearly exhausted by the effort. It is many, many years since a child has been born in one of our families, and were it not for our servants, we should have been absolutely powerless to prevent our utter destruction by our enemies. As it is, we are very few in number—not more than fifty at the most.”


  Sir Harry was perplexed at this sudden revelation. He showed it in his reply.


  “Do you mean that there are only fifty persons living on this planet?”


  “I said fifty of our race. Oh! There are millions of other forms of life, and there are our servants, and some races that live on the dark side of the planet, concerning which we know but little. For thousands of years we have had to battle for our existence, and even now our enemies are occasionally able to capture one or two of us. A very dear friend of mine had his mate taken away some years ago. Poor man and poor woman! We found out only yesterday that they had killed her in the usual way, and I think that it is going to cause my friend to ease out of this life himself. To explain that, I might say that none of us ever dies a natural death, but now and then something happens that makes life undesirable, and when that does happen we feel that there is no disgrace in suicide.”


  The Venusian Explains


  “ONLY fifty living?” repeated Sir Harry in astonishment.


  “Yes. Probably only forty-eight now. Twenty-four men and twenty-four women in twenty-four homes like this. Some of us live great distances apart. The Old One who is now protecting your earth woman is my nearest neighbor, yet the dangers are so great that a journey can not be made there without certain time-consuming preparations. You must be patient and happy, knowing that she is safe. Suppose we have something to eat? Our food is no doubt different from what you have been accustomed to, but it is very wholesome and, as you see, we thrive on it. Will you accompany me to the lower floor? My mate is there, waiting to assist in your entertainment.”


  “All this is just too fine of you,” remarked the surprised Englishman. “May I compliment you on your excellent use of English and ask how you became so proficient?”


  “That is easily explained. We have been in communication with your Earth for a long time. Many years ago we learned how to pick out from the endless roar of the music of the universe the sounds coming from the Earth. At first these came as a confused conglomeration of sound vibrations, but gradually we acquired the art of selection. For hours and days at a time we would study one of the languages, Latin or Celt or Chinese. It is a peculiar fact that many of the so-called dead languages of the Earth are preserved only on Venus, as you call our world.”


  “There is another very pertinent question I should like to ask,” said Sir Harry. “Your race sent messages to us which we were able to pick up over the radio. In these messages you made use of a lot of those old languages. Why did you want to communicate with us? Didn’t you know that those dead languages were no longer being used?”


  “Not exactly. Our receiving apparatus has not been working very well. All that we were sure of was that for over one hundred years a race of Earth men had been planning to make an interplanetary trip. Their language bothered us, because it was always different in some ways from all the other languages used on the Earth and, at times, it did not seem to be a spoken language at all. We believed finally that the undertaking would soon be started. We wanted to help you to come here; for, frankly, we needed you. We therefore sent the first message. Even then we were not sure what language you used; so we sent it in all the Earth languages we had learned. Is that plain?”


  “Oh, I presume so! At least, it all sounds interesting. What was that Number 85 you were talking about all the time?”


  “That is the metal that forms the core of our planet. Many centuries ago, when we were much stronger than we are now, we prepared for just such an emergency. A large area of our mud desert was completely undermined with high explosives. We planned to explode them when we wanted to send a guiding ray to the Earth men. Our idea was to blow the crust off a crater twenty miles in diameter, exposing the radio-active metal. It was our belief that the rays would be powerful enough to break their way through the fog that covers most of the sunny half of our world. After waiting many centuries, your planet finally developed an intelligence sufficiently great to plan an interplanetary flight. Then we felt that the time had come, so we blew off the mud crust. Our plan was very successful, though if it had not been for our warning and your ability to keep out of danger, you never would have landed here; you would have been traveling through space to a certain fiery death.”


  “So, you followed us all the time?”


  “Yes. We hoped that when you arrived you would be like us. But—our disappointment was so keen when we saw your shipload that so far we have made no effort to form a liaison with your people. The small men with the big heads did not please us at all. For this reason we decided to let them be the ones to make the first advances. Who are they, and just what part do they play in your Earth biology?”


  BEFORE Sir Harry could answer, a woman entered the room. Only slightly smaller than the man, she made a splendid figure of health, vitality and beauty. There was a serene calm in her face that spoke wonders for her poise and personality.


  “You men have been talking so long that I just had to come up and meet the stranger. You must excuse the Master,” she explained to Sir Harry. “He is so thrilled that one of the space travelers is like the Old Ones that he just cannot stop talking to you. Won’t you come down stairs and have a meal with us?”


  They went down a marble stairway, cut with exquisite precision in the rocky sides of the house. There were evidently several floors composing the building. On the dining floor a table was set, with some couches near it. Several of the peculiar servants were walking around, giving the final touch to the preparations. Against the wall leaned a few more servants, but they were in the stage of collapse. To the Englishman they looked like nothing so much as sacks of flour, held in peculiar smooth bags.


  The Master saw the look of surprise with which his guest inspected these servants.


  “Are they new to you?” he asked, gravely.


  “New? My word, yes! I expected to be surprised during this trip, but not like that. And the most wonderful part was that the one who was watching me spoke English.”


  “There is nothing strange about that. Some years ago we felt that English was some day going to be the universal Earth-tongue. Of course, there was that other peculiar means of communication which is used by the small people who came with you. That was never clear to us, and the reason was simply that it was not a spoken language, but a psychic one. Anyway, we started some years ago to teach all our servants some six hundred words of English, just enough that they could converse in it a little.”


  “I wish Percy were here,” sighed Sir Harry. “He is so deeply interested in your planet that he would appreciate all of this. I am only an anthropologist.”


  “You mean that you study the races of mankind?”


  “That is about it.”


  “Then,” interposed the woman, “you certainly ought to be interested in the life on our planet. Some forms may be new to you.”


  “No doubt they are. But, so far, we have seen none of them. In fact, everything was so quiet around the landing field that we had an idea that Venus had no animal life; that it had nothing but vegetation, like those enormous ferns.”


  “I don’t know why you were not wiped out,” commented the Master. “You see, we were a good deal afraid of the little men in your car. They seemed to be rather intelligent, but they talked a great deal about killing, and we surmised that they would not hesitate to kill us if they could. But that was not the reason why the Monstrosities kept quiet. I think that they were just trying to overcome their fear of something new. There have been many herds of them gathering. Evidently the news has spread among them.


  “When they overcome that fear, they will attack your car. We feel a certain responsibility about your people, for, in a way we wanted you to come and induced you to do so by indicating that there was life on Venus. At the same time there is something about those little men that makes us wonder if the universe would not be better off without them. The chief cause of this feeling on our part is the fact that they seem to be devoid of emotion. Do they never laugh?”


  CHAPTER IX


  The Monstrosities Attack


  BEFORE Sir Harry could answer, one of the servants ran into the room and whispered a hurried message to the Master. The words were spoken in a peculiar soft language that reminded the Englishman of nothing so much as the sound of a babbling brook. At once the man gave a sharp monosyllabic command in the same language. Immediately the shapeless Backs, leaning against the wall, began to bud, throwing out pseudopodia which quickly developed into heads, arms and legs. In five minutes a dozen of the rapidly developed servants stood ready to meet any demands made on them.


  The Master slowly rose from his couch, and gave commands with a sharp precision. It was apparent that there was no indecision or wavering in his choice of action. Servant after servant ran out of the room as if in obedience to his orders. Again the two men and the woman were alone. The Master smiled at the unconcealed interest of his visitor.


  “It is nothing,” he said. “At least, it is nothing to be afraid of. The Monstrosities are making one of their many attacks on the house. They have done it a hundred times before and no doubt will do it as often in the future if they continue to live on; and as there are many hundreds of thousands of them, they are not likely to die out. They have never been able to profit by the disasters they have suffered in previous attacks. Of course, they have small brains; yet it does seem as though they should remember something. Suppose we go up and look at them through the roof?”


  He led the way up the winding stairs. Sir Harry allowed the woman to precede him. Once in the upper room he was surprised to find that it was almost dark.


  “I thought the sun never ceased to shine here?” he asked. “It is shining just as it always does,” was the woman’s reply. “But there are so many of the Monsters on the roof that they almost cover the glass windows. When they attack, they have only one idea, and that is to go through the glass. They can see through and they cannot understand why they cannot get through. So they crowd over the window section of the roof.


  “When our race first began to appreciate the fact that this menace would exist in the years to come, they started to build these houses. There were just as many houses built as there were couples to fill them. We are long lived, but occasionally accidents happen and the result has been that many of the houses are tenantless. The Monsters at once occupy the empty house. Of course, they have no concerted plan. Yet whenever in their travels they come upon one of these houses, they make a determined effort to break in. Then we simply let them crowd each other on the roof till they become tired and run off to some other amusement.”


  “Why don’t you fight them?”


  “We do, occasionally; but it seems so useless. They propagate faster than we can kill them, and so far we have never dared force the issue and attack them in their breeding grounds. Someday, perhaps, we may do something like that. Would you like to examine some of them?”


  “My word! You mean alive?”


  “No, dead. . . . I thought you would, so I have arranged for my servants to attack at the proper time. They will be able to kill a hundred or more before the rest become frightened and run. I guess they have started now. At least, there is more light from the windows. Will you come outside with me?”


  HE pressed a small brass knob, and a hidden door swung backward into the massive wall. The two men stepped through the doorway to a stone pavement. Around the dome there was silence, the stillness of death, while from the nearby forest came the whining of frightened animals. Many of the servants were occupied in dragging dead bodies to a distance from the house and laying them in rows. As Sir Harry looked at the things they were dragging, he swayed, wiped his eyes with his hands, and then looked again.


  “Am I really seeing these things?” he asked anxiously.


  “I guess so,” replied the Master. “Are they new biologic forms to you? Haven’t you anything on the Earth like that?”


  The Englishman pulled himself together, and smiled . . . “No, and we never did have, for that matter, except in the deliriums of the drunkard or the dope fiend. This—this is all new to me. Should you mind my walking over and taking a closer look?”


  “Not at all. The danger is over. I will go with you. Our method of killing is bloodless. We throw a ray into the beings and break up their life cells. They have a million or more little explosions inside them that tear their cells to pieces, while apparently doing little damage to their bones and skin. So you’ll get a very good idea of what they look like. At least you’ll be able to see what those we killed look like.”


  The Englishman walked up and down the rows of dead bodies. Now and then he stood still in front of one that was of special interest. At last he could keep quiet no longer. Whispering, as though afraid that the dead would hear, he said:


  “Are they all like this?”


  “No, indeed. There are almost as many types as there are individuals. Each new mating produces new types. And there were thousands of variations to start with.”


  “One can’t help feeling,” Sir Harry said, slowly, “that every one of them has something about him that suggests they were once like—well, like the three of us.”


  “Certainly! You are right. They are what you call human beings. At least their ancestors were.”


  “What—what happened to them?”


  “That is a long story. Are you through looking at them?”


  “Yes, I guess so. No doubt you know what they are. I confess that I don’t. I have studied races of men all my life, but I never saw or heard of anything like these things. I wish that I had a camera. But, no! What would be the use? If I took pictures of them and showed them to my friends on Earth, they would all say, ‘Poor Harry! Drunk again!’ Take, for instance, that thing over there without a head, or that other one with at least a dozen heads, and that one with a tail where the feet should be, and the two-headed thing and—let’s go back in and shut the door! I feel nauseated.”


  “All right. If you are ready, we will go in. I will have these bodies destroyed. We burn them, and then, when it rains, everything is washed nice and clean again.”


  How the Monstrosities Came


  THEY were back in the domed room. Once again the sunlight was streaming in through the glass windows, which were now free from the bodies that a short time before had obstructed the light. The Englishman sank back on a cushioned chair and covered his face with his hands. At last he shook himself and asked:


  “Are you sure that their ancestors were once men? Real men and women, like you and your mate? Men with the shapes of the Immortals and the minds of the gods? Are you sure? Because if men can change like that on Venus, they can change that way on the Earth. If I thought that a fate like that could ever befall my people, I would stop fighting and let the Conquerors kill them now.”


  As time passed in the large dome room, surrounded by furniture, each piece indicating the acme of culture and refinement, the Englishman wished ardently that the events of the last hour might prove to be a dream. Nightmares are horrible, to be sure, but when the sleeper awakes there comes the welcome realization that after all the dream was but the adventuring of a tired brain.


  But his scientific mind forced Sir Harry to admit that it was not a dream. He had actually seen those creatures that once upon a time had been human beings. They were monstrosities, whose ancestors had been men and women, perhaps with as beautiful bodies as those possessed by the Master and his mate. He decided that he just had to know the reason back of it all. Could it be that these were just bodies without souls, that had been manufactured in some wizard’s laboratory and, escaping from there, had propagated their kind?


  “How did it all happen?” he asked the Master, finally. “It’s a long story,” began the Venusian. “In the first place, it will be necessary to go back to the early history of our race on this planet. Gradually our life span lengthened. I believe that the temperature had something to do with it. Have you any data on that subject?”


  “Yes, I think so. Some of our biologists have been experimenting with fruit-flies. They found that by simply increasing the temperature of their surroundings their normal span of existence could be increased nine hundred times. The short span of our human existence on the Earth has always worried us. The turtle lives two hundred years, the elephant just as long. We felt that it was peculiar that man, the most intelligent of animals, should die on the average at fifty.”


  “THEN at least you will be able to appreciate the fact that we continued to live on. Perhaps it was the greater heat. It may be that we reacted to it as the fruit-flies you speak of. But at any rate we lived on. It was a common thing for our individuals to live for five thousand years. Naturally there was the problem of overcrowding. For years this problem gave us concern. There were endless discussions. At last it was decided that the only way to save the race was to produce artificial sterility in the great majority of our females.


  “The scientists of that time thought they could use radium to produce this sterility. They had certain data which they felt furnished sufficient proof of that. A careful testing of all the women was made, and a hundred of the most beautiful with their men were set apart to develop future generations of the race. All the rest, men and women, were treated with radium.


  “Fortunately for our race the two hundred exempt individuals were carefully segregated on this side of Venus. It was at that time that these dome houses were built. All the rest of our race were placed by themselves in wonderful cities, which I may show you some day. Their pleasures were provided for. Free from the cares of life, they were supposed to live on indefinitely in an unending period of enjoyment.


  “We did not know at that time that radium has a twofold action. Certain doses sterilize, while other doses simply change the chromosomes.[5] With these women, and also with the men, the chromosomes were altered but not destroyed. When it was too late, it was discovered that instead of being sterile they were giving birth to monstrosities. We judge that the first generation of children born were not so seriously deformed as the generations since, but their deformity was sufficient to seriously affect the mental condition of the mothers.


  “Think of it! For thousands of years our children had been born beautifully perfect. Now an entire generation of deformed but healthy children was produced. Mixed with maternal love, which had hitherto been pre-eminent above all other emotions, there was now maternal horror at the sight of these unfortunate little ones. The older generation became mentally unbalanced through their misfortune. I suppose you would say they became insane—at least most of them did. You understand that I am telling you something that no sane person witnessed, and which we can only imagine? At least, none of the two hundred segregated ones knew about it till it was too late.


  “That was long ago. The race had made a decision and was bound to reap the consequences. The two hundred who had been placed apart from the rest of the race had promised not to interfere in any way with the thousands who had been placed in the Cities of Pleasure. So we never knew anything about it till it was too late! They kept on producing monsters. In their disordered mentality they permitted their children to mate, and with each intermating of monsters the deformities grew greater. The mental degeneration must have become hereditary; at least, there was a marked racial deterioration. They became worse than animals, and they now roam by millions through the livable portions of our planet, while we, the Masters, with our women, live in our domed houses and wage a slowly but surely losing battle against the monstrosities of our own production. I am sure that nothing so stupid could happen on your Earth.”


  “I am not so sure of that!” replied the Englishman. “By Jove! We are doing the same thing you did. We let our insane and feeble-minded and epileptics marry and produce weaklings and degenerates and cripples, and only here and there exists a man brave enough to advocate the sterilization of the unfit. Our hospitals and charitable institutions are crowded with mental monsters that are perhaps as horrible and sad as these you have been speaking about, as those we saw dead on the pavement outside. Perhaps we are heading toward the same end you reached.”


  “At least you are doing it openly, while we were in ignorance of what was happening till the first wave of these products of our misguided scientific zeal struck us. In a week over a hundred of us were killed and eaten, for these animals had reverted to cannibalism. Ever since then the remainder of our race have been engaged in a battle for existence. Occasionally a child was born to us, but the birthrate was terribly low. This tragedy all happened in the days of my great-grandfather. Today, according to my latest knowledge, there are just forty-eight adults left and at the most four children. Intermating produced a real sterility. The end must come soon, unless we can devise some means of destroying the race we helped to propagate.


  Even then, free from danger and able to go freely through the fern forests, we feel that our existence will soon end, because there seems to be nothing further to live for.”


  CHAPTER X


  A Remarkable Fact


  THE Englishman paced the floor in agitation, entirely different from his usual phlegmatic calm. Finally he shot over his shoulder:—


  “You might be interested in knowing that they are fooling with radium on the Earth.”


  “Indeed?”


  “Yes. I read a lot about it some years ago. A chappie put radium needles into the flower of a datura[6] just before it was fertilized. He was able to produce a new plant from the seeds. Scientists did some work on insects and produced what they called insect monstrosities, with unusual numbers of legs and wings, two heads, and duplex bodies. Why, they are doing with insects experimentally just what you did unintentionally with your fellow men and women. By Jove! It must be a rotten, bally mess you people are in.”


  “It is all of that!” interrupted the woman. “And that was one reason why we were so anxious to have you Earthmen visit us. We thought you might be able to help save us, since we are so much alike. That is why, when you finally came, we were so terribly disappointed to see those little men, and only one woman. We could not determine just where you and the woman came into the scheme of their social life. We felt that the woman was akin to us. At least, she was so much like us that we felt a harmony with her. You are like our men, only you look old; and though many of our men are over five thousand of your years old, none of them show the signs of age as you do. Perhaps you are much older?”


  “No. I am not sixty years old yet.”


  “That is remarkable. And the woman?”


  “She is under fifty.”


  “And white-haired? It is hard to understand—as hard as are the little men who seem to be in command of the space car. Where are their women?”


  “They have none in the sense you mean. They have adopted the racial life of the bee and the ant.”


  “What are bees and ants?”


  “Small forms of life we call insects.”


  “We know about them,” said the man, “though we never saw any. Thousands of years ago our ancestors realized that they might become a menace to us, so we exterminated them all.”


  “But have you the reptiles or any domestic animals?”


  “No. They were all wiped out eons ago. We did not need them. They consumed oxygen, and we blotted them out. We wanted plants to produce oxygen and, as you see, we were able to grow them. But perhaps you want to stop talking and rest a while?”


  “I want one thing,” said Sir Harry, in a most emphatic manner. “Is there any way that you can send me to the place where Miss Carter is?”


  “You mean the white-haired woman?”


  “Yes,” said Sir Harry.


  The Master pondered.


  “Perhaps it might be better to have her come here. Of course, there is danger either way, but I suppose you will want to go back to your companions in the space car.” Here the woman crossed the room and entered into a lengthy whispered conversation with the Master. He at first shook his head, then nodded assent.


  “My mate suggests that you and your woman be given the dome house of the man who has just died. I understand that it is in perfect condition and that there are over a. dozen servants. You and the woman could live there and form a part of our social order. We would welcome you and do all we could to make your life a happy one. What is your reaction?”


  “That is fine! I’ll do it!”


  “If you really want to go to the white-haired woman, I will send you,” announced the Master, “but I warn you that it is dangerous.”


  MEANTIME, life in the vicinity of the space car was going on very much as usual. The Conquerors had witnessed the departure of Miss Carter and Sir Harry with their accustomed emotionless calm. The exit of these two members of the interplanetary expedition made really no difference to them. The value of Sir Harry to their race was completely overshadowed by the acquisition of Percy Whitland. They were sure that the astronomer was one of their race, while Sir Harry never was and never could be anything but a member of a race greatly inferior. He had gone into the silent fern forest after that enigma of all ages, a female. Neither of them had come back. Of what use to worry about their absence or sending out a searching party!


  Whitland did not comment on the absence of his friends. Knowing how the Conquerors felt about them, he realized the uselessness of doing anything to help them. Alone, he could not go into the eternal shades of the fern forest. All his life he had done his adventuring through the tube of a telescope. To explore space through a telescope did not need the exact brand of courage required to walk three miles alone into the silence of the unknown Venusian forest. He hated himself for his timidity; yet, in a way, he felt that there was just a possibility that the safety of all three of them depended on his remaining level-headed.


  It was on the third day of the absence of his friends that the Conquerors caught the first living thing that they had seen since their arrival on the strange planet. They first saw it walking on the edge of the landing platform, in the shade of the outer row of fern trees. They were able to watch it for some minutes without its seeing them, and when at length it did see them it did not exhibit any fear. Some dozen of the Conquerors walked out to the thing and stood around it, and still it showed no fear. It was only when, they seized it and started to drag it toward the ship that it began to howl and fight. One of the dwarfs rendered it unconscious with an electric shock, and after that it was a simple matter to carry it to the space car and tie it securely with ropes.


  The creature attracted the greatest interest. The Conquerors had always been first-rate anthropologists. Although they had destroyed entire nations they had at the same time preserved many remnants of the eradicated peoples in their colonies on the Earth. They felt that this living thing was in some way human, yet it was different from any human being they had ever seen. It had no language, only inarticulate grunts and screams. One ear, greatly enlarged, occupied the usual position on the left side of an abnormally small head, while the other side was perfectly smooth. Six arms flourished instead of two, and the trunk ended in what looked like a single leg but was actually two legs fused. If this was a sample of life on Venus, it certainly was different from anything they had expected to find.


  They examined and studied it for a whole day. Their Specialists took blood specimens and made X-ray pictures. They discovered two sets of bones in the lower single terminal of the body. When they had found out all they could about the thing alive, they proposed to kill it and dissect the body. Their Specialists in Anatomy and Pathology said rather coolly that the study could only he completed by an autopsy.


  Whitland Rebels


  THE decision galvanized Percy Whitland into action.


  For three decades he had studied stars and been kind to all forms of life that came near him. Deformed, and with an inferiority complex resulting from that deformity, he had the greatest sympathy for the oppressed and weak of all kinds of life. He saw that this thing, this representative of life in Venus, was only an animal, perhaps lower than an animal; yet there was something in the way the eyes looked at him, a kind of appeal, that called to him for help.


  The monster was horrible enough, to be sure. Every time Whitland looked at that combination of horrors, grouped together to make a single body, he became nauseated. But when he looked at those eyes, he felt surging over him a great pity. It was borne in on him that in some way this misshapen animal was akin to him. There was something in its eyes that made him feel that long centuries ago the ancestors of this thing had been the possessors of souls. When he heard of the final decision to kill the captive for no other reason than to autopsy it, he became furious. He at once sought out the Directing Intelligence.


  “I would advise you to let it go!” he cried. “What good can any knowledge you gain do you? Having liberated it, you leave matters as they were. If you kill it, you may bring down on your head thousands of its race, bent on revenge.”


  “That is really what I want to do,” announced the leader of the Conquerors. “If we liberate this one, he will disappear and we may have to hunt for days to find another, but if we kill this one, out in the open where they can see us, they may lose their caution and attack us. That is just what I want. If we can kill several hundred of them, they will be so afraid of us that we shall be able to travel anywhere in safety. We have found that the only way to be safe with lower races is to make them fear us.”


  “But suppose they don’t know what fear is?”


  “So much the worse for them and so much the easier will it be for us to destroy them.”


  “But why do you want to destroy them?”


  “That is our plan of action. We have done it for eighty thousand years and we shall keep on doing it. We may take some of them with us when we return to the Earth. Just as we saved colonies of former races on the Earth, so we may save a colony or so of these strange animals. But why let the rest live? Of what use are they?”


  “Frankly, I don’t know, but I have always opposed useless and unnecessary bloodshed.”


  THE Directing Intelligence looked at him calmly, as though trying to read his mind.


  “At times, Whitland, you seem to react more like a Middle Man of the Earth than a Conqueror. Had I not personally seen the examination, discerned that you had ichor in your veins instead of blood, I would feel that you were simply a misshaped Middle Man instead of a member of our advanced race.”


  “You can consider me any way you wish,” replied the astronomer coolly. “You asked me to join you, and I came because of that invitation. It was you that suggested that I was more of a Conqueror than a Middle Man. I had nothing to do with your adopting me as a member of your race. But I do know this: I have been of help to you in making this adventure a possibility and I think that you should listen to me and not kill this unfortunate animal you have captured. Let it go. That is my advice!”


  “But all of the Specialists are in favor of dissecting it.”


  “Then, all of you are wrong.”


  “How can that be when we are always right?”


  “Always right?”


  “Certainly. That is because we are superior to any form of life that ever existed. How can we be wrong? I tell you again that we are going to exterminate this form of life, and perhaps the killing of this specimen will act as a bait to draw the rest of the herd to us.”


  “And when you go back to the Earth you will go on with your program and kill all the Middle Men?”


  “Certainly. Why not?”


  “But why should you? There seems to be room enough for both of the races.”


  Again the Directing Intelligence looked with unwinking, staring eyes at the astronomer.


  “But we have always destroyed civilizations when we felt that they had become useless,” he at last replied, as though he were trying to explain to a child something that was very simple.


  Percy Whitland suddenly decided that it was best to bring the conversation to an end. For the first time he was brought face to face with the full meaning of what it meant for an entire community to be without emotion. They simply did not look on the problems of life through the same eyes as the average man. Every action was prompted only by a desire for greater efficiency, a larger practical usefulness to the Conquerors’ tribe. Anything interfering with this central idea was to be destroyed. They knew neither fear, love, passion, hatred, nor pity. Up to this time the Arizona astronomer had respected their intellectual attainments; now he was forced to acknowledge that intellect without emotion was like a bird with only a single wing—a positive without a negative force to balance it—leaving personalities that were sterile and barren so far as usefulness to humanity was concerned.


  He was one against many. Failing in his argument with the Directing Intelligence of the Conquerors, he felt the uselessness of renewing it with the Co-ordinators or any of the Specialists. There was only one thing to do.


  It was the decision of a brave man, ending in the conduct of a fool. Because of his sympathy with a captive that was nothing but a degenerate Monster, the greatest astronomer of his age walked slowly into the fern forest to what he believed to be a certain death.


  CHAPTER XI


  The Coming of the Plants


  WHEN Charlotte Carter saw the Monsters which had formed the threatening circle around her die like so many flies sprayed by lethal vapors, she gave one look at the thing that seemed to be responsible for her rescue. And as she saw nothing in that figure to reassure her from fear and loneliness and utter fatigue, she fainted. She was by no means a woman of the Victorian age, one of those hoop-skirted damsels who lost consciousness at the least provocation. She had withstood the dangers of the year in Reelfoot Crater and the trip to Venus without once betraying that she was frightened, but to be saved by such a strange creature was just one straw too much for the camel’s back.


  When she was again able to realize what was going on around her, she found herself in a large domed room, the exact counterpart of the one that Sir Harry had awakened in. There was in the furnishings every sign of culture and exquisite taste. While the furniture and draperies were of materials not known to her, there was a harmony, a symphony of shape and color that was extremely restful to her tired senses. A tall, beautiful, almost god-like man was resting near a table that had on it an exquisitely Shaped glass vase. A stillness filled the room that was greater than any quiet she had ever known.


  “I am very glad my servant found you,” the man said quietly. “We were hunting for my mate. She had been gone a long time, but I hadn’t given up the hope that someday we would find her. We came just too late, but fortunately in time to save you from a like fate. Are you the white-haired woman who came with the Earth people in the space car?”


  “Yes, I am Miss Charlotte Carter.”


  “It was very foolish for you to venture into the fern forest alone. We never go except in force. It is too dangerous and capture means a terrible death. Of course, our servants can kill many of them, but at times, when they come by thousands, even our servants are overwhelmed. This time there were only a few of them, and when we saw that you were in danger I ordered my servants to rescue you. We brought you to the house of one of my race. My own home is too distant.”


  “And the peculiar-looking thing that saved me was your servant?”


  “Yes. There he is over against the wall.”


  Miss Carter looked over but saw simply a sack-like body leaning against the side of the room. She protested.


  “But this thing that killed those horrid animals had arms and legs and a head!”


  “I know. He was active then. Now he Is in the resting stage.”


  “What is it? I must confess that I never saw anything like it.”


  “That is because you are from the Earth. Many years ago we had a terrible catastrophe, during which our race nearly became extinct We were left so few in number that we decided to try to supply the lack of man power by mechanical servants of some kind. For several years we experimented with metal servants, governed by electrical power, but they were not entirely satisfactory; frequently they were not flexible enough. Then it occurred to us to try the intensive development of some of our plants. First of all, we had to make it possible for them to become mobile, because, as you know, plants are usually attached to their base by roots. We decided on a type that had some of the central organization of our race, namely, a circulatory, a respiratory and a nervous system. The more we studied them the more we became convinced that the main difference between animals and plants was the presence of a higher mental consciousness on the part of the former—what is called in your language, the soul. By selection and intensive breeding, we developed a species of plant with a highly organized nervous system.


  “TO make a long story short, we had at last a plant which, dormant, measured nearly three feet in height by a foot in thickness and da foot and a half in width. By a system of pneumatic sacks, this dormant plant could throw out. pseudopodia which we gradually developed to look very much like the human extremities.


  “Of course, all this took time. There were discouragements—many of them—especially when we tried to secure a co-ordination between the mouth slit, the air sack in the upper body, and the nervous system. But at last we had a plant that could talk and that could even learn a vocabulary in other languages.


  “As we wanted these plant servants for defensive purposes, we especially bred them for the development of electrical discharges. Finally we grew some that were very deadly in this respect, and it was one of the most powerful of these that saved you by killing the Monsters that were threatening your life. But here come the Master of the house and his mate. They will want to greet you.”


  Charlotte arose to meet the newcomers. She was astonished by their beautiful perfection of body and the clear calm of their faces. She shyly expressed this wonderment.


  “How kind of you to offer me the shelter of your home! We were so anxious to meet some of you, but when you did not come near us, we had to come to you. We had no idea you were so lovely and lived in such perfect homes.”


  The woman smiled.


  “You are lovely yourself. Your name? Miss Carter? What does the Miss mean?”


  “I am not married,”—then, seeing that the word was not understood, she hurriedly added, “I mean that I have no man.”


  “You poor thing,” cooed the woman. “At your age and no man? Why, all of the women of my race are mated. Have you no one?”


  “Yes, there is a man, but we have never found a minister. Sir Harry wants to marry me and we are both foolish over each other, but we can’t marry without a minister.”


  “Is this Sir Harry the big man of your party?” asked the woman’s mate.


  “Yes. He is as big as your men, but not so young.”


  “All right, then, he must be the one they picked up in the fern forest. He evidently came into the forest hunting for you and lost his way. But he is safe with some of our people who live some distance from here.”


  AT this point the Venusian whose servant had rescued Charlotte interrupted.


  “If your Sir Harry is safe, why not live together? I have a dome-house three days’ journey from here. My mate is dead, I am sure of it; so I shall want to be dead too, because I cannot live without her. There is my dome-house, with my servants and an adequate supply of everything to last many years. I offer it all to you, Miss Carter. You and your man can live there in comfort. We don’t know all about the little men who came here with you, but what we do know of them makes us afraid of them. I believe that you and the man you call Sir Harry would be far happier in that dome-house by yourselves than if you were to live on with the dwarfs.”


  Miss Carter was visibly embarrassed.


  “You are so very kind—but we simply can’t do it. I tried to explain to you that we are not married.”


  “We can’t understand that word. We live together.”


  “Well, we simply can’t do it. It’s lovely of you to offer us a home, but I will thank you just as much if you will make it possible for us to return to our cabins in the space car.” The Venusian who had lost his mate stood up.


  “If that is your decision,” he exclaimed, “then I will assist you. First, we will join the big Earthman and then travel to the car.”


  Just then the Master of the dome-house walked over to a little red box and picked it up in his hands. He held it tensely, with eyes shut. When he placed it back on the table he looked worried.


  “I’m afraid you will never be able to go back to the car you used to come here in. They are having trouble there; something has happened. The Monsters are gathering around it from all parts of our land. The members of our race report that our enemies in large numbers, thousands and hundreds of thousands, are passing the dome-houses, going in the direction of the space car. It would be useless to return till this danger is over. We might possibly, by combining our forces, fight our way through to the dome-house that is sheltering the big Earthman, but our united strength would not be able to win through to the dwarfs. The Master who is looking after the big Earthman says that he is well. I think that we had all better stay here till the tide of Monsters passes over us to their new home.”


  “So, my dear woman,” exclaimed the lady of the house, “suppose you try to be happy in the thought that your man is safe? Come with me and let me see if we can’t shorten some of my clothes so you can wear them. You’ll feel so much better after you are bathed and have on clean clothes. I am so much interested in all you say that it will be a constant delight to have you stay with me for a while.” The unhappy widower took the hands of the other man. “I am going. I will take a few of my servants with me and leave the rest with you. I have nothing much to live for, and perhaps it would be better to die fighting than to kill myself. But someone ought to warn those dwarfs of the danger.”


  “I am afraid it will be too late,” commented the other man, as he said good-by. “Still, if you feel that your time has come, no one has the right to stop you.”


  CHAPTER XII


  The Gathering of the Monsters


  HAVING decided to make a thorough study of the animal they had captured, the Specialists lost no time in going ahead with their undertaking. The Directing Intelligence and his three Co-ordinators were rather at a loss to understand just why Percy Whitland had left them, but they felt sure that he would only go a short distance into the fern forest before he would decide to return to the shelter of the space car and the companionship of his fellow Conquerors. To such degree as it was possible for them to do so, they liked the little astronomer and fully appreciated the valuable assistance he had rendered the nation in their preparations for the interplanetary trip.


  The Directing Intelligence had been unable to follow the argument set forth by the astronomer against the killing and dissecting of their captive. They had always killed as they wished and experimented as they wanted to. Being emotionless, they were without fear. They realized that the thing they had captured was simply an animal, and, even if he had been one of the Old Ones, a Master of Venus, they might have followed the same course if they thought their knowledge might be increased by his death.


  They were not deliberately cruel. But their ideal was efficiency and their one great aim was to add as much as possible to the intellectual attainments of their nation. They had killed before and they would kill again, but whenever they did take life, they always believed that it was for the advancement of the unit which they were pleased to call their national soul.


  So they went ahead and studied this degenerate being whose ancestors had once been beautiful gods. They studied him in every way that they knew how, as they gathered around him on the stone platform. In spite of his cries and howls they kept on; and when he died, they continued the study till there was nothing left except a great many specimens to add to their pathological museum.


  Seemingly, nothing happened—at first. But in reality there were hundreds of eyes watching as best they could what was being done, hundreds of ears listening to the cries of their fellow animal and the shrill comments of the Specialists as they went ahead with their observations. Then from the dark recesses of the fern forest came a throbbing, a rhythmic pulsation, and all through the forest the Monsters heard it and started to reproduce the sound. On and on it traveled, through the narrow belt of forest, the living place between the frozen dark and the heat-tortured light of Venus. It traveled till it had traversed the entire globe, forming a throbbing communication that ran around and around the planet, increasing in intensity as it progressed.


  And as each Monster, as every group of horribles, heard that sound, they started to run towards its source. On one leg and two legs and many legs they ran along, some even rolling along on no legs but on a curious circular body. They ate as they ran, they slept when they had to; awakening, they started to run again. Something was happening. Something was going wrong with one of them. They did not know the details and they did not care. Animals would have run for an hour and then forgotten; monkeys would soon have stopped to dig for ground nuts or scratch for fleas; but back of every Monstrosity, far back, there was a consciousness of the solidarity of a human race. One of them was in trouble and they must help.


  THEY had been killed before. They had killed each other. Death was a common and a familiar end, but death to them had always come with the speed of the wind, the swiftness of an avalanche. The Old Ones who were constantly fighting them by means of their servants killed quickly; there was no time to howl. There was hardly time for even one piercing scream. For some reason now one of them had died in a different and entirely new way. Something had to be done. So they ran ahead to do it.


  As they ran they paused now and then to shake a fern tree. High in the branches they savagely shook the long fronds and these, agitated, gave out a peculiar, pulsing, throbbing noise that was different from the sound made when the wind blew. All through Venus the Masters, holding their little red boxes, picked up the sound, knew its meaning and realized that the Monsters were gathering around the space car.


  The Masters and their women knew it. Sir Harry and Charlotte, guests in different dome-houses, knew it. Percy Whitland, walking angrily through the forest, still angry in spite of the many hours that he had been away from contact with humanity, heard the sounds in the trees and dimly realized that the scene was being set for a titanic struggle. Every living thing on Venus knew that something unique in the history of the planet was going to happen; that is, every living being on Venus, with the exception of the Conquerors!


  For eighty thousand years no one had ventured to oppose them, except once and again a slave who could be easily killed. At times there had been a revolt of slaves, and it was as easy to kill a thousand of those wretched serfs as it was to kill a few. The Conquerors had never had to battle with a foe of equal or superior strength. The very idea that any race of mankind would dare to attack them was preposterous.


  Anyway, there was nothing unusual in the appearance of the fern forest as yet. To the casual eye, it was just as it had been at first sight, during the early hours after their landing on the smooth platform. The day after the final study of the captive, everything was still quiet. The Directing Intelligence decided to hold a meeting of the entire nation to decide on future plans. They gathered out on the landing platform, for only there could all come together at one time. The leader briefly reviewed the events following their arrival on Venus. They had made a study of their immediate surroundings, had made one captive of a peculiar animal and studied it thoroughly; and they had lost three of their group, Sir Harry Brunton, his woman and Percy Whitland. He considered the loss of the astronomer of real importance, but. did not fear that the continued absence of the other two would make any difference. He wanted the different Specialists to express themselves as to what should be the next step in exploration.


  The First Battle


  A CO-ORDINATOR arose and started to speak. But what he said was overshadowed in importance by a cry just then from the edge of the fern forest. This cry was followed by another and by a third, till all around the landing platform there was a pandemonium of sounds, all the more terrible because of the complete silence that had been broken. Yet, with all that conglomerate sound, there was nothing visible to explain it. But all the Conquerors knew what it was; it was the cry of the same kind of animal they had been studying.


  Then, as though obeying a preconcerted signal, from all sides the Monsters leapt out of their hiding places and ran toward the gathering of dwarfs on the platform. The platform was large and the Conquerors had gathered only a short distance away from the space car. Had they been active men, accustomed to physical exertion, it would have been an easy thing for all of them to be saved. But they could not run. Their enlarged heads, the seat of their massive intellects, made anything but a balanced walk impossible. On their side of the car there were four doors, but each of these doors had to be reached by ladders.


  Around the base of these four ladders the Conquerors gathered. While some started to go up the ladders, others prepared to kill. Their electric discharge would kill easily, but it was selective; only one victim could be stopped at a time. The type of discharge used by the plant servants was far more effective, for that showed considerable scatter and if the Monsters were grouped, it could be sprayed on them instead of being used as a single thunderbolt. Even though the Conquerors seemed small, helpless and insignificant, compared with the strange animals rushing upon them, they had no background of fear to make them feel concern. They had always killed those who opposed them, and they could kill again.


  With the animals it was different. They had learned to know the plant people, the harmless-looking but deadly servants of the Old Ones. Experience had finally drilled into their dull minds that it was best not to venture an actual conflict with one of these servants who were all the time running around with one of the Masters. But if a Master or his woman was caught out alone, there was only one ending: he was always captured and killed. He might kill some of the enemy in the battle, but he never escaped. When the Monsters rushed out on the landing platform, they only saw a number of the little people that looked as though they might be the children of the Old Ones. They were sure of their victory—and rushed on.


  By the time they reached the bottom of the ladders, over half of the dwarfs had reached safety. The ladders were full and around the bottom of each one stood a small guard, waiting, ready to kill. And kill they did. From every dwarf who stood on the landing platform darted the deadly Jovian bolt, and for every bolt a Monster stumbled and died. But those around him never knew it. They simply rushed on, up to the Conquerors and over them, and even started to climb up the ladders to the doors, that were still standing open.


  BUT the doors were suddenly closed—closed even in the face of a few Specialists who had not reached the tops of the ladders. And once they were closed, those Conquerors who had passed in were safe behind thick walls, strong enough to withstand any attack. The Monsters reached the doors, tried to get in, let out yells of rage and climbed down the ladders.


  These abnormalities of biological growth were vegetarians by necessity and meat eaters of choice. In the world they lived in there was food in abundance, but it was not the kind they craved. Occasionally they caught and killed an Old One; once and again they fought among themselves and ate the bodies of the slain. But this day, as the result of a short battle, they had at their disposal the bodies of fifty dwarfs and over two hundred of their own kind.


  But the attack had not been made by a scattered tribe, it had been carried out by a hundred different herds; and reinforcements were constantly arriving on the scene. The platform was covered with them, the woods were full of them, the trees were swarming with them. There was food in great amount, but there was not enough. And the one impressive fact that reached the higher consciousness of the Monsters was this: In that peculiar house there were many more things that could be killed and eaten. All they had to do was either to get inside or have them come out.


  So they waited. . . . And as they waited, more came. From the north they came, and from the south, through the narrow belt of fern forest, and as they gathered around the car in thousands, they made the place horrible with their unearthly cries. They did not mind waiting—they had nothing else to do. It was so satisfactory to know that inside that hut was an abundance of meat—and the meat was not protected by deadly plant servants.


  From the windows of the car the Conquerors looked out and made further studies of the new type of life. But this time the studies were made through thick panes of glass.


  The Great Scheme


  AS a disaster the experience was unique to the Conquerors. In all their history they had never known defeat, had never been blocked in any of their undertakings—and now in a few minutes they had lost over a quarter of their strength. Several Specialists who could ill be spared had died in the battle around the “base of the ladders. But with their usual efficiency, they at once started to apportion the duties of the dead men among the living of the expedition.


  The next work undertaken was the discovery of some means of destroying the Monsters. Never again must such a debacle strike the Conquerors. There was a lot of work remaining to be done before they were willing to leave Venus and return to the Earth, and this work could only be done safely by a complete destruction of the inferior race. Plans were discussed, not from the standpoint of hatred and revenge, but rather from that of efficiency. There was work to be done, and nothing and nobody must be allowed to interfere with that work.


  The council of war decided to take advantage of the evident hatred of the thousands of animals milling around the side of the car. They would follow the car if it moved slowly over the tops of the fern trees. So long as they could see it, they would follow. The Conquerors believed that there were other landing platforms. They planned to come down to the ground now and then, and in a tantalizing manner to allow the Monsters to again surround them. They were going to take the entire race of horribles westward. For the Conquerors knew something that they were confident the beasts did not know; or, if they did know it, they would lose sight of it in their diabolic hatred and blood lust.


  It was time for the astronomical phenomenon, known as oscillation, to plunge the western strip, one hundred miles wide, back into the utter darkness and intense cold, for a four month period. While this was taking place on the west side, a strip of the same width on the eastern side would come forward into the sun’s rays, and for four months that would be the pleasant, livable side of the planet.


  The Conquerors determined to drift slowly westward in their space car, confident that the Monsters would follow the car. On and on they would go westward to the place where the fern trees grew smaller and at last became simply moss an inch high. Out there in the open spaces, on the edge of the globe, the animals would gather around the car; and there, without shelter and with clear visibility, they would be killed by the scientific weapons brought from the Earth for that purpose. The Conquerors would kill all they could, and would then drive the frightened remainder in front of them into the darkness. The planet would swing around; for a hundred miles the zero of utter darkness would come—and with it, death from the irresistible cold. Then, with these inhuman enemies out of the way, the Conquerors determined to drift to the east side of the planet for another period of study.


  As a piece of strategy it was a beautiful conception. It took into consideration every known fact involved, and gave correct values to each. It included a proper estimate of the psychology of the mass of beings around the space car. In spite of the absence of Percy Whitland, an accurate calculation was made of the planet’s swing from east to west. And to show the correctness of their plan, it worked exactly according to all their calculations. Once again the Conquerors showed that they deserved the place of rulers in the intellectual life of the Universe.


  They slowly swung the car upward, and then pointed it westward. Its bottom just cleared the delicate tops of the fern trees. Ropes from it brushed through the branches and were caught at by the infuriated animals following, who were rendered all the more ferocious through the fear that after all they might lose their prey.


  The Great Disaster


  THE propulsive mechanism of the car worked perfectly.


  The psychic impression worked just as well. At the end of fifty miles of travel westward they found just what they were looking for, another large, white platform. They allowed the ship to settle slowly down on this smooth surface. Now all they had to do was to wait for the entire mass of odd-shaped creatures to catch up with them. At the end of a few hours the platform and even parts of the space car itself were covered with the blood-hungry animals. At every possible crack, long, hungry fingers tried to enter and pull off pieces of the car. Each failure produced greater rage and more noise. Pandemonium of beastly shrieks filled the forest.


  Another fifty miles were traversed—and now the fern trees were no longer giants of the forest; they were small three-foot plants. It was no longer difficult to make out the various Monstrosities, as they stood among the little ferns, howling their rage and, lacking other enemies, fighting with each other.


  A few miles more brought them to the limit of vegetation—to the last limits to which the sun’s rays had come during the four months just past There had been but little warmth to the sunlight here. Far in the distance loomed the gigantic peaks of everlasting snow, still melting slowly, but almost ready to gain another four months’ victory over the glorious sun.


  Over all this plain, barren except for moss, still muddy from the thawing glaciers, spread the Monster race of Venus. And the Conquerors, looking eagerly through the glass windows of the car, promised themselves that after the slaughter they would spend some time in studying and classifying the dead things and adding still more to the already great knowledge of their race.


  Gradually they allowed the huge car to rest on the mud. Then they waited till they were reasonably sure that all their victims had arrived. No refuge was possible now in the fern forests, no hiding behind the trunks of giant trees. The fight was out in the open; but it was not going to be a fight this time—it was to be a slaughter. The Conquerors had learned their own lesson and they were going to teach one now to these misshapen creatures.


  From every window, out of every door, were thrust the long ray tubes of the car. Slowly they were swung to and fro, and where they landed they killed. Not till half of the victims had died did it gradually seep through the dull brains of the living that this was something different from the tearing of small helpless bodies to pieces. At last they decided to run, but when they did so, they found between them and their former home a long thin line of dwarfs, each with a ray tube in his hands and murder in his heart. The only place of retreat was the snow-capped mountains, beyond which lay the land of eternal night.


  The survivors started to climb the mountains. A few turned back to die at once, but the others, panic-stricken, climbed into the snow that soon became utter darkness, doom and death.


  Five hours later the dwarfs, exhausted but victorious, returned to the space car. Not one of them but had done his share to revenge the death of his fellow Specialists. Even the Directing Intelligence had taken an active part in the unequal battle.


  But something stupendous had happened. . . .


  For thousands of years the dwarfs had taken no exercise and performed no muscular work. They had lived and moved, but so slowly that only a minute amount of toxin was formed in the course of the day. Their eliminative organs had adjusted themselves to taking care of this small amount. Now, without physical preparation and in spite of their great intelligence, they had flung themselves violently into the task of destroying the Monsters. For five hours they had walked over the plain, carrying their ray guns and relentlessly pursuing the unfortunate, terror-stricken things to their doom. Muscular work and desire for revenge had generated poisons in their organs in far too great amounts to be eliminated. The dwarfs did not indeed die, but they returned to their space car the victims of acute auto-intoxication. They shut the doors and, falling on their beds, started to sleep. It was the slumber of intoxication, a coma, a stupor so profound and so prolonged that it closely resembled death.


  During that sleep many changes were going on in their highly sensitive bodies. They awoke at last, to be sure, but never did they fully regain their former towering intelligence. They were able to think, but not to perfection; they were no longer demi-gods; they were simply unusual men who had developed one aspect of their being at the expense of another aspect, and who had as a consequence become sick.


  For thousands of years they had worked toward a greater intellectual perfection. For generations they had neglected the fact that healthy minds can grow only in healthy bodies. As a result, five hours of active exercise and hate stimulating to slaughter, had destroyed the patient work of countless centuries.


  CHAPTER XIII


  The Beginnings of Life


  THE Old Ones of Venus knew that something stupendous was going on, that an important part of the history of their planet was in the making. They realized that their eternal enemies, the Monsters, were migrating, but they were not sure of the cause back of the mass movement. For the first time in their experience, the Monsters seemed to be animated by a common cause.


  The Masters started to communicate with each other. As the hours passed, it seemed more and more evident that a large proportion of the misshapen animals were gathering together. The territory for many miles around the original landing of the space car had become safe for ordinary travel. The Master who had lost his wife wandered through the fern woods for many hours without meeting danger of any kind.


  At last the Venusians listened to the pleadings of Sir Harry and of Charlotte and decided to assist the latter to make the journey necessary for their reunion. It was realized that this had to be accomplished quickly or not at all. The four months of bitter cold, blizzards, and darkest night were near at hand for the western strip of the planet. During those four months it was customary to remain in the dome-houses and wait for the next shifting of the planet. It was nearly time for the oscillation to occur; in fact the movement was slowly beginning already.


  So, without delay, the Master and the woman who had been taking care of the white-haired Earth woman started with her on the short trip to the dome-house that was sheltering Sir Harry. The journey was made without interruption. They were well guarded by the plant-servants, although they really had no need of them, for not a single Monster was seen on the trip.


  Sir Harry and Charlotte greeted each other with very little external show of emotion. Great as was the depth of their love, they treated each other quite demurely in the presence of strangers. The Englishman tried to be as nice as possible; so did the Virginian; as a result they were more formal than usual. The two Masters and their women looked on the behavior of the visitors with ill-concealed interest and amusement. They could not understand why this man and woman should act in that way if they really loved each other.


  The chief object of discussion was the migration of the Monsters and the disappearance of the space car.


  “All that we are sure of at this time,” admitted one of the Masters, “is that the car left its first landing place and started to go westward. That was after the battle in which so many of the dwarfs were killed. From several observations made by members of our race it seemed that the car was going due west at a low rate of speed, and not very far from the ground, and that the Monsters were following it. No doubt the dwarfs had some definite object in mind in going west, but it seems to be a very dangerous thing to do at this time of year.”


  “Have you any way of telling whether one of the men, Percy Whitland, was in the car or not when it left the landing platform?” asked the Englishman, anxiously.


  “No. We were able to pick up some snatches of conversation which indicated that he had an argument with some of his fellows, but after that we lost touch. You can understand this better when I tell you that our receiving sets pick up sound waves far better than they do light waves. For example, we could hear very well some of your conversation on the Earth, but we had no idea of just what kind of people you were. In fact, we did not realize how small you were as a rule till the space car arrived here on our planet.”


  MISS CARTER looked concerned.


  “You must not gain the impression that all or even most human beings on the Earth are like those dwarfs. I think that Sir Harry ought to tell you about that race and everything that happened, leading up to this journey through space.”


  “My word, Miss Carter, I can’t do that, don’t you know. I’m not an orator. Why, you make me feel like wilted lettuce, merely suggesting such a thing!”


  Nevertheless, he yielded to her pleading, and for three solid hours the Englishman talked, giving a brief but comprehensive account of the development of human life on the Earth and the ascendancy gained by the Conquerors.


  “That is very, very interesting to us,” said one of the Masters. “It is especially so when we realize that our race is directly responsible for all of it. You see, we are so much older than you are that we tried, many years ago, an experiment. We tried many experiments from time to time and some of them were complete failures: for example, the one which resulted in the origin of those Monsters. But this experiment of starting life on other planets evidently worked out a little more successfully.”


  “My word!” exclaimed the Englishman. “You surely don’t mean to tell me that it was you people that planted life on our Earth?”


  “Yes, I do mean precisely that. Answer me one question. Have any of your scientists any positive knowledge as to how life started on your planet?”


  “No. Lots of theories, but nothing that we can be sure of.”


  “Then I will tell you. Of course, it all happened very, very long ago. We who are now living are very long-lived, yet our life is but a breath compared with the vast ages of life that preceded us on this planet. We have written records that date back many millions of your years, and these are still legible. I have read them, and I think I could teach you and your woman to read them.”


  “How many million years?”


  “Many, many more than I can tell of.”


  “And you can read them, and arrive at an intelligent understanding of what took place during those ages past?”


  “Yes, indeed. The story is all there, engraved on tablets of gold.”


  The Englishman paced the floor in intense excitement.


  “Wonderful!” he almost shouted. “Let me see them! If all this is true, I don’t care whether I ever go back to Earth! If our people on Earth are safe, relieved of the menace of the dwarfs, the threat of the Conquerors, all I want to do is to just stay here and read those gold plates till I die.”


  “Is that all you want to do, Harry?” asked Charlotte, smiling.


  “Well, of course, you know what I mean. Naturally, I want you to be here to read them with me, but if you can return to Earth, perhaps you had better do so, for your own good.”


  “But who would sew on your buttons and darn your socks if I left you?”


  “Why, bless my soul, I never thought of that?” He turned back to the Master who had been talking about the gold plates.


  “Tell me about the start of it. Are you sure that the people on this planet started life on the Earth?”


  “That seems always to have been our tradition. I have read some of the very early gold plates, and it seems that our ancestors took the credit for it even if they did not deserve it. Here is the story.


  “Go back five hundred million years of your time. We were then a highly intelligent people, scientifically inclined and interested in all the problems of nature. When you visit our museums in the dead cities of our past existence, you will be able to judge for yourself just what our culture was in those early ages. Of course, we are a dying race now, perhaps unable to die and yet equally unable to reproduce ourselves. We live in the past, in dome-houses built eons ago, surrounded by objects of culture made by dead hands. Even our servants, wonderful as they are, were brought to their height of perfection by remote generations.


  They Do Not Know


  “OUR astronomers watched the Earth with a great deal of interest, for it was our nearest important neighbor. Of course, Mercury was near us, too, but we felt that we could never become biologically interested in that planet; it was entirely too near the sun. So our ancestors kept on studying the Earth for ages, waiting patiently for the time to come when there might be a chance of successfully planting life there.


  “Your planet had gone through the various stages. First it was simply a large mass of superheated gas, twirling on its center and constantly growing smaller and cooler. Planetesimals in great numbers fell on it, enlarging it and helping the molten mass to form a crust. Titanic mountains rose and fell again; an atmosphere collected, and from this atmosphere rain fell. Imagine the first drops of water, torn into steam before ever touching the earth. But other drops fell. It was the expression of the eternal conflict between fire and water. When the heat had abated somewhat, the Earth’s surface was covered with huge ponds of water and gradually the oceans developed.


  “The oceans and the endless tides! Water pulled into waves by the moon, and waves pulled back into the womb of the sea by the fighting Earth; water—restless, ever agitated, never still! Water, without which life is impossible! And when we knew that the water was there, we felt that the time had come for our greht adventure.


  “I am not a scientist. Some of the words used in the early records are hard to understand, but apparently my ancestors made a study of things in the little, the phenomena of the single-celled life. Some of these cells were almost ultra-microscopic. While some studied these, others built hollow cylinders and spheres capable of existence in the spaces between the planets. It was all experimentation, but back of it was a desire to start life—our life—on other planets. We studied our own origins. Doubtless we made many mistakes and met with frequent discouraging failures.


  “But the scientists of Venus kept on, and at last they filled thousands of spheres and cylinders with closely packed little cells. Those vessels, containing millions of little lives, they shot out into the uttermost voids of space. For centuries they kept on, hoping against hope that some would fall into the atmosphere of the Earth—would explode there, and shattering into a million pieces, liberate their little passengers so that those cells could find a watery home in the newly formed oceans of a new-born world.


  “We could not be sure, but we felt that some had landed. Eons passed and, out of the water, life must have crept up on the sea-beaches of your world, five hundred million years ago. And when that life came out of the water and started to live on the land, the little nervous system of that infant life looked towards the stars and had vague dreams of what it might be in the ages to come.


  “From that time on you are familiar with what happened. You have told us today of your reptilian ancestors, of the sharks and the monkeys and the Dawn-men. You followed life up till it ended in something we never dreamed of—the Conquerors, with great intelligence but an absolute lack of emotion. As I listened to your story I wondered concerning the wisdom of my ancestors. Were they wise in wanting to start life on a new sphere? Could they have foreseen its final endings, would they have started it?


  THE eons passed. Age after age of my ancestors lived and watched and waited hopefully only to die at last without any assurance that they had succeeded in their undertaking. We had most delicate instruments of precision with which we hoped to hear the transmitted language of the first life.


  “At last we heard it—confused roars, snarls, yells of the hunter and the hunted! There was something there to indicate intelligence, and the only desire we could see, the only hope we could discover, was the urge to preserve the life of the individual, the blind hope of perpetuating the species. At last we thought we could pick out something that sounded like speech. Fifteen thousand of your years ago, we heard those first differentiated grunts of what you have called the Dawn peoples. After that the progress of speech was rapid.


  “We met with discouragements. We would spend years learning one of your languages, and then suddenly it would cease coming to us. It was hard to understand what had happened. We know now that that particular race had been destroyed, blotted out, by the people you call the Conquerors, the dwarfs that had the intelligence to finally win a victory over space and come to Venus. We knew of their plans, and, as you are well aware, we tried to aid them with our knowledge.


  “By this time there were just fifty of us left, just twenty-five couples of the Old Ones. Can you imagine the breathless anxiety we felt as we watched that space car wing its way through untrodden reaches of space, and at last land on our planet?. . . .


  “We saw the ultimate descendants of the germs we had sent out, returning of their own accord—and after all what were they? Dwarfs, asexual, ugly—intelligent, but devoid of those emotions which we have felt constitute the greater part of the happiness that this life gives us. You have told us that they know neither love nor hatred, fear nor passion, pride nor shame. You say that, though they have won through to a greater learning, they have made progress upward by stepping on the corpses of inferior nations, and that in making their own race great they have made the individual of that race simply a piece of living machinery, incapable of feeling or emotion.


  “We cannot feel that such a race should claim kinship with us. We are the Old Ones! We have lived for beauty, for the finer arts of life, the culture and refinement of the soul. You, the man called Sir Harry, are like us. Your woman is like us, in spite of her peculiar ideas about man and woman and the odd ceremony she calls marriage. We feel that the two of you are in sympathy with us. You appeal to us. I believe it was the hope of our ancestors that the Earth would some day be peopled with men and women like you, similar to ourselves in ideals. Could they have looked ahead and seen these one-sided Conquerors, all head and no heart, I feel that they would have left the Earth untenanted!”


  “A most remarkable tale,” commented Charlotte. “Your explanation of the origin of life is very similar to that given by many of our primitive races on the Earth. But there is one question I want to ask you. Do these gold plates explain how life started on your own planet?”


  “That is something that we do not know,” replied the Master.


  CHAPTER XIV


  A Meeting in the Forest


  IT has been said that God preserves children and fools. While Percy Whitland belonged to neither class, he was, in some miraculous manner, saved during the first two days of his wandering in the fern forest. He was either overlooked by the traveling tribes of Monsters or they were possessed of such single track minds that they could think of nothing else but arriving at the origin of the signal thrown out for the gathering of the race. He made no effort to conceal himself, but simply walked on through the fern forest with the same calmness with which he would have walked through the streets of Flagstaff, Arizona. He had only two thoughts in his mind. One was to try and find his friends, Sir Harry and Miss Carter; the other was to completely cut himself free from any further companionship with the Conquerors.


  There may have been a conflict as to whether he should regard himself as a Conqueror or as a Middle Man. If such a struggle existed, it was at this time only in his subconscious. He was willing to die if necessary, but he was no longer willing to live as a member of a race which knew neither love nor pity for lesser members of the biologic world.


  In spite of his great erudition he was at bottom a simple soul. Thoroughly at home in the outer reaches of the Universe he trusted implicitly in the guidance of the Great Power that had taken handfuls of star dust and tossed them into the Abyss of Time, into the gaping maw of Eternity. He knew that “the undevout astronomer is mad.” Years of study through the eyepiece of telescopes had made him confident that for every thing and every body there was a plan, there was a programme, and all that anyone had to do was to play his part courageously in the drama of life. As long as he did that, there was nothing for him to fear.


  Yet, despite his outward calm, he had a feeling that there was something to demand his attention. It was a peculiar sensation: something needed his thought, yet, for the time being, he had not the least idea what it was. Suddenly, like a flash of lightning, it came to him. He stopped walking, sat down on a pile of dried fern leaves, took a pencil and some paper out of his pocket and began to do some calculating. Mathematics was a necessary part of his life as an astronomer. For thirty years he had peered through a telescope at night and solved problems pertaining to the arithmetic of the Universe during the daytime. Few things in life gave him a greater thrill than filling a sheet of clean white paper with rows of staggering figures.


  Working out this problem, he lost sight of the fact that he was hungry and sleepy and worried about his friends. He simply knew that there was a problem involving figures that demanded his attention. All else, for the time being, was blotted out of his consciousness. He filled a page, placed it carefully on the ground and started another one. Several odd-shaped things came near him silently, but he did not see them. Something else came near, so large that the shadow from it fell on the piece of white paper and made it hard for Whitland to see the lead pencil marks. His gaze was still on his paper when in front of him he half-saw something that looked like human legs, subconsciously realized that the person owning those legs was between him and the sun, and cried irritably, without looking up:


  “How do you expect me to finish this problem if you insist on standing in my light?”


  NOT till he had said the words did he realize where he was and the peculiarity of his request. He looked up and saw the shadow thrower. It was a large man, as large as Sir Harry, but far more beautiful, with clothes on that made him look a little like an ancient Greek. Back of him were several odd-shaped creatures. The astronomer remembered that he was first of all a gentleman. He jumped up and started to apologize.


  “You must really forgive me,” he began. “I was so interested in my calculation that I lost sight of everything else for the time being.”


  “Are you one of the dwarfs?” inquired the stranger.


  “No! A thousand times no!! They tried to make me think that I was, but when it came to the acid test, I could be nothing but a plain human being like my friend, Sir Harry.”


  “So, he is your friend?”


  “He is, indeed. He has been that for many years.”


  “Then you will be glad to know that he and his woman are safe. I just left them a few hours ago in one of the dome-houses with one of my race taking care of them. You seem to have been fortunate. At any other time you would have been killed in a few hours, but here I find you absolutely unconcerned, sitting on the fern leaves and doing some sort of a problem.”


  “It is a very interesting one. I am trying to determine just how soon the phenomenon I call oscillation will occur.”


  “What do you mean by that word?”


  “The slight shifting of Venus from east to west and then, four months later, back to east again. I have an idea that the next swing of the planet is going to start at any time. That is what I am trying to determine, but I am afraid I have lost a few days somewhere.”


  “I can tell you about that. It has begun. In fact, that is why I am out here in the forest. Within not so many weeks all this land will be under a heavy blanket of sleet and snow. These giant trees will be leafless and covered to their tops with ice. For the width of over a hundred miles all will be bleak desolation. That is why I am here.”


  “I don’t follow you. What has that to do with your being here?”


  “Simply this: Some time ago my mate was captured by the Monsters who infest our forests. They killed her. In truth, they did worse than that. Life is no longer worth the living, so far as I am concerned. So I decided to die. I deliberately left the dome-house of my friends and started to wander through the forest. My first thought was that I and my servants might meet part of the migrating hosts and die fighting them. But they are all gone. They seem to have completely disappeared. Under ordinary circumstances, you would have been killed long ago. So, when I found that there was no chance of my dying in a fight, I decided to simply stay out here in the forest till the period of utter darkness and desolate cold should come and I should be buried a hundred feet under a pall of solid snow.”


  A Fight Against Time


  “I AM so sorry your woman died,” sympathized the little man from Arizona. “I realize that the loss of a loved one must be a very sad blow. From what you say, you expect the change in temperature to come very soon?”


  “Yes, it has in fact begun. The western edge of our planet is already swinging into the shadows. We all know the exact time, because we have watched it carefully for many years. And for every zone that goes in the west from sunlight to darkness a zone of the same width in the east passes from darkness into sunlight. Some of my race—we call ourselves the Old Ones—travel from side to side of the planet as the seasons change, but others seem content to live on in their dome-houses, buried under the mantle of snow, which really keeps them warm, until the sun, melting the snow, releases them from their frozen prison.”


  “Do you realize how interesting all this is to me?” asked Whitland. “I was the only living astronomer on the Earth who believed that such a movement of Venus took place. I studied the change for thirty years and talked and wrote about it till all my colleagues thought I was insane. Now, I am actually here, think of it! And the real facts are just what I said they were, and when I stated them I was 26,000,000 miles and more away! I told about the oscillation, about the torrential rivers. . . .


  “I don’t want you to die. You must not die! Sir Harry is safe and so is Miss Carter. We don’t have to worry about them. And I am through with the Conquerors! I don’t care if I never see them any more; but I do want intensely to go over to the other side of Venus. I want to see what happens when the sun strikes those mountains of ice and snow. You are the only one who can take me there. Surely you will, won’t you? I am an old man, and you seem to be so young and wonderfully strong. It would be such a simple thing for you to do. We ought to be there now. Isn’t there some kind of a flying machine you can use? We can’t walk across the desert of fire. If we stay here, we shall both die of cold. I don’t mind death—everyone must die sometime—but I do want to see the final proof that I am right before I die, and the only way that I can is to cross over to the east side of Venus. Please take me!”


  It was a strange sight, the little old man clinging in his eagerness to the robe of the fair godlike Venusian. The giant looked down at the pleading face of the astronomer, and said simply:


  “But I want to die.”


  “All right! But do first take me across the planet. Then perhaps we shall both be ready to die. Perhaps I shall be so happy that I shall die of joy! I have worked so hard, and all I want is final proof that I was right.”


  “I guess that I shall have to let you have your way,” at last decided the Master. “There is only one possible chance, and that is a slim one. Some distance from here lies one of our old cities. Long ago, when our wonderful race was in its prime, we lived there. Now, nothing lives there. I think that if we go fast enough we can reach there before the darkness comes. There are airships there, museum pieces of a science long since departed. We Masters know all about those inventions, and years ago we used to go there and play with them, but I do not know that any of us have been there for centuries. But I will take you there. We shall have to go very fast. I think I will have my servants carry you to make faster time.”


  “Your servants are odd.”


  “I suppose they seem so to you. They are plants with a nervous system that makes them almost human. Are you a biologist?”


  “No, not at all.”


  “Then you wouldn’t understand about them. But you don’t have to. Just let me give the order.”


  HE whispered something in an odd tone and at once two of the plant servants picked up Whitland, slung him on their arms between them and started at a smart trot through the forest, the Venusian and the other servant following.


  On and on they went, resting only when they were utterly wearied. Day after day passed. Meantime, it grew slowly darker, there came a chill in the air, and now and then falling snow. Evidently there was no time to lose. The planet was swinging westward faster than they could run eastward.


  The footing was now becoming hard. The fern leaves were wet with snow and slippery. The wind blew cold, chilling the astronomer, who was not able to keep warm by exercise. He shivered and wondered just how much longer it would be before they could reach a warm place. He was growing sleepy. He dully thought that this might be the end for both of them, and he was sorry that he had not told Sir Harry and Miss Carter something that was on his mind. He tried to remember what that something was, and could not pull the thought from his dull consciousness . . .


  Just in time they reached one of the main doors of the city. The weather was bad. The sky was dull gray and out of it came pelting pellets of frozen rain. The temperature had fallen to below the freezing point.


  The Master pushed against the knobs on the door, first the upper one, and then the third from the bottom, and at last the one on the extreme right—in the ring. That knob, with the ring around it, looked a little like the great All-seeing Eye. The door swung open and the Master almost fell in, sliding on the marble floor. The servants, carrying the now unconscious astronomer, came next. Just in time the Venusian recovered consciousness, arose, slammed the door shut, and dropped from fatigue.


  They were in the City of the Dead, but the winter was upon them. They would be fortunate to live through the next four months till the recurrent sun would liberate them from their snowbound home. Meantime the blizzard raged over the ancient city, a place of domes, that rose on each other like gigantic soap bubbles. Only a few days before those domes had arisen in the sunlight, their glass walls glistening golden and crystalline in the glory of the perpetual beams from that central furnace of radiant light. Now the domes were encrusted with snow, growing deeper every minute. Another day would bury the city completely under a thick blanket of dead white snow.


  But in that city, under that snow, two men lay sleeping off their fatigue, and three plant servants, shrunken to their dormant condition, leaned against the wall, awaiting their Master’s voice to rouse them to fresh activity.


  The men were fortunate to be alive. Under that blanket of snow, they had a chance to live on, if they had food and drink. But Percy Whitland would not see the sunshine pouring on the eastern glaciers, tearing them into drops of water which would form rivers five hundred miles wide. At least, he would not see it at this time. He had waited thirty years, and it looked as though he would have to wait a while longer.


  CHAPTER XV


  A Message in the Darkness


  THE other dome-house sheltering Sir Harry, Miss Carter and their hosts was also covered with the deep blanket of snow and sleet that was swiftly making the extreme west of Venus a silent white grave. The darkness and the cold had come with a rapidity that was startling to the explorers from the Earth, but by the Old Ones it was taken just as a matter of course, something that came with rhythmic cycles, as a part of their routine existence.


  They explained it all to their visitors: that the dome-house would be covered a hundred feet deep by the storms, but that, underneath, they would remain snug and warm, thanks to the perfect architecture and building devised by their ancestors many millions of years ago. Everything had been anticipated, every need provided for, and all that was necessary now was to follow the customs of the past and be sure not to be caught by the enraged elements.


  “That is all right for you few Masters of the Evening Star,” commented Sir Harry, “but how did the Monsters survive during all those years and centuries? Did they have intelligence enough to make and use houses that were as perfect as these dome-houses?”


  “No. So far as we know, they just kept moving towards the sun. As their land became covered with snow, they kept going out into the heated desert. No matter how bitter the winter, there was always the edge of mud, the region where the sun continued its constant fight against the cold. We are not absolutely sure, but we are convinced that there is where they lived. Perhaps some of them would cross the continent, going around the poles, but most of them lived a miserable existence out on the hot mud flats till the sun started once again to melt the ice covering the fern forests. When that ice starts to melt, the change is extremely rapid. In a week the torrential waters are refilling the old river beds. In another week new branches start from the tops of the fern trees. In still another week, part of the ground is bare. Then the Monsters have always come back, thin, worn, and not so many as when the winter started. They ate the tender sprouts of the ferns; we thought also that they ate each other, the old ones of their tribes. Then came the time for their spring festival and their matings. Something like that happened every year. Of course, it was hard on them, but they survived.”


  “But what will your friend do?” asked Sir Harry, “—the one who deliberately went into the forest knowing of the danger?”


  “Don’t you know? He went out there because he wanted to die. He knew the danger, but, with his woman dead, he had nothing more to live for.”


  “Then it was a deliberate suicide?”


  “Yes.”


  Miss Carter looked up from her sewing, suddenly.


  “I wish we knew what has happened to Mr. Whitland, Harry. If he is alive, it seems as though he ought to try to communicate with us. And where is the space car?”


  “I AM going to try and answer some of your questions,” interrupted the Master. “We have a rather fine receiving apparatus. It picks up the sound waves and transforms them into vibrations that can be appreciated by the nerve-endings of our fingers. Of course, we only use this machine for short distance work. When we received sounds from the Earth, we used amplifiers. Suppose I try to communicate with some of our race and see what I can learn? If your friend, the one you call Percy Whitland, is with any of our race, we shall be able to have you talk to him.”


  He picked a little red box off a table and placed it on his knees. Then he placed his hands on either side of it, holding it lightly with the pulps of his fingers and thumb.


  Sir Harry and the white-haired woman watched him with the greatest interest. At times he looked slightly worried, at other times he smiled. At last he took his fingers off the box.


  “It is all very interesting,” he commented. “The men of my race are making their various comments. There seems to be no doubt that a large number of the Monsters migrated in an unusual manner. Our western winter is in full blast and most of our race are shut in for the next four months. There are a few couples who live on the eastern habitable strip and of course they are just beginning to thaw out for their four months of summer.


  “We can answer your question concerning your friend, the astronomer. The Master who lost his mate and left here to die in the storm found him and took him to one of our dead cities. They reached it just in time to escape from a frozen death. The Master says that they are both ill from exposure, but they, feel that it is nothing serious. Would you like to talk to your friend?”


  “My word! YES!!” exclaimed Sir Harry. “That would be a remarkable experience. How shall I go about it?”


  “Simply hold the box with your finger tips and ask him a question. Then wait for the answer.”


  The Englishman picked up the little box. He was accustomed to the televisional apparatus in use by the Conquerors, but this mode of conversation seemed to him to be a trifle more weird and inexplicable.


  “Hullo, Percy! Where are you?” he asked.


  And then he waited. His face was anxious. At last he looked at the host and said in an interrogating voice:


  “It seems that something in my brain answers, ‘I am in a City of the Dead.’ Shall I go on talking?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Why did you leave the space car, Percy?”


  And again something seemed to answer, inside his brain: “I could not stay with them, Harry. They were too cruel.”


  “Are you sick, Percy?”


  “A little. The man who saved me caught cold. So did I, but we are comfortable here and I think I am going to have a wonderful time here, studying the culture of past ages.”


  “But you are an astronomer, Percy, and not an archeologist or anthropologist.”


  “I know. But for the first time in my life there is no sky! My friend tells me that above us are a hundred, two hundred feet of frozen snow and hail. Here all is light and comfortable, but there is no sky. I have to keep my mind active, so I am going to study for four months in their museums. They have every part of their past culture saved. And gold plates, Harry, with the past history of millions of years! My friend has been reading some of them. I thought at first he was teasing me; so I asked him to read me the astronomical records. Of course, he could not read them all, but the few he did read were very interesting and extremely probable. The man who saved my life has promised not to kill himself till the summer comes, when he can bring you and Miss Carter here to be with me.”


  “Extraordinary! But where are the Conquerors?”


  “I don’t know, but I know this: I am through with them. Is Miss Carter there?”


  “Yes, indeed. By Jove! Indeed she’s here.”


  “Give her my best regards. Tell her I have something in mind concerning her. It Will have to wait till this winter is over.”


  “Good-by, Percy, old top.”


  “Good-by, Harry, dear lad.”


  Of course Miss Carter, who was watching the Englishman, heard only one side of this conversation. He put the box on the table and turning to her, remarked:


  “He is safe. I wish I were with him.”


  “That is just like you!” exclaimed Miss Carter.


  When They Awoke


  THE Conquerors as a nation had become great through establishing the principle that the nation was greater than the individual and that in every case that idea of supremacy must be carried out. For eighty thousand years there had been no such word as “failure” in their national vocabulary.


  All those years their warfare had consisted of attacks on weaker races in which the element of surprise entered largely into the successful ending. For many thousands of years they had destroyed ruthlessly and without mercy, constantly making use of their greater intelligence.


  In their first contact with the Monsters they had lost heavily from the ranks of their most important Specialists, because they had not properly protected themselves against this element of surprise. They had been on the offensive for so long that they had by now forgotten the technique of a proper defensive. The surprise over, the shock of defeat and retreat past, they had coldly plotted the annihilation of a race that was more animal than human, and had relentlessly followed the victory till they were certain that every one of the foes that had gathered to attack them had been destroyed.


  In history only the titanic happenings are remembered, and the real causes of these events are often so apparently unrelated to them as to be completely overlooked. In the final drama of races a careful study shows that all the factors contributing toward the ending were seemingly trivial in their nature.


  We know that the Conquerors returned to their space car exceedingly fatigued after their victory over the Monsters, but well satisfied with the results of their campaign. They had lost many of their number, but the Monsters had been exterminated. At least, all who had attacked them were certainly dead. In other parts of Venus their fellows might still live on, but so far as that portion of the planet was concerned the race was destroyed. They could rest now, secure in the thought that they had followed an eighty thousand year tradition and destroyed an inferior race.


  The space car lounged safely in the soft mud. With all the doors shut, there was nothing now to fear. The Conquerors slept on . . .


  When at last they awoke, they saw through the windows a sky that was unusually gray and overcast. An open door showed them that it was snowing hard and was turning very cold. All the scientists realized at once what had happened. During the hours of sleep the Evening Star had turned a little westward. Oscillation had begun. The land that the space car rested on was slowly going into the shadow that would end in the total darkness of the long night.


  But even then they did not fully realize just what that meant. They felt that all they had to do was to start a few of the rocket tubes, very gently shoot the car a few hundred feet into the air, turn it directly around so the nose would point east instead of west, and then sail eastward over the heated desert to the eastern strip of sunshine and warmth. There they were sure that living conditions favorable to life would be found, with possible new adventures and additional opportunity for scientific study.


  THE Directing Intelligence gave the order and the power was gently applied through the lower rear rocket tubes. Every dwarf was in place, every condition was satisfactory. The nation of Conquerors were ready for another step in their interplanetary adventure.


  Nothing happened.


  The long cigar-shaped space car, its silvery sides glistening grayly in the gathering gloom, remained Immovable.


  In the pilot cabin the Directing Intelligence, one of the Co-ordinators, and the Specialists who were substituting for the dead Specialists sat waiting for the flight to begin. Still nothing happened.


  Far to the rear of the pilot cabin the throbbing of the power in the tubes could be heard. The space car began to tremble under the stress of power that was unequal to moving the burden in front of it. When the Directing Intelligence felt that tremor of the ship under him he cried to the chief mechanician of the ship:


  “Turn the power off!”


  Then he slowly moved his head till he looked directly into the eyes of the Aviation Specialist, seated near him, and asked:


  “What is the matter?”


  “I do not know.”


  “Then find out. If Percy Whitland were here, he would at least have an idea.”


  For the next hour every part of the machinery of the space car was carefully investigated. It appeared to be perfect in every detail. It was still the brilliantly constructed machinery that had so safely made the interplanetary journey from the Earth to Venus. The Directing Intelligence received the various reports in silence. At last he ordered the power started again.


  Nothing happened.


  Meanwhile it was growing darker, the wind was increasing in violence, the storm was every minute throwing thousands of tons of hail and snow upon the strip that was so rapidly moving into a Hell of dark desolation.


  The End of the Conquerors


  AGAIN the Directing Intelligence looked at his Specialists. It was now so dark that lights had to be turned on in the pilot cabin. There was nothing in the ruler’s face to indicate fear. That, like all other emotions, was a psychic inability to the Conquerors. But in his eyes, way back in his large unblinking eyes, there was an expression of doubt. Then he said, after some moments of thought: “This is what has happened. I should have known it would happen. If I had stayed here in the space car and not joined in the slaughter, it might have been prevented. Had Percy Whitland been with us, he would have warned us against it.”


  One of the Co-ordinators now did an unprecedented thing. He spoke without being asked!


  “What happened?” he questioned. “And how could it have been prevented?”


  “This is a very large car,” answered the Directing Intelligence, “and it is very heavy. When we made our final stop, we did not have a marble platform for it to rest on; instead, we made a landing right on the ground. That ground was mud, rather stiff and capable of bearing our weight, but still soft enough to give somewhat under the weight of the space car. No doubt the car sank down into the mud a little. How far, I do not know. When we returned to the car after the slaughter, we were so tired that all we could think of was going to our cabins and securing some sleep. That is what happened.”


  “But what was it that happened?” insisted the Co-ordinator.


  “We slept! How long? Too long. And while we slept oscillation started. We forgot that it would start. But it started during our sleep; and the part of Venus we rested on, in the mud, slowly passed out of the sunlight into the night. That is all that happened.”


  “But why can’t we start?” again queried the dwarf. “Because the temperature fell! When we came back to the car, it was exactly 65 degrees. I looked at the outside thermometer as I entered the car. Now we are in the middle of a blizzard. It is probably zero outside.”


  He paused. It seemed that he had not finished, and yet was unable to do so. But the words came out at last. “The space car is frozen in the mud!”


  “If that is all,” declared the Co-ordinator, “we can tear ourselves out.”


  “We can if we have sufficient power,” acknowledged the Directing Intelligence.


  “Well, if that is all, we need not worry,” commented the Co-ordinator. “Power? Why, we control the greatest power that the intelligence of man has ever been able to conceive of. We had power to shoot us through the Earth’s atmosphere and from the Earth to Venus in a little more than half a month. Power? Certainly we have power. After the demonstration of power that the machinery of this space car has given it is ludicrous to think that we would be stopped by a little mud, frozen to the bottom of our car. All we have to do is to use that power.”


  His confidence swept in a contagious wave over all the pilot cabin. What he said was just a little thing, but it was in harmony with the spirit of their national life. They had never failed to use their power. They had never been willing to acknowledge that anything or anybody, power of the gods, feeble effort of men or superhuman forces of subterranean demons, could stop them.


  Accordingly, without further thought, without the delay of a minute, the Directing Intelligence gave the order: “Turn the maximum power into the four rear tubes.”


  THE mechanician pressed several buttons in rapid succession. The space car shook like a wounded prehistoric worm, and then, with a mighty roar that sounded through the darkness, tore itself out of its ice bed and hurled itself straight into the pitch-black of the Venusian night. It raged onward through the storm like a comet riding on the wings of Death, and ever in those rocket tubes was being generated the power that had hurled the car through the Earth’s atmosphere at such a speed that gravitation was mockingly defied.


  And back of the car, alongside of it, all around it was the Arctic blizzard, the hurricane, storming at a hundred miles an hour, but hopelessly left behind in the race with the snow-encrusted monster from the skies, the beautifully formed greyhound that had come so triumphantly, a visitor from the Earth.


  There was a gleam of triumph in the eyes of the dwarfs in the pilot house. Once again they had won a victory, this time over the elements! Again intelligence applied through machinery had triumphed over the brute strength of even Nature herself.


  “It was easy!” cried the mechanician.


  “And we did it without help,” chimed in the Co-ordinator. “If Percy Whitland had been here, he would have been given all the credit.”


  But the Directing Intelligence was peering ahead into the darkness as though he had failed to hear them. He suddenly spoke and in such a voice as to make them all turn toward him. His words were: “Stop speed and prepare to turn!”


  It was his last order. One moment the car was dashing on through the darkness at the speed of a thousand miles an hour. The next moment there loomed just ahead a dense black mass. The Directing Intelligence saw it, but all too late. Head on, the most beautiful product of man’s intelligence struck the boundless ice mountains!


  There was an ear-splitting shock as though worlds had crashed together. The car crumpled up as if it was made of so much cardboard. Seams were ripped apart, machinery torn, furniture hurled far over the sides of the crippled Conqueror of Space. One second it had been defying time, space, and the gods; the next, it crashed to the ground, where it lay broken into a thousand splinters.


  And the mountain of ice, that had remained sleeping for millions of years, that had passed an eternity of waiting for something new to happen—that mountain of ice, unchanging and unchangeable, was struck by the space car and never knew it. If it had had the power of thought, it would, at the most, have concluded that a larger crystal of snow than usual had landed against its lofty sides.


  Most of the Conquerors were killed instantaneously. Though some lived past the first fatal moment, their lives were short. The shock had been too terrific. Fingers of frost crept waiflike through every torn gash in the sides of the destroyed beauty. A terrible cold penetrated the car, which in the journey from Earth to Venus had so successfully defied the elements. They died, those Conquerors, almost before they had time to realize what had killed them, died even before the twisted, tortured car reached the bottom of the crevasse which served as its final grave. Down into that crevasse the storm drove the snow and sleet, inch by inch, foot by foot, until the car was buried deep to remain there in the everlasting night. And before many hours had passed a clean white layer of even snow covered the place where lay the space ship of the Conquerors. Not a trace marked its grave. One more nation had come to its end, a race of Super-men had reached its final doom, and it was just a little thing that had caused it all, just an insignificant thing that the Conquerors had laughed at, and defied its feeble strength—frozen mud!


  CHAPTER XVI


  Pleading for a Life


  MONTHS passed. For the Old Ones buried under the snow in their warm dome-houses it was just another winter of quiet meditation. But to the interested visitors it was an opportunity to learn a thousand, ten thousand, interesting facts. The data once secured had to be written, and though both Miss Carter and Sir Harry had left the landing platform ill-prepared to write a history of their peculiar adventure, their hosts were not at a loss to supply them with writing material.


  So the long hours passed, Miss Carter on one side of a table and the Englishman on the other side, both writing as hard as they could on a peculiar sheet of white metal with a pencil that made a very distinct black scratch. Long conversations would be held with the Master and his woman, covering every phase of Venusian life, and then the two anthropologists Would start writing again, page after page, of their monumental work on the history of the social development of the Venusians.


  The Master and the woman viewed the busy interest of their guests with undisguised pleasure.


  “I suppose,” admitted the woman, “that it is a feminine characteristic to talk. But we see our neighbors so seldom that we hardly have much opportunity to talk; and when we do see them there is nothing very new to talk about. So, it is really a pleasure to have you spend the winter with us, Miss Carter, and I wish that you would tell me more about the habits of the women on the planet you came from. Is it true that they change the style of their dresses every year?”


  Percy Whitland was having an even more wonderful time with his rescuer in the City of the Dead. His mind had been trained for years in the making of accurate observations concerning things that were millions of miles away. Now shut off from his beloved heavens, he turned that keen power of observation on the little things that were right at his elbow. At times his keen interest and constant questions almost drove the Master frantic. It seemed that in his search for knowledge the little man was insatiable.


  It was in the records concerning the development of radiant energy and the study of rays that Whitland found the greatest pleasure. Former generations of Venusians had made elaborate studies of astronomical matters and committed their knowledge to the gold plates which formed the library of the City of the Dead. They had died, but their knowledge lived on, perhaps for no other reason than to be read and studied by the astronomer from Flagstaff. The names were different, but, with that exception, all their conclusions closely harmonized with the studies that Whitland had made.


  Percy Whitland, when he found these astronomical records, felt that he was among friends. Here had lived and died men, who, under more favorable circumstances, would have made the finest kind of companions for him. He marveled at the accuracy and minute details of their work, and voiced that marvel one day.


  “I do not see how they had time to do it all. I have worked at a killing speed for thirty years, and I have only been able to do a fraction of what I feel confident there is to be done.”


  IS host laughed.


  “You forget that those ancestors of mine were long lived. In those days it was no uncommon thing for a man to live to be ten thousand years old, and now, with our system of hygiene and dietary precautions, there is no death from disease. Many of the individuals of my race at the present time are over fifteen thousand years old. We only die purposely or from accident. Those old people had all the time they needed for their study.”


  “That must have been wonderful. I have enjoyed these months among these marvels with you as my teacher, but, do you know, I am just realizing how selfish I have been. For days at a time I have not so much as thought of my friend, Sir Harry, and have even forgotten the lady. When shall we be able to see them?”


  “In another month the swing of the planet will begin again. After a few days of sunshine we shall be liberated. Of course, everything will be wet for a while, the river beds roaring torrents and all the ground soggy with water. The frost will come out of the ground and make the walking very bad. Two weeks after the sun starts to shine the fern trees will put out new leaves, and that is usually a sign that we can start to visit each other. I will take you there as soon as I can, and then I shall have to leave you.”


  The astronomer came over to the chair of the godlike man. With almost childlike timidity he took hold of his hand.


  “Marco,” he said, “you have been very kind to me all through these long months. You went into the fern forest to die, and instead of that you saved my life and made it possible for me to live during this winter. I have learned to love you. Now, with the summer at hand, I shall be very happy to be with Harry again, but it will make me more happy if you stay with me. I know that you still grieve over the loss of your lady and that it will never be possible for you to forget her, but I do wish that you would promise me to keep on living. I realize that you have promised to give me your plant servants after you die, and of course they are very capable; but after all, Marco, they have no souls, they are faithful simply because they have developed faithfulness as one of their instincts. Please promise me that you will stay with me, and continue to tell me about the wonders of this old planet.”


  The Master looked down at the little man. Then he took his free hand and laid it on the astronomer’s head. His face became serious.


  “That is a hard request to make of me, Percy Whitland. I would not consider it from any other living being—but you have been so very considerate of me and my feelings, you have shown such interest in the history of my race and such intelligent appreciation of the grandeur that was once ours, that I have to consider your feelings, and—, well, I will promise you this: that I will not end my life till you give me permission, or, perhaps, after you have left the planet.”


  The astronomer looked ahead of him. For some minutes he could not trust himself to speak. Then, with a catch in his voice and tears in his eyes, he replied:


  “Thanks. That is awfully fine of you. Now suppose we arrange to leave here and join the others as soon as we can?”


  They had to wait another week, and most of another. Then the Venusian announced that the sun was shining on the city that had been their home for so many interesting weeks of study.


  “The sun is shining on the city,” he announced, “but we cannot see it, because between the roof and the sunbeams lie a hundred, perhaps two hundred, feet of snow and ice. Yet, right at this moment that snow is melting as fast as though it were in an oven. The hour will come when we shall hear the crackling of the melting ice and then in a little while the sunbeams will again stream through the glass spaces of our domes. Even then we cannot leave at once, but soon after that we will start to join our friends. In the meantime, I think you had better start talking to them now and then. You have been so interested in your new investigation that you have not thought of doing that.”


  “They don’t want to talk to me,” laughed Whitland. “They have each other and their new studies and I am sure that they gave me very little thought, once they knew that I was safe for the winter.”


  “That may be true, but at least I would talk to them anyway. They were an interesting couple. Frankly speaking, I could not understand just what the relation between them really was. Were they mated?”


  “No. Not in your sense of the word. They were in love with each other and thought the world and all of each other, but they were not mated.”


  And then he started to explain to Marco the theory of marriage as practiced on the Earth. He knew a lot more about the stars than he did about human relationships, but even the few facts that he told were sufficient to make the Venusian feel that somehow or other the average man and woman on the Earth were not so happy as they might be.


  Finally the time came for them to leave. Rather regretfully the astronomer saw the door closed behind them leaving all those lovely treasures shut up till sometime in the far future chance and fate would again uncover them.


  At the end of their journey they found their friends waiting for them.


  CHAPTER XVII


  A Meeting of a Learned Society


  THE International Astronomical Society was holding its triennial meeting at Flagstaff, Arizona. The meeting was held there out of respect for their lost and presumably dead member, Percy Whitland. It was not a very large association, but the membership was exclusive and particularly intellectual. At the last assemblage Percy Whitland had been elected president. Between meetings he had mysteriously disappeared from his observatory and had never been heard from since. The remaining twenty-four members felt that no more fitting memorial could be paid to him than to hold the regular meeting near the observatory made sacred by the long residence of one of the most remarkable astronomers the world had ever produced.


  On the second day of the meeting John Youngland, who for over fifteen years had been closely associated with the late astronomer of Arizona, but who, in spite of those long years of student life, was not considered erudite enough for full membership in the International Association, asked the new president for the privilege of the floor.


  “Gentlemen,” he began, “as you well know, the chief work of my master and teacher, Percy Whitland, was to prove definitely and beyond a doubt that life existed on other planets besides the Earth. There is no need for me to go into those ideas which originated in his wonderful mind, for all of you have heard him talk, seen his photographic plates, especially of Venus and Mars, and I, personally, know that most of you differed from him.


  “He not only was sure that life existed on these planets, but he was confident that some day we should be able to communicate with the inhabitants of these planets. He even dreamed of the time when he might be able to go to one of these planets and see for himself how close his fancies were to the real facts. He went so far as to give me a code which he would use in sending radio messages to me from one of those far off worlds. He thought it would be better to use a code than to attempt to make use of actual language which could be understood by the average expert.


  “After his disappearance from the observatory, I and a few Of our students constantly worked with our radio. We kept on experimenting with every possible wavelength. Some time later we picked up two messages which came in a great assortment of languages. A paper on those two messages was read by Duncan Forsythe before the International Association of Radiographers. He reached the conclusion that they were the work of an unidentified expert who was deliberately trying to fool the entire world. Perhaps you will recall what those messages were. I will refresh your memory. They were:


  ‘Follow Number 85.’


  ‘Protect Against 87.’


  “I AM forced to admit that these messages meant as little to us in this observatory as they did to anyone else. But, in spite of our inability to understand their meaning, we kept on trying to receive other messages. Last night they came, and, to my astonishment, they were in the code which Percy Whitland had so often told me that he would use! We caught the message first when it was nearly over, and we almost died of grief when we realized how much of it we had lost. But as soon as it ended it began again and we heard the same words in code four times more. As the code is difficult, I translated it into English and placed it on a phonographic plate.


  “I am going to ask you to close your eyes and try to fancy that it is the voice of Percy Whitland, late president of your Association, speaking to you. Please listen:


  
    “Fellow members of the International Astronomical Society, this message is from Percy Whitland. I am on the planet Venus, having come here with the nation known as the Conquerors in company with Sir Harry Brunton and Miss Charlotte Carter. We came here on a space car. I want to tell you that Venus is inhabited by a race very similar to ours. Geographically the planet is very much as I described it in my paper on Venus before the Society in 1923. I have witnessed the phenomenon known as oscillation. Brunton wishes to inform his Government that he believes the danger from the Conquerors is over for the present. Impossible to return to Earth now, but will communicate occasionally. Trip started from Reelfoot Crater. This message being sent from the Venusian Observatory on peak of mountain South Pole Venus. If received, send answering signal. Will closely watch the Earth through three hundred inch telescope for one week. Would advise that Mallory Wright and John Ormond of 863 West 94th Street, New York City, guide a group of scientists to Reelfoot Crater to make a thorough study of the underground world of the Conquerors and prevent any possibility of those remaining on the Earth ever becoming a menace to our race in the future. Brunton suggests that all the colonies be located and studied. We may be able to return, but this is doubtful. Remember that the human race can never be safe till all the dwarfs are destroyed.


    (Signed) Whitland.”

  


  To the credit of the Association it is only fair to say that they remained silent till the end of the message. Then they raised a riot that was remarkable, considering the fact that it was made by twenty-five men, most of whom were old, withered and anaemic specimens of manhood, despite their intellectual capacity. They crowded around John Youngland, they shouted at him, shook their fists at him and just stopped short of man-handling him. They shouted “Liar,” “Fool,” and “Scoundrel!” It was some time before they quieted down sufficiently for the President to express the sentiment of the Association. Quivering with rage, his voice trembling with passion, he turned on the young man who had had the temerity to present such a complete hoax to a distinguished gathering of scientists.


  Youngland Denounced


  “IF you think, you young fool,” he shouted, “that you can make us believe any nonsense like that, you certainly are a moron. We liked your teacher, the late Percy Whitland, although we always thought that he was a little mad. We do not know where he is, but we hope that he is dead rather than in a home for the mentally afflicted, where you ought to be.


  “Your whole message is a cunningly concocted fabric of foolish lies. You are a disgrace to your teacher and to the scientific world. I am going to ask the secretary to expunge your name and your speech from our records and not to put one word of it in our year-book. I am going to ask everyone here to keep silent about the entire affair, for if it found its way into the public press, we should be the laughing stock of the world. Shame on you! Shame for trying your April fool jokes on us! Now, gentlemen, the meeting will come to order and we will listen to the next paper on the programme, entitled, ‘An Electromagnetic Study of the Cavity Radiation of Certain Stars in the Nebula of Andromeda,’ by the Honorable Whitley Stonecrop, of Edinburgh University.”


  John Youngland left the building and returned to the observatory. There he was joined by a group of young men who had been students of Whitland. Their reaction was quiet, in spite of their anger.


  “That is just the way things go in life, boys,” commented Youngland. “A man spends his life doing a fine piece of work and finally succeeds in it. Then no one is willing to give him credit. There is just one thing to do, and that is to wait for more messages. The time will come when we shall be able to write a book about all this, and when we do, those old fossils will be sorry they called the whole message a hoax. We will, O, I am sure that we will, some day show them that we were right and that Whitland really sent it from Venus!”


  “But how about the signal?” asked one of the workers. “He told us to send a signal if we received and understood the message. What are we to do about that?”


  “We can’t do anything now. He wants some kind of a flare sent up, but we are not able to do that by ourselves. A fire sufficiently large to be seen on Venus would have to be arranged for by a nation. All we can do is to wait for other messages and, in the meantime, trust our master.”


  Youngland waited that night till the observatory was quiet. He had asked all the students to retire early. The visitors had gone back to Flagstaff, as the meeting was adjourned for another three years. In the observatory everything was quiet. The perplexed, grief-stricken man, the favorite pupil of Whitland, slowly climbed the little ladder leading to the root of the observatory. Step after step he went till at last he climbed out onto the little platform at the very top. Beyond him were the depths of space, deep calling unto deep, and star unto star. Far away the Evening Star shone in its delicate beauty. The man stretched out his arms towards Venus and cried: the sudden activating of a supposedly dead volcano made one man happy for the rest of his life.


  He was still beaming the next morning when he talked the whole matter over with Sir Harry and Miss Carter.


  “You have no idea what all this means to me,” he explained, enthusiastically. “I worked a lifetime on this sort of thing, and my fellow astronomers all laughed at me. Now I have shown them that I was right. At last I am on Venus and I sent them a message; and they have shown me that they received and understood it. I have accomplished everything that I want to accomplish.”


  “My word! That must be a fine feeling,” exclaimed the Englishman, glumly. “Now I cannot feel that way. You see, Miss Carter—well, what’s the use of talking about it?”


  Whitland’s Secret


  PERCY WHITLAND took his friend’s hand.


  “You know one thing, Harry? I have been a selfish brute. I have been so interested in this adventure and so anxious to find out all the things that I didn’t know that I for jot all about you and your happiness. I would determine to tell yow and then something would happen and I would forget all about it for days at a time. But I am going to tell you now. When I was a young man, just after we parted at Oxford, I became a minister. Yes, a regular ordained minister. That was before I became interested in astronomy. But, once ordained, always ordained—so, if you and Miss Carter really want to be formally married I can marry you, and I am sorry I didn’t think to tell you sooner. Will you forgive me?”


  The Englishman picked him up and held him at arm’s length in the air.


  “Forgive you? My word! How can I ever pay you? Charlotte! What do you think? Percy is a regular minister! He is going to marry us!”


  The little white-haired woman almost ran up to the two men.


  “That’s wonderful, Harry,” she whispered, “but we can’t marry Just now. You know I haven’t a trousseau.”


  “My word! What has that to do with our marrying? I will speak to the other ladies about it. We are going to be married in about six hours and—why, you make me feel like wilted lettuce! You run on and find what the ladies here wear when they marry, and I will speak to the men and arrange for a real wedding supper.”


  That evening Sir Harry and his bride were looking into space. It had been a wonderful wedding, and though the ceremony was a new one to the Venusian ladies, still they had dressed the bride in an ensemble that brought out all her delicate beauty. The banquet had been a complete success.


  Percy Whitland had secretly explained some details of an Earthly wedding to the Venusians and they had tried to make the ceremony truly an Earthly one. Presents had been given, rice and old shoes thrown and the bride had been thoroughly kissed by all the men. While a wedding journey was, for the time, impossible, nevertheless arrangements had been made for the new couple to occupy one of the dome-houses as a gift from the entire nation.


  So that evening Sir Harry and his bride were out on the mountain, gazing into space. Cuddled in his arms, the little white-haired bride whispered:


  “Aren’t the stars beautiful, Harry? See! That star there. What is it?”


  “I believe it’s the Earth, my dear—our old home.”


  Sir Harry’s bride sighed.


  “Our old home! Shall we ever go back?”


  Sir Harry held her at arm’s length. He spoke soberly. “Do you want to go back, Charlotte?”


  Charlotte gazed wistfully into the night. “Perhaps,” she said, with an enigmatic smile.


  And with this typically feminine reply, she crept closer into her husband’s arms.


  THE END.


  [1] Inferior conjunction in this case occurs when Venus is between the earth and sun.


  [2] Sleep-producing.


  [3] A temporary projection of the protoplasmic substance of a cell, used for feeding and moving about.


  [4] A very undersized man or manikin.


  [5] The particles in cells of living things that determine the species and sex of an embryo.


  [6] A rank-smelling poisonous plant.


  THE WAR LORD OF VENUS


  Frank J. Brueckel, Jr.


  IT has been said that Venus is probably in the same stage of its evolution as the earth was fifty million years ago. What a fascinating subject for a story is the experiences of interplanetary explorers on such a strange, young world! The possibilities for adventures are endless, and our author makes use of them to construct a fast-moving, breath-taking mystery story.


  WE were lolling in Von Kressen’s library, he and I, and the principal topic of conversation was the new comet that had been recently discovered at the observatory of Paris.


  “Comets are funny things,” I informed the Von, who had at one time been head of the observatory of Berlin. “Seems they’re made of gas and electricity; isn’t that right?”


  “Rare gases, yes. And it is true that there seem to be electrical radiations present in comets.”


  “And its tail is turned by the pressure of sunlight. Hmph! Feathers haven’t got a look-in for lightness, compared to a comet’s tail, eh? Say, how does light get that powerful, anyway?” I wanted to know.


  The German leaned forward in his rocker. “I’m glad you asked that question—that’s just what I’ve been studying for some time now. The repulsive force of light is due to—what shall I call it? I could hardly say emanation, because light itself is an emanation—but, the thing is—a certain ultraviolet ray, the identity of which I keep secret for a reason you will eventually learn, possesses the power to repulse tiny particles of matter. It is the propulsive power of this ultra-violet ray that turns the train of a comet away from the sun. I have isolated this ray, condensed it, and made several experiments with it. I found that the action is effective only when electrical vibrations are combined with this radiation. The electricity in a comet’s head gives this secret ultra-violet wave the power to keep the gases forming the tail pointing away from the central luminary.


  “From tests made in my laboratory, I know that this ray, when isolated, condensed, and combined with certain electrical waves, has the power to lift enormous weights from the ground. I have lifted as much as one hundred pounds a distance of three feet from the floor. And that was only a small apparatus, and not a very powerful beam, compared to the tremendous energy that could be accumulated.”


  I was silent a moment. “Whew!” I exclaimed then, “think of having this stuff to run our automobiles and airplanes! Would it cost much to bridle this energy?”


  “No. After the apparatus to accumulate it is constructed, the energy itself would cost practically nothing. In fact, as soon as I can accumulate more of these rays, I expect to undertake a voyage to the planets—Venus first.”


  “Well,” I laughed, “I suppose you’ve got the whole trip mapped out? Probably even know what to name your star-flyer.”


  “I haven’t all the necessary details, but I’m going to name my machine the Flying Dutchman.”


  “And the public will call you Von Kressen, the Flying Dutchman,” I opinioned.


  “The public will know nothing about it until it is all over. First, because others might learn my secret and beat me to an interplanetary voyage, and second, because I don’t intend to be laughed at if my machine should fail to operate. Knowing you as a writer, Marx, I realize that you will be aching to spill the story to the public. Very well, you may narrate the events of the journey, but I absolutely forbid you to publish the details concerning the ultra-violet ray which will be the propulsive power of the star-ship.”


  “Narrate the events of the journey?” I echoed. “Are you taking me with you?”


  “Certainly. You wouldn’t miss an interplanetary voyage for all the wealth in the world, I know that. Besides, in your role as explorer, archaeologist, and historian, you will be of inestimable value to us.”


  “Who’s all going?” I wanted to know.


  “You; Parri, the French astronomer; Throck; and I.”


  “When’s this going to be?” I demanded.


  The Von shrugged his shoulders.


  “Date indefinite—but as soon as I can build my space-ship.”


  *    *    *


  Four months passed. I had put in the time exploring a newly discovered cliff dwelling in Arizona, which dated back about six thousand years. Then, loaded down with ancient pots, vases, spear-heads, and stone axes, I returned to the Archaeological Department of the National Institute at Washington, deposited my findings and reports, and called on Von Kressen.


  After the greetings, I asked how the proposed trip to Venus was coming.


  “Fine!” he assured me. “At my farm in Germany the Flying Dutchman is nearly finished, and my ray-reservoirs are filled. A great many of the necessary machines are finished, and in about a month I expect to have the ship assembled, provisioned, and ready to start.’ You’d better get a leave of absence immediately, else they’ll send you off to God knows where, and we’d have to wait until you return before we could start for Germany.”


  “Why Germany?” I questioned. “Can’t you bring your contraption to this country?”


  “I could bring it over here all right, but since the coming transit of Venus is invisible in America, and since I have a definite reason for starting our trip during that transit, the most advisable course for us to follow is to leave for my farm in eastern Germany, where the transit will take place exactly at noon of June eighth.”


  The Party Complete


  ACTING upon his suggestion, I presented myself at the Institute and asked for a leave of absence of indefinite duration, saying that a friend of mine proposed a trip to a locality he forbade me to divulge. I said, however, that should we find anything of archaeological or anthropological value, I would present these to the institution, provided my friend permitted me.


  The Chief raised a big kick at first, stating that he’d had a trip to Greenland all plotted for me, and now I was going away on some half-baked expedition and leaving him flat. But after I had argued and expostulated with him for about forty minutes, he at length consented to let me go.


  Immediately I returned to the home of the astronomer and physicist, and informed him that I was free to accompany him. Just then the door opened and another friend of ours, Raoul Parri, a French astronomer, entered.


  “Say,” was his first demand, after we had exchanged greetings, “is this a pay-as-you-enter proposition? What’s our fare? How much do you charge us poor devils per mile?”


  “Answering your first question, I may state that this is a pray-as-you-enter proposition, and therefor all heathens and untutored savages are emphatically excluded. Since I somewhat doubt your ability to pray, I am in something of a quandary as to the advisability of taking you along on this precarious undertaking. As to your fare—well, let me see—I should charge you one cent a mile, making each ticket $260,000.00, but I’ll let it go for a quarter million straight,” the Von affably informed us. “Do you want upper or lower berth?”


  “Aw, can that nonsense,” I growled.


  The Frenchman turned toward me. “He said he’s got a wave—he’d better quit hanging around beauty parlors, don’t you think? The old boy is fifty, isn’t he? And yet he insists on having a permanent wave put into his venerable locks. Young ideas. I’ll bet I could count all the hairs on his head on the fingers of one hand.”


  “Sure,” agreed Von Kressen, running his hand through the grey mane that covered his head, “if you could count that far. Well,” he said, business-like now, “are you boys coming along or do I go alone to Venus?”


  “De Milo?” asked Parri. Then to me, “We’d better go along to take care of him. If he sees some of these proverbial Venusian beauties sporting around in Sylvan glades, et cetera, he’s liable to think he’s Apollo, or Adonis, or somebody else of that clan. I’d hate to think of some mermaid luring him to playing tag with the sharks.”


  Von Kressen spoke up. “There’s one more going with us—Dr. Wilbur Throck, the English physician and bacteriologist.”


  “Holy Smokes! Are you trying to establish a League of Nations on Venus?” I queried.


  “Throck might come in handy,” replied the German.


  “How?” asked Parri.


  “From what little we know about Venus, it’s quite likely that the existing atmospheric conditions breed diseases unknown to us on Earth. So if we have someone with us who is versed in bacteriology we have a chance of overcoming these sicknesses. Throck, having a good knowledge of terrestrial bacteria and infusoria, can more readily cope with any strange ones we may encounter on Venus,” explained the German.


  Raoul turned a wry face to me. “Hear that? Wants to go flying around the stars just to study bugs and germs. If I want to contract any disease, I’ll just spend a couple of days in a nice stinky swamp with a bunch of playful mosquitos for company.”


  Presently Throck came in.


  “Hang it all—do I hear correctly that you, Mr. Von Kressen, are contemplating an interspatial voyage to Venus?” he asked.


  “You do not hear correctly. You heard correctly. I advise you to wind your watch. It is twenty minutes since I’phoned to you,” the Von corrected the newcomer.


  After a minute’s silence during which Throck digested this, the Englishman spoke up again, demanding what our host meant by “going to Venus—hang it all.” Von Kressen waved us to several chairs and prepared to give us again the basic principles of his idea. He said, in short:


  “I had always wondered what gave light the power to press a comet’s train away from the source from which the light emanated. It is commonly supposed that this is a manifestation of the electro-magnetic action of light, and I believe so myself. All light has this repulsive power to some extent, but a certain range of ultra-violet waves possesses this power to a greater extent than any other wavelength, visible or invisible.


  “I managed to isolate, confine and condense these waves, and learned that if a certain range of electrical waves was sent through it, this ultra-violet ray would become active in its repulsive power. Its intensity, and consequently its action, can be controlled in one way by the kinds of windows used.


  “In a recent experiment, I succeeded in lifting five tons from the ground, using a gypsum window two millimeters thick, a comparatively weak ultra-violet beam, and not the best range of electrical rays. This last experiment shows me that it will be easy to lift twenty or thirty tons, using clear, colorless fluorite windows one millimeter thick, a powerful ultra-violet beam, and a powerful electrical vibration. This leaves the construction of my space-flyer a mere matter of mechanical detail, and that, as you know, is nearly completed.”


  There was a moment of silence, during which the Von permitted the weight of his words to sink into our minds. Then we scraped our chairs, looked at one another, then at our host. Presently he spoke again.


  “Professional jealousy, I must admit, has kept me from giving my invention to the world. I want to amuse myself with it first, then, if I desire, the world may have my secret. In choosing my companions for the Venusian voyage, you will have observed that out of a dozen fairly close friends, I have taken only acquaintances who may be useful in such an expedition. I, as inventor of the machine, must of course go along. Raoul Parri here is to take control of the space-ship while I rest. Dr. Throck can take care of our bodily ills during the voyage and on our sister planet. His work is to inoculate us against diseases, if we should be stricken with any, provided that they come within his scope of knowledge and study. Kenneth Marx is taken as historian of the trip; and in his knowledge of archaeology and anthropology can inform us as to what races of people we may come in contact with—assuming, of course, that there are human forms on Venus.


  “From his experience he knows considerable of the psychology of ancient races, and we can prepare for battle or peace, whichever he tells us is a characteristic of the human forms we may meet. Lastly, as a veteran explorer and hunter, he can give a good deal of information as to geological conditions, botanical life forms; he is versed in the symptoms of diseases in different climes, and as he is an excellent shot, can bring in food for us, as well as take command of the party should we brush against any savage tribes on the surface of the yellow planet.”


  I must confess that his enumeration of my virtues sounded good, but that I am a hypocrite is evinced by the fact that I acted embarrassed when I was in reality enjoying his eulogy of my prowess.


  Finally the meeting broke up, Von Kressen reminding us to collect the clothes we thought necessary; as well as the implements and tools that advertised our professions. I had told Von Kressen to buy a number of heavy rifles, shotguns, and revolvers, while I took my personal guns, and managed to procure four automatic rifles and a machine gun from the War Department of the Government, after proving that I was a Government employee, bound on a dangerous exploring expedition. There was a good deal of red tape to go through—the bothersome official wanted to know where I was going, and so on, and I had the very devil of a time keeping the truth from him.


  At last my share of the final preparations was completed, as were those of my companions. The Flying Dutchman had been finished, and only a few of the interior fixtures and necessities awaited installation, as I learned from the Von, who had received a cable to that effect from a friend in Germany, who had undertaken the construction of the star-ship. It would take about a week more and we would sail for Europe and our Great Adventure.


  CHAPTER II


  Getting Ready


  THAT last week seemed to be the longest I ever suffered. Contrary to the expectation that a lot of last-minute details would keep me occupied and in a flurry of excitement, the hasty accumulation of my supplies in the preceding weeks left me high-strung and chafing at the prolonged inactivity.


  And then!


  The’phone tinkled insistently. I grabbed it eagerly. I reckoned it would be the Von, but even if not, any message would be welcome to break the nerve-straining monotony.


  “Hello Ken!” came the voice of the Flying Dutchman, as I occasionally termed the inventor of that machine.


  “Hello!” I shouted back eagerly.


  “Come over seven o’clock tomorrow morning so we can take a train and make the City of Weyland from Norfolk in the afternoon. We leave the States at three forty, and steam without a stop till Liverpool. From there we take the yacht Gull to Bremen. Then to my Bauernhof. In ten days you’ll see the Flying Dutchman. Bye-bye. Put in a little sleep tonight.”


  Despite his admonition, I doubt if I slept a wink that night. I heard the church clocks strike every hour, and I don’t think I dozed between times either. And at four-thirty in the morning I was up, washing, dressing, and gulping down a brief breakfast of bread and milk, the latter still cold from the ice in the milkman’s wagon, and left scarce ten minutes before.


  While the ensuing two hours dragged by I gathered all my luggage, ordered a cab for a little before seven, and waited. At last my watch registered fifteen minutes to seven, and the cab drew up outside. I charged out of the house, fired my bags into the machine, locked my rooms (my little cottage, rather), bounded into the car, and was swirled away to the Von’s home.


  Seven minutes later I dashed into the German’s library, where I found him conversing with the impatient Frenchman and the bacteriologist. As soon as we had greeted, we again went to the respective cabs that had brought us hither, and were driven to our railway station, where we waited impatiently for the train that was to take us to Norfolk and our steamer. Once on the train, each of us inventoried the various articles he had brought along, and then assured that all was in proper order, we begave ourselves to silence and earnest reflections concerning our approaching adventure.


  Promptly at three-forty the ship’s screws began to churn the water beneath, and with the assistance of several tugs we left the harbor in orderly manner. I need not recount the five uneventful days we passed in crossing the Atlantic, for each one of us had made the trip at least once, and there was nothing new in it. We made our change at Liverpool, and early in the morning of the eighth day since we last gathered at the Von’s house, we arrived at Bremen. Here we experienced more trouble with the German authorities, but at length we got through this also, and in the following two days we traveled through the length of the German republic to the Von’s farm, where all was in readiness for our star-trip.


  “Well,” smiled our host, the morning after we had arrived, “I imagine you are somewhat anxious to see the Flying Dutchman, yes?” He waved a hand at the barn wherein the star-shell was kept. With Throck, Parri, and myself chattering excitedly, he led us toward it.


  The Flying Dutchman


  ARRIVING at the structure, our friend opened a door and led us to a great workshop built into the barn. The room was about forty feet long by thirty wide, and along one wall lay a great thing of shining metal. Van Kressen switched on the electric lights, and then led us toward the glistening, submarine-like object. Looking at it from the outside, it was slightly more than thirty feet long, and not quite spherical in shape. Rather, it was flattened on top and bottom. Its crosswise diameter was perhaps fifteen feet, and its vertical diameter about twelve. At each of the rounded ends was a circular window about two feet in diameter. Starting from these two points ran four rows of smaller windows about one foot in diameter each. One row ran along the top of the projectile, another just opposite it, along the ship’s keel, so to speak. On each side, midway between the top and bottom rows, ran another. Circling the shell in the middle ran a similar row, while about five feet from each end, just where the flyer tapered to the rounded extremities, another row of fluorite windows encircled the metal monster. Thus it was possible to discharge the repulsive light in practically every direction, creating a propulsion in the opposite way.


  So much for outward appearances.


  Within, the form was similar to the outside, though of course in lesser dimensions. Its inside diameter measured twelve feet horizontally and nine feet vertically, and its length was thirty feet. Between the inner and the outer shells was a space free of matter, but which contained the imprisoned propulsive rays. Von Kressen never divulged how he could retain a wave-motion captive like matter, but I think that the chambers into which the ultra-violet light was directed simply reflected the waves indefinitely from wall to wall.


  Lining the walls were box-like tanks which held more of these rays of propulsion; at the forward and at the rear, ends (I say forward and rear, though there was no distinction, the ship being built to run one way as well as the other) were air tanks. There was a unique sort of ventilating system within the car also—the air issuing from the forward tanks was slowly swept backward by an artificially induced draft, and the bad air we exhaled was taken back to a sort of filtering apparatus, which divided the exhaled gas into its component parts. These were later reunited in correct proportion, the necessary amount of oxygen added, and passed forward, where it was released again for rebreathing. Thus we could breathe the same air over and over, without discomfort, and only a small amount of the various gases had to be taken along.


  Running along the sides, the top, the bottom, and around the flyer in three places were searchlights—anyway, they looked like searchlights—one of them under each of the fluorite windows. These lamps projected the repulsive rays and the electrical waves into space. There was a shutter-arrangement in them, so that the escaping beam was ejected in a series of invisible flashes, each “kick” shoving the Flying Dutchman in the opposite direction. The wires controlling the lights ran behind the walls or under the floor, gathering under a table in the middle of the ship. The top of the table looked something like a telephone switchboard, for there were many numbered keys on it, these running in four rows in the direction of the flyer’s length, two isolated keys on either end, and three rows ran at right angles to the others. Each of these keys controlled one of the projectors behind the fluorite windows. A quick press on one would cause one “explosion” of the corresponding lamp; holding the key down caused a continuous stream of emanation until the key was let up; and if a steady flow of propulsion were desired, a little metal clip held the key down until released.


  At one end of the machine was a little room containing two berths and a supply of food, another at the other end contained two berths and an equal amount of food. In the central room were the armament closets, bookshelves, and the little kitchenette.


  Our survey completed, we filed out of the ship and turned toward the Von.


  “Tomorrow, at noon, gentlemen. Noon—just when Venus is in conjunction.”[1]


  We nodded, and with final glances at the metal ship with the name Flying Dutchman painted in English on its prow—or was it the prow?—left the barn in silence.


  Noon, June 8th, 2004!


  Congregated within a well-lighted chamber in a metal space-flyer were four men—Ludwig Von Kressen, the German astronomer and physicist; Raoul Parri, the French astronomer; Wilbur Throck, the English physician and bacteriologist; and I, Kenneth Marx, American archaeologist, explorer, and author. The Flying Dutchman lay in the open field behind the barn, about it crowded a curious mob, held back by the dozen workmen Von Kressen had employed in constructing the star-ship.


  The inventor moved the intensity-lever on the instrument table, and carefully selected the keys with which he would open the voyage to our planetary neighbor, 26,000,000 miles away.


  Bong!


  The single stroke from the clock on the wall was the signal.


  Confident in his ability, the Von pressed several keys. The rocket tilted at an angle of about 45 degrees; we clutched at various objects to keep from falling; then suddenly the star-flyer leaped upward, jarring us from our holds, to fall into a tumbled heap at the rear end of the ship. Von Kressen was in a sling fastened to the operating table, and so did not share the misfortune of Parri, Throck, and myself. Realizing that we were as well off as possible in our present position, we three remained there, while the rocket slowly assumed an angle of 90 degrees to the plane of the field we had just left.


  We were on our way to the yellow planet, Venus, hidden behind her veil of dense clouds. Yes, we were on our way—to what?


  CHAPTER III


  Off to Venus!


  FIVE minutes slipped away. Then Von Kressen looked down at us where we were tumbled against the rear wall of the control cabin.


  “Kenneth, you and Raoul go down into your room and look in your bunks. You’ll find a sort of harness there; put ’em on, then come back and I’ll tell you how to use ’em.”


  I crawled to the doorway of the rear “bedroom,” which Parri and I shared, and dropped through. Hanging from a hook on the side of my upright berth I found a belt about three inches wide, on the outside of which were many small quartz bulbs from which emanated the now familiar repulsive ray. Over the shoulders fitted two straps which placed the ray-belt slightly above the trouser belt, while a number of shorter straps could be attached to the waist belt, keeping the strip of bulbs always rigid. The whole belt was about an inch thick.


  When we had fitted these “harnesses” about us, Parri and I clambered up the rope ladder that dangled into our room, into the central cabin.


  “All set,” I told the Von.


  “Well, do you see that metal box on the front of the belt? If you want to rise, move that little lever to the right—the faster you want to rise, the further you move it beyond that middle point marked ‘N.’ When you want to descend, move the lever to the left, toward ‘S.’ And when you want to remain stationary, wherever you are, put that lever at ‘Neutral.’ I just finished those belts personally yesterday, so I couldn’t explain ’em to you then. Now suppose you go up to my room and bring down the belts for Throck and me?”


  Parri and I slowly moved our control levers to a little past the Neutral point, and slowly we ascended into the air of the upright room. We floated upward past Von Kressen at the instrument table, through a doorway above our heads, and then we shoved the levers to N as we took down the belts hanging on the berths, next we shoved them to a little left of N, and gracefully descended again. Parri handed the German’s belt to him as we drifted down, while I came to rest beside Throck, and assisted him in adjusting his harness.


  Then I placed my lever to N, and moved easily about the room, propelling myself with slight pushes on the walls. The sensation was not just as if one weighed nothing, for gravity still affected one, but it was unnecessary to exert one’s muscles much in order to travel gently from point to point.


  The Skipper, as we distinguished Von Kressen occasionally, had adjusted his own harness and now crawled out of the leathern sling that had been his seat.


  “We’re doing fine now,” he said—“2,083 1/3 miles per second! In eight minutes we’ll have gone a million miles. At this rate we should land on Venus in 3 hours 28 minutes—about three and three-quarters, considering that we’ll slow down while driving through the planet’s atmosphere.”


  He wafted himself aloft to fuss with the air tanks, while I, curious to know how he could measure his speed in space, floated to the speedometer and the various instruments that controlled it.


  The instrument is in a way the largest in the car. At the front end of the ship, slightly above the fluorite propulsion window, is a lens, which can be turned in any direction except down and back. Behind the lens is a small telescope, which was now fixed on the sun, and some inches from the eyepiece was a screen, on which was thrown an image of the luminary. Crossing the screen in the middle, at right angles to each other are two wires of a greyish metal which the Von later told me are selenium. Fastened to the under side of the wires, and leading out of the screen through an almost invisible slit, are a number of very, very fine silver wires, which run to an electric calculator that Von had devised. The most important part of this calculating machine is a clock, which is connected to the various other parts of the machine. From the clock on the wall of the cabin, other connections lead to the calculator. The figures which the machine automatically clips out are reproduced on two dials on the instrument board, the one giving the distance traveled, and the other the speed.


  My inspection of this apparatus finished, I gave myself a shove and glided toward the Von, who was shoving aside a metal, circular plate on the wall. Then he touched a button, and another plate outside the ship flew back, enabling us to see beyond, into the starry void without.


  Rapidly dropping away from our stern was the Earth, a gigantic disk, of which we could see about half, from our position high up on the side of the ship, filling about a third of the window. In a few seconds it sank from our view altogether, and we looked only on the multitude of stars that shone steadily through the eternal night.


  The Landing!


  A MINUTE passed since we had reached the pace that the Skipper would maintain throughout the journey—2,083 1/3 miles a second—and the distance meter informed us that we had gone 125,000 miles in that time. The thought stunned me. Five times around the Earth at the equator, in one minute!


  That minute drew itself out into two, three, four, five—eight minutes, and a million miles had slipped away beneath us. Throck, Parri, and I floated before a number of “open” windows and regarded the star-strewn depths of infinity that yawned on every hand; the Skipper hovered between the instrument table and the eyepiece of a long refracting telescope that aided him in steering the Flying Dutchman through the Cimmerian void.


  Thus the minutes dragged themselves into an hour, that hour into another, and presently into another. We grew excited again as we realized that another half hour would find us plunging through the atmosphere of our sister planet, now less than four million miles away from our projectile. Now the Skipper began “exploding” the forward lights to act as brakes, and our per second speed, in fifteen minutes, decreased to five hundred miles. The rear lights were shut off altogether, and only the forward projector was used, so that we entered the upper strata of the Venusian atmosphere at the easy rate of one mile a second.


  Came a dive through two hundred miles of air, and then we struck the water of a great sea fading away on every side to a cloud-veiled horizon we knew not how distant, but which we knew must be about as far as a Terrestrial horizon because of Venus’s similar dimensions.


  “A perfect trip, fellow-voyagers! Three hours, forty-six minutes, and thirty-seven seconds to travel 26,010,713 miles. We will drive along the surface of this sea until we find some solid ground upon which we can disembark and set foot for the first time upon this planet, whose dense clouds have veiled her in perpetual mystery.”


  So spoke Von Kressen to us where we stared out of the portholes at the restless, slowly swelling sea that lay about us. He touched the button that controlled the propulsive ray of the rear fluorite window, and we glided forward while the grey waters behind were churned and sprayed and torn by the power of the mysterious, though common emanation that our captain had made his obedient slave.


  “Hang it all—give us some of the salient facts about Venus,” suggested Throck, “so that we can prepare ourselves for the unusual conditions existing upon this planet.”


  “Venus,” began the Von obligingly, “is the second planet of the Solar system, for as yet no one has proved the existence of the mythical Vulcan, which was at one time supposed to revolve about the sun within the orbit of Mercury. Venus is 7,700 miles in diameter, is 67,200,000 miles distant from the sun, revolves about it in 225 of our days, and its own day is 23 hours, 21 minutes long. The inclination of its axis is level with the plane of its orbit, that is to say, the planet rolls on its side like a ball, so to speak, and always keeps its poles pointing in one direction. Thus at one point of its orbit, the planet’s North pole is pointed directly at the sun, and is the hottest part of the globe. At the immediately opposite side of the orbit the South pole points directly at the sun, while halfway between these two points the equator reaches the place nearest the great luminary. It is presumed to harbor creatures such as existed on our own Earth in past ages, but this assumption has yet to be verified.”


  “It is verified,” broke in Parri, pointing out of a window, “Look!”


  We crowded about him and looked out over the water. Twenty feet distant from us a shovel-shaped head towered and swayed on top of a long, thin, snakelike neck. It was the first living plesiosaurus that I had ever seen, but I had to marvel how our paleontologists had succeeded in reconstructing this creature with such wonderful accuracy.


  Suddenly another creature shot down from the low-lying, rain-filled clouds; a gigantic pterodactyl, with a perfectly enormous wing-spread. Fully seventy feet stretched the great wings, as their possessor shot at the long neck of the plesiosaur. But the other dived its head and neck under the water, there came the churn of the great flaps, and the creature was gone. The long, toothed jaw of the flying lizard entered the water after the sea-reptile, apparently found a hold, and in a moment the entire pterodactyl had followed the other into the ocean. A moment later the attacker reappeared on the surface of the water, stretched its leathery wings, and soared away with a good-sized chunk of meat in its dripping beak.


  “Say, don’t you think we’d better get away from this locality? If any plesiosaurus or ichthyosaurus should slam up against our fluorite windows, they’d smash the whole projector, then how would we get back to Earth?” I said.


  “By Golly, you’re right, Marx. We’d better move on,” this from the Skipper. He moved the intensity lever, pushed a button, and we rose from the water, to fly in a westerly direction at a distance of perhaps a hundred yards from the surface of the planet.


  “Hang it all, do you think all Venus is covered with water, and has no land at all?” Throck asked me.


  “I don’t believe so. The pterodactyl, while amphibious to a slight extent, cannot altogether live on water, and so it is quite likely that there are places where the ocean floor is above the surface of the sea,” I replied.


  The First Man on Venus


  PERHAPS a thousand miles had passed beneath us, in about ten hours, when land loomed up dimly through the distant mist. A moment later we were sinking to a level field on a low mesa, while below and around it flourished a great jungle of the Mesozoic age. In a little clearing of the tumbled maze three fierce-looking triceratops were feeding on the lush jungle grasses that grew about them, and a hundred yards away a great ceratosaurus fed on the carcass of a freshly killed trachodon. Now a titanic allosaurus leaped upon a long-necked, peaceful diplodocus, and here a nimble thescelosaurus battled with a sluggish-moving stegosaur. On every side Life and Death moved hand in hand; the more peaceful, herbivorous lizards gave up their lives that the fierce meat-eaters might live.


  Everywhere was shown the first inexorable law of Nature—Death must be present that Life might continue. Thus it has always been, thus it must always be.


  Now we had come to rest upon the soft loam that covered the little plateau, and the momentous question was—who would have the inestimable honor of first setting foot on savage Venus? First Parri, Throck, and I had voted that the Von, being the inventor of the space-ship, should first step out upon the planet, but he said that as each one of us secretly desired the honor, every one should have an equal chance, so he brought out a deck of cards. These he shuffled and placed face down on the table.


  “Whoever cuts the highest card,” he said.


  Parri cut first—and brought up the Queen of Clubs. We agreed that he had the case pretty well cinched, but I drew, nevertheless. And I was glad I did—for I brought up the King of Hearts. Throck cut after me—and came out with the King of Diamonds! We would have to cut over again. Now Von Kressen cut the deck, but had only the seven of spades.


  The deck was shuffled again, and again I cut.


  Trey of Clubs! Bah!


  Throck laughed. “Hang it all, boys, open the door for me!” he grinned as his hand moved to the deck. He cut, held it face down a moment. “Hang it all, I think I’ll take possession in the name of the King of England,” he ruminated. You see, Throck had at the time of our planning the interspatial trip been studying the methods of American physicians, so was still a loyal British subject.


  “Turn up the cards—for God’s sake, don’t keep us waiting,” exclaimed Parri.


  With a confident smile Throck turned up the cards in his hand very slowly, and showed—the Deuce of Spades!


  “Wheeeeeeeeee!” I shrieked, and dashed to the armament closet, where I unslung an automatic rifle and buckled my six-shooter about me. The others followed my example, and then I stepped to the door of the Flying Dutchman. Von Kressen opened it, and I stepped through and my foot touched the moist loam that covered the little mesa. A queer emotion struggled within me—the first man to step upon the planet Venus.


  Behind me was Throck, then came Parri, and lastly Von Kressen. We were all assembled together outside the star-traveler, while above us circled half a dozen pterodactyls—like the ghosts of a time and a world long since dead and forgotten.


  “Ten million years into the past,” breathed the French astronomer as he looked up at them, “Ten million years!”


  CHAPTER IV


  A Killing


  THE temperature of the planet was about 95 degrees F., I imagined, and the high percentage of humidity made one feel sticky, bloated, uncomfortable. The air was throbbing with a hundred different sounds—the humming and buzzing of a million insects; the harsh, discordant cries and the voluminous hissings of a dozen nearby saurians; the gurgle and swish of a running brook; the low thunder of the surf half a mile away; the whispers of the lush ferns and grasses; the groaning of the more solid trees as they bent beneath the whispering, moaning, soughing breezes. All this magnified by the dense water-vapor in the thick Venusian atmosphere.


  “Well?” I laughed, turning to the Skipper, “What now?”


  “We will explore. You and Raoul can go first—just see if there is any way we could be attacked up here.”


  “Hmph!” growled Parri, as he and I began a circuit of the little plateau, “Hear that? He’s looking for a fight already. Wants to know if anybody can come up here and start a scrap.”


  Presently we came to a natural stairway that led to and from the mesa. It was narrow and steep, so that any party of men climbing or descending it had to do so carefully and in single file. At the base of the cliff, which was about a hundred feet higher than the level of the ground beneath, several trees lifted their heads to the rim of our sanctum, but we did not deem it likely that anything would be able to reach the tableland from them.


  Coming back to the Flying Dutchman, we held a council at which it was finally agreed that two men should take one of the small movie cameras and sally forth into the primeval Mesozoic jungle to obtain photographic specimens of dinosaurs, as proof of our journey, to be used as soon as I opened the narrative to the public. So Throck and I set forth together to gather data on the existing climatic conditions, probable diseases, determine how long we could stay, do a little exploring of the neighborhood, and procure photographs of all animal life we encountered. Warily the physician and I descended the rocky stairway leading to our haven, and entered the carboniferous forest that swayed about us.


  After a hundred yards of careful stepping through low, marshy ground overgrown with tangled fern-trees and similar verdure, we came to the little brook whose gurgling we had heard on the mesa. This stream seemed to originate on a neighboring hill a little to the left of, and not quite as high as that on which the star-shell rested.


  We decided to follow the stream to its starting place in the hope we would find clear water there, for at the point we came to it, the brook was stagnant, muddy, and slimy. Accordingly we set off toward the left, following the creek, till we came to a watering-spot where in the thick, soft mud we found the footprints of nearly every form of animal life Venus harbored. Mingled with the split hoofs of the Triceratops, the talons of the flesh-eating lizards, the claws of the cave tiger, and the webbed feet of the amphibious air-reptiles we discerned also the toe-marks of the small, prehistoric camel, and—at last—the footprints of the tiny, fivetoed horse.


  Leading away from the drinking place, on each side of the brook, was a broad path where countless creatures had come for many years and, beaten down the thick verdure in their quest for water. Taking the one on our side of the stream, we followed it some hundred feet, then branched off again to the right and the hill. This we reached after forcing our slow way through the tangled marsh plants, and found, as we expected, the brook tumbling from a narrow crevice in the soft rock. At the base of the little waterfall a pool of muddy water had accumulated, and there we saw the first truly Venusian animal. It was almost exactly like an Earthly crocodile in many aspects, with the exception that on its nose was a great curving horn, like that of a rhinoceros, except that it measured only about a foot in length. The whole reptile was about twelve feet long, and its color was a greyish green.


  Throck unslung the automatic camera and pressed the button. The crocodile (as we called it for the sake of convenience) had been feeding on the fern-like growths at the pool when we came up, but now, after staring at us stupidly a moment, it emitted a steam-engine hiss and slid into the water, swimming in our direction. It opened its mouth once, and I saw that both jaws were movable; its front teeth were long and sharp, while the rear were broad and flat.


  As the creature neared us I moved off toward the left, Throck remaining where he was, and then taking down my rifle, aimed carefully at the slow-moving reptile’s right eye and squeezed the trigger.


  The crocodile gave a final lunge which carried it to our shore, where it lay still save for a spasmodic switching of the strong tail. I turned toward Throck, a smile of elation on my lips, which was at once frozen when I saw my companion tottering on the edge of the pool, both hands clutching his left shoulder, from which spurted and rushed a thick stream of blood.


  I rushed to his side and caught him as he lunged forward. Then I lowered him gently to the ground and took a hasty glance across the stream. Whatever had struck him had come from that direction. But I saw nothing, and so, assuring myself that there was no other presence in the immediate vicinity, I examined the wound of the now unconscious man. It was torn, ragged, and bleeding profusely, and was about an inch deep. Correctly assuming that it had been made by a rough, angular missile—a ragged stone, no doubt—I looked about me for a sign of the weapon, and shortly espied it in the grasses to my right. It was, as I thought, a rough stone which could only have come from a sling, since not only was there no stick attached to it, but such an ungainly object when fastened to a wooden shaft would invariably swing the missile wide of its mark.


  Following the Trail


  WHEN I had hastily bandaged Throck’s wound with our handkerchiefs, I laid him across my shoulders and made my way carefully to the dinosaur trail, which I followed to the creek, and finally back along our first path to the mesa harboring the Flying Dutchman and our two other companions.


  We placed Throck in the ship, and Von Kressen set up a sort of filtering apparatus which drew as much humidity as possible out of the air, for we desired above all else to minimize the chances of Throck’s developing a dangerous fever. Screens had already been put up to keep out the thousands of insects, and we kept the air within the shell as cool as we could. Next we attended to the physician with his medical kit, braced him with a shot of quinine, and let his powerful constitution do the rest.


  Then the Von, Parri, and I examined the rock, which I had brought along, finally agreeing that the perpetrator had been of a race similar to that which had flourished on Earth during the third interglacial period.


  By the time we had decided this we all felt hungry, and so ate our evening meal—evening on Venus as well as on Earth, for the humid atmosphere of the planet was rapidly assuming a coppery twilight that always precedes the Venusian night. The sky during the nighttime is either a sullen copper with a slow, warm rain, or it is excessively black save when lighted momentarily by vivid lightning flashes. But always there is rain.


  The thunder crashes, as I later learned, were simply frightful, but within the car we slept very well, since no sound could carry through the vacuum space between the inner and the outer shells of the flyer, and very little seeped in at the points where there were any connections between the walls.


  The dawn of our second day on Venus came, by our watches, about 1.00 A. M. The Skipper cooked our breakfast, and Parri took a tray of food to the physician, who was awake and doing fairly well. When we related to him what had happened and what measures we had taken in his case, he said he felt sure he could direct his treatment himself now, which he did.


  For three days we seldom left the plateau, staying inside the space-ship most of the time. Then one day Parri made a trip to the neighboring hill for clear water—and did not come back.


  Since Throck was now able to walk about and help himself, it was made out that he should remain in the star-ship while the Skipper and I set out to search for our missing friend. Accordingly, each of us armed himself with an automatic rifle, a revolver, hunting knife, plenty of ammunition, while the Von also took a compass and a camera. Then we climbed down the cliff and made our way to the waterfall, where we expected to find signs of Parri’s recent presence. And we did. In the soft loam where Throck had been wounded four days before, we found marks of a violent struggle, several hairs which may or may not have come from Raoul’s head, and a large strip of cloth torn from his shirt. The ground was stamped by many naked feet, examination of these footprints showing that the men who made them were of arboreal habits to some extent, as shown by the long toes and the slender great toe extending at an appreciable angle from the rest of the foot. I could not just place the race to which these men belonged, since I had never seen just the same footprints on Earth, but I judged that they belonged to some form of the so-called Piltdown man.


  Von Kressen and I tracked the party, which numbered seven or eight barefooted attackers, two of whom were carrying the body of Parri. Froth the regularity of the paces we deduced that the prisoner had been lying quiet, which led us to believe he had been either unconscious or dead.


  No incident of importance occurred during the day, and nothing stopped us from following the party, which made no attempt to cover its trail. We made two short stops for hasty lunches, then pushed on after the captors of our friend. But they traveled fast, and although we found signs of two short rests on their part, the Venusian night overtook us ere we caught a glimpse of them.


  It seemed that the elements had been waiting for nightfall, for barely had the murky twilight deepened into night than there burst on the carboniferous landscape the most terrific storm I had ever seen. The water gushed down—not in sheets—but in solid columns that drenched one through and through at the initial onslaught. Fuming and cursing at the delay and the certainty that we would be unable to trail our party the next day, the Skipper and I crawled into a little hollow of rocks and divested ourselves of our heavy, soggy clothing. In a little sheltered spot in the cave we found some dry wood and this the Von placed in a little pile. The wood wasn’t really dry—the humidity of the planet keeps everything moist even in “fine” weather—but at least it wasn’t rain-soaked. Next my companion fumbled with his dripping clothes and presently pulled out a box of safety matches. The whole affair was as flexible as a sheet of paper from the soaking it had received, but still, Von Kressen took out one of those matches and tried to light it.


  “Movie of a man making a fire,” I muttered solemnly, watching little spurts of water gush from the box under the pressure of the Von’s fingers while he slithered the flexible match across the side of the pulpy box.


  As the futility of his efforts became painfully apparent, he groaned and fired the box out into the torrent, while his lurid ravings were adequately expressive of his disappointment. With a generous interspersing of colorful expletive, my companion informed me that the match wouldn’t light.


  “Gee, Solomon, but you’re smart! If you hadn’t told me, I’d never have known that wet matches don’t light,” was my grumbling rejoinder.


  However, the rain was not cold, so we curled up on a few layers of rotting leaves, and with a playful contingent of bugs and worms for bed-partners, fell into fitful dozes. Rapidly, though, the luke-warm rain changed in temperature till it became uncomfortably chill, and we woke shuddering as with ague. Looking out we saw that the storm had lessened a trifle, but the cold water falling on the warm earth caused a steam that prevented one from seeing more than ten yards in front of one’s nose.


  A Dangerous Encounter


  THE Skipper and I crawled together for mutual warmth, though there wasn’t much for us to impart to each other, and wrapping our damp clothing about our shoulders, waited sleeplessly through the interminable hours till at last the rain stopped and gave way to a sullen, lowering dawn. Donning our rumpled clothes and eating a little of our small food supply, we faced the direction we had been traveling the day before, and plunged on into the forest, following the easiest routes and surmising that the Piltdown men had done the same.


  But we were soon aware that we had been following false leads, for after half an hour’s march we came baffled and weary to the bottom of a steep rocky escarpment, unable to go further.


  Here we sank to the ground, and leaning our backs against the stone wall, dozed off—a proceeding that one of my experience should have known enough to avoid—fatigued as we were by the discomforts of the preceding night.


  Suddenly my subconscious mind gave a warning of danger, and I roused myself to see, barely twelve feet away, a great sabre-tooth tiger, analogous to the former Terrestrial species Pogonodon platycopis. It was an enormous fellow too, measuring fully fifteen feet from the outermost point of its great head to the tip of; the long tail. The coat was of tan, legs and tail dappled with round spots of a slightly deeper shade, while the top of the head and the sides of the long, lithe body were crossed by tan stripes of the same shade as the circular spots.


  He was eyeing us in a peculiar manner—half curiosity, half hunger. I reached for my rifle, and that decided him (as again I should have known), for he crouched, moaned, and leaped—a monstrous gorgon of taloned destruction—just as I pressed the trigger. With my foot I kicked the half-sleeping Skipper out of the tiger’s way, and received that mighty body full upon myself.


  “Exit Marx,” I recall thinking, when that mighty mass of destruction hurtled upon me. If the size of the tiger was great when I saw it at my awakening, it seemed augmented a dozen times by the crushing weight of the beast as it flattened me out like a pancake upon the rubble at the base of the cliff. The tiger rose from my prostrate body and lurched dizzily about a moment or two, then rolled lifeless at my side. Pure luck had guided my bullet through the beast’s right eye, and it was a carcass that had hurled itself toward the Von and me.


  My companion, who had been awakened by the combined effects of the great cat’s moan, the shot, and my vigorous kick, now stooped solicitously over me—keeping a wary eye on the still quivering carnivore—and assisted me to my feet.


  “Hurt, Ken?” he asked, his face a trifle anxious.


  I shook my head while I gasped in great lungfuls of air, the tiger having relieved me of my reserve supply, and finally, coughing, choking, and with watering eyes, managed to gulp out “No.”


  After I had my breath fully recovered, I lay down a bit, relaxing as well as I might in order to terminate the violent trembling that had seized me as a result of the nervous tension induced by the too sudden action. When this desire had at length been accomplished to a satisfactory degree, I arose and we stood staring into the forest, figuring the best thing to do would be to move on, whither we knew not. We shouldered our rifles and I was about to step into the lead when I bethought me of the slain tiger and what a fine blanket its coat would make. Turning, I explained to the Von that we had better skin the dead beast and save the hide for nights like the one before. Accordingly, we knelt down and commenced skinning the great cat on the ground, though I would have preferred hanging it from a tree. But there was no tree near that looked as though it could stand the weight of the beast, which I reckoned would tip the scales at some six hundred pounds at the least.


  The Skipper wrinkled his nose during the process, and the acrid odor, I must say, was unusually strong, accentuated as it was by the high percentage of humidity in the air. But at last the pelt was removed, and we begave ourselves to the arduous task of tanning it. To this end we cut down four catamites, trimmed the trunks of smaller branches, and by notching and tying them together, made a frame about twelve by nine feet. On this we stretched the pelt, fur side down, and then with our hunting knives began scraping off the fat and meat from the flesh side. By nightfall we had this fairly well done, and then we looked about for a shelter.


  Von Kressen found one some distance to our right—a cave worn into the cliff by the action of the winds and the rains. We lugged the hide over to it, ate a little food, and then covered the skin with several layers of broad leaves in order to keep off the hosts of hungry insects that would avail themselves of the hide’s hospitality during the night.


  We slept comparatively well that night, our only annoyers being the swarms of mosquitos, ants, and flies. The next morning dawned with the promise of a “nice” day, and we were at first minded to continue after Parri and his abductors, but on second thought decided to finish the skin.


  The Attack!


  BEGINNING where we had left off the preceding day, we removed the tiger’s brain and worked it into the hide, adding the whites of several bird’s eggs the Von had found. When the skin had been made sufficiently pliable, we picked up several large rocks and with them pounded and ground down a few blocks of sandstone, making as fine a powder as we could get. Next we managed to take the lead out of a half dozen cartridges (all we dared spare), and removing the powder from the shells, mixed it with the pulverized sandstone. This we sprinkled over the pelt, worked in a little, and waited for Nature to do the rest.


  By noon we were finished, and I took my rifle and sallied forth into the wilderness with the intention of bagging some small animal for food, as we wished to preserve the small supply we had brought along. For fifteen minutes I slunk through the carboniferous jungle with its mighty, fern-like plants waving their monstrous fronds fifty, a hundred, and two hundred feet into the grey, rain-filled Venusian sky. Thus far I had not even glimpsed any small form of animal life, but on one occasion I dimly saw a great triceratops crash his way through the forest. Suddenly I heard a shout from the direction of camp, followed by two shots and a chorus of yells—the kind that a savage emits when he is surprised by some terrible, awe-inspiring monstrosity. Then came the Skipper’s familiar bellow, “Oh Marx!” I turned and ran toward camp, just skimming the larger, more substantial fern-trees, and crashing my way through the smaller growths. A score of times I tripped and fell, once nearly into the maw of the ugliest creation I had ever witnessed—a great, round, squat, slimy-looking thing with a disgusting shovelshaped mouth that drooled fetid, slimy saliva. The creature was almost black in color, being a very dark brown, covered with warts, and in locomotion apparently oozed itself toward me.


  Picking myself up again I ran on, bursting into the open just as the second attack began. For some minutes I had heard the savage cries of the Von’s unknown opponents, and knew they were trying to bolster up their courage to the point where it would be strong enough to send them on a quick, though brief, fanatical dash toward my companion.


  As I emerged upon the little clearing before our cave, I came to a sudden halt, fear and rage striving for mastery of my emotions. Dashing toward Von Kressen were a score of naked, white-skinned savages, while beyond them I saw the German lurch back against the wall of the cliff, firing his automatic pistol as fast as his finger could work the trigger, while from body and legs protruded four great spears, and from fifty other places he was streaming blood. He couldn’t hold out.


  of course, and he sank to the shale, firing weakly to the last.


  With a bellow of wrath I jerked up my automatic rifle and began firing at the backs of the savages, my sight blurred by the tears of rage that welled up in my eyes. For a while they were getting the worst of it, my bullets mowing them down even though I did not aim carefully, until with a resounding klunk something hard and heavy landed on the back of my head.


  A brief moment things began to swim before my drooping eyelids, then everything faded into nothingness.


  CHAPTER V


  The Cave Princess


  WE were surrounded by a curious mob when I opened my eyes. The Skipper was still unconscious, his pain-racked body twisted into an awkward position, while over him bent a half-naked savage who was binding up my companion’s wound with broad, thick leaves. On the back of my own head was smeared a salve which I later learned was composed of a crude sort of lard, resin, and the bark, of a tree that somewhat resembled the sweet elder.


  When the man had finished with my companion, he motioned three nearby warriors to carry the limp figure into a large cave close by—one of several dozens that perforated a low cliff behind me.


  One of the men now noticed I had my eyes open, and approached me. He jerked his head, indicating me to rise, and spoke something in a low voice. I complied with his request, and, surrounded by a score of jibbering savages, was marched off to the greatest cave-entrance in the face of the cliff. I looked at the men whose prisoners the Von and I were. They closely resembled the sculptured busts I had seen on Earth, of the race designated as the Cro-Magnon. They were very tall, all the men standing at least six feet, some even going up to about six-feet-eight, and the average six-feet-four. Their heads showed the same great cranial capacity as the skulls found on Terra, and were covered for the most part with thick shocks of black hair, though there were some red and some brownhaired individuals among them. The shades of these latter colors, however, were dark, the red hair being really auburn. Their faces were rather finely chiseled, and would pass as handsome anywhere on Earth. The cheek-bones were high, the chins well-developed and square. The mouths were not too large, and the lips straight and full, though not pendulous or brutal. The noses were straight and aquiline, while under the high, handsome foreheads shone intelligent eyes of brown. There were also blue and grey eyes among them, especially among the women, who were themselves fairly tall, and with figures made perfect by the unfettered freedom in which they lived.


  Garmenture and ornamentation varied according to the individual’s taste, with the exception that only leaders of the tribe were permitted the use of grey-black feathers fastened around their heads by snake-skins. Some of the men wore loin cloths of small rodents’ skins; others wore capes or cloaks of lion, tiger, or the enormous Venusian cave-bear. Everyone had one or more strings of dyed animals’ teeth about his or her neck, and others had also anklets of bone, trimmed with vari-colored birds’ down.


  The weapons of the men included long knives of bone or flint, fastened in a leathern sheath at the right thigh, a club or knob-stick hung from a thong at the right hip, while down the left side hung a quiver of arrows, and a little in front of that a stone axe. Across the men’s backs were slung strong bows, made of the rare hardwood that grows high up on the flanks of the great Venusian mountains. The long strong spears the men carried were also cut from this wood, which is very much like hickory.


  Entering the mouth of the cave, we passed through a winding corridor illuminated at places by chunks of luminous fungus stuck into numerous little niches in the rock wall, and came presently to a great chamber lighted as the passageway. The room was roughly oval, about two hundred feet long, a hundred wide at its greatest transverse diameter, and twenty feet high. The gallery through which we had come entered the room on one side, and directly opposite the entrance was a wooden framework supporting a wooden bench, over which was spread a great bearskin.


  And upon the bench sat, half-reclining, a young woman—and a very attractive young woman at that. She was garbed in the skin of a cave-tiger, wore all the smaller amulets of the lesser members of her tribe, and also wore a primitive crown of gay feathers, bound about her, head with a broad, glistening black serpent-skin. A single great Aepyornis plume, a yard long, rose from the center of her becoming head-dress.


  Her hair was auburn, though in the somewhat bluish light that pervaded the chamber it seemed black. Her eyes I could not see at the distance I stood from her. Her face was beautiful though—and I know a beautiful woman when I see one.


  Like most of her race, she was tall compared to most present-day Terrestrial women, measuring about five feet eight inches. Her body was slender and supple, and beneath the clear white skin rolled muscles like those of a young lioness. In the shapely right hand dangled a white wand that was her sceptre, and at her right hip was suspended a stone knife. Every inch she looked a real queen, or rather, goddess, of the primitive people she ruled.


  After giving me a thorough inspection she sat up and ordered me brought forward. When sufficiently close, she fingered the strange clothing that encased my body and marveled at the shiny cylinders whose rims projected from the top of my cartridge belt.


  Presently she spoke to me in a clear, musical voice; but I, of course, could understand nothing. In politeness to her, however, I replied in every language and dialect with which I was familiar, though I knew my efforts were foredoomed to failure. She, in return, listened quietly to me, and when I had finished, turned and spoke a few words to an elderly courtier who stood like a graven image at the side of her primitive throne. When she had spoken he gave a low bow of acquiescence and made a brief reply.


  An Accident


  NOW a young warrior entered the chamber, and approaching the fair ruler, presented her two objects that glittered dully in the subdued, bluish light. She picked up one, which I saw was my six-shooter, and commenced fingering it. With a cry of warning I started toward her, only to be roughly jerked back by the three guardsmen who had charge of me. The Princess looked up in annoyance at my ejaculation, and at a sign from her one of my keepers clapped a palm over my mouth to dam the stream of protests that issued therefrom.


  When she was through with the six-shooter she passed it to the elderly courtier with a short comment, and turned to the Von’s automatic, while the man proceeded to examine my revolver; fingering the grip, “listening” to it, smelling it, and peering down the barrel, the girl doing likewise.


  And then they did it. The two reports rang out almost as one; the girl dropped the gun as though it were red-hot, jerked her hands to her head with a little cry, twisted once, and sank back unconscious upon the wooden throne. As for the man—he still stared wide-eyed and wondering at the revolver, which was slowly turning in his hand as the grip of his fingers relaxed, then it fell to the floor while his knees sagged and his lifeless body lunged face down upon the stone floor.


  This unexpected display of fireworks caused the hasty and undignified exit of a score of guardsmen who had been lolling against the walls to do the Princess’ pleasure, and two of my own guards bolted with the rest, while the one remaining was very much minded to follow his fellows, but loyalty to his fair ruler would not permit.


  Freed from the grip of the savages, I leaped to the quiet figure lying on the crude throne and stretched it in a more comfortable position. The bullet had grazed her temple, but—thank God—she lived. I turned to the flustered guard and cried for him to bring water, gesticulating toward the prone body on the couch. But he couldn’t understand, so I dashed toward the exit of the cave, into the passage, and knocked myself dizzy against the wall at a turn which was not illuminated by the usual phosphorescent fungus torch. Picking myself up, I began to grope my way toward the daylight when the warrior in the room decided to evacuate also, and coming up behind me, bowled me over again, nearly braining me against the floor. Again I scrambled up and pursued my way to the open air, this time the warrior in front of me. Just as I emerged from the passage into the open, I found the body-guard of the Princess congregating for a return to the cave. I ran toward them and cried “Water, bring some water!” but of course, it didn’t take. However, I snatched a clay pot from the ground and ran to a spring I could see bubbling from the cliff a small distance away. There I filled my vase and returned to the cavern with the savage white warriors.


  Reaching the chamber, I first appropriated the two short-arms lying on the floor before the throne, tucking them inside my shirt. Then I took a handkerchief, and wetting it, dabbed it at the wound. Fortunately for the fair sufferer, it was only a flesh wound, the shell having merely grazed off a little patch of skin above the temple. Presently the village Witch Doctor and physician, the man who had patched the wounds of Von Kressen, came in and applied some of his salve to the girl’s hurt.


  It was while he and I were tenderly working over her that the Princess opened her eyes. With a little grimace she touched the sore spot and brought away her fingers daubed with blood and salve. A minute passed before she comprehended the situation, and then she looked quickly up at the Witch Doctor and me. I gave her a cheerful smile of encouragement, and was rewarded by seeing her lips curve in a brave, quiet little smile in response. In secret I complimented myself on having a way with women, and also reflected what a lovable captor this little savage was, and what a “lucky dog” I was to be her prisoner.


  But when it comes to women, I’m good—really I am.


  If I cared to, I could write a whole blooming book about my various love affairs—most of them one-sided, by the way—ranging all the way up from the worshipful devotion of Mawaza, the shy black cannibal maid of Central Africa, with copper earrings and a wooden platter eight inches in diameter in her lower lip; to the frivolous and somewhat shallow affections of a popular French actress and dancer in Paris, who gambled away her earnings on the green, or checkered, tables of Monte Carlo and attempted suicide every six months to bring her before the public eye again, lest her popularity go on the wane. In point of looks, I think Mlle——had a slight advantage over Mawaza, but in point of faithfulness I believe I would have preferred the ebon maid from the backwaters of the Congo.


  Several minutes of silence followed the Princess’ revival, then she spoke to a few warriors, one of whom touched my sleeve and beckoned me to accompany him and his companions. His attitude was rather deferential, and he was very decent to me as they led me to another cave where they left me, the leader making apologetic gestures to me as he left one of the men to guard the entrance of my cavern.


  With a smile of satisfaction I turned to the mat of leaves in a corner and lay down to await the fall of night. I was satisfied because I saw by the attitude of my guards that their ruler had taken a fancy to me and instructed them to treat me well; this supposition being shortly verified by the appearance of a young woman bearing a pot of food and a clay cup of water. When I had finished my repast the copper-tinged night had enveloped the jungle and a slow warm rain commenced. My guard drew into the passage of my apartment and squatted against a wall, a bear-robe wrapped about him. I tucked the two guns under my grass pillow, and drawing a stag-hide over me, soon fell asleep.


  The next morning was the finest I had ever seen on Venus. The usual dark clouds floating two thousand feet above the land were gone, and in their place floated lighter clouds some four thousand feet above the ground. The day was much lighter than any I had seen thus far, and on several occasions there were dim shafts of radiance seeping through the clouds above.


  That the weather was becoming nicer I attributed to the fact that our position on the planet’s surface was coming closest to the sun.


  An Imperial Call


  TWENTY or thirty minutes after my awakening, two warriors approached the guard of my cave, and the three had a short palaver, after which they came in to me and by polite gestures indicated that they wished me to accompany them. I rose from my seat on the grass bed and was conducted to the throne cavern of the day before, and once more presented to the Princess.


  Followed thirty minutes of meaningless jabber on the parts of all concerned, the Princess carrying on quite a conversation with me by means of two interpreters, who acted like the real goods, but imparted information to no one; while I extolled the good points of the fair ruler, made remarks about the wonderful weather, and told jokes in any tongue I knew, just as the whim seized me. When the half-hour had passed, the entertaining little party broke up and I was returned to my apartment, the two “interpreters” going with me. Their object was soon apparent, for as soon as we had been seated in the lighted entrance of the cavern, one of them pointed to each of us and repeated the worn non. I correctly surmised he meant the equivalent of the English man. Then taking several fruits which someone had brought during my absence, he named each one, ending with the banana as gavo. Most nouns were of one or two syllables, as was to be expected of a comparatively uncivilized race. It is true that the American Indians, and many of the black tribes of Africa have multi-syllabled words, but most savage tribes of my acquaintance had monosyllabic languages. My past experience in learning unfamiliar languages and dialects stood me in good stead now, and by the time for the midday meal I had made very satisfactory progress in nouns, pronouns, and a few verbs and adjectives. Conjunctions, prepositions, and adverbs were to come later.


  After the meal, at which my instructors were my guests, they conducted me about the cave-village, showing me the various homes of the people, and introducing me to the several befeathered chieftains we met. On every hand the highest courtesy and consideration was extended to me, and a thousand times over I thanked Fate for my “way” with women. I was confident that all this sudden friendliness on the part of my captors was the outcropping of my more or less purely flirtatious smile to the primitive Princess the day before. Presently my guides took me to the edge of the plateau on which the cave-village was situated, and there I saw a sheer drop of some two hundred feet to a steep slope falling for fully a mile to the green marsh-jungle below. I was surprised to find high ground on Venus, for from the conditions on the lowlands, I had assumed that no high hills of hard rock existed on the planet. However, as Venus is still in a very plastic age, I surmised that tremendous earthquakes had lifted the hardening crust of the planet up this far. And there really was no very hard rock on the mountain—just the usual lime and sandstone of the lower lands. Later I was to find out that there are mountains on Venus, young as the planet is, that dwarf our highest Terrestrial hills into pitiful insignificance.


  Our survey of the village completed, we returned to my “home,” where I indicated by signs and as much of my new language as I knew that I would like to see my companion “visitor”—Von Kressen. So one of them hunted up the Witch Doctor, who conducted us to the cave where lay his patient. The Von was asleep when we came in, but his face indicated a rise in the fever which had set in, and a coming delirium. I was thankful that the village was high above sea level. On the lowlands the fever would be fatal, I was certain. Two girls, who I subsequently learned were the physician’s daughters, were applying skins soaked in cold water to the forehead and face of the patient.


  My two teachers left me here, and I returned alone and unguarded to my cave, where my guard actually greeted me with a smile. I sat with him the rest of the afternoon, and when I made it known to him that I would like him to teach me a little more of his tongue, he was delighted beyond measure. Thus the afternoon passed quickly and entertainingly, and as I rolled beneath my stag-hide that night it was with the knowledge that these handsome savages were no longer enemies, but friends.


  The next day my instructors called again, and again the next, and by the time a week was up I had made wonderful progress in the tongue of my friendly captors.


  It was early on the morning of the eighth day that they came with two other warriors, and entering, one of them addressed me.


  “The Princess Deena wishes your immediate presence in the throne-room,” he said, “to speak with you over a very important matter. Come!”


  CHAPTER VI


  A Strange Proposal


  “I HAVE asked you to appear before me in order that I might discuss with you an important proposal that I am sure will prove satisfactory to all concerned,” began Princess Deena to me, as my party and I stood before her throne.


  “It is a great pleasure to me to have the Princess Deena deign to notice me at all,” I replied, truthfully, “and I shall most heartily do all in my power toward the furtherance of her desires.” This with the mental reservation, “Provided they do not interfere with the comfort and well-being of my companion and me.”


  Deena nodded.


  “What is your name?” she asked.


  “Kenneth Marx; Archaeologist of the National Institute at Washington, U.S.A.”


  “How?” inquired the Princess, looking puzzled at my lengthy reply.


  I repeated my statement, and when she asked what that meant, I explained to her as well as I was able. After that she wanted to know where my country was, to which I replied that it was very far away—a great, great distance—and that had to satisfy her.


  “The reason I have called you is this,” she spoke up then, “You and the white-haired one are mighty fighters. Alone you two killed twelve of my warriors with the strange weapons that slay at a long distance with a great noise. What I want to do is make you members of my tribe, and have you teach my warriors how to use the things that make the noise and throw fire. You will receive a large cave, will have all the chances of chieftainship that our men have, and each of you can choose as many wives as you can support from the many untaken girls in the tribe of Karna. I am sure that many of them would be perfectly willing to go through our marriage rites with you. What say you?”


  I scratched my head. In some ways the proposal was alluring. It meant that joining the tribe would render us immune to further danger through our captors, and we could do as we pleased in the neighboring country. We were by no means bound to marry any of their women—though take it from me, there were none of them hard to look at. Further, we could more easily conduct our scientific research in ways of animal and botanical life forms. And lastly, by teaching the Cro-Magnons the use of firearms we would be giving mankind on Venus a tremendous advance toward the mastery of the planet.


  “Well?” prompted Deena, when a minute of deep silence had passed.


  “For my own part, I would greatly enjoy taking advantage of your generous proposal,” I replied, “But would it not be well to ask my companion also?”


  Deena nodded. “I intend to ask him, when he is fully recovered. Just now he is too ill to be disturbed, but in a few days I will see both of you again. In the meantime you will be permitted full freedom of action within our community, and have ample time to reflect on the proposition I have made you.”


  With that she rose and moved behind the throne to a bearskin hanging on the wall, behind which she disappeared, thereby terminating the interview. The warriors congregated within the chamber now dispersed, save the few who were on constant guard beside the crude throne of stately Deena.


  “Kenneth Marx, Aurignacian warrior,” I ruminated, reflecting as the Cave Princess had suggested, on the proposal made to me. I was in something of a quandary. If I accepted, my future on Venus was more assured; but then, I might never again have an opportunity to return to my own world. If I refused, it was quite likely that I might be requested to stage a wrestling match with the very substantial-looking rock set up in the center of the village, while an appreciative company of painted savages expressed their enthusiasm of my exhibition by accompanying it with a Stone Age version of the Undertakers’ Tango. And doubtless some aspiring young cook would, with the assistance of my bare feet, render an artistic performance of his culinary ability.


  The more I thought of it, the more rosy seemed the benevolent proposition handed me by the solicitous Deena. So I decided to accept her generous offering, but elected to wait with the announcement until Von Kressen had recovered from his illness; and with this in mind I turned from the outer entrance of the throne room toward my own cavern. On the way I paused at the Witch Doctor’s cave and looked in to see the Von, but he was still asleep.


  Coming to my own cave, I sat at the entrance and looked out at the white, pillowy clouds that floated above, and saw that the sun was struggling to break through them. And at last—the clouds opened a little, and a shaft of light, dazzling by comparison to the murky days I had thus far seen, struck my eyes. A moment later I saw the sun—with a diameter apparently one and a third times as great as when seen from the Earth. Its color was a deep, reddish orange, for the dense water-vapor of the Venusian atmosphere absorbs all the shorter rays, and only the longer light-waves break through. On thin-aired Mercury the sun is no doubt white with a bluish tinge and in diameter seems two and a half times as great as when it is seen from the Earth.


  Kidnapped!


  WITH the sight of the sun came the desire to be doing something, and my mind turned to Raoul Parri, and the search that my convalescing companion and I had instituted for him. I wondered if Parri still lived. It was—let me see—sixteen days since we had landed on Venus, and eleven since Parri had disappeared. There was little likelihood that our French colleague was still living, for if the savage warriors who had captured him had not already killed him, then he must have died from the merciless jungle fever that had certainly set in through his wounds. The idea of his death fairly made me boil, and then and there I vowed to avenge him. And the best thing to do to accomplish that would be to obtain the assistance of the Cro-Magnon men in whose village I was. There was no time for delay, and I would have to immediately inform Deena of my decision regarding her offer. So I arose and moved to her cave. As I entered the thronechamber, one of the half dozen guards accosted me. “What do you wish, stranger?”


  “I have decided to accept the offering of Princess Deena, and come to notify her of my acceptance.”


  The guard vanished behind the bearskin hanging on the wall, to emerge again in a few minutes.


  “The Princess is not in her chambers. She has gone bird-hunting, her handmaid informs me.”


  I was a trifle disappointed, but I nodded to the man and asked him to tell Deena of my decision when she returned, then moved out again into the sunlight.


  Here I began a slow amble about the village, occasionally speaking with some of the savage warriors, or again playing with the dozens of naked imps who stared at me as though awe-stricken and then fell to shrieking and laughing as they raced like scared rabbits over the grounds of the village.


  Presently I reached a place where there were no dwellings and no people, and thus comparatively quiet. I was on the point of turning back to the more settled part of the cave-town when there came faintly to my ears the muffled scream of a woman.


  I stopped. Princess Deena—? For a moment I could not place the direction from which the sound came, when I heard a sharp exclamation of pain, this time in the low, gruff tones of a man. The sound came from my right, somewhere in the forest. I turned toward it and ran as I had to run to Von Kressen’s aid the day we were captured. A score of times I tripped and fell, to rise and race on again. Ahead of me I could hear nothing more, and it never occurred to me to shout in order to notify the woman who had screamed that I was coming to her assistance.


  Suddenly I burst out upon a tiny natural clearing. I could not check myself quickly enough, and so tripped and sprawled over the prone body of a warrior who lay on his back in the loam. Rising I knelt beside him and examined him. I recalled seeing him as one of Deena’s trusted couriers; a chief very high in her esteem. Sticking from his chest was a wooden war-arrow of the type used by the Venusian Cro-Magnons, shot with such force that half a foot of it emerged from his back, where it had broken as his dead body fell upon it.


  In the soft loam I could see his footprints from where they emerged from the forest, and beside them were smaller ones, a woman’s, encased in leathern sandals. Where the dead warrior lay the woman’s footprints were much deeper at the ball of the foot and the loam was shoved toward the toes, indicating that the maker of the tracks had come to a sudden and unintended halt.


  Apparently Deena’s courtier had been killed from ambush, the deadly missile coming from the opposite side of the clearing than that from which he had emerged. At his feet the soil was torn and disturbed, and there were many interminglings of the woman’s sandaled feet with the great, naked feet of an unknown male assailant, no doubt the same who had slain the man.


  And lastly, fluttering on the ground in the trampled area were several of the gaudy feathers torn from Deena’s head-dress. Only Deena wore the brilliant feathers—the other women of the clan had none, and the feather-bonnets of the men were composed of the grey-black plumage of the birds of prey. One of these feathers also lay on the soil.


  Searching for additional clues, I presently found the footprints of the attacker leave the clearing, and that he bore a struggling, fighting burden was evidenced by the depth and irregularity of his footprints. These I followed fairly easily, since burdened as the man—there seemed to be only one—was with the not inconsiderable weight of Deena, he could do little toward covering up his trail.


  Care had to be taken that I might not lose the track, and this retarded my progress to a slight extent, but still I covered the ground at about twice the pace of Deena’s abductor. Now I assume he had some twenty minutes start of me, and it took me about ten minutes more to overtake him; but at that time it seemed an eternity ere I at length burst out upon a fairly large clearing, into the opposite edge of which he had just disappeared. Somehow I had a terrible fear that harm might befall Deena, but why I considered the whole affair so very personal to me, I could not have told you—then.


  A Desperate Struggle


  THE brief glimpse I had obtained of the big warrior with his still struggling burden had served to toss all discretion to the winds, and I leaped after him, never thinking of the possibility of his lying in wait for me in the verdure at the edge of the clearing, ready to despatch me with an arrow as soon as I came close enough to insure success at the first shot.


  But the fellow evidently expected no pursuit, and thus it was that I had shot into the forest after him and was already leaping for his back ere he could turn at the sound of my footsteps.


  My hurtling body struck his right shoulder and sent him, his captive, and myself into a tangled mass of writhing bodies and kicking legs from which Deena, as the girl had indeed turned out to be, was the first to extract herself. Now she stood a little to one side while the warrior and I staged an all’s-fair rough-and-tumble between the boles of the trees, against which we frequently cracked our heads. My opponent had, to my way of thinking, the strength of an elephant, and with his two powerful arms about me was slowly but surely crushing my ribs. After a desperate effort I managed to grasp one of his wrists and twisted it until his hand-clasp on my back broke, then I struggled free and scrambled to my feet.


  He was up right after me, and for the first time during the struggle I had a clear view of his face. I recognized him at once as one of Deena’s chieftains, whom I had seen on the occasions that I was presented at the throne-room. He was not bad-looking, as far as physical appearances go, but there was a glitter of lust and avarice in his eyes that aroused a deep distrust of him in me from the time I first saw him.


  Now he glared at me and with a deep, sullen growl launched himself upon me. I braced myself, feinted at his abdomen with myself fist, and as his arms came down I corked him on the jaw with my right. A grunt of surprise was elicited by the blow and he staggered backward, his rush checked, but he did not fall.


  But the blow had befuddled him, and he was open to all the hard swings that I planted at his face and body. However, he was the toughest egg I ever tried to crack, for though he swayed and rocked and staggered drunkenly under the force of my hits, I could not sink him. And one time he gave a wild swing with his right fist—and for some unknown reason I had to poke my face in its path. He nearly knocked me loose from my teeth that time. When his pile-driver connected with my jaw a singing and humming sound that was not altogether unfamiliar to me shot through my throbbing head, and I executed a backward somersault which landed me against the bole of a tree, upon which I proceeded to bump my skull. The second crack, however, tended to disperse the mist that had come before my eyes as a result of the first, and thus I was very much awake as I sprang to my feet, swearing.


  The other was awaiting me, grim and silent, when a new element entered the combat. The fellow cocked his head to one side suddenly, and as I rushed at him he turned and shot swiftly into the forest.


  I attempted to pursue him, but after a few yards of aimless running my senses again began to reel, even more giddily than before, under the combined efforts of the blows on my jaw and the back of my head. I returned to the large clearing which I had crossed just prior to my encounter with the Karnan chief, and here I found Deena. I felt sick and groggy, so I lay down on the grass and drifted into oblivion.


  I returned to consciousness while four warriors crowded around me, Deena bathing my face with water which one of the men had procured.


  As my eyes opened Deena smiled.


  “You were very brave to pursue Torag and fight him when he was armed and you were not,” she said.


  “I beg to call your attention to the fact that he did not draw a knife while we fought, Princess. And anyway, my bravery would have helped me but little had not your warriors come when they did,” I replied.


  “How did you happen to pop up in time?” I asked them, addressing myself to one of the men.


  “We were just going out to hunt when we came to the clearing and heard you fighting. Lago, here—” he indicated one of his companions—“happened to see your clothing once, so we came to your assistance. Our running over the ground must have frightened Torag away.”


  I rose to my feet, and together we six returned to the village, moving off the direct route a little that we might recover the body of Segoz, the chieftain who had been slain in the small clearing by Torag. Back in the village I spoke to Deena of the matter that had prompted my visit to her throne-room an hour previous.


  “I have decided, Princess Deena, to accept your proposal regarding my companion and me. I do not know if he will desire to become one of your warriors, but my mind is made up. Tell me what I must do to be accepted as a warrior of Karna.”


  The Cave Princess smiled. “I am glad of your determination, for you will make a valuable member of our tribe, and your fight with Torag proves your prowess and shows that you have the welfare of Karna’s rulers at heart. In three days I will see you again at my council chamber, and there you will go through the rites. The two men who taught you our language will prepare you for your part in the ceremony.”


  Some Questions


  WITH that she left me, and I returned to my own cave.


  The next day the first thing I saw as I emerged from my cave was the figure of Von Kressen, supported by the two girls who had nursed him during his illness. He limped slightly and seemed weak and uncertain of his steps, but he was up and around, and that was the main thing.


  With a whoop of elation I charged over to where he stood in the entrance of the Witch Doctor’s abode, drinking in with evident satisfaction the light of the swollen red sun that rose over the dim, vapor-veiled horizon.


  “Morning, Skipper!” I cried, grabbing his arm and working it like a pump handle till a grimace on his part warned me that it was still sore.


  “Morning, Ken,” he responded weakly, with a wan smile. “How are you?”


  “Fine!” I assured him hastily. “But you—?”


  “Oh, I’m all right. Be running around again like a kid in a couple of days.”


  That reminded me of Deena’s proposal, and motioning him to my cavern, I told him of the proposition the Cave Princess had made me, of my own acceptance, and asked what he thought of the matter. For some time he sat in silence. Then he shook his head.


  “I’m still a little too sick to concentrate on the problem. I’ll think it over the next few days and work up an opinion. I’ll see you again before your ceremony.”


  We sat and talked for a while after that; wondered what Throck was doing back in the Flying Dutchman; wondered whether Parri still lived; and presently thought of the tiger-skin we had begun to cure at the time of our capture. I determined to ask Deena, the next time I saw her, if her warriors had found it that day. After a time the Von thought he’d better go back to the Witch Doctor’s dwelling, as it seemed that only a short time was allowed him on this first venture from his grass bed.


  Some time after he had left, assisted by his two primitive nurses, the two men who had taught (and were still teaching) me the language, came to my apartment with the Witch Doctor.


  “We wish to instruct you about the ceremony that will make you one of us,” one of them informed me. “First we will ask you a few questions regarding yourself; then the Thayo-Maguri (Witch Doctor) will make strong magic over you, and you must prepare yourself according to directions.”


  Of course, this explanation was not just so spoken, for there were many words I had not yet learned, but by signs and simpler words that I already knew, the man conveyed his meaning.


  We went into the cavern, and by the dim, bluish light of the glow-fungus, my tuition began.


  “What is your name?” asked Vaga, my principal teacher, though he already knew it.


  “Kenneth Marx.”


  “How old are you?”


  I was on the point of saying thirty-five, when I thought of the difference in time in the years of our respective planets, and roughly estimating the Terrestrial year to be one and two-thirds times as long as the Venusian, I gave my age as fifty-eight.


  The Karnans have no regular measure of time smaller, or larger, than a day; but they have observed that during a certain period in a certain number of days, the great red-orange sun shines clearer and warmer than the rest of the time. They have also seen that during this period certain fungi grow larger and more rapidly, and various other forms of botanical activity are more manifest during this short period than at any other time. So they have an idea of the year, though it is not so well developed because the thick cloud-veils of Venus preclude more precise time-measurements by astronomical means.


  “How long have you been with the tribe of Karna?” I counted mentally. “Ten days.”


  “Are you mated?”


  “No.”


  “Do you vow the tribe of Karna and its ruler the strictest loyalty?”


  “I do.”


  “Do you promise your assistance in all the tribe’s undertakings, and do you promise to further its strength in every way?”


  “I do.”


  Vaga reflected a moment to see if he could think of any more questions ere I was accredited eligible for candidacy to warriorhood.


  “From what tribe do you come?”


  “The United States of America,” I answered, wondering what he would think if he glimpsed the size and civilization of my “tribe.”


  “Where does it lie?” he asked next, though it was apparent that he did not fully comprehend the answer to his last question.


  “Farther, much farther away than the uttermost shore of the greatest sea that touches your land.”


  There was a minute of silence while they let that sink in. Evidently that was a tough nut to crack, and could hardly be swallowed offhand.


  “Are you telling the truth?”


  “I am—cross my heart and hope to die,” (this latter part mentally in English) I replied.


  “How did you come here?”


  “My companion and I came here with a great—” I paused—I hardly knew just what to reply—“with a great bird, which does not live on this side of the water.”


  “This bird carried you here?”


  “Yes.”


  Once more Vaga reflected.


  “That is all,” he said then. “Now the Thayo-Maguri will make strong magic over you, and you must follow his directions to the letter.”


  A New Warrior


  THE Witch Doctor arose from where he had been squatting, and taking a gourd of water near at hand, he made a lot of intricate passes over it, mumbling all sort of unintelligible gibberish, and then dipping a cupped hand into it, sprinkled water upon the walls, ceiling, and floor of our cavern, and upon the heads and bodies of ourselves—himself included. This was the process of washing out any evil spirits who might cling to us or to the cavern. Having assembled these wraiths in the center of the room, he now snatched the bear-robe from his shoulders and proceeded to shoo them out of the open entrance and exit of my apartment.


  When the spooks had departed, he shoved a stick into a small sacred fire he had built in the cave while I was being examined, and after making mystic passes over the burning ember, he drew it across the entrance of my cave so that if the undesirable ones should come back they would burn their feet and stay out.


  Satisfied that we would have no supernatural interruption, the Witch Doctor took up my part of the ceremony. First he made many passes over me with his hands for the purpose, I later learned, of giving me strength to combat any evil spirit who might choose to possess me. Then he placed his hands on my head to give me wisdom in battle, and next proceeded to give my limbs and body a brief massage to instill physical strength and endurance. Lastly he thumped my breast, so that I might be courageous and loyal.


  Then he gave me a little piece of wood, primitively carved into a crude simile of a man, to be hung around my neck by a thong of catgut. After giving me certain directions to follow during the next three days, he signified that the ceremony was over.


  I must say that his religion certainly embodied some very practical ideas.


  The rest of the day I was given nothing to eat or drink save a swallow of water at sundown. I had been instructed to pray to the gods of Karna that I might become a good warrior, but I am afraid I was not as devout as I should have been.


  The morning of the second day I left for a great spur of rock that towered over the treetops bout a mile distant, and on its top I was supposed to pledge my devotion to the spiritual and mortal rulers of Karna.


  Coming back to camp in the evening, I received some water for my fare, and then sat up all night with the Thayo-Maguri for a companion. The next morning, Nogas, the Witch Doctor, informed me that in the evening, if I performed my duties well that day, I would be initiated into the almost sacred state of warriorhood. The first thing I had to do was change my Terrestrial clothes for a loin-cloth of lion skin. Then the Witch Doctor, four other chiefs, and I, followed by most of the male population of the village, went out to a large natural clearing some two miles from the cliffs of Karna; and there, safe from the prying eyes of any women, I had to run, jump, hurl spears, and by other ways prove my physical ability to go on the war-trail without food for two days.


  And then, these tests being passed, the Witch Doctor muttered some final incantations over me, and I was ready for admittance to the warrior class.


  Back in my cave I was permitted to break the fast and the silence I had been obliged to keep during the two days of preparation. Shortly after I had eaten, Von Kressen, called at my dwelling.


  “Have you reached a decision about my action?” I queried.


  “I’ve been thinking it over,” he responded, “and I’ve come to the conclusion that you did right. In fact, as soon as I am well enough, I think I’ll become a Cro-Magnon savage also. It seems to me that it is the best way to get along while we are on this planet.”


  “Ludwig Von Kressen and Kenneth Marx—Cro-Magnon warriors,” I ruminated. Anyway, being a savage was a rather novel idea, I decided, as the Skipper turned back to Nogas’ cave again. I snickered as I went; into my cavern again, for it struck me as being hilariously funny that two scientists and men of letters such as the Von and I should ever be reduced to the level of naked savages.


  (To be continued)


  THE WAR LORD OF VENUS


  Frank J. Brueckel, Jr.


  THE second installment of this struggle for the domination of unknown Venus brings the contending forces to grips. Our intrepid space travelers have become separated by fortune or fate, and now each of them is engaged in a desperate battle for his very preservation. Many astonishing things are due to occur in this strange world where highly-trained scientists are living together with savages and men hardly higher than the ape!


  What Has Gone Before


  Four scientists, Kenneth Marx, an American; Ludwig Von Kressen, a German; Raoul Parri, a Frenchman, and Dr. Wilbur Throck, on Englishman, travel to Venus on Von Kressen’s ship, THE FLYING DUTCHMAN. The ship operates by using the power of light to exert pressure and concentrating this power enormously.


  Arrived on Venus they find it to be in the same stage of evolution as the earth zoos fifty million years ago. It is composed of dense jungles and inhabited by the dinosaur, pterodactyl and other creatures common to the earth during its early history. On an expedition, Throck is wounded by a spear-like rock thrown by some unknown assailant, believed to be similar to a low type of human.


  One day Parri goes on a trip alone and docs not return. Kressen and Marx (who tells the story in the first person) go searching for the missing man. They get on the trail of some barefoot two-legged beings who were evidently carrying Parri’s body. They are finally attacked by a band of men resembling the Cro-Magnon men of the early human race and, taken to their headquarters. They are presented to Deena, their cave princess, who taking a liking to Marx teaches them the language and finally offers to admit both men to their tribe.


  Deena is kidnapped and Marx follows the kidnappers and helps to rescue her. He finally accepts her offer to become a member of the tribe.


  CHAPTER VII


  The Abduction of Deena


  OVER two hundred people were congregated in the throne-chamber of Deena, Cave Princess of Venus. On the stone floor of the room burned three fires, and over each were placed two guards. Sitting straight and majestic on her throne was the Cave Princess herself, guarded by twenty tall, brawny, lithebodied naked warriors. Nogas, the Witch Doctor, was conversing with her in low tones, carrying his “magical” paraphernalia in a small bearskin bag. Ludwig Von Kressen leaned against the wall of the cavern, accompanied by Nogas’ two daughters. And I, Kenneth Marx, stood uneasily at one end of the oval cave.


  Presently Nogas’ palaver with Deena ceased, and he came to the central fire. Here he opened his bearskin bag and removed a bundle of sticks, a clay jar, some dry leaves, and a variety of colored pebbles. Over these he muttered his usual incantations, and placing the dry leaves on the fire, invoked the aid of further devils, or gods, or whoever the officiating spirits may have been. I never found out. Then he built several designs upon the cavern floor with the painted pebbles. Reaching once more into his bag, he drew out the tail of an aurochs, dipped it into the thick, reddish fluid contents of the clay jar, and sprinkled the stuff liberally over the congregation and the chamber.


  Then Vaga, who was standing beside me, but a little to my rear, nudged me and I moved slowly forward toward the Witch Doctor, following instructions I had received that afternoon. Everyone stood about in awed and reverent silence, but I personally was too busy trying to remember what to do at the right time, and so I am afraid that the ecclesiastical portent of the ceremony was to some extent lost on me. I have gone through various rites in my own Church on Earth, and I recall that on few occasions was I as devout as I should have been, due to the fact that I was always busy remembering what to do next.


  When I had reached the Thayo-Maguri, he dipped a feather into the reddish liquid in his jar and with it proceeded to paint all manner of maze-like designs on my face and bared chest.


  Now there was a movement in the assembled crowd, and a dozen lithe, lean warriors in full martial regalia stepped into the ruddy glow of the firelight. From somewhere in the darker nooks of the cave came the slow, measured, almost inaudibly low throbbing of a primitive drum, to the cadence of which the young men swayed and stepped, the rills and ridges of their great muscles rippling, rising, falling, and disappearing in the flickering firelight. They came in erect, and with the rhythmic swaying of their bodies, perfectly typified the glorious freedom which they enjoyed. Gradually the drum beats became louder and more frequent, falling at intervals into low, sinister tones, then loudening again. As the drum, so the dancers. The louder the drum beats, the higher they stepped, faces upturned, weapons grasped in either hand; till a sudden drop or fading away of the beats, when they crouched like lions on the hunt—eyes wide open, nostrils quivering, muscles moving swiftly and gracefully with each silent step.


  Again the beats swelled in volume and frequency, and the dancers slowly straightened, lifting their weaponed hands toward the rocky roof of the cavern, their bare (or sandaled) feet rising higher and coming down again with a soft, almost inaudible pad, pad, pad. Then there came a new sound into the otherwise silent chamber—the clear, though now low and soft, whistle of a flute. I noticed at once that the player of that instrument possessed extraordinary musical ability and talent, fully equalling any flute-player I had ever heard on Earth.


  As the notes of the flute became quicker and higher the twelve young; male dancers circled the fire more swiftly, till with two or three drums rattling like machine guns and the flute whistling out a cavalry-charge resembling in a way the last bars of the “Raymond Overture,” they were leaping like dervishes about the fire; lithe, muscular bodies springing lightly into the air, twisting, whirling—each turn and ripple of the steel sinews beneath their glistening skins beautifully displaying every warlike emotion that swelled and rioted in their savage breasts.


  Truly it was a dance of warriors, for warriors, and by warriors; and that wild, weird scene seemed to have an almost coldly-calculated effect in arousing the primitive battle-thrill in even the most phlegmatic. Just to witness that strange dance made queer thrills race up my spine, and made my scalp tingle and twitch in that remarkable manner that is beyond description, but which you, my esteemed reader, have often experienced yourself.


  Then they parted into two lines, with the fire between them, and facing each other the two lines charged—met—and the dance ended with a warrior of each line frozen into the immovability of a bronze statue, his upraised right hand gripping a war-spear that crossed that of the man opposing him. At the same time the music ceased with what a musician might term a “crashing crescendo.”


  After this ceremonial dance Deena rose—tall, straight, beautiful, stately in her barbaric attire—and came toward me, while I advanced toward her. When a yard separated us, in accordance with the tuition I had received that day, I sank to one knee before her; while she stopped, placed one hand on my shoulder, and said, “The ruling spirits of Karna have looked well upon you, Kenneth, and as you have passed the tests that they have prescribed, it is in their names that I take you into the tribe of Karna as a full-grown and fully-privileged warrior, to defend the people and the rulers and the honor of the gods of Karna, and to uphold the ideals which they represent.


  “Arise, my warrior!”


  “My warrior!” her words startled me.


  Where I had at first intended joining the tribe to insure my well-being on Venus, I now beheld my action in quite a different light. Yes! I told myself as I rose eagerly to my feet, I was her warrior! To fight for her, to work for her, to aid her in attaining impregnable supremacy over all other humans on Venus—what could be more thrilling, noble, inspiring?


  A Dangerous Encounter


  AS I stood before her, gazing into her grey eyes, I realized again and even more acutely, that she really was very beautiful. Were the heart vocal, mine would have drowned the growing whispers in the cave by singing a wordless, but tuneful little ditty entitled “Her Warrior!”


  From a courier standing behind her, Deena took a ready spear, bow, quiver of arrows, bone knife, hatchet, and knob-stick, and adjusted these about me in their proper places. Then she placed her finger-tips against my forehead in a sort of benediction, and the ceremony was over.


  I, Kenneth Marx, had gone twenty-five thousand years into the past—to that barbaric stage from which my race had so long since risen—and I was proud of it; proud because I was her warrior.


  Twelve more days had passed. Ludwig, once upon a time Von Kressen, and I were with a party of seven more Cro-Magnon warriors, going out to hunt the aurochs. Von Kressen had joined the tribe a week after myself; and this was the first time we two hunted with our primitive weapons, while two of the Karnans were armed with our rifles, which, living up to our promise, we had shown several of the principal chieftains how to use.


  We had penetrated about a mile into the forest, going toward a water-hole frequented by the shaggy bulls we sought, when we came suddenly upon a small clearing in the Mesozoic wilderness. In the center of the clearing grazed a small deer whose flesh was the best on the planet, and several of the warriors raised their weapons to bring down the little buck when Gorga, the leader of the party, held up one hand and signed that I should attempt the deer’s slaying. As I silently stepped forward I took down my bow and three arrows, fitting one in the bow and leaving two grasped between the last three fingers of my right hand. With the thumb and the index finger of that hand I drew back the gut-string of the bow, aimed, and let fly. A chorus of applause fell on my ears as the strong wooden shaft buried itself in the body of the deer, which rolled over without even a quiver—dead.


  I went into the clearing to retrieve my kill and my arrow. It was as I was bending over the little buck that an unpleasant and easily recognizable hiss reached my ears, and jerking up my head I saw just within the clearing, perhaps thirty feet away, a thescelosaurus—ten feet high as it stood on its hind legs—nimble, ugly, and devilish.


  His (I think it was a he—I wasn’t curious enough to make sure) intentions toward me were not just playful, as far as I could judge from the reptilian visage. The creature’s maw was open in a sort of heinous grin, and I may say here that the roof of its mouth was white, and not red, as some writers have stated. No, he certainly didn’t look pleasant—he eyed me wickedly in a sort of reflective mood. Of course, I argued with myself, perhaps he was really an amicable individual and was minded to let me reach the trees ere making any rash moves. I was almost confident this was the case as I swung the dead deer to my shoulder and took three steps—about twelve feet—toward my companion in the forest, without his molesting me.


  Imagine my embarrassment, therefore, when he suddenly changed his mind and with a rasping screech launched himself toward me, hopping like a kangaroo. Every leap covered ten feet, and in three jumps he had reached the center of the clearing, while I was now crashing into the jungle on the opposite side to that on which he had entered the field. Barely had I entered it than two powerful hands grasped me, one under each armpit, and with my deer I was silently raised into the green maze above. Scarce a leaf rustled as my two companions carried me and my burden twenty-five feet into the palm-like tree they had chosen for their haven.


  Beneath us the thescelosaur, which had reached the jungle, cast about in search of the creature that it had pursued, but it never occurred to the brute to look up. Had he done so, he could easily have plunked himself beneath our tree and awaited our emergence from the encircling fronds. But presently its attention, and likewise our own, was attracted by a sudden crash to our left. Turning our startled eyes toward the sound we were horrified to see, almost at the dinosaur’s feet, one of our party scrambling to his feet from the moist ground, to which he had been precipitated by the breaking of a branch that had not been sufficiently substantial to sustain his weight.


  Without a sound my two partners shot down toward the ground—one leaping upon the saurian’s back, the other to the soft loam beside the great brute, where he jerked a handful of arrows from his quiver and sank them as far as he could into the cold, white, unsealed belly of the reptile.


  But the creature gave no thought to the puny things on its back and sides—its interest had been centered on the unfortunate warrior who had fallen from the tree; and its slow-working, minute brain and poorly-developed nervous-system would take several minutes to even recognize the fact that something was on its back.


  It was no doubt this slow functioning of its senses that had enabled me to reach the trees ere it had started well on its pursuit of me; chances are that the sight-impression had taken so long to travel along its optic nerve to the brain and there be built up into a recognizable image, that I was almost in the forest ere it even saw me.


  I am rather inclined to believe that a dinosaur does not even see shapes at all, but that its eyes record only motion, and that one might be perfectly safe in standing before the very nose of a ferocious titanosaurus or tyrannosaurus, as long as one did not commit the fatal indiscretion of making a perceptible motion.


  The idea that sight-sensations take several seconds to travel along a saurian’s optic nerve was rather borne out in this case; for the moment our unfortunate companion had struck the ground, the dinosaur gave no motion to indicate that it had immediately sensed the man’s presence. Only after he had regained his feet and put several yards between him and the great brute did the creature move—and then with a great bound it leaped toward the poor man and sank the cruel talons of its powerful hind leg into his back. Then with a swift downward stroke it completely disemboweled the ill-fated hunter.


  Ugh! But the sight was disgusting—nauseating. In the course of my thirty-five years of existence I had witnessed death in many forms; but though I had considered it gruesome enough to see a school-boy’s brains gush from his head when he had fallen beneath the wheels of a great machine, never did I witness such a sickening sight as this savage presented with his organs and entrails torn and splattered over a hundred square feet of the damp, wormy soil.


  Kidnapped!


  I TURNED my face away and espied the Skipper sitting on a limb; white-faced, sick, and trembling at the unsightly thing below. The others of our party had also evacuated the trees and jumped to the ground, where they rushed in recklessly to the reptile’s unprotected belly, into which they rammed spears, arrows, knives, hatchets, and anything else that could cut—some of them even sinking their powerful teeth into the cold flesh of the thescelosaur.


  Presently the warrior on the brute’s back brought down his hatchet in a terrific blow at the nape of the beast’s neck, snapping the spinal column at that point. In its death-throes the saurian lashed two more of our party who had come too close to that mighty tail. One of them was hurled with a crushed chest and broken back against a tree, where he died after a few spasmodic movements; the other had all his vital organs torn and jarred apart within him, and after several minutes died of an awful internal hemorrhage.


  It was a cheerless, nervous company that wended its silent way back toward the cave-village, with the last two of the dead men carried on the shoulders of two others of the party, and with my deer as its only trophy.


  We reached the village without further incident; though take it from me, our encounter with the dinosaur was amply sufficient to satisfy my adventurous cravings for some time to come.


  I carried my deer to Deena’s cave, for it was custom that all game killed should be eaten by the entire community in the central clearing of the village, the spoils of the hunt remaining till then in the ruler’s cavern. I entered the throne-room and saw that for once the guardsmen were absent. Deena’s chair was vacant, though I recognized her voice coming down the corridor terminating at the bearskin hanging behind the throne. She was speaking to another woman, whom I guessed to be her handmaid, and as the latter’s replying tones stopped there came a thud, a queer scuffling noise, and a muffled cry. Then several deep, masculine tones. Like a flash I pictured Torag kidnaping Deena again—and without a word I dropped my deer and dived behind the bearskin curtain. The corridor behind was slightly winding, about forty feet long, and illuminated at every turn with the phosphorescent fungus. Suddenly I burst into the first chamber—apparently a sort of parlor, rough-walled and having a single exit opposite the end of the corridor, and in this doorway stood the primitive maid, who seemingly took me for one of her mistress’ abductors, and with a shriek launched herself upon me as that tiger had done, clutching a jagged stone knife in her strong hand.


  But ere she could strike I had seized her wrist and bent it away from me.


  “Don’t fight! I am here to help the Princess! The Princess! Where is she—which way did she go?” I demanded.


  The girl shook her head. “They went not out this way,” she stated, jerking her thumb toward the doorway she had just vacated.


  “And they went not to the throne-room,” I added, “So they must have gone some other way.”


  I sent her to the village to fetch warriors that we might go out in force and recover Deena, and while awaiting them I stood in the chamber casting about for an explanation of where the fair ruler and her abductors had disappeared to.


  It was as I stood uncertain and chaffing at the delay that a draft of cold air struck the top of my head. Jerking up my face I scanned the roof of the chamber. It was very rough, and the jutting ridges of rock cast the greater part of the ceiling into dense shadow. But at length I perceived a slightly deeper shadow, nearly circular, within the others, and from it the cold air seemed to emanate. I took a short run and leaped upward, extending my hands as far above my head as I could, and felt my fingers close over the lips of an aperture in the rock. Drawing myself up into the shadow I found that it was really, as I had thought, a hole in the ceiling, from which Torag, if he it was, had leaped down and carried off Deena. I drew myself into the low gallery that terminated at this aperture, and on hands and knees began following its gradual upward slope. Suddenly the draft of air ceased, as though a door at the further end of the passage had been closed. The passage was short, and in another minute I came to its end. A little pressure on the walls revealed that its mouth was closed by a movable boulder; I placed my shoulder to it and it rolled away from me, leaving a crevice some two feet wide and three feet long through which I could worm my body.


  Just as I emerged, finding myself on the outer slope of the cliff in which most of the caves were, I beheld scarcely fifty feet away a party of six brawny warriors, one of whom carried the gagged, though violently struggling Deena. Barely had I come from the passage than one of the fellows turned and saw me. With a low cry to his companions he hurled his heavy knob-stick at my head, several of the others doing likewise. The sticks I dodged, but as my head came up again after ducking a particularly murderous-appearing missile, it was brought into painful contact with some other heavy object that felled me and after a brief period of dizziness completely deleted consciousness.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Futile Searching


  I LAY in stygian darkness and tomb-like silence when my senses slowly returned to me. Where was I? For a time I could not grasp what had happened, and I sat in the cool, damp darkness, endeavoring to recall what had occurred, and running my fingers lightly over a ragged gash on my forhead, covered now with sticky, clotted blood. At length I remembered—Deena’s muffled cry, my race through the corridor connecting her primordial suite to the throne-chamber, my subsequent encounter with the Princess’ handmaid, my pursuit of the abductors through the dark passage above Deena’s caves, and my last glimpse of them ere the heavy object sent me into oblivion.


  Shakily I rose to my feet. The rocky character of the floor upon which I had lain indicated that I was now within the gallery over the apartments of the fair Karnan ruler, so I followed downward the gentle slope of the passage and presently came to the hole opening into the “parlor” of Deena’s chambers. Through this I dropped with a light thud to the floor, finding the room empty. Retracing my steps to the throne-chamber I found there quite a concourse of Karnan warriors, who immediately upon spotting me swarmed over me with demands as to their ruler’s whereabouts, threats to kill me if I did not lead them to her, and sundry other things of a similar nature. Apparently they still held a certain amount of distrust for me, seeing that I had been in the tribe for such a short time, and were inclined to indict me if anything went wrong with the general run of occurrences in the tribe.


  “Warriors,” I cried, lifting my hand to enjoin silence, “I have not harmed the Princess Deena—I have but just come from where I was felled by one of her abductors. There were six of them, and though I did not see his face, it seems to me that their leader was Torag, who once before attempted this same thing.”


  “Which way went they?” came the cry from the throats of the assembly.


  “This way.” I jerked my head to the passage leading from the room. “Come, eight of you follow me. They cannot be far ahead of us,” and grasping my knife and knob-stick I led the way into The gallery, the others crowding after me.


  In the chamber from which Deena had been stolen I collected eight strong followers—Nogas, the Witch doctor, Vaga, Togo, and five others.


  Again I leaped upward toward the hole in the ceiling, but owing to my weakened condition, fell short of it. But by climbing to the shoulders of the men I once more entered the gallery, and in a few minutes the entire party crouched in the low-ceilinged corridor.


  We worked to the outer end and found the boulder closing the mouth of the passage, but when we attended to push it away we discovered to our chagrin that it had been well propped and barred against us from the outside.


  I was nearly beside myself with anger as we retraced our steps to the throne-room, after several vain attempts to budge the rock barring our progress. It was certain that I had lost anywhere from fifteen to thirty minutes while I lay unconscious in the passage where Deena’s abductors had thrown me; to reach the place again with my party had required some five minutes more; and now to make our way to the village would take another five minutes; let alone the half hour it would take for us to scale the face of the cliff and continue down the outer flank till we struck their trail.


  Emerging once more before Deena’s throne-room, we nine began the arduous labor of scaling the steep cliff whose bowels contained the dwellings of the Troglodytes. As I had surmised, some twenty minutes or so were passed ere we topped the summit of the low, but steep precipice, and descended the more sloping rear till we came to the outer end of the gallery, where my encounter with Torag’s party had taken place.


  From here the trail of the abductors was quite plain, leading down the slope to the primeval forest that ran into the marshy valley below. We set out in their footsteps, moving at a swift trot that did not greatly tire one, while Vaga, who was excellent at trail-reading, led the way.


  I had figured that at our present pace we would overhaul Torag and his henchmen in an hour or so, but my hopes were slowly yet surely dissipated as the Venusian afternoon dragged by and the sky assumed the coppery tinge of twilight.


  We were a fagged, cheerless party that at length sought the hospitality of a great rock in the gloom of the forest, when our tired muscles almost audibly expressed their protests at the gruelling strain of our efforts to overtake the fleeing party before us.


  Scarce had we huddled ourselves against the rock and started a poor excuse for a fire, when the nightly rain began to drop upon us. Great, warm, slow drops they were, to increase gradually and steadily in frequency, and slowly decrease in temperature.


  Our fire was a small, smoky affair, and did practically nothing to keep us warm or dry; but the dense smoke it produced at least afforded a means of protection from the hosts of buzzing, humming, singing nocturnal insects that hungered for our life blood.


  At length the dark, rainy night passed, and we, after partaking of a couple of rodents one of our men killed, set forth again into the glowering jungle, while above a drab, cloud-overcast sky scowled down upon us.


  However, the clouds were slowly dissipated later in the morning, and the swollen, reddish sun appeared. All that day we pursued the abductors and their prey, most of us being in a cold sweat at the merciless thought of Deena’s being in the clutches of those unscrupulous devils who held her.


  Battle!


  WHEN we again desisted from our pursuit, it was with the poor consolation of knowing that during the two days of following Torag, we had gained about half an hour on him, and that he could not be much more than a mile or so ahead of us. This realization at first spurred a desire on my part to creep on their sleeping camp alone that night and effecting Deena’s rescue; but this impulse was quickly quenched when I reflected that with the darkness hiding their trail from my eyes I had no more chance of finding their camp than a blind man has when he searches in the coal bin of a very dark cellar on a moonless midnight for a black cat that isn’t there. And anyway, the rain now falling would soon wash away their tracks and I wouldn’t have any trail to follow. I may say here that that morning Vaga had found his way to Torag’s camp by the various other signs that constitute a trail to the practiced woodsman: tiny bits of tom bark on the trees and bushes that flanked the wake of the fleeing party; dislodged pebbles; trampled grass—signs that were perceptible to me, but which I could not have followed with the speed and accuracy of Vaga, who was a perfect wizard at this craft.


  The next day was but a repetition of the previous one, and we had gained approximately another quarter hour on Torag and his five henchmen by the time we once more sought rest in the carboniferous jungle.


  And the greater part of the next day it was the same thing, though now we felt certain that ere darkness descended we would overhaul the abductors and their prize. At times when we crossed open glades several hundred yards in width, we caught glimpses of the party we were pursuing, but never did we come sufficiently near to attempt Deena’s rescue.


  It must have lacked perhaps an hour of nightfall, and we were warily creeping after the party now no more than a few hundred feet ahead of us, when without the slightest warning four wooden arrows sped from the bushes before us.


  Nogas, the Witch Doctor, and I were stepping along side by side when the first shaft broke from the underbrush; the Thayo-Maguri halted abruptly, his hands came to his chest, and he slowly sagged down upon the moist earth—a wooden barb transfixing his heart.


  To my right lay another of our men, his jugular vein torn out by the heavy arrow that had pierced his neck.


  “Scatter!” I shouted, and dropped to the ground, the top of my head just skinned by another enemy dart. My followers had also sprung into the flanking undergrowth, and now we were returning the enemy’s fire, though I noticed with some apprehension that Vaga was lying quite still under a fern-plant a little to my rear.


  I had drawn some arrows from my quiver, and with my bow in my left hand was lying quietly behind a rotted, maggot-covered stump, from which emanated as foul an odor as it has ever been my ill fortune to encounter.


  My eyes were glued to a slightly swaying bush some thirty feet in front of me, but I dared not shoot a bolt at it for in the first place it was uncertain whether or not an enemy lay behind it; secondly, I wouldn’t hit him if there were; and thirdly, chances were that one of my own men was behind it.


  Some ten feet before me Tago lay prone on the ground, his weapons ready, watching the same bush as I. And suddenly a warrior—one of those we had been pursuing—stepped from the shelter of the bush and let fly at Tago. Simultaneously the twangs of Tago’s bow and my own sounded on the humid air; and as our foeman sank to earth, pierced by both arrows, I saw Tago half raise himself on his forearm, pause, and roll over on his back, the befeathered shaft of his enemy protruding from his left eye.


  Now the war-barbs of both parties flashed rapidly in both directions—swift flashes that came from the green maze and vanished into the green maze. Twice I saw members of the abducting party topple from their places of concealment, and then my attention was attracted by a movement in the trees above and before me. Looking up I saw another foeman aiming one of his arrows at me. My own bolt sped through the air at the same instant his did; I leaped upward and sideways to escape the murderous shaft whizzing toward me; and then it tore with a burning, searing, rending pain into my abdomen, while the lifeless body of my antagonist lurched from his limb to the damp soil beneath.


  My senses left me then—for how long, I am not certain.


  Desperation!


  THE rain revived me.


  It was night. A terrific thunderstorm lashed the grim, sombre forest about me; the dense black sky above was frequently split by bluish lightning bolts, and the heavy Venusian atmosphere that rushed into the gaps behind the flashes produced thunderclaps that shook the ground itself, and nigh split one’s ears in their enormous volume.


  My hand crept to my gashed abdomen, one side of which was deeply torn by the arrow, as I slowly and weakly gained my knees. As I crawled away from where I had been lying, every movement of my legs brought the hot pain searing through my racked body. I did not crawl very far, as I subsequently learned, but at that time it seemed to me as if hundreds of miles had passed beneath my wet, scratched knees. After every yard I sank down once more to the loam, shuddering and moaning, presently to rise to my knees again and crawl on.


  At length I came to a waterfall, as revealed by a great flash from above, and behind it I had discerned in that brief moment a shallow hollow worn into the rock. My path lighted by frequent lightning flashes, I made my way toward it, and crawling within the hollow, once more lost consciousness.


  The following days you can imagine easier than I can describe them. Burning thirst awakened me the next day; racking pain nearly drove me crazy. Periods of utter exhaustion; periods of unconsciousness no doubt broken by periods of delirium. Fever. Thirst. Only the waterfall beside me saved my life. Attacks day and night by the voracious, merciless insects that infest Venus. And through it all the slow recuperation of my torn body.


  Of course, under these circumstances it was almost impossible for me to maintain any record of time—I may have lain that way for three days, or I might have lain that way for three months—but I roughly guessed that about two weeks had passed thus, when I finally was able to gain my feet and leave my sanctum. Stiff and sore, I tottered weakly to the site where our battle had taken place.


  The bones of the slain contestants had been scattered far and wide by the fierce denizens of the forest that had come to feast on the bodies, and those that remained in the vicinity were covered by worms and ugly slugs and similar vermin.


  I wondered if all the men on both sides had been killed except myself. I was certain that at least four of Torag’s henchmen had been slain (I was inclined to believe, of course, that Torag was the leader of the abducting band), and I was equally certain that at least four of my own followers had fallen beneath the arrows of our opponents.


  Had Deena perhaps also died—from a stray arrow, or by Torag’s knife, to thwart us? Or was she still alive, in the clutches of her abductor? Or had she escaped him, and if so, did she still live in the vast, cruel jungle?


  These were but a few of the questions that puzzled me as I stood on the ground where our savage encounter had taken place. I did not know whether to try to return to Karna, or to attempt to find Deena—somewhere out in that great primeval forest, with the chances a thousand to one that my quest would end in utter failure. Had I but known whether or not she still lived! And whether or not Torag yet lived! If he was alive, then I believed he would hold her living. If he was dead, then Deena would no doubt return to Karna.


  At length, even though I realized the fruitlessness of it, I began a search of the surrounding grounds for a possible clue to the Cave Princess’ whereabouts, but no such find rewarded me. Presently the conclusion that I could do nothing forced itself upon me, so I turned my steps toward the caves of Karna, perhaps forty miles away.


  Yet something stayed me. It was a foregone conclusion that I could do nothing toward rescuing Deena, if indeed she still lived, when several nights of rain had abolished all traces of a trail, but—


  Slowly I turned and reluctantly set out in the general direction which we had followed those four days before the fight.


  Followed about two weeks of aimless wandering in the primordial jungle, broken by frequent rests, while the days grew shorter and shorter, the skies constantly more murky and cloud-overcast, and the sun rarely showed his sullen crimson visage through the damp air. For the short Venusian summer on this portion of the planet was swiftly closing, and soon there would come the time when for an entire rotation of the planet the sun would remain beneath the horizon, shining straight down on the South Pole. Then it would creep up slowly over the equator again and the days would once more grow in length.


  By this time I was hopelessly lost, for with the sun so low that its scarlet radiance never even rose above the tree-tops, there was no means by which I could judge directions. I cursed myself for an unspeakable fool when I realized that I could not even find my way back to the tribe of Karna.


  It was while I was crossing an open plain of perhaps two hundred yards extent each way that I discerned a human figure before me, traveling in the same direction as I, and about a hundred and fifty yards from me. I had just broken from a clump of tall weeds, and now I drew back into their embrace, scrutinizing the stranger before me.


  Deena Again!


  A WOMAN, I thought, from all appearances. Could it be—?


  Cupping my hands around my mouth I stepped into the open again and called:


  “DEE-NA!”


  The figure turned its head sharply.


  I waved my arm and slowly advanced.


  The woman raised a spear with which she was armed and called back:


  “Who is it? What would you of Deena?”


  “It is I, Kenneth, my Princess!”


  Still she did not lower her weapon. In the grey twilight that served as daytime during this part of the year, it was impossible to distinguish features at that distance, and apparently she was taking no chances.


  My advance was slow, for my wound still hurt, and I risked no chance of reopening it. She stood under a large tree at the further side of the clearing, patiently awaiting my approach. I was still a hundred yards from her when the low-hanging branches above her head swayed ominously, and suddenly a great, shaggy, manlike body dropped to the ground beside her. A strong, hairy arm encircled her waist, another struck the spear from her hand, and as swiftly as it had appeared the great brute swung back into the tree, carrying the girl with it.


  A shout of rage broke from me and I sprang forward, to fall with a groan of pain upon the soil. But I was up again immediately, and as fast as my wounded groin permitted, approached the tree under which she had vanished.


  When I arrived no trace of her remained but the spear lying on the ground, which I appropriated, and though I raged and stormed about the neighborhood for half an hour, assailed all the while by nameless fears, I at length had to give up in defeat.


  Then I thought I heard a low growl from the jungle to my right. Grasping my knife, which save the spear was my only remaining weapon, I warily approached the sound. A score of yards farther I stopped. Confronting me was a handful of Piltdown men, armed with clubs and the jawbones of the smaller carnivorous dinosaurs. At sight of me they leaped forward, savagely brandishing their weapons, blood-curdling cries upon their bestial lips.


  There was nothing else for me to do, so I beat a hasty retreat—that is, as hasty as my wound permitted. Luckily I evaded them after a quarter hour’s dodging through the fern-forest, and at last I could no longer hear them in my vicinity.


  But one thing I had noticed made a profound impression upon me: tied about the loins of one of them I had seen part of Raoul Parri’s trousers. These, then, were members of the tribe that had abducted our unfortunate colleague on that day now some six weeks gone.


  Again I found myself thinking of Raoul Parri and his possible fate. Did he still live? If he did, then it was my duty to find and rescue him. And there was Deena to be found and returned to her people; and I would have to bring Parri back to Throck and the Flying Dutchman—altogether, it appeared to me that my hands would be full for the next few weeks, to say the least.


  The twilight had by now deepened into the copper-tinged Venusian night, and the slow, warm rain was commencing to fall. Seeking refuge from the wet between several large rocks I curled up, hungry and tired, for a few hours’ rest.


  Anon I dozed, to wake again a little later and still find the rain, now growing colder and falling more swiftly, descending from the scowling sky. The night seemed interminable. I had grown rather accustomed to the long nocturnal periods the last few weeks, but never had a night seemed so long as this one. Several times I crouched awake close to one of my rocks and waited for the dim light of the red Venusian sun to filter through the sullen skies, but no such lightening came, though I knew that many hours had elapsed.


  Then it dawned upon me that the planet had reached that point in its orbit when the sun stood exactly over the South Pole, and that my position, a little north of the equator, was passing through a night of some forty-odd hours in length.


  At length, after ages of darkness and cold rain, the downpour began to lessen and presently stopped, while a sickly dim light grew upon the dripping jungle about me.


  Emerging from my inadequate shelter, I grasped my weapons and fared forth to acquire sustenance, for my fast of at. least forty-eight hours had brought my stomach to a point where it fairly jumped up and down within me, while its rumbling demands for food were at times actually audible.


  Fortune was with me. Barely had I gone a hundred yards when I heard before me a frightened snort, a hiss, several dull thuds, and then a crunching sound as of strong jaws crushing bone. Stealing forward through the undergrowth I came to a little clearing twenty feet in diameter, and beheld in its center a young allosaur biting through the neck of one of the small four-toed horses that vanished from our planet a million or more years ago.


  A Struggle on the Grass


  I WONDERED if I would be able to appropriate the young allosaur’s kill. I sized up the reptile. He was perhaps five feet tall when standing on his hind legs, and in every way an exact replica of the grown specimens I had several times seen, save that his bony, oval head was considerably larger in proportion to his body than in the adults of the species. Like them, he was shielded with a grey-green scaly armor over his back and sides, while the belly had tough white skin over it.


  Leaning my spear against a tree, and taking a firmer grip on my knife, I rushed silently and swiftly toward the young saurian. His back was turned to me, fortunately, and therefore he did not witness my approach.


  As I came up behind his shoulder I put my entire weight in back of my own, and striking him low, staggered the scaly devil. At the same time my knife plunged to the hilt into the unprotected belly of the beast—a maneuver which in the saurian’s crouching position would have been difficult with the long spear.


  The ugly reptilian head swung sharply around, a loud hiss of rage and pain issuing from the creature’s lungs. For a moment it seemed too astonished to act; but then as I shouted, leaped into the air, and brought my weapon with a sharp crack across its skull, the brute emitted another great hiss and bounded toward me, leaving its kill lying on the grass in the center of the clearing.


  I whooped in glee. Just what I wanted! Jabbing fiercely at the animal’s face, I danced away toward the edge of the forest, the enraged lizard leaping steadily after me and never quite catching me in its taloned forefeet. It really was a desperate venture for me, but I was not inclined to hunt for hours about the jungle for food and then perhaps not get any for my trouble.


  Into the forest a little way I led him, then I suddenly dodged to one side; and circling around, silently now, came again to the clearing where the little horse still lay on the wet earth. In a moment it lay over my shoulder, and a little later it was slowly filling my stomach, though in its raw state. For as there was nothing dry at hand, it was impossible to build a-fire and cook my meal.


  My repast over, I was engaged in a fruitless speculation as to what I should next center my activities upon. The rescuing of Deena was uppermost in my mind, but I was at a loss as to how to perform it. But suddenly the matter was taken from my hands altogether by the appearance of a man in the bush at the foot of the high rock upon which I had consumed my meal. Drawing back from the edge of the rock, I cautiously peered over.


  He was of the Cro-Magnon race, and apparently had not seen me as yet, for he gave no indication that he suspected my presence. As I scrutinized him in the dim light that was already waning again, a certain familiarity about him dawned upon me, and suddenly I realized that it was Torag—abductor of Deena; the man whom I had pursued for the last month or so.


  Cautiously I crept down the opposite side of my rock from him, and edging around one corner, came up behind him.


  “Ah, Torag!”


  Like a flash he whirled, his knife out, while he leaped away from me.


  My own blade was gripped in my right hand. In the excitement of stealing the young allosaur’s kill I had completely forgotten about my spear, nor had I thought of it until this moment. But of course, I couldn’t very well ask Torag to wait until I got my spear (which I subsequently found out was originally his own) in order that I might stand a better chance of killing him. And anyway, inasmuch he was armed with only a knife himself, I would not have taken such a great advantage of him. So it was with but my naked blade that I warily crept toward him.


  “I am going to kill you, Torag,” was my prophecy, “I am going to kill you for stealing Deena, Princess of Karna; for slaying Segoz, the Princess’ chieftain; and for every other wrong you did Karna or its ruler.”


  The man was looking over my shoulders toward the trees behind me, as if he expected to see companions of mine stationed there. Immediately I took advantage of his thought by saying, “You are surrounded, Torag. My warriors are nearby, with their arrows ready to slay you if you try to escape. But you shall have a chance to fight for your life, Torag.”


  He looked at me a moment, then he crouched and both of us began to circle, snarling like a couple of dogs; each willing to vocally express his prowess, yet neither daring to precipitate an attack.


  A few minutes this continued, then Torag suddenly lunged toward me, his knife directed at my heart. I side-stepped, parried his weapon with my own, and then followed several minutes of cuts and thrusts, none of which drew blood on either side. Presently we caught our knives in some manner which released both of them from our hands and sent them spinning in opposite directions upon the grass.


  Torag and I rushed each other with our bare hands. We clinched, and at once I realized that my foeman had every advantage. Apparently he had not been wounded in the battle of a few weeks before, and being by nature twice as strong as I—though I may state here without undue egotism that I am not just exactly a physical weakling myself—he was in his unweakened condition crushing the life from me, as he had nearly done on the occasion of my first disagreement with him.


  However, by straining myself to the utmost, I managed to break from his hold and retreat for a lungful of air. Then we came together again.


  This time I brushed away his arms with my own, and gripped his loin-cloth with my right hand, while my left shot to his throat. I sank back flexing my knees beneath me, drawing Torag upon me. Then I suddenly arose again, keeping my left hand down and extending my right arm, so that I raised the Troglodyte, head down, high into the air. Then with a mighty forward lunge I cast his heavy body from me.


  The savage fell upon his head—there was an ugly snap! as his neck broke, and Torag was no more.


  Weak and exhausted from the exertion of the battle, I sank to the ground for rest. As I did so I felt a light touch on my shoulder. Quickly I looked up—into the face of Deena, Cave Princess of Venus. “Deena!” I cried, scrambling to my feet, “You?”


  “I, Kenneth! I saw how you defeated Torag just now. You are a wonderful warrior, Kenneth, and now that Torag is dead, you by custom inherit his rank.”


  Here I sank to one knee again while Deena continued, “In accordance with the customs of the tribe of Karna, you, Kenneth, in recognition of your prowess in battle, are hereby declared a chieftain of Karna. Arise, my Chieftain!”


  CHAPTER IX


  The Story of the Abduction


  DURING the following weeks that Deena and I spent in wending our slow, peril-fraught way back to the tribe which she ruled, she taught me much of the art of judging directions on this cloud-hidden planet by observing the plant life in the great, marshy jungle.


  For instance, there was a certain red flower—one of the very few that are to be found on the savage planet—which, regardless of how cloudy and rainy the season of the year might be, constantly pointed out the position of the sun: if the great luminary was directly overhead, the flower was open to its fullest extent and faced directly upward; if the sun was on the opposite side of the planet, the blossom was completely folded and drooped downward; if, as on this occasion, the sun was over one of the poles, the bloom leaned toward that pole, and its petals were half open. The degree of these phenomena varied, of course, with the latitude at which the plant was situated.


  Then there was a form of grey moss which grew on the trunks of the more solid trees, and always on that side which was turned toward the sun. For example, at this time of the year the trees at the equator had their southern sides covered with this moss; the trees at the South Pole, if there be trees there, were completely surrounded by the moss; and the trees at the North Pole, provided trees grew in this locality, were absolutely devoid of the moss. Since I never visited either pole, this is of course pure conjecture, but it is rather substantiated by my later observations on how much of a tree’s trunk is moss-covered at different times of the Venusian year.


  While she was teaching me these things, Deena also related to me how Torag’s abduction of her had come about, and what had befallen her since then.


  “It was that day when you and Ludwig were first gone out as hunters of the tribe,” she began, “and for a while I stayed in the council chamber”—Deena had no word like “throne-room”—“but as my presence there was not required, I dismissed my guard, as I sometimes do, and retired to my own caves. In the first cave I met my handmaid, to whom I gave some instructions concerning the meal I desired that evening. She had gone and I was about to follow her to another cave when suddenly a man dropped from the ceiling, down beside me. Before I knew just what had happened, the warrior placed his hand over my mouth and put his other arm about my waist. Then another warrior who was hanging from the darkness of the cavern roof by his feet, grasped my attacker under the arm-pits and pulled us both up into a little tunnel above the cave.


  “In the darkness I could not see, but I felt that five or six men were there. They did not stop to bind or gag me there, for already we heard the entry of a warrior into the chamber beneath us—a warrior who dispatched my maid for other warriors, and who had a voice, Kenneth, very much like yours.”


  “It was I,” I assured her in response to her questioning glance.


  “They did not stop to bind or gag me there,” she then went on, “but hurried along the tunnel till they came to the open, where a large stone had been shoved aside. When we emerged, Torag, who was awaiting us, gagged me with a piece of skin, while two others held me and the rest pushed back the rock.


  “We had gone only a little way when you came out of the tunnel, as you remember, and then Torag’s warriors set upon you. After that heavy rock had knocked you senseless, Torag sent back one warrior to throw you into the tunnel and put the rock in place.”


  As she paused I asked:


  “How is it, I wonder, that Torag’s man did not kill me, instead of losing so much time locking me up, only that I might later pursue him?”


  “I heard them speak of that among themselves. But Torag and the others believed you already dead, so they decided to hide your body in the tunnel, of which no one else, it seems, had any knowledge. They did this to minimize the chances of any Karnans discovering your body and thereby hitting Torag’s trail. That the warrior did not make sure of your death I attribute to the fact that he wore no knife, nor any other weapon.


  “Then, to make sure that the boulder would not dislodge and roll out, leaving the tunnel open, they barred and propped it against the gallery’s mouth. After that we started into the forest.


  “When at length we stopped to eat and rest, Torag put two warriors to guard against the possibility of a pursuit having developed, while he and the others lay down to sleep. I was not molested at any time during those four days that elapsed before you and your party overtook us and fought Torag’s warriors.


  “During those four days we kept moving steadily, stopping only twice a day for short meals, then continuing again. Finally, that last day one of Torag’s men heard your party, so Torag arranged an ambush, leaving me tied to a tree in the jungle.


  “For a terribly long time, it seemed to me, I heard the cries of the contending warriors. Then these ceased, and presently Torag came through the forest, and loosing me from the tree, set forth to the south. I struggled with him and managed to grasp his hatchet, with which I hit him over the head. As he sank dazed to the ground, I picked up his spear and fled into the jungle, and never saw a human being again till that day when you found me in the little glade, just before the coming of the Long Night.


  “Then, as you recall, the hairy man of the forest carried me off. The great creature held me in one arm, while with the other and his long-toed feet he swung through the lower branches of the trees, almost as silent as a shadow, and agile as the little monkeys. He carried me thus for many hundred spears,[2] then he came to earth. Scarce had he done so when another of his kind came suddenly from behind a great fern, where he had been hiding, and attacked the one who had abducted me.


  “Instantly I was forgotten, for as the two brutes commenced to rend and tear each other with their hands and teeth, I slipped quietly away into the jungle. Whether the two were fighting over me or not I do not know, but neither of them noticed me as I made my escape.


  “After fleeing northward for what seemed to me a very long time, I at last sank exhausted to the ground, while the Long Night came upon the forest. I was very glad when the day came again, and rose to search for food. I had just finished eating some berries when I heard the sounds of voices and of a scuffle to my left. Creeping carefully through the jungle I witnessed your encounter with Torag—and here we are.”


  New Adventures


  AT the end of her story, I gave her an account of my own adventures subsequent to her kidnapping by the Cro-Magnon who had been a chieftain of her tribe. Ever since she had come into young womanhood, Deena told me, Torag had sought her hand, but she had never liked him because of his avarice and the excess cruelty he exhibited toward those who were under him. He was fearless in battle, a strong man and a mighty hunter, therefore Deena had in accordance with the unwritten laws of her people made him a chieftain, though she disliked the idea of doing so because she well knew that his importunities for her hand would be only the more frequent and annoying. And at length, seeing that Deena did not desire him in marriage by the customary rites of the tribe, he had abducted her. His companions in his last venture, it appeared, were outcasts, banished from their various villages for violation of the primitive laws.


  The next day we made pretty good progress, covering, I should say, some eight miles in the short, damp day; and according to Deena’s estimate we should have been some thirty miles south of the Karnan cliffs.


  We were stepping carefully through the undergrowth, Deena preceding me, shortly before we intended making camp, when out of the dense verdure before us came the warning hiss of a great dinosaur, followed immediately by the crashing of branches and the emergence of the beast itself from the lush vegetation. The Cave Princess leaped lightly to one side; while I with an alacrity born of my danger-filled life in this savage world whipped three arrows from my quiver and grasped the bow I had constructed, together with my barbs, on the march toward Karna.


  Our annoyer was a thescelosaur, standing perhaps six feet on its hind legs, while the length of its body from the tip of its nose to the tip of its tail, measured perhaps thirteen feet. Like all its kind, the brute’s back followed a line inclined at an angle of about forty-five degrees to the plane of the soil.


  In rapid succession my three shafts sped toward the reptile; the first buried itself deep in the white belly of the thescelosaur, the second in the creature’s right eye, and the third hit the saurian’s side, bounding harmlessly from the scaly skin.


  As the infuriated dinosaur crashed toward me, I retreated slowly before it, leading it away from my fair companion who had silently as a shadow slipped out of harm’s way. I drew three more bolts from my quiver as I moved away, and carefully shot them. The first again rebounded harmlessly from the reptile’s armored side, the second sank deep into the left eye, and the third penetrated the almost unprotected lower side of the neck, piercing the jugular vein and releasing the lizard’s thin, watery blood, which resembled that of a turtle.


  I guess it was the arrow in the beast’s left eye that did the dirty work. At any rate, after three or four more bounds in my general direction, its tail thrashing wildly, it seemed to lose its sense of equilibrium, and lurching drunkenly about for a while, it presently sank limply to the damp loam, still emitting great hisses and gasping sobs.


  The Princess stepped lightly out of the undergrowth at my side. Even if I do say it myself, I might mention that there was a light that somewhat resembled admiration in her eyes as she looked up at me and said:


  “You are indeed a great fighter, Kenneth. Rarely indeed is it that one of my warriors slays a glyth by himself. That you killed Torag with your bare hands was proof enough of your right to chieftainship, but that you should slay a glyth alone—” she shook her head slowly.


  Detouring around the still quivering, twitching carcass of the dying reptile, we left the scene of the encounter and continued our way beyond it. A little later we sought shelter under a dense cluster of broad-leafed, fern-like trees. Here we ate the tubers that Deena had collected on the day’s march, and after our repast she curled up in the most sheltered corner of our retreat, while I as usual stretched myself before the largest entrance to our haven and lay awake as long as I dared.


  After several hours of rain, I had noticed in the course of the last two months or so, the great carnivora ceased their hunting, especially the mammalia, for the great cats extremely disliked getting wet in the night rain and therefore did their hunting in the dim light just before nightfall. The saurians, of course, were not so discomfited by the rain, but as they filled their immense bellies well in the early hours of the night, they sought their rest during the balance of the nocturnal period. So after guarding our camp for a few hours I was able to go to sleep and still be certain that the chances of our being disturbed were rare.


  I woke a little after daybreak, and found Deena laying out our breakfast of berries on broad leaves that served as plates.


  “Greetings, my Chieftain!” she called as I turned toward her.


  “And to you, my Princess.”


  She indicated a leaf heaped with black berries, and as I joined her we began our simple breakfast. This important function over, we fared forth again toward the north and Karna.


  Half the day passed without incident. Then we broke suddenly through the dense undergrowth upon a great triceratops—a mighty beast measuring seventy feet in length from the tip of its powerful beak to the tip of its beamlike tail. Twelve feet measured the enormous head alone, from the beak to the outermost tip of the bony frill that protected the back of its neck. The two great horns over the small, reptilian eyes were six feet long, and the median horn on the nose was two feet long and six inches in diameter at its base. Its back and sides were covered with slate-grey scales, running into a tough white hide on the dinosaur’s under side.


  Trapped Again


  AN awe-inspiring monster it was—this gorgon out of the past—driving into insignificance the puny little specimens that had flourished on our own earth, scarcely ever more than thirty to thirty-five feet in length, and often no larger than a big hippopotamus or rhinocerous.


  The dinosaur for a moment glared stupidly at Deena and me, then with a terrible hiss that emphatically denied the peaceful, herbivorous nature which I had always attributed to its kind, it opened its enormous, pink-white maw as wide as a barn door, lowered its mighty head—a deep, growling rumble coming from its wild throat—and charged, a stupendous engine of destruction.


  Neither Deena nor I lost much time in deciding what was to be done—there was only one thing we could do: flee.


  Flee we did. With the foul, sickening breath of that savage demon constantly on the backs of our necks, and the crashing of the ferns and trees in its path sounding in our ears, we ran and ducked and dodged like the small rodents that raced with us from the brainless fury of the mad dragon.


  Despite our most valiant efforts, the dinosaur with its comparatively slow, but space-covering steps, was gaining on us with the speed of a twenty-first century express train, the ground shaking and quivering under the impact of the enormous feet.


  “To the left, Deena! Dodge!” I shouted, at the same time swerving to my right. She did as I bade, nor were we a moment too soon, for scarce had we turned in opposite directions than those thirty tons of small-brained fury tore by, crashing the trees right and left like so many straws.


  I did not stop as soon as I was clear of the reptile’s path, but ran for at least another hundred feet into the jungle, for with the great, towering palmetto trees sagging to earth in the wake of the three-horned monster, it would have been decidedly unhealthy to remain in the immediate vicinity.


  When the dinosaur had passed I made my way back to the place where Deena and I had separated.


  “Deena,” I called, somewhat softly.


  She did not appear.


  “Deena!” I called again, more loudly.


  No answer.


  “Dee-na!” I bellowed once more.


  Still no reply.


  With grave misgivings I stepped into the Mesozoic jungle on her trail. For some seventy or eight feet I followed her path, calling her name at intervals. Yet not once did I hear a sound that might have come from her.


  Perhaps ninety feet I had penetrated into the jungle when without warning half a score of shaggy, savage brutes rose from the surrounding fern-bushes and leaped toward me.


  At once I recognized them as Eoanthropi—the long-dead terrestrial Piltdown race, or “dawn men.” There were the same low, receding foreheads; flattened noses; receding chins; thick, wide lips; and apish teeth. Heavy mops of black hair hung down over the sides of their hairy, bearded faces. They stood about five and a half feet tall, and each one carried a knife, a club, and a number of stones hung by grass thongs from a grass girdle about his waist. Other clothing or weapons they had none.


  They were a fearsome-looking bunch, as with wild cries they sprang toward me, their crude weapons clenched in their hairy, hardened hands. Whipping out my knife I dived at the nearest one. It was clear to me that these half-brutes had captured or killed Deena; therefore it was with utter abandon that I assailed my chosen victim.


  Apparently the fellow had not expected me to assume offensive tactics, so ere he quite realized that I was attacking him, my knife (which I had recovered after my fight with Torag) had plunged deep into his savage chest.


  Thrice my blade sank into his limp body, then the others swarmed over me, rocks and knives and clubs waving aloft while they pummeled me to earth. I did not lose consciousness, but I was very dizzy for some time as they jerked me up and dragged me through the wilderness.


  After some time we overtook another party of some five Piltdown men, two of whom held Deena by the arms as they pulled her roughly through the grim carboniferous jungle.


  At sight of those hairy brutes maltreating with such savage ferocity the beautiful ruler of Karna, a red veil seemed to descend like a curtain of blood over my eyes. I voiced a roar of rage and pulled so unexpectedly at my two guardians that the one on my right was sent face down to the dank loam, his grasp on my wrist loosened and broken.


  But before I had taken another step toward the party before us, my own captors pounced on me and mercilessly pounded me into insensibility with their brawny fists and knob-sticks.


  We were still on the march when I opened my eyes I know not how much later. Within ten minutes or so, however, we debouched upon a grassy field, along the further edge of which ran a low, rocky ridge, indented in three or four places by the black, yawning mouths of caverns.


  The Dawn Men


  IT soon became apparent that this was the rear of the Dawn Men’s cave village, for we crossed over this ridge and descended to a bare earth lane that ran between it and another ridge facing it. Both these ridges were pierced by some twenty cave-mouths, in several of which squatted Eoanthropi, the men for the greater part engaged in “flaking” stone implements, while the half dozen females in evidence occupied themselves with the grinding of a wild maize that grew in small patches within the confines of the vast forest. This grinding process was of course merely pounding the maize grains between two rocks. Whether they cooked the grain after it had been pounded I doubt, for as far as I could see, there was not a single fire or sign of one within the village. It is possible that the ground maize was softened in the water with which several nearby hollow rocks were filled, but as I did not actually see this being done, I cannot be certain that it was so.


  Our course through the village, which had been aroused by the appearance of ourselves and our captors, was terminated before the low entrance to a cave which I knew to be that of the tribe’s chief, for wherever I have been in my wanderings, I have invariably found it customary among savage clans to present prisoners and visitors to their ruler.


  Seeing that Deena and I were prisoners, I expected that we would be led within the cave to the feet of the chief, but instead, that worthy individual himself emerged from the recesses of his cavern to give us the imperial once-over.


  This important function completed, he vouchsafed Deena and myself several grunts, barks, and surly growls that from experience I judged to be inquiries concerning our identities and origin.


  Deena maintained a haughty silence to his questions, which she and I could not, of course, understand; but I, in consideration of his regal rank, answered him in English, informing him that it was none of his business where we came from or who we were, and wound up with a heartfelt invitation that he betake himself to a certain fiery locality whereto terrestrial men refer all things that jangle on their nerves. All this for the simple purpose of elucidating to His Hairy Majesty the futility of further conversation between us.


  My speech served its purpose to all appearances, for after staring at me stupidly for some time following the end of it, the Piltdown King grumbled something at the dozen brutes who guarded my fair ruler and me. At his words four of them grasped Deena roughly by the arms and jerked her away toward one end of the village, while six others seized me and hustled me into a dingy, evil-smelling hole a few doors from the royal apartments. Here I was left in the darkness with two Dawn Men squatting guard at the entrance, each armed with a club and a stone knife.


  At nightfall I was favored by the appearance of a lump of raw, half-rotted flesh, smelling bad and tasting worse, which was ungraciously thrown upon the rocky floor of my prison.


  But it was the only eatable thing within the cave, so though I gagged and spat a dozen times in the consuming of the small portion that was at all to be swallowed, I at length managed to get the thing down into my stomach, from which strategic position it vigorously proceeded to annoy me during the night by leaping up and down, breaking my slumbers a score of times. Ever since that night I cannot think of Piltdown men without imagining them to be poor, helpless creatures eternally afflicted with stomach and intestinal disorders.


  Three days passed. During that time I saw no one save the two guardsmen who squatted before my prison, rarely speaking to each other, and when they did so, voicing but a few low growls. I was fed with either raw flesh or plant roots (which were much more preferable).


  I wondered much, in the course of those three days, how Deena fared in the hands of these wild half-brutes; nor can I say that my reflections as to her possible fate were of the most pleasant. To be imprisoned and manhandled was bad enough, but the chances were that she had been killed by the Eoanthropi. There was nothing I had seen on my arrival in the village to indicate that they were not of a cannibalistic nature. Quite the contrary; a tall, blood-stained rock set upright in the village “street” seemed to lend color to the hypothesis that these primitive men of the past might have man-eating tendencies. An awful thought struck me. God! What if they had killed Deena and fed me on her flesh? At the bare suggestion I went mad. Without a sound I rushed toward the entrance of my cavern and launched myself at one of the guards, my teeth sinking deep into the back of his hair-clad neck.


  Deena’s Efforts


  A BELLOW of pain burst from the Eoanthropus as he jerked his head away, while his companion with a low snarl hurled himself upon me. For many minutes we three rolled and scuffled before the cave, my captors snarling and growling like savage beasts, and I venting all the choice invective in my possession.


  Then at last the combined efforts of the two Piltdown men carried me into oblivion.


  The entire tribe was congregated about me when I came to not very long afterward, as I could see from the fact that my guards were still bleeding from a few minor wounds, and their nerves and muscles had not yet relaxed from the strain of the encounter, for they still trembled slightly as a result of the exertion. It was the same way with myself. The High Mucky-Muck of the Dawn Men was also there, listening silently to the account of the battle being narrated by my two recent antagonists. When they had finished he glared at me a long moment, then barked something at those about him.


  Immediately three of the men grasped my arms and dragged me to the center of the village where the upright rock was set. There they jerked me to my feet and with strong strands of twisted bark-strips bound me fast to the stone post. Utter exhaustion prevented even the raising of my hand.


  When I had been securely trussed to the stake, if one can so call it, the savage villagers ranged themselves in a circle around it and began to pat with their palms on the flat soil. The chief still scowled uncompromisingly at me, then at a word from him a youth departed to the royal suite, returning a minute later with a heavy stone cudgel which he delivered into the hands of his ruler.


  The Big Mogul raised a hand. The beat of many palms of the ground ceased. Then in a low gutteral voice the king harangued his subjects, jerking his head and thumbs frequently in my direction. His address over, a wave of loud applause swelled from the throats of the motley assemblage, which resumed beating upon the damp loam. The Piltdown king advanced slowly toward me, both hairy hands grasping the stone cudgel. Now he was ten feet away—eight—six—four—two—he stopped.


  The club was slowly raised aloft—poised—.


  *   *   *   *   *


  Deena’s guards, after the termination of the Piltdown king’s interview, hurried her to a low cave at one end of the village. Here she was unceremoniously flung to the floor while two of her hairy captors squatted as jailers before her prison.


  For a long time she lay quiet in her cell, then she rose silently to her hands and knees and moved to one corner of the cavern, where she sank back and glared balefully at the two sentries before the entrance.


  Presently she became aware that her back rested not against stone, but against a patch of rich loam. Feeling with her fingers, she traced a fissure in the rock wall of her cave, some ten feet long and at one place about two feet wide.


  At the discovery a wild scheme entered her head—wild, and yet the most feasible that might be safely practised. She began searching with her bands in the Stygian, darkness of the cave till she found what she wanted—a broad, flat, yet pointed and sharp-edged rock that had splintered from the lips of the earth-filled fissure in the back wall of her prison.


  With this crude implement she commenced to slowly, silently, and yet steadily scoop a large hole in the earth at the widest part of the crevice in the rock wall. The dislodged earth she shoved to one side, where she flattened and patted it into a couch that she could utilize during her incarceration, for she knew that many hours—even days, perhaps—would elapse ere her plan was consummated. She hoped only that the Eoanthropi would leave her to her own devices for the ensuing few days.


  To her relief, she found that there was no second stone wall behind that of her cave; and after some time of digging, she hopefully surveyed by means of her hands the reward of her efforts. She had scooped out a roughly circular hollow about eighteen inches deep and two feet in diameter. By nightfall the depth had increased to three feet.


  The next day she tunneled four feet more into the soil behind her cavern, steadily leading the trend of the tunnel upward.


  And the third day she dug another four feet of ground away; then to her immeasurable relief, the last thin wall of earth fell away and the pure air of the outer spaces swept to her nostrils.


  It had been her good fortune to be imprisoned in a cave behind which, at a distance of some twelve or thirteen feet, there ran a gully, and this hollow she had dug into. The terminus of her tunnel lay perhaps four feet below the edge of the gully, and had she been required to dig upward this distance by the absence of the little coulee, the digging of her gallery would have taken another week. But by the fortunate presence of the hollow, her efforts had received an early reward.


  For a few minutes she breathed the fresh outer air; then she lowered herself down the bank to the floor of the gully, some nine feet below the end of her corridor. Here she paused, listening. No sound, however, except the steady drone of countless insects, the whispering of the lush verdure, or the rolling of distant thunder, disturbed the tranquility of the early twilight.


  She cast about for a plan of action. During the digging of her avenue of escape she had never pondered on what she would do when at last she reached the open air—her entire interest was directed upon her engineering feat only. Now she wondered. Should she prowl carefully about the village, endeavor to find out the cave I was incarcerated in, and attempt my release? The project involved a lot of risk, and Deena did not fancy the idea of again losing her freedom when she had just so laboriously gained it. Nor did she feel disposed to abandon me to my fate at the hands of the Piltdown men without doing something toward effecting my rescue.


  Finally, however, the happy thought struck her that the best thing she could do was to return to her tribe and there gather sufficient warriors to come back and rescue me. If I were already dead, the expedition would be one of revenge, while if I still lived, it was a ten to one chance that the Dawn Men would suspend all other activities in order to search for her immediately her flight was discovered, and in the two or three days that would elapse I would be perfectly safe, while she would be able to lead her warriors to the cave village of the Eoanthropi.


  The decision made, she looked once more about her, and then stole silent as a shadow along the bottom of the little ravine into the sombre darkness of the grim forest.


  For an hour she hastened through the heartless jungle, her great intent only to reach the caves of Karna at the earliest possible moment that she might there collect a force of brawny bowmen and return to rescue me. She paused a moment to rest, when suddenly she cocked her head to one side and listened. Somewhere, close behind her, she though she had heard the soft, muffled tread of a bare human foot. Cautiously she edged around the bole of the tree against which she was leaning, and as she did so a rough palm was clapped over her mouth and a huge, hairy arm encircled her waist.


  Feeling the hairy hand of her assailant over her opened mouth, Deena sank her teeth as far as possible into the horny palm and closed her jaws.


  A grunt of surprise and pain was promptly elicited from her kidnapper, who yanked his hand from her mouth and permitted a single scream to escape her lips. Then he placed his hand around her shapely neck and began to squeeze, till with her senses swimming Deena gave up battling against him and was dragged through the matted jungle back to the cave-village of the Dawn Men and a fate at which she could only guess.


  CHAPTER X


  A Daring Attack


  FOR a minute that seemed an eternity, the stone bludgeon of the King Eoanthropus was poised on high over my head. An awful moment it was, allowing me an appalling realization of my impending fate—a realization that would have been spared me had the king of the Piltdown men avoided that ghastly preliminary pause.


  I did not want to die. Thirty-five years is certainly no age for a strong, healthy, well-to-do man to pass into the Great Beyond—especially if said man entertains a certain degree of liking for a very personable young woman, and that, I was forced to secretly admit, was really the cause of my solicitude for Deena, Princess of Karna. Yet in the small, red-rimmed eyes of the Piltdown king I saw the Grim Reaper grinning into my face—tauntingly.


  Suddenly the giant muscles of my executioner-to-be tensed; rolled into a thousand hard little ridges and bumps under the shielding hair of his great arms, ready to bring down the lethal weapon in a swing that would crush my head like an eggshell.


  What happened next surprised me no less than it did the congregated Dawn Men. The king of the tribe, at the very height of the muscular tension that was to bring the club down in the fatal blow, suddenly jerked queerly, and scarce had he done so than there crashed upon my startled ears the report of a U. S. .30-30 army rifle.


  The stone bludgeon slipped and fell from the nerveless fingers of the Eoanthropus, who sagged silently and lifelessly to the feet of the man he would have killed. As he did so I raised my eyes from his dead form and cast them toward the forest beyond the startled Dawn Men before me, and then I raised my voice in a wild whoop of elation.


  Charging with savage yells toward us were nine warriors of the Cro-Magnon race; and in him who led them, his grey mane flowing in the breeze while he waved aloft a shining automatic rifle, I recognized Ludwig Von Kressen—the Flying Dutchman.


  Over fifty terrestrial years old he was, yet he raced over the grounds of the cave-village with a speed that vied even with that of the fleet young cave-men who accompanied him. Occasionally he checked himself for a brief moment, threw the butt of the rifle to his shoulder, and fired at some Dawn Man. Every time but once his chosen victim sank dead or wounded to the moist earth.


  The Eoanthropi were fleeing in all directions to their caves to secure the weapons they had left there, for most of them were inadequately armed toward repulsing an enemy, and evidently believed a large force was attacking them.


  A dozen lay already stretched in eternal silence on the ground, slain by the bullets of Von Kressen or transfixed by the slender barbs of Deena’s wild warriors. Once I saw a member of the invading force halt suddenly and pitch forward, killed by the pelting-rocks of the Piltdown cave-men. But a score of the brute-men lay dead oh the ground in payment.


  Then Von Kressen was before me.


  One swift look he shot at me, then his head jerked back in astonished recognition. He blanched. Then:


  “God! Kenneth! You?”


  My tongue stuck in my throat. I nodded.


  He flung himself toward me and embraced me.


  “Just in time!” he sobbed. “Just in time! Oh God! Had I known it was you!”


  Then he suddenly whipped out his knife and quickly severed the bark strands that pinioned me to the sacrificial rock.


  “And the woman—” he barked at me, businesslike again. “Was she Princess Deena? Where is she, man? Quick! We’ve got to save her before these half-devils find out how small a force is attacking them!”


  “It’s Deena, all right!” was my rejoinder as I armed myself with the bludgeon that had so nearly written “Finis” to my career. “But I don’t know what cave she’s in—if she still lives.”


  “We’ll have to search every cave then until we find her, that’s all,” he said, and turning to the eight remaining warriors he ordered four to each side of the village, each man to search one cave for a sign of the Karnan Princess.


  The Piltdown men were emerging from their caverns by this time, armed now with the stones, bludgeons, and knives that comprised their martial necessities. Quick work was urgent, so as the Von started for one side of the cave-village and I for the other we called aloud Deena’s name in hopes that she would hear and respond, and thus save us time and men in aiding her release.


  Twice I heard the Skipper’s’ rifle crack, and once I myself downed a troglodyte with my club; then there came a cry from one of our Karnan warriors on the Von’s side of the village.


  “Here! I have found the Princess Deena!”


  Turning, I left the empty cave I had entered, and raced across the central “street” of the hamlet to where our man was waving him arm before the entrance to a cavern. From all points our warriors were running toward him while the dark, hairy brown bodies of the Dawn Men rapidly issued with wild battle-cries from the mouths of the different caverns.


  Besieged!


  GROOG, the warrior who had discovered Deena’s prison, was now having his hands full with the four Piltdown guards who had been stationed within the cavern to prevent any further attempts to escape on the part of the Karnan Princess. The first of these jailers Groog finished with a well-placed arrow; another lurched dead to the soil upon the report of Von Kressen’s rifle; and then two other Cro-Magnon invaders fell upon the two remaining Dawn Men, slaying these with their arrows and knives.


  By now our entire force had gathered before the entrance to Deena’s cave, pressed hard by the yelling devils who swarmed upon us from every portion of the village. For the first dozen shots or so, the reports of Ludwig’s gun had scared them; but by this time they were becoming accustomed to the sound, and what with their short tempers and long desires for battle, their fears of the strange weapon were soon overcome; therefore we now found ourselves hemmed in on three sides by the growling, shrieking Eoanthropi.


  Von Kressen and two others advancing, we entered the cave, luckily finding it containing no one else than the bound Cave Princess of Karna. The German’s knife quickly liberated her from her bonds; then we men returned to defend the entrance, ordering our fair ruler to the most sheltered part of the cavern.


  Then followed one of the hottest half-hours it has ever been my good fortune to live through. Clubbing, punching, biting, stabbing, firing, swearing, we surged in and out of the cave-mouth with our ferocious besiegers, till at last both sides were forced to discontinue further warlike activities by the welcome falling of night. We had lost two more men, and estimated that perhaps ten or twelve Piltdown men had been added to the ever-swelling ranks of the dead.


  A score of the Dawn Men ranged themselves in a semi-circle before the entrance to our cave; the rest retired either to their own caverns, or gathered in little groups scattered here and there about the village. In the dim, coppery light that bathed the town, we made out about forty of the quiet bodies of the Piltdown men who had fallen before us since the Von’s savage descent upon their stronghold. Three of our own men had been slain in the evening’s bellicose activities, while of those who remained, nearly every one bore some scar or bruise or cut that testified to his participation in the conflict.


  Von Kressen touched my shoulder.


  “Let’s hold a pow-wow concerning the most advisable course out of this damn mess,” he suggested, and calling four other warriors to him, the bunch of us retired to one corner of the cave, leaving the other two Karnans to guard the entrance. There we called Deena, seating ourselves in a rough circle as we did so.


  “Princess Deena,” began the Von, as she seated herself between him and me, “I have called you and these warriors that we may decide how best to extricate ourselves from this predicament into which we have fallen. Although twelve of the Hairy Men die to every one of ours, still we cannot hope to overcome them all and fight our way out of the village. There must be about three hundred of them, and were we in the open, with them surrounding us, our chances for escape would be immediately wiped out.”


  “You speak correctly, Ludwig,” affirmed the Princess. “Something must be done, and done quickly. But first tell me how you knew that Kenneth and I were imprisoned here.”


  “We did not know it until very late this day. Your warriors and I were hunting the vidi for several days, and had come far south of the caves of Karna. We had long since given you up as dead, therefore we never thought of seeking you.


  “But today, after having again been unsuccessful in our hunt, we determined to make camp and start out for Karna on the morrow. We were just building our fire when we heard a woman’s scream from the forest, followed at once by the sounds of a scuffle. Like one man we rose and ran toward the sounds. Scarce had we done so when Thur—” he pointed to one of our dead warriors lying on the floor of the cavern—“told me that he had glimpsed a white woman of our own race, possibly of our own tribe, in the grasp of one of the hairy men, while two others of his kind accompanied them.


  “Gathering our warriors silently about us, Thur and I led them hither on the trail of the Ha-non (Hairy Men), arriving just in time to save Kenneth from being killed by what I believe to have been their leader.”


  He stopped. Several minutes of silence passed, then Deena remarked, “So my attempted escape was not totally fruitless after all,” and proceeded to narrate the story of how she dug her tunnel from her first prison, and her subsequent adventures.


  Then she inquired, “How far are we from Karna?”


  “A good three days’ steady march.”


  Deena reflected. Then she said, “Do you think it advisable to send a runner to Karna and fetch warriors? We may be able to hold the cave for five or six days.”


  “I hardly think we can hold out that long, but it is our only hope,” rejoined the Von, then turning to the gathered warriors about us he continued, “Is there a good runner here who can fetch a rescue force from Karna within a few days? We will try to press back the Ha-non outside long enough for him to scale the cliff behind us and run into the jungle.”


  A Call for Help


  A BOY of some eighteen Earthly years spoke up, “I am called Manda the Fleet One,” he said, “and I believe that if I could reach the forest safely, I could reach the caves of Karna and within a few days bring a sufficient force to rescue the party.”


  “Good!” exclaimed the Von, “You can start at once.” We rose and walked toward the opening of our cavern.


  At the cave mouth we gripped our weapons firmly, then we boldly stepped out and fell upon the Piltdown guard without. Manda had remained well behind us, waiting till we had cleared a space before the cave, then he stooped, ran swiftly along the bluff wall, and when he was certain that the Dawn Men’s attention was turned to us, scrambled up the steep side to disappear a moment later over its low brow.


  The racket of our attack on the guard had brought the armed Eoanthropi streaming from their dwellings again, and so under press of numbers we slowly fell back into our cave once more, battling savagely with our wild opponents. At any rate, our messenger had made his escape, and that was the main thing.


  I had stepped back for a breathing spell after having finally dashed out the brains of a particularly unruly antagonist, when something suddenly struck me on the side of my forehead with a resounding knack! and hurled me stunned against one wall of our “fort.” That was the last I knew of the battle until it was all over.


  Returning consciousness apprised me of the fact that the fight had subsided, and that Deena and the Von were kneeling beside my prostrate body, chafing my hands and patting my forehead with its aching bruise on the side. Since there was no water at hand, the process of reviving me was somewhat slow, though presently I was able to sit up and look about.


  The first thing I saw when I was once more in full possession of my senses was that Groog was lying a short distance away, soft moans breaking from him for all the Spartan efforts he made to suppress them. Holding the Von’s shoulder I rose unsteadily to my feet and staggered to where the wounded man lay, surrounded by a group of silent, stoical-faced, but really sympathetic fellow-warriors. His face was white and tense-drawn, the lips cold and bloodless, while their thin, straight line and the firm set of his jaw showed how he was battling to keep back the cries of agony that welled within him. Great drops of cold sweat stood upon his damp brow, and an occasional tear rolled from the corner of his eye.


  In his chest were three ugly gashes that showed only too plainly the seriousness of his hurt, for the entire half of his chest was torn and lacerated to ribbons. The wound was fatal, I knew, and I hoped for Groog’s sake that the end would come soon.


  As we came up I sank to my knee and gripped his hand in silence. In response his white lips quivered in a wan smile, then settled back into their habitual expressionless state. Then he waved his hand toward all about him in an indication that he wanted us to depart, with which request everyone immediately and quietly complied. Being a brave man who had lived his entire life in the unfriendly jungle, far from the pampered states of civilization that make men hypocritical, cowardly, and self-pitying, he desired to endure his suffering alone, that other ears might not hear the moans that he felt he could no longer repress and thereby brand him as unworthy of his spear.


  When we had departed as far as the confines of our cave permitted, Groog gave vent to several choking sobs, squirmed several times, and then with a long sigh he passed away.


  It was a long night and a longer day that followed, as hungry and desperate we once more charged the guard before our cave. The effort was fruitless, however, and beyond killing one Eoanthropus, the skirmish netted us nothing in our favor. Quite the opposite, it accentuated the pangs of hunger and left us fagged and breathless.


  Twice more during the wet day we attempted to force our way out of the village, but our pains brought only the death of another of our men, and perhaps a dozen of the Piltdown men fell. Now there were but five of us to defend Deena, while our messenger to Karna had no doubt been able to cover but half the distance that lay between us and the Karnan caverns.


  That night we spent in rest, too tired to attempt another break for freedom. The Von and Gorga kept guard during the night, another man and myself relieving them in the morning. During the day the Dawn Men made two attempts to enter our cave, but were each time repulsed, though we lost another man in the second encounter. But now we were feeling rather weak, the nerve-racking suspense and muscle-straining fights wearing down our vitality to an alarming degree, while we had no food wherewith to replace it.


  “God!” whispered the Von to me, as the long, glowering Venusian day wore slowly away, “but I’m hungry! I betcha my stomach thinks my throat’s been cut. Seems like I haven’t had a bite to eat for eons.”


  “Cheer up, bo!” I enheartened him, “If we only had some ham, we’d have ham and eggs, if we had some eggs.”


  “If!” agreed the Flying Dutchman.


  Nearing Cannibalism


  BUT an empty stomach is nothing to encourage conversation, especially if coupled with the cheery prospect of being clubbed into a pulp any minute by a hairy devil who can hardly be classified as human. So the bright sayings of Von Kressen and myself soon petered out and we lapsed into an abysmal silence from which none of our companions attempted to retrieve us.


  Nightfall found us failing rapidly in strength and consciousness. For some forty-seven hours not one of us had had a bite to eat, and so we dragged ourselves about as though we had bodies of lead; half conscious, half asleep.


  Gorga and I had the first watch, which was to last about half the night; then the Von and the other warrior, Rok, were to relieve us. During our part of the watch, Gorga and I had to repeatedly shake each other into wakefulness, for the lack of food was slowly driving us into a comatose condition from which we would never again have awakened had we permitted it to gain a hold. As Von Kressen and Rok took the guard, when Gorga had after much effort finally aroused them from their stupor, we warned them of this danger and then cast ourselves upon the stone floor to fall immediately into a nightmare-filled slumber.


  The next day was even more murky and gloomy than the ones preceding it; the dark, heavy clouds hung low and streamer-like over the Mesozoic jungle, thunder rumbled almost incessantly, and lightning flashes frequently split the humid skies.


  “Looks as if we’ll have a slight rainfall today,” whispered the Von weakly, and after a pause continued, “Maybe we’ll be able to make our escape then. The storm will drive these wild blighters indoors, and we can make a dash for the jungle.”


  “Perhaps,” I rejoined, “But I hardly think these little playmates of ours would permit us to expose ourselves to such inclement weather. If they see us hiking for the woods, they’ll come along and persuade us to remain.”


  “Still, I don’t see what else we can do. I figure on at least two more days passing before Manda and his gang shows up, provided the kid wasn’t killed in the jungle long ago. And I’m starting to get a little hungry.”


  Hungry! The word conjured up an ethereal meal before me—juicy steaks, potatoes, peas and carrots, pineapple for dessert—and at the thought I groaned.


  My eye fell on the body of one of our dead opponents, lying where he had fallen just outside our cave.


  “Food!” I whispered to the Von, pointing at the corpse, “Let’s drag it in!”


  Horrified at the suggestion, my companion stared at me. “Ugh!” exploded he, “Want me to spill my lunch? Ye gods! Fancy eating a dead man!”


  “What the hell do you expect? A live one? We’re lucky if we can drag an unresisting carcass in here, let alone a living brute who could lick the stuffings out of the whole crew of us.”


  “Go’way, go’way!” muttered the Von, hiding his face in his hands, “I’m sick enough without your gabbling about cannibalism.”


  “Why not?” was my bellicose demand, “He’s dead, ain’t he? He won’t know anything about it. Besides, in a case like this we can’t have much compunction about a brute who can hardly be considered anything more than an animal anyway. And if he were alive, he’d just as lief eat us as not.”


  The Von was commencing to be convinced. And I saw that Gorga and Rok had seen my gesture toward the dead Eoanthropus, and now they eyed the corpse in a certain speculative manner that could not be misinterpreted. Clearly they were considering the dead Dawn Man from the standpoint of “food value.” The Flying Dutchman noticed this also. He fidgeted.


  “Well,” said he, slowly, “You drag him in. If you try him first and tell me how it tastes, maybe I’ll take some.”


  Rising, I walked rather weakly to where Gorga and Rok sat in the mouth of the cavern. I explained that as none of us had tasted any food for some fifty-odd hours, the demand for sustenance was of immediate importance. Since the dead Dawn Man just without the cavern was the nearest food, I deemed it advisable to transport it into the cave, and I needed their assistance in doing this.


  They never hesitated a moment, but rose at once to go out and haul in the Piltdown man. As I cast a glance at Deena’s corner of the cave, I saw with horror that she lay quite still upon the floor, but whether dead or alive I could not tell.


  Admonishing the two Karnans to remain a moment, I moved quickly to where the Cave Princess lay, and kneeling, grasped her wrist to feel of her pulse. It was very weak and slow—so slow that it seemed but a matter of seconds ere it would cease altogether. Each throb seemed to come after a greater interval than that before it, and each seemed weaker than its predecessor. The Cave Princess of Karna had lapsed into the last coma that precedes death by hunger and extreme fatigue.


  Further delay was impossible. Quickly I rose and returned to the Karnans, then at my gesture we stepped from the cave and seized hold of the Dawn Man. The Piltdown guard, on perceiving our action, leaped up with roars of rage and lust for battle, and savagely charged upon us. My companions and I dropped the arms of our intended repast, and gripping our weapons, crouched low as we awaited the oncoming Eoanthropi.


  Nearing the End


  AND at that moment the storm burst. The low-hanging, sombre, glowering clouds seemed shattered asunder by the cries of the Dawn Men, and now they descended upon us in solid walls of water.


  The battle in the rain was brief. Neither party cared much for fighting in the wet, and in a few minutes we separated, the Piltdown men vanishing in the downpour. But in the moment of our emergence from the cave I had glimpsed a dead deer lying on the ground a score of yards distant, and as the downpour began I ran with what strength I had to where it lay, and dragged it back through the muddy central clearing of the cave-village to our cavern.


  My companions were for the most part lying on their backs outside the cave, letting the precious, life-giving rain fall into their open mouths. The Von had dragged Deena to the cave mouth also, and I saw with utmost thankfulness that she showed signs of returning consciousness.


  It took but a few minutes to revive the party, and then with our knives we rapidly cut great chunks from the deer and fell to gorging ourselves on its red, dripping flesh. Raw as it was, it was with the greatest gusto that we stuffed the meat into our stomachs, nor could any of us recall having ever eaten a tastier meal.


  Having finished our primitive repast, we all felt drowsy and a great desire to sleep overwhelmed us. However, by exerting our wills to the utmost, Von Kressen and I managed to sit guard at opposite sides of the cave entrance, while our companions sought the interior of the den and slept.


  All the rest of the day the rain poured down upon the damp jungle of the savage planet. Twice we made half-hearted attempts to quit the village, but always a watchful party of Piltdown men would appear out of the rain to discourage our intention and send us back to our cavern.


  But now that we had food, we felt confident that with Von Kressen’s rifle we would be able to hold the cave for two or three days more until Manda showed up with the Karnan warriors he had been dispatched to bring; provided of-course, that he had not been killed on his perilous way to the Karnan plateau.


  That night Gorga and Rok sat guard while the German and I wooed Morpheus. The rain still continued, though not in such a stormy manner as during the daytime.


  The fourth day of our incarceration dawned fairly clear however. After eating a little of our deer the Cro-Magnon men sought a little rest in a corner of the cave, the Von and I guarding the entrance of the cavern and glaring wickedly at the Piltdown watchers squatting in the central clearing of the village.


  Half the day passed, during which time the clouds rolled back considerably, giving us an almost sunny day. Indeed, at times the solar orb did push its rays through the overhanging mists, and lighted up the landscape with a sickly yellow glow. At this time we noticed that more and more of the town’s populace was congregating outside our cave, and within a short while the motive became quite apparent. A burly individual who had obviously assumed the responsibilities of chieftainship among the Dawn Men, was now haranguing them in their guttural, barking tongue. His attitude presaged trouble—if my guess was anywhere near correct.


  Deena awakened Rok and Gorga, who immediately upon perceiving the activities of our hosts, picked up their weapons and stationed themselves beside the Von and me. The German was armed with his automatic rifle, of course, and I still retained the murderous shillalah that had so nearly quenched all my interest in life. Gorga and Rok carried clubs, knives, their bows, and perhaps fifty arrows between them.


  The bellicose activities were precipitated by the Dawn Men at long range. One of these enterprising individuals hurled a club at our party in general, which touched no one, and in payment for this audacity he was speedily laid flat by an arrow from Rok’s bow.


  That started it for good. With furious cries and snarls the Eoanthropi concentrated a perfect storm of missiles of all descriptions upon us, whereto we promptly retaliated with arrows, bullets, and the selfsame missiles which our foes had flung at us.


  It was soon obvious that as long as these tactics were followed by the enemy, we had little to fear. Already more than a dozen Piltdown men lay dead and wounded on the ground, while on our side the total number of dead, wounded, and missing summed up to a blue welt on Gorga’s shoulder, where a Piltdown club had struck a glancing blow.


  Over a score of Eoanthropi lay hors-d e-combat when this truth filtered through their thick skulls, but once it had done so, they effected a speedy retreat out of range of our eyes. For more than an hour an ominous silence and calm rested over the village, which was eventually broken by the soft, slithering sound of many naked feet stealthily creeping toward our cave-mouth from the sides.


  Rok placed a bolt in his bow and stepped out of the entrance into the clearing. Scarce had he done so when an enormous, shaggy body launched itself down upon him from the roof of our cave; a great, brawny arm grasping a knotted club descended in a short arc upon the unfortunate man’s head, and without a sound he crumpled to the loam.


  Gorga’s arrow sped from his bow, deep into the savage side of the Eoanthropus, who with a snarl of rage and pain wrenched the offending barb from his side as he turned toward us. At the report of the Skipper’s gun he pitched face down upon the floor of our haven, his savage visage still contorted by that ugly snarl.


  But now the enemy was upon us. We had withdrawn slightly to the middle of the cave, and now the entrance was choked by a score of the crouching, wild devils, while behind them were a hundred more. Only a dozen feet separated us from the foremost.


  The Von smiled at me grimly through his two-and-a-half month’s growth of white beard.


  “This doesn’t look so good, Ken,” he remarked slowly in English, “I won’t be able to get in more than ten shots before they come to grips with us. But before we men pass out, I guess you’d better give Deena the works, don’t you?”


  His finger tapped the butt of the rifle as he voiced the last sentence, and he glanced significantly toward the slowly advancing cave-men.


  “Don’t worry,” I replied, “She’s got your knife, and she’ll take care of herself before any of these unholy blighters can touch her.”


  “Then let’s go,” he cried, and throwing the rifle to his shoulder he began to fire at top speed into the massed ranks of the Dawn Men.


  As he and Gorga kept the cave-men back, we slowly retreated to the rear wall of the cavern, there to put up a last stand against them. When we reached it I turned to Deena with what I hoped was an encouraging smile.


  “This doesn’t look so horribly good,” was my declaration, “but—maybe something will come along to get us out of this mess.” I must confess that I wasn’t troubling my head very much with conjectures to the nature of that something, for I was certain beforehand that there was no such “something” in the first place. The Cave Princess returned my smile, except that hers was less hypocritical, for it was a truly brave one, while mine was but a mere cloak for the grave fears that swayed within me.


  “You and Ludwig have been very brave and true warriors to Karna,” she stated, “and it is sad that you were never permitted to return to Karna to enjoy the chieftainship you both have so well earned.”


  Necessity forced my attention now to the Dawn Men, who had driven us to one corner of the cavern and were swiftly closing in on us. I glanced at my male companions. Gorga stood at my right, belligerently swinging his heavy club. His bow and empty quiver lay on the floor before him. Von Kressen, at my left, grasped his automatic rifle by the muzzle, ready to bring it down upon the skull of some hapless Eoanthropus. I felt the corner of my mouth curl into a twisted smile. Gorga’s last barb was shot—Von Kressen’s last bullet expended. And the savage Dawn Men fast closing in to our annihilation.


  It was the end.


  CHAPTER XI


  The Last Struggle


  DEAD silence had fallen over the village. The realization of our impending death had served to effectually lock the mouths of our party into so many thin, straight lines—white, compressed, bloodless. And the Piltdown men had also been worked up to that point of anticipation where utter silence is absolutely necessary in order to preserve any form of mental balance: the slightest sound makes one jump violently and break into hysterics that border almost on mania. It is the time, when, in anticipation of some momentous event, one reaches that stage of nervous strain where conversation or sound of any sort is irritating and aggravating—sometimes even infuriating—and is to be immediately discouraged.


  Just such a situation was this. Nearly a hundred people (if the Dawn Men may be designated as such) were in that rockbound chamber, yet each one breathed so softly that no whisper of the air passing in and out of two hundred nostrils broke the silence. The Eoanthropi, as they advanced the few remaining feet between us, put down their naked feet so carefully that their steps were utterly noiseless. We three white men had tensed our muscles for the one blow each one was determined to get in ere he was swept into the Eternal Oblivion.


  Suddenly, sounding like a rifle-shot in the tense, nervous silence that cloaked the cave-village, a wild cry rang through the air. The Dawn Men halted and with startled grunts jumped nervously, jerking their heads about to stare out of the cave mouth. Over the heads of the short, stockily-built half-brutes before us, I too could see out into the central clearing of the town, and at the sight of Manda the Fleet One bounding toward the congregated Piltdown men, trailed by a throng of sweating, travel-stained warriors, a great shout of joy surged from my throat to ring jubilantly over the grounds of the village.


  Simultaneously my club descended in a terrific blow upon the skull of one of the somewhat flustered Dawn Men, whose attention had again been attracted to us by my whoop.


  The Skipper and Gorga were right with me, the rifle of the former and the club of the latter mowing a semicircle of death about us in the ranks of the Eoanthropi. By the time these had regained the wits that had been scattered by the shout of Manda, we had killed a dozen, while our deliverers in the village “street” had also accounted for a score, as we learned later.


  Then the Eoanthropi charged us, and we were again driven into a little knot in a corner of the cavern. But their morale was somewhat shaken, and they frequently made nervous slips of which we took advantage, so that we were able to hold them at bay, with the death-list of our opponents slowly mounting.


  The appearance of the Karnan warriors had occasioned a grand leave-taking among the Piltdown men gathered about the mouth of the cavern, so this position was now free, with perhaps fifty Dawn Men left in the cave.


  These would have made short work of us now, however, had not just then the attacking force pushed through the entrance and fallen furiously upon the backs of the Eoanthropi congregated in the rocky room. In a minute the place was a shambles. Clubbing, biting, clawing, shouting, snarling, barking, with the Von and myself throwing in a. goodly amount of choice terrestrial invective for good measure, the hairy and the hairless combatants surged and rioted in hand-to-hand encounter about the cavern.


  Being hard-pressed myself, as were my companions, hadn’t the leisure to take an analytical or philosophic view of the battle, so by the time I had finished my fourth personal opponent, the slaughter was over.


  Never, I believe, have I gazed upon a more appalling scene. The cave simply swam in blood—blood that bespattered breast and face, and lapped up in little waves against our ankles. Fully sixty ape-like corpses lay in the most indescribable, grotesque postures all over the stony floor, mingled with the white, hairless bodies of a score of Cro-Magnon men who had laid down their lives for their beautiful princess.


  Five or six Karnans strode about the cave examining each fallen foe, and when they discovered one in whom life was not yet extinct, their long, sharp knives speedily remedied this deficiency.


  In the rest of the village the work of the invading force had been equally thorough. Manda had brought a total army of some two hundred Karnan warriors; a fourth of these had been slain, but the rest had killed a good hundred and fifty of the Piltdown people. Of the two score or so of the latter that still remained, all were driven into the jungle, so that not a single living Eoanthropus was now in the village.


  The first thing we all did, once our possession of the town was assured, was to raid the larder of the Dawn Men. And how we did eat!


  During the meal we learned that Manda the Fleet One had covered the thirty miles to Karna in a day and a quarter, had speedily gathered his force, and in two and a half days brought them back to the Dawn Men’s village. When one considers the difficulties and dangers that attend a forced march through thirty miles of tangled, swampy, disease-infested and beast-overrun jungle, one can readily perceive that the youth’s achievement was something of a marvel. All during that tiring march the boy had permitted no command but his own, urging his older followers onward in the face of every obstacle, allowing only a minimum of time for sleeping and eating, spurring himself and his men to the verge of exhaustion by the knowledge that the Princess—his Princess, who to him as to all Karnans was a sort of goddess—was in danger.


  An Ambitious Plan


  I HEARD of the young man’s attainment from several of the men who had followed him to our rescue—men ten and twenty years older than himself—and in each case their respect and admiration for his courage and power of command were only too apparent. And when I heard their story, I felt a lump of love and admiration for the boy well up in my throat—a phenomenon I later learned was duplicated in the throats of Deena, Gorga, and the Flying Dutchman. The boy won a great place in my heart that day, not only for coming in time to save Deena for the throne of Karna, but for a hundred more personal reasons beside.


  Yes, Manda had gained some prestige in the tribe of Karna that day, and to the four of us whose salvation he personified, he was beyond a doubt the hero of the hour. For that matter, to me he is still the bravest man who ever walked on the face of that savage planet.


  That selfsame evening the Cave Princess bestowed upon the deserving lad the rank of chieftain, which he accepted modestly and in full realization of his responsibilities. Manda was—and is—a true product of the trying times that rule wild Venus. Honest; straightforward; courageous; unwhimpering at danger and hardship; physically, mentally, and morally strong; unconceited, yet taking a just pride in his achievements; unmarred by the hypocrisy that recurs only too often in the Terrestrial youth—that is Manda the Fleet One.


  That night we slept soundly and peacefully in the village of the Dawn Men, where we stayed for three days afterward in order to thoroughly recuperate. During that time we neither heard nor saw anything of the original possessors of the village, so we assumed that they had betaken themselves to some other locality, at least until we vacated our present position.


  The morning of the fourth day we took up the trail to Karna, which we reached after an uneventful and unhurried march of four days.


  Our return to the Karnan caverns was celebrated by a grand “homecoming” given by the Karnans who had remained in the cave village. The dances and songs lasted all through the rainy night, not a whit dampened by the meteoric state. Next morning, in the throne-room, Deena received the chieftains who ruled distant towns owing allegiance to the Cave Princess, and each one renewed his vow of fidelity to the fair ruler they had thought dead. Here also she proclaimed publicly the new chieftains she had ordained, namely: Manda, Gorga, the Von, and myself.


  We were given our head-dresses of fifty grey-black feathers, and each was given also a new set of war-weapons as well as certain charmed bits of carved wood, donated by the Witch Doctor of the nearest village, who was to assume the ecclesiastical responsibilities of Karna now that Nogas was dead. The former Witch Doctor’s two daughters had mated during our absence—one of them to the new High Priest of Karna.


  When the usual order of things had been again restored, the Von and I, often accompanied now by Deena, made frequent hunting trips into the grim Venusian forests; trips that were a constant source of knowledge and delight to me. On these occasions I inquired of Deena how large the tribe of Karna really was, and how many villages it comprised. In reply she informed me that the Karnan clans totalled some eleven thousand individuals and numbered fourteen villages scattered to the west and north of Karna itself. Some two thousand of these people were direct subjects of Deena, residing in the main village where she had her primitive abode, while the other thirteen cave-towns numbered from three hundred to twelve hundred inhabitants each. These towns, I learned, were situated at distances ranging from three to forty miles from Karna, which was the southernmost village of the nation.


  To the south, at perhaps five miles from Karna, was the unmarked boundary of the nation’s stamping-ground, beyond which members of the tribe rarely ventured. South of this line began the country of the lower orders of man, the large Venusian apes, and the great reptilian monsters.


  My recent experiences filled me with the ambition of driving the first of these three inhabitants of the southern jungles from the immediate vicinity; so I asked Deena how large an army the fourteen villages of Karna could offer, to which she responded that she didn’t know, but doubtless quite a large one. I promptly determined to recruit such a force, and so at once prepared to visit the various cave-towns and request their assistance in supplying me with volunteers.


  I asked for a guide and one other companion, and was quite gratified when a hundred strong young men offered their services. I chose Manda and another young warrior, Or, as guide. Then one day, two weeks since our return from the village of the Dawn Men, we three set forth to visit the various communities that comprised the nation of Karna, leaving the Von to gather recruits from the chief town. Von Kressen had taught some sixty young men how to shoot with our guns, though with only two rifles and two short-arms in the whole village it was something of a question what practical good the knowledge would do them.


  We reached the nearest settlement by the middle of the day, and after we had explained our mission, occupied the remainder of the afternoon in enlisting two hundred staunch warriors for our expedition, ranging in age from eighteen to forty terrestrial years.


  At this town we spent the night, and at daybreak the next morning, continued to the next one, a day’s march away to the north. That evening as we sought the cave the town had placed at our disposal, we had half a thousand more warriors listed for our project.


  Thus we three traveled in a zig-zag line toward the west, where through the distant mists we could occasionally discern the shadowy bulk of a mighty mountain range. After two weeks we reached the foothills of this range, having thus far recruited fifteen hundred warriors from six cave-villages in the forests sloping toward the sea.


  The Titan of the Past


  OF course, our path was a slow and arduous one, beset with the countless dangers of the untamed wilderness—wild beasts stalked us day and night; venomous reptiles lurked in the lush vegetation of the untracked jungle; the terrific thunderstorms of wild Venus frequently launched themselves upon us; poisonous and annoying insects harassed us at every step; great trees, monarchs of the forest, crashed about us as their time-ravaged bases could no longer sustain their great weights. To describe in detail all the hazards of that wearisome march would fill a large volume, the writing of which would employ me for a year.


  On the sixteenth day of our journey a terrific thundershower set in shortly after we had broken camp, lasted about an hour, and then the skies rapidly cleared, unveiling to our vision a great range of towering hills at whose jungle-clad base we stood. Hitherto, as I have said, these mountains had been veiled from us by the dense vapors that clothe the savage planet; but now as I obtained a clear view of them, the topmost peaks bathed in the golden radiance of the sun, my eyes must have fairly popped from my head, for the mighty barriers that stood before us reared their great bulk fully eight and ten miles into the Venusian air.


  High up on the hither flank of these mountains. Or informed me, was the westernmost cave-village of the Karnan nation, which he said should be able to offer four or five hundred warriors. The ascent of the range was a dozen times harder than the march through the forest of the lowlands behind us, so when night over took us we were barely more than a mile and a half above the base of the mountains we were climbing.


  The next day we worked up about four miles. At this point the vegetation, which had been gradually changing from the tropical to the semi-tropical, assumed the nature of that found in the Earth’s temperate zones—basswood, ash, a species of oak, and several varieties of nut trees, one of which closely resembled hickory. It is of this wood that the spear and bows of Karna’s militia are constructed.


  Presently we came to a stretch of rocky ground running to the foot of a steep escarpment reaching a thousand feet into the grey heavens above. A narrow pathway had been carved into the rock by the elements, and up this we started, I in the lead.


  Two hundred feet we had ascended when the trail, if I may so call it, broadened suddenly on a little flat shelf which ran to the right around a shoulder of the cliff. My head had just topped the rim of the shelf when a shaggy black bulk rounded the corner of the cliff and ambled toward me. It was the first Venusian cavebear I had ever seen—a great brute standing seven feet high at the shoulders, and fully twelve feet long. Its round head, two feet in diameter, was armed with a pair of long sabre-teeth some eighteen inches in length. Its hair was black save for a snow white snout like that of the terrestrial ucumari, king of the Andes.


  To say the least, we three men were in something of a predicament—I especially so. The narrow causeway on which we stood did not permit one to turn about, and yet to go down backwards was as impossible and fatal as turning. Death lay on three sides, and an equally certain death stared me in the face from the eyes of this titan of the Past.


  For a space we stood there motionless, I and the bear, staring steadily into each other’s eyes. At first he did not seem warlike—just curious. He wrinkled his white muzzle, cocked his head to one side reflectively, and then ambled toward me with the apparent intention of tasting my face with his long pink tongue, which peeped cutely from between his jaws.


  However, this form of endearment did not particularly appeal to me, therefore I cast about for some avenue of escape. There was none. Then a little insect came flying noisily through the air, and suddenly perched on the bear’s nose, where it paraded about inspecting its position. Apparently this performance tickled the great beast, for he suddenly shook his head violently, and as the little bug launched itself into the air he snapped at it.


  The insect was mortified—and angry. With a buzz that bespoke its sentiments only too plainly, it resumed its perch on Bruin’s proboscis and suddenly stood up on its hind legs, beating the air furiously with its wings.


  And that started it. The bear emitted a frightful bellow of pain and rage, clamped one paw over his wounded muzzle and squashed his offender. Then he looked around for something to vent his suddenly aroused fury on. No longer was he a peacably curious dweller of the cliff, but a mighty demon of incarnate ferocity. His wicked, blood-shot eyes caught me where I stood on the narrow trail worn into the age-old rock of the grim, grey cliff, and so with another groundshaking roar he lunged toward me.


  As I have said before, it was impossible to turn on that narrow pathway, and to attempt to descend it backwards would be suicidal. Behind me was the treacherous stairway by which we had ascended; to the left was the cliff—steep, defiant, unscalable; to the right was space, falling two hundred feet to a rockstrewn slope; before me was a little ledge, occupied by an enraged Venusian cave-bear.


  No, the situation was certainly not a very rosy one, and for a split second I thought that someone else would have to gather the rest of my prospective army. My sensibilities were stunned—but only for a fraction of a second. Then I whipped my bow from my shoulder, turned to the right, and without a word to my companions, dived head first far out into the yawning emptiness.


  At the last moment my eye had registered something on my brain—a short stump of rock extending from the cliff wall thirty feet below me and a dozen feet to my right. As I plunged downward I swung one end of my bow toward that projecting rock. If it caught in the corner of the bow, between the wood and the string, all was well; if not—


  My downward plunge was suddenly checked. There came a rending sound; the bow sagged ominously.


  Glancing up I saw the bow caught on the rock knob as I had hoped, but at the upper end the tough wood had split wickedly, and only a few frayed strands of it barred me from extinction.


  (To be continued)


  THE WAR LORD OF VENUS


  Frank J. Brueckel, Jr.


  WITH this issue, we regretfully conclude this most unusual series of adventures—the strangest things that ever happened to four staid eminent scientists. We see how much readjustment we must make in order to live on a world fifty million years behind our own in civilization! But the conditions that our author pictures are just likely to be the ones we will meet when we make our first landing on that planet of mystery—Venus! And surely no more phenomonal thing was ever recorded than eminent scientists leading half savage tribes into warfare against each other!


  What Has Gone Before


  Four scientists, Kenneth Marx, an American; Ludwig Yon Kressen, a German; Raoul Parri, a Frenchman, and Dr. Wilbur Throck, an Englishman, travel to Venus on Yon Kressen’s ship, THE FLYING DUTCHMAN. The ship operates by using the, power of light to exert pressure and concentrating this power enormously.


  Arrived on Venus they find it to be in the same stage of evolution as the earth was fifty million years ago. It is composed of dense jungles and inhabited by the dinosaur, pterodactyl and other creatures common to the earth during its early history. On an expedition, Throck is wounded by a spear-like rock thrown by some unknown assailant, believed to be similar to a low type of human.


  One day Parri goes on a trip alone and does not return. Kressen and Marx (who tells the story in the first person) go searching for the missing man. They get on the trail of some barefoot two-legged beings who were evidently carrying Parri’s body. They are finally attacked by a band of men resembling the S Cro-Magnon men of the early human race and taken to their headquarters. They are presented to Deena, their cave princess, who taking a liking to Marx teaches them the language and finally offers to admit both men to their tribe.


  Deena is kidnapped and Marx follows the kidnappers and helps to rescue her. Tie finally accepts her offer to become a member of the tribe.


  Deena, the cave princess, is captured again by Torag, one of her chieftains. Marx gathers some warriors in pursuit, and follow them for weeks. He finally catches sight of tier but is prevented from reaching her by a group of hairy Piltdown men who suddenly appear. After further searching, Marx finds Torag alone and in a battle kills him. Then he suddenly finds Deena beside him. She had escaped from the Piltdown men who had captured her. While returning back to their villages, Deena and Marx are captured by the Piltdown men and taken to their headquarters. Deena is confined in a cave and Marx is tied to a stake and is about to be killed by one of his captors when Kressen invades the camp with a group of Cro-Magnons and saves him and rescues Deena. But they are still outnumbered and take shelter in a cave where they hold off their besiegers while they end one of their number back for reinforcements. The reinforcements arrive in time, and the two earthlings together with the Cro-Magnons vanquish the Piltdown men and return to their own land. Marx then presents a plan to band together all the Cro-Magnons to sweep away all the Piltdown men. They begin gathering troops and moving from one nation to another acquiring reinforcements. On a narrow mountain pass, Marx meets a ferocious bear and to avoid him jumps over a precipice and catches onto a projecting rock.


  NOW GO ON WITH THE STORY


  THIRTY feet of unscalable cliff separated me from the brink of the ledge possessed by the bear—who was curiously silent now—and a hundred and seventy feet of equally unnavigable cliff dropped away below me. No other projection was visible for a dozen feet. This summary of my present position speedily proved to me that I had but leaped from purgatory into Gehenna—I was worse off now than I had been on the trail. And the upper end of my bow was still splintering under the strain of my weight.


  Presently the awed face of Manda peered over the ledge of the shelf upon which the sabre-tooth bear had first appeared. Wondering what had become of the original occupant, I ventured a glance around and downward, where I glimpsed the beast lying silent and motionless upon the rocks below, whither he had been preciptated by his momentum after my dive had cleared the track.


  “Help me, Manda!” I pleaded, when I turned my gaze upward again to where he and or were looking down at me with expressions of mingled relief and consternation.


  Manda looked flustered. His willingness to be of assistance to me was quite apparent, but it was just as obvious that he was at a loss for a method of procedure.


  “A rope!” I thought, “Haven’t we got any ropes around here?”


  Aloud I called, “A vine, Manda! Can’t you get a vine somewhere?”


  “I will try, Kenneth. Hold on a little longer,” he rejoined, and his face disappeared from the cliff-edge, as did that of Or.


  When they had gone I managed to struggle up to the projecting rock knob, which I grasped feeling considerably safer than when I hung on to the ever-weakening bow.


  Waiting for the return of the two Cro-Magnon men was a fatiguing and disheartening procedure, therefore it was with unutterable relief that I saw Or suddenly appear with some forty feet of a stout climbing vine he had found clinging to the cliff side.


  He called to Manda, telling him that a suitable vine had been found, and shortly the young chief also appeared once more. As the end of the vine came within my reach I secured a firm grasp on it, and then with the two powerful cave-men dragging me upward with what occasional assistance I found opportunity to render, I soon stood somewhat weak and shaky beside them.


  Recuperation was of immediate necessity, and was next on the program.


  Sitting on the ledge with our backs against the rocky bulk looming skyward, we debated as to our next action, but there was little to debate, for the darkling heavens warned us of the approach of night. Already our side of the mountain lay in dense purple shadow.


  However, we all questioned the wisdom of spending the night on the shelf, for the great cave-bear’s lair must open on it somewhere, and none of us had much stomach to elucidate to an inquiring ursine female where her recent husband might be found. Still, there was the possibility that our bear had been a bachelor, in which case we might as well avail ourselves of his cavern, wherever it might be.


  But the former possibility was too strong, so the outcome of our council was that Manda and I curled up on a corner of the ledge while Or sat guard.


  The night passed without disturbance, but at the break of dawn Manda and I were awakened by the flap, flap of great wings near us. Opening our eyes we saw Or fitting an arrow to his bow while he kept his eyes steadily fastened on a long-headed pteranodon—one of the great flying lizards of that perilous epoch.


  As I have had occasion to remark before, the Venusian animals were of vastly greater dimensions than wandered our own Earth in the dim past, nor was the pteranodon an exception. This fellow’s wing-spread measured a good forty feet from tip to tip—but I have seen individuals whose out-stretched wings spanned a hundred feet.


  Even as our eyes opened, Or let a strong barb fly from his bow. The shaft pierced the creature’s left wing but there was no perceptible effect. Manda leaped up and also shot a bolt at the circling dinosaur, while I gripped my hatchet in the event that the lizard came close to us.


  Manda’s arrow had entered the reptilian dragon’s breast, releasing a stream of thin, watery red blood. The wound irritated the brute, which hissed shrilly and then made a bee-line for our party on the ledge. As it shot toward us, its wide-open beak reaching for Or, I held my hatchet firmly and lunged forward, bringing down the stone axe in a crushing blow on the reptile’s head.


  From studying the skeletons of pteranodons dug up on Earth, I knew that the bones of this creature were hollow and lightly constructed. Therefore the heavy weapon in my hand had completely crushed one side of our aggressor’s head and dislocated the long, flat bone projecting from the rear of the lizard’s head, which served to balance the long beak, and also served as a rudder for the aerial dragon.


  THE blow was the finish. With the thin, watery blood streaming from the side of its battered head, the reptile hissed once more, turned confusedly a number of times—its sense of direction and equilibrium completely destroyed—then fluttered wildly about, rammed headlong into the cliff on two occasions, and finally relaxed to plunge to its demise on the jagged rocks two hundred feet below.


  A moment we three men gazed down at the limp remains of our late antagonist; then after eating a sparing breakfast we recommenced the ascent of the mountain. A short distance beyond the bend of the ledge where I had first seen the great sabretooth cave bear, we found his dwelling low, dark, stinky cavern running into the cliff. The ledge ended just beyond it, so apparently the only thing to do was to venture into the cavern in the hope that it would disclose some passage by which we could attain the outer air and an easier path to the village we sought.


  Or admitted that the side of the mountain we had tackled was never used by the inhabitants of the cave-village above us, the regular trail being on the other side of the mountain. He had led us this way because if we found a way up on the hither side it would mean a saving of at least three days to us.


  Manda at first opined that perhaps the bear’s cave did not lead to any open space other than the ledge on which we had first made his acquaintance, but I pointed out I pointed out that since the narrow trail by which we had gained access to the shelf was quite unnegotiable to a brute of such size, it was obvious that some other pathway led to the cavern, by which the bear had reached his recent lair.


  Since we had no torches or lights of any description with us. we held hands that we might not become separated in the dark, and then ventured into the cave, feeling our way slowly and carefully as we progressed, We entertained no fears of a second cave-bear for if there had been one, we assumed that we would certainly have met her during the night.


  Feeling our course along one wall, we had progressed about a hundred and fifty feet into the damp, cool passage, when Or, who was in the lead, announced that a stone wall barred further exploration. We came to a halt.


  Presently Manda’s voice came out of the darkness to my left.


  “Look up! I see a faint light overhead! There must be a passage leading straight upward!”


  I looked. Sure enough, straight above us glimmered a little speck of murky daylight.


  Manda at my request stepped upon my shoulders and felt above him with his hands for the sides of the vertical tube leading toward that little patch of light. But after several minutes of searching, in which I assisted by carrying him about, he could report only failure.


  However, by exploring the rock wall before us with his hands he found a little sill some twelve feet from the floor. Onto this he clambered, and by again surveying the wall with his hands, discovered that it was sufficiently irregular to be navigated. We assisted Or to the ledge next, then they reached down as far as possible while I leaped up and attempted to reach the hand of one of them. Four times I failed due to the darkness concealing their outstretched hands, but the fifth time I caught that of Or, and after almost precipitating both of us back to the floor of the cave again, was eventually hoisted to the rock sill with my companions.


  Now commenced the dangerous and none too-desirable process of scaling the unilluminated cavern wall toward that tantalizing little spot of grey light, whose distance we could not even estimate in that Erebean darkness. Each time I looked up at it, it seemed as far off as ever—a most dangerous illusion.


  For what to me seemed hours and hours, we steadily ascended toward that elusive patch of light—hours of wearying climbing in a darkness as thick as that of space—hours of maddening silence broken only on occasion by the soft, sinister, shuffling, Scraping sound of our naked feet against the wall of the cave, and the rattle of tiny grains of rock as they hurtled downward from the projections where they had been dislodged by our alien feet.


  And at last, after seeming eons of ascending that perilous barrier in a motion that had become mechanical, there came a gasp of relief from Manda, who was in the lead, and in a moment Or and I sat beside him in a short tunnel leading with a slight upward trend to the open air ten feet away.


  After we had rested for a half hour or so, we crawled out of the little tunnel into a shallow pit in the wooded slope of the mountain. Behind us a perpendicular escarpment towered four hundred feet into the murky skies, and I knew that on its other side was a sheer drop of eight hundred feet from the barrier’s summit to the little ledge where the evening before we had encountered the great white-muzzled Stone Age bear.


  THAT meant that we three men had climbed upward four hundred feet. As I visioned that tiny natural balcony so far below, my astonishment knew no bounds. That we three should have climbed up hundreds of feet of perpendicular cliff wall seemed absolutely incredible to me. It would have been a titanic feat even in daylight—but to be done in the dark was impossible. And yet—I wondered. Perhaps if the cliff we had scaled had been illuminated, we would have been unnerved at sight of the task before us, and once having made a start would not have dared look back to see how far we had progressed, lest the dizzy heights so appall us that we be precipitated from our holds. Yes, the more I dwelt on the thought, the more I leaned toward the idea that in the light the attempt would have been fatal, while as it was, the very darkness had made the accomplishment possible.


  Slowly and tiredly we resumed the ascent of the now less precarious mountain side. The nut trees gradually gave way to scrubby growths of a hardwood type, though there mingled with these a sort of stumpy pine tree—or the nearest thing to our Earthly pine that can be found on the tropical planet.


  We reached our goal just before nightfall, and after explaining our mission to the chiefs, partook of our evening meal, following which we made a public appeal to the congregated warriors of the village.


  Weariness forced us to be brief and to the point, but when we gladly sought the chief’s hospitality for the night, it was with the assurance that four hundred more sturdy Karnan fighting men were stationed under our banner.


  CHAPTER XII


  Preparing for War


  WE spent the next day resting at this village, and the day after that took up the trail again to the five communities that were yet to be visited. Since it was quite apparent that it was impossible for us to descend the mountain on the same side that we had so perilously scaled, it was necessary to top the summit of the range and go down the western flank. This mode of procedure was accordingly adhered to, and at mid-morning we three, accompanied by another guide from the mountain cave-dwellings, reached the top of that great barrier, ten miles above sea level, and cast our eyes toward the second range that rose steeply on the opposite side of the narrow valley between them.


  The assumption that the chain on which we stood was the highest on the planet had hitherto been dominant within me, but when my astonished eyes alighted on the next range across the valley, this hypothesis was speedily shattered. For the highest peaks of the opposite barrier tossed their sunbathed heads fully fourteen miles into the thick Venusian air.


  We did not tarry long on the mountain top, for though, despite its altitude, the temperature was not low enough to clothe it in snow and ice, nevertheless the summit was swept with chilly winds that brought to our minds only too vividly our state of primeval and inadequate clothing. Especially Or and Manda, habitual dwellers of the lowlands, were affected by the unaccustomed temperature. They were shivering violently now; though our companion of the loftier districts, and I from past experience in widely varied climes, were less discomfited by the chilly air.


  The path down this side, while infinitely easier than the precarious course we had pursued on our ascent, was so much the longer and therefore five days had passed ere we once more stood at the eastern foot of the mountain, our faces turned toward the northeast where lay our next goal.


  To reach each village and explain our project consumed another week, during which we gathered some four hundred more men.


  Then, our task completed in each of the thirteen outlying villages, Or, Manda, and I once more set our faces toward Karna itself, that we might see what results had been accomplished by von Kressen. In three days we reached the town, and immediately upon our arrival went into session with Deena, the Von, and the principal chieftains. I reported that some twenty-three hundred warriors had enlisted for the proposed venture, and the Skipper assured me that about eight hundred more could be reckoned on from Karna. All told, upward of three thousand brawny young Cro-Magnon fighters were ready for the warpath—no doubt the greatest accumulation of primitive soldiers that had ever been gathered for one campaign in the history of the untamed planet.


  The day following the return of the Venusians and myself from our diplomatic mission, von Kressen and I sought the privacy of a large tree in the forest, where we fell to discussing ways. and means for the prospective war.


  “In the first place,” was my inaugurating speech after he and I had safely esconced ourselves in the friendly, sheltering boughs of the tree, “We’ll have to batter this gang into the semblance of an army. It would be silly to have three thousand wild savages running around and none of them knowing what to do—isn’t that right?”


  The Von silently nodded his agreement, and I continued:


  “The first thing we’ll have to do is organize companies and platoons, and that sort of rot. I’ve been thinking about that this this morning, and here is the result:


  “Twenty-five men make one—well, let’s call it a corporal’s squad. After a while we can get Deena’s term for it.


  “Four of these squads make a company.


  “Five companies make a battalion.


  “Two battalions make something else.


  “Three of those outfits constitute a regiment. Get the idea?”


  The Von reflected a moment.


  “You mean,” he said then, slowly, “divide the men into companies of twenty-five, one hundred, five hundred, one thousand, and three thousand warriors successively?”


  “Yes.”


  “And how about officers?” he queried.


  “Each officer has command over a certain body of men. We’ll do away with non-coms. We might have an equal number of reserve officers on hand though, so we can shove one in whenever one of our originals gets killed.”


  AGAIN my companion reflected. Then: “Weapons?”


  “Bows, arrows, spears, clubs, hatchets, and knives. You and I, and perhaps one more will have the guns. I’ll let Deena keep my revolver for protection while we’re gone. We’ll make a couple of catapults, and we might have a special company working with blowguns.”


  “That’s O.K. with me. Let’s tell Deena about it.”


  We hopped to the ground and shortly were discussing my plans with the Cave Princess, who supplied the terms for our divisions and their officers. Having secured her approval of the scheme, the Von gathered a group of strong young bucks and launched into the construction of four crude catapults, while I went about among the chieftains, bestowing their new military ranks upon them and instructing them about their new duties and responsibilities. I also sent for the chieftains of the other villages, informed them of our plans, and assigned each one his rank, which I decided in direct proportion to the number of feathers that rose from his head-band.


  In the end, by adding a few more men, we had an army of 3,160 men, which formed a body called an athor in Deena’s tongue, and was commanded by a kathor. This athor of three thousand “privates”, was divided into three smaller bodies called atars, commanded by katars, and consisting of one thousand warriors under fifty-three officers. Each atar, in turn was composed of two ataks, of five hundred men each plus twenty-six officers, including the katak. Five atams, each containing one hundred privates” and five officers, counting the katam, composed an atak, and each atam consisted of four atans of twenty-five men each, headed by a katan.


  Von Kressen and I were not included in this table.


  Of course, the inaugurating of this system covered some three weeks, during which time the Skipper had completed three catapults and was well started on the fourth. For a while I was uncertain how to identify the ranks of the officers, but presently decided on an armband of dyed feathers, the color thereof designating the wearer’s position. Thus a katan wore a purple band; a katam a red; a katak a yellow; a katar, green; and the kathor—a grizzled old chieftain named Sagor, who had been Chief of Karna while Deena was absent—wore a blue armlet.


  During this time I also had a company of scouts in the forests of the south, whose business was to observe the topographical contours of the country and report them to me, that the knowledge might be advantageously utilized during the impending campaign against the lower races of man. From their descriptions I managed to draw a crude map on the hairless inner side of a great tiger-skin. It was the skin in fact, that the Von and I had obtained that seemingly long-gone day prior to our capture by Deena’s warriors, who had taken the skin along and finished curing it, after which Deena had returned it to me shortly following my entry to the state of warriorhood.


  It was in this interim also, that I made an interesting and most opportune discovery. Or rather, two discoveries, one closely following the other.


  The first was the finding of extensive saltpetre deposits in a cave worn into a sandstone bluff located a couple of miles east of Karna; the other, made barely a half hour later, was the discovery of two sulphur springs a little to the west and south of the saltpetre cave. On the edges of the pools quite a lot of the element had accumulated, and as I gazed down upon it the portent of my double discovery was vividly borne to my consciousness. Saltpetre, sulphur, and powdered charcoal obtained from burnt wood—mix them together and you have gunpowder.


  The thought set my naked feet pattering rapidly toward the caverns of Karna, where on my somewhat breathless arrival I immediately informed the Von of the possibilities it incorporated.


  “Figure, man! Bombs and hand-grenades! Arm our men with ’em and we can blow those unholy blighters down south clean off the map!”


  “Yes,” my companion agreed. “But what are you going to encase the powder in? What will you make your bombs of?”


  On the March


  I SCRATCHED my bearded chin and stared reflectively into vacancy. A cocoanut tree at the opposite end of the village centered my vision and attention.


  “Cocoanuts!” exclaimed I. “Drill a hole in each end, let the milk run out, scoop out the interior with a bent bone, let it dry, fill it up with powder, stick a fuse of twisted bark-strings in one hole, apply a little incentive in the shape of a light, and watch the fun. Nothing to it.”


  Immediate work was begun on the proposal. First I led a crew of twelve warriors to the sulphur springs, giving them instructions to gather the substance on the rims of the pools, then I led a second dozen to the saltpetre cave and commanded them to accumulate all they could and bring it to the village. Returning thither myself, I found the Von had started half a dozen fires and was already reducing a goodly amount of wood to charcoal. Other warriors were engaged, as were a good many women, in making holes in cocoanuts, the shells of which were to contain our explosive.


  A little later von Kressen completed his fourth catapult, and on my inspection of the four, I saw that he had thoughtfully built them in such a manner that they could be easily folded into a compact bundle, all the long logs lying one way, to facilitate transportation through the matted reaches of the jungle. This idea of struggling through forty miles of virgin forest with four squat, heavy, ungainly catapults had been a source of worry to me, but I was determined to have the machines listed among our weapons even if I were forced to chop a road through the woods whereby to transport them. Von Kressen’s construction of them, however, dispensed with this.


  Manda, who was a katak, having five hundred men and twenty-five officers under him, was the first to present himself to me as a model of our expeditionary warriors. Standing six feet tall, clad in a loin-cloth of tiger skin, with his face and bare breast painted in garish colors by various berry-juices, he was a typical example of Aurignaeian manhood. Across his spacious back, running from his right shoulder diagonally to his left side, was slung a quiver of long, strong war-arrows. A bone prong was attached to the outside of the quiver, and in this was clamped the strong bow. In his loin-skin, at the left side, was his stone knife; at his right hip hung a heavy stone hatchet; a knob-stick dangled from a thing in the front and a little to the left of the middle.


  His right hand clutched his war spear, and his left forearm passed through the loops of a rectangular shield of tough hide stretched over a strong wooden framework. A stout stick running parallel to the shield’s length, on the lower half thereof, was hinged at the middle of the shield so that when its loose lower end was unfastened from the thongs tying it against the bottom crossbar, it could be used as a prop against which to lean the shield, permitting the warrior full action of both arms.


  Four weeks after our return from the allied cave-communities of Karna, Manda and I sent out runners summoning the recruits to Deena’s village, there to be divided into the cohorts I have already mentioned.


  Within a week they were assembled, properly divided, and fully armed. Our special blowgun company, our catapult company, and our engineers’ company were likewise organized, equipped, and ready to march.


  Quite a crowd had assembled, not only from Karna, but also from the dependent villages, to witness the departure of the greatest single army Venus had perhaps ever seen up to that time, upon the most specific undertaking ever attempted by Venusian mankind—the total eradication of all the lower human forms within a radius of fifty miles from the caverns of Deena.


  Karna was a veritable swarming hive of painted, befeathered savages awaiting the order to march. Now, this day of the departure, as they stood in line ready for my command, I turned to Deena and handed her a revolver which I had in the previous weeks taught her how to load and shoot.


  “I do not know how long we will be gone, Princess Deena,” I said, “But when we return you will be the only ruler in all the land within five days’ march of these caves. Here is my revolver for your protection. We go now—the gods of Karna be with you.”


  “And with you, Kenneth. May the best of success attend your mission.”


  I SALUTED, swung about, and marched to the head of the column, where stood Von Kressen and Sagor, who had already taken personal leave of the Cave Princess.


  Reaching them, I swung around to face our troops. As I did so a hundred voices exclaimed in unison, “Attention!”


  Over three thousand bodies, trained by four weeks of practice in their respective villages, stiffened into rigid position and at the command of their officers saluted after the fashion von Kressen and I had taught them. The four highest officers, von Kressen, and I promptly returned it; then these five swung about and saluted me.


  At the rapidly-delivered commands of the officers, three thousand long war-spears were with beautifully-executed movement swung over as many broad, muscular white shoulders; more than three thousand left feet extended; and at the word of march, three thousand, one hundred and sixty-two powerfully-built bodies surged forward into the firm, tireless stride of a marching army.


  My earthly companion and I walked ahead side by side; a score of yards behind us the kathor strode beside the katar of the first atar; behind them marched Manda, first katak, with the first katam of his atak, followed by the first katan of the company, and after him trod the warriors of his atan.


  The warriors marched five abreast, covering a front of twenty feet, while five feet separated each rank from the one before and the one following it. Behind the last row of each atan marched the katan of the next atan, separated by ten feet from the men before and those after him. Twenty feet parted the katam of each company from the last warriors of the preceding atam, fifty feet lay between the katak of each atak and the bare backs of the men before him, and a hundred feet separated each atar from its predecessor.


  Thus our column was over six thousand feet long as we moved away from Karna into the forests toward the south. Our catapult, ammunition, and supply companies were at the end of the column, as the preceding warriors could thus beat an easier trail for the heavy accessories to be transferred by.


  Once when we were half a mile from the confines of the village, and just beginning to enter the really dense jungle stretching about us, I turned for another glance toward the grim crags that sheltered the race for whom I was leading this campaign. There on the highest point of the village, separated a little from the onlooking crowd and silhouetted against the sullen grey clouds in the background, stood a silent, motionless figure—Deena, Cave Princess of Venus.


  It was for her that I led her forces into the field, to rid her territory of dangerous enemies, and to establish her supremacy on the untamed planet that had given her life.


  Again I faced the south, and with my next few steps the green jungle had formed a screen about us.


  CHAPTER XIII


  Through the Jungle


  THREE days we marched into the jungles of the south—three days of slow, drizzzling rain and rather chilly air. The grey canopy above never broke to admit even a dim bar of diffused sunlight. There was only the unceasing cold drizzle that was wafted through the forest on the winds, and accumulated on the leaves of the trees that our passing might dislodge it, to descend on our naked shoulders in irritating showers of cold spray. Underfoot there was only the soft sqush, sqush of marching feet on the water-soaked ground with its thick mat of decaying vegetation. The few birds were silent and motionless; we neither heard nor saw any of the greater denizens of the tangled wilderness that embraced us, though on a few occasions we heard the rustle of the jungle grasses as they were parted by the passing of some great snake; and of human forms of any kind we encountered no sign.


  Gloomy weather induces gloomy spirits, so as our little army trudged through the carboniferous forest there was little conversation of any nature, though intercourse in low tones was permitted.


  No event of importance occurred during the first three days of the march, but on the fourth the vanguard of our column burst upon a band of some two hundred Piltdown men who were traveling toward us. Since the greater part of our force was still hidden in the jungle, the Eoanthropi, who were crossing a little boulder-strewn field when our van discovered them, evidently assumed that they were facing a party considerably smaller than their own, so they stood their ground determined to stay our progress.


  As might be expected, a lively skirmish ensued between the two forces, but since we were better armed than they, it was but a matter of minutes ere half of them lay dead and wounded on the ground, the rest scampering hastily in all directions into the bush. Our side had suffered the loss of one man; though a score of us, including the Von and me, bore minor bruises where we had intercepted the hand-hurled missiles of the Dawn Men.


  The encounter had delayed the advance of our van, so when it was over the main body of our troops was already emerging upon the field. But it took merely a few minutes to re-establish order, and we continued toward our goal, which was a Dawn Men cave-village still some six miles to the southeast of us. In the preceding weeks my scouts had reported to me the location of all such communities within fifty miles of Karna, and it was my intention to make a round of these villages and force their evacuation. Our prospective route was a zig-zag chain of villages running east and west, at the eastern end of which we were to start our drive, working westward and finally curving north again to return to Deena’s caverns.


  Nightfall found the Cro-Magnon army entering the village to discover it deserted. Every cavern was silent and empty, though the remaining chunks of half-rotted meat and recently ground maize indicated that the town had been inhabited up to a very short time before our arrival. What had occasioned the town’s desertion we were at a loss to determine, but the German offered the opinion that the survivors of the forest skirmish had returned to this village and warned the occupants of the approach of our force. I pointed out to him, however, that inasmuch as the Dawn Men certainly could not know whither we were bound, they could hardly have been able to announce our advance upon this particular community. But von Kressen argued that even if our intent was not apparent to the Piltdown men we had encountered on the little boulder-strewn plain, they had nevertheless warned the inhabitants of this and perhaps other nearby cave-towns of our dangerous proximity, and the settlements had been evacuated against the possibility of an unfriendly call on our part. It was a logical possibility, of course, and so I accepted it; but I doubted if any other villages had received word of our coming, for I deemed it unlikely that a race as comparatively low in civilization as the Piltdown men held any intercourse or mutual alliance between communities.


  Nevertheless my wonder was unbounded as I was forced to accept the Skipper’s theory the next day, for as we entered the second village of our chain, after having met no Dawn Men who could have spread an alarm, we found this one as completely deserted as had been the first.


  “THIS affair looks rum to me,” I informed von Kressen, “I’m willing to bet a hat that each and every Eoanthropus village is totally independent of every other one. A people as low in civilization as the Piltdown race doesn’t know the meaning of any feeling except hostility toward other communities. It’s an all-fired wonder to me that they are able to congregate in villages as it is. I’d hardly expect a bunch of untutored savages to gather more than one family together.”


  “Mutual protection, young man; mutual protection,” he insisted.


  “There’s enough protection for one family by the males of that family. They don’t give two hoots what happens to their neighbor, as a rule. Nope, I’m telling you, Von, there’s something odoriferous in Denmark about this.”


  The next day we began the march to the third village, and shortly after our start saw signs of the proximity of Dawn Men. As we moved through the jungle, on several occasions jagged rocks flew from the undergrowth into our ranks; two or three times we saw the shadowy forms of Eoanthropi melt silently from one patch of gloom into another; and always to our ears came the soft, rustling sounds of many shaggy bodies moving through the grasses beside the trail, and among the closely-netted branches above us.


  “It seems,” said Sagor to me, “that the hairy ones wish to slay us all gradually while we march through the forest. They have us at a disadvantage, for while they can easily discern our white skins, and we are closely ranked, we cannot very well see their dark bodies scattered among the trees.”


  He was right. As the day wore on a number of our warriors fell beneath the crude weapons of the Dawn Men while we killed but one, and him only because he was precipitated into our very path by the breaking of the limb on which he had stationed himself. Since we rarely saw our foes we had no way of determining their numbers, but I guessed at a couple of hundreds—though for all the sight we had of them they might have been less than a score. Manda once suggested that we break up our column and send the warriors individually into the bush to fight our annoyers with their own tactics, but I rejoined that such a procedure would delay our progress too much. So we compromised by sending our blowgun company into the jungle to fight as the Dawn Men fought—concealing themselves in the trees and the undergrowth, and when a foeman appeared, picking him off silently and singly. Thereafter our casualties experienced a marked decrease, while those of the Piltdown men correspondingly mounted.


  That night we slept in the open, for the village that was our goal lay still a good half-day’s march before us. Traveling through the jungle at night is suicidal, especially in such forests as cover the continents of Venus; for where the night rain is unceasing, the savage carnivores abroad during the early nocturnal hours, and the poisonous reptiles lurk constantly in the shadows before one, the dangers and slender chances of survival that accompany such travels can be readily perceived.


  For the most part we slept in trees, after we had assured ourselves that they harbored no snakes (by making a hissing sound that would invariably elicit a similar noise from any snake that chanced to be in the vicinity). The Flying Dutchman and I could not reproduce this hiss in its exact value, therefore we procured Manda to do it for us.


  When the noon of the following day saw our advent in the third village of the line, we found it as completely deserted as had been the two before. It occurred to me that perhaps the inhabitants of the first two settlements had re-esconced themselves in their caves after our passing; therefore in order that our campaign should not be useless, I sent back two companies to enter and hold each of these villages, and when the next day we undertook the march toward the fourth town, one atam was left behind at the site we then occupied.


  It became more and more apparent, the farther we progressed, that the Piltdown. men of a number of villages had combined against us; their attacks became constantly more frequent and more determined; we saw groups of them slink furtively along the ground or swing silently through the branches of the trees, in which they seemed to be as much at home as on the ground.


  Once a body of some fifty or sixty of them boldly attacked the very middle of our column, delaying the march for a good half-hour while we beat them off. Nor was their sally by any means devoid of success, for eight of our number were slain, twice as many more or less seriously injured, and one missing. Extensive and painstaking exploration of the surrounding locality yielded no sign of the vanished warrior, while but detaining us the longer.


  Guerrilla Warfare


  WE were a thoroughly disgruntled bunch as we cast aside the two dozen dead Dawn Men and resumed our interrupted march, hampered somewhat by our wounded comrades.


  “Say, do you know,” began the Skipper, breaking in upon my moody contemplation of the foe’s latest escapade, “I think those wild devils are being coached by a leader who is perhaps of the Cro-Magnon race. Ordinarily these brutes wouldn’t have the intelligence to gather several villages together to combat an enemy, but with a human brain—like that of a Cro-Magnon man—to guide them, they would make a formidable bunch of antagonists. I’ll bet a cookie there’s at least five hundred of the hungry bounders out there in the sticks, and you can’t tell me they all got together by their own incentive.”


  “Adopting my views of Dawn Man psychology, are you?”


  “To some extent. I’d readily admit the possibility of one tribe warning another of an approaching common foe, but I place it above their mental capabilities to combine against that enemy unless urged to do so by an intelligence higher than their own.”


  “And you deem that intelligence to be a Cro-Magnon?”


  “I do.”


  “But how do you imagine he might have gained their confidence to the extent that they would obey him?”


  “I can’t say for certain, but by using his brains a man could not only escape death at their hands, but could even gain a position of leadership—at least, I should say so.”


  “Well, maybe you’re right; but while Deena and I were captured by that bunch, I used the old coop plenty, yet I didn’t rise to any position of leadership.”


  “Yes—but you don’t understand these Piltdowners. But a man who has spent his entire life living near them, understands their customs and perhaps their language—that’s a different case.”


  “That may be. But who do you think could be this—ah—Master Mind of the Dawn Men?”


  “Haven’t the faintest idea, unless maybe one of Torag’s men escaped your bunch and got in with this Piltdown crowd.”


  For a week we continued westward, entering nine cave-communities that belonged to the Piltdown race, and one small one occupied by two or three families of Neanderthal people. All but the last mentioned were deserted, the inhabitants apparently having been warned many hours previous to our descent upon their strongholds. The Neanderthal village, if a straggly group of half a dozen crude mud huts can be so termed, was the eighth we entered; and the fact that it was inhabited showed that no alliance existed between the Neanderthals and the Piltdown men.


  Upon our stormy entry of the hamlet, the Neanderthal males bristled up and fell upon us with furious and utter abandon, notwithstanding our superior numbers; but here they could do us much harm they lay dead on the dank loam, all abristle with the pitiless arrows of our soldiery. The females and the young for the greater part scampered into the jungle, though a few of the older and more savage women remained to meet the same fate as had their lords and masters. There was not a one of us who did not dislike the idea of killing even these savage, ape-like women, but we risked no possibility of jeopardizing the safety of Princess Deena by permitting the survival of these wild races.


  During that week the Eoanthropi harrassed us incessantly, on several occasions attacking the column in bands of from three hundred to five hundred individuals, and the results of these encounters were truly disastrous to us. By the end of the week we had lost some five hundred men, while we were able to ascertain the death of but three hundred opponents. It was clear that as long as we remained in the forest the advantage lay with our semi-arboreal antagonists, and so the only course to follow was to get both forces out into the open where I might adopt strategic measures toward the crushing of the Dawn Men. Accordingly, we laid our steps toward an open plain a little to the southwest, while runners were sent back along the trail to gather the thousand or so warriors who had been left to guard the various villages against the possible return of the Piltdown men.


  Two days were occupied in moving my men to the plain whereon I hoped to establish the supremacy of the Cro-Magnon race, and during this time we were joined at intervals by the different companies, or atams, that had comprised the guard of the different towns. Our hairy annoyers still kept pace with us, which was what I hoped for because it gave me a chance to lead them into the open where I might then defeat them.


  As the first five villages were too far back to permit their new garrisons to reach us before we came to the prospective battlefield, our force numbered roughly two thousand men plus about one hundred officers. However, I felt quite confident that these would prove sufficient to bring victory to our cause even should the Dawn Men be as numerous as we, which I doubted.


  REACHING the open plain, which was about six miles long and perhaps four wide, the Von and I marched our force out across it to a position near its middle. Here I strung out the warriors in a long line facing the jungle from which we had just emerged, with the catapult company behind the bowmen, and the sixty or so remaining blowgun warriors placed at intervals just before them. My eighteen hundred heavily-armed soldiers were placed in three ranks, about six hundred men in each line. The first left their bows on their backs, and lying prone on the soil, gripped only their heavy spears.


  Should the Dawn Men charge us, then these spearmen were to receive the first ranks of the Eoanthropi on their spear-points. Behind them at some twenty feet were the first bowmen, who were to do the long-range fighting by shooting their barbs over the spearmen before them. And some twenty feet behind these crouched another row of bowmen, ready to step into the places of those who might fall before them, and who, if necessity arose, could shoot while men in front fitted new arrows to their bows.


  Of course, this in itself did not take long, for they could shoot almost as rapidly with their bows as a civilized Earth-man can with a repeating rifle; but there are occasions when a steady, unbroken stream of wooden shafts is highly desirable. Some fifty feet behind these were the four catapults, placed at intervals of some five hundred feet, thus covering a front about two thousand feet in length. The men before them, placed about four feet apart, covered a frontage of roughly half a mile. The one hundred men who composed the supply company were stationed as sentries to guard our rear and flanks, and to give warning should the enemy menace us from those angles.


  Sagor, who held the Skipper’s automatic pistol, was stationed on the left wing, von Kressen on the right, and I took a central position where I might see how the battle progressed along the whole line.


  Once safely barricaded behind our propped-up shields, I sent the blowgun company back to reconnoiter and stir the Eoanthropi into the fighting mood, after which they were to be led to our present position.


  As the men vanished into the haze-veiled distance, the Flying Dutchman and I made the final rounds of our position, saw to the distribution of the arrows and the powder-filled cocoanuts, gave minor orders here and there, and presently returned to our respective stations.


  Barely ten minutes after I had again resumed my post and given my rifle its final inspection, the forms of the scouts we had sent out came running from the distant fogs, closely followed by the burly shapes of the Piltdown men. I leaped to my feet and ordered the bowmen to have their weapons in readiness.


  Running my eye over the front rank of the Eoanthropi, I noted with some astonishment that it measured nearly a mile in length—as far as I could see in fact (the mists hid anything further distant than half a mile from one point)—and if I could average five-foot intervals between the savage men, there must be some one thousand Dawn Men in a line. And the force that opposed us was five ranks deep.


  For the first time during the entire campaign a qualm of apprehension overwhelmed me. It was true that my Karnans had the advantage of superior weapons and—if I may flatter myself by so saying—superior leadership; but when the opposing force is two and a half times as great as one’s own, it does not require an excessively elastic imagination to perceive that there is going to be trouble despite the few advantages one can number among one’s assets. However, nothing could be done now except go through with it and hope for the best. I still believed that we would win, but I saw that we would have to pay heavily for our victory.


  CHAPTER XIV


  A Terrible Battle.


  WAITING till the Dawn Men had come within range of my men’s arrows, I quickly passed the command to concentrate fire on the last rank of our opponents, and gave the, word to shoot.


  Almost as one, six hundred bows twanged out upon the humid atmosphere; six hundred strong wooden shafts darted into the air toward the oncoming Dawn Men; and nearly five hundred of them buried themselves in the bodies of the savage foe. Two hundred Eoanthropi were killed or mortally wounded on the spot; a hundred more sank with less dangerous wounds to the damp loam, there to tear free the offending barbs and break them; and some two hundred others remained in the running, though not without some painful reminder of the efficiency of the Aurignacian bowmen.


  The second and third volleys brought more or less similar results, so that within two minutes some six hundred Piltdown warriors lay hors-de-combat on the field. Our own losses were so far nil, but I saw with some anxiety that the flanks of the Dawn Men’s line were still intact; and extending about a quarter of a mile beyond each of our own ends, were slowly swinging in to crush our wings.


  Ordering rapid fire from two hundred bowmen at my sides, I commanded that our wings swing backward and inward, forming a V with my own position at the tip, facing the center of the Eoanthropi’s line. Disliking the idea of moving back the catapults without a single shot after they had been so well established at their present stations, I passed the command that each machine fire three of our gunpowder-filled cocoanuts.


  I may say here that by inserting a short fuse in the shell and then placing a light cap over the hole after the fuse had been lighted, the spark was protected from the air-rush, while still gathering sufficient oxygen to permit it to reach the powder. These shells were used in the catapults, and such were now flying through the air toward our shaggy antagonists.


  The result was startling, even to von Kressen and me. In rapid succession twelve of those crude yet potent projectiles exploded with ear-shattering booms. Great billows of black smoke burst suddenly into the air, and some fifty Eoanthropi lay dead or stunned on the plain.


  With the explosions the remaining Piltdown men came to a startled halt, awe and consternation mingled on their faces. All their morale was gone, and I realized that in another moment they would take to flight. But I was determined to have the battle out, and so barely had the Eoanthropi stopped than I leaped forward with a cry.


  “Prepare to advance! Advance! Charge!


  The Karnans grasped their war-spears and leaped forward, while the third rank at my command poured arrows over the heads of the first two, into the lines of the Dawn Men. The foe stood undecided before us. The episode of the shells counseled the savage warriors to prudently betake themselves to distant parts, while the sight of the approaching Karnans—a more tangible enemy, whom they could more easily understand—urged them to remain and annihilate us. So they hesitated, and as they stood thus the first line of Cro-Magnon spearmen fell upon them.


  Then the battle started in earnest. Thrusting, slashing, clubbing, howling, roaring, and shouting, the two armies met in what I’ll wager was the bloodiest encounter in the history of the untamed planet. The barbs of the Karnan bowmen flew thick and fast; the clubs and axes of both parties splattered afar the lifeblood of the enemy; and ever and anon the firearms of Sagor, the Von, and myself, barked out their sharp, brief sentences of death upon the hapless foemen. In a trice that mist-covered plain had been transformed to a raging, seething hell of hate and slaughter and deafening, discordant racket.


  Occasionally I retreated for a brief moment that I might cast my glance toward the wings and see how the battle fared there, then I resumed my warlike activities at the fore of the Karnan line. It was with some satisfaction that I saw Deena’s warriors beating back the Eoanthropi, despite the numerical superiority of the latter. Yet that we were not to come out of the encounter without losses was proven by the one hundred or so white troglodytes who lay silent and lifeless beside the corpses of their wild antagonists.


  It was during one of these spells that my attention became centered on a particularly agile and outstanding warrior in the ranks of the Piltdown men. Standing head and shoulders above his wild companions, he was as tall as the average Cro-Magnon man; he was less hairy than those with whom he fought; he was straighter, more agile, and seemed to be barking commands at the Dawn Men about him. Taking the leisure to observe him more carefully, the conviction rapidly grew within me that he was no Eoanthropus, but as human as the splendid race with whom I fought shoulder to shoulder. Through my mind flashed the Von’s theory that the Dawn Men had been gathered by an individual with greater intelligence than theirs—and here, it seemed, was that man—a Cro-Magnon, no doubt, who may or may not have been a member of Torag’s party when that enterprising gentleman undertook the abduction of Deena, Cave Princess of Karna.


  AS I watched the strange foeman, I could not help but marvel at the smooth, effortless rhythm of his muscles, so unlike the bulging, knot-like affairs of the Eoanthropi. His lightning-like movements proceeded with a speed and precision that betrayed a keen, trained brain directing them, while the authoritative timbre of his tone, even in the guttural grunts of the Piltdown men, bespoke all too plainly the position he held among them.


  Then there was also a vague familiarity about him that roused my wonder; I was confident that I had seen him before, but I could not definitely recall where. It occurred to me that I had doubtless seen him among the henchmen of the ambitious Torag, and that dim recollections of his manner haunted my consciousness, to be brought forward when I again saw the man.


  Realizing that the man was a dangerous and therefore undesirable foe, I temporarily forsook my section, to work my way toward the point which he favored with his bellicose activities. Should he indeed be a former follower of Torag, as I firmly believed by this time, I considered it only meet and just that I should entertain him with my personal attention. The rough handling of the Cave Princess by Torag’s party, as well as the many subsequent dangers and hardships she had to endure be-, cause of their attempted abduction of her, still rankled in my mind, as it will continue to do for the rest of my life. Therefore it was a very personal motive that induced me to engage the warrior myself.


  As I neared him I saw the Piltdown leader attacked by three of my Karnans, and despite the cold hate I held for him, I was forced to reluctantly admit my admiration as I saw him dodge the first attacker and swing a mighty right to the jaw of the second—a blow that checked the Karnan, jerked his head back sharply, and then brought him lunging face down into the grasses at the feet of his enemy. Then the leader of the savage hordes we battled clutched his stone knife and sprang toward the young Karnan chieftain who opposed him. The latter I noted was Manda, and as the two engaged in a swift knife-duel I pressed forward more rapidly that I might render assistance to the young chief, should he require such.


  It was with some apprehension that I beheld the naked stranger forcing Manda backward slowly toward the. outstretched carcass of a fallen Eoanthropus, and as his design became apparent I jerked up my rifle. In a moment the young Karnan’s heel would strike the dead body, he would stumble backward—and one of the best friends I ever had would be gathered to his forefathers. At the realization, the bead of my rifle covered the forehead of the savage warrior who led the Dawn Men. Knowledge of Manda’s impending death spurred me to fire; and at the same time something clamored at the back of my brain, begging me to desist, attempting in its feeble way to turn aside the muzzle of the gun from the inhuman brute who was working out the youth’s death.


  Curse it! Why couldn’t I shoot the devil?


  Then I saw the man’s stone blade leap forward and sink deep into the chest of Manda the Fleet One—the nameless spell that held me broke; and cursing myself for delaying until it was too late, I sighted at the giant’s forehead and squeezed the trigger.


  At the report he turned a startled face in my direction, and as he pitched forward to the blood-flecked loam, my blood turned to ice—for in that one brief moment I recognized even behind that savage manner and the seven months’ growth of black beard, the face of my old friend and companion—Raoul Parri!


  CHAPTER XV


  The Air Monster


  EONS passed, it seemed, while I stood there motionless—stunned. The fierce struggle about me, the shouts and growls of the contending armies, the speeding missiles, the reports of von Kressen’s rifle, fled from my consciousness—receded into the dim distance—leaving me standing like a stone image, contemplating the two sprawled-out bodies before me. No sensation of any form raced through me during that time—it seemed that my mind was incapable of functioning. The realization of the white stranger’s identity, my action toward him, and his last act toward Manda the Fleet One, had tumbled over one another so rapidly that my sensibilities were left paralyzed—and I viewed the two men with the cold, impersonal air of an aloof and totally disinterested spectator. If some similar occurrence has ever happened to you—something that knocked your world from beneath you—something that knocked the props clean out from under your scheme of things—some occurrence whose magnitude your mind was unable to grasp at the first instant—then you will know what I mean.


  So it was now. Ages seemed to pass while I thus stared at Manda and the Frenchman, but I know that it was but a moment ere I regained my powers of thought and movement.


  “Von!” I shrieked, jerking around toward him, “Come here—for God’s sake!”


  From my tone, my look, and my gesture, he must have surmised that some weighty agitation gripped me, for barely had he turned his gaze upon me than a puzzled gleam shot into his grey eyes, and promptly forgetting the raging battle about him. he bounded in my direction.


  My finger shot toward the lifeless shape of Raoul Parri, stretched full length upon the ground, as the Skipper came up beside me.


  “Von—!” I gasped, my voice thick from the choking lump in my throat and the dry tongue that seemed to be swollen to twice its normal size, while queer tingling sensations raced through my scalp and along my jaws, “It’s—it’s—Parri! Raoul! I shot him—dead, most likely—!”


  Eyes widening in horrified surprise, the German gaped motionless for a second as I had done before; then with a common movement we leaped toward the fallen bodies—he to the Frenchman, I to Manda.


  It was a bloody, hideously torn gash that traversed the young chieftain’s breast—a deep, frayed wound extending from the middle of his chest upward across his right breast almost to the armpit. Had I not long since become inured to the sight of blood, I should certainly have been sickened by the thick stream that gushed from the gaping injury in Manda’s chest, to stain scarlet his white skin and the already blood-soaked sward beside him.


  Reaching for his wrist, at the same time I placed my ear to his breast, and it was with unutterable relief that I heard and felt his heart’s weak but steady beat continuing within him. Summoning two near-by warriors, I bade them transport the wounded chieftain to the medicine men behind the line, and as they gently picked him up and departed I turned to the Flying Dutchman, my question in my eyes.


  “He’s still alive,” replied von Kressen to the unspoken query he read therein, “but the wound—”


  “Fatal?”


  “Not necessarily. But it’s serious—damned serious. Unless he gets immediate and competent treatment—”


  Silence descended. That is, neither of us spoke, but the cries and noises of the surrounding battle continued unabated.


  Two more of our fighters who chanced to be close were summoned, and these I ordered to take the badly wounded French astronomer and bear him behind the lines.


  Again the battle claimed our activities, but the German and I fought automatically, our minds dwelling more upon the incidents of the past five minutes than upon the savage encounter that swept and stormed about us.


  I do not know just how long we fought, but I had a dim realization of beating the Dawn Men back about half a mile from our first position; I reflected vaguely that some two thousand Eoanthropi were gathered in by the Ultimate Victor, while some four hundred Cro-Magnon warriors likewise lay stretched in the last long sleep upon the gorestained battleground. Then our progress was checked with a jarring suddenness, arousing me from my reflections to see what had occasioned our abrupt halt.


  Observation quickly settled this point, revealing that the arrows which my men had taken with them were for the most part expended, and that hand-to-hand engagement now held the field. While we still maintained a superiority in the quality, quantity, and proficiency of weapons, the numerical strength of our foes balanced this and brought us to a deadlock, since the odds were no longer with us.


  Indeed, outnumbering us nearly two to one, the Dawn Men shortly found the chances of success swinging over to their side, and so within a little while we were being forced back along the bloody path we had mown.


  A company of men was sent back to the station where we had first established ourselves, to bring arrows for those of us at the battle line. Meanwhile we beat an unhurried retreat, the steadily-mounting losses on both sides being nearly equal. Soon the men came back with the arrows, and with these we managed to stave off the Piltdown men and swing the odds back to our own ranks again. However, the recent hand-to-hand fighting had seriously depleted my force, and I deemed it wise to disengage ourselves of the enemy, retreat hastily, and re-organize the scattered groups of Karnans so that we might deal a crushing blow to the Eoanthropi, who would certainly follow us should we exhibit the inclination to show them our heels.


  Hence the command was rapidly issued that an immediate and undignified retreat was to be made, and though the Karnans obviously disliked this disgraceful procedure, they nevertheless promptly and unquestioningly complied. In a few minutes, therefore, we were once more barricaded behind our shields in our original position, awaiting in grim satisfaction the howling Dawn Men who evidently supposed their militaristic prowess to be the cause of our flight. They were rapidly following us with the all-too-apparent intention of bringing about our immediate annihilation.


  Surprises had been quite in order during the day, and the greatest surprise was yet to come. I don’t know why I didn’t notice the thing as we ran back to our shields, but I suppose my face was turned toward the enemy during the flight and so I saw no sign of the silent thing hovering in the mists behind our position. Anyway we were again embanked behind our shields, if I may use the term, bows and arrows in hand to give the enterprising Eoanthropi a hearty reception. Some degree of apprehension assailed me as I noticed that the enemy was pressing toward us in a compact, knot-like formation aimed directly at the center of our line—an irresistible battering-ram that would plow through our defense as were it but a thin cotton thread. To meet the foe on more even terms, I ordered the concentration of my own army on that point where the blow would fall, and commanded that the catapults be trained on the advancing Dawn Men.


  Yet ere a blow was struck or a missile shot by either side, there came an intervention, totally unforeseen by anyone, which saved me many a brave warrior and yet plunged me to the greatest depths of fury-filled despair.


  Kneeling in the loam behind our shields, we faced the Piltdown men, every hand grasping a weapon. And suddenly there swept down from the cloud-obscured skies above and behind us, an aerial monster—a weird, terrifying creature, such as I never thought to exist on savage Venus. I saw but a shining flash descend from the heavens toward the foremost closely ranked Eoanthropi; as though pressed down by some mighty invisible hand, dozens of our wild antagonists were hurled aside or slammed to earth, and then the shining thing had struck. An immense gap appeared in their dense-packed ranks; high into the humid Venusian air were hurled dozens of shaggy Dawn Men, and hundreds of dead strewed that appalling pathway of grisly destruction.


  Despair.


  FACULTIES fled me again as I gazed stunned, uncomprehending, at the shining demon of the skies which was tossing afar the lifeless corpses of many of our panic-stricken foes.


  Terror rode amuck among them when once they grasped the fact that some hellish entity was annihilating them—reducing them to but so many masses of torn, mangled, inanimate flesh. Then they screamed—hoarse, horror-filled man-screams—as they dispersed in fear-ridden pandemonium. In two minutes they had broken into so many individuals scattering in all directions, while still darting here and there from one small group of Dawn Men to another was the strange monster of the sky, throwing many a lacerated body into the air or to the ground, and the hundreds of inert corpses that marked its gory path gave mute yet eloquent testimony to its terrorizing might.


  The feel of von Kressen’s hand on my arm awoke me from the trance into which I had fallen. His face was white, his eyes gaped.


  “Ken!” he whispered hoarsely, “Don’t you see it—recognize it? God, man! It’s the Flying Dutchman!”


  A startled gasp shot from my lips. Wide as my eyes must have been, I think they went even wider when my paralyzed brain gripped the truth of his statement. The shining metallic hulk, the torpedoshaped body now made discernible by distance and slower movements—what doubt could yet remain?


  As we saw the machine halt, when the last of the vanquished Dawn Men disappeared from view, the Von and I stepped forward while the flyer headed slowly back in our direction. It was but a minute before the shell slowed to a stop a hundred yards above and in front of us. The Skipper and I, ran forward, brandishing our rifles and yelling at the top of our lungs to attract the attention of the ship’s occupant, who we knew must be Dr. Wilbur Throck.


  Apparently misinterpreting our demeanor, the Karnan warriors gave vent to wild battle cries and straightway commenced shooting arrows at the metallic monster suspended above them.


  Furiously I swung around toward them and roared out then they cease fire. But it appeared that my command was drowned in the volume of their own cries, and so I saw them but continue their warlike activities; while with greater fury and apprehension I noticed the two nearest catapults aiming explosive shells at the star-flyer. In a second the missiles were soaring through the air to their goal. One exploded on striking the shell of the ship, the other fifty feet from it.


  Swearing like a pirate I sprang to the nearest catapult, where I brought my fist full into the mouth of the first man of the crew, spinning him into a crumpled heap a dozen feet away.


  Blind rage possessed me as I swung right and left, still bellowing at the top of my lung-power that the hostile conduct be halted. Eventually it dawned upon the surrounding warriors that for some reason I desired the cessation of the belligerent activities, and soon they quieted down, apparently utterly astonished at my demeanor. Turning toward the east again, I saw that the Flying Dutchman had vanished. Von Kressen, who stood near, then explained to me that at the beginning of the Karnans’ fire the machine had backed away as though amazed at their warlike attitude, and then turned about and floated away.


  Well, there was nothing further to be done about it, so after calling the troops to attention I proceeded to give them a sound rating and then commenced the homeward march to Karna, via the route we had followed on our southward expedition. On the march we picked up the men who still guarded the first few villages of the Eoanthropi; and what scattered bands of Dawn Men we occasionally encountered were speedily annihilated or dispersed.


  THREE weeks after our departure from the cliffs of the Cave Princess, our column once more appeared under their scowling brows—a column depleted by some one thousand men. Three hundred wounded lay in as many litters, each borne on the shoulders of four men, so that our returning force had the appearance of a great medical company. Eight hundred men were unburdened by the litters but two hundred of these transported the catapults and our remaining supplies. Watchers on the cliffs had announced our approach as soon as we broke from the verges of the jungle and now the entire remaining populace of Karna was swarming down to meet us.


  Many a face was lighted by smiles as familiar figures were discerned in the trudging army of the Cave Princess, and many were the cries of joyful welcome that split the humid air; but many another face grew grave and anxious as the warriors it sought failed to appear. The returning fighters were immediately surrounded by milling circles of laughing, chatting women and children; but on the sides thronged, silent and grave, the wives and daughters and smaller children of many a stout-hearted Karnan warrior whose cheery masculine smile and parental solicitude would never again bring happiness and laughter into their lives.


  As I marched past them into the village, I felt sorry for them, and also guilty, for I considered myself as being directly responsible for the deaths of those men. It was I who had led them to their ends; it was I who directed the campaign in which they lost their lives. And so it was not with the pleasantest of feelings that I regarded these women and children standing grave-faced and silent on either side of our marching throng. There was no weeping among them however; they took the blow with the habitual stoicism of their race, for violent death was too common among them to induce tears. Yet I knew that they held their mates and parents and brothers in perhaps higher esteem than do Terrestrials, therefore it was with deep and genuine sorrow that they slowly and with drawn faces turned back in silence toward the grey, beetling crags of Karna. But their heads were held high and their steps, were firm and unfaltering, for each heart was filled with a great and just pride by the knowledge that their men had died nobly, unflinchingly, and in the service of their sacred Princess.


  Once in the village, the litters were set upon the ground and their occupants propped up that they might look toward the cave that was the throne-room of their fair ruler, while the uninjured warriors were arranged in a great curved line that all might face the entrance to Deena’s cave. Then the officers and we leaders stationed ourselves before the rank and file, facing likewise the crude portal of the throne-room.


  A guard of twenty brawny youths who had just come into the state of warrior-hood stood before and on either side of the passageway’s entrance, and when we had taken up our positions, its captain disappeared into the black cavity in the cliff. A moment later he emerged again, the guard fell back on either side and Deena, Cave Princess of Karna, stepped into view.


  Immediately two thousand strong war-spears were lifted on high and from two thousand loyal masculine throats thundered a mighty cry of greeting and of fealty.


  “Hail, Princess! Our hearts, our hands, our spears; for the gods of Karna and for Princess Deena—to the Death!”


  With the cessation of that ear-shattering roar, a silence as deep as the reaches of infinity descended upon the village for a long minute. It seemed that the very insects had been paralyzed into the silence by the volume of that thunderous greeting. Then the Princess raised aloft the light wand that was her sceptre, and in a low-dignified voice, quiet and yet reaching to the ears of even the most distant warriors with its bell-like clearness, acknowledged the greeting of her minions.


  “Hail, warriors! The blessings of the gods rest forever with Karna and with you!”


  She levelled the wand and passed it in a form of royal benediction over us, and as she did so we sank to our right knee as one man and bowed our heads in humble submission and allegiance to her regal mandates.


  Simple, brief, and to the point—that was the whole ceremony, as are all ceremonies of this people, with the possible exception of those accompanying the entry into warriorhood.


  Eating and dancing composed the greater part of the festivities that evening—festivities which were dampened somewhat, however, by the absence of a thousand brave, strong, loyal fighting men.


  The next morning the greater number of warriors began the return journeys to their various villages, and ere they left I expressed my hearty thanks for the splendid service they had rendered me, and assured them that I would try to repay them if it lay in my power to do so. Then, after my simple speech, all those grim fighters at my suggestion faced toward the southwest and raised aloft their spears in a final tribute to those who lay there so mutely under the cloud-laden Venusian sky—a simple ceremony in which von Kressen and I participated with raised rifles, while the women of the village turned with bowed heads in the same direction.


  CHAPTER XVI


  The Crisis


  DAYS passed. The Venusian summer had again descended upon the Karnan plateau; the orange sun of the savage planet bathed our locality in its soft light, and certain flowers that grew only during these brief periods of sunshine filled the damp air with their fragrance. Most of the wounded warriors had recuperated sufficiently to be up and moving, and among them was Manda the Fleet One. Parri’s knife, though narrowly missing the lung had not injured any of the vital organs, and with the assistance of the young Witch Doctor and his own powerful constitution, the youthful chieftain had soon regained his health and strength.


  Frequently von Kressen and I were to be found in the cavern that sheltered Raoul Parri—the same cave which had been occupied by the Von when we had first come to the village—hovering solicitously over the seriously-injured man. My bullet had seared a broad band across his forehead, tearing away the skin and grazing the skull beneath, so that the worn, splintered bone gaped hideously from between lips of frayed, friction-burnt flesh. Fever had attacked the man, as a matter of course, and ever since the day of the great battle he had been suspended perilously over the yawning maw of Death, held to Life only by a weak, slender thread that seemed to be growing thinner and thinner with the passing of time, so that little hope for his recovery was justified.


  “But he’s got to pull through,” I vociferated almost hysterically to the Von, “I’ve got to know how it comes that he was fighting on the side of that Piltdown crew against what he could easily perceive to be humans like himself! I don’t get that at all. I guess the Danes are making glue again.”


  The Skipper nodded and swore under his breath. “If those silly gumps hadn’t scared Throck away with their damned catapults, Parri would be 0. K. again by this time. As it is, this bunch of heathens stands a darn poor chance of pulling him through. Darn it! Why in hell did they have to start shooting like a bunch of nuts?”


  As the crisis approached, von Kressen and I spent whole nights squatting beside the inert, unconscious sufferer, doing what we could to allay the tortures that racked his body, scarcely breathing as we looked upon his helpless form. And at length the dreaded hour arrived that would decide the fate of our old friend. He lay motionless, mute, with closed eyes and scarcely, heaving chest. Extending my right hand to his wrist, and testing the temperature of his cheek with the fingers of my left, I turned toward von Kressen, sitting like a carved image of marble beside me, hardly discernible in the gloom that shrouded the cavern like a tenuous haze or pall of Death.


  “I’m afraid,” I whispered in a low voice that seemed to waken those sinister, clinging shadows into ominous, flickering demons from the Great Beyond, “I’m afraid that he’s not going to pull through. What to do?”


  A faint gasp returned from my companion as he rose silent as a ghost and began noiselessly pacing the cave in quick, long strides, looking like a dim, ghastly spectre against that weird background. Presently he stopped beside me and sank once more to his haunches.


  “Listen!” he whispered eagerly, “You gave me an idea! Why not try suggestion? You said it looks as if he’s not going to pull through. Well, it occurred to me just now that in a certain psychology book I’ve read, the writer stated that the subconscious mind doesn’t get the word ‘not’. Hence, Parri’s subconscious got the suggestion, ‘I’m afraid he’s going to pull through’. I rather think psychology is our last recourse, so what say we try it?”


  “Jake here. Try anything!”


  And forthwith we fell to work. Kneeling beside the patient we whispered repeatedly into his ears such phrases as, “You’ll pull out all right, Parri. You are getting better right along, old top. Keep it up! You’re in perfect health, Parri, old man—perfect health.”


  For a long time we kept it up and at last retired to our own caverns to sleep, fagged out as we were by the many previous days and nights of unceasing vigil at the bedside if a mat of leaves covered with a bearskin may be termed a bed of the French astronomer.


  Whether or not it was our attempt at suggestion that turned the tide in the favor of the sick man, I do not know, but the fact remains that when next we visited him, a day later, he was resting quietly and was undoubtedly on the road to health again.


  FOUR days later he came back to brief periods of consciousness, and on one of these occasions von Kressen and I knelt beside his mat. As his eyes flickered open he gazed at us dully for a long minute, then the glow of dawning comprehension concerning his whereabouts grew in them. He made a weak movement as if to crawl away from the two bearded, naked savages beside him. I spoke in English, extending my hand as I did so.


  “Hello, Raoul, old top. How are you feeling this morning?”


  Surprise shot into his own unshaven face as he regarded me, then he gasped in a weak voice.


  “God! You speak English? How do you know that tongue. Who are you?


  “Careful there, old boy. Take it easy, don’t talk too much at a time. Don’t you know me, Parri, old chap?”


  If amazement had been written on his face before, it was nothing to the expression that deepened on his countenance as with a startled gasp of comprehension he lunged toward us.


  “Marx! Kennie, Mon Vieux!” he almost sobbed, clinging to my bare shoulders and peering eagerly, hopefully into my face, “I didn’t recognize you at first. Why the foliage?” as his eyes roved to my companion another look of astonishment swept over his face and he extended one hand to von Kressen.


  “Hullo, Von!” he murmured, “Gee—He paused, then went on in his weak voice, “Beards. Everybody wearing beards. New styles? Say—” he demanded suddenly, “Throck! Where’s Throck?”


  “Listen, Parri old chum,” I rejoined, easing him back upon his mat, “I’ll tell you all about it later. You’re weak now—sick. Better lie back and rest.”


  “Mai Oui. Guess I’m sick. Feel weak. Dizzy already,” he replied, and closing his eyes, promptly fell asleep.


  Two weeks had elapsed. Raoul Parri sat outside the caverns of the dead Nogas, whose daughters had nursed the Frenchman as they had nursed von Kressen, and beside him squatted Ludwig von Kressen and Kenneth Marx, barbarian chieftains in the tribe of Karna.


  “Well, Raoul,” I began, leaning against the cliff, “do you think you can tell us everything that happened to you since you were carried off at the water-hole down by the ocean? Who attacked you? How come you were fighting against us on the side of the Piltdown bunch, who were evidently your friends?”


  Parri regarded me with a puzzled stare. “Fighting against you?” he murmured, “Piltdown bunch? What do you mean?”


  It was my turn to stare at him in wonder.


  “Tell us everything you can remember from the time we landed on this planet,” prompted the Von.


  “Well—”the astronomer reflected for a moment, then continued. “I remember that we came down on a large grey ocean about quarter to four, afternoon of June eighth. Then we flew in a westerly direction for about a thousand miles after we’d seen a plesiosaur and a pterodactyl, and finally landed on a little mesa about half a mile from the seashore. Marx and I made a trip of exploration, walking around the mesa. Then Throck and Marx went out to photograph some Venusian animals, and Marx came back with Throck over his shoulder. Throck had been wounded by a ragged rock shot from a sling, most likely.


  We put Throck in bed for the next three days stuck inside the shell for the most part, doing nothing in particular. Then I went out to get some water—” abruptly he stopped.


  “Yes, Parri,” I prompted excitedly, “That’s what we want to know—what happened to you when you went to get the water.”


  “I came to the place where you’d shot the Venusian crocodile, and was holding the containers under the waterfall, when—” a pause—“when I heard a soft sound that made me sense danger. So I swung around—”again a pause—“and there in the jungle stands a whole tribe of the ugliest fellows you ever saw. Piltdown men—a whole bunch. Seven or eight of ’em, I guess.” Another pause ensued, then our friend continued in his careless, slangy manner, “Well, the whole damn army of ’em came rushing up to me before I could do any shooting, but I bounced the butt of my rifle off the head of one and he came down like a ton of bricks, but he was right up again. Then the whole tribe of ’em grabbed me and starts slamming the insides from me. Then—” a period of silence again descended, “one of ’em must have clubbed me with a lead-filled billy, because—I remember a kind of pyrotechnic blowout against a black background, and that’s all.”


  Loss of Memory


  AS Parri ceased speaking von Kressen broke in, “You say you beaned one of the enterprising crew with the stock of your rifle, but you didn’t have time to shoot. Explain please. You naturally hold a rifle with one hand pretty close to the trigger. In order to use the rifle as a club you turned it around so the muzzle was in your hand. Gosh, in the time required to do that you could have bumped off the whole gang.”


  “I didn’t turn the rifle around. When I got to the waterfall I leaned it against the cliff with the muzzle pointing up, and when I grabbed it as I saw the Welcome Committee come toward me, I naturally grabbed the muzzle first and swung up the stock to that one gink’s head.”


  “Why didn’t you use your revolver?” asked the Von.


  “Didn’t have any along—nor any cutlery.”


  “And what happened after you came to?” This from me.


  “I have dim, fleeting recollections of being carried through the jungle by two husky Piltdowners, the rest of the tribe hiking along beside me. Most likely I had fever, because these impressions lasted only a few seconds, and sometimes they show day scenes and sometimes night scenes. They must have extended over a period of several days.”


  “Yes. And then—? What else do you remember?”


  “The next thing I remember is opening my eyes in this cave behind us, with you and the Von sitting beside me.”


  Von Kressen and I stared at him in astonishment.


  “Then you don’t know the time that elapsed from the occasion of your capture up to the day of waking in that cave?” asked the Von, incredulously.


  “I know it must have been a number of days—perhaps even a couple of weeks, because you two are dressed like these savages here, and so am I in a way. Then, the three of us have heavy beards—in fact, if I may judge from the beards, the elapsed time must have been a couple of months.”


  “Then,” said I, “you have no recollection of leading five thousand Piltdown men against me and the Von about four weeks ago? You don’t remember how you got that wound on your forehead? You don’t recall the big battle between your forces and mine, where we finally licked your mob with the help of Throck—where you stabbed one of my best friends, and I burned your skull with a regulation .30-.30?


  Why—no—” replied Parri wonderingly, again regarding us with that puzzled stare.


  “Then, Parri old man, you’ve suffered loss of memory. Apparently the fever you contracted after being wounded at the waterhole, deprived you of your memory and you lived for seven or eight months among the Piltdown men; rose to a position of some eminence among them; and later combined five thousand of them to fight my army of Cro-Magnons when I led them out to expell the Dawn Men from our territory,” I declared, and forthwith the Skipper and I related our own experiences from the day we had set out to find him.


  “And you think,” said Parri, after we had finished, “that there is little chance of Throck’s ever finding us again? So we’re doomed to spend the rest of our days on Venus, are we?”


  “That’s just about the way it looks,” I agreed, as von Kressen and I turned back to our caverns.


  CHAPTER XVII


  A Savage Encounter


  MONTHS had passed. Raoul Parri was a member of the Cro-Magnon tribe of Karna; a naked savage ornamented by feathered headgear, amulets of colored birds’ down, necklaces of dyed teeth, and painted with berry juices. Armed with the primitive weapons of the cave men of Venus, garbed in their loin-skin and deer robe, jesting with them in their own tongue, he looked as much a barbarian as the brawny huntsmen beside him.


  The Skipper and I led the company, numbering six men, including us Terrrestrials, and Deena, who was chatting amiably with the Von and me. Torag’s first attempted abduction of her had induced her not to venture afield without an adequate guard, which always comprised the Von, Parri, Manda, any two other warriors she might select, and myself.


  More often than not we returned to the cliffs empty-handed, but this made little enough difference to us. Those hours in the forest nevertheless permitted exercise and practice in weapons, and there was not a single occasion in which some adventure did not befall. As a rule these occurrences were not of a nature that jeopardized the lives of the party, though there were times when we were exposed to the menaces of the forest denizens. For instance, on one occasion we had been charged by a dinotherium, but had eluded the stupid beast’s rush by prudently parting into two divisions, opening a lane down which the jungle destroyer blundered his way. The dinotherium, even among the titanic, fiendish monsters that harass the face of the yellow planet, is a monarch among monarchs—a great, savage engine of destruction that brooks no obstacle weighing less than fifty tons. Built on the lines of the Earthly rhinocerus, but of vastly greater proportions—I have seen a specimen standing twenty feet high at the shoulder—its great head has six horns that curve upward and outward at the sides, forming a cradle in which a full-grown man could lie with no discomfort. The slate-grey armor plates that ensheath its body are over an inch thick—two and three inches quite often—and utterly impervious to even the heaviest of our regulation army bullets.


  On another occasion we had witnessed a sight, so appalling in its savage ferocity that even the stoic Karnans gazed with blanched faces, gasps of surprise, and open-mouthed awe at the grim, gory chapter of jungle life being enacted before them. Two monstrous sabre-toothed tigers, in comparison to which the one I had killed so long ago was as a mere Terrestrial tabby-cat, rended and tore each other over a freshly-killed ground sloth. Whereas the individual the Von and I had encountered at the cliffs where the Karnans found us measured but four feet at the shoulder, the gigantic demons that battled before us on this occasion towered fully sixteen feet at the shoulder. From the withers to the rump each one extended twenty feet; a twenty foot tail the thickness of a strong man’s upper arm lashed the plants about; and a monstrous head four feet in diameter was connected to the body by a two-foot neck. Each of the combatants was armed with the two great sabre-teeth, each about three feet long, and with shorter fangs measuring from three inches to a foot in length. The beasts were covered with the usual light tan pelt, speckled and striped with deeper tan.


  Never, as long as I live, will I forget that wild scene, that demoniac combat, that was enacted under the swaying, soughing fern trees of the savage wilderness—a grim reminder of the jungle’s might and its terrible secrets. Roaring and screaming till the very trees quivered as though in terror, ripping and trampling the tortured earth with their enormous clawed feet, the great cats (cats—weighing fifteen tons—ye gods!) sprang and tore each other like veritable incarnations of unreasoning Hate—Hate that knows no law save that of its own selfish satisfaction, that admits no obstructions, and cares naught for consequences.


  The life blood of each was spattered afar, so that even we, who were perched high up on the lofty limb of a substantial tree, were flecked with its crimson stain, while the soil underneath the fighters was simply drenched with their gore. The nerve-shattering clash of the monstrous sabre-teeth; the blood-freezing noises that came from the great brutes; the savage maneuvers they made to rend each other’s throats to shreds—is there any way of describing them? Not for me. Were I to try to do justice to that fierce encounter, my account of it would be about as adequate as that of the average six-year old boy, even had I the vocabulary of a Shakespeare—which I have not. 0 tongue! 0 pen! Where lie your powers?


  IT is best that I abstain from attempting a narration of that terrible conflict, for it is useless. Not even the sensations that rioted within me fall under the power of my pen. Suffice it therefore to say that I was no longer master of my emotions; fear, terror, savage glee at the sight of fresh-spilled blood, utter abhorrence for the grisly act below me, and over all a vast awe for those hell-possessed titans—all ran amuck in my breast, and then as never before I realized the puny insignificance of human physical endeavors when compared to those of beasts as these. In watching that battle of giants, I seemed to shrink in size till I was no larger than a little ant, crawling in terrified confusion from the scene of the combat.


  Shaking in every limb, all of us stared down in horrified fascination as the malignant titans beneath reared and tossed and charged and fell, rolling over and over, springing up again, screaming, moaning, bellowing, slashing with all feet, red maws distended, evil little eyes flashing hatred through narrow slits of wrinkled, fur-clad flesh. And all the time they were ripping each other to raw, bleeding shreds. And at last one got the other’s throat between its mighty fangs—pulled savagely, and tore the jugular vein out.


  But the second gorgon had doubled up under the first and drawn up its hind legs, and as its own life was quenched, its powerful legs swept into the white-haired belly of the other brute, completely disemboweling it. Both great beasts sank limply to the ground, one still screaming in pain and rage, and the muscles of both still twitching as they glared into each other’s wicked, bloodshot eyes, till at last Death, the Ultimate Victor, stilled the glow of hate within those untamed orbs, quieted the twitchings of the muscles, and gathered both brutes into his realm.


  And round about sighed and whispered the jungle—the vast, mysterious, cruel jungle—while above scowled the sullen, sunless Venusian skies, to whom such scenes were commonplace. They were fit companions—the merciless green wilderness and the brooding, pitiless leaden skies. They shared each other’s secrets; long before animal life appeared on the planet they had been companions—the heavens and the jungle—and long after animal life has vanished from the planet, there will still be the heavens and the jungle.


  Such occurrences as the above were not often met, it is true, but on this day as our party stepped carefully through the rank undergrowth, we were again destined to meet with a momentous adventure.


  About a mile from the cliffs we came to a rocky escarpment rearing itself three hundred feet up from the level of a small field surrounding it. In these rocks, we knew, lived flocks of the Venusian mountain deer, closely resembling the Earthly chamois. With the intention of bagging one I warily neared the cliff, eyes scanning its precipitous flanks for a means of mounting the wall. At a hundred yards I spied a young buck standing sentinel on a little eminence which he had just appropriated, and immediately upon spying me he emitted a peculiar blast that warned the herd of danger.


  Raising my rifle I aimed and fired, saw the deer jerk suddenly and then lunge forward dead. Hastening to the wall I found, to my delight, a narrow but easily-negotiable trail leading toward the top of the natural rampart. In ten minutes I was stooping over my buck, the rest of the herd having long since vanished into the tortuous mazes of that rocky stronghold.


  As I bent over my kill I was brought looking about by the sound of great flapping wings, apparently but a few feet above me. I caught a fleeting glimpse of a monstrous shadow shooting over the pitted top of the cliff, then something struck me a violent blow in the middle of the back.


  Into the Air!


  EXPECTING to be thrown face down on the rock, I extended my hands to ease my fall. To my unutterable astonishment, however, I did not drop, but scraped lightly along for a few feet and presently rose into the air in a long slant. Throwing my astonished gaze upward I saw above me the head, breast, and wings of a giant eagle. It was not a bird resembling any of the prehistoric monsters of the Earth, but a new form entirely. Its head was crowned with upstanding feathers as in some species of parroquets, and its wing-spread measured some forty feet. Its breast was a speckled grey-brown, the under skies of the wings a dirty grey, its head and neck brown, while the upstanding feathers on the top of its head were white. Its body, I subsequently learned, was about twelve feet long.


  Inasmuch as the bird had not dug its claws into my back, I assumed that it had grasped my rifle which was held to my body by a broad strap crossing my chest diagonally from the left shoulder to the right hip. In order that I might use both hands to facilitate my ascent of the rocky barrier, I had dung the rifle to my back following my killing of the mountain deer. This hypothesis was somewhat substantiated by the unusual tension and pressure of the gun’s strap across my chest.


  It must not be supposed that I spent my time in thus coolly appraising my abductor. Quite the contrary, I had been already carried a hundred feet over the rocky, chasmed maze ere I sufficiently overcame my horror-tinged astonishment to look up and see what occasioned my sudden levitation. However, once having discovered the bird, all other thoughts were dispelled by this one; and not until I had seen all there was to see, did I return my gaze to the landscape beneath.


  During that time the great eagle had borne me fully another fifty feet into the dense, humid Venusian air, and now I was suspended between heaven and earth in the claws of this fiendish monster of the air, moving swiftly over the green plain beneath toward an unknown destination. My situation was anything but pleasant; for though it was rather nice to have an elevated view of the surrounding plain, four hundred and fifty feet above its level, still I dreaded the possibility of the bird’s hold weakening.


  On the other hand, if its hold on my gun did not weaken, it was but logical to assume that at the end of the aerial journey I would find myself in some great cavity with two or three young birds—each about four feet long—who would fall on me with wide-open beaks and use me as a means of satiating their hunger. I was in something of a quandary as to which fate was the more desirable, and finally selected the former; but admitted regretfully that as like as not, the latter would befall me.


  However, I was heartened by the sight of a pteranodon approaching my captor at full speed with the apparent intention of contesting his possession of me, and I reflected cheerfully that if an aerial encounter took place I would be promptly dropped by the eagle and dashed to death on the loam beneath. So consoling was the thought that were I by nature of a less pessimistic disposition, I should no doubt have yielded to an inclination to sing.


  My hopes were soon shattered, though, by seeing the pteranodon suddenly swerve off to one side while the eagle, abruptly voicing a low, harsh cry, swung to the left and commenced to circle. But as my thoughts returned to their former gloomy trend I noticed my feathered possessor dropping in a long, curving slant toward the ground, its path tending more and more to the left.


  What happened? I wondered, but to no avail. But Hope again surged high when I saw that the bird’s enormous circular descent was leading it back to that side of the stony escarpment on which my fellow hunters were. If they could but place a few arrows into the eagle when it had brought me pretty close to the ground—.


  Nearer and nearer to the soil descended the great, winged monster, making a few attempts to rise, but always forced down again for some unaccountable reason. And at length, to my joy-filled amazement, my feet scraped the ground but a few hundred yards from the spot where I had shot the mountain deer. Deena and one of the men remained at the spot; two others were hanging on the cliff wall, and two others stood on the brink of the natural rampart.


  I called aloud to them. One of the warriors on the cliff top raised a glinting weapon; a flash of fire shot from its muzzle; the bird carrying me reeled; then came the sound of the report, and the eagle dragged me in a bumpy fashion over the plain, thoroughly bruising and skinning me in a dozen places, finally releasing me to drop in a crumpled heap upon the soil. A few yards further on the bird itself sank lifeless to the ground, muscular action causing the wings to beat about for some minutes.


  Promptly upon being freed I rose and raced toward the Cave Princess, while from the cliff above the Karnan warriors swarmed down to join us. Barely had the entire party gathered again, Deena looking at me in mingled anxiety and relief, and everyone pumping me with questions pertaining to my late experience, when von Kressen gripped my arm and pointed into the air toward the spot where the dead eagle lay.


  As I followed his gaze a deep silence fell upon us; for there, floating sedately in the damp atmosphere of the yellow planet, was the metal monster of the air that we had seen several weeks before—the Flying Dutchman.


  CHAPTER XVIII


  Reunion!


  SUSPENDED fifty feet above the ground the forward-end propulsion window staring at us like the eye of a cyclops, the flyer hung motionless in the air, evidently awaiting a move on our part.


  Requesting the Karnans to stay behind, von Kressen, Parri, and I strode toward the aerial monster, the German and I with our rifles aloft to prove our identities to the ship’s occupant. As we approached the shell commenced sinking to the ground, and when we stopped it settled gently to the soil ten feet from us. A period of waiting elapsed; then the door of the flyer opened and there stepped out before us Dr. Wilbur Hollisway Throck, late of London, New York, Washington, and a little village in eastern Prussia. In appearance he was pretty much the same as when we had left him, though several red welts crisscrossing his right cheek and a jagged scar traversing his face from the middle of his forehead to the outer corner of his left eye gave grim proof that our English companion had also been plunged into hazardous vicissitudes since we had last seen him on the little plateau by the sea.


  He was regarding us in a curious fashion—as though he felt fairly confident that we were indeed his long-lost companions, yet entertaining also the possibility that we were Venusians who had killed his fellow Earth-men and appropriated their weapons. But he was soon to be put at ease.


  “Hello Throck, old scout!” I exclaimed, advancing with outstretched hand, “Then it was you who forced that bird down to the ground?”


  The physician’s face lighted as with wide-flung arms he rushed toward us.


  “Hang it all—the boys!” he cried. “Well, I’m hanged! Hang me if I’m not hanged! Hang it all anyhow!”


  Promptly my companions and I pounced on him and wrung his hand, babbling incoherently all the while, demanding how ho had divined our whereabouts, and all the time dancing around like a bunch of five-year-olds doing the “Ring around the rosey.” I know it was a silly demonstration for a mob of staid scientists to pull off, but—Well, none of us were very sorry to see Throck again.


  “How’d you find us, Will? How’d you know where we were?” asked Parri, when he had once gained control of our enthusiasm.


  “Why, hang it all, I used to fly around in the Von’s go-devil here, looking for you chappies, y’ know; and a number of months ago I came to a place where a couple of armies—all wild beggars, y’ understand—were brawling something fierce. So hang it all, y’ see I took the side of the more human-looking blighters and rammed the Flying Dutchman into the other fellows. That settled ’em. Then I turned back to the crowd I’d helped out, and hang it all, the blooming idiots started shooting at me with explosive shells. There were two chappies though, who were coming toward me with a couple of rifles in the air.


  “Well, y’ see, hang it all, their explosive shells made me hike. But I said to myself, ‘Hang it all, where there’s a rifle there must be a von Kressen or a Kenneth Marx or a Raoul Parri.’ So I kept cruising around this section and today I came just in time to save one of you blighters—which one was it? You, Ken?—from being carried off by this eagle. So here we are, hang it all anyhow.”


  Presently von Kressen bethought himself of the Karnans, who were staring at our proceedings in unmitigated astonishment, and signalled them to approach. When they had come up he restored order in place of our wild caperings, and immediately explained to Deena and the Karnan warriors that this was the “great bird” that had brought us to this continent, and that Throck was the fourth member of the original party. Then in English he told Throck what had occurred since we had left him on the little mesa by the sea, and wound up by introducing Deena as our sovereign and the Karnan huntsmen as our fellow-citizens of her nation.


  DURING the Skipper’s review of our vicissitudes the party had repaired to the Flying Dutchman. It looked just as it had when I had last seen it. I led Deena and Manda about the ship, while Parri did, the same with the other two warriors, showing them its many wonders, and revealing at last that we Earth-men were not of their world, but from a beautiful green star that shone far above the veiling clouds of their savage planet. This necessarily entailed a lecture embodying the essentials of astronomy and something of mechanics. With the aid of the books and charts in the ship I managed to convey the rudimentary principals of the former science to the minds of my auditors, who sat about with utter amazement written on their handsome features.


  I have never been a lecturer, even apropos of my profession as an archaeologist; so it was with a most peculiar sensation that I harangued my spellbound listeners on the subject of astronomy. I felt at once flattered and very wise to be able to thus impart knowledge to my barbarian friends, and yet somewhat self-conscious of my oratory shortcomings. But it seemed that my speech was impinging well upon the minds of my hearers, for they regarded me as though I were some sort of demigod to whom, in fact, the stars and planets I spoke about owed their existence.


  Thus a number of hours passed, and the sun crept to the position of mid-afternoon. Von Kressen asked Deena and the other Karnans if they would like to see the multitudinous stars that gleamed so beautifully above the cloud-curtain of the Venusian atmosphere, and upon receiving their assent he closed the door of the ship. Everyone grasped something to hold on to, and as the Skipper touched a few buttons on the instrument board the car rose gently into the humid air and sped eastward. In a few minutes the dense, swirling clouds had embraced us, occluding the ground beneath and revealing naught but a tumbling grey chaos through which darted the occasional vague, shadowy shape of some untamed denizen of the skies.


  Then suddenly we burst through the last blanket of clouds and shot into the stygian void of infinite space. Gasps of amazement broke from the Venusians as they beheld the utter blackness of the limitless stretches of space, bespangled with thousands upon thousands of the multi-hued jewels of infinity. And close beside the sun, partly obscured by the great luminary’s corona, blazed a wondrous eye of green—the Earth—the star from which I came!


  I pointed it out to Deena; told her of the wonders of its civilization, of its mighty seas and fair green lands, of its beautiful azure sky, its great cities, its wondrous parks and monstrous buildings.


  “Oh,” she breathed, “How beautiful it all is! And in your land, Kenneth, one can always see these—stars?” She hesitated a bit at the last word and then spoke it in English, for the Karnans, who never see the stars have no equivalent for the term.


  “Only at night,” I responded, and told her also of the beautiful moon that bathes our planet with its serene effulgence.


  After half an hour we turned back once more and again plunged through the cloud-layers, coming to rest presently above a little mesa half a mile inland from the sea.


  “Know this place, Marx?” asked the Von, and upon staring down at the tiny plateau it dawned on me that this was where we had first landed upon reaching Venus—this was the place upon which I had trod when first my foot touched the soil of the savage planet.


  Then the Von, sailing almost due west for a distance of some fifty miles, eventually brought us again to rest over the central clearing of Karna, the cave-village of Deena. To preclude throwing the Karnans into a panic should we land in the village, the Skipper floated us southward about a mile and then brought the ship to rest in a tiny field embraced round-about by the grim Venusian forest monarchs that tossed their soughing, swaying heads far up into the rain-laden skies.


  Here we disembarked, and leaving Throck within the Flying Dutchman, the rest of us returned silent and thoughtful to the Karnan caverns. I cannot describe the strange emotions that filled me—struggling, surging, rioting sentiments—but I was torn between the conflicting desires to return once more to my native planet, and the knowledge that I had avowed myself eternally a Karnan warrior, with naught so dear to me as the welfare and the happiness of these naked Cro-Magnons with whom I had cast my lot. Then there was Deena—the prospect of leaving her loomed suddenly before me—and decided me. I would remain.


  Von Kressen and Parri, it seemed, were having as hard a struggle as I had had—a harder one perhaps, for they had little indeed to help them make the decision.


  Yet when we reached the village, von Kressen turned to me. “I’m going to stay here, Ken. Made my promise—can’t go back on it. What you going to do?”


  “I stick. I guess the Princess and her gang need us. How about you, Parri?”


  “If you two stay, I stay. Guess Throck will have to pilot the old boat back to Earth himself.”


  The Return


  UPON arriving at the village, Deena requested us Earth-men to come to her throne-cavern, and once we were assembled there, she launched into the subject that had been troubling us all since Throck had found us in the grassy plain by the cliff where I had shot the chamois. At her signal we seated ourselves on the floor while she appropriated the crude wooden throne.


  “Kenneth, Ludwig, Raoul,” she began, “the great hollow flying monster that today took us all so high up into the air—that is the bird that brought you to the land of Karna?”


  “It is, Princess,” replied I.


  “Can that monster take you back to the green—star—from which you came?”


  A sudden glint shot into the eyes of the two other men.


  “It could, Princess Deena, if it were guided there.”


  She was silent a moment.


  Then she said, “Do you wish to return to your own land, my warriors? If you do, I will give you permission.”


  We stared at her thunderstruck.


  “You mean that, Princess Deena?” queried Parri eagerly, leaning forward toward her.


  “I mean it, Raoul.”


  The astronomer looked at the Skipper and me as though asking our advice, but we ourselves were in something of a quandary, from which I, however, soon emerged with my former decision.


  “If it will not be considered that I am breaking my vows of warriorhood,” said the German physicist slowly, “I would like to see the face of my own planet once more.”


  “You have rendered us the services of a lifetime while you have been a Karnan, Ludwig, and it is only just that we should hereafter permit you to go whither you please and when you wish.”


  “Then, Princess Deena, with your gracious permission I withdraw from the tribe of Karna and will return to my native land. But should my services be yet required, please tell me, and I shall happily continue to remain your subject until I may be spared.”


  “Karna is well established now, Ludwig, thanks to you and to Kenneth. You may depart whenever you like, but should you ever return, the caverns of my people joyfully await you.”


  Parri and von Kressen bowed after the Terrestrial manner. The Cave Princess turned to me.


  “And you, Kenneth?” she said in a soft, low voice—tinged, it appeared to me, with a tiny note of sadness or anxiety.


  “I remain, Princess,” I responded calmly.


  Was it a tear that glistened briefly in her blue-grey eyes at my answer? Was it a smile of happiness that flitted for a split second over her earnest features?


  “You do not wish to go back—to your world of great buildings and beautiful lands and moonlight nights?” she asked, attempting—and failing—to make her surprise appear as if she were personally disinterested.


  I hesitated. It wasn’t that I didn’t wish to go, but—


  “I remain, Princess,” I replied again.


  From the tail of my eye I observed that the two men were regarding me quizzically, and I thought I detected a hint of a smile on the face of each. And suddenly I felt nervous—embarrassed in fact, for no reason I could see—and felt a flush creeping up into my cheek from my throat. I found myself earnestly wishing they would betake themselves from the cave, and I started fidgeting around something fierce.


  Maybe it was telepathy. Maybe it was my sudden nervousness. At any rate, without even asking the Princess’ permission, the two scientists rose quietly and strode from the cavern, nor did either Deena or I say a word to stop them.


  SILENCE reigned for a long minute after they had gone, then Deena again asked, earnestly.


  “You do not wish to return to your world, Kenneth? Why not?”


  “I remain, Princess. I do not wish to go back—alone.”


  “But you will not be alone!” Ludwig, Raoul, Wilbur—all will be with you, Kenneth,” she exclaimed, trying to appear as though she hadn’t caught the drift of my preceding statement.


  “Now listen, Deena,” said I, rising to my feet before her. “You know what I mean. I cannot go back to my world without you—therefore I remain.”


  “And if I should go along, Kenneth? Then would you return?”


  “If you could get away from here, Deena,” I exclaimed enthusiastically, “then I would return.”


  She spent a moment in earnest reflection, then murmured softly, “I shall have to call a Council of the Chieftains, but I think it can be arranged.”


  Within the metal hull of the Flying Dutchman were five people: Ludwig von Kressen, German astronomer and physicist; Raoul Parri, French astronomer; Wilbur H. Throck, British physician and bacteriologist; Deena, Cave Princess of Venus; and I, Kenneth Marx, American explorer and archaeologist.


  The ship lay on the little mesa that had first witnessed our alighting on this grim young world, and on the top of the little plateau stood five hundred warriors and chieftains of the tribe of Karna, assembled to pay final homage to their fair former ruler and to the Earth-men who had lifted their clan to the pinnacle of Venusian mankind.


  At the door of the flyer stood Sagor, new Chief of Karna, who had been elected to that station by the Council of Chieftains. “The gods of Karna and the spirits of her warriors be always with you, Deena; and with your mate and his companions. And should you ever come back to us, know that the throne of Karna and the hearts of her people await you.”


  The young Witch Doctor who had taken the place of Nogas, and who had performed the wedding ceremony for Deena and me, raised his hands in a mute benediction. Then he, Sagor, and Manda, who stood at the new Chief’s right hand, stepped back from the door; a thunderous salute broke from the throats of the assembled warriors: “Farewell, Princess! Our hearts, our hands, our spears; for the gods of Karna and your memory—to the Death!”


  The door clanged shut. A moment of tense silence, then some buttons clicked, and we shot up into the dank air of the planet Venus. A moment of tumbling grey chaos—then out into the maw of infinity.


  A hundred and fifty-nine million miles distant shone the Earth—the star of my nativity. Our course brought us far within the orbit of Mercury, for the Earth was almost due on the other side of the sun. Traveling at three thousand miles a second, we reached our planet in fifteen hours, twenty-nine minutes, and thirteen seconds, landing at Ludwig von Kressen’s East-Prussian farm at 12:15 P.M., June 8th, 2005.


  Deena and I now live in my little cottage outside Washington. Ludwig von Kressen and Raoul Parri have built an observatory in the Rockies. Wilbur Throck has a British Government medical post in Central Africa.


  My wife and I are happy here, in these serene, peaceful surroundings and in the company of our many charming friends. Yet there are time when we, live again the adventurous lives of the Venusians, and yearn for the green jungles, the terrific storms, and the untamed denizens of savage Venus. The very danger of those grim forest fascinates one so that it sometimes seems hard to give them up. Many an evening I stare up at the golden eye of the Evening Star, picturing in my mind the many grim dramas that are even then being enacted on its surface, and wondering if my own adventure was really true or whether it was but a dream.


  But when I doubt, I have but to turn to the silent figure that stands motionless beside me, staring likewise up into the star-flecked heavens, and there I have my answer. For certainly the best and surest reminder of the many eventful days we spent on that grim planet is Mrs. Kenneth Marx—Cave Princess of Venus.


  THE END.


  [1] Venus is in a direct line between the earth and the sun.


  [2] The unit of linear measurement among Deena’s people. A man’s war-spear, measuring about six feet, is the standard.—K.M.


  THE GLOBOID TERROR


  R.F. Starzl


  IT has just been brought to our attention, via a newspaper clipping, that Mr. Starzl, who continues to get an increasing number of followers among scien-tifiction fans, uses his imagination and predilections toward science for other things besides writing. He actually does some experimenting with the subjects of some of his stories. We doubt if our author has had any personal experience with at least one of the dangers which he writes about. We do know, however, that “The Globoid Terror” is an absorbing tale of scientific interest and well worthy of the author. Also, we know that you must not miss reading this story.


  HEYWOOD CROMBIE, corporal of the Interplanetary Flying Police and holder of the 2124 Efficiency Medal, was spending his first sleeping period on Venus for three years in a strange manner. He was sitting in a small metal closet attached to the room assigned to him, peering out of the slightly opened door at the far corner of the windowless room at his bed. And on the bed, where Crombie’s weary body should have been lying, reposed an effigy of himself, a sheet covering all but a shock of red hair and what in the semi-darkness might have been taken for part of a face.


  The bedroom itself was artificially cooled, a delightful haven of repose for one who had all day long piloted a flying ovoid through the steaming murk of Venus’ north polar regions, but the little closet was not so cooled, and the ceaseless warm rains that poured down its outside shell kept the humid air of Crombie’s retreat at an effective parboiling temperature.


  Silently but with conviction Crombie cursed himself for his slavery to “hunches.” As he was about to slip into soothing slumber in the wide, deep bed, something had jerked him to wakefulness. Something had impelled him to drag his protesting limbs across the room into the purgatory he was now enduring. Something had forced him to keep his leaden eyelids open and to deny himself the rest for which his body tormented him.


  His “hunch” had already cost him half of the nine-hour sleeping period. It was likely to cost him the other half. Life at the mine colony was regulated by chronometers arid bells—not by the dim blob of the sun, that occasionally could be seen, riding high around the polar horizon interminably.


  It was hard to understand how danger could threaten.


  The door was securely locked and bolted on the inside. There were no windows. Light and air were supplied by foolproof mechanical means, while the cooling liquid was circulated between the webs of the metal ceiling.


  Immersed in bitter musings, Crombie at first failed to hear a slight noise in the air-intake duct on the wall opposite his hiding place, but a moment later came the sharp scrape of metal. All his senses alert, he could barely make out a hand reaching through a neat hole cut in the ventilator screen. It was a long, writhing hand with seven white fingers, recognizable at once as the hand of a native Venerian. With consummate skill it removed the invisible locking device on the inside, removed the whole screen, and lowered it gently to the floor by means of a cord.


  The body of the creature now appeared. Like all Venerians, it suggested, to some extent, an extremely emaciated human being. Over six feet in height, it was so slight that it crept through the nine-inch-square duct without difficulty and bounded soundlessly to the floor. Possessed of a long, thin arm that grew from the middle of its chest, it manipulated this member with such skill and dexterity that the absence of a second arm was hardly, noticeable. But Crombie was not interested in the odd appearance of the visitor. “Look out for the Venerian” had long been a stock procedure in the methods of the Interplanetary Flying Police, and Crombie knew that in those long, melancholy heads there was a store of cunning sufficient to make up for any physical deficiency.


  A twin of the first intruder now appeared. He pushed before him a metal box which he handled most deferentially. Momentarily he touched fingers with the one who had preceded him, conveying his thoughts. The other nodded, took the box and carefully set it on the floor beside the bed.


  The first Venerian started to pick up the sheet to expose the man he thought was underneath it, but desisted as again the other’s fingers sought his. Their hands tangled in lengthy and animated conversation. Finally they both nodded. The one who seemed to be the leader picked up the box, and gingerly holding it over the head with the red locks, opened it and let the contents fall. The box contained a fluffy black mold that clung to everything it touched with a strange and horrible tenacity.


  Rage coursed through the veins of the watching policeman. He was acquainted with the black mold. He had seen men, every bit as good as himself, accidentally touch a little of it in the dark, warm caves far underground during the Equatorial rebellion. He had seen the mold spread over their skins as fire spreads over the tall, rank grasses of Mars after the canals have dried up. He had seen them literally devoured by the voracious black vegetation, and he had helped burn the body of a dear friend and comrade—no—not the body—a mass of black mold in the sardonic semblance only of the human body it had absorbed and replaced.


  With a roar Crombie bounded out of the closet. He seized the two emaciated necks of the would-be assassins and brought their heads together with a sound like the bursting of a pumpkin that has fallen from a wagon. Both dropped limp in his grasp; they were dead. Immediately Crombie regretted his action. He knew he should have kept them alive to sweat the truth out of them.


  He threw the bodies against the further wall to remain until morning and turned his attention to the bed. The black mold lay quiescent on the red wig and pasty-complexioned false face beneath. The artificial coolness of the room made it a little sluggish, but Crombie knew that the warmth of his body would soon have awakened it to devilish activity. He focused the standard weapon of the Interplanetary, a D’Arsonval projector, on the bed, and saw the black mold turn gray in death. Assuring himself that he had covered every inch of the bed with the high-frequency beams, he rolled everything into a sheet and threw it into the waste basket. Then he sprawled upon the surgically sterile mattress and spent the rest of the sleeping period in profoundly blissful oblivion.


  CROMBIE rose to the chime of a bell, and stepped into the adjoining bathroom, where he stripped and stood under the shower. When he pulled a chain the collected rain water from the roof, unfailingly warm, sluiced down upon him, and this was followed by a needle spray of ice water. He shouted to his heart’s content when the cold water struck him, knowing that the soundproof walls would not permit anyone to be disturbed.


  Speculating on the night’s happenings, and regretting the sleep he had lost, the officer applied some depilatory soap to his three-day beard, wiped soap and beard off on a towel, and was quickly arrayed in the light waterproof garments customary on Venus.


  On the way down to the factor’s—the general manager’s—private living quarters, he instructed a native servant to dispose of the bodies.


  He waited in the breakfast room for the widowed factor and his daughter to appear, full of pleasurable anticipation for the meal to come, as was only natural for one who has cooked for himself in the cramped quarters of a police patrol flying ovoid.


  “Good morning, sir!”


  Crombie looked up as Factor Burgess entered the room, startled by the distinctly hostile tone of the words. Unconsciously he took professional note of the man on whose shoulders rested the responsibility for the huge diamond mine. Past middle age, tall and almost slight in build, with graying hair and aristocratic features, Burgess would have seemed more at home in the counting room of a terrestrial bank. Yet there were more than traces of the energy which had placed him in this responsible position. He carried with him an aura of command, overlain at the moment with anxiety.


  And the load he carried was not small. Of course, the diamonds mined were not of the gem variety so desirable in antiquity. Fine gem diamonds had been produced artificially for years. The diamonds sought here were the incomparably hard and tough gray diamonds, which had taken the place in industry formerly occupied by the more common black diamonds, or carbonado “carbons” which had formerly been the best for rock drills and similar work. Throughout the far-flung solar system men were penetrating the very cores of the planets in search of minerals—in eager pursuit of mystery, and on Venus and Earth and Mars and even sun-blistered Mercury the rare and clean-cutting “gray carbons” from this lone mine were regarded with respect and affection by swaggering hard-rock men.


  There was no relenting in the chilly look of the factor.


  “I’ve heard the Interplanetary Flyers always get their man,” he remarked with cutting sarcasm. “I see you’ve made an early start.”


  “Somebody made an early start. I merely finished it,” Crombie said calmly. “What do you suppose those beggars were in my room for?”


  “The poor fellows probably came to see if you were comfortable. As servants in this house, they should have the right to do that without being killed—murdered, I might say.”


  The officer reddened until his face was nearly the same color as his unruly hair.


  “If you feel that way about it,” he remarked, getting to his feet, “I guess I won’t be your guest for breakfast.”


  “You’ll eat your breakfasts in the guard-house for some time, my fine young fellow,” Burgess retorted with rising anger, “when my report of this affair reaches headquarters.”


  “Speaking about reports,” Crombie drawled, “you should be more interested in my report than I in yours. Remember, I have here in my pocket complete authority to investigate the affairs of this mine. You know as well as I do that production has fallen off in the past year from $175,000,000 to $90,000,000. You have given no satisfactory explanation of this loss and the company’s engineers have not substantiated your theory that the mine is petering out. When the company sends an auditor to check up he disappears . . .”


  “He lost his way and wandered into the swamp.”


  “Maybe, maybe. Nobody has blamed you for his death. I might say the directors have been very lenient with you. No one has accused you of anything, but it is evident that someone is diverting the mine production and hiding the carbons for a real clean-up. That’s what I’m hero to investigate, and if you want to keep suspicion away from yourself, you’ll assist me instead of putting obstacles in my way.”


  The factor’s belligerence had collapsed, and his face was a mottled gray.


  “I’m ready to help you,” he muttered.


  “Well and good,” said Crombie. “Now, the first thing I want to do is show you why I had to kill those two rascals.”


  He led the way to his room, pulled the waste basket to light, prepared to show, his evidence.


  The waste basket was empty. The articles covered with the dead mold were gone; fresh coverings were on the bed. The damaged screen had been replaced with a new one.


  Baffled and raging inwardly, Crombie made his way to the human mess hall, where some half hundred straw bosses, mostly Terrestrials, but with a sprinkling of huge, morose Martians, had their meals separately from the Vencrian laborers. Here he made the best shift he could with the hearty but carelessly served fare. His humor was not improved when a surly Martian accidentally spilled his plate of stew and then wanted to fight him on account of it.


  To a casual visitor the scene would have been one to impress itself on the memory—the long, metal, windowless hall with its arched ceiling; the subdued murmur of rain on the roof; the rows of hard-bitten faces. Fifty jaws champed methodically. Fifty pairs of eyes regarded the plates before them, vouchsafing the stranger scarcely a glance.


  Was that indifference assumed? Crombie thought that men in such an isolated outpost would display a little more curiosity toward a stranger. He had introduced himself as an electronic expert sent to examine the conversion motors, and it seemed to him that he had been accepted rather too carelessly.


  Covertly the officer studied Nusskopf, the hairy little man opposite him. Nusskopf was not a miner, the photograph-embellished service record had shown. He was the official hunter, whose duty it was to keep the huge saurians, that roamed the arctic zone from blundering into the mine area with consequent damage and confusion. And not only the comparatively harmless saurians, but other forms of life more inimical. Nusskopf had a bluff heartiness of manner, giving the impression of a man of great energy, which he extended even to the process of eating, as evidenced by the floating ribs—of a sort of Venerian horse—ranged around his plate. Crombie made a mental note that, as an official hunter, the man would be free to go about in any part of the mine workings, or in the surrounding wilderness, if he desired.


  One after another he looked them over; Hoyt, Clasen, Murray, Nar Tol the Martian, Winterfeld, Ozdorf, another Martian, Arthur, Henesy, Mossman, and so on to the end of the table and back again. By the time the meal was over he had identified each man by his photograph and service record, and his efficient policeman’s brain catalogued the information, but he failed to get a lead of real promise.


  CROMBIE crossed the streaming pavement to the low, arched administration building and was admitted at once to the office of Lawrence De Maine, the general superintendent, second in command to Burgess. De Maine at least seemed to have stood the loss of a couple of Venerian servants fairly well. Stepping into his beautifully furnished private office out of that primitive world, Crombie helped himself to a long pale cigar out of the proffered box and relaxed comfortably into the deep cushions of a chair. He grinned at the smiling De Maine, noting the small, trim figure, the consummate sophistication of the fine features which missed being arrogant by a shade, the stiff little, cockily self-satisfied black mustache.


  “Sorry to have missed you at breakfast,” said De Maine easily. “The Old Man was somewhat upset, eh?”


  “He was,” Crombie drawled. “Most decidedly. Not that I blame him much. I tried to show him the evidence that I had to do it in self-defense, but when we got to the room it was gone.”


  De Maine nodded assent. “Tricky devils, these natives,” he agreed. “I learned a long time ago to watch my step and never give them the first chance. Only, ah—” he smiled—“if we have a—ah—casualty, we aim not to let the Old Man see the remains. It was tough luck to have it happen right there in the residence.”


  “My old chief was with me in the Equatorial rebellion, and he knows the natives, so I don’t expect any trouble, even if Burgess reports me, but I might have easier work if he’d be reasonable,” said Crombie.


  De Maine became grave. “It’s a serious matter,” he said earnestly. “It isn’t only the financial loss, but the industries using the carbons have complained to the Interplanetary Congress and we’re in danger of losing the concession on their representation that industry is being harmed by the shortage. Wherever the carbons are going, it’s not on the market. There must be several bushels of them hidden somewhere—a stupendous fortune for the thief. In the meantime a group of Martian financiers are going after our concession and dividends are falling.”


  Crombie nodded. Fixing De Maine’s dark eyes, he hurled a question at him—


  “Confidentially, do you think Burgess knows anything about it?”


  The superintendent flushed, looked uneasy.


  “I couldn’t say,” he answered slowly. “I have always admired Mr. Burgess and would have to-have strong evidence before I’d believe he had anything to do with the conspiracy. No, I believe he is innocent. But of course I realize that I am under suspicion too!” he exclaimed.


  “Everybody is,” was Crombie’s frank rejoinder. “But you can save me a lot of trouble, De Maine, if you’ll tell me this—does the shortage occur in the separator works or after you give carbons to Mr. Burgess?”


  De Maine looked troubled.


  “What I am about to tell you,” he said slowly, “may get me into trouble, but you’ll find it out anyway. The truth is, as you have intimated, the production of the carbons is as great as ever. I have been turning them over to the factor regularly, and have the receipts in full in my private file. He locks the carbons in the manganese-beryllium safe, each day’s production in a little bag, and by the time the time lock permits opening the safe again, about sixty per cent of the carbons are gone, yet the seal of the bags is unbroken and the safe shows no sign of having been tampered with.”


  “Of the forty per cent remaining, is any taken in subsequent thefts?”


  “No.”


  “That’s a pretty thin story to tell the directors.”


  De Maine flushed. “I know it. Rather than making such a report we changed the records to correspond, hoping that we should be able to work out a solution.”


  “To put it plainly, you conspired with Burgess to cover up his apparent guilt.”


  “He isn’t guilty! I saw him seal the bags and seal up the carbons, and the time lock absolutely prevents opening except at specified times.”


  “But just the same it was a sappy trick.”


  “I know it,” De Maine admitted, a little nervously. “But you see”—he hesitated—“I’m engaged to Verna, his daughter.”


  “Oh,” Crombie grunted. “It wouldn’t be the first time it’s been done, but it’s foolish. This will probably cost you your job.”


  “Perhaps,” De Maine agreed earnestly, “but would that solve the mystery? I admit I was a fool, but a man will do much to save the girl he loves from disgrace. Give me a chance, and perhaps I can get you the real thief. I still believe the Old Man is innocent.”


  “I won’t go building planetoids,” the officer promised in the idiom of the day. “But about those disappearing carbons—do you suppose there is some kind of fourthdimensional monkey-business about it?”


  De Maine grasped at the straw.


  “There might be,” he assented eagerly. “That would account for everything. But isn’t that all pure speculation? I’ve never heard of the trick being actually done.”


  Crombie racked his brain. Shortly before leaving the earth he had taken a news-injection. The so-called micro-cosmic serum, taken from the brain of a professional news-reader and specially treated, had planted in his brain, among other facts, the memory of a recent scientific event. A young mathematician, delving in the ruins of ancient New York, had come across a well-preserved copy of a twentieth-century scientifiction magazine. Certain hints in a story therein had enabled him to perform the feat that had baffled scientists for ages—he had turned an orange inside out without breaking the shell.


  “Perhaps,” suggested the officer half hopefully, “someone temporarily turns the safe and bags inside out and helps himself to the contents.”


  “If he does, the process is invisible to us in the third dimension. We’ve been guarding the safe, but the carbons disappear just the same.”


  Their desultory conversation was interrupted by the vision that appeared in the suddenly opened doorway. Crombie did not need to be told that she was Verna Burgess. Nor did he need more than one guess to realize that she didn’t care for him.


  “How do?” she acknowledged the introduction stiffly. Her blue eyes took him in contemptuously. In the back of Crombie’s brain a camera clicked; noting her lissomeness and grace triumphant under the stiff rain garments, her dark, heavy hair under a transparent cap, De Maine’s sacrifice to shield her father seemed more natural. What else could a man do?


  “How are you, Mr. Policeman?” she said pleasantly. “Have you killed any children or cripples since breakfast?”


  Crombie turned without a word. Glancing at the infra-red periscope, he apparently became absorbed in the depressing, soggy image of the outside world, while he listened to the low-pitched conversation behind him. Like most eavesdroppers, he heard nothing complimentary, and so he stalked out into the tepid downpour.


  CROMBIE put on a pair of goggles which were part of the standard Venerian equipment of the force. Although heavily shrouded in clouds, with an atmosphere surcharged with water vapors, which make it impossible for a man to see more than a hundred yards in any direction, Venus is rather richly supplied with light of the infra-red series. The harmonic goggles took advantage of the normally invisible infra-red, utilizing the long waves to set up shorter vibrations visible to the eye in a manner analogous in reverse order to the fluoroscope used by the ancients for X-rays. With their use Crombie was able to see a half-mile or more.


  The mine was some hundreds of yards from the walled compound which contained the administration, residence and barracks structures. Leaving the firm, paved court, Crombie was swallowed up immediately by a wilderness so primitive, so dismal and terrifying that even he, an old campaigner, felt a vague uneasiness. There was no such thing as solid ground. On either side of the wide “corduroy” road, constructed of tall palm trunks laid side by side, was quaking muskeg. Woe to the man who lost the road or the occasional outcroppings of solid rock that provided the only means of ground travel!


  Vast ferns, towering a hundred feet in the air, drooped over the man-made lane, shutting out the sullen sky. Through the darkness, difficult even for the infra-red rays to penetrate, came the patter and drip of perpetual rain, interspersed with the barks, bellows and grunts of harmless beasts that were tolerated near the mines. Grotesque caricatures of turtles with huge hornbills splashed off the comparative dryness of the road and fled noisily into the odorous fog. Once the officer’s way was barred by a vague shape that sat on its haunches in the road and browsed the luscious, drooping top of a tree with long, thick, fleshy leaves. It squealed in terror as the D’Arsonval current singed its flesh, and its crashing flight roused a hideous bedlam that did not subside until long after Crombie had been admitted to the squat, rambling building that housed the machinery at the mine entrance. As he entered the door he felt a blast of frigid air that was, after his sweating journey, both welcome and disquieting.


  Crombie stared curiously. This was not what he had expected, and the chief engineer, a highly developed Eurasian, volunteered information.


  “You surprised, not? You expect see great pit—big hole in ground? Yes? Like they mined black carbons on Earth? Maybe this look crazy, hey? Well, crazy like dibdar, maybe. Ha, ha! That a joke. The dibdar, he small, but he the smartest little animal fellow on Venus. Well, this the only way get carbons on Venus. Big hole fill with water right quick all of a sudden, so we leave top ground. Freeze it! Froze hard as rock. Men work under roof frozen mud. Walls frozen; pillars frozen. Make sort of cavern, see? Underneath cavern we make’nother—eh—sort basement, see? Ha, ha!”


  Crombie left the ha-haing engineer and stepped into one of the magnetic elevators, touched a button that would cause him to be deposited at the floor level of the first cavern, five hundred feet below. As he started gently to descend, he saw a negro laborer, carrying a crowbar, come hurrying across the room as if trying to get into the elevator before it went down, brushing aside several Venerian helpers like so many straws. The negro stumbled clumsily and sprawled on the floor. The crowbar flew from his hand, straight and true as a javelin, into the copper maze of the electrical selector box. Instantly there was a blinding flash, the scream of a siren, and Crombie felt the floor drop from under him. The cage was falling, free and unimpeded, down a hole, to end in total destruction fifteen miles down.


  In those roaring times, when the solar system still presented real frontiers for the hardy adventurer to batter down, a man could not be a member of the Interplanetary Flying Police without facing death and danger a thousand times. Crombie was more or less inured to it. Yet, as he hurtled helplessly down that hole, he oozed sweat at every pore. To be smashed to a pulp in that fiendish muck was no way for a man to die!


  He must have fallen at least a mile before the swift flashes of brightly lighted caverns ceased, and he continued to drop in darkness. The spaces below had been thoroughly cleaned out, and were merely kept in their frozen condition to support those above, which formed the nucleus for a system of lateral excavations extending for miles in all directions under roofs of frozen mud.


  Another eternity etched itself on his mind, though it must have been a matter of only a few seconds. He was now dropping, as it seemed, as fast as a bullet. The rollers of the guiding rails pounded a mad rhythm. He was sick—so sick he believed he would die before he hit bottom. And then it happened.


  With a demoniacal shriek the rollers bit into their bearings. A violent lurch hurled Crombie to the bottom of the car. Again the car dropped, and again it was seized. The guides grew red-hot and melted with a trail like a meteorite’s. Mud began to spray through the gratings. They were scraping the sides. For economy of refrigeration the abandoned workings had been allowed to get too warm. The mud and clay had softened, squeezing the elevator shaft out of line. The deceleration was now violent and sustained. From above came a rush of air and a violent rumble. A mass of mud was falling down. For an agonizing moment Crombie thought he was going to be buried alive, but the avalanche brushed by the car, muttering and mumbling as it were, to the infernal depths below. Suddenly the car left the guides altogether, but its appalling speed had been checked. It plopped harmlessly into the soft mud.


  Silence and darkness—save for the drip-drip of water. Scrambling out of the cage that had nearly been his coffin, the officer threw his flashlight, a powerful type using the newly discovered rare mineral vorium as a disintegrating agent on magnesium, about his prison. He found himself on top of a sticky talus of clay that had been dislodged from the side of the bore. Overhead a very dim light was visible—possibly about three miles up. Below, a sickening chasm. There was apparently no way out except the elevator shaft.


  Crombie hoped for no rescue. He knew that the wrecking of the control was done deliberately to assassinate him. He summed up his advantage:


  Those above thought him dead.


  His disadvantage: a climb up that frightful chimney along the rails. He started.


  AN HOUR later he had climbed 500 feet, to the floor A of the cavern next above. Here he had a bit of luck. He found an abandoned conduit for refrigerating pipes and electric cables, with the metal ladder still intact.


  In another hour his hands were swollen and raw. His shoes had been cut to shreds and he was climbing on bare feet. But he was sustained by the knowledge that the pipes were again very cold, covered with ice. This meant that he was approaching the zone of active work.


  It was step, haul, grunt, push, curse. Every movement was agony. Every foot gained was torture. His head was reeling. Crombie knew he must soon relax and fall. With desperate effort he crawled into a lateral conduit, inched his way along for a short distance. Temporarily safe, he fainted.


  Crombie must have been unconscious in that inky blackness for several hours. When he awakened, it was because he heard his name spoken. Hardly a foot from where he lay was a square opening, dimly outlined by a weak light beyond. Had he continued his blind squirming he would have fallen several feet to the floor of the cavern into which he was looking. He crept a little closer to the opening and looked out. He received a shock of surprise when he saw De Maine; barely repressed an exclamation of joy. He was glad for that instinctive repression when De Maine began to speak:


  “There’s no use deluding ourselves, man. Just because we got rid of Crombie doesn’t mean we’re safe. The Interplanetary Flyers will send another man, and if we get him—


  “—they’ll send another, and in the end they’ll get us.


  That means the tube!”


  He made an expressive gesture, only too clear to the others. They visualized the long, sad walk from the death cell. They saw themselves thrust into the vitreous tube, a dull, momentary glow of the surrounding helix—


  And a second later the ashes would be ready for delivery to the relatives. A negro—the one who had thrown the crow-bar—gave a shuddering groan.


  “Oh Gawd! Oh Gawd!” he wailed.


  “Shut up! Why not try other fella! Ha, ha! That’s joke. We’re down, you know—closer other fella! Ha, ha!”


  “Don’t be fools!” De Maine snapped. “I’ll take care of you—all of you. The carbons are already in my ovoid, the Spittin’ Devil, except for this week’s haul. We’ll hop off for Mars, where I have friends who’ll take care of us. Then a little plastic surgery, and we’re fixed for life.”


  “Just where is your ship, if I may ask?” inquired Hanford, with a snaggly-toothed grin.


  “Boil that!” De Maine said sharply. “Think I’m a fool? What’d keep you from stealing the ship on your own?”


  “Awl” a sallow-faced individual intervened. “We wouldn’t have no place to go. We gotta have you anyway, and you’re bright enough to have the ship locked, I guess.”


  De Maine considered. “You’d better go and wait for me at the ship at that. I’ll tell you where it is: Follow the corduroy until you come to the green outcropping. Follow that west until you come to the beach of the Endless Sea. The Spittin’ Devil is nestled under Despair Rock. And no funny business. I’ve got something to attend to first, but the man who isn’t there and ready when I come gets left.”


  “We’ll be there!” they assured him in jovial chorus. They had been De Maine’s pawns in this business, and among themselves they had discussed the possibility of being double-crossed. The fact that their Venerian coplotters were being left to their fate bothered them not at all. Let the natives go back to the jungle!


  Crombie was called upon to act. He rejected the idea of covering them with his projector and marching them out as his prisoners. There were at least ten men there, including the hunter. Several were armed. This meant that Crombie would be seared to death before he could accomplish anything, because the men were not all within reach of an instantaneous sweep of the officer’s weapon. Or the survivors could play safe and gas him to death in the conduit.


  Desperate measures were necessary. The men were on their way to a large freight elevator near by. Crombie dropped quietly out of the hole, suppressing a groan. He was thankful that the emission tube at the top of the abandoned cavern was near the end of its run and gave little life. He squirmed through shallow depressions in the floor, heedless of the half frozen mud, and so gained the rear of the metal latticework encasing the elevator shaft. De Maine adjusted the inductances and the cage began its ascent slowly.


  In a few seconds the floor of the cage was on a level with the officer’s eyes. Quickly he squeezed through the latticework, shuddering as he tried to forget the yawning hole before him. Calling on his tortured muscles for their last ounce of energy he leaped into space.


  For a harrowing moment it seemed that his straining fingers must miss the edge of the floor truss. But they caught—slipped. The vortical flux was taking hold of the casing rings and the acceleration upward put a cruel strain on the desperate man underneath. In a minute or two, however, the induction constant was reached and the strain on Crombie was somewhat relieved. He managed to get a firm hold with both his hands and so held on for the rest of the interminable ascent.


  The men clattered out of the cage and out of the building, and Crombie worked his way to the end of the truss. He was barely able to reach a member of the elevator casing and so to pull his way to safety.


  But Crombie had been hasty in assuming that all the men had left the building. As he wormed his way thankfully to solid footing again, he was greeted with a shout, and a yellow figure fled from the scene, ruthlessly trampling a frail Yenerian who was oiling a conveyor. The creature threshed about under the machine which did the heavy labor he was incapable of doing and died.


  A spot of light fell on Crombie’s chest. For a second he stared at it in surprise. For when such a light struck a man he was supposed to be dead. The tinkle of broken glass near by brought realization. The indicator light of that particular weapon was out of order—the invisible twin D’Arsonval beams had missed their mark.


  With a shout Crombie leaped to the protection of a Huge motor near by. Crackling sparks playing about the Expansion spheres showed where the beams were impinging. Presently he found one of his enemies, trying to bring his weapon to bear from a conveyor pole outside. That man went down. The officer put on his infra-red goggles, and was gratified to see several more marksmen trying for him from the dead stumps of giant ferns. These, too, stumbled to the frozen ground. Crombie swept the jungle, hoping that nothing in the compound would get into his weapon’s unlimited range. There were bestial cries, crashes, the sough of huge, invisible wings.


  Crombie cautiously peered out of a rear door. Evidently this building was a considerable distance from the one he had entered several hours ago. A cautious sweep of the projector brought the snap of electricity but no sign of an ambuscade. He crept to the front and ascertained that there was no man alive there. Only seven were dead, showing here and there ghastly ash patches.


  “That leaves De Maine and two of his men, not to say anything about old Burgess and his daughter, and not counting the natives,” he muttered.


  He left the ice-covered area of the mines and trudged back toward the compound. He had hopes of intercepting the party that would be returning from the compound, but could not find any green outcropping.


  The residence seemed deserted. Not a servant was in sight. Crombie burned off the lock of a closed door, kicked it open. It led into the factor’s library. It disclosed Burgess, too, just recovering from a blow on the head.


  “They’re gone!” the shaken old man wailed. “De Maine, the scoundrel! He took Verna with him.”


  “You mean she went with him,” Crombie amended dryly.


  “I mean he forced her,” the old man insisted. “One of the natives gave De Maine away. He’s the one who’s been robbing the company. Putting in a percentage of chemical imitations with the real carbons, keeping the rest. I trusted him—never examined them closely. The chemical imitations volatilized over night, leaving the safe short, yet the seals were unbroken. He came here a little while ago—we denounced him. He laughed—struck me—must have taken her with him—”


  “Quick, which way to the green outcropping?”


  “Take the corduroy away from the mine, toward the sea.”


  So that explained why he had not met them. There was another corduroy. Crombie ran, unlimbering his projector for action. He found the outcrop, its color due to a thick, slippery moss. Several times he nearly slipped off into the morass, each time barely finding a hold for his lacerated fingers. But the distance was short. In a few minutes his feet trod the comparatively firm sand of the beach.


  The goggles disclosed three figures running toward a huge, egg-shaped body nestling in the sand beside a rock. That would be the Spittin’ Devil, De Maine’s flying ovoid, beside Despair Rock. They were dragging an unwilling fourth—the girl. The officer rapidly overtook the struggling four. By the time they had reached the rock he was within a hundred feet of them, invisible to them, but able to see plainly.


  Suddenly the four stopped. Something had come out of the sea. Crombie’s scalp prickled and a shudder coursed down his spine. He recognized that half-mythical sea-monster, which, for hundreds of years thereafter, was to make human settlement on the shores of the Venerian seas a risky gamble.


  It came toward its victims with a slow, rhythmic flowing motion, laying a part of its amorphous body on the sand and drawing the rest after it in a deceptive, slow-seeming movement. With horrible, remorseless ease it traversed that short stretch of beach. Then, as by command, the three men drew their projectors, trained them on that shimmering, uncertain spheroid of terror. The girl, released, shrieked and ran toward Crombie. As his form loomed up out of the murky fog she tried to evade him, but he caught her roughly, held her for an instant.


  “Get back to the compound and tell your father to keep away from here,” he commanded. He turned his attention to the tragedy on the water’s edge.


  Like figures in a nightmare, the doomed men still stood immovable, their projectors held on the menace, but the beams passed through the transparent membrane and phosphorescent contents. They could not harm it. For one brief instant, evanescent as the dissolving clouds on the surface of a bubble, the wretches stared gauntly at their doom. In the next, the men turned to run, and like a fleeting shadow, the sea terror rolled after them, encircling them, blotting them out, obliterating them. For another heartbeat it paused, vibrating like a mountain of disturbed jelly, then leisurely rolled back into the sea.


  Where it had poised quivering, there was a shallow depression, quickly filling with water. There were also a few coins, dental fillings of gold, keys, and a few handfuls of the priceless gray carbons.


  THE END


  THE COSMIC EXPRESS


  Jack Williamson


  HUMAN nature is unchanging and will probably not change fundamentally for countless ages in the future. We look back now to the days before the automobile and before electricity and the hundred and one other mechanical conveniences that simplify life in so many ways. Just so people of the future will in all likelihood look back on pre-television and pre-flying days and wish themselves back in the exciting days of primitive life. Our well-known author gives us here a thought-provoking bit of literature of scientific interest.


  MR. ERIC STOKES-HARDING tumbled out of the rumpled bed-clothing, a striking slender figure in purple-striped pajamas. He smiled fondly across to the other of the twin beds, where Nada, his pretty bride, lay quiet beneath light silk covers. With a groan, he stood up and began a series of fantastic bending exercises. But after a few half-hearted movements, he gave it up, and walked through an open door into a small bright room, its walls covered with bookcases and also with scientific appliances that would have been strange to the man of four or five centuries before, when the Age of Aviation was beginning.


  Yawning, Mr. Eric Stokes-Harding stood before the great open window, staring out. Below him was a wide, park-like space, green with emerald lawns, and bright with flowering plants. Two hundred yards across it rose an immense pyramidal building—an artistic structure, gleaming with white marble and bright metal, striped with the verdure of terraced roof-gardens, its slender peak rising to help support the gray, steel-ribbed glass roof above. Beyond, the park stretched away in illimitable vistas, broken with the graceful columned buildings that held up the great glass roof.


  Above the glass, over this New York of 2432 A. D., a freezing blizzard was sweeping. But small concern was that to the lightly clad man at the window, who was inhaling deeply the fragrant air from the plants below—air kept, winter and summer, exactly at 20° C.


  With another yawn, Mr. Eric Stokes-Harding turned back to the room, which was bright with the rich golden light that poured in from the suspended globes of the cold ato-light that illuminated the snow-covered city. With a distasteful grimace, he seated himself before a broad, paper-littered desk, sat a few minutes leaning back, with his hands clasped behind his head. At last he straightened reluctantly, slid a small typewriter out of its drawer, and began pecking at it impatiently.


  For Mr. Eric Stokes-Harding was an author. There was a whole shelf of his books on the wall, in bright jackets, red and blue and green, that brought a thrill of pleasure to the young novelist’s heart when he looked up from his clattering machine.


  He wrote “thrilling action romances,” as his enthusiastic publishers and television directors said, “of ages past, when men were men. Red-blooded heroes responding vigorously to the stirring passions of primordial life!”


  He was impartial as to the source of his thrills—provided they were distant enough from modern civilization. His hero was likely to be an ape-man roaring through the jungle, with a bloody rock in one hand and a beautiful girl in the other. Or a cowboy, “hard-riding, hard-shooting,” the vanishing hero of the ancient ranches. Or a man marooned with a lovely woman on a desert South Sea island. His heroes were invariably strong, fearless, resourceful fellows, who could handle a club on equal terms with a cave-man, or call science to aid them in defending a beautiful mate from the terrors of a desolate wilderness.


  And a hundred million read Eric’s novels, and watched the dramatization of them on the television screens. They thrilled at the simple, romantic lives his heroes led, paid him handsome royalties, and subconsciously shared his opinion that civilization had taken all the best from the life of man.


  Eric had settled down to the artistic satisfaction of describing the sensuous delight of his hero in the roasted marrow-bones of a dead mammoth, when the pretty woman in the other room stirred, and presently came tripping into the study, gay and vivacious, and—as her husband of a few months most justly thought—altogether beautiful in a bright silk dressing gown.


  Recklessly, he slammed the machine back into its place, and resolved to forget that his next “red-blooded action thriller” was due in the publisher’s office at the end of the month. He sprang up to kiss his wife, held her embraced for a long happy moment. And then they went hand in hand, to the side of the room and punched a series of buttons on a panel—a simple way of ordering breakfast sent up the automatic shaft from the kitchens below.


  Nada Stokes-Harding was also an author. She wrote poems—“back to nature stuff”—simple lyrics of the sea, of sunsets, of bird songs, of bright flowers and warm winds, of thrilling communion with Nature, and growing things. Men read her poems and called her a genius. Even though the whole world had grown up into a city, the birds were extinct, there were no wild flowers, and no one had time to bother about sunsets.


  “Eric, darling,” she said, “isn’t it terrible to be cooped up here in this little flat, away from the things we both love?”


  “Yes, dear. Civilization has ruined the world. If we could only have lived a thousand years ago, when life was simple and natural, when men hunted and killed their meat, instead of drinking synthetic stuff, when men still had the joys of conflict, instead of living under glass, like hot-house flowers.”


  “If we could only go somewhere——”


  “There isn’t anywhere to go. I write about the West, Africa, South Sea Islands. But they were all filled up two hundred years ago. Pleasure resorts, sanatoriums, cities, factories.”


  “If only we lived on Venus! I was listening to a lecture on the television, last night. The speaker said that the Planet Venus is younger than the Earth, that it has not cooled so much. It has a thick, cloudy atmosphere, and low, rainy forests. There’s simple, elemental life there—like Earth had before civilization ruined it.”


  “Yes, Kinsley, with his new infra-red ray telescope, that penetrates the cloud layers of the planet, proved that Venus rotates in about the same period as Earth; and it must be much like Earth was a million years ago.”


  “Eric, I wonder if we could go there! It would be so thrilling to begin life like the characters in your stories, to get away from this hateful civilization, and live natural lives. Maybe a rocket——”


  The young author’s eyes were glowing. He skipped across the floor, seized Nada, kissed her ecstatically. “Splendid! Think of hunting in the virgin forest, and bringing the game home to you! But I’m afraid there is no way—Wait! The Cosmic Express.”


  “The Cosmic Express?”


  “A new invention. Just perfected a few weeks ago, I understand. By Ludwig Von der Valls, the German physicist.”


  “I’ve quit bothering about science. It has ruined nature, filled the world with silly, artificial people, doing silly, artificial things.”


  “But this is quite remarkable, dear. A new way to travel—by ether!”


  “By ether!”


  “Yes. You know of course that energy and matter are interchangeable terms; both are simply etheric vibration, of different sorts.”


  “Of course. That’s elementary.” She smiled proudly. “I can give you examples, even of the change. The disintegration of the radium atom, making helium and lead and energy. And Millikan’s old proof that his Cosmic Ray is generated when particles of electricity are united to form an atom.”


  “Fine! I thought you said you weren’t a scientist.” He glowed with pride. “But the method, in the new Cosmic Express, is simply to convert the matter to be carried into power, send it out as a radiant beam and focus the beam to convert it back into atoms at the destination.”


  “But the amount of energy must be terrific——”


  “It is. You know short waves carry more energy than long ones. The Express Ray is an electromagnetic vibration of frequency far higher than that of even the Cosmic Ray, and correspondingly more powerful and more penetrating.”


  The girl frowned, running slim fingers through golden-brown hair. “But I don’t see how they get any recognizable object, not even how they get the radiation turned back into matter.”


  “The beam is focused, just like the light that passes through a camera lens. The photographic lens, using light rays, picks up a picture and reproduces it again on the plate—just the same as the Express Ray picks up an object and sets it down on the other side of the world.


  “An analogy from television might help. You know that by means of the scanning disc, the picture is transformed into mere rapid fluctuations in the brightness of a beam of light. In a parallel manner, the focal plane of the Express Ray moves slowly through the object, progressively, dissolving layers of the thickness of a single atom, which are accurately reproduced at the other focus of the instrument—which might be in Venus!


  “But the analogy of the lens is the better of the two. For no receiving instrument is required, as in television. The object is built up of an infinite series of plane layers, at the focus of the ray, no matter where that may be. Such a thing would be impossible with radio apparatus because even with the best beam transmission, all but a tiny fraction of the power is lost, and power is required to rebuild the atoms. Do you understand, dear?”


  “Not altogether. But I should worry! Here comes breakfast. Let me butter your toast.”


  A bell had rung at the shaft. She ran to it, and returned with a great silver tray, laden with dainty dishes, which she set on a little side table. They sat down opposite each other, and ate, getting as much satisfaction from contemplation of each other’s faces as from the excellent food. When they had finished, she carried the tray to the shaft, slid it in a slot, and touched a button—thus disposing of the culinary cares of the morning.


  She ran back to Eric, who was once more staring distastefully at his typewriter.


  “Oh, darling! I’m thrilled to death about the Cosmic Express! If we could go to Venus, to a new life on a new world, and get away from all this hateful conventional society——”


  “We can go to their office—it’s only five minutes. The chap that operates the machine for the company is a pal of mine. He’s not supposed to take passengers except between the offices they have scattered about the world. But I know his weak point——”


  Eric laughed, fumbled with a hidden spring under his desk. A small polished object, gleaming silvery, slid down into his hand.


  “Old friendship, plus this, would make him—like spinach.”


  FIVE minutes later Mr. Eric Stokes-Harding and his pretty wife were in street clothes, light silk tunics of loose, flowing lines—little clothing being required in the artificially warmed city. They entered an elevator and dropped thirty stories to the ground floor of the great building.


  There they entered a cylindrical car, with rows of seats down the sides. Not greatly different from an ancient subway car, except that it was air-tight, and was hurled by magnetic attraction and repulsion through a tube exhausted of air, at a speed that would have made an old subway rider gasp with amazement.


  In five more minutes their car had whipped up to the base of another building, in the business section, where there was no room for parks between the mighty structures that held the unbroken glass roofs two hundred stories above the concrete pavement.


  An elevator brought them up a hundred and fifty stories. Eric led Nada down a long, carpeted corridor to a wide glass door, which bore the words:


  COSMIC EXPRESS


  stenciled in gold capitals across it.


  As they approached, a lean man, carrying a black bag, darted out of an elevator shaft opposite the door, ran across the corridor, and entered. They pushed in after him.


  They were in a little room, cut in two by a high brass grill. In front of it was a long bench against the wall, that reminded one of the waiting room in an old railroad depot. In the grill was a little window, with a lazy, brown-eyed youth leaning on the shelf behind it. Beyond him was a great, glittering piece of mechanism, half hidden by the brass. A little door gave access to the machine from the space before the grill.


  The thin man in black, whom Eric now recognized as a prominent French heart-specialist, was dancing before the window, waving his bag frantically, raving at the sleepy boy.


  “Queek! I have tell you zee truth! I have zee most urgent necessity to go queekly. A patient I have in Paree, zat ees in zee most creetical condition!”


  “Hold your horses just a minute, Mister. We got a client in the machine now. Russian diplomat from Moscow to Rio de Janeiro . . . Two hundred seventy dollars and eighty cents, please . . . Your turn next. Remember this is just an experimental service. Regular installations all over the world in a year . . . Ready now. Come on in.”


  The youth took the money, pressed a button. The door sprang open in the grill, and the frantic physician leaped through it.


  “Lie down on the crystal, face up,” the young man ordered. “Hands at your sides, don’t breathe. Ready!”


  He manipulated his dials and switches, and pressed another button.


  “Why, hello, Eric, old man!” he cried. “That’s the lady you were telling me about? Congratulations!” A bell jangled before him on the panel. “Just a minute. I’ve got a call.”


  He punched the board again. Little bulbs lit and glowed for a second. The youth turned toward the half-hidden machine, spoke courteously.


  “All right, madam. Walk out. Hope you found the transit pleasant.”


  “But my Violet! My precious Violet!” a shrill female voice came from the machine. “Sir, what have you done with my darling Violet?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know, madam. You lost it off your hat?”


  “None of your impertinence, sir! I want my dog.”


  “Ah, a dog. Must have jumped off the crystal. You can have him sent on for three hundred and——”


  “Young man, if any harm comes to my Violet—I’ll—I’ll—I’ll appeal to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals!”


  “Very good, madam. We appreciate your patronage.”


  The door flew open again. A very fat woman, puffing angrily, face highly colored, clothing shimmering with artificial gems, waddled pompously out of the door through which the frantic French doctor had so recently vanished. She rolled heavily across the room, and out into the corridor. Shrill words floated back:


  “I’m going to see my lawyer! My precious Violet——”


  The sallow youth winked. “And now what can I do for you, Eric?”


  “We want to go to Venus, if that ray of yours can put us there.”


  “To Venus? Impossible. My orders are to use the Express merely between the sixteen designated stations, at New York, San Francisco, Tokyo, London, Paris——”


  “See here, Charley,” with a cautious glance toward the door, Eric held up the silver flask. “For old time’s sake, and for this——”


  The boy seemed dazed at sight of the bright flask. Then, with a single swift motion, he snatched it out of Eric’s hand, and bent to conceal it below his instrument panel.


  “Sure, old boy. I’d send you to heaven for that, if you’d give me the micrometer readings to set the ray with. But I tell you, this is dangerous. I’ve got a sort of television attachment, for focusing the ray. I can turn that on Venus—I’ve been amusing myself, watching the life there, already. Terrible place. Savage. I can pick a place on high land to set you down. But I can’t be responsible for what happens afterward.”


  “Simple, primitive life is what we’re looking for. And now what do I owe you——”


  “Oh, that’s all right. Between friends. Provided that stuff’s genuine! Walk in and lie down on the crystal block. Hands at your sides. Don’t move.”


  The little door had swung open again, and Eric led Nada through. They stepped into a little cell, completely surrounded with mirrors and vast prisms and lenses and electron tubes. In the center was a slab of transparent crystal, eight feet square and two inches thick, with an intricate mass of machinery below it.


  Eric helped Nada to a place on the crystal, lay down at her side.


  “I think the Express Ray is focused just at the surface of the crystal, from below,” he said. “It dissolves our substance, to be transmitted by the beam. It would look as if we were melting into the crystal.”


  “Ready,” called the youth. “Think I’ve got it for you. Sort of a high island in the jungle. Nothing bad in sight now. But, I say—how’re you coming back? I haven’t got time to watch you.”


  “Go ahead. We aren’t coming back.”


  “Gee! What is it? Elopement? I thought you were married already. Or is it business difficulties? The Bears did make an awful raid last night. But you better let me set you down in Hong Kong.”


  A bell jangled. “So long,” the youth called.


  Nada and Eric felt themselves enveloped in fire. Sheets of white flame seemed to lap up about them from the crystal block. Suddenly there was a sharp tingling sensation where they touched the polished surface. Then blackness, blankness.


  THE next thing they knew, the fires were gone from about them. They were lying in something extremely soft and fluid; and warm rain was beating in their faces. Eric sat up, found himself in a mud-puddle. Beside him was Nada, opening her eyes and struggling up, her bright garments stained with black mud.


  All about rose a thick jungle, dark and gloomy—and very wet. Palm-like, the gigantic trees were, or fern-like, flinging clouds of feathery green foliage high against a somber sky of unbroken gloom.


  They stood up, triumphant.


  “At last!” Nada cried. “We’re free! Free of that hateful old civilization! We’re back to Nature!”


  “Yes, we’re on our feet now, not parasites on the machines.”


  “It’s wonderful to have a fine, strong man like you to trust in, Eric. You’re just like one of the heroes in your books!”


  “You’re the perfect companion, Nada . . . But now we must be practical. We must build a fire, find weapons, set up a shelter of some kind. I guess it will be night, pretty soon. And Charley said something about savage animals he had seen in the television.


  “We’ll find a nice dry cave, and have a fire in front of the door. And skins of animals to sleep on. And pottery vessels to cook in. And you will find seeds and grown grain.”


  “But first we must find a flint-bed. We need flint for tools, and to strike sparks to make a fire with. We will probably come across a chunk of virgin copper, too—it’s found native.”


  Presently they set off through the jungle. The mud seemed to be very abundant, and of a most sticky consistence. They sank into it ankle deep at every step, and vast masses of it clung to their feet. A mile they struggled on, without finding where a provident nature had left them even a single fragment of quartz, to say nothing of a mass of pure copper.


  “A darned shame,” Eric grumbled, “to come forty million miles, and meet such a reception as this!”


  Nada stopped. “Eric,” she said, “I’m tired. And I don’t believe there’s any rock here, anyway. You’ll have to use wooden tools, sharpened in the fire.”


  “Probably you’re right. This soil seemed to be of alluvial origin. Shouldn’t be surprised if the native rock is some hundreds of feet underground. Your idea is better.”


  “You can make a fire by rubbing sticks together, can’t you?”


  “It can be done, I’m sure. I’ve never tried it, myself. We need some dry sticks, first.”


  They resumed the weary march, with a good fraction of the new planet adhering to their feet. Rain was still falling from the dark heavens in a steady, warm downpour. Dry wood seemed scarce as the proverbial hen’s teeth.


  “You didn’t bring any matches, dear?”


  “Matches! Of course not! We’re going back to Nature.”


  “I hope we get a fire pretty soon.”


  “If dry wood were gold dust, we couldn’t buy a hot dog.”


  “Eric, that reminds me that I’m hungry.”


  He confessed to a few pangs of his own. They turned their attention to looking for banana trees, and coconut palms, but they did not seem to abound in the Venerian jungle. Even small animals that might have been slain with a broken branch had contrary ideas about the matter.


  At last, from sheer weariness, they stopped, and gathered branches to make a sloping shelter by a vast fallen tree-trunk.


  “This will keep out the rain—maybe—” Eric said hopefully. “And tomorrow, when it has quit raining—I’m sure we’ll do better.”


  They crept in, as gloomy night fell without. They lay in each other’s arms, the body warmth oddly comforting. Nada cried a little.


  “Buck up,” Eric advised her. “We’re back to nature—where we’ve always wanted to be.”


  With the darkness, the temperature fell somewhat, and a high wind rose, whipping cold rain into the little shelter, and threatening to demolish it. Swarms of mosquito-like insects, seemingly not inconvenienced in the least by the inclement elements, swarmed about them in clouds.


  Then came a sound from the dismal stormy night, a hoarse, bellowing roar, raucous, terrifying.


  Nada clung against Eric. “What is it, dear?” she chattered.


  “Must be a reptile. Dinosaur, or something of the sort. This world seems to be in about the same state as the Earth when they flourished there . . . But maybe it won’t find us.”


  The roar was repeated, nearer. The earth trembled beneath a mighty tread.


  “Eric,” a thin voice trembled. “Don’t you think—it might have been better—You know the old life was not so bad, after all.”


  “I was just thinking of our rooms, nice and warm and bright, with hot foods coming up the shaft whenever we pushed the button, and the gay crowds in the park, and my old typewriter.”


  “Eric?” she called softly.


  “Yes, dear.”


  “Don’t you wish—we had known better?”


  “I do.” If he winced at the “we” the girl did not notice.


  The roaring outside was closer. And suddenly it was answered by another raucous bellow, at considerable distance, that echoed strangely through the forest. The fearful sounds were repeated, alternately. And always the more distant seemed nearer, until the two sounds were together.


  And then an infernal din broke out in the darkness. Bellows. Screams. Deafening shrieks. Mighty splashes, as if struggling Titans had upset oceans. Thunderous crashes, as if they were demolishing forests.


  Eric and Nada clung to each other, in doubt whether to stay or to fly through the storm. Gradually the sound of the conflict came nearer, until the earth shook beneath them, and they were afraid to move.


  Suddenly the great fallen tree against which they had erected the flimsy shelter was rolled back, evidently by a chance blow from the invisible monsters. The pitiful roof collapsed on the bedraggled humans. Nada burst into tears.


  “Oh, if only—if only——”


  Suddenly flame lapped up about them, the same white fire they had seen as they lay on the crystal block. Dizziness, insensibility overcame them. A few moments later, they were lying on the transparent table in the Cosmic Express office, with all those great mirrors and prisms and lenses about them.


  A bustling, red-faced official appeared through the door in the grill, fairly bubbling apologies.


  “So sorry—an accident—inconceivable. I can’t see how he got it! We got you back as soon as we could find a focus. I sincerely hope you haven’t been injured.”


  “Why—what—what——”


  “Why I happened in, found our operator drunk. I’ve no idea where he got the stuff. He muttered something about Venus. I consulted the auto-register, and found two more passengers registered here than had been recorded at our other stations. I looked up the duplicate beam coordinates, and found that it had been set on Venus. I got men on the television at once, and we happened to find you.


  “I can’t imagine how it happened. I’ve had the fellow locked up, and the ‘dry-laws’ are on the job. I hope you won’t hold us for excessive damages.”


  “No, I ask nothing except that you don’t press charges against the boy. I don’t want him to suffer for it in any way. My wife and I will be perfectly satisfied to get back to our apartment.”


  “I don’t wonder. You look like you’ve been through—I don’t know what. But I’ll have you there in five minutes. My private car——”


  * * * *


  Mr. Eric Stokes-Harding, noted author of primitive life and love, ate a hearty meal with his pretty spouse, after they had washed off the grime of another planet. He spent the next twelve hours in bed.


  At the end of the month he delivered his promised story to his publishers, a thrilling tale of a man marooned on Venus, with a beautiful girl. The hero made stone tools, erected a dwelling for himself and his mate, hunted food for her, defended her from the mammoth saurian monsters of the Venerian jungles.


  The book was a huge success.


  THE END.


  SOLARITE


  John W. Campbell


  ALL roads lead to tales of interplanetary travel, it seems. Our young scientist-author could hardly be expected to confine himself forever strictly to our own comparatively tiny planet. But Mr. Campbell Jr. has the faculty of exercising his imagination, at the same time keeping it strictly within the bounds of present-day scientific knowledge, and we must therefore concede to him the right of flights off into space, beyond our Earth—even beyond the universe. Those of our readers who read this author’s previous contributions, know that they can expect a thrilling, exciting adventure tale full of new and ingenious scientific ideas. And these readers will not be disappointed.


  THE lights of the great Transcontinental Airport were blazing in cheering splendor. Out there in the center of the broad field a dozen men were silhouetted in the white brilliance, looking up at the sky, where the stars winked cold and clear on the jet background of the frosty night. A slim crescent of the moon showed in the west, a thin sickle of light that in no way dimmed the cold flame of the brilliant stars.


  There seemed one now that moved across the motionless field of far-off suns, one that shot toward the airport in a long, swift curve. The men on the broad plane murmured and pointed up at it as it swept low over the blazing lights of New York. Lower it was now, the towering city behind it. Half a mile into the air the buildings rose in shining glory of colored tile that shone brightly in the sweeping play of ever-changing colored floodlights, while above, like long fingers of crimson and green and gold, every color of the rainbow—the long beams of the spotlights reached out into the night.


  One of them picked out the descending machine, and it suddenly leaped out of the darkness as a shining, streamlined cylinder, a cylinder with a great halo of blue fire, as the beam of the spotlight set it off from the jet black night.


  In an instant the ship was vast before the eyes of the waiting men, and it had landed gently on the field, was rolling smoothly, gracefully toward them.


  Two dozen men climbed from the great ship, shivering in the icy blast that swept across the field, spoke a moment with the men on the field, then climbed quickly into the grateful warmth of the waiting field car. In a moment they were moving rapidly toward the lights of the field house, half a mile off.


  Behind them a huge ship leapt straight into the air, then suddenly pointed its nose up at an angle of thirty degrees and shot high into the air at an unbelievable speed. In an instant it was gone. At the field house the party was breaking up rapidly.


  “We want to thank you, President Morey, for your demonstration of the new ship tonight. I am sure we all appreciate the kindness you have shown the press, and you, Dr. Arcot, for answering our many questions about the new ship.”


  The reporters were filing out quickly now, anxious to get the news into the morning editions, for it was after one o’clock now. Each was taking a small slip of paper from the attendant standing at the exit, the official statement of the company. At last all had left but the six men who were responsible for this wonderful new machine.


  This night had witnessed the official demonstration of the first of the Arcot-Morey molecular motion ships. Small as this ship was, compared to the titanic ships that were to come, yet it had a passenger capacity of over three thousand, as great as that of any of the existing winged planes, and its speed was terrifically greater. The trip from the west coast to the eastern had been made in less than one hour. At a speed close to one mile a second the great ship had shot through the thin air, twenty-five miles above the dark earth. Propelled and sustained by the energy of heat, it needed no wings and could attain terrific speed. In all matter the molecules are in rapid motion, the motion being responsible for their temperature, but this motion is ordinarily in every direction, the uncountable billions of molecules each moving in a different direction, the law of averages balances out their individual motions, and they make no progress. Just four months ago Arcot, Junior, working with Morey, Junior, had discovered that very high frequency electrical vibrations could be made to affect these molecules and make them all move in the same direction. If all the molecules of a piece of matter move in the same direction, obviously the entire body is moving in that direction.


  In this car a huge bar of metal was so affected, and its molecules all tried to move forward, but the mass of the car held it back, and the molecules were slowed down. Slow-moving molecules mean a low temperature, and at once these molecules absorbed heat from the molecules of the surrounding air, and swiftly the great car was accelerated. Similar devices steered the great ship and another series of such power units directed upward held it motionless vertically, or made it rise or sink.


  No matter what the speed of the ship, the molecules were always trying to go faster, for who can say how fast the molecules of the earth’s atmosphere are moving? They have their individual motions; in addition the earth spins on its axis, the entire planet revolves about the sun, while the whole system moves on through space at ten miles a second. Thus there was no limit but the speed of light to the velocity that the car could attain.


  This invention had been turned over to the Transcontinental Air lines, whose president was the father of Morey, Junior, the co-inventor of the new apparatus.


  ARCOT was a theoretical physicist but Morey was a mathematician, and it was with his aid that Arcot was able to get the mathematical equation of his ideas. Arcot seemed always to be able to sense the solution to the problem with a brilliant leap of genius, the general answer, but it was Morey’s careful mathematical proof, following and amplifying the ideas Arcot outlined, that led to their successful operation.


  “Arcot,” said Morey, Senior, after the pressmen had left the room, “as President of this company I certainly want to thank you for the tremendous thing you have given us to use. As your friend and as a citizen, I want to thank you for the wonderful weapon. War is impossible.


  “You have ‘sold’ us this machine—but how can we repay you? Before this, time and time again, you have sold us your different machines, the ideas that have made it possible for our line to attain its present high position in the world transportation network. All you have ever accepted is the laboratory you use, its upkeep, and a small amount annually. What can we do to show our appreciation this time?”


  “Why,” answered Arcot smiling broadly, “you have not stated the terms correctly. Legally I have the laboratory in which to work, which your Company maintains, and whatever amount of personal income I wish to draw. There isn’t even a ‘within reason’ clause in it. As a matter of fact, it should read that I have a fully equipped lab to putter around in, all the time I want to amuse myself, all the money I want—and the laboratory to amuse myself in. What more could I want?”


  “I suppose that is all true—but when you draw only about six thousand a year for personal expenses—why a good clerk could get that—and you, admittedly the most brilliant physicist of the earth, are satisfied! I don’t feel that we are paying you properly!”


  “But the clerk might have a family—I haven’t—how could I use the money if I did draw more? But you can repay me this time,” added Arcot more seriously, “for this latest thing has made a new thing possible. I have always wanted to be able to visit other planets—it has been the dream of many a scientist for the last three centuries. This machine has made it possible. If you are willing—we could start by the spring of 2117. We have all been busy working on that ship; finally the first of the molecular ships is finished. I want to start work on the first interplanetary ship. For this I will need to have Fuller’s help. Now that he has finished his work in designing that ship—I think he will be willing to help on my problem—he said so this evening. The proposition will be expensive, of course, and that is where I must ask you to help me. I think, however, that it may be a paying proposition, at that, for there will no doubt be many new sources of materials on the other planets.”


  They had walked out to the shed where Arcot’s private molecular motion car stood, the first machine that the world had ever seen, that used the heat of the sun to drive it and maintain it. Thoughtfully the president of the great Transcontinental Lines looked up at it. Small it was compared with the great machine that had just brought them east, but of the same swift type. It was a thing of graceful beauty here even as it rested on the ground, its long curving streamlines giving it wonderful grace. The men stood in thoughtful silence for a minute—the young men eager to hear the verdict of their prospective backer.


  “If it were the money you asked for, Arcot, I would gladly give you double the sum, but there is only one thing that worries me. I know perfectly well that if you do go, my son will go with you, and Fuller and Wade will naturally go too. Each of you has come to mean a lot to me. You and Fuller have known my son since college days. I have known Wade but three months, but every day I grow to like him more. There is no denying the fact that any such trip is a terrifically dangerous proposition. But if you were lost, there would be more than my personal loss. We would lose some of the most brilliant men on earth. You, for instance, are conceded as being the world’s most brilliant physicist; Fuller is one of the greatest designing engineers; Wade is rapidly rising into prominence as a chemist and as a physicist; and my son is certainly a good mathematician.


  “But you men should know how to get out of scrapes just that much better. Certainly there are few men on earth who would not be willing to back such a group of men—or any one of you, for that matter! I will back your trip! But although I know that Arcot and my son can handle a gun fairly well, I don’t know so much about Wade and Fuller. What experience have you two had?”


  “I think my greatest recommendation will be as cook on the trip, Mr. Morey. I have done the cooking on a number of camping trips and I think that food has a considerable effect on the success of an expedition. I can shoot a bit, too,” said Fuller.


  “I come from the west, and have had a good bit of fun in the Rockies; there are still some mountain lions and some deer there. I also have a speaking acquaintance with the new gun, which Arcot developed in connection with his molecular motion. But there is so little you know about me—and most of it bad—I don’t see how I really get in on this opportunity—but I certainly don’t intend to keep the old boy knocking—I am with you, since I am invited!”


  Wade had been known as the Pirate—and it was through Arcot’s efforts that he had finally been cured. It was found that he had been suffering from kleptomaniacy induced by a blood clot in the brain, and after a simple operation, performed by one of the leading surgeons of the country, he had been restored to normal, as one of the world’s foremost scientists. He had at once been invited to join Arcot in his lab, to keep, as Arcot explained, all possible competition in the family! Since then Wade had proved himself well worthy of his position.


  “You’re invited all right, Wade—on one condition—that you just forget all about what happened under the influence of the blood-clot.


  “Then you will definitely support us?” Arcot was jubilant.


  “Yes, I think I will,” replied Morey, Senior, seriously, “for I think it is worth doing. There may be great advantages coming from the trip.”


  The tremendous advantages that actually did come from the trip, Mr. Morey could not, of course, foresee, but we certainly must be thankful that he did decide to back this trip.


  “I want to thank you for that, Mr. Morey—wait till Dad gets back from that European conference—he can help us too!”


  Arcot had evidently been making his plans for the trip!


  THE young men climbed into the ship, to start for their apartment. Arcot was piloting, and out into the cold night air the ship rode easily, then up, up, up—up through the dull atmosphere, till they hung fifty miles up, on the outer verge of the airy blanket. Here in space they looked out in silent thought at the magnificent blazing stars of space. Here, where the dustladen air could no longer mask their true colors, the stars shone unwinkingly, steadily, and in a glory that no man has ever seen, save thus far out in space. No longer were they all the same scintillating blue, all alike, as we see them from earth, but here they shone in a wonderous riot of color, as varied and as beautiful as the display of colored floodlights in some great city. They were tiny pinpoints of brilliant color, they were red, and green, and orange; there were yellow ones and deep blue ones—they shone in intense brightness, and each was tiny beyond comprehension; here, with no atmosphere to diffuse their brilliance, each was tiny to the vanishing point, mere points of light on a soft black that has no equal, the utter black of space, where there is nothing visible. Here no air blurred the stars to great pointed splotches.


  Then slowly Arcot let the machine settle to the blazing city miles below.


  “I love to go out there and look at those cold, pinpoint lights; they seem to draw me out there to investigate—the lure of other worlds. There always has come a sense of unfulfilled longing—the desire to go—and never before have I been able to hope to. Now—I will be out there by next spring!” Arcot paused and looked up at the mighty field of stars that arched over his head to be lost on either horizon. It was a wonderful night!


  “Where shall we go first, Dick?” asked Wade softly as he gazed out at the far-off suns of space. One wanted to talk softly here—there was a mighty grandeur about it that lured, yet oppressed one.


  “I have thought of that for the last four months. I have looked up statistics, and now that it is decided that we will start, we must decide where we are to go.


  “Of course we cannot leave the solar system. There are not many places we can go, let us eliminate them one by one, beginning with the sun and working out.


  “Obviously we will not go to the sun. Mercury circles the sun at a distance of 36,000,000 miles. It is the smallest of the major planets—only slightly larger than the moon, and very like it in many ways. It is easy to eliminate that—for it revolves always with the same face to the sun. The tremendous tidal action of the sun has through the ages, slowed Mercury’s axial the sun, and once in those eighty-eight days it turns on rotation till it merely keeps the same face toward the sun. Once every eighty-eight days it revolves about its axis. Thus always it faces the sun on one side and space with the other. One side is as hot and bleak as a lava bed, the other as cold as far off Neptune.


  “Again it is too small to maintain an atmosphere. It has neither air nor water. Were we to visit it we would find no life, and could not leave the ship.


  “This also applies to the moon, so thus we eliminate two possibilities and into the bargain I might say that the moon is so readily investigated telescopically that it scarcely repays investigation in this way.


  “Next out from the sun is Venus—the beautiful planet. Venus gets twice the radiation from the sun that our earth does, and she is nearly the same size, her diameter is 7,700 miles while that of the earth is 7,900. The entire planet is coated with a perpetual layer of heavy clouds, that has never broken but once since men have observed it. These clouds mean that it will reflect a tremendous amount of light, and so it does. In fact so brilliant is the planet from our earth that it can be seen at midday, when in the right position, and on moonless nights, will cast a shadow.


  “The mass is about 82 per cent, that of the earth, so that the gravitational force will be about 85 per cent, due to the lesser radius. Thus Wade, who weighs almost exactly 200, will weigh about 170 there.


  “The very clouds that hide the surface from us, show that the planet has a deep atmosphere. Measurements, made of the amount of heat radiated from the night side of the planet as long ago as 1928 showed that the amount of heat radiated required that the planet have a fairly short day. The absence of markings in the smooth layer of clouds makes it impossible to know the length of the day. The only time there was any break in the clouds was about four centuries ago, when two men observed the break, which lasted several days, and each got a result for the length of the day, but the results were rather surprising! One was twenty-three hours, and the other twenty-four days. They can, however, be reconciled. If the one man observed the break in the clouds once each night that it lasted, at the same hour, he would see that, in twenty-four hours, the twenty-three-hour planet would have made one turn, and a bit more. In twenty-four days he would have found that it was again as it was the first night, for the planet would have gained one revolution on the earth. There are obviously two possible interpretations.


  “Venus is the planet of mystery—most like the earth, it is ever shrouded in clouds.


  “It is but 67,000,000 miles from the sun, and we are particularly fortunate in that next spring it will be in conjunction with the earth, and we will be but about thirty-five million miles from it.


  “As you see I rather favor Venus—it is a mystery, and we could leave the car to explore that planet.


  “Mars is next to be considered. It is now at superior conjunction, or about two hundred and thirty million miles off. I think that eliminates it for the present, and into the bargain, no human being could live on that planet by any stretch of the imagination.


  In daytime he would almost fry, and at night freeze solid. That life might develop there is certainly conceivable, but we would not be able to explore it. It is also too small to have a very dense atmosphere.


  “Jupiter, the giant of the Solar system is next. Did you know that at one time, people on a planet circling one of the nearer stars would have said the sun was a double star? When Jupiter was first thrown off from the sun it was a mighty glowing sea of fire, of about one one-hundredth the brilliance of the sun. This would certainly be recorded as a double star. Jupiter, whose mass is about one one-thousandth that of the sun, is big enough to swing it a bit. The center of gravity of the solar system is not in the center of the sun, but leans toward Jupiter quite appreciably.


  “Jupiter has so great a mass that the gravity would be fatal, but the quick rotation so reduces it, by centrifugal force, that a man might be able to stand it. Though Jupiter measures a quarter of a million miles around at the Equator, it spins on its axis once every ten hours—or really a bit less.


  “Jupiter is certainly very interesting in itself, but there are even more interesting things about it, for it is, as I said, a sort of a second, smaller sun in the solar system, a cold sun now it is true, but still a sun. Like the greater sun, it has a system of planets, more or less extensive. Some, indeed, are larger than some of the planets of the sun. Both Mercury and Mars are smaller than Ganymede, the largest of Jupiter’s satellites. This might be well worth exploring, but it too has such a small size that there is no great atmosphere. We can not leave the car, and there is no great joy in exploring a planet unless you can really get out and stand upon its surface. Of course we can use altitude suits, and so make our explorations, but the temperature is so low, and the air so rare, we would be sure to need oxygen tanks and heaters.


  “The outer planets all have one big difficulty—there are so many asteroids in the ring of asteroids, we will be greatly menaced by them. And into the bargain they are so far away that I think we had best wait till later trips. That leaves the choice really between Mars, Venus, and Mercury. The choice as far as I see it is not very great. What do you vote?”


  “Well, I quite agree with you Arcot—it is more fun to explore an unknown planet than one that can be observed telescopically. I vote Venus,” said Morey. Each of the others agreed with Morey that Venus was the logical choice.


  By this time the machine had sunk to the roof of their apartment, and the men disembarked and entered. The next day they were to start the actual work of designing the car!


  IT was late the next morning when they began their A work, for it had been well after two when they finally reached the apartment. But When they had begun the job, it went forward steadily till the light faded that evening. So absorbed were they that noon and lunch hour passed unnoticed.


  “When we start this work,” Arcot had begun, “we want to first design the ship for the conditions we expect to meet, and for the maximum convenience and safety. I believe I have thought of this trip longer than the rest of you, and for this reason I will give my ideas of what will give the greatest safety.


  “Venus is probably a younger planet than the earth. It is far nearer the sun than we, and gets twice the heat that the earth does. In the long-gone time when the planets were cooling I believe that Venus required far longer than earth, for the inpouring heat would tend to prevent its cooling. I imagine Venus today as a mighty world of rolling oceans of water, that beats on rugged shores of rocky islands, small spots of land in the vast watery area, while frequent fogs and mists swirl about the low hills, and through it all a tremendous oppressing heat burns down through the thick clouds. The surface temperature is probably about 150 degrees Fahrenheit.


  “There is little land, for Venus has no moon, and hence there has been no great tendency for the water to collect in any one place. The gigantic hollow that was left when the moon was torn free of earth made a great basin that caught the water, and left vast areas of land dry.


  “On Venus there was no such basin, and there is probably little dry land.


  “What life has developed must be largely aquatic, and the land is probably far behind in evolution. Then again—Venus is the planet of mystery—we can only guess. But we do know what things we are going to need and what we will need to cross space.


  “Of course the main driving force will be the power units. These will get their energy from the rays of the sun by absorbing them in a great copper disc about twelve feet in diameter—the ship will have to be more of a disc than a cylinder. I think a ship a hundred and eighty feet long, fifty feet wide, and twenty feet deep will be about the best dimensions. The power units will be strung along the top of the ship in double rows—one down each side of the roof. In the middle of the roof will be a series of fused quartz windows, opening into a large room just under the outer shell of the ship. We will obviously need some source of power to activate the power tubes that run the molecular motion-power units. We will have a generator run by molecular motion-power units in here, absorbing its heat from the atmosphere in this room. The air will be heated by the rays of the sun of course, and in this way we will get all our power from the sun itself.


  “Lest this absorption of energy result in making the ship too cool, due to the radiation of the other side away from the sun, we will polish it, and thus reduce the unlighted side’s radiation.


  “The power units will not be able to steer us in space, for they will all be on the roof, and those on the sides, which will steer us in the atmosphere by the usual method, will be unable to get the sun’s power; they will be shaded. For this steering in space, we will use atomic hydrogen rockets, storing the atomic gas by the Wade method in huge tanks in the hold. We will also have a battery down there for starting the generator and for emergencies. The air will be swept free of carbon dioxide by bubbling it through water under very high pressure, when the highly soluble carbon dioxide will remain in solution. It will be easy to keep the air clean and moist in this way, and at the same time remove the carbon dioxide into space. The water can, of course, be freed of the gas, and used again. Since we will have plenty of power, this system will be less bulky than the chemical absorption method, and more enduring. We will carry an emergency chemical plant however—


  “The oxygen will be stored under very high pressure in tanks distributed all over the ship—anywhere so they will fill-in loose space that has no other use. We will carry a six months’ supply. We will also carry an electrolysis outfit for turning water into oxygen and hydrogen. We can use the heat of Venus’ atmosphere to run the generator and break up the water, then compress it and recharge the tanks, while the hydrogen will be broken into atoms, and used to recharge the atomic hydrogen tanks.


  “The most important single piece of equipment will be the apparatus for avoiding meteorites. There is really no tremendous number of them at this season, but we must be protected against them—for it only takes one of them to finish us! The idea I had in mind was to take advantage of the usual form of radio altimeter, depending on the reflection of the radio wave from any material object. We can have a series of them scattered all about the ship—each pointing in a different direction. If anything comes within a hundred miles of us the altimeter covering that sector will at once set automatic machinery in operation, and the rockets will shoot the ship out of the path of the meteor. We will need greater accelerations than the power units can give us in space. Of course, in the air the power units are very powerful, but in space the sun will not supply heat very fast. The absorption discs will be made to lie flat to the side of the ship, of course, and painted dull black to absorb every bit of energy. In the air they will be fully efficient and have very little resistance, for they will cut the air like a knife.”


  All that day Arcot and the other men discussed the various pieces of apparatus they would need, and toward evening Fuller began to draw rough sketches of the different machines, the mechanism that had been agreed upon.


  The next day, toward evening, they had really solved the rough details of the ship, but now began the greater task of calculating the stresses and the power factors.


  “We won’t need any tremendous strength for the ship while it is in space, for then there will be little strain on it. It will be weightless from the start, and the gentle acceleration will not strain it in the least, but we must have strength, so that it can maneuver in the atmosphere.


  “Remember, when we leave earth we will do it by centrifugal force, for I can make much better speed in the atmosphere where there is plenty of power to draw on, than in space where I am dependent on the slow absorption of the sun’s energy. We will start about the earth, forming an orbit just within the atmosphere, that is going at five miles a second. Then gradually we can increase the speed to about ten miles a second. At that speed the ship will tend to fly off the earth under its own centrifugal force; earth’s gravity will no longer hold it. We will have to use the power units working downward to keep it from flying into space before we are ready. Then when we do release it, it will be entirely free of the earth, and no more work will be needed to overcome the earth’s pull.


  “We are, on the earth, going 19 miles a second about the sun, so in space we would still be going at that rate, and would remain a captive of the mighty sun, rotating in the earth’s orbit, yet not attached to earth, for any body rotating at 19 miles a second about the sun will automatically fall into the earth’s orbit.


  “Venus rotates at 12 miles a second. To reach Venus we will not start toward it, but will use our acceleration away from it. This will slow the car in its rotation about the sun, and it will fall toward the center of attraction. The fall will, however, restore some of its speed, and a new orbit will be formed. This process will be continued, falling from orbit to orbit, till we at last fall into the orbit of Venus, and then we will let Venus catch us in its gravity, and we will fall to the planet. A similar process, reversed, would carry us to Mars. If we were to force the car toward the sun by means of the power units without slowing down its rotational speed, the moment we released the power, the ship would bounce back to the earth’s orbit like a ball on the end of a rubber band!


  “When we leave earth—at ten miles a second, as I said—we will shoot off in the direction that will oppose the earth’s movement, thus reducing our orbital speed of 10 miles a second, and causing us to fall in toward the sun. Of course we will gain speed again by the fall, so we will not fall beyond the orbit we want, but the trip will be tremendously shortened, and the higher the speed of leaving the earth, the quicker the trip.” This came from Arcot.


  THE plans continued with exasperating slowness.


  The details of the work were amazingly complex, for all the machines were totally new. It was close to a week before even the power units could be ordered and the first work on the ship started. After that the orders for materials left the office daily. Still, it was late in November before the last order was sent out. Now they must begin work on other parts of the expedition—food supplies and the standard parts of the equipment. Also Arcot had decided to make a special ventilated suit. This was to make use of a small molecular motion director apparatus to cool the air, and blow it through the suit. The energy extracted by the apparatus in blowing the air about would cool it to a more comfortable temperature, for Arcot expected to find the temperature about ISO degrees, and so moist as to be unbearable, and eventually fatal to men of earth. The apparatus consisted of a small compressed air-driven generator and a power tube bank that could be carried on the back. It weighed, complete, about fifty pounds, but due to the lesser gravity of Venus this would be reduced to about 43 pounds, and that was but about fifteen pounds more than the difference that gravity would make on the weights of the men themselves.


  “Arcot,” Wade had said when he saw the apparatus completed and the testing machine ready, “I was just noticing how similar that is to the portable invisibility apparatus I developed as the Pirate. I wonder if it might not be handy at times to be invisible—we could incorporate that with a slight change. It would not add more than five pounds, and those tubes you are using are easily strong enough to carry the extra load.”


  The invisibility apparatus Wade mentioned was the electro-induction apparatus he had invented that past summer, and by which he had been able to enter the planes of The Transcontinental Lines unseen. It had been known that X-Rays penetrated metal by setting the molecules in rapid oscillation in step with themselves, then passing readily through the vibrating molecules. Wade had applied this principle to light—but in order to set up the vibration that made all substances perfectly transparent, he had used very short radio waves; the electrostatic conditions would set the molecules in vibration, and at once they were made perfectly transparent. The invisibility was almost perfect, and when the ship was in the air, it was utterly impossible to see it.


  “Great idea, Wade,” said Arcot. “It might be very useful if we met some savages. The disappearance stunt would make us gods or something. And now that you mention it, I think we can install the apparatus in the ship. It will require almost no power, and might save our lives some time.”


  Undoubtedly it was this simple suggestion of Wade’s that led to the eventual salvation, not only of the expedition itself, but of two worlds.


  The work was going on steadily now at the great Transcontinental Shops where the machine was being made. The manufacture was being kept as much of a secret as possible, for Arcot feared the interference of the crowds that would be sure to collect, and since the ships directly adjoined the air field, it meant that there would be helicopters buzzing about the Transatlantic and Transcontinental planes.


  The work to be done required the most careful manipulation and workmanship, for one defect in space meant death. The trip would take them six days, and in the three days before they could reach either planet, much might happen to a crippled ship.


  To the men who were making the trip, the waiting seemed most exasperating, and they spent the days before they could begin the installation of the electrical apparatus in the completed hull in purchasing the necessary standard equipment, the standard coils, tubes, condensers, the canned food supplies, clothes, everything that they could imagine as of possible utility. They were making the ship with a great deal of empty storage space, for Arcot hoped the trip would be a financial success.


  The crust of the earth, that part of the earth that man can hope to use as sources of supplies, is built up of ninety-two elements. But of these ninety-two, seven account for more than 98 per cent of the material, one alone, oxygen, accounts for 50 per cent, and after oxygen conics silicon, which represents 28 per cent. The first seven elements are oxygen, silicon, aluminum, iron, calcium, magnesium, sodium and potassium. Of these seven elements, each one of which represents a higher percentage of the material than all the other eighty-five elements combined, there are three that man can use as building materials. Aluminum, iron, and magnesium are useful metals, but quartz, silicon dioxide, is the only other useful building material obtainable from that list. And not all of those 92 had been discovered in 2116.


  These small percentages of copper, zinc, lead, chromium, tungsten, beryllium, manganese, molybdenum, silver, platinum, and vanadium meant a starvation of metals. Platinum was exhausted already; iridium was gone; copper was nearly exhausted; silver was becoming more and more important as the other metals became rare; lead was now so rare that it was cheaper to line acid vats with silver than with lead.


  But there were many uses for which the metals were irreplaceable. Arcot hoped, with reason, that Venus might yield vast new sources of these nigh-exhausted metals. Our civilization is founded on metals, and it is only through them that it can remain strong. We must get new sources, or civilization will be lost. Arcot hoped to find such sources on Venus, and the ship was prepared to carry back samples of the ones found.


  On the outward trip some of this space would be filled with the many things that they would consume en route. In addition they were carrying a great many spare parts, spare tubes, spare power units, spare condensers—a thousand and one odd parts. Arcot intended that they should be able to make an entire new power switchboard and motion director unit if anything should go wrong, and he certainly had all the apparatus. As we know now, it was well he provided it.


  At last came the day when the last connection had been soldered, and the last joint welded. The atomic hydrogen tanks had been filled, and under the ship’s own power the oxygen tanks were filled and the battery was charged. They were ready for a test flight!


  The great ship was standing on the floor of the shed now, waiting the start.


  “Oh fellows—come here a minute!” Arcot called to the other members of the party. “I want to show you something.”


  THE other men walked quickly to the bow where Arcot was standing, and followed the line of his vision, looking in wonder to see that everything was right. They turned curiously to him, and he pulled from his coat a large glass bottle, sealed shut.


  “What’s that for?” asked Wade curiously.


  “We are about to start on the first cruise, and I have been wondering if it isn’t time we gave the machine a name?”


  “Great—I had been thinking of that too—what are we going to name her?”


  “Well,” said Arcot, “I had been thinking of Alexander—he longed for other worlds to conquer!”


  “That’s a good one—I have been thinking of naming it too—I guess we all have—but I was thinking of Santa Maria—the first ship to discover the New World,” suggested Morey.


  “I was thinking more of its home,” said Wade. “I was thinking of calling it Terrestrian.


  “Well—it’s your turn, Fuller—you designed it. What do you suggest for your masterpiece?” asked Arcot.


  “I was thinking also of its home—the home it will never leave. I like to think that we might find people on Venus, and I would like to have a name on it that might be translatable into more friendly and less foreign terms—why not call it Solarite?”


  “Solarite—a member of the solar system—it will be that, always—it will be a world unto itself when it makes its trips—it will take up an orbit about the sun—a true member of the solar system. I heartily agree with that name.” Arcot turned to the others. It was agreed upon unanimously.


  “But still I am curious about that glass bottle; it is so carefully sealed, rather imagine that there is some gas in there—but what is the object?” asked Morey with a puzzled smile.


  “Wrong—it hasn’t any gas in it—which is the reason for sealing it so carefully. What more appropriate for christening a space ship than a bottle of high-grade vacuum?


  “We can’t have a pretty girl christen this ship, that’s sure. A flying bachelor’s apartment christened by a mere woman? Never! We will have the foreman of the works here do that. Since we can’t have the ship slide down the ways or anything, we will get inside and move it when he smashes the bottle. But in the meantime, let’s have a symbol painted on the bow. We can have a blazing sun, with eight planets circling it, and the earth painted very much more conspicuously; below it we can have SOLARITE printed.”


  The christening took place, and at last the ship was ready for the first trip into its natural medium—nothing. They were rising smoothly now, high into the air! At last they disappeared from the sight of the ground crew. It was shortly after noon when they left, but the sun was a great ball of fire low in the west when they returned, dropping plummet-like from the depths of space, the roar of the air about the hull, a long scream that mounted from a half-heard sound in the outer limits of the earth’s atmosphere, to a roar of whining air as the ship dropped swiftly to the field and shot quickly into the hangar. Instantly the crew was running to the side of the ship, as the door of the ship opened. Something was wrong!


  “Hey, Jackson—call the field doctor—Arcot had a little trouble out there in space!” In a moment the man designated was returning with the doctor, leading him swiftly down the long metal corridor of the Solarite to Arcot’s room aboard.


  There was a mean-looking cut in Arcot’s scalp, but it was not serious, though he had been knocked unconscious by the blow that made the cut.


  “How did this happen?” asked the doctor as he bathed the cut and deftly bandaged it.


  “There is a mechanism on board here that is designated to get the car out of the way of meteors while we are in space, and it works automatically. Arcot and I were just changing places at the controls. During the time while neither of us was strapped into the seats, a meteor came within range and the rocket tubes shot the car out of the way. We both went tumbling over to the side of the ship as it jumped, and Arcot landed on his ear. I was luckier, and was able to break my fall with my hands, and then land on my chest, but it was a mean fall—for under the great acceleration developed we had about double weight, so, though it was only about seven feet, we might as well have fallen fourteen,” explained Morey. “We took turns piloting the ship, and Arcot, who started, was about to bring us back, when that shock just about shook us all over the ship. We will have to fix that!”


  The doctor was through now, and he began to revive his patient. In a moment he stirred and raised his hand to feel the sore spot. He was not yet fully conscious. In ten minutes he was conversing with his friends, however, slightly the worse for a very severe headache. The doctor gave him a mild opiate, and had him sleep off the effect of the blow in the car. The room where he was had been designed for his use, and was already fully equipped.


  “Doctor Bailey, would you like to look over the ship?” asked Wade.


  Naturally the doctor was quick to take the chance, and they started forward to the control room. Here the great fused quartz windows gave them a clear view in all directions except to the rear. There were five seats arranged in a semicircle before the main front window. The central seat was equipped with arms as broad as small tables, and on these arms there were instruments and controls. In the rear of the room was the main manual control board, its broad black surface dotted with dials and controls in a sequence unintelligible to the doctor.


  “This is the main control board here—the ship can be controlled entirely from this point. The controls that we will actually use in most of the maneuvers, the speed control, the directional control, the ones that control our simple motions, are handled from the pilot seat there. That is the system used in working while in the atmosphere when we will be turning quickly. In space, if we do take over the manual control, the machine will be controlled from this board. As a matter of fact the course will be worked out by the mechanical director apparatus downstairs. The power room is a combined chemistry and physics laboratory, and automatic control room. I will start the generator, and you can listen to the relays down there automatically adjusting to the load. At the same time you will hear it sucking air in through the vent to warm the molecular director power units that drive it. When in the atmosphere, it pulls in air to warm it—out in space it gets heat from the sun.”


  They left the pilot room and walked on down the long corridor. On either side of the metal-walled hall there were rooms, and along the roof of the corridor there was a series of rungs like the steps of a ladder.


  “What is the purpose of those rungs there?” asked the doctor curiously.


  “Those are for descending the ship in space. We will have acceleration forward only, and when we are in space the back of the ship is down. That is why I say the power room is downstairs—it is the last room in the ship. In space we actually slide down that pole there; it is easier and quicker. Holding on with one hand, we can break the hundred and twenty foot fall easily, for the acceleration, and hence our weight, will be very small. Did you notice that the beds are arranged to strap the sleeper in position? The changing acceleration would throw him all over if we didn’t. The walls of the ship are made of steel, the usual tungsten iron alloy and are highly magnetic. The result is, it is easy to walk about by means of magnetic shoes. The side walls will be the floor, and that will complicate matters, but we thought it best to design the ship for maneuvering in the air of some planet, since it is fully automatic in space.


  “There are six bedrooms. There are only four going on this first trip, but that provides for future use. There is, of course, a kitchen also—but most of these rooms are storage rooms. There is a large battery just under the floor here, and beside it, filling in the curve of the ship, a large water tank. These are within the double walls of the ship, where it will be warm, to prevent the possibility of freezing them. We are expecting a warm climate on the planet Venus, so we are protecting the occupants of the ship from the heat while we are there by having double walls, with a vacuum in between. Hear that low hum? There are large gyroscopic stabilizers exactly in the center of the ship, holding it stable along all three axes, length, breadth and height.”


  Arcot spent the night aboard the ship, to wake the next morning feeling fully recovered, while the wound in his scalp was fully healed now, by the action of the sanvernite used in dressing it.


  THE ship was fully equipped now, and the time for leaving had been set for the following Saturday, three days off. There were great supplies of stores to be carried aboard in the meantime, and the men worked busily carrying the packages aboard, and storing them carefully. Great care had to be exercised in this work, lest the cargo slip free when the accelerations of the Solarite were varying, and batter itself to pieces, or even wreck some vital part of the ship. It was nearly noon Saturday before they could say that the first ship that ever was to leave the bounds of the earth’s gravity was ready to start!


  Gently the heavily laden ship lifted from the floor, and slowly it went out into the bright sunshine of the early February day. Beside it was riding the little ship that Arcot had first built, piloted by the father of the inventor of the ships. With him rode the elder Morey and a dozen pressmen. The little ship was badly crowded now as they slowly rose high into the upper reaches of the earth’s atmosphere. The sky about them was growing dark—they were going into space!


  At last they reached the ultimate ceiling of the smaller ship, and it hung there while the Solarite went a few miles higher, then slowly, but ever faster and faster they were plunging ahead, gathering speed, they watched the radio speedometer creep up—1—2—3—4—5—6—steadily it was rising as the acceleration pressed them hard against the back of the seats—8—9—still it was rising as the hum of the generator back there became a low snarl—10—11—12—they were rocketing at twelve miles a second, the thin air about the ship was shrieking in a thin scream of protest as it parted on the streamlined bow. The vertical power units were driving the ship toward earth—still it hung on the centrifugal force—they seemed flung from earth with a weight of more than 300 pounds apiece. Even this thin air offered considerable resistance at this terrific speed, and the thin air gave little heat so the power was low—still the speed rose slowly—and reached fifteen miles a second. Now the sun was really pulling them; they were falling toward the sun—away from the earth—the shrill screech of the air outside could not reach them through the vacuum walls, but there was a microphone on the outside that they might hear, and through the loud speaker in the control room came the thin wail of the air—then Arcot shouted to them in warning:


  “Hold on—we are going to lose weight—out into space!”


  There was a click, and a sudden sensation of falling—the ship seemed to reel beneath them—the angry snarl of the overworked generator died in an instant as the thudding relays cut it out of the circuit—they seemed falling with terrific and ever-increasing speed—they looked down—saw the earth shrinking visibly as they shot away at more than five miles a second—they were traveling fifteen miles a second ahead and five a second straight up. The men were watching with intense interest as the heavens opened up to them—the air was left far behind, and they could see stars now a scant degree from the sun itself, for no air diffused his blinding glory. The heat of the rays seemed to bum them, there was a prickling pleasantness to it now, as they looked at the mighty sea of flame through smoked glasses. The titanic flames of the corona reached out like the arms of some flaming octopus through thousands of miles of space—huge arms of flaming gas that writhed out in vain attempts to reach and drag back the whirling planets to the parent body. All about the mighty sphere, stretching far into space, a wan glow seemed to ebb and flow, a flow of swift-changing color, mighty streamers of light that waved and fluttered a million miles in space. The colors seemed to flow with majestic slowness, but it was only the mighty scope of the thing that gave it this appearance, for these colors flashed about at close to the speed of light. It was the zodiacal light, an aurora borealis on a scale inconceivable!


  Arcot was working rapidly with the controls, the absence of weight that gave that continued sense of an unending fall, aided him and his assistants now in their rapid work of changing the controls from an air flyer to a space ship. The air scoop that had carried the air to the generator was closed off in a moment; there was a hiss of gas as the air was flooded into the room, and a moment later the hull vibrated with the acceleration of the generator as it again picked up speed. With the leaving of the air that warmed and drove it, as they fell out into space, the machine had been robbed of its source of power, and it had stopped. Now again it was working smoothly, using the heat of the sun. The lights of the ship flashed on again as the machine gained speed, and they had some slight weight once more as the steady pull of the power units recommenced, the pull that would continue unceasingly till they at last fell into the atmosphere of Venus.


  At last the work was done and the ship was going on its way under the control of the instruments that would guide it across all the millions of miles of space and land it on Venus with the unerring certainty of a machine. The photo-electric telescopic eye was watching the planet constantly, keeping the ship surely and accurately on the course that would get them to the distant planet in the minimum of time.


  “Better start the ozonator, Wade—we don’t want to get an overdose of ultra-violets! We will be able to look around in a minute—and for the next five days or so we will have the same things to look at!” said Arcot.


  The ozonator was a simple apparatus designed to keep the correct amount of ozone in the air of the machine, for on earth there is a layer of the gas in the atmosphere that filters the sunlight to the same type of rays at all times, the type that the human body has become accustomed to. Through countless eons man has lived in this environment, and this is what he must have. Less, as was found out in the first half of the twentieth century would result in disease; more would result in bums.


  The ozone was the gas that regulated the supply in such a way that man had become accustomed to it. Had there been none, man would have developed an ability to adjust himself to changes in ultra-violet light just as he has become accustomed to changes in temperature.


  At last the work of preparing the ship for the trip was over, and the men could rest and use their time to observe the beauties of the skies as no man had ever seen them during all the billions of years of time that this solar system has developed—unless it be, as some think, that Mercury once had a population ere it became the desert waste it is, and that all of us, all in the solar system, are descendants of that long dead race.


  The lack of atmosphere made it possible to use a power of magnification that no terrestrial telescope may use.


  The blurred outlines produced by the shifting air prohibits magnifications of more than a few hundred diameters, but here in space they could use the greatest power of their telescope. With it they could look at Mars and see it more clearly than any other man had ever seen it, despite the fact that it was now over two hundred million miles away, and at times it comes to one sixth that distance from the earth.


  But though they spent much time taking photographs of the planets and of the moon, and in making spectrum analyses of the sun, they found the time passed very slowly. Day after day they saw measured on the clocks, but they stayed up, and found they needed little sleep, for they wasted no muscles. Their lack of weight made them lack fatigue. However, they determined that during the twelve hours before reaching Venus they must be thoroughly awake, so they tried to sleep in pairs just before coming near the planet. Arcot and Morey were the first pair to seek the arms of Morpheus—but Morpheus seemed to be a mundane god, for he did not reward them, and at last it became necessary to take a mild opiate, for their muscles refused to permit the tired brain to sleep. It was twelve hours later when they awoke, to relieve Wade and Fuller.


  They spent most of the twelve hours before them now in playing games of chess. There was little to be done. The silver globe before them seemed unchanging now, for they were still so far away it seemed little larger than the moon does when seen from earth.


  But at last it was time for the effects of the mild drug to wear off, and for Wade and Fuller to wake soon from their sleep.


  “Morey—I wonder if it might not be interesting to observe the reactions of a man waking suddenly from sleep to find himself alone in space?” Arcot was staring thoughtfully at the control that would make the ship perfectly transparent, perfectly invisible. There was an expression of perfect innocence on his face—but a twinkle of humor in his eyes.


  “I wonder if it would?” said Morey grasping Arcot’s idea. “What do you say we try it?” Arcot turned the little switch—and where there had been the ship, it was no more—it was gone!


  FULLER stirred uneasily in his bed, tight strapped as he was. The effects of the drug were wearing off. Sleepily he yawned—stretched, and blindly, his heavy eyes still closed, released the straps that held him in bed. Yawning widely he opened his eyes—with a sudden start he sat upright—then, after giving an excellent phonetic imitation of a wild Indian on the warpath, he leapt from his bed, and started to run wildly across the floor, his eyes raised to the place where the ceiling should have been—calling lustily in alarm—then suddenly he was flying up—and crashed heavily against the invisible ceiling! His face was a picture of utter astonishment as he fell lightly to the floor—then slowly it changed, and took on a chagrined smile—he understood!


  He turned in amazement as loud cries suddenly resounded from Wade’s room across the hall—then there was a dull thud, as he too, forgetting the weightlessness, jumped and hit the ceiling. Then the cries were gone, like the snuffing of a candle. From the control room there sounded loud laughter—and a moment later they felt more normal, as they again saw the four strong walls about them, and could again see the feet they stood on.


  Quickly they dressed now, and each stepped out into the main hall, just in time to meet each other.


  “Wade, did you hear those two morons up there? Such a sense of humor! Well, I suppose we must expect such things from them. I think it should be a lesson to us not to trust anything so valuable as this ship in the hands of a weak-minded pair like that again. One of us must always be on guard,” said Fuller seriously—and rather loudly.


  Wade sighed heavily and shook his head.


  They were approaching the planet-visibly now. In the twelve hours that had passed they had covered a million miles, for now they were falling into the planet under its attraction. It glowed before them now in wondrous splendour, a mighty disc of molten silver, far more beautiful than the moon ever was—a silver that made the moon a dull and tarnished globe in comparison. The strength of the reflected light was such that at their present distance of three quarters of a million miles it was almost uncomfortably bright They could read a book with ease.


  For the last twenty-four hours they had been trying to reduce their speed relative to Venus, lest they be unable to form an orbit about the planet, and shoot around it and back into space. Their velocity had been over a hundred miles a second part of the way, but now it had been reduced to ten. The gravity of the planet was urging them forward at ever increasing speed, and their problem was more difficult to solve.


  “We will never make it on the power units alone, out here in space,” said Arcot seriously—“We will just shoot around it. I tell you how we can do it, though. We will go around it, entering its atmosphere on the daylight side, so that we won’t be frozen to death in its shadow, and shoot into the upper limits of its atmosphere. There the power units will find some heat to work on, and we can really slow down. But we will have to use the rocket tubes to get the acceleration we will need to drive the ship into the air.”


  There was a sudden clanging of a large bell—everyone dived for a hold, and held tightly. Not an instant later then there was a terrific wrench as the rocket avoiding mechanism threw the plane out of the way of a meteorite.


  “We are getting near a planet. That is the third meteorite we have met since we were more than a million miles from earth. Venus and earth and all the planets act like giant vacuum cleaners of space, pulling into themselves all the meteorites within millions of miles by their gravitational attraction.”


  Swiftly the planet before them was expanding—growing each instant vaster. It had changed from a disc to a globe, and now, as the molten silver of its surface seemed swiftly clouding, it turned grey; then they saw the true appearance, a vast field of rolling, billowing clouds!


  They were shooting about the planet now at ten miles a second, far more than enough to carry them away from the planet again, out into space once more if not checked.


  “Hold on everybody—we are going to turn toward the planet now!” Arcot depressed a small lever—there was a sudden shock, and all the space about them was a blazing furnace of huge, deep-red atomic hydrogen flames.


  The ship reeled under the sudden pressure, but the heavy gyroscopic stabilizers caught it, held it, and the ship remained on an even keel. Then suddenly there came to the ears of the men a long drawn whine, faint—almost inaudible—but there it was—the ship seemed slowing down. The loud-speaker was rapidly increasing its power—the Solarite was entering the atmosphere of a new world—the first machine that man ever made to thus penetrate the air of other worlds!


  Arcot was working busily now—quickly he snapped open the control that had kept the rocket flaming, turning the ship to the planet—driving it into the atmosphere—now they could get their power from the air that each instant grew more dense about them.


  “Wade—in the power room—emergency control post—Morey—control board there—hang on, for we will have to use some husky accelerations.”


  Instantly the two men were diving for their posts—literally diving, for they were still nearly weightless.


  Arcot pulled another lever—there was a dull snap as a relay in the power room responded—then the lights wavered—dimmed—then in an instant the generator was once more humming smoothly—working on the atmosphere of Venus!


  Working feverishly now—they had but a short time to change back from space-ship to air-ship—in the atmosphere of a new world. In a moment the power units were again operating, and now they produced a force that made the men grasp their holds tightly, as they sucked a plenitude of power from the surrounding air.


  The loud-speaker had shrieked louder and louder, till it poured forth a deafening wave of sound. Now it was silent, for Fuller had opened the circuit. Around them the rapidly increasing density of the air made the whine grow to a roar—the ship was growing slightly warm from air friction, despite the extremely cold air at this altitude—more than seventy-five miles yet from the surface of the planet.


  They were dropping rapidly now—their radio-speedometer had fallen from ten to nine—then slowly, but faster and faster as more heat could be extracted from the air it had fallen 8—7—6—5—4—now they were well under orbital speed, falling under the influence of the planet, the struggle was over—the men seemed to loosen up, the ship was running quietly now, the smooth hum of the air rushing over the great power units coming softly through the speaker again, a humming melody in their ears—the song of a new world.


  SUDDENLY the blazing sun was gone—they were floating in a vast world of rolling mists—mists that struck the car with tiny clicks, which, in the millions of particles that were hitting each instant, summed up to a steady roar in the microphone.


  “Ice—ice clouds! We will drop down below the clouds, probably they extend for miles. Look, already they are changing—snow now—in a moment it will be water—then it will clear away—and we will be in the steaming air of Venus!”


  For ten miles—ten endless miles it seemed they dropped through clouds utterly impenetrable to the eye—then slowly the clouds became thinner; there appeared brief clear spots, spots into which they could see short distances—then here and there they caught glimpses of green below—was it water? or land?


  Then with a suddenness that startled them, they were out of the clouds, shooting smoothly along at one mile a second over a broad plain—it seemed to stretch for endless miles across the globe, to be lost in the far distance to the east and west, but to the north they saw a low range of hills that rose blue and misty in the distance.


  “Venus—We made it! The first men to ever leave earth—I’m going to start the old sender and radio back to them! Man—look at that stretch of plain!” Morey had jumped to his feet and was starting across the control room. “Lord—I feel like a ton of lead now—I sure am out of condition for walking after all that time just floating!”


  “Whoa—wait a minute there, Morey—you won’t get anything through to them. The earth is on the other side of Venus now—it is on the night side, remember—we are on the day side. There are 7700 miles of rock and metal between here and the free space—then it has 45,000,000 miles or so to go before it hits the earth’s atmosphere, and since you are using beam sending, it will have to penetrate the 8000 miles of earth before it reaches old New York. As I see it, we are now on the daylight side of this planet—which corresponds in time to the night side of earth. Thus, in about twelve hours we will be able to send a message. In the meantime, take the controls while I make a test of the air here, will you, Morey?” Arcot, relieved of the controls, rose and walked down the corridor to the power room where the chemical laboratory had been set up. Wade had already collected a dozen samples of air, and was working on them.


  “How is it—what have you tested for so far?” asked Arcot.


  “Oxygen and CO2. The oxygen is about twenty-two percent, or, considering the slightly lower air pressure here, we will have just about the right amount of oxygen. CO2 is down to about one-tenth of one percent. That means that there must be a lot of animal life here considering the obvious plenitude of vegetable life.


  “But one thing surprises me, I had a piece of titanium ribbon in there—the oxygen I took out with phosphorus, and it won’t burn. Titanium burns brilliantly in nitrogen, of course—in the earth’s atmosphere the titanium will burn nearly as well after the oxygen is out as before. I can’t get it—the atmosphere is O.K. for terrestrial life apparently; that mouse there is living quite happily.”


  “Whatever the other seventy-five percent or so of diluting gas is, I don’t know. Of course, I took out the water—passed it over calcium oxide. Magnesium ribbon won’t burn in it, so it isn’t any oxide—though I couldn’t think of any it might be—if it were CO2 it would dissolve in the ocean at anywhere near that concentration. What do you make of it?” Wade was frankly stuck—it was beyond him.


  “Well—let’s see. That mouse is living peaceably long enough—so it can’t be very deadly—I think it would like to smell it.” Arcot picked up the jar, and moved the glass cover to one side, and sniffed cautiously. “Quite odorless. I rather expected that—all gases that are reasonably inert are odorless. Is it very soluble in water? No, it can’t be—there are large oceans here all right—fifty percent humidity and the temperature at five miles is one-ten! A hundred and ten degrees five miles up! I wonder what it’s like at the surface—worse than Death Valley in July.”


  “But let me see that gas again—what is the molecular weight of it?”


  “Haven’t made any careful measurements—couldn’t with the ship jumping as it has been—but as near as I can tell it is about 35 or 34—nearer the 35.”


  “Hmmm, allowing it is an element—if it isn’t, either the magnesium or the calcium oxide should have done something to it—that means it isn’t chlorine—we knew that anyway—but that has a molecular weight of 71; it can’t be anything above that—wait a minute—of course—stupid—it’s argon! No wonder it wouldn’t attack magnesium or titanium! I wonder how we were so thick as to miss it! It is a little light—but I’ll bet there is considerable nitrogen in it and that would make it come down toward 28, and probably there is a lot of helium and neon and the other inert gases in it. But what an atmosphere! No great amount of nitrogen; that means that life will have a sweet time extracting it from the air—but wherever there is life—it finds a way of doing the impossible. Test it more accurately, will you—you try for nitrogen and I will try the component inert gases.”


  They ran the analysis rapidly, and in a very short time—less than an hour—their results stood at 23 percent oxygen, 14 percent carbon dioxide, 68 percent argon, 6 percent nitrogen, 2 percent helium, 5 percent neon, .05 percent hydrogen, and the rest krypton and xenon apparently. The analyses of these inert gases had to be done rather roughly in this short time, but it was sufficient to balance fairly accurately. On ionizing the gas in a small tube, they found that, unlike the bluish glow of earth’s air it gave off a reddish grey color—a curious light of a ghostly hue.


  THE two chemists reported back to the control cabin.


  The others had been observing everything within range with the aid of the small telescope they had brought along. The hills seemed quite distant, but Arcot pointed out that it would be a very misty day on earth now, with such a high humidity. The slight difference in the radius of curvature of the sphere was, of course, unnoticeable.


  “Well, we will be able to breathe the atmosphere of Venus with ease. I believe we can go on now. I have been surprised to see no water in sight, but I think I see my mistake now. You know the Mississippi has its mouth further from the center of the earth than its source; it flows up hill! The answer is, of course, that the centrifugal force of the earth’s spin makes it tend to flow in that way. Similarly, I am sure now that we will find that Venus has a vast belt of water about the middle, and to the north and south there will be two great caps of dry land. We are now on the northern cap.


  “We have the microphone turned way down. Let’s step up the power a bit and see if there are any sounds outside,” said Arcot and walked over to the power control switch. An instant later the loud-speaker was humming softly. There was a light breeze blowing. In the distance, though’, forming a dull background for the entire hum, there came a low rumbling that seemed punctuated now and then by a greater burst of speed.


  “Must be a long way off,” said Arcot, a puzzled frown on his face. “Swing the ship around so we can see in what direction the sound is loudest,” he suggested.


  Slowly Morey swung the ship around on its vertical axis. Without a doubt, something off in the direction of the hills was making a considerable noise.


  “Arcot—if that’s a fight between two animals—two of those giant animals that you said might be here—I don’t care to get near them!” Fuller was listening to the sounds, and looking off across the plain to the low hills in the blue distance.


  “If it is two animals fighting—we will leave this planet while we still can! Any animal that can make a racket like that—well, I don’t think it can exist!” Arcot was smiling to think of the size lungs that roar would require.


  The microphone was shut off while the Solarite shot swiftly forward toward the source of the sound. Quickly the hills were growing, the blue mistiness disappeared, and they showed as bleak harsh rock; but as they came nearer they saw over the tops of the hills now, flashes of light that intermittently came into being.


  “A thunderstorm! Ho—that’s good—there is your animal, Fuller!” laughed Wade.


  “Not so fast, Wade—his animal is there—the only animal in all creation that can make a noise like that! Look through the telescope—see those dots wheeling about there above the flashing lights—there one got hit—there are no clouds there—no thunderstorm—the only animal that can cause that racket is man! There are men over there—and they aren’t in a playful mood! Turn on the invisibility while we can, Morey—and let’s get nearer!”


  “Men—look out—here we go!” Morey slipped a tiny switch set in one side of the instrument panel—then, before the relay below could move, he had flipped it back.


  “Here—you take it, Arcot—you always think about two steps ahead of me—you are quicker and know the machine better, anyway.”


  Quickly the two men changed places.


  “I don’t know about that, Morey,” said a voice from the air—for Arcot had at once thrown the ship into invisibility—the ship was gone like the light of an extinguished candle. “The longer we stay here, the more mistakes I can see that we made in our calculations of what would happen. I see what put me off so badly on the estimate of the intelligence of people found on this planet! The sun gives it a double dose of heat—but also a double dose of X-Rays 1 Since about 1928 it has been known that X-Rays speed evolution. Just the same, we may be able to find friends here more quickly if we aid one side or the other in the very lively battle going on there. Now, before we go any further, we want to decide whether or not to aid either side.”


  “I think it is a fine idea. But which side are we to aid—and what are the sides. We haven’t even seen them yet. Let’s go nearer and take a good look at them; certainly we ought to know that before we decide,” said Fuller.


  “Yes—but are we going to join either side at all after looking?”


  “Oh, that’s unanimous!” said Wade, excitedly.


  Quickly the invisible ship darted forward. Soon they had passed the barrier of the low hills, and were again out on a broad plain. Suddenly all the men gasped in surprise! Well they might! There, floating high in the air, above a magnificent city, was a machine such as no man had ever before seen! A titanic airplane it was! Yet so monstrous, so gargantuan, that it beggared description. Fully three-quarters of a mile the huge metal wings stretched out in the dull light of the cloudy Venerian day; such a titanic machine it was that it seemed to dwarf even the mighty city beneath! The roar of its mighty propellers came as a rumbling thunder to the Solarite. From it were coming the flashing bursts of flame. Now, on closer inspection, it was possible to make out what seemed a swarm of tiny gnats flying about the mighty plane. They seemed to be attacking the giant as vainly as the gnats might attack an eagle, and as foolhardily, for they could hot damage the mighty machine. Their flashing bombs that rained down upon it burst in blasts of yellow flame as harmlessly as so many firecrackers.


  All that mighty machine was covered with heavy metal plates, ten inches thick, and of metal so tough that when the powerful bombs hit it they were ineffectual, though they blew great craters in the soil below. Yet from it poured a steady stream of bombs that seemed to burst with a great flash of heat and light, and in an instant the tiny planes they struck darted down an incandescent mass of metal.


  Yet the giant seemed unable to approach the city—or was it defending it? No, for it was from the city that the vainly courageous little ships poured out. But certainly it was not these ships that kept the titanic battleship of the air at bay?


  CONSTANTLY the great ship was sending its bombs toward the city, only to have them fall short of it. But slowly, around the city, there was appearing an area of red hot, molten rock and dirt, and steadily this was moving inward as more and more shells from the great plane struck it. Then suddenly the battleship of the air turned toward the city and made a short dash inward on its circling path. Instantly it was apparent why the ship had not attacked the city directly, for up from the ground, a few hundred feet from the ring of molten rock, there leaped a long ray of hissing white flame. It reached up and seemed almost to touch the great machine. Then, as the titanic plane rolled, and side-slipped out of the way, it passed, harmless, a little shy of the monstrous wing.


  “Which? I say the city. No one should destroy so magnificent a city. Also they are losing, which will make our aid all the more welcome,” suggested Arcot.


  “The city it is, I guess.” All the others agreed, so Arcot started nearer. “But what in the world can we do to that huge thing? It has perfect invulnerability through size alone. It will be like attacking a battleship with a rowboat, as the old mariners would have said.” Fuller was looking fascinatedly at the scene before him—though no one could tell just where he was gazing, since the entire ship was as invisible as air.


  Now it seemed that one of the men of the city had a system to wreck the giant plane—the mighty propellers. There were fifty of these strung along each of the titanic wings; the giant monoplane seemed to be vulnerable only there—for if enough of these could be broken, eventually they would be able to blow holes in its armor, while it lay helpless on the ground. They had apparently tried to bomb the gigantic metal blades, but the rushing, swirling air currents had thrown the bombs aside, or smashed them against the thick armor. Now one of the little planes darted forward and dove at full speed directly against one of the propellers! But the sacrifice was in vain—there was indeed a terrific crash—rope that made the loud speaker in the invisible Solarite tremble.


  Yet the mighty blades were functioning as smoothly as ever!


  Indeed, it seemed that the Solarite would be as utterly helpless as any against that titanic machine. Now Arcot was climbing the machine high into the sky above the great plane. There was a full mile drop between them when he released the sustaining force of the Solarite and let it drop, straight toward the source of the battle—falling freely, ever more and more rapidly; they were pushing at the mighty plane below at a pace that made their hearts seem to pause—then suddenly Arcot cried out, “Hold on—here we stop!”—they seemed a scant hundred feet from the broad metal wings of the great plane, which was hanging beneath them, totally unaware of the Solarite. Then suddenly there was a tremendous jerk, and each man felt himself pressed to the floor of the machine with a terrific weight that made their backs crack with the load. Almost unconscious they seemed. Below them was nought but a mighty sea of roaring red flames—a hell of blazing gas that roared like a million bombs at once. The Solarite was sitting down on the rockets! All six of the rocket tubes in the bottom of the car had been opened wide, and streaming from them in a mighty blast of incandescent gas, the atomic hydrogen was shooting out in a mighty column of gas at 3500 degrees centigrade. In an instant the great plane was incandescent where the gas touched it, and in an interval so short that it was almost immeasurable, the fall of the Solarite had been checked, and it was rebounding high into the air again. As soon as Arcot could, he reached a hand that was weighted down with the load of six gravities and pulled shut the little control that had sent those mighty torches flaming out. Then an instant later they were racing ahead lest the plane shoot bombs toward the gas columns.


  Then at last they were able to look at their work! No longer did they see the mighty plane unscathed, invulnerable, for now there glowed six great craters of incandescent metal that almost touched and coalesced. The great plane itself was reeling, staggering, plunging downward, but long before it reached the hard soil below it was brought out into level flight, and limping, for several of its engines were dead now, it circled and made off toward the south. The horde of small planes followed, dropping a rain of bombs into the glowing holes in the ship that made them grow swiftly larger. But now the men of the ship had to a large extent recovered from the shock of the attack and were fighting back. In a moment—just before the ship passed over the horizon and out of sight, the Terrestrians saw the great props that had been idle, suddenly leap into life, and in an instant the giant had left its attackers behind—fleeing, wounded from its invisible foe.


  It was agreed that they return to the city and become visible.


  Again they turned, and slowly went back, still invisible, to the approximate spot where they had destroyed the invulnerability of the Giant. Then suddenly, out of nothing, the Solarite appeared. In an instant a dozen of the tiny two-man planes were darting toward it. Just that they might recognize it, Arcot shot it up a bit higher with the aid of the keel rockets at one-third power. Still, the typical reddish flame of atomic hydrogen was instantaneously recognizable.


  Little these planes, were, but shaped like darts, and swifter than any plane earth had—they shot along at 1000 miles an hour readily, as Arcot soon found out. It was not a minute before they had formed a long line that circled the Solarite at minimum speed, then started off in the direction of the city. On impulse Arcot followed after them, and instantly the planes shot their velocity up. It was quickly indeed that they reached a thousand miles an hour, and rocketed smoothly along.


  The city they were approaching was an inspiring sight—mighty towers that reached their graceful lines a half mile in the air, their sides of brightly colored material of some kind gleaming in warm hues seemed to make the entire city a gigantic jewel—one lone piece of architecture, for here no individuals were looming out. There was no irregular skyline, but every unit tended toward the gigantic edifice that rose, its gleaming tower of black and gold a full half mile in the air.


  The outer parts of the city were evidently the residential districts, the low buildings and wide streets with the little green lawns showing the care of the individual owner. Then came the apartment houses and the small stores; then they rose in gentle slopes, higher and higher, towering at last to a mighty pinnacle of beauty—a single resplendent jewel of flashing color, designed as a whole, and not in a multitude of individually beautiful, but in harmonious units, like some wild mixture of melodies, each in itself beautiful, but mutually discordant.


  NOW the Terrestrians were following their escort high above these great buildings, following them to the great central tower. In a moment they were above it, and in perfect order the ships of the Venerians shot down to land smoothly, but at high speed. On the roof of the building they slowed with startling rapidity, held back by electromagnets under the top dressing of the roof landing, as Arcot learned later.


  “We can’t land on that—this thing weighs too much—we’d probably sink right through it! I’ll go down into the street there and land—it looks wide enough!” Arcot maneuvered the Solarite over the edge of the roof, and then dropped it swiftly down the half mile to the ground below. Just above the street level he held it up, and lowered it gently, giving the hurrying crowds plenty of time to get from beneath it.


  Then, in anxious curiosity, he landed it, and looked quickly at the crowd of Venerians who had gathered in the busy street, coming out of the buildings where they had, no doubt, sought shelter during the raid. It was a rapidly growing crowd as the Terrestrians looked interestedly at these people of a new world—a people that no man had ever seen.


  “Why,” said Fuller in startled surprise, “they look almost like us!”


  “Of course,” laughed Arcot—“and what did you expect. There are certain prerequisites that any intelligent creature must have. He must have a brain, of course, but also he must have tools, for that is the only way the intelligence of the brain may be expressed. To not only give him those necessary tools, but also to permit him to hold his brain case more out of harm’s way, and get a wider range of vision, he stands on his hind legs, thus freeing his forelegs for work.


  “The first requisite of any animal that is to rule the planet of his home, is that he have physical strength enough to cope with the problems about him. He must be strong enough to fight his enemies. But since he also has intelligence, he must be strong enough to use the tools he makes. It would seem an elephantine beast was the obvious candidate for intelligence—but he isn’t. On earth, Nature tried out the giant reptile and discarded it. He was so big he didn’t have to develop intelligence, perhaps. Then the insect—Nature tried that—developed intelligence there—but it was so small, that it couldn’t do much toward changing the face of the earth to suit itself, so it, too, was put aside. Then, in a creature half way between the two, Nature found the best possibilities. But the greatest asset she gave man was the thumb; with it he is able to hold the tools he makes, among many other things, and it is the thing that has done most toward developing man’s intelligence.


  “But further on the question of size. If man was much bigger, he would be fragile. Can you imagine an elephant jumping? No, he couldn’t; he would break his legs under his own weight if he did. A thing that size can’t be agile as Man had to be.


  “But here, on this planet, we have a lesser gravity, and to the degree of that lesser gravity the animals could be larger than those of earth, without exceeding the breakage limit. I think that explains the size of those Venerians.”


  Certainly it needed some explanation, for in all that crowd, only the obviously young were under six feet. The average seemed to be seven feet, with rather large chests—well-built men and women, who would have seemed very much human indeed, but for a ghastly, death-like blue tinge to their skin. Even their lips were as bright a blue as man’s lips are red. The teeth seemed to be as white as any human’s, but their mouths were blue.


  “Why, they look as if they had all been eating blueberries!” laughed Wade. “I wonder what makes their blood blue? I have heard of blue-blooded families, but these are the first I have ever seen!”


  “I think I can answer that, also—I have been reading about various forms of life recently,” said Morey slowly. “It seems odd to us—but those people have their blood based on hemocyanine. In us, the oxygen is carried to the tissues, and the carbon dioxide carried away by an iron compound, hemo-globin, but in many animals of earth, the same function is performed by a copper compound, hemocyanin, which is an intense blue. I am sure that that is the explanation for these strange people. By the way, did you notice their hands?”


  “Yes, I had. I know they are different from ours, but I haven’t had a good look at them and can’t say in what way they are different. They strike me as having one too many fingers—look—there—that fellow is pointing—why—his hand has not too many fingers, but too many thumbs! He has one on each side of his palm! What good does that do him—let’s see, if I put one hand on top of the other, palm to back, I get the same effect—say it would be handy in placing nuts and bolts, and such fine work, would it not?”


  Suddenly a lane opened in the crowd, and from the great black and gold building there came a file of men in tight-fitting green uniforms, a file of seven-foot giants. Obviously they were soldiers of some particular branch, for in the Crowd there were a number of men dressed in similar uniforms of deep blue.


  “I think they want one or more of us to accompany them. Let’s flip a coin to decide who goes—two better stay here, and two go. If we don’t come back inside of a reasonable period of time, one of you might start making inquiries; the other can send a message to earth, and get out of harm’s way till help can come. I imagine these people are friendly now, however—else I wouldn’t go.”


  As Arcot finished, the leader of the troop stepped up to the door of the Solarite, and coming to what was obviously a position of attention, put his left hand over his right breast in an equally obvious salute, and waited.


  The coin was flipped with due ceremony—it was to decide which of them were to have the distinction of being the first Terrestrians to set foot on Venus. Arcot and Morey got the luck, and they quickly put on the loose-fitting ventilated cooling suits that they might live comfortably in the hot air outside—for the thermometer registered 150!


  The two men quickly walked over to the entrance door of the air lock, entered, closed it behind them, and opened the other door. There was a slight rush of air as the pressure outside was a bit lower than that inside. At once there was a singing in their ears, and they had to swallow several times to equalize the pressure. The guards at once fell into a double row on either side of them, and the young officer strode ahead. He himself had curbed his curiosity after the single startled glance he had given these strange men. Only their hands were visible, for the cooling suits covered them almost “completely, but the strange pink color must indeed have been startling to his eyes; also their dwarf stature, and the strange suits they wore. The men of his little troop, however, as well as the people in the crowd about them, were not so disinterested. They were looking in eager amazement at these men who had but just saved their city, these strange small men, with their queer pink skin. And most surprising of all, perhaps, the inner thumb was missing from each hand!


  But soon they had passed beyond the sight of the crowd, which was held in check by a handful of the deep blue uniformed men.


  “Those fellows would never hold such a Terrestrial crowd back if visitors from another planet landed!” remarked Morey wonderingly.


  “How do they know we are visitors from another planet? We suddenly appeared out of nowhere—they don’t even know our direction of approach. We might be some strange race of Venerians as far as they know, though their swift planes must have carried them over all Venus long before now!” Arcot replied.


  They had walked quickly up to the great gold and black entrance, and passed through the great doors that seemed made of great masses of solid copper, painted with some clear lacquer that kept the metal lustrous, the rich color shining magnificently. They stood open wide now, as indeed they were always. To these men of a copper starved world, where copper was practically as dear as silver, this seemed a tremendous investment. Even the giant Venerians were dwarfed by these mighty doors as they passed through into an equally vast hall, a mighty room that must have filled all the front half of the ground floor of the gigantic building, a hall of graceful columns that hid the great supporting members. The stone, they knew, must serve the Venerians as marble serves us, but it was a far more handsome stone. It was a rich green, like the green of thick, heavy grass in summer when the rain is plentiful, rich and thick, a soft wavy green. The color was very pleasing to the eye, and restful too. There was a checker-board floor of this green stone, alternated with another, a stone of intense blue. They were hard, and the colors made a very striking pattern, pleasingly different from what they had been accustomed to, but common to Venus, as they soon learned.


  Arcot dropped quickly to one knee, and started to examine the green stone closely, felt of it an instant, then jumped up in surprise, shaking his hand; a moment he looked surprised—puzzled. Then he laughed. The guards who had been accompanying them had halted, and were watching them with interest and amusement—examining the material of a common floor!


  “Why—I forgot—I won’t again, though—look out that you don’t touch anything unnecessarily, Morey—everything here is at a temperature of 150 remember, and is most unpleasantly hot. I almost burned my hand! It was more surprise than anything else that made me jump, but I think I know what that green stone is—it’s chromic carbonate in some natural form that we don’t have on earth. These fellows might just as well say that a stone, such as marble, couldn’t exist, because they had never seen it—and man has never yet duplicated the work of nature in making Iceland spar—crystallized calcium carbonate, yet it is chemically the same as limestone! But let’s move on—they are obviously waiting for us.”


  THERE were many soldiers in the great hall that they were crossing, and as the little party walked on, they stopped and looked in surprise at the strangely hooded figures.


  At last the party had crossed the great hall, and stopped beside a large doorway. The officer stopped for a moment, pointed out two of his men, who remained, while the others walked quickly away. The diminished party stepped through the doorway into a small room whose walls were lined with copper apparently, and an instant later, as the officer pushed a small button, there was a low hiss of escaping air, and a copper grating sprung quickly up across the opening of the elevator. Then another button, and there was the familiar sinking feeling as the car rose, a low hum seeming to come from the lower part of the car.


  The car rose swiftly through a very considerable distance—up—up. It seemed that no car could work over that great climb.


  “They must have some wonderfully strong cables here on Venus!” Morey exclaimed. “The engineers of the Terrestrial buildings have been wondering for some time how to get around the difficulty of shifting elevators. The idea of changing cars doesn’t appeal to me, either—but we must have risen a long way!”


  “I should say so—I wonder how they do it. We have been rising for a minute and a half at a very fair clip—there we are—I want to look at this car!” Arcot at once stepped over to the little row of buttons on the control board, looked at it closely, then stepped out quickly and peered down between the car and the shaft as the copper grating fell, simultaneously pulling down with it the door that had blocked off the hall-way.


  “Come here, Morey—simple system at that! It would be so, of course—look—they have tracks, and a regular trolley system, with cog rails alongside and the car just winds itself up! They have an electric motor underneath, I’ll bet, and just run it up in that way. They have never done that on earth because of the terrible cost of running the car up without any counterbalance—it would be too expensive—require too much power. I think I see the solution—the car has electro-dynamical brakes, and going down, just slows itself down by pumping power into the line to haul some other car up. This eliminates the difficulty of cables that can’t carry their own weight very nicely. The counterbalance means that at least a mile of cable must be used in raising the car one-half mile, actually some six miles of wire cable—this is a mighty clever scheme!”


  As Arcot straightened, the officer beckoned to him to follow, and started down the long corridor which was lined on either side with large doorways, on which there was painted in black characters some inscription, evidently the directory of the floor.


  Through a long series of the branching corridors they at last reached one that had but one exit, into a large office, into which the young officer led them. Immediately he snapped to attention, spoke briefly and rapidly, saluted and retired with his two men.


  The man before the Terrestrians now was a tall, kindly faced old gentleman, his straight black hair was turning slightly to a very light blueish, almost a grey, in spots, but the kindly face, the smiling eyes, and an air of sincere interest seemed to illumine the entire countenance. He looked curiously, questioningly at the two men before him, looked at their hands, his eyes widening in surprise; then he stepped quickly forward, and extended his hand, at the same time looking toward Arcot.


  At once Arcot understood him and extended his hand. The Venerian took it in his hand—then with an exclamation on the part of each, they mutually released each other, for Arcot felt a decidedly uncomfortable degree of heat, almost scaldingly hot, just as the Venerian felt a degree of intense cold! Each seemed staring from his hand to the hand of the other in surprise, then a smile lighted the face of the Venerian as he very emphatically put his hand at his side. Arcot smiled at him, and said to Morey in an animated tone:


  “They have a body temperature of at least 170 Fahrenheit. It would naturally be above room temperature, which is ISO here, so that they are most unpleasantly hot to us. Many forms of earth-life would be killed by that temperature, but there are, of course, different forms of life here on Venus, modified to stand that temperature as natural. I hope these fellows don’t have fevers! They would be apt to boil over!


  “But really they have some 40 degrees leeway, and as the temperature of the human body varies never more than eight degrees, they are safe enough, I guess.”


  “But they must have to boil all their food under increased pressure here; a difference of 40 degrees would probably be insufficient!”


  The Venerian had picked up a small rectangle of black material, smooth and solid. With it as a tablet he drew quickly on it with a pencil of copper, apparently. In a moment he handed the tablet to Arcot, who reached out for it, then thought better of it, and motioned that he didn’t want to burn his fingers. The old Venerian held it where Arcot could see it.


  “Why, Morey, look here—I didn’t think they had developed astronomy to any degree, because of the constant clouds, but just look here. He has a nice little map of the solar system, with Mercury, Venus, Earth, the Moon, Mars, and all the rest on it. He has drawn in several of the satellites of Jupiter and of Saturn too.” The Venerian pointed to Mars and looked inquisitively at them. Arcot shook his head and pointed quickly to earth. The Venerian seemed a bit surprised at this, then thought a moment and nodded his head in satisfaction. He looked at Arcot intently a moment. Then to Arcot’s amazement, there seemed to form in his head a thought—at first vague; then quickly it took on definite form.


  “Man of Earth,” it seemed to say, “we thank you—you have saved our nation”—(there seemed to be a name idea here, but a name is merely a phonetic symbol for a country, just as a flag is its material symbol. It can not be impressed on the brain of one who has different physical arrangements, as can an idea, for ideas are everywhere the same.)


  “We want to thank you for your quick response to our signals. We had not thought that you could answer us so soon.” The Venerian seemed to relax as the message was finished. It was obviously a great effort.


  Arcot looked steadily into his eyes now, and tried to concentrate on a message—on a series of ideas. To him, trained though he was in deep concentration on one idea, the process of visualizing a series of ideas was new, and very difficult. But he soon saw that he was making some progress.


  “We came in response to no signals—exploration only—we saw the battle—and aided because your city seemed doomed, and because it seemed too beautiful to be destroyed.”


  “What’s it all about, Arcot?” asked Morey in surprise, as he watched them staring at each other.


  “These Venerians have developed telepathy to a practical point—it seems I am terribly thick from his point of view, but I just learned that they sent signals to earth—why, I haven’t learned—but I am making progress. If I don’t get a headache or go insane from the overwork, I will find out sooner or later—so wait and see.” He turned again to the Venerian who was now looking at him rather dubiously. Then quickly he turned to his desk, and pulled a small lever down. Then again he looked intently at Arcot.


  “Come with me—the strain of this conversation is too great—I see you do not have thought transference on your world.”


  “Come along, Morey—we are going somewhere. He says this thought transference is too much for us. I wonder what he is going to do?”


  OUT into the maze of halls they went again, now led by the kindly, seven-foot Venerian scientist. Down through a long series of halls they went, till at last they reached a large room, where already there had gathered in the semicircle of seats a hundred or so seven-foot Venerians. Before them, on a low platform, there were two large chairs with deep cushions. To these chairs the two Terrestrians were led.


  “We will try to teach you our language telepathically. We can teach you the ideas—you must learn the pronunciation, but this will be very much quicker. Seat yourselves in these chairs and relax.”


  The chairs had been designed for seven-footers. These men were six feet and six feet six, yet it seemed to them, as they sank into them, that never had they felt such comfortable chairs. They were designed so that every muscle and every nerve should be at rest. Now they seemed floating in space once more, without weight. Suddenly Arcot felt a wave of sleepiness oppress him; then slowly he grew more and more sleepy—he was tired—tired. It seemed that suddenly visions began to fill his mind—visions as he regained consciousness slowly—up from the dark, and into a dream world. It seemed he saw a mighty fleet of gargantuan planes flying above the city where he was—a fleet whose individual planes were a mile long, three-quarters of a mile wingspread—titanic monoplanes, whose droning roar as the hundreds of whirling props stirred the air seemed to roar through all space. Then suddenly they were above him, and from each there spurted out a great stream of dazzling brilliance, an intense glow that reached down, and touched the city—There was an awful concussion in his ears. All the world about him was gone in a flash of awful brilliance; then all was dark.


  Another vision it seemed now—a vision of the same fleet hanging over a giant crater of molten rock, a crater that nestled on a plain beside low green hills—a crater that he knew had been a city. The giants of the air circled, turned, and sped far off over the horizon—Again he was with them—and again he saw a great city fuse in a blazing flash of blinding light—then again and again—around all that world he seemed to see smoking ruins of great cities, blasted red hot rock that had been cities, a world of awful desolation. Then he was with the Destroyers, riding up, up, up—out of the clouds they were, out beyond the swirling mists, where the cold of space seemed to reach in at them, and the roaring of the mighty propellers was a thin whine—then suddenly that was gone, and out of the fear of each of the titanic machines there burst a great stream of light, a blazing column of light that roared back, and lit all space for miles around—then the machines were shooting up, and away—out across space—away from the planet—on—on. Then he seemed to see them nearing another world, a world that shone a dull red, but he saw the markings and knew that it was earth, not Mars. The great planes were falling now—falling at an awful speed into the upper air of the planet, and in an instant the great light flares were gone, fading and becoming weaker as the dense air oppressed them. Now again there came the roar, of the mighty propellers. Then swiftly the Fleet of Giants was dropping, and Arcot saw it sink lower and lower; his vision saw it coming above a spot he knew must be New York—but it was a strangely distorted New York; it was a Venerian city, where New York should have been—and again he saw great bombs falling. In an instant the gigantic city was a smoking ruin—then the visions faded, and slowly he opened his eyes, looked about him. He was still in the room of the circle of chairs—he was still on Venus—then suddenly to him came the meaning of these visions—the meaning of that strangely distorted New York, of that red earth. It meant that this was what the Venerians believed was to happen! They were trying to show him the plans of the owners and builders of those gigantic ships! The New York he had seen was the New York as these men imagined it.


  Startled, confused, he rose unsteadily to his feet. His head seemed whirling in the throes of a terrific headache. The men about him were looking anxiously at him—he glanced toward Morey. He was sleeping deeply in the seat—now and then his face moved in some strange expression. It was his turn now to learn this new language and see the visions.


  The old Venerian, who had brought them here, walked up to Arcot and spoke to him in a softly musical language, a language that was sibilant and predominated in liquid sounds; there were no gutturals, no nasals; it was a more musical language than earth men had ever before heard, and now Arcot started in surprise, for he understood it perfectly; the language was as familiar as English.


  “We have taught you our language as quickly as possible—you may have a headache, but you must know what we know as soon as possible. It may well be that the fate of two worlds hangs on your actions.


  “These men have concentrated on you and taught you very rapidly, given you those visions of what we know to be in preparation. You must get back to your wonderful ship as quickly as possible; no time can be lost, and you must know what has happened here on our world in the last few years, and what happened twenty centuries ago.


  “Come with me to my office, and we will talk. When your friend has also learned, you may tell him.”


  QUICKLY Arcot followed the Venerian down the long corridors of the building. Few people they met, and these seemed intent on their own business, paying little attention to the strange man that walked through the halls with the tall old gentleman.


  At last they were again in the office where Arcot had first seen the Venerian. They sat down, and Arcot listened to a new history—the history of another planet.


  “Twenty centuries ago,” the old man began. “there were two great rival nations on this planet. The planet Turo is naturally divided so that there would be a tendency thus to form two great nations. There are two enormous belts of land around the globe, one running from about twenty degrees north of the equator to about eighty degrees north. This is my country, Lanor. To the south there is a similar great belt of land, of almost identical size, Kaxor. These two nations have existed for many thousands of our years—slightly over two-thirds of the time in your years—and two thousand years ago there was a great crisis in the affairs of the world—a great war was in process of starting—but a Lanorian developed a weapon that made it impossible for the Kaxorians to win—and war was averted. The feeling was so strong, however, that laws were made that have been able to stop all intercourse between the two nations for these thousands of years. Only we know that Kaxor has studied the principles of physics, perhaps in hopes of finding a weapon with which they could threaten us once more. Lanor has studied the secrets of the human mind, and of the body. We have no disease here any longer; we have no insanity. We have studied cheifiistry greatly, but physics only in connection with our other studies. Recently, however, we have again taken up the study of this science, since it alone of the main sciences had gone neglected. But twenty-five years have been spent on these researches, and in that short time we cannot hope to do what the Kaxorians have done in two thousand. The secret of the heat ray, the weapon that prevented the last war, had been nearly forgotten. It required diligent research to bring it to life again, for it is a very inefficient machine—or was. Of late, however, we have been able to improve it, and now it is used in commerce to smelt our ores. It was this alone that allowed this city to put up the slight resistance that we did. We were surely doomed. This is the capital of Lanor, Sonor. The nation would have fallen but for you.


  “We have had some warning that this was coming. We have spies in Kaxor now, for we learned of their intentions when they flew one of the giant planes over one of our cities and dropped a bomb! We have been trying, since we discovered the awful scope of their plans, to send you a warning if you could not help us. That you should come here just now is one of the greatest things of the universe—a chance in a billion billion billion, I suppose—but perhaps there is more than chance behind it? Who knows?


  “But since that plane has been driven away, we can expect at any moment a new raid, and we must be prepared. Is there any way you can signal your planet?”


  “Yes—we can signal easily by—I do not know the word in your language—it may be that you do not have it—radio we call it—it is akin to light, but of vastly longer wavelength. Produced by electrical means, it can be directed like light by means of a reflector and sent in a beam. It can penetrate all substances except metals, and can leak around them, if it be not directional. With it I can talk readily with the men of earth, and this very night I will. But I want to learn of your planet. I will be able to warn our planet, but I will also want to tell them of yours. There is much to be gained by a knowledge of your planet and its resources!


  “You say your people have studied chemistry. We have, too. And we have studied physics much, but we have studied the mind very little. The body we have studied, and we know enough to care for it. We, too, have well nigh eradicated diseases. But we have had a civilization of metals for many years now, and there are many metals we lack. This trip to your planet was partly in interest of finding more supplies.


  “Here you use copper very lavishly. Is it plentiful?”


  “On Turo,” said Tonlos, “we have two elements which constitute a very large percentage of the available resources. Oxygen constitutes forty-two percent, and silicon about ten percent.


  “Next in abundance is ‘morlus’ which constitutes about 7 percent.”


  “Morlus—I have the word in your language—but I do not know the element. What is it?” asked Arcot.


  “Why—here is some!”


  Tonlos handed Arcot a small block of metal that had been used to hold a thin sheet of metal flat on a table in one corner of the room. It seemed a fairly dense metal, about as heavy as iron, but it had a remarkable blueish tint. Obviously, it was the element that composed the wings of the airplane they had seen that afternoon. Arcot examined it carefully, handicapped somewhat by the fact that he could not hold it directly, but only on a piece of cloth, since the metal was too hot. He picked up a small copper rod and tried to scratch it, but there was no noticeable effect.


  “You cannot scratch it with copper,” said Tonlos, “it is the second hardest metal we know—it is less hard than chromium, but far less brittle. It is malleable, ductile, very strong, very tough, especially when alloyed with iron, but those alloys are used only in very particular work, for iron is very rare. We have—”


  “Iron is rare!” exclaimed Arcot in surprise. “Why, on earth it is exceedingly plentiful. I cannot understand how it can be so rare here on Venus. And I cannot identify this element. May I take it to the ship to test it?”


  “You may, by all means. I thought from the appearance of some of your mechanisms that iron was very plentiful on your planet. But, from the fact that you do not recognize this metal of ours, I see that to you it is rare. You will have considerable difficulty getting it into solution. It is attacked only by boiling selenic acid, and that dissolves platinum readily. However, it is related to manganese. The usual test for the element is to so dissolve it, oxidize it to an acid, then test with radium selenate, when a brilliant greenish blue salt is—”


  “Test with radium selenate! Why we have no radium salts whatever on earth that we could use for that purpose. Radium is exceedingly rare!” said Arcot.


  “I think I had best go on with my list,” Tonlos continued. “Radium is by no means plentiful here, but we seldom have to test for morlus, and we have plenty of radium salts for that purpose. We have never found any use for radium—it is so active that it combines with water just as sodium does, it is very soft—a useless metal, and dangerous to handle. Our chemists have never been able to understand it—it is always in some kind of a reaction no matter what they do, and still it gives off that very light gas, helium, and a heavy gas niton, and an unaccountable amount of heat.


  “Next after morlus in quantity comes copper, then chromium, then calcium, beryllium, sodium and potassium, and lead, zinc and tin, all occurring over one percent. Then the non-metals break in again—the most plentiful is carbon—then comes another metal, tungsten, .9 percent; then there is a long string of metals and non-metals that occur in very small quantities except for sulphur, selenium and platinum.


  “We have large supplies of platinum really—they all seem to come in lumps, not like some of them, that are spread out all over.


  “But how about aluminum? and gold? and the halogens?” asked Arcot.


  “Oh, aluminum is rather rare—we use it as a monetary standard—it is hard enough to make good coins. It seems a pity it is so rare; it is a very useful metal. And what surplus there is is used as ornaments by women and in very expensive things. It is a luxury which would make a very useful necessity if it were more plentiful. Gold—oh, yes—I had forgotten it. It is always bothering the platinum workers—and it occurs all over, it seems. It is a terrific nuisance. It is not exceedingly plentiful—less than half of one percent—but widely distributed. It is soft and sticky, so to speak. It clogs up things, and is no use whatever. It is too soft to hold together. We have tried to use it for plating since it is non-corrosive, but it wears off right away. It won’t stand heat, so we can’t use it in the laboratories. We have tried using it in acid chambers, but it ‘poisons’ many catalysts and keeps them from working properly. We cannot use it near the platinum catalysts in the sulphuric acid plants—so we use lead all over. We do use it in the concentrating pans sometimes—but it isn’t worth the trouble of digging it out of the ground and hauling it here. I don’t believe anyone has ever tried to develop a use for it, though it is plentiful enough I suppose. It is naturally very cheap, and unscrupulous people use it in copper to make it weigh heavier. It can be had from platinum works for the trouble of hauling it away. The halogens are very rare. We use them only as very unusual reagents. A very small percentage of them is a requisite to life processes, but very, very little. They occur to a small extent in sea water.


  “Your world is vastly different from ours,” said Arcot. He related to Tonlos the different metals of the earth, the non-metals, and their occurrence. But try as he would, he could not place the metal Tonlos had given him.


  AT last Morey was brought in. He was looking very tired, and very, serious. He, also, was suffering from a headache, just as Arcot had. Arcot told him of his discoveries and of the metals of Turo, wondering why it was that the two planets, both members of the same sun, should be so different.


  “I think I know,” said Morey slowly, “and the more I think it over, the more firmly convinced I am that I know the metal you can’t place.


  “We have all seen pictures of the sun taken by different colored lights. If hydrogen light is used and all others are shut out, we see a picture of the hydrogen oh the sun. If calcium light is used, a corresponding result is obtained.


  “This work was started back as far as 1900 or so, and in that time lots of elements have been mapped, and we have watched the elements change their locations. In this way we are getting a map of the sun showing the deposits of the different elements. We have seen hydrogen, oxygen, silicon and others, and as the sun aged, the elements must have been mixed up more and more thoroughly. Yet we have seen the vast deposits. Some of those deposits are so vast that they could easily be the source of an entire world! I wonder if it is not possible that earth was thrown off from some deposit rich in iron, aluminum and calcium, and poor in gold, radium and those other metals—and particularly poor in one element. There are some gaps in the periodic table—you know them—there is a counterpart to manganese, a heavier metal still to be found. We have located in the sun the spectrum of an element we have named coronium—and I think that you have a specimen of coronium in your hand there! Venus came from a coronium impregnated region!


  “Most of the meteorites that fall to earth have a large iron content—but remember that earth was thrown out of the sun violently, whenever it was thrown out, and with it must have come a lot of loose material that may have been thrown out and shot out into space to form long elliptic orbits that bring them near the sun once in a billion years. These pieces are really part of the earth that fall back to it as it advances in its orbit—naturally they will be high in iron—like the earth—and scientists observing them say, ‘Ha—meteorites are full of iron—all planets must be full of iron!’ But their logic is being unbalanced by errors, hidden by Nature. My idea sounds possible—and it does explain the facts of Venus.”


  “Most of the meteorites that strike this planet are high in iron, too—but the sun is in general, too. However, we get many meteorites high in coronium, as you call it,” said Tonlos.


  The discussion was soon ended, for already the air outside had passed to a murky twilight. It was nearing night now, and the Terrestrians were led quickly down to the elevator, which dropped them rapidly to the ground. There was still a large crowd about the Solarite, but the way was at once cleared for them, and a peculiar sensation struck both the Terrestrians very forcibly. It seemed that everyone in the crowd was wishing them the greatest success—the best of things in every wish.


  “The ultimate in applause! Morey, I’ll swear we just received a silent cheer!” laughed Arcot, as they stood inside the airlock of the ship once more. It seemed home to them now! In a moment they had taken off the annoying ventilating suits and stepped once more into the room where Wade and Fuller awaited them.


  “Say—what were you fellows doing. We were actually getting ready to do some inquiring about your health!” said Wade, still a bit worried.


  “I know we were gone a long time—but when you hear the reason, you won’t wonder so much! See if you can raise earth on the radio yet, Morey, will you, while I tell these fellows what happened? If you succeed, tell them to call in Dad and your father, and to have a couple of shono-type machines on the job. We will want a record of what I have to send. Say that we will call back in an hour.” Then, while Morey was busy down in the power room sending the signals out across the forty million miles of space that separated them, Arcot told Wade and Fuller the news that he had learned. Not only was half of Venus in danger—but earth itself was for the first time in millions of centuries in danger of attack!


  Morey finally succeeded in getting his message through, and returned to say that they would be waiting in one hour. He had had to wait eight minutes after sending his message to get any answer, however, due to the slowness of radio waves.


  “Fuller—you’re the chef—if you do your job, Wade and I will start on this piece of coronium here and see what there is to learn,” said Arcot. “We can be ready by the end of the hour.”


  At supper table Wade and Arcot were exclaiming over the curious constants they had discovered for coronium. It was not attacked by any acid except boiling selenic acid, since it formed a tremendous number of insoluble salts. Even the nitrate violated the long-held rule that “all nitrates are soluble”—it wouldn’t dissolve. Yet it was chemically more active than gold.


  But its physical constants were the most surprising. It melted at 2800 centigrade, a very high melting point indeed. Very few metals are solid at that temperature. But the tensile strength test made with a standard bar they had finally turned out by means of a carbaloy tool, the second hardest thing known, tungsten carbide and cobalt, gave a reading of over a million, three hundred thousand pounds per square inch! It was far stronger than iron—stronger than tungsten, the strongest metal heretofore known. It was twice as strong as the earth’s strongest metal!


  “No wonder they can make a plane like that when they have such a metal to work with,” said Fuller. The designing engineer had visions of a machine after his own heart—a machine where half the weight wasn’t employed in holding it together.


  It was a little later that they got communication through to earth, and the men went to the power room. The televisor was blinking, struggling to form a clear image despite the handicap of forty million miles of space. In a moment it had cleared, though, and they saw the face of Dr. Arcot. He showed plainly that he was worried about the startling news that had reached him already, sketchy though it was. Rapidly his son outlined to him the full extent of their discoveries, and the things that earth would have to meet with.


  “Dad, these Kaxorians have planes capable of far more than a thousand miles an hour in the air. For some reason the apparatus they use to propel them in space is inoperative in air, but their giant propellers will drive them forward faster than any plane earth ever saw. You must start at once on a fleet of these molecular motion planes—and a lot of the gas Wade developed—you know how to make it—the animation suspending gas. It will be useful—and I will try to develop some new weapon here. If either of us makes any progress along new lines—we will talk each night—I must stop now—some Lanorian scientists are coming.”


  WHILE the Solarite rested, there had been a large crowd of people gathered around it, waiting a glimpse of the Terrestrians—for now the news had spread that this car had come from earth. Now, however, a group of men was advancing toward the car, they were clothed in great furs, heavy coats that seemed warm enough to wear in the arctic regions!


  “Why—Arcot—what’s the idea of the arctic regalia?” asked Fuller in surprise.


  “Think a moment—they are going to visit a place whose temperature is seventy degrees colder than their room temperature. Into the bargain, Venus never has any seasonal change of temperature, and the heavy bank of clouds that eternally cover the planet keep the temperature as constant as a thermocouple arrangement could. The slight change there is from day to night is only appreciable by the nightly rains—see—the crowd is beginning to break up now—it is night already, and there is a heavy dew settling now, soon it will be rain, and the great amount of moisture in the air will supply enough heat, in condensing, to prevent a temperature drop of more than two or three degrees.


  “These men are not used to changes in temperature as we are and hence they must protect themselves far more fully. Even in exploring their arctic, I imagine they never find frozen water—the heat held in by the clouds prevents that.”


  Three figures now entered the air-lock of the Solarite, and muffled in their furs as they were, large under any conditions, they had to come through one at a time.


  Much that Arcot showed them was totally new to them. Much he could not explain to them at all, for their physics had not yet reached that stage.


  But there was one thing he could show them, and he did. There were no samples of the liquids he wanted, but their chemistry was developed to a point that permitted the communication of the necessary data and Arcot told them the formula of Wade’s gas.


  This gas was somewhat radioactive in character due to the incorporation in the molecule of an atom of the radioactive thorium, but partly due to this, it had the wonderful property of suspending animation for several months, and of permitting full recovery on the administration of a dose of potassium iodide. There was a second equally striking peculiarity—it could penetrate any material. It had been known for many centuries that carbon monoxide was able to penetrate a sheet of steel when the steel was at a dull red heat, but Wade had found the reason for this property, and developed it to a far greater degree, till the gas he made was able to penetrate any material at ordinary temperatures. Combined with its anesthetic properties, it had obvious advantages as a gas for rendering the opposing forces defenseless.


  Since it was able to penetrate all substances, there were no means of storing it—like the famous universal solvent—“what’cha gonna keep it in?” The answer was that two liquids were made to react spontaneously and produce the gas, which was then projected as any other to the spot where needed.


  Arcot asked now that the Venerian chemists make him a supply of these two liquids. He felt he would be much better equipped to attack the enemy if he could but capture one of their flying forts. It seemed a strange task! Capturing so huge a machine with only the tiny Solarite—but Arcot felt sure he would be able to do it, if he but had a supply of that gas.


  There was one difficulty—it required a considerable portion of chlorine gas to make it—though the chlorine itself was not part of the product; one step in the synthesis required it. Since chlorine was rare on Venus, the men were forced to sacrifice most of their salt supply, but this chlorine so generated could be used over and over again. Realizing the importance of the gas, the Lanorians agreed to synthesize it.


  It was quite late when the Venerians had left, to go again into the hot drizzle of the rain. The rain was, as Arcot found, really scaldingly hot, but to these Venerians it appeared as a cold drizzle. But it was as natural to them as was the air, the ocean or the sunshine. They merely accepted it as one of the things that were.


  The building before which the Solarite now rested was the capital building of Lanor. There were here the government laboratories and the National College. With the help of these two institutions, it was hoped that the work of making the necessary materials would progress rapidly.


  Shortly after the Venerians left, the Terrestrians turned in for the night, leaving a telephone connection with the guard outside. In view of the tremendous results the Solarite would bring into the balance of this war, Lanor had had a special guard established about it.


  The dull light of the Venerian day was filtering in through the windows the next morning when the Terrestrians awoke. It was eight o’clock, New York time, but Sonor was working on a twenty-three hour day. It happened that Sonor and New York had been in opposition at midnight two nights ago, which meant that it was now ten o’clock Sonorian time. The result was that Arcot and Morey, the first up, found the Venerian world in full swing of its morning business. Quickly they called the others, and while Fuller was preparing the morning meal, Arcot left the car to speak to the officer in charge of the guard about the ship.


  “We need some pure water—water free of copper salts. I think it would be best if you can get me some water that has been distilled. That is, for drinking. Also we need about two tons of water of any kind—the ship’s tanks need recharging. I would like about a ton of the drinking water.” Arcot had to translate the Terrestrian measures into the corresponding Venerian terms, of course, but still the officer seemed puzzled. Such a large amount of water would mean a real problem in getting it here. Could the Solarite be moved to some mere accessible place?


  Arcot agreed to have it moved to a spot just outside the city, where the water could be procured directly from a small stream. The drinking water would be ready when he returned to the city.


  The Solarite was moved to the shore of the little river and the electrolysis apparatus was set up beside it. During the previous day, and ever since they had landed on Venus, all their power had been coming from the storage cells, but now that the electrolysis apparatus was to establish such a heavy and constant drain, Arcot started the generator, to both charge the cells, and to do the work needed.


  THROUGHOUT the day there was the steady hum of the generator in its room, and the throb-throb-throb of the oxygen pump, as the gas was pumped into the huge tanks. The apparatus they were using produced the gas very rapidly, but it was near nightfall before the huge tanks had again been filled. Even then there was a bit more room for the atomic hydrogen that was simultaneously formed, although twice as much hydrogen as oxygen was produced. Then the Solarite rose again and shot swiftly toward the distant city.


  There was a soft red glow now, for even through the miles of clouds the intense sun was able to give some direct rays, and all the city was lighted with that warm glow. The floodlights had not yet been turned on, but the great buildings looming high in the ruddy light were wonderfully impressive, the effect being heightened by the cooperation shown, for there were no single spires, only a single mass that grew from the ground to tower high in the air, like some man-made mountain.


  The Venerian buildings had a slightly different type of architecture, in that, though the vertical lines were always accentuated to lead the eye upward, to increase the effect of height, the horizontal lines were even further reduced by making them all curves. There were no angles, the entire outside was curving. The effect was much more pleasing than the sharp angles of Terrestrial buildings.


  Back at the Capital the Solarite again settled into the broad avenue that had been cut off now, and allotted to it as its resting place. Tonlos met them shortly after they had settled into place, and with him were five men, each carrying two large bottles.


  “Ah-co,” as Tonlos pronounced the Terrestrian name, “we have not been able to make very much of the materials needed for your gas, but before we made any very great amount, we tried it out on a Venerian animal, whose blood structure is the same as ours, and found it had the same effect, but that in our case the iodide of potassium is not as effective in awakening the victim as is the ‘sorlon.’ I do not know whether you have tried that on Terrestrial animals or not. Luckily sorlus is the most plentiful of the halogen group; we have far more of it than of chlorine, bromine or iodine.”


  “Sorlus? I do not know of it—it must be one of the other elements that we do not have on earth. What are its properties?”


  “It, too, is much like iodine, but is heavier. It is a black solid melting at 570 degrees; it is a metallic looking element, will conduct electricity somewhat, oxidizes in air to form an acidic oxide, and forms strong oxygen acids. It is far less active than iodine, except toward oxygen. It is very slightly soluble in water. It does not react readily with hydrogen, and the acid where formed is not as strong as HI.”


  “I have seen so many new things here, I wonder if it may not be the element that precedes niton. Is it heavier than that?”


  “No,” replied Tonlos; “it is just lighter than that element you call niton. I think you have none of it.”


  “Then it must be the next member of the halogen series, Morey. I’ll bet they have a number of those heavier elements,” said Arcot.


  Later work identified sorlus as number 85, and morlus as number 93! There are but 92 elements possible on the table, as earth knows them, but Venus has several very rare, and some highly radio-active elements, that earth does not have. Their table stops at a more logical place than does our Terrestrial table. They know of a heavy inert gas, number 104.


  The gas was loaded aboard the Solarite that evening, and when Wade saw the quantity that they had said was “rather disappointingly small” he laughed heartily.


  “Small! They don’t know what that gas will do! There is enough stuff there to gas this whole city out of business. Why, with that we can bring down any ship! Tell them to go on though, we can use it on the other ships.”


  Again that night they spoke with earth, and Morey, Senior, told them that work was already under way for a hundred small ships. They were using all their own ships already, while the Government got ready to act on the idea of danger. It was a little hard to convince them that someone on Venus was getting ready to send a force down to earth to destroy them. However, the ships now under construction would be ready in three weeks. They would be unable to go into space, but they would be very fast, and capable of carrying large tanks of the gas-producing chemicals.


  It was near midnight, Venerian time, when they turned in. They must start the next day for the Kaxorian construction camp. They had learned from Tonlos that day that there were but five of the giant planes ready to work now, but there were fifteen more under construction to make up the fleet of twenty that was to attack earth. These fifteen others would be ready in one week—or less. When these were ready, the Solarite would stand small chance. They must capture one of the giants and learn its secret, and then, if possible fight them.


  Their opportunity came sooner than they had hoped for—or wanted. It was about three o’clock in the morning when the telephone warning hummed loudly through the ship. Arcot answered.


  Far to the east and south of them the line of scouts that hung in their little planes over all the borders of Lanor had been broken. Instantaneously almost, out of the dark, its lights obscured, the mighty machine had come, striking the tiny scout plane head on, destroying it utterly before the scout had a chance to turn from the path of the titanic ship. But before the plane was destroyed the pilot had had a chance to light a magnesium flare, a blindingly brilliant flare that floated down on a parachute, and in the blaze of white light it gave off, the other scouts at a few miles distance, had seen the mighty bulk of the Kaxorian plane. At once they had dropped to the ground, and then, by telephone lines, they had sent their message to far off Sonor. The plane they had seen had no doubt been heading for the capital!


  At once Arcot turned to the others and cried to them to get up at once. There was some real action to be had now! All day they had been doing so little toward the thing they knew must come, the battle for two worlds, they had wanted action, but they had no weapons except their invisibility and the atomic hydrogen. It would not sink a plane. It would only break open its armor. If it did sink them, they could learn nothing from it, for if would be the very things they wanted to learn about that they would have destroyed.


  ARCOT lifted the Solarite at once high into the air, and started toward the point on the border, where the plane had been seen crossing. In a short time Wade relieved him at the controls while he dressed.


  They had been flying on in silence for about an hour, when suddenly Wade made out in the distance the great bulk of the plane, against the dull grey of the clouds, a mile or so above them. It seemed some monstrous black bat flying there against the sky, but down to the sensitive microphone on the side of the Solarite came the drone of the hundred mighty propellers as the great plane forged swiftly along.


  Just how rapidly these giants moved, Arcot had not appreciated until he attempted to overtake this one. It was going over a mile a second now! The ship had but to go its own length in about five-eighths of a second to do this. It was a lower speed to this monster; the individual molecules of air meant less to it. It made greater speeds, both by streamlining and through sheer power, such as nothing else could approximate.


  The Solarite was hovering high above the dark ship now, the roar of the terrific air blast from the propellers below came up to them here as a mighty wave of sound that made their ship tremble! The hundred gigantic propellers roaring below, however, would distribute their gas perfectly.


  “I am going into invisibility. Look out!” There was a click as the switch shut, and the Solarite was as transparent as the air about it. Now Arcot dived the ship swiftly in front of the mighty colossus, then pulled a small switch shut. There was a low hiss from the power room—barely detectable despite the vacuum that shut them off from the roar of the plane for the whole ship trembled. The microphone had long since been disconnected. Out of the gas vent now a thin stream of a purplish gas was streaming, becoming visible as it left the influence of the invisibility apparatus, but only to those who knew where to look for it. Those men in that mighty plane could not see it—it was invisible to them as their machine bore down into the little cloud of gas—but an instant later the gigantic plane was wobbling in its course—it seemed uncontrolled! There was a sudden swerve that ended in a nose dive, straight to Venus seven miles below all the great propellers roaring, pulling it on. The pilot had fallen over his controls.


  That the ship should crash nose on into the ground below was not at all Arcot’s plan, and he was greatly relieved as the plane, an instant later, when the rapid fall had removed the weight of the man on the controls, and permitted the plane to balance itself, coming again under normal conditions, flattened its dive, and started to climb up, its titanic mass rapidly absorbing its kinetic energy. Down from its seven-mile height it glided, controlling itself perfectly as Arcot released the last of the first four bottles of the liquid gas makers, putting to sleep the last man on the ship below.


  In a long glide that carried it over many miles, the great ship came down. It had sunk far, and gone smoothly, but now there loomed ahead of it a range of low hills! It would certainly crash into the rocky cliffs ahead—nearer and nearer it came—it might skim above those low hills at that—but just then there was a little dip, and head on, at nearly two thousand miles an hour, the titanic machine crashed into the rocks. Arcot had snapped the loud speaker into the circuit once more, and now as they looked at the sudden crash below, there came slowly to them the mighty waves of sound!


  The giant plane had hit the top, twenty feet or so of a nearly perpendicular cliff. There was a terrific crash that was felt by seismographs in Sonor nearly two thousand miles away! The mighty armored hull plowed its way into the rocks like some gigantic meteor, the hundreds of thousands of tons crushing the rocky precipice like tissue paper, grinding the rocks to powder, and shaking the entire hill. The cliff seemed to buckle and crack. As the terrific momentum of the huge plane struck it, it was torn and twisted. In an instant the plane had been brought to rest, but it had plowed through twenty feet of rock for nearly an eighth of a mile. For an instant it hung there, perched perilously in the air, its tail hanging out over the little valley below, then slowly, majestically it sank, to strike with a reverberating crash that broke the heavy armor plate like a match-box! For an instant longer the great motors continued working, the roar of the propellers like some throbbing background to the rending crashes as the titanic wreck came to rest. Suddenly there was a series of crashing explosions, and one after the other, the entire series of motors in the left wing blew up with awful force. There was a flash of light that could be termed a blast; the terrific brilliance seemed to blind the Terrestrians watching this scene of awful desolation; then there came to the microphone such waves of sound as it could not record; the Solarite seemed to jump with each successive explosion. There was no dust at first, only they could see a fused mass of metal that they knew had been the wing, broken, rent, smashed where each of the fifty motors had been. The rocks beneath seemed powdered now, as a great cloud of dust rose. Still the motors on the other side of the ship were roaring and the giant propellers turned. It was these that blew the dust away. The Terrestrians stared in unbounded amazement as they saw playing from the gaping, broken wing a mighty beam of light of such dazzling intensity that Arcot at once restored them to visibility that they might shut it out. There was a terrific hissing, crackling roar. The plane seemed to wobble as it lay there, recoiling from that stream of flaming gas, it seemed. Where it touched the cliff there was intense incandescence that made the rock glow white hot, and from it rose clouds of vapor—BOILING ROCKS! For five minutes longer this terrific spectacle lasted, while Arcot withdrew the Solarite from the plane. The fifty motors of the remaining wing seemed slowing down now—then suddenly there was such a crash and towering flash of light as no human being had ever seen before! Up—up into the very clouds it shot its mighty flame, a blazing column of light that seemed to reach out into space. The Solarite was hurled back end over end, tumbling, falling. Even the heavy gyroscopes could not hold it for an instant, but quickly the straining hum of the motors brought the Solarite to rest in air that whirled and whined about them. They were over twenty miles from the scene of the explosion, but even at that distance they could see the glow of the incandescent rock. Slowly, cautiously they maneuvered the Solarite back to the spot, and looked down on a sea of seething fluid rock!


  “Lord—what power that thing carries! No wonder they can support that gigantic thing in the air! How can they keep such awful power under control? There is no trace of that giant plane! What titanic forces they use! We can never bring down a ship that way and examine it!” Morey was looking at the glowing rocks in awe-struck wonder. Was it possible that what they had seen was true—it was no dream? Such forces as they had seen were powers to make a world with, to fling out of space a blazing sun—these were no such forces as man should use!


  Slowly Arcot was drawing away—off into the night—into the kindly darkness once more.


  “I wonder what those forces were—they are greater than any man has ever before seen! An entire hill was fused to molten, incandescent rock, let alone the tons and tons of metal that made up that ship.


  “And such awful forces as these are to be released on our earth!” Slowly Arcot continued his way. For many seconds they sat silent as the panorama of hills glided by at a slow two-hundred miles an hour. “We must capture a ship. We will try again—we will either destroy, or capture it—and either is to our advantage!”


  FOR miles they continued thus leisurely on across the vast plain. There were no great mountains on Venus, for Venus had known no such violent upheaval as the making of a moon. They seemed lost in thought, each on his own line. At last Wade stood up, and walked slowly back to the power room.


  Suddenly the men in the control room heard his call. “Arcot—quick—the microphone—and rise a mile!” The Solarite gave a violent lurch as it shot vertically up a mile at tremendous acceleration. Arcot reached quickly over and snapped the switch of the microphone—suddenly there came to their ears the familiar roaring drone of a hundred mighty propellers. No slightest hum of motor, only the vast whining roar of the mighty propellers.


  “Another one! They must have been following the first by a few minutes. We will try to get this one!” Arcot was working swiftly at his switches. “Wade—strap yourself in the seat there—don’t take the time to come up here.”


  The Solarite dived suddenly in front of the great plane, and as the nose dipped, it was invisible. They were rushing along before a mighty giant again, they were drowned in a titanic wave of rushing sound—then again came the little hiss of the gas. Now there were no hills in sight, as far as the eye could reach. In the dim light that seemed always to filter through these grey clouds they could see many miles.


  It seemed several minutes before there was any effect; these men of earth were waiting for that great ship to move, to wobble from its course. Suddenly Arcot gave a cry of surprise, startled amazement was written all over his face, as his companions turned in wonderment to see that he was partially visible! The Solarite, too, was a misty ghost car about them; they were becoming visible! Then in an instant it was gone—and they saw that the huge black bulk behind them was wavering, turning; the motors had suddenly died till the thunderous roar of the propellers was a whistling whine; the ship was losing speed! It dipped, and shot down a bit—gained speed, then step by step it glided down—down—down to the surface below. The great engines were idling now, and the great machine was running more and more slowly—Its landing speed was surprisingly low—slower and slower it went—they were near the ground now—would this ship, too, crash? Would it, too, be lost in a terrific holocaust that left the very rocks it crashed in a molten, boiling cauldron? It was within a half mile of the ground now—then it dipped once more, and Arcot breathed his relief as it made a perfect landing, the long series of rollers on the base of the gigantic hull seemed to spring enough to absorb the shock of that titanic ship and the hundreds of thousands of tons of metal as they fell through a distance of ten feet. The mighty ship rolled smoothly along the ground—there were small streams in the way—a tree or two. But these were obstacles unnoticed by the gargantuan machine.


  Its mighty propellers still idling slowly, the huge plane rolled to a standstill.


  In an instant the Solarite had landed beside it, it seemed lost in the vast shadows of the mighty metal walls that loomed up beside it.


  Arcot had left a small radio set with Tonlos in Sonor before he started on this trip, and had given him directions on how to locate the Solarite by its means. Now he sent a message to him, telling that the plane had been brought down, asking that a squadron of planes be sent at once.


  Wade and Arcot were elected to make the first inspection of the Kaxorian plane, and clad in their cooling suits, they stepped from the Solarite, each carrying, in case of emergencies, a small hand torch, burning atomic hydrogen, capable of melting its way through even the heavy armor of the great plane.


  As they stood beside it, looking up at the gigantic walls of metal that rose sheer beside them, hundreds of feet straight up, it seemed impossible that this mighty thing could fly, that it could be propelled through the air. In awed silence they gazed at its mighty bulk.


  Then, like invisible pygmies beside some mighty prehistoric monster, they made their way along its side, seeking a door.


  “Arcot—this is senseless—we cannot do this—the machine is so vast that it will take us half an hour of steady walking to circumnavigate it—we must go in the Solarite to find the entrance!” Wade gestured hopelessly at the vast hull.


  It was well they followed Wade’s plan, for the only entrance was from the top. There, on the back of the giant, the Solarite landed—its thousands of tons affecting the Titanic machine not in the least. There was a trap-door on the back of the plane that led down inside. However, the apparatus for opening this was all on the inside, so it was necessary to burn a hole in the door before they could enter.


  What a sight there was for these men of earth. The low rumble of the idling engines was barely audible as they descended the long ladder to the interior of the gigantic hull.


  It suggested no flying machine as they entered here; more it resembled some great power house, where the energies of half a nation were generated. They entered directly into a mighty hall that extended for a quarter of a mile back through the great hull, and completely across the fuselage. To the extreme nose it ran, and throughout there were scattered little globes that gave off an intense white light. The great room was lighted from end to end. There were translucent bull’s-eyes obscuring the few windows.


  All about, among the machine, lay men, dead they seemed, though the two Terrestrians knew that they could be restored to life readily. The great machines that had been tending were humming softly, almost inaudibly. There were two long rows of them. Down all the great hall they were, mighty generators they seemed, generators that loomed twenty feet high, but from their peaks ran great tubes two feet thick of solid fused quartz. Then from these led other rods of fused quartz, rods that led down through, the floor, but these were more slender; scarcely over eight inches thick.


  The huge generator-like machines were disc-shaped, except that on one side of each there was a little cylinder at the center, like a bearing. From these, too, there ran a quartz rod, down through the floor. The machines on the further row were in some way different; those in the front half of the row had the tubes leading down to the floor below, but they had no tube leading to the roof above; instead, there were many slender rods leading over to a gigantic switchboard that stretched along all one side of the great room. Only the front half had instruments on, and few of these instruments had controls. But everywhere were the great quartz rods, leading about like some complicated water system. They were usually painted black though the main rods leading from the roof above were clear as the crystal they were made of.


  The Terrestrians looked at these gigantic machines in hushed awe—they seemed impossibly huge—it was inconceivable that all this was but the power room of an airplane!


  DOWN to the next floor they went. Down a long staircase, down, down, down many feet, for now they reached the main room, it seemed. It was as long as the one above, and higher, yet all that vast space was taken by one single, titanic coil that stretched from wall to wall! Into it, and from it there led two gigantic columns of fused quartz. That these were rods, such as those smaller ones above was obvious, but each was over eight feet thick!


  Short they were, for they led from one mighty generator such as they had seen above, but magnified on a scale inconceivable! At the end of it, its driving power, its motor, was a great cylindrical case, into which led a single quartz bar ten inches thick, and this bar seemed alive now with living, glowing fires, that changed and maneuvered and died out over all its surface and through all its volume. The motor was but five feet in diameter and a scant seven feet long, yet obviously it was driving the great machine, for there came from it a constant low hum, a deep pitched song of awful power. And the huge quartz rod that led from the titanic coil-cylinder was alive with the same glowing fires that played through the motor rod. From one side of the generator, though, there ran two things that were familiar, copper bus bars. But even these were THREE FEET THICK!


  The scores of quartz tubes that came down from the floor above joined, coalesced, and ran down to the great generator machine, and into it. From it ran a similar quartz bar up to that front battery of machines that had been working upstairs, and these were alive with the strange force that lived.


  Down again they went to another floor. Here were other quartz tubes, but these led down still further, for this floor contained individual sleeping bunks, and most of them were unoccupied, unready for occupancy, though some were made up.


  Down another level; again the bunks, the little individual rooms.


  At last they reached the bottom level, and here the great quartz tubes terminated in a hundred smaller ones, and each of these led into some strange mechanism. But there were sighting devices on it, and there were ports that men might see down. It was evidently designed as the bombing room.


  Now the Terrestrians walked through the vast city of the dead to the front of the machine, and passed sleeping officers, and on the third level they came at last to the control room. Here were switchboards, control panels, and dozens of officers, sleeping now, beside the instruments they had been tending. There was a sudden thudding that made the earth men jump, as an automatic relay adjusted some mechanism.


  There was one man stationed apart, at the very bow he sat, protected behind eight-inch coronium plates, but in them were set masses of fused quartz that were nearly as strong as the metal itself. These gave him a view in every direction except directly behind him. Obviously, here was the pilot.


  To the top level they went again, and now they entered the long passages that led out into the titanic wings. Throughout, the ship was brightly lighted. Now they came to a small room, another bunk room. There were great numbers of these down both the sides of the long corridor, and along the two parallel corridors down the wing, but in the fourth corridor near the back edge of the wing, there were bunk rooms on one side, and on the other were bombing posts.


  As they walked down the corridor further, however, along this first one, they soon came to a small room, whence came the low hum of one of the motors. Entering, they found the crew sleeping, and the motor idling.


  “Good Lord! Look at that motor! Arcot—it’s no bigger than the trunk of a man’s body! Yet it can spin that huge propeller at a speed that will send this ship hurtling along at a mile a second! Just think of the awful power of that big thing driving the generator! And it had a ten-inch bar of quartz leading into it! What powers did those eight-foot quartz rods carry? No wonder that machine back there blew up so terrifically!” Wade was sobered by the thought of the titanic energies that were represented by these giant rods. Slowly they proceeded down the long hall. At each of the fifty engine mountings they found the same conditions. At the end of the hall there was a stairway that led one level higher, into the upper wing. Here they found long rows of the bombing posts and the corresponding quartz rods.


  They returned finally to the control room. Here Arcot spent a long time looking over the many instruments, the controls, and the piloting apparatus.


  “Wade, I think I can see how this is done. I am going to stop those engines, then start them, then accelerate them till the ship rolls a bit!” Arcot stepped quickly over to the pilot’s seat, lifted the sleeping pilot out quickly, and settled in his place.


  “Now you go over to that board there—that one—and when I ask you to, please turn on that control—no the one below—yes—turn it on about one notch at a time.”


  “All right Arcot—just as you say—but when I think of the powers you are playing with—well it isn’t healthy to make a mistake!” laughed Wade. He was nervous, perhaps, but the excitement of the adventure, of controlling the awful forces there in the ship behind him—they were too much of an inducement!


  “I’m going to stop the motors now.” All the time they had been on board, there had been the low whine of the motors barely audible. Now suddenly, it was gone, and the plane was still as death!


  “I did it without blowing the ship up after all—now one more—we are going to try turning the power on!”


  SUDDENLY there was a throaty hum; then quickly it became the low whine; then, as Arcot turned on the throttle before him, he heard the tens of thousands of horsepower spring into life—and suddenly the whine was a low roar—the mighty propellers out there had become a blur—then with majestic slowness the huge machine moved off across the field!


  The motors were shut off now as they made their way again up through the ship, up through the room of the titanic cylinder coil, and then into the power room. Now the machines were quiet, for the motors were no longer working.


  “Arcot, you didn’t shut off the biggest machine of all down there. How come?”


  “I couldn’t, Wade. It has no shut-off control, and if it did have, I wouldn’t use it. I will tell you why when we get back to the Solarite.”


  At last they were out of the mighty machine, walking once more across the broad metal roof. Here and there they now saw the ends of those quartz tubes. Once more they were entering the Solarite, through the air lock, and taking off the cumbersome heat suits.


  As quickly as possible Arcot outlined to the two who had stayed with the Solarite the things they had seen, and the layout of the titanic ship.


  “I think I can understand the secret of all that power, and it is not so different from the Solarite, at that. It, too, draws its power from the sun, though in a different way, and it stores it within itself, which the Solarite does hot try to do.


  “It has been known since the days of Einstein that mass is a representation of energy. It is a measure of energy, just as weight is a measure of mass. The amount of mass a body has depends solely on the amount of energy it contains. Thus, to say that a thing has a mass of one gram is equivalent to saying it contains 900000000000000000000 (9x1020) ergs of energy. Similarly, the converse is true, and any energy, if it be that many ergs of energy, it has a mass of one gram no matter what form it has. That is the reason why a mass grows greater when it goes faster; it is acquiring kinetic energy, and hence more mass—the mass of the kinetic energy.


  “Light is energy, and light, therefore, has mass. That is obvious when you stop to think of it. It exerts pressure, the impact of its moving units of energy—photons. We have electrons and protons of matter, and photons of light. Now we know that the mass of protons and electrons will attract other protons and electrons, and hold them near—as in a stone, or in a solar system. Now the new thing is that photons will attract each other in the same way—by the law of mass gravitation they will attract each other ever more and more powerfully, the closer they get. The Kaxorians have developed a method of getting them so close together, that they will, for a while at least, hold themselves there, and with a little ‘pressure’ they will stay there indefinitely.


  “Wade, in that huge coil and cylinder we found there we saw the main power storage tank. That was full of gaseous light-energy held together by its own attraction, plus a little help of the generator.”


  “A little help? Quite a little! I’ll bet that thing has a million horsepower in its motor!”


  “Yes—but I’ll bet they have nearly fifty pounds of light condensed there—so why worry about a little thing like a million horsepower? They have plenty more where that comes from.


  “I think they go up above the clouds in some way and collect the sun’s energy. Remember that Venus gets twice as much as the earth. They focus it on those tubes on the roof there, and they, like all quartz tubes, conduct the light down into the condensers where it is first collected. Then it is led down to the big condenser downstairs, where the final power is added, and the condensed light is stored.


  “Quartz conducts light just as copper conducts electricity—those are bus-bars we saw running around there.


  “The bombs we have been meeting recently are, of course, little knots of this light energy thrown out by that projector mechanism we saw. When they hit anything, the object absorbs their energy—and is very promptly volatilized by the heat of the absorption.


  “Do you remember that column of hissing radiance we saw shooting out front the wrecked plane just before it blew up? That was the motor connection, broken, and shooting out its energy freely. That would ordinarily have supplied all fifty motors at about full speed. Naturally, when it got loose, it was rather violent.


  “The main generator had been damaged, no doubt, so it stopped working, and the gravitational attraction of the photons wasn’t enough, without its influence to hold them bound too long. All those floods of energy were released instantaneously, of course.


  “Look—there come the Lanorians now. I want to go back to Sonor and think over this problem. Perhaps we can find something that will release all that energy—though honestly, I doubt it.”


  Arcot seemed depressed, overawed perhaps, by the sheer magnitude, the titanic brute force that lay bound up. It seemed inconceivable that the little Solarite could in any way be of avail against the gargantuan machine.


  The Lanorian planes were landing, on the wings, the fuselage, the ground beneath all about the gigantic machine. Arcot stood gazing moodily through the window, looking at the mighty bulk that rose black and austere beside him, a mighty giant, stricken now, but only sleeping; in its vast hulk lay such energies as man had never before controlled; within it he knew there were locked the titanic powers of the sun itself. What could the Solarite do against it?


  “Oh, I forgot to mention almost—in the heat of the fight back there it went almost unnoticed.” Arcot was talking slowly, dejectedly. “Our only remaining weapon—except the gas, is useless now. Do you remember how the ship seemed to lose its invisibility for an instant? I learned why when we investigated the great ship. Those men are physicists of the highest order. I must acknowledge that we must realize the terrible forces, both physical and mental that we are to meet. They have solved the secret of our invisibility, and now they can neutralize it. They know that we will no longer be able to use that. They began using it too late that time, but they had located the radio-produced interference, due to the ship’s invisibility apparatus, and they were sending a beam of interfering radio energy at us. We are invisible only by reason of the vibration of the molecules in response to the radio impressed oscillations. The molecules vibrate in tune, at terrific frequency, and the light can pass perfectly. What will happen, however, if some one locates the source of the radio waves by means of a standard radio directional receiver? It will be a simple process to send a beam of radio waves along that same direction—and touch our invisible car with it. The two radio waves impressed on the car now will be out of step anti the interference will instantly reveal the car. The huge ship there can get vastly more energy into their apparatus than we can get in ours and naturally they can make us visible. They will do so—and we can no longer attack them either with our atomic hydrogen blast, nor with the gas—it is useless unless we can get close to them, and we can not come within miles of them. Those bombs of theirs are effective at a distance of ten miles—above that they disintegrate automatically.


  “We were protected from them as long as we were transparent, too, for the bombs could pass right through us just as they passed through the air. Only opaque bodies are susceptible.”


  AGAIN he fell silent, standing morosely at the window—thinking—hoping for an idea that would enable them once more to have hopes of winning.


  “Wait a minute fellows—I’m going out to speak with the Commander-in-Field here. Then we can start back for Sonor—and maybe we had best start back for earth. It looks as though there is little we can do here.”


  Briefly he spoke to the young Venerian officer, and told him that the ship could be left there undestroyed if he would open a certain control just before he left. Arcot showed him which one—it would drain out the power of the great storage tank, throwing it harmlessly against the clouds above. The Kaxorians might destroy the machine if they wanted to—Arcot felt that they would not wish to. They would hope, with reason, that they might recapture it! It would be impossible to move that tremendous machine without the power that its “tank” was intended to hold.


  Slowly they were cruising back to Sonor. Arcot was still standing by the window of the ship, thinking.


  Would it be that Venus would fall before the attack of the mighty planes, that they would sweep out across space, to Earth—to—Mars—to other worlds, a terrific cosmic menace? Would the mighty machines soon be circling earth—defenseless—the greatest of the 30-inch rifles would be unable to more than dent that eight inch coronium armor. It was more than equivalent to twenty-four inches of steel. They would be invulnerable; the planes would be unable to get near enough to drop bombs on them. Only the molecular motion machines would even give them a battle! Perhaps these could be armored with twenty-inch steel walls, and driven in a suicidal dive into the great propellers, or at miles a second, into the ship itself! It was the only hope it seemed! But these ships would require long hours, days, even weeks to build, and in that time the Kaxorian fleet would be ready. It would attack earth within six days now! What hope was there?


  In despair Arcot turned and strode quickly down the long hallway of the Solarite. Above him was the smooth, even hum of the sweetly functioning generator, but it could only remind him of the titanic energies he had seen led about that night. The thudding relays in the power room, as Wade maneuvered the ship, seemed some diminutive mockery of the giant relays he had seen in the mighty power room of the Kaxorian plane.


  He sat down in the power room, looking at the stacked apparatus, neatly arranged, as it must be, to get all this apparatus in this small space. Then at last he began to think more calmly. Slowly he tried to think of the greatest forces man knew of—and there were only two that even occurred to him as great! One was the vast energies he had that very night learned of; the other was the force of the molecules, the force that drove his ship.


  He had had no time to work out the mathematics of the light compression, and it was mathematics that would give results now he knew. There remained only the molecular motion. What could he do with it that he had not done?


  He drew out a small black notebook. In it were symbols, formulas, and page after page of the intricate calculus that had ended finally in the harnessing of this great force that was even now carrying him smoothly along.


  Half an hour later he was still busy—covering page after page with swiftly written formulas. Before him was a great table of multiple integers, the only one like it known to exist in the System, for the multiple calculus was an invention of Arcot’s. At last he found the expression he wanted, and carefully he checked his work, excitedly though now, with an expression of eager hope—it seemed logical—it seemed correct.


  “Morey—oh, Morey—if you can come here—I want you to do some Math for me—I have done it—and I want to see if you get the same result independently!” Morey was a more careful mathematician than he, and it was to him Arcot turned for verification of his new discovery.


  Following the general directions Arcot gave him, Morey went through the long series of calculations—and arrived at the same result. Slowly he looked from the brief expression he had ended with.


  It was not the formula that astonished him—it was the physical significance it had.


  “Arcot—do you think we can make it?”


  “I hope so, Morey. If we don’t, Lanor is lost beyond a doubt—and probably the earth is, too. Wade—come here a minute, will you—let Fuller take the controls, and tell him to push it. We have to get to work on this.”


  Rapidly Arcot explained their calculations—and the proof he had gotten.


  “Our beam of molecular motion-controlling energy directs all molecular motion to go at right angles to it. The mechanism so far has been a field inside a coil really, but if this is right, it means that we can project that field to a considerable distance even in air, a beam of power that will cause all molecules in its path to move at right angles to it, and in the direction we choose, by reversing the power of the projector. That means that no matter how big the thing is, toe can tear it to pieces—we will use its own powers, its own energy, to rip it, or crush it. Imagine what would happen if we directed this against the side of a mountain—the entire mass of rock would at once fly off at terrific speed, several miles a second, crashing ahead with terrific power, as the molecules suddenly all moved in the same direction. Nothing in all the Universe could hold together against that! It is a disintegration ray of a sort—a ray that will tear, or crush, for we can either make one half move away front the other—or we can reverse the power, and make one half drive toward the other with all the terrific power of its molecules! It is omnipotent—hmm—but it has one limitation. Will it reach far in the air? In vacuum it should have an infinite range—in the air all the molecules of the air will be affected, and it will cause a terrific blast of icy air, air at temperatures far below zero! This will be even more effective on Venus! But we must start designing the thing at once! Take some of the Immorpho and give me some, and we can let the sleep accumulate till we have more time! Look—we are already in Sonor—we must land, Fuller—right where we were, and then come back here. We are going to need you!”


  The gorgeous display of a Venerian dawn was already starting in the East as the great buildings seemed to rise silently about them. The sky, which had been a dull luminous grey, a grey that rapidly grew brighter and brighter, was now like molten silver, through which the early rays of the intense sun were filtering. Now, the sun rose above the horizon, invisible for clouds. But still it was traceable by the wondrous shell pink that began to suffuse the ten-mile layer of clouds. The tiny droplets were, however, breaking the clear light into a million rainbows, and all about the swiftly deepening pink there were forming concentric circles of blue, of green, orange, and all the colors of the rainbow, repeated time after time—a wondrous halo of glowing color, which only the doubly intense sun could give.


  “It’s almost worth missing the sun all day to see their sunrises and sunsets.” The men were watching it, despite their need for haste. It was a sight the like of which no Earthman had ever before been privileged to see.


  And then immediately they plunged into the extremely complex calculation of the necessary electrical apparatus to produce the necessary fields. To get the effect they wanted, they must have two separate fields of the director ray, and a third field of a slightly different nature, which would cause the director ray to move in one direction only. It would be disconcerting, to say the least, if the director ray, by some mistake, should work in the opposite direction!


  THE work went on even more swiftly than they had hoped, but there was still much to be done on the theoretical end of the job alone when the streets about them began to fill. They noticed that a sizeable crowd was collecting, and shortly after they had finished, after some of those people had stood there over an hour and a half, the crowd had grown to great size.


  “From the looks of that collection, I should say we are about to become the principals in some kind of a celebration that we know nothing about. Well, we are here, and in case they want us we are ready to come.


  The usual guard that always surrounded the Solarite had been doubled, and was maintaining a fairly large ring about the ship.


  It was shortly after that that they saw one of the high officials of Lanor come down the walk from the governmental building, walking toward the Solarite.


  “Time for us to appear—we may as well all show up for once. I’ll tell you what they say afterward, Wade. They have gone to considerable trouble to get up this meeting, so let’s oblige by all going out. I hate to slow up the work so, but we will make it short.”


  The four Terrestrians donned the cooling suits, and stepped outside the ship. It was the first time they had all been outside the ship together! “Earthmen, we have gathered here this morning to greet you and thank you for the tremendous service you have done us. Twice you have saved, this city from utter destruction. Across the awful void of empty space you have journeyed forty million miles from your planet to visit us, only in time to discover that Venerians were making ready to attack your world. Now you have helped us, saved our cities.


  “There is, of course, no adequate reward for this service; we can in no way repay you, but in a measure we may show our appreciation. We have learned from the greatest psychologist of our nation, Tonlos, that in your world aluminum is plentiful, but gold and platinum are rare, and that morlus is unknown. I have had a small token made for you, and for your friends. It is a little plaque, a disc of morlus, and on it there is a small map of the Solar System. On the reverse side there is a globe of Venus, with a globe of earth beside it, as well as our men could copy the small globe you have given us. The northern hemisphere of each is shown—America, your nation, and Lanor, ours, thus being shown. We want you, and each of your friends, to accept these. They are both tokens of our great indebtedness to you, and symbols of your wonderful flight across infinite space!” The Venerians turned to each of the Terrestrians and presented each with a small metal disc, about three inches in diameter.


  “On behalf of myself and my friends here, two of whom have not had an opportunity to learn your language, I wish to thank you for your great help at the time when we most needed it. You have saved more than a city—you have made it possible to save a world—your earth. But the battle here is but just begun. There are now in the Kaxorian camp eighteen great ships. They have been badly defeated in the three encounters they have had with the Solarite so far. But no longer will they be invulnerable. I have learned that the first plane, the plane which was first attacked by the Solarite is still undergoing repairs. They are patching the great hole that was melted into its side. That will be completed within two days, and then, when they can leave a base guard of two ships, they will attack once more. Furthermore, they will attack with a new weapon. They have destroyed the usefulness of our weapon, invisibility, and in turn, now have it to use against us! We must seek out some new weapon. I hope we are on the right track now, but every moment is precious, and we must get back to the work on it. This address must be short Later, when we have completed the plans, we will have to give plans to your workmen, which you will be able to turn into metal, for we lack the materials. With this help we may succeeds despite our handicap.”


  The address was terminated at once. The Lanorians were perhaps disappointed, but they realized the necessity of developing all the powers they could.


  “I wish Terrestrian orators spoke like that,” remarked Morey as they returned to the ship. “He said all there was to say, but he didn’t run miles of speech doing it. He was a very forceful speaker, too!”


  “People who speak briefly and to the point generally are,” Arcot said.


  “Perhaps so, but it would be much more intelligible if you would tell me what these plaques they gave us are for. I hope they were gifts—they look expensive!” said Wade smiling at the little piece of blueish metal.


  Arcot told him the gist of the speech as quickly as possible. Then they at once settled back to their work.


  It was nearly noon that day before the theoretical discussion had been reduced to practical terms. They were ready to start work at once, but they had reason to work cheerfully now. Even through air they had found their ray would be able to reach 35 miles! They would be well out of the danger zone while attacking the gigantic planes of Kaxor.


  Morey, Wade and Arcot at once set to work constructing the electrical plant that was to give them the necessary power. It was lucky indeed that they had thought to bring the great mass of spare apparatus! They had more than enough to make all the electrical machinery. The tubes, the coils, the condensers, all were there. The generator would easily supply the power, for the terrific forces that were to destroy the gargantuan ships of the Kaxorians were to be generated in the plane itself. It was to destroy itself; the Solarite was merely the detonator that set it off.


  WHILE the Physicists were busy on this, Fuller was designing the mechanical details of the projector. It must be able to turn through a spherical angle of 180 degrees, and was necessarily controlled electrically from the inside. The details of the projector were worked out by six that evening, and the numerous castings and machined pieces that were to be used were to be made in the Venerian machine shops.


  “Wade, come here and help me reduce this, will you?” asked Arcot. He was working with Fuller on the last details of the plans. They were putting in the dimensions that the Lanorians might understand.


  “Their length unit, the ‘tsorn’ is exactly 19.2 centimeters. I had a measuring rod here, and compared them—but the system is something like the metric—with this difference. Their entire mathematics is based on the duo-decimal system! Their unit, the tsorn, is divided into twelve parts, each an ‘abtsorn,’ and similarly multiplied to make an ‘ortsorn.’ Since their units are on the basis of twelve, they naturally have their lengths in a system based on twelve. Now we have to reduce the centimeters here on Fuller’s drawings to equivalents in the tsorn system.


  “Remember that a new system of numbers means a new multiplication table.


  “They have digits that we don’t have. They count ‘or,’ ‘tel’, ‘mur,’ and so on, but in English they would say, one, two, three, and so on to nine. Then remember that for the next digit they have a single symbol. It happens to be something like this, /, and similarly eleven is √. They have twelve now, but they write it—well I can explain it better this way; it corresponds to 10. It means one times twelve. To them, 20 would mean two times twelve, or 24 units to us. Now 100 will mean twelve times twelve or one hundred and forty-four units. The difficulty comes in when we start multiplying. For instance, seven times five is thirty-five to us. They would write it, 7 X 5—2√—that is ‘twenty-eleven’ or two times twelve plus eleven. Now by the time you introduce such things as twenty-eleven, and eleventy-eleven into your system, the old decimal system looks sort of crippled! The thing we were working on just now was the problem of reducing .2 to the duo-decimal system. Of course, I could say 1/5 in either system, but I want to put it in a duo-decimal. Let’s see—five into 1 goes .2 and two to carry—the next now is 4 and then 9 and then 7 and so it’s a repeating decimal. The answer is .2497. Now let’s go on.”


  The problem of working in a new multiplication system was decidedly time-consuming. It was hard to remember that 23—18—7 and similar peculiar things. But it was done, and at last the work was under way.


  It was night soon, and still the Terrestrians were working. The Venerian workmen had promised to have the apparatus for them by ten o’clock the next morning—or what corresponded to ten o’clock. Their day was divided into twelve equal portions—sensibly, for their numbers were on the duo-decimal system. Wade had been curious to know why they had chosen that basis. It was, of course, as good as any other, and easy to work with, no doubt, when you were accustomed to it—but why twelve? Arcot pointed out that a Venerian has six fingers on each hand, just as a man has five. When man was learning to count, he used his fingers to keep track on, and so, no doubt, had the Venerians done. Naturally they counted by twelves.


  That night Arcot sent to earth the full details of the new ray. If they did not succeed with it, or were in some way destroyed, earth would at least be able to build up the necessary apparatus.


  The time passed quickly, and it was shortly after three o’clock that morning when they finally finished the apparatus and had the controls connected to the control room and the last of the projector directors in place; they were ready, all but the projector, and Morey, Wade and Fuller turned in to get what sleep they could before ten the next morning. But Arcot told them there was something he wished to get, and took another dose of the Immorpho, then stepped out into the steaming rain. It was necessary to wear gloves to prevent the hot rain from scalding him, though the heat suit covered him otherwise. Out into the rain he went, and across to the great government building. Then up quickly to the government chemistry laboratory.


  Wade woke the next morning shortly before ten, and rose quickly, calling the others. Arcot would be back soon, so Fuller started the breakfast.


  It was scarcely ten minutes later when Arcot did return, with half a dozen Venerians following him, each carrying a large metal cylinder in a special cradle. These were attached to the landing runners of the Solarite. The men inside watched with interest as the Venerians wired them on quickly and deftly. They were arranged, however, so that the fusing of one piece of wire would permit the entire thing to drop free, but it was virtually impossible for them to come free otherwise.


  “What was that you were working on there, Arcot?” asked Wade as he entered the ship.


  “It is an idea I want to try out—and I am going to keep it a deep dark secret for a while. I think you will get quite a surprise when you see those bombs in action! They are arranged to be released by turning current into the landing lights. We will have to forego them for the present, but I needed the bombs more than the lights just now. I think they will be successful. The current will melt the wire that holds the main wire supports together. There were no other connectors leading out through the wall of the ship, so I had to use them. The mechanics have finished working on those projector parts you designed, Fuller, and they will be over here in a short time. Here comes the little gang I asked to help us. You can direct them. They will weld the parts in place, and drill the holes for the wires where you say. You know where the best places will be, since you designed the ship, so you take charge of the gang. Hang it all—when they drill into the outer wall, we will lose the vacuum between the two walls, and all that hot air will come in. This place will be roasting in a short time, and we won’t be able to walk comfortably for a week! Well, we have some molecular motion coolers.


  “Oh, I wonder if we can’t use the generator—oh no, I forgot that we had decided to isolate that from the main room by vacuum wall. Otherwise we could let it use the heat of the rooms. I think we had better charge up the gas tanks and the batteries as soon as this is done. Then tonight we will attack the Kaxorian construction camp. It will be best to attack them before they attack us again. I don’t like the news I just got either. There have been no reports from the spies the Lanorians sent over—they are sure to spring some surprise on us soon I We had best get over there!”


  SHORTLY later the sound of the drills, then the whistling roar as the air sucked into the vacuum, told the men inside that the work was under way. It soon became uncomfortably hot as, the vacuum destroyed, the heat came in through all sides. It was more than the little molecular motion coolers could handle. They had been designed to work in the ship which was being heated only by the heat of the human bodies. This was too much for them, and the temperature soon rose to about a hundred and fifteen. It was not as bad as the Venetian atmosphere, for the air seemed exceedingly dry, and the men found it possible to get along without cooling suits, if they did not work. Since there was nothing they could do as yet, they had no cause to be hot.


  It was nearly dark before the men had finished their work, and the gas tanks had been recharged. All that time Arcot had spent consulting with Tonlos trying to get information about the position of the Kaxorian construction camp. Due to the long years that had passed since communications had been cut off with Kaxor, it was impossible to know much about the southern hemisphere. However, the spies that had been at work in Kaxor had gotten several maps through to the Lanorian government. The difficulty came in that Kaxor had not mapped the northern hemisphere, and therefore the two maps could not be made to align themselves very exactly. The old maps helped a great deal, but still it was impossible to do very accurate work by these Means.


  It was finally determined that the Kaxorian construction camp was about 10,500 miles to the southwest. The Solarite was to start an hour after dark—they wanted to reach the camp just after nightfall, but since it was nearly four thousand miles to the west, it was necessary to wait an hour after dark in Sonor, and then make the trip, since it would be a three-hour trip, and they would in this way get there at the desired time.


  They had no fear that they would miss the camp in the dark. Such a vast landing field as would harbor those giant machines was large enough to spot at night. The lights would be visible for miles around, no doubt.


  The Solarite was moving swiftly along. The sky was slowly growing a bit lighter as they went toward the west. They were catching up on the sun. But now, as they saw the rolling ocean beneath them give way to low plains, they realized they were over Kaxorian land. The Solarite was flying very high, and as they showed no lights, and were not using the invisibility apparatus, they would be almost undetectable. Suddenly they saw the lights of a mighty city looming far off to the east.


  “Kanor, pass well to the west of it. That is their capital.” Wade was at the control, Arcot was to control the projector. Now he was telling Wade the directions to follow on his course to the berth of the giant planes.


  The city had dropped far behind them now, and another, and another. They were entering a region of low hills, age-old folds in the crust of the planet, rounded off by untold ages of rains. Low they loomed against the grey horizon of the clouds.


  “Easy, Wade. We are near now.” Mile after mile they shot on at about a thousand miles an hour—then suddenly they saw far off to the east a vast light that reached into the sky, and seemed to paint itself on the clouds there miles above.


  “There it is—off there—go high, and easy!”


  Swiftly the Solarite climbed into the air. They were nearly five miles above the field now. Below them they saw a field. From this height all sense of proportions seemed lost. It seemed but an ordinary field, with eighteen ordinary airplanes resting on it. One of these now was moving, and in a moment it was rising into the air! But there seemed to be no men on all the great field. They were invisibly small from this height, and as they moved about the field, overshadowed by the titanic planes, they were lost.


  “They are rising—look—there are men entering those other ships! Their surprise is that they have completed the ships far ahead of the time we expected! If all that armada gets in the air, we will be helpless despite our ray—we must destroy as many as we can before they leave the ground. They are grouped and we can destroy more in less time. Quick—drop to within a few hundred feet of the ground, and come in close to the field!”


  The Solarite sank like a stone—down they shot with a sickening lurch, as they fell the distance of five miles to the ground below. There was a sudden tremendous weight as the ship was brought to rest not more than two hundred feet from the ground. Rapidly now Wade shot it in as close to the field as he dared. The planes loomed gigantic now, their true proportions showing clearly against the brilliant light of the field. There was one mighty wave of sound coming from the loud-speaker as the planes rolled across the ground to leap gracefully into the air—half a million tons of metal!


  From the little ship there reached out a pale beam of ghostly light, a light that was faintly grey, tinged with red and green—the ionized air as the beam. In an instant the whirr of the hundreds, thousands of giant propellers was drowned in a terrific roar of air. Great snowflakes were falling from the air before them; it was white with the solidified water vapor. Then came a titanic roar and the planet itself seemed to shake! There was a crash, a snapping and rending as a mighty fountain of dirt and rock shot high into the air, and with it, twisting, turning, hurled in a dozen directions at once, twelve titanic ships were flying high into the air! For an instant there was a silence that was oppressive, as the ray was shut off. Then again there was a roar that slowly grew to a mighty cascade of sound as the millions of tons of rock and dirt fell back. Some of it had gone miles up. Now it came down, but not with the same speed it went up. In a few moments the ground was as it had been before apparently, except that it seemed newly turned, and over it all there lay a white blanket of ice and snow. But it was quickly dissolving.


  HIGH above there were ten planes flying about in the air—suddenly one turned, headed for the ground far below, and was coming down at terrific speed, the wings screaming their protest as the motors pulled, ever faster, with the gravity of the planet aiding them. There was a rending, crackling crash as the wings suddenly bent back along the sides. An instant later the plane was falling freely; the wings falling, twisting, turning down.


  The Solarite seemed to leap as from a gun as it shot swiftly away from the spot—away and up, with a force that nailed the occupants to the floor. Then behind them was a mighty gout of light that struck to the very clouds above, and all the landscape, for miles about, was visible in the glare of the released energy.


  Back there on the plain was a great spot of loose dirt, and in the center a spot that glowed white, and seemed to bubble. It was molten.


  Nine great planes were circling in the air, then of an instant they were gone, and no man could find them, but the Solarite was darting away with a speed that defied the aim of any machine.


  High above the planes they went, for in the radio direction control Arcot could trace them. They were circling, searching for the Solarite.


  The tiny machine was invisible in the darkness, but its invisibility could not be located by the radio detectors.


  “Wade, how is it those ships can be invisible when they are driven by light, and have the light stored in them?” asked Fuller. “They are perfectly transparent. Why is it they can be made invisible without the light making them stand out?”


  “They are storing the light. It is bound—it cannot escape. You cannot see light unless it literally hits you in the eye. That cannot reach you, for it is held by its own attraction and by the special field of the big generators there.”


  They seemed to be above one of the Kaxor planes now. Arcot caught the roar of the invisibility set.


  “To the left, Wade—faster—hold it—left—ah!” Arcot pushed a button.


  Down from the Solarite there dropped a little canister, one of the bombs that Arcot had prepared the night before. To hit an invisible target is ordinarily difficult, but when that target is far larger than the proverbial side of a barn, it is not very difficult, at that. But now Morey was watching for the crash of the explosion, the flash of light. What sort of bomb was it that Arcot hoped would penetrate that tremendous armor?


  Suddenly there was a great spot of light—it seemed to spread with startling rapidity, a patch of light that ran, and moved. It was flying through the air at terrific speed. The light was a pale green that seemed to flow and ebb; it had a strange ghostly appearance.


  For an instant Morey and the others stared in utter surprise at it. Then suddenly Morey burst out laughing.


  “Ho—you win Arcot—that was one they didn’t think of, I’ll bet! You have them on that one, and they never will put that out!”


  For an instant longer Wade looked in puzzled wonder; then he too saw the secret, and began laughing.


  “Luminous paint—and by the gallon! You had enough to paint a city with. I suppose it is radium paint, and no man has ever found how to stop radium, so they are stuck—and that plane sticks out like a sore thumb! Their invisibility may make the paint invisible, but it can’t make the light it gives out invisible!”


  Indeed the luminous paint made the gigantic plane clearly visible now against the grey clouds. Visible or not, that plane was marked.


  Quickly now Arcot tried to maneuver the Solarite over another of the invisible planes, for now the danger was only from those he could not see. Suddenly he had an idea.


  “Morey—go back to the power room and change the adjustment on the meteorite avoider to half a mile!” At once Morey understood his plan, and hastened to put it into effect. The illuminated plane was diving, twisting wildly now. Suddenly Arcot focused his attention on it. The Solarite dived down toward it with sickening speed, then suddenly the gigantic bulk of the plane loomed off to the right of the tiny ship, the great metal hull, visible now, rising in austere power. They were too near, and Wade shot the machine to a greater distance—then again that ghostly beam reached out—and for just a fraction of a second it touched the giant plane.


  The titanic engine of destruction seemed suddenly to be in the grip of some Colossus so far vaster than it, that it was but a fragile toy in the terrific grip—and he closed that grip! The great plane jumped back with a terrific crash, a mighty roar of rending steel, of torn metal and snapping beams. There was a sudden crash. For an instant there came the sound as of some mighty buzz-saw as the giant propeller of one wing cut into the body of the plane as it came crushing in upon it. Then, in that instant, the great power storage tank was split open. It seemed like the bursting of a world. The Solarite was hurled back with the force of an explosion that seemed to split the very atoms of the air, and all about them was a terrific blaze of intense heat and light that seemed to sear their faces and hands with the intense rays.


  Then, in a time so short it seemed never to have happened, it was gone, and only the distant drone of the other ships’ propellers came to them. There was no luminous spot. The radium paint had been destroyed in the only possible way—it was volatilized through all the atmosphere!


  The Terrestrians had known what to expect; had known what would happen; and they had not looked at the great ship in that last instant. But the Kaxorians had naturally been looking at it. The men who had never seen the sun directly, they had been looking at it, and their eyes were lidless now, for their invisibility afforded them no protection. They were temporarily blinded; they could only fly a straight course in response to the quick order of their squadron commander.


  And in that brief moment that they were unable to watch him, Arcot dropped two more bombs in quick succession. Two bright spots stuck out in the black night. No longer did these planes feel themselves invulnerable, able to meet any foe! In an instant they had put on every last trace of power, and at their top speed they were racing west, away from their tiny opponent—in the only direction that was open to them.


  But it was useless. The Solarite could pick up speed in half the time they could, and in an instant again Arcot was training the beam on the mighty splotch of light that was a fleeing plane. These planes, which had been invulnerable through sheer size, were helpless now. Through their very mass they were slow in pickup, and the lightning-fast Solarite was bearing down on them.


  Out of the dark came a ghostly beam, for an instant of time so short that before the explosive shells of the other could be trained on it, the Solarite had moved, and before it the mighty plane was crumpling, splintering under the titanic driving blow of the great wing, as it shot toward the main body of the plane at several miles a second—driving into and through it. The giant plane was twisting, turning, falling swiftly to the dark ground below—then again there came that world-rocking explosion, that mighty column of light, and there was no ship there. The companion ship had shot away from the terrific explosion with a mighty lurch, tumbling, twisting. Then there came a slow, grinding crack, and under that terrific stress the wing broke, and fell suddenly free of the plane! Turning—falling ever faster, the pilot was struggling to turn the nose of the plane up, hoping the engines might hold it from its fall. There was suddenly a mighty gout of light, a great blazing trail of light that reached out behind it—then suddenly the tail of the mighty ship was glowing white hot—flaming. Then again the plane was turning, twisting down, helpless. There was a terrific crash; the mechanical noise of its collision was followed an instant later by the greater crash, as all its energy storage was released.


  But to remind the men of the Solarite that they were not alone, there came a sudden report just behind them, and they turned to see that one of the energy bombs had just fallen short of them! In an instnat the ship was shooting up at terrific speed, out of danger. It looped, turned, and was hunting, feeling with the disturbance locater for that other ship. The ships were spread out more now. In every direction they could be located—and all were leaving the scene of battle. But one by one the Solarite shot after them, and always the speed of the little ship was greater.


  Two escaped. They turned off their useless invisibility apparatus and could not be found, for, lost, in the night, they were invisible and unlocatable.


  Morning found the Solarite once more over Kanor, the Kaxorian capital. Arcot had learned that the language of both these peoples was almost identical. Now he was using his radio, sending his message toward the city. It was long before he got his reply. Perhaps it was that the Kaxorians were almost afraid to reply, for they had seen an awful demonstration of power!


  “I am of earth. We want only peace. We will have peace, but we prefer to have it by peaceful means, not by destroying you and your city. There is a mountain to the west of your city. In ten minutes that mountain will suffer the fate that will meet your city if you cannot agree to our terms of peace.”


  Great rocky cliffs loomed before the tiny ship. They were composed of a green, heavy rock. Suddenly there reached out a thin, wan beam, a ray of light that was scarcely visible in the light of the dawn. But there was a mighty roar, a terrific tornado, and with it a fall of great snowflakes. But there was another fall. The rock suddenly moved with a terrific lunge to the right, half the mountain seemed driving against itself, moving of its own accord, and there was a vast crash of colliding rock. Then suddenly, as if by magic, great cracks appeared in the plain all about it.


  The Solarite hung high above the city—and ten miles away to the west, just beyond the range of any guns that might accidentally go off. Beyond the city, off to the north, there was a vast cloud of dust settling over a mass of crushed stone. There was a low mound here, spread out wide on the flat plain.


  We know the rest. Kaxor was but a victim of bad rulership. The ruler, lusting for greater power, seeing in the discovery of a scientist the necessary means to his ends, had made use of the discovery of the light-power condensation, and his fleet of mighty planes was the result. He had refused to yield to Arcot and the Solarite. He was found blasted by a small handlight gun. They never tried too hard to find the assassin, but many people might have been able to give information. Can we blame them? They were perhaps the most advanced people we have ever met. Their scientific discoveries are of immense value to both planets, and to those people on far out Jupiter’s moons.


  But our metal supplies are no longer a source of worry. Perhaps in a million years—but who knows what man will do in a million years?


  THE STRUGGLE FOR VENUS


  Wesley Arnold


  THE planet Venus occupies a peculiar and enviable position in our solar system. According to the best evidence that we have it is a young world, younger than the earth, with a consequently longer period of life before it. By its distance from the sun, it is well fitted to maintain a high order of life, and for all we know, that life may now exist beneath its ever-present cloud layers. And if life does not exist on it, Venus lies in the skies a planetary prize awaiting the conqueror. According to Professor V. V. Stratonoff, an eminent Russian astronomer, the earth must some day lose its ability to support human life, and then we must be prepared if we wish to maintain our race to emigrate to a mere habitable sphere. Yet our conquest of Venus is not likely to go uncontested, for it is probable as our author shows that a bitter battle is certain over this fair young world.


  THE day on which my story opens—June 6, 2012—was marked in advance as the date of a transit of Venus across the disk of the sun. It will have a foremost place in the minds of future generations of school children as the date on which the first expedition of colonists from Earth landed on the neighboring planet.


  Although a broken leg prevented me from being a member of that band of brave men, my later destiny was closely linked with their amazing adventures on Venus, and it is their story, in so far as I was connected with it, that I shall set down here to the best of my ability.


  An introductory word about myself is necessary. The first space trips—those venturesome leaps to the moon—were made when I was a school boy. They fired the imagination of the world, and I was only one of the millions of boys who resolved to devote their lives to the exploration of space. Partly because I was more persistent than some, and partly because I was more fortunate, I was able to follow the line of my ambition.


  What will always stand out as the biggest day in my life was that on which, my theoretical training completed, I hopped off on my first space trip, in which I circled the moon. Prior to that time Robert E. Jones and Matthew Eddy had already made their epochal trip to Venus, and I looked upon my first space voyage as merely further training that would equip me for similar exploits.


  When it was decided to send a large expedition to remain at least two years on Venus and investigate the deposits of radium-bearing pitchblende found by Jones and Eddy in their brief stay, I was accepted as a member of the party, and took part in the preparations. My high expectations were rudely dashed when, a month before the start, my run of good fortune was ended by the accident in which my leg was broken. That, of course, disposed of my hope of accompanying the expedition. Dr. Franklin Sanders, chairman of the Commission for Venus, offered me the post of wireless operator, which I gladly accepted. My duties were to aid in the installation of the station which would be used to communicate with the men on Venus, and, after communications were established, to keep one of the three eight-hour “watches” at the receiving set. At the same time I was to aid in preparations for a second expedition to be sent out two years later when Venus would again be in inferior conjunction with Earth.


  On June 6, 2012, then, I left an assistant in the wireless room and went to the roof of the building in Washington, D.C., furnished the Commission by the North American Continental Government. It is unnecessary for me to describe the transit of Venus across the sun’s disk, for all of my readers must have witnessed the phenomena either in 2012 or 2004. I do wish, however, to record a conversation with Dr. Sanders, because it will show our expectant attitude on that day when the expedition, out 26 days, was scheduled to arrive on Venus. I was watching the sun, with the planet outlined against it, through a pair of binoculars when Dr. Sanders approached me.


  “If all has gone well,” he said, “we should be in communication with them in a few days, now.”


  “I’m sure all has gone as planned, sir,” I replied. “Nothing could go wrong with Commander Jones in charge.”


  “He is a wonderful leader,” Dr. Sanders agreed. “I share your confidence in him. Nevertheless interplanetary travel is still fraught with many perils, as you know better than I. It is a long and dangerous voyage, but I trust it has been accomplished successfully.”


  “Their adventures will only have begun when they land,” I said. “They will still have to cope with all the dangers of a world such as ours must have been a million years ago.”


  “And you would give your right eye to be with them,” Dr. Sanders smiled. “Don’t worry, Starrett, you’ll join them at the first opportunity.”


  I SMILED, rather wryly, I am afraid, for I knew that the “next opportunity” would not come for almost two years. From that day Venus and Earth would steadily separate until, some ten months later, they would be on opposite sides of the sun and separated by more than 160,000, 000 miles, instead of a mere 25,000,000 miles as at present. No trip between the two planets could be considered until Venus again approached inferior conjunction. Dr. Sanders read my thoughts.


  “Venus won’t be civilized in two years, my boy,” he said, “nor in two decades. I’m sure you will have your part in the work of civilizing it, and your share ®f adventure. It is no secret, of course, that the present plan is to establish a permanent colony on the planet. There must be untold resources to be developed. I can visualize the day when Venus will have a thriving population of men and women.”


  An almost religious light shone in his eyes as he continued.


  “Beautiful cities will be planned and erected free from the blemishes that on Earth we have inherited from past ages of trial and error. Commerce will ply the seas of Venus and there will be a steady exchange of goods between the planets. Venus may come to be regarded as the ‘promised land’ for the inhabitants of Earth. In some future age when the earth receives less heat from the dying sun, mankind may desert its old home and move to the new world nearer the source of life.”


  He clapped me on the shoulder.


  “These are glorious prospects that we have before us in the dawn of the 21st Century. Adventure such as no man ever dreamed of a few centuries ago! My boy, the great adventure is just beginning. I predict that you will have a big part in furthering it. So don’t let your spirits be cast down now.”


  I do not remember what reply I made, except that I stammered my thanks for his kind words. His enthusiasm and vision were contagious, although there was nothing new to me in what he said. Later on, however, when I was back in the room which housed the interplanetary wireless set, my disappointment rose afresh. After all I had wished to be a pioneer, and it would not be the same going out with a second party two years later to find the ground broken, homes erected and a little community ready to receive us. Nothing could be done about it, however. I had missed my big chance through such a trivial thing as a fall and a broken leg.


  The bone had practically healed by this time, but it was too late. The expedition had departed twenty-six days earlier, and, as we learned later, landed on Venus on that very day and near the time when the planet was seen from Earth in transit across the sun’s face. I little guessed that day how fortunate it was for all concerned that I was not with them.


  CHAPTER II


  Mystery on Venus


  IT was three days later before any word was received from Venus, the delay being explained by the necessity for the technicians of the expedition to assemble the wireless and getting it in working order. I still have copies of the messages received in the Washington headquarters, so that I am able to give their exact texts. They tell a dramatic story of mystery and suspense in a strange and unfriendly world.


  Contact was established on June 9. I was on duty at the time and was reporting periodically to Dr. Sanders that no results had been obtained. The wavelength to be used was so low that there was no interference from Earth stations. I was tuning the set near the agreed point when I caught a faint signal. I perfected the adjustment and then waited. If it were indeed Venus calling, the signal would be repeated in exactly five minutes. Precisely at the end of that period, which I spent watching the second hand creep around the dial of my watch, I caught the signal again, much louder. It was the Venus station repeating the station call for Earth.


  I tapped out the answer to show that communication had been established, and then sent for Dr. Sanders. It would be more than two minutes before the radio signal, traveling with the speed of light, would reach Venus, and an equal time before the reply could be heard.


  Dr. Sanders entered the room, followed by others who had heard the good news. There were excited whispers, which I stilled with a motion of my hand. Although the message was taken down automatically by the receiving instruments, I was unwilling to risk the possibility of mechanical trouble and accordingly wrote the message down.


  “Earth, attention! Earth, attention! Arrived three days ago. All O.K. We landed near mouth of Holmes River and have begun construction of permanent home on favorable site. Living in the ships pending completion of thatched roof huts. Party of hunters on first day surprised herd of sexons[1] and killed enough to supply us with meat for a week. Have caught several forms of river life in nets and Dr. Alexander is analyzing them. Potato trees are plentiful and the root, with sexon meat and bread, completes our diet until Dr. Alexander tells us what else we can eat.


  “Have divided party in two groups and alternate daily, one group exploring neighborhood and collecting specimens of vegetable and animal life while others cut and haul lumber. The wood of the potato tree is strong and light, and the rough sawed lumber has the quality of glowing faintly for several hours after sunset. Lizards of many types and all sizes are abundant, but apparently harmless. We hope to begin work on radium field in few weeks when camp is completed. Men all gathered to wait your reply. Send greetings to friends on Earth. Robert E. Jones.”


  Dr. Sanders quickly scribbled the answer, which I began sending within a few minutes after the completion of this message. In the meantime the news had been flashed to all parts of the world. Congratulatory messages from notables began arriving and were transmitted to the distant party. It was more than two hours later when we said good-bye for the day.


  It is remarkable that from the first there was no difficulty in communicating with the party on Venus. It had been realized, of course, that communication could not be maintained during that part of the synodic revolutions of the two planets when they were at nearly opposite sides of the sun, and the most hoped for was that we could keep in touch with the distant party during the five or six months preceding and following inferior conjunction. Our experience proved beyond doubt that this was possible, although, because of circumstances which I shall soon relate, we actually maintained touch with Commander Jones and his party for only thirty days. The breaking of communications at the end of that time had nothing to do with radio conditions. If there had been anyone to operate the station on Venus the signals would have been received at the Washington station.


  AT the first, however, Commander Jones could send a message from Venus in confidence that it would be received about two minutes later on Earth. A program was worked out by which we made contact with the party at noon (Washington time) every day. That was merely for convenience and regularity, as there was always some one on duty in the receiving room in the commission building to receive an emergency message if there were any occasion for one.


  During the first week Commander Jones daily message told a story of regular progress in establishing a home under the tropical and primitive conditions of the new world. The messages might almost have come from a party in some still uncivilized section near the equator except for references to strange plants and animals similar to those which may have existed on Earth before the dawn of human life.


  The first hint of what was to come was contained in a message received on June 17. It read:


  “Something has happened that we are unable to understand. Dick Smith and James Fall disappeared yesterday afternoon when they were cutting down trees a short distance from the camp, and no trace of them has been found as yet. We have dropped everything else to look for them. No one can explain what may have happened to them. We have seen vensaurians large enough to carry a man, or even two, without much difficulty, but none was seen near the time the men disappeared, and no tracks were found in the neighborhood where they were working. The large species that we have seen appear to be herbivorous and have shown no signs of attacking us. What adds to the mystery is the fact that both men were armed, and would certainly have used their pistols if attacked. No shots were heard by others working nearby. We hope that they have merely strayed away and become lost, but we do not know what to fear. I have ordered a guard on the camp at all hours. We will continue our efforts to find Smith and Fall.”


  This message was a private one to Dr. Sanders, and he did not make it public, since to have done so would have served no useful purpose, but would have aroused futile fears among relatives and friends not only of the two men but of all those in the party.


  Subsequent messages from Commander Jones informed those of us connected with the commission that no trace of the missing men had been found. The others, after a futile search, returned to the other work which it was necessary for them to do. The camp was completed and operations were begun on the radium mine.


  On July 5th we received the following message from Commander Jones:


  “I am forced to the conclusion that there is some intelligent and malevolent force at work against us. What its nature may be it is impossible to say, but on no other hypothesis can I explain the invasion of our camp last night.


  “There was no outcry during the night, but when we awoke this morning we found that three men who had been on guard and three other men who slept in a hut near the edge of camp had disappeared. We found no sign of bloodshed nor of a struggle of any sort, which makes the occurrence absolutely incomprehensible.


  “During the morning I decided to go up a short distance in one of the space ships to survey the land, and possibly to lead the missing men back to camp if they were free. It was then we made the discovery that the ships had been entered and our tanks of fuel mixture carried away. This, apparently, had been done at the same time the men were spirited away, for I am unable to believe they took the fuel and left the camp of their own accord.


  “At any rate we are now stranded here, and apparently at the mercy of unseen foes. The morale of the forty-eight men remaining in the camp is unimpaired by this latest development. We are all determined to solve the mystery and find out what happened to our comrades.


  “The loss of our fuel mixture is a serious blow, since it means that we are forced to remain where we are and will be unable to do any extensive exploring unless we recover the tanks. The camp will be put on a war basis until we determine “the nature of the danger which threatens us.”


  This message was the last that was received from the expedition.


  Later that afternoon I tried to make connection with the station on Venus to transmit a message from Dr. Sanders. I was unable to obtain a reply. Nor was there any word from the expedition the following day at the usual time.


  CHAPTER III


  A Desperate Plan


  SEVERAL days later Dr. Sanders sent for me to come to his office. I could tell from his nervous manner as he bade me sit down that he had something of importance to say. He began abruptly:


  “We have held several meetings of the Commission,” he said, “to discuss the situation regarding the expedition now on Venus. While we can only guess at what may have happened to the party, the sudden breaking of communications following the mysterious disappearance of eight of the men and the raid on the camp, indicates that some disaster has overtaken them.


  “What makes the matter more serious is the loss of their fuel mixture, without which they are unable to operate the space ships. That means that they cannot move from the spot where they landed, on the northern coast of Elysia, and if they are beset by foes in overwhelming force they are unable to escape to some other part of the planet. Of course the fact that the fuel mixture was singled out for theft indicates that their foes are intelligent beings of some sort. This is in absolute contradiction to the apparently well-established fact that nothing corresponding to human life exists on Venus, but we are forced to accept the fact as it stands.


  “We have decided, in short, that aid must be sent to the party and especially that we must get a supply of fuel mixture to them.


  “I don’t think it is possible,” I protested, when he paused. “Venus is rapidly separating from the Earth at present. A space ship which started out now would have to follow the planet through its orbit and could only gain on it slowly, possibly one or two hundred thousand miles a day.[2] At that rate, even if the ship could carry enough liquid air and fuel mixture for the long journey, it would not overtake the planet for almost a year.”


  “By all the accepted standards and theories that is correct,” Dr. Sanders replied. “Such an attempt would of course be foredoomed to failure. Necessity, however, is the mother of invention, and a plan has been worked out for the Commission under which we believe a space ship setting out now can reach Venus within two months. If you will consider making the trip, I will explain the idea to you. It is unnecessary for me to say that it will be hazardous in the extreme, or to point out that the lives of the 56 men who landed on Venus a month ago may be at stake. What do you say?”


  “I am willing,” I replied.


  Dr. Sanders drew out a sheet of paper on which was drawn a system of circles and dotted lines, and which I immediately recognized as indicating the orbits of Earth and Venus around the sun. The sketch is reproduced here (Page 723) so that the reader can follow Dr. Sanders’ explanation.


  “The plan, as I have told you, is an extremely daring one,” Dr. Sanders continued. “It is nothing less than to launch a ship into space at the proper direction and at such a speed that it will circle the sun and return in time to meet the planet Venus, in its orbit.


  “The plan is shown on this diagram. The letters ‘E’ and ‘V’ show the respective positions of Earth and Venus in their orbits at the time of the recent transit. The small circles on the orbits ‘E’ and ‘V’ show the positions in which the two planets will be on July 21, when all should be in readiness for the start of the trip.”


  Looking at the diagram I began to get a faint understanding of the plan, which was indeed a daring one.


  “Our calculations show that in one of the small and speedy ships you would have to travel under power for about 36,000,000 miles along the course indicated,” Dr. Sanders said. “Since the course lies approximately in the direction of the sun your speed would increase rapidly after you passed the point where the sun’s attraction equalled the earth’s. After 36,000,000 miles your speed would be such that you could shut off your power and leave the ship to sweep around the sun just as the comet does, and in the path indicated. At the end of 45 days the ship would have whipped comet-like around the sun and returned to the orbit of Venus, and the planet would have moved forward to the same point V2. Thus your trip would require less than twice the time taken by Commander Jones and his party, although you would cover almost 200,000,000 miles in reaching the planet.”


  “THE course lies very close to the sun,” I said, after studying the diagram for a moment.


  “Yes, you would pass within 20,000,000 miles of the sun,” Dr. Sanders replied, “and you would feel some discomfort from the heat. Special arrangements will have to be made to protect the ship. The reason the course is laid so close to the sun is that you will gain speed that way, in addition to shortening your course. Your ship, when you turn off the power, will be a free body, exactly similar to a comet, and you know, of course, that the closer such bodies pass to the sun the greater is their speed.”


  I took up the diagram and studied it while I turned the proposal over in my mind. While I had no desire to sacrifice myself to no purpose, I was perfectly willing to undertake a long chance in the hope of aiding the men who were trapped on the distant planet and at the mercy of unknown enemies. On itff face the plan seemed hopeless, but was it? I knew that astronomers were able to calculate with the utmost precision the course of comets which appeared suddenly in the solar system, swept around the sun and disappeared in far distances. Why, then, should they not be able to prescribe the conditions under which a body would follow a desired orbit around the sun? I knew, too, that the world’s best astronomers and mathematicians were at the call of the Commission for Venus. If they authorized the attempt—


  “I’ll do it,” I said. “You say the start can’t be made until the 21st?”


  “It will take that long to make the necessary alterations in the ship to be used,” Dr. Sanders replied.


  As he stood up and took my hand with a quick nervous motion I realized that Dr. Sanders thought my death warrant had just been signed.


  “There is to be another meeting of the Commission this afternoon,” he told me. “You will be present, of course, and the plans for the trip will be discussed.”


  CHAPTER IV


  The Trip Begins


  AHEAD of me millions of stars glittered with magnificent brilliance against the black background of limitless space. Exactly 30 degrees to the right hung the sun, a big ball of fire outlined sharply against blackness. Through the double glass port in the stern of the space ship I could see the Earth, brightly lighted by the sun, filling most of the sky behind me.


  It was July 21, and my big adventure was already an hour old. After two weeks of steady work the small space ship had been remodeled to fit the special requirements of the voyage around the sun. In addition to the heating arrangement it had been equipped with a refrigerating system which would carry the intense heat from the sun-side to the off-side of the ship when I neared the sun. Special expansion plates had been inserted in the outer steel envelope of the ship to permit both extreme contraction from the cold of interstellar space and extreme expansion from the sun’s heat when it became intense. The work had been completed on schedule, and I had stepped into the ship at the appointed hour after a final handclasp with Dr. Sanders.


  My schedule permitted of no delay. Immediately after leaving the earth’s atmosphere I had turned on the rocket power full force, so that I was now many thousand miles out on my long journey.


  For my own use I carried twenty tanks of liquid air and five tanks of fuel mixture, enough to keep the ship going at full speed for forty days and to cover approximately 70,000,000 miles as well as supply air inside the sealed ship for sixty days.


  Packed away in the ship were ten extra tanks of fuel mixture for use in the big ships stranded on Venus for lack of it. I had already turned on the heating system and it was warm and comfortable in the inner shell of the vacuum ship.


  [image: ]


  With the ship set on its course and running smoothly I was able to leave the controls for the time being and watch the earth, from which I was receding at more than 20 miles a second. The earth, itself toiling along its orbit at the rate of more than 18 miles a second, had already moved a considerable distance to one side of a straight line behind the ship. In the days that followed it would steadily dwindle in apparent size until it became lost in the myriad of bright specks that surrounded me on all sides and that represented worlds and suns at incomprehensible distances.


  Almost squarely abeam on the right side, and at right angles to my course, was an exceptionally bright luminary which I knew to be the planet Venus. If I could only turn and fly directly to it my journey would be a comparatively simple one, but I knew that I should require years to catch the planet if I set out to pursue it through its orbit. Long before that time my supply of liquid air would be exhausted. Instead of following what appeared to be the natural course I must trust myself to mathematical science, which declared that the sun, if permitted to exercise its influence, would whirl my ship around it in such a way as to intercept the planet at an advanced point in its orbit.


  As far as the theory went, I was satisfied that I would reach Venus in safety. I had only to follow the course laid out for me and there was little danger of my ship missing Venus completely and hurtling far out into space to drift there long after I had suffocated for lack of air. The chief dangers that confronted me were three in number, and I was well aware of them.


  The first was that I might miss my way in the maze of the heavens. Of this I was not much afraid, since I was able to check my course both by the constellations and by the sun. Even if I became hopelessly lost I might be able to reach Mercury and replenish my supply of liquid air.


  The second and probably the greatest peril would be faced when.my ship swept freely in its orbit close to the sun. If the cooling system failed to work properly the plates of the outer shell might be melted. This would not only disable the ship but would permit the rays of the sun to beat on the inner shell and raise the temperature to a point where human life could not exist. Here, too, however, if my equipment worked properly all would be well.


  The third danger was that which every space flier encounters—the possibility of his ship being disabled by collision with a large meteoric particle. With watchfulness and care this could be avoided, despite the fact that I would have to spend some eight hours of every day asleep. There was, of course, an almost steady succession of taps audible inside the ship as small particles ricocheted off the stream lines of the outer shell, but these offered practically no peril.


  THINKING over these matters as the long journey began I felt, with the confidence of youth, that the success of my venture now depended solely upon me, and that I should prove equal to the task.


  The warning bell rang, and I moved forward to the controls. An indicator, operated by a magnetic needle which reposed in a hemispherical shell of lead on the nose of the ship, showed that the meteor was approaching from above and to the left, and I quickly picked it out in that direction. It had the appearance of a star which rapidly grew in intensity. After a minute the side of it turned to the sun had assumed the appearance of a half-moon toward which I was rushing with frightful velocity. The bell continued to ring at intervals of a second, growing steadily louder. I realized that the meteor was an unusually large one and stood waiting with my hand on the control, although it seemed certain, judging from the direction of the particle, that I would clear it by a comfortable margin. Alertness of vision and quickness of response in such meetings may spell the difference between safety and sudden extermination. In this case, however, the meteor was in a plane considerably above that in which I was traveling. Three minutes after the first warning I saw it flash underneath as a long streak of light. I could follow its course behind the ship for some five minutes before it became too dim to distinguish.


  That danger past, I busied myself about the ship, seeing that all was functioning properly, and accustoming myself to its motion. The manifestations of gravity, as ordinarily felt on the earth, were rapidly disappearing as my distance from the earth became greater. There was no downward pull, and I was able to remain standing on the floor only because of magnetized shoe soles. Instead of a downward pull there was a steady force exerted in the ship toward the stern exactly resembling gravity and due to the fact that the ship’s speed was then increasing at a steady rate under the propelling power of the rocket motor. Everything in the ship’s interior was fixed in place, otherwise all would have collected in a pile in the stern. I was able to keep my place by resting my hand on a rail which ran around the interior. A strap attached to a belt around my waist could be hooked onto the rail whenever I wished.


  There was, of course, no night or day on the space ship, since the sun would hang for many earth days in the same apparent position. It was necessary for me to sleep, however, and I soon found myself tired after the exertion and excitement of the start. I accordingly decided to take a nap, depending on the warning bell to notify me of the approach of any large meteoric body. I ate a capsule of food concentrate, drank a glass of water, and then lay down for my first sleep on the trip.


  CHAPTER V


  Past the Sun to Venus


  ON the fifteenth day of my journey—for I had of course kept a careful record of the passage of time by earth standards—I turned off the rocket motor, leaving my ship free from then on to describe the course imposed by the sun. It will be understood, naturally, that I had power Available at any moment for an emergency such as the necessity of avoiding a meteor.


  The earth had long since ceased to present more than the smallest disk to the naked eye, and was distinguishable chiefly as the brightest of the millions of stars and planets which I could see. It was located, to use a convenient nautical description off the starboard quarter of my ship, while the sun appeared off the starboard bow. At that time Venus was to be seen slightly abaft of the starboard beam, for I was now inside its orbit and actually traveling away from the planet, as I would be for many days thereafter until my ship swung around the sun and headed down the home stretch of the long trip. Venus then appeared slightly less bright than Earth.


  Observations taken four days earlier, when I crossed the orbit of Venus, had showed that the ship was shooting through space at the scheduled rate. On the fifteenth day approximately one-sixth of the trip measured in distance, and one-third measured in time, had been completed. Since getting clear of Earth I had gradually altered my course nearer the sun. At the time I turned off the power the ship was rushing headlong “down hill” toward a point in the heavens about 25 degrees from the sun.


  It was with a curious feeling that I threw the switch which stopped the action of the rockets. I was 36,000,000 miles from Earth, and considerably further from Venus. With the power off I had no more sense of motion than persons on earth realize their motion through space on the Earth’s journey around the sun. Nevertheless I knew that my ship would continue to rush on its predetermined orbit, gathering speed steadily until it whirled like a comet around the far side of the sun and headed back to Venus. My average speed during the remainder of the trip would be double what it had been while the rockets were in operation.


  With the motor turned off I could no longer detect anything resembling gravitation inside the ship. I can explain this condition best by asking my reader to imagine a closed room or box which is falling from a great height in a vacuum, and to imagine that he is sitting at a table in the room. The room will be falling perfectly freely under the influence of gravity, and its occupants, human and otherwise, will be moving under exactly the same force. Then if the man holds a book at arm’s length and releases it, its position within the room will not change, since both the book and the room are falling at the same rate. In other words the book will remain suspended freely in the air of the room. The table and chair likewise may be raised and will float in the air. The man may then sit in the chair or on the table, or float about at pleasure through the room by pushing himself away from the ceiling, floor or walls He can walk with equal ease on any of the six walls of the room. This illustration is exactly analogous to the condition of my ship as it fell through interminable space on its strange journey.


  The succeeding days passed monotonously, except for occasional brief periods when the alarm announced that a meteoric particle of considerable size was in the vicinity. But despite the monotony I felt a growing tension in my mind. I stood frequently at the controls watching the sun, whose size now appeared double that as seen from the Earth. The dial on my instrument board began to show that the outer starboard plates were becoming heated, and on the 23rd day out I switched on the refrigerating system which aided in carrying the heat from that side to the port side, from which it would radiate into space.


  THE sun grew larger perceptibly during the next 48 hours, until I was finally able to distinguish individual tongues of flame licking out hundreds of thousands of miles from its surface. It finally appeared squarely at right angles to the direction of the ship, and I knew I had reached the most critical part of my journey, when the ship would swing around the arc of its course nearest the sun. That my cooling system was working perfectly was demonstrated by the fact that the outer plates on the sun side, while very warm, were well below any dangerous temperature.


  For the next five days, from the 25th through the 30th of the trip my ship, my ship would remain at about the same distance from the sun, speeding through the long curve around it at more than 90 miles a second, or a million miles every three hours. In the five days it would cover 40, 000,000 miles.


  Although this was the most critical part of the journey, and I wished to remain on guard as much of the time as possible, it was not to be expected that I could stay awake constantly for five days and keep my faculties in a proper condition to meet the emergencies that might arise. It was better to take a minimum of rest, depending on automatic signals to awaken me if any occasion arose. Accordingly after 20 hours of the critical period had passed without incident and when all appeared to be going well, I lay down for a nap. I was dangerously exhausted, and slept soundly for six hours.


  When I awoke the first thing I noticed, upon looking out of the ship’s ports was that the sun was no longer squarely abeam and at right angles to my course. Instead it had dropped back fully fifteen degrees. I was seriously alarmed by this observation, the significance of which will be obvious to the reader. It meant nothing less than that my ship, instead of following its plotted course, was heading away from the sun.


  As quickly as possible I took observations of the apparent position of the fixed stars. This verified the fact that the ship’s direction had swung away from the sun, and revealed, moreover, that the angle was slowly increasing. Calculations made from the figures I obtained showed that if the tendency continued for 36 hours the ship would be headed directly outward from the sun.


  The situation appeared fraught with the greatest peril, since my ship was traveling so fast under the influence of the sun’s attraction that it was practically out of control by means of the rocket motor. Moreover its action appeared totally contrary to all known laws about the movements of astronomical bodies. The only explanation I could think of was that the ship actually was traveling much faster than I had calculated—so much faster that the sun was unable to hold it, with the result that it was flying off from the sun in entirely the wrong direction. In that case I knew that the rocket motor would be able to exert only a fraction of the power necessary to right it.


  The only reassuring observation that I made was one which showed that my distance from the sun had grown slightly less, rather than greater. The apparent size of the sun was larger than it had been when I went to sleep and the tongues of flame licking cut from its surface were more distinct. This was in accordance with my mapped course which should have brought me at that time to about the nearest point of the course to the sun.


  A moment’s calm reflection gave me the answer to the strange problem, and showed that my only real danger had been that of becoming panicky and doing something which I would have been unable to undo later. The ship, in fact, was following exactly the course laid down for it, despite the fact that its nose was now pointing further and further away from the sun. What had happened was that when the ship began its curve around the sun there was no force to change the direction in which the ship pointed. In the Earth’s atmosphere, of course, the air pressure on the stream lines would have held the nose of the ship straight. The vacuum of space offers no such resistance, and with the rockets turned off there was nothing to prevent the ship from traveling sidewise or even tail first. In fact, I saw that if left alone the ship actually would be going tail first when it reached the end of the arc around the sun and swept on toward Venus. Nor would that have mattered except for one thing—the cooling system was arranged to apply only to the right side of the ship and it would be fatal to expose the plates on the unprotected left side to the intense rays of the sun.


  I accordingly turned on the rocket power slightly, and by inclining the exhaust to the starboard side, pushed the tail to the left. When the ship had assumed its correct position relative to the sun, I straightened the exhaust to stabilize it on the course and then again cat off the power.


  BEFORE I again lay down for a nap I had the satisfaction of seeing an exceedingly bright planet appear from behind the sun. It was Venus, which the day before had been lost to view as I swept around the far side of the sun from it. At last I was on the home stretch, and headed for my goal.


  What, I wondered, had been the fortune of the party of colonists in the meantime? Had they again established wireless communication with Earth after a silence forced by some circumstances of which I could know nothing? Had the lost men returned, the tanks of fuel mixture been recovered, and would I find the camp firmly established and all going well?


  Or had the mysterious raids on the camp been continued? Would I perchance find that the entire party had been wiped out and that I was the only man alive on the planet? In the latter case the chances would be heavily against my survival, although I would be forewarned of danger and on guard from the first.


  These restless speculations engrossed my mind more and more during the days that followed, as the planet Venus steadily grew larger to the eye. I could tell that my ship, sweeping through space at a tremendous rate, lessening however as it receded from the sun, would almost exactly strike the planet. That was well because, although I could easily fly under power to the planet from my position inside its orbit and slightly ahead of it, I wished to save as much fuel mixture as possible. It might prove necessary to attempt to return to Earth in one of the larger ships at the next inferior conjunction and in that event the extra supply of fuel mixture which I carried would be none too much.


  In the final stage of my journey the ship was traveling about at right angles to the motion of Venus, and the two bodies were converging with a tremendous mutual velocity. From an apparent size equal to that of the moon seen from Earth, the disk of Venus perceptibly enlarged. It became obvious at length that, if left to follow the orbit into which it had settled, my ship would crash into the planet—so exact had been the calculations of the astronomers of the Commission.


  When still about one million miles off I turned on the power and altered my course toward a point somewhat in front of the planet. I then began reducing the speed of the ship, using the rocket power as a brake. Twelve hours later my journey was practically finished as I hovered over the northern hemisphere about a hundred miles from the surface of the planet, but well within its atmospheric shell.


  CHAPTER VI


  The Raiders


  FROM a great height the continent of Elysia looked like a green carpet spotted with patches of white and brown. Below me I recognized the contours of a large peninsula which my map showed to be about 200 miles east of the mouth of the Holmes River. Before setting out for that point I dropped lower to view the surface of the planet at close range.


  The green carpet was a forest of trees which I estimated to be all of 200 feet high, and it stretched inland as far as the eye could reach. Their tops were waving in a breeze hardly perceptible otherwise, and above them there was no sign of bird life or life of any sort. When I swooped down close to the water, however, I saw a group of large reptilian animals slither into a marshy backwater from the bank, where they had been sunning themselves. I mounted to an elevation of about 1,000 feet and headed westward toward the destination of my long journey. After 45 days spent alone in the small space ship I had the strongest desire to set my feet on solid ground again and to find someone of my own kind to talk to.


  After half an hour, about the time I had allowed myself to cover the 200 miles, I saw that I was approaching a wide indentation in the coast line, which I judged to be the mouth of the Holmes River. Two miles upstream I should find Commander Jones’ camp.


  As I came nearer, however, I saw with surprise what appeared to be evidence of man’s work on a bluff on the far side of the wide bay. The top of the bluff had been cleared and levelled off, and on it had been erected a dome-like mound of earth resembling a large Eskimo igloo. There was a circular opening in the top, and other openings, apparently entrances, around the circular base. The fresh dirt gave evidence that the structure, whatever it was, had been finished comparatively recently. The idea which leaped to my mind as I tried to explain this unexpected discovery was that Commander Jones had deserted his first camp for some reason and had moved to this point, two miles down, at the mouth of the river, and had erected this strange habitation. Why, then, had no one come out to welcome me?


  The most logical answer was that, believing it impossible for anyone to make the trip from Earth at the time, they took me for an enemy. I hovered low and permitted my ship to drift over the mound so that if any of the party were concealed there they could recognize the ship as an Earthly one. When I came directly over the opening I could see that the mound was hollow. I could make out nothing in the dimly lighted interior, and there was still no sign of life. As I searched the strange mound with my eyes, however, I saw a pencil ray of intense light suddenly directed from somewhere within it at my ship.


  Almost immediately I saw a wisp of smoke from the floor of the ship near the stern. The ray was cutting through both inner and outer plates with the ease of an acetylene torch flame eating through a thin sheet of lead.


  I sprang to the throttle and advanced it. With a tremendous roar the ship leaped forward so that I was almost thrown to the floor. In barely a second I was out of sight of the mound over the trees which surrounded the cleared bluff on the land side. There I again stopped the ship, letting it drift while I examined the damage. The ray had cut a semicircular arc through the inner and outer plates of the ship, and had punctured the overhead plates as well.


  It had come perilously close to the reserve tanks of fuel mixture, which would have exploded and annihilated the ship if they had been exposed to it. As it was the ship had been rendered useless for interplanetary travel, although it could still be used in the atmosphere of Venus.


  I had travelled some ten miles from the bluff when the ship again came to rest. After I had finished my inspection of the ship I looked about me and was surprised to notice a wide river about a mile ahead. I recalled then that I had not seen the river before. An examination of the map convinced me that in fact the bluff where the strange mound Was situated was actually on the arm of a small bay, and that the Holmes River lay in front of me. I accordingly proceeded slowly to the river and turned downstream over it, since I knew I was more than two miles inland. A few minutes later I sighted a collection of huts on the right bank, and a short distance away were the two large space ships used by the Jones expedition. It was unquestionably the camp established by the party. It was overgrown with creepers, however, and gave every sign of being completely deserted. I settled down over it and saw that my judgment was correct. There was no sign of life in the camp. Carefully I brought my ship to rest near the two large space ships, and stepped out to the ground.


  I was convinced that I had accidentally stumbled on the home of the creatures whose mysterious attacks had disrupted the expedition. Furthermore I had had a terrible demonstration of the power they were able to wield. I resolved that, forwarned as I was, I should not share the fate of Commander Jones and his aides, whatever it might have been. Undoubtedly the creatures would look for me at the site of the camp. As I had not seen them I could form no idea of how formidable they would be. I decided to inspect the camp hurriedly and then conceal my ship nearby and return to watch developments.


  In the limited time which I allowed myself I hoped to discover some record which would indicate the fate of the colonists, and also, if the wireless set were in order, to send a message to Earth telling of my arrival. I turned first to the semi-circular row of huts and searched them rapidly. The huts and their contents had suffered considerable damage from rain since being deserted. They still contained most of the personal effects of the colonists, indicating that the desertion of the camp had been accomplished in great haste. In the fourth but which I entered I found evidence that it had been occupied by Commander Jones. There was a box containing some of the instruments taken from the space ships. On a shelf I found what I most wanted—the log of the trip. I opened it quickly and found, to my intense disappointment, that the last entry had been made on the day when the final message from the party was received by me in Washington. There was nothing to tell how or why the camp had been deserted, which confirmed my suspicion that the colonists had been overcome by a sudden attack directed from the mound on the coast.


  I tucked the slightly mouldy book under my arm, to study it later at leisure, and completed a hasty examination of the camp. I was unable to understand the complete lack of evidence of an extensive struggle. The fact that there were no human remains anywhere in the camp permitted me to believe with some cause that the colonists were still alive. But whether they were prisoners or had been driven to some other part of the continent remained to be seen.


  My search was next directed to the two large space ships. The thin waterproof cover of one of them had been torn and the ship’s plates were rusting. I entered the other one and found from a cursory examination that it appeared to be in first class condition. The apparatus for compressing and liquefying air was in seemingly good repair, but the tanks of fuel mixture, without which liquid air was useless for motive purposes, were missing.


  The wireless apparatus had been set up in this ship, and a rapid examination convinced me that it had not been damaged. As I was looking over it more carefully I heard a chattering sound which seemed to come from the direction of the huts. I slipped over to one of the ports on that side. What I saw took away my breath and made my heart beats cease suddenly.


  A large balloon-like object, shaped like a dirigible, had settled quietly to the ground on the other side of my space ship, and from its interior were alighting several creatures whom I felt sure were from the mound colony. In general appearance they bore a remarkable resemblance to human beings, although they were unlike any men I had ever seen. They were slightly smaller than the average man, and had large heads, big round eyes which protruded, and pointed noses and chins. They moved rapidly and alertly. They wore tunics which fell freely from their shoulders to their knees.


  As I watched breathlessly, between twenty and twenty-five of these beings, presumably natives of Venus who had escaped discovery on the first exploration of the planet, alighted from the object which I could only suppose to be some sort of flying machine. Two of them immediately walked to my space ship and after examining it from the outside entered through the open passage. The others scattered to search the camp.


  I realized that despite my resolutions, I had allowed myself to be outwitted by the enemy in the first encounter. The creatures had surprised me in overwhelming numbers, and in addition, as I knew, were probably better armed than I was. Knowing that they would soon search the large ships for me, I decided that the best thing to do under the circumstances was to attempt to hide in the underbrush until they had left the camp. The space ship was on the edge of the camp and I was able to keep it between me and the creatures until I reached the protection of the trees and undergrowth. I worked my way silently further into the forest and then climbed into the lower branches of a tree and mounted to where I was able to obtain a fairly unobstructed view of the camp.


  A Meeting


  The Venusians, as I judged them to be, did not seem particularly perturbed over my escape. As I watched them through the branches of the trees they concluded a search of the camp and collected around the balloon, or whatever it was, in which they had arrived. There was a conference and then several of them went to my ship and entered it. They emerged within a few minutes each carrying two of the tanks of fuel mixture. They made several more trips until all the tanks had been removed to their ship. I could see that they were preparing to leave, undoubtedly thinking that I had been rendered helpless by the loss of the fuel. I watched with the utmost interest as they entered their conveyance. A cleverly constructed door closed downward, apparently sealing the ship airtight. Then without a sound and with no means of propulsion which I could observe, the object rose in the air and headed purposefully in the direction of the mound.


  I descended the tree and made my way back toward the camp. At the fringe of the underbrush as I was about to step into the cleared space I heard a rustling sound nearby to the right. I dropped to the ground, although the noise had come from so near I was almost sure I had been observed. My fears turned to amazed joy when I looked up and saw a man step from behind a tree a few yards away. It was Captain Matthew Eddy!


  “Starrett!” he cried. “But how on earth Captain Eddy’s joy and surprise at this unexpected meeting equalled mine. He was at first unable to believe my story of the trip around the sun, but my presence and that of the small ship forced him to accept it. He then told me briefly the history of the expedition in the following words:


  “You already know of the disappearance of Smith and Fall, and later of six other members of the party, and of the theft of our fuel mixture. We were totally at a loss to explain these mysteries, especially as we had every reason to believe that there were on Venus no other intelligent beings than ourselves.


  “On the night following the first invasion of the camp I was awakened by a cry from the adjoining hut. As I started up I saw two man-like creatures framed in the doorway. They immediately pounced upon me and before I was really awake they had overpowered and bound me. I was left alone in the hut for about five minutes, and in that time I managed to slip the knot in the wiry cord which held my arms and free myself. I realized from the sounds I heard that the camp had been invaded in force and that all the men probably had been made prisoners as I had. Knowing that the fate of the entire party might depend upon me I crept cautiously to the door and looked out. There were about a hundred of the strange men in sight, many of them gathered around what resembled a dirigible which rested in the camp. Others were carrying the bound forms of my comrades and placing them in the object—which I have reason to believe is nothing less than a space ship.


  “It was obvious that if I showed myself I would immediately be overpowered and captured. The lives of my comrades appeared to be in no immediate danger and I decided that my best chance of rescuing them lay in maintaining my own freedom and watching developments. Accordingly I made a hole in the rear of the hut, and, unobserved, slipped out of the camp. I was the only one who escaped the raid. The others were all placed, securely bound, in the raiders’ ship. Ten minutes later I saw the ship rise silently until it was outlined against the stars high overhead. It then headed swiftly in a northeasterly direction.”


  Captain Eddy told me briefly how he had set out immediately in the direction taken by the raiding party, and after a week’s search had found the mound colony. He had stayed in the neighborhood of the mound ever since, except for an occasional trip through the ten miles of jungle back to the camp for supplies. He had observed the actions of the mound men from trees on the fringe of the cleared bluff, but had seen no trace of the prisoners. His observations had convinced him, for one thing, that the dirigible used by the mound men was really a space ship of some strange kind.


  “I have come to the conclusion,” he said, “that the mound creatures are not natives of this planet any more than we are. They are totally unlike any other form of life to be found on Venus, and it is almost inconceivable that they have developed here so tremendously in advance of everything else on the planet. It would be no more incongruous to imagine modern men living in the same world with the prehistoric animals which roamed over Earth when it was comparatively young.


  “Moreover the fact that there is only a single colony and that the party has a space ship is almost conclusive evidence that they are visitors from another planet. It is my opinion that the party came here from Mars, where, we have reason to believe, there is life similar to that on Earth.”


  The force of what my companion said was apparent, and I was inclined to share his view. If it were the truth, we were undoubtedly faced by the strangest situation any man had encountered. Nevertheless, that view of the situation held more hope than any other I could imagine. If the mound creatures were indeed Martians then their number was limited. If Captain Eddy and I could outwit them—find some means of freeing our comrades—the struggle for control of the planet should not be too unequal, although I was sure the mound creatures—whether Martians or natives of Venue—would prove worthy opponents. My companion told me that there were about 150 of them living in an excavation in the bluff, to which the openings in the mound were entrances. About half of them went daily in the space ship to some point west of the Holmes River, he said. As he had no way of crossing the river he had been unable to discover the objects of these trips.


  Captain Eddy told me that he had made an attempt to operate the wireless set but that his knowledge of radio was not sufficient to enable him to succeed. Together we slipped into the space ship and I began working on the set.


  I found that the batteries had lost some of their strength, but nevertheless I made the necessary adjustments, and began flashing the earth call at five minute intervals.


  Several hours later, when I was about to give up in despair, I caught an answer. I then transmitted a brief but thorough account of the supposed fate of the party of colonists, with the assurance that Captain Eddy and I would do all possible to rescue them if they proved to be prisoners of the mound men.


  CHAPTER VII


  Trapped


  AT Captain Eddy’s suggestion we spent the night in a tree near the camp, sleeping on a platform of boards taken from one of the huts. At dawn we ate breakfast in the camp and then set out for the coast, working our way through the light underbrush. Although the going was not difficult it was necessarily slow, and the sun indicated it was noon when we finally approached the bluff on which the mound was located. We were aided by the fact that the force of gravity on Venus is almost a fifth less than on Earth, so that while we retained our strength on Venus we lost about one fifth of our weight. Consequently we were able to walk much more lightly and to leap over obstacles which, on Earth, we would have had to climb painfully. Moreover the weight of other objects was similarly reduced, so that 120 pounds could be lifted with the same effort that would be required to raise 100 pounds on Earth.


  We lunched on the sap of a milk tree in which my companion had set a spigot. The fluid tasted considerably like milk and Captain Eddy told me that Dr. Alexander, the chemist of the expedition, had found it particularly nourishing. The trees were plentiful along the coast, growing to a height of about 20 feet under the shelter of the tall trees.


  We then approached cautiously nearer the bluff and climbed into a tree which my companion had found well suited for observation. The space ship was not in sight, having gone as usual somewhere to the westward. Nor were any of the mound men visible at the time. Five minutes later, however, we saw ten of the creatures emerge from one of the openings at the base of the mound. They descended the bluff and disappeared in the forest to the left.


  I suggested, imprudently enough, that Captain Eddy remain where he was while I made an attempt to cross the bluff and enter the mound, in the hope of reaching the prisoners and freeing them. Captain Eddy emphatically vetoed the plan, telling me that the top of the bluff was constantly watched. He then outlined his own plan of action, which required that we remain where we were until after dark, when one of us could try to penetrate the home of the mound creatures. Captain Eddy had often wished, during the two months he had watched the mound, that he were free to make a similar attempt. The odds against success were so great, however, and his responsibility as the only free colonist was so great that he had not risked it. Now that there were two of us he agreed with me that the effort must be made. At my insistence he agreed that I make the attempt, while he remained in the forest.


  As we were discussing this plan in whispers I realized suddenly that the tree in which we were concealed was swinging slowly out of its vertical position. Startled, I looked down and saw, far below me, at the base of the tree, a pencil ray of light eating through the trunk. The swing toward the ground continued with increasing momentum and in a second the tall tree was crashing through the branches of its neighbors, while Captain Eddy and I were scratched and buffetted and finally torn loose from the branches to which we were clinging. The resistance of the other trees slowed our fall somewhat, but I was thrown clear of the tree when it finally crashed through, and struck the ground with sufficient force to stun me momentarily.


  Before I could move two of the strange men from the mound pounced on me like cats and pinioned my arms. I struggled as well as my returning strength permitted and for a half-second flung them free. The next instant they were back, and several others dashed in to aid them. After a fierce but brief struggle one of them slipped a noose over me and drew it tight about my arms. I was rendered helpless and, though I continued to kick and writhe as long as possible, they quickly completed the work of trussing me securely. When I finally relaxed, realizing the futility of further struggling, I was laid on the ground. A minute later the bound form of Captain Eddy was placed beside me. I saw that he was unconscious, and that his forehead was bleeding, but I could not tell how badly he was hurt.


  Our captors, who were the same ten we had seen leave the mound, chattered briefly among themselves, and then Captain Eddy and I were picked up and carried up the bluff and into the mound. After carrying us through a short passage from the entrance our captors descended a long flight of steps cut in the dirt. The lower level was lighted with a soft pleasant glow the source of which I could not determine. A large central arena was revealed, with cells around the walls and with six passageways running off at intervals of sixty degrees. We were transported down one of these passages for about fifty feet—half of its length—and the party halted in front of a door. One of the mound men turned several levers, and then swung the door open, revealing a vestibule about ten feet wide and fifteen feet long, with a closed door at the far end.


  WE were laid on the ground in the center of the vestibule and the mound men departed, closing the door through which they had carried us. Some thirty seconds elapsed and then there was a sharp click. Immediately the inner door opened and Commander Jones and several others of the missing colonists appeared. They did not seem particularly surprised to see the form of Captain Eddy, but their amazement when I was recognized can be better imagined than described. Our mutual exclamations were interrupted after a moment by a low musical note from the inner room. Apparently it was a warning.


  “Quick!” Commander Jones ordered in a sharp voice, “Drag them in!”


  Friendly hands grabbed me and dragged me, still bound, through the open door. Others carried the still unconscious Captain Eddy into the large room which was revealed, and the door then snapped shut.


  Commander Jones turned his attention to Captain Eddy, while others quickly unbound me. My companion had suffered a bad cut on the back of his head. He revived as his head was being bathed with water taken from a small channel which led through the underground chamber, and it was found that his wound, while painful, was not serious.


  Commander Jones then listened with the utmost interest to a recital of my trip from Earth.


  “We heard something of your arrival from our jailors,” he said, surprisingly, “but it seemed so incredible that we decided there was some mistake. As for poor Eddy, we have had regular reports of his activities. While he thought he was unobserved he has been under constant surveillance and could have been captured at any time during the two months we have been held here.”


  “Do you mean that you can communicate with your jailors?” I asked, “And for that matter, who and what are they?”


  “I can tell you everything that we know about them very quickly,” Commander Jones said.


  “Soon after we were made prisoners I was taken into an office in another part of this ant hill. There was a recognizable map of the heavens on a table. One of our captors who acted as spokesman indicated Earth on the map and pointed to me. I nodded my head, foolishly thinking that he would understand that affirmative sign. When he failed to do so I touched my chest with my finger and then placed the finger on the dot indicating Earth. This he understood, and in a like manner he told me that he and his companions came from Mars.


  “He then touched himself and indicated his companions. Placing his finger on Mars he traced a path to Venus. Then he nodded his head vigorously. I was forced to laugh, as you would laugh at a monkey, by the celerity with which he had adopted my sign of affirmation once he understood it. I realized, however, that he was no monkey, but a being of quick intelligence. But his message was not completed. He next indicated Earth on the map and traced a path to Venus, and then made a sign of breaking something in his hands. The meaning was plain enough. He was telling me that Venus should belong to the men of Mars and not to the men of Earth. My reply was to show my defiance in the same manner he had adopted.


  “Since that day I have had many conferences with the same individual and we have developed a means of communicating ideas with a minimum of effort. I have picked up some of their vocal sounds and he has learned a remarkable amount of something approximating English. Although there is a certain amount of friendliness between us because of this ability to understand one another, his enmity as a Martian against all Earth men, and his determination to keep Venus for his own race is unaffected.


  “The present expedition of Martians numbers about 200 and they have been on Venus for more than two years. During that time they have not been able to communicate with Mars. I was surprised that they had not developed wireless until I learned that they have the ability of transmitting thought very efficiently. This, of course, made wireless unnecessary on their home planet, but it cannot be used for more than a few thousand miles.


  “As a result of this the party must return to Mars to report the success of their trip and their discoveries here. They are planning to leave within a few weeks, when the position of Mars will be favorable. Then at the next favorable conjunction they plan to return with other ships and several thousand of their fellows. They expect that ten years from now the entire population of Mars will have been transferred to Venus, since Mars is rapidly becoming incapable of supporting life. The population of that planet now is only about a million, as nearly as I can make out.


  “One thing they have given me to understand very definitely. Before they leave Venus they plan to kill all of our party, not out of any feeling of enmity, but solely to eliminate the possibility that we will return to Earth for reinforcements and will contest with them the possession of Venus. The idea has never occurred to them that the men on Earth already know of the success of our trip and the nature of conditions on Venus.”


  “BUT can’t we do anything?” I protested.


  “We have not been inactive,” Commander Jones replied, “and we have high hopes of escaping and outwitting them. I must explain to you first the nature of our prison.


  “The walls are charged with an electric current at high tension and it is only necessary to press on them to receive a very severe shock. Since the connections are behind the walls we are unable to get at them, and it would do no good if we could, because they would know it immediately if the current were interrupted. They have a special connection by which they can permit us to go into the vestibule to get food they have left there, but if we linger the current is switched on. Our water we get from the stream running through the end of the room. It drops to a lower level near the wall, you see, and serves there to dispose of waste. It is the system of plumbing which they have provided for the entire colony.”


  He led me over to the wall beyond the small stream and raised a box which rested there. Under it was a hole about three feet across leading down into the ground.


  “Soon after we were imprisoned here we began working on a tunnel under the walls, disposing of the dirt in small quantities by letting the stream carry it out to the ocean. It is now completed to within a foot of the surface near the base of the bluff on the land side, and we are only waiting the propitious moment to put out escape to the test.”


  Commander Jones next led me to the double row of bunks in the center of the room. Under the foot of one of the bunks he pointed out two containers which I recognized as cans of fuel mixture.


  “I found out where these were kept,” he explained, “when my Martian captor questioned me about them. These two are all I have been able to slip in here unobserved on my various trips into the other parts of the ant hill. They will serve our purpose I think.”


  While others of our fellow prisoners gathered around us Commander Jones explained to me the plan that had been worked out. The tunnel could be forced through at the base of the bluff at any time by a few minutes’ work. Our leader thought it best to wait for a few days, until the exact plans of the Martians were revealed, and make the break for liberty at the last moment consistent with safety. Two of the men would slip out under cover of darkness, carrying the two tanks of fuel mixture with them, and make their way to the abandoned camp where the two large space ships and my small one were deserted.


  A highly explosive bomb could be made by injecting a small amount of the fuel mixture into one of the heavy tanks of liquid air. Using the rest of the fuel mixture to operate one of the ships, the pair would return over the mound and drop the bomb on it. The attack on the mound would be timed exactly, and before it was made the remaining prisoners would slip out through the tunnel and escape to a safe distance from the bluff.


  There was a large group of the colonists who chafed at the proposed delay in action. It was their argument that the Martians might at any time decide to carry out their announced plan of doing away with all of us. It was argued that their capture of Captain Eddy and me, putting all of the Earth men on Venus in their power, indicated that the crisis was near. At any moment they might introduce into the underground chamber a poisonous gas which would give us no chance of resistance, or of using the tunnel.


  This faction proved the more weighty, and when Commander Jones acceded to the wishes of the majority it was decided that the attempt should be made that night. Commander Jones refused to leave what he considered the position of greatest danger, nor did Captain Eddy’s condition permit him to indulge in anything so strenuous as a ten-mile trip through the forest. Commander Jones accordingly appointed Arthur Rhodes, one of the most resourceful members of the party, as one of the pair to make the attempt to bomb the mound. I was picked as his companion because of my familiarity with the operation of both the small and the large space ships.


  About an hour before dawn the following morning Rhodes slipped headfirst into the hole in the floor and wriggled out of sight. I followed, although the dark hole was anything but inviting. I made my way through the tunnel more slowly than my companion, pushing the two containers of fuel ipixture before me. When I finally touched his foot with my outstretched hand he whispered to me to lie quietly for a moment. He had already removed some of the dirt at the end of the passage. After a moment, when no sound reached us, he resumed work, passing back handfuls of dirt to me, which I distributed on the floor. After a few moments I felt him slip forward and then felt a breath of cool air. I silently wriggled forward and slid out of the end of the tunnel. We placed a piece of brush over the opening and then slipped into the forest carrying our burden, apparently unobserved.


  We proceeded slowly until sunrise, after which we were able to make better time. Considerably before noon we came to the river bank and soon located the camp. We had decided to use one of the large ships, since they were equipped with chambers in the floor through which the bomb could be dropped. We accordingly set to work at once dismantling the aerial posts from the ship which was in the better condition of the two. That completed we entered the ship and continued our preparations, arranging the powerful bomb and fixing a fuse to it.


  All was in readiness long before night, but we were forced to wait until the prearranged hour to give our companions an opportunity to escape from their prison.


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Battle in Space


  AN hour after sunset we closed the door of the big ship. I loosed the rocket power and the ship rose swiftly to a height of several hundred feet, where I steadied it.


  As it would take no more than a few minutes to arrive over the mound colony, Arthur Rhodes was already stationed at the center of the ship, where the improvised bomb lay in the chamber in readiness to be dropped. His voice came to me over the telephone.


  “O.K. Let’er go!”


  I turned in the direction of the mound and picked up a speed of about 200 miles an hour. I did not wish to go too fast as it would be necessary to slow down over the bluff on the sea coast so that my companion could drop the bomb accurately. He would have enough difficulty in any event in aiming the missile through the glass port in the floor. Even so, we were in sight of the mound in four minutes.


  As I reduced the speed of the ship I saw a dark object rise swiftly over the mound. There was no sound, but in the dusk I could make out the outlines of the Martian space dirigible, which was shooting upward with increasing speed.


  It seemed obvious that the Martians had discovered the escape of their prisoners, and had acted so quickly as to entirely upset our plan. How many of the party were in the big ship I could only guess, but it seemed best to carry out the plan of destroying the mound, where I presumed the majority of them remained. I accordingly held the ship on its course. When almost directly over the bluff I saw a figure run out on it with a blazing torch. By the indistinct light I realized that it was one of our own party. Lest Rhodes should fail to recognize him and drop the bomb, I swerved seaward quickly to prevent the ship from passing over the bluff.


  As I did so I suddenly understood the significance of the signal some member of our party had risked his life to give. For some reason, at which I could only guess, the Martians had entirely deserted the mound. All of them, then, must be in the space ship. Could it be that they were departing for the long homeward journey? Had they discovered the escape of all their prisoners and started to search for us at the deserted camp, only to change their plans when our ship came in sight as they took off?


  These conjectures flashed through my mind instantaneously. I automatically turned the ship upward and advanced it to high speed in pursuit of the Martian ship. As I did so, the voice of Rhodes came to me from the center of the ship. He had not seen the Martian ship, and was unable to understand what had occurred. Receiving only disjointed exclamations in answer, since all my attention was devoted to the pursuit, he came forward to where I stood in the bow of the ship. By that time I had collected my ideas and was able to tell him in a few words, what apparently had occurred. The Martian ship had disappeared from our sight, but from its course while it was visible I judged that it was still mounting upward from the surface of the planet.


  Rhodes agreed with me that we should attempt to overtake the Martian ship and disable it, if possible, rather than permit its occupants to reach Mars and return with reinforcements. We had seen that the Martians were intelligent and resourceful, able to use weapons which gave them a decided advantage over us, and absolutely ruthless in their determination to hold Venus for their race and to wipe out all competitors. They had openly declared themselves our enemies, and we were forced to regard them as such.


  Although the sun had set an hour earlier on the surface, our swift flight upward brought into view first a reddish glow in the west, and then the rim of the sun itself appeared. Strain our eyes as we might we were unable to see the Martian ship.


  I pushed the space ship to the limit, increasing its speed steadily as the atmosphere became less dense. We shot swiftly through the upper layers of atmosphere and soon emerged into the blackness of interplanetary space.


  “There it is!” Rhodes cried.


  I looked in the direction he indicated and saw a thin crescent of light overhead and to the left. It was undoubtedly the Martian space ship, shining moon-like by the light of the sun. Against the completely black background of limitless space it was impossible not to see it. Could we overtake it?


  I COULD hardly doubt that we had been observed by the Martians as soon as we emerged from the atmosphere of Venus, but I decide upon a ruse. If I could place our ship directly between the Martian and the Sun we would be invisible to them, while their ship could be seen in its largest and brightest form. I accordingly cut to the left and in five minutes accomplished my purpose. Although we had lost valuable distance in the race to overtake the Martians, we now had a distinct advantage in being visible to them, if at all, only as a small speck on the disk of the sun, while their ship shone like a large moon before us. The question now was one of speed.


  We had about a day’s supply of fuel mixture. However, since our ship was not designed for space combat our only way of disabling the enemy ship was to drop the improvised bomb on it. I realized, of course, that this could not be done except under some gravitational force. If attempted outside of a fairly strong gravitational field the bomb would not “drop” but would continue to travel with our ship until it exploded and destroyed us. The only chance of success, a slim one at best, was to make the attack while still within the gravitational field of Venus. I accordingly pushed the ship to the utmost, and had the satisfaction of seeing the Martian ship grow larger in appearance, showing that we were overtaking it.


  While the description of these events has taken considerable time, the reader must understand that their actual occurrence covered only a brief span. We were already, however, some 10,000 miles from the surface of Venus and it was apparent that we would be 15,000 miles up before we could overtake the fleeing ship. I made a rapid calculation in my head. The attraction of gravity at the surface of Venus is about 26 feet a second. At 15,000 miles the acceleration would be less than two feet a second. However that would suffice if my plan worked out otherwise.


  Rhodes fell in with the idea completely when I sketched it in a few words.


  “I’ll put a ten-second fuse in the bomb and let you know the moment I release it,” he said.


  Left alone in the control chamber in the bow as my companion hurried back amid-ship, I watched the Martian ship grow steadily brighter. I wondered if the enemy ship, like ours, was entirely unfitted for fighting. If they were able to direct that powerful ray of light from the ship we were doomed, for once the double shell of our ship was punctured we could not survive in the vacuum of space. That was a chance we were forced to take.


  It was only a few minutes before our ship was quite close to the Martian. The superior speed at my command enabled me to maneuver the enemy into position between our ship and the planet below. I then let the space ship sink gradually until it was speeding along a course directly parallel to that of the Martian, exactly above it relative to Venus, and separated by no more than fifteen or twenty feet.


  “All set?” came the steady voice of Arthur Rhodes.


  “All set,” I replied.


  In my mind’s eye I could see him light the fuse, close the inner door of the chamber and open the outer one.


  “It’s off!” came his shout over the telephone.


  I held the ship steady for two nerve-wracking seconds to give the bomb time to clear it, and then again turned the rockets on full force and directed the ship sharply upward.


  With the nose of the ship pointed away from the Martian ship, I was unable to see what happened next, but when I turned some ten seconds later at a distance of more than a hundred miles from the point where the other ship should be, it could not be distinguished. Instead, I could make out several large luminous particles, and I knew that innumerable smaller particles of what had been the Martian ship had been flung off in every direction.


  Arthur Rhodes, who joined me in the control room, had actually witnessed the breakup of the Martian ship. No noise of the explosion had reached us, of course, since sound is not carried through a vacuum.


  The large pieces of the ill-fated ship had been flung down toward Venus in different directions. Soon after our ship reentered the atmosphere of the planet we saw one of these particles flash through the atmosphere as a flaming meteor or “shooting star.”


  It is necessary only to add that Rhodes and I joined the other colonists and that the interrupted work begun on the radium field was resumed. A few days later we discovered what had taken the Martians daily to the westward of the Holmes River. Several miles west, on another seacoast bluff, they had built another colony such as the one which Commander Jones called an “ant hill.” Doubtless this had been intended as a home for others who were to be led back to Venus by the exploring party. However, the Martians apparently deserted the plan of colonizing Venus when the party of explorers failed to return, and none of them have since appeared on Venus. The Earth colony there has of course grown to important proportions and the inspired dreams of Dr. Sanders, head of the Commission for Venus, bids fair to be not only fulfilled, but surpassed.


  THE END.


  [1] An ostrich-like bird having rudimentary legs, whence the name.


  [2] The speed of Venus in its orbit is about 22 miles per second; that of the earth 18.5 miles per second. If an attempt were made to reach Venus directly, it would be like chasing after a fast-receding train.


  1931


  THE EYE OF THE WORLD


  Arthur G. Stangland


  UNCONSCIOUSLY before our very eyes, a revolution in business has been going on by the invention of new communication devices. Not only is it possible to send photographs by telegraph and radio; but also a man’s signature, or a legal document. All that is needed to complete this picture is the perfection of television. By that means four men in four different parts of the country can sit at their own desks and draw up a contract; or a teacher can hold a class for students in all parts of the country; or treaties between nations can be drawn up without any envoy being obliged to leave his country.


  These wonders are well on the way to perfection, and there is no doubt but that they will change our whole lives radically. They will introduce new complexities into our existence, new conflict, and new thrills. Some of these conflicts Mr. Stangland gives us in his fast moving story of deviltry and intrigue.


  “CALLING Stone Mountain. . . . Calling Stone Mountain. . . .”


  The news line speaker droned on mechanically until Fran plugged in the teletype receiver. He depressed a little button marked “start”.


  “Well, Acre, it’s going to be too late to call Mars pretty soon. Anything coming in here will have to be boosted over to Honolulu.” He yawned widely, stretching his slender but lithe arms high. He scratched the back of his head absently.


  “Yeah,” the other said, and yawned because he couldn’t help himself. He glanced at the big electric clock on the wall.


  “Two o’clock. Just about time for Venus to be peeking over the hills. Think I’ll make this the last item. It’s almost press time for them in Vel Deur, anyway.”


  The big heliograph chattered high above the building on its steel tripod, blinking its intense violet eye at the dimming red pin point of Mars. Above everything else around it, the small stone building squatted firmly to the top of Stone Mountain, a very important nerve center for interplanetary communication. Here was received the news from all over the Earth to be flashed to Venus and Mars when they were in favorable position.


  Acre sat in his chair before the big keyboard of the helio, his nimble fingers flying over the keys, and his eyes roving over the news item before him.


  “Well there ‘30’ for the boys at Vel Deur. Guess we’d better let’er cool off for awhile before we call Kraupuk, Venus, eh?” he said, leaning back with his hands clasped behind his head.


  “Yeah, better do that and keep that water cooler running in the meantime. Got a lot of messages piled up here for Kraupuk,” Fran advised. He went to the big control panel and shut off the intense, blinding arc of the helio.


  Fran Hammond was a young University student on vacation and, though his father was president of Hammond Interplanetary Communications, Ltd., he had worked his way through school during vacations by operating in the helio stations of the company. He was a healthy, glowing type of youth, and loved the glamor and excitement of interplanetary communication. His sole companion, Acre, was an older man, chief of the station and destined for something big in the Hammond Company.


  “Better tell Frisco to shoot everything for Mars over to Honolulu, Fran. The planet’s getting too low. Don’t take anything—check ’em back.”


  Fran sat down at small microphone, and pressed a button. In a moment there was an answering buzz.


  “Hello, Frits? Better switch over to Honolulu now. We’re through with Vel Deur. I’ve got a few items from there I’ll send in to you on No. 2H.”


  “Oke, Fran,” came Fritz’s voice through the resonant speaker.


  Fran stepped over to a spindle and took down a reel of perforated tape. He placed it in a multiplex transmitter, and immediately there began a high speed clicking sound from the machine. In the room was a number of complex machines, several receivers that looked like overgrown typewriters and several high speed transmitters for relaying messages from the helio stations on Venus and Mars.


  These messages were received by the electric eye of a highpower telescope and transformed into electric impulses for the multiplex receiver. In an adjoining room were humming motors and big fat transformers that sang a deep song of tireless work all day and night. A straight and trim brownskinned figure, Fran stood before the high-panelled window looking east, enjoying the sharp, clear outlines of the mountains in the early morning.


  It was several hours before sunrise. In the crystal sparkling atmosphere of the high altitude the stars scintillated like a myriad of tiny polished jewels; some were red and white, and others appeared to be revolving slowly, flashing purple, red and greenish-violet from a thousand facets.


  Outside a crisp breeze swept up from the valley below, and whistled about the corners of the lone, squat building. Over the rim of the world a brilliant, sparkling planet rose imperceptibly, ascending into the blue-black sky. Fran felt a thrill in his heart every time he witnessed the glory of the rising of Venus.


  “Well, there she is!” he announced, turning to Acre.


  The latter stood behind Fran and looked at the silvery gleaming eye.


  “Certainly a pretty sight, eh?” he commented. He walked over to an instrument that looked like a sextant. “Guess I’ll take a shot at her and get ready for work. Signals will be kind of distorted until she gets a bit higher.”


  He noted the angle, and stepped over to a hemisphere. Throwing on the power to a motor that moved the big fiery eye of the helio, he traced a course in the sky for the day, and set it for slow motion, locking the instrument in place. Outside, the huge helio slowly turned like a mighty all-seeing orb of a colossus, and focussed itself on the rising planet. And then of a sudden billions of candlepower flashed out across millions of miles of empty space.


  “Hope we can get them right away, because we’ll only have a few hours to operate before the sun gets too bright,” he told Fran, seating himself before the keyboard of the transmitting helio, and making a few tentative pecks at the keys for adjustment.


  “Stone Mountain calling Kraupuk,” he typed off as a preliminary to two-way communication with Venus. The immense, brilliant pupilled eye hundreds of feet above Acre blinked rapidly.


  THE chattering and clicking ceased, as the two operators waited tensely in the contrasting silence for an answer.


  Minutes passed. . . .


  Click-click, click-click. . . .


  At Acre’s right hand the receiving teletype machine started to form intelligible words on a tape.


  “Kraupuk answering . . v . . v . . v . . v . . have lots of messages for you. Unable to get Catskill station. Cloudy. Ready for double communication?”


  Acre inserted the perforator in the receiver and sealed its case.


  “All right, Fran, let me have those items on your hook. Here goes.”


  “All clear. Start firing!” Acre typed.


  As soon as the light impulses, travelling at 186,000 miles per second, had reached the distant planet, the room was filled with a multitude of high frequency sounds of speeding messages coming and going over the nerve centers of two planets.


  Fran was busy with the Frisco and New York lines of the News Co., receiving messages and turning them over to Acre, and in turn taking his messages to transmit to the head offices. There was news from every corner of the Earth: political developments of the past day, reports, disasters and. . . .


  
    “FLASH.


    Millions in interplanetary credit units were stolen today from the Bank of Italy, member of the Interplanetary Banking Association. Numbers of the credit letters were evidently obtained from someone in the bank, and were withdrawn by persons unknown. The case resembles the one at Kraupuk a year ago which has not yet been solved, and it is hinted that an interplanetary league of criminals is back of the theft. All Interplanetary Association banks have been warned.”

  


  “Well, will you look at this, Acre!” Fran exclaimed, showing the flash to the operator.


  The flying fingers of Acre stopped, as he paused to read the dispatch.


  “Oh, my aunt, I wonder if they got my million!” he cried in a high falsetto, feigning alarm.


  “They’d wait a long time for you to make your first million so they could steal it,” Fran grinned. Then he sobered. “That’s a funny thing, Acre, isn’t it? Remember that theft in Kraupuk mentioned here? They did the same thing up there, didn’t they? Took a cool million in credit units without anyone knowing it. Wonder how they got those numbers? And then, too, before the million could be drawn out, finger prints had to be taken. I don’t Understand it.”


  “Yeah, ’tis kind of funny, at that. Think I’ll send this flash right away. It ought to take precedence over the rest of this stuff,” Acre commented, turning to his keys. His fingers itched to get going again. He started the message.


  Bang. . . . crash!. . . . crash!. . . .


  There was a sudden report followed by the loud crash of collapsing glass, and still later the crackling reports of splintering glass on the roof of the building. The glaring eye of the helio went out with a blinding, terrific flash and a crackling explosion.


  Acre jumped to his feet, overturning his chair, and sprang for the control board. There was a bright flash and a report as several circuit breakers opened on the black panel.


  There they go!” Fran cried, pointing out the window down the mountain side.


  Racing madly down the broad, mountain road a long, low slung car sped in a black streak, her powerful lights flooding the highway like day.


  “What in the world—?” Acre began, totally surprised.


  “You stay here, and get Sacramento with the televisor and warn everyone around this country. I’m going to follow ’em!”


  Fran grabbed a small highpowered electric flash gun, and made hurriedly for the station garage. Here was kept a beautiful, sleek looking Lynx for use of the station, one of the fastest Diesel cars made and capable of a top speed of 300 miles per hour on the table smooth 200-foot concrete highways. The machine was made to pierce the air like a failing drop of water, broad and massive in front and tapering down to a small rear.


  Wind slid off its rounded, glossy body like water on an oily billiard ball. The faster the car went the safer it was, for air has properties of a solid at high speeds, striking its sloping nose with terrific force, and therefore creating a vector pointed downward, forcing the car to cling to the road.


  The Mad Pursuit


  OPENING the tiny door, Fran jumped into the heavy cushioned seat and pulled the transparent top cowling piece shut with a slam, making almost an airtight compartment. He pressed a small button on the broad dashboard, and immediately the car started forward under the silent power of a giant battery. Upon reaching twenty miles an hour the electric motor cut out, and fifty droning cylinders, champing at the bit, let out a gargantuan roar as they took up the momentum, and sent five hundred horsepower to the four massive wheels.


  The great three-ton car leapt ahead eighty miles an hour down the winding, high banked road. Fran stared ahead into the dark, smiling grimly, thrilling to the light touch of his foot that controlled so much power. There was a sense of safety in the muffled, deep throated roar that streamed back from under the long hood. He peered into the night ahead through the slanted windshield that clove the air like an aerial torpedo. No sign of them yet. He dared not increase the speed, for the centrifugal thrust indicator already showed five miles in excess of safety around the mountain curves. A big neon sign with three numbers on it came into view, as he thundered around a curve.


  “Speed limit 100.”


  “Getting down into the valley,” he mumbled to himself, and shoved the speedometer to “100”. But he was straining at the tether. 100 was too slow; he could slow up for the next curve with his big air brakes. The indicator made a rapid ascent to 150. Those signs, anyway, were for ordinary careful drivers who didn’t drive a Lynx. The four fan-shaped exhausts protruding from the tail of the car let out a high pitched whistle, as the huge car fled down the straightaway with her giant engine emitting a continuous, deep bay like a bloodhound close on the heels of his quarry.


  Down the raceway a mile, Fran saw the red numbers standing out against a dark background: “75” ?


  “Seventy-five be hanged!” he said half aloud to himself in the luxurious, soft gloom of his compartment, “I can take it at eighty-five.”


  He looked out at the countryside streaming by the car in different variegated streaks of color. Overhead, through the glass covering, he could see the twinkling stars and lower down was the brilliant white star of Venus. What did the station at Kraupuk think? Stone Mountain suddenly blind.


  Hm.


  The neon sign left a red-streaked impression in his eye, as he flashed by it. He still had a mile and half to the curve. He throttled down to ninety and took a grip on the wide, thin rimmed wheel as the curve raced toward him. Eighty-five miles an hour. He entered on the left hand side, taking a terrible chance. The centrifugal needle immediately jumped to ten miles, and a little red light flashed above it. Maximum speed before turning over.


  The broad, heavy duty tread of the thick tires sent up a deep singing cry of warning. In spite of his death grip on the steering wheel Fran could not hold the heavy car low on the curve, and with a panicky thumping of his heart he watched it creep up to the top closer and closer, and as it came out on to a long straightaway again, the hub of the right rear wheel carried away a thirty-foot section of safety wire netting with an ear splitting screech. But he had made it, yet nevertheless at a price. His legs seemed to sag even while at rest, and he brushed away a bead of moisture on his brow.


  However, he must be getting along, he told himself. Hadn’t seen hair nor hide of the others. On the long ten-mile stretch the speedometer almost revealed 200. And then as he rounded a wide, long curve, he started at the sight of two tiny twinkling lights miles away. One was red and the other green. Suddenly they both flashed a bright red, and then disappeared.


  “Went into a curve,” Fran thought.


  A sign flashed by in a red streak, “250”.


  “Well, that means three hundred for me. The sign shows the limit for most cars, but it’s not mine!” and his foot touched the floor.


  280. . . . 290. . . . 300. . . . 305 miles per hour!


  An excited grin spread over his face. This was the fastest he’d ever gone in a surface car. Things just streamed by in a hazy kaleidoscope.


  But he was more careful in rounding curves after his sickening experience. He took the next one at a safe speed. The massive, low car swept around the wide curve with a slight whining of tires at 80 miles. The brilliant flood lights of the car turned with the front wheels, and before he was around the curve Fran jammed at the big double air brake pedal with a cry of despair. Spread across the road was a number of fence posts taken from a pile at the side.


  THE brakes took hold with a big sigh, and the car careened to the side. Would he stop in time or run over the posts, inevitably damaging the car beyond repair, and perhaps injuring himself fatally?


  It was with positive relief that Fran pulled the emergency brake though he nearly went through the glass, and stopped the skidding car several feet from the dangerous wood posts. He climbed from the cockpit a bit shaky, cursing the man or men ahead. With rapid work he cleared the road, and made for his seat again. He smiled grimly at two streaks of black behind his car on the white pavement.


  With a heavy roar the weighty car leapt ahead down the highway guided by a very determined hand at the wheel. Several miles on Fran made out the two lights again, and in. the thirty-mile stretch across a small desert he ate up the intervening distance to the car ahead. A half mile away the other car suddenly took a little used road leading back up into a lonely stretch of mountain country.


  A chance glance at his oil reserve drew an oath from Fran. It was almost empty. For several fuming minutes he waited at the cross roads oil station to take on 75 gallons of fuel. Helplessly he watched the other car rumbling up the road while he lost precious moments of hot pursuit.


  “All right, charge that to Hammond Communications!” he tossed to the attendant, and in a burst of roaring exhausts rolled out of the station swiftly.


  The road led ever upward in a desolate, thinly inhabited country. Across raging, white foamed torrents, and up steep, rocky grades the powerful Lynx sped in relentless chase. By now the sun had hoisted itself into the sky enough to suffuse the mountainous region in a wonderous golden glow. It bathed the upper crags warmly, and skipped over the ravines, still wet and dripping with the heavy dew of night. Upon everything was a freshness as if Dame Nature had just bathed the new born babe of day.


  Fran was gaining slowly, risking curves and taking hair breadth chances to make up the distance to the elusive car ahead.


  “Who in the devil are they, and where are they going?” he puzzled to himself. What reason did they have for demolishing the helio? It was the first time he ever heard of anyone destroying such an instrument.


  Coming to a sharp curve on a steep grade, he gave her the gun to maintain momentum. The droning motor answered with a blast of power, and swept around the curve like a swooping hawk. There in a cut between two solid rock walls was a huge massive boulder, lying as if having just fallen down onto the road from the cliff above. Too late. The heavy car bore down helplessly upon the immovable rock. The broad wheels dug into the road desperately trying to grip the loose macadam like a bear sliding down a gravelled slope. In the flash of a split second it was over, and the fleet, shiny road monster lay a crumpled twisted mass of steel and broken glass. Immediately, three men came around the sharp curve behind the boulder, and ran for the smoking car.


  Imprisoned!


  “AW, he’ll be all right.”


  Fran opened his eyes to stare at a rough log ceiling. For a moment his mind seemed to be a blank. Then he recalled the crash with a shudder, and stirred to look for the source of the voice. A sudden shooting pain went through his back. He winced.


  “That’s all right, fella. You’ll be oke in a little while,” a blue eyed man said, bending over him. Fran noted they were a steely blue that very likely could be frosty on occasion.


  “Where am I?” he asked blankly.


  “In a mountain cabin,” the other answered cryptically, “Now don’t get too curious. Just shut up.”


  “Nice chap,” Fran mumbled to himself, as the man went out.


  For awhile he lay still, examining the room from his cot. It was a rustic hunting lodge belonging to some wealthy man, he concluded, and evidently he was on the second floor, because he could hear voices droning down below. How his head ached! It felt as if it had been strapped tight to a plank for days on end. After an hour he heard two men coming up steps somewhere.


  One was the man of the blue eyes and the other was an angular man with long hands and fingers and a beaked nose.


  “What’s your name?” the second man asked point-blank.


  “Fran Hammond. What’s yours, and what am I doing here?” the operator replied, thinking of all kinds of questions he wanted to ask.


  “Hammond? Hammond of the Interplanetary Communications, Ltd.?” the other queried with increasing interest.


  “Well, my dad’s president of the company, if that’s what you mean. But I want to know where I am.” Fran began to have a sneaking suspicion at the appearance of a sneer on the man’s face.


  “So!” the man said slowly, a slight note of sarcasm in his voice. A crafty gleam came into his eyes, and he turned to the other man with him, “Rolvaag, you heard what he said?”


  “Yes. A Hammond,” the man addressed as Rolvaag answered.


  “Well, what of it!” Fran exclaimed.


  “We didn’t realize we were racing with such distinguished company,” the angular man said mockingly. “Permit me to introduce myself. You have the pleasure of being the guest of Nicolle Lorentz, soldier of fortune.”


  “Lorentz, the Racing Fool!” Fran cried.


  “Not so much of a fool, however,” the other returned.


  “And you’re the one then that destroyed the helio,” the prostrate man exclaimed aloud.


  “We conveniently put it out of working order,” Lorentz smiled, liking the euphemism better.


  “Don’t you realize you are liable to exile on Phobos for life for tampering with interplanetary communication, man? You’ll be hunted for life for this!” Fran cried. “And in the first place, what’s behind all this?”


  “Ah, you are very direct, my dear fellow, aren’t you? I see no harm in telling you since you have in a way earned that right to know, having come several hundred miles hot on our trail. You did well to tail the Racing Fool so closely. Yet it takes a Lynx to follow a Lynx. Well, you see, it was to our advantage to prevent the transmission of a certain message to Kraupuk for a certain time. And if I understand the heliograph code at all, I might say we were just in the nick of time. Do you follow me?”


  “Crude tactics you used trying to stop me from trailing you, Lorentz,” Fran sneered.


  “It was a rather large obstacle in the pass, and perhaps a bit crude, I admit. But then—here you are!” Lorentz shrugged his angular shoulders.


  “Well, what’re you doing with me, crippled, on your hands?” Fran demanded.


  “I’ll have to admit myself we didn’t know at first. It looked as though you’d have to be left here by yourself as there was not room enough with you for a trip to Venus. But your identity has changed everything for us. We shall not go to Venus, at least not yet.”


  “I see it all now. You’re the one responsible for the Bank of Italy robbery, and you were making a getaway when you thought of the helio. You fool; you won’t get very far in this day and age,” Fran returned caustically.


  “HAH, by now those credit units have been negotiated into the minor exchanges of the Chinese provinces, and never will be found, my simple lad,” Lorentz boasted.


  “Nevertheless, when you leave for Venus, I shall be at large to give you away.”


  “Oh, but my dear fellow we said we might have to leave you here for lack of room on board. You forget we didn’t mention how we should leave you. Understand that in these uninhabited parts of the high altitudes many boulders come down onto the roads, and it would be simple to leave you in your wrecked car down there and set the scene for an unavoidable and fatal crash.”


  “You murderer!” Fran cried out rising from his cot with difficulty.


  “Tush, tush, my headstrong youth. What is a life after all in the career of an aggressive man?” Lorentz exclaimed lightly.


  “You black hearted beggar!” Fran almost yelled, sitting up in excruciating pain.


  “Rolvaag, get him some quick nourishment,” ordered Lorentz. And then to Fran, “It’ll take you the rest of the day to get the use of your back, and by-tomorrow morning we’ll be able to use you. Now don’t be a fool, Hammond. Be a good lad, and we’ll find other means of handling this deal.” And Lorentz went out, locking the heavy door.


  Until Rolvaag returned, Fran pondered in vain the use that Lorentz could have for him. He felt uneasy at the matter-of-fact threat he had so casually mentioned, for a man so used to evading the law as the Racing Fool never did things haphazardly even though he took chances. And yet, and yet Fran thought, there is always the fatal slip-up that finally arises to damn the cleverest of thieves.


  He took the food brought to him. It was mainly liquids of the synthetic vegetable bases, and concentrates in small cubes. Even if he wasn’t immediately made well, his spirits rose with a filled stomach and an invigorated system due to one of the light liquids. He was locked in the room, and after a bit he was able to sit up and flex his muscles, relieving himself of the constant spinal pain.


  He looked out the window and discovered indeed, that it was a two-story lodge somewhere in a lonely spot in the mountains. Below, showing just the tip of its rear was the massive Lynx of Lorentz.


  He smiled grimly at the memory of the pursuit. And just beyond was the torpedo outline of the space flyer that would be leaving soon for Venus carrying the criminals away to evade the Terrestrial Police. And once on that planet they would hide away in fastnesses of the Polarian Mountains to wait for things to blow over. Then a return to the Chinese provinces to claim their booty.


  Unless he did something to stop them. And yet Lorentz had said they would not be leaving for Venus for awhile until he had been used. Until he had been used! He puzzled over that sentence. Tomorrow morning he was to be forced to be a party in their nefarious work, a tool in their hands.


  There seemed to be a great deal of talking and working in the room below him. A third bass voice sometimes joined in the conversations against a background of humming motors and clicking machinery. For awhile he listened intently trying hard to distinguish intelligible sentences, but the noisy machinery made it impossible. Once his interest and curiosity were piqued to a high pitch when the deep foggy voice cried out sharply:


  “Don’t be so impatient, Lorentz. I’ll have it set up by tomorrow in time!”


  Fran sat on the edge of the bed resting, considering this remark. But it was a fruitless game of guessing, and he set about examining his prison. By light exercising he had been able to work out a great deal of the soreness in his back. He had got a pretty badly wrenched spine in the wreck, evidently. Tip-toeing about the floor he was disappointed to find the room barren of everything. It was approximately fifteen by twenty feet, and if it had contained anything besides the bed, it had been moved out before he gained consciousness.


  To save his strength he decided to sleep for several hours, impressing his subconscious mind that he must awaken before evening. By then he would have saved up strength enough to carry out some plan of escape.


  At the Needles’ Point


  HOURS passed while three men in the room below labored over a low humming machine, holding prolonged discussions and heated arguments. And in the room above, Nature mended the bruised body of the sleeping Fran, building up the young athletic constitution to meet anew the battles of existence.


  There was a step at the door. Fran woke up immediately, nerves a-tingle. It was early evening, and the stars were already coming out. In the gloom he saw the door opening. A cylindrical mercury-arc lamp suspended from the ceiling snapped on.


  “Ah, been sleeping and resting like a good little lad, eh?” Lorentz exclaimed facetiously.


  “I had to, you scondrel! I can’t move,” Fran cried out, feigning a wince as he lifted his head.


  “What! Still on your back? Come, come, man, you must be able to sit up by now. Get up and move around,” the angular Lorentz commanded with a puzzled frown on his brown. And he grabbed Fran’s arm to help him up.


  The injured man cried out in pain and showed all the facial expressions of excruciating agony. After a moment Lorentz stopped, half unbelieving the condition of the recumbent Fran.


  “Rolvaag, he called at the door, “bring the vibrator and sun lamp here!”


  And for several minutes the secretly amused Fran was given electric treatments to banish the pains in his muscled back. As Lorentz went out, he turned to Fran, a menacing look in his face.


  “Whether you can walk or not, Hammond, tomorrow morning you are going to assist us a bit downstairs. So make up your mind to be able to get around!”


  He locked the door and went downstairs.


  Fran waited in fear that the men below would never stop to get sleep and rest. He sat on the bed listening intently to them moving them about. Finally, the humming motors died down, and the deep voice said:


  “Well, Lorentz, let’s get some sleep if we got to go back to Frisco tomorrow. I’m all in what with driving hard this morning and setting up this cranky thing all day. It finally works though.”


  Rolvaag evidently had gone to bed before the others, for already Fran could hear his snores somewhere in the house. The lights were put out, and after an hour he crept over the floor to the window, and drew it up slowly. Throwing his foot over the sill, he let himself down easily to the lower window sill, and then dropped noiselessly to the ground. He crouched for a moment holding his breath and listening. Not a sound.


  Immediately, he started for the Lynx.


  “No. Better take the ship,” he breathed to himself, stopping, “they’d get me from the air, if I didn’t. And maybe that road is still blocked. Too much of a chance.” Halfway to the intricate space annihilator, a wonderful achievement of mankind, Fran felt his heart leap, as the entire court was flooded with a blinding light and a voice cried out: “Halt where you are!”


  His spirit sagged within him. No telling what the madcap Lorentz would do now. The three men came up from behind him with wicked looking little needle-pointed flash guns.


  “So the lad decided his back was good enough to take him elsewhere tonight, eh?” the sharp-featured leader snarled. “But you didn’t fool the photocell, my smart young man.


  He was handcuffed to an iron ring in the middle of a big room for the rest of the night. In vain he attempted escape from the cold iron clamp. And finally he decided to make the best of the situation by getting a fitful snatch of sleep.


  *    *    *    *


  “Come on, up with you!”


  To Fran it seemed he had hardly closed his eyes. Rolvaag had unlocked his shackles and was standing over him. It was early morning.


  “Don’t try anything funny now. Up with you and into this room.” The cold blueeyed blonde jerked his tired body to standing and propelled him into a room filled with a multitude of instruments and humming motors. The third man with the bass voice stood over a live televisor, adjusting it for synchronism. Lorentz called him Troën, Fran noted.


  “Well, had a refreshing night’s rest, I hope?” the ironic Lorentz smiled.


  “No. And you know it!” Fran said sullenly. “See here, Lorentz, what do you want of me?”


  “I CAN’T help admiring your desire to know the stark truth in all matters, Hammond,” the wily Lorentz commented. “But we shall tell you. It is true that your father has banking connections in Portland, Oregon, at the Columbia Trust Company and at the old Hanover Bank in New York, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, but what good does that do you?”


  “Ah, lots! You see, you are going to call those banks on their television service and transfer one million in credit units from Portland and two millions from New York to the Trust and Savings at San Francisco.”


  “But that is impossible! They would suspect such a large movement of units to Frisco,” cried Fran, realizing the plan of Lorentz in full.


  “It is a well known fact that your father transfers large amounts such as these to other cities for the use of the Interplanetary Communications Company. Now, when we connect with Portland, you give the cashier the correct numbers, because if he reports them as wrong, you get a touch of the sear-needle right here!” and Lorentz drew out a little barrel-like weapon and focussed it at Fran’s waist. Immediately there was a tiny pencil ray shooting from it, and Fran twisted in the grip of the other two men. It felt like a white hot needle pricking his skin. Beads of nervous perspiration stood out on his forehead.


  “I can make it hotter if I want to. And if I choose, I can reduce you to a gibbering idiot by aiming at the base of your brain!”


  Fran looked about the room in hope of some means of help or escape from this madman. He was helpless.


  “All right, here’s Portland,” announced Troën who had been tuning the instrument.


  “Don’t forget now. Make a plausible excuse, and transfer the stuff to the account of one Emanuel Vincenes,” was Lorentz’s final warning as Fran was made to stand before the rapidly clearing glass screen of the televisor.


  “Good morning,” greeted a cheerful face on the screen. It was the television service cashier of the bank.


  Lorentz and the others stood to one side out of range, training the needle guns on Fran. He felt their prickly pencil points and knew that they could be more powerful and terribly painful.


  “This is Fran Hammond, Mr. Bruce. I want to transfer a million credit units for my father to the account of Emanuel Vincenes in the Trust and Savings in Frisco,” Fran said in a slightly nervous voice.


  “Mr. Hammond, everyone has been wondering where you’ve disappeared to—where are you?”


  “Why—ah,” the pencil rays began to burn, “I just got back to Stone Mountain. We’ve just placed an order for a new helio projector and since Dad’s gone off to South Africa it was up to me to transfer the money for it.”


  “Well, I know your dad has let you place some of these orders before just for the business experience. But a million credit units! That’s quite a bit.”


  “I know, but I’ll take all responsibility for this in Dad’s absence.” Fran almost squirmed under the three hot rays.


  “Well—all right, then. You sign a finger print identification card to take to the bank. We’ll transfer yours for verification. Give me the number of the account,” Bruce said somewhat hesitantly.


  “Just a moment, ’til I fish the card out of my pocket,” Fran said. “Here it is. 528-29-I—oh, oh, I dropped it.” And he stooped to pick it up. The rays came dangerously close to the base of his skull. Bruce looked up from the pad upon which he was copying the combination of numbers. Fran finished the number and then looked into the screen at Bruce.


  There was a new look in the man’s face. The lines about his mouth were tighter and his eyes looked intently at Fran. He wrote something on a slip and gave it to a man.


  “What happened down there, Fran, at the station?” he asked, and for a minute the cashier engaged Fran in conversation about the wrecking of the helio.


  The rays grew hot. Fran was talking too long. Finally, he broke connections with the bank televisor.


  “You fool, you talked too long! Lorentz blazed in a passion at him.


  “We better let New York go, Lorentz,” Troën admonished, “they’d be too much explaining to do.”


  Very reluctantly Lorentz gave up the slim chance of getting another two million. He had to admit it would be better to save that time and trouble in going down to San Francisco to withdraw the million.


  “All right then. But let’s hurry. We’ve got to meet Vender in Kraupuk before that message gets through. Get a wax impression of his finger prints, and Rolvaag you learn to forge his name, so we can get this ticklish business over at the bank. Then we’ll take him into the interior of fever-infested Brazil, and leave him there for the jungle to take its toll. Everyone will think he’s gone off with the million; that will clear us.”


  The three men were nervous, and worked hastily to make a quick getaway, though guarding Fran. He seemed more cheerful than usual. He stood very still, and a calm, collected observer might have said he seemed to be listening intently.


  “Come on, let’s see your signature!” Rolvaag half snarled at him.


  Fran picked up the pen. He had already made his finger print impression on wax. There was a lull in the confusion of preparations, and in contrast came the faint drone of highspeed motors throbbing at their utmost. It came rapidly closer.


  “The aero-patrol!” Lorentz and Troën cried in surprised alarm.


  In the sky hurtling toward the mountain lodge were two white, flashing demons of the air lanes. There came a brilliant flash from the nose of one of the airplanes, and the space torpedo seemed to melt to the ground like a snow man in a furnace. Another flash finished the sleek, racy Lynx. “All right, up with ’em!”


  Fran stood in one corner of the room wielding a flash gun at the trio, too shocked by the sudden and effective appearance of the police to notice his deft movement in getting the weapon out of a drawer.


  A violent oath came from Lorentz, and he made as if to throw a glass ball of liquid at the youth. A greenish-violet flame streamed from the end of the sharp needle on the gun. Lorentz’s arm dropped, the end of it a mere blackened stump.


  Rolvaag glowered: “I’d like to know how you tipped ’em off, you dirty rat!”


  “Let’s see, how does that ancient saying go? ‘The best laid plans of mice and men gang aft aglee.’ From where you are in front of the televisor now, Rolvaag, you can see yourself in the mirror on that wall opposite you. So could Bruce when I stooped over to get that card. And he saw Lorentz and Troën, too. Then he had someone get busy with a direction finder on you pronto,” Fran explained affably.


  THE END.


  COSMIC MENACE


  A.W. Bernal


  HERE is a “different” story. The earth is tight in the grips of a menace never before heard of—something which cannot be fought off or conquered by the best weapons of defense obtainable. There seems no choice between the two alternatives given the human race. What is there to be done?


  IN the Venerian quarters of the Universal Astronomical News System station on the planet Capjadista, a lone figure strode impatiently back and forth.


  From time to time the solitary Venerian paused to peer momentarily at the long glowing wall before him. This entire space was overspread by a televisor screen on which was reproduced a section of the heavens. But only a few faint glimmers denoted stars while fully three-fourths of the screen was a gray blankness.


  Suddenly the furry Universarian dashed again to the great wall-length televisor plate, stared fascinatedly for a long instant, then sprang to a powerful communicator set standing solidly in a corner. Soon the anxious face of a Terrestrian U.A.N.S. man appeared in the glass panel of the set and the catlike Venerian bent close to hoarsely shout: “The Dust is here!”


  Without another word the gaunt Universarian sprang noiselessly across the cement-floored room toward a small door at its far end. As he pressed the button which slid this door silently open, he stood tense in listening attitude. Horror-filled eyes sought the polished metal ceiling. A rainlike pattering from above warned him that he was not a moment too soon. Like a shot the Venerian thrust his furry body through the opening and, even before the door closed, was working frantically at a many-levered control-board.


  In a flash, a portion of the Venerian building seemed to detach itself and hurtle skyward, where it hovered for the merest fraction of a second. The frightened occupant of the tiny cube threw one last look at the desolate, ice-covered scene below, then pressed sharply on a row of studs at his finger-tips. The one-man space cube screamed through the dense atmosphere out toward a far-away, marble-sized disc of dully glowing orange.


  The Venerian inside was murmuring half-aloud: “Pluto, Neptune, Uranus, Saturn, Jupiter, the asteroids—then civilization!” He gnawed nervously at his fingers.


  Scarcely had an hour elapsed after the first Terrestrian operator received the fearful warning: “The Dust is here!” before the news was being broadcast to the alarmed population of three worlds. The Dust was here! No longer was it slowly creeping across the void, blotting out the stars, threatening but distant. No longer was it a doubtful, almost incomprehensible menace, but it bad suddenly become an actual, imminent danger!


  The Universe was doomed!


  Six years ago the first stars had vanished in inky blackness, had vanished as though erased from the blackboard of space by a mighty hand.


  Then slowly, in the years that ensued, the tiny flecks of light, the distant suns and planets of other universes, faded away, leaving only a black emptiness where once they gleamed. Like a puddle of ink this doom poured over the stars, lapping up their luminescence, greedily.


  At first, only astronomers of the three-world nation of the solar system heeded the darkening firmament. It was discussed only as an interesting, if puzzling, occurrence in astronomical circles. But danger? How could such a distant phenomenon affect in the slightest the peoples of Mars, Earth, or Venus?


  As the Darkness gradually drew ever nearer, Universarian scientists began to speculate anxiously as to what the cosmic disturbance really was. And they found out. The Darkness was a sea of dust! An ocean of minute particles of destroyed worlds—powdered remains of dead suns that had crashed in mighty collision. An ocean without end! Millions upon millions of miles of dust—fragments of meteors, crumbled planets, disintegrated satellites—in one measureless mass.


  And it was moving! It was flowing through infinity, restless, ever-advancing. Dust! A cosmic destroyer! Its huge bulk inundating worlds, stars, universes, as an ocean of water pours over grains of sand. Dust!


  From the time it was discovered that the sun and his ten children lay directly in the path of the Dust, dread clutched at the heart of every living Universarian. Countless wild plans and suggestions poured into the Universal Astronomical News System Headquarters on the three inhabited worlds. Millions of Martians, Terrestrians, and Venerians worked ceaselessly to find some feasible way of thwarting the doom which was slowly descending upon the solar system to wipe it out.


  OUT of the whirl of plans and ideas, only one or two were even worth considering, and only one was finally made use of. Mars was entirely enclosed within a solid, strong neuvalactic roof. With all the cities of this world already shielded by hoods of the transparent metal as a protection against the sandstorms raging constantly over the face of the red planet, this task was not so stupendous as otherwise it might have been. Earth, too, was enveloping her cities within massive neuvalactic hemispheres as a primary precaution against the cosmic menace. The people of Venus, however, scorning such methods of protection as futile, were frantically striving to produce an anti-gravity screen, or some similar type of shield with which the ocean of dust might be repelled.


  Meanwhile the flood of star-dust had drawn steadily closer, until now it was lapping at Capjadista, tenth and outermost planet of the solar system. Soon this sea of cosmic death would be rolling over all the planets, burying them for eternity in a deluge of dust! No wonder the teeming millions on the three inhabited worlds, crushed under a burden of fear, forgot all else and turned to their scientists with the faith in their hearts struggling to subdue the panic which had risen there. It seemed incredible. Death to the Universe!


  How could this monstrous avalanche of interstellar death be diverted? Every citizen of twenty-nine continents was grappling with the unconquerable horror in a last effort to solve this problem.


  Two months later the Dust had completely engulfed both Capjadista and Pluto, and was now licking hungrily at giant Neptune. All the mines, the U.A.N.S. stations, every single edifice on the two outermost planets were now rolling through waves of black star dust, in the maw of the unbelievable death.


  Half a year later the relentless ocean had claimed great Jupiter. Uranus and Saturn were receding before the Dust, wheeling toward the other side of the sun. They were safe temporarily. Now, clutching fingers of the Dust played greedily among the whirling, jagged rocks that were the asteroids. The monstrous avalanche was creeping past the last boundary which separated it from the civilized spheres!


  Red-eyed Mars seemed to cringe and cower as his path brought him near the devouring Blackness. Fully half the population of this ancient orb had careened through the void at top speed toward the temporary security of the more sunward planets. Venus, once almost entirely uninhabited, was struggling to accommodate a flood of refugees. Innumerable fear-stricken Martians tried to prolong their lives by settling on that moist, misty globe, so different from their own thin-aired, sunbaked Mars.


  Even earth, now a great distance away and headed around in a curve behind the sun, was receiving hundreds of fliers daily. Great numbers of oddly assorted citizens of the triple-world nation were packing themselves into her neuvalactic-domed cities.


  Those who relied faithfully upon metal-encircled Mar’s ability to withstand the onslaught of the cosmic menace, were constantly in radio-communication with their less confident brethren sunward. The apprehensive millions on Earth and Venus listened in horror to the reports that the Dust was closing in on the sandy planet. Then one night the first rain of Dust beat derisively at roofed Mars.


  For weeks the Dust buffeted about the doomed Martian world. Mightily his metal ceiling strained to ward off the horror from the stars, but to no avail. For two months the Dust seethed about the besieged world, and in that time the planet was coated with a heavy layer of world-fragments. Many miles in thickness and many tons in weight was this layer. The metal envelope, under the awful pressure of the Dust, had begun to sag, had bowed until at last it cracked! Vast rifts, mile-long fissures appeared. Then suddenly, with a space-rending crash, a huge jagged section of the covering gave way. A torrent of black star-dust surged in upon the helpless beings below. In an hour’s time the entire face of the planet was deluged with tons of Dust! The life of every living thing on the globe had been snuffed out! Not a single person escaped!


  And Venus was next to be inundated!


  All those panic-stricken creatures on the face of that threatened world went mad. Appalled by the ghastly fate of Mars, shuddering, fear-demented thousands took to flight in their space-ships. But these fleeing multitudes were as sure of death as those who remained behind. For in leaving the solar system behind, the supplies of even the largest cruisers would be used up completely, and then these tiny man-created asteroids would drift eternally through space, unguided.


  Meanwhile the merciless obliteration of Mars had brought home a terrible realization to earth. Her own metropolises, with their hemispherical shields, were as vulnerable as the metal roof of Mars had been. It was not to these transparent domes that earth could look for safety. Some other plan must be devised and that at once, if crowded earth was to avert the impending disaster.


  The useless metallic bubble-roofs glinted mockingly down at the frantic humans below, who were racking their puny brains to evolve a means to escape annihilation.


  But to be one of earth’s packed millions was to be alive; even if only for a little while longer. As a consequence, immigrants flowed into earth’s cities until the World President was forced to warn that any further approaching interstellar vessels would be destroyed the moment they came within sight of the Terrestrian Interstellar Navy.


  In spite of this ultimatum the fugitives continued to stream toward the green planet, day and night without cessation. But true to the World President’s word, earth’s fleet destroyed them unmercifully.


  It was hideous, that murdering of fellow beings, but it was necessary. Not a single person more must be admitted to the thickly populated earth-cities. The slaughter prevented that.


  A FEW weeks elapsed, then a warning Dust-rain upon cloud-blanketed Venus caused an immediate world-migration. Earth was the goal of this migration. Of course it meant war. That fact was realized as soon as the determined, onrushing mass of immigrants sighted the advance scouts of the Terrestrian Interstellar Navy. Yet on they came. Certain death lay behind; possible salvation lay ahead. On—on to battle! WAR! After more than nine hundred years of interplanetary peace, now intermingled races were to meet in unholy conflict. The last war of Universal History—a war of extinction!


  Breed mattered not. It was Defender against Immigrant. Squat spongy Martians, stalwart, bronzed Earthmen, lithe, furry Venerians—all battled desperately against men of their own kind as well as those of alien race. Friend against friend, brother against brother, kind against kind!


  Wave after wave of darting, rocketing Immigrants crashed against the solid wall of the Defenders, who were stationed a few hundred miles from earth. Untold swarms of ships on both sides flared to demolition. But from earth below and the void beyond rushed other frenzied thousands, eager for the fray. With terrific explosives, withering heat beams, blasting flash rays—with every destructive force known to Universarians, the two navies of space clashed in lethal strife. The blackness of space was shot through with dazzling beams of light and heat, issuing from and searing through the darting, dodging space-cruisers. Blinding flashes of destruction engulfed ship after ship. But not a sound penetrated the walls of the fliers. In the great vacuum, even when cruisers crashed head on, no sound was apparent to the occupants of the battleships nearby.


  A life for a life, a ship for a ship! Time and again the massed Terrestrian fleet was attacked by the desperate Immigrants, but the defensive wall remained unpierced. Without respite, the refugees pitted their strength against the red-striped, blue vessels of their opponents—destroyed and were destroyed—until it became apparent that only the fleet with the greatest quantity of cruisers would emerge the victor. That fleet belonged to earth.


  The fight raged on for hours more. When the standard cruisers of the Terrestrian Interstellar Navy gave out, great Terrestrian flags were attached to commercial ships and they were sent up. Often the regular war-boats beamed the volunteers unknowingly, for it was difficult to see the insignia that distinguished them from the Immigrants.


  Now the battle raged needlessly. So many ships on both sides had been sent down in incandescent fragments that there was more than enough room for all survivors on earth below. Still they fought on. The battle-lust drove the earth fleet on until no longer did a single ship of the Immigrants remain intact. Then and not until then did the grim-faced militants yet alive return wearily homeward. There were no wounded in that war. There were only the living—and the dead.


  The most terrible war in the history of the Universe was over . . .


  The World President quietly seated himself in the huge chair that faced the semicircle of blank viewplates on the wall before him. He nodded at a secretary who stood awaiting the signal at the master-switch of a big control-board. In a moment the many rows of glass paneling facing the World President glowed softly and on each of the squares appeared the image of a member of the Council. When all the squares were occupied, the World President spoke.


  “Gentlemen,” he addressed the assemblage, “you know why the Council is meeting today. Need I remind you that in less than seven months earth in her orbit will wheel straight into the Dust to her complete obliteration? We have been fortunate indeed. We are still almost diametrically opposite the cosmic deluge and shall not encounter it until we are on the other side of the sun.


  “But, gentlemen, if we are to save earth from the Dust, we must do something at once. There is not a day to spare. I am afraid that unless one of you here today has a plan that is feasible, our planet is doomed.”


  The elderly world leader gazed despairingly at the Council while an uncomfortable silence was maintained. His shoulders sagged visibly. “Has no one a suggestion?”


  Suddenly one of the members left his space on the screen, while muffled sounds broke the deathly stillness. The weary executive turned a querulous gaze toward the vacant square.


  There was a jumble of flickering shadows, then the image of a bright-eyed, tousled-haired Martian appeared momentarily on the viewplate. “Mr. President!” he called beseechingly and vanished.


  “I beg your pardon, Mr. President,” apologized the original occupant of the glass rectangle, as he appeared once more. “The interruption was unavoidable. That fellow forced an entrance to my study and demanded to speak to you about a plan for saving earth. I real—”


  “Terrestrian Truesdale Ling Fong, you may allow the man to have a few minutes of our time,” the World President broke in. “We must not overlook a single chance for salvation,” he added.


  The Earthman spoken to stepped back out of focus, allowing the disheveled Martian to take his place. The young man smiled gratefully at the World President and began.


  “Mr. President,” he said in the husky, vibrant tones always associated with one of his race, “perhaps I should first tell you who I am. My name is Tquerl Vraltu, Deket.”


  At this a low murmur ran swiftly around the Council Hall. Tquerl Vraltu=-son of Jogv Tquerltu, greatest of Martian scientists! Deket—Martian title of distinction, conferred upon only ten living scientists! From that instant the youthful speaker had the absolutely undivided attention of every man present.


  Tquerl Vraltu, Deket, rapidly led up to his subject by first pointing out the futility of trying to combat the Dust. Then, like a bombshell came his startling idea.


  “And so, Mr. President,” he was almost shouting now, “I am convinced that there is but one way to save earth—force her from her orbit!”


  When he finished, the young scientist stared breathlessly at the silent faces on that part of the paneling visible to him. He was trembling with emotion. For a long minute the Council remained in silent thought, stunned at the boldness of the Martian’s words.


  “Will you be so good as to continue, sir?” asked the World President. “How can earth be forced from her orbit?”


  For an hour Tquerl Vraltu, Deket, talked, unfolding his plan. With concise clearness he answered all questions propounded by the Council. At length the Council was dismissed.


  Tquerl Vraltu’s plan had been accepted. It was daring.


  But it was a chance!


  CEASELESS toiling held sway. From the neuvalactic domes of the artificially temperatured cities rang the echoes of a mighty laboring. Hour after hour, day after day, week after week, the swarms of earth slaved against time. Even before one shift had a chance to get fatigued it was replaced by another.


  And so for five months the planet’s myriads worked to make ready for the day when that last life-bearing world in the Universe should cut loose the sun’s bonds and hurtle into infinity. A vagabond world!


  Yet time was short. For now a thin streamer of the Dust veiled the sun’s warm face. Unless escape was possible, soon—soon would the ocean of world-particles be upon earth herself.


  But the untiring labors of earth’s anxious people were drawing to a close. At each of the poles, shiny new machinery, housed in mile-square structures, waited for the signal to release earth from the gravitational shackles of the sun, while in the heart of what had once been the Brazilian jungles, the mouth of a vast chasm gaped widely. It led down almost through the planet’s crust. Into this Titanic well was being poured tons of atomite. Atomite was a synthetic substance manufactured in the World Laboratories, for this very purpose. It contained tremendous energy and was easily broken down by electrolysis. The digging of this huge pit had nearly proved to be an insurmountable obstacle even for all the willing hands at the World President’s command.


  But somehow it had been completed and now everything was in readiness for the great test. Could this never-before-imagined project be accomplished? The fate of the solar system’s only remaining inhabited globe hung precariously in the balance. Would the attempt succeed? Men prayed that it would.


  The World President stood ready at the hastily erected control-board. On it were three switches, two black and one white. With the eyes of the entire world upon him, through the Universal News Broadcast televisors, the aged Terrestrian spoke a few words of explanation into the ready microphones before him.


  “People of the Universe,” he began softly, “as you all know, we are about to try to jerk earth out of her orbit.


  “Stationed at mathematically fixed points at each of the two poles are one hundred gigantic gyroscopes of a magnitude totally unthought of before this time. The starting of these ponderous gyroscopes is the first part of our experiment. But these two hundred stabilizers, powerful as they may be, cannot alone push earth away from the sun in time. The work of the gyroscopes, of course, is to straighten earth in her orbit, forcing her path around the sun to become an almost straight line heading her out into free space. This is the only way we can escape the Dust.


  “But since this procedure cannot be brought about soon enough to save earth from demolition, we must secure aid from another source, too. Hence, a sudden releasing of a tremendous energy in the Brazilian Pit will serve as an additional impetus. This Titanic explosion of atomite, properly directed as it will be, will not only give earth a much faster rate of spin, thus naturally forcing her away from the sun, but will also act as a Gargantuan rocket, pushing our planet far out into the abyss of space.


  “As you are well aware, this is a seemingly impossible feat; but we believe that these combined forces, acting simultaneously, will without doubt throw earth out of her orbit. Whether or not the terrific reaction of the explosion will shatter this planet to bits cannot be foretold. We can only pray that it will not.”


  While the World President stopped for breath and mopped at his perspiring forehead, the world kept an awed silence, tensely awaiting what was to follow. Then the voice of the world-leader again reached the remotest corners of the globe as he resumed.


  “Naturally, these two hundred gyroscopes, weighing each many tons, cannot be stirred to instant activity. On the contrary, it will be nearly a week before they gain sufficient momentum to be of service. And it will not be until then that the contents of the Brazilian Pit will be discharged.


  “Now I am about to start the stabilizers revolving by throwing these black-handled switches which you see here.”


  Amidst what seemed to be a universal gasp, the World President closed two of the switches on the control-board. In faraway buildings two hundred huge gyros began to turn, almost imperceptibly now, but in a day—After a long moment the World President again turned to the microphones and spoke.


  “Just a word of warning. The atomic charge in the Brazilian Pit exceeds in power anything ever before conceived of. At the proper instant the charge will be set off. Should anyone accidentally fire this Titanic cannon beforehand, earth, and all upon her, may be hurled to a flaming destruction into the sun. So be careful! Let no one approach the Pit.” And, after asking the people of the world to return quietly to their work, the World President left the sending platform.


  The Brazilian Pit was not molested. The people knew too well the force of the incalculable power contained therein. Atomic energy was not a thing to tamper with.


  OVER a century ago Grersmo Klonpg-DNL, male Martian, had first succeeded in releasing the energy stored within the atom. In the wondrously complete laboratories upon Mars—Mars had ever been foremost in things scientific—had Grersmo Klonpg-DNL toiled with his seven hundred assistants toward the realization of his goal. But in the instant he made his dream a reality, he killed himself and thousands of others. The colossal power liberated so suddenly under the hands of the aged scientist blasted half the city of Vraejui-Volwyrd, the Martian capital, off the face of the planet. At the sight of the smoking, seared crater that had once been the heart of a city, the savants of three worlds unanimously agreed to investigate no more in the realm of the atom.


  But now that resolve had been cast aside. Sheer necessity demanded the use of atomic energy in this stupendous undertaking. The engineers who designed the Pit hoped that most of the fearful energy would be directed harmlessly into space; but perhaps the blast might even tear the world apart! They could only hope that such a catastrophe would not occur.


  The roar within the white, squat structures at each pole, which housed the stabilizers, was enough to burst the eardrums of any but the deafest of the tiny-eared Venerians. These men alone of the three races could brave that awful din to care for the many mechanisms so important to the salvation of earth.


  Finally the gyros reached their highest speed. The day had come when the tons of atomite were to be discharged!


  Once again the familiar figure of the World President stood on the sending platform of the Universal News Broadcast station. When all was ready, the elderly executive quietly made a short address. He rapidly told the listening masses of the terrible danger of the experiment about to be performed. He stressed the point that although everything that man could do had been done to insure the success of the great test, only God alone could tell whether or not earth was to be splintered to fragments, hurled into the sun, or snatched safely away from a cosmic doom.


  “And now, people of earth,” he concluded, “I shall close this switch in a very few seconds. No one can tell what will occur immediately after the charge of atomite is set off. The best thing for everyone to do is to remain quietly where he is now.” He glanced hastily at his wrist watch. “Five seconds more. Ready?”


  The people of earth, eyes glued in fascination upon the gleaming white handle of the switch, stirred not the fraction of an inch. The World President, his own eyes fixed steadily on his watch, grasped the switch-handle. His hand was without a tremor. He smiled reassuringly at the white-faced, unseen watchers, then closed the switch.


  For what seemed eternity, nothing happened. Then the Universe turned upside down—commenced whirling dizzily about. Chaos!


  Amid a crashing, blasting, space-rending roar of sound, earth rocked and staggered, while every neuvalactic city-covering groaned and quivered under the beat of mighty vibrations. A tremendous screaming gale tortured the surface of the reeling, planet. If it hadn’t been for the straining metal domes, the whining wind would have torn everything from its foundations and swept all away in a wild tumult of rolling thunder, blinding flashes of lightning and swirling seas of rain.


  The results of the atomic blast in the regions around the Pit were frightful. Great fissures, angry chasms, yawned suddenly in earth’s crust; the ground heaved and rolled; mountain ranges sank into black rifts, while valleys hurtled skyward to become thousand-foot peaks. And the Pit itself! The very core of the planet was laid bare. Floods of molten, almost gaseous metal and rock splashed in devilish whirlpools at the bottom of the Titanic hole that had been seared through the crust of the globe.


  In general the cities of man fared well. True enough, hundreds of structures collapsed, and many neuvalactic domes split and crashed inward; but the thousands who perished were as nothing when compared to those who emerged unscathed from the holocaust. The living were grateful enough that earth managed to hold intact, leaving even some alive.


  The transparent ceilings did great service. When the waters of the world left their age-old beds and poured over the continents in mile-high waves, surging heavily about the metal-enveloped metropolises, not more than three roofs collapsed.


  Eventually it was over. Men breathed again. Earth—the planet that had spun around the sun for eons—Earth! was no longer chained to her parent. She was free! Free to rush through the void toward distant constellations! Free to escape forever that threatening ocean of death. Yet anger still lay ahead. All that which had just occurred was only the beginning.


  In the days that followed (reckoned solely by chronometers now), earth careened through space, leaving the steadily dwindling sun far behind. A long streamer of atmosphere, like the tail of a comet, streamed backward in the wake of the planet. But man worried not on this score; he manufactured his own air inside his snug cities. Only an increasing coldness gave evidence of earth’s rapid flight away from the sun.


  The seething sea of blackness off to one side was speedily swinging across the firmament as if to head off the runaway world. Would earth, even after her superb attempt at escape, yet be caught in the toils of the dark horror? With fear stabbing numbingly at their hearts, the last living Universarians waited and wondered.


  For a time the outcome of that ghastly race seemed uncertain. Then, when earth was abreast of the surging sea of world-fragments, the joyous savants announced that she would speed safely by. At the tremendous rate the planet was going, there was not the faintest chance of her becoming enmeshed by the cosmic doom. For the first time in months the people of earth were happy.


  But in another day—a day without sun-light!—it was discovered that a huge arm of the ocean of star dust was sweeping toward earth from beyond in a vast, deadly arc! A million awful miles in length, it stretched directly across the path of the runaway!


  HORROR, like an advance-guard of the Dust, deluged the shivering Universarians. A few days more and the fleeing sphere would crash headlong to her doom. If only that outflung arm of annihilation were of little thickness. But was it?


  Soon a myriad flashes of fire high above the planet’s surface showed that the first of the Dust was raining down upon a terror-stricken world. The frightful velocity of earth had caused the initial onslaught of world-particles to be ignited by friction! For several days more the black sky was sprinkled with a thousand tiny flares of flame and the doomed cities received a constant drizzle of microscopic cinders. But the protecting atmospheric envelope, the main part of which was strung out across the heavens behind, soon gave out. The flame-flashes were replaced by a barely audible but persistent tattoo upon the neuvalactic city-coverings. Helpless earth was at last at the mercy of the Dust!!


  Due to the vast speed of the hurtling orb, that rain was far more fierce than that of the other sun-children. As earth plunged through that awful blackness, the first pelting world-fragments tore savagely deep into the metal hemispheres over the last cities in the Universe. However, a thick blanket of Dust soon lay heavy upon the surface of the runaway planet and the pitted domes were no longer reached by the Dust-rain.


  In a very short time, the monstrous layer of Dust, which was constantly being added to, would crush the metal domes and flood the fear-crazed metropolises beneath in a torrent of death. The lives of the remnants of a once-mighty triple-world nation were soon to be snuffed out by the unconquerable doom from the stars.


  In a hundred buried pities the neuvalactic roofs were commencing to sag. Messages of despair circulated about the globe. Earth contained naught but pallid-faced people now; doomed men awaiting death. Then, when the last vestige of hope was dead, there came startling news. The blanket of Dust was shifting! From every metal roof came a restless scraping and scratching. The abysmal darkness overhead seemed to be less oppressive. The ponderous layer of cosmic dust appeared to be thinning in many places. A new surge of hope thrilled over the world. Faith once more lighted the faces of the incredulous, soul-shaken millions. Eager eyes sought the ceilings high above.


  It was true! The Dust was lessening! Earth had encountered the cosmic avalanche and emerged victorious! Everyone went mad with ecstasy.


  The arm of the cosmic doom had not been dense. And earth’s speed, aided by her thinning atmosphere, had swung her safely through.


  When the whirling planet plunged out of the flood of Dust, her rapid spinning soon shook off most of the world-particles. The menace now stretched like an inky smudge after the runaway globe.


  On, on, on across the starry waste wheeled earth, hurtling away from the solar system and the black menace. So far away was the rocketing planet, that the sun was no more than a twinkling dot, glimpsed through a gap in the inky sea. Somehow the moon had been left behind also; perhaps it, too, was journeying among the stars.


  Years passed and no longer were men awed at earth’s voyage through the void. Billions of lights, gleaming from every conceivable place, dispelled the gloom of interstellar night. Giant space cruisers flew back and forth between the sheltered cities, gaining entrance and exit by means of large air-locks, that kept the absolute zero temperature of space out of the hot-house metropolises.


  Although much of earth’s packed millions had been killed in the terrible events of the past, there were more than enough left to justify the erection of domed cities wherever there was room.


  Progress, advancement, the haste and bustle of commerce again held sway. The now matter-of-fact flight into infinity ceased to interest any but the scientists. They, glorying in the success of a stupendous achievement, were supremely happy.


  Soon after leaving the solar system, the chill of space had demanded immediate attention. To keep earth’s surface warm, the Titanic Brazilian Pit was efficiently covered and its heat, brought from the very center of the sphere, was piped to the various cities. Eventually a dozen wells had been sunk into the core of the globe and its inexhaustible internal fires tapped to supply warmth to the enclosed metropolises on the surface of the globe.


  Heat was no longer a problem; nor would it be for countless eons to come.


  One and only one fear hovered distantly in the minds of men. Every possible danger had been foreseen and provided for except one. Although earth’s path seemed free of any straying meteors or the like, some day, somewhere, roving earth would meet another vagabond of space. Only too well did scientists know what happens when two speeding worlds collide. That fact alone marred the man-made paradise that was earth.


  But at last even this problem was solved. The standing offer of two billion dollars for a practical antigravity screen was claimed by the Worldwide Science Corporation.


  No longer did earth have to fear a disastrous meeting with some other space-wanderer. No longer did earth wheel uncontrollably through infinity. In each of thirty-five thousand metropolises, as rapidly as willing hands could finish them, were erected two great mile-square anti-gravity screens.


  Now if danger lay ahead, earth’s course could be deflected from its original line of flight by simply putting certain anti-gravity screens in operation. Man’s last problem was overcome.


  And now controlled earth, guided in her eternal flight by the hands of men, rushes on and on through the great void, seeking out the wondrous secrets of creation . . .


  VENUS MINES, INCORPORATED


  Nathan Schachner and Arthur Leo Zagut


  THE attempts to portray realistically what the course of history will be after the planets of the solar system have been explored, are all praiseworthyv Such a new field for man’s energies will be opened that the possibilities for him are almost infinite. He may find on other worlds valuable metals or chemicals that are non-existent on earth, and these may serve to revolutionize his whole life. He may come into deadly conflict with other life forms that seek to bar his peaceful conquest of interplanetary space. Man may become a supreme conqueror or an abject slave to an alien race, as a result of his attempt to extend his sway throughout the solar system.


  The present story treats in a concentrated fashion some of the exciting adventures that man may meet beyond the earth’s protecting atmosphere. It marks a new triumph for our popular authors who are masters not only of exciting stories, but those of originality and surprises.


  “HELLO, hello, hello—Chris, do you hear me?—hello, hello, hello!” Arnim Penger slammed down the tele-talker and turned to his companion. “No answer yet.”


  “It’s queer, all right, Mr. Penger. But what’s there to worry about? We got Mr. Bell’s message that he was back from his exploratory trip hours ago. And there’s nothing could happen to him at the post, is there? He wasn’t to start trading until tomorrow, so he must have had his Curtain charged and no Venusians in the enclosure. Besides, they’re a pretty harmless lot, anyway.”


  The veteran trader shrugged his broad shoulders. “Nothing much could happen to him, I suppose. But this is the first time communication has failed.” He fell silent. But there was a brooding light in his steel-gray eyes, and a tense grimness about his fine bronzed features.


  He stared unseeingly at the great pile of clotted spider web that filled half the trading room of the little post. A cool half million that accumulated result of half an earth year’s dickering with the natives was worth. And all it had cost Venus Mines. Inc. were some bushels of brightly colored beads and glittering gewgaws dear to the savage heart.


  “There’s a Mitco post about some miles the other side of Bell’s post,” he mused aloud.


  Britt Haldane turned from his contemplation of the grey bleached jungle, the dense, light-shot ceiling, the sheeted torrents of the typical Venusian landscape.


  “I say, you don’t think there’s any chance of trouble from the Martians?”


  Penger shot a quick glance at the fresh-colored youngster with the starry blue eyes, and the tow hair that persisted in falling over his forehead. This eighteen-year-old lad brought back memories of the time, two decades past, when he himself was taking over his first station, on Jupiter.


  Those were unregenerate days, with the Board of Planetary Control yet unborn, and life made zestful by the continuous guerilla warfare with the forces of Mitco, the great Martian Interstellar Trading Company, the Earth company’s only rival.


  “No, not much chance,” he drawled, in reply to the lad’s question. “They’d hardly challenge the B.P.C.‘s wrath. And yet, if the stakes were great enough . . .” He sighed, unaccountably. “I suppose I’m just fed up on these eternal rains. I’ll be glad enough to get back to Earth when the relief ship comes, and leave you here.”


  Britt’s face lit up.


  “Gosh, I can hardly wait to take over. To be a real Venus trader at last, in charge of my own station.” He saw the older man’s amused smile and added hastily. “Of course, it isn’t that I want to see you go, but—you know how is it.”


  Arnim nodded.


  “Yes, I know how it is. I felt the same way when I took over my first assignment. It sure was a kick. Two days later I was crouched behind a barricade of ice blocks, taking pot shots at a bunch of Martians who were doing their darnedest to exterminate me and a couple of other Earthmen, and grab off the richest jovium mine on Jupiter for Mitco.


  “There were no Interplanetary Filing Laws then, no taking a bunch of papers over to the office on Ganymede and thereafter being protected by the Mercurian patrol ships with their zeta-ray projectors.


  “You took what you could get and held it by the power of your own guns.”


  The youth’s eyes glowed.


  “It must have been great! Wish I’d been in the game then!”


  “You weren’t born then, young fellow.” Penger’s eyes wandered past the lad to the teeming landscape revealed by the open door.


  “Hello, I don’t like that coppery tinge to the clouds down on the horizon. Looks as if we’re going to have a taste of one of the electrical storms old Venus favors us with once in a blue moon.


  “Get out in one of those, and you’ll be ready to give up darn quick. Even the natives scurry to their caves when one of the big ones is on a rampage.”


  His eyes narrowed as he gazed out. The dripping jungle pressed its greyness close up against the interlacing net of copper filaments that was the Curtain, the apparently frail barrier around the liquid mud clearing of this outpost of Earth’s commerce.


  From the low ceiling of dun clouds poured a torrent of warm rain that might dwindle to a drizzle or increase to a devastating downpour, but which never for a moments ceased. Far away, the clouds were suffused with a reddish, ominous glare.


  “Come on,” he said at last, as he sealed the door. “Work’s over for another twelve hours. Start the drying machine, and we’ll get comfortable. Then I’ll try to get Chris again. If he hadn’t borrowed the Wanderer for that trip of his I’d be tempted to hop over and find out what’s up.”


  Haldane obediently swung over the lever of the artificial atmosphere machine that reproduced Earth condition for the traders during the rest-periods. As the air dried, the two stripped off the sodden working suits. Britt stretched himself luxuriously as the moisture was sucked from the bronzed skin of his body.


  “This is a little bit of all right. Let it storm for all I care.”


  PENGER looked estimatingly at the young fellow. Was he going to stand the gaff, he wondered, alone with the treacherous natives, and the eternal rains, and the horrible loneliness? The loneliness—that was it. Would this fresh-faced, eager youth break under the strain of the long months with no one of his own kind to talk to, to look at? Well, Chris Bell would be only a few miles away. That reminded him, he still hadn’t got through to old Chris. He turned the transmitter.


  But as he did so there was a crash, and the neon lights went out. Their cold white light was replaced by a blinding blue glare as the outer world was illumined by a tremendous lightning flash. Then it was pitch dark, as over the muttering rumble of the diminishing growl and the pound of the torrential rain on the roof, came the high whining signal of the field receiver.


  Arnim sprang to the instrument. Unerringly his fingers sought and found the switch and thrust it home. Out of the blackness a voice sounded, a precise, clipped English voice, yet strained and urgent, shot through with pain and exhaustion.


  “Penger, Arnim Penger, are you there? Penger, Penger, help, Penger!”


  Arnim snatched up the transmitter.


  “Chris, Chris. I’m listening. It’s Arnim Penger. What’s the matter? Quick, man! What’s happened to you?”


  The far-off, disembodied voice seemed to be dying out.


  “Arnim. Thank God—you answered at last. It’s hours. Help—kelp he-e-lp!” It died out to a whisper, then, abruptly, it was gone.


  “Chris, what’s the matter? What happened?” The trader was shouting into the transmitter, but only the rattle of the raindrops, and a crash of thunder, answered.


  The lights came on. Haldane was standing just behind him, white-faced. Penger gazed at him, unseeing, his eyes steely flames, his great fists clenched.


  “Britt,” he snapped, “take over!” He went out in the anteroom, struggled into a fresh suit of corduroys, pulled on his banta waterproof.


  As his face appeared out of the black folds it was set, grim.


  “If you don’t hear from me by the time the relief ship gets here, have ’em send a force over to Bell’s post. No trading. Heaven knows what the Venusians are up to.” He was strapping on the high mud-shoes.


  Britt came out of his daze in a tumbling rush. He fairly stuttered in his eagerness.


  “I say, you can’t do that—I mean you can’t go alone. I’ll go with you—otherwise-good Lord, you know what I mean.” He fell into a sudden silence, but his eyes pleaded for him.


  Penger shot one glance at him.


  “You’ll do,” he said laconically. “Hop into your clothes.”


  Haldane blushed with pleasure at the veteran’s endorsement even as he dived hastily into his clothing, Arnim stood in the doorway, waiting impatiently. The younger man snapped the elastic of his respirator-mask over his head, settled his hood down over the goggled eyepieces.


  “I’m ready, air.” The mouthpiece of the mask muffled his tones strangely.


  They were outside, in a world gone mad. From black clouds that seemed not fifty feet over their heads, forked lightning shot incessantly, shot and stabbed at them as if the elements themselves had risen in wrath to oust these beings from an alien world. To the continuous roll of thunder was added the crash of the nearly solid sheets of water that beat down upon the Earthmen, strangling them despite their masks, striving to drive them into the viscid mud that oozed fluid beneath their wide-spreading mud-shoes.


  In the flickering blue light beyond the Curtain, the tall ferns were flattened down over the tangle of writhing vines and lush wire-grass till the thicket seemed a solid mass, compressed by the weight of tons of water, lashed by a wind of hurricane force.


  Haldane gasped, and paled. Even Penger, veteran though he was, hesitated for an instant; It was the height of insanity to dare the long journey in this chaos. No one could live through it. But then he remembered that call, coming eerily out of the darkness.


  “Help, Penger, help!”


  Chris Bell was in trouble, needed him! Chris, who had fought at his side on Jupiter, a score of years ago. He hunched his shoulders, thrust his massive head before him, and bored into the wind that was a solid wall. He’d get to Chris despite all!


  Through the Jungle


  BRITT was lifted from his feet by the wind, thrown against the heavier form of his companion. Arnim shouted something. The lad could see his lips moving, but could hear nothing above the tornado’s roar. A dripping arm gestured to the door of the little building they had just quitted. Penger wanted him to go back, thought this storm would lick him. It was dry there, dry and safe.


  It would be so easy to let the wind blow him back. In all this time they had struggled only fifteen feet. After all, this was his post, the station he would be in charge of as soon as the relief ship picked Penger up. No one could blame him for staying behind—for obeying orders:


  But—he was a “Venus, Inc.” man, one of the stalwart company that was conquering the far planets for Earth. And another “Venus, Inc.” man had called for help, off there in the storm-lashed jungle. He shook his head, thrust away the hand that was pushing him back.


  Again Pengler’s hand sought his shoulder, but only to squeeze it in token of approval. They slogged into the storm again.


  At last they were through the Curtain. Arnim turned, took something from the voluminous pocket of his waterproof. A tiny radio-transmitter, low-powered, sending only a long dash that varied completely in wave length for a half minute. The key to the Curtain—Penger pressed the button. A coruscation of tiny flashes snapped through the wind-tossed filaments. The power was on—that apparently frail barrier hummed now with the Grendon vibration.


  Britt could see the driven rain rebound from the invisible wall. Nothing, no human body, no Venusian dart, not even a high-powered electro-bullet could pass through the net. The station was safe, protected against all intrusion until the machines that produced the vibration were stilled by another pressure on the little instrument with its secret combination of frequencies.


  Into the jungle they went crawling now, through chance-found gaps in the matted chaos of the cyclone-pounded vegetation. The black quagmire sucked at their feet, clinging lianas twisted around them, clung tenaciously. Thorns ripped at them. A bolt of lightning struck, not a score of feet away, and sent a towering twisted fern into flaring destruction.


  The Venusians, fish-scaled and web-footed though they were, dared not prowl abroad. The very beasts—strange amphibious creatures of a steamy, primitive world—cowered in their lairs or dug themselves deep beneath the sheltering mud of the jungle tarns.


  But the Earthlings pressed forward, deafened, gasping, half-drowned, wholly exhausted. A yard, a foot, an inch at a time. Crawling, scrambling, twisting, dragging themselves through the terrific storm to answer a comrade’s cry for help. Slogging into the hurricane for hour after hour of interminable, inhuman struggle.


  *   *   *


  Two mud covered figures reeled out from the edge of the jungle, dazed, bewildered, dizzy with exhaustion. Just ahead hung the filaments of Bell’s Curtain, intact. They were through! Through the jungle and the storm the daring adventurers had reached their goal. How long it had taken them, by what devious route they had come, they never knew.


  Sometime during that endless journey the electrical storm had ended, but they had never noticed it, so stunned had they been with the turmoil of the elements. Behind them the drenched and cowering jungle was straightening. The drab cloud ceiling was shot through with light. The rain had diminished to a tenuous drizzle. Fine weather—on Venus.


  Ahead, within the circling Curtain, was a sea of mud. A torpedo-shaped, two-man flier glistened in the filtering light, half-hidden behind a squat, rough hut, whose door hung open. What lay behind that door?


  CHAPTER II


  Through the Curtain


  PENGER, his banta waterproof hanging in shreds, moved forward wearily. As he came into the open, a hiss ripped the stillness, a red streak flashed past his hooded and masked head. The trader whirled, threw himself headlong to the ground.


  “Down! Down, quick!” he shouted to the startled Britt. The youth dropped. “What the—”


  “Shut up.” Arnim’s whisper was urgent. “Lie still.”


  The lad twisted his head. His companion’s projector was in his outstretched hand, his keen eyes were darting from point to point of the thicket. Fatigue seemed forgotten. Where his waterproof had been torn away by some thorn, the cords of his neck stretched tensely.


  “What’s up?” he breathed.


  “See that, out in the mud.”


  A tiny dart, scarlet-feathered, lay there—a Venusian poison dart. A little shiver thrilled the youth. He had seen a huge three-horned ratlos, ten feet high at the shoulder, brought down to instant death by one of those, sent with unerring skill from the blow-pipe of a native hunter.


  “Came near finishing me. They’re—wah!”


  The angry spat of Pesger’s weapon interrupted. An acrid smell of burned flesh stung Haldane’s nostrils. “Got him!”


  “Where? Who?”


  “To the right. See, behind that S-shaped liana.”


  The lad stared. At first he could see nothing, then a tiny patch of silver appeared, just beyond the arm-thick vine Arnim had indicated. The youth started to rise, but Penger’s steely clutch stopped him.


  “Down, you fool! There may be others. Stay here, till I call. And don’t move, if you want to see Earth again.”


  The motionless youngster watched Penger slide through the mud—so slowly that Britt looked twice to make sure he had moved at all. He disappeared beneath a dumb of brown fungi, umbrella-shaped. His black hood appeared above the toadstools, his shoulders glistening black with the dampness. Haldane clenched his fists, nervously. What an awful chance he was taking. Suppose there were other unseen hunters watching for just this chance?


  “All right, lad, come along.” Penger’s call seemed to come from the ground, off to one side! Then—who was standing there? Was it Bell? The novice rose, ran forward, crouching, to where the other had suddenly appeared, without his banta cloak.


  As Haldane reached his companion, the mystery of the seeming newcomer was solved. Penger was pulling his waterproof from a withered fern-frond that was supporting it. He smiled grimly at the white-faced youth’s ejaculation.


  “Thought I was asking for a dart, did you? Just slipped this coat off, stuck it up and squirmed away. If there had been more of the natives around I’d have known it darn quick—maybe got a chance to take another clip at one. Let’s see what this bird I brought down looks like.”


  Britt shuddered as he stared down at the prostrate savage. In spite of the low-browed, primitive face, noseless and with gills where the ears ought to be, in spite of the naked savage’s fish-scaled skin and webbed feet, the youth could not help but feel him human.


  Only a few hours ago others of his kind, perhaps this very individual, had been chaffering with him at the trading post. And now he lay there, unmoving, a great gaping hole in, his chest, black-charred at the edges. Those electro-bullets did terrible execution when their high-powered radite charge was released on impact.


  “Come on, Britt. He’s dead to stay. Let’s get in to Chris.”


  Penger had his little combination set in his hand, had pressed the switch button. The hum of the generator from the hut in the center of the compound ceased. The two dived through the dangling filaments, and Arnim flashed on the protecting vibration again—just in time.


  At the jungle edge another Venusian had appeared, panting. His dart whirred from the hollow reed he raised to his mouth, fell back impotently from the Curtain.


  “Nothing wrong there,” gasped Britt.


  THEY had clumped wearily through the viscid mud, were at the hut’s entrance.


  “Chris!” Arnim called, “Chris! We’re here!” Then there was a choking gasp. “Darn them, oh darn them!” It was a sob, and a prayer for vengeance.


  There, on the wet, green-slimed floor, lay Chris Bell. His till thin form was contorted in agony. The sharp features were clammy white, the little black mustache blacker yet by contrast. The transmitter of his teletalker was clutched tight in his right hand, the sleeve ripped away, showed a livid red burn on the white arm.


  His right foot was bare, the trouser cut away. The leg was swollen to twice, three times its natural size up to where, buried in the blackened flesh, a twisted leather thong cut in—horribly. On the floor a red-feathered dart, its tip bloodstained, told its mute story.


  “Chris, old man, wake up. We’re here. Chris! He isn’t dead. He can’t be gone!” Penger’s hand was within Bell’s shirt. A faint flutter, almost imperceptible, beat against the probing finger tips.


  “Whiskey! Britt—there must be some around. Find it quick!”


  Haldane shot a quick glance around the little room. On a shelf he saw a familiarly shaped container, the purple B.P.C. seal unbroken. He twisted off the sealing cap. Penger had the bottle-neck between Bell’s teeth. A little rivulet dribbled out at the corners of Chris’ mouth, then he swallowed, convulsively. The eyelids flickered. A grimace of pain distorted his face. A groan, then his eyes opened.


  “Arnim!” His voice was a shadow. The words were being forced out by sheer will power. “Never mind me—done for. Papers in flier—must be filed—at once. Letter too—explains. Go!”


  “Chris, old boy, what happened to you? How did they get you?”


  The dying man motioned to the bottle. Penger administered another dose of the stimulant A little color came into Bell’s cheeks.


  “Why don’t we do something for him, Mr. Penger?” burst from Britt.


  “Nothing we can do,” was Penger’s hopeless response. “Once that dart-poison gets into you it’s only a question of time before you kick off. Only thing that’s kept him alive so far is the thong he’s tied around his leg. But the poison’s seeping back in spite of it—can’t you see how black his skin is above the tied part? Soon it will reach his heart.”


  Chris was talking again, his voice a little stronger, with the false strength lent it by the whiskey. He was answering Arnim’s last question.


  “Came through the Curtain.”


  “Through the Curtain! How in hades—”


  “Yes. Through the Curtain. It was charged, I’m sure of that.” Bell’s voice was blurred with agony, low, but very clear. An inner strength seemed to be supporting him, to be warding off the hovering death.


  “It was charged, but just as I was going over to the Wanderer to take off, there was a whine from the jungle, a whine that rose and fell, and a shower of darts. Most struck against the Curtain, and fell, but some got through, and one clipped me, hung in my leg.” A glance of astonishment passed between Penger and Haldane, but they did not interrupt the wounded man’s laboring narrative.


  “I dragged myself in here, strapped the leg. Knew it was no use, but I had to get a message through to you. I called and called, while that whine rose and fell, rose and fell out there somewhere, and the savages showed themselves around the Curtain and blew their darts through it. I watched them through the open door while I called you, and waited, dizzy, for the answer that never came.


  “Just a little round spot, I noticed, in the Curtain where the darts came through. I kept shouting for you, till I passed out. Then I came to again, and called again. And that infernal whine still came from the jungle, and the fish-faced natives were dancing. And still you didn’t answer.


  “Then everything went black again. Don’t know whether I dreamed or not, but it seemed I came to, and the noise from the jungle was louder, and through a haze I thought I saw a Venusian creep up to the Curtain, and start through. Coming through the Curtain, though I could hear my generator going full force! Then, when his body was halfway through he seemed to shrivel up and drop, with an awful look of agony on his face.


  “Again I passed out. Thunder, thunder and lightning roused me. Thank God, the whining sound had stopped. A last dart hit the very spot the others had come through, but fell back. I called again hopelessly. I heard your answer. Then—blackness again . . .”


  The last word trailed off into nothingness. The white eyelids drooped, but came open again. Bell struggled into a sitting position.


  “Don’t, don’t let them beat us, Arnim. They—never licked us yet. Do you hear me—old man—it’s getting—dark. Where—where are you?”


  “Right here, Chris, right here beside you. What is it you want me to do?”


  “The Wanderer—the papers are there—and a letter—for you. Oh—oh—the pain,” his hand clutched at his heart, his eyes stared unseeingly before him. “Arnim-Britt—get that claim filed. Go! As you love old Earth—leave me and go!”


  No Time to Lose!


  HE fell back.


  “Good-bye,” he whispered. Then he quivered, and lay still. “Good-bye, pal.” There was the suspicion of a sob in Penger’s voice. Then he turned to the white-faced, shaken Haldane The veteran’s face was grim, his eyes like chilled steel.


  “If you ever make half the man he was . . .” He choked, left the sentence unfinished, strode across to the still open door, and stood there, staring out.


  Britt bent to the motionless body, straightened it, threw over it a blanket from the neatly made bunk. A thick silence reigned in the room, broken only by the eternal swish, of the rain.


  “Britt—come here!” Penger’s voice cut startlingly through the quiet. Haldane leaped to the doorway. “Look!” A red, metallic sphere was rising from the jungle, a scant quarter-mile away, and disappearing in the haze. “That’s Rutnom’s station ship, or I’m a dog-faced Jovian!”


  “Rutnom! That’s the Mitco super on Venus, isn’t it. What’s he doing over here in ‘Venus, Inc.’ territory?”


  “That’s what I want to know. I’ve run up against him before, on Jupiter. A sneaking, dirty fighter. I’m going out there.”


  “But—the Venusians.”


  “Darn the Venusians. I want to know if he was at the bottom of this deviltry, why the Curtain failed. God help him if what I suspect is true!”


  “Then I’m going with you!”


  “You stay here!”


  “Mr. Penger, I would never forgive myself if you got into trouble out there and I wasn’t able to help. Please . . .”


  “Oh well, if you will be a fool. Listen—when we’re through the Curtain, let me go ahead. Follow about fifty feet behind. Keep in what shelter you can, and protect my rear.


  “For the love of Mike, don’t fall asleep, and don’t take your finger off the button on your projector. If they get me, try to get back. Understand!” Haldane nodded.


  Once outside the protecting network; he crouched in the shelter of a gnarled root, and marvelled at the dexterity with which the veteran moved through the thicket, darting from cover to cover like a gliding shadow. When his time to proceed came Britt strove to imitate his leader, but by comparison with the other’s silent passage he seemed to be crashing recklessly through the tangled underbrush.


  Suddenly Arnim halted, bent low, was staring at something through the bleached foliage. Haldane obeyed the covert signal to halt. After long minutes, Penger gestured for him to come up.


  “Look at that!” Penger pointed with his projector through the leafy screen. Britt strove to pierce the mist and the rain, could make out nothing in the haze. Then a vagrant breeze cleared away the obscuring fog. He was looking at a clearing, man-made. He could see the hacked stumps of the jungle growth, still raw.


  In the center of the opening was a tangled mass of wires, coils, broken glass. The ground was blackened and scarred as if a lightning bolt had just struck. To one side, a depression in the mud, rapidly filling with water, showed where the Martian sphere had rested.


  “That’s where the whining noise came from. I half-thought Chris was delirious—but I see it now. That’s why the Curtain failed—why we couldn’t hear Bell. Some ray-projector like a searchlight—that neutralized the Grendon vibration where it impinged and also drowned the communication waves.


  “Concentrated, it was powerful enough to open a passage for the darts, but when they diffused it to cover a space big enough for a man to get through it neutralized only partly. That’s what killed the savage.”


  “How could the natives have invented anything like this?” ventured Britt.


  “Natives, fooey! It’s Rutnom, up to his old tricks. Using the savages to cover his own tracks, so that he could put on a bland smile of innocence when the B.P.C. police investigate. He pulled that before on Jupiter. But why? Why? There’s plenty of web here for both of us.”


  “Mr. Bell said something about filing papers on the Wanderer—and a letter.”


  “Of course. I see it now. That was a jovium burn on his arm. And I thought he was raving, was dreaming himself back in the old days. Wait. The Satona, the Mitco relief ship, is due here in a week. We have no time to lose. Come on!”


  The trader was off at a run, reckless of possible ambush. Britt followed, wondering, back into the compound.


  “No time to bury him now. We’ll be back,” Penger shouted as he sealed shut the door of Bell’s tomb. In moments the Earthmen were in the little two-man flier. Penger sprang to the control levers, a roaring blast stirred the mud beneath. Then the Wanderer had leaped free, was shooting through the cloud banks at terrific speed.


  Britt was thrust to the floor by the tremendous force of acceleration. Arnim clung to the control levers, gasping. In the visor screen there was nothing but grey drifting wisps of vapor. Then came a sudden glorious burst of light—the sun!—the sun the Terrestrials had not seen for half an Earth year!


  CHAPTER III


  The Chase Through Space


  THE Wanderer reached the limit of its la normal speed, settled down to its steady pace of two hundred Earth miles a second. Released from the pressure of the acceleration, Britt felt a sudden lightness. Already they were far enough from Venus to be losing the effects of her gravity.


  Penger switched on the coils that normalized this condition within the ship. He studied the banked gauge faces, with their serried rows of quivering needles, leafed rapidly through the chart book conveniently clamped beside the control levers. Then he made certain adjustments, and locked the levers.


  “All set. She’s on the automatic control now. Nothing to do about navigation until we get within a quarter-million miles of Ganymede. Now let’s take a look at what’s happening behind.”


  He twirled the wheel of the periscope. On the visor screen, against the blackness of space with its myriad golden twinkling points, the great ball of Venus stood out, a vast sphere of heaving vapors, glowing glorious in the light of the sun. The two men crowded close to the screen, searching for sign of a pursuer.


  “The Martian isn’t following. Wise boy, his small boat hasn’t the speed of the Wanderer; we’d walk away from him.”


  “Here’s the letter, sir, that Mr. Bell spoke about.”


  A fleeting smile crossed Arnim’s face. “Oh, you want to know what it’s all about, do you. Can’t blame you. Hand it over.” Penger read aloud:


  “Arnim: I’m writing this to drop down into your enclosure from the Wanderer before I make off for Ganymede. I’ve got great news for you, but I don’t dare talk to you over the tele-talker, for fear the Martians will overhear.


  “First, I owe you an apology. For the first time, I think, in the nearly twenty years we’ve fought together as Venus, Inc. men, I’ve kept a secret from you. And that’s because it wasn’t my secret. Last time I was on Earth, Stromstein told me, in strictest confidence, that the jovium mines on Jupiter, both ours and Mitco’s, were petering out. He didn’t think they’d last another two years.”


  “No wonder!” Arnim exclaimed. Britt looked at him questioningly, but Penger resumed his reading.


  “You know what that would mean, of course. So you can imagine how I felt when, on that mapping trip I took, I stumbled on a mountain of the peculiarly greenish rock that is characteristic of the jovium deposits on Jupiter.


  “I immediately staked the claim, then worked back through the jungle to where, about twenty miles away, I had left the Wanderer. I had to get a badinite flash, you see, to take a sample in, according to the rules of the B.P.C. Mineral Claims Commission. The stuff was almost pure. I got a nasty burn on my arm when I brushed against it, too.


  “On my way back after I got my sample, I ran into Astna, Rutnom’s sidekick. He looked queerly at the flask, and the burn on my arm, but I thought fast and told him I was out collecting insects, and the flask was the only thing I could find to put them into. I think I fooled him, but I’m a little worried.”


  “Yeah, he fooled him!” Penger interrupted himself. “You can’t put much over on those Martians.”


  “Nothing much more. I’ve got the Wanderer all set for a long trip, and as soon as I finish this I take off for Ganymede to file the claim. After that we can thumb our noses at Rutnom.


  “You’ll be back on Earth by the time I return. Lucky fellow. Give my regards to the bright lights. And tell the kid I’ll get in touch with him as soon as I get back. Venus won’t be such a lonely place when they start working the mine. So long. Chris.”


  “Just about what I figured,” Penger concluded, “when I saw what Rutnom had been up to. Let’s take a look at the location papers.”


  “Here’s the dispatch box, sir. But it’s sealed.”


  “Sealed! Well I’ll be darned.” Penger looked disconsolately at the square box of argento-platinoid that Britt held out to him. “That’s a tough note. Suppose we lose that somehow—only Bell knew where that deposit is; and he’s gone.”


  Even captains of interplanetary trading ships are sometimes venal, and Mitco was ever willing to pay well for a glimpse of the reports and other dispatches that shuttle across the skies between the Earth Company’s far flung stations and the great Central Headquarters at Denver.


  Hence these dispatch boxes were devised. Once sealed, they could not be opened save by the intricate unsealing apparatus that existed only at Denver and, by virtue of the supreme power of the B.P.C., at such control points of the august body as the Mineral Claims Office on Ganymede Any attempt to get at the contents by force, released a chemical within that utterly destroyed everything enclosed.


  “WELL, we’ll have to take good care we don’t lose it,” Arnim continued. “I see the badinite flask is here, with the sample. Good. Now what do you say we get some food into us?”


  “I think that’s a splendid idea. Mr. Bell certainly stocked the ship up well with food tablets. And the water tanks are all filled. Say, if it wasn’t for thinking of him lying back there, this would be a lark. I never expected to be on my way to Jupiter.”


  “It’s no junket, and don’t kid yourself. I’ve never known Rutnom or any other Mitco man to give up without a scrap. They’ll be after us, beyond a doubt. And we’ll have our job cut out to beat them.”


  “I’m not worried Mr. Penger,” Britt retorted confidently. “I know you’ll win out.”


  “Say, Mr. Penger,” the lad broke out after a silence, during which both had busied themselves with disposing of enormous doses of concentrated food, “why should Rutnom go to such lengths to jump our claim? After all, the governments have a monopoly of jovium. There’s no question of anybody making any money out of it.”


  “Plenty of reason. If we don’t get this claim filed, there won’t be any Earthmen worrying about making money after a few years. You heard what Bell wrote about the mines on Jupiter petering out?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well—you know what jovium is used fee. It’s the catalyst that made interplanetary voyaging practical. Oh, we had space ships before the deposits were found on Jupiter. But they had to carry such enormous volumes of fuel to get anywhere that there was neither space nor carrying capacity left for commercially practicable freight nor, what is more important, in the present instance, heavy armament.


  “All they were fit for was to carry two or three men on exploration trips. That was the case on Mars as well as on Earth. Their fuel differed somewhat, but the principle was the same.


  “Mercury, it is true, had had solar energy motors for ages, but they refuse to divulge the secret.


  “Their civilization is so far ahead of ours that they refuse to have anything to do with Terrestrials or Martians, whom they look down upon as we look down upon the savages of Jupiter and Venus. True, they keep the peace, but that is because they feel it an obligation placed on them because of their superiority.


  “The discovery of jovium initiated the commercial exploitation of the far planets. It initiated also a race in spatial armament between Mars and Earth, that so far has been a dead heat.”


  Britt was listening attentively. He had, naturally, heard all this on the school-broadcasts, but listening to dry history, and hearing it told by a man who had seen the history in the making, had helped to make it, were different matters.


  Besides, he thrilled at the thought, he was even now taking part in a new chapter of the stirring story.


  “You have seen a little of the ruthless nature of the Martians. What do you think would happen to Earth if our jovium mines were exhausted and they still Had a plentiful supply, such as Bell credits to this, new deposit?”


  “They’d drive Earth out of space.”


  “Yes, and probably attack us at home. So you see how vitally important it is for us to get that box and what it contains safely to Ganymede.”


  “Why were you in such a rush to get off? Once we were away from Venus, Rutnom couldn’t, give us any more trouble. You said yourself that his flier hasn’t nearly the speed of the Wanderer.”


  “His ship hasn’t, but the Satona is due in a week. It will take us twenty days to make the trip at our best rate. She can do it in ten. With her armament, we wouldn’t stand the chance of a snowball on the Sun against her should she catch up with us. And she’ll try, my boy, she’ll try.”


  “We ought to make it with about forty-eight hours to spare, but those Mitco boats don’t adhere to schedule very closely, and she might well reach Venus a day ahead of time. If she does, you’ll see some fun.”


  DAY after day the Wanderer drove across the immensity of space. Day after day the Terrestrials watched the visor screens, took turns scanning the wide velvety blackness of the heavens through the electro-telescope. Only the glory of the widespread firmament met their weary glance. A week passed by, and still there was no sign of a pursuer. The Earthmen began to breathe more freely. A little more, and they would be beyond reach of the Martians.


  Then, on the eighth day, Britt, at the telescope, suddenly exclaimed.


  “Mr. Penger, what’s this? A new star, or . . .”


  Penger sprang to the telescope. Glowing redly in the oblique rays of the sun was a new body, a star where no star should be. Even as he gazed it grew, took form of a tiny half-disk.


  “It’s the Satona all right. And just as I was beginning to think we’d get away with it. Look at her come! Here Britt, watch her while I try to get some more speed out of this scow.”


  Haldane clung, fascinated, to the eye-piece while Penger thought desperately of how he might avoid them. With his given energy his speed was sadly limited and the pointer of the speed indicator would not move above the 250 mark on its dials. It would be suicidal to use up energy in getting any more out of the Wanderer.


  “Gosh, Mr. Penger, she’s overhauling us hand over fist. She must be doing five hundred a second.


  “She’s Mitco’s fastest. I’ve heard she made six-fifty on her test trip. Well, we’ll dodge her as long as we can.”


  The Satona was clearly defined now on the large visor screen, a hemisphere glinting in the oblique rays of the sun. On and on sped the little Wanderer without rest across the void, its occupants thinking and thinking, as if seeking to increase the speed of their craft by the very intensity of their wills. And on and on came the pursuer, bulking ever larger on the screen.


  “Isn’t there anything we can do to keep those papers from them?” Britt grated out once between clenched teeth.


  “If worse comes to worst, I’ll smash the box. That will destroy them, but it won’t do much good—only delay matters. They’ll search Venus till they find Bell’s mine and make sure no Earthmen has a chance to run across it.”


  “But we can send out expeditions too.”


  “Yeah? Earth will never know, till it’s too late. You don’t think they’ll leave us alive to tell the story. No. Our only chance is to get the box through to Ganymede. And I’m darned if hold on, I’ve got a hunch. It might work.”


  Penger’s eye had drifted mechanically to the ground glass chart across which a red dot was moving to indicate the Wanderer’s position in the reaches of interstellar space. Blue disks showed the direction of Earth, the Sun, Venus; Jupiter, the other planets. But an inch ahead a band of tiny blue dots wandered across the map. They represented the Asteroids—small fragments of a blasted planet following their own orbit around the central Sun.


  The veteran changed the field of the visor screen. The following Satona, Venus, the Sun swept out of sight. Directly ahead the periscope pointed. Golden in the tremendous distance, Jupiter beckoned. But here—not forty thousand miles ahead, was a light fleck, something catching the sunlight. Penger grunted.


  “Get bearings on the Satona, Britt. How far behind is she?”


  “Only a hundred and ten thousand miles. Relative speed about four hundred per second. She’ll have us in five minutes.”


  “Here!” the other snapped. “Take the controls. Hold her on the mark I’ve set.”


  Britt sprang to obey. A question trembled on his lips, but Penger’s peremptory tone, the grim set of his jaw, forbade. The Wanderer had veered from her course, was driving for the asteroid, revealed now as a blurred ball, ten miles in diameter, revolving at incredible speed. Arnim had snatched up the precious box, was in the nose of the ship, his hand on the handle of the bow porthole. The flier would miss the asteroid by scant miles. They were passing it.


  “Turn her, man, turn her left! Quick!” Even as Britt twisted the dial to obey Arnim had the port open, was throwing the box out in the direction of the Wanderer’s curving flight, was struggling to close the thick glass against the outrush of air. The flier curved in a great semicircle around the whirling midget planet, headed back toward the Satona, now right at hand. Penger was at the telescope.


  CHAPTER IV


  Caught!


  A VOICE sounded in the chamber, a grating, metallic voice.


  “Halt, Wanderer!”


  Arnim’s eye was glued to the telescope eyepiece. To Haldane’s wonder he paid not the slightest attention to the challenge. The youth hesitated, then with a flush of anger reddening his face he sprang to the-controls.


  Some wild scheme of escape must have inspired him at he swung lever after lever, sending the little flier darting about in mad, erratic zig-zags. And still no sound came from Penger, save a muttered, “I think it’s working!”


  Again the voice sounded, coldly contemptuous, from the Wanderer’s space-radio receiver.


  “Do not resist, Earthman, it is useless. Rutnom speaking.”


  Britt’s face was livid with fury. He shook his fist at the image that filled the visor screen, the great bulking image of the Martian spaceship a rusty red egg of metal with the intertwining symbols that spelled M.I.T. Co. in the Martian graphs.


  Suddenly the Wanderer lurched, her darting rushes checked in midspace. A tremendous force had seized her, was drawing her irresistibly toward her enemy. The Earthship shook with the thunder of her rocket-tubes, the void about, seethed with flaring gases.


  But the power that could send her careening through space at twice a hundred miles a second was puny against the pull of the Martian’s magnetic fields. Inexorably the little flier was drawn back, back, back, until at last she drifted against the metallic side of the Satona and clung there.


  Now at last Penger was torn from the telescope that so queerly absorbed him.


  “Cut it out, you fool!” he whispered urgently to Britt. “Let me handle this.” Then, aloud, as the tube-exhausts dwindled and died, “Penger speaking. What do you want of us, Rutnom?”


  “Ah, it’s Penger I have to deal with!” There was satisfaction in the metallic tone. “You know what I want. The location map of the jovium mine Bell found. Deliver that, together with the sample flask, pledge me your word not to report this occurrence and you shall be permitted to return to Venus, unharmed.”


  Penger’s response was cold and very calm. “Sorry, I haven’t the chart.”


  “Don’t trifle with me. You would not be making this hurried voyage toward Antka[*] had your comrade not delivered it to you. Come now, you must realize that you are helpless. And, you of all Earthmen should know it is dangerous to play with me.”


  “You know my reputation. I do not lie. I had the chart, it is true. But when I saw that I could not escape you, I threw the dispatch box that contained it from the bow port of my ship. It is beyond your reach.”


  “Beyond my reach! Why, Penger, you grow senile. I noted and wondered at your erratic maneuver. I noted what you did in our televisor. You threw the box into the gravitational field of the asteroid. Your box lies on it by now. The rock is very small, you planned to rid yourself of me and return for it. So you’ve rendered my task easy. We descend. After I have recovered the map, I shall deal further with you.”


  “He’s outguessed me, Britt!” There was exasperation, despair in Penger’s tone. But the staring youngster noted, and wondered at the smile that played around his tight-lipped mouth. A warning gesture stayed the question foreshadowed in the lad’s eager eyes.


  The Satona, with the Wanderer held tight against her sphere, had hung motionless in space during this interchange. Now the captured Terrestrials could see the blue flare from the tube exhausts of the Martian space-sphere and feel the vibration of their blast.


  Slowly at first, then faster and faster, the coupled ships began to circle the whirling asteroid. Rapidly the speed of the artificial satellite increased till, to an observer far off in space, the course of the coupled fliers must have been a gray blurred circle, whose centre was the planetoid, itself a blur be-. cause of the tremendous rate at which it turned.


  TO Arnim and Britt, watching their visoscreen, the effect of the circling was otherwise. Across the black sky was drawn a dazzling white arc that was the sun. The stars were darting golden lines. But the little planet became distinct as their speed neared that of its rotation.


  Now they could see it AS a jagged mass of bare rock. It was not ball-shaped, for this was not a world that had been formed while molten, but a bit torn from some ancient planet in an unimaginable cataclysm. It was a great jagged boulder, roughly oblate, ten earth miles through at its widest diameter, perhaps six miles at its narrowest.


  Rutnom spiralled lower as the speed increased. The asteroid covered the screen, a bare, rocky shelf split and rent by its birth throes.


  “Hello, we’re drifting backward!” Britt broke the silence.


  Penger laughed shortly.


  “Looks like it. But it’s simply that we haven’t quite reached the speed at which the Asteroid is turning.”


  At last the landing was made.


  “Whoever is handling that boat is a pilot!” was Arnim’s tribute to the jarless halt. Then his face grew suddenly grim. “Some rocket tubes are still on. Quick, lad, how are they inclined?”


  “Straight up, sir!”


  Penger nodded.


  “Then he hasn’t thought of it,” he muttered, in tones scarcely audible to Britt. “Keep quiet and follow my lead. We’ll lick these birds yet, with a bit of luck.” He slid open the beryllium-steel shield that covered the glass side ports.


  An airlock door in the side of the Satona had opened. Grotesque in their goggled, billowing space suits three Martians were coming down a swinging ladder. The weight of the Wanderer, still clamped against her shell, was holding the larger craft askew. Not great, this weight, it is true, for the gravity of the miniature world was exceedingly minute, but the Martian captain had evidently thought it not worth while to correct the canting by use of his power-exhausts.


  Arnim and Britt watched the ten-foot-tall aliens stride across the short stretch of deck to the entrance back of their own vessel. Around the waist of each a studded belt was clamped, its excrescences showing where the individual gravity coils were inserted. Were it not for these the Martians would have been rising a hundred feet with each step, so small was the asteroid’s attraction.


  As their captors reached the Wanderer, Rutnom’s voice sounded again.


  “Open your airlock for my men, Earthlings, and admit them.”


  “And suppose I refuse?”


  “Then we shall burn our way through, and it will be the worse for you. I warn you again, Penger, I am in no mood to be trifled with.”


  The veteran shrugged his, shoulders, and swung over the switch that actuated the outer door of the lock. To Britt’s astonishment, his left eye closed in in unmistakable wink as he did so. The veteran had some plan, some strategy. Haldane racked his brain in an effort to guess it, but could evolve nothing.


  The giant invaders were within the ship. The Terrestrials’ hands shot upward as they noted the squat infra-red heat guns clutched ready in their hands. From one of the Martians, apparently the leader, came a guttural sentence in his own language. The others advanced warily. In a trice Penger and Haldane had been seized, searched none too gently, their weapons extracted and their wrists bound with tough cords.


  “Here, not so rough!” Britt had protested as his arms were twisted down behind his back. But his exclamation brought no response save a particularly vicious tightening of his bonds. Arnim was silent, though his eyes were glowing like live coals.


  The two prisoners were thrust unceremoniously against the wall of their vessel. The apparent leader remained at guard over them, the wicked snout of his weapon never moving from its threatening posture, while the two others commenced a hurried but thorough search of the cabin.


  Every nook or cranny was invaded, the door of the food closet was ripped from its hinges, the plates of the flooring torn up as a heat gun melted its rivets. Even the metal walls of the vessel were scrutinized inch by inch for evidences of a concealed hiding place.


  Suddenly there was a grunt from one of the Martians, signalizing his finding of the badinite sample flask.


  AT last, apparently satisfied that the location map was not on board, the chief of the Mitco men spoke aloud, in the curious concatenation of consonantal sounds that was the Martian language. From the speaker came a crisp rejoinder, then, in his precise English, Rutnom’s admonition to the Earthlings.


  “You will be brought to this ship, you two. Set your gravity pads at full Earth setting. The attraction of this world is negligible.”


  Silently the “Venus, Inc.” men permitted themselves to be invested in their space suits after having made the indicator adjustment on the padded attraction plates. Once again, Britt started to protest at the unnecessary harshness with which he was being handled.


  However, he again caught a warning look on Penger’s face.


  As the little group crossed to the Satona, the empty sleeves of the Terrestrial’s space suits stuck out queerly, straight before them, as if a high wind were blowing. Britt noted this and wondered. There could be no wind, for the asteroid was utterly devoid of atmosphere.


  Then he forgot the matter and gave himself up utterly to the black mood of despair that flooded him.


  Divested once more of their encumbering garments within the shelter of the Martian spacesphere’s hull, Penger and Haldane stood at bay, facing the gigantic figure of Mitco’s Venusian representative, and the bulking forms of a dozen others, ranged behind him. The Martians were counterparts of the Earthmen, save for their size and the curious greenish tint of their skins.


  Even as he bravely met Rutnom’s sneering stare, Britt was conscious of a strange lightness, a feeling of power that comported oddly with his situation. Then he realized that the gravity coils of the Satona were adjusted to Mars’ conditions; that the weight, the internal pressure of every part of his body was one-third what it would be on Earth or Venus.


  Rutnom was speaking, a threat in every syllable he uttered.


  “Penger, I am growing tired of this. Tell me where that deposit lies.”


  Arnim returned the Martian’s stare.


  “If I knew, I wouldn’t tell you, but luckily I know as much about it as you.”


  The green tinge of Rutnom’s face deepened.


  His tiny red eyes shot fire.


  “You lie, Penger.”


  The veteran made no reply.


  “I said you lie.” Rutnom raised his gun, ominously. “I’ll burn ever bit of skin from your body, inch by inch, till you tell me what I want to know.”


  Penger’s gaze was level.


  “Bell had no time to tell me before he died. And he had already sealed the chart in the dispatch box.”


  The eyes of the two ancient enemies met and clung. Veins stood out on Rutnom’s forehead as he strove to read the Earthman’s thought. But his gaze was the first to waver and fall.


  “Very well. Since you are so stubborn, and I am in haste, I shall search for the box. It should not be hard to find on this bare terrain. But, mark you, if I fail I’ll wring that location from you if I have to smash you into a quivering pulp.”


  In staccato sentences the Martian issued swift orders to his men.


  Fresh thongs were strapped about the Earthlings’ ankles, and those about their wrists tightened.


  All but one of the Martians slid into space suits.


  Then the great hull emptied, and Britt and Arnim were left alone, with one huge guard watching their prone bodies. One guard, but his eyes never wavered from them, as they lay sprawled on the floor where they had been thrown, and the terrible heat-gun of Mars was ready in his hand.


  Britt twisted till he could look out through a porthole. Outside, on the tumbled, rocky plain, he could see the Martians clustered about their leader. Then they scattered, and Rutnom’s plan was quickly evident Back and forth, back and forth the hunters quartered, each with his own small portion of the asteroid’s surface to search.


  Not a square inch of the territory would be left uncovered by this scheme. He groaned aloud. There was no hope that the precious box would escape scrutiny. What could Penger have been thinking of? Better to have pulled at the lid and thus destroyed the map.


  CHAPTER V


  Strategy


  PERHAPS he hoped that a patrol ship would rescue them in time. But the whirling asteroid and all its surface was a blur to a space wanderer. They were as effectually concealed as though they were a hundred feet below the surface. He became aware that the trader was talking.


  But what was he saying? Despair clutched the lad’s heart. Coldly, dispassionately, he was reviling the personal appearance, the ancestry; the habits of the guard.


  “Britt, did you ever see anything like him? He’s got the face of one of those little pigs that have just had a ring pushed through their snouts. And his body—if I were shaped like that I would have drowned myself long ago. Look at those eyes. Why, you can see the fear staring out of them. He’s a coward, boy, that’s why Rutnom left him behind. He’s afraid of us, tied up as we are.”


  Now Haldane understood Penger’s peculiar behavior, the strange air of amusement that had hovered about him through all this catastrophe, his inexplicable action. His mind had given away. The long years of loneliness, the death of his best friend, the capture by Rutnom, had smashed a brain that long had been famed as the keenest of all “Venus, Inc.”’s force.


  “That ugly-looking Martian must be the misbegotten offspring of the foulest scum of his putrid planet.” The quiet voice went on with its taunting. The Martian was standing well, his watchful expression unchanged, but sooner or later Penger would get under his skin—and then—Britt hoped that the heat gun killed quickly.


  “No, Britt, I’m not crazy.” The youth was startled by his remark. “Just warned to find out if the brute understood English. He doesn’t. I’ve been using some of the worse insults you can apply to a Martian. Even if he had self-control enough not to do anything, his expression would have shown that he understood.


  “If I had started whispering to you he would have been suspicious. But he thinks I’m simply cussing out our capture. Now listen.”


  In the lame calm dispassionate tones Penger continued. And as he talked, Britt’s despair was forgotten, and hope carne to him again.


  “You’re near enough to the wall to get your feet against it,” Arnim concluded. “So I guess the most dangerous part of the job will be yours. You know what to do. I’ll follow your lead, but don’t take too long to get set. Rutnom may tumble at any moment, and then we’ll be through.”


  He fell silent, and both men closed their eyes and seemed to sleep. After a bit, Britt moved, restlessly, swung himself so that the soles of his feet were flat against the wall, and he was lying curled on his side.


  Slowly, he opened his eyes, the merest slit. The Martian guard was still seated, ten feet away, still watchful. Then, with an explosion of energy, Britt drove his feet hard against the wall. His lithe body rose, catapulted across the ten-foot space, driven by muscles attuned to Earth’s gravity.


  Before the startled Martian realized what was happening, Britt’s head struck his soft stomach with terrific force. Over he went with a grunt, as his weapon flew out of his hand and he instinctively threw his arms wide, clutching for support.


  MEANTIME Arnim was whirling, over and over, across the floor. As he heard the crash of the Martian’s collapse behind he brought up with a thump against the legs of the control desk. Above he saw the lever that controlled the ship. Straining upward, his teeth closed over the handle.


  The corded muscles of his neck stood out as he wrenched backward with all the strength that was in him. For a moment the lever remained motionless. Then, as he drove his knees into the floor and jerked backward once again, the lever gave. Searing flames flared across his face, burned and blinded him, at the sudden cutting off of the current Britt, tumbling in unequal combat with the Martian giant, heard the roar of the rocket tubes stop. Then he felt the floor drop away beneath him, felt himself lifted, smashed against something. Blackness enveloped him. But even as he lost consciousness he heard a great shout of triumph from his leader.


  A dash of icy water in his face brought Haldane to. His head throbbed with pain, needle pricks stung his arms and legs. He raised a hand to his aching brow. Why, he was free! Arnim was bending over him.


  “All right, lad? Are you all right?” he was asking anxiously.


  “Yes. I guess so. A little dizzy, but that’s all.” He forced himself to a sitting position. “But you’re burned!” Across Penger’s face were three livid burns. One eye was closed by a white blister, half his scalp was a blackened patch of singed hair.


  “A little.” Penger grinned. “They had plenty of juice going through that control. Might have been worse. I got off lucky. So did you. Take a look at your late antagonist.” Crumpled against the wall was the body of the guard. The queer angle at which his head lolled told the story of a broken neck.


  “He was on top, luckily, when the smash came. You both flew through the air, but he hit the wall first, and made a cushion for you. I held onto the lever with my teeth, so I didn’t get any of it. I’d like to see Rutnom’s face now, down there, stuck on that asteroid with no way to get off.” He gestured to the visoscreen.


  The blackness of interstellar space was mirrored there, the far-off, glowing worlds, the nearer sun. And, tiny in the distance, a whirling, blurred ball that Britt recognized.


  “Gosh; Mr. Penger, you’ve tricked him nicely. I never thought of the fact that the gravity of that little planet would not be sufficient to counteract the centrifugal force set up by its rapid rotation.”


  “No, and what is more important, neither did Rutnom. I was sure of that when you told me that he only had his top-rockets on when he landed, though I was almost certain when he talked about the box being down there. All he thought of was the lack of attraction, that’s why he kept his tubes pressing the Satona down, since otherwise, he figured, an unguarded shove would send her careening off. He forgot that the asteroid itself was pushing away at her with a far stronger power.”


  “The box,” a sudden thought struck Britt, “we’ve lost that. We’ll have to go back to Venus and hunt for Mr. Bell’s mine again.”


  Penger grinned.


  “Nope. We’ll get that back too.”


  “What do you mean? It must be hundreds of thousands of miles away by now, shooting through space. We can never find it.”


  “Wrong again, my lad. I know just where she is. And that was the most ticklish part of the whole scheme. Why do you think I kept my eye glued to that telescope while you were swearing at Rutnom?”


  The youngster looked at him blankly. The other went on, happily.


  “I didn’t swing around the asteroid the way I did in order to hide what I was doing from the Martians. In fact, I hoped that he would see. What I did was to throw the dispatch box out at just the moment and speed that would bring it sufficiently within the attraction of the little planet to make it a satellite, to keep it swinging around through space in an orbit of its own. Naturally, I didn’t have time to calculate the exact conditions, but I took the chance and it worked.”


  “Great! Then all we have to do is to swing back there, spot it in the telescope, and scoop it up.”


  “Well,” the other drawled in reply, “it’s not going to be as easy as all that. You see, I pretty much burned out the works here on the Satona. About the only thing that’s still in order is the artificial gravity device. I managed to get that hooked up again, but the rest is gone.”


  “Then we’ll have to get across to the Wanderer, and use that.”


  “Right. Get into your space suit and we’ll make a go for it.”


  THEY worked rapidly. Arnim felt for their flashes. They were intact in the outer pockets.


  “Switch off your gravity control,” he advised Britt. “We’ll be able to maneuver better.”


  They were ready now. Penger led the way, threw open the outer lock. They stepped, curiously light, into outer space. The vacuum suits ballooned immediately.


  Britt and Arnim, curiosly light, stepped into outer space through the airlock.


  For awhile they floated, while Arnim got his bearings. Directly ahead, not over fifty yards away, lay the glittering ball of the Wanderer. Below spun a jagged fragment of rock, the tiny asteroid they had just quitted.


  Arnim chuckled grimly. He thought of Rutnom and the Martians marooned on that tiny desolation, helplessly watching the space ships drifting not more than five miles overhead.


  Then he pulled out a little propulsion gun and, pointing it away from the Wanderer, pulled the trigger. He transformed himself into a very inefficient rocket-like projectile. Britt saw and wondered and did likewise.


  But finally Penger flashed his beam over the smooth shining skin of the Wanderer. They were home.


  His gloved hand found the airlock switch.


  *   *   *


  They were standing within the old familiar ship, denuded of their space suits. Britt was grinning happily. Arnim was at the electro-telescope, his eyes glued to-the instrument, giving swift orders that Britt translated into instant action. The little flier swerved and accelerated; shot off on sudden swift angles. At last Penger motioned.


  “Hold her there. We’re right alongside.”


  He squirmed into his suit again, dived into the air lock. Britt waited intently. It was only five minutes before he returned, but to the anxious youngster it seemed hours. The precious argento-platenoid box with its even more precious contents was under his arm.


  *   *   *


  Ganymede was growing momentarily on their screen. Arnim was sprawling luxuriously in his hammock, head resting on thrown-back arms. He wore the sleepy contentment of a cat who had licked up all the cream.


  Britt, however, was pacing restlessly to and fro, a worried frown on his clear boyish face. He would cast a sidelong glance at his older comrade, open his mouth, close it abruptly.


  “What’s on your mind, Britt, out with it.” Penger spoke casually, without shifting his position.


  The youngster stopped short, surprised.


  “Well, if you must know, Mr. Penger,” he burst out. “I hate to think of those Martians slowly dying on that horrible little world. I know they’re murderers and all that, but I just can’t help it.”


  Arnim looked at him not unkindly.


  “Rest your mind, Britt. As soon as we started for Ganymede I radioed the Mercurian Patrol Ship. She’s on her way right now to pick them off.”


  “Oh.”


  Arnim stretched himself contentedly. “Will I be glad to get back to old Earth, where it’s peaceful and quiet!”


  THE END


  [*] The Martian name for Jupiter. Though Rutnom was speaking in English he failed to translate this in his anger.


  THE IMMEASURABLE HORROR


  Clark Ashton Smith


  The seas of Venus spawned an incredible monster that attacked the exploring party from Earth


  I DO not mean to boast when I say that cowardice has never been among my failings. It would be needless to boast, in view of my honorable record as an ether-ace in six interplanetary expeditions. But I tell you that I would not return to Venus for any consideration—not for all the platinum and radium in its mountainsides, nor all the medicinal saps and pollens and vegetable ambergris of its forests. There will always be men to imperil their lives and their sanity in the Venusian trading-posts, and fools who will still try to circumnavigate a world of unearthly dangers. But I have done my share, and I know that Venus was not designed for human nerves or human brains. The loathsome multiform fecundity of its overheated jungles ought to be enough for any one—not to mention the way in which so many posts with their buildings of neo-manganese steel have been wholly blotted out between the departure of one space-freighter and the arrival of the next. No, Venus was not meant for man. If you still doubt me, listen to my story.


  I was with the first Venusian expedition, under the leadership of Admiral Carfax, in 1977. We were able to make 233 no more than a mere landing, and were then compelled to return earthward because of our shortage of oxygen, due to a serious miscalculation regarding our needs. It was unsafe, we found, to breathe the thick, vapor-laden air of Venus for more than short intervals; and we couldn’t afford to make an overdraft on our tanks. In 1979 we went back, more fully equipped for all contingencies this time, and landed on a high plateau near the equator. This plateau, being comparatively free from the noxious flora and fauna of the abysmal steaming jungles, was to form the base of our explorations.


  I felt signally honored when Admiral Carfax put me in charge of the planetary coaster whose various parts had been brought forth from the bowels of the huge ether-ship and fitted together for local use. I, Richard Harmon, was only an engineer, a third assistant pilot of the space-vessel, with no claim whatever to scientific renown; and the four men entrusted to my guidance were all experts of international fame. They were John Ashley, botanist, Aristide Rocher, geologist, Robert Manville, biologist and zoologist, and Hugo Markheim, head of the Interplanetary Survey. Carfax and the remaining sixteen of our party were to stay with the ether-ship till we returned and made our report. We were to follow the equator, landing often for close observations, and make, if feasible, a complete circuit of the planet. In our absence, a second coaster was to be fitted together, in preparation for a longitudinal voyage around the poles.


  The coaster was of that type which is now commonly used for flying at all levels within the terrestrial atmosphere. It was made of neonin-tempered aluminum, it was roomy and comfortable, with ports of synthetic crystal tougher than steel, and could be hermetically closed. There were the usual engines run by explosive atomic power, and a supplementary set of the old electro-solar turbines in case of emergency. The vessel was fitted with heating and refrigerating systems, and was armed with electronic machineguns having a forty-mile range; and we carried for hand-weapons a plentiful supply of infra-red grenades, of heat-tubes and zero tubes, not knowing what hostile forms of life we might encounter. These weapons were the deadliest ever devised by man; and a child could have wiped out whole armies with them. But I could smile now at their inadequacy. . . .


  THE plateau on which we had landed was far up in a range which we named the Purple Mountains because they were covered from base to summit with enormous two-foot lichens of a rich Tyrian hue. There were similarly covered areas in the plateau, where the soil was too thin for the sustenance of more elaborate plant forms. Here, among the multitudinous geysers, and the homed, fantastic peaks that were intermittently visible through a steam-charged atmosphere, we had established ourselves in a lichen-field. Even here we had to wear our refrigerating suits and carry oxygen whenever we stepped out of the ether- ship; for otherwise the heat would have parboiled us in a few minutes, and the ultra-terrestrial gases in the air would have speedily overpowered us. It was a weird business, putting the coaster together under such circumstances. With our huge inflated suits and masks of green vitrolium, we must have looked like a crew of demons toiling in the fumes of Gehenna.


  I shall never forget the hour when the five of us who had been chosen for that first voyage of discovery said good-bye to Admiral Carfax and the others and stepped into the coaster. Somehow, there was a greater thrill about it than that which attended the beginning of our trip through sidereal space. The 23,000 miles of our proposed circuit would of course be a mere bagatelle: but what marvels and prodigies of unimagined life or landscape might we not find! If we had only known the truth! . . , but indeed it was fortunate that we could not know. . . .


  Flying very slowly, as near to the ground as was practicable, we left the plateau and descended through a long jungle-invaded pass to the equatorial plains. Sometimes, even when we almost grazed the jungle-tops, we were caught in voluminous rolling masses of cloud; and sometimes there were spaces where we could see dimly ahead for a few miles, or could even discern the white-hot glaring of the dropsical sun that hung perpetually at zenith.


  We could get only a vague idea of the vegetation beneath us. It was a blurred mass of bluish and whitish greens, of etiolated mauves and saffrons tinged with jade. But we could see that the growths were of unearthly height and density, and that many of them had the character of calamites and giant grasses rather than trees. For a long while we sought vainly an open space in which to alight and begin our investigations.


  After we had flown on for an hour or two above the serried jungle, we crossed a great river that couldn’t have been so very far below the boiling-point, to judge from the columns of steam that coiled upward from it. Here we could measure the height of the jungle, for the shores were lined with titanic reeds marked off in ten-yard segments, that rose for a hundred yards in air, and were overshadowed by the palm-ferns behind them. But even here there was no place for us to descend. We crossed other rivers, some of which would have made the Amazon look like a summer creek; and we must have gone on for another hour above that fuming everlasting forest ere we came to a clear spot of land.


  We wondered about that clearing, even at first sight. It was a winding mile-wide swath in the jungle, whose end and beginning were both lost in the vapors. The purplish soil seemed to have been freshly cleared, and was clean and smooth as if a whole legion of steam-rollers had gone over it. We were immensely excited, thinking that it must be the work of intelligent beings—of whom, so far, we had found no slightest trace.


  I brought the coaster gently down in the clearing, close to the jungle’s edge; and donning our refrigerating suits and arming ourselves with heat-tubes, we unscrewed the seven-inch crystal of the manhole and emerged.


  The curiosity we felt concerning that clearing was drowned in our wonder before the bordering forest. I doubt if I can give you any real idea of what it was like. The most exuberant tropical jungle on earth would have been a corn-patch in comparison. The sheer fertility of it was stupendous, terrifying, horrifying—everything was overgrown, overcrowded, with a fulsome rankness that pushed and swelled and mounted even as you watched it. Life was everywhere, seething, bursting, pullulating, rotting. I tell you, we could actually see it grow and decay, like a slow moving picture. And the variety of it was a botanist’s nightmare. Ashley cursed like a longshoreman when he tried to classify some of the things we found. And Manville had his problems, too, for all sorts of novel insects and animals were flopping, crawling, crashing and flying through die monstrous woods.


  I’m almost afraid to describe some of those plants. The overlooming palm ferns with their poddy fronds of unwholesome mauve were bad enough. But the smaller things that grew beneath them, or sprouted from their boles and joints! Half of them were unspeakably parasitic; and many were plainly sarcophagous. There were bell-shaped flowers the size of wine-barrels that dripped a paralyzing fluid on anything that passed beneath them; and the carcasses of flying lizards and strange legless mammals were rotting in a circle about each of them, with the tips of new flowers starting from the putrefaction in which they had been seeded. There were vegetable webs in which squirming things had been caught—webs that were like a tangle of green, hairy ropes. There were broad, low-lying masses of fungoid white and yellow, that yielded like a bog to suck in the unwary creatures that had trodden upon them. And there were orchids of madly grotesque types that rooted themselves only in the bodies of living animals; so that many of the fauna we saw were adorned with floral parasites.


  Even though we were all armed with heat-tubes, we didn’t care to go very far in those woods. New plants were shooting up all around us; and nearly everything, both animal and vegetable, seemed to have alimentary designs upon us. We had to turn our heat-tubes on the various tendrils and branches that coiled about us; and our suits were heavily dusted with the white pollen of carnivorous flowers—a pollen that was anesthetic to the helpless monsters on which it fell. Once a veritable behemoth with a dinosaur-like head and forelegs, loomed above us suddenly from the ferns it had trampled down, but fled with screams of deafening thunder when we leveled our heat-rays upon it till its armored hide began to sizzle. Long-legged serpents larger than anacondas were stalking about; and they were so vicious, and came in such increasing numbers, that we found it hard to discourage them. So we retreated toward the coaster.


  WHEN we came again to the clearing, where the soil had been perfectly bare a few minutes before, we saw that the tips of new trees and plants were already beginning to cover it. At their rate of growth, the coaster would have been lost to sight among them in an hour or two. We had almost forgotten the enigma of that clearing; but now the problem presented itself with renewed force.


  “Harmon, that swath must have been made within the last hour!” exclaimed Manville to me as we climbed back into the vessel behind the others.


  “If we follow it,” I rejoined, “we’ll soon find who, or what, is making it. Are you fellows game for a little side-trip?” I had closed the manhole and was now addressing all four of my companions.


  There was no demur from any one, though the following of the swath would mean a diagonal divagation from our set course. All of us were tense with excitement and curiosity. No one could venture a surmise that seemed at all credible, concerning the agency that had left a mile- wide trail. And also we were undecided as to the direction of its progress.


  I set the engines running, and with that familiar roar of disintegrating carbon atoms in the cylinders beneath us, we soared to the level of the fern-tops and I steered the coaster along the swath in the direction toward which its nose happened to be pointing. However, we soon found that we were on the wrong track; for the new growth below us became disproportionately taller and thicker, as the mighty jungle sought to refill the gap that had been cloven through its center. So I turned the coaster, and we went back in the opposite direction.


  I don’t believe we uttered half a dozen words among us as we followed the swath, and saw the dwindling of the plant-tops below till that bare purplish soil reappeared. We had no idea what we would find; and we were now too excited even for conjecture. I will readily admit that I, for one, felt a little nervous: the things we had already seen in the forest, together with that formidable recent clearing which no earthly machinery could have made, were enough to unsettle the equilibrium of the human system. As I have said before, I am no coward; and I have faced a variety of ultra-terrene perils without flinching. But already I began to suspect that we were among things which no earth-being was ever meant to face or even imagine. The hideous fertility of that jungle had almost sickened me. What, then, could be the agency that had cleared the jungle away more cleanly than a harvester running through a grain-field?


  I watched the vapor-laden scene ahead in the reflector beside me; and the others all had their faces glued to the crystalline ports. Nothing untoward could be seen as yet; but I began to notice a slight, unaccountable increase of our speed. I had not increased the power—we had been running slowly, at no more than one hundred and fifty miles per hour; and now we were gaining, as if we were borne in the sweep of some tremendous air-current or the pull of a magnetic force.


  The vapors had closed in before us; now they eddied to each side, leaving the landscape visible for many miles. I think we all saw the Thing simultaneously; but no one spoke for a full thirty seconds. Then Manville muttered, very softly: “My God!”


  In front, no more than a half-mile distant, the swath was filled from side to side with a moving mass of livid angleworm pink that rose above the jungle- tops. It was like a sheer cliff before us as we flew toward it. We could see that it was moving away from us, was creeping onward through the forest. The mass gave the impression of a jelly-fish consistency. It rose and fell, expanding and contracting in a slow rhythmic manner, with a noticeable deepening of color at each contraction.


  “Life!” murmured Manville. “Life, in an unknown form, on a scale that would not be possible in our world.”


  The coaster was now rushing toward the worm-colored mass at more than two hundred miles an hour. A moment more, and we would have plunged into that palpitating wall. I turned the wheel sharply, and we veered to the left and rose with an odd sluggishness above the jungle, where we could look down. That sluggishness worried me, after our former headlong speed. It was as if we were fighting some new gravitational force of an unexampled potency.


  We all had a feeling of actual nausea as we gazed down. There were leagues and leagues of that living substance; and the farther end was lost in the fuming vapors. It was moving faster than a man could run, with that horribly regular expansion and contraction, as if it were breathing. There were no visible limbs or appendages, no organs of any distinguishable kind; but we knew that the thing was alive and aware.


  “Fly closer,” whispered Manville. Horror and scientific fascination contended in his voice.


  I steered diagonally downward, and felt an increase of the strange pull against which we were fighting. I had to reverse the gears and turn on more power to prevent the vessel from plunging headlong. We hung above the pink mass at a hundred-yard elevation and watched it. It flowed beneath us like an unnatural river, in a flat, glistening tide.


  “Voyez!” cried Rocher, who preferred to speak in his native tongue, though he knew English as well as any of us.


  Two flying monsters, large as pterodactyls, were now circling above the mass not far below us. It seemed as if they, like the vessel, were struggling against a powerful downward attraction. Through the air-tight sound-valves we could hear the thunderous beating of their immense wings as they strove to rise and were drawn gradually toward the pink surface. As they neared it, the mass rose up in a mighty wave, and in the deep mouth-like hollow that formed at the wave’s bottom a colorless fluid began to exude and collect in a pool. Then the wave curved over, caught the struggling monsters, and lapsed again to a level, slowly palpitating surface above its prey.


  We waited a little; and I realized suddenly that the onward flowing of the mass had ceased. Except for that queer throbbing, it was now entirely quiescent. But somehow there was a deadly menace in its tranquillity, as if the thing were watching or meditating. Apparently it had no eyes, no ears, no senseorgans of any sort; but I began to get the idea that in some unknowable manner, through senses beyond our apprehension, it was aware of our presence and was considering us attentively.


  Now, all at once, I saw that the mass was no longer quiescent. It had begun to rise toward us, very stealthily and gradually, in a pyramidal ridge; and at she ridge’s foot, even as before, a clear, transparent pool was gathering.


  The coaster wavered and threatened to fall. The magnetic pull, whatever it was, had grown stronger than ever. I turned on fresh power; we rose with a painful, dragging slowness, and the ridge below shot abruptly into a pillar that loomed beside us and toppled over toward the vessel.


  Before it could reach us, Manville had seized the switch that operated one of die machine-guns, had aimed it at the pillar and released a stream of disintegrative bolts that caused the overhanging menace to vanish like a melting arm of cloud. Below us the pyramidal base of the truncated pillar writhed and shuddered convulsively, and sank back once more into a level surface. The coaster soared dizzily, as if freed from a retarding weight; and reaching what I thought would be a safe elevation, we flew along the rim of the mass in an effort to determine its extent. And as we flew, the thing began to glide along beneath us at its former rate of progression.


  I don’t know how many miles of it there were, winding on through that monstrous jungle like a glacier of angleworm flesh. I tell you, the thing made me feel as if my solar plexus had gone wrong. It was all I could do to steer the coaster. There was neither head nor tail to that damnable mass, and nothing anywhere that we could identify as special organs; it was a weltering sea of life, of protoplasmic cells organized on a scale that staggered all the preconceptions of biology. Manville was nearly out of his senses with excitement; and the rest of us were so profoundly shocked and overwhelmed that we began to wonder if the thing were real, or were merely an hallucination of nerves disordered by novel and terrific planetary forces.


  WELL, we came to the end of it at last, where the pink wave was eating its way through the jungle. Every-‘ thing in its path was being crushed down and absorbed—the four-hundred-foot ferns, the giant grasses, the grotesque carnivorous plants and their victims, the flying, waddling, creeping and striding monsters of all types. And the thing made so little sound—there was a low murmur like that of gently moving water, and the snap or swish of trees as they went down, but nothing’ more.


  “I guess we might as well go on,” observed Manville regretfully. “I’d like to analyze a section of that stuff; but we’ve seen what it can do; and I can’t ask you to take any chances with the coaster.”


  “No,” I agreed, “there’s nothing to be done about it. So, if you gentlemen are all willing, we might as well resume our course.”


  I set the vessel back toward the equator, at a goodly speed.


  “Christ! that stuff is following us!” cried Manville a minute later. He had been watching from a rear port.


  Intent on steering forthrightly, it had not occurred to me to keep an eye on the thing. Now I looked into the rear reflector. The pink mass had changed its course, and was crawling along behind us, evidently at an increased rate of progression, for otherwise we would have been out of sight by now.


  We all felt pretty creepy, I assure you. But it seemed ridiculous to imagine that the thing could overtake us. Even at our moderate speed, we were gaining upon it momently; and, if need be, we could treble our rate or soar to higher atmospheric levels. But even at that the whole business made a very disagreeable impression.


  Before long we plunged into a belt of thick vapors and lost sight of our pursuer. We seemed to be traversing a sort of swamp, for we caught glimpses of titan reeds and mammoth aquatic plants amid winding stretches of voluminously steaming water. We heard the bellow of unknown leviathans, and saw the dim craning of their hideous heads on interminable necks as we passed. And once the coaster was covered with boiling spray from a marsh-geyser or volcano, and we flew blindly till we were out of it again. Then we crossed a lake of burning oil or mineral pitch, with flames that were half a mile in height; and the temperature rose uncomfortably in spite of our refrigerating system. Then there were more marshes, involved in rolling steam. And after an hour or two we emerged from the vapors, and another zone of prodigiously luxuriant jungle began to reveal its fronded tops below us.


  Flying over that jungle was like moving in a hashish eternity. There was no end to it and no change—it simply went on and on through a world without limits or horizons. And the white, vaporous glare of the swollen sun, ever at zenith, became a corroding torture to nerves and brain. We all felt a terrific fatigue, more from the nervous tax than anything else. Manville and Rocher went to sleep, Markheim nodded at his post, and I began to watch for a place where I could bring the coaster safely down and take a nap myself. The vessel would have kept its own course, if I had set the gears; but I didn’t want to miss anything, or take any chance of collision with a high mountain-range.


  Well, it seemed there was no place to land in that interminable bristling wilderness of cyclopean growths. We flew on, and I grew sleepier and sleepier. Then, through the swirling mists ahead, I saw the vague looming of low mountains. There were bare, needle-sharp peaks and long, gentle scaurs of a blackish stone, almost entirely covered with red and yellow lichens taller than heather. It all looked very peaceful and desolate. I brought the coaster down on a level shelf of one of the scaurs, and fell asleep almost before the heavy thudding of the engines had died.


  I DON’T know what it was that awakened me. But I sat up with a start, with a preternaturally distinct awareness ,that something was wrong. I glanced around at my companions, who were all slumbering quietly. And then I peered into the reflectors, where the entire landscape about us was depicted.


  I was unable to believe it for a moment—that worm-colored glacier that had crawled up the scarp beneath us, and was now hanging over the vessel like a sheer, immeasurable, flowing precipice. It had reached out in mighty arms on either side, as if to surround us. It seemed to blot out the misty heavens as it hung there, pulsing and darkening and all a-slaver with rills of a hueless fluid from the mouths that had formed in its front. I lost a few precious seconds ere I could start the atomic engines; and as the vessel rose, the top of that loathsome cliff lengthened out and fell over like the crest of a breaking billow. It caught us with a buffeting shock, it enveloped us, we went down tossing and pitching as into a sea-trough; and our interior grew dark and blind till I switched on the lights.


  The vessel was now lurching nose downward, as that unbelievable wave sucked it in. My companions were awake, and I shouted half-incoherent orders to them as I turned on the full power of our cylinders and also set the electro-solar turbines going. The sides and ceiling of the coaster seemed to bend inward with the pressure as we sought to wrench ourselves free. My companions had flown to the machine-guns, they pumped them incessantly, and bolts of electronic force tore like a broadside of lightning into the mass that had engulfed us. We tried literally to blast ourselves out, with each gun revolving at the widest possible radius. I don’t know how it was ever done; but at last the pressure above us began to give, there was a glimmering of light through our rear ports, and pitching dizzily, we broke loose. But even as the light returned, something dripped on my bare arms from the ceiling—a thin rill of water-clear fluid that seared like vitriol and almost laid me out with the sheer agony as it ate into my flesh. I heard some one scream and fall, and turning my head, saw Manville writhing on the floor beneath a steady drip of the same fluid. The roof and walls of the coaster were rent in several places, and some of the rifts were widening momently. That execrable liquid, which doubtless served as both saliva and digestive juice, had been eating the adamantine- tempered metal like acid, and we had not escaped any too soon.


  The next few minutes were worse than a whole herd of nightmares. Even with our double engine-power, even with the machine-guns still tearing at the mass beside us, it was a struggle to get away, to combat the malign extra-gravitational magnetism of that hellish life-substance. And all the while, Venusian air was pouring in through the rents and our atmosphere was becoming unbreathable. Also the refrigerating system was half useless now, and we sweltered in a steaming inferno, till each of us donned his air-tight insulative suit in turn, while the others held to the guns and the steering. Manville had ceased to writhe, and we saw that he was dead. We would not have dired to look at him overlong, even if there had been time; for half his face and body were eaten away by the corroding liquid.


  We soared gradually, till we could look down on the horror that had so nearly devoured us. There it was, mile on mile of it stretching up the mountainside, with the farther end somewhere in the jungle below. It seemed impossible, in view of the distance we had traversed, that the thing was the same life-mass we had met earlier in the day. But whatever it was, it must have smelt us out somehow; and seemingly it didn’t mind scaling a mountain to get us. Or perhaps it was in the habit of climbing mountains. Anyway, it was hard to discourage, for our gun-fire seemed to make mere pinholes in it that closed up again when the gunner’s aim shifted. And when we started to drop grenades upon it from our hard-won elevation, it merely throbbed and heaved a little more vehemently, and darkened to a cancerous red as if it were getting angry. And when we flew off on the way we had come, toward the jungle and the swamp beyond, the damnable thing started to flow backward beneath us along the lichen-mantled slope. Evidently it was determined to have us.


  I reeled in the seat with the pain of my seared arms as I held our course. We were in no condition to continue the circuit of Venus; and there was nothing for it but a return to the Purple Mountains.


  We flew at top speed, but that flowing mass of life—protoplasm, organism, or whatever it was—fairly raced us. At last we got ahead of it, where it slithered in mile-wide devastation through the jungle—but not very far ahead at that. It hung on interminably, and we all grew sick with watching it.


  Suddenly we saw that the thing had ceased to follow us, and was veering off at a sharp angle.


  “What do you make of that?” cried Markheim. We were all so amazed by the cessation of pursuit, that I halted the vessel and we hung in midair, wondering what had happened.


  Then we saw. Another endless mass, of a vermin-like gray, was crawling through the jungle to meet the pink mass. The two seemed to rise up in sheer columns, like warring serpents, as they neared each other. Then they came together; and we could see that they were battling, were devouring each other, were gaining and losing alternately as they flowed back and forth in a huge area from which all vegetation was speedily blotted. At length the pink mass appeared to have won a decisive victory; it poured on and on, without cease, ingesting the other, driving it back. And we watched no longer, but resumed our flight toward the Purple Mountains.


  I have no very distinct recollection of that flight: it is all a blur of incalescent vapors, of boundless, fuming forests, of blazing bitumen lakes and volcano-spouting marshes. I lived in a reeling eternity of pain, sickness, vertigo; and, toward the last, a raging delirium in which I was no longer aware of my surroundings, except by fits and starts. I don’t know how I held on, how I kept the course: my subliminal mind must have done it, I suppose. The others were all pretty sick, too, and could not have helped me. I seemed to be fighting an immeasurable, formless monster in that delirium; and after a dozen eons of inconclusive combat, I came out of it long enough to see that the Purple Mountains were jutting their horns from the vapors just ahead. Dimly I steered along the jungle-taken pass and across the plateau; and the glaring heavens turned to a sea of blackness, a sea that fell and bore me down to oblivion as I landed the coaster beside the glimmering bulk of the ether-ship.


  SOMEHOW, very tortuously and vaguely, I floated out of that sea of blackness. I seemed to take hours in regaining full awareness; and the process was painful and confusing, as if my brain were unwilling to function. When I finally came to myself, I was lying in my bunk on the ether-ship, and Admiral Carfax and the two doctors of the expedition were beside me, together with Markheim and Rocher. They told me I had been unconscious for fifty hours. My collapse, they thought, had been partly due to unnatural nerve-strain and shock. But my arms were both in a terrible state from the ravages of the vitriolic animal fluid that had dripped upon them. It had been necessary to amputate my left arm at the elbow; and only the most skilful care had saved the other from a like fate. My companions, though ill to the point of nausea, had retained consciousness, and had told the story of our unbelievable adventures.


  “I don’t see how you drove the coaster,” said Carfax. This, from our reticent and praise-sparing chief, was an actual brevet.


  My right arm was a long time in healing—indeed, it never became quite normal again, never regained the muscular strength and nervous quickness required for aviation or space-flying. And I wasn’t so sorry, either: my nerves were badly shaken; and I was content to let others do their share, when the holes in the acid-eaten coaster had been calked with metal melted by our heat-tubes, and another exploring party was sent out along the equator.


  We waited for a hundred hours on the plateau in the Purple Mountains; but the coaster didn’t return. Radio communication with it had ceased after the first nine hours. The second coaster was put together, and went out with Admiral Carfax himself in charge. Markheim and Rocher also insisted on going along. We kept in touch with the vessel till it began to approach the enormous tundras in which the sunlit hemisphere of Venus terminates, and beyond which are the frozen realms of perpetual twilight and darkness. The radio reports were full of incredible things, and I won’t tell you how many of those moving life-masses were sighted, eating their way through the hideously fertile jungles or crawling out of the steam-enveloped Venusian seas that gave them birth. Nothing, however, was found of the first coaster. Then the reports ceased; and a black horror settled upon us who had remained in the ether-ship.


  The huge space-vessel was ill-adapted to horizontal flight within atmospheric levels. But we set out anyway, and tried to find the coasters, though we all knew there could no longer be anything to find. I won’t detail our trip: we all saw enough to turn our stomachs permanently; and those horrors of immeasurable life were sweet and charming in comparison with some of the things that our searchlights revealed on the dark side of the planet. . . . Anyhow, we gave it up at last, and came back to earth. And I, for one, have been well satisfied to remain on Terra Firma. Others can do the exploring, and work the Venusian mines and plantations. I know too well the fate of those lost parties and their vessels. And I know what has happened to the warehouses of neo-manganese steel that have utterly disappeared and have been replaced by a half-grown jungle.
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  A CONQUEST OF TWO WORLDS


  Edmond Hamilton


  JUST as the white man had nothing to be proud of in his early conquest of the Americas, so the human race will hardly look back with pride if it manages to conquer the solar planets. The dominating force of greed is not expected to suddenly vanish when enterprising men roam the interplanetary spaces.


  It is unfortunate that after brave and unselfish men have opened up new lands, the great profits that they bring go to financiers and business men who risk neither their lives nor their money.


  Suppose, as Mr. Hamilton shows so dramatically, the selfish exploitation of other planets was being accomplished for greedy exploiters, and to conquer those worlds meant the decimation of its harmless population, would you aid in that process? Read this absorbing story, and then write us your opinions of the conduct of Mart Halkett. We will print the best letters.


  JIMMY CRANE, Mart Halkett and Hall Burnham were students together in a New York technical school in the spring when Gillen’s flight changed the world. Crane, Halkett and Burnham had been an inseparable trio since boyhood. They had fought youthful foes together, had wrestled together with their lessons, and now read together, as an amazed world was reading, of Ross Gillen’s stupendous exploit.


  Gillen, the stubby, shy and spectacled Arizona scientist, burst the thing on the world like a bombshell. For sixteen years he had worked on the problem of atomic power. When he finally solved that problem and found himself able to extract almost unlimited power from small amounts of matter, by breaking down its atoms with a simple projector of electrical forces of terrific voltage, Gillen called in a helper, Anson Drake. With Drake he constructed an atom-blast mechanism that would shoot forth as a rocket stream, exploded atoms of immeasurable force, a tremendous means of propulsion.


  For Gillen meant to conquer space. Through that momentous winter when Crane, Halkett and Burnham had not a thought beyond their school problems and school sports, Gillen and Drake were constructing a rocket that would use the atom-blast mechanism for propulsion and could carry one man and the necessary supplies of air, food and water. There was installed in the ship a radio transmitter they had devised, which made use of a carrier-beam to send radio impulses through the earth’s Heaviside Layer from outer space. When all was ready Ross Gillen got calmly into the rocket and roared out into space to eternal glory.


  Crane, Halkett and Burnham read as tensely as everyone else on earth the reports that came back from Gillen’s radio. He swung sunward first and reported Venus a landless water-covered ball, and Mercury a mass of molten rock. Landing was impossible on either. Then Gillen headed outward in a broad curve for Mars and on a memorable day reported to earth a landing on that planet.


  Mars had thin but breathable air, Gillen reported. It was an arid world of red deserts with oases of gray vegetation wherever there were underground springs or water-courses. There were Martians of some intelligence moving in nomadic groups from oasis to oasis. They were man-like beings with stilt-like legs and arms, with huge bulging chests and bulbous heads covered with light fur. Gillen said the Martian groups or tribes fought some among themselves with spears and like weapons, but that they welcomed him as a friend. He reported signs of large mineral and chemical deposits before he left Mars.


  Gillen’s radio signals became ever weaker as his rocket moved through space toward Jupiter. He managed a safe landing on that pant planet and found it without oceans, warm and steamy and clad from pole to pole with forests of great fern growths. A strange fauna inhabited these forests and the highest forms of life, the Jovians, as Gillen called them, were erect-walking creatures with big, soft hairless bodies and with thick arms and legs ending in flippers instead of hands or feet. Their heads were small and round, with large dark eyes. They lived peacefully in large communities in the fern forests, on fruits and roots. They had few weapons and were of child-like friendliness. Gillen stayed several days with them before leaving Jupiter.


  Gillen said only that Jupiter’s greater gravitation and heavy wet atmosphere had made him ill and that he was heading back to earth. Saturn, Uranus, Neptune and Pluto were, of course, hopelessly cold and uninhabitable.


  Crane, Halkett and Burnham were part of a world that was mad with excitement as Gillen swung back through space toward earth. And when at last Gillen’s rocket roared in through earth’s atmosphere and landed, it smashed, and they found Gillen inside it crumpled and dead, but with a smile on his lips.


  To Halkett, Crane and Burnham, Gillen was the supreme hero as he was to all earth. Overnight, Gillen’s flight, the fact of interplanetary travel, changed everything. The new planets open to earthmen brought new and tremendous problems. Even as Anson Drake, Gillen’s helper, was supervising construction of ten rockets for a second expedition, the world’s governments were meeting and deciding that a terrific war between nations for the rich territories of Mars and Jupiter could only be avoided by formation of one government for the other planets. The Interplanetary Council thus came into being and one of its first acts was to make Drake’s expedition its official exploring party.


  Drake’s expedition became the goal of all the adventure-minded young men of earth. Jimmy Crane, Mart Halkett and Hall Burnham were among these, but they had what most of the adventurous had. not, technical education and skill. The harassed Drake took the three on: and when Drake’s ten rockets sailed out with the commission of the Interplanetary Council to explore Mars’ mineral and other resources, to establish bases for future exploration on Mars and if possible on Jupiter, Crane, Halkett and Burnham were together in Rocket 8.


  DRAKE’S expeditionproved a classic in disaster. Two of his ten rockets perished in mid-space in a meteor swarm. Many of the men in the other rockets were struck down by the malign combination of the weightlessness, the unsoften ultra-violet rays, and the terrific glare and gloom of mid-space. This space-sickness had put about a half of Drake’s men out of usefulness, Halkett and Burnham among them, when his eight rockets swung in to land near the Martian equator.


  One of Drake’s rockets smashed completely in landing, and three others suffered minor damages. They had landed near one of the oases of vegetation, and Drake directed the establishment of a camp. The thin cold Martian air helped bring his space-sick men back to normal, but others were being smitten at the same time by what came to be known later as Martian fever. This seized on Hall Burnham among others, though Halkett and Crane never had it. The fever came as the result of the entirely strange conditions in which the earthmen found themselves.


  Drake’s men were in a world in which nothing could be measured by terrestrial standards. The reduced gravitation made their slightest movements give grotesquely disproportionate results. But the thin air made even the slightest effort tire them quickly. The sun’s heat was enough by day to give moderate warmth, but the nights in Drake’s camp were freezing. Halkett, Crane and Burnham marveled at the splendor of those bitter nights, the stars superb in frosty brilliance, the two Martian moons casting ever-changing shadows.


  Then, too, there were the Martians. The first contact of Drake’s party with them was amicable enough. The big, furry man-like beings, strange looking to the earthmen with their huge expanded chests and stilt-like limbs, emerged from the vegetation oases to greet Drake’s men as friends. News of Gillen’s visit had traveled over part of Mars, at least, for these Martians had heard of it.


  Drake welcomed the Martians and ordered his men to fraternize with them, for he hoped to learn much from them concerning the planet’s resources. He was beginning to see that his expedition was far too small for even the sketchiest exploration of the planet. So Martians and earthmen mixed and mingled in the little camp at the oasis’ edge. Some of the men learned the rudiments of the Martians’ speech—Mart Halkett was one of these—and got from them a little information concerning location of mineral deposits. Although most of it was undependable, still Drake felt he was learning something.


  But the whole state of affairs changed when one of Drake’s men foolishly told some Martians that Drake’s expedition was but the forerunner of many others from earth, and that the Interplanetary Council would direct the destinies of all the planets. It must have been a shock to the Martians, primitive as they were, to find that they were considered subjects of this new government. They withdrew at once from the earthmen’s camp. Drake radioed to earth that they were acting queerly and that he feared an attack.


  Yet when the attack came three days later the earthmen brought it on themselves. When one of Drake’s guards wantonly slew a Martian, the natives rushed the camp. Drake had hastily made ready atom-blast mechanisms for defense and the attacking Martians were almost annihilated by the invisible but terrific fire of disintegrated atoms. Crouching behind their rude dirtworks, the earthmen, even those staggering from Martian fever, turned the roaring blasts this way and that to mow down the onrushing mobs of furry, big-chested stilt-limbed Martians. Halkett, Crane and Burnham did their part in that one-sided fight.


  The Martians had learned their lesson and attacked no more but hemmed in the camp and systematically trailed and killed anyone venturing from it. More of Drake’s men were going down with Martian fever and several died. Exploration was out of the question and Drake’s position became insupportable. He reported as much and the Interplanetary Council ordered his return to earth.


  Drake foolishly sent four of his rockets, with Halkett and his friends in one, back to earth in advance. The other three and their crews, including himself, delayed to repair the damage done in landing. The Martians rushed them in force that night, and Drake and all his men perished in what must have been a terrific battle.


  Halkett, Crane and Burnham got back to earth with the four advance rockets some time after Drake’s last broken-off radio-messages had told his fate. They found earth, which welcomed them as heroes, wrathful at the slaying of their commander and comrades by the Martians. The information Drake had sent back regarding Mars’ rich chemical and metallic deposits added greed to the earth-people’s anger.


  Announcement was made immediately by the Interplanetary Council that another force would be sent back to Mars, one better equipped to face Martian conditions and powerful enough to resist any Martian attack. It was evident that the Martians would resist all explorations and must be subdued before a systematic survey of the planet could be made. Once that was done. Mars would become a base for the exploration of Jupiter.


  Rockets to the number of a hundred were under construction, embodying all the lessons Drake’s disastrous expedition had learned. Instruments, to give warning of meteor swarms by means of magnetic fields projected ahead, were devised. Walls and window ports were constructed to soften the terrific ultra-violet vibrations of free space. Special recoil harnesses were produced to minimize the terrible, shocks of starting and landing. These would reduce space-sickness, and Martian fever was to be combatted by special oxygenation treatment to be given periodically to all engaged in this new venture.


  Weapons were not forgotten—the atom-blast weapons were improved in power and range, and new atomic bombs that burst with unprecedented violence were being turned out. And while crews were being enlisted and trained for this rocket fleet, the Army of the Interplanetary Council was organized. Most of the survivors of Drake’s disastrous expedition joined one department or another of the new force. Crane, Halkett and Burnham had joined at once, and because their Martian experience made them valuable they were commissioned lieutenants in the new army.


  HALKETT commented on that. “I don’t know why we should be going back there to kill those poor furry devils,” he told Crane and Burnham. “After all, they’re fighting for their world.”


  “We wouldn’t hurt them if they’d be reasonable and not attack us, would we?” Crane demanded. “We’re only trying to make of Mars something besides a great useless desert.”


  “But the Martians seem to be satisfied with it as a desert,” Halkett persisted. “What right have we, really, to change it or exploit its resources against their wishes?”


  “Halk, if you talk like that people’ll think you’re pro-Martian,” said Crane worriedly. “Don’t you know that the Martians will never use those chemical and metal deposits until the end of time, and that earth needs them badly?”


  “Not to speak of the fact that we’ll give the Martians a better government than they ever had before,” Burnham said. “They’ve always been fighting among themselves and the Council will stop that.”


  “I suppose that’s so,” Halkett admitted. “But just the same. I’m not keen on slaughtering any more of them with the atom-blasts as we did with Drake.”


  “There’ll be nothing like that,” Crane told him. “The Martians will see we’re too strong and won’t start anything.”


  Crane proved a poor prophet. For when the expedition, commanded by that Richard Weathering who had been Drake’s second in command, reached Mars in its hundred rockets, trouble started. There was never a chance to try peaceful methods—fighting with the Martians began almost immediately.


  It was evident that since Drake’s expedition the Martians had anticipated further parties and had made some preparation. They had combined groups into several large forces and had devised some crude chemical weapons not unlike the ancient Greek fire. With these they rushed Weathering’s rockets on the equatorial plateau where they had landed. But Weathering had already brought order out of the confusion of landing and was ready for them.


  His first act on landing was to have his men bring the rockets together and throw up dirtworks around them. Both of these tasks were enormously simplified by the lesser gravitation of the planet. He had then set up batteries of atom-blasts at strategic locations behind his works, Jimmy Crane commanding one of these and Halkett another. These opened on the Martians as soon as they came into range. The furry masses, unable to use their rather ineffective chemical weapons, were forced to fall back with some thousands dead. They immediately tried to hem in the earthmen as they had done with the Drake expedition.


  Weathering did not permit this. He knew that the Martians’ source of existence was the gray vegetation of the oases. This vegetation was mostly a sage shrub which bore pod-like fruits about the time the polar snow-caps reappeared. Weathering sent parties forth.


  Lieutenant Jimmy Crane heading one, to devastate the oases for a hundred miles around the earth-post.


  They carried out orders though the Martians in those cases made fierce resistance, and there were mad combats of brown-clad earthmen and furry Martians in brilliant sunlight of day or black, freezing night. But Crane’s and the other parties went stubbornly ahead, destroying the vegetation with atom-blasts. And in the end, with the vegetation that yielded their food-supply destroyed, the Martians in that hundred-mile circle had to retire across the red desert to other oases.


  Weathering then split his forces into three divisions using his rockets to transport two of these divisions to points equidistant around Mars’ equator. At each point a post like Weathering’s own was established, with dirtworks in a square around it and atom-blast batteries mounted. Jimmy Crane, who had shown aptitude thus far in Martian campaigning, was made commander of one of these posts and a Lieutenant Lanson commander of the other. Halkett and Burnham stayed in Weathering’s own post.


  Eighty of the ninety-seven rockets that had landed safely. Weathering now sent back to earth for more men and supplies. Word came from earth that fifty new rockets had been constructed and were on their way with men and materials. Weathering distributed them equally among his three posts when they came and sent them also back to earth for more. Crane and Lanson, under his orders, had devastated the oases around their posts to drive the Martians back from them.


  CHAPTER II


  The Conquest of Mars


  WEATHERING’S men were becoming acclimated to Martian conditions. The oxygenation treatments eliminated most of the Martian fever, and as the earthmen’s muscles attuned themselves gradually to the new gravitation their movements became more sure. It is worthy of note that some of those first venturers who went back from Mars to earth after a year on the red planet were stricken by a sort of earth-sickness due to earth’s different conditions.


  As reinforcements came in. Weathering continued to distribute them among the three posts of Crane and Lanson and himself. He wanted to establish the three forts firmly before an overwhelming Martian attack swept them out of existence. There were signs that that could be expected from the Martians.


  The Martian attacks were growing fiercer. The Martians could see plainly enough the course Weathering was following, and that each week brought more rockets from earth with more men, more supplies and more atom-blasts and atomic bombs. They determined upon a concerted attack to wipe out the earthmen’s three forts before they became too strong.


  The attack broke against the three forts, so widely separated, at the same time. It did not catch Weathering and Crane and Lanson by surprise—their atom-blasts were ready. But even so, the Martian attack was almost irresistible in sheer weight. From far across the reddish desert surged the furry Martian masses toward the three little forts, coming on despite the atom-blasts that took toll of them by tens of thousands.


  Weathering’s post and that of Crane withstood the attack by only the utmost endeavor. Halkett had charge of one of the atom-blast batteries at Weathering’s fort, on the side that the Martians attacked most determinedly. It was Halkett’s battery that wrought the deadliest destruction amid the furry hordes.


  The third post, that of Lanson, fell. The Martians got inside with their chemical weapons despite the atom-blasts and bombs of the earthmen. Lanson and his garrison were massacred to the last man by the Martians. Only one of the three rockets stationed at Lanson’s post escaped, a little before the fort fell, and got to Weathering with the news.


  Weathering acted at once, despite his own precarious situation. He assembled sixteen rockets from his fort and Crane’s, loaded them with men and weapons, and sent them under the command of Mart Halkett to reestablish the third fort. They did so, taking the Martians there by surprise, and managed to hold the place in the face of the Martian attacks that followed.


  There followed a lull in the fighting, with Weathering, Crane and Halkett holding grimly on in the three forts. The Martians had lost tremendous numbers without dislodging the earthmen, and were in no mood for further attacks in force. Yet they did not retire but continued to encircle the forts.


  But steadily the earthmen’s strength grew as more rockets came in. Earth was aflame over the situation, cheering Weathering as the upholder of terrestrial honor. The gallant fight of earth’s lonely outposts there amid the Martian hordes had appealed to the popular imagination and there were insistent demands that the Interplanetary Council use all its powers to reinforce them.


  It meant to do so. It sent Weathering a message stating as much, advancing him from colonel to general, promoting Jimmy Crane to colonel, and Halkett and Burnham and a number of others to captaincies. The enlistment bureaus of the Council on earth could not handle the flood of recruits.


  Rockets were now pouring from the factories in a steadily increasing stream. Atomic weapons were also being produced in quantity and every few days saw rockets laden with supplies and men taking off for Mars. Many perished still in the dangers of the void but most arrived safely. Weathering continued to distribute the men and supplies they brought among his three posts.


  When the three forts were strong enough to be impregnable to any Martian attack. Weathering began the establishment of new posts. He proceeded methodically to dot Mars with small but strong forts, each covering a certain portion of the planet’s surface. Hall Burnham was made commander of one of the first of these. Crane and Halkett retaining command of their posts.


  Within a year Weathering had a network of fifty forts stretched over Mars’ surface from the north polar snow-cap to the southern one. He had in them strong garrisons of bronzed earthmen thoroughly acclimated to the Martian gravitation and atmosphere, and well-seasoned in fighting with the stilt-limbed Martians. By then Halkett and Burnham were commanding two of the fifty forts, while Jimmy Crane was now Weathering’s second in command. The two worked together distributing, according to their plan, among the fifty posts, the streams of men and materials arriving from earth.


  With the next melting of the polar snow-caps. Weathering was ready to begin the final subjugation of Mars. From a circle of six of his forts he sent out strong forces to attack and drive together the Martians in that circular territory. This was the plan evolved by Weathering and Crane, to concentrate forces upon one section of the planet at a time, using the forts around that section as bases, mopping up the Martians in that section thoroughly and then proceeding to another.


  CRANE had charge of the first operation and it worked perfectly. The Interplanetary Council had directed Weathering to offer the Martians peace if they promised to obey the Government’s authority. But Crane’s men had no chance even to make the offer, so utterly fierce was the Martian resistance.


  The Martians had never expected what happened. The furry, stilt-limbed men had ceased their attacks on the earthmen’s forts some time before, save for occasional raids, and had retired to take up existence in the vegetation oases remoter from the forts. There they had lived as they had for ages, moving in nomadic fashion through the oases gathering the fruits upon which they subsisted, digging as ages of experience had made them skillful in doing for the underground springs. Now the earthmen were attacking them! The Martians rose madly to the fight.


  But Crane’s forces were strongly armed and with atom-blasts and atom bombs against their crude weapons the Martians had no chance. Those in that section were mostly killed in the fighting and the few remaining were herded into prison camps. Crane went on under Weathering’s order to another section and repeated the maneuver. Halkett’s fort was one of the posts around that section, but Halkett and Crane had small opportunity of seeing each other in the midst of the grim business of rounding up the Martians. With that section subdued like the first, the forces of Crane concentrated on another.


  Within another year Weathering could send word back to the Council that the plan had succeeded and that except for a few remote wastes near the snow-caps, Mars was entirely subjugated. In that year approximately three-fourths of the Martian race had perished, for in almost every case their forces had resisted to the last. Those who remained could constitute no danger to the earthmen’s system of forts. The Council flashed Weathering congratulations and gave Crane command of the expedition then fitting out on earth for the exploration of Jupiter.


  Crane went back to earth to take charge of it, first taking warm leave of Mart Halkett and Hall Burnham at the posts they commanded. Crane spent a half year on earth preparing his expedition of two hundred rockets to meet conditions on Jupiter. For Jupiter presented a greater problem to earth explorers than had Mars, and biologists and chemists had been working to overcome the obstacles.


  The greatest difficulty, Crane saw, was Jupiter’s gravitation, almost twice that of earth despite the swift-spinning planet’s counteracting centrifugal force. Gillen’s visit to Jupiter on his epochal flight had been terminated by sickness brought on by that greater gravitation and the heavy damp atmosphere. Crane’s men must be strengthened to withstand these influences.


  Earth’s scientists solved the problem to some extent by devising rigid metallic clothing not unlike armor which would support the interior human structure against Jupiter’s pull. Crane’s men were also administered compounds devised by the biochemists for the rapid building of bone to strengthen the skeleton structure, while respirators which absorbed a percentage of the water vapor in air would solve for Crane’s men the problem of the heavy wet atmosphere.


  So equipped. Crane’s expedition sailed in its two hundred rockets for Jupiter, choosing a time when the asteroid zone between earth and Jupiter was comparatively clear. Even so, sixteen of the two hundred rockets never reached their destination. The others landed safely in the fern forests of the southern half of Jupiter, and Crane began there establishment of the first earth-post.


  He found himself with troubles enough. For though the metal armor and other protections safeguarded the earthmen fairly effectively from the greater gravitation, they found it still difficult to make the simplest motions. It took weeks for Crane’s men, against the drag of the Jovian gravity, to clear the fern forest around them and turn up dirtworks of the oozy black Jovian soil.


  Sickness was rife among them, for the respirators did not work as well as the safeguards against gravitation. The heavy wet air worked havoc with the earthmen’s lungs and the so-called Jovian croup became soon as well-known and much more feared than Martian fever. Men toiling in the thin sunlight were stricken by it. Crane’s forces were decimated by it. The fern forests, too, held weird forms of life that proved a problem, some of them disk-shaped things of flesh that enveloped anything living in their bodies and ingested it directly. There were also strange huge worm-like things existing in the oozy soil, and others stranger still. Crane’s men had to work with atom-blasts constantly ready to repel these strange predatory forms of life.


  OUT of the fern forests, too, came to watch the earthmen hosts of the big, soft-bodied creatures Gillen had called the Jovians. These had bodies eight feet high and six feet around, like big cylinders of hairless brown flesh supported on thick flipper-like limbs, with similar flipper-like arms. Their small round heads had dark mild eyes and mouths from which came their deep bass speech. Crane found they were perhaps as intelligent as the Martians but were rather more peaceful, their only weapons spears with which they fought off the things in the fern forests that attacked them.


  They were quite friendly toward the earthmen and watched their operations with child-like interest. Crane intended to avoid Drake’s mistake and not clash with the Jovians in any way while his men toiled to establish first one post and then others over southern Jupiter. He reported to the Council that he would only operate in South Jupiter for the time being. And while earth followed Crane’s work on South Jupiter with intense interest, a host of changes were occurring on Mars.


  Mart Halkett, still commanding his equatorial Martian post, saw a new kind of migration now going on from earth to Mars. Hitherto the rockets had carried hardly anything but the reinforcements of the Council and their supplies. But now Halkett saw crowds of civilians pouring into the newly subjugated planet. They were magnates, speculators, engineers, mechanics, for the Council was now granting concessions in the great Martian mineral and chemical deposits.


  Halkett saw those forts nearest the deposits, including his own, grow rapidly into raw mine towns packed with earthmen of all kinds. Martian fever had been completely conquered by earth’s scientists and some of these crude new towns contained thousands of earthmen. There could be seen among them occasional stilt-limbed, huge-chested Martians moving about as though bewildered by the activity about them, but most of the remaining Martians were on certain oases set aside for them as reservations. Refining and extracting plants were set up as mining operations grew, and Halkett saw the rocket fleets that arrived with men and machinery going back to earth laden with metals and chemicals.


  Halkett went up to Burnham’s post in northern Mars sick at heart. He told Burnham he had secured a transfer to Jupiter to serve there in Jimmy Crane’s expanding system of forts.


  “I can’t stand this any longer. Burn,” he said. “I mean what we’ve done to this world—the Martians, its people, almost wiped out and those left treated the way they are.”


  Burnham looked keenly at him. “You’re taking it too hard, Halkett,” he said. “It’s been a tough time, I admit, but that’s all over now the Martians are conquered.”


  “Conquered—wiped out, I say again,” Halkett said bitterly. “Burnham, I dream about it sometimes—those waves of furry stilt-men coming on and on toward certain death, and my atom-blasts mowing them down like grass.”


  “They had to be conquered,” Burnham argued. “Isn’t it worth it? Look at all this planet’s resources thrown open to real use now instead of lying unused.”


  “Thrown open to a lot of speculators and financiers to extract a profit from,” Halkett amended. “The Martians are killed off and we do the dirty work of killing them and all for what? So this bunch swarming into Mars now can enrich themselves.”


  “That’s too narrow a view,” Burnham told him. “It’s inevitable that there’ll be certain evils in the course of an expansion like this.”


  “Why expand, then?” asked Halkett. “Why not stay on our own planet and leave these poor devils of Martians and Jovians keep theirs?”


  Burnham shook his head. “Expansion is as inevitable as a full tank overflowing into an empty one. Anyway, Halk, the fighting’s over here now so why go on to Jupiter?”


  “Because I feel like a murderer haunting the scene of his crime,” Halkett told him. “When I see some of these degraded Martians hanging around our towns, begging for food and getting cuffed and kicked out of the way by earthmen, I want to get out of here to I don’t care where.”


  Halkett went on to Jupiter. He found by then Crane had established a dozen posts over the southern half of the vast planet, following Weathering’s Martian system. Jovian croup was giving Crane more trouble than anything else and the dreaded disease was often fatal, the death list sometimes appalling while the earth scientists worked frantically to control the disease. They finally succeeded in evolving a serum which was an effective preventive. Halkett was inoculated with this immediately on reaching Jupiter.


  Halkett found that Crane was, despite the difficulties, strengthening his system of posts as reinforcements arrived constantly from I earth. He had been successful in avoiding trouble with the Jovians so far—the strange forms of life that came out from the steamy fern forests to attack the earthmen were of more concern than the numberless but peaceful hosts of the Jovians.


  Crane commented on the Jovians to Halkett the night after the latter’s arrival. The two had been outside the post and Halkett had met the Jovians for the first time, the big, soft-eyed flipper-men clustering around him like interested children. Now he and Crane sat in Crane’s lamp-lit office, whose windows looked out across the post to the mighty wall of the surrounding fern forest. Halkett could hear the calls and screams of the forest’s various weird tenants, and could see its steamy mists rising into the light of the two moons then in the sky, Callisto and Europa.


  “These Jovians aren’t a bad bunch, Halk,” Colonel Jimmy Crane told his friend. “They seem too mild to give us any real trouble, though God knows how many millions of them there are.”


  He was enthusiastic about Jupiter’s possibilities. “I tell you, this is the planet of the future. Stick a seed in the ground and in a week you’ve a tree—this planet will be supporting trillions of humans some day when earth and Mars are overcrowded.”


  “Where will the Jovians be when that day arrives?” Halkett asked him. Crane looked at him.


  “Still holding to that viewpoint? Halkett, we have to let some things take care of themselves. Be sure we’ll not harm the Jovians if they don’t try banning us.”


  “Well, we may be able to get along with them,” Halkett said thoughtfully. “They seem rather more peaceful than the Martians.”


  CHAPTER III


  Jupiter Next!


  BUT trouble came soon after Halkett’s arrival, with the Jovians. Crane had been engaged in strengthening his dozen posts scattered over the southern half of Jupiter. He had not tried to establish any forts in North Jupiter, realizing the insufficiency of his resources, for even the dozen on the huge planet’s southern half were separated by tremendous distances. Rocket communication between them was fairly quick but Crane preferred to strengthen the twelve forts before establishing more.


  Then came the trouble. It began as on Mars—a bad-tempered earthman at one of the forts beat a flipper-man for some reason and in a brawl that ensued one earthman and five Jovians were killed. Word must have spread somehow in the fern forests for the Jovians retired from the forts of the earthmen. Jimmy Crane cursed in private but acted, punishing the earthmen concerned and sending Halkett to the Jovian communities to patch up matters.


  Halkett had learned the Jovian language and proved a good ambassador for he was sympathetic with the flipper-men. He did his best to fulfill his mission but could not succeed. The flipper-men told Halkett that they had no hard feelings but would prefer to avoid the earthmen lest further trouble develop.


  Halkett went back with this word and Crane realized that trouble was ahead. He flashed word back to the Interplanetary Council and it ordered him to hold all his posts and await reinforcements from earth and Mars. Weathering would send on most of the Martian divisions of the Council’s Army as rapidly as possible.


  Soon after the arrival of the first reinforcements the storm broke. The Jovians had come to see, despite Halkett’s attempt at reassurance, what Crane’s expanding system of posts would mean in time. They sent to Crane asking from him a promise that no more earthmen would come to Jupiter. Crane curtly refused to make such a promise. Even so the flipper-men might have remained inactive had not by some inconceivable brutality an atom-blast been turned upon their envoys as they left the fort. Crane’s summary execution of the men responsible for the action could not mend matters.


  For the Jovians, aroused at last, rose upon the earthmen. Over all South Jupiter they poured out of the fern forests in incalculable masses upon the forts of the earthmen. They had not even the crude chemical weapons the Martians had used, their only arms spears and great maces, but there were tens of thousands of them to every earthman. Crane set himself grimly to hold his dozen posts against the floods of the flipper-men.


  He had given Halkett command of one of the posts on the other side of South Jupiter. Halkett gripped himself and used all his experience to hold the post. He fought as all of Crane’s twelve posts were fighting, to hold back the endless Jovian masses. The atom-blasts scythed them down, the atomic bombs burst in terrific destruction among them, but the Jovians came on to the attack with a sort of mild but resolute determination.


  Crane now was fighting to maintain earth’s hold upon South Jupiter until reinforcements could come. He sent brief reports back to the Earth. The Council appreciated the situation, commandeered all rockets for the sole purpose of transporting their legions and weapons to South Jupiter. Only skeleton garrisons were left in the Martian posts. Yet it seemed that by sheer numbers the Jovians would overwhelm the earthmen.


  One of Crane’s twelve posts they did indeed take. A strange sidelight on the nature of the Jovians is that after losing hundreds of thousands in the long attack on the fort, they contented themselves with razing it to the ground when they had captured it and holding the earthmen in it prisoners. There was no massacre as had been the case on Mars. Crane, however, managed with the coming of further reinforcements to reestablish the fort.


  The tide was turning in the earthmen’s favor. Every day brought in new rockets of men and supplies to Crane and the flipper-men could not face the atom-blasts and bombs forever, even with their in-calculable numbers. Their attacks died away as the twelve forts grew stronger and they retired into the great forests. Any parties venturing from the forts they fell upon. It was the same situation as on Mars three years before, and Crane dealt with it in the same way. Halkett was one of his own aides now, and so too was Hall Burnham who had come on from Mars with the reinforcements.


  Crane held his hand until he had strengthened his twelve posts beyond danger of attack, then established at gradual intervals no less than ninety more posts in a network around South Jupiter. He was going to proceed on Weathering’s Martian plan, subjugating the planet section by section, except that Crane was operating only in South Jupiter and leaving the northern half of the great planet quite untouched. Patiently he established and strengthened his hundred-odd posts.


  When his network of strong forts around South Jupiter was complete, Crane went ahead to conquer it section by section as he had planned. It was a Herculean undertaking for the earthmen. Their greatest obstacle was not the Jovians themselves, who could offer no effective resistance to the atom-blasts and bombs of Crane’s men, but the terrible Jovian gravity that made each movement an effort, that required them to wear the metal body-support armor and made their movements still more difficult.


  Yet in section after section the divisions of Crane’s mobile forces, Halkett and Burnham among their commanders, crashed through the steamy fern forests with atom-blasts and drove the Jovians slowly but resistlessly until they were hemmed in and brought to action. There were fights of terrific fury in the green twilight of the huge damp forests, for few of the Jovians surrendered, the great majority fighting with immovable resolution until the atom-blasts and bombs slew them.


  Crane’s grip upon South Jupiter tightened with each section subjugated by the superhuman endeavors of his men. He flashed word to the Interplanetary Council that his plan was following schedule. He was conquering sections in such a way as to cut off from each other by subjugated territories, the larger Jovian masses. Then in the midst of this tremendous task occurred an astonishing incident, one that made earth first incredulous and then wrathful. Halkett became a traitor.


  THE first reports of Halkett’s treachery that got back to earth were confused and contradictory. Later ones stated that Captain Halkett was under guard in one of the South Jupiter posts. He had been the cause of the hard-fought subjugation campaign in one of the sections failing, and of a large Jovian force escaping. That was all that was known certainly at first.


  Then came details. Three forces under Halkett and Burnham and an officer named James had been operating against the Jovians in that section. Halkett commanded a heavy atom-blast battery and Burnham and James had been driving the Jovian forces toward it. For a score of the short Jovian days and nights the men of Burnham and James had pushed the Jovians in the desired direction, toiling against the relentless gravitation’s drag, through the endless fern forests they had to cut through and against the weird beasts they dislodged from those forests. They had without question done their part against the Jovians.


  But Halkett had not. He had deliberately ordered his men not fire on the Jovians and the flipper-men had escaped past him. Earth. could hardly credit the news. There came from soldiers and civilians alike a swift demand for Halkett’s punishment. The Council ordered Crane to send Halkett home for court-martial.


  Crane told Halkett that in the guardhouse on South Jupiter, and told him much more for he was half-crazed with the thing.


  “Halk, how could you have done it?” he kept saying. “I’ve got send you back now and God knows what a court-martial will do you with feeling against you so strong on earth.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Crane,” said Halkett steadily. “I did as wanted and I’m willing to take my medicine.”


  “But why did you do it?” Crane demanded for the hundredth time. “Halkett, if you’ll only plead that you didn’t know the Jovians were coming through—that it was some kind of blunder—”


  Hall Burnham seconded him. “A blunder on your part would lose you your commission but you’d escape a sentence,” he told Halkett. “Surely it was partly that, at least.”


  Halkett shook his head. “It wasn’t. I can’t explain just what it was, why I did it—but if you’d have seen those Jovians coming through the forest there, weary, terrorized, hunted onward for days yet somehow unresentful—I couldn’t turn the atom-blasts loose on them!”


  Crane made a gesture. “Halkett, I understand what you felt but even so you shouldn’t have done it. I’d go back with you to earth for the trial but I can’t leave here now.”


  “It’s all right, Jimmy,” Halkett told him. “I’m willing to take what comes.”


  Halkett departed for earth under guard in one of the next detachment of rockets, while Crane and Burnham and the rest went on with the subjugation of South Jupiter. During the voyage the rocket’s officers were careful to show Halkett consideration but no man of them spoke a word to him except when necessary. Feeling in the army against its first traitor was intense.


  When Halkett reached earth after that strange voyage from Jupiter, the heads of the Council ordered an immediate court-martial. It took place in the great Army building. Halkett’s trial occupied four days and during those days the building was surrounded by crowds waiting to hear his fate.


  Popular indignation at Halkett ran high, and many cries for his summary execution were being voiced. People contrasted the gallant struggles of Crane and the rest to hold South Jupiter for humanity with this treachery on the part of a trusted officer. Halkett might have been lynched if he had been less well guarded.


  INSIDE the great building Halkett stood up and heard his conduct judged. The officers who heard the case gave him a fair trial. His counsel argued ably concerning Halkett’s previous gallant record, the possibility of temporary aberrations and the like. Halkett might have escaped but for his own testimony a little later.


  “I was quite in command of all my faculties when I ordered the atom-batteries not to fire,” he said quietly.


  “Did you realize, Captain Halkett,” asked the presiding officer crisply, “that in so doing you were betraying your sworn oath?”


  Halkett said that he had realized. “Then what reason can you give for your deliberate breach of trust?”


  Halkett hesitated. “I can’t give any reason that you’d understand,” he said.


  Then he burst out with sudden white passion—“Why shouldn’t I have done it? After all, Jupiter belonged to the Jovians, didn’t it? What were we there but invaders, interlopers? How could I order those hunted flipper-men destroyed when all they were trying to do was to keep their own world?”


  His counsel made frantic signals to him but Halkett was beyond restraint. “What right have we Earth races on Mars or Jupiter either? What right had we to wipe out almost all the Martians as we did, and to repeat it now on Jupiter? Because their planet has resources, the Jovians have to be killed!”


  That outburst removed any chance of Halkett’s acquittal. The presiding officer read gravely the sentence of ten years in military prison.


  “It is only consideration of your former record on Mars and South Jupiter and the fact that you were one of Drake’s historic party,” he stated, “that keeps this court from giving you a life-sentence or even the extreme penalty.”


  Halkett took the verdict without any show of emotion and was led back to his cell. Burnham, who had come in from Jupiter in time for the trial’s end, went to see him before he was taken to the military prison. Halkett shook hands with him in silence—the two had nothing to say.


  With Halkett in prison the world’s wrath was appeased. His name was stricken off all the records of the Council’s Army. Burnham went back to Jupiter. Halkett spent his days in the shops of the military prison, helping manufacture atom-blasts and bombs and other army supplies. He stood imprisonment quietly.


  Crane had moved heaven and earth to get Halkett acquitted but had found his influence useless. Burnham came back and told him how Halkett had taken the verdict. For a long time these two sat silent, perhaps thinking of three thrilled youngsters in technical school who had followed Gillen’s flight and rushed to join Drake.


  Crane went grimly on with the business of subduing South Jupiter. In the excited activity of that campaign the world forgot Halkett quickly. Crane’s plan was working with the precision of a machine, section after section of the great planet being subjugated. Over all South Jupiter those Jovians not yet attacked were moving up into the planet’s northern half as yet unvisited by the earthmen’s forces.


  In four earth years South Jupiter was under earth control. It was gripped tightly by Crane’s system of forts, most of its forests had been destroyed by atom-blasts, and as towns grew slowly around the forts great grain-planting projects were getting under way. There were some reservations of Jovians, but the greater part of the Jovians not slain during the subjugation were in North Jupiter. There the fern forests still stretched untouched from the equator to the northern pole, the same as when Gillen first had seen them. But now Crane was looking north toward them.


  Jimmy Crane was now General James Crane, thirty-one years old and with gray showing at his temples from nine years of strenuous campaigning on Mars and Jupiter. He had been back to earth twice from Jupiter, once with Burnham who was now a colonel, and both times had tried to see Halkett but had been prevented by strict regulations. Halkett had for four years now worked quietly on in the prison shops making atom-blasts, bombs and rocket parts.


  Crane and the Council laid plans for the subjugation of North Jupiter. It was to be done peacefully if possible—the Jovians were to be offered great fern forest reservations and other inducements. But peacefully or not, the planet had to come under control. Crane, who knew the Jovians, began assembling forces on South Jupiter, even as he sent Burnham into North Jupiter to offer the Jovians the Government’s terms.


  Burnham failed absolutely, as Crane and almost everyone else had expected, to win the Jovians to peaceful settlement. The flipper-men had no faith at all in the earthmen’s promises, and no desire to live on reservations. Crane flashed word of that to the Council, which authorized him to proceed by force. A great preparation began on earth and on South Jupiter.


  In the midst of his preparations Crane learned that Halkett had been released, his sentence halved for good behavior. He tried to locate Halkett through agents but no one knew where Halkett had gone on leaving prison. Crane was doing the work of two men in the great preparations for the North Jupiter campaign, and could not for the time institute any search for his former comrade.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Renegade


  ROCKET FLEETS arrived ceaselessly, pouring men and materials into South Jupiter from earth and Mars. The recruiting offices on earth were working night and day. Crane took the men they sent and mixed them with his veterans, drilled them, trained them in Jovian fighting, made disciplined armies of them. He concentrated men and materials at the equatorial posts.


  For Crane was going to follow a different plan in North Jupiter. Instead of establishing a network of posts as on Mars and South Jupiter, he was going to encircle Jupiter with a thin band of earth forces and then push that band northward toward the pole. His circle. Crane saw, would grow smaller and stronger the farther north it pushed, and would drive the Jovians in North Jupiter onward until those not slain were hemmed in in the warm north polar region.


  It took two years of preparation before Crane deemed his forces sufficient. Neither he nor Burnham had in that time heard anything; of Halkett, nor had anyone else. Burnham thought that Halkett must be dead. But both had other things enough to think of when Crane began the long-planned campaign. With his forces encircling the equator of the planet, he ordered an advance. The band around the planet began to crawl north.


  Fighting with the flipper-men began in days. The Jovians by that time knew better than to charge atom-blasts or expose themselves to the barrage of atomic bombs. They tried a kind of guerrilla fighting which was not ineffective in the dense fern forests. But Crane’s forces simply blasted the forests out of the way as they advanced, and the Jovians had either to flee or be slain.


  Crane moved his headquarters north behind his band of forces. He directed the band’s northward movement by radio, sending reinforcements in rockets to whatever part that was held back by fiercer resistance. Crane chose to advance slowly and avoid undue losses. There was no haste—the Jovians were being pushed ever northward by the contracting circle. Within a half-year earth heard that its forces had advanced half the distance between Jupiter’s equator and northern pole.


  Then came to earth surprising news of a check to Crane’s advance. His band had been flung back with heavy losses by the Jovians at a half-dozen places around the planet! Incredibly, it had been done by Jovians armed with atom-blasts and atomic bombs! They had prepared a circle of rude trenches and earthworks at strategic locations around the planet and had inflicted terrible damage on Crane’s band of men when it advanced to that circle!


  Earth was aflame instantly with apprehensive excitement. Until then it had taken Crane’s final success as certain—the Council had even granted future concessions to the North Jupiter territories. How had the primitive Jovians come to use the atomic weapons? From Crane, who had hastily halted the advance of his circle, came the answer. The Jovians were being led by a renegade earthman who for the past two years had been training them in the production and use of the atom-blasts and bombs. And this renegade was Mart Halkett!


  Halkett had been recognized unmistakably by some of Crane’s officers during the attack on the Jovian works, had been seen directing the Jovian defense. Halkett! The man who seven years before had played the traitor and who now had become renegade, leading the flipper-men against his own race! It was evident that on his release from prison Halkett had got to South Jupiter in some rocket and then had made his way into North Jupiter and used his technical skill and prison factory experience to set the Jovians making atom-blasts and atomic bombs and digging defenses for the coming struggle.


  Halkett became immediately the supreme malefactor to the earth peoples. On earth and on Mars and on South Jupiter men flamed with rage at his name. A thousand deaths were advocated for Halkett if ever he were captured. Crane and Burnham and the rest of the Council Army’s men appeared even greater in heroism against the black background of this renegade’s treachery. A fierce desire to crush the Jovians and execute Halkett swept earthmen everywhere.


  “You will enter into no treatments whatever with the Jovians’ renegade leader,” flashed the Council to Crane. “Proceed with the North Jupiter campaign according to your own judgment.”


  Crane read the message. He and Burnham had been stunned by the news about Halkett and Crane for a time would not believe it. “It can’t be Halkett,” he had said over and over. “I tell you, he wouldn’t fight against the Council—against us.”


  “It’s beyond doubt,” Burnham told him. “Halkett was recognized by men who knew him well there with the Jovians. And you know what his views have always been on the Jovians.”


  “Yes, but to become a renegade against his own race! I tell you, Burn, Halkett could never have done that!”


  Yet by the time the Council’s message reached him, even Crane was convinced that Halkett was the renegade Jovian leader. He called his officers. “We will begin the advance again tomorrow,” he said grimly. “Radio all headquarters to make ready.”


  The advance started again, this time not calmly as before but in deadly earnest. The band of earth forces crawled forward until it met again the line of Jovian defenses. Crane had flung all his forces forward in that attack against Halkett’s line, and the battle was terrific.


  But this time the earthmen were attacking, and the Jovians fighting from cover.


  THE Jovian atom-blasts and bombs, though comparatively few in number and inefficiently handled, yet did terrific execution among the advancing earthmen. Halkett’s line held all around the planet though the earthmen attacked like mad beings. Crane at last gave the order to withdraw. Earth was appalled by the casualty lists that were sent home. But though Crane was checked he was not stopped.


  He let Halkett’s Jovians alone until enough reinforcements had come in to make up his losses. Then he started the attack again, but this time not in a steady wave but in a series of punches. Great spearheads of men and atom weapons were thrust at Halkett’s line in a dozen different places. Crane’s plan was to shatter the Jovian defenses by repeated concentrated thrusts until it had to withdraw.


  Halkett fought fiercely to hold that line. His communications were poor though it was known he had trained some of the Jovians in radio and was directing their fight all round the planet. He had no rockets and could not parry Crane’s smashing thrusts by rushing reinforcements to the points attacked. He foresaw inevitable retreat and had the Jovians prepare other lines of defenses farther north toward the pole. The flipper-men followed him with absolute faith.


  Soon Halkett was forced to withdraw the Jovians to the next of these hastily prepared defense lines. Crane made no attempt to pursue the Jovians but spread his forces again into a band and advanced northward, destroying forests and mopping up stray groups of Jovians. When his band reached Halkett’s new line Crane did not attack but began again his strategy of punching at the line.


  The battle-lines on the Jupiter globes by which earth’s people followed the struggle crept steadily northward toward the pole in the following year. Ever Halkett’s Jovians were forced to retreat to new defenses and ever after them came Crane and Burnham and the hosts of the Council’s Army, contracting upon them in a steadily diminishing circle. They would ultimately press the Jovians together near the pole and Halkett fought to prevent that.


  It was in some ways a strange situation. The three inseparable friends of boyhood and youth become men and fighting the war of races there on North Jupiter, one of them renegade to an alien race and the other two advancing always with their forces on him. No one could accuse Crane of letting his former friendship affect him, in the face of his grim determination. He pushed Halkett’s line unrelentingly northward.


  And as Halkett’s line, the defenses of the Jovians, reached the warm polar regions, Halkett’s own military genius flamed. He commanded the Jovians in a way which, despite the meagerness of their atomic weapons, held Crane’s forces to the slowest advance. The once-mild flipper-men fought like demons under his leadership. Crane, of all men, appreciated Halkett’s supreme generalship in those grim days on North Jupiter. But he punched grimly on, and Halkett’s circular line grew smaller and smaller as the Jovians retreated.


  It was the retreat of a race—the weary hosts of the Jovians ever backing northward through the steamy fern forests that had been theirs for untold time, throwing up new dirtworks and digging new trenches always at Halkett’s command, using every sort of ambush device Halkett could think of to hold back the earthmen. The fern forests resounded with the roar of atom-blasts and crash of atom bombs, strange things flopping this way and that in the green depths to escape the battle, the Jovians all round the planet fighting bitterly now for existence.


  And ever after them Crane’s men, the metal-armored hosts of earthmen struggling against every obstacle of heat and gravitation and illness. For days they would toil through the giant ferns without meeting resistance and then would come upon the new line Halkett had massed the Jovians upon. And then again the blasts would be roaring in death from Jovians and earthmen as the earthmen attacked. And ever despite their desperate resistance the Jovians were pushed back northward, toward the pole.


  Reconnoitering rockets brought word to Crane that Halkett had established a refugee camp near the pole that held several millions of the Jovians and that he was collecting atom-blasts and bombs there and digging works around it. Crane sought to cut this base out of Halkett’s circle but Halkett saw the maneuver and occupied the place with most of his remaining forces. To do so he had to abandon his circular line of defense except for some smaller bases. So at last the circle of Halkett’s line around North Jupiter was gone, and the Jovians held only those fortified bases.


  Earth flamed with gladness as Crane went systematically about the work of reducing these bases. He sent Burnham with a force of earthmen large enough to hold Halkett and his Jovians inside the main base, while he reduced the smaller ones. There was bloody fighting before he took them. Those Jovians, miserably few in number, who survived in them, were sent to temporary prison-camps pending their removal to the reservations established. Then with that done, Crane came with all his forces and joined Burnham in front of the last Jovian base in which sat Halkett and his battered remaining Jovians, fighters and refugees.


  Crane surprised Burnham and his officers by stating he would treat with Halkett for surrender, though the Council had ordered otherwise.


  HE SENT in a messenger summoning Halkett to surrender and avoid’ further bloodshed, promising the Jovians would be sent to reservations and pointing out the futility of resistance.


  Halkett’s reply was calm. “There will be no surrender unless the Jovians are given their rights as natives and owners of this planet. Nothing the Jovians endure now can be worse than what they’ve already gone through.”


  Crane read the answer to Burnham, his bronzed lined face set. “Halkett and the Jovians mean it,” he said. “They’ll resist to the last and we’ll have to attack.”


  Burnham leaned to him. “Crane, tell me,” he said, “are you trying to save the Jovians in there or Halkett?”


  Crane looked at him, heartsickness on his face. “Burn, it’s not Halkett. Better for him if he died in an attack rather than to be taken back to earth and executed. But those Jovians—I’m tired of killing them.”


  Burnham nodded thoughtfully. “But what are you going to do? Order the attack tomorrow? The men are impatient to start it.”


  Crane thought, then surprised him. “Burn, you and I are going in to see Halkett and try to get him to take these terms. He won’t come out but we can go in safely enough.”


  “But the Council—” Burnham began. Crane waved him impatiently aside. “I’m conducting this campaign and not the Council. I say we’re going in.”


  He sent a message through the works to Halkett, and Halkett replied that he would be glad to confer with General Crane and Colonel Burnham regarding terms, but anticipated no change of mind. Crane ordered all hostilities suspended and at sunset he and Burnham went with two Jovians and a white flag toward the Jovian defenses. The misty red sun was sinking behind the horizon, so distant from the huge planet, when they reached the Jovian works.


  The two flipper-men blindfolded them before taking them through the dirtworks and entrenchments, no doubt at Halkett’s order, and took off the bandages when they were inside. Crane and Burnham saw before them the great enclosure that held the innumerable masses of the Jovian refugees. There was no shelter for most but at some sheds small portions of fruit and makeshift vegetable foods were being rationed out to some of them. The crowds of flipper-men, bulky strange figures in the dying light, looked mildly at Crane and Burnham as they were led through the great enclosure.


  As they followed their guides Crane saw for himself the battered Jovian forces he had pushed north for so long, with their crudely made atom-blasts and bombs, many standing guard round the inner works. Here and there in the enclosure were large dumps of atomic bombs, protected by shelters. Near one of these was a small hut toward which the two Jovians led them.


  Halkett and three Jovians came out of the hut as Crane and Burnham approached. Halkett and his aides waited for them and the two earthmen went on toward them, with the slow laborious steps against the gravity-drag that were second nature to earthmen on Jupiter now. It was a strange meeting. The three had not met together since they had parted on South Jupiter eight years before.


  Halkett wore an old suit of the metal body-strengthening armor and had a bandage round his lower left arm. His face was bronzed, and was lined and worn looking, but his eyes were calm. He was a contrast to Crane and Burnham, trim in their metal body-protection with on it the insignia of the Council Army that Halkett once had worn.


  Halkett did not offer to shake hands with them, but waited. Crane’s first words were confused and stiffly formal. He mentioned the terms.


  “We can’t accept them,” Halkett told him calmly. “We’ve fought against them from the first and these Jovians would rather die than go to your Jovian reservations.”


  “But what else can you do?” asked Crane. “You know as well as I do that I’ve enough forces to take this place and that we’ll do it if you don’t give in.”


  “I know,” said Halkett, “but the Jovians wouldn’t do it if I told them to, and I’m not going to tell them. Besides, I’ve a way out for these Jovians.”


  “A way out?” Burnham said. “There’s no way out with your works completely surrounded.”


  One of the Jovians beside Halkett said something to him in his odd bass voice. Halkett replied to him patiently, almost gently. Crane was watching him. Halkett turned back to him.


  “Be reasonable, Halkett,” Crane urged. “You can’t save the Jovians and there’ll be just that many more of them killed in the attack.”


  “Do a few more Jovians killed now make any difference?” Halkett asked. “After all those killed on South and North Jupiter?”


  He looked beyond them, thoughtful. “I wonder if Gillen foresaw any of this that’s happened on Mars and Jupiter when he made his flight? What would Gillen think, I wonder, if he came back and saw all this that he started?”


  They were silent for a little while. The short Jovian day was over and with the sunset’s fading, twilight was upon them. Callisto and Io were at the zenith and Ganymede was climbing eastward, the three moons shedding a pale light over the great enclosure. Dimly they disclosed the masses of dark flipper-forms about Crane and Burnham and Halkett.


  BURNHAM and Crane could hear with Halkett the occasional bass voices of the Jovians that were the only sounds. Most of them were silent and did not move about, huddling in masses for the night. By the inner works the Jovian fighters still stood calmly, big, dark motionless shapes seen strangely through the dim-lit darkness.


  Crane spoke with an effort. “Then that’s your last word on the terms, Halkett?”


  Halkett nodded. “It’s not mine, but that of the Jovians themselves.”


  Crane’s restraint broke momentarily. “Halkett, why did you do it? Why did you become renegade to your own race, no matter what happened? Why have you made us hunt you north this way, fighting against you and with a duty to kill you?”


  “I’m not sorry. Crane,” said Halkett. “I’ve come to love these Jovians—so mild and child-like, so trustful to anyone friendly. It just seemed that somebody ought to stand up for them and give them at least a chance to fight. I don’t care what you call me.”


  “Hell, let’s get a rocket and the three of us will head for somewhere else together!” cried the Jimmy Crane of ten years before. “Some other planet—we’ll make out without this damned Jupiter and earth and everyone on them! How did we three ever get into this, against each other, trying to kill each other?”


  Halkett smiled, grasped Crane’s hand then. “Jimmy!” he said. “You and Burn and I, back with Drake’s expedition, three kids—you remember? But we can’t change things now, and none of us are to blame, perhaps no one at all is really to blame, for what’s happened.”


  Jimmy Crane with an effort became General James Crane. “Goodbye, Halkett,” he said. “I’m sorry you can’t accept the terms. Come on, Burnham.”


  Burnham tried to speak, his face working, but Halkett only smiled and shook his hand. He turned and went with Crane and the two Jovian guides, to the inner edge of the enclosure’s defenses.


  They saw Halkett standing with his three Jovian aides where they had left him. He was not looking after them. One of the Jovians was saying something and Crane and Burnham could see momentarily in the dim light Halkett’s tanned, worn face as he turned to listen.


  Crane and Burnham got back to their own camp and Crane called his officers. “We’ll not delay attack until tomorrow but will start in two hours,” he said. “They’ll not expect an attack so soon.”


  Halkett must have expected it, though, for when the earth-forces moved upon the Jovian works from all sides they were met by every atom-blast of the Jovians. Europa had climbed into the sky by then and Jupiter’s four moons looked down on the terrific assault. Blasts roared deafeningly and the thundering detonation of atomic bombs followed each other ceaselessly as the hosts of earthmen clambered into the Jovian works.


  The Jovians beat back the attack. Crane concentrated forces in an attack on the enclosure’s west side. He sent his rockets overhead to add to his barrage of atom bombs and managed to make a breach in the western defenses. Halkett, though, flung all his Jovians to close these openings and Crane’s forces were beaten back from it after terrible losses on both sides.


  Dawn was breaking after the brief night as Crane ordered the third attack, one from all sides again with the heaviest forces on the western side. This time Halkett could not concentrate his forces to hold the western breach. The ground heaved with the roar of bombs and blasts as the earthmen struggled in with high-pitched yells and with hand blasts spitting.


  They poured into the breach despite the mad resistance of the remaining Jovian fighters, while on the eastern side the earth hosts also were penetrating the Jovian works. Then, as Crane and Burnham watched from the camp outside, they saw with the rising of the sun the sudden end.


  The whole interior of the great circular Jovian enclosure went skyward in a terrific series of explosions that wiped out not only all of Halkett’s Jovian followers and massed refugees but most of the Jovians and many of the earthmen fighting in the surrounding works. There was left only a huge crater.


  “The dumps of atom bombs there in the enclosure!” cried Burnham. “A blast must have reached them and set them off!”


  Crane nodded, his face strange. “Yes, a blast and in Halkett’s hand. He set them off to wipe out his Jovians rather than see them sent to the reservations.”


  “My God!” Burnham cried. “That was Halkett’s way out for the Jovians, then——old Halkett——”


  Crane looked stonily at him. “Didn’t you see that that was what he meant all the time to do? Give orders to round up those last Jovians in the works and bring them in.


  “Then send this message back to earth. ‘Last Jovian base taken and renegade Jovian leader Halkett dead. Jupiter under complete control. Accept my resignation from Council Army. Crane.’ ”


  THE END


  50TH CENTURY REVOLT


  Arthur G. Stangland


  WE who live on earth at present, enjoying a mild and healthful climate do not often think of the races of men who passed through many climatic cataclysms on earth.


  The successive glacial ages that swept over the earth decimated our forbears who did not possess the strength, or foresight, or cunning to work their way to a warmer climate. It is only because men did escape from the waves of ice that descended from the poles, that we live today.


  Such cataclysms must be expected again and possibly of a different nature than any we have seen. And just as the civilizations of Atlantis, of Easter Island, of the Aztecs vanished, so ours may vanish if we are unable to cope with the strenuous times that may come.


  Mr. Stangland pictures vividly such a crisis on human life, and in this fast moving story he shows how men, who are men, would meet it.


  STRANGE, wraith-like shadows toiled up the narrow little gorge that lay squeezed in between two drear, lonely buttes. Snow—piles of it—smothered the floor, while a full moon hanging between the dismal naked peaks, bathed the stark profusion of thick-ribbed ice and black rock with a melancholy, cold white radiance.


  There were two of them, and they moved with a sturdy, ploddy gait through the deep snow, disappearing at intervals in ebony shadows only to appear again farther up the canyon in another silvered patch of ice and snow. As they wormed their way upward toward the head of the big crack that disappeared into the pass between the pinnacles, they came to a bare overhanging ledge of rock that jutted out boldly as if attempting to bar ‘heir further progress. The first one, plowing heavily through the fine, powdery stuff, glanced into the inky blackness under the ledge where a lone spear of moon beams dared intrude.


  He hesitated, took another uncertain step and then halted, as if suddenly frozen there.


  “By the sun, Ransel, look at that!” he cried out in horror to the one behind.


  The white-furred Ransel stooped to stare in under the low ledge, and then stopped as if beholding a shimmering host of evil spirits. Like stone statues they stood there in the snow. But only for a moment. In a wild scramble they were rushing forward, fine dust billowing behind them like white clouds, toward a thick cake of ice that lay under the protecting lee of the ledge. Crouching down on knees and resting tired bodies on its surface, they gazed down through the glassy fragment in speechless awe, their thick breaths wheezing out in clouds of steam that drifted slowly into the silver of moon beams.


  It lay in a stolid, deathless silence, as if reluctant to give up its awful secret after the frigid centuries had trooped by, helpless to tear the thing from its brittle bosom. For there was no mistaking what their bulging eyes saw in the middle of that cold crystal—a man. A medium sized man lying as if in a deep sleep, clothed in faded khaki breeches and torn shirt. The arms sprawled outward, as if warding off an unseen blow. His finely drawn, sensitive face, wax-like in the wan light of the moon beam, was contracted in a frown of pain, but that did not hide the keen intelligence behind the staring blue eyes, and heavy eyebrows. A shock of fair hair tumbled over a broad, high forehead.


  It was several moments before they broke the cold silence that clutched at them unmercifully everywhere like an unseen monster insidiously striving to suck up the last bit of heat in their bodies.


  “Rotenstedt,” the one called Ransel exclaimed, “how long do you suppose he’s been frozen in there?”


  “A long time, Ransel. Look at his clothes. I’ve never seen anything like them!”


  Ransel continued staring down into the blue eyes, a cogitative, wondering expression on his face. He got down closer—still staring, still intent. Suddenly his head bobbed up, startling Rotenstedt with the fierceness of his countenance.


  “He isn’t dead!”


  Rotenstedt blinked slowly, and lowered his eyes to stare at the death-like face between them. Not dead!


  “But—but, Ransel, he doesn’t look very alive to me!” he protested soberly in an awed whisper.


  “That’s because you’re not a physiologist. Look into his eyes! There’s slumbering life there, man—suspended animation!”


  “God, and—he’s alive in there!” Rotenstedt muttered slowly.


  “Come—let’s get back to Arrhenius!”


  *    *    *


  There was a hushed silence in the room as three men stood about the limp, pale form that lay on the table.


  “Think he’ll come out of it all right, Arrhenius?” one of the men asked quietly, looking across at a white-bearded old man whose youthful gray eyes gleamed with an intense light.


  “Yes, I think so, Rotenstedt,” the older man returned, his circulation has been normal now for the last two hours since we took him out of the refrigeration case of K-residue gas—there, his lips are moving!”


  The sleeper stirred presently, and then opened his eyes with a twitch.


  “What time is it?” he inquired, surveying the three with a glazed stare.


  “Well, for the—!”


  Arrhenius silenced the irrepressible Rotenstedt effectually with a mere glance, and then casually took out his watch: “It’s 2 p.m.”


  “Great Guns!” the nude man exclaimed in a well modulated voice, “I’ve got ten minutes to make the All-America Airways station.” And he rose on one elbow, attempting to hitch himself into a sitting position. Before the others had put out restraining hands however, he sank back on the table in a swoon.


  “The experiment is a success,” the white-bearded Arrhenius declared with a deep sigh of satisfaction, “the time of day was the last thought on his mind before he was encased in that cake of ice. His recollection of it shows that he is quite rational. Bring him down into my rooms where he can sleep.”


  BUT it was almost twenty-four hours later when the revived man, brought back from suspended animation, pale and worn, came out of his drugged sleep. For a moment his blue eyes roved wonderingly about the room, vaguely taking note of details—heavy chairs; the big desk in the center of the room; the long window that stretched across its width; the dark night sky faintly silvered by the moon—finally settling on the kindly, smiling old man who sat beside his bed looking down at him, calmly expectant. A puzzled frown disturbed the fair skin of his broad forehead.


  “Who are you?” he asked at last.


  “I am Arrhenius. Now, who are you?” the other countered softly, quietly.


  “Why—er—Spear Mohler,” the stranger answered, shaking his head a little, and blinking his eyes. Everything about him seemed to have a habit of blurring. Funny thing, but he’d never seen this place before. And these strange clothes on him. Why—! “Say—where am I, anyhow?”


  “First of all will you tell me all about yourself, the number of the year you last remember, and what happened to you? Then I will answer your question.”


  For a moment Spear was silent, as if gathering his mental faculties together for an explanation. A moment of intense concentration—and then: “I’ll tell you all I remember.”


  He was an electrical engineer for a power company in California, making a survey of the snow fields about Mt. Shasta. There came the final day to take an airliner for the east to make a personal report at company headquarters. Slipping and sliding down icy slopes, late for the airport, careless in choosing a cafe footing, a moment of thrilling horror on the brink—pitching into space, a mad scramble for icy ledges shooting skyward—and then quite suddenly—oblivion. That was all of 2008 A.D.


  “2008!” Arrhenius muttered in his beard, as if it were too much to comprehend all at once. Then he leaned forward in his chair as if the better to relate the story of his accidental discovery in the ice by Rotenstedt and Ransel, and the almost despairing superhuman effort to revive him later. As Spear listened, stark tragedy filled his soul. A melancholy loneliness haunted his blue eyes as if the pathos and suffering of a whole world had been crammed into his mortal body to torture him with inexpressible grief.


  5021 A.D.!


  Time had cast him up on a strange shore like a departing wave to leave him forever parted from all he had ever known. All his friends, his relatives, his associates—vanished in the vast, tidal sweep of Time!


  “. . . and as legend has it,” Arrhenius was saying, “Mankind suddenly woke up to the awful realization that the gigantic star, though passing by millions of miles away, was going to cause great tidal stresses in the sun, and leave it a pulsating variable for thousands of years. There was only one way to escape a horrible death from burning heat—stop the diurnal motion of the planet, and live on the dark side—.”


  “You mean—that right now we are on the dark side of the Earth, and—that it doesn’t revolve any more?” Spear broke in. Why, it was an awesome idea to contemplate! It wasn’t natural by all human experience.


  The older man rose from his seat, and went to the long window beckoning to the other.


  “There is the full moon. As long as I can remember, it has been up there never varying its position. We’ve known nothing else but terrific cold and darkness for thousands of years, Mohler, and now that the time has come to carry out our destiny as our forefathers provided, we are helpless! We are slaves!”


  Spear clutched the frame of the window for support as he stood weakly up to the window, staring out upon a white world that was whiter still in the ghostly glow of a full moon. Where was the green vegetation he had known? The great trees that had covered the hills and mountains? The streams that had gushed down tortuous canyons in white foam? He was on the side of a high hill.


  “What do you mean—‘helpless—slaves’ ?” he asked at last, turning away from the expansive vista of lifeless snow swept plain.


  “Spear, we are no longer the dominant race on Earth!” the old man answered between compressed lips, as if finding it hard to swallow his pride in admitting such a fact. “A marauding band of Venusians, too lazy to stop their planet, landed on Earth soon after the sun began to flame, and through powerful machines and weapons they—they overwhelmed us, subdued the Earthman’s fighting spirit!”


  Arrhenius was silent for a moment, living over the history of the past. Then he went on to explain more fully, staring out upon the undulating plain. It was about the year 3000 A.D. he said, when scientists discovered that the sun was going to become a flaming variable. The greatest scientists of the age concentrated on the problem. Out of the mass of data gathered, it was predicted that the pulsations would last over 2000 years.


  The only practicable solution suggested of the many considered for saving humanity would be to arrest the diurnal motion of the Earth, so that the races could establish themselves on the cold, dark side. As a result, on the equator in South America was built a gigantic bank of tubes hundreds of miles long with their great maws open to the east. For twenty or thirty miles into the backbone of the Andean mountains massive reinforced steel tubes were driven to withstand the terrific constant strain of the tubes as they sent forth a vast field of gravitation, retarding the motion of the planet. The huge gravity screens of the tubes fed on large vats of silicon dust which broke down atomically, releasing a powerful negative field of gravity.


  ONE HUNDRED long years it had taken to slow down the Earth before the sun began to pulsate. But those far-seeing scientists did not only figure out how to stop the planet but they also left for posterity the power to start it again. They had computed the new equator of the planet when the pulsations would cease, an imaginary line that crossed the southeast part of the United States. With an undying faith in humanity and its inevitable progress, they constructed a similar bank of tubes pointing westward in the state of Texas. But the marvelous civilization of 3000 A.D. was almost annihilated after that anxious century. Their decadent soft living had unfitted them for the rigors of the terrifically low temperatures that existed on the dark side of the Earth. Finally, down through the thousands of years only a few of the hardiest northern races survived.


  “But how are you enslaved to the Venusians?” Spear asked.


  “In this particular unit we aren’t—”


  “—and in fact they don’t know about this place!” Rotenstedt exclaimed, coming into the room unexpectedly to finish Arrhenius’ sentence. Ransel was following him.


  “Oh, Roty—and you, Ransel!” the old man greeted them. For a moment there was a silence, as the two men faced the pale, weak looking Spear with a mixture of compassion, wonder and not a little awe. Arrhenius introduced his two assistants. “Spear, this is Rotenstedt, one of my best technical men here in electronicity. And here is Ransel, a promising student of physiology and surgery.”


  Spear, tired and listless as he felt, was greatly cheered by the warm spontaneous smiles that greeted him. He liked the crinkly lines about Rotenstedt’s eyes when he grinned widely. His unconscious, admiring glance took in every detail of the massive raw-boned physique of the big Norwegian, from the smooth pink skin of his adventurous, high cheekboned face to the powerful, thick muscled legs that were vaguely outlined through the translucent thermophane[*] cloth of his close-fitting breeches. Ransel, a tall, lanky Swede, had much of the picturesqueness of the Norwegian, Spear saw. A modern young Viking possessed of the hardy spirit of his forefathers,-who smiled cordially, and then relaxed into a thoughtful mood, studying the revived American through shrewd piercing blue eyes.


  “What do you mean—the invaders don’t know about this place?” Spear asked of the three, resuming the trend of conversation.


  “Roty means that all the technical men of the Earth colony near the Venusian city have banded together under Arrhenius here to develop weapons secretly in this hidden spot to attack the Venusians,” Ransel explained. “We are about a thousand miles from the border of perpetual sunrise where the Earth unit of Sunrise is. You see, we chose this place because the temperature—100 below zero—is too cold for exploring Venusians. They would never venture this far. Only in these double-lined, vacuum-wall buildings is it possible to live out here.”


  “Is the sun still pulsating?” Spear asked.


  “No.”


  “Then it must be normal again according to the predictions of those scientists,” Mohler declared. “When will the tubes be set off?”


  The faces of all three men clouded.


  “That’s the main reason for our being here, Spear!” Arrhenius cried with a note of suppressed anger in his voice. “For some unaccountable reason the Venusians refuse to set off the tubes. Sometimes I think their idea is to move out into the sunlight where they will have perpetual heat. But everyone in my unit here is as one in our mutual determination to wrest what is ours by natural heritage from these damnable Venusians. The time is near and it will be a bloody conflict!”


  The warming tonic of sincere friendship did a lot for Spear, for while he was well nigh exhausted physically his mental attitude of discordant grieving held him back at first. From the moment they had found him in the ice, Rotenstedt had taken a great liking to Spear, and assumed the office of helping him to adjust himself to the new world; cheer him in his moments of melancholy moods when he inevitably pined for 21st century America; and acquainted him with some of the products of their workshops and experimental laboratories.


  “This is the ‘apparalon’—something you might call a ‘flying suit,’ ” Rotenstedt explained about a week later, as they browsed through a workshop. To Spear and his 21st century ideas it reminded him much of a big suit of armor he had once seen in a wealthy mansion, except that a strong quartz-glass bulb fitted over the head, giving visibility in all directions. Out along each shoulder ran a thin polished rod that ended in a silver ball. From the latter streamed an intense beam of blue-white radiance with the force of a powerful jet, propelling a standing man skyward at will. But stranger still, at the touch of a lever, he could revolve the beams ninety degrees to a horizontal position and flash headlong through the air at a terrific rate. “You see that little box on the chest of the suit? It creates the power beam, Spear, from electronicity, a combination of electric and atomic force.”


  “Who discovered this force you call electronicity?”


  “Arrhenius. He was in—well, here he is now!”


  A new light seemed to radiate from the old scientist’s blue eyes, and there was a curt briskness in his entrance that commanded the instant attention of both men. An undercurrent of impending action filled the atmosphere.


  “Rotenstedt, I want you to take an apparalon right away and go to Sunrise. Tell Benson we’ll be ready for the attack in another four days and to make his plans accordingly. Hurry back because I need you.”


  CHAPTER II


  Into the Sunlight


  ABRUPTLY he turned on his heel and started for the door, the matter disposed of and his mind on something else.


  Excitement and adventure! Spear left out? Not by a long shot!


  “I’m going with him,” Mohler stated matter-of-factly. An explosion at his heels might have aroused Arrhenius as much.


  “You’re staying here with me!” The words fairly leapt bristling at the young engineer.


  “But I want to go, and go badly, Arrhenius! You’ve had me caged up here long enough. I’m getting mentally sick. I want to get out,” he persisted. A flat refusal like that always did strange things to the reactionary mechanism in Spear. You couldn’t call it stubbornness, but a determined stand has to be reckoned with sooner or later.


  A bright glint in the American’s eyes and a set mouth brought the scientist back into the room.


  “Spear, this is no pleasure jaunt to be indulged as a possible adventure trip,” he stated evenly, biting the words off with a crisp inflection. Why, the damned fool couldn’t operate an apparalon in the first place Headstrong fighting youngster—the kind that wouldn’t know when he was licked—that’s what he was!


  But the headstrong fighting youngster would be heard!


  “Listen to me: I lived in an age long before your great grandfather twenty generations removed ever saw the light of day. It was the beginning of the Golden Age of Science you talk about. Right now you are preparing to fight to the death an extra-terrestrial race to regain what legend says belongs to you. What must it seem to me to awaken to this era of Venusian sovereignty on Earth, I ask you? I have terrestrial pride—you bet I have! Now you just try to stop me from having a hand in the struggle. You’re fighting because of a legendary principle handed down generation after generation, and I’m fighting for vivid memories of my world, my home—the Earth that was ripe and luscious and green. Now, damn you—stop me!


  In a burst of pent up emotion it all spilled out upon the astounded Arrhenius who stood in the middle of the room taking the tirade head-on and actually liking it. He began to grin. By the gods, raw gold sprouts out in the most unexpected places! Stop him?—and let all that energy go to waste in helpless anger!


  “But you can’t operate an apparalon, Spear,” he protested in a weakening defense of his attitude.


  “Yes, I can. Rotenstedt let me try one just awhile ago—didn’t you?” And Rotenstedt nodded, grinning at Spear’s tenacious determination. Sensing his growing advantage in the argument, Spear continued. “We can be a help to each other. What if something happens to his flying mechanism? He’s alone—a thousand miles out there from nowhere and frozen stiff as a rod in five minutes. Now am I going!”


  For a moment the dogmatic scientist considered. It seemed there was no stemming this youthful enthusiasm. Better to let him go than have him roaming around here like a caged lion.


  “Well, I guess there’s something in what you say at that,” he said at last as if capitulating to Spear’s last argument. “You’ll have to be the one to accompany Rotenstedt, I guess, because I need all my other men.”


  Thus it was settled and immediately Spear followed the other two into another spacious compartment, passing out of the underground chamber in the mountainside into a sturdy thick walled metal structure that clung to the outside like a part of the living rock. Here the service apparalons were stored. Arrhenius stood giving them last minute instructions while they dressed carefully for the long flight to Sunrise. First, they donned a fur suit to be used at Sunrise, and over this they slipped a one-piece coverall of thermophane that would keep in the heat of their bodies. Last of all they climbed into the apparalons, a process that reminded Spear of a hermit crab moving into a new home.


  “Now, Rotenstedt, watch Spear and take care of him. I almost feel as if his life belongs to me now,” Arrhenius was saying. “Everything depends on secrecy for our success. We’ve got to surprise them in the attack. If they get the slightest inkling of anything wrong, the odds will be against us!”


  “But what about these suits?” Spear asked, “Won’t they suspect something wrong when they see us in these?”


  “Rotenstedt will show you where to hide them before you get to the colony,” the old man explained. “Now you, Spear, be extremely careful and follow Rotenstedt. I can’t communicate with you by radio, because we must observe the utmost care against discovery.”


  In their awkward, heavy apparalons the two men clumped noisily to a door that led outward to a small platform overlooking the moonlit white plain. The old scientist followed them, helping them on with their helmets of glass.


  “Good luck!” he cried, as they waved thick, metallic arms in silent farewell, and stepped through the cylindrical door in a cloud of sparkling rime crystals that rushed inward from the cold night.


  Spear heard a faint sound of metal fighting metal, as the door revolved shut behind them. Outside. For a moment he dwelt on the warmth behind him in that solid building protecting the lives of many men. It would be nice to go back there. But no! The first step was taken—he couldn’t turn back. Mohler took several lumbering paces after the Norwegian. Awkward business it was, and fraught with peril if one slipped in the hoar frost six inches deep. Might crack the armor.


  Cold! It fought to get at him at every lapping metal plate and joint—it pried with might and main to open a cleavage at some weak spot to suck greedily at the moist heat, the very life that was Spear Mohler. Odd how the contracting metal plates of the sheathing sounded inside here—like a giant mailed fist squeezing it in a mighty grip.


  TO the right and left stretched the range of snow-clad mountains, thrusting its corrugated backbone out of the sea of level, virgin white table-land that went rolling out to the horizon as far as the eye could see and the wan, hazy light of the moon would permit. Overhead, he could see through the quartz-glass a myriad stars dancing in the terrific cold of perpetual night, and gleaming with a frigid fire of sparkling diamonds. God, it was still! As if the doomed planet was lying in a coma, freezing solid to the very core. The mere thought of it penetrated to the marrow with an icy keenness!


  “Ready, Spear?”


  The engineer started as if viciously stung. Rotenstedt speaking through the little radio system each apparalon carried.


  “Oh, yes, I’m all right.” Funny thing how loud and crystal clear voices sounded.


  “Turn up your electronic generator half,” the young Norseman instructed, “and as soon as I rise, press the black button and follow me.”


  Spear, standing like an eaglet poised on the edge of his crag nest, followed directions and threw the little projecting tumbler switch in the box. Immediately there was a singing hum in his ears from the powerful little generator. And when the other rose into the air like a black ghost against the sky, he pressed the black button. From the little bulbs at his shoulders burst a brilliant blue-white beam, and he felt himself rise into the air as if gently plucked off the platform by an elastic silken cord. By the time they had risen a thousand feet slowly into the frigid night, Rotenstedt spoke again.


  “Pull up the horizontal lever now, Spear, and flatten out. Give your generator all she’s got this time; we’re going to go so fast that the friction of the air will keep you warm.”


  The engineer soon discovered the Norwegian was far from being wrong. Wind! It fairly screamed at the ends of the rods. And it got warm. Too warm. With difficulty he opened several vents in the side of the apparalon.


  For several hours the two men flashed through the silvery night like two black phantoms side by side, leaving four bluish radiant trails.


  “Spear, do you see that needle pinnacle to the left there?” Mohler heard Rotenstedt ask.


  “Yes,” he spoke into the transmitter after twisting his head and peering intently into the distance.


  “Keep that well in mind, because it will serve as a landmark on the way back. That’s almost halfway.”


  It was sometime later that Spear noticed a distinct rosy coloring on the eastern horizon which they were approaching at a tremendous rate. They had crossed a rocky range of mountains so rugged that the snow found little lodging surface, and left them in sombre nakedness. Then out across a wide valley they hurtled, coming quickly to another range of mountains that bordered the white plain.


  “Take it easy now, and cut her half.” Rotenstedt advised Spear. The latter followed the deft Norwegian, as he swept with diminishing speed through a snow-choked pass, and began to descend. “Now come into the vertical and follow me.”


  As he righted his position to normal and began to sink feet first, Spear got a glimpse of another valley beyond the ridge that rose starkly before him silhouetted against a glowing orange sky. Just below the horizon somewhere was the sun, and behind him low in the sky was the moon. Way over to the left, and outlined vaguely in the shadow of the mountains, crouched a massive, phantom line of black holes stretching out into the unknown northern horizon. The tubes, Spear guessed without even questioning Rotenstedt.


  By now they were coming down into a small canyon, walled in by surrounding ridges of the mountain range. The young Norseman was the first to land on his feet, choosing a bare ledge of rock that was swept clean of drifting snow by an icy wind that whistled forlornly down through the gorge. Spear settled down beside him contacting the rock almost as adroitly as the more experienced Rotenstedt.


  “Good work, my friend!” the young Viking giant exclaimed in praise. Then after a cursory glance up and down the canyon that was steeped in vague gloom, he began to extricate himself from his suit, indicating that Spear should follow him. “There’s a little cave around this rock where we’ll cache these.” And carrying his apparalon carefully, he rounded the jutting boulder. Spear, coming close behind him, discerned a patch of blackness in the wall of the gorge that was so indistinct as to be merely a darker spot in the deep gloom. A light flashed in front of him, startling him with its unexpectedness. Rotenstedt’s.


  “In there,” the Norwegian said laconically, pointing with his electric torch. It was a small grotto that cut back into the rock for some twenty feet. They had also taken off their thermophane jumpers, for the sight of them would arouse suspicions in the minds of the Venusians. Nowhere else was thermophane cloth known. The fur suits underneath would have to do them from now on—just as the Earthmen of Sunrise dressed. Nevertheless, taking off such a lot of warm clothing left Spear shivering in the near zero atmosphere of the gorge.


  “Cold, eh?” Rotenstedt observed, as they retreated around the friendly bulwark of the great rock which offered some slight protection from the cutting wind in its lee. “Well, we’ll soon get warmer when we get out into the valley and wade through a sea of snow. Let’s jog along now, and warm up—but not too fast, Mohler, you’ll freeze your lungs!”


  AFTER a short distance of following the ledge they came to the mouth of the gorge, and as they skirted the fan-shaped slope of the right side and started down the windy hill, the glory of a perpetual sunrise burst upon them. It filled the horizon and halfway up to the zenith with a tenuous orange-gold haze, pierced by a perfect fan of sunbeams. It might have been the return of the sun in springtime up in the Arctic regions. And yet unbelievably, this was somewhere in the southeast of old America, Spear kept thinking over and over as he continued walking. His breath came out in clouds of steam that were taken away immediately by a strong wind flowing around and against their backs like a river.


  Down into the valley they mushed, avoiding rounded hillocks that looked much like masses of sugar or salt. Several miles they had to plow through drifted snow across the valley, but the sheer difficulty of the way forcing them to exert their strength kept them warm, though as Spear said, he could notice the atmosphere getting warmer.


  “Roty, what’s happened to the tubes?” Mohler asked after looking in vain for sight of the big yawning mouths.


  “I saw them when I was landing, but I haven’t been able to see them since.”


  “They’re about ten miles away up there behind a ridge that sticks out into the valley. That’s why you can’t see them now.”


  “Ever been near them?”


  “No. You see, we aren’t allowed up there—the Venusians have a lot of soldiers guarding them,” the Norwegian returned. “One poor fellow got near there once and came back with a description of what he saw. But afterward they somehow searched him out, and killed him. He said the whole thing was so compact that there was no way of getting inside to the mechanism. But what interested me most of all was that he reported a sunken space in the stone-concrete base of the south end where a huge plaque had been torn out. We’ve often wondered what could have been there and where it is now.”


  The two men were nearing the eastern edge of the white valley and the foothills of the mountain range bounding it. Spear’s eyes were keenly aware of everything about him, and it was he who first saw the Earth colony of Sunrise. It lay like a bleak thing in the dark shadow of the mountains on the sides of a small valley opening out into the larger valley at right angles. At the head of it, Spear could see the cold, white outlines of a mountain that rose steeply, its crest bathed in a warm, reddish crown of sunrays.


  “Is that the place, Rotenstedt?” he asked, pointing in the direction of the colony.


  “Yes, that’s Sunrise,” the Norwegian assented, “and a fine place to be buried in with such a name. But that’s where the Venusians have put us.”


  As they neared the entrance to the narrow valley, Spear noticed for the first time that the snow was not as deep, and that here and there appeared little clumps of a hardy bush. Occasionally, they avoided large rocks upon which was growing a green moss. Life was able to gain a precarious foothold here on the border at least. The first of the steel houses appeared in view as they rounded a rubbled slope. Peculiar structures with no angles to them, every edge rounded off to repulse the elements. Nearly all were clustered in the bottom of the canyon, though some ventured up the sides, braving the inhospitable, and insecure footing of the stark, black rock. It came to Spear that this might have been a setting for a mining village in the wilds of northern Canada. But the illusion was quickly dispelled when they worked their way into the midst of the colony.


  “Good Lord! Roty,” he exclaimed aside to the other, “what’s wrong with these people? They seem like a colony of the living dead! Everyone moves like he’s chained to a thousand pounds, and has lost the last thing he owned. Look at the sombre faces of the men and women—they look downright wretched, if you asked me!”


  “They’ve lost the last thing they owned, Spear. The damnable Venusians rule their very destinies,” Rotenstedt exclaimed, his aggressive Nordic features drawing into grim lines of leashed hate. “For eighteen-hour stretches they slave for the cursed invaders in their city over the mountains there, and then are only allowed six hours to come back here, take care of their personal affairs and get some sleep. It’s slow murder!


  “But worst of all, my friend, the education of their children is discouraged. Can’t teach them in our own schools unless under Venusian tutelage. You see their motive, don’t you? They want to reduce the standards of the Earthman—take away his pride in his education, his traditions and stamp all that out. They’ve nearly succeeded as you can see!”


  A sickening feeling of disgust and revulsion at this decline of humanity swept over Spear. Underlings! God, and man had descended to that! Ousted from his own home by a band of tyrants, told what he could do and not do, and then enslaved to them. Humph. And Arrhenius was going to keep him from the conflict to right all this! A colossal interplanetary outrage that would be avenged with swift death—merciless, pitiless carnage.


  Coming toward them, Spear saw a group of three men, quite swarthy in appearance and endowed with raw-boned, bulky physiques. Instinctive dislike for their bulging, lustful eyes and cruel thin lips welled up within him. Must be Venusians, judging from their swaggering lumbering strides, he concluded. Taller than the Earthmen about them they seemed to gloat in their superior strength and evil hold on the dejected, worn-out pitiful beings that drew away from them.


  CHAPTER III


  Enslaved!


  “WHO are those men?” he asked, looking to Rotenstedt.


  “Be careful now, Spear, those are Venusians. Keep on walking and they won’t bother us,” Rotenstedt answered in guarded tones. There was a glitter in his eyes as he stared at them covertly. “See that one with the scar that begins at the corner of his right eye and goes back to his ear? That’s Rolkar, and a hateful devil, too! Supposed to be a prince of some kind among them.”


  Just then a girl dressed in heavy furs came out of a rounded, low bright metal dwelling. Something in Spear did a queer flop as he caught sight of dark lashed eyes and a cameo cut face of ivory skin in the light from the door as she stepped into the snow outside. The scarfaced Venusian was the first one of the trio to speak, and immediately Spear hated his harsh, domineering voice.


  “Well, look at the little snowdrop we’ve been missing all this time! Come here, and give our eyes a treat,” the uncouth prince exclaimed loudly, putting out a hand to catch the furry sleeve of her coat, and Spear could see her shrink instantly at the sound of his voice even though she wasn’t facing him.


  “Oh, no, no—oh, please!—,” she begged, fighting to push him away from her as he drew her to him.


  “Behave yourself, and I’ll get you out of slaving away your beautiful young life, my little white lily,” Rolkar smiled unctuously, his cruel thin lips curling back to reveal a row of uneven tusks.


  “Let me go!”


  A quivering something in her mellow, resonant voice struck an answering chord in Spear. Without a word, he was striding across the hard packed snow to the struggling pair.


  “Take it easy, Spear—they’ll find out you’re a stranger!” Rotenstedt warned him, catching up from behind.


  But Spear was fast losing control over his rising anger. Damned bully that needed a lot of reefing! “Get those big hams of yours off that woman!” he snarled, bounding up to the laughing Rolkar. With a wrench he tore the big Venusian’s arm away from the girl.


  The force of the Earthman swung the Venusian around, facing the grim-faced Spear. In puzzled surprise he looked down at blazing hard blue eyes, and a compressed mouth that curled down tightly at the corners.


  “Well, this is the first time I’ve ever seen any fight in your kind!” the amazed Rolkar mouthed slowly with a foreign inflection on his words looking at Spear in astonishment. But only for an unguarded moment. The lids of his large bulging eyes began to twitch, and his cruel mouth gathered into an evil sneer. “But it won’t take long to knock that out of you!”


  He came with a wild lunge at the Earthman, teeth bared like an ugly animal. But to his considerable surprise he was met by a dozen jabbing, knotted fists before he could reach his adversary. They battered and pounded against him unmercifully in sudden fury—and Rolkar was staggering back, dripping a peculiar orange blood from the corner of his mouth. He uttered something guttural in his own language—whipped out a slender rod with a tiny lens in one end.


  “I’ll teach you to interfere with your superiors!” he railed in an insane rage, wielding the tube, and before Spear could move he winced at the contact of a pencil of rays that flickered steadily, stinging his flesh as if struck by a thousand red hot pellets from a high-powered air rifle at close range. All over his body the rays went, piercing him cruelly until he sank to the snow writhing in half crazed pain.


  The girl stood by watching the terrible exhibition of wanton cruelty with horror in her eyes, held by one of the other Venusians. However Rolkar had not figured on the big Scandinavian who stood to one side in a horrified daze, as he watched the suffering Spear rolling in agony.


  He boiled to life—exploded like an enraged Antaeus. With a roar he kicked viciously at the weapon hand of Rolkar, sending the projector flying across the snow. The Venusian grabbed his wrist tightly, his face cracking into a thousand creases of exquisite pain. Rotenstedt fell to work quite oblivious to the others about him, ramming his huge knotty fists home with the inexorable regularity of a steam piston.


  The Venusian, big as he was, could not meet the brutal punishment of the sledge-hammer blows, and gave way, half stunned by the suddenness of the attack. But another ray came into activity, stabbing through the air with a venomous hiss, and unerringly finding its mark on Rotenstedt’s chest. It continued to hiss. The blonde giant wilted under the terrible beam and sank to the hard snow in helpless agony.


  “Guess that’ll take some of the insolence out of ’em, and teach ’em humility,” said one of the Venusians to Rolkar as he pocketed his rod.


  “Get their tag numbers,” Rolkar growled at the guard.


  Obediently, he stooped over the prostrate men and searched them in vain. Spear and Rotenstedt were too much in pain to care what happened to them.


  “Why, they haven’t got any!”


  “Oh, they haven’t, eh?” the prince exclaimed in a livid fury, his bulging eyes glittering with an almost fanatical light. “So, they’ve escaped conscription! Their lesson in humility is only begun. Take them to the city and see that they learn it—the girl with them too; she’s held me off long enough!”


  Painfully bruised all over, as if jabbed in a hundred different places with a red hot poker, the two Earthmen were taken to the Venusian plane along with the girl. The flight to the city was merely a hazy collection of aerial views of the mountainous country below for Spear and Rotenstedt.


  THEY had crossed the highest point of the range, and were coming down into a vast flat plain. On the edge of it lay the sun like a great radiant orange, and nestling in its warm flood of rays at the foot of the mountains was a large city of buildings that glinted with the brilliancy of chromium metal. Little snow on this side.


  The plane settled down on top of one of the buildings amidst a lot of other ships, coming and going.


  “All right, follow us!” one of the guards ordered with a sneer.”


  The three terrestrials followed in a daze if not consciously obediently, entering a little cube-like structure at one end of the landing platform. It housed a small escalator, and took them below several stories. Still following their guards, they entered a room in which a dapper old Venusian sat cocked up before a desk. The guards saluted.


  “Some more of them, eh?” he grunted.


  “Yes, Mhor—bearing the displeasure of Rolkar.”


  “So?” old Mhor returned contemplatively, gazing up at the three. “What’s your name?” he demanded of Spear suddenly, pointing a pencil at him.


  “Spear Mohler,” the Earthman returned, sullenly resentful.


  “All right, Mohler, you shall work in the heliopower house,” the Venusian returned crisply, after glancing in a thin black book. Then he looked questioningly at Rotenstedt, “And what’s yours?”


  “August Rotenstedt.”


  “You’ll go with Mohler here.” Then the old man turned to the young girl. “Now my pretty one, what’s your name?” And the veiled lust in his eyes made Spear seethe inside.


  “Edith Arrhenius,” she returned, with her beautiful eyes flashing black hate.


  “Well, now that’s a nice sounding name!’ old Mhor exclaimed, rubbing his dry, leathery hands together. “I rather fancy you will make a very attractive servant in our central club unit.”


  Edith Arrhenius! Spear started at the name. The old scientist’s daughter? He’d never mentioned her. If only he could say something! He looked to Rotenstedt, but the Norwegian kept his eyes averted. Then in the next moment they were being taken away by the guards. Too late!


  Against the hillside above everything else Spear saw a huge building whose front, facing the sun contained three banks of lenses, and in everyone of them he saw a reflection of the red sun, as if it were the multi-faceted eye of some monster. It was fully five hundred feet long, eighty feet high, and one hundred feet deep. Its rustless metal walls gleamed like a polished mirror.


  Like two virtual prisoners, Rotenstedt and Mohler were thrust through a tiny door in one end. Inside they followed a corridor until they came to the end where a thick metal door barred their further progress. A guard opened the door and they were led into the presence of an irascible looking, iron-gray haired man. Spear felt an instant revulsion, as if a wave of hatred had advanced upon him from the man.


  “Some more of Rolkar’s ‘special’ cases, I surmise!” he almost hissed, as soon as he glanced at the two Earthmen.


  “Yes, Axar. ‘Humility’ cases,” one of the guards said laconically.


  “Me!” the beak-nosed Axar exclaimed in a livid fury, “Me! Rolkar always picks me out for his!, ‘humility’ cases, and I have to break them in on delicate machinery, and then bear his biting sarcasm when they slow up production of power. I’m tired of this!” And he slammed his fist against the top of his desk. A fuming moment and he pressed a button at the side of his desk. “Well, I’ll teach them humility in a hurry or break them!”


  A younger Venusian flurried into the room.


  “Take these terrestrials in to Antorg—tell him I want results!”


  As if fearing the responsibility of having them on his hands, and wishing to get rid of them as soon as possible, the young Venusian hurried to execute his mission. Following their guide, the Earthmen entered an immense room—Lilliputians in a maze of gigantic machinery. They were handed over to a burly black-headed Venusian whose fat, greasy face repelled both Spear and Rotenstedt. His small pig eyes glittered with a sly look when the guide had delivered his message.


  “Yes—we shall teach them humility!” he exclaimed, looking over the two Earthmen, and feeling their muscles, like a man buying a team of draft horses—a process they suffered with difficulty. Then he drew back, surveying them critically. “I don’t know if you two have the intelligence to do this work I’m going to give you, but then all it needs is a ‘strong back and a weak mind’ as you Earthmen say!”


  Spear had difficulty in controlling an impulse to choke those little pig eyes out of the man’s face. It was only too obvious that he was baiting them, wanting them to explode in indignation, giving him a chance to bully them. Rotenstedt started to move, but Spear, standing close to him, touched him lightly with an elbow. The incensed Norwegian stopped. A crafty, knowing look came into Antorg’s greasy face, sensing their reactions.


  However, he turned off into a new trend, and with an esoteric air of superiority began to explain the operation of the solar power-house. The system used was photo-electric in nature. In the front wall were three banks of condenser lenses, each lens three feet in diameter. Ranged along the back wall were the photo-generators, each about eighteen inches in diameter, and consisting of a sheet of metal covered with another sheet of silver selenide. And coated over the latter was a transparent layer of another metal a few molecules thick. The light concentrated by the condensers, and passing through the sandwich of metals set up a strong current, which was connected into the main line for distribution to the Venusian city. The floor of the vast building was divided off into large battery rooms and switchboards. In another part were a number of huge converters, changing the direct current of the photo-generators into alternating.


  “WHAT are we supposed to do?” Spear asked at last.


  “I want you both to get busy on the job of changing all those photo-generators, because the transparent layers are worn out, and we’re not getting enough power,” Antorg explained to them. He called over several Earthmen working on the bottom tier of generators supported above the floor some ten feet. “Show these two how to change those generators, and you can start on the next tier, turning to the others—“and you two see that you learn how to do it right, or else—!”


  Antorg left the sentence in mid-air, but its significance was not lost on Rotenstedt or Spear. The other workers took them to the bank of machines, and began the task of explaining the heavy work of changing over the generators. Spear paid close attention, but the dejected dull expressions of the men’s faces were ever before him. The labor of moving the two hundred-pound circular disks and their thick metal frames had taken a terrible toll of their strength and left them like a pair of worn out automatons, Spear reflected,—their probable fate in the next eighteen hour stretch.


  “And be careful of the focal beam or it will burn the flesh off of you,” one of the men warned.


  “How would you like to burn down Antorg and the rest of the Venusians!” Rotenstedt ventured quietly, making sure that Antorg was busy some distance away.


  The two weary Earthmen looked up in startled awe, as if such a statement were a sacrilege unheard of. Underlings! They looked around before answering.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that in four days Arrhenius and his men will have all the weapons ready to attack the City. Be ready to do your bit when the attack starts,” Rotenstedt explained in an undertone, pretending to work over a machine. “Tell all the Earthmen here you can with safety, but be extremely careful.”


  “We’ll be ready!”


  Spear thrilled to the flash of spirit that flamed up to replace the dullness in their eyes, as they moved off to work on the next tier.


  “Roty, I’m damned sorry about this mess I got you into!” Spear exclaimed as they set to work on a photo-generator. “Guess my temper rode me hard.”


  “Well, I think old Arrhenius would have done the same,” Rotenstedt returned, “that was his daughter.”


  “His daughter, eh? What a beauty!” was Spear’s rejoinder. “But what are we going to do now?”


  “Work our fool heads off for the next eighteen hours, I guess,” the Norwegian said glumly, jerking savagely at a stubborn terminal. “When we get off for our six hour rest, we’ll get to our suits as soon as possible.”


  And for the next eighteen hours Spear tasted the bitterness of a worker’s life in the Venusian city. Work for a young giant it was—unshackling ponderous disks, boosting massive, awkward frames aside, not to mention the abuse heaped upon them by Antorg at their natural clumsiness. Antorg was a dyed-in-the-wool slave driver, Spear swore to Rotenstedt, and what he wasn’t going to do to that greasy, fat faced lug! No time for a bit of rest—a mere pause and Antorg flashed his pencil of stinging beams, prodding them on to work. The terrible reality of the disgrace of a dethroned race was being burned deeply in Spear’s brain. Fate’s mysterious and esoteric spawning of a Nemesis.


  “Ha, ha, ha! I teach you humility!” Antorg guffawed each time he burned them with the beam. He might well have goaded a wild bull.


  By God, what a big slice of revenge he was going to get in four days!


  At the end of their long shift, the obese Antorg curtly dismissed them with the ominous command to be back in six hours. He took their tags, punched them and let them go.


  “There’s going to be one of the first casualties,” Spear growled vengefully, as they hurried on, grateful to leave the slave house.


  “Yes!” Rotenstedt grunted. “Now if we can only get away from Sunrise without discovery we will be lucky.”


  As they progressed down the hill into the city and began to encounter groups of workers off shift, Rotenstedt was approached by a blond-headed youth.


  “You, Rotenstedt!” he exclaimed, and fell into step beside the young Norwegian. Guardedly, he looked around, and then slipped a piece of paper into Rotenstedt’s hand. “For God’s sake be careful with that paper, man. I’m going on duty now. I can’t talk any more.”


  “Four days, Benson—be ready!”


  And with that cryptic message they passed on. Spear looked curiously at Rotenstedt, silently waiting for an explanation.


  “That was Benson, our chief agent here,” he explained. “I’d like to know what’s in that note, but I can’t risk the Venusians seeing it. Have to wait till we get back to Sunrise.”


  They boarded a plane going to Sunrise with a load of returning workers just off their stretch of drudgery. As they settled themselves they were pleasantly surprised to see Edith enter. A strained look was on her face. As soon as she saw Rotenstedt and Spear it changed to one of anxiety.


  “I must see you when we land,” she whispered mysteriously, as she passed them.


  CHAPTER IV


  A Moment for Strategy


  BOTH men glanced at each other in puzzled wonderment. Spear sat in restless silence, for although he wanted to quiz the Norwegian, the presence of Venusian guards precluded the desire. The mystery was deepening, leaving him on the outside of things and it irked him. Not until they had crossed the mountain range and descended into the shadow of the valley was he able to speak his mind.


  “What in the world is all this about?”


  “Follow me, and we’ll find out, Mohler.”


  Casually they sauntered away from the landing platform, and Spear noticed that Rotenstedt seemed to be waiting for Edith to pass them. Without a sign of recognition she went by, and continued on her way until she entered a two-story building toward the edge of the settlement. Making sure that no one was watching at the moment, they went into the same building.


  “Oh, Rotenstedt, I’m so glad to see you!” Edith exclaimed, “I have some sinister news for you.” Then she turned a concerned countenance on Spear. “And I’m so sorry that I was the cause of getting you both into trouble.” She put out a small but very capable hand: “I’m Edith Arrhenius.”


  “And my name’s Spear Mohler—but then you’ve already heard that,” the American returned, taking her proffered hand. He felt somewhat abashed at her frank, admiring gaze, and was wondering what to say next when they were both startled by an exclamation from the Norwegian.


  “Benson has found the metal plate torn out of the south end of the tubes!” he cried excitedly. “Here’s what he’s copied:


  
    ‘TO YOU WHO LIVE WHEN THE SUN REACHES MEAN


    We of the 30th century have built this great bank of gravity tubes that you may again revolve our planet. By the simple act of striking the metal disk imbedded above this plate will you start it. One hundred years it will take to build up the rotation to a solar day of twenty-four hours. But beware the Moon! There lies grave danger. The tubes must be started before aphelion after the pulsations stop or the delicate balance of the Earth-Moon system will be upset by the increase of the radial area covered, and it is very probable that the Moon will crash into the Earth.


    •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •       •.


    We have done our part in preserving the continuance of the human race. YOU must carry on to greater heights!”

  


  “Aphelion!” Edith cried aloud, “that’s two days away! That explains what I heard in the club unit, Rotenstedt. Remember old Mhor? He and another man were drunk in the library, and talked a long time, while I listened through a pantry door. After I served them some more liquor, I heard them talking about how different things were going to be when they returned to Venus, mentioning something about the new sun to light up their dark side.”


  “A new sun!” Rotenstedt spoke with fighting emphasis. “And I suppose they think we’re going to sit by and let the Moon make a sun out of our planet, eh?” He rose from his chair with burning cheeks and a cold gleam in his steel-blue eyes.


  “Oh, I wish I could go with you now!” the girl cried.


  “I’m sorry, Edith,” Rotenstedt answered, “you know what your father said.”


  “Yes, I’ve got to stay here and keep an eye open for him.”


  “Exactly. Your eyes are even sharper than Benson’s—you’ve done a lot of good for us!” Rotenstedt turned and went to the outer door softly. Cautiously, he looked out. “Come, Spear, the road’s clear now. We have work to do!”


  QUICKLY they made their way out of the little valley under cover of semi-darkness, and set out across the rolling floor of the larger valley. It was heavy walking, but they breasted their way at last up into the small canyon, and got into their apparalons. Like two flaming rockets they rose into the air and flashed into the unknown darkness of the west.


  Almost two hours later they were sitting with Arrhenius in his chambers.


  “You are right, Rotenstedt,” he was saying, fingering Benson’s note, “we must rush the production of more guns so we can attack tomorrow. And as much as I need you both here to help in that work, you are more valuable as workers in the power plant. I’ve got to have you there to work behind the lines. When we attack—and we’ll try to make it at noon sharp—shut off all the power to the city—demoralize them.”


  “But we’ll need some guns for ourselves, Arrhenius,” the young Norseman reminded him.


  “I’ll get them for you, but be very careful with them. You must know yourself, Roty, how powerful they are—the most powerful known.” He drew out two innocentlooking objects that gleamed with a black lustre in the bright light. They were short, stubby little things with grooves in the barrel. He handed them to the men. “There are two hundred spheres in the reserve chambers of each.”


  Good Lord, it’s heavy for such a tiny gun!” Spear exclaimed, looking at the gun in his palm with real surprise.


  “That’s the spheres,” Rotenstedt explained, “the ammunition. They’re about a millimeter in diameter and heavier than uranium, but they’re unbelievably powerful.”


  “You had better go now,” the scientist suggested, looking at his watch, “your six hour leave will be over when you get back to Sunrise.”


  Spear and Rotenstedt hurried into their mechanisms. Before they stepped out upon the platform in the intense cold of the everlasting night, Arrhenius gave them a final word.


  “Remember, you are part of a plan,” he said, putting his hands on their shoulders, and looking deep into their eyes, “that has been worked out carefully. Do your part to the utmost. Why Fate has seen fit to cast you into our particular niche of time, Spear, I don’t know. But there is a greater plan of which our small one is a tiny part; yet nevertheless, woven into the pattern as an integral part. And you may be called upon to play a stellar role in that greater plan! May the mighty forces of the universe favor us tomorrow. Goodbye!”


  And the two black, bulky shadows rose into the crystal-clear night on ascending shafts of light, and suddenly shot over the eastern horizon in a burst of brilliant beams.


  Quietly, deftly they landed in the bleak, windy canyon and cached their suits in the little grotto. Hurriedly, they waded through the snow in the valley, for they would be late. Unnoticed, they slipped into the little settlement, and were almost too late to catch the next plane leaving for the city. For Spear there was a new sense of power in the feel of the heavy little gun in his pocket. It gave him confidence in himself.


  Back in the Venusian city the two terrestrials went back to work quite unenthusiastically, though with a sense of impending excitement for what the next day would bring.


  It was three hours before noon of the next day that Antorg called them down from the second tier. Anxiously they had been watching the time, and keeping a wary eye open for trouble.


  “Come on down from there, you lazy louts!” he bawled, “you’re wanted outside.”


  Apprehensively, Spear glanced at the big Norwegian youth as he climbed down to the floor. A puzzled expression was on his fair face as he strode solidly along to the door. They were met by the beak-nosed Axar.


  “Are these the ones?” he asked several guards who stood watching the entering Earthmen critically.


  “Yes. We want them.”


  Wonderingly, Spear and Rotenstedt accompanied the close-mouthed Venusians who admonished them to make no false moves or “they’d be dead meat!” Spear sensed catastrophe in the grim expressions on their faces—it swirled about him like a premonitory, black suffocating cloak. He fought off the sensation.


  They entered a bright, shiny building that rose with almost an air of hauteur above the rest. To Spear’s gloomy, apprehensive state of mind everything had taken on a dull, evil look. The more insensitive Rotenstedt entered the portals of the edifice with a stolid expression, betraying no emotion. Instead of ascending into the shaft of the towering building, they were taken down into the subterranean levels through a small automatic elevator. Then through a short corridor, and they stood in the midst of a room full of complex apparatus, a spic and span, orderly laboratory. Spear’s eyes travelled over the men who stood with eyes trained on them as they entered. He recognized Rolkar and Mhor; the other one he had never seen.


  “Did you examine them?” Rolkar began.


  “We didn’t think it was necessary, Rolkar.”


  THE Venusian’s black eyes blazed forth in sudden, wicked fury. “Didn’t think it necessary! You blundering, brainless fools! Search them right now.”


  Chagrin spread over their faces as they discovered the blunt heavy guns in the Earthmen’s pockets. Rolkar received them with a contemptuous, twisted smile on his cruel lips. He turned to face the two.


  “Now, tell me where you got these,” he asked, his glittering, evil eyes watching them intently.


  Rotenstedt stared into Mohler’s eyes for a long moment, and what the American read there filled him with a determination to die rather than open his lips. A great love of Earth filled him now like a glowing fire. Sealed lips!


  “So? You won’t tell, eh?” Rolkar sneered. “Well, we can tell you anyway. You got them from a man named Arrhenius!”


  Spear and Rotenstedt paled at the startling words. All was lost! Somehow the accursed Venusians had discovered the secret just on the eve of the attack. Several hours more and the terrestrials would be coming only to meet the forewarned Venusians.


  “You might as well confess what you know and save your own hides,” Rolkar suggested. “Very shortly we are leaving for our planet. We’ll need workers there to reestablish our cities, and if you’ll tell us a few things we’d like to know, you’ll go with us.”


  “Why is it you don’t know everything now—you seem to know so much?” Rotenstedt answered contemptuously.


  “Because that impudent fool, Benson, killed himself before we could make him talk,” old Mhor blurted.


  “Shut up, you doddering old woman!” Rolkar turned on the dapper Mhor.


  So! Poor Benson had been discovered and made to talk, but succeeded in cheating them.


  “Now there’s no use mincing words any more, Rotenstedt, and you, Mohler,” Rolkar said rapidly with suppressed excitement, “you’ve got a place to manufacture these weapons, I know. I’m going to tell you something. Whether you know it or not, we are a superior race of people. We have ideas—superior ideas. Now, do you see that small cylinder with the cog wheel on one end?


  “Once we set that going, the little metal contact point you see near the circumference will travel 350 degrees and touch that other fixed terminal. It will take one hour for that to happen, and then—poof! The dust in those tubes will start to disintegrate, and set fire to the atomic structure of the whole planet—an atomic fire that will last for hundreds of centuries when the Moon coalesces with it. But in one hour after we set that, we shall be well on our way to Venus. You see?”


  Spear did see. His thoughts were racing with the speed of light. For centuries the Earthmen had been under the dominance of the Venusian race—enslaved to do their slightest bidding. And now they were bargaining to carry them away to another planet to be ground down like grovelling dogs.


  “Well, are you going to talk?” Rolkar asked ominously, looking questioningly at the Norseman and the American who both stood mute. “Then I have another idea that may work.” And he dropped into a chair before a transmitter, plugging in a microphone.


  “This is Rolkar calling Arrhenius on a broadcast band. I am warning you, Arrhenius, that your men, Rotenstedt and Mohler, have sold me everything for a price about you and your little scheme you’ve been working. We are ready for you when you come!”


  “But we haven’t found out anything definite, Rolkar, about this person Arrhenius,” Mhor protested, “and we haven’t organized any force to meet him. Meet what?”


  Rolkar switched off the transmitter, and rose with his cruel face drawn in livid rage.


  “Stop your fool meddling, Mhor,” he secreted in icy tones. “If you’d stop your playing around with women, maybe you’d have some brains in that empty head. Of course we haven’t anything definite. But that little trick will draw the fangs of any plot they’ve been hatching. Use your head!”


  Thoughts were churning around in Spears brain like a horrible, uncontrollable maelstrom. If Arrhenius got that message it would demoralize the whole terrestrial attack designed to surprise the City. A rising fury was seething within him. He, selling himself to the Venusians! A diabolical trick. Suddenly, his roving eyes stopped on the time-clock mechanism that would explode the tubes. Only eight feet away—maybe seven, and a metal wrench near it too. Perhaps it would work, maybe not—might as well make a supreme effort anyway. Rolkar and his superior ideas—strategy. He’d try some native terrestrial psychology. Guess Arrhenius was right about that greater plan—each part fitting so nicely into the other. Well, here goes!


  In one great bound he left Rotenstedt’s side and landed near the electric clock, seizing the wrench.


  “Don’t move or I’ll short these terminals!” he exclaimed tensely, holding the tool to one contact and only several centimeters from the other.


  For a moment there was a palpable, brittle silence in the underground chamber, every eye on the desperate Earthman. Rolkar began to laugh nervously—a forced laugh.


  “But there doesn’t happen to be any current at those terminals just now, my young fool!” he declared with empty bravado.


  “Oh, there isn’t, eh?” Spear answered grimly. He looked at the Venusian prince calculatingly. “Well, we’ll find out then!”


  And slowly he lowered the wrench, bringing it closer and closer to the other terminal. He mocked the bulging eyes of the Venusians who gazed at Rolkar with growing terror—stared in facinated horror. In Rolkar’s glittering gaze he read that he knew there was current waiting to flash across the controls. Cold sweat stood on his satanic face. Each knew it was a test of the strongest wits.


  “Oh stop it, stop it!”


  Mhor broke out in a hysterical voice, no longer a dapper little figure, but a cringing, frightened weakling.


  “Damn you!” Rolkar shrilled at him with venom.


  “Roty, get their guns—and ours too.”


  The Norwegian, grim of face yet exultant, gathered up the weapons and handed Spear his blunt, stubby gun.


  “Now, break up the radio transmitter tubes, and then we’ll demolish this infernal machine.”


  But when they started on the cylinder, Mhor cried out:


  “For God’s sake, be careful with that thing!”


  “I wish to high heaven you’d gone up with it!” Rolkar cried with biting sarcasm at the utterly demoralized Mhor.


  CHAPTER V


  The War in the Air


  “EVERYTHING demolished and safely out of the way, the two men hurried to the door, the only door in the room. Suddenly, Spear pointed his gun at the ceiling light and fired, at the same time closing the door and locking it.


  “Now, we’ve got to get to our apparalons—we can travel faster in them, Roty!” Spear cried excitedly, his hands shaking a bit nervously now the crisis was over. “Can you fly these Venusian planes?”


  “You bet I can! There’s a landing stage on this building above. Let’s take this elevator and shoot right up to the top. If anybody stops to ask questions—answer with this!” And Rotenstedt patted his little black automatic.


  They were in the elevator and shooting skyward in a moment. At the top they stepped out cautiously, but all was quiet. No one was in evidence about the two planes standing ready for flight. Silently they entered a plane. As if quite at home, Rotenstedt settled himself at the controls and started the electric motors. Gracefully, they rose into the air and headed rapidly over the snow-clad range ahead. Without stopping at the colony, they kept on out across the valley and came down a short distance from the gorge where their apparalons were stored. One hour till noon.


  “We’ve got to set off those tubes, Roty,” Spear exclaimed, as he put on his suit, “the danger from that Moon increases hourly now!”


  “All right, Mohler, if we do nothing else, we’ll accomplish that!” the young Norseman cried.


  From out of the frigid gorge they rose with guns in hand, and then suddenly shot headfirst into the north where in the distance lay the mammoth black holes of the tubes. As they flashed through the air at lightning speed, Rotenstedt’s voice came to Spear.


  “Guess they’re not expecting anyone just now—no guards in sight,” he said, “let’s land—but be careful. We’ll get this done in a hurry, once set off the Venusians won’t be able to stop them!”


  Quickly and easily they hovered with silken ease, and then descended with the suddenness of a falling stone. Spear marvelled at the gigantic proportions of the tubes where they projected from a solid block of stone-like concrete—like the muzzles of immense cannon. And hidden away, he knew, underneath was the great maze of tubular vats filled with floured dust waiting to release vast stores of energy. They were beside the giant wall that rose into the gloom of the valley for hundreds of feet. There was a startled shout from a hillock of snow.


  “The guards!” Spear exclaimed. He turned to Rotenstedt. “Go ahead and hit the iron plate—I’ll keep ’em off!”


  Rotenstedt picked up a small rock and hastily dashed it against the plate. A ponderous, deep silence followed to be broken by the shouting of the guards running towards them. A blue beam of light pierced the gloom from the direction of the advancing Venusians.


  “It doesn’t seem to work!” the Norwegian sobbed out—another blow.


  Came the peculiar hiss of Spear’s stubby gun. The foremost guard flew into a trillion orange atoms. Still a vain wait for the tubes to betray some sign of action. Spear kept an anxious eye on Rotenstedt and the Venusians running down the slope toward them.


  “Take a shot at it!” Mohler cried in desperation. He dodged another ray of light.


  The Norwegian stepped back and lifted his gun, firing quickly. The little sphere struck the plate with the force of a hundred tons, shattering it completely.


  “Let’s go!” he cried frantically into his transmitter.


  As they leapt into the air Spear heard through his quartz-glass bulb a vast sighing from the tubes down in the depths somewhere, like a giant antediluvian monster stirring from a long sleep. Stupidly the little figures on the ground stopped running, gaping at the two strange beings in the air, and seemingly listening to the tubes. The ground quivered momentarily, and then a blinding, searing flash went streaming into space from the huge maws. Spear and Rotenstedt were tossed into space like small balloons. It was the work of a split second however to assume the horizontal, and leave the vicinity on the wings of light.


  Several moments later it was Spear who cried out excitedly, pointing at the moon.


  “Look!”


  Across the full face of the low swinging satellite moved a small swarm of tiny figures hurtling toward them where they hung in mid-air over the valley.


  “Arrhenius!” Rotenstedt shouted.


  In a moment the main swarm came abreast of them and they flew parallel with them. Ransel and Arrhenius were among the first. Several sleek, bullet-shaped monsters of the air followed them, leaving a luminous trail.


  “Good work!” the old scientist exclaimed pointing at the gigantic tubes flaring forth, and lighting up the whole country round about.


  “Just in time. First we’re landing at Sunrise to add the rest of them to our force. Got plenty of apparalons and automatics to distribute.”


  THE little colony seemed to rise up to meet them when Arrhenius gave the order to descend. Grim-faced men clustered about them all anxious to get weapons and apparalons. The few Venusians who policed the colony were already captured and their planes commandeered. Great activity filled the hard-packed snow streets. People rushed in and out of the low metal buildings—shouted hilariously and pointed at the vast sheet of violet radiance that filled the sky in the direction of the tubes. Men tested their apparalons. Others instructed them in the operation of the flying suits.


  “Silence!”


  It was an imperative command. No one failed to recognize the voice. Arrhenius, white-headed, small of stature but an imposing figure withal, stood in the midst of all the confusion. When all was silent he addressed his men over one thousand strong from the top of a bare rock.


  “The moment has come when we are making our last stand for humanity and all that the ages of terrestrial progress has left us. Rolkar and his clan have subdued us long enough. We are just as strong mentally as they are, but their evil methods of grinding our spirit down have all but relegated us to an inferior position. In our secret unit in the west we have demonstrated that we have mentalities equal to theirs in developing weapons of warfare. Do you know of any reason why we should be their slaves?”


  “NO!” came the united chorus from a thousand throats.


  Arrhenius continued to work his men up to a high pitch until they were ready to fight to the last drop of energy left in them. And when the command was snapped out, they all rose as one into the air and swept over the snow-clad range like a swarm of angry wasps.


  Unprepared for such a visitation of grim, desperate beings from the skies, the Venusians were literally caught with their backs against their own walls. The surprise assault was all the more shocking because of the thick grotesque figures dancing about on shafts of violet light, spraying death freely from above. They fled to the cover of their buildings as the dense swarm settled over the city where they were met by the embattled terrestrial workers pent up inside. Totally confused as they were, the Venusians did not yield up easily even though between two fires, but fought as stubbornly as any ancient legion of Visigoths—ray for ray, and eye for eye they resisted to the bitter end.


  Rotenstedt and Spear swept down into the city with the vanguard like two avenging black phantoms, heading for the power plant. With the desperate assault beginning on land and in the air, both men descended to plant broad feet on the ground.


  Phsss-s-s-s—st!


  A brilliant beam spat at them from the power house somewhere.


  “Look out,” Spear warned. He leapt into the air, and again the beam spewed forth—this time closer and in a fat conic spray. No use wasting spheres on him till they could locate the man wielding it. “Come on—over here!” And he headed for the lee of a big ledge that protruded above the ground.


  In the safety of their rock haven Spear pointed to a number of Venusian planes flitting about in the sky, wreaking havoc among the Earthmen.


  “There’s what we have to stop, Roty. If we can only get in there, we can wreck their power broadcasters and bring those planes down!”


  “We don’t have to get inside, Spear. Ruin those banks of condensers outside, and they’re helpless!”


  “Say—that’s an idea!”


  In the flicker of an eyelid they rose into the air and faded back from the power-plant. Into the horizontal—and they were whistling through the cold air like two flaming meteors one above the other. In a flash they were past the long rows of lenses, raking the two upper banks with their automatics and sending in a hail of death. In a long series of explosions the glass eyes of solar power popped out in a wild, musical dithyramb of crashing and tinkling, the fragments torn into fine crystalline dust. An adroit swooping and reversing beyond the farther end; back again—and the bottom row was annihilated in a similar series of close-timed explosions. But their initial victory was not bought cheaply.


  A riot of flashing streams blazed up into the sky at then? as they flew by the end of the power house. A dozen or more Venusians were scattered over the ground, prepared to greet them with a spluttering of insidious death. Too late to prevent the complete destruction of their power-plant, they were now out to demand a reckoning—the priceless possession, life.


  “Got me!”


  God! What was happening? Rotenstedt—! Falling, tumbling over and over—sprawling out in the crazy gyrations of a falling leaf. Part of his chest-plating gone—all black—no, there was some dark blood beginning to ooze out through the black crust.


  With a desperate circling swoop Spear dove headfirst for the plunging Norwegian. Close quarters to the Venusians spraying the vicinity with all manner of hellish death beams—no chance to fire back. How in the world would he be able to keep from crashing once he caught Rotenstedt—not to mention escaping from the Venusian rays?


  Steady—steady—there, right around and under his arms he was grabbing him. With a flick he gave the power beams at his shoulders all the remaining energy left.


  Maybe he could hit something if he fired at random down there with his gun braced against Rotenstedt’s back. The automatic shivered with the ejection of the spheres. A burst of orange flames down there and one Venusian less—and another one, a greasy faced one he saw before the man disappeared in dust—Antorg!


  A MIGHTY strain, a heave and he rose high into the air with his dead weight. Frightened, he gazed at the limp head lolling around in the quartz bulb—called frantically through the phone system—but Rotenstedt was completely out. Peculiar green splotches were gathering in his cheeks where once had been rosy pink. Damn ’em, the Venusians had done for him!


  He took the limp Norseman to one of the big hovering ships of the Earthmen high over the city. Doctors were on board. Ransel.


  “The transverse motion of the vertical beam took away the skin covering his breast shell, Spear. I—think he’s got a chance to live!”


  “Good! They’re going to pay a bloody price for this work!” And Spear dropped through the bottom hatch of the ship like a plummet, descending to the bitter dog fight raging in and around the streets and buildings below. Closer and closer was coming the end—a costly end for both sides with the Earthmen reaching for inevitable victory.


  He fought like a Trojan, fought with a hot fury that knew no mercy. No one of the Earthmen dove so hard, fired so quickly nor quite so deadly as the infuriated Spear. Kill, kill, kill was in his veins—he was the personification of a terrible Nemesis.


  It was he who led the attack on the largest tower where the Venusians were most strongly entrenched with heavy, broad beam-projectors. And after that victory, it was he who thought of filling a whole apparalon full of the deadly spheres, and aiming it at one of the last buildings—one of the Venusians’ last stands where they doggedly repulsed sally after sally of Earthmen. He was the very spirit of the attack, playing a vital hand in every strategic move.


  Mohler was beginning to exult over their seemingly complete and hard won victory, when from an elevation in the air he saw a pair struggling on the ground outside of a big hemispherical structure reamed with rows of black round windows—a space ship! So, they were preparing to leave for Venus, eh. Pull out under his very nose—maybe leave a detachment of their soldiers to perish defending them while they escaped scot free. Something looked very familiar about both figures. He swung down closer, and then gasped. By the little gods—Rolkar again, and struggling in his arms frantically—Edith!


  A cold fury tingled in his arms and fingers as he twisted the rods into horizontal, and let a blast of power flame out the silver balls at his shoulders, sending himself like an arrow at the Venusian prince. Too close quarters to fire at him—might hit Edith. He’d use his fist as he swept by and up again. No Venusian prince could abduct the girl—he wanted her too much himself.


  But as he darted at Rolkar with the sheer, clean flight of a spearhead, the Venusian chanced to look up. With a violent wrench he threw the girl to the ground—plucked at his side. Spear swore. Damn it, he was hauling out one of those vicious ray pistols he’d been dodging. Wonder if he’d hit him before the prince could ray him? There—he was pointing it—certainly a cool headed rascal to stand there while he was coming at ’im like an avalanche!


  Phsssst!


  God, what a molten stream of visible power! Right in his face—no, at his shoulder—and the violet power was sputtering from the end where had been a silver jet. It was pushing him over—he’d crash Rolkar right in the—!


  *     *     *     *


  A murmuring of voices penetrated to Spear’s consciousness. He seemed to be groping futilely around in darkness. His blue eyes fluttered open. A woman—he squinted to see better—Edith, had him in her lap. God, how his head ached on top! And there was Arrhenius—kind of funny looking with his little head poking out the top of a headless, overgrown armored coverall.


  “Where’s—Rolkar?” he muttered.


  “You made a good job of him!” Arrhenius exclaimed, “In fact you made a good job of this whole attack, Spear, my boy. If it weren’t for you, this whole attack might have failed. Rotenstedt has told me the entire story of how you outwitted Rolkar and Mhor.”


  “Rotenstedt!—how is he?”


  “Getting along splendidly—told me about the fun you both had breaking windows up at the Venusian power-plant!”


  “Didn’t you hear Rolkar’s broadcast to you?” Spear asked in perplexity.


  “You bet we did! We were halfway here at the Pinnacles when we got it, and we came mighty near turning back when we heard the news!” he exclaimed soberly, “but when we saw that huge sheet of almost invisible violet shimmering up there in the north, we knew what had happened. It was the signal, and we came on with a vengeance then!”


  “Where’s the space ship I saw here?”


  “Gone! Some of the leaders got away, and made their escape in the ship after they were utterly defeated. You saved Edith from a terrible fate of spending the rest of her life on Venus as a slave.”


  “Now, father, you’ve talked long enough,” Edith reproached the scientist, caressing Spear’s cheeks, “he needs rest.”


  For a meditative moment Arrhenius gazed down at the young couple.


  “Yes, on second thought, he’ll need some—because as my son-in-law and chief engineer of new Terra, he’s got quite a job of reconstructing this city he destroyed so effectively!”


  THE END


  [*] Thermophane—a heat-resisting: cloth invented by Dubois in 3085 A.D.


  THE VOYAGE OF THE ASTEROID


  Laurence Manning


  MR. MANNING has here attempted, and we believe succeeded in picturing what an actual interplanetary journey might be like, and what astronauts might expect to find upon other worlds.


  His characters are not supermen, they are not men who believe that a journey to another world might be a pleasureable picnic. They are men of determination, but men with the weaknesses all of us have. Our author has shown therefore, how any of us might feel if tomorrow we were invited by a recognized scientific authority to make a trip to Mars or Venus.


  The second question that occurs to readers is: assuming it were possible to go to Venus or Mars, what could one do there? Would there be the Venusian or Martian princess just waiting to marry our hero and bestow unlimited wealth upon him, or might our explorers meet dangers, terrors, discomforts so great that all attempts at exploration would completely fail and our explorers would be glad to get back to earth with their skins?


  The editors after reading this story believe that by its simplicity, and its sticking to realities, it proves more exciting and more thrilling than the most fanciful of tales.


  I WOULD have forgotten what day it was except for Mason. He solemnly entered my bedroom that morning bearing a loaf of pound cake into which he had stuck three dozen candles. It made a sorry mess, the more so when he had lit the tapers and the wax dripped an unwholesome pink icing over all.


  “Thirty-six years old,” he pronounced, brooding over his gift. “You are very nicely divisible by three and two in all their combinations. Last year it was five and seven and a little more unusual. But thirty-six is a very practical number in many ways—how does it feel?”


  This curse of absurd humor is, in my opinion, one reason that Dr. Arthur Finch Mason is still only an associate professor of mathematics. He was inordinately popular with his students and he was very successful in instilling in them not only a knowledge of his subject but a sincere liking for it as well. But he achieved his results only after breaking half the rules of pedagogy and fellow members on the faculty observed his progress with some distrust.


  We had been at college together—close friends, in fact. Three years ago he had come to me in deep distress, for his young wife had died and he was once more alone in the world. We had obtained an apartment in West 86th street and moved in as permanent partners. Living in New York can be a lonely business and I found Mason an ideal companion—sensible and earnest beneath his camouflage of absurdity. Physically he was tall and thin, with pale and rather distinguished features. His demeanor was serious and dignified, a fact which rendered his drolleries all the more remarkable and—to some extent—incomprehensible.


  “Now next year,” continued my friend. “You will have reached a prime number—thirty-seven. I wonder whether a man is in his prime only when his age is? There’s an idea! The prime ages of man: At one the puling infant; at three the walking, talking terror!”


  I was not in the mood for nonsense that morning and proceeded to the bathroom for a shower. Mason was tenacious, however, and followed tenacious, however, and followed me in. Over the noise of the shower I could hear him continuing his witticism to its bitter end.


  “Seven is the age of first sense and schooling; eleven and thirteen arrive with puberty . . .”


  I turned the water on full force and drowned out his voice. But when I had finished bathing and proceeded to get dressed he was still at it.


  “Thirty-seven,” he was saying, “is the prime of life. From then the mainspring commences to unwind. This year, Bigelow, is your last year of youth!”


  Breakfast silenced him at last. This particular morning was a Saturday and neither of us was compelled to labor. We settled down to a day of rest. I browsed through a copy of Lens and Bellows—the magazine of which I am editor—and mused idly upon certain changes I had in mind for the next issue. But my mind refused to remain engaged upon the print before me. I found myself in a sober, thoughtful mood. Mason’s mock seriousness had had its effect on me.


  Thirty-six years old, I thought. Rather soon now it would be forty; then fifty. Then what? Was I really doing the kind of thing I wanted to do with my life? My memory conjured up myself at twenty—a budding young naturalist full of purpose and courage. Once I had other plans for my career: adventurous expeditions to out-of-the-way lands looking for strange plants and animals; the thrill of discovery! The heady wine of fame! But here I was and here was I likely to remain until I died. I could see the obituary notices of my death. They would be tucked away on inside pages of newspapers. My own magazine would give a history of my life in a black-bordered page. Then oblivion.


  I sighed and stirred restlessly in the comfortable lounge chair.


  “What’s the use of it all!” I exclaimed aloud.


  Mason looked up from his book. “There is an unwritten law against philosophy before noon. What you need is some exercise. Fresh air! A glimpse of life and motion! Let’s go for a drive.”


  “Where to?” I queried listlessly.


  “The Connecticut countryside should be worth a look this time of year. Evergreens will be budding out—maples coming into leaf. There are a thousand things to see.”


  “All right. I’ll take along a camera.”


  Mason raised his eyebrows humorously. “Of course! How could I have forgotten that detail?”


  We donned hats and coats and walked around to the garage and started up Riverside Drive. Thus casually commenced the series of events which led to the greatest adventure of our lives. There is an extraordinary orderliness about life. One little thing compels another to follow it, until the ultimate happening is inevitable.


  The country was beautiful. We went up through Westchester County and inland across the state line into Connecticut. Mason drove. Now and again we stopped while I took a picture and a little after one o’clock we had lunch on sandwiches and beer at a roadside stand.


  I took the wheel after that and, following the mood of the moment, turned into a side road and went for some miles along it. Again I took an inviting branch road and proceeded without thought or care for direction or destination until we found ourselves bumping along parallel ruts in a single-track lane that wound in and about hedges of cat-vine and alder.


  The spring sun brought out the fragrance of the leaves and flowers and we stopped the car and climbed out. I was setting up the camera in this idyllic scene when it happened: a sudden hissing roar passed from right to left overhead and I caught a glimpse of a round dark thing flashing higher and higher until it disappeared in the sky.


  I turned to Mason, who was still staring with open mouth.


  “What in Heaven’s name was that?”


  Mason stared without reply at the spot where it had vanished. Suddenly I heard him gasp. I looked up eagerly. There was an airplane descending swiftly toward us. Its motor was evidently shut off, for it made no sound. It sighed overhead not five hundred feet up and seemed to be aiming for the ground just beyond the hedgerow on our right. We had a brief view of it, and strange enough it seemed. The wings were unusually short and stubby. The fuselage was enormous in proportion—perhaps fifty feet across and as much long. It was shaped like a cylinder and was dull silver in color. There did not seem to be any landing wheels.


  “Come on!” Mason burst excitedly through the hedge and disappeared from view. I followed, tearing my clothes on the thorns of the cat-vine, but thinking nothing of it. We ran for five minutes up a slight slope of shrubs and weeds and were stopped by a stone wall. It was no ordinary Connecticut dry rubble wall, but rose twelve feet high and was well cemented. Trees made a thicket which concealed its existence until we were within a few feet of the obstruction.


  “Now what?” I panted.


  “OVER it!” answered Mason and with the agility of a boy he commenced to climb a tree whose branches brushed the top of the wall. We managed to climb along these branches and reach the jagged top without mishap. But our view was not better in the least. Beyond the wall we found that the ground rose, heavily wooded. It was a scene of some charm and beauty, but our curiosity was too much aroused to permit our enjoying it.


  “There doesn’t seem to be anyone in sight,” remarked Mason thoughtfully.


  “It would be trespassing,” I demurred.


  “I’m going down,” he announced determinedly.


  And down we went, hanging by our fingers and dropping to the earth beneath. We pushed our way stealthily uphill through the woods for five minutes—like schoolboys on an apple raid. I began to realize the awkwardness of our position.


  “I’m going back, Mason! Suppose we’re caught here—rather embarrassing for us, don’t you think? It was just an airplane, anyway.”


  “No airplane ever went as fast as that. I’ve simply got to see what it was. Come on, Bigelow! Nobody will see us. Let’s go to the top of this hill at least. Perhaps we can see from there.”


  In a few moments we did indeed reach the top of the hill and the edge of the woods at the same time. The ground dropped away before us in a slope perhaps a half mile long. Rock and grass shared this incline and at the foot a broad meadow country led the eye to wooded hills some two miles beyond. We looked down into a completely-enclosed valley.


  A lake lay in the meadowland. It was some miles in length and half that in width. On the far side stood a tall building of peculiar shape. Partly pulled up on the shore lay our airplane—if it was one. Even at that distance we could make out the figures of men around it and presently a huge derrick swung out from the side of the building and the strange ship began to crawl slowly farther up the shore. We were at a loss for an explanation of anything we saw. I was just going to speak to Mason when a crisp voice startled me:


  “Put them up!”


  We swung around and gazed guiltily at a very large revolver. Holding it was a short, sturdy person, very red of face. He was dressed in brown knee breeches and leather leggings. A rough khaki shirt and peaked cap completed his attire. Red-faced ourselves, we put our hands in the air.


  He pointed along the crest of the hill to the left.


  “March!” he ordered.


  We obeyed. A faint path was marked through the brush and this we followed for not more than a hundred yards when the wall came again into sight. A grilled iron gate was let into it at this point. Our captor commanded us to unlatch it. We did so and passed through, whereupon he closed and locked the gate behind us.


  We stood on the roadway feeling (for my own part) decidedly foolish. Our late captor eyed us phlegmatically through the grill.


  “What is this place?” demanded Mason.


  He received no answer and I could see his cheek flush with anger.


  “Who owns it?” I queried impatiently.


  “You’d best move on,” said the man in brown. “I’ve no information to give out.”


  I was quite irritated. “My good man,” I said firmly. “We are respectable men and have asked you civil questions. Whatever your orders may be, they do not include incivility to strangers, I am sure.”


  His grin made me more annoyed than ever. With a senseless desire to impress the man, I fumbled for my card case and handed a card through the gate.


  “If you will be so good as to give that to your master,” I requested with what I hoped was biting dignity, “and explain to him that we saw his airplane and followed its course out of natural curiosity, I will give you a dollar.”


  “Oh all right!” he said curtly. “ ’twill do you no good though.”


  I handed in the dollar and we walked in silence back to the car. Mason drove at a vicious pace and we soon came out upon a well-surfaced road. We found ourselves only seven miles from Silvermine, according to the signpost. Being so close to the seacoast, we kept our course along various roads leading southeast until we reached the Boston Post Road, and thence back to New York. It was evening when we reached our apartment.


  “What did you give that fool your card for?” growled Mason.


  “It was the proper thing to do,” I answered, flushing slightly at the memory. “I wish I knew who the brute is!” Mason grunted and proceeded to disrobe. He entered the bathroom and I heard the shower running. I was in no mood for sleep. The events of the day had somehow turned my mind back fifteen years. A great discontent possessed me. I rooted about in the bottom of my trunk and brought to light my notes on paleobotany. I turned the pages moodily, surprised to find that my work had been rather good. Some photographs of specimens were pasted in the pages of the notebook to remind me of my one summer of unalloyed joy, collecting fossil plants in Montana.


  Mason came into the room clad in his bathrobe.


  “Some people have all the luck,” he said. “Think of owning a hidden valley in Connecticut and having nothing to do but experiment with flying machines!”


  He sighed. “Do you know,” he added, “I’m going to take my sabbatical year starting this summer. I’m getting bored with all this.”


  “Where will you go?” I asked enviously.


  “I think I can get Perkins to let me in at the Mount Wilson Observatory. He’s going to work on spectroscopic analyses of the planets next year. It should be fun. I’ve always been interested in the subject.”


  “Curious you should mention your astronomy! I have just been thinking about my own hobby—looking up my notes on paleobotany.”


  Mason nodded soberly. “What we both need is some excitement,” he said.


  IT was, I believe, on the next Wednesday that a series of small mysterious events commenced. I had just returned to my office after lunch when Jackson, my assistant, told me that I had had a caller during my absence.


  “Said he was from the Mutual Insurance Company,” offered Jackson. “Asked for you, but when I told him you were out he said it didn’t matter. All he wanted was to find out if you really worked here. Matter of form, I took it. Cheeking up for that new policy you are taking out with his company, you know.”


  “But Jackson! I am not taking out an insurance policy with the Mutual or any other company!”


  Jackson looked surprised.


  “Must have been someone else then . . . but he seemed to be certain of your name. Stephen Bigelow, he said.” I inquired as to what sort of things he wanted to know. Apparently he had confined his questions to my business connections.


  “Oh yes,” added Jackson, “he asked if you kept mostly in the office or went out-of-doors a good deal. Seemed to think you were a botanist.”


  “What did he look like?”


  But my assistant only remembered that he had been rather short and slight. “Pleasant sort of fellow, you know.”


  I dismissed the matter from my mind until I got back to the apartment that evening. Sam, the colored elevator boy, spoke to me.


  “Dere was a man askin’ about you-all here today, suh.”


  “What did he want, Sam?”


  “Oh—jess wanted to make sure you-all lived heah, I reckon. Said he was f’um a depahment stoah, Mister Bigelow.”


  Mason was in the apartment when I opened the door. I told him and he was as mystified as I.


  “I have no account with any department store, Mason, and I am taking out no insurance. What do you suppose is going on?”


  And the next evening when I got home after work Mason informed me that our mysterious and indefatigable questioner had been up at the University asking about him!


  “You don’t suppose,” I suggested hesitantly, “that it has anything to do with my giving my name up in Connecticut Saturday?”


  “Why on earth should it? Besides, that would be only your name. Why should anyone poke his nose into my affairs? I didn’t leave any fool card!”


  “Well, perhaps he got your name from Sam at the elevator when he called yesterday,” I hazarded.


  Mason smiled. “Come!” he said, brightening visibly. “Here we are saying ‘perhaps’ to things! Well—perhaps, then! Perhaps it’s all a deep-laid plot of Italian racketeers. Tired of robbing restaurants and fruit stands, they are going to levy tribute on all salaried men! Ten percent of our income—or they bump us off in some unusual and mysterious way!”


  “For Heaven’s sake, Mason! Can’t you be serious?”


  “Perhaps you are really heir to an Earldom and the solicitors are making prudent investigations into your habits before . . .”


  But I put my fingers to my ears and commenced reading a book with exaggerated concentration.


  Friday night we had a visitor. Mason and I were quietly reading when the doorbell rang. I answered it and in the hall outside stood a rather tall, well-dressed man. His face was shrouded in black whiskers and a well-trimmed beard tapered to his chest.


  “Does Mr. Stephen Bigelow live here?” he asked in a deep bass voice.


  “I am Mr. Bigelow,” I replied.


  My visitor stared doubtfully in the half-light of the vestibule. “Why, I believe you are Bigelow!” he exclaimed. “Do you remember me? I’m Haworth—used to know you at Columbia.”


  It was my turn to stare, for his beard was a thorough disguise. Certainly there was something familiar about the man. “Come in,” I invited. “I certainly remember Haworth—but I can’t say as much for his beard.”


  “I had completely forgotten. Of course you wouldn’t recognize me this way,” he said apologetically as he entered. He stared a moment at my friend. “Why it is . . . isn’t this Mason?” he exclaimed.


  “It is,” I replied and they shook hands cordially. Mason had known Haworth rather better than I, and seemed to recognize him in spite of changes.


  Haworth explained his presence. “Happened to be in town tonight with nothing to do. I thought I remembered that Bigelow lived in New York, so I looked him up in the phone book, found his address and dropped over. I’m staying at the Grandison just up the street a block. Fancy my finding Mason here as well,” he exclaimed. “How are the mathematics?”


  We talked for some time about other days. I had to explain that biology—while still my hobby—had not continued to be my sole work in the world.


  “Curious that photography—a mere side line to my original life-work—should not provide me with a living,” I said.


  But Haworth was much interested in photography, it appeared, and nothing would do but he must see some of my pictures.


  And Mason’s astronomical leanings were duly recollected and his plans for a year at the observatory on Mount Wilson outlined.


  “How are you on navigation, Mason?” asked Haworth suddenly.


  We both looked at him in surprise. He seemed embarrassed and muttered some words into his beard.


  “To tell the truth,” he explained, “I am planning a trip to . . . to some out-of-the-way parts this coming year. Er . . . ah . . . part of the way by air.” He seemed to be choosing his words with great care. “I need a good navigator. Not only that, but a man I can trust as a traveling companion as well. I thought perhaps . . . well, if you weren’t absolutely settled on going to the Coast next year . . .”


  His voice trailed off ineffectually.


  Mason puffed quietly at his pipe.


  “I don’t know. What sort of a trip is it going to be?”


  “Scientific exploration,” replied Haworth. “As a matter of fact, I could use a naturalist, too. Particularly if he were handy with a camera.” He turned to me. “It would be absolutely ideal if we could all three go along. Now if you could drop your magazine for a year, Bigelow, we could . . .”


  “Just a moment, Haworth!” I interrupted. “How did you know I worked on a magazine?”


  “Oh damn!” he replied. He seemed to think a minute and then shrugged his shoulders. “I might have known I couldn’t carry it through. Never was any good at this sort of thing. I’ll have to make a clean breast of it.”


  “You certainly will!” And I strode over to stand between him and the door by which he had entered.


  CHAPTER II


  Haworth’s Proposal


  HE looked at me quizzically. “Oh, it’s nothing much to tell,” he said. “You needn’t get excited. One of my men caught you nosing around at my place last Saturday.”


  Mason rose excitedly. “So you’re the man! What on earth kind of flying machine have you got there? Why are you so secretive about it?”


  “And why have you been putting detectives upon us?” I added.


  “One at a time! One at a time!” replied our visitors. “I’m not going to say just now what kind of a vessel I’ve been building. But I really am going on a trip in her and I am really looking for two men to go with me. Curiously enough, you two are exactly qualified—made to order for the job! That’s why I came to look you over and make your acquaintance again. I see you haven’t changed much since the old days—men sometimes do, you know.


  “When Jones brought me your card, Bigelow, I was just on the point of writing our old professor to see if he could recommend anyone for the post. But I remembered you had been trained as a naturalist and I wrote a detective agency to look you up. As soon as I got a report from them that you were living with Mason—well, here I am.”


  He peered at us shrewdly. “Come, what do you say? A trip of indefinite duration. Plenty of excitement and plenty of danger, too, I must admit. But there’s a chance, if we succeed, to make yourselves famous from one end of the world to the other. There will be enough new material to make a dozen scientific treatises. We won’t fail for lack of capital, that I can assure you. My people left me well-off—I’ve more money than I can spend, as a matter of fact. But I’ll spend every cent of it if need be.”


  “That’s all very well, Haworth,” I said. “But where are you going? You can’t expect us to start off with you like this. Speaking for myself, at least, I should want to see your airplane and study your plans most carefully before I pretended to make any decision whatsoever.”


  “And so you shall,” said Haworth, nodding his head decisively so that his beard raised and lowered itself on his chest. “The ship’s sound enough, you’ll find. And as for our destination, I would even go so far as to take your advice in the matter, Mason. What I really want to know tonight is whether, all other things being satisfactory, you would consider such an adventure? How about you?”


  “Humm! X being unknown and Y not given, find their respective values!” replied Mason thoughtfully. “Ifs quite a pig-in-a-poke business, Haworth. But if it proves interesting—of course, I’d be interested, wouldn’t I? I’d go, that is, provided Bigelow would go along too. How about it, old man?”


  The whole suggestion was so unusual and irregular that I could not master a rising irritation.


  “What an absurd way to propose a scientific expedition! If you mean to ask us whether we could go if we wanted to, I can only say, of course we could. Someone else could take over my work. I presume some remuneration would be provided, Haworth?”


  He nodded emphatically, without speaking.


  “Why don’t you tell us frankly what kind of a trip you have in mind?” I burst forth. “I don’t like this air of mystery at all.”


  “Neither do I, Bigelow,” was the surprising rejoinder. “This is no usual trip I plan. I have found it does not pay to talk about it. Some have seen fit to ridicule it and so I’m trying to keep it quiet until plans are farther along. Then too, I will have certain inventions to put through the Patent Office. I’ll agree to this much, however. Sleep on it tonight. Tomorrow we’ll have lunch together at the Grandison and if you can say that you arc honestly interested—no more than that—I’ll tell you the whole story and you can make a definite decision.”


  And since he gathered up his hat and cane at this point and bade us a determined good night, we had to be content with that.


  Next morning I awoke early and lay quietly in bed. I felt, for some unknown reason, that I should be happy and excited about something. It was several minutes before I remembered the events of the previous evening and I was suddenly thrilled and interested. I glanced at my bedside alarm-clock and, since it read only eight o’clock, I did not rise—although I was by now thoroughly awake.


  Saturday morning once more, I thought, and nothing in particular to do. Our appointment with Haworth was for lunch. My thoughts went back the long vista of Saturday mornings I had spent in this apartment and the drab comfort of it seemed, for no good reason, quite un-alluring. I analyzed my feelings and came to realize just how dulled and bored my senses had been for months past. I made up my mind then and there that if Haworth’s proposal proved in any way a sensible one, that I should certainly accept it. What kind of a trip, I thought, would require an airplane such as we had seen last week? Possibly, it occurred to me, some very inaccessible country like . . . like the country of the Amazon, for instance. Perhaps that was where Haworth proposed exploring. I was on the point of rising to suggest this to Mason, when he appeared, yawning, in my doorway.


  “Half past eight,” he announced. “How do you feel about Haworth this morning?”


  “What do you know about him?” I countered.


  Mason frowned sleepily. “You remember him at college? Well, let’s see now. You were there that night he left. Poor chap! His father was Haworth of the Haworth Silk millions. Left it all behind him when he was killed that night. Charlie Haworth was the only son. I haven’t heard anything about him for years, so I don’t know any more than you what he has been up to, but at college, he majored in physics and astronomy. He had some rather sound theories on general science and some fairly wild ones on political economy. Rather a steady chap, I’d say, and persistent. Obstinate, in fact. But he’s a good sort and should have both the necessary brains and money to get up something real in the way of an exploring trip.”


  I ASKED Mason what he thought of the possibility that Haworth’s goal might be the Amazon River country and we soon had an Atlas out on the table measuring distances and reckoning probable courses. By ten o’clock we sat down to breakfast half persuaded that we had guessed the purpose of the voyage. We need not be criticized for this, since there is a vast area absolutely unexplored and unattainable by ordinary means of travel.


  Time dragged slowly that morning. At twelve o’clock we dressed and departed, being unable to wait longer. I found myself full of overpowering curiosity and eagerness. At the Grandison, Haworth sent down word to wait in the lobby and, fortunately for our patience, which was fast departing, he arrived a few minutes after we had received his message.


  “Well?” he asked.


  Mason looked at me and I nodded determinedly. “We will probably go with you,” I said. “Now tell us what it’s all about!”


  But Haworth seemed unwilling to do this immediately and I found some of the annoyance and suspicion of last night returning to me.


  “Let us have our lunch first,” he demurred. “I’m hungry. We will have all the rest of the day, you know.”


  I cannot now recall anything that I ate that meal. Possibly I never knew. Somehow it was finished and our cigarettes were alight.


  “You know, Haworth, we’ve guessed pretty well where you are going, anyway!”


  He looked up, startled.


  Mason nodded his head sagaciously. “It’s the Amazon River, isn’t it?”


  Haworth colored slightly. His hand fingered his beard nervously. “Not exactly,” he replied. “That ought to be done sometime, of course, but I am planning a more interesting trip than that by long odds.”


  He reached into his pocket and produced a photographic print.


  “Look this over,” he said, and I thought he seemed embarrassed.


  Mason and I put our heads together over the photograph. It was seemingly a white ball set in a black background. The plate was foggy and the picture not a very clear one. There seemed no purpose in showing it to us.


  I looked up inquiringly.


  “Look closely at it,” urged Haworth.


  And I did. The white ball was the Earth. There, faintly marked on its surface, were the continents of North and South America, slightly obscured by patches of vague grey.


  “Good Lord!” exploded Mason.


  “Exactly,” observed Haworth and puffed a cloud of smoke contentedly toward the ceiling.


  But I was just beginning to realize the implications. “Do you mean to say,” I began, “that this photograph . . .” Haworth held up his hand and I stopped. “That photograph was taken by me with a small Kodak two months ago.”


  “Then where were you?” I asked in bewilderment. “About two thousand miles above the earth!”


  “Not in the ship we saw? Of course! Of course!” exclaimed Mason.


  “The same. Some slight changes had been made when you saw it, but substantially the same ship,” replied our host.


  “But man alive!” shouted Mason, forgetting our surroundings entirely. “Then our expedition . . . is going to be . . . Great Heavens!”


  “Exactly!” nodded Charles Haworth. “Great Heavens! And wherever in them we want to voyage.”


  We need not have been as startled as we were. After all, Professor Goddard had been writing and experimenting since 1919 on vehicles for travel in airless space. There had been much discussion of its possibilities in the daily press during 1930 and 1931. Personally I did not quite understand what it was all about, but I recollected one evening seeing posted on the notice board in the Museum of Natural History word to the affect that the American Interplanetary Society was holding a meeting. I had been slightly amazed when I had made inquiries and learned that his society had for its object the furtherance of plans for travel to other planets. But all this was insufficient to prepare me for Haworth’s photograph.


  Mason’s clear-cut features were in profile as I turned to him. His eyes flashed eagerly and his jaw tensely clenched.


  “You actually flew out that distance and returned safely?”


  “My dear Mason,” Haworth answered amusedly, “I did so four times.”


  “Why be surprised?” he continued. “Esnault-Pelterie and Herman Oberth have both published detailed scientific discussions of such a possibility. Goddard in this country has built and flown successful rocket vehicles—not to any great height, perhaps, but distance is a mere matter of proportion. I have just gone a little further along the road of discovery.”


  “But,” I interposed, “are we then to understand that our proposed scientific expedition is to take us into space in this—this rocket, is it not?—and our goal is to be . . .?” But Mason was on his feet and starting for the door of the restaurant.


  “Come along,” he called. “Hurry before this dream ends and we all wake up!”


  And we left that place with the stares of the other diners following us.


  Haworth had a car and chauffeur outside the Grandison, waiting. This visible sign of wealth gave me a sense of the reality of things. We headed for Connecticut, voluble and excited. But I had one major puzzle still to be solved.


  “This car,” I commenced doubtfully, “proceeds along the road because the wheels push it forward with great force. An airplane travels rapidly and powerfully through the atmosphere because the propeller has air to grip on.


  But how, may I ask, can any vehicle travel forward under power if there is nothing but empty space about it? On what will the engines expend their thrust?”


  Mason shook his head. “You stick to your photographs and be a good little naturalist, Bigelow. You don’t understand physics.”


  “But I must understand this!”


  “Very well, the principle of recoil is what propels a rocket. For every action there must be an equal and opposite action. Are you satisfied?”


  “I don’t know quite what you are talking about. Suppose I am in space. I want to move to the left. How shall I proceed to do so?”


  Haworth interrupted. “Suppose there are two barrels in space, fastened end to end. You, Bigelow, are in one of the barrels. In the other is merely some ballast of stones. Between the two barrels is a small charge of dynamite.”


  I NODDED understandingly.


  “Now my problem is to move you to the left, eh?”


  I began to see light.


  “The dynamite explodes. The two barrels are thrown violently apart. The ballast is thrown away to the right but the barrel which contains Mr. Stephen Bigelow is moved to the left. Quod erat demonstrandum!”


  “That’s so!” I cried. “But such an explosion would hardly be called power flight. How would you proceed after that?”


  “Very simply. Instead of one barrel to throw away, I will have ten thousand. One after the other I hurl them from me, each one lending the force of its recoil to my vessel, which attains huge speeds.


  “Naturally enough, I do not use real barrels—they are purely figurative. In practice the most efficient thing to throw away is the waste gaseous product of an explosion or of steady combustion. From the tail of my vessel the white hot gases pour at a speed of more than two miles a second! Is it any wonder that after a few seconds of this discharge the ship moves rapidly back in recoil from this roaring exhaust?”


  “But can that produce power enough?”


  “Wait until you have been deafened and thrilled by its fury!”


  I had begun, at last, to understand the matter when we turned down the lane of our adventure the week before. But this time we had the main gate opened wide for us. The red-faced keeper was eyeing us phlegmatically. Haworth called him over to the side of the car.


  “Jones! This is Mr. Mason and this is Mr. Bigelow. They are going to be with me for some weeks. They will help me run the Asteroid.”


  It was a small triumph, but Jones was as impassive as ever. Mason leaned past me and handed him a dollar.


  “I think both Mr. Bigelow and myself should start even!” he remarked.


  I caught a twinkle of amusement in Haworth’s eye and we drove on. The road came suddenly around a sharp turn and we rolled to a stop before a fine Colonial man.


  Mason and I were intent upon an instant visit to the ship. A walk of a hundred yards through a strip of woods brought us to the shore of the lake beside a most unusual building. We had seen this before from a distance. It was huge and in shape suggested an old-fashioned grain elevator, painted black. A small door gave us access to the interior and we pressed eagerly inside, Haworth following us. Now for the first time we realized the enormous proportions of the vessel we had seen. Soft and sheer she gleamed above our heads a full hundred feet or more, until her tapering nose was lost in the dusk of the hangar.


  Haworth patted the metal hull affectionately. “Tried and tested,” he said, “and a sweet job, by and large!” He stepped outside a moment and called for “Bill.”


  Bill proved to be a capable-looking mechanic who came up to the door of the great shed chewing a straw and eyeing Mason and myself curiously. We were introduced.


  “She’s all finished, Mr. Haworth,” he said, “except for fitting her into the first step. I have the new liquefying plant running now, filling the main oxygen tanks over in the cove.”


  Haworth turned to us. “Of course this ship here isn’t nearly large enough for an extended trip at really high speeds. This is just the paying cargo, so to speak, that will fit into the nose of the actual vessel. That will be more than eight times as large. We’ll see her later on. She’s completely finished and being fueled now—half a mile down the lake.


  “The big ship the ‘first step’ we call her—starts off into space and takes us out until her fuel is gone. Then we discard her and go the rest of the way in the Asteroid here. And even the Asteroid is only a second step. She carries a little eighty-ton vessel in her nose that will make the final stages of the return flight with us inside.”


  “How big is the first step, then?”


  “About five thousand tons,” replied Haworth, and Bill nodded confirmation.


  “What fuel do you use?”


  “Gasoline and liquid oxygen. You see, Bigelow, there isn’t any air where we are going, so we have to take along oxygen in order to burn the fuel. And the fuel isn’t exactly gasoline—there are one or two things added that make a deal of difference in results. You know how much more efficient ethyl gas is than ordinary gasoline? Well, ethyl gas isn’t the end of the story by any means. We’ve got a fuel several times better for our purpose than pure gasoline. I’ll show you the formula later on, but that is one of the things not to be made public.


  “Each step is a complete ship. It has fuel tanks and pumps and a refrigerating system and an explosion chamber for burning the fuel. It has exhaust tubes and steering tubes for propelling the ship. But, of course, only the final eighty-ton vessel has a cabin or a control system. My experimental and test flights have all been made in the Asteroid—the second step with the little vessel in its nosey She weighs 640 tons, 80 of which are the cargo. This cargo consists of the little vessel in which is placed myself and all equipment. It costs only about $40,000 to fuel the Asteroid—a two-step unit—so I have used her on all test flights to save expense.”


  “To save expense!”


  “Yes. To fuel the entire three-step unit would cost over $300,000,” explained Haworth. “Moreover, there’s no need to test the whole. If two steps work properly, then so will three. As a matter of fact. I’m all through testing. We’re about ready now for the actual voyage.”


  “Where?” shot Mason, his eyes bright with excitement.


  Haworth looked at him a moment in silent approval. “Good man! That’s a question you must help me decide.” He consulted his watch. “It’s five now. I suggest we go up to the house and have some food and spend the entire evening determining that very point. It might make some difference in construction and equipment.”


  CHAPTER III


  Final Preparations


  BUT I was unwilling to depart from the vicinity of the hangar until I had been inside the Asteroid. Haworth led the way up a ladder of aluminum streamlined rungs let into the hull. One by one we labored up the vertical ascent and crowded into a tiny vestibule at the top. Haworth used a key and we tumbled through a massive steel doorway into a most peculiar room. Lights were set flush with the walls in all directions. The floor was a circle some fifty feet across. The ceiling was only eight feet high, except at the sides where it extended upward for full thirty feet more. It was as though a huge metal cylinder occupied all the central part of what would otherwise have been a circular room more than thirty feet high and fifty across. In the floor, under this huge cylinder, was a hole some five feet across. Peering through this I observed another room similarly designed, but having its central space occupied by much complicated machinery and tubing.


  “That is our sleeping cabin,” said Haworth. “This up here is the navigation room.”


  “And all this?” asked Mason, pointing at the cylinder overhead.


  “That is our combined pump and refrigerating plant, for liquid oxygen can only be kept under intensely low temperatures. It is placed in this cabin for the sake of availability. But the center of the room is valueless, anyway. You see, when we are under way with full speed up and the engines silent, we become a free-falling body. There is no gravity. Incidentally, it is the most sickening sensation in the world or out of it. I know, for I have felt it.


  “So I designed this ship to revolve as it travels—like a rifle bullet. The rotation causes everything to fall toward the outside—centrifugal force, you know. The faster the ship revolves, the greater is the pressure which acts as an effective substitute for gravity. But, as you can figure for yourselves, that would make these walls seem to be floors. You will find yourself in a sort of gigantic revolving squirrel cage. You can walk around it in a hundred steps and be back where you started. If you were here, Bigelow, and Mason upside down on the far wall there, you would each seem to look ‘up’ and see the other standing head down from the ‘ceiling’ !”


  Mason called from the hole in the floor, through which he was peering on hands and knees: “And so this is where we sleep?”


  Haworth lay down beside him. Four cots were suspended from pivoting supports, so as to always hang in a horizontal position. Interesting-looking apparatus and cabinets and lockers could be seen here and there on the walls and set into the floor.


  “Food and rest department,” explained Haworth. “Everything has been boiled down to the lightest possible weight, but without undue skimping. I flatter myself that there is provision for every comfort aboard. All of it is in that room.”


  “Books?” asked I.


  “I’ve solved that problem with the Encyclopedia Britannica. It’s out of sight behind that water tank.”


  “Drinks?” suggested Mason.


  “Of course,” said Haworth. “Beer and wine take up too much room, but there are whiskey, brandy and rum. For food we have a large refrigerator and can feast on fresh meat and eggs the whole trip. But plenty of canned food is packed away, just in case it is needed.”


  The mention of food reminded us that we were hungry and we made our way back to the vestibule. Haworth made us wait while he shut the metal door behind us.


  “Test conditions,” he explained. “Ever since she was finished I have kept artificial atmosphere going in her. In actual operation the outer door of this air-lock entrance would be closed as well.”


  “You mean that inside there we were breathing artificial air?”


  “Certainly. Why do you ask?”


  “Because it was fresh and pure. How long has the cabin been hermetically sealed?”


  “More than twelve months. Oh, it is thoroughly tested. We shall not perish from lack of atmosphere, I promise you.”


  We climbed down the metal rungs. In the gloom of the hangar the vessel rose enormous—suggestive. I realized more and more what was portending and my enthusiasm mounted with every step back to Haworth’s house.


  After dinner we sat in a huge library and smoked and drank pre-prohibition nectar. “If we were to go to the moon,” said Haworth, “we would have to wear diving-suits to walk around on the ground—because there’s no atmosphere on the moon.”


  “Even on Mars,” said Mason, “there’s so little air that we would have to wear an oxygen helmet.”


  “Now on Venus . . .”


  “But seriously,” I put in. “There’s more than a quarter million miles of space between us and the moon. Mars or Venus are several hundred times as far. Why not at least start with the moon? Surely that is enough of a trip! Later on, perhaps . . .”


  But Haworth interrupted. “Distance makes little difference. Only the additional time involved in accomplishing it. To reach the moon, the Asteroid would have to travel about seven miles a second as it left our atmosphere. She would pick up that speed in the first ten minutes of travel. After that we would shut off the engines and coast along to our destination—whatever it might be. The moon would require a few days coasting—Mars would take a few months.”


  “Coast along for a few months!”


  “Why of course!” put in Mason. “There is no air to resist the motion. Gravity grows steadily slighter and seven miles a second is just fast enough so that the pull of gravity would never stop our vessel entirely. On she would go through space, her progress getting slower and slower, but never ceasing.”


  I was by now nodding my agreement. Of course! The Earth itself, was she not just coasting along around the sun? She had been doing so for millions of years, making a steady eighteen miles a second. I simply had not thought of it that way.


  “Now Venus,” Mason was saying, “is the one planet nearest the Earth both in position and in size. It has a very dense atmosphere indeed. Its surface is completely hidden behind the clouds, which would temper the great heat of the sun for the planet is closer to the sun than is the Earth. In all the heavens, this is the one planet, so far as we know, where it is at least possible for man to live a natural life—untrammeled by pressure suits and cumbrous aids to breathing. The moon is a barren waste. Mars—just possibly Mars might be barely habitable by a race of super-mountaineers, used to the thin air. But Venus is where we should first point our flight!”


  “But,” said Haworth, “there are other factors besides atmosphere. Take temperature, for instance. Some astronomers say that Venus keeps one face always toward the sun and the other always toward outer space. If that were so, then the former would be boiling hot and the latter very cold.”


  MASON nodded, as one who meets an expected obstacle. “The latest tests show definitely that the dark side of Venus radiates heat. Now if this dark side never turned itself to the rays of the sun it could not be in the least warm, for even a dense atmosphere could not prevent it cooling in the course of ages. Besides, if we believe the atmosphere will prove too warm, we can always land near the North or South Poles of Venus and proceed from there toward the equator until, or unless, the temperature becomes unbearable.”


  A great deal more was said on both sides. But we ended our evening’s discussion with a toast to our determined goal.


  “To Venus!”


  What was more important to my peace of mind, Haworth came out frankly and simply. Omitting nothing, he told us his entire story of the conception and building of the Asteroid. To my mind, he presented himself as a sane and sober worker, thoroughly grounded in his subject. My own knowledge of engineering was quite insufficient to determine the practicability of our enterprise. I was forced to rely on Haworth’s integrity. But by the end of that evening I had quite determined to trust my life to his obvious skill and knowledge.


  This is hardly the time or place for a resum6 of his life. Only his extreme reticence about his affairs in public persuades me to mention the highlights in very brief fashion:


  Bereft suddenly of his parents and embarrassed with unwanted millions, he had retired to his Connecticut estate and nursed his grief in solitude. He determined to continue his studies and had a superb laboratory built for his experiments. Month after month he worked methodically and patiently, making minor discoveries in several fields of knowledge. Then he evolved a theory for control of liquid fuels in rocket space ships—a subject that had, it appeared, always fascinated him. He applied his entire faculties to the problem and spared neither effort nor expense. No less than twelve very expensive models had been built and rejected, one after the other before the design for the Asteroid was tried.


  He had endeavored to maintain as much secrecy as possible—not only from policy, but for fear of ridicule, to which he had thoughtlessly exposed himself once or twice. To this end, such workmen and technical assistants as he had needed had been carefully selected and employed to reside permanently on the estate, which was well guarded, as we had discovered on our first brief visit.


  With the completion of the Asteroid herself, test flights (chiefly by night) had been made at low speeds, comparatively speaking. Haworth had used the lake both for starting and landing his ship, which, indeed, could not land its great tonnage safely on any other medium than water. He told us of his first trip without emotion, describing his sensations in cold medical terms and couching his language with so much quiet reserve that the enthusiasm he might justly have expressed, lodged itself in his hearers. Here was a man, I felt, whom I could trust to proceed with sanity and caution. Mason, I could sense, shared my feelings.


  Whether it was the wine we drank, or the heady nature of our discussion and plans, I do not know, but I lay for hours on Haworth’s guest bed, clad in his pajamas laid out for me by his valet, unable to sleep. My head was in a whirl of excitement.


  I could not help wondering, as I lay reflecting upon the happenings of the day, just why three normal human beings should be so glad of an opportunity to leave their native planet. There was no slightest question but that we were glad. I mused upon this lure of the undiscovered. What was this motive of sheer curiosity that drove men to all sorts of unexplainable actions? We had perhaps inherited it from our Simian ancestors, for it was as natural as breathing.


  Why had Columbus voyaged to the Americas? Was it purely an attempt to reach the Indies, or had the divine urge driven him on? Why was Marco Polo not content with his native Venice? Why were Englishmen, though professing an overpowering love for their little island, such inveterate wanderers?


  On the one hand, I reflected, a thrilling plunge into the abyss, perhaps to end in oblivion, unknown to the world; or perhaps to result in fame and glory for us all, with the fine thrill of achievement thrown in. But on the other hand: the comforts and convenience of our present life. Soft beds! An instant satisfaction of our whims through the mechanism of modern civilization! An assurance of safety! Today as I write this I cannot see but that the latter picture was the alluring one. But on that night it seemed to me the very antithesis of everything worthwhile. Drab and dull days and nights; old age slowly creeping upon me; desire and zest burning out, year by year, until the dried-up shell of the man loves life no longer. The prospect seemed quite insupportable. Change and adventure had been thrown in my path by fortunate chance. Now it was here, it seemed absolutely essential to existence.


  What might be the results of our expedition, supposing it to be successful? The effect would be enormous. As Europe in the earthly sixteenth century awakened from a long sleep, and brave deeds and high adventure strutted the stage of life—so upon our return would the whole world wake to new possibilities and still wider vistas. But foremost of all was the thought that I, Stephen Bigelow., was to be the naturalist on an expedition to Venus. The first studies ever made of life as it might be found on another planet! Of all the paradises which I could imagine, what could be more enticing?


  Fame, success and (above all) interesting, vital, absorbing work! The risks—pshaw! For such a reward what were risks? After all, a trip to the Gobi desert or to the jungles of Africa was not without its risks. Everything worth doing entailed a hazard of some sort. I fell asleep and dreamed that I was being greeted at New York upon my return. Thousands of policemen on motorcycles escorted me up Broadway and the people all cheered and threw confetti.


  The next morning was Sunday and after breakfast Mason asked for three things: an astronomical almanac, some writing materials, and a little privacy. Haworth had some business to attend to and I wandered by myself down to the lake. I followed the shore and, rounding a wooded headland, came up a scene of exceeding activity. A dozen men stood about a huge silver vessel some three hundred feet in length and more than a hundred feet in diameter. It lay in a cradle of wooden spars and frames. Behind it was a low building of brick with smoke issuing from a tall chimney. There was no noise except for a rhythmic thump and clang which issued from the building and an occasional voice calling for “Bill.”


  I walked around the vessel and perceived in one end a huge circular opening, evidently intended to house the Asteroid. The other extremity flared out in smooth flanges which were the exhaust tubes. I peered up one of these. It was about a foot in diameter. I could see only a short distance into the dark interior of the vessel.


  BILL came to my side. “Isn’t she a pretty job?” he asked. “We’re filling her tanks with gas and liquid oxygen now. Inside her the refrigerating pumps are working away to keep the oxygen liquid, but you can’t hear them out here. I’m going to test the ignition. Want to see it?”


  I did, of course. Bill called to the men and everyone left the vicinity of the exhaust end of the ship. Bill took me into the brick building and walked up to a series of dials and levers against one wall.


  “We have everything connected up in the workshop here. When the Asteroid is fitted in her, the controls will be in the navigating cabin, naturally enough. Now I’m going to give her just enough fuel to stir her slightly.”


  I looked out the doorway at the ship. The exhaust tubes, I noticed, all faced the lake. Suddenly a deafening roar broke out like thunder. A fierce blast of flame licked out far over the lake and then vanished. The huge hull moved a few inches in her wooden cradle and was still again.


  “Everything fine,” remarked Bill in the startling silence. “But I’ll have to scrape the spark points in the lower port sector. It seemed to me they lagged just a little bit.”


  I left them at it and walked back toward the hangar, feeling more than a little thoughtful. Haworth was in the shed when I arrived. It was lunch time, he announced, and we proceeded back to the house.


  Mason was looking for us. “If we want to start this year,” he said, “we had better get busy. As nearly as I can see we should plan to leave about May 26th to get the full benefit of the position of Venus in her orbit.”


  “But,” I objected, “that leaves us only four weeks.”


  “Fine!” approved Haworth. “We won’t have to wait so long.”


  Mason and I left after lunch. Haworth sent his car in with us. We reached our apartment and devoted the rest of the day and evening to our personal preparations. For myself, these consisted largely in a list of people to see and things to do in the next few days. Cameras and film, compact folding specimen boxes, a few indispensible books and instruments—all of which I already possessed. The following day I had to make arrangements about leaving the paper in charge of my quite capable assistant, Jackson. Beyond that, I reflected, there was really nothing absolutely essential.


  I shall omit the ordinary detail of the next few days. On Wednesday night we packed the last of our things and left the apartment for the last time. Mason told me that he had seen his department head that Monday.


  “Friedland took it all right. The term is practically through, anyway, and I’ve been hinting all winter that I might take next year sabbatical. But he wanted to know where I was going.”


  I nodded. The owner of my paper had been curious, as well. I had been forced to tell him outright that my destination was a secret.


  “But, Mason, I did tell him this much—that on my return I hoped to have some photographs that would increase the circulation of Lens and Bellows more in a week than it had grown during the last ten years! What did you tell Friedland?”


  “I said that traveling at thirty miles an hour it would take more than one hundred years for me to arrive; but that, if I lived, I would go there and back in less than a year!”


  I laughed. “And he?”


  “Threw up his hands and told me to be off!”


  We went out to Connecticut that evening so as to be ready the next morning to commence preparations in earnest. Mason was already at breakfast when I went down stairs after a good sleep. He hurried his meal and rushed off to the library. There was, he said, an enormous amount of calculating to be done before we would know where to aim for and when.


  “If we can be ready by the 26th of May I can save a great deal of calculating, for it happens that Bisset and Schwartz took that particular date in their book for figuring the relative positions of Venus and Earth. It will save me several solid days of work, and I will need the saving.”


  As a matter of fact, we saw little or nothing of him from that time on. He had ordered three calculating machines and Haworth had hired him a small staff of assistants. The library hummed with activity. They even went to the length of having their noon meal brought in to them there.


  I went over my equipment with Haworth and asked about weapons. He had thought of them already. He showed me the arsenal. He had decided on .32 repeating rifles firing both explosive and solid shells.


  “These, plus one portable machine gun (a Lewis) for emergencies, ought to take care of us.”


  Then there were hatchets, knives, Colt automatics and even a store of tear-gas bombs. He glanced over my cameras and told me I would find better ones already on board. In fact, I could suggest nothing that he had not already thought of and provided for. I finally did add to the equipment certain items of specimen cases, jars of formaldehyde and a powerful and compact microscope. Haworth weighed this in his hand reflectively, but handed it back without comment.


  Armed with a detailed plan of the control cabin, I prowled about in the nose of the Asteroid marveling at the completeness and quality of her fittings. I spent several days familiarizing myself with everything.


  Then Haworth decided the Asteroid was several hundred pounds overweight and we spent a hectic two days cutting down on the equipment. My microscope went into the discard with other things. Chiefly these were spare space suits. He left just one suit for each of us. They were much like diving suits, having a metal helmet and heavy rubber body designed to be pumped full of air at fifteen pounds per square inch pressure. They would be essential should we have to leave the ship when she was not in suitable atmosphere—either on earth or on Venus. And when on Venus they might be needed, for, while there is a dense atmosphere, yet it might prove poisonous.


  The last week, the oxygen fuel pumps were put in operation to replenish the Asteroid’s tanks. A small mountain of gas cylinders was brought in trucks for this purpose and piled outside the shed. Then the water tank had to be filled with fresh water and the air conditioning apparatus tested and refilled with new chemicals. The third step, down the shore of the lake, had been completely fueled by now and its pumps seemed to be keeping the oxygen liquid without too much loss. The next problem was to launch it and fit the Asteroid in the hole designed to accommodate her—ready for the final flight.


  But, as Haworth pointed out, if we wanted to make a final test flight of the Asteroid, we would have to do it before she was fitted to the third step. Mason, when routed out from his figuring, said he didn’t care about a test—he would trust all that to Haworth. But Haworth insisted.


  “Suppose something happened to me, old man,” he argued. “You must know every control on the ship—you particularly, for Bigelow here is not mechanically-minded.”


  Mason gave in at that. Another twenty-four hours, he said, and his figures would be finished. That would still give us two days before the staring hour. He plunged back into the clatter and count of his computators.


  CHAPTER IV


  “On to Venus”


  THE test was on May 24th—a fine clear day. As we walked over to the hangar I drew in deep lungsful of air and threw my head back. It was one of those days when a few clouds drift like cotton wool in a smiling sky. But the sky had a new meaning for me now and the clouds were intimate things we should soon meet and pass. Haworth climbed at once up the ladder and out of sight, but Mason and myself walked around the Asteroid in the gloom of the shed and I saw Mason put out his hand and pat the cool metal hull as if to reassure himself. Then we went up, Mason first, and into the air-lock.


  Haworth was below in the living cabin. He called up to us: “Hurry along, you chaps! We start right away.”


  “But how can we start from the shed here?” I asked, peering over the edge of the hole at him.


  “Top swings back. Bill’s tending to that now. Come on down—but seal up that air-lock first.”


  Mason shut the vestibule door and turned the long handle that sealed it hermetically. We climbed down and got into the swinging cots with some difficulty, aided near the end of our climb by Haworth’s pointing out that there were rungs on the water tank.


  “Just a moment, Haworth,” Mason said. “It’s easy enough to get up in the air, but how do you land the thing?”


  “We have wings. This lever here projects short stubby wings out of the side of the Asteroid. Didn’t I show them to you? We use the wings just as an airplane does—though we have to land pretty fast, of course. But the lake’s big enough. I always come down facing southeast. In case anything went wrong I could always turn on the power again and shoot over to Long Island Sound. But I haven’t had to startle the natives there yet and I hope I won’t have to this time.”


  The water tank extended along beside the three cots and on it were set three simple levers—duplicate controls—and a series of dials were visible on the hull wall to indicate altitude, direction and speed. The ship was navigable, of course, without any reference to outside observation. Indeed it would have been difficult to design a window with sufficient structural strength. I will later describe, among other apparatus, our periscope-telescope which enabled us to take observations en route.


  But we were by now strapped in our cots and Haworth’s hand was on the starting lever. He looked inquiringly at us.


  “There’s no shock, you know. The pressure isn’t very great, except at full acceleration. These cots are mainly provided in case of an upset—and for sleeping in, naturally. All set? Here goes!”


  He pulled the lever and for a second nothing appeared to happen. I had a panicky feeling that the whole thing was a hoax. In that second I realized how much I actually desired to make the trip. Then the ship quivered and swayed very slightly. I was pushed down in my cot the way one is sometimes jerked back into an automobile seat when the driver suddenly steps on the gas. Only I stayed pushed down. I waited breathlessly.


  Haworth’s voice startled me:


  “Look at the altitude dial!”


  I blinked disbelievingly, for it read 2000 feet and the hand was sweeping up faster and faster as I stared. It was shaped like a clock—one hand set for feet and one for miles. Now we were two miles up! Now ten—twenty—a hundred! The air-speed indicator stood at one mile a second!


  “I’m going to shut off the power,” announced our pilot. “Just to show you what it feels like, I won’t start the rotator for a few seconds. Hold tight now!”


  The speed was almost two miles a second and the height something over two hundred miles when he pushed back the lever. Then and there I lost my breakfast. I have been down a fast toboggan slide and know what it means to “leave your stomach in the air.” This was many times worse. My ears buzzed and my head swam. There was a sickening sensation of falling and I clutched my cot as hard as I could, trying to recover the sense of pressure. Presently I felt better. Not altogether right, but better. I felt light-headed and blown-up like a balloon. Haworth was apologizing profusely.


  “I didn’t dream it would take you that way. It just made me dizzy, not sick at all. How are you, Mason?”


  “All right now,” replied my friend, “but don’t do that again if you value your cuticle!”


  And then I noticed that the water-tank was above me—not beside me. The hull wall, with its instruments, had somehow turned into a floor. What was happening?


  “Your weight is now due to centrifugal force instead of gravity,” said Haworth, who saw my puzzled glance.


  Mason had figured beforehand that at our speed we would have five minutes to ourselves before the ship lost its headway and would require our attention for a return to earth. I unstrapped myself and stood shakily on my feet.


  Mason also looked about him and suddenly gave a great bound into the air. He struck his back against the tank overhead. While he swore loudly, I charily essayed a few steps and found myself light as a feather. I have since estimated our weight at about six earthly pounds each. On the real trip, later on, we increased this by making a faster rotation of the ship. Of course, the faster the ship spun, the greater the centrifugal force and the greater our sense of weight. So exactly, in fact, does this force imitate the observable phenomena of gravity, that it might suggest to an inquiring mind a possible clue for the solution of that enigma of nature. Is gravity really akin to magnetism after all?


  We walked through into what was now the adjoining room. Haworth, who had preceded us, was staring into the periscope glass and turning knobs eagerly.


  “We must be pointing away from the earth,” he said.


  “I can’t locate her anywhere.” He set in motion the ship’s gyroscope and I noticed the direction pointer swing around until it pointed straight toward the nose of the ship.


  “Here she is!” cried Mason, who had joined him. I came up and looked down at the glass where I saw a great rounded section of my native land. Clouds obscured much of Virginia, but I could make out Cape Cod with great detail, standing out into a Lilliputian ocean.


  Our lauding maneuvers now occupied our immediate attention. The speed we had acquired was less than two miles a second and to attain this we had partially exhausted the fuel contents of only one step of our ship. It had not been necessary to jettison any of the structure, as it would have been had a still higher speed been required.[1]


  HAWORTH now projected our wings and Mason maneuvered the periscope to keep our objective in view. Gradually the picture below grew larger and finally, instead of being rounded, the landscape flattened out and the edges seemed to curl up. Details appeared in the scene beneath us and suddenly began to move sideways.


  “We’re flattening out,” said our leader quietly. “I want you to watch the altimeter closely, Bigelow. You, Mason, get located on that periscope and keep it pointed right!”


  I was somehow not alarmed in the least. I stood leaning against the water tank. Haworth had to turn on the power for a moment once or twice and used the directional rockets half a dozen times. That was all. I watched the altitude indicator creep down again to a mile; to a thousand feet. Then I glanced at the periscope glass. There were the familiar Connecticut hills sweeping by at a great rate. I glanced at the air-speed indicator, which now showed two hundred miles an hour.


  “Hold tight!” called Haworth and in the glass I saw suddenly at close range a gleam of water. There was a blue and white splash and my knees gave way beneath me as the ship lurched, rolled a few seconds and started turning. Then they gave way completely, for the floor turned up sideways and became the sidewall of our chamber once again. I fell heavily against the partition, now beneath me. My companions had held on and, as I scrambled to my feet, they asked anxiously if I had been hurt. Fortunately, I had not.


  There was a collapsible canvas boat in the ship’s supplies and we lowered this to the water’s surface and Mason climbed down and got it opened out and afloat on the water. Then we all got in and he rowed us to shore.


  Bill and his crew met us. “Quick trip, Mr. Haworth,” he said. And I could not believe my eyes when my watch showed ten o’clock! We had been gone altogether twenty-five minutes.


  That morning we rested up at the house, but in the afternoon Mason announced that our starting hour was 4:30 on the 26th and he was going to check all the figures he had time for and as often as he could. Whereupon he vanished into the library once more.


  Haworth and I went down to supervise the assembly of the Asteroid into the first step. By the time we got there it was nearly finished. The huge step had been launched into the waters of the lake and floated low and heavy. As we watched, she settled lower still and finally disappeared beneath the surface.


  “Good Lord! What is the matter?”


  “Wait and see.”


  They were towing up the Asteroid. Men were working over the sunken hull and I now observed several large hose lines led from the depths up to an attending scow on which was some pumping machinery. The Asteroid was carefully placed just over the spot where the first step had sunk and men with air-lines extending over the water to the shore rowed about, fastening them here and there.


  When all was in place, Bill stood on the scow and waved his arm twice. Slowly the Asteroid settled. Just before she, in turn, disappeared, she halted and began to rise slowly.


  Haworth and I had taken a small boat and rowed out to the scene of activities. The work was stopped while he made an inspection. Finally he approved of everything and the air was once more forced into containers in the step below the water. I now perceived the intent of the operations and admired it hugely. In half an hour the step had risen above the surface. Half-swallowed in her bow cavity was the Asteroid. The complete three-step space ship floated on the water, ready for the final fueling.


  Haworth had calculated it would be easier to fuel the vessel on the lake, rather than tow her to shore again. The first step and the third step were already fully loaded with gas and liquid oxygen and there remained only the second step, which we had nearly exhausted of fuel in making our test trip. We departed, leaving this final work in charge of the men. Half a dozen scows loaded with oxygen cylinders and an emergency liquefying refrigerator were busily at work by the time we had rowed to shore and turned to give the vessel a departing glance.


  This work continued on the 25th. That day seemed made up of a thousand hours, each hour some years in length! Haworth was busy with a man who had come out from the city. Making his will, I presumed, though he never told me. I could not tear myself away from the vessel and sat by the hour watching Bill make the final arrangements. The men were all leaving that morning, he said.


  “Mr. Haworth thinks it just as well to have no witnesses, I guess.”


  “But don’t they know where we are going?”


  “No,” said Bill, “and probably wouldn’t care if they did.”


  “But you will see us off?”


  Bill flushed slightly. He nodded in silence. Finally he spoke.


  “I’m married.”


  He stared unseeingly across the lake.


  “If I weren’t . . . but I am, and that’s that!”


  I could not help reflecting that Haworth carried the secrecy of the thing to almost unnecessary lengths. Was he planning to tell no one of our expedition until our return?


  Evening came at last and the three of us dined soberly enough and smoked in sober meditation for a few hours before turning in.


  “Are you both sure you have no friends or relatives you wish notified in case we . . . don’t return?”


  “I have an aunt,” said Mason. “But I don’t know her address.”


  Haworth laughed affectedly.


  We shook hands as we parted for the night.


  I HAD a wretched sleep. I thought of all the things that might have happened to us the day before. We had been too lucky for words, that was all! The least thing wrong, and it would have been all over with us. And suppose we had been landing on Venus—dense fog; no way of telling how close to land we were; no assurance that there was any water to come down on! And on the trip, just suppose we hit one fair-sized meteorite traveling at cosmic speed! I thought of how a bullet made of paper had been shot through a sheet of tin by some experimenter years ago. We would be the sheet of tin!


  Only the thought of ridicule stopped me from backing out altogether the next morning. Mason afterwards confessed that it was much the same with him. He had calculated all night our chances of a successful return and, what with a nightmare or two to affect his figures, the answer came out exactly 480,972,635 chances to 1! Haworth apparently slept like a log.


  I was not in too great a hurry that morning, I fear. Haworth kept trying to make me move faster but I took my time. We were really all ready by three in the afternoon, but I kept “forgetting” things we would be sure to need. The last time I thought of cards and a cribbage board. I’m glad I thought of them, but he said it was the last straw and dragged me down to the boat where Mason was sitting, staring silently at the water. We rowed out to the vessel and Haworth and I climbed up the ladder, leaving Mason to fold up the boat. When we got to the air-lock we heard a cry from below and looked down.


  Mason had fallen into the lake and was climbing up the rungs dripping water and swearing. So we pulled the boat up as it was and folded it together in the vestibule, while Mason stamped around shedding wet clothes and climbed around down in the living cabin, trying to find dry ones.


  It was a few minutes past four when we were all in our cots. Our calculations had been arranged for a start at exactly four-thirty, so we had to wait twenty minutes. I had to fight myself hard every one of the twenty to keep myself from unstrapping my legs and getting down that ladder to solid earth again. It was warm in the cabin, but not warm enough to account for the perspiration that poured over me!


  “Ready!” said Haworth warningly.


  And then for a certainty I knew I could not stick it out. But as I started to get up on one elbow and had opened my mouth, in fact, to call to Haworth, he pulled the lever. I was forced back against the cot. We had started!


  Our course, once calculated, was very simple to follow. Given an exact starting time, all that was necessary at first was to aim straight for a definite portion of the skies. We aimed for the star Kappa in Leo. It was Mason’s job to keep the periscope glass focussed on this point exactly at the start. Every second of travel he had to veer away from it by fifteen seconds of arc, to allow for the rotation of the earth. All other factors were taken into consideration when fixing the original aiming point. Haworth kept the ship lined up with the periscope direction indicator. I did what Haworth told me from time to time. As all our instruments-and controls, even the periscope glass, were duplicated in our living quarters, all this could easily be done from our cots.


  For eight minutes we lay there. Every little while Mason would exclaim “There she goes!” and twist frantically at his controls.


  “North declination two minutes of arc!” Haworth called out.


  “Then it would be “East by north a second!” and once it was “four minutes south! Quick! Five!—ah, there she comes!” while Mason swore and twisted away.


  Then abruptly Haworth pushed up the power lever and pulled it back again.


  “There goes the first step!” he said grimly.


  So far the power flight had been made almost in silence. But when the first step was dropped away, the steady pressure we felt became realized in its terrific, powerful force, for the sound of the exhaust suddenly increased to very audible proportions. It tilled me with its message of vast, blasting power. When it, in turn, suddenly ceased, I glanced at Haworth in surprise. He was advancing the rotating lever and I scarcely felt the dizziness. Our cots swung around at ninety degrees and the walls became our floor once more.


  “That’s that!” I said and forced a painful smile.


  “You don’t have to watch that periscope any longer,” said he to Mason. Power’s off, you know.”


  Mason sat up in his cot frowning slightly.


  “It doesn’t seem right,” he objected, “to be hurtling through space at seven miles a second without anyone looking to see where we’re going!”


  Haworth laughed, his black whiskers framing a jovial cavern. A great load seemed lifted from his mind.


  “No power, no steering. We have already steered her! Now we are coasting to a stop. We’ll coast for about three months, and there’s only one thing we can do about it. Can any bright child tell me what that is?”


  But I thought I knew the answer to that, and I was first at the liquor closet. Whiskey straight, and we all needed it!


  How calmly they take it, you exclaim. Well, I don’t know about Mason and Haworth but, speaking for myself, the above account leaves out a great deal. To be frank, I was so nervous and alarmed during the start that I scarcely felt my discomfort. After a minute or two the steady pressure affected my thoughts to the complete exclusion of other feeling. I found it difficult to draw breath, due, I suppose, to the increased weight of my body, which during power flight was some four times as heavy as its normal one hundred and eighty pounds. My eyelids were almost too heavy to support themselves and I noticed that Mason and Haworth were both peering at their instruments through half-closed lids.


  While the throb and sound of power held the ship there was nothing absolutely terrifying or strange about it all. That sensation came when the rocket motors were shut off. The stillness was like a blow. I stood beside my cot and contemplated the dials before me. The altitudinometer was no longer working, for we had left the atmosphere of the earth! Its dial had marked only as high as 250 miles and there it remained, although I knew we must be thousands of miles away from our native land by this time.


  The speedometer (indicating the speed of air past our hull) had of course dropped to zero, for there was no longer any air to rush past us. Mason and Haworth had gone into the pump-room and were busy checking our course with Mason’s careful figures. I was alone in the cabin. A sudden panic came upon me as I realized our position. We were lost in absolute space. I realized that now there could be no turning back. Our departure was final. We must go on to Venus—a strange and perhaps terrible adventure.


  CHAPTER V


  Tense Moments


  WHEN the whine of the ventilator fan broke the silence.


  One of my companions must have turned it on to set the atmospheric conditioner in operation. This droning monotony remained with us for the next three months. It frequently affected our nerves, yet we all agreed that it was preferable to the absolute silence that otherwise would have pervaded our vessel.


  It changed my train of thought entirely (possibly the stimulant I had just taken helped) and I realized once more the thrill of adventure. I had not felt this so strongly since Haworth’s first announcement of the purpose of his expedition. I remember saying to myself: “Why, you stupid oaf, you’re going to Venus!” And a new exhilaration came upon me and carried me into the next room to join my companions. I wanted all of a sudden to see where we were; to look out on the illimitable space in which we traveled—to gaze longingly at our shining goal and look back exultantly at the work-a-day world we had left!


  I rushed over to the glass to peer into the periscope. It magnified some twenty diameters and happened to be pointed into a starry region which included a small section of the Milky Way. Never with earthly language can I describe what it looked like. The stars were smaller than we see them from the Earth, for they were not magnified by two hundred miles of atmosphere. But their brightness was increased a thousand-fold. Like jewels on black velvet they lay, each one a pin-point of blinding brilliance. And so thick and deep did they carpet the cosmos as to draw a gasp of delight from me.


  I knew how to turn the ship and periscope from watching Haworth on the test flight and I spent a solid hour then and there bringing sight after sight into view. One of the first things I looked for was in Orion—the dark “horsehead” nebula near Zeta of that constellation. But I found it appeared not very different from photographs I had seen on earth. My vision was clearer, of course, and I could see without any doubt that the dark spot was no “hole in space”, but a real-opaque object from behind which light of distant stars streamed revealingly. I called Mason over to watch it with me and he did so, withdrawing from the instrument at last with visible emotion.


  But the sight of the receding Earth was of the greatest beauty and interest to me. It was as if my heart-strings were attached to it and almost seemed to snap with the strain of separation. Tears came to my eyes. The globe was almost fully illuminated by the sun and both North and South America lay in full view. In fact not all the surface could be seen in the field of the instrument at once—although this was quite possible a day or two later.


  “Well,” said Haworth, munching a biscuit and sipping a glass of whiskey soda. “They will be just about getting the news at the Associated Press offices by now.”


  At this surprising announcement both Mason and myself turned to stare at our leader.


  He had the grace to blush.


  “No use keeping the secret once we’ve started,” he added in explanation. “Let ’em laugh if they can now! We’re in space!”


  “What did you do?”


  “Sent the Associated Press a dozen pictures of the Asteroid with a brief scientific description and a signed statement of the purpose of our voyage.”


  “Good Lord!”


  “But then, down there . . .!”


  I turned again to the glass, as if at that distance I could detect the streets of New York as the newspapers poured out wet from the presses with headlines four inches high. I tried to visualize Chicago’s Loop with office workers pouring out that evening to greet the astounding news. But in the glass the Great Lakes were dark blobs on a misty globe and Chicago with its millions an infinitely microscopic phenomenon.


  Mason was frowning thoughtfully. “They’ll call us madmen, of course.”


  Then he smiled. “And so we are!”


  “When—or if—we get back,” said Haworth quietly, “there will be considerable to say on that subject!”


  We were wildly excited, all of us—although Haworth did not show it. Mason was like a small boy and full of spirits. I was little better. It was new and strange to have the center of the cabins always “up” and the outside universe in every direction always seem “down.” In the pump-room at the partition (formerly the floor at the entrance) there was an eight-foot alley clear of overhead obstruction. One could look up full fifty feet to the ship’s hull above. Mason liked this spot. He would run violently “up” the floor until he stood on what seemed to me the “ceiling” and looked down at me, grinning.


  “I’m an anthropophagus whose head doth grow between his shoulders,” he called. “And you’re another!”


  Then he leaped violently “down” at me and, weighing about six pounds, as I have said, passed the intervening center of gravity and landed laughingly with both arms around my neck, to save himself from falling to the floor.


  We even tried a sort of spatial leap-frog. But this did not turn out to be a success. Mason made a wild leap and struck has head hard against the pump tanks, falling “heavily” to the floor. He was unconscious for ten minutes and only the head of a mathematician, as I pointed out, saved him to posterity. That episode occurred, as it happened, in the first hour of free-falling flight. It sobered us considerably. I suggested we give the ship a greater speed of rotation, in order to increase the gravity and, upon Haworth’s agreeing, I turned it on until our spring pound-scale registered seven ounces. At that speed the centrifugal force was almost half as strong as gravity is on earth. My head seemed at once clearer and my body began to feel as if it belonged to me after all.


  Haworth had done us rather well in the eating line. There was an electric stove for cooking[2] and we had a large refrigerator full of hundreds of pounds of fresh meat and vegetables. We ate broiled steak and onions our first meal—well washed down, you may be sure. And, as Haworth mentioned proudly, “not a sniff of onion in the ship’s sacred air!”


  I have promised to describe several other pieces of apparatus and perhaps, while I am in a descriptive mood, I might well do so here. First, our periscope. Up in the nose of the ship is a thick glass lens set in a metal ring whose position is changeable at will from the dials on the periscope glass in the cabin below. Through a simple system of angle lenses, the light rays are brought down a tube, magnified, and led by mirrors to the two observation glasses. The range of observation, or rather the angle of vision, is about 45 degrees in any direction from the line in which the vessel’s nose is pointing.


  During free-falling flight in space, when it is necessary to keep the ship in rotation, the image seems also to rotate in the periscope glass. But a star at that distance is so minute this does not matter for directional observations. And Haworth had arranged for this when he designed the Asteroid. The whole system of lenses occupied the exact center line of the vessel and could be rotated automatically to balance this effect. Occasionally the automatic device did not function in exact time and the image would wobble and blur in the glass, but usually the visibility was satisfactory in the extreme.


  When in the atmosphere of the Earth (or of Venus) the wings are protruded and terrestrial gravity is felt. Rotation is then, of course, stopped altogether. And at such times—landing or taking off—when accurate, reliable vision is required, it is present, for the lens-tube is then stationary.


  I was puzzled at first to determine how to make observations of the Earth we were leaving. I wanted some photographs. But Haworth, when asked said: “Why not turn the ship’s nose back toward the Earth?”


  “But we are going to Venus!”


  “Well? We don’t have to go nose first, do we?”


  And he solved the problem very simply by turning the gyroscope control until the receding earth came into view and I got some fine pictures. It is really remarkable how clearly the pictures came out in spite of the many thicknesses of glass intervening between the camera and the object. I attribute this to the crystal-clear space in which we fell—end-first, as it happened!


  FALLING! That reminds me of my first sleep on board.


  It is singular how little sleep one needs in space. This is due, possibly, to the lessened weight. I had four meals before I felt in the least sleepy. (There is no night or day, as you can see for yourself if you think about it). I went to bed and dreamed of falling. Hours and hours I fell. In between these times I wakened and thought of things. I thought of the fallen angel in Milton’s poem who fell, twisting and turning in space, for seven days and nights. I could not help thinking how ill I should have been under his circumstances! And then I wondered whether he carried any food or air with him and realized that I must be half asleep to think of such a silly idea. I dreamed some more and woke again.


  I thought of Jack London’s story about primitive man’s racial fear of falling from trees. I wondered if some future super-human would retain in his race heritage this super-fear of cosmic falling.


  We had agreed to stand six-hour watches (although there was no real necessity) and I stood five watches in a row before I dared go to sleep again. But when I did finally climb into my cot once more I slept the sleep of one who has mastered space travel. I slept for twenty, solid, blessed hours.


  But to finish my descriptions: Air is supplied from the oxygen fuel tanks as we need it. It is purified by a small air-conditioner in the pump-room that sucks it in and spews it out to the tune of a monotonous whine from a wire-caged fan. Heat we have in plenty. One side of the vessel is always exposed to the fierce rays of the sun and we must depend upon pure radiation from the dark side to counteract it. Usually we were uncomfortably warm. Haworth had to keep an auxiliary refrigerator turned on most of the time to get any comfort in the cabins.


  Fortunately, all this had been foreseen and, as the total power required to operate refrigerators, electric dynamo for lights and fan and the cooking stove combined was insignificant compared to one second of power flight, there was nothing to worry about. Haworth had figured a fifty per cent safety margin in estimating fuel requirements.


  Well, I seem to have covered nearly everything. Oh yes! No baths! We had plenty of water later on, due to our fifty per cent reserve, and could wash our faces and hands as we liked. But at the start we were conserving all we could, and mighty grimy and filthy we were, too, before we had been a month out. At least Mason and Haworth were—fortunately I couldn’t see myself. Haworth particularly, with his crop of jet black whiskers, looked uncomely. Mason and myself were (at least nominally) shaven.


  And now comes the one part of the voyage best glossed over. Three months! I wonder if any of you have spent three months in two rooms? Not even putting your head out of a window, mind! It gets tiresome, I can tell you. For the first week or two we were busy enough, Mason in calculating our course all over again and then in calculating our return based upon a two weeks’ stay on Venus. After that he calculated sundry things. The most admired was a computation of our chances of being hit by a meteorite. It came out well into the millions. I may say here in regard to this pet bug-a-boo of critics of space travel that we sighted one meteor during our entire trip. It broke up our cribbage tournament for two hours.


  “Come quick!” Haworth called from the periscope. “Something out there towards Vega.”


  We crowded around the glass and watched a black dot grow rapidly larger. It passed within perhaps ten miles of us, we guessed. And if that guess were accurate, it would have been about two-and-twenty feet through.


  I, on my part, spent the first ten days busily with my camera. As official camera-man on the ship, I took the Earth about once an hour, I believe, except while I was sleeping. I photographed Mars, Venus, Saturn and Jupiter and would have got Pluto, the outermost planet, but we couldn’t locate it in the glass. Oh yes! Mason figured on that too. Took him two days and I aimed exactly where he pointed but could not see a sign of Pluto. I snapped several films in the general direction, however, and it may turn out on the plates when they can be subjected to careful study.


  Then to further lengthen my labors, all the films had to be developed and prints made.


  Haworth kept busy climbing about the pumps and machinery. No matter how often he had checked a gadget, he seemed always to enjoy doing it once again, “to make sure.”


  But after the first two weeks photography palled. We were getting so far away from the Earth that there seemed little use in further pictures of the bright little globe—less than half as large as the moon appears on earth. I had taken all the other subjects I could think of.


  Mason had made a final calculation bearing on the probable percentage of error in his other calculations! The three of us gravitated mutually toward the cribbage board.


  We started a tournament at ten cents a game. About all I remember of the next two months was the fact that I was seventy-six games ahead of Mason and twenty ahead of Haworth. Haworth, in turn, had thirty-seven games more than Mason. That made me champion and I believe I was prouder of that fact than I should have been.


  While two of us were playing, the other one would read the Encyclopedia Britannica and it is amusing to note the things one can find in that mine of information. When anyone came across an interesting statement, he would read it aloud to the others.


  “Did you know that the Malay race is distinct from the whites, yellows and blacks?” calls Mason. “I always thought they were almost the same as the Chinese, only brown.”


  And from the next room came the subdued sounds of Haworth snoring, for it was his rest period. There it is. Life on a rocket ship—thrilling journey to a new world!


  This may not sound like a serious scientific expedition, but it must be remembered that we were absolutely helpless now to change our fate. We had to amuse ourselves or—do worse, perhaps. Men must laugh, whether on the way to the guillotine or to Venus. And when that last day comes when the freezing world circles uselessly a blackening, heatless sun and the last coal has been burned and the atmosphere freezes in a fine snowfall and the last hope is gone—then men will probably have to be amused just the same.


  If, indeed, any men remain on Earth by then. Surely everything worth saving in the human race will be far away and safe on a new world, circling a younger sun! Was it for nothing that we made our expedition?


  Scientific expeditions are not always amusing. And in that case trouble ensues, sooner or later. Ask any famous explorer whether he objects to a vein of humor in his men! We three were, I suppose, as nearly harmonious in our tastes and prejudices as would be possible to imagine. The importance of this fact cannot be stressed too much as the long, dull, dayless time ticked by.


  HAWORTH’S genuinely interesting ideas could set us afire with enthusiasm and Mason’s droll manner and absurd wit, time and again, provoked us to abandoned laughter. I recollect one bad moment only.


  Mason had made some amusing remark at which I laughed. Haworth, however, merely frowned impatiently. I could see Mason’s cheek grow red as he turned away and sat himself down moodily with a volume of the Encyclopedia. This might have developed trouble then and there, but was interrupted violently by Haworth’s discovery of the meteor, mentioned previously.


  But we all of us seemed to act and talk unnaturally. A definite sense of nervous strain weighed upon us. I remember how irritated I was because Haworth kept poking about in the living cabin—checking and again checking supplies of food in the refrigerator and testing and examining the cooking apparatus.


  Mason was still sensitive in his bearing toward Haworth and when the latter called out to him and asked if he would “hand him the food chart”, Mason did not seem to hear. After a minute Haworth came into the pump room where we were sitting and got the chart himself.


  “Getting deaf?” he remarked rather bitterly.


  And Mason rose and turned his chair about so as to face away from him. There he sat in sullen silence.


  Haworth had paused at Mason’s action. His face grew almost as black as his beard.


  “Will you be so decent as to speak when you’re spoken to?” he demanded.


  Mason was silent.


  “Damn you, Mason!” shouted Haworth, reaching out an arm and seizing the other’s shoulder. “Who do you think you are?”


  Mason leaped to his feet, tearing loose from Haworth’s grasp. He whirled, his eyes blazing. I had seen Mason angry once or twice before and at such times he is usually inarticulate and sullen. He was so now, and stood speechless, glaring at Haworth.


  I was aghast. But I was determined to let the thing develop no further. I strode between them.


  “The man that says another word is going to be sorry,” I announced firmly, “For I’ll knock him down!”


  I was determined to do so, too. I was physically more than a match for either one of them, as they well knew, but whether this affected the course of events or whether common sense came to them both at the same time, I do not know. Haworth strode off into the next room without a word and Mason sat in his chair once more and appeared to have resumed his reading.


  I could feel the skin tighten over my cheek bones. I felt badly about the quarrel and more than a little irritated at my companions. I wandered over to the air conditioner dials and studied them unseeingly for fully five minutes, thinking deeply. Then I found myself examining them with casual interest.


  The thermometer read 72 degrees Fahrenheit. A sort of barometer recorded absolute air pressure; another dial indicated the moisture content of the air in our cabin; and a fourth showed the electric potential.


  I stared at this latter dial in some surprise, for its needle had moved around to the very limit of its ability and, as I recollected, it was supposed to show only a slight elevation above zero.[3]


  Hastily I turned on the power and watched the dial, expecting lo see it record an instant lessening of the undesirable effect. But no apparent change was visible for more than half an hour, when I perceived that the needle had withdrawn very slightly.


  After a moment’s hesitation, I called Haworth’s attention to this phenomenon. He came over and looked at the dial in silence a full minute. Then he began to laugh. The needle had dropped quite perceptibly by this time and Haworth’s laughter seemed a signal for the tension of my skin to loosen. It cleared the air, so to speak. Mason looked up doubtfully and, evidently embarrassed by his former conduct, did not speak. But Haworth strode over to him.


  “Sorry,” he said. “It’s not anybody’s fault, old man The sun has been pouring free electrons into us for days and we have been building up a terrific electric potential. If we were on the earth now, you would see as fine an electric discharge leave this ship as ever left a thunder-cloud!”


  It was good to see Mason and Haworth sane once more.


  I must say here that our vacuum tubes were not quite powerful enough. We never attained the proper conditions on our whole trip and a certain nervous tension was always present. Fortunately it was slight.


  CHAPTER VI


  Land at Last!


  ABOUT the middle of August, or 77 by the ship’s clock (77 days after May 26th that is) we began to get actively interested in Venus. Mason started it by noticing that you could see a little detail in the periscope. I observed it eagerly—a cloudy, muddled kind of a circle two inches across in the glass.


  Mason claimed he could see beautiful women in the white cloud mass. After looking for five minutes in mock interest, I suggested you could see anything if you stared until you got spots on your eyes!


  But after a few hours Haworth, who had been busy himself at the other periscope glass, straightened up and announced that we were falling at about five miles a second straight onto Venus.


  “I’ve measured the change in degrees of arc subtended by the planet on the glass,” he said. “I think you had better check my figures, Mason. I don’t think we will have to worry about reducing speed—but we have to do more than think on that subject. We must know!”


  Actual navigation on a pre-figured course in space is not as complicated as it might seem at first glance. The advance figuring of the course is difficult, true, but once in space it is merely a matter of keeping on it. On a permanent chart of the fixed stars are traced the positions of the planets at various arbitrary periods. If the planet does not show in the periscope against the pattern of stars precisely where it should, then you are off your course. It is immediately apparent how far you err and in which direction.


  The remaining dimension depending as it does upon whether your speed is too great or too little must be checked by the apparent diameter of the planet you approach. If, at a given minute, it is too small, then your speed has been insufficient and you must apply power at once. Conversely, if it is too large at a calculated moment then you have been going too fast and must turn your ship end to and apply power to retard your speed.


  So far our course had been so nearly proper as to warrant practically no manipulation. But our close approach to Venus made it imperative to be more accurate than we had been as to our speed and probable time of arrival. We were slightly behind schedule and five or ten seconds of power was required to overcome this.


  It took us ten days to fall.


  That was undoubtedly the worst time on the whole trip—that falling. You see, the constant strain was there; and yet beyond calculating our speed every few hours, nothing could be done about it. We would try to read or play cards in the slack moments, but there was always that distracting thought that we were actually falling at great speed to the surface of a new and perhaps inhospitable world. I couldn’t sleep more than a few hours at a time.


  Venus was by now a glorious sight. Sheer white she gleamed and seemed so near in the periscope that one could almost reach out and seize her. She was in half-phase and the terminator line between light and darkness was pure mother-of-pearl. Soft greens and blues tinged the white side and a royal purple edged the line of night.


  One or another of us was constantly at the instrument now, searching eagerly for any signs of a break in the dense cloudy veil. But in vain. We thought, however, that we could detect a definite motion, as though the whole globe were turning before our eyes. Mason became very excited over this and made several calculations. He finally announced that the probable length of the day on Venus was sixty hours.


  “Thirty hours solid sleep o’nights, Haworth!”


  “I suppose they are agitating for the twenty-hour day down there!”


  Of course, we thought of Venus as being “down.” We were falling onto her surface, you see. Now and again we realized the speed and vehemence of that falling. I, for one, always stopped looking in the periscope when that feeling came on me. I would pick up a book or get somebody to play cribbage with me, for the thought was not a comforting one!


  We went over our apparatus a dozen times every twenty-four hours, I suppose. I know I looked over the guns that often. I got to thinking how many things might happen if we did get safely down on Venus. No telling what sort of beasts might be there. Perhaps there might even be some sort of men or other kind of reasoning being.


  We had three Remington repeaters for 32-calibre shells; three Colt automatics using the same sized cartridge; and a demountable machine gun for the same ammunition. There were three double bandoliers, each carrying 200 cartridges. That meant six hundred rounds of hot lead for the “welcoming committee,” if any. And there was plenty in reserve in the lockers.


  Even ten days must pass if you wait long enough, as the Irishman said. But though we haunted that periscope glass the whole time we could not make out one single detail of the planet below us nor could we see a single thing except white and gray clouds. Venus was now a huge disk filling half the heavens.


  It was 23:40—89 when Mason called out suddenly from the glass: “Come here quickly! We’re almost in the clouds!” Haworth happened to be in his cot in the other cabin and he leaned over to the duplicate glass beside him and stared a moment.


  “Come on in, you two,” he shouted. “Landing maneuvers start at once!”


  We hurried through to the after cabin and climbed into our cots.


  Haworth had protruded our wings in the few seconds’ interval and evidently we were already in the rarer outer portions of the atmosphere, for there was a definite pressure toward the nose of the vessel that swung our cots bottoms up that way. Mason was twisting away at the periscope to keep it pointed toward the surface of Venus and Haworth was turning the rudder lever for steering in atmosphere. I glanced at the instrument board and saw that it was again functioning. We appeared to be speeding along at a height of 150 miles, parallel to the surface of the world—but at the fearful speed of six miles a second! Haworth was quite cool.


  “That does it,” he said at last. “We should be all right now. We must circle the planet until we lose some of this speed. It will take perhaps seven hours to land. We have to keep wide-awake every second of that time.” Mason, you manage that periscope and keep trying to see some detail. I’ll handle the ship.”


  “And what will I do?”


  “Well,” put in Mason, smiling but grim-lipped. “What do you think you ought to do about it?”


  So I climbed down to the locker and got out drinks for them both.


  “She’s flying away a bit,” I warned Haworth after glancing at the altitudinometer, which now read 175 miles and was slowly climbing.


  “I’ve caught it already. I’m depressing all the wing surfaces to hold her in the atmosphere.”


  THE dial started to move down again until it reached 120, where it stopped. Then for an hour there was little change. Slowly the altitude dropped and the airspeed indicator with it, as the outside air friction on our hull slowly reduced our speed.


  “Free orbit,” said Haworth, and he turned the elevator controls the other way. “Now we are navigating just the same as an airplane. Our speed will gradually reduce itself until the wings are required to keep us from falling. From then on it will be simple—merely glide down as slowly as we can and land on the surface.”


  The next few hours were monotonous. The periscope glass showed nothing but white swirling vapor—a world of fog. The altitude and speed slowly continued to drop.


  “Seventy-five miles from the surface,” I said, reading the indicator.


  “That doesn’t mean a thing,” said Mason. “Not on Venus. Temperature, air pressure, even the gravity is changed. It was designed for the Earth’s atmosphere only. Don’t bother with it any more now—we’re navigating by direct sight.”


  His eyes remained, while he spoke, riveted on the glass as if his life depended upon it.


  At exactly 6:24 Mason gave an inarticulate cry. I leaned over and saw past his shoulder the glass of the periscope. Sure enough, something dark showed beneath the thinning vapors. Was it land or water?


  “This is getting too risky,” said Haworth tensely. “I’m afraid if we don’t get any visibility in the next few minutes we’ll have to call the visit off and put on power again for the return to Earth.”


  (Mason had laid out a course in case of this eventuality.)


  But Mason and I had both seen something that time. About a hundred yards beneath us were the tossing billows of a black and sombre sea!


  I glanced at the instruments.


  “Speed 300 miles an hour,” I called out.


  I looked at the glass to see the water rushing up at us. There was a sudden lurch as Haworth put on our emergency retarding rockets and a great splash obscured the screen. The Asteroid, bounced violently, jerking us roughly in our cots. Then everything seemed to turn topsy-turvy in the cabin and we swung crazily in response. The floors became walls—the walls were now floors.


  Everything was still again except for a slight rolling motion of the ship as she rode the waves. We three looked at each other in an awed manner.


  “We’re there!” said Mason and laughed doubtfully.


  My head was in a whirl of emotion—joy and curiosity uppermost. We were on Venus. Beyond the air-lock doors lay the wonders and mysteries of a strange planet.


  I was first man out of his cot I stamped my feet doubtfully, for the full gravity of Venus was pulling now—almost the same as that of Earth. After many weeks of existence at a weight of 80 pounds I now weighed 170. Mason was soon beside me and with a shout of joy fell upon the periscope glass and tried to view the new world outside. But that proved futile. Nothing but steam and spray could be seen. We had been several minutes at the glass when we looked about us and missed Haworth.


  Then I saw him down at the provision closet. He had set three glasses on the locker and beside each he was methodically setting out bottles! It was an idea to be hailed with enthusiasm and Mason literally fell on his neck. We were enormously excited and the stimulant seemed to have no effect whatsoever upon us. So we continued drinking the apparently harmless fluids until . . . well, speaking for myself, I don’t remember when we fell asleep. We had been under severe strain for many hours; our expedition had proved entirely successful; here we were landed on the surface of Venus—all very strong mitigating circumstances, as the lawyers say.


  According to the clock we slept seven hours. It seemed less than a minute when Haworth awakened us with that best of all alarm clocks—the smell of bacon and coffee. We rose and squandered some of our hoarded water in a good wash all around and sat down to our meal.


  “The next thing, of course,” said Haworth, “is to see if we can breathe the atmosphere outside.”


  I made the trip for testing samples. It meant wearing a diving suit, for we dare not expose ourselves even for an instant to what might have been poisonous gases. I had tried a suit on before leaving the earth, but I was by no means accustomed to wearing it. I felt as if I were drowning when I drew in the air contained in the helmet. (Panicky feeling, rather.) But I was so impatient to rush out that I didn’t think of any discomforts this time. Mason unscrewed the inner air-lock door for me and I squeezed into the closed vestibule. The door shut tightly behind me and I opened the outer door.


  Through the glass of my helmet I looked over a foggy ocean. The glass was so obscured with steam and spray that I could make out no details. I had two vacuum jars, one for air and one for water. I found it hard climbing down those rungs in my clumsy dress. I reached the surface of the water and broke the neck of the first jar beneath it, the waves licking up at me as I clung there. It certainly looked like ordinary water.


  BACK in the vestibule again, I knocked off the neck of the second jar and stoppered it up with the gum Haworth had given me for that purpose. Then I was inside and getting out of the cumbrous helmet by myself—Haworth and Mason (selfish brutes!) eagerly rushing the jars to the little built-in laboratory in the pump-room.


  By the lime I got untangled and over to them they were talking to each other excitedly.


  There passed several minutes of tense expectancy.


  Suddenly Mason cried out and danced madly about in a circle.


  “We can breathe it!” he shouted.


  “You can’t exactly call it air. There’s no nitrogen in it—at least so little as to be not easily detected.”


  He turned to Haworth excitedly. “Helium!” he explained.


  Haworth paused in his own analysis and looked up interested.


  “Almost three-quarters helium and the rest oxygen. But it’s breathable, just the same—good, life-giving air for all purposes. I’m so certain of it that I don’t believe we have to make any more tests!”


  Eager as we were to look out and breathe the atmosphere of this new world, yet we waited for our leader to complete his tests on the water. Finally he straightened up, rubbing his forehead with the back of his hand.


  “Something queer here. It seems to be H20, but it’s full of chlorine. Now why chlorine? Oh, of course! There’s not sufficient sodium on Venus to combine with it to make salt as it did on Earth. We’ll have to evaporate all water before drinking, anyway. Smelly stuff, isn’t it?”


  But almost before his remarks were finished he was at the door—eager as any of us. We had both air-lock doors open within ten seconds and looked out over the ocean. We breathed recklessly of the air. The breeze was deliciously fresh, full of the taint of chlorine as it was. We could not see far at first for the swirling steam. Water in all directions—not blue or green, but black and rather depressing. The motion and sound of the waves were tremendously exhilarating after our months of utter stillness.


  “If this fog would only lift, perhaps we could see something!”


  Minute after minute went by. I stared with beating heart at the seascape, such of it as we could see through the whitish vapor. It was another world. The feel of the air, the appearance of the waves, the smell on the breeze and even something additional (perhaps the slight increase in air pressure our instruments recorded) all bespoke the unfamiliar.


  After ten minutes peering through the blinding fog Haworth cleared his throat.


  “Suppose this fog never does clear!”


  A wild thought and great impatience possessed me.


  “But if it doesn’t, then we can never see anything—never discover anything! Besides, why shouldn’t it clear?”


  But I realized then, deep inside of me. For centuries the astronomers on Earth had gazed at this planet and never once could they say for certain they had seen anything but clouds. We knew that. Yet we never thought of such a dense fog as this. It was hot mist—in fact, steam. Our faces were wet with water and perspiration, for it was uncomfortably warm out there, in spite of the breeze.


  “Well,” observed Mason, “just what were you planning to do on Venus when you did get there, Haworth?”


  And he smiled ruefully.


  We went back inside and ate our meal. We were all of us bitterly disappointed. Our eager sense of adventurous discovery was dampened by too much fog. It was really a terrific let-down. What was to be done?


  Haworth, however, had a plan as usual.


  “We must find land. Perhaps the mists lessen near land. Certainly, if we can find elevated sections of country we shall be able to climb out of these vapors. We can turn on the power and away we go over the waves! A high-powered speed boat, if you understand what I mean.


  “We’ll cruise about until we either find land or until our two weeks are up—one or the other.”


  Our feelings revived considerably. Mason insisted on drinking a toast to Venus and since we had finished our meal he thought brandy appropriate. We three raised our glasses joyfully to the world of new adventure.


  “After all,” Mason pointed out, “we are sure to strike land soon. We’ll leave the Asteroid and form a land expedition. On some mountainside or on a high plateau we will find ourselves in clear air and can look around upon our new domain. Think of it!”


  He sat staring blindly at his glass and speaking half to himself:


  “Think of it . . . Men on Venus! There she lies outside, the unknown.”


  He looked up at me suddenly.


  “What are we doing here, wasting time? Come! Let’s start,” and he rose excitedly to his feet.


  That was all very well. But there were other things to ascertain.


  “We must find our points of the compass,” I objected, “or we won’t know where we are going.”


  For answer he brought out a pocket compass.


  “Of course it may be off true north, with all the metal there is on this ship, but since there’s approximately the same metal in all directions, it may be somewhere near right. There’s north, over there.”


  BUT that did not help much. There was nothing any where but oceans. Mason looked out through the open air lock doors.


  “Well,” he said in mock seriousness, “that makes it an east wind. And sure enough, here comes the rain! We’d better shut the door.”


  He suited his actions to his words and, returning, sat down again.


  “First we will sleep and then we start,” Haworth decided.


  We slept for eight hours and, upon waking, I noticed in the periscope that the light was about the same as it had been. Did it never grow dark on Venus, I wondered. I called Mason’s attention to it.


  “Humm! Doesn’t prove anything. If the atmosphere is as dense as it seems to be there probably is never any real bright day or any absolutely dark night. I think a day is about thirty hours up here.”


  Subsequent observations tended to confirm his opinion.


  After a meal we climbed into our cots and Haworth pulled the starting lever down very gently a few notches only.


  It was no motionless feeling this time. The ship bounced and jerked like any sea-borne craft and in the glass I could see the waves sweeping past, one occasionally splashing up over the lens and obscuring all vision until the water dripped off.


  “Suppose we hit a rock,” I suggested.


  Haworth nodded and pushed back the lever a notch or two. The ship, which had been almost horizontal, straightened up until the floors and walls both sloped at a 45-degree angle to our swinging cots. The glass remained clear now, for the nose of the vessel was well above the waves. The speed indicator stood just below thirty miles an hour. We kept steadily on a course due west (if our compasses were accurate). We were proceeding on the theory that on the Earth, at least, the great continent masses ran north and south and we hoped by traveling west we would be more likely to find land.


  From time to time Mason went into the vestibule and threw the lead to take a sounding. But the ocean was evidently a very deep one. We proceeded with confidence. Hour after hour went by. I relieved Mason at the glass and he spent his time calculating that at this rate we would circumnavigate the new world in something under a month. The voyage became monotonous. There was one thing settled, however: a very apparent change in the intensity of daylight was noticed by all of us, although it was not by any means real day or night as we knew them on earth. What might be called a slight lessening of the gloom occurred once in about thirty hours. That made Venus’ rotation period just what Mason had suggested—sixty hours. I mourned that we had no light-measuring instruments in our supplies, with which to check up on these rough observations, but the figure may be taken as probably correct.


  But day or night made very little difference to us—for the fog continually shut us in anyway. We stood watches of four hours each, two of us being always on the look out. We drove the ship for nine solid days—6,480 earthly miles by dead reckoning. Then we saw a bird.


  Mason saw it, to be precise. He called to us, but it had flown out of focus and he tried in vain to find it again. I urged that we reduce our speed to the point where one of us could stand at the open vestibule and make actual observations as we proceeded.


  “We may be getting near land. That bird is a sign of it.”


  This was agreed to, and I stood the first vestibule-watch. The first thing I did was to take our lead on the end of a long thin line and make soundings, for Mason had not done so in some hours. I found sixty feet of water!


  That gave us pause, because even with our huge first step discarded in space, our total length was 110 feet and we drew about 50 of it below the surface.


  “The fact is,” said Mason, “that we’ve been absurdly lucky. We might have hit bottom any time the past week. We might have landed this ship on a hard, cold mountain peak to begin with. Let’s not tempt fate any further, but take it easy for a while!”


  We made a bare ten miles an hour after that, and it was two hours later that I saw a bird. But it was no such bird as I had ever seen before. There was something familiar, though, about the long jagged beak and the great membranous wings. And then I understood.


  “Good God! It’s a pterodactyl!”


  Since we later saw several of these strange flying reptiles, I am in a position to say here that there were certain important differences between the species we observed and those once plentiful upon our own Earth in the Carboniferous Era. But essentially there could be no doubt that the relationship was extraordinarily close. In fact, there were later observed no less than seven reptiles as well as half a hundred insects and vegetable forms of life that could unquestionably be related to current or primitive life-forms on-Earth. So much so that I am confident the whole theory of the origin of life will, upon closer reasoning, be vastly expanded beyond its present scope.


  This is not a scientific paper, however.


  Haworth looked up at me from the pump-room controls as I announced my find. And just at that moment the ship gave a slight lurch and tipped slowly sideways. Haworth grabbed the power lever and shut off the rockets; Mason started to climb over toward me, while I clung onto the walls of the vestibule and peered out.


  There was a blackness a few hundred feet ahead, showing through the surrounding clouds of steam. It could mean only one thing: We had found land!


  CHAPTER VII


  Adrift in the Fog


  OUR first concern was for our vessel and we found she was in water a little less than 47 feet deep. While this was less than we required to be afloat, we were not in the least alarmed. We could, with a small fraction of our rocket power, readily free ourselves. In fact, Haworth decided to go still farther ashore. He turned on the power gingerly while we crept and careened along for another fifty feet. Here, however, the water shoaled rapidly and he shut off the rockets.


  There was no question about what to do next. Our cramped quarters made us long to stretch our legs on solid earth once again. There was nothing to delay us. The collapsible boat was lowered and we climbed down into her and pulled for the dark mass of shore showing clearly now through the mist. It was distant about two hundred foot, and when we pulled up alongside it proved to be a mud-bank enormously overgrown with vegetation. Roots, branches and tree-trunks were tangled to the very edge of the water. But do not think there was any familiarity in its appearance. No friendly green leaves met the eye. All was sickly, dirty gray, and such leaves as there were seemed to be mere rudimentary spikes and fronds.


  We rowed slowly along this bank, wide eyed and with beating hearts. It was not a friendly land, evidently—but it was outlandish and of exceeding interest.


  It was evident from here, however, that higher ground lay to the right. We rowed about two hundred feet through the fog to a shadow which proved to be a low line of rocks which cropped out through the vegetation.


  Haworth pulled the nose of our boat up to them and Mason and I leaped out. We were the first to set foot on the soil of Venus. Haworth announced that he would stand by the boat for five minutes.


  “Then one of you must come back,” he added, “and give me a chance.”


  We both carried rifles, of course. At first we could see nothing but mist and hear nothing but the splash of the waves against the rocks. These extended inland, slowly rising, as far as we could see (which was less than 100 yards) and were almost completely bare of vegetation. On both sides of this stony strip lay the steaming, impassable jungle. We took a few hesitant steps and peered about us.


  Then I jumped. Something, indistinct in the swirling vapor, ran quickly across from right to left. It was about three feet in height and ran on its two hind legs. There could be no doubt that it had a tail, for this appendage had seemed to be as big as the rest of the animal put together.


  We threw our rifles forward and waited expectantly.


  Then in the jungle on our right commenced an enormous splashing and crackling of branches. We turned to stare an instant. We both saw something, but could not make it out at first. Then I perceived that it was an enormous neck, huge and shadowy, at the end of which was an absurdly small head.


  We retreated hastily to the boat, where Haworth was anxiously endeavoring to see what had caused the noise. We had scarcely got in the boat and pushed off a few feet from shore, when a huge beast slumped out on to the rocky ledge and ponderously crossed it, disappearing into the vegetation on the left.


  The beast closely resembled the now extinct earthly species—Dinosaur brontosaurus. Of course there were differences. The jaws were long and narrow, almost like a beak, and the legs were longer and thicker than would be indicated by the fossil remains of the brontosaurus lizard. It was a monstrous specimen—easily a hundred feet in length.


  But mere words can give no idea of the thrill of proximity to that mountain of flesh. We used the oars frantically to get the boat well away from possible danger. A thousand wild surmises coursed through my brain. First a Pterodactyl and now a dinosaur! Was all this some fantastic nightmare? Were three sane twentieth century humans really set down in some grotesque revival of the Carboniferous Era? My heart was pounding frantically and I noticed Haworth was breathing harder than usual. When the great reptile finally splashed out of sight in the gray-white tangle I breathed a sigh of relief.


  “How would you like to get stepped on by that fellow?” asked Mason.


  “He is probably too slow to be dangerous,” I replied. “An active man could dodge him without breathing hard. And he hasn’t more than a few ounces of brain in that tiny head, either. If that’s the worst Venus has to show we needn’t worry much!”


  “The real danger on Venus,” said Haworth mournfully, “is this damn’ fog. I should have forseen it! I think we had better get back to the Asteroid and plan out this expedition a little more.”


  As usual, he was right. This blinding atmosphere was the one thing we had not counted on. It was almost impossible to go anywhere or do anything. You can have no idea (unless you live in London, perhaps) what it feels like to be always unable to see even a clear hundred yards ahead. Beyond that point everything is lost in swirling mist, even when a breeze is blowing. Occasionally the fog blanket shuts down until it is hard to see two steps in any direction.


  Just the few yards we had pulled up the shore had taken us completely out of sight of the ship. We found her again, all right, by dead reckoning. But as Mason pointed out:


  “Supposing we had gone for a walk on shore and got out of sight of the water?”


  “What we should have brought is a bloodhound,” I said. “Then we could go where we please and let the dog lead us back.”


  We sat around our meal in the living cabin and discussed the problem. We had only four days remaining before it would be necessary to start back. And any delay, supposing we had a later course calculated (which we hadn’t) made the return trip “more difficult and less desirable,” as Mason put it. This was on account of the position of the two planets, Earth and Venus, in their orbits.


  We had our compass for direction and our guns for protection, although they might not be much use against such a beast as we had seen. And the compass was not reliable, from having been so long in the enormous metallic hull of the Asteroid. Definite aberrations were noticeable in its needle.


  “And besides,” said Mason, “conditions may be different here as to magnetic fluctuations, even if the compass were trustworthy.”


  “What we might do,” said Haworth thoughtfully, “is to take along a number of stakes and peg one down every hundred feet or so of our progress. Then we could find our way back by them.”


  One thing we all agreed upon was the desirability of making some sort of expedition. It would be too ridiculous to come all this distance just to see some water and a little jungle!


  I was enormously excited at the significance of the beasts we had seen. What vast possibilities it all opened up! It has been suggested by some scientists that life may have arrived on earth out of space in microscopic form. A dust of microbes, perhaps—each capable of undergoing evolution. After all, Venus and Earth were sisters, born of the same sun. Why should not some forms of life grow in parallel directions on both planets? These questions so interested me that I believe I would have cheerfully tramped off into the fog by myself. Probably I should have regretted it bitterly enough if I had, as I was to learn.


  OUR conference broke up with the understanding that we would get a few hours’ rest and then explore along the rock ledge as far as we could, taking every precaution possible against losing our direction.


  That night was the most uncomfortable I ever spent. We had been in the custom of leaving the air-lock doors open while traveling over the sea and we did not close them now. But, close to land as we were, the heat was soon unbearable. Bathed in perspiration and unable to sleep, I finally rose and climbed up to the pump-room floor (now above us almost vertically) to shut the doors.


  I believe the action saved our lives.


  I had just turned on all the refrigerators and adjusted the oxygen feed and artificial atmosphere controls and was starting to descend to my cot when Haworth screamed.


  I glanced hastily down and saw him half risen in bed, battling wildly with both hands, while two bird-like things poised and darted about him. I could see even in that instant a thin trickle of blood that ran from a wound in his cheek. While I stared, I felt something brush my shoulder and, with an involuntary cry, I loosened one hand from its grip on the water-tank rungs and struck at the thing that was attacking me.


  None of us had weapons to hand, since these were kept above in the pump room. Our attackers were persistent, so that it was necessary to strike them away with our bare hands. There seemed to be dozens of them. I was in an awkward position, with only one hand free, and when I felt two or three bites deep in my flesh (one just missed taking out my right eye) I was desperate.


  Suddenly the attacks became slower and slower. I couldn’t understand why. In an instant I found myself no longer menaced. I felt stronger, too, and breathless from the heat of the struggle as I was, I realized finally that the refrigerators must in some way have turned the trick.


  Below me Mason and Haworth were having a breathing spell also. As I looked down at them I saw Haworth slump queerly in a heap on his coat.


  Mason and I rushed to him and I got some water from the tank to bathe his face, for he was covered with blood and perspiration. We kept looking warily around for the bird-like things as we worked over him, but saw no signs of them.


  Haworth came to his senses after a few minutes and smiled weakly at us.


  “Close thing, that!”


  We had first aid material in plenty and bandaged each other as well as we could. The wounds were curiously even and neat. A piece of flesh was taken out about one inch long and a quarter of that in width and depth. It was the same in every case. Haworth had one taken out of his chin—black whiskers and all. He had eight such wounds, but Mason and myself were not half as badly off. Unless we had been poisoned, they were nothing serious, we thought.


  “We must find those things and kill them,” said Mason fiercely, now armed with a frying pan from the kitchen cabinet.


  But I would not let him start on the hunt until I had turned on the emergency refrigerator full tilt and the ship, after the stifling Venus temperature, seemed like an ice-box.


  We found seven of them—helpless and motionless on the floor in the lowest corner. Evidently the cold was beyond their powers of adaptability. They were from nine to twelve inches long and probably insects. I have one specimen with me now and I expect the entomologists will have some trouble deciding its classification, for it has five segments in its body. The remarkable feature is the sharp, powerful beak. It resembles the mandibles of a turtle. Mason smashed all seven thoroughly. But the three we found on the pump-room floor above I attended to myself and, as I have said, I kept one specimen intact (but very thoroughly dosed with cyanide of potassium, you may be sure.)


  We slept like logs for the next twelve hours and when I awoke my first thought was for my wounds, for I feared poisoning. They were, I was glad to find, perfectly healthy and had already started to heal.


  I do not know why I should have feared poison or inoculation of harmful bacteria. I have since given some consideration to the possible bacterial life on Venus. I believe a case might be made out to the effect that harmful bacteria undergo evolution like all other forms of life. Why not? And if that be so. then primitive bacteria such as we were likely to find here might be as harmless in comparison to our modern species on Earth as a gibbon monkey throwing cocoanuts is, compared to a twentieth century human shooting a rifle. I offer this for what it may be worth—probably very little, for we attempted absolutely no microscopic work on Venus. I have in our collections, however, some dozen vacuum bottles filled with Venus air taken at different levels and locations. Competent scientists will have, at least, some actual data to go on.


  But Haworth was still weak and, short as our time was, we must perforce delay our exploration. As it happened, it was nearly forty-eight hours before he felt strong enough. And we felt even then that he only professed his health in order to avoid disappointing us. We wouldn’t let him out for another twenty hours.


  We sat in the vestibule looking over at the dark shadow that was the shore and discussing the chances of a visit from more of the “mosquitoes” (as Mason was pleased to call them). Mason and I would have made a short trip alone, but we had by this time begun to realize that only with the exercise of the utmost precaution could we hope to make any expedition successful. Haworth was our natural leader and without him we seemed bereft of confidence.


  It was just thirty hours before our scheduled return when he insisted we make the venture.


  “I’m perfectly all right now,” he said, “and we have to act right away or probably never get the chance again.”


  He seemed strong enough, although his face was paler than usual, perhaps. We gathered our equipment—some food, rifles, bandoliers, two hatchets and the compasses—and Haworth followed us down the ladder, first closing the air-lock door and leaving the key in the slit.


  “We might lose the key if we took it with us,” he explained.


  I rowed. We went as before, directly to the mud-bank and along it to the ledge of rock, where we disembarked. Mason had brought along a length of line and he tied one end to a broken piece of rock. The other end was fastened to the nose of our little boat, which he pushed strongly out from the shore, heaving the rock after it. She swung jauntily at her mooring, about twelve feet off shore.


  “Just so one of your giant lizard friends doesn’t step on her,” he grinned at me. “We can easily get out to her at that depth.”


  Our compass was consulted and due north seemed to be about in the direction we had left the Asteroid. The opening between the jungle-swamps on either hand seemed to lead away to the east.


  “First,” said Haworth, “we must get some stakes to set out as we go.”


  He went to the edge of the rock and hacked away, Mason helping him, at some of the plants in the jungle’s rim. They cut branches about four feet long and, as the wood was spongy and easily severed, the labor was inconsiderable. We soon had a dozen stakes apiece and Haworth drove the first one into a natural crack in the rocks.


  Then we picked up our bundles of sticks and our rifles and proceeded eagerly into the mist. I was wildly excited. Every step might bring us into sight of something new. Most certainly it would be “unearthly!” We walked as quietly as we could, for no telling what danger might lurk around us. Eager as we were, I don’t think we could have been called comfortable in our minds. From the right we could hear distant sounds of splashing and from both sides of the jungle life was audible in faint rustlings and indistinct sounds.


  We had pone about a hundred yards, we fixed another stake upright with loose stones. As we moved along, the ledge of rock widened, until we could no longer see even the shadow of vegetable growth on each side. The ground sloped gently upward as we progressed.


  We were adrift in a sea of fog.


  MASON gasped and gripped my arm tensely.


  He was staring to the right and following his line of vision I saw an amorphous mass loom darkly against the gray steam. We stood stock-still for a minute—scarcely breathing. Then Haworth whispered:


  “It doesn’t move. Let’s get a little nearer.”


  Very cautiously we did so. It was a tree.


  Vastly relieved, we approached and found three trees growing close together in a pocket of earth which lay like an oasis in this fog-bound desert of rock. They were curious trees, about fifty feet in height and clothed with foliage at the top only. The trunks were faintly suggestive of certain tropical tree-ferns I had seen in greenhouses in New York, but of course by no means the same. Every foot or so the bark ended in a curious sort of protruding knob, flattened on its upper surface. Behind each knob an inner layer of bark continued up the trunk, to curl outward a foot higher in the same sort of thing. I put out my hand and found the projections very hard and, to my surprise, strong enough to bear my weight.


  “This would be mighty convenient to climb if we meet any desperate characters!” I remarked jocularly.


  “Hsssssh!”


  Mason was holding his head in a strained listening attitude. Haworth was holding his finger to his lips and I strained my ears expectantly. Unconsciously we drew together close to the trunk of one of the tree-ferns.


  I saw something move. It was just a shadow at first. Then I could see that it walked on two legs. As it came still closer I could distinguish arms and claw-like hands. It was about three feet high. Its face was mostly snout and teeth, but in one of the hands it held a tree branch crudely broken off to form a club!


  Curious sliding steps it took—straight toward us. At about fifty yards distance it stopped suspiciously and stared in our direction, as if hesitating whether or not to come further.


  Haworth pressed my shoulder warningly and then slowly advanced out of the shelter of the trees. He moved with the utmost precaution “to avoid frightening it,” as he afterwards explained. But he need not have worried had he known as much about the courage of these animals as we did a little later on.


  The creature remained motionless until he had advanced twenty feet. Then it stirred nervously. Haworth came to a halt and raised his right arm slowly over his head. There was no motion from the other and Haworth started to talk to it in a quiet tone of voice. I could see the head twitch suddenly at the sound, but there was no other response.


  Then Haworth took another step forward and like a flash the creature spun about and fled in great leaping strides.


  Our leader shouted at it excitedly and followed. We, in turn, followed Haworth. We ran about a hundred yards when we came in sight of a dense growth of trees. We were panting painfully and absolutely saturated with sweat in that hot-house atmosphere.


  “Did you see the club? That means an opposing thumb on the hand! There isn’t any doubt the beast is intelligent to at least some extent!”


  “This is the most important thing we have seen yet.”


  But I had seen something of a different sort when the beast had turned to flee.


  “It has a tail,” I reminded them. “A real large tail, almost as big as a kangaroo’s. And that snout strongly suggests the reptile, if ever I saw one!”


  We walked slowly toward the dark shadow of the forest, mopping our brows and endeavoring to recover our breath. The ground here was possibly fifty feet higher in elevation than (he swamps at the water’s edge and the growth of vegetation was not nearly so rank as it was down there. Openings were visible here and there between the tree-trunks.


  We were within fifty feet of one opening when we all three stopped uncertainly, as though we had realized in unison that danger might lie hidden just behind that screen of foliage. And as we stood there I saw a movement in the shadows, close to the ground. Out from the woods stepped the animal we had been pursuing and beside him stood half a dozen more of the same kind. Slowly they came out into the open. Still more of them followed and spread out on each side until nearly fifty of the beasts were visible.


  We all three had dropped our bundles of stakes and had our rifles ready for action.


  “Don’t shoot until we have to,” whispered Haworth and stepping forward a pace he raised his rifle in the air and gestured with his free arm.


  “There, there, there,” he said in a soothing tone, “We’d like to be friends if you’d let us.”


  They seemed undecided as to how they would take this. They cocked their heads sideways, some of them, for all the world like a dog that has been spoken to. Two or three of them uttered curious little croaks and shifted uneasily on their feet. I was beginning to believe we might establish some sort of understanding with them after all, when one of the beasts began leaping up and down and uttering wild chattering squeals. At that they all seemed to get excited and started to advance upon us.


  I raised my rifle and pulled he trigger, aiming at the foremost of the creatures, who slumped to the ground and lay there thrashing his tail and biting savagely at the rocky ground.


  The shot stopped them.


  It rang out like a thunderclap on the still air. The whole of Venus seemed to be standing still and listening in wonder at the strange sound. But without a pause Mason and Haworth stepped forward, guns ready. I followed suit.


  “We’ve got to bluff them and keep ’em bluffed,” Mason whispered.


  We never knew how it might have turned out. There was a brisk crashing away on our left and we swung in that direction. The sounds were approaching, but we could see nothing as yet. In that brief second the whole group of reptile-men disappeared. Only the dead one lay on the ground when we turned back. What was this thing approaching us that caused them to flee?


  “Let’s get out of here quick!”


  CHAPTER VIII


  Desperate Momenta


  WE followed Haworth down the slope at a trot. We were out of breath instantly in the terrible heat and dampness and when the clump of three trees showed itself through the mist we paused to gather ourselves together. Behind us we heard the crashing now much closer. Suddenly a huge coughing roar shook the very ground we stood on.


  “Quick!” I shouted. “We can get up these trees and be safe!”


  The sounds were coming nearer now with terrifying rapidity as we all three started up the ladder like trunk of the nearest tree fern. We climbed as far as we could—about forty feet—and looked down with pounding hearts.


  Suddenly there burst into view a huge beast running at a terrific pace. He strode gigantically on two hind legs, holding his fore feet under his chin. Most terrifying of all were his great jaws—fully six feet in length and massively armored with gigantic teeth.


  I recognized a startling resemblance to that most ferocious and powerful living creature ever known to the human race—the great Dinosaur tyrannus Rex!


  He must have winded us as he passed the tree, for he came to a grinding stop just beyond us, his huge talons making long grooves in the eroded surface of the rock. Then he wheeled fiercely and bounded back to rear his thirty-foot height up at us.


  We were in the palm-like top of the tree by now, as you may imagine, and hanging on for dear life. The shock of his great weight almost did for me. My hold loosened as the tree sprang back from the blow and I slipped down half-a-dozen feet until my tearing, bleeding fingers got a grip again. I scrambled back to my place again in a panic.


  The terrific beast seemed to realize we were beyond his reach, for he did not again make an attempt to seize us. His great slavering jaws opened to emit a huge blasting roar and he made off back toward the woods, where he intended doubtlessly to dispose of the reptile-man I had shot.


  The last roar was accompanied by a wet scorching stench such as I hope never again to experience. I was nearly sick at the first whiff of it and could not bear to draw breath until the slight breeze had made the air possible once more.


  We could hear the beast at its grisly meal, although he was several hundred feet distant and entirely invisible. In twenty minutes back he came and his little eyes stared up at us coldly. He stood there a few minutes and then moved off and we could hear him grunting and snorting as he forced his way through the woods up the slope.


  We three were completely prostrated. You have no notion how enervating climate can be. I could laugh at our worst earthly tropics after what I have been through! Even a slow walk started the perspiration running in torrents and we had been running and scrambling for our very lives. Our nerves were frayed, too. And poor Haworth was barely able to hold on to his branch. In fact, we fixed a sort of couch up there for him and he sprawled on it, his neatly-pointed beard now in filthy disarray. I managed to slip down to the ground, taking it slowly, and pick up one hatchet and two rifles. The other hatchet had been dropped and one of the rifles had been stepped on by our perfumed visitor. With the hatchet we chopped some of the great leaves and wove them across two branches. Haworth fell asleep almost immediately and Mason and I talked over things worriedly.


  “I’d judge we’re about five hundred yards from shore,” said Mason. “If we strike it right, that would be easy. We’d better start as soon as Haworth can move.”


  We consulted the compass and decided upon the general direction, which was west, naturally. We had borne almost due east when we started off from the boat. But direction meant nothing tangible in that blinding mist. We estimated we ought not to be two hundred yards from the nearest stake.


  “Why shouldn’t one of us start down and scout around,” I suggested, “while the other stays here with Haworth?


  “All right. I’ll go, if you like.”


  But I insisted on making the trip myself. I climbed down and started off due west by compass. I moved in absolute silence, pun in the crook of my arm. We had that in case of alarm Mason was to start calling from the tree-top and that I could quickly find my way back guided by his voice.


  After I had walked what I guessed to be two hundred yards I looked carefully about me in the fog, but could see absolutely nothing like a stake anywhere. I spent ten minutes searching over the bare rock without success and started back. After all, I thought to myself, we know the general direction. It should be a simple matter to find the shore again. I felt that I could have proceeded directly to it then and there.


  [image: ]


  When I had walked back a sufficient distance I was surprised to be unable to see the clump of trees. I didn’t dare to call out for God knows what frightful answer I might receive. But in what direction was I to turn?


  That moment was the worst of my life, I fully believe. Alone on a strange and terrible planet. Lost!


  I stopped dead still and listened, but either my heart as pounding like a bass drum and drowned out all lesser sounds, or else the swirling mists were without voice. I thought to myself, I must keep my head. There’s no use getting into a panic! And of course that made things worse than ever. I tried to observe my own foot-marks on the rocks and could trace my steps quite easily for a dozen feet but they were soon obliterated by the wet log and I gave that method up in despair. Then I started running.


  Don’t ask me why! I didn’t run far. for a worse thought came to me and stopped my course in one wild heart-straining slither. Suppose I were running away from the three trees and got out of range of Mason’s voice?


  I tried to retrace my steps arid got started, at least, in the right direction, walking quietly so as to hear any noise there might be. Then the marks on the dripping rock became indistinguishable and I cast around vainly for a clue, trembling now with the heat and my physical and nervous exhaustion.


  I spent another ten minutes of frantic searching over the barren ground when I heard a sound. For one terrible half-second I did not recognize Mason’s voice. Then I gasped my relief and ran silently and very wetly to wards the voice. I climbed the tree almost as quickly as I had done the first time and Mason patted my shoulder to steady me, for I was trembling in every limb.


  “Easy there, lad! Why all the excitement? Get lost down there?”


  I TOLD him presently of the extreme difficulty of finding one’s way about alone on Venus. The horror of that moment never left me while we remained on the planet. I wished for nothing but a return to the clear atmosphere of our own Earth. As a matter of fact, I was in a plain funk, although for some reason I now find I dislike writing it down as that.


  It is nice to think of one’s self as a bold heroic figure. (Intrepid explorer, you know.) But sitting here in security as I write, I wonder that I ever had courage enough at first to set foot on the soil of Venus and I realize clearly that I am not at all a brave man. Apropos, I wonder how many African explorers were frightened out of their wits by their first sight of a lion? It’s easy to forget such things afterwards, or rather, I should say it is hard to admit them.


  Haworth was stirring in his sleep by then and muttering incoherently. I was physically sick from my recent adventure and even Mason was exhausted. It was clearly impossible to do anything at all until we had rested. We had stuffed some food in our pockets before leaving the Asteroid and made a light meal in the tree-top. For drink, Mason climbed down and filled his hat with the warm steaming water which made shallow puddles in every hollow of the rock. It was not exactly delicious, but at least it was not tainted with chlorine, as was the ocean, for the pools were formed by evaporation and condensation, of course. After that we felt a little better.


  By this I do not mean comfortable. We were never comfortable on Venus. Our clothes were always dripping wet with mist and perspiration. Water oozed from our shoes and dripped down our backs and legs. In fact, clothes were not strictly necessary at all. We wore jackets of white duck and trousers of the same, tucked into high boots. The jackets gave us handy pockets; the trousers and boots gave protection. We wore no hats or underclothing of any kind.


  Haworth slept on, hour after hour, while Mason and myself occupied our time speculating over what we had seen, and observing the life before us. Once a pterodactyl flew past us—his great twenty-foot wings outspread in motionless flight and his long-toothed beak stretched in front of him. He was almost jet black in color and looked leathery. We had a good look at him, for he passed within thirty feet of our tree and did not travel very rapidly. None of these flying reptiles that we observed seemed to flap their wings at all, but depended entirely upon soaring. In fact, their bodies were so small in comparison to their huge wing-spread, I doubt that they could move their wings with sufficient force to fly as an earthly bird does.


  I had time to observe carefully the tree in which we rested. The leaves were of the compound type and sprang from the main stem on stout three-sided branches, (or possibly leaf-stalks). The leaf divided in pectate fashion on both sides, growing narrower toward the tip and ending in a short club-like growth of sticky pink which may have been some rudimentary sort of flower. We could observe several insects on the branches and I captured half a dozen which I placed in a flat tin specimen box I always carried in my jacket pocket. Two of them were suggestive of exotic forms I had seen pictured in earthly books of entomology.


  One was some sort of beetle-like species and the other a kind of “darning-needle” about seven inches in length. The other insects (if they indeed prove to be insects at all) were outlandish looking things. Mostly the colors were varying hues of sickly whites and grays, similar to the foliage.


  Once we heard a terrific rumpus start down in the jungle. We supposed that our friend Tyrannus Rex had encountered the brontosaurus. We could hear some great tail smacking the surface of the water. If it were brontosaurus, he was evidently not equipped with vocal organs, for the grunting and roaring was all one-sided. So was the battle, evidently. It lasted about ten minutes and our late visitor probably for once in his life had enough to eat for a while. That carcass would have fed a regiment for a week. As the noise ceased, I thought I could see one of the reptile-men moving across the open rock in the direction of the sounds, but it was just far enough away as to be only a vague shadow in the fog. Possibly it was mere imagination.


  Then three little running things raced past our clump of trees and out of sight, being presently followed by a long dead-white running creature on eight flimsy legs. He was a nightmare! His body was not more than six inches through and yet was a good six feet in length, with a huge triangular head armed with jaws that kept opening and shutting viciously as he ran. He was out of sight in a moment and we never observed another like him during the time we spent on the planet.


  The time dragged slowly. Mason and I occasionally addressed a remark to each other as we watched. He was nervously consulting his watch every little while.


  “This may be mighty serious, you know,” he said at last. “We have only three hours left now before we will simply have to start back for the ship. We must commence our return flight to the Earth on time or—not at all. A delay means figuring the direction and course out all over again. That may not be possible.”


  “What! And you such a good astronomer!”


  “Oh, it’s the time it would take that bothers me. You see, I can’t apply a formula to the calculation, because there are three variables. And the trial and error method means a lot of figuring.”


  “But suppose you do figure out the course all over again, what of it? Suppose we are a week behind schedule, that only means arriving a week late back home, doesn’t it?”


  Mason looked uncomfortable and very serious.


  “I’m afraid not. The schedule was planned to allow the utmost possible time on Venus. If we are delayed, Venus would get too far ahead of the Earth in its course about the sun. We would have to wait over a year before we could find it possible to return.”


  “Great Heavens! A year in this living Hell?”


  “Exactly!” answered Mason and he bent over Haworth with an anxious air.


  The full purport of Mason’s words began to flow in on me. What would we do? Even supposing we got back safely to the vessel—as of course we must, sometime—what would a whole year be like here? Our food supplies were, of course, entirely inadequate for such a length of time. Our fuel was not inexhaustible and even the slight amount required to keep the refrigerators going could not be spared for a year’s operation. I passed my hand over my greasy and dripping forehead and reflected wildly on twelve solid months of unmitigated Venus climate.


  We might kill reptiles for food—one moderate-sized brontosaurus would keep us going for months. Stay though! For a few days only, come to think of it. No meat would keep a week in that climate. We would have to kill every other day. Hunting expeditions into that blind blanketing fog! Oh how I longed for one soul filling glimpse of an earthly landscape on a clear crisp autumn day with miles upon miles of rolling country to the hazy horizon!


  And suppose the “mosquitoes” attacked us on a hunting expedition? Or Tyrannus Rex got on our trail at a distance from the nearest tree? And moreover, what new and as yet unencountered monstrosities of nature might lie in store for us farther inland?


  MY vague fears and longings to get back to the ship now amounted almost to hysteria. It put out of my mind any fear for what might menace us on the ground below. I fidgeted desperately a few minutes and then suggested that we try to wake our companion and get started along. Mason thought we should wait a little longer but finally shook Haworth’s shoulder and called his name. His eyes came open vacantly and he blinked at us weakly a few seconds.


  “We ought to be getting back, old man,” I put in. “Do you think you can make it yet?”


  “What time is it?”


  We told him and explained that there was less than three hours’ grace before our scheduled start. He sat up immediately and professed himself well able to move.


  “I feel a little dizzy,” he confessed, “but I’m all right really.”


  We climbed down the tree in strict silence and listened carefully and peered in all directions, but there seemed no danger. We scouted about a little and I found the lost hatchet a few dozen yards up the slope. Then we got out Mason’s compass and Haworth suggested that Mason start ahead; I was to follow him about a hundred feet behind, while Haworth himself would bring up the rear allowing the same interval between himself and me.


  “In that way we can be sure we are at least traveling in a straight line.”


  We did this and aimed our course due west. But as if to hinder us in every way possible, the breeze had died down and the fog closed on us like a ghostly pall. We found that we had to draw closer together to remain visible to each other. We walked for ten minutes in utter stillness and should have come in sight of either the shore or the jungle, but nothing was to be seen except the uneven surface of the bare rock on which we walked. Mason stopped a moment and we all paused to look carefully about us. Then we continued our walk for ten minutes more. By this time we knew we bad definitely missed the seemingly simple route. Haworth closed up towards me and Mason also started back to join us.


  We examined the compass carefully and it certainly seemed an uncertain thing to depend on for our lives. Back on earth it had been a very expensive and reliable instrument. But here it wobbled and pivoted unsteadily over forty-five degrees of the horizon. (Just an earthly simile, for there wasn’t such thing as a “horizon”—only the white wall of fog shutting us in.)


  “We can only keep walking,” Haworth worried. “If we keep spreading out this way we will go in a straight line at least and will certainly come to some place in time.”


  “We were only five hundred yards from the shore when we left those trees,” complained Mason. “We knew the general direction. It doesn’t seem possible that we have missed a simple course like this.”


  But we had.


  In the next five minutes the ground commenced to slope upward and I knew we were absolutely lost. We kept on, however, for a few minutes more until Mason stopped suddenly, turned toward us and beckoned. We walked quickly and quietly up to where he stood and found ourselves in sight of the line of woods. We moved up closer and came upon signs of a struggle, for there was a good deal of blood about the ground.


  I looked about me and thought I recognized the spot where we had encountered the reptile-men. I told the others and after some hesitation, they both agreed with We eyed the dark shadow of the trees, half expecting to see a mob of the creatures pour out to attack us, but everything was quiet and nothing appeared in our line of vision except the motionless trunks with their feathered tops.


  We at least knew where we were once more and set out at otter for the clump of three trees where we had spent so many hours. These were not far away and we found them without much trouble and flung ourselves down to rest beside them. For, as I have said before and again point out, Venus is cursed with an almost inconceivably uncomfortable climate. We had been walking almost half an hour and, personally, I felt as if I had just fallen into a warm lake.


  It was fortunate we had found the trees when we did. We had not been there two minutes before we heard Tyrannus Rex roaring and crashing about in the distance. Heaven knows what had disturbed him, for he must have made the world’s record meal off his enormous victim a few hours ago. We started up at the sounds, all three of us, and were soon in no doubt that he was beaded our way. We knew what to do about that by this time, however. Up we went, Haworth first, myself next and Mason last.


  Mason surveyed with comical disgust the couch we had built in the top of the tree.


  “Home again!” he said ironically.


  We could hear the crashing sounds coming nearer and then we suddenly saw several indistinct things moving below us about two hundred feet away. The breeze had sprung up again and visibility was better than it had been. They were reptile-men and there were dozens of them. I could hardly resist crying out to warn them before it occurred to me that they could hear the approaching dinosaur as well as we could. I stared in wonder at the little creatures. They were dragging three long ropes, which seemed (we had a chance to examine them later) made from some kind of climbing vine. Half a dozen were clustered together at the end of each length of rope, which must have been two hundred feet, although it was difficult to be certain of anything in the uncertain mist.


  As we watched, they spread out excitedly and two of the ropes were dragged away out of sight. The third one was stretched in a straight line, the reptiles on the near end of it coming right under our tree, but without observing us. Then the main body of reptiles walked forward in a mob towards the approaching monster.


  “You don’t suppose they can take him into camp!” exclaimed Mason.


  Haworth’s eyes were shining and his face showed the greatest excitement. I heard him mutter:


  “True reasoning animals. If they can fight that fellow, they have conquered their environment and no mistake!”


  CHAPTER IX


  Lost


  SUDDENLY the great dinosaur uttered a prodigious roar and we heard his crashing twenty-foot strides racing toward us. The mob of reptiles were running for their lives now and crossed over the slackened rope just as the beast burst into view through the fog. He arrived at the rope in three bounds and the same number of seconds. As he did so, the six reptile-men beneath us heaved on the end of it and it rose a foot or two into the air. Tyrannus caught his foot hard against it and the shock pulled the little struggling group ten feet outwards.


  But as for their enemy—!


  The vibration of his fall caused even the tree in which we crouched to tremble slightly. He lay there stunned. The creatures beneath us raced at high speed off into the fog, taking their rope with them. Then the great beast scrambled to his feet, roaring again and again as he did so. He looked uncertainly about him and, shaking his head stupidly, suddenly started off into the fog once more at full speed.


  In a few seconds we heard again the crash of his second fall. This time he was silent for almost two minutes and in the silence we could distinctly hear the squealing and grunting of his hurrying tormentors.


  “Amazing! Perfectly amazing!” whispered Haworth.


  Mason was grinning delightedly.


  “Aren’t they the little dears?” he asked happily. “Now I know I want to make their acquaintance!”


  Again we heard the thudding rush and the resounding tumble, but this time the dinosaur was evidently on his feet too soon, for we heard his roaring and two or three high-pitched squeals. Some of the little fellows had been caught.


  But there were plenty of them to continue the game, and continue it they did for half an hour—now drawing away from us and now approaching. Finally we were sure they had turned their trick, for five minutes of silence had followed the last crashing fall. As we gazed eagerly in the direction of the last noises, we perceived the reptile-men racing toward us out of the mist.


  This time nearly twenty of them crouched beneath our clump of trees, all holding tightly to the end of their rope and staring fixedly out in the direction from which they had come. At the other end of the rope another group could be seen dimly through the fog.


  The great coughing roar broke forth afresh and once more the enraged dinosaur came into view. He was not traveling so fast this time, however, and he was covered with blood and filth. His great jaws were wide open and blood of a startling green hue dripped from them.


  The rope tightened before his step and tripped him. But this time, while he was still hurtling through the air, the reptile-men rushed out, abandoning their rope. At the same time the other group closed in on him and presently through the white wall that shut us in came a vast mob of them, all racing swiftly toward their now silent foe. Desperately they threw their ropes over his body and twisted them about the slowly-moving tail. Some of them carried large rocks and half a dozen at once clambered swiftly up on his back and commenced hammering with the rocks on his spine. It looked as though they had won their battle for a minute, but the end was not yet. Suddenly the great tail swept up into the air with three of the reptile-men clinging to it and crashed down again on the ground. The huge legs began to scramble for a grip on the stone and the dinosaur rose unsteadily to his feet—the creatures on his back still pounding desperately with the heavy rocks. Their victim was shaky, as could readily be observed, but he was by no means finished.


  Frantically the ropes were tightened and those immediately in his path attempted to escape, but the huge jaws reached down and crunched heavily on three of them before you could snap your fingers. The beast surged forward, dragging four ropes and a hundred of his tormenters after him.


  So far we had carefully remained in the role of observers, but to do so longer was more than human flesh and blood could stand. We had two good rifles left and, as Mason and Haworth scrambled down the trunk.


  I took careful aim at my mark and fired ten shots as fast as I could pull the trigger. The efforts of the reptile-men to break the beast’s spinal column had given me my clue. I had aimed carefully for this apparently vital spot and I am sure I must have hit at least once, for the range was not more than two hundred feet.


  As I hastily refilled the cartridge chamber, I saw my two foolhardy companions start out from the foot of the tree. Haworth had his revolver in hand and Mason had the rifle at his shoulder. They fired as I looked and the dinosaur wheeled about, trailing his hundred stubborn followers behind him and made straight for us. I saw my friends start back to the tree and realized in the same instant that they could never get up out of reach in time.


  It was up to me. But the great head now completely obstructed my aim at the one vital spot! My mind raced desperately over a dozen possibilities, but finally I determined to aim for his left eye and, raising my rifle, I pumped ten 32-calibre bullets straight into it.


  He kept coming forward for half a second and it was not until he crashed down on his breast that I realized his forward motion had been merely falling.


  We never did know exactly what killed him. Perhaps my shots in his back had not taken effect until then, or possibly a few ounces of lead in his brain had done the trick. But he did not move again. My companions had got a few feet up the tree trunk and they now descended once more and waited until I had joined them, when we all three walked forward.


  The reptile-men had drawn together in a crowd on the other side of the carcass and they eyed us in silence. Haworth prodded the dead dinosaur with his foot and then held his arm in the air in salutation. We raised our arms also, following his lead, and we all three proceeded to make what we considered to be friendly sounds and gestures. I do not recollect what particular words I said, but I could hear Mason repeating over and over again:


  “You plucky little beggars! You plucky little beggars!”


  They cocked their heads at us and one of them whom we had observed during the fight, which he had several times appeared to be directing, stepped forward a few paces and croaked or grunted (it was an indescribable sound) at us. Haworth promptly mimicked him as well as he could and beckoned vaguely with his left hand. The reptile then jumped in the air several times, quite lively, and stood still, staring inquisitively at us.


  Haworth turned around to us.


  “I’m blessed if I know what to do,” he said. “Can you think of any gesture or sound that might be common to both men and reptiles?”


  IT struck me at once: we both had to eat! I opened my mouth to its widest and pointed with my right hand down my throat, smacking my lips loudly. The creature stared at me silently for several seconds. Then he turned his head to the body lying beside us and looked back to me again.


  “He evidently thinks you ought to eat your kill,” said Mason. “Tell him you want him to cut it up and bring it to you on a silver platter!”


  But that gave me another idea. I had a knife in the cotton belt of my trousers. Quickly I pulled this out and walked over to the huge head. I stooped down and cut a two-pound piece from the green, drooling tongue. This I held in my outstretched hand and slowly advanced toward the reptile chief.


  That saved the day. He let me come right up to him and took the meat with his strange little claw-fingers; put the whole two pounds into his commodious mouth; chewed it twice and swallowed it—holus-bolus!


  And then Haworth had an inspiration. He walked up to the carcass of the late Tyrannus Rex and made a broad sweeping gesture toward the gathering of reptiles. Then he backed off a pace and repeated his gesture, keeping the performance up until he reached our vicinity. (I had rejoined Mason in the meantime). That apparently settled the doubts of our visitors. There was a mad scramble for the body and such a piece of trencher-work as they made of it! Their long sharp jaws tore great pieces of flesh out and little attempt was made at mastication. They just gulped it down in a hurry and went back for more. Not even the tough hide seemed to interfere with digestion.


  We three humans drew off a little to one side. I was too interested to feel disgusted. Several quarrels started here and there and one poor fellow got badly bitten and had to withdraw to attend to his wounds.


  But Mason was nervously consulting his watch.


  “We have to act quickly to meet our schedule. Do you suppose that you could give them the idea we want to go back where we came from?”


  “Not much chance of that for a while yet!”


  And indeed the carnival was at its height. We watched in some amusement the Gargantuan meal. Then a movement of shadows beyond the feasters caught my eye. I called Haworth’s attention to it and we peered anxiously through the mist, hastily reloading our empty guns from our bandoliers. The shadows did not seem to be approaching, but merely hovered in the background and, since the feasters did not appear to be in the least alarmed, we concluded it must be the “second table” waiting their turn. In this surmise we were entirely correct.


  The fury of the prandial onslaught waned and presently they climbed off the raw and gruesome carcass by twos and threes—bloody from head to foot and with noticeably distended bellies. Before the last one could get out of the way, figures emerged literally by the hundred from the surrounding fog—many young ones among them—and all that had happened before might be considered polite table manners compared to the scene that now ensued.


  “Women and children last!” and Mason turned away. I felt a little squeamish.


  “Now is our chance to try and explain to the chief that we need a guide. Things are getting pretty desperate, you know! An hour and a half more delay and it may mean the end of us. Have you any ideas about sign languages?”


  It seems strange enough now that we were not more alarmed than we were. Somehow the knowledge that we were only a quarter of a mile from our vessel kept us from getting into a panic. But on Venus, blinded by the swirling steamy air, with an unreliable compass, it might as well have been a hundred miles. We were, however, entirely uncomfortable and weakened in nerve and body as well as being drenched with perspiration from the stifling heat. In addition, as I have said, I myself did not once fully recover from my complete horror and fear while we remained on the planet.


  We spent several minutes in deep thought, occasionally interrupted by those incoherent exclamations that accompany the consideration of serious problems. We finally reached an opinion that if Haworth took the chief aside and pointed in the approximate direction and then attempted to start him along with us, the meaning would be clear enough. And so it would, perhaps; but when Haworth approached the group of warriors it was impossible to identify the chief. They were sprawled in all sorts of attitudes upon the rocky ground, licking their bodies with their long pink tongues or blinking vacantly at one another in surfeited delight. But when Haworth was within ten feet of the nearest, up he jumped and stood him uneasily. He approached another step and then all got up and moved back before him.


  And there we were.


  So Haworth pointed in a general westerly direction and made huge beckonings with his other arm, but the beasts just blinked stupidly and some of them backed away a step or so more. He called Mason and myself over and we came instantly, rifles ready, but all he wanted us to do was to stand beside him and make the same gestures he did. We pointed and beckoned for a minute and then he whispered:


  “Now let’s all back away in the direction we want to go.”


  So we started off slowly, looking over our shoulders. But if any reaction was apparent on the part of the reptile-men it was one of relief. We stood there, uncertain what to do next.


  “We haven’t another minute to waste,” announced Mason firmly, looking at his watch. “Now let’s start west in single file as we did before. But this time let’s keep going until we reach the shore. Why, the damn thing is only a few hundred yards away!”


  So we took a last look at the reptile-men. The warriors were staring silently back at us and the children and females were too busy to pay us any attention whatever. Then we turned about and started off—Haworth in the lead, myself next and Mason (with the compass) bringing up the rear. After fifty steps I turned around and noticed that the mists had swallowed up the scene of the battle completely, although I could readily tell the direction in which it lay by the confused murmur of the feasters. Keeping spaced out one hundred feet or so apart we proceeded over the rocky surface in as straight a line as we could, with due alterations called out by Mason from the rear and based, he afterwards confessed, half upon the compass and half upon his own good guess.


  After a while the ground sloped down slightly and through the surrounding white wall of fog on our right a line of shadow appeared. It was the jungle-swamp. I had rather expected that we would sight it, if anywhere, upon our left, but presumably I had been confused in the mists. Presently Haworth stopped and waited until we both joined him.


  “We might as well keep together now. We have only to follow the edge of the jungle down to the shore.”


  “Thank God!” I exclaimed fervently.


  But after twenty minute’s march, we were not so sure. And then the swamp’s edge curved inwards and we were forced to bear to the left to avoid it. The curve continued until we found our course absolutely cut off. We were lost again.


  Mason thought a moment.


  “We must be on a tongue of rock running out into this sea of jungle, there’s no other explanation. Let’s go back to where we first hit the edge of this swamp.”


  I just followed the others blindly, rifle clutched tightly and my teeth clenched so hard together that my jaws were sore for several days afterwards. We cut across and retraced our steps, walking now more quickly than we had done, and soon came to the end of the jungle. Here it bore away to our left. I wanted to follow it (I wish we had) but the others felt sure that our course lay to our right.


  “If we turn right here,” said Haworth, “and keep going a few minutes without striking the jungle on the other side of this clear space, then we’ll go back and try your way.”


  But my panic made me obstinate and I started off and went perhaps fifty feet along, close to the jungle. Then the figures of my companions dimmed slightly in the surrounding fog and I turned and incontinently rejoined them.


  We had not been walking two minutes—keeping as straight as we could in our single file formation—when Haworth waved to us, silently. When we reached him the jungle wall was showing vaguely in the steamy air. We felt hopeful once more.


  “It’s about time, too! Another twenty minutes and we would have been too late to make it. We’ll have to hurry along as it is. I hope the little boat is safe where you left her, Mason.”


  We had been completely exhausted in the vitiating temperature (how Haworth kept going I do not know) but we forgot our discomforts in this fresh hope. In five minutes the tall shadow of a tree swam mistily in the middle distance. At the same time we became aware of a murmur of sound upon our left.


  It was the reptile-men still at their feast!


  We were back where we had started from. Listlessly we turned to the sound and made our way towards it.


  CHAPTER X


  A Strange Malady


  AS we approached our three familiar tree-ferns once again, everything was suddenly quiet and when the advancing wall of mist before us disclosed the gathering of feasters they were in compact array, eyeing us very uneasily, I thought. We attempted to signal them our wishes, but received no answer except the steady emotionless staring.


  Evidently they knew us, for after a moment they turned about and started off for the woods on the slope above. We followed them. You could not say we accompanied them, for not one of the beasts would permit us to come closer than ten or twelve feet. On they kept at a rapid pace until the woods were again in sight, we three puffing and sweating behind them and gesturing and talking like madmen. I question, in fact, if we were any longer entirely sane.


  Without a pause the whole party plunged into the forest of tree-ferns and we perforce followed. I don’t believe we had any definite plan, but we were desperate. It was dark under the foliage, but fairly easy walking. The soil was a mere coating over the rock and the ground was firm to the foot. Several times the reptile-men nearest us (never nearer than ten feet) turned to stare back, but whether from mere curiosity or not we did not know. We were desperately determined to stick to these creatures until by some means or other we succeeded in persuading them to guide us back to the shore.


  Our time was up. We had probably missed our scheduled return. And the vision of Mason’s worried and panicky countenance did not help my peace of mind. If we succeeded in getting back to the ship within the next few minutes, he said, there was a chance for us—not much of a chance, but at least something. And failing that—how could we survive a year in this unfriendly fog?


  We had been walking under the trees for perhaps a quarter of an hour when we came to the “village.” The word is inaccurate, since even from the short glimpse we were permitted it could be readily seen that only the most primitive of habitations were grouped here. An opening carpeted with a curious long and tough kind of grass, in which rude nests had been trampled out. There were no roofs, although occasionally the grass walls seemed to be woven crudely together. It was as if the innate savagery of the beasts would not brook the indignity of socialization without at least the artificial privacy of grass walls.


  But we were stopped at the outskirts of the clearing. The warriors confronted us in a determined semi-circle, and we paused to observe our surroundings. Haworth stepped forward a pace and made a sweeping gesture of invitation in the direction from which we had come. The reptile-men eyed us without reply. He repeated his gesture. Then one of the females in the rear began to hop up and down excitedly and make high-pitched squealing noises. Several others around her imitated the example.


  Mason and I had our rifles ready in an instant. Haworth looked more worried than ever and turned his pale, care-worn face toward us as if he wished to speak but just then there was a sharp grunt from inside the closed ranks before us. Out stepped our old friend the chief. He walked slowly up to Haworth and placed one hand actually on his breast. Then he gave a gentle push and backed away a step. Why he chose Haworth I cannot say, unless because of the distinction of his flowing beard.


  Haworth stood staring at him, thinking hard. Mason and I stepped forward one on each side of him. Things looked dangerous.


  “What will we do if they advance on us?”


  “If they do that, perhaps we are saved,” was Haworth’s surprising rejoinder. “Say nothing, but do as I do.” And then advance they did—the whole line slowly moving, with the chief in the center of it. Mason grasped my arm and we three stepped back a pace. The reptiles stepped forward another stride and we kept our distance. Soon we were walking at a normal gait, surrounded on three sides by our unwitting guides. In a surprisingly short time we had reached the edge of the woods, and here the reptiles promptly turned about and started back. “After them, quick!” said Haworth. And we did.


  In a few minutes the reptile-men halted and again faced us—a trifle uneasily this time, I imagined. Again the chief stepped right up to Haworth and gave him another push. Again the tribe slowly advanced and we retreated before it. This time, however, they seemed determined to finish the job. We were evidently unwelcome, although not enemies. Right out past the woods we proceeded; past the clump of three trees and into the pathless sea of mists. In twenty minutes we sighted the shore before us and I half-turned towards our guides, feeling in an indefinite sort of way that we could now dispense with them. But they had other ideas. Right down to the water’s edge they drove us and then stood there determined to see us depart.


  Mason was already wading out to where our canvas boat still rode at her line—not more than twelve feet out. He reached it waist deep and towed her back to the rocks, climbing out of the water and shaking his legs. Then as Haworth and myself stepped into the frail craft and sat down, he made a gallant bow.


  “Thank you! If you only knew how much we wanted to get back here, you would have done this in the first place. Farewell my friends, and don’t forget that some day men like us will return to Venus. If they try to buy your village for twenty-four dollars’ worth of dinosaur meat, don’t be surprised!”


  With which reflections he took his place with us in the boat and we pushed off from shore. The reptile-men stood quietly until the mists swallowed us up. I was rowing and the sea was quiet, with slow oily swells lifting us and lowering us regularly. Along the shore we went and then struck out toward the tall shadow we knew was our rocket ship. We had been away more than thirty hours—how much more? Were our watches trustworthy? With all the speed possible to our bodies—weary to our bones and experiencing the inevitable reaction from all our exertion and strain, both physical and mental—we climbed the rungs up the side of the Asteroid, leaving the little boat tied at the bottom. Mason burst through the hastily opened air-locks and stopped, as though the life had been drained out of him.


  The ship’s clock read 103—18:36. We were over one hour too late!


  Once inside, with the doors shut and the refrigerators on full blast we stripped off our sodden, grimy clothing; washed ourselves copiously, with reckless disregard now for our water supply; donned dry garments and felt ravenously hungry. I have noticed that many limes. Go through a time of danger, even if it be unaccompanied by physical exertion, and the body demands nourishment. In silence we ate, but we made a thorough meal. There was fresh meat miraculously from the refrigerator, crisp biscuits from the sealed tins and a long cool drink of whiskey soda to top it off. Above all, the blessed cool, dry air of the Asteroid was delicious to our steamed and soaked bodies. We were hopeless, perhaps, but very comfortable. I don’t remember when I fell asleep.


  THERE is one peculiar psychological result of travel to other planets, and that is that it gives one an awareness of the exact appearance of the familiar upon returning. I lay in my bunk when I awoke, very pleasantly aware that I was safe for the present and entirely comfortable. My skin was bruised and my muscles were tired, but in a dreamy lethargic fashion not at all unpleasant. The details of the living-cabin were unnaturally clear and sharp to my eyes. That peculiar roundish corner where the pump-room floor joined the ship hull, the flattened sides of the little control levers beside me, the garbage-door above the stove, with its not quite square outline—everything seemed slightly unfamiliar and made a sharp clean-cut impression on my senses.


  This I attribute to the fact that for thirty-odd hours we had seen absolutely nothing that was familiar. Every leaf, every rock, every pool of water must be watched. It might represent some danger or prove a valuable discovery. Our eyes and, in fact, all our senses had been strained to examine everything with the utmost care. Upon returning to the familiar scenes aboard ship this faculty of awareness persisted for a little. Not since my earliest recollections of childhood, when nothing is entirely familiar to one, had I experienced such a sensation. It was altogether agreeable. I seemed to be in a new and fresh existence. It so invigorated me that I could lie still no longer, but arose briskly and wakened my companions noisily.


  Mason was on his feet in a jiffy.


  “The minute I can get something to eat, I must see if a return course cannot still be figured.”


  I had forgotten, all this while, our desperate circumstances. Mason’s words plunged me into the depths of gloom once more.


  “Our return! You will have more than a year to figure that to your heart’s content!”


  “Perhaps not!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “There’s just a chance we can still make it.” (I made an exclamation.) “Just a minute! It’s only a chance . . . The trouble is it will take at least a week to figure out. Oh, why didn’t I prepare some figures for alternate return dates? I had long months of leisure and I simply wasted them!”


  But his words put new hope in me.


  “Do you really think we have a chance to start back in a week?”


  Mason, already busy at the stove, grunted out what I took to be “I think so” and went on silently with his preparations for a meal.


  Haworth had not yet risen and being questioned described himself as not feeling at all well. I got out a thermometer and stuck it at a rakish angle in his mouth.


  “You can stay there for a week,” I said, “and recover your strength. It will take Mason that long to figure out whether you can be sick for a whole year more or have to get well suddenly.”


  Upon removing the thermometer I was alarmed to see that he had a temperature slightly over 100 degrees. His pulse was weak and, generally speaking, I considered his condition rather serious. Mason had by this time prepared boiled eggs and coffee and we tried to get Haworth to eat some, but after one spoonful he refused any more.


  Mason and I discussed our situation out of his hearing, in the pump-room.


  “You nurse him,” said he in conclusion, “and I’ll chart a new flight curve.”


  Mason was to be brought his meals and left entirely undisturbed while I was to run the ship. I left him hard at work and descended to sit beside my patient. All that day Haworth lay in his cot. I played cribbage with him and read from the Encyclopedia (how I wished for an amusing story!) and he seemed to be recovering his strength satisfactorily. After fifteen hours Mason descended and we put out the lights in the living-cabin and went to sleep.


  Haworth woke us. He was sitting bolt upright when I switched on the lights and reciting poetry in a loud voice, his beard wagging wildly on his chest. Badly mixed and garbled verses he spouted—Shakespeare, Milton and Rudyard Kipling. We would have been amused had it not been so frightening. Hour after hour we worked over him, trying to quiet him. But we had to strap him down to his cot in the end and I gave him a shot of morphine from the medicine cabinet.


  We arose after a few hours of broken sleep and Mason resolutely went up above to continue his mathematical labors. I sat beside Haworth and worried desperately. His temperature was 104 degrees. I had no sort of notion what was the matter. Possibly some sort of strange fever he had caught from the Venus jungles—indeed, what might it not have been?


  He wakened after a few hours and was quite out of his head. I brewed some strong tea and squeezed lemons into it. This I forced him to sip as often as I could. It would at least allay the fever temporarily. But he grew worse all day and it was again necessary to quiet him with drugs.


  “To Heaven,” I heard him mutter. “To Heaven in a rocket.”


  I had no one to turn to in my perplexity. Mason knew absolutely nothing about medicine and the Encyclopedia was not illuminating, although I spent several hours searching through it with the vague notion that it might have somewhere in it the necessary information that would save our friend’s life. Yes, by now I was doubtful if he would recover.


  When we slept next, I lay tossing in my cot, rising silently every hour or so to creep in the darkness over to his cot and administer some cold tea. I had of course plenty of quinine, but the first dose of this usually sovereign remedy had caused such a violent retching that I did not dare repeat it.


  Finally Mason awoke and switched on the lights. This was our “morning” on the space-ship, and this morning was a sad one. Haworth did not waken. He lay breathing softly and with his eyes sunk deep in his pale cheeks. I could scarcely eat and noticed that Mason had some trouble in swallowing his food. We did not exchange a word. There was nothing to say. He slowly climbed up to the room above and drowned his fears in the concentration of his work. I had no such sedative, but sat despondently on my cot thinking soberly over all that had happened in an effort to solve the riddle of this strange illness.


  The attack of the insects, naturally, came to my mind. But that had been so many days ago—surely any poison that might have infected their bites would have had an instant effect? Yet I could not with reason blame any other agency. What weird things they had been! “Mosquitoes”, Mason had called them. Mosquitoes . . . what if they were like our earthly insects in this one thing? What if the “poison” they carried was a disease with which they inoculated their victim, like the yellow-fever mosquito?


  “Why then,” I exclaimed aloud, “I would inoculate him with immune serum from Mason or myself, who recovered!”


  AND I was up in an instant and over to the medicine cabinet where I seized an aseptic syringe and, plunging the point carefully into my forearm, drew it half full of blood.


  “Come,” I thought, “this is not the way to do. There must be no blood in the serum.”


  Then I paused with the thought that this whole idea was a tissue of imagination without any facts behind it. Should I continue? How should I proceed? I pondered for five minutes and had answered both questions. First I would inoculate Haworth. If the disease had been caused by the huge “insects” or not, there was nevertheless a probability that I had been exposed to the same illness he had, wherever he had got it. Therefore I, being well, might have immune serum in my blood and, remote as the chance might be, I had absolutely no other possibility of treatment.


  As to the serum, I had an idea. I turned on the stove and placed my left hand, palm up, very firmly upon the hot metal. An instant of pain was sufficient and I promptly treated my new burn with oil and dressed it carefully. In an hour I had an enormous blister on the back of my hand and drew off a full syringe of clear serum. This I injected into my patient’s right arm.


  All this may sound a trifle heroic, as I write it here.


  The actual fact was that it hurt very badly for only the first few minutes and during those minutes I wished very strongly that I had not thought of this means of obtaining clear serum. Once done, there was of course nothing heroic about continuing the operation.


  I was restless and Haworth remained unconscious. So I climbed up into the pump-room and opened the air-lock, sitting on the floor of the vestibule with my feet dangling over. After the comfortable coolness of the Asteroid the air of Venus hit me like a warm wet sigh. Dim in the surrounding mists I could make out the shore—jungle and mud. Occasionally the visibility would increase as the wind freshened and at such times I could see on the right the line of rocks where we had landed.


  I mused upon our exploration of Venus. In all, I thought, we have covered less than one square mile of land. In that “explored” territory we lost ourselves three times. We had observed a few species of reptiles and half a dozen kinds of trees—mainly cycads. Now we are frantically preparing to leave, if we could. I was, perhaps, unjust, since we certainly had traversed some thousands of miles of water and this might be termed exploring the planet in a sense. Certainly we had determined the fact that a large portion of the surface of this planet was liquid.


  I gazed down upon this water as I sat there and saw the waves had risen considerably. Our ship was not affected by them, since she was firmly aground on the mud beneath. The breeze seemed to be increasing and as I sat watching a furious gust came along. The mist swirled and thinned out and for two minutes there sprang into view the entire coast before me.


  I shouted for Mason and he came instantly to stand beside me in the narrow vestibule. Half a mile away on the low slope of bare rock stood our three tree-ferns and bad; of them the line of forest.. The mists cleared still farther and we saw for an instant miles of landscape—great hills rising in the background, dotted with verdure. The light increased more and more. We followed the line of hills up until they lost themselves in the mist, but I distinctly saw a golden glow over them as if the sun had sent its rays through the enveloping atmosphere to point them out to us. It lasted an instant, like a promise, and then the mists closed out the hills and we saw nothing but the miles of rocks and jungle. Then the wind slackened still more and the fog closed down until we could barely make out the nearby shore.


  Mason gasped, as though he had been holding his breath throughout the whole revelation.


  “That might be a place worth visiting!”


  I agreed.


  “On the top of those hills the sun might occasionally shine. Not too often, for it would then be intolerably warm, but enough to let a man see where he was going.”


  “Why would it be so warm?” and then I answered my own question. “Oh, of course, we’re thirty million miles nearer the sun than the Earth is.”


  We sat in thought a moment. Then I told him my fears for Haworth and the means I had taken.


  “If he shows no improvement in another hour,” I added, “I am going to inject your serum. Whatever disease he may have, it might have passed me by and touched you.”


  “Suppose he was the only one to be favored?”


  “If it affected him alone, then I don’t think . . . I’m afraid . . .”


  I left my sentence unfinished. Mason frowned terrifically and passed his hand over his forehead. We went inside and closed the doors, for it had already become uncomfortably warm in the ship. We turned on the refrigerators and soon were cool again. He sat down once more to his work and I descended to the living-cabin.


  Haworth was still unconscious and seemed weaker—too weak. His pulse was barely detectable. In desperation I filled a glass of whiskey and poured it between his lips. In a few minutes his pulse was stronger and then, suddenly, the sweat came.


  I knew what that meant. The fever had broken!


  I wrapped him in blankets and strapped them over his body and called up the good news to Mason, whose face promptly appeared in the hole in the ceiling. He was smiling broadly once again.


  CHAPTER XI


  Back to Earth


  THERE is no need of detailing the steps to recovery. Haworth was ravenously hungry when he woke and I found my job of cook to the ship no sinecure, what with my burned hand. Mason left his figures long enough for one game of cribbage with our patient and spent the rest of his time up above in a very fury of calculation. “How are you making out?”


  “You know, we have a chance—just a chance.”


  Eight earthly days passed with the same report. Haworth was steadily improving all the time and was more or less up and around when we heard a shout from above. Mason climbed down and joined us in high spirits.


  “We start home,” he said, studying the clock, which read 112—6:13, “in three hours and twenty-four minutes!”


  I uttered a shout of relief and joy.


  “But how can we manage to connect with the Earth this late?” objected Haworth. “Venus travels so much faster than the Earth, that we must be past its place in its orbit by now.”


  “We are,” retorted the mathematician, “but only just past it. We have to lose an excess speed of about tea miles a second, in order to land on the earth. Our fifty per cent reserve of fuel will do this nicely. We calculated on seven miles a second, you know.”


  “But if we plan to use all our reserves, aren’t we taking a considerable chance?”


  Mason shrugged his shoulders.


  “Let’s be glad we have a chance to take. Would you prefer staying here a year?”


  “God forbid!”


  Haworth was almost recovered by then. The past few days had done wonders for him. He declared himself ready to take command of the Asteroid on her return voyage and with the words scarcely out of his mouth he was clambering up to the pump-room, where he spent the next three hours scrambling about the machinery—testing and checking. Everything was exactly as it had been, but that was his way—and not a bad way at that, perhaps. It seemed so good to us to have him up and about, that he might have had I know not how many unusual habits, they would have all appeared sensible and desirable. I mention this, because usually it irritates me to see someone take unnecessary precautions, and to check and recheck the already correct.


  We spent a final five minutes at the vestibule door, looking our last on the face of Venus. I do not know exactly what we had expected from our trip. Visions of miraculous discoveries, smiling fertile landscapes, perhaps gold and other precious metals lying about in abundance. But certainly we had none of us expected just what we had found.


  As Mason put it: “We could have filled Madison Square Garden with live steam and sat in it for three weeks to about the same advantage! Not only that, but we would have known where we were all the time, in that case!”


  But in spite of disappointments, there was a feeling of accomplishment which we all shared. There were few thrilling discoveries, it is true, but just the same we were the first of the human race to visit a planet other than our own. Some day these vague inhospitable shores would be made habitable. This spot where our ship lay grounded in the shallows would be historic. I had my camera with me at the doorway and made a photograph, a print of which is before me now. Dark water and darker jungle and the white fog over all.


  We closed the doors and screwed them fast and made our way to the cots.


  “Ready?” called Haworth, his hand on the starting lever.


  Mason and I turned to our duties and felt the ship lurch as the power was applied. We were pressed deeply into our cots and our bodies were heavy under the steady acceleration. The dials moved slowly and the misty surface of the periscope glass grew brighter each moment.


  Suddenly the mist vanished and bright sunlight almost blinded us.


  Mason twisted the controls until we had located our objective, a small star in a peculiar triangle formation, and then Haworth made a warning sign to us and turned on the power to full acceleration. Now we felt the pressure severely. I could hardly move my arm to the controls and, lying on my back as I was, it was exceeding difficult to raise my head. There was, however, very little to be done so far as I was concerned. My two companions had most of the control mechanism in their charge and seemed to manage well enough, although they perspired visibly with their efforts.


  It lasted only ten minutes or so. The noise of the rocket exhaust had increased to a deafening roar when the last section had been dropped off and the sudden silence came like a blow. Haworth was not quite quick enough in starting up the gyroscope and I was overcome with nausea as my body was suddenly left weightless.


  When I had in a measure recovered, Mason was standing over me with raised eyebrows.


  “This time you can clean it up yourself. Do you good!”


  I complied weakly, and really felt better for the exertion.


  The floor was now our partition wall, for the rotation of the ship about her line of flight had again set up an artificial gravity outwards in all directions. I observed that the speed indicator and other instruments no longer registered, for we were entirely out of the atmosphere of Venus. We were coasting freely at almost ten miles a second back to Earth! How eagerly we looked in the periscope glass as Mason brought into view our home planet! There it stood, a pure white ball of minute proportions, although larger than any of the stars that glowed so much more violently around it. Then he turned the ship until Venus swung into line and we saw the huge surface we were leaving, all glistening on one half where the sun struck it slantingly and a dirty grey-black on the shadowed portion. But white or grey, it was all the same blinding mist—the curse of the planet.


  And now if I am to be kind to my readers I will spare them the details of the next ninety days. After our hardships upon Venus we were mentally and bodily exhausted and quite content for some weeks to rest in complete sloth. Then we felt the need of amusement and occupation and I, for one, passed the time very pleasantly by working my observations and specimens into the form of notes. Then I had a number of photographs to develop and print and additional astronomical pictures to take. I did not hurry my tasks and interspersed my working hours liberally with less serious occupations. Our cribbage tournament was revived and we even became interested in three-handed auction bridge for a while. Mason and Haworth were equally well occupied. We knew what to expect and were not too impatient. But hardly a single detail of this period stands out clearly in my memory.


  Venus and all we had seen there had become a dream. It was difficult to believe that we had really been there. We seemed to have been living forever in this space ship, adrift in the abyss.


  IT came as a distinct shock when Mason announced from the periscope that the Earth was growing visibly larger. But a glance at the ship’s clock showed 189—2:57. We were due to land in less than two weeks! We clustered about the glass, observing with delight our native world. She showed about three inches across, like a tiny moon. And in fact her own moon was now distinctly visible, a gleaming disk three-quarters of an inch in diameter. And of exceeding interest to Mason this moon was, since the hidden side was exposed to our view and brightly lighted.


  “It must be a new moon on Earth,” said Mason and no remark he could have made would have brought to me more clearly the fact that we were wanderers in strange places.


  We had the leisure to make a thorough observation of the hidden side of the Earth’s satellite during the next week and Mason was vastly busy making notes, while I took photographs at his direction. Full details of his findings are of course available to the interested reader in his recently published monograph on the subject. And as all the world knows by now, nothing essentially different exists on that side than on the other. On the voyage out, we had been able to see a small sector of this unknown portion, but not until now had we such leisure and opportunity to make a detailed observation.


  As the days passed the Earth took on additional form and detail. It was a glorious sight to our eyes! And a last look in the other direction showed a tiny dot of soft white light—all that could be seen of Venus. Soon I thought, we shall gaze on her from the Earth and see not the familiar evening star, but the cold unwinking eye of a reptile-man, or the baleful orb of Dinosaur Tyrannus Rex!


  But Haworth was busy preparing for our landing maneuvers, and I was sufficiently familiar with these by now to take an intelligent interest. When we had shut off our motors after leaving Venus we had exhausted the fuel of the second step of the Asteroid and discarded it, continuing our (light in the small eighty-ton third step formerly contained in its nose. It was in this small ship, of course, that the controls and cabins were centered. The fuel of this ship, in turn, had been almost entirely exhausted so that it was necessary, as Haworth pointed out, to make a perfect landing.


  “For if we don’t,” he said, “we have no power left to rectify an imperfect one.”


  He had already turned the handle and set the pumps to work projecting our wings. This required practically no effort while we were still in space. It could have been done by hand, had that been necessary.


  “I believe,” he said, “we will endeavor to commence our landing circles at the equator. Then as we slacken speed we can verge northward, consequently shortening our circles. We will have to land where we can, of course, for we have no power to waste choosing a suitable spot.”


  I suggested that we would need to land in water and for that reason might do best to land near the equator line, for in this zone much more water occurs than land.


  “And,” I continued, “if any change be made from the equatorial circle, why not southward, for a less proportion of land exists in the southern hemisphere than in the northern?”


  Haworth agreed with me, after a moment’s thought.


  “However, he added, “I believe we can find cither the Atlantic or the Pacific Ocean easily enough and on the other hand, have you ever thought what might happen if we landed in the South Atlantic, thousands of miles from the ocean traffic lanes? One can be very thoroughly lost even on our own familiar Earth, you know.”


  This was true, of course, but I confess that any part of the Earth whatsoever had seemed safe haven a moment before he spoke.


  “The northern hemisphere, in the temperate zone, is much the most civilized portion of the globe. As to a landing place, we might even be lucky enough to reach Long Island Sound—or perhaps even our little lake in Connecticut. And the Great Lakes have distinct possibilities, as well.”


  It may sound strange to hear a planet some eight thousand miles in diameter discussed in this fashion. But following this conversation I went to the periscope glass and gazed for many painstaking minutes before I could be sure I recognized the dark line that was the Mediterranean Sea!


  Our landing maneuvers were to be the same as before: We entered the atmosphere at a high altitude (about seventy miles) and the air was so rare at this height that even our speed of almost five miles a second did not cause sufficient friction to endanger our ship. Our wings turned in a small arc, so that at first they were used to hold the Asteroid down towards the Earth, for our terrific speed tended to make us fly away again into space. But we used the wings to force us around the globe again and again in a circle.


  We circumnavigated the world in less than an hour and a half at first. Then the friction slowly lessened our speed and permitted gravity to affect our course downward. Then the wings were inclined the other way, so as to support us in the air. As our speed lessened we descended still lower, until at last we were traveling at about two or three hundred miles an hour and ready for a landing, similar to that of a fast airplane. At such a speed a landing was difficult, but if made in smooth water our staunch metal hull would protect us from damage.


  The whole maneuver went through exactly as planned. Haworth and Mason were at the controls as before, and the operation required some seventeen hours to perform. We entered the atmosphere of Earth at 202—0:14 by the ship’s clock.


  I could observe the periscope glass from my cot, except for occasional moments when Mason’s head was in the way. The Earth had long since loomed up until it filled half the entire sky and as we entered the atmosphere I could see oceans and continents sweep by beneath us like a panorama designed by a madman. The strain and worry was visible on Mason’s frowning face and Haworth clawed nervously at his black beard half the time. I myself was without special duty for the most part, although for a five-hour stretch I relieved Mason at the periscope.


  “If we could only make a landing somewhere near the United States,” Haworth was repeating over and over to himself.


  Mason laughed.


  “It would be a fine thing if we ended up shipwrecked in the middle of the ocean! Do try and land in New York harbor, old man! Near Quarantine, if you can, for I understand they are most particular down there about vessels arriving from foreign ports!”


  For the last two minutes I relinquished the periscope controls to Mason. We were over Spain at the time and traveling west at less than two miles a second. Haworth was jubilant.


  “We’ll just about make it,” he prophesied.


  And we did. We had been scudding over the Atlantic for an hour and a half, at constantly lessening speed, when I noticed that the surface of the water showing in the glass had become more detailed. Instead of a smooth sheet of lead-colored matter, separate ripples were now discernible. Then the ripples grew into small wave lines and these enlarged until the familiar seascape spread before us not a mile below.


  “Hold fast!” warned Haworth.


  We all made sure of our fastenings and positions.


  Suddenly the waves loomed up swift and huge in the glass and a great white splash wiped out all vision. At the same time the Asteroid gave a terrific lurch and rolled over and over several times. Then all was still once more, except for a strong steady heave of the vessel in the trough of the seas. Our cabin was now as it had been several times before: Our floors had turned into the circular hull wall, for the ship floated upright. None of us had been hurt in the slightest, but the cabin was a chaos, for the kitchen cabinet had burst open and the Encyclopedia Britannica was indiscriminately mingled with pots and pans and a thoughtlessly open can of photograph-developing fluid!


  The ship’s clock read 202—17:02. The voyage was over.


  We climbed, the three of us, up the rungs on the water tank, through the opening in what was now our ceiling, and into the pump-room, now above us. Mason wrenched at the lever and flung open the vestibule door. I darted into the vestibule and opened the air-lock door to the outside world. The ocean breeze was full in our faces and filled the cabin with a delicious odor. It was unbelievably invigorating after six months in artificial atmosphere, and three weeks of Venus’ steamy air, impregnated with chlorine. We crowded in the tiny entrance, arms about each others’ shoulders, and breathed it in as if we could never have enough.


  HE rest is history. Everyone within reach of a radio or newspaper knows that Captain Turnbull of the British tramp-steamer Gardenia picked us up a hundred miles east of the Long Island coast. Haworth offered him enormous largesse if he would tow the Asteroid into New York and we even lived aboard our own little vessel during the twenty four hours this required, (the wind was quartering against him). The captain, good man, left the management of his own ship to his first mate when he found out what was afoot, for he was aboard our vessel most of the short trip, staring open-mouthed at one or the other of us, listening and asking questions.


  The Gardenia had a radio on board and it had been in frantic use, evidently, for when we reached New York harbor the official city tug met us and we were constrained to leave the Asteroid in charge of Captain Turnbull and be officially welcomed by the City of New York. Haworth arranged that our rocket ship would be anchored in an inaccessible section of the harbor and well-guarded and that we would come back for her later on. Then we went with the officials.


  Many of you who read this may have seen us riding through bedlam in an automobile that day and wondered what we were thinking about. For myself, I was thinking how happy I was and how glad and good it felt to see a million or so human beings once again—particularly since they seemed glad to see me! We couldn’t have had too much fuss and noise to suit my taste just then—although I will admit there is a limit to all pleasures, as we have since found out.


  One more scene and I am done. A few nights ago, Dr. Mason and myself dined at the Charles Bascomb Haworth mansion in Connecticut at Mr. Haworth’s special invitation.


  “Bigelow,” he said, “your moving picture films and photographs have been sold on a royalty basis to a well-known syndicate.”


  I nodded.


  “Do you know what the royalties have amounted to in the single month that have elapsed since our return? Over two and a half million dollars!”


  I suppressed an exclamation and Mason looked up with raised eyebrows.


  “I have estimated the entire cost of the Asteroid, including all test flights, and find it amounts to very little more than that sum,” continued Haworth. “It is certain that in a few months more, what with further royalties on the pictures and the income from your book and Mason’s scientific writings, we will have a substantial income above all costs of the expedition. This, naturally, we share equally.”


  So the voyage to Venus, barren of treasure as it seemed at first, has finally resulted in modest wealth for us all. I have bought over the ownership of Lens and Bellows and find I have made a very comfortable investment. Mason and I still live together, though he talks of starting off for the Mount Wilson Observatory next month to spend at least a part of his sabbatical year as originally intended!


  Haworth, as the world knows, has buried himself in his Connecticut estate. What is not generally known is that he is working. He says he has an idea and Mason and find it uninteresting to visit him, for his time is spent entirely in his study where he sits brooding over books, stroking his beard the while, or pacing the floor in deep concentration. As Mason says, “Of course we are welcome to go for walks with him—the length of the study and back! But I’m tired of being confined to rooms.”


  With the enormous mass of public interest directed upon the subject, it is not surprising that as I write no less than three space ships are building. Both the ships of the German Interplanetary Society and the French Air Corps are designed for voyages to the moon’s frozen surface. The American Interplanetary Society (their membership jumped to 50,000 last week, I am told) plan a vessel to visit either Mars, or Venus for a more satisfactory exploration. All three of us have been invited to take places—in fact to assume leadership—in this expedition.


  It would be idle to say that I am content to remain in comfort here forever. It is good to be back, of course, but there is something very irritating to me about the half-finished nature of our exploration on Venus. With fog-piercing searchlights a very great deal may be possible on that planet. The General Magnetic Company has been good enough to turn their laboratories to work on this problem. If they succeed and if a ship is available—well, I won’t say what might eventually happen. But that lies in the bosom of the future.


  THE END


  [1] I might mention that from each step protrudes a rudimentary fin from which can be pushed out short wings, one set of wings for each of the three steps in the complete ship. The projecting power is furnished by the pumps and a small wheel in the control room regulates the whole system.


  [2] He had a clever arrangement for cooking everything inside an airtight mica box. Back of the stove was a square door the exact size of this stove-cover. It was an air-lock leading to the outside of the hull and was for the disposal of garbage—solid, liquid or gaseous. As outside, due to our centrifugal force, was always “down,” it was simple to operate, although Mason assured us that offal would follow us through space and when we landed we had better carry umbrellas until the vademecum shower had finished!


  [3] Haworth had a most ingenious device for controlling this factor of electric potential. A series of large vacuum tubes emitted free electrons, either into the air of our cabins or into outer space, as the necessity might be. This was not automatically controlled, since we had absolutely no knowledge of probable conditions previous to our actual flight.


  FASTER THAN LIGHT


  Harl Vincent


  IF the world is not thoroughly equipped to meet every possible contingency that might arise, if, or when, interplanetary travel becomes an established fact, it won’t be because imaginative writers did not foresee and offer treatment for these possibilities. In this story, for instance, which is, in a way, a sequel to the very popular story called “Venus Liberated,” which appeared in our Spring, 1929, AMAZING STORIES QUARTERLY, our well-known author seems to have thought of everything—and then some. “Faster Than Light” will be one of the outstanding stories of the present year.


  CHAPTER I


  The Message from Venus


  IT the quiet luxury of his private office on the ninetieth floor of the great Mercantile Building, Ralph Prescott sat day-dreaming. A casual glance at his desk calendar had been the cause of his mood, for the date shown there in precise block letters of gilt was February 18th, 1947. Exactly one year had elapsed since the day he returned to earth from the planet Venus, and the memories evoked were many and disturbing. Disturbing because there came to him so vividly the awful fear that had clutched at his heart during the mad return voyage through space with Margaret Sprague so desperately and hopelessly ill in her stateroom. Vivacious, dark-eyed Margaret who later recovered and became his bride. Disturbing too, Ralph’s memories, for the reason that they brought a sense of unrest, a yearning for the adventurous life that had been his during the stay on Venus and for the feeling of satisfaction in the accomplishment of his part in outwitting and destroying the ancient enemies of Venus, the Kellonians. There had been growing upon him for months a distaste for his duties as presiding genius of the Prescott chain of department stores and an urge to be off into the far-flung reaches of the heavens. With the advent of this day of anniversary these feelings came to be almost an obsession; Ralph was most grievously afflicted with wanderlust.


  But he dared not broach the subject to Margaret. Not because he feared she would object—rather he was sure she would welcome the suggestion gleefully—but because he hesitated to plunge his bride of less than a year into a new series of adventures in which she might be subjected to dangers such as those of that memorable first visit of Terrestrians to Venus.


  He would not, could not, leave without her; this brave girl he had taken to wife had become so ineffably dear, so much a part of his new life, that it was unthinkable. And yet . . . that last invitation of Teddy Crowley’s to make the voyage on the newest Sorenson vessel had been a temptation.


  He rose slowly from where he had hunched in his chair before the broad vacant expanse of his glass-topped desk and sauntered to the window where he looked out grumpily over Central Park. Life in New York City was a humdrum and aimless thing at best these days, he was thinking. There was the same routine of business day after day, the same rush and bustle of the airlanes in traveling from home to office and from office to home, the same places to go for entertainment, the same vacuous pleasure-seeking friends to meet night after night, and the same old boring social obligations. Of course there was always Margaret; Ralph’s frown softened as he thought of her quick smile and the alert birdlike poise of her sleek dark head. There was no sameness about Margaret, for in her there were new charms to be discovered every day, every hour. One could not be bored with Margaret; their home life together in the Westchester County home was ideal—all that could be desired, and more. The other things were what irked him; his enforced separation from her during the business day, and the futile gatherings of futile people outside of business hours—things that seemed inconsequential when viewed in the light of the tremendous happenings of the year before. Things that were necessary and proper but piffling nevertheless.


  A gray shape flashed across his field of vision, a commercial aerocab that swooped down over Fifth Avenue from the landing stage atop his building and made off across Central Park. In a moment it had joined thousands of similar vehicles of the air. a steady stream of them speeding northward in the City Traffic level. But in the flash of passing he had taken note of a familiar face at one of its windows, a broad ruddy countenance that was visible only for the briefest instant and yet was not to be mistaken. Steve Gillette! Steve who had been one of them on the voyage of the Comet and who had remained behind on the planet Venus to join his life with that of Rena, the Corsisian Tritu Leboru operator. Good old Steve! But what was he doing on earth, and why had he visited the Mercantile Building without looking up Ralph?


  On a sudden impulse he moved swiftly to his desk and flipped the lever of his optophone. In excited voice he repeated the call number of Doctor Ramon DePolac when the impassive countenance of the exchange despatcher appeared in the televisor frame.


  In a moment the pleasant, VanDyke-bearded face of the noted phychiatrist was imaged in the instrument and the kindly round eyes of the older man looked out at him through the horn-rimmed spectacles that enlarged them so enormously.


  “Hello stranger,” the doctor greeted him affectionately. “About time you were looking up some of your old friends.”


  Ralph flushed; he had neglected the doctor. “Been awfully busy, Doc,” he apologized lamely. “But say—what I called you about—did you know Steve Gillette is here in New York?”


  “Why yes. He’s talked with you then?”


  “No, I just happened to glimpse him in an aerocab that left our building and I was wondering why he didn’t drop in on me when he was so near. What’s wrong with him, anyway?”


  “Why Ralph, that’s funny.” The doctor’s round eyes expressed amazement. “He talked with me this morning; arrived yesterday from Venus on the Neptunia. And he said he was on his way to see you; said he had a message from Crowley.”


  “A message from Teddy!” Ralph’s pulse quickened unaccountably and he became a whirlwind of energy. “Excuse me Doc,” he blurted, pushing violently on the button that would summon his secretary, “if I ring off on you. I’ll have to look into this—find out why Steve didn’t see me, and try to get a line on where he is stopping so I can get in touch with him. Good-bye.”


  “I thought you’d be interested.” Doctor DePolac grinned understanding. “Good-bye Ralph.” His genial features faded from the optophone.


  The door opened and Ralph’s secretary entered. Prim and angular but highly efficient, Miss Downey had been his father’s secretary for many years before him, and she looked upon the young president of the Prescott stores with something of disapproving tolerance. Things had never seemed the same to Miss Downey since the death of the elder Prescott. In her own mind the more modern methods introduced by the son were sure to ruin the business eventually, and she could not now understand how it was that the financial statements of the concern were continually improving.


  “Has there been a gentleman asking to see me?” a-ked Ralph.


  “A gentleman!” Miss Downey’s eyebrows lifted scornfully. “An uncouth person by the name of Gillette was here, Mr. Prescott. He claimed to be your friend and demanded admittance, but I informed him you were in conference.”


  “You told him that!” Ralph frowned and half rose from his chair. “Why didn’t you notify me he was here?”


  “An hour ago,” said Miss Downey stiffly, “you gave orders that no one was to be allowed to disturb you—no one.”


  “Yes—oh yes. You may go, Miss Downey.” Sheepishly avoiding the reproving stare of his secretary, Ralph made a show of rummaging in a desk drawer for some papers while she stalked from the room.


  When the door had closed behind her he sank back in his chair. Day dreaming! And this was what it had brought him to. By his own act in arranging for solitude he had sent away Steve Gillette, the very man to talk to when he was in a mood like this. And Steve had a message from Teddy Crowley, the doctor had said. Teddy, Ralph knew, had gone over to Venus more than three months previously and had not returned since. Undoubtedly he was engaged in some mysterious and probably exciting mission there. And there had been rumors that his employers, the Sorenson Corporation, had recently turned out a new and improved ethership which had left the earth secretly with a picked crew of men. Ralph tried to link up these facts and rumors in his mind, tried to make of them an explanation for this message Steve was supposed to have for him. And the more he thought of it the more he was convinced that Teddy Crowley was planning something of importance.


  Well, he thought, if Steve’s message was an important one, it would reach him. Steve was not one to be discouraged easily and would undoubtedly return, or possibly would use the optophone. Ralph was mightily cheered by this conviction.


  A twinge of conscience assailed him as he recalled his conversation with Doctor DePolac. Certainly he should have kept in closer touch with this man who had done so much for Margaret and for him, who had been so congenial a companion and so valuable an aid during that first expedition to Venus. And Ralph had treated him rather brusquely a few minutes ago; he would call him back and apologize.


  He reached quickly for the call lever of his optophone.


  “A call for you, Mr. Prescott,” came the droning voice of the despatcher when the exchange connection was established. “Do you want to take it?”


  “Certainly, send it through.” No longer did Ralph crave solitude.


  The radiant features of Margaret flashed into view in the frame of the optophone. Ralph’s heart performed the little flip-flop that always occurred when those dear eyes smiled into his.


  “In conference, dear?” she asked archly.


  “Not to you,” he grinned. “What’s up, Midge?”


  “Steve Gillette is up.”


  “You’ve heard from him?” Ralph’s excitement grew apace.


  “Heard from him!—he’s up here, at the house, loudly calling for you. Can’t you get away and come home? It—it would be a sort of reunion.”


  “You bet I can. Be there in fifteen minutes.” Margaret, it seemed, was as excited as he when her bright face faded from view.


  RALPH lost no time in getting to the Mercantile landing stage and astounded the pilot of his private aerocab by his breathless demands for a record trip to the Westchester home.


  “Anything wrong, sir?” asked Cronin, his pilot.


  “No, Mike, nothing wrong. Good news, I hope. Let’s go.”


  Lifted by the anti-gravity energies of its hull and propelled by the powerful reaction motors astern, the little craft flung itself into the high speed traffic level at two thousand feet and sped northward at nearly four miles a minute.


  Well within the prescribed quarter hour Ralph was hurrying across his own broad lawn and up the steps to call out gleefully to Steve Gillette.


  “Lord man, but it’s good to see you!” he exclaimed. “And to see you.” Steve grinned broadly.


  They said no more for long moments, only gripping hands mightily.


  Margaret, fluttering about them, steered them into the library and ensconced them in the most comfortable chairs. Then she curled her slim body in her favorite corner of the divan before the fireplace.


  “Don’t mind me,” she smiled. “Just go ahead and talk everything out, you two, and I’ll be a good listener.”


  Ralph sobered as he saw the brightness of her eyes and the eager excitement of her bearing. “You have a message from Teddy?” he said to Steve Gillette. “The doctor told me.”


  Steve lighted a fat black cigar and settled himself luxuriously. “Ye-s-s,” he drawled. “But that can wait a bit. I haven’t seen either of you in so long that I’d like to talk a while—just talk. Okay?”


  “Sure.” Ralph winked delightedly at Margaret. “Messages,” chuckled Steve, “Remember your message from Thalia, queen of the islands of Coris? I’ve lived there so long, Ralph, I’m calling Venus by their own name for the planet. Remember how we all got together? Venus calling to Earth for help and you getting the message through Doc DePolac’s electro-telepathoscope. Teddy Crowley discovering the principle that made possible the building of the ethership Comet. Professor Timken at Strathmore Observatory getting the visual signal of the Corisians through the big new telescope. Cap French joining up with us—God rest his soul. And the girls too, Margaret and Mary, remember how they got in on it?”


  A silvery tinkle of laughter interrupted him. “We forced our way into the party,” she put in, “and were quite unwelcome.”


  “At first,” said Ralph, his eyes grown suddenly anxious as they rested on her fondly. “There was danger, you know.”


  “And remember,” continued Steve dreamily as if they had not spoken, “the trip across space—the first ever taken by man. The shock it gave us all when we saw for ourselves the terrible destruction wrought on the cities of the Corisians by these monstrous enemies of theirs. Remember the first raid we saw and our horror at the appearance of the Kellonians? Prof Timken and Torvan, the Corisian astronomer at the Royal Observatory of Seritanis, desperately trying to locate the invisible satellite of Coris while we were battling the raiding galdons of the Kellonians. When they finally located it and you, Ralph, took over the leadership of the expedition to the dark satellite. It was some battle with them in the caverns three hundred miles beneath the surface of Kellos, wasn’t it? And, dog-gone it, Ralph, I’ll never forget the way Cap French’s explosive ripped that satellite apart—man alive, that was an explosion.”


  “Yes, and poor old French didn’t live to see it,” Ralph broke in sorrowfully.


  “No, poor devil,” husked Steve, “and Romos died—and others. But it was a swell job you did, Ralph.”


  “I! The job was done by all of us,” growled Ralph.


  “We’d never have done it if you hadn’t taken the reins,” maintained Steve stoutly. “Isn’t that so, Margaret?”


  Ralph Prescott’s bride nodded brightly, vigorously, with a suspicion of moisture in her eyes.


  “And then,” Steve went on, “Margaret’s illness and your hurried trip home with her and the doctor. Teddy and Mary went with you, too, and the Prof and I remained in Seritanis. We’ve been happy there, but man alive, we worried like the devil until we got word that Margaret had recovered. And we thought you folks would come back, but you never have.”


  Ralph avoided Margaret’s eyes. “And now you’ve come back here, Steve. Why did you return?” he said softly.


  “To bring Teddy’s message to you—and Mary’s.”


  Margaret’s quick indrawn breath brought a shiver of apprehension to Ralph Prescott. He knew now that Teddy wanted him; knew that Margaret would be anxious to go. And, anxious as he was himself to embark on some new venture into the heavens, he was fearful for her safety. Unreasonable forebodings had him in their grip.


  “The message—what is it?” he husked.


  “Teddy, you know, is still Sorenson’s consulting engineer—is still his right hand man, and gets a whale of a retainer from old Sorenson. And Sorenson has been commercializing these etherships that are built in his shops south of Philadelphia. He’s taking all possible advantage of the newly established relations between Coris and the earth that were brought about by this invention of Teddy’s. And now he wants to reach out further into the heavens; he has built a new ship—some later discovery of Teddy’s—that is designed to travel faster than light, and wants to set out for another solar system where Professor Timken has located huge deposits of radium.”


  “Wait a minute, wait a minute!” gasped Ralph. “Faster than light, you say this new ship will travel. And Timken located something in another solar system. You’re talking impossibilities, Steve. The speed of light is the maximum attainable in this universe of ours, according to the Einstein theory. And to find something in another solar system is ridiculously impossible; why, if I remember rightly, some of the things told me by the professor, the nearest star to us is Alpha Centauri and that is four and a third light years away. And a light year is six million million miles! It can’t be that what you say is true. Why—”


  “I’m telling you,” Steve insisted. “This new ship will do what I say; I’ve worked on it, and tested it out with Teddy. And you forget that the Prof is working with Corisian optical instruments now. With that huge telescope in the Royal Observatory, he can do things undreamed of by astronomers here on earth. It’s all fact, what I’m saying and Sorenson is financing an expedition to a solar system even further from us than the one you mentioned. Procyon, the star is called by our astronomers, Vusti, by the Corisians, and it is more than ten light years distant. What do you think of that?”


  “Lord!” Ralph could only stare. Steve’s statements held the ring of truth, especially since they were backed by the authority of Teddy Crowley and Professor Timken. “And Ted Crowley—”


  “—wants you and Margaret to come along with us in this venture,” supplied Steve, “and Mary wants it; she’s anxious to see Margaret, and is going with us herself. She says you’re old stick-in-the-muds—both of you—and she’s peeved because you didn’t come along the last time she and Teddy left for Coris.” Steven’s eyes twinkled. “And besides, Ralph, Teddy thinks there might be some real adventure out there around Vusti, and he says you will be a good man to take the helm if we run into any trouble—like you did when we went to Kellos. What do you say?”


  “Nothing doing!” snapped Ralph, still avoiding Margaret’s eyes.


  “Ralph!” With startling swiftness Margaret was across the intervening space and upon his knees, raising his chin in her cupped hand and looking at him with that old imperious stare. But love was in her compelling gaze, and comradeship. And the same wanderlust that had gripped Ralph earlier in the day. “Ralph,” she insisted, “we mill go, we must. It’s true, what Mary said, we are not made for the kind of life we’ve been leading. For a long time I’ve seen your restlessness and I’ve known the reason you tried to hide it from me. You are afraid for me, afraid I’m not equal to the hardships of such an adventure as you’ve been longing for. Pooh! If Mary can do it, I can, Ralph Prescott, and I want you to know that I’ve been restless as well as you. I was only waiting too see how long you would hold out against the urge. Now that Steve has come, it is all settled. In my mind, at least. We’re going, aren’t we?”


  The grim lines that had set in Ralph’s jaw softened as she clung to him. And when she cuddled her head against the hollow of his neck in the birdlike way she had, he looked over at Steve and dropped a solemn eyelid. But a smile had come into his face and into his heart. His old apprehensions were forgotten.


  “All right, dear, we’ll go,” he whispered.


  Steve grinned delightedly.


  CHAPTER II


  Adventure Begins


  THE ethership Neptunia was scheduled to take off for the return trip to Venus in five days and the time dragged interminably for the Prescotts, although there were many things to be done in preparation for the journey. It was with a feeling of relief that Ralph turned over the management of his business to Terry Vance, the young vice-president upon whom he had come to rely so fully. The Prescott interests could not be in better hands during his absence. Miss Downey, he observed with amusement, was more than ever doleful and gloomily alarmed for the future of the concern she had served so many years.


  Margaret’s time was occupied mostly with providing herself a suitable wardrobe and the problems presented in selecting and purchasing the necessary apparel were many and varied. But she went into the orgy of shopping with enthusiasm and displayed the same intelligent efficiency that characterized all of her activities. It was a strange assortment that finally arrived at the Westchester home for packing in her trunks. Sports wear was very much in order, and such sports wear. Ralph had told her to provide for every conceivable climate and she had done so with the utmost thoroughness. There were sturdy boots and leathern-trousered hiking costumes, garments of wool and of fur that would have served for the most arduous of polar expeditions on earth, outfits of light yet strong material such as were worn by feminine adventurers into the African veldt. And even a knapsack and blanket roll. To the usual feminine finery she paid not the slightest attention; a scant armful from her regular wardrobe would suffice for their stay in Seritanis before the real journey began. Margaret was enjoying herself hugely and her excitement grew in intensity as the days passed.


  Steve Gillette had gone to Philadelphia to conclude certain business with John Sorenson with reference to the expedition which was to set forth from Venus, and it was not until the fourth day that Ralph heard from him by optophone.


  “Ralph,” he said, and his honest eyes were alight with anticipation, “Sorenson is tickled to death that you’re going. He hasn’t forgotten the first trip, either, you know. But he’s kept me busy down here, shipping all sorts of supplies ordered by Teddy, and I’ll not be able to get over to New York until tomorrow. Wonder if you will go up and see the doctor for me—I won’t have time—and get him to deliver the instruments I ordered from him to the Neptunia landing cradle.”


  “Sure, I’ll do it, Steve. Too bad we couldn’t get the Doc to go along with us too.”


  “Yeah. He can’t make it though; we’ll be too long away and he couldn’t leave his practice. But there’s another chap coming from Tinus—from the earth, you know. A fellow Sorenson is sending for some special purpose.” Steve lowered his voice and his brows drew together in a frown. “Name’s Dillon, Jack Dillon,” he said, “and I don’t like him much. Guess the old man knows what he’s doing, though.”


  Steve’s broad, usually smiling countenance now contorted in serio-comic anxiety was a spectacle that brought a chuckle from Ralph. “I wouldn’t worry about him,” he said. “Better leave it to Sorenson; he’s a pretty good picker of men, from what I’ve seen.”


  “We-e-ell,” drawled Steve, and his frown relaxed, “I suppose we’ll have to put up with Dillon. Anyway, I’ve got to hustle now—see you tomorrow, Ralph. The big day.”


  A few words of badinage concluded the conversation and Ralph sat staring at the darkened frame of the optophone after Steve’s image faded from view. Jack Dillon; somehow the name had a familiar sound, and deep in Ralph’s consciousness, or in an imperfect memory of some past event, unpleasant associations were hidden. After a moment of unsuccessful groping for recollection, he shrugged his shoulders and dismissed the matter from his mind. More than likely his feeling had merely been one engendered by Steve’s expressions of distrust. But if Ralph had known what disaster was to befall their expedition through this same Jack Dillon, he would have been in a much less exultant mood than came over him as he left his office for the last time before the great day of embarkation.


  A HALF hour later he was in the office of Doctor DePolac, facing the world-renowned psychiatrist across a polished mahogany table top.


  “So you are taking this long shot into infinity with Teddy?” A far-away look was in the doctor’s round eyes. “I certainly wish I were able to accompany you, Ralph, but a year or perhaps more—it is utterly impossible for me. Margaret goes with you, of course?”


  “Surest thing you know.” Ralph’s face clouded. “And—and Doc,” he stammered, “I’m sorry—the way we stayed away from you.” The eyes behind the hornrimmed spectacles twinkled.


  “You are forgiven, my boy. You see, I knew the reason; only too well I knew how our talks about Venus affected you. I knew you were itching to be away, and Margaret as well—that neither of you dared tell the other. And now Steve Gillette has returned and in five minutes convinced you that you should set out on an adventure that may well be of far greater magnitude than the first.”


  Ralph grinned joyously. “I hope so,” he said fervently. “And I don’t worry as I did about Margaret. Guess we are a pair of incurable wanderers, that’s all. And Midge is in wonderful health new.”


  “She is a wonderful girl, Ralph. You are luckier than you know. And as for fretting yourself over her ability to take care of herself, it is utter nonsense. Why, in the more than three years she was in my employ before you met her, she encountered more emergencies than the average young lady does in a lifetime. And always met them with the courage and ability of a veteran, always winning out on her own initiative, too. We miss her around here, my boy.”


  “I need her more than you do, Doc,” smiled Ralph. “And you can bet I’ll never let her get away from me. But how about these instruments Steve ordered from you? I nearly forgot my reason for coming.”


  “Oh, the mentascopes. They are all packed, awaiting Steve’s instructions.”


  “Can you have them delivered to the Neptunia before take-off time tomorrow?”


  “Most assuredly. I’ll have my aerocab pilot deliver them this afternoon. And I hope they will prove of considerable value during your visit to this other solar system.”


  “Fine. By the way, Doc, what are these mentascopes?”


  “I thought you knew.” The doctor stepped to a nearby cabinet and returned with two helmet-like contrivances. “These instruments are a development of my electro-telepathoscope and operate in the same manner with the added advantage that a two-way mental communication may be carried on with them whereas with the original bull machine this could not be done without great inconvenience. The term mentascope is one I have coined—I think it quite apt.”


  As he talked, the doctor was adjusting one of the helmets over Ralph’s head. He then donned the other himself and Ralph saw that a six inch disc of gleaming metal was attached to the flexible cap directly over the forehead.


  “As you know,” the doctor was saying, “the nerve impulses are purely electrical in character. The nervous system is merely a complex network of telegraph lines connecting the various parts of the body with a central office—the brain. Sensory impulses go to the brain electrically; motor impulses are sent out from the brain in the same manner. And the thinking processes of the brain—these, too, are electrical or electro-chemical in nature. . . .”


  Doctor DePolac’s lips ceased moving, but his discourse went on as a mental communication: “. . . the mentascope picks up these impulses and transmits them through the ether as short wave radio oscillations. You will observe that you are now receiving such thought impulses from my brain and that they come to you almost as the spoken word. There would be no difference if I thought in Latin or Greek—you would still understand, for the language of the mind is universal. If I think of a horse or a cow or a house you receive the impulses in the same terms, regardless of the sounds my lips might form to convey the same thing in some alien tongue.”


  As these thought were conveyed to Ralph, he watched the flashing of the correseponding visual representations on the disc over his friend’s placid brow. First the horse, then the cow, and immediately a dwelling. It was like the electro-telepathoscope, as the doctor had said, only infinitely better. The images were clearer and the conveyed thoughts more easily understandable. And these instruments were portable. The doctor was removing his own mentascope now, and smiling triumphantly.


  “It’s wonderful, Doc,” Ralph enthused. “I’ve never forgotten the workings of your original machine, but this is certainly far superior. How many of these did Steve order?”


  “Ten. Teddy Crowley had asked for them last time he was home and they have been ready for some little time. His idea is that he might find inhabited planets in this distant solar system you are to visit, and he expects to communicate with any intelligent beings there by means of the mentascopes. Teddy isn’t missing any bets on this trip, my boy.”


  “He never does.” Ralph removed the mentascope he had worn and examined it with interest. “Great thing,” he said. “Why, we can even learn the spoken tongue of alien beings with these. By listening to their words and watching the thought images—translating from the conveyed impulses as well, in the same way the Corisians learned English from us.”


  “Exactly.” Doctor DePolac beamed with pleasure. “And I hope they will help this trip to bring great enjoyment and much knowledge to all of you. I—”


  He broke off, and his eyes were wistful as Ralph consulted his watch. “If only I might accompany you,” he faltered, “I would—”


  “You needn’t tell me,” Ralph consoled him, taking his hand in a convulsive grip, “I know just how you feel. Next time perhaps you can do it.”


  They said very little after that, but their farewells were of the kind that can pass only between two strong men who have been the best of friends and have shared tremendous experiences. And Ralph knew when he had left that the thoughts of the world’s greatest brain specialist would follow his old companions wherever they might roam in the vastness of space and for so long as they might be gone.


  THE day of departure dawned crisp and clear, and the Prescotts arrived at the Long Island landing field of the Neptunia a full two hours before the scheduled time for the take-off. The huge sphere of gleaming metal that was the ethership rested in its cradle amid a scene of the greatest activity. But for the open freight and passenger ports in the lower portion and for the crowds surrounding the loading platforms, it might have been a great silvery ball glinting there in the noonday sunlight for a sole purpose of dazzling all beholders. But the dangling cables and the swift up-rushing of huge packing cases as hoisting motors whined in the sphere’s interior, the more deliberate and steadier motion of the lift that moved up and down between the passenger entrance port and the platform beneath, marked the big sphere for what it was—a manmade contrivance designed to carry on traffic with some far distant land. Only Teddy Crowley could have conceived this mighty ship of the heavens, only he knew fully the basic secrets of its construction. It was a worthy monument to his genius.


  Margaret clung to Ralph’s arm as they came in under the curving hull of the Neptunia. “It—it thrills me all over again,” she whispered. “It’s just like the Comet. And to think we are starting out again—together. Oh, it will be a new life for us and an opportunity we both have longed for. It’s just too good to be true.”


  “The only thing I can’t understand,” agreed Ralph, “is how we managed to hold out for so long. With Mary begging you, and Teddy hounding me every time we saw them. I thought they had given us up that last time.”


  “But they hadn’t, and I’m glad.” Margaret was tripping along at her husband’s side, so gleeful she could scarcely contain herself.


  “Look, Midge, here comes Steve.” Ralph waved his hand in greeting to the chunky, red-faced mechanic who was pushing his way through the crowd of sightseers.


  “Hello, folks,” puffed Steve when he reached them. “Glad you’re so early. All your baggage on board?”


  “Yes,” answered Ralph, “and the mentascopes were delivered yesterday, tagged in your name. But where’s this Dillon you were telling me about, Steve?”


  “Oh, he’s late getting started. Hope he misses the ship.”


  “Why Steve,” laughed Margaret, “you are grouchy today. Who is this man you seem to dislike so much?”


  “Jack Dillon, a fellow Sorenson is sending. You won’t like him either. But come on, folks, I’ve made arrangements with the captain so we can be in the control room. Let’s get set in our quarters and then go below for the take-off.”


  They presented their passage credentials at the wicket and were quickly whisked up through the entrance port in the passenger lift. It was the first time either Ralph or Margaret had set foot in an ethership since they returned to Earth in the Comet and they looked about them in wonder. The Neptunia was quite different in internal arrangement. The Comet had been more of an experimental vessel, a workship really, designed more for utility than for comfort. But the appointments of the Neptunia were equal to those of the most luxurious air liner plying the transoceanic air levels. They passed through the elaborate lounge and smoking room and looked in upon the magnificent saloon. There was a tiled swimming pool, a gymnasium, a card room—in fact everything to make the trip enjoyable. And Margaret gurgled with delight when they came to their cozy stateroom.


  But Steve Gillett did not give them much time to themselves, for he was banging on their door and calling to them before they had time to examine the luxurious furnishings and many conveniences of the spacious compartment.


  “Hurry up, folks,” he importuned them, “I want you to meet pilot Haynes and the captain.”


  “Honestly, Steve,” laughed Margaret when they joined him in the corridor, “I believe you are more excited than we are.”


  “And why shouldn’t I be?” he retorted, his honest face alight. “This is an occasion, getting you two started. And besides, I know more about what is in store for you than you do. I’ve got lots to tell you, and—well—I want to get acquainted again.”


  “You haven’t been holding anything back from us, have you, Steve?” asked Ralph with mock solemnity.


  “Of course not, but I haven’t had time to give you the inside story of this trip we’re to make. And I’m full of it—especially since spending a few days at the old shop and talking things over with Sorenson himself. But first let’s go down to the control room; it’ll make you feel at home.”


  They came to a small lift—something the older Comet had not boasted—and were quickly dropped to the lowermost portion of the great spherical vessel.


  “Why, it is just the same,” enthused Margaret. “I could almost imagine we were back in the midst of the first adventure.” She closed her eyes ecstatically.


  “Except that the control levers are chromium-plated,” Steve said drily, “and the pilot has a cushioned seat.”


  But Steve watched his friends with pleased expression as they examined the appurtenances of the control room. Ralph moved from control pedestal to instrument board like a man in a dream, fondled the gyro- and inductor compasses that were used when navigating over the surface of a heavenly body, then gave his attention to the main telescope which provided for such extreme accuracy in the navigation of the heavens. He peered into the eyepiece, twirled a micrometer adjustment and smiled a satisfied smile. The instrument was arranged with television Connection to viewing plates on various portions of the outer hull surface and was thus capable of providing vision in all directions. It was evident from Ralph’s pleasure that he had focused something on the cross-hairs correctly. He was forgetting the prosaic duties of a department store executive, remembering the brief but intensive education he had received from Teddy Crowley and Professor Timken in the sciences of engineering and astronomy.


  “There he is,” hissed Steve, looking through one of the viewing ports to the passenger platform beneath.


  “Who?” Ralph, startled by his vehemence, echoed Margaret’s exclamation.


  “Jack Dillon. See?—the big fellow with the gray fedora and the pigskin brief case.”


  There was nothing in the man’s appearance to warrant the feeling of unfriendliness he had aroused in Steve. He was a tall man of athletic build and military bearing, perhaps thirty-five years of age, and with determined, not unhandsome features. His eyes, from this distance, seemed pale in color and rather close-set; the nose aquiline. Nothing about him was sufficiently unusual to attract a second glance had it not been for Steve’s expression of dislike, although he was perhaps a bit blatantly attired.


  Yet, at sight of him, Ralph was seized anew with that indefinable feeling of having known the man at some time or other, or of some unpleasant circumstance in which he had figured. As before, he was unable to recollect or to place the fellow in his memory. And it was certain that he did not recognize him as an acquaintance, though there was a look of familiarity about him and a dimly familiar sound to his name. It was baffling, but probably not important.


  At that moment their attention was diverted by the entrance of pilot Haynes and Captain Johanssen. Old employees of the Sorenson Corporation, both of these men, and thoroughly familiar with the part their visitors had played in that first momentous venture into space, they were enthusiastic in their reception and loud in their praises of Ralph’s prowess as leader of the expedition to Kellos.


  Margaret smiled in mischievous delight over her husband’s confusion. But her heart was singing. It was an auspicious beginning of their voyage.


  CHAPTER III


  To Coris


  INORDINATELY proud of his vessel, Captain Johanssen, an angular tow-headed Scandinavian, spent most of the time remaining before the takeoff in enthusiastic discussion of the Neptunia’s construction. And his guests were in nowise bored, for they had so long restrained their interest in the development of space craft that his information served to revive their memories of the Comet and to supplement these with valuable knowledge of the swift advance in the art since the designing and building of the first vessel.


  The Neptunia, he told them, was considerably larger than the Comet or the two ships which Sorenson had sold to the Corisians. It was a double-hulled vessel, as the others had been, but the outside diameter had been increased to two hundred feet and the diameter of the inner hull to one hundred and eighty feet. The inner shell thus circumscribed a cubical structure that was approximately one hundred and four feet on a side and so was capable of housing considerably more spacious passenger quarters, besides providing much greater freight carrying capacity. The outer hull plates were of super-silicon steel of a new composition which permitted energizing with gravity-repelling forces more than double those of the Comet in effect. The Schrantz metal insulating strips between the hull plates had likewise been improved so there was a minimum leakage of the attracting or repelling energies between plates or groups of plates when it was desired to segregate sections of the hull to utilize the energies in various directions as required when changing the vessel’s course. Bracings between the inner and outer hulls were of a new metal of extremely light weight and tremendous strength which provided for much greater ridigity of the huge sphere. The inner cube housed, beside the great power plant of one hundred and fifty thousand kilowatts capacity, six decks of passenger’s and crew’s quarters and storage compartments for baggage and light freight. Holds for the bulkier freight were provided in the four side spaces between the cubical inner structure and the spherical inner shell.


  As was the case with the earlier vessels, the spaces at the top and bottom of the huge cube between it and the spherical shell were utilized for installation of the many complex mechanisms required in the operation and maintenance of the vessel. The lower space housed the control room and the force generators which provided the energy used in the floor plates of the ship for artificially simulating in the interior a gravity condition approximately equivalent to that of the earth. And in the upper space was an astronomical observatory with an extremely powerful radio telescope, a complete machine shop, and the apparatus for generating oxygen and absorbing carbon dioxide as well as for humidifying and heating or cooling the air within the vessel. Between the inner and outer spherical shells were numbers of observation galleries and promenades for the use of the passengers and these were provided with large, circular viewing-ports of thick fused quartz to permit the passage of the sun’s ultra-violet rays unimpeded. The remaining space between the two shells was occupied by the fuel storage tanks.


  The captain was still talking about the Neptunia’s superior equipment when a siren shrieked outside. The time for departure had arrived. Looking through the floor ports of the control room, they saw that the loading platforms had been cleared and that the guide shafts of the passenger lift were being removed by a crew of workmen. A sea of upraised faces was down there on the landing field—curiosity seekers from far and wide. The navigation of space was still so new and little-understood an accomplishment as to draw great crowds for each arrival and departure of a vessel.


  Pilot Haynes was at the controls and there came the smooth hum of the great generators in the power plant overhead. Again the siren shrieked, indicating that the hermetically sealed covers of the outer ports had been bolted to their seats.


  “Lighten ship,” sang out the captain.


  “Ay sir.” The pilot drew back a shining lever and the floor beneath them swayed gently as the Neptunia became weightless in her landing cradle.


  Margaret’s eyes were shining when she looked at Ralph.


  “Ten per cent repulsion from Earth.”


  “Ay sir.”


  The ground fell away rapidly and soon the landing field was but a small rectangle in the checkerboard of Long Island fields and towns and roads. Its crowd of tiny figures spread out sluggishly and aimlessly like an army of ants. The view was blotted out by a white mist that enveloped them and then they were above a fleecy cloud, rising with incredible rapidity.


  “Twenty per cent repulsion.”


  “Ay sir.”


  Twenty thousand feet, thirty, fifty. The needle of the low-range altimeter moved rapidly over its scale and then had reached the upper limit stop. Ralph turned his eyes to the speed indicator. Five miles a second, six, seven. They had left the outer reaches of the earth’s atmosphere.


  Captain Johanssen was at the navigating telescope, peering into the eyepiece as he adjusted for right ascension and declination of a target star by which to set his course. “Full attraction on hull sections eight thirty to eight fifty,” he called.


  “Ay sir.” Pilot Haynes manipulated a series of buttons on the main control panel and the floor tilted ever so slightly.


  The earth now was a huge bowl beneath them, a great dished surface with the horizon as its rim. Cloud-flecked, showing an ever widening expanse of ocean to the east and a swiftly extending view of the Atlantic coast directly below. To the west, the horizon raced away from them with the speed of an express train as the contours of the United States were revealed to greater and greater extent and in smaller and smaller size. Soon it was as if a relief map of all North America was spread there before them, then the whole western hemisphere. And abruptly the earth was no longer a great bowl but a globe that filled the entire heavens in its majestic immensity.


  Ralph glanced once more at the speed indicator and saw that it registered one hundred miles a second. The journey had well begun.


  “How far is Venus with the planets in their present relative positions?” Ralph asked of the captain.


  “About one hundred and forty million miles. It is near superior conjunction.”


  “Let me see,” Margaret broke in dreamily, “I’ve forgotten the distances at maximum and minimum.”


  “Twenty-five million, seven hundred thousand miles separate Venus and Earth at inferior conjunction,” answered Ralph from memory of Professor Timken’s teachings, “and one hundred sixty million, one hundred thousand miles at superior conjunction.”


  “The head of the class for you,” chuckled Steve.


  Ralph grinned joyously. It was good to be back in the atmosphere of science, and what a relief from the routine of his New York life! “What is your scheduled time for the trip?” he inquired of the captain.


  “A little more than three days; to be exact, seventy-eight hours.”


  “What! Why, on the Comet’s initial trip we made it in twelve hours. That was for eighty-eight million miles, of course. But on the return trip, more than eighty-five million miles, we did it in five hours. On account of Margaret’s illness, you know.”


  “I know,” the captain admitted, “but you must remember that you had no need to conserve fuel. Cost meant nothing on. that trip. But now we are trying to make the voyages show a financial return and it means we must average a much lower speed. We do not exceed five hundred miles a second average on the regular service that has been established. The concentrated liquid fuel is enormously expensive, you know, and at greater speeds we show a financial loss in operation.”


  “It makes that much difference, does it?” This was a phase of this business of space navigation that Ralph had given no thought.


  “Indeed it does. It is all in the acceleration, of course, since very little fuel is required to maintain a constant speed in the nearly perfect vacuum of space once we have accelerated to that speed. And the power required increases almost exactly as the square of the speed to which we accelerate. The fuel consumption at a thousand miles a second is four times that at five hundred miles a second, and at two thousand miles a second is sixteen times that at the speed we now use. So, you see, in a commercial venture such as this has become, this question of speed becomes an important one.”


  “I should say so!” exclaimed Ralph. “And your passenger lists are not large, are they?”


  “They are very small. The general public is not yet ready to take what seems to them to be a big risk. Besides, the rates for passage are necessarily high—if we could attract more passengers they could be lowered, of course. There is the question, too, of determining freight rates commensurate with the profits of the newly established commercial traffic with the people of Venus. I can’t get used to calling the planet Coris, as they do.”


  “How many passengers have you on this voyage?”


  “Only thirty, and there are accommodations for two hundred. If we could fill our staterooms every trip, it would be a different story.”


  “H-hm. That probably explains why Sorenson has built only this one vessel since the Comet and the two he sold to the Corisians. And why the Comet has made only a few trips as a freighter and the Corisian vessels have only visited Earth a couple of times. It is a new angle to the whole problem of traversing space—for me at least.”


  “But Sorenson has built another vessel,” Margaret put in.


  Pilot Haynes turned around in his seat, surprised, and the captain dropped a meaning eyelid.


  “We’ll not speak of that,” said Ralph hastily.


  “And Ralph,” interposed Steve, “there are other reasons why the traffic between planets has been so light. I told you I had lots to tell you.”


  “Yes.” Ralph wrenched his mind from consideration of things commercial and gave himself over to contemplation of Earth’s swiftly receding globe. By the time they were ready to leave the control room it appeared no larger than did the moon when viewed from Earth and, like that body when in quarter phase, it was a silvery crescent with the shadowed outline of western North America the only distinguishing marking.


  THEY sat in the lounge a little later, Ralph and Margaret and Steve. Only one other passenger was there, a pompous elderly man who sat at a writing desk at the far end of the room.


  Steve, lowering his voice confidentially, was holding forth on the subject concerning which he had dropped so many hints. “It is all a question of fuel,” he said. “Captain Johanssen gave you an inkling of the conditions, but didn’t tell you the half—he doesn’t know. The Dober Concentrate Corporation, as you know, are the manufacturers of this liquid fuel used in the etherships—Dobite, they call it—and they’ve been getting mighty cocky during the past six months. They have raised the price of Dobite four times already, and the last time the Corisiana and Seritanic came to Tinas—the earth, I mean—Dober soaked them the equivalent of sixty dollars a pound for the stuff.”


  “Whew!” Ralph whistled. Though he was aware of the fact that a pound of Dobite held greater heat than a ton of coal, this was truly an exorbitant price. “What’s their idea?” he demanded. “Are they trying to ruin the chances of interplanetary commerce becoming the boon to Corisian and Terrestrian that we had all anticipated?”


  “It’s industrial warfare,” hissed Steve. “Dober saw the possibilities of the Crowley ethership in the beginning and he tried to get old Sorenson to let him in on it. But John Sorenson is no fool, either, and he turned him down. Then was when Dober started his price boosting and, take it from me, it’s a serious thing.”


  “I should think the law could be invoked to stop him,” Margaret suggested angrily. “He has no right——”


  “The law!” scoffed Ralph. “Our laws seem to have been made to be broken. And besides, there’s no law as yet relating to interplanetary commerce or interplanetary relations. It’s too early in the game.”


  “And Sorenson is helpless,” Steve went on. “Dobite is a chemical compound which defies analysis. The formula is very carefully guarded in the Dober laboratories and the most noted chemists in the world have failed to discover it. So the old man is at their mercy.”


  “Isn’t there anything that can be done?” Ralph asked.


  “That’s where this new mystery ship of his comes in; where we all come in. This expedition to Vusti is being made to solve the fuel problem once and for all, not only for the Sorenson etherships but for the entire planet Coris.”


  “Thought you said we were going for radium,” Ralph objected.


  “We are. Radium is the solution of the difficulty. Remember the Corisian power plants? They obtain their motive force from a radioactive compound, you know. And you’ll remember that their supply of the stuff was depleted sadly by the depredations of the Kellonians. We put a stop to that, of course, when we destroyed Kellos, but there is still a shortage of power in all Coris and the work of rehabilitation can not go on unless a new source of supply of radium is found. Our expedition will thus serve a double purpose, if successful.”


  “Of course radium is extremely costly on Earth,” Ralph said thoughtfully. “And we could not expect to help Coris in this respect. A new and cheap source would do it. But, do you mean to say that the etherships are to be redesigned so as to use the Corisian method of power generation?”


  “No—something better. Teddy’s been working with Prof. Timken and the Corisian scientists for nearly three terrestrial months and has developed an entirely new type of prime mover. It’s an atomic engine, Ralph, and utilizes the energy of disintegration of the atom of hydrogen.”


  “But Steve, hydrogen is comparatively cheap,” exclaimed Ralph. “And with the enormous amount of sub-atomic energy available in a minute quantity of the gas, I should think the problem already solved.”


  “It isn’t, though. What you say is true, but this atomic engine of Ralph’s requires the gas radon, a product of radium, as an excitant. Its emanations produce a progressive disintegration of the hydrogen atoms when confined under proper pressure and temperature in cylinders subjected to the influence of a definite high frequency pulsating magnetic field. Teddy has worked it all out and it’s the greatest little engine you ever saw. But you can see that we need a cheap and unlimited supply of radium as badly as the Corisians.”


  “I begin to see, yes. And Timken has located what he thinks to be this source away out there in Procyon.” Ralph was impressed anew with the marvel of it all, with the seeming impossibilities that were accomplished by men of science.


  “Not only that.” Steve’s voice dropped still lower. “This new engine of Teddy’s will revolutionize the power industry of Earth as well, if sufficient radon can be provided. Get it? Sorenson will not only have the aircraft and spacecraft game in the hollow of his hands, but the manufacture of prime mover equipment. The steam turbine manufacturers and those building Diesel engines and other internal combustion engines will be closing up shop. It might even affect the manufacturers of hydro-electric apparatus, since the high initial cost of water power developments on account of the huge dams and flumes makes a comparatively expensive thing even of electrical power derived from ‘white coal’. Now you see what I mean, by a real industrial war—it isn’t only Dober but a lot of others as well, and I’ve an idea some of them are wise to what’s going on, even though it has been kept as secret as we know how.”


  “I’ll say you had something to tell us,” exulted Ralph. “Why, this is going to be almost as good as the war against the Kellonians. And anything is apt to happen. Like the gold rush days of our old West. Radium is a far more valuable prize——”


  “Cut it!” snapped Steve. “Here comes Dillon.”


  Both men arose, Steve slowly and unwillingly, when the tall chap they had seen on the loading platform came striding toward them. A smile of welcome was on the man’s thin lips and his manner was of the utmost cordiality. At close view his eyes were pale in color—a cold-washed-out blue like the sun-bleached eyes of a desert prospector. And they were close-set. But it seemed to Ralph that there was good humor and tolerance in those eyes and nothing to justify his own queer feelings a short while back nor Steve’s open animosity.


  “Margaret Prescott, Mr. Dillon,” Steve was growling ungraciously. “Ralph Prescott, Jack Dillon.”


  There was old fashioned courtliness and respectful admiration in Dillon’s greeting of Margaret. And nothing but the heartiest good will in his grip of Ralph’s outstretched hand. What doubts may have remained in Ralph’s mind were quickly dispelled.


  But Steve took no part in the ensuing conversation and Ralph was moved to extreme embarrassment before this man who was so obviously in John Sorenson’s confidence. He would take Steve to task when next they were alone.


  “Yes, I am that Dillon,” the newcomer replied to Margaret’s query. “The junior partner in the firm of P. J. Dillon and Company. That is why I am on this trip. Our concern is one of those that finance the Sorenson interests and I—well, we—thought it was best I come along. Not for any business reason really.” Jack Dillon hesitated and his pale eyes twinkled. “I guess I just wanted to come. I’m quite a vagabond actually, and the thing appealed to me. And with father and Sorenson such good friends, it was easy to arrange.”


  Nothing but frankness and good nature in that statement. Rather it tended to raise Ralph’s opinion of the fellow immediately and to inject a sense of good-fellowship and comradery into the meeting. All but for Steve, who drew apart from the trio in sullen disapproval. It was evident to Ralph that Margaret had taken to Dillon as well, for she engaged him at once in an exchange of brilliant repartee and was in high spirits and obviously not unpleased when he offered his arm on the way to dinner.


  But Steve Gillette, walking behind with Ralph, muttered ominously when they entered the dining saloon. “He’s no good, I’m telling you. I’ve got nothing on him, Ralph, but something tells me he’s bound to cause trouble.”


  “You make me tired,” Ralph came back at him impatiently. “Lay off him for a while, what do you say?”


  Steve flushed like a small boy caught with a jar of jam. “All right, boss,” he whispered, “but I’m telling you, that’s all, and you will find out for yourself. Mark my words.”


  And Ralph Prescott was moved again to wonder as they sat down at the captain’s table.


  CHAPTER IV


  In Seritanis


  ON the island of Thronia, close by the shore of the practically tideless ocean, lies Seritanis, queen city of all three thousand islands of Coris. Nearly the equal of New York City in size, the Corisian metropolis is as teeming with life and activity as might be desired by the most restless Manhattanite. But in Seritanis there is a strange beauty that is not to be found in any of the great cities of Tinus, least of all in that one of greatest population and affluence that sprawls along the Hudson River. The capital city of Coris, when viewed from the air, presents a sight that is never to be forgotten by the fortunate Tinusian who has viewed it.


  Her streets are broad and well lighted throughout; by day there are no darkly shadowed canyons, by night no poorly illuminated slums or darkened and deserted business sections. The wide avenues are laid out in orderly straight lines and are crowded with traffic during the city’s waking hours. There are great parks and public squares to break the monotony of perfect orderliness of arrangement, and variety is likewise furthered by the coloring of the buildings. These are of many colors of extreme brilliance—blues, reds, and purples of vivid hue. A veritable rainbow of colors set off against the pale green tint of the metallic pavements and moving ways. And a remarkable sheen is everywhere in evidence, for each and every structure gleams as brightly in its own particular color as if covered with the glossiest of baked enamels. The buildings, even in the business section, are not as great in height as the skyscrapers of Tinus, scarcely ever rising to more than six hundred feet from the roadways. Like huge truncated pyramids, all of them, with smooth windowless sides tapering upward to the tops that were flattened for the landing and launching of aircraft.


  In the central portion of the city is a huge square about which the administration buildings are grouped. Here is the purple palace of Queen Thalia, most pretentious of all structures in Seritanis, and the Royal Observatory, the Hall of the Council, and various buildings housing the many departments of Thalia’s government.


  It was here that Teddy Crowley had spent most of his time since his last visit to Tinus, some three terrestrial months previously—here in the workshops of the Royal Observatory. Here too, Professor Timken had labored for more than a year and a half as time is reckoned in Coris.[1] Having once set foot in the Royal Observatory, the professor had no desire to return to the earth and here he had remained since the first visit of Terrestrians to Seritanis. His was the distinction of holding the first commission of an earthman under Thalia’s regnancy; he was the first human from an alien world ever to become a naturalized Corisian. And Mrs. Timken had followed him here, finding herself strangely happy in the new life and the new home.


  During their present stay in Seritanis, Teddy Crowley and Mary, his bride, had been quartered in the palace. This arrangement was made on the invitation and insistence of Queen Thalia, who considered herself and her people so greatly indebted to these Tinusians who had come so willingly to the rescue of that harassed planet. Needless to say, Mary Crowley was enjoying the experience hugely and was looking forward to the arrival of Margaret Prescott with keen delight.


  “Do you really believe they’ll come?” she asked of her husband on the day scheduled for the Neptunia’s arrival. “I certainly do,” grinned Teddy. “If I know Ralph, he’ll no more be able to resist Steve’s arguments that he would Margaret’s. And I’ll bet that Steve got Margaret to side with him, too. Last time I talked with Ralph I could see he was weakening, but I didn’t push him too hard because we weren’t ready here anyway. But now that we are and Steve has told him the story, I’m willing to gamble on their coming.”


  “I do hope you are right, Teddy, for I should hate to think of making the long trip without Margaret along. To be the only woman, you know, is a bit embarrassing.”


  “Margaret will be along,” said Teddy confidently, “and Rena Gillette would be one of the party as well if it were not for that new youngster of theirs. Cute little rascal, isn’t he?”


  “Little Stevie’s a darling.” Mary’s eyes were momentarily wistful. Some day, perhaps, she and Teddy might settle down and . . . but the lure of vagabondage was strong upon them both, and it might well be they never would . . .


  Teddy’s private telephone jangled. This was an instrument strange to the Corisians and antiquated on earth; it had been installed by the professor’s workmen in their rooms in the palace and connected with the Royal Observatory.


  “Can you come over immediately?” came Professor Timken’s voice over the wire when Teddy had answered the call. “I’ve something to show you.”


  “You’ve developed the photographs taken last night?”


  “Yes, and they show even more than I anticipated.”


  “I’ll be right over,” said Teddy with enthusiasm.


  “What is it, Ted?” asked Mary, looking up from the book she had been thumbing idly.


  “Photographs of Vusti, where we are going, taken through the big telescope with a new high magnification arrangement the professor has developed. Want to come with me?”


  “Do I?” Mary joined him with eager alacrity.


  THE main telescope in the Royal Observatory is an enormous refractor whose objective is seventeen tanes (two hundred and forty inches) in diameter. Only by the greatest good fortune had the Corisians been able to construct so huge a lens that was optically perfect, and the feat would have been utterly impossible had it not been for the finding of a great natural crystal in a mine near the northern city of Rankin. This crystal, a quartz of the utmost transparency and freedom from flaw was found to pass all rays of the spectrum, including the ultra-violet and infrared bands, with equal facility. And many years were required in grinding it to its final perfection of curvature.


  Professor Timken loved this huge telescope as if it had been a child. And, during the comparatively short time in which he had been in charge of the Royal Observatory, he had been enabled to catalog and photograph many hundreds of discoveries that were made possible by its extreme magnification of one hundred million diameters. With this instrument, the earth’s surface is brought within a distance of less than a quarter of a mile—visually—when in inferior conjunction with Venus. And this tremendous magnification is made possible only by virtue of the arrangement provided by the Corisian artisans for using the instrument in observation of the heavens without the disturbing intervention of an atmosphere. For the telescopes of Coris look out into the vastness of space through an invisible tube from which all air is evacuated, this being accomplished by projecting a cylinder of etheric vibrations along the line of sight, which vibrations are of such nature as to provide an almost perfect vacuum within their influence. The interference of atmospheric disturbances which has been such a handicap to terrestrial astronomers in utilizing high powers in their instruments has thus been overcome.


  But, notwithstanding the high power of the great telescope of the Royal Observatory, a body so far removed from the solar system as the star called Procyon by terrestrial astronomers is still viewed as but little more than a point of light. For this reason the professor had been working on a new photographic attachment which would further increase the enormous magnification, and his first tests of the apparatus had just been completed.


  He welcomed Teddy and Mary in his study, where two photographic negatives were affixed to the. brilliantly lighted opal glass of the viewing cabinet.


  “At last we know something,” the professor exulted, leading his visitors to the cabinet. “Vusti is the center of a solar system quite similar to our own, as I had presumed. There are seven planets in the system of Vusti, one of them a double one like some of the twin stars. I have only now begun to measure their distances from their sun, and the various diameters.” Professor Timken’s close-cropped graying beard was bobbing with excitement.


  “Hold on a second,” laughed Teddy. “I see nothing here but plates of clear glass with thousands of black specks on them. Where is Vusti, and where are its planets? How can you distinguish them?”


  “These are negatives, my boy,” the professor said patiently. “You should remember from your own work that light and dark is reversed—the black specks as you call them are the stars of the firmament in the field surrounding Vusti.”


  “But Vusti itself, and its planets—how do you identify them?”


  “Vusti appears in the exact center of the plate—the larger dark spot here.” Professor Timken indicated its position. “It was centered on the cross-hairs of the eyepiece and the clockwork of the telescope kept it trained on the body during the time of exposure of the plate. Vusti and the still more distant stars are thus held as stationary images and appear as pinpoints or perfect orbs in the photograph. But the planets of the Vusti system are traveling in their orbits about the central body and are thus not stationary with reference to the photographic plate during its exposure. See—they appear as elongated splotches, having moved a definite distance in the time of exposure. From the lengths of these streaks, I will be able to compute their relative velocities and the characteristics of their orbits.”


  “And this means?” Teddy was staring open-mouthed at the tiny black markings.


  “It means that we know something at least about this solar system before we start. And it means that we’ll know on which planet to look for the radium supply.”


  “You have determined even that?” Mary Crowley had never lost her awe of the mysteries of astronomy.


  “Yes, by means of spectrographs. The spectroscope, Mary, is an instrument used in determining the presence of the various elements by breaking up the light coming from a heavenly body and determining the nature of the constituent parts. With the new high power attachment, I have been able to investigate the spectra of each planet of the Vusti system in turn and have obtained strong radium lines in that of the double planet, which you see—here—as two dark semicircular streaks dose together. It is here we must go in search of the rare element needed so badly in Coris and by Sorenson.”


  “This would indicate that huge quantities of the stuff must be present on one or both of these double planets?” Teddy inquired.


  “It would—it does indeed. And it might well be that we shall find such extensive deposits as to make them extremely difficult of approach. Depending, of course, upon the precise form in which the substance exists, the radiations may be so powerful as to penetrate even our lead-insulated garments and prove swiftly fatal to human life. It is by no means a pleasure jaunt on which we are to set forth.”


  “No, we hadn’t expected that,” Teddy commented drily, “but I am sure we have been and are taking every possible precaution.”


  “But it is a pleasure trip,” trilled Mary. “It is to be the great adventure, and if there is danger and hardship, it will only serve to add zest to the experience.”


  “Glad you take it that way.” Teddy’s gaze was solemn when he answered her, and it was anxious when he bent it again upon the professor. “Don’t you think you’d better get some sleep?” he asked him gently. “Up all night, weren’t you?”


  “Y-yes, but it isn’t the first time. And I was so absorbed I couldn’t leave off.” Dark hollows were under the professor’s eyes and his shoulders sagged wearily.


  “I know, but there’s no use in killing yourself over this thing.” Teddy was firm. “Listen to me now, Prof, and do as I say.”


  “And,” Mary broke in, “this is the day we expect Margaret and Ralph to arrive—don’t forget that.”


  “Yes, oh yes.” The professor’s face brightened and he consulted his Corisian chronometer. “Yes, yes, I must go home and bathe and shave. I’ll have time for a nap as well.”


  “That’s the stuff,” Teddy approved. “And we’ll all meet at the landing stage.”


  The three Terrestrians were in excellent spirits when they came out of the observatory, and Professor Timken’s weariness seemed to have left him in the anticipation of the arrival of the Prescotts.


  ALTHOUGH in the Tritu Leboru or General Intelligence Bureau of Coris, news events and ordinary messages are transmitted to the four corners of the planet by etheric vibrations, the communication is carried on by means of recorded thought impulses which are translatable only by the telepathy-trained Corisians. For this reason no effort had been made to utilize the facilities of the Tritu Leboru in communicating with the new etherships when in transit. A powerful radiophone station was in the process of construction and the plans of this contemplated full contact with the vessels of space throughout their entire journey and likewise oral and visual communication with a similar station being built on Earth. But these stations had not as yet been completed, so it was impossible for the Crowleys to know whether Ralph and Margaret Prescott actually were passengers on the incoming Neptunia. And, as the time for her arrival drew near, they became increasingly anxious.


  “Oh, I do hope you are correct in believing Steve was able to get them to come,” Mary said to her husband as they stood by the landing cradle on the field which had been provided on the outskirts of Seritanis. “I’ll not be very enthusiastic over the long trip without Margaret along.”


  “They’ll come all right, I’m sure.” Teddy’s words were confident but he was not nearly so sure in his own mind as he had been. “And I must say I’d not feel as contented if Ralph were not with us. He is the quick thinker among us all, and the one most endowed with the quality of leadership. In case of any trouble with unfriendly races, he is the man to take charge of things. We must have him, Mary, and if he isn’t on the Nep tunia, I’ll have to go back after him myself I am afraid.”


  “If you do, I’m going with you. I think I can do more with Margaret to persuade them than you can do with Ralph.”


  Teddy laughed. “Guess you are right,” he admitted. “But why do we keep speculating on the possibility of their refusal to listen to Steve’s arguments? We’ll know for sure in a few minutes; meanwhile let’s keep on thinking they’ll be among the passengers on the Neptunia.”


  The crowd of Corisians was thickening about the landing platforms and they had not seen Professor Timken approaching them. He suddenly appeared from amid the press of seven-foot Venerians and stood before them grinning like a truant schoolboy.


  “Just had word that the Neptunia is coming in over the northeast end of Thronia,” he said excitedly. “She’ll be in her cradle precisely on time.”


  “There she comes now,” exclaimed Mary, pointing. “Just see how the sun glints on her hull plates and how brilliant a spot she is against the green of the sky. Oh, I hope Margaret is aboard.”


  Mary could scarcely contain herself from excitement, but Teddy and the professor watched in silence as the great silvery ball came swooping down upon them from out of the eastern sky. As she loomed ever larger, Teddy was considering the thought and labor spent on her design and construction. He knew each and every detail of her reinforcing beams and welded plates; the function of every piece of apparatus that was in her had been calculated as an essential part of the whole by himself. And no item of her specifications was there but was written indelibly in his memory. These brain children of his were a part of his life, inescapable even had he wanted to give up interest in them. His throat constricted unaccountably as the huge sphere drifted directly overhead as lightly and as silently as a feather in a gentle breeze. Her lower observation ports were crowded with intent smiling faces and the entrance doors were open.


  And then the Neptunia cuddled softly in her cradle, rocked almost imperceptibly for a moment, and was still. A perfect landing.


  “There they are!” Mary gurgled when the first load of passengers came down in the lift. “I knew they’d come—I knew it.”


  Teddy nudged the professor with his elbow and grinned in appreciation of Mary’s new enthusiasm. Now that she had seen her friends, she was only too ready and anxious to forget her former doubts.


  “And Steve is right behind them,” he said.


  “Who is that talking with Margaret?” asked the professor.


  “I don’t know,” replied Teddy, peering over the shoulders of the tall Corisians whose sturdy forms well nigh blocked his view. “I never saw him before—probably only an acquaintance of the voyage.”


  But the well-dressed stranger was still with their friends when they reached the landing platform to greet them. He stood silently respectful, hat in hand, while the two girls indulged in the most affectionate of welcomes. It was a jubilant reunion of old friends, but through it all Steve Gillette was downcast and uncommunicative.


  Eventually, when they had drawn apart from the crowd, Margaret Prescott presented the stranger to Professor Timken and the Crowleys as Jack Dillon.


  “Mr. Dillon,” she explained, “was sent along by Mr. Sorenson and is to accompany us on the other—the long trip.”


  “Is that so?” Teddy looked inquiringly at Dillon; this was a move on Sorenson’s part that he had not anticipated and he was not at all sure that he approved.


  “Yes.” Dillon smiled disarmingly and withdrew a thick packet from the breast pocket of his coat. “I have here a letter to you from John Sorenson which I think will explain matters satisfactorily.”


  Teddy reached for the envelope and, as he did so, caught Steve’s sullen expression as well as a flicker of anxiety that was in the look Ralph sent in his direction. Odd that Sorenson should do a thing like this without having consulted him previously. But the queer pale eyes of the newcomer were honest enough, and friendly. He seemed to be a gentleman as well, and certainly was a fine physical specimen—a good man to have along perhaps.


  Deciding to read Sorenson’s letter later, Teddy thrust it into his own pocket and dismissed the matter from his mind.


  CHAPTER V


  Preparing for the Journey


  MARY and Margaret hastened to the Crowley suite in the palace, leaving the men to take care of the baggage and such other matters as required attention at the ethership terminal. When arrangements had been made for the transfer of all personal belongings and the large amount of freight that was consigned to Teddy Crowley, the five men left for the heart of the city in one of the high speed two-wheeled vehicles of the Seritanis Muro-Linot, or Public Transportation System.


  Jack Dillon, never having been a visitor to Coris, was deeply interested in all that he saw and engaged Professor Timken in spirited conversation regarding the sights of Seritanis as their gyroscope-balanced mono-rail car sped along on its single rail above the green metal avenue that led to the great central square of the city. The moving ways alongside and the increasing press of vehicular traffic on the roadway between amazed him no less than did the great stature and superb carriage of the natives. And the vari-colored flat-topped buildings with the sloping walls proved a never-ending source of comment as they flashed by. Of course Dillon had seen the cinematograph views that were transmitted over the optophone by the World News Bureau, but to view the strangeness of this city of Venus with one’s own eyes was another matter.


  “They must average about seven feet tall,” he said of the Corisians he saw on the moving ways.


  “Yes, that is about the figure,” responded the professor, “that is, for the men. The women’s average is about six inches less. And they are a remarkably handsome race, don’t you think?”


  “I certainly do, and uniformly so, from what I have seen so far. But tell me, Professor, are these colored pyramids we are passing all places of residence?”


  “In this district, yes; we have not yet entered the business section. When we do, you will see much larger structures. In the outlying residential portions of Seritanis, such as that we are now passing through, the buildings are much like the apartment houses of New York and other great American cities. And the inhabitants live in much the same manner as do our own people at home.”


  “They have no windows in these buildings, professor. I have read of this and have heard of their perfection of interior lighting and air-conditioning over the news broadcasts, but it has always seemed to me to be an unhealthful arrangement. Do you not find it so?”


  “Indeed not. It is a far more healthy condition than would exist were they to depend on windows for light and ventilation. The natural sunlight of Coris is greatly deficient in ultra-violet radiations on account of the vapor laden atmosphere of the planet which filters out the greater part of these beneficial rays. And the Corisian scientists have produced a method of artificial lighting that is far superior to the natural source. Not only is the interior lighting completely diffused so that no shadows are cast in any portion of a room, but it is of such quality that all bands of the spectrum are included in precisely the proper proportion for results most beneficial to the human body. The ventilation is perfect; a uniform temperature is maintained throughout the year and uniform humidity as well, both of the exact value that has been determined by experiment as most healthful for the inmates of the building. In foundries and workshops, of course, the temperature is adjusted to a lower value and the humidity is modified to suit the requirements of human beings engaged in strenuous labor. But in all cases the air is filtered and is germless, a condition that is utterly impossible of attainment where ventilation is obtained directly from the outside by opening and closing windows. No, Dillon, the windowless building is not unhealthful; it has proved a boon to the general well-being of the city dwellers of Coris. You can see it in their appearance—though their existence is sedentary as a city dweller of Earth, each one of them looks as if most of his time were spent out of doors in the most healthful of occupations.


  The diseases of Earth, especially the lung afflictions, are practically unknown in Coris.”


  “Yes, I had noticed the vigorous and energetic look of them,” Jack Dillon said thoughtfully, “and I suppose this has had something to do with their great physical size as well.”


  “That is true—the average stature has increased materially since the perfection of the new type of building. Of course there are other factors entering into it, the advanced knowledge of their medical men in the importance of the various glandular secretions of the body, the correct proportioning of vitamins in the synthetic food which forms a large part of their diet—many things.”


  “It is all very fascinating,” said Dillon. “I understand they have some means of seeing through the walls of these buildings, too, as if windows actually existed. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, and the means is absurdly simple. There are rectangular metallic panels in the rooms which are connected electrically with an outside viewing plate and—presto!—we have an inside image of the outside view. Similar to some of the television applications in use on Earth.


  You will find many things to interest you in Seritanis, Dillon.”


  “I can well believe it, and I hope to make a longer stay here on some future occasion. I suppose we’ll not be long here now——”


  Teddy turned around where he sat in the seat ahead of them and interrupted the conversation. The car was entering a district of taller edifices and was slowing down for a station stop. “This is your station, Dillon,” he said. “I’m having Steve accompany you to your hotel and he will bring you to the observatory to join us when you have made the necessary arrangements for your rooms and have gotten yourself settled there.”


  “That’s fine,” smiled Dillon. “I’d lose myself in Seritanis if left to my own resources. I’ll join you very shortly.”


  The broad countenance of Steve Gillette was an expressionless mask when he arose to comply with Teddy’s request of him. And it was with none too good grace that he steered Dillon across the moving ways when the two had left the car.


  “STEVE hasn’t much use for Dillon, it appears,” laughed Teddy, when he and Ralph were finally seated with the professor in the observatory office. “I’ll have to give him a talking to, because we can’t afford to have any friction or personal animosities on this trip to Vusti.”


  “I thought him a very intelligent and friendly chap,” Professor Timken put in. “And I believe he will be a valuable addition to our party.”


  “What do you think of him, Ralph?” asked Teddy, eyeing his friend with those steady blue eyes of his.


  “Why, I don’t know,” was Ralph’s measured reply. “At first I had some slight doubts of Dillon. Somehow there was a lost memory of something connected with him—something unsavory—but I haven’t been able to recollect what it was. And since meeting him, the feeling has left me. He seems to me to be on the level and is a quiet, unassuming chap. While he was very sociable during the trip over on the Neptunia and was particularly nice to Margaret, he was unobtrusive and inclined to leave us to ourselves whenever he divined that our desire was to be alone. Very considerate, he seems to be—in fact I can’t say I have a single thing against the man.”


  “Hmph. I’ll give Steve a piece of my mind,” said Teddy. “He’s as unreasonable as Old Nick at times.”


  “Have you read Sorenson’s letter?” the professor inquired.


  “No.” Teddy withdrew two long packets from his pocket and regarded them thoughtfully. “And there’s a second letter that came by the regular mail on the Neptunia.” He opened the one Dillon had brought and read the enclosed message carefully. Then he slit open the other, the one which had come by mail, and found a separate sealed packet enclosed with another note.


  “Funny,” he remarked in puzzled voice, “the old man doesn’t say much in the letter Dillon brought and it is stilted in wording. Introduces Dillon and asks me to show him every courtesy but doesn’t mention the other letter at all. In the second one that the mail brought, there are instructions not to open the sealed packet until we’ve reached our destination and then only if the quest for radium is successful. If we have to return with empty hands, I’m to destroy the packet unopened. What can it mean?”


  “Doesn’t he give any reason?”


  “No. He confirms his previous approval of the inclusion of you and Margaret but says about Dillon only that it was his own desire to accompany us for experience and for the adventure.”


  “That’s what Dillon told us on board the Neptunia.” Ralph saw from his friend’s expression that he was worried and undecided.


  “Well.” Teddy shrugged his shoulders and indulged in a wry grimace. “I’m working for Sorenson and he’s paying for the expedition, so what he says goes. But I don’t like the tone of his letters—I read between the lines and am convinced that he’s hiding something from me—a thing he never has done before. I wish the new radiophone station was ready so I could talk with him personally.”


  The professor had remained silent and now said with some asperity, “It seems to me that everyone is making a mountain of a holehill. I see nothing in the coming of this man Dillon to alarm us and can think of no good reason why we should allow his presence to make the least difference in our plans or to disturb our normal peace of mind.”


  “Oh, there’ll be no change in our plans,” Teddy interposed hastily. “We leave Coris in four days regardless of what Dillon——”


  “Hush!—here he comes,” warned Ralph.


  Teddy’s brow cleared at sight of Dillon, who seemed only a smiling and enthusiastic sightseer when he came into the room. And even Steve appeared to have lost some of his ill humor in the interim, for he was engaged in animated conversation with his companion.


  THE succeeding days were busy ones for those who were to embark upon the long voyage through space. Mary and Margaret were engaged in the purchase of provisions of every variety in amounts sufficient to feed the entire party for a period of six lunar months and spent much time in consultation with Corisian dietary experts in order to assure themselves that there was no error in the quantities provided and in assuring properly balanced menus to maintain the health and vigor of all of them. The men were engaged in storing the vast assortment of equipment aboard the vessel that was to carry them into the mysterious depths of interstellar space and in assisting Professor Timken’s small crew of Corisian workmen in installing certain instruments and apparatus which had been manufactured in Seritanis.


  The Blue Streak, as Teddy had christened the mystery ship, was housed in a special hangar which had been constructed in the walled-in outdoor area behind the observatory. The vessel, when Ralph Prescott first inspected it, impressed him as a radical improvement even on the Neptunia and he knew that Teddy had put into its design the utmost of his rare inventive genius.


  Although considerably smaller even than the old Comet, the Blue Streak was a marvel of completeness in every detail of its construction and provided the utmost of comfort for its passengers. With an outer hull diameter of only one hundred feet and with but eight feet separating the inner and outer shells, her inside cubical structure measured only forty-eight and a half feet on a side. Nevertheless, there was crammed in that small space a most marvelous assemblage of mechanisms as well as complete living quarters for a party of ten. And every cubic inch of space between the sides of the cube and the inside wall of the sphere was utilized to the greatest advantage.


  The outer hull plates were of a distinct bluish hue and Teddy explained that this was due to the new super-silicon steel alloy used in obtaining the enormously increased gravity energy for propulsion. A high percentage of cobalt had been added and other elements which permitted of energization of the plates to hitherto undreamed-of saturation values. The entrance manhole had been provided with an airlock to admit of entering or leaving the vessel when in airless territory without any appreciable loss of the vessel’s oxygen supply. And oxygen-helmeted space suits had been provided so that this might be done, if found necessary, either for making repairs to the outer hull while in transit or for landing on a heavenly body without an atmosphere.


  As in the case of the earlier etherships, the control room of the Blue Streak was located in the lower curved section beneath the engine room deck of the cube. An unbelievably compact arrangement of controls and operating and navigating instruments was here, and there were many new gadgets that were entirely strange to Ralph. But what gave him the greatest pause during his first tour of the vessel’s interior was the engine room.


  “Why, it’s not at all like the Corners engine room,” he said to Teddy, “nor the Neptunia’s either. What have you done here?”


  Teddy Crowley grinned exuberantly. “These are the new atomic engines,” he explained. “The Blue Streak came over from Sorenson’s shops two months ago under power of the old type of Dobite-fueled motor, which was entirely satisfactory for ordinary interplanetary travel. But such engines would never do for so long a journey as we are to make, not only because of their comparatively low ratio of power to weight but because we should not be able to carry sufficient fuel for the trip in a dozen ships the size of this one. We therefore removed the old motors from their foundations and substituted the new engines which were developed here in Coris by Professor Timken and myself.”


  “There is such a difference in engine weight and in fuel requirements?” marveled Ralph.


  “I should say so.” Teddy caressed the shiny steel casing of one of the small rotary engines, which was coupled to a large high-frequency generator. “Ralph, this little prime motor will develop more than one hundred times the power of the Dobite motor it replaced. With all of the four generating units in operation, the Blue Streak has propulsion energy more than forty times as great as that of the Neptunia. And yet our total fuel requirement for the round trip to Vusti consists of but ten cylinders of compressed hydrogen and, as the excitant, only three grams of radium.”


  Ralph whistled. “It doesn’t seem possible,” he exclaimed. “And yet—three grams of radium—that is about two hundred thousand dollars’ worth, isn’t it?”


  “Just about,” replied Teddy drily. “But think of the distance we are to cover. And think of what Dobite, even if it could be used, would add up to at sixty dollars a pound!”


  “Man alive, yes!” Ralph was entirely unable to conceive of the vast distance separating them from Procyon, the star Teddy and the professor insisted on calling by the Corisian name Vusti. He only knew that 3.13 parsecs was its determined distance from the sun and that this was equivalent to about ten and a third light years or some sixty-one and a half million million light years. And he could not conceive of the possibility of traveling at a rate of speed that would carry them in one lunar month, as Teddy and the professor had computed, a distance which light required more than ten years to traverse. “Do you actually believe the Blue Streak will attain a speed more than one hundred times faster than that of light?” he asked doubtfully.


  “I know it to a certainty,” was his friend’s confident response. “It is only a question of continuing acceleration for a long enough period of time and any speed may be reached. Professor Timken and I, in making our calculations and in checking these with actual short-time tests of the Blue Streak, have agreed that there is no limit to the velocity attainable in outer space. We are sure we can do as much as six hundred times the speed of light, although such extreme velocity will not be necessary on this trip. And you must remember that a very considerable period of time would be needed to accelerate to such an unconscionable speed.”


  “But—but Einstein and those who succeeded him,” Ralph objected. “They claim that nothing in the universe can travel faster than light.”


  “Rats! The old theory of relativity has been discredited long ago, at least in that respect, although there are still a few stubborn scientists who adhere to the teachings. The discovery of the basic relation between gravity and magnetism knocked the theory into a cocked hat, since the gravitational field is precisely the same as a magnetic one with the sole exception of this question of velocity. But Ralph, I’m talking out of turn; the professor is much better able to explain than I am. Suppose we leave this discussion until a later time when he can go into it fully.”


  “Suits me.” Ralph was glad to leave the subject, for it was becoming too deeply involved for his limited knowledge of science.


  The arrival of workmen with a recording instrument of Corisian manufacture which was to be installed in the engine room sent them up the iron stair to the two upper decks of living quarters. And here Ralph found much at which to exclaim in the completeness of the galley and mess room, the library, and the surprisingly roomy and comfortable staterooms. On this, his first visit to the Blue Streak, he found it a veritable treasure chest of surprises and he knew that much time must pass before all of its secrets would be revealed.


  AT length, all preparations for the journey had been completed and there remained but a few hours until the time of departure. Through the entire preembarkation period, Jack Dillon had proved a willing and indefatigable worker and all doubts that may have existed in the minds of the others regarding his suitability as a companion of the voyage had evaporated. Teddy’s talk with Steve Gillette, or Steve’s own better judgment, had erased the frown of disapproval from that broad countenance of his and, once more, it bore its accustomed expression of geniality.


  No word had gone forth over the Tritu-Leboru newscasts regarding the existence of the Blue Streak or its contemplated voyage. The secret had been as well kept in Coris as on the earth, although there had been considerable puzzlement over this necessity in Thalia’s council. The exigencies and dangers to be met with in the commercial rivalries of Tinus were not as yet understood by the Corisians, whose own great industries were centralized and under governmental control. But Thalia, in her respect and gratitude, had respected the wishes of Teddy and Crowley and instructed her council to maintain the strict secrecy he had requested.


  There were rumors in Seritanis, of course, and, in lesser degree, throughout all the islands of Coris, for it had been generally understood that the scientists from the green planet, as many Corisians termed the earth, were at work on the problem presented by the acute shortage of radioactive material for power generation. However, few of these rumors were of a nature that even approached the truth.


  And so it was that the voyagers were able to make their departure without arousing the suspicion of the terrestrial diplomatic representative then negotiating with Thalia’s government or of the numbers of commercial spies Teddy knew were among recent visitors from Tinus.


  CHAPTER VI


  Into the Infinite


  THE Blue Streak left her berth immediately before dawn of the day set for departure and drifted out over the still unawakened city of Seritanis toward the sea. Teddy Crowley was at the controls and at his side stood Ralph Prescott and Jack Dillon. The remaining male members of the party were busily engaged in the engine room or in the observatory above the topmost deck. Mary and Margaret, seasoned space travelers by now and more interested in the new duties they had assumed than in sightseeing, were in the galley preparing breakfast for the entire party.


  Those embarking were ten in number and included three Corisians in addition to the seven Terrestrians. There were Ralph and Teddy, with their respective brides, Professor Timken, Steve Gillette, and Jack Dillon. And Thalia had appointed Soltur and Rastor, two of the most accomplished scientists in her realm, to accompany and assist the adventurers from Tinus as well as to represent her interests in the quest for radium. The tenth member of the party was Therin, expert engineer of the Seritanis Churgo-Leboru, or Power Generation Bureau, who had aided in the construction of the Blue Streak’s engines and was as familiar with their complications as were Teddy and Steve.


  Jack Dillon gazed through the viewing ports with rapt interest as the lights of Seritanis fell behind and the Blue Streak swept out over the inky sea, gaining altitude slowly. They had not proceeded far when the first faint light of dawn was manifest, and silence reigned in the control as swift reaching fingers of its light streaked out over the ebon sea to paint it with colors indescribable. The vapors at the horizon were illuminated with long streamers of brilliant carmine and purple that stretched toward the zenith to merge into the green of the sky with flame-like flickerings. And, looking back upon the swiftly receding city of Seritanis, it was a blaze of color like nothing to be seen on Earth—blue-greens and purples of every conceivable shade, reds ranging from the palest rose and brightest Vermillion to the deepest of magentas—and all shifting and wavering with kaleidoscopic diversification.


  Dillon drew in his breath sharply. “This is a sight well worth seeing,” he enthused. “I would not have missed it for—well, it pays amply for any hardships or discomforts that might be encountered later. But tell me, Crowley, why have we not left the lower atmosphere?”


  Teddy smiled. “On account of this,” he explained, waving a hand toward the sunrise. “I knew you’d enjoy it, so thought I’d delay for a short time to give you a chance to see it. You had no opportunity before today.”


  “Thank you,” said Dillon simply. And then he fell silent, his eyes turned away, gaze riveted to the ever brightening display at the horizon.


  Ralph and Teddy exchanged understanding glances. They too had been spellbound before the beauty of this same phenomenon of nature on the planet Venus and the thought occurred to both that a man who could so appreciate the view was a worthy companion. Dillon’s stock had been rising steadily as the days passed.


  The sun, much larger than when viewed from Earth, was now a huge blood-red disc just above the horizon and in the pathway of its reflection on the ebon waters cast off a myriad glints as of the crystals of carborundum. A tiny black speck that appeared in the distance grew rapidly larger—one of the night air liners of the inter-island service coming in swiftly toward Seritanis. Teddy increased the gravity repulsion energy and the Blue Streak shot skyward to an altitude of forty thousand feet. While there was no chance or fear of pursuit, Teddy thought it best to avoid the scrutiny of curious passengers of the liner in order to prevent further arousing of the speculations of the rumor-mongers.


  “Might as well get away,” he muttered. “Have you seen enough, Dillon?”


  “There is no such thing as enough of such a sight,” was Dillon’s reply, “But I wish you’d not delay further on my account. I am all for getting off to a speedy start, but, meanwhile, I’d like to ask you a lot of questions about Venus—if you can stand it.”


  “Go ahead—shoot,” laughed Teddy. “I’m only surprised that you have restrained yourself so admirably during these past few days.”


  “Thanks. Tell me first about the physical characteristics of the planet; about these numerous islands, and their resources; about the people and their home life.”


  Teddy laughed. “A big order, Dillon. But I’ll do my best. Here goes.”


  He had manipulated the controls rapidly as he talked and Coris fell away from beneath them at a terrific rate. Ralph looked at the various instruments and saw that full acceleration was in progress and that, already, they were more than a thousand miles outside the stratosphere of the planet. Dillon was propounding further questions and Teddy was answering him in detail, questions regarding the mineral deposits of Venus and the scarcity and abundance of various elements, discussions of the system of government and of Corisian finance.


  Seeing that he could add little to the animated conversation and being desirous of talking with the professor, Ralph left the two men and made his way to the observatory and laboratory up top.


  On his way, he stopped to watch the operation of the new atomic engines and to joke with Steve and the seven foot Venerian, Therin. And he thrust his head into the door of the galley, only to be shooed away most promptly and determinedly by the two girls.


  HE found the professor in the small observatory with Rastor and Soltur, busy with the telescope and with a mass of calculations on which they had been working. From time to time the professor spoke a few words into the microphone which connected with the loud speaking telephone in the control room, reporting the results of observations to Teddy and giving him accurate information on which to base his corrections of their course. Here in the observatory there was a wall panel on which was mounted a set of indicating and recording instruments that duplicated those in the control room below, as well as a televisor screen which gave full view of that portion of the heavens obstructed by the ship’s hull, exactly as if seen from the lower viewing ports.


  Ralph saw that Venus was rapidly shrinking in apparent size and that the sun, off to one side, was not much larger than when viewed from just outside Earth’s atmosphere. A brilliant flaming orb, casting its streamers of incandescent gases a hundred thousand miles and more into space, it too was receding with incredible swiftness. Ralph glanced at the speed indicator that was graduated in miles per second and saw that its pointer was approaching the fifty thousand mark. The instrument alongside was one with which he was not familiar and he saw that its scale markings were from zero to one thousand and that its slender indicating bar had barely left the lower limit of the scale.


  Professor Timken rose from his work and joined Ralph where he stood before the instruments.


  “What is this instrument?” Ralph asked him.


  “That,” said the professor, “is a speed indicator for the higher velocities. The ordinary indicator becomes useless when we reach the speed of light and then we switch to this second instrument whose scale units indicate multiples of that speed. When the needle rests at the figure ten, it means we are traveling at ten times the speed of light; when it is at one hundred, a velocity of one hundred times that of light is indicated.”


  “Oh.” Ralph wrinkled his forehead in a puzzled manner.


  The professor laughed. “You are thinking of the old theories of the ultimate velocity of matter?” he asked.


  “Frankly, I am.” Ralph grinned sheepishly. “Of course, I know that you and Teddy are sure of your ground; that we wouldn’t be starting out on this voyage if you weren’t. But I’ll admit I can’t get some of the old-fashioned ideas out of my head. Guess I’ll never be classed as a scientist.”


  “There are many who call themselves such that still cling to the old conception. And this in the face of the final proofs of gravitational characteristics. Why Ralph, it is as simple as the nose on your face—listen: the contraction in the direction of motion that was propounded in the Fitzgerald-Lorenz hypothesis of a few decades back, was an accepted theory until 1942. We believed, all of us, that a body moving in the universe with half the speed of light was reduced in size until its mass was increased one seventh, that at ninety percent of the speed of light its mass was increased two and one half times, and at ninety-nine percent to seven times the mass when at rest. The same formula showed infinite mass at light’s velocity of 186,000 miles a second, from which it followed that the velocity of light was the natural limit for moving matter. But the discovery of the relation between gravity and magnetism disproved all this, for it was found, and is proved by the very existence of the Sorenson air and space craft, that the lines of force that make up a gravitational field consist of energy charges moving with infinite velocity. If it were not so, our universe would fly asunder of itself, the planets would leave their orbits and desert their suns; the suns themselves would draw apart and soon there would be only chaos. For what holds the heavenly bodies in their courses is a balance of centrifugal forces and this very thing we call gravitation. Take our own world, for instance—it has a definite mass and velocity and produces a corresponding centrifugal force in its revolution about the sun. The centrifugal force is exactly balanced by the gravitational attraction between it and the sun, just as if a huge cable connected the two and prevented the earth from leaving its orbit on a tangent as it would do if unrestrained. And that force which holds the two bodies together must act instantaneously to be effective; were the energy charges that make up the gravitational tie to travel only at light’s velocity, there would be a time lag of more than eight minutes, which would prevent a balance of forces. Such balance would have been impossible to establish in the beginning; there would have been no solar system, no universe, only a vast turmoil of aimlessly darting, disrupting bodies.”


  “But,” objected Ralph, “energy charges are not matter.”


  “Indeed they are, my boy. All that exists is energy; the atoms of all matter consist merely of concentrations of energy which we call proton and electron. There is no ultimate solidity or substance to anything that exists in the universe as matter; all bodies of substance to anything that exists in the universe as a solid consists of the same thing: energy. Heat, light, electricity, gravity, are composed of these infinitesimal concentrations of energy. The universe itself is nothing but empty space, charged with energy; where the charges are comparatively close together, we have gases or liquids or matter we are pleased to call solids. Nothing exists in this universe of ours excepting energy—and emptiness.”


  “Mmm, very interesting,” grinned Ralph, “and mostly over my head entirely. But what it does mean to me, so far, is this: you contend that matter is energy, and vice versa—I’ve had that explained to me before but it didn’t take root—and that the force of gravity is energy traveling at a speed vastly in excess of that of light. From which you deduce, and have proved, that other forms of energy or matter can be made to travel at such speeds. Ergo, the Blue Streak can do this and is now well on the way toward accomplishing this very thing.”


  “Correct, my boy. In another hour we shall have reached a speed of 186,000 miles a second.”


  Ralph glanced again at the speed indicator and saw that it showed just under sixty thousand miles a second. “The rate of acceleration then is—” he began.


  “Approximately 120,000 miles per second per hour,” the professor finished for him. “Each one and a half hours of acceleration is roughly equivalent to the addition of another multiple of the speed of light to our velocity through space.”


  “We do not feel any sensation of such tremendous acceleration, Prof.”


  “Of course not. Our internal gravity mechanisms are arranged to compensate for the effects of acceleration or deceleration. Pressure you would otherwise feel is exactly and automatically counterbalanced by the repelling and attracting forces in walls, ceilings and floor plates of the vessel. There can be no bodily discomfort—”


  “Breakfast is served,” a sprightly voice interrupted him.


  Turning, the men saw Mary’s blond head thrust in at the door. She was flushed and smiling, obviously much excited over the results of her labors in the galley with Margaret.


  “All right, cook,” laughed Ralph.


  The alacrity with which he and the professor followed her below was frank betrayal of their healthy appetites. And the big Venerians, Soltur and Rastor, were not far behind when they clattered down the stair.


  IT was a gala occasion, this first meal together aboard the Blue Streak, and all members of the party were gathered about the single long table of the tiny dining saloon. With gravity repulsion energy fixed in the direction of Venus and attraction localized on that portion of the hull that faced toward Procyon, the Blue Streak was held to her course automatically and continued on into the heavens with constant acceleration. Only Ralph seemed thoughtful and preoccupied.


  “What have you been up to?” Margaret asked him. “You are so sober.”


  “The prof’s been telling me all about the emptiness of space,” he laughed, “and has at least convinced me of the emptiness of my head. I guess your hubby will never make a scientist.”


  Jack Dillon chuckled at this. “And I,” he said, “have been asking questions of Teddy until he was ready to send me out through the airlock into the frigid airlessness outside. He was very patient and explicit, but I’m sure I was a very inept pupil—”


  “No such thing,” Teddy broke in. “I don’t mind that sort of a talk, and your questions were very much to the point. The last thing we were discussing, Dillon—before Margaret butted in—is something I have studied extensively. The gravitational field, you understand, is a complicated thing to analyze. It—”


  “Here, here,” Mary chided him good naturedly, “talking shop at mealtime is tabu. Let that be understood from the beginning—we are expecting to be amused and entertained, Margaret and I, and certainly do not relish a diet of technical hash served up with our food.”


  “Well taken,” the professor spoke up. “I for one, am heartily in favor of dropping scientific discussions at meal time. What say you all?”


  “Sure.”


  “Yes.”


  “Right.” A chorus of laughing approval came from the men and the two girls exchanged triumphant and delighted glances. To them the dangerous journey was no more than a lark and was to be enjoyed accordingly.


  “What’ll we talk about?” Steve Gillette asked innocently.


  “Oh,” said Margaret airily, “coiffures and cosmetics; what the well dressed woman is to wear next spring; gossip about people we know who are not here to listen—and—and about the excellent quality of the food and the culinary skill of the femmes de charge.”


  “Ferns de—huh!” Steve grunted; then grinning broadly—“Well, anyhow it’s a darned good breakfast.”


  The merriment aroused by this sally set the entire party off into an exchange of repartee that made of the first mealtime gathering a huge success. And the three Venerians seemed to enjoy it as much as the Terrestrians, since their thought reading ability enabled them to appreciate the finer points of humor that would have escaped them had they to rely upon their academic knowledge of the English tongue.


  So it was that the time passed swiftly and the more serious aspects of the venture were forgotten for the space of nearly an hour.


  Eventually, the professor chanced to raise his eyes to the terrestrial chronometer that was affixed to the wall of the dining saloon, and he pushed back his chair hastily.


  “We’ll have to excuse ourselves at once, ladies,” he exclaimed. “Only two minutes remain until we reach the speed of light.”


  “And then what?” asked Margaret.


  “Nothing of moment, my dear, but there are certain observations to be made and theoretical data to be checked.” The professor was already on his way to the door.


  That broke up the pleasant sociability of their first meal and sent the men hustling to their various stations. Jack Dillon went below with Teddy, and Ralph accompanied the professor and the two Venerian scientists to the observatory. Steve and Therin returned to their beloved engines and generators. Margaret and Mary resigned themselves to the routine of the galley that was to follow their every meal aboard the Blue Streak.


  “DO you mean to say this ship has never been tested at a speed beyond that of light?” Ralph asked the professor when they came into the observatory.


  “It has not. We did not have sufficient power when she was sent over from Tinus, and then on the trial trip our supply of the radium emanation became so nearly exhausted at one hundred and fifty thousand miles a second, that we had to return. It was not until we received the last shipment of radium from Sorenson that we were sufficiently well supplied. A tremendous amount of power is required to accelerate to this velocity, you know.”


  “I know.” Ralph grew thoughtful as the professor peered into the eyepiece of the telescope. “But why the excitement?—you don’t expect any difficulty, do you?”


  “No, no,”—absent-mindedly. “No trouble, Ralph. Our computations are sufficient proof . . . merely extrapolations from the previous test results at lower velocities, you understand . . . but we are about to enter a new realm about which nothing really is known. And theories must be checked by observation.”


  “Hmm.” Ralph turned his eyes to the speed indicators. The pointer of the first one had nearly reached the limit of its scale and that of the second was wavering just short of the figure one on the dial. The Blue Streak was traveling at a velocity only slightly less than the speed of light itself.


  And then they had crossed the line. Ralph was looking out into the heavens through one of the large viewing ports when it happened and was startled no less by the professor’s gasp of wonder than by the thing he saw take place out there in the depths of space. For an instant it had seemed that the countless pinpoints of brilliance that were the stars were blurred and unsteady in his vision. And then, for each bright body there was a complementary body that separated itself from its twin and moved rapidly away in a flashing arc that was like the passage of a meteor through Earth’s atmosphere. Again the heavens stabilized and there were no more duplicated bodies but an entirely new arrangement of the familiar constellations. Where brilliant sections of the Milky Way had been, there was now the blackness of empty space, and where no stars had been before, there now appeared the most vivid aggregations of bright bodies. It was as if they had entered a new universe.


  “What is it, Prof?” asked Ralph in awed voice.


  “The proof of my theories,” husked the professor. “We have entered the realm of space-time, a region yet unexplored by man. And Ralph, my boy, space-time is curved, though there has never been proof that the physical universe is so constituted. It is the most notable discovery of the ages.”


  Rastor and Soltur agreed solemnly as Ralph Prescott stared.


  CHAPTER VII


  In the Realm of Space-Time


  TEDDY CROWLEY’S voice came blaring excitedly from the loud speaking telephone: “What the devil is wrong, Prof? Everything in the heavens is changed; in the telescope down here the sun is no longer center on the cross hairs. In fact, I can’t seem to locate it at all. Have we lost our course, or am I crazy?”


  “Neither,” Professor Timken laughed into the microphone. “Leave all of your adjustments as they are, Teddy. We are still on our course as before—the solar system still repels us and the system of Procyon still draws us onward by the attraction that was established in that direction. The changes you see are due only to the curvature of space-time; all light from the stars now reaches us over curved paths and the apparent rearrangement of the universe is caused by the differences in distance of the celestial bodies and the length of time required to bring their light to our position in space. Naturally, those bodies farthest from us have been displaced the greatest distance in apparent location, since their curved light paths are of greatest length and therefore of most extensive curvature. The Blue Streak itself is traveling in a great circle, the radius of which I shall have calculated presently. When this is done, we shall again have definite knowledge of our position and will be able to locate optically the solar system we have left behind, as well as the one for which we are bound.”


  “Right-o! It is the confirmation of the latest theories, I see now. But it sure does seem weird—there’s not a familiar thing to be seen in the heavens. The Great Dipper, Cassiopeia, Andromeda—every one of the constellations is mixed up and dispersed, its identity lost. I’m to sit tight regardless, though?”


  “There’s nothing else to do, Teddy. Just hold everything as it is and wait for word from me.” The professor returned to the telescope and the loud speaker was still.


  Ralph watched as he swung the tube of the powerful refractor in slow arcs that covered many portions of the heavens and made rapid notations of his observations. Rastor and Soltur were taking the slips of paper from him as he filled them with figures, and using his notations as bases of amazingly lengthy and complex calculations. A long period of silence reigned in the observatory as the work went on.


  At length, when the indicator showed that the Blue Streak was traveling at nearly double the speed of light, Professor Timken left the eyepiece of his instrument and straightened his rugged body, ruefully rubbing his back as he did so.


  “Not as young as I used to be, Ralph,” he grinned. “I’m mighty glad that I’ve enough data now, for I’d never be able to unkink myself if I had to keep at this much longer.”


  “You, old!” scoffed Ralph. “Why say, you’re as peppy as the youngest of us. All you need is a little exercise.” Though only fifty-six years of age, the professor had hair and beard of snowy white which made him appear much older at first glance. But his skin was healthily pink and unwrinkled, his eyes bright with the spirit of youth, and his wiry frame of unbelievable strength and vigor. Professor Timken was no oldster, though he delighted in posing as such before the younger men.


  “Which exercise I’ll undoubtedly get when we reach our destination,” he retorted.


  “You’ve straightened things out—the stars, I mean?” Ralph waved his arm vaguely toward the heavens.


  “Oh, I can’t say that; it would take many years to classify even a fraction of the new declinations and right ascensions of the stars. Besides, we would need to be stationary in space-time, or at least traveling at constant velocity in a known path. But we will have sufficient data for determining our position and course when Rastor and Soltur have finished their computations.”


  “I still don’t get it,” said Ralph. “This business of space-time and the reason the skies look so different. And how did we get into this state? Isn’t our existence on the same plane as always?”


  “It all goes back to this thing of relativity, Ralph. We are the same as before; the Blue Streak and all it contains remain unchanged. That is, when considered and viewed from our present position and velocity in space-time. But the universe itself becomes a differently constituted one—relatively—as soon as our position in it is changing at a speed in excess of that of light. Some fifteen years ago, the scientists—after extensive observational data obtained in California—came to the conclusion that space, as conceivable in the three physical dimensions, is uncurved. They postulated then that it was curved only in the fourth dimension, which is the time-space relationship or space-time, and that is the hypothesis we have just proved. By exceeding the speed of light we have entered the hitherto unexplored fourth dimension.”


  “You mean we are traveling in time as well as in space?”


  “Nothing else, my boy. We are going into the past or future when we move faster than light. Don’t you see it? When we left Coris we took one last look at Vusti through the big telescope of the Royal Observatory and the light we saw then had left Vusti about ten and a third years previously, as time is reckoned on Earth. But we are to make the voyage in approximately one lunar month and when we reach Vusti, we arrive there at a period of its existence during which the light being radiated from its surface will not be observable in Coris or Tinus for another ten and a third years; we shall have traveled into the past of Vusti the equivalent of those ten and one third terrestrial years, less, of course, the time consumed in our journey. And when we shall have returned to our homes it will not be possible for us to view the light that was radiated from Vusti during our visit there until approximately ten years have elapsed. Do you see?”


  “Y-yes.” Ralph didn’t see, but sufficient of the professor’s explanation had been understandable to give him at least an inkling of the truth.


  BEFORE another hour had passed, the entire party was gathered in the control room and an animated discussion was in progress, the subject of which was this fantastic new universe through which they were speeding. The astronomical calculations had been completed and their own solar system as well as that of Vusti had once more been located by the telescopes. Their course had been determined accurately and the characteristic of its huge arc carefully plotted, in order that the pioneer navigators of space-time might know their position throughout the entire journey.


  Ralph Prescott was examining the new chart which had been prepared. “I should think,” he said to the professor, “that we might save time by following a straight line course rather than by progressing along this curved one.”


  “Indeed we could not,” replied the professor. “And for precisely the same reason that navigators of the oceans of Tinus may not depart from their great circle routes without lengthening of the mileage. Space-time is curved exactly as the surface of the planets are curved and a projected chart such as the ones we use for navigation must, in each case, show a curved line as the shortest distance between two points.”


  Mary and Margaret, though professing complete ignorance of the subject, were intensely interested in the phenomenon that, to them, was most easily explained as an optical illusion.


  “Is there no danger of colliding with stray bodies out here?” Jack Dillon asked of Teddy.


  “That has been taken care of in the design of the Blue Streak,” was Teddy’s reply, “as was done in the case of the earlier vessels. There are incorporated in the ship’s mechanisms extremely sensitive detectors which are actuated by the presence of even the smallest of stray bodies that may lie in our path. These detectors automatically alter our course or our speed so that the vessel actually dodges any meteorite or planetoid with which it might otherwise collide. And, when the danger has been avoided, the ship swings back into its true course without any manipulation of the controls being necessary.”


  “And without a directing human mind?”


  “Absolutely. The thing, of necessity, is done much more quickly than thought when the speeds are very great. No human brain could function with sufficient swiftness nor human muscles respond speedily enough to avert disaster.”


  “Marvelous,” exclaimed Dillon. “Your detectors then are robots of the utmost intelligence and watchfulness. Mechanical watch-dogs.”


  “That’s about it,” grinned Teddy. “And they never sleep, Dillon.”


  “OH look—everybody!” Margaret called out from her position at one of the observation windows. “What is it? Professor—Teddy!”


  All members of the party hastened to the viewing ports and each searched the skies in the direction indicated by Margaret.


  There was no apparent motion of the Blue Streak out here in the depths of space-time. She seemed to be suspended motionless in the midst of the void, though the speed indicators showed a velocity of movement more than three times that of light. And, against the black velvet background of the heavens, the myriad brilliant pinpoints of light and the unfamiliar patches of brightness formed an unmoving and unblinking pattern of awe-inspiring magnificence. Their own sun had long since been lost as a separate entity in the vastness of the cosmos and was but one amongst all those millions of tiny gleaming orbs.


  “I see it,” Ralph exclaimed. “Off there, Professor—see!”


  “Yes, yes—a strange sight.” The professor dashed to the eyepiece of the radio telescope. “It lies directly in our course,” he announced after making a few adjustments. “But we do not seem to be approaching it as rapidly as—Soltur—Rastor!” His voice rose excitedly as he called the two Venerian scientists to the instrument.


  As seen with the naked eye, this object Margaret had sighted was merely a larger fleck of brilliance against the background of the universe of space-time. But it was distinctly orange in color and, instead of being a pinpoint or a well-defined orb, was of elongated shape—an ovoid whose length was probably three times its diameter.


  “Do you suppose it can be another ethership,” whispered Mary.


  No one replied and there was palpitating silence in the control room save for the smooth droning sound that came down from the atomic engine-generators above.


  “It is a ring,” said Soltur in his precise clipped English after breathless moments, “a flattened circular body with a great central opening. And quite obviously traveling at a speed nearly equal to our own.”


  “In almost the same direction, as well,” the professor added, taking Soltur’s place at the eyepiece. “A most unusual circumstance, certainly. Let us repair to the observatory and make more accurate observation.” Immediately the three scientists were mounting the iron stair that led to the upper compartments, leaving their companions gazing intently through the lower viewing ports. Teddy monopolized the control room telescope.


  Even to the naked eye the flattened orange body appeared to be increasing in size. The Blue Streak was drawing nearer to it, albeit slowly. Certainly they were not approaching this weird heavenly visitant with anything like the speed of light—relatively.


  “It’s no space ship,” Teddy averred, his eyes glued to the telescope. “There’s an aura that suggests an atmosphere and a couple of bodies near it that seem to be satellites. The body itself looks like a doughnut.”


  “I, for one, am going to have a look through that telescope,” Mary declared, moving to Teddy’s side and pinching him playfully. “Here, let the rest of us see.” Reluctantly Teddy yielded his place to her. And, one by one, those of the voyagers who remained in the control room had opportunity of viewing the magnified image, each indulging in expressions of alarm or mere wonder at the sight.


  And then the voice of Professor Timken came to them through the loud speaking telephone: “The body is about ten thousand miles across its greatest diameter and is traveling through space at a velocity 3.1 times that of light. Its enormous orbit deviates only very slightly from the great circle course we had been following and we have now swung from our own course into this orbit, this being due to the nearness of the new body and the fact that its attraction for us is much greater than that of the vastly more distant Vusti. At our present rate of acceleration, we shall overtake this body in a very few minutes.”


  “Let me have the proper sighting angles and I’ll correct our course,” Teddy called into the microphone.


  There was no reply for a moment—then: “Why not visit this body?” the professor suggested. “Or at least slow down when we draw near and circle it so that we may examine its surface.”


  “Yes, Teddy, let’s do!” Margaret Prescott put in enthusiastically. And Mary joined her voice with that of her friend.


  “All right with everyone?” Teddy inquired. Getting unanimous approval of the suggestion, he called into the microphone: “Okay Prof—keep me advised as to speed and direction and I’ll decelerate when necessary.”


  “It’s back to the five and ten for us, Therin,” grinned Steve Gillette. “Come on, big boy, those engines’ll need some attention.”


  Gleefully the two expert mechanics made off for the engine room. And the rest of the voyagers were keyed up with expectancy, for here was an adventure they had not anticipated.


  AFTER ten minutes of continued acceleration at the old rate, the orange-hued angular body was rushing toward them with such speed that they were able to observe its rapid increase in size without the aid of the telescope. Still the Blue Streak seemed to be hovering a motionless thing in the vastness of the heavens.


  “Reduce acceleration twenty percent,” the professor’s voice sang out from the loud speaker.


  “Okay Prof.” Teddy manipulated the repulsion controls to reduce the driving force from behind.


  There was no change in the apparent immobility of the vessel, although the acceleration indicator fell off to the value of ninety-six thousand miles per second per hour. But the rate of increase in size of the great orange ring was perceptibly slower.


  Still the gap that separated them from the strange celestial wanderer was being reduced with great rapidity and, from this time on, the professor’s voice came down to them with increasing frequency. Teddy was kept busy at the controls, reducing the attractive forces in the direction of the radiant ring and the repelling energy in the opposite direction until eventually they had reached a point where the orange ring was an enormous body which filled the entire field of vision and the Blue Streak was traveling at 3.1 times the speed of light.


  The approach indicator showed that they were within a thousand miles of the body. When they had reached this position, Professor Timken and the Corisian scientists came down from the observatory and reported the detailed results of their observations.


  “Do you think we can land?” asked Mary Crowley breathlessly.


  “If we wish to after we have viewed the surface at closer range,” the professor told her, “There is a breathable atmosphere, despite the presence of certain gases which make the body self-luminous,” and the surface gravity is little different from that of Coris, due probably to a peculiarity of its density. The body undoubtedly is capable of supporting life, but it may be there is life of such character as to make a landing unsafe.”


  “Huh!” grunted Steve, who had rejoined them, “We needn’t be afraid of anything. We’ve got the ray projectors and the automatic rifles with the explosive bullets—and the——”


  “That’s all very well, Steve,” Teddy interrupted him, “But we’re not spoiling for a fight with any kind of creatures. And we don’t have to land here, you know—we’re not going to, if it means taking any unnecessary risks.”


  “We’ll drop into the atmosphere to see what is there, won’t we?” inquired Margaret anxiously.


  “Oh, certainly.” Suiting action to the words, Teddy dropped the Blue Streak swiftly toward the misty orange luminescence of the planet’s atmosphere.


  In the influence of the body’s strong gravitational field, it was found possible to shut down all but one of the Blue Streak’s engines. Their own artificial gravity energies that had reached out into space were no longer necessary to maintain their present velocity through it of 3.1 times the speed of light. Their motion was maintained by the attraction for them of the strange heavenly wanderer and their only apparent velocity was toward the body itself and was of the order of eight hundred miles an hour when they entered the outer reaches of the glowing atmosphere.


  The altimeter commenced functioning and Teddy corrected it for the slight difference in gravity from that of Venus, where the instrument had last been used. It indicated an altitude of thirty thousand feet now, and he reduced speed until they were nearing the surface at an easy rate.


  When they were within a mile, the misty, luminous atmosphere had become of sufficient transparency to reveal the rugged contours of the strange land that spread beneath them. And when they had dropped still lower, the orange light, though soft and mellow, revealed all details of the countryside with the utmost clarity.


  All the occupants of the control room were agog with excitement when the Blue Streak reached an altitude of five hundred feet and drifted over the surface at less than two hundred miles an hour. This was especially true of the girls, whose enthusiasm was irrepressible. And both of them squealed with delight when the vessel had rounded a particularly steep-sided and rocky mountain to enter a fertile valley, where there was cuddled a city of astounding size and beauty.


  “Now I know we shall make a landing,” trilled Margaret.


  “Maybe!” said Ralph drily, “Who knows as yet whether we’ll be welcome?”


  Margaret tossed her sleek dark head and smiled provocatively into her husband’s solemn eyes. “Who wouldn’t welcome us?” she countered, hugging Mary’s arm, “Mary and I will dazzle the natives; you’ll see.”


  Which properly squelched Ralph Prescott and brought a twinkle of prideful understanding into his steady gaze. There was no fear, nor the slightest disposition to worry, in Margaret’s makeup.


  CHAPTER VIII


  The World of Perpetual Day


  THE Blue Streak proceeded along the valley in the direction of the city. It was a colorful landscape that lay beneath them, a riot of pastel shades of yellow and vivid carmines that reminded the travelers of the autumn foliage of Earth. There was a broad river of silvery smoothness along which were regularly spaced and carefully tended farmlands where curious reedlike vegetation with fluffy tufted tops was growing. Here and there along the banks of the winding river were groups of circular dwellings with vertical sides and low conical roofs that gleamed redly as if constructed of burnished copper. In some of the fields where the yellow vegetation was close cropped, were strange animals grazing, quadrupeds with enormously long and powerful hind legs and short dangling forelegs like the kangaroo of Tinus. Like the kangaroo, they covered tremendous distances in long flying leaps and sat erect on their haunches when at rest. But, unlike that terrestrial animal, they appeared to be furless and their bare hides were of startling chalk-whiteness. Their heads were bullet-shaped and earless, surmounting long flexible necks. And these domestic animals were as large as horses and many times swifter in movement.


  At several points the travelers observed humanlike beings who came out of the circular dwelling places to stare skyward in open-mouthed curiosity. These beings were attired in long flowing robes of many resplendent colors. Their legs were thus hidden from view, but they stood erect like the peoples of Coris and Tinus and were presumed to be bipeds. Their arms seemed unusually short in comparison to their stature, which appeared to be about the same as that of the men of the earth. Like the queer beasts of the pastures, their skin was of most astonishing whiteness. And the eyes that looked up at the Blue Streak were enormous and unblinking, seeming at the distance to be without lids or lashes. Certainly they had no eyebrows, and the smooth uncovered heads were as bare of hair as was Teddy Crowley’s. Barer, for Teddy did have a fluffy fringe just over his ears.


  The city ahead of them was laid out in a perfect circle and its streets radiated from a great open space in the center like the spokes of a wheel. There were thousands upon thousands of the round dwellings, each with its gleaming red conical roof, and, near the central space, which evidently was a park, there were clustered a great number of structures of the same design but much larger in size. It was quite like the cities of Earth and Venus in this respect, with public buildings and places of business centralized in the heart of its area.


  As they drew near to the city, it was evident that there was no air traffic whatever, for there were no provisions for the landing of aircraft nor was any such craft to be seen in the skies. But swift-moving vehicles ranged the broad avenues, while those on foot seemed to be gliding along at a rate very much faster than walking, as if they were mounted on wheels and propelled by motors. And, as the Blue Streak drifted by overhead, all eyes were raised skyward as had been those of the rural inhabitants.


  A great crowd had gathered in the circular central park by the time the spherical vessel reached it and much excitement was exhibited in the antics and jostling tactics of the robed people. Teddy maneuvered the Blue Streak to a point that was directly over the assemblage and then dropped to within thirty feet of their heads, where he let it hover. There was instant ducking of the heads and a wild scramble of the crowd to be away from underneath the strange visitor from the skies. And presently the crowd had spread itself into a huge circle, leaving an open space in its midst that was amply large for a landing.


  “What had we better do?” asked Teddy doubtfully.


  “Why, land, of course,” chimed Mary and Margaret. “These people are civilized. Their faces are friendly. And they are unarmed.”


  “Tell you what,” Steve put in, “Only one of us will go out at first. I’ll go out through the airlock with a couple of mentascopes and ask ’em can we have a cup of coffee or something.”


  Everyone laughed. “No, Steve,” said the professor, “that is my job—I shall be the one to interview them first.”


  “No.”


  “Nothing doing.”


  “I’ll do it.” Instantly each member of the party was objecting strenuously; each wanted to be the first to land and each had logical arguments to prove that the privilege should be his. Or hers. For Margaret and Mary were as insistent as the men.


  As the argument continued, Teddy dropped the Blue Streak to the yellow-carpeted sward and the crowd outside closed in on them, pressing curious faces on the windows of the control room. At this range they appeared as gentle and harmless as children—and as inexperienced. There was wonder in those great staring eyes, and bovine placidity, but no hint of unfriendliness or suspicion directed at the visitors.


  “We’ll all go out,” Teddy chuckled. “Professor Timken and myself first, with mentascopes. And the rest of you are at liberty to follow. There’s no harm in these people.”


  BY the time the outer door of the airlock had been unbolted and swung open, the crowd had drawn back, and when Teddy and the professor stepped forth upon the soil of the strange land, one who seemed to be a leader among them glided forward and bowed to his waist, spreading his arms wide in a gesture that might have indicated obeisance or welcome but not enmity. This one’s round face, when he straightened his body and looked at the newcomers, was alight with pleasurable anticipation.


  He uttered a few whistling, birdlike sounds that evidently were spoken words and advanced toward the visitors, bowing again and spreading his short arms as he had done before. The press of his people was restlessly moving behind him but respectful silence was maintained amongst them.


  Professor Timken smiled and shook his head. “I don’t understand you, Mr. Mayor, or whatever your title might be,” he said humorously, “and what I am saying must convince you that speech between us is of no avail. But—here—put on one of these and we’ll get along.”


  He placed one of the mentascopes on the ground at the feet of the one who had greeted them, then adjusting another over his own closely cut gray locks. A chirping murmur of interest rose from the crowd and their leader stooped low to examine the contrivance. When the professor had finished adjusting his own mentascope, he indicated in the best pantomime he could muster that the one who was spokesman for the bald folk should don the other in like manner.


  Meanwhile all the other passengers of the Blue Streak had come out through the airlock and the chirpings of the bald ones became more insistently clamorous. Their leader turned and silenced them with a single angry gesture.


  “He has them eating out of his hand,” chuckled Steve Gillette, “Must be he’s the biggest racketeer in town, or something like that.”


  At this stage of the proceedings, a tiny tot, a miniature of the bald adults, wriggled out from the press and glided swiftly to Margaret Prescott, flinging caressing arms about her knees and looking up trustingly into her smiling face. A frantic mother after the child, and a mirthful tittering amongst those of the crowd who had witnessed the incident, served to break the ice and there was no hesitation on either side after that. The one who seemed to be leader had comprehended the professor’s gestures and contortions and was awkwardly engaged in placing the cap of the mentascope on his head. Teddy, who had likewise equipped himself, went to the bald one’s assistance and quickly had the instrument strapped in place.


  It was thus that the first thought impulse to flash from the scarlet-robed stranger’s mind was one of gratitude and appreciation.


  The entire stock of mentascopes was quickly in evidence, and, since only ten were available, there were not enough to equip all of the Blue Streak’s passengers. In the scramble Steve Gillette found himself the only member of the party to go unsupplied and he indulged in appropriate humorous comment.


  “What am I,” he grumbled, “a stepchild? Here I do most of the work on board and when it comes to getting my share of things I’m left out in the cold.”


  But no one paid him the slightest attention, for the telepathic communication with the leader of the bald ones was in full progress. Thrip, it developed, was the scarlet robed one’s name, and he was the equivalent of a mayor of this city in which the Blue Streak had made landing. His people he termed Hercha and the city itself Herch. He made it known immediately that the visitors were looked upon as gods by the Hercha, or at least as beings of supreme intelligence and accomplishment who had come out of the orange mists, and that they were more than welcome in the land of Zeet, in which Herch was situated. He did not question any of the visitors but indicated that he desired them to appear before his council for a parley and the exchange of greetings. And when he had raised his arms to his people and chirped a sharp command, the crowd drew back and opened a path through which the visitors might pass. Nothing loath and consumed with curiosity themselves, the entire party from the Blue Streak followed Thrip as he led the way across the park toward the greatest of the circular edifices that faced upon it.


  CROSSING the broad avenue that surrounded the park, the visitors noted that its surface was composed of soft yielding material and was extremely springy under the feet as if of inflated rubber. There were no curbings, and the entrances of all buildings were precisely on the street level so there was no necessity for the use of steps. And the reason for this soon became apparent—these creatures of the strange annular world were mounted on wheels; they glided hither and thither with easy swiftness and the soft purring of motors was heard from under their long robes. Certain small four-wheeled and three-wheeled vehicles likewise made use of the building entrances, rolling in directly from the avenue of traffic at considerable speed. And the wheels of these were solid discs, without tires, which accounted for the use of the elastic pavement.


  When they entered the ornate administration building with Thrip a crowd of curious Hercha was gathered outside and the visitors sensed from their downward glances and gesticulations that their own lower limbs and the use of them in walking had aroused a great degree of wondering amazement as well as envious admiration. The reason for this was later to become apparent. Inside the building, the visitors were led to the car of a lift by Thrip, who glided swiftly after them through its door. They were carried aloft with the same smooth acceleration displayed by the high speed elevators of Coris and Tinus.


  In the council chamber, a group of thirteen Hercha was gathered and these were assembled in a circle awaiting the arrival of Thrip and his guests.


  “Dog-gone!” exclaimed Steve Gillette, “Will you take a look at them in their wheel chairs!”


  The members of the council had thrown off their long robes and the lower portions of their bodies were revealed in their horrible deformity. Well-built and muscularly developed from the waist up, with the exception of those short arms, they sat strapped into their motor-powered wheeled supports without which it would have been impossible for them to move from place to place. For their legs, two in number, were wasted away and shriveled to the extent of complete uselessness. Encased in tight satiny breeches, these members dangled helplessly before them, the thickness of broomsticks and less than half the length of an Earthman’s legs, terminating in metal-encased knobs that bore not the slightest resemblance to human feet. Atrophied probably from ages of disuse. Thrip, when he had removed his own cloak, was seen to be in like predicament, a helpless prisoner of the machine which was at the same time his sitting place and means of locomotion. All of the peoples of the ring-shaped world were thus formed, it developed later, and had been dependent upon their motor-driven supports for more ages than their histories recorded.


  “Quit your gawping,” growled Ralph, nudging Steve’s ribs when he saw that the stocky mechanic was stooping to examine the mechanism of Thrip’s “wheel chair.”


  “They’ll be embarrassed in a minute—perhaps insulted.”


  “Well, they’re giving us the once-over pretty thoroughly,” Steve retorted. But he drew himself erect and gave up his overcurious investigation.


  What he had said was true; the councillors of Herch formed a circle surrounding the visitors and stared at them intently and solemnly, their great unblinking eyes dwelling particularly upon their strong lower limbs and returning with annoying frequency to the slim figures of Mary and Margaret. Thrip was addressing the council in his birdlike twitterings but the members appeared to give little heed to his words, so intent were they on their appraisal of the strangers who were in their midst. Ralph Prescott felt himself flush with the anger that rose up within him, but held his peace.


  At length Thrip had launched into a discussion of the mentascope which he had removed from his head. The visitors knew this by his gestures and by the passing of the instrument from hand to hand among the councillors as he talked. And the goggle-eyed Hercha displayed considerable interest in the caplike contrivance, but handled it as if afraid of its mysterious powers. When Thrip again donned the mechanism and demonstrated it by establishing mental communication with the professor there came from them a babel of alarmed chirpings and swift drawing away from the visitors.


  Thrip quickly made it known to the visitors that they were suspicious of the evil that might be concealed in these contrivances and requested that all of them remove theirs with the exception of Professor Timken. The professor, it appeared, was regarded by them as the leader and spokesman of the strange beings who had come out of the orange mists and it was desired that all contact be established between him and Thrip.


  Some of Thrip’s geniality vanished under the influence of his council’s bickerings, and the professor set about in an attempt to restore it by asking him many questions concerning his own land and by flattering mental comment on what he had seen thus far in Herch. The other members of the Blue Streak’s party had removed their mentascopes reluctantly and were now grouped closely near Thrip and the professor. There were no chairs, no seats of any kind, for the Hercha did not need them, so they had no recourse but to remain standing. And all watched the flickering thought images on the two mentascope discs and could thus follow sketchily the exchange of ideas between the two principals, although missing the completeness of thought interchange made possible to those who wore the mechanisms.


  Most amazingly, it was immediately apparent that Thrip’s conception of his own world was entirely fallacious. He pictured it as a vast plain, a plane surface with no boundaries, and looked upon it as the sole dwelling place of intelligent beings in existence. It was his universe, the only universe, and his mind could encompass the idea of no other realm. He had not the faintest conception of a cosmos wherein a multitude of habitable bodies might exist. Nor was he able to visualize the heavens or the darkness of night, for the orange mists closed the boundary of his vision from the former and provided perpetual day for his people which made impossible the existence in his mind of an idea of the latter. There was no word in his tongue to convey the thought of darkness save that for the lack of light that was met with when enclosed in a hidden chamber where the artificial lighting used only in such inner rooms had failed of its function. And that word conveyed more of terror and despair than of the absence of light. His world, the only world, was called Kirpin and its inhabitants Kirpina. Herch, he indicated was only one of many thousands of cities, and was of comparatively small size and in an isolated location. In many portions of Kirpin, it appeared, the density of population was greatly in excess of that in the most thickly settled regions of Earth or Venus and in these sections the civilization and evolution of the Kirpina had progressed to stages much more advanced than in outlying districts such as that in which Herch was located. He boasted of the arts and scientific accomplishments of these more favored peoples.


  “Huh! And they think Kirpin is all there is to the universe and all there is of existence,” commented Steve scornfully, “And they haven’t even developed aviation!”


  “Shut up!” hissed Teddy, who had observed one of the councillors casting evil looks at Steve, “Want to get us in trouble?”


  The irrepressible mechanic subsided, mumbling.


  Dwellers of the mist, Thrip termed the visitors in thought translation of his words of address, and his pictured conception of them included the spherical form of the Blue Streak as their dwelling place. His mentascope disc imaged it as a vessel bobbing about perpetually on a heaving surface of orange and eventually descending from its heights to the level of Kirpin. A sort of a punishment of the gods, he took it to be, and indicated his belief that they themselves had been gods but had found disfavor with the Supreme Being of the mists and were condemned to existence as Kirpina.


  “Not so good,” Ralph whispered to Margaret. “He thinks we are fallen angels. Our coming seems to fit in with their religion, somehow, and we may find ourselves in difficulties.”


  Thrip turned from the professor to address the council and his chirpings were in high-pitched tone and obviously aroused the members to new doubts and wonderings.


  “Tell him about U3,” hissed Ralph, placing his lips close to the professor’s ear, “Tell him about our own world and about Venus. Let him know of the great distance from which we come and describe our people and our cities, our war equipment and such——”


  “Yes, I’ll try.” But a frown of perplexity creased Professor Timken’s brow as Thrip faced him anew.


  Ralph saw by the swiftly changing images of the mentascope that the professor was doing as he suggested, and he saw too that Thrip’s facial expression changed gradually from politely interested surprise to frank disbelief. And, by the time Professor Timken had conveyed descriptions and visualizations to him of the planets of his own solar system, and of the cities and peoples of New York and Seritanis, the chief executive of Herch was retorting with vigorous objections. On the professor’s insistence that he be permitted to continue his story, Thrip waved him into silence with an imperious gesture and turned once more to address his council.


  Horrified faces and angry murmurings greeted his words, it being only too apparent that the councillors were moved to new and deeper mistrust of the visitors. At length one of them spoke up with an air of determined conviction and with many facial contortions. His words were greeted noisily and with obvious approval by the others.


  Thrip nodded solemnly and again gave his attention to Professor Timken. Apologetic chatterings came from his lips, and across the disc of the mentascope he wore were flashed images of a mist-wreathed mountain-top temple and of black robed creatures who paraded before its smoking altar.


  “It has been decreed,” the professor explained to his party, “that we appear before the priests of Ara. Our story is to be told to them as quickly as we can reach their temple.”


  “Suppose we refuse,” blurted Steve.


  “We dare not refuse,” was Professor Timken’s reply, “for I have read dark warning in the depths of Thrip’s consciousness—threats of dire consequence he had not realized he was betraying. We must humor these people until opportunity of getting away is presented.”


  The others agreed and into Ralph Prescott’s mind there came memories of the forebodings which had assailed him before he took Margaret from Earth. He drew her close to his side.


  CHAPTER IX


  The Priests of Ara


  POLICE officers of the Hercha had taken possession of the Blue Streak ere the adventurers were returned to the park. They saw with amazement, as a way for their passage was opened up through the crowd, that a ramp had been constructed to enable these wheel-mounted creatures to enter the airlock and that members of them already crowded the control room.


  Thrip explained to Professor Timken that his guardians of law and order had been instructed to direct them to the shrine of the priests of Ara and that they were virtually prisoners who must obey the orders of their guards under penalty of a swift and horrible death.


  “But, if we are immortal?” the professor smiled, undaunted.


  “Whurrup!”


  With this unintelligible exclamation, Thrip tore the mentascope from his bald pate and flung it to the yellow sward, whereupon there was no further understanding of his duckings. But it was obvious that he had been greatly angered for he glided off into the crowd of onlookers without so much as looking back or bidding the visitors farewell.


  Steve Gillette laughed raucously though mirthlessly, and his outburst was the signal for violent demonstrations on the part of the mob of Hercha who surrounded them. But the place was alive with scarlet robed police and they drove back the threatening natives while others of their number hustled the adventurers into the Blue Streak’s airlock.


  “Whew!” exclaimed Teddy Crowley when he looked down from the ports of the control room. “We can be glad we’re out of that. Perhaps their priests will display a bit more of intelligence.”


  “I hope so,” said the professor wryly, watching the police as they battled with the infuriated rabble in the park.


  And then they witnessed something that chilled their blood in their veins. One of the Hercha had gone berserk and was fighting a red-robed officer with swift piston-like thrusts of his short arms. The policeman was toppled from his wheeled support to sprawl ignominiously and helplessly on the yellow turf. Whereupon another of the officers produced a spherical metallic object which flashed sudden flame that bathed the pugnacious one in momentary lurid light. And in an instant of time the victim had shrunk into an unrecognizable cindery mass.


  “Oh God!” moaned Margaret Prescott, covering her eyes, “that is horrible. Let us go.”


  Mary Crowley was suddenly expostulating with one of the police inside, her voice raised in anger. Teddy, turning swiftly, saw she was being threatened with one of the round flame-spouting weapons and that all of the police in the control room were likewise armed.


  “Take it easy,” he warned softly. “We’ll have to do as they say until we can turn the tables.”


  Steve Gillette, for once, held his peace.


  The red-robed one who seemed to be directing the activities of the police was making signs to the professor, indicating that he wished to be provided with one of the mentascopes. Professor Timken complied with his pantomimed request and adjusted one of the mechanisms over his head. And when this was done, the orders of the police of Kerch were quickly issued.


  Having learned the several duties of the Blue Streak’s crew by his mental questioning of the professor, the police captain sent each to his place under guard. Those who could be of no assistance in the voyage through Kirpin’s atmosphere he quartered in the lounge with a special detail of his men and these included the girls. Jack Dillon, and the big Venerians, Rastor and Soltur, whose great stature had been a source of wonder to all the Hercha. Steve and Therin were at their places in the engine room. He allowed Ralph and the professor to remain in the control room with Teddy. Since there were no lifts in the Blue Streak, he had forced the stalwart Venerians to carry those of his guards who were assigned to the upper decks and this they did with none too good grace, stumbling intentionally and causing many flurries of excitement and threatenings of the flame weapons as they mounted the iron stairways. Eventually the arrangements suited the Herch police captain and he gave the order to proceed.


  “A fine pickle,” Ralph whispered to Teddy as the Blue Streak was lifted from her position to drift away over the stunted yellow shrubbery of the park, “And no way of getting out of it.”


  “Yes, but our chance will come. Wait.”


  The guards were watching them closely, weapons in hand, and their captain was engaged in earnest telepathic communication with Professor Timken. The professor brought the officer to the instrument panel and explained to him the functions of the several devices used in atmospheric navigation. And when the red-robed one had grasped the idea of the ordinary magnetic compass, he quickly gave his instructions.


  “We are to travel east by northeast,” the professor translated, “for a distance of about three thousand terrestrial miles. And the captain says we are to make it snappy, or words to that effect.”


  Teddy flung the Blue Streak high into the orange-lighted mists with such acceleration as to bring exclamations of alarm from their guards. He grinned maliciously as he saw the look of fear that came across the chalky countenance of the captain, but sobered instantly as the spherical flame thrower was directed at him.


  “It is all right,” the professor said hastily, pointing once more to the instruments and grasping the captain’s arm. “The speed of our vessel is terrific, that is all. See, officer, the compass still indicates the correct course and we are proceeding in that direction as swiftly as possible. . . .”


  Illustrative images flickered across the disc of his mentascope as the professor explained in detail and the police captain’s facial expression changed slowly to one of satisfied conviction as the unfamiliar words of his tutor were translated by the thought impulses that came to him. But Ralph and Teddy chuckled inwardly as they observed the continued alarm of the others—these police of Herch were not too enthusiastic over the prospects that lay before them in this duty to which they had been assigned.


  AFTER a time Teddy found that he could maintain a speed of nearly a thousand miles an hour at a comparatively low altitude without undue heating of the Blue Streak’s hull. This, apparently, was made possible by some lubricating quality of the orange mists which assisted materially in reducing atmospheric friction. Thus it was that they were able to speed toward their destination at a level where the luminous atmosphere was sufficiently transparent to permit a view of the strange land that unrolled so swiftly beneath them.


  Now they were skirting a rocky shore where a vast city sprawled, a city many times the size of Herch and with circular structures that towered like the skyscrapers of Earth. Now a broad lake sparkled down there and was gone, now a mountain range loomed up before them and it was necessary to increase altitude to pass over its lofty peaks. A fertile valley; a forest of stunted red and yellow shrubbery, tangled and matted to the likeness of the densest jungle; other cities that flashed by with increasing frequency, broad roadways connecting them and many vehicles that seemed to crawl over their lustrous surfaces—such was the land of the Kirpina.


  The police captain consulted a map he had with him and gave new orders correcting their course slightly. But his demeanor now showed only approval and a growing belief in the integrity of his charges. He relaxed and was content to engage in telepathic conversation with the professor regarding his own land, though steadfastly refusing to let his companion dwell on the subject of far-away worlds or of the coming audience with the priests of Ara. His minions remained stolidly by with their weapons ready for instant use and it was evident from their reluctance to look downward through the floor ports that the fear of extreme height still had them in its grip.


  As they progressed, the cities of Kirpin were of larger and larger size and so closely built as almost to present the appearance of continuous, close-packed habitation. And then, abruptly, these were left behind and the Blue Streak swept out over an endless desert of bleached sand that stretched off to the mist-shrouded horizon. The police captain consulted his map once more and jabbered excitedly to the professor as he indicated a point of location.


  “Reduce speed, Teddy,” Professor Timken directed. “He advises that we are nearing Ara. Correct your course one point to the north.”


  “Right-o.” Teddy manipulated the controls and the droning of the single atomic engine that was in operation slid down the scale to a considerably lower pitch. The chalky sands below unrolled at greatly lessened speed.


  Presently there appeared before them a lone mesa whose flat top reared itself into the orange mists fully ten thousand feet above the desert’s level. It was necessary to increase altitude in bringing the Blue Streak to a point above it.


  “It is Ara,” the professor relayed to Ralph and Teddy, “We have arrived.”


  “And now the real trouble commences,” muttered Ralph pessimistically, “I never did hold with these priests of strange and barbarous cults. They’re fakirs and—and cold-blooded killers.”


  THE temple on the plateau below was constructed entirely differently from the dwelling places and public buildings of the Kirpina. True, it was circular in shape, but there was a huge central court, likewise circular, and the roof of the enclosing structure was raised in countless black spires instead of the usual smooth contour of reddish metal. And in the center of the court was a strange object, a huge mound covered with the encrustation of ages and showing torn sections in several places which opened into the interior and revealed a cellular structure where rusty latticed metal beams sagged and were twisted with what once had been metal plates of considerable thickness.


  “Great guns!” ejaculated Teddy, “Why, Ralph, it looks—it is, I vow, the wreck of an ethership. Some adventurers of another age, another world, succeeded in entering the realm of space-time and were wrecked here. And these Kirpina have founded their religion on this circumstance—I see it all now. No wonder they thought we—”


  He broke off and stared at Ralph. Their guards had, each and every one, placed the backs of their left hands to their foreheads and were reciting some outlandish litany as the Blue Streak hovered over the desert shrine. The professor had touched a warning finger to his lips but in his eyes was the light of comprehension and an expression of awed wonder.


  In a great open space before the temple was an altar from which a pillar of black smoke arose to mingle with the orange-lighted mists, the same altar they had seen in the disc of Thrip’s mentascope. And surrounding it was a circle of the black robed priests, their hands spread wide and white faces upraised to the sphere that drifted above their heads.


  Off in the distance to the east Ralph saw a long line of black specks that moved slowly over the desert sands toward the mesa of the shrine. A pilgrimage! Somehow his throat constricted as he thought of those unfortunate wanderers of space-time who had met their fate in this lonely spot and whose memory had provided the foundation of the religion of this alien race of highly civilized and yet essentially barbarous people.


  Teddy dropped the Blue Streak to a gentle landing not far from the altar and awaited further instructions of the Herch police captain.


  These were not long in coming, and the entire party of adventurers had soon emerged from the airlock and set foot on the plateau of Ara. The priests remained by their altar and kept up a continuous bowing and spreading of arms as if each were indulging in an oriental salaam as practised on earth. The Venerian members of the party were assigned to the task of assisting the police guards from the airlock to the level rock surface of the plateau.


  When all had disembarked, a single priest, taller than the rest and of extremely dignified demeanor, glided forth from the circle and approached the Blue Streak, holding the back of his left hand to his forehead and bowing repeatedly as he neared the visitors. His first act. when he had reached them, was to speak sharply to the captain of police, whereupon all of the officers cast their spherical weapons in a heap at his feet.


  Ralph breathed easier and Steve Gillette indulged in a broad grin.


  The girls, who had not evidenced the slightest alarm through it all, were in the best of spirits and quite openly thrilled over the turn in events. It was an adventure to be looked upon as goddesses.


  The police captain, now humble and deferential, engaged in a lengthy conversation with the priest who faced him, finally turning to Professor Timken and asking him for another mentascope. This was provided and quickly adjusted to the priest’s head. And then this black robed dignitary of Ara took things into his own hands. Swift, experimental questionings of the professor convinced him of the efficacy of the instrument, the functions of which evidently had been explained to him by the officer. After which preliminary, he directed the members of the police detail, including their leader, to enter the great portal of the temple and indicated that they were to leave their weapons where they lay. Without question, the Hercha obeyed. The priest then addressed himself to the professor, salaaming five times in rapid succession, and conveyed to the visitors his invitation—not a command—to enter the circle of priests before the altar.


  A wailing rhythm of chanting was commenced by the priests when the visitors approached the altar and all excepting the High Priest, as the one with the professor proved to be, prostrated themselves on the smooth-worn stone flagging. And the High Priest touched each of the seven Terrestrians and three Venerians on the forehead with the gleaming knob of a light baton he carried—apparently a ceremony of recognition or sanctification. The monotonous chant ceased abruptly and the lesser priests arose and marched solemnly in through the portals of the temple, their tread measured and heads bowed low.


  “Looks like we’re sacred goats, or something like that,” chuckled Steve Gillette. “Wonder what’s next on the program.”


  “Hush,” said the professor, who had been engaged in earnest mental communication with the High Priest, “It seems we are being highly honored by the priests of Ara—deified, almost. We are requested to enter the sacred confines of the inner court, and it is my opinion that we will benefit greatly.” A puzzled frown belied his words and it was evident that he spoke mostly for the benefit of the High Priest, who watched the disc of his mentascope closely.


  “What else could we do but comply?” Ralph Prescott mumbled, “we’re in their power, whether or not we have enough sense to realize it.”


  “Pessimist!” Margaret chided him. Her eyes were starry with excitement as she looked up at him, and Ralph made it a point to remain close by her side after that.


  In the great inner court of the temple they halted before the huge mound of crumbling oxidized metal that once had been a ship of space. There was no doubt of it now. For, not only did the construction of those portions of the great sphere which still remained intact bear out Teddy’s original supposition, but a definite history of the coming of this vessel out of the mists in past ages was pictured on the great wall of the temple that enclosed them. The story of the religion of Kirpin was blazoned there in patterns of colored tile—cunningly and artistically contrived representations of a series of miraculous events that began with the coming of that first great sphere from out the orange light-mists. And conceptions of great numbers of such globes as the habitations of the gods atop the sea of mists. Images of the gods themselves as creatures of stalwart build and with strong active legs on which they walked erect. Predictions even of the second coming of a sphere from the mists. And sacrifices! Kirpina and god-beings with two sound legs being flung from the rim of the mesa . . .


  “Good Lord!” Ralph groaned, “they mean to—” he bit off his words and watched the scene being enacted by Professor Timken and the High Priest.


  The professor was shaking his head vigorously, his eyes on the flickering images of the High Priest’s mentascope disc. And then he burst forth in swift angry speech which, of course, was unintelligible to the black robed one but which carried with it the proper thought impulses and mentascope visualizations.


  “It is untrue,” he declared. “We are not of this realm of the orange mists but creatures of a world far removed from Kirpin. So far removed, oh priest of Ara, that many lifetimes of travel in your swiftest vehicles would be required to reach it. We are not gods or devils, but men like yourselves save for the difference in our nether limbs. We visited Kirpin only as a stopping place on our way to still another and yet more distant world. We crave only to be allowed to continue on our way.”


  “Ayapa! Ayapa!” the High Priest shouted.


  “Ayapa!” the lesser priests echoed. They were closing in on the visitors in an ever constricting circle.


  “Ayapa,” the professor snarled. “He says we are blasphemers; that there is no world save Kirpin. That the gods of Kirpin’s mists have cast us off and that for this we must be sacrificed. Our lives are forfeit that the wrath of these gods of theirs may be appeased.”


  “Is that so!” bellowed Steve Gillette. There was a sharp crack as his fist shot out and toppled one of the priests from his wheeled pedestal. And then Steve was streaking for the exit of the court, a number of the black robed priests gliding swiftly in pursuit.


  “Now he’s done it!” Ralph grunted. Sudden confusion reigned in the court—a swift closing in of the priests about them—and he drove a hard fist into the white face of one who had reached for Margaret.


  “Ayapa! Ayapa!” the priests were shouting.


  Professor Timken was down, writhing on the flagstones and yelling an unintelligible warning. Ralph saw the three Venerians battling valiantly, saw Jack Dillon go down, saw Teddy striking out in defense of Mary. And then a priest’s face was before him, evilly leering. Something flashed out from under his robe, a swishing cord or wire that wrapped itself swiftly around Ralph’s body, pinning his arms to his sides in an instant of time. The swishing continued and Margaret was bound fast to him. He kicked mightily and lost his balance? fell crashing to the pavement, carrying Margaret with him.


  Dazed by the fall, he knew only that a bedlam of fighting was surging about them. For a moment only it continued and then there were no sounds save the triumphant shoutings of the priests of Ara.


  “Ayapa! Ayapa!”


  CHAPTER X


  
What Happened on the Mesa


  THE exultant yelling of the priests trailed off into a throbbing and ominous chant as Ralph’s head cleared. He tried twisting his body slightly in order to ease Margaret’s discomfort as much as possible but found he was unable to move.


  “Are you all right, Midge?” he husked. So tightly were they held together that he could not even move his head into a position which would enable him to see her. But he knew by the pressure of the small body against his own that she was painfully cramped by the entwining cords.


  “Y-yes,” was her whispered reply, “Excepting for these wires; they cut into the flesh deeply.”


  “Wires, eh? Can you move your hands?” Ralph, straining as he might, was barely able to wriggle a finger. But his muddled brain was beginning to function normally once more.


  “A little, but the wire hurts my wrists. I can do nothing.” No hint of fear was in Margaret Prescott’s voice, only incredulous wonder. “Do you really think they mean to do away with us?”


  Ralph turned his gaze to those of their companions who were within his field of vision. The professor lay there in the center of the court, helplessly enwrapped in wires of white metal of a lustre not unlike that of aluminum—wires that circled his body from head to foot. Therin and Rastor were wound round in like manner, clamped back to back and struggling furiously and futilely. Mary Crowley, in a twisted heap only a few feet from Ralph’s eyes, was so entangled in a web of the wire that her knees were pressed tightly under her chin. None of the others were in view.


  “It doesn’t look too hopeful,” he conceded, “but you never can tell. Our chance may come yet.”


  “Look—the professor!” Margaret gasped, “Can you see him?”


  “Yes, good Lord!” Ralph turned his eyes once more toward the remains of the ancient space ship and saw the professor, still firmly enmeshed, rise stiffly to an erect position. He was on his feet now, swaying drunkenly. Now his feet had left the pavement and he hung there in mid-air, suspended beside the battered and rusted hull by some unaccountable force the priests were using. “They, too, have found the secret of nullifying gravity,” Ralph whispered.


  The chanting in the court lowered in pitch and volume until it was like the buzzing of a swarm of angry bees. And the High Priest, with the mentascope still in place atop his ugly head, was approaching Professor Timken with his short arms upraised. Others of the black robed ones had closed in, all with arms lifted high, and Ralph saw the combined bulk of Rastor and Therin roll over lightly and swing into the same upright suspended position as the professor’s. Then he too, with Margaret tied helplessly to him, was swung aloft.


  Ralph saw Teddy then, his face contorted with rage, likewise tied and suspended. Soltur was in the same fix, and Jack Dillon. But Steve Gillette was nowhere in sight and Ralph remembered the break he had made for the exit. His heart leaped within him. “What if Steve made a getaway?” he whispered to Margaret, “to the Blue Streak?”


  “He’d never leave us.”


  “Of course not—but suppose—”


  They were wafted forward suddenly toward the exit of the court. Ralph saw then, for the first time, a series of horizontal rods above them—rods or tubes, of metal that glowed with a flickering silvery light. Evidently these conductors carried the force which lifted them and propelled them toward the arched doorway. This was no conquering of gravity as Teddy Crowley had conquered it but an actual suspension from the overhead rails by an attracting force which acted upon the wires surrounding their bodies. The sensation was much as if they were floating upright in the waters of a slowly moving river.


  Ralph saw that the rails extended through the first archway into the temple proper, thence to the outside through the main outer portal. He thought grimly of his visit to a slaughter house many years before. There, close by the stock yards of a great American city, he had seen rows of fattened porkers dangling from just such rails, propelled to as sure and hardly less horrible end. Scalded, shaved, half-dismembered, before the outcries of their final agonies had entirely ceased.


  In the open air an astonishing sight greeted them. The Blue Streak had left the ground and was hovering just beyond the rim of the plateau. The Herch police, again in possession of their weapons, were grouped near the shining sphere, directing a barrage of fire toward the entrance port. Ralph saw several incandescent splashes on the metal rim of the manhole where dazzling pencils of flame contacted.


  “It’s Steve!” he gasped. “He’s inside. Have they got him already? He should have moved out of range.”


  His answer came in a stuttering blast from a swiftly opened viewing port higher up in the hull. The Herch police went down like cattle under the burst from a Frenchite automatic rifle in Steve’s able hands.


  But even as the weapon of the explosive bullets spat forth its first message of death, the High Priest’s voice rang high in a shrill command. The Blue Streak was hurled away from the mesa as if by a powerful blast of air and went off over the desert, out of control. A cloud of dense green vapor drifted lazily away from the rim of the plateau at the point where the engagement had taken place.


  Teddy was just ahead of Ralph in the line of captives dangling from the charged supporting rails. “See that, Ralph?” he called back, “Guess the ship is done for, too. These priests have plenty of tricks up their sleeves.”


  “Yes, it looks bad.”


  The chanting of the priests had risen with renewed vigor upon the flinging back of the ethership from their domain and now carried an undertone of bloodthirsty fanaticism. Ralph saw from the corner of his eye that a second set of the supporting rails was carrying other captives out past the altar toward the rim of the plateau at another point. Kirpina, these others were, and their robes had been stripped away, leaving the atrophied lower limbs to dangle ludicrously from networks of the white wire which encircled their bodies. It was evident that the Kirpina went to the sacrifice willingly, for there was exaltation in their upward-turned faces and their lips moved in unison with the chanting of the priests.


  Around the altar, from which a column of black smoke now rose high, the priests were circling. Halting rhythmically and spreading their arms wide at each break in the monotony of the chant. Now the first of the Kirpina victims had reached the rim of the plateau. The rail from which he was suspended by the invisible tie extended out into the void above the desert, and his body swung out over the dreadful depth. Two miles beneath him lay death, and yet this strange human of Kirpin raised his voice in a final shout of triumph. The voyagers from Coris and Tinus watched with bated breaths.


  And then, as the Blue Streak had been hurled outward, the wire-wrapped body flung away, rising until it was silhouetted against the bright orange mists high above them, only to turn over slowly and fall into the abyss with ever-increasing acceleration.


  Very quickly it was lost to view below the mesa rim.


  “Oh, oh,” moaned Margaret, “there is another just behind him. A dozen of them—moving—moving to their death.”


  “Yes,” husked Ralph, “And we—” He bit off his words, for he had not the heart to continue. And inwardly he cursed himself for bringing Margaret on this mad journey.


  A wisp of green vapor had drifted away from the plateau rim as the first victim was thrown outward; the second of the Kirpina was now moving toward the end of the rail, swaying—chanting rapturously. Quite obviously this was a signal honor. Ralph wondered if they would finish with their own kind before conferring the same dubious honor upon the supposedly deposed gods of the mists.


  “Look!” Teddy exclaimed suddenly, “look at the Blue Streak. Steve has righted her—good old Steve.”


  It was true. The spherical vessel had ceased its erratic lurching and was poised in the orange mists perhaps a mile from the mesa of the priests of Ara. Then with startling swiftness she shot upward and was lost to view.


  “Steve has something on his mind,” gloated Ralph. “I don’t know what he can do, but I’ll wager he will figure out something.” His spirits rose.


  There came a break in the chanting, an exultant shout, and the second sacrifice of a Kirpina zealot had been accomplished. With unceasing vigor the priests circled the altar. Ralph, as he watched the gliding movements of the black robed ones, wondered anew as to the source of power for those motors beneath them.


  A third sacrifice flung outward screaming. Not so fervently religious, this one, as the last.


  “Ralph, I—I can’t stand it,” Margaret quavered, “It’s too—”


  “I know, Midge,”—gently. “Close your eyes.”


  Time passed all too swiftly, and soon but three of the Kirpina were left dangling from that other set of rails. Ralph Prescott, his head strained back, raised his eyes to the orange-lighted mists, hoping to see the Blue Streak drive down to the rescue. But there was no sign of the silvery blue sphere.


  At length only one of the Kirpina was left and the suspended line of Earth-folk and Venerians began moving slowly forward toward the edge of the precipice. Teddy Crowley was first, Ralph and Margaret next In line, and behind them was Soltur. Beyond that, Ralph was unable to see. But he knew that all of them were there—waiting bravely for the inevitable. All excepting Steve.


  The last of the Kirpina flung outward; vanished shouting.


  In a moment Teddy had swung out over the abyss. “Mary!” he cried out softly.


  “Yes, Ted,” came the clear reply from the rear. But Ralph thought he detected the trace of a choking sob as her voice dwelt upon the name of her husband.


  The break in the chant. In an instant Ted Crowley would be hurled to his death. And then a screaming something came down from the orange mists, a huge bulk that flung directly toward them—toward Teddy Crowley—toward the altar of Ara. A terrific force bore them back. Teddy dove back against Ralph and Margaret, and they in turn were flung back to crash violently into Soltur. An ear-shattering explosion followed, a roar that seemed to arise from the rear of the temple, a detonation that somehow released the energy which held them aloft and let them all drop awkwardly to the pavement. Teddy fell well within the edge of the plateau.


  Momentary silence, and then came a chattering and yelping from the priests and the few remaining Herch police that would have put to shame a flock of magpies.


  Still unable to move a muscle, Ralph rolled his eyes so he could see the circle of priests around the altar. Most of them were waving their short arms frantically, lurching in their wheeled supports as if attempting to move themselves forward. But there was no movement of the vehicles that were their means of locomotion—each and every one of them was rooted to the spot he had occupied at the time of the blast. The High Priest had torn off his long black robe and was reaching down into the mechanisms of his rolling chair, fumbling aimlessly as if in an effort to make the motors operate.


  Ralph laughed wildly. It had come to him in a flash that Steve Gillette had somehow managed to cut off their source of power and rendered helpless priest and police alike. The explosion had done it—their central power plant was destroyed. And that was why the energy had left the supporting rails above the captives, why they had all fallen to the pavement. But how Steve had known was a mystery.


  Teddy was shouting like a maniac in his ear, and, rolling his eyes in their sockets until the pain was almost unbearable, Ralph could make out the curved lower hull plates of the Blue Streak. She was sinking gently to a landing.


  Mary Crowley sobbed softly somewhere nearby.


  STEVE came running with a huge wire cutter as soon as he had landed the vessel. “Watch out for the weapons of the police!” shouted Teddy.


  “Huh!” Steve grinned. And he walked back to one of the officers from Herch, twisted the weapon from his hand, and pushed the fellow over in a helpless heap. “These are no good either,” he gloated. “See this?” He pressed the release of the weapon without result, then tossed it contemptuously at its owner. “All operate from the same broadcast power,” he explained briefly, “and the transmitter is out of whack—for keeps.”


  He went to work swiftly then, first cutting the wires which bound Mary Crowley, since she of all of them was most painfully cramped. It was the work of only a few minutes to release them all.


  “There you are,” he exulted when the work was finished. “Now let’s see the bunch of you do a war dance.”


  Ralph chuckled ruefully. His muscles still were numbed from the tightness with which he had been bound, and it was with painful effort only that he managed to turn his body and rise to a sitting position. That done, he did his best to help Margaret. All of them were in like condition, Mary worst off of all. She was utterly unable to move for many minutes and Teddy dragged himself inch by inch to her side.


  But the numbness soon wore off and the voyagers regained their feet one by one, gathering in a group by the lower side of the Blue Streak.


  “How did you do it, Steve?” demanded Teddy. “What in—°


  “Aw, that can wait,” was the grinning mechanic’s response. “Let’s get away from here before something else happens.”


  “Yes.”


  “Right.”


  “You bet.”—came a chorus of approval.


  “Only a moment,” the professor put in. “I should like to leave a last message with the High Priest and ask him a question.”


  He strode forward to face the leering black robed one who still wore, incongruously enough, the mentascope. “Well, my good friend,” the professor began, “I see—”


  But the wrathful priest tore the mentascope from his head and threw it to the pavement. Further conversation between them was impossible, but a stream of shrill speech issued from the writhing lips of the High Priest and he spread his arms wide, raising his eyes to the orange mists as if calling down the wrath of his gods upon these who had dared to rebel against their will.


  Professor Timken stared a moment, then: “Bah!” he exclaimed in disgust, “Bah!” Placing his two hands against the High Priest’s chest, he pushed the black robed one over, leaving him to sprawl ignominiously at his feet. Turning his back then, the professor picked up the mentascope and dusted it off carefully as he walked back to join his laughing friends. “I’m ready to leave now,” he announced with the utmost gravity.


  And it did not take long for the voyagers to scramble through the manhole to the Blue Streak’s interior.


  A LITTLE later, when the vessel had shot up through the mists and was speeding away from the ring-shaped planet, all members of the party were gathered in the control room.


  “Come on now, Steve,” said Teddy, who sat at the controls, “tell us all about it. You did a fine job and I for one want to know how you managed and how you knew what to do.”


  “It was easy. As soon as I righted the ship out there over the desert—after they’d blasted me away with that young cyclone of theirs or whatever it was—I went up into the mists and came down back of the temple where I nosed around to find their power broadcast transmitter. Then I went up again a ways and came back in front of the temple. Still up quite a ways, you understand. Drifting down, I saw that the devils had you, Teddy, just setting to drop you into the squashed pile at the base of the mesa. Wurrgh! I dove straight for you and a second before I would have struck you I gave her full repulsion energy and shot up over your head. The repulsion drove you back to safety, you see, though I was afraid you might get banged up in the process. But the rest was a cinch; I just kept going until I was over their measly power plant and dropped a Frenchite bomb on it. And I laughed my head off—almost—when I saw how wild it made the priests not being able to move their wheel chairs. It was the funniest thing you ever saw—”


  “So I imagine,” the professor interrupted drily. “But how in time did you know these motors of theirs were operated by broadcast power? How did you know—?”


  “Well, I’ll tell you,” Steve drawled confidentially. “First off—remember when Ralph bawled me out back there in Thrip’s council room?—I took a peek at the insides of one of those wheel chairs and saw the collecting coils that fed the motors. They had to pick their juice out of the air. And then, when we were on the way to Ara, I got one of the guards talking about his flame thrower—told him how good it was and how much it interested me. He opened up after a while and spilled the fact that it, too, was operated by the power broadcasts. See?”


  “Yes, so far,” spoke up Teddy. “But this broadcast power must be used in all parts of Kirpin. What made you think that the destruction of the local transmitter at Ara would do the trick? Suppose there was still power obtainable from another point.”


  “Ha! I asked the same question of that guard and he put on a long face. But he admitted that the range of their transmitters was not extremely great. Said there were millions of them all over the planet and that, in thickly populated regions, their circles of radiation overlapped fully. But that out in the desert there had been some difficulty in getting complete overlap—that the transmitter of Ara overlapped only three others, so that there were only three ways of approach, one of which we were following. I knew then that his flame thrower and his wheel chair would work throughout the trip, but knew as well that none of those three overlapping circle’s of radiation could reach Ara of themselves. See now?”


  Mary and Margaret laughed delightedly.


  “Yes, I imagine all of us see now, Steve,” Professor Timken mumbled. “And we see likewise who it is that has the brains of the party. I, for one, would never have thought to examine the mechanism of the wheeled support nor to question the guard. And I wish to say right now, before you all, that our lives—”


  “Aw rats!” grunted Steve, “Any one of you—”


  But the vociferous objections of the rest drowned out his abashed protests and the succeeding half hour was noisy with demonstrations of gratitude and affection.


  Steve Gillette, when eventually he escaped to the engine room, was flushed uncomfortably and speechless with confusion.


  CHAPTER XI


  The Journey Resumed


  THE Blue Streak was several millions of miles from her course when observations were taken after leaving Kirpin’s atmosphere. To Ralph this seemed to be inconsistent with the professor’s former statement that the orbit of the ring-shaped planet very nearly coincided with the curved path they had been following in the journey toward Vusti. But Professor Timken explained that a few million miles was a mere nothing when compared with the vast distance equivalent to more than ten light years, and the setting down of the figures quickly convinced Ralph that this was a fact. After all, they had left Kirpin with its own velocity of 3.1 times that of light and were now accelerating swiftly to still greater speed.


  Kirpin soon was but one of the myriad light flecks of interstellar space, distinguishable from its fellows for a time on account of its orange color, then vanishing utterly as far as unaided human vision was concerned. With the great mass of that body behind them, Teddy found he could increase the former rate of acceleration considerably and was thus able to return very quickly to their original course as well as to make up the time they had lost during their exciting visit.


  By the end of the second day life on board the Blue Streak had settled down to a well ordered routine. Terrestrial chronometers were used entirely in the calculations of the scientists as well as for regulating the three eight-hour watches and setting meal times. And many hours were found available for pleasant recreation. There was no sensation as of traveling through this realm of space-time with the terrific acceleration that was theirs; the vessel hovered motionless in the silence and frigidity and airlessness of the cosmos, her interior comfortably lighted and warmed and with a pure atmosphere of her own as well as internal gravity conditions that were suitable to the Venerians as well as the Terrestrians. The adventurers occupied a little world of their own, a tiny body lost in the vastness of space and seemingly as immovable as their own worlds appeared to be when they were at home. The aspect of the heavens about them changed so gradually that only by consulting the instruments of the control room and observatory were they convinced of the tremendous distances being covered each hour.


  It was only at the midday meal that all of them were gathered together, this meal being breakfast for the watch coming on duty, supper for those coming off duty, and dinner for those enjoying the recreation period. Jack Dillon soon made himself a favorite at these functions for he had a ready wit, a courtly yet not effeminate manner, and an unsurpassed store of anecdotes which, in the telling, never failed to touch the spark to a rapid fire of sprightly conversation. He had, as well as the qualities which found favor with the ladies, the happy faculty of ingratiating himself with the scientists of the party, for Jack Dillon was a persistent questioner and displayed great interest and not a little of understanding in scientific matters. The first distrust of him had been entirely dispelled.


  On the fifth day, when the vessel had reached a speed eighty times that of light, the midday meal was interrupted by the second unusual occurrence of the voyage. Jack Dillon was engaged in a bit of his customary sparkling repartee with Mary and Margaret when the vessel thrummed to the swiftly increasing vibration of one of the machines in the engine room below. And a slight lurching of the table told them of some untoward change in the motion of the ship. The light conversation ceased abruptly.


  “It’s nothing,” Teddy Crowley hastened to state, “only another body in our path has caused the functioning of the automatic controls which change our course to avoid collision. No cause for alarm.”


  Nevertheless, Teddy had risen from his seat and was starting for the control room. Most of the others followed him, only Professor Timken and his two Corisian associates repairing to the observatory instead.


  TEDDY’S first act when they reached the control room was to consult his instruments. “Strong attraction in direction of hull section seven twenty-nine,” he muttered, “and a three point change in direction to compensate. But no change in our acceleration. Great guns, yes! It’s falling off!”


  At the same time there was observed a slight lowering in pitch of the atomic engines’ usual drone. Steve Gillette made a dive for the engine room companionway and was gone.


  “What is it?” asked Ralph, at Teddy’s side.


  “Can’t tell yet. Wait.” Methodically Ted Crowley was checking the readings of his instruments and the setting of the controls.


  Jack Dillon was at the eyepiece of the navigating telescope, which instrument he had learned to operate well. The girls glued their eyes to the main observation port, not forgetting that Margaret had been the first of all of them to sight the planet Kirpin. Therin, naturally, had followed Steve above.


  “Peculiar thing,” whispered Teddy. “The locus is shifting. First there are attraction indications to the east, then to the west—now, see this Ralph—we have an indication from behind.”


  Ralph Prescott saw with amazement that most of the instruments were acting erratically, their indications irregular and shifting in some cases over the entire range of the scale. Even the velocity of the ethership seemed to be varying widely and rapidly—a thing that was impossible on account of the inertia. Ralph knew that considerable time would be required to accomplish speed fluctuations of the extent indicated.


  “The instruments have gone wrong,” he said with conviction. “No changes such as these can be taking place.” His gaze strayed to the observation port. Out there the heavens were motionless; unaltered.


  “Yes—they’ve gone wrong,” admitted Teddy. “Everything seems to have gone wrong. Listen to the engines.”


  The droning sound from above was changing pitch in a weird manner, alternately rising to a shrill tone that almost reached the upper limit of audibility and falling to a point so low in the musical scale that it was little more than a stuttering rumble.


  Still nothing could be seen through the thick quartz glass of the ports, nor had Dillon anything to report from the radio telescope.


  And then, abruptly, the drone of the atomic engines ceased entirely—they had gone completely dead. Perspiration stood on Teddy’s forehead in great beads.


  “See anything yet, Professor,” he called into the microphone.


  “Not yet—at least I’m not sure. Wait a moment,” came the voice from the loudspeaker.


  “Good Lord!—the whole panel is dead,” exclaimed Ralph, pointing to the instrument board.


  It was true: every instrument and recording device registered zero. Therin and Steve Gillette, clattering down the. iron stair from the engine room, reported all mechanisma completely paralyzed. Not a rotating part in all of the Blue Streak’s apparatus was turning over!


  The men stared at one another with bleak countenances.


  “Seen anything, Margaret?” Ralph called softly in the dead silence.


  “No.” Both girls turned from the port with amazement written large on their pretty faces. “But—but something feels funny,” went on Margaret, raising her hands to her hair, “See—I’m electrified—like a cat with its back rubbed.”


  The sleek blackness of her head was disarranged with the motion; whisps of soft hair separated and stretched out to cling to her fingers. So quiet were the others that the crackling was distinctly audible.


  “That’s it,” said Teddy, “we’re in the midst of some powerful electrical disturbance of space. Or in a cloud of minute electrified particles. That’s what stopped the—”


  “Hold on!” came Dillon’s voice from the telescope, “I think I see something. Look at this Ted—”


  The rest of his sentence was drowned out by the booming of the professor’s voice from the loudspeaker: “We’ve seen them, folks, a huge cloud of living creatures all around us. They’re closing in on us.”


  “What!” yelped Teddy, “Living creatures? And traveling through space at eighty times the speed of light?”


  “And why not?” The professor’s reply was weighted with reproving dignity. Nothing that might be encountered in the universe was an impossibility to Professor Timken. “They are organisms of an unknown nature, it is true, and probably not more than accumulated and concentrated charges of energy. But of physical reality nevertheless, here in space-time. And, as far as their rate of speed is concerned, do not forget that velocity as such is only relative. They don’t know (even if they have perceptions) that they are speeding through the cosmos at this terrific rate. No more than do we, cooped up here in the ethership. To them their speed is related only to the nearest body to them—the Blue Streak—and the rate at which they are coming toward us is comparatively slow.”


  “So!” Steve Gillette’s facial expression was so comical that the others in the control room laughed, relieving the tension.


  “I see one!” Mary Crowley called out from the viewing port. “Two! A dozen—a thousand.”


  The rest of them crowded to the port and watched the strange visitants draw near. From all sides they were drifting toward the Blue Streak, slightly luminous transparent ovoids, each with a nucleus of intense pulsating brilliance. One bumped against the thick glass of the port, flattening to a disc perhaps three feet in diameter, clinging there like a jellyfish, Its queer silvery transparent substance quivering to the pulsations of the central nucleus. The lights of the control room snuffed out abruptly—even the emergency storage battery current had been neutralized by the radiations of the strange creatures whose habitat was in the emptiness of interstellar space. Another of the weird organisms flattened to the glass and the combined light of the two nuclei cast eery flickering shadows in the control room.


  “Why—why, they’re like huge amoebae,” exclaimed Margaret. “They are harmless enough.”


  As she spoke, the first of the two visitants slowly divided into two separate entities, each half provided with its own brilliant nucleus that pulsated sluggishly at first and then more rapidly until it had attained full vigor.


  “Harmless?” breathed Ralph, “With our power shut off?” He was thinking of the possible length of time that might elapse until their supply of oxygen gave out, with the pumps not working.


  Another and another of the jelly-like blobs came to join the first ones and soon the ports of the control room were almost entirely covered with them. The combined light from the many bright nuclei served to illuminate the control room to full brilliance. There was a weird whispering in the air of the control room. Dry cracklings came from the movements of the occupants and when any of them touched another, a stinging spark was the result. Ralph Prescott felt the short hairs at the back of his neck standing out—vibrating so rapidly as to cause a distinct smarting of the skin in which they were rooted.


  “Say Prof,” Teddy called into the microphone, “what do you make of it?”


  There was no reply, since the loud speaking telephone was likewise out of commission. But at that instant Professor Timken tumbled into the control room, with Rastor and Soltur following him. Rather, they drifted in, clinging to stair rail and stanchion to maintain their equilibrium as well as they might in the practically gravityless condition which now pervaded the Blue Streak. With the paralyzing of their primary power, the artificial internal gravity had likewise left them and all of the passengers were obliged to move with extreme caution, making their way from point to point by gently pushing some stationary object to propel themselves in the right direction and being sure there was an equally substantial object to grasp when they had reached their desired destination.


  The professor examined with interest the creatures that flattened themselves in countless numbers against the vessel. “Concentrations of energy, undoubtedly,” he pronounced, “yet capable of spontaneous mass motion and irritability, the essential qualities of life. Alive they are, unquestionably, and—”


  “No lectures now, Prof,” Ralph interrupted him. “What are we to do about them? We can’t drift here in space forever at eighty times the speed of light. How will we get rid of them? The oxygen, you know, will not last many hours.”


  “Yes, yes, it is a serious matter, isn’t it?” Professor Timken was suddenly awake to the fact that he had permitted his scientific interest to outweigh and overshadow, all thought of their safety. “If only we had our power, we might cast them off by using full repulsion on all points of the hull.”


  “But we haven’t our power,” Ralph retorted impatiently.


  “How about the ray projectors in our arsenal?” suggested Steve.


  “No, their charges will be neutralized as well.” The professor was thinking deeply. “Let me see now; our only chance is to discharge these creatures somehow—to short circuit the energy that is within them so they will be destroyed by their own internal forces. But that is a difficult problem.”


  “You think they are, perhaps, charged somewhat after the fashion of a Leyden jar?” asked Jack Dillon, who was remembering some of the elementals of the scientific education he had been receiving during the past few days.


  “Yes, yes,” the professor returned absentmindedly, “something of that nature, only many times more potent. By George, Teddy!”—turning to the young inventor, “I believe I have it. Here on the glass of the ports the creatures are insulated, but you can be sure they are being very careful on the hull plates—keeping their individual bodies separated, I mean, so as not to discharge from one to the other through the circuit which a metallic plate would complete. And, Teddy, each hull plate of the vessel is insulated from its fellows, is it not?”


  “Certainly. Otherwise we could not direct our attractive and repulsive energies.”


  “And a lead from each hull plate communicates with the main control board?”


  “Of course.” Teddy flung his arm out in excitement and nearly lost his balance as a result. “I’m beginning to get you, Prof. You want me to interconnect the plates a few at a time and so place a great number of the creatures in multiple to add their charges until—”


  “Exactly.” Professor Timken was as excited as was Teddy Crowley. “Try those around the main viewing port first, so we can observe the result.”


  In a moment Teddy was at the hull plate segregating panel, depressing groups of its organ-like keys in rapid succession.


  “Keep away from the ports,” the professor warned as the girls moved as if to press their faces to the thick glass. “I expect that a considerable amount of heat will be generated if this is successful.”


  A commotion seemed to have arisen amongst those of the jelly-like creatures nearest the rim of the main port. Their nuclei glowed with increasing brilliancy and they drew away from the port rim as if its proximity were annoying.


  “A few more plates,” the professor urged.


  Teddy depressed another group of keys. And then a blinding flash encircled the port. Those of the creatures nearest the rim vanished in blinding eruptions of incandescence; those more closely grouped near the center of the glass shriveled swiftly to less than half their former volume and their nuclei dimmed and pulsated at a much lower rate. And a wave of heat was communicated to the control room, intense heat that penetrated the double hull and raised the air temperature to an uncomfortable point.


  “That’s the stuff!” chortled the irrepressible Steve Gillette, “Give it to them up around the middle or topside.”


  Teddy pressed other keys as fast as his fingers could reach them. “Look at the instruments!” he gloated. “The wattmeters are registering the discharges.”


  What he said was true, for at each interconection of several new groups of plates there were violent surges indicated by the corresponding instruments on the main panel. It was thus possible to watch the destruction of the unwelcome visitants without actually seeing it. As Teddy continued with his manipulations of the controls the temperature kept on rising within the vessel. This, with the increasing percentage of carbon dioxide in the air caused by the failure of the oxygen apparatus, served very quickly to make breathing difficult.


  “Think you’ll have to let up?” asked Ralph anxiously.


  “I believe we’ve nearly rid ourselves of them,” Teddy replied. “What do you think, professor?”


  “They have left the control room ports entirely,” was the measured reply. “Evidently these creatures are possessed of some measure of intelligence and the survivors are leaving before it is too late.”


  But there was ho renewal of the primary power of the Blue Streak. Apparently enough of the creatures remained to maintain the paralysis of the machinery their coming had occasioned. Teddy continued to depress the keys of the segregation board.


  The control room was in darkness save for a faint red glow that came from the rims of the ports.


  “Golly!” exclaimed Steve. “The outer hull is red hot. Look at those clamp rings.”


  The rims of the ports were heated to a cherry red and the air in the control was becoming unbreatheable. They were suffocating; perspiration ran from their pores under the intense heat. Ralph Prescott saw Margaret sag and sway weakly; drift helplessly from the stanchion she had been holding to. He reached out his hand and drew her to him.


  Then came blessed relief. The control room lights flashed on and the welcome drone of the atomic engines came to their ears. Cool air came down through the ventilating ducts—fresh air that revived them and brought with it the assurance that the last of the uncanny visitors had left them. Full gravity took hold of them gradually as the generators came up to speed. The Blue Streak was again in full possession of all her normal functions.


  Steve and Therin raced up the stairs to their beloved engines.


  “And that’s that,” said Teddy, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. “Many more such experiences and we’ll all be fit for the coroner. Only there wouldn’t be any coroner.”


  “Pooh,” retorted Mary, smiling a little uncertainly. “That was nothing. Just wait until we get out around Vusti.”


  Teddy winked delightedly at Ralph.


  “Do you know,” the professor was saying regretfuly, “I should like to have had the opportunity of examining a specimen of—”


  “I suppose,” broke in Teddy, “you’d like to have stayed a while on Kirpin as well—studying the natives and such. And the orange mists and the secrets of the mesa of Ara.”


  “I would indeed,”—solemnly. “I am still much puzzled concerning many things observed during our stay on that unfortunate planet; more particularly I should like an explanation of the surface lighting—how it is that we saw desert sands a bleached white and the skins of the Kirpina as well, under a light that was distinctly orange in hue. I should like to have analyzed the spectrum of that orange light. And I should like to return—”


  The girls giggled and Professor Timken flushed in embarrassment.


  “You would wish something like that,” laughed Ralph, “Some day, Prof, you will find yourself in the heart of a volcano, looking around with an asbestos hat on your head for signs of life. You—”


  But the professor had fled to the upper regions. And Soltur and Rastor, grinning broadly, followed him.


  CHAPTER XII


  Out Around Vusti


  AGAIN the established routine of the Blue Streak was resumed and the remainder of the voyage was passed pleasantly and without undue excitement. But Ralph Prescott, mindful of the experiences when ridding the planet Venus of the menace of the Kellonians and of the more recent ones on Kirpin, set about to take stock of the resources provided by the small arsenal of the vessel. He said nothing to the others of the party but made a careful inventory of the weapons and ammunition which had been provided by Teddy and Steve in the original stocking of the vessel. He was delighted to find that they had the old cathode ray projectors and the automatic rifles of the Kellonian campaign. They had a familiar feel about them and he well knew the effectiveness of both, especially of the rifle at long range when used with the explosive bullets containing the terrifically powerful Frenchite. A pang at the memory of Captain French came over him as he recalled the development of the high explosive which bore his name, how the captain had worked day and night with Professor Timken in producing this compound that contained more destructive force in a single ounce than could be effected by a ton of trinitrotoluol.[2] And the energy projector was there—the one with which they had destroyed the galdons or space ships of Kellos. Besides, there were automatic pistols designed for the same Frenchite ammunition as the rifles. Gas grenades; Frenchite bombs of various sizes, some of which were large enough to destroy a battle fleet; suits of armor and helmets of several materials, some of which seemed to be of lead; case upon case of ammunition for the rifles, and charged cylinders for the ray projectors—all these he found, and more. There were curious weapons of a sort he had never seen—torpedos, these seemed to be, and he presumed they were loaded with Frenchite. But these torpedos were winged as if for aerial use and were provided with separable butts that contained vacuum tube apparatus similar to the regular ray projectors. He would have to ask Teddy about these. In any event, they were well provided with tools and arms for offensive or defensive warfare, and Ralph vowed to himself they would make no more landings with the expectation of a peaceful reception as they had done on Kirpin.


  Outside of this secret activity, Ralph spent the greater part of his time as a general assistant, dividing his duties between the laboratory and control room. His scientific education was progressing by leaps and bounds, astronomical calculations becoming less and less mysterious as the days passed and his experience increased. He knew the internal mechanisms of the Blue Streak from the smallest and most delicate instrument to the largest machine on board—at least he was sufficiently familiar with their functions and construction to discuss them intelligently and to aid in making the few necessary repairs and adjustments. Then there was the kitchen police, since, with three watches, only one of the girls was on duty at a time for certain of the meals.


  Strangely enough, Jack Dillon had chosen duties almost exactly paralleling his own and was becoming almost as proficient in all of them. Dillon, he decided, was a good fellow and a most democratic one for a pan of his wealth and position on Earth. His only peculiarity was the periodical shutting of himself off from the others—not that he would leave them and confine himself to his cabin, but there were hours at a stretch when he would become morose and uncommunicative, even when in the presence of Mary and Margaret. And at such times it seemed that he was not one of them but an aloof personage who regarded the rest of them as strangers—as inferiors almost. But when these moods had passed and he was himself once more, they could have wished for no more congenial and interesting a companion. Unfortunately, these moods were becoming more frequent as the journey progressed.


  Toward the end of the sixteenth day the Blue Streak reached the unthinkable velocity of two hundred and forty times the speed of light. Ralph was in the observatory when the indicator needle reached that mark and he set about to calculate its equivalent in more familiar terms. Two billion, six hundred seventy-eight million, four hundred thousand miles a minute. A minute! The figures stared at him mockingly as he stared out through a nearby port at the heavens and saw them apparently motionless to view. He could not convince himself that the Blue Streak was moving at all. It poised there in the vastness of space-time, an inert and moveless thing. But, day by day, they had noted definite changes in the stars—separations visible to the eye in many cases, visible only with the greatest magnification of which the telescope was capable in others. Of course!—relativity. Here in their own little artificial world there was no abnormal motion. To them the sphere was motionless, but to an observer on one of those stars out there in the blackness—pouff!


  Ralph must have exclaimed the last aloud, for Professor Timken laughed merrily. “Why the blue study?” he asked.


  “Just thinking, that’s all. Of the stillness out here and the emptiness; of the infinitesimal unimportance of such beings as ourselves in the enormity of creation. Of many things, Prof.”


  “Hm.” The professor joined him and, together, they stared out into the infinite. “My boy, no man can fail to be impressed by this continued contemplation of the wonders of nature. Especially so, the man who studies the stars. I have spent my lifetime in such study while you have scratched the surface of such knowledge as has come to mankind regarding this great universe of ours. And I tell you in all honesty that more of its mystery and grandeur, more of its awe-inspiring complexity and hugenes is borne in upon my consciousness each day—perhaps each hour that I work. Like yourself, I am humbled before it all, a mere nothing in the great scheme of things of which the heavens are a symbol . . .”


  They fell silent, gazing together at the diamond-studded black velvet of the cosmos.


  AFTER a time, Teddy Crowley’s voice came up from the loudspeaker. “When do we commence deceleration, Professor?” he called.


  Guiltily, Professor Timken cast a quick glance at the indicator. “Bless my soul,” he ejaculated, “we have passed the mid-point of our journey. You may decelerate at once, Teddy, keeping the velocity constant at two hundred and forty times that of light for a matter of ten minutes before slowing down gradually to a rate of deceleration equal to that at which we accelerated.”


  “One hundred and twenty thousand miles per second per hour?” asked Teddy superfluously.


  “Correct. And hold to the present course.”


  The loudspeaking telephone became silent as Ralph and the professor returned to their contemplation of the heavens. There was no change in the apparent motionlessness of the Blue Streak, only a very slight tremor of the floor plates as the energies were reversed. No slightest indication was there that they were hurtling into infinity with velocity never before conceived of by man—nor accomplished by man.


  “I’m wondering about that ancient ethership that was wrecked on Kirpin,” the professor said, after a space. “No telling whence it came; and no estimating its age, although my guess would be that it has not existed for more than a few centuries of our time. Even though it be of non-corrosive metals—so-called—it could scarcely have remained in as good condition after a much longer time. Certainly not for thousands of years. And we’ll never know—never. It is just another mystery of space.”


  At this juncture Jack Dillon walked into the observatory, carrying a thick volume with his finger inserted between the leaves to hold his place. Professor Timken smiled understandingly.


  “I see you have been deep in some study, Jack,” he said. “What is it this time?”


  “Radium; the element we are searching for. You see, I never have known much about it, excepting its monetary value and, vaguely, something of its therapeutic properties. I’ve been trying to read up on it lately and find that I am very much confused on some points. I should like to ask you a few questions, if I may.”


  “Certainly, my boy, certainly.”


  Something in Dillon’s manner warned Ralph that one of his strange moods was upon him; a certain icy hardness of his exterior that was difficult to define. A venal glitter in the close-set eyes. Traces of his original distrust of the man returned, but Ralph cast off the feeling almost at once.


  “As I understand it, Professor,” Dillon began, “pure radium is a white metallic element whose atomic weight is 226, atomic number 88. It must be preserved out of contact with the air, and dissolves in practically all acids. It is a member of the uranium-radium-lead disintegration series, being itself produced by the disintegration of its immediate parent ionium and disappearing upon its disintegration into the gas radon. In other words, it is unstable and is continually undergoing this process of transformation. Am I correct?”


  “Perfectly, my boy.”


  “And the activity of radon is about 100,000 times that of an equal weight of radium?”


  “Correct.”


  “In what form do you expect to find this radium when we reach the planet of the Procyon system?”


  What was Dillon driving at?—Ralph wondered. “That is something I can not answer,” was the professor’s reply. “But certainly in great quantities. Perhaps in some extremely rich ore with which we are not familiar; possibly in solution—a chloride or bromide, it may be. That remains to be seen, Jack.”


  “At any rate, you expect to find it in a much more concentrated natural condition than on earth or Venus, don’t you?”


  “Yes. Otherwise we should not be making this journey.”


  “The physiological effects of such great quantities as you hope to find are unknown?” Dillon persisted.


  “That is true, but we are well prepared to insulate ourselves from the most powerful emanations. We have the leaden suits with oxygen helmets of the same material—everything.”


  “Hm—lead. Lead is the end product, is it not? It is the sole material safe against the harmful emanations and the only one which can be used to transport the stuff—for containers, I mean?”


  “W-well, not exactly the only material, but the most practical.” The professor, too, was puzzled by Dillon’s questioning.


  “But, regardless of the form in which the radium may be found, it can be safely carried in lead containers, can it not? And, if highly concentrated as you expect, a very small quantity of the material will be of immense value?” Dillon’s gaze was far off in the heavens as he spoke, and his voice was dull and lifeless.


  “My answer to the first question is yes,” was the professor’s reply. He hesitated and looked queerly at his interrogator. “And, as far as the dollar value is concerned, Dillon, I can only say it will be fabulous. I know the stuff is there in quantities far beyond any conception of wealth in our own world or in Venus. The ransom of empires or of entire planets is there for the taking. Whether or not we shall be able to take it, is another matter. We will do our best. But why do you ask all this?”


  Jack Dillon seemed to come out of his daze. “Oh, only as a matter of interest, Professor,” he replied in a startled manner. “Furthering my technical education, you know. And thank you for the information—thank you—” His voice trailed off apologetically as he left them and sidled through the door.


  Professor Timken looked after him with wide eyes. “Now, what in time do you suppose is coming over him?” he exclaimed. “He acts like a crazy man, if you ask me.”


  “Just what I was thinking,” agreed Ralph. “But perhaps it is only the confinement. He’s been reading too much, for one thing.”


  They let it go at that, but were to remember the incident in the days to come.


  THE Blue Streak continued on her course. Day by day her velocity decreased as they drew near their destination. And eventually, on the thirty-first day, they passed from the realm of space-time into the more familiar universe of the three physical dimensions—once more they were traveling at a speed less than that of light. But, even here, there was a difference; the old familiar constellations marked the skies as when viewed from Coris or Tinus—in all directions save directly ahead. Here before them was a spreading out and losing form of the constellation Canis Minor, the “Little Dog” of the heavens; and Procyon, its brightest star, was by far the largest object in view—a great sun looming ever larger in their vision. At last the adventurers were out around Vusti.


  As they neared this solar system, that was so remote from their own, the observatory became the point of interest aboard the Blue Streak. Professor Timken, with the aid of Soltur and Rastor—and possibly more hampered than helped by the eager offices of Ralph Prescott and Jack Dillon—was busily engaged in checking his observations relative to the various bodies surrounding Vusti. With size and mass of the seven planets determined, they made rough calculations of the characteristics of their orbits, then set about naming them. In doing this, the professor decided to use Corisian terms, in each case descriptive of the body named. Thus the twin planets were called Mosin-ita and Mosin-ton (Twin-A and Twin-B) while the greatest planet of all, which was sixth in distance from the sun Vusti, was designated as Lloxan (Mammoth). Besides these there were Xur, Mynta, Antaji, Ryzin, and Ap—eight bodies in all, counting the twin planets as two of the number. Several of the planets had satellites, but these had not been catalogued when the Blue Streak swept into the orbit of the twins Mosin-ita and Mosin-ton.


  Spectographs had shown tremendous radioactivity over a great part of the surface of Mosin-ita, so their course was set for that body. Revolving about a common center of gravity, the planets Mosin-ita and Mosin-ton moved as a single body in a nearly circular orbit that was fifth in distance from the sun Vusti. Separated by scarcely more than one million miles, the primary-revolution of the twin bodies was extremely rapid. In addition, each of the twins rotated on its own axis, the axes of the two being inclined at almost exactly the same angle. These motions, combined with the revolution about their sun involved a degree of complexity which was entirely beyond the mathematical ability of Ralph or Jack.


  But the Blue Streak had soon approached so closely that all such considerations were forgotten in contemplation of the surfaces of the bodies. Mosin-ton was turning away from them, and Mosin-ita soon loomed before them as a gigantic sphere which filled the entire heavens with its immensity. It was of slightly reddish tinge, like their own planet Mars, but showed here and there great splotches of jet black like the oceans of Venus. A network of silvery tracings covered the red portions, seeming to be a complicated system of natural waterways or possibly metallic veins like the rays of Earth’s moon. The great globe flung madly toward them.


  As they drew near the surface, all members of the party gathered in the control room. It soon became apparent that the side of Mosin-ita which faced them was entirely barren of vegetation. The silvery tracings proved to be narrow streams which wound their way from rocky crags and broken mountain ranges to wander aimlessly over the torn red flatlands and eventually disappear in great chasms or craters which obviously opened into the interior of the strange planet. These rivers scarcely widened throughout their tortuous lengths, proving there was little if any drainage from the surrounding territory. The absence of clouds likewise showed that there was a minimum of moisture in the atmosphere, if indeed there were an atmosphere. The narrow streams apparently rose from the bowels of Mosin-ita only to remain a while on the surface before again vanishing into the regions from whence they had sprung.


  Dropping to an altitude of about twenty miles, the Blue Streak drifted along the bleak coast of one of the inky seas. A vast expanse of smooth, red shore sloped down to the tossing black waters from an endless palisade of crumbling rock-strewn cliffs. Inland, as far as the eye could reach, there was the dry-rot and desolation of ages.


  “No atmosphere as yet,” the professor announced from his station at the manometer which communicated with the outside. “It appears that Mosin-ita has been a dead world for thousands of years.”


  As if in contradiction of his pronouncement, Mary Crowley pointed from the viewing port and exclaimed in excitement—“See there, people, a sea serpent or a whale is coming in toward the shore!”


  The object she had indicated was a huge mound of pale mottled blue that heaved up from the black waves and progressed slowly shoreward. At first there was only the mound with a frothing trail to mark its movement; then the thing had reared up knoblike appendages fore and aft, waving these slowly to and fro at the end of slender members that raised them to a height of perhaps a hundred feet from the waves. The creature was the size of an ocean liner of Tinus! Obviously alarmed by the nearness of something the visitors were unable to see, the queer monster shifted end for end with a sudden whipping of the waters into a whirling foam, and headed for the open sea, submerging gradually as it left the shore.


  “Ugh!” Margaret Prescott shivered. “I hope that fellow has no relatives on land.”


  Professor Timken laughed. “No fear of that,” he averred. “Any life that remains on Mosin-ita is in the depths of the sea.”


  They were now within four miles of sea level and the manometer registered a vacuum outside of approximately 97 percent.[3] It was hardly likely that the remaining atmosphere of Mosin-ita was of sufficient density to support life of a nature with which they were familiar. It would be necessary to land in space suits.


  Dropping to fifteen thousand feet, Teddy turned the Blue Streak inland and. followed the dry bed of what had been a large river in ages gone by. For a few miles they followed this until it brought them to a deep gorge through which its waters had once flowed. “Like all of the rocky land over which they had passed, the gorge was brick red in color, its sides showing strata of varying surface and tint, the dark softer portions in a crumbled state that left great ragged ledges and channels. Swiftly they passed through the gorge and swung into a broad valley that was ringed with majestic peaks and in the midst of which were massed the broken pillars and ruined towers of an ancient city. For a moment this was revealed to their gaze in the brilliant sunshine of Vusti; then a tornado-like wind had whipped up the red dust of the surrounding plain and hidden the ruins from view.


  “Oh!” breathed Margaret ecstatically. “A city of the dead! We must land and explore it.”


  “We’ll do nothing of the kind,” Ralph said firmly. “And this is as good a time as any to serve notice on all of you that I intend to take charge of things when a landing is made. It seems there is no life here, but we don’t know, and I mean to see to it that we don’t repeat the foolish performance that nearly brought an end to this expedition on Kirpin. I don’t wish to presume in assuming this authority, but I believe you all will agree it is mine by right of the success of the Kellonian campaign. Only in the matter of defense, you understand—but this is highly important. And in determining who of us shall take the risks when the time comes. Is this satisfactory?”


  Those of the party who had followed his successful leadership in the affair of Kellos gave enthusiastic approval, and the rest assented willingly. Even Margaret had no objection to offer.


  CHAPTER XIII


  The Radium Desert


  WHEN the Blue Streak proceeded out over the ruined city and left the valley for the flatlands beyond, Professor Timken engaged himself with an instrument he had designed especially for the locating of distant radium deposits. This was a combination of a super-sensitive electroscope and a beam transmitter of etheric waves which was capable of sending out a narrow ray of impulses along which the disturbances caused by powerful radium emanations were returned to the detecting apparatus. As they progressed, the professor swung the projector of his beam continuously in a wide arc, noting with care the varying indications of the electroscope in its small glass enclosure.


  Teddy was at the controls and he kept the vessel’s speed at the usual cruising one of two hundred miles an hour. His instruments had been corrected and readjusted for the gravity and atmospheric conditions of Mosin-ita. The magnetic and inductor compasses both functioned perfectly, showing the presence of a powerful magnetic pole. The surface gravity of the planet was low, being about six-tenths of that of Tinus. And the atmosphere proved to be extremely rare, even at an altitude of less than a thousand feet. And, even in the blinding light of Vusti, the outside temperature was only a few degrees above freezing.


  The passengers all kept constant watch of the barren landscape as it unrolled its dreary wastes beneath them. Out here, beyond the range of mountains that skirted the coast, there was nothing but desert land, a vast expanse of rolling plains that were covered with powdery red sand which was continually agitated and driven into swirling clouds by the gentle breezes. Occasionally they would cross a yawning chasm where the red sanl ended abruptly at a queer outcropping of volcanic rock. Beyond that would be the desert.


  At the professor’s request Teddy changed his course to head in a southwesterly direction toward a low lying range of hills that were almost obscured from view by heavy mists of sulphurous yellow—dense fogs which clung to the ground and undulated constantly like bodies of water in the fury of a gale. It was from this direction the strongest indications of radium deposits were obtained.


  The character of the land changed; the sands disappeared and in their stead was an equally barren expanse of seamed, rocky plain where huge fissures appeared and which was pock-marked with small craters. But, for all the volcanic aspect of the scene, there were no signs of steam or other heated vapors from the interior. They had seen no vapor whatever save for the yellow clouds ahead which were obviously of surface origin. The internal fires of Mosin-ita had long since died out.


  Beneath them appeared suddenly a sparkling cascade, a silvery stream that gushed forth from the rim of a chasm and was lost in the dark depths below. In a flash they had passed it and were following the rivulet which fed the small cataract, a narrow brook that tumbled over the rocky slope of one of the low mist-shrouded hills.


  “It’s the radium!” Professor Timken exclaimed excitedly from his instrument, “in solution. Follow the stream to its source, Teddy.”


  The stream, which showed a faint greenish luminescence at close range, suddenly widened into a pool that was covered with the curling yellow vapor, then wound its tortuous course down a boulder-strewn ravine over which the Blue Streak was forced to rise. At the head of the ravine was another cataract, where the gleaming liquid spilled from a ledge which communicated with the rocky tableland above. Here they found the source of the stream, a circular basin with salt-encrusted rim. The liquid in the basin was violently agitated, and, when the Blue Streak had slowed down to hover directly above it, a veritable geyser shot up from its midst, persisted for a few seconds amid a swirling of yellow vapors and then subsided into the depths of the pool. The vapor drifted away lazily with the breeze, clinging to the rocky ground and flowing into the crevices like mustard gas.


  “Ralph—Teddy!” The professor was in a fever of excitement. “Let us make a landing here for our initial tests. My instrument shows tremendous activity at this point and it may be we shall have to proceed no further. If there is anything like the concentration I anticipate, we have right here an inexhaustible supply of the precious element. The pressure within is forcing this liquid to the surface, you see, and if—”


  At Ralph’s nod of agreement Teddy dropped the vessel to a level spot not far from the pool.


  “Professor,” said Ralph, “Steve and I will accompany you on this first trip through the airlock and will stand guard while you obtain the necessary samples for analysis. I think it extremely unlikely that we shall encounter any living creatures out here, but we’ll be prepared for any eventuality. Later we’ll send out a larger party to look over the surrounding territory.” He tuned to Steve, who was grinning elatedly—“What do you say, old man? Let’s get into our space suits and the lead insulation and dig up a couple of the old ray projectors.”


  There was some grumbling among the others as the three repaired to the storerooms and arsenal above, but none questioned the wisdom of Ralph’s decision.


  TEDDY reduced the internal gravity of the Blue Streak to about eight tenths of its former value. Later, when they had become accustomed to their lightened bodies, it would be cut off entirely and only the gravity of Mosin-ita would act upon them. There was the further consideration of those who were attiring themselves in the space suits and the leaden armor, for these had considerable additional weight to bear and would be enabled to move more readily in the decreased gravitational field.


  Steve and Ralph came down first, awkward and bulky monsters in their helmeted space suits, their eyes twinkling through the narrow Visors which were covered with the triplex fused quartz that provided insulation against radium emanations. Each carried one of the automatic rifles which had been combined with ray projectors, and in their belts were pistols to supplement the already heavy armament. The others laughed at their warlike appearance.


  The professor soon appeared in like attire. He was armed only with an automatic pistol, but carried two heavy black cases and a metal tripod. And his nervous movements showed how anxious he was to reach the outside.


  They were not long in passing through the airlock and setting foot on the rocky soil of Mosin-ita. Ralph was convinced from their aerial survey of the land that no living beings remained on the surface, but vivid memories of the sub-surface realm of Kellos imbued him with the utmost caution. Speaking into the small microphone of the helmet radiophone, he warned Steve and the professor to be on the alert.


  Professor Timken proceeded immediately to the rim of the pool and commenced setting up his tripod. On this he affixed one of the black cases which he then opened and revealed its contents as an amazing array of meteorological instruments. The other case contained his vessels of lead and glass—chemical paraphernalia with which Ralph was not familiar.


  The pool itself was perhaps thirty feet in diameter and its liquid of milky green hue. It was in constant movement as if boiling, and, at three minute intervals, the small geyser in the center became active and spouted for precisely nine seconds by the professor’s chronometer. The level space surrounding the pool was not of large extent and was covered with fragments of the red stone which seemed to be everywhere in this region. Across the pool from where the Blue Streak rested, rose a steep slope that was crowned by a slender leaning pinnacle which seemed in iminent danger of falling upon them. As to signs of life, there were none.


  “Darned if I believe we need to fear any living enemies here,” grunted Steve.


  Ralph was startled by the sound of his voice in the earphones. “I don’t think so, either,” he returned, “but we’re not going to take any chances.”


  “Any creature,” came the professor’s crisp voice, “that can live in this place without oxygen helmet and thorough protection against beta and gamma rays would be a phenomenon. No, boys, I am sure we can forget about any such danger.”


  “We’ll keep ourselves prepared,” said Ralph grimly.


  He squinted up at the naked sun—Vusti—noting for the first time that its brilliant light was of a cold blue-white. The heavens were almost black, the same as in outer space, due to the extreme rarity of Mosin-ita’s atmosphere. Looking thus he observed that the apparent movement of the sun was extremely rapid; then he remembered that the professor had determined the length of Mosin-ita’s day as no more than three and one half hours terrestrial time. Vusti was nearing the horizon with incredible swiftness—soon the night would be upon them. The night of a strange body, more than ten light years distant from their homes! Ralph was impressed anew with the vastness of the cosmos and with the enormity of the thing they had done.


  Presently the professor straightened up from his work and snapped shut the lid of his black case. “That’s all I want for. the present,” he announced. “In the laboratory of the Blue Streak I shall be able to determine all that we need to know.”


  “Do you think it’s up to expectations?” asked Ralph. The professor drew near and brought his helmet so close that Ralph could see the jubilant gleam of his eyes through the visor. “My boy, it far surpasses expectations, unless I’m very much mistaken. The preliminary indications are so astounding I can scarcely credit my senses. And I will not believe until I have made more accurate determinations. Let us return to the ship at once.”


  NO sooner were they inside than Professor Timken was racing up the stairs with his precious black case. The Venerian scientists, Rastor and Soltur, were not long in following. And, when Ralph and Steve had divested themselves of their bulky garments, they were besieged by a volley of questions. There was some good-humored badgering of Ralph, as well, started by Jack Dillon who inquired solemnly if they had found the hunting good.


  But Ralph was not to be swerved from his determination that they use every caution in their exploration of the planet, nor would he volunteer any information whatever as to the professor’s findings.


  “That is for him to tell you,” he answered them, “when they have finished their work up there in the laboratory.”


  “But you’re going to let us land,” Margaret pouted prettily, “Mary and I—aren’t you?”


  “I’ll have to, I suppose,” her husband capitulated. “After we have the professor’s report we’ll organize things and alternate the parties that go out to the pool. My own hunch is that we’ll be here for several days.”


  Margaret rewarded him with her radiant smile.


  “O—oh!” Mary Crowley exclaimed, her blue eyes wide with concern. “It’s way past dinner time. Come along, Margaret, we must get busy.”


  Laughing, the two girls hurried to the regions above. It was at dinner the professor told them of the success of their quest. “Folks,” he said, “we have come far, but have found a store of that which we came after that is immeasureably greater than I had imagined even in my wildest dreams. In this single pool there is a source of more radium than can be used by Coris and Tinus in a century. Why, the salt alone—that which encrusts its rim—contains, at the most conservative estimate, some five hundred pounds of pure radium.”


  “Pounds!” exclaimed Jack Dillon.


  “Yes, pounds,” smiled Professor Timken. “No longer will it be necessary for us to measure the element in grams, for we have available a source of supply which makes that tiny unit of measure inadequate and altogether ridiculous. A few days stay at this place, and a bit of hard work, and we’ll be able to take back with us sufficient of the element to provide Earth and Venus both with supplies ample for all their requirements during the next decade.”


  “What does that mean in dollars?” Jack Dillon had half risen from his chair and a venal glitter was in his eyes. He was flushed with excitement.


  A silence greeted his words. Ralph Prescott, scanning the faces about the table, saw astonishment, incredulity—disgust even—in the expressions of his friends. Steve Gillette’s brows had drawn close in sudden anger. Dillon dropped into his seat, in nowise abashed.


  “Why Jack, I hadn’t figured it out.” There was a slight edge to the professor’s tone. “An incredible fortune, you may be sure. Of course there will be a depreciation of the value of radium when this supply comes to Coris and Tinus, but—”


  “But there will still be the control of the power industry, and other things.” Dillon’s jaw was set in grim lines and his close-set eyes were wild. His hands gripped the edge of the table and the knuckles showed white with the tautness of the tendons. He seemed to be a different man from the one with whom they had been associating.


  “Y-yes.” Professor Timken hesitated. “But, of course, it is understood that this is a joint expedition—of Queen Thalia’s and Sorenson’s. There can be no question—”


  “Of course not.” Dillon smiled and relaxed, passing his hand before his eyes as if he had been dazed. “I guess I was just overcome with the wonder of the thing; with its importance.”


  Those around the table breathed easier. All excepting Steve, who continued to stare at Ralph with an “I told you so” expression.


  The professor went on—“The stuff is extremely dangerous to work with and we must use the utmost caution. The liquid contains a very high percentage of various radium salts and there is strong radiation of the very penetrating gamma rays. In addition, there are acids and other impurities of highly injurious character. The thin air is highly charged with radon, which, in itself is an intense source of beta and gamma radiation. Even with our protective equipment, we may not long remain near the pool.”


  “We can work in relays,” Teddy suggested.


  “Exactly—we’ll have to,” the professor agreed. “And my idea is this: we’ll first remove the encrusted salt, which can be stored away in the thick lead containers which have been provided. Meanwhile an evaporator will be constructed by those who remain on board ship, and this will be used to remove the radium chlorides, bromides and hydroxides from the solution. With such an apparatus in operation for a few days, we will have an ample supply and there will be a minimum of exposure of any of us to the harmful radiations, since the equipment can be made to operate without attention. We’ll merely set it up out by the pool, pumping the liquid to it with power obtained from the engine room of the vessel. I have already made a rough sketch of the evaporating equipment and work on it can be started immediately.”


  Conversation throughout the remaining courses of the meal was entirely with reference to the work that was ahead of them. Jack Dillon kept silence for a time, and when he again joined the discussion, he seemed to have recovered his normal composure.


  THE next party to venture forth from the Blue Streak comprised Ralph and Teddy, the two girls, who had insisted on going, and Soltur and Rastor, who were to start work on the removal of the salt crust from the edge of the pool. The entire party was armed.


  Ralph insisted that the girls approach no closer than a hundred feet from the pool and neither of them demurred. They were far too interested in the geological formations about them, in the swift-moving sun, above, and particularly in the slender pinnacle to the rear of the pool. Margaret started clambering up the steep slope and Mary quickly followed.


  “We’ll have to keep an eye on those two,” Ralph laughed. “They’ll be climbing that spire, first thing we know, and will be falling off.”


  “Yes, they’re a pair,” Teddy’s voice came through the earphones, “but they are well able to look out for themselves.”


  “Oh sure.” Ralph was becoming more confident that no difficulties were to be met with during their stay on Mosin-ita. Certainly there was little likelihood of attack where no attackers could live. “What did you think of Dillon’s actions at the table?” he asked after a time.


  “Queer.” Teddy’s tones were puzzled.


  “Of course he’s a financial man and I suppose the thought of money is uppermost in his mind. He can’t help it, I guess.


  But it was odd how the thought of this enormous wealth affected him—almost as if he had it in his hands.”


  “Yes. I wonder if he has any idea he can get hold of it himself.”


  “How could he? The Blue Streak belongs to Sorenson, and Thalia paid half the cost of the expedition. This is virgin territory—as far as exploration by our kind is concerned. No one can lay claim to it any better than we—unless there are some local guardians or owners, which doesn’t seem possible. How can Dillon have such an idea?”


  “Blamed if I know, but he is a peculiar fish.” Some of Ralph’s old doubts had returned full force and he was racking his brain for that elusive memory. Something in which Dillon had figured. . . .


  “Oh Ralph!” Margaret’s clear call reached his helmet phones. “The sun is setting. Just look at it!”


  His eyes went up the slope to the two girls. In ballooned space suits with oxygen tanks strapped to their shoulders and with the ugly egg-shaped helmets surmounting the ensemble, they might have been beings native to this strange world. But, covered by the unsightly trappings, he knew they were warmly alive and palpitating with the eagerness for adventure—earth girls most dear to Teddy and himself. His eyes fell to the horizon where Vusti was a huge blue-white dome—bisected by the irregular line that limited the vision out there in the desert. And then he saw, coming up from the same horizon only a few degrees away, a gleaming crescent that rose as swiftly as the sun was setting. The delighted expressions of the two girls came to his ears.


  “It’s Mosin-ton,” he called into the microphone, “the planet’s twin. Rather like our own moon, isn’t it?”


  “Much larger though,” Teddy put in.


  “Yes.”


  There was silence for a space as they gazed with awe at the swift changing of the sky’s aspect. Abruptly there was night, but a most brilliant night, for the light of Mosin-ton was strong and the stars shone steadily, their light hardly obstructed by an atmosphere. The girls came down from their lofty perch and joined their husbands.


  “What a beautiful moon it makes,” breathed Mary.


  Ralph was looking at the darker portion of Mosin-ton. It was in quarter phase or thereabouts, and the shadowed part was only dimly seen. But Ralph thought he detected a spot of light near the edge opposite to the brilliantly illuminated crescent.


  “Look Teddy!” he exclaimed. “See that red spot on the other edge? Like an artificial light, I mean.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  As Teddy replied, the light spread suddenly into a huge flare and a stabbing pencil of flame came down from it to contact with the far-off horizon of Mosin-ita. A ray or beam of blood red hue that bridged the distance between the two planets, holding them together for a few seconds before it vanished. Coincidentally there was a heavy tremor of the ground beneath them.


  “Now,”‘What in the devil’s that?” grunted Ralph.


  “Nothing; let’s go back.” Margaret clung to him as she spoke. “Soltur and Rastor are ready with their loads.”


  They returned to the ship, awed—wondering.


  CHAPTER XIV


  Jack Dillon Shows His Colors


  THE succeeding days were busy ones for the adventurers. It was increasingly evident that they were alone in the radium desert in so far as living creatures were concerned. A peculiar form of vegetation had been discovered by the girls, a sort of semi-metallic moss that grew in the crevices of the red rock formation and was capable of moving its wire-like filaments in a manner suggestive of animal life. But they had seen no animals of any kind, nor any other living thing, so were becoming quite accustomed to the aloneness of their little party in a land quite arid and dead. Comings and goings through the airlock of the Blue Streak were frequent and attended with little excitement, and certainly none of the previous caution. Ralph Prescott still insisted, however, that no member of the party leave the ship unarmed.


  In the lead lined storeroom of the vessel the supply of pure salts of radium was daily growing in volume. The professor’s evaporator, which was a complete apparatus for reduction of the liquid of the pool by evaporation, distillation, and crystallization, functioned perfectly without attendance other than that needed in collecting its product in the lead containers and conveying it to the storeroom. But so rapid was the reduction process that this alone served to keep them busy. A motor driven pump was at work constantly carrying the fluid of the pool to the main retort of the apparatus, and, as the level of the pool was restored by the action of the geyser every three minutes, the process was an endless one. Great care was exercised in preventing the exposure of the workers to the dangerous radiations of the material they were handling. And the professor made daily examinations of each one of them to make certain there had been no physiological effect.


  During each twenty-four hour period there was a succession of sunrises and sunsets on Mosin-ita, as well as the rapidly shifting convolutions of Mosin-ton and its quick changes of phase. These phenomena, of such interest at first, soon became monotonous and occasioned but little notice on the part of the adventurers. And there had been no repetition of the appearance of the strange red light-beam they had seen at the beginning of their first night there.


  At length there came the time when the storeroom was full—their work was done. Most of the voyagers were outside of the vessel during the dismantling of the professor’s apparatus, and Margaret had led her husband to the ledge for a last sight of the ravine before their departure. The narrow stream of radium fluid, which had not flowed while the apparatus was in operation, was once more winding its way through the tortuous path that led through undulating yellow vapors to the chasm that finally swallowed it up.


  “Ralph,” her voice came petulantly to him, “this trip hasn’t been any fun at all for Mary and me. Here we have made the long voyage to Vusti and have done our share of the work, and what have we seen or done? Nothing. Mosin-ita is a dead world, excepting for the fast-disappearing seas, and we’ve spent the past six days in the dreariest desert imaginable. Surely we aren’t planning to return without exploring some of the other planets?”


  “Why—I hadn’t thought of it, Midge. But the professor thinks Lloxan and Mynta are inhabited, possibly one or two of the others. We might take a look at these if the rest agree and if things seem to be favorable. I’d rather like to do it myself.”


  Margaret chuckled. “I knew you would,” she said, “and I know the others will want to; Mary and I have been doing a little inquiring.”


  “I might have known you would,” Ralph laughed, “but say—look up there on the slope. Isn’t that someone trying to climb the leaning spire?”


  Margaret turned her helmeted head. “Why yes,” she exclaimed, “it is Jack Dillon—I know him by the long package he carried when he came out. I wondered then what it was, and still wonder.”


  “It looks like a roll of cloth.” Ralph stared at the bulky figure of Dillon as the man climbed laboriously up the steep side of the pinnacle. “Wonder what the fool is up to now.”


  They walked back to join Teddy and the professor. Ralph raised his arms and pointed up the slope. “Have a look,” he muttered into his microphone. “It’s Dillon; guess he’s gone clean off his head.”


  They all watched the climber as he neared the tip of the rugged peak, marveling at his agility encumbered as he was by the space suit and wondering as to his purpose. And then Jack Dillon had unrolled his package; he planted on the lofty summit a short staff from which there unfurled the red and yellow flag of the Asiatic Empire of Earth! The dread emblem of that powerful combination which had set its mark of military force and financial aggrandizement upon the entire world of Tinus during the preceding decade. Out here in the wastes of Mosin-ita! It was incredible—Dillon claiming the territory and the radium deposits of this distant world in the name of that mysterious emperor against whom the Powers of Earth were preparing even now.


  “Good Lord!” gasped the professor, “the one thing they need to put them in complete power—wealth like this—control of a commodity as important as manufactured energy. And, to think Dillon was in their employ all this time and that we knew nothing!”


  Ralph Prescott suddenly remembered. There had been suspicions of the relations of Dillon and Company with the far-eastern power in some of its shady financial transactions, suspicions quickly hushed by the subservient press. But these had been the memories that so eluded Ralph at first mention of Dillon’s name in connection with the voyage. Had he but remembered in time. . . .


  “A crazy scheme!” he blurted. “They’ll never get away with it. We are nine against one out here, and the power of the yellow emperor can not reach us. We’ll—”


  But Dillon had scrambled down from his perch and was approaching them with long determined strides. He stopped before them and thrust his helmet against Ralph’s, eyes blazing through his visor.


  “We’ll return to Earth now,” he snapped. “From this time on I am taking over the expedition in the name of him whose word must be obeyed. Do you understand?”


  “No!” Ralph bellowed and lunged forward.


  But, quick as a flash, a bright something glinted in Dillon’s hand. There was the quick downward sweep of a curved blade, the ripping of the heavy rubberized fabric of Ralph’s space suit and a stinging pain in his forearm. His suit collapsed as the oxygen pressure within it was released; his breathing was instantly labored and painful and his eyes smarted from the noxious gases of Mosin-ita’s atmosphere.


  In a daze of agony he saw Steve and Teddy close in; saw the futile snapping of their automatics—Dillon had withdrawn the charges—saw Dillon back away and fire a single shot from his own weapon, its explosive bullet shattering a nearby boulder. Foxy Jack Dillon—he was not disarmed. And then . . . Ralph’s consciousness was slipping away from him . . . two strange figures came out of the Blue Streak’s airlock . . . short stocky fellows in bulging space suits . . . armed. God!—they had been stowed away on board the vessel . . . Dillon wasn’t alone . . .


  Utter darkness swept down over Ralph and he knew no more.


  WHEN consciousness returned, Ralph saw that he was on the floor of the Blue Streak’s control room. Pure fresh air filled his lungs at each choking inhalation; his vision gradually cleared, and with the clearing came recollection. He sat up suddenly; saw that his space suit had been removed, and that his wounded forearm was bandaged.


  Teddy Crowley was there, and Dillon. No one else was in sight.


  “Where are they, you devil?” he demanded of Dillon, struggling to his feet. “If you’ve harmed them—” The leering financier waved him back with the blunt nose of a Frenchite automatic pistol. “Calm yourself, my friend,” he grinned, “your friends are quite safe—and your dear wife. All quite safe. And I wish to assure you that it is the desire of my master to settle this matter quite peaceably—quite. He has no desire to precipitate a world war at this time, nor an interplanetary war in our own solar system. Our seizure of the Blue Streak and its cargo is entirely a legal procedure, and it only remains for you to accept the situation gracefully in which event no harm will come to any of you whom I have come to know as friends.”


  “Friends!” scoffed Ralph, his lip curling. “You call this friendship? Smuggling your hired killers on board and taking the ship by force—it’s damned piracy, that’s what it is.”


  Teddy was warning him to silence by violent gestures made behind Dillon’s back.


  “Again you are wrong,” Dillon said softly. “My killers, as you term them, are United States Deputy Sheriffs. The thing is merely a matter of business, as you shall see. John Sorenson, unfortunately, was involved in financial difficulties on account of the enormous cost of his etherships and his losses in operating them. My firm, P. J. Dillon and Company, holds many millions of dollars of Sorenson’s paper and has obtained a writ of attachment on the Blue Streak and all it contains. All perfectly legal I assure you.”


  “There is no law out here in space,” retorted Ralph, “At least no law of our own people. Your writ is not worth the paper it is written upon.”


  “You err once more, my dear Ralph.” Dillon’s voice held the note of a feline purr. “The Blue Streak is the property of an American citizen—myself—and, as such, is subject to the laws of the United States of America as soon as we enter the atmosphere of our own world. Meanwhile, as the new master of the vessel, I may find it necessary to hold her by force. I sincerely hope this will not be required. But, in any event, I shall be the law until we land in New York.”


  “You—you—” Ralph Prescott sputtered in his helpless rage. “You the law! You an American citizen! Rather say you are a traitor to your country and a hireling of the scourge of the East. You can’t do this thing, Dillon—in a court of law our word will—” Dillon laughed uproariously. “I see you are slow in coming to your senses, friend Ralph,” he chortled. “It is no more than I had expected from one so thick-witted. But you’ll come around; you’ll come around. I’ll leave you to think it over.”


  Ralph lurched toward him with an ugly snarl as he turned his back and started leisurely up the stairs.


  “Psst!” hissed Teddy. “It’s no use. Hold everything.”


  “I’d like to—”


  “Can’t be done, Ralph. He has two yellow devils up there armed with our weapons. We’re in for it, old man.”


  “But Ted, he can’t get away with this. His position is untenable. No court on earth would—”


  “Don’t be too sure. You forget the present day corruption of our judiciary, and the widespread influence of the Asiatic monster. Why, even these deputies Dillon brought as stowaways—Lord knows how he did it—are Asiatics. And American citizens at the same time. Spies! No, Ralph, I’m afraid we’re licked; Sorenson is licked. And hell will be to pay on Earth.”


  “What about Thalia’s interests?”


  “Dillon will merely refund the amount invested in the expedition by her government and will then have satisfied his legal obligations at home. That’s all he cares about. He knows where he stands at home, never fear.”


  “But his connection with the Asiatics, Teddy. We can swear to it and he will be arrested as a traitor.”


  “Nonsense. There is no state of war and therefore no such thing as a traitor. Dillon will maintain the cherished peace of our world by means of his strictly legal claim, then sail away to northern Asia in the Blue Streak and renounce his own country. Who can touch him then, and who will be able to withstand the power of the vandals of the East once they are in possession of the radium?”


  Ralph Prescott stared, speechless. This Dillon had laid his plans only too well. Not only to encompass the ruin of John Sorenson, but to further the designs of the Asiatics against the remainder of his world. And they had been nothing more than pawns in his game; he and Teddy and the professor, Thalia’s scientists—all of them. Suddenly Ralph remembered the sealed packet Sorenson had sent to Teddy. Perhaps—


  “Teddy,” he exclaimed, “how about the envelope—the one that was not to be opened until you had reached Vusti? What’s in it?”


  “I don’t know.” Teddy gasped; it was obvious he had completely forgotten the packet. “I haven’t opened it as yet—wait, here—”


  Fumbling in his jacket, he drew forth the long envelope and ripped it open with trembling fingers. There was a legal document within, one printed on heavy paper and with an official seal attached. A slip of thinner paper fluttered to the floor and Teddy stooped to retrieve it.


  “Dear Teddy,” he read aloud before he had straightened, “this is the best I can do in appreciation of your long service and in part payment of compensation long merited by you but which I am unable otherwise to make. By the time you unseal this you will know what action to take. Sorenson.”


  For a moment he gazed at Ralph with unseeing eyes. Mechanically his fingers had opened the legal document. It was a deed to the Blue Streak! “Good Lord!” he husked. “See what Sorenson has done. The old man must have had a hunch.”


  “And a mighty good one,” Ralph exulted. “If the date of this deed is earlier than that of Dillon’s lien—check it, Ted—you’ve got him. It’s your ship, your expedition. The spoils are yours to do with as you see fit.”


  “Not so fast,” objected Teddy, scanning the deed. “We must think this over carefully—”


  “Well put, friend Teddy,” Dillon purred from the foot of the companionway. He had returned with one of his slant-eyed henchmen and was in a jovial mood. “Always think carefully, it—” His eyes fell on the paper in Teddy’s hand. “What’s this?” he demanded, striding forward.


  Ted Crowley straightened his shoulders and gazed fixedly into the too close eyes of the man who had so suddenly revealed himself as their enemy. “It is the end of your little scheme, Dillon,” he snapped. “My deed to the Blue Streak—recorded in Philadelphia four days before your writ was obtained. I own the vessel, Dillon, not you. What do you say to that?”


  “You lie!” snarled the financier. “Let me see it. It’s forged. It’s a trick.”


  Knowing the destruction of the instrument would have no effect on the legality of the transfer, Teddy handed it to the wrathful Dillon.


  “Where did you get this?” demanded the renegade when he had looked over the deed. But some of the assurance had left him; he recognized that the instrument was entirely in order.


  “From Sorenson, where did you suppose?”


  “I’ll challenge its legality; it’s a deed of gift.” Dillon was beside himself with anger.


  “Re-read the first clause,” Teddy advised him calmly, “and you will see that the transfer is made in payment of salaries and royalty due me on certain of my patents, of which patents the numbers are included. No, Dillon, it is not a deed of gift. And you can not attach my property, since I have no obligations with Dillon and Company. You’ll have to think up a new one.”


  Taken aback, Jack Dillon turned to his henchman and chattered a few rapid words in some outlandish tongue of the Orient.


  “Very well then,” he said stiffly, again facing Ralph and Teddy, “it shall be by force. I remain in charge of the Blue Streak.”


  “You would make war on your master?” Ralph said caustically. “I have heard that the mighty ruler of the Asiatic Empire deals harshly with those who disobey his instructions.”


  Dillon paled visibly, but held his ground. Seeing Ralph crouch as if to spring to the attack, he withdrew the automatic from his belt and fingered its trigger lovingly. “I shall take that chance,” he retorted evenly. “The treasure carried by the Blue Streak should be of some assistance in persuading him whose will must be obeyed. He wants peace, to be sure, but I have an idea he will listen to the reason that is in our cargo of radium. If not—” Dillon shrugged his shoulders suggestively. “—I still believe I can take care of myself and my interests.”


  But the bleak lines about his mouth belied the boldness of his speech. And the fidgeting of his slanteyed companion gave evidence of the fear that was aroused by the thought of acting contrary to the instructions of that mysterious emperor of the Asiatics.


  “Crazy,” said Teddy. “He thinks he is Napoleon.”


  AT that instant the Blue Streak shivered as under a tremendous impact. The lights of the control room were dimmed by a lurid flare that surrounded them and the vessel rocked to a violent heaving of the surface of Mosin-ita. Dillon’s cheeks went gray.


  “God!” he whispered. “Why didn’t I leave the cursed place? What is it, Crowley?”


  Ralph and Teddy rushed to the viewing port. “Scared, are you?” Ralph flung over his shoulder.


  Out there in the night of Mosin-ita there was a huge circle of intense red light, cast by a beam that came down to them from out the heavens. The red light, although so brilliant as to outshine any artificial illumination of Coris or Tinus, did not blind them or obstruct their vision in any way. It was a pulsating transparent medium, a ray of some unknown energy through which they could see as if it were a column of brightly lighted colored liquid. And, through its interminable length they were able to distinguish the gleaming half-moon of Mosin-ita’s twin.


  “Mosin-ton!” gasped Teddy. “It’s the red beam from Mosin-ton.”


  “What does it mean?” quavered Dillon. The Orientals had fled to the upper regions at first sight of the pulsating redness.


  “How do I know?” snarled Teddy. “Wait.”


  Jack Dillon’s fearful curiosity was soon satisfied, for a drum-shaped transparent vessel swooped down the red beam and came to rest beside the Blue Streak. And in the strange vehicle were manlike beings who stared through the control room windows at the three figures within. Beings of stature greater even than the Corisians; beings whose stalwart forms were covered with overlapping discs of metal that shone like polished cobalt and whose slitlike eyes were upon them speculatively. A fleeting glimpse was all they had before the vessel rose skyward.


  And then the Blue Streak was heaved from her berth as if by some Brobdingnagian hand of the cosmos; heaved mightily and flung into the heavens with such speed as to flatten the three earthlings to the control room floor. But there was no sound from the Blue Streak’s atomic engines; she was at the mercy of some mysterious force which was hurling her toward Mosin-ton with terrific velocity.


  The red glow was all around them, lighting their faces eerily as they drove on into space. Still they were held fast to the floor by the swift acceleration, for the internal gravity apparatus of the Blue Streak had not been functioning. And the hull plates of the vessel set up a wailing vibration in the beam of energy that carried them on.


  Teddy Crowley laughed crazily. “Good joke on you, Dillon,” he cackled. “Mighty good joke. The kidnapers kidnaped. How does it feel, eh—how do you like it?” There was no reply.


  CHAPTER XV


  The Metal Men of Mosin-ton


  THE journey was swift—as swift as if the Blue Streak had navigated it under her own power—but was extremely uncomfortable to the passengers on account of the subjection of their bodies to the full pressure of acceleration and deceleration. A dozen times on the way Teddy struggled to reach the starting mechanism of their internal gravity and compensating apparatus, and a dozen times he failed. Human muscles could not avail against that force which held them fast.


  Eventually their movement became less rapid; the vessel slowed down sufficiently to enable them to get to their feet and stretch their cramped muscles. Jack Dillon looked crestfallen.


  “Well, what’ll it be Dillon—war?” Ralph demanded. “Or do you prefer joining forces against this common enemy? If they are enemies?”


  The surface of Mosin-ton spread before them and the Blue Streak was drifting down the red light-beam to a huge circular plate from which it emanated. A number of the transparent drum-shaped vessels were beneath them, likewise nearing the great disc of glowing red.


  Dillon’s gaze was uneasy; he dropped his eyes before Ralph’s accusing stare. “I’ll stick with you,” he mumbled.


  “Good,” said Ralph. “Now then, up to the arsenal for weapons and mentascope. We’ll have to go out and meet them, that’s sure.”


  He was bounding up the stairs on the last word and Dillon followed with Teddy Crowley. A hasty inspection convinced him that Margaret and Mary were unharmed. None of the party had been injured with the exception of Professor Timken, who was nursing a badly sprained ankle that had been caused by the lurching of the Blue Streak when first she was flung skyward in the midst of the red beam. Jack Dillon snapped an order that caused his henchmen to sheath their weapons.


  Ralph decided they should go out in force to meet the inhabitants of Mosin-ton and armed all of the men excepting Therin and the professor with the small calibre Frenchite automatic pistols. Professor Timken, with his injured ankle, was unable to stand, and Therin was delegated to remain behind in the vessel to care for him and to act as a guard for the girls. Mary and Margaret, although objecting strenuously at first, consented to the arrangement—temporarily. They warned Ralph and Teddy they would have their innings later.


  Jack Dillon offered no objections to the arming of the party and seemed to be in a subdued mood. The two Orientals he had so cleverly secreted in the storage compartments of the vessel remained silent and stolid onlookers, apparently unmoved by the change in the situation. Ralph personally supervised the distribution of ammunition and obtained a number of mentascopes from the storeroom. By the time these preparations were completed and the landing party was assembled in the control room, the Blue Streak had come to rest on the great metal disc of the red beam of Mosin-ton. Suddenly its lurid glow snuffed out.


  A glance at the manometer showed Ralph that a considerable atmosphere was present, its density being about seven tenths of that at the surface of his own world.


  “We shall await their demonstrations,” he announced. “Why not start our engines and try for a getaway with our repulsion energy?” Jack Dillon said meekly.


  Ralph looked over at Teddy, who was shaking his head. “No,” said the new owner of the Blue Streak. “They’d have that red beam of theirs in action in an instant, and I’m afraid it would be disastrous—the conflict of forces, you know.”


  “We’d better face them,” Ralph decided. “They do not seem to be armed, and really appear to be making friendly advances.”


  “You never can tell,” Dillon mumbled, then subsided.


  Ralph thought he saw a meaning look flash from those close-set eyes toward one of the slant-eyed Orientals. But there was no answering gleam of comprehension in the flat face of Jack’s henchman, and he decided he must have been mistaken. At any rate, the odds now were greatly against Dillon. And, besides, one of the mail-clad humans of Mosin-ton was gesticulating below the control room window.


  “He’s beckoning for us to disembark,” exclaimed Teddy, “and his hands are empty. He has no weapon of any sort that I can see.”


  “Yes, and the others have withdrawn to the edge of the disc to show us they are not unfriendly. Palms spread wide, too, all of them. That’s clear enough, I think. We’ll land. But, remember men, until we are sure, we do not go far from the ship. Be ready to defend yourselves if necessary and to retreat to the vessel at once if I give the word. I’d rather take the chance inside than out, if it comes to anything like that.”


  The airlock doors were opened wide and Ralph was first to step forth to the gleaming metal of the disc on which the Blue Streak was resting. The tall metal-covered being of Mosin-ton advanced toward him with hands outstretched in a curious gesture that could mean nothing but a desire to make friends. And then Ralph saw, with a start, that the. big fellow’s fingers were covered with the same metallic scales as his body. And his cheeks were the same, excepting of much finer texture. His eyelids, even, were shining metal caps that clicked audibly as he blinked. This was no metal-clad being but a man whose entire bodily covering was metallic, whose joints were of corrugated metal like a sylphon bellows. The metal was a part of him, as of all his kind, and he wore no removable clothing of any sort.


  A series of musical sounds issued from his throat, sounds strangely resembling the mellow notes of a violincello and rising and falling rapidly in smooth tone combinations that fell pleasantly on the ear. Such was the speech of the metal men of Mosin-ton.


  The others from the Blue Streak were crowding about them, but none of the metal men had come in toward them from the edge of the great disc. Evidently this one was their spokesman and they were leaving the entire matter in his hands. Ralph made haste to adjust a mentascope to his own head and extended another to the metal man.


  The big fellow understood instantly and commenced adjusting the caplike contrivance to his glistening cranium. The first thought that flashed from his brain to Ralph’s was one of unreserved welcome and friendly curiosity as to the identity of the visitors. There was no dissembling here; the metal man’s thought impulses and the images on his mentascope disc were clear and distinct, there being utter absence of the clouding and veiling that indicated an attempt to repress the true feelings of the wearer.


  Behind Ralph there was a sudden commotion; Steve Gillette’s quick angry voice: “Dillon, you skunk! Trying to—”


  They heard the spang of Steve’s automatic and the explosion of its tiny pellet against the hull plates of the Blue Streak at the rim of the entrance port. The port cover was closed and Dillon and his two evil companions were nowhere to be seen.


  Instant confusion reigned on the huge disc as the visitors milled about the closed door of the airlock. Everyone was shouting at once; Steve and Teddy tore at the circular cover but, already, it had been bolted fast from inside. Through the control-room window they saw Jack Dillon at the controls. The drone of the Blue Streak’s atomic engines came to their ears. Ralph fired rapidly from his pistol but only succeeded in blasting off a mass of splinters and flakes from the thick window and thus obscuring his view. Those viewing port coverings had been designed to withstand terrific pressure and blows as heavy as could be borne by the hull plates themselves.


  Then, with a lurch, the Blue Streak left the disc of the red beam and soared into the atmosphere of Mosin-ton.


  “Good God, Ralph, we’ve got to get them!” Teddy yelled. “Mary is on board—and Margaret—we—”


  The metal man had grasped Ralph’s arm and there flashed from his mentascope the command to clear the disc, the assurance that the red beam would capture the escaped vandals.


  “Off the disc everyone!” Ralph shouted. “Quick! The red beam’ll get ’em. Off, I say.”


  They were racing then, pell mell, toward the rim where the other metal men were scrambling down out of sight. Over its edge was a runway which encircled the great pit in which the disc swung. The drop to the runway was only a few feet and Ralph’s entire party quickly negotiated the leap. The one who wore the mentascope was running toward a domelike building nearby. There came the roar of huge generators from within and the disc of the red beam turned slowly upward to an angle in which it faced the swiftly disappearing sphere that was the Blue Streak. And the red beam flashed forth with a wailing note that spoke of the tremendous energy it held.


  A moment the Blue Streak was bathed in its lurid glare and then, with a violent lurch, it had flung out of the influence and was driving off over the surface of Mosin-ton in another direction. The beam swung around, following it, but the spherical vessel zigzagged with astounding rapidity and successfully dodged it. In another instant the Blue Streak had dived into a low cloud bank and was gone.


  “They’ve failed,” Ralph groaned. “And Dillon has won. What fools we are!” He stared white-faced at Teddy.


  Others of the metal men were about them, endeavoring to communicate with them by means of signs and gestures.


  “They want us to enter the dome-shaped building,” Steve Gillette interpreted the gestures. “Come on.”


  In the power plant of the red beam—for such the domelike structure proved to be—they found the metal man who wore the mentascope. He sat before a vertical screen on which the heavens were pictured, and his fingers wandered over a maze of delicate controls that were set in a semicircle about him. Swift questionings flashed from his mentascope when he saw Ralph.


  “Here, you’d better get this,” Ralph said to Teddy. “He’s asking about the construction of our vessel, its source of power and the metals of which it is constructed. You can tell him better than I.” He tossed his friend one of the caplike contrivances, and watched the flashing images of the two discs when Teddy had it adjusted.


  As the inventor told the metal man of the atomic engines and of the alloys comprising hull plates and other portions of the Blue Streak his nimble scaled fingers swept over the controls before him and there was a swift changing of the view on the screen to cover another portion of the heavens.


  The manipulator of the apparatus explained to Teddy and Ralph that the red beam was combined with a long range viewing instrument similar to their own radio telescope. It was television perfected to the utmost and capable of nearly as great magnification as the telescope of the Royal Observatory of Seritanis.[4]


  IN addition to its other capabilities, this red beam apparatus of Mosin-ton was provided with detectors of electronic and magnetic forces by means of which the presence of metallic objects in space might be observed to a distance of several light years. Originally, the metal men had learned of the presence of the Blue Streak on Mosin-ita by an accidental visual observation; now it was necessary to know the characteristics of the sphere’s construction in order to make the proper adjustments of the apparatus for locating it in the trackless wastes of the heavens.


  Great glittering machines that filled the domed power plant purred and throbbed in rhythm with the motions of the metal-man’s fingers, and the screen before him showed an ever-changing panorama of constellations and nearer heavenly bodies as the energies swept the skies in search of the Blue Streak. Probably fifty of the metal men of Mosin-ton were gathered around the platform of the controls, keeping respectful and deeply concerned silence. The visitors were a huddled, anxious group close by the manipulator of the mechanisms.


  Steve Gillette, impatient to learn more of these strange people, obtained two mentascopes and was soon in mental communication with one of those who remained in the background.


  “Do you think your leader will be able to locate our vessel?” he asked.


  “It is an extremely difficult matter,” came the quick mental response of the metal man. “The universe is large and the ship of space infinitesimally small. I should hesitate to pass judgment on the probabilities. However, our chief scientist will do everything that is possible.”


  “Suppose he does locate it,” Steve worried. “Will he be able to bring it back by means of the red beam?”


  “That, likewise, is a question. The beam has a range only great enough to reach the limits of our own solar system. If your ship of space is located quickly, the thing will be possible. Otherwise—”


  “Otherwise we’re stranded here,” said the mechanic gloomily, “and two swell girls are in the power of the worst crook in the universe. Professor Timken, too, and Therin.”


  It was the questioner’s turn to be questioned and Steve was glib and emphatic in his explanation of the situation which had led up to the seizing of the vessel which had brought them. The metal man gave wholehearted attention to the details and expressed an understanding and sympathy that warmed the mechanic’s heart.


  “What do they call you? What’s your name?” inquired Steve.


  Two musical notes were the reply, notes that reminded Steve of the call of the cuckoo. From that time forth the name of His informant became that of the terrestrial bird to the genial earthling.


  “Cuckoo—a good enough name,” grinned Steve. “Seems to me we’re all going to get along fine.”


  He rejoined his friends. “Just been talking to one of the metal men,” he said to Ralph, “and he’s for us. They all are.”


  But Ralph Prescott was too intent upon the screen and the efforts of the chief scientist to heed Steve’s chatter. Lloxan, the planet of the Vusti system that was largest of all, loomed in their vision and was gone. Ap, farthest of all in its distance from the sun, was a scintillating green orb with two satellites, stationary for a moment, then moving slowly off the green. And then a brilliant flash, as whltely intense as a magnesium flare, brought a startled trilling note from the chief scientist of the metal men.


  “It is your vessel,” he conveyed to them, “traveling with inconceivable velocity and almost within the orbit of our outer planet.”


  There came an instant shrieking of massive mechanisms about them and the red beam shot forth into the heavens. With the speed of light its far end drove out into the blackness toward the Blue Streak. The watchers held their breath as it progressed with seeming deliberation and sluggishness. The speed of light, and yet it moved slowly! For the distance to Ap was great; more than a half billion miles, they were advised by the metal-skinned scientist, though nearly in inferior conjunction at this time.


  Teddy Crowley figured rapidly in his head. Nearly three quarters of a terrestrial hour would be required in reaching out to the orbit of Ap. The beam was too slow! Already the Blue Streak would have an acceleration that would take it out of the range of the beam in a very few minutes. The attempt of the metal man was useless!


  Haltingly, he told Ralph the facts. In bitter silence the two men watched the efforts of the chief scientist and with sinking hearts they saw the brilliant light point that was the Blue Streak as it drew away from the advancing end of the red beam.


  And Steve Gillette whispered of the bad news to his companions.


  At length the metal man gave it up. The red beam flicked off and the great generators slowed down.


  “It is of no avail,” his thought message informed them. “This ship of yours has done the impossible in exceeding the velocity of etheric waves. We can not reach it. The thing is most regrettable and I can only offer, in some slight consolation for your loss, and in the name of my people, a home among us. In time you may be happy here. Or—” He hesitated, obviously deep in thought. “Or, if you will provide us with plans and specifications, perhaps we can build another ship for you, one that will travel as speedily as this one, and in which you may be able to return to your own land.”


  Teddy brightened somewhat at this, but Ralph Prescott was in the depths of misery and gloominess.


  It was an unhappy party the metal men escorted to one of the drum-shaped vehicles which was to convey them to the nearby city.


  OF the succeeding journey and events Ralph sensed but hazy impressions. He knew they had entered the flattened circular vessel with the transparent sides; knew that a smaller red beam flashed out from a gleaming disc and catapulted them into the air. He saw a gently rolling countryside slipping away beneath them, a green countryside like that of his own world. The low whisperings of his companions were a meaningless babel in his ears.


  Teddy was in earnest telepathic conversation with the chief scientist of the metal men and his lean features were drawn and bleak. But to this Ralph gave no more heed than to the other sights and sounds.


  They crossed a broad verdant valley where domed dwellings clustered. Other slender red beams crossed and criss-crossed in the air about them; other flattened transparent cylinders flashed by. A great city spread before them, a city of multitudinous domes and wide avenues whose sides were planted with brilliant-flowered vegetation. But to Ralph Prescott all this meant less than nothing, for Margaret had been torn from his side by a conscienceless and ruthless enemy.


  His thoughts were with her, in the far-off heavens, a captive in the speeding Blue Streak. He visioned Jack Dillon’s leering triumph; thought of the two slanteyed ones who would do his every bidding. The professor and Therin, he knew, could not prevail against these three, especially with the injury that had temporarily crippled the doughty scientist. Dillon would see to it that they remained unarmed; he would place one of his guards at the door of the arsenal and would hold it against all comers. Mary and Margaret, he had good reason to remember, were plucky and high-spirited girls. They were afraid of nothing and would resist to the best of their ability. But the odds against them were far too great; if they put up a fight Dillon and his henchmen would not hesitate to murder them. Worse, perhaps.


  The transparent vessel had come to rest on a broad plaza in the city of domes. Teddy’s voice was in Ralph’s ear, rousing him.


  “Come on, old man,” it husked, “I know exactly how you feel. I feel the same way. But we’ll have to make the best of it. Everything possible has been done; everything will be done. And all may not be lost yet. Listen: this chief scientist of the metal men is sure he can duplicate the Blue Streak in record time. That’s what we’ve been discussing. They have shops, workmen, all materials we need. And radium—plenty of it. We’ll go out after Dillon. He is apt to lose his course; the professor, even, may be able to delay him. We’ll get him, you hear? Come on now—buck up—”


  But Teddy’s voice trailed off in discouragement; he did not believe his own words.


  And Ralph was inconsolable.


  CHAPTER XVI


  On Board the Blue Streak


  PROFESSOR Timken’s injury, though not serious, was a painful one. The ankle swelled rapidly, and Margaret Prescott insisted that he allow her to bathe and bind it for him. Mary Crowley went to the first aid cabinet for bandages while Margaret was obtaining hot water from the galley. Therin assisted the professor to his stateroom. Meanwhile, the landing party was leaving the airlock below.


  The professor fussed and fumed as Margaret removed his shoe and prepared to attend him with all the assurance of a professional nurse. “Confound it,” he growled, “it is just my luck to have a thing like this happen at such a time. I’ll be laid up for several days, I fear, and will miss some most interesting experiences. These men with the metal hides are, I am sure, a most intelligent race and of great scientific attainment. And friendly, as well.”


  “You’ll not miss anything,” Margaret consoled him. “We’ll find a crutch, or have Steve make one, and you can hobble out there with the rest—later.”


  “If they’ll permit it,” Mary put in drily. “Ralph and Teddy, I mean. They are so almighty careful of us you’d think we were made of china, and they’ll be as bad with the professor now that he has been hurt.” Margaret tossed her dark head. “We’ll take care of them,” she averred. “They’ll not be able to hold us for long.”


  The professor laughed, then sobered. “I wonder how they managed to subdue Dillon. He was as meek as a lamb when they came up from the control room, and those two stowaways of his as well.”


  “There was something about a paper, a deed,” said Therin. “John Sorenson transferred ownership of the Blue Streak to Teddy, I believe.”


  Mary’s eyes were starry. “Sorenson is a dear,” she said.


  “I’ll wager Dillon will not give up,” the professor stated, shaking his head in doubt. “He would like to do the thing legally if possible, but his natural cupidity is such that he will stop at nothing to get this fortune in radium. You’ll see.” He winced suddenly. “Ouch, Margaret, that hurts.”


  “Sorry, Professor, but it has to be tight.” Margaret Prescott continued winding the bandage. “It will feel better after a while.”


  A sharp clang: resounded throughout the vessel, a sound as of the vicious slamming of the entrance port cover. Then a muffled explosion that set the floorplates atremble beneath their feet.


  “What in time is that?” exclaimed the scientist. Mary started for the door but Therin was before her. “Wait,” he begged, “FU go down.”


  They heard the big Corisian clattering down the stairs, but there were no further sounds of an alarming nature.


  “Hope we were not mistaken about the friendliness of the natives,” Margaret said as she completed the final tying of her bandage. “I can’t imagine—”


  A familiar sound interrupted her—the rising drone of the Blue Streak’s atomic engines.


  “What—they can’t have returned to the vessel—” Mary began.


  And then Therin stood in the doorway of the stateroom, his honest features contorted with rage. “It’s Dillon,” he panted. “He and his two satellites deserted the others and sneaked back into the ship. It is plain that they are planning to make away with it.”


  Mary Crowley choked back a scream. Margaret rose from her task, her dark eyes blazing. Like a whirlwind of fury she was out of the room, bound for the regions below. Mary and Therin followed.


  They were stopped at the head of the control room companionway by Dillon’s men, who faced them with leveled pistols. By the heaving of the floor they knew that the vessel was already in motion.


  “It is very regrettable,” said one of the Orientals suavely but firmly. “Orders are that you be confined to your staterooms and we must respectfully request that you retire to them at once.”


  “What!” stormed Margaret. “Is Jack Dillon so—” But the muzzle of a pistol thrust her back none too gently and her words were cut short abruptly. Instantly Therin’s big hand shot forth and grasped the fellow’s wrist, twisting it until he groaned and let his pistol drop to the floor. But it was the big Corisian’s last act, for the second Oriental fired point blank into his body. There was the crashing explosion of Frenchite within him and Therin was literally blasted apart. His mangled body collapsed in a horrible quivering heap. Mary Crowley cried out with horror, but this did not deter her in the least from grappling with the first Asiatic for possession of the pistol he had dropped. Taking advantage of the confusion, Margaret dived for the companionway and was down the stairs before the other realized what she was doing.


  A red glow filled the control room and she had a fleeting glimpse of the great disc beneath them and of a stream of humans racing toward a huge dome nearby. Jack Dillon was at the controls, struggling to drive the Blue Streak out of the red beam’s influence.


  Margaret was upon him then, dragging his left hand free of a glittering lever with a strength born of her fear and anger. “What are you doing?” she raged. “You can’t leave them here like this, Jack, you can’t do it! Ralph and—and all of them—you—”


  But Dillon flung her off so roughly that she lost her balance and fell heavily to the floorplates. Struggling to regain her feet, she was thrown again by a violent lurch of the vessel. The red glow was gone; Dillon had been successful in pulling out of its energy stream and was driving the vessel off over the surface of the planet at a terrific rate of speed. Dodging this way and that with incredibly swift manipulations of the complicated controls to escape the searching finger of red. Increasing the power until the ship screamed through the atmosphere and the air became stifling from the heat of friction. Jack Dillon had profited well by Teddy’s instructions.


  Margaret sprawled helplessly; was flung again and again to the floor as she tried to rise. For the plunging of the vessel in its mad dodging maneuvers made it impossible to stand erect. Dillon, even though he was well back in the deeply cushioned pilot’s bucket seat and was holding to its pedestal with feet entwined in the grillwork, was scarcely able to hold to the controls.


  A billowy area of white clouds hid the planet from their view and Dillon shouted gleefully. The Blue Streak steadied on her course and the cloud area dropped away beneath them with dizzying speed. He had thrown on full repulsion and the vessel hurtled away from Mosin-ton with the maximum acceleration of which it was capable.


  Sitting dejectedly by one of the floor ports, watching Mosin-ton as it changed swiftly from a great bowl to a sphere and then dwindled rapidly in size, Margaret swallowed hard. A painful lump was in her throat and her eyes smarted with the salt of unshed tears. But there was nothing she could do to prevent this thing Dillon had planned so carefully. Later, perhaps. She determined to play for time in which to think things over and to plan.


  “Well,” she exclaimed resignedly, getting to her feet at last and making a nervous attempt to straighten her disarranged attire. “It seems you have succeeded, Jack.” She shrugged her shoulders as he turned to face her with a triumphant grin. “It is a terrible thing for Mary and me, but I guess there is nothing we an do about it.”


  “That’s the stuff,” Dillon approved. “You’ll find I’m not such a bad fellow after all. I had to do this, Margaret—there was no other way. Even though I hated to leave them back there. And I’ll tell you what I’ll do: if you and Mary are good little girls, I’ll not have you locked up as I intended.”


  “Thanks,” Margaret said drily. But she made a brave attempt to smile.


  Dillon’s eyes narrowed speculatively. “Mind though,” he snapped. “This is no picnic—it’s the real thing. And you and Mary had better not try any funny business. My men will be watching your every move, and if I find you are up to anything, I’ll lock the two of you in your cabins on synthetic food and water for the entire journey to Earth. Do you understand this?”


  “Yes.” Margaret dropped her eyes demurely, but scornful fury was in her heart.


  LATER she and Mary discussed the situation while j they were preparing the first meal Dillon had asked for. They spoke in whispers and used the Corisian tongue, with which both were sufficiently familiar to make an ordinary conversation possible.


  “We might put arsenic in their food,” Mary suggested darkly.


  “We couldn’t, even if we wanted to—you know that. Dillon is no fool; he’ll make us eat everything we have prepared before he or his men will touch it. Besides, we’re not poisoners.”


  “Of course—I was only joking. But what shall we do?”


  “We must talk it over with the professor as soon as we get an opportunity. Perhaps he may be able to suggest something. I’m sure Jack Dillon hasn’t learned enough about the operation of the vessel to be able to navigate the entire trip himself. He’ll be calling on the professor for help and—”


  “You mean we might get him off his course?”


  “No, Mary, we’d all be lost then. But—”


  A suave voice spoke from the galley door; one of Dillon’s slant-eyed minions was there smiling oilily. “You will please be so kind as to converse in the English tongue hereafter,” he purred. “It is the command of the master.”


  “Very well,” said Mary stiffly, her blue eyes flashing fire. This was the one with whom she had scuffled in the engine room.


  “It is my desire,” he continued, gazing unabashed into her flushed face, “to apologize for the rough treatment it was necessary to use with madams. I trust you will understand the exigency and will pardon your so humble servant. It was a regrettable occurrence.” Mary opened her mouth to speak but no words came. She was too thunderstruck at the fellow’s effrontery; too furious with herself and with him to reply. But she found herself nodding stupidly like one of those dolls she had seen with a coil-spring neck. The leering Asiatic bowed himself out.


  Margaret giggled hysterically. And then they were laughing and crying by turns, clasped in each other’s arms.


  JACK DILLON visited the professor in his stateroom. “I’ve a proposition to make to you,” he said flatly. Professor Timken sputtered and shook his fist impotently. With one foot tightly bandaged and propped up on a pillow, he was in no position to offer any physical resistance. Besides, there was the pistol in Dillon’s belt. “I’ll have no dealings with such as you,” he roared. “You’re a thief and a murderer, Dillon, and I demand that you return at once to Mosin-ton.”


  The financier laughed appreciatively and dropped carelessly into an easy chair, lighting a cigarette and exhaling noisily and profusely before replying. “It is no use. my dear professor,” he said lightly. “Only consider your position and the position of the young ladies who are, properly, your responsibility. By judicious questioning of the inventor of the ethership and of yourself, I have learned much concerning the operation of the ship and likewise of the navigation of space. But my knowledge still is limited and I must confess that I need your help in bringing the Blue Streak safely to Earth. You are in my power, Professor, you and the two women. The arsenal is locked—you have no weapons and are unable to obtain them. I can kill you if I wish, but this is not my desire. I am no murderer at heart; my only ambition is for the utmost in wealth and power in our own fair world. And I want you to do this: I want you to make the necessary observations to set the shortest and swiftest course to our own solar system. In return, when the radium had been landed in a certain mountain fastness of Asia, I promise to turn over to you the Blue Streak and to allow you to come back to Vusti for your friends. Isn’t that fair?”


  “What good is your promise?”


  Dillon flared up at this. “You are in no position to question my integrity, Professor. All’s fair in love and war—this is war—but I’ll keep this promise.”


  “If I refuse?”—gently, from the professor’s pinched lips.


  “I’ll chance the journey myself,”—grimly, “with the two girls as the only passengers. I can find our world, eventually. It may take two or three months instead of one—time that I hate to lose but will sacrifice if absolutely necessary—but I’ll find it. And you’ll not be here, Professor. Not in the flesh, at least. You’ll be locked in the radium storeroom to die of whatever it is that radium in such intense concentration does to one. And your friends will remain in Mosin-ton.”


  The professor paled, but was adamant. “Never. I’ll not do it,” he avowed.


  “Not even for the girls?” Dillon’s face was close to his own, an evil grin writhing over his features. Professor Timken shuddered. “Not even to assure their safety?” Dillon insisted.


  “Why—why, what do you mean?”


  “My two Asiatics, Professor, are men of mad impulses and of little scruple. It may be I shall not be able to control them—if you turn down my offer.”


  “God!—you’re worse than I thought, Dillon. If I consent, you’ll see to it that——”


  “I’ll keep my men under control, Professor—it is a solemn promise.” Jack Dillon rose, smiling down at the scientist who seemed suddenly to be an old old man.


  “I’ll do it, I’ll do it,” rasped Professor Timken. “Get me a crutch, or help me up to the observatory, Dillon, but God have mercy on you if you betray thin trust.”


  “That’s better, much better.” The greedy financier rubbed his palms together with satisfaction, then, with a sudden change of mood, gripped the professor’s shoulders in fingers of steel. “But remember, old boy, one false move on your part is the signal that all bets are off. I’ll be watching you—my men will be watching Mary and Margaret. See that you give me the right course. Constantly, mind you. And don’t think for a minute that I’m too stupid to catch you in any trick you might try. Get it?”


  “Yes, I get it,” the professor said hopelessly.


  Margaret Prescott looked in at that moment. It had been her intention to inquire as to her patient’s condition—and to converse with him on other matters, but she hesitated when she saw his visitor.


  “Tell her, Prof, tell her,” Dillon demanded.


  Haltingly, the professor told of his agreement with their captor. He looked fearfully for signs of disapproval as he talked but was relieved to see Margaret’s eyes brighten and a look of hope and satisfaction replace the anxiety that had been in her pretty round face.


  “Oh, that is wonderful,” she said, turning to Jack Dillon. “At least it is far better than what I had feared. Truly, will you do as you say—let us return for our husbands and the others?”


  “Truly. I promise on my word of honor—if you’re a good little girl.” Dillon smiled down at her with what seemed to be the deepest sincerity.


  “And you think they’ll be safe on Mosin-ton while we are away?” Margaret asked of the professor.


  “I’m sure of it,”—gravely. “The metal men, to me, appeared to be quite humanlike and sympathetic. But——”


  “No buts,” interposed Dillon, helping the professor from his bunk. “We are already out in the realm of space-time and our course must be plotted.” He turned to Margaret. “And I agree with the professor, my dear. Ralph and the rest of them will be quite safe in Mosin-ton until your return. Just forget your fears now, won’t you?”


  Margaret nodded brightly, but Professor Timken was assailed with grave doubts as he hobbled up the stairs to the observatory on Dillon’s arm. To him it had seemed that there was an undertone of duplicity in their captor’s speech. And a lecherous gleam in his too close eyes.


  HASTENING to join Mary Crowley in the galley, Margaret bubbled over with the news. Mary, with her tall youthful body bent over the electric cooker and her blond head swaying from time to time, seemed to be paying little attention. She offered no comment when the story was finished.


  “What’s the matter with you?” her friend asked in aggrieved tone. “Aren’t you glad?”


  Mary straightened, and the wisdom of her newspaper experience was in her level gaze. “I don’t trust Dillon,” she said flatly, “and it’s my idea that we had better get back to the scheme of the poison.”


  “Mary!”


  “I mean it, but I think we should feed it to ourselves.”


  Margaret flushed hotly as the import of her friend’s words became clear. But surely Jack Dillon was not that sort. A cold calculating man, and one who would hesitate at no villainy which would further his own ambitions. But it was money and power he craved, not——


  A silky voice broke in from the doorway. “The master wishes me to inquire if dinner is ready.”


  Mary Crowley glared at the grinning Oriental. “Tell him it’ll be on the table in ten minutes,” she replied savagely. “And get out of here!”


  The tension was relieved as the two girls laughed over the quick retirement of the discomfited messenger.


  NO untoward incident marked the remainder of the day’s journey. Mary, it appeared, had lost much of her suspicion, for she joined her friend in numerous visits to the control room. Jack Dillon acted as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred and maintained the same respectful attitude toward the girls that had marked his conduct during the trip from Coris. And he was pushing the Blue Streak to a greater acceleration than had Teddy Crowley. Each hour that passed increased their speed by the equivalent of the velocity of light. They would make the return journey in about three weeks instead of a month at this rate, and Professor Timken had assured them that the engines were not overloaded in the slightest degree.


  When it was time to retire, the two girls decided to occupy the same stateroom together, but Dillon shook his head.


  “No,” he said, “I don’t quite trust you two conspirators. You will have to keep to your old cabins—separated.”


  “We are trusting you,” Mary flared up.


  “Ah, but that is different.” Dillon would listen to no argument and his minions saw to it that his orders were carried out.


  So it was that Mary and Margaret locked themselves in the rooms that now were empty of the companions they had taken for life. Lonesome rooms, and spooky now. And each lay for a long time sleepless and tossing, praying for the safety of their loved ones and hoping that they might be swiftly returned to their arms. Miserable.


  Exhausted at length from the dry sobs which racked her, Margaret Prescott fell into restless slumber. And she did not awaken until an unusual sound had broken the stillness of the cabin.


  She sat erect, trembling. There had been the clatter of metal against metal; something falling to the floor. Or had she dreamed it? But no, it was not a dream—to her ears came the sound of labored breathing. Someone was in the room. The key!—that had been the sound which aroused her.


  Margaret’s frantic cry was muffled by the hand which closed down over her lips.


  CHAPTER XVII


  Despair


  IN the city of the metal men of Mosin-ton Ralph Prescott and his party were greeted with the utmost cordiality by the officials and with pondering acclaim by the populace. Conversation was possible only by means of the metascopes, of course, and there was the additional difficulty experienced by the visitors of being unable to interpret the musical sounds which comprised the speech of the metal men into equivalent English or Corisian syllables. However, as Steve Gillette had done in the case of the native he called Cuckoo, they improvised names for common objects and for the beings with whom they came in contact, these being based on outstanding characteristics or representative of the musical sounds used by the inhabitants.


  The chief scientist who had originally welcomed them was addressed by Ralph as Doctor, and so he remained to the rest of the party during their entire association with that great man of Mosin-ton. The city, quite naturally, took the name suggested by its multitude of doomed structures. And the great foundries and workshops outside the city limits became Pittsburgh.


  Dome City provided many wonders for the visitors but so great was their anxiety regarding the Blue Streak and those on board who were at Dillon’s mercy, that little time was given to them in which to explore the many public buildings and other points of interest. Ralph Prescott, urged on by his fears for Margaret, took upon himself the task of organizing the force which immediately went to work on the construction of an ethership having power and speed characteristics similar to those of the Blue Streak. His training as a business executive stood him in good stead, for the metal men, although of great scientific attainment and extremely clever in the construction of electrical and mechanical devices, were inclined to be unsystematic and impractical in their planning and in actual execution of work. They were an easy-going lot, more interested in research and development than in efficiency or production. It therefore devolved upon Ralph to organize hastily a staff of assistants whose duties were to coordinate the efforts of all and to keep constant check on the various activities of the various designing and manufacturing units which had in a few hours been assigned to the project through the persuasion of the one they called Doctor.


  Teddy Crowley, of course, was to be chief designer and was given a crew of native engineers and draughtsmen. He was the metallurgist in charge, as well, since the secrets of many alloys used in the Blue Streak’s construction were to be found only in his retentive memory. In his work he was to be assisted by the two Corisian scientists, Soltur and Rastor.


  Steve Gillette was assigned duties as a sort of master mechanic, which post was not at all a displeasing one to him and gave him some opportunity of satisfying his curiosity regarding the metal folk and their land before actual manufacture commenced. Teddy had commenced work at once on the main layout drawing and expected to deliver the first of the detail drawings to the shops within six hours of their arrival. Foundries already were compounding the alloys he required. But until the drawings were available and patterns made there could be no castings; machining of parts must needs wait. It was to be intensive high pressure effort, this building of an ethership in a few days’ time, but meanwhile there was given to Steve the very chance he would have wished for and he used the intervening time to best advantage.


  Provided with mentascopes, he and the one he called Cuckoo soon came to be fast friends. And it was from Cuckoo that most of the real information concerning the land of the metal men was obtained.


  The metal men of Mosin-ton (later called living robots by the visitors) were, it developed, originally inhabitants of Mosin-ita. They had been creatures of flesh and blood in ages past and were not unlike the people of Venus in stature and appearance at that time. But their home planet, even in those days, was an aging one; its internal fires were slowly dying down and its atmosphere becoming depleted. Then had come the time of disaster when a major disturbance in the solar system of Vusti caused an alteration in the distance separating the twin planets. They drew nearer, Mosin-ita and Mosin-ton, until excessive tidal forces disrupted a great portion of the already weakened crust of the body then inhabited. Mosin-ita became a world of vast upheavals and deluges. While continents were submerged by the violently agitated seas; whole peoples were wiped out in mighty cataclysms that rent the land asunder and tossed it in new and fearsome formations. Flame and molten materials gushed forth from the interior of the body; beds of the oceans were opened wide by the concussions within and the water drained off to the last remaining sources of internal heat, quenching them with the consequent formation of steam at terrific pressure. A second period of upheavals and widespread disaster followed with the explosions that resulted. And then came the radium solution.


  At first the inhabitants who had survived merely moved their homes away from the dangerous geysers and streams; later these became so numerous that it was impossible to escape them. And the radiations from the solution were killing them off by the thousand, powerful radiations such as their scientific men had never encountered and did not know how to counteract. But they worked on the problem and eventually found an insulating alloy with which they covered their bodies for protection.


  Ages passed by and a new sort of evolution was taking place, an evolution part natural, part scientifically controlled, until at length the inhabitants came to be creatures with living brains and bodily organs but with cunningly contrived limbs and body coverings of the protecting alloy. At birth, a child was placed in a huge preparatory institution where his helpless body and brain structure were carefully kept alive in insulated wrappings until full growth was reached. Then the individual was fitted into his mechanical “shell” and provided with the necessary appendages to make him a useful citizen. Truly he was a living robot, for the metal became as much a part of him as was he a part of the metallic whole. Even in his blood there flowed a certain proportion of metal in solution, and the marvelous telegraph network that was his nervous system connected with and controlled the various members and joints of his outer structure.


  But the living robots were looking with longing eyes on their neighboring planet; as centuries passed, the atmosphere of Mosin-ita was less and less suited to the needs of the lungs which still remained to them. Mortality came to be higher than the birth rate once more and the race was on the verge of extinction unless they could find a new home. Their astronomers had discovered verdant fields in Mosin-ton and knew of its abundant pure atmosphere. Mosin-ton had not suffered as had its twin. Yet Mosin-ton was inhabited only by lower forms of animal life. If only they might cross the void that lay between!


  Then came the discovery of the red beam and the exodus began with a great rush, being completed in Jess than a thousand of the short days of Mosin-ita. No living thing remained on the hapless planet, but the living robots made occasional trips to their old home to replenish the supply of radium which they, too, had come to rely upon as a source of energy. It was thus they had come to find the strangers and their curious spherical vessel.


  Cuckoo’s metal eyelids clicked rapidly on the last. Agape, Steve faced his informant in the great library of Dome City to which he had accompanied him. Much of the historical information was available here in the form of cinematographic recordings and in the minutely detailed sculptural groups that were everywhere to be seen in the huge domed building. But it was from the thought flashes and the clear-cut images of Cuckoo’s mentascope that Steve obtained most of the story.


  “Think we’d have time for a turn around the country in your ship of the air?” asked Steve, consulting his watch. Time units here were entirely different yet he was able to transpose them into terrestrial units through the medium of mentascope flashes.


  “Most certainly. There are perhaps three hours remaining to us,” came the quick response. And the musical accelerando of Cuckoo’s accompanying speech gave evidence of his eagerness to please.


  And so it was that Steve Gillette was the only one of the visitors to make a trip of inspection in one of the transparent ships of the metal men. Later he would be as busy as were the rest of his companions, but he would have a store of information at his disposal with which to regale them. For the time being he forgot their predicament.


  STEVE’S interest in the land over which they passed was merely that of a traveler in any strange country. He questioned the metal man incessantly throughout their journey in the small flat cylinder which could move only in the numerous lanes of red beams that formed a perfect network of airways in the lower level which he estimated as one thousand feet above the surface. It was a private vessel, this small one of Cuckoo’s, hardly large enough for four passengers, and the two were alone in its transparent enclosure. Their friendship grew.


  This land the metal men had inhabited for more than ten generations was interesting, not so much for its strangeness as for the evidences everywhere of the courage and enterprise of this race of living robots who had adopted it as their home. Though Steve was no philosopher, a feeling of deep admiration came to him in his awed contemplation of the odds against which this people had fought for survival, and of this their final triumph. Here beneath him were broad fields of cultivated land where great machines performed the labor of a hundred men with ease and despatch; here another of the domed cities, where teeming millions dwelt in peace and prosperity and whose broad avenues were bright with vari-colored foliage; there on the band of a smooth river a huge power plant from which twin beams of ionized air radiated in all directions to carry the supply of energy to the four corners of a state or province. These twin rays, faintly visible even in daylight as pencils of purplish light, Steve learned had replaced the wire transmission systems about three generations previously. Better even than the power broadcasts of Kirpin on account of their directivity and longer range.


  At a red propelling beam that shot up vertically from the surface, they rose to a higher level and passed over a mountain range whose tall crags were reminiscent of the Rockies in Steve’s own county. A sudden pang of homesickness assailed him, although he had really expatriated himself by wedding a Corisian girl and settling in Seritanis. Beyond the mountains stretched a blue-green sea whose sands were dotted with the domed dwellings of many beach colonies. His nostalgia increased in intensity. Queer he should feel this way—it had been so long since such pleasures of Earth had meant anything to him.


  “Your people,” he inquired, turning to his companion, “do they bathe in the waters of the ocean?”


  “No, indeed; there are only the regular cleansing mediums which may be used on our metallic coverings. But the ozone-charged air of the sea shore and the mountains is good for our lungs.”


  Cuckoo beat his chest with an iron fist and it clanged startlingly in the narrow confines of the speeding vessel. And the musical notes that accompanied his thought flash were marked with soft regret.


  “It is our only physical weakness that remains from the old days,” he explained, “and is gradually yielding to treatment.”


  Steve’s homesickness was forgotten and he marveled anew as to the manner of men Cuckoo’s ancestors must have been to surmount the many difficulties which had beset them.


  A red beam crossing the one they were in now carried them inland once more and they continued the sightseeing tour. Cuckoo displayed much interest in Steve’s country and people and commenced questioning him in turn after the earthman’s curiosity had been somewhat appeased. The exchange of thoughts was profitable to both and continued throughout the return journey. These two were to be inseparable friends in the days to come.


  WHEN they returned to the great workshop outside of Dome City they reported to Ralph Prescott and learned that they had arrived in time to receive the first batch of detail drawings. These were for parts that were to be manufactured from rolled or bar stock and Steve went to work immediately. Within the hour hundreds of workmen of Mosin-ton were busy at boring mill, forge, press and lathe, making the new parts for the new ship of space.


  In a great pattern-shop nearby, metal men were equally busy at their labors on behalf of the visitors. Patterns of minor parts were quickly completed and, before the day was over, were already moulded and being poured. Never had castings of alloyed metals been turned out so swiftly either in the solar system of Vusti or in that of Coris and Tinus. Under stress of the emergency and fired to superhuman effort by the tireless energy of Ralph Prescott, these Jiving robots of Mosin-ton were extremely capable and rapid workmen.


  There was no talk of the cost of it all and when Ralph broached the subject to the Doctor, he was greeted by a merry diminuendo et crescendo of tone that might have been taken for the laughter of one of his own compatriots. “The value to my people of your designs for this ship of the heavens is far in excess of that of the materials and services rendered,” he conveyed to the earthman. “We are in your debt, not you in ours.”


  “Not my designs,” Ralph corrected him, “but those of my friend, who is probably the foremost engineer of my world. And, as far as that is concerned, he is undoubtedly obtaining in exchange for his own ideas equally valuable ones concerning the red beam and others of the developments of your engineers. We are still greatly in your debt, Doctor.”


  “We will discuss the matter no further.” There was reproof and dignity in the metal man’s answering thought.


  The work went on with unabated vigor, smoothly and without a hitch. The Mosin-tonian workmen were divided in shifts that changed twice in a day. The rotation of Mosin-ton being at one-fifth the rate of that of Mosin-ita, this meant that the natives were laboring approximately nine hours at a stretch. And they worked themselves to their utmost. But the visitors from out the heavens did not rest at all for two entire shifts and were still going strong when twenty terrestrial hours had passed. The Doctor had not left his new friends and had divided his time between Ralph and Teddy. At length, after much persuasion, he brought them together in the laboratory where Teddy Crowley had worked unceasingly and tirelessly. With the men of Earth before him, he remonstrated with them.


  “It is absolutely necessary that you obtain some rest,” he told them. “All others of your party have long since retired. The two big men of Venus have already slept sufficiently and will be ready shortly to return to their labors. But you two—you can not stand it.”


  Ralph Prescott raised a haggard face to the metal man. “You do not understand,” he said softly. “Those most dear to us are out there in space, Doctor—with a madman—we cannot rest until——”


  “The work will go on.” There was vigorous staccato in the tones accompanying the Doctor’s mental retort. “And it will be of no avail to your loved ones if you kill yourselves here. Come now, allow me to show you to the resting places which have been provided.”


  Teddy looked at Ralph, nodding agreement. His lean face was drawn and his steel blue eyes dull. “We’ve got to do it,” he said grimly. “He’s right, Ralph—though I doubt whether I shall be able to sleep.”


  “Same here.” Ralph regarded the metal man thoughtfully a moment. “I—I wonder,” he faltered, “if we might return—only for a short while—to the projector of the great red beam. To see if the vessel is still on its course—to——”


  “Certainly.” The eyes behind the metal lids of the Doctor were suddenly bright with emotion. “It is the very thing with which to reassure yourselves. In a measure at least, for you will know that all is well in so far as the progress of that marvelous mechanism is concerned. We shall leave immediately for the ray station.”


  BACK at the controls of the marvelous beam which swept the skies, the Doctor quickly had his apparatus in operation. The red ray itself was not used—only the searching energies of the long range viewing instrument. These energies, Ralph and Teddy knew, were practically instantaneous in their functioning and were thus able to reach out and locate the Blue Streak even though she were traveling at many times the velocity of light, as she undoubtedly would be.


  Breathlessly they watched the viewing screen as the Doctor worked with his controls. There was a shifting of the view in several directions and familiar constellations were imaged before them. A bright section of the Milky Way flashed by—and then the brilliant whiteness of the flare which had previously marked the position of their vessel.


  “There she is!” husked Teddy.


  “Yes,” Ralph answered glumly, “but what does it tell us? We——”


  “Only give me time,” interposed the Doctor. “I shall be able to tell you of her course and the progress she has already made.”


  He was busy with his calculations as he transferred the thought.


  Gazing into the heavens through the medium of that screen, Ralph was in the depths of despondency. The Blue Streak had been out for nearly twenty-four terrestrial hours and would be traveling at a speed at least sixteen times as fast as light. His mind refused to perform the necessary rough calculation of her possible distance from them. It was a hopeless task they were attempting. Even though the ethership they were building in the Dome City workshops was designed with a view to eliminating all unnecessary equipment, even though work was being pushed to the utmost, some four or five terrestrial days would be consumed in the building. They’d never overtake the Blue Streak—not in a million years. And Margaret was on board. Jack Dillon—damn him—and those two Asiatics.


  Teddy was breathing heavily beside him as he watched the swiftly moving fingers of the Doctor on the buttons of the calculating machine.


  A sudden change in the appearance of the tiny magnesium-like flare on the screen brought a startled exclamation from Ralph. The Doctor left off his computations and turned with Teddy to stare at the view.


  “It wabbled and lurched,” gasped Ralph. “At that speed—how in time could it?”


  “Perhaps it was your imagination,”—gently from the Doctor. “You are overtired, my friend. But no, you are correct, the vessel has veered from its course and is running amuck in the heavens.”


  Quickly he increased the magnification of his instrument until the light-fleck, which had seemed before to be stationary, was seen to be in definite movement.


  “Good Lord!—what has happened?” groaned Teddy.


  “Dillon’s probably gone crazy,” Ralph chattered. “He’s wrecked the machinery or done something equally as bad.”


  In that instant the light-fleck made a hairpin turn and rocketed off on a new track, then snuffed abruptly out of sight. No sound was in the great power plant of the red beam save the purring of the small generators and the breathing of the three men. It was inconceivable what they had seen. That a body traveling at many times the speed of light could be seen at all was inconceivable; that it could thus suddenly change its course was more remarkable still. But, in the realm of space-time, queer things are possible—things difficult of comprehension by the mind accustomed to thinking in terms of the three usual dimensions. And the Doctor’s viewing instrument had taken them into the realm of space-time as surely as if they had been aboard the swift vessel that was carrying their loved ones to an unknown fate.


  “It’s all over,” Ralph muttered. “They’re done for, Teddy.”


  The silence of utter despair greeted his hopeless statement.


  CHAPTER XVIII


  The Fate of the Blue Streak


  ALL thought of the rest they so sadly needed was forgotten by the two earthmen. The bleakness of deepest despondence was in the white faces they turned toward the Doctor, who bowed his head over the Controls of his apparatus in obvious effort to avoid the wretchedness he saw in the eyes of his newfound friends.


  “What can have happened?” groaned Teddy. “The Blue Streak is as nearly fool-proof as it is possible to make a mechanism. I can not conceive——”


  The Doctor’s many-jointed metallic fingers were wandering idly across the control keys and a faint flash showed momentarily on the screen before them. It was as if the. plane of vision had shifted in a manner suggestive of the folding over of a page in a book.


  “It’s the ship!” Ralph Prescott exclaimed delightedly. “Doctor—hold that adjustment.”


  But the tiny light-fleck that marked the position of the Blue Streak had once more vanished in the blackness of the cosmos. The metal man now was working furiously with the multitude of keys and vernier controls, explaining in swift thought flashes that the image of the speeding vessel had been lost on account of its sudden change in direction and velocity with the consequent necessity of readjusting the viewing apparatus over a wide range.


  The minute flare appeared again, was lost for many minutes as the watchers fidgeted anxiously, then reappeared and was held steadily in view. The Doctor returned to his calculations, making entirely new settings of the machine used for this work of tracing.


  “This change in direction,” whispered Ralph hopefully, “is it bringing them back this way, Doctor?”


  “From preliminary indications, that would seem to be the case. In a moment I shall be able to answer with certainty.”


  “Can it be the professor has mastered Dillon?” Teddy marveled, “and is returning the vessel? Perhaps with Therin’s help——”


  Ralph permitted himself the first chuckle in which he had indulged since the Blue Streak was whisked from Mosin-ton. “It’s possible,” he admitted, “with Therin and the two girls—God bless ’em, they’re not afraid of anything—he may have done it. Good old Prof!”


  But the tiny flare wavered and lurched in their vision even as he spoke. The metal man turned gravely to them from his work.


  “The general direction of movement now is toward our solar system,” he conveyed to their minds, “but the course is erratic, as if the ship were out of control. The speed is inconstant, as well, making it extremely difficult to compute the characteristics of the curve or, more accurately, curves the vessel follows through space-time. There is a new curve every few minutes and the coordinates are impossible of determination. We must wait, my friends.”


  Ralph and Teddy fell silent after this, their anxiety being shown only by increased nervousness and the deepening pallor of their tense faces under the sun-glo lamps of the control board.


  The Doctor worked incessantly with his apparatus, occasionally losing track of the vessel entirely but always relocating it and making new notations with his stylus on the panel beside the calculating machine. He had closed off his thoughts from the earthmen by the simple expedient of removing the mentascope from his polished headpiece. The two visitors exchanged meaning glances when this action was taken by their host.


  In his own mind Ralph Prescott was convinced that the Doctor had done this to prevent himself from betraying to them his true feelings regarding the seriousness of the situation. Perhaps this intricate viewing apparatus of the metal men had told the Doctor something he was too considerate to reveal to them. Perhaps, even now, all occupants of the vessel had expired. An indication of the loss of oxygen—if the apparatus was capable of registering such a calamity—would be a sure proof that no one remained alive aboard the Blue Streak. Or . . . possibly the passengers were engaged at this moment in mortal combat. Dillon may have neglected to place the automatic controls in operation . . . his experience was only that of an interested onlooker, after all, and this might be expected. . . . In such case the ship might well be expected to follow an erratic course. But, it was unlikely that the Doctor had any real knowledge of what was going on out there in the vessel that drove so madly through the void. Had he such knowledge—at least of a serious disaster within the Blue Streak—he would not continue to manipulate the controls of his own apparatus so assiduously or to display such intense interest in his task.


  “Teddy, do you think——” faltered Ralph.


  “I don’t think anything,”—wearily. “They’re in the hands of fate right now, and there’s nothing we can do except hope.”


  The Doctor readjusted his mentascope and turned to them his expressionless countenance of metal—expressionless in itself yet conveying the deepest friendliness and sympathy by virtue of the highly expressive eyes that looked out from their metallic sockets.


  “The motion continues in our direction,” he told them, “and the velocity is decreasing at approximately the same rate with which it increased immediately after they left our atmosphere. I should be inclined to feel encouraged if I were you.”


  Reaching into a drawer of the console-like control board he produced two large pellets which he held toward them.


  “What’s that?” asked Ralph doubtfully.


  “It is synthetic food such as is used by my people when taking a long journey. Eat it, my friends. If you will not sleep, at least you must provide yourselves with bodily sustenance if you expect to carry on. These pellets provide the greatest rejuvenator of spirits and physical strength that is known to our land.”


  Each of the earthmen did as he was bidden, then sank back into his cushioned seat to watch the swift movements of the Doctor’s glittering fingers and the slowly changing view on the screen. Where the tiny brilliant flare drifted among the dimmer light-flecks that marked the stars.


  Ralph found the pellet not unpalatable, and immediately he had consumed it he experienced a new sense of well-being. It seemed that the blood coursed more rapidly through his veins, that his head was clearer—his fear abated. Abruptly came the blankness of complete unconsciousness. The Doctor had drugged them.


  WITH satisfaction, the metal-sinewed scientist returned to his labors. Had the construction of his jaw plates permitted him to smile, he would have indulged himself in that humanlike facial contortion. He had completely hoodwinked these flesh-and-blood visitors—and to their own good entirely. It had been an effort, with the brain machine on his head, to deceive them. Undoubtedly he should have been unable to do so had not their senses been so dulled by lack of sleep and by their wretchedness over their lost loved ones. But he had not falsified when he conveyed the assurance that the pellets provided a most remarkable rejuvenating agency. Sleep, he had meant. And sleep certainly would work wonders with these beings from out the heavens.


  His own metallic body was much better equipped to operate under terrific stress for long periods of time; its muscles and the activating motors, the pressure-lubricated joints and all moving external parts were tireless because mechanical. The brain and the organs of the senses, the nervous system and the organs of circulation and respiration, which were all that was left to him of the form of his ancestors of bygone ages, were subject to fatigue. But not to the extent of those in the bodies of the visitors. For had not the ages of struggle hardened them to superhuman strength and endurance? Were not the very elements of their cell structures reinforced with metal that had been acquired with the evolution of hundreds of generations of his kind? And the revitalizers, those oscillatory wave mechanisms in his own laboratory, would restore his vitality of mind and physical organs to normal in an instant when the thing was done.


  Meanwhile the work in foundry and workshop would continue, for the scientific ones who assisted in the work would remain at their tasks in the regular shifts, and the mechanics and other workmen likewise would carry on without further supervision. For the tall stranger with the curious thatch of light fluff surrounding the smoothness of his head had completed the necessary design work. No time was to be lost in the construction of the new ship of space, even though these two were to sleep for many hours.


  And it was possible after all that the vessel now coursing so erratically through space was being returned to the world of the metal men. Working at the controls of the searching energy, the scientist endeavored to visualize the conditions which might exist on board. The visitors who had been left behind when their vessel was stolen had told him of the relationships that existed between various members of their original party and of the two inimical ones whom they had brought with them unwittingly. The scientist, who had been injured, might conceivably find some means of getting the situation in hand. The females could not be visualized by the metal man, for he had not seen them, but his own heart told him of the regard in which they were held by their mates—these two who slept here so peacefully. This was quite understandable to him, since the metal men are extremely fond of their own mates and are great lovers of family life even though the offspring must, of necessity, spend many years away from their homes until full stature is attained.


  These visitors, he decided, were of nature similar to his own—affectionate, sympathetic, and peace-loving. That there should be one amongst them—three, including the inimical one’s minions—who were differently constituted, was a mystery. Perhaps these were from still another world. In any event, it had been a simple matter to determine who of the visitors were in the right.


  For an entire day, as measured by the rotation of his own planet, the metal scientist with the human heart and brain remained at the controls while the visitors slept. The spherical vessel of the heavens was now coming in toward his own sun at a distance not greatly beyond the orbit of the outermost planet. And, as it came in under the gravity pull, it seemed that it was under control.


  “Good Lord, I’ve been asleep!”


  At sound of the voice he could not understand without the aid of the mechanical brain machine, the metal man turned and saw that one of his guests had awakened.


  RALPH PRESCOTT, aroused to swift remembrance, sprang to his feet and peered at the screen of the viewing instrument. “The Blue Streak!” he exclaimed amazedly. “It’s coming in toward us. Why did you let me sleep through it all?”


  The Doctor, readjusting his mentascope, blinked owlishly with a faint clicking of his cuplike lids. “It was the rest you needed, my friend,” he returned. “And, since you would not take it of your own accord, I was forced to administer——”


  But Ralph, in a fever of hopeful excitement, was shaking Teddy Crowley into protesting wakefulness. “Ted!” he yelped. “The vessel is coming back. They must have recaptured it—or Dillon was persuaded by the girls—or—or something. Look!”


  Finally aroused, Teddy looked at the screen and was electrified by what he saw. “Right you are!” he enthused. “Oh, I tell you, boy, those two wives of ours are good. And the Prof, too. What a yarn they will have for us when we see them.”


  “I should not be too enthusiastic if I were you,” the metal man broke in. “There is something very peculiar in the motion of the ship—it is as if——”


  At that instant the tiny flare on the screen veered sharply from its course and it was necessary for the Doctor to make rapid readjustment of the controls in order to keep it in view. And then the great orb of Lloxan appeared suddenly in a corner of the screen. The Blue Streak had come within the outermost orbit, that of Ap, and was headed for the sixth planet, the largest in the system.


  “They’re crazy!” shouted Ralph. “The speed is far too great for a landing—they’ll crash.”


  “Something is very much wrong.” Teddy Crowley was white-faced once more, for well he knew that an experienced hand must control the Blue Streak if she was to be decelerated sufficiently for a safe landing.


  With bated breath they watched the minute, blue-white flash, as it swung in toward Lloxan. Under the gravitational attraction of that huge body the Blue Streak seemed to be accelerating rather than slowing down for a landing.


  “Doctor, isn’t there something we can do?” groaned Ralph. “Send out the red beam after them, or——”


  “Too long a time is required for the beam to reach out to such a distance,” the metal man told them. “We can only wait.”


  “If they do make a successful landing,” Teddy inquired anxiously, “is there any chance for them, Doctor? What are the conditions on this large planet of yours?—that is what I really mean.”


  The metal man’s response was grave. “Conditions are not favorable to the existence of your kind, although they might survive if they do not leave the vessel until we can arrive there to rescue them.”


  “They’ll never land safely,” Ralph broke in. “Not at this rate.”


  “Wait,” was the Doctor’s counsel. “We know nothing of actual conditions on board. Possibly, even now, your friends may be struggling with the enemy for mastery of the vessel. They may——”


  The Blue Streak lurched suddenly toward Lloxan; then had vanished behind the great orb of that body, apparently nearing the surface as it did so. Immediately the metal man was at a crystal globe that was set in a recess of the control console. The globe lighted with an eery light and faces of others of the metal men appeared in its depths—it was the Mosin-tonian equivalent of Earth’s optophone system. The musical voice of the Doctor rose and fell in swift rhythmic cadence.


  “I have called for a number of my assistants,” he explained as he switched off the instrument. “We shall start for the gigantic planet at once if your vessel does not reappear on this side.”


  Even as he conveyed the information, the magnesiumlike flare came into view on the side of Lloxan’s orb opposite to that on which it had vanished. And it swung back, crossing the disc visible on the Doctor’s screen, crossed it in the reverse direction. The Blue Streak was circling Lloxan as a satellite might circle the great body, but was drawing nearer at each revolution. Decelerating now, it was quite apparent. Obviously the vessel was under someone’s control and a landing was to be attempted.


  THE throb of the great generators of the red beam broke the comparative stillness as the Doctor closed the necessary starting switches. And again the Blue Streak vanished behind the great globe she was drawing near. One of the transparent flattened cylinders landed outside the power plant and a number of metal men rushed in.


  Again the Doctor spoke into the crystal sphere; then turned to his men and sang out a staccato of orders.


  “The rest of your companions will be advised and will be brought to us at once,” he told Ralph and Teddy. “We shall make the start for the large planet as soon as they arrive.”


  Meanwhile the Blue Streak was once more making a transit of the near side of Lloxan, this time at considerably reduced velocity. The two earthmen breathed easier. But the Doctor had hinted at dangers that might be met with on the planet of the sixth orbit. What awaited the adventurers there?


  “Does this planet have an atmosphere?” Ralph asked him.


  “It does; a moisture-laden envelope. And extremes of heat and cold due partly to internal fires and partly to light-filtering peculiarities of the atmosphere. There are other things——”


  The metal man broke off as one of his engineers called down from a balcony where high tension switchgear was in operation. Depressing another group of control keys, he swung the levers which operated the trunnion-mounted disc of the red beam outside.


  With a mounting shriek, the great ruddy column shot out into the heavens in the direction of Lloxan. All was excitement in the great power plant now; others of the transparent vessels had arrived from Dome City, bringing many metal men in addition to the rest of the visitors. Steve Gillette arrived all out of breath, loudly demanding information. His friend Cuckoo was with him and both wore mentascopes. Rastor and Soltur, though of solemn countenance, asked no questions.


  A hasty inspection showed Ralph that all of them were armed with the Frenchite pistols they had brought from the vessel when first they landed on Mosin-ton. He smiled grimly—there might be some fighting out there on the huge planet for which they were heading.


  Locking the controls of his apparatus to maintain automatic directing of the red beam, the Doctor quickly organized the metal men who were to go along. They had no arms, these living robots, for there were no wars nor dissensions among them. But a number of complicated machines which seemed to be of the ray projector type were rolled down the long tunnel which led to the pit of the red beam disc. Ralph’s questioning of the Doctor elicited the information that these were generators of various energies they might need in the rescue work.


  The Blue Streak appeared once more before the disc of Lloxan that was still imaged there on the screen. Slowly the tiny flare moved—very slowly indeed. Then, when its transit of the body was no more than one-third complete, it vanished utterly.


  “They’ve landed!” exulted Steve. “Dog-goned if I don’t hope we find that Therin and the Prof have made mince meat out of Jack Dillon and those yellow boys.”


  But Ralph and Teddy were not so sure that the landing had been negotiated safely. Although still hoping for the best, their hearts were heavy as they followed the Doctor down the long incline that led to the transparent vessel which was to be hurled out through the disc into the mysterious energies of the red beam.


  This vessel of the skies was considerably larger than those used by the metal men in travel over the surface of their planet. It was perhaps sixty feet in diameter and fifteen in height, and the inner walls were dotted with a multitude of gleaming instruments whose use was unknown to the visitors. Some twenty-five of the metal men, including Cuckoo and the Doctor, entered the vessel before the entrance port was closed.


  Instantly there came a breeze of pure fresh air from mechanisms that purred on short pedestals adjacent to the inner wall. The roar of the red beam was in their ears, and the vessel lifted to the under side of the disc where a circular opening was provided for its emergence into the heart of the propelling energies.


  Another moment and it had passed through and was in the ruddy light above. With a lurch that threw them all flat on the cushions, which had been provided for easing the discomfort of acceleration, the drum-shaped ship of the metal men flung out into the void.


  CHAPTER XIX


  Black Snows of Lloxan


  THE voyage in the transparent vessel was made with a far greater degree of bodily comfort than when the Blue Streak was taken from Mosin-ita by the same red beam which was propelling them now. This was due, of course, to the deeply cushioned seats in which the passengers reclined and to a certain measure of gravitational compensation provided by mechanisms of the vessel itself. The living robots, while their science had progress along different lines than the sciences of Coris and Tinus and was in some respects superior, had not the knowledge of gravitational forces which had been utilized by Teddy Crowley in his development of the Sorenson etherships. The velocity attained by this space ship, whose only movement could be in the midst of the red beam, was never more than eighty percent of the speed of light, due to certain unavoidable losses. For this reason, with half the trip required to accelerate to the maximum velocity and the remainder of the time used in decelerating, the average speed was less than seventy-five thousand miles per second and the time required for the journey consequently was nearly two terestrial hours.[5]


  As they neared the surface of Lloxan, the Doctor got in communication with his operators back there at the power plant by the use of one of the small crystal spheres, whose energies evidently traversed the red beam itself. The visitors did not understand until much later how it was possible to obtain practically instantaneous replies in this manner, for it was necessary to greatly exceed the velocity of light in the impulses which carried the voices across the vast distance. But they, assumed at the time that these impulses were similar to those used in the long range viewing instrument of Mosin-ton, which traveled in much the same manner as the gravitational forces that had been so carefully investigated and utilized by Teddy Crowley. In this it was proved later they were correct.


  When the transparent vessel was brought to within a mile or so of Lloxan’s rugged surface, the Doctor placed one of his ray projectors in service and commenced a systematic search for the Blue Streak. This instrument operated similarly to the large one in the power plant and it was not long before he had obtained on its screen the tiny flare which was the indication for which he was searching. Greatly weakened now, whether on account of the lower power of this portable apparatus or because the Blue Streak had fallen into some location where mineral deposits neutralized its energies, the flare was indistinct and wavering to view. But the Doctor immediately issued orders to the manipulators of the red beam, and the transparent vessel commenced moving slowly over the surface in the direction of the Blue Streak, then speeded up as the beam was swung more swiftly by the distant operators until it was proceeding at a rate of two or three miles a minute.


  Like Mosin-ita, this planet was barren of vegetation. But there was none of the appearance of dry rot that had first greeted the visitors from Earth’s solar system, none of the evidence of civilizations long extinct or of life of any sort having been present in past ages. At least, that portion of Lloxan over which they first passed gave this impression. The surface, while broken and scarred, was of silvery hue and appeared almost as if covered with a carpet of some yielding stuff that could be identified as neither vegetable or mineral. And the Doctor vouchsafed no explanations—he was too busily occupied with the crystal sphere and various mechanisms of the vessel itself.


  Abruptly the scene changed. Vegetation appeared in a broad belt that extended to the horizon in all directions ahead of them, a vivid purple growth that covered the land like a blanket and from which dank vapors rose. The entrance door of the transparent vessel had been opened to conserve manufactured oxygen and the stench of the vast swamp land pervaded the interior. Still they proceeded swiftly toward the tiny flare which was the Blue Streak.


  “It doesn’t look as if there were many dangers to be feared in this place,” Teddy whispered to Ralph Prescott.


  “We aren’t there,”—drily. “Not yet, and you never can tell.”


  “You’re an incurable pessimist,” was Teddy’s retort. He had brightened considerably as their goal seemed nearer.


  “I know it,” Ralph admitted gloomily. “I’ve been getting that way lately. But who in the devil wouldn’t?”


  “Shades of the Kellonians!” Steve’s startled exclamation broke in on their conversation. “What do you suppose that is?”


  Before them, winging downward from the upper atmosphere, was a huge flying creature with flapping batlike wings and a bulbous body with trailing tentacles that was in a fearsome manner suggestive of one of the ancient enemies of Venus. But this creature was of immense size and power. Its wing spread must have approached a hundred feet, and there were great gaping jaws whose spread would have been sufficient to encompass the height of the Mosin-tonian vessel and, closing down, crush it like an eggshell.


  The metal men rushed about and trundled one of their ray projectors to the open door. It was quickly placed in operation and the hum of its generators, as they increased speed, drowned out all other sounds in the vessel. But no visible beam shot forth from its riflelike barrel along which one of the living robots sighted.


  As the enormous flying creature of Lloxan swooped down upon them, there came a sharp twang from the mechanism. A huge wing struck the vessel, causing it to careen until the passengers were thrown in a scrambling heap; then the monster emitted a raucous shriek and went tumbling over and over in swift descent. At first it seemed that it had not been injured by that projected ray but when it had crashed to the purple moor with terrific impact it burst into vivid flame and was quickly consumed. As the transparent vessel righted itself and continued on its way, they saw that a large area of the swampland itself was burning violently where the thing had fallen.


  “Strong medicine in that machine,” grinned Steve, picking himself up and dusting his clothing. “Guess these metal men aren’t so slow after all, when it comes to devising weapons of destruction. Oh boy!”


  His friend Cuckoo collared him then and went into a lengthy discussion of the mechanism that had done the work.


  THE damp belt of purple vegetation slipped behind them as the transparent vessel flung out over the tossing waters of a large sea.


  “Hope they didn’t land on the water,” Teddy fretted. “The Blue Streak would roll and pitch until they couldn’t hold their feet.”


  “If that’s all there is to worry about——” Ralph began.


  Excited mouthings of the metal men caused him to forget his intended comment. The Doctor conveyed the information to Teddy and him that the spherical vessel now was close at hand.


  “Just as I feared,” Teddy grumbled. “They’re afloat.”


  “Not so,” came the Doctor’s denial. “The instrument shows conclusively that the ship is on solid ground. We may only hope it is intact and all its passengers safe.”


  “Excepting three of them,” Steve put in darkly. They had not noticed that the sunlight was dimming for the reason that the ruddy illumination of the beam which carried them was their principal source of light. But it now was seen that a great dark cloud had loomed up along the entire horizon ahead. And the motion of the transparent vessel was becoming unsteady. Even though the power of the red beam held it firmly on its course, it was swayed by a buffeting gale that came up out of the blackness before them. The door had been closed to keep out the chilly blasts but the temperature of the drum-shaped ship of space dropped steadily.


  “It is the polar region,” the Doctor explained, “and the darkness is caused by the black snows.”


  “Black snows!” Ralph was incredulous.


  “Yes.” The metal man’s effort to explain by thought transference was not entirely clear. “They are always to be encountered above the vegetation belts of the large planet when the regions of low temperature are reached. The color is caused by minute organisms which are borne upon the breezes and about which the freezing moisture is caused to crystallize.”[6]


  “Well, that’s a new one on me,” exclaimed Teddy Crowley. “Though the explanation seems reasonable enough if I understand it rightly. And I suppose the Blue Streak is lost somewhere in this snowstorm of midnight hue?”


  “Exactly.” The Doctor’s reply was accompanied by a solemn tone couplet.


  Land had appeared beneath them, a bleak and desolate shore that was immediately swallowed up in the blackness. Their sole illumination was that produced by the red beam. But still the tiny flare was aglow on the screen of the Doctor’s portable viewing instrument.


  The vessel’s speed diminished as the chief scientist of the metal men intoned his orders into the crystal sphere. This way and that it was shifted until it was apparent he had reached the precise position he desired; then it was lowered gently to the surface.


  “We are here,” the Doctor told them.


  On the screen of his viewing instrument the flare that indicated the position of the Blue Streak was a broad splotch of light, stationary at last. But outside the transparent vessel was only the circle of red light that marked the circumference of the beam which was kept trained upon them from far-off Mosin-ton. And the black downfall of huge fluffy flakes which cut off all else from their vision.


  “Your vessel is close at hand,” they were advised by the chief scientist of the metal men, “but it will be necessary to go out into the storm and the darkness to effect the rescue. We have hand lamps of great power, but I fear they will be of little avail.”


  He handed a tubular object to Ralph who found, upon examining it, that it was not unlike a battery powered flashlight of the sort with which he was familiar at home. “We will go out alone,” he announced. “There is no need that any of your kind take the risk, Doctor. And my party is armed, whereas yours is not. There may be a battle with the vandals who have stolen our vessel.”


  “It is absolutely necessary that I accompany you,” the Doctor responded firmly, “since I alone understand the workings of the small magnetic direction finder we shall need in the darkness. As for my men, they may remain behind as you suggest. It may be they will be forced later to send out a searching party for us, even so.”


  Somewhat doubtful about the expedition, the metal man appeared to be, but he fingered a watchcase instrument that was not unlike a magnetic compass and Ralph saw that its needle pointed strongly in the direction he had previously determined as that in which the Blue Streak lay.


  Cuckoo was expostulating with Steve, waving his arms vigorously, his musical voice a very tempest of energy and images flickering with rapid success across the disc of his mentascope.


  “He insists on going along,” Steve explained. “How about it?”


  “Oh, very well.” Ralph grinned in appreciation of the scene. “But only these two of the metal men, Cuckoo and the Doctor. Let’s be on our way.”


  The door of the transparent vessel was opened and the adventurers made their way out into the icy fury of the black storm. Ralph and the Doctor were in the forefront as they pressed out into the driving gale and it was all the earthman could do to keep the beam of his flash trained on the tiny direction finder in the metal man’s hand in order that they might see where they were going. Behind them trooped Steve and Cuckoo with Soltur and Rastor bringing up the rear. Teddy Crowley was a silent battling figure on the other side of the Doctor, his Frenchite automatic gripped tightly in fingers that were numbing rapidly with the cold.


  As the Doctor had predicted, there was utter darkness outside the circle of the red beam. This was no ordinary darkness but complete absence of light, a stinging biting darkness that closed in on them in whispering silence. And the footing was extremely precarious, for they found it necessary to wade knee deep in the powdery black stuff that hid an icy surface underneath, which was the cause of a number of bad falls among them as they progressed.


  When they had left the circle of red surrounding the transparent vessel of the metal men, the light of the great beam was immediately blotted out. Looking back was the same as looking forward; they could see nothing whatever through the swirling downfall.


  “How—far—is—it?” Teddy was panting as he plodded along.


  They were clinging to one another now in the Stygian inkiness so that no member might be separated from the party. Plowing forward through the black snows as a compact unit, stumbling, sliding and clutching frantically as one or the other was in danger of being lost. Ralph strained his eyes with the flashlight cast upward but could see nothing of the Doctor’s mentascope disc. However, his mental reply to Teddy’s question came clearly:


  “Only a little way now. Have courage, my friends.”


  BEHIND him, Steve was clinging to Ralph’s shoulder.


  Suddenly there was a shifting of his grip and a startled exclamation from the mechanic. His hold loosed entirely and Ralph felt wildly for him in the blackness.


  “Jupiter!” Steve’s voice was muffled, gasping. “A sea lion—he’s got me!”


  Instant confusion reigned and Ralph’s voice rang high, bidding all members of the party to stand where they were. He tried to bore into the blackness with his flashlight, but to no avail. It was like trying to bore a wall with its feeble beam.


  There was the floundering of a ponderous body close by, and the choking gasp of Steve. Cuckoo’s high pitched tones mingled with the general uproar and the others knew that he and the valiant mechanic were battling together this unknown creature of the black snows.


  Ralph flung himself in the general direction of the sounds, brought up short against a smooth-furred monster that was thrashing about with ferocious growdings and with a violence that almost carried the earthman from his feet.


  “Steve!” he called. “Where are you?” Feeling about in the darkness, his hand encountered the metal-sinewed arm of Cuckoo. Quick as a flash came the metal man’s information that the monster had Steve in its forepaw’s and had swung him aloft. Cuckoo was pounding at the unheeding brute’s flanks with iron fists.


  Steve’s voice came faintly down from above. Ralph grasped Cuckoo and drew him back as he pressed the muzzle of his automatic into a soft portion of the monster’s anatomy. There was the sharp spang of the propelling charge and the terrific detonation of the Frenchite within the huge hulk of the great beast. Ralph and Cuckoo were flung violently to the snow and in the brilliant flash of the explosion that blasted the brute asunder they had a momentary glimpse of its colossal shape and of a slavering tusked mouth that was reared fully fifteen feet above the ground. In that instant of seeing, Steve, limp and bleeding, fell from a sharp taloned claw. And, as the darkness closed in once more, Cuckoo lifted him from the snows and threw his body over his own broad metallic shoulder.


  Returning to the group, whose cries directed them, Ralph and the metal man made swift examination of the injured mechanic as best they could in the darkness.


  Part of Steve’s tunic had been torn away and there was a deep gash across the fleshy portion of his chest. Other wounds, too, but Steve was breathing and his heart beat strongly. He would live, if only they could get him to the Blue Streak’s medicine chest quickly.


  Again the party pressed on through the inkiness of the black storm and now their progress was slower on account of Cuckoo’s burden. The needle of the Doctor’s compass-like instrument led them forward.


  The gale increased in intensity until they could scarcely keep to their feet at all and soon they were waist deep in the dark snows that impeded their progress still further. Occasionally one of their number would lose grip of his neighbor and would cry out to the rest; a frantic search ensuing meant still more delay. And ever the icy blasts bit deeper and deeper into their marrow.


  “Where is the vessel?” Ralph groaned despairingly. It seemed they were utterly lost in the black snows of Lloxan, that no power in the universe would suffice to show them the way.


  “Have patience, friend,” came the Doctor’s assuring response. “It is but a little way now, not more than a few steps——”


  Teddy Crowley yelled excitedly. “Here it is, folks, right here!” he babbled. “We’ve found them.”


  Ralph blundered heavily against a curved wall that rose before him. Feeling along the smooth surface until his fingers reached a welded joint, he knew that it was indeed the Blue Streak. Set solidly down in the polar wastes of Lloxan, she was embedded in drifts that rose as high as a man could reach on the windward side.


  “Take it easy, Ted,” he warned. “We’ll have to locate the airlock door first and then watch our step. If Dillon or his men have the upper hand, there’ll be a fight. And we’ve got to get Steve inside.”


  They circled the great mound that was the Blue Streak, searching for the entrance port. On the sheltered side there was very little of the black snow and Teddy was able to crawl underneath the curved hull. He reported that the vessel was set down solidly on her landing rollers and was consequently in the erect position. Whoever had brought her to the surface had maneuvered the controls most skillfully.


  The entrance port was covered with many feet of snow and the whole party went to work in the blackness, scooping away the drifted dark mass with their hands. All excepting Steve Gillette, who lay there on the sheltered side of the vessel, still unconscious.


  It was exhausting work clearing a path to the point Teddy had established as the location of the manhole entrance. But eventually they reached the side of the vessel and saw dimly a light from within as the last layer of black snow was brushed away. Teddy had miscalculated slightly and they had uncovered the main viewing port of the control room, a few feet from the entrance. The work went on and they widened the path to include the airlock itself.


  Ralph pressed his face to the thick glass of the port and saw that no one was in the control room. A faint hum communicated to him through the steel frame of the vessel told him that the lighting generators, at least, were operating. There had been no necessity as yet of resorting to the emergency batteries. His spirits rose.


  Impatiently then, he banged lustily on the hull plates with the butt of his pistol, hammered on the resounding metal and shouted at the top of his voice as if in the hope that they might hear him inside.


  Teddy Crowley laughed, a hysterical croaking under stress of his own emotion. “They can’t hear your voice,” he chattered. “Keep on hammering at the plates, if you will—they may hear that——”


  A man had walked into the control room, a slant eyed individual who strode to the viewing port and looked directly into Ralph’s eyes. One of Dillon’s henchmen! He grinned broadly and turned on his heel, vanishing up the iron stair.


  “Ted, Doctor—everybody,” Ralph called out huskily. “Dillon is in control yet. One of his yellow devils just now appeared in the control room. And they know we have come.”


  Madly then, heedless of consequences, Teddy Crowley shoved back the last of the black snow from the manhole and commenced battering at the steel cover with bare fist and pistol butt.


  Ralph’s awful fear for Margaret congealed into a steely determination that Jack Dillon would pay if harm had come to her. Exquisite tortures he might impose upon the debonair financier flashed across his chaotic mind.


  CHAPTER XX


  Denouement


  NEW faces appeared dimly outlined against the sweating glass of the viewing port. Margaret and Mary—Professor Timken! Quickly they were gone and Ralph yelled to the others in gleeful amazement.


  “They’re safe! Ted—I saw them.” He was at the airlock door then, holding his frenzied friend’s arms, trying to bring home to his dazed mind the marvelous news that their loved ones were alive within.


  Teddy Crowley’s jaw dropped and his eyes, in the dim circle of illumination cast by a flashlight, were the eyes of a man who was coming up out of the depths of despair. “Really,” he gasped, “is it really true, Ralph?”


  “Nothing else but.”


  The clanging of swiftly unlatched clamping bolts resounded from within and the manhole door swung outward to let forth two gurgling bundles of femininity who flung themselves into the arms of their men. Ralph and Teddy, silent with emotion, could only hold them close and stare blankly into the smiling eyes of the professor, who stood there in the light of the Blue Streak’s airlock. It was too good to be true, it seemed.


  Cuckoo came staggering to the entrance with Steve’s limp form in his metal arms, and the tableau was broken up. Tenderly they carried the injured mechanic up the stairs and deposited him in his own bed—the one he had occupied during the long voyage from Coris. Swiftly the tale of his misfortune was told, and, forgetting all else, the two girls set about to administer the services he so sadly needed.


  Professor Timken, hobbling about painfully, was in a state of great excitement. As soon as Ralph had assured himself that Steve was in no danger, he turned to the older man with questioning gaze. They left the cabin and rejoined the others, who had assembled in the engine room below.


  One of Dillon’s yellow men was there and Ralph’s hand fell to the pistol at his belt.


  “No, my boy, you do Chan wrong,” the professor interposed. “He is our friend and is the one to whom we are indebted for our safety—especially Margaret’s.”


  “Where’s Dillon? Where’s Therin?” asked Ralph, looking around. He saw that the engine room was a shambles. Several of the vital mechanisms had been wrecked and Teddy was examining them with Rastor and Soltur looking over his shoulder. “What in time happened, Prof?”


  “It’s a long story. But, first off, I may tell you that Dillon is no more, nor is Therin. And Dai Ling, the other of Dillon’s men, was likewise slain.”


  “Therin was killed—who did that?” Ralph’s snapped question was partly in astonishment, partly in savage ferocity.


  “Dai Ling—he has paid in full. And Dillon has paid. Ralph, that rascal broke into Margaret’s cabin and she was helpless in his hands until Chan heard her muffled outcries.” The professor beckoned the impassive Oriental to his side and laid an affectionate arm across his shoulder. “Chan rushed to her stateroom and dragged Dillon away, but Dai Ling came on the run and interfered. There was a free-for-all fight then and Chan was quicker on the trigger than the other two. He killed Dai Ling first and then chased Dillon down into the engine room, which became his execution chamber. You saw the results of some of the Frenchite bullets in the condition of the machinery.”


  “But—but——” Flabbergasted, Ralph stared at the Oriental. “Why did you do this, Chan?” he queried.


  The Asiatic drew himself up proudly. “These were scoundrels,” he averred, “and I slew them in justice. You must not judge too harshly of my people, Mr. Prescott. Those of us who are behind the great new Empire with all our hearts and souls are not in favor of violence or of double-dealing. Nor do we countenance the mistreating of women. I slew Dillon for two reasons. Primarily because of the attentions he attempted to force upon Mrs. Prescott, secondarily because he was at heart a traitor to the cause he pretended to espouse. My master had issued definite instructions—if the deal could not be consummated in an entirely legal manner, the deal was off. But Dillon was not in a frame of mind to accept this dictum; he wanted the radium for himself. He was mad with greed and he had corrupted Dai Ling. That is all—had it not been my hand that took his life, it would have been another’s for the arm of my master is long.”


  Chan’s features were inscrutable as he finished and Ralph gazed at him wordlessly for long moments. Slowly then, he extended his hand. And the Asiatic took it and pressed it warmly, his face crinkling into a friendly smile.


  “Thanks, Chan,” said Ralph simply. “You have proved a good friend to me and to mine.”


  “It was nothing—nothing any gentleman would not have done.” A princely dignity was in the Asiatic’s reply.


  Teddy Crowley joined them and he was bursting with excitement.


  “DID you land the vessel, Professor?” he demanded.


  “I did, Teddy, and a job it was, too.”


  “I should think so. Why, half of the essential auxiliaries are out of commission. I don’t see how you managed.”


  Professor Timken grinned joyously. “Oh, Chan and the girls were of great assistance,” he said airily. “We managed, all right.”


  “But—tell me about it.” Teddy scratched his head in amazement.


  The professor told the story there in the wrecked engine room, and his audience listened spellbound. He repeated what he had told Ralph of the part Chan played in ridding them of Dillon and Dai Ling; then spoke of the despair that had come to them all when they found the Blue Streak drifting helplessly out in the void with much of her machinery crippled. He and Chan and the girls had worked on the apparatus until enough of it was in operation to permit of reversing the propelling energies and starting back for the system of Vusti. The piloting of the ship on the return voyage had been a difficult and perilous feat, for her energies were erratic in behavior and variable in intensity. But they had succeeded until they came within the gravitational influence of Lloxan. Here they were no longer able to control the repulsion energy and were forced to make a landing. And what a landing it had been! But here they were, safe and sound, and mighty glad to be alive.


  Professor Timken’s bright eyes twinkled as he wound up his story.


  “But, man alive!” exclaimed Teddy. “What would you have done had we not arrived on the scene.”


  “We’d have reached Mosin-ton in time,”—nonchalantly. “Seeing the black snows outside, we did not venture forth, and were busily engaged in repairing the machinery when you arrived. In a day or two of time we should have had it in such shape that a takeoff could be made, and I’d have landed the ship safely in the land of the metal men. You needn’t have worried.”


  “Needn’t have worried!” chuckled Ralph. “Why, you old faker, I’ll wager you weren’t half as confident as you pretend.”


  The professor grimaced. “Well, perhaps not,” he admitted. “But, at any rate, all’s well that ends well.”


  “Right-o,” Teddy agreed.


  “But it’s not ended,” objected Ralph. “There is still the return to our own solar system to be considered, and the disposition of the radium. The Blue Streak is yours now, Teddy, and——”


  “Forget it. The rest will be easy. And poor old Sorenson will be freed of his worries at last. With Dillon out of the way, his persecution is ended, and with this supply of radium apportioned to him and Thalia, everything will be rosy.”


  “You’ll make no claim to the radium?” Ralph asked this with his tongue in his cheek.


  “Say—what do you think I am? Would you?”


  “No.” An understanding grin accompanied the negative.


  “Of course you wouldn’t, and neither will I.” Teddy Crowley was seriously solemn. “Perhaps I may accept the Blue Streak, but that’s all the old man can force upon me. The expedition is his, and Thalia’s, regardless of his legal maneuverings in the effort to outwit Dillon, and the spoils will go where they rightfully belong. How about it, Chan?” He turned to the inscrutable Asiatic on the last.


  “I can speak for my master.” Chan’s princely dignity returned. “He will have no part of the treasure under these conditions. And the Asiatic Empire will make no demands or lay no claim, either legally or otherwise.”


  “Attaboy!” Ralph approved.


  MARY and Margaret came into the engine room on gaily tripping feet and with faces alight.


  “Steve has come around nicely,” Margaret announced with pride. “He wants to sit up already and is raging because I won’t allow it. And you should see the nice job of stitching I did.”


  “You—you closed his wounds?” Not yet had Ralph Prescott become accustomed to the resourcefulness of his pretty wife.


  “Of course; you wouldn’t want to see him so badly scarred, would you? And, remember, I wasn’t a nurse for nothing.”


  “Oh, Margaret, the metal men!” Mary Crowley interrupted excitedly. “We must get acquainted.” Cuckoo and the Doctor had been standing respectfully aloof, patiently awaiting the time when these new friends of theirs should have finished their greetings and explanations. But the two girls, spying them, were immediately enthusiastic over the prospect of meeting them.


  Laughing, Ralph and Teddy provided mentascopes and the brides they had feared lost to them forever were soon engaged in animated communication with the plainly embarrassed living robots.


  “Guess we’ll have to spend some time in Dome City before we go back,” said Ralph.


  “Of course,” Teddy agreed readily. “Another week or so will make little difference either to Thalia or Sorenson. Besides, I think we all need a change and some relaxation.”


  Professor Timken joined the conversation. “I’m glad to hear you say that,” he approved, “and here is one member of the party who might have proved intractable if you decided to do otherwise. I certainly expect to get some personal benefit from this trip and there are many things I wish to know concerning this solar system and concerning the inhabitants of Mosin-ton. You boys can’t get away with all the fun and adventure by yourselves.”


  And so it was arranged. The metal men, overjoyed upon learning that the visitors from afar were to tarry with them a while, assisted in the repair of the Blue Streak’s essential auxiliaries. There was much work to be done, and the Doctor took advantage of a cessation of the black snowstorm to make his way to his own vessel with the news, returning immediately to his labors. With Vusti shining palely above there was revealed to the adventurers a most surprising thing—the two vessels were separated by not more than two hundred yards where they lay in the somber blanket left by the storm. What they had thought was an endless distance in the blackness of the snowfall was really but a few steps.


  And, when the chief scientist of the metal men had returned to the Blue Streak, the transparent vessel vanished into the heavens with the swift withdrawal of the red beam.


  “You are sending it back!” exclaimed Ralph, who had been watching at the control room ports.


  “Yes,” the Doctor respondod. “They are to prepare a fitting welcome there, my friend. A welcome unattended by alarms, and a greeting which we hope will be but the beginning of a great friendship between our several worlds.”


  “I’m sure it will,” said Ralph fervently. “And, Doctor, my own people will have much to say to those of your land who have been so kind and helpful. We have much for which to thank you already.”


  NO untoward incident marked the completion of the repairs. The workshop of the Blue Streak provided everything that was required in the way of tools, materials, and spare parts. And the damage which had been wrought in the engine room was entirely remedied before the terrestrial chronometer marked the passing of the first day.


  When, at length, the vessel took off from her bed of black snow and soared into the skies under complete control, it was without any excitement whatsoever. Confidence had been restored in the minds of all of them and a blissful sense of anticipation had come in to replace the uncertainties and fears of the past few days.


  The party had divided, quite naturally, into groups. Many things remained unsaid all around; many a detail of experiences during their separation were yet to be discussed, many a plan to be made.


  Teddy Crowley was at the controls with Mary at his side. They were alone for the first time since the finding of the vessel.


  “It’s wonderful, Ted,” whispered Mary. “Wonderful to be reunited and to be out here together, bound for the home of these remarkable creatures of flesh and blood and metal. Our real enjoyment of the trip should date from this time on.”


  “You’re an incurable vagabond,” laughed her husband fondly, “and an incurable optimist as well. But I believe you are correct—and I wouldn’t wish you to be any other way.”


  Mary fell silent, gazing into the heavens and giving way to the spell of its beauties as she always did. The tiny bright orb that was Mosin-ton was out there before them with its more dimly lighted twin.


  “And you’ll always take me with you on any of these voyages?” she asked dreamily after a time.


  “Always.”


  No further words passed between them for many minutes; none were necessary, since there was complete accord in their thoughts and keen appreciation of the privilege that was theirs by reason of the rapid advance in sciences that were yet in their infancy. New worlds to visit; a wealth of knowledge and experience to be gained—and always to be together. What more could they ask?


  IN the observatory, four kindred spirits were gathered together. It had not taken long for Professor Timken to attach himself to the scientist of Mosin-ton. And the two were deeply engrossed in a comparison of astronomical data, with Soltur and Rastor most interested listeners and contributors to the discussion. All wore mentascopes.


  “Our world is most remarkably like your own,” the metal man told the professor, when the comparison had been made, “and our sciences are similar in many respects. But still we have much to learn from you and from these scientists of your sister planet.”


  “And we from you,” Professor Timken returned. “This intercourse between us that is to be the result of our trip cannot fail to be of great benefit to all concerned. And yet I fear that our social and commercial activities will be a source of wonder and of disappointment to your people when they shall have visited us. And the warrings of certain of our nations. I say this for my own world only, since Coris is unified socially and politically in much the same manner as is your land. In comparison, my own peoples may be considered as far behind in cultural evolution.”


  “That may be so. But it is not to be wondered at in a civilization so young; in the history of my own kind there are many black pages and many periods of alternate savagery and culture. Many eras of dark despair have been experienced and there were times when the last vestige of humanity seemed about to desert us. But the soul of humanity has triumphed at last with us and it is my belief that it will always be so in whatever world beings of our kind may develop.”


  “I, too, agree,” said Rastor. “In Coris we have been through the selfsame processes. And, while we have not progressed in spirit to as great a degree as have your people, the general trend has been ever toward a higher plane of the inner being.”


  “And Professor Timken and others from his world have been instrumental in removing the last stumbling blocks from our way,” Soltur put in. “The professor may apologize for what he believes to be intolerable conditions existing in Tinus, but he must not forget——”


  “That’ll be enough of that,” the professor growled, flushing hotly. “Suppose we return to the subject of mathematical tensors in the fourth dimension.”


  The two Corisians exchanged delighted glances, and the Doctor’s eyelids clicked rapidly and expressively. The metal man understood and was more than ever interested in these visitors from out of space.


  STEVE GILLETTE had refused to keep to his bed.


  Mere scratches he called the flesh wounds Margaret had so painstakingly cleaned and stitched. And indeed it seemed that his experience had done him no harm whatever when he strolled into the engine room where Cuckoo was engaged in an examination of the smoothly purring atomic engines.


  “Nice piece of work, that engine,” said Steve, readjusting his mentascope. “And you ought to see the power curves we plotted from the tests. Why——”


  The metal man straightened his tall form and looked down upon his new friend with amazement. “But,” he expostulated, “you should not have left your room; the lady who healed your injuries commanded it.”


  “Poppycock!” Steve smiled guilelessly into the metal man’s eyes. “I know when I’m okay. It was only a bump on the skull that knocked me out, and as for the scratches—piffling. No temperature, and only a little stiffness in the joints to remember the thing by. Why should I stay cooped up in that cabin? This engine, now—look here, Cuckoo, these retorts and the connecting tubes are——”


  Bending once more over the apparatus, the metal man forgot all else but the amazing thing his new friend was describing. And the Blue Streak hurtled on into the void while they talked.


  MARGARET and Ralph Prescott had climbed to one of the small niches in the equatorial belt of the ship where a circular viewing port looked out through the double hull. They, too, had wanted to be alone.


  “At first I couldn’t believe my eyes,” Ralph was saying. “That you had returned safely seemed impossible.”


  “Didn’t think I could take care of myself, did you?” Margaret accused him.


  “No, frankly, I didn’t. And I don’t now. What would you have done if it hadn’t been for Chan?”


  Margaret Prescott had no answer for this save to cling the closer to her husband’s side.


  “Sorry we came?” she asked archly after a moment of silence.


  “Even after this—no—I’m glad. I wouldn’t have missed it for anything, Midge. But it has taught me a lesson, this Dillon affair. In the future, you’ll be with me at all times—no more leaving you behind, whatever the circumstance. And I won’t be too sure that all the perils are to be anticipated outside.”


  “And you don’t expect to make a drab home body of me ever again?”


  “Who could? Who’d want to?” Ralph Prescott had yielded at last to the inevitable, to the call of adventure in space that had them both in its spell.


  And Margaret’s silvery tinkle of laughter was his reward.


  Chan, the inscrutable, was alone in the library, immersed in a weighty volume entitled “Hydro-electric Power Generation in Isolated Territory.” Wholly oblivious of his surroundings and giving no thought to the marvels of the universe or of the vessel that carried him.


  The Blue Streak, a thing manmade and inanimate, yet throbbing with tremendous energy, drove on through the blackness toward Mosin-ton.


  THE END


  [1] A year on Venus is 224 days as compared to the 365 days ox the earth. The Venerian year is thus about terrestrial years.


  [2] Commonly known as T.N.T.


  [3] Twenty-nine inches of mercury, or one inch absolute pressure, about one-tenth of Earth’s atmospheric pressure at sea level.


  [4] The musical toned speech of the Mosin-tonians never became understandable to the visitors from our solar system, though they learned later to identify certain simple sequences by which common objects and the names of a few individuals were indicated. The moods of the speakers, however, were more easily interpreted from the tone shadings and accenting of high and low notes, the largo of righteous indignation, the crescendo of excitement, the ritardo of doubt, and the presto of impatience being most readily understood. In die narrative, any words attributed to the metal men are necessarily rather free translations of the thought images and impulse of the mentascopes.


  [5] Lloxan, in its existing position with relation to Mosin-ton, was at a distance approximating five hundred million miles.


  [6] This phenomenon has been observed on earth, though it is a very rare one. Snow consists of tiny ice crystals formed by the freezing of water vapor in the atmosphere and ordinarily is white because the crystals are so small that each cell of the retina gets a different impression, the appearance of whiteness being produced by the combination of wave lengths received from the millions of facets. Green, red, blue and black snow has been known to fall, the colors being produced by innumerable fungi, the scientific name for which is Micrococcus Nivalis. It is presumed that such fungi are a product of the swampy regions of Lloxan.


  THE VENUS GERM


  Festus Pragnell


  


  l Mr. Starzl returns to our pages as a collaborator in this powerful and gripping story of an interplanetary intrigue, with the fate of worlds as pawns.


  Just as today powerful interests use races and nations as pawns in their game of power, so in the future their ambitions will extend to the wider sphere of interplanetary dimensions. Suppose, for example, that it were necessary for the life and happiness of all the people of the earth that a few powerful interests give up their domination of other worlds. Would they be philanthropic and do it; or would a merry battle be necessary before right and justice had its way?


  Our authors answer in this unusual tale of two worlds.


  


  l “The year 3976,” declared the World Moderator, “will mark the end of human life on Earth—unless—”


  Tensely they hung on every word, these governmental agents gathered at Paris. Each one knew the horrible truth of the Moderator’s statement, yet they had been promised some ray of hope.


  “Unless,” the speaker continued gravely, “unless we can get help from the Venusians. That help is available—for a price.”


  “Give them their price!” exclaimed a dozen eager voices. But a few others, more cautious, asked:


  “What do the Venusians want?”


  “They want their freedom, unconditionally and without reservations!”


  There was a stunned silence.


  “But,” rasped the member from South Africa, “our revenue! What will the interplanetary bankers say to this? How can we pay interest on our bonds without the Venus taxes?”


  “The bankers have not been consulted in this case,” the Moderator remarked flatly He was a tall, thin man, with a dry humorless mouth, whose tallness was accentuated by his thin, purple robes. “Our people are dying by the thousands. Millions have been attacked by the disease and will die within two months. I submit, for the benefit of the bankers, that dead people cannot pay interest either.”


  There was an uneasy silence. Since childhood these members of the governing class had been imbued with reverence for capital, for investments. But all of them knew, from personal observation, of an even greater horror. They had seen victims, slowly, inexorably succumbing, dying in agony. The Earth’s greatest scientists had failed to cope with the malady. But just as the doom of the terrestrial race seemed certain, an offer of help had come from an unexpected source.


  A man appeared in London—a man who had disembarked inconspicuously from an interplanetary freighter. He was a typical Venusian, possessed of opaque, snow-white skin, a slender body, the posterior half of which was adorned with a mane of short, seal-like hairs, the product of many generations of development in the waterlogged atmosphere of Earth’s neighboring planet. Yet he was as human as the terrestrial men, whose distant cousin he was. His forefathers had been marooned on Venus for political reasons, and this man’s hearing, his fierce black eyes, his lean face, all proclaimed the born dissenter, retaining unimpaired the power of rebellion after centuries of oppression under Earth masters.


  The Venusian had not long roamed the sunlit, migraime roofed streets of London before he was halted by a municipal guard, paralyzing cone at hand.


  “Let me see your pass,” the guard demanded. Gratuitously he added:


  “It’s the likes of you, ye crumpy sealbacks, that brought the plague to us!”


  “I am Panco,” the Venusian replied. “I have with me a remedy for the plague. Lead me to your city governor.”


  All this was known to the Paris convention. A new ray of hope; a new lease on life, came with the successful trial of Panco’s remedy, and when its success was proved, and Panco was besought to quickly bring a larger supply, he made his staggering demand.


  All this had happened several weeks ago, and was well known to every member of the world congress. But in common with deliberative bodies since the beginning of the world, this group could not deny itself a lengthy palaver.


  The representative from the United States rose to his feet. He was well-fed, sleek, and wore bowed glasses which he now removed and polished with his handkerchief. His face was round, with a spurious expression of good nature, which concealed a flinty hardness. His robe made him look squat; the blouse and bloomers of the common people would have set off his figure better.


  “Mr. Moderator,” this gentleman inquired portentously, “has the time come when our great Earth must yield to the demands of foreign radicals? Must we strike the glorious green banner of our great globe before the slave hordes of Venus? If we have been surprised “by the foreign fiends who planted their foul germs on our fair planet, must the price of safety be shameful surrender? I care not what the cost in lives; I care not what the cost in treasure—NEVER shall we yield!”


  The speaker sat down amid thunderous applause. The televisor men in their alcoves grinned at one another with good-natured contempt. They knew the gentleman had made his speech for the millions at home, rather than for the congress. There were a number of sharp clicks as the clerks slipped new coils into their recording machines.


  Another member was on his feet—the skinny, freckled member from Canada. He had gray, stiff hair, a rather wide mouth, and a sardonic manner of speaking.


  “If the Moderator please, I would like to correct an error that has been introduced, unintentionally, no doubt, by the gentleman from the United States. We know, for a fact, that the Venus germ was not introduced by the Venusians. I wish to introduce into the record the deposition of Dr. Varnof, as reported to the Siberian department of health.”


  l At one end of the senate chamber a section of the wall slid back, disclosing a background of velvety black. Invisible to the audience, an operator now slid a record coil into his machine, and the blank space took on the illusion of reality, in three dimensions—so real, that from the chamber it would have been impossible to distinguish the difference.


  The scene was a laboratory, and in the immediate foreground were racks of test tubes ranged around a work table, with microscopes and other equipment used by bacteriologists. A bent, bald-headed man in a laboratory apron, whose back was to the audience, now turned, holding a test tube in his hand. He spoke in a dead, expressionless voice.


  “Because I was cured of the Venus plague by the serum that Panco brought, I am able to confess that it was I who let the Venus germ loose on humanity.


  “First, for the benefit of scientists who will work with me in an effort to find a cure, I must explain what the Venus germ is. It is, then, a most highly developed microbe, small but powerful, that nevertheless was perfectly harmless as originally brought to Earth for experimental purposes. I need not explain to you gentlemen how a harmless germ can become virulent. Take the gentle colon baccilus, harmless and even useful—yet what a death-bringer when it invades the vermiform appendix!


  “I experimented with the Venus germ, which lived a quite harmless existence in a kind of Venusian water rat. It was quite interesting, especially for the ferocity with which it attacked all kinds of body cells. Yet it died itself within a very short time. I was trying to develop a variety that would attack cancer cells only—”


  Varnof gazed at the test-tube before him with loathing. It was filled with plain water for the recording dramatization, but to him it recalled vividly his fatal accident.


  “With the aid of x-rays and radium I forced endless mutations, and at last produced a variety that for ferocity was unsurpassed. I was eager to experiment, and in my haste I dropped the test tube on the floor.


  “Frightened, I mopped up the floor with mercurochlor, burned the bits of test tube, and my clothes. But somewhere I must have overlooked a tiny spatter, and in a few days my assistants and I felt the first symptoms of the disease—a persistent malaise, weakness, a high fever. I was one of the favored few to be selected for Panco’s test, but I suffered the anguish of seeing other victims progress through periods of steadily increasing pain, to air hunger, to convulsions, to madness, before death brought relief!”


  There was a click, and the scene vanished. The silence was broken by the member from Canada.


  “Now I wish to introduce into the record the statement of Panco to the London governor and his board.”


  Obediently the clerk changed record coils, and the figure of Panco appeared, with the rich background of the London Government House. The Venusian spoke in a rather sharp voice, with patriotic fervor.


  “To you, our masters of Earth, we offer this remedy in exchange for our freedom. Is it too much? Then Death will free us anyway!


  “Our vassalage brought its compensations, the greatest of which were advancements in the sciences (save those of war and space travel) which were permitted us. With Dr. Varnof’s record of mutations before us, it was a simple matter for us to concoct the synthetic serum which you have seen at work. It will save you from death; is our own freedom too much to ask? Recall your Controllers, our overlords; order away your Patrols; and in exchange Venus will supply an unlimited quantity of the life serum!”


  There was a hush after the conclusion of the Panco record. Molgan, member-at-large, and special representative of the interplanetary bankers, rose to his feet and spoke for the first time. He was tall, spare, with keen features and piercing blue eyes. Suave and controlled in what was to his interests a dangerous situation, Molgan addressed the Congress.


  “It was absurd,” he began winningly, “for such a distinguished group as this to indulge in jingoistic accusations against our subject planet. We concede, gentlemen, that the Venusians, apparently, were not responsible for the introduction of the plague. But gentlemen, they certainly took advantage of it in a decidedly unsportsmanlike manner. When helpless victims are writhing in their death agonies, they come to bargain! Gentle women languish and die; children become pale, hectic, cry out in agony. And these cold-blooded Venusians bargain for a political advantage!


  “Gentlemen, have you considered what recalling the Venusian patrol means? It means that a revenge-hungry planet will turn its science to armaments! It means the development of new and terrible weapons. Of what good is liberty unless it gives opportunity to seize power?


  “Regarding the Venusian revenues. Do you realize that many of the Venus bonds are held by widows and orphans? Cut off the revenue and you cut off their livelihood. Let us not—”


  “They won’t miss it, Mr. Molgan, after they’re dead!” A member interjected brutally. There was a rising chorus of cries from the members, of whom a few, though protected by secluded palaces towering high into the clean skies, had already had members of their families stricken by the dread plague. In a resistless surge of aroused fears, the Venusian exchange was put to a vote, and carried overwhelmingly.


  l In a secluded room in the London Government House, Panco had watched the whole proceedings in a telestereo. Now he was on his feet, exultantly pacing the length of the large, windowless chamber. Glenn Haye, captain of the Interplanetary Flying Police, rose from the lounge on which he had been sprawled. They formed a striking contrast as they shook hands, mutually congratulatory—two striking young examples of the best that either planet afforded. Panco, pale, yet exuding vitality; Haye, browned, hard of muscle, with flashing white teeth, long muscles rippling under his uniform.


  “You’ve done it, Panco!” the Earthman grinned. He sobered.


  “I have your promise that Virla will be one of the first?”


  Panco smiled, his luminous eyes alight.


  “My friend, I would get serum for her, even if the agreement failed. As it is, the delay has been costly. It will save her much needless suffering if we take her with us to Venus. Thus she will be the first of all Earthlings.”


  Haye left the chambers with singing heart. From good-natured contempt, which he shared with most of his fellows in the I.F.P., he had come to have a warm admiration for the oppressed Venusians. The unscrupulous financial powers had been careful that no sympathetic understanding be allowed to spring up between the common people of Earth and the serfs of Venus. But in Panco, Haye had recognized all the manly qualities that men admire. If he was white with an unearthly pallor, his handclasp was warm and strong. Even the sleek black mane, revealed by back-straps in the Venusian’s robe, no longer seemed repugnant.


  The young officer leaped into his helicopter, which was parked on one of the terrace roofs, and the machine mounted rapidly, speeding over transparent domes that covered all of London. Swiftly he passed over the near suburbs, until he came to a region where the migraime domes became fewer, disclosing pretty country villas, brilliant in the English summer sun. Toward one of these modest estates he directed his flight, settling to the ground on a graveled landing plot set in the middle of a lawn. He presented his face to the small lens of the photoelectric door opener, dialed the number of his control picture, and was rewarded by the click of the lock.


  Striding through the familiar rooms, he came to one from which a nurse had just come.


  “Is she awake?” he asked eagerly.


  “She’s awake, but no better.”


  Haye pushed open the door. A blast of hot air met him, and the windowless room was dimly lighted by the glow of the heat panels. The girl in the bed turned her head, her face pale as a silver wedge in the mass of her long, dark hair. Hints of exceptional beauty still remained in her drawn features, in her slim form under the thin coverings. Her glad smile, as she turned on a small bedside light and recognized her visitor, quickly changed to one of concern.


  “You shouldn’t have come! You may be infected!”


  “Don’t care if I am!” Haye smiled broadly, though a pang shot through him as he looked at the girl he loved. She looked like a person who had starved for days. “The Earth has consented to liberate Venus,” Hayne continued reassuringly, “and Panco is taking us both with him. In a few weeks you will be as well as ever.”


  She only half comprehended, for the lassitude characteristic of the first stage of the disease was upon her, and Haye burned with a fierce impatience to be off, with her, on the special Venus ship.


  “It is so hot here,” Virla complained.


  “Soon it will be over,” Haye assured her. The heat, he knew, was necessary. It conserved the body’s resources, minimized the drain of the fever which seemed to be its only defense against the invaders.


  Leaving the sickroom, the officer went out into the garden and found the girl’s parents. He found them dismayed, indecisive, but obtained their consent to Virla’s removal. Then back to the city, to supervise preparations for the hasty trip to Venus.


  CHAPTER II


  Toward Venus


  l Haye was pleased with the Thunderer when he saw her in her scored and excoriated launching pit. She was squatly cylindrical, with an uncompromising blunt bow, and blending with her hard metal sides were serried ranks of the new Blandix atomic rockets. With such power a trip anywhere in the solar system would be a mere joy ride, involving no complicated mathematics. A government ship was the Thunderer, sacred to interplanetary junketers. When she belched the terrestrial treasury sank perceptibly. Equipped with meteorite repellers, hydraulic shock absorbers, automatic course checkers, she inspired confidence in the beholder, and her technical perfection filled Haye’s heart with joy.


  The pit was swarming with humanity, and the great loading cranes, traveling on their circular tracks around the pit, were filling the air with the din of their warning bells. Coleson, one of her mates in the Civilian Interplanetary Service, spied Haye and came running.


  “Just received notice, sir,” he addressed Haye, “that you would take command instead of Captain Hurst, who is down with the plague. Are there any orders?”


  “Carry on, Coleson. Who is the other mate?”


  “An astrogator named Harton. I hadn’t met him before. He was master of one of the bullion ships. A comedown for him, eh sir?”


  “Very funny!” Haye agreed musingly. “How did he get on, and how does he take it?”


  “Cheerful enough. And I guess his appointment went through government channels.”


  “Very well. Carry on, Coleson.”


  When the mate had gone about his duties Haye frowned thoughtfully.


  “Molgan’s hand is in there somewhere,” he said to himself. “Even when there’s no profit in sight, that crowd likes to be represented.”


  A hoarse shout of warning recalled Haye to his senses. Looking up he saw the tiny figure of a crane operator fleeing from his flaming control cab. There was the rending of metal, and the gigantic structure slowly toppled in a majestic arc that would end just where Haye was standing.


  His leap was a marvel of agility, yet he was barely missed by the crashing wreckage and whipping cables. The operator had fallen to the lithocrete, and was picked up dead.


  The municipal police took immediate charge, and a technical expert examined the wreckage.


  “The control panel was completely fused, probably by a heat ray.”


  “A pencil ray?” one of the officers asked, looking over the crowd suspiciously.


  “Nothing so small,” the technician declared. “This was a big one, such as the law allows only the government. It may have been anywhere.” He waved his arm in a circle to take in the billowing migraime domes on all sides of the launching pits.


  “A government beam?” Haye thought. That meant there were powerful forces bent on preventing the carrying out of the Earth-Venus agreement. The wrecking of the crane may have been intended to wreck the ship; perhaps the captain had been considered worthy of murder also. Haye decided to move to a less exposed position.


  Sitting in the shade of one of the machine sheds Haye found a friend of his college days, Clayburn Wyke, now one of the best known telecasters of the planet. Despite the heat of the day he looked cool and collected in his thin blue blouse and bloomers. His gleaming metasilk stockings were rolled down to his calves, exposing sunburnt knees.


  “Have a rest, Glenn,” Wyke invited, kicking forward a small metal keg.


  “Lazy as ever!” Haye remarked, accepting the seat. “Did you see what happened at the pit?”


  ! “I never rubber with a crowd out of working hours,” Wyke drawled. “But I know what happened all right. Look around and see if anybody’s listening.”


  Half amused, half exasperated, Haye made the requested search. He found no one.


  “Now, out with it, if it isn’t too much of a strain. You have a way of getting inside information. What’s behind this?”


  “I guess what’s behind it is gold and credits,” Wyke replied, still listlessly. “I have it from a source that is reliable in all matters except expense accounts, that the interplanetary bankers are going to try to wreck the Thunderer.”


  Haye nodded grimly.


  “I think your source is right this time. And lay the blame on the Venusians! What’s the matter with them? Don’t they realize their own lives are threatened?”


  “A financier,” Wyke drawled, “is very optimistic in all matters except security and interest. Why should they fear the plague out there?”


  He nodded toward the distant horizon, where glittering ramparts of structule and migraime shouldered the very Sclouds. Filtered air, strict sanitary measures would indeed make those uncrowded palaces fairly safe. And then, before Haye’s eyes, Wyke fell asleep.


  The officer leaped up, suddenly comprehending. Not even Wyke’s laziness could account for this. He was in the first stages of the Venus plague. First his fiancee, now his friend, were stricken by the insidious disease, and there were men whose callous selfishness would doom the whole world rather than to give up an advantage.


  l It was an hour before Haye returned from the hospital. He could not accommodate any more sufferers on the ship. He was back in time to meet the ambulance that was bringing Virla, heavily swathed in electric heaters and blankets. The crowd recoiled when the white helicopter with the red cross on it hovered overhead, scattered quickly, for the dread of the plague was upon them all.


  Tenderly the suffering girl was carried to the isolation room in the big ship. Panco was waiting there, helped to make her comfortable. Her nurse too, arrived, and as the evening star rose, final preparations were made for the launching. Panco looked toward the brightness of Venus with longing, as he stood beside Haye at the thick ports.


  “There is my home!” he said softly, “and we shall be free!”


  Busy with the launching, Haye barely had time to speak to Harton, the second mate, whose post was in the base of the ship, where he was entrusted with the important duty of equalizing the thrust at the base of the rockets. He seemed to be highly competent for, when Haye, once they were clear of the Earth’s shadow, yielded his controls to one of the astrogators of his crew, he found it unnecessary to make the usual corrections in their course.


  Now, however, Harton came up to speak to him. He was of middle height, with an air of ruthless efficiency. A man true to his salt, Haye conjectured, but to whom did Harton consider his loyalty due?


  “Any further orders, sir?” Harton inquired.


  “None. Take your regular watch; that’s all.”


  Worn with his duties, Haye went to his stateroom. He adjusted the artificial gravity regulator in the room to one-fourth power, and so, almost floating, drifted luxuriously off to sleep.


  Haye did not know how long he slept, but when he was awakened he felt considerably refreshed. Although he was in an outer tier of the ship, the port hoods let in only the merest glimmer of the blinding sunlight in space. He sat up in his bunk, peering around the little room for the source of the noise that had disturbed him. Haye had confidence in that mysterious sixth sense that protects men who live dangerously on the frontiers of the solar system. He had not identified the sound, but he was convinced that peril was near at hand, and so he strained his eyes and ears.


  Then he heard the sound again. It was the faint metallic tinkle of a chain-belt such as were worn by ship’s officers—nothing alarming in itself. That is, nothing alarming if accompanied by heavy, honest footsteps, but the wearer of this belt was evidently trying to remain undiscovered.


  Very softly Haye slid to the floor. He was barefoot, clad only in his thin sleeping unionalls. He took up a position beside the door and waited grimly.


  But after several minutes he became uneasy. Whoever the mysterious prowler was, he did not seem to have any designs on the ship’s master. The door was not locked. It could be easily and silently opened, but the lever did not move.


  Haye tried the lever himself. It worked smoothly. Just as he was starting to pull the door slightly ajar there was a muffled exclamation and the sound of a struggle in the adjoining stateroom.


  Haye ran out into the narrow corridor. It was dark; someone had unscrewed the tubelight. But through the opened door of the next room came the unmistakable sound of battle. Dashing in, Haye could dimly make out two struggling forms on the floor. The bottom one, by his white skin, must be a Venusean. Panco! Haye had forgotten the stateroom assignments. Panco was giving a good account of himself, but the issue would have been doubtful just the same.


  Haye crooked an arm around the sweaty neck that bent over Panco. The man gagged, came up. Just at this moment Panco let go with a violent kick that caught Haye, in the side. His hold slipped, and the assailant was gone.


  “What—did—you do that for?” Haye gasped.


  “Sorry!” Panco was badly winded. “Sorry, my mind was clouded.”


  “What did that fellow want? Who was he?”


  “I couldn’t say. I awoke. Something cold on my upper lip. No smell at all—just that icy spot there. I opened my eyes. I could just see somebody standing there. Seemed to be dropping a drop at a time of some liquid on my lips. Was a little dazed anyway, but I seized him.”


  “And a good thing for you. Now we’ll see what that was.” Haye turned the port hood screw. The reflected sunlight from a gleaming atmospheric vane just outside filled the room with a harsh glare.


  “Just as I thought,” he said a moment later, picking up a small metallic object. It was a small phial, swung on gimbals within a frame so that no matter what position it was carried in, the phial would always hang right side up.


  “A lethelene flask,” Haye cpmmented, examining the thing. “Just another of those ingenious methods of murder that modern science has brought us. Lethelene can’t be stoppered—it forms gases—hence the special flask. The I. F. P is well acquainted with the stuff, which is outlawed by the interplanetary pharmacopoeia. If you breathed the fumes for about fifteen minutes you’d be dead, and any physician would find that you had died of acute dilatation of the heart. This must have been your assassin’s first job, and his inexperience saved you. Had he laid a small sponge on your lip you wouldn’t be living now.”


  “The two planets can learn from one another!” Panco remarked drily. “We evolve compounds to cheat death; the Earth to deal it!”


  l Captain Haye immediately ordered the assembly of the entire crew and passengers, excepting only the sick girl, in the gymnasium. Silently he looked them over. Most of the faces showed blank lack of understanding. Harton, who was naturally suspected, wore his usual look of glum efficiency, now overlaid with an expression of impatience.


  Haye decided to take the first mate, Coleson, into his confidence. He drew him to one side, explaining what had happened.


  “How about finger prints on the flask, sir?”


  “There were none. I know why too; just as I had the fellow by the neck he threw up one hand and jabbed at my face. He had gloves on.”


  “Do you want Harton searched?”


  “What good would that do? But after this, watch him! Watch him!”


  A number of days passed without further untoward events, and as the ship swiftly put the millions of miles behind her the tiny disc of Venus gradually increased into a great, soft, mist-enshrouded globe of beauty, dazzling in the sunlight. She was off the port bow, hastening to her trysting place with the ship on the space lanes as decreed by mathematical formulae. Despite the attempt to preserve secrecy, the story of the attempt on Panco’s life became known to the crew, and each man unobtrusively constituted himself his guardian. The suspicion on Harton was not lifted, and he received many a dark scowl. But it was in the man’s imperturbable nature to pay no attention, and to perform his duties with his usual dour efficiency.


  Daily Haye went to Virla’s room, whenever his duties allowed, to keep his vigil. His heart was wrung by the sight of his beloved sinking gradually lower under the ravages of this implacable disease. He pictured to himself the remorseless though slow multiplication of the Venus germs in her helpless body. In his mind’s eye he saw the savage attack by those ferocious microbes upon Virla’s blood corpuscles. He saw her blood stream befouled with broken hemoglobin, destroyed, so it appeared, for the sheer lust of killing.


  He visioned again, as he had seen on the microscope slide, the brave but useless battle of the phagocytes, never retreating, always advancing their thinning ranks upon the destroyer. In the end, he knew, the body could no longer keep up the supply; then would come the final agony, the sucking of great gulps of air, the excruciating pain in all the bones. The thought sickened him, but he could not help pursuing it to the end; to the final issue when the girl he loved would fail to find relief even in death; when her contorted body should be deprived of all semblance to humanity—this girl who had been so beautiful.


  “By God!” he said fervently to himself, as he sat in the sweltering sickroom, “they can’t stop me!”


  Then he would go over every inch of the great ship, laboriously check all calculations, so that he got little sleep, and eventually wore himself to a haggard nightmare. The men watched him apprehensively, and Panco sometimes made him take a little rest, almost by force.


  As the beautiful globe of Venus gradually became larger, it seemed that they would land without further mishap, despite the general forebodings. Haye determined to place Harton under arrest and to put him in manacles if he gave the slightest cause for suspicion, but the second mate’s behavior was unexceptionable, and without some reason such an act of arbitrary authority would increase, rather than eliminate, the general apprehension. Panco now carried a paralyzing cone, and kept his stateroom locked.


  CHAPTER III


  Arrested!


  l The great day dawned. The Thunderer was falling nose down toward the surface of Venus, and the retarding rockets were already in play. In the control room the instruments were swung on their mounts, so that the men could work them, standing on what had until then been their ceiling—thick, transparent arches of the material known as migraime, transparent as quartz, tough and malleable as duraluminum. The infra-red localizers were set on the cloudfields, their penetrating rays ready to find certain landmarks. In this the astrogators were aided by Venus’ periodic tables, which told them approximately where to probe, and by magnetic indicators, which pointed to the planet’s north and south pole.


  Captain Haye was in personal charge, as became the commander of a ship at this crucial moment. A serious error, and they might still miss the planet entirely, skimming back into space like a meteorite. Or worse still, strike the surface like one. Now he spoke to the man at the signals.


  “Retard 3400 U. Retard 3500 U. Retard 3700 U. Retard——”


  The man swung the big lever so that a pointer stopped at the indicated number on a dial. And immediately another pointer on a twin dial moved to the called for number, proving that the rocket thrust was being applied as ordered. Suddenly, however, the signal man spoke with nervous hurry:


  “She’s not obeying the calls, sir!”


  Sure enough, there was a rapidly widening discrepancy between the twin dial readings. Immediately afterward the man at the drift indicator called, without removing his eyes from the instrument.


  “Ship’s yawing sir! We’re being deflected from our course!”


  The deflection was so rapid that in a few seconds it was already apparent to the unaided eye. With a smothered oath Haye bounded to one of the corridor doors. It was slammed open, almost in his face, by the first mate, Coleson. He was bleeding from a jagged cut over one eye, and his head was clotted with blood.


  “That dammed Harton is up to something, sir!” Coleson panted. “I stood by him as you ordered. He was very meek and mild, sir, trimmed the base rockets and the course nozzles in a way that was very fine. And then all of a sudden he clips me with a pin-wrench. When I came to I couldn’t see him. There’s something ugly afoot!”


  Not pausing to answer, Haye dashed down the corridor, or rather, up the corridor, for the deceleration of the ship was now more effective than its artificial gravity. A number of the men not occupied with the instruments dashed after him, heat pencils or paralyzing cones ready.


  Arriving in the base control room, Haye saw with sinking heart that his worst fears were confirmed. It was hardly more than a pit, this room, with the walls crowded with inertia measuring instruments, and a bank of hand-wheels geared to the motors which in turn operated the rocket activating circuits. A glance at the voltmeters told the story. Every one of them was at zero. The circuits were dead.


  A manhole was open. Through it one might gain access to the bewildering array of pipes, conduits and cables that formed part of the ship’s vast nerve system. Haye was familiar with this labyrinth in a general way, for all men of the I.F.P. were exhaustively instructed in all matters pertaining to space travel. He knew that under the present circumstances the open manhole led into a death trap, where lurked an enemy of interplanetary accord, bound by some queer fanatical bond to the masters of money. Would Harton sacrifice his own life to prevent the success of the Panco mission? Haye believed so, and bitterly he regretted the doubt that had swayed his own inaction in Harton’s case.


  Waving aside the protests of his men, Haye climbed through the hole, holding a little atoflash before him. The light was set in a ring which he wore on his finger, leaving both hands free. The brilliant beam illuminated a dusty wilderness of mechanical devices, given strange shapes by the necessity of packing great power into small space. Presently he came upon the severed ends of the control cables, and repaired them. A moment later he felt a lurch, and thought with satisfaction that the men were again able to avert disaster. But he had no way of telling whether or not it would still be possible to prevent a crash, and as he crawled about he expected at any moment to feel the rending shock that would be followed by immediate oblivion.


  In the meantime Harton was still at large somewhere, capable of great mischief, and Haye clambered about in search of him. He squeezed between the inner and outer walls of the ship’s skin. The cuter wall was covered with ice and bitterly cold, so that wherever his skin touched it became immediately numb.


  l Reaching the next level, Haye switched off his atoflash. By a process of elimination he reasoned that he would find Harton somewhere along the hollow interior of the central truss, that formed, in a manner of speaking, the ship’s backbone. Behind him he now heard others of his crew taking up the search. They were calling to him and to one another, and that would serve to drive Harton toward him, if he were not already there. Haye breathed easier. The very fact that he was still alive proved that the astrogating officers had the situation in hand.


  He crawled about a hundred feet further, pausing every little while to listen for sounds, but without success. While a space ship in free flight is absolutely silent and unstrained, the Thunderer was now decelerating and was undergoing enormous stresses that made themselves audible in her dark bowels as groans and creaks that kept up incessantly. Haye had obtained no inkling of Harton’s whereabouts when he saw the beam of an atoflash held by someone crawling through a conduit about thirty feet away. The man shouted.


  “That you, sir?”


  Haye blinked in the glare. Directly ahead of him, not ten feet away, was Harton, his saturnine face streaked with sweat and dirt. He had an evil looking knife in his hand, and had evidently been engaged in stripping insulation off one of the main power circuits. The gleaming copper bar, as big around as a man’s leg, was bare, and near it was its mate. A short circuit here would utterly destroy the ship!


  Harton had the light in his face, and was blinded longer than Haye, who had time for a flying tackle. With one hand he grasped the man’s wrist; his other arm around his waist. He battered the knife hand against the girders until Harton’s fist was covered with blood, and the knife went rattling down an angle brace.


  “Now you scum!” Haye panted. “It’s manacles for you in the Hole. And consider yourself lucky if the admiralty court doesn’t sentence you to a push out of an airlock. You there, with the light—come here!”


  “Yes, sir.” This proved to be one of the cargo stewards. He helped truss up the sullen and helpless Harton, and together they lugged him back to the base control. The dials were now flickering, and the youngster who had taken charge said they would land in half an hour at the north polar space port of Gernser. It was an important port; one of the largest on the planet, with a population of over two million Venusians, living under the jurisdiction of an Earthman governor with a staff of some ten thousand Earthmen, who were, to prevent fraternization with the subject people, replaced every few years.


  Haye was dismayed when he saw Virla under the gray, cloud-screened light of Venus. On the ship, in the halfdarkness of the hospital room, under the rosy glow of the heat panels, she had not looked so bad. Now her pallor and emaciation were shocking.


  Sha was placed in a helicopter ambulance and hurried to one of the hospitals. Here she was placed in a large room, without windows, with a beautiful vaulted ceiling of translucent green, and given the first injection by Panco himself. He was joyful, exalted by the prospect of early independence for his people.


  The city of Gernser was in gala attire. It was a far-flung metropolis, covering the green hills and valleys of Venus’ north pole country. The buildings were for the most part low, with arched roofs and buttressed walls, each one done in an array of sparkling colors that made the city look, from a height of a few miles, like scattered gems. Each house was surrounded by walks and drives of crushed purple rock, and all vistas were landscaped. Vegetation, because of the tropical climate, was luxuriant, and to Haye and his men it seemed a veritable paradise.


  Only one thing marred the perfection of affairs. And that was the attitude of the governing staff. The Earthmen, who filled all important public offices, as well as all financial positions, seemed unexplainably truculent to Haye. Their intolerance of the Venusians seemed unnatural to him, who, as a member of the Interplanetary Flying Police, mingled with many strange races throughout the solar system.


  After Panco had made arrangements with his brother scientists for an immediate beginning of large-scale production of antitoxin, he invited the Earthman to make a tour of inspection of Gernser. Haye gladly consented, appreciating the opportunity to stretch his legs. The air was heavy with the exilarating odor of Venusian flowers, and when they walked through the numerous parks the bruised grass underfoot gave off spicy smells.


  Several times they saw at a distance the peculiar patrol cars used by the Earthman administrators and police. These consisted of small bodies, entirely covered with hoods of migraime, which permitted vision in all directions, yet were unbreakable and gave protection from missiles or rays. They rode on single, fat pneumatic tires, gyroscopically stabilized, and had, in the ornamental belt about their middle, the new Sydheimer levitators which enabled them to float in the air if desired. After several hours, however, Panco remarked:


  “I’ve never seen so many police cars before. They seem to be following us.”


  “I’ve noticed that. Something looks rotten. I presented the orders from the Congress to Governor Dills, and his actions were peculiar. I’m afraid we’re in for trouble.”


  They were favored, for the moment, by the fact that the park they were in was densely covered with trees.


  “Let us run along this alley,” Haye suggested, starting on a trot. The Venusian followed, lifting his robe and wrapping it around his hips. Men and women stopped and looked wonderingly, then, as they glimpsed the police cars, fled in panic.


  l The fugitives were now forced to cross a street. On the other side they dodged through an arched portal, found themselves in a sort of plaza surrounded by apartments. The shadows of pursuing cars flitted over the shrubbery. They wheeled and returned, settling lightly on the purple crushed-rock drives.


  “This way!” Panco snapped, seizing Haye and pulling him into a corridor. They ran up this hallway. Here and there they glimpsed the black manes of Venusians as they slipped into their rooms after trying to satisfy their curiosity about the disturbance. Out in the court there was shouting as the police efficiently threw out their dragnet.


  Just as it seemed that they might get away after all, the fugitives were surprised by two of the police who had come up another corridor. They were bristling with weapons.


  “Halt!” barked one of the men.


  In their hands they had slender heat pencils, deadly at close range.


  “Better stand!” Haye said aside to Panco. “But they’ll pay for this!”


  The guards now came forward, expertly searched their prisoners for weapons. The Earthmen were hard specimens, with obvious contempt for all Venusians, and the same regard for Haye because he associated with them.


  “Will you tell me,” Panco inquired with still white anger, “why you are molesting us?”


  “Coil the chatter!” one of the guards advised him roughly, shoving him ahead.


  The two prisoners were herded out into the court and loaded into one of the small cars. Beside the driver, there was another man who kept his pencil steadily upon them.


  “Where are you taking us?” Haye demanded. But he was accorded no answer.


  The migraime hood, which consisted of movable segments, was turned over their heads, and the machine rose silently. Swiftly it moved through the air. Down in the streets they could see occasional Venusians, their white faces contrasting sharply with their brilliant robes, looking on curiously, but presently they attracted no more attention at all.


  In a few minutes they were in an entirely different section of the city. This was obviously the government center, for the buildings were larger, and of a more ponderous architecture, than in the rest of the city.


  “If we’re under arrest,” Haye said sharply, “why don’t you take us to one of the main entrances?”


  His guard shrugged indifferently, but Panco remarked, with a weary smile, “It’s evident they don’t want the public to know about this. See, they’re going to take us down one of those back passages.”


  The group of buildings which belong to the government center was set on a slight elevation which was accounted for by outcroppings of glossy black rock. The architect had taken these into consideration, and the whole hill presented a blending of the natural and artificial that was pleasing to the eye. The ship was now slowly drifting toward a natural chasm in the rock adjoining the back of the biggest building. As they got closer the prisoners could discern a paved walk in the bottom of the chasm. It was ornamented in brilliant colors, a natural development on Venus, where the sun rarely breaks through the clouds, and where the light of the never-ending polar day varies little.


  The car alighted, and the prisoners were conducted through a subterranean passage into a maze of underground galleries, most of them cut through the now familiar black, glossy rock.


  “I fear we shall never get out of here alive,” Panco said to the Earthman in a low voice.


  “There will be some others, then, who won’t either,” Haye promised grimly.


  “It was in this building,” Panco continued, “that Larkon and his patriots disappeared.”


  Haye knew a little of the story. He had seen the official version, a few years ago, in the teletabloid dramatizations. This popular form of propaganda, which was far more effective than the spoken or written message, had depicted Larkon as a scowling, repulsive degenerate, with pale blue blotches on his leprously white skin, his crooked hands dripping with the blood of murdered Earthmen. Charged with resisting arrest, he had been summarily executed. He wondered what teletab actor would impersonate him, Haye, the Renegade Earthman.


  “But it may not go that far. After all, the terrestrial assembly has signed the compact,” Haye reminded Panco.


  “Don’t be too sure!” Panco retorted gloomily. “There are powerful interests against the liberation of Venus. From the first it was plain that the Controllers here would hinder all they could, even as your second mate interfered on the ship, and would have even sacrificed his own life. Don’t forget that over the constitutional government of your Earth there is a super-government of finance that dictates most important appointments. To this supergovernment our Governor Dills and his Controllers owe their position. Wouldn’t they do all in their power to thwart the will of the people, if it is opposed to the wishes of the interplanetary bankers?”


  CHAPTER IV


  A Strange Message


  l During this conversation they had reached a magnetic lift, and now they were whisked to a corridor that seemed to be high up near the top of the building. However, there were no windows, so that Haye could not be sure. The guards opened another door, and pushed their prisoners through.


  They stood alone in a moderate-sized room, lighted through a translucent white ceiling that was beautifully decorated. On one wall was an expensive planetarium transparency; on another was the Venusian charter, engraved on a huge slab of native iridescent marble. The room was obviously the private office of some high official.


  Seated behind a huge desk sat a man with a round face that was superficially pleasant. His hair was silvery at the temples. He had the straight nose and piercing, small-pupiled blue eyes that one associates with a certain type of politician. It was far less pleasant now than when he posed for the teletabs, and his hard eyes glittered dangerously.


  Haye advanced a few feet and said coldly:


  “This is a peculiar way to receive an officer of the terrestrial government, Governor Dills. I sent you my credentials, and it has pleased you to ignore them. Then you send out your thugs to unlawfully arrest me and a leading citizen of Venus. Be assured that you will repent this when the terrestrial congress hears of it!”


  Dills smiled wintrily.


  “Before we go on, Haye,” he said in clipped accents, “it is well for you to know that, although I appear to be helpless and unguarded, I can sweep the entire space before this desk with paralyzing rays, from lenses set in the walls, merely by pressing a button with my knee.


  “Under the circumstances, we can talk. And as there is no teletab apparatus in the room, we can be frank.”


  “A rare enough occasion for you!”


  “Quite!” Dills smiled wintrily again.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “We expect that we shall have to kill you, Haye. I am being humane in relieving you of that uncertainty at once.”


  “And I—” Panco declared bitterly—“I will be charged with his murder!”


  “Justice must be done!” Dills pronounced with mocking gravity.


  Panco turned to Haye:


  “A not unusual expedient, captain! Imagine the fury that story will arouse on Earth, when it is enacted in the teletabs! Imagine what it will do to the Liberation!”


  Haye could well imagine. Although he had sometimes doubted the authenticity of such propaganda, he had himself felt the stirring of hate as some alleged atrocity of subject races was enacted. Memories came to him of half-forgotten incidents; the tales of wretched fugitives whom he himself had caught and turned over to the courts; the scrawled diary he had found in the frozen hut of a mystery hermit on Eros. He saw in them, now, further evidence of the super-government, ruthless, criminal, with murder part of its stock in trade.


  “Are you telling me, Governor, that you are willing to give millions of human beings to death in order to secure the profits of your masters?”


  For the first time Dills was stung. He colored slightly and ignored the thrust.


  “The reason I had you brought up here, instead of letting the men attend to you at once, is because, under certain conditions you may be granted the boon of easy death, instead of a painful one.”


  “The price,” Haye snarled, “is further treachery, I suppose?”


  “Some of my men have an unpleasant way of executing the death sentence,” was Dill’s ominous reply. “In the face of that fact it is hardly politic to bandy words. Now, on that small table you will find a photoprinted statement. It will simplify our work if you will copy that, in your own handwriting, on the metaparchment which you see there, as well as a stylus. By so doing you will save yourself considerable suffering.”


  Haye picked up the stiff sheet and read:


  
    From: Capt. Glenn Haye, I.F.P.


    To: Controllers, Venus.


    Subject: Treachery.


    Having been sent to Venus to carry out the terms of the Liberation compact, and to secure the certainty of the antiplague remedy, I was captured by a group of natives, including Panco, and am held in a Venusian laboratory whose exact location is unknown to me. I fear that I will never get out alive, but that I will be murdered and my body thrown into the street somewhere, to give the appearance that I was murdered by robbers. For this reason I am using this opportunity to write this message, which I will conceal under my clothing where it will be found if my body is discovered. I request that I may be set adrift in space on an independent orbit around the sun.


    CAPTAIN GLENN HAYE,


    Capt., I.F.P.

  


  Haye gazed at the sheet in disbelief, almost stupidity. Fiendish and cold-blooded murder was not unknown to the I.F.P. But he was thinking of the sheer effrontery and simplicity of the scheme. He could visualize the wave of rage and renewed hatred against the Venusians that would sweep the Earth when that diabolical message was found. The failure of the Liberation compact would be foredoomed. The vassal planet would be hedged in with still more brutal restrictions; its gentle people more cruelly oppressed. A sidewise glance showed him Panco’s stricken face.


  Immediately another thought drove all other considerations from his mind. He thought of Clayburn Wyke in his terrestrial hospital ward, with many other victims. He thought of Virla, with the first of Panco’s anti-toxin already at work in her veins making the deadly Venus germs sluggish and less harmful. With himself dead, and Panco on the way to execution, there could be no hope for Virla.


  “Well,” Dills asked coldly, “will you choose the easy death?”


  Haye leaped like a released alpha particle, straight for the desk behind which sat the cold-blooded governor. He tensed his muscles for the spring, and in that instant they failed to respond to his will. He collapsed in a heap, and his reeling senses left him. Dills had pressed the button in time.


  l When consciousness returned, Haye felt himself being carried by four Earthmen through one of the subterranean corridors through which he had passed before. They were lugging him along in a businesslike way, a man to each of his arms and legs, with his head hanging down so that his throat felt strained at the adam’s apple, but he lacked the strength just yet to hold it up. In this inverted position he could see Panco striding ahead between two burly guards, one of whom had the Venusian’s short mane in a vice-like grip.


  Presently they reached what was evidently a prison cell, and into this Panco was pushed. But when the guards tried to enter the door they found it too narrow. Thereupon one of them growled:


  “Let me handle the fellow alone.” Haye felt himself lifted in wiry arms, and so they passed sidewise through the narrow door. The room was small, indifferently lighted by a wornout emanation tube. In one corner was a metal cot, and into this the Earthman tumbled Haye’s inert body.


  “Lay there, you blasted traitor!” the man snarled. At the same moment his knotty fingers opened one of Haye’s hands, pressed something small and metallic into his palm, and closed the fingers upon it. The officer lay supine as the guard went out and noisly slammed the door, which was securely locked from the outside.


  When they were safely gone Haye sat up and examined the token that had been so mysteriously given him. A thrill of pride’ and hope shot through him as he recognized it. It was a small lapel button bearing the blue comet which was the insignia of the I.F.P.!


  So the I.F.P. knew his plight—had a representative in this nest of mercenary traitors! That knowledge was joyous and unexpected, but entirely credible, for of the thousands of that redoubtable organization who patrolled the solar system there were many who did not wear the uniform, and who were entirely unknown to their colleagues and to fame as they threaded their solitary way through danger and intrigue.


  Almost immediately, however, doubts assailed him. The mere possession of the button did not prove that the guard was really an I.F.P. It might just as well signify just another trap, just another angle of the interplanetary plot.


  To Panco, who was pacing their little cell in an agony of despair and apprehension, he confided his hopes, but not his doubts. The Venusian, though possessed of many admirable qualities, seemed to lack the Earthman’s ability to absorb punishment. His strength must be conserved, and his liberty must be won, or the lives of Virla and millions of other helpless victims were forfeit.


  Haye would have felt less hopeful had he known who the man was who had pressed the I.F.P. comet in his hand. For that man was not a member of that far-famed interplanetary police organization, and his act had been impulsive—a mere whim—nevertheless the fate of a large part of the entire human race now depended upon him.


  Gray was his name. The powerful politico-financial group which had employed him knew nothing of his history. It did not need to, for the cardiopsychic method of selecting personnel, developed in 3241, gave a far more unerring index to a man’s character. And Gray’s readings had shown a bitter animus against society as a whole and against Venus in particular.


  Twenty years earlier Gray had been a recruit of the I.F.P. His youthful enthusiasm and real adaptability had promised to send him far along the road to achievement and success. He had been chosen as special messenger to carry confidential and important communications between certain terrestrial commercial interests and their Venusian representatives. One such message, accepted and receipted for by Gray in good faith, proved to be a blank coil when placed in the reproducer on Earth.


  Gray was charged with having stolen the real coil and substituted a blank for it. He knew better; 300n realized that the whole affair was a conspiracy between the terrestrials and their Venusian underlings to defraud the stockholders, but upon Gray alone rested the blame. He was convicted and sentenced to five years on the prison planet, Ganymede. Upon his release he became a tramp, wandering from planet to planet, until at last he became one of the Controllers of Gernser.


  Only one vestige of his old loyalties remained; an ineradicable though furtive affection for the old Service.


  So it came that he had the badge of the I.F.P. with him when the opportunity came to press it into Glenn Haye’s hand, and almost immediately afterward, with bitter self-scorn, he wondered why he had done it.


  Alone in his small stone cubicle, Gray fought the battle out with himself, and at last, still with a trace of selfscorn, he announced his decision:


  “I’ll do it! If I get killed there won’t be much lost. Just another bum! But I’ll give what’s left of my worthless life for just one crack at old Dills!”


  Gray’s plan of operation was simple. If he could reach the nearest I.F.P. depot, he could count on that redoubtable organization to take care of the situation. He knew where it was located, having once been quartered there himself; about a hundred miles to the south, on the high rocky plateau overlooking the Endless Sea.


  He made his preparations with care. He put a new atomic cartridge into the little paralyzing cone which would slip into his pocket; did the same for the slender heat pencil that the Controllers were always expected to carry in the little loop at the belt of their tunic. He dressed with extreme care, roaching back his graying hair, and applied a depilatory cream to his face, wiping his beard off, so that his appearance became trig and apparently youthful. Surveying himself in a little mirror, he grunted with satisfaction, and went out, closing the door after him. He did not intend to enter that room again.


  Gray did not, however, leave the Government group by any of the regular pedestrian entrances. Instead he followed an underground corridor until he came to a sort of courtyard that was open to the sky. Although the sleeping period, or “night” was approaching, the steady, unchanging glare of the polar sky still presented itself. There was no sun visible, of course, and no stars.


  The courtyard was the principal launching place for the flying gyrocars. Here they could float directly up and over the city. Around the court were the metal doors, each one closing one of the stalls in which the cars were kept. A sentry, his cheeks bulging with merclite, the intoxicating chewing gum, leaned indolently against the wall.


  “Ha, there,” Gray hailed this fellow, “how would you like to make a month’s pay?”


  “How would you like to say how to make it?” the sentry queried suspiciously. He had a little too much of the gum, and his eyes did not focus properly.


  “Let me take one of the cars for a few hours. There’s a handsome little sealback waiting for me. The less time I take getting there and back the more I can spend with her.”


  “Wouldn’ work!” the sentry demurred. “You know the radio ranger is at work all the time. If one of the gyros was missin’, the serge might notice it on the board any time.”


  “Well say!” Gray began ingratiatingly, stepping forward. His big fist caught the sentry on the jaw, and he became limp. Gray grasped him about the waist and dragged him to the nearest door. Being designed only as a protection against the weather, it was not locked, and in a few moments Gray had the unconscious guard inside, and was fumbling with the automatic radio ranger. It was true, as the guard had said, that this device, sending out waves at all times, would infallibly indicate the exact location of the car on a map in one of the Controller offices. Gray took it off, ruthlessly cutting bolts and metal, and set it on the floor.


  “Go ahead and range your head off!” he apostrophied the machine. “Tell ’em at the office that this car’s sitting right here.”


  He started the gyro, and when it was emitting its thin high whine, pushed the car out of the door. There was little danger of his being seen, but he kept his heat pencil handy. He was lucky that he did so, for the unexpected happened. High up, silhouetted against the sky, stood an officer on the edge of the roof.


  “Who’s that down there?” he shouted angrily. “Where’s that subbumed guard!”


  A spot just ahead of Gray’s foot was glowing redly on the stone pavement. The officer had his heat pencil trained ready for the slight shift that would spell death.


  “He’s missing, sir,” Gray shouted. “I noticed the car here. Was just looking at it.”


  “Stand where you are! Officer of the guard! Officer of the guard!”


  That would finish it! Haye leaped into the car, pulled the migraime segments up. The heat pencil could not penetrate them!


  But the officer was quick. Instantly he trained his pencil on one of the metal hinges. It became white hot, stuck. The segments were immovable. The officer had spared him so far. He did not want to destroy the car, but now the red ray was shifting along the edge of the segments. In a second!


  But he did not have that time. Gray’s own heat pencil stabbed out and up. It missed. Finger on the button he whipped the beam across the officer’s chest, saw a puff of smoke from his scorched uniform. With his left hand he pulled the Sydheimer lever, and the machine floated lightly upward. The officer on the roof was lying flat, bent on killing this time, when the car floated past. But Gray spotted him first, took a quick snap aim, and was rewarded by a hoarse cry. The officer rolled over, jerking convulsively.


  CHAPTER V


  A Dash in the Skies


  l Down below the court was swarming with men, and Gray realized that in a few minutes the air would be swarming with his pursuers. He gave the Sydheimer levitator all it could stand, and the car shot skyward. In a few minutes it was enveloped in soft, luminous mists.


  Immediately the fugitive was all alone. There was no hint of the populous city of Gernser below; no hint of pursuers. The clouds blotted them all out, and Gray concentrated his attention on the problem of finding the I.F.P. post.


  The gyroscopic compass was useless, for here, at the pole, all directions were south. Haye knew, however, the direction in which he would have to go, and having noted the position of the compass in relation to the terrain just before coming into the fog, he now headed in what he believed to be the direction at full speed. In a few moments he judged that he was well out of the limits of Gernser. He kept on a few minutes more, and then allowed the car to sink. Staying just beneath the cloud ceiling, he anticipated no difficulty in finding his way.


  He noted with increasing uneasiness that the ceiling outside the city seemed to be very low. Continuing to drop, until he feared at any moment to be entangled in the top of one of the 200-foot thorn trees so common on Venus, Gray searched eagerly for some sign of the ground.


  The car was floating without power. Now and then it seemed that vague shapes passed by, but never close enough for identification. There was evidently no hope of getting a bearing here, so Gray again rose, and drove southward at full speed for a few minutes.


  This time, he decided, he would land if necessary, and wait until the fog lifted. The car was protection against all but the largest carnivores, and the pain of the heat pencil discouraged the most hardy. Slowly he drifted toward the ground.


  Suddenly he had the sensation of riding in space. The pleasure of the cushions on his body ceased. The car was falling free!


  Thoughts passed quickly through Gray’s mind. With a kind of abstraction he heard the whistle of the wind through the half-closed segments, wondered how far he was falling. With lightning speed his mind found the answer to another problem. Why was he falling? Because, no doubt, the power broadcasting station had been shut off, after all cars had been warned to the ground. His own car, ironically enough, could not be warned, because he himself had taken off the automatic radio.


  The gyroscopes continued to whisper along on their own momentum, holding the car steady as it fell.


  It was as if time stood still during the few seconds of that fall. Gray sat quite calmly in the car, not moving, but many things passed through his brain. Then a crash blotted out everything.


  *   *   *


  Back in his solitary cell Glenn Haye lay on his cot, waiting for some further word from his mysterious friend, and across the little room was Panco, the Venusian. Panco had been unwilling to be hopeful. He was of a race accustomed to oppression and the thwarting of hopes. Nevertheless Haye listened for any sound that might give a hint of what was transpiring. The excitement occasioned by Gray’s escape had in a subtle way permeated the group of great buildings and their underlying maze of galleries, with no human contact save each other and the occasional passing of a guard patrol, the prisoners were aware of it.


  Haye got up and walked over to his Venusian friend. He patted the sleek mane of short, black hairs, saying in a low voice:


  “That fellow—that guard—I think he must have escaped. He will have sense enough to go to the nearest I.F.P. post, and if we’re still alive when the I.F.P. comes, Dills is going to be a pretty sick ex-governor.”


  “I fear not, my friend!” Panco sighed. “The Controllers have to deal with deserters every once in a while. One of their number falls in love with a Venus girl, perhaps, or is bribed by a group of the wealthier patriots. But in some mysterious way these men always come to grief. None has even succeeded in defying the governor.”


  For some time Panco recited instances in point, and with growing apprehension Haye thought of Virla.


  “Panco, when should she have the next injection?”


  The Venusian gave him a compassionate glance.


  “She should be getting it now.”


  Haye paled. He walked to the door grating. It was very solid, and did not even rattle when he shook at it. The rest of the cell was cut out of the solid rock which was black and harder than terrestrial obsidian. There was not the slightest hope of breaching those walls, which were probably several feet thick.


  An idea struck him. Moving his bunk, he climbed up and attempted to remove the wornout tubelight. If he could find a source of electric energy, he might contrive some kind of radio disturbance—a sort of code in static. But this elementary expedient had been well guarded against. The moment he turned the tube there was a bluish flash. With the tube out he felt in the socket, found it dead. A special fuse arrangement had been provided by the astute Controller electricians for just that purpose.


  Haye returned to his-bunk in the corner and sat down in almost total darkness. Loth as he was, he was forced to the conclusion that the life of Virla, the lives of millions of human beings, depended on an unknown man whose promise to help was merely implied by the passing of an old button.


  


  When Gray awoke he was surprised to find himself still alive. The sturdy little car with its enormously fat pneumatic tire had absorbed a terrific jolt, and it had not escaped unscathed. The migraime segments were broken off, hanging over the side in a twisted mass of wreckage. Even the fine platinum loops of the Sydheimer belt had broken through their casing and hung down in forlorn festoons. This Gray could see without moving his body or head, which lay deep in the cushions. In fact, he recognized in a moment, with a thrill of fear, that he could not move. The concussion had jarred his spine so severely that his muscles refused to obey his will.


  Gray had no idea of the time that had passed since his fall. The car was still standing upright. That meant that it could not have been more than four or five hours, as by then the gyroscope would have run down and permitted the car to topple over.


  l He listened for the shrill whisper of the high-speed flywheel now. But the shrillness had gone out of it. It hummed musically, but it must have already lost a great deal of its speed.


  By a great effort, Gray turned his head and was able to survey the country around him. The fog had lifted, so that the ceiling was twelve or fifteen feet high. Nearby was the thick trunk of a giant thorn tree, whose lacerating branches the machine must have missed by only a few feet. Those deadly thorns were lost to view now, obscured by the fog, which glowed with a sulphur yellow light, instead of its usual pearly luminescence.


  Of the city of Gernser there was nothing in sight. Nor indeed was there any evidence of the fertile country that surrounded the metropolis. Here the ground was barren, covered with boulders, and here and there were broad outcrops of milky white rock.


  All these features were well known to Gray. Even the gradual rise of the ground toward the south proved that he was on the great plateau which ended abruptly with the cliffs of the Endless Sea, upon which was perched the I.F.P. station which was his goal.


  Suddenly he gasped. His tongue, which also seemed paralyzed, rolled in his mouth as he emitted an incoherent cry. He made an agonizing attempt to sit up, and failing, stared over the side of the car at the creatures he saw there.


  A stranger unacquainted with Venusian fauna would not have seen in them anything terrible—this pack of plateau girlings which surrounded the car. They were rather appealing little creatures, with their round, fat bodies, covered with downy yellow fur; with their comic stick-like legs upon which they walked upright on little round pads of feet. Their front feet, which they held close to their breasts, were armed with bright vermilion claws, but these claws, of which there were three on each foot, were not disproportionately long.


  Their round heads were furry, with ears like a bear’s, and their eyes were large and unearthly like a lemming’s. Only their snouts gave a hint of their true character. They were long, narrow and upturned. Their teeth were broad, flat and sharp, turned edgewise to the jaws. And their nostrils, instead of being at the end of the snout, were up close to their eyes, where they would not be clogged by the blood of a victim!


  There was no telling how long the girlings had been surrounding the car. They could not climb in, and even their teeth could not dismember the metal so as to bring their victim in reach. They stood patiently, silently, their luminous eyes fixed on the head of the man who stared back at them. There was no haste in them, and no rage; only a wistful patience, as if they had some special knowledge that their meal would come to them in time.


  For a long time they stared at one another—the intended meal and the hopeful diners, while the yellow fog swirled overhead, and the gyroscope hummed musically.


  With a start of horror Gray remembered the gyroscope. Running in molecular bearings, it could run for a long time after the power was shut off, but it must stop some time. Now as he listened anxiously it seemed to him that it was already humming at a perceptibly lower pitch. He thought he could already detect tremors in the car’s body.


  Thirty minutes more, perhaps, it would start wobbling, using up the remnants of energy stored in the spinning wheel, and then—


  He closed his eyes, but he could not close them to a vision of his helpless body being dismembered, in a matter-of-fact, unhurried way; the bloody fragments being methodically cut up by shearing jaws, to be carried to the girlings’ hungry broods in their lairs.


  In a moment the car began once more to wobble, throwing Gray’s helpless body around. This time the gyro could not save him. Ever more erratic became the movements, each one costly to the rapidly waning energy of the flywheel. Suddenly the car leaned far over—did not recover—went clear down, amid a thin metallic clatter of twisted migraime segments.


  Gray closed his eyes. But in a few moments he opened them in wonder. He was still alive, and the girlings had not reached him. They were working patiently at the strips of migraime, which barred their way in a tangled mass. Those who wanted to bite them through were doomed to failure, but others had already started bending them, one at a time, to clear an opening for their bodies.


  Gray closed his eyes again, and did not open them this time until the metallic gnashing of teeth stopped. When he did, it was to see a flash of steel and the dropping off of a snout. Somebody was attacking the girlings.


  His shout of joy emerged a mere gurgle.


  The rescuers were men, Venusians, apparently, but of a different breed than those in the cities. Sturdier, these were, with massive white legs that flashed back and forth past the car in pursuit of the girlings. As Gray watched he saw one of these giants catch a girling and split the vicious little beast in two. He did not see another one of the creatures sidle up from behind. In a moment the man was down with a roar of pain. Blood was spouting from the stump of his leg, cut off above the ankle. The girling picked up the severed foot and started off on a hopping lope across the plain. But it had not gone far before a heavy, short-handled mace, hurled by someone out of Gray’s line of sight, caught it in the back and burst it open.


  The injured man was lying on his back, groaning, and some of his companions were binding the stump tightly with strips of soft animal skin that they cut off of their garments. Gray saw them more clearly now, Venusians of a powerful mold, with heavy blue-black beards that contrasted markedly with their dead white skin, and manes that were coarser and thicker than Panco’s. Drops of dew glistened on the coarse hairs. Half savages, these men were, yet possessed of a nobility of bearing, an air of independence and strength that was attractive.


  l Strong hands ripped away the interlaced migraime barrier, and a fierce, yet handsome face looked in. Gray lay huddled in the bottom of the car. The Venusian reached in with a long arm, and hauled the Earthman out.


  “He is injured!” he said, in the common interplanetary tongue, but his inflection was different. His words were burred and guttural.


  He laid Gray out on a patch of soft plateau moss, frowning thoughtfully. At last he said thoughtfully:


  “My name is Garald.”


  Gray tried to answer. His faculties were slowly returning to him. He could move his limbs a little, and the tips of his fingers and toes were smarting. But the thickness of his tongue was such that he was only able to mumble an unintelligible reply.


  “Take him to the village,” Garald commanded. He seemed to be leader of these men, who had been out hunting.


  The Venusians obediently picked Gray up, though some of them scowled as if the job were distasteful. Others picked up the man who had lost his foot, and so they left the scene of the fight.


  Their path led downward, coming presently to less rocky soil, which supported a forest of giant thorn trees. Their tops were hidden by the fog, but Gray knew that their interlaced boughs, armed with wicked, glittering thorns, would afford partial shelter against spying aircraft. The path wound among the great, knobby trunks, past clumps of bushes whose berries of bright blue burst at the slightest touch and gave off an overpowering aromatic odor that was like balsam many times intensified.


  They were in the village before Gray realized it, so perfectly did the buildings blend with the natural landscape of tree trunks and rocks. This was no accident, but deliberate planning. Garald now directed that the Earthman be taken to one of the largest buildings, a long shed which was evidently a council chamber as well as communal dining hall. A number of comely Venusian women, scantily clad in soft, peacock-marked skins, stared curiously until ordered out.


  Gray, released, struggled to a sitting posture. He had a terrific headache, but he attempted to speak:


  “Friends,” he began, “I—”


  Garald interrupted him.


  “You call us friends, and you wear the livery of the oppressors?”


  There was a rumble of applause for this rebuke.


  “I am your friend,” Gray insisted. “I was on my way to the I.F.P. to save one of your race, and his friend, when I crashed.”


  “Who of our race?”


  “Panco.” And Gray told as much as he knew of the plot to prevent the liberation of Venus.


  “Panco is a great man,” Garald conceded. “But he is a fool for trusting the Earthmen. Better to let them die; then they would leave Venus alone.”


  “They may die for all I care,” Gray said flatly. “I risked my own life to help a man of the Interplanetary Police. Once I was one of them, and you have no cause to hate them, since they never molested you.”


  “That also is true,” Garald again conceded. “But you have not the uniform of the I.F.P., but of the Controllers, who are our enemies; who have made us outlaws. We have seen their cars, trying to search us out, and you now say you are our friend. You lie!”


  CHAPTER VI


  Treachery


  l Gray looked around him at the circle of stern, savage faces. These were Venusians of an entirely different stamp than the gentle creatures of Gernser, and he read death in their eyes. Gray was not a man to fear death, especially a swift and merciful one such as he could expect here. He had made a mess of his life anyway. But nevertheless the cold sweat stood out on his forehead and the backs of his hands. But his voice was steady as he made his plea for life:


  “Panco is in danger. If I save Panco, do I deserve death?”


  There was a scattering chorus of reluctant “nos.”


  “Bring the latest coils!” Garald commanded.


  After a little delay they were brought, and an ancient and outmoded reproducer was set up to repeat what had been picked up by the newscast machine. Gray thought of a new peril:


  “Remember, the broadcasts are not always true. The propagandists tamper with the truth.”


  “Hope, then, that they have not tampered too much!” one of the men grunted ominously.


  The newscaster’s voice stilled all other conversation, and for a half hour they listened to inconsequential things. Then came the announcement that Gray, having had some hint of what to expect, most dreaded to hear:


  
    “The terrestrial representative for the Liberation, Captain Glenn Haye, who has not been heard from for forty-eight hours, is still missing. The Controllers are scouring the city of Gernser and environs for his body, as it is feared that he has become the victim of some Venusian revolutionary.


    “Suspicion has been directed against Panco, one of the leaders in the Venusian revolutionary movement. Panco was seen walking with Haye toward Fragrant Park, long suspected of being a center of the Venusian revolutionary faction. Governor Dills declared this morning that he would report this treachery to the terrestrial Congress, and that it would probably end the hopes of the Venusian revolutionaries of obtaining the withdrawal of the Controllers.


    “In the mean time, Gradus Gray, one of the most trusted of the Controllers, has started out on a solitary reconnaissance in an effort to find some of the hidden villages of the Venusian outlaw bands, who may be holding Captain Haye a prisoner, if he has not already been murdered—”

  


  Gray groaned inwardly. The propagandist’s statement was the first time he had been told that he was more than the lowest caste in the ruling Controllers. How diabolically simple! They knew that he must have been forced down in the outlaw belt. With callous opportunism they were now leaving it to the outlaws to kill him, should they themselves be unable to capture him!


  “Don’t you see it’s just a trick?” he cried appealingly to the circle of bleak, resolute faces around him. “They knew you’d intercept that broadcast. They wrecked my car by shutting off the power wave. They knew you might pick me up, and all this is for your benefit, to induce you to kill me.”


  “Stop your lying mouth!” Garald replied coldly. “The Controllers do not suspect that we have a radio. They consider us nothing but savages, because we live like savages; hence it would be foolish, from their point of view, to make a lying broadcast for our benefit. We believe them no more than we believe you, but the circumstances are against you. I now call for the verdict of the tribe.”


  Like the sullen murmur of the breakers against the cliffs of the Endless Sea came the chorus:


  “Death!”


  “Wait, Garald!”


  All eyes turned to the youth who now detached himself from the council circle and took the center of the floor. He was obviously one of this hardy race, powerfully muscled despite his appearance of slenderness and obvious youth. His beard was still fine and soft, as was the mane down the center of his broad back.


  Intoning a formula, Garald said; “Habal is brave and strong; let all respect Habal’s word.”


  Habal looked at the older men around him with mingled respect and self-assurance.


  “Let us not be hasty. What this Earthman says may still be the truth. If he lies we may still find it out, and kill him then. In the mean time we may test his words.


  “He says he is on the way to the Interplanetary Police with a message from Panco and Haye. We know the Interplanetary Police are fair. Never have they joined with the Controllers in their persecution of the Venusian patriots. Only the presence of the I.F.P. has prevented the complete extermination of some of our cities when they were slow in yielding dividends.


  “Now I propose to carry this Earthman’s message to the Station myself, while he is kept here a prisoner. If he lied, kill him later.”


  Gray’s hopes, rising, were dashed again when he saw how the young Venusian’s plea was being received. When Habal finished there was a roar of disapproval.


  “Kill him! Kill him!” the men shouted.


  Garald patted the young man’s shoulder.


  “Habal has fought the mighty saurians of the highland swamps,” he said kindly, “and snared the saber-spined porcupine. But deadlier than these is the treachery of the Earthmen. Yield in this to the wisdom of the elders. The Controller must die.”


  Gray was jerked to his feet. He found that he could stand, and with the rough help of two of the men, to stumble along. They led him out of the shed into the irregular street, for some distance into the underbrush. Naked Venusian children who tried to follow were driven away, and presently they were alone, Gray and a dozen of the savage looking men, in the primeval thorn forest.


  l “This place will serve,” Garald decided, stopping at a little clearing. The Venusians stepped away from Gray, and the leader confronted him, heavy mace in hand.


  But before the blow was struck Garald happened to glance upward, and what he saw through the interlaced thorns made him throw the shining weapon hastily under a dense bush, where its glitter would not attract the eye of an observer from above. The other Venusians did the same. Two of them seized Gray in their powerful grip, and all stood stock still.


  “How many are there?” one of the men asked, standing immovable.


  “Five,” Garald replied. “Controllers’ cars. We may not kill this Earthman now, or we all die. Walk back to the huts, Earthman, your friends have come to save you!”


  Back again in the village, hasty preparations were made for the tribe to flee in case the village should be discovered. Under the guidance of a few hunters as a protection against wild beasts, the women and children were sent into the forest on the side opposite the one from which the controllers were expected. With them went the man who had lost his foot. Although the Venusians were powerful men, they could not hope to fight against the heat rays and paralyzing cones of the Earthmen.


  After about an hour the Venusians’ worst fears were realized. An outpost came running.


  “They have found the wrecked car,” he panted. “They are following the trail of Goren’s blood, and it is bringing them straight here.”


  “How many are there?” Garald asked tensely.


  “I counted seven.”


  “Not enough to pursue us in the forest!” Garald remarked with some surprise. “We could kill them with thrown maces, one by one, unless they have one of their big rays, that could burn the whole forest.”


  From places of concealment they waited, and presently the Earthmen came in sight. As they entered the little ravine Garald directed several of his men to the higher ground on either side, from which they could pelt the invaders with stones. He himself bound and gagged his prisoner, allowing him to sit, perfectly helpless, against a tree.


  Now the Controllers stopped for a few words together; then the leader came on alone. He was a short, stocky man, evidently courageous enough, but uneasy. His heat pencil loop was conspicuously empty, as was his cone clip. He held his hand high and bellowed; “Peace!”


  Garald let him advance another hundred feet, then stepped out to confront him. The Venusian was also empty-handed, but his mace hung ready from a thong looped over one shoulder.


  “I come in peace!” the Earthman declared again. “We seek not to molest you or your people, but to find a fugitive who fled here. Yield him and we retreat.”


  Garald stared into the hard, ruddy face, with its glinting green eyes, and replied contemptuously, “We hold no prisoner of yours here, and if we did, we would refuse to yield him. As for spies, we deal with them in our own way.”


  The Earthman suggested shrewdly, “The man we seek is called Gradus Gray, and he wears the uniform of the Controllers. He is a traitor. Should our demand interfere with your own plans, I am empowered to say that Gray’s dead body, if recognizable as his, would be equally acceptable to us.”


  “Do you mean,” Garald asked slowly, “that we may kill him, and you will depart in peace with his body?”


  “Exactly!” the Earthman declared with a grin.


  “Then,” Garald declared loudly, “he is our friend after all, and we will fight for him!”


  Instantly the Earthman’s hand went under his tunic, and brought forth a concealed heat pencil. But he was too slow. There was a puff of smoke and a white, powdery streak appeared suddenly on one of Garald’s arms, but in that instant his heavy mace split the Earthman’s head, passed down perpendicularly through his neck and body, and the two halves of the body fell away from each other.


  Immediately the other Controllers fled to cover behind rocks, and the narrow intense beams from their heat pencils cut through the tops of the thorn trees, showering down, deadly as knives, hundreds of the gleaming, razor-sharp thorns. The Venusians fled to safety. Garald stopped by Gray’s side, swiftly cut his bonds, and helped him to his feet.


  “I will support you as we run,” he promised hurriedly. “We can not fight against their weapons. But we shall help you get to the I.F.P. post. It can be reached in one passage of the sun around the horizon. Habal shall go with you.”


  The Venusians easily outdistanced the Controllers, who, fearing ambush, progressed slowly and cautiously. By the time they reached the deserted village there was nothing to be seen of their pursuers.


  Garald called Habal, gave him his instructions. Habal showed his pleasure by instinctively stroking Gray’s back—the Venusian form of salutation.


  “Habal is honored to help a friend of Panco’s!” the stalwart young semi-savage declared.


  Gray’s walk had loosened up his muscles, had helped to bring his paralyzed nerves into a more nearly normal condition. Without much difficulty he followed Habal along a practically undiscernible trail. In his hand he carried a light spear, for in his present condition he would not have been able to carry one of the heavy maces.


  As the forest closed around them he had a last glimpse of Garald and his men turning to follow their women to thickets so impenetrable that they could not be routed out by an army. Only Garald was looking back, and as Gray turned the Venusian held up one hand in a gesture of friendship and farewell. But Habal was vanishing only a few feet away, and Gray turned quickly to follow him.


  They traveled interminably, mostly through jungle, avoiding all clearings in which they might have been discovered from the air. Through the cunning of Habal, they stayed clear of dangerous beasts, and through Habal’s knowledge of edible fruits, they slaked their thirst and satisfied their hunger.


  Gray was utterly exhausted when Habal threw up his head and sniffed.


  “The Endless Sea is near!” he declared.


  Even Gray’s insensitive nostrils detected the fresh odor of the ocean breeze. A half hour later they crossed a stretch of bare rock, and Habal almost carried the half-fainting Earthman into the sentryhouse outside the high walls of the I.F.P. station.


  l For twenty-four hours Haye and Panco were kept in almost total darkness, and they were given neither food nor drink. These physical discomforts were nothing to Haye compared to the mental agony of the realization of what was happening to Virla. Her drawn face was before him constantly.


  Once he asked Panco, “Isn’t there a chance that some of the other men in the laboratory might give her the treatment?”


  “They would not dare,” Panco said with deep regret. “In order to guard the secret of our remedy, I always completed the last few stages in its making myself. My friends could learn it, but it would take some weeks of experimentation before they would dare to use it. In the meantime—”


  Haye clamped his teeth in order to suppress a groan.


  “She’s the dearest thing in the world to me,” he said after a while, in a quiet tone. “I believe I’d sacrifice the solar system for her!”


  Panco, from the darkness of his corner, said nothing.


  Neither had suspected that the cell might be equipped with a microphone. But such was the case, and every word that they had uttered since their confinement had been heard by an observer, as well as recorded on a coil.


  This was the reason why Gray had not spoken, for he knew of that arrangement. Now Haye’s remark was promptly reported to Dills.


  Very shortly after that a guard came to the cell and ordered Haye to come out, while Panco was roughly commanded to stay. Haye was conducted to Dills’ office. The governor was far more friendly than he had been before. He ordered refreshments brought in, and waited patiently while Haye assuaged his hunger and thirst.


  “Sorry we had to be sort of rough, Haye,” he said, then, with a winning smile. “Treason sometimes reaches into high places, and your friendship for Panco naturally put you under suspicion.”


  Haye stared at the governor coldly, and Dills continued, “In our own ranks too. Only today one of our guards—a fellow named Gray, was captured with a group of Venusian revolutionaries in the outlaw belt. What was he doing there? I don’t know. Perhaps you noticed him? Did he communicate with Panco? Not impossible, is it? Perhaps Panco tried to give him some message to his revolutionary fellows. Perhaps it was he who transmitted certain orders—but we will come to that in a moment.


  “This much is certain: Gray was captured with certain Venusian outlaws, and, of course, was immediately executed. We did not find out what he wanted there—there are so many ramifications, you see.”


  Dills watched Haye narrowly to see what effect this lie would have on him. He noted the officer’s jaw muscles tighten, with satisfaction, and continued: “There is a girl, I believe, whom you brought with you—a girl who means a great deal? Forgive me, my dear fellow, if I bring this up, but—”


  Haye forced himself to speak calmly: “What about the girl?”


  “I’d rather have you see yourself,” Dills evaded. “Will you give me your word that you will not attack me, nor attempt to escape?”


  “Not just now.”


  “The word of an officer and a gentleman is enough. Follow me.”


  Dills led the way out into the court, where a gyrocar was waiting for them. They climbed in, and an attendant carefully closed the ray-proof migraime hood over them. Lightly they drifted up and started their swift progress over the city.


  In a few minutes they came in sight of the hospital, and Haye, with hope and dread, looked forward to seeing Virla again. How much worse would she be?


  The car came to the ground, settled on its springs. A cordon of Controller guards was thrown around the building, which was set in a beautiful park. These saluted respectfully as Dills climbed out of the car, following Haye.


  The officer bounded up the broad, low flight of steps and raced through the wide, cool corridors. A pang of fear shot through him as he came to the well-remembered room. The door was open!


  He leaped inside. The heat panels were off, and a common tubelight supplied the only illumination. The bed was disordered, but its occupant was gone.


  “Dills! Dills!” Haye shouted down the echoing corridor. “She’s gone!”


  Dills approached, wagging his head sympathetically.


  “I’m sorry my boy. I wanted you to know—to see for yourself. You might not have believed me. Notice there isn’t a single member of the staff here. They evacuated, took the girl prisoner. A typical example of Venusian treachery. We discovered that their pretended euro was only a fraud, supported by some scientific traitors on Earth. In order to prevent the evidence from falling id our hands, they took everything—the patients—this young lady. I fear you will never see her again.”


  He looked up shrewdly under lowered lids, and caught the expression on Haye’s face. The officer was coming toward him, and his strong hands were opening and closing unpleasantly. Haye had not believed the story.


  With a frightened squawk the governor leaped sideways through an open door and slammed it shut. Immediately Haye felt the pricking sensation that was due to a light application of paralyzing rays. The solid metal door was destroying their effectiveness.


  There were no windows in any of these rooms, and Dills was a prisoner. Swiftly Haye formed a plan, perfecting its details as he carried heavy electrical apparatus, and everything else he could find, and piling it up before the door. He would have a few more minutes before the guards would become suspicious. Dills had begun to shout, but his voice was muffled and faint.


  Haye regretted that he had not taken Dills’ weapons away from him. But he had believed Dills, like himself, weaponless. There was nothing to do but to rely on speed and stealth.


  l Haye did not even look at the main entrance, but he stealthily made his way up one of the smaller corridors, hoping to get into the large garden at the rear of the hospital. At an intersection he saw an alert guard, but the man had his back to him, and he managed to slip by.


  His way led him down a narrow flight of steps, and he stopped in a little vestibule to look out.


  In a moment a guard walked past. The fellow had no weapon in his hands, most obviously not expecting trouble. Haye squeezed himself into the narrow space back of the open door and waited. The next time he noted the slight darkening caused by the passing of the guard he called softly:


  “ ’Troller! Step in for a moment. Merclite!”


  There was a pause, the sound of a hesitant step. The guard had entered, peering suspiciously into the comparative darkness of the corridor for the illicit dealer in intoxicating chewing gum. Perhaps he was weak in the face of temptation, or perhaps he was overzealous. At any rate his action cost him a terrific clip on the jaw. Haye let the man lie on the floor, and in a moment had divested him of his uniform and weapons. He dragged his victim further into the building, laying him in a bed in one of the hospital rooms. His own clothes he concealed in another room, for he did not want to leave too clear a trail for the inevitable pursuit.


  Arrayed as a Controller, he stepped boldly out into the garden. One or two men saw him, but paid no further attention, and in a few minutes he was in the street and running fast.


  He had covered about a half mile when he saw a swarm of gyrocars shoot into the air behind him. They started swiftly circling, and he knew that Dills and the guard had been found.


  In ever widening circles the cars pursued their hunt, and Haye knew he must soon be discovered. He increased his pace, careless of cover, for his objective was only a hundred yards, the tall, circular tower of the Gernser Broadcasting Unit. It towered five hundred feet into the air, the highest building in the city, and at its top was the huge, glittering ball that was the antenna of the newscasting plant. Around the tower itself wound the antenna from which emanated the power wave upon which all aircraft except rocket ships must depend. It was like an enormous brazen serpent.


  A gyrocar swooped suddenly. Haye saw it in time to dodge into a food shop. He ran out the back, under a covered alleyway, across a short open space, and was inside the tower.


  A magnetic lift was standing open. Haye dashed into it and slammed the control lever over to full speed up. The floors flashed by rapidly, and in a moment the lift stopped of itself. That stop, Haye knew, was the highest in the tower. He leaped out, looked swiftly around. He was in a little anteroom. A metal railing shut off the rest of the room from a desk, behind which, sat a pale Venusian girl, who stared at the visitor with frightened eyes.


  Haye had no time for amenities. He jerked out a section of the railing and forced it between the lift grillwork, gouging at the heavily insulated solenoids that wound around the car. He was rewarded by a brilliant flash, and the pilot light went out. For the time, at least, there could be no pursuit.


  The girl shrieked, and a door opened. An Earthman, clad in a brilliant orange business robe, exclaimed angrily, “What in Pluto I Stand where you are! I’ll have you broke for this!”


  Haye whirled, and his heat pencil covered the official.


  “Come out of there!” he snarled. “You too!” as a couple more of the radio technicians appeared at the door.


  They obeyed, swearing vengeance. Haye slammed the door and clicked the electric lock. He was alone with a room full of powerful radio apparatus; apparatus capable of girdling Venus, and a special wavelength that would reach Earth and would be automatically rebroadcast without delay. Complicated as this plant was, the controls were so simple that even a man less expert than Haye could have operated it.


  In a moment he had all carrier waves going out. Faintly, through the heavy door, he heard a pounding in the anteroom. They were smashing a way through the stalled lift car, no doubt.


  Forgetting everything else, Haye stepped before the microphone and the serried ranks of watchful stereolenses, and told his story. Told of the attempts to wreck the ship; told of the kidnaping of himself and of Panco; told of the disappearance of Virla and the entire hospital staff.


  “My friends,” he concluded, “the people of Earth and of Venus have been made the victims of a monstrous conspiracy for the benefit of a band of interplanetary financial bandits. They have broken men’s lives and women’s hearts. They have set races apart and sent them at one anothers’ throats.


  “I may not live for five minutes longer, so I say now to you people of Venus and of Earth, Governor Dills and his henchmen are traitors, servants of greater traitors. And I appeal to you people of Earth, do not abandon the Liberation; and to you people of Venus, do not think evil of the Earth because of the treachery that has been shown you.


  “They have gained the anteroom. The door between us is glowing red. In a moment they will be in here, and I will be dead. My last appeal is to the Interplanetary Flying Police, in Venusian posts, and anywhere in space. Go at once to the Government Group and search the cells beneath the buildings. There you will find Panco, the man who can end the plague. Search well, for there you also will find Virla, the Earth girl, who was abducted by Dills to throw suspicion upon the Venusians. And no one knows what other hapless prisoners—”


  l The door glowed white, and was throwing off feathery sparks. Haye busied himself for the next few seconds in assembling odds and ends of metal, which he employed skillfully in a plan to create as much havoc as possible. This done, he opened a number of switches, closed others. In a second a dozen fires sprang up around the room,’ and roaring arcs threw off acrid smoke. The room was enveloped in a greenish fog, and through this, like a demon, loomed the figure of the officer, still creating further destruction.


  The door buckled, crashed open. A dozen menacing figures, about to dash in, recoiled before the inferno that confronted them. The room was all metal and lithocrete. It could not burn, but it seemed death to enter it.


  No one saw Haye climbing swiftly up the now dead cable that led to the antenna ball high overhead. There was space enough on all sides for him to get out, and in a few minutes his blackened figure might have been seen, by a very good observer, as he scuttled into one of the openings at the underside of the ball. But no one saw him. The attention of the city was directed toward the south.


  From there, like an avenging god, came roaring the thunderbolt of an I.F.P. rocket ship. Not in a generation had one been seen over Gernser. It wheeled, bouncing along, so it seemed, on a steady succession of thunderous blasts. In the same movement its great atmospheric wings unfolded, and the ship’s speed slowed down until it was barely maintaining its altitude. It circled the broadcasting tower, and a man walked out to the wing tip, scanning the tower anxiously.


  Haye climbed out, pointed toward the Government buildings and made imperative motions.


  “Get them first!” he bellowed. “I’m safe enough up here!”


  The man on the wing grinned. He lay down, hooked his arms and legs securely in loops provided for that purpose, and in a moment the big ship leaped the comparatively short distance to the sinister group of buildings on a hill.


  Gernser seemed swarming with the I.F.P. The natives, shy and fearful at first, had quickly become friendly with these tolerant Earthmen who were so unlike the aloof, suspicious and unjust Controllers they had known so long. From a hundred posts on Venus and elsewhere they had come; from lonely orbital controls, to scotch the greatest interplanetary conspiracy the solar system had ever known.


  As Haye, in spruce new uniform, came out of the hospital, Panco at his side, a private on guard there saluted smartly.


  “Hope the young lady is better, sir!”


  “She’s recovering fast, Halsey, Rest and food is all she needs, and regular injections of the anti-toxin.”


  “Glad to hear that, sir!” declared the man, brightening. “I’ve got a girl, back there—”


  Panco patted Halsey on the back. The Venusian’s expressive eyes were large and happy.


  “The girl will be all right. Large supplies of the antitoxin are already on the way to Earth. And the formula has been radioed to the scientists on your planet. Within six weeks they will be making their own.


  Together they walked through the park that surrounded the hospital. Seeking solitude, they drifted along the winding paths. Presently, in a secluded corner, they saw a man in the spruce uniform of the I.F.P. Haye looked at the man sharply. He knew of no man off duty just then. This one was telling a tall tale of adventure to a group of young and pretty Venusian girls. The fact that he was more than twice their ages did not seem to diminish the enthralling interest of what he said.


  The man jumped to his feet and saluted. Haye recognized the man who had landed him the comet button, that day in his cell. Gray also recognizing Haye, grinned happily.


  Haye shook Gray’s hand cordially.


  “I heard the commander of the Cliff post enlisted you. I want to tell you, Gray, that there won’t be any difficulty about the service record.”


  “Thank you sir!” Gray said gratefully.


  “I’d like to have you tell me, though,” the captain continued, “just what happened.”


  “Nothing much to it, sir. That day I handed you the button I just got homesick for the Service, I guess. I was sore, a good many years. But after getting a sample of the Controllers, the I.F.P. looked pretty good to me. I thought I saw a good chance to get back in. Had a little trouble, on the way, but finally reached the post. The ship had just started when your broadcast came over. That proved my story, and Lieutenant Nase certainly burned up the ether to get to Gernser. We found everything just about as you said, sir.”


  “And a good job you did, Gray. And now, getting back to discipline, where’s your pass?”


  Gray produced it triumphantly, and Haye was about to dismiss him. But Gray had something else on his mind.


  “Please, Captain. One thing more?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Now that Venus is to be an independent planet, are the natives eligible to the I.F.P.?”


  “That’s my understanding.”


  “Well, Captain, when the time comes, I’d like to have you recommend a friend of mine, a sealback named Habal, a swell kid!”


  THE END


  SPACEWRECKED ON VENUS


  Neil R. Jones


  INTERPLANETARY commerce, if and when it begins, will be fraught with all of the dangers that accompany pioneering expeditions. There will be the terrible climatic conditions on other worlds to be faced, strange beasts and plants; and perhaps desperate and greedy men. That was the case when every new land was opened on earth and it may be expected to be true when we conquer the solar planets.


  Mr. Jones understands these things well. His vivid imagination, his sense of a good story and his knowledge of what may be expected upon other worlds combine to make this a novel and exciting yarn. And, as is always desired, it comes to a smashing finish with a surprising ending.


  His scientific weapons are quite novel, but so realistically does he portray them, that they strike one as being quite possible and likely to be used at some future time.


  I STOOD looking from the space ship into the dense fog banks which rolled about us. We were descending through the dense cloud blanket of Venus. How near we actually were to the ground I did not know. Nothing but an unbroken white haze spread mistily, everywhere I looked.


  With jarring suddenness, a terrific shudder throbbed the length of the C-49, rattling the loose articles on the desk nearby. The dictatyper, with which I had lately been composing a letter, crashed violently to the floor. I reeled unsteadily to the door. It was nearly flung open in my face.


  “Hantel!”


  Captain Cragley steadied himself on the threshold of my room. The captain and I had become intimate friends during the trip from the earth. In his eyes I saw concern.


  “What’s wrong?” I queried.


  “Don’t know yet! Come—get out of there, man! We may have to use the emergency cylinder!”


  I followed Cragley. The crew, numbering seven, were gathered in the observation chamber. Most of the passengers were there too.


  The C-49 carried twelve passengers, all men, to the Deliphon settlement of Venus. In the earlier days of space travel, few women dared the trip across space.


  Several of the crew worked feverishly at the controls above the instrument board.


  “What’s our altitude?” demanded Cragley.


  “Fifteen thousand feet!” was the prompt reply. “Our drop is better than a hundred feet a second!”


  Worried wrinkles creased the kindly old face of Captain Cragley. He debated the issue not one moment.


  “Into the emergency cylinder—everybody!”


  Herding the passengers ahead of them, Cragley’s men entered a compartment shaped like a long tube, ending in a nose point. When we were buckled into a spiral of seats threading the cylinder, Cragley pulled the release lever. Instantly, the cylinder shot free of the doomed C-49. For a moment we dropped at a swifter pace than the abandoned ship. After that, our speed of descent was noticeably decreased.


  Peering at the proximity detector, Cragley announced that we were quite safe from a collision. The C-49 was far below us and dropping fast.


  “No danger now,” he assured the passengers. “We’ll come down like a feather. Then all we have to do is radio Deliphon to send out a ship for us.”


  Cragley was equal to the situation. In this year of 2342, when the days of pioneer space flying were commencing to fade into history, it required capable men to cope with interplanetary flight. If Cragley brought his crew and passengers safely through this adversity and also salvaged the valuable cargo of the C-49, it was another feather in his cap.


  Quentin, second to Cragley in command, labored over the sending apparatus. Quentin looked up at his superior officer with an uneasy expression. The captain was quick to sense trouble.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t like the looks of this,” was Quentin’s reply. “The sender refuses to function properly. I can do nothing with it.”


  Cragley’s face bore a troubled look. He stepped to the side of his subordinate for a hasty inspection of the radio sender.


  “The receiver plate doesn’t light up, either,” said Quentin. “Looks to me as though someone has been tampering with this.”


  In their spiral of seats, the passengers looked silently and gravely upon the cylinder base where Cragley and his staff were gathered over the apparatus. A dull glow of cloudy light coming in through the transparent interstices of the descending cylinder softened and counteracted the glow of the radium lights. An intangible feeling of depression hung in the air.


  “Elevation, five hundred feet!” announced one of the crew from his position at the altitude dial.


  “Make a landing,” ordered Cragley. “We can’t be very far from where the C-49 fell. If there’s enough of the ship left, we may be able to discover the cause of this accident.”


  Down through the lush vegetation, the cylinder felt its way, dropping very slowly. Finally it came to rest on a knoll.


  “How far are we from the ship?” queried the captain.


  “About seventeen hundred feet south of it, I’d say.”


  “We’ll go outside and get organized. We’ve got to get that platinum shipment off the C-49 and get into communication with headquarters at Deliphon somehow. The proximity detector tells us we’re over two hundred miles from there.”


  One of the passengers spoke up with a suggestion. “Can’t we go the rest of the way in this? You can send back for what’s left of the ship. I’ve an important reason for arriving in Deliphon quickly. If—”


  “Not a chance,” cut in Cragley, both amused and annoyed. “The cylinder wouldn’t take us anywhere. All the cylinder is good for is an emergency descent. It has no driving power.”


  PREPARATIONS were made for a trip to the wrecked space ship.


  “Might I go with you and the men, Captain?” I ventured.


  “Sure, Hantel, come along! I’ll have to leave part of the crew here with the passengers and the cylinder, so I’m glad to have a few volunteers.”


  “Count on me, then,” another of the passengers spoke up.


  I recognized him as Chris Brady. He was a man about my own age, possibly younger, perhaps in his late twenties. Brady and I had become friends during the trip, having spent many hours together. This was my second trip to the clouded planet. Brady had made many trips to Venus, spending considerable time among the colonies. I had learned much about the man which had interested me.


  Our party consisted of Cragley, Brady, three of the crew, four other passengers and myself. Well armed, we set out through the yellow jungle in search of the remains of the C-49. Quentin insisted that it was not far away according to the proximity detector which was especially attuned to the bulk and metal composition of the space ship.


  Progress was difficult in spots, and we found it necessary to hack our way through lush growths of vegetation, taking numerous detours around interlaced verdure. We were out of sight of the cylinder almost immediately.


  One of the passengers who had volunteered to accompany us complained at the prospects of becoming lost. Cragley calmed the man’s anxiety with a brief explanation of the directometer he carried. It was an elaborate perfection of the old compass. On a square plate, our position was always designated in relation to the C-49. By telescopic condensation of the field, Cragley was capable of bringing Deliphon on the instrument. It was well over two hundred miles beyond us.


  “If Quentin doesn’t have that televisor fixed by the time we get back, we are in a jam.”


  “There’s the ship!”


  We looked where the pointing arm of Brady designated. The wrecked space ship lay imbedded in the murky waters of a swamp, fully one-third of its bulk out of sight. Above, the torn and tangled mass of vegetation bore witness to the rapid descent of the craft. Mighty branches were torn away from giant trees. The ship itself was enwrapped by interlaced creepers which it had ripped loose from the upper foliage.


  We waded through warm, stagnant water which teemed with marine life. We were halfway to the side of the C-49 when a cry from behind startled me into action. I turned and stared into the gaping jaws of a terrifying serpent wriggling through the shallow water on many legs. Several electric pistols flashed almost simultaneously. The loathesome monster turned belly up, floating dead upon the surface of the swamp water.


  From then on, we advanced more cautiously. Coming alongside the crushed hull of the interplanetary liner, we made an inspection of its position. The space ship lay nearly right side up, the decks slanting a bit sharply to one side. Upon the outer deck of the C-49, Cragley scratched his head and looked the situation over.


  “Not so bad as I’d feared,” was his comment. “Wouldn’t be much else but junk here if it hadn’t been for the jungle breaking the fall.” Cragley pointed upward to the strong barrier of interlaced foliage. “I hope to discover just why it was we fell.”


  “Wasn’t there an explosion?” I inquired. “There was a great shock just before you opened the door to my stateroom. For a moment I thought we’d struck the planet.”


  “Yes—there was an explosion,” Cragley replied, a bit reluctant to voice the admission. “It occurred somewhere in the mechanism operating our radium repellors. That’s why the ship started falling. Its weight was left partly free against the gravity of Venus. We had to leave so quickly there was no time for inspection.”


  One by one, we descended into the wrecked C-49. In that part of the ship which lay lowest below water level, tiny streams of dirty water trickled between wrenched plates, forming pools of water which rose slowly about us. Cragley and his men inspected the radium repellors. They whispered strangely among themselves. A steely glint shone resolutely in Captain Cragley’s eyes.


  “There’s deviltry been done here,” he stated fiercely. “The C-49 was deliberately wrecked by someone on board!”


  Heavy silence followed his words. One of the crew returned from the vault room. He announced to the captain that the C-49’s shipment of platinum was intact as they had left it. Captain Cragley turned the matter over in his mind. He was an astute man. Having smelled out a conspiracy, he was planning the best way he knew to thwart it. The platinum itself presented an obvious motive. Finally he spoke.


  “You passengers are to go up into the observation room and wait for us. Under no condition are you to leave the room and wander about the ship.”


  Captain Cragley’s orders were obeyed to the letter.


  IN THE observation chamber, Brady asked my opinion of the discovery Captain Cragley had made. “What’s up, anyways?”


  I shook my head. Brady was plainly nervous. Others of the passengers who had accompanied us shared his apprehension. Fully a half hour had passed and still Cragley and his men put in no appearance. Outside, myriads of life flew, crawled and swam about the damaged craft.


  Presently, Cragley and his three men emerged from the lower levels of the C-49. They presented an uncouth spectacle bedraggled as they were with grime and dirty water. In their arms they carried many small boxes. Though small, each box was extremely heavy, being loaded with a fortune in platinum bars.


  “We’ll return to the cylinder,” said Cragley. “There’s important work to be done.”


  Once more we trudged back through the swamp and jungle, following the trail we had made. Several times, huge shadowy forms flapped on the wing overhead, but there was no attack. Back at the cylinder, Captain Cragley ordered every man out into the open. He drew their attention.


  “There’s serious business here,” he said slowly, his eyes darting from face to face. “I want the man, or men who wrecked the C-49!”


  The captain snapped out the final words. Surprise, terror and alarm registered among the passengers, but Cragley evidently saw no admissions of guilt.


  “The man who is responsible for our present condition owns this!” exclaimed Cragley suddenly. From behind him where he had been concealing it, he drew forth a square box studded with knobs and dials. “I know which one of you owns this. It was found hidden in his room by one of my men.”


  Again Cragley watched for a betraying face. At the time, I doubted Cragley’s statement that he knew who owned the box. If he knew, I asked myself, why was it he did not come right out and make an accusation with whatever evidence he held? But that was not Cragley’s way.


  “We’ve also uncovered his two accomplices,” continued the captain in cool, level tones. “There is proof which points definitely to them.”


  He paused. No one spoke. The silence of death had descended upon the entire group. For a moment my scalp prickled from the high tension of nerves which hung over this episode. Cragley’s burning eyes made every man of us a criminal.


  “The penalty for this offense is—death!” Cragley hurled out the final word with dramatic suddenness.


  There was a stealthy movement among those who stood near the cylinder.


  “Drop it!” snapped Quentin. “Or I’ll bore you!”


  One of the passengers, Davy by name, dropped an electric pistol and raised his hands.


  “Raynor!” thundered Cragley, pointing a denunciatory finger at another of the space ship’s passengers. “Let’s have an end to this shamming! Step out there with Davy! Give up your weapons!”


  With the attitude of a fatalist, Raynor stepped forward, allowing Quentin to disarm him.


  “And now for the owner of this little box,” said Cragley, a cryptic promise in his tones. “This radio-electrifier excited an electric explosion of static in the radium repellors. The reason, I suppose, was prompted by designs on the shipment of platinum. Will the owner of this ingenious little invention step up—or do I have to call his name?”


  No one moved.


  “Just as I thought, Brady, you have the nerve to bluff this thing out to the finish!”


  The face of Chris Brady grew pale. He appeared stunned. Those nearest him stepped back in surprise. Davy and Raynor were the only ones who did not seem taken aback by the revelation.


  “But I’ve never seen that thing before,” Brady protested. “Why, I—”


  “Not a chance of wiggling your way out of this, Brady! We’ve got the goods on you sure enough! Will you kindly explain how you intended making a getaway with the platinum?”


  “I’m innocent!” exclaimed Brady heatedly. “I don’t know these men!”


  “This contrivance was found hidden in your room, Brady! Communications between you and these men were also found!”


  Chris Brady fell silent. The evidence was overwhelming. Cragley turned to the other culprits.


  “Have either of you protests to make?”


  “We know when we’re caught,” growled Raynor, shooting a swift glance at Brady. “You’ve got the goods on us. We’re not squawking.”


  “You were taking orders from this man?” the captain inquired, pointing at Brady.


  Both Davy and Raynor replied in the affirmative, adding further proof against Brady.


  “Known him very long?”


  “Don’t know him at all,” replied Raynor, “only that he’s the boss.”


  “We’ve been taking orders from him since we left the earth,” supplemented Davy. “He had us kill the radio equipment a little while before he set off the explosion.”


  “And how did you expect to get away with the platinum?”


  “He’s the only one of us who knows,” replied Davy, nodding his head at Brady.


  “Brady, I suppose there’ll be another ship along pretty soon—some of your friends from Deliphon. Now I see it all. Well, they won’t find us, that’s all. We won’t be here.”


  “I’ve no idea that . . .”


  “Pretty thorough, weren’t you?” snapped Cragley. “But you slipped up a few notches! Thought there wouldn’t be much left of the ship! Too careless, Brady! You three men are sentenced to death!”


  “A trial!” screamed Brady. “We’re entitled to a trial!”


  “Not under the new interplanetary laws! This is far worse than mutiny, and you’re on Venus now! You’ve had your trial!”


  Chapter II


  GRIM retribution overhung the condemned men. It promised swift justice. Captain Cragley was the law. He dealt out the penalty according to the code governing interplanetary navigation.


  “We must get away from this vicinity in a hurry!” he informed Quentin. “You can bet your last coin there’ll be a ship around pretty soon to pick up the platinum and these three men! If there’s a battle, we haven’t a chance in our present condition!”


  “Where’ll we go?” asked Quentin. “Somewhere and hide?”


  “We’ll head for Deliphon. It’s a long, hard tramp, but it’s our only chance. Get things ready to leave. Pack everything we’ll want to take with us. Just before we start, we’ll have this execution over with.”


  Quentin immediately apprised the crew and passengers of the C-49 of Captain Cragley’s intentions. He stated the fact that brigands were expected shortly, telling of what they would do to luckless passengers who fell into their hands. A second expedition was sent to the C-49 for food stores and various articles it was deemed necessary to carry along on the march.


  With the usual brief ceremony required in such proceedings, Brady, Davy and Raynor were lined up before a shallow grave which had hastily been dug for them. Five of the crew stood at attention, electric guns half raised. Cragley, in a crisp, steady voice, gave the orders. The three men, white of face, stared fascinated at their executioners—into the face of death.


  “Ready!”


  The men of the C-49 tensed themselves. Brady no longer expostulated on his pleas of innocence. He faced his fate like a man.


  “Aim!”


  The pistols were raised. Five left eyes closed. Sights were drawn. The interval preceding the fatal word seemed endless. At the last moment, it was apparent that Brady was unequal to the strain. He closed his eyes. His body swayed.


  “Fire!”


  Five blue streaks shot noiselessly from the weapons. The three men stiffened and fell—into the cavity dug for them. Their lives had been forfeited for their crimes. Dirt was shoveled upon them. No longer would fliers of the space lanes fear them. But there were other outlaws.


  Captain Cragley, his crew of six, and nine passengers, set out in the direction of Deliphon. The trip promised to be perilous and fraught with danger, as well as grueling and full of hardships. Though I had been to Venus once before, I knew little of the yellow jungles. My time on the clouded world had been spent in the colonies.


  Our first day of tramping took us through lush jungles and dismal swamps. The ground was fairly level. Occasionally we came to rough, rocky outcrops which protruded above ground. These we invariably circled. Several times we found it necessary to ford rivers and skirt lakes. Our progress was very slow. Quentin prophesied we would be on the march for fully twenty rotations of Venus unless we struck the comparatively clear country which Cragley was sure existed between us and Deliphon.


  Fearsome beasts menaced us at all times. We were ever on our guard, and they usually fell electrocuted before completing their charges among us. Even so, we experienced many narrow escapes. Many of these monsters were larger than the prehistoric dinosaurs which once roamed the earth. They were difficult to kill, and it required the maximum voltage of our electric guns to bring them down.


  Clothes torn, bodies bruised and scratched, we presented a sorry spectacle. Most of us felt the way we looked, but Cragley’s unquenched determination spurred us on toward Deliphon. He was anxious to put a good distance between us and the abandoned cylinder. He feared the brigands, friends of the three who had been executed. Though Brady had not admitted the claim, the captain was certain a shipload of the outlaws were scheduled to show up for the platinum and their comrades.


  At night, a camp was set up. Cragley argued against lighting a campfire, asserting that it would prove a magnet to the wandering brigands he believed were in search of us. Quentin, employing smooth diplomacy, made it clear to his superior officer that a campfire promised to safeguard us from prowling beasts. Quentin cited the fact that it was a common sight for a night cruiser of Venus to look down upon fully a dozen or more campfires of the troglodytes.


  GUARDS were posted during the night. It was well. The fires held the nocturnal creatures at bay. Whenever one of them did muster enough courage to charge, it was revealed in the firelight and shot down. Several times I awoke to see a bellowing monster crash in death at the edge of our camp. Sleeping, we found was a fitful task. The first night proved the worst.


  Next morning, we plodded on again through the thick, yellow jungle. The country became a bit hilly, yet none the less wooded. In the valleys between, we often found swamps. While approaching one of these swamps, we noticed a gray mist hanging over the stagnant pools. It appeared not unlike the steaming vapors we had previously encountered. One of the crew, plunging ahead of us to gauge the depth of the water and steer us clear of treacherous, clinging mud, became enveloped in the mist. Almost immediately his complexion turned black, and he fell strangling in throes of death. Another of the crew ran forward to drag back his comrade, but Captain Cragley warned him back.


  “He’s too far gone! There’s nothing we can do for him!”


  “What is it?”


  “A poisonous swamp gas! There’s enough poison in one breath to kill twenty men!”


  Instinctively, we recoiled from the milky haze.


  “How are we to cross?” asked Quentin.


  “Put on the space helmets!” ordered Cragley. “That stuff can’t hurt you unless you breathe it!”


  To prove his words, Cragley donned his space helmet and advanced into the mist. Looking back through the transparent facing of the helmet, he beckoned to us. Previously, many of the passengers had rebelled against Cragley’s persistence that they carry the added weight of the space helmets. It had seemed utterly useless. Now, as they moved unharmed through the deadly fumes, they thanked his foresight.


  We carried the dead body of the luckless man, who had saved us through his unfortunate discovery, to the top of the next hill where burial was made.


  The second night, it came my turn to share guard duty with one of the crew while the others slept. The fires were plentifully fueled with dry branches and stalks. Fire material was piled in reserve. Grinstead, my companion watcher, went his rounds while I attended the fire, keeping the flames well supplied.


  Protected by an embankment erected near a rocky ledge, the balance of our party slept. My eyes fell upon the little mound of boxes which contained the precious metal. Cragley and Quentin lay on each side of the platinum shipment. Not since we had commenced the march had they let it out of their sight or reach.


  “Hantel!” It was Grinstead’s voice. “Come here a moment!”


  Hastily I ran to his side. He was stooped over a mark on the ground far to one side of our camp just within circle of the firelight. Mutely he pointed to a footprint—the footprint of a six-toed man.


  “Troglodytes!” I exclaimed.


  Grinstead nodded. “Fresh, too! Think we’d better awaken Cragley?” he asked. “These cave men don’t seem bad when they’re peaceful, but if they get going—they’re devils!”


  I stared back into the alarmed eyes of Grinstead and pondered the matter. I was about to voice an opinion, leaving it up to Grinstead to do as he pleased, when a startled cry rang out from the direction of the sleepers.


  Instantly, everything was confusion and uproar. Sleek, naked bodies prowling about our equipment flashed out of sight into the jungle. The whole camp came awake, exclamations and profanity mingling with the weird cries of the troglodytes. Recovering from my surprise, I fired a shot at one of the rapidly disappearing cave men, but the flickering firelight distorted my aim.


  Then occurred the most amazing feature of the whole affair. A man, fully dressed, ran out of sight with the troglodytes, melting into the shadows of the surrounding jungle. Cragley ran up beside me and saw him too. He was out of sight before either of us had a chance to fire. At first, I had thought the man to be one of our party, but his flight with the cave men disproved the assumption.


  “Wonder what the idea is?” spluttered Cragley.


  “Our equipment,” said Quentin, pointing to the food stores and other articles the cave men had hastily disarranged. “They came to steal!”


  “But the man!” I insisted.


  “A renegade!”


  Cragley shook his head. “It’s queer,” he said. “I don’t know what to make of it.”


  AN EXAMINATION of our equipment proved we had suffered few losses. Several boxes of synthetic food were gone, and one of the crew had lost his electric pistol. Aside from these thefts, nothing else appeared to be missing. Cragley tripled the guards, and the rest went back to sleep once more. Nothing else occurred during that night. I was unable to get the fleeing renegade out of my mind. There was something familiar about the figure as I had seen it revealed in the glare of the firelight just before the savages disappeared in the jungle.


  The thefts of the food and pistol were logical enough in view of the fact that the troglodytes had stolen them, but, guided by the man, why had they neglected stealing the platinum? Evidently, they were unaware of its presence.


  Murky morning suffused the perpetually clouded sky, and once more we pushed on toward our goal, distant Deliphon—so near and yet so far. Much to the relief of everyone, we came out of the jungle into a comparatively open country. High grasses grew about us, but the going was much easier than we had experienced while in the jungle. The land before us was a bit rolling and hilly. Leafy copses dotted the landscape as far as the eye might reach. In the open, the danger from lurking beasts was at a minimum. Our hopes rose higher.


  It was around noon when the space ship from the south cruised into view above us. Cragley viewed it in consternation.


  “The brigands! Now we’re up against it!”


  For a moment, pandemonium reigned among the frightened passengers. All had plans, each one trying to put his own into force at once. Out of the chaos, Captain Cragley gathered order.


  “Head for the bushes!” he cried. “We’re all armed! If they come too close, let them have it!”


  The assurance in Cragley’s voice I knew was faked. Like him, I realized the desperate odds which confronted us. The ship was high above. We had plenty of time to scurry for cover before it dropped lower. Cragley and Quentin arranged us to the best advantage, and we waited for the initiative of the outlaws of Venus.


  The ship descended several hundred feet away. Our retreat into the bushes had been carefully watched. Several men left the craft and came slowly, uncertainly, toward our position.


  “Stop where you are!” snapped Cragley from his place of concealment.


  “Come across wi’ the metal!” shouted one of them in a high pitched voice. “An’ get outa there—or get riddled!”


  Cragley’s reply was a blue spurt from the muzzle of his pistol. The distance was much too far for accurate firing, but the charge went dangerously close. The outlaws immediately turned tail and ran for their craft. We waited for their next act, knowing that the battle had only commenced.


  The space ship shot skyward, circling our wide clump of bushes. The survivors of the C-49 tensed themselves for a destructive bombardment from above. It did not come. Captain Cragley was plainly surprised. He was aware that the outlaw ship carried instant death if they chose to use it.


  The craft hovered some two hundred feet above us. Cruising slowly in a circle, it suddenly dropped four objects well outside our improvised stronghold. The projectiles were shaped like torpedoes. The explosions which were expected never came. The projectiles stood straight up from the ground, their front ends imbedded deeply. It was all a strange procedure. Cragley was nonplussed.


  “They probably contain explosives,” ventured Quentin, answering the question he knew stood out in the captain’s mind.


  “I’m not so sure of that,” said Cragley.


  Meanwhile, I had been doing some rapid thinking. Anxiously, I watched the ship above us, keeping myself partially screened from view of any sniper who might be looking down. I turned to the captain, a wild plan outlined in my mind.


  “Let me go out there,” I offered. “I can—”


  “Not on your life!” he exclaimed, placing a restraining hand upon my arm. “It’s death to go out there!”


  “It’s death to remain,” I assured him earnestly.


  “But not definitely certain,” he maintained. “For some reason or other they’re holding off from us. We have an advantage of some kind, but damned if I know what it is.”


  “Look!” cried Quentin.


  He pointed to three of the four projectiles which were visible from where we lay. They were glowing strangely with intense light. A jagged beam of electricity leaped out from the airship. Instantly iridescent shafts of light spread from the nearest projectile to the ones on either side of it. The shafts made a flashing display, crooked, forked and darting.


  “Lightning bolts!” exclaimed Cragley. “We’re surrounded by a fence of them!”


  “Penned in—like rats in a trap!”


  “What will they do now?”


  “Hard to tell. Probably pick us off one by one at their leisure. They seem to be going to a lot of unnecessary trouble for no reason at all.”


  Three sharp blasts of sound issued from the outlaw ship. A pause, and then followed three more. I watched Cragley to see what action, if any, he would take. He seemed undecided. I began to grow uneasy.


  “Not a chance of breaking through that screen of electricity,” said Quentin. “They got us right where they want to keep us.”


  “But why?”


  Quentin shook his head. “If it was just the platinum, they could destroy every one of us, then come in here and take it.”


  Chapter III


  WEIRD figures suddenly burst the walls of flaming death. They were outlaws attired in strange accoutrements. A series of metal rings surrounded them, connected to their bodies with spokes. The electrical discharges darted all over the rings. As they came closer, we discovered that they were not surrounded by separate rings but with a continuous spiral which narrowed together at the top of the head. The other end dragged on the ground.


  “Electric resistors of some kind!” muttered Cragley whose face wore a hopeless expression. “They walked right through those lightning bolts!”


  Quentin aimed his pistol and fired at one of the slowly advancing figures. The spiral glowed faintly. The outlaw continued his approach.


  “There goes our last chance!” I cried. “We might just as well toss up the sponge!”


  Cragley was thinking fast. It was unlike him to give up without a fight. But what was he to do when his weapons had been shorn of their force, leaving him utterly helpless before the superior strength of the brigands.


  Several figures rushed from the bushes. They were panic-stricken passengers. In alarm, despite the warning cry the captain hurled at them, they rushed straight past the advancing figures with their encumbering spirals. Frightened, bewildered, and hemmed in by the play of lightning, they ran directly in the path of the electric fence. The crackling bolts enfolded three of them before the fourth became startled out of his madness, retreating from the flashing death.


  One of the spiral clad figures turned and regarded the frightened man for a moment. Raising his electric pistol, he fired, and the passenger from the ill-fated C-49 joined his companions who had futilely rushed the electric barrier.


  A voice from the space ship of the brigands suddenly gave out an order. The voice came from a speaker and was many times amplified.


  “Crew and passengers of the C-49—come out in the open. Bring the platinum with you. Keep away from the electric fence unless you wish to die. Come out—or we shall come in and hunt you down.”


  The spiralled figures inside the fence had stopped at sound of the voice and were waiting for us to comply with the order from the space ship. More of the brigands in their electric resistors were advancing through the lightning bolts which crackled noisily. The powerful voltage danced and played upon the spirals, disappearing into the ground.


  Cragley paused, undecided. Lines of broken resolve creased his face. Previously, he had remained strong and stubborn in the face of overwhelming adversity when chances were slim. There now remained not even the slimmest of chances, and stubborn courage yielded to reason.


  “I guess the game’s up, Quentin.” He turned to regard his under officer in speculation.


  Quentin waited for his captain’s orders. Again came the voice from the outlaw craft in its strident tones. They were tinged with a touch of impatience.


  “Show yourselves inside of one minute, or else be executed at once! Unless—”


  “Hold out!” cried a new voice from the speaker, breaking in upon the first voice. “You have friends on—”


  Then came sounds of scuffling. To our ears came imprecations and curses.


  “Don’t go out there!” warned the second voice in laboring gasps. “Stay—”


  With a sudden snap, the speaker was cut off. Nothing more was heard. For a moment the lightning bolts comprising the electric fence flashed out—then reappeared. A few seconds later they disappeared once more, returning shortly to flicker in a peculiar manner.


  It was evident that some sort of a struggle was taking place inside the outlaw ship. The electric display crackled and sputtered louder than ever. With a sudden, explosive thunder clap, the four terminal posts blew to pieces.


  The spiralled figures turned in alarm back toward their craft. One of them, hovering close to our haven of retreat, did not follow his comrades. Instead, he drew forth from a long side pocket a black object. At first glance, it seemed shaped like a pistol. But it was much longer and was proportioned differently.


  He waited patiently until several more of the brigands had returned to the ship. Raising the black weapon, he aimed carefully at his fellow outlaws. The man’s strange actions amazed me. He was turning upon his own comrades. Several of the brigands fell backward off the deck of the outlaw craft.


  Cragley, beside me, was speechless in surprise at the rapid succession of events. The outlaw’s strange weapon which emitted no flash had us all wondering. Later, we discovered that it was a radium gun, a new instrument of destruction still in the experimental stage.


  “Who is he?” voiced Cragley.


  “Can’t be the fellow we heard over the speaker,” observed Quentin. “This man came through the electric fence with the first ones.”


  “Somebody over there is pulling for us,” insisted Cragley, “and the man with the black gun must be a friend, too.”


  A flash darted out from the ship, hitting the spiralled figure operating his mystifying weapon. The spiral glowed brilliantly. The man inside the spiral remained unaffected, continuing to manipulate the knob of his weapon. Something went wrong with it, for the outlaw who had so suddenly turned against his friends tinkered with it a moment, then threw it from him in disgust. Meanwhile, the brigands had massed inside the ship.


  WITH a loud crackling, the speaker’s volume was thrown on again. An alarmed voice vibrated in our ears. Above the words came a rattling and banging—also the muffled sound of shouting men.


  “Jasper! Come t’ the control room! I’m locked in! They’re bustin’ down the door! Bring that gun o’ yours! Hurry, lad!”


  Jasper looked upon his broken weapon, hesitated a moment, then picked it up—butt foremost. Seizing it in cudgel fashion, he made for the ship.


  “Come on!” roared Cragley exultantly. “Now’s our chance!”


  We found our numbers reduced to ten, but every one of us leaped forward at Cragley’s order, ready to stake everything on the one desperate, fighting chance which had come so unexpectedly. We had nearly overtaken the man we had heard addressed as Jasper when a crackling flame of lightning leaped out at us. A hissing roar smote our ear drums and we were temporarily dazzled by an intense light. The aim had been too high. The electric charge had gone over our heads. The man in the control room had frustrated the attempt to electrocute us.


  Several of the brigands jumped out of the ship to meet us. They still wore the encumbering spirals. A powerful gas of paralyzing effect was shot into our faces. We became as immobile as statues. Jasper, too, was overcome. Instantly, we were divested of our weapons.


  The man locked in the control room of the ship had been taken. Whoever these two men were who had championed our cause, their desperate efforts had failed, and now we were all in the same boat. The one who had addressed us over the speaker was led out of the ship and shoved into our group beside his fellow traitor, Jasper. The latter’s spiral was promptly torn off.


  As the outlaws passed among us, searching for concealed weapons, I felt a cold object thrust cautiously into my hand. My heart thrilled to the contact of a pistol. I held my hand close to my side that none might see. The effects of the gas wore off quickly.


  The chief of the brigands, his brutal face set in anger, strode up to the pair who had turned against him during the stress of combat. His dark eyes blazed, and he raised his clutching hands menacingly above the two. Jasper and his friend stared back unabashed, a reckless glitter in their eyes, ready for what might happen.


  “I don’t know who you are, but I’ve got suspicions!” snapped the outlaw. “You’ll both die horribly—the kind of death we reserve for such as you!”


  He turned upon Cragley. “Where’s the platinum?” he demanded. “Is it over there?” He pointed to the clump of bushes from which we had lately emerged. “Or have you hidden it?”


  “See for yourself!” snapped Cragley.


  “When we find it, all tongues will be silenced,” he remarked significantly. “If it’s hidden, we’ll find it just the same. We know how to make tongues wag.”


  It was a desperate situation. Cragley knew that the time of reckoning had come. The platinum lay in an open space among the bushes where we had taken our stand on seeing the approach of the outlaw ship. I fondled the gun I held out of sight.


  Leaving a large force of his men to guard us, the leader of the brigands took the balance of his men and headed for the spot where Captain Cragley had left the boxes of platinum.


  “Well, Ben,” observed Jasper, philosophically scratching his head, “we did the best we could.”


  “Which weren’t quite enough, Jasper, m’lad.”


  “Who are you two?” queried Cragley.


  Each one looked at the other questioningly. For a moment neither spoke. Then through a rough, unkempt beard, Ben grinned at his companion.


  “Might as well tell ‘im, Jasper. The game’s up.”


  “We ain’t outlaws, that’s sure, though we might have made believe so,” said Jasper. “He’s Ben Cartley, the best pal a man ever had. I’m Jasper Jezzan. We’re from the Hayko Unit.”


  My mouth fell open in surprise. I nearly dropped the gun I had kept concealed in a fold of my clothing. Everyone, at some time or another, had heard of the famous Hayko Unit. The order, established since the perfection of space flying, was comprised of men pledged to keep the space lanes and colonies safe from the lawless element.


  “We’ll be in the death unit when Ledageree and his men come back,” cracked Ben, chuckling at his own grim joke. “Did you plant the platinum, or is it back there?”


  “Back there,” echoed Cragley dejectedly. “We haven’t a chance. I thought maybe we could make Deliphon with the stuff before these outlaws got wise.”


  “We followed the trail easily from the air,” remarked Cartley. “First, we found the space ship and the cylinder. After that, we just watched for the green campfire markers is all.”


  “Campfire markers?” questioned Cragley in excitement. “What do—”


  “There comes Ledageree!” interrupted Jasper.


  The brigand chieftain and his men were emerging from the bushes with the little boxes stacked in their arms.


  “We’re sunk now!” exclaimed Quentin.


  Impulsively, the captain took a step in the direction of the space ship. One of the outlaws guarding us stepped forward before the captain, bringing up his pistol. An evil light shone in his eyes, the fanatical gleam of the confirmed killer. It was the man’s intention to kill Cragley where he stood.


  BUT the act was never consummated. A blank look overspread the outlaw’s face. His face held that strange expression which is so characteristic of the electrocuted man. He tottered and fell face downward. Uttering a cry of agony, another of the brigands fell, seizing frantically at a shaft which protruded from his body, a shaft of crude hammered metal.


  While we all stared in surprise at the fallen men, Jasper Jezzan, quick to take stock of the situation, looked out over the high grass.


  “Troglodytes!” he cried. “That’s one o’ their metal darts, Ben!”


  Substantiating Jasper’s discovery, there came a chorus of yells from all sides. Heads came into sight above the tall grass. Darts flew thick and fast, yet every one found its mark. The cave men of Venus brandished their weapons preparatory to rushing in upon us in overwhelming numbers.


  The outlaws blazed away at the savages, but the latter proved to be difficult targets at which to aim. They were always on the move, running, hiding, reappearing to launch their deadly darts from another direction. Ledageree dropped his armful of the precious metal and screamed an order.


  “Into the ship!”


  It was then that I noticed the curious fact that none of the passengers or crew of the C-49 had been hit. The remaining outlaws attempted to herd us into the ship. Their numbers rapidly diminished under the hail of darts cast at them so accurately by the troglodytes. Many of the cave men toppled over in death as the outlaws made a hit, but more came to take the places of those fallen.


  “There’s the white man—the renegade!” shouted Quentin.


  Indeed, it was so. The troglodytes were led by the man who had broken into our camp on the previous night. Seizing a pistol from one of the fallen brigands, Ben hastily pointed it at the yelling cave dwellers who were running full force in our direction, the renegade at their head.


  “No. Ben, no!” cried Jasper. “They’re friends!”


  “It’s Brady!” shouted one of the passengers of the C-49. “Chris Brady!”


  “Impossible!” exclaimed Cragley. “He’s dead!”


  “You’re wrong, Cragley!” said I, also recognizing the renegade. “That is Brady!”


  I heard a noise behind me. I turned and looked. Ledageree and two of his surviving brigands were clambering aboard the space ship. The horde of troglodytes were nearly upon us. In trepidation, I moved backward. Ledageree had gained the deck and was running in the direction of the air lock when Brady saw him, raising his pistol to fire.


  From its concealment, I brought my gun into action. With hasty aim, I pulled the trigger, cursing myself for a wide miss. I was a bundle of nerves at the moment. Again I tried, this time drawing a fine bead. Chris Brady was clearly outlined beyond the sights of my pistol.


  A split second before I squeezed the trigger, Jasper Jezzan seized my arm. The flash of power shot harmlessly into the sky. Fiercely, I battled with the Hayko man, raising my pistol to brain him. But Cartley was upon me, and I went down under their combined weight. Something hit my head. Blackness engulfed me.


  When I regained consciousness, I was aware of the babble of voices. My head throbbed and swam dizzily. A ring of troglodytes encircled me. I heard Chris Brady talking. Had he come back to life in some miraculous manner? I had seen him shot and buried. His words penetrated my dazed senses.


  “When I saw that everything was stacked against me with no chances of proving my innocence, I tried an old trick, Cragley. I was afraid you’d get wise to me, but you didn’t. I fell a split second before your men fired. I watched your lips for my signal. None of the shots touched me. I played dead and was buried in the shallow grave. When you went, I dug myself out. I came pretty near smothering.”


  “We buried you alive!”


  “You did, and I’m thankful I was alive—and still am.”


  “But the troglodytes?”


  “My friends,” replied Brady. “I’ve been among them a great deal during my life upon Venus. I know their language and customs. They look up to me and obey my orders. We’ve been following you. The other night, we broke into your camp and stole food and this pistol.”


  “Then you’re not the outlaw we supposed you to be?” Cragley was amazed beyond words. Apologies flooded to his lips and remained unspoken. What apology could there be to this Innocent man he had all but sent to his death?


  “No—I’m not, but I knew there was no way of proving it to you,” replied Brady, “at least not until Deliphon was reached. With my friends, here, I followed your trail. We heard the sounds of fighting far ahead. When we found you attacked by outlaws, I knew it was my chance to save you and prove myself.”


  “You have proved yourself!” exclaimed Cragley warmly. “But what about Raynor and Davy?”


  “They thought Brady was their leader they’d been told t’ watch for!” interrupted Jezzan spiritedly. “Plain as day, ain’t it, Ben?” He turned to his comrade for a confirmative nod. “There’s your man!”


  Jasper Jezzan pointed at me where I sat on the ground, collecting my wits. I knew that I had been caught red handed. Denials were useless.


  “Ern Hantel!” exclaimed Cragley in surprise. “He’s the last man I’d suspect!”


  “Just the same, he’s the man you thought Brady was,” persisted my prosecutor relentlessly. “He put green flares in your campfire ashes, so’s we could follow you.”


  “How did you men come to be with the outlaws?” asked Brady, a bit confused by the surprising revelations he had heard.


  “The authorities at Deliphon have suspected this gang for quite a spell,” replied Cartley. “Jasper and I joined ’em t’ find out. We’re much obliged t’ you and your cave men, Brady. You got us out of a tight pinch.”


  Cragley confronted me. “What have you to say for yourself, Hantel?” he asked grimly.


  “They’ve got my number right,” I grumbled, rubbing an aching head. “No use bucking a Hayko man in a place like this.” I nodded in the direction of Jezzan and Cartley. “Ledageree was warned against strangers.”


  “Then you admit Brady is innocent?” queried the captain, seeking the confession which would irrevocably clear the accused man.


  “Yes. He’s innocent. Davy and Raynor never knew me. I sent my instructions to them through Brady, leaving messages where they believed he’d left them. When we left the earth, I recognized Davy and Raynor right off. For secrecy’s sake, they weren’t supposed to talk with the man they took orders from. I took advantage of this fact by placing my article of identification in the possession of Brady.”


  “The brown collars you loaned me!” exclaimed Brady, realizing the mode of his undoing.


  “After I’d first stolen your collars and destroyed them,” I added. “I was afraid of something going wrong before Ledageree and his men picked us up. I blew out the radium repellors of the C-49 and planted the evidence in Brady’s room. I knew if anything happened Raynor and Davy would identify him as the man from whom they took instructions. That left me a loophole.”


  “The case against you is completed, Hantel!” Cragley’s face was stern and set. “You’re the one who’s going to be shot this time, and there won’t be any chance of falling before my men fire, either!”


  “Just a minute,” interposed Jezzan, thrusting back the angry captain. “We’ve got a say here. Headquarters wants this man. He’s got more information than he’s given. There’s some other affairs he can talk about. He’s going back with us.”


  Cragley didn’t argue the matter. It was beyond his authority. Besides, if I received my just dues, he cared little where I was executed.


  They placed me under strong guard on the outlaw ship, and we flew back to Deliphon. Knowing me for the clever, resourceful criminal which I pride myself on being, Jezzan and Cartley personally conducted me to the earth. There, I was given a brief examination.


  At present, I find myself in the interplanetary penal colony of Phobos where I am being held for reasons peculiar to the Hayko Unit. I expect death most any day. In the meantime, I spend much of my numbered hours gazing out of my prison into the realms of space. The rotating sphere of Mars stands prominent against starlit skies. Occasionally, I see Phobos’ companion moon, Deimos. Beyond the transparent facing of my prison cell stretches an airless void. There is but one escape. I await it, absorbed in fatalistic reflection.


  THE END
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  WHEN THE UNIVERSE SHRANK


  J. Lewis Burtt


  Serial in Two Parts—Part One


  The author is a favorite with our readers, as well as with the Editors, and here he has contrived to introduce an atmosphere of suspense and excitement into a story of interplanetary adventure. The first part appears in this issue and we are sure that it will leave our readers in a state of expectation, so that they will await with great interest the concluding portion which will appear in the November issue.


  THE change began to be observable about the year 2930 (old reckoning). About that time it became patent to all that there was a rapid increase in size occurring in all forms of animal life. All living bodies seemed to be equally affected, even those which had already reached their normal maturity.


  This phenomenon was inexplicable, especially as only living beings were affected, and the research bodies of the world were utterly at a loss either to account for or to check the development.


  By 2945 the matter had become serious. The population of the earth had already increased almost to saturation point, and now the problem of world starvation faced us, for although our numbers had not increased, yet, in a period of fifteen years, the stature of man had nearly doubled and, consequently, his bulk had increased nearly eight fold. Where were we to get the extra food? Our reserves, which had been stored for generations, were fast being depleted and we could not look to the other planets for help, since they too were experiencing a similar growth.


  Clearly the phenomenon had a cosmic cause.


  From 2935 to 2945 the Interplanetary Council followed the usual procedure of talking, suggesting, arguing (or perhaps “squabbling” would be a better word) and giving out reams of useless and contradictory advice.


  At last, however, in 2945 the representative of the little satellite, Io, a man of powerful intellect, rose up in the midst of the Council and demanded that his plans be tried out.


  “HONORABLE Councilors,” he said in that memorable speech of his, “we have talked for a decade while the Solar System creeps steadily nearer to starvation, yet not one of us has even suggested an intelligent plan of salvation.


  “The worlds are tired of our talk and demand action. I therefore demand—yes, ladies and gentlemen, I demand—


  that this Council call on the peoples of the worlds, that they make public the truth and let all, who have possible solutions to offer, be asked to submit their plans to their national councils who in turn will submit the best plans to us.”


  “Yes, young man,” countered an old Venerian, “but do you want to start a panic that will wreck civilization?”


  “There will be no panic,” the young man replied calmly, “we shall only be telling them what they already know. And even if there is,” he added seriously, “better that than years of slow and hopeless starvation.”


  “Oh, my friends,” he pleaded, “let us trust our peoples, let us for once admit our impotence and open the way that the inevitable leader may come forward—for humanity’s sake!”


  The written words sound very ordinary, but the intensity of pleading behind them stirred that council beyond speech. Feeling the thrill of inspiration, the Speaker rose.


  “Friend of Io, here from a little world comes wisdom, as so often in the past good has come from the little nations. I do not need to call for a vote. I know it is the unanimous will of this Council that your demands be complied with. Let this, then, be our proclamation, broadcast now to the worlds:


  “We, the Supreme Interplanetary Council, authorized by His Highness Egbert, Hereditary President of the Solar Worlds, hereby notify the peoples of the Solar System that unless some means of checking this strange growth, or some means of multiplying our food supplies, can be found within a few years, we are doomed. Our worlds must perish.


  “We therefore call on all the peoples of the Solar System to meet this crisis as men and women should. In addition, we call on all who have understanding enough to offer intelligent suggestions for the amelioration of our fate, to submit such to their National Councils for transmission to us.”


  The excitement caused by this proclamation did indeed come near to panic, but the danger was not immediate, there was still food for some years to come, and so the saner elements prevailed.


  An astrophysicist was the first to throw light on the cause of the change. A young officer of the Terrestrial Interplanetary Navy, who was studying astrophysics, unearthed some old documents, among which was a pamphlet by that ancient wizard, Einstein, in which, backed by mathematical evidence, was the statement.


  “Although the universe is at present steadily expanding and increasing in size, yet in the astronomically near future it will cease to expand and will enter upon a period of shrinkage.”


  Now the old astronomers had recognized this to be true, but they had calculated that this expansion and contraction was a matter of distances between stellar systems and of that only. They also assumed that in speaking of “the astronomically near future” Professor Einstein had meant a period of hundreds of thousands of years. In other words the accepted idea was that during millions of years the suns would gradually get nearer together, but at so slow a rate that no human agency would ever detect it, except through delicate instruments. At any rate it would not concern the ordinary life of mankind.


  This young man, Neil Cameron, however, made a number of calculations, making use of the fact that the speed of light is invariable under all conditions in empty space, which showed that this contraction was already in progress, and that not only were the worlds rushing together at an appalling rate, but that they were also undergoing an actual shrinkage in themselves. This shrinkage he explained as being due to the alteration of interatomic forces, causing planetary electrons to fall towards their nuclei to some extent as the universe contracted. For some unexplained reason the contraction did not affect living organisms, which consequently remained as large as before.


  IN other words we were not growing at all, but our worlds were shrinking under us—we were only larger relatively.


  This statement of Cameron’s aroused the usual storm of controversy, disbelief and scepticism, especially among the older astronomers, but the arguments were so sound and the proofs so convincing that, finally, the theory had to be accepted as proven fact.


  Here at least was a partial explanation, but it didn’t seem to be of any help in solving the practical problem. It did, however, offer a ray of hope. Neil Cameron’s figures, as finally accepted, showed that this shrinkage would continue until the worlds were about one thirty-fifth of their original volume (there was no very great diminution of mass so that gravitational pull on the inhabitants was not seriously altered). This meant that their surfaces would shrink to less than a tenth of their original productive capacity and new sources of supply must be found to balance this.


  The reduction of the spaces between suns was, however, going on more rapidly, and when the contraction was completed, distances between solar systems would average less than thirty light-days instead of three or four light-years. What the consequences of this would be no one could foretell.


  This dramatically rapid change seemed to be contrary to all astronomically known laws, for such changes usually take millions of years. Yet here it was happening in a space of less than forty years altogether—a mere instant in stellar time.


  Again it was Cameron who gave the explanation. The universe, he had explained, had been in a form corresponding to that of a gas. Now if a gas is allowed to expand freely, it cools and with pressure will collapse suddenly to a liquid. This was exactly what was taking place in the universe. The solar systems, corresponding somewhat to the molecules of a gas, had expanded so rapidly (doubling the volume in a mere million years or so) that they had reached the point of condensation, and were now rushing together in a process corresponding to that of liquefaction.


  He assured the peoples that there was no danger of actual collisions between systems, but he could not say what other forces might come into play. He felt confident, however, that after the instant of collapse (this little matter of forty years) things would adjust themselves on a new and different, but extremely stable basis.


  However, this didn’t solve the food question, and there the matter hung.


  DIANE sat waiting in the ante-room of the great Council Chamber. After all it was rather a trying ordeal for a young graduate, even if she did belong to the finest college on the North American continent.


  The door opened. An officer appeared. “The Council will speak with you, Miss da Silva.”


  Nervously she followed the officer into the great hall and up to the great chair before the Speaker’s throne.


  “Miss da Silva,” commenced the Speaker, “we have considered fully your suggestion that the oceans be drawn off into space and their beds be fertilized and made suitable for the production of foods. This Council at first thought that there was a suggestion of possibility in your idea, and we have to tender you our thanks for offering it. The idea, however, was submitted to the leading astronomers and physicists and they have definitely stated that it is an utter impossibility. We regret therefore that this Council can not act on the suggestion.”


  This dashing of her hopes was like a blow in the face to poor Diane, whose expression showed the keenness of her disappointment.


  The Speaker, however, continued with a half-smile:


  “Notwithstanding this, we have a request to make of you. One of our younger astrophysicists, Commander Neil Cameron, of whom you have doubtless heard, disagrees with his even more learned colleagues. In view of Commander Cameron’s recent work in discovering the cause of our troubles, we are disposed to regard his clearly expressed opinions with very deep respect.


  “Commander Cameron has requested this Councils permission to absent himself from all duty for an indefinite period 90 that he may further investigate your proposals. This request has been granted, and also his further request that you be invited to remain in the capital and collaborate with him in his work.”


  The sudden reaction from utter disappointment to encouragement was almost more than Diane could take in on the instant. Her face was a study in bewilderment.


  She turned to the Speaker.


  “May I have a little time to think this over?” she said. “These rapid alternations from ‘impossible’ to ‘possible’ are somewhat confusing.”


  She was conducted to a little sitting-room, where she was left for a while to straighten out all these contradictory opinions.


  After some little time a knock came on the door and, at her bidding, a young officer entered. He came over to her and she looked up into a pair of deep brown eyes set in a handsome face and surmounted by a crop of dark, wavy hair. The concern in those eyes was genuine and unmistakable. It was real indeed.


  “I’m terribly sorry that absurd Council bungled things so stupidly, Miss da Silva,” said the owner of the eyes. “I’m Neil Cameron, you know.”


  “Oh!” she exclaimed, her pretty, oval face lighting up with surprised pleasure, “I’m so glad. It’s good to meet the one man who apparently has some faith in my ideas, however impractical they may be.”


  “It’s good of you to put it like that, Miss Diane,” replied Neil. “It makes me feel even more certain that our work together is going to be a pleasure—of course you’re going to accept the proposal, aren’t you?” and, at her nod of agreement, he went on, “I surely do have faith in your idea, perhaps because it’s the only possible one I’ve heard, perhaps because the ‘old fogies’ are so opposed to it, perhaps—may I say it?—because of the charm of its originator.”


  “Commander Cameron,” came back the smiling reply, “these pretty speeches are very charming, but haven’t we work to do?”


  “OH! sure,” was his ready return, “but need business be devoid of pleasure? I want us to be friends—real friends. And seriously,” he went on, “I do think your idea holds possibilities—slim ones no doubt—possibilities overlaid by tremendous difficulties—yet ever since I read the outline of your scheme I’ve had a curious feeling that somehow you’ve found the only possible way.”


  “That, coming from you, is high encouragement. Shake!” She held out her hand impulsively to his warm and friendly clasp.


  “These rooms,” he went on to explain, “have been set aside for us and our assistants by the Council, but I think I should prefer to use my own laboratories and observatory at my home in England—that is, of course, if you are agreeable. “By the way, my mother wishes me to extend her welcome to you and to say that her home is at your disposal, if you will honor us by accepting our hospitality.”


  Diane’s acceptance of this offer left no doubt as to her keenness. “But,” she asked, “how about funds? Has the Council—”


  “No, Miss Diane, the Council has not,” was the rather disgusted reply, “but fortunately my mother also believes in your project and has placed at our disposal all we need for everything. No,” he went on seeing her look of hesitance, “don’t fear to use it. Remember it is for the worlds, not for ourselves.”


  “But how generous!” she exclaimed. “Oh! I don’t know—perhaps,” countered Neil, “you see, mother and I have more funds than we can ever use, and setting aside a little matter of half-a-million eagles is really rather a relief.”


  “Half-a-million! Why—”


  “Why, yes, it’ll take all that and I fancy several more half-millions as well. To be perfectly candid that’s all that’s the matter with that Council. They know we’ve a chance, but they do hate to spend money on other people’s ideas.


  “Listen,” he went on abruptly, “When we’ve won this battle with Nature we’ll be powerful enough to get rid of that idiotic, doddering bunch of wind-bags. We’ll set up a dictatorship—a good one, for the benefit of the people—a man like President Egbert, say. All this democratic nonsense has been proved a failure for the past thousand years. The peoples are no more free, under what they call democratic forms, than they were under the ancient Egyptian Pharaohs—they think they are, but—” he broke off suddenly. “Here, I mustn’t start pestering you with my pet hobby.”


  “But,” she pleaded eagerly, “that’s just my idea, too, though an insignificant and impecunious girl like me never dared to talk such heresy.”


  He laughed, and she went on, “But Neil—I may drop the formalities, mayn’t I?—you thrilled me terribly then. Why did you say ‘we’ ? Are you going to let me help you in that, too?”


  “Would you like it?”


  “I’d love it! But I suppose the other problem comes first, doesn’t it?”


  A COUPLE of days later they were settled down to work. The problem was immense. First of all there was the main problem of overcoming gravity sufficiently to draw off the oceans far out into space. Then there was the question of driving this mass of water—a little matter of some 55 X 1018 (thirty-five million, million, million tons)—into an orbit so that it would continue to revolve around the earth as a new satellite. In addition there was the problem of preventing it from freezing solid, so that it would be available for use as required. It was calculated that at least ten percent of the water must be left on the earth’s surface in order to give sufficient evaporation area to provide a rainfall, as well as sufficient for the tremendous irrigation projects that would be necessary.


  To allow for seepage into the earth, diffusion out into space, etc., it would be necessary from time to time to replace loss with water from the new satellite, hence the necessity for keeping it from freezing.


  A further problem was presented by the possibility of earthquake, volcanic and batholithic disturbances due to the alteration of the stresses imposed on the earth’s crust when the weight of the oceans should be removed.


  Altogether it was a neat little problem for anyone to tackle. No wonder the Council turned it down.


  Both Neil and Diane were excellent mathematicians, but even so they spent a full three months calculating out the forces necessary, the strains to be allowed for, etc. This task alone would have been impossible without a staff of a dozen assistants, who were kept constantly busy on their calculating machines or making practical observations of various sorts.


  Meanwhile the shrinkage continued. The change from day to day was imperceptible, but over a period of months a distinct difference could be detected.


  All seemed to be working out smoothly. Not a hitch occurred during this period of calculation, and at last it was over and the full immensity of the task lay before them.


  The figures appalled them. Forces unbelievable would be required to hurl this stupendous mass of water out into space. Where were these forces to be found? How, when found, were they to be harnessed?


  The two young scientists looked at one another in silence, their one thought “Impossible!” clearly expressed in both faces.


  Slowly Neil stretched out his hands and clasped his partner’s. No words could he find to express his disappointment, as he shook his head in a slow gesture of uselessness.


  For a long time they stood thus, their eyes searching each other in a gaze of understanding friendship, a friendship that bade fair to be the basis of an even deeper feeling.


  At last Neil spoke, almost in a whisper, “I’m sorry, my dear.”


  AGAIN silence, deep, vibrant silence, held them. Then, with a half-despairing sob, Diane put her hands on Neil’s shoulders, stared into his eyes with an intensity that was startling, and whispered,


  “It can’t be impossible! There must be a way!”


  Then, as though the words had called the stupefied brain back into activity, she went on eagerly.


  “How much money is there, Neil?”


  He thought for a moment—hesitated—then said,


  “I don’t know. There’s a great fortune, but only mother knows just how great it is. Everything rests with her.”


  “How much will she give us?” was the next demand.


  As she spoke, a gentle voice from behind her asked,


  “How much for what, child?”


  Diane turned and threw herself into the arms of the dearest little old lady and held her close for a minute, then,


  “Dear Mother Cameron, just how big is that generous heart of yours? Our task looks impossible even to us, yet somehow we can’t give up hope, can we, Neil?” she appealed to him, “but the halfmillion you’ve already given us won’t go anywhere. We’ll need far, far more. How much can you give us, Mother dear?”


  “Half-a-million!” exclaimed the little Lady Cameron in a tone of disgust. “Did that young scamp tell you I’d set aside that much?” Then as Diane nodded in further disappointment, for she feared the amount was altogether beyond the facts, “Don’t take any notice of his nonsense. I distinctly told him he could have ten millions a month. Now cheer up, Diane, there’s plenty after all.”


  “But—” she hesitated.


  “Well?”


  “But even that is useless. We’ll need—oh! I daren’t begin to figure how much—” she broke off.


  “What’s our limit, mother?” broke in Neil, “Don’t keep the poor girl in suspense any longer.”


  “To tell the truth, son, I don’t really know myself. Your father left an immense fortune, and we’ve not spent one-tenth of the interest on it Let’s go to my little room and do some counting.”


  AS they reached the old lady’s sanctum Diane made as if to withdraw. “Don’t be absurd, child,” was Lady Cameron’s admonition. “This is no secret from you.” Then in a whisper, “It’ll all be yours some day—when you’re really my daughter—No, don’t tell him what I know, he’ll find out in time.” And deliberately ignoring the girl’s flaming cheeks, she led her into the little room.


  For an hour they figured. Then the old lady took the various totals and added them all together.


  “Well, will six and a half billions be enough?”


  Startled at the immensity of the sum, Diane gasped. Then she threw her arms around the old lady with, “You darling, and you’ll give it all to us?”


  “Well, of course. What good’s it going to do any of us if we don’t fix these foolish worlds up?”


  But Neil looked grave.


  “It’s a lot of money, mother,” he said after a moment. “We must be the richest folks in the whole Solar System, but even that may be too little.”


  “Well, start on that, and when that’s gone we’ll get some more,” she replied.


  For two months more they, and a small army of workers, continued to wrestle with the great problem. The rainfall and irrigation projects were comparatively easy. The problem of putting the oceanic mass into an orbit, after its elevation into space, was, theoretically at least, comparatively simple. But the main question, that of actually lifting the water, proved completely baffling.


  There was not enough power available on the earth, neither was there means of concentrating that power in the necessary way. Only one possibility remained—to find some means of nullifying gravity. This, so far, had proved entirely impossible and, not only so, but there seemed nothing leading towards any possible method.


  Meanwhile the worlds continued to rush together. The great star, Sirius, formerly several light-years away, was now within half a light-year. So close was it that careful observation of its movements showed conclusively that it was a complex system consisting of two suns, one brilliant, the other dark and extremely dense (this had, of course, been known for centuries), surrounded by a group of at least three planets.


  What if these planets were inhabited! What if their inhabitants, in desperation, should attack our system!


  The suggestion was laughed out of court. How could they? Even half a light-year is too immense a distance to cross with a navy.


  But was it so impossible?


  The new casts insisted on the absurdity of the suggestion, but after reading some of the reports, Neil said suddenly one day at breakfast,


  “Diane, I don’t like it.”


  “Don’t like what, my cooking?”


  But he was too serious for joking just then.


  “Don’t like the approach of Sirius. Somehow it’s menacing.” Then, after a minute or so, “I’m going to have a look-see. Want to come?”


  “Come? Sure, but where?” These sudden impulses of his always gave her a thrill of surprise, even though she was used to them by now.


  “Out into space, of course. Where else? Are you game to sneak off with me for a cruise half-way to Sirius if necessary?”


  “Sure I’m game, but in what? There isn’t a [1]spliner that can go that distance.”


  “Oh, yes there is! Come along and I’ll show you my big secret.”


  LIKE a couple of mischievous kids they stole off through the grounds, coming at last to a clearing in the park where there was a smooth grass plot some three hundred yards square.


  “Now watch,” he said as they halted by a big elm tree, “See what you think of this for camouflage.”


  So saying he pulled on the bark of the tree, which swung open, revealing a cavity containing a tele-dial and a number of switch studs.


  He clicked over the tele-dial switch and a man’s face appeared.


  “O.K. below, Fred?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir, all starred.”


  “Right,” and Neil switched off.


  He waited a few seconds and then pulled over another switch. There was a faint, whining noise which rose until it became inaudible. Then, to Diane’s astonishment, a section of the grass plot, some two hundred yards square began to sink.


  It sank for about twenty feet and then slid sideways under the ground, revealing a huge pit around which were a number of workshops.


  The greatest surprise of all, however, was the beautiful chrome-plated, cigarshaped space-yacht, which lay on her cradles in the middle of the pit.


  An elevator ran up to meet them. They entered and, as they descended, the roof swung back into place above them, leaving no trace at all outside.


  A middle-aged man dressed in mechanic’s overalls came up.


  “Well, Jock, how is she?” was Neil’s query. “You know Miss da Silva, don’t you?”


  “She’s fine, sir,” was the reply. “She’s all ready to go to Mars with you any minute, sir.”


  Diane looked puzzled—a little annoyed—who was this mysterious “she” that was so anxious to go to Mars?


  The next order solved the mystery.


  “O.K. We’ll need her tomorrow—but not for Mars. Fill her tanks, every one of them, with that new nitropicrite fuel.


  Better put in some extra tanks too. Fill every available space with fuel and provisions for a cruise to Sirius.”


  The old mechanic looked at him.


  “Man, you’re crazy. It’s not possible.”


  “Can’t help it, Jock. Crazy or not we’ve got to go—Don’t say a word, though. No one must know about this.”


  Then, having fixed that, he took Diane’s arm and led her across to the space-ship.


  “Like her?” he asked.


  “Do I? She’s perfect. What’s her name? You know I’m almost jealous of her, she’s so beautiful.”


  “You needn’t be Diane. She is beautiful, but at that she’d be jealous of you, if she were alive.”


  “Don’t be silly! What’s her name?” countered Diane, a little embarrassed. This paying of compliments was a new phase for Neil.


  “Well—I hope you won’t mind—but I thought of calling her the ‘Lady Diane’. May I?”


  “That really is a compliment. I’m afraid I can’t refuse that. It really is sweet of you.”


  “O.K. then. Let’s go aboard.”


  THE “Lady Diane” certainly was a marvel of designing, even though in general plan she followed the regular designs of ordinary space-yachts. From the tip of her needle-like nose-piece, right along the shimmering length of her polished chromium hull, to her after rocket tubes, she looked what she was, a veritable interstellar greyhound groomed for a long course.


  Her tapered length of three hundred feet made her look slim and light, despite the fact that she had a forty-foot beam.


  Diane looked at her namesake for a minute. Then, “Why the elaborate streamlining, Neil? It’s no advantage in space is it?”


  “I’m not sure,” he replied. “At the speeds she can travel there may be some resistance even in what we call ’empty’ space, and anyway it gives her more speed when she’s in an atmosphere—not to mention the advantage in appearance,” he added with a whimsical smile.


  On board all was already ordered confusion. Jock had got the crews to work emptying the fuel tanks and refilling them with the new high-efficiency fuel. Another gang was busy overhauling and polishing the beautifully designed rocket-motors and all the auxiliary equipment.


  After a glance at the engines, they went up to the control room, which was placed right forward in the transparent nose. From their seats before the control panel they had a direct view over more than a hemisphere, while by an elaboration of mirrors, vision in other directions was secured, so that they could see in every direction, either on direct or telescopic vision, without even turning their heads.


  Neil motored Diane into one of the massive padded chairs set before the panels, and took the other himself.


  “Think you can handle her?” he queried, “The two panels are exactly alike—every control is duplicated and this master switch”—indicating it—“throws in either or both. If both are coupled in, the starboard panel takes control over the port, so long as this pedal is pressed. That, of course, is to ensure a definite over-control in case of emergencies.


  “All indicators, mirrors and telescopes are duplicated too, but the telescopes are capable of entirely independent action under all conditions.”


  Diane shook her head slowly.


  “I can handle any ‘spliner’ the Interplanetary have in the system, but this—why there are at least a dozen new gadgets.”


  “Oh! you’ll soon get on to it. Look, this is——” and he launched out into an explanation of the various controls and instruments.


  Some time later a mechanic came up rather hesitantly.


  “Excuse me, sir, but Her Ladyship has phoned three times to say that lunch is getting spoiled.”


  “Lunch is——? Goodness, look at the time!” exclaimed Diane, “I’d no idea!”


  THEY left early next morning. Only two persons had any idea where they were headed for—Lady Cameron and Jock McBain—and very few others even knew they were away at all.


  Lady, Cameron, old as she was, begged hard to be taken along, but withdrew her pleas, when Neil explained that taking food for a third person meant so much less fuel space, that the success of the expedition might be seriously endangered.


  They expected to be away for ten or twelve months, but, in case of emergencies, they carried supplies for ten years, including sufficient air and water conditioners for double that period. The rest of the ship, with the exception of the engine and control rooms and two small cabins, had been converted into a series of fuel tanks, every cubic foot of which was filled.


  Their rockets would give them an acceleration of eighty units (the ancient foot per second being still used as the unit) which was more than anyone except the most highly trained space veterans could stand for any appreciable time. At this acceleration their fuel was sufficient for four thousand hours (say five months) continuous firing, using two hundred gallons an hour. In addition sufficient was carried to last the automatic steering tubes for ten years average use (these tubes, of course, were used very little, since once a course was set, they were practically only operated for the automatic avoidance of meteorites).


  Once well clear of the earth, they swung to their course, a huge elliptical arc, which would bring them into the vicinity of Sirius in about five months. They figured on using an acceleration of about fifty till they had reached twenty thousand miles a second—above which speed the relativity factor becomes too large for satisfactory acceleration—then drifting for a period, and finally decelerating at the same rate as they approached the star.


  At their maximum speed their meteor detectors would, of course, be almost useless, but out in free space the chances of their striking anything were very small, and even so their long, needle-like prow would probably deflect them. Still, that was a chance that always had to be taken in space.


  At first, existence to them was almost unbearable. The high acceleration nearly doubled their weight, and the drag on their internal organs was very close to the danger limit. Neither of them was susceptible to space sickness, but at such acceleration even the strongest suffer. The worst feature was, as always, the illusion of infinite time, which invariably makes these periods so much more terrible.


  After the first few hours, Neil, seeing how the strain was telling on his companion, eased the rockets to thirty-six, which was comfortable.


  “Why?” asked Diane rather testily.


  “Don’t think it’s wise to carry so much strain,” he replied, “We’re more use alive than dead.”


  “But,” she objected, “we’ll never get there at this rate.”


  “Oh, yes we shall. We’re not going to keep this rate. We’ll increase the acceleration half a unit every hour till we get back to fifty—that way we’ll get used to it more easily. It’s going to be bad at that, and——” he hesitated.


  “Well, what?” she asked, still very curtly.


  “Well, there’s one thing we must watch. The effect of the apparent time drag is to make us irritable, and unless we guard ourselves very closely we’ll be murdering each other before the week’s out.”


  “Oh, I’d forgotten that,” she responded, “I suppose that’s why I was so annoyed when you slowed down just now.”


  “Exactly. I felt my own temper rising for no reason at all, and remembered the danger.”


  “Well, thirty-six certainly feels better than fifty,” she sighed out. Then with a swift return to gaiety, “Let’s eat. I’m hungry, and besides I just have to look over the stores.”


  “Stores are O.K.,” he replied, “We’ve plenty of everything to take us to the Great Nebula if necessary.”


  “So you say, young man. Fixed ’em your own self, of course!”


  “Sure I did. That’s why I know.”


  “Hmph! Sounds like a man,” she scoffed. “Can we ‘run automatic’ for a while?”


  “Think so. We’ve been out seven hours—speed 240 miles a second—distance about three million—R A. 75—Dec. 216—Yes, I guess we might as well.”


  A half hour’s inspection and investigation of the stores changed Diane’s scepticism into openly acknowledged approval. There seemed to be such vast amounts of everything from salt and pepper to canned oranges and turkey.


  After Diane had made a thorough examination, Neil opened a small door in one of the storerooms. Behind it were two cupboards, one marked “Diane” and the other “Neil.”


  “What’s all this?” she asked.


  “Just a last minute idea of mine,” he grinned. “Here’s a key—opens both doors.”


  FILLED with curiosity Diane inserted the key in the lock marked with her own name, and opened the door.


  “S-a-y, but——!” she began, “How did you know all the things I specially like? Look at that! And m-m-m—Martian mat-berries. I’m crazy about them. You’re a real dear.”


  “Was rather an idea, wasn’t it? Just a small supply of the things we each like best?”


  “But how’d you find out exactly all my favorites?”


  “Tell you some day—maybe,” was the cryptic reply. And that was all the satisfaction she could get For some five days they accelerated, most of the time running ‘automatic’. Their speed by this time was approaching four thousand miles a second.


  That afternoon (they kept Greenwich Mean Time, of course) Diane suddenly turned to Nell with,


  “Something wrong?”


  “No, Di. Why?” he replied puzzled.


  “I don’t know, but I’m scared, there’s danger ahead.”


  “That’s funny,” he answered back, “I’ve been feeling like that too. Anyway,” he went on, “there’s nothing to be done about it, is there?”


  “I suppose it wouldn’t be any use keeping a watch, would it?” she ventured.


  “N-no. I don’t think so—Well, maybe at that we’ll feel better if we do. At least it’ll break the monotony.”


  “I’ll put some form of a detector screen out ahead as far as I can, and—Yes, I will—I’ll try to fix up some sort of an odd weapon. Foolish of me not to have thought of that, wasn’t it?”


  “All right, then, Neil. I’ll take first watch—three hour shifts?—while you get dinner and fix the gadgets.”


  About five or six hours later—Neil had forgotten all about either time or dinner, and Diane was still at the panel—Neil called out,


  “I’ve got a beauty, can you come here a minute?” Then, seeing how cramped she was after such a long spell at the controls, he realized all and exclaimed,


  “Oh, my dear. I’m so sorry. I quite lost track of time.”


  “That’s O.K., Neil,” she replied, “But what’s the big idea?”


  “Look!” he said indicating a dial, which he had just connected up to the panels.


  As he spoke he threw over the control of a rheostat and, as he did so the needle moved over the dial, stopping eventually at the figure 1200.


  “What’s it mean, Neil?”


  “Each unit on the scale is one hundredth of an astronomical unit—say about a million miles—which means that our detector is focussed about 1200 million miles ahead of us.”


  “But how? Surely that’s not possible!” she exclaimed incredulously.


  “Does seem rather a tall yarn, doesn’t it? Fact is I’m kind of tickled with it myself. I’m using two etheric waves of slightly different frequencies. Where the vibrations are in phase, or nearly so, any material body passing through the wave causes interference which deflects the galvanometer. An alteration of current-flow of less than a millionth of an amp. will cause a deflection, so we should be able to detect any body whose mass is more than a thousand tons, so long as it is within the range of the instrument.”


  “We get the speed by timing the oscillations, which occur every half wave period, which is about every 10,000 miles of approach.”


  “But how d’you get the distance, once you’re within range?” she queried.


  “Approximately only. Just reduce power till there’s no kick, and then step it up again till the needle begins to oscillate. Then read the distance directly on the dial. It’s only very rough on account of the speed of the wave travel.


  “This other dial, which is connected to the chronometer circuit, gives the speed directly in number of miles per second.”


  “But how’d you get your wave to come back?” she persisted, determined to understand the thing properly.


  “Well, that’s a bit of a mystery to me too. It’s a thing I stumbled on by accident. Oh, no! I didn’t think all this out just now. It’s been seething around in my head for months, but I never could see any practical use for it.”


  “Let’s try it out right away,” Diana went on enthusiastically.


  “O.K.,” but let’s eat first—supper’s been overdue some time.”


  After testing the “detectograph,” as they called it, on a few known objects such as asteroids, they set it for maximum distance straight ahead and spread over a cone of ten degree angle. At the same time they reduced acceleration, both on account of their premonition and also to give them a rest from the strain.


  There was no need to watch the detectograph for four hours or so. It would take time for the wave to travel out and the return impulses to get back.


  Diane was on watch next morning when she noticed a flickering of the indicator needle and called Neil over for confirmation. He swung the ray off its direction for a while and returned it to its original direction. After a couple of hours the needle became stationary and remained so for a period corresponding to that during which the ray was deflected. Then it began to oscillate again.


  A FEW hours feeling around with the ray established the course and position of the strange body fairly accurately. They estimated it to be a body of from five to ten thousand tons mass, approaching the Solar System at about two thousand miles a second and about nine hundred million miles from them.


  “If it weren’t for this hunch, I’d say it was just a meteorite, in spite of its great velocity, but as it is, a body of that mass on a course between Sirius and the Sun looks mighty suspicious,” was Neil’s viewpoint.


  “Let’s watch him a while,” suggested Diane, “If he’s a meteorite his course and velocity will not vary. If he’s a spaceship he’ll show acceleration, unless he’s just coasting.”


  “Brainy idea, Di. Let’s do that,” agreed Neil. “Meanwhile no acceleration for us. If we coast for a day we’ll get better readings. Shove over the artificial gravity switch, will you?”


  By midday they had pretty well decided that the stranger was just a wandering meteor, but after dinner the readings began to show a little variation, and by five o’clock that night it had become obvious that the stranger was approaching with diminished velocity. Diane, who was using the calculator, looked up.


  “He was coasting. Now he’s decelerating at about forty, which proves him a ‘spaship,’ and I’d say he’s spotted us too.”


  “Looks like it,” agreed Neil. “Sirian probably. Wonder if he’s friendly or not. May be looking for new worlds to colonize, if they’re overcrowded like we are.


  In which case——”


  “What’ll we do, skipper?”


  “Say, any more of that skipper stuff and you go out the space-lock. This is a partnership, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, I know,” agreed the girl, “But you’ve had so much more experience in things like this.”


  The result of their conference on the matter was that they should decelerate at a rate sufficient to stop them about the time they got close to the stranger, who apparently had the same idea.


  Of course at such speeds it would be quite impossible for them to see each other when they got near, and until then, they were too small to be visually detectable anyway.


  On the morning of the fifth day after spotting the stranger they had practically come to a standstill, their speed (relative to the Solar System) being less than a thousand miles an hour. The stranger was now definitely visible in their twelve-inch reflector as a tiny sphere from which projected forward streaks of flaming gases. Obviously he too used rocket propulsion and was still decelerating.


  Suddenly Diane turned to Neil and said,


  “Suppose he’s hostile, shouldn’t we try to warn the planets of their danger?”


  “Uh?” he exclaimed in surprise, “How in space can we! Over a million miles to transmit it! Have a heart!”


  “Well, maybe we can’t, but, my dear, we can at least try. Of course no wave we can send could possibly penetrate the heavyside layers of the planets, but some patrol cruiser might pick it up.”


  “It’s an idea all right, Di,” he agreed, “we’ve got to try. Our batteries are up to full charge after using the tubes so long, so we’ve lots of power to send with.”


  NEIL’S ship was one of the first to be equipped with the “anstromag” batteries. These were charged by means of a thermocouple arrangement from the waste heat of the rockets, a device that not only provided plenty of power for the auxiliaries such as lighting, heating and etherograph, but used up the heat radiated from the rockets, which sometimes became too hot on long runs and damaged their firing nozzles.


  “Let’s see,” he muttered, “Work the calculator for me, will you, Di?”


  For four or five minutes he shot figures at her in a bewildering gaze, his fingers flying from page to page of his book of tables. Then he sat back with a sigh of relief.


  With scarcely a pause Diane ripped off a slip of paper from the machine and handed it to him with—


  “Guess we can do it after all. What’ll we send?”


  “Quick work, Di,” he approved.


  “How’s this?” she asked after a few minutes.


  “H M H M—Neil Cameron and Diane da Silva, Space Yacht ‘Lady Diane,’ Position 16.3. R. A. + 73. Dec 216°. Course + 0.26 same direction. We are coming in touch with spherical space-ship from direction of Sirius. Believe it to be scout heralding possible attack on Solar System. Advise immediate preparation of maximum defence fleet. H M H M.”[2]


  “Too long?” she queried.


  “No, that’ll be short enough in Universal Code. Take control, will you, while I transmit?”


  The stranger was by this time within twenty thousand miles of them and, like themselves, practically stationary.


  After a few minutes Diane called.


  “Visitor seems to be stationary. Please get me his size and distance on the mass-range-finder.”


  This was a complex device designed by Neil’s old commander—almost his foster-father—Captain Freeman. It was not yet in general use, Neil having this one really for testing purposes.


  “O.K.,” he responded to Diane’s request. Then after a few seconds,


  “I make him about five thousand tons mass, diameter say fifteen hundred feet and distance about eighteen thousand.”


  “Good enough,” she replied. Then, suddenly, she reached up and pulled the master switch, plunging them instantly into unutterable darkness and cutting off their artificial gravity, so that they floated slowly towards the centre of the ship.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Neil anxiously, as they drifted together and clung to each other.


  “Just a hunch. Sort of felt his observation on us and thought we’d hide a bit. He’ll not see us now, nor will he be able to detect us electrically with everything shut off. Give us a few minutes to think things out.”


  HOWEVER, a few minutes later they had decided to go on as before and let the first move come from the other ship.


  Their heaters and lights on again, Neil went behind the control panels and made a number of connections.


  “There,” he said as he finished, “that ought to help a little. If he shoots any ray stuff at us now we ought to know about it before we get burned up.”


  “But you can’t etherograph through it,” objected Diane.


  “No, that’s the trouble. When I’m sending you’ll have to cut the screen out with this switch. If he shoots at us there’s an automatic trip on it, but I don’t know if it will work or not. It should throw on the screen in time to catch any rays—provided he doesn’t get us too hard on the first jolt,” he finished rather soberly.


  For another three hours there was no alteration of conditions, each ship seeming to be wanting the other to make the first move. During this interval of waiting, Diane handed over the controls to Neil and, to cheer them up a bit, got a meal consisting chiefly of “specials” from their little locked cupboards. Then she came and sat by him while he ate his; right at the panel.


  While they were eating they discussed their plans of campaign, finally deciding that, since their enemy might be any sort of a being, they would do best by waiting for him to move first. That way they hoped to get some sort of idea as to his capabilities before they got into battle. By this time they had definitely concluded that he was hostile, and so they decided to keep on sending out their warning message.


  After supper Neil said to his companies,


  “I’m afraid you’ll have to navigate for several hours now, Di, if you can. I want to get that weapon fixed up. I’m sure getting careless in my old age,” he went on, “I should have had all these things done before we started, but somehow I never thought of meeting any enemies out here.


  “You know, Di, it’s lucky you know so much about space-navigating, and doubly lucky you’ve learned so much about this boat in such a short time. Now I feel I can leave her to you in any emergency.”


  “That being so,” countered Diane, rather pleased at his praise, “do you think you could leave her entirely to me for a bit now?”


  “Why, of course, Di. But what scheme are you hatching now?” he answered, suspecting from her mischievous manner that she had something she was going to spring on him.


  “Well, only that I’m going to set a few alarms, so that our friend can’t start anything without giving us a hint. Then I’m going to run an ‘automatic’ for a couple of hours and give the motors and controls a thorough overhauling. Then we’ll know we’ll be all right if we have to use all our power.”


  “But can you, Di,” he asked, “It’s a pretty tough job for a girl, you know.”


  “Sure I can,” was her confident reply, “Haven’t I watched you do plenty of overhauls of one thing or another. “Besides,” she went on, “I can always call you if there’s anything I can’t manage.”


  “It sure would be a good thing, and——” he paused for the right words.


  Then failing to find them, ended with, “Gee, Di, you’re a real pal!” Which, after all, in Diane’s opinion, were exactly the best words he could have said.


  DIANE had nearly finished checking over the motors when Neil called to her,


  “Come and see what you think of this.”


  “This” was a contrivance something like those ancient bullet projectors still to be seen in museums, and known to our ancestors as “machine guns!” That is, it was like them in outward appearance, except for a heavy cable attaching it to the batteries.


  “Now watch!” he continued, “And for goodness sake, don’t get in front of the thing.”


  As he spoke he aimed the gun at a sheet of high-resistance magna-metal, and slowly drew back the release. There was a brilliant flash. A hole appeared melted clear through the tough metal and nearly through the heavy fire-proof plate behind it!”


  “Gee!” she exclaimed, “That’s some weapon!”


  “Wait awhile, my dear,” was the rejoinder, “You haven’t seen anything yet. I only used one notch of powder—about half of one percent! If I let that gun out it should be as effective at fifty miles as it was just then at twenty feet.”


  “How’re your motors coming along?”


  “Be through in about half an hour, everything, ‘double starred’ and ready for heavy duty.”


  “O.K.,” he commented, smiling up into her grimy face, “I’ll get breakfast while you finish. Then I’ll need help in rigging up these three guns outside.”


  “Breakfast!” she exclaimed in surprise.


  “Yes, breakfast. Do you realize that our couple of hours has grown into twelve. Time we ate, isn’t it?”


  A few hours later they were back on regular watches, still waiting for the enemy to make a move. Neil continued sending his warning call every five minutes, as they slowly drifted nearer and nearer to the other ship.


  Suddenly they looked at each other. Diane shot out the ray-screen with all the power they had.


  “Did you get it too?” they exclaimed simultaneously.


  “Yes, but the ray-screen has checked it,” was Diane’s comment.


  Both had felt in that moment a definite, worldless, mental command to “Stop sending that message!”


  The surprise of it had, of course, resulted in their obeying it. They had to figure out how to handle this new development.


  After a moment or two Neil said thoughtfully, “My dear, I think we can handle that all right. It’s a form of mental domination that our forefathers called hypnotism, an evil practise long since fallen into disuse. I learned from the old writings that it is powerless to dominate those who resist it, who refuse to allow its suggestions to control them.


  “I’d keep that ray-screen out to help, but I can’t send through it. I must cut off the screen and keep on sending until we’re forced to fight, so well have to keep our thoughts constantly alert to refuse to listen to his suggested orders.”


  “O.K., Neil. We’d better watch each other too. We may be able to help if one or other weakens—if the mental battle becomes too fierce,” was Diane’s wise addition.


  Off went the screen.


  Out again went the message of warning.


  Again, with still more force, came the order, “Stop that!”


  They continued unheeding.


  “STOP THAT!” came the command with almost overwhelming force.


  Neil’s hand hesitated on the signal key, but only for a fraction of a second as Diane’s clear voice rang out, with all her thought behind it.


  “Keep on going Neil. Keep on sending!”


  For interminable minutes the battle continued, but eventually their combined efforts began to win and the strain of resisting that mental attack gradually lessened, until they found that they could keep control without difficulty.


  At the same time the strain was great and they felt the point of exhaustion coming nearer.


  Then the message changed.


  “Stop that message or we cut you to pieces!”


  With all the power he could concentrate Neil sent back the mental challenge,


  “Try and make us!”


  However they knew they must soon stop sending, for the enemy was now drawing close. He was within a few hundred miles, and they knew that they would soon need their screen to prevent annihilation.


  “I’ll send twice more and then close the screen,” was Neil’s decision.


  Dime, unable to speak, nodded her agreement, and Neil continued his sending, only now he began and ended his message with the personal cry for help—SOS.


  But could there be any help? What chance was there that help was near? Not one in millions!


  Just as he was finishing the last message, Diane suddenly leaned over and threw the switch controlling the ray-screen.


  “What is it?” asked Neil.


  “He shot a ray at us. I saw it just as it hit us and threw out the screen. That automatic never worked at all.”


  “Quick work, kiddo, you saved us that time!”


  “Look!” she exclaimed, “It’s terrible, but isn’t it marvelous?”


  There about two miles away, between their ship and the enemy sphere, was a most wonderfully beautiful, transparent, orange glow, shading away to dull red at its edges.


  “Yes, my dear,” Neil agreed, “It is beautiful. I’m thankful to see it that color too. He’s got to heat it a lot more than that before there’s any danger. It’ll go to blue-white or even violet before it burns out the activators.”


  “I’m going to try our heat gun on him. Wonder what his screens are like!”


  AS he spoke he trained a gun on the enemy ship and pulled back the control to its limit. There was a flash of sparks from the condensers as they took up the load. Then, close to the enemy, appeared a dull-red glow, which gradually brightened and glowed through yellow to a brilliant white.


  “Gosh!” he exclaimed, “Got his screens into the white already, and at this distance too! He’s either holding out on us, or else our armament is better than his. Wonder what sort of a screen that it. It’s different from ours, not so transparent.”


  “Don’t take any risks, Neil,” was his companion’s caution.


  “You’d better figure on a few surprises. I fancy, though, that our resistance to his mental efforts surprised him more.


  “Can you get through his screens?”


  “Not from here, but if he comes closer I think I can, and before he gets through ours I hope.”


  Hour after hour this silent battle of forces raged. It seemed that neither side was gaining anything. Our friends could not coax the enemy into effective range. Neither could they get away from him. His control was perfect. Diane tried everything she could think of, she threw on full acceleration, he backed away instantly—she shot around in as close a curve as they could stand, he followed them as if chained to them—she jerked from side to side, he copied every movement.


  Then she had a new idea.


  “Neil,” she called, “We’ve only one way left to get closer. Let your gun-ray begin to lose its intensity. Let it appear as though our power is failing. I’ll let the rockets miss fire a little at the same time. Maybe he’ll fall for it.”


  For a short time their ruse seemed to be ineffective. Then they found their screen beginning to creep up the spectrum into the bright yellows and whites, indicating that their enemies were either using more power or getting closer.


  They drew him on gradually until their screen had reached a definite violet, indicating a temperature sufficiently high to be near the limit of the screen’s resistance. Then, with a warning “Now!” Neil threw back his release and the gun shot out its limit of power.


  For an instant the enemy’s screen flashed through blue-white to violet. Then it went dark.


  With the swiftest movement they had yet seen, he flashed away from them to safety.


  Neil turned with a grin, “Burned him some, I guess! Got through his ray-screen anyhow. Didn’t he hop back though!—Wonder what sort of motors he uses and what sort of folks they are, who can stand that acceleration.”


  “No good wondering, my heroic child,” commented Diane from the control chair, “We’re likely to find out quite soon if we’re not mighty careful—Oh look!” she broke off.


  OUT from the side of the sphere there flashed a spinning ball of golden radiance. Slowly it seemed to approach them, yet they knew that actually it was travelling at terrific speed.


  For a second they both gazed in wonderment, then—


  “For God’s sake dodge it!” came Neil’s voice, harsh with excitement.


  But even as he called, Diane realized the danger and flung the ship to one side. Now the menacing ball would pass to one side of them. But—


  “Neil, oh Neil! look!” she almost screamed, “Look! it’s following us!” Frantically she dodged, turned, twisted, in an effort to avoid this new terror and to give Neil a chance to use his guns on it.


  It was useless. The ray-gun made no impression on it. Steadily it approached. Now it reached the ray-screen—passed through it unharmed!


  Diane, her wonderful courage strained to breaking point, locked the controls and got up from her seat. They could not avoid it, so they might as well meet it.


  Neil slipped an arm round her, while with the other he still played his gun on the thing.


  “It’s finish, I guess, my dear,” she whispered.


  “Yes, I’m afraid so,” he replied, “I don’t know that I mind so very much going out, as we’re going together. You know I love you, don’t you dear?”


  “Why of course, dearest,” she whispered back, “Hold me close when the end comes, won’t you?”


  For a minute they held each other very close. Then, with a sigh, Neil muttered, “It would have been nice to know that the worlds had got our message, wouldn’t it, dear?”


  “Yes, Neil,” she answered, “but somehow I feel they have.”


  Helplessly they stood awaiting the end. Together they did not really fear the passing, but the uncertainty as to the fate of their message was the one thing that seemed to torture them. Had they failed, or had their message done its work and saved their worlds?


  Gently the glowing ball touched the side of the ship. They braced themselves for instant annihilation, but—nothing happened!


  Amazed, they waited. Then,


  “Surrender, or we’ll disintegrate you and scatter you through space,” came the thought wave, “This ball can be exploded from our ship and will utterly annihilate you and your vessel. Make up your minds quickly.”


  What must they do? The question was in their eyes as they looked at each other. Was it not better to die defiant than to surrender and perhaps be forced to give information to their enemies?


  The word of defiance was on Neil’s lips, when Diane’s exclamation checked it.


  “My dear, we’re wrong. We must surrender.”


  Uncomprehending, he stared at her.


  “Don’t you see. If we surrender we’ve still a chance—a possible chance to learn something of their armament and plans—a barely possible chance of getting information to our peoples. If we’re killed we’ve no chance.”


  “But suppose they force us to give them information?” he queried.


  “They can’t dear, I’m sure of it. We know we can resist their mental forces, and if it comes to—” she hesitated with a little shudder—“if it comes to physical torture, we can endure that too. But there’s a way out of that too,” she continued with a sudden brightening of her voice,


  “O.K., dear,” was Neil’s agreement. Then out to the enemy he sent the thought, “All right, we surrender.”


  Back came the order,


  “Get into space-suits and leave your ship. We will give you an hour.”


  At least they took it to mean an hour, the time interval impressed on their thought giving them that impression, and, too, it was a reasonable interval.


  Sadly they commenced their preparations.


  “What did you mean, Di, by a way out of torture?” asked Neil suddenly.


  “THIS,” she replied talking a little compact from a pocket of her handbag, “Dad always insisted that I carry there, ever since the Venerian pirates captured the old “Marventer.”


  Opening the little box she shook out two tiny silver balls scarcely a twentieth of an inch in diameter.


  “Put one of these in your mouth,” she instructed, “Work it gently in between two teeth so that it will look like a poorly set filling. Make sure it won’t be noticed if they should open our mouths, but arrange it so that an ordinary bite will not break it—it’s fairly tough—strong enough to stand ordinary strains.


  A little careful manoeuvring and adjustment, and they each had one of the tiny pellets securely imbedded in their teeth.


  “Now,” Diane continued her instruction, “If the worst happens and we can endure no more, all we have to do is to bite down suddenly and hard on them to break them. The death they contain is instantaneous.”


  “Shall we set a time bomb to blow up the ship after we leave?” asked Neil next.


  “They discussed this for a few minutes but finally concluded not to do it, feeling that the enemy could not possibly get any valuable information from the ship, and that so long as it remained, there might still be a bare chance of their escaping in it, just how, they couldn’t say—but while they had it, something might turn up.


  So they finished their preparation, indulged in one long embrace, locked on their space-suits and floated out into the void.


  Slowly they drifted towards their conqueror, directing their movements by means of tiny reaction pistols.


  After what seemed an age they reached the space-lock of the great sphere and pulled themselves inside.


  The great valve swung closed and, after a while, an inner valve opened, admitting them to the interior of the ship.


  “Do not remove your space-armor,” came a warning—a warning that was totally unnecessary as they had no intention of doing such a thing until they had ascertained the conditions prevailing in their new abode.


  “Come straight forward to the centre of the sphere,” was the next order.


  Carefully they made their way along the corridor into which they had emerged from the space-lock. The gravity on board was very light, even with their heavy space-armor, they weighed less than on earth.


  There was no sign of any living thing in the corridors, but whether this was favorable or unfavorable neither dared surmise.


  By allowing their helmets to touch they were able to talk to each other although their voices were somewhat distorted.


  “What do you make of it, my dear?” came Diane’s voice through the helmets.


  “Haven’t the faintest idea, sweetheart,” came back the reply, “I suppose we’ll come to some of them presently. Wonder what they’re like.”


  The corridor extended for some four hundred feet. Then, as they reached its far end, a door slid open in front of them and they entered a big spherical chamber, obviously the centre of the vessel.


  The space around the circumference of this chamber was filled with controls and machines, whose purposes were completely unfathomable. A narrow alley-way let through the maze of machines towards the centre, and along this they carefully made their way.


  As they emerged from the forest of mechanism, they stopped, dumbfounded.


  JUST what they had expected to find neither could have said, but they certainly were not prepared for what they did see. Geologists have always told us that the chance of two different systems producing life forms that are similar, is only one in countless billions, yet here before them was a definite refutation of all the thousands of years of theorizing.


  The creatures who stood in the centre of this vast machine were men—men like ourselves! There were differences, truly, but minor ones only. In size they were very little smaller than Earthmen, perhaps a little Larger than Martians, but broad and massive. Their color was a most peculiar greenish purple, a color strange to our eyes yet, curiously enough, not at all unpleasant.


  But it was their eyes that fascinated the two earthlings. They were a peculiar luminescent yellow, seeming to glow with shifting lights—something, yet not quite, like the eyes of a cat seen in the near darkness.


  Whether they were fortunate or not in finding beings of their own form neither could say. They were relieved to find beings whose form they could comprehend, but on the other hand, they remembered just how inhuman men of our own form could be on occasion.


  In front of the commander’s seat they stopped. A Sirian came forward. As he did so the commander sent the thought:


  “Allow my officer to take a sample of your air. If it is suitable we can converse much better with those clumsy space-suits opened.”


  A few minutes determined that the atmosphere of the Sirian ship was breathable by Earthmen, and so they removed their helmets. They found the Sirian air unpleasant at first, but it was endurable, and after a while they became accustomed to it. Later they found that it was very similar to our own atmosphere but contained only about fifteen percent of oxygen and very little nitrogen, the deficit being made up chiefly of argon. The temperature was also higher than that of earth and the air was extremely humid. Still, as we said, they could breathe it without actual discomfort or danger.


  When the prisoners had removed their helmets, the Sirian commander demanded, speaking unintelligible words but conveying the thoughts mentally.


  “Who are you and from what world do you come?”


  Quick as a light ray came back Neil’s reply, “Why should we give you any information?”


  “Because we can compel you to,” was the answering thought.


  “Compel us?” Neil threw every bit of derision and contempt of which he was capable into that defiance.


  “Diane, standing close beside him, whispered, “Oh good boy!” Then directing her thought to the Sirians, “Fools! Don’t think you can score us!”


  “There are other ways!” came back the malignant suggestion.


  “What other ways?” returned Neil contemptuously, “Don’t think anything you can do will make us tell anything we don’t want to!”


  At this defiance the Sirian’s eyes seemed to redouble their luminosity. From him there emanated a series of thought waves of terrific power, waves intended to break down their resistance, waves which suggested horrors unthinkable, tortures unimaginable.


  For what seemed hours the silent battle raged. Diane and Neil, standing as close to each other as possible, fought grimly and determinedly. Now and then doubt and hesitation would shake one or the other of them as the mental pressure was concentrated in that direction, but each time the increased attack on the one partly relieved the other. Each time, therefore, that other was able to give support with the reminder, “We beat him before, we can beat him again.”


  Once when the Sirian concentrated his supremest efforts to break down Neil’s resistance, Diane saved him with the plea, “Hold on, Neil dear, remember that Right is Might!”


  FROM this time on, the awful pressure relaxed. The Sirian apparently accepted his defeat. Ceasing his cruel efforts, he sent out a new thought, a thought of compromise which seemed to say, “I cannot break you, so I am reluctantly compelled to yield you my respect. Let us exchange ideas and give information for information.”


  The sudden release from strain came as a dazing shock. For a moment they seemed to be in a whirl of confusion. Then Neil’s mind cleared.


  “Look out, Di!” he warned, “It’s a trick! There’ll be another attack!”


  Sure enough there was. Scarcely had the treacherous thought of compromise been put forward, scarcely had they time to react to it, when, following it, there came a thought so hideous, so terrifying, so crushing in its force that for a moment both of them were shaken.


  Then, as an answer to their unvoiced prayers, there came to them the inspiration, “Good cannot be conquered by evil. Right is invincible!”


  As one they hurled this thought, with all their strength at their tormentor. Instantly they felt his attack grow confused, weakened, out of focus.


  Realizing their opportunity, they held firmly to that thought that neither doubted came from the infinite Source of all Power.


  For a full minute they held their ground, every instant growing stronger. Then, finally, the enemy, his power broken, his efforts exhausted, surrendered.


  This time they knew it was no trick. They could feel the surprised dread that the Sirian was experiencing, and they knew that justice had indeed conquered, that malice had again been proved powerless against honor.


  Afterwards, in recalling that struggle, they wondered why all those others had not added their efforts to their leader’s attack, why only the commander himself fought the battle. For a long time they puzzled over it, until one day an old Martian philosopher solved the problem for them.


  “Why, of course,” he told them, “the explanation is simplicity itself. These people are undoubtedly able to concentrate and unite their mentalities, so that what you actually fought was the combined attack of all the beings in the vessel, directed and focussed through the commander.”


  The old Martian paused—thought for a while, “It must have been a wonderful fight,” he commented rather wistfully, “I don’t believe any but those who were truly united in mind, united in a great love, could have won it.”


  Now that the enemy’s attack was broken, the opportunity for negotiation lay with the Earthlings. Without hesitation, Neil sent out a thought,


  “You know now that you cannot break us to your will, but since for the moment we are in your power physically, we will consent to negotiate with you. But we agree to no demands—understand that,” the substance of the message. The time for that was over.


  As he delivered it, he realized that, in some strange way, he was voicing Diane’s thought as well. In fact from that time on, in all their dealings with their enemies, these two invariably thought as one being, so close were they in understanding and friendship. All through this period their unity of thought was intensified, yet for some reason they could not explain, their thoughts were invariably transmitted to the enemy by Neil, never by Diane. Her idea was that it was the result of his masculine instinct to protect her from any harmful contacts—a sort of shielding her from the nauseousness of the attacks.


  For some time the Sirian remained silent, sending out no thoughts, although they could sense that he was turning the matter over in his consciousness.


  At length he seemed to come to a decision.


  “We agree,” was the thought that came, “Let us first, as a basis for negotiation, exchange thoughts telling each other what we are, whence we come and what are our life-purposes.”


  “We agree,” was Neil’s response. “After ten of our hours we will again meet you here,” a stroke of genius this keeping the initiative. “At the moment we desire rest and food. We will accept your assurance that you will not interfere with us mentally or otherwise during this period, which we shall, of course, spend in our own vessel.”


  Assurance was given without hesitation and both felt that, despite the fact that their enemies were so peculiarly constituted mentally, they could trust that assurance.


  THE two tired people were not long in returning to their “home” and in divesting themselves of their clumsy armor.


  Once again cuddled down in her lover’s arms, Diane’s overstrained fortitude gave way. With a sob like that of a tired child, she burst out, “Oh Neil, darling!


  I’m so frightened. It’s all so terrible. I’m sure it’ll send me crazy. We’re so utterly hopeless.”


  Tenderly he kissed away the tears, whispered soothing words of comfort into her ear, until after a while her sobs ceased.


  Exhausted now, but reassured, she looked up at him—saw for the first time the Unutterably wearied, drawn expression of his face.


  “Oh you poor old thing!” she whispered, “Here am I being a baby, when all the time you need comforting as badly as I do. I am a selfish little beast!”


  “Hush, dear,” he whispered back, “You know that’s not true. You needed the comfort and help more urgently than I did. You just had to break down or else go mad. I was able to hold on by reason of my years of disciplinary training. But——” he broke off with a shudder that racked his whole frame, “I guess I’m all-in too,” he ended feebly. He too had reached the limit of human endurance.


  For a long time they just lay and tried to rest. The strain on them had been almost more than man could endure. They were completely exhausted mentally and physically as the result of the battle. They seemed to be in a daze, as though the power of coherent thought had gone from them. After a while, however, they began to recover and, in an hour or so, dropped off into a sleep from which they awoke feeling once again able to cope with the circumstances.


  Their next interview with their captors was of a more interesting nature. They still felt the mental antagonism against their foe, but it must be admitted that the Sirians kept their bargain, and in exchange for an outline—carefully worded so as not to divulge vital information—one of the conditions of human life, they gave a fairly comprehensive idea of their own worlds.


  As our astrophysicists had figured, their system consisted of a double sun with a system of planets, four altogether. They were suffering from the same calamity that had brought about the difficulties on earth. Their already overcrowded planets, shrinking under them, had left them desperate for food.


  Their planets were similar to those of the Solar System, although, since Sirius is a much hotter and bigger star, its inner planets are hotter and have denser atmospheres. The world from which these particular beings came was somewhat larger than the earth, but, being less dense, the gravity was less. Being used to traveling to the other planets, however, they had become accustomed to considerable variation of conditions and so were able to stand much greater differences than were Earthmen. This, of course, accounted for the remarkable way in which they were able to manoeuvre their vessel; they could stand accelerations that would have killed Neil and Diane.


  They admitted that they were scouting in the direction of our Solar System in order to find more worlds to live on, and feeling certain that the prisoners could not get away, were not at all hesitant about giving away information—though Neil noticed that they carefully avoided any direct information about their armament, except to keep putting forward the suggestion of its invincibility.


  At the close of the interview the Sirian commander gave them a thought that jolted them rather badly. Unintentionally Neil had convinced him that our system included worlds suitable to their constitution.


  The result bade fair to be calamitous. He gathered the impression that they were going to turn back to their own star immediately and bring up their forces in a massed attack. He also gained the impression that this force was already in space, cruising slowly in our direction ready to advance at the call of the scout.


  This meant a very short interval of peace for the Solar System, as their ships were capable of extremely rapid travel. Neil put their maximum at something like 20,000 miles a second. If his impression as to their position at the time was correct then they could be brought up to the Solar System within a very few months.


  This conference seems to have been extremely exhausting to both sides, for at its close, the Sirians requested a twenty-four hour interval for recuperation, an interval that suited Diane and Neil very well indeed.


  This time, as they started to buckle on their helmets preparatory to going out into space, the Sirian commander called over a young officer and said, “I am sending this officer, whose name is Kan Atra, with you to see that you do not make any attempt to escape. I could, of course, ask your parole, but I am certain that you would not give it, so I am taking this precaution instead.”


  AS soon as they were back in their own ship, Diane turned to Neil and said, quietly, “It’s our chance! Those men are intelligent, but they aren’t quite clever enough. Fancy letting us get that thought that they needn’t keep a watch on us, as we are too exhausted to try to escape.


  “Did you get that too?” he asked, “I thought I did, but couldn’t credit it. I guess they didn’t realize that we got it as it wasn’t sent to us.”


  “Yes, Neil, and do you realize that we can mask our thought from them and that they can only get our thoughts as far as we choose to let them?”


  “Yes, dear,” he agreed, “I discovered that, and have been wondering just how we can take advantage of it.”


  “Why, don’t you see?” she persisted, “That Sirian officer can’t get our thoughts, so we ought to be able to find some way to get rid of him so that we can try to escape.”


  “Hm-m,” thought Neil, “Guess that’s so. Well, much as I hate to do it, even to an enemy, since he seems a decent sort of chap, I guess I’ll have to——Get his attention for a minute can you, Di?”


  “Oh, Neil, you don’t have to——”


  “No, dear, only just give him enough to put him to sleep while we tie him up.” When a few minutes later the Sirian woke up, he found himself securely bound and gagged. Seeing that he was awake, Neil went over to him and said, “Sorry we had to be so inhospitable, but you can see why.”


  “I understand,” said back the officer, but could you allow me freedom to breathe in comfort?”


  “Why, yes,” consented Neil, knowing that Diane was thinking the same thing, “We’ll give you complete freedom if you’ll give us your word that you won’t interfere with anything we do.”


  The prisoner hesitated. Sensing his thought, they assured him, “No, we are not planning any action to injure your people just now.”


  This satisfied him and he gave his word, which they felt quite safe in accepting, since they had realized that these people had a very definite code of honor of their own.


  Having freed their jailor, they prepared a meal and when it was ready they invited him to join them.


  His face lighted up with pleasure at this fair treatment, but he shook his head doubtfully.


  “Your foods may not be suitable for me,” was his expressed thought. Then with a sudden change of idea, he thought, “I believe I will try some.”


  He found our foods moderately to his taste, though there were a number of things that he refused after very careful investigation. His attitude seemed to be that the chemistry of his body might be sufficiently different from that of ours to make the eating of certain foods dangerous to him. However, nothing that he did eat seemed to do him any harm, either then or at any other time.


  WHEN they had finished and had had a couple of hours rest, they started to plan their escape.


  Their ship was attached to their captor only by a slender cable, since both vessels were merely drifting without power. To unhitch this cable required only a few minutes work, although it meant going out into space to do it, and, in order to minimize the risk of detection, Neil had to work without his pocket projectors, pulling himself along the cable till he reached the couplings close to the enemy ship.


  Carefully he unfastened this coupling, but left it holding so that a slight jar would separate the two vessels. Then, taking infinite care not to let go of the guiding wire for an instant, he slowly made his way back to his ship.


  These were moments of intense anxiety to Diane. Neil was forced to work without light so that he should not be seen, and this meant that he was also invisible to her.


  “Suppose he let’s go of the cable and drifts away!” she thought. “Hell never get back, and I’ll never, never find him again!”


  With a half-sob she pulled herself together—forced herself to be busy. Neil would need a hot drink when he got back. At least she could have one ready.


  After an interminable time Neil reappeared in the space-lock. He entered the ship, slipped open the face-plate of his helmet, and most thankfully drank his coffee.


  “O.K. so far, dear lady,” he reassured her, “But now comes the ticklish part Somehow we’ve to start this crate away from the enemy without letting him see us go. That means we can’t use our rockets—far too conspicuous.”


  “But how can we?” Diane looked puzzled, “When we planned to drift away I never thought about that. Shan’t we rather tend to drift towards him?”


  “It was a bit of a problem I must admit, and I’m not so very sure even yet that it will work. Just in case it doesn’t, my dear, you’ll have to do something very hard indeed. When I go outside to try my plan, I shall tie a light rope to my belt and take a flashlight with me. If I give three short flashes followed by two long ones it will mean that I’ve failed. Then you must start the rockets pointing towards the enemy and, using all the acceleration you dare, must drive the ship away from him.”


  “But, Neil,” she stared at him horror-struck, “Oh! I couldn’t possibly—and risk leaving you behind?”


  “There’s very little risk of that, little lady mine, I’ll take a good, stout rope,” he assured her.


  “But, Neil,” she persisted, “You may get caught in the rocket blast!”


  “We must risk that. For the sake of our worlds we have to take that chance. One of us at least must escape.


  “I don’t think there’s much risk, though,” he added quietly. “I’m taking a couple of powerful pistols. If you have to use the rockets and tow me, I shall use the gun to drive me sideways out of the stream of fire. I think—I’m sure they’re powerful enough.”


  A few more explanations, a long kiss, and out again into the void he went, knowing full well that, if his plan failed, his chances of life were very slim indeed.


  At high velocities the factors of apparent increase of mass and of the slowing down of time have to be allowed for. A ship’s chronometer and its other instruments will show variations from the Terrestrial standards if great velocities are used. The variation is, however, negligible unless a speed of more than two hundred miles a second is used.


  Corrections are based on the simple formula.


  [image: ]


  Where Tm is time registered by moving clock, T. is time registered by stationary clock, v is velocity of object; s is velocity of light.


  END OF PART ONE


  WHEN THE UNIVERSE SHRANK


  J. Lewis Burtt


  This is the final installment of this story. It holds the reader’s attention to the end and in places is quite exciting. It is distinctively an interplanetary tale and the attention is held in suspense while the great opposing fleets meet in line of battle out in open space. The hero of the story is very interestingly described.


  PART II


  What Went Before


  People of the earth observed or thought they observed an amazing change; all animals, including mankind, seemed to be increasing in size. The population of the earth had nearly reached saturation point, and the increase in size made the condition far worse than ever. The solar system had for long been united. A visitor from the Jovian satellite, Io, demands that warning shall go to all. Neil Cameron and Diane da Silva, both scientists, hold that there is no increase of size and that the world is shrinking. Many seismic disturbances were to be expected. Water would probably begin to leave the earth and would have to be replaced by a supply from some other planet. An enormous sum of money is needed for the project and Diane’s mother offers all that is needed, as she is incalculably rich. Cameron Shows Diane a beautiful rocket-powered space-ship—he names it the “Lady Diane,” and they start off into space. A description of their novel appliances is given by Cameron, who tells Diane about the operation of the ship, and a wonderful projector that can throw a projectile fifty miles. Far out in space they encounter an enemy ship. Both Cameron and Diane are captured and taken into the enemy ship. They are sent back with a guardian to the “Lady Diane” and manage to escape taking the guardian with them. The enemy is from the orbit of the Sirian system. They communicate with thought waves. The Sirians were in search of new worlds to live on. The guardian turns out to be a very decent fellow. The “Lady Diane” is tethered to the Sirian ship, but Cameron, at the risk of being left out in space, detaches his ship secretly and they start away with the Sirian guardian.


  CAUTIOUSLY he let himself out of the space-lock, leaving the great valve open behind him. With infinite care he began to haul in on the cable, pulling very gently so as not to break the coupling apart. Slowly the “Lady Diane” drew nearer to her captor. Taking care not to let the movement become at all rapid, he hauled in the slack of the cable until but a dozen feet separated the two vessels. Then, with a long, thin, flexible rod, he reached out and touched the big sphere.


  Carefully he checked his vessel with this rod, as a boatman fends off a boat from a wharf. Infinite caution was required, as the ship only weighed an infinitesimal fraction of an ounce, the gravitational pull between the two vessels being almost negligible.


  Just as the ships were about to touch, he jerked loose the coupling and pushing smoothly and steadily, yet with every ounce of power he could command, he forced the “Lady Diane” away from the sphere.


  Without the slightest jar, the featherweight ship (on earth it would have weighed some six-thousand tons; here inertia alone had to be overcome) bounded away from her captor. In that few seconds she had been given a speed of nearly fifty miles an hour away from the other ship.


  The sudden movement was too much for Neil. His hold slipped. His long pole went drifting away from him, and for an instant he felt a deathly fear as he floated helplessly off into space.


  The moment of panic passed as he remembered his life-line, but—the vessel was drifting away at a good speed; was already invisible in the darkness of space.


  Would his line stand the strain when it suddenly jerked him along at the end of it?


  Suppose it snapped!


  A second or so passed. Neil suddenly realized that the big sphere was drifting away from him. The life-line had held!


  Of course there had been no violent jerk, his weight, like that of the ships, was negligible. The jerk due to the inertia of his body as he suddenly started after the “Lady Diane” was only a slight one, and in his momentary panic it had gone unnoticed.


  With a prayer of thanksgiving he pulled himself along the cord and, in a few minutes, had reached the space-lock, had passed through it and into the ship.


  Quickly he unlocked his space-suit, stepped out of it and—collapsed into his sweetheart’s arms, utterly played out.


  There were still about ten hours to go before the conference with the enemy was due, and they estimated that they had at least eight hours in which they could drift without their absence being noticed.


  The Sirians had no way of knowing in which direction they had gone, while they had the advantage of being able to keep them in view. They felt certain that they would not be seen unless they used their rockets, but even so, they decided to keep watch in case of unexpected developments.


  The great mental strain was over for the time and they soon recovered their normal cheerfulness.


  They found that the young Sirian officer, Kan Atra, was really a very decent sort. It turned out that he, like themselves, saw the folly of war between worlds, but, of course, being an officer of the Sirian Space Forces, he had had to comply with orders.


  Before long they began to teach him a few words of English, since the method of communication by thought transference alone proved to require considerable effort and was very tiring.


  When they had drifted for about four-hundred miles, Neil decided that it would be safe to use power. During their time of drifting they had worked out their course and accelerations, and a plan for eluding detection until they were at least ten thousand miles from the Sirian. Of course there were always his detectors to be reckoned on, but they figured that these would not be very efficient, since they were exactly in line between him and the Solar System, the impulses from which would make detection of the nearer, but smaller body difficult.


  They started by using their rockets intermittently, firing only for a few seconds every few minutes and at each burst altering their course so that it would be a difficult matter to spot them.


  For a while they watched their excaptors, but no sign of pursuit did they see. The Sirians were no doubt searching for them, but there was no way of being certain of this. Then, after several hours more, they saw him swing round and, with terrific blasts from his tubes, head straight away from them in the direction of his own world.


  Once certain that there was going to be no pursuit, they accelerated steadily at their cruising maximum, which they had found to be not more than forty-five units. Observation showed them to be some fourteen-hundred million miles from home, which meant that it would take them some ten days to get back, accelerating till they reached the half-way point and then decelerating till they entered the Solar System at a speed slow enough to navigate among the many worlds and meteorites there.


  At the same time Neil began again to make signals, this time using a directional beam which was almost entirely safe against detection from astern. He stuck to the same type of message, only saying that they had escaped and warning the worlds that they must prepare for a certain attack.


  During this journey home they became very friendly with their prisoner, who had accepted the inevitable very philosophically. After a few days, when he had learned sufficient English, they took him into their confidence with regard to their idea of shifting the oceans. At first he was inclined to be incredulous, but soon his attitude changed, and one day at dinner he suddenly put down his knife and fork with the exclamation,


  “I’ve got it!”


  “Got what?” came the simultaneous query.


  “The solution of that ocean problem.”


  They stared at him for a moment. Then Neil jumped up, caught Diane round the waist and began to execute a war-dance with her.


  “I believe he has too!” was his jubilant comment.


  But Kan Atra would not commit himself any further just then.


  “Perhaps I spoke too soon,” he said, “I just had a flash of inspiration then. Please don’t ask me any more about it until I’ve worked it out. It may prove a disappointment after all.”


  “Oh! but it mustn’t,” encouraged Diane, “it means the salvation of both our systems—and maybe others as well,” she added thoughtfully.


  On the afternoon of the ninth day—they had been decelerating for over four days and were within fifty million miles of home—Kan Atra, who was taking a turn at look-out, called Neil over to the telescopes.


  “Look!” he said, “can you see anything within a degree or so of that setting?”


  Rapidly Neil adjusted the instrument to his own sight and took a long look. Then he called Diane over for a look also.


  There was no mistake about it. There, heading toward them, was a fleet of cylindrical space-ships, ships of their own system. Within a very short time they would be rushing past these friends, these men who were obviously searching for them.


  When Neil’s first messages were picked up by an Interplanetary Patrol and relayed to the Council, there was a storm of debate. Many of the Councilors believed it to be a hoax and, after a long and stormy session, the Council voted to ignore the message, arguing that it was impossible for any space-ship to have reached the positions indicated.


  The rumor spread, however, and finally reached the ears of Neil’s old commander, “Daddy” Freeman, who immediately went direct to the President himself and asked an audience.


  He had no difficulty in convincing the President of the genuineness of the message, and a call put through to Lady Cameron, soon confirmed the fact that Neil and Diane were somewhere out there in space.


  Then the President took action such as no President had dared to do for centuries.


  He showed the Solar System that, after all, he was no figurehead.


  He did exactly what Neil had always dreamed should be done. He dissolved the Interplanetary Council, dissolved it in a speech that, though short, left nothing of their condemnation unsaid. Then he called a personally selected council of his own, and, as Dictator, assumed direct command of the forces and governments of the whole system.


  All worlds were placed under martial law, proclamations of warning were broadcast, and the navies of all the inner planets were ordered to prepare for war.


  Then the messages, which were by this time being relayed in continuously, ceased suddenly.


  What had happened? Were the two adventurers captured—killed?


  The relief fleet which Commodore Freeman had all ready to rise, was held. It was useless to send out a fleet blindly into space without further information. They might search for a lifetime.


  For two or three days “Daddy” Freeman roamed around in a state of uncontrollable anxiety. Then the messages began again.


  Within an hour his fleet of eight fast scouts was on its way to meet the wanderers.


  With a sudden movement Neil reached over and turned on all the deceleration he could get. At the same time he switched on all lights and threw into action the oxy-magnesium gun. This gun was set to fire a blast of brilliant white magnesium light every five seconds. He was taking no chances of being missed—they should see him somehow!


  For a few minutes they continued to rush toward the fleet. Then from the nose of the leading vessel there flashed out a brilliant red flare, followed by two short green flashes—the signal of the Interplanetary Patrol.


  They were safe at last! The fleet had seen them!


  Almost like automatons Neil and Diane sat at the control panels, operating control, as though they had merely been out for a short “joy-fly”. No sign did either of them give of the pent-up emotions within them.


  Very soon they realized that, despite all their braking power, they must pass the rescue fleet at a speed of at least sixty miles a second. As though he were at the panel of a regular cruiser, Neil eased the deceleration to something more bearable, and flashed out four flares, two red, one green, one white. This was the regulation signal which meant, “I am approaching with extreme velocity. Scatter and give me passage.”


  Only just in time was the warning sent. Within half a minute the “Lady Diane” flashed between the ranks of the fleet like a streak of living fire.


  The only sign of anxiety either showed was Diane’s tight gripping of the controls as she held the little vessel, steady as a gyroscope, on her course. That and Neil’s sharply indrawn breath were the only signs of the extremely narrow escape they had had, for they had missed the leading vessel by less than two miles—almost a graze at that velocity.


  Even as they passed, the fleet began to wheel round in a ten-thousand mile circle to follow them.


  Nine hours later the leading vessel caught up with the runaway and, within another hour, the wanderers were on board the great ship.


  Greetings and reports over, the contingent set its course for earth.


  They tried to keep their arrival as secret as possible, but somehow the newscasts had got wind of it, and the big landing-ground at the capital was thronged with people, while the atmosphere, was thick with welcoming planes.


  Neil looked at Diane with an expression of consternation, but she smiled back at him.


  “Ghastly, isn’t it?” she agreed, “but I guess we can endure it,” then as they neared their cradle, “oh, look! there’s the President himself. Now we are in for it!”


  The ordeal was soon over, however. The President, probably knowing from experience how it felt, cut short the ceremonials on the ground of urgency of defence. All he did was to greet the two friends and congratulate them on their escape.


  Then, in a short speech of commendation for their gallantry and resourcefulness, he turned first to Diane, motioned her forward and said,


  “Miss da Silva, in the name of the Solar Worlds we thank you, and as a small expression of the System’s gratitude, we confer on you the title, never before given to a woman, of ‘Lady Defender of the Worlds’ and rank as Honorary Captain in the Interplanetary Navy.”


  Then, turning to Neil, “And to you, Commander Cameron, we extend equal honor, not knowing which of you two is deserving of the greater. You are therefore now ‘Knight Defender of the Worlds’ and have rank as Space Commodore in Our Navy, this promotion being, we feel, equal to the raising of your friend to the rank of Captain. These honors, of course,” he went on, “carry the customary pensions, although I fancy that you, at least, Commodore, will not worry unduly over that.”


  A few congratulatory speeches from Ambassadors of the other planets followed, and then they were at last able to slip off home to Lady Cameron, whose greeting meant more to them than all their public honors.


  But they were not allowed long to themselves. Scarcely had they reached home when the President summoned them to the capital again, this time with their Sirian friend, to attend the Defence Council. The Sirian, of course, would not divulge any information, but on Neil’s guarantee, he was permitted his freedom and was allowed to return to Neil’s laboratories, where he at once started to work on his ideas for the ocean removal.


  No time was wasted. Most of Neil’s suggestions for the campaign were adopted and within three days the Terrestrial fleet was ready to rise, the ships having been got ready before the arrival of the “Lady Diane.”


  Twelve more days were required for the arrival of the Venerian contingent, and then the great defence fleet was to sail for Mars to pick up the third section.


  These twelve days were all too short. It was the only time Diane and Neil had in which to work on their big problem, and even that was broken into by official meetings, dinners, etc., which they could not avoid. They did, however, have time to go through all their former work with Kan Atra and to discuss his scheme with him.


  Command of the expedition was given to Commodore—now Admiral—Freeman, the Terrestrial contingent being under the command of Commodore Neil Cameron.


  Diane had told Neil that she was going as far as Mars on his flag-ship, and that her father would probably accompany the fleet in his private “patrol”—being an officer of the Atmosphere Patrol of the American Continent—and take her home from there. As a captain she was, of course, privileged to travel in naval fliers.


  THE great fleet of ten-thousand huge armored fliers, with the accompanying “mosquito fleet” of fast scouts, left earth at dawn of the last day of May, 2946, rising and moving in absolutely perfect formation. The roar of their rocket-tubes was heard for over a hundred miles, and the thousands who had assembled near the. great space-drome, were treated to a pyrotechnic display such as the world had never seen.


  During the ascent and acceleration, which occupied some four hours, Neil was fully occupied with handling his fleet and was unable to think of anything else. As soon, however, as they were set on the course and speed for Mars, he phoned up to the control room of the ship—he himself had a special control room from which he could give instructions to his Flock and Squadron Commodores—and requested that the captain be asked to come down.


  A few minutes later a rap came on his door and, in reply to his invitation, an orderly stepped in, announced, “Captain to see you, sir,” and retired.


  A second later the young Commodore looked up to see before him, in captain’s uniform, none other than Diane!


  With a grin he got up and came round the panel.


  “So you’ve decided to wear the uniform of your rank, dear?” he commented, “suits you, too.”


  “Well,” she asked after being suitably admired, “didn’t you send for me on official business, sir?”


  “Send for you on official business!” he exclaimed, “no, dear, I sent for the captain of this ship.”


  “We-ll——?” she queried with a mischievous inflection of her musical voice. “What!” Neil nearly jumped through the space-port. “But you’re not——”


  “You bet I am. I’m boss of this ship young feller! Haven’t you just admired my uniform?”


  “But, my dear——” he went on.


  “Well, aren’t you glad to have me?” was her mischievous reply.


  “Glad! I’ll say! But, my dear, you shouldn’t have done this—you shouldn’t have risked such danger. I really can’t let you go past Mars, dear.”


  In reply she threw her arms round his neck and whispered,


  “Don’t send me away, Mr. Fleet Commodore, dear. I’m not afraid you know, and if you’re—if you don’t come back, then I don’t want to either.”


  “But, how in the galaxy did you manage it?”


  “Easily. I made love to your “Daddy” Freeman and then I smiled nicely at President Egbert, and you heard him say he’d do anything for me.”


  Then for a few minutes they discussed official matters, after which Diane said, “If we’ve finished all the business, I want to go and inspect my ship. I know a good many captains leave all that to their lieutenants, but I think I’d like to make my first inspection myself.”


  “O.K., my dear, I guess we’ll both have to be pretty busy from now on.” Then assuming official status, she asked,


  “May I dismiss, sir?”


  “Certainly, Captain.”


  A half humorous smile at the incongruity of this necessary formality, and she was gone.


  NEIL turned to his control board. Everything seemed in order. All ships were keeping station.


  The formation was that of a huge complex cone, the flagship leading and the fleet following in squadrons of fifty-five ships, each squadron forming its own cone as a unit of a larger cone.


  Squadron formation was peculiar, but very effective. In front was the leader. Next came a ring of eight ships (A Flight) in a circle of ten miles radius and five miles behind the leader. Five miles behind this again was a ring of sixteen ships (B and C Flights) in a circle of twenty miles radius, and the same distance behind this again, a third circle of twenty-four ships (D, E and F Flights) in a thirty mile circle. Fifty miles ahead of each squadron were six scouts, making the full strength of fifty-five ships.


  Flock formation followed the same plan as the squadrons, fifty-five squadrons forming the flock, the circles in this case increasing in radius by two hundred miles, with a forward interval of two-hundred and fifty miles.


  The total number of ships in a full flock, together with supply ships, additional scouts, etc., was something over three thousand, so the whole fleet was divided into three flocks traveling on parallel courses, with a clear space of a thousand miles between their outermost scouts (the latter with picked crews capable of standing an acceleration of eighty units for considerable periods).


  Headquarters unit, consisting of a squadron of fifteen ships of the line and a fleet of these little ten-man fast scouts, had a position central to the three flocks, which were equally spaced around it.


  The remainder of the fleet consisted of out-flying scouts, forming vanguard, rearguard, and circumguard.


  The whole fleet in motion was a most marvelous spectacle, covering as it did a circle in space of three-thousand miles, with a total depth of nearly a thousand miles.


  The Venerian contingent of one flock was parallelling them at ten thousand miles. This, with two flocks from Mars and possibly a few ships from the Outer Planets, would make the second fleet under a Martian Commodore.


  Main Headquarters groups had gone ahead and were some two million miles away.


  ON the second morning out, Neil called through to the control room for Diane. When she reached his office he told her that some of the ships in the Venerian contingent were giving trouble and were not able to keep station.


  “Commodore Mansik has asked me to go over and see if I can locate the trouble. I shall be gone about ten hours, and I want you to take charge of my control panels during my absence.”


  “Right, sir,” was the formal reply. Then dropping formalities, she added, “but get back as soon as you can, won’t you? I want you here on this ship with me.”


  He reached over to a small drawer and took out two small boxes.


  “These,” he explained, “are personal radio sets—an idea of my own. They are intended for private and personal communications. Freeman and I have talked over a distance of ten miles, but we have had no chance to test them out in space.


  “Now’s our chance for a real test. You take this set and I’ll keep the other.”


  “Gee! I’m all thrilled,” was the girl’s excited comment. Efficient captain though she was, she still had a good deal of the child about her. “How d’you fix it?”


  “Put the main strap round under your arms with the power box and ‘mike’ between your shoulders. The ‘mike’ will pick up the sound vibrations from your lungs through the bones. Run the fine wire up along and under your helmet strap and over your head, letting the receiver pad rest behind your ear.


  “With the present fashions in hairdressing this instrument should be quite invisible when worn by either a man or a woman. You’ll notice that your set has its pads and leads tinted to match your own coloring.”


  It certainly was difficult to detect it, even without the helmet, and in full uniform it was entirely concealed.


  Neil gave a short explanation of its controls, and then said, “switch it on and we’ll talk.”


  She did so and began to speak.


  “For planets’ sakes!” Neil nearly jumped out of his skin, “You nearly burst my eardrums!”


  “So you did mine!” came back Diane’s voice as she opened the switch, “I never thought they had that power!”


  “Neither did I,” agreed Neil rather ruefully as he rubbed his ringing ears. “The power is adjustable though. Set them to register a faint whisper now, and then, as I get away from the ship, keep changing the adjustment to suit the distance. I’ll do the same, and then we’ll be able to use them efficiently at any distance.”


  “What’s their maximum range?” asked Diane.


  “Dunno,” was the reply, “but if that little effort is anything to go by, I’d say about a million light-years. Seriously though, I hope they’ll be effective up to about twenty-thousand miles in clear space.”


  “How many sets have you?” was the next question.


  “Only two so far, or rather three instruments. This one of mine will record from yours or Freeman’s. The other two, yours and his, will only record to mine.”


  “But can’t I talk to Paddy Freeman?” she coaxed.


  “Not just at present. He’s much too far away,” was the discouraging reply. “But if it will please you, I can fit them all with triple cycles like this one. Then we’ll be able to talk together as well as each having a private line to each of the others.”


  NEIL reached the Venerian flag-ship in a little under an hour, and soon got details of the trouble. It appeared that a dozen or so of the ships were unable to keep station, but would, for no apparent reason, swing in every now and then towards other ships.


  On two occasions ships had actually touched before their side rockets could drive them back to their proper positions.


  With the Venerian Commodore and a couple of staff mechanical experts, Neil went on board the most erratic vessel. A quick examination showed every mechanism apparently ‘starred’ and the ship was keeping station perfectly.


  This continued for about an hour. Then, without the slightest warning, she lurched sideways and, before the side rockets could be brought into play, was drifting swiftly towards her neighbour.


  As the jerk occurred, Neil took a sweeping glance over the control and instrument boards. Apparently all meters were showing normal readings.


  He grabbed a phone and called.


  “All operators and observers report readings of meters at moment of jerk.”


  One by one the readings came through, all seemingly normal. For a few minutes he studied the tabulated figures in front of him. Then, as though muttering to himself, he called Diane on the new instrument.


  As soon as she answered, he whispered, “Get the readings of all meters on all control panels of your ship. I want normal readings as they stand under these conditions of velocity and formation.”


  As he sent the message he reached for a pad of tabulating forms and began to fill in the top sheet as though figuring out possible readings. He knew how a little of the mysterious always impressed Venerians.


  In a few moments the reports began to come through from Diane. He tore off the scribbled sheet and began to fill in another with the figures she sent.


  Before long he had the sheet filled and then he began to compare the two sets of readings—rocket temperatures, ‘starred’—pressures, ‘starred’—battery voltages, ‘starred’—artificial gravity—h-m-m-m! Something funny here, figures far too high.


  Abruptly he rose, signaled to the two mechanicians to accompany him, and led the way down to the after power-room.


  Then things began to move somewhat rapidly! His first order rapped out. “Put all gravity into neutral.” Then, “open up the gravity boxes.”


  This took some twenty minutes, during which time he strode around from meter to meter, testing, examining, checking.


  When at last the boxes were opened, he stepped down into the nearest and walked slowly along, examining mechanism after mechanism.


  Suddenly he stopped. “Look there!” he called to the Venerian officers.


  One close look was sufficient. The two Venerians just ‘blew-up’. The gravity balancing relays were almost red-hot, their ‘mikite’ insulation burned and fused!


  “What’s to be done, sir?” queried a Venerian officer, “We’ve only two spares, and the other relays will likely be as bad as these.”


  “Do?” Neil snapped out, “Why just float around without any gravity for the rest of the war, I guess. Wait a minute. I want to think this out.”


  Going back up to the power room he sat down at a desk and began whispering to Diane,


  “See how many spare C.B. relays there are in the Terrestrial Fleet, also how much No. 18 insulation and No. 483 wire.”


  The answer was not long in coming.


  “We’ve only four spare G.B. relays per ship and the regulation amounts of insulation and wire—What’s up?”


  “Oh, all the G.B. relays in the whole Venerian fleet are defective I guess. The ones in this boat are a mess.”


  HE looked up at the Venerian Commodore.


  “I want your fastest scout boat at once, please, Commodore.”


  Mansik stared for a moment in surprise. Then he turned and gave the order.


  A minute or so later Neil handed him a written form with the request, “If you think it advisable, will you have that dispatched at once please, Commodore? Don’t radio it,” he added. “Too much publicity!”


  The message ran:


  “Commander Venerian Fleet in Space, to Commandant of Supplies, Planetary Headquarters, Mars:


  The Venerian Fleet is having trouble with defective gravity-balancer relays. It appears that the type fitted—G.B.K.Z.—is too small to carry the load under full formation conditions. Many of these have already broken down and it will be necessary to replace the relays of all ships with larger ones as soon as possible.


  It is requested that you supply to our fleet on its arrival as many as possible of a larger relay. Type G.B.K.K.-9 or larger should be suitable.


  We require up to a maximum of 20,000 relays and also 1000 units of insulation No. 48b. and 1000 units of wire No. 564.2


  Please do your best for us, as our fleet will be unable to go into battle without the new equipment.”


  The Venerian read it over, thought for a moment, then signed and dispatched the message.


  “Thank you, Commodore,” he continued. “We are most grateful for your help. None of my own officers could locate the trouble, since the gravity boxes appeared to be functioning. You must be a wizard at spotting trouble,” he added with a smile.


  “Glad to have helped you, Commodore,” was the reply,” I think, if I were you, I would instruct your captains that any ship that gives trouble is to proceed with neutral gravity.


  “It will be inconvenient for the crews, but it is essential that your whole fleet arrives.


  “Perhaps it would be as well, also, if you increased your formation distances by ten or twenty times. That would relieve the boxes somewhat too.”


  Then, taking his leave, he entered his own flier and returned to his flag-ship.


  The journey to Mars occupied sixteen days, during which the officers and crews of the ships were drilled in battle practise and formation, and were also given a course of lectures—by etherophone on the methods of resisting the hynoptic forces of the enemy and keeping their own mental control.


  The experience of their two commanders in this matter was invaluable. There is little doubt that, had our fleets met the enemy without this mental preparation, they would have fallen under the spell and surrendered without a struggle.


  The lectures were given by Neil and Diane, each one dealing with certain special phases of the problem, and at the conclusion of the course, they felt quite confident that humanity would be able to defend itself against any mental attack that could be launched.


  A code of signals was devised so that flock and squadron commanders could be warned of such attacks and resist them as units.


  Instructions were also given that, in battle, no orders were to be obeyed and no move made until confirmed by at least two officers. This was to prevent any unfortunate incidents arising through individual officers coming under enemy influence temporarily.


  THE arrival at Mars was a sight such as few living could remember. The air seemed filled with great cigar-shaped vessels. The landing grounds, specially prepared for the great fleet, covered mile on mile of the dry, sandy wastes of the little red planet. As far as the eye could reach in every direction there lay rank on rank of shining metal ships.


  Twenty-thousand there were in all, packed close together, yet still covering a full forty square miles of ground. The ten-thousand Terrestrial ships on the north occupied a whole county, while the seven-thousand Martians and three thousand Venerians filled an equal area.


  Beside this, an area of at least sixty miles was packed with the thousands on thousands of little scouts. A hundred thousand of them at the least were gathered in this area, while from time to time still more groups arrived, until even this huge area was unable to accommodate them.


  Around the Venerian fleet the bustle and rush was terrific. The Martians had procured more than half the required relays, and every vessel was being refitted with larger ones, or with extra numbers of the small ones taken from those ships which had the new ones installed.


  Two days of preparation were followed by a similar period of rest and recreation for the overworked crews.


  On the afternoon of the second rest day, shooting down the sky, came one of the fastest scouts in use. A tiny ship it was, bright blue, carrying the colours of the “Saturnian Federation of Satellites.”


  Straight to Admiral Freeman’s headquarters it was taken. Its commander stepped out, saluted the Admiral and handed him a message.


  “From Commander in Chief of the Satellite Forces of the Outer Planets, to the Admiral in Command of the Interplanetary Expedition.


  Greetings. Following our messenger is the fleet of the Outer Planets.


  We regret the delay in arrival, but have been awaiting the arrival of some of our forces from asteroids on the far side of the sun.


  We are pleased, however, to be able to place at your disposal a total fleet of about eight-thousand vessels, together with accompanying scouts.


  We earnestly trust that this fleet will be of great assistance to you.”


  This was indeed glad news. The commanders from the inner planets had only expected a small contingent, certainly not more than half a flock, from the outer satellites. Now the Solar Fleet numbered nearly thirty-thousand ships of the line—a navy such as had never before been gathered together. Moreover, the new unit enabled the fleet to adopt its most efficient formation, that of three units equally spaced around its headquarters section.


  Against such a fleet the enemy must needs be powerful.


  The voyage outward from Mars did not commence at once. During a month of preparation, drills, battle-practise etc. were carried out almost continuously. This month was necessary both for the training of the combined fleets and also to allow the fast scouts to get sufficiently far ahead of the main fleet.


  These scouts were sent out at regular intervals of two days, so that there was, in front of the fleet, a strong series of protective vessels, and also a definite line of communication.


  The scouts accelerated up to twenty-thousand miles a second, so that when the main fleet sailed, the leaders were some two light-days ahead (say forty-thousand million miles). These were spread out over the area of a circle of nearly one-light day in diameter.


  This incredibly gigantic fan of scouts was necessitated by the terrific velocity attained by the main fleets. They must be so far ahead that they could give the main body warning at least twenty days before it could come up with the foe—and, incidentally, give the foe equal warning, of course.


  A surprise attack with fleets of this kind is utterly impossible, since such fleets require a tremendous time to decelerate to speeds at which they will not simply shoot right past each other and away into the void. In this case from fifteen to eighteen days must be allowed.


  The scouts would, of course, etherograph back their messages from rank to rank, while themselves dashing right past the enemy’s scouts, and then they would turn in a circle of uncounted millions of miles to rejoin the main fleet.


  On July 20th, the main fleet moved off. It was a sight such as could be seen only by telescopic vision. The vastness of the formation was too much for the eye to take in at short range.


  It took some ten hours to get formation, as the leading ships had to travel outward so far before decelerating to a stop, while the rest came up into position behind them.


  For high velocity-traveling all intervals were increased by two hundred times, so that this incredibly great navy now occupied a circle of a quarter of a million miles in diameter, with a fore-and-aft depth of a hundred-thousand miles—little enough space at that for such tremendous velocities.


  It is almost impossible, even in these days, to picture this colossal formation. The thirty-thousand ships of the line may perhaps be visualized, but when we try to picture this far-flung screen of scouts spread out so that no one of them is within a million miles of his nearest neighbor, then our very imagination fails us utterly and hopelessly.


  THE scouts had no light job. They had to detect the enemy fleet at a range of at least five-million miles. Moreover, the enemy vessels would be dark bodies unilluminated by the rays of the sun, which at that distance was merely a fairly bright star. The only light radiating from the vessels would be the faint trails of their rockets—if they were using motors of that type—and possibly a few rays from unguarded space lookouts.


  Visual detection is impossible under such conditions, so they were forced to rely on directional vibration receivers tuned to the utmost sensitivity. (There had, of course, been no time to equip them with Neil’s new detectograph). With these they should be able to detect the radiations—the corona loss—from the electrical machinery of the ships. But five-million miles is a long way even for the most delicate instruments.


  A less extensive range would have been useless, since, with a relative speed of perhaps forty thousand miles a second, they would, even then, get only about four minutes of possible observation before the enemy would be passed and out of range again.


  It was absolutely marvelous the way in which those scouts kept contact. Their formation, even at such terrific distance, was such that their detectors gave them almost complete coverage over their whole front. A few enemy vessels might slip past unnoticed, but long before the main body was reached some at least of their scouts must reveal their presence.


  On August 10th, the first reports came from the scouts. On the eighth the first line of enemy outguards had been detected traveling directly towards the sun at a speed of about fifteen-thousand miles a second.


  On the 25th, reports of contact with the main fleet began to come in, and as soon as this occurred the calculating machines were set to work to figure out the necessary course and deceleration to get the Solar navy in position to meet them.


  A9 had been expected, the Sirian fleet had detected our scouts also and were themselves decelerating so that the two fleets would come into contact in about twenty days.


  All scouts, except the immediate advanced guard, began at once their gigantic circling movement. Those whose position compelled them to pass through the enemy’s lines, sprayed out behind them a fan of tiny steel balls—a million or so from each—so distributed as to occupy a space of some fifty million cubic miles.


  These little pellets were few and far between it is true, but it only required one of them to strike an enemy vessel to cripple it badly. At the tremendous speed of approach these balls were as deadly as any natural meteorites.


  The full effect could not be seen at the time, but when all the facts of the gigantic attack came to be known, it was estimated that some five thousand of the forty thousand enemy vessels were wrecked or disabled by them. The balls, although so scattered, were numerous enough to overtax the automatic meteor repellors and so do effective work.


  As the speed decreased’, the great cones began to contract until normal positions were reached, with vanguard scouts at twenty thousand miles.


  THE enemy formation was a huge hemisphere with the concave side forward. Their idea apparently was to envelope our fleets completely by completing the sphere.


  As the fleets made contact the forward scouts shot out projectiles filled with uranium solutions, which were timed to burst on contact, or immediately in front of the enemy ships. The released fluids, in the moment before they froze solid, spread out over the hulls of the spheres forming slightly luminescent patches which, under the influence of rays from our ships rendered the spheres easily visible. This work was so well done that practically all the enemy vessels were thus identified.


  At ten-thousand miles the first premonition of a mental attack was felt. From a group of scouts came the first warning M.A. signal, and every man in the fleet braced himself to resistance.


  Within a few seconds came the voice of Admiral Freeman,


  “Mental attack developing. All ranks keep stations. All orders will be confirmed and reconfirmed.” Then, immediately following,


  “Terrestrials will attack outward from center. Allow enemy fleet to make complete envelopment. Mars-Venus attack from left flank and Outers from right[3]. Fleet Commodores use own judgment as to methods and formations.”


  Then in a different voice came,


  “General Staff Commodore Hyachi confirms order of Admiral Freeman,” and the order was repeated word for word. Then again—


  “General Staff Adjutant Taklata reconfirms order of Admiral Freeman and Commodore Hyachi,” and again the exact words were repeated.


  Clumsy? Yes, but very necessary. As we have already said, the fleet had to be protected against officers under enemy influence, and the exact repetition of the words was the only safeguard. Under, or partly under, enemy domination officers would almost certainly not repeat the exact words of an enemy-suggested order. They would express the thought each in his own words.


  Swiftly the Terrestrial Fleet swung into its new formation. Each flock covered a sector of the sphere, with squadrons facing outward. Headquarters, of course, remained in the centre, directing by etherophone and telescopic vision. The enemy, thinking they had our fleet in a trap, closed in behind them.


  It must be remembered that in the almost complete darkness of outer space, visibility must be extremely poor, and that, even though the battle was formed in close order, yet it still covered thousands of miles in all directions.


  Arrived in position, the Earth Fleet halted and waited for the enemy’s move. Almost at once it became evident that the full force of the mental attack was to be directed against this section. With every man in the fleet using all his powers of resistance, and with the support of the outside fleets too, they had all they could do to stand against this terrible menace.


  At first, as had been the case when Neil and Diane had been attacked, it took the form of suggestions of terrifying fates.


  In a few moments a sense of doubt and confusion began to make itself felt. Promptly Neil turned to his Staff Commander and Signal Lieutenant.


  “Watch!” he orderered as he started to write out a message. “Has either of you had that thought suggested to you?”


  “No, sir!” came the instant reply.


  “O.K., then. It’s an order. Please confirm.”


  Then calling on his phones, he read the message.


  “Flag-Captain da Silva is hereby relieved of her command and appointed to the General Staff with rank of Fleet Commodore. She will hand over her present command to Commander Edwards, who takes rank as captain on assuming command.


  “Fleet Commodore da Silva will report immediately to this control-room to take command of the mental defences of the fleet.”


  As soon as Diane reported, Neil called her into his private office.


  WHEN they were alone she turned to him with,


  “Neil, dear, why didn’t you let me keep my ship. I did want to fight it through.”


  “I know, dear,” was the quiet reply, “but you are the only one who can handle this command. It’s the most important job in the fleet. I must keep clear for general control and you are the only other one who knows just what these fiends can do—You saved us before, you know!”


  “But, Neil, you’ve given me equal rank with yourself.” She protested, “Can you do that?”


  “You bet I can, sweetheart. It’s both right and necessary. Daddy Freeman will confirm it all right. Besides, you must have that rank so that your orders will supersede those of the Squadron and Flock Commodores.”


  “But see,” he broke off, “the attack is developing. Better get at it. Good luck, dear.”


  Diane, with characteristic decision, immediately called two of her former staff to act as her “aides” and to confirm her orders. Then she got busy.


  Idea after idea she sent out to the fleet. After a while the sense of confusion began to fade, as the men began to co-ordinate their thoughts with hers.


  Neil’s wisdom in making the appointment was now apparent. Every man in the fleet just worshipped their lady commodore, and responded to her as they would to no other. They knew too, that she had already met such attacks, and that knowledge gave them the added confidence that was so essential.


  Time and again her voice rang over the wires and through the ether. Now it would be, “Hold on, boys, you can’t be licked!” or again, “We are on the side of right, and Right is Might!”


  Then again she would meet some definite order of the enemy. Once it was “Leave those controls alone!” as the mental order came “All controls in neutral.”


  For a full hour the struggle continued. Then like a ray of brightest cheer, came Admiral Freeman’s voice on her private radio.


  “Well done, Commodore Di! Stay with it, girl! Mars-Venus and Outers will strike within three minutes.”


  As though the enemy had heard the whisper the attacks redoubled. Diane could feel the suggestions almost like physical blows.


  Her fleet began to break. Here and there a man or an officer would collapse and try to do the enemy’s bidding. Time and time again did commanders and others have to force their own men back from some panel or other. Yes, even to shooting down their best friends did they come.


  Within a minute confusion began to develop. Could they last out that other two? Could they? They MUST!


  With the supreme effort of her life Diane shrieked into the phones,


  “Hold on! Hold on, boys! Remember your wives, your sisters, your sweethearts! Hold on! Right is INVINCIBLE!”


  It was her old appeal and again it won. Men, officers, commanders took a new grip on themselves. A few moments of appealingly intense struggle followed, and then—


  “Our fleets are attacking,” came Neil’s voice.


  A gasp of relief quivered throughout the fleet. Now the enemy must divide his attention.


  LIKE the snapping of a switch the pressure ceased. The mental attack had failed!


  With a sigh Diane sank back completely exhausted, utterly spent with the terrific strain. Without a second’s hesitation Neil turned to his Staff Lieutenant. “See to her!” was his curt command, snapped out through clenched teeth.


  He would have given everything to go to her just then, but—his world was at stake, his duty, his honor, and well he knew that she would never have him desert that even for her.


  Quickly he turned back to his panel.


  “Mental attack defeated!” he called, “Orders following this may be direct, without reconfirmation.”


  Never did a tired fleet go into battle with such steady determination. As soon as direct orders were again established Neil sent out,


  “All squadrons, except No. 1 of ‘A’ Flock, will protect with full ray-screens and attack outward with rays 1, 2, and 5.


  “Squadron 1A. will scatter, watch for attack by radiance balls and endeavor to devise some means of defence against them.”


  Then after a moment he added, “Good luck, One! Yours is the place of danger—and of honor!”


  No. 1. Ray was merely an intensely brilliant ray of white light, to expose the enemy to view (Our ships had been painted a dull black before leaving Mars to counter any similar ray used by the enemy). Ray 2 was pure, concentrated heat, and Ray 5 was an ultra-violet which was to activate the luminous paint sprayed on the ships by the scouts.


  In addition they had Rays 3, and 4, the former a short “gamma” ray, the latter a beam of magnetic force.


  For extra armament each ship carried ten guns of twenty inch calibre, which fired projectiles containing a couple of tons of kryptonyl-nitro-pyridine (known as K.N.P.), one ounce of which was equal to more than ten pounds of the ancient, but similar, T.N.T.


  These guns were only intended for special circumstances as the concussion of their firing was so hard on the crews.


  The sudden blaze of sixty-thousand searchlights must have been distinctly disconcerting to the enemy, but they were evidently fighters. Their own rays flashed back within a second.


  At first the battle seemed to be merely a sort of fantastic searchlight display. Then Neil ordered,


  “Squadron Commanders will focus Ray 4 on any enemy ship that approaches within fifty miles. Focus through the hulls and try to freeze their electrical machinery.”


  As he finished speaking, a red light flashed on his panel. Quickly he threw a switch,


  “Commander Squadron 1A., speaking, sir,” came the voice, “Enemy are firing luminosity balls from some of their ships in sector 346/28. May I collect my squadron there, sir?”


  “Certainly, Commodore, your squadron is entirely in your own hands. You are permanently connected without signal. Good luck.”


  The main battle was developing very slowly. The enemy seemed loath to use more than a few rays—although our fleets were certain that he had a much greater number. This slow development suited Neil exactly. The longer time he had the more chance there was of Squadron One finding out something about the balls of fire.


  “Squadrons should concentrate their rays more,” was his next instruction. “Concentrate the focussing until you break through their armor. Add Ray 3 at the focal points to help break down armor resistance.”


  As he gave the order, Neil felt an intense pity for these men who were fighting so gallantly. Well he knew that they were almost exhausted by that terrible mental battle. Yet not a man faltered, although it was like automata that they obeyed—spontaneity of thought and action could hardly be expected yet.


  Then there came to him an understanding of the enemy’s slowness. Of course, he too was played out! His unsuccessful attack must have been continued to the point of utter collapse. The enemy could not think clearly for a time!


  As the full significance of this struck him, he turned to Diane, who, now nearly recovered, was sitting beside him.


  “Now’s our chance, kiddo!” he grinned. “Those beasts are still exhausted and can’t think,” and as a rather wan smile flashed over her face, he turned back to his phones.


  “Squadron commanders give ’em everything you’ve got. Get ’em before they start thinking again!”


  NOW things did begin to hum! With marvellous precision the many rays moved to and fro, combining and recombining. Ship after ship of the enemy’s fleet flashed into white heat—drifted off her course—her crew burned alive. Thousands must have been destroyed within a few minutes.


  But this was not to last. Aroused by the sudden intensity of the attack, the Sirians forced themselves back into activity. Now they let loose their great weapons—the balls of fiery radiance. Thousands on thousands of these horrors came rushing towards our fleets, directed by some force inexplicable to us. Hundreds of them struck before our ships could dodge them, and each time they struck, a ship went to its doom in a soundless crash of infinite brilliance.


  How many enemy ships were destroyed we could not tell, but within an hour, over three thousand of ours had gone—and what was happening to the flanking fleets we could only guess!


  In growing apprehension and alarm Neil and Diane watched the recording officers. How long could this last?


  Frantically he called No. 1. “Can you get ANYTHING on them? We are being annihilated!”


  “Nothing yet, sir,” was the disheartening reply.


  Fifteen more minutes—two thousand more ships dead!


  Diane looked at her lover, saw the desperation in his face.


  “Isn’t it HELL!” she exclaimed. “If only we were out there on the circumference doing something, it wouldn’t be so bad—but here, safe in the center——”


  “Not so safe either,” broke in the voice of the Staff Lieutenant. “Look at that!”


  “That” was a group of fire-balls rushing towards them at terrific speed. It was their turn now—a few moments and their little squadron would be but a blaze of light!


  “My God, look!” cried Diane suddenly. “Oh! the heroes!”


  In amazement they stared, for right into the path of the fire-balls shot a full squadron of vessels—a Japanese squad-son—deliberately throwing away their lives to save their leaders!


  “What squadron is that?” asked Neil hoarsely.


  “No. 37, ‘A’ Flock, sir.”


  “Record it. Never let that sacrifice go unhonored.” Neil’s voice broke on the words as the heroic squadron burst into brilliance.


  For a moment headquarters stood in bareheaded silence. Then, suddenly, sounding harshly through the hush, came the voice of Commander 1A.


  “We have it, sir. The balls can be stopped by Ray 3 if its wave-length is increased to .0004 micrometer. Concentration of ten or a dozen rays at this wave will explode them.”


  “Thank God!” was the fervent response.


  Now the intensity of the fighting redoubled. The enemy, finding his weapons repulsed, endeavored to swamp our defence by sheer weight and rapidity of fire. Still our ships continued to go out in flame—still we seemed to lose two or three to their one!


  With haggard face Neil muttered, “Our last reserve!” and called again on general signal.


  “All squadrons—rapid fire independently with K. N. P. guns.”


  By now there was no attempt as regular formation. Earthmen, Venerians, Saturnians were all in a general melee with the hostile spheres. Fortunately for Neil’s headquarters, the general shape of the battle was a hollow sphere of which his group was the central point, so that they missed the greatest intensity of the attack.


  FOR two hours more the struggle went on. Rays, projectiles, fire-balls—everything that they could hurl at each other was used. Squadron after squadron was annihilated. The whole remnant of the Solar force now numbered less than two thousand ships—and still they died!


  The enemy was suffering, too, suffering terribly. Our K.N.P. guns were wreaking havoc. For every ship we lost, the Sirians were now losing five, but—could we last out? Or would all our ships be wiped out first?


  All of a sudden, the enemy appeared to realize the rate at which his ships were dying. Panic seized him. He turned and fled!


  Out into space he drove, himself now only three thousand strong, towards his own distant worlds.


  For a few minutes the Solar Fleets were stunned. A moment ago annihilation stared them in the face. Now the enemy had quit, had showed a yellow streak!


  Neil looked at his sweetheart. Diane stared at her lover.


  “He’s going!” she exclaimed almost in a whisper.


  “But why?” came the Course Commander’s puzzled voice. “He’d just about got us!”


  “Don’t you see, boys,” Diane burst out suddenly, “That mental attack broke him! He’s fought all the battle on the remnant of his nerve, and now it’s cracked up.”


  Even as she said it, the voice of Admiral Freeman cut in: “Regular formation all ships. The fleets will pursue the enemy to his destination.”


  “Good stuff, Dad”—this over the private wire from Diane and Neil together.


  The pursuit soon became a dull, monotonous routine. True, there were skirmishes between scouts, and twice there were minor battles between the big ships, but these were merely incidental.


  Day after day the six hundred remaining earth ships with their allies, scarcely five hundred more altogether, drove on into space.


  Admiral Freeman, worn out with the strain—he was over seventy years of age at this time—relinquished his command to Neil and returned with the messenger scouts to earth.


  For a month the pursuit continued. Then one day the enemy turned at bay. He had evidently decided that this three thousand vessels were, after all, match for the thousand or so Solar ships.


  But no! Neil knew now how to handle him. Without waiting for any sort of mental attack to develop, he simply ordered his fleet to independent action with K.N.P. guns.


  Fifteen minutes of this and friend enemy had had enough. Unhappily for him, however, his main fleet had become separated from his headquarters section—or so it appeared.


  Seeing this, Diane, now acting as Chief Observation Officer, called Neil’s attention to it with the suggestion,


  “Why not send out a couple of squadrons and pinch ’em?”


  “Gee! You hit the ball every time, don’t you,” was his only comment.


  The capture was effected without difficulty and with the loss of only one ship.


  As the captive vessels approached, Neil sent out the thought,


  “Chief Sirian Commander will prepare to leave his ship. He will go out into space to be conducted to us. Safe conduct is guaranteed. The alternative is complete annihilation.”


  “I will come,” was the answering thought, given with a terrible intensity of bitterness.


  THE interview reminded Diane and Neil of their own appearance before their foes, only now the tables were turned.


  The conference lasted a full hour, during which time Neil searched the Sirian’s thoughts to its depth. The enemy had learned his lesson. He knew now that our Solar System was not for him.


  Understanding this, and realizing that, although he was utterly ruthless in warfare, yet the foe still had his own very definite code of honor, Neil said to him at last,


  “You are an enemy, yet we respect you as a fair-fighting foe. Therefore we wish to deal justly with you. I wish to confer with my staff and then we will advise you of our decision.”


  For some few minutes Neil and Diane discussed all sides of the question, their ideas, with a few suggestions from some of the other officers being finally written out and unanimously agreed to. As soon as this was done, the Sirian was sent for.


  “What is your decision?” was the thought he sent them. In it was no trace of defiance, nor, on the other hand, was there any note of fear. It was the direct and courteous question of a defeated general who must accept the inevitable, and who decides to do so with the best grace possible.


  Slowly and carefully Neil spoke, voicing his thoughts as he sent them out.


  “We have decided to treat you as an honorable foe, to trust your word that there will be no treachery. Do you give it?”


  “I give my word,” was the simple and obviously sincere thought returned.


  “We accept it. These are the terms we offer you, that in the name of your planets you shall agree to.


  “You will take your fleet back to their own system and remain within its boundaries unless we sanction otherwise.


  “For our benefit you will leave with us one each of every type of ship in your fleet, together with sufficient officers and men to navigate them. These officers to explain to us the mechanisms of such things as we do not ourselves understand. These officers and men to be allowed to return to their own worlds, should they so desire, after the final ratification of the peace terms.


  “If you accept these terms, we will at once withdraw our fleet from pursuit and let you all go free, trusting in your honor to keep the pact until its ratification by the rulers of both systems.


  “If you refuse, you will be given ten hours in which to rejoin your flee?. At the expiration of that time we shall proceed to annihilate your fleet systematically, mercilessly, and completely, leaving only one vessel to return to Sirius with news of your fate.”


  “Enemy beings,” came back the thought, a thought so sadly expressed that no one of all those conquering officers could do other than pity the fallen foe. “Enemy beings, you have treated us honorably. The wrong was ours in the first place, but you too can understand our need, which is as desperate as your own. Our great fleet is broken. We must return to our worlds in defeat, to tell them that the chance for our race is lost to us, and that most of us must perish.


  “We have no enmity against you. Think kindly of us if you can.”


  Deeply moved the men stood in silence.


  Then, for nearly the first time addressing one of the enemy directly, Diane spoke.


  “We greatly regret your fate, even though we ourselves may share it. We feel for you in your defeat, but at present we cannot help. All we can say is ‘Go in peace’ no longer our enemy.”


  The Sirian stood silent. The turmoil of his emotions could be felt.


  After a few moments Diane spoke again.


  “Friend of Sirius, there is one ray of hope for your world as well as for our own. Your officer, Kan Atra, whom we took back with us from your scout vessel, is working with us on a possible project, which we hope may solve our problem. Rest assured that, if we find it, you also shall share in its benefits.” Then stepping forward she held out her hand and, as the Sirian grasped it, she said, “Go back to Sirius with that ray of hope—and go as a friend.


  ONCE more did the two friends join Rands as they drifted down to earth. Once more did they receive the plaudits of the Solar System. This time representatives from every planet and inhabited satellite in the system were present.


  At the end of a week of celebration, Neil, alone with Diane at last, said gently, “Di, darling, let us slip away and get on with the work. I’ve had enough of this fuss,” and on her enthusiastic agreement, he continued, “and, Di, what do you say we run off and get married first?”


  “I’d love to, dear,” she answered, “but somehow I think we’d be happier if we waited till our work is done. Remember there’s still the big problem to face. Really we’re no better off than we were last year.” Then, as he kissed her in agreement, the door opened.


  “I’m so sorry to interrupt,” came the voice of the president himself, “I know you two want to get away—to your work—but first I have a small request to make of you. Will you, before you go, speak a few words to the assembled worlds, who are now waiting at their etherphones. Give them a word of hope. Tell them, if you can, that there is hope of salvation. Will you?”


  Of course they agreed. Each gave the worlds a message of encouragement, and then, to their infinitive embarrassment, the president stepped forward to the screen, took each by the hand and said,


  “Peoples of the Solar System, you have heard from these two friends that there is hope for us. Now you will all rejoice to know that in their efforts to find safety for you, they have also found happiness for themselves. It is an honor for me to announce the betrothal of the Lady Diane da Silva to Commodore Sir Neil Cameron, the two whom we all may thank for our deliverance from a terrible conquest.”


  When they reached home, they found Kan Atra very busy. He had practically completed his work. The plan he had thought of in the “Lady Diane” had proved successful so far.


  He took them out to the testing grounds when he had had a little lake constructed, and what was their astonishment to see, right in the middle of this lake, a huge aluminum ball at least three hundred feet in diameter, anchored with strong chains.


  “Now watch,” he said.


  From various points around the lake there were trained on to the base of the ball a number of ray machines. Kan Atra threw over some switches and from these machines there leaped out rays of a soft golden hue, all focussed on to the ball.


  Immediately it began to strain upward against its anchors. Then as it steadied, they saw that the level of the lake was beginning to drop.


  “What’s happening to the water?” asked Neil.


  “Going into the ball,” was Kan Atra’s explanation. “The ray, which is similar to the one used to project our luminosity-balls, will, at certain frequencies, counteract the influence of gravity on certain substances, among which are certain metals and a few simple compounds such as water. As the rays are focussed just now, they are nullifying the earth’s pull on the ball and also on the water that is immediately below the opening in it.


  “Since the ball is exhausted of air, the water will be forced into it by atmospheric pressure from without. In the ordinary way, of course, this only gets the inside water level up to about thirty-feet, when its own weight prevents any further rise—but that is the most elementary physics, of course.


  “However, when the ray is in action the water inside becomes practically weightless and so the pressure outside can force it up until the sphere is filled. Then the cables can be released and, with a little adjustment and manoeuvring, the ball full of water can be moved about at will.”


  “So you really have succeeded?” said Diane after a long pause. “I always knew my idea was real, but somehow, now that it really does work, I can’t quite believe it.”


  AS a matter of fact neither she nod Neil seemed to take in the marvelous truth of it just then. Perhaps all their experiences had left them so mentally satiated that they were incapable of taking in any more ideas for a time. At any rate the realization of it only seemed to reach their comprehension slowly. But when it did——!


  It was not long before the president was called to inspect the project and, when he saw their demonstration, he unhesitatingly pronounced it practicable. He ordered work to be started at once on the construction of a large number of aluminum balls, each twenty miles in diameter, ready for the reception of the ocean water.


  It was estimated that it would require about eight thousand of these balls, since the mass of water was equivalent to a single sphere of over three hundred miles in diameter. To build larger balls was, however, not practicable so they had to use this large number. About a thousand were to be constructed, each being used several times.


  The construction of these balls and of the necessary machines for operating them took nearly a year, but instead of waiting for the completion of the whole series, they commenced to draw off the water as soon as there were sufficient balls available.


  It was soon found, as Neil had warned them, that too rapid a removal of the weight would cause serious disturbances, and so it was arranged that the lifting of the oceans should be spread over a period of years to avoid danger of earthquakes. Even as it was there were many destructive shiftings of the earth’s crust, but, fortunately, Neil’s calculations had been so well made that these were nearly all foreseen and little or no loss of life occurred through them.


  The problem of the disposal of the water had been a difficult one, but eventually, at Kan Atra’s suggestion, it was removed to an orbit some millions of miles inside that of Mercury, where it was near enough to the Sun to prevent it from freezing. In fact, after it was set in steady rotation, it was found that it kept a temperature high enough to give the little watery planet a considerable atmosphere of vapor.


  As soon as the work was started on earth, the Venerians and the inhabitants of the outer satellites followed suit, their oceans being added to the same mass, so that eventually there was a planet formed whose diameter was nearly a thousand miles. Mars, of course, had no ocean to remove, so arrangements were made to transfer her surplus population to some of the less populated satellites and even to one or two of the larger asteroids.


  The removal of the first group of balls was an event in Interplanetary History. A hundred of the great spheres were lifted simultaneously by the throwing of a switch by the originator of the idea, Diane herself.


  The event, at President Egbert’s request, had been made coincident with her marriage to Neil, when immediately the last ball had disappeared into the sky, the president stepped forward and, in the presence of delegates from all over the Solar System, and of Kan Atra and a few other Sirians, who had chosen to remain on earth for a time, he joined their hands in marriage.


  The ceremony was conducted without any elaboration, since both felt that it was too solemn an occasion.


  As soon as the ceremony was completed, a guard of officers—the survivors of the great battle—formed around the newly-married pair and before the crowds realized what had happened, the bride and groom were away on the “Lady Diane.”


  Where they went for their honeymoon is the one secret they never told.


  OUR story is ended. The history of the years that followed is well enough known, how the ocean beds were fertilized, how the hot planet Mercury was found unsuitable for any of the peoples of the Solar System and so became a Sirian colony, how each succeeding generation born into the world is smaller than its parents, so that as time goes on, the stature of men will again adjust itself to the lessened size of the worlds, is in fact doing so at such a pace that we have already started to bring back our oceans, making our earth once again the delightful world it used to be.


  All this is history and does not really belong to our story. What we have tried to tell you is the story of the romance of our wonderful grandparents, of their great love for each other that made their life together, and with their friendship with the honored Kan Atra, such an example to the worlds.


  “May we be found worthy to follow in their footsteps” is the great hope and prayer of us who write, their two grandchildren, Diane and Neil the Younger.


  THE END


  [1] Slang for “space liner.”


  [2] The ancient SOS (. . . ——— . . .) was still used as the distress call for Individuals and ships. For a general warning of danger to shipping or to the system generally, the signal HM HM (. . . .——. . . .——) was used.


  Declination and Right Ascension correspond to latitude and longitude and are set by arbitrary lines in space drawn from the sun as centre, Radial distance is distance measured radially outward from the sun in microparsecs—the old Terrestrial astronomical unit, the parsec, is Interplanetary standard.


  Course is given as follows: the first figure relates to travel compared to the ecliptic (in non technical language the plane of the Solar System) measured in degrees, plus and ramus directions being arbitrarily determined. The second figure gives the direction corresponding to the declination.


  Acceleration is given in the ancient British feet per second, the metric system having finally gone out of use.


  Velocities are given in Interplanetary miles (1830 yards) per second.


  [3] The terms “left” and “right” could be used without confusion, since the fleet always worked from its own space-plane, which was set by the commander according to the direction of travel.


  A VISION OF VENUS


  Otis Adelbert Kline


  This is a very nice story, verging on the short, short order, and will be enjoyed by all of our readers. We have not. had a story by Mr. Kline for some time and we are sure this one will be welcome. There is a love motif, but not of an order to excite opposition from our readers.


  DR. MORGAN, scientist and psychologist, stared fixedly into the crystal globe before him, as he sat in the study of his strange mountain observatory.


  For many years, he had been communicating with people on Mars and Venus by means of telepathy, and recording these communications.


  Just now, he had established rapport with Lotan, a young plant hunter for the Imperial Government of Olba, the only nation on Venus which had aircraft. He was seeing with Lotan’s eyes, hearing with his ears, precisely as if this earthly scientist were Lotan the Olban. The electrodes of his audiophoto thought recorder were clamped to his temples, and every thought, every sense impression of Lotan’s was, for the time, Dr. Morgan’s.


  Lotan’s little one-man flier was behaving badly. He had just come through a terrific storm in which he had lost his bearings. His navigating instruments were out of commission and his power mechanism was growing weaker. It would be necessary for him to land and make repairs, soon.


  For many months he had sought the kadkot, that rare and valuable food fungus which had once been cultivated in Olba, but had been wiped out by a parasite. His sovereign had offered him the purple of nobility and a thousand kantols of land, if he would but bring him as many kadkor spores as would cover his thumb nail. But so far his quest had been fruitless.


  Far below him the Ropok Ocean stretched its blue-green waters for miles in all directions—a vast expanse of sea and sky that teemed with life of a thousand varieties. There were creatures of striking fantastic beauty and of terrifying ugliness. A number of large, white birds, with red-tipped wings and long, sharply curved beaks, skimmed the water in search of food. Hideous flying reptiles, some with wing-spreads of more than sixty feet, soared quite near the flier, eyeing it curiously as if half minded to attack. They would scan the water until they saw such quarry as suited them, then, folding their webbed wings and dropping head first with terrific speed, would plunge beneath the waves, to emerge with their struggling prey and leisurely flap away.


  The sea itself was even more crowded with life. And mightiest of all its creatures was the great ordzook, so immense that it could easily crush a large battleship with a single crunch of its huge jaws.


  But these sights were no novelty to Lotan, the botanist. What he hoped to see, and that quickly, was land. Failing in this, he knew by the way the power mechanism was acting, that he would soon be compelled to settle to the surface of the Ropok probably to be devoured, ship and all, by some fearful marine monster.


  Presently he caught sight of a tiny islet, and toward this he directed his limping ship with all the force of his will. For his little craft, which looked much like a small metal duck boat with a glass globe over the cockpit, was raised, lowered, or moved in any direction by a mechanism which amplified the power of telekinesis, that mysterious force emanating from the subjective mind, which enables earthly mediums to levitate ponderable objects without physical contact, It had no wings, rudder, propeller or gas chambers, and its only flying equipment, other than this remarkable mechanism, were two fore-and-aft safety parachutes, which would lower it gently in case the telekinetic power failed.


  Normally the little craft could travel at a speed of five hundred miles an hour in the upper atmosphere, but now it glided very slowly, and moreover was settling toward the water alarmingly. Lotan exerted every iota of his mind power, and barely made the sloping, sandy beach when the mechanism failed altogether.


  As he sprang out of his little craft, Lotan’s first care was for his power-mechanism. Fortunately the splicing of a wire which had snapped repaired the damage.


  HE looked about him. At his feet the sea was casting up bits of wreckage. It was evident that a ship had gone to pieces on the reef—the work of the recent storm. The body of a drowned sailor came in on a comber. But it did not reach the shore, for a huge pair of jaws emerged from the water, snapped, and it was gone. In the brief interval he recognized the naval uniform of Tyrhana, the most powerful maritime nation of Venus.


  Then his attention was attracted by something else—tracks, freshly made, leading from a large piece of wreckage across the soft sand and into the riotous tangle of vegetation that clothed the interior. They were small—undoubtedly the tracks of a woman or boy.


  Lotan followed, resolved to try to rescue this marooned fellow-being, before taking off.


  He plunged into a jungle that would have appeared grotesque to earthly eyes. The primitive plants of Venus, which bear no fruits, flowers nor seeds, but reproduce solely by subdivision, spores or spawn, assume many strange and unusual forms and colors. Pushing through a fringe of jointed, reed-like growths that rattled like skeletons as he passed, he entered a dense fem-forest. Immense tree-ferns with rough trunks and palm-like leaf crowns, some of which were more than seventy feet in height, towered above many bushy varieties that were gigantic compared to the largest ferns of earthly jungles. Climbing ferns hung everywhere, like lianas. Creeping ferns made bright green patches on the ground. And dwarf, low-growing kinds barely raised their fronds above the violet-colored moss which carpeted the forest floor.


  The trail was plain enough, as the little feet had sunk deeply into the moss and leaf-mould. It led over a fern-clothed rise to lower marshy ground, where fungus growths predominated. There were colossal toadstools, some of which reared their heads more than fifty feet above ground, tremendous morels like titanic spear heads projecting from the earth, squat puff-balb that burst when touched, scattering clouds of tiny black spores, and grotesque funguses shaped like candelabra, corkscrews, organ pipes, stars, fluted funnels and upraised human hands.


  But Lotan gave no heed to these. To him they were quite commonplace.


  AS he hurried along the trail, there suddenly came from the tangle ahead a horrible peal of demoniacal laughter. It was quickly echoed by a dozen others coming from various points in the fungoid forest. He dashed forward, gripping his weapons, for he recognized the cry of the hahoe, that terrible carnivore of the Venerian jungles. It had discovered a victim and was summoning its fellows.


  Like all Venerian gentlemen, Lotan wore a tork and scarbo belted to his waist. The tork was a rapid-fire weapon about two feet long, of blued steel. It was shaped much like a carpenter’s level, and fired by means of explosive gas, discharging needle-like glass projectiles filled with a potent poison that would instantly paralyze man or beast. The scarbo was a cutting, thrusting weapon with a blade like that of a scimitar and basket hilt.


  As he abruptly emerged into a little clearing, he saw a slender, golden-haired girl who wore the silver and purple of nobility, clinging to the cap of a tall fungus. Below her, snarling, snapping and leaping upward, were a half dozen hahoes, huge brutes somewhat like hyenas, but twice as large as any hyena that ever walked the earth, and far more hideous. They had no hair, but were covered with rough scales of a black color, and mottled and spots of golden orange. Each beast had three horns, one projecting from either temple and one standing out between the eyes. Two of them were gnawing at the stem of the fungus, and had made such headway that it seemed likely to topple at any moment.


  With a reassuring shout to the frightened girl, Lotan whipped out his scarbo, and elevating the muzzle of his tork, pressed the firing button. Horrid death-yells from the hahoes followed the spitting of the tork, as the deadly glass projectiles did their work. In less than a minute four of the brutes lay dead at the foot of the fungus, and the other two had fled.


  But during that time, brief as it was, another flesh-eater of Venus, far more fearful than the hahoes, had seen the girl and marked her for its prey.


  As Lotan looked upward, about to speak to the girl, she screamed in deadly terror, for a man-eating gnarsh had suddenly swooped downward from the clouds. Seizing her in its huge talons, it flapped swiftly away.


  Lotan raised his tork, then lowered it with a cry of despair. For even though he might succeed in killing the flying monster without striking the girl, a fall from that dizzy height would mean sure death for her.


  There was the bare possibility, however, that the gnarsh would not eat her until it reached its eyrie, which would be situated on some inaccessible mountain crag. As there were no mountains on the island, the monster would probably head for the mainland, and he could follow in his flier.


  He accordingly turned, and dashed back to where his airship lay. Leaping into the cabin, he slammed the door. The little craft shot swiftly upward to a height of more than two thousand feet. Already the gnarsh was more than a mile away, flapping swiftly westward with its victim dangling limply.


  LIKE an avenging arrow, the tiny craft hurtled after the flying monster. As he came up behind it, Lotan drew his scarbo, and opening the cabin door, leaned out.


  Almost before the gnarsh knew of his presence, the botanist had flung an arm around the girl’s slender waist. With two deft slashes of his keen blade, he cut the tendons that controlled the mighty talons. They relaxed, and with a choking cry of relief, he dragged her into the cabin. Turning his craft, he aimed his tork and sent a stream of deadly projectiles into the flying monster. Its membraneous wings crumpled, and it fell into the sea.


  Unconscious of what he was doing, the plant-hunter kept his arm around the girl’s waist—held her close. He slammed the door, and turning, looked into her eyes. In them he read gratitude—and something more that thrilled him immeasurably. With that brief look went the heart of Lotan. He was drawing her nearer, crushing her to him, unresisting, while the ship hurtled forward, when he remembered that she was of the nobility, and he only a botanist. The jewels that glittered on her garments would have ransomed a rogo[1]. And he was a poor man. He released her.


  “You are of Tyrhana?” he asked.


  “I am Mirim, daughter of Zand, Romojak[2] of the Fleets of Tyrhana,” he replied. “And you, my brave rescuer?”


  “Lotan, plant hunter for His Imperial Majesty, Zinlo of Olba,” he replied. “My navigating instruments are out of commission, but when we strike the shore line, which we are sure to do by proceeding westward, I can find the way to Tyrhana and take you home.”


  “HOME,” she said, and there was a sob in her voice. “I have no home, now. My mother died when I was born. My father went down with his ship in the great storm that cast me on that terrible island. Now I return to the loneliness of a great castle filled with slaves.” Burying her face in her hands, she burst into tears.


  His arm encircled her grief-shaken body, and his hand stroked her soft, golden hair.


  “Mirim, I—” he began, then stopped resolutely. The gulf between them was too great. Now if he had but found the kadkor and won the reward, he would be her equal—could ask her hand in marriage. He gasped, as that which had been in the back of his mind, endeavoring to fight its way into his objective consciousness, suddenly occurred to him. He had seen the kadkor. It had been akadkor that Mirim had climbed to escape from the hahoes. But in the excitement of the moment his mind had only registered the fact subjectively. Back there on that tiny islet, now several hundredkants away, was the object of his quest. But he did not know its bearings, and had not even a compass to guide him. He might search a lifetime and not find that islet again.”


  Presently the girl ceased her sobbing, sat up and began to adjust her disheveled garments. She detached her belt pouch and handed it to him.


  “Will you empty this for me, please?” she asked. ““It came open and got filled with some horrid gray spores.”


  Lotan looked at the spores, and his heart gave a great leap of joy, for they were the spores of the kadkor, scraped from the gills of the fungus by her open belt pouch as the girl had been dragged aloft.


  “I’ll keep these, if you don’t mind,” he said, “for to me they are worth the purple, and a thousand kantols of land. Moreover, they give me the courage to say that which has lain in my heart since first I looked into your eyes. I love you, Mirim. Will you be my wife?”


  “Take me, Lotan,” was all she said, but her lips against his told him all.


  THE END.


  [1] King


  [2] Admiral
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  COSMOS: CHAPTER 8 - VOLUNTEERS FROM VENUS


  Otis Adelbert Kline and E. Hoffmann Price


  Zinlo, Torrogo of Olba, abruptly checked his restless pacing, and turned from the great circular window which he had passed and repassed a hundred times during that interminable Venusian afternoon.


  “Body of Thorth! That ship from Doravia should have been here long ago. If Tandor has killed our envoys and stolen the ship, there’ll be war aplenty on Venus, and never mind what’s going to happen in the rest of the Solar System.”


  The emperor’s handsome, youthful features were dark with wrath, and his eyes were steel blue and hard as the blade of the curved scarbo at his side as he regarded gray-haired Vorn Vangal, his personal counsellor. The old scientist, however, was unruffled by the Torrogo’s outburst. He leaned back in his cushioned, golden chair, planted his hands palms down on the great table of richly carved serali wood, and before speaking, paused to stroke his square cut, gray beard.


  “Patience, Your Majesty,” he finally said, as his eyes shifted from the circular window of the Black Tower. “I’ve just received a telepathic message from Tandor himself. He is on his way to the conference—and while the treacherous hahoe might very well have taken advantage of the present interstellar situation to give you cause for war at a time when you couldn’t afford to strike back, I’m sure that your alarm is out of order—this time, at least.”


  Zinlo nodded. The iron sternness of his clean-shaven, youthful features faded, and he smiled thinly.


  “You’re usually right, Vorn Vangal. And it’s just possible that Tandor finally has learned his lesson.”


  As he spoke, his powerful fingers curled about the pommel of the long, curved scarbo, whose deadly flickering blade had hacked a red path through Venusian anarchy and to the throne of the mighty Olban empire.


  “But,” resumed the Torrogo, “it seems that these machine men never learn, in spite of their artificial bodies and the relative immortality they thus gain. We—some of us, at least—profit by experience, but Tandor’s record of treachery and intrigue makes me doubt that he’ll ever see the point of anything but this—”


  He smiled grimly as the sudden closing of his fingers made the chains of his scarbo scabbard tinkle softly.


  Vorn Vangal nodded, then gazed thoughtfully out over the garden with its winding walkways, its lagoons teeming with waterfowl and amphibious reptiles and mammals, its rare collection of tree ferns, cycads, thallophytes and grotesque fungi from all parts of Venus; but the old man’s thoughts were far beyond the rolling parkway that spread below him. Doravia, the empire of the Machine Men, had added to the white hairs that flecked his beard and head. Artificial bodies, cunningly devised to simulate human form, and actuated by electrochemical energy, had given the Doravians immortality. The only way in which a Doravian could die would be through carelessly exposing himself to peril before he had drawn upon the Imperial Laboratories for a spare body which his soul, or ego, could animate, and thus prolong his Venusian existence. With such relative immortality, the Doravians should have attained a superhuman wisdom through the richness of their experience; but actually they had developed egos so overgrown that wisdom had degenerated into cunning.


  “Wrong, Your Majesty,” the old man finally said, as his glance shifted to the scarbo, and the brightly burnished tork whose crackling blasts were the young Emperor’s ultimate argument. “Your being a master of your weapons at times blinds you to the value of matching wits rather than steel. We can’t afford a Venusian war—and I am hoping that you will confuse Tandor by subtlety.”


  “Subtlety!” exploded the Torrogo.


  “Exactly, Your Majesty,” said the old man with an indulgent smile. “Let me tell you the rest of my telepathic communication. Tandor, as I said, is on his way in response to your invitation. But that is only the half of it; he is bringing—”


  Zinlo’s crackling oath shook the brocaded tapestries. He knew, now.


  “Bones of Thorth! Is that wench coming into the picture again? It’ll be a wonderful conference with that female pest keeping things in an uproar!”


  “I knew Your Majesty would be delighted,” was Vorn Vangal’s ironic observation. “And that’s why I presumed to hint that finesse rather than steel be your weapon. She insisted upon accompanying her brother; but that is not the worst of it.”


  Zinlo glared somberly for a moment. “Out with it!” he commanded.


  “She has closed her mind. I’ve been unable to catch even a flash of thought waves. And if that doesn’t mean trouble, nothing does.”


  Zinlo scowled, nodded, stroked his chin. He knew that is Xunia could insulate her thoughts against the incredibly keen perceptions of Vorn Vangal, she was indeed an enemy to consider; and that she had exerted the uncanny power necessary to resist the old psychologist’s scrutiny proved that her thoughts were indeed sinister. Her concealment was a confession; only the details were lacking. And to obtain those, Vorn Vangal had counselled his young master to abandon steel in favor of wits.


  “At all events,” was Zinlo’s caustic comment, “there’s one thought she needn’t bother to conceal.”


  Vorn Vangal smiled as he noted the wry grimace that accompanied the Torrogo’s observation. The hostility between Zinlo and the royal family of Doravia had begun when the Torrogo of Olba had flatly refused to marry the outwardly lovely Xunia, an imperial match which had been proposed by Tandor in a spirit of scientific inquiry. Xunia, despite her being a mechanical creation animated by a spirit that had slipped from body to body for ages, had all the physical attributes of a normal, Venusian woman, and her brother, Tandor, had long speculated as to the offspring of that imperial Doravian beauty and the young Emperor of Olba. And Zinlo’s flat, uncompromising refusal, which in itself was an affront to the pride of the oldest race on the planet, was heightened by his defeat of Tandor’s plans for marrying Loralie of Tyrhana, an imperial princess in her own right, and a ravishing beauty.


  “Your Majesty is uncommonly acute,” murmured Vorn Vangal, reading the Emperor’s thought. “Xunia still wants to marry you—and that also must enter the calculations. Desire and vengeance and political intrigue are all hopelessly entangled threads in this impending conference.”


  “Impending is just the word, Vorn Vangal. Doesn’t one usually use it in connection with dooms, disasters, plagues, and the like?”


  Vorn Vangal smiled, but the jest which was to have been his rejoinder died unspoken.


  “Here they are!” he exclaimed, gesturing toward the circular window.


  Zinlo turned, shading his eyes with his hand. He stood alert and expectant as he watched the seven great aerial battleships slowly descending to the rolling sward below. Preeminent among the monarchs of Venus, he took his greatest pride in those mighty vessels which testified to the genius of the Olban scientist who had perfected a method of tremendously amplifying and harnessing telekinesis, the mysterious mental force which, operating on a small scale, enables Earthly mediums to move tables, chairs and other ponderable objects without physical contact. Olba alone of the empires of Venus had aerial battleships; and with the navy Zinlo had organized, he had enforced peace on that tempestuous planet.


  The cloud-filtered light from the circular window touched to life the shimmering folds of his brocaded scarlet tunic and flamed from the jewel-encrusted hilt of the battle-nicked scarbo at his side. And the prodigious ruby which adorned his turban-like headpiece glowed and blazed like a looted city as Zinlo nodded his approval of the skillfully executed descent in echelon.


  According to Olan etiquette, the ships which Zinlo had detailed to carry his fellow rulers to his capital were arranged in the order of the importance of their royal passengers and the landings were timed in order of precedence, so that the vessel which was the point of the wedge settled to the ground while the others still hovered clear of the field.


  The roll of kettle drums and the hoarse blasts of huge trumpets that sounded the salute to the occupant of the first ship reminded Zinlo of the courtesy due his fellow princes. He stepped from the circular window, drew aside a scarlet velvet curtain that concealed an alcove and entered the elevator which would swiftly carry him to the broad terrace where he was to receive the members of the conference. So swift was his descent that he was at his post when the folding aluminum steps dropped from the hull of the ship. Grandon of Terra descended and strode along the chrysoprase slabs of the walk that led to the terrace.


  “Blood of Thorth!” exclaimed Zinlo as the broad-shouldered, dark-haired young ruler of Reabon returned his salute. “Grandon, about the time we get this planet cleaned up, we’re getting grief from outside the Solar System.”


  “We’ll take care of it,” was Grandon’s easy assurance as he fingered the hilt of his scarbo. “Ay-Artz is biting off a big mouthful.”


  “Don’t underrate him,” was Zinlo’s low-voiced retort. “I’m fairly certain that he’s already driven a wedge into our opposition by buying the Doravians. Guard your remarks—and keep a watch on Tandor and his lovely sister.”


  The brief colloquy was interrupted by a second fanfare of music and Zinlo turned to Kantar the Gunner, Torrogo of Mernerum, a staunch grim-faced veteran who had risen from the ranks. The scars that seamed his stern, leathery features testified to his bitterly contested march to a throne. And then in succession came Aardvan of Adonijar, burly and thunderous of voice; Ad of Tyrhana, dark, lean and predatory; Joto of Granterra, Rogo of the Valley of the Sabits, clad from head to foot in the wondrous brown armor which no tork bullet could penetrate; and Han Lay, Torrogo, of the Huitsenni, the yellow pirates who had been reformed by force of tork blast and scarbo thrust.


  The squat, pudgy ruler of the Huitsenni waddled down the tiled walk, his narrow, cat-like eyes contracted in a permanent squint, and each of his three chins stained by the red juice of the narcotic kerra spores which he, like all members of his hairless, toothless race, mumbled incessantly. At his left walked an attendant who bore a portable, jeweled spittoon to receive the red expectoration that Han Lay aimed with mathematical precision, and at his right was a comely slave-girl with an embroidered kerchief, who daintily wiped his sunken lips so that he could greet Zinlo without drooling over his scarlet vest.


  The six allies were ranged at Zinlo’s left as the seventh and final blare of music announced Tandor of Doravia and his sister Xunia. There was a gasp of admiration as the latter emerged from the battleship. She was slender and shapely, with dark, haughty eyes and finely chiseled features and a thin, faintly aquiline nose whose imperial curve belied the amorous softness of a mouth that was red as a scarbo slash.


  The princess of Doravia was lovelier than she had been at previous meetings and for a moment Zinlo marveled at the regal beauty who now advanced with deliberate, undulant pace to greet him. Her hand was soft, warm and caressing, and her voice was as amorous as a kiss as she murmured: “It’s good to see you again, Zinlo. I do hope we’ll part on friendlier terms than the last time.”


  For just a moment Zinlo seconded the wish that she had expressed with what seemed to be unquestionable sincerity; but from the corner of his eye he caught the flickering, baleful glance of her handsome, olive-skinned brother, read the lurking enmity and shivered.


  Zinlo remembered that Xunia was but the simulacrum of a woman; that that which he saw was but a cunningly wrought mechanism and that the lovely body was not even the same one she had worn when he had first met her some time before. And suddenly it seemed hideous and unutterably repulsive that a mere machine could be graced with so much feminine fascination—that it could hold the gaze of each member of that vast assembly of resplendent officials and glittering princes.


  Xunia sensed his thought and the sudden gleam in her dark eyes contradicted the sweetness of her smile—the throaty caress of her voice.


  Vorn Vangal, reading the silent clash of thought and determined to interrupt it, nodded to the master of ceremonies. The roar and thunder of field music checked the outburst that was impending.


  Zinlo, in response to the signal, led the assembled rulers to the great conference hall and from his canopied chair of state invited the delegates to seat themselves about the massive table across whose polished top old grudges had been settled and new ones fanned to flame.


  There was a moment of silence. Then Zinlo rose and eyed the great potentates of Venus, his cold level gaze taking the measure of each in turn. Finally he spoke.


  “Fellow Torrogos, and Torrogina, my urgent invitation to the capital was for a purpose which no doubt some if not all of you already know. Dos-Tev, the exiled emperor of Lemnis, a planet of the twin suns, Alpha Centauri, warns us that Ay-Atrz the usurper is preparing to invade and loot to solar system. I need say no more. You know well that this raid will leave a succession of stripped and blasted planets, our civilizations and cultures obliterated and the survivors of several races chained and bleeding under the taskmaster’s lash.


  “And still less need I remind you of the unpleasant doom the butcher of the twin-sunned planet reserves for captured monarchs.”


  The low, confused muttering and wrathful growls that greeted Zinlo’s opening remarks told him that he would have little difficulty in organizing an expedition; but his eyes narrowed as he regarded the lovely Xunia who had intruded into the conference. Her royal blood technically entitled her to be present; and thus, despite her violation of tradition, it was beyond Zinlo’s power to deny her admission. And Zinlo, as he resumed his address, at the same time racked his brain for some clue as the nature of trickery which he was certain that Xunia’s presence indicated. Forewarned by his intuition, he had already devised a plan to thwart that lovely, insidiously evil creature whose amorous glances veiled her spite and resentment at Zinlo’s affront to her ancient race.


  “I have already built a space-globe, patterned after the original designed by Dr. Morgan of Earth. Each of you will send me a volunteer delegate. They will be quartered here until Vorn Vangal receives a telepathic message from Dos-Tev, designating a rendezvous where we of Venus may meet the contingents from the other planets.


  “You know the peril that hangs over us. Grandon of Terra will hold my throne during my absence. I will in person lead the expedition. All of you must give me the utmost cooperation, or our Solar System will become a collection of smoking ruins—desolate globes whirling thru space.”


  This time there was no murmur. The assembled monarchs, oppressed by the full realization of the doom that menaced them, exchanged glances, each reading the other’s concern. Even the yellow Huitsenni, the pirate emperor, for a moment forgot to masticate his kerra spores, and his slave girl, though but dimly understanding, forgot to wipe the royal chin.


  “Return to your capitals, fellow princes,” resumed Zinlo. “I will—”


  “But where is the conference to take place?” interrupted Xunia, smiling in the face of the general gravity, and patting her dusky hair. “I think we should know, so we could send reinforcements directly to the scene of action if an emergency arose.”


  Zinlo’s glance caught the eye of Vorn Vangal. The chief counselor, standing respectfully in front of the agate pillar which was his station, stroked his gray beard and let his left eyelid droop for an instant. And Zinlo knew then why Xunia was present. Vorn Vangal’s projected thought flashed silver clear: “There you have it, Your Majesty. She wants to betray the rendezvous to Ay-Artz.”


  Only that flash; and his thought waves were abruptly cut short, lest some other person sensing their powerful vibration would likewise receive their import. But that flash sufficed. No explanation was needed. Xunia’s motive was obvious: the reward of treason would be the entire looted planet of Venus for Xunia and Tandor, once Ay-Artz had completed his devastation. Betraying the meeting place would give Ay-Artz the victory; and without this treason, the butcher from Alpha Centauri’s far off planet would be forced to fight bitterly, might even strive in vain to complete his gigantic conquest.


  Zinlo’s arm rose in a gesture of dismissal. “I am the chosen recipient of the message on this planet,” he said. “Even I do not yet know the rendezvous; and if I did, it would be stupid indeed of me to broadcast such a vital secret. Ay-Artz has spies among us. Therefore abandon feminine curiosity, and do as I command. Or is there any one else who would prefer to lead the expedition?”


  The clamor that ensued, assured Zinlo that the perilous honor was his; but Xunia’s venomous glance was more eloquent than her silence. Zinlo knew that she had taken his words as an accusation hurled to her teeth before this conclave of her peers; that she would use all her age-seasoned cunning to defeat him, to seek out the hidden rendezvous.


  Zinlo repeated his gesture. The assembled monarchs saluted, then with deliberate, formal strides, left the conference hall.


  “I do hope we’ll meet again, soon—when you are not so busy,” was Xunia’s sweet-voiced mockery as she turned to accompany her brother.


  Zinlo shot an inquiring glance at Vorn Vangal.


  “That she-marmelot’s up to something. But at least she didn’t stage a scene,” he muttered as, frowning, he sought to appraise the strange woman from all angles, sought to find some motive other then rank treason. Internal treachery was one thing; betraying a planet to an invader from beyond the Solar System was another; and even Xunia might not go to such lengths. But if not treachery, what was her aim?


  Vorn Vangal shook his head as he sensed the unspoken question.


  “No, I’m not sure it’s treachery she contemplates, Your Majesty. But watch yourself,” he said aloud.


  “I have,” replied Zinlo. “To prevent the thought from being read, I thrust it for the time even from my own mind. But now that she’s far enough away, I’ll risk it. All the torrogos are going on the homeward trip. And while each is apparently on his way home, six of the battleships will shortly circle and return to the capital. But the ship carrying Tandor and his sister will not return. The delegates will be selected, and we will immediately leave for the rendezvous, which I feared to announce in Tandor’s presence.”


  “Excellent, Your Majesty!” approved Vorn Vangal. “And you were very wise in keeping that thought insulated so heavily that even I could not grasp it.”


  Late that night six aerial battleships silently settled in the inner court of the palace. There was no formal fanfare of music to greet the six torrogos who emerged from the vessels that had ostensibly set out to carry them to their capitals. Stealth, and the moonless darkness of Venus, guarded every move.


  Zinlo stood on the broad balcony that overhung the vast court, watched the torrogos and their personal staffs filing from the darkened ships.


  “Vorn Vangal,” he said, abruptly breaking into the profound speculations of the old scientist, “why not give up the idea of using the Doravians? It was a mistake to invite Tandor here. Those machine men will be more of a liability than an asset. We distrust their master—how can we trust the men?”


  Vorn Vangal shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. The poison is concentrated in that lovely trouble maker and her ambitious brother. If we can win them over, the machine men, commanded by our officers, will serve us well enough. And remember this: they are splendid shock troops. Though the enemy kills them, they will straightway return to their spare bodies which are stored in the Doravian arsenals; and fast space globes will rush them back to the firing line to resume the assault.


  “Practially every Doravian warrior has five spare bodies and their mojos and mojaks have seven apiece, while the romojaks have ten. All Venus would have a problem in subduing them and even Ay-Artz would find it a tough task.”


  Zinlo grinned reminiscently as he recollected the old psychologist’s trick of projecting a neutralizing wave which would halt the electrochemical process that made the artificial bodies move in response to the urge of the egos that animated them. In case to treachery, Tandor would be defeated before his staff of scientists could stumble across that difficult weapon.


  “Ay-Artz will be lucky if we don’t tan his hide and nail it on the Black Tower!” was Zinlo’s grim threat. “And now that Xunia won’t know where the rendezvous is, Ay-Artz will be stumped from the start. That—”


  And then Zinlo caught his breath, gestured toward the courtyard below.


  “Bones of Thorth! Look at that! Seven of them! Not six but seven!”


  He could not distinguish the device on the pennant that fluttered from the mast of that unaccountable seventh ship which was in the courtyard but as he dashed to the elevator, he had a premonition of evil. He sensed that Xunia had penetrated his ruse, had brazenly sent an observer to join the returning torrogos. But as he emerged into the courtyard, he saw that Xunia herself had returned! Even in the dim glow from the tower windows, he recognized that slender, regal figure; and as she approached him, followed by and handful of attendants, he saw by the lights that filtered from the curtained windows of the left wing that she was smiling sweetly, as though she had not transfixed him with poisonous glances that evening.


  “Oh, Zinlo,” she said in that caressing, rich voice, whose throaty tones Doravian scientists had labored for generations to perfect. “You dismissed us all so abruptly that I forgot the parting gift I had brought. So I came back.”


  She clapped her jeweled hands. Four of her attendants came forward with a long, narrow chest of serali wood, heavily bound with bands of oxidized silver.


  “A case of fern wine from my own cellar,” she explained. “And three hampers of the rare sub-aqueous globe-fruits from Bankuk. I know you are awfully fond of them.”


  In the dim half-light she was lovelier than ever; and for a moment Zinlo forgot that the amorous light in her long-lashed eyes was the triumph of five thousand years of laboratory research. He caught the rich savor of the globe-fruits, which grow only in the spring-fed lakes of Bankuk, forever guarded by the terrible Flying Grampites, and his suspicions still further subsided when one of the attendants lifted the cover of the chest, displaying the great, topaz-colored clusters of that rare fruit, while from among the bunches in the further end, he saw the necks of porphory flasks of that incredibly ancient wine, made from the sweet sap of that specially cultivated fern, for which Doravia was famous.


  Zinlo bowed gravely. Something warned him that to accept the gift was the uttermost idiocy. The he resolved to have the fruits and wines tested for poison. And then he felt that his suspicions were churlish.


  He gestured to an attendant.


  “Stow that chest in the commissary department of the flying globe,” he commanded. “And seal it with my personal seal. Tell the steward to set the refrigeration controls very carefully. If that fruit is frostbitten I’ll have his head.”


  The he turned again to Xunia.


  “Our thanks,” he said gravely. “And I trust that you realize that this afternoon’s brusqueness was necessary, and not in any way personal.”


  “Why, of course, Zinlo,” she replied. “And accept my very best wishes.” Then, as her fingers lingered caressingly in his hand, “Zinlo, won’t you ever, ever feel differently about me?”


  “Maybe,” he compromised, valiantly swallowing the sudden and unpleasant recurrence of that thought that the warmth of that dainty hand was controlled by delicate thermostats. “But I’ve got another war on my mind—and you know how that is.”


  “Good-bye, Zinlo. I know you’ll distinguish yourself,” was her farewell as she turned toward the ship which had brought her to the palace.


  Zinlo stroked his chin, pondering as he watched that graceful figure merge with the shimmering dusk of the courtyard.


  “Too bad she’s not human,” he conceded. “Can’t remember when I’ve seen a real woman who was anywhere near as nice looking.”


  Then his eyes suddenly blazed with wrath.


  “By the tonsils of Thorth! I’ll have somebody’s head for that! The mojak of that ship willfully and deliberately disobeyed my orders.”


  Zinlo turned to summon the guard; but he restrained his impulse.


  “I’ll attend to him later,” he compromised. “The quicker that girl gets out of here, the better.”


  In another moment the battleship rose silently into the blackness overhead. Zinlo exhaled a sigh of relief; and on second thought, it occurred to him that Xunia might not even have suspected his ruse. The six ships, gleaming silver gray masses in the gloom, could scarcely have by their presence hinted that their passengers were the six torrogos who had left earlier in the evening.


  “And while she’s on her way home,” Zinlo reflected, “we’ll check out and head for the rendezvous.”


  He strode down a passageway that led to a small room on the first floor of the palace. Vorn Vangal, awaiting the Torrogo, rose from his chair and respectfully stood by to receive orders.


  “Bring them in at once,” commanded Zinlo, “and tell my romojak to have the globe ready to clear on an instant’s notice. Also have the scouting fleet take the air and permit no one to come closer than the borders of the empire. I’ll have no spies spotting our departure if I can prevent it.”


  Zinlo impatiently paced the room as he awaited the arrival of the six torrogos. And when the broad shoulders of Grandon of Terra finally blocked the doorway, the prince of Olba came to the point without formality.


  “Be seated, please,” he invited. Then, before they had disposed themselves about the circular table, he continued: “You will note that Tandor of Doravia is absent. I have reason to suspect his good faith. Thus have I arranged to leave his delegate out of the conference, which is to be on the Crater of Copernicus on Luna—the moon of Terra, as you may remember, Grandon.


  “Each of you will detail a trusted officer or minister to accompany me tonight. Thus your interests will be protected; and at the same time, since I will be the only spokesman, the Venusian contingent will present a front unbroken by bickerings and quibblings. Your vote of confidence is all that is necessary.


  “Have I that confidence, and will you without reservation accept my decisions as final, and representative of the wishes of the Venusian torrogats?”


  The assent was unanimous. Zinlo bowed to express his acceptance of the heavy responsibility. The he said: “Have your staff officers line up and follow me. I leave at once.”


  A few moments later, the huge space globe rose swiftly from the courtyard and into the unplumbed blackness of the night. Swifter than light—swift as thought itself—it bored into space, propelled by the telekinetic amplifiers which by resonance of harmonic will impulses developed the terrific velocity which made the trip from Venus to Luna merely a matter of visualizing the vessel hovering about the bleak, pock-marked face of Terra’s satellite.


  Zinlo, standing in the control room, watched Lotar’s deft manipulating of the space globe as, having retarded their velocity, he was slowly circling above Copernicus, awaiting the order to descend. Once or twice the romojak glanced inquiringly at his imperial master; but Zinlo’s narrow eyed stare ignored the navigator.


  “Hold it, Lotar!” he suddenly snapped. “There’s something wrong.”


  “Very well, Your Majesty,” replied Lotar.


  Zinlo closed his eyes to exclude all distractions that might scatter the hazy thought-increments which were slowly concentrating in his mind.


  “Why did she send me that chest of fruit?” he asked himself for the hundredth time. “Something is wrong. It’s all right on the face of it—her good wishes came too suddenly. And that sentimental touch was overdone.”


  And Zinlo resolved not to alight at Copernicus until he had untangled the riddle.


  “She couldn’t have known my destination—couldn’t even have known that I was heading for Luna tonight,” he pondered. “Then if there is any trick in the present it must have some bearing on what she did know—must have some relation to the space-ship’s maneuverings.”


  He shook his head, sought to recreate in his mind’s eye the unexpected return of Xunia.


  “If it really is a trick, then she must have known, in some way, that I did have a fast move in mind. She must also have known I’d be preoccupied—that I’d be almost certain to have her present stowed in the commissary compartment.”


  Zinlo nodded slowly as he considered another salient point: that from the perishability as well as the exceeding rarity of the delicacies she had offered him, it would be almost inevitable that he would take the chest with him on whatever trip he had in mind, regardless of the destination or purpose.


  “And since she was so determined that I’d take it with me, I’ll at least break her stride by disposing of it, now!”


  He jabbed at a pushbutton; and presently a steward entered.


  “That that chest out of storage and heave it out through the air lock,” Zinlo commanded. “Get rid of it, immediately.”


  “Very well, Your Majesty.”


  “And now,” muttered Zinlo, as the steward strode down the gangway to the commissary, “whether it’s poison, explosive, or some other trick, it’s kinked before it has started.”


  He nodded and chuckled grimly as he anticipated Xunia’s wide-eyed surprise at hearing him tell her, on his return, how much he had enjoyed the delicacies. He pictured the wrathful flash of her eyes as she realized from his very presence that he had nipped her trickery.


  Bit Zinlo’s thoughts were interrupted by a cry of amazement that echoed from the gangway. He turned, and saw the steward hurrying toward the control room.


  “Your Majesty,” he began, then, abashed at his presumption, he swallowed and tried a fresh start. “Will Your Majesty repeat that order? I’m afraid—”


  “What are you afraid of?” demanded Zinlo. “Throw it into space.”


  “But Your Majesty,” protested the steward, “I’m sure there’s some mistake. I don’t think—”


  “You’re not supposed to think!” snapped Zinlo. “What’s wrong?”


  “There’s a woman in that chest,” began the steward. “So I thought.”


  “Beard of Thorth!” exploded Zinlo. “Bring her in, quickly.”


  And Zinlo knew that Xunia had in some way tricked him. “A woman—one of her female attendants—had been smuggled on board the space globe to spy on him, to note the exact position of the secret rendezvous. Fruit and wine, indeed!


  “Here she is, Your Majesty.”


  For a moment he was speechless with wrath. The woman was none other than Xunia herself. Almost he doubted the evidence of his eyes. He had seen her enter a battleship, had seen the ship rise swiftly into the Venusian night. It could not be Xunia—but the voice of the stowaway left no remaining doubt.


  “Oh, Zinlo, I do hope you’ll not be angry,” she purred, as she stepped clear of the steward and approached the young ruler. “But I always did want to make a flight in a space globe. You’ve always been so suspicious of me and my people, never letting us have even one tiny airship. So I—”


  “But how did you get in here?” demanded Zinlo. “I saw—”


  “Of course you saw,” laughed Xunia. “But you forget—”


  She checked herself abruptly, as though the subject she had been on the verge of discussing was highly distasteful; and that moment of hesitation gave Zinlo time to overcome his perplexity and arrive at a solution.


  Xunia had taken one her spare bodies and packed it in a chest; and then, returning to Doravia, she had walked into her storage room, left the body she had worn on Olba, and flashing through space, had sent her ego to animate the smuggled form. The lovely body and features were almost identical; but Zinlo’s closer scrutiny revealed several betraying differences. The eyes, for instance, where narrower by a shade, and trifle longer.


  But that same trouble-making, intriguing ego animated it.


  “Throw her out, you gawking idiot!” roared Zinlo.


  But the steward, now recognizing the imperious features and the insigni and adornments of her imperial rank, knew not which way to turn. He dared not disobey his royal master; nor yet could he bring himself to lay his hands on the Torrogina of Doravia.


  “Your Majesty—really—I—”


  “Get out!” thundered Zinlo. “I’ll tend to her.”


  “Oh, Zinlo, don’t be angry with me,” she purred, flashing the full fire of her seductive, crimson smile at him. “I’ve always wanted—”


  Zinlo knew that there had been several things which she had always wanted, chief of them being a share of the throne of Olba. The slender, shapely arms closed about his neck—the perfumed aura of that lovely girl was an intoxicating fragrance. And then Zinlo resented the momentary and undeniable appeal of her. She wasn’t a woman; she was a machine—and a traitor to the Venusian empires. He snatched her arms clear of his neck—stepped back.


  The globe could not be kept indefinitely hovering above Copernicus; and neither could it land with Xunia as a passenger, and thus betray to Tandor of Doravia, and through him to Ay-Artz, the rendezvous of the allies.


  “Ho, steward!” shouted Zinlo. “Lock her up in the storage compartment.”


  “Zinlo, you’re positively brutal,” she murmured, “but really I love it.”


  The dainty little hand stroked his cheek. Zinlo’s rage flared forth.


  “I’ll fix your clockwork!”


  His hand flashed to the hilt of his scarbo. The deadly swiftness of motion that had made him feared on three planets, caught Xunia off guard. Even before the amorous, languishing eyes could widen with terror, the trenchant blade drove home, shearing through the faultlessly curved throat. The headless trunk, grotesquely horrible, stood for an instant, poised on the dainty feet. Then it tottered, collapsed dropped sprawling on the polished deck. Zinlo recoiled in horror; for even though he realized fully what he had done, he was momentarily sickened by the decapitated thing which twitched and quivered in the dark pool that slowly spread across the metal deck.


  “Bones of Thorth!” he muttered. “She’ll be good as new. I didn’t really kill her—and her ego had to get out and reanimate one of the bodies she has stored in Doravia.”


  Then he shuddered at the memory of the warm caresses of those slender hands. The dark pool that was sluggishly creeping toward the bulkhead wasn’t blood; it was the chemical energizing fluid that aided the moving force for the synthetic body. Its corrosive action on the metal deck was indicated by the violet fumes that began bubbling from the now viscous fluid. He wiped the blade of his scarbo, and saw that its steel had been deeply etched by the machine woman’s chemical blood.


  Zinlo shook his head.


  “Toenails of Thorth! And they wanted me to marry that!”


  And only then did Zinlo realize that Xunia, despite his swift sword stroke, had outwitted him. Turning as he sheathed the corroded scarbo, he faced the televiz grid, saw in its silvered screen the clear image of the great ring mountain, Copernicus. He knew that Xunia’s caresses and soft murmurings had distracted his attention long enough to permit her to glance over his shoulder and read the position of the space globe.


  “She doesn’t know that Copernicus is the rendezvous,” he muttered, “but we were so close to landing that she’s just as certain of our destination as though I’d told her. And now her ego is back in Doravia, telling that sneaking hahoe of a brother what a fool she made of me.


  “Lotar, land the globe and break out the air-suits. Anyway, we know that the Doravians know—and that’s something.”


  “Very well, Your Majesty,” replied Lotar, as he turned to the control panel.


  IMPRESSIONS OF THE PLANETS—VENUS


  Richard F. Searight


  I dreamed I stood upon a rockbound shore,


  Drenched by a ceaseless spume of bitter sprays


  High flung from nameless seas beneath, which roar


  Against the ribbed fangs of stone always.


  An acrid, sulphide fog hung close, and bound


  The shallow sea and spongy grey terrain;


  The moaning breakers voiced the only sound


  To join the endless drip of falling rain.


  A mist-wrapped world where life is yet to rise


  In dim and distant aeons far in Time,


  When heat shall wane and clouds desert the skies,


  And destiny achieve its goal sublime.


  SPACE FLOTSAM


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  IT IS HARD to die at eighteen, particularly when one is healthy and full of the adventurous joy of living. Hal Trilbey tried to grin bravely as they pushed him toward the airlock of the space ship, preparatory to thrusting him into the vacuum of the void; but, against his will, his lower lip trembled, and his freckles stood out very plainly upon his pallid cheeks.


  “My God! No! Not that!” he choked. “Give me the protonic blast instead, if you’ve got to kill me! Please! I can’t! I can’t!” Trilbey seemed only a scared little boy.


  Corad, the Venusian, however, could not be moved. “Men of Earth were ever the bold aggressors,” he said in a hard voice. “Their audacity is terrifying. They take what they want without consulting any one.


  But sometimes they go too far. Spies will always find a ready and appropriate welcome aboard the ships of Corad of Mekalla. And that you may think about and rue your treachery the more, I shall put in your space armor a ten-hour supply of oxygen.”


  “I’m not a spy!” Trilbey denied emphatically. “You sent undercover agents to gather Earthian recruits at Ferathe, didn’t you? I joined for fun. And I only went near the brig of the ship to see Lonnie, because he’s sick. I don’t want your secrets! I don’t!”


  His protestations, however, were useless. Lothan, Corad’s chief henchman, wore a sadistic grin on his goblin face as he fitted an oxygen helmet over Trilbey’s head and clamped it to the metal collar of the space suit which he had previously been forced to don.


  The inner valve of the airlock clanged open. “Good-by, my young friend!” said Corad mockingly, as the squad of Venusians thrust the youth into the dividing compartment. “And may the devils of space find you good company!”


  The air-tight metal panel rang hollowly like a coffin lid as it closed upon Trilbey, shutting the derisive chatter of voices and the hum of busy machinery from his ears with terrifying abruptness. Then the outer door of the airlock opened, and the steel evacuating arms, used to cast off sacks and bundles of refuse, slid out of their concealing sockets in the wall, clutched him and thrust him forth.


  With fingers clawed inside his clumsy space mittens, Trilbey made a desperate effort to cling to the side of the vessel. But there was nothing on the craft’s smooth, eighteen-inch armor of dural steel that offered the least hold, nor would it have been of any use to Trilbey if there had. A dry sob rattled in his throat as he toppled clear of Corad’s ship and floated free in the ether. He was an outcast, a living dead man.


  His body began a slow, monotonous, end-over-end rotation which might conceivably continue for millions of years, until some cosmic force did destroy the withered mummy that would be all that would remain of him, for in the void there is no friction to stop motion once it is initiated.


  The stars of space, gleaming with a cold, inscrutable steadiness in the black sky, which spread with terrifying vastness in all directions, rolled about him with hypnotic regularity. The furious Sun of the void, wabbling across his field of view at even intervals, stabbed painfully into his eyes, shielded though they were by the thick view windows of darkened glass set in his oxygen helmet.


  There was no sound except the rasp of his own breathing and the throb of his pulse beating a death march in his temples. He was floating a hundred thousand miles from any well-beaten space lane, and twenty million miles from a habitable world. His chance of living beyond the ten-hour span which Corad had doled out to him for further punishment was exactly nothing.


  YOUNG TRILBEY’S mind was not quite clear. In a sort of foggy wonder he kept his gaze fixed on Corad’s craft. It had slipped a little ahead of him, fifty yards perhaps, without making any further change in position relative to himself. Still, its speed, and his speed, too, would have been measured in miles per second; but here, where all was emptiness, with no near object by which velocity could be judged, there was no sense of motion.


  The vessel was going at the same speed and in the same direction as the man. It was just gliding along by momentum alone, as space ships usually do when they are away from the retarding influence of a planet’s gravity. It was not getting any appreciable assistance from its propulsive mechanism.


  Blue vapor boiled lazily from the vents of its rocket motors, like the smoke from a sleepy volcano; and the sun made prismatic hues ripple and play in the frosty particles congealed out of the exhaust gases by expansion and by the absolute cold of space.


  This battleship of Corad’s, the Torool, was a huge vessel, fully a thousand feet in length, and armed in proportion. It was one of the fleet by which Corad entertained a by-no-means-impossible dream of a solar system at his feet.


  Its towering bulk of glistening metal, however, and the scores of protonic blast guns and torpedo catapults that lined its sides, didn’t impress Trilbey now. Instead he was vaguely angry at it, wishing that now that it had dropped him, it would pull away from him and leave him alone.


  A sullen resentment was rising within him, a bitterness at everything, and particularly at himself. He had never been what a fond mother could call a good boy, not that he would have cared to be stamped with such a stigma; but always his lust for adventure, his yearning to probe new mysteries, and something fiery and rebellious within him, had led him to trouble.


  Mostly it had been trouble that afterward could be laughed at and genuinely enjoyed. But there had been a gradual tendency toward more and more serious difficulties, leading ultimately and inevitably to disaster which had now come upon him.


  With Lonnie Shannon it had been the same. When they were but fifteen years old they had boarded a decrepit old space tramp and had skipped for Mars. They had learned what there is to know about the hot, reeking rocket hold of a hurtling ship of the void. They had visited the workshop cities of the red planet, buried a thousand miles below its surface crust, hugging the still molten core which furnished the energy that kept the huge machines of the wizened little Martians functioning. They had watched the giant-belted disk of Jupiter rising over the sullen seas of the Jovian satellite, Ganymede. They had visited the mines of the Moon, boring deep into the rays of white sand which extend star-wise from the crater, Tycho.


  Thus they had used up a year and a half. Trouble and pleasure and fun had been mixed into a fascinating medley. There had been the time when, at Ilaah on Mars, Lonnie had had a fight with a Ganymedean and had bitten the tip from his long, tubular ear. There had been the time when he himself—but no need to go into detail.


  At last they had gone into training for the space-patrol service at Farathe, Venus. But in spite of the aptitude of both of them for wielding the delicate controls of the slender needles of speed and power that were the patrol boats, they had never seen active service. They had not got that far.


  Resentment toward authority, which is, and must be, one of the pivots of civilization, had been their undoing. The two fiery young ne’er-do-wells had concentrated their dislikes upon a dapper and youthful captain of recruits named Joseph Maddox, who was to them the totem and symbol of that authority.


  And so, with serious difficulties pending because of their misconduct, they suffered no qualms of conscience at the prospect of deserting when an agent of Corad, the Venusian, came, whispering sedition and revolt.


  One night they had slipped away into the steaming Venusian jungle and had gone to Corad’s headquarters, Mekalla, hidden away in a narrow valley in the heart of a mountain range. Here Corad was building his battle fleet and amassing his forces for the attack on the solar system. Corad’s scientists were working on new means of inflicting wholesale death—deadly diseases which only the heat and moisture of Venus could spawn.


  Shannon and Trilbey had known something of the extent of their new master’s ambition from the beginning, but the details of his plans were, of course, hidden to them. They were trained for their parts. The fact that they were Earth youngsters would enable them to do many things which a Venusian could not do without arousing suspicion.


  One of the tasks to which they were assigned was the placing of quantities of clear fluid into the sources of drinking water on Earth and Mars. The purpose of the fluid was not explained to them, but it was not difficult for them to guess that the stuff possessed lethal qualities.


  AT LAST the voyage of the lone Torool, the largest and best armed of Corad’s ships, was begun. Mars was to be visited first, for Corad intended to drop some Martians, who were in his service, there. Then, on the return, Lonnie and Trilbey and other Earthians were to be landed secretly on Earth.


  The trip had been fun at first for the boys, but then Corad’s ship had run down a freighter, and Lonnie Shannon was treated to the sight of an Earthian being slowly cut to pieces by a group of leering Venusians. That was enough to stir up in him deep-hidden qualities which the thin veneer of radicalism, which he thought was his guiding force, could not cover. Lonnie’s outburst of curses and denunciation had caused him to be cruelly flogged and imprisoned.


  And it was only a few hours later that Trilbey had sneaked toward the brig where Lonnie, sick and lacerated from the beating he had received, was locked. On his way he had peeped into the blue-lit room of secrets where Corad’s scientists were at work on their poisonous serums. That part of his act was innocent enough, even though he had felt previously the mysterious fascination of that laboratory. But he was seen; his motives were misinterpreted, and now he was only a bit of flotsam floating in the ether.


  In a brief moment these things came to the surface in the whirling chaos of Hal Trilbey’s mind as he stared up at Corad’s ship, blotting out the stars before him.


  His bitterness culminated suddenly in an outburst that was defiantly pathetic. His freckled face twisted into a grimace that was like that of an angry and tearful child.


  “Hell with ’em!” he screamed, and his voice echoed painfully inside his oxygen helmet where no one but himself could hear. “Hell with Corad! Hell with Earth! Hell with ’em all! It’s better to be dead!”


  It wasn’t better to be dead, however. Hal Trilbey was too healthy physically for him really to accept such a philosophy. The instinct of self-preservation was planted deeply within him, so deeply that almost without knowing it he was casting about for some means of saving himself, where such means did not exist.


  His first reactions were purely instinctive and automatic. Like a drowning beast he clutched with hooked fingers toward the space ship, which had drifted imperceptibly away from him, and now stood almost broadside to his position. It was quite out of reach, and even if he were able to touch, or even cling to its gleaming hull, what would it avail him? Death would reach him just as surely as it would while he were floating free. Certainly he could not penetrate its tough armor of dural-steel and win his way to the life-giving air inside.


  He did not, and could not, however, think of such things now. With his arms working and his freckled face contorted into a grimace of effort, he sought to swim through the ether between him and the Torool. But the empty vacuum offered no resistance, no traction to his whirling limbs, and his efforts were entirely useless.


  And then he had an idea.


  Fumbling feverishly, his fingers impeded by his space mittens, he loosened the straps which bound his magnetic boots to his feet. The boots were of heavy steel, magnetized to afford the wearer a means of staying in contact with the steel decks of a space ship when it is traveling the void, where gravitation is lacking. Tearing one boot free, he hurled it with all his strength in a direction opposite from that where the Torool floated. The reaction, or “kick,” which resulted from the throwing of the object started him drifting slowly toward the vessel.


  The other boot followed the first, and added slightly to his gradual drift. He had nothing else to throw—nothing but the six flasks of precious oxygen fastened to the back of his space, suit. But, without hesitation, he hurled five of them away.


  Thus he reached the stern of the Torool and drew himself upon the upper surface of one of its huge horizontal guide fins. But here he hesitated; it seemed that he could go no farther. He looked at the gleaming form of the space ship in the same dazed, uncertain manner which a deer pursued by wolves might show when it looks up at the unscalable walls of a gorge in which it has been trapped.


  Then his gaze came to rest on one of the huge rocket vents, from which propelling vapors poured idly. Only two of the six vents, flaring wide like a dragon’s nostrils, were active.


  His attention centered on one of these two, and all of a sudden a grim smile flickered on his boyish face. He was an outcast, but between his two enemies there was still a choice. It was not safety for himself which he was thinking of; it was only a practical joke which had occurred to him—a grim and ghastly joke on Corad of Mekalla.


  TRILBEY glanced quickly about. Had his presence on the guide fin been noticed from any of the windows of the vessel? He had no time to waste on such speculations. He had to use his opportunities at the moment when they were offered.


  Quickly he tore one of the detachable metal railing posts from the little observation platform at the center of the guide fin; then he lowered himself toward the spewing rocket vent. Hal Trilbey knew things about the propulsive mechanisms of space craft. And because he knew, he chose an active vent for his attentions, for the inactive ones would be blocked by huge valves.


  Without hesitation he threw himself straight into the blazing maw. The heat was terrific, but for a minute or two his space suit, with its quadruple layers of vacuum compartments, would resist the high temperature in the same way that it resisted the absolute cold of the void.


  If the rocket had been operating at anywhere near full capacity, he would have been blasted and fused to nothingness in an instant, for at full tilt a rocket motor hurls its white-hot exhaust gases at speeds in excess of a hundred thousand feet per second. But it was idling now, and the force of the escaping vapor was little more than that of a very strong blast of air.


  Hal Trilbey’s goal, however, was the very vitals of the rocket motor. Fighting the pressure of the exhaust, he raced forward down the long, throatlike passage, which extended into the bowels of the Torool. All haste was necessary. Even now he could feel the heat seeping through his armor to his body. It would not be long before the outer shell of his space suit would fuse and drip away from him, as though it were made only of ice. He advanced fifty feet, and then the out-rushing blast seemed to grow stronger, and he could make further progress only by dragging himself along the scorching metals on hands and knees. But at last he reached the huge capsule-shaped chamber where the propulsive holocaust of the Torool originated.


  The scene showed dazzlingly through his darkened eye windows. All but two of the six openings leading to the vents were closed by mighty valves. Down the center of the chamber, pairs of thin black pipes with nozzled tips converged together. And between each pair was suspended the ignition arcs from which came the powerful electric current necessary to release the terrific stores of energy locked in the radio-active fluid which sprayed from the nozzles.


  Only two pair of these nozzles were feebly active now. “Feebly” here is a comparative term, for already Trilbey was weak from the heat that was beginning to scald his flesh. The air he breathed in his helmet had the cindery smell of scorched metal.


  Nevertheless, he went feverishly to work. One of the active electric arcs he smashed with the iron bar he carried. The electrodes of the other he turned apart so that the circuit was broken. Then, with all the fury of his expiring energy, he went staggering down the line of nozzled pipes, swinging his bar with fiendish blows against the tips of the fuel ducts.


  The brittle tips, made of a carbon preparation to resist the terrific heat, snapped easily under his wild onslaught, and from the broken ends, gushed a torrent of rocket fuel, pouring on the floor and collecting there in a swiftly growing pool which represented a colossal amount of potential energy—far more than even the stout walls of a rocket motor could withstand at one time.


  Things crowded in an odd jumble into Hal Trilbey’s brain as he groped toward the fiery arc which he had disconnected: the interesting little things which belonged to his past life; the first time he had clutched the controls of a space boat when he was at the training station; the thrill of it; a snatch of song which he couldn’t quite remember; Lonnie. Lonnie was as good as dead already in Corad’s clutches. There was nothing he could do about it.


  “For Earth!” he grated savagely between clenched teeth, as he moved the electrodes of the arc together. He did not see the flash as the electric flame leaped across the gap, for things happened too rapidly for his retinas to follow.


  An hour or so later the slender needle of a space-patrol boat came hurtling, like a beam of light, across the void. The watch on a lumbering freighter had seen a great ball of green flame drifting through the ether, and had radioed the information to the nearest patrol station.


  IN THE CONNING tower of the police craft, a dapper young officer clad in an immaculate white uniform worked calmly and quickly over his controls. Beside him, a wizened little Martian with a deep voice was peering through the eyepiece of a telescope. The objective lens was directed toward the green flame, which loomed ahead.


  “It is a ship, Joseph Maddox!” the Martian rumbled. “A battleship! The rocket fuel is exploding! I can see the name of the ship. It is in Venus characters on the prow. The Torool! It is Corad of Mekaila’s flagship! Corad himself is aboard, for only an hour ago he radioed bold threats stating that if his demands were not met he would spread an improved form of Venusian relcathe disease among the peoples of Earth and Mars. And the threats came from the Torool, for insolently he gave the call number of the ship.”


  Captain Maddox’s jaw tightened grimly as he shifted a tiny lever. The speed of the space boat decreased perceptibly. “Then we must be careful, Roorark,” he said slowly. “If there is but one protonic blast tube in order, be assured that Corad will use it. We wouldn’t have the chance of a dust mote in the sun if that dreadnaught of his was in anywhere near normal condition. It’s armed to the teeth, and it can outrun any patrol boat in this space area.”


  As they approached the blazing wreck more closely, however, it became apparent that caution was not needed. The Torool was nothing but a blasted wreck. Showers of sparks and drops of molten metal plumed away from it as fresh explosions of green flame burst inside the shattered hull.


  “Nothing could live in that holocaust, Roorark,” said Captain Maddox. “And we’re lucky. The whole planet league is lucky. Corad’s conspiracy could have thrown the entire solar system into chaos. I’ve seen ordinary Venusian relcathe, Roorark. It’s a fungus that can eat the bones from a man’s body in a week. Improved or not, it would spread like wildfire. We’ve been trying to bring Corad to terms for months, and now a fortunate accident, a simple failure in the propulsive mechanism of his ship, wipes him out. Without his guidance, the conspiracy will fall to pieces.”


  “Heah! Joseph Maddox!” Roorark affirmed emphatically. “And if those few of your native people of Earth had not been disloyal, perhaps Corad’s conspiracy would have been an empty threat.”


  Maddox smiled wryly. He was thinking of Lonnie Shannon and Hal Trilbey, who had been under his command during the period of their training for the patrol service.


  “Yes,” he admitted.


  No one could have seen the shattered fragments of a man that had been hurled from the exploding motors of the Torool when Corad of Mekalla had met his end.


  PASSING OF THE PLANETS—VENUS


  H.S. Zerrin


  Young Venus awoke, free from Time’s yoke—


  The sun was now haggard and wan. . . .


  Eons had sped on wings of the dead,


  Preparing a world for her dawn.


  The waters ran dry, the lands rose on high,


  And rich life crept forth from the slime;


  Poison fog vanished, cloud swathings banished,


  While fate shaped on the stern lathe of Time.


  Side by side on the swift ebbing tide,


  Rank myriads battled and fed;


  Their dumbness rife with love of life


  And blind faith in the ages ahead.


  The Law held true though it offered no clue


  To the silence soon to fall;


  And never a spark in the empty dark,


  To whisper of Doom’s last call.


  The sun grew pale, and an awesome wail


  Was tom from each quivering wretch,


  As they visioned the end to which all things tend:


  Subjects for Time’s mocking sketch.


  Snuffed out ere their prime, with no chance to climb


  To where glory dreamed on the peaks,


  They died with the sun, the dread cycle run—


  Death conquers whatever it seeks!


  COSMOS: CHAPTER 10 - CONFERENCE AT COPERNICUS


  Raymond A. Palmer


  Mea-Quin stood in the central cylinder of the council chamber and surveyed his completed work with satisfaction, albeit with an air of utter weariness.


  “Ayhuu,” he murmured to himself, “it is finished! From this central cylinder we must unite the delegates who will come to occupy the outer cylinders, and I pray Tor that he will aid us, for it will be a mighty task.”


  He turned and made his way from the completed dome to the ship. Dos-Tev met him at the port with anxious gaze.


  “Tor be with you, my son,” said Mea-Quin, “what has gone wrong now? I see ill in your face.”


  “I have been in communication with Planet Two, and Vorn Vangal tells me something that portends much of danger. Ay-Artz has succeeded in getting in mental touch with the Doravians!”


  “Blood of Tor!” gasped the old scientist. “That is indeed bad. If the arch villain gains these many-bodied people as allies, we will have trouble aplenty! What does Vorn Vangal say is being done?”


  Dos-Tev shook his head doubtfully. “I fear that will shall lose their help whether Ay-Artz gains it or not. Vorn Vangal has called to council the rulers of Venus, and plans to exclude the Doravians from all knowledge of what we are doing. We can hardly enlist their aid in this way.”


  “ ‘Tis better thus,” said Mea-Quin. “If Ay-Artz has gained mental communication, he would be a fool to let the Doravians know what Ay-Artz should not know. But leave it to Vorn Vangal. He will use his peculiar mental powers to good advantage, never fear. Ever since we have gotten into direct intercourse with him, we have accomplished much. We know that Venus will present a formidable front to the legions of the traitor.”


  Dos-Tev nodded. “They will, that,” he acknowledged. “I wish I could know the same of Planet Three. They are preparing to come, that much I have received, but there is difficulty. I cannot get the nature of it—whatever it be, it cannot be human. And Planet One—I can sense no life upon it at all now. It is strange. I received vibrations for quite awhile, but now they are gone.”


  “What of the others—have you learned of them?”


  “Discord! There is much strife on the ringed planet, and upon Planet Four. The planetoid of the females seems seething with curiosity, and something of discord, but they will come, I know, for their curiosity drives them. I have heard nothing from Neptune. They must be strange beings indeed, who can live on such a planet. I was surprised to receive vibrations of life from it. But we have reached them, that we know. Perhaps they will come.”


  Mea-Quin gazed thoughtfully at the young emperor. “Some of them must arrive soon,” he said. “I have completed my work, and you have done all in your power. Naught remains now but to wait—and to guard against the Wrongness of Space; against the powerful enemy whom we have not yet seen, but who grow more powerful with each passing hour. We must maintain our vigilance to the best of our ability, or our cause will be lost. Not again may we be hindered by the destruction of the conference dome. And I fear. He has not evidenced himself for some time, and it may be that he is coming out into the open to make better use of his weapons.”


  “We will watch,” replied Dos-Tev. “I fear him less since we completed our new defence.”


  The loud shrilling of the alarm system interrupted anything further he might have said. He leaped to his feet. Bullo came hastily into the room from his workshop in the base of the ship.


  “Master,” he cried, “what is wrong?”


  “Something approaches!” gasped Mea-Quin. “Ayhuu! It may be that he has come at last!”


  “No,” said Dos-Tev. “Look, there upon the tele-screen, a ship!”


  “By Tor, you are right—but is it enemy or friend?” returned Mea-Quin.


  “Come,” the emperor’s voice was decisive. “I am getting impulses. It is a friend. The first of the delegates has arrived!”


  Quickly the trio donned space suits. Dos-Tev picked up a queer instrument and carried it with him from the ship.


  “What is that you have?” asked Mea-Quin.


  “A variation of the thought intensifier. We will fasten it to the outside of the ship and get into communication. We must discover what conditions must be created so that the delegates may occupy their cylinder in the conference dome.” Dos-Tev’s voice sounded metallically thru the tiny portable space-radio installed in the space suits.


  “That is right,” agreed Mea-Quin, advancing beside his young master toward the ship, which was settling ponderously to the floor of the crater some distance away. Bullo followed behind the pair.


  “What a giant thing that ship is!” exclaimed Dos-Tev. “From what planet can it be?”


  “It is indeed a great ship,” replied the old scientist. “It seems to me that it must be the product of either Planet Two or Planet Three.”


  “We will learn very quickly,” spoke Dos-Tev. “Look, the air-lock is opening and a figure is emerging. Hasten, we must greet him.”


  In a moment they came to a halt before the air-lock of the giant ship and faced the first delegate to the conference. They gasped in astonishment as a metallic voice rang in their ears.


  “I am James Tarvish,” spoke the figure before them. “We have come to the conference.”


  Dos-Tev recovered his equanimity. “You astonish me,” he replied. “I had not expected you to be equipped with radio. From what planet do you come?”


  “From Mercury, but I am originally of Earth. Mercury has no life upon it.”


  Mea-Quin cut in, no longer able to control his amazement. “How do you speak our language?” he burst out.


  Tarvish smiled thru the quartz of his space-helmet. “I have equipped my radio with a translator. It is one of the inventions of the Automatons. As you know, space-radio waves, different from ordinary radio, utilize the same wave bands used by the brain in its mental functions. You must have known it, for you utilized the space-radio in communicating with me. The translator set up an equilibrium between your signals and my own mental functions. Thus there was no need of a scientific translation of your signals. The translator effects a mathematical translation instantaneously.”


  “Ayhuu! You say an Automaton invented that?” Mea-Quin inquired.


  Tarvish’s face darkened. “Yes,” he returned. “They are a creation of science that has outgrown its creator. They threaten the existence of life on Earth, and their hold on man is tightening. That is why I migrated to Mercury with my little family.”


  Mea-Quin turned to Dos-Tev. “That explains the mysterious menace you sensed on Planet Three.”


  “Yes,” replied the young emperor, “and I don’t like it. Thinking machines with such science!—if we must oppose them, we will have a battle indeed.”


  “You have gotten into communication with Earth?” queried Tarvish.


  “We know that they have received one of our many types of message,” returned Dos-Tev. “Also, that there is a ship being constructed to come to the conference. But the Automatons seek to prevent it. Just how powerful is their hold on Earth men?”


  Tarvish looked worried. “It is very great. I fear that Earth men will not come if the Automatons do not wish it. Just how far they have my fellow men enslaved, since I left Earth, I do not know.”


  Tarvish gazed about the vast crater. “We are the first of the delegates?” he inquired.


  “Yes,” replied Dos-Tev. “We know that the men of Venus are also coming, and the rest are in the hands of Tor. But we believe enough will come to make the conference a success.”


  “Did I hear you say the men of Venus are coming?” said Tarvish. “They must be fish, then?”


  “Fish?” Dos-Tev was puzzled.


  “Yes. Spectroscopic examination shows Venus to be water-covered.”


  “That is wrong,” Dos-Tev smiled. “You are not the only Earth man to have migrated. Venus, beneath its cloud envelope, has much land, and Grandon, an Earth man, rules one continent.”


  “Grandon!” ejaculated Tarvish. “Not the Grandon associated with Dr. Morgan?”


  “I think that is so,” smiled Dos-Tev.


  “How do you know this?”


  “I have been in mental communication with one Vorn Vangal, who has told me much. The men of Venus will be here.”


  Tarvish’s face held a vacant, faraway look. “So that was what Morgan was up to!” he exclaimed to himself.


  “But come,” interrupted Mea-Quin. “You and your comrades must come with us to the conference chamber where proper quarters have been prepared for you. We will speedily reproduce Earth conditions for you there.”


  “I would prefer to stay in my ship,” returned Tarvish. “We are equipped with all possible comforts.”


  “Nay,” said Mea-Quin. “That will be impossible. There is danger—danger that your ship is not prepared to meet. I fear for you unless you accept the shelter we have provided.”


  Tarvish considered a moment. “You are right,” he decided. “I don’t know yet what we are up against. If you will wait a few moments, I will fetch the rest.”


  And so, the first cylinder of the conference dome became the host to the first of the solar system’s delegates. Bullo remained on guard in the central chamber while preparations were being completed. Then he helped transfer all equipment from their own ship and made ready for the conference while Dos-Tev and Mea-Quin scanned space for more delegates, and waited and watched for that unknown enemy who was so ominously silent now. Days passed, Lemnisian days.


  “One of the planets is accounted for,” commented Dos-Tev while they waited. “It should not be long now, before others come.”


  “I feel strangely uneasy,” said Mea-Quin. “The Wrongness of Space has commenced again. Look at the warning indicator. I have just balanced it, and yet it reacts. However, it seems not to be a harmful radiation.”


  Dos-Tev jumped to his feet. “You are right!” he exclaimed. “Perhaps it is a message from an approaching delegate. Turn on the space-radio.”


  Mea-Quin complied quickly and in a few seconds, the tubes of the ship’s space-radio glowed brightly at full power. A few meaningless sounds came from the speaker, and then, strongly and powerfully, a voice began speaking.


  “Dos-Tev, are you listening?” came the voice. “Dos-Tev, are you listening?”


  With white face, Mea-Quin faced the young emperor. “Tor be with us!” he exclaimed. “Do you recognize that voice?”


  Dos-Tev’s face was grim. “That I do,” he said incredulously. “It is the arch-renegade, Ay-Artz!”


  “But it is impossible! He is yet a light year away from here, and no power yet known could throw his voice ahead of him.”


  Dos-Tev shook his head. “Then he has a power we know nothing of, for I will stake my life upon it—that is Ay-Artz.” He switched in the sender, while Mea-Quin leaped to the control board. “I will answer,” said Dos-Tev.


  “Ay-Artz, I hear you. What would you of me?”


  “Ah,” came the voice from the speaker. “You hear me. It is indeed good. And now, I give you warning. You will cease your futile efforts to rouse the peoples of the solar system to resist me. You will not succeed and when I come, I will wreak my vengeance. Cease your labors, and I will restore you safely to Lemnis, and perhaps I will bestow upon you a measure of power in return for your action.”


  “Never!” retorted Dos-Tev. “If you must ask that I cease my work, I feel sure, now, that it is not hopeless labor. I promise you that you will be welcomed when you arrive. Indeed, it would be better if you returned forthwith to Lemnis.”


  “You are a fool,” came the voice of Ay-Artz. “Proceed, then, to your futile work. I will not be much hindered by it.”


  “We shall see!” retorted Dos-Tev, “And now, I cut you off.” He snapped the radio switch, and the room was again silent.


  Mea-Quin turned from his instruments with a queer expression on his countenance.


  “What do you find?” asked Dos-Tev anxiously.


  “I find that Ay-Artz has a powerful ally,” replied Mea-Quin slowly. “For the signals come from below us! And at a depth of 200 miles! It is the enemy we have already encountered thrice—the Wrongness of Space. And I fear the more, now that I know he been operating thru 200 miles of solid rock! For our enemy is within Luna, and not in space.”


  “Then it is he who has made it possible for Ay-Artz to throw his voice a light year ahead of him, even tho he himself travels at the speed of light?”


  “Yes, he had picked up the signals and rebroadcast them to us.”


  The alarm signal again sounded.


  “It is Bullo,” said Dos-Tev. “He is coming to the ship and with him comes Tarvish.”


  In a moment Bullo entered the ship and gasped out. “Master, three ships!”


  “Three at once?”


  “Yes, and they be queer ships indeed. One of them flashed into existence out in the crater out of nowhere.”


  “They are delegates,” said Dos-Tev swiftly. “I receive emanations. I will go to receive them, while you, Bullo, watch here.”


  “Nay,” said Mea-Quin, “I must stay and guard against the Wrongness of Space. He is up to something. I feel it. You go to one ship, while Bullo goes to another. Tarvish can welcome the third. He has the translator, you know, and I have just finished installing them in all our suits, so we would easily have a means of communication.”


  Mea-Quin watched his instruments anxiously as he waited for the greeting to be completed. Suddenly he froze, watching three tiny specks of light floating high above the crater, as revealed on the tele-screen. As he watched, they grew in size with wonderful rapidity, until they became huge, coruscating balls of lightning-shot flame.


  “By Tor!” gasped Mea-Quin. “Pure force itself.”


  The balls, lighting the crater now in ruddy flames, suddenly began to descend toward the ships of the arriving delegates. Mea-Quin went into action. Swiftly he trained the absorption projector into space, spreading its rays fanwise. There was a terrific wrench of space, and the light waves were distorted so that on the screen, the crater showed as a wildly jumbled area of rock and open space. Across the crater, from the three balls of force, which had joined into one huge flame, shot a jagged streak of lightning. Where it struck, the rim of the crater dissolved, and a mighty column of dust shot upwards and over the entire crater, shutting out the light of the sun. Instantly the crater became dark as pitch. But the three balls were gone, and that danger was over.


  Mea-Quin seated himself shakily before the control board and watched his instruments. “Ayhuu,” he murmured. He is gone. But this time he nearly won.”


  “It was a close call,” admitted Dos-Tev, when he had returned to the ship. “But the new delegates are now safely within the conference dome, and we can expect the others soon.”


  “Who are the new arrivals?” queried Mea-Quin. “I had no time to watch, but constantly guarded against the enemy from below us. And then, in the darkness I could not see.”


  “The first ship, welcomed by Bullo, was the ship of the planet of females.” Dos-Tev chuckled. “He was certainly impressed by the beauty of the twelve who came from the ship. And they with him. But they were led by a male, Parlece by name, who seems to have gained some sort of advantage over the females.”


  “I am glad of that,” interposed Mea-Quin. “I had feared the outcome of an attempt to reason with females. They are wont to place their own problems before the problems of all.”


  “We need fear nothing on that score. Parlece is a man having his first taste of power in ages. He will not allow it to slip from him.”


  “And the other ships?”


  “That welcomed by Tarvish contained but two persons. They were from Planet Four, and the leader, one Fax Gatola, was ill. He would not allow Tarvish to administer to him, saying he had already taken the antidote to the poison he had swallowed. However, they are both all right now, and Tarvish reports that they are safely installed in their cylinder.


  “The last ship, which I welcomed, was from the ringed planet, whom we feared would not answer. Their ruler, Pross Mere-Mer, has come himself. With him are Fo-Peta and a female, Zeera, and these two are very much in love, and Kama-Loo, astronomer.”


  “Fine!” exclaimed Mea-Quin. “We have but three worlds to hear from now, and we can hold the conference. They should arrive within the daylight.”


  And they did. It was not long after, when a great ship settled in the valley, almost simultaneously with the appearance of another in space, some miles above the crater. The ship settling the crater proved to be the glassite ship of Neptune, with the brave Steepa and his wife, Teena, aboard. However the other ship remained hovering aloft for some time before it began to descend.


  “There is trouble aboard!” exclaimed Dos-Tev. “I am receiving emanations from its Commander. It is the ship from Venus!”


  “What trouble?” asked Mea-Quin anxiously.


  “A spy! Ah, I have finally reached Vorn Vangal. It was a Doravian, the princess herself. She has discovered the meeting place, and Ay-Artz must know by now that the conference is about to convene. I fear the Wrongness of Space will now use his worst tricks.”


  “Ayhuu! That he will. Ay-Artz must strike now, or great damage will be done to his cause. Hasten, we must get the delegates to safety.”


  With Mea-Quin’s last words, a rocket ship flamed down into the valley, and came to rest beside the six ships already on the ground. It was the ship of Alan Martin of Earth. The last ship was here!


  And with it came the darkness of the Lunar night!


  Deep down in the crater of Copernicus, almost into the bowels of the satellite itself, the central shaft of the long dead volcano sank its arrow-like length. A hundred miles down the darkness was as the darkness of nothingness itself. Two hundred miles down the darkness remained as equally impenetrable, but down here there was air, very little, it was true, but it was air, and it swirled now in the darkness. And where it swirled little phosphorescent flashes awoke out of the womb of darkness and slithered hither and yon, fleeing something that remained invisible in itself and then returning to circle slowly for awhile and again die into darkness. Upwards the invisible object floated. Ever upwards, infinitely slowly, but without hesitancy. And all that was visible was the phosphorescent patches swirling in its wake. Little by little, however, the patches grew dimmer and dimmer, until at last they ceased to exist. After that there was naught that could tell the passage of any thing. And yet, something continued on its slow way toward the top of the long shaft. At long last it reached the rim, halted as the blazing pinpoints of the stars shed a dim radiance upon it. But in spite of the light, the shape remained an enigma. No detail of its outline became positive. It seemed to shift about, swirl, but at the same time, it presented an air of menacing solidness.


  Finally, after a short wait, it climbed upwards into the cone of the crater, which protruded up like a small, hollow mound in the center of the great crater. Cautiously, slowly, it crept upwards until it reached the rim, peered over. For long moments it swung about the crater, closely inspecting the floor of the wide valley. Suddenly if fixed upon a round object looming up from the valley floor, some miles away. Brilliantly lighted was that round building, and the thing in the pit knew it for the conference dome. After a moment a thin, bright pencil of light shot from the cone and came to rest upon the dome. Then it faded, passing thru the stages of the spectrum until it became invisible. But it was still there, fixed upon the dome, a stealthy, unseen thing, spying upon the conference.


  Dos-Tev faced the seven occupied cylinders in the conference dome, and cleared his throat. His voice, translated mechanically by the translators of the Automatons, which had been installed in the walls of each cylinder brought his words to each delegate in the own particular language. He began to speak.


  “Delegates of the Solar System, I have come to you here, on Luna, from a great distance, but as spatial dimensions go, I am your nearest neighbor. In other words, I come from a planet circling the star Alpha Centauri. On Lemnis I was emperor, until Ay-Artz led a revolution, and displaced me from the throne. Ay-Artz ruled all Lemnis, and with the iron hand of a tyrant, but Ay-Artz was not satisfied. His successes had gone to his head, and his power swayed his brain into the blood-mad sea of Conquest. He could find no worlds to conquer circling his own sun save only Risbo, and that is unconquerable, so he cast his eyes about the universe, and saw the planets of your own sun waiting but four light years away for the dominance of his iron heel. He set out to conquer you in ships of my own making—ships that could travel nearly at the speed of light. But he did not know that I had been working secretly on a device that would send a ship at more than the speed of light, and when he left, I was ready. Ay-Artz will never conquer this system while I can prevent it. Nor will he return to Lemnis. He will find that Dos-Tev still rules.


  “However, this is the situation. Ay-Artz is barely a light year away from this system at this present moment, and he will arrive before the planet Earth circles this sun once. Unless you of the solar system can present to his invading fleet, a fleet of your own, in defense of the system, Ay-Artz will ravage your worlds until nothing remains but smoking ruins, and enslaved races. Ay-Artz has but twenty ships, but they are ships such as this system has never known. You will need all the ships you can build within one year to resist him.


  “And think not that we will have no opposition until Ay-Artz arrives. The arch-traitor has a powerful ally who is present inside this very satellite. He it was who menaced the ships of Callisto, Mars, and Saturn as you arrived. How close you were to destruction in that moment, you will never realize. Whoever this enemy is, he is not thru. Therefore, we must hurry. And you of Venus, it is certain that Ay-Artz has already invaded your planet, if not in person, at least in a very sinister way. Doravia is arming against us! Zinlo, you know what that means?”


  Zinlo, the young ruler of Olba, fingered his scarbo and stared steadily thru the glass of his cylinder.


  “That I do,” he replied evenly. “But fear not, we will suppress them. Venus will yet nail Ay-Artz’s skin to the Black Tower.”


  Dos-Tev nodded and continued: “Now, my friends, I ask that you each give me your answer. Do you agree to return to your own worlds and do all in your power to provide a fleet, sufficient warriors to man them, and place that fleet at my disposal in the defense of the entire system? I have prepared here a treaty, which you will all sign. It is that sheet of metal poised there beside Mea-Quin. Inside your own cylinder is a small sheet, identical to the large one. You will sign for your planet with the stylus provided, and the signature will be reproduced on the large sheet for all to see. Zinlo, I give you the honor of signing first.”


  In his cylinder, Zinlo strode forward and grasped the tiny stylus, with its glowing point and with a flourish, inscribed the sign of the planet Venus and his own signature. On the great metal sheet in the cylinder, the signature glowed in letters of fire.


  “To the death!” he exclaimed.


  Dos-Tev nodded. “To the death!”


  Alan Martin of Earth stepped forward. “Let not my planet hesitate to follow,” he spoke, and quickly scrawled his signature upon the sheet.


  “One moment,” interposed Mea-Quin, “before we continue, what of the Automatons?”


  Martin looked serious. “We will have to fight them,” he replied. “I fear there is no other way.”


  “May I say a word?” spoke up Tarvish. “On earth I still possess the greatest fortune ever accumulated. The Automatons cannot deny me the right to spend it as I wish.”


  “That is so,” admitted Martin. “We will have to keep operations secret, tho, and that may prove to be a bigger job than we can handle.”


  “Perhaps I can help,” offered Mea-Quin. “Since learning of the Automatons, I have done much deep thinking. After all, machines are machines, and they can be affected easily by outside influences. I have partly finished devising a magnetic wave broadcaster which will render mechanical portions of the Automatons inactive.”


  “That will be impossible,” spoke Martin. “The Automatons are insulated against any such influence. They made sure of their safety long ago. And you may be sure that their mechanical brains have overlooked no possibility.”


  “Perhaps you are right, but I shall continue to work.”


  In quick succession Parlece, Fax Gatola, Pross Mere-Mer, and Steepa signed for their respective planets. When they had finished, the metal sheet glowed with many strange symbols, and the solar system was at last united against the common enemy. The greatest pact of history was finished.


  Out across the crater floor, on the rim of the inner crater, that mysterious spying entity moved to action. Another pencil of light shot forth, groped about in the dome.


  “Danger!” cried Mea-Quin as he discerned the probing finger of light. “It is the ally of Ay-Artz again.”


  “Watch it,” commanded Dos-Tev. “I have the controls of the absorption projector turned on.”


  Anxiously all within the council dome watched the probing finger of radiance. At last it came to rest in one of the vacant cylinders, and the glowing tip of the stylus floated mysteriously into the air, then descended to the plate.


  “It is going to write,” breathed Mea-Quin. “Watch!”


  Then with two swift strokes, the unseen writer slashed an X across the treaty, and then, to the horror of all, a shout of laughter rang out; maniacal laughter.


  “Great Tor!” gasped Mea-Quin. The Wrongness of Space is insane!”


  The seven great ships of the delegates were ready to take off for their respective planets. Dos-Tev and Mea-Quin sat warily watching, guarding against interference, while the delegates embarked.


  “Ten minutes more,” breathed Mea-Quin, “and they will be safely off.”


  “Yes,” replied Dos-Tev, “if the Wrongness of Space does not spring something new upon us now, Ay-Artz has all but lost his cause.”


  “Perhaps,” sighed Mea-Quin. “Do not underestimate him. We do now know yet what front we will have at the battle line, and there is great probability of things going wrong on several planets.”


  “The indicator,” warned Dos-Tev. “It reacts.”


  Quickly he swept his gaze about the great crater. Something compelled him to stare at the great cone of the volcano in the center of the plain.


  “It is out there that he is!” he exclaimed.


  At that moment the indicator sprang into activity. Mea-Quin depressed the level of the aborption projector. But in spite of its action, a great globe of flame rose unmolested from the crater and floated slowly toward the fleet.


  “We cannot resist it,” gasped Mea-Quin. “It is not in our dimension.”


  A loud crackling noise, became apparent in the ship. The very air was alive with some weird power.


  “It is the displacement of our own dimensions,” said Dos-Tev. “He means to fling the ships into another dimension. If he succeeds, they will be hopelessly lost!”


  “We are helpless!” said Mea-Quin, hopelessly turning off the projector.


  The giant form of the warrior, Bullo, stirred. “Master,” he exclaimed. “You forget, the bombs.”


  “The bombs?” questioned Dos-Tev blankly. “They cannot stop this strange green thing.”


  “Give me one of them, and I will go to the crater. Perhaps I can destroy the machine that is causing the green thing,” Bullo’s voice was eager. “I can travel very fast in this weak gravity.”


  “It is a good idea,” said Mea-Quin. “Here, take this bomb and when you reach the crater, press this lever and throw it over the edge. I have timed it so that it will go off upon completing its trajectory.”


  In a moment Bullo donned his space suit and leaped from the air-lock. The two Lemnisians watched him anxiously as he leaped like a giant frog toward the distant crater rim.


  “He’ll have to hurry,” breathed Dos-Tev. “The green radiance is close to the ships.”


  A half mile from the crater Bullo paused. Carefully he judged the distance, then pressed the lever of the bomb and flung it deliberately. Like a shot the bomb left his hand and arched over and went directly into the crater.


  Suddenly a vast mushroom of flame shot into space from the crater, and it seemed as though dead volcanos belched anew.


  “By Tor!” breathed Dos-Tev. “He is a true warrior. Well done.”


  “But what of the green radiance?” cried Mea-Quin.


  Dos-Tev wheeled to look. There was a flare of green light and he staggered back as the ship plunged violently about in a terrific moonquake. A great crevice opened in the valley floor, and a section of the crater rim winked out of existence, flung into another dimension but the released power of the green menace. One of the ships of the fleet, almost directly in the path of the unleashed power, tipped, fell sideways, and broke in two, the lower portion disappearing as had the crater rim.


  “What ship is that?” cried Mea-Quin.


  “The ship of James Tarvish,” answered Dos-Tev. “Come, we must go and see what damage has been done.”


  “You go,” advised Mea-Quin. “Bullo’s bomb did not destroy the Wrongness of Space. It merely defeated his aim, and caused him to release the power before he was ready. He may have more up the sleeve.”


  But the enemy seemed finished for the time, and after awhile Dos-Tev returned.


  “We are fortunate,” he informed Mea-Quin and Bullo, who had returned safely to the ship, unharmed by the force of the bomb, “beyond a good shaking up, Tarvish and his companions were unhurt. However, their ship was completely out of commission, so I transferred them to Martin’s vessel. They will go to Earth with him. Look, they go now!”


  And as they watched, the ships of the delegates left the surface, and flashed out into space, to prepare for the invasion of Ay-Artz. All but two of the ships continued in this manner, and these two disappeared in the wink of an eye.


  “They go,” sighed Mea-Quin. “I hope they will all succeed!”


  THE MAN FROM BEYOND


  John Wyndham


  


  l Here is a brand new treatment of the interplanetary theme. The writer at-’ tempts to bring out a side of human nature that few authors touch upon. Gratz hates mankind because of its evil greed and lust for power. He denounces his own kind to an alien intelligence. And then the tremendous truth is revealed to him . . . .


  You will find this tale one success in our drive for distinctly new stories.


  


  l One of the greatest sights in Takon[*] these days was the exhibition of discoveries made in the Valley of Dur. In the building erected especially to house them Takonians and visitors from other cities crowded through the corridors, peering into the barred or glassfronted cages, observing the contents with awe, interest or amusement according to their natures.


  The crowd was formed for the most part of those persons who flock to any unusual sight, providing it is free or cheap. Their eyes dwelt upon the exhibits. Their minds were ready to marvel and be superficially impressed. But they had come to be amused and they faintly resented the efforts of the guides to stir their intelligent interest. One or two, perhaps, studied the cases with real appreciation.


  But if the adults were superficial the same could not be said of the children. Every day saw teachers bringing their classes for a practical demonstration of the planet’s prehistoric condition. Even now Magon, a biology teacher in one of Takon’s leading schools, was having difficulty restraining his twenty pupils for the arrival of a guide. He had marshalled them beside the entrance and, to keep them from straying, was talking of the Valley of Dur.


  “The condition of the Valley was purely fortuitous and it is unique here upon Venus,” he said. “Nothing remotely resembling it has been found, and it is the opinion of the experts that nothing like it exists anywhere else. This exhibition you are going to see is neither a museum nor a zoo, yet it is both . . .”


  His pupils only half attended. They were fidgeting, casting expectant glances down the row of cage fronts, craning to see over one another’s backs, the more excitable among them occasionally rising on their hind legs for a better view. The passing Takonian citizens regarded their youthful enthusiasm with a mild amusement. Magon smoothed back the silver fur on his head with one hand and continued to talk.


  “The creatures you will see belong to all ages of our world. Some are so old that they roamed Venus long before our race appeared. Others are more recent, contemporaries of those ancestors of ours who, in a terrible world, were for ever scuttling to cover as fast as their six legs would carry them . . .”


  “Six legs, sir?” asked a surprised voice.


  Some of the youths in the group sniggered but Magon explained considerately.


  “Yes, Sadul, six legs. Did you not know that our remote ancestors used all six of their limbs to get them along? It took them many thousands of years to turn themselves into quadrupeds but until they did that no progress was possible. The forelimbs could not develop such sensitive hands as ours until they were carried clear of the ground . . .”


  “Our ancestors were animals, sir?”


  “Well—er—something very much like that.” Magon lowered his voice in order that the ears of passing citizens might not be offended. “But once they got their forelegs off the ground, released from the necessity of carrying their weight, the great change began. We were on the upward climb—and since then we’ve never stopped climbing . . .”


  He looked around the circle of eagereyed, silverfurred faces about him. His eyes dwelt a moment on the slender tentacles which had developed from stubby toes on the forefeet. There was something magical in evolution, something glorious in the fact that he and his race were the crown of progress.


  It was a very wonderful thing to have done, to have changed from shaggy sixfooted beasts to creatures who stood proudly upon four, the whole front part of the body raised to the perpendicular to support heads which looked out proudly and unashamed at the world.


  Admittedly several of his class appeared to have neglected their coats in a way which was scarcely a credit to the race—their silver fur was muddied and rumpled—but then boys will be boys. No doubt they would trim and brush better as they grew older.


  “The Valley of Dur—” he began again but at that moment the guide arrived.


  “The party from the school, sir?”


  “Yes . . .”


  “This way, please. Do they understand about the Valley, sir?” he added.


  “Most of them,” Magon admitted. “But it might be as well—”


  “Certainly . . .”


  The guide broke into a highspeed recitation which he had evidently made many times before.


  “The Valley of Dur may be called a unique phenomenon. At some remote date in the planet’s history certain internal gases combined in a way yet imperfectly understood and issued forth through cracks in the crust at this place, and this place only . . .”


  “The mixture had two properties. It not only anaesthetized but it also preserved indefinitely. The result, was to produce a form of suspended animation. Everything that was in the Valley of Dur has remained as it was when the gas first broke out. Everything which has entered the Valley since has remained there imperishably. There is no apparent limit to the length of time that this preservation may continue . . .”


  “Among the ancients this place was regarded with superstitious fear and though in more recent times many attempts have been made to explore it none were successful until a year ago when a mask which could withstand the gas was at last devised.


  “It was then discovered that the animals and plants in the Valley were not petrified as had hitherto been believed but could, by means of certain treatment, be revived. Such are the specimens you are about to see—the flora and fauna of a million years ago—yet alive today . . .”


  l He paused opposite the first cage.


  “Here we have a glimpse of the carboniferous era—the tree ferns and giant mosses thriving in a specially prepared atmosphere, continuing the lives which were suspended when Venus was young. We hope to be able to grow more specimens from the spores of these. And here,” he passed to the next case, “we see the beginning of one of Nature’s most graceful experiments—the earliest form of flower . . .”


  His audience stared in dutiful attention at the large white blossoms which confronted them. They were not very interesting. Fauna has a far greater appeal to the adolescent than flora. A mighty roar caused the building to tremble. Eyes were switched from the magnolialike blossoms to glance up the passage in anticipatory excitement.


  Attention to the guide became even more perfunctory. Only Magon, to the exasperation of the pupils, thought it fit to ask a few questions. At last, however, the preliminary botanical cases were left behind and they came to the first of the cages.


  Behind the bars a reptilian creature, which might have been described as a biped, had its tail not played so great a part in supporting it, was hurrying tirelessly and without purpose to and fro, glaring at as much of the world as it could from intense small eyes. Every now and then it would throw back its head and utter a kind of strangled shriek.


  It was an unattractive creature covered with a greygreen hide, very smooth. Its contours were almost streamlined but managed to appear clumsy. In it, as in so many of the earlier forms, one seemed to feel that Nature was getting her hand in for the real job.


  She had already learned to model after a crude fashion when she made this running dinosaur but her sense of proportion was not good and she lacked the deftness necessary to produce the finer bits of modelling which she later achieved. She could not, one felt, even had she wanted, have then produced fur or feathers to clothe the creature’s nakedness.


  “This,” said the guide, waving a proprietary hand, “is what we call Struthiomimus, one of the running dinosaurs capable of travelling at high speed, which it does for purposes of defence, not attack, being a vegetarian . . .”


  There was a slight pause while his listeners sorted out the involved sentence. “You mean that it runs away?” asked a voice.


  “Yes . . .”


  They all looked a little disappointed, a trifle contemptuous of the unfortunate Struthiomimus. They wanted stronger meat. They longed to see—(behind bars)—those ancient monsters which had been lords of the world, whose rumbling bellows had sent Struthiomimus and the rest scuttling for cover. The guide continued in his own good time.


  “The next is a fine specimen of Hesperornis, the toothed bird. This creature, filling a place between the Archeopteryx and the modern bird, is particularly interesting . . .”


  But the class did not agree. As they filed slowly on past cage after cage it was noticeable that their own opinions and that of the guide seldom coincided. The more majestic and terrifying reptiles he dismissed with a curt, “These are of little interest, being sterile branches of the main stem of evolution—Nature’s failures . . .”


  They came at length to a small cage, occupied by a solitary curious creature which stood erect upon two legs though it appeared to be designed to use four.


  “This,” said the guide, “is one of our most puzzling finds. We have not yet been able to classify it into any known category. There has been such a rush that the specialists have not as yet had time to accord it the attention it deserves. Obviously, it comes from an advanced date, for it bears some fur, though this is localized in patches, notably on the head and face . . .”


  “It is particularly adept upon two feet, which points to a long line of development. And yet, for all we know of it, the creature might have occurred fully developed and without any evolution—though of course you will realize that such a thing could not possibly happen . . .”


  “Among the other odd facts which our preliminary observation has revealed is that, although its teeth are indisputably those of a herbivore, it has carnivorous tastes—altogether a most puzzling creature. We hope to find others before the examination of the Valley is ended . . .”


  The creature raised its head and looked at them from sullen eyes. Its mouth opened but instead of the expected bellow there came from it a stream of clattering gibberish which it accompanied with curious motions of its forelimbs.


  The interest of some of the class was at last aroused. Here was a real mystery about which the experts could as yet claim to know little more than themselves. The young Sadul, for instance, was far more intrigued by it than he had been by those monsters with the polysyllabic names. He drew closer to the bars, observing it intently.


  The creature’s eyes met his own and held them. More queer jabber issued from its mouth. It advanced to the front of the cage, coming quite near to him. Sadul held his ground—it did not look dangerous. With one foot it smoothed the soil of the floor, then squatted down to scrabble in the dirt.


  “What’s it doing?” asked someone.


  “Probably scratching for something to eat,” suggested another.


  l Sadul continued to watch with interest. When the guide moved the party on he contrived to remain behind unnoticed. He was untroubled by the presence of other spectators, since most of them had gravitated to watch the larger reptiles feed.


  After a while the creature rose to its feet again and extended one paw towards the ground. It had scrawled a series of queer lines in the dust. They made neither pattern nor picture. They did not seem to mean anything. Yet there was something regular about them.


  Sadul looked blankly at them and then back to the fact of the creature. It made a quick movement towards the scrawls. Sadul continued to stare blankly. It advanced, smoothed out the ground once more with its foot and began to scrabble again. Sadul wondered whether or not he should move on. He ought, he knew, to have kept together with the rest. Magon might be nasty about it. Well, he’d stay just long enough to see what the creature was doing this time.


  It stood back and pointed again. Sadal was amazed. In the dirt was a drawing of a Takonian such as himself. The creature was pointing first to himself and then back to the drawing.


  Sadul grew excited. He had made a discovery? What was this creature which could draw? He had never heard of such a thing. His first impulse was to run after the fest and tell them. But he hesitated and curiosity got the better of him.


  Rather doubtfully, he opened the bag at his side and drew out his writing tablet and stylus. The creature excitedly thrust both paws through the bars for them and sat down, scratching experimentally with the wrong end of the stylus. Sadul corrected it, then leaned close to the bars, watching over its shoulder.


  First the creature made a round mark in the middle of the tablet, then it pointed up. Sadul looked up at the ceiling, but quite failed to see anything remarkable there. The creature shook its head impatiently. About the mark it drew a circle with a small spot on the circumference—outside that another circle with a similar spot, then a third. Still Sadul could see no meaning.


  Beside the spot on the second circle the creature drew a small sketch of a Takonian. Beside the spot on the third, a creature, itself. Sadul followed intently. It was trying very hard to convey something but for the life of him he could not see what it was. Again a paw pointed up at the light globe, then the forelimbs were held wide apart.


  The light—an enormous light! Suddenly Sadul got it—the sun—the sun and the planets! He nearly choked with excitement. Reaching between the bars, he grabbed his tablet and ran off up the corridor in search of his party. The man in the cage watched him go and as Sadul’s shouts diminished in the distance he smiled his first smile for a very long time.


  * * *


  l Goin, the lecturer in phonetics, wandered into the study of his friend Dagul, the anthropologist in the University of Takon. Dagul, who was getting on in years as the grizzling of his silver fur testified, looked up with a frown of irritation at the interruption. It faded at the sight of Goin.


  “Sorry,” he apologized. “I think I’m a bit overworked. This Dur business gives such masses of material that I can’t leave it alone . . .”


  “If you’re too busy—?”


  “No, no. Come along in. Glad to throw it off for a time.’ They crossed to a low divan where they squatted, folding their four legs beneath them.


  Dagul offered refreshment.


  “Well, did you get this Earth creature’s story?” he asked.


  Goin produced a packet of thin tablets from a satchel.


  “Yes, we got it—in the end. I’ve had all my assistants and brightest students working on it but it’s not been easy even so. They seem to have been further advanced in physical science than we are. That made parts of it only roughly translatable but I think you’ll be able to follow it. A pretty sort of villain this Gratz makes himself out to be—and he’s not much ashamed of it . . .”


  “You can’t be a good villain if you are ashamed . . .”


  “I suppose not but it’s made me think. Earth seems to have been a rotten planet . . .”


  “Worse than Venus?” asked Dagul bitterly.


  Goin hesitated. “Yes, I think so, according to his account—but probably that’s only because it was further developed. We’re going the same way—graft, vested interests, private traders without morals, politicians without conscience. I thought they only existed here, but they had them on Earth—the whole stinking circus. Maybe they had them on Mars too if we only knew . . .”


  “I wonder?” Dagul sat for some moments in contemplation. “You mean that Earth was just an exaggerated form of the mess we’re in?”


  “Exactly. Makes you wonder if life isn’t a disease after all—a kind of corruption which attacks dying planets, growing more and more vicious in the higher forms. And as for intelligence—”


  “Intelligence,” said Dagul, “is a complete snare and delusion. I came to that conclusion long ago. Without it you are wiped out—with it you wipe out one another, eventually yourself . . .”


  Goin grinned. Dagul’s hobbyhorses were muchridden steeds.


  “The instinct of selfprotection—” he began.


  “—is another delusion as far as the race is concerned . . .”


  Dagul finished for him. “Individuals may protect themselves but it is characteristic of an intelligent race to try continually by bigger and better methods to wipe itself out. Speaking dispassionately I should say that it’s a very good thing, too. Of all the wasteful, destructive, pointless . . .”


  Goin let him have his say. Experience told him that it was useless to attempt to stem the flood. At length came a pause and he thrust forward his packet of tablets.


  “Here’s the story. I’m afraid it will encourage your pessimism. The man, Grate, is a selfconfessed murderer for one thing . . .”


  “Why should he confess?”


  “It’s all there. Says he wants to warn us against Earth . . .”


  Dagul smiled slightly. “Then you’ve not told him?”


  “No, not yet . . .”


  Dagul reached for the topmost tablet and began to read.


  Chapter II


  The Earthman’s Story


  l I, Morgan Grate of the planet Earth, am writing this as a warning to the inhabitants of Venus. Have nothing to do with Earth if you can help it—but if you must, be careful. Above all I warn you to have no dealings with the two greatest companies of Earth.


  If you do, you will come to hate Earth and her people as I do—you will come to think of her, as I do, as the plague spot of the universe. Sooner or later, emissaries will come—representatives of either Metallic Industries of International Chemicals will attempt to open negotiations. Do not listen to them.


  However honeyed their words or smooth their phrases distrust them, for they will be liars and the servants of liars. If you do trust them you will live to regret it and your children will regret it and curse you. Read this and see how they treated me, Morgan Gratz.


  My story is best started from the moment when I was shown into the Directors’ Room in the huge building which houses the executive of Metallic Industries. The secretary closed the tall double doors behind me and announced my name.


  “Gratz, sir . . .”


  Nine men seated about a glasstopped table turned their eyes upon me simultaneously but I kept my gaze on the chairman who topped the long table.


  “Good morning, Mr. Drakin,” I said.


  “Morning, Gratz. You have not met our other directors, I believe . . .”


  I looked along the row of faces. Several I recognized from photographs in the illustrated papers. Others I was able to identify, for I had heard them described and knew that they would be present. There is no mystery about the directors of Metallic Industries Incorporated.


  Among them are several of the world’s richest men and to be mounted upon such pinnacles of wealth means continual exposure to the floodlights of publicity. Not only was I familiar with their appearances but in common with most I was fairly conversant with their histories. I made no comment, so the chairman continued.


  “I have received your reports, Gratz, and I am pleased to say that they are model documents—clear and concise—a little too clear, I must own, for my peace of mind. In fact, I confess to apprehension and, in my opinion, the time has come for decisive measures. However, before I suggest the steps to be taken I would like you to repeat the gist of your reports for the benefit of my fellowdirectors . . .”


  I had come prepared for this request and was able to reply without hesitation.


  “When it first became known to Mr. Drakin that International Chemicals proposed to build a ship for the navigation of space, he approached me and put forward certain propositions. I, as an employee of International Chemicals, being concerned in the work in question, was to keep him posted and to hand on as much information, technical and otherwise, as I could collect without arousing suspicion . . .”


  “Moreover, I was to find out the purpose for which International Chemicals intended to use her. I have carried out the first part of my orders to the chairman’s satisfaction but it is only in the last week that I have been able to discover her destination . . .”


  I paused. There was a stir among the listeners. Several leaned forward with increased interest.


  “Well,” demanded a thin, predatoryfaced man on the chairman’s right, “what is it?”


  “The intention of the company,” I said, “is to send their ship, which they call the Nuntia, to Venus . . .”


  They stared at me. Save for Drakin, to whom this was not news, they appeared dumbfounded. The cadaverouslooking man was the first to find his voice.


  “Nonsense!” he cried. “Preposterous! Never heard of such a thing. What proof have you of this ridiculous statement?”


  I looked at him coldly.


  “I have no proof. A spy rarely has. You must take my word for it . . .”


  “Absurd. Fantastic nonsense. You stand there and seriously expect us to believe on your own, unsupported statement, that I.C. intends to send this machine to Venus? The moon would be unlikely enough. Either they have been fooling you or you must be raving mad. I never heard such rubbish. Venus, indeed!.


  l I regarded the man. I liked neither his face nor his manners.


  “If Mr. Ball sees fit to challenge my report,” I said. “This, I gentlemen, will scarcely surprise you, for you must know as well as I that Mr. Ball has been completely impervious to all new ideas for the past forty years . . .”


  The emaciated Mr. Ball goggled while several of the others hid smiles. It was rarely that his millions did not extract sycophancy but I was in a strong position.


  “Insolence,” he spluttered at last. “Damned insolence, Mr. Chairman. I demand that this man—”


  “Mr. Ball,” interrupted the other coldly, “you will please to control yourself. The fact that Gratz is here at all is a sign not only that I believe him but what I consider his news seriously to concern us all . . .”


  “Nonsense. If you are going to believe every fairy story that a paid spy—”


  “Mr. Ball, I must ask you to leave the conduct of this matter to me. You knew, as we all did, that I.C. was building this ship and you knew that it was intended for spacetravel. Why should you disbelieve the report of its destination? I must insist that you control yourself . . .”


  Mr. Ball subsided, muttering indefinite threats. The chairman turned back to me. “And the purpose of this expedition?”


  I was only able to suggest that it was to establish claims over territories as sources of supplies. He nodded and turned to address the rest.


  “You see, gentlemen, what this will mean? It is scarcely necessary to remind you that I.C. are our greatest rivals, our only considerable rivals. The overlapping of interests is inevitable. Metals and chemicals obviously cannot be expected to keep apart. They are interdependent. It cannot be anything but a fight for survival between the two companies . . .”


  “At present we are evenly balanced in the matter of raw materials—and probably shall be for years to come. But—and this is the important point—if their ship makes this trip successfully what will be the results?”


  “First, of course, they will annex the richest territories on the planet with their raw materials, and later import these materials to Earth. Mind you, this will not take place at once—but make no mistake, it will come, sooner or later, as inevitably as tomorrow . . .”


  “Once the trip has been successfully made the inventors will not rest until they have found a way of carrying freight between the two worlds at economic rates. It may take them ten years to do it, it may take them a century, but sooner or later, do it they will . . .”


  “And that, gentlemen, will mean the end of Metallic Industries . . .”


  There was a pause during which no one spoke. Drakin looked around to see the effect of his words.


  “Gratz has told me,” he continued, “that I.C. is convinced their ship is capable of the journey. Is that not so?”


  “It is,” I confirmed. “They have complete faith in her and so have I . . .”


  Old John Ball’s voice rose again. “If this is not nonsense why have we let it go on? Why has I.C. been allowed to build this vessel without interference? What is the good of having a man there who does nothing to hinder the work?” He glared at me.


  “You mean?” inquired Drakin.


  “I mean that this man has been excellently placed to work sabotage. Why has there been none? It should be simple enough to cause an ‘accidental’ explosion . . .”


  “Very simple,” agreed Drakin. “So simple that I.C. would jump to it at once. Even if there were a genuine accident they would suspect that we had a hand in it. Then we should have our hands full with an expensive vendetta. Furthermore I.C. would recommence building with additional precautions and it is possible that we might not have a man on the inside.


  “I take it that we are all agreed that the Nuntia must fail—but it must not be a suspicious failure. The Nuntia must sail. It is up to us to see that she does not return . . .”


  “Gratz has been offered a position aboard her but has not as yet returned a definite answer. My suggestion is that he should accept the offer with the object of seeing that the Nuntia is lost. The details I can leave to him . . .”


  Drakin went on to elaborate his plan. Directly the Nuntia had left, Metallic Industries would begin work on a spaceflyer of their own. As soon as possible she would follow Venus. Meanwhile I, having settled the Nuntia, would await her arrival.


  In the unlikely event of the planet being found inhabited I was to get on good terms with the natives and endeavour to influence them against I.C. When the second ship arrived I was to be taken off and brought back to Earth while a party of M.I. men remained to survey and annex territory. On my return I would be sufficiently rewarded to make me rich for life.


  “You will be doing a great work for us,” he concluded, “and we do not forget our servants.” He looked me straight in the eye as he said it. “Will you do it?”


  I hesitated. “I would like a day or so to think it over . . .”


  “Of course. That is only natural. But there is not a great deal of time to spare—will you let me have your answer by this time tomorrow? It will give us a chance to make other arrangements in case you refuse . . .”


  “Yes, sir. That will do . . .”


  With that I left them. As to their further deliberations I can only guess. And my guesses are bitter.


  Beyond an idea that it would appear better not to be too eager, I had no reason for putting off my answer. Already I had determined to go—and to wreck the Nuntia. I had waited many years to get in a blow at I.C., and now was my chance.


  Ever since the death of my parents I had set my mind on injuring them. Not only had they killed my father by their negligence in the matter of unshielded rays but they had stolen his inventions and robbed him by prolonged litigation.


  Enough, you say, to make a man swear revenge. But it was not all. I had to see my mother die in poverty when a few hundred dollars would have saved her life—and all our dollars had gone in fighting I.C.


  After that I changed my name, got a job with I.C. and worked—hard. Mine was not going to be a paltry revenge. I was going to work up until I was in a responsible position, one from which my blows could really hurt them.


  I had allied myself with Metallic Industries because this was their biggest rival and now I was given a chance to wreck the ship to which they had pinned such faith. I could have done that alone but it would have meant exile for the rest of my life. Now M.I. had smoothed the way by offering me passage home.


  Yes, I was going to do it. The Nuntia should make one trip and no more.


  But I’d like to know just what it was they decided in the Board Room after I left.


  Chapter III


  Murders in Space


  l The Nuntia was two weeks in space but nobody was very happy about it.


  In those two weeks the party of nine on board had been reduced to seven and the reduction had not had a good effect upon our morale. As far as I could tell there was no tangible suspicion afoot—just a feeling that all was not well.


  Among the hands it was rumoured that Hammer and Drafte had gone crazy before they killed themselves. But why had they gone crazy? That was what worried the rest. Was it something to do with conditions in space—some subtle, unsuspected emanation? Would we all go crazy? When you are cut off from your kind you get strange fancies. Imagination gets overheated and you become too credulous. That is what used to happen to sailors on their long voyages in the old windjammers. They began to attribute the deaths to uncanny malign influences in a way which would never have occurred to them on Earth. It gave me some amusement at the time.


  First had been Dale Hammer, the second navigator. Young, a bit wild at home, perhaps, but brilliant at his job, he was proud and overjoyed that he had been chosen for this voyage. He had gone off duty in a cheerful frame of mind.


  A few hours later he had been found dead in his bunk with a bottle of tablets by his side: one had to take something to ensure sleep out here. Everyone agreed that it was understandable, though tragic, that he had taken an overdose by mistake.


  It was after Ross Drafte’s disappearance that the superstitions began to cluster. He was an odd man with an expression which was frequently taciturn and eyes in which burned feverish enthusiams. A failure might have driven him desperate but under the circumstances, he had everything to live for.


  He was the designer of the Nuntia and she, the dream of his life, was endorsing his every expectation. When we returned to make public the story of our voyage his would be the name to be glorified through millions of radios, his the face which would stare from hundreds of newspapers—the conqueror of gravitation. And he had disappeared.


  The airpressure graph showed a slight dip at one point and Drafte was.no more.


  I saw no trace of suspicion. No one had even looked askance at me nor, so far as I knew, at anyone else. No one had the least inkling that any one man aboard the ship could tell them exactly how those two men had died. There was just the conviction that something queer was afoot.


  And now it was time for another.


  Ward Govern, the chief engineer, was in the chartroom, talking with Captain Tanner. The rest were busy elsewhere. I slipped into Govern’s cabin unobserved. His pistol I found in the drawer where he always kept it and I slipped it into my pocket. Then I crossed to the other wall and opened the ventilator which communicated with the passage. Finally, after carefully assuring myself that no one was in sight, I left, closing the door behind me.


  I had not long to wait. In less than a quarter of an hour I heard the clatter of a pair of magnetic shoes on the steel floor and the engineer passed cheerfully by on his way to turn in. The general air of misgiving had had less effect upon him than upon anyone else. I heard the door slam behind him. I allowed him a few moments before I moved as quietly to the ventilator as my magnetic soles would allow.


  I could see him quite easily. He had removed his shoes and was sitting at a small wall desk, entering the day’s events in his diary. I thrust the muzzle of the pistol just within the slot of the ventilator and with the other hand began to make slight scratching noises. It was essential that he should come close to me. There must be a burn or at least powder marks.


  The persistent scratching began to worry him. He glanced up in a puzzled fashion and held his head on one side, listening. I went on scratching. He decided to investigate and released the clips which held his weightless body to the chair. Without bothering to put on the magnetic shoes, he pushed himself away from the wall and came floating towards the ventilator. I let him get quite close before I fired.


  There was a clatter of running feet mingling with cries of alarm. I dropped the pistol inside my shirt and jumped around the corner, reaching the cabin door just ahead of a pair who came from the other direction. We flung it open and I dashed in. Govern’s body under the impetus of the shot had floated back into the middle of the room. It looked uncanny, lying asprawl in midair.


  “Quick,” I yelled, “fetch the Captain . . .”


  l One of them pelted to the door. I managed to keep my body between the other and the corpse while I closed the dead fingers around the pistol. A few seconds later everybody had collected about the doorway and the Captain had to push them aside to get in.


  He examined the body. It was not a pleasant sight. The blood had not yet ceased to flow from the wound in the head but it did not drip as it would on Earth. Instead it had spurted forth to form into red spheres, which floated freely close beside the corpse. There was no doubt that the shot had been fired at close range. The Captain looked at the outflung hand which gripped the automatic.


  “What happened?”


  No one seemed to know.


  “Who found him?”


  “I was here first, sir,” I said. “Just before the others . . .”


  “Anyone with you when you heard the shot?”


  “No, sir. I was just walking along the passage—”


  “That’s right, sir. We met Gratz running ‘round the corner’ . . .”


  Somebody supported me.


  “You didn’t see anyone else about?”


  “No, sir . . .”


  “And was it possible, do you think, for anybody to have gotten out of the room unseen between the time of the shot and your arrival?”


  “Quite impossible, sir. He would have been bound to walk straight into me or the others—even if there had been time for him to get out of the room . . .”


  “Very well. Please help me with this.” He turned to the other four who were still lingering in a group near the door. “You men get back to work now . . .”


  Two began to move off but the other pair, Willis and Trail, both mechanics, held their ground.


  “Didn’t you hear me? Get along there . . .”


  Still they hesitated. Then Willis stepped forward and the Captain’s unbelieving ears heard his demand that the Nuntia be turned back. “You don’t know what you’re saying, man!.


  “I do, sir, and so does Trail. There’s something queer about it all. It’s not natural for men to kill themselves like this. Perhaps we’ll be next. When we signed up we knew we’d have dangers we could see but didn’t reckon with something that makes you go mad and kill yourself. We don’t like it—and we ain’t going on. Turn the ship back . . .”


  “Don’t be a pair of fools. You ought to know that we can’t turn back. What do you think this is—a rowbgat? What’s the matter with you?”


  The two faces in front of him were set in lines of stolid determination. Willis spoke again.


  “We’ve had enough and that’s flat. It was bad enough when two had gone but now it’s three. Who’s going to be the next? That’s what I want to know . . .”


  “That’s what we all want to know,” said the Captain meaningly. “Why are you so anxious to have the ship turned back?”


  “Because it’s wrong—unlucky. We don’t want to go crazy even if you do. If you don’t turn her back we will . . .”


  “So that’s the way it blows, is it? Who’s paying you for this?”


  Willis and Trail remained uncomprehending.


  “You heard me,” he roared. “Who’s behind you? Who’s out to wreck this trip?”


  Willis shook his head. “Nobody’s behind us. We just want to get out of this before we go crazy too,” he repeated.


  “Went crazy, eh?” said the Captain with a sneer. “Well maybe they did and then again, maybe they didn’t—and if they didn’t I’ve got a pretty good idea what happened to them.” He paused. “So you think you’ll scare me into turning back, do you? Well, by the stars, you won’t, you bilge rats. Get back to your work. I’ll deal with you later . . .”


  l But neither Willis nor Trail had any intention of getting back. They came on. Trail was swinging a threatening spanner. I snatched the pistol from the corpse’s hands and got him in the forehead. It was a lucky shot. Willis tried to stop. I got him, too.


  The Captain turned and saw me handling the pistol. The suddenness of the thing had taken him by surprise. I could see that he didn’t know whether to thank me or to blame me for so summary an execution of justice. There was no doubt that the pair had mutinied and that Trail, at least, had meant murder. Strong and Danver, the two men in the doorway, stared speechlessly. Nine men had sailed in the Nuntia—four now remained. For the time the Captain said nothing. We waited, looking at the two bodies still swaying eerily, anchored to the floor by their magnetic shoes. At last the Captain broke the silence.


  “It’s going to be hard work for four men,” he said. “But if each of us pulls his weight we may win through yet. To the two of you all the engine room work will fall. Gratz, do you know anything of threedimensional navigation?”


  “Very little, sir . . .”


  “Well, you’ll have to learn—and quickly . . .”


  After the business of disposing the bodies through the airlock was finished, he led me to the navigation room. Half to himself I heard him murmur, “I wonder which it was? Trail, I should guess. He’s the type . . .”


  “Beg your pardon, sir?”


  “I was wondering which of those two was the murderer . . .”


  “Murderer, sir?” I said.


  “Murderer, Gratz. I said and I mean it. Surely you didn’t think those deaths were natural?”


  “They seemed natural . . .”


  “They were well enough managed but there was too much coincidence. Somebody was out to wreck this trip and kill us all . . .”


  “I don’t see—”


  “Think, man, think,” he interrupted. “Suppose the secret of the Nuntia got out in spite of all our care? There are plenty of people who would want her to fail . . .”


  I flatter myself that I managed my surprise rather well.


  “Metallic Industries, you mean?”


  “Yes, and others. No one knows what may be the outcome of this voyage. There are a lot of people who find the world very comfortable as it is and would like to keep it so. Suppose they had planted one of those men aboard?”


  I shook my head doubtfully. “It wouldn’t do. It’d be suicide. One man couldn’t get this ship back to Earth . . .”


  “Nevertheless I’m convinced that either Willis or Trail was planted here to stop us from succeeding . . .”


  The idea that both the men were genuinely scared and wanted only to get back to Earth had never struck him. I saw no reason to let it.


  “Anyway,” he added, “we’ve settled with the murdering swine now—at the cost of three good honest men . . .”


  He took some charts from a drawer. “Now come along, Gratz. We must get to work on this navigation. Who knows but that all our lives may soon depend on you . . .”


  “Who indeed, sir,” I agreed.


  Chapter IV


  Stealing the Ship


  l Another fortnight passed before the Nuntia at last dipped her nose into the clouds which had always made the nature of Venus’ surface a matter for surmise. By circling the planet several times, Captain Tanner contrived to reduce our headlong hurtling to a manageable speed.


  After I had taken a sample of the atmosphere—(which proved almost identical with that of Earth)—I took my place close beside him, gaining a knowledge of how the ship must be handled in the air. When the clouds closed in on our windows to obscure the universe we were travelling at a little more than two hundred miles an hour. Despite our extended wings we required the additional support of vertical rockets.


  The Captain dropped cautiously upon a long slant. This, he told me, would be the most nerveracking part of the entire trip. There was no telling how far the undersides of the clouds were from the planet’s surface. He could depend on nothing but luck to keep the ship clear of mountains which might lurk unseen in our path.


  He sat tensely at the control board, peering into the baffling mist, ready at a moment’s notice to change his course although we both knew that the sight of an obstacle would mean that it was too late. The few minutes we spent in the clouds seemed interminable.


  My senses drew so taut that it seemed they must snap. And then, when I felt that I could not stand it a moment longer, the vapours thinned, dropped behind and we swept down at last upon a Venusian landscape.


  Only it was not a landscape, for in every direction stretched the sea—a grey, miserable waste. Even our relief could not make the scene anything but dreary. Heavy rain drove across the view in thick rods, slashing at the windows and pitting the troubled water.


  Leadgrey clouds, heavy with unshed moisture, seemed to press down like great, gorged sponges which would wipe everything clean. Nowhere was there a darkling line to suggest land. The featureless horizon which we saw dimly through the rain was a watery circle.


  The Captain levelled out and continued straight ahead at a height of a few hundred feet above the surface. There was nothing for it but to go on and hope that we should strike land of some kind. For hours we did, and for the difference it made to the scene we might have been stationary. It was just a matter of luck.


  Unknowingly, we must have taken a line on which the open sea lay straight before us for thousands of miles. The rain, the vastness of the ocean and the reaction from our journey combined to drive us into depression. Was Venus, we began to ask ourselves, nothing but a sphere of water and clouds? At last I caught a glimpse of a dark speck away to starboard. With visibility so low I could not be certain what it was. We had all but passed it before I drew the Captain’s attention. Without hesitating he swerved towards it and we both fixed our eyes on it and anxiously watched it grow.


  As we drew closer it proved to be a hill of no great size, rising from an island of some five or six square miles. It was not such a spot as one would have chosen for a first landing but he decided to make it. We were all thoroughly tired of our cramped quarters. A few days of rest and exercise in the open air would put new heart in us.


  It would be absurd for an Earthman to describe Venus to Venusians but there are differences between your district of Takon and the island where we landed which I find very puzzling. Moreover, the conditions which I found elsewhere also differ from those which abide here. I know nothing about the latitude of these places but it seems that they must be far removed from here to be so unalike.


  For instance, our island was permanently blanketed beneath thick clouds. One never saw the sun at all, but for all that the heat was intense and the rain, which seldom ceased, was warm. Here in Takon, on the other hand, you have a climate not unlike that of our temperate regions—occasional clouds, occasional rain, warmth that is not too oppressive.


  When I look round and observe your planets and trees I find it hard to believe that they can exist on the same planet with the queer jumble of growths we found on the island. I know nothing of botany, so I can only tell you that I was struck by the quantities of ferns and palms and the almost entire absence of hardwood trees.


  l Two days were occupied in minor repairs and necessary adjustments, varied by occasional explorations. These were not pleasure trips, for the rain fell without ceasing, but they served to give us some muchneeded exercise and to improve our spirits.


  On the third day the Captain proposed an expedition to the top of the central hill and we agreed to accompany him. We were all armed, for though the only animals we had seen were small timid creatures which scuttled from our approach, there was no telling what we might encounter in the deeper forest which lay between the hill and the beach where Nuntia rested. We assembled shortly after dawn, almost in a state of nudity. Since the heat rendered heavy waterproofs intolerable we had decided that the less we wore the better. It would be hard enough work carrying heavy rifles and rucksacks of supplies in such a climate.


  The Captain shepherded us out into the steady rain, pushed the outer door to behind us and we began our tramp up the beach. We had all but crossed the foreshore scrub which bordered the forest proper when I stopped abruptly.


  “What is it?” asked the Captain. “Ammunition,” I told him. “I put it aside, ready to pack, and forgot to put it in . . .”


  “Are you sure?”


  I hauled the rucksack off my back and looked through the contents. There was no sign of the packet of cartridges he had given me. In order to travel light we had only a few rounds each. I could not expect the others to share theirs with me in the circumstances. There was only one thing to be done.


  “I’ll go back for them. It will only take a few seconds,” I said.


  The Captain grudgingly agreed. He disliked inefficiency but could not afford to weaken his party by taking a member of it unarmed into possible dangers. I hurried back to the ship, stumbling along through the sand and shingle. As I pulled open the airlock door I glanced back. The three, I could dimly see, had reached the edge of the forest and were standing under such shelter as they could find, watching me.


  I jumped inside and threw down my rifle and rucksack with a clatter. First I rushed for the engines and turned on the fuel taps, then I went forward to the navigation room. Hurriedly I set the controls as I had been shown and pulled over the ignition switch.


  With my fingers above the first bunch of firing keys, I looked once more out of the windows. The Captain was pounding across the beach, followed by the others. How he had guessed that there was anything wrong I cannot say. Perhaps his glasses enabled him to see that I was in the control room. Anyway, he meant business.


  He passed out of my line of sight and a moment later I pressed the firing keys. The Nuntia trembled, lurched and began to slither forward across the sand. I saw the other two wave despairing arms. It was impossible to tell whether the Captain had managed to scramble aboard or not.


  I turned the rising ship towards the sea. Again I looked back, just in time to see the others running towards a form which lay huddled on the sand. Close beside it they stopped and looked up. They shook wild, impotent fists in the direction of my retreating Nuntia.


  Chapter V


  The Mysterious Valley


  l After a few hours I began to grow seriously worried. There must be other land on this planet but I had seen none as yet. I began to have a nasty feeling that it would end with the Nuntia dropping into the sea, condemning me to eventual death by starvation should I survive the fall.


  She was not intended to be run singlehanded. In order to economize weight many operations which could easily have been automatic were left to manual control on the assumption that there would always be one or more men on engine room duty. The fuelpressure gauge was dangerously low, but the controls required constant attention, preventing me from getting aft to start the pressure pumps.


  I toyed with the idea of fixing the controls while I made a dash to the engine room and back but since it was impossible to find a satisfactory method of holding them the project had to be abandoned. The only thing I could do was to hold on and hope land would show up before it was too late.


  In the nick of time it did—a rockbound inhospitablelooking coast but one which for all its ruggedness was fringed to the very edges of the harsh cliffs with a closepressed growth of jungle. There was no shore such as we had used for a landing ground on the island.


  The water swirled and frothed about the cliffbottom as the great breakers dashed themselves with a kind of ponderous futility against the mighty retaining wall. No landing there. Above, the jungle stretched back to the horizon, an undulating, unbroken plain of tree tops.


  Somewhere there I would have to land, but where? A few miles in from the coast the Nuntia settled it for me. The engines stopped with a splutter. I did not attempt to land her. I jumped for one of the spring acceleration hammocks and trusted that it would stand the shock.


  I came out of that rather well. When I examined the wrecked Nuntia, her wings torn off, her nose crumpled like tinfoil, her smooth body now gaping in many places from the force of the impact, I marvelled that anyone could sustain only a few bruises—acquired when the hammock mountings had weakened to breaking point—as I did.


  There was one thing certain in a very problematical future—the Nuntia’s flying days were done. I had carried out Metallic Industries’ instructions to the full and the telescopes of I.C. would nightly be searching the skies for a ship which would never return.


  Despite my predicament (or perhaps because I had not fully appreciated it as yet) I was full of a savage joy. I had struck the first of my vengeful blows at the men who had caused my family such misery. The only shadows across my satisfaction was that they could not know that it was I, not Fate, who was against them.


  It would be tedious to tell in detail of my activities during the next few weeks. There is nothing surprising about them. My efforts to make the Nuntia habitable—my defences against the larger animals—my cautious hunting expeditions—my search for edible greenstuffs—were such as any man would have made. They were makeshift and temporary.


  I did only enough to assure myself of moderate comfort until the Metallic Industries ship should arrive to take me off. So for six months by the Nuntia’s chronometers I idled and loafed and though it may sometimes have crossed my mind that Venus was not altogether a desirable piece of real estate, yet it was in a detached impersonal way that I regarded my surroundings.


  It would be a wonderful topic of conversation when I got home. That ‘when I got home’ colored all my thoughts. It was the constant barrier which stood between me and the life about me. This planet might surround me but it could not touch me as long as the barrier remained in place.


  At the end of six months I began to feel that my exile was nearly up. The M.I. ship would be finished by now and ready to follow the Nuntia’s lead. I waited almost a month longer, seeing her in my mind’s eye falling through space towards me. Then it was time for my signal.


  I had arranged the main searchlight so that it would point vertically upwards to stab its beam into the low clouds and now I began to switch it on every night as soon as the darkness came, leaving it’s glare until near dawn. For the first few nights I scarcely slept, so certain was I that the ship must be cruising close by in search of me.


  I used to lie awake, watching the dismal sky for the flash of her rockets, straining my ears for their thunder. But this stage did not last long. I consoled myself very reasonably that it might take too much searching to find me. But all day too I was alert, with smoke rockets ready to be fired the moment I should hear her.


  l After four months more my batteries gave out. It is surprising that they lasted so long. As the voltage dropped, so did my hopes. The jungle seemed to creep closer, making ominous bulges in my barrier of detachment.


  For a number of nights after the filaments had glowed their last I sat up through the hours of darkness, firing occasional distress rockets in forlorn faith. It was when they were gone that I sensed what had occurred. Why I did not think of it before, I cannot tell. But the truth came to me in a flash—Metallic Industries had duped me just as International Chemicals had duped my father.


  They had not built—never intended to build—a spaceship. Why should they, once I.C. had lost theirs? That, I grew convinced, was the decision which had been taken in the Board Room after my withdrawal. They had never intended that I should return.


  I could see now that they would have found it not only expensive but dangerous. There would be not only my reward to be paid but I might blackmail them. In every way it would be more convenient that I should do my work and disappear. And what better method of disappearance could there be than loss upon another planet? Those are the methods of Earth—that is the honour of great companies as you will know to your cost should you have dealings with them. They’ll use you, then break you.


  I must have been nearly crazy for some days after that realization. My fury with my betrayers, my disgust with my own gullibility, the appalling sense of loneliness and above all the eternal drumming of that almost ceaseless rain combined to drive me into a frenzy which stopped only on the brink of suicide.


  But in the end the adaptability of my race asserted itself. I began to hunt and live off the land about me. I struggled through two bouts of fever and successfully sustained a period of semistarvation when my food was finished and game was short.


  For company I had only a pair of sixlegged, silverfurred creatures, which I had trained. I found them one day, deserted in a kind of large nest and dying with hunger. Taking them back with me to the Nuntia I fed them and found them friendly little things. As they grew larger they began to display remarkable intelligence. Later I christened them Mickey and Minnie—after certain classic film stars at home—and they soon got to know their names.


  And now I come to the last and most curious episode, which I confess I do not yet understand. It occurred several years after Nuntia’s landing. A foraging expedition upon which Mickey and Minnie accompanied me as usual had taken us into country completely unknown to me. A scarcity of game and a determination not to return emptyhanded had caused me to push on farther than usual.


  At last, at the entrance to a valley, Mickey and Minnie stopped. Nothing I could do would induce them to go on. Moreover they tried to hold me back, clutching at my legs with their forepaws. The valley looked a likely place for game and I shook them off impatiently. They watched me as I went, making little whining noises of protest, but they did not attempt to follow.


  For the first quarter mile I saw nothing unusual. Then I had a nasty shock. Farther on an enormous head reared above the trees, looking directly at me. It was unlike anything I had ever seen before but thoughts of giant reptiles jumped to my mind.


  Tyrannosaurus must have had a head not unlike that. I was puzzled as well as scared. Venus could not be still in the age of the giant reptiles. I could not have lived here all this time without seeing something of them before.


  The head did not move—there was no sound. As my first flood of panic abated it was clear that the animal had not seen me. The valley seemed utterly silent, for I had grown so used to the sounds of rain that my ears scarcely registered them. At two hundred yards I came within sight of the great head again and decided to risk a shot.


  I aimed at the right eye and fired.


  Nothing happened—the echoes thundered from side to side; nothing else moved. It was uncanny, unnerving. I snatched up my glasses. Yes, I had scored a bull’s eye, but . . . Queer. I decided that I didn’t like the valley a bit, but I made myself go on.


  There was a curious odour in the air, not unpleasant yet a little sickly. Close to the monster I stopped. He had not budged an inch. Suddenly, behind him, I caught a glimpse of another reptile—smaller, more lizardlike but with teeth and claws that made me sweat.


  I dropped on one knee and raised the rifle. I began to feel an odd swimming sensation inside my head. The world seemed to be tilting about me. My rifle barrel wavered. I could not see clearly. I felt myself begin to fall. I seemed to be falling a long, long way . . .”


  When I awoke it was to see the bars of a cage.


  The Revelation


  l Dagul stopped reading. He knew the rest. “How long ago, do you think?” he asked.


  Coin shrugged his shoulders.


  “Heaven knows. A very long time, that’s all we can be sure of. The continual clouds—and did you notice that he claims to have tamed two of our primitive ancestors? Millions of years . . .”


  “And he warns us against Earth.” Dagul smiled. “It will be a shock for the poor creature. The last of his race—though not, to judge by his own account, a very worthy race. When are you going to tell him?”


  “He’s bound to find out soon, so I thought I’d do it this evening. I’ve got permission to take him up to the observatory . . .”


  “Would you mind if I came too?”


  “Of course not . . .”


  Gratz was stumbling among unfamiliar syllables as the three climbed the hill to the Observatory of Takon, doing his best to drive home his warnings of the perfidy of Earth and the ways of great companies. He was relieved when both the Takonians assured him that no negotiations were likely to take place.


  “Why have we come here?” he asked when they were in the building and the assistant, in obedience to Goin’s orders, was adjusting the large telescope.


  “We want to show you your planet,” said Dagul.


  There was some preliminary difficulty due to differences between the Takonian and the human eye but before long he was studying a huge shining disc. A moment later he turned back to the others with a slight smile.


  “There’s some mistake. This is our moon . . .”


  “No. It is Earth,” Goin assured him.


  l Gratz looked back at the scarred pitted surface of the planet. For a long time he gazed in silence. It was like the moon and yet—despite the craters, despite the desolation, there was a familiar suggestion of the linked Americas, stretching from pole to pole—a bulge which might have been the West African coast. Gratz gazed in silence for a great while. At last he turned away.


  “How Long?” he asked.


  “Some millions of years . . .”


  “I don’t understand. It was only the other day—”


  Goin started to explain but Gratz heard none of it. Like a man dreaming he walked out of the building. He was seeing again the Earth as she had been—a place of beauty, beautiful in spite of all that man had made her suffer. And now she was dead, a celestial cinder.


  Close by the edge of the cliff which held the observatory high above Takon he paused. He looked out across an alien city in an alien world towards a white point that glittered in the heavens. The Earth which had borne him was dead. Long and silently he gazed.


  Then, deliberately, with a step that did not falter, he walked over the cliff’s edge.


  [*] All Venusian terms are rendered in their closest English equivalents.


  THE MASTER MINDS OF VENUS


  William K. Sonnemann


  A distinctive feature of AMAZING STORIES has long been the fact that it holds its authors. It is almost surprising to look back over the old issues and see how the same writers contribute to our pages. Very naturally every now and then, a new author appears and in this story we have such. Mr. Sonnemann is making his first, and we hope not his last, appearance before our readers. They will find his work is a capital interplanetary story and we promise them that they will enjoy it to its end.


  JAMES SAMUEL Lee was a likable sort of chap. He was generally gay and light hearted about a his work in the office and the laboratory and was about as pleasant a co-worker to have around as his companions had ever known. If a knotty problem troubled one of them he could lend a helping hand in such a carefree and friendly manner that the superior ability he possessed in many such cases did not offend the pride of the one assisted but increased the respect of the one for the other. Underneath his genial air and easy manner, however, there existed a depth of thought and capacity for sound reasoning that had never been fully appreciated even by those who knew him best.


  There was one real exception to this lack of full appreciation. She who had been Madge Perriman did not know how she knew, but, in some feminine way, she knew that in Lee was a man who would some day make his mark in the world. In fact, she was confident that he already held the crayon in his hand. His manly qualities, clear capable mind, and geniality she had found so complete a supplement to the sterling feminine qualities of her own that she could not, would not, resist his courtship. A year ago, when he was 24 and she was 21, they had married. The intervening year had increased her love and respect for him even more, while, at the same time, his increased responsibilities had so tempered his attention to his duties that his departmental manager was more than ever justified in describing him as a very capable young electrical engineer.


  LEE was not exceptional among his colleagues in entertaining a dream of financial independence for the future together with well-formed ideas of what he would do with his time and resources, if and when this dream was attained. Back in college days he had determined that whenever it became possible, he would have an experimental scientific laboratory of his own, wherein he could work out his ideas for pleasure and profit. Beginning as a thing merely hoped for, the laboratory dream was now a definite goal, for he had learned by experience, since his graduation, that it was his bent to delve into the why of things, and, having learned the unknown, to solve the problem at hand by invention. Much of his work with the Union Electric Company had been in the company’s electrical laboratories in which, as the occasion arose, he had perfected several ideas and devices on which the company had obtained patents.


  Now that he was married, his dreams were even more vividly desirable, and harder to attain. It was another problem to solve, of a different nature, harder than the usual run of mere technical problems, and required a different attack. A private invention of value, developed with his own time and money so that the profits therefrom would be his, had appealed to him as the solution providing the quickest and surest fullfilment of his ambitions. The idea for the invention had come, he had hammered away on it in his spare time, and definite results were almost in sight.


  “Jim,” said Madge, one morning at breakfast, “my father likes to play around with the radio, as you know, and I have often heard him say that if he had a ‘static eliminator’ he would have a million dollars. You say the interference eliminator you are working on is the same thing, so, according to father, it should be worth a lot of money. I have been wondering, though, if it will be worth as much now as it would have been a few years ago. Static does not seem to bother us as much now as it used to, and I hardly ever notice it on our radio except when we are having a thunderstorm.”


  “That is because we have more powerful broadcasting stations now,” replied Lee. “We get the most of our radio entertainment from our powerful local stations. They bring us the chain programs as well as good programs of their own, and we don’t have to explore the ether for far away stations. But when we listen to the locals, the volume control is turned down, which makes the sensitivity of the receiving set low, and because the signal strength is large compared to the strength of the static, or interference, we get good results. If you turn up the volume control, though, and bring in a distant station, you will then notice plenty of static to mar the program.


  “AND then there is the commercial side of it to look at. As it is now, particularly during the summer months, a ship in the Caribbean Sea, or the Gulf of Mexico, to get a message to New York must frequently require it to be relayed, sometimes two or three times. With my invention perfected, that would not be necessary. As it is now, I could build a radio receiver sensitive enough to pick up the weakest of ship stations even in the Indian Ocean, but I could never hear them because of interference. With such a receiver tuned up to its maximum sensitivity the static would itself sound like a thunderstorm, and the interference from spark plugs of cars traveling along Main Street would resemble the battle of Chateau Thierry. What I want to do is to build such a set, put my eliminator in it, see that it works, then talk business with the radio manufacturers, the telegraph companies and even the telephone company.”


  “How many tubes will it take to build such a set?” asked Madge. “I hope it won’t take up the whole living room.”


  “Guess I’ll have to move to the attic,” laughed Jim. “As for the number of tubes, I don’t know. I am going to bring home two or three new ones tonight, as well as some new i.f. transformers for my superheterodyne circuit. In another day or two we ought to know whether I have been wasting my time or not.”


  Madge’s eyes lighted with surprise and delight.


  “Jim, you don’t mean it! Are you that near through?”


  II


  THE next few evenings were busy ones. Stage by stage additional amplification was added to the radio set, but not without difficulties. Madge assisted in every way possible within her scope, not only by lending an extra pair of hands where necessary, but also by avoiding, as far as possible all social engagements that would have occupied their evenings. The first additional stage of amplification went in very easily, and the strength of the set was considerably improved. But the next was not so easy, and the third involved some real difficulties. All sorts of howls, squeals, and whistles developed, and it took careful study on Lee’s part to iron these out. Each additional stage of amplification proved to be well worth the trouble, when it was made to function correctly. The sensitivity and range of the set increased tremendously, and still no static or electrical interference of any kind was heard that could not be eliminated by simple adjustments.


  When the third stage had been completed it become obvious that in order to continue the work it would be necessary to rebuild certain portions of the receiver. For example, the rectifier and filter systems for supplying plate voltage to the tubes was inadequate. The small amount of ripple in the rectified current, which a month before had given no trouble, was now amplified to such an extent that it was necessary to either further improve the filter system or else use batteries. At this point Madge was heard from.


  “Jim, why go on? You have already heard Australian and South African stations. We have heard voices talking in a strange lingo which we could not identify, but which must have come from Europe or Asia, and you admit that so far it is a huge success. Why not go ahead and get your patent?”


  Lee, being wrapped in thought, did not immediately answer her. He was laboring over the problem of what to do about his plate-voltage supply. To purchase a set of batteries would cost money, of course, and it would be necessary to replace them now and then. But it would also cost money to enlarge and improve his battery eliminator system. Perhaps it would be sufficient to augment the present eliminator with a set of batteries. That would not only increase the capacity, but should do much toward providing a steadier source of direct current.


  Madge repeated her question.


  “I suppose I should,” he replied. “But I seem to have gotten a sort of fever in connection with it. I want more ‘power,’ more ‘sensitivity,’ so that, if it is possible, I can hear any station in the world, from 100 meters up, at any time of the day. How would you like to be able to say that your hubby was the first man ever to be able to listen to any radio station in the world at will?”


  “All right, I guess,” replied Madge. “But remember, the attic is only so big. Your radio has already grown out of its cabinet, and we have limited finances, you know.”


  “Suppose we do this, then,” suggested Jim. “We will buy some batteries, a few incidentals that I shall need, and add three more stages of i.f. amplification. Then we will call it quits.”


  THIS was the course agreed upon, but it was easier said than done. Jim learned a lot of trying lessons concerning radio design when dealing with such tremendous amplification, and at times the problem seemed insoluble. He was tempted to quit when two of the three additional stages had been added. At this point the sensitivity of the set was tremendous. He listened to experimental 10-watt airplane transmitters in use in the air over New Zealand. By his knowledge of code, he identified 10-, 15-, and 20-watt transmitters from all over the world.


  Really, there was no necessity for building the set up any farther, and noises inherent in the design of the tubes themselves were beginning to be troublesome, even though he used the best. But there was a faint sound, a weak voice calling—which drew him on. If it had not been that his method of increasing the sensitivity of his set had not also tremendously increased the selectivity he would never have heard the signal, for it was almost coincidental with one of the lower wave lengths used by ships. At times he perceived the faintest music of a fascinating character, but when the voice was calling or speaking he could not quite make it out. The peculiar thing about it was that, from frequent repetition, he was almost positive that he had heard his name called twice. In fact, it had sounded like—“James Lee, more power” repeated slowly, emphatically, pleadingly. One more tube and one more i.f. transformer would surely bring that out.


  It was late Saturday night, and the last additional stage was almost finished. Madge had gone to bed at 11:30, exhausted by the weeks of constant effort.


  The last connection was made at 2:00 o’clock. Lee turned on the current and sat down to wait for the tubes to heat, the dials being adjusted for the elusive signal. A half-minute elapsed. Some electrical interference made itself manifest. A half turn on a balancing condenser reduced that to a minimum. It was becoming harder to balance out.


  He had perhaps reached about the limit of usefulness of the invention. A minute elapsed. He turned down the dials and explored the 600-meter band. A number of ship stations came in, as he was wont to express it, “like a ton of bricks.” Apparently the new stage was operating satisfactorily, so he turned back to the mysterious wavelength and was delighted to hear the familiar whirr of a carrier wave. Then——


  “James Samuel Lee,” came from the radio, “please be patient for a few minutes. I have a message for you.”


  This was repeated time after time with the information thrown in occasionally that it would be approximately seven minutes before the message would be ready. The voice of the speaker, a man, was strong, eager, and vibrant with hope, as though a long struggle, which he had made to achieve a definite goal, were about to be rewarded with success.


  FATIGUED as he was, Jim’s tired thoughts at first were only mildly cheered with the realization that his long, hard labors were over. He had won, had triumphed over many obstacles in building the most sensitive radio receiver in the world, and had finally brought in understandably the mysterious faint voice that had actually called his name. Then the disconcerting thought struck him—a thought that filled him with something of alarm and accelerated processes of reasoning. Was the secret of his invention out? What could it mean? He had told no one, and he was sure Madge had not. But why such a weak signal associated with his name? He reasoned that it would be perfectly possible for one of his friends to build a transmitter so weak that it would take the tremendous amplification of his receiver to bring it in, but, at that, it would have to be some distance away, and furthermore, none of them knew that he had such a powerful receiver, nor that he was up at this hour. His feeling of alarm passed. It must be some other man by the same name. Well, after spending so much hard work bringing this station in, he would wait and get the message some fellow was trying so hard to get through. If it was too personal he could shut it off. Thus his thoughts filled a trifle more than the seven minutes alloted.


  “Ah! There you are! Success at last!”


  The speaker seemed almost beside himself with joy and exultation. His words poured forth with ill-controlled excitement.


  “James Samuel Lee, Earthling superior, we are overjoyed at your success, for it is also our triumph. You are a man after our own hearts, and we claim you as our own, as this new enlightened age begins.” The voice suddenly sobered. “But you do not know, and I must tell you. There are many questions in your mind, and there will be greater, more baffling questions when you hear this. But it is you, YOU, sitting there in your attic listening to your highly developed radio, with whom I wish to talk. And who am I? You do not know me now, but I hope soon to be your best friend. I am A-daven, of the planet you know as Venus. I have many——”


  The radio was switched off by Lee’s trembling fingers. A look of fear and bewilderment crept into his eyes. Had he worked on this radio to the extent that he had overtaxed his mind? What could this mean except an hallucination? He had worked too hard on it—overtaxed his system—he must not lose his mind—too much at stake.


  HE found himself downstairs, wandering about aimlessly. His tired senses took no cognizance of his surroundings, his mind being given over to a jumble of thoughts. Venus—possible, barely possible, but so improbable—his language—his name—knowledge of his doings and whereabouts—they could not see him—it was impossible.


  The disturbance wakened Madge. Sensing that he was over-tired when she could get no word out of him, and afraid of the hunted look in his eyes, she decided he must go to sleep. There was a little yellow pill in the medicine cabinet guaranteed to induce sleep promptly. The doctor had left it once when she was ill, but she had not used it. She used it now, but Jim was the dazed recipient. In a few minutes he was peacefully asleep, and, 80,000,000[*] miles away, a powerful radio ceased to send its carrier wave through space.


  III


  THE narcotic kept Lee asleep until a late hour Sunday morning, and he waked much refreshed. A substantial breakfast did much toward restoring his peace of mind, and, over their coffee cups, he told Madge the story of the events during the early morning. Feeling reassured, he wanted to dash madly for the radio and try it again, and yet he was a bit afraid. If it were true—what had happened—then it was almost “too good to be true,” and if it were not, then he had a temporary mental let-down. Ordinarily self-reliant to perfection, James Lee had at last met with an occasion so amazing in nature, so stupendous, that, instead of accepting gratefully words of encouragement as they came, he now eagerly sought encouragement from the one person closest to him before proceeding farther.


  “What do you think?” he asked. Madge was very serious.


  “I know something happened, or else I would not have had to give you that medicine last night to get you to sleep. If it hadn’t been for that, I would swear that you had had a very realistic dream. It sounds awfully impossible, dear, and still I know you well enough to know that your sanity is as firm as the Rock of Gibraltar. I don’t know what to think, and it worries me.”


  There was a short interval of silence, then Madge continued:


  “I’ll tell you what. I’ll go up and listen right now, and if he talks to me everything will be all right. If he doesn’t, then you are going to take your vacation right now, and we are going off some place and take a rest and leave the radio alone for a while.”


  “Please hurry then, and end the suspense. The radio is timed in for him, if he is there, for I merely turned it off last night and left it.”


  LEE nervously poured himself another cup of coffee, while Madge ascended the stairs to the attic. Several minutes passed, and they seemed endless. At length he heard a voice, but he could not hear what was said.


  Madge appeared at the head of the stairs very much excited.


  “Jim! It’s a girl’s voice this time. She says she is Alva-rado, from Venus, and that you are not crazy at all. Come on up! Oh, this is marvelous!”


  James Samuel Lee ascended the steps two and three at a time.


  “How do we know we are not both crazy?” he asked.


  “If we are, then we are crazy together, and what’s the difference? But I believe this girl. She said to get you up here and sit down and she would do the talking. Come on—let’s see what it is all about.”


  Madge and Jim made themselves comfortable in front of the radio. No sooner had they done so than they began to enjoy the most beautiful and entrancing selection of music that it had ever been their pleasure to listen to. The music was so compelling in nature that they were carried away with the spirit of it.


  “BOY, oh boy!” exclaimed Jim. “If I could play music like that, I could sway the multitudes!”


  “But what instruments did they use?” asked Madge. “Some of the plaintive notes seemed to come from something like a cross between a bassoon, a violin, and an Hawaiian guitar, and that’s the nearest I can come to identifying any of it.”


  “I believe that was my masterpiece,” said Alva-rado. “I played that for you on the harmoniophone while I was waiting to learn that Mr. Lee had come up stairs, and for your entertainment. You see, A-daven and I are both so overjoyed that our long task of keeping up with you has finally borne fruit, that I felt like expressing my feelings in music, and you have just heard the result. I hope you liked it, and I do not believe you ever heard anything like it on earth. Except, of course, you have heard the piece, ‘The Stars and Stripes Forever’, and that is how I learned it, for I was reading your mind when you heard it. The harmoniophone is an all electrical instrument developed by our scientists which leaves only the time and melody at the hands of the player. The tone, corresponding to the type of instrument effect wanted, is also selected at will, but the harmonics are so proportioned that the musically perfect tone is always played. But now A-daven has come into the laboratory, and I am going to let him talk to you.”


  “Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Lee,” said A-daven. “I am sorry, Lee, that I upset you so last night. Perhaps I should have broken the news to you a little bit at a time, although that would have been hard to do. Your mental equilibrium is safe, even though I did give you a jolt, and I hope you will accept my apologies for making you uncomfortable for a while.”


  Jim suddenly decided that he was going to like this A-daven fellow, whoever he was, and wherever he was. And that went for Alva-rado, too. He hoped she was as pretty as her voice was pleasing.


  “I was rather tired last night, too,” continued A-daven, “and when you were safely asleep I caught up on some much needed rest myself. Your hours have been horrible—pardon me—while you have been working on your radio, and they have been my hours, too, for it was my duty to keep up with you to establish this contact. Now let us get down to business.


  THOUGHT is a form of vibration. On Venus, we have reached a state of mental development such that we can sense these vibrations in our own minds, and thus read your thoughts just as easily as you tune your radio to a local station. We have learned your language by studying your thoughts. Thoughts, harbored in a bright and thoroughly active mind such as yours, are easily read, while the thoughts of a moron are jumbled and hard to interpret. This is the ideal situation, of course, for we have no time to fritter away, trying to read thoughts that are not worth while. Oddly enough, or perhaps not oddly at all, depending upon your point of view, there is a difference between the male and female thoughts. It is much easier for me to read the thoughts of Jim than it is to read the thoughts of Madge, and, conversely, Alva-rado reads Madge’s thoughts more easily than Jim’s. For this reason my remarks will be directed chiefly to Jim, and my pretty helper will interrupt, if she thinks it desirable, as she follows Madge’s reactions.


  “We have followed you two in particular since we originally reported to the Executive Council that we had found that you had a possibility of getting in touch with earth through you. Previously, we had kept up with a thousand of your best minds for what benefit we Venerians might get from it all, and in the hope that we would finally discover you, or your equivalent, and thus make contact with earth. There are a dozen of us on the ‘Search Detail’. The remaining ten are still keeping up with their assignments as usual.


  “We have a very definite objective in wishing to communicate with you as we have been doing. We want to establish friendly relations with earth that will be mutually beneficial, and, ultimately, we expect to pay you a visit and establish commercial relations! Please do not think us vain or conceited in saying so, but our civilization is a thousand years ahead of yours in the art of peaceful living and in general mental development, but perhaps only five hundred years in scientific attainments. We could have paid you a visit two hundred years ago, but our reception would not have been very pleasant. Our forbears had no desire to be burned at the stake. We could even less afford to visit you in the immediate future, as matters stand now, for, if you learned the secrets of space travel from us, we would immediately have to spend unlimited time and resources building up a planetary defense against certain of your warlike nations with territorial ambitions and a lust for power. You may not think so, but we know, as you shall later learn. Even if this were not necessary, many other difficulties would be encountered and also trouble, which we desire to avoid.


  “One of our principal reasons for wishing to trade with you is that we want a larger variety of food than is now available on our planet. In ages past, when the race of humanity on Venus was going through its various stages of evolution, there were destructive wars and periods of unrestrained and unreasoning exploitations of and depredations on our natural resources. In the last war, two thousand years ago, folly ran riot, and the race was almost wiped out. Hate and destruction reigned supreme, and although the best minds saved themselves, their heritage was a wrecked world. It has been reclaimed in all respects save one. The use of poisons, fire, fungus, and other destructive agencies reduced our edible foods to three species. While we have developed varieties in these species by methods of selection, a tuber (which we fancy is similar to your potato) is still a tuber, whether it be variety 1 or variety 12. When we visit you, our first negotiations will be for a supply of every variety of seed which you can offer, that makes a palatable food and which is likely to grow in our humid climate. Our limited varieties get very tiresome, we can guarantee. We have found delicious foods growing as vegetation on the uninhabited planets, Mars and Mercury, but these plants do not thrive on Venus, so that these foods form the most expensive of imported delicacies.


  “THERE is one other detail of the story which I must tell you before we put the problem up to you. On Venus, we believe we have attained very nearly the ultimate goal in society and government. The need for government is very slight, since our people are virtually all enlightened. We have four continents, but only one central government, the four continents forming four states, which are merely subdivisions of the body politic made necessary by geographical considerations. The officials of the government are elected by popular vote, and the winners are those who have demonstrated that they are capable of the most intelligent leadership in the interests of the whole.


  “The arm of the government detailed to police duty is not nearly so large in proportion to our population as is yours. Crime does not pay dividends on Venus. The culprits are easily detected by thought-reading, and guilt is established beyond question of a doubt. When an occasional murderer develops from biological or other reasons, he is treated by electro-therapeutics acting directly upon his brain cells. This treatment does one of two things. If his make-up is such that he can be cured, the treatment cures him and makes a good citizen of him. If he can not be cured, the treatment kills him. We win either way. A slightly different treatment is used for other types of criminals and those who disrespect the rights of others, but who do not actually murder their fellow men. The electro-therapeutics these offenders receive either cures them, or else, in removing the objectionable quality from their mentality, it also removes a considerable portion of initiative and thereby reduces them to class C citizens. The class C citizenry do the manual labor of this planet which cannot be handled with machinery. Inasmuch as they are permanently reformed, even though artificially, they are treated with respect. They are adequately paid and are generally contented.


  “There is no sharp line of distinction generally drawn between the two other classes of citizenry on Venus. They are class A and class B. Those with a mental activity intensity of 1,800 ergons per minute or more, together with a mental efficiency of 86 per cent or more, fall into the class A group, provided their morality and ethics test shows positive. It is only necessary to take these tests when one desires public office, and in certain other cases. Many of our eminent scientists, astronomers, industrial leaders, and prominent citizens are without doubt class A citizens, although they have never taken the tests. We are quite democratic about our social status, you see. Mutual interests and congeniality are the determining factors when we pick our friends.


  “ALVA-RADO wishes to speak a word or two. Apparently she has intercepted a thought from Madge which she deems important. Just a minute, please.”


  Jim turned to Madge quickly.


  “Did you really ask her something? I didn’t hear you say anything.”


  “I didn’t say anything,” she replied. “I thought something at her several minutes ago, but if I had realized she was really going to say anything about it, I would have kept still.”


  “Madge, my dear,” came Alva-rado’s voice. “I am glad you asked what you did via thought. The question was bound to come up sooner or later, and it is better that we answer it now and gain your confidence. No, we do not read all of your thoughts. We are gifted with considerable tact, and when your thoughts take a turn along personal or other lines which you consider sacred to yourself, we ‘tune off’. At all times in the future you will of course be conscious of the fact that there is a possibility that one or both of us will be following the trend of your thoughts, whether we are or not, and at any time that you particularly desire privacy it will only be necessary for you to think so to us, and we will hold your request inviolate.”


  “Jim was tempted to tease, and he looked at Madge curiously.


  “Now what could my sweet wife be thinking about that she doesn’t want Alva-rado to know?” he asked, unthinkingly.


  “None of your business,” snapped Madge. “And besides, there are plenty of your thoughts you wouldn’t want A-daven to know about, either.”


  Jim’s expression suddenly took on a serious and thoughtful aspect, but the voice of A-daven returned to the loudspeaker and prevented further conversation.


  “I order to conclusively demonstrate to you that we of Venus enjoy an advanced state of mental attainment, I want to continue the demonstration along the same line that you have just experienced. Madge knows, without doubt, that Alva-rado read her thoughts. I shall now ask Jim to think two or three questions at me that he would like answered, and as soon as I receive them I will answer them. You must allow an interval of seven minutes for your answer, for your thought waves will not reach me instantly. They travel with the speed of light, so that it will be about three and one-half minutes before they reach me, and another three and one-half minutes, approximately, before you receive my answer by radio.


  “The major portion of your ills as a world of human beings is caused by vice, greed, selfishness, and inconsideration of the rights of others. While we could not immediately lift you, as a people, to our level, we could start you on the way and effect immediate improvement by a powerful broadcast on thought frequency F, philanthropic modulation, to last for a year or so. We cannot instruct you how to build the Verbilin machine necessary for this purpose, however, for, as I stated before, we are perhaps five hundred years ahead of you in scientific development, and there are shorter ways to attain our ends than to spend years in teaching you our science. And, along that line, we are not so sure yet that we want to teach your people all we know, until we are better acquainted with you. After all, your race of humanity sprang from a different origin than ours, and we have not yet assured ourselves of complete confidence in you. However, after we have established satisfactory relations with you, we could easily bring you a Verbilin machine, and many others.


  “Our space craft, by which we shall ultimately visit you, we hope, is rocket propelled, being driven by energy derived from the disintegration of matter. Our largest craft is about fifteen hundred feet long. We have numerous smaller ones, some of which our scientists and astronomers use for exploration and scientific purposes. Any of these might be driven to earth, at its present distance, in about three of your days. In fact, we have already looked in on you from a point about 10,000 miles above your surface.


  “I HAVE outlined some of the benefits you would obtain from association with us. I have also stated that one of the principal things we want of you at first is seeds. In addition to this, we have room on our planet for a number of your people with minds of certain classifications, such as expert horticulturalists to help us adapt your plants to our soil and climate, just as you need some of our people. Our supply of certain minerals is short, while we have unlimited quantities of others which you could use to advantage. To sum it up, everything is in favor of the two worlds establishing friendly relations.


  “I have now received your questions and I find that they are: ‘How do I know that you do not intend to conquer us?’; ‘How do I know you are really on the planet Venus?’; and, ‘What do you want me to do about it?’


  “Your first question is answered by stating that you will have to take my word for it that our intentions are not so inclined. We have learned from sad experience that war and conquest are things to be avoided. If we had wanted to fight, and conquer, we would have found means to do it before now. I have stated our objectives, and since you were not giving this question very serious consideration, we will pass it without further comment.


  “ ‘How do I know you are really on the planet Venus?’ Because you are quite sure that there is no one on earth that could read your mind as I have read it, and hold this conversation with you, utilizing a radio signal that is so weak, at earth, that it takes the tremendous amplifying power of your set to bring it in.


  “Your last question, ‘What do you want me to do about it?’, is the important one. The answer to it will perhaps stagger you. We expect you to reform the world! Or, at least, make such changes for the better that we shall have no fear of visiting you and receiving a friendly reception. We are a weak race in point of numbers compared to you, and we have no planetarial defenses to apply against your warlike nations when they have learned the secrets of space-travel. We must, therefore, receive a friendly reception on a less warlike earth when we come.


  EVEN eliminating the war question, the earth-civilization must be prepared to receive us. From having analyzed and determined the characteristics of a representative number of your earth-men minds, we appreciate what a furore our coming would cause, after which the political intrigue and strife among yourselves, with favors from us as the prizes, would be amazing. This does not appeal to us. We have outgrown such things as petty strife and friction among ourselves for personal gain, and prefer to live in peaceful enjoyment of our own system wherein a man’s individual merits and honest endeavors obtain for him his just reward. Inasmuch as the furore. must be undergone anyway, however, we prefer to remain aloof until it is over, and earth is ready to give us a genuine welcome and exhibit an earnest desire to cooperate with us. The most effective and thorough preparation to receive us, which the earth can have, is to suffer the acute pains of realizing some of the outstanding faults of your own system and then to undergo a thorough reform. It can be done, and it must be done, from within. The tremendous mental strain your people will undergo in this reformation of certain phases of your civilization should be properly viewed as healthy ‘growing-pains’, for, in the end, the benefits to your people will be enormous. I have outlined some of these benefits to you by describing certain outstanding advantages of our civilization over yours. You may pattern yours after ours, with our assistance, and in the end, when we have reached the same level, we shall both progress together.


  “This duty, we ask you to assume, is not so staggering a problem as you will at first think. Remember, you will have at your disposal the intellectual resources of the master minds of Venus, who will guide your steps and provide you with means sufficient to accomplish these ends.


  I have no doubt but what you will accept this responsibility. Your mind has been analyzed by the great Verilin Verbilin and found to be of a type that will accept an honorable challenge, and your qualifications were sufficient.


  “And now I think we have conversed enough for to-day. Take your time to think this over—a day or two, or longer, if you wish—and when you are ready to talk to us again, remember that it is only necessary for you to call us via thought and turn on your radio. Alvarado joins me in wishing you both a pleasant ‘Good afternoon’.”


  And that was the end of it. The voice from the radio was gone. Madge and Jim sat silently for several minutes without moving. Then Jim slowly turned to Madge and said:


  “So the Venerians are hungry and they want me to reform the world so they can get some garden seed! Holy, jumping, petrified catfish! What an assignment!”


  IV


  LEE and his wife discussed their strange experience excitedly for several hours. In the end, their only definite conclusions were that it would be best to maintain absolute secrecy concerning these conversations for the present, and that it would also be better for them to wait a day or so before attempting to get in touch with the Venerians again, thus giving them time to get their feet on the ground.


  The following Tuesday evening found them seated in front of the radio in the attic directing their thoughts toward Venus. The thrill of adventure, the surge of confidence that dispelled the last lingering doubts, and, withal, a bit of egotism, that swelled in their breasts when, in due time, the sizzle and hiss of the carrier wave announced that Venus was on the air had never been equaled in their experience.


  “Good evening, my friends,” said A-daven. “Do you know, this is quite as much a thrill for us as it is for you, for it is also the first time for any Venerian to converse with a being of another planet. We had learned to like you before. Now, we feel that we almost love you, being companions in adventure as we are. But we haven’t time for much of that.


  “The public spirit is at a high pitch on Venus. Yesterday was declared a holiday in honor of our mutual accomplishments, and many celebrations were held. A committee has been formed called the ‘Committee for the Promotion of Interplanetary Relations’, which we shall call hereafter just ‘The Committee.’ Its membership comprises such notables as the President of the Planet, the Chief Engineer, and the highest recognized authorities on the subjects of psychology, mind-training and thought-reading, together with several eminent scientists in various lines. For the present, this committee’s principal object is to assist you. Later, after travel between the planets is established, its scope will enlarge, and the personnel of it will probably be changed somewhat, or perhaps be added to. These gentlemen all wish to talk with you, but, for the present, that privilege belongs solely to Alva-rado and myself as a reward for our efforts.


  “The plan of action proposed by the Committee contemplates, first, a course of mind training for yourself. Your mental activity now registers 250 ergons per minute, with an efficiency of about 24 per cent. While these figures are low compared to those I gave you the other day for class A Venerian citizens, they are still considerably above the average for your contemporaries of equal education, training, and age. We propose to teach you how to read the thoughts of any mentality you may come in contact with on earth, and the course of training is such that it will automatically increase these values to the neighborhood of 750 ergons per minute, with an efficiency of about 60 per cent. Greater values than these cannot be attained at present, owing to lack of superior hereditary advantages of like nature, but even so, you will be placed far beyond any Earthling. Verbilin himself will be your instructor—you should feel highly honored—and he promises that he will maintain you with a definite advantage over any other Earthling we may choose to train in the future as long as you continue to warrant our confidence.


  “THE course of mind training will take about six months, if you give us as much as three of your evenings each week. At the conclusion of this period your work on earth will commence. It will consist principally in interviewing prominent men in industry, the government, colleges, and elsewhere. In these interviews you will demonstrate your superior mentality, explain how you came by it, and outline the advantages to earth of maintaining friendly relations with Venus, and thus enlist their aid in effecting the needed improvements in your social, economic, and governmental structures.


  “You will encounter tremendous opposition. If we were not to adequately protect you, you would be murdered by hired killers in short order, but do not fear about that. We will provide you with a small type BCX police broadcaster, which you will keep in continuous operation once you start your work. This machine will operate to broadcast thought energy, with fear and pain modulation, on a complicated conjugate thought-wave train in such manner that any thoughts of any person concerning ways, means, or intent to do you bodily harm will immediately, once the thought is well formed, be changed to fear, and to pain in the form of a headache, in direct proportion to the extent of harm intended. Murderous thoughts will be almost fatal, and will permanently remove the offender from the ranks of your enemies, for he shall not dare to think harmfully of you again. This machine will require a small amount of self-contained battery power for its operation, and will protect you fully within a circular area of five hundred miles radius.


  “During odd moments we shall determine with you a place of rendezvous at some point on earth’s surface, and during the dark of your moon a space cruiser of ours will pay you a fleeting visit. It will pause for a moment and drop, with parachutes, the BCX broadcaster and a small quantity of the metal your people call gold and esteem so highly. The gold will defray the expenses you have had in getting in touch with us and will also give you the initial, financial assistance you will need, when you start your work.


  “We do not propose for you to resign your position with your employer in the immediate future. We realize that you and Madge must have food and shelter, and your employment, of course, continues to be necessary. We do, however, urgently request that you do nothing at all toward securing a patent for your invention, at present, for, if you disclosed your secret to others, there would be other such radio receivers as yours built in a short time, and we have no desire for other Earthlings to listen in on our conversations with you.


  “YOU have felt that your cherished dreams of financial independence and an experimental laboratory of your own have practically attained reality with the perfection of your invention. We are asking you to temporarily postpone the steps you would take to fulfill your ambitions, and because this means quite a concession on your part, we are prepared to make attractive offers to you. When you have finished with our work, you shall have a laboratory of such supreme excellence, that you cannot even dream of it now, together with the mental ability to make the most of it; your financial position shall be adequate; and you shall be held in most enviable esteem by the majority of your fellow men. In addition to this, we contemplate a surprise reward for you that we think will please you highly.


  “You have not been able to thoroughly overcome your feeling that this is ‘too good to be true’; you are still slightly skeptical concerning our ability to do things I say that we can; we therefore offer to proceed with your training with only one condition. That is—that you postpone revealing your invention to your patent attorneys or to anyone else. The most that you could lose would be a six months delay. We shall lose nothing, for we know that, once your training is finished, you will be more Venerian than Earthian, but with a feeling of responsibility to your fellow man such that you will be unable to resist performing our work.


  “Alva-rado will personally attend to training Madge’s mind. Madge will thereby be enabled to render you better assistance, and, furthermore, we consider it only fair that she be given the same opportunity to attain as high a degree of mental superiority in a feminine way as that which you will attain in a masculine way.


  “I have outlined our proposals in sufficient detail, I think. It is now up to you. Do you accept?”


  The voice from the radio became silent, but the hiss of the Venerian carrier wave remained, indicating that A-daven was waiting for the most important decision recorded in the history of mankind.


  “Madge,” said Jim, slowly, “what else is there for me to say but ‘yes’ ?”


  “Oh, I just can’t believe it!” replied Madge. “But tell them ‘yes’.”


  V


  THE manufacturing company by which Lee was employed was quite a large concern; large enough, in fact, to play an important part in the industry of the nation. The various departmental managers were men of outstanding ability, having been selected from a large and fertile field of eligibles, and the manager of the Engineering Department, in which Lee held his position, was no exception to the range of ability. In addition to being a capable and efficient manager in regard to getting the work done, S. M. Watts was particularly gifted with a deep insight into the human problems of his men, and his dealings with them were so diplomatic and kind that they justified his affectionate title of “The Grand Old Man” far more than did his mellowed age. And when “The G.O.M.” stopped at one’s desk and requested one to come into his private office, instead of sending his secretary, the matter to be discussed involved something with a personal touch to it, such as pay, ambition, or the progress one was making, and not the routine details of the company’s business.


  It was four months to a day since Lee had placed himself in the tutelage of Verilin Verbilin when “The G.O. M.” personally asked him to come into his private office. Immediately after he was seated, Manager Watts started a conversation designed to put Jim thoroughly at his ease. He talked of anything and everything, and in such congenial spirit, that Jim resolved again, as he had many times before, that there was never a better manager for a man to work for. Manager Watts then suddenly came to the point.


  “Lee,” he said, “it is not my habit to inquire too much into the personal affairs of my men, nor to overindulge in patting them on the back. You have had your share of encouragement when you have done a job well, and your progress has been entirely satisfactory since you have been with us. Of late, however, I have noticed that your efficiency and resourcefulness have taken a marked upward trend. I debated a while about telling you this, for nothing can ruin a young man more quickly than for him to get an exalted opinion of himself, but in your case I believe I can safely make these remarks. It seems most obvious to me that you are pursuing some method of self-improvement, and it seems to be quite an effective method. There are several men, in my department, who could utilize this course of study, or whatever it is, to advantage. If it is not asking too much, I should like to have you tell me something about it.”


  JIM was instantly on the alert, and carefully measured his words in replying.


  “Yes,” he said, “I have been devoting a considerable portion of my spare time to self-improvement. I am glad that you have been able to notice some favorable results, for I am not yet through with my course of study. Unfortunately, I am not at liberty to discuss the details of this course at present. Suppose I call upon you again when I have finished?”


  “Very well. I trust I have not overstepped my prerogative?”


  “No, sir. Not at all.”


  VI


  SHORTLY after Jim’s conference with his manager he and Madge made a rather unusual Saturday night trip. They drove for hours with apparently no more objective than passing their time away until, at an hour well past midnight, they arrived at a deserted farmhouse about twenty-five miles from the city, and several miles from any well-traveled highway. They walked around the house, passed a dilapidated barn, strolled through a scraggly orchard and came out into a section of an old field, which was well screened from the country road over which they had come. From a package he carried, Jim produced three powerful flashlights and set them up, pointing skyward, at the vertices of an imaginary triangle of about thirty feet on a side. It was apparent that he had been here before, for the spaces in which he set them up had been well cleared of the weeds and tall grass that had taken possession of the field. There was also a cleared space where he and Madge could sit in comfort.


  “Are you sure the Venerians know the right place?” asked Madge.


  “Certain of it,” replied Jim. “A-daven told me last week that Amoor, the commander of space cruiser number six, had looked at this spot through his powerful telescopes from an elevation of about one thousand miles, and he described it so accurately that I am sure he knows the right place.”


  They sat down and looked at the stars in the western sky.


  “Aren’t the stars beautiful to-night!” exclaimed Madge. “And just think, the Venerians can get out there in space and cruise around among the stars. Oh, how I would love to do that! I would love to see the other side of the moon, and go to Venus.”


  “They don’t actually cruise around among the stars, Madge. Verbilin told me they had not left the solar system yet, because they had not yet solved the secret of being able to go faster than light, although he thought they might soon. But it is funny that they won’t promise us anything about taking us on a trip to Venus. And they aren’t going to alight to-night, either, to even say hello to us. It looks like they would, for us, but they won’t. It was the decision of the Committee to stay off the earth in so far as possible until my work is done.”


  “What time is it?” asked Madge.


  “Two-twenty-five. They are due here in five minutes. Look! What’s that? It’s—it’s the cruiser!”


  FAR off in the western sky a small patch of luminosity appeared that gradually grew larger and larger. They watched it excitedly as it came nearer, growing ever larger though never very bright. At length it appeared that the light was caused by the discharge of the forward rockets of the cruiser, used, apparently, for deceleration. The patch of light diminished as the need for deceleration was lessened, and then, finally, the cruiser was above them, stationary, and barely discernible in the sky against the stars. Jim guessed that it had come to rest about five hundred feet above them, and on that basis he estimated that it was about one hundred and fifty feet long by about forty feet in diameter. Lights, obviously dimmed, shone through several circular windows a little less than half-way up the sides of the ship and along the axis. The diffused rays from Lee’s powerful flashlights dimly lighted a portion of the ship. The faint illumination was insufficient to allow his first impression of the cruiser to do it justice, but he was struck with the beauty of its trim shape, the suggestion of smooth flowing space conquering power in its rockets, and the silvery finish of its outer hull.


  Jim’s speedy survey of what he could see of the cruiser was interrupted by the sound of a metallic door being closed, and he caught sight of a rapidly descending light which slowed up materially after having fallen half way to the ground. A light wind drifted it into the rays from one of his flashlights and it was seen to be a case or package suspended from a small parachute. The package struck the ground within a few feet of him, the light still shining and betraying its whereabouts. When he turned his eyes to the sky, the cruiser was rapidly disappearing in a patch of light far above. Only the slightest of noises had betrayed the operation of the propelling rockets.


  There was nothing to do but examine the package and take it home. It had been provided with a shock absorbing understructure to cushion its fall. They opened a light wooden crate by the light of their flashlights, and found the two things they had been promised. One was a block of shining yellow gold weighing about three pounds, which Jim quickly estimated to be worth about one thousand dollars. The other package, wrapped in a tough grade of paper, was undoubtedly the type BCX broadcaster. It would be better to unpack it and set it up at home, they decided, so Jim lifted it off of the understructure. Immediately after he had done so the latter began a vertical ascent, very much to their surprise.


  “That thing must have been equipped with some sort of anti-gravity substance,” said Jim. “I can see now that the whole package was too heavy for the parachute alone. If I had known that, it would not have gotten away so easily. That explains the maneuverability of that cruiser, too.”


  They unpacked the BCX broadcaster in the attic of their home, where it would not be seen and arouse curiosity. It was found to be a black shiny box, about ten inches on each side, with only two external appurtenances. One of these was a metallic rod about five inches long, and the other was obviously the lever for an electrical switch of the tumbler type. Jim operated the switch and noted that the metallic rod immediately exhibited a slight corona of a faint pinkish hue.


  “JUST try getting angry at me now,” he said, smiling, as he looked at the glow surrounding the miniature antenna.


  “I know better than to do that,” laughed Madge.


  “I think I had better find some way to try it out to-morrow, though,” continued Jim, after a moment’s thought. “It is better to be sure it survived the parachute drop without damage, than to find out too late that it doesn’t operate properly.”


  Sunday afternoon Jim observed that his next door neighbor was having considerable difficulty in completing a repair on his automobile, and that he was rapidly getting out of humor about it. Now would be a good time to test out the BCX, he thought. He made a trip to the attic and assured himself that it was turned on, then returned downstairs and sauntered up to within a few feet of his neighbor.


  “Sa-ay,” he drawled, “if you had the sense God gave little billy goats you would have had that repaired an hour ago. You remind me of a lunatic.” He did not care very much for this neighbor, anyway, so the comments were not far from the way he felt about it, at that.


  The victim of this broadside turned about and faced Jim squarely.


  “Why, you—” he began, and suddenly stopped.


  It was quite evident that the man had been suddenly stricken with a racking pain as well as with fear to a high degree. He backed away, holding his head in both hands, uncertain as to what to do.


  Jim returned to his house and by close observation of the activities next door concluded that the effects of the jolt the neighbor had received must have lasted about thirty minutes.


  VII


  IN due time Jim finished his course of training under the tutelage of Verbilin. He successfully read the minds of numerous prominent men of America as designated by Verbilin and reported his findings to his instructor, who had read them simultaneously. He had also practiced on the minds of some of his co-workers with sometimes amusing and sometimes startling results, and decided to refrain from practicing his newly acquired art on his friends except when necessary. It developed, however, that neither he nor Madge were able to read the minds of any class A Venerian, because of the superior mentality of the latter, although they could do very well at reading the minds of class B Venerians, particularly when the subjects were willing. Along this line, it was interesting to them to learn that a Venerian just over the dividing line between class B and class A could do fairly well at reading the mind of the most highly developed class A citizen. This, it appeared, was one of the principal reasons for establishing the dividing line at the values previously given. As a final detail, Jim had taken the mentality tests at the mind of Verbilin and it was found that the original estimate of improvement given him by A-daven had been quite acurate. Madge, with more time at her disposal, had taken her tests the week previously and had passed them with flying colors.


  It was at the conclusion of the final test that the inevitable question was brought up. The Committee had assembled, with Verbilin acting as spokesman.


  “You will recall,” he said, “that we have outlined a little job we wished you to do for us. You have completed the course of training we promised you in the hope that you would accede to our requests, and you are in a better position now to determine what you should do about it, than you were originally. Unknowingly, your world awaits your decision, and, quite knowingly, of course, we also wait. What is your answer?”


  “Gentlemen,” thought Jim in reply, “there is quite a bit that I would like to say, but you have placed me in such a position that it is difficult for me to say it. You have made me, potentially, a powerful figure on my planet, gifted with mental strength and efficiency such as no other Earthling has ever reached, yet, in your presence, I feel dwarfed and childish. You have, figuratively speaking, given me but a taste of an excellent meal, and I am as hungry as a bear. There is only one answer to your question. With your help, the world I know is shortly going to be bumped, pushed, and forced into such reforms as it has never before known.”


  Several minutes later he heard a chorus of good humored chuckles, and then the voice of Verbilin.


  “VERY well thought, James. Let us now get down to details.”


  The plan of action worked out by the Committee was outlined and discussed at some length. It was anticipated that many important details would work themselves out through the natural reactions of a surprised people, and others would have to be worked out as they went along. Jim found himself quite anxious to get started, and he had decided to start with none other than S.M. Watts.


  Manager Watts was quite pleased to grant him a conference. When informed that it was to be a long story, he cleared his desk of the few papers that were on it, lighted his pipe, and sat back to listen.


  “Well?”


  “Six months ago I perfected an invention using my own time and money,” began Jim. “It has nothing to do with the work which I do for the Company, and you will grant that the work I have done on it has not interfered with my Company duties, particularly since you saw fit to give me a few words of praise a couple of months ago. I understand that the Company policy under such circumstances is not to interfere with the individual marketing his invention to his own advantage. Is that right?”


  “It is. The policy was adopted in the spirit of endeavoring to be fair, but we always trust the individual’s loyalty to the Company to give us a fair chance to obtain the invention, if we are interested, at a price which is fair in comparison to the bids of others. We are proud of the fact that, so far, our trust has not been misplaced.”


  “It will not be misplaced with me,” replied Jim. “However, I do not expect to disclose sufficient information concerning this invention to enable others to build it until the time is fully ripe.”


  Jim then proceeded to convince Watts that, given a static or interference eliminator, a radio receiver of such tremendous sensitivity as to stagger the imagination could be built. He then proceeded to give a resume of the mental reactions Watts had experienced during the discussion.


  “I DO not know just what you are trying to put over on me, young man,” said Watts, slightly out of patience. “I do not believe it possible for you to read my mind, but you have certainly been accurate in judging my reactions. Your course of study must have laid heavy emphasis on psychology.”


  “On the contrary, it laid heavy emphasis on the art of mind-reading. I am sorry if I irritate you, but it is necessary to put my story across. In order to conclusively demonstrate to you that I am reading your mind, I am going to ask you to think of an incident in your life which you are positive no one else on earth knows about. When I have repeated it to you, you will know that I read your mind, and that I am not using psychological guesswork.”


  The demonstration was carried out successfully, and left the manager in a more tractable frame of mind.


  “Just how your powerful radio and your mind reading capacity tie together, I do not understand.”


  “It was necessary to make the mind reading demonstration first, in order to get you in a sufficiently receptive frame of mind to accept the amazing fact I am now about to bring out. The tremendous sensitivity of my radio enabled me to get in touch with a race of people so highly developed in their civilization that we are infants in comparison with them. They have followed us for years by reading our minds and they followed me in particular as I developed my invention. These people are on the planet, Venus.”


  There was a long period of silence, during which the manager gazed at Lee intently. At length he broke the silence.


  “If I did not positively know that you have one of the most exceptional young minds I have ever found, I would swear that you had suddenly gone crazy. Mind reading and insanity, however, are incompatible. If I may see this remarkable radio of yours and hear a Venerian speak, I shall believe your story.”


  “You may see it and hear it, after which I intend to disassemble it, in order to keep it out of the hands of spies who might be after it, once the story is known.”


  “Then how will you maintain contact with the Venerians?”


  “Through two class B Venerian citizens, Iden and Muse. I shall read their minds at regular intervals to determine if there is a message for me from the Committee, or A-daven, or Verbilin, or others.”


  “What are you talking about? What Committee?”


  JIM then related the whole story, and what he expected to do as his obligation to the Venerians and the people of earth. Following this, the two went to Jim’s home, where A-daven and various members of the Venus Committee spoke to Watts through the radio. When they had finished, Jim had gained his first loyal adherent in the fight that was to come.


  “How may I help you?” asked Watts. First, by granting me an indefinite leave of absence from the office. Secondly, by assisting me in getting interviews to begin with, where they will count the most. You are well known in this city as a public spirited citizen and, until I am better known, an introduction from you will go a long way toward getting me a friendly reception.”


  “I think I may help you both ways,” replied Watts. “However, you will grant that the nature of the whole thing is so stupendous, that any normal human being will be temporarily dazzled. Let me ask you to give me the remainder of the day and to-night to think this over, and to-morrow morning we shall go into it again at the office. I may be able to help you more than you think.”


  Early the following morning Watts called Jim into his office. When the day was finished they had added another recruit to the cause in the person of the president of the Union Electric Company. Watts had arranged an early appointment with him, and the three had put in a busy day in discussion and demonstration. At five o’clock, Jim was on the company’s payroll as a consulting engineer with no fixed hours, thus leaving him free to pursue his course as he saw fit for the next few months, and providing him with a very substantial means of support independent of the Venerians. An agreement was worked out in a friendly spirit whereby the patent rights to his invention, when the patent was obtained, were to be transferred to the company for a consideration involving a modest fortune in cash, as well as a reasonable royalty on all radio sales involving the patent. Furthermore, Watts, at his own request, was granted permission to use as much of his time as possible to cooperate with Jim, who was to begin his work at once.


  VIII


  HAD any of Lee’s friends been detailed to watch and follow him during the next two weeks they would have been at a loss to explain his actions. He would have been found visiting in turn at the City Hall, the Courthouse, the County Jail, and the slum section of town. In these tours, he would have been noticed silently studying the faces (apparently) of certain individuals he observed. Later on, he would have been found sitting quietly at home with his eyes closed, seemingly dozing, but actually reading the minds of many men in turn. At length he called Watts on the phone and asked him to arrange a conference between themselves, the District Attorney, and the editors of the two daily papers. This was arranged, with some difficulty, to take place in the office of the District Attorney, A. D. Wilkins.


  On the morning of the date set for the conference Watts called for Jim in his car. While they were driving to Wilkin’s office they discussed certain phases of the subject that had been previously slighted.


  “You understand that I am as much behind this thing as ever,” began Watts. “But I have had more time to think of it, and one or two questions bother me. For example! you say the Venerians do not wish to spend time and energy building up a planetarial defense against some of our warlike nations, yet it seemed a simple matter for them to furnish you with a BCX. Why could they not build a BCX on a larger scale modified to make it protect their planet instead of you?”


  “There is a method of protecting oneself against the BCX,” replied Jim. “I do not propose to reveal this secret, of course, but it will undoubtedly be discovered in time. It is hoped that no Earthling will discover the method while I am engaged in my work.”


  “And if they do?”


  “The Search Detail on Venus has been enlarged. My enemies will be quickly spotted and watched. I shall be warned of danger in time to escape.”


  “What is to keep your house from being raided in your absence, and the BCX destroyed?”


  “It is not there. I thought of that, and decided to hide it in a secluded spot several miles from the city.”


  “THAT’S good. Your plans seem to X be very well thought out, and, along that line, let me say that in picking Wilkins’ office as the point from which to obtain your first publicity you have used good judgment, Wilkins is one of those rare public officials who is above graft and corruption. He will welcome any assistance you choose to give him in detecting criminals, and that is the sure way to win him to your side. If I do not miss my guess, you will find him a powerful ally.”


  A peculiar smile played about the corners of Jim’s mouth and eyes, but he said nothing. He had learned more about Wilkins in the last two weeks than Watts had learned in a lifelong friendship.


  Editors Brandt and Steel of the News and Herald, respectively, and A. D. Wilkins were busy men with little time to spare for a mysterious subject about which they knew nothing. In view of this fact, Jim decided to get to the point at once.


  “Gentlemen,” he began as soon as possible after the introductions, “a great deal of my story I am going to leave out to-day. I have good reasons for it, for I want a certain amount of mystery to shroud my activities, thus to serve as a drawing card to the lecture I expect to give. This lecture will be given in the near future, at which time the whole world will be told the whole story by means of the front pages of your newspapers. To-day I mean to tell you of one of my qualifications for doing the things I expect to do and to make demonstrations, and for the present, you shall have to wonder how I came by these qualifications.


  “I AM a mind reader par excellence.


  I intend to use my ability to work a great deal of good in the world, such as in detecting criminals and in showing up corrupt public officials. Carrying it further, the world is to be forcibly pushed into a more enlightened state, after first painfully realizing its present shortcomings. In to-day’s demonstration I shall assist Mr. Wilkins in running down a few criminals who have eluded justice, and that is the reason why Mr. Wilkins’ office was selected for this conference. These are broad statements, and you need proof of my ability.”


  “Mr. Wilkins, you are thinking ‘what manner of young fool is this’ ?; Mr. Brandt, you are thinking ‘the boy is scatter-brained’; Mr. Steele, you are thinking ‘where did Watts pick this up, and why did he bring it here?’; Mr. Watts needs no demonstration, having previously had his, but he is thinking that perhaps I am a bit impetuous in my beginning. Perhaps I am, but I am endeavoring to save time by giving you a large dose as a starter. Now the thoughts of the first three of you are too jumbled to read. I can’t put in words thoughts that are not thought in words, which should be obvious to you. I shall ask you each to think of something as far removed from the present conversation as possible and I shall tell you what you thought.”


  This demonstration was successful, of course, but it so aroused the interest of the three new men being introduced to Jim’s newly acquired art that they called for more. At the end of ten minutes they were all thoroughly convinced that he could read their thoughts as easily as if they had spoken them. Jim then directed his conversation particularly to Wilkins.


  “You want to know who murdered O’Banion of the police force about a month ago. You have in the county jail on a minor felony charge a man you know as a gangster, but without sufficient proof to convict him for any of his crimes. He is known as ‘One Thumb Lefty.’ If you will bring him here and give him some merciless questioning, we shall soon have a confession from him, for he murdered O’Banion, and I know it from having read what little mind he has.”


  The District Attorney looked dubious.


  “We have already questioned him concerning the case and found him as unyielding as granite. I do not mind giving a suspect a hard grilling when I am reasonably certain he is guilty, or has knowledge concerning the case, but I am opposed to any third degree methods involving physical violence. I think the latter method would be the only one that could be used to get a confession from One Thumb.”


  “I am not suggesting physical violence, for I am also opposed to that. However, consider for a moment how much better you could question him if you already knew what the answers would be to all of your questions.”


  Wilkins thought this over for a moment.


  “All right, tell me the answers, and then we shall send for him.”


  IN thirty minutes Wilkins was fully prepared, for he knew as much about the case as One Thumb and his confederates had thought about it in the last two weeks, and he telephoned the sheriff to bring the suspect to his office. The prisoner arrived in a short while and Wilkins immediately began his questioning, after first informing the prisoner that anything he said would be used against him.


  “Through some unexpected good fortune on our part.” began Wilkins, “we have learned all about the murder of O’Banion. My reason for calling you here this morning is to get you to sign a confession. You know, I believe, that if you plead guilty the maximum you can get is a life sentence. If we have to convict you on a plea of not guilty, you may get the chair. They have just stepped up the voltage on the chair lately, and I wouldn’t doubt but what it is pretty hot. What is your choice?”


  “You are all bluff,” retorted the prisoner. “You don’t know nuthin’ about the case. I could tell that the last time you had me on the pan.”


  “A lot of water has run under the bridge since I questioned you last. A certain individual has given us much information. If you want to think that one of your henchmen has turned State’s Evidence we wouldn’t for the world deprive you of the pleasure of figuring out who it might be. But let us review some of the things we know.


  “There were six bullets in O’Banion’s body. The only reason there were not more than that is because on the seventh bullet the machine gun jammed. Those spit-fire’ shells did you that way once before. Did you change over to ‘hotshots’ yet, as you planned?”


  One Thumb began to get slightly uncomfortable and decided to keep his mouth shut.


  “Don’t want to answer, eh? Well, we know you did. You threw your stock of ‘spit-fires’ in the river. We shall have a diver get them for us to use as evidence. Also, before the day is over, we shall known where your machine gun arsenal is.


  “Another thing. It wasn’t such a good idea to get yourself in jail on a minor felony charge, was it? You can see now that it did not make you safe from questioning concerning the O’Banion case, and things are generally going to pot while you are away. It isn’t so easy to run your gang while you are in jail.


  “Let’s get back to the murder. You thought O’Banion and yourself were the only ones that knew that you tried to buy him off, didn’t you? You offered him two grand for protection. When he refused, you threatened his family. He then called you all the filthy names in his vocabulary, and he had a pretty large vocabulary in that respect. That had as much to do with your killing him as anything else. Rather cowardly, wasn’t it? The honorable way to have settled that grievance would have been with your fists, not with artillery.


  “Still don’t want to talk, eh? Well, let’s go on. You killed O’Banion at 3 A.M. when the streets were all but deserted. However, ‘Izzy the Wop,’ who was driving, noticed a skulking figure in an alley, as you drove away, who might have noticed the shooting. For this reason, the two of you kept yourselves right quiet in your arsenal for a week until you felt a bit safer.


  “IT was O’Hara, of the police force, who told you it might be a good idea to get yourself in jail for a while. You didn’t know, did you, that he as well as a couple of others had shifted themselves to the payroll of your rival gangster? It really doesn’t matter, for he will be dealt with shortly, as well as the eight others who are still on your payroll.


  “All of this is merely minor details. Where you made your biggest mistake was in telling your girl friend, Alice, all about it. Women sometimes weaken under pressure more easily than men, you know.”


  The prisoner’s eyes began to light with something of hate, anger and fear, yet he still kept quiet.


  “Not willing to sign up yet? Well, let’s let you think it over for a few minutes while we wait on an important telephone call.”


  The minutes began to drag in silence. Some of the men present picked up magazines to peruse when the time got heavy on their hands, and the suspect concentrated on looking at his feet. In this position he did not notice the departure of Jim.


  The telephone rang, and the assemblage came to life.


  Wilkins hung up the receiver and looked intently at One Thumb.


  “Our firearms experts can show that the bullets found in O’Banion’s body came from the 868-A machine gun. And Alice can testify——”


  “Stop!” interrupted One Thumb. “A dame, a lousy miserable dame, and after all I have done for that skirt, too! I don’t want to hear any more about her. She’s my gal, but she’ll pay for this. Get your steno and we’ll fix this confession, and while we’re doing it, we’re a gonna fix a couple of double crossers, too!”


  Jim returned to the room while the confession was being written and kept very quiet until it was signed and witnessed. When this was done, he signalled Wilkins to remind him of the final detail. He was then introduced to One Thumb, as being the principal investigator in the case.


  “How did you get my girl and the others to talk?” snarled the prisoner.


  “I didn’t,” returned Jim. “Don’t worry about your friends having double crossed you, for they did not. I know all about this case from having read your mind. It is a pretty simple mind, and I did not have much trouble. Your confession simply makes things a little easier for us, and will help us to convict your friends. In other words, I have tricked you, and your friends will consider you the double crosser!”


  ONE THUMB glanced at the District Attorney for confirmation.


  “His statements are very true,” said Wilkins. “He can read the mind of any living man.”


  One Thumb turned to Jim with rising anger.


  “The last man that tricked me—” he began, but got no farther. His hands flew to his head, he screamed an agonizing wail, and fell to the floor, where he lay almost paralyzed with pain and fear. It was evident to Jim that the man had entertained murderous thoughts, else the reaction would not have been so great. In an instant almost the man was reduced to a state where he could only twitch, moan, and stare with eyes that almost bulged from their sockets.


  “What’s this? What’s this?” exploded Wilkins. “What did you do to him? I didn’t give you leave to kill him, my man!”


  “He will not die. Better call an ambulance and take him to the prisoners’ ward of the hospital. He will be O.K. in a few hours. When he is gone, I shall explain.”


  When the gangster had been removed, Lee explained one more detail of his story very briefly. He announced the existence of the BCX and told how it functioned to protect him, and added, that where he got the BCX was his business until he delivered his lecture.


  “You said a while ago,” remarked Brandt, “that you were opposed to third degree methods, and yet you deliberately let loose a bolt of lightning in that man’s cranium. It seems to me that you are a bit inconsistent.”


  “I regretted to have to do what I did to this man,” replied Jim, “but it was a necessary detail in working out my plan. That was the second man I have deliberately caused to suffer from the BCX. There shall be no more that I shall deliberately cause to run foul of it. With due publicity for this case, the world shall soon know that it does not pay to think harmfully of me, and to do so will be at one’s own risk. This man was morally due for just such a punishment, when you consider the suffering he has caused others, and so I chose to let him be the horrible example.”


  There followed a short conference in which Lee gave Wilkins a number of valuable leads concerning several criminal cases that had been hard to solve. He named individuals who knew the details of these cases, as well as the guilty ones themselves, and the District Attorney recognized among them certain ones who would yield their information when pressed. He told how certain crimes had been planned and carried out, named the motives, and verified certain suspicions that Wilkins had entertained but had been unable to prove. With these correct and valuable leads, the latter, being a capable prosecutor, was confident that he could complete his cases by the usual methods. It was agreed, however, that if Lee’s services were necessary and his time available he would freely give both. The newspaper men then joined in a discussion of his program for the immediate future.


  IX


  THE first publicity created only a a mild stir. The city was pleased to be rid of a gangster and was highly curious concerning the mind reader that had appeared in its midst. This curiosity insured a good audience at the coming lecture. All sorts of jocular remarks were passed between friends, such as:


  “There is no use in your going to the lecture Thursday night. They tell me he can’t read through concrete.”


  “Oh, yeah? Well, if you go, you ought to be safe from headaches, with that boiler plate skull of yours.”


  Wilkins had arranged for Jim to use the City Hall Auditorium, and the appointed night found it packed. There were men and women from all walks of life in the audience. There were those who were fearful lest the young man’s activities might upset their particular graft, those that were merely curious to see him read minds, young couples that had passed up a show in the hope of more novel entertainment, and others who believed that Lee might possibly be able to work a great deal of good in the world’s civilization, as had been hinted at by the newspapers. Among these latter people were a number of thinking men and women, the backbone of any community, and who had been approached by Watts or Wilkins.


  The lecture was preceded by introductory remarks by both of the latter men. They used their good influences and reputation to support Lee and to put the crowd in a receptive frame of mind, and told them to expect what they thought would be too much. They explained in detail the happenings in Wilkins’ office and stressed a warning concerning the BCX, after which the principal speaker was introduced.


  Jim began by calling for any volunteers who wished a demonstration of his mind reading powers. Watts and Wilkins had both testified concerning this ability, but he felt there might be skeptics in the audience, and these he wished to convince. A dozen people volunteered and had their doubts demolished. He then told his complete story, except that he omitted all details concerning his interference eliminator, and, as far as possible any reference to it. He explained that by means of a particular invention he had been able to perfect a radio receiving set of such undreamed of sensitivity that he had been able to receive radio signals from a highly developed race of people on the planet “Venus.” He told of his conversations with A-daven and Alva-rado, who had been patiently waiting to get in touch with him. He spent an hour explaining in detail the marvelous accomplishments of the Venerian civilization, and driving home with force the advantages of applying the Venerian methods toward improving earth’s social, economic, and political organization. It was well that he had taken a course in public speaking when he was in college, for it enabled him to paint a picture of a veritable two-world paradise to those who accepted his statements as true. He explained the terms of the Venerians which earth must meet ere they would bring the full advantages of their civilization to benefit the earth, and he explained what the Venerians expected to get from dealing with earth’s inhabitants.


  “How would you like to see this worked out?” he asked.


  FOR a moment the crowd was silent, then some skeptic yelled, “A pretty fairy story!” This broke the ice, so to speak, and bedlam ensued. There were those who, if they did not wholly believe the story, at least wanted to believe it, and they resented this criticism. Others were unconvinced and felt that this was their opportunity to heckle the speaker. There were cries of “Take him to the bug-house!” “Does he think we are crazy, too?” balanced by other cries of “Hurrah for the Venerians!” “What’s the fare to Venus?” “Are there any good looking girls up there?” and so on.


  The furor was suddenly interrupted by the sound of a pistol shot followed by screams from the back of the hall. Those who were closest had observed a man, standing among a crowd of late comers that had been unable to secure seats, suddenly produce a pistol and fire it. It had apparently been his intention to fire it at the speaker, but midway in his motion he had been seized with a form of paralysis and had discharged the pistol toward the floor. In doing so, he had shot a man through the leg, and the two of them now lay on the floor, the one injured and the other suffering the penalty from the BCX. It later developed that the would-be assassin was a member of the gang of One Thumb Lefty and was attempting to avenge his boss, hoping to make good his escape during the commotion.


  When the victims were properly removed and order was restored, Jim carried on in a particularly grim and determined manner.


  “This incident, this murderous opposition, makes me more than ever determined to do the Venerian’s work. More than half of his audience is in sympathy with me. The remainder are just going to have to like it, as will all others who wish to oppose me. The man who attempted to shoot me ran afoul of the ever vigilant BCX, so you see that it is impossible to do me violence. Now let us get down to a little practical demonstration of the value of the Venerian methods.


  COUNTER AUDITOR CHARLEY JONES is in the audience. I see him sitting about half way back in the middle section. Mr. Jones, the county recently paved a one mile stretch of the Martindale Road and the bills for the necessary material were approved and paid through your office. Would you mind telling this audience just why you paid the bills for enough material to have paved this one mile stretch two feet thick?”


  The crowd was taken by surprise and was instantly on the alert. All eyes turned toward the section of the auditorium where Jim had indicated that the County Auditor was sitting. There was nothing for him to do but make some kind of reply, and he rose to his feet.


  “Are you insinuating that there are corrupt practices in my office?”


  “I am not insinuating anything?” retorted Jim. “I am telling this crowd. You are just one of the corrupt public officials I am going to have thrown out of office. Now what about the pavement?”


  “Why, you young whipper-snapper—” began Jones, but he did not finish. His headache was not so violent as those of the two gangsters, but it was far worse than that experienced by the neighbor Jim had tantalized when he wished a test of the BCX. Jones had started in a rage—the rage finished in a splitting headache. He asked to be taken to the emergency hospital.


  Jim had begun his speech in an easy going, persuasive, and entertaining tone. The time for that had passed now. He was after results—results that would determine his lecture was a success or a failure. His oratory waxed hot; he was rapidly assuming the eloquence of the well-known political spell binders; but his sincerity was perfect and pervaded his manner and words with telling effect. Perhaps the guardian angels of Venus lent silver to his tongue, or perhaps it was the knowledge that his unseen, unheard audience numbered a hundred thousand Venerians or more, all of them eagerly, enthusiastically, following his progress.


  “THIS audience will appreciate the A fact,” he continued vigorously, “that the remarks I made to Jones were sufficient to incite his anger whether he was guilty or not and thus caused him to be stricken with the neatest little protective device the Venerians ever made. His guilt is not proved by his headache, but I know that he is guilty. Not only in that one case I mentioned, but also in many others. You did not know, but does it please you to know now, that while his salary is only four thousand dollars a year, his actual income from county funds is close to fifty thousand dollars a year? Do you want this proved? Of course you do! I have discussed this with Mr. Wilkins, our capable District Attorney, and have learned that a petition signed by as many as half of this audience and backed by influential men of this community will insure a private audit of all county books, and will expose rascality and corruption to its vilest depths. I am getting the influential men lined up, and I want your support. May I have your support?”


  The roar of applause that greeted him assured him that he had it. He continued, an air of relief and a comfortable feeling of power lending new weight to his words.


  “Very well, then. The battle is on, and there is to be no quarter. Let us take another case, more putrid than the first. The City Treasurer looks a bit nervous over there. Would the audience like me to explain his nervousness?”


  There was another roar of applause.


  “I’m for more and better headaches!” called a voice from somewhere in the tumultous sea of faces.


  “Mr. Treasurer,” continued Jim, “would you like to explain the false entry amounting to $52,833.50, which is made in Ledger No. 3, Page 42, as well as a number of other things I can think of as soon as you get that explained?”


  “Perhaps I don’t wish to be carried to the hospital.”


  “Oh! Then perhaps you would be courteous to the accountants who will conduct a private audit of your books, as soon as I can have it legally arranged, with the support of this audience?”


  “No, I won’t, for I won’t be there. I am resigning next week because of my health.”


  The audience seized upon this with glee. It was quite evident that the man had been caught red-handed, and his excuse for his resignation was much too thin.


  At this point a burly gentleman, who was thoroughly in sympathy with all he had heard, noticed a well-known man in the public employ attempt to make an escape through a side door.


  “O-ho!” he called, in a commanding stentorian voice. “They are trying to sneak out on us, the crooks! Guard the doors, and let no one out!”


  There was a rush of self-appointed guards to every exit.


  This action was the turning point wherein an assemblage of people, met to hear a lecture, was converted into a meeting of indignant yet enthusiastic taxpayers. The burly gentleman had never taken a part in any public movement, yet he had unknowingly had for a long time the capacity to do so. His action had been spontaneous and had surprised even himself; the response to his request had further surprised him, and, in addition, it had aroused him to exert the leadership that was inherently his. He advanced to the speaker’s rostrum and announced himself as temporary chairman. Jim read his mind as he advanced and was quite pleased by his intentions.


  WHEN the meeting broke up, much work was on foot. A citizen’s committee had been organized to investigate corruption in the city and county governments, following leads established by Lee. Another committee was organized for the sole purpose of furthering in any way possible Lee’s work of promoting the adoption of Venerian methods. They foresaw the organization of similar groups in other cities, and therefore adopted the name “Local No. 1, Preparatory Work of Venerians Committees.” This latter committee later became national in scope, changed its name to “The Thinkers,” and elected S.M. Watts as the permanent Director of Activities, A. D. Wilkins also being selected for an important post in the organization. “The Thinkers” operated as a powerful political party, but with a membership that was fraternal in nature.


  The various news agencies scattered the news of the meeting far and wide. The newspapers of Jim’s home city of Fittsburgh were friendly in their reports while the opinions of other newspapers in other cities varied. About half of them adopted the policy of awaiting further developments and waiting to be shown, while the remainder became antagonistic or sarcastic, although all of them printed the news reports verbatim as they came over the wires. Certain antagonistic newspapers immediately came out with editorials intended to discredit the movement, but which actually helped it by arousing the public interest.


  Most of the world mocked or laughed at first. But it read quite seriously the news on succeeding days which recorded the start of the headache pestilence. It was starting in Fittsburgh, where the Committee investigating corruption in public office was getting quite active. Many public officials were unable to report to their offices because of their health, and vigorous news-hounds soon found the nature of their ailments. Furthermore, A.D. Wilkins had filled the city and county jails with apprehended criminals, and he made no effort to conceal the great assistance that James Samuel Lee had lent him. Many of these prisoners had violent headaches, for at first they would not believe in the power of the BCX, or else, ever active, it would catch them at an unguarded moment when their thoughts turned to hate.


  JIM delivered another lecture in a neighboring city to an audience that overflowed a football stadium. The results were much the same as in Fittsburgh. Two committees were organized as before, and the headache pestilence bloomed out in full force. This lecture was broadcast on the radio, and the newspapers went into a furore. The expose of official corruption and graft would not have been so startling in itself, but this, coupled with the infallibly accurate mind-reading, the terrible headaches, and the unrelenting insistence that the people of another planet were responsible for it all convinced everyone that most unusual events were transpiring. No type was too large for the first page headlines. Secondary headlines announced the beginning of headaches in other cities, mostly among gangsters and corrupt politicians. When the whole truth was known later, it was found that not a few bankers and officials of concerns handling money in trust should have been included among the ailing, inasmuch as Lee’s threat of clearing out all forms of graft and corruption had applied to them.


  The iron was hot, and Jim struck his big blow. He publicly announced a list of Federal Government officials whom he expected to have thrown out of office, and told the public why. These men were to be found in all branches of the government where it was in any way possible for graft or disregard for the public trust to exist. At this point many newspapers curtailed their activities in the editorial line, and adopted the policy of printing the news without comment. The thing was getting serious, when these charges were brazenly made against Federal officials, and they had no wish to become involved in libel suits. But the public interest was hot; local leaders arose from everywhere, and the average American citizen was anxious to see the whole development through to the end, whatever it might be. The fast growing organization, “The Thinkers,” grew by leaps and bounds and established local subdivisions in all states.


  At this point Jim decided to cease his public activities for a short while. The ball was rolling now, and he had the promise of S. M. Watts, Director of Activities of “The Thinkers,” that, as soon as the national organization could be perfected, investigation would be started in those branches of the Federal Government, where he had indicated corruption. There might be no constitutional provision for a body of citizens to make such an investigation, but with men of the character that Watts was assembling in his organization, and with a goodly half of the American public behind the movement, he was sure that he could make things mighty uncomfortable for his opponents. With this work under way, and with an ace card up his sleeve yet to be played, Jim felt that a week or so of relaxation together with a number of undisturbed conferences with his Venerian friends might not be amiss.


  X


  THE first few days of the vacation were thoroughly enjoyed by Jim and Madge. They danced, played bridge, went to parties in their honor, and twice enjoyed picnic lunches by themselves in far-away places. One hour twice a day was set aside for conferences with Venerians, and one hour was occasionally given to the reporters. On the night of the fifth day they watched with pleasure the display of an electrical storm. The storm came out of the north, and they watched it from a point of vantage, commenting on the brilliance of the various strokes of lightning, and estimating their distance. One particular stroke surpassed them all. It seemed to come from the illimitable reaches of the heavens; it was forked and jagged beyond description; it blazed in all its glory for one short instant, and struck the earth on the horizon. The thunder rolled and crashed for several seconds ere speech was possible.


  Madge shivered.


  “Jim, let’s go in. I didn’t like that one.”


  “All right, Honey.”


  There was something wrong with Jim’s peace of mind. He had spent many evenings getting Madge over her fear of lightning and up to the point where she could enjoy a good thunder and lightning storm with him. Ordinarily he would have reassured her after that one spectacular flash, but tonight he did not. This seemed to confirm Madge’s foreboding.


  “Jim.” she said, tentatively.


  “Well?”


  “That lightning flash worries me. I don’t know why exactly, but don’t you think that hit the ground somewhere near—near—oh, Jim, I just CAN’T have anything happen to you!” She began to cry a little on his shoulder.


  “Never mind, Margy, dear. We will drive out there the first thing in the morning just to make sure.”


  Jim was far from being comfortable himself, and he did a poor job of reassuring Madge. They spent a miserable night.


  The morning paper hit the screen door with a thud. In a very few seconds it was in Jim’s hands, and he was scanning it eagerly. There was considerable space devoted to the damage done by the storm, and the activities of “The Thinkers” still held space on the front page. But the customary headline concerning the new headache patients was absent. Instead, there was the very ominous headline that a new crop of criminal suspects arrested late in the evening had reviled J. S. Lee to the limits of their vocabularies with no ill effects. Jim and Madge froze as they read.


  THE telephone rang and electrified them into action.


  “Don’t answer it!” shouted Jim. “Are you going with me, or do you want me to drop you at your mother’s?”


  “I am going with you, Jim.”


  Two minutes later, scantily dressed, they were in their car and on the street. Five minutes later they passed over the city limits on their way north. A speed cop overtook them at sixty-five miles per hour, but, upon recognizing the occupants, dropped behind. Fortunately for him, he chose a different route back to town, for no sooner had he disappeared down a winding road than a heavy monster of steel and energy roared down the route taken by Jim and Madge, certain of the catch.


  “Jim, do we have to hurry so? We almost upset on that last turn.”


  “I am afraid we ought to keep going,” replied Jim. “Not that it will do a great deal of good, but still, Tm not anxious to stop.”


  He stole an apprehensive glance at the rear view mirror. Madge saw him, and looked behind.


  “Oh-h!”


  “This car is doing all it can do,” said Jim. The accelerator is on the floor boards. It seems to me they aren’t ready to catch us yet, for with that car they could easily do it on this pavement We stand a bare chance of losing them when we turn off on that country road, and there is just one other chance where you can help.”


  “What is it, quick?”


  “I am too busy driving to do much thinking, but you can think. Well, then, think, and think hard to Alvarado, and in the calling manner she taught you. Tell her we are in trouble. I don’t know what they can do about it, but tell them, anyway.”


  A few minutes later they passed the crest of a wooded hill at top speed. Instantly, Jim applied the brakes, and by careful handling he managed to slow the car to a speed at which he could make the right angle turn into the country road that led by the deserted farmhouse. It was slippery and muddy, but he drove over it with a frenzied skill and judgement, that allowed him to make the highest possible speed without sliding off of the road or turning around. The big car raced by on the pavement, but with screeching brakes. They gained a half mile in this maneouver, but now it was obvious that the big car was trying to overtake them. Slowly, surely, the distance between them was lessening.


  “If we can only reach the farmhouse,” sighed Madge.


  “And if the BCX has only been turned off by some wandering tramp, or by being upset by a rat,” returned Jim, through gritted teeth.


  They passed what had been the farmhouse. It was now a mass of smouldering ruins.


  “THE lightning!” cried Madge, A then her blue eyes turned to steel. “What are you going to do now?”


  “I am going to stop, as soon as you pass me that automatic in the side pocket.”


  Madge fished it out and examined it. “Oh, my God, it’s EMPTY!”


  There was an ominous rattle from behind, and the whistle of bullets. Another rattle, and both rear tires blew out. They were not going fast enough on the muddy road to turn over, but the stopping was none the less difficult with two bad wheels. The big car came alongside just as Jim took possession of the empty automatic and leveled it at his enemies.


  Four ugly faces leered at them. The two in the back seat each manned a machine gun, while the leader, beside the driver, carried only a .38 automatic.


  “So!” exclaimed the leader, “you have a gat of your own, have you? Well, why don’t you shoot?”


  “I hate to shed human blood unnecessarily,” replied Jim, tensely.


  “Yer lyin’,” replied the leader. ‘“Either you ain’t got the nerve to shoot, or your gat don’t work, or you would’ve shot by now. But let me tell you, if you do turn loose that pop gun, we won’t be content with just riddling you. We’ll take you apart, piece by piece.”


  Satisfied by now that Jim either could not or would not shoot, the leader experienced a desire to toy with them, as a cat plays with a mouse.


  “So you’re the bozo who put my pals in the hoosegow, are you! A nice time you wuz having while it lasted, wasn’t it? With One Thumb and Buddy Pal and all the rest a rotting in jail. Going to clean up the world, huh?—Ha! ha! ha!—I just loves reformers, gr-r-r, yeah, like a dog loves fleas.”


  He paused a moment and surveyed the countryside.


  “What a nice little place to have a murder. So nice and quiet out here, with no one to hear the nice new machine guns we polished up special for you, when we found out this morning the headaches wuz over. When I say the word, we’re going to start, but I just hate to start so soon on a reformer. I like to make ’em suffer first. Why, you——!”


  Jim had stood all he could. He flung the empty automatic at the leader full force, and was rewarded by a shot which passed through his right shoulder and disabled him. Madge feverishly began to administer aid to Jim, when the leader continued.


  “It’s no use, sister. Yer both gonna be out like a light in a minute. All ready, boys?”


  “Just a minute, boss,” came from one of the gunners. “This shooting close range in a place like this kind of cramps my style,’specially when we got lots of time. How about settin’ up on the tripod about fifty feet down the road?”


  “O.K., Spike. Anything to please. A winged bird can’t fly anyway.”


  A MOMENT later the two machine guns were set up. Madge trembled, and her lips sought Jim’s. It was impossible for the two of them to escape, even if they could both run, and Jim could not. He was too weak from his wound. With his last defense, and empty automatic, of no use, he could only die game.


  “The Venerians shall make them pay dearly for this,” he muttered.


  The leader gave the order, and the machine guns rattled. They continued to fire until the ammunition was exhausted.


  Jim felt the limp form of Madge drop to his lap, and opened his eyes. How he could, being dead, riddled by machine guns, he did not know, but he could see Madge lying there on his lap. Then he realized that he was not dead, and that Madge bore no visible wound. She had fainted. He turned his glance in quick surprise to the gunners and saw them paralyzed, their machine guns pointed on a downward slant to the mud in front and to the right of the car. Another quick glance showed the bandit leader barely able to writhe in agony in the mud, and the driver of the enemy car slumped over the wheel. The expression of pain, agony, and fear frozen on their faces was anything but pleasant, and its cause was unmistakable. Somewhere, somehow, the Venerians had set another BCX in operation in the nick of time.


  It was no easy matter for Jim to revive Madge from her faint, considering his own condition. Weak as he was from pain, shock, and loss of blood, it required a tremendous effort on his part to drag himself from the car and obtain a little water from the ditch by the side of the road with which to wet his handkerchief and bathe her face. It was five minutes before he had revived her and said that they were safe.


  They spent a minute or two in joyful reunion, for it was as though they had been returned from the dead. Then Madge ousted the incapacitated driver from the bandits’ car, tenderly assisted Jim to a seat beside her, took the wheel, and prepared to make a race for the nearest doctor. She paused in the operation of starting, however, for there drifted down in front of her the most grotesque figure she had ever seen outside of the theatre. She might have screamed at the suddenness and the appearance of this peculiarly dressed man suspended from a tiny parachute had it not been that in one hand he carried the second BCX she had ever seen.


  The figure had obviously piloted himself down from above by means of a small rocket-tube he carried in the other hand, thus directing his weight-neutralized landing very easily. He slipped the rocket tube into a pocket as he advanced toward them. Speech was out of the question, as he still wore over his head a metal helmet similar to those used by deep sea divers. The helmet was provided with windows for vision, and tubes led from it to an oxygen supply secured to his back like a hiker’s pack. The garment the man wore was thick and heavy, and fitted poorly. It appeared to be purposely made large enough to accommodate a number of other packs he carried underneath it about his chest and shoulders. One of these could be nothing less than weight neutralizing material, for the man walked as though he weighed no more than five pounds.


  UPON reaching the car the man handed the BCX to Madge, who was standing along the car and set about freeing himself of his helmet. In a short interval the helmet was removed, and disclosed the handsome face of a bronzed, blue-eyed, light-haired Venerian of about twenty-five years of age.


  “I am A-daven,” said the man. “We shall talk in a few minutes when I have ministered to Jim. I have a first-aid pack here, as soon as I can get to it.”


  A-daven busied himself with removing his space garment in order to procure the first aid kit.


  “A-daven, we don’t know how to thank you,” began Madge.


  “Don’t try, my sister Madge, for it is we Venerians that should apologize for getting you into this, rather than for you to thank us for getting you out. But please do not disturb me until I have doctored Jim. I can see he needs attention, and our Venerian medicines are potent enough to help him wonderfully.”


  Jim took the cue from the abbreviated lecture to Madge and did not speak. He watched A-daven with interest, as the man carefully and competently rendered first aid. His appearance justified the opinion he had held of him, and he felt that here was a man he should like to call his brother. Perhaps he could, for had not A-daven addressed Madge as his sister?


  A-daven quickly washed and dressed Jim’s wound, administering antiseptic, and examining his shoulder for broken bones. He found one, as evidenced by the expression of physical pain on Jim’s face. His last operation was to administer a hypodermic with the most peculiar hypodermic apparatus Jim had ever seen. Fully a pint and a half of some fluid was injected into his veins, and, as the last drop entered, he began to feel very much better.


  “What was that?” he asked.


  “A little of everything,” smiled A-daven. “You have lost blood enough to make you weak. This fluid will replace it temporarily, and stimulate your bodily processes for producing more blood.


  There was also an element for the alleviation of pain, and another stimulant, which will cause that broken bone to heal within a few days. We shall have a short while to talk, but you will have to hurry to a hospital and get the bone set before it starts to knit. I am not prepared to set it here.”


  Jim sat up.


  “I FEEL fine now,” he announced.


  “A-daven, you certainly did get us out of a tight place, and just in time, too. Where in the world did you come from?”


  “You noticed my space suit, did you not? I dropped out of a space cruiser up in the stratosphere and floated down. As you know, I had to get the BCX outside of the metallic hull of the cruiser for it to be effective. We were on our way here with several, to be hidden in various spots in this part of the country just to guard against any such mishap as occurred last night, when the lightning destroyed your first one. We have been ‘burning space’, so to speak, on our way here since you first got uneasy last night. We never knew before how fast we could travel,” he laughed. “We would have been here when you asked Madge to think hard to Alvarado if it had not been that, in our haste, we shaved your moon a bit too close and were seriously deflected by its gravitational field.”


  Jim leaned slightly out of the car and looked upward.


  “Where is the cruiser now?” he asked.


  “Is Alva-rado aboard it?” put in Madge, excitedly.


  A-daven laughed again.


  “It was executing a beautiful parabolic curve at five thousand miles per hour when I left it, and I am not sure where it is now. Amoor was to finish checking its mad flight, then return to Fittsburgh, where he will cruise low over the city, announce the morning events through loud speakers, and endeavor to get a police escort for these hoodlums here, as well as an ambulance for yourself. Just a minute, while I see how he is making out.”


  A-daven closed his eyes for a moment in order to better concentrate.


  “They are on their way now,” he said. “Wilkins, the Chief of Police, the ‘hoodlum wagon’, and an ambulance, with the cruiser leading the way above them. And Madge, Alva-rado is aboard the cruiser. Perhaps she will get the opportunity to wave to you when they stop to pick me up.”


  “Oh, but I want to talk with her.”


  “Sorry, but you can’t. We have the other BCX’s to plant, after which we shall be on our way, for we have work to do. You would not have had this visit from me before the agreed time, as it was, except that it was necessary for me to jump out of the ship to your rescue.”


  “Don’t you think you Venerians are a little bit mean to us, after our trying so hard to do your work?”


  Madge bit her lip with regret as she noticed the hurt expression that was at once apparent on A-daven’s face.


  “Madge, Alva-rado and I want to visit with you and Jim just as much as you do with us, but we can not until the work is done. You shall see why, then. Then, too, a thing you want greatly is enjoyed much more fully if one has to wait for it, don’t you see? Alva-rado and I are waiting patiently; can’t you?”


  “I’m sorry, A-daven,” replied Madge. “I’ll try hard. And don’t you dare forget that Jim and I are to be your first hosts on earth.”


  “I wouldn’t for anything forget that.”


  “A-daven,” broke in Jim, “you are more than just one of the original members of the Search Detail. I strongly suspect you are an engineer, or a scientist. I suppose we shall learn that, too, when we get on visiting terms?”


  “You shall learn all about the two of us then, as well as many other things.”


  “You see it is this way, Madge,” said Jim, with a chuckle. “A-daven, and Alva-rado, and the cruiser, and Venus are all just nice, big, red sticks of candy and you and I are a couple of kids. When we get the dishes washed and the floor swept and the beds made, then we get a bite of candy, see?”


  They laughed over this, then A-daven added:


  “But Jim, don’t overlook the fact that we are doing our chores, too, so that we may have a bite, and we don’t get ours any sooner than you do.”


  A LONG, silvery, cigar-shaped space craft slid into view from the rear and came to rest not more than twenty feet above them. At the same time, they heard the exhaust of approaching motor cars.


  “One word before I go,” said A-daven, quickly. “The new BCX Madge has in her lap is self-protecting. That is, it will protect itself from damage from human hands the same as it protects the two of you. You may leave it in perfect safety at your home, or take it with you wherever you go. That would be wise if you go beyond the five hundred mile range of the other three we are going to conceal in this vicinity. And now I must take my leave. Good luck!”


  A-daven had retrieved his helmet and pack as he talked, hanging these from his belt. He now turned his rocket tube toward the ground and manipulated a switch. A faint streak of white light betrayed its operation as he soared aloft and disappeared into the space cruiser through an open door in the bottom. The door closed, and the cruiser advanced slowly a length ahead, turned broadside, and came to rest. It was only then, with the rays of the rising sun illuminating its glistening sides that they saw the full beauty of it. It was the color of polished silver, and so perfectly assembled and fitted that there appeared not to be a rivet nor a seam in it. They noted the rows of ports they had seen the night the first BCX had been delivered, and through some of these they glimpsed luxurious living quarters in the middle section of the ship, telescopes and other scientific instruments in the forward part, and intricate machinery in the rear. At each end of the ship a dozen rocket tubes protruded in line with the axis. These were obviously for accelerating and decelerating the cruiser on its set course. Other much smaller and shorter rocket tubes were symmetrically located about various parts of the hull. These, they learned later, were used to rotate the ship, or to change its course. Built into the under side of the hull at that point where it began to curve up toward the nose was a sort of gondola where there sat, glassed in, a bearded man midst an array of instruments and control equipment. This man was Amoor.


  THEIR survey of the ship was interrupted by the opening of two ports in the middle section. A-daven appeared at one, and a girl at the other. They were too far away to get a comprehensive picture of the girl’s features, and yet there could be no doubt that she was beautiful. Her golden curly hair caught and reflected the warmest of the rays of the morning sun—a nugget of pure golden softness in the background of harder, brighter silver. A gently tapered hand shielded her eyes from the direct rays of the sun, yet it seemed that even in the shadow the sparkling blue of her eyes reached them and conveyed a friendly greeting. The very shape of her finely moulded nose and chin, together with the soft white of her face and throat, radiated the healthy glow of clean, wholesome youth.


  “Hello!” she called, and the voice was unmistakably Alva-rado’s. “I wish we could stop. Be good, and good luck to you!”


  The cruiser moved away at ever increasing velocity and finally vanished almost directly overhead.


  XI


  EVENTS followed in rapid succession. Jim emerged from the hospital, recovered, to face a Congressional Probing Committee. The forces of opposition were behind it, and threatened to throw him into jail. “The Thinkers” retaliated by authorizing a Committee to investigate the probing Committee. With about half the voting public aligned with “The Thinkers”, either in sympathy or in membership, the elected office-holders began to slow their activities and resorted to speech-making, very much as in a political campaign. “It’s unconstitutional!” they shouted. “We’ll make it constitutional!” was shouted back. “They want to turn us over—government and all—tied hand and foot, to the Venerians,” they cried. “A good idea,” was the retort. “It would be novel to be governed by people of intelligence for a while.” And so the battle raged. Those timid newspapers that had refrained from taking sides were forced to do so now, or lose their circulation, and the editorial brains of the nation grappled. “The Thinkers” proposed to put in the field in the next elections a list of candidates that had been passed on regarding their honesty, mentality, and courage by Lee, or by such Venerian assistants as he might require. These candidates would receive series K of electro-therapeutic treatment as soon as it could be properly arranged.


  “That is one-man government!” the opposition cried.


  “Yes, temporarily, it is,” it was agreed. “But what a government!”


  When the battle was at its peak, Jim played his ace of trumps. He arranged for a nation-wide radio hook-up, together with short-wave broadcast to foreign lands, and delivered a brief speech that disturbed not only the United States but the world.


  For years the world had argued about disarmament and the outlawry of war. There were treaties and treaties, with and without reservations, and agreements between various groups of nations on every side. Nations left out of one agreement were included in the next agreement to the exclusion of another, until it was virtually impossible for any mere citizen to know where his nation stood. But every one thought that war was a thing of the past.


  LEE told the world that, unless steps were taken to prevent it, war was not a thing of the past. He had learned from the Venerians that a certain powerful nation planned to make war on the United States the following year, and, if successful in the conquest, would ultimately rule the world. He revealed the locations of numerous secret stores of ammunition, cleverly concealed, and also revealed that an immense navy, presumably obsolete and rotting at the docks under disarmament agreements, had been secretly reconditioned, improved, and placed in such fighting shape as to make it the most formidable navy the world had ever known. The designs of their airplanes were so correct in all details that hundreds of them had been built and stored away without flight-tests, thus not betraying their existence, yet sure to fly efficiently and well, and to spread destruction with a new and deadly gas more powerful than had been known ever before. Thousands of cylinders of this gas, in liquid form, had been stored, anchored under water a few miles from the Pacific shores of America. The exact latitude and longitude of the three principal stores were given. At the conclusion of the recitation of the horrible details, the proposition was put before the United States. With one space cruiser, now hovering near the moon, the Venerians could stop it all. What would be the answer of the people of the United States?


  The belligerent nation answered the radio address in no uncertain terms by starting its onlsaught just one year ahead of schedule. The cat was out of the bag anyway, and it was now or never. A United States destroyer in the Pacific waters sent to investigate the stores of poison gas found the first, but was torpedoed and sunk by a belligerent submarine while exploring for the second. Intelligence agents two days later informed the government that a vast fighting fleet had left a foreign shore bound for the Pacific coast of the United States. The United States fleet, then small and inefficient, hastened from the Atlantic coast to the entrance of the Panama Canal, to find it impassable, hopelessly damaged by aerial bombs dropped from a squadron of airplanes that had appeared from an unknown base and then disappeared. The belligerent navy captured Hawaii and steamed on. This was the beginning of a real war, treaties to the contrary notwithstanding.


  The last cablegram that came through from Hawaii, before the cables were cut, told of the terrible orgy of killing there. The small detachment of the United States fleet then present at Honolulu had been sunk, fighting gamely, and all aircraft had gone down in flames. Then, as the Islands were taken, all Americans were slaughtered or imprisoned as fast as they could be captured, but not without their taking their toll of the enemy.


  The enemy fleet steamed on. When half way between Hawaii and the California coast three fast super-bombers left the fleet, seemingly able to remain aloft indefinitely, one heading for Los Angeles, one for San Francisco, and one for Seattle. They dropped three bombs over each of these cities, and their entire populations died in a choking, strangling, searing gas.


  AMERICA was enraged. There were but a negligible few who thought otherwise than of fighting the demons to the last man. They might take America, but it would not be theirs undisputedly until the last American was dead. The army increased in size to two million men in two days’ time. Hundreds of thousands of men, loosely drilled and self-organized into groups, were on their way to California, many of them with only a handful of reserve officers for leaders. There was no time to wait on Washington for orders or for training.


  Only a relatively few miles separated the enemy fleet from its objective when James Lee called on the President of the United States. Uninvited, yet he could remain away no longer. Uncounted thousands of reams of telegrams had flooded his home, all of them vowing a determination to fight to the last man, yet urging him, pleading with him, to obtain Venerian assistance in the bitter struggle, and he had wired the President that he was coming.


  The Cabinet members were seated around a conference table with the President when Lee arrived, their faces drawn and haggard from intense activity, worry, and loss of sleep.


  “You did not send for me, but I am here,” said Jim. “You heard my announcement over the radio about stopping these bloodthirsty demons. I have come for an answer.”


  “It would appear to me that it will take more than a mere headache to stop these devils,” said the Secretary of the Navy, wearily.


  “That is because you have never experienced, nor saw experienced, a murderous headache,” replied Jim. “The Venerians do not propose to stop it with headaches, however. They have other and still more effective means.” The President, too, had had his thousands of telegrams. He drew himself to his feet on aching muscles, strained to the limit by sleepless hours and the tax on his nervous system imposed during the last several days.


  “Mr. Lee,” he said, “up to this time I have not been thoroughly in sympathy with your activities because I believed the results you promised were too idealistic to be realized by any means in our day and age, and I was not thoroughly convinced that the Venerian race existed. Matters have come to a pass whereby my own personal beliefs or disbeliefs can not be allowed to stand in the way of any possible help our country may receive in what promises to be a war of extinction.


  “In desperation, I do now believe in your Venerians.


  “You undoubtedly know the will of this country as well as I do. It will fight the enemies to the last man, and it has never asked for quarter from any country. We plan to continue to fight, but if your Venerian friends can stop the war we shall be forever indebted to them. I say this in the interest of conserving the blood of our people, and, possibly, the identity of our country.” Then, turning to the assembled men of the Cabinet:


  “Do you agree?”


  The answers soon came.


  THERE was a chorus of “Ayes”.


  “Very well,” said Jim. “I shall relay the information, not to my friends, as you said, but to our friends. Verilin Verbilin, of whom you have heard, is aboard the first warlike craft the Venerians have built in hundreds of years, and it hovers over us between here and the moon. The craft is equipped with his newest invention, which will stop the war in a few hours. I shall communicate with him, and receive my answer through Iden, my go-between, who is also on the craft.”


  Jim closed his eyes in quiet thought. In a minute or two he opened them, smiling, and with an air of intense relief from stress.


  “Gentlemen, hostilities shall cease within four hours. As you know, no force has yet been landed on our soil, and their advancing navy, together with their troop ships, is the chief menace at present. Just what their reaction is going to be I do not know, but I do know that their entire forces shall be rendered ineffectual. Within twelve hours, their nation shall be begging for mercy.


  “I, for one, am going to my hotel and get some much needed sleep. I advise you to do likewise, for your principal worries from now on are going to be the means of getting the volunteers back from California, and points west.”


  XII


  A VENERIAN space cruiser, the X-l, raced toward earth. It was much smaller than the Number 6, commanded by Amoor, but built on the same general lines. The fact that it carried Verbilin’s newest invention was evidenced externally in two ways. Just back of the pilot’s gondola there was a thick glass-like plate in the under section of the hull, placed there for the purpose of allowing an observer a full view of any terrain below him. Directly to the rear of this plate there were two systems of antennae. The innermost antenna consisted of a single metallic rod a quarter of an inch thick and a foot long. An adequate insulating bushing supported it, and carried a connection to it through the hull. Surrounding this solitary antenna, and equally spaced upon a circle three feet in diameter, were twelve metallic rods two feet long. These were not insulated from the hull, but were mounted in ball and socket supports so that each could be moved in any direction. They formed an auxiliary antennae system for directing the rays from the single fixed antenna, and were controlled from the inside at will. When the auxiliary antennae rods were parallel and pointing in any direction, they focused the energy of the transmitting antenna in a single beam in that direction with only slight divergence, such that, at an altitude of five miles, the zone covered by the rays was an area three hundred yards in diameter. By spreading the auxiliary antennae rods, the ray could be broadened to cover any area within the limits of the horizon.


  ABOVE the transparent plate in the hull of the ship was the ray-control room. Most of the equipment was to the rear of the plate. There was a comfortable seat facing directly forward. A slender but rigid column supported a pair of extremely powerful binoculars at eye-level just in front of the seat. Ahead of this there was a mirror at a forty-five degree angle just over the glasslike plate in the floor, so that the operator could view the surface below by sitting quietly and looking straight ahead. There were two small control desks on either side of the operator’s chair fitted with remote control keys, similar to those used on a small telephone exchange, and a few instruments. Covering the plate in the floor there was a semi-transparent, flexible shutter. This 9hutter allowed a clear view of the surface below through the variable opening in the center, and only partially obscured the view through that portion of the shutter, which remained unopened. It was automatically controlled by the same means that operated the directive antennae, so that it defined to the operator the zone covered by the ray. To the rear of the operator’s chair there was an array of generators, tubes, batteries, coils, and shields of an apparent complexity that surpassed description.


  The enemy fleet was within a hundred miles of the California coast when the X-l finished its mad race at a point in the heavens several miles above it. Verbilin lost no time in going about the job he was to do. Even as he signaled his navigator to keep abreast of the center of the fleet, he proceeded with certain adjustments of his apparatus to secure the desired strength of ray. He then focused the directive antennae so as to include all of the ships but the one most lagging, and operated the master key. The single, fixed antenna radiated thin blue streamers a foot long, crackling, hissing, sparkling; not dazzling to the eyes, but terrible in their effects.


  DOWN below, in the fleet, pandemonium reigned supreme. Not an individual within the zone of the ray escaped its curse; they were all converted instantly into madmen. No insane asylum in the world could present so complete and varied an exhibit of disordered human minds. There were raving idiots, babbling fools, maniacal murderers, and fiends. There was no ship on which at least a score of fights was not started at once, and most of these ended with death for one or both contestants. The orderly procession of the ships broke up at once, and the fleet lost headway.


  Verbilin surveyed the scene below him through his powerful binoculars for several minutes, and debated his next move.


  “The fleet is powerless,” he muttered, “but not destroyed.”


  Evidently he was not satisfied.


  “It should be destroyed!” he muttered again and again, even as he watched some of the men destroying themselves, but not their ships.


  At length he decided on an experiment, the results of which, if unsatisfactory, could be remedied easily. The original ray from his machine had lasted but a few seconds, but it had been sufficient to remove the last vestige of intelligence from even the strongest minds. By changing the ray, it was within his power to restore them to complete sanity, or partially so, as he chose. The experiment involved flashing a ray at the fleet of only the slightest duration so as to partially restore the many insane minds. Accordingly, the single antenna rod again radiated pale blue streamers, but of a slightly different shade, and only for an instant.


  The results of this experiment were not at once evident. Many of the men remained maniacs, while others became something between that and a half-wit. About half of the men realized vaguely that they had a post of duty and returned thereto. A few firemen fired their boilers in inefficient fashion; engineers ran their engines at full speed ahead, half speed, or reverse; and helmsmen piloted their ships in dizzy, drunken, erratic courses. Then a halfwit chief gunner seemed to realize that guns were to be shot at some time or other, and, after calling together as many of his assistants as he could muster, fired a broadside with the ship’s biggest guns. Every shell scored a hit, for there was a sister ship alongside not a hundred yards away. The suggestive power of this broadside on other half-wit chief gunners was complete. In a very few minutes, from all sides, a roaring, thundering cannonade was on. Shells screamed over the water in all directions, wreaking havoc and destruction.


  Torpedoes churned the water like a school of fish.


  A airplane carrier disgorged its airplanes. Half of these struck the water under the guidance of their dazed pilots, half of the remainder crashed with each other, but a few stayed aloft long enough to drop gas bombs. Of those dropped, two hit battleships, exploded, and furnished enough gas to wipe out every man in the entire fleet.


  The Captain of the one unaffected ship had stood by and surveyed the catastrophe in amazement. When several ships had been sunk, either by shell fire or by being rammed, he sent a message by radio to his government telling what he saw but could not understand. That was the last message his operator ever sent. Verbilin had waited for this, and when it was complete, turned the insanity ray on this one hitherto unaffected ship. It joined the melee with the others, and was lost.


  Thirty minutes later the X-l cautiously descended to a height of one thousand feet over the scene of destruction, surveyed the damage, and swiftly sped away toward the west. That survey disclosed that on the few shell-torn ships still remaining afloat not a sign of life remained. The fleet had been thoroughly destroyed.


  An hour’s time was required in sweeping the enemy country with the insanity ray. It required a certain amount of care to cover the entire country and yet not allow the ray to affect any portion of a neighboring neutral country. At the same time, certain zones were spared. It was Verbilin’s desire that the chief executive of the country be kept informed of what was happening throughout his nation, consequently, a zone a mile across immediately surrounding each important radio station was not swept with the ray. Foreign embassies were spared, as well as were the nation’s capitol buildings and war offices. The strength of the ray used was sufficient to convert those with mediocre minds to maniacs, and those of stronger minds originally to half-wits. When the country had been swept from boundary to boundary with the devastating ray, the X-l soared aloft to an elevation of a hundred miles and prepared to wait for results.


  IT required less than two hours for the attacking nation’s chief executive and war leaders to come to terms. Through reading their minds, Verbilin was aware that any terms of peace that would stop the madness and destruction would be acceptable. The railroad wrecks, the burning factories and exploding arsenals, as well as a myriad of other disorders, including howling, gibbering madmen parading the streets, were enough to drive a sane man crazy, and were to be stopped at any price. The X-l descended, and Verbilin dictated the terms of peace through a loud speaker as his small cruiser hovered over the War Department buildings. They were accepted.


  For the last time, and from a height so far above that the ship was invisible to the naked eye, a small antenna rod radiated pale blue streamers for a second or two, and was still. A paralyzed nation regained its lost intelligence and began to set things in order even as it wondered at what had happened to it. Fire Departments began to combat the various conflagrations, and martial law was declared in devastated areas until the damage could be repaired.


  A dozen apprehensive men called at the British Embassy. They were the highest officials of a defeated nation.


  “We should like to arrange for a conference in London with the Americans to arrange indemnities and peace terms,” they said.


  The British Ambassador surveyed the group coldly. He had been thoroughly posted on all that had happened through his own channels of information.


  “So you are ready to listen to reason at last, are you?” he commented, feelingly.


  “Who wouldn’t be!” exploded the Minister of the Navy. “No ships, all arsenals exploded, the country burning, and that wizard from space promises to convert our entire nation into maniacs again, never to lift the spell, if we make another aggressive move!”


  “Oh, I see!” muttered Britain’s diplomat. “It seems just, considering what you did to Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle. . . . Very well, I shall take action at once.”


  * * *


  ITS work finished, the X-l rocketed through space toward Venus at ever increasing velocity. Verbilin sat alone in his tiny but luxurious compartment wrapped in thought.


  “I have caused thousands of human beings to meet their death,” he reflected, sadly. “Thousands—tens of thousands! Horrible! And it was I that had to do it. I, who have spent the better part of my life endeavoring to enlighten the lives of men, to bring the human mind a step nearer the ultimate perfection, to have turned to killing! . . . And yet, if I had not done so, how many millions would have died! The bloodthirsty demons! They had it coming to them. And should not the unspent blood of millions wash my hands clean of the foul blood of thousands? It must. What could be the meaning of justice if it were otherwise?”


  FEELING that his part in the tragedy was justified, he dismissed the thoughts that would have troubled his conscience, and continued in a different vein.


  “What a powerful weapon this really is! If we had had this a year ago, we should not have had to worry about defending ourselves against the nation I have just punished so severely, nor against any other. I would not have had to take the time to train James Lee as I did, nor would we have had to do anything else but appear on earth and take what we wanted, and it would have been simple enough . . .


  “Idle thoughts! Why should I regret our time and trouble in behalf of the Earthlings? I do not. After all, Venerian or Earthling, we are all men that live, love, work, and die—why should not Venerian regard Earthling as his brother, and help him where he may? And it will be much more pleasant to deal with a race that is manfully striving for more intelligence, and the better things this life affords. Who knows what the two worlds may accomplish a thousand years from now?


  “Jim!” Verbilin’s eyes lighted with pleasant thoughts. “What a fine young Earthling he really is. If he and Madge will only be as pleased as I hope they will be with what we have planned for them.”


  There was a knock on the door and the ship’s chef entered.


  “Your lunch, sir.”


  Verbilin surveyed the lunch that was spread before him, and assumed a sour look. The meal consisted of tubers, varieties one and five, bread, and synthetic milk.


  “All out of the Mercurian ‘mertles’ ?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir, the last were used at the last meal.”


  The cook departed, and Verbilin began the distasteful process of appeasing his appetite with food that had long ago lost its appeal.


  “Odd,” he reflected. “Nowhere in the solar system have we found an intelligence to equal that of our own, and yet we must cultivate the friendship of the children of earth that we may satisfy our palates.”


  XIII


  THE war being over, the work of preparation to be completed ere the Venerians would officially call upon the earth proceeded apace. A special election was called, and “ ‘The Thinkers’ ” candidates were swept into office by overwhelming majorities. The voting public had had a taste of the benefits of association with the Venerians and demanded more of it. Incumbents of political offices to be succeeded were forced to resign, and the new order began. An enthusiastic President assembled a new Cabinet, and was immediately besieged by the diplomats of the principal foreign countries, who wished that they, too, might set up friendly relations with the Venerians. In Congress assembled, the new Representatives of a grateful nation passed their first resolution to the effect that, as far as they knew, America was ready to entertain its friends from the second planet.


  The Venerians declined. While it was no longer necessary to postpone their friendly visits for fear of their own ultimate safety, it was felt by the Committee on Venus that a still further evidence of good faith on the part of the earth would, in the end, work to the ultimate good of both races. They made suggestions, and these suggestions were followed.


  By special action of governmental authorities, Jim was granted an exclusive patent on his interference eliminator within a week. This was promptly assigned to the Union Electric Company and the manufacture of a limited number of super-sensitive radio receivers was begun with the closest regulation. These original sets were for political uses only, and, through them, the Venerians trained a selected corps of prosecuting attorneys, police officials, and judges in the art of mind reading, to be used in the detection of criminals and others operating to the detriment of the public welfare. They accomplished marvelous results, yet they were not overworked. They were delighted to learn that the crime business was on the wane.


  TWO psychology professors, volunteers from a university of high standing, received special training in the art of operating the machines for giving electro-therapeutic treatment to criminals. Such a machine was delivered to them, and, by special dispensation of Congress, they commenced the rounds of the prisons. In a few months, all prisons were emptied, and only a few of the convicts died under the treatment. The machine and the two professors were then loaned to Canada, afterwards to be loaned on other continents. Most of the prisoners discharged found themselves able to take their places in the world’s affairs with unimpaired ability. Only those hardened criminals who, by nature, had never been capable of anything else had their initiative removed by the treatment and were thus changed to a new class of reliable and trustworthy unskilled laborers. The citizens of the United States accepted the two new classes with kindness, even as they began to feel the effects of the powerful thought machine, radiating thought energy with philanthropic modulation, located in the frozen Arctic wastes, and cleverly concealed there.


  Diplomats from all over the world gathered in Washington and began the labor of forming a new government, to be known as “The United Nations of Planet Three”.


  At length the World thrilled to the announcement that the Venerians were coming. A dozen space ships were flashing through space, loaded with scientific equipment, articles of trade, and passengers. One ship contained passengers only, these numbering two hundred men and women. Some would return to Venus, but, for the most part, the list was made up of Venerian citizens who expected to remain on earth from one to five years. There were scientific leaders, educational leaders, and a corps of diplomats who expected to set up embassies in Washington, to serve the Americas, and in London, to serve the rest of the World. The passenger list or the purpose of the Number 6, commanded by Amoor, was not disclosed.


  Inasmuch as the usual airport facilities were not required for the Venerian space ships, they were to land at the great football stadium at Fittsburgh in order that the tremendous crowds anticipated might be more easily handled. The day of arrival found it filled to overflowing with an orderly but intensely excited crowd.


  THE field itself was clear of all persons except the reception committees. There were two of these. The first consisted of three persons: Jim and Madge, accompanied by S. M. Watts. When these three had done the first honors, the second committee, composed of numerous city, state, and national notables, were to extend to the visitors the nation’s welcome.


  Twelve faint discs of light in the sky announced the near arrival of the space cruisers, and the crowd began to cheer. The cheer grew to a lusty roar that rent the air and paralyzed throats as the twelve ships arrived and circled the stadium slowly at a low elevation.


  Eleven of the cruisers took up an oval formation above the tiers of seats, noses pointing inward, while the twelfth, the Number 6, descended in the center of the field. A nervous chauffeur raced the car bearing Jim, Madge, and Watts to meet it.


  A detail that bothered Jim some in his speculations regarding the handling of the cruiser when landing on a field with no mooring masts was quickly solved. With the bottom of the hull barely a foot off of the ground the cruiser stopped its descent. From four points, two near the nose, and two near the tail, legs extended like hydraulic rams, each carrying at its extremity an outer section of the hull about a yard square. These yard square sections were carried on swivel joints and made a flat contact with the ground. They had no sooner leveled off than two vertical rays of pale white light emanating from the top of the cruiser betrayed the operation of rocket tubes whose force served to anchor the weight-neutralized ship on its footings.


  From a point near the middle of the hull, and on a level with the ports, another section of the hull was seen to recede inward several inches and then to disappear upward like the cover of a roll-top desk. A figure appeared there and lowered a ladder to the ground. A-daven and Alva-rado descended this ladder, to be followed a few moments later by Amoor, commander of the cruiser, while Jim, Madge, and Watts made their way to meet them.


  INTRODUCTIONS were not necessary between A-daven, Madge, Jim, and Alva-rado, and the others, while hardly necessary, were quickly made.


  Madge occupied herself in a bubbling conversation with Alva-rado, Jim with A-daven, and Watts with Amoor. In a moment or two, however, the conversation became common to all.


  “Did you have much planned for us?” asked A-daven. “We are certain we shall appreciate your program to the fullest, but we have a program planned for your benefit, also. Perhaps we had better mention it now before we go ahead, so that we may iron out any conflicts.”


  “Madge and I have thought about the matter a great deal,” responded Jim, “and we offer you our proposed entertainment and reception with a bit of misgiving. There are no precedents for us to follow in entertaining visitors from another world, you know, to give us a lead as to what would be the most appropriate. We finally decided that, you being willing, we should like to be a bit selfish; to keep ourselves as separate as possible from the throngs, excepting possibly the big reception to-night. We should attend that, I think. If you like, we shall attend them all, not only here but in several other cities, but, if you had rather not, we thought we might leave the receptions to the diplomats. In the latter case, we planned to slip away incognito to visit various beauty spots and resorts on this continent. By so doing, we hoped to secure a certain degree of privacy which we could use to build up that friendship between us that we feel is only started. The sights and beauty spots we can show you might not be so much compared with yours on Venus, but, even at that, we would at least have the privacy I spoke of.”


  A-daven and Alva-rado smiled happily.


  “We’ll go to the first reception,” returned A-daven. “After that, your plans suit us wonderfully, and we shall leave the reception to the diplomats, as you suggest. Perhaps we may be able to work out our two plans together in the initial stages.


  “YOU will remember that we proposed to outfit a scientific laboratory for you? And that we also proposed to give you a course of training in our advanced science, that would make the laboratory all the more valuable to you? One of the cruisers above us has the equipment for that laboratory aboard it. It will take a year to build it, and it will take slightly over a year to give you that course of training. The training can best be given on our own planet, Venus, so we offer to transport you to our planet for that period as our guests and as our first visitors from earth.” Madge bubbled over and interrupted A-daven.


  “Oh, how marvelously wonderful!” she breathed. “Out in space to Venus, and circle the moon on the way! Jim, aren’t you thrilled?”


  “I am that!”


  “Then how is this idea,” resumed A-daven. “We shall attend the reception to-night, and as soon as we can thereafter, we shall slip away in the Number 6 with Amoor. It has been reserved especially for us, and the four of us will be the only ones aboard aside from Amoor—you’ll like him—and his crew. We shall sail over some of these beauty spots you want to see, then set out for Venus via the moon, and take our time. The only thing we need wait on is to put aboard a stock of your earth foods, for I am afraid you would tire of ours very shortly.”


  “I’ll take care of getting the food,” put in Watts. “You young folks can enjoy yourselves better by not having to worry about that.”


  Something in Watts’ voice reminded Jim of his responsibilities.


  His face now clouded with disappointment.


  “I am sorry, but I forgot for the moment,” he said. “A-daven, as you know, Mr. Watts has been of tremendous assistance to me, and I can’t leave him in the lurch. In the last few months I haven’t had such a great deal to do in promoting the recent political upheaval, considering the great assistance I got from your people in picking candidates and the way ‘The Thinkers’ handled their work, so I have done considerable work earning my pay as a consulting engineer for the Union Electric Company. There are several things going on right now of importance, and if I leave for a year or so just at this time it will mean serious delay and a considerable loss for the Company.”


  “THAT is true enough, Jim,” replied Watts. “We stand to lose, but, on the other hand, you have helped us enough to compensate for it, and when you return, you may help us a great deal more. I think you have earned what the Venerians propose.”


  “I think we can take care of that satisfactorily,” said A-daven. “My youth may seem to deny it, but, nevertheless, I am Assistant Chief Electrical Engineer for ‘The Electric Works’ of our planet. We have only one such organization, and consequently it is a giant in size compared to yours, with branches on all continents. I have a large corps of assistants, and we have brought one along to do Jim’s work in his absence. Jim will have to apply himself diligently to take his place when he returns, if he wishes to do so. Your developments need not suffer.” That Watts was vastly relieved was quite evident.


  Jim smiled in relief.


  “I see I was right, and you are an electrical engineer at that. Then what were you doing on the original Search Details?”


  “Just pastime, until I ran across you on the threshold of your invention, when I spent more time on it.”


  “Pardon me, but we are making all these people wait,” interrupted Alva-rado.


  Signals were given; the passenger ships descended; and reception committee, number two, advanced to meet its guests. Amoor and Watts joined the second contingent, while Madge, Jim, Alva-rado, and A-daven picked their way across and off of the field and away from the stadium in Jim’s car.


  “LET them introduce themselves,” laughed A-daven. He was seated between Alva-rado and Jim, and the latter, out of the corner of his eye, noted that his hand softly sought out the hand of Alva-rado as they settled back for their first ride in an earth-made conveyance.


  “You two have been holding out on us for a long time,” protested Jim. “There is no time like the present to start telling us what’s what and why, and getting started on that friendship.”


  “We have been holding out on ourselves, too, Jim,” replied Alva-rado. “On Venus we have a ceremony of marriage much like yours, and A-daven and I are going to be the principal actors in one shortly after we return. We have waited for some time in order that you and Madge might serve as best man and matron of honor, if you will.”


  “Will we?” exclaimed Madge and Jim in unison. “I’ll say we will.”


  They laughed together, and thus really began a friendship that was known and admired and talked about the two planets over, and became symbolical of the tie that bound the two worlds in a state of harmony, each assisting the other, as the new era of time began.


  THE END


  [*] The radius of the orbit of the planet Venus being 67,000,000 miles, and that of earth being 93,000,000 miles, it is of course possible for the two planets to be separated by an approximate distance of from 26,000,000 miles to 160,000,000 miles, the two orbits being very nearly in the same plane.


  COSMOS: CHAPTER 17 - ARMAGEDDON IN SPACE


  Edmond Hamilton


  Chapter 17 - Armageddon in Space


  Ferdinand Stone sprang forward quickly as he and Alan Martin, Flight Director of the Earth Fleet, saw in the visiplate of their flagship, the Washington, the strange little approaching ship.


  “Better order our beamers to stand ready to blast that craft,” Stone advised. “It may be another trick of the robots.”


  “No, wait,” Alan Martin said, peering keenly into the instrument. “I’ve seen that ship before.”


  “It’s Dos-Tev’s little ship!” he exclaimed a moment later. “I saw it when we attended the Copernicus conference.”


  He turned swiftly to Captain Malcolm. “Something’s wrong. We’ve got to contact that craft at once.”


  The grizzled veteran instantly barked orders into the communication-phones and the great Washington rapidly changed its course and speed in space to allow the little craft to come alongside.


  Ferdinand Stone, meanwhile, had been watching the craft’s progress in the visiplate, and now breathed an exclamation of wonder.


  “Great heavens, they’re using at least six gravities deceleration! They must all be dead long ago from the terrific effects.”


  Within a few minutes the little cigar-shaped ship of Dos-Tev and the huge dirigible-like bulk of the Washington were driving side by side in space. Attractive beams stabbed out from the flagship’s side and drew the strange little craft quickly to it.


  Down in the airlocks of the boat-deck, Marin and Ferdinand Stone and Captain Malcolm waited tensely as the crew of the flagship sought to enter the little craft which was now attached hermetically to the great ship.


  A sweating junior officer emerged from the knot of men and saluted to Alan Martin. “We can’t open its space-door from outside, sir. And they must all be dead inside, for no one has tried to open it from within.”


  “It’s opening now!” came a sharp cry from one of the men at that moment.


  Martin and the others sprang forward. The round door of the little ship was turning, with infinite slowness. Inch by inch its rim went round, protruding further out each turn.


  Then suddenly the screwing stopped, and the door was slowly swung open on its hinges, by a shaking hand. The watching earthmen were as tho frozen as they saw a quivering, swaying shape rise painfully inside the door, and crawl out into the airlock.


  His body racked, crushed and broken by the terrific effect of the unusual deceleration, Dos-Tev’s face was a mask of appalling agony thru which his eyes glittered with unearthly, superhuman determination.


  Not one of the earthmen could have spoken in that moment had their lives depended on it. Then Dos-Tev’s voice sounded.


  A high, shrill, pain-taut rasp, his words came as tho by more than human effort, his eye’s holding Alan Martin’s.


  “Ay-Artz—nearing edge of solar system now! Will come in past Pluto—”


  The awful rasp faltered, as the racked body swayed, then more words came: “Ay-Artz has—has mightier weapons—than you think. Destroy him utterly, or he will—he will destroy your system.”


  Then into the agonized voice of Dos-Tev came a strange change. Pride and triumph flamed in it, beating back the pain.


  Slowly, stiffly, incredibly, that crushed body raised itself erect before the eyes of the watchers. For a breathless moment Dos-Tev stood at full height.


  His eyes distended, his face flaming, he shook his clenched fist out toward the enemy he could not see.


  “Do you hear me, Ay-Atrz? Dos-Tev still rules!”


  He crashed to the floor like a fallen tree a moment later, and lay still.


  Released from the spell that had bound them, Martin and the others sprang forward.


  “Dead!” exclaimed Ferdinand Stone. “God in heaven, the man must have been all will to live like that long enough to give us his word.”


  “The others in the craft are both dead, sir,” reported a white-faced officer to Martin.


  Martin jumped to his feet from where he had been stooping over the dead form.


  “Dos-Tev has done us his last and greatest service,” he said. “Now we of the solar system must fight without aid of anyone.”


  “Ay-Artz is at this moment nearing the system, and will have entered it before we can meet him. The battle we’ve been expecting these many months is on us.”


  His voice blared to Captain Malcolm. “Order a course laid for Pluto. Our fleet is to head there at the utmost speed that we can stand and live!”


  Within minutes the hundred great battleships of the Earth Fleet, in open space formation of three columns, were blasting outward on the course broadcast by the computers.


  In the bridge room of the flagship, Alan Martin hurried to the visiphone, to call the commanders of the five other fleets of the solar system forces.


  His first call was to Venus, and in a few moment the handsome face and steel blue eyes of Zinlo, Torrogo of Olba and commander of the Venusian fleet, looked out of the visiplate at him.


  “Martin speaking,” rapped the Flight Director. “The force of Ay-Artz is nearing the system, and all the solar system forces are to rendezvous near Neptune.”


  He gave the coordinates of the appointed rendezvous. “You will need to depart instantly. Your ships are ready?”


  The steel blue eyes flashed hard light as Zinlo gripped the hilt of his scarbo.


  “By Thorth, they’re coming at last?” he cried. “Good! The ships of Venus sail in ten minutes!”


  The hairy, unhuman face of Fax Gatola of Mars was next to confront Martin.


  When Martin gave him the word, the Martian’s little oval eyes too gleamed with the light of battle.


  “We will be there before you of Earth,” he promised. “My warriors have been lusting for this fight.”


  The Flight Director’s next call was to Callisto, and there the leonine head of Parlece was flung back abruptly as he heard the call.


  “My children and their ships will follow me to the rendezvous instantly!”


  “So far, so good,” muttered Martin, his keen face taut. “Fifty ships from each of those three planets and our own hundred make two hundred and fifty we’re sure of.


  “But what’s the matter?” he exclaimed a moment later as he waited for the visiphone. “Why haven’t they given me a connection with the Saturnians?”


  The voice of the Washington’s communications officer intruded quickly.


  “The Saturnian fleet is not on Saturn, sir! We called then there but they only know the fleet encountered trouble out in space, and stopped communicating suddenly.”


  Alan Martin turned to Ferdinand Stone, his eyes suddenly foreboding.


  “Something’s wrong there, then! What could have happened to the Saturnians?”


  Stone shook his gray head. “They may have been sent off on a wrong course as we were, and destroyed.”


  Martin’s jaw set. “I’ll call up Neptune and warn it’s fleet before we try to trace the Saturnians.”


  But that attempt too proved fruitless. Neptune could report only that its fleet, like the Saturnian one, had left the planet, reported danger, and then suddenly stopped communicating.


  Alan Martin strode to and fro in the bridge-room nervously. Stone watched him calmly, seemingly unperturbed.


  Martin turned suddenly. “We can’t afford to lose those two forces!” he exclaimed. “An essential part of our fleet!”


  At that moment came the excited voice of the communications officer.


  “Call coming from someone off Jupiter, sir! It seems to be a Saturnian.”


  “Put him on, quick,” Martin directed.


  In a moment the grotesque shape of a Saturnian appeared in the visiplate, the jell of his weird body flaming green with excitement.


  “I am Kama-Loo, now commanding the Saturnian fleet,” he reported. “Pross Mere-Mer is dead, and we Saturnians have just saved the Neptunian contingent from falling into the red spot on Jupiter.”


  Quickly he related what had happened. And when he heard Martin’s quick words, his jell went black with emotion.


  “The enemy is that close? But I must tell Steepa, the Neptunian leader.”


  “Never mind, I’ll tell him myself,” Martin answered.


  In a moment the gaseous form of the Neptunian replaced the Saturnian in the visiplate.


  “Ay-Artz and his twenty ships must be very close now to the edge of the system,” Martin said rapidly. “See if you can project a visibeam that will disclose him—comb the whole quadrant outside Pluto.”


  “Very well, we’ll try it,” Steepa answered, and clicked off the screen for the time being.


  Martin waited nervously. Ten minutes later the Neptunian re-appeared.


  “We have located the enemy, but cannot see him. He has force-screens out that make his position just a blank in space as far as our visibeams are concerned.”


  “All right, follow the position of that blank,” Martin ordered. “Give me the coordinates of his present position, then wait with the Saturnians at the rendezvous until we all arrive.”


  When the Neptunian had complied, and vanished, Martin studied the coordinates given for a few moments. Then he turned to Ferdinand Stone, his face drawn with anxiety.


  “Ay-Artz is closer that I imagined! We’ll barely have time to rendezvous off Neptune before he’ll be coming in past Pluto.”


  His eyes narrowed. “And when we do meet him, what then? Somehow I have an awful feeling that we are simply struggling against the inevitable, that he will brush us aside like flies.”


  Ferdinand Stone shrugged. “It may very well be that he will. But we’ll make him aware that flies can sting before he accomplishes it.


  “Brace up, boy,” he added, putting his hand on Martin’s shoulder. “You are feeling the responsibility of the coming battle, of this leadership of yours in it, and that makes you gloomy.


  “After all, even if Ay-Artz’s ships are super-powerful, there are only twenty of them. And we have two hundred and fifty.”


  “Yes, I know,” Martin said broodingly, “but I can’t forget Dos-Tev’s dying words. ‘Ay-Artz has mightier weapons than you think’.”


  “If the fight were only on even terms, I’d not be so afraid, for the crews of our two hundred and fifty ships are fighters all and will fight like demons for their solar system. But if the enemy unlooses wholly new forces on us—”


  “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Ferdinand Stone said calmly. “Meanwhile, we’re certainly making time. We’ll soon be crossing the orbit of Venus at this rate.”


  With the great Washington in the van, the three columns of the Earth Fleet were hurling themselves away from the sun at the highest possible velocity. Far ahead of them in the black of space burned the tiny green speck of Neptune, their present goal.


  On and on thru the spaces of the solar system raced the armada of Earth. And far ahead of them, they knew, the fleets of Venus and Mars and Callisto were hurtling out toward the rendezvous also. Two hundred and fifty mighty battleships of space, speeding out to join the others for the great battle that was to decide the fate of the system.


  They roared past the orbit of Venus, and soon past the orbit of Earth, too. Crushed by the terrific speed they were maintaining, drawing each breath in pain, still the men and officers of the Earth Fleet could not without emotion watch the gray old sphere of earth and its shining little moon drop behind. Every heart hardened in resolve to save that world and the others from the alien invader.


  As they crossed Mars’ orbit, and started the ticklish passage of the dangerous asteroidal zone, Alan Martin kept in constant visiphone contact with the fleets ahead. Already the Callistans had come up to the rendezvous where the Saturnians and Neptunians waited, he learned. And the Neptunians reported Ay-Artz’s forces now decelerating speed as they approached Pluto.


  Martin could not rid himself of the feeling of impending disaster. As Ferdinand Stone had said, he felt the awful weight of such responsibility as had never before rested on any being in the solar system. For on Martin, Flight Director of the solar system forces, rested the destiny of the system itself.


  All that had been accomplished so far, the epic flight of Dos-Tev to bring warning to the system, the herculean preparations that had been made on Mars and Callisto and Venus and Saturn and Neptune, the awful struggle against the robots of Earth and against that weird, ghastly thing that had laired inside the moon—all this was lost if he now mishandled the forces in the coming battle.


  Soon the Earth Fleet was racing close past Saturn, the colossal ringed planet slowly dropping behind on their left.


  Beyond in the black gloom glittered the green-gleaming little globes of Uranus and Neptune, and farther beyond, and on a different plane, the dim, dark spot of Pluto, their revolutions having brought the four outer planets in the same quarter.


  Martin, gazing ahead with Ferdinand Stone, turned as the face of Fax Gatola appeared in the visiplate.


  “Martian Fleet reports arrival at the rendezvous,” the Martian told him. “The Callistans have arrived also.”


  “Good! Lay there in space formation until the Venusians and our own contingent join up with you,” Alan Martin ordered.


  He called the Neptunian leader again. “The position of Ay-Artz’s forces now?”


  “They will be coming in past Pluto by the time you reach the rendezvous,” Steepa replied.


  “Then we’ll meet then between Neptune and Pluto,” Martin said. “Keep your visibeams on them constantly.”


  Moon-encircled Uranus dropped behind them now. And as they drew nearer the green sphere of Neptune, the Earth Fleet began to decelerate the terrific speed that had brought them across the system.


  By the time they were close to Neptune, its emerald disc filling half the heavens, the Venusians had joined the assembled forces. Slower moved the Earth Fleet, until ahead of it appeared a flat swarm of metallic object, in five rough divisions. The five fleets, awaiting the sister-fleet from Earth.


  The Earth Fleet drove over them in space, slowed until it floated without motion in respect to the others.


  Steepa reported instantly by visiphone, “The enemy has passed Pluto. And now they’re open to our visibeams.”


  “That’s right, Martin!” exclaimed Ferdinand Stone. “Look here!”


  In the plate connected to their projected visibeams, could be seen twenty colossal, silvery objects of cylindrical shape rushing thru space.


  These cylinder ships of Ay-Artz, Martin saw at once, were so huge as to make his own battleships seem puny. They were advancing in a compact triangular group, passing dark, icy Pluto.


  “They’ve cut off their visibeam screens, they’re letting us see them purposely,” Martin muttered. “Does that mean they want us to find them and fight them?


  “What does Ay-Artz have up his sleeve, anyway? He must be able to see that, big as his ships are, our forces are stronger.”


  He shook loose from that clinging foreboding, and rapidly gave order for disposition of his forces.


  “We will advance to meet the enemy in formation of five columns,” he snapped. “Assume that formation, a thousand-mile interval between ships.”


  Quickly the dirigible-like battleships ranked up as he ordered, the Earth Fleet forming two columns, the other fleets each one column.


  They waited for the order. And there came to them again Martin’s voice, deep, a little tremor in it.


  “You all know what depends on this fight. I do not have to exhort you to fight to the last of your strength.


  “But I do wish to emphasize that my orders must be obeyed instantly as received. Only by doing so can we smash Ay-Artz.”


  Then, with a long breath, Alan Martin spoke the single word, “Advance!”


  Propulsion tubes blasted white atomic fire as two hundred and fifty great battleships of space leaped forward thru the void as one.


  In their formation of five columns they roared toward the oncoming enemy. Above the formation of columns flew the flagship, the Washington, from which Alan Martin peered tautly ahead, Captain Malcolm and Ferdinand Stone tense by his side.


  The visibeams showed the fleet of Ay-Artz much closer. When a brief time, the twenty monster ships would be in sight to the unaided eye.


  Martin snapped, “Scout squadrons ahead!”


  Out from the head of each of the five columns dashed the assigned Scout squadrons, fifty of the swiftest ships.


  They flashed ahead of the main fleet, spread out in a broad fan before it, with flankers out on either side and above and below.


  That Ay-Artz was using his own visibeams was instantly made apparent by the spectacle of three of his own mighty ships dashing out ahead of the others.


  “Use your torpedoes on those three ships as soon as you come within range,” Martin ordered his scouts. “If they have no effect, engage directly with beams but break off at once when I order.”


  To Ferdinand Stone he added swiftly, “If we press those three ships hard enough, it may make Ay-Artz show his hand.”


  A moment later came report from the scouts, “We are in range, sir, but torpedoes prove ineffective. We are about to engage with beams.”


  “He’d naturally have screens out to ward off torpedoes,” Ferdinand Stone commented. “We’ll see what beams can do.”


  “There they go now—they’re fighting!” cried Captain Malcolm, pointing thru the bridge-room windows.


  Far ahead in the black vault, little spurts and flickers of light were stabbing and dying all along a broad horizontal line.


  They whirled to the visiplate, and on it the distant battle leaped clear and close to their eyes.


  The fifty scouts had dashed forward upon the three monster cylinders of Ay-Artz’s van, and were savagely attacking them with every possible beam.


  Like sharks hanging upon three great whales, the scouts pressed as close to the cylinders as their force-screens would permit, pouring terrific concentrated forces upon them in an effort to smash thru their protection.


  The ships of Ay-Artz answered! Long beams and broad fans of force slashed and sliced the attacking ships. Seven or eight of the scouts had already perished, but had not yet managed to break down the protective screens of the cylinders.


  But now the seventeen other monster cylinders raced forward as tho to succor their hard-pressed comrades.


  Instantly Martin gave order for the scouts to give over the attack.


  “Rejoin main body at once!” he ordered.


  As the scouts raced back, Martin turned a moment to his companions.


  “In a few minutes our main body will meet the enemy,” he said. “I am going to have half our forces hold back until we have engaged with the rest.”


  “Bad strategy to divide our forces now, sir!” warned grizzled Captain Malcolm.


  “I still think Ay-Artz is trying to trick us,” Martin rejoined. “I daren’t risk all our ships until we know for sure.


  “He’s used nothing new so far but that may only be to lure our main body within reach. If we could only find out whether he had any unknown weapons!”


  “We can try to get into one of his ships with a visibeam,” Ferdinand Stone suggested swiftly. “If we put enough power behind it, we might be able to drive it thru his screens.”


  “All right, try it but be quick!” Martin urged. “In a few minutes we’ll be meeting them.”


  All the power of the Washington’s mighty generators was momentarily turned into a visibeam that stabbed toward the foremost of the approaching cylinders.


  But tho the terrific power of the beam drove it thru the cylinder’s protective screens, it failed to penetrate the outer, silver-like skin of the cylinder itself.


  “No use, he’s got a skin on his ships absolutely proof to any visibeam we can project!” Stone exclaimed.


  “Then I’ve got to follow my plan of dividing forces,” Martin said.


  He gave his orders rapidly. “Columns divide in half, two columns of twenty five for each fleet, four columns for Earth fleet. Five columns stay back as reserves. Attacking division will form up in ten parallel columns.”


  In response, the hundred and twenty-five designated ships dashed forward ahead of the others, forming as ordered.


  They raced forward to come to grips with the enemy, and Martin saw the twenty huge ships expand into a broad line to meet them.


  His own ship, the Washington, led the Earth forces of his right wing. Alan Martin set his teeth as he saw the onrushing cylinders of Ay-Artz take form in the black gloom ahead.


  The two armadas met. Immediately there was fighting all along their line of contact, the smaller ships of the solar system curving around the monster cylinders and loosing their beams and torpedoes, while the cylinders replied in kind.


  The blackness of space was slashed by the vicious flare of the deadly beams, striving to pierce the defensive screens, and by the flashing explosions of torpedoes.


  Captain Malcolm, commanding the Washington in the battle, had swooped with a half-dozen other Earth battleships upon the cylinder at the end of the enemy line. He shouted orders for his beamers to concentrate their rays upon one portion of the cylinder’s screens, in an endeavor to break thru them.


  Alan Martin and Ferdinand Stone, gripping the edge of the visiphone plate as the Washington pressed forward, saw the huge cylinder looming only dimly thru the blinding dance and flare of the forces loosed upon it. The flagship reeled and quivered constantly from the shuddering recoil of its auxiliary guns.


  The cylinder replied viciously to the attack, its beams cutting out and searching for its attackers. One of the Earth ships near the flagship, its defensive screens faltering for a moment, was smashed into metallic rags by those beams instantly.


  In the flaring hell of this hot struggle at the end of the line, Martin did not lose touch with his forces as a whole. His visiplate showed him the battle all along the line.


  Hard fighting had developed on the left wing, and Fax Gatola’s Martians were being roughly handled by three or four of the monster craft there. The Martians had already lost a dozen ships but were hanging grimly on, pounding their huge antagonists with every force they could release.


  Martin snapped an order and the Callistans extended their line a little to the left, relieving the Martians of the attack of one of the cylinders they faced. But Parcele’s forces, in turn, began to feel the brunt of Ay-Artz’s attack.


  “They’ve not sprung any surprises on us, Martin,” exclaimed Ferdinand Stone. “If we don’t bring up the rest of our forces now, we might as well quit.”


  Alan Martin nodded. “If Ay-Artz had anything up his sleeve, he’d surely have revealed if by now.”


  Martin now proceeded to unloose his forces in his main attack.


  He ordered the waiting reserves to come up and fall with him on the enemy’s left wing.


  The Martians and Callistans were to continue the unequal battle along the rest of the line while Martin attempted to crush the end of Ay-Artz’s line by a sudden onslaught of immense forces.


  The waiting reserves had been chafing to join the battle, and now dashed forward at top speed.


  Before the enemy was aware of the maneuver, the two hundred great ships bore down upon the left wing thru the blinding haze of battle, and then the system’s forces were falling upon the four cylinders at that wing.


  Space almost instantly seemed choked with attacking ships around the big cylinders. Some seventy or eighty ships concentrated on each of the two end cylinders, and as their beams drove at the two craft, it was target for unthinkable torrents of vibratory force.


  No defensive screens could withstand such forces, and the screens of the cylinders gave way. With the swiftness of light, there flashed thru a storm of beams and torpedoes that smashed, rended, crumpled up and exploded the cylinders into tiny fragments.


  “Two gone!” Captain Malcolm cried. “By heaven, we’re going to beat them!”


  “Concentrate attack on the next two cylinders!” Alan Martin cried into the visiphone to the exultant forces.


  Then suddenly he cried, “Wait! Wait—”


  For with the unexpected destruction of two of his cylinders, Ay Artz had finally unmasked his real attack.


  Out from every one of his cylinders there stole pale, ghostly beams so dim as to be hardly visible.


  The ghostly fingers of light passed thru the defensive screens of the solar system’s forces as tho they did not exist, and touched a score of ships.


  Instantly those ships puffed into blinding flares of light—and vanished. And were other ships were close to them, they too were caught by the flare, and puffed out in dazzling flashes.


  “It’s Ay-Artz’s real weapon!” Martin yelled. “Disengage battle and retreat at once!”


  Puff! Puff!—blinding flares now were leaping and dancing destroyingly along the solar system’s line as the ghostly fingers of death reached and touched more and more ships.


  Zinlo’s Venusians were all but annihilated, thirty ships flashing into nothingness in a heartbeat. A quarter of the rest of the fleet were annihilated, before they could obey Martin’s frantic order to break off the fight.


  They zoomed up in space at a dizzy angle, Saturnians, Neptunians, Earth ships and others mixed together in the mad recoil from the death being loosed upon them.


  The cylinders made no attempt to follow. And high overhead, as Alan Martin reformed his shattered forces, he found that two fifths of his entire armada had been wiped from existence.


  “Great heavens, what was that!” cried Captain Malcolm. “It was like no beam ever heard of—simply whiffed ships out of existence in a flash.”


  “I knew Ay-Artz was trying to trap us!” Martin cried. “Remember Dos-Tev’s dying words.”


  Ferdinand Stone said excitedly, “Martin, that ghostly beam he uses must be one that transmutes the atoms of whatever matter it touches into pure force. You know, an atom is simply confined force and that pale beam releases it.


  “And when the atoms touched by the beam explode into force, they touch off the atoms next to them, and so on until all the atoms on that place of matter are touched off. Just as a whole magazine will go when one bag of powder is fired.”


  “Even ships that weren’t touched by the beam flared and vanished when the flare of other ships struck them!” the captain exclaimed, and Stone nodded.


  “Each ship, melting suddenly into force, flares out for a great area, and touches off anything the flare touches.”


  “However it works, it’s been fatal to us,” Martin told them. “Look, they’re simply disregarding us now.”


  For there far below them in the void, Ay-Artz’s eighteen monster cylinders had again resumed formation and now were calmly moving onward thru space.


  They were moving straight toward the great green disk of Neptune, which filled a whole quarter of space.


  From the visiphone came the suddenly agonized cry of Steepa, the Neptunian leader. “They’re going to land on Neptune, make it their base here! They’ll ravage my world!


  “We’ve got to stop them, sir! We can’t let them destroy my people!”


  Alan Martin looked helplessly at the others. “The Neptunian’s right. We’ve got to prevent that at all costs.”


  “But against those deadly dematerializing beams we’ve not a chance in the world,” Ferdinand Stone protested.


  “Don’t I know that?” said Martin bitterly. “But we’ll fight Ay-Artz while we’ve got a ship left.”


  “Form up in four columns!” his voice flared at the visiphone. “The four divisions will then approach Ay-Artz’s force from different quadrants simultaneously.


  “That will make it a little harder for him to use the dematerializing beams on us,” he said to Stone. “And we may be able to smash more of his cylinders this time.”


  The four columns separated, the Earth Fleet in one, and the decimated Martians and Callistans, with the few battered Venusian ships left, in the other three divisions.


  Martin’s Earth division retained its position above the enemy until the other three columns had sped to different quadrants. Then when all were ready, he gave the order and they dashed again upon the enemy.


  Down like swooping falcons of the void swept the Earth ships toward the cylinders, while from three other directions the three other forces of attackers came in.


  Ay-Artz was ready for them. As they charged, his cylinders swiftly assumed a square formation, the four sides of the square facing the four attacks.


  Again beams and torpedoes choked the void as the attackers dashed upon the invaders. But even before they came within range—Puff! Puff! the solar system ships were flashing and going as Ay-Artz’s pale death fingers searched among them.


  Still the attackers surged bravely forward, hoping to get close enough to concentrate attack on some cylinder and smash its screens. But the death fingers flashed them into nothingness in increasing numbers as they came on.


  Less than sixty ships were now left of the whole solar system fleet. Alan Martin saw the futility of continuing this sacrifice, and gave the order to retreat again. His sixty ships gathered together, the battered, scorched remnants of the proud armada of so short a time before.


  “We’ve shot our bolt!” Captain Malcolm said decisively. “With those deadly dematerializing beams, that can do just what they want to do.”


  “If we only could have beams like those to meet them with!” cried Alan Martin. “Stone, isn’t there any chance of duplicating those beams?”


  Ferdinand Stone shook his head. “Not unless we got a look at the mechanisms that produce them. Then I might be able to duplicate them. But that’s out of the question—our visibeams can’t penetrate the skin of those cylinders, as we found out.”


  “Look, Ay-Artz is landing on Nepture!” cried Captain Malcolm.


  In the visiplates they saw that the invader, leaving four cylinders out in space as guards, was swinging in with his other fourteen cylinders thru the atmosphere of the great green planet.


  The horror that followed was enacted before their stricken eyes in brief moments. Ay-Artz’s cylinders sped around the surface of Neptune and as they sped, rained destruction on its people.


  Using their ordinary vibratory beams, the cylinders smashed the glassite cities of the Neptunians into glittering fragments, crushed their swarming inhabitants beneath the debris, even tore thru the surrounding jungles great lanes of destruction.


  Then the cylinders, having completed their slaughter of the Neptunians, settled down in a spot on the equator of the planet, apparently chosen as a base for the further conquest of the solar system.


  From the visiphone came the agonize voice of Steepa.


  “My people—my cities! Wiped out of existence forever!”


  “Unless I’m mistaken, they’re only the first,” Ferdinand Stone said grimly. “Saturn will probably be visited next by the invaders, when they have established themselves strongly on Neptune.”


  “No!” Martin cried. “By heaven, we’ve still got a chance if we can find out how those dematerializing beams are produced.


  “Listen, this is what we’ll try. We’ll attack one of those four guarding cylinders out in space. Our ships, except this flagship, will endeavor to smash that cylinder’s screens and smash its outer skin.


  “If they succeed in doing that, our flagship, lying off from the battle, will instantly drive a visibeam into the shattered cylinder and get a look at the apparatus that produced the dematerializing beams. Then Doctor Stone may be able to duplicate the apparatus.”


  “It’s a long chance,” Stone muttered. “You’re giving me a big order, even if we do get a visibeam inside.”


  “It’s the one chance left and we’ve got to take it,” Martin replied. “Everybody willing?”


  “Yes, anything to keep the cursed invaders from spreading further!” came the answer.


  “Very well, attack that nearest cylinder at once,” Martin ordered. “Remember, try above all to smash thru the outer skin of the cylinder.”


  The fifty odd ships dashed forward instantly, heading toward the nearest of the four cylinders which cruised out in space around Neptune.


  In mad, headlong attack they dashed at that cylinder, which back in space lay the Washington, Martin and Ferdinand Stone standing ready at the visiplates, the communications men below taut to hurl their strongest visibeam at the cylinder.


  When the ships neared the cylinder, its ghostly fingers reached out and blinding flares edged one another in space as attacking ships went to death. But more than forth remained and these, falling upon the cylinder, smashed loose with every beam and force they possessed at its defensive screens.


  The screens could not stand the terrific fury of this concentrated attack, and gave way. In thru them tore the bolts of force from the attackers, ripping along the side of the silvery cylinder and slicing it cleanly away.


  Instantly the visibeam from the Washington played over the interior of the shattered cylinder. Ferdinand Stone ordered it concentrated on upon a huge cylindrical mechanism that was apparently the generator of the fearful dematerializing beams.


  The visibeam, driving into the interior of the huge mechanism, revealed its every detail to Stone’s piercing eyes. Meanwhile Alan Martin ordered the forty remaining ships to return, as the three other cylinders guarding Neptune were quickly up.


  When the cylinders came up, they immediately turned a pale beam upon their shattered comrade. It vanished in a flash of light.


  Ferdinand Stone cried, “They did that because they must have known we’d have a visibeam on the interior.”


  “Did you see enough?” Alan Martin cried. “Could you build a generator of the dematerializing beams, like that one?”


  “I’m pretty sure I could,” Stone replied. “The generator and its projector, it was evident were not made of matter at all, since the beam generated would have destroyed them, but of captive forces resembling matter to the eye.


  “I could do it, but what would be the use? With one generator, what chance would we have against those seventeen huge cylinders and their equipment?”


  “We’ll have a chance, all right, if we can just build the one generator,” Martin assured him. “But we must be quick.”


  A few hours later, the remnants of the solar system fleet having lain in space that time at the same position, Ferdinand Stone raised a sweating, exhausted face from the interior of a big cylindrical mechanism.


  The mechanism seemed to the eye to be made of solid metal, but in reality was built up of captive forces which would be immune to the beam generated. So was the projector to be used with it.


  “I think that finishes it,” Stone panted. “We’ll try it, anyway.”


  They hooked the generator to the projector and turned on the power. Out into the black vault shot a pale little beam.


  Instantly Martin turned it off. “It works!” he cried. “And with it we can destroy Ay-Artz’s entire forces at one blow!”


  “Are you crazy?” Stone demanded. “We might get one or even two of his cylinders with this, but the rest would get us.”


  “You don’t understand,” Martin told him. “Ay-Artz’s forces are all on Neptune, except the three guarding cylinders cruising close to Neptune.


  “Suppose we run past those guards, and turn this beam on the surface of Neptune itself. What would happen then?”


  Ferdinand Stone went white. “God in heaven! So that’s your idea!”


  “What’s the idea?” demanded Captain Malcolm. “I can’t see that just dematerializing a part of Neptune’s surface would do any good.”


  “It wouldn’t be just a part of Neptune’s surface,” Martin said. “Don’t you remember what Stone said, that when the beam strikes any atoms it touches them off into force, and their out-flash touches off the next atoms, and so on until every atom in that piece of matter explodes into force in one great flash.”


  The captain’s tanned face blanched. “You mean that if you did that, all of Neptune—”


  “All of Neptune would be dematerialized in one tremendous flash, yes!” shouted Martin. “And Ay-Artz and his cylinders and everything else on it would be annihilated, as they annihilated Neptune!”


  Ferdinand Stone caught his arm. “Martin, it would go farther than that. The tremendous out-flash of force from Neptune and its moon would involve Pluto also, and possibly Uranus.


  “Pluto and Uranus, of course, are uninhabited, and their destruction would mean nothing. But if Uranus went, Saturn also would probably go, and that would mean that nothing could save the rest of the solar system.”


  “Do you understand what that means? You’re taking a chance of destroying our whole solar system in one tremendous spreading explosion, by doing this!”


  “I’m willing to take that chance, rather than let Ay-Artz destroy our peoples and conquer the system!” Martin shouted in return.


  “I don’t think the flash will spread beyond Uranus. But even if it does, if all our planets and the sun go, then that’s a better way to end than tamely letting ourselves be conquered and killed!”


  “I say the same!” came the cry of Zinlo, the Venusian, from the visiphone.


  “And I! And I! And I!” cried the Martians and Saturnians and Callistans.


  “And I too,” came the voice of Steepa, the Neptunian, throbbing with hate. “But my ship shall be the ship that carries the generator and looses that dematerializing beam.”


  “Your ship?” repeated Martin. “Don’t you understand that the ship that looses the beam will itself be destroyed in the tremendous out-flash of force?”


  “I do realize it and that is why I demand that we do it,” the Neptunian replied. “Do you think that we few Neptunians who are left desire to outlive our race who are gone forever?”


  “No, we wish to die as they have died, and to die in bringing death upon their slayers. Let us carry the beam!”


  Stone plucked Martin’s sleeve. “It is his right, Martin,” he said simply.


  Within a brief time, the big cylindrical generator had been transferred from the Washington to the ship of Steepa.


  From the visiphone came the voice of Steepa for the last time, as his ship started toward Neptune.


  “Farewell, comrades in arms! We have fought a good fight together. Now you shall see how Neptunians can die.”


  The Neptunian ship was out of sight almost instantly, racing headlong toward the distant green planet.


  Stone caught Martin’s arm. “We’d better retreat as far as Saturn’s orbit,” he warned. “The flash will get us out here, if Uranus goes.”


  They sped back at highest speed until they reached the vicinity of the great ringed planet.


  There, calling a halt in space, Alan Martin and Stone tensely watched by their visibeams the progress of the Neptunians.


  Steepa’s ship had almost reached Neptune by this time. Now they had been sighted by the cruising cylinders on guard around the planet.


  Martin and Stone held their breath as the cylinders darted in pursuit of the Neptunians. Then they saw an act of mad heroism.


  “He’s going to make it—cut the visibeam, quick!” cried Ferdinand Stone, reaching for the switches.


  The plate went blank and Stone sprang for the lead-glass goggles they had used for observation of the sun.


  Even as they clapped the goggles to their eyes, the thing happened.


  Out there in the black of space, the green speck of Neptune suddenly expanded into an awful explosion of blinding light that dazed their optic nerves even thru the opaque goggles.


  The colossal out-flash puffed out in an oval form, the bigger end of the oval marking where Triton, Neptune’s moon, was caught by the flash and added to it.


  Tremendous waves of electrical force flung the watching ships upon their beam ends, made lightning-like violet brushes spray from the metal of their interiors.


  Gripping a stanchion, Alan Martin and Ferdinand Stone watched with blinded eyes that could barely see. The saw the awful puff of light expand fiercely into sudden greater size.


  “Pluto’s gone!” Stone shouted. “It’s coming toward Uranus!”


  The titanic explosion of released force, of hellish light, was expanding toward them, toward the green globe of Uranus and its moons.


  Martin cried out in pain of tortured eyes, and Ferdinand Stone choked out a hoarse exclamation, as the terrific light-flower suddenly bloomed still greater, filling the heavens before them with a sea of raging released force.


  “Uranus went there!” Stone yelled. “Saturn here will be next, and then the rest of the planets!”


  “It won’t reach Saturn—it won’t!” cried Alan Martin as they clung to the side of the wildly-whirling ship.


  The light-flash now completely filled the firmament before them, save only for a narrow rim at the edges of their vision. That rim narrowed further as the colossal out-flash of force reached toward ringed Saturn.


  Closer and close it came, advancing with awful rapidity, its fringe seeming already almost to touch the many-mooned planet’s resplendent rings. At the very brink it paused, burning in space with its edge but a few million miles from the outermost rings.


  Then, sick, blinded, struggling to stand, Alan Martin cried out and pointed.


  It had reached its farthest extent, had just fallen short of touching Saturn, and now was passing as swiftly as it had appeared.


  Back, back, it retreated, withering, dwindling, and then suddenly it was gone. Snapped out of existence, and there in space before the eyes of Stone and Martin was only blackness.


  Pluto was gone, Neptune was gone, Uranus was gone—all gone forever. But gone forever too were Ay-Artz and his cylinders, the menace of dread invasion.


  “God, it’s over,” choked Ferdinand Stone dazedly. “And I thought there it was the end, that Saturn, all the planets, the sun, would go.”


  “But they didn’t, and we’ve won!” came the cry of superhuman triumph from Alan Martin’s sick, shaken body.


  “We of the solar system gambled our system itself on victory. And we won! We won!”


  1935


  PARASITE PLANET


  Stanley G. Weinbaum


  Two humans beat their way through the peculiar—and perilous—Venusian jungle. A masterpiece of fantasy


  LUCKILY for “Ham” Hammond it was mid-winter when the mud-spout came. Mid-winter, that is, in the Venusian sense, which is nothing at all like the conception of the season generally entertained on Earth, except possibly, by dwellers in the hotter regions of the Amazon basin, or the Congo.


  They, perhaps, might form a vague mental picture of winter on Venus by visualizing their hottest summer days, multiplying the heat, discomfort and unpleasant denizens of the jungle by ten or twelve.


  On Venus, as is now well known, the seasons occur alternately in opposite hemispheres, as on the Earth, but with a very important difference. Here, when North America and Europe swelter in summer, it is winter in Australia and Cape Colony and Argentina. It is the northern and southern hemispheres which alternate their seasons.


  But on Venus, very strangely, it is the eastern and western hemispheres, because the seasons of Venus depend, not on inclination to the plane of the ecliptic, but on libration. Venus does not rotate, but keeps the same face always toward the Sun, just as the Moon does toward the earth. One face is forever daylight, and the other forever night, and only along the twilight zone, a strip five hundred miles wide, is human habitation possible, a thin ring of territory circling the planet.


  Toward the sunlit side it verges into the blasting heat of a desert where only a few Venusian creatures live, and on the night edge the strip ends abruptly in the colossal ice barrier produced by the condensation of the upper winds that sweep endlessly from the rising air of the hot hemisphere to cool and sink and rush back again from the cold one.


  The chilling of warm air always produces rain, and at the edge of the darkness the rain freezes to form these great ramparts. What lies beyond, what fantastic forms of life may live in the starless darkness of the frozen face, or whether that region is as dead as the airless Moon—those are mysteries.


  But the slow libration, a ponderous wabbling of the planet from side to side, does produce the effect of seasons. On the lands of the twilight zone, first in one hemisphere and then the other, the cloud-hidden Sun seems to rise gradually for fifteen days, then sink for the same period. It never ascends far, and only near the ice barrier does it seem to touch the horizon; for the libration is only seven degrees, but it is sufficient to produce noticeable fifteen-day seasons.


  But such seasons! In the winter the temperature drops sometimes to a humid but bearable ninety, but, two weeks later, a hundred and forty is a cool day near the torrid edge of the zone. And always, winter and summer, the intermittent rains drip sullenly down to be absorbed by the spongy soil and given back again as sticky, unpleasant, unhealthy steam.


  And that, the vast amount of moisture on Venus, was the greatest surprise of the first human visitors; the clouds had been seen, of course, but the spectroscope denied the presence of water, naturally, since it was analyzing light reflected from the upper cloud surfaces, fifty miles above the planet’s face.


  That abundance of water has strange consequences. There are no seas or oceans on Venus, if we except the probability of vast, silent, and eternally frozen oceans on the sunless side. On the hot hemisphere evaporation is too rapid, and the rivers that flow out of the ice mountains simply diminish and finally vanish, dried up.


  A further consequence is the curiously unstable nature of the land of the twilight zone. Enormous subterranean rivers course invisibly through it, some boiling, some cold as the ice from which they flow. These are the cause of the mud eruptions that make human habitation in the Hotlands such a gamble; a perfectly solid and apparently safe area of soil may be changed suddenly into a boiling sea of mud in which buildings sink and vanish, together, frequently, with their occupants.


  There is no way of predicting these catastrophes; only on the rare outcroppings of bed rock is a structure safe, and so all permanent human settlements cluster about the mountains.


  HAM HAMMOND was a trader. He was one of those adventurous individuals who always appear on the frontiers and fringes of habitable regions. Most of these fall into two classes; they are either reckless daredevils pursuing danger, or outcasts, criminal or otherwise, pursuing either solitude or forgetfulness.


  Ham Hammond was neither. He was pursuing no such abstractions, but the good, solid lure of wealth. He was, in fact, trading with the natives for the spore-pods of the Venusian plant xixtchil, from which terrestrial chemists would extract trihydroxyl-tertiary-tolunitrile-beta-anthraquinone, the xixtline or triple-T-B-A that was so effective in rejuvenation treatments.


  Ham was young and sometimes wondered why rich old men—and women—would pay such tremendous prices for a few more years of virility, especially as the treatments didn’t actually increase the span of life, but just produced a sort of temporary and synthetic youth.


  Gray hair darkened, wrinkles filled out, bald heads grew fuzzy, and then, in a few years, the rejuvenated person was just as dead as he would have been, anyway. But as long as triple-T-B-A commanded a price about equal to its weight in radium, why, Ham was willing to take the gamble to obtain it.


  He had never really expected the mudspout. Of course it was an ever-present danger, but when, staring idly through the window of his shack over the writhing and steaming Venusian plain, he had seen the sudden boiling pools erupting all around, it had come as a shocking surprise.


  For a moment he was paralyzed; then he sprang into immediate and frantic action. He pulled on his enveloping suit of rubberlike transkin; he strapped the great bowls of mudshoes to his feet; he tied the precious bag of spore-pods to his shoulders, packed some food, and then burst into the open.


  The ground was still semisolid, but even as he watched, the black soil boiled out around the metal walls of the shack, the cube tilted a trifle, and then sank deliberately from sight, and the mud sucked and gurgled as it closed gently above the spot.


  Ham caught himself. One couldn’t stand still in the midst of a mudspout, even with the bowllike mudshoes as support. Once let the viscous stuff flow over the rim and the luckless victim was trapped; he couldn’t raise his foot against the suction, and first slowly, then more quickly, he’d follow the shack.


  So Ham started off over the boiling swamp, walking with the peculiar sliding motion he had learned by much practice, never raising the mudshoes above the surface, but sliding them along, careful that no mud topped the curving rim.


  It was a tiresome motion, but absolutely necessary. He slid along as if on snowshoes, bearing west because that was the direction of the dark side, and if he had to walk to safety, he might as well do it in coolness. The area of swamp was unusually large; he covered at least a mile before he attained a slight rise in the ground, and the mudshoes clumped on solid, or nearly solid, soil.


  He was bathed in perspiration; and his transkin suit was hot as a boiler room, but one grows accustomed to that on Venus. He’d have given half his supply of xixtchil pods for the opportunity to open the mask of the suit, to draw a breath of even the steamy and humid Venusian air, but that was impossible; impossible, at least, if he had any inclination to continue living.


  One breath of unfiltered air anywhere near the warm edge of the twilight zone was quick and very painful death; Ham would have drawn in uncounted millions of the spores of those fierce Venusian molds, and they’d have sprouted in furry and nauseating masses in his nostrils, his mouth, his lungs, and eventually in his ears and eyes.


  Breathing them wasn’t even a necessary requirement; once he’d come upon a trader’s body with the molds springing from his flesh. The poor fellow had somehow torn a rip in his transkin suit, and that was enough.


  The situation made eating and drinking in the open a problem on Venus; one had to wait until a rain had precipitated the spores, when it was safe for half an hour or so. Even then the water must have been recently boiled and the food just removed from its can; otherwise, as had happened to Ham more than once, the food was apt to turn abruptly into a fuzzy mass of molds that grew about as fast as the minute hand moved on a clock. A disgusting sight! A disgusting planet!


  THAT last reflection was induced by Ham’s view of the quagmire that had engulfed his shack. The heavier vegetation had gone with it, but already avid and greedy life was emerging, wriggling mud grass and the bulbous fungi called “walking balls.” And all around a million little slimy creatures slithered across the mud, eating each other rapaciously, being torn to bits, and each fragment re-forming to a complete creature.


  A thousand different species, but all the same in one respect; each of them was all appetite. In common with most Venusian beings, they had a multiplicity of both legs and mouths; in fact some of them were little more than blobs of skin split into dozens of hungry mouths, and crawling on a hundred spidery legs.


  All life on Venus is more or less parasitic. Even the plants that draw their nourishment directly from soil and air have also the ability to absorb and digest—and, often enough, to trap—animal food. So fierce is the competition on that humid strip of land between the fire and the ice that one who has never seen it must fail even to imagine it.


  The animal kingdom wars incessantly on itself and the plant world; the vegetable kingdom retaliates, and frequently outdoes the other in the production of monstrous predatory horrors that one would even hesitate to call plant life. A terrible world!


  In the few moments that Ham had paused to look back, ropy creepers had already entangled his legs; transkin was impervious, of course, but he had to cut the things away with his knife, and the black, nauseating juices that flowed out of them smeared on his suit and began instantly to grow furry as the molds sprouted. He shuddered.


  “Hell of a place!” Ham growled, stooping to remove his mudshoes, which he slung carefully over his back.


  He slogged away through the writhing vegetation, automatically dodging the awkward thrusts of the Jack Ketch trees as they cast their nooses hopefully toward his arms and head.


  Now and again he passed one that dangled some trapped creature, usually unrecognizable because the molds had enveloped it in a fuzzy shroud, while the tree itself was placidly absorbing victim and molds alike.


  “Horrible place!” Ham muttered, kicked a writhing mass of nameless little vermin from his path.


  He mused; his shack had been situated rather nearer the hot edge of the twilight zone; it was a trifle over two hundred and fifty miles to the shadow line, though of course that varied with the libration. But one couldn’t approach the line too closely, anyway, because of the fierce, almost inconceivable, storms that raged where the hot upper winds encountered the icy blasts of the night side, giving rise to the birth throes of the ice barrier.


  So a hundred and fifty miles due west would be sufficient to bring coolness, to enter a region too temperate for the molds, where he could walk in comparative comfort. And then, not more than fifty miles north, lay the American settlement Erotia, named, obviously, after that troublesome mythical son of Venus, Cupid.


  Intervening, of course, were the ranges of the Mountains of Eternity, not those mighty twenty-mile-high peaks whose summits are occasionally glimpsed by Earthly telescopes, and that forever sunder British Venus from the American possessions, but, even at the point he planned to cross, very respectable mountains indeed. He was on the British side now; not that any one cared. Traders came and went as they pleased.


  Well, that meant about two hundred miles. No reason why he couldn’t make it; he was armed with both automatic and flame-pistol, and water was no problem, if carefully boiled. Under pressure of necessity, one could even eat Venusian life—but it required hunger and thorough cooking and a sturdy stomach.


  It wasn’t the taste so much as the appearance, or so he’d been told. He grimaced; beyond doubt he’d be driven to find out for himself, since his canned food couldn’t possibly last out the trip. Nothing to worry about, Ham kept telling himself. In fact, plenty to be glad about; the xixtchil pods in his pack represented as much wealth as he could have accumulated by ten years of toil back on Earth.


  No danger—and yet, men had vanished on Venus, dozens of them. The molds had claimed them, or some fierce unearthly monster, or perhaps one of the many unknown living horrors, both plant and animal.


  Ham trudged along, keeping always to the clearings about the Jack Ketch trees, since these vegetable omnivores kept other life beyond the reach of their greedy nooses. Elsewhere progress was impossible, for the Venusian jungle presented such a terrific tangle of writhing and struggling forms that one could move only by cutting the way, step by step, with infinite labor.


  Even then there was the danger of Heaven only knew what fanged and venomous creatures whose teeth might pierce the protective membrane of transkin, and a crack in that meant death. Even the unpleasant Jack Ketch trees were preferable company, he reflected, as he slapped their questing lariats aside.


  Six hours after Ham had started his involuntary journey, it rained. He seized the opportunity, found a place where a recent mudspout had cleared the heavier vegetation away, and prepared to eat. First, however, he scooped up some scummy water, filtered it through the screen attached for that purpose to his canteen, and set about sterilizing it.


  Fire was difficult to manage, since dry fuel is rare indeed in the Hotlands of Venus, but Ham tossed a thermide tablet into the liquid, and the chemicals boiled the water instantly, escaping themselves as gases. If the water retained a slight ammoniacal taste—well, that was the least of his discomforts, he mused, as he covered it and set it by to cool.


  He uncapped a can of beans, watched a moment to see that no stray molds had remained in the air to infect the food, then opened the visor of his suit and swallowed hastily. Thereafter he drank the blood-warm water and poured carefully what remained into the water pouch within his transkin, where he could suck it through a tube to his mouth without the deadly exposure to the molds.


  Ten minutes after he had completed the meal, while he rested and longed for the impossible luxury of a cigarette, the fuzzy coat sprang suddenly to life on the remnants of food in the can.


  II.


  AN HOUR later, weary and thoroughly soaked in perspiration, Ham found a Friendly tree, so named by the explorer Burlingame because it is one of the few organisms on Venus sluggish enough to permit one to rest in its branches. So Ham climbed it, found the most comfortable position available, and slept as best he could.


  It was five hours by his wrist watch before he awoke, and the tendrils and little sucking cups of the Friendly tree were fastened all over his transkin. He tore them away very carefully, climbed down, and trudged westward.


  It was after the second rain that he met the doughpot, as the creature is called in British and American Venus. In the French strip, it’s the pot à colle, the “paste pot”; in the Dutch—well, the Dutch are not prudish, and they call the horror just what they think it warrants.


  Actually, the doughpot is a nauseous creature. It’s a mass of white, dough-like protoplasm, ranging in size from a single cell to perhaps twenty tons of mushy filth. It has no fixed form; in fact, it’s merely a mass of de Proust cells—in effect, a disembodied, crawling, hungry cancer.


  It has no organization and no intelligence, nor even any instinct save hunger. It moves in whatever direction food touches its surfaces; when it touches two edible substances, it quietly divides, with the larger portion invariably attacking the greater supply.


  It’s invulnerable to bullets; nothing less than the terrific blast of a flame-pistol will kill it, and then only if the blast destroys every individual cell. It travels over the ground absorbing everything, leaving bare black soil where the ubiquitous molds spring up at once—a noisome, nightmarish creature.


  Ham sprang aside as the doughpot erupted suddenly from the jungle to his right. It couldn’t absorb the transkin, of course, but to be caught in that pasty mess meant quick suffocation. He glared at it disgustedly and was sorely tempted to blast it with his flame-pistol as it slithered past at running speed. He would have, too, but the experienced Venusian frontiersman is very careful with the flame-pistol.


  It has to be charged with a diamond, a cheap black one, of course, but still an item to consider. The crystal, when fired, gives up all its energy in one terrific blast that roars out like a lightning stroke for a hundred yards, incinerating everything in its path.


  The thing rolled by with a sucking and gulping sound. Behind it opened the passage it had cleared; creepers, snake vines, Jack Ketch trees—everything had been swept away down to the humid earth itself, where already the molds were springing up on the slime of the doughpot’s trail.


  The alley led nearly in the direction Ham wanted to travel; he seized the opportunity and strode briskly along, with a wary eye, nevertheless, on the ominous walls of jungle. In ten hours or so the opening would be filled once more with unpleasant life, but for the present it offered a much quicker progress than dodging from one clearing to the next.


  It was five miles up the trail, which was already beginning to sprout inconveniently, that he met the native galloping along on his four short legs, his pincerlike hands shearing a path for him. Ham stopped for a palaver.


  “Murra,” he said.


  The language of the natives of the equatorial regions of the Hotlands is a queer one. It has, perhaps, two hundred words, but when a trader has learned those two hundred, his knowledge of the tongue is but little greater than the man who knows none at all.


  The words are generalized, and each sound has anywhere from a dozen to a hundred meanings. Murra, for instance, is a word of greeting; it may mean something much like “hello,” or “good morning.” It also may convey a challenge—“on guard!” It means besides, “Let’s be friends,” and also, strangely, “Let’s fight this out.”


  It has, morever, certain noun senses; it means peace, it means war, it means courage, and, again, fear. A subtle language; it is only recently that studies of inflection have begun to reveal its nature to human philologists. Yet, after all, perhaps English, with its “to,” “too,” and “two,” its “one,” “won,” “wan,” “wen,” “win,” “when,” and a dozen other similarities, might seem just as strange to Venusian ears, untrained in vowel distinctions.


  Moreover, humans can’t read the expressions of the broad, flat, three-eyed Venusian faces, which in the nature of things must convey a world of information among the natives themselves.


  But this one accepted the intended sense. “Murra,” he responded, pausing. “Usk?” That was, among other things, “Who are you?” or “Where did you come from?” or “Where are you bound?”


  Ham chose the latter sense. He pointed off into the dim west, then raised his hand in an arc to indicate the mountains. “Erotia,” he said. That had but one meaning, at least.


  The native considered this in silence. At last he grunted and volunteered some information. He swept his cutting claw in a gesture west along the trail. “Curky,” he said, and then, “Murra.” The last was farewell; Ham pressed against the wriggling jungle wall to permit him to pass.


  Curky meant, together with twenty other senses, trader. It was the word usually applied to humans, and Ham felt a pleasant anticipation in the prospect of human company. It had been six months since he had heard a human voice other than that on the tiny radio now sunk with his shack.


  TRUE ENOUGH, five miles along the doughpot’s trail Ham emerged suddenly in an area where there had been a recent mudspout. The vegetation was only waist-high, and across the quarter-mile clearing he saw a structure, a trading hut. But far more pretentious than his own iron-walled cubicle; this one boasted three rooms, an unheard-of luxury in the Hotlands, where every ounce had to be laboriously transported by rocket from one of the settlements. That was expensive, almost prohibitive. Traders took a real gamble, and Ham knew he was lucky to have come out so profitably.


  He strode over the still spongy ground. The windows were shaded against the eternal daylight, and the door—the door was locked. This was a violation of the frontier code. One always left doors unlocked; it might mean the salvation of some strayed trader, and not even the most dishonorable would steal from a hut left open for his safety.


  Nor would the natives; no creature is as honest as a Venusian native, who never lies and never steals, though he might, after due warning, kill a trader for his trade goods. But only after a fair warning.


  Ham stood puzzled. At last he kicked and tramped a clear space before the door, sat down against it, and fell to snapping away the numerous and loathsome little creatures that swarmed over his transkin. He waited.


  It wasn’t half an hour before he saw the trader plowing through the clearing—a short, slim fellow; the transkin shaded his face, but Ham could make out large, shadowed eyes. He stood up.


  “Hello!” he said jovially. “Thought I’d drop in for a visit. My name’s Hamilton Hammond—you guess the nickname!”


  The newcomer stopped short, then spoke in a curiously soft and husky voice, with a decidedly English accent. “My guess would be ‘Boiled Pork,’ I fancy.” The tones were cold, unfriendly. “Suppose you step aside and let me in. Good day!”


  Ham felt anger and amazement. “The devil!” he snapped. “You’re a hospitable sort, aren’t you?”


  “No. Not at all.” The other paused at the door. “You’re an American. What are you doing on British soil? Have you a passport?”


  “Since when do you need a passport in the Hotlands?”


  “Trading, aren’t you?” the slim man said sharply. “In other words, poaching. You’ve no rights here. Get on.”


  Ham’s jaw set stubbornly behind his mask. “Rights or none,” he said, “I’m entitled to the consideration of the frontier code. I want a breath of air and a chance to wipe my face, and also a chance to eat. If you open that door I’m coming in after you.”


  An automatic flashed into view. “Do, and you’ll feed the molds.”


  Ham, like all Venusian traders, was of necessity bold, resourceful, and what is called in the States “hard-boiled.” He didn’t flinch, but said in apparent yielding:


  “All right; but listen, all I want is a chance to eat.”


  “Wait for a rain,” said the other coolly and half turned to unlock the door.


  As his eyes shifted, Ham kicked at the revolver; it went spinning against the wall and dropped into the weeds. His opponent snatched for the flame-pistol that still dangled on his hip; Ham caught his wrist in a mighty clutch.


  Instantly the other ceased to struggle, while Ham felt a momentary surprise at the skinny feel of the wrist through its transkin covering.


  “Look here!” he growled. “I want a chance to eat, and I’m going to get it. Unlock that door!”


  He had both wrists now; the fellow seemed curiously delicate. After a moment he nodded, and Ham released one hand. The door opened, and he followed the other in.


  AGAIN, unheard-of magnificence. Solid chairs, a sturdy table, even books, carefully preserved, no doubt, by lycopodium against the ravenous molds that sometimes entered Hotland shacks in spite of screen filters and automatic spray. An automatic spray was going now to destroy any spores that might have entered with the opening door.


  Ham sat down, keeping an eye on the other, whose flame-pistol he had permitted to remain in its holster. He was confident of his ability to outdraw the slim individual, and, besides, who’d risk firing a flame-pistol indoors? It would simply blow out one wall of the building.


  So he set about opening his mask, removing food from his pack, wiping his steaming face, while his companion—or opponent—looked on silently. Ham watched the canned meat for a moment; no molds appeared, and he ate.


  “Why the devil,” he rasped, “don’t you open your visor?” At the other’s silence, he continued: “Afraid I’ll see your face, eh? Well, I’m not interested; I’m no cop.”


  No reply.


  He tried again. “What’s your name?”


  The cool voice sounded: “Burlingame. Pat Burlingame.”


  Ham laughed. “Patrick Burlingame is dead, my friend. I knew him.” No answer. “And if you don’t want to tell your name, at least you needn’t insult the memory of a brave man and a great explorer.”


  “Thank you.” The voice was sardonic. “He was my father.”


  “Another lie. He had no son. He had only a——” Ham paused abruptly; a feeling of consternation swept over him. “Open your visor!” he yelled.


  He saw the lips of the other, dim through the transkin, twitch into a sarcastic smile.


  “Why not?” said the soft voice, and the mask dropped.


  Ham gulped; behind the covering were the delicately modeled features of a girl, with cool gray eyes in a face lovely despite the glistening perspiration on cheeks and forehead.


  The man gulped again. After all, he was a gentleman despite his profession as one of the fierce, adventurous traders of Venus. He was university-educated—an engineer—and only the lure of quick wealth had brought him to the Hotlands.


  “I—I’m sorry,” he stammered.


  “You brave American poachers!” she sneered. “Are all of you so valiant as to force yourselves on women?”


  “But—how could I know? What are you doing in a place like this?”


  “There’s no reason for me to answer your questions, but”—she gestured toward the room beyond—“I’m classifying Hotland flora and fauna. I’m Patricia Burlingame, biologist.”


  He perceived now the jar-enclosed specimens of a laboratory in the next chamber. “But a girl alone in the Hotlands! It’s—it’s reckless!”


  “I didn’t expect to meet any American poachers,” she retorted.


  He flushed. “You needn’t worry about me. I’m going.” He raised his hands to his visor.


  Instantly Patricia snatched an automatic from the table drawer. “You’re going, indeed, Mr. Hamilton Hammond,” she said coolly. “But you’re leaving your xixtchil with me. It’s crown property; you’ve stolen it from British territory, and I’m confiscating it.”


  He stared. “Look here!” he blazed suddenly. “I’ve risked all I have for that xixtchil. If I lose it I’m ruined—busted. I’m not giving it up!”


  “But you are.”


  He dropped his mask and sat down. “Miss Burlingame,” he said, “I don’t think you’ve nerve enough to shoot me, but that’s what you’ll have to do to get it. Otherwise I’ll sit here until you drop of exhaustion.”


  Her gray eyes bored silently into his blue ones. The gun held steadily on his heart, but spat no bullet. It was a deadlock.


  At last the girl said, “You win, poacher.” She slapped the gun into her empty holster. “Get out, then.”


  “Gladly!” he snapped.


  He rose, fingered his visor, then dropped it again at a sudden startled scream from the girl. He whirled, suspecting a trick, but she was staring out of the window with wide, apprehensive eyes.


  HAM saw the writhing of vegetation and then a vast whitish mass. A doughpot—a monstrous one, bearing steadily toward their shelter. He heard the gentle clunk of impact, and then the window was blotted out by the pasty mess, as the creature, not quite large enough to engulf the building, split into two masses that flowed around and merged on the other side. Another cry from Patricia. “Your mask, fool!” she rasped. “Close it!”


  “Mask? Why?” Nevertheless, he obeyed automatically.


  “Why? That’s why! The digestive acids—look!” She pointed at the walls; indeed, thousands of tiny pinholes of light were appearing. The digestive acids of the monstrosity, powerful enough to attack whatever food chance brought, had corroded the metal; it was porous; the shack was ruined. He gasped as fuzzy molds shot instantly from the remains of his meal, and a red-and-green fur sprouted from the wood of chairs and table.


  The two faced each other.


  Ham chuckled. “Well,” he said, “you’re homeless, too. Mine went down in a mudspout.”


  “Yours would!” Patricia retorted acidly. “You Yankees couldn’t think of finding shallow soil, I suppose. Bed rock is just six feet below here, and my place is on pilons.”


  “Well, you’re a cool devil! Anyway, your place might as well be sunk. What are you going to do?”


  “Do? Don’t concern yourself. I’m quite able to manage.”


  “How?”


  “It’s no affair of yours, but I have a rocket call each month.”


  “You must be a millionaire, then,” he commented. “The Royal Society,” she said coldly, “is financing this expedition. The rocket is due——”


  She paused; Ham thought she paled a little behind her mask.


  “Due when?”


  “Why—it just came two days ago. I’d forgotten.”


  “I see. And you think you’ll just stick around for a month waiting for it. Is that it?”


  Patricia stared at him defiantly.


  “Do you know,” he resumed, “what you’d be in a month? It’s ten days to summer and look at your shack.” He gestured at the walls, where brown and rusty patches were forming; at his motion a piece the size of a saucer tumbled in with a crackle. “In two days this thing will be a caved-in ruin. What’ll you do during fifteen days of summer? What’ll you do without shelter when the temperature reaches a hundred and fifty—a hundred and sixty? I’ll tell you—you’ll die.” She said nothing.


  “You’ll be a fuzzy mass of molds before the rocket returns,” Ham said. “And then a pile of clean bones that will go down with the first mudspout.”


  “Be still!” she blazed.


  “Silence won’t help. Now I’ll tell you what you can do. You can take your pack and your mudshoes and walk along with me. We may make the Cool Country before summer—if you can walk as well as you talk.”


  “Go with a Yankee poacher? I fancy not!”


  “And then,” he continued imperturbably, “we can cross comfortably to Erotia, a good American town.”


  Patricia reached for her emergency pack, slung it over her shoulders. She retrieved a thick bundle of notes, written in aniline ink on transkin, brushed off a few vagrant molds, and slipped it into the pack. She picked up a pair of diminutive mudshoes and turned deliberately to the door.


  “So you’re coming?” he chuckled.


  “I’m going,” she retorted coldly, “to the good British town of Venoble. Alone!”


  “Venoble!” he gasped. “That’s two hundred miles south! And across the Greater Eternities, too!”


  III.


  PATRICIA walked silently out of the door and turned west toward the Cool Country. Ham hesitated a moment, then followed. He couldn’t permit the girl to attempt that journey alone; since she ignored his presence, he simply trailed a few steps behind her, plodding grimly and angrily along.


  For three hours or more they trudged through the endless daylight, dodging the thrusts of the Jack Ketch trees, but mostly following the still fairly open trail of the first doughpot.


  Ham was amazed at the agile and lithe grace of the girl, who slipped along the way with the sure skill of a native. Then a memory came to him; she was a native, in a sense. He recalled now that Patrick Burlingame’s daughter was the first human child born on Venus, in the colony of Venoble, founded by her father.


  Ham remembered the newspaper articles when she had been sent to Earth to be educated, a child of eight; he had been thirteen then. He was twenty-seven now, which made Patricia Burlingame twenty-two.


  Not a word passed between them until at last the girl swung about in exasperation.


  “Go away,” she blazed.


  Ham halted. “I’m not bothering you.”


  “But I don’t want a bodyguard. I’m a better Hotlander than you!”


  He didn’t argue the point. He kept silent, and after a moment she flashed:


  “I hate you, Yankee! Lord, how I hate you!” She turned and trudged on.


  An hour later the mudspout caught them. Without warning, watery muck boiled up around their feet, and the vegetation swayed wildly. Hastily, they strapped on their mudshoes, while the heavier plants sank with sullen gurgles around them. Again Ham marveled at the girl’s skill; Patricia slipped away across the unstable surface with a speed he could not match, and he shuffled far behind.


  Suddenly he saw her stop. That was dangerous in a mudspout; only an emergency could explain it. He hurried; a hundred feet away he perceived the reason. A strap had broken on her right shoe, and she stood helpless, balancing on her left foot, while the remaining bowl was sinking slowly. Even now black mud slopped over the edge.


  She eyed him as he approached. He shuffled to her side; as she saw his intention, she spoke.


  “You can’t,” she said.


  Ham bent cautiously, slipping his arms about her knees and shoulders. Her mudshoes was already embedded, but he heaved mightily, driving the rims of his own dangerously close to the surface. With a great sucking gulp, she came free and lay very still in his arms, so as not to unbalance him as he slid again into careful motion over the treacherous surface. She was not heavy, but it was a hairbreadth chance, and the mud slipped and gurgled at the very edge of his shoe-bowls. Even though Venus has slightly less surface gravitation than Earth, a week or so gets one accustomed to it, and the twenty per cent advantage in weight seems to disappear.


  A hundred yards brought firm footing. He sat her down and unstrapped her mudshoes.


  “Thank you,” she said coolly. “That was brave.”


  “You’re welcome,” he returned dryly. “I suppose this will end any idea of your traveling alone. Without both mudshoes, the next spout will be the last for you. Do we walk together now?”


  Her voice chilled. “I can make a substitute shoe from tree skin.”


  “Not even a native could walk on tree skin.”


  “Then,” she said, “I’ll simply wait a day or two for the mud to dry and dig up my lost one.”


  He laughed and gestured at the acres of mud. “Dig where?” he countered. “You’ll be here till summer if you try that.”


  She yielded. “You win again, Yankee. But only to the Cool Country; then you’ll go north and I south.”


  THEY trudged on. Patricia was as tireless as Ham himself and was vastly more adept in Hotland lore. Though they spoke but little, he never ceased to wonder at the skill she had in picking the quickest route, and she seemed to sense the thrusts of the Jack Ketch trees without looking. But it was when they halted at last, after a rain had given opportunity for a hasty meal, that he had real cause to thank her.


  “Sleep?” he suggested, and as she nodded: “There’s a Friendly tree.”


  He moved toward it, the girl behind.


  Suddenly she seized his arm. “It’s a Pharisee!” she cried, jerking him back.


  None too soon! The false Friendly tree had lashed down with a terrible stroke that missed his face by inches. It was no Friendly tree at all, but an imitator, luring prey within reach by its apparent harmlessness, then striking with knife-sharp spikes.


  Ham gasped. “What is it? I never saw one of those before.”


  “A Pharisee! It just looks like a Friendly tree.”


  She took out her automatic and sent a bullet into the black, pulsing trunk. A dark stream gushed, and the ubiquitous molds sprang into life about the hole. The tree was doomed.


  “Thanks,” said Ham awkwardly. “I guess you saved my life.”


  “We’re quits now.” She gazed levelly at him. “Understand? We’re even.”


  Later they found a true Friendly tree and slept. Awakening, they trudged on again, and slept again, and so on for three nightless days. No more mudspouts burst about them, but all the other horrors of the Hotlands were well in evidence. Doughpots crossed their path, snake vines hissed and struck, the Jack Ketch trees flung sinister nooses, and a million little crawling things writhed underfoot or dropped upon their suits.


  Once they encountered a uniped, that queer, kangaroolike creature that leaps, crashing through the jungle on a single mighty leg, and trusts to its ten-foot beak to spear its prey.


  When Ham missed his first shot, the girl brought it down in mid-leap to thresh into the avid clutches of the Jack Ketch trees and the merciless molds.


  On another occasion, Patricia had both feet caught in a Jack Ketch noose that lay for some unknown cause on the ground. As she stepped within it, the tree jerked her suddenly, to dangle head down a dozen feet in the air, and she hung helplessly until Ham managed to cut her free. Beyond doubt, either would have died alone on any of several occasions; together they pulled through.


  Yet neither relaxed the cool, unfriendly attitude that had become habitual. Ham never addressed the girl unless necessary, and she in the rare instances when they spoke, called him always by no other name than Yankee poacher. In spite of this, the man found himself sometimes remembering the piquant loveliness of her features, her brown hair and level gray eyes, as he had glimpsed them in the brief moments when rain made it safe to open their visors.


  At last one day a wind stirred out of the west, bringing with it a breath of coolness that was like the air of heaven to them. It was the underwind, the wind that blew from the frozen half of the planet, that breathed cold from beyond the ice barrier. When Ham experimentally shaved the skin from a writhing weed, the molds sprang out more slowly and with encouraging sparseness; they were approaching the Cool Country.


  They found a Friendly tree with lightened hearts; another day’s trek might bring them to the uplands where one could walk unhooded, in safety from the molds, since these could not sprout in a temperature much below eighty.


  Ham woke first. For a while he gazed silently across at the girl, smiling at the way the branches of the tree had encircled her like affectionate arms. They were merely hungry, of course, but it looked like tenderness. His smile turned a little sad as he realized that the Cool Country meant parting, unless he could discourage that insane determination of hers to cross the Greater Eternities.


  He sighed, and reached for his pack slung on a branch between them, and suddenly a bellow of rage and astonishment broke from him.


  His xixtchil pods! The transkin pouch was slit; they were gone.


  Patricia woke startled at his cry. Then, behind her mask, he sensed an ironic, mocking smile.


  “My xixtchil!” he roared. “Where is it?”


  She pointed down. There among the lesser growths was a little mound of molds.


  “There,” she said coolly. “Down there, poacher.”


  “You——” He choked with rage.


  “Yes. I slit the pouch while you slept. You’ll smuggle no stolen wealth from British territory.”


  Ham was white, speechless. “You damned devil!” he bellowed at last. “That’s every cent I had!”


  “But stolen,” she reminded him pleasantly, swinging her dainty feet.


  Rage actually made him tremble. He glared at her; the light struck through the translucent transkin, outlining her body and slim rounded legs in shadow. “I ought to kill you!” he muttered tensely.


  His hand twitched, and the girl laughed softly. With a groan of desperation, he slung his pack over his shoulders and dropped to the ground.


  “I hope—I hope you die in the mountains,” he said grimly, and stalked away toward the west.


  A hundred yards distant he heard her voice.


  “Yankee! Wait a moment!”


  He neither paused nor glanced back, but strode on.


  HALF AN HOUR later, glancing back from the crest of a rise, Ham perceived that she was following him. He turned and hurried on. The way was upward now, and his strength began to outweigh her speed and skill.


  When next he glimpsed her, she was a plodding speck far behind, moving, he imagined, with a weary doggedness. He frowned back at her; it had occurred to him that a mudspout would find her completely helpless, lacking the vitally important mudshoes.


  Then he realized that they were beyond the region of mudspouts, here in the foothills of the Mountains of Eternity, and anyway, he decided grimly, he didn’t care.


  For a while Ham paralleled a river, doubtless an unnamed tributary of the Phlegethon. So far there had been no necessity to cross watercourses, since naturally all streams on Venus flow from the ice barrier across the twilight zone to the hot side, and therefore, had coincided with their own direction.


  But now, once he attained the tablelands and turned north, he would encounter rivers. They had to be crossed either on logs or, if opportunity offered and the stream was narrow, through the branches of Friendly trees. To set foot in the water was death; fierce fanged creatures haunted the streams.


  He had one near catastrophe at the rim of the tableland. It was while he edged through a Jack Ketch clearing; suddenly there was a heave of white corruption, and tree and jungle wall disappeared in the mass of a gigantic doughpot.


  He was cornered between the monster and an impenetrable tangle of vegetation, so he did the only thing left to do. He snatched his flame-pistol and sent a terrific, roaring blast into the horror, a blast that incinerated tons of pasty filth and left a few small fragments crawling and feeding on the debris.


  The blast also, as it usually does, shattered the barrel of the weapon. He sighed as he set about the forty-minute job of replacing it—no true Hotlander ever delays that—for the blast had cost fifteen good American dollars, ten for the cheap diamond that had exploded, and five for the barrel. Nothing at all when he had had his xixtchil, but a real item now. He sighed again as he discovered that the remaining barrel was his last; he had been forced to economize on everything when he set out.


  Ham came at last to the table-land. The fierce and predatory vegetation of the Hotlands grew scarce; he began to encounter true plants, with no power of movement, and the underwind blew cool in his face.


  He was in a sort of high valley; to his right were the gray peaks of the Lesser Eternities, beyond which lay Erotia, and to his left, like a mighty, glittering rampart, lay the vast slopes of the Greater Range, whose peaks were lost in the clouds fifteen miles above.


  He looked at the opening of the rugged Madman’s Pass where it separated two colossal peaks; the pass itself was twenty-five thousand feet in height, but the mountains out-topped it by fifty thousand more. One man had crossed that jagged crack on foot—Patrick Burlingame—and that was the way his daughter meant to follow.


  Ahead, visible as a curtain of shadow, lay the night edge of the twilight zone, and Ham could see the incessant lightnings that flashed forever in this region of endless storms. It was here that the ice barrier crossed the ranges of the Mountains of Eternity, and the cold underwind, thrust up by the mighty range, met the warm upper winds in a struggle that was one continuous storm, such a storm as only Venus could provide. The river Phlegethon had its source somewhere back in there.


  Ham surveyed the wildly magnificent panorama. Tomorrow, or rather, after resting, he would turn north. Patricia would turn south, and, beyond doubt, would die somewhere on Madman’s Pass. For a moment he had a queerly painful sensation, then he frowned bitterly.


  Let her die, if she was fool enough to attempt the pass alone just because she was too proud to take a rocket from an American settlement. She deserved it. He didn’t care; he was still assuring himself of that as he prepared to sleep, not in a Friendly tree, but in one of the far more friendly specimens of true vegetation and in the luxury of an open visor.


  The sound of his name awakened him. He gazed across the table-land to see Patricia just topping the divide, and he felt a moment’s wonder at how she managed to trail him, a difficult feat indeed in a country where the living vegetation writhes instantly back across one’s path. Then he recalled the blast of his flame-pistol; the flash and sound would carry for miles, and she must have heard or seen it.


  Ham saw her glancing anxiously around.


  “Ham!” she snouted again—not Yankee or poacher, but “Ham!”


  He kept a sullen silence; again she called. He could see her bronzed and piquant features now; she had dropped her transkin hood. She called again; with a despondent little shrug, she turned south along the divide, and he watched her go in grim silence. When the forest hid her from view, he descended and turned slowly north.


  Very slowly; his steps lagged; it was as if he tugged against some invisible elastic bond. He kept seeing her anxious face and hearing in memory the despondent call. She was going to her death, he believed, and, after all, despite what she had done to him, he didn’t want that. She was too full of life, too confident, too young, and above all, too lovely to die.


  True, she was an arrogant, vicious, self-centered devil, cool as crystal, and as unfriendly, but—she had gray eyes and brown hair, and she was courageous. And at last, with a groan of exasperation, he halted his lagging steps, turned, and rushed with almost eager speed into the south.


  TRAILING the girl was easy here for one trained in the Hotlands. The vegetation was slow to mend itself, here in the Cool Country, and now again he found imprints of her feet, or broken twigs to mark her path. He found the place where she had crossed the river through tree branches, and he found a place where she had paused to eat.


  But he saw that she was gaining on him; her skill and speed outmatched his, and the trail grew steadily older. At last he stopped to rest; the table-land was beginning to curve upward toward the vast Mountains of Eternity, and on rising ground he knew he could overtake her. So he slept for a while in the luxurious comfort of no transkin at all, just the shorts and shirt that one wore beneath. That was safe here; the eternal underwind, blowing always toward the Hotlands, kept drifting mold spores away, and any brought in on the fur of animals died quickly at the first cool breeze. Nor would the true plants of the Cool Country attack his flesh.


  He slept five hours. The next “day” of traveling brought another change in the country. The life of the foothills was sparse compared to the table-lands; the vegetation was no longer a jungle, but a forest, an unearthly forest, true, of treelike growths whose boles rose five hundred feet and then spread, not into foliage, but flowery appendages. Only an occasional Jack Ketch tree reminded him of the Hotlands.


  Farther on, the forest diminished. Great rock outcroppings appeared, and vast red cliffs with no growths of any kind. Now and then he encountered swarms of the planet’s only aerial creatures, the gray, mothlike dusters, large as hawks, but so fragile that a blow shattered them. They darted about, alighting at times to seize small squirming things, and tinkling in their curiously bell-like voices. And apparently almost above him, though really thirty miles distant, loomed the Mountains of Eternity, their peaks lost in the clouds that swirled fifteen miles overhead.


  Here again it grew difficult to trail, since Patricia scrambled often over bare rock. But little by little the signs grew fresher; once again his greater strength began to tell. And then he glimpsed her, at the base of a colossal escarpment split by a narrow, tree-filled canyon.


  She was peering first at the mighty precipice, then at the cleft, obviously wondering whether it offered a means of scaling the barrier, or whether it was necessary to circle the obstacle. Like himself, she had discarded her transkin and wore the usual shirt and shorts of the Cool Country, which, after all, is not very cool by terrestrial standards. She looked, he thought, like some lovely forest nymph of the ancient slopes of Pelion.


  He hurried as she moved into the canyon. “Pat!” he shouted; it was the first time he had spoken her given name. A hundred feet within the passage he overtook her.


  “You!” she gasped. She looked tired; she had been hurrying for hours, but a light of eagerness flashed in her eyes. “I thought you had—I tried to find you.”


  Ham’s face held no responsive light. “Listen here, Pat Burlingame,” he said coldly. “You don’t deserve any consideration, but I can’t see you walking into death. You’re a stubborn devil but you’re a woman. I’m taking you to Erotia.”


  The eagerness vanished. “Indeed, poacher? My father crossed here. I can, too.”


  “Your father crossed in midsummer, didn’t he? And midsummer’s to-day. You can’t make Madman’s Pass in less than five days, a hundred and twenty hours, and by then it will nearly winter, and this longitude will be close to the storm line. You’re a fool.”


  She flushed. “The pass is high enough to be in the upper winds. It will be warm.”


  “Warm! Yes—warm with lightning.” He paused; the faint rumble of thunder rolled through the canyon. “Listen to that. In five days that will be right over us.” He gestured up at the utterly barren slopes. “Not even Venusian life can get a foothold up there—or do you think you’ve got brass enough to be a lightning rod? Maybe you’re right.”


  Anger flamed. “Rather the lightning than you!” Patricia snapped, and then as suddenly softened. “I tried to call you back,” she said irrelevantly.


  “To laugh at me,” he retorted bitterly.


  “No. To tell you I was sorry, and that——”


  “I don’t want your apology.”


  “But I wanted to tell you that——”


  “Never mind,” he said curtly. “I’m not interested in your repentance. The harm’s done.” He frowned coldly down on her.


  Patricia said meekly: “But I——”


  A crashing and gurgling interrupted her, and she screamed as a gigantic doughpot burst into view, a colossus that filled the canyon from wall to wall to a six-foot height as it surged toward them. The horrors were rarer in the Cool Country, but larger, since the abundance of food in the Hotlands kept subdividing them. But this one was a giant, a behemoth, tons and tons of nauseous, ill-smelling corruption heaving up the narrow way. They were cut off.


  Ham snatched his flame-pistol, but the girl seized his arm.


  “No, no!” she cried. “Too close! It will spatter!”


  IV.


  PATRICIA was right. Unprotected by transkin, the touch of a fragment of that monstrosity was deadly, and, beyond that, the blast of a flame-pistol would shower bits of it upon them. He grasped her wrist and they fled up the canyon, striving for vantage way enough to risk a shot. And a dozen feet behind surged the doughpot, traveling blindly in the only direction it could—the way of food.


  They gained. Then, abruptly, the canyon, which had been angling southwest, turned sharply south. The light of the eternally eastward Sun was hidden; they were in a pit of perpetual shadow, and the ground was bare and lifeless rock. And as it reached that point, the doughpot halted; lacking any organization, any will, it could not move when no food gave it direction. It was such a monster as only the life-swarming climate of Venus could harbor; it lived only by endless eating.


  The two paused in the shadow.


  “Now what?” muttered Ham.


  A fair shot at the mass was impossible because of the angle; a blast would destroy only the portion it could reach.


  Patricia leaped upward, catching a snaky shrub on the wall, so placed that it received a faint ray of light. She tossed it against the pulsing mass; the whole doughpot lunged forward a foot or two.


  “Lure it in,” she suggested.


  They tried. It was impossible; vegetation was too sparse.


  “What will happen to the thing?” asked Ham.


  “I saw one stranded on the desert edge of the Hotlands,” replied the girl. “It quivered around for a long time, and then the cells attacked each other. It ate itself.” She shuddered. “It was—horrible!”


  “How long?”


  “Oh, forty to fifty hours.”


  “I won’t wait that long,” growled Ham. He fumbled in his pack, pulling out his transkin.


  “What will you do?”


  “Put this on and try to blast that mass out of here at close range.” He fingered his flame-pistol. “This is my last barrel,” he said gloomily, then more hopefully: “But we have yours.”


  “The chamber of mine cracked last time I used it, ten or twelve hours ago. But I have plenty of barrels.”


  “Good enough!” said Ham.


  He crept cautiously toward the horrible, pulsating wall of white. He thrust his arm so as to cover the greatest angle, pulled the trigger, and the roar and blazing fire of the blast bellowed echoing through the canyon. Bits of the monster spattered around him, and the thickness of the remainder, lessened by the incineration of tons of filth, was now only three feet.


  “The barrel held!” he called triumphantly. It saved much time in recharging.


  Five minutes later the weapon crashed again. When the mass of the monstrosity stopped heaving, only a foot and a half of depth remained, but the barrel had been blown to atoms.


  “We’ll have to use yours,” he said.


  Patricia produced one, he took it, and then stared at it in dismay. The barrels of her Enfield-made weapon were far too small for his American pistol stock!


  He groaned. “Of all the idiots!” he burst out.


  “Idiots!” she flared. “Because you Yankees use trench mortars for your barrels?”


  “I meant myself. I should have guessed this.” He shrugged. “Well, we have our choice now of waiting here for the doughpot to eat himself, or trying to find some other way out of this trap. And my hunch is that this canyon’s blind.”


  It was probable, Patricia admitted. The narrow cleft was the product of some vast, ancient upheaval that had split the mountain in halves. Since it was not the result of water erosion, it was likely enough that the cleft ended abruptly in an unscalable precipice, but it was possible, too, that somewhere those sheer walls might be surmountable.


  “We’ve time to waste, anyway,” she concluded. “We might as well try it. Besides—” She wrinkled her dainty nose distastefully at the doughpot’s odor.


  STILL in his transkin, Ham followed her through the shadowy half dusk. The passage narrowed, then veered west again, but now so high and sheer were the walls that the Sun, slightly south of east, cast no light into it. It was a place of shades like the region of the storm line that divides the twilight zone from the dark hemisphere, not true night, nor yet honest day, but a dim middle state.


  Ahead of him Patricia’s bronzed limbs showed pale instead of tan, and when she spoke her voice went echoing queerly between the opposing cliffs. A weird place, this chasm, a dusky, unpleasant place.


  “I don’t like this,” said Ham. “The pass is cutting closer and closer to the dark. Do you realize no one knows what’s in the dark parts of the Mountains of Eternity?”


  Patricia laughed; the sound was ghostly. “What danger could there be? Anyway, we still have our automatics.”


  “There’s no way up here,” Ham grumbled. “Let’s turn back.”


  Patricia faced him. “Frightened, Yankee?” Her voice dropped. “The natives say these mountains are haunted,” she went on mockingly. “My father told me he saw queer things in Madman’s Pass. Do you know that if there is life on the night side, here is the one place it would impinge on the twilight zone? Here in the Mountains of Eternity?”


  She was taunting him; she laughed again. And suddenly her laughter was repeated in a hideous cacophony that hooted out from the sides of the cliffs above them in a horrid medley.


  She paled; it was Patricia who was frightened now. They stared apprehensively up at the rock walls where strange shadows flickered and shifted.


  “What—what was it?” she whispered. And then: “Ham! Did you see that?”


  Ham had seen it. A wild shape had flung itself across the strip of sky, leaping from cliff to cliff far above them. And again came a peal of hooting that sounded like laughter, while shadowy forms moved, flylike, on the sheer walls.


  “Let’s go back!” she gasped. “Quickly!”


  As she turned, a small black object fell and broke with a sullen pop before them. Ham stared at it. A pod, a spore-sac, of some unknown variety. A lazy, dusky cloud drifted over it, and suddenly both of them were choking violently. Ham felt his head spinning in dizziness, and Patricia reeled against him.


  “It’s narcotic!” she gasped. “Back!”


  But a dozen more plopped around them. The dusty spores whirled in dark eddies, and breathing was a torment. They were being drugged and suffocated at the same time.


  Ham had a sudden inspiration. “Mask!” he choked, and pulled his transkin over his face.


  The filter that kept out the molds of the Hotlands cleaned the air of these spores as well; his head cleared. But the girl’s covering was somewhere in her pack; she was fumbling for it. Abruptly she sat down, swaying.


  “My pack,” she murmured. “Take it out with you. Your—your—” She broke into a fit of coughing.


  He dragged her under a shallow overhang and ripped her transkin from the pack. “Put it on!” he snapped.


  A score of pods were popping.


  A figure flitted silently far up on the wall of rock. Ham watched its progress, then aimed his automatic and fired. There was a shrill, rasping scream, answered by a chorus of dissonant ululations, and something as large as a man whirled down to crash not ten feet from him.


  The thing was hideous. Ham stared appalled at a creature not unlike a native, three-eyed, two-handed, four-legged, but the hands, though two-fingered like the Hotlanders’, were not pincer-like, but white and clawed.


  And the face! Not the broad, expressionless face of the others, but a slanting, malevolent, dusky visage with each eye double the size of the natives’. It wasn’t dead; it glared hatred and seized a stone, flinging it at him with weak viciousness. Then it died.


  Ham didn’t know what it was, of course. Actually it was a triops noctivivans—the “three-eyed dweller in the dark,” the strange, semi-intelligent being that is as yet the only known creature of the night side, and a member of that fierce remnant still occasionally found in the sunless parts of the Mountains of Eternity. It is perhaps the most vicious creature in the known planets, absolutely unapproachable, and delighting in slaughter.


  At the crash of the shot, the shower of pods had ceased, and a chorus of laughing hoots ensued. Ham seized the respite to pull the girl’s transkin over her face; she had collapsed with it only half on.


  Then a sharp crack sounded, and a stone rebounded to strike his arm. Others pattered around him, whining past, swift as bullets. Black figures flickered in great leaps against the sky, and their fierce laughter sounded mockingly. He fired at one in mid-air; the cry of pain rasped again, but the creature did not fall.


  Stones pelted him. They were all small ones, pebble-sized, but they were flung so fiercely that they hummed in passage, and they tore his flesh through his transkin. He turned Patricia on her face, but she moaned faintly as a missile struck her back. He shielded her with his own body.


  THE POSITION was intolerable. He must risk a dash back, even though the doughpot blocked the opening. Perhaps, he thought, armored in transkin he could wade through the creature. He knew that was an insane idea; the gluey mass would roll him into itself to suffocate—but it had to be faced. He gathered the girl in his arms and rushed suddenly down the canyon.


  Hoots and shrieks and a chorus of mocking laughter echoed around him. Stones struck him everywhere. One glanced from his head, sending him stumbling and staggering against the cliff. But he ran doggedly on; he knew now what drove him. It was the girl he carried; he had to save Patricia Burlingame.


  Ham reached the bend. Far up on the west wall glowed cloudy sunlight, and his weird pursuers flung themselves to the dark side. They couldn’t stand daylight, and that gave him some assistance; by creeping very close to the eastern wall he was partially shielded.


  Ahead was the other bend, blocked by the doughpot. As he neared it, he turned suddenly sick. Three of the creatures were grouped against the mass of white, eating—actually eating!—the corruption. They whirled, hooting, as he came, he shot two of them, and as the third leaped for the wall, he dropped that one as well, and it fell with a dull gulping sound into the doughpot.


  Again he sickened; the doughpot drew away from it, leaving the thing lying in a hollow like the hole of a giant doughnut. Not even that monstrosity would eat these creatures.[*]


  But the thing’s leap had drawn Ham’s attention to a twelve-inch ledge. It might be—yes, it was possible that he could traverse that rugged trail and so circle the doughpot. Nearly hopeless, no doubt, to attempt it under the volley of stones, but he must. There was no alternative.


  He shifted the girl to free his right arm. He slipped a second clip in his automatic and then fired at random into the flitting shadows above. For a moment the hail of pebbles ceased, and with a convulsive, painful struggle, Ham dragged himself and Patricia to the ledge.


  Stones cracked about him once more. Step by step he edged along the way, poised just over the doomed doughpot. Death below and death above! And little by little he rounded the bend; above him both walls glowed in sunlight, and they were safe.


  At least, he was safe. The girl might be already dead, he thought frantically, as he slipped and slid through the slime of the doughpot’s passage. Out on the daylit slope he tore the mask from her face and gazed on white, marble-cold features.


  IT WAS death, however, but only drugged torpor. An hour later she was conscious, though weak and very badly frightened. Yet almost her first question was for her pack.


  “It’s here,” Ham said. “What’s so precious about that pack? Your notes?”


  “My notes? Oh, no!” A faint flush covered her features. “It’s—I kept trying to tell you—it’s your xixtchil.”


  “What?”


  “Yes. I—of course I didn’t throw it to the molds. It’s yours by rights, Ham. Lots of British traders go into the American Hotlands. I just slit the pouch and hid it here in my pack. The molds on the ground were only some twigs I threw there to—to make it look real.”


  “But—but—why?”


  The flush deepened. “I wanted to punish you,” Patricia whispered, “for being so—so cold and distant.”


  “I?” Ham was amazed. “It was you!”


  “Perhaps it was, at first. You forced your way into my house, you know. But—after you carried me across the mudspout, Ham—it was different.”


  Ham gulped. Suddenly he pulled her into his arms. “I’m not going to quarrel about whose fault it was,” he said. “But we’ll settle one thing immediately. We’re going to Erotia, and that’s where we’ll be married, in a good American church if they’ve put one up yet, or by a good American justice if they haven’t. There’s no more talk of Madman’s Pass and crossing the Mountains of Eternity. Is that clear?”


  She glanced at the vast, looming peaks and shuddered. “Quite clear!” she replied meekly.


  [*] Note: It was not known then that while the night-side life of Venus can eat and digest that of the day side, the reverse is not true. No day-side creature can absorb the dark life because of the presence of various metabolic alcohols, all poisonous.


  THE LOTUS EATERS


  Stanley G. Weinbaum


  Another story by a new master of science-fiction. This has to do with strange, unrighteous dwellers of the dark. An exploration of new corners of the planet Venus.


  “WHEW!” whistled “Ham” Hammond, staring through the right forward observation port. “What a place for a honeymoon!”


  “Then you shouldn’t have married a biologist,” remarked Mrs. Hammond over his shoulder, but he could see her grey eyes dancing in the glass of the port. “Nor an explorer’s daughter,” she added. For Pat Hammond, until her marriage to Ham a scant four weeks ago, had been Patricia Burlingame, daughter of the great Englishman who had won so much of the twilight zone of Venus for Britain, exactly as Crowly had done for the United States.


  “I didn’t,” observed Ham, “marry a biologist. I married a girl who happened to be interested in biology; that’s all. It’s one of her few drawbacks.”


  He cut the blast to the underjets, and the rocket settled down gently on a cushion of flame toward the black landscape below. Slowly, carefully, he dropped the unwieldly mechanism until there was the faintest perceptible jar; then he killed the blast suddenly, the floor beneath them tilted slightly, and a strange silence fell like a blanket after the cessation of the roaring blast.


  “We’re here,” he announced.


  “So we are,” agreed Pat. “Where’s here?”


  “It’s a point exactly seventy-five miles east of the Barrier opposite Venoble, in the British Cool Country. To the north is, I suppose, the continuation of the Mountains of Eternity, and to the south is Heaven knows what. And this last applies to the east.”


  “Which is a good technical description of nowhere.” Pat laughed. “Let’s turn off the lights and look at nowhere.”


  She did, and in the darkness the ports showed as faintly luminous circles.


  “I suggest,” she proceeded, “that the Joint Expedition ascend to the dome for a less restricted view. We’re here to investigate; let’s do a little investigating.”


  “This joint of the expedition agrees,” chuckled Ham.


  He grinned in the darkness at the flippancy with which Pat approached the serious business of exploration. Here they were, the Joint Expedition of the Royal Society and the Smithsonian Institute for the Investigation of Conditions on the Dark Side of Venus, to use the full official title.


  Of course Ham himself, while technically the American half of the project, was in reality a member only because Pat wouldn’t consider anything else; but she was the one to whom the bearded society and institute members addressed their questions, their terms, and their instructions.


  And this was no more than fair, for Pat, after all, was the leading authority on Hotland flora and fauna, and, moreover, the first human child born on Venus, while Ham was only an engineer lured originally to the Venusian frontier by a dream of quick wealth in xixtchil trading in the Hotlands.


  It was there he had met Patricia Burlingame, and there, after an adventurous journey to the foothills of the Mountains of Eternity, that he had won her. They had been married in Erotia, the American settlement, less than a month ago, and then had come the offer of the expedition to the dark side.


  Ham had argued against it. He had wanted a good terrestrial honeymoon in New York or London, but there were difficulties. Primarily there was the astronomical one; Venus was past perigee, and it would be eight long months before its slow swing around the Sun brought it back to a point where a rocket could overtake the Earth.


  Eight months in primitive, frontier-built Erotia, or in equally primitive Venoble, if they chose the British settlement, with no amusement save hunting, no radio, no plays, even very few books. And if they must hunt, Pat argued, why not add the thrill and danger of the unknown?


  No one knew what life, if any, lurked on the dark side of the planet; very few had even seen it, and those few from rockets speeding over vast mountain ranges or infinite frozen oceans. Here was a chance to explain the mystery, and explore it, expenses paid.


  It took a multimillionaire to build and equip a private rocket, but the Royal Society and the Smithsonian Institute, spending government money, were above such considerations.


  There’d be danger, perhaps, and breath-taking thrills, but—they could be alone.


  THE LAST point had won Ham. So they had spent two busy weeks provisioning and equipping the rocket, had ridden high above the ice barrier that bounds the twilight zone, and dashed frantically through the storm line, where the cold underwind from the sunless side meets the hot upper winds that sweep from the desert face of the planet.


  For Venus, of course, has no rotation, and hence no alternate days and nights. One face is forever sunlit, and one forever dark, and only the planet’s slow libration gives the twilight zone a semblance of seasons. And this twilight zone, the only habitable part of the planet, merges through the Hotlands on one side to the blazing desert, and on the other side ends abruptly in the ice barrier where the upper winds yield their moisture to the chilling breaths of the underwind.


  So here they were, crowded into the tiny glass dome above the navigation panel, standing close together on the top rung of the ladder, and with just room in the dome for both their heads. Ham slipped his arm around the girl as they stared at the scene outside.


  Away off to the west was the eternal dawn—or sunset, perhaps—where the light glistened on the ice barrier. Like vast columns, the Mountains of Eternity thrust themselves against the light, with their mighty peaks lost in the lower clouds twenty-five miles above. There, a little south, were the ramparts of the Lesser Eternities, bounding American Venus, and between the two ranges were the perpetual lightnings of the storm line.


  But around them, illuminated dimly by the refraction of the sunlight, was a scene of dark and wild splendor. Everywhere was ice—hills of it, spires, plains, boulders, and cliffs of it, all glowing a pallid green in the trickle of light from beyond the barrier. A world without motion, frozen and sterile, save for the moaning of the underwind outside, not hindered here as the barrier shielded it from the Cool Country.


  “It’s—glorious!” Pat murmured.


  “Yes,” he agreed, “but cold, lifeless, yet menacing. Pat, do you think there is life here?”


  “I should judge so. If life can exist on such worlds as Titan and Iapetus, it should exist here. How cold is it?” She glanced at the thermometer outside the dome, its column and figures self-luminous. “Only thirty below zero, Fahrenheit. Life exists on Earth at that temperature.”


  “Exists, yes. But it couldn’t have developed at a temperature below freezing. Life has to be lived in liquid water.”


  She laughed softly. “You’re talking to a biologist, Ham. No; life couldn’t have evolved at thirty below zero, but suppose it originated back in the twilight zone and migrated here? Or suppose it was pushed here by the terrific competition of the warmer regions? You know what conditions are in the Hotlands, with the molds and doughpots and Jack Ketch trees, and the millions of little parasitic things, all eating each other.”


  He considered this. “What sort of life should you expect?”


  She chuckled. “Do you want a prediction? Very well. I’d guess, first of all, some sort of vegetation as a base, for animal life can’t keep eating itself without some added fuel, It’s like the story of the man with the cat farm, who raised rats to feed the cats, and then when he skinned the cats, be fed the bodies to the rats, and then fed more rats to the cats. It sounds good, but it won’t work.”


  “So there ought to be vegetation. Then what?”


  “Then? Heaven knows. Presumably the dark-side life, if it exists, came originally from the weaker strains of twilight-zone life, but what it might have become—well, I can’t guess. Of course, there’s the triops noctivivans that I discovered in the Mountains of Eternity——”


  “You discovered!” He grinned. “You were out as cold as ice when I carried you away from the nest of devils. You never even saw one!”


  “I examined the dead one brought into Venoble by the hunters,” she returned imperturbably. “And don’t forget that the society wanted to name it after me—the triops Patricice.” Involuntarily a shudder shook her at the memory of those satanic creatures that had all but destroyed the two of them. “But I chose the other name —triops noctivivans, the three-eyed dweller in the dark.”


  “Romantic name for a devilish beast!”


  “Yes; but what I was getting at is this—that it’s probable that triops—or triopses——Say, what is the plural of triops?”


  “Trioptes,” he grunted. “Latin root.”


  “Well, it’s probable that trioptes, then, are among the creatures to be found here on the night side, and that those fierce devils who attacked us in that shadowed canyon in the Mountains of Eternity are an outpost, creeping into the twilight zone through the dark and sunless passes in the mountains. They can’t stand light; you saw that yourself.”


  “So what?”


  PAT laughed at the Americanism. “So this: From their form and structure—six limbs, three eyes, and all—it’s plain that the trioptes are related to ordinary native Hotlanders. Therefore I conclude that they’re recent arrivals on the dark side; that they didn’t evolve here, but were driven here quite lately, geologically speaking. Or geologically isn’t quite the word, because geo means earth. Venusologically speaking, I should say.”


  “You shouldn’t say. You’re substituting a Latin root for a Greek one. What you mean is aphrodisiologically speaking.”


  She chuckled again. “What I mean, and should have said right away to avoid argument, is paleaeontologically speaking, which is better English. Anyway, I mean that trioptes haven’t existed on the dark side for more than twenty to fifty thousand Earth years, or maybe less, because what do we know about the speed of evolution on Venus? Perhaps it’s faster than on the Earth; maybe a triops could adapt itself to night life in five thousand.”


  “I’ve seen college students adapt themselves to night life in one semester!” He grinned.


  She ignored this. “And therefore,” she proceeded, “I argue that there must have been life here before triops arrived, since it must have found something to eat when it got here or it couldn’t have survived. And since my examination showed that it’s partly a carnivorous feeder, there must have been not only life here, but animal life. And that’s as far as pure reason can carry the argument.”


  “So you can’t guess what sort of animal life. Intelligent, perhaps?”


  “I don’t know. It might be. But in spite of the way you Yankees worship intelligence, biologically it’s unimportant. It hasn’t even much survival value.”


  “What? How can you say that, Pat? What except human intelligence has given man the supremacy of the Earth—and of Venus, too, for that matter?”


  “But has man the supremacy of the Earth? Look here, Ham, here’s what I mean about intelligence. A gorilla has a far better brain than a turtle, hasn’t it? And yet which is the more successful—the gorilla, which is rare and confined only to a small region in Africa, or the turtle, which is common everywhere from the arctic to the antarctic? And as for man—well, if you had microscopic eyes, and could see every living thing on the Earth, you’d decide that man was just a rare specimen, and that the planet was really a nematode world—that is, a worm world—because the nematodes far outnumber all the other forms of life put together.”


  “But that isn’t supremacy, Pat.”


  “I didn’t say it was. I merely said that intelligence hasn’t much survival value. If it has, why are the insects that have no intelligence, but just instinct, giving the human race such a battle? Men have better brains than corn borers, boll weevils, fruit flies, Japanese beetles, gypsy moths, and all the other pests, and yet they match our intelligence with just one weapon—their enormous fecundity. Do you realize that every time a child is born, until it’s balanced by a death, it can be fed in only one way? And that way is by taking the food away from the child’s own weight of insects.”


  “All that sounds reasonable enough, but what’s it got to do with intelligence on the dark side of Venus?”


  “I don’t know,” replied Pat, and her voice took on a queer tinge of nervousness. “I just mean——Look at it this way, Ham. A lizard is more intelligent than a fish, but not enough to give it any advantage. Then why did the lizard and its descendants keep on developing intelligence? Why—unless all life tends to become intelligent in time? And if that’s true, then there may be intelligence even here—strange, alien, incomprehensible intelligence.”


  She shivered in the dark against him. “Never mind,” she said in suddenly altered tones. “It’s probably just fancy. The world out there is so weird, so unearthly——I’m tired, Ham. It’s been a long day.”


  He followed her down into the body of the rocket. As the lights flicked on the strange landscape beyond the ports was blotted out, he saw only Pat, very lovely in the scanty costume of the Cool Country.


  “Tomorrow, then,” he said. “We’ve food for three weeks.”


  II.


  TOMORROW, of course, meant only time and not daylight.


  They rose to the same darkness that had always blanketed the sunless half of Venus, with the same eternal sunset green on the horizon at the barrier. But Pat was in better humor, and went eagerly about the preparations for their first venture into the open. She brought out the parkas of inch-thick wool sheathed in rubber, and Ham, in his capacity as engineer, carefully inspected the hoods, each with its crown of powerful lamps.


  These were primarily for vision, of course, but they had another purpose. It was known that the incredibly fierce trioptes could not face light, and thus, by using all four beams in the helmet, one could move, surrounded by a protective aura. But that did not prevent both of them from including in their equipment two blunt blue automatics and a pair of the terrifically destructive flame-pistols. And Pat carried a bag at her belt, into which she proposed to drop specimens of any dark-side flora she encountered, and fauna, too, if it proved small and harmless enough.


  They grinned at each other through their masks.


  “Makes you look fat,” observed Ham maliciously, and enjoyed her sniff of annoyance.


  She turned, threw open the door, and stamped into the open.


  It was different from looking out through a port. Then the scene had some of the unreality and all of the immobility and silence of a picture, but now it was actually around them, and the cold breath and mournful voice of the underwind proved definitely enough that the world was real. For a moment they stood in the circlet of light from the rocket ports, staring awe-struck at the horizon where the unbelievable peaks of the Greater Eternities towered black against the false sunset.


  Nearer, for as far as vision reached through that sunless, moonless, starless region, was a desolate tumbled plain where peaks, minarets, spires, and ridges of ice and stone rose in indescribable and fantastic shapes, carved by the wild artistry of the underwind.


  Ham slipped a padded arm around Pat, and was surprised to feel her shiver. “Cold?” he asked, glancing at the dial thermometer on his wrist. “It’s only thirty-six below.”


  “I’m not cold,” replied Pat. “It’s the scenery; that’s all.”


  She moved away. “I wonder what keeps the place as warm as it is. Without sunlight you’d think——”


  “Then you’d be wrong,” cut in Ham. “Any engineer knows that gases diffuse. The upper winds are going by just five or six miles over our heads, and they naturally carry a lot of heat from the desert beyond the twilight zone. There’s some diffusion of the warm air into the cold, and then, besides, as the warm winds cool, they tend to sink. And what’s more, the contour of the country has a lot to do with it.”


  He paused. “Say,” he went on reflectively, “I shouldn’t be surprised if we found sections near the Eternities where there was a down draft, where the upper winds slid right along the slope and gave certain places a fairly bearable climate.”


  He followed Pat as she poked around the boulders near the edge of the circle of light from the rocket.


  “Ha!” she exclaimed. “There it is, Ham! There’s our specimen of darkside plant life.”


  She bent over a gray bulbous mass. “Lichenous or fungoid,” she continued. “No leaves, of course; leaves are only useful in sunlight. No chlorophyl for the same reason. A very primitive, very simple plant, and yet—in some ways—not simple at all. Look, Ham—a highly developed circulatory system!”


  He leaned closer, and in the dim yellow light from the ports he saw the fine tracery of veins she indicated.


  “That,” she proceeded, “would indicate a sort of heart and—I wonder!” Abruptly she thrust her dial thermometer against the fleshy mass, held it there a moment, and then peered at it. “Yes! Look how the needle’s moved, Ham. It’s warm! A warm-blooded plant. And when you think of it, it’s only natural, because that’s the one sort of plant that could live in a region forever below freezing. Life must be lived in liquid water.”


  She tugged at the thing, and with a sullen plump it came free, and dark driblets of liquid welled out of the torn root.


  “Ugh!” exclaimed Ham. “What a disgusting thing! ‘And tore the bleeding mandragore,’ eh? Only they were supposed to scream when you uprooted them.”


  He paused. A low, pulsing, wailing whimper came out of the quivering mass of pulp, and he turned a startled gaze on Pat. “Ugh!” he grunted again. “Disgusting!”


  “Disgusting? Why, it’s a beautiful organism! It’s adapted perfectly to its environment.”


  “Well, I’m glad I’m an engineer,” he growled, watching Pat as she opened the rocket’s door and laid the thing on a square of rubber within. “Come on. Let’s look around.”


  PAT closed the door and followed him away from the rocket. Instantly the night folded in around them like a black mist, and it was only by glancing back at the lighted ports that Pat could convince herself that they stood in a real world.


  “Should we light our helmet lamps?” asked Ham. “We’d better, I suppose, or risk a fall.”


  Before either could move farther, a sound struck through the moaning of the underwind, a wild, fierce, unearthly shrieking like laughter in hell, hoots and howls and mirthless chuckling noises.


  “It’s triopts!” gasped Pat, forgetting plurals and grammar alike.


  She was frightened; ordinarily she was as courageous as Ham, and rather more reckless and daring, but those uncanny shrieks brought back the moments of torment when they had been trapped in the canyon in the Mountains of Eternity. She was badly frightened and fumbled frantically and ineffectually at light switch and revolver.


  Just as half a dozen stones hummed fast as bullets around them, and one crashed painfully on Ham’s arm, he flicked on his lights. Four beams shot in a long cross on the glittering peaks, and the wild laughter rose in a crescendo of pain. He had a momentary glimpse of shadowy figures flinging themselves from pinnacle and ridge, flitting specterlike into the darkness, and then silence.


  “O-o-oh!” murmured Pat.


  “I—was scared, Ham.” She huddled against him, then continued more strongly: “But there’s proof. Triops noctivians actually is a nightside creature, and those in the mountains are outposts or fragments that’ve wandered into the sunless chasms.”


  Far off sounded the hooting laughter. “I wonder,” mused Ham, “if that noise of theirs is in the nature of a language.”


  “Very probably. After all, the Hotland natives are intelligent, and these creatures are a related species. Besides they throw stones, and they know the use of those smothering pods they showered on us in the canyon—which, by the way, must be the fruit of some nightside plant. The trioptes are doubtless intelligent in a fierce, bloodthirsty, barbaric fashion, but the beasts are so unapproachable that I doubt if human beings ever learn much of their minds or language.”


  Ham agreed emphatically, the more so as a viciously cast rock suddenly chipped glittering particles from an icy spire a dozen paces away. He twisted his head, sending the beams of his helmet lamps angling over the plain, and a single shrill cachinnation drifted out of the dark.


  “Thank Heaven the lights keep ’em fairly out of range,” he muttered. “These are pleasant little subjects of His Majesty, aren’t they? God save the king if he had many more like ’em!”


  But Pat was again engaged in her search for specimens. She had, switched on her lamps now, and scrambled agilely in and out among the fantasic monuments of that bizarre plain. Ham followed her, watching as she wrenched up bleeding and whimpering vegetation. She found a dozen varieties, and one little wriggling cigar-shaped creature that she gazed at in perplexity, quite unable to determine whether it was plant, animal or neither. And at last her specimen bag was completely filled, and they turned back over the plain toward the rocket, whose ports gleamed afar like a row of staring eyes.


  But a shock awaited them as they opened the door to enter. Both of them started back at the gust of warm, stuffy, putrid, and unbreathable air that gushed into their faces with an odor of carrion.


  “What——” gasped Ham, and then laughed. “Your mandragore!” He chuckled. “Look at it!”


  The plant she had placed within was a mass of decayed corruption. In the warmth of the interior it had decomposed rapidly and completely and was now but a semiliquid heap on the rubber mat. She pulled it through the entrance and flung mat and all away.


  They clambered into an interior still reeking, and Ham set a ventilator spinning. The air that came in was cold, of course, but pure with the breath of the underwind, sterile and dustless from its sweep across five thousand miles of frozen oceans.


  They were on British territory, being in the latitude of Venoble. The International Congress at Lisle had in 2020 apportioned the darkside rights by giving to each nation owning Venusian possessions a wedge extending from the twilight zone to a point on the planet directly opposite the Sun in mid-autumn, and mountains. He swung the door closed, set a heater going, and dropped his visor to grin at Pat.


  “So that’s your beautiful organism!” he chuckled.


  “It was. It was a beautiful organism, Ham. You can’t blame it because we exposed it to temperatures it was never supposed to encounter.” She sighed and slung her specimen pouch to the table. “I’ll have to prepare these at once, I suppose, since they don’t keep.”


  Ham grunted and set about the preparation of a meal, working with the expert touch of a true Hotlander. He glanced at Pat as she bent over her specimens, injecting the bichlorid solution.


  “Do you suppose,” he asked, “that the triops is the highest form of life on the dark side?”


  “Beyond doubt,” replied Pat. “If any higher form existed, it would long ago have exterminated those fierce devils.” But she was utterly wrong.


  III.


  WITHIN the span of four days they had exhausted the possibilities of the tumbled plain around the rocket. Pat had accumulated a variegated group of specimens, and Ham had taken an endless series of observations on temperature, on magnetic variations, on the direction and velocity of the Underwind.


  So they moved their base, and the rocket flared into flight southward, toward the region where, presumably, the vast and mysterious Mountains of Eternity towered across the ice barrier into the dusky world of the night side. They flew slowly, throttling the reaction motors to a bare fifty miles an hour, for they were flying through night, depending on the beam of the forward light to warn against looming peaks.


  Twice they halted, and each time a day or two sufficed to indicate that the region was similar to that of their first base. The same veined and bulbous plants, the same eternal underwind, the same laughter from bloodthirsty trioptic throats.


  But on the third occasion, there was a difference. They came to rest on a wild and bleak plateau among the foothills of the Greater Eternities. Far away to the westward, half the horizon still glowed green with the false sunset, but the whole span south of the due-west point was black, hidden from view by the vast ramparts of the range that soared twenty-five miles above them into the black heavens. The mountains were invisible, of course, in that region of endless night, but the two in the rocket felt the colossal nearness of those incredible peaks.


  And there was another way in which the mighty presence of the Mountains of Eternity affected them. The region was warm—not warm by the standards of the twilight zone, but much warmer than the plain below. Their thermometers showed zero on one side of the rocket, five above on the other. The vast peaks, ascending into the level of the upper winds, set up eddies and stray currents that brought warm air down to temper the cold breath of the underwind.


  Ham stared gloomily over the plateau visible in the lights. “I don’t like it,” he grunted. “I never did like these mountains, not since you made a fool of yourself by trying to cross ’em back in the Cool Country.”


  “A fool!” echoed Pat. “Who named these mountains? Who crossed them? Who discovered them? My father, that’s who!”


  “And so you thought you inherited ’em,” he retorted, “and that all you had to do was to whistle and they’d lie down and play dead, and Madman’s Pass would turn into a park walk. With the result that you’d now be a heap of clean-picked bones in a canyon if I hadn’t been around to carry you out of it.”


  “Oh, you’re just a timid Yankee!” she snapped. “I’m going outside to have a look.” She pulled on her parka and stepped to the door, and there paused. “Aren’t you—aren’t you coming, too?” she asked hesitantly.


  He grinned. “Sure! I just wanted to hear you ask.” He slipped into his own outdoor garb and followed.


  There was a difference here. Outwardly the plateau presented the same bleak wilderness of ice and stone that they had found on the plain below. There were wind-eroded pinnacles of the utmost fantasy of form, and the wild landscape that glittered in the beams from their helmet lamps was the same bizarre terrain that they had first encountered.


  But the cold was less bitter here; strangely, increasing altitude on this curious planet brought warmth instead of cold, as on the Earth, because it raised one closer to the region of the upper winds, and here in the Mountains of Eternity the underwind howled less persistently, broken into gusts by the mighty peaks.


  And the vegetation was less sparse. Everywhere were the veined and bulbous masses, and Ham had to tread carefully lest he repeat the unpleasant experience of stepping on one and hearing its moaning whimper of pain. Pat had no such scruples, insisting that the whimper was but a tropism; that the specimens she pulled up and dissected felt no more pain than an apple that was eaten; and that, anyway, it was a biologist’s business to be a biologist.


  SOMEWHERE off among the peaks shrilled the mocking laughter of a triops, and in the shifting shadows at the extremities of their beams, Ham imagined more than once that he saw the forms of these demons of the dark. If there they were, however, the light kept them at a safe distance, for no stones hummed past.


  Yet it was a queer sensation to walk thus in the center of a moving circle of light; he felt continually as if just beyond the boundary of visibility lurked Heaven only knew what weird and incredible creatures, though reason argued that such monsters couldn’t have remained undetected.


  Ahead of them their beams glistened on an icy rampart, a bank or cliff that stretched right and left across their course.


  Pat gestured suddenly toward it. “Look there!” she exclaimed, holding her light steady. “Caves in the ice—burrows, rather. See?”


  He saw—little black openings as large, perhaps, as a manhole cover, a whole row of them at the base of the ice rampart. Something black skittered laughing up the glassy slope and away—a triops. Were these the dens of the beasts? He squinted sharply.


  “Something’s there!” he muttered to Pat. “Look! Half the openings have something in front of them—or are those just rocks to block the entrance?”


  Cautiously, revolvers in hand, they advanced. There was no more motion, but in the growing intensity of the beams, the objects were less and less rocklike, and at last they could make out the veinings and fleshy bulbousness of life.


  At least the creatures were a new variety. Now Ham could distinguish a row of eyelike spots, and now a multiplicity of legs beneath them. The things were like inverted bushel baskets, about the size and contour, veined, flabby, and featureless save for a complete circle of eye spots. And now he could even see the semitransparent lids that closed, apparently, to shield the eyes from the pain of their lights.


  They were barely a dozen feet from one of the creatures. Pat, after a moment of hesitation, moved directly before the motionless mystery.


  “Well!” she said. “Here’s a new one, Ham, Hello, old fella!”


  An instant later both of them were frozen in utter consternation, completely overwhelmed by bewilderment, amazement, and confusion. Issuing, it seemed, from a membrane at the top of the creature, came a clicking, high-pitched voice.


  “Hello, fella!” it said.


  There was an appalled silence. Ham held his revolver, but had there been need, he couldn’t have used it, nor even remembered it. He was paralyzed, stricken dumb.


  But Pat found her voice. “It—isn’t real,” she said faintly. “It’s a tropism. The thing just echoed whatever sounds strike it. Doesn’t it, Ham? Doesn’t it?”


  “I—I—of course!” He was staring at the lidded eyes. “It must be. Listen!” He leaned forward and yelled, “Hello!” directly at the creature. “It’ll answer.”


  It did. “It isn’t a tropism,” it clicked in shrill but perfect English.


  “That’s no echo!” gasped Pat. She backed away. “I’m scared,” she whimpered, pulling at Ham’s arm. “Come away—quick!”


  He thrust her behind him. “I’m just a timid Yankee,” he grunted, “but I’m going to cross-question this living phonograph until I find out what—or who—makes it tick.”


  “No! No, Ham! I’m scared!”


  “It doesn’t look dangerous,” he observed.


  “It isn’t dangerous,” remarked the thing on the ice. Ham gulped, and Pat gave a horrified little moan. “Who—who are you?” he faltered.


  There was no answer. The lidded eyes stared steadily at him.


  “What are you?” he tried again.


  Again no reply.


  “How do you know English?” he ventured.


  The clicking voice sounded: “I isn’t know English.”


  “Then—uh—then why do you speak English?”


  “You speak English,” explained the mystery, logically enough.


  “I don’t mean why. I mean how!”


  But Pat had overcome a part of her terrified astonishment, and her quick mind perceived a clue. “Ham,” she whispered tensely, “it uses the words we use. It gets the meaning from us!”


  “I get the meaning from you,” confirmed the thing ungrammatically.


  Light dawned on Ham. “Lord!” he gasped. “Then it’s up to us to give it a vocabulary.”


  “You speak, I speak,” suggested the creature.


  “Sure! See, Pat? We can say just anything.” He paused. “Let’s see——‘When in the course of human events it——’ ”


  “Shut up!” snapped Pat. “Yankee! You’re on Crown territory now. To be or not to be; that is the question—”


  Ham grinned and was silent. When she had exhausted her memory, he took up the task: “Once upon a time there were three bears——”


  AND SO it went. Suddenly the situation struck him as fantastically ridiculous—there was Pat carefully relating the story of Little Red Riding Hood to a humorless monstrosity of the night side of Venus! The girl cast him a perplexed glance as he roared into a gale of laughter.


  “Tell him the one about the traveling man and the farmer’s daughter!” he said, choking. “See if you can get a smile from him!” She joined his laughter. “But it’s really a serious matter,” she concluded. “Imagine it, Ham! Intelligent life on the dark side! Or are you intelligent?” she asked suddenly of the thing on the ice.


  “I am intelligent,” it assured her. “I am intelligently intelligent.”


  “At least you’re a marvelous linguist,” said the girl. “Did you ever hear of learning English in half an hour, Ham? Think of that!” Apparently her fear of the creature had vanished.


  “Well, let’s make use of it,” suggested Ham. “What’s your name, friend?”


  There was no reply.


  “Of course,” put in Pat. “He can’t tell us his name until we give it to him in English, and we can’t do that because—Oh, well, let’s call him Oscar, then. That’ll serve.”


  “Good enough. Oscar, what are you, anyway?”


  “Human, I’m a man.”


  “Eh? I’ll be damned if you are!”


  “Those are the words you’ve given me. To me I am a man to you.”


  “Wait a moment. ‘To me I am——’ I see, Pat. He means that the only words we have for what he considers himself are words like man and human. Well, what are your people, then?”


  “People.”


  “I mean your race. What race do you belong to?”


  “Human.”


  “Ow!” groaned Ham. “You try, Pat.”


  “Oscar,” said the girl, “you’re human. Are you a mammal?”


  “To me man is a mammal to you.”


  “Oh, good heavens!” She tried again. “Oscar, how does your race reproduce?”


  “I have not the words.”


  “Are you born?”


  The queer face, or faceless body, of the creature changed slightly. Heavier lids dropped over the semitransparent ones that shielded its many eyes; it was almost as if the thing frowned in concentration.


  “We are not born,” he clicked.


  “Then—seeds, spores, parthenogenesis? Or fissure?”


  “Spores,” shrilled the mystery, “and fissure.”


  “But——”


  She paused, nonplussed. In the momentary silence came the mocking hoot of a triops far to their left, and both turned involuntarily, stared, and recoiled aghast. At the very extremity of their beam one of the laughing demons had seized and was bearing away what was beyond doubt one of the creatures of the caves. And to add to the horror, all the rest squatted in utter indifference before their burrows.


  “Oscar!” Pat screamed. “They got one of you!”


  She broke off suddenly at the crack of Ham’s revolver, but it was a futile shot.


  “O-oh!” she gasped. “The devils! They got one!” There was no comment at all from the creature before them. “Oscar,” she cried, “don’t you care? They murdered one of you! Don’t you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “But—doesn’t it affect you at all?” The creatures had come, somehow, to hold a sort of human sympathy in Pat’s mind. They could talk; they were more than beasts. “Don’t you care at all?”


  “No.”


  “But what are those devils to you? What do they do that you let them murder you?”


  “They eat us,” said Oscar placidly.


  “Oh!” gasped Pat in horror. “But—but why don’t——”


  She broke off; the creature was backing slowly and methodically into its burrow.


  “Wait!” she cried. “They can’t come here! Our lights—” The clicking voice drifted out: “It is cold. I go because of the cold.”


  There was silence.


  IT WAS colder. The gusty underwind moaned more steadily now, and glancing along the ridge, Pat saw that every one of the cave creatures was slipping like Oscar into his burrow. She turned a helpless gaze on Ham.


  “Did I—dream this?” she whispered.


  Then both of us dreamed it, Pat.” He took her arm and drew her back toward the rocket, whose round ports glowed an invitation through the dusk.


  But once in the warm interior, with her clumsy outer garments removed, Pat drew her dainty legs under her, lighted a cigarette, and fell to more rational consideration of the mystery.


  “There’s something we don’t understand about this, Ham. Did you sense anything queer about Oscar’s mind?”


  “It’s a devilishly quick one!”


  “Yes; he’s intelligent enough. Intelligence of the human level, or even”—she hesitated—“above the human. But it isn’t a human mind. It’s different, somehow—alien, strange. I can’t quite express what I felt, but did you notice Oscar never asked a question? Not one!”


  “Why—he didn’t, did he? That’s queer!”


  “It’s darn queer. Any human intelligence, meeting another thinking form of life, would ask plenty of questions. We did.” She blew a thoughtful puff of smoke. “And that isn’t all. That—that indifference of his when the triops attacked his fellow—was that human, or even earthly? I’ve seen a hunting spider snatch one fly from a swarm of them without disturbing the rest, but could that happen to intelligent creatures? It couldn’t; not even to brains as undeveloped as those in a herd of deer, or a flock of sparrows. Kill one and you frighen all.”


  “That’s true, Pat. They’re damn queer ducks, these fellow citizens of Oscar’s. Queer animals.”


  “Animals? Don’t tell me you didn’t notice, Ham!”


  “Notice what?”


  “Oscar’s no animal. He’s a plant—a warm-blooded, mobile vegetable! All the time we were talking to him he was rooting around below him with his—well, his root. And those things that looked like legs—they were pods. He didn’t walk on them; he dragged himself on his root. And what’s more he——”


  “What’s more?”


  “What’s more, Ham, those pods were the same sort as the ones that the triops threw at us in the canyon of the Mountains of Eternity, the ones that choked and smothered us so——”


  “The ones that laid you out so cold, you mean.”


  “Anyway, I had wits enough to notice them!” she retorted, flushing. “But there’s part of the mystery, Ham. Oscar’s mind is a vegetable mind!” She paused, puffing her cigarette as he packed his pipe.


  “Do you suppose,” she asked suddenly, “that the presence of Oscar and his crew represents a menace to human occupancy of Venus? I know they’re dark-side creatures, but what if mines are discovered here? What if there turns out to be a field for commercial exploitation? Humans can’t live indefinitely away from sunlight, I know, but there might be a need for temporary colonies here, and what then?”


  “Well, what then?” rejoined Ham.


  “Yes; what then? Is there room on the same planet for two intelligent races? Won’t there be a conflict of interests sooner or later?”


  “What of it?” he grunted. “Those things are primitive, Pat. They live in caves, without culture, without weapons. They’re no danger to man.”


  “But they’re magnificently intelligent. How do you know that these we’ve seen aren’t just a barbaric tribe and that somewhere on the vastness of the dark side there isn’t a vegetable civilization? You know civilization isn’t the personal prerogative of mankind, because look at the mighty decadent culture on Mars and the dead remnants on Titan. Man has simply happened to have the strongest brand of it, at least so far.”


  “That’s true enough, Pat,” he agreed. “But if Oscar’s fellows aren’t any more pugnacious than they were toward that murderous triops, then they aren’t much of a menace.”


  She shuddered. “I can’t understand that at all. I wonder if—” She paused, frowning.


  “If what?”


  “I—don’t know. I had an idea—a rather horrible idea.” She looked up suddenly. “Ham, tomorrow I’m going to find out exactly how intelligent Oscar really is. Exactly how intelligent—if I can.”


  IV.


  THERE were certain difficulties, however. When Ham and Pat approached the ice ridge, plodding across the fantastic terrain, they found themselves in utter perplexity as to which of the row of caves was the one before which they had stood in conversation with Oscar. In the glittering reflections from their lamps each opening appeared exactly like every other, and the creatures at their mouths stared at them with lidded eyes in which there was no readable expression.


  “Well,” said Pat in puzzlement, “we’ll just have to try. You there, are you Oscar?”


  The clicking voice sounded: “Yes.”


  “I don’t believe it,” objected Ham. “He was over more to the right. Hey! Are you Oscar?”


  Another voice clicked: “Yes.”


  “You can’t both be Oscar!”


  Pat’s choice responded: “We are all Oscar.”


  “Oh, never mind,” cut in Pat, forestalling Ham’s protests. “Apparently what one knows they all know, so it doesn’t make any difference which we choose. Oscar, you said yesterday you were intelligent. Are you more intelligent than I am?”


  “Yes. Much more intelligent.”


  “Rah!” snickered Ham. “Take that, Pat!”


  She sniffed. “Well, that puts him miles above you. Yankee! Oscar, do you ever lie?”


  Opaque lips dropped over translucent ones. “Lie,” repeated the shrill voice. “Lie. No. There is no need.”


  “Well, do you——” She broke off suddenly at the sound of a dull pop. “What’s that? Oh! Look, Ham, one of his pods burst!” She drew back.


  A sharply pungent odor assailed them, reminiscent of that dangerous hour in the canyon, but not strong enough this time to set Ham choking or send the girl reeling into unconsciousness. Sharp, acrid, and yet not entirely unpleasant.


  “What’s that for, Oscar?”


  “It is so we——” The voice cut short.


  “Reproduce?” suggested Pat.


  “Yes. Reproduce. The wind carries our spores to each other. We live where the wind is not steady.”


  “But yesterday you said fissure was your method.”


  “Yes. The spores lodge against our bodies and there is a—” Again the voice died.


  “A fertilization?” suggested the girl.


  “No.”


  “Well, a—I know! An irritation!”


  “Yes.”


  “That causes a tumorous growth?”


  “Yes. When the growth is complete, we split.”


  “Ugh!” snorted Ham. “A tumor!”


  “Shut up!” snapped the girl. “That’s all a baby is—a normal tumor.”


  “A normal——Well, I’m glad I’m not a biologist! Or a woman!”


  “So’m I,” said Pat demurely. “Oscar, how much do you know?”


  “Everything.”


  “Do you know where my people come from?”


  “From beyond the light.”


  “Yes; but before that?”


  “No.”


  “We come from another planet,” said the girl impressively. At Oscar’s silence she said: “Do you know what a planet is?”


  “Yes.”


  “But did you know before I said the word?”


  “Yes. Long before.”


  “But how? Do you know what machinery is? Do you know what weapons are? Do you know how to make them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then—why don’t you?”


  “There is no need.”


  “No need!” she gasped. “With light—even with fire—you could keep the triopses—trioptes, I mean—away. You could keep them from eating you!”


  “There is no need.”


  She turned helplessly to Ham.


  “The thing’s lying,” he suggested.


  “I—don’t think so,” she murmured. “It’s something else—something we don’t understand. Oscar, how do you know all those things?”


  “Intelligence.”


  At the next cave another pod popped sullenly.


  “But how? Tell me how you discover facts.”


  “From any fact,” clicked the creature on the ice, “intelligence can build a picture of the——” There was silence.


  “Universe?” she suggested.


  “Yes. The universe. I start with one fact and I reason from it. I build a picture of the universe. I start with another fact. I reason from it. I find that the universe I picture is the same as the first. I know that the picture is true.”


  BOTH listeners stared in awe at the creature. “Say!” gulped Ham. “If that’s true we could find out anything from Oscar! Oscar, can you tell us secrets that we don’t know?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “You must first have the words to give me. I cannot tell you that for which you have no words.”


  “It’s true!” whispered Pat. “But Oscar, I have the words time and space and energy and matter and law and cause. Tell me the ultimate law of the universe?”


  “It is the law of——” Silence.


  “Conservation of energy or matter? Gravitation?”


  “No.”


  “Of-of God?”


  “No.”


  “Of—life?”


  “No. Life is of no importance.”


  “Of—what? I can’t think of another word.”


  “There’s a chance,” said Ham tensely, “that there is no word!”


  “Yes,” clicked Oscar. “It is the law of chance. Those other words are different sides of the law of chance.”


  “Good Heaven!” breathed Pat. “Oscar, do you know what I mean by stars, suns, constellations, planets, nebulae, and atoms, protons, and electrons?”


  “Yes.”


  “But—how? Have you ever seen the stars that are above these eternal clouds? Or the Sun there beyond the barrier?”


  “No. Reason is enough, because there is only one possible way in which the universe could exist. Only what is possible is real; what is not real is also not possible:”


  “That—that seems to mean something,” murmured Pat. “I don’t see exactly what. But Oscar, why—why don’t you use your knowledge to protect yourselves from your enemies?”


  “There is no need. There is no need to do anything. In a hundred years we shall be—” Silence.


  “Safe?”


  “Yes—no.”


  “What?” A horrible thought struck her. “Do you mean—extinct?”


  “Yes.”


  “But—oh, Oscar! Don’t you want to live? Don’t your people want to survive?”


  “Want,” shrilled Oscar. “Want—want—want. That word means nothing.”


  “It means—it means desire, need.”


  “Desire means nothing. Need—need. No. My people do not need to survive.”


  “Oh,” said Pat faintly. “Then why do you reproduce?”


  As if in answer, a bursting pod sent its pungent dust over them. “Because we must,” clicked Oscar. “When the spores strike us, we must.”


  “I—see,” murmured Pat slowly. “Ham, I think I’ve got it. I think I understand. Let’s get back to the ship.”


  Without farewell she turned away and he followed her thoughtfully. A strange listlessness oppressed him.


  They had one slight mishap. A stone flung by some stray trioptes sheltered behind the ridge shattered the left lamp in Pat’s helmet. It seemed hardly to disturb the girl; she glanced briefly aside and plodded on. But all the way back, in the gloom to their left now illumined only by his own lamps, hoots and shrieks and mocking laughter pursued them.


  Within the rocket Pat swung her specimen bag wearily to the table and sat down without removing her heavy outer garment. Nor did Ham; despite the oppressive warmth of it, he, too, dropped listlessly to a seat on the bunk.


  “I’m tired,” said the girl, “but not too tired to realize what hat mystery out there means.”


  “Then let’s hear it.”


  “Ham,” she said, “what’s the big difference between plant and animal life?”


  “Why—plants derive their sustenance directly from soil and air. Animals need plants or other animals as food.”


  “That isn’t entirely true, Ham. Some plants are parasitic, and prey on other life. Think of the Hotlands, or think, even, of some terrestrial plants—the fungi, the pitcher plant, the Dionaea that trap flies.”


  “Well, animals move, then, and plants don’t.”


  “That’s not true, either. Look at microbes; they’re plants, but they swim about in search of food.”


  “Then what is the difference?”


  “Sometimes it’s hard to say,” she murmured, “but I think I see it now. It’s this: Animals have desire and plants necessity. Do you understand?”


  “Not a damn bit.”


  “Listen, then. A plant—even a moving one—acts the way it does because it must, because it’s made so. An animal acts because it wants to, or because it’s made so that it wants to.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “There is a difference. An animal has will, a plant hasn’t. Do you see now? Oscar has all the magnificent intelligence of an animal but he hasn’t the will of a worm. He has reactions, but no desire. When the wind is warm he comes out and feeds; when it’s cold he crawls back into the cave melted by his body seat. But that isn’t will; it’s just a reaction. He has no desires!”


  HAM STARED, roused out of his lassitude. “I’ll be damned if it isn’t true!” he cried. “That’s why he—or they—never ask questions. It takes desire or will to ask a question! And that’s why they have no civilization and never will have!”


  “That and other reasons,” said Pat. “Think of this: Oscar has no sex, and in spite of your Yankee pride, sex has been a big factor in building civilization. It’s the basis of the family, and among Oscar’s people there is no such thing as parent and child. He splits; each half of him is an adult, probably with all the knowledge and memory of the original.


  “There’s no need for love, no place for it, in fact, and therefore no call to fight for mate and family, and no reason to make life easier than it already is, and no cause to apply his intelligence to develop art or science or—or anything!” She paused. “And did you ever hear of the Malthusian law, Ham?”


  “Not that I remember.”


  “Well, the law of Malthus says that population presses on the food supply. Increase the food and the population increases in proportion. Man evolved under that law; for a century or so it’s been suspended, but our race grew to be human under it.”


  “Suspended! It sounds sort of like repealing the law of gravitation or amending the law of inverse squares.”


  “No, no,” she said. “It was suspended by the development of machinery in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which shot the food supply so far ahead, that population hasn’t caught up. But it will and the Malthusian law will rule again.”


  “And what’s that got to do with Oscar?”


  “This, Ham: He never evolved under that law. Other factors kept his numbers below the limit of the food supply, and so his species developed free of the need to struggle for food. He’s so perfectly adapted to his environment that he needs nothing more. To him a civilization would be superfluous!”


  “But—then what of the triops?”


  “Yes, the triops. You see, Ham, just as I argued days ago, the triops is a newcomer, pushed over from the twilight zone. When those devils arrived, Oscar’s people were already evolved, and they couldn’t change to meet the new conditions, or couldn’t change quickly enough. So—they’re doomed.


  “As Oscar says, they’ll be extinct soon—and—and they don’t even care.” She shuddered. “All they do, all they can do, is sit before their caves and think. Probably they think god-like thoughts, but they can’t summon even a mouse-like will. That’s what a vegetable intelligence is; that’s what it has to be!”


  “I think—I think you’re right,” he muttered. “In a way it’s horrible, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.” Despite her heavy garments she shivered. “Yes; it’s horrible. Those vast, magnificent minds and no way for them to work. It’s like a powerful gasoline motor with its drive shaft broken, and no matter how well it runs it can’t turn the wheels. Ham, do you know what I’m going to name them? The Lotophagi Veneris—the Lotus Eaters! Content to sit and dream away existence while lesser minds—ours and the trioptes’—battle for their planet.”


  “It’s a good name, Pat.” As she rose he asked in surprise: “Your specimens? Aren’t you going to prepare them?”


  “Oh, tomorrow.” She flung herself, parka and all, on her bunk.


  “But they’ll spoil! And your helmet light—I ought to fix it.”


  “Tomorrow,” she repeated wearily, and his own languor kept him from further argument.


  When the nauseous odor of decay awakened him some hours later Pat was asleep, still garbed in the heavy suit. He flung bag and specimens from the door, and then slipped the parka from her body. She hardly stirred as he tucked her gently into her bunk.


  V.


  PAT never missed the specimen bag at all, and, somehow, the next day, if one could call that endless night a day, found them trudging over the bleak plateau with the girl’s helmet lamp still unrepaired. Again at their left, the wildly mocking laughter of the night dwellers followed them, drifting eerily down on the underwind, and twice far-flung stones chipped glittering ice from neighboring spires. They plodded listlessly and silently, as if in a sort of fascination, but their minds seemed strangely clear.


  Pat addressed the first Lotus Eater they saw. “We’re back, Oscar,” she said with a faint rebirth of her usual flippancy. “How’d you spend the night?”


  “I thought,” clicked the thing.


  “What’d you think about?”


  “I thought about——” The voice ceased.


  A pod popped, and the curiously pleasant pungent odor was in their nostrils.


  “About—us?”


  “No.”


  “About—the world?”


  “No.”


  “About——What’s the use?” she ended wearily. “We could keep that up forever, and perhaps never hit on the right question.”


  “If there is a right question,” added Ham. “How do you know there are words to fit it? How do you even know that it’s the kind of thought our minds are capable of conceiving? There must be thoughts that are beyond our grasp.”


  Off to their left a pod burst with a dull pop. Ham saw the dust move like a shadow across their beams as the underwind caught it, and he saw Pat draw a deep draft of the pungent air as it whirled around her. Queer how pleasant the smell was, especially since it was the same stuff which in higher concentration had nearly cost their lives. He felt vaguely worried as that thought struck him, but could assign no reason for worry.


  He realized suddenly that both of them were standing in complete silence before the Lotus Eater. They had come to ask questions, hadn’t they?


  “Oscar,” he said, “what’s the meaning of life?”


  “No meaning. There is no meaning.”


  “Then why fight for it so?”


  “We do not fight for it. Life is unimportant.”


  “And when you’re gone, the world goes on just the same? Is that it?”


  “When we are gone it will make no difference to any except the trioptes who eat us.”


  “Who eat you,” echoed Ham.


  There was something about that thought that did penetrate the fog of indifference that blanketed his mind. He peered at Pat, who stood passively and silently beside him, and in the glow of her helmet lamp he could see her clear gray eyes behind her goggles, staring straight ahead in what was apparently abstraction or deep thought. And beyond the ridge sounded suddenly the yells and wild laughter of the dwellers in the dark.


  “Pat,” be said.


  There was no answer.


  “Pat!” he repeated, raising a listless hand to her arm. “We have to go back.” To his right a pod popped. “We have to go back,” he repeated.


  A SUDDEN shower of stones came glancing over the ridge. One struck his helmet, and his forward lamp burst with a dull explosion. Another struck his arm with a stinging pain, though it seemed surprisingly unimportant.


  “We have to go back,” he reiterated doggedly.


  Pat spoke at last without moving. “What’s the use?” she asked dully.


  He frowned over that. What was the use? To go back to the twilight zone? A picture of Erotia rose in his mind, and then a vision of that honeymoon they had planned on the Earth, and then a whole series of terrestrial scenes—New York, a tree-girt campus, the sunny farm of his boyhood. But they all seemed very far away and unreal.


  A violent blow that stung his shoulder recalled him, and he saw a stone bound from Pat’s helmet. Only two of her lamps glowed now, the rear and the right, and he realized vaguely that on his own helmet shone only the rear and the left. Shadowy figures were skittering and gibbering along the crest of the ridge now left dark by the breaking of their lights, and stones were whizzing and spattering around them.


  He made a supreme effort and seized her arm. “We’ve got to go back!” he muttered.


  “Why? Why should we?”


  “Because we’ll be killed if we stay.”


  “Yes. I know that, but——”


  He ceased to listen and jerked savagely at Pat’s arm. She spun around and staggered after him as he turned doggedly toward the rocket.


  Shrill hoots sounded as their rear lamps swept the ridge, and as he dragged the girl with infinite slowness, the shrieks spread out to the right and left. He knew what that meant; the demons were circling them to get in front of them where their shattered forward lamps cast no protecting light.


  Pat followed listlessly, making no effort of her own. It was simply the drag of his arm that impelled her, and it was becoming an intolerable effort to move even himself. And there directly before him, flitting shadows that howled and hooted, were the devils that sought their lives.


  Ham twisted his head so that his right lamp swept the area. Shrieks sounded as they found shelter in the shadows of peaks and ridges, but Ham, walking with his head side-wise, tripped and tumbled.


  Pat wouldn’t rise when he tugged at her. “There’s no need of it,” she murmured, but made no resistance when he lifted her.


  An idea stirred vaguely; he bundled her into his arms so that her right lamp shot its beam forward, and so he staggered at last to the circle of light about the rocket, opened the door, and dumped her on the floor within.


  He had one final impression. He saw the laughing shadows that were the trioptes skipping and skittering across the darkness toward the ridge where Oscar and his people waited in placid acceptance of their destiny.


  VI.


  THE ROCKET was roaring along at two hundred thousand feet, because numberless observations and photographs from space had shown that not even the vast peaks of the Mountains of Eternity project forty miles above the planet’s surface. Below them the clouds glistened white before and black behind, for they were just entering the twilight zone. At that height one could even see the mighty curvature of the planet.


  “Half cue ball, half eight ball,” said Ham, staring down.


  “Hereafter we stick to the cue-ball half.”


  “It was the spores,” proceeded Pat, ignoring him. “We knew they were narcotic before, but we couldn’t be expected to guess that they’d carry a drug as subtle as that—to steal away your will and undermine your strength. Oscar’s people are the Lotus Eaters and the Lotus, all in one. But I’m—somehow—I’m sorry for them. Those colossal, magnificent, useless minds of theirs!” She paused. “Ham, what woke you up to what was happening? What snapped you out of it?”


  “Oh, it was a remark of Oscar’s, something about his being only a square meal for a triops.”


  “Well?”


  “Well, did you know we’ve used up all our food? That remark reminded me that I hadn’t eaten for two days!”


  RELATIVITY TO THE RESCUE


  J. Harvey Haggard


  This story starts on Venus with its humid atmosphere. The general idea is that Venus is saved from the excessive heat of the sun by a dense cloud of vapor which blankets it and has virtually obscured its vision from astronomers so that comparatively little is known definitely about its axial motion.


  IN the close tepid atmosphere of the cylindrical room there was hardly a sound. The broad windows, which followed the circular curve of the wall, were aberrated with tiny beads and rivulets of moisture deposited by the heavy humidity of the Venerian air. A gasoline lantern, swinging from the ceiling, lighted the interior with a caustic glow, while a swarm of insects flitted about the lantern, the illumination reflected iridescently from their gossamer wings.


  At the table in the center of the room, directly below the lantern, sprawled a great drunken brute, clutching a bottle with one hand and with the other clumsily brushing the sweat from his shining, porous jowl. He was clad in dirty dungarees, with a ragged, sleeveless shirt, open at the chest, revealing his huge barrel of a body and the long simian arms. His mouth drooped bestial and full-lipped, his nose was shiny and bulbous. Beneath glaring eyebrows his black beady eyes were riveted with studied disapproval upon the back of a man who sat at a narrow alcove in the wall, before an array of radio and television instruments.


  Though the hulking drunken brute uttered rumbling curses from time to time as he brushed aside the insects which buzzed about his face, his eyes did not leave the other man, nor did the furtive look in their depths disappear.


  Finally the man in the alcove turned with an expression of deep worry lining his face. His features were clean-cut and mature, but the heavy pall of responsibility seemed to give a slight stoop to his virile figure. He too was clothed in dungarees, and his sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, but his clothing presented a cleaner appearance than that of the man at the table.


  “It’s no use,” he cried bitterly, with a gesture of despair, “Not a sound, not a darned stutter from the radio, Those heavy moisture blankets, which pile around Venus Up to her stratosphere, just refuse to allow the waves to penetrate. I can’t connect up. And that relief-ship should have been here three days ago!”


  The great brute at the table leered contemptuously at this display of emotion.


  “Hell!” he rumbled. “Cold feet! Eh, Brice?”


  Brice Burney settled his troubled grey eyes upon the man sprawled at the table, and for a moment a glint of suspicion glimmered within them.


  “Cold feet!” he exclaimed angrily. “Cold feet, Bellen? Call it anything you like! But I don’t like it! Millions of dollars’ worth of Venerian jewels over there in the safe, and the relief ship three days overdue! Meanwhile Vallard is out in the jungle, God knows where, and the natives roundabout are getting tough and troublesome! No, I don’t like it. And I can’t see how you accept it so complacently!”


  This last was uttered with a challenging outthrust of Brice Burney’s jaw. For a moment the men glared at each other. Then Bellen relaxed.


  “Have a drink, guy!” he growled. “You’re going nutty!”


  BRICE BURNEY refused the drink and nervously began pacing up and down the limited confines of the room. It wasn’t so much the fact that the relief ship was overdue that worried him. It was those jewels, worth millions of dollars on earth, for which he and his comrades had risked their lives, trading glittering gaudy ornaments to the natives for them. It was dreadfully risky business. The natives, wild as Apaches, lived in the jungle about the trading post. Where they found the priceless gems, Burney did not know, but he did know that the savages were only too willing to trade them for glibbering glass baubles from the earth. It was this fact which had made the trading post on Venus profitable. Only men such as he and Vallard and Bellen, who did not fear death, would risk their lives in such an occupation. But it was adventure, and adventure had always led Brice Burney’s lonely life.


  But now he was thinking of those jewels. Worth millions! And Black Silvard, the Space Pirate, might lurk anywhere in the space outside. Brice Burney knew Black Silvard, had worked with him in the laboratories of the Venus Trade and Commerce, Inc., upon earth. Black Silvard had been a genius, though warped inwardly with selfish greed. He had discovered a new principle in space flight which took space ships to other dimensions. Fitting a space ship to demonstrate this discovery, of course at the expense of the Venus Trade and Commerce Co., he had disappeared into space and never returned. Now, he was a mythical Captain of a ghost ship, a ship which appeared out of nothing in the depths of space and attacked merchant vessels laden with rich cargo, or ransacked the trading posts at which great wealth in jewels had been accumulated. The mysterious clandestine power of Black Silvard now reached into the very heart of commerce and trade; by some inexplicable power he seemed able always to know when a rich cargo was ready, either at the trading posts or the embarkation points of various planets. Despite precautions, Black Silvard always appeared out of space flaunting the skull and bones upon the pugnacious prow of his space ship, death-rays kniving from her ports, and the merchant vessels would he left a crumpled wreckage of space. A bountiful reward had been offered for his capture, and the Venus Trade and Commerce Company was making every effort to effect his demise.


  Darn it all, it was enough to give a fellow the creeps! Brice knew that this very trading post had been raided twice before by Black Silvard, just when rich accumulations of jewels had been prepared for shipment. And that relief ship—three days overdue.


  Suddenly he turned on his heel and strode over to the broad curving window. Wiping aside the moisture he peered through its distorted transparency. Dimly he could perceive the small clearing which surrounded the trading post, could discern the twisted grotesque forms of the gigantic trees which formed a dense Venerian jungle about it. Giant fern fronds, broad lambent leaves, jagged spumes shooting upward; all were dimly obvious, even in the eternal Venerian gloom suffused from the dense cloud mantle overhead.


  And in that jungle lurked danger!


  Savage beasts, savage peoples! The primal jungle-men of Venus, irascible and undependable, yet who were the source of all of the fine Venerian jewels so highly prized upon earth.


  VALLARD had been gone a week.


  Brice liked Vallard. He was young and clean, an ambitious youngster from the earth who hadn’t yet been in the jungles more than a year. A young man who wanted to go through college, and who would risk his life in the jungle, until he could accumulate the means to do so.


  There had been rumors of a new Venerian jewel, which the traders suspected as being a diamond. Vallard had gone out, had probably penetrated farther into the depths of the jungle than earth-men had ever been before. Meanwhile the natives had got surly. Brice and Bellen had considered it wise to hole up in the trading post and await Vallard’s return. If it wasn’t for the fortune of jewels awaiting the relief ship, Brice would have gone out to look for Vallard.


  Brice at last turned from his futile observation. The moisture had soon formed again upon the window and the glass became opaque. He mopped his perspiring brow with a sodden handkerchief.


  “I’d like to be out there with Vallard,” he said. “Anything might happen.


  “Aw, Vallard’s all right,” growled Bellen. “He has his ‘project gat’, and he could sweep out a jungle of them pavvies if need be.” He swallowed a tumbler of liquor noisily. His great brutal face was set drunkenly, and the eye lids were drooping for want of sleep. Brice had returned to the radio instruments and was attempting to make connections. A small, electric clock chimed the hour of eleven.


  As the sound of the chime penetrated his consciousness Bellen rose slowly, sobriety momentarily in his eyes. His apprehensive eyes stole again to the back of the man who worked unceasingly over the transmitter. He yawned obstreperously.


  “Guess I’ll take a little nap o’ sleep!” he said thickly, and lurched awkwardly toward a door which led from the room. The door had been widely ajar to permit as much ventilation as possible. It swung to behind Bellen. As the latch clicked audibly Brice was startled. Swinging in his seat he stared for a long moment at the closed door.


  CHAPTER II


  The Attack


  WITH an exclamation Brice sprang to his feet. From the jungle outside had come the muffled ricochetting of bullets from a projectite gun, and dimly he could hear a chorus of wild native whoops and war-cries. He strode to the door and swung it open, then listened intently.


  Water was dripping incessantly from the eaves and it spattered on the stone steps at his feet. The clearing, muddy and filled with tiny rivulets of water, stretched into a mist which disappeared into the heavy darkness of the jungle’s edge. Above the spattering of water he again heard the cries, sibilant and cacophonic, re-echoing from the jungle and nearing rapidly. Then again the sharp hiss and whine of projectite bullets. A faint call sounded from the jungle as the cries approached. Straining to the wind, Brice recognized it as the voice of Vallard.


  “Brice!” came the faint call down the wind. “Brice! Oh! For God’s sake!—help!—help—”


  Brice waited to hear no more. He sprang back into the room. Seizing a small hand projectite gun he leaped back through the doorway and out into the damp mist.


  “Vallard!” he shouted. “Vallard, old man! Hold out. I’m coming!”


  Cold watery fingers clutched at his bare face and forearms as he ran across the clearing toward the source of the sound. Then the wild, war-like cries suddenly burst loudly upon his ears. From the gloom of the jungle’s edge a figure was staggering with an obvious attempt at haste. The bedraggled figure was clad in a dark slicker, murky with crimson streaked mud. As pursuing shadows separated themselves from the jungle following after the fugitive, Brice came up to him and caught his staggering body.


  Vallard’s face was haggard and his eyes were bloodshot from exhaustion. A bloody gash over his eye flooded crimson over his cheek.


  “AMMUNITION!” he gasped as he leaned weakly upon Brice for support. He gestured toward the gun hanging limply in his hand. “Gone. Battery dead . . . burned out . . . just now! The pavvies—damn ’em—closin’ in.”


  “Okay!” cried Brice, reassuringly. “Lean on me. Then we’ll run for the post—like the devil!”


  Uttering wild screams of rage, the jungle-men of Venus hurled themselves from the jungle toward the men. In ferocity they were like nothing but devils incarnate. In the gloom Brice caught a glimpse of their globular pod-like bodies, supported by four slim simianlike legs each, projecting themselves forward like leaping spiders. The fat, sebaceous heads, surmounting their globular bodies, were illuminated with single large orbs, which glowed with shifting opalescence. A cavernous mouth yawned beneath the eye of each jungle-man, but it was not from this aperture that the sound of their cries issued. No vocal chords were within the Venerians’ mouths, as Brice well knew. Instead, wiry antennae-like spikes projected from their foreheads. Vibrating shrilly, these wire-like projections changed volume and frequency with as much ease as vocal chords.


  Sweeping the front ranks of the oncoming horde with the projectite revolver, Brice saw the nearer ones pitch forward, riddled by the continuous stream of bullets which sputtered from his gun. Then, grasping Vallard firmly, he half-carried the exhausted man through the mud in a mad dash for the open door.


  With the jungle-men closing in upon them, Brice realized that with their desperately slow pace they could never make the open cabin door. Jagged quart? weapons hissed by them, thrown prematurely from behind. Brice caught a glimpse of Bellen in the open doorway, a startled look on his face. The huge brute seldom was totally drunk and he appeared in full possession of his faculties as he stared out at the scene which must have been surprising to him. In his hand he clutched a projectite hand-machine gun. Brice had made a desperate plan in an instant’s notice.


  “Go on!” he shouted into Vallard’s ear. “I’ll stand them off here till you get into the doorway. Then I’ll make a break for it under the cover of Bellen’s gun.”


  Vallard understood and nodded. As Brice released him he lurched forward and stumbled for the doorway. Brice wheeled.


  The junglemen were almost upon him. He could see their malevolently opalescent eyes, shining against the darkness of the gloom and jungle behind. Their bodies, sweating and podlike, were dim and almost indistinguishable as they sprang upon the terrestrial.


  The nearmost drew back a large segmented tentacle which served in lieu of arms. He launched a disk-like weapon of gleaming quartz which sailed straight for Brice’s head. Instinctively he ducked, but the missile grazed his head and dazed him.


  The world reeled, while in its center the creature leaped like a plummet. Almost unconsciously Brice realized that the projectite revolver in his hand was spitting forth intermittent death. But his strength seemed to have gone from his wrist. Weakly he raised it, seemed unable to aim it at the maddened thing which was leaping for his throat. Then, in the last moment, the gun centered upon the fat podlike body. A tracework of holes tore across its center. With a wild scream which tore almost within his ears the jungle-man slumped to the ground at his very feet.


  Meanwhile, the world was righting for Brice. He saw the ring of demoniac beings closing, heard their screams of death! Death! Well, damn them, let them have it! Death! A stream of missiles whined from his gun into the ranks of the inwardly pressing Pavvies, or jungle-men.


  Scintillating quartz weapons whistled by his head, but as the Pavvies crumpled and swayed, their aim was too poor or too diverted to be accurate. Just as fast as they crumpled, others pressed onward. He could see them, dropping like huge spiders from the trees of the jungle, surging in a stream toward him. What was the matter with Bellen? He couldn’t hold them back forever. Eventually they would overwhelm him.


  WHEELING swiftly, Brice fled back across the clearing. He had to chance it now or never. With the pack at his back he stumbled up the steps, just as Bellen, in the doorway, opened up with the machine gun. With the deadly spray from the machine gun sending triple streams of bullets into their ranks, the Pavvies hesitated, then turned to flee.


  Vallard had stumbled to the floor and lay breathing heavily. Brice wheeled and slammed the door.


  “Quick!” he cried to Bellen. “Man the windows!” He stepped to the great curving window, pressed a button on the lower sill. Small panels slid aside, revealing rectangular apertures below the sills. Dragging forth machine guns, he stationed them before the firing apertures.


  Outside, the screaming savages had reconnoitered. Now, in a surging pack they came forward.


  “The lights!” cried Brice. He turned and made swift manipulations on a wall panel. The light from above vanished, leaving them in darkness. Another deft movement and broad floodlights outside and above the windows were spreading suffusion of light, halfway out across the clearing, lighting up the bloodthirsty pack mistily through the moisture aberrated glass. These floodlights were a special preparation made for such a siege. The panorama outside now was a weird tableau as seen through the windows, and in its utter madness it resembled a moving picture screen depicting a pack of monsters such as might have been dreamed of by Jules Verne.


  A leaping horde! Writhing tentacles! Sharp weapons borne aloft, gleaming, malevolent orbs; all were apparent in a jumbled leaping maze as the mob surged onward.


  In a moment the clearing was a shambles under the floodlight. Crouched at the deadly machine guns which sent multiple lines of intermittent bullet tracery whistling from their muzzles, the two men wrought wholesale slaughter.


  In a few moments the clearing was abandoned by all living Venerians—and there was a gory death-scene where the creatures lay jumbled in torn heaps. Faint cries still came from the jungle, but the earthmen felt free from attack for the time.


  Brice restored the illumination to the interior. He was breathing heavily. Frowning, he confronted Bellen.


  “You were a long time in covering my retreat!” he accused. Bellen mopped his brow.


  “Jammed!” he said. “I couldn’t hardly get it to workin’.”


  Brice turned to the exhausted Vallard who yet lay on the floor. A draught of whiskey soon brought him around. He was helped weakly to a chair.


  “DIAMONDS!” he rasped hoarsely.


  “Diamonds!” Clutching at his breast he withdrew a slick, oily pouch. Opening the bag he spread forth a pile of rudely cut jewels, each the size of a marble.


  A million dollars lay represented upon the table before them. Jewels! Venerian diamonds!—for which they had risked their lives. Brice suddenly hated them—hated their sparkle. There was a splotch of crimson upon one of the largest. Blood—blood of man.


  With greedy glittering eyes Bellen scooped them into his palm. Riches and pleasure rose to his vision as he mashed them together in his fist. He scowled as a moment later he placed the jewels in the safe with others of its kind.


  Vallard had been wounded on the thigh. Brice dressed the wound and helped the exhausted youth to his bed. In short delirious sentences he told Brice how he had penetrated far into the jungle, to a wild tribe of the Venerians. After trading for the diamonds the traitorous creatures had set upon him and he had been forced to fight his way slowly back.


  It was with a grim face that Brice returned to the main circular room. Staring out the window toward the dark jungle’s gloom he could yet hear the cries of the aroused Jungle-men. He sighed as the burden of their position again became manifest.


  “Those devils are likely to stay roused for days, Bellen,” he said. “We’ll have to draw lots for first watch!”


  When Bellen drew the first watch Brice spent a large part of the time at the radio, which time he should have used in sleeping, futilely striving to get a message through the heavy atmospheric blanket which surrounded Venus.


  CHAPTER III


  The Ship from Space


  FRANK VALLARD’S fingers were trembling as he crouched down by the machine gun. He opened a panel in the stock of the gun and inserted a small battery into a close-fitting compartment. It was the last battery. It meant that there were two hours fighting left in the machine gun. Another attack by the Jungle-men would leave them practically defenseless. And the relief ship had not yet come.


  Two days had passed since Frank Vallard had stumbled into the trading post. Although his minor wound was not yet healed, it did not prevent him from assuming his duties. However, the strain was telling on him. His actions were nervous and indecisive. The glances he cast through the aperture at the jungle outside were full of dread and terror. He fondled the machine gun nervously.


  These projectite guns were really sprays of electronic charges. Their secret lay in the fact that their batteries were not of the common type. Bynesman, the inventor, had discovered that the spark from his battery, glancing over a peculiar polished metal, caused this metal to emit electronic discharges of terrific force.


  “Two fighting hours.” Vallard murmured wildly, caressing the blue metal which sheathed the intricate mechanism of the projectite gun. Brice had just come into the room and he stood silently watching the boy, who was now madly searching his pockets for a cigarette.


  “Damn the luck, Brice!” he cried. “Aren’t there any cigarettes?”


  Brice shook his head. Vallard angrily snapped the match into little bits with which he had prepared to light the cigarette.


  “No cigarettes!” he cried, his eye wild. “No ammunition! Provisions running low. In the name of Heaven, everything will be gone if that ship doesn’t come in soon.”


  Brice walked over to the youth and placed a paternal hand on his shoulder.


  “Take it easy, Frank!” he cautioned. But his words, instead of soothing, seemed to infuriate Vallard.


  “Take it easy!” snarled the boy contemptuously. “Take it easy! God, man, how can anyone take it easy?” He wrenched away from Brice and began to pace the room with increasing panic. “Death! Those damnable Venerians. I tell you we might as well walk out and meet them in battle. It’s quicker, and better than this torment!”


  “DON’T give up hope. The relief ship will come yet!”


  Vallard was pacing the room madly now.


  “The relief ship will never come!” he cried. “And you know why. Where’s Bellen?”


  The eyes of the two men met with understanding. Each realized the suspicions of Bellen were mutual. Just then the door to the adjoining bedrooms opened and Bellen came into the room. His great brows were drawn down in a glare.


  “Anyone say my name?” he growled.


  “Yes,” interceded Brice, quickly. “Vallard’s trick is up, and it’s your turn.” He wondered if Bellen had been eavesdropping.


  “Two hours in the machine gun!” murmured Vallard, again pacing the room. “Two more hours!”


  “Better turn in, Vallard,” warned Brice. “You’ll need your rest!”


  “Rest! I couldn’t rest knowing there was but—two more hours!”


  Bellen took a huge bottle from the table and uncorked it. He tipped it up and gurgled some of the liquid noisily.


  “Have a drink,” he growled, wiping his lips with his hairy hands. “You’re turning rat! It ought pep you up!”


  His accusation infuriated Vallard. He turned and confronted Bellen.


  “How can I rest, how can I sleep!” he shouted. “All the time I know that just out of space there hovers the Space Pirate! He got the relief ship, and he’s just waiting to settle down and take the post! Oh, I know! He did it once before and he’ll do it again! Black Silvard always knows when a post is rich for hauling. This post has been raided three times. I was here the last time! And every time—you have been here—Bellen!”


  His manner was directly accusing. Bellen, spraddled defiantly, purple with rage.


  “What do you mean?” he said thickly.


  “I mean just this!” shot Vallard wildly. “There’s been a leak, somewhere—right within this trading post. There is only one person who could have leaked to Black Silvard, and that is you—Bellen!”


  Bellen’s huge figure seemed to be frozen in surprised rage. In one hand, far back, he held the bottle. Suddenly, with a curse, he moved. His bare arms shot out like lightning. The heavy bottle cut a swift arc through the air. With a sickening crunch it hit Vallard’s head, then dropped to the floor with a clatter. For a moment the boy’s eyes glazed, and he seemed paralyzed with surprise. Then his knees gave way and he slumped to the floor.


  Brice had changed. His face was hard and white, his muscles tense. Directly behind him was a machine gun, nestling before an aperture.


  “Bellen,” he said clearly. “I’m going to kill you. You fool, don’t you think I’ve been watching you? Don’t you think I knew you’d been tampering with the radio, so I couldn’t get communication through? Bellen, do you know who I am? I am a secret representative of the officers of the Venus Traders and Commerce. I came here to get you, and I have got you.


  “BELLEN, you are a half-brother to Black Silvard. We knew information was leaking through you to the pirate. I knew Black Silvard, before he turned pirate. And I knew that he would use such as you. Bellen, you’ve given yourself away. You are a spy of Black Silvard!”


  Baffled rage spread over Bellen’s features. He tensed his body to spring. Then his eyes roved to the machine gun just behind Brice. With a snarl of rage masking his face he sprang.


  Brice turned quickly, swept the gun around. But Bellen was upon him. Silently they wrestled for possession of the gun. Huge brute muscle against lean sinew. Straining, they wavered back and forth.


  Bellen’s coarse, brutal face was close to Brice’s, his caustic breath panting hot from his nostrils. It was a battle which each realized would be to the death. Then both paused simultaneously.


  A wild pandemonium of screams had burst just outside the doorway. There was a resounding crash, and the door teetered on its hinges. With a splintering smash a quartz club shot through the large curved window, shattering it and falling to the floor at the feet of the struggling men. The Venerians had renewed the attack.


  Again came the resounding crash, and the door fell inward, its hinges wrenched from the panels, while the Junglemen burst in and sprang toward the terrestrials.


  Their enmity momentarily abandoned in the crisis of danger, Brice turned the machine gun about. Death! It faced them all now. They had been caught in a moment of forgotten caution.


  There was no retreating now. Even as the gun began to chatter beneath Brice’s hands he realized that they would eventually be overwhelmed. As the projectite gun mowed down the front ranks, the ones behind surged over. Glittering weapons whirled, shot toward the terrestrials.


  Then the air was suddenly rent with a resounding roar which vibrated every molecule. The roar quickly went up the scale and became a high-pitched tremulous whine.


  The Venerians halted in their tracks, frozen into inactivity. For a moment they listened, then turned and ran. They had come to know and fear that deadly sound, for it always preceded the coming of a space rocket. It meant the reinforcement of the enemy. Their superstition had attributed a great power to the craft which appeared out of their cloud-blanketed heavens.


  “A space sphere!” cried Brice. He strode to the window. Through its jagged aperture he could see the clearing, lighted yet by the floodlights from above. Into the muddy expanse a space craft was settling. But not a sphere. Not the globular space ship of the Venus Trade and Commerce Co. No, it was a great ship off the outlines of an ovoid. It was the pirate ship of Black Silvard, Brice heard a sound behind him. Wheeling quickly, he was just in time to see a heavy improvised club, wielded in the hands of Bellen, descending on his skull.


  He suddenly fell into a pall of deepening darkness and oblivion.


  CHAPTER IV


  Black Silvard


  BRICE awoke to a curious, ascending sensation which he at first took for part of the nausea of returning consciousness. A moment later he identified it as the accelerating motion of a rising space ship.


  His head throbbed intermittently. As he opened his eyes and sought to move he found that he was lying bound on the floor of a tiny cell-like room. A small Napoleonesque man stood over him, resplendency garbed in contrasting colors, fingering a sleek mustache as black and shiny as a raven’s wing.


  For a moment Brice stared up without comprehension. Then a passing reflection through the space-port in one wall of the cell fell clearly upon the little man’s picturesque features. The features were swarthy and hawkish, surmounted by dead-black hair. The eyes were orbs of cold, emotionless fire.


  “Ah,” he said in a bantering tone. “You recognize me?”


  Brice nodded.


  “Black Silvard!” he ejaculated.


  The pirate chuckled with amusement. Very well could each of them remember the time, when this resplendent figure was naught but an unprepossessing chemist, working side by side with Brice Burney in the laboratories of the Venus Traders and Commerce. Once the two men had been friends of a sort. Brice realized that his life had only been spared to tickle the sardonic humor of the pirate.


  “It takes a thief to catch a thief,” mused Black Silvard. “Also, I presume, in the logic of the terrestrial authorities, it takes a chemist to catch a chemist. Really, it amuses me. Did you really think you could apprehend me, Brice?”


  Brice strained under the contempt in the other’s words. Hot wrath surged within him, but he forbore to speak. He knew that in his present position diplomacy would serve him best. He forced a grin.


  “I guess you win the first deal, Silvard,” he admitted.


  “And the last,” smirked the pirate significantly. “As far as you are concerned.”


  “Nevertheless,” continued Brice. “There are other men, and other hands to be dealt. Your day will come, Black Silvard. It is inevitable. No transgressor of justice in the history of time has escaped eventual retribution.”


  SILVARD scowled. “Perhaps I am the supreme transgressor,” he suggested. “No space ship of man can ever overtake this ship. And you know why, Brice. It was my invention which made it so. My men are outlawed, they fight like demons! If a battle gets a little hot—presto! I turn a lever. Immediately our ship swings away. Faster and faster! And finally vanishes into obscurity, as a ghost melts into the shadows!”


  “You discovered this power, though, Silvard. You are but a man. Other men will find it also. And then they will hunt you like a dog into your dimension of invisibility!”


  Silvard threw back his head and laughed heartily. Brice’s conviction seemed to amuse him. Wiping tears of mirth from his cheek he looked down at his defiant captive.


  “My good friend,” he chuckled. “What would you suggest doing? I am a great pirate, admitted! But so much greater will be the fall! See—Brice, I am fearful. What shall I do to evade Fate?”


  “You might surrender yourself to me and accompany me to earth as my prisoner.”


  The audacity of the suggestion tickled the humor of both men in the light of the situation. Once they had been friends. Now, even though one was captive of the other, they still had something in common.


  “My friend, my enemy,” cried Silvard, when his mirth had subsided. “You amuse me, and touch a ticklish spot in my vanity. See, I am going to be good to you. Once we were friends. I shall cut your bonds. I shall show you the world which I rule, which I have made, I shall show you a palace on a beautiful planet. Riches—and pleasure. That—before you die. A moment of happiness—before death! It is enticing, is it not? At the present time you will be kept a prisoner in this cell. Later you will be given leave to wander through certain portions of the spaceship. There will be no danger—you cannot escape or do harm. My watchdogs will guard you well. Anyway, there will be the week or two to worry about.”


  “And where will we be then?”


  Silvard laughed again, though less pleasantly.


  “I will be occupying a luxurious palace on a remote planet, surrounded by lavish beauty and epicurean comfort. Where you shall be, none shall know, much less guess—” He shrugged, and elevated his dark brows. “Does anyone know where you will be—after your spirit has passed, Brice?”


  Laughing heartily at his pleasantry, Silvard withdrew a gleaming knife from the sash at his waist, and stooping, cut Brice’s bonds. Then, his laughter, reechoing, he turned and touched the wall with a large opalescent stone set in a huge thumb-ring. A door slid aside and closed again as he stepped through. Brice was a prisoner on the pirate ship of Black Silvard.


  In the half day which followed Brice was fed by a smirking pirate who entered with a great platter filled with steaming food. He waited as Brice ate, and left again, with Brice still a prisoner.


  Brice occupied much of his time staring moodily through the circular transparency of the space-port. The star field, backgrounded by the blackness of space, seemed immovable. Of the jewel-bedecked firmament, only the sun stood forth with blazing eminence. His thoughts were despairing—of the mission on which he had been sent, and its unfortunate end. How he had bungled! He had been sent to detect a possible leakage of information to Black Silvard, and had been trapped himself. Brice couldn’t bear to think of Vallard.


  Black Silvard himself ushered Brice forth from his cell for a pompous display of the space-ship. The space vessel was shaped roughly like a great flat ovoid, with a dome-like projecting conning-tower commanding its upper surface. Space ports were plentiful in the sides of the huge armored monster, and rows of them ran completely about its surface. The vessel was divided into two floors; the lower one occupied by the machinery and the men’s quarters, the upper one being a sumptuously furnished apartment for Black Silvard. Dark-hued girls, of small but perfect proportions, languored on the cushioned divans and recesses of the apartment. Servants were plentiful, and came at Black Silvard’s slightest call. Silvard explained that both the girls and the men were natives of Mars’ largest satellite.


  As they were passing through a large room which might have held an entire night-club party, and which was finisher in modernistic design, a very loud burst of laughter suddenly came to their ears. Silvard started, and a flush of anger came to his cheek, as he distinguished a rough masculine note in the laughter.


  Here, in this upper apartment, was his sanctuary. It was forbidden for his men to enter here. Seizing the projectite gun at his waist, Silvard angrily stalked for the source of laughter.


  It came from a curtained alcove, furnished with lavish cushions and overhung with artificial palm trees. Soft light filtered through the boughs, and it presented a scene of great beauty. Beyond, hanging like a great silver moon in a dark sky, was a space-port, from which a suffusion of light was spreading into the great alcove.


  In the center of the alcove, sprawled back drunkenly on a great cushion, sat Bellen. His arms were about two laughing Martian girls, while others of them crowded around and joined in the joyous hilarity. Upon the floor lay empty bottles, and a tiny pink tumbler, which had been broken.


  For a moment Silvard stood between the parted curtains, wrath mantling his flushed features as he watched the great brute, Bellen, pursue his drunken revelry.


  Without a word, but with a face black as a thunderhead, Silvard strode into the alcove and halted before Bellen. Brice followed, watching the tableau with wondering eyes.


  As the Martian girls observed Silvard they uttered little squeals of terror and ran from the room, disappearing through curtained passageways. Bellen sat staring drunkenly upward, his hairy arm yet about one of the slender Martian girls, who was now attempting to escape.


  “BELLEN!”


  The single word was strident and commanding. It penetrated Bellen’s consciousness and left him staring upward. His great brows glared in anger at the sudden cessation to his enjoyment. Something of the portent of what he had done became impressed upon him and he slowly gained his feet. The Martian girl cringed back into the cushions and hid her face.


  “Bellen!” cried Silvard savagely. “If it weren’t you, I’d kill you, you loathsome dog! But you don’t know better! Back to your kennel, dog!”


  Bellen at the command stared without understanding. His thick brutal lips opened and closed helplessly as he gazed from Silvard to the man, who he thought was kept bound as a prisoner.


  “You hear me!” shouted Black Silvard, menacing with his gun. “Back to your kennel!”


  “Say—” blundered Bellen. “Why—ain’t I allowed Up here?”


  “No!” thundered Silvard, so angrily that Bellen cringed. “None is allowed here, except at my order.”


  “Then what is that bird doing here?” cried Bellen in an outraged tone, pointing to Brice.


  “At present,” said Silvard suavely, “he happens to be both my prisoner and my guest. Inasmuch as you are not up to the intellectual standard of being my guest, your company is forbidden in the upper apartment.


  “Now go!”


  Bellen eyed Brice with malevolent rage, as if it were he who was responsible for his present position. His lips were writhing and his fists clenched as he turned, about to go. He hesitated for a last thrust.


  “He’s a prisoner!” he burst to Silvard.


  “And a damned spy! Let me kill ’im.


  “Just let me at ’im.”


  When he was gone Silvard turned to the Martian girl, who was slinking away.


  “Valda!” he ejaculated. “I would not have thought it!”


  Throwing herself on her knees before him, she pleaded for her life.


  “On the penalty of death!” threatened Silvard, “I forbid you ever to see Bellen again!”


  The incident had ruffled Silvard’s temper, but he soon regained it as he ushered Brice about the ship. Brice was surprised to find him affable, even though he knew Silvard was refined and educated. He could not know the loneliness which Black Silvard sometimes felt for earth and his former acquaintances. This, had he known it, was merely a freak mood for the temperamental pirate. When he tired of playing with Brice he would have him executed at a word. Brice, knowing somewhat of his nature, realized this. Surrounded by the luxury, he could not help but compare himself to a man who has sold himself to the devil for the price of a few days of pleasure.


  He could not forget that death was always lurking pre-eminent on his dark horizon.


  CHAPTER V


  Pursuit


  IT pleased Silvard to make a great display of his pirate ship. He treated Brice as if he were a magnificent guest, spoke in impressive bombastic phrases, and served him with rare liquors. Then, as a climax to the display, he escorted Brice up a rampway which led into the conning-tower and control room.


  The dome which curved upward and formed the roof of the conning tower was transparent and afforded an unobstructed vista of the firmament above and about. It was almost as if Brice was standing on the back of a monster elephant, for the transparency of the conning tower made it seem at once invisible and unreal. He could see the huge riveted sides of the armored monster sloping to each side. Beyond that—the depths of space. For a moment he felt giddy.


  Then he noted the control panels inset within the transparent walls, and the two pirates who guided them. Intricate arrangements of controls and studs, flashing iridescent bulbs coruscating. Long tubes of light dashing through endless mazes of vacuumized glass!


  It was evident that the light which flickered spasmodically from the controls was injurious to the eyes, for both of the pirates who acted as pilots wore heavy glasses of high magnifying power. Their eyes were gargantuan behind the lenses, and the brows and lashes were hidden behind heavy rims. In the illumination of the variegated colors upon the control boards, their faces were ghastly as death.


  Suddenly it became manifest that something unusual had aroused their attention. Running from one instrument to the other, the faces of the pilot!


  were soon filled with apprehension, and one of them wheeled to salute Black Silvard.


  “Two terrestrial space patrol vessels in pursuit, sir!” he cried.


  Black Silvard cursed in picturesque fashion.


  “Get them on the visor?” he cried.


  Under the control of the pilots a large screen became milkily opaque and gradually clarified to reveal a picture of a part of the firmament. As one of the pirates spun a small wheel along a moving way, the scene neared, and the spherical shapes of the police vessels seemed to inflate like balloons as their perspective distance decreased.


  “At their present rate they will overtake us within thirty minutes,” calculated one of the pilots.


  “Damn!” cursed Silvard. “That kid at the trading post must have gotten word through.”


  “You mean Vallard?” asked Brice, hope in his voice.


  “He looked dead or done for,” continued Silvard. “We left him lying there. He must have repaired the radio and sent a signal through!”


  “Or perhaps the relief ship came!” suggested Brice.


  Silvard cast a peculiar glance at his prisoner and uttered a dry laugh.


  “The relief ship will never come through. We scattered its disintegrated ashes in high space. Bellen kept us posted about its coming by radio. He had a set in his room.”


  Brice clenched his fists helplessly. Now he know why Bellen had stayed so closely in his own room. If he ever got a chance to strike back at these pitiless murderers!—but he was unarmed! Black Silvard and the two pilots carried projectite guns and knives in their belts. Even providing he could overcome one of them and by a miraculous stroke of luck take his weapons he would be a single man against the entire ship’s crew. No, Brice wasn’t foolhardy.


  Mumbling under his breath with irritation, Silvard strode to a small pedestal which projected from the apparatus and lifted a hood which covered its top. A single large lever protruded therefrom.


  “A twist of the lever,” he mused. “Then our ship would commence slowly to fade, to disappear—No!” With a sudden exasperated jerk he replaced the hood. He appeared to come to a decision. “We shall fight. My men ache for a real good battle. We will not flee from these little police vessels.”


  ALL of a sudden he was the leader, the commander. As he stalked to a megaphone he resembled a Napoleon of space, more than ever.


  Crisp, laconic orders shot into the transmitter to his officers in other parts of the ship. Brice felt the sudden deceleration of their speed. In the screen visor he saw the space police vessels draw rapidly nearer.


  “Prepare rays of heat concentration!” Silvard was ordering. “Hold electrospheres in readiness to project, and prepare conductite bombs for emergency!”


  The crisp answers coming from below showed how perfect an organization Black Silvard maintained upon his pirate ship. A ship fitly named—he called in the Space Demon!


  As the orders given by Silvard were being carried out there was a moment’s respite. Silvard turned to Brice with a smile of pride playing about his dark thin lips.


  “You will see,” he boasted, “how the men of Black Silvard fight!”


  The pursuing space spheres became quickly visible to the eye. Brice knowing that these ships were the pride of the earth, thrilled as he peered through the transparent dome and saw them soar swiftly down upon the pirate vessel.


  “Have rays of heat concentration in readiness!” Black Silvard’s Voice was perfectly cool. His eyes did not leave the two approaching spheres for an instant. He stood nonchalantly at Brice’s side, revealing, neither in his attitude nor in his expression, that aught but an idle conversation was in progress. A microphone held by a near-by attendant relayed his orders to his officers below.


  “Fire!” he commanded.


  Instantly from the blunt Stern of the space monster two great rays bit out into space, then others, too numerous to count. These rays, scarcely visible because of the very small amount of stray particles in space, were tinged slightly with green. Crisscrossing swiftly they flashed back and forth.


  An ordinary space ship Would have melted under the impact of the ray, but the police space spheres, heavily armored Were hardly harmed. The tracks of the ray-beams as they crossed its surface were merely marked by tiny molten rivulets of metal which cooled almost instantly, under the influence of refrigerating devices which Brice knew were present beneath the outer armor of the other vessels. Soon, however, the spheres resembled Mars with all its intersecting canals.


  An attendant had entered and given Black Silvard a pair of powerful glasses. At a word from Silvard a similar pair Was given to Brice. Through them he was able to See the next move, which was made by the police vessels.


  Square panels slid aside in the spherical surface of the attacking vessels. Through the dark apertures long metal noses slid, then turned their projecting barrels unwaveringly upon the pirate ship. From their nozzles, balls of incandescent fire leaped—whirling swiftly toward the Space Demon. Gaining in mass, the great balls of fire shot like incandescent clouds across the intervening space. Striding on the armored surface of the Space Demon, the spheres burst. Splattering like huge drops of water they licked in dazzling lambent tongues around the space vessel and lingered, led by some inner combustion. A continual stream of these fiery projectites leaped out for the Space Demon. Soon most of its surface was covered by a pulsating sea of lingering flame, which lashed out and sought to surround the vessel.


  In a moment Black Silvard’s imperturbability was dropped.


  “ASCEND!” he shouted to the pilot. “Ascend!”


  Racing up the armored back of the space monster came a tide of fire. Lashing, raging! Brice knew that if once the Space Demon was surrounded by the flame she would be doomed. The intense heat would cause her outer armor to expand and crack, wrenching it from her inner supports.


  A tide of flame! Racing! It lashed up, soared around the transparent dome, a caldron of raging, blinding flame. Groping at his momentarily blinded eyes, Brice thought the end had come. A moment—surrounded by fire—the Space Demon would crack! A surge of ascending power almost threw him off his feet. When next he opened his aching eyes the ship was free. Below them a sphere of raging gases blazed for a moment, then was extinguished. Waiting above—were the two police spheres, hovering together.


  Brice became aware of Silvard, frantically shouting commands down the transmitter. “The electro-sphere! The electro-sphere!”


  In a moment his command was obeyed. Great torpedo-like bulks of metal slid out into space from the bow of the Space Demon. Like a flight of great pigeons the electro-spheres settled down upon the two space spheres.


  No result was obvious at once. Then the two space spheres suddenly leaped from each other as if an invisible explosion had taken place. Black Silvard laughed triumphantly.


  “Ha!” he cried. “Separated. Now I can finish them one by one. A little invention of my own, Brice. Electrospheres, charged with positive electricity. They in turn charge the spheres on contact. The two spheres are similarly charged. Like charges repel each other, so at once the two leap apart!”


  Meanwhile the Space Demon was swooping down upon one of the tiny spheres like a hawk on a bird. Again came Silvard’s command. A swarm of concussion bombs focussed on the helpless sphere. As they exploded a green vaporous gas formed a mist about it and hid it from view. Without waiting to investigate, the Space Demon pursued the other and repeated its action. With that it drew off.


  “Curse them!” cried Silvard. “That should teach them a lesson.” Out in space were two formless masses of vapor. “Conductite bombs! You’ve heard of them, Brice?”


  Brice was tensed and strained from the recent encounter. Angrily he wheeled to the pirate.


  “You devil!” he cried. “You mean you’ve finished them?” He pointed to the two motionless masses of vapor.


  “Exactly,” returned Silvard, amused at Brice’s anger. “Conductite bombs! That gaseous vapor penetrates the ether itself, and is a perfect conductor of heat. Shall I give you an example, something to illustrate this point? Very well, a wad of cotton is a pretty good insulator against an electric current. Soak it with brine, and what have we—a perfect conductor! The metal of those spheres were good insulators against the escape of heat into the void, as was the vacuum within the inner walls. Soak it with a gas which penetrates the pores of the metal and what have we? A perfect conductor of heat!


  “Every bit of heat within those spheres is conducted instantly out into space. It’s just as if you stuck your finger into mercury. Your finger gets cold because the heat is conducted out. Every calorie of heat in those spheres is now disseminated out into space and the interior is frozen stiff, as well as every occupant!”


  Hate and rage for this unscrupulous scientific fiend surged within Brice. He clenched his fists, strode a step forward.


  Silvard laughed; threw back his head and roared heartily. At the first step two attendants had stepped upon either side of Brice, projectite guns pressing into his body.


  “Take him out!” roared Silvard, motioning to his attendants. “Take him back to his cell. I’m beginning to tire of him.”


  CHAPTER VI


  The Pirate Sanctuary


  WITH the recent demonstration of Black Silvard’s powers, Brice was quite willing to credit the man with being a genius. Back in his cell he paced the bare confines moodily. To save his life he could see no loophole to get him out of his predicament. The only satisfaction he could glean from the situation was the knowledge that Vallard was alive. That, at least, was some consolation.


  Brice had no means of keeping account of time. In space there was no such thing as day and night, and sleep comes as often as fatigue calls and opportunity permits. His tired mind and body were practically overdone, and Brice had slouched to a small cot in one corner of the room when a peculiar phenomenon presented itself.


  The light within the room began to diminish suddenly. Since they were not within the influence of a planet this could not be caused by approaching dusk. The light came from a steady source, that of the distant sun through the single space-port in the cell. True, it could be diminished if the space ship altered its direction so that the port would be at a more oblique angle to the sun’s rays, but neither was this alteration effected, for Brice felt no centrifugal force swinging him about. He knew that gravity was artificially maintained in the floor of the space ship, but as yet he was acquainted with no power which could divert centrifugal force on a turn.


  His curiosity aroused, he hurried to the window. A strange sight met his eyes. Beyond was the black curtain of space, diademed by twinkling stars, while the flaring sun shone steadily in the far distance. But the peculiar thing about the scene was that every one of the tiny stars and the great sun itself had assumed a flat disc-like appearance. Instead of globular bodies they appeared to be merely thin paper discs floating out in the void.


  And With every moment they were fading. A black mist seemed to be settling over the void. The illumination of the stars was fast turning into gloom, just as if the entire starfield was merely a painted picture and an electric light bulb had been switched off.


  This unprecedented darkness descended swiftly, leaving Brice in a puzzled quandary. Ah—he had it!


  The pirate ship was becoming invisible—it was going into its other dimension. He was instantly awake, his interest aroused. How many times had the ships of the space patrol pursued the Space Demon till it faded into obscurity! And now he was to witness this phenomenon, at close hand.


  Somewhat to Brice’s disappointment, the impenetrable darkness which soon filled the room, remained constant. He Could see nothing but inky gloom. As time passed and nothing happened he wearied. Finally he groped his Way back to the cot. His brain was filled with turbulent doubts and speculations. Where, indeed, was Black Silvard’s lair? His tired brain finally sought rest in slumber.


  He was awakened by a flash of light which shone through the space-port into his eyes. Half-blinded, he found himself blinking into the glare of a distant, diminutive sun. Then the spaceship swerved and he felt it descending. A large leather-winged bird flapped up past the port-hole. Brice knew they were landing upon the surface of some planet. He hurried to the space-port.


  The broad black expanse of a planet lay below. Directly within its center, like a jewel in an ebon setting, twinkled the tiny spires of a great castle which grew larger as the space ship descended.


  A FAIRY city—out of the Arabian nights—a city of beauty, such as an aesthetic fanatic like Black Silvard might plan. It would take fortunes—but Silvard had fortunes. How else could he use the millions he had forcibly taken, except for personal enjoyment! Brice knew that below lay the lair of the space pirate.


  Great hooded minarets, gleaming softly in the sunlight like carven bloodstone! Pure marble towers, crowned with balustrades and pinnacles! Artistic archways, beautifully carved, draped like the lace of a beautiful lady from building to building.


  A picture of beauty, while beyond the castle’s edges, lay the strange forebodinb planet of gloom! On closer observation Brice saw that the broad expanse rolled and tumbled into smooth hillocks which stretched into the distance. Its black hue was given it by the great growths of coral-like substance which formed a thick jungle over its surface.


  At the great castle’s lower base lay a lake, smooth and reflective as a mirror. Tended gardens and gravelled walks stretched about the lake. Yet it seemed strangely lifeless and unruffled. Then Brice saw the reason.


  As the Space Demon settled down the lake moved! A large panel slid back into the hillside and revealed the black maw of a gigantic hangar. The lake was artificial, its upper mirrored surface a mere camouflage from above. Men appeared running about the edges of the hangar. As the great vessel slid down into the dark aperture and settled upon a cradle which lay ready for it, a gangplank slid from the darkness, projecting itself accurately to the broad back of the Space Demon. The great panel above slid back over them, and lights were switched on in the hangar itself.


  Brice caught a glimpse of a landing platform, from which a great rampway led upward, and which was teeming with men. It was from this platform that the gangplank was extended.


  So engrossed was Brice in the scene that he almost failed to hear the door panel of his cell swing open behind him. Two pirates advanced within, menacing him with their weapons. He was roughly seized and his arms bound behind his back. Then he was ordered to precede them.


  A great doorway had been swung back in the side of the space vessel. The gangplank extended to the lip of this doorway. Under the watch of the two escorting guards Brice was forced to walk up this gangway, and on up the rampway which led upward. He caught no sight of Black Silvard and naturally supposed he had preceded them.


  The ramp-way leveled off into a corridor with many intersecting tunnels. The guards halted by a black unlighted flight of stone steps leading downwards.


  “WHERE goes this prisoner?” questioned one of the guards, who was young, and looked as if he had had little enough experience.


  The other cursed. He had withdrawn from his cloak a swinging torch lantern. At his touch a powerful beam of intense light spread from the lantern.


  “To the bowels of the earth!” snorted the other guard in answer. “Where all carrion of his ilk go. To the pit itself.”


  Without more ado Brice was marched down a long flight of steps which descended into the cool earth, and still further down another black corridor. The lantern cast long shadows of his legs into the darkness before him. As they walked the corridor opened up into the light of the swinging lantern. The air grew cool. The stone walls were dank and covered with a green slimy moss. The floor was littered with dirt. A vile stench began to assail his nostrils.


  Again descending, they came into a large chamber. The other wall of the chamber contained a large opening barred by a huge grilled gate. As Brice was marched past the gate he caught a glimpse of the shadows of the bars, stretching out on the floor beyond and reaching into a great circular amphitheater, whose circular walls were tiered with rows of iron cages set within the walls. Wild screams and cries of hate and rage came from the cages in mad cacaphony. It was quite evident that Black Silvard already had many other prisoners.


  Brice could already see how appropriate the guards were in calling this the bowels of the earth.


  Leaving the great gateway behind, they ascended a short spiraling stairway, up past two landings. On the third they turned and followed a curving corridor whose inner wall formed the rear of the upper tier of Cages in the arena. Round grilled apertures were empaneled in the doors which led into the cages. Through these apertures the maniacal faces of the prisoners could be seen, straining against the bars, while their shrieks filled the corridor.


  The guards halted before one of the doors.


  The older one extended the opalescent thumb ring which by some mysterious power acted as a key, and the door slid aside.


  A moment later they had cut his bonds and flung him into the dark interior, shutting the door quickly behind him.


  For a moment Brice lay where he had fallen. Dirt clung to his face where it had struck the floor. The darkness was only broken by the circular suffusion coming from the apertures in the doorway. A moment later, as the guard’s footsteps died away, this illumination also vanished, leaving him in impenetrable darkness. With the mad cries reverberating in his ears, and the indescribable stench assailing his nostrils, Brice failed momentarily to credit his senses with all that which had befallen him.


  Then, the mad reek rasping on his nerves, he rose and groped until he found the bars in the door, which he shook in insane futility.


  In the mad discordance swelling about his ears his very rage seemed lost and insignificant.


  CHAPTER VII


  Bellen Seeks a Comeback


  BELLEN was brutal and unreasoning by nature. It was a mistake made by Silvard in ever having included him in any of his nefarious schemes. But Bellen was a brother to Silvard’s wife. Very opportunely, it appeared that Bellen had been a trader scout on Venus. For reasons best known to Bellen the earth had become decidedly unhealthy for him just before he signed up as a trader for the planet Venus. Thus it took no seduction on Black Silvard’s part to surreptitiously slip a tiny radio set to Bellen, one which could be concealed upon a person, and yet one whose power extended indefinitely through the ether. Kept posted constantly on the date the relief ships left earth, and the quantity of jewels accumulated, Silvard had found it easy to appear in the nick of time, overpower the trading post, and disappear with the booty. Bellen’s part in the theft, had he known it, was insignificant to Silvard. But to Bellen’s own primitive reasoning he was on a par with the pirate himself. Consequently, when the pirate refused to accept him as a social and mental equal, his anger was aroused. The incident in which Bellen had unknowingly trespassed into Silvard’s sanctuary still rankled in his memory. Beliefs passionate nature affixed itself ardently to the memory of Valda’s lovely face and figure. His instinctive reactions were childish but none the less real. Because she had been forbidden to him she had become all the more dear. Secretly, his thoughts dwelled upon her constantly, but he did not allow Silvard to guess this. He housed his emotions in a sullen countenance. When Black Silvard refused to make a payment of certain jewels for the service of having betrayed the trading post, Bellen surreptitiously formed a dogged determination to find vindication.


  Arrived at the castle sanctuary, Bellen was quartered with the ordinary pirates in a dirty, squalid section. Rough, coarse comrades in the pirates were readily found by him, but his greedy eyes turned only to the more beautiful section of the castle, with its lavish luxury, and the numerous Martian concubines belonging to Black Silvard. He took to trespassing the limits of Silvard’s personal quarters, where none of the ordinary pirates were allowed, in the hopes of catching a glimpse of Valda. Much, to his disappointment, he did not, but he did encounter his sister, Gwen, the wife of Silvard.


  Once Gwen had been ravishingly beautiful in a passionate way. Now she had changed. Her face was lined with jealousy and strain. She had been pacing a tiny garden when Bellen ran into her.


  “GEORGE!” had gasped the middle-aged apparition. “George Bellen!”


  Hearing the long unused name Bellen recognized her instantly. Greeting her gruffly, he turned to pass on. Little love was lost between them. Then, acting upon some impulse to hear of her former world, Gwen had implored him to stay.


  Presently he was pouring out his anger and wrath against Silvard. He told her of Valda, of his own drunken trespasses on board the space vessel, and the resulting objurgations delivered by Silvard.


  “Valda!” spat Gwen, rage contorting her features. “God! I hate her, and him too, who pays tribute to her beauty.”


  “You hate him, too?” queried Bellen.


  Her jaded, heavily painted eyes glowed with sullen smouldering fires.


  “And should I not!” she cried tremulously. “Has he not forsaken me, who am his only lawful wife, for those accursed Martian wantons? Does he ever look at me, at the features he has ruined and cast aside? No. I hate him with all my soul.” But the jealousy in her attitude belied this. “Also, I hate Valda. You love her. Very well, George, why not have her?”


  “What do you mean?” asked Bellen.


  There was a speculative glitter in Gwen’s cold, emotionless eyes before she spoke. She seemed to be weighing Bellen heartlessly, as a chess player weighs the power of a playing piece before moving it.


  “Just this,” she cried. “I can arrange a tryst. A Martian maiden is simple and primitive, however beautiful. Romance and glamour appeals quickly to their passions. She will meet you clandestinely, and I shall arrange the meeting.


  Bellen licked his coarse lips with a thick dark tongue. Would be dare? Yes! How he hated Silvard. It would be—his revenge. His piggish eyes were aglow with passion as he bade Gwen arrange the meeting.


  As Bellen stole away from the garden retreat and back toward his quarters, Gwen remained motionless for a long time, gazing after him. Then she laughed harshly. She had no love for Bellen, even though he was her brother. And she hated Valda!—had long planned futile schemes for her death. If Silvard ever caught Valda in a tryst with Bellen he would kill them both, as he had promised. Very well! So it would be. Perhaps when Valda was gone, Silvard would once more look at Gwen.


  With hands a little gaunt and a trifle withered, Gwen tugged instinctively at her features, striving to arrange them attractively. Then she too, full of her scheming, forsook the garden retreat.


  THE planet which afforded a resting place for the pirate sanctuary, rolled steadily and incessantly in space, just as all planets do. Finally the castle rolled around and began to enter the shadow behind the globe. In the dusk her temples coruscated like living jewels with the sun’s last rays. And the planet rolled on.


  Soon the castle was dark. Bellen stole from his quarters and cautiously retraced his way to the dark little garden. A muffled figure met him, detaching itself from the darkness. It was Gwen. She merely said “Come” in a hoarse voice and led him into a near by entrance. Travelling dark unused corridors and stairways, they finally had ascended to a high tower of the main castle. She halted before a closed doorway.


  “Valda!” she whispered. “She is Within.”


  Gwen turned to go.


  “Wait!” rasped Bellen. “How am I going to get back down those corridors?”


  “I shall come later,” said Gwen, her voice dry in the darkness. “Then I will take you back.” Bellen thought he heard a muffled note of hollow laughter as she vanished down the corridor. Disregarding this as absurd, he pushed inward upon the door, which was of the type which swings inward upon hinges.


  Within, the room was dark. Forebodings smote him. The smell of perfume and musk assailed his nostrils. A sleeping chamber. He stepped within.


  There was a startled cry and a movement from the darkness. A light snapped on. At a wall panel crouched Valda in her bedgarments, her eyes wild with fright.


  “Who are you?” she cried. “What are you doing here?”


  Bellen grinned.


  “You know me!” he said throatily. “And you know why I came.” He advanced toward her.


  “Yes,” cried the girl. “But why did you come? Silvard would kill us!”


  Suddenly she screamed in terror. Her eyes, riveted upon some object behind Bellen, caused him to whirl. In the doorway stood Silvard, a thunder-cloud of rage. He was leveling a projectite gun. Behind him, a shadow of a grin on her features, was Gwen. Bellen did not speak a word. Gwen had led him into a trap.


  With staccato barks the projectite gun hurled missiles of death into the screaming girl. Her body was riddled with tracery before she hit the floor, her scream dying in a gurgle.


  Instinctively Bellen sprang. Silvard, intent upon killing the girl who had betrayed him, was slow. Bellen hit him with a huge fist. The pirate lurched backward, the bullets from the projectite gun rattling into the ceiling. Bellen sprang out into the corridor, kicked brutally at the falling body of Silvard. He heard the clash of weapons, a torch gleamed. About Bellen were a half-dozen of the pirates, holding their fife because of his close proximity to Silvard.


  Like an animal at bay Bellen moved. Leaping backward into the room he dragged the unconscious body of Silvard with him, protecting himself from pistol fire. He slammed the door behind him. Then he shouted to the pirates beyond the door.


  “HALT!” he screamed. “Or I’ll kill Silvard. Don’t dare open the door.”


  Bellen had no means of killing Silvard, since the latter’s weapon had fallen outside in the corridor. That did not matter. Bellen was too engrossed in seeking a means of escape to bother over the pirate’s fallen body.


  A single window was at the other end of the room. Parting the curtains from it he stared out. In the darkness he could dimly discern a balcony. Without hesitation he climbed out on the balcony.


  In the dim light from myriads of stars in the velvet, black sky above he discerned an open courtyard below, a vast gulf beneath the balcony. There was no way to escape at either side. The wall was smooth above the balcony. Straining his eyes Bellen peered below, just as he heard the door of the room crash in and the startled cry of the pirates at finding their unconscious chief.


  Dimly discernible below was a thin, arching bridge reaching out into the gulf of the courtyard, its one edge resting on a balustrade platform below.


  Swinging by his hands from the balcony Bellen dropped. It was a long fall to the platform but he made it without mishap. Scrambling to his feet, Bellen raced out across the bridge, tiny and untrustworthy, which had been placed there merely for artistic purposes. It trembled beneath his feet. Giddy at the depths of unfathomable darkness at either side, Bellen stumbled on.


  Behind him the castle was arousing. Masculine voices were calling. Feminine screams re-echoed. And lights began to flash, searching light beams cutting from the balconies downward on the face of the building, out into the darkness.


  The bulk of the other wall of the courtyard arose suddenly from the darkness. An open doorway beckoned, Bellen raced inside into perfect darkness.


  Halting here, he tried for several moments to regain his breath. Then he heard voices. A dull illumination began to permeate the gloom, from below.


  Bellen saw that he was on a landing place in a flight of curving steps descending downward. A man was ascending the steps, carrying a light. Crouched behind the edge of the landing place, Bellen waited. The man went down with out a murmur, when Bellen’s huge fist out of the darkness hit him behind the ear.


  Running swiftly down the steps Bellen progressed, unhindered, from landing place to landing place. Then the steps descended no more, and he knew he was upon the ground floor. A current of cool air led him to an open door. Cautiously he looked out upon a little garden. All was quiet.


  Bellen started. He knew this garden. His rendezvous with Gwen! Now he knew where he was. Racing quickly, he headed for his sleeping quarters.


  A mad thing to do. But they wouldn’t look for him there till they searched the castle. He would be safe—for a while—until he could complete a mission for revenge which entered into his brain, His rage overpowered his fear, and he raced into his own room with a mad glow of anticipation in his eyes.


  Snapping the light on he went quickly to a corner and drew forth a diminutive radio set. Once before had he used this set, to betray his fellow men. Now he would use it—to betray Black Silvard. Adjusting the set quickly to a space-length known throughout several planets as the terrestrial police call, he shouted hoarsely into the transmitter.


  A moment later a tiny screen glowed. Upon it appeared the shoulders and face of an armed military Police Captain. As the import of Bellen’s words smote his brain, the Captain became abruptly awake. Somewhere, in an office far away on the earth, he sat stiff upright and called to associates.


  “You say you are at Black Silvard’s retreat!” he shouted incredulously from the tiny televiso screen.


  “Yes,” cried the half-frantic Bellen. “Yes. But I don’t know where we are.”


  “Just a second!” snapped the Police Captain. “Our direction finders are automatically training upon the wave of your televiso set.” Then a look of amazement came stark into his features and he fairly shouted the word into the microphone.


  “Pluto!”


  The sanctuary of Black Silvard was on Pluto, in their own planetary system, and furthermore in their own dimension. A planet far outside of the distant Neptune. Perhaps the outermost one of all.


  It was within easy striking distance.


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Attack


  TO an observer from another planet it would have seemed that a swarm of bees was rising from a point on the earth’s surface and seething out into space in a straight line. Yet each bee was a speed-lined Police craft, a space-dart, manned by two young officers of the Space Patrol, and the point on the earth from which they were taking flight was a vast airdrome not far from Washington.


  There was something of grimness and determination about these uniformed young figures, erect and lithe, stationed before the pilot-desks of each space craft. Mirthlessly their eyes stared, straight ahead into the void as their vessels bore them at inconceivable speed through space.


  At last they were to come into contact with the Space Pirate. At last Humanity was to be avenged.


  Direction finders had trained upon the ether-wave emanating from Bellen’s televiso set. No further communication had been received after the first message, but accurate instruments pointed to the approximate latitude and longitude of Black Silvard’s retreat on the black planet of Pluto.


  In the foremost space-dart Captain Drimmer carefully studied his charts. Through radio communication he controlled the entire armada of space vessels. Under his direction it moved like a flock of geese across the firmament and pointed unhesitatingly toward the retreat in which they hoped to corner Black Silvard at last.


  Before they reached Pluto Captain Drimmer gave a brief order. His space-dart swooped suddenly and circled out in a great circle, leading the other vessels until they formed in a great ring. Then, like an aura of cosmic proportions the ring settled down over Pluto, forming a diminishing circle which closed off the Space Pirate’s avenue of retreat.


  “Gentlemen,” said Captain Drimmer to the staff of officers who surrounded him in the control room of the lead ship. “For half my life have I awaited this moment. I am going to destroy Black Silvard if it takes every one of my ships.”


  The vast circle of ships closed down upon the planet. Presently the castle of Black Silvard lay completely surrounded by a great circle of maneuvering ships. A group of the space-craft detached itself from the ring and sailed directly over the castle. Simultaneously and without warning each ship dropped a very explosive bomb.


  In the rumbling explosion which followed the castle shook to its very foundations. Clouds of dust and debris arose, a spire here and there crumbling in the clouds of flying particles.


  “CEASE firing!” commanded Captain Drimmer. Then into a televiso set trained upon the scene below.


  “Black Silvard, you might as well come out of your hole. We have you and you might as well save the needless bloodshed of your men!”


  For a long time there was no answer. The dust and debris had settled below and was being observed by the Space Police through powerful glasses. Through the shambles of death already created could be seen the running figures of the pirates, fearfully seeking cover from the menace from above.


  Then the televiso-scene cleared and Black Silvard was staring wrathfully into the face of Captain Drimmer.


  His eyes were wild, his hair awry. One of his fists strained white on the hilt of a half-drawn sword.


  “The Space Police!” he snarled.


  “Exactly,” answered Captain Dimmer triumphantly. “Black Silvard, we have you at last!”


  Under the lowering brows of the space pirate his eyes were gleaming like those of a cornered beast. He was panting in rage.


  “Not yet!” he rasped. “You fool, you haven’t got me yet!”


  A sudden suspicion crossed Captain Drimmer’s mind. Did Black Silvard have some subterfuge of escape planned for just such an emergency? The thought made the Captain wince inwardly. He turned to the microphone at his side.


  “Prepare to fire!” he ordered briskly. “Loose every ounce of destructive power at the word I shall presently give. Destroy everything below!” Then he turned to Black Silvard. “You see how it is,” he said unctuously. “Do you surrender?”


  A crafty expression came into the cornered pirate’s eyes. He seemed to be debating the question.


  “Yes,” he cried. “You have the upper hand. Yet it would be worth your while to consider my proposition. Will you promise to have mercy upon me and my men?”


  “Mercy!!” gasped Drimmer. “You—would ask for mercy!”


  “We have in our possession a group of terrestrial prisoners. They also will be destroyed should you loose your fire upon us. If we turn them over to you, will you promised mercy to us in the end?”


  Captain Drimmer considered the proposition for several moments.


  “Don’t fool with him!” broke in an impetuous under-officer. “There’s something back of all this! Destroy them without compunction!”


  “But we have to consider the earthmen who are prisoners,” said Captain Drimmer. “Yes, Black Silvard, if you turn over your prisoners to us we shall see what we can do in the way of mercy!”


  “Then I surrender!”


  The Space Pirate withdrew the sword he held in his hand and dropped it to his feet in a gesture of defeat.


  “We will march the prisoners from the. castle to the edge of the lake,” he said. “Let a single space-craft descend and pick them up. Then we will disarm ourselves and surrender.”


  With that he faded from the televiso screen.


  “It looks suspicious, I know,” Captain Drimmer said to his under officers. “Logically, Black Silvard will only surrender to death if he plays the part he has been playing. But under the circumstances what is there to do?”


  The officers again trained their glasses on the scene below. Between the castle and the lake a vast concussion had torn deep into the ground, forming a debris-filled crater. From the castle and around the crater to the lake’s edge the prisoners would have to be marched.


  A space-craft of the Police patrol prepared to descend, wary of a trap.


  Not until the prisoners were safely deposited upon the lake’s shore would they descend. A fox was trapped in his den. And a fox is only the more cunning when at bay.


  Captain Drimmer watched for action below with a worried expression.


  CHAPTER IX


  The Fight for Freedom


  FOR an infinite length of time, or so it seemed, Brice Burney had lain a prisoner in the cell below the pirate’s sanctuary. Numberless times had food been brought to him, but having no means of judging the interval of times between meals he was at a loss to determine the exact number of days he had been kept prisoner. Every time the guard appeared, displaying a light and carrying food, the corridors of the prison rang and reverberated with mad cacophony, which did not abate until the guards were gone.


  Then suddenly there was a terrific concussion and Brice was thrown to the floor. For a long moment he lay stunned. He picked himself up, his ears ringing. Some explosion, the meaning of which he could only conjecture, had occurred somewhere within the basements of the castle.


  The cell continued to quake and rumble for some minutes. Finally it quieted.


  It was merely a signal for mad pandemonium in the cells. The prisoners, crazed and half-frightened, departed momentarily from the last vestiges of their sanity and gave vent to their feeling in long drawn howls and screams. Brice himself felt that he must be going mad.


  Finally a dull trickle of light appeared and the quick footsteps of many guards sounded. The doors of the cells began to clang open. Brice heard the prisoners being ordered hastily out. Soon his own turn came and his own door swung aside. A line of armed guards stood outside. Something of the tensity of their features was communicated to Brice.


  Something unusual was afoot. Why otherwise would all of the prisoners be liberated simultaneously? Was it a trap?


  Brice had no time for conjecture. Hastening the prisoners with sharp points of swords and spears the guards marched them back up the corridors whence they had come. At the veering of the passageway where it swung toward the secret launching place of the Space Demon, the guards proceeded more slowly. A terrible explosion had burst somewhere above or within the passageway. It was completely blocked up with fallen debris. Marching the prisoners up a corridor strange to Brice, the guards escorted them out into the blinding glare of the light.


  It was truly an amazing spectacle for the poor prisoners. They stood within a scene of destruction. Tottering buildings leaned about them. In the courtyard within which they stood were pockmarks of shell craters. Lying here and there were bloody and tom bodies. And swarming above—Brice could hardly believe his eyes—were the darting craft of the Space Patrol.


  A dark-cloaked figure hurried from a passageway and joined the guards.


  “Black Silvard!” ejaculated Brice, recognizing him. The pirate made no hesitation, but gave crisp orders to the guards. A moment later the guards had turned the prisoners from the courtyard and were marching them down a flight of steps leading out into the open. Below them, across a crater formed by a bursting shell, was the mirrored surface of the imitation lake. Skirting the great crater-hole, the prisoners approached the shore of the lake, just as a space craft from above began a slow descent.


  MEANWHILE, Silvard was acting in a peculiar fashion. He had drawn the cloak about him in a disguising fashion and had hurried amongst the prisoners. It looked to Brice as if Black Silvard was trying, to escape detection from above. Suspicious, he sidled over to the pirate, watching him closely.


  Thus it was that he was just behind the space pirate, when the group reached the shore of the imitation lake. He saw Black Silvard stoop and grasp a small steel ring projecting from the sand. A moment later a trapdoor opened revealing a ramp leading downward, With a swift glance around to see if his actions were watched, Black Silvard scuttled down into the darkness below.


  Brice, his suspicions aroused, was right on his heels. He narrowly missed the trapdoor as it swung back downward. Stepping blindly into the gloom he collided with Black Silvard.


  There was a hiss of indrawn breath as the pirate wheeled, like a beast at bay. A knife glittered yellowly.


  Instinctively, Brice shot his fist out. It caught Silvard’s arm, sent the weapon spinning into the gloom of the stairway. A moment later they had grappled. Stumbling in a death embrace they fell down the darkness of the stairway. With the sharp projections of the steps bruising and mauling their falling bodies, their hold loosened. After a somewhat dazed flight in the darkness Brice found himself lying almost insensate upon a dark landing. Staggering to his feet he was just in time to see the fleeing figure of Black Silvard dart down a great rampway.


  In a moment Brice was in hot pursuit. He had lost sight of the pirate around a turn in the rampway, but coming out upon a greater landing he suddenly found himself in the great hangar which housed the Space Demon below the imitation lake. Racing across the gangplank toward the great hulk of the space vessel was the speeding figure of Black Silvard.


  Not pausing, Brice flung himself after. Upon either side was the gray gloom of depths; before him the gangplank ended on the lip of the yawning doorway. Black Silvard had already disappeared within, and the panel was sliding to. Flinging himself headlong into the diminishing doorway, Brice was just in time to avoid the door as it slid securely shut.


  Hesitating on the sill of the great hull Brice stared into the gloom, seeking to accustom his eyes to the deeper dusk. He could see nothing. As far as visible evidences were concerned Black Silvard might as well have vanished. His own heavy breathing sounded harsh in his ears.


  The control room! Of course! Black Silvard would be there.


  Unfamiliar with his surroundings, Brice found it a difficult task to reach the conning-tower control room. Venturing from one door to another he gradually made his way upward. Then he reached the lavish upper apartment. It too was deserted. But now he was on familiar territory. He remembered the way to the conning-tower now.


  Suddenly he staggered and was flung to the floor. The floor rose and met his body, His weight was multiplied enormously, and the sickening realization came that the Space Demon was in flight.


  By exerting superhuman strength Brice managed to crawl to a stooping upright position. Lumbering as awkward as a great ape under the acceleration of the speeding space ship he crawled up the rampway and into the conning-tower.


  As he staggered into the threshold he could see the control dials and bulbs glowing. Otherwise the control room seemed vacant. Then a club descended upon Brice from behind. He slumped to the floor in oblivion.


  *    *    *    *    *    *    *


  PEERING through his glasses at the scene below, Captain Drimmer had sighed with relief.


  “Well,” he said. “It looks like everything was on the up and up.” Down below the prisoners were lined up preparatory to filing up the gangway into the craft of the police patrol.


  “My God, sir!” cried an under-official wildly, grasping the Captain’s arm and gestulating downward. “Look at that! Why, those guards are—”


  His excited sentence was unfinished. The guards escorting the prisoners had drawn back from the space craft. Suddenly, as one, they withdrew projectite revolvers from their clothes and leveled them at the prisoners. There was a thunderous detonation as many projectite guns barked at once, and the prisoners crumpled and swayed into dying heaps before the very gangway. A shell screamed from a concealed position within the castle. The police patrol craft seemed to burst into flying fragments. Black Silvard had promised to deliver the prisoners safely, but secretly he had given orders for their demise.


  “Crossed!” exclaimed Drimmer. “Crossed, by God!”


  He had opened his lips to shout an order to his ships to fire. His words died in his lips, and his mouth remained open in surprise. For the serene lake below had suddenly changed. A black aperture was appearing as the huge panel slid back. A moment later a great broad hulk hurled itself upward from the hangar within the imitation lake.


  A juggernaut of destruction, the Space Demon crashed her way upward through the circle of surprised police craft. Buffeting the ships left and right the Space Demon emerged into space at a terrific pace.


  Recovering his self-possession, Captain Drimmer gave rapid orders. Half of the police planes detached themselves from the circle above the castle and swooped swiftly in the wake of the “Space Demon.” The other half remained. Already their shells were dropping in rapid order downward, their rays focussing below; a merciless destruction was concentrating on the crumbling ruins of that which had once been a luxurious castle-retreat, and which was fast becoming but a lifeless pile of smoking debris.


  *    *    *    *    *    *    *


  WHEN Brice returned to consciousness his head was throbbing from a bruise over his ear, from which wound blood trickled over his cheek. He was lying on the floor of the control room, his arms bound tightly behind his back.


  Black Silvard was stooping over the controls, turning his head sidewise and peering like an owl at the large televisor screen.


  It was only then that Brice felt the acceleration of the moving space ship. Within the televisor screen spread the images of the pursuing space patrol ships, while Pluto loomed tiny in the background. The “Space Demon” had burst through the police patrol. Now there was ensuing a wild flight through space.


  Brice managed to gain a sitting position, but his labored breathing was so audible that Black Silvard spun round.


  Rage inconceivable swept his dark face. His lips were drawn back in a snarl. Brice, feeling that the police patrol were in fast pursuit, could not resist a feeling of elation.


  “A chemist to catch a chemist!” he cried. Silvard writhed.


  “Brice,” he shouted. “Did you reveal my sanctuary? Somehow, my secret slipped through. D———did you radio the Space Police?”


  Brice shook his head.


  “You lie!” raged Silvard fanatically. “A filthy lie! Brice Burney, I am going to kill you—horribly! Just now—I haven’t time! But when we have escaped, I shall tear you to bits at my leisure! You hear me?—By God—it’s a promise! I swear it!”


  “Escape!” scorned Brice with a contempt he did not feel. “Escape! You fool, there is no escape. Look!—watch the police patrol in the visor screen! See—they enlarge—they come closer! Black Silvard, your day has come! There shall be no escape!”


  The Space Pirate threw back his head and laughed. His eyes were bloodshot and mad, the mouth twisted and raging, and yet demoniacal mirth came from his lips in staccato bursts.


  “Yes, look at them,” he cried, pointing to the images of the nearing space patrol. “Look!—they come closer! But—my chemical fool, do you think I depend on mere speed alone to escape! How do you think I have avoided my enemies! How do you think the Space Demon has been invincible so long?


  “I do not depend upon speed, Brice. I depend on the opposite force, the force of motionlessness! A secret of nature which makes the Space Demon invulnerable-motionlessness!”


  “Motionlessness!” echoed Brice. The man was crazed. Brice knew it—and yet—Had not the Space Demon become invisible time and time again? Had not it always eluded its pursuers!


  “Closer! Ever closer!” raged Black Silvard, peering into the televisor. A brief five minutes—they would have overtaken me—but no—it shall not be.


  Brice, you are a physicist! You will be interested in seeing my escape. Watch!”


  Black Silvard strode to the small pedestal in the control board and wrenched free the hood. Seizing the lever empaneled there he threw it.


  A dream! Yes, surely it was a dream! Brice lying there bound, a maddened man alone at the controls. In the televisor a swarm of the space patrol—closer—closer! And out through the transparency of the coning tower, the jewel-besprinkled curtain of the universe.


  Fists clenched and body tensed like a panther prepared to spring, Black Silvard was peering into the visor and cursing the pursuing police vessels.


  “On, on, you dogs!” he raged. “Closer, till you see the very rivets on the hull! But you shall never take me—never—you hear! never!”


  A madman! Cursing at a fate pursuing him. And still those police craft became larger in the visor. Brice could even see the strained faces of the piloting police staring through the ports.


  And then—Brice looked about quickly. What was that? A step from behind. With a pounding heart Brice saw a figure steal into the control room, tiptoe toward the cursing pirate whose back was turned.


  He had thought that he was alone upon the space ship with Black Silvard. Now there was a third person. Who? The great bulk was unmistakable, the simian lurch distinguishing. It was Bellen!


  Some inner instinct warned Black Silvard. He spun, but too late. Bellen was covering Black Silvard with a projectite revolver.


  “BELLEN!” Black Silvard spat the word out. A sudden dawning recognition lighted his face. “You traitor! You—who radioed the Space Police!”


  “Yes,” snarled Bellen triumphantly. “I gave away your secret. Silvard, damn you, I always hated you. There ain’t nothing going to stop me now. You’ll be sorry you didn’t give Valda to me in the first place. I radioed the Space Police with the same set you gave me to betray the Venus Traders! Then, with your cutthroats on my trail I sneaked out and hid down here in the Space Demon. Well, I’ve got you now, and I think I understand the situation. I’m going to turn you over to the Space Police. Back up—you devil, I’ll be glad to fill your guts with hot slugs!”


  Silvard backed up apprehensively. Then he suddenly laughed.


  “Bellen,” he said placatingly. “You and I should be friends. We’ll take it through together. Put down that gun.”


  “Never,” spat the hulking giant. “I’ve got a chance to save my own hide and return to earth! With you I never could! I’m going to slow down this ship and turn her over to the Space Police.”


  Suddenly a blaring trumpet voice spoke from a megaphone.


  “Halt!” commanded a voice. “This is Captain Drimmer speaking. In one moment we will be in firing distance. Then we’re going to let loose and blow the Space Demon to smithereens.”


  For a moment Captain Drimmer’s face became superimposed on the televisor. He took in the scene at a glance.


  “I’ve got ’em,” cried Bellen triumphantly. “Captain, if I slow down the ship will you issue a pardon for me?” Drimmer promised.


  Brice’s eyes were fastened on Black Silvard. The man was chuckling. A light of triumph was in his eye.


  “Get back there, Silvard,” ordered Bellen. Menacing the pirate with the outstretched gun, Bellen advanced to the controls.


  Meanwhile Drimmer’s face faded and a view of the pursuing space ships again was on the screen.


  But suddenly the ships seemed to dwindle, to fade into the distance. Silvard was still chuckling.


  “Escape!” he chortled. “Escape! Yes, Bellen, escape is inevitable! You can never turn me over to the Space Police! Never! We are moving—into the dimension—of motionlessness!”


  Bellen had grasped the controls and was staring wildly. Futilely they swung in his hands. He grasped the lever Silvard had thrown upon the pedestal!


  “Useless!” taunted Silvard. “The controls are useless!”


  Bellen was staring with fright at the televisor. The space patrol vessels were dwindling now into the distance. He jumped to confront Silvard.


  “You—” he raged. “What have you done to it?”


  Silvard laughed, even in front of the menacing projectite gun.


  “What have I done!” he cried. “Look, you fool! Look about you! We are progressing into another dimension! Into the dimension of motionlessness! Look, Bellen! The stars! The stars!”


  Brice at first thought it was an attempt to divert Bellen’s attention. Then he stared!


  Beyond the transparency of the conning tower the firmament had changed. The stars had changed from spheres to tiny discs floating corpuscle-like in the void. The distant flaming sun, too, seemed but a disc of gold-foil suspended in the void.


  Again Brice remembered the darkness which had descended upon the Universe and this same phenomena which he had witnessed in the cell room of the Space Demon as he had been held a prisoner.


  “Motionlessness!” Black Silvard was crying. “Brice, you should be interested! Yes, your fate will interest both of you! It will please my fancy to explain the invisible power of the Black Demon now!


  “LISTEN! Have you ever heard that the entire cosmic creation is drifting at space at an unheard of pace! Of course! Our very universe is speeding, passing space just as the picture flashed on a moving picture screen passes the fabric of the screen behind. Then think—what if our vessel is suspended motionless in the absolute space. Then moving space, or the relative space carrying our universe, will speed away from our motionless vessel!


  “That is my secret! It is merely that I succeeded in gaining immobility! Have you ever seen a minnow swim upstream in a brook and keep itself motionless with reference to the bank!


  “Very well. Our space ship is the minnow, and the cosmic drift is the brook!


  “In brief, that is my secret. I have learned to guide the Space Demon in such a direction and at such a speed that it counteracts the cosmic drift and remains motionless while the universe flows on.”


  For the moment the scientist within Black Silvard had gained supremacy. Again he was a lecturer, proudly displaying his knowledge, his powers gained through delving into science. Brice felt the genius which surged within Black Silvard, felt the power of the other’s mentality. For a moment he forgot that he lay a prisoner, that Black Silvard was menaced with a projectite gun. He forgot the despair of the knowledge that the Space Demon had eluded the Police Patrol by some inexplicable power.


  It was a scientist speaking to a scientist who spoke. An elusive vision of unheard-of possibilities swept Brice at Silvard’s words.


  “Motionlessness!” he gasped from his position on the floor. “But how does that explain—the stars—the sun?”


  The stars outside were but mere shimmering sheens, discs of unbelievable thinness, and the sun itself was a jack-o’-lantern, a phantom disc rushing toward the Space Demon.


  “Lorenz-Fitzgerald Theory!” cried Silvard triumphantly. “Have you ever heard of it? When a body gains speed it contracts in the direction of its motion until at the speed of light it has contracted to a zero thickness!”


  “But what has that to do with the stars shrinking?”


  “My dear Brice. Really, your brain is infantile? Can you see how the Space Demon has gained immobility by swimming against the cosmic stream?”


  “Yes—of course.”


  “And, since we were immobile, the moving universe still swept the Police Patrol along. Not having guiding instruments as delicate as my own it would be impossible for them to attain similar immobility! Very well—


  “Fitzgerald proved that with increased speed there came a contraction in the direction with which we are moving.


  “Then think! What of all the motion already given to the Universe by the cosmic flow? Is it not already contracted to a great extent? Very well—when the Space Demon gained immobility it lost all of this speed; naturally it lost all of the contracting effect of the Fitzgerald theory.


  “Do you see! The stars are not shrinking! No! Instead, it is the Space Demon which is expanding to its normal size. The stars seemed to shrink because we too are expanding with relative speed to the Space Demon. Since this expansion is relative it is not apparent with comparison to ourselves.


  “But the contracting effect is yet apparent on the Universe, which sweeps about us even now at great speed, while we lie motionless.”


  It was a revolutionizing thought. The Space Demon expanding—growing larger than objects of the speeding Universe.


  Very little of this had seeped into Beliefs thick skull. His mind always on the practical, he crouched back in terror at the forces he could not understand. Suddenly he shouted a warning. Seizing the controls of the space ship he manipulated them. Empty and futile, they swung about in his hands. The course of the ship altered not a bit.


  And bearing down upon the Space Demon was the fiery disc of the sun.


  “WE’RE going to crash!” screamed Bellen, flinging a protective arm before his face. “We’re going to crash! Silvard—steer us out of here!”


  Silvard chuckled and shook his head.


  “Impossible!”


  Bellen brought the projectite gun about and trained it on the Space Pirate.


  “Damn you!” he shouted. “You got to save us!”


  Silvard made a deprecating gesture.


  “Impossible!” he returned. “Did you ever hear of Einstein’s theory of the gain of mass with speed. As an object approaches the speed of light it gains mass until at the speed of light its mass is infinite! Very well—


  “As an object loses speed it loses mass. At immobility all mass is lost! Don’t you see! At the speed of light an object contracts to nothing and has infinite mass! At immobility all mass is lost and it expands to infinity!


  “For long science has recognized that speed and mass are identical and cannot be distinguished, but are merely differing manifestations of the same energy or force. Remove speed and you remove mass. Add speed and you add infinite mass.


  “When we gained immobility all mass vanished. Do you know how the Space Demon is propelled through space? Gravitational screens concentrate her gravitational pull in a given section of the Universe! But what if we have no mass! Then gravitational pull is useless!


  “No, the ship controls are futile! Our mass is gone, and our gravitational screens will not function.”


  Bellen was cursing! Like a roaring meteor the disc of the sun expanded,’wept toward them! A fiery disc, of paper thickness! Death!


  So unreal was the scene that Brice could hardly credit his senses.


  A space ship expanding—losing motion—and mass! A space ship!—helpless and motionless in mid-space, while a Universe swept on. And the cosmic flow was hurling the sun onward—straight for the Space Demon!


  The sun’s disc seemed to burst—to inflate like a bomb bursting at night—to encompass the very universe in its blazing expansion! Brice writhed and tugged at his bonds! An instant more!


  CHAPTER X


  Relativity to the Rescue


  “DEATH from the sun!” ejaculated Silvard contemptuously.


  “Absurd! Relatively we are in another dimension now!”


  For the sun, other than blinding them momentarily, had not harmed them.


  “Remember,” continued Silvard, “that we have expanded an unmeasurable length. The sun is infinitely thin compared to us. Perhaps its entire thickness was no more than a small portion of the distance between the electrons of our body. Thus we passed through the sun unharmed!”


  At last Brice understood the strange power which had kept Silvard invulnerable to the Space Patrol. Vanishing into this dimension of motionlessness and infinite expansion he had merely waited until the Space Police had been swept by and then returned to the earthly dimension.


  Return!—but how! Suddenly Brice’s brain was racing! Speed—motion—mass! Einstein! Heavens—


  Black Silvard was eyeing Bellen stealthily. Outside, the universe was fading to a black gloom. Soon it would be entirely gone! In the darkness the pirate might creep on Bellen.


  But there was genuine fear in Black Silvard’s eye as he stared at the projectite gun held in the hand of Bellen. Not just the ordinary fear of death! Another reason!—and Brice suddenly knew what.


  Far behind them he knew the space police still pursued doggedly. The Space Demon, gaining immobility, had eluded them. The police craft, fluttering against the cosmic drift, were slowly losing headway, but—


  If the Space Demon could again be brought into the world of mass, it would be fatal! The space police would quickly overtake her!


  Expanding! Soon the blackness of the other dimension would descend! Then in the darkness Silvard would creep upon Bellen! Brice’s brain raced madly.


  Motion and mass! With the addition of speed comes the addition of mass. No wonder Black Silvard feared the speed of the bullet of that gun! The great speed of the electronic discharge!


  Brice’s hands were bound, but he struggled to his feet.


  “Bellen,” he shouted. “Damn you, I’m going to kill you, Bellen.”


  He lurched forward awkwardly. Bellen stared in surprise. He had expected no antagonism from a bound unarmed man. However, seeing Brice advance upon him, he drew up the gun.


  “Back!” he shouted. “Stand back, there, or I’ll kill you!”


  Black Silvard was suddenly flaming with wrath.


  “Bellen!” he shouted. “Don’t shoot that gun! Don’t shoot that gun!”


  It was plain that Silvard was afraid to advance for fear Bellen would turn it on him.


  With a taunting shout Brice lowered his head and charged straight for Bellen. The great brute frowned. With a curse he swept the revolver about. A stream of staccato bullets tore through the conning tower.


  Brice felt the hot fires ripping through his shoulder, heard the bullet ricochet about the room, bouncing from the curved glassite walls. Speed—mass! He slumped to the floor, a grissly grin on his face. Screaming with rage Black Silvard leaped upon Bellen. Brice’s last conscious vision was of them, battling for possession of the weapon.


  *    *    *    *    *    *    *


  THE rays of the sun were slanting down through a broad window into the hospital which overlooked the Potomac. A white-garbed nurse in immaculate attire tiptoed over and raised the curtain, allowing a suffusion of light to illuminate the sanitary hospital room. She looked rather apprehensively at the man who lay quietly upon the bed. He now lay quiescent, staring up at the ceiling, but a moment before he had wrestled and tumbled in his sleep just before he awakened.


  Brice had, in those few moments before awakening, been reliving those madly exciting moments when he had thrust himself upon Bellen and caused him to shoot in the conning tower of the “Space Demon.” That had been a month before. The unconsciousness which had crept into his insensate body as he slumped to the floor of the conning tower had held him in oblivion until he had awakened restlessly in this hospital room. He could remember interminable days of fever, of terrible dreams, of a brain in turmoil throbbing within his skull.


  And finally had come peace, though his shoulder was stiff and trussed in thick swathes of cloth.


  A buzzer sounded, and the nurse now spoke into a transmitter by the bed. Then she turned to Brice and smiled sweetly.


  “Do you think you could receive a visitor?” she queried. “Captain Drimmer.” Brice cleared his throat and acquiesced emphatically.


  And in a moment there was Captain Drimmer, sitting stiffly in a chair beside the convalescent, his eyes wet with tears of joy. With a triumphant inner light in his face he conversed happily over the conquest of Black Silvard, which had resulted only after the heroic endeavor of Brice himself. Brice was awakening to find himself a national hero.


  “Yes,” complimented Captain Drimmer. “It was a master stroke of genius, that thought of yours. We saw the Space Demon fading as it raced, or seemed to race, toward the sun. We kept falling behind, but we kept on the trail. We found the Space Demon floundering out in the space beyond the sun.


  “Took her without a struggle, we did! Yes, sir! Just towed her in to earth as meek as a new-born lamb. Then we burst in!


  “Well, you know what we found. Black Silvard dead as a nail, shot through the head by Bellen. Bellen himself we took prisoner! He was willing to give up! And you yourself, a-lyin’ there just like a corpse! I can’t understand it though, darned if I can—”


  “What’s that?” asked Brice, smiling. “What can’t you understand?”


  “Why—the Space Demon coming back to this dimension and all—you know.”


  “That was easy,” said Brice. “You must understand that I really had a good education—just as good as Black Silvard’s himself. I understood the natural laws of physics. Naturally I understood Black Silvard’s secret. The man was really a genius, but his one mistake was his love for bragging. When he revealed the simple laws which governed the Space Demon in immobility, he really revealed the means of escape. Had I not been suddenly illuminated with this simple counteraction to motionlessness I would never have forced Bellen to fire the gun.”


  “I know,” agreed Captain Drimmer. “But what was it about that bullet which caused the Space Demon to be brought back to our own dimension?”


  “ONLY this,” explained Brice. “The Space Demon was suspended immobile in space, while the Universe swept around it. She had lost all mass, thereby becoming intangible to our universe, and to the pull of gravitational attraction. But—


  “With motion comes mass. The bullet from Bellen’s gun was traveling at an enormous rate of speed. Mass was thereby generated in the bullet! The pull of the universe was manifest in each bullet. Slowly but surely the mass attraction of the Universe upon these bullets swung the Space Demon out of perfect immobility!


  “Swaying rather gently at first, the space ship began to drift with the cosmic flow. As it drifted, it gained speed, and mass! As it gained mass, the gravitational pull was multiplied and the universe tugged harder than ever at the mass which was the Space Demon.


  “Soon it was swinging back with the cosmic flow. With speed, it contracted in accordance to Fitzgerald’s theory, thus becoming tangible again to our earth.


  “Now, in the ensuing struggle I was shot and Silvard was killed. Had he not been he might have brought the ‘Space Demon’ back to speed and again counteracted the cosmic flow, thus opening again the portals to this other dimension of motionlessness.”


  “Oh, no, he couldn’t have!” objected Captain Drimmer. “Because we were on the scene before he could ever have thought of gaining enough speed to counteract the cosmic flow.


  “But say, Brice,” he continued. “What was-that there theory again?”


  “What—Einstein’s?” queried Brice goodhumoredly. “Mass increases with motion. Very simple, is it not?”


  “It is not!” asserted Captain Drimmer. He went out of the hospital room mumbling the words to himself and shaking his head.


  THE END


  WHEN THE FLAME-FLOWERS BLOSSOMED


  Stanley G. Weinbaum


  A bizarre fantasy of strange life on the planet Venus, and the dangerous adventure of two men from our own planet


  ONE moment the forest was serenely quiet, somnolent; the next it was in an uproar. For it was not every day that a space-ship dropped out of the swirling mists that topped the waving fern-crown of the tallest and most ancient of the great Ancadus tree-ferns, furrowing the rich dark loam of the clearing floor.


  Not that the Ancadus guessed the long black cylinder to be a space-ship. Their conception of the universe was limited to that space beneath the gray cloud-masses that enfolded their world. Nor could they conceive of a vehicle of transportation. For their life began in an overlarge, hard-cased seed-spore that grew into a free-moving young tree-fern that made the best of its god-given activity until the urge to root itself came; then one stood ever upright, living and dreaming, conversing with one’s neighbors, ever ready to flip forth a tentacle to ensnare one of the silly, unthinkable animals that foolishly accepted the lure of the fleshy, false fruits that the Ancadus dangled as bait for just that purpose.


  Nevertheless, they were stirred, curious. From amid the stationary boles of their elders came the young ferns, balancing themselves upon their five walking-roots, eager to see what they could see, just as young Earthlings would have pushed themselves forward between the bodies of their elders had such a strange phenomenon taken place on their Main Street.


  Unmolested by the cutting ax of Man, with no other enemy than the encroaching life-choking parasitic vines that the Ancadus, by means of their long flexible tentacles, kept to the background, the great tree-ferns were truly the monarchs of all they surveyed. Since Mother Nature had failed to provide cross-pollination in the form of insects, and since their giant seed-spores were too heavy for the soft, gentle winds of Venus to bear aloft, they had developed perambulatory movement in the young so that all the planet might know them, and that the young should not choke the old.


  Early in their life history they had discovered a predilection for animal blood, and to satisfy this unnatural lust they had brought forth large flesh-flowers that the gurgura, the ruswan, the petrus and the bav could not resist. Wisely the great Ancadus tree-ferns did not kill outright, but took their toll of blood from each passing creature, leaving it to crawl away as best it could, knowing that as soon as it had replenished its life-fluid the silly little beast would come again and again to the bait.


  Innocent-looking enough were these vampire trees with their pale, white trunks topped with snowy crowns of crackling fronds wherein nestled the furled tentacles, curled, like rosettes, just above the dead black band which was the eye-circle. But those selfsame tentacles, sometimes a hundred feet long, endowed with the twin senses of hearing and smelling, were as deadly as the cobra, and the eye-circle gave vision in every direction.


  Now the Ancadus were filled with questions.


  “What is it?”


  “Is it animal or vegetable?”


  “Whence did it come?”


  “How did it get here?”


  “Has anyone ever seen such life before?”


  These were but a few of the questions coming from all sides, for during the long millenniums of their evolution the great Ancadus tree-ferns had evolved speech and thought. Not speech such as Man uses, nor voice tones like those of the lesser animals. No mechanism could have recorded the speech of the tree-ferns, since it possessed no sound as animal life knows sound. But it was there, within the consciousness of the trees themselves.


  Suddenly there was an end to the questions. Old Gorn, the patriarch, standing on the edge of the clearing, was voicing his thoughts. And when he spoke, all else were silent.


  “Children,” said he, “a strange visitant has come among us. Never in all my long centuries have I seen the like. None of us knows what this thing may portend for us. But only it can answer our questions. Therefore, let us commune with it, wait for it to break the silence. Only the foolish ask questions of the infinite.”


  AS IF his words were the thing the black cylinder awaited, the cylinder spawned, there before their eyes, two six-feet high, free-moving creatures.


  Never had the great Ancadus tree-ferns known such life. Tunnux and Nushu, two newly rooted tree-ferns, were too excited to heed the patriarch’s warning. Softly they conversed between themselves.


  “What can they be? Certainly they are quite unlike any trees I ever saw in all my roving days,” whispered Tunnux.


  “Adolescents, unquestionably,” murmured Nushu, “since they have freedom of movement and walk upright. No animal moves so. Only trees are thus gifted!”


  “But how sparse grow their fern-crowns! Poor things, there is small beauty in their family if they are truly representative of their species.”


  “Trees indeed! Look again, my friends,” an older tree was speaking. “Did ever you see trees with bark that grows as theirs grows, away from the bole? And look you to the shortness of the upper tentacles. Ugh, they’re clawed, clawed like the animals. And see—no eye-circle either, merely two ugly seeing-balls set in pinkish bark. Then they possess but one sucker and those queer smelling-appendages such as animals use to smell out our flowers! Trees indeed!


  Soon they’ll come seeking our fruits to feast upon. Look you and see how like they are to that cacmu that I bled two days since, and from which I am still feeling indisposed.”


  On all sides other discussions were carried on. Two camps were formed; those that likened the spawn of the cylinder to themselves, and those that likened them to the animals. That they walked upright as no animal walked upright, and wore a fern-crown, sparse though it was, made them comparable to the tree-ferns. But on the other hand, who had ever heard of trees with seeing-balls, single suckers, clawed tentacles and the like?


  Too, if they were trees they had small intelligence (no one expected an animal to have intelligence), for they failed to grasp Gorn’s simplest communication. And now they were acting as no other tree, or animal either, for that matter, had ever acted.


  Very rarely there occur on the planet great wind storms, storms strong enough to sway the great Ancadus tree-ferns from side to side. Once, a decade back, there had been a storm that had actually bent the boles of the younger, slenderer trees half-way to the ground. Thus, the Ancadus had thought they knew something of bending. Yet here were the spawn of the black cylinder doing more than that. They were bending themselves in two!


  And no wonder! Some of the young trees had to snicker. To pluck something from the ground the poor creatures had to bend themselves double for the simple reason that their grasping tentacles could not reach the ground. To think of it!


  So engrossed were the trees over this ridiculous predicament of the visitors they had not bothered to notice what the creatures were picking up from the ground, were gathering together into a heap not far from the open mouth of the cylinder. When they did notice, it was something else to laugh over. The silly things, going to the trouble of collecting those things . . . twigs, sticks, desiccated remains of old fronds dropped by the Ancadus. Could one actually believe it? They must be related to the petrus that collects such trash upon which to lie down after tiring themselves by running here and there on their inadequate walking-roots.


  But wait, what was this?


  Before the very eye-circles of the trees they did it, bringing the old dead things to life once more. And such life!


  Several young trees that had pushed close to the edge of the clearing ail but lost their balance and toppled over in their surprize, and a great sigh went up from the whole watching forest. Who would have believed that such beautiful flowers dwelt in that old dead cellulose? Not even Gorn was able to name those dancing convolutions. For to the great Ancadus, fire was as unknown as were the men that had brought it into being.


  What could the Ancadus know of fire in their mist-clothed world where even lightning was so rare a thing that Gorn, older than the oldest civilization of Man, had had no experience with it?


  Ohing and ahing, the forest stared at the new beauty, enthralled. It was for Elsel, one of the youngest free-moving fern-trees, to consider investigating it.


  Carefully—oh so carefully!—so as to draw no attention to himself, he lowered his longest tentacle, unfurling it inch by inch, his eye-circlet upon those gorgeous flowers that bloomed and died as rapidly as do the flowers of the xmaur bush. And so fully were his senses trained upon those dancing efflorescences that he was not aware of the latest findings of his people concerning the intruders.


  From downwind, across the clearing, Naxum, an old tree, was reporting. He had the scent. And to the adult trees the brilliance of the saltant flames was paled, all else was as nothing to this new intelligence. Blood and flesh. Blood! Blood!


  BY THE forest right Gorn, the patriarch, should be first to taste the blood. As oldest of the clan it was his due when strange, new delicacies wandered thither. But the ancient tree-fern was wise. He had seen what had overtaken tree-ferns that had dined unwisely, for not all animal blood is beneficial to tree-life.


  Not far from where he stood there leaned the remains of a tree-fern that had sipped the blood of a pocus, a creature tradition taught was poisonous. It had been at a time of famine, and Daxur, the rash tree, had not listened to Gorn’s sage wisdom when that soft-fleshed beast came into the forest. In consequence, Daxur no longer answered when spoken to. Bark had scaled from his sides, leaving ugly raw wounds, and he could no longer stand upright, but leaned against his nearer neighbors that would gladly have allowed him to fall had they been capable of moving their own rooted boles.


  Therefore, Gorn suggested caution. He asked that lots be drawn, that but one of their number taste the blood of the strangers. That one’s reward, in turn, would be that of a hero—or a martyr, as the case might be.


  “Wherefrom come this pair, therefrom will come others. Bide your time, and when the black cylinder spawns again all shall dine; else leave the creatures strictly alone, according to the findings!” But for the first time in his patriarchy his people had not wanted to listen to Gorn. One only to be chosen to the repast? Was Gorn in his dotage? Nay, here was blood, and according to Naxum its odor was savory. The pocus, they all knew, was poisonous. Was that reason enough to condemn the new animals likewise? Nay, if Gorn refused his right, then the rest would adhere to the Law. The Law!


  And the next instant the forest bloomed like a fairy glade as every Ancadus within a quarter of a mile of the clearing, excepting Gorn, blossomed with brilliantly tinted false fruits that they brought at will from an excrescence at the tip of the long grasping tentacles. Henceforth, everything depended upon the prey itself; they would choose that fruit most attractive, and to whomsoever selected went the spoils. That was the law of the forest.


  Never in the history of the Ancadus had any red-blooded creature refused the lure, and certainly they had no expectation that the newcomers would ignore it. Such a thing was unheard of. Yet the men gave but a long, wondering glance at the floral display, turning back to the strange, shiny object they had in the meantime dragged from the cylinder, a queer affair of queerer angles.


  How were the Ancadus to know this for a radio with which the men intended to contact their home planet, to advise it of their safe arrival? Space, time, radio—these were as nothing to the Ancadus. They knew only consternation at this untoward event. Such a happening was without precedent in their annals. It went against all tradition. An animal to disregard their lush, richly odorous fruit? Unthinkable! Unwilling to believe that the creatures would not rise to the bait Sooner or later, they waited, tense.


  However, not all the Ancadus were thus aroused. Little Elsel, the young free-moving tree-fern, was not at all concerned in the blood of the cylinder’s spawn. Not until he had rooted himself would he bother himself about fleshy animals. It was the flowering flames of the campfire that intrigued him. By inching his tentacle forward over the ground he had reached a point midway between the fire and himself without having been detected by either the fire-breeders or the tree-ferns.


  The radio, which the pair were setting up, likewise meant nothing to him; its squareness was something outside his comprehension. Only in the infinitesimal does Nature produce cube shapes, and the object before him was as outré to him as a three-dimensional object would be to a two-dimensional creature. All the senses of the young tree-fern were concentrated upon the campfire with its ebullient blossoms rising and dying in one breath. So it happened that he did not notice that one of the pair had turned its seeing-balls in his direction.


  Rising from the spot upon which he had folded himself, the creature shuffled across the clearing to where Elsel’s tentacle tip lay.


  FRIGHTENED, the perambulatory tree-fern froze into immobility; his tentacle lay like a dead end of a creeper vine. It gave him shivers to see the beast bend down to inspect it with near-sighted eyeballs, and he sighed a great sigh of relief when the creature went back to the fire.


  Waiting until he was settled once more, Elsel again took up his march to the flames. It was purely accidental that he brushed the stumpy walking-root of the second creature bending over that squarish object by the fire. Nor was he prepared for the wild yell the thing emitted, causing the pair of them to dash away in wild confusion. That, however, was to be expected; for did not all animals respect and fear the great Ancadus?


  Only Elsel had not expected them to return so quickly, to pick up his offending tentacle. It made him cringe, that touch of warm, resilient animal flesh. Not until he had taken root could he know excitement at such close proximity. But when the same creature thrust an exploring claw inside one of his rubbery sucking-cups that covered the underside of his tentacle, his reaction in closing over the claw was entirely involuntary. If the creature had not screamed in fear and shaken him loose, Elsel would have released him anyway. Still, he was wholly unprepared for the next moment, when the tentacular feeler fell into the fire.


  To think that those lovely, dancing flowers could be so bitter, so cruel! The agony of Elsel’s cry resounded throughout all the forest. The pain was of a proportion the like of which he had never dreamed. No wonder he writhed, beating the air, the ground, in his wild anguish. Again he screamed. Gradually, as the shock died away, he regained sufficient composure to withdraw his wounded appendage. Nursing his pain he turned away, halting now and then to unfurl the bedeviled member and plunge it deep into the cool, rich loam of the forest floor wherein there seemed to be a slight balm.


  One would think that the Ancadus would have taken warning from that direful experience of the young tree-fern. They had all seen, and they had heard. Yet the smell of the blood that Elsel had drawn was too intoxicating.


  Simultaneously a dozen or more long tentacles shot across the clearing to the cylinder into which the men had darted to escape the flaying whip. They avoided the fire, but beyond that the tree-ferns were insensible to any danger that might arise from their action.


  Having learned something of the flexibility of those long, questing arms, the men did not quit the protective shadow of their space-ship immediately, and at sight of those feelers lashing out toward them they ran again within the confines of the cylinder. Before they could barricade themselves, half the tentacles had followed them in, feeling with sensitive tip-ends for the pair, forbidding the shutting of the ship’s mouth by their bulk.


  Instantly, three tentacles fastened themselves upon the fighting form of one of the men. Somehow the other managed to hide himself, and no matter how the remaining feelers searched they could not find him. Though they possessed scent, they were blind, depending upon the eye-circles set just below the fern-crown of the tree, and the animal smell of the two was thick inside the cylinder.


  Even after the captive had been withdrawn inch by inch, battling every step of the way, those others failed to locate his companion, concealed in some crevice. They withdrew at last, only to remain outside, waiting. . . .


  GEEB, Masur and Jadan argued among themselves over their victim, each claiming himself in rightful possession as they dragged the man across the clearing, lifted him screaming and struggling into the air. Then Masur fastened his suckers upon the pink bark of the creature’s arm and imbibed deeply of the rich life-fluid. That was too much for the others. Forgetting their quarrel, they realized that part of the feast is better than none at all. Here was one creature who would not be allowed to crawl away half dead, to return again on the morrow. They would suck him dry and toss the husk away.


  But it had not entered the thoughts of the Ancadus that the second man would actually come to the rescue of his brother creature. The Ancadus were individualists, banding together only when concerned with the common weal of their species. They could not conceive of unselfishness in another. Therefore, those that guarded the cylinder mouth had permitted their appendages to grow lax, and they were wholly unprepared to act instantly as the second man came hurtling into the open in answer to the pleas of his fellow.


  Elsel had taught him how the Ancadus reacted to even a minor burn, and he had good reason to be glad that the campfire was ready at hand. Grasping a lighted brand, he flung it among the serpentine coils that held his friend aloft. And again the forest listened to the agony shriek of their kind in answer to the bite of the flame-blossoms. Unconsciously Masur and Jadan flinched, and in so doing loosed their hold upon their victim. Then as a second and third flaming brand came flying through the air they dropped the captive.


  Weakened by loss of blood, and dazed by the twelve-foot fall, the man was slow in reorganizing his faculties, and before he succeeded in regaining his upright position, two more tentacles reached out and grasped him. In their gluttony the rest of the tree-ferns disregarded the menace of the flame-flowers.


  Only no more brands came flying through the air as those tentacles in the clearing sought out the avenger. To each he was forced to give his baptism of fire before they were willing to leave him to his own devices.


  But they served to reduce his ammunition, and to replenish it the man had to leave the fire, dash here and there to gather such sticks as lay close at hand. Twice a tentacle all but tripped him, but he danced safely away each time, and with the new supply of torches renewed the succor of his friend.


  Reluctantly the constricting coils released the captive, who managed to climb to his walking-roots and stagger several steps before another blood-crazed tree-fern plucked him up.


  Shaking a balled-up claw at the trees, the fire-breeder went farther afield to collect more fuel, taking a lighted torch for his own protection.


  Now, all this while old Gorn had thoughtfully been considering the scene. It had come to him that without a replenishment of his campfire the fire-breeder was powerless. Thereupon he transferred his surmise to his people, pointing out that if they but prevented the creature from gathering more faggots there could be no more fire-blossoms. Acting instantly upon the suggestion, a threatening circle was formed just out of reach of the fire itself.


  But Gorn had not taken to account that inexplicable force driving the man to the aid of his companion. Finding his way barred on all sides he refused to acknowledge defeat. Turning upon himself he tore away part of what to the trees appeared to be his outer bark and threw it into the fire. Appalled, they saw him pluck it out flame-covered, and toss it into the air.


  Taking the form of the fusim, the only flying thing of Venus, the coat slithered toward the captive man. Straightway Huj and Herul, his captors, dropped him just in time as the burn-thing enfolded him, falling flame-side out. That large chunk of burning life was too much for the horrified tree-ferns.


  Had the great Ancadus tree-ferns but guessed the deadliness of those licking flame-tendrils they would have suffered the agonies of hell to stamp them out; but all they did was to gaze jealously, waiting for the fire-blossoms to fade away that they might again seize their prey. Those that had not been beset by the fire as yet were dubious, only half believing that the golden-red flowers were as hurtful as the screams of those who had felt their scorching breath made them out to be. Still, because they half believed, they stood bade—waiting.


  MEANWHILE their erstwhile victim was having his own troubles. Fire is at best a treacherous friend, and though he had tossed the burning cloak from him, curls of fire had already eased themselves into his hair, his clothing. Slapping them did not avail and he dropped to the ground to roll and twist in an effort to put them out, only to aggravate them in a bed of dry brush that lay in his path. True, as long as the fire wreathed him he was safe from the trees, but at the same time his condition was precarious, too weak as he was to fight the fire properly. Piteously he called to the other to save him.


  But the fire-breeder was in bad straits himself. Threatened on every side by the enemy, unable to gather more fuel, he had already removed his boots, was coaxing them to burn, when suddenly he spied something he had not seen before, an old log lying in the shadow of the space-ship. Using one charred shoe, in which a flame teased, as a shield he forced several tentacles to give way until he could grasp the log end. Dragging it to the fire, he thrust one end into the fire. But the log refused to burn!


  Gorn had forgotten that he had begged his people to let the visitors go unmolested. Now, in high glee he cried out: “He is defeated! And I, in my right, demand his blood. He is mine!” And as he spoke his tentacle shot across the clearing—only to dart away again in dismay. Even as he had spoken, the old log began to smoke; a feather of flame ran halfway up its length, died, only to be followed by a second tendril that bit deep into the butt.


  Shouting his joy, the fire-breeder waited long enough for the fire to burn merrily; then like a flaming sword he used it to force the enemy to writhe away. One by one the menacing tentacles slithered to one side, opening up the path that led to the side of the other man-creature who now lay as if dead, soot-blackened.


  Beating out the flames that still wreathed him, the fire-breeder picked his comrade up and flung him over one shoulder. Then, pausing long enough to take a better grip upon the torch, he advanced, jabbing savagely at those tentacles not quick enough to give way.


  Powerless to halt him, the Ancadus groaned in unison as he reached the cylinder and disappeared within with his burden, sealing the opening. But even as they lamented their loss and nursed their Wounds, the cylinder gaped again, and the figure of the fire-breeder stood poised before him.


  Exulting, the tree-ferns stared, then in one accord dozens of long arms shot out. This time they would have him! But no, the man was wary enough. Before the opening was resealed for the last time something came arching through the air to land at the roots of old Gorn. It was the flaming torch!


  Again the Ancadus turned to their leader for advice. Should they try their strength upon the cylinder, crush it and pluck the creatures like bav from their hole? For the first time in their existence the old patriarch had no advice to give. He was more concerned with the hungry flames at his feet, one of which had already tested the texture of an old gnarled root that had broken through the forest loam.


  The next instant the cylinder was taking to the air, filling the forest with an ugly roar. Then it was level with the fern-crowns. For a moment it seemed to hang suspended between land and sky. And to the horror of the Ancadus its rear end seemed to ignite—in a great blast of withering fire.


  The fire-breeder had his revenge as the long tongue of flame bit deeply into the heart of the Ancadus grove. With his departure a new sound came into the forest, a deep throaty roar interspersed with strange unnamable creakings and cracklings wherein were intermingled the cries of the dying race, the loudest of which was the shriek of old Gorn.


  Once inoculated with the virus of the fire, the whole world seemed ready to burn as immense flowers reared their angry, licking flames into the tallest perches of the forest, devouring everything in their path.


  Elsel, the young free-moving tree-fern who had taken his hurt to the river, a good quarter of a mile from the clearing, there to lave his tentacle in the flood, saw the flame-flowers advance, apparently pushing the small band of perambulatory ferns that hurried ahead of them, toward the river.


  All the world burns, the young ferns told Elsel; all are gone—Gorn, Naxum, Tunnux, Nushu, Geeb, Masur—all the great ones, all the middle-aged, all the newly rooted—all, all consumed by the ravenous flame-flowers that the intruders had loosed into their paradise. All were gone. All.


  Standing on the river bank they waited, fearful, uncertain. They knew they could launch themselves upon the broad river, float upon its bosom into new lands; or they could cross the river to the salt barrens into which no self-respecting perambulatory tree-fern ever treads.


  But their own hesitancy closed the first path as the florescent flames were seen to gather at the river’s edge, a few hundred feet below, hissing as their fiery tongues tasted that liquid flood, painting the overhead clouds in their lurid light.


  Out in space the fire-breeder saw that same pyrotechnical glow, saw in his mind’s eye that calorific hell that he, a modern Prometheus, had engendered upon the bosom of Venus.
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  MOON CRYSTALS


  J. Harvey Haggard


  I SHOULD NEVER have come to these bad lands in Venus, Omar. My dream was glamorous and beautiful back there on Earth, when I had only your radioed letters and my vision of the worlds among the stars. “How was I to know what a lonely crystal trader’s life would be, out here so far from the American settlements, among those horrible little natives! It’s enough to drive one mad! Mad, I tell you. And yet you’ve brought this wizened little Moon pixy here to die before my eyes.”


  The man kicked the metal door shut on the fog that reached in after his wet-slickered form and stood, holding the tiny native in his arms as though he were a child. There was a dark bruise on the man’s lean cheek.


  Omar Klegg slipped the transparent sheathing down from his face and said, “I’m sorry, Enid. Something’s happened. You can’t stay here. I’ve got to get you out of here.”


  He might have said that he hadn’t asked her to come to Venus in the first place. She was beautiful, but she looked almost fragile in the faint greenish tinge of Venusian atmosphere, with the transparent rose-colored collar flared about her tiny blond head and blue-eyed little face. And Venus wasn’t for fragile Earth folk, either man or woman.


  The collar was of translucent vitrisheen, and the colors softened with hues of lavender along the tight waist and baggy slacks that clung loosely to her slender limbs. A single row of ruby-red native shells, curving little things that resembled tiny twisted horns, adorned the flaring neck piece.


  Beyond her, the interior of the room was gloomy, with the steel ribs of the metal walls barely visible. A large round window, beaded on the outside with greenish moisture, told of humid clouds lying low over the rugged surface of Venus, blanketing away the Sun’s rays.


  The illumination was scant, but it caught at the girl’s vitrisheen garments and gave the material a soft luminosity. Her features were delicately chiseled. Her tiny nose seemed a trifle insolent above the carmine outline of her impetuous mouth. Sometimes she reminded him of a fragile flower, blooming in a sheltered place.


  “I’mglad the space cruiser is coming,” she said with evident relief, twisting a silver bracelet on her wrist round and round. “You might have been considerate enough of me to have kept the sick little troll out of here where there’s danger of alien infection.”


  Omar Klegg avoided her eyes. It was odd, thinking of this woman as his wife. The past three months had witnessed a strange drama in this isolated, wind-swept Venusian bad-land territory.


  “No space cruiser is coming,” he stated gruffly. “You know there’s none due. I said we’ve got to get out.”


  HER EYES WIDENED, fastened to the marks of conflict evident on his face. Long red scratches showed there, and the transparent face sheathing was torn raggedly. “But the Venu-Americo Settlement colony is a hundred miles away, and it’s the nearest.”


  “We’ve got to go,” returned Omar bluntly. He pushed her aside, moving toward an inner metallic door, giving into a bedroom apartment. As he passed, the girl’s eyes narrowed with horror as they fastened upon the tiny lolling head of the Venusian native of the Eola territory, as the bad lands had been named—in honor of the terrific wind that had carved an eroded, twisted surface from the soft stone of the altitude regions.


  The greenish waxlike flesh of the small head was diseased in spots that were almost transparent. Slender, pointed ears curled round close to the bulging, pink-glazed eyes. That which made the face more repulsive to her was the absence of a nose, while the froglike mouth was pendulously undershot.


  The native, no larger than a boy of twelve, lay in Omar’s arms like a limp sack, with dull, unseeing eyes staring fixedly. Enid drew back, trembling.


  “It’s Oolanth,” he said shortly, and strode into the gloomy interior. “He’s dying. And with Oolanth dead the prospects of our security aren’t worth a settlement coin slug. You know how I came to be tolerated here among these barbaric little Eolians. With Oolanth gone, there’s nothing to hold them back.”


  He deposited the native on a couch and turned. In a wall compartment he found a tiny Venus lantern with a wire handle. From his pocket he withdrew two small crystals, each the size of a pea. They might have been crystals of galena, judging from appearance, but when the vapor of the sealed glass tube struck the crystals they became splinters of cold, brilliant light, flinging a glow about the entire room.


  The ribbed beryllium walls were exposed nakedly, with an oval window at the rear hung with curtains of silver cloth. Those curtains were Enid’s contribution to the homeliness of an interior that presented an aspect of cheerlessness and austerity, characterized by the forbidding frigidity of unadorned metal walls and metal furnishings.


  With the terrestrial value on Venus moon crystals so high, he had rarely used them during the ten daylight hours. These luxobe crystals were like radio-active minerals in a way, being continually dissipated through a radiated flow of energy, except that their rate of demolition, as compared with radium, was very rapid.


  In a vapor of monoxide, these crystals radiated away as rays of sheer light. For a period varying from three months to a year of terrestrial Earth hours, these amazing little crystals would dwindle away as light, and then they would be gone.


  It was for these moon crystals that Omar Klegg had come to the cloud planet. These fragmentary minerals, inactive in the ordinary atmosphere of Venus, were scattered over the surface of the planet, and it was suspected that these many particles once composed a satellite, circling the mother planet. Hence they had been called moon crystals, since the breaking up of such an astral body could explain their haphazard scattering about the surface of Venus.


  OMAR KLEGG’S life had been a solitary one these past few years, with the exception of those recent strange months since Enid had come, uninvited and unheralded, to share his primitive life on a wilderness world.


  He had thought of her as a goal, toward which Iris laboring years were being expended. He had loved her, and had expected her, after his term of service with the Earth Trading Co. was through. Then, when he had returned to the terrestrial globe, with the profits that would be his due, she would have been a further prize.


  He had been shocked when she dropped from the swinging gangplank of the space cruiser that came at six-month intervals to his trading station, bringing supplies and taking on the cargo of moon crystals which were bartered from the natives.


  Enid was so delicate, so beautiful. She was out of place here in the savage bad lands. She had seemed so childishly happy with this new world. There was nothing else to do. The space commander of the cruiser had married them, and she had come to live in the trading station on Venus. Then had begun a period of disillusionment.


  Yet, through his exacting labors and privations, Omar had managed to find comfort and romance in the thought that here was the source of cold light for the multitudinous crystal lamps of Earth, which had become so popular of recent years. He thought of it as he traded cheap trinkets and gaudy ornaments to the barbaric Eolanians for the crystals they found. Sometimes he tried to imagine all the crystal lanterns in the terrestrial cities, lighting up the night periods.


  Now he watched the twin crystals roll from his hand, through a funnel-shaped, air-lock contrivance, and thence into the interior of the spherical glass tube of the lantern, to turn whitely luminous in the enclosed vapor. Light for the lamps of Earth! It had sounded heroic in those first letters he had written to Enid when she had been back on Earth. It didn’t sound heroic now. He hung the lantern on a hook in the low ceiling and took off his slicker.


  Enid stood in the doorway, staring at the thing on the couch. Her breath was bated, and she seemed bewildered with a growing fear.


  “Why did you bring him here, Omar?” she protested.


  “He’s dying,” said Omar Klegg shortly. She came across the room and caught his arm, gripping it hard. His face turned and their eyes met. He read horror dawning in her eyes, deep down, like unseen things stirring in the bottom of a pool. Her other hand had caught a loose fold of her waist and was holding it tremulously across her smooth throat.


  “What will the others do?” she wanted to know.


  “The trader’s cruiser will be here in three months,” he said, moving so his face was in the shadow from the crystal lantern, “but you must not remain.”


  “Will they know? Oh, they are barbaric. They remind me so of demons, and when they look at me my flesh crawls. They seem inhuman!”


  “They are inhuman, Enid. You should understand that. Their composition is utterly different. Everything’s different here on Venus, because there’s no carbon dioxide. Terrestrial life wouldn’t have developed here. It’s dependent on herbivorous life, and there’s no plant life on Venus.


  “Somehow these natives are both animal and plant, without the aid of carbon dioxide, but just how, I don’t know. They are all cold and heartless. They are inhuman, all except Oolanth, and I saved his life once. He’s got a spark of something in him. He thought I was a god, and he’s never forgotten that. He fears and respects me as such—so do the other natives. But when he dies, which won’t be long, they will know.”


  “They’ll know you’re just a man,” said the woman, her fingers working at his sleeve.


  “THAT’S why I brought him here. It will give us a start. It may be hours before they discover he’s dead, and we’ll be gone. They let me bring him here because they think I’m something of a god, but even at that I had to fight some of them back. That’s why they’ve tolerated me, when no other man ever could step a safe foot on bad-land soil of Venus.


  “I saved Oolanth once from a simple fever. Then again, I showed them how to cap the fumaroles, when the gas vapor began to escape in their god caves. They associate things like that with the supernatural. Now Oolanth is sick again, and they think I can save him. I can’t! He’s too far gone. And no matter if Oolanth looks like a demon from hell, he has befriended me, Enid. I’m going to stay with him till he goes.”


  “I should never have come here. I was a romantic little fool. You’re not what I thought you would be. We’re—we’re just like strangers, Omar. Back on Earth, you were wonderful to me. I thought we would get along splendidly.”


  Omar Klegg shrugged and snapped the metal-mesh sleeves tight along his wrists. The fog had dulled the silvery hue of the metal mesh; he wore plain fiber-woven trousers tucked in celluline boots that looked like red leather.


  “We knew each other but two weeks, Enid. That was my first vacation, back on Earth.”


  She clapped her hands and leaned against the striated beryllium wall. “I thought I could never be happy unless I were with you. And things are so different here on this tiny satellite. We’re alone here. All we see are our own faces—and those of the natives. Good Heaven, Omar; can’t you understand?”


  Omar Klegg’s face was turning red. He was becoming angry. The mouth of the native was drooling saliva, and the ugly features were writhing with inner pain.


  “All right, Enid,” he said shortly. “I understand one thing. Venus is not for the fragile. I’ll do my best to get you to the settlements, and see you catch the first interplanetary vessel home. You may go then, if you wish. But now, please leave me alone. And don’t lean so close to Oolanth. The carbon dioxide in your breath is poison to him.”


  She drew back. The cold rays of the crystal lantern caught ruddy tints in her soft blond curls. Her blue eyes sparkled hotly, yet there was an expression almost of pleading in them. He felt her hand closing over his elbow. She had said he did not understand her. It had never occurred to him that she was right.


  Omar did not turn, but he felt her clutch relaxing. When he looked around she was gone and the door was shut. Oolanth was very weak. His slender arms moved jerkily, and the loose folds of skin that stretched between the bony limbs dragged convulsively about.


  The unsightly little native would not have weighed more than twenty pounds. When those powerful hind legs thrust at the surface ground, and the folds of loose skin were flattened and taut, these natives could launch themselves into the air like gliders. Sometimes they reminded him of flying squirrels of the terrestrial globe. It made him homesick for the comparative security of Earth.


  He wasn’t thinking much of danger.


  Oolanth had been a real friend, despite his demoniac appearance. He had saved the little green man’s life, and from that time on, Omar Klegg had been the one white man who could step foot on the bad-land soil of Venus without the aid of blazing needle-beam gats.


  It hadn’t been easy for Oolanth to prove his friendship. The natives hated the strange white men, from whose breath came the poisonous fumes of carbon dioxide.


  Omar Klegg was the only white man who had ever witnessed the mysteries of the god caves, and that was only because Oolanth considered him as a sort of godlike being. If there were any mutterings in the savage horde at exposing their religious secrets to the white conjurer, Oolanth quelled them. Omar was a god to him, who had swept aside the forces of the universe and spared his life. He would do so again.


  Early that day he had sent the green Venus pixies for Omar. Oolanth lay dying in the god caves, and all the savage deities called from the clouds and the wind could not halt the lowering ebb of life. And Omar had brought him here.


  Oolanth was very rigid. The saliva had dried on his mouth and it hung open. The reddish eyes, had set. He was dead. Omar arose, pulled the curtains across the oval window, and took the crystal lantern from its hook.


  HE SHUT THE DOOR carefully and locked it. Turning around, his eyes sought for Enid, but the room was empty, except for the metallic couches and chairs with vitrisheen cushions. A picture of Earth hung slackly on the wall, above a bottle containing many colored pebbles native to Venus.


  The front door was ajar, showing a strip of the foggy out-of-doors. He looked for her cloak. Sometimes she went out upon the alcove, where a tiny balcony overlooked the rugged valley, when her spirits were restless, to be near the inscrutable rush of elements.


  He must warn her. Placing the crystal lantern on a table, he pushed past the door into the murky twilight. In his right hand he held a needle-beam gat, drawn from a holster at his belt. There was no use to take chances.


  “Enid!” he shouted. “Enid!” He was not soon to forget the look of terror upon her drawn features as she turned, leaning on the balustrade, and looked back at him. Beyond, a stretch of rocky soil was exposed to view, beneath low-lying clouds, and many diminutive figures were creeping forward, making scarcely a sound. In the claw-like hands were grasped knives and implements of stone. Their eyes were fixed upon the human beings who peered forth.


  “It’s too late, Omar,” she said.


  He shook his head. “How could they have known!” he ejaculated. “Sometimes I think they have instincts we can’t understand.”


  “Then Oolanth is dead?” asked Enid, clutching at her breast. The atmosphere gave her features a greenish tinge. When he nodded, she wheeled. In her hand was a small needle-beam gun, and it was pointed toward the troll-like green men who advanced threateningly up the pathway.


  “Enid!” he shouted, and seized her arm. “Don’t be a fool!” He wrenched the gun from her hand and turned her about. “Now, do what I tell you. You mustn’t let them know you are afraid! Do you understand? You must be contemptuous of them. Don’t show your fear. They sense that at once, and it makes them run amuck.”


  She lay in his arms, limp. To her it was a horrid dream. Omar had thrust his face close to her own, and she leaned against him, moveless, until he turned toward the oncoming natives, leaving her against the balustrade.


  He had said she must not fear them. He did not seem afraid, standing there, one arm upthrust. He shouted. There came a deep growling from many cavernous lips. Again Omar cried aloud in a peremptory challenge.


  Enid saw that the natives had halted, but they were conversing among themselves with evident discontent. Occasionally a low cloud swirler drifted by, clogging the vicious little faces, but their hoarse voices were not so easily subdued.


  When Omar shouted in a questioning tongue, many voices answered in the garbled dialect of the natives. He stood talking to them for a moment, then turned to her.


  “THIS is worse than I thought. They know he’s dead, all right. But I think I can get us through safely, if you do as I tell you. Don’t act afraid of them. Stick your chin up, and don’t even look at them. I’ll do the watching out for trouble.


  “They want us to go to the god caves. It’s too late to go for the settlements now. They’d know we were afraid, and be on our heels. But I’ve got an ace in the hole they’re not counting on. You must do as I say.”


  She was deathly afraid. The green little dwarfs had always sickened her. But she nodded, and Omar turned to the door.


  “Stay there,” he commanded. “Look disdainful—and don’t move. I’ll be back in just a second.”


  He was gone before she could stop him, and her heart was pounding violently, while her breath came with agonizing slowness. It took every bit of her will power to stand there. She gazed up at the overcast skies to keep from fainting at the sickness that gnawed at her. Omar knew she was afraid. Yet he had demanded that she stay there. It was cruel of him, yet she was determined not to falter. Then he was back, carrying two slicker garments, with transparent face sheathings.


  She realized, of a sudden, that her face was wet with moisture, that her clothing was damp. It was hard to keep from falling. Her muscles seemed not to respond naturally, but she averted her face and struggled into the garment, drawing the transparent sheathing up and around her face.


  Then Omar was descending the steps, and she found herself walking behind like an automaton. Those ferocious little faces stood out in the fog like specters in a dream, and then a way was opened for them.


  Omar said nothing, but strode close to Enid’s side, and a little ahead. The mad vista was branded indelibly upon her consciousness. The fog dipped and eddied. She could sense the closely packed bodies of the Eolanians, standing to either side, with barbaric weapons clenched in their small hands.


  The fog had choked the outlines of the metal building now, and the natives walked along beside the two terrestrials, growling to themselves. Abruptly, a commotion in the rear caused some of the foremost to look back. Enid turned and stared for a moment. She saw a group of the natives bearing a rigid figure over their heads. In the gloom they looked like shadows. It was Oolanth, stiff and horrid in death, whom they bore aloft. She told Omar what she had seen.


  “They got him then,” said Omar. “It’s just as well.”


  The valley floor widened, and abruptly they were in the Eolanian village, with the globular structures of mud and rock plastered against precipitous obstructions like wasp nests. Smaller natives joined the procession, bearing curiously shaped rocks of all colors. Enid presumed these smaller green people to be women and children.


  She saw a creature about the size of a dog. looking something like a wasp without wings. It was the only domestic animal known to the green men, and like them, it was of alien constitution, independent of herbivorous plants. When it started toward them, Omar kicked at it, and it fled with a slobbering sound.


  A MANIACAL FRENZY seemed born within the natives. Their feet stamped the rocky floor of the canyon in a wild cadence. Their pinkish eyes protruded, and the great bloated lips opened widely to emit chortling screams.


  The procession had halted before a high cliff of black rock, from which yawned a steep triangular opening.


  “It’s the entrance to the god caves,” said Omar. “Don’t be frightened by the clamor. They’re propitiating their gods.”


  “They are motioning for us to stop.”


  “Keep going,” he demanded curtly. “We’re not going to recognize their deities.” Beyond the three-cornered opening, a faint luminosity was revealed. As they went on into the cave, a vague and ominous growling rippled over the grouped natives. Some of them leaped and cavorted, making demoniac and obscene gestures. When the funeral cortège for Oolanth passed solemnly after the terrestrials, those behind made a mad rush for other cave entrances that would converge on the god caves.


  “How are you feeling, Enid?”


  “I—I want to cry.”


  “Hold together. It may be worse than this. When we get to the god caves, give particular notice to the domed structures on the cavern floor. I told you that I showed Oolanth how to cap the fumaroles in the floor of the god caves. That is what those structures will be.”


  The rugged walls of the cavern glowed phosphorescently, lighting the limited confines. Behind, the trampling of many feet appraised them of Oolanth’s funeral procession, close upon their heels. The corridor was worn bare by the passage of many feet. It turned twice, then gave into a large circular cavern, with a massive altar of red, glassy rock at the farther side, above which was a monstrous idol, carved into the phosphorescent rock.


  The head of the idol was huge and distorted. It looked something like a monstrous squatted toad. Branching from the central cavern were many openings and runways, from which the natives streamed, gesticulating and shouting.


  Omar pointed to the low heaps of domed stone, scarcely a foot high, plastered over with thick cement. Enid stumbled over one of them. The rumbling of many hoarse voices filled the cavern.


  All around them were grimacing faces. The little green men shouted and spat at the terrestrials, brandishing their weapons. Only the way before them was left open, and that led up to the altar composed of a substance like red glass.


  But they were carried past this also by the surge of natives behind them. A second doorway yawned in the cliff beyond the idol. They were pressed into the opening. Omar frowned. He had never been in this inner cavern. Enid was sobbing, despite her efforts to quiet her emotions, and she clung unashamedly to his arm. A glitter of silvery metal in one wall captured his attention.


  HE STARED, although he had no time to stop and examine the formation. It was almost solid with luxobe, the moon crystals of Venus. A massive meteorite of the substance must have been imbedded here. Perhaps it was the core of the satellite that had crumbled and fallen from its orbit. So it was here that the natives got their moon crystals. He had supposed that they found them on the rocky surface of the bad lands somewhere.


  Abruptly Omar knew that the Eolanians never intended that they return to tell of this large deposit of moon crystals. He gripped at the needle-beam gat hanging in its holster. The shouts of the green men reverberated deafeningly. Now a second and even larger cavern loomed ahead.


  They strode down into the bowlshaped cavity side by side, followed by the thronged green natives of Venus. Omar could have shouted aloud for joy. He took a quick look around before the natives crowded in. The fumaroles had evidently broken loose in this cavern also, for he saw signs of native work, capping the gaseous outlets with concrete domes. He looked farther along the walls.


  Hung around against the walls were many whitened skeletons, one of which was large and unlike the others. So one other Earth man had got here. But he had died. It was a chamber of the dead.


  Oolanth’s body was placed, face up, in the center. A group of natives formed a ring and danced about him, making superstitious gestures and bellowing in strident tones. Then all of them knelt, and one arose over him, and lifted his head high to scream a hideous challenge.


  Oolanth’s soul had gone to the great darkness.


  Enid could scarcely believe her senses. Omar had arisen to face the little green man, and he too lifted his face and suddenly screamed aloud in an answering challenge that rung to the phosphorescent roof and rebounded again with eerie echoings. Omar Klegg knew that the affront made by the little green man had been aimed at the terrestrials. The native had proclaimed that the Earth beings were not gods, and Omar had hurled the defiant words back into the other’s face as a lie.


  A hemispherical sea of faces hemmed them in. The green man came forward threateningly, preparing to throw a sharp stone fragment, equipped with filed spikes. Omar leveled the needle-beam gat. When the Eolanian sprang, a blue beam of intense light cut his body in half. Omar turned as his adversary sank to the floor, and again screamed a warning in the native tongue.


  His face was almost bestial. Enid cringed. It was hard to believe that Omar was a terrestrial, and her man. She looked about into the ring of greenish faces, and knew suddenly that these creatures were as a pack of hungry wolves, without mercy. Another green man leaped over the body of Oolanth, and again the needle beam spat its ray of death.


  Simultaneously the entire horde began edging in.


  “Be ready to run for it!” shouted Omar.


  THEN he turned and shot the bluish needle beam down along the cavern floor. The slender ray bored into a dome shape plastered into the rock floor. For a moment it ate into the stonework. Then something erupted. A shrill whistle of escaping vapor followed a spray of rock upward. Before the astonished natives could attack, a mouth from the deep interior of Venus spat up, and the expanding gas created a column of ice that reared up like a cold flame.


  “Back!” cried Omar, grasping Enid by the arm. “It’s carbon dioxide—pure carbon dioxide. And it’s been under a pressure.”


  Enid seemed paralyzed. She had seen ice formed by the release of carbon dioxide under pressure in liquid oxygen experiments. Heat was absorbed from the air, and the pure oxygen became a cold liquid. She saw it, an icy, silvery stream, trickling away from the mounting column of ice to run across the face of the dead Oolanth.


  The blue disintegrator beam traveled farther along the cavern floor, cutting crazy furrows to other mouths of cement, which shrieked with escaping gases and spouted up other tongues of frigid ice. The natives were bent over, writhing and screaming. The carbon dioxide was a poison that acted rapidly for them. Their muscles became twisted and hardened, and they fell back before the hissing gases as wheat falls before the cutter.


  The terrestrial lungs were accustomed to carbon dioxide, but not to the frosting air. Enid scarcely remembered the mad dash back along the cavern way. They encountered no resistance, leaving behind them columns of dry ice, reaching up toward the ceiling, and a shambles.


  Even those green men yet loitering outside were so terrified that they flung themselves upon their faces as the terrestrials passed.


  “We’ll have no more trouble from them,” said Omar, as they stumbled through the doorway into the familiar quarters of the trading company building. “Eve seen fumaroles on Earth that vented pure carbon dioxide, but I don’t know what chemical change started these gaseous outlets in Venus, where the gas has heretofore been unknown. It was lucky I showed the natives how to cap them off. Now we can make that hundred-mile trek in perfect safety to the Venu-Americo Settlement.”


  Enid said nothing. She lay for an hour upon a couch, regaining her strength and calming her nerves. When she awoke, Omar was sitting in a chair, smoking a cigarette, with his eyes in the distance. A crystal lantern hung over him, and from time to time his eyes roamed to the tiny crystals in the glass tube, radiant with unwavering light.


  SHE lay for a long time, watching him through narrowed eyelids. Then she yawned, stretched her sore limbs, and arose. Her ankles and knees twinged excruciatingly.


  “You awake, Enid?” he asked. “I guess it’s been like a bad dream. You’ll be glad to know we can start for the settlements in the morning.” She walked unsteadily toward him. “This means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” she asked wonderingly. “I mean this planet, this life, trading to the natives. I suppose they might establish a mining colony here, with you to direct the men in removing the meteor.”


  Omar avoided her eyes.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe. I haven’t decided yet. I’ll decide that after you’re gone.”


  “But I’m not going.”


  “Enid!”


  “No, I’m not.”


  Her eyes were moist. “I couldn’t understand how much it meant to you,” she said. “But when we were in the caves, I knew it was you that I cared for, and I understood a part of how you must feel. Oh, Omar, don’t you want me? Do you think—I’m too—fragile?”


  She was as light as a feather in his arms. He kissed her over and over again. “Fragile,” he said. “You’re not fragile. I was talking about inner strength when I said Venus was not for the fragile. I had you wrong, Enid. I knew that, back there in the caves.”


  She began to cry, and he sat back with her in his lap to stare at the crystal lantern with its unwinking minerals glowing softly in the glassen tube cradle. Light for the lamps of Earth. At last he had found some one who could share his dream.


  REDEMPTION CAIRN


  Stanley G. Weinabum


  Here is one of the last stories by one of the outstanding writers of science-fiction. Remember him as you read it


  HAVE YOU ever been flat broke, hungry as the very devil, and yet so down and out that you didn’t even care? Looking back now, after a couple of months, it’s hard to put it into words, but I think the low point was the evening old Captain Harris Henshaw dropped into my room—my room, that is, until the twenty-four-hour notice to move or pay up expired.


  There I sat, Jack Sands, ex-rocket pilot. Yeah, the same Jack Sands you’re thinking of, the one who cracked up the Gunderson Europa expedition trying to land at Young’s Field, Long Island, in March, 2110. Just a year and a half ago! It seemed like ten and a half. Five hundred idle days. Eighteen months of having your friends look the other way when you happened to pass on the street, partly because they’re ashamed to nod to a pilot that’s been tagged yellow, and partly because they feel maybe it’s kinder to just let you drop out of sight peacefully.


  I didn’t even look up when a knock sounded on my door, because I knew it could only be the landlady. “Haven’t got it,” I growled. “I’ve got a right to stay out my notice.”


  “You got a right to make a damn fool of yourself,” said Henshaw’s voice. “Why don’t you tell your friends your address?”


  “Harris!” I yelled. It was “Captain” only aboard ship. Then I caught myself. “What’s the matter?” I asked, grinning bitterly. “Did you crack up, too? Coming to join me on the dust heap, eh?”


  “Coming to offer you a job,” he growled.


  “Yeah? It must be a swell one, then. Carting sand to fill up the blast pits on a field, huh? And I’m damn near hungry enough to take it—but not quite.”


  “It’s a piloting job,” said Henshaw quietly.


  “Who wants a pilot that’s been smeared with yellow paint? What outfit will trust its ships to a coward? Don’t you know that Jack Sands is tagged forever?”


  “Shut up, Jack,” he said briefly. “I’m offering you the job as pilot under me on Interplanetary’s new Europa expedition.”


  I started to burn up then. You see, it was returning from Jupiter’s third moon, Europa, that I’d smashed up the Gunderson outfit, and now I got a wild idea that Henshaw was taunting me about that. “By Heaven!” I screeched. “If you’re trying to be funny——”


  But he wasn’t. I quieted down when I saw he was serious, and he went on slowly, “I want a pilot I can trust, Jack. I don’t know anything about your cracking up the Hera; I was on the Venus run when it happened. All I know is that I cart depend on you.”


  AFTER A WHILE I began to believe him. When I got over the shock a little, I figured Henshaw was friend enough to be entitled to the facts.


  “Listen, Harris,” I said. “You’re taking me on, reputation and all, and it looks to me as if you deserve an explanation. I haven’t been whining about the bump I got, and I’m not now. I cracked up Gunderson and his outfit all right, only”—I hesitated; it’s kind of tough to feel that maybe you’re squirming in the pinch—“only my copilot, that fellow Kratska, forgot to mention a few things, and mentioned a few others that weren’t true. Oh, it was my shift, right enough, but he neglected to tell the investigating committee that I’d stood his shift and my own before it. I’d been on for two long shifts, and this was my short one.”


  “Two long ones!” echoed Henshaw. “You mean you were on sixteen hours before the landing shift?”


  “That’s what I mean. I’ll tell you just what I told the committee, and maybe you’ll believe me. They didn’t. But when Kratska showed up to relieve roe he was hopped. He had a regular bexylamine jag, and he couldn’t have piloted a tricycle. So I did the only possible thing to do; I sent him back to sleep it off, and I reported it to Gunderson, but that still left me the job of getting us down.


  “It wouldn’t have been so bad if it had happened in space, because there isn’t much for a pilot to do out there except follow the course laid out by the captain, and maybe dodge a meteor if the alarm buzzes. But I had sixteen solid hours of teetering down through a gravitational field, and by the time my four-hour spell came around I was bleary.”


  “I don’t wonder,” said the captain. “Two long shifts!”


  Maybe I’d better explain a rocket’s pilot system. On short runs like Venus or Mars, a vessel could carry three pilots, and then it’s a simple matter of three eight-hour shifts. But on any longer run, because air and weight and fuel and food are all precious, no rocket ever carries more than two pilots.


  So a day’s run is divided into four shifts, and each pilot has one long spell of eight hours, then four hours off, then four hours on again for his short shift, and then eight hours to sleep. He eats two of his meals right at the control desk, and the third during his short free period. It’s a queer life, and sometimes men have been co-pilots for years without really seeing each other except at the beginning and the end of their run.


  I went on with my story, still wondering whether Henshaw would feel as if I were whining. “I was bleary,” I repeated, “but Kratska showed up still foggy, and I didn’t dare trust a hexylamine dope with the job of landing. Anyway, I’d reported to Gunderson, and that seemed to shift some of the responsibility to him. So I let Kratska sit in the control cabin, and I began to put down.”


  Telling the story made me mad all over. “Those lousy reporters!” I blazed. “All of them seemed to think landing a rocket is like settling down in bed; you just cushion down on your underblast. Yeah; they don’t realize that you have to land blind, because three hundred feet from the ground the blast begins to splash against it.


  “You watch the leveling poles at the edge of the field and try to judge your altitude from them, but you don’t see the ground; what you see under you are the flames of Hell. And another thing they don’t realize: lowering a ship is like bringing down a dinner plate balanced on a fishing rod. If she starts to roll sideways—blooey! The underjets only hold you up when they’re pointing down, you know.”


  HENSHAW let me vent my temper without interruption, and I returned to my story. “Well, I was getting down as well as could be expected. The Hera always did have a tendency to roll a little, but she wasn’t the worst ship I’ve put to ground.


  “But every time she slid over a little, Kratska let out a yell; he was nervous from his dope jag, and he knew he was due to lose his license, and on top of that he was just plain scared by the side roll. We got to seventy feet on the leveling poles when she gave a pretty sharp roll, and Kratska went plain daffy.”


  I hesitated. “I don’t know exactly how to tell what happened. It went quick, and I didn’t see all of it, of course. But suddenly Kratska, who had been fumbling with the air lock for ten minutes, shrieked something like ‘She’s going over!’ and grabbed the throttle. He shut off the blast before I could lift an eyelash, shut it off and flung himself out. Yeah; he’d opened the air lock.


  “Well, we were only seventy feet—less than that—above the field. We dropped like an overripe apple off a tree. I didn’t have time even to move before we hit, and when we hit, all the fuel in all the jets must have let go. And for what happened after that you’d better read the newspapers.”


  “Not me,” said Henshaw. “You spill it.”


  “I can’t, not all of it, because I was laid out. But I can guess, all right. It seems that when the jets blew off, Kratska was just picked up in a couple of cubic yards of the soft sand he had landed in, and tossed clear. He had nothing but a broken wrist. And as for me, apparently I was shot out of the control room, and banged up considerably. And as for Gunderson, his professors, and every one else on the Hera—well, they were just stains on the pool of molten ferralumin that was left.”


  “Then how,” asked Henshaw, “did they hang it on you?”


  I tried to control my voice. “Kratska,” I said grimly. “The field was dear for landing; nobody can stand in close with the blast splashing in a six-hundred-foot circle. Of course, they saw some one jump from the nose of the ship after tire jets cut off, but how could they tell which of us? And the explosion shuffled the whole field around, and nobody knew which was what.”


  “Then it should have been his word against yours.”


  “Yeah; it should have been. But the field knew it was my shift because I’d been talking over the landing beam, and besides, Kratska got to the reporters first. I never even knew of the mess until I woke up at Grand Mercy Hospital thirteen days later. By that time Kratska had talked and I was the goat.”


  “But the investigating committee?”


  I grunted. “Sure, the investigating committee. I’d reported to Gunderson, but he made a swell witness, being just an impurity in a mass of ferralumin alloy. And Kratska had disappeared, anyway.”


  “Couldn’t they find him?”


  “Not on what I knew about him. We picked him up at Junopolis on Io, because Briggs was down with white fever. I didn’t see him at all except when we were relieving each other, and you know what that’s like, seeing somebody in a control cabin with the sun shields up. And on Europa we kept to space routine, so I couldn’t even give you a good description of him. He had a beard, but so have ninety per cent of us after a long hop, and he said when we took him on that he’d just come over from the Earth.” I paused. “I’ll find him some day.”


  “Hope you do,” said Henshaw briskly. “About this present run, now. There’ll be you and me, and then there’ll be Stefan Coretti, a physical chemist, and an Ivor Gogrol, a biologist. That’s the scientific personnel of the expedition.”


  “Yeah, but who’s my co-pilot? That’s what interests me.”


  “Oh, sure,” said Henshaw, and coughed. “Your co-pilot. Well, I’ve been meaning to tell you. It’s Claire Avery.”


  “Claire Avery!”


  “That’s right,” agreed the captain gloomily. “The Golden Flash herself. The only woman pilot to have her name on the Curry cup, winner of this year’s Apogee race.”


  “She’s no pilot!” I snapped. “She’s a rich publicity hound with brass nerves. I was just curious enough to blow ten bucks rental on a’scope to watch that race. She was ninth rounding the Moon. Ninth! Do you know how she won? She gunned her rocket under full acceleration practically all the way back, and then fell into a braking orbit.


  “Any sophomore in Astronautics II knows that you can’t calculate a braking orbit without knowing the density of the stratosphere and ionosphere, and even then it’s a gamble. That’s what she did—simply gambled, and happened to be lucky. Why do you pick a rich moron with a taste for thrills on a job like this?”


  “I didn’t pick her, Jack. Interplanetary picked her for publicity purposes. To tell the truth, I think this whole expedition is an attempt to get a little favorable advertising to offset that shady stock investigation this spring. Interplanetary wants to show itself as the noble patron of exploration. So Claire Avery will take off for the television and papers, and you 11 be politely ignored.”


  “And that suits me! I wouldn’t even take the job if things were a little different, and——” I broke off suddenly, frozen. “Say,” I said weakly, “did you know they’d revoked my license?”


  “You don’t say,” said Henshaw. “And after all the trouble I had talking Interplanetary into permission to take you on, too.” Then he grinned. “Here,” he said, tossing me an envelope. “See how long it’ll take you to lose this one.”


  But the very sight of the familiar blue paper was enough to make me forget a lot of things—Kratska, Claire Avery, even hunger.


  II.


  THE TAKE-OFF was worse than I had expected. I had sense enough to wear my pilot’s goggles to the field, but of course I was recognized as soon as I joined the group at the rocket. They’d given us the Minos, an old ship, but she looked as if she’d handle well.


  The newsmen must have had orders to ignore me, but I could hear plenty of comments from the crowd. And to finish things up, there was Claire Avery, a lot prettier than she looked on the television screens, but with the same unmistakable cobalt-blue eyes, and hair closer to the actual shade of metallic gold than any I’d ever seen. The “Golden Flash,” the newsmen called her. Blah!


  She accepted her introduction to me with the coolest possible nod, as if to say to the scanners and cameras that it wasn’t her choice she was teamed with yellow Jack Sands. But for that matter, Coretti’s black Latin eyes were not especially cordial either, nor were Gogrol’s broad features. I’d met Gogrol somewhere before, but couldn’t place him at the moment.


  Well, at last the speeches were over, and the photographers and broadcast men let the Golden Flash stop posing, and she and I got into the control cabin for the take-off. I still wore my goggles, and huddled down low besides, because there were a dozen telescopic cameras and scanners recording us from the field’s edge. Claire Avery simply ate it up, though, smiling and waving before she cut in the underblast. But finally we were rising over the flame.


  She was worse than I’d dreamed. The Minos was a sweetly balanced ship, but she rolled it like a baby’s cradle. She had the radio on the field broadcast, and I could hear the description of the take-off: “—heavily laden.


  There—she rolls again. But she’s making altitude. The blast has stopped splashing now, and is coming down in a beautiful fan of fire. A difficult take-off, even for the Golden Flash.” A difficult take-off! Bunk!


  I was watching the red bubble in the level, but I stole a glance at Claire Avery’s face, and it wasn’t so cool and stand-offish now. And just then the bubble in the level bobbed way over, and I heard the girl at my side give a frightened little gasp. This wasn’t cradle rocking any more; we were in a real roll!


  I slapped her hands hard and grabbed the U-bar. I cut the underjets completely off, letting the ship fall free, then shot the full blast through the right laterals. It was damn close, I’m ready to swear, but we leveled, and I snapped on the underblast before we lost a hundred feet of altitude. And there was that inane radio still talking: “They’re over! No—they’ve leveled again, but what a roll! She’s a real pilot, this Golden Flash——”


  I looked at her; she was pale and shaken, but her eyes were angry. “Golden Flash, eh?” I jeered. “The gold must refer to your money, but what’s the flash? It can’t have much to do with your ability as a pilot.” But at that time I had no idea how pitifully little she really knew about rocketry.


  She flared. “Anyway,” she hissed, her lips actually quivering with rage, “the gold doesn’t refer to color, Mr. Malaria Sands!” She knew that would hurt; the “Malaria” was some bright columnist’s idea of a pun on my name. You see, malaria’s popularly called Yellow Jack. “Besides,” she went on defiantly, “I could have pulled out of that roll myself, and you know it.”


  ““Sure,” I said with the meanest possible sarcasm. We had considerable upward velocity now, and plenty of altitude, both of which tend toward safety because they give one more time to pull out of a roll. “You can take over again now. The hard part’s over.”


  She gave me a look from those electric blue eyes, and I began to realize just what sort of trip I was in for. Coretti and Gogrol had indicated their unfriendliness plainly enough, and heaven knows I couldn’t mistake the hatred in Claire Avery’s eyes, so that left just Captain Henshaw. But the captain of a ship dare not show favoritism, so all in all I saw myself doomed to a lonely trip.


  LONELY isn’t the word for it. Henshaw was decent enough, but since Claire Avery had started with a long shift and so had the captain, they were having their free spells and meals on the same schedule, along with Gogrol, and that left me with Coretti. He was pretty cool, and I had pride enough left not to make any unwanted advances.


  Gogrol was worse; I saw him seldom enough, but he never addressed a word to me except on routine. Yet there was something familiar about him——As for Claire Avery, I simply wasn’t in her scheme of things at all; she even relieved me in silence.


  Offhand, I’d have said it was the wildest sort of stupidity to send a girl with four men on a trip like this. Well, I had to hand it to Claire Avery; in that way she was a splendid rocketrix. She took the inconveniences of space routine without a murmur, and she was so companionable—that is, with the others—that it was like having a young and unusually entertaining man aboard.


  And, after all, Gogrol was twice her age and Henshaw almost three times; Coretti was younger, but I was the only one who was really of her generation. But as I say, she hated me; Coretti seemed to stand best with her.


  So the weary weeks of the journey dragged along. The Sun shrunk up to a disk only a fifth the diameter of the terrestrial Sun, but Jupiter grew to an enormous moonlike orb with its bands and spots gloriously tinted. It was an exquisite sight, and sometimes, since eight hours’ sleep is more than I can use, I used to slip into the control room while Claire Avery was on duty, just to watch the giant planet and its moons. The girl and I never said a word to each other.


  We weren’t to stop at Io, but were landing directly on Europa, our destination, the third moon outward from the vast molten globe of Jupiter. In some ways Europa is the queerest little sphere in the Solar System, and for many years it was believed to be quite uninhabitable. It is, too, as far as seventy per cent of its surface goes, but the remaining area is a wild and weird region.


  This is the mountainous hollow in the face toward Jupiter, for Europa, like the Moon, keeps one face always toward its primary. Here in this vast depression, all of the tiny world’s scanty atmosphere is collected, gathered like little lakes and puddles into the valleys between mountain ranges that often pierce through the low-lying air into the emptiness of space.


  Often enough a single valley forms a microcosm sundered by nothingness from the rest of the planet, generating its own little rainstorms under pygmy cloud banks, inhabited by its indigenous life, untouched by, and unaware, of all else.


  In the ephemeris, Europa is dismissed prosaically with a string of figures: diameter, 2099 M.—period, 3 days, 13 hours, 14 seconds—distance from primary, 425,160 M. For an astronomical ephemeris isn’t concerned with the thin film of life that occasionally blurs a planet’s surface; it has nothing to say of the slow liberation of Europa that sends intermittent tides of air washing against the mountain slopes under the tidal drag of Jupiter, nor of the waves that sometimes spill air from valley to valley, and sometimes spill alien life as well.


  Least of all is the ephemeris concerned with the queer forms that crawl now and then right up out of the air pools, to lie on the vacuum-bathed peaks exactly as strange fishes flopped their way out of the Earthly seas to bask on the sands at the close of the Devonian age.


  OF THE FIVE OF US, I was the only one who had ever visited Europa—or so I thought at the time. Indeed, there were few men in the world who had actually set foot on the inhospitable little planet; Gunderson and his men were dead, save me and perhaps Kratska, and we had been the first organized expedition.


  Only a few stray adventurers from Io had preceded us. So it was to me that Captain Henshaw directed his orders when he said, “Take us as close as possible to Gunderson’s landing.”


  It began to be evident that we’d make ground toward the end of Claire’s long shift, so I crawled out of the coffinlike niche I called my cabin an hour early, and went up to the control room to guide her down. We were seventy or eighty miles up, but there were no clouds or air distortion here, and the valleys crisscrossed under us like a relief map.


  It was infernally hard to pick Gunderson’s valley; the burned spot from the blast was long since grown over, and I had only memory to rely on, for, of course, all charts were lost with the Hera. But I knew the general region, and it really made less difference than it might have, for practically all the valleys in that vicinity were connected by passes; one could walk between them in breathable air.


  After a while I picked one of a series of narrow parallel valleys, one with what I knew was a salt pool in the center—though most of them had that; they’d be desert without it—and pointed it out to Claire. “That one,” I said, adding maliciously, “and I’d better warn you that it’s narrow and deep—a ticklish landing place.”


  She flashed me an unfriendly glance from sapphire eyes, but said nothing. But a voice behind me sounded unexpectedly: “To the left! The one to the left. It—it looks easier.”


  Gogrol! I was startled for a moment, then turned coldly on him.”


  “Keep out of the control room during landings,” I snapped.


  He glared, muttered something, and retired. But he left me a trifle worried; not that his valley to the left was any easier to land in—that was pure bunk—but it looked a little familiar! Actually, I wasn’t sure but that Gogrol had pointed out Gunderson’s valley.


  But I stuck to my first guess. The irritation I felt I took out on Claire. “Take it slow!” I said gruffly. “This isn’t a landing field. Nobody’s put up leveling poles in these valleys. You’re going to have to land completely blind from about four hundred feet, because the blast begins to splash sooner in this thin air. You go down by level and guess, and Heaven help us if you roll her! There’s no room for rolling between those cliffs.”


  She bit her lip nervously. The Minos was already rolling under the girl’s inexpert hand, though that wasn’t dangerous while we still had ten or twelve miles of altitude. But the ground was coming up steadily.


  I was in a cruel mood. I watched the strain grow in her lovely features, and if I felt any pity, I lost it when I thought of the way she had treated me. So I taunted her.


  “This shouldn’t be a hard landing for the Golden Flash. Or maybe you’d rather be landing at full speed, so you could fall into a braking ellipse—only that wouldn’t work here, because the air doesn’t stick up high enough to act as a brake.”


  And a few minutes later, when her lips were quivering with tension, I said, “It takes more than publicity and gambler’s luck to make a pilot, doesn’t it?”


  She broke. She screamed suddenly, “Oh, take it! Take it, then!” and slammed the U-bar into my hands. Then she huddled back in her corner sobbing, with her golden hair streaming over her face.


  I took over; I had no choice. I pulled the Minos out of the roll Claire’s gesture had put her in, and then started teetering down on the underjets. It was pitifully easy because of Europa’s low gravitation and the resulting low falling acceleration; it gave the pilot so much time to compensate for side sway.


  I began to realize how miserably little the Golden Flash really knew about rocketry, and, despite myself, I felt a surge of pity for her. But why pity her? Every one knew that Claire Avery was simply a wealthy, thrill-intoxicated daredevil, with more than her share of money, of beauty, of adulation. The despised Jack Sands pitying her? That’s a laugh!


  The underblast hit and splashed, turning the brown-clad valley into black ashes and flame. I inched down very slowly now, for there was nothing to see below save the fiery sheet of the blast, and I watched the bubble on the level as if my life depended on it—which it did.


  I knew the splash began at about four hundred feet in this density of air, but from then on it was guesswork, and a question of settling down so slowly that when we hit we wouldn’t damage the underjets. And if I do say it, we grounded so gently that I don’t think Claire Avery knew it until I cut off the blast.


  She rubbed the tears away with her sleeve and glared blue-eyed defiance at me, but before she could speak, Henshaw opened the door. “Nice landing, Miss Avery,” he said.


  “Wasn’t it?” I echoed with a grin at the girl.


  She stood up. She was trembling, and I think that under Earthly gravitation she would have fallen back into the pilot’s seat, for I saw her knees shaking below her trim, black shorts.


  “I didn’t land us,” she said grimly. “Mr. Sands put us to ground.”


  Somehow my pity got the best of me then. “Sure,” I said. “It’s into my shift. Look.” It was; the chonometer showed three minutes in. “Miss Avery had all the hard part——”


  But she was gone. And try as I would, I could not bring myself to see her as the hard, brilliant thrill seeker which the papers and broadcasts portrayed her. Instead, she left me with a strange and by no means logical impression of—wistfulness.


  III.


  LIFE on Europa began uneventfully. Little by little we reduced the atmospheric pressure in the Minos to conform to that outside. First Coretti and then Claire Avery had a spell of altitude sickness, but by the end of twenty hours we were all acclimated enough to be comfortable outside.


  Henshaw and I were first to venture into the open. I scanned the valley carefully for familiar landmarks, but it was hard to be sure; all these, canyonlike ditches were much alike. I knew that a copse of song-bushes had grown high on the cliff when the Hera had landed, but our blast had splashed higher, and if the bushes had been there, they were only a patch of ashes now.


  At the far end of the valley there should have been a cleft in the hills, a pass leading to the right into the next valley. That wasn’t there; all I could distinguish was a narrow ravine cutting the hills to the left.


  “I’m afraid I’ve missed Gunderson’s valley,” I told Henshaw. “I think it’s the next one to our left; it’s connected to this one by a pass, if I’m right, and this is one I came in several times to hunt.” It recurred to me suddenly that Gogrol had said the left one.


  “You say there’s a pass?” mused Henshaw. “Then we’ll stay here rather than chance another take-off and another landing. We can work in Gunderson’s valley through the pass. You’re sure it’s low enough so we won’t have to use oxygen helmets?”


  “If it’s the right pass, I am. But work at what in Gunderson’s valley? I thought this was an exploring expedition.”


  Henshaw gave me a queer, sharp look, and turned away. Right then I saw Gogrol standing in the port of the Minos, and I didn’t know whether Henshaw’s reticence was due to his presence or mine. I moved a step to follow him, but at that moment the outer door of the air lock opened and Claire Avery came out.


  It was the first time I had seen her in a fair light since the take-off at Young’s Field, and I had rather forgotten the loveliness of her coloring. Of course, her skin had paled from the weeks in semidarkness, but her cadmium-yellow hair and sapphire-blue eyes were really startling, especially when she moved into the sun shadow of the cliff and stood bathed only in the golden Jupiter light.


  Like Henshaw and myself, she had slipped on the all-enveloping ski suit one wore on chilly little Europa. The small world received only a fourth as much heat as steamy Io, and would not have been habitable at all, except for the fact that it kept its face always toward its primary, and therefore received heat intermittently from the Sun, but eternally from Jupiter.


  The girl cast an eager look over the valley; I knew this was her first experience on an uninhabited world, and there is always a sense of strangeness and the fascination of the unknown in one’s first step on an alien planet.


  She looked at Henshaw, who was methodically examining the scorched soil on which the Minos rested, and then her glance crossed mine. There was an electric moment of tension, but then the anger in her blue eyes—if it had been anger—died away, and she strode deliberately to my side.


  She faced me squarely. “Jack Sands,” she said with an undertone of defiance, “I owe you an apology. Don’t think I’m apologizing for my opinion of you, but only for the way I’ve been acting toward you. In a small company like this there isn’t room for enmity, and as far as I’m concerned, your past is yours from now on. What’s more, I want to thank you for helping me during the take-off, and”—her defiance was cracking a bit—“d-during the—the landing.”


  I stared at her. That apology must have cost her an effort, for the Golden Flash was a proud young lady, and I saw her wink back her tears. I choked back the vicious reply I had been about to make, and said only, “O.K. You keep your opinion of me to yourself and I’ll do the same with my opinion of you.”


  She flushed, then smiled. “I guess I’m a rotten pilot,” she admitted ruefully. “I hate take-offs and landings. To tell the truth, I’m simply scared green of the Minos. Up to the time we left Young’s Field, I’d never handled anything larger than my little racing rocket, the Golden Flash.”


  I gasped. That wouldn’t have been credible if I hadn’t seen with my own eyes how utterly unpracticed she was. “But why?” I asked in perplexity. “If you hate piloting so, why do it? Just for publicity? With your money you don’t have to, you know.”


  “Oh, my money!” she echoed irritably. She stared away over the narrow valley, and started suddenly. “Look!” she cried. “There’s something moving on the peaks—like a big ball. And way up where there’s no air at all!”


  I glanced over. “It’s just a bladder bird,” I said indifferently. I’d seen plenty of them; they were the commonest mobile form of life on Europa. But of course Claire hadn’t, and she was eagerly curious.


  I explained. I threw stones into a tinkling grove of song-bushes until I flushed up another, and it went gliding over our heads with its membrane stretched taut.


  I told her that the three-foot creature that had sailed like a flying squirrel was the same sort as the giant ball she had glimpsed among the airless peaks, only the one on the peaks had inflated its bladder. The creatures were able to cross from valley to valley by carrying their air with them in their big, balloonlike bladders. And, of course, bladder birds weren’t really birds at all; they didn’t fly, but glided like the lemurs and flying squirrels of Earth, and naturally, couldn’t even do that when they were up on the airless heights.


  CLAIRE was so eager and interested and wide-eyed that I quite forgot my grudge. I started to show her my knowledge of things Europan; I led her close to the copse of song-bushes so that she could listen to the sweet and plaintive melody of their breathing leaves, and I took her down to the salt pool in the center of the valley to find some of the primitive creatures which Gunderson’s men had called “nutsies,” because they looked very much like walnuts with the hulls on. But within was a small mouthful of delicious meat, neither animal nor vegetable, which was quite safe to eat raw, since bacterial life did not exist on Europa.


  I guess I was pretty exuberant, for after all, this was the first chance at companionship I’d had for many weeks. We wandered down the valley and I talked, talked about anything. I told her of the various forms life assumed on the planets, how on Mars and Titan and Europa sex was unknown, though Venus and Earth and Io all possessed it; and how on Mars and Europa vegetable and animal life had never differentiated, so that even the vastly intelligent beaked Martians had a tinge of vegetable nature, while conversely the song-bushes on the hills of Europa had a vaguely animal content. And meanwhile we wandered aimlessly along until we stood below the narrow pass or ravine that led presumably into Gunderson’s valley to our left.


  Far up the slope a movement caught my eye. A bladder bird, I thought idly, though it was a low altitude for one to inflate; they usually expanded their bladders just below the point where breathing became impossible. Then I saw that it wasn’t a bladder bird; it was a man. In fact, it was Gogrol.


  He was emerging from the pass, and his collar was turned up about his throat against the cold of the altitude. He hadn’t seen us, apparently, as he angled down what mountaineers call a col, a ledge or neck of rock that slanted from the mouth of the ravine along the hillside toward the Minos. But Claire, following the direction of my gaze, saw him in the moment before brush hid him from view.


  “Gogrol!” she exclaimed. “He must have been in the next valley. Stefan will want——” She caught herself sharply.


  “Why,” I asked grimly, “should your friend Coretti be interested in Gogrol’s actions? After all, Gogrol’s supposed to be a biologist, isn’t he? Why shouldn’t he take a look in the next valley?”


  Her lips tightened. “Why shouldn’t he?” she echoed. “I didn’t say he shouldn’t. I didn’t say anything like that.”


  And thenceforward she maintained a stubborn silence. Indeed, something of the old enmity and coolness seemed to have settled between us as we walked back through the valley toward the Minos.


  That night Henshaw rearranged our schedule to a more convenient plan than the requirements of space. We divided our time into days and nights, or rather into sleeping and waking periods, for, of course, there is no true night on Europa. The shifts of light are almost as puzzling as those on its neighbor Io, but not quite, because Io has its own rotation to complicate matters.


  On Europa, the nearest approach to true night is during the eclipse that occurs every three days or so, when the landscape is illumined only by the golden twilight of Jupiter, or at the most, by only Jupiter and Io light. So we set our own night time by arbitrary Earth reckoning, so that we might all work and sleep during the same periods.


  There was no need for any sort of watch to be kept; no one had ever reported life dangerous to man on little Europa. The only real danger came from the meteors that swarm about the giant Jupiter’s orbit, and sometimes came crashing down through the shallow air of his satellites; we couldn’t dodge them here as we could in space. But that was a danger against which a guard was unavailing.


  IT WAS the next morning that I cornered Henshaw and forced him to listen to my questions.


  “Listen to me, Harris,” I said determinedly. “What is there about this expedition that everybody knows but me? If this is an exploring party, I’m the Ameer of Yarkand. Now I want to know what it’s all about.”


  Henshaw looked miserably embarrassed. He kept his eyes away from mine, and muttered unhappily, “I can’t tell you, Jack. I’m damned sorry, but I can’t tell you.”


  “Why not?”


  He hesitated. “Because I’m under orders not to, Jack.”


  “Whose orders?”


  Henshaw shook his head. “Damn it!” he said vehemently. “I trust you. If it were my choice, you’d be the one I’d pick for honesty. But it isn’t my choice.” He paused. “Do you understand that? All right”—he stiffened into his captain’s manner—“no more questions, then. I’ll ask all the questions and give all the orders.”


  Well, put on that basis, I couldn’t argue. I’m a pilot, first, last, and always, and I don’t disobey my superior’s orders even when he happens to be as close a friend as Henshaw. But I began to kick myself for not seeing something queer in the business as soon as Henshaw offered me the job.


  If Interplanetary was looking for favorable publicity, they wouldn’t get it by signing me on. Moreover, the government wasn’t in the habit of reissuing a revoked pilot’s license without good and sufficient reason, and I knew I hadn’t supplied any such reason by loafing around brooding over my troubles. That alone should have tipped me off that something was screwy.


  And there were plenty of hints during the voyage itself. True, Gogrol seemed to talk the language of biology, but I’ll be dogged if Coretti talked like a chemist. And there was that haunting sense of familiarity about Gogrol, too. And to cap the climax was the incongruity of calling this jaunt an exploring expedition; for all the exploring we were doing we might as well have landed on Staten Island or Buffalo. Better, as far as I was concerned, because I’d seen Europa but had never been to Buffalo.


  Well, there was nothing to be done about it now. I suppressed my disgust and tried as hard as I could to cooperate with the others in whatever project we were supposed to be pursuing. That was rather difficult, too, because suspicious-appearing incidents kept cropping up to make me feel like a stranger or an outcast.


  There was, for instance, the time Henshaw decided that a change in diet would be welcome. The native life of Europa was perfectly edible, though not all as tasty as the tiny shell creatures of the salt pools. However, I knew of one variety that had served the men of the Hera, a plantlike growth consisting of a single fleshy hand-sized member, that we had called liver-leaf because of its taste.


  The captain detailed Coretti and myself to gather a supply of this delicacy, and I found a specimen, showed it to him, and then set off dutifully along the north—that is, the left—wall of the valley.


  Coretti appeared to take the opposite side, but I had not gone far before I glimpsed him skirting my edge of the salt pool. That meant nothing; he was free to search anywhere for liver-leaf, but it was soon evident to me that he was not searching. He was following me; he was shadowing my movements.


  I was thoroughly irritated, but determined not to show it. I plodded methodically along, gathering the fat leaves in my basket, until I reached the valley’s far end and the slopes below the pass. There I turned sharply back and succeeded in running square into Coretti before he could maneuver himself out of a copse of song-bushes.


  He grinned at me. “Any luck?” he asked.


  “More than you, it seems,” I retorted, with a contemptuous look at his all but empty basket.


  “I had no luck at all. I thought maybe in the next valley, through the pass there, we might find some.”


  “I’ve found my share,” I grunted.


  I thought I noticed a flicker of surprise in his black eyes. “You’re not going over?” he asked sharply. “You’re going back?”


  “You guessed it,” I said shortly, “My basket’s full and I’m going back.”


  I knew that he watched me most of the way back, because halfway to the Minos I turned around, and I could see him standing there on the slope below the pass.


  Along toward what we called evening the Sun went into our first eclipse. The landscape was bathed in the aureate light of Jupiter alone, and I realized that I’d forgotten how beautiful that golden twilight could be.


  I was feeling particularly lonesome, too, so I wandered out alone to stare at the glowing peaks against the black sky, and the immense, bulging sphere of Jupiter with Ganymede swinging like a luminous pearl close beside it. The scene was so lovely that I forgot my loneliness, until I was suddenly reminded of it.


  A glint of more brilliant gold caught my eye, up near the grove of song-bushes. It was Claire’s head; she was standing there watching the display, and beside her was Coretti. While I looked, he suddenly turned and drew her into his arms; she put her hands against his chest, but she wasn’t struggling; she was perfectly passive and content. It was none of my business, of course, but—well, if I’d disliked Coretti before, I hated him now, because I was lonely again.


  IV.


  I THINK it was the next day that things came to a head, and trouble really began. Henshaw had been pleased with our meal of indigenous life, and decided to try it again. This time Claire was assigned to accompany me, and we set off in silence. A sort of echo of the coolness that had attended our last parting survived, and besides, what I had seen last night in the eclipse light seemed to make a difference to me. So I simply stalked along at her side, wondering what to choose for the day’s menu.


  We didn’t want liver-leaves again. The little nutsies from the salt pool were all right, but it was a half day’s job to gather enough, and besides, they were almost too salty to be pleasant fare for a whole meal. Bladder birds were hopeless; they consisted of practically nothing except thin skin stretched over a framework of bones. I remembered that once we had tried a brown, fungoid lump that grew in the shade under the song-bushes; some of Gunderson’s men had liked it.


  Claire finally broke the silence. “If I’m going to help you look,” she suggested, “I ought to know what we’re looking for.”


  I described the lumpy growths. “I’m not so sure all of us will like them. Near as I can remember, they tasted something like truffles, with a faint flavor of meat added. We tried them both raw and cooked, and cooked was best.”


  “I like truffles,” said the girl. “They’re——”


  A shot! There was no mistaking the sharp crack of a .38. though it sounded queerly thin in the rare atmosphere. But it sounded again, and a third time, and then a regular fusillade!


  “Keep back of me!” I snapped as we turned and raced for the Minos. The warning was needless; Claire was unaccustomed to the difficulties of running on a small planet. Her weight on Europa must have been no more than twelve or fifteen pounds, one eighth Earth normal, and though she had learned to walk easily enough—one learned that on any space journey—she had had no opportunity to learn to run.


  Her first step sent her half a dozen feet into the air; I sped away from her with the long, sliding stride one had to use on such planets as Europa.


  I burst out of the brush into the area cleared by the blast, where already growth had begun. For a moment I saw only the Minos resting peacefully in the clearing, then I reeled with shock. At the air lock lay a man—Henshaw—with his face a bloody pulp, his head split by two bullets.


  There was a burst of sound, voices, another shot. Out of the open air lock reeled Coretti; he staggered backward for ten steps, then dropped on his side, while blood welled up out of the collar of his suit. And standing grimly in the opening, an automatic smoking in his right hand, a charged flame pistol in his left, was Gogrol!


  I had no weapon; why should one carry arms on harmless Europa? For an instant I stood frozen, appalled, uncomprehending, and in that moment Gogrol glimpsed me. I saw his hand tighten on his automatic, then he shrugged and strode toward me.


  “Well,” he said with a snarl in his voice, “I had to do it. They went crazy. Anerosis. It struck both of them at once, and they went clean mad. Self-defense, it was.”


  I DIDN’T believe him, of course. People don’t get anerosis in air no rarer than Europa’s; one could live his whole life out there without ever suffering from air starvation. But I couldn’t argue those points with a panting murderer armed with the most deadly weapon ever devised, and with a girl coming up behind me. So I said nothing at all.


  Claire came up; I heard her shocked intake of breath, and her almost inaudible wail, “Stefan!” Then she saw Gogrol holding his guns, and she flared out, “So you did it! I knew they suspected you! But you’ll never get away with it, you——”


  She broke off under the sudden menace in Gogrol’s eyes, and I stepped in front of her as he raised the automatic. For an instant death looked squarely at both of us, then the man shrugged and the evil light in his eyes dimmed.


  “A while yet,” he muttered. “If Coretti dies——” He backed to the air lock and pulled a helmet from within the Minos, an air helmet that we had thought might serve should we ever need to cross the heights about a blind valley.


  Then Gogrol advanced toward us, and I felt Claire quiver against my shoulder. But the man only glared at us and spat out a single word. “Back!” he rasped. “Back!”


  We backed. Under the menace of that deadly flame pistol he herded us along the narrow valley, eastward to the slope whence angled the ravine that led toward Gunderson’s valley. And up the slope, into the dim shadows of the pass itself, so narrow in places that my outstretched hands could have spanned the gap between the walls. A grim, dark, echo-haunted, and forbidding place; I did not wonder that the girl shrank against me. The air was thin to the point of insufficiency, and all three of us were gasping for breath.


  There was nothing I could do, for Gogrol’s weapons bore too steadily on Claire Avery. So I slipped my arm about her to hearten her and inched warily along that shadowy canyon, until at last it widened, and a thousand feet below stretched a valley—Gunderson’s valley, I knew at once. Far away was the slope where the Hero had rested, and down in the lower end was the heart-shaped pool of brine.


  Gogrol had slipped on the helmet, leaving the visor open, and his flat features peered out at us like a gargoyle’s. On he drove us, and down into the valley. But as he passed the mouth of the ravine, which by now was no more than a narrow gorge between colossal escarpments that loomed heavenward like the battlements of Atlantis, he stooped momentarily into the shadows, and when he rose again I fancied that a small sound like the singing of a teakettle followed us down the slope. It meant nothing to me then.


  He waved the automatic. “Faster!” he ordered threateningly. We were down in the talus, now, and we scrambled doggedly among the rocks and fallen debris. On he drove us, until we stumbled among the boulders around the central pond. Then, suddenly, he halted.


  “If you follow,” he said with a cold intensity, “I shoot!” He strode away, not toward the pass, but toward the ridge itself, back along the slopes that lay nearest the Minos, hidden from view in the other valley. Of course, Gogrol could cross those airless heights, secure in his helmet, carrying his air supply like the bladder birds.


  He seemed to seek the shelter of an ascending ridge. As the jutting rock concealed him, I leaped to a boulder.


  “Come on!” I said. “Perhaps we can beat him through the pass to the ship!”


  “No!” screamed Claire, so frantically that I halted. “My Lord, no! Didn’t you see the blaster he left?”


  The singing teakettle noise! I had barely time to throw myself beside the girl crouching behind a rock when the atomic bomb let go.


  I SUPPOSE everybody has seen, either by eye or television, the effect of atomic explosions. All of us, by one means or the other, have watched old buildings demolished, road grades or canals blasted, and those over forty may even remember the havoc-spreading bombs of the Pacific War. But none of you could have seen anything like this, for this explosion had a low air pressure and a gravitation only one eighth normal as the sole checks to its fury.


  It seemed to me that the whole mountain lifted. Vast masses of crumbling rock hurtled toward the black sky. Bits of stone, whistling like bullets and incandescent like meteors, shot past us, and the very ground we clung to heaved like the deck of a rolling rocket.


  When the wild turmoil had subsided, when the debris no longer sang about us, when the upheaved masses had either fallen again or had spun beyond Europa’s gravitation to crash on indifferent Jupiter, the pass had vanished. Mountain and vacuum hemmed us into a prison.


  Both of us were slightly stunned by the concussion, although the thin atmosphere transmitted a strangely high-pitched sound instead of the resounding b-o-o-m one would have heard on the Earth. When my head stopped ringing, I looked around for Gogrol, and saw him at last seven or eight hundred feet up the slope of the mountain. Anger surged in me; I seized a stone from the margin of the pool, and flung it viciously at him. One can throw amazing distances on small worlds like Europa; I watched the missile raise dust at his very feet.


  He turned; very deliberately he raised the automatic, and stone splinters from the boulder beside me stung my face. I dragged Claire down behind the shelter, knowing beyond doubt that he had meant that bullet to kill. In silence we watched him climb until he was but a tiny black speck, nearing the crest.


  He approached a bladder bird crawling its slow way along the airless heights. Up there the creatures were slow as snails, for their flight membranes were useless in the near vacuum. But they had normally no enemies on the peaks.


  I saw Gogrol change his course purposely to intercept the thing. Intentionally, maliciously, he kicked a hole in the inflated bladder, collapsing it like a child’s balloon. He stood watching while the miserable creature flopped in the agonies of suffocation, then moved methodically on. It was the coldest exhibition of wanton cruelty I had ever witnessed.


  Claire shuddered; still in silence we watched the man’s leisurely progress along the ridge. There was something in his attitude that suggested searching, seeking, hunting. Suddenly he quickened his pace, and then halted abruptly, stooping over what looked to me like a waist-high heap of stones, or perhaps merely a hummock on the ridge.


  But he was burrowing in it, digging, flinging stones and dirt aside. And at last he stood up; if he held anything, distance hid it, but he seemed to wave some small object at us in derisive triumph. Then he moved over the crest of the hills and disappeared.


  V.


  CLAIRE sighed despondently; she seemed very little like the proud and rather arrogant Golden Flash. “That settles it,” she murmured disconsolately. “He’s got it, and he’s got us trapped so we’re quite helpless.”


  “Got what?” I asked. “What was he digging for up there?”


  Her blue eyes widened in amazement. “Don’t you know?”


  “I certainly don’t. I seem to know less about this damn trip than anybody else on it.”


  She gazed steadily at me. “I knew Stefan was wrong,” she said softly. “I don’t care what you were when you wrecked the Hera, Jack Sands; on this trip you’ve been decent and brave and a gentleman.”


  “Thanks,” I said dryly, but I was a little touched for all that, because, after all, the Golden Flash was a very beautiful girl. “Then suppose you let me in on a few of the secrets. For instance, what was Coretti wrong about? And what did Gogrol dig for?”


  “Gogrol,” she said, watching me, “was digging in Gunderson’s cairn.”


  I looked blank. “Gunderson’s what? This is new to me.”


  She was silent for a moment. “Jack Sands,” she said at last, “I don’t care what Stefan or the government or anybody thinks of you. I think you’re honest, and I think you’ve had an injustice done you somehow, and I don’t believe you were to blame in the Hera crash. And I’m going to tell you all I know about this matter. But first, do you know the object of Gunderson’s expedition to Europa?”


  “I never knew it. I’m a pilot; I took no interest in their scientific gibberish.” She nodded. “Well, you know how a rocket motor works, of course. How they use a minute amount of uranium or radium as catalyst to release the energy in the fuel. Uranium has low activity; it will set off only metals like the alkalis, and ships using uranium motors burn salt. And radium, being more active, will set off the metals from iron to copper, so ships using a radium initiator usually burn one of the commoner iron or copper ores.”


  “I know all that,” I grunted. “And the heavier the metal, the greater the power from its disintegration.”


  “Exactly.” She paused a moment. “Well, Gunderson wanted to use still heavier elements. That required a source of rays more penetrating than those from radium, and he knew of only one available source—Element 91, protactinium. And it happens that the richest deposits of protactinium so far discovered are those in the rocks of Europa, so to Europa he came for his experiments.”


  “Well?” I asked. “Where do I fit in this mess?”


  “I don’t quite know, Jack. Let me finish what I know, which is all Stetfan would tell me. Gunderson succeeded, they think; he’s supposed to have worked out the formula by which protactinium could be made to set off lead, which would give much more power than any present type of initiator. But if he did succeed, his formula and notes were destroyed when the Hera crashed!”


  I began to see. “But what—what about that cairn?”


  “You really don’t know?”


  “I’ll be doubled damned if I do! If Gunderson built a cairn, it must have been that last day. I had the take-off, so I slept through most of it. But—why, they did have some sort of ceremony!”


  “YES. Gunderson mentioned something about it when your ship touched at Junopolis on Io. What the government hopes is that he buried a copy of his formula in that cairn. They do, you know. Well, nobody could possibly know of the location except you and a man named Kratska, who had disappeared.


  “So Interplanetary, which is in bad anyway because of some stock transactions, was ordered to back this expedition with you as pilot—or at least, that’s what Stefan told me. I guess I was taken along just to give the corporation a little more publicity, and, of course, Stefan was sent to watch you, in hopes you’d give away the location. The formula’s immensely valuable, you see.”


  “Yeah, I see. And how about Gogrol?”


  She frowned. “I don’t know. Stefan hinted that he had some connection with Harrick of Interplanetary, or perhaps some hold over him. Harrick insisted on his being a member.”


  “The devil!” I exploded suddenly. “He knew about the cairn! He knew where to look!”


  Her eyes grew wide. “Why, he did! He’s—could he be the representative of some foreign government? If we could stop him! But he’s left us absolutely helpless here. Why didn’t he kill us?”


  “I can guess that,” I said grimly. “He can’t fly the Minos alone. Henshaw’s dead, and if Coretti dies—well, one of us is due for the job of pilot.”


  A tremor shook her. “I’d rather be dead, too,” she murmured, “than to travel with him alone.”


  “And I’d rather see you so,” I agreed glumly. “I wish to heaven you had stayed out of this. You could be home enjoying your money.”


  “My money!” she flashed. “I haven’t any money. Do you think I take these chances for publicity or thrills or admiration?”


  I gaped; of course, I’d thought exactly that.


  She was literally blazing. “Listen to me, Jack Sands. There’s just one reason for the fool things I do—money! There isn’t any Avery fortune, and hasn’t been since my father died. I’ve needed money desperately these last two years, to keep the Connecticut place for my mother, because she’d die if she had to leave it. It’s been our family home for two hundred years, since 1910, and I won’t be the one to lose it!”


  It took a moment to adjust myself to what she was saying. “But a racing rocket isn’t a poor man’s toy,” I said feebly. “And surely a girl like you could find——”


  “A girl like me!” she cut in bitterly. “Oh, I know I have a good figure and a passable voice, and perhaps I could have found work in a television chorus, but I needed real money. I had my choice of two ways to get it: I could marry it, or I could gamble my neck against it. You see which way I chose. As the Golden Flash, I can get big prices for endorsing breakfast foods and beauty preparations. That’s why I gambled in that race; my racing rocket was all I had left to gamble with. And it worked, only”—her voice broke a little—“I wish I could stop gambling. I—I hate it!”


  It wasn’t only pity I felt for her then. Her confession of poverty had changed things; she was no longer the wealthy, unattainable being I had always imagined the Golden Flash to be. She was simply a forlorn and unhappy girl; one who needed to be loved and comforted. And then I remembered the evening of the eclipse, and Coretti’s arms about her. So I gazed for an instant at the sunlight on her hair, and then turned slowly away.


  After a while we gathered some liver-leaves and cooked them, and I tried to tell Claire that we were certain to be rescued. Neither of us believed it; we knew very well that Gogrol would carry no living companion to Io; whoever helped him run the Minos would certainly be dead and cast into space before landing. And we knew that Gogrol’s story, whatever it might be, would not be one likely to encourage a rescue party. He’d simply report us all dead somehow or other.


  “I don’t care,” said Claire. “I’m glad I’m with you.”


  I thought of Coretti and said nothing. We were just sitting in glum silence near the fire when Gogrol came over the hills again.


  CLAIRE saw him first and cried out. Despite his helmet, neither of us could mistake his broad, squat figure. But there was nothing we could do except wait, though we did draw closer to the area of wild and tumbled boulders about the central pool.


  “What do you suppose——” asked Claire nervously.


  “Coretti may have died, or may be too injured to help.”


  Pain twisted her features. “Yes, or——Oh, I know, Jack! It’s that Gogrol can’t plot a course. He can pilot; he can follow a course already laid out, but he can’t plot one—and neither can Stefan!”


  Instantly I knew she must be right. Piloting a ship is just a question of following directions, but plotting a course involves the calculus of function, and that, let me tell you, takes a mathematician. I could do it, and Claire handled a simple route well enough—one had to in rocket racing—but astrogators were not common even among pilots.


  You see, the difficulty is that you don’t just point the ship at your destination, because that destination is moving; you head for where the planet will be when you arrive. And in this case, assuming Gogrol meant to make for Io, a journey from Europa to that world meant speeding in the direction of the colossal mass of Jupiter, and if a rocket once passed the critical velocity in that direction—good night!


  A hundred feet away Gogrol halted. “Listen, you two,” he yelled, “I’m offering Miss Avery the chance to join the crew of the Minos.”


  “You’re the crew,” I retorted. “She’s not taking your offer.”


  Without warning he leveled his revolver and fired, and a shock numbed my left leg. I fell within the shelter of a boulder, thrusting Claire before me, while Gogrol’s bellow followed the crash of his shot: “I’ll shut your mouth for you!”


  There began the weirdest game of hide and seek I’ve ever played, with Claire and me crawling among the tumbled boulders, listening for Gogrol’s shuffling steps, scarcely daring to breathe. Gogrol had all the advantage, and he used it. I couldn’t stand upright, and my leg began to hurt so excruciatingly that I was afraid each minute of an involuntary groan forcing its way through my lips. Claire suffered with me; her eyes were agonized blue pools of torment, but she dared not even whisper to me.


  Gogrol took to leaping atop the boulders. He glimpsed me, and a second bullet struck that same burning leg. He was deliberately hunting me down, and I saw it was the end.


  We had a momentary shelter. Claire whispered to me, “I’m going to him. He’ll kill you otherwise, and take me anyway.”


  “No!” I croaked. “No!”


  Gogrol heard, and was coming. Claire said hastily, “He’s—bestial. At least I can plot a course that will—kill us!” Then she called, “Gogrol! I’ll surrender.”


  I snatched at her ankle—too late. I went crawling after her as she strode into the open, but her steps were too rapid. I heard her say, “I give up, if you won’t—shoot him again.”


  Gogrol mumbled, and then Claire’s voice again, “Yes. I’ll plot your course, but how can I cross the peaks?”


  “Walk,” he said, and laughed.


  “I can’t breathe up there.”


  “Walk as far as you can. You won’t die while I take you the rest of the way.”


  There was no reply. When I finally crept into the open, they were a hundred feet up the slope.


  Helpless, raging, pain-maddened, I seized a stone and flung it. It struck Gogrol in the back, but it struck with no more force than if I’d tossed it a dozen feet on Earth. He spun in fury, thrust the screaming Claire aside, and sent another bullet at me. I knew it struck me somewhere near my left shoulder, but pain had numbed me.


  Claire saw that I still retained some semblance of consciousness. “Good-by!” she called, and added something that I could not hear because of the red waves of pain, but I knew Gogrol laughed at it. Thereafter, for what seemed like a long time, I knew only that I was crawling doggedly through an inferno of torture.


  When the red mist lifted, I was only at the base of the rise. Far above I could see the figures of Clair and Gogrol, and I perceived that though he strode with easy steps, protected by his helmet, the girl was already staggering from breathlessness. While I watched, she stumbled, and then began to struggle frantically and spasmodically to jerk away from him. It wasn’t that she meant to break her promise, but merely that the agonies of suffocation drove her to attempt any means of regaining breathable air.


  But the struggle was brief. It was less than a minute before she fainted, passed out from air starvation, and Gogrol slung her carelessly under one arm—as I said, she weighed about twelve pounds on Europa—and pressed on. At the very crest he paused and looked back, and in that thin, clear air I could see every detail with telescopic distinctness, even to the shadow he cast across Claire’s drooping golden head.


  He raised the revolver to his temple waved it at me with a derisive gesture and then flung it far down the mountainside toward me. His meaning was unmistakable; he was advising me to commit suicide. When I reached the revolver, there was a single unused cartridge in the clip; I looked up, tempted to try it on Gogrol himself, but he was gone across the ridge.


  VI.


  NOW I knew all hope was gone. Perhaps I was dying from that last bullet anyway, but whether I were or not, Claire was lost, and all that remained for me was the madness of solitude, forever imprisoned by empty space in this valley. That or—suicide.


  I don’t know how many times I thought of that single cartridge, but I know the thought grew very tempting after a few more hours of pain. By that time, for all I knew, the Minos might have taken off on its dash to death, for the roar of its blast could not carry over the airless heights, and it would be so high and small by the time I could see it above the hills that I might have missed it.


  If only I could cross those hills! I began to realize that more important than my own life was Claire’s safety, even if it meant saving her for Coretti. But I couldn’t save her; I couldn’t even get to her unless I could walk along the hills like a bladder bird.


  Like a bladder bird! I was sure that it was only the delirium of fever that suggested that wild thought. Would it work? I answered myself that whether it worked or failed it was better than dying here without ever trying.


  I stalked that bladder bird like a cat. Time after time I spent long minutes creeping toward a copse of song-bushes only to have the creature sail blithely over my head and across the valley. But at last I saw the thing crouched for flight above me; I dared not delay longer lest my wounds weaken me too much for the trial of my plan, and I fired. There went my single cartridge.


  The bladder bird dropped! But that was only the beginning of my task. Carefully—so very carefully—I removed the creature’s bladder, leaving the vent tube intact. Then, through the opening that connects to the bird’s single lung, I slipped my head, letting the bloody rim contract about my throat.


  I knew that wouldn’t be air-tight, so I bound it with strips torn from my clothing, so closely that it all but choked me. Then I took the slimy vent tube in my mouth and began an endless routine. Breathe in through the vent tube, pinch it shut, breathe out into the bladder—over and over and over. But gradually the bladder expanded with filthy, vitiated, stinking, and once-breathed air.


  I had it half filled when I saw that I was going to have to start if I were to have a chance of living long enough, for a test. Breathing through the vent tube as long as there was air enough, peering dully through the semitransparent walls of the bladder, I started crawling up the hill.


  I won’t describe that incredible journey. On Earth it would have been utterly impossible; here, since I weighed but eighteen pounds, it was barely within the bounds of possibility. As I ascended, the bladder swelled against the reduced pressure; by the time I had to start breathing the fearful stuff, I could feel it escaping and bubbling through the blood around my neck.


  Somehow I made the crest, almost directly above the Minos. It was still there, anyway. Gogrol hadn’t come this way, and now I saw why. There was a sheer drop here of four hundred feet. Well, that only equaled fifty on Earth, but even fifty——But I had to try it, because I was dying here on the peaks. I jumped.


  I landed with a wrench of pain on my wounded leg, but much more lightly than I had feared. Of course! Jumping down into denser air, the great bladder had acted like a parachute, and, after all, my weight here was but eighteen pounds. I crawled onward, in agony for the moment when I could cast off the stinking, choking bladder.


  That moment came. I had crossed the peaks, and before me lay the Minos. I crawled on, around to the side where the air lock was. It was open, and a voice bellowed out of it. Gogrol!


  “You’ll trick me, eh!” he screeched. “You’ll lay a course that will crash us! We’ll see! We’ll see!” There came the unmistakable sound of a blow, and a faint whimper of pain.


  Somewhere I found the strength to stand up. Brandishing the empty automatic, I swayed into the air lock, sliding along the walls to the control room.


  There was something about the figure that bent in the dusk above a sobbing girl that aroused a flash of recognition. Seeing him thus in a shadowed control room with the sun shields up—I knew what I should have known weeks ago. Gogrol was—Kratska!


  “Kratska!” I croaked, and he whirled. Both he and Claire were frozen into utter rigidity by surprise and disbelief. I really think they were both convinced that I was a ghost.


  “How—how——” squeaked Gogrol, or rather Kratska.


  “I walked across. I’d walk across hell to find you, Kratska.” I brandished the gun. “Get outside. Get out and get away quick, if you expect to escape the blast. We’re leaving you here until police from Io can pick you up—on that Hera matter among others.” I spoke to the dazed Claire. “Close the air lock after him. We’re taking off.”


  “Jack!” she cried, comprehending at last. “But Stefan’s wired to a tree out there. The blast will incinerate him!”


  “Then loose him, and for Heaven’s sake, quickly!”


  But no sooner had she vanished than Kratska took his chance. He saw how weak I was, and he gambled on the one shot he thought remained in the magazine of my weapon. He rushed me.


  I think he was mad. He was screaming curses. “Damn you!” he screeched. “You can’t beat me! I made you the goat on the Hera, and I can do it here.”


  And I knew he could, too, if he could overcome me before Claire released Coretti. She couldn’t handle him, and we’d all be at his mercy. So I fought with all the life I had left, and felt it draining out of me like acid out of a burette. And after a while it was all drained, and darkness filled up the emptiness.


  I HEARD curious sounds. Some one was saying, “No, I’ll take off first and lay out the course after we reach escape velocity. Saves time. We’ve got to get him to Io.” And a little later, “Oh, Lord, Stefan! If I roll her now——Why am I such a rotten pilot?” And then there was the roar of the blast for hours upon hours.


  A long time later I. realized that I was lying on the chart room table, and Coretti was looking down at me. He said, “How you feel, Jack?” It was the first time he had used my name.


  “O.K.,” I said, and then memory came back. “Gogrol! He’s Kratska!”


  “He was,” said Coretti. “He’s dead.”


  “Dead!” There went any chance of squaring that Hera mess.


  “Yep. You killed him, smashed in his head with that automatic before we could pull you off. But he had it coming.”


  “Yeah, maybe, but the Hera——”


  “Never mind the Hera, Jack. Both Claire and I heard Kratska admit his responsibility. We’ll clear you of that, all right.” He paused. “And it might make you feel a little more chipper if I tell you that we got the formula, too, and that there’s a reward for it that will leave us sitting in the clover field, even split three ways. That is, Claire keeps insisting on three ways; I know I don’t deserve a split.”


  “Three ways is right,” I said. “It’ll give you and Claire a good send-off.”


  “Me and Claire?”


  “Listen, Coretti. I didn’t mean to, but I saw you the evening of the eclipse. Claire didn’t look as if she was fighting you.”


  He smiled. “So you saw that,” he said slowly. “Then you listen. A fellow who’s asking a girl to marry him is apt to hold the girl a little close. And if she’s got any heart, she doesn’t push him away. She just says no as gently as possible.”


  “She says no?”


  “She did that time. I’d bet different with you.”


  “She—she——” Something about the familiar sound of the blast caught my attention. “We’re landing!”


  “Yeah, on Io. We’ve been landing for two hours.”


  “Who took off?”


  “Claire did. She took off and kept going. She’s been sitting there fifty hours. She thinks you need a doctor, and I don’t know a damn thing about running a rocket. She’s taken it clear from Europa.”


  I sat up. “Take me in there,” I said grimly. “Don’t argue. Take me in there!”


  Claire barely raised her eyes when Coretti slid me down beside her. She was all but exhausted, sitting there all those weary hours, and now up against her old terror of landing. “Jack, Jack!” she whispered as if to herself. “I’m glad you’re better.”


  “Honey,” I said—her hair did look like honey—“I’m taking half the U-bar. Just let me guide you.”


  We came down without a roll, and landed like a canary feather. But I hadn’t a thing to do with it; I was so weak I couldn’t even move the U-bar, but she didn’t know that. Confidence was all she needed; she had the makings of a damn good pilot. Yeah; I’ve proved that. She is a damn good pilot. But all the same, she went to sleep in the middle of our first kiss.


  THE SAPROPHYTE MEN OF VENUS


  Nat Schachner


  What was that strange column that ate its way through cities? That drove men mad? What?


  IT was a long, steep climb up the rocky slope of Baldeagle Mountain, and the Sun was a globe of liquid fire almost directly overhead, but Hugh Warner did not mind. In fact, he was enjoying it thoroughly, this pitting of sheer muscular strength against the hard physical surface of things, this momentary release from the four walls of his laboratory that nestled far beneath in the smiling valley.


  “Hold on, Hugh!” a voice, half laughing, half panting, sounded immediately behind and below him. “I didn’t know you had mountain-goat blood in your veins. I can’t keep up with you.”


  “Sorry, Jane!” he said, as he swung her up to the flat rock beside him, “but I’m so glad to get out into the open, and forget quanta and protons and mass spectographs and futile experiments, that I think I really could give a mountain goat a run for it.”


  Jane Castle shaded her eyes against the glare of the Sun, looked back the long way they had come. They were above timber line. Below were stunted dwarf pines, then the wooded flanks, stretching interminably down. Far beneath lay the smiling valley, sun-kissed, threaded by the silvery wind of the river, lush with ripe-eared grain and fat kine and red barns filled to the bursting.


  Farther up the glistening stream, sprawled along its banks like a gigantic jig-saw puzzle, stretched Middletown, metropolis of the valley, population 25,000, blessed with Rotary and Lion’s Club and Chamber of Commerce and slogans alike.


  She took a deep breath. “I’m glad I got you away from that stuffy lab of yours, even if only for the day,” she said. “Ever since the foundation placed its research unit here in Vermont I’ve hardly known what it is to have a fiancé.”


  Hugh pressed her small fingers. “You’ve been a brick coming up to see me,” he apologized. “But we’re tottering on the verge of some important discoveries on the nature of light, and—well”—he grinned down at her—“we scientists are somewhat like soldiers on a battlefield—when the photon bullets are flying and the electron shells are exploding, we can’t simply quit and run away because we have sweethearts waiting.”


  Though it was hot and the Sun’s rays beat mercilessly against the tumbled rocks, she shivered a little bit. “I don’t like your similes, Hugh Warner,” she told him. “War—battlefields—soldiers—I hope we never see those again.” She stared down at the valley, at the red brick buildings of the Welles Foundation far below. “Thank heavens your battles are metaphorical only—weapons against the secrets of nature. I don’t care at all for the other kind.”


  “No more do I,” he assented gravely. “But the one is just as real as the other, and who knows——”


  She sprang to her feet. “We’re talking nonsense,” she cried. “In the midst of peace we talk of war; overlooking this scene where everything is drowsy, content with mere existence, we discuss bullets and shells. Nothing could ever happen here. Come on, I’ll race you to the top.”


  She was off, light-footed, graceful, clambering swiftly up the rocks. He looked after her quizzically a moment, filled with warm tenderness, then he hallooed, “Look out, I’m coming!” and climbed after her.


  A GIGANTIC SHADOW swept like a hooding shroud over Hugh. One moment there had been the glare of heated rocks, the dazzling vistas of far-off tumbling hills and valleys; the next moment he was plunged in utter darkness. Some one cried out sharply ahead of him—Jane; while his poised foot and extended arm, groping for holds on jutting boulders that had suddenly disappeared, missed their vantage points, and sent him stumbling and rolling. Only the timely interposition of an invisible rock saved him from a clattering fall down the mountainside, and a steep descent to extinction over the terminal precipice. Bruised, battered, he hauled himself gingerly erect.


  “Jane!” he shouted hoarsely into the enveloping dark. Fear gripped him—fear for her that was too overwhelming to leave room for fear or wonder at the sudden obliteration of all light.


  “Here I am, Hugh, safe and sound,” he heard her clear voice, straight ahead, piercing the sudden blackness like a liberating sword. “What’s happened?”


  “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But hold on tight. I’m coming up for you.” Painfully, on hands and knees, he groped his way upward, seeing nothing, hearing nothing. A cold wind had sprung up, chill with the frigidity of outer space. It whipped through his thin khaki shirt and trousers, froze the perspiration on his side. Finally, hearkening to her repeated calls, he was at her side.


  Her cold little hand gripped his tight in the darkness. They clung to each other in thankfulness, though unseeing. “What could it be?” she asked with a little tremor. “An eclipse?”


  “None scheduled for now,” he answered, and peered into the icy gloom. At one bound the mysterious darkness had fallen upon them. The world was a bottomless void—no sky, no earth, no sign of anything but that strange, weird totality of blankness.


  “Perhaps”—and the tremor in her voice betrayed the growing fear—“your experiments are responsible, Hugh. Perhaps your machines have concentrated the light waves, the photons, and sucked them away from the land.”


  “Nonsense,” he told her half angrily. This was no time for jesting. The world had been blotted out, and they were stranded, helpless, shivering, on the top of a mountain. “It’s something far beyond any laboratory work. It’s—— Hello!” He broke off. stared.


  “The stars are out. Look! We were just blinded for the moment by the sudden cessation of light.”


  Jane looked up. Bright pin points stabbed the pervading gloom, shed their wan feebleness over dimly descried peaks and escarpments. “Then all light isn’t gone,” she said shakily. “For a while I thought——”


  Hugh held her arm very tight. In the dimness his face was a puckered frown. “Then that means it isn’t a strange cloud of sorts,” he muttered. “It must be the Sun.” Almost involuntarily his head went back. As it did a stifled cry came from him. “Good Lord, it is the Sun! Look. Jane.”


  She followed the shadowed outlines of his arm. Where the Sun had been, seconds before, a blinding, molten glow too dazzling for human sight, there was now nothing—or worse than nothing. There, in the blue-black background of the heavens, surrounded by a guarding circlet of faint stars, was a black hole of nothingness, the exact size of the Sun—a disk of impenetrability, of blankness, of utter extinction.


  “Hugh!” she said rapidly. “The Sun’s gone. It’s vanished—forever!”


  She twisted toward him, her face a mere pallid blob.


  His arms tightened around her. “Don’t be silly,” he reproved her. “It’s just some natural phenomenon, an eclipse of some kind. Perhaps I slipped up; I’ve been so busy with my own work. But it’s getting frightfully cold; we’d better try to make our way down to the valley. There’s ice forming already on the rocks.”


  HE WAS not mistaken. Hoarfrost spread with uncanny rapidity, white, glimmering, and solidifying into a smooth, slippery surface. What with ice and darkness, it would be dangerous work getting down.


  Hugh had spoken confidently, but in his own mind he was afraid. This was no mere eclipse. In the first place, no eclipse was scheduled for this part of the country, either now or for years to come; in the second place, an eclipse was gradual, while this cessation of light had come on with startling suddenness. And there was no sign of the Sun’s reappearance! That sinister black hole in the sky was as complete, as smoothly round, as minutes before.


  But of all this he said nothing as they descended cautiously, feeling their way over whitening rocks. The invisible trail led somewhat to the left—of that he was sure. Slowly, panting a little, they turned the heft of a sheer wall, which, he remembered, marked the beginning of the beaten path.


  Jane stopped short with a cry of surprise. “Hugh! Look!” Before them, directly ahead, was the weirdest, most wonderful sight on which mortal man had ever laid eyes. Far up the valley, a huge cylinder of flame sprang shimmering out of the earth, and heaved perpendicularly up, up, until Hugh’s back-flung head ached from stretching.


  Its smooth, round flanks glowed with the fiery colors of the rainbow, weaving and swirling in restless iridescence. So darling was its base, it pierced the eye like red-hot knives; then, as it lifted its huge bulk into the enveloping darkness, it grew less bright, until, at the very limits of Earth’s highest stratosphere, it vanished abruptly into surrounding space.


  “Hugh!” Jane cried, “I’m afraid. It—it’s un-Earthly.”


  Hugh Warner was astounded. Light was his special province, but never had he seen anything to compare with that vast cylinder of playing colors; nothing on Earth, no phenomenon of nature, could account for this resplendent, yet almost sinister display. Good Lord! it was almost five miles across, blanking the river, the valley fields, barely missing the outskirts of Middletown.


  “Have you noticed that it doesn’t light up the darkness?” Jane exclaimed. “As though—as though the cylinder of light were self-contained.”


  “I’ve noticed it,” Hugh remarked grimly. That had been the most surprising feature of the un-Earthly radiance. The shaft of iridescence rose smoothly, sharply, into the black veil of artificial night. The colors swirled and glowed, but held within the round of the cylinder. Darkness, more Stygian by sudden contrast, began where dazzlement ended. There was no penumbra, no twilight zone such as Earth’s atmosphere must normally make.


  Jane’s teeth were chattering. “I’m cold, Hugh. We’ll freeze if we don’t move.”


  Hugh came out of his scientific daze. It was cold, and snow—large, dim, soft flakes—was beginning to fall. “We’re going,” he muttered. “Perhaps down in the lab I’ll be able to—— Come on!”


  IT WAS a hard, dangerous climb in the dark. Only the glimmer of white snow, the feeble stars still peering through the swirl held them from missteps and destruction. In the laboratory, they found confusion worse confounded.


  The place was in utter darkness; the power seemed to have been abruptly cut off with the first appearance of the artificial night and the cylinder of colored flame.


  Men were moving around with kerosene lamps and candles, bundled in sweaters and shivering with cold. All eyes were directed through the gloom at that sinister, sky-piercing shaft; all tongues were chattering with unleashed excitement.


  “Thank Heaven you’ve come back,” John Frith shouted at them as they staggered, frozen and stiff with fatigue, into the little circle of bobbing illumination. “We were going to send up a search party soon, though it would have been suicide. But what do you make of it, chief?”


  He was Hugh Warner’s assistant, a little, wizened old man, with bright eyes and a chirruping, birdlike voice. But he was uncannily deft with his hands, and no one could set up delicate apparatus and make millimicron adjustment as he could.


  “John, quick,” Hugh ordered. “Take Miss Castle inside, bundle her up well, and give her hot tea with a dash of rum.”


  “You too, chief,” Frith chirruped. “You’re practically icicles right now.”


  It was quite a while before they thawed out in the heat of a log fire some one had kindled. Meanwhile Hugh was machine-gunning staccato questions at his men. But they could add little to what he knew.


  “There isn’t a bit of juice in the place,” Howard Bradshaw, the electrician, interjected. “All power’s gone. Telephone, radio, everything. We’re isolated from the rest of the world.”


  “That is—if there is any rest of the world,” Oliver Tazewell, assistant physicist, said gloomily. “The blanket of darkness seems interminable. The Sun’s wiped out.”


  But Frith was staring at the log fire; at the lamps. His bony finger shot out suddenly, pointed. “Look at that,” he wheezed with excitement. “I’ve been watching. The tongues of fire are all pointing one way—toward that damned cylinder outside.”


  They all stared. Sure enough, the flame, from whatever source, was bent over at an acute angle, as if sucked by some invisible force, directly toward the looming shaft.


  “That settles it,” Hugh said grimly. “That fiery portent is a tube of force, of an order hitherto unimaginable on Earth; and somehow, it sucks all ether vibrations, light, heat, electricity, magnetism, from the surrounding territory into itself to build and renew its vortex of light.”


  “But where does it come from?” asked Bradshaw.


  No one answered. They checked their own apparatus, in the improbable event that it had been responsible. But no experiment had been in progress, and the machinery was inert, dead, sucked of all energy.


  They huddled over the dim, pointing light of the fire, arguing excitedly, spinning theories, rearing structures of hypotheses, only to have them crash. Meanwhile the darkness grew more and more intense, the cold more bitter, the great shining cylinder more dazzling, and the Sun was a round hole of extinction in a star-studded sky.


  It was Jane, wrapped up in blankets, who put her finger on the semisolution by her innocent question. “How high do you think it extends?” she asked.


  Hugh whooped. “Of course. We can check its point of origin from its height. Get out the theodolites.”


  IN MINUTES they had taken the altitude, shifted the base out into the brittle snow, taken another reading. Then pencils raced.


  John Frith looked up. “Its height,” he said slowly, “up to the apex of fading, is 196 miles.”


  “Exactly,” Hugh cried out, “the height of Earth’s atmosphere. Gentlemen”—he looked around the tense circle gravely—“that cylinder of flame is no Earthly phenomenon. It is directed at Earth purposely from some point in outer space. Light waves, or photons, are naturally invisible while traveling through airless space; they begin to glimmer faintly in the highest reaches of the stratosphere, and become more and more bright as the denser layers of the atmosphere are reached. But it’s more than that.


  “To build up such unimaginable compression of light, it was necessary to drain all the Sun’s wide-spreading etheric emissions into the tense, hard round of the directive cylinder. That is why we are in darkness, why heat and light and all other manifestations of ether waves have left us. They—or most of them—have by some unimaginable means been sucked away and into the cylinder.”


  They sat there, huddled, allowing the awesome thought to digest—a bit scared.


  “That means,” Bradshaw broke the silence, “there are beings somewhere, up there”—his arm went toward the window, out to the frosty stars, past the tremendous column—“who have a science far beyond ours, who for some unimaginable reason have directed that cylinder of etheric force directly at our planet.”


  “Yes,” Hugh said carefully. There was another silence. Thoughts raced. What did it portend? What was going to happen next?


  “Do you think,” Jane asked, with a little catch in her voice, “this strange darkness covers the entire Earth?” She was thinking of her parents down in New York, of all the peoples of the world. For, with the light of the Sun abstracted, with all manifestations of that orb’s etheric energy concentrated in the mysterious cylinder, Earth’s peoples were doomed to destruction, to insane deaths from cold, from darkness, from the very cessation of being.


  In her mind’s eye she could visualize the panic that must ensue, the wild, helter-skelter flight from the growing cold, the huge bonfires of buildings, forests, anything to gain a modicum of warmth and light, the slow, inexorable advance of a new glacial age from the frozen North. The others stirred uneasily; they, too, were thinking along the same lines.


  Frith suddenly shook his fist at the inimical, strangely glowing cylinder of flame.


  Hugh rose grimly. “I intend finding that out shortly. If my theory is correct, radio etheric waves are flowing past us toward the cylinder. In other words, if stations are still functioning somewhere in the world, undrained of their power, their signals will come to us, even though we can’t buck the ether suction by transmitting to them.”


  “How will we receive?” queried Bradshaw. “Our power lines are dead.”


  “Our outside lines are,” Hugh answered. “But we have powerful storage batteries for emergency use. The chemicals are there, and the potentials are intact. They have as yet no ether waves to drain away. If we connect them in series, we may be able to build up enough current for our sets faster than it can be sucked into the vortex.”


  HE WAS RIGHT. In half an hour a low, feeble hum and dimly lighted tubes told them that some current was passing through the receiver. Then, as they strained to listen, through crackling static and etheric howls, came faint announcements. New York was calling, over and over, giving news, seeking information from the dead area. Slowly, painfully, overlaid with howls and squeaks and grunts as the ether waves fled blindly past, seeking the swirling surface of that strange beacon of light, they pieced together the story.


  The area of darkness extended over a radius of some two hundred miles. New York was on the outer verge of the circumscribing circle. The rim of darkness was as sharply delineated as the cylinder itself; there was no twilight zone between night and day. Outside, the Sun shone, but only as a wan replica of its former self, as though part of its tremendous etheric manifestations had been shorn away. The multicolored portent was visible over half the United States—steady, towering, ominous.


  The world was in a panic; scientists were converging to study the strange phenomenon. The people of the blanketed territories were streaming out into the blessed day, with tales of perishing cold and fear. But millions more were buried within the strange pall, unheard from, their situation unknown.


  Rescue expeditions were being fitted out to penetrate the frigid darkness, scientific expeditions to try and pierce to the mysterious cylinder itself. But it would be difficult. Already the snow was feet deep on the outer rim; automobiles could not be used, nor any mechanisms powered electrically. Even heat radiated too fast for efficiency. Sledges were being hurried from the North, all the impedimenta of polar exploration. It would take time, and interspersed with these excited announcements came faint calls for the Welles Laboratory, for Hugh Warner himself. Were they alive? Could they do something, study, find some way to circumvent, destroy the cylinder? Frantic calls, barely heard through magnifying ear phones.


  Hugh rose slowly from the receiver. His face was lined and taut. “It’s up to us,” he said quietly. “We’re at the very center of things. Before outside help could come, five million people will have perished.” He paused, took a deep breath. “That isn’t all. That cylinder somehow spells doom to our Earth. It was directed at us deliberately, for a definite purpose. That purpose, gentlemen, I’m afraid is, from the standpoint of Earth, maleficent.”


  “But what manner of beings, and from where, could have done this?” Jane cried.


  Hugh shook his head. “I can’t answer the first part of your question, but I can the second.”


  He strode to the window, rubbed the frost away, peered out. The others crowded around.


  It was still snowing, but the sky was cloudless. The swift change in temperature had precipitated and frozen all the moisture in the atmosphere. Above, the stars shone in mockery; to the left the luminous cylinder thrust upward in smooth immobility.


  “Venus is now in conjunction with the Sun,” Hugh said, “almost in a straight line. Can any of you see the planet?”


  THEY shook their heads. Venus was gone, though the other planets—Jupiter, Mars, Mercury even, were visible in the star-studded night. But Venus had vanished, even as the Sun itself. “There’s the answer,” Hugh told them somberly. “The force ray comes from Venus.”


  “But how?” demanded Bradshaw. “I thought it was the Sun’s rays that were being concentrated.”


  “Exactly,” Hugh explained. “But it is on Venus that the trick is being turned. Venus is nearer to being in a straight line with Sun and Earth than at any time within the past twenty-five years. This is no natural phenomenon,” he told them earnestly. “There is evidently a race of beings on Venus far in advance of Earth in scientific achievements. They’ve been able to do what we here have only been playing around with. They’ve used their planet as a gigantic focusing lens.


  “By some method, as yet unknown to us, they’ve deflected the etheric vibrations of the Sun over a radius at least equal to that of their planet, and concentrated them into the glowing cylinder of energy. Then, with uncanny powers, they directed it toward Earth through millions of miles of space, to glow into etheric being on striking our atmosphere.”


  They shuffled their feet and looked uneasily at each other. Beings of such an order of intelligence and power on another planet. What were the implications for Earth and its puny people?


  Jane asked the question uppermost in every one’s mind. “But what is their purpose?” she insisted. “Is it merely a means of signaling us, in case our planet should be inhabited, or is it——”


  She stopped short, but the unspoken thought echoed with hammer blows in all their minds.


  Hugh’s face was white, yet purposeful in the flickering, turning flame. “That’s what I’m going to find out,” he announced.


  “Alone?” demanded Bradshaw.


  “Alone.”


  Jane came over, put her hand on his arm. “I am going with you,” she said determinedly.


  He looked at her in consternation. “You can’t, Jane!” he cried. “If what I think is true, it may be——” He hesitated, while she finished for him with grave emphasis.


  “Dangerous, you meant to say. I know it; that’s why my place is with you. The others can take care of the lab, get the messages as they drift through from the outer world, perhaps even rig up some apparatus to establish power again. I’d only be in the way. But out there——”


  Hugh’s brow furrowed. “All right,” he acquiesced reluctantly. “Bundle up well, and take a pistol along.”


  Ten minutes later they were trudging through the foot-deep snow, guiding their way by the un-Earthly, yet tremendously splendid flare of the gigantic beacon. It was bitter cold, yet strangely windless. All the world seemed frozen into immobility, breathless before that alien cylinder.


  Behind them the laboratory had been swallowed up in blanketing darkness. The feeble flicker of the hearth fire was insufficient to penetrate the gloom. The snow had ceased, and the stars were frigid sparkles of distant light. No sound came to them but the crunch, crunch, of their own lagging feet. Houses, looming dark and tenantless, drifted behind them.


  “Poor people!” said Jane. “They must be dead from cold or fright.”


  It was ten miles to Middletown—and the weird force beam; and the highway was obliterated in. the uncanny night. But they struggled on and on. Hugh’s mittened hand was always close to the pocket of his heavy ulster, where an automatic nestled. Just in case—— In his other pockets were bits of apparatus he had picked out of their store—also just in case——


  THEY SAW their first human being about three miles out of Middletown. He was staggering wearily through the drifts, wheezing and moaning to himself. He shied away from them, as if they were wild beasts, glared momentarily with the light of madness in his eyes, then fled over the crusted snow, uttering shrill cries.


  “Gone crazy,” Hugh muttered. “We’ll see more of them, I’m afraid.”


  They did. As they came closer to the darkened town, and the looming cylinder, the tide of fugitives increased. All were hurrying as if their very lives depended on getting away from there as fast as they could! Hugh tried to stop some of them, but they broke away with furious haste, fearing to lose even a second in their dreadful flight. One, more coherent than the others, cried a warning: “For Heaven’s sake, don’t go! Turn back!”


  “But why?” Hugh demanded.


  “The things!” the fellow screamed. “They get you.” And he took to his heels as if he had already lost too much time.


  Hugh’s brow furrowed more and more. “Jane,” he said abruptly, “you’d better turn back, get to the laboratory.”


  She faced him in the darkness, punctuated now with the tramp of the fugitives, their panting cries of fear. “And you?”


  “I must go ahead.”


  “Then so must I,” she answered quietly, and resumed her forward pace.


  About a mile from Middletown the flood of human beings slowed to a trickle, then ceased altogether. The town was a dim, outstretched blob before them, silent as the grave, seemingly altogether deserted. Just outside its limits reared the tremendous structure of the five-mile-wide shaft of iridescent light, supernal in its brilliance and smooth race of shifting colors, piercing into the very heavens themselves.


  “I don’t like this,” Hugh said, as they slogged through the crunching snow.


  “What is that?” Jane cried out suddenly.


  Hugh stopped, stared. High overhead, launching itself straight out of the mysterious circlet of swirling force, floated a luminous apparition. Then another, and another, until the dun darkness was spangled with gigantic, flitting fireflies, tens of them, scores, and hundreds. They were too high at first for visibility, but soon they straightened out their course, and descended like flakes of flaming snow to the moribund city beneath.


  THE TWO Earth people instinctively shrank behind the sheltering trunk of a tree, not knowing what or why they feared, but filled with ancestral bristlings against the unknown. The luminous blobs of light dropped steadily, lightly, toward Middletown, and, as they poised in a disk of spangled fire before the last vanishing descent into the street of the darkened town, Hugh and Jane were enabled to make out the internal structure of the strange apparitions. With a single accord they turned, stared at each other with blanched faces and gasping breath.


  “They’re alive,” whispered Jane, as if she were afraid of being overheard.


  “Sentient, motile plants,” added Hugh in a smothered voice. “Gigantic fungi, like spreading mushrooms, with hundreds of waving rootlets like octopus tentacles. Dead-white, too, bleached of all chlorophyll. But of course, for the dense atmosphere of Venus permits hardly any of the Sun’s rays to penetrate. Each is surrounded with an incasement of circumscribed light, like the cylinder itself. Their bodies must be powerful magnets, to deflect and concentrate etheric waves in a shell about them. These, Jane, are the plant-men of Venus, shot to Earth through that cylinder of light.”


  Jane gasped. “But it’s impossible, Hugh—living forms to propel themselves over 26,000,000 miles of space without air or food. Even plants and fungi breathe and require nourishment.”


  “That’s true,” he admitted, peering vainly toward the unspattered darkness of Middletown. “Unless, within that tube of force, there are space vessels in which they had come. But we must——”


  He never completed his sentence. For just then a confusion of faint screams and smothered cries of agony emanated from the too-quiet city. Shrieks as of human beings in the last ecstasy of pain and dread: the deep, lacerated cries of men; the high, piercing screams of women; the frightened, sobbing wails of children.


  Hugh started to his feet, his automatic snouting in his hand. “For Heaven’s sake, what is that?”


  They were to find out only too soon. For the great, luminous fungi rose like petals of fire from the darkened housetops, swollen and extended over their former leanness.


  Hugh ripped out an oath, cried vainly to Jane: “Back, back. Don’t look!”


  But she had seen, and in the seeing, covered her eyes with mittened hands to avoid further sight. For the multitudinous rootlets were anchored deep into the struggling bodies of human beings, limp with the last agony, and they were being borne swiftly aloft, to plunge into the great glowing column in horrible vanishment. Hundreds of Venusian plant-men rose, each with its dreadful load, until once more the city lay dark and silent, and the surrounding night was a pall of horror.


  “Oh, the poor, poor people!” Jane moaned. “They must have been hiding in their houses. What frightful things those Venusians are, with all their intellect and scientific knowledge!”


  Hugh’s face was a grim, tight mask. “From our point of view, yes. But not from theirs. Fungi are saprophytes. They live on dead organic matter, sucking in nutriment through their rootlets. We are natural food to them, just as certain plants and animals are to us. Perhaps that’s the reason they migrated from their native home to Earth. The food supply was giving out. We must be fair.”


  Jane took her hands away from her eyes. “Hugh!” she cried in a shocked voice. “You—you’re defending those horrible beings when your own kind are suffering torture and death before your eyes. How could you?”


  Hugh smiled painfully. “I’ve an unfortunate habit of seeing the other fellow’s point of view. But,” he said, his voice hardened, “that doesn’t mean I won’t do my best to destroy them. It’s the law of self-preservation.”


  “But how can we?” persisted Jane.


  He shook his head. “I don’t exactly know. But I’m going to find out soon enough.”


  “Where?”


  “Within that tube of light.”


  HALF AN HOUR LATER they had crawled warily up to the very round of the supernal edifice of weaving flame. Everything had been deathly quiet; Middletown was a blob of ravished emptiness, and no more plant-men had erupted.


  “Digesting their odious food.” Jane shuddered. “Poor people, let’s hope their end was swift and painless.” Even then they did not realize the full horror of the Venusians’ feasting.


  They stared up at the high, kadeidoscopic round as it penetrated the topmost sky. A sinking feeling was in their hearts. How could they two puny mortals, with puny Earth weapons, attempt to combat the unbelievable science of these creatures from another planet!


  Yet, when Hugh pressed Jane’s small hand, she understood the mute question and said steadily: “I am not afraid, Hugh. If we fail, all Earth will succumb to the invader.”


  “We must succeed,” he assured her, but his tone lacked conviction. It was indeed an incredible task they had set themselves.


  For a moment they stared at the shimmering, racing light that blocked their path. “It radiates no heat,” Jane said. Hugh thrust a wary hand into the fiery glow of colors, bracing himself for—he knew not what? Nothing happened. His hand disappeared into the luminous wall, but he felt nothing. “Cold light,” he muttered. “Something our scientists have been vainly seeking for a century. Somehow they’ve stepped up or stepped down the vibration period of all other forms of ether waves, to extract full efficiency in pure light. I wonder why they formed this space tube, though? It’s penetrable, and serves no purpose that I can detect.”


  They looked at each other gravely, with the rainbow hue upon them, as if they were seeing each other for the last time. Very likely it was. They had no means of telling what lay beyond. Yet, steadily, without a whimper, the two brave humans walked quietly through the wall of light, walked hand in hand for what seemed miles, yet was actually only a hundred yards, to burst upon a scene that held them taut, speechless, hardly recking of their imminent danger.


  The huge force tube from outer space was a hollow shell. Within its circumscribed interior a great shaft of darkness extended upward to a seeming infinity. But the shaft was not empty. Everywhere were the Venusian plant-men; great luminous fungi floating in the ambient darkness, or resting on the ground, busy with their myriad rootlets on strange engines and machines of extremely complicated design and outré shapes of which Hugh, with all his scientific knowledge, could only guess the functions.


  He watched them eagerly, with a strange fascination, marveling at the deftness of those rootlets, more pliable and skillful than any hands, wondering at those machines compounded of fused and luminescent earth, glassily transparent and whirring at almost invisible speeds. He hardly remembered the purpose of his spying, the immediate danger to themselves. Luckily, their bodies were semisheltered by the wall of colored flame, and the plant-men were engrossed in their tasks.


  IT WAS Jane’s shuddering gasp, which brought him to a full realization of the portentousness of the scene. There, on a hundred platforms raised siliceous smoothness, rested the marauders who had descended on Middletown They were feeding.


  Hugh started, and swore violently. He raised his automatic in involuntary gesture, lowered it again only at Jane’s quick cry. A shot would have been madness—more, it would have meant instant destruction. But his brain seethed with the horror of what he had seen. Forgotten were his philosophical dissertations on fairness and abstract viewpoints. For the moment he wanted to kill and slay with all the narrow hatred of the beast.


  For the plant-men were feeding on the live and squirming bodies of their captives. The rootlets had pierced deep into the poor, struggling humans, and they pulsed and contracted in regular peristaltic motion, as the life juices and blood of the victims sucked upward into the bloating forms of the pallid fungi.


  “What can we do?” Jane whispered, trembling with nausea.


  Hugh plunged his hand into a capacious pocket, took out, with grim intent, a small metal sphere. “Do?” he echoed grimly. “This. I provided myself with a bomb, tiny but powerful. I’ll blow them all to kingdom come and rid the Earth of these devils. You start to run back now, Jane. I’ll wait until you’ve reached safely; then I’ll throw it.”


  She looked at him quietly. “And you?”


  He avoided her glance. “I’ll run then.”


  “It will be too late. You’re going to sacrifice your life.”


  “To save the Earth.”


  “Give me another bomb,” she ordered. “Two will be more effective. I’m staying.”


  He would have argued with her, had not something almost directly overhead distracted his eye. Out of the smooth, racing funnel of light, flat disks were catapulting, brown and sere, thin almost to transparency, saucerlike, to float with feathery softness to the ground. As they did, the plant-men left their busy duties, caught them gently with their waving rootlets, transported them carefully to the top of vacant platforms. Machines buzzed, and a deep-purple flame emanated from spiral funnels, to bathe the thin brown disks in eerie glow.


  Hugh’s voice was a queer compound of groaning and scientific excitement. “That explains the mystery,” he cried.


  “What does?” Jane asked, clinging to his arm.


  “Those papery disks,” he pointed. “They are the spores of the Venusians. Drought here to germinate and grow to adult form. That’s why the Venusians projected this tube of compressed light. It’s a means of transportation. Light exercises a definite pressure. They’ve concentrated it to unbelievable strength, and those spores, incredibly light and flat, are shot along the walls of the tube at almost the speed of the carrier waves.


  “Arrhenius long ago surmised that life might be carried from one plant to another by light pressure on spores. Many Earth spores even are resistant to the absolute cold of outer space, and require no air in their inactive state.


  “The Venusian scientists are using this principle to colonize the Earth, to get rid of surplus population.” Then he groaned wholly. “A mere bomb or two won’t be enough. Those spores will be coming in ever-increasing hordes. As long as the tube of light remains, the Earth is doomed.”


  IN HIS EXCITEMENT he had pushed out into the semidarkness of the interior. Jane plucked at him with a strangled cry of warning, but it was too late. Somehow the delicate rootlets of the swarming plant-men had sensed his presence. With lightning speed they whirled, flung themselves like trailing fireballs toward him. Before he could turn to flee, they were upon him, upon Jane. There was a soft, hissing noise, then stabs of unbearable pain.


  The next moment he was borne aloft, kicking and struggling, the automatic fallen from his nerveless fingers. A rush of air, then he was upon one of the fused platforms, his body smothered under the luminescence of a gigantic, sentient fungus.


  It was a frightful sensation. A fetid, un-Earthly odor enveloped him; microscopically sharp rootlet cells insinuated their way into flesh and muscle tissues, tapping greedily for the arterial blood streams that lay deeply imbedded. A frightful cry came to him, as from an exceeding far distance. It was Jane’s voice, calling on him in the last extremity of despair. The sound cleared Hugh’s brain from the haze of agony in which he was enveloped; it acted as a stimulant to his failing muscles.


  He lashed out violently with feet anti flailing fists, and heaved with superhuman strength. There was a sickening, squishy sound; hard flesh smashed through soft, oozy pulp, and the thrusting rootlets ripped out of his body like quivering barbs.


  Bloody, dark with pain, he staggered to his feet. His captor lay thrashing feebly to one side on the platform, its great pulpy head a turgid, smelly liquid. Another scream from Jane, then the quick bark of an automatic. Somehow she had retained her grip on the weapon. But, as Hugh swung around toward the sound, he saw her struggling wildly on a neighboring platform, the great Venusian seemingly unharmed, and flinging its rootlets over her writhing form, seeking entrance.


  As he dived over the six-foot edge, however, Hugh’s brain worked with crystal clearness and furious speed. From all sides, the plant-men were rushing toward him to avenge the wounding of their mate. In seconds they would be upon him. He could not reach Jane in time, and, even if he did, only the bomb in his pocket could hurl both themselves and their attackers to destruction.


  But even that would not save the Earth from eventual doom. For, as his feet touched hard ground, more of the brown spores, faintly luminous, catapulted out of the gushing walls of light. They would come on in endless streams, millions on millions, as long as the tube of force remained intact. Remained, intact, his brain echoed. But how to destroy it?


  Before expeditions from the outer world could make their painful way through arctic blizzards and the vast area of darkness, a billion plant-men would have germinated and taken flight to suck their nourishment from the juice-laden bodies of men. And even then, the absorption of etheric waves would disarm Earthmen of their most potent weapons.


  But here, within the cylinder, his thoughts raced, there was no such absorption, or, if there were, the Venusians had found means to counteract it. For their machines, emanating what seemed a species of ultra-violet light, were bathing the germinating spores, hastening their emergence into adult form. Could it be possible——


  All this flashed through his mind in the splitting of an instant, as a whole life is reviewed in the moment of a dream, the suffocation of a man. Jane struggled and cried aloud for help. The Venusians were lunging for him like winged comets, trailing sinister splendor.


  He did not hesitate. Jane’s life, his own, mattered but little if all Earth could be saved from the spatial peril. It was a chance, an infinitesimal chance that his vague, half-formed theory would work. He must take that chance.


  HE DIVED for the nearest machine, humming with penetrating rays, bathing a hundred spores with its deep-purple light. He had watched the movements of the plant-men carefully when they had turned it on. There was a certain series of coiled tendril levers which had been moved but slightly.


  As his desperate fingers reached for the complications of coils, wrenching them open with all the strength he possessed, the machine spun on noiseless gimbals, swung in a wide arc around the inclosing walls of compressed light. The slight hum rose to a full-throated roar; the alien power plant trembled with enormous internal vibrations. The short radius of limited rays gave way to a great scythe of purple, almost black, vibrations that leaped and crashed against the far-spreading cylinder.


  It had been as Hugh had hoped. The Venusian scientists had assembled their machines against all eventualities. They would have stricken down all man’s puny weapons like so much chaff, have obliterated life within a radius of a hundred miles. Tapping their power from subatomic units, they hurled the infinitely short vibrations of X rays, gamma rays, the whole gamut of ultraviolet wave lengths, with energies of hundreds of millions of volts.


  But the plant-men were upon him now, swarming over his head, blanketing his body, digging into his flesh with excruciatingly agonizing rootlets, trying to force him away from the machine he had turned into a tremendous weapon of destruction. He was possessed of the strength of madness, however. Bleeding from a hundred slashes, buffeted, crushed, he clung with a dying clutch to the controls, fighting off the furious Venusians.


  The machine roared and thundered, the plant-men hissed their strange, rubbing anger, and the hurtling vibrations beat upon the vast round of the shaft.


  Hugh staggered and cried out as a particularly vicious attack flung him away from the coiled levers, and the infuriated Venusians crashed down upon him. But even as he fell, there rose, high above the crackling roar of the machine, high above the scraping squeaks, high above Jane’s fast weakening cries, a new sound—a sound as of a thousand Niagaras hurtling their cargoes of water from high precipices, a sound as of a universe booming to its end.


  As it smashed and beat upon his deafened ears, the plant-men fell away from him with queer gibberings; a huge wind lashed out of space, caught his bleeding, battered body, whirled it aloft, sent it smashing into unconsciousness——


  WHEN HE AWOKE, the blessed light of day bathed his temples. The sun shone, blinding and dazzling as of yore, in a cloudless sky. Jane, swathed in bandages, was calling his name. He opened his eyes wearily—his limbs hart damnably—and blinked. There was no sign of the interplanetary cylinder of light; the machines of the Venusians were twisted wrecks, and of the Venusians themselves, only a few pulped fungi dotted the ground, shorn of the luminescence that enveloped them in life.


  Beside Jane there were the men of his own laboratory, clustered anxiously around him, as well as certain khaki-clad and aviation-helmeted strangers. Bombing planes rested on the valley floor, and the drone of motors showed the presence of more high overhead. Puffs of smoke lashed out every now and then as they dived and zoomed.


  “They’re mopping up the last of the plant-men,” explained Frith, his wizened face lighted with exultation, his voice more chirruping than ever. “Thanks to you, Hugh. Those bombers were able to penetrate the dark area only after the cylinder of force had collapsed. But how,” he demanded curiously, “did you do it?”


  Hugh raised his head weakly. “Those machines of the Venusians turned the trick. Their immensely penetrative emanations threw the photons of circumscribed light out of their locked, tight state; jarred them loose, so to speak. The potential energy of position was transformed into the kinetic energy of action. The wall of light disintegrated into its old components of light, heat, and electromagnetic waves.


  “The released heat met the frigid air currents of the dark area, set up a furious convection storm. It was that which ripped the Venusians loose from me, from Jane, and overturned their machines. But the whole structure of the light shaft was highly unstable, brimming with pent-up, explosive energy. The disintegration of the lower structure acted like a catalyst, touching off, triggerlike, more and more disintegration all the way up the tube into space.”


  He stared up at the bright blue sky where Venus might have been. “Perhaps it even fused or blew up their integrating instruments when it hit the surface of Venus. In that case there would have been a cataclysmic explosion that might have wiped out all Venusia.”


  Jane cried out, with a certain venom in her ordinarily gentle voice. “It would be a good thing if it did. They were horrible creatures.”


  “From our point of view only,” Hugh amended. Now that the crisis was over, he was once more judicial in his fairness. “According to their own code they were justified—and—they were great scientists as well. But,” he continued with a wan smile, “I am not sorry for what I did. We, too, are justified in adopting those measures which are necessary to preserve ourselves and the future of the race.”


  EARTH-VENUS 12


  Gabrielle Cummings and Ray Cummings


  Through the Abyss of Instellar Space a Doomed Rocket Ship Carries its Cargo of Human Menace!


  “YOU’VE never seen Nona Guelph?”


  “No,” I said. “I never have seen the lady.”


  “Well, here she comes. If she isn’t a beauty I’m a motor-oiler.” From the forward turtle deck, under the glassite dome of the Starlight Arrow, I peered down to the landing stage where the arriving passengers were crowding. It was Interplanetary Starways, Earth-Venus Voyage Twelve.[1]


  Nona Guelph was beautiful—tall and slender with hair like spun gold piled in a cone upon her head. A long dark cloak enveloped her as she came with armed guards from the escalator.


  In the shadows of the turtle deck just beyond the blue glare of the Morrel tube-lights young Walter Wilson stood beside me. He said, “A beauty? Am I right?”


  “No argument,” I agreed.


  As she came up the boarding incline her cloak parted, disclosing her slender form, brief kirtle of blue with gold-tasseled belt, limbs like pale pink marble. Wilson’s leather jacket hid the little Banning heat-gun which he held alert in his hand.


  This daughter of the President of the World Federation was surrounded by uniformed guards. Young Wilson, Federal undercover man, was an added precaution, assigned for this voyage which was taking Nona Guelph, traveling alone, to Grebbar to be guest of the young daughter of the President of the Venus Free State.


  She reached the deck and Wilson stepped forward. “Miss Guelph? I am Wilson—Federated Newsgatherer.”


  I saw a look pass between them. The uniformed guards had remained on the dock. One secret bodyguard, as everyone knows, is more effective than ten in blatant uniform. Wilson’s leather togs and the Federated Newsgatherer’s insignia on his peaked cap were an effective disguise.


  She knew he was her guard, of course. Her smile was gracious, even radiant. It made my heart thump as though I were an isolated tower time-keeper who had never seen a beautiful girl before.


  “Federated News?” she said. “Even in space must I be interviewed?”


  “I’ll be generous.” Wilson grinned. “Not till we pass the moons of Venus will I ask you a question. Meet Ken Masters.”


  I gripped her cool slim hand. Her blue-eyed gaze roved my white-linen gold-braided uniform with the insignia of my rank striped on my sleeve.


  “Third officer?” she said. “I am honored.” Then her smile faded. Her hand went to Wilson’s arm. Her voice was low, furtive. “That Venusian down there—see him? His name is Felah Bartano.”


  WE saw him—gigantic fellow for a native of Venus. Black hair, long to the base of his neck, with a red leather thong binding his forehead in Venus fashion. He was starting up the boarding incline, a passenger on this voyage.


  “Watch him, Wilson,” Nona murmured. “I’m afraid of him. I have—”


  “Easy!” I warned. “Eavesdroppers—”


  Wilson had a detector in the palm of his hand. No hostile eavesdropping ray was upon us. But Nona abruptly added, “After the evening meal come to my deck-chair.” Her gaze included me. Then, as Captain Davis approached to welcome her, she turned from us.


  For a time my duties as Third Officer of the Starlight Arrow[2] kept me busy. We left the Great-New York stage at 5 P.M. Earth E.S.T. The sun was setting at the western horizon—but it rose with us as we slanted westward in our climb through the atmosphere. An hour’s ascent with our rocket-tails streaming like a comet behind us—then we shut them off with the gravity plates set for Earth repulsion and the Moon to pull us on the first leg of the flight.


  The usual number of passengers suffered from pressure sickness—the inevitable changes of temperature and air pressure—despite Captain Davis’ skill in handling the Arrow’s mechanism. But everything was all right once we passed the stratosphere and entered interplanetary space.


  For an hour or two that evening the sunlight raked us full. Then, with course shifted, we headed for the Moon and plunged presently into Earth’s conical shadow. Glorious black firmament with blazing white star-dots—the Moon a glowing white disc and Venus a blazing point of light far off to one side over our port quarter.


  I did not see Nona Guelph during the dinner hour. Her cubby was in the superstructure forward, almost under the control turret, with a little segment of the side-deck under the dome roped off for her exclusive use. Nor did I see young Wilson.


  The Venusian, Felah Bartano, went directly to his cubby and stayed there. But I saw him again briefly as he came to the deck to stare at the firmament through a side bulls eye—a fellow as tall as myself, thirty years old perhaps. Grey-skinned, like all Venusians, his erect, muscular form was robed in a long dark cloak—a commanding figure.


  At 7 p. m., ship’s routine, I was momentarily free of duty. I saw Nona come to her little deck space and seat herself in a chair. The white glaring moonlight was on the other side-deck. The shining starlight bathed the girl’s blue-clad figure with a silver sheen. She saw me, beckoned me forward.


  Her smile was radiant. Anyone observing us would have said that she was a young girl intrigued by my so-called handsome figure and gold-braided uniform. But her tremulous voice belied that radiant smile.


  “Where is Wilson?”


  I answered her smile—and as I sat in the chair beside her, suddenly I felt as though unseen eyes must be watching us. “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I haven’t—”


  Then abruptly, like a materializing apparition, Wilson arrived, coming from a nearby corridor doorway of the superstructure. He sat smilingly on the arm of my chair.


  “My business is to watch you, Miss Guelph,” he said softly. I saw the little detector in the palm of his hand. He said, “Tell us now what you meant.”


  “That man Bartano,” she said hurriedly. Then she told us that when the daughter of the President of the Venus Free State had visited her in Washington last conjunction they had talked of the revolution in the Dark Country of Venus, which was threatening her father’s government.


  That revolution had grown into a real menace. Its leader was demanding Earth recognition of his government—an important thing, for with it would come the legal right to import munitions of war from Earth—those diabolical electronic Earth weapons which the scientists of Venus and Mars have never been able to duplicate.


  “THIS man Bartano,” Nona said vehemently, “I’m sure he is the same man who was watching us that day in Washington. A native of the Venus Free State—but a traitor—a spy of the Dark Country.”


  “You think so? Well, I’ll report it to Captain Davis,” I told her. “We’ll—”


  “Easy,” Wilson said. “Now look here, Miss Guelph—”


  “And did you know,” the girl added, “that on this voyage our cargo is supposed to be the usual freight—but in reality it is weapons of war for the Grebbar government to use against the Dark Country revolutionists?”


  That confounded us. I knew it, of course, but that this girl should know it was startling—though reasonable enough, for she had heard it from her father.


  “Well, I’m a motor-oiler!” Wilson swore. “You tell us that so openly. You’re not very discrete, young lady. It’s lucky no eavesdropping ray—”


  Suddenly he was staring at the little detector in his palm, his jaw dropping. Wilson wasn’t to blame any more than myself—the beauty of this girl had distracted us both. The needle of the detector stirred! Eavesdropping vibrations were upon us—someone was electrically listening to our murmured words!


  In that shocked instant we all three sprang to our feet. Wilson had his little heat-gun in his hand.


  “Someone forward.” he murmured. The needle of the detector registered the direction—toward the triangle of the bow deck where, fifteen feet from us, ladder stairs led downward into one of the hull corridors. The moonlight glared on the ladder kiosk. No one was in sight there.


  I went with a leap, and Wilson was after me. The blue-lit descending ladder was empty. Then suddenly, in the shadows under the kiosk, I saw a blob. It moved. Wilson’s Banning gun spat its bolt of electronic heat. But I had knocked up his wrist so that the invisible stab hissed harmlessly against the metal kiosk roof with a shower of tiny red sparks and the smell of burning paint. He was being too impulsive.


  In that second I had the crouching culprit by the throat. He tried to toss his eavesdropper away but I seized it.


  “What’s the idea?” I demanded. “Don’t you know this is illegal?”


  “Y-yes, Mr. Masters. But I didn’t mean any harm.”


  He was one of our crew, a young American-born fellow named Brown. This was his second or third voyage with Interplanetary Starways.


  Then Wilson grabbed him. “You were listening to us?”


  “Y-yes, sir.” He was thoroughly frightened, white and chattering. He gasped, “I didn’t mean any harm.”


  “Oh, you didn’t? You heard what we said!”


  “Yes—no, sir. You caught me too quick.”


  “Just curious?” Wilson said ironically. “For no reason?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  I took a look out of the kiosk opening. On the dim side-desk Nona was standing, staring forward at where Wilson and I had vanished from her sight. There had been no alarm. The man in the control room evidently had thought nothing of our dash for the hull ladder. The forward lookout, gazing through his telescope, had not seen us.


  I turned back to Wilson and his prisoner, who was gasping, “Stop, please! You’re hurting me!”


  “You don’t want to talk, eh?” Wilson was twisting his wrist and cuffing him in the face with the Banning gun. “Well, there are short-cuts.” Wilson fumbled at the equipment belt under his shirt. The young deckhand stared. “W-what are you going to do?” he chattered.


  “Gonna hang your tongue in the middle and wag both ends.”


  Brown’s eyes bulged as he saw the hypodermic. “You—you—”


  “Your tongue will loosen all right,” Wilson said grimly. “Hold him, Masters. Just a jab in his arm.”


  THE serum went in. Within a minute the panting Brown sank to the floor-grid with Wilson kneeling beside him.


  “Now—you’re all right?”


  “Yes—I’m all right. You said—”


  “I didn’t say anything. You’re the one who’s got to talk.”


  “Me? Sure. Everybody talks. Only they told me I mustn’t. I said I wouldn’t an’ I won’t. Because they said if I didn’t talk I’d be rich. We’ll put the passengers off on an asteroid—Serena, it’s called. Its orbit is sloping out—a flat elliptic. I guess the passengers will starve—”


  “Wait a minute. Let’s get one thing at a time. Who told you you’d be rich?”


  I stood for that minute or two, listening to Wilson’s tense questions and Brown’s babbling answers. Rambling truth but we could piece it together very easily. Nearly half our crew had been bought by the Venus revolutionists! A mutiny was impending now—the Starlight Arrow was to be seized by Felah Bartano—officers and loyal members of the crew to be killed.


  Passengers were to be marooned, the Arrow taken to the Dark Country of Venus. Its cargo of scientific weapons would be invaluable to the revolutionists, who were soon to attack Grebbar. Half of our crew members were plotting this brigandage now! And among the passengers were nine armed Venusians, all capable of handling the Arrow under Bartano’s leadership!


  It was wholesale murder, awaiting only Bartano’s signal!


  I gasped, “Why—good Lord, Wilson—we must tell Captain Davis!” Too late! From the kiosk doorway I saw Nona still standing, peering toward us. There was a sudden tinkle of breaking glass on the deck near her—a darkness bomb! Its liquid antichromatic gas sprang into a diffusing vapor with a puff of inky darkness, enveloping all that segment of the deck. Nona’s figure vanished, blotted out in the blackness. But her scream sounded—a scream of terror, suddenly muffled as though a hand had been clapped over her mouth.


  Then hell broke loose all over the ship.


  The details of what happened during that terrible half hour on the doomed Starlight Arrow can never be told. There is no one to tell them. For myself, I recall that I leaped into the blackness of the light-absorbing gas toward where I had heard Nona scream. But there was no one—nothing ponderable there save the solidity of the side bullseye into which I bumped with my wild rush. The impact all but knocked the breath from me so that I stumbled and fell.


  From the blackness erupted a chaos of sounds. Running footsteps, panic-stricken voices, screams of terror, screams of agony—the hiss of heat-bolts, the sizzling of electronic hand-rays. Then, above all the near and distant turmoil, the Arrow’s danger siren suddenly was screaming-shrill ascending electrical whine, like that of a giant in anguish.


  Within a second or two I was again on my feet. Wholesale murder was everywhere. I could hear it. In the control room above me there was fighting. A wildly-aimed stab of Banning heat sizzled past me, so close that I could feel its torrid radiance. Above the din came Captain Davis’ voice from the control room, shouting orders—and defiance at the mutineers.


  “Back, you hyenas! Down from there or I’ll drill you!”


  And then he was roaring, “Masters! Ken Masters! Go below! The engine room! The lower controls!”


  THE gas around me was dissipating a little. I could dimly see the captain on the turret balcony, a weapon in each hand. Suddenly his bulky figure slumped forward, hung for a moment over the rail—then fell and crashed almost at my feet.


  “Go below—the controls!” The instinct to obey made me whirl. I was unarmed. In the dead captain’s hand was a Banning gun. I seized it. Half a dozen men dashed by me in the gloom. Friends or enemies? I could not tell. I did not fire.


  It was futile to look for Nona in all this turmoil. For a second I thought I saw her—but it was Mac, the ship’s surgeon. He seized me. “Ken—good Lord!”


  “Ordered below!” I gasped. “Come on!”


  We leaped for the little kiosk. But a heat-stab drilled Mac and he plunged to the deck. I bent over him.


  “I’m—finished!” The blood of a drilled aorta gushed through the burned hole in his chest and he was gone.


  At the kiosk a man plunged into me—and, friend or enemy, I drilled him and leaped over his body. Brown was there, still babbling.


  I plunged down the stairs, looking for Wilson. Overhead I heard someone slam the iron door of the kiosk. The main hull corridor was like a catwalk—a narrow suspended metal grid with low rails. Doors opened into the side cubby compartments.


  I stood for a moment, peering into the blue-lit gloom. The stirring air currents were fresh, of normal pressure. I could hear the swish of the circulating fluids in the double shell of the hull—the Erentz pressure-equalizers, absorbing our inner air pressure, without which the alumite hull would have exploded to send our air puffing out into the vacuum of space.


  All the vessel’s machinery was still working. Silence down here, with only the dim muffled sounds of the overhead turmoil floating vaguely down.


  No one here. I passed a body lying on the catwalk—a steward’s. His throat was slashed. Then, as I ran toward the big central control room, I heard a soft call.


  “Masters!”


  It was Wilson—panting, disheveled, Banning gun still in his hand. “Masters!” He gripped me. “What became of Nona Guelph? That darkness bomb—”


  “I don’t know. I couldn’t find her. Captain ordered us down here.”


  “I thought I saw someone dragging her into the kiosk. I came down. Nobody here—alive. I was wrong. She must be still on the deck.”


  “I’ve got to get to the lower control room,” I gasped. “I was ordered—”


  I ran, with him after me. The catwalk terminated at the control room door. It was ajar.


  “I was here,” Wilson panted. “Nothing. Just—”


  We burst in on a blue-lit interior, twenty feet square. Hydraulic pressure tanks, levers for emergency operation of the gravity plates, dials, levers and switches were ranged in banks around the walls. Our chief engineer and his assistant should have been in charge here. They lay sprawled on the grid floor, unconscious.


  “No sign of her here,” Wilson said. “What’s aft? I don’t know the layout of this damned place. You’ll have to show—”


  In all the turmoil Wilson’s mind was only on the girl he was hired to protect. He whirled from me as an audiphone here on the wall buzzed its shrill signal.


  “I’ll take it,” I said. I seized it. “Hello? Ken Masters—lower controls.”


  It was Spellman, the radio man, calling from his tiny cubby amidships on the roof. He could see all the upper section of the vessel from there. The brigands were in full control. He gasped when I told him that only Wilson and I were alive down here.


  “They’ve closed every hatch. Masters. You’re trapped down there. They’ve got the decks—herded all the turret control room-passengers aft—what’s left of them.”


  “Spellman—you send a call for help. I’ll shift the plates, head us back to Earth.”


  “Can’t send a call—radio’s smashed.” Through the audiphone I heard a whizz as though a heat-bolt had sizzled up there in the radio cubby. And Spellman gasped, “Almost got me. I’m the only one left fighting. They’ll—”


  His voice faded. I heard his shout. I called into the instrument, “Don’t fight! Surrender—no use in getting killed.”


  BUT he did not hear me. At my side, Wilson stood tense. “They’ve got the ship?”


  “Yes—only us.”


  Suddenly there was a blob moving in the blue-lit dimness of the mechanism room—a crouching man at the doorway. Wilson’s gun and mine spat their heat-bolts—but too late! The man in the doorway flashed a tiny bolt of radiac-electrons. Wilson fell—electrocuted, his clothes and his flesh blackened, emitting a ghastly smoking stench. The impact knocked me sideways and my Banning gun clattered away!


  Then I leaped—and the crouching man rose to hurl his empty weapon. It missed me.


  We locked together, fell on the grid-floor, rolling. It was one of the new crew members—a small greyskinned Venusian. He was no match for me. I caught his thin throat and choked him until he went limp. Then I bashed his head against one of the steel vacuum tanks until his skull cracked. With a wave of nausea I flung away the body.


  In the sudden silence I stood, panting—alone in the bloody shambles of the mechanism room. The audiphone to the radio cubby still was open. I called, “Spellman! Spellman!”


  I could hear vague sounds up there. Then Spellman came on. “Masters?”


  “Yes! I’m here.”


  “Finished me. Drilled—”


  “What about Nona—where is she?”


  “In the turret control room. That Bartano—he’s got her in the turret. I’m finished, Masters—” His gasping voice faded. I heard the thump of his falling body, then silence.


  I stood panting. What could I do? Yield to these brigands—or set the gravity plates into combinations which would swing us back toward Earth? Of what use? Bartano’s men would come down here after me. Perhaps I could hold out for a time—kill a few of them.


  Or should I rush up to the deck? The hatches were barred. But suppose I could find one open? All futile—I’d be killed the moment I reached the deck.


  Then from down the catwalk I heard voices—Venusians of the brigand crew—half a dozen of them—coming down to take possession of the mechanism room. Of what use to try and fight them?


  I ran aft through the mechanism room. From the aft catwalk a metal ladder led downward to the base of the hull. There was a pressure-porte exit down there, a little cubby with emergency apparatus.


  What I might do flashed to me. It was a wild desperate plan but I could think of nothing else. I heard the tramp and the voices of the brigands in the mechanism room—the buzz of the audiphone as Bartano called down to them from the control turret. Like a cat I went down the little ladder.


  The pressure-porte was in the keel—a ten-foot cubical room with an upper sliding trap door. I dropped into it and slid the door closed over my head. Emergency pressure suits were here in racks on the wall. I seized one of the largest and donned it, strapped the chemical air-renewers around my waist, clamped on the helmet.


  THE suits were racked into small bundles. I took a second one under my arm—and in my gloved hand I held a cylinder of the emergency-repulsion ray.


  The pressure-porte here had a sliding outer trap in the hull base. I did not stop to exhaust the air in the little room. I merely slid the trap open an inch or two. The air went out with a whining hiss. Then I slid the trap wide.


  An amazing void lay at my feet, the black firmament of space, filled with blazing points of light. Sternward I could just see a limb of Earth—a gigantic crescent segment, stretching yellow-red across half the firmament.


  For an instant I paused—and then I leaped. A weird sensation—it was like thrusting myself into water! The force of my leap sent me downward perhaps ten feet in a sluggish slackening fall, with my body slowly turning. Then the gravity of the bulk of the Starlight Arrow drew me back. I struck the hull and clung there with a tenuous hold as though I were a wafted feather.


  Inch by inch I crawled up the hull-side. Up? There was neither up nor down! The hull was a convex surface under me—the black firmament and the stars were everywhere else. I came like a crawling fly to the glassite dome.


  The dome was translucent, transparent only at the bullseyes, and I kept away from them. The deck, tilted sideward, was a blur beneath me. Then I was on the dome-top. The control turret merged with the dome. There was a tiny pressure-porte cubby, big enough for one or two people at a time.


  I reached the outer slide without raising the alarm. Through the tiny bullseyes I could see the cubical space under me now. The inner trap was closed. I opened the outer one. The cubby air came out. Then I dropped down and closed the slide over me.


  The turret was directly under me now—a ten-foot windowed circular room. The trap beside which I was crouching was in its ceiling, leaving a drop of fifteen feet down to the floor. There was no bullseye in this trap. I could see nothing but a blur through the translucent glassite.


  Very cautiously I slid it the merest fraction of an inch. The turret air came hissing out to fill my tiny cubby. Would the hiss, or the upward air current, be noticed? I crouched tense, unarmed save for the steel hook welded into my glove.


  Still no alarm. In a moment my cubby was filled with air. I doffed the helmet, shut off the suit mechanisms. At once I heard a voice from below—Bartano’s voice, gloating.


  “You look so frightened, little Earth-bird!” he said suavely.


  “Those passengers!” Nona cried. “Are you going to keep on killing them?”


  “Oh, no. I killed no one except when it was necessary. They will be marooned—but not you, little Nona. You are too valuable to me—a hostage, so that your government will recognize our Dark Country. We need Earth’s help.”


  I slid the panel open a little wider. I could see the huge Bartano now, standing at the main control switches. And Nona across the room, backed against the wall, her eyes blazing, her face pallid, her golden hair a disheveled mass on her shoulders.


  Then, abruptly, Bartano moved toward her. “Your beauty fascinates me, little Nona. I am master here. Master of everything—even you.”


  His huge arms went around her. She struggled, screamed—but his hand clapped over her mouth. In that second I dropped.


  WHAT followed was a blur of chaotic horror. It may be that in the terror of his death the murderous Bartano had only the wild thought of taking everyone else into oblivion with him. Or it may have been an accident.


  For myself I only know that as I dropped I saw Bartano cast Nona away and lunge at me. I swung my arm. The pointed steel hook of my glove struck his neck, sank deep as I twisted and wrenched. Then it came free, bringing with it the flesh and the arteries of his throat—and a torrent of his blood.


  He staggered but for an instant kept his feet. I stood staring, numbed by the grisly sight of him. And in that instant he lurched, half fell upon the main control table, deluging it with his blood, his arm in a wild flailing sweep scattering the fragile glass controls.


  There was a flash—a hiss of short-circuited current. Then with the flashing speed of electricity, an explosion down on the deck where now the brigands were shouting in horrified amazement.


  Another second and an explosion dim and muffled came from the hull. The doomed little Starlight Arrow burst outward.


  I saw through the turret window that the dome over the bow-peak of the deck was buckling, cracking, arift with outward rushing air. Brief seconds of chaos—men screaming—the hiss and surge of escaping air mingled with their screams.


  Bartano’s body lay in a welter of gore on the wrecked controls with the blue aura of free electrons streaming from it.


  I seized Nona. “Hurry! This ladder—”


  I got the girl up it. The air was thinning. We gasped, choking amid the electrical fumes and the stench of Bartano’s burning body.


  “Hurry—hold your breath, Nona! These fumes—”


  I suppose within less than a minute I had her garbed and helmeted. I saw in those last seconds the whole bow-peak of the dome explode outward with a litter of human bodies and wreckage hurtled into space.


  I flung open the cubby slide. The air blew us out—two bloated figures, clinging together. Gravity would have brought us back but I flung the stream of repulsive electrons from my hand-cylinder, turned them upon the wrecked vessel so that we were shoved away from it—slowly at first, and then with accelerating speed.


  We clung together, bloated helmeted figures, almost weightless in the void. The great crescent limb of Earth seemed below us. The wreck of the Starlight Arrow was above our heads half a mile or more and rapidly receding.


  Ghastly derelict of space—it lay broken, slowly turning, and around it myriad little satellites slowly revolved—fragments of wreckage and human bodies. Then presently the derelict was only a tiny gleaming speck of stardust. Then it was gone.


  Earth’s gravity was pulling us now. Soon we would be falling like meteors. But in the stratosphere the repulsion electrons of my hand cylinder checked us so that at last, through the atmosphere, we were wafted gently down . . .


  Sole survivors of Earth-Venus, Voyage 12.


  [1] Starlight Arrow . . . Great-New York. Barth to Grebbar, Venus. August, 2036.


  [2] The Starlight Arrow was a cylindrical alumite hull a hundred feet long: and forty feet in diameter at its central breadth. Upon the turtle deck a fifty-foot superstructure, ten feet high with a narrow deck space around It, housed the public rooms and the passengers’ cubbies. Upon the superstructure roof was the radio room. The officers’ quarters were forward—and facing the bow peak was the big circular control room. Over the whole of this was the glassite dome, a convex transparent cover from stem to stem.


  In the hull were the crews’ quarters, the galley, pneumatic mechanisms operating the plate-shifters of the hull’s gravity plates, the pressure equalizers, chemical air renewers, ventilators—all the Intricate mechanisms necessary to the navigation of space.


  The personnel of Voyage Twelve, by official records, was officers and crew 18—passengers 41—the latter the usual mixture of Earth and Venus people with a few Martians.


  1937


  BRAIN OF VENUS


  John Russell Fearn


  Spurred on by his thirst for vengeance, the Mighty Lu Sang unleashes invulnerable forces of the universe in a daring attempt to annihilate civilization!


  CHAPTER I


  Mutiny In Space


  CAPTAIN BRANT, pilot of Liner 762 of the Earth-Mars Transit Service, stood quietly at attention before the desk of his superior. In silence he watched Commandant Bradley add the final official seals to a bulky package, scribble the details on a check-sheet, and finally hand them both across.


  “Brants” the commandant said quietly, looking up, “you are undertaking an unusual delivery on this trip.”


  “Yes, sir,” Brant nodded.


  “In this package, sealed in preserving solution, is the brain of Lu Sang. At the order of the Imperial Surgical Council it was removed from that notorious Chinese criminars body when he was under the anaesthetic preceding his death for his countless crimes. The object in removing it while he still lived was so that his brain would still be alive when transferred to the preserving solution. You will take it to Mars and there deliver it to Kron, the head surgeon, who will send a special messenger to the space grounds to meet you. It is his wish to Study the brain of a criminal from Earth so that he may learn to eliminate similar traits in Martian brains. You understand?”


  “Perfectly, sir,” Brant answered crisply. He took the package gingerly, stuffing the check-sheet in his pocket.


  “Very well, then, that is all. Have a good trip.”


  Brandt departed with agile strides, but once out in the long exterior corridor he permitted a frown to come to his face. It was not the assignment that worried him that was mere routine—but the thought of the difficulties he was likely to encounter on this particular voyage to Mars.


  For months now, ever since the new Earth-Mars Corporation had been intailed, there had been a slowly growing trouble among the men—the grimy, embittered wretches who toiled in the depths of the space monsters, tending the rocket-tube equipment, grinding out their beings in torrid heat and yellow-lit gloom with scarcely any remuneration for their services.


  The old system had been better, controlled by the original discoverer of space conquest. But upon his death and the accession of the corporation into control, all sentiment and mass unity had been flung overboard. Everywhere wages dropped, from those of the lowliest rocket-tube charge-hand to the cleverest space navigator. And now mutiny hovered. Black hate was in the cause that had formerly been one of good natured, ambitious progress.


  By no means was Brant blind to the danger signals. He secretly sympathized with the men but an uneasy premonition that danger was ahead had persisted in his mind ever since his landing from Mars two days before.


  ONCE aboard the ship Brant went direct to his own cabin and there, with a sigh of relief, deposited the living brain of Lu Sang within the safe. He felt better with the infernal thing out of his hands. Hardly had he put the check-sheet in the file before the door quietly opened and Sub-pilot Anderson entered, concern on his lean, swarthy face.


  “The men are grumbling again, sir,” he announced. “I thought I had better tell you. I’ve heard rumors—about mutiny, about turning the passengers and masters adrift at the halfway line in a safety ship, taking over control of this vessel themselves. All sorts of things.”


  Brant stood with tightened lips for a moment, then he shrugged.


  “At the best, just rumors, Anderson,” he said grimly. “We’ll meet trouble when it comes. Get to your post—give the starting order. Time’s up.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Anderson departed swiftly to the control cabin. After a moment’s thought Brant followed suit.


  He gave his orders for the departure mechanically, watched everything mechanically through the massive windows at the black rotunda of the void as the liner, gathering momentum, cleaved through the last vestiges of Earth’s atmosphere into the infinity beyond. At once the outlook changed; the silvery translucence of the stratosphere heights had gone.


  Space was studded with brilliantly glittering points of light. To Brant it all had no meaning; he was completely familiar with the stars. Mutiny! That was what dinned across his brain and frayed his nerves.


  And while he wondered, that which he feared was maturing below in the bowels of the ship. Blackie Grednow, perhaps the oldest rocket charge-hand on the spaceways, stood beside his own particular fueling unit, massive hand on the metalwork. His little bloodshot eyes peered at his eleven almost naked comrades with the smoldering fire of excitement.


  “Everything’s all set,” he announced eagerly. “We’ve got to strike on this trip; we’ve waited long enough. You know the plans—we take over the ship just as we near the halfway line, drive her back to Earth, then hold her there and refuse to land until new conditions are agreed to. That understood?”


  The men nodded silently.


  “We’re facing Brant, Blackie,” commented one of them. “Had you reckoned with that?”


  “Brant?” The dirt-and sweat-streaked ex-criminal spat eloquently. “He’ll crumple up like steel before a ray-tube when we get on to him. But remember! There’s to be no bloodshed—there are passengers aboard, valuable passengers. We can’t afford to defeat our own ends. You know your places when I give the signal. Now—back to work.”


  Silently the men returned to their tasks, but in the mind of one of them at least were personal plans. Newton reflected that it was one thing to achieve amenable conditions aboard a space ship by force—but it was distinctly another to make use of the wealth the ship contained. There must be gold and valuables aboard—there always were on an Earth-Mars voyage. Captain Brant’s safe usually held cargo of tremendous value. It was of this that Newton thought, and plotted for individual action when the time came to strike.


  CAPTAIN BRANT began to feel more at ease as the days passed on and everything worked with perfect clocklike order. His vigilance began to relax. It was the one move for which Blackie Grednow had been waiting.


  Suddenly, without the least warning, the repulsor rocket-tubes came into being. The ship began to slow down rapidly in its tremendous headlong rush toward the red planet. Far away in the infinite blackness of the void the planet hung, a roseate globe no larger than a tennis ball.


  Immediately the alarm bell rang. Passengers raced to and fro, heading for the safety space ships. Brant, tight-lipped swung around from his controls, Anderson by his side—then both of them stopped in their movement as they beheld Blackie himself standing just inside the doorway, a levelled ray-tube in his grimy fist.


  “Better not,” he advised grimly. “Nothing will happen if you do as I say. Just remember the passengers.”


  “Well, what do you want?” Brant snapped, glancing helplessly at his own ray-tube in its rack.


  “Complete control of the ship. You are to obey my orders. Everybody is covered. I’m warning you. You’re going down below where we’ve been. You know the work down there. I’m giving orders from now on—”


  Blackie broke off with a sudden start at the sound of the scream from the corridor outside. He took a step back, glanced in amazement, then looked back into the cabin.


  “Brant, forget my demands for the moment,” he said curtly. “You know I’m only aiming at getting justice. Some dirty skunk among that rabble of mine has betrayed me. Come on!”


  Instantly Brant and Anderson seized their weapons and followed the cursing Blackie from the control chamber. They came upon a scene that caused Blackie mercilessly to level his weapon for action. The rocket crew, seizing upon their mistaken idea of liberty, was completely out of hand, forcing the shouting, furious passengers back into the main stateroom. Those who were protesting were not asked twice; ray-tubes mercilessly mowed them down.


  “Stop, damn you!” Blackie thundered. “Stop, you blasted space rats, or by—”


  “Justice!” roared a voice, that of Arnold Benson, perhaps one of the most fractious members of the rocket crew. “Justice! You were going to give us that, Blackie! Betray us more likely! We’re taking what we can get and no questions—”


  “Not while I’m in charge!” Blackie bellowed back, striding forward. Then he stopped, uttered the faintest of sounds, and fell prone to the floor, killed on the spot by the deadly force of Benson’s ray-tube.


  For perhaps three seconds there was horrified silence. Passengers and men alike looked on in blank stupefaction—then Brant leaped into action and charged forward. Anderson came behind him like a whirlwind.


  In the space of a minute the main stateroom was a tumbled mass of fighting, battling figures. Ray-tubes flashed dangerously, men and women fell. When at last it was over the figures of Benson, Newton, and another man named Mason rose up from the carnage, blood-streaked and victorious figures, gazing down on the dead bodies of Captain Brant and Anderson, and the others who had been mowed down in their efforts at escape.


  “So that’s how it is,” Benson muttered thickly. “All right—so be it. You men”—he glared savagely at a half dozen first-class passengers—“can get your coats off and find out what it’s like controlling the rocket-tubes. You others will stay here for the time being, and don’t attempt any moves if you want to live to get back to Earth. Come on, you two!” He made a motion to his two surviving comrades and they strode off to the control cabin.


  ONCE within they looked at each other dubiously.


  “Clever enough,” commented Newton presently. “But how do you figure on living it down? Nine rocket hands, the captain and sub-pilot, and some two dozen passengers—all killed. We dare not return to Earth with all those dead.”


  “We’re not going to,” Benson growled. “We’re going on to Mars and there we’ll become heroes. There was a mutiny—Blackie Grednow started it. We got things under control after a hard fight. The passengers won’t talk, they’re too scared. Leave it to me.”


  “Say, do you realize that we’re nearly five thousand miles off our course?” demanded Mason, turning from the route-checkers. “While that fight lasted we drifted—”


  “Then don’t waste time talking. Give orders to those idiots down below to fire the off-tubes. We’re drifting—and quickly.” Benson glared through the observation window. Far away to the left hung the argent ball of Venus, blazing silently through space. Through an immense arc lay Mars, miles out of the charted deadline.


  “Sure you know how to chart the course?” Newton asked.


  “Of course I do.”


  “All right then—I’ll go and get the passengers and crew to work. You and Mason can look after things here. Join you later.”


  Newton departed, but not toward the passengers locked in the stateroom. Instead he stole softly down the deserted promenade deck until he arrived at the dead Brant’s cabin. Softly he opened the door and went inside. Within a moment he had slid aside the partition that concealed the regulation safe; with a grim smile on his face he levelled his ray-tube.


  “First come, first served,” he commented thoughtfully, as he watched the heavy door drip to molten metal beneath the ray’s impact. Then at last he was satisfied. Taking care to avoid the hot metal edges he reached inside and drew forth the contents.


  The brain of Lu Sang he laid on the table after a casual glance at It. To him it was worthless. There were other things of greater import. A cargo of precious stones from New York’s most lucrative coffers; a medicinal shrub of immense value for planting on Mars; money to the value of fifty thousand dollars in notes.


  Newton chuckled and rubbed his hands as he took stock. Then the broad smile on his face faded as a shadow fell across the treasure.


  He looked up sharply. Benson was immediately behind him, grim, rugged, cruel.


  “So, you blasted rat, this is how you fix the passengers, eh?” Benson asked slowly, grinning viciously. “I come here to look for Brant’s charting directions, and I find you’ve cleaned out the safe! All right—you’re finished!”


  “Wait!” Newton implored hoarsely, as Benson whirled him toward the emergency space chamber. “Wait! I’ll do anything you want! Anything—”


  “You’ll do nothing!” Benson retorted, and with a tremendous shove sent the luckless Newton sprawling into the space chamber. A second afterward the heavy sealing door closed, accomplishing two things. The closing of the door dropped the screaming Newton into the infinite void of space, reduced him instantly to a tiny, frozen satellite of the space ship itself. Used only for emergency explorations in a space suit, or for repairs, the space chamber was a death trap to anyone unprotected.


  For a moment Benson stood gazing at the hoard on the table, then he swung round as Mason came rushing in. The man took no notice of the treasure; his expression was one of utter terror.


  “Benson, unless we can chart the course we’re sunk!” he shouted desperately. “Those damned fools down below don’t understand rocketry. We’re being pulled aside—we’re within the gravitational field of Venus. Haven’t you found Brant’s charting sheets anywhere?”


  “No.” Benson set his jaw. “I can’t chart a course, Mason; I thought I could. I’m only a rocket man, not a navigator. Hell, if only Brant had not been killed!”


  “Newton! What about him? He knows more than most.”


  “He won’t be able to help us,” Benson answered slowly, and cast an unnoticed glance out of the window at the frozen grey spot that denoted the late rocket man.


  “Well, anyhow, something’s got to be done. We must fire all tubes away from Venus—”


  DESPERATION caused Mason to leave his sentence unfinished. He floundered from the cabin, pursued by the alarmed Benson. Together they entered the control cabin and tried fiercely to calculate intricacies that it had taken trained men many years to master. It simply couldn’t be done.


  Benson stared with a blanched face at the growing face of Venus, world of mystery, far ahead. Venus, the world unknown. A strange icy terror crept the length of his spine. Venus—so lovely, so radiant, yet hiding beneath her dense, watery atmosphere with its high light reflective capacity, the first forms of squirming, terrible life. Those who had dared to descend on Venus’ surface had never returned.


  And with the seconds Venus was growing. Mars was far away now, retreating with every second. The space ship, uncontrolled, unmanageable, raced with ever growing speed through infinity, chained by the planet’s gravitation.


  In the stateroom the passengers milled to and fro, battling to obtain a view through the windows at the inevitable death speeding through space toward them.—.


  Faster—faster, through the growing minutes, while two rocket men tried vainly to figure the right way.


  Faster . . .


  Until at last the space liner hit the outermost edges of the Venusian atmosphere, screamed with unholy speed through it, and crashed at last with terrific, buckling force into an immense mountain.


  CHAPTER II


  The Brain of Lu Sang


  THE mysterious disappearance of Liner 762 was the one topic of conversation on both Mars and Earth for many a long day afterward. The mystery vied in popularity with that of the old time sea vessel, Mary Celeste. No thought of mutiny seemed to enter anybody’s head; there had been no suspicion of it upon departure. Communications of sympathy were sent through the void from every tenanted planet, even from the strange denizens of distant Phito, who sent, in their own queer fashion, their deepest condolences.


  Scout machines tirelessly searched the spaceways for some sign of the missing liner, but no traces did they find. Venus was thought of as the possible solution—but only thought of. There had yet to be a man with nerve enough to risk again the mysteries of that awful world. So the mystery of 762 remained a mystery.


  Perhaps the most interested of all in the disappearance was the lean, saturnine Roy Jefferson, chief scientist and radio head of the New York space depot. Mysteries in space were his hobby, tempting danger his only delight in life. For a long time after the general hue and cry had died down the mystery of 762 continued to absorb his mind, though even he could make no move toward solving it. Nevertheless, he was alive for the faintest possible clue, and in a good position to receive any, for through him came all interstellar messages.


  And while he pondered through the passing months, something strange was occurring on Venus, within half a mile of the wreckage of 762. At first sight the view was but that already familiar to the hapless explorers who had come from Earth—and never returned.


  Gigantic trees, overburdened with dense, over-ripe foliage of a bilious green hue towered upward from the steamy and impassable undergrowth that rioted on the spongy ground. Everywhere there was steam—the dank and insufferable heat of a very young and deadly world, twenty-six million miles nearer the sun than Earth, filled with gases mainly poisonous in their sheer, undiluted potency. Occasionally clouds drifted in the brilliantly blue sky, but in the main the sun blazed eternally on this, the day side, of Venus. Long since had Earthlings disproved clouds as the cause of Venus’ brilliance in the sky; water-vapor in enormous quantities was the explanation.


  And, near the ruins of 762, there was undoubtedly a change. Something grey and indeterminable lay in the undergrowth, something veined and throbbing, nauseous in appearance—the brain of Lu Sang. Flung from the table where it had been placed by Newton, in the 6pace ship’s crash it had rolled through a rent in the wall and dropped, practically unharmed, into the midst of the loam and nutrition rife in the Venusian forest land. Life stalked every corner of that weird vastness—life in its first mysterious stages, chemical change.


  The very ground was saturated with the elements of protoplasm—carbon, hydrogen, phosphorus, calcium—all along the scale of chemicals. And into the midst of this, into the midst of an atmosphere plentifully supplied with carbon dioxide, had fallen a brain that still lived, a brain independent of a body that would otherwise have killed it—a brain absorbing unto itself all the young and healthy life that teemed about it, gathering strength, living, arising from the gulfs of mental suspension into which an earthly anaesthetic had originally plunged it.


  Venus, the hell planet, receptive to life, in its early evolutionary stages. Its heavy atmosphere, permeated with a rich gaseous content, and the raw chemicals abundant in the protoplasmic soil all helped the alien brain to grow, expand and live. Cell tissue growth accelerated; and Nature, highly adaptive on embryonic Venus, quickly created a protective healing shell for the brain that would guard it against harmful bacteria and unfavorable climatic conditions. Mental life had come to Venus, mental life destined to go on, unhindered.


  FOR two years after the disappearance of 762 events came and went uneventfully upon all the populated planets—Earth, Mars, Saturn and Pluto. Then on the memorable night of January 10th, 1999, there came the first hint of something amiss—a desperate cry from the denizens of Pluto, flashed to Earth by ultra-radio, and Jefferson, in charge, was the first to receive it.


  “Mental changes affecting Pluto’s inhabitants. Please investigate. Very urgent.”


  That was all, like a cry in a storm, and all efforts to recommunicate with Pluto failed completely. Jefferson dutifully submitted the message to Headquarters. Scout machines went out to investigate, and found nothing. Jefferson, however, the mystery of 762 still hovering in his keen brain, pondered the cry deeply, and as the days went on it became evident that the Plutonians had not sent their warning without cause. Something was amiss—a strange and incredible thing, affecting now the inhabitants of both Mars and Earth, and in a lesser degree on account of their slow receptive powers, the Saturnians.


  Men underwent inexplicable transformations. They varied between supreme genius and profound idiocy, able to understand the entire cosmos in one moment, and yet baffled by a simple addition sum the next. Man lost touch with himself; he began to feel the influence of an immense and overpowering mentality exerting its effect upon him. From somewhere in space a gigantic brain force was in action.


  At the very first sign of the mental disturbances Jefferson went direct to the commandant of the spaceways.


  “There seems to be danger about, sir. A menace is threatening us and we’ve got to find out where it is coming from. Where there is danger, that is where I can be found. What are my orders, sir?”


  Commandant Bradley pondered.


  “I hardly know, Jefferson. The whole thing is so sudden; we don’t know where to look. I have a report here from Grafol of Mars. His etheric detectors place the disturbance as coming from or near Venus. The periods of mental perturbation are varied. They continue for so long, stop suddenly, then go on again. The reason for the momentary stoppages remains a mystery at the moment. But we do know that the mental oppression is getting worse. All of us have felt it. But the idea of Venus being behind it is absurd! Venus is a young world, a world from which no man has ever come back alive.”


  “Early pioneers without modern equipment, sir,” Jefferson replied promptly. Then, more seriously, “From my own observations it seems that this mentality is no ordinary one. It is gifted with finesse and polish, able to exact its requirements no matter what is incurred. A brain of high training, on Venus! But—how?”


  “Wait!” the commandant interrupted suddenly, his expression changing. “A brain of high training—Good God, I wonder if it is possible!”


  “What, sir?”


  “Do you remember the mysterious disappearance of Liner 762?”


  Jefferson smiled whimsically.


  “I’ve never ceased to think of it, sir.”


  “Aboard that liner was a criminal brain, alive; it belonged to Lu Sang, the Chinese criminal. I wonder if 762 landed on Venus and the brain rooted itself there? Is it entirely beyond possibility?”


  Jefferson stared at his superior blankly. “I think your guess is dead correct, sir. Venus must be visited right away. I’d like that opportunity, sir; it is the kind of thing I’ve been longing for for years.”


  The commandant nodded wearily. “I have no time to haggle; the danger is very real and imminent. You have my permission to leave the moment you are able. I’ll assign Andrews to take over. But for the love of heaven, man, watch your step! Venus is no child’s playground.”


  The lean radio chief nodded composedly.


  “If it were I wouldn’t be going!”


  WITH the sunset Jefferson departed from Earth in a small express space flier, accompanied only by two of his closest comrades who, like himself, were never happy unless endangering their lives in some way or other. Stanhope and Bragg were their names, the one small and heavy, the other tall and sinewy, and both of them loyal to the cause in which they had spent their lives.


  With terrific speed the space machine shot from Earth into space. Out here in the void, the three adventurers felt the mental forces in all their intensity. Beating waves of mental compulsion that brought the sweat to their faces in the effort of concentrating against them.


  “Whatever it is it’s sure got a hell of a kick,” breathed Stanhope, turning a strained face. “How do you figure on beating it, Jeff?”


  “I don’t,” Jefferson answered grimly. “I just want to locate it on this trip. How to beat it will come later. You’ve got to show me the thing—even if it is a brain—that can defeat the science of nineteen ninety-nine. Now hang on—we’re going places!” So saying he increased the acceleration. Never for an instant did the unknown power of Venus relax. With the shortening distance its intensity grew, until when at last the hurtling flier was within a few thousand miles of the white planet, it was almost more than the men could do to concentrate on their tasks. The mentality waves were forcing them to turn back, to leave Venus to its own devices and, little by little, they began to Submit. The ship gradually came to a near standstill over the glittering atmosphere of the planet.


  Jefferson turned a rigid, ashen face to his comrades.


  “We’ve—we’ve got to obey,” he muttered mechanically. “Turn back.” He moved to the controls, then suddenly—staggeringly so—the mental compulsion ceased. Something large and dark, moving with considerable speed, blotted out the vision of Venus’ glaring surface. The space ship swung around violently, snatched by a sudden strong gravitational field. Instantly the three were hurled off their feet, crashed helplessly into the wall, and lapsed into insensibility.


  Jefferson returned to his senses aware that the space ship was in the midst of the blackest shadow, relieved only inside the cabin by the faint light of the stars. Puzzled, aching, he revived his two comrades and they moved in bewilderment to the window. Instantly their eyes became fixed to a small and desolate landscape, shining grey and metallic in the starlight. As the moments passed they did not, as they expected, move across the terrain; it kept steady pace with them.


  Jefferson screwed his head around the angle of the deeply sunk window and peered above. Then and then only did he behold the edge of a blinding crescent—the edge of Venus itself.


  “A Venusian moon—amazingly tiny!” he gasped. “A small planetoid of some kind of metal. But still a moon. Too small almost for observation from Earth.”


  “And we’re caught in its tiny attractive field,” commented Stanhope. “Well, it’s interesting anyhow. What’s next?”


  “Have you noticed,” Jefferson said slowly, “that the mental compulsion has now ceased?”


  “Odd,” was Bragg’s comment.


  “Odd nothing; it can mean only one thing. The metal of this satellite is of such an order as to block mental waves. It probably blocks all sorts of other electrical waves as well. Mental waves are electrical basically, must be. It’s obvious now why mental compulsion on Earth stops periodically and then resumes. It must coincide with the time when this moon comes between the Venusian brain and Earth. All the other planets report the same occurrence,” Jefferson informed him.


  “And Venus itself?” Stanhope questioned. “What do we do? Explore?” Jefferson shook his head.


  “Too dangerous. We’d never stand it. We can take it for granted that Lu Sang’s brain somehow took root in the chemicals of Venus, which has given it overpowering and increasing mental force. No, the best course is to anchor a section of this satellite’s surface and take it back to Earth as a protection against mental attack. Thus shielded we can work out a plan to defeat this trouble—if it’s humanly possible.”


  JEFFERSON paused and looked around as the radio contact to earth suddenly buzzed urgently. In an instant he had the receivers to his ears. The voice of Commandant Bradley came to him over the infinite distance.


  “That you, Jefferson? What have you found?” Then before Jefferson could reply the urgent voice continued, “Something terrible is happening! We’ve received news from the Saturnians that space itself is changing. Distant nebulae and galaxies are disappearing, being swallowed up in void. The trouble is also affecting our own solar system. Pluto has gone; Neptune reveals signs of also vanishing. We’ve had to use a couple of power ray machines to keep Earth steady because of the shifting of the balance. We’ve got one trained on the sun and the other on Alpha Centauri. That’ll keep us safe for the time being. But that isn’t all. Some sort of protoplasm has appeared on Earth, and it radiates mentality. It’s overcoming the world—”


  The voice trailed down into silence and ceased. Frantically Jefferson buzzed the contactor, without success. Bitter-faced, he flung down the receivers and made a brief explanation to his wondering companions.


  “Things are getting tough!” whistled Stanhope. “Vanishing planets, protoplasm! What the devil next? What’s it all for, I wonder?”


  “This is no time to ask questions,” Jefferson snorted. “We’ve got to act—fast. Give me a hand with the blast-tubes; we’re taking some of this moon back to Earth. Quickly!”


  Without another word the three set to work, each performing his part of the task with absolute assurance. Disintegrator blast-tubes, operated from the base of the ship, set to work and cut a full square mile of the apparently solid satellite below. For a time that iron grey surface was ripped and torn with shafts of energy, then, as they ceased their activity the magnetizers came into action.


  Immediately, the mile-square sheet, jagged-edged, was torn from its native bed and floated into space. In response the space ship adjusted her position to the new balance and a blinding segment of Venus appeared beyond the satellite’s edge.


  “Full speed ahead,” Jefferson snapped.


  The rocket-tubes roared and under their influence the ship began to pull away from the tiny satellite’s weak gravitation, drew slowly out into the void away from Venus, the section of severed moon trailing at an unvarying distance in the rear, weightless, chained only by the space ship’s own small gravity and powerful magnetizers.


  Little by little the immense bulk of Venus began to appear as the distance increased and the satellite’s width correspondingly lessened. And as it did so the mental compulsions returned.


  Again the trio wrestled desperately with the mental waves, but this time they felt more than compulsion. There was a message, a distinct message, an impression of thought waves, as though a voice were speaking. Silent and rigid they listened.


  “Be warned, before you go too far. You are grappling with the brain of Lu Sang, a brain that formerly lay in a pitifully inadequate earthly body. The time has come when I have learned all that matter has to tell; that being so I seek the region of pure thought, the thought that exists where matter is not. Originally in the dim beginning there was naught but space; the accident of certain crystallizing radiations produced matter—a cancer in the midst of an otherwise uniform sea of thought-impressions With my knowledge it is an easy matter to produce a radiation capable of causing atomic collapse through the medium of heat, the destruction of matter and its resolution into apparently empty space.


  “Not until space is empty and all life destroyed can I obtain the real concept of thought. My mental radiations now are disturbing matter life, reducing it to the final stage when it will be a simple matter to destroy the living bodies without impairing the minds. These perturbations are caused entirely by the efforts of the human mentalities to escape from their Earthbound bodies. In the end they will all escape—that is my aim. So, puny humans, do not attempt to stand in my way. You may struggle as you wish, invent all you desire, but your end is inevitable.”


  WITH that the communication ceased, but the mental perturbations continued. The three men said nothing, and in a manner purely mechanical drove the flier steadily back toward Earth.


  When ultimately they gained the landing grounds mechanical devices came into operation to take control of the colossal sheet of metal they had brought with them. Gently and carefully it was lowered to the ground, then, opening the door, Jefferson found himself facing Commandant Bradley.


  “Thank God you’re back, Jefferson,” were his first words. “You got my radio report, of course? I was overcome at the end by a mental attack. Things have gone much worse while you’ve been away. The protoplasm is everywhere, slowly covering Earth. The same stuff has also appeared on Mars and smothered that planet completely. The same thing will happen to Earth. Worst of all are the disappearing planets. Thank God we have four force-ray projectors. Two of them help to keep Earth steady during the shiftings of the balance. What did you find? Anything?”


  Briefly Jefferson related everything. “So the only bright spot is our bringing the metal back with us,” he concluded. “It protects us against the Brain’s thought waves. We can build a shelter of it and work inside with peace. It’s our only chance. There must be something that can destroy this infernal Brain—we’ve got to find something. If we don’t all matter Will be eliminated and all mind released to its primordial level before matter came. How many men can you let me have, sir?”


  “You can have the entire space unit. We’re running no space ships now.” Jefferson nodded.


  “Send them to me, sir, and at the earliest moment we’ll figure ways and means. Now, let’s get busy.”


  CHAPTER III


  The Brain Speaks


  IN the days that followed men labored to build a small shed from the material of the Venusian moon. It was hard work—cruelly hard—but the need for urgency accomplished wonders.


  And while the men struggled to erect the building on the space grounds, death was stalking in every corner of Earth. From every city came news of the steady death of populations, of people of weak mental resistance overcome by the onslaughts of the Venusian brain. The now vast seas of protoplasmic matter that also smeared Earth’s surface were impossible things to fight.


  “The stuff isn’t brain matter, sir,” Jefferson explained to his worried superior. “It’s really unintelligent chemical, but somehow, probably through the medium of electricity, the distant Brain has managed to excite the atoms of lowly chemicals existing in the very ground into a formation of protoplasm. The stuff has a cellular reflective power which enables it to reflect the mental outpourings of the Brain with tremendous amplification, just as a mirror reflects the sunlight. The Brain is using it, I imagine, purely to increase the patency of his thought-range. Since the same thing happened on Mars it seems a logical conclusion. By this means the Brain has doubled his power, can reach everywhere.”


  “And now?” Bradley asked drearily. “How do we fight it?”


  “We still have time,” Jefferson answered grimly. “The shelter is finished. Inside the hut we are perfectly safe. And the only way to defeat the Brain is by electricity. One electric wave can always upset another if you go about it properly. Brain-radiation, or thought-waves, are electrical in nature. These incoming mental waves are in the vicinity of one hundred and ninety thousand frequency, working on the new Crookes-Matthew Table. Frequencies of that order are far and away in advance of anything yet produced on Earth, and the only way we can get it is by the electric and almost inexhaustible discharge of smashing atoms. You see, if we can once achieve a similar number of frequencies and direct them at Venus, it seems obvious that like will repulse like.


  “In other words, the power of the Brain will be so heterodyned, or turned aside, as to cease to have effect. Then, while the effect is maintained and the Brain is helpless we will venture near enough to Venus’ surface to smash it out of existence with large-sized ray-tubes. That cannot be done without the Brain being temporarily incapacitated. Normally it can turn aside any ray-tube in existence. It is virtually indestructible, unless under the anaesthesia of frequencies of a like power to its own.”


  “Go to it,” the commandant encouraged. “I hope it works. And remember, the protoplasm stuff has reached West Virginia and is rapidly moving eastward. It’ll be here any time.”


  Jefferson nodded. “If we’re quick we can beat it. I’m going right now to make the final details.”


  The equipping and hook-up of the directional instruments with the main power lines proved a longer job than Jefferson had anticipated. Throughout two days and nights men milled and flocked about the job, battling with both the elements of time and mental trouble. With every passing hour the force of the Brain was becoming stronger. Jefferson fumed and cursed, listened to desperate radio reports that told of the protoplasm’s advance into Pennsylvania.


  At six p.m. on the following evening, when the cabling and machine connections were at last completed, Mars vanished from the cosmic map. Instantly the two bracing power-rays, automatically controlled, changed their power, adjusting themselves to equal pressure and negating what would otherwise have been world-shattering earthquakes. Stanhope, who had been present at the observatory when the Martian disaster had happened, issued an immediate report.


  THERE was nothing particularly unusual about the matter, it seemed. The Brain was obviously capable of utilizing radiations able to cause atomic excitation. Hence the atoms of Mars had been agitated through continuously rising temperature. Mars, it appeared, had passed through all the stages of atomic destruction. It had glowed red, then white, then violet as the 6000° C. temperature was reached. Higher and higher, until tremendous X-rays had poured forth into space; to be replaced by gamma rays as the temperature soared to millions of degrees. The nuclei of Mars’ atoms had begun to tremble, and finally at 2,000,000° had collapsed altogether.


  Mars had passed out in a grand splash of cosmic rays and ceased to be. Why the furious heat of the collapsing planet had not blistered Earth to cinders was a mystery. The only explanation, apparently, was that the Brain had its own ways of working, was saving Earth for its own particular experiments.


  Jefferson’s jaw squared when he heard the news. With hardly a word he entered the protective building not an hour afterward, accompanied by Stanhope, Bragg, and the commandant himself. No sooner was the door shut than activity began—the main power house of the United Powerlines being constantly in television contact.


  Jefferson moved steadily and resolutely in the midst of the apparatus, gazed at the distance-gauge. From his calculations, he knew that the main immense transmitter, four miles away, was pointed so that its outflowing radiations would impinge directly on Venus. The remainder of his instruments told him exactly the load being carried, the number of frequencies, and countless other electrical details, while way back in the laboratories of the Powerline Company the atom-smashing apparatus was at work. Atom-smashing was not a new art to the scientists, but the amount of energy called for on this occasion most certainly was. One hundred and ninety-five thousand frequencies! That was what it was now.


  It needed at least twelve atom-smashing machines, directed upon three one-ton blocks of copper to produce the desired load. Desperate scientists worked in the midst of terrific heat and light, protected by heavy suits and goggled helmets, watching an awe-inspiring display of disruption and annihilation, the result of which was transmitted direct to the protective shelter at the space grounds, and then to the transmitter itself.


  For two hours, and more, Jefferson labored with the switches and resistances until he finally achieved a steady output of one hundred and ninety-five thousand frequencies.


  “That’s the first part, sir,” he announced quietly to the commandant. “If I’m correct, the Brain can’t operate with that force being hurled at it. Naturally the force will be blocked as that tiny satellite passes between, but that’s hardly worth reckoning in. The power will remain on until Stanhope, Bragg and I have been to Venus and blown the Brain to atoms with the ray-tubes we’ve had fixed aboard our ship. We’ve got to go right away. You’d better stay here, sir. There’ll be no hitch; the power is automatically controlled. Come on, you two.”


  The three proved to the door and opened it—but instead of an absence of mental compulsion, such as they had expected, there swept in on them a tremendous communication, so intense that they staggered before it.


  “So, you imagine by the use of electricity that you can defeat me? You pitiful fools! When will you realize that the electricity you have hurled into space is far from a detriment? Rather it is an advantage! I discovered that when the satellite passed me and reflected my own radiations. I absorb it into myself, increase my mental range to double because you have doubled the frequencies. You notice how strong my power is? Realize that there is no power that can stop my plans. I shall now destroy you in the same way I destroyed Mars, by a radiation that will annihilate matter. There remains, of the entire spatial universe, reckoning, that is, to Alpha Centauri, only Earth and Mercury to destroy, together with a few odd planetoids and moons. Tomorrow at eight in the morning, by Earth time, Earth shall pass. Remember that. And at that time those who have not succumbed to mental power will die in the ordinary way.”


  The three men heard no more. They stepped back into the protective shelter, dazed, alarmed. Almost mechanically Jefferson gave the stopping order to the power houses, then he turned a bleak face to the others.


  “It’s impregnable!” he muttered. “Instead of electricity stopping it, it’s just used it! Yet there must be a way. And we’ve only got twelve hours!”


  He stopped and sat down to think, head buried in his hands.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Last Chance


  AT length Jefferson looked up, his eyes bright.


  “There’s only one chance,” he said grimly, “it might just work. At eight tomorrow the new disruptive radiation will be hurled at Earth. But what is to happen if we deflect the radiation and turn it back on Venus?”


  “Presumably it would wreck Venus,” Stanhope returned obviously.


  “Or the Brain might absorb it. First find your deflector.”


  “That’s simple. This satellite metal, of which this shelter is built, evidently reflects all known vibrations and does not absorb any of them—not even thought-waves. The Brain has proved that. That being so it is a certainty that the Venusian satellite itself will be able to deflect the disruptive radiations hurled from Venus back onto Venus herself.”


  “But why won’t the Brain itself absorb the reflected radiations?”


  “For two reasons. In the first place, this new radiation will be inconceivably more powerful—too tremendously potent for the Brain to nullify or absorb. It will annihilate him almost instantly. Secondly, in the past the Brain drew his energy from outer space. Now he’s using his own, built-up thought power. It’s a fundamental law of Nature that no organism can survive in its own waste. Just as the carbon dioxide we exhale proves fatal to other organisms—the same carbon dioxide absorbed by the exhaler would have a lethal affect on him. Similarly, the Brain will be unable to cope with his own emanations which will be, in A sense, his waste.”


  “Agreed,” nodded Bragg. “The slight difficulty in the way is holding the said satellite still enough to accomplish the deflection. You can bet your life the Brain has got it all worked out to send the disruptive vibrations intermittently as the satellite whirls past.”


  “Naturally, but I’m thinking of our power rays which are holding Earth steady. We have two other power rays, standing by in case of emergency. Doesn’t it seem possible that we can utilize them? Direct one at our moon, which, is infinitely heavier than the Venusian satellite, and the other at the Venusian satellite itself, the power being just sufficient to hold that small body steady and stationary at the exact moment the Brain fires forth the disruptive power. That will cause the power to recoil and destroy all Venus at exactly eight o’clock. So far as the calculation goes, I shall go into space and give radio directions to Earth. My instruments will check it.”


  Bragg smiled cynically.


  “And the Brain? How do you expect to stand that mentality?”


  “Simple. We have Venus satellite metal left over. We can soon fashion helmets both for myself and the men who will be working the power rays on Earth here. We have the apparatus to fashion as many helmets as we want. With those we will be safe.”


  AT midnight Jefferson left a world that was slowly disappearing under the steady advance of reflective protoplasm. He left satisfied, rough-hewn helmet on his head, content that Stanhope would see through the final details, content too that Bragg would expertly handle all the radio messages that came to him. He felt confident that the Brain would not intercept the radio messages, mainly because of the helmets.


  Two hours after Jefferson’s departure Bragg began to receive the necessary instructions—the rate of the satellite, its position—every detail, checked by Jefferson’s own instruments, was given, to be immediately relayed by Bragg to the waiting Stanhope. He in turn gave the helmeted engineers the instructions and they set to work on the details of the two spare force projectors.


  Helmeted as they were the men received no mental distractions, but they were forced to struggle constantly with ever-expanding protoplasm. New York was already a smothered city. The only advantage about the stuff was that it did not kill or digest human beings, merely rendered them unconscious.


  So, watched by the helmeted commandant, the last conscious men of Earth made their last stand, waiting for the dawn, listening to the radio instructions that came through the silent night, uttered originally by a lone man situated almost stationary one thousand miles from the surface of the Venusian moon.


  Jefferson himself spent the last hours with his eyes glued to the chronometer, timed exactly to Earth time. Then he gave the firing signal to Earth, allowing for the time interval of nearly eight minutes, and a corresponding eight minutes for the projected force to strike the Venusian moon. Back on Earth response was exact to the second. Lunar and Venusian force rays were projected to the pre-calculated second, allowing for the differences in distance. Helmeted men in the major power house fed the immense projector engines, engines now working to support four instead of two machines.


  Jefferson waited tensely, eyes glued to the Venusian satellite. He watched breathlessly as it appeared on its usual fast journey round the parent world—but now there was something different. Its onrush was slowing down. Slower. The hands of the chronometer pointed exactly to eight, and exactly at the identical second the satellite halted, dead in a line between Earth and Venus.


  Jefferson never knew what happened after that. Too long he had lingered, too close to the danger zone, drawn by the uncanny fascination of it all.


  He had one glimpse of a world crumbling and smashing into blinding flame, of a stationary satellite etched out against the glare. Vast and tremendous electrical repercussions beat through infinity, seized the infinitesimally small space ship and hurled it into the uttermost reaches of space.


  Jefferson never knew what happened. Death claimed him instantly. His ship slowly returned, wrecked, to the position of the shattered Venus and gravitated finally as a tiny moon around the largest remaining piece.


  Back on Earth, the danger averted, men waited through the days and weeks for the return of Jefferson—waited long past the time when the protoplasm, deprived of the energy from Venus that had given it life, had died and rotted, long past the time when man had recovered himself and set himself to the task of rebuilding the shattered solar system. The task of recreating a balance equalling that of the old.


  But Jefferson never returned. He had tempted danger once too often.


  THE ASTOUNDING EXODUS


  Neil R. Jones


  Mankind speeds beyond the stars to flee the lifeless solar system of the future!


  CHAPTER I


  A Dying World


  MERNOQ stood alone upon the balcony. At his back towered the observatory with its mammoth telescope. Below the balcony, rough, rocky cliffs fell away to meet the restless sea which rolled and tossed fretfully.


  He swept the vast-panorama before him with lidless eyes. From this prominence the country was visible for miles. Off to one side, in the distance, loomed jagged peaks. On one of these stood a power plant, an energy radiator, one of the countless broadcasters which dotted Earth in the portions still inhabited by men.


  The man, if such he could be called, gazed into the darkening heavens.


  Behind the observatory the sun hung low in the sky. It had been that way for several hours, its slow movement barely perceptible. Earth’s rotation was many times slower after five million years.


  Mernoq himself represented an amazing spectacle. He was a man whom his ancestors of five million years before would have disowned as an incredible monster. Given a latitude of fifty thousand centuries, evolution had worked strange pranks on mankind. The biped which had held reign over Earth’s dominions for the greater share of his long, varied existence was much unlike his predecessors of the remotely distant mechanical age.


  Was it fate, coincidence, or a dominating, undying spark which had seen mankind triumphant over all obstacles which had beset his path? Since the mechanical age, man had alternately scaled the heights of Utopia and had tasted the dregs of chaos and degeneration. Oblivion’s stark shadow had fallen often across the portals of civilization, yet the human race had proved itself undying.


  Years of worldly strife had come and gone, insect scourges had threatened and nearly won, pestilence had waved its grimy scepter throughout the Solar System, and there had been interplanetary warfare. Worst of all, there had come invasion by space wanderers, creatures from the far-off stars, nearly invincible and equally as threatening. Mankind on its planets and moons of the Solar System had suffered enslavement. Only by the destruction of Venus’ entire atmosphere had mankind destroyed the invaders. This had happened long ago, yet the Earthmen remembered.


  Mernoq was a typical Earthman. He stood between four and five feet in height. Standing upright on two legs which were jointed to move in either of two directions, he had four arms, two on each side, each member terminating in eight fingers. The legs were much longer than the body.


  During the last hundred thousand years or more, the body had grown smaller, due to the increasing diminution and final disappearance of the digestive tract and organs of respiration.


  To keep alive, humanity no longer found it necessary to eat and breathe. Science had supplanted the comparatively short existence of the gastric organs with a more practical means of sustenance. Man’s radioactive blood was kept charged with energy from the huge broadcasting units. Oxygen was superfluous. In this manner the life span had been materially increased until a life of ten thousand years had become common.


  The head of Mernoq had neither mouth nor nostrils. Like the appendix of man, the unused mouth had finally disappeared. Food no longer existed, and articulate speech had long since yielded to mental telepathy. On either side of the head were slightly elongated ears, curved to catch the slightest of sounds. Two black, lidless eyes peered intently from the face, intelligence radiating from their depths. Humanity had done away with sleep. Like food and. oxygen, it was no longer necessary. The energy broadcasters recharged the body constantly.


  Hair, that telltale mark of barbarism, had become unknown among Earthmen. Instead of hair, there arose from the head fully two dozen antennae. These served a double purpose. They picked up the thought waves of their fellowmen and also received the broadcasted energy which supplied their bodies!


  Mernoq stood looking at the distant broadcaster which threw pink waves of light in every direction. From this station he and the members of the observatory staff received the energy their bodies required. Reception, except in the case of the more powerful broadcasters, was limited to a thousand miles or less.


  THE number of broadcasters in one vicinity varied in accordance with the amount of population. There were few spots on Earth’s surface where one stood in danger of starvation.


  Turning, Mernoq entered the observatory, climbing a few short steps to where several of his companions were grouped about a table. Upon it stood intricate machines. Several of the Earthmen were gazing at a large screen upon which the great telescope projected what it saw. A large pair of fiery stars occupied the center of the field. Mernoq spoke mentally. The antennae of his comrades quivered slightly in attentiveness.


  “The long night will soon be upon us with its terrible coldness. Then we must retreat into the sealed chambers.”


  “Sirius is now nearing the zenith.” Eloow indicated the bright double star with a wave of his arm.


  “It is time that Uljoph returned,” said one of the others. “He has been gone over thirty-five years on his expedition to the twin suns of Sirius.”


  “A rumor has come to me,” said Mernoq. “Do not yet fear that the expedition has become lost in space. Perhaps tonight our telescope may pick up the returning space ship.”


  “A rumor—what have you heard?” Manipulating a set of controls at his side, Eloow looked up inquiringly into the face of Mernoq. The rest watched the screen eagerly. Sirius dimmed away into the distance as the telescopic field was brought closer to Earth. Vacuum yawned blackly at them.


  “Black—and empty!” Reod exclaimed.


  Mernoq remained silent in spite of this gloomy remark. He was thinking deeply. Earth was a dying planet. A space expedition had been sent to Alpha Centauri in an effort to find a planet outside the dead Solar System to which mankind might migrate. Alpha Centauri was found to possess sixteen planets—none of them, however, suitable for habitation. The expedition to Sirius had immediately followed.


  “We shall wait five years more,” said Mernoq, “and then another expedition will start out for still another star.”


  “But where?”


  “It has not been definitely decided. Many of the nearer stars have been suggested. But we shall give this expedition time to prove itself. Both Uljoph and Aamon are among the best commanders of the Earthmen.”


  “Why didn’t you go yourself instead of Aamon? He has always seemed bitter against you for your unparalleled success, especially because the Earthmen have placed their faith and reliance in you to lead them.”


  “I know,” Mernoq replied. “That is the very reason I sent him. I gave him the chance to distinguish himself along with Uljoph. Aamon is a mental genius and should be encouraged!”


  “What of tonight?” Eloow wanted to know. “You said you had had word.”


  “We have observed nothing with our telescope,” replied Mernoq. “The observatory at Yigni, however, has sent me strange reports. As you are probably aware, they not only have the most powerful telescope in the world, but the most erratic one. They have sacrificed clarity for greater magnification. I received a report from Bralel who is stationed there. He reports seeing a flash of the expedition’s space ship returning from Sirius. The vision blotted and faded. He gave me his telescopic figures. If those at Yigni really saw the space ship coming home, I calculated that it would show up on our screen either today or else tonight.”


  THIS information acted as balm for the impatience of the Earthmen. But fully two months were to elapse before the space ship actually arrived. Radio communication at that distance was impossible. Civilization waited expectantly—and anxiously. Failure had crowned a previous effort. Optimism, however, ruled to such a marked extent that partial preparations had been made for a departure from Earth. The laboratories and workshops were kept busy. One question was uppermost in the minds of all. Had Uljoph and Aamon found a perfect world in the system of Sirius, or had failure fallen upon the Earthmen once more?


  And then one day the ship arrived, plumbing Earth’s waning atmosphere at a greatly reduced speed. Out of it poured the forces of Uljoph and Aamon. They were unusually jubilant and seemed glad to be among their own kind once more after a departure of three and a half decades. They immediately joined Mernoq.


  “Why did you not radio?” he asked them.


  “Our proximity with Sirius destroyed many vital parts of our sending apparatus, out we heard your messages before entering the Solar System,” Uljoph replied.


  “It will be necessary to construct our sending apparatus on different principles when we return once more within the influence of Sirius,” stated Aamon.


  “Return?” echoed Mernoq. “Then you have been successful!”


  “We have!” was the enthusiastic reply.


  It was a colorful story which Uljoph related. After fifteen years of space flight, they had reached Sirius, discovering that it possessed twenty-seven planets. The planets, varying in size, presented varying conditions. Many of them had moons. Commencing from the innermost planet, the Earthmen had explored them all, even to the outermost world distantly removed from the dazzling orbs of Sirius.


  Two worlds had been found to be ideal. They were the sixth and eighth planets. The seventh world was habitable but was overrun with rank vegetation and loathsome forms of life. Zyse, the sixth planet, was much to be preferred. Bexn, the eighth world, teemed with animal life, boasting a strange race of intelligent creatures. Zyse was by far the most beautiful world of the entire system.


  “We must desert this worn-out world,” said Mernoq. “The vanguard of our people will soon start for Zyse.”


  “But there must be more preparations made,” Aamon argued. “We cannot start at once.”


  Mernoq saw with disappointment that Aamon’s attitude was antagonistic. He saw enmity in his glance, the enmity which Mernoq hoped he would have lost on the trip to Sirius. The great leader’s reply, however, was conciliatory.


  “Yes, preparations are indeed necessary before the greater share of us leave for the new world,” he admitted. “Yet, during your absence, our optimism led us to construct many space ships. A vast fleet of them is equipped and ready now on Mars.”


  “No. I do not intend leaving for the new system until the last contingent goes. “That will be a long time yet. I shall go with the last ships which are to carry the valuable kletin metal now stored on Venus.”


  Months later, the waiting space ships on the planet Mars headed for Zyse. They were the forerunners of the exodus, the first ships to leave the old System. From that time on, ships continually left for the new home planet until several years later there were but a few left. Strangely enough, Aamon showed no desire to head contingents to Zyse. Mernoq was glad, for Aamon was valuable and seemed to have got over his old envy.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Beneath the Monolith


  


  


  EARTH had become nearly abandoned as Mernoq and two hundred of his men stood on the desolate planet Venus. The sun’s huge globe hung just at the edge of the horizon. Venus had ceased rotating. One side forever faced the sun, a red, hot hemisphere. The other side, frozen cold by the temperature of space, lay dark and as equally deserted.


  The atmosphere was gone. A terrific war with the invaders from a distant star had destroyed the envelope of air, ripped open fissures in the planet, released the inner elements and had blown the cruel invaders into eternity.


  Venus was as dead and deserted as Earth’s moon—or Mars. Stars shone crystal clear all about the sun, gleaming and twinkling. In space suits, the forces of Mernoq walked over the cold surface of the planet. Mernoq had brought the space ship to rest upon the narrow, thousand mile strip of shadowland between the cold and flaming hemispheres of the dead world. Mernoq now gave instructions to Aamon.


  “Stay with the ship while we descend into the underground chambers after the kletin metal. Be sure that the energy broadcaster continues to function properly. We shall be back shortly.”


  Enclosed in the bulky space suits with their multitude of exterior apparatus, the Earthmen headed for a tall monolith rising from a clump of rocks which strewed its base. Reod shone a peculiar ray of green intensity from his space suit upon the broad base of the tower. Almost immediately a doorway opened. In a long line the weird cavalcade filed inside and down a broad flight of steps into a large chamber. The walls glowed, radiating an ethereal light of their own.


  In the center of the chamber stood a massive machine, its various parts formed of intricate apparatus. This was the auxiliary energy broadcaster to be used in case the one on the space ship failed, or in the event that the space ship was moved away from the vicinity. The sides of the vast chamber were pierced with small doorways leading to the storerooms of the kletin. When charged with a peculiar force of light produced by the Earthmen, this metal furnished gravity for the floors of space ships. It was to be found in large quantities upon the planet Uranus, and the Earthmen had mined considerable: of it on this far planet and moved it to Venus for storage.


  In groups, the Earthmen entered the storerooms and started the removal of the kletin. Mernoq saw one of the Earthmen walk toward him with a load in his four arms. It was Ibaeg, and his action seemed a strange one. Others were also emerging from the storerooms with the metal, but with the exception of Ibaeg they were all heading for the broad stairway leading to the surface.


  “Ibaeg, where are you taking that?” The man made no reply, but hurried his pace. He ran straight for the energy broadcaster. Mernoq and his subordinates were standing at the opposite end of the machine. Ibaeg was approaching from the other side. Sensing trouble of some sort, Uljoph hurried toward Ibaeg, seeking to intercept him. But he was not quick enough. Striding up to the dormant energy plant, Ibaeg threw with all four arms his load of metal into the mechanism. There came a crashing note of twisted parts.


  MERNOQ stared aghast at this strange action, uncomprehending. The Miscreant legged it for the flight of stairs, those near him too surprised to think of pursuit. Besides, Aamon and more of the Earthmen were in the space ship outside. Ibaeg could not escape. His action had been that of a madman. It was seemingly pointless.


  At the foot of the stairs, Uljoph stopped and stared upward.


  “Are you mad?” he demanded.


  Ibaeg made no reply. He was nearly to the doorway which led from the monolith’s base when a terrific roar shook the subterranean chamber. Then came a mighty concussion as if a gigantic body had thudded against the ground far above. With a frightful crash and billowing accompaniment of dust, a great white boulder swept Ibaeg off his feet and beneath it, rolling down the stone steps, grinding them to powder and smashing into the rocky wall. Uljoph leaped out of the way just in time. The curtain of rock dust spread like a veil as large pieces fell from the fractured wall blocking the upward passage completely.


  “The monolith has fallen!” exclaimed Reod. He stared at the ruins in dismay. “There was an explosion!” All became quiet. The rock dust settled slowly. For a moment the Earthmen surveyed the clogged passage in mental silence. Not a square foot of opening was left. They were sealed as if in a tomb.


  “We must signal Aamon! He can dig us out with disintegrators.”


  A call was sent out to Aamon. The reply which came back jarred the sensibilities of the Earthman worse than had the strange action of Ibaeg or the succeeding explosion of the monolith.


  “Mernoq—your reign is at an end!” came his vindictive thought waves. “Ibaeg did his work well! The broadcaster is broken, and you are entombed! When I leave for Earth, you will all die! I shall be free to build my own empire in the new system of planets!”


  “But my men—I have loyal men aboard ship!” exclaimed Mernoq, more out of surprise and consternation than contradiction.


  “Dead, Mernoq, all dead—just as you shall soon be!” gloated Aamon. “My supporters are many! I now return to Earth where I shall set a time explosion to detonate the Earth’s atmosphere in the same manner employed by the Earthmen who destroyed the atmosphere of Venus ages ago!”


  “You are mad, Aamon!”


  “I shall be safe—far beyond the Solar System—when the cataclysm takes place! When I reach Zyse I shall conquer the Martian vanguard of ships and all other ships which have left since then! I, alone, shall be all powerful! Now die, Mernoq, you and all your puppets!”


  Mernoq looked around at his companions who were stricken dumb by the rapid succession of events all planned so well by the evil genius of Aamon. In each other’s eyes they read the agreement of the certain doom to befall them. The space ship, containing the source of their sustenance, was gone. The auxiliary plant in the chamber where they stood was wrecked. Their situation was truly desperate.


  “WE have two hours in which to live,” was Mernoq’s quiet, yet deadly ultimatum. “We may be able to repair the damage which Ibaeg did, but, unless we hurry such repairs—”


  Several of the Earthmen who were skilled mechanics set to work on the damaged broadcaster. They worked steadily, removing the damaged parts and repairing them. Time moved by. An insidious sensation of weakness commenced creeping over the Earthmen.


  Suddenly one workman swayed dizzily. Another workman sprang to the task, taking the place of his fallen comrade. Mernoq experienced a strong urge to sit down. His legs seemed no longer capable of holding his body upright. He fought desperately against this urge. When his knees sagged, he was promptly caught in the arms of a companion who eased him gently to the floor.


  “The time?” he inquired. “How long have we?”


  “Less than half an hour for most of us,” was the grim reply. “A few of us may last even longer than that.”


  Mernoq felt himself lapsing into unconsciousness. Fully three-quarters of the Earthmen had weakened and fallen. Some retained their senses yet were too feeble to move. The lack of energy was making itself felt.


  “The—the lever,” came the weak, mental communication from one of the Earthmen who staggered to the machine with the two remaining parts. Two of his companions weaved in the direction of the starting lever while the other stood at his side to assist him.


  Behind them, Mernoq rose weakly upon his four hands. A strong, subconscious prompting had returned him to consciousness. He seemed unable to rise. He watched Cyponom reach for the lever with one hand, his remaining three arms clinging to various nearby portions of the machine to support his sagging body.


  Yxlese reeled helplessly against his fellow mechanic, dropping the remaining bit of apparatus in its place. The piece had only to be fastened. Yxlese reached out weakly to give the necessary twist. His arms stiffened and never reached the mechanism, for his supporting comrade fell, Yxlese slumping across his inert body.


  Through a haze of semi-consciousness, Cyponom watched Mernoq crawl forward through an effort of tremendous will power, reach the machine and pull himself slowly upward. A dizzy mist obscured the vision of Cyponom. When it cleared, he saw Mernoq sag backward and hit the floor. Cyponom’s heart sank. At the last vital moment, failure had mocked them. He was the only one left with his senses—part of them—and they were rapidly leaving him. He clung tight, but seemed too weak to hang on any longer. He felt his grip weakening.


  His eyes wandered to the part which Mernoq had made one final effort to reach and turn. His heart skipped a beat. It was fastened! Mernoq had reached it! A darkness overwhelmed Cyponom. The final order from his brain commanded three reluctant arms to drop their holds and seize the lever which the other arm held with its eight fingers.


  As Cyponom fell, the weight of his body pulled the lever. A grinding noise issued from the machine. Pink vibrations of light danced from the apparatus, forming a shimmer of color around it. Strewed about the vast chamber lay nearly two hundred unconscious Earthmen, many of them close to death.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Entombed


  


  


  THE broadcaster roared into action. Soon the reviving Earthmen, their antennae picking up the energy from the waves which penetrated their space suits, commenced to rise.


  “How much better off are we now?” lamented Reod. “We are entombed!”


  “We are alive,” returned Mernoq spiritedly, “and while life still exists within our bodies we may yet dare to hope.”


  The philosophy of Mernoq was sound. Upon this philosophy mankind had clung tenaciously to life throughout the ages in the face of adversity.


  “How are we to reach Earth without space ships, even if we do escape this place?” queried Uljoph.


  “Reaching Earth is but half as important as sending out a warning of Aamon’s treachery and his plans to explode the atmosphere.”


  “But we have no way of getting to Earth, nor any way of signalling, in time to forestall Aamon’s plan,” said Uljoph.


  “I have a plan,” Mernoq told them, “a desperate plan, one depending upon close calculations and long chances, but first we must get free of this place.”


  Mernoq would not divulge his hopes. First, he said, they must win through to the surface of Venus. The outlook was discouraging. On three sides solid rock surrounded them. The bowels of the planet lay beneath their feet, while overhead lay heavy strata of mantle rock. The avenue before them was blocked with massive fragments of the great monolith interspersed with rock debris from the cracked walls of the passage.


  “I once heard of a secret exit from this place,” said Nenerm.


  “Where is it?”


  “I do not know,” was the uncertain reply. “These chambers are old. No one alive can remember when they were built. There is a legend telling of an attempted escape of the space invaders long ago. A group of them burrowed deep inside Venus. They were all destroyed by the earthquakes which followed the destruction of the atmosphere. A passage from these caverns is supposed to lead through their secret exit.”


  “Then why were these caverns not destroyed by the quakes?” asked Mernoq.


  “That is what throws doubt on the truth of the legend,” replied Nenerm, “yet the legend exists.”


  Mernoq at once ordered his men to tap the rock walls in search of hollows beyond. The Earthmen spread out into small groups, searching carefully the adjoining storerooms as well as the central chamber. Both wall and floor space was nearly covered before an excited, telepathic communication burned itself upon his brain. “We have found it!”


  Mernoq and his subordinate officers hurried to the spot. Several of the Earthmen held back a section of rock which balanced nicely on a convex axis. A dark passageway lay beyond, Uljoph advanced into it, but Mernoq motioned him back.


  “Let the stone swing into place,” he said. “We must be sure that it is dependable and will open at the right time in case we must return this way.”


  THE stone swung back. As Mernoq had feared, the opening of, the secret door had been gropingly, accidental. After much experiment, the concealed exit was reopened. A combination of pressure movements on the nearby wall was necessary. Mernoq and his men took careful note of these. He was then satisfied to enter. He detailed twenty of the Earth men to stay with the energy broadcaster and keep it working properly.


  “Watch it carefully. Our lives and yours depend upon it. We shall follow this passage to the end. If we fail to reach the surface, we shall return. If we win through, we shall communicate with you when we arrive back at the spot where the monolith stood.”


  With these parting instructions, Mernoq and the remainder of the Earthmen snapped on the glowing lights of their space suits and filed, into the cavity out of sight around a bend in the tunnel. The opening was closed softly behind them.


  They tramped for miles through the interior of Venus, the tunnel slopping gradually downward. Mernoq commenced to despair of ever reaching the surface, yet he was determined to follow the tunnel to its termination. It became warm, excessively so. Although the surface of Venus was dead and cold, the interior was not. The Earthmen became aware of this more than ever as the passage continued its downward slant.


  Then through the gloom ahead of them they saw the end of the subterranean passage. It ended blankly, yet, as they approached nearer, and their lights dispelled the shadows, they saw faint, square outlines of a huge door. A vague murmur beyond made them pause and grow apprehensive. Mernoq broke the suspense by ordering it opened.


  Several of the Earthmen seized the huge, metal pull, shaking loose from it the dust of ages. No lock was in evidence. Constructed of stone and metal, the door was massively built, towering far above the height of the Earthmen who tugged at it. Contrary to the expectations of Mernoq, however, the door opened easily, partly of its own volition, so it seemed, as if it had waited patiently through the long centuries. Had the Earthmen only known it, the door had remained dosed for more than a quarter million years.


  A black dust vomited forth from the doorway, whirling and falling among the Earthmen. There followed a rumble like a thunderclap. Beyond the doorway lay a vast cavern whose high walls threw back the red and green glow of lurid flames. To their startled eyes were revealed long tongues of fire shooting up to lick the ceiling. They were no such flames as the burning of oxygen might produce. The flames were red, and terminated in oval tips edged with a blue-green luminosity.


  “Come!”


  Mernoq strode fearlessly in the direction of the raging inferno. His men followed. In warm, palpable dust which rose nearly to their knees, they walked slowly toward the brilliant fire which, as they approached hearer, they found issuing from a broad, deep crevice in the cavern floor.


  “The internal fires of Venus!”


  “I never believed they came so close to the surface.”


  They stopped at the edge of the fife pit-and looked across to where the cavern stretched away into the gloom. Dimly visible were several rocky corridors. Mernoq lingered for a moment, undecided as to directions, but he saw that one end of the crevice might be skirted, and ordered the corridors to be explored. They circled the flaming cauldron to see what lay beyond. Uljoph drew Mernoq’s attention to the cavern ceiling.


  IT was perfectly circular. The cavern was not artificial. An intelligence had constructed it. Was the legend true? Had the invaders fashioned this place as a tomb or hideaway, or had mankind made their way to the internal fires long ago in the forgotten past? Mernoq wondered. They walked close to the ragged edge of the crevice and peered downward. The fiery hell was fully a hundred yards across, lurid flames obscuring the bottom. Hidden by the flames, a boiling inferno of molten rock gushed in and out of the planet’s interior.


  A mental cry of terror issued from across the darting flames. The antennae on Mernoq’s head told him the directions from which the cry had come. Rapidly, he and his companions circled the fire pit and raced into the corridor from which the cry had issued. Other Earthmen were excitedly milling about inside.


  In the center of the throng they came upon a ghastly scene. Seven Earthmen lay dead, mutilated, their space suits crushed and ripped. The bodies had been torn to shreds.


  For a moment, in the horror of the situation, no one saw the large boxes whose ends flanked the passage. They lay on shelves. Uljoph was first to discover them. He climbed over the side of one and looked down into the metal container. His mind ejaculated one thought.


  “Empty!”


  Meanwhile, others were examining more of the strange boxes. Reod’s warning came too late, for a long tentacle slid up over the side of a container, sharp, metal claws embracing an inquisitive and unsuspecting Earthman. Zougmre wriggled to free himself. A monstrous body surmounted by a hideous head lifted up, and more tentacles waved wildly, menacingly, as the creature glared balefully at the surrounding Earthmen.


  Six snaky arms writhed from the black, repulsive body protected by an artificial shell of metal. The tentacle ends were tipped with metal sharpened to razor-edged cutting-power. A head with an eye in front and an eye in back of the oval cranium turned from side to side. The eyes stared intently. Exuding a cold, crafty expression of intelligence. A blunt snout sniffed inquisitively. Several of the nearer Earthmen sprang to the aid of their stricken comrade, but it was too late. Three more tentacles curled themselves around the doomed man, cutting his body to pieces.


  “Get out of here—quick!” urged Mernoq. “We are powerless to combat them!”


  Down the corridors ambled five of the insidious creatures. More of them were emerging from the metal containers. The Earthmen faced to the comparative safety of the fire cavern.


  “What are they?”


  “The invaders!” exclaimed Mernoq. “The things that conquered the Solar System ages ago! We thought them all dead!”


  “Impossible!” deplored Reod. “How could they have lived?”


  “Suspended animation!” replied Mernoq, whose astute mind had conceived the truth of the situation. “When we opened that door it released forces automatically which were necessary to bring them out of their sleep! Air machines were set to working, too! See! There is air down here, now!”


  MERNOQ pointed to the leaping flames which seethed outward from the pit, the blue-green luminosity changing in color as it yielded to red and white heat. A tremendous wave of hot air sent them scurrying backward, making them aware of its warmth even through their spacesuits.


  “We are weaponless against them!” cried Uljoph.


  Mernoq realized this fact keenly. The space invaders were not only armored but doubtlessly possessed weapons, too. Mernoq hurriedly led the way around the fire pit and into that black section of the cavern which lay ahead. He was hoping against hope. They must go that way and hope for a continuance of the tunnel. To return the way they had come would ultimately mean finding themselves trapped. These thoughts flew swiftly among them.


  “What of the twenty men we left with the energy broadcaster?” Uljoph suggested. “Suppose they attack in that direction?”


  “The tunnel rises that way! The air will die out in the upper levels!”


  “But if their air machines generate more air?”


  The ominous question remained unanswered as the Earthmen set out on a run past the fire pit, the increased heat of the flames driving them far to one side near the wall. Mernoq’s apprehensions grew less as he saw ahead of them the continuation of the tunnel. He had begun to fear that the cavern marked the tunnel’s end. The Earthmen became weary after a mile or more of rapid running.


  It was the desire of Mernoq to put a goodly amount of distance between them and the hateful creatures of the fire cavern. The latter had suspended themselves in a living death to bridge the ages with their menace.


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Subterranean Battle


  


  


  TO the satisfaction of the Earthmen, the tunnel struck a steep incline, much steeper than the one they had recently descended on leaving the kletin storerooms. In some places steps had been cut because of the tendency toward perpendicular ascent. The climb was a long one. Soon they found that the air manufactured below them was dying out. They were once more in the usual vacuum. The lower levels had been left behind.


  They came to a long flight of steps up which they climbed to find themselves in another large cavern. All around them lay water. They were on an island in a subterranean lake. Their bright lights revealed shore little more than a hundred yards away. The island lay in nearly the exact center of the lake, several hundred feet from shore. It bore evidences of having been purposely constructed. The water, or fluid of the lake, which was closely akin to water, took on a peculiar appearance to the eyes of the Earthmen. It appeared dull and without lustre. This was due largely to a lack of atmosphere.


  “How can we cross?” queried Uljoph. “We can hardly swim with our space suits.”


  “If the water is not too deep or the bottom is not full of holes, we can walk across.”


  “If we could but drain the lake down through the passage, why—” Reod’s original idea was lost in a brilliant burst of inspiration. His sudden enthusiasm was shared by the rest.


  “Drain the lake into the internal fires! Kill the monsters!”


  For a moment Mernoq felt himself overwhelmed by the possibilities of the daring plan. In his mind’s eye he saw the waters of the lake rushing down the long tunnel, filling the lower level and cascading into the molten pit of fire. There would be boiling chaos, clouds of steam, the long dormant invaders scalded to death. His indecision was short.


  “Cut a channel!”


  The Earthmen set to work with a will, rapidly cutting a ditch from the lake to the orifice of the tunnel in the island’s center. Luckily they possessed the rock picks which made up an essential part of their space suit equipment. Rapid headway was made, for the rock was a soft type peculiar to Venus. A large group started working from the tunnel entrance, while others worked up to their heads in water at the lake’s edge, their globed helmets rising out of the water only to disappear again. Mernoq sent one of his men to gauge the depth of the lake. The man walked out of sight, the water swirling above his head. From time to time he radiated reports to his comrades above. His space helmet finally broke the surface of the water near the farther shore where their lights had revealed a continuance of the tunnel. The lake was comparatively shallow.


  “We can all walk across,” said Mernoq.”


  “When this water starts draining into the lower levels, we must hurry,” warned Reod. “Steam will be forced back this way.”


  “What of those we left in the chamber of the broadcaster?” Uljoph inquired. “If the steam rises, they will die, too.”


  “The steam will seek the nearest and easiest exit,” said Mernoq. “Besides, remember the heavy stone blocking the entrance to the secret tunnel. It will resist tremendous steam pressure.”


  ONE of the Earthmen made a startling discovery. “Air is blowing up the shaft! It is rising into this cavern!”


  It was true. A strong current of air blew up the tunnel, bringing a thin veil of dust with it.


  Mernoq feared the coming of the interstellar invaders. More atmosphere was being generated from the corridors leading off from the fire cavern.


  “We must hurry!”


  Only a thin slice of rock separated the two channels, which were nearly converged. The Earthmen chopped madly with their picks. They had worked frantically in shifts, only a fraction of their number being able to work unhampered in the ditch. A scout Mernoq had sent down the tunnel now returned.


  “They are coming! They have weapons!”


  A trickle of water burst over the lip of the tunnel leading from the island to the lower levels. The alarm spurred the laboring Earthmen to desperate measures in a superhuman effort to send the lake rushing down the tunnel before their ancient entities could emerge. Upon the rising current of air came a deathly cry which the radiophone ears of the space helmets readily picked up. It was eerie and chilling like no sound the Earthmen had ever before heard. One of the terrible things they had unwittingly revived strode into view below them on short, squat legs. In several of his long tentacles, he carried gleaming discs.


  The Earthmen stood at the top of the shaft with upraised picks, the only weapons they possessed. These were crude, indeed, compared to the destructive weapons which Aamon had carried away on the space ship. Two of the pale, disc beams fell on the nearer of the Earthmen, focusing for but a brief moment. A round portion of each space suit glowed red, then disappeared. Underneath, the flesh of the Earthmen shone a ruddy hue, iridescent sparks shedding themselves rapidly.


  The unfortunate men fell dead while the discs of fire continued to burn completely through their bodies.


  The disc beams flicked upon others of the band. One of them staggered toward the water. Another sank to his knees beside the tunnel.


  “Back!” he cried. With all four arms, he brushed and struck madly at the glowing spot which ate through his space suit. “Don’t let them—”


  He rose suddenly and jumped down upon the advancing monster in a despairing leap as he felt the death ray eating swiftly into his vitals. His impetuous leap hurled back the interstellar invader upon four or five more who came crowding up from behind. For a moment all was confusion in the tunnel. Metal-tipped tentacles hastened the death of the martyred man who had used his rapidly expiring body to the greatest advantage.


  Extricating themselves from the tangle of bodies and tentacles, the terrible creatures of the fire pit scuffled up the shaft, their disc rays waving wildly. A deluge of rushing water met them, hurling them backward. One survivor clung with his tentacles to the lip of the tunnel opening. With mighty strength he pulled himself out of the strong current. Fully a hundred picks hacked his tentacles as all four arms of the nearer Earthmen rose and fell. The dismembered body, devoid of anything with which to cling, yielded to the strong pull of the current. The shrieking head with its hateful, venomous eyes, disappeared beneath the cascading water, the horrid screeching muffled to a frantic gurgle.


  FOR a moment the Earthmen seemed rooted to the spot. Several of their number lay dead, victims of the disc beams. Yet the Earthmen had triumphed.


  Reod shook his head ruefully.


  “I fear for those we left in the chamber of the energy broadcaster.”


  “We must get back to where the space ship landed,” said Mernoq. “Then we shall learn if they are safe.” Directions were quickly found, and they headed for the distant monolith which lay broken and wrecked because of the treacherous attempt Aamon had made to send them all into eternity. Even now, unsuspecting humanity upon the Earth prepared for further contingents of the exodus while Aamon was laying his plans. The thought urged Mernoq to greater haste. He had a plan in mind.


  It was not long before the jagged remnants of the great monolith became visible upon the horizon. The Earthmen hurried to the spot. Where the entrance to the subterranean chambers had been located was now but a tumbled mass of rock. Mernoq sent out a call to those they had left imprisoned in the kletin chambers with the energy broadcaster. It was answered. Their comrades were alive, and the mechanism was functioning perfectly.


  “How are we to communicate with Earth and warn them of Aamon’s treachery?” queried Reod. “We have no equipment.”


  “Do you realize what type of explosive Aamon employed in destroying the monolith?”


  “Why—yes. The explosive was annite. I recognized it when I heard the—”


  The mind of Mernoq still remained reservedly inscrutable. “Annite,” he continued, “is a queer explosive.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Its destructive forces are tremendous yet it has a peculiar fault when exploded in space or upon a planet which has no atmosphere.”


  “Why, yes, fragments of it are generally blown off it and fail to explode.”


  “Exactly. Mostly through a lack of barometric pressure.”


  “And what good will that do us?” asked Uljoph.


  “In one of these large rocks we are going to hollow out a crude form of rocket gun,” Mernoq explained. “We shall charge it with the fragments of unexploded annite which is strewn about here on the ground.”


  In a brief flash they recognized Mernoq’s purpose. They were going to rocket a warning to the Earth, hoping it would reach there in time to prevent the cataclysm which Aamon had planned.


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Rocket Messages


  


  


  PREPARATIONS were hastily made. With their picks, the Earthmen commenced fashioning a rocket gun in the side of a huge slab which faced away at the desired angle Mernoq wanted. For the construction of the rocket itself, Mernoq searched among the ruins at the monolith’s base for metal stanchions which had previously been built into the entranceway. It was here that he made a discovery which he considered fortunate.


  “There is sufficient metal to build three rockets for dispatch to Earth if we can gather annite to power all three.”


  “Can we send a message without its destruction when the rocket crashes against Earth?”


  “Arrange parachutes to be released when the rockets hit Earth’s atmosphere,” suggested Uljoph.


  “Or we may be able to fix reverse annite charges in various positions so that the increasing friction with Earth’s atmosphere will explode them and slow up the rocket’s speed.”


  By searching a large part of the vicinity where the explosion of annite had occurred, the Earthmen gathered enough fragments to send off and equip with reverse charges all three of the rockets. Mernoq and his subordinate officers figured the mathematical position of the two planets and their movements quite carefully, also estimating the force of the annite. The rockets would hit their target.


  “It is a long chance, these rockets,” Uljoph said grimly. “What if none of them are found, or suppose they land in an ocean where they cannot be recovered?”


  “In that case,” said Mernoq, “it will mean the destruction of Earth’s atmosphere and all human beings now on the planet.”


  “You think that Aamon has done his work and departed for Zyse?”


  “He has had time for it. Our only chance is to get word to them in time to charge the atmosphere with a counteracting gas.”


  “One of Earth’s telescopes may discover our plight here,” suggested Reod. “Space ships may be sent.”


  “I have been thinking the same,” said Mernoq, “yet it is probable that Aamon has a ready story to tell, especially in regard to the demolished monolith.”


  Each of the Earthmen measured the possibilities and hoped the gages at the observatories on the Earth picked up the proximity and composition of all foreign objects entering Earth’s atmosphere. Some of the rockets would be traced and found. The question of timely arrival, however, was uppermost in their minds. In spite of the terrific power and accelerating impetus afforded by annite, it would be a long time before the projectiles reached Earth.


  AT Mernoq’s order, the Earthmen set off the first rocket. At long intervals the other two were sent into apace. Off they hurtled in the direction of the green-glowing planet which glowed steadily in the sky. Earth and Venus were nearly in line, and the sun’s position favored the Sight of the rockets. Time must pass, time which battled with the time Aamon had set for the destruction of civilization. The rockets not only contained messages relating to Aamon’s perfidy, but they also gave specific directions for charging the atmosphere.


  It was at Reod’s suggestion that another chance of salvation was made possible. Mernoq employed this at once. On a sloping wall facing the planet Earth, messages were written in gigantic characters on the chance that Earth telescopes might be trained that way.


  Time dragged for the waiting Earthmen. A close watch was kept upon the green star, for the Earthmen were fearful of the telltale flash surrounding the planet which would tell of Aamon’s success.


  The Earthmen knew that it would be a long time before the stellar messages reached Earth, a great number of times longer than passage by space ship.


  Only a few days had passed when one of the Earthmen issued a mental cry of excitement which brought the general focus of attention immediately upon the green, glowing planet which swung far off in space. Mernoq’s heart chilled with fear. Had the gigantic cataclysm been unloosed at last? His keen eyes searched for the telltale glare of destruction. Instead, he saw several bright specks growing larger in the sky. They expanded to view as they came, and he saw that they were space ships.


  Five in number, they cruised about the vicinity of the wrecked monolith, finally settling to rest. The stranded Earthmen watched in undecided anticipation. Was this help arriving, or had Aamon returned to finish the sinister work which had narrowly failed him the first time? Several figures stepped from the nearest ship and approached them. Mernoq, with gladness in his heart, recognized one of them as Eloow.


  “Earth’s atmosphere!” cried Mernoq, voicing the apprehension uppermost in his mind. “Is it saved?”


  “We do not yet know for certain, but we hope for the best.”


  “How did you get here so soon? We sent rockets, but that was but a few days ago.”


  “We read your cliff message from our space ship,” said Eloow. “We were already on our way here.”


  “But Aamon—where is he?”


  “On his way to Zyse, but it is a small start he has. We left for Venus secretly almost at the starting moment of Aamon’s ship in the direction of Sirius. His course of flight has diverged only at a slight angle from our own. I was suspicious of him when he told how the monolith had been destroyed in blasting a necessary passage into the kletin chambers. He reported that you and the others not returned with him had decided to stay and move the kletin out upon the surface of Venus before more ships were sent for it.”


  “WHEN were these ships to Wo come for us?” Mernoq asked. “Sixteen Earthly days hence.”


  “When Aamon’s destruction of Earth’s air was consummated and he was safely on his way out of the Solar System,” observed Mernoq.


  “And you were found entombed and dead,” added Eloow. “When our tele scope picked up the inscriptions you made on the cliff, I dispatched one of our ships back to Earth to take preventative measures against Aamon’s treachery.”


  “The formula for charging the air?” Mernoq interrogated eagerly.


  “The formula so long preserved and which is entrusted to but a few of us, you, Aamon and myself included. The same formula which our ancient ancestors used in keeping the exploding emanations from Venus’ atmosphere harmless when they struck the atmosphere of Earth.”


  “Then our fears are at rest, for Aamon would not have timed the explosion to occur before he had left the Solar System, and you say that he has but a short start.”


  “That is so.”


  “Aamon must never reach Zyse,” Mernoq avowed.


  “It is unlikely that he shall,” replied Eloow. “I have suspected him tor a long time. I never placed the trust and confidence in him that you did. On one reason or another, I held up most of the ships which were to leave with Aamon, but I could not manage to delay Aamon himself. I did the next best thing. I placed a man aboard with orders to hamper the speed of his ship in case we wished to catch up.”


  “Let us give chase at once!” Mernoq hurried with Eloow to his ship. Four ships rose from the cold, dead surface of airless Venus and raced off into space. The remaining ship stayed while its occupants set to work releasing the score of imprisoned Earthmen attending the energy radiator.


  The course of Aamon’s ship had led sunward, designed on a straight course to Sirius which would cut close to the orbit of Mercury. Earthmen eagerly scanned the proximity detectors as high speed was attained. The four ships spread out so that they cruised several thousand miles apart. They were nearing Mercury’s orbit when the sunward ship of the group first picked up the location of Amon’s slower-moving space ship. The four pursuing ships gradually converged. A message was radiated for Aamon to stop. His answer was a vicious blast of power which narrowly missed the nearest ship of Eloow’s fleet.


  Aamon put on a sudden spurt of speed. It was evident that Eloow’s minion who had been responsible for the slowing up of Aamon’s ship had been detected. That his end had been a swift one neither Eloow nor Mernoq doubted. The four ships kept abreast of Aamon’s at a safe distance. Another blaze of power went wide of its mark. Still another and much closer charge caused one of the pursuing ships to tumble crazily in space until it once more righted itself.


  “Shall we fire?” asked Eloow, turning to Mernoq.


  Mernoq nodded grimly. The order was communicated to all four ships. Simultaneously blasts leaped out at the fleeing craft. Two of them struck. They waited to see the extent of the damage.


  AAMON’S ship, demolished at one end, rolled awkwardly off its course, still hurtling at meteoric speed. Mernoq and Eloow watched the proximity detectors. A series of blasts from the space-wrecked craft lashed savagely and spitefully at its avengers. They were ineffectual yet revealed dangerous potentials which were still Aamon’s.


  “Another barrage will finish him.”


  Mernoq halted in the act of issuing instructions as Eloow gripped his arm and pointed significantly at the proximity detector.


  “Aamon has lost his propulsion power. He is falling into the sun. What end could be more fitting? We have only to stand by at a safe distance and watch him go to a well-merited death.”


  Mernoq revised his orders to fire. Instead, his ships formed a funeral consort about the doomed and helpless ship of his arch-enemy whom once he had trusted and encouraged. They cruised too far distant for Aamon to vent any further spite upon them, although he made several vain attempts. Nearer and nearer the great, flaming globe of the sun they raced, the initial momentum of Aamon’s ship, at the time he had been struck, swervingly diverted toward the sun’s incandescent mass. He had no power to change the course. The end was inexorable.


  So fast were the five ships moving through space that soon the ships of the fleet commenced to feel the tremendous drag of the sun’s immense attraction. Aamon’s fall was accelerating. He and his faithless crew were consigned to a flaming hell which would consume them long before they ever reached it.


  They were to die a horrible, lingering death of suffocating heat, watching tormentedly the sunward side of their space ship grow red, then white-hot, before they perished miserably. Something of this inevitable doom must have impressed itself on Aamon, for in the middle of the funeral cortège the cosmic coffin with its living and doomed cargo burst suddenly into a bright flash of light.


  Where a slow-moving dot had rested on the proximity detectors there were now but a few, tiny specks slowly radiating from a central point. Aamon had chosen the easier way. No longer did he stand as a menace to mankind’s peace and security in the exodus to the new world.


  DARK SUN


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Alone on a Dead Star an Earthman Faces the Terror of Extinction—but Scientific Strategy Saves Him!


  NORBERT PONS did not like to be alone here. Always, in the gleam of instruments, and in the smells and sounds, and other details of his environment, there was a suggestion of ever-pending menace.


  He would try to relax in his quarters, which were quite as comfortably appointed as if he were at home on Earth. He would try to read or sleep, but sooner or later dread, and the memory of his responsibility, would drive him out into the halls and chambers where complex elements were refined, and where machines hummed with quiet efficiency, keeping fearful natural forces at bay.


  He would look at the tremendous pillars that supported the roof of the refining plant; and he would wonder what would happen to them, and to himself, if something chanced to go wrong with the gravity-reduction system.


  “Those pillars would break like dry twigs!” he’d tell himself. “A man would flatten out like a rotten fruit that a dinosaur had stepped on! A dark star is no place for a human being to be! Mass makes gravity, and the mass of Khoraba is countless millions of times greater than that of Earth. Why, if the gravity-reducers weren’t busy, I’d weigh something over a hundred tons!”


  For many minutes at a time, Norbert Pons would stand at some high-placed window of the plant and stare, gaunt-faced and haggard-eyed, out over the awesome and almost featureless terrain of Khoraba, where natural law itself seemed curiously warped and hostile.


  There was starlight here, as at home. The Pleiades were all about this monster sun that had blazed gloriously during another era of cosmic history. But the nearest of those Pleiades was still several light years away. They gleamed with harsh brilliance in a black sky, for there was very little atmosphere here. It had not been dissipated by molecular leakage into space; rather, its own weight had forced it into the substance of the dense, black rock of Khoraba’s surface.


  Only a tenuous and shallow layer of hydrogen, lightest of elements, remained of a once mighty blanket of gas. Clinging close to the ground, it glowed with a faint phosphorescence induced by electrical emanations coming up from Khoraba’s still tremendously heated interior.


  The expanse of the dark star’s surface was utterly level. No mountain or hill could have lifted its crest against the drag of the gravity. There was little to break the drab monotony of that limitless plain except patches of glowing, dusky red, which marked the positions of hot lava pools.


  SUCH was Khoraba, named after some horror of Martian myth. On the desolate immensity of its outer shell, the refining plant! which had been assembled in space ten years ago and lowered into position with its gravity-reducers functioning, was like a button carelessly dropped on the Sahara.


  Norbert Pons wasn’t a coward—at least not in most ways. Death had threatened him often during the interplanetary war in which Mars and Earth had defeated the Venus-Ganymede-Europa coalition. But those hectic moments of struggle seemed child’s play to being the only man on Gargantuan Khoraba. There had been gay moments of relief, then, with his comrades, and when death came it was swift. Demolition beams dissolved matter instantly, no gruesome remnants remained, and the feeling experienced by the survivors was more a feeling of vague surprise than of horror.


  Pons had never seen a man crushed in the inconceivable grip of a dark sun, yet his fancy could fill in the knowledge gaps with ghastly vividness. There’d be a wide blot, irregular in shape like a bloodstain, with maybe a white fragment of bone projecting up from it here and there. In Khoraba’s pull, most organic solids would act like liquids.


  It was not a pretty picture to hold crystallized in one’s mind, particularly when one knew that he must stay here alone for a long time. Old Hans Epstein, veteran guardian of the refinery, had died of a heart-attack. Pons, his youthful assistant, but recently introduced to the mysteries of Khoraba, and by no means accustomed to his surroundings as yet, must carry on until another expert was brought from Earth.


  Khoraba’s titanic gravity made it the source of substances which could not have come into being on any sphere of much smaller mass and density. Only the terrifying pressures existing within Khoraba could have produced elements as dense and complex as those numbered 205 to 221 of the Periodic Table. These heavy, tremendously hard and refractory materials were now vital to the sciences and industries of civilization.


  Pons’ position would not have been so bad if there had been sufficient work to do, or if he had had human companionship. But with Hans Epstein dead, both of these things were denied him. All the machinery was automatic and almost perfect. It needed supervision only because no mechanism can quite be trusted.


  During the first month after Epstein’s death, Pons’ existence was one of growing tension, that mounted rapidly toward nightmare pitch. His constant worry about the functioning of the gravity-reduction system’s power units might have done irreparable harm to his mind, had not reason told him that he must find a way to relieve the tension. And so he began to build a small remote-control apparatus, operated by radio.


  This apparatus was not difficult to construct. Within a week it was completed. It consisted of two small black boxes.


  One of these was located inconspicuously in the rear of the switchboard that stood in the power chamber of the gravity-reducers. It’s operation disturbed not at all the normal action of the various devices on the switchboard. The meters there could still be read accurately, and the levers and dials could be worked there, just as before.


  THE other box was portable. Pons could keep it with him at all times, no matter where he was, if he so desired. Its meters and gauges could tell him at a glance just how well every part. of the gravity-reduction system was operating. It also had duplicate controls with which readjustments could be made, just as if he were actually in the power chamber.


  Now that he was thus equipped, Norbert Pons’ nervous dread was less acute. He ate and slept somewhat better. Fundamentally, however, Khoraba seemed just as terrible as it had before. Grimly, the youth awaited the arrival of the freight ships from Earth.


  At last, far out in the star-sprinkled void, there was a flicker of rocket-tubes. A dozen vessels had crossed the transdimensional passage from the Solar System. Pons watched their approach from a window of his quarters. Their repulsion plates glowing incandescent in their tremendous battle with the pull of the dark sun, they slanted grandly toward the landing stage. The atomic energy of many pounds, Earth-weight, of uranium, was freed in the task of bringing them to rest.


  Norbert Pons was almost choked with relief as he rushed through passages and rooms, arriving at last before the great entrance air-lock. For a little while now, he would be able to talk with people from home. Clumsy with haste, he worked the valves of the air-lock.


  “Hello there!” he called cheerily, as the inner portal of the lock opened.


  His happy smile of greeting did not change for a second. Then, gradually, the expression on his face became one of idiotic surprise. Twenty bulky figures, clad in space armor, confronted him. A half dozen demolition tubes were pointed menacingly at his breast. Pons saw the icy glitter of cruel reptilian eyes behind the glazed fronts of oxygen helmets. He saw the hobgoblin grins of fanged mouths, and the iridescent sheen of reptilian scales that reflected the glow of illuminators.


  Norbert Pons recovered quickly from his consternation. He knew that he faced merciless enemies, but he had faced their kind before. Helplessness he felt, but the acute danger of these animate foes was not as fearsome as the constant, brooding threat of Khoraba.


  “Well?” he questioned coldly.


  One of the intruders opened the face panel of his armor. Guttural English, thick and blurred, issued from the broad, troll-like mouth.


  “We of Venus are never truly conquered, Earth-scum,” he said. “You know why we are here. We shall take over the plant. The loot of Khoraba shall make us strong. We shall build new fleets, and new engines of destruction. Our work shall go on until every Terrestrial and Martian has ceased to be! Now my faithful ones shall confine you to your lair until I determine what end is most appropriate for you!”


  Pons was unarmed, and either protest or resistance could have had but one result—instant death. Presently he was a prisoner in the room where he slept. A guard stood in the passage before the door. The latter was locked, but it was provided with a small, round window through which the guard could peer. The place had been carefully searched, for weapons. Escape from the thick, metal-strengthened windows was definitely impossible.


  Still, Pons should scarcely have been helpless. Circumstances had combined to give him an opportunity the like of which few captives have ever enjoyed. Resting on a stout metal table was a little black box, whose simple capacities could now be used to accomplish a grim purpose. The Venusians, recognizing it as a crude radio device of some kind, but not studying it closely enough to determine its true purpose, had not troubled to remove it.


  BEYOND the window of the room were visible the grey, rakish forms of the war vessels. The majority of the Venusians who composed their crews were still aboard them, and would probably so remain until the party of twenty had completed the investigation of the plant. By now the repulsion plates of the ships, working on the same principle as the gravity-reducers here, would be completely shut off.


  Inevitably and automatically, Herbert Pons’ attention was drawn to the black box. His personal risk in what he contemplated doing, would be small. If everything went as it should, the reducer plates here would continue to work as usual. The gravity-reduction system of the entire plant was divided into twelve sections, each of which could be operated separately. One of these sections was under the floors of Pons’ living quarters alone. The activity of the other sections could be decreased as much as desired.


  Now the Earthman strode toward the box. His hands reached out. Then, oddly, his movements were checked. A flood of cold horror welled up from the deeper recesses of his mind. His cheeks whitened, and he began to tremble. He could not force his fingers into contact with the dial that must be turned if the Venus fleet was to be destroyed. To shut off any portion of the gravity-reduction system seemed more terrible to him now than suicide by leaping into a white-hot furnace would have been.


  The science of psychiatry records many strange and similar cases. People who live normal lives are seldom subject to such quirks. But to a person living in the malefic environment of Khoraba, life is automatically abnormal.


  Brave men, even on Earth, have learned to feel terror for things far less dangerous than the gravity of a dark star. Reason frequently tells them that their fears are magnified, but emotionally they cannot accept the truth.


  Norbert Pons had stayed too long; on Khoraba, the inconceivable giant of the void. By slow stages it had thrown its morbid spell over his nervous system. He could not grasp all the causes for his fear yet, for those causes thrust their roots deep into the shadowy regions of his mind. Only accident might bring him better understanding.


  Roaring, snapping sounds reverberated thunderously in his thoughts. They were like the sounds of the collapse of rigid metal, suddenly too heavy to bear its own weight. He pictured men reduced to bloody slime, and the horror of the vision was too unnaturally clear for his self-control to master. He who had gone calmly through an interplanetary war, moved backward away from the box, and threw himself, face downward, upon his bunk. A dry sob rattled in his throat. Norbert Pons’ dread was beyond mere personal danger now.


  For an hour or more he lay cursing himself, and fighting his useless inner battle. He could still hear the steady drone of machinery, and now and then guttural Venusian voices, conversing in low tones.


  Then a key grated in the lock of the door beyond which the guard was stationed. The guard entered, followed by the hideous leader, who had ordered Pons’ temporary incarceration.


  The Venusian aristocrat spoke his thick, blurred English, coming swiftly to the point:


  “I have arrived at a decision, Earthman,” he said. “The gravity of Khoraba offers me an opportunity to get rid of you in a unique and interesting manner. I am going to expose you, unprotected, to that gravity, Earthman. I wish that I could do the same to your entire race.”


  NORBERT PONS was sitting up on the edge of his bunk, now. His eyes and face went dazed and blank as he listened to the sentence. His consciousness heard it and grasped it. Yet, curiously, the overwhelming wave of utter emotional collapse, which logic told him should result at once, failed to come. Rather, the sentence brought to him a curious sense of relief.


  Pons was far more than merely puzzled. How could anyone explain his strange, paradoxical reaction? It was just this sort of death that he was most afraid of, wasn’t it? Or was it?


  His knowledge of psychology was scant. He did not see at once the difference between fear born out of long and morbid brooding, and the fear that comes from a sudden and not altogether expected danger. The latter can be far less damaging. It is not the actual clash of battle that does so much to ruin morale; it is the monotony of waiting for a catastrophe that can happen within the next second or the next hour or the next week.


  The young Earthman did not immediately realize this truth, but after a moment the core of his fear arose into his conscious mind.


  Uncertainty had become grim fact now. There was no reason to suppose that the Venusian leader had lied when he had pronounced sentence. But it was not fact that Norbert Pons had dreaded so much, but uncertainty—the knowledge that there was danger, and the endless suspense of waiting for it to strike. Out of this suspense had come his morbid visions.


  This uncertainty was over now, and so there was a faint spark of relief glowing within Norbert Pons. The check on his natural courage was relieved. He looked straight into the cruel, reptilian eyes of the commander of the Venusians.


  “Mind if I have a cigarette before you take me out?” he asked quietly.


  The Venusian bowed with facetious grandiloquence.


  “Certainly that is a small favor to grant to one so soon to perish,” he replied. “Ooboh, give the Earthling a cigarette, and light it for him.”


  Ooboh, the guard, responded quickly to the commands of his master, but took the precaution of keeping his demolition tube trained on the captive.


  “Thanks,” Pons murmured.


  For a minute he sat smoking and planning. He did not look at the black box, which rested out of reach on the table, for he did not wish the attention of the Venusians to be drawn to it.


  Presently he evolved a simple scheme. There was danger in it, but he was reasonably sure that at least part of it would work—if the awful terror that had gripped him before did not return.


  When his cigarette was half smoked he arose very slowly from the bunk, his eyes turned toward the Venusian leader who stood close at hand.


  “Well,” he said in a mild tone. “Let’s be getting along. I dislike waiting.


  At his first move, Ooboh, the guard, had leaped to the door, his demolition tube ready, but Pons seemed not to notice. His every act and gesture was calculated to check any hint of suspicion.


  “So be it,” said the Venusian leader.


  With slow, listless, but precisely premeditated steps, Pons walked toward the door. Beside the stout metal table he paused, as if gripped by a momentary absent-mindedness, which, under the circumstances, could not have seemed odd. Idly his fingers began to fumble with the litter on the table-top—papers, pencils, books, pipes. Many of these things might have been the relics of fond memories, to which he, a condemned man, might now be saying farewell.


  THE Venusian aristocrat behind him did not hinder, though Pons could guess that his cold eyes were watching him closely, and that there was a demolition tube pointed straight at his own back.


  Gradually the Earthman turned his attention to the black box. The dozen dials on its top were within reach now. Each of those dials controlled one of the twelve sections of the gravity-reduction system.


  Now was the moment to act, if there ever was to be such a moment. Pons felt keyed up, as with a touch of stage fright. There was suspense in this situation too, but it was not the product of a long period of morbid brooding, which was now ended. It was the simple, thrilling suspense of a man, fighting the enemies of his race.


  Still moving his hand slowly, he reached for the number 3 dial, which controlled the gravity-reducers under the landing stage. As if to do so were only a bit of idle fumbling, he twisted the dial to the zero point. The landing stage was now receiving the full weight of Khoraba’s pull. There was no audible sign of any result, for what atmosphere there was, beyond the walls of the plant, was too thin to transmit sound. The eyes of the Venusian remained fixed on their captive, and so they were not warned.


  Pons felt a wave of fierce exultation. He had surmounted his ghastly fear, and he had accomplished his main objective. But he did not look through the windows toward the landing stage now, for he did not want to betray himself to his watchful captors.


  His fingers moved to dial 1, which controlled the reducers directly beneath the floor on which he stood. He leaned forward a little, against the edge of the table. Then he turned dial 1 a tiny bit toward zero.


  The result, however, seemed quite out of proportion to the minuteness of the turn. Norbert Pons, yanked by the sudden magnification of his body-weight, pitched forward to the top of the sturdy table. He heard a grunt behind him, and then a clang of metal as a demolition tube, weighing many times more than it should have, was torn from the grasp of the Venusian leader and jerked to the floor.


  Both of the Venusians were taken completely by surprise. Neither had known what was about to happen, as Pons had. Ooboh, who stood by the door, dropped his weapon a split second after his master had done so. Then he crumpled up like a thing of jelly, and lay pinned to the floor by a tiny fraction of Khoraba’s gravity. A heavy thud told Pons that the Venusian aristocrat behind him had fallen too. Now the Earthman heard the rasping sighs of labored breathing.


  Pons was sprawled on his stomach on the table-top. His heart and lungs were toiling painfully. Blood was being literally pulled from his brain, making his consciousness vague and dim. Yet he was surprised that the sensations he was experiencing were not as terrible as he had once anticipated.


  With ponderous effort he turned his eyes toward a window. The shapes of the vessels on the landing stage were changing slowly as the materials from which they were made yielded to the full strength of Khoraba’s attraction. They were flattening out like lumps of soft mud set on a board. By now, every Venusian inside them was dead. There had been no time to put the repulsion plates in operation.


  From beyond the door of the room, Pons heard excited mutterings, which reminded his hazy consciousness that there were things yet to be done. He gasped for breath. Then his hand, which seemed to weigh a hundred pounds, groped toward the black box a few inches away. He gave each of the ten dials which he had not previously touched a quarter turn toward zero—enough to kill, but not enough to damage seriously any machinery. There were peculiar, heavy sounds, and the excited mutterings ceased.


  THEN, once more, he groped for ill the number 1 dial. He turned it a very little more, gradually, so that the further increase in his weight would not overstep the ultimate limit of his endurance. At first every fiber of his body shrieked a protest of agony, then numbness began to set in. Pons’ act was dreadful self-torture, but it had a purpose. Venusians were accustomed to a slightly feebler gravity than Earthmen; hence, logically, a Venusian’s endurance to the pull of Khoraba should be slightly inferior to that of an Earthinan.


  He waited until he knew that his consciousness had almost reached its limit. Then, slowly once more, to avoid the danger of any sudden change, he returned the dial to its normal position. Once more his body was approximately Earth-weight.


  After a few moments he was able to stand on his feet again, Ooboh and his master were inert but still alive. Pons left them where they were until he had readjusted all the dials. Then he dragged them to a small closet, and locked them inside.


  Before beginning a tour of inspection through the plant, he stood, for a minute before one of the windows which afforded a view of the landing stage and the wreckage upon it, and the black plain beyond. His head ached furiously, and his flesh was damp with sweat, but within him there was a strange, refreshing lightness, and a sense of freedom from an elusive and terrible burden.


  There was a new and unaccustomed friendliness in the aspect of the dark star now. Even the thin, glowing atmosphere, and the Pleiades above, seemed to smile. The forces of this dying colossus of space had yielded to his will and had fought in his favor. Though they might threaten, he would, never fear them again. He knew that the wait for the freighters from Earth, would not seem so painful now, or so long.


  “Khoraba, old girl,” he muttered gently, and then he laughed.


  GREEN HELL


  Arthur K. Barnes


  The Planet Venus Is the Fester Spot of the Solar System’ amid No Wonder, with Its Strange Chloro-men and the Whizzing Flies!


  THE compact metal-walled house rose on its four spindly legs, twenty feet above the spongy earth. Around it, swirling sluggishly, clung the eternal Venusian mist, dank and hot and miasmatic.


  A figure resolved slowly from the fog before the house, a young man dressed in the thin rubberized garments of the Venus colonials, the broad-soled boots that enabled men to traverse the many dangerous spots of steaming marshland. The young man stared keenly at the house, then withdrew a few yards into the all-enveloping obscurity.


  From the rotting bole of a fallen giant cycad he drew a tiny portable broadcaster, designed to operate on a tight beam. The diminutive microphone was equipped with a “scrambler” which made low voice tones high, and high tones low, thus precluding any danger of interception of a message except by someone equipped with an “unscrambler.”


  The man spent perhaps five minutes calling and delivering a brief message, after which he returned the equipment to its hiding place.


  Once again he came into view in the little clearing before the house. Panting heavily, he climbed up the steps to the narrow, encircling porch, then paused to wipe the sweat from his forehead and take a last look around. It was young Ben Frampton.


  “God, what a hole!” he muttered aloud.


  He had left the sweet, cool Earth scarcely two months ago, and had experienced only a half dozen or so of Venus’ week-long, dragging days and endless, bitterly cold nights. Already he was heartily sick of the place. Despite the temperature-regulating layer of carbon dioxide in Venus’ upper atmosphere, the strangling humidity and man-killing heat was almost too much to bear. The sub-zero nights could be combatted with furs and heat units, but the heat—God!


  Nor was that all. Frampton despised the ever-present, sickly grey-green mists that throttled vision and choked the lungs. He never wanted to see again the scanty vegetation, the tall, lonely trees shooting high through the fog desperately striving to reach the sun, broad-bladed leaves spread wide to catch ever faintest seepage of the rare rays of sunlight. He was nauseated by the innumerable corpse-white fungi that sprang up every day from the damp ground, with their puff-balls popping incessantly to cast their spores about and propagate their nasty breed the more.


  He hated the devilish work that Went on in that strange place. And most of all he had a deep-seated abhorrence for the company whose name was printed in chromium over the door of the station—Interplanetary Enterprises, Inc., Station No. 9. That was what made the planet such a fester-spot in the System. Well, it wouldn’t be for long, Frampton thought grimly.


  He went in and slammed the door. Quickly he stripped to the waist and reveled in the dry coolness of the mildly refrigerated interior. The sound of measured footsteps came from one of the two tiny bedrooms.


  “Old-timer,” Frampton called. “I’m back again. Good news.” He paused to sniff at the lingering odor of disinfectant in the air. “Did you have a chem-spray while I was gone?”


  “Old-timer” Ellerbee, station manager, entered the living room. He was old, with a seamed and weatherbeaten face and mild blue eyes that always seemed to be seeing distant places and things. The upper half of his body was badly scarred, relics of a thousand battles and adventures in the wild, frontiers of the System. He nodded.


  “Yep. No use making you sit and hold your nose, too. So I cleaned up while you were out.”


  IT was necessary to disinfect the place thoroughly every seventy-two hours, else Earthmen would quickly succumb to the strange and malignant bacterial infections that swarmed the hothouse that was Venus, and against which Earthly bodies have built up no defense.


  “Compound’s full again.” Frampton sighed. “Ten greenies. Natives brought in the last one while I was down there. I suppose we’d better call for a freighter.”


  “No hurry,” said Ellerbee presently, his old voice calm and unmoved. “Guess I’ll run down and look the new arrivals over. Feel like going out again with me? No need to if you’re tired.” Frampton opened one of the misted windows, cleared it with one sweep of his hand, and closed it again, staring out upon the dead face of the fog. Monotony. It would have driven men much stronger than Frampton crazy in no time.


  But old Ellerbee seemed made of phlegm and whipcord. Somehow he managed to stick it out; he had been here four years now. Frampton looked at his superior for the hundredth time and found no answer to the riddle.


  “I’ll go with you,” he agreed. “Need the exercise.” He started to dress again, then turned impulsively to the older man. “Say, Old-timer. I’ve never asked you this. But why are you out here in this hell-hole? You ought to be back on Earth, taking it easy, living in comfort, having—” He broke off in embarrassment at having broken an unwritten law. “None o’ my damn’ business, I know. If I’m being nosey, just tell me to shut up.”


  Ellerbee smiled slowly.


  “No, I don’t mind telling you. Do me good to get it off my chest, maybe—” He spoke evenly, quietly. “It was just a bad break, I guess. I was with the Interplanetary Patrol. For twenty-three years I served, in the ranks and in command. I captained a space cruiser, a fighting ship. For years I had the power of life and death over my crew, and I never misused it. We built up a reputation as a scrapping outfit. Not a failure on our record. Then when I was due for retirement and a pension, I made a couple of mistakes. So here I am grounded, on this stinking planet, engaged in the filthiest traffic in the universe.” Ellerbee’s voice held no rancor, no animosity. It was almost as if the man’s spirit were broken.


  Frampton understood in a dim way. Habitual salute, absolute power, is a strange thing; it can color and warp a man’s whole life. The gesture is one fraught with meaning—respect, admiration, recognition of superior ability, authority. The captain of a space ship is the king of a tiny world, an absolute monarch.


  In his ability to handle the incalculable energies at his command, and defeat time and space itself in his dash through the very stars, he is a minor deity, a god. For such a one to be shorn of his glory with a single stroke of the pen is very near to murder. Frampton nodded.


  Ellerbee’s voice droned on.


  “Even as a captain the pay in the Patrol isn’t high. I had but little saved. It seemed the only thing to do was to risk everything to make a small stake in the few working years I had left. This was my choice.” He shrugged.


  Frampton understood this more clearly. For the shipment of greenies new gathered in the compound outside, Ellerbee would receive about ten thousand American dollars. Frampton himself would collect about a thousand. And the Company would make about a hundred thousand, he thought bitterly.


  “But think of the risks you’re taking. The climate, the physical dangers of the planet here. And suppose you get caught by the police. You’d spend the rest of your life rotting in prison or exiled to a living death in the mines of Mercury. Old-timer, why don’t you get out of here? Now!” He’d become quite fond of the old renegade. He even felt he’d confide in him fully except for the old man’s creed of unswerving loyalty to, his employer, no matter whom it might be.


  ELLERBEE smiled faintly, philosophically.


  “Shall we go?”


  Frampton led the way out, pausing to shut the door tightly behind them. As he started to cross the porch, there came a sudden shrill whine and a simultaneous clang of metal. Frampton flinched automatically, then grinned sheepishly.


  “One o’ those dangers I mentioned a minute ago,” he said. “I never can remember that those damn’ whiz-bangs are already past by the time we hear the whine.”


  He stooped to pick up a tiny, heavily-armored, beetlelike insect where it lay squirming on the porch after hurtling into the metal wall of the house. “Hard to believe these things can go seven ‘hundred and fifty miles an hour. Faster than the speed of sound.” The insect was about the size of the point of a fountain pen, and its armor was sufficiently sturdy to protect it from most natural hazards to be encountered on its speedy travels. It could puncture dangerously a man’s flesh, or slice a nasty gash.


  Ellerbee was already halfway down the stairs.


  “There’s a fly back in South America that leaves these whiz-bangs standing still. Supposed to go better than eight hundred miles an hour.”[1]


  Frampton didn’t bother to answer. Talking at length in the steamy atmosphere left a man gasping. Instead, he followed the older man along the path, which was lined at intervals with phosphorus-tipped metal markers. Presently the compound loomed mysteriously from the grey opaqueness, taking shape as a simple corral of electrically-charged wires in the form of a rough square. In it, sitting or standing motionless and silent, were ten of the strangest of all creatures to be found on any of the known planets of the universe.


  These were the chloro-men of Venus.


  Through some unfathomable quirk of nature, this nearly extinct species represented a curious link between plant and animal worlds. Averaging about five feet in height, they were only semi-vertebrate in structure, having tough cables of cartilage supporting their bodies instead of bones.


  Their skin was a porous, bark-like substance, at once flexible and unbelievably tough. About seventy per cent of their “blood stream” was a compound almost identical with chlorophyl, the element which enables plants to absorb the energy of the sunlight and use it for conversion of carbon dioxide into starches and proteins.


  The presence of this chlorophyl in their veins gave the chloro-men a greenish tinge—hence the colloquial reference to them as “greenies.” They had eyes and rudimentary ears, but neither mouth nor nose, since they ate and breathed like plants, through their “skin.”


  For locomotion, they depended on a sort of flowing pseudopodal motion of the under parts; though they had arms, there were no true legs. They moved but seldom, and always slowly.


  Since the upkeep of these strange creatures was almost nothing, only C02 and a few minerals being necessary, and as they were, very enduring and could work for great lengths of time without fatigue, they were highly prized by wealthy Tellurian and Martian landowners as slaves. But laws had been passed, forbidding capture or sale of the chloro-men.


  They were declared contraband, and violators of the anti-slavery laws were liable to severe punishment. However, once on Earth, the excessive sunlight so stepped up the metabolism of the greenies that their normal life span of two or three hundred years was radically shortened. So the demand exceeded the supply, and the price went up, and smugglers with daring and cunning made fortunes by slipping through the blockade with their illegal cargo.[2]


  “Poor devils,” said Frampton bitterly, as the two men looked over the shipment. Their soft eyes staring appealingly in bewilderment always stirred the young man’s pity. “This is a rotten business, Old-timer.”


  SLINKING around the outskirts of the clearing were half a dozen of the scaly man-things native to the planet, awaiting their payment with candy and cheap, loud-ticking clocks and gewgaws. They represented the only source of supply for the slavers; an Earthman would hardly know where to look for the curious chloro-men, and the terrific climate wouldn’t allow him to penetrate the unexplored wilderness very far.


  Ellerbee nodded equably.


  “Sure. It’s rotten. So what? I’ve got no choice, son. A man must live. And besides, I don’t believe they care about it much one way or the other.” Indeed, they were strangely apathetic. Though they might prove dangerous if aroused, because of their invulnerability to ordinary weapons, they seemed to be without any will or desires beyond those of satisfying bodily needs. When hungry, they made a nerve-torturing humming sound in a sort of sound-box located in the head cavity. Raising and lowering the pitch sufficed as a spoken language.


  Frampton looked up as if striving to pierce the clouds, then listened intently. Nothing.


  “Just the same,” he muttered, “I think you ought to get out of here. No place for you.”


  Ellerbee finished paying off the shy natives, who giggled and grinned and made loud smacking noises as they received their candy bars, and stared in wide-eyed ecstasy at the other gifts the old man’s generosity netted them. Ellerbee looked at young Frampton out of inscrutable eyes.


  “That’s not the first time you’ve said that, son. Mean anything in particular?”


  Frampton frowned helplessly and turned away.


  “No. Let’s get back to the station. You’ll be wanting to notify the Company to send a freighter out here.” The cheap, rattle-trap space ship whose crew no company would insure. The space ship that would take the chloro-men to a strange world, if it didn’t fall apart in mid-voyage, where they would live and die in slavery. The young man’s mouth twisted with a sour taste as the two of them finished the inspection and tramped soddenly back to the house.


  Young Frampton awoke from a restless sleep with the roar of rockets in his ears. He hastened to a window, opened it to sweep off the mist, then peered out. It was late. Another twelve hours and the long night would be on them.


  “Rocket ship, son?” called Ellerbee from another room.


  “Yeah. Can’t see a thing, though. Listen.” The rhythmic thunder of the rocket-tubes became irregular, sputtered feebly, then roared out full again. Several times the noise abated and picked up. “Hear that? Looking for us, probably. That’s a landing signal.”


  “Right. Probably the Company ship.”


  Frampton hurried out without dressing, clattered down the stairs and around to the rear of the station. Here was a huge tank, with a four-inch pipe leading from it into the oblivion of the mist. A lever was thrown, and the throb of an electric pump began.


  A quarter-mile distant, invisible from the station, was the landing field. A gigantic skeleton-work of lightweight pipes surrounded it, thrusting high into the air, equipped with hundreds of tiny high-pressure nozzles. Fluid from the big tank, a solution of calcium chloride, was pumped to the field and sent out in a lofty spray. The calcium chloride, with its tremendous affinity for water, quickly dissolved a vertical tunnel of visibility in the fog. Down this column of clarity the space ship could descend with safety.


  THE booming of the rockets, queerly distorted and muffled by the clouds, thudded louder and louder against the ear-drums, then abruptly cut off. The sudden silence was painful, and Frampton shook his head to clear the ringing in his ears. He swung back the lever, and the pump wheezed to silence. Fog would once again be stealthily closing in over the field.


  Frampton returned to the station to wait for the ship’s officers to arrive. For several minutes he stood on the porch, straining at the tomblike silence of this alien world, broken only by the whispered puffs of the fungi bursting their spore-balls now and then. No one came.


  Frampton stirred uneasily. Old Ellerbee quietly joined him on the porch and spoke.


  “Wonder what’s keeping ’em. Hear anything?”


  “Not a sound. Usually you can hear noises from the ship, or voices. But I haven’t heard a thing. Could they be lost?”


  Ellerbee shook his head.


  “I checked the trail-markers to the field not thirty hours ago. Something’s wrong. I think we’d better—”


  His answer came instantly, the deadly hiss of a heat-ray that sizzled through the white mists and spattered molten metal from the wall of the station. The old man cried out sharply, clutching his left arm as he lurched back through the door. Frampton dived in after him and slammed the door against a barrage of questing rays.


  “Hurt?” cried Frampton.


  Ellerbee didn’t trust himself to speak. The sick odor of burning flesh stung the nostrils. As the old man’s hand dropped away, an ugly, three-inch blackened spot was revealed high on his upper arm. He quickly opened a jar of sweet-smelling salve and slapped a generous handful on the wound. His eyes swam momentarily in tears of pain.


  “That’s better,” he grunted. “Now let’s get them!”


  “Fine by me,” ripped out Frampton savagely, rummaging in a locker for weapons. “What the devil’s their idea, anyhow? Hi-jackers? If so, why try to murder us? They can have the damn’ greenies for all I care.”


  The frightful hissing of several of the deadly heat beams sounded on the outer walls of the station. A front window fused and fell in, molten and steaming.


  “They’re taking no chances on being identified. If they were, the whole universe couldn’t hold ’em. If the Patrol didn’t run ’em down, the Company certainly would.” Ellerbee turned, then looked at Frampton, mildly appalled. “Are those all the weapons you could find?”


  In the young man’s hands were four heat-ray pistols and one of the cumbersome but deadly single-shot cathode projectors, with half a dozen charges.


  “Not prepared for a siege, are we?” Frampton smiled wryly.


  The old man shrugged with fatalistic calm.


  “Well, let’s get to work with what we have.”


  Things began to hum. Every movement, every vague shape that wavered in the mist outside was the recipient of a red-hot blast. Every window, every aperture in the station walls, was a target for the raiders. Men screamed in agony now and then, their cries flat and echoeless and strangely remote. Once or twice the blinding, deadly cathode bolts whammed against the metal wall. Frampton shuddered. Almost any kind of a hit with a cathode was fatal, horribly so.


  There was perhaps twenty minutes of desultory sniping, with no damage to either side. Then the attack was renewed with vicious intensity from above! First intimation came to the defenders when the small skylight shattered in upon them in a shower of hot fragments of glass. Steaming bolts hissed in through the opening in the roof.


  ELLERBEE and Frampton scampered for the corners, out of the line of fire, gazing at each other with startled eyes. Ellerbee cautiously maneuvered himself to get a peep through the broken skylight. What he saw brought a chuckle to his throat. He beckoned to Frampton.


  “Get an eyeful o’ that, son!”


  And Frampton did get an eyeful of the strange things that swooped down suddenly from the security of the mist, with faint swishing sounds, taking potshots at the station and skimming away again like an airplane strafing the enemy.


  The bat-men of Jupiter! Strange form of intelligent life from the largest of the planets. Their six prehensile legs were now being used to manipulate a weapon of destruction. Built with sturdy frames to withstand Jovian gravity, but with thin, membranous skins and numerous air-pockets to make them a sort of semi-lighter-than-air creature, they were at home in the furious gales that rage eternally on Jupiter. Twin sheets of skin extending from front to rear, enabled them to glide with “wings” outstretched like the flying squirrel.[3]


  A half-dozen experimental shots told Frampton the story.


  “Old-timer, this is bad! They go too fast to get a bead on ’em. They’re through a heat beam before it can do any damage!”


  But Ellerbee, for the first time since Frampton had known him, had the gleam of animation in his eyes. Once again he was commander, dominating, swift and concise.


  “Think we’re licked, eh? Get the searchlight!”


  The young man gaped.


  “Searchlight?” The station was equipped with a small but powerful spotlight, portable, which sometimes came in handy when emergencies arose during the long night.


  “You heard me! The searchlight!” snapped Ellerbee.


  “Yes, sir.” Frampton slipped the coverings off the light and trundled it into the main room.


  Ellerbee wheeled it into position, aiming up through the skylight.


  “Stand by with your gun, ready for action! This is a trick I learned ten years ago.”


  As the next bat-man appeared from the clouds, Ellerbee snapped on the dazzling beam and pinned the strange creature in the air. To Frampton’s amazement, the Jovian appeared to struggle in awkward panic, fluttering down the light beam in jerky circles, helpless.


  “Get him!” Ellerbee’s voice snapped in his ear, and Frampton went to work in earnest on his easy target. Soon the Jovian fell to the ground, twisted and smoking. A second bat-man was similarly brought down a charred crisp, a third, a fourth, a fifth. Then the aerial attack was halted.


  Ellerbee switched off the spotlight and turned to Frampton, bright-eyed and triumphant. The old man was reliving the past. He was a fighting man once again.


  “Phototropism,” he explained. “The muscles of the Jovian’s bodies are always taut, normally. When light falls sideward on an insect, it starts photochemical changes in one of the eyes, affecting one side of the brain. Muscle tension on the opposite side of the body is lost, and movement, whether walking or flying, will be in a circle. The Jovians, like moths, are not attracted by light, but are forced against their wishes to drop into its rays.”


  The siege settled down to a halfhearted sniping again. The station was gradually being sieved, and the refrigeration plant was working steadily to keep the temperature down.


  “Doesn’t seem to be many of ’em,” Ellerbee remarked. “If the station walls aren’t burned away, we may be able to hold ’em off until night, or till the Company ship arrives.”


  Hard on the heels of his remark, a faint, sinister humming made itself faintly heard through the murk. Louder it came, half-wail, half-moan, rising and falling an octave at a time.


  “The greenies! They’ve been freed!” Ellerbee cried.


  HE paused a moment to listen intently. From long association Ellerbee could interpret many of the strange voice-sounds of the chloro-men, even converse with them haltingly.


  “They’ve been drugged,” he said excitedly. “Turned against us somehow. Look!”


  Framptom moved over to the front window. Just emerging from the twisting fog came a ragged line of the strange creatures, eyes rolling weirdly, arms waving. Skulking behind them for protection came a few hesitant figures of the hi-jackers.


  Framptom raised his weapon, but Ellerbee grabbed his arm.


  “No!”


  Framptom wrenched free.


  “What d’you mean: no! You can’t be thinking about your ten thousand now, surely! They mean business. They’re dope-crazy. It’s kill or be killed, man!”


  Ellerbee shook his head.


  “That’s not it. D’you suppose those fellows are risking the value of what they came here to steal? Not a bit of it. Those greenies are hard as the devil to kill. They have to be literally cut to shreds. We’ve already burned out one heat-ray gun. It’ll take two more probably to stop that advance.”


  Frampton stared at the deliberate advance, ponderous and inevitable as a Juggernaut.


  “Then what—”


  Ellerbee cut him off, began speaking rapidly in brittle, to-the-point phrases. As the younger man listened, admiration and respect brightened on his face. When the old man finished, Frampton whirled like a cat.


  “I got it,” he snapped, and ran for the rear of the house. He found time to wonder fleetingly how he had ever thought Ellerbee a broken and pitiable creature.


  In a small storeroom he seized the last remaining keg of salt under one muscular arm and scrambled through a window onto the encircling balcony. A narrow catwalk ran from the balcony to the big calcium chloride tank, and he ran across recklessly. Quickly tapping the keg, he dumped its contents into the tank, then hurried down a ladder to the ground.


  The wicked hiss of an adversary’s heat-ray greeted him, coming so close he felt the singe of its passage. He ducked behind the tank for safety. For a minute the two of them played a cat-and-mouse game about the tank, but Frampton was wild at every second’s delay. Desperately he jumped into the clear to duel it out with his opponent. Then, from above and behind, came the snap and thunderclap of a cathode bolt as it ripped past his shoulder. Electricity transmitted on ionized air hurled him to the damp soil, left him momentarily dazed, paralyzed.


  He glanced behind him painfully. Old Ellerbee had deserted his post to cover his young partner. He pointed silently with the muzzle of his gun to the dead and twisted body of the man who had out-flanked Frampton in the obscurity of the mist, and who had been about to cut him down.


  Frampton shivered, and cold sweat popped out on his brow. He jumped to his feet without further waste of time and ran to the lever controlling the electric pump, threw it over. A half-dozen powerful twists shut off the flow of fluid through the pipe to the landing field. He unrolled the thick coils of emergency hose that hung on a prong beside the tank and ran back to the station.


  In Ellerbee’s absence, the chloro-men, with their slow gliding movement, had reached the steps already. Behind them, growing more and more bold, slunk the scavengers, unkempt, bearded outlaws. Frampton slipped underneath the station platform, aimed the hose at the horde of greenies, and opened the nozzle.


  A gigantic stream of concentrated solution of calcium chloride and sodium chloride sprayed a blinding shower over them. They paused. The weird humming changed key. Frampton thought he detected a note of panic, of fear. And he smiled, half grimly, half pityingly.


  The chloro-men turned to flee, obeying their near-dormant instinct of self-preservation, but they were far too slow. They turned a sickly, washed-out color. They began to shrink, rapidly sagging in collapse under the deadly spray. In three minutes they lay on the ground twitching limply, scattered green blobs of helpless cells.


  WITH the first shower from the hose, the mist had thinned in a wide arc before the station, and the raiders, after a sharp exchange with Ellerbee in which one man had gone down with his face a hideous blackened ruin, quickly retreated to the shelter of the clouds. Frampton shut off the hose, opened the pipe to the field, and left the pump going. Scaling the ladder up the side of the tank, he quickly made his way back into the station. A triumphant Ellerbee. shook hands with the grinning Frampton.


  “Boy! That got ’em, Old-timer,” Frampton exulted. “Just as you said. But what exactly was it that struck them down?”


  “Plasmolysis. You sprayed ’em with a salt solution much more concentrated than the solution in their individual cells. Exosmosis resulted, the water passing from the cell sap outward through the cytoplasmic membrane. The vacuoles in each greenie became smaller, and the cytoplasm shrank from the cell wall. They literally wilted before your eyes.”


  Frampton risked a glance through one glassless window.


  “Dead?”


  “Oh, no. That’s the beauty of it. Those creatures are much more resistant than an ordinary plant. They’ll come around good as new in a few hours. Plenty o’ moisture in the atmosphere always, so. they can easily refill their cells when the salt solution disappears.”


  The exultation of the defenders was short-lived, however. Made more desperate by approaching nightfall, the raiders rolled a felled tree into view in the clearing around the station. From its shelter two sultry, crimson beams played hotly on one of the stiltlike legs that supported the corners of the station.


  The acrid odor of molten metal assailed the nostrils. The station began to quiver jerkily, then sagged heavily, at the corner as the leg snapped. Ellerbee and Frampton slipped and fell, rolled down the sharp incline into the corner where they bounced in a tangle of arms and legs as the house swayed, still supported on three legs.


  The heat-rays outside began working on a second support.


  Frampton grinned.


  “Begins to look like the finish. Night won’t be here in time to help do anything but preserve the bodies.”


  Carefully the two of them crawled up the slanting floor to remove their weight from the weakened side. Ellerbee’s serene, faded eyes didn’t even blink at the prospect. He gloried in this chance to die fighting.


  “We can cross the catwalk and perhaps escape into the mist,” he suggested. “Though if the Company ship doesn’t arrive before night, or if we get lost—” He spread his gnarled hands suggestively.


  “Just the same,” said Frampton cheerily, “we’re going to take that chance. Get moving. Old-timer.”


  Cautious reconnoitering failed to disclose any lurking figures at the rear, a circumstance suspicious in itself. But the second support in front was already buckling under the strain, groaning. So Ellerbee slid out the window onto the catwalk and moved quickly over to the tank.


  Down the ladder he went, and what noise he made was covered by the throb of the pump, and by the bang and clatter of the movable furniture as it rolled forward and smashed into the front wall. Ellerbee vanished into the safety of the mist.


  Frampton darted forward to follow, but as he did so, the vicious rip of a cathode-bolt slammed the air. Before his eyes the catwalk burst asunder into a dozen twisted fragments, and, striving desperately to leap the remaining distance to the tank, he fell.


  THE slightly lesser gravity and the spongy soil tended to break the force of his fall, but one ankle turned, under him as he struck. Pain knifed up through his leg, and he bit his lips to stifle a groan. He was through.


  “Run for it, Ellerbee!” he bellowed into the obscurity of the mist. “Don’t wait for me!” Then he crumpled to the ground despairing as Ellerbee came at a clumsy run out of the fog in a frantic effort to rescue his injured partner. But in vain.


  Like sinister ghosts a half-dozen black-winged creatures materialized from the murk in a ragged circle about the two men. Their man-made weapons were held in readiness as they squatted in silent threat on the damp ground. Behind them, resolving into focus like a television close-up, came the leaders of the raiding party—black-bearded fellows, dressed dirtily and cheaply, with grinning white teeth and a predatory gleam in their eyes.


  “Toss your guns this way,” called one of them in gruff command.


  Ellerbee glanced about sharply.


  “You’re going to murder us anyhow,” he answered loudly. “Why shouldn’t we fight it out? If you want us to give in quietly, give us some guarantee we’ll not be burned down.”


  The raider’s reply was instantaneous. He flipped up his gun and bored a sizzling hole high in Ellerbee’s thigh. The old man dropped his weapon and convulsively clutched at the wound. Bitter curses came to his lips. The batmen raised their weapons to finish the job, aimed. A thin scream zipped past, and another, and then a host of them.’ The metal walls of the drunkenly sagging station rang sharply in a devil’s tattoo.


  There came the thunk of tiny projectiles whipping into soft, membranous flesh, the buzz of a ricochet as they struck glancingly off a thick skull. A swarm of whiz-bang beetles had hurtled blindly into the clearing.


  The Jovians let out a series of hoarse yelps and took to the air as the whiz-bangs riddled their frail bodies. The dark-faced outlaws hesitated, then flung themselves to the ground in compact, curling balls, the only protective measure possible. Frampton seized Ellerbee about the waist, recklessly attempting to drag the two of them to the shelter of the mist, but it proved too much for him. The whiz-bang beetles had blundered their deadly way through the clearing and vanished before the two men had even reached the calcium chloride tank.


  But as the raiders picked themselves up from the wet earth, and as the ugly, winged Jovians swooped back to rest, a shrill whine split the silence in ever-increasing volume. All activity was suspended in mid-moment.


  Everyone recognized that shrill crescendo—the motor of one of the new centrifugal flyers, the stern of which contained a centrifuge potent enough to move a mountain, with millions of tiny rotors running in blasts of compressed air, millions of tiny tops generating sufficient energy to hurl the ship through space at terrific speed.


  Ellerbee looked at Frampton in startled incomprehension, then at the still pounding electric pump. Frampton read, the thoughts as they passed in review in the old man’s eyes. The field was under spray, and the new arrival would be able to land. Frampton had deliberately left the spray apparatus going; therefore he expected the ship.


  Company ship? Not likely. The Company owned a few of the new centrifugal flyers, but they wouldn’t risk one to the vagaries of the slave-smuggling trade. If not a Company ship, then what? Very few private concerns could afford them. Was it the Interplanetary Patrol? Was Frampton, then, a Judas!


  EXPLANATIONS were cut short by the sudden cessation of the centrifuge motor, the breaking out of distant battle, shouts and the crack and hiss of guns. This quit as suddenly as it began, punctuated by a deafening concussion and the far-off rain of metallic debris following the explosion.


  “There goes their rocket-ship!” cried Frampton delightedly.


  Raiders and their Jovian allies alike vanished toward the landing field. “And there go the hi-jackers!” Ellerbee clamped his jaws tight and struggled to his feet. The wound itself was not dangerous, as the heat-ray’s passage cauterized it instantly. But the leg was weakened considerably, and the old man was forced to hobble along on one foot.


  “And here goes Ellerbee,” he said, half bitterly, half sorrowfully. He hopped away toward the mist curtain that shrouded the little clearing.


  Frampton, also favoring one leg, jack-rabbited after his partner and gently sat him down on the ground.


  “Oh, no, you don’t. You stay right here,” he grinned.


  Ellerbee grimaced in pain.


  “Kind o’ rubbin’ it in, ain’t you, son? I didn’t think you’d arrest me—” Another spasmodic burst of firing sounded nearby, then footsteps sounded through the murk, approaching invisibly. Presently a squad of men appeared, wearing the uniforms of the Interplanetary Patrol. They were led by a lieutenant, who came to a halt before the two men on the ground.


  “Lieutenant Howe reporting, Captain Frampton,” he saluted, smiling.


  “Excuse the apparent discourtesy, Lieutenant, but I find it painful to stand. You scattered those hi-jackers?”


  “To the four winds, sir. A short wait should bring the slave-ship right into our waiting arms, and another link in this rotten traffic will be wiped out. Is this your prisoner, sir? Shall we put him in irons?”


  Ellerbee lay face down. At the words he rolled over.


  “Not at all,” Frampton cried heartily. “This is my colleague, Ellerbee.” He stretched out a hand and pulled the old man to a sitting position, then spun his fluent falsehood. “He had himself busted out of the Patrol in order to work himself into the slave-ring. He’s got a future in the Service.”


  Ellerbee and Frampton exchanged a long glance, in which Frampton paid silent and whimsical tribute to the creed of loyalty and that prevented him from revealing his true status before now. Old Ellerbee glanced down at the tiny token left in his palm when Frampton’s helping hand had pulled him upright. It was metal, cut in the form of an all-seeing eye, mirroring the sun and the planets. The letters I.S.S. were embossed on it. The Interstellar Secret Service!


  Ellerbee clutched it tightly and thrust his shoulders back. It was plain what that token meant to him—respect, honor, manhood, all those things that had been stripped from him four years before. His eyes were strangely misted as he looked around the clearing. The young lieutenant, Howe, clicked his heels and saluted smartly. “At your service, sir,” he said.


  [1] The deer-bot fly.


  [2] Once the greenies were in the rich buyers’ hands, the law could be defeated by one of several methods. Sometimes the registration, of a dead chloro-man was transferred to the new unlawful entry; or a newcomer was attributed to the result of a union between two slaves (which occasionally actually happened) bought before the anti-slavery law was passed. The law did not operate ex post facto.


  [3] In the lesser gravities of the smaller planets, the Jovians found they could develop muscles that would actually move their winglike, membranes up down, enabling them to fly awkwardly, instead of gliding.


  SEEKER OF TO-MORROW


  Eric Frank Russell


  Life is illogical; earthquakes are illogical time travel——?


  THE Venusian city of Kar shimmered beneath an inverted bowl of blue glory. It was a perfect day for a civic demonstration such as the welcoming home of the first expedition to Earth in many centuries. Citizens appreciated the cooperation of the weather; Liberty Square was packed with a murmuring, multicolored concourse that swirled in kaleidoscopic patterns. Something shrieked in the vault of space; the kaleidoscope turned uniformly pink, as five hundred thousand faces lifted to the sky.


  High in the stratosphere appeared a pair of metallic pencils, their rear ends vomiting crimson flames. Sound waves from the rocket tubes fleeted downward, bounced from the eardrums of the expectant crowd. The pencils swelled; the crimson spread along their under surfaces as the retarding rockets belched with maximum power. In a short time the objects had resolved themselves into long, streamlined space ships.


  With startling suddenness they loomed hugely to the view, sinking behind the mighty mass of university building. They seemed to pause for a moment, while the great, circular ports in their sides stared over the edge of the roof at the mob beneath. Then they were gone. Came one tremendous, reverberating crash succeeded by a moment’s perfect silence. The great audience found tongues, broke into a babble of sound, as, with one accord, it stretched itself into a stream of individuals rushing along University Avenue toward the Kar Airport.


  The landing field of Kar Airport presented a scene of utmost confusion. To one side lay the space ships surrounded by a shouting, struggling mob. The uproar was loudest at a point where the overwhelmed City Guards had reformed themselves into a wedge and were desperately battling their way through the barrier of bodies.


  Babbling and bawling arose into a crescendo, when it was perceived that the nearer space ship was opening its bow door. Steadily, the circular piece of metal revolved along its worm, retreating more and more into the shadow. A final half revolution and it was drawn into the interior of the ship, while the form of a man appeared in the gap thus left.


  The crowd bellowed itself red in the face: “Urnas Karin! Urnas Karin!”


  Karin acknowledged the shouts and raised his hand for silence. Half the crowd hissed for silence, while the other half continued to bawl. The hissers reproved the bawlers and the bawlers answered back. Somebody pushed somebody and somebody else resented it. A woman fainted, collapsed, and a little man ten yards away was struck on the cranium by way of retaliation. In a flash, fifty different individuals assumed fifty different versions of what they regarded as a menacing pose. A hidden dog yelped, as somebody trod on it, and from the back of the crowd a piercing voice shrilled, “Woopsey! Woopsey!”


  Immediately, the crowd laughed; an ugly situation passed away and silence fell.


  KARIN jumped to the ground, followed by twenty of his companions from inside the ship. A small platform, about twice man-height, stood near. Karin mounted and let his sharp eyes pass over the waiting audience. A uniformed guard placed before him a small ebony box mounted on a tripod. He waved away the guard, stood before the box and spoke.


  “My friends,” he said, his voice pleasantly magnified by the disseminator he was using, “your marvelous welcome is a reward in itself. I thank you; and again, on behalf of my colleagues, I thank you! Now, I am sure that you are all fairly bursting to know whether this expedition has made any startling discoveries upon our Mother Planet.” He paused and smiled, as the crowd signified with a roar that it was fairly bursting.


  “Well, I am afraid that our story is far too long to narrate in detail. Let it suffice if I tell you that we did not find a trace of the civilization of those who were our ancestors. The great cities, the mighty machines that once were theirs have crumbled into the dust and have been obliterated completely by the foot of Time. Old Mother Earth is airless, waterless and lifeless, thoroughly and completely.


  “But we did make one most remarkable discovery.” He hesitated for a tantalizing minute. “We found the body of a prehistoric man! It was truly an amazing discovery. There, upon a world so ancient that every artificial mark had been smoothed away, atmosphere had leaked off into space, and even axial rotation had ceased, lay the body of this man.


  “Examination of the corpse disclosed the seemingly impossible fact that life had departed from it not more than fifty hours previously. Fortunately, we had with us, as part of our standard first-aid equipment, a normality chamber. We placed the corpse therein, warmed it, liquefied the blood and have succeeded in bringing it safely home in a condition that gives us good cause to hope that the experts in our Institute of Medicine and Surgery will be able to resuscitate it.


  “The body of this man is in perfect condition. The cause of death, literally, was lack of breath. He appears to belong to a period placed several thousands of years before our ancestors departed from the dying Earth and settled here on Venus, a period so far back in time that our history reels do not talk of it. Why, his head is covered with hair and he even has hairs upon his chest and legs!


  “The ability of scientists, in this our most progressive time, to revive the dead in cases where death is not due to old age and is not accompanied by serious injury is a marvel too well-known to need emphasis by me. Possibly there are some people here who would not be with us but for the miracles performed by our most able men and women.” He was interrupted by several cries of assent.


  “I feel that there is a most excellent chance of the institute bringing this man back to life and permitting him to tell us his story with his own lips. If my hopes prove to be justified, I intend to make an official request to Orca Sanla, chairman of the stereo-vision committee, that this lone inhabitant of a long-dead planet be allowed to stand before the screen at Kar Stereo Station and give to our world an explanation of circumstances which, to be quite candid with you, we regard as absolutely inexplicable.” Karin turned and gestured toward a burly individual standing in the front rank of his scores of followers.


  “In any case, you will receive entertainment to-night. Olaf Morga, aided by his brother Reca, who is on our companion ship, has made a complete pictorial record of our venture from the time we departed from Kar to the time we left Earth. The record is being dispatched to the K. S. Station and will be radiated from sunset this evening.”


  Karin started to descend, as a storm of cheering broke out. A woman in the center of the crowd screamed “Belt!”


  The word was caught up by a thousand others, ere Karin had placed his foot upon the topmost step the whole mob was roaring, “The belt! We want the belt!”


  Morga and Karin exchanged smiles. The latter returned to the center of the platform, slowly and deliberately unbuckling the flexible metal belt encircling his middle. He held it loosely by one end, while the crowd danced with excitement.


  Suddenly, he whirled it above his head, flung it upward and out. It snaked through the air toward where the throng clustered thickest. Half a hundred men leaped for it as it fell. Then it vanished beneath a mass of human beings all fighting madly for the prized souvenir.


  Quick to profit by the diversion, the city guards cleared a path from the rocket ships to the control tower. Karin and his crew, together with the crew of the sister ship, sped along the path, entered the tower. The crowd swarmed out of the airport field, poured in a colorful torrent down University Avenue and put a test load on the moving roadways to the suburbs.


  Dusk fell over Venus. The stars set in a Moonless sky penetrated the thick veil of atmosphere just sufficiently to paint faint glimmers of steely brightness upon the sides of two voyagers of interplanetary space. Side by side, in a littered field, the rocket ships slept.


  II.


  TWO MONTHS LATER, Bern Hedan, the man who got the buckle of the belt, fiddled with the controls of his stereo set and cursed. The brand-new pan-selenite screen of the set displayed, in natural colors and with stereoscopic effect, the final stage of transformation of a sample of Venusian pond life. A hidden announcer betrayed the fact that Sanla’s myrmidons regarded a dirge played upon an asthmatic oboe as fit accompaniment to the tri-monthly acrobatics of a frog-faced fish.


  “By the death of Terra!” he ejaculated, using the most fearful oath his imagination could conceive at the moment. “I pay fifty-five yogs down and twelve more every high tide to be the owner of the set. I pay exorbitant bills for power to operate it; I produce eighteen yogs per annum for the right to make use of that which I have purchased—or am purchasing.” He gestured to nothing in particular and talked aloud. He was very fond of talking to himself.


  Common-sense views appealed to him. “And what do we get for this outrageous expenditure? What do we get, I say? Pictorial demonstrations of the domestic habits of red-hammed Venusian baboons accompanied by the noise of wailing catgut. Or the amatory adventures of a deep-sea worm who pays court to somebody’s symphony for ten harmonicas. Bah!”


  He wound savagely at the coordinating handle protruding from the front of the stereo cabinet. The screen dimmed, clouded over, then cleared and depicted a new scene. It was an interior view of the Hall of Debate in the city of Newlondon. Two men were seated upon chairs placed on a semicircular stage, facing a great auditorium packed with people from floor to ceiling. A third individual stood upon the stage facing a stereo screen. Bern Hedan noticed that a mirror suspended on the wall at the rear of this stage was responsible for the peculiar effect of showing the transmission screen in his own screen, giving him a double image of the three people on the stage.


  The stereo announcer was saying: “This evening you have heard and seen an extremely interesting and most instructive debate upon the subject of another Great Migration. You all know the reasons why the human race was compelled to make use of its discovery of the means of traveling through cosmic space by indulging in a wholesale move to our present abode—Venus. The symptoms of planetary senile decay, such as loss of atmosphere, loss of orbital velocity and speed of axial rotation, became so alarming that eventually it was obvious that Earth’s characteristics were altering faster than humanity could accommodate itself to the change. Earth’s days were numbered—from the human viewpoint, at least. Venus was a suitable habitat for our forefathers, ourselves and our children’s children, and the means to get to Venus were at hand.


  “The question that has been discussed to-night has been, to put it briefly: ‘Will history repeat itself?’ In the course of time, somewhere in the distant future, our planet’s fate will duplicate that of Earth. We may not like to think of it, but it is a fact, a perfectly natural fact, an inevitable one. Will Venusians die with Venus, or shall there be another Great Migration?” He signed with his hand to the man seated on his right-hand side.


  “The pessimist thinks we are doomed for the reasons he has given you, the most unanswerable of which is that the next foothold in space is the planet Mercury—and Mercury is quite uninhabitable by human beings.” He signed to the opposite side. “The optimist believes that humanity shall never disappear from creation, mainly because of our steady scientific advancement which, he has said, will enable us to perfect the art of space travel to such a degree that we shall have the choice of a dozen worlds long before our present one has grown uncomfortable.


  This concludes the debate between Leet Horis of Kar and Reca Morga of the Newlondon Debating Society.” He stood staring into the transmission screen while the auditorium thundered with applause.


  “NOW we come to the event to which all Venus has been looking forward with the keenest anticipation. Since the Kar Institute successfully resuscitated the prehistoric man two months ago, the entire world has been waiting to hear his story. There has been some comment about this delay of two months, which I am now to tell you was due to the fact that the revival of this man was not, in itself, enough to justify his immediate appearance. He needed a period of convalescence, during which he has learned how to speak our language. You will find that he can speak with fair fluency, the reason for this being that his own language proved to be the root of ours.”


  Bern Hedan adjusted the clarity knob of his set, making the screen depict the stage more sharply. He moved an easy-chair before the stereo, sat in it and switched on the automatic head-scratcher. Soothed by the restfulness of the cushions and the gentle rubs and tickles of the scratcher, he prepared to listen with tolerance.


  Seen in the screen, the pair of debaters left the stage. The announcer walked to the rear, opened a door and, with a dramatic air, ushered in the prehistoric man. The man stood directly in front of the screen and studied twelve thousand Venusians. Two hundred million Venusians studied the man.


  The Venusians felt slightly disappointed. The object of their examination did not look as though he lived in trees and ate nuts. His head was covered with disgusting hair, but otherwise he looked quite normal. He stood six feet in height; his eyes were dark, alert, his face intellectual even by Venusian standards of judgment. A woven silvoid karossa hung from his shoulders; the inevitable Venusian belt encircled his middle. He seemed to be quite at ease; it was evident that he did not agree with his audience in giving his own personality a purely antiquarian value.


  “It is my privilege,” said the announcer, “to introduce to you Glyn Weston, the man from A. D. 2007—a date placed approximately seventy thousand years before the Great Migration, about one hundred and fifty thousand years from to-day.” Murmurs of surprise rippled around the serried rows of seats.


  “Glyn Weston has told his story to the university board at Kar; he has made a most valuable contribution to the pages of ancient history. I shall now request him to repeat his narrative, and I think that after you have heard what he has to say you will agree that this voice from the past has recounted the most amazing tale ever to be projected over the stereo. Glyn Weston!”


  III.


  MY FRIENDS, began Weston, speaking in a pleasantly modulated voice, there is one thing I must say before I tell you my story. God’s greatest gift to man is life. I cannot say that you have given me life, but to the remarkable abilities of your wonderful civilization I owe the restoration of that which was snatched from me—life! The poor and faulty power of speech is quite inadequate to convey to you the gratitude I feel. I want every one of you to know how deeply I appreciate what has been done for me by Venusian science.


  (A roar of applause shook the auditorium. The audience decided that it was to listen to a man and not to a savage.)


  As you have been informed, my name is Glyn Weston. My age I do not know; the reason will become apparent later in my story. In the period that is called mine, if any particular period can be so called, I was a physicist.


  My work commenced at the age of twenty-eight, when I was fortunate enough to inherit a very large sum of money. I was then assistant to the famous Professor Vanderveen, astrophysicist at the Glasgow Observatory. For many years my hobby had been the study of the work of McAndrew, popularly called “The Death-ray Man”.


  McAndrew was a scientist of the previous decade. His life’s work had advanced that of certain mathematicians and physicists of the twentieth century, most particularly Einstein, Graham, Forrest and Schweil. He was the world’s most authoritative exponent of the space-time concept and, like many other geniuses, he died discredited by his contemporaries because he had asserted that it would be found possible to travel in time, to move through time into the future.


  Schweil, with whom McAndrew had been coworker, had shown that time was not an independent concept but an aspect of motion. There could be no time without motion—no motion without time.


  This may seem rather obscure to some of you, but it really is quite simple. Try to imagine time without motion; consider the means whereby you estimate time. The two cannot be separated, for they are merely different aspects of the same thing. McAndrew’s life was dedicated to discovering the true relationship between these aspects and, if I may put it so, to defining the “difference”.


  His work was crowned with success two years before his death. Working upon the theory that the velocity of motion and the rate of time invariably maintained a constant parallel, he evolved a ray with which he made a number of objects vanish. It was his claim that the ray speeded up the velocity of electronic motion, causing the atoms to experience time at a faster rate and thus forcing the objects into the future. Of course, he was laughed at.


  His discovery was described in the absurdest terms, such as “the automatic disintegrator” and “the death ray”. McAndrew left his data in the safe-keeping of the only scientist who believed in him. That scientist was Vanderveen, my superior.


  Vanderveen was in the late fifties when he caught the torch cast by the fallen McAndrew. During my association with him he gave me constant, almost fatherly, encouragement. My interest in McAndrew pleased him immensely. When I received my inheritance I told him that it was my desire to use it in carrying on from where McAndrew had left off.


  “Weston,” he said, placing a hand upon my shoulder, “I have prayed that this should be your ambition. McAndrew, alas! found in me a dog too old to learn new tricks. But as for you—you are young.”


  Thus the seed was sown. But Vanderveen did not live to see the crop. Twenty-two years later I became the human subject of a time-travel experiment. I had set up my laboratory in the wilds of the Peak District of Derbyshire, in England, where work could be carried on with the minimum of interference. From this laboratory I had dispatched into the unknown, presumably the future, a multitude of objects, including several live creatures such as rats, mice, pigeons and domestic fowl. In no case could I bring back anything I had made to vanish. Once gone, the subject was gone forever. There was no way of discovering exactly where it had gone. There was nothing but to take a risk and go myself.


  To this end I designed an air-tight time-travel room and had it fabricated immediately. The room was capable of holding the much perfected Schweil-McAndrew ray projector, myself and a quantity of material I considered necessary to take with me. The projector fitting was designed so that the entire room, with all its contents, would vanish immediately the ray was turned on. I knew, of course, that if this room actually transported me into the future it was imperative that I take into account the possible alteration of ground contours over the period of time I covered. It would be foolhardy to experiment at a point where the ground might rise and leave me embedded yards below Earth’s surface. So I hired a field upon a hilltop nine miles northwest of Bakewell—a very lonely spot; and equipped the roof beams with a parachute of my own design, to thwart an opposite possibility.


  Upon the fourteenth of April, A. D. 1998, all was prepared for the great test. My financial affairs had been settled with an eye to the future in more ways than one. The time-travel room, lavishly set with windows and looking like a very large telephone kiosk, stood waiting in the middle of Farmer Wright’s field. As I walked toward it, not knowing what Fate held in store for me, I thought what an incongruous object it looked standing amid the furrows. Without the slightest hesitation, I unlocked the door, stepped inside and relocked it, started the air-purifying apparatus, took one last look at Earth, fresh with the aura of spring, and closed the projector switch.


  IV


  THE SENSATION of being under the influence of the rays was weird in the extreme. My mind seemed to be emptied of all thoughts, retaining only alternating impressions of roughness and smoothness, stickiness and gloss, for all the world as if the very nature of my brain material was swaying between a pseudo-fibrousness like that of pulled toffee and a satisfying softness like that of a newly rolled ball of putty. A veil of mist came between myself and the world I strained my eyes to see. The mist was elusive, intangible. Some temporary optical fault intervened to defeat all my efforts to decide whether this mist lay over the windows of the room or was coating my own eyeballs.


  A sudden panic assailed me, and I pressed down the switch handle to which my right hand was still clinging. A sensation of immense strain racked my body from hair to toes, my blood vessels fizzed as if their contents had been replaced with soda water. The fugitive mist was whisked away like the gauzy veil of an oriental dancer. I felt as sick as a dog.


  My key clicked in the lock of the door. I stepped outside and looked around. Everything looked exactly as I had left it. The field was still furrowed; a few trees and bushes were displaying their awareness of spring; the sky was still cloudy, the air as stimulating as before. My experiment had failed.


  It was a miserable man who wended his way along the lonely lanes to his laboratory. I remember that birds were singing, but I did not hear them—at the moment; early flowers were adding their sweet beauty to this ugly world of mine and I did not see them—just then.


  Mentally cursing my lack of foresight in not parking my car in the hired field, I turned a bend in the road and began to climb a hill lying between the field and the laboratory. A farm laborer emerged from a lane to my left and trudged along behind me. He increased his pace, caught up to me and requested the time. He was an old man of the garrulous type and, to my mind, his question was merely an excuse for a conversation. Nevertheless, I lugged at my gold chain and glanced at the cheap timepiece hooked upon its end.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, “my watch has stopped.”


  “So has mine,” he responded. “Guess I’ll have to get it on the wireless when I land home.” He lighted a cigarette and climbed up the hill in silence for a little while. “What d’you think of the great rocket flight?” he asked suddenly.


  I had some difficulty in gathering my wits, and had to make a definite mental effort before I could reply. Somehow, I managed to recall the sensational flight across the Channel of Robert Clair. This had been hailed as the first really successful experiment with a man-carrying rocket. If I remembered rightly, the event had taken place at least a month before. The science of rocketry held the interest of only a very small number of people; it was strange that this old man should still betray an interest in such an event placed a month earlier. Courtesy demanded a reply.


  “Merely another step in the inevitable march of progress,” I answered.


  “D’you think they’ll ever get to the Moon?”


  “Who can tell,” I said evasively.


  “Well, they’re talking about it; they’re talking about it,” he persisted. “I was reading in the papers only the other day that some professor had worked out how long it would take to get to Venus, how a suitable rocket could be built and how much it would cost. Always thought Venus was a naked woman, not a planet. Shows how knowledge has advanced since my younger days.”


  “Ah! it is the fate of all of us to be considered ignorant by later standards,” I soothed.


  “WHAT’S THE world coming to?” he demanded, puffing furiously at his cigarette. “What with steam engines, then motor cars, airplanes and them auto-whatyamacallits that look like windmills and have got no wings, stratosphere planes—and now rockets! I remember when I was a kid there was a furor in the papers because Ginger Leacock circum—circum—went right round the world without a stop, in one of them crazy old stratosphere planes. They’ve gone round six times since then and aren’t satisfied with that! So they’ve started meddling with rockets.


  “First of all some maniac hops over a house and breaks his neck. They called him ‘a martyr to science’. Then another idiot who wants to be a martyr rockets across the Channel and breaks both his legs. Not to be outdone, another fool starts out from Dublin and plunges clean through a skyscraper in New York, smearing himself all——”


  “Here!” I interrupted. “What the devil are you talking about?”


  “Rockets,” he replied, startled. “And now when they can get from here to New Zealand in twenty-four hours, including stops, or eighteen hours without, what I say is——”


  “Will you listen to me,” I shouted, grabbing him by the shoulders. “What, in Heaven’s name, are you talking about?”


  “No offense, guv’nor, no offense!” he said nervously, trying to draw back. “I didn’t mean anything, really I didn’t!”


  “Of course there’s no offense,” I roared. Then, realizing that my behavior was making the man nervous, I calmed myself and continued in quieter tone, “You must pardon me. This subject you have been talking about is one that interests me very considerably and, for certain reasons, I have been out of touch with the news concerning it. My foolish excitement was caused by your mention of a rocket flight to New York. Will you tell me when that flight took place?”


  “Now let me see!” Apparently reassured, he stood and contemplated the skies while he exercised his memory. “As near as I can guess it was in the late summer of 2004.”


  “What year?”


  “2004,” he repeated.


  “And when was this great rocket flight to which you alluded in the beginning?” I asked, making a tremendous effort to control myself.


  “Yesterday.”


  “You will think this a strange question,” I told him, “but there is nothing seriously wrong with me. I am suffering from a slight trouble with my memory. Now tell me, what day was yesterday?”


  He looked sympathetic, pulled a folded newspaper from his left pocket, opened it with deliberation and handed it to me. A two-inch streamer was spread across the top of the front page. It said: NEW ROCKET RECORD. Beneath appeared: TO N. Z. IN EIGHTEEN HOURS—Lampson Crashes In Hawkes Bay. I took little notice of this news, red-hot though it was. My eyes searched eagerly along the top. There it stood in plain, indisputable print: DAILY VOICE—May 22, 2007.


  Before the startled native had time to move I had seized him and kissed him. I flung his paper into the air and caught it with a mighty kick as it came down. I whoope-e-ed at the top of my voice and danced a fandango in the roadway. My hat fell off and rolled without hindrance into a ditch; my watch jumped out of my pocket and danced in sympathy at the end of its chain. My time-travel experiment had succeeded! For a space of five minutes I went stark, staring mad, while my erstwhile companion, forgetting the dignity of age and his rheumatism, galloped up the hill like a hunted deer and vanished over the crest.


  V


  THE remarkable feat of making a short trip through time had an effect upon me totally different to what I would have prophesied a few years before. I did not rush, flushed with triumph, to place the news before an astounded world. On the contrary, I became as suspicious and as secretive as any village miser. My desire for fame and the respect of the scientific world faded away, being replaced by a curiosity so insatiable that each to-day became a mere period of speculation about to-morrow. The future had grasped me like a vicious drug.


  Formerly, I was secretive because I was determined not to permit my work to fall into unworthy hands. Now, the motive was fear of being deprived of the means to satisfy my desire to explore the future as thoroughly as possible.


  From every point of view it seemed highly desirable that my next venture be undertaken at once. My personal fortune became a matter of little moment; my money was cached securely—but not securely enough to withstand the onslaught of time. I came to the conclusion that I could afford to ignore the fate of my worldly possessions; it was not likely that I could claim them at a distant date.


  In the quiet atmosphere of the dust-covered laboratory, I thought it over. The time-travel room must be removed as soon as possible. Heaven alone knew what weird story had been told by my late companion upon his return home, what curious eyes and prying fingers would explore the object in Wright’s field. Come to that, I did not know whether the field still belonged to Farmer Wright. The owner, whoever he might be, could arbitrarily uproot the trespasser upon his property. My next move must be made that night.


  It was an hour after sunset when I entered the time-travel room and locked the door preparatory to my second adventure. My stomach was empty; the laboratory had been devoid of food and nothing had passed my lips for several hours. I consoled myself with a nine-year-old cigarette—still fresh! Faint streamers of light still permeated the sky in the direction of Staffordshire; a crescent moon hung low and stars twinkled clearly. The cigarette surrendered its last fragrant puff. I stamped on it and said, “Good-by, 2007!”


  With my hand on the switch, I hesitated. On the last occasion the switch had been closed between six and ten seconds, as near as I could estimate, and I had covered nine years. Was the distance traveled in direct proportion to the time the switch was closed? Would I drop dead when the rays carried me to the very day that Nature intended to be the day of my death, or, whether it seemed logical or not, could one travel past what should be one’s day of death? Silence answered my unspoken questions. There was nothing for it but to find out. It was a straight issue, of success or suicide. I rammed home the switch with exaggerated determination. The die was cast!


  I shall not weary you with another description of the sickness that I have called time nausea. The rays operated for a period about ten times longer than the last occasion—about one minute. Then the switch was opened; my body was subjected to a powerful but momentary strain and I had arrived. The key clicked in the door lock; the door swung inward. With my eyes raised to the distant hills, I stepped out. Something snatched at my unwary feet and I fell upon my face. Regaining my feet, I discovered that the time-travel room was sunk into the soil to a depth of six inches, I had been tripped by the step of earth outside the door. It was fortunate that I had not fitted the time-travel room with an outward-opening door and thus imprisoned myself.


  Looking around me, the first thing I noticed was that the field was uncultivated. A few miserable trees and bushes displayed their last tattered rags of brownish foliage. The sky was gray, angry and overcast; I concluded that it was late autumn or early winter. There was not a soul in sight as I paced across the field toward the lane.


  Reaching a stone wall, about four feet in height, I mounted it and surveyed the distant horizon and the intervening terrain. There was not a sign of life or human habitation. My eyes roamed eagerly around, caught a glimpse of an inexplicable shape in the mid-distance, about four miles away. I took out my spectacles, polished them and adjusted them carefully on my nose. The object was a huge hemisphere of drab color.


  The edifice, if such it was, bulged from the top of a tor like a wart upon an Earthly nose. It lay in the opposite direction from where my laboratory stood, or had once stood. I felt very hungry; my stomach suggested that this, the only artificiality on the landscape, held promise of food. I jumped down from the wall and trudged in the general direction of the distant tor.


  Maintaining a rapid pace for best part of an hour brought me to within a few hundred yards of the object which had resolved itself into a great, smooth hump of concrete about one thousand feet in diameter by five hundred feet in height. There seemed to be a large hole in its top. I did not get a chance to pause and examine it before proceeding nearer; I hesitated in my stride and a voice materialized out of the air behind me. It spoke in accents curiously clipped, somewhat as the Scottish speak, briefly and to the point. It said, “Keep it up!”


  I whirled around. Facing me was a man in dark-brown clothes cut in the manner of a compromise between an engineer’s dungarees and a soldier’s uniform. A helmet, nothing more than a dull metal skullcap, rested on his head; his hands grasped and pointed at me an object bearing only the faintest resemblance to a rifle. His attire was quite devoid of decoration; it made him look like something between an infantryman and a plumber.


  “Where did you come from?” I exclaimed.


  “Under a gooseberry bush,” said he, grinning broadly. “Where did you?”


  “From the year 2007.”


  “Indeed! Then the past is rising up against us!” A tinge of sarcasm suffused his voice, but he appeared to be an intelligent fellow.


  “You must believe me,” I argued. “My tale is very long, but when you have heard it you will find it——”


  “Very plausible!” he interrupted. “If you’re a better liar than most of us, you must be good. Now, get going. You can tell us all about how you saved the world in 2300 when you get inside.”


  “2300! Did you say 2300?” I tried to clutch his arm.


  He placed the muzzle of his weapon against my middle. “Of course I said 2300. Move those feet of yours a little more and your tongue a little less. And, just in case you want to keep up the play, Methuselah, may I anticipate a question by informing you that this is the year of disgrace 2486?”


  “Good heavens!” I cried, turning and moving up the hill. “I’ve jumped nearly four centuries!”


  “Right out of the frying pan into the fire,” my companion remarked.


  “Why, what d’you mean?”


  “Exactly what I said,” he answered, his face taking on a sardonic expression. “You may be a good jumper, but you’re a darned poor picker. Why didn’t you jump a little less or a good bit more? The jumper who picks on this year is crazy. Hell, I knew you were crazy, anyway!”


  “Yes, but——”


  “Walk on, jumper, walk on!” he commanded. “I don’t want to use my economy gun on a white man, even if he is cracked.”


  “Why d’you call your weapon an ‘economy gun’ ?” I asked him.


  He heaved a sigh. “Well, if you must talk, and if you must pretend ignorance of commonplace things, it’s because it uses poisoned darts propelled by compressed air and thus saves expenditure of explosives that are sorely needed elsewhere.”


  I was about to ask him where the explosives were needed, and for what purpose, when I found that we had arrived at the foot of the concrete mound and were facing a metal door set in its side.


  My companion touched the door and slid aside a small trap set in its center, revealing a fluorescent screen behind. He faced the screen and spoke. “Number KH.32851B4, with a gentleman from the year 2007.”


  VI.


  THE DOOR opened silently. We entered. Facing us was a long passage indirectly illuminated from slots set in the sides. With synchronized step, which aggravated me and which I vainly tried to break, we marched down the passage, turned to the right at the bottom, clump-clump-clumped along a concrete corridor and entered a large room.


  A leather-skinned, mustached individual looked up from his desk. “What do you want?” he snapped.


  “Food,” I answered, briefly.


  “Bring him food,” he said, addressing my guardian. Turning to me, he said, “Sit.”


  A high cube of red rubber squatted on the floor behind me. I seated myself on it gingerly. It was an air cushion and it felt luxurious. The man behind the desk leaned forward, switched on an instrument bearing a vague resemblance to the old-time voice recorders. He stroked his mustache and looked me over.


  “Name?” he demanded.


  “Professor Glyn Weston.”


  “Professor, eh? Of what seat of learning?”


  “Originally of Glasgow Observatory; since then I have been working in my own laboratory, about nine miles from here.”


  “There is no laboratory within a dozen miles of here,” he said, acidly.


  “My laboratory was within nine miles of here in the year 2007,” I replied, doggedly.


  “In 2007! How old are you then?”


  “From one point of view I am a little over fifty, from another I am nearly five hundred.”


  “Absurd!” he exclaimed. “Obviously absurd!”


  “There is an explanation for this seeming absurdity. In the year 2007 I was the first man to have made a trip in time—that is to say, into the future. I had traveled to that year from 1998. The experiment has been repeated. This is the result—I am here!”


  “Hah!” He rubbed one side of his nose with a forefinger and regarded me queerly. “The popularity of science-fiction has made the subject of time travel quite familiar to us. But time travel is impossible.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “It is illogical.”


  “Life is illogical; earthquakes are illogical.”


  “True,” he agreed. “From some aspects that is profoundly true. But can you reconcile yourself with the idea of shaking hands with your ancestors a few centuries before you are born?”


  “No—that would be really illogical. My experiments have shown me that time can be traveled in one direction only—and that is forward, into the future. There can be no returning, no motion into the past by as much as a fraction of one second.”


  He stood up, moved away from his desk toward a corner bookcase, searched along the serried volumes and pulled out a large, black tome. He ruffled its pages. Turning to me, with the book open in his hand, he questioned me. “What was the population of Bakewell in 2007?”


  “I cannot tell you,” I replied. “I spent very little time in that year. But in 1998 it was about 4500.”


  “Hm-m-m! Who was the Premier of Great Britain?”


  “Richard Grierson.”


  “Correct! Clair flew the Channel that year. Who designed his rocket?”


  “The German astronautical experimenter, Fritz Loeb.”


  “Again correct!”


  “Listen to me,” I begged. “If that’s some sort of ancient encyclopedia you’ve got there, please turn up the time concept and see who wrote books about it.”


  He wet a finger, searched through the pages of his book. Placing it on the desk, he grabbed another and searched through that also. Four books were explored before he found what was wanted.


  “Here we are. By the way, my name is Captain Henshaw,” he added, as an afterthought. “Let me see, Schweil, Herman, philos. Dutch ‘Der something-or-other’; Schweil again, with another book; McAndrew, Fergus, ‘Space-Time Coordinates’; McAndrew again, ‘Time-Motion Relationship’; Weston, Glyn—well I’m a yellow man!—Weston, Glyn, ‘Atomic Acceleration In The Time Stream’; again: Weston, Glyn, ‘Schweil-McAndrew Theories Simplified’. Another and another; one, two, three, four, five, six! Glyn Weston—that’s you!”


  “And I can prove it,” I said, feeling supremely satisfied that my work had been recorded over five centuries.


  “How?” asked Captain Henshaw.


  “My time-travel room stands awaiting your inspection at a place that I can describe to you only as Farmer Wright’s field. It is an hour’s walk from here.”


  A DOOR to my left-hand side opened suddenly. A uniformed man appeared wheeling a dinner wagon constructed of bright metal tubes and mounted upon doughnut-tired castors. He twisted the wagon dexterously, turning it before my seat, lifted a well-loaded tray from the top and, with the casual air of an expert conjurer, drew four telescopic legs from its underside. Adjusting the contraption to a nicety, he stepped backward, flourished a cloth and bowed with an impudent grin.


  “You must be hungry after five hundred years of abstention!” he said. Throwing another grin at Henshaw he marched from the room.


  “To be perfectly candid with you,” said Henshaw, as I commenced the welcome meal, “your story is too utterly ridiculous to believe, despite the evidence you have to offer. Now don’t think that I am about to call you a liar, for I am not. All that I can say is that I intend to keep an open mind about the matter until I’ve had the opportunity to examine this magic kiosk of yours, and I am going to take a look at it immediately my spell of duty ends, in about two hours’ time.”


  “You are welcome,” I mumbled with full mouth, waving a fork in the air.


  “After I’ve taken a look at your gadget, I’ll make a report to Manchester. My superiors can then decide how to treat you.”


  “Sounds threatening,” I remarked, chewing rapidly.


  “And, just in case your story happens to be true in every respect, is there anything you would like to know?”


  “Yes!” I speared a potato. “Where am I?”


  “You are inside No. 37 Interceptor Fortress.” He moved from his desk and began to pace the room.


  “No. 37 what?” I asked with sudden energy.


  “Interceptor Fortress,” he repeated. “There is a war on.”


  “A war!” I echoed, feebly.


  “The biggest and most ferocious war the world has known. It has been on for the last five years and looks like lasting for the next five. One tenth of Earth’s population has been wiped out, obliterated. The Metropolis, which was called ‘London’ in your time, no longer exists except as a great area of shattered bricks, slates and concrete, which harbor the bones of those they harbored in life. If you can travel in time, as you say you can, you will live to curse the invention that plunged you into the present day.” Henshaw’s face grew bitter, his voice hoarse.


  “With whom is Britain fighting?” I asked, my dinner almost forgotten.


  “There is no Britain,” Henshaw answered. “The name was given up two centuries ago. There is no British Empire, either. You are now living in England, which is a self-ruling state and part of the White World, just as Scotland, Ireland, Australia, Germany, Russia and all the others are part of the White World. The Earth of to-day has only three divisions: the White World, the Yellow World and the Brown World.


  “The Brown World is the smallest and most insignificant of the three. It includes the so-called black races and is neutral—up to the moment. The White and Yellow Worlds are decimating each other to assert their right to breed regardless of the room available. But I am disturbing your meal; please finish it and I will take you to the telescan room. There I can show you something of the war.”


  My mind pestered by a dozen vagrant thoughts, I ate in silence, while Henshaw fidgeted before the bookcase, taking out volumes and putting them back again. Eventually, the meal came to an end. I drank the last drop of liquid, munched the last fragment of biscuit and arose.


  Henshaw signed toward the door through which I had entered. We passed through it, moved down a long corridor, through another door, up a corkscrew staircase into another corridor, reached its end and found ourselves in a long, rectangular room set under the roof of the fortress.


  “This is the telescan room,” said Henshaw.


  VII.


  THE WALLS and floor of the room were littered with a mass of instruments and equipment. Four men were moving about in the jumble, occupying themselves with various jobs, while, at the distant end, two more were seated at what I deduced to be control boards of some description. The most prominent object was a great glass disk secured in a metal frame in the center of the floor. The disk was tilted slightly out of the horizontal, had a mirror surface and bore a strong resemblance to the astronomical reflectors of my own day.


  Henshaw produced a chair from somewhere. Placing it near the mirror, he bade me be seated, moved to the men at the control boards and held a brief conversation with them. He returned and stood by my chair.


  “This telescan was the result of permitting amateur short-wave experimenters to play with television. It is much too complicated to explain to you here but, to put it briefly, a beam is directed into the sky, passes through the Heaviside and Appleton Layers and rebounds from the Grocott Layer, which lies at an altitude of about eight hundred miles. The beam then returns to Earth and catches the scene at its striking place. It bounces right round the Earth, registering the scene wherever it happens to strike; the first impression is the strongest, and when we pick up the beam again we have no great difficulty in tuning out the confusion of underlying scenes, leaving the first clear and sharp. The operators are now trying to angle the beam to give us a view of the Metropolis. We should get results any second.”


  Even as he spoke, the mirrored disk came to life with startling suddenness. There was no preliminary clouding or blur. One moment the surface was devoid of all but glitter; the next moment it depicted a scene with astonishing clarity. I leaned forward and looked at it.


  A ruined road, pitted with ragged craters, passed through an area filled with hummocks of crushed building material. Carefully though I searched, I could not perceive one place where two bricks still clung together, neither could I find a single unbroken brick. The scene maintained a harrowing uniformity from the foreground to the background, a square mile of pathetic evidence.


  Nothing stirred in that dismal scene; no step was taken where once ten million pairs of feet had trod; no voice was raised where the voices of children once were raised in play. A lump came in my throat, as I realized that the Metropolis—dear old London—was no more. It lay like a great, gray scar upon what I still imagined as the sweet green face of Mother Earth; it lay like a scar upon the soul of humanity.


  THE MIRROR altered its focus as the men at the end of the room manipulated their controls. The nearest end of the road seemed to rise toward me and show itself in greater detail. I saw bones protruding from a mound of dirt fifty yards from a large crater; near the legs lay the flattened skeleton of a dog. Henshaw bent his head forward, rubbed his chin with a harsh, scratching sound and spoke.


  “Before you lies one of the most heart-rending incidents of the War. The dog refused to leave its stricken master. It stayed there until it starved to death. Thousands of people watched its long, drawn-out act of devotion, watched it through the telescan with curses and tears born of helplessness. Flight Lieutenant O’Rourke, disobeying orders, made a mad attempt to rescue the dog about the time its belly disappeared into its ribs. He was brought down by a Yellow squadron. His rocket plane is mixed with the dust of the Marble Arch. God rest a gallant gentleman!”


  “Are the Yellows winning?” I asked, feeling sick at heart.


  “No, I would not say that. Warfare has now reached the stage of perfection where nobody wins and everybody loses. The Metropolis, or what is left of it, is in no worse condition than Kobe and Tokyo. The campaign consists of a series of destructive assaults, followed by equally destructive retaliation; there have been no prolonged battles such as featured the past, just a delivering of rapid blows by one side or the other. The end of this great city was the result of such a blow; the end of Tokyo was our reply. Come, we’ll take a look at your time-travel room.”


  With that I arose. We departed from the telescan room; retraced our steps through the corridors and came to the metal door. It opened silently as we reached it, revealing a small, streamlined vehicle standing on the path outside. Henshaw struggled to get his long legs beneath the steering wheel, while I took a seat by his side. Slamming the off-side door, Henshaw pressed a button protruding from the wheel boss. A smooth whir came from beneath the bonnet and we were off.


  “Don’t take the telescan picture too much to heart,” said Henshaw, juggling with the wheel. “We received warning of that raid from our very excellent espionage service and managed to evacuate nine tenths of the population in time. The remaining tenth was wiped out, but the death roll was not as large as the picture suggests.”


  “What caused the damage,” I asked.


  “Bombs—high-explosive bombs dropped from the stratosphere airplanes and also from rocket ships flying at tremendous heights. The next raid will be upon Manchester or Sheffield, for these are now the southernmost towns of any importance, also centers of the armaments industry. Our fortress is one of a chain strung across the Derbyshire hills to protect Manchester. We cannot prevent a raid, but we can administer severe punishment with our rocket shells and our aerial torpedoes, which can ascend to very great heights, the latter by means of power picked up from the North Radiation Station.”


  “The Continent must have dropped in for it!” I offered.


  “Not so much as you would think,” he replied. “The opposing forces have vented their spite on what they consider to be the nerve centers of the enemy; thus England and Japan are the favorite targets. Neither side keeps its air fleet for purposes of defense but for retaliation. That is why these fortresses are very important—they are one of the few defense concessions wrung from the powers that be who worship the policy of attack, attack and again attack.” He jerked at the steering wheel, avoided the curve of a stone wall and continued in a voice that grew more bitter.


  “I am not looking forward to the next raid with eager anticipation. Information has reached us, from certain sources, telling that the Yellows have perfected a disintegrator bomb, the result of some nosey scientist occupying himself with the problem of how solar radiation is maintained. I understand that the bomb drops, bursts, upsets the stability of surrounding matter and causes it to burn itself away.


  “The process does not continue indefinitely, but only as long as the original energy in the bomb lasts; the bigger the bomb the greater the area of matter affected. The process was described to me as ‘readjustment of electronic balance’, and I believe that it takes place at a rate that will trap all but champion sprinters.”


  THE CAR went over the crest of a hill. A field came into view. Simultaneously, we saw the time-travel room. We shot down a slight slope toward it, took an equally slight rise and came to rest beside the wall from which I had viewed the distant fortress. Henshaw squirmed from his seat, took out a watch and glanced at its dial.


  “Four minutes—not so bad considering the state of the road.”


  “You’ve averaged about sixty miles per hour,” I told him. “What sort of motor is this?” I asked, gesturing to the car.


  “Electric. Runs on Freimeyer high-capacity batteries employing silver-tantalum alloy plates.” He vaulted the wall, stared at the object in mid-field. “So that’s the magic box, eh? Let’s go and put a penny in.”


  I climbed the wall. We started for the room together. Henshaw stroked at his mustache, an expression of keen interest in his face. The turf was damp and slippery beneath our feet. We had covered half the distance to the room when a hoarse whistle ran over the hills and echoed in the valleys. Henshaw stopped abruptly. The whistle ended, then was succeeded by six short toots.


  Henshaw whirled around, grabbed me by the arm, pulled me toward the car. “By the Mandarin’s Button,” he roared, his face red with excitement, “a raid! Did you hear the siren? It’s a raid warning from the fortress. We must return at once! Put a move on, for Heaven’s sake! There’s not a second to lose.”


  We ran toward the wall. Twenty yards from it I slid, staggered with wildly waving arms, slid again and fell upon the flat of my back with force that knocked the breath from my body. Henshaw, half a dozen jumps ahead, skidded in a circle, returned and grasped my hands, preparatory to helping me up.


  “Look!” I gasped weakly, my eyes bulging at the sky. “Look!”


  About a mile away, coming in our direction at a fast pace, was a golden-colored air machine shaped like a bullet, small, stubby wings protruding from its sides, a long tail of fire streaming from its rear. It looked sinister, threatening; my heart turned to ice.


  “By Hades! a fighting scout of the Yellows,” shouted Henshaw. “He’s got us spotted and intends to have a little amusement. Run like the very devil. We’re as good as dead men already.”


  So saying, he gave a tremendous heave that swung me to my feet. I clutched his shoulders. We swayed about like a pair of adagio dancers, slipped and went down together. Somebody rattled a piece of rock in a monster can; a roar swept overboard; a flood of hot air washed our recumbent bodies. We regained our feet. The scout had passed us by a mile and was nosing upward in a great loop. The car was a smoking ruin.


  “He’s coming back for us,” Henshaw screamed. “We’re done. There’s nowhere we can hide!”


  “Heaven help——” I commenced, paused as a thought struck me. “The time-travel room! Come on. We can make it with luck. We’ll be safe there.”


  VIII.


  I TURNED, made for the center of the field, arms working like pistons, my pace hampered by fear of falls. Henshaw raced beside me, his chest laboring, his face livid.


  Despite the telling pace, he found breath enough to ask a question as he ran. “What good will it do to get into that thing? He’ll simply blow it sky high!”


  “Wait and see!” I grunted.


  A noise grew loud behind us, filling us with fear that added to our speed. With surprising suddenness, the scout roared overhead followed by its wake of heated air. A terrific blast came somewhere in the rear. Henshaw looked over his shoulder.


  “A disintegrator bomb!” he shouted. “It’s eating toward us like greased lightning. Run! Run as you’ve never run before!”


  My protesting feet increased their speed. The total distance from the wall to the room was a bare five hundred yards. I would not have believed that such a distance could be so punishing. Thirty yards separated us from the time-travel room, it seemed like thirty miles. The distance already covered told in this final stage; we did not run it; we reeled it.


  Henshaw, ahead of me, reached the room and tugged madly at the door, as a sensation of heat penetrated to the back of my legs. He danced with excitement as he pulled in vain. I sobbed out to him “Push! Push!” and he fell headlong inside. A fraction of a second later I staggered through the open door, turned and saw the earth literally melting and boiling within a yard of the step. We were barely in time.


  Without further ado, I slammed the door and closed the switch of the ray apparatus. Red flames jumped upward and peered at us through the windows; a film of mist blotted them out. My body tingled with the old, familiar sensation and, as I breathed a prayer of thankfulness, the whole room fell over on its side. My head struck a projection on the wall. Frantically, I tightened my grip upon the switch as I slipped into unconsciousness.


  THE PERIOD of stupor did not last long—or it did not seem to. I came to my senses, jerked out a hand in search of the switch, found it and pulled it.


  Somebody said, “Ouch!”


  I sat up hastily. I was in bed!


  My astonishment can well be imagined. I was in bed, there was not the slightest doubt about that. I stroked and felt the clothes, studied the weave of them and pinched myself. There was nothing else for it: definitely, beyond all dispute, I was sitting up in bed clad in a crimson nightgown.


  A half-seen movement to one side drew my attention that way. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. Standing beside the bed, his face expressive of kindly solicitude, was a bald-headed man garbed in rompers of brilliant hue. His forehead was high, his eyes large, liquid and brown, his mouth and chin small, almost womanly. Suspended from a chain encircling his neck was a plated instrument which, I guessed, had taken the tug that brought forth the “Ouch!”


  I stared at him. He contemplated me with quiet serenity.


  “Where am I?” I asked weakly, making use of the conventional phrase under such circumstances.


  “You are within my house situated in the city of Leamore,” he answered in a pleasantly modulated voice, “and the year is 772 by the new reckoning, or 34656 by the old. You have leaped a chasm of time representing about thirty-two thousand years!”


  “How did you know that I am a time traveler?” I demanded.


  “Because your time-traveling device materialized out of thin air before the eyes of half a hundred citizens. You chose the center of a busy road as your arriving point. Dozens of people witnessed the phenomenon which, in the far past, undoubtedly would have been given a supernatural explanation. Our solution was that you had traveled through time: a simple solution seeing that your feat is the second within the last five centuries. Finally, your companion confirmed our——”


  “Henshaw!” I interrupted, realizing that I had company on my time trip. “Henshaw—Where is he?”


  “He is having his hair plucked,” was the amazing response.


  “Hair plucked! Hair! Why? What?” My mind relapsed into confusion at this nonsensical twist in the conversation. For the second time I pinched myself to make sure I was not asleep. The man in the blue rompers smiled as he noted the effect of his words. Seating himself on the edge of the bed, he hugged a knee and continued.


  “Your friend appears to be a person accustomed to making quick decisions. It is scarcely thirty minutes since your time-conquering device staged its dramatic appearance, yet already he has discovered that, according to present-day conventions, hair is regarded as not nice. Apparently he is determined to look nice at all costs, so he is having his hair removed by a painless method of extraction. We are depriving him of his mustache and head covering. The bristles on his face will have to grow longer before we can deal with them.”


  “WELL, I’M damned!” I exploded. “Henshaw—the blessed goat! I boost him through a multitude of centuries and what happens? He rushes into a beauty parlor leaving me to expire in bed.” Indignation brought me out of the bed and to my feet. “In a crimson nightgown!” I added.


  My companion laughed aloud. “No fear of you expiring just yet,” he assured me. “You received a nasty bump from which you will recover very soon. As for the nightgown, as you call it, we put you into it after giving you a much-needed bath, while we looked around for some suitable clothes.”


  “What’s wrong with my own clothes?” I demanded.


  “They have been burned; your friend’s have been burned, also. The contents of your pockets have been fumigated; so has your time-travel room. This is a hygienic world you’ve stepped into. We don’t mind you coming here, but we object, in the strongest possible manner, to you importing large quantities of germs of types that we have gone to considerable pains to eliminate. We like you; we like your friend; we don’t like your passengers.”


  “Sorry!” I said, humbly.


  “It’s quite all right,” he answered, releasing his knee and standing up. “Perhaps I have been too blunt. The apology should be mine.” He walked across the room, pressed a button. A panel in the wall slid silently downward. Behind lay a recessed wardrobe. He reached inside, produced a complete outfit of clothing made of some material resembling silk, tossed them on to the bed.


  Removing the crimson wrap with secret relief, I commenced to put on the apparel. The soft, almost dainty material enveloped my bathed, refreshed body pleasantly. There was not a button in the outfit. Everything fastened with a sort of glorified zipper. I pulled on one strangely cut garment after another, zipped them tight and, in the end, stood before a mirror regarding myself attired in emerald-green rompers, green socks and sandals to match, a green tricorn hat cocked rakishly on my head. I stared into the mirror, thinking it depicted the biggest fool alive.


  “How do you like it?” questioned the onlooker.


  “Not so bad. All I want now is the cat.”


  “The cat?” he repeated, mystified.


  “Yes, the cat. I look like the principal boy in Dick Whittington.”


  “Dick Whittington?” he muttered.


  “You wouldn’t know about that—let it pass!” I tried the tricorn at a different angle; the result was an abomination. Finally, I gave it up. If all of them dressed like this, an extra idiot wouldn’t be noticed.


  “Well, I’m ready, Mr.—Mr.——”


  “Ken Melsona is my name,” he responded.


  “And Glyn Weston is mine.” We shook hands. Melsona opened a door, led the way down a passage to another door, which sank at the pressure of a button. Outside lay the street. Conscious of my unfamiliar garb, I hesitated; Melsona, dressed like Little Boy Blue, stepped boldly out. I followed.


  IX.


  BEFORE ME stretched a scene so unexpected I stopped and gasped. Between the pavement curbs ran a moving roadway, smooth, soft-surfaced, flowing evenly from west to east. It was divided into three sections, all traveling in the same direction, the outer sections at about five miles per hour, the middle section at about ten. Hundreds of people clothed in gaudy colors stood and chatted on the road or stepped from one section to another, all carried along steadily like an array of targets in a gipsy shooting gallery. The total width of the roadway was about one hundred feet; fixed, mosaic-patterned pavements bordered it.


  Picturesque villas set in lavish, well-cultivated gardens lined the roadway on both sides. Ornamental trees of every size and color, drilled and trimmed into every conceivable shape, sprouted from the pavements at intervals of thirty yards. It was a beautiful sight indeed, the most beautiful I had ever seen. The road deserved the name of Boulevard of Heaven.


  Melsona made for the nearest-moving section of roadway, warning me to step on it while facing the direction of motion. We passed over to the middle section, stood upon it, side by side, and glided to the east. I felt as pleased as a kid at a fair.


  “Let us call at one or two shops,” suggested my guide. “Then we can pick up your companion—er—Henshaw you said his name was, didn’t you?”


  I mumbled an affirmative, my eyes roaming busily over the scenery and the accompanying crowd of road-riders, my mind inveigled by the novelty of it all.


  We swept along for the best part of a mile, before Melsona nudged me into attention, dexterously transferred himself to the right-hand slow track, crossed it and gained the pavement. With me tagging behind, he made a bee line for a section of half a dozen shops, entering one displaying a mass of goods I had not the time to examine. A man and a woman, both brightly clad and equally bald, advanced eagerly at our entrance.


  “Pray serve this gentleman,” said Melsona, making a patronizing wave in my direction.


  “Ah, certainly, it is a pleasure,” purred the male assistant, washing his hands with invisible soap. “What is the gentleman’s need?”


  “Money,” I said, succinctly.


  “Money!” he parroted. “Money! What a strange request! It is obtainable, of course, but you will have to apply to a collector.”


  “Then how the devil can I——”


  “It’s quite all right,” Melsona interrupted. “All you have got to do is to ask for whatever you require. If this shop has it, you will get it; if it hasn’t, then some other shop may stock it.”


  “Ask and it shall be given unto you,” I quoted. The idea sounded crazy to me, but who was I to question the economics of this age? “Cigarettes,” I said, hopefully.


  The words were no sooner out of my mouth than the lady assistant darted to a shelf, beating her confrere by a foot, grabbed a dozen packages of assorted size and shape and placed them on the counter. My eyes stared in astonishment and delight. They were packets of cigarettes. I took one of the biggest. The lady wanted to know whether she could provide me with anything else. I asked her for a cigarette case and got it. I asked her for an automatic lighter. She provided me with a replica of the instrument dangling from Melsona’s neck, which I had mistaken for the switch. I spent thirty minutes in that shop, emerging convinced that I had stepped into Utopia.


  WE STOOD on the pavement outside. I opened my cigarette packet, placed a welcome tube between my lips, and Melsona showed me how to use the lighter. It was shaped like an elongated fir cone, made of metal and affixed to the conventional neck chain. One merely squeezed it. A small lid in the wide end popped open, revealing a glowing filament underneath. I lighted it, inhaling the fragrant smoke with indescribable satisfaction.


  “How long will this last?” I asked, studying the glowing end of the lighter curiously.


  “For the whole of your lifetime,” answered Melsona. “It’s——” He looked upward suddenly, as a loud noise thundered down from the clouds. “Look! There’s a world-trip liner!”


  Overhead soared a titanic cigar, silvery-colored, flame-girt, awe-inspiring. The circumstances made it hard to grasp the true perspective. I judged the monster to be about a mile in length and a tenth of a mile in diameter. Poised high above the thin, almost transparent clouds, it was truly a majestic sight, its conical nose pointed toward the Sun setting in the west, its tail vomiting spears of flame that spread, lightened and resolved into an enormous fan of vapor.


  It was moving at a height of at least seven miles, yet its size and the wonderful clearness of the atmosphere made the rows of circular ports along its sides easily discernible. Barraging the whole city of Leamore with a bombardment of sound, it sped swiftly to the west, its tremendous bulk dwarfing the antlike humans responsible for its fabrication.


  “What do you think of that?” asked Melsona, proudly.


  “It’s magnificent! It’s marvelous!” I said.


  A shout drew our eyes to the roadway. A man standing on the distant five-mile track waved madly, rushed in our direction, trod on the edge of the intervening ten-mile track and executed an incomplete cart wheel. With the road rushing onward beneath him, he rolled full length in the contrary direction, mowing down people by the dozen. Still rolling, he broke out of a knot of recumbent forms, revolved across the track and tried to regain his feet on the very verge.


  He stood up, for a fraction of a second, with one foot on the middle track and one foot on the nearer five-mile track; then the difference in speed overcame him. He chose the five-mile track and sat on it, hard. He passed us, as we gazed with interest, lying flat on his back, his feet in the air. Fifty yards along the road he gained the safety of the pavement with a sudden, acrobatic movement, turned and dashed toward us.


  As he neared, I perceived that he was darker in complexion than most of the people I had seen. His rompers were a horrible yellow above the waist and black below; his socks were of black; his sandals black with yellow piping. A yellow pork-pie hat was rammed squarely on his head; a yellow tassel hung from the center of its crown and dangled over his left ear.


  “Weston!” he bellowed. “It’s me—Henshaw!”


  HE CAME up to us, his face beaming with pleasure, and smacked me heartily on the back. I studied him closely. He was as hairy as an egg.


  “I don’t believe it,” I said, flatly.


  “I can hardly believe it when I look at you,” he retorted.


  “Then how did you recognize me?”


  “Because yours is the only monkey nut in the whole wide world.” He took a pace back and surveyed me from head to heel. “The only original Robin Hood, as I live and breathe,” he said. “How d’you like my rig?” He spread his arms and slowly rotated before us.


  “I would rather not say,” I said, averting my eyes from the bilious yellow, “justice can be pronounced only in vulgar terms.”


  “Jealous!” was his laughing comment. “Personally, I think attire such as this lends color to life. If I’ve any fault to find, it is only the trouble it creates in distinguishing sahibs from memsahibs. So you’ve been shopping, huh?” He jabbed a finger at the lighter suspended from my neck. “And how do you like this moneyless world?”


  “Seeing you know about the money, or lack of it, it’s evident you’ve been shopping,” I commented.


  “Oh, no,” he assured us. “I went to pay the hair-plucker and he acted like one thunderstruck. Then I found out about the money. Wistfully, he said he would like an odd coin if I had one to give away. So I let him run through my purse, which I had swiped when they grabbed my clothes to burn them. His eyes stood out like organ stops, when he saw what I had: eighteen dollars and forty-seven cents in good old White money.”


  “White money?” I queried.


  “Of course. You didn’t think I’d have money from your age, did you? Well, he raked through the lot and picked out a half-dollar piece which was the oldest-dated coin there. He was as pleased as a dog with two tails. I asked him what he was going to do with it. You would never guess what he said.”


  “What?” I encouraged him.


  “I’ve not yet been able to make up my mind whether I’m mentally deficient or all this world’s daft but me. Believe it or not, he said he was going to swap that half dollar for a glass fish!”


  “A glass fish!” I echoed, incredulously.


  “Now what the deuce could he want with that?” Henshaw continued. “A live fish would be bad enough, a dead fish better, but a glass fish!”


  “That can be explained,” Melsona interjected. “You see, this world has progressed so far that its one great problem is how to keep people occupied. There is no monetary system; everything can be had for the mere asking. All work, manufacturing and the like, is carried on by volunteers, but so efficient are our methods that there is never enough work for all the people who want it. Inhabitants of this world have to fill up a very large amount of spare time somehow or other; consequently, work, once a curse, is now a godsend.


  “How do our citizens spend their spare time? I will tell you. A little less than half devote themselves to science, a little more than half devote themselves to art. People invent things or create things, and everybody tries to make his work individualistic or superior to that of others.


  “People dispose of the unwanted products of their own handicrafts by placing them in the shops for disposal to the persons who ask for them. The greatest shame any citizen can feel is when one of his products stands waiting in a shop for months. The greatest triumph he can experience is when so many clamor for one of his works that it has to be disposed of by means of drawing lots.


  “People who collect the work of any particular artist, or have a special desire to acquire one of his works, can obtain them in three ways: they can get them from a shop for the asking, if the shop happens to have them; or, if the artist is so popular his work never reaches a shop, they can apply to the artist to join with other applicants in drawing lots for his work; or, if the artist happens to be a collector himself they can barter with him.


  “This explains your man’s intention of changing a coin for a glass fish. Coins of your age are not rare; they are absolutely unknown and, therefore, of incalculable pleasure to a collector. One of our most prominent collectors of these old trading tokens is Torquilea, who is Earth’s greatest glass artist. I would like you to see an example of his work. Come with me.”


  X.


  FOLLOWING Melsona’s lead we marched along the pavement in the opposite direction to the motion of the road. A lively conversation was maintained; it consisted mainly of questions by Henshaw and myself, and Melsona’s answers. We gathered that a system of moving roadways radiated like the spokes of a wheel from the center of Leamore to its outskirts, that roads ran inward and outward alternately, that people who wanted to travel in the opposite direction to a road’s motion either walked along the pavements or cut through a side street to the next road. This road ran to the center of the city; if Melsona was returning home from the center and did not care to walk, he just took the adjacent road, which ran outward, and entered his house by the back way. All roads exceeding thirty meters in width were moving roads; narrower roads were stable. The whole system of transport was absurdly simple.


  Melsona was explaining to us that private air machines and wheeled vehicles existed in large numbers, but were not allowed to enter into, or fly over, any city, confining their activities to the terrain between towns. Just then we passed an open-air cafe. We did not go far past; with one accord, we retraced our steps, entered and claimed a table.


  “—thus only the great liners bound for city airports are permitted to pass over occupied areas,” said Melsona, finishing his conversation. “What will you have?”


  “Beef,” said Henshaw.


  “Beef? What is that?”


  “Meat,” said Henshaw, licking his lips and easing the belt around his rompers. An expression of ineffable disgust appeared on Melsona’s face.


  “I was only joking,” Henshaw assured him, quick-wittedly. “I’ll have whatever you recommend.”


  Melsona’s expression suggested that he did not regard the joke as being in the best of taste. He scribbled on a pad framed in the table’s center, rammed his foot on a pedal protruding from the floor. The table sank downward, leaving us gaping into a shaft between our feet. After a short pause the table rose into view, settled before us with its top bearing the three meals ordered. We set to. The food was strange, but satisfying.


  Eventually, feeling like a new man, I left the table and, with my companions, continued along the pavement. I fell into a reverie, thinking how queer it was that my previous meal was only a few hours before—or was it thousands of years? We had walked for about ten minutes, when Melsona stopped so suddenly that, still buried in my thoughts, I bumped into him. He pointed to the garden of a beautiful villa.


  “Here’s a fine sample of Torquilea’s work,” he remarked. “Come inside and take a look at it.” Without hesitation, he opened the gate and stepped into the garden, telling us that our interested inspection would be regarded as most flattering both by the artist and the owner. He led us to an object standing in the middle of the lawn. We looked at it in silence. It was divine; there was no other word for it.


  A MASS of colored marble, onyx, agate and lapis lazuli, ingeniously arranged, arose to a height of ten or twelve feet. Over it flowed a mock waterfall of glass so realistic one was shocked by the lack of noise. So superb was the artist’s cunning that even the grain of the underlying stone had been utilized to create an impression of subsurface swirls. Embedded in the glass, by what means I could not determine, were bubbles and shadows and vague flickers of light making a perfect simulation of live and dancing water.


  The fall broke at the bottom, eddying and spraying among the colored rocks, while here and there little drops of spray hung glistening in various cracks and crannies. A pair of glass salmon were leaping the fall. By looking closer I could discern that several fine wires held them suspended in mid-air, but so accurately were they formed by the fingers of genius it was hard to believe that the wand of some modern Merlin had not fixed them thus when in full enjoyment of vibrant life.


  Henshaw removed his pork pie and said, “I take off my hat to this!”


  “It was indeed a great triumph for Torquilea,” Melsona told us. “No less than twenty-seven thousand persons drew lots to decide who should have this particular masterpiece.”


  He looked wistfully at Henshaw. “Torquilea is crazy about old coins. Only the other day I saw one of his works that will soon be given to somebody. It was simply a small bowl containing a sea-shore pool in glass. Sand and pebbles lay over its bottom; a pair of semitransparent shrimps sported in its depths; a strand of green seaweed grew from a small rock on which bloomed a beautiful sea anemone with all its tentacles fully extended. It was a reproduction of nature so truthful, so marvelous, one half expected ripples on the surface of the glass. Torquilea is the happiest of men to have his work so eagerly sought after. I am sure he would consider an exchange.”


  Henshaw took the hint, fishing out a coin, he handed it to Melsona, telling him to put it to the best use on behalf of us all. This grouping together of we three seemed to please Melsona immensely. He accepted the gift with glee, announcing that he would interview Torquilea at the first opportunity.


  Darkness had fallen several hours when we returned to Melsona’s house for rest and sleep. We had ridden half the roads of Leamore, explored many shops and buildings, seen many marvels and had been introduced to so many people we could not remember more than a couple of them. Melsona, continuing in his voluntary capacity of city guide, had conducted us hither and thither, declaring himself to be the luckiest of men because our arrival had provided him with the means to use up leisure hours. His conversation, under the continual urge of our questions, informed us of a number of remarkable facts.


  We found, first of all, that the day was much longer than in my time, and that Earth’s axial rotation was slowing down at such a rate scientists estimated it would have ceased altogether in another twenty to thirty thousand years. The phenomenon dated from the arrival of The Invader, which time inaugurated the new calendar and made this the year 772 N.R.; the letters N.R. standing for “new reckoning”.


  The Invader, we were informed, was a planet about twice the size of Jupiter, which had come through interstellar space, cleaved a path through the solar system and vanished into the cosmos. It passed between the orbits of Mars and the asteroid belt, its influence upsetting the normal balance of half the system, making the paths of the asteroids, Mars and Earth much more eccentric, capturing and taking with it two members of the Trojans group of asteroids.


  We were told that Venus had been reached by rocket ships about fifty years after The Invader had passed, that interplanetary travel was still so difficult, so risky, that the present population of Venus was not more than twelve thousand, and that for every individual who had reached the planet safely another had been killed in the attempt.


  Earth’s population had not altered in number for the last ten thousand years; all Earth acknowledged a central government situated in Osmia, and the social system was Pallarism. We found that Osmia was on the site of the city I had known as Constantinople, and that the “ism” favored at the moment was based on the theories of a philosopher named Palla, who had lived about 22,800 O.R.


  Our stomachs warmed with a late supper, our minds filled with memories of the day’s explorations, we went to bed. With quiet deference to my taste, our host had laid upon my bed what looked like a black bathing costume. The crimson nightgown had been transferred to Henshaw’s bed. Henshaw came into my room to get my opinion of how he looked prepared for slumber. I fell asleep murmuring a description he could not hear.


  XI.


  THE following four days I count the most pleasant I have experienced. We traveled extensively with our host, becoming completely at home in this strange, new world. Upon the morning of the fifth day we were riding on the center track of the Derby Highway, toward the outskirts of the city, when Melsona whistled to an old man walking along the pavement in the opposite direction. The old man stopped, Melsona transferred to the slow track, then to the pavement. We followed.


  “This is Senior Glen Moncho,” he introduced us. “Senior is a title we have for very learned men,” he added in explanation.


  “Like professor,” I suggested.


  “Exactly. This is Senior Glyn Weston and Captain Henshaw.” He smiled as we shook hands in turn. “The senior is our most prominent historian. I thought he would have a special interest in meeting you.”


  Henshaw was quick to seize the opportunity. He asked, “Who won the White-Yellow War of 2481 to 2486?”


  “The women,” replied the senior promptly.


  “The women!” Henshaw looked dazed.


  “The war lasted nine years, not five,” the senior continued. “It was brought to an end by a militant organization of women who, first of all, refused to bear any more children, then deserted the munitions factories, causing both sides to withdraw great numbers of men to replace them, and, finally, took up arms and assassinated the individuals whom they considered to be the key men of the war. The conflict was the direct cause of the world matriarchy that held sway for the next three thousand years.”


  “Well I’m a dirty soldier!” cried Henshaw.


  “So you’re the famous time traveler,” said the senior, turning to me. “I’ve heard a lot about you over the newscast. I understand that you are to be invited to the Annual Convention of Scientists to be held in Metro a week hence. It would be very interesting if you could bring your travel apparatus with you.”


  “Now isn’t that curious!” I said. “I’ve been here several days and it has never occurred to me to inquire what has happened to the device.”


  “It is quite safe,” said Melsona. “It was carried along on the road while you were being taken into my house. It was rescued and placed in the Science Museum until such time as you wish to have it.”


  “Good,” I responded. “Would you like to go and see it?” Both Senior Moncho and Melsona indicated their eagerness to inspect the time-travel room. We cut through a side street to the next road, moving inward, stood upon an outer five-mile track and glided cityward.


  “The most curious thing about time travel,” I said to the senior, “is how it alters one’s ideas. For instance, one would think that I have defeated Nature by living for thousands of years but, as a time traveler, I know that I have not. Actually, I am about a week older than when first I started my experiment. I now know that Nature has fixed the date of my end, not in terms of years of human computation but in terms of years of my life. I shall die a certain number of my own years after my birth, regardless of how that number of years may be divided out, or distributed over the future.”


  “There is one point which, to my mind, is even more curious,” the senior remarked. “How is it that we, with our great civilization, our enormous interest in every branch of science, have not been able to solve the problem which already has been solved by two who antedate us by thousands of years.”


  “Henshaw hasn’t solved it,” I told him.


  “I was not referring to Henshaw, but to your predecessor.”


  “My predecessor?” I failed to grasp his meaning.


  “I told you that time traveling was known to us,” put in Melsona. “I told you when first we met that it had been accomplished before.”


  I SEARCHED my memory and found that I did have a vague recollection of him mentioning something of the sort. It had escaped me at the time, as I had felt rather confused.


  “When Schweil turned up, claiming that——”


  “Schweil!” I shouted at the top of my voice. “Did you say Schweil?”


  “Yes!” answered the senior, looking very startled. “When he turned up claiming he had come originally from about your time, he was laughed at, and was——”


  “Tell me,” I interrupted, “from what year did he claim to come?”


  “Let me see.” He studied the ground and thought for an exasperatingly long time. “It was nineteen hundred and forty-four, I think.”


  “That’s it!” I howled, literally shaking with excitement. “That’s it!” Surrounding people stared at me as if they thought I was mad. I was making an exhibition of myself and didn’t care.


  “Did you know him?” asked the senior, a soothing note in his voice.


  “No. He died a few years before I was born. Or he was believed to have died. He set out in his private airplane with the avowed intention of attending a scientific congress in New York. He vanished. The wreckage of his plane reached the shores of Nova Scotia a month later. He was rather eccentric, not very popular, and some people suggested that it was a plain case of suicide. His theories, and those of his successor, were used by me. What happened to him? Where is he? Please tell me about him—everything you know.”


  The senior looked overwhelmed, took a deep breath and said, “In 312 N.R., four hundred and sixty years ago, this man Schweil appeared on the outskirts of Metro, our great city on the Thames, and claimed that he had traveled through time from the past. His machine took the form of a dull metal sphere about three meters in diameter. Despite his atavistic characteristics, he was not believed. His machine was examined and pronounced a hoax.


  “He was in the unfortunate position of not being able to prove his assertations, except by giving a practical demonstration and thus removing himself from the very people who were to be convinced, for he told us that though one could travel into the future there could be no motion into the past.”


  “Quite correct,” I said, hanging on every word.


  “He was very bitter. According to him ours was the eighth era he had visited and in not a single one of them had he been believed. In the end, he emigrated to Venus, taking his metal sphere with him. He lived there for nearly a year, then managed to convince us that his claims were justified. He did it by stepping into his sphere and vanishing before the eyes of a thousand colonists. He has not returned. We have seen nothing of him since.”


  “He has traveled forward,” I said, jumping about like a cat on hot bricks. “He has traveled forward. Oh, if only I could meet him! A man from my own time, a fit companion for my travels! I must meet him! I must find him somehow! He awaits me somewhere in the to-morrow. I must seek him! My travel room must be transported to Venus at once!” So saying, in my crazy excitement I jumped on to the faster center track and rushed along it, my mind filled with only one thought: to get to the Science Museum as soon as possible and arrange for the transport of the room.


  The exertion of running must have calmed my mind. Half a mile along the road I transferred myself to the pavement and waited for the others to catch up with me. They came stringing along breathlessly, first Henshaw, then Melsona, the senior a bad last and finding the going hard.


  Together we entered the Museum, where Melsona inquired where my room had been placed. Following his lead, we reached it on the top floor. By this time I had cooled enough to remember that my companions wanted to examine it. I opened the door and proceeded to explain to them how the ray apparatus worked and the theories it made use of.


  The room seemed to have suffered slight damage. The outside corners were badly scratched and dented; one of the windows was cracked. I pulled out the valves and ray tube, held them up to the light and examined them, replacing them when I found them still in excellent condition.


  I went over the whole apparatus, adjusting a cable here and tightening a terminal there. For several minutes I pottered about like a mother attending to her babe. I was in the act of bending down to examine a McAndrew vibrator contact when a nausea overcame me and the contact blurred before my gaze.


  XII.


  I STRAIGHTENED, saw the windows framing a semitransparency in which a vague shadow danced, flickered, then disappeared like the flame of a snuffed candle. Panic overcame me, as a familiar mist obscured my sight. I realized what had happened. By some means the projector had come into operation.


  Frantically, I searched the enveloping haze for the switch. The rapidly alternating impressions of smoothness and fibrousness fuddled my mind. I searched like a drunken man looking for he knew not what. Everything my hand touched I pulled. I tugged at unseen objects that refused to move. I heaved upon things that came out and sprang back again.


  For how long I acted thus I do not know. I grew frantic at the knowledge that my last sweet world was receding rapidly into the irreclaimable past. I commenced to kick wildly in every direction. A crash of glass, followed by a sensation of strain, rewarded my efforts. The mist cleared, leaving me gazing at a broken valve. The time-travel room had come to rest.


  A heavy vapor coated the inside surfaces of the windows. My attention was attracted by a loud, hissing sound. I was astounded to discover air rushing outward through the gap in the partly open door. I closed the door tightly, turned the pet cock of the spare oxygen bottle, rubbed moisture from the windowpanes and looked out.


  The scene before my eyes was most depressing: a smooth, even expanse of dirt and dust extended to the horizon without break. The sky to one side was sparkled with white light, to the other it loomed a dark, ominous purple. One glance told me that the world of this day was airless, deserted, dead. Horror took command of me with the knowledge that my hours were numbered. Death awaited me without—and within!


  Hours later, with the precious oxygen still dribbling away, I stared gloomily through the windows of my room, noting that the sky had not changed in the slightest degree and that apparently I was stationed in a zone of perpetual twilight. Even as I watched, some instinct drew my attention to the far horizon. There, in a majestic curve, swooped a colossal space ship, its sleek body glistening, its tail plumed with fire. My heart leaped as I followed its line of flight until it dipped to an invisible landing place just over the edge of the Earth.


  It did not occur to me to wonder why a space ship should fly over an airless world. The idea that I might be the victim of my own delusion never entered my head. I folded a handkerchief to form a pad, secured it over the end of the nearly empty oxygen bottle and opened the door. Ramming the pad against my nostrils, I ran toward the horizon—


  For endless miles I seemed to run with heaving chest, thudding heart and whirling brain. My tongue swelled in my mouth my eyes protruded painfully; I ceased to see. Whether I was moving in a straight line or in circles, I did not know or care. The main thing was to keep moving. Delirium became my master; I moved, moved, moved like an automaton.


  I must have dropped the oxygen bottle; I must have fallen and died. But I have no recollection of it. My last memory of Earth is that of fleeing on leaden feet like one chased by phantoms in a nightmare. You know the rest of my story. I came to my senses lying in the resuscitation room at Kar Institute, my body racked with pain, my pulses throbbing in sympathy with the beating of a mechanical heart suspended over my chest.


  WHAT NEXT? You are entitled to know. It is my intention to spend a little while touring your beautiful world. I wish to see the sights, to study your customs. With much interest I have learned that the immense amount of work resulting from the Great Migration has caused many radical changes from the world I visited last. I want to read about the Great Migration, to learn all there is to learn about this remarkable epic in human history, to know the nature of the changes it has brought about such as, for instance, your return to a monetary system.


  Then I shall set to work and build myself another time-travel room. I shall do this because I am going to find my age-compatriot Schweil. We need each other. Would you like to know how I expect to accomplish this? Let me tell you.


  I shall make a series of very short jumps into the future and from them I shall derive the data necessary for certain calculations which, when completed, will enable me to set out for a predetermined date. If Schweil has not turned up by then, I shall leave a message for him, making an appointment far in the future, and will then depart for that date. When Schweil arrives, and gets my message, he will travel to the same date. Thus we shall meet at a rendezvous in futurity.


  I have no doubt that the scheme will work, if only Schweil is given my message. You will have to look for him. I am sure that already he has returned a dozen times since last he was heard of. Because of his previous receptions, knowing his character as I do, I can tell you he is likely to return secretly, without publicity.


  You can assist me! All I ask of you is that you keep my story and my message ever fresh!


  THE STEREO announcer padded softly in the direction of the transmission screen. The auditorium was a mass of eyes fixed intently on one central figure. With an abrupt movement, Glyn Weston, the “Seeker of To-morrow”, left the stage.


  DAUGHTER OF LUNA


  J. Lewis Burtt


  We are going to be favored by a number of short stories by this popular author and we are glad to begin the series with “Daughter of Luna,” which is quite charming.


  THE STORY-TELLER


  OF my early childhood I remember very little other than that it was a period of struggle and difficulty for my beloved parents, but from about the time of my eighth birthday things were vastly changed for me.


  At this time my father inherited a small ranch away in the wilds of the majestic Canadian Rockies, and with it a sufficient sum of money to provide for the needs of the three of us (I being the only child), and a couple of years later my mother also received a legacy which, together with father’s inheritance, meant comparative luxury for us.


  Both my parents, being educated people and realizing the value of real education, took great pleasure in giving me such instruction as they deemed of the greatest value. So, even if we did live an isolated life, we missed none of the benefits of civilization and were spared much of its sordidness and misery.


  Our nearest neighbour was a strange old man who lived alone in a cabin about a mile from our ranch. A strange old gentleman he was. Unlike the average old bachelor of the wilds, this man lived in reasonable comfort, scrupulous cleanliness and general intellectual activity.


  Most of the neighbours described him as “queer”, and, I think that most of them were a trifle afraid of him, some of them indeed regarding him almost as in ancient days the necromancers and wizards were regarded.


  In actual fact, however, he was totally unlike the common conception of him. He was, as I who knew him well soon came to realize, a man of uncommon knowledge and wisdom, and who was now content to pass his remaining days in quiet peace and solitude.


  How old he was not even I could discover. Perhaps he was not really so ancient as I imagined, for to a child even moderate age seems ancient, but there is no doubt that he had long passed the usual span of human life.


  Almost from the first the old man seemed to take to me, and within a short time our acquaintance had ripened into one of those deep friendships that are often found between a child and one of great age. To me alone did he open up the treasure house of his memory, and many were the tales, strange and marvellous, yet always somehow bearing the stamp of truth, that he told to me.


  Today I wonder whether these stories were literal truth or just fairytales, just stories told to teach me the great lessons of life in parable form. Somehow, as I review them, the conviction of their actual and literal truth grows upon me, but proof I have not. Perhaps in some future existence I shall know for certain what here I can only take on trust.


  For this reason, and in the hope that some lonely soul may find in them a few hours diversion, I have selected the more striking of my old friend’s, stories, which I have arranged in something approaching a chronological order and written down to be printed.


  May you find enjoyment and entertainment in them.


  Here is his own story, a story utterly fantastic and impossible, yet one which is absolutely true in all its details. Yet still, I wonder.


  “I WAS left an orphan when very small and was brought up in an educational institution of the best kind, my parents having left me enough in trust to give me a modest income for life. Fortunately for me my guardians were true, and honest men and did their best to make me into a useful member of society. So I passed through high school and university, graduating in due time in the somewhat unusual subject of archaeology.


  “I was offered a job in one of the great museums, and for many years I was kept, employed on various kinds of field-work in different parts of the world.


  “The last of these journeys led me into the unexplored wilds of the Matto Grosso in South America, where I had been sent to search for a possible ruin of a gigantic city which rumour and native legend persisted in claiming was hidden and perhaps buried in the depths of the jungle—a strange city apparently, one not built of stone like most of the ancient works, but a city of shining and untarnishable metal.


  “Our journey through the swampy forests was not different from the usual run of expeditions. We had our troubles, hut they were all such as we had become used to, until, when we at last drew near to the indicated location, my native porters deserted me, taking with them practically all my supplies and all of my equipment.


  “I cannot really blame them overmuch. After all they were only primitive people and the power of their ancient tabu was to them something to be feared even far more than death. To them the trespassing on the forbidden ground meant inevitable damnation for both time and eternity, and none of them could face that prospect.


  “What to do now? That was the immediate question. To go back alone was impossible, the way was too long and far too difficult. To go ahead did give me a chance of eventually winning through to the mountains and so to the Pacific Ocean.


  “So, having little choice, forward I went. For a whole week I trudged on, mile after mile in utter loneliness, husbanding my meagre supplies as much as I could, sparing my strength wherever possible, yet never delaying unnecessarily, for well I knew that I must win through without delay or not at all.


  “I think it was the ninth day after my porters had gone that I stumbled on it. It was nearly high noon and I suppose I was somewhat sleepy with the heat. At any rate I tripped over what I thought was a stone and fell down.


  “As I gathered myself up I noticed that the supposed stone had a peculiar sheen, and so I stooped down again to examine it more closely.


  “Then I knew, knew beyond question that my journey had not been in vain, for this thing was no stone, but a part of a broad metal pavement or road leading onward in a dead straight line into the unknown distance.


  “I must have been travelling on it for some little time, for as I took stock of my position I discovered that I had for some distance been travelling in an exactly straight line, and exactly in the line of the roadway, which I suppose had been the easiest path. Only the accident of the road being cracked and broken at that particular place had caused that fortunate fall. Or was it an accident?


  “Naturally I followed this remarkable road, for was it not the very confirmation of all my hopes? And so, at the end of five days more of my wearisome plodding—though now that faint hope had become clear certainty the weariness was no longer noticeable—I came at long last within sight of the legendary city.


  “At first sight there seemed to be nothing but a slight rising of the ground from the centre of which rose a somewhat squat tower. As I approached, however, this was soon to be an illusion due to the distance of the city, which must have been at least twenty miles away at my first glimpse of it.


  “In reality the city consisted of a huge ring of buildings, all of the same white, lustrous metal as the roadway, all of them collossal in size, and all evenly spaced around the central tower which had first attracted my attention.


  “This last was indeed a gigantic structure. In spite of its squat appearance it proved to be well over a mile in height, the squatness being due to its great diameter, which must have been about three-thousand feet.


  “Imagine my feelings when I finally entered the precincts of this remarkable find. Here was I, actually standing amid the greatest archeological discovery of all time, a discovery whose significance even I could not imagine. And here was I stranded without a single note-book, without a single camera, without even the simplest means of recording my discovery.


  “Think of it! The greatest find of all time, and yet, even if I did succeed in returning to civilization, I could not bring back with me one shred of proof. And proof, as you well know, is the only thing that will convince the learned ones of the world.


  “No, if I ever did get back I must either take back with me some very potent evidence or else—be laughed at as a charlatan and a faker.


  “What a prospect!


  “IN spite of my excitement, since it was near sunset when I reached the confines of the city, I restrained my desire to explore further that night and camped where I was till morning. But, believe me, I was up and ready with the first rays of the dawn.


  “All that forenoon I wandered about among the buildings, and the more I did so, the more mystified I became. Every one of the buildings, some of them obviously dwelling houses, others probably ancient factories or public buildings, was either absolutely empty of either fittings or furniture, or else was so tightly welded up that no possible means of access remained.


  “After a short rest during the hottest part of the day I resumed my explorations, this time turning my attention to the great central tower. I had with me water and fruits sufficient for about three days’ nourishment and so I determined to remain in the tower—provided I could enter it at all—for that period. To make even a cursory examination would, I knew, take some days, for not only was there a vast area to be explored on the ground level, but there was also a possibility of my finding some means of access to the upper part, and this meant the probability of a considerable amount of stiff climbing of either steps or ramps.


  “I walked perhaps two-thirds of the distance around the tower before I discovered an entrance, and I was beginning to fear that this, like so many of the other buildings, would prove to be tightly sealed. However, at last I came to a door set in the sheer wall of the tower, a door that was of a size that seemed to indicate that it had been built for beings at least similar to myself. And strangest of all in this strange exploration this door stood invitingly open, the interior of the building, so far as I could see, being quite clean and apparently showing no slightest sign of decay.


  “I entered, finding myself in a great corridor of the white metal, a corridor reminiscent of some I had seen in other ancient buildings in various parts of the world, save that it was constructed of this metal instead of the otherwise universal stone blocks.


  “I had gone perhaps fifty paces along this corridor when suddenly I saw that I was not alone. There before me stood a man clad in a single white robe. A man did I say? Yes, but what a man! Never had I seen so glorious a creature. Were the old stories of the gods true after all? And was I actually standing in the presence of one of them? Surely it could not be! And yet there he stood before me, his fine, shimmering robe falling in flowing folds almost to the sandals on his feet, his glorious golden hair falling in waves about his shoulders, the radiance of glowing, youthful health emanating from that benign face of his.


  “ ‘Be at peace and fear nothing,’ he greeted me in English, ‘You are very welcome. I have watched for your coming for many days.’


  “I acknowledged his greeting with some kind of a reply, though what I said I scarcely knew, so amazed was I.


  “ ‘Come,’ he said and, turning, led the way down the corridor to a small alcove some six feet square.


  “There he pressed a small stud and immediately a section of the wall behind us closed in as though shutting us into a box. To say that I was startled would perhaps be less truthful than you might expect. I had by now got beyond the stage of being surprised at anything. And then, too, I was still mentally occupied with the marvel of this strange man’s appearance, and also with the strange phenomenon of the all-pervading light, soft yet sufficient, that filled the whole tower, though there did not appear to be any detectable source from which it emanated.


  “The mystery of the box-like chamber was soon solved for, almost at once, my guide pressed another stud, which action was followed by the unmistakable sensation of being carried upward in an elevator.


  “Our upward journey must have been taken at a remarkable speed, for within a very short time the lift stopped, the door opening silently, and we stepped out into a sort of cloister at the very summit of the tower.


  “FOR two days I rested, being given every possible comfort and convenience by my remarkable host who, with a graciousness and courtesy rarely to be met with among our humanity, anticipated and attended to my every want.


  “This for me was the beginning of a new life.


  “As soon as I was well rested my host, Imar by name, told me that he had had my expedition under observation for several weeks, and that it was he who had frightened away my bearers and guided me alone to the city. He explained that he was the guardian of the tower which, as I afterwards saw for myself, was the mass of indescribably complex machinery, the purpose of which was interplanetary communication.


  “He himself was a native of one of the planets of the star we call Sirius, and had served his apprenticeship with the Lords of Venus, a humanity which has progressed, so he told me, further than any other in our part of the galaxy.


  “His age, he stated, was about three-thousand earth years. Yes, lad, three-thousand. I remember the amused smile with which he greeted my look of incredulity at this statement. Actually he looked about twenty-five or thirty, so my disbelief was not to be wondered at.


  “I asked him:


  “ ‘If you are so young at the unbelievable age of three-thousand years, how long do you expect to live altogether—or are you actually an immortal?’ ”


  “His reply was characteristic.


  “ ‘My friend, I can well understand your puzzlement at my statements, for your humanity, through its foolish methods of living, has so reduced its own span of life that a normal lifespan must seem beyond all credence to you. As to my immortality, I must qualify my answer. In actual life I, like yourself, am immortal. Our real life never can be taken from us. This I think you understand quite well. On the other hand, as regards this period of existence in this body, again as with yourself it is only a temporary thing, a means of expression of the personality for a time. We who have for long ages learned the true way of life, do not destroy our bodies every few years but keep them intact and perfectly attuned until we have finally done with them and can lay them aside for better ones.’


  “ ‘How long, then, do you expect to live—that is, I mean, how long do you expect to continue as you are before your transition to another phase of existence?’


  “Again he smiled at my clumsy method of expression.


  “ ‘About a hundred-and-fifty or two-hundred thousand of your years, I expect,’ he replied in a casual and scarcely interested tone. ‘Until I graduate, of course.’


  “For some ten years I lived with Imar, learning something of his wisdom, gathering knowledge such as is not given to most of our race to learn. Yet, for all his marvellous kindness and generosity, I could never quite rid myself of the feeling that he really only kept me as a sort of pet around the house.


  “He told me much of conditions on other worlds, of the social systems in use, of the varying stages of development of the different branches of humanity, and in the end, as I learned of the progress of so many of these races, I became filled with a sense of shame for our own race with its so much vaunted civilization and culture, a culture which, after all is said, consists to a very great extent of graft, greed and meanness, so far as the general run of mankind is concerned.


  “After this period of years Imar called me one day and said to me, ‘For the next two or three years I shall be unusually busy and shall have very little time to give you. Perhaps you would be interested in studying for yourself the records of the long history of your race.’


  “Of course I expressed my eagerness to do so, and he continued,


  “ ‘Very well then, I will send you.’


  “ ‘On my inquiry as to where the records were and how I should get to them he made the astonishing statement,’


  “ ‘The records are kept in the great library of this solar system on the planet Venus. In a few days a space-cruiser will call here on its way back to Venus from Sirius. They will take you and, in due time, bring you back.’


  “A few evenings later he told me that the ship would arrive during the night and that I would be sent with it. He took leave of me, saying that he would not see me again before I left, and that I must go to bed and sleep as usual.


  “This I did, having learned that his advice was always wise, and to my utter bewilderment, when I awoke I was no longer on earth, but had already reached that distant planet that we call the Morning and the Evening Star.


  “There I was installed in a room in the Hall of Records and shown the earth section and the methods of operating the machinery for the interpretation of the records. (These were in the form of a kind of sound-sight interpretation through an extremely complicated mechanism, and were given in the Galactic language that is used between worlds, a language that Imar had taught me to speak very fluently during my years with him.)


  “All the stories I have told you, lad, are taken from these records and they constitute a digest of the outstanding events of earth’s history. Twenty years and more did I spend in this study—the most marvellous and fascinating years of my whole life—and yet I had little time even to glance at the histories of other planets. One needs a lifetime such as that of Imar to get to know more than the surface of such knowledge.


  “Then one day I was told that I was to return to earth, and a few days later I woke up once more to find Imar bending over me and welcoming me back to our home planet.


  “I stayed with him for another year, asking countless questions, questions which he never tired of answering. But never would he teach me any greatly advanced knowledge of the sciences, physics, chemistry and the like. He always insisted that earth’s peoples already knew too much for their own good. He insisted that they are not yet able to use their present knowledge for the good of the race, but he did assure me that, once greed and selfishness, the spirit of competition as he put it, had been eradicated from our make-up, the Elder Brothers of all the humanities would be ready and eager to aid our progress as fast as we could learn.


  “Again the day came when Imar told me that I must go back to my people. He told me that a place had been prepared for me away in the Rockies, and that I would be taken care of for the rest of my life. He told me on no account to try to take up my old life again as nobody would ever believe my story. He warned me that, should I attempt to convince the world of the truth of it all, I could expect nothing but incarceration in an asylum for the insane, even if I escaped a worse fate.


  “So Imar took me in a small air-ship and dropped me in this place, leaving with me enough minted gold to last me for a year. Whenever I need more I press a button in a little box he gave me and talk into it, telling what I need. Next morning I find another bag of money, or more often of gold-dust lying there on my desk.


  “So Elmer Fergusson, who disappeared years ago into the Matto Grosso, remains lost for ever. I had my estate willed to the museum which employed me, in case I should not return within five years, and so I have nothing left in this world to struggle for.


  “The history I have learned and the knowledge I have acquired have been an undying source of joy and gratification to me, but it is utterly useless to others since it runs so diametrically counter to every accepted belief and doctrine.


  “So I’ll take this knowledge with me, all except the few fragments I have given to you, lad.”


  DURING my second year at the University my mother wrote me that my old friend had passed during the winter and that his cabin had been mysteriously set on fire while his body was being buried in the village cemetery.


  Did he actually go to Venus? Did he actually spend years in the company of a being such as he describes Imar to be? Or was it all the imaginings of a very old man? Was it the dreams he had dreamed in the course of a long life of thought and meditation? Or was it just plain fairy-tale?


  I don’t know, yet somehow, strange as they sounded, these stories always seemed to carry the ring of truth, and I often Wonder, could one possibly imagine such things without some truths to build up on?


  THE origin and age of our Earth have always been a puzzle to both geologists and astronomers. For one thing, in spite of Earth’s tremendous age (generally put at about two-thousand million years), it is still known to be almost a baby when compared with its great mother the Sun, and there is also considerable reason to suppose that the other planets of our system are themselves much older than ours. Why this should be, no one has ever attempted to explain, the evidence, such as it is, being merely put aside as unreliable or negligible, for men of science never seem to overcome that little weakness of theirs, the tendency to ignore or to scoff at such things as disturb their nicely worked out theories, and certainly the idea that our Earth is younger than her brother planets doesn’t fit in with the accepted theories at all.


  The fact remains that there are facts and phenomena that are unexplainable by any theory other than that our Earth is the baby sister of the solar family, which does seem to give credence to this, the earliest of the old gentleman’s tales.


  According to him, this is the story of Earth’s beginning as recorded in the great library of our solar system on Venus.


  I warn you, however, do not read it unless you have imagination, or I fear you will find it somewhat lacking in interest.


  THE third planet of our system, the satellite called Luna, had reached the end of its useful life. No longer was it habitable for either plant, animal, or man. On it races of men had been born, matured, passed away. Most of its peoples had followed the normal course of human development, but still there had been a few, as there generally are among the inhabitants of any world, who had risen to heights of glory undreamed of by the majority of their fellows.


  Some of these had, as the result of their own attainments, been accorded a rightful place among those lofty Beings whose mission it is to direct the course of our system, those high ones who serve the Supreme Creator as ‘Builders of the Systems.’


  As we said, the satellite, Luna, had reached its end. Speaking in common parlance it was ‘worn out.’ During the course of ages its seas had seeped into the interior of the globe, or else had evaporated into space. Its atmosphere had been either diffused away into the void or else had been ‘fixed’ by chemical combination into the very substance of the rocks themselves, and no longer could the ancient world support even the last remnants of its living creatures.


  Those of its children who had attained to the high office of Builders looked with sadness on their beloved world. Could nothing be done to regenerate the old globe? Would not some means be devised for revivifying their old home? Or must it gradually sink lower and lower until at length the very last traces of life should have disappeared from it for ever?


  The world was needed too. Without it the Solar System would become undesirably crowded within a measurable time (by which we do not mean a short span such as is measured by our human ideas, but a short span measured cosmically—say a period of the order of millions of years). Races were developing, which would need room to expand and continue their progress unhampered by cramped conditions, unretarded by close contact with the unprogressive drones of even their own races.


  Left-overs (if we may use such a term), the unprogressive fractions of more advanced races, needed to be segregated so that they would not retard the general development. These two differentiated types needed different worlds for their habitations. Two worlds at least would soon be needed, and with Luna useless, there remained but one, the fourth planet, which we of Earth now call Mars, a world already far advanced in its life-span, but which had yet a long period of usefulness before it.


  The Builders from Luna bent their energies towards the discovery of a solution to the problem. Every possibility was examined; every thought that might apply was amplified and worked out to its conclusion. And at last the answer appeared. Or rather, we should say that two possibilities confronted the Builders, between which they found themselves unable to decide.


  In this dilemma they approached the Master Builders themselves and put the question before them.


  “My lords,” the leader of the Lunarians began, “The problem of Luna appears to offer two possible solutions, between which our wisdom is insufficient to decide. We bring the problem to your Lordships, that your greater wisdom may be applied to it.”


  They then presented their problem as follows:


  As a first alternative the planet Luna could be partially regenerated by a process of surface volatilization. The granites and silicates now composing its crust could be disintegrated, thus setting free the imprisoned gases. Cooling would be rapid and would be followed by the condensation of large quantities of water, the final result being the re-formation of a sufficient amount of moisture and atmosphere to give the planet an increased life of perhaps ten or twenty million years.


  In this case it could be used as a habitation for the “left-overs,” the backward ones, during their period of development into a normally progressive race, while the other group, the most progressive, could be transferred from the various planets to Mars and there develop into a single race unhampered by the backward elements, a race that should grow into one of the finest in the system.


  On the other hand, Luna could be completely renewed, or rather a new globe could be produced, Phoenix-like, from her ashes, by a process of complete disintegration and volatilization.


  The advantage of this latter course was fairly obvious. A new world would come into being which had its whole period of usefulness before it, a matter of billions of years, and on which complete races could come to their full height of development. On the other hand, this plan had the disadvantage of requiring a very long time for its completion. The completely volatilized planet would have to go through the normal stages of cooling, condensation, and the gradual development of oceans and atmosphere before the Builders could even begin to prepare it for the habitation of living creatures.


  The Master Builders, recognizing the gravity of the problem, took it in hand and, always in co-operation with the Lunarian Builders, examined it in all its aspects. To these great Beings it seemed only a short time before the decision was arrived at, yet measured by our tiny human units it must have occupied a period of many thousands of years before the final decision was pronounced.


  Luna was to be completely rebuilt.


  THE removal of such living creatures as still remained on the parched and starved world was naturally the first thing to be accomplished. This was a task that the Builders felt should be delegated to other and less exalted beings than themselves, not that they were in anyway averse to performing such trivial services, to them, for their whole existence was one joyous round of service in the interests of their system, but rather because they were themselves so far out of direct touch with the individual races of Luna.


  So they appointed a group of the more advanced peoples from the fifth planet, that world what was later so cruelly wrecked by the evil passions of its own humanity, to supervise and direct the removal of Luna’s last peoples and animals, such few as there were, to another planet where their races could be kept alive until their new home was prepared for them.


  Perhaps it seems strange thus to be troubled about such a small group, but it must be remembered that no race of whatever type was ever created for destruction, and that races and groups, like individuals, are all parts of the immortal plan of the Great Designer. How otherwise, then, than by preserving these remnants could the great plan be preserved intact?


  This work done, there remained no further obstacle to the conversion of the worn-out Luna into a new planet, the planet we now call Earth.


  Now were forces incredible brought to bear on the barren globe. Powers of which we today have little conception were focussed on her, directed to areas where the disintegration must first be started, for remember this great demolition must always be kept under control. There must be no possibility of any part of that terrific release of power escaping from its own restricted area, for once let those forces escape in their intensity and who could say but that the whole system might be drawn into a flaming mass of universal destruction. Yes, it might even travel beyond the confines of the single system and then, ever growing and feeding on its own energy, might cause unimagined wreckage throughout the very galaxy itself.


  And we must remember that, mighty as were these Master Builders, yet they were far from being omnipotent, and such cosmic powers, once unleashed, might easily overwhelm them in catastrophe.


  So the forces directed towards Luna were carefully regulated, only such power being applied as would serve to start the disintegration of some of the less stable atoms. Yet, even so, when, after the long-continued play of these forces, the reaction did commence, it developed with such rapidity and violence that even the Builders themselves began to fear the possibility of a catastrophe. This we know from the ancient Solar Records passed down to us. Yes, even those Great Ones knew their moments of apprehension—fear in our sense of the word being, of course, impossible to them—and more than once during these first days did they stand ready to check, to stop entirely if need be, the work they had started.


  Yet, once the first rush of force had developed and the controlling forces had been built up into a single unit of resistance, the disintegration could be allowed its way, the controlling resistances being then automatically intensified by the very fires they were built to check.


  So, within a space of only a few months Luna had blazed out into a new star of wondrous glory, one more “nova” for the delectation of the watchers on other systems, one more world sent out in a flaming, blazing death that was but the birth of a new glory.


  The disintegration proceeded until all but the very core of the planet had become a whirling ball of incandescent gas, a world now vastly larger than before, a world that from its brother planets appeared as a new sun complementing the radiant central globe on which their whole system depended. And here again was another danger. The heat and other radiations sent out by the new “sun,” streaming out into space as they were, could not leave the other worlds untouched. So not only was the actual conflagration guarded and watched lest it spread too far, but the other planets—Mars and Venus in particular—had to be shielded from its baneful effects.


  Around each of these worlds, on the side facing the flaming Luna, were built up shells of protective forces, shells which, while letting all desirable radiation pass through them, were yet capable of reflecting or absorbing those rays which might be harmful. What these shells were, how they were constructed, what was the mechanism of their control we do not know. Only the Master Builders themselves ever knew the secrets of their construction, even as they alone knew the combinations of forces necessary to cause the volatilization of the planet itself. No beings of lesser attainment could be entrusted with such awful powers lest they unwittingly would wreck the universe.


  When about seven-eighths of Luna’s substance had been thus gasified the process was checked. The Master Builders needed a solid body near at hand to act as a sort of fulcrum against which forces could play during the next stage—the first formative one. And what body better than the core of the old planet itself? There it was, right where it was needed. The new world would still be quite large enough without this remaining matter. In fact the rejection of this portion would probably make the new world even more satisfactory than the old one had been, even more suitable to the types of life found in our system.


  So the central core was left intact, surrounded by its huge envelope of fiery gases.


  THE next stage was the separation of the gases from the solid core, and this was done, comparatively easily, by a sort of artificial tidal attraction, in which the direct action of the sun was made to play a large part. I say “comparatively easily”, because the process appears to have been a relatively simple one, but it must be realized that it was far from being a rapid process. In fact the entire separation of the new world from the slag-like core, which itself had become partially liquefied by the heat of its gaseous envelope, was a matter which took thousands of years to complete.


  Then came the matter of starting the new world in its desired diurnal rotation, for up to this time its rate of spin had been more or less irregular, owing to the continual changing of the forces playing about it.


  It was here that the attraction of the old core, that world we still sometimes call by its ancient name of Luna, came most prominently into play. The formation of a gravitational and rotational centre between the two worlds in this way was an ideal way of stabilizing them both in a satisfactory orbit. The attractive forces of the now satellite, also rendered immense service during this formative period, through the tidal forces set up, an effect which, even in its present feeble form, is still of untold benefit to our world.


  Slowly, fraction by infinitesimal fraction, the great mass of flaming gas took up its orbit, its steady rotation, settled down into a stable sphere, whose pulsations became ever weaker and weaker, until in the course of ages its fires cooled and the white-hot globe of fire became at last a reddish ball of liquid rock, surrounded by a glorious halo of still turbulent gases.


  Oh! but what, after all, is the use! No human words can ever express one millionth part of the stately glory and grandeur of that re-birth of the new world from the ashes of the old. You who have so patiently read thus far without finding the fascination of this marvellous record, have yet a little more patience, I beg of you. Full well do I know that my description is almost farcically inept. I know it, yet no words that I can find will ever do justice to the picture. No, not even the faintest measure of justice.


  Only in one way is it possible to catch the least glimpse of this sublime cosmic drama. Put down the story, cast aside for a little while the futile words. Then close your eyes, and with the mental eye of imagination picture for yourself your own conception of it all.


  If you have no imagination, put the story down—and never again take it up, for never will it reveal its marvels to you. But if you are one of those who are blessed with that power of mental visualization that we describe, for want of a better term, as imagination—if you are of those, then do as I say: Shut out all the trivial things of the outer world. Put out of your consciousness to the very limit of your powers the feeble conceptions your senses have gathered of time, space, life, and even of the great universe itself.


  Now let that imagination have full play. Picture the great unfolding drama from the less limited view of a demi-god, an archangel, whatever great and mighty power you will. Open wide your vision, open it until the very limits of human imagination itself are reached. Then, and then only, let yourself form a concept of the wonder and glory of it all.


  Perhaps even then you will catch but the dimmest echo of its grandeur, but I promise you, if you do this, using your powers and abilities to their very utmost, then the picture you will paint in your own mind will be one that will transcend all the glory you have ever before dreamed of. I promise you that from that picture you will gain an unforgettable vision of the majesty and glory of creation, and of its Creator, that will be like a guiding light throughout your whole life.


  But, forgive me. I digress.


  Aeon upon aeon thus passed while the new world slowly cooled, until in the fulness of time it appeared a solid globe, a world of great oceans, of invigorating winds, of verdant continents, in fact a world such as we know it today. Perhaps in those early days, before the coming of man, Earth was somewhat hotter, somewhat more humid, its atmosphere somewhat denser. Perhaps in those days the glory of the heavens was less visible through the dense cloud-masses that must have filled the heavens. Yet, taken all in all, it had become the Earth as we know it, fit for the habitation of man, fit for his growth and development.


  There is no need to recount the details of this “age of preparation” as the Builders termed it. There are innumerable treatises dealing with Earth’s childhood, even if there are none dealing with her birth. Choose whichever of these strikes your fancy, and from it build up your own story.


  SO then at last was Earth ready for the habitation of the living creatures that were its destined population. At last the young planet, still watched over and encircled by the now eternally frozen Luna, that satellite whose motherhood had long been forgotten, at last Earth was to be given her children, those races of men which she was to adopt as her own.


  Even the selection of these races was a matter of extreme care and complication. From Mars, Venus, and Mercury (a world already approaching her own end), even from some of the greater satellites, were brought the selected ones. In groups of thousands, in colonies of millions, were they brought to Earth, every possible world contributing its quota of its most suitable people.


  Most of these people would, to our view, be looked on as primitive and undeveloped—almost embryonic perhaps—and so they were.


  What florist, in commencing the development of a better species, would take the mature blossoms and transplant them? Would he not rather take of the best of his seeds, the seeds of those plants which had already shown the greatest promise. And from these would he not, by cultivation and intermingling, produce in the end a plant which contained within itself all the best characteristics of all its parentage?


  So it was with Earth. To continue the analogy, Earth was planted with the best seeds of all the humanities of the Solar System. And these “seed-races”, if you will permit the term, were thus placed on a world where every chance could be given them, even as the poorer types were relegated to Mars, whose prime was already passed, but where they could at least have whatever chance of development they were capable of responding to.


  Thus it is that on Earth today, even after so many, many ages, we still find that old differentiation. Not even yet have the racial characteristics been fully blended. We still see traces of the ancient variations, yet, in comparison with their beginnings, we may well say that Earth’s races are, after all, one race, for such differences as now remain are, at most, superficial.


  Perhaps those differences will never vanish. Why should they? Is not Earth perhaps a better and more progressive place because of those very differences? That is a question which only future generations can answer.


  IN such manner, then, was our Earth born, a planet destined for greatness, for the production of a humanity superior to all those from which it sprang, a humanity that shall eventually rise to a height where all shall know themselves as, to quote the words of the great Apostle, “sons of God”—if they will only keep faith with the best that is in them—if not, then who can say?


  But does not the prospect inspire? Does it not spur us on to the fulfilment of our high destiny? If so, then be it fact or fable, this story of Earth’s beginning is not written in vain.


  THE END


  THE CAVERN OF THE SHINING POOL


  Arthur Leo Zagat


  Gurd Silton speeds into the cosmos to solve the riddle of a hole in space!


  I


  The Ether Body


  I JERKED down the result-lever of my Merton Calculator, and the rattle of its gears was loud in the deserted reaches of Flight Control Headquarters. The flight-graph imprinted itself on the space-chart, the thin red line that would guide the newly launched Phobos on her maiden voyage to Venus. I glanced through the transparent quartz wall at her tremendous bulk, vague on the vast tarmac of New York’s Spaceship Terminus in the brooding dark of 3 a.m. The graph line I had just traced jogged erratically, a million and a half miles out, detouring the Phobos’ course a hundred thousand miles. That hump was why I was here, alone in the crystal hive. At midnight the message had pulsed in on the infra-red ray from the domed air-cell on the Moon where gaunt men ceaselessly scan the skies that Trade may ply unhampered between Earth and her sister planets.


  In their electelscopes a far-flung shimmer had appeared across the blackness of space and they had leaped to send warning of the one unconquered menace that harried the spaceways. An ether eddy!


  Sometimes I thought the old memories drowned, the thirty-year ling agony ended, that had wiped out for me forever the thrill of space flight, the transcendant joy of leaping from this wrinkled ball of ours and hurtling, godlike, among the stars. Then that word, that damned word that had stripped the winged rocket from my tunic and made of me a half alive juggler of charts and figures, would strike my ears. The years would fade and I would be in hell again.


  As now. I saw Jay again, my brother, too poignantly real across the span of three decades. I saw the wide-shouldered, thick-legged bulk of him, a strand of yellow hair straggling over his brow, his broad-planed face flushed with the excitement of his first command. I felt my hand crushed in his own as I wished him the immemorial “Happy landing.”


  The Luna’s hatch shut him from my sight. The great craft blasted-off from Earth. Tile scene shifted. In tortured imagining I bent over an electelscope view field, pride pulsing in my veins as I watched the long, clean arc of his flight. He had learned my teaching well, the bantling. He would, push me hard for my laurels as ace of Earth’s space fleet.


  Then there was that black shimmer across the firmament’s spangled black. The Luna plunged straight into it—and vanished!


  There—where a moment ago she had been, even in her tininess, majestic as a symbol of man’s conquest of unimaginable distances, unrealizable cold—there the inscrutable panoply of the stars stared horror at me and only a faint trail of rocket gas, glowing and fading in the vacancy, showed that the Luna had ever been.


  In the madness that took me, I ripped the insignia of my craft from my blouse and swore that never again should I leave Earth’s atmosphere. I kept that oath, but my great need drew me back to this place where the space ships, in ever increasing numbers, leaped for the stars.


  Here, while I moldered in the dull routine of my clerk’s job, I could watch the swaggering youngsters who wore the winged rocket and pretend to myself that perhaps the next craft to land would bring Jay back to me. Here I had grown old . . .


  THE little hairs prickled on the nape of my neck. The silence about me was eerie, the shadows played tricks on my overwrought nerves. Somehow I felt that I was not alone. And I was afraid.


  A furtive sound whispered behind me. My eyes flicked the desk for a weapon, found none. I forced my swivel chair around, every nerve protesting.


  A tall figure stood in the dimness near the door, black-cloaked, shapeless. Beneath its black hood was the pale oval of a face out of which eyes glittered, catlike, in some vagrant gleam. The figure was motionless, and all the more menacing because of its immobility. I thought of the lead-capsuled radium in the strongroom beyond my desk, the pellets that multiplied tenfold the power of the oxy-hydrogen mixture in the fuel tanks. Five million solar dollars would not replace them. Bait what thief would dare the photroncells’ spray of death that guarded the treasure?


  The intruder moved.


  “Who are you?” I rasped. “What do you want?”


  A voice came from the shape, a strained, hoarse voice.


  “I’m looking for Captain Silton.”


  Unaccountably blood thumped in my ears. My collar was suddenly tight.


  “I’m Silton,” I grunted.


  “But I mean Gurd Silton, commander of the Terra.”


  Long shivers ran through me, and a mad, impossible thought clamored. That voice!


  “I am Gurd Silton,” I croaked. “And once I commanded the Terra.” I was no longer afraid. The ague that shook me was not of fear.


  “You—you Gurd Silton!” The other’s arm came up. Shrouded by the fabric of his cloak it pointed at me like a bat’s wing. “You—impossible. You are an old man, and—”


  I heaved from my chair.


  “Who are you?” I said. “In God’s name, who are you?”


  I hurled myself across the space between, ripped the cloak away before he could stop me, jerked the hood from his head. And then I saw him—tousled yellow hair, a long strand dipping across his clear brow; frank grey eyes, small now in puzzlement; broad-planed, youthful face. I saw wide shoulders and thick legs planted in an old, familiar stance. Sound ripped from my throat. “Jay!”


  He warded me off.


  “I’m Jay Silton, all right. But you’re white-haired, wrinkled! You’re an old man. You can’t be Gurd!”


  A queer rage thickened my utterance.


  “What did you expect? Thirty years don’t leave a man’s hair black.”


  And then it hit me! Jay wasn’t changed at all. He was still, apparently, a youth of twenty!


  He was staring at me with wide, incredulous eyes.


  “Thirty years,” he whispered. “Why, it’s only a month since—”


  Chaos whirled within my skull. Was I still in the delirium that had followed his vanishment, my long Calvary only a nightmare? I saw the space-chart, saw the date imprinted at its upper edge. November 16, 2048! I pointed to it.


  “Look!” I said huskily.


  My brother stared at the paper. A vein pulsed in his neck. He drew the back of a closed fist across his forehead and words dripped from his working mouth.


  “But I swear it’s not a month since we—lost our way. Why, there’s still food left on the Luna and we had only a month’s supply.”


  His hand came out in a gesture of utter bewilderment.


  “Gurd! Where have all the years gone?” His voice was edged with hysteria, a long shudder ran through him: “Sanders is lost,” he muttered, “and Hollivant. And there are thirty years gone from my life!”


  MADNESS flamed in his eyes. I must ease him somehow, say anything to divert his thoughts from the horror.


  “By the way, Jay, I didn’t see the Luna land. Where is she?”


  “Hidden in the Adirondack Pleasure Park, in a glen where nobody goes. I didn’t dare land her here.”


  I was startled.


  “Why? Of what are you afraid?” I recalled his furtive entrance, his close-swathed hood cloak and low-drawn hood.


  “Afraid? I told you my mates are gone. Have you forgotten Rule Forty-nine?”


  A chill ran through me. Rule Forty-nine is the most rigorously enforced of all the Space Code. In case of disaster to a vessel; her commander must be the last to seek safety. If he return minus crew or passengers the penalty is—death in the lethal chamber!


  Severe this may be, but justified. Too often, in the early days, did space madness seize crew and master alike. Too often did craft land, with one, only, alive of those who had blasted-off.


  It was the one solution, to place all weapons in control of the master, and hold him straitly accountable for the safety of an aboard.


  “Jay!” my voice cracked. “You didn’t—”


  “No.” There was utter truth in the grey eyes. “Of course not.”


  “But where are they? Are they alive?”


  “That’s the hell of it, Gurd. I don’t know whether they are dead or alive. I don’t know where they are.”


  If I was to help him I must get him talking sense.


  “Come now, Jay,” I rapped out, sternly. “You must have some idea of where in the universe you have been.”


  I could see that he was trying to pull himself together, trying to phrase something unphrasable. His hands fisted at his sides. Then, “Gurd! It sounds insane. But I don’t think it was anywhere in the universe.”


  “What! You—”


  Cold, rasping words, interrupted me. Toneless words from across nine hundred thousand miles of space. “Newyork, Newyork, Newyork,” the speaker disc above my desk blared. “From Lunar Observatory. Ether eddy is fading. Ether eddy is fading. Corrections need not be made. From Lunar Observatory. Newyork, Newyork, Newyork . . .”


  Jay’s arms flung above his head, and he shouted incredible things.


  “That’s where they are! In that eddy or beyond it! That’s where I carne from; It’s going, and my last chance is gone! My last chance to find them, to save them!”


  IN a flash I knew what must be done. I grabbed Jay’s arm.


  “Come on, quick!” Without his mates or a witness to his non-culpability for their loss, death was certain for him. “We still have time!” What happened to me did not matter. “Hurry!”


  We were out of the room, were darting across the tarmac. The Phobos loomed its dark bulk over us, and, praise be, its entrance hatch was open. I plunged through, Jay after’ me.


  “Close down,” I shouted. “Close down!” The first command of a space flight. How long since I had uttered it!


  II


  Into a New Universe


  I HURTLED up the companionway, followed by the clangor of the shutting airlock hatch. Thirty years since I had flown, yet all the old, hard won spacemanship tingled at my finger-tips as I burst into the control room and saw before me a gleaming bank of levers and fuel wheels.


  Jay’s staccato report met me, from the speaker disc above the gauge-board. “All tight, sir.” Just as in the years when I taught him the secrets of the void.


  “Make it so, mister,” I acknowledged in the unforgotten jargon. “Stand by for the blast-off.” Not for nothing had I conned the plans of this latest product of the spaceship engineers, assuaging nostalgia in vicarious flight. There was no lost motion now As I dived for the protective couch, snapped straps around me, and jammed down the main-feed lever. I functioned almost automatically, thrown back a third of a century to the old routine.


  The surge of sudden vast power, the down-thudding of acceleration’s weight, was a trip-hammer blow to my unaccustomed flesh. For an instant I knew the agonies of the damned, then merciful oblivion took me.


  I do not know how long I was unconscious, nor what awesome speed the Phobos attained before the Thorson electro-spring cut off fuel flow. But when sight and thought returned, I saw, in the visi-screen, the blackness of space, the wide-spread panoply of stars infinite in distance and number that I had thought never to set my eyes upon again, and the ominous shimmer of the ether eddy, straight ahead.


  Terror jerked my unwilled hand to the braking valve, but it was too late. The Phobos plunged straight into the heart of the mystery from whence my brother had come.


  In that instant livid fingers reached, twisting, into my brain!


  The Phobos jarred. That jar seemed repeated in every atom of my being. Light poured in, a vivid, red light that paled the gleam, of our argons, a crimson light that smote all color from the cabin. I whirled to the visi-screen.


  And then I was at the lever-bank, furiously, frantically active. I had seen a great orb blotting out the sky, a gigantic, scarlet sphere toward which we hurtled headlong.


  The Phobos vibrated, screeched protest at the forces that tore at her.


  Great, whirling, scarlet clouds became distinct, blanketing the strange world that had us in its grip. A craggy spire thrust above the vapor, spearing to impale our vessel.


  The nose-tubes were on full force and they couldn’t brake her! In minutes, in seconds, we should crash against the red world into infinitesimal fragments. It wasn’t thought, it was sheer instinct unforgotten after thirty years that guided my flashing hands among the wheels and levers. There was no time for thought.


  I swung her! I swung the Phobos half about as she hurtled to her doom, and with the maximum blast of her main tubes I detoned her into a sideward path, parallel to the rounding surface of the strange planet.


  That held her! By the horns of Taurus, that held the craft in a circling orbit, made her a satellite of the cloud-shrouded crimson world!


  I slumped, breathless, and stared at the five-fold visi-screen. In one division I saw the mist-clothed, encarnadined bulk of the world whose attraction had nearly done for us. To the side, and far off, an immense sun sent scarlet streamers writhing out from a scarlet, dazzling disc. In the other sectors the firmament was revealed; a black firmament, star-studded. In all that vast panoply of worlds and suns there was not one familiar constellation! They were strange, all strange.


  A VOICE, a blessed human voice, broke the stillness.


  “Glad! Are you all right?” Jay leaned against the hatch, his face ghastly in the weird red light, his pupils unnaturally enlarged, the corner of his mouth twitching.


  “A little dazed, but whole. And you?”


  His lips tried to twist into a smile. “I? Oh, I’ve been through this before.”


  “Then this is what we are looking for. This is where you lost Hollivant and Sanders.’ ”


  He nodded. “If they’re still alive, they’re down there. We broke through, like this. Just as you just did, I swung the Luna about and forced her into a circling orbit.


  “I did more. I turned my ship again, so that her stern was toward that world and tried to blast her away. But I couldn’t, Gurd: The attraction was too great. We were held tight.”


  “But the Luna was powered to escape from Jupiter,” I exclaimed, “against five times Earth’s gravity!”


  “It wasn’t enough. We were chained here, eternally doomed. I dared not land, not knowing what lay under those clouds and not being equipped for interplanetary exploration. We circled endlessly, seeing below nothing but those rolling mists, now scarlet in the light of the crimson sun, now black as we passed over the night hemisphere. I refused to attempt a landing, hoping reasonlessly that patience would bring release.


  “At length Hollivant and Sanders demanded permission to take space suits and make the attempt. I did not feel justified in refusing. I opened the air-lock for them, watched their bulky shapes spiral down, black against the red-lighted clouds, the long-darting flames of their gas-tubes streaming ahead of them to brake their descent. I saw them land on that peak we glimpsed, the only evidence that the strange planet is solid. And then—”


  “What?”


  “And then the Luna jarred. The crimson light was gone, and in the visi-screen I saw Orion with his sword, I saw White Rigel and topaz Betelgeuse blazing in splendor. The white blaze of our own Sun warmed me, and little Earth was a green disc calling me home.”


  “You had plunged through the ether eddy again!”


  “I guessed that. But, Gurd. What does it all mean? What is this strange universe, and what became of the thirty years that seem to me less than a month?”


  Somehow I knew the answer, must have reasoned it out subconsciously as he spoke. “Science has moved while you were gone, Jay. We know now that the ether eddy is the manifestation Of a fourth dimensional tangency between two spatial hyperspheres.[*] You remember your high school Einstein, don’t you?”


  “Of course. I get it. Einstein said space, our space, is unbounded but finite, the three-dimensional surface of a hypersphere within which, and without, nothing exists that is in any way related to anything in our space. What’s happened is that we’ve—”


  “Broken through into another space. Another universe. And since, as you said, nothing in this space has any relation to anything in ours, their Times are different, so that it is perfectly reasonable that while you, here, were living only a month I, there, aged thirty years.”


  “Yes, but—” He didn’t finish his sentence. At least I didn’t hear him finish it. For I had kept my eyes on the electelscope viewplate as we talked, and just then, the Phobos having completed a circuit of the red planet, the black peak came into its field. And I had caught a flicker of movement on its surface.


  IT was an Earthman, his space suit unmistakable! He seemed to be struggling with something. A billow of cloud spurted upward and he was lost to view.


  “They’re alive,” I blurted. “One of them is alive. We’ve got to go down there.”


  I managed it. With a gentle side discharge of the rocket flares I changed our level circling to a slow, tightening spiral. Each circuit we made through the shifting changes from black night to crimson day brought us nearer and nearer the clouds, and then after an interminable time, we were among them.


  We were through them! We were over a great, almost level plain, black as the belly of Jonah’s whale. We landed, gently as thistledown, right at the base of the needlelike spire that pierced the clouds.


  “How’s that for navigating?” I grinned. “The old boy hasn’t lost his skill.”


  “Swell,” Jay applauded. “But what’s to do now? We can’t climb that mountain. It must be fifty miles high.”


  “Into space suits,” I snapped. “And the Phobos carries a small stratocar as a lifeboat. If there’s any atmosphere at all, and there must be or there wouldn’t be any clouds, that will take us up there quicker than we came down.”


  “Let’s get going then. The fellows need our help, bad.”


  “We’ll get going, but I’m afraid we’re too late. Time’s all mixed up, Jay, by our circling, but I figure a week at least has passed here since we saw him, although only minutes in the time of this universe elapsed while you came back to Earth and we returned.”


  “Never mind that. We’ve got to make a try.”


  “Okay. I’m with you,” I responded. “Don’t forget these trinite guns. I’ve got a hunch we’re going to need them badly.”


  The buzzing hum of the stratocar’s hydroxy motor battered against the side of that incredible mountain as we lifted straight up to its summit. Suddenly, just under the cloud ceiling I saw a hole in the rampart, underlined by a narrow ledge. And on that ledge—the broken off hand-claw of a space suit.


  “In there! They’re in there,” I shouted. It. was with an effort that I controlled my shaking hand sufficiently to land our little conveyance on the ledge. Bulky in our space suits, we squeezed out; stood precariously on the rock shelf.


  The cave that confronted us seemed shallow, a blank wall closed it only six feet back. But a tunnel angled off to the left, so sharply that light, reflected not at all by the dull surface of black rock, did not enter it. My tentative, testing step felt a level floor in that Stygian darkness, and in the sensitive ear of my space suit I heard the scrape of Jay’s feet following me.


  The jointed metal of my garment made sudden, echoing clangor as I thumped into vertical stone. I froze. Surely that clumsy sound would arouse the mysterious denizens of this cave would bring them in sudden attack upon us! My hand-fork closed about my weapon’s butt.


  The stillness was ripped by a long wailing cry, packed with terror; a thin, hopeless, human wail that rose and fell, rose and fell, somewhere ahead It snapped short. The following, intensified silence was vibrant with horror.


  I jumped forward. The ground dropped away from beneath me, and I was falling, falling—


  III


  The Turtle Men


  THERE was sound now, sound aplenty. The crash of my own sheathed body, jerking from side to side. The crash of Jay dropping too, above me. Rattle of loosened stones, following us down. I dropped, dropped endlessly.


  The sensation of falling ceased, but not the noises. I seemed to be floating free in the eyeless dark. My flung-out hand touched the side wall, was thrust away with terrific force. I knew then that I was still falling, but not at an increasing rate, as I should have if gravity alone were acting. Some intangible force was holding the speed of my descent steady, so that, with nothing by which to judge, I seemed to be at rest.


  Precisely as if I were in a spaceship, zipping along at a thousand miles a minute, with, nil acceleration. But this was in the bowels of a world, not in the free leagues of space. Sooner or later we’d hit something solid.


  The blackness greyed slightly. I felt myself moving upward, slowly. But so sudden a change of direction, at the speed I must have attained, should have torn me to bits. It dawned on me that my fall was merely slowing gradually. Queer! What could be causing this gentle deceleration?


  In a sort of drab dusk I could now see the glass-smooth, curved walls blurring past. I twisted and saw Jay’s queerly distorted form below—no, above me. It must be above. I had fallen first, and he had not passed me. Sensation was chaotic. As a space pilot I should have been familiar with apparent changes of direction, deceptively due to misinterpretation of changes in acceleration, in rate of motion, by the monitors in our nervous system. But it was so long since I had flown.


  The light grew brighter. It was white light. White light! Brighter and brighter it was, dazzling after the dark. Abruptly the walls of the shaft were gone!


  We had dropped through the roof of a tremendous cavern, its boundaries miles away! Below, straight below us, five hundred feet or more, a circular pool of what seemed white-hot, shining metal blazed. I glimpsed forms moving about its edges, a road bordering it, low-lying buildings. Beyond them fields, green fields. We were falling straight for that white blaze!


  A hurtling form shot sideward, from above me, blue gas spitting. “Gurd. Your gas-tube! Your gas-tube, Gurd!”


  Jay’s howl shocked me back to thought, to action. I had clean forgotten that this was a self-propelled space suit. My hand-fork flashed to the control button. The death pool jerked away from under me. I thudded hard to the cavern floor, beside the prone figure of my brother. My head rang with the impact, my body felt a mass of bruises, but I was alive!


  Jay’s helmet was split across the forehead! Was he dead from the fall, or poisoned by unbreathable gases admitted through that ominous tear in his head cover? I rolled to him, peered in through his face-plate.


  His eyelids flickered, opened. Color flowed back into his cheeks, and he smiled, wryly.


  “I’m all right, Gurd. Just got a rotten crack on the head.”


  I was nauseous with relief.


  “I thought you were gone.”


  “Not yet. I was born to be gassed out.” He sniffed. “I smell flowers. What did you do, lay a wreath on me? A little previous, wasn’t it?”


  “Your helmet’s cracked open.”


  “Good Lord, but this air is salubrious. Open up and get a whiff of it.”


  I GOT to my knees, rigid with dismay. Across the level, grassy meadow from the shining pool a horde of creatures were rushing toward us, things out of some fantastic dream, gigantic in size, of vivid, kaleidoscopic coloring.


  As they came closer I saw that they were dome-shaped, more like turtles than any other Earth creature. But there was no shell, no tail, and their six unjointed legs were squarely beneath the ungainly bodies. From the topmost point of the hemispherical torsos, a full eight feet from the ground, sprang a series of long tentacles, thin and writhing snakily. In front, fragile-seeming, necks jutted, ending in comparatively tiny, globular heads, each featureless save for one unwinking green eye and two drooping, flapped ears.


  Before I could move the turtle men closed around us in a jostling, nightmare circle, leaving an open space about twenty feet in diameter. They squashed into one another, seeming to merge in a solid wall of obscene protoplasm, so that we were the center of a serried circle of ball heads thrust out from a high barrier. From that incredible ring came a high, squeaking chorus of whimpering sound, oddly infantile.


  I remained kneeling, gaping at that circled horror, could not have moved had I so willed.


  The whimpering squeals grew in volume, then, ceased altogether. The ring parted, the crowding hosts behind gave way tilt there was an open lane, stretching back to whence they had come. From the direction of the pool, down that long passage, moving with vast dignity, a little procession came slowly toward us.


  In front was a turtle man, similar to those we had already seen, save that his body was a steady blue and that in one of his tentacles there was a bundle of what seemed like long grass which he held aloft and waved slowly from side to side. Behind him, on some sort of discoid platform whose bearers were screened from us by the leader’s bulk, lumped another of the creatures.


  This one glowed purple, and even from a distance I could see that his legs and tentacles were rudimentary, while the sphere of his head was triple the size of the ‘others’.


  As they came on a wave accompanied them in the forest of uplifted tentacles. They came down in evident obeisance, then lifted again to resume their eternal weaving.


  I rose and tried to assume what dignity of posture I could muster. The blue turtle man came within the cleared circle of grass land and moved to one side, turning as he did so. And I saw who it was that bore the palanquin of his master.


  Their once natty uniforms hanging in torn strips, their faces smeared with dried blood and twisted in agony, their eyes great pits of suffering, the two Earthmen were bent almost double beneath the weight on their shoulders. Hal Sanders’ face was seared by two livid welts from ear to chin, and on Ralph Hollivant’s chest, where his tunic had been ripped away, another glowed angrily. I felt the hot blood of rage surge into my face. My fists balled within their gloved hand-forks.


  The blue-hued major domo flicked out a tentacle that touched the platform, and then the ground, in an obvious signal, The Earthmen knelt, their necks cording with the effort, and struggled to put the palanquin down evenly.


  One side slipped from Sanders’ shoulder, thumping against the ground. The prime minister lashed a tentacle across the poor fellow’s cheek! Hal’s shoulders jerked and I held my breath, thinking he would spring at his tormentor. But, pitifully, his head drooped and all he did was to rub the new mark of punishment with a trembling, grimy hand.


  I remembered Hal Sanders as a two-fisted, brawling chap, impatient of discipline. To see him meekly accept the lash told more eloquently than many words what he had gone through, what lay in store for us.


  THE enslaved men heaved painfully upright. They looked at us with lack-luster eyes, not the least ripple in their dull faces showing recognition of us, or wonder at our appearance.


  “Hal! Ralph!” Jay cried. “What have these devils done to you?”


  Hollivant looked at his blue master, appeared to beg voicelessly for permission to speak.


  One of the turtle man’s snakelike arms reached out to me, swept shuddersomely over my metal suit, then to Ralph’s puffed lips.


  Hollivant’s voice was almost unrecognizable as human speech. “He wants you to get out of the space suits.”


  “Like hell we will,” Jay blurted. “Let him try to take them off.”


  “You bad better. We tried to defy them, and look at us. They’re utter fiends.”


  Jay’s gesture of negation was evidently understood by the weird creature. His tentacle touched Hollivant’s lips again, then waved in an all-embracing movement.


  “Evidently they don’t want another scrap. We did some damage before they got us down. I’m to explain the uselessness of defying them.”


  “Never mind that,” I broke in. “Tell us about this place. With the benefit of what you have learned we may have a chance to get you away.”


  “Impossible. If you have any weapons the best thing you can do is kill yourselves and us.” They were licked, there was no question of that.


  “Chin up, Ralph. Arch your back. That way out is always available. Meantime we’ll try to make a fight of it. What happened to you?”


  “We got down safely enough, landing somewhere on the slope of the mountain through the center of which the entrance to this hell shoots up. Hal took a chance on opening his faceplate, and when we discovered that the air was breathable we decided to signal to Captain Silton. We climbed the peak, keeping on our space suits.


  “Just as we reached the underside of the clouds, what I thought was a snake whipped around me and coiled tight. I fought for a long time, there in the red fog, against writhing, snakelike things I could not see. The huge, soft, jellylike bulks gave no resistance as I slashed, and slashed, and slashed in a delirium of struggle. One of my hand-forks struck against rock and broke off, the other was bent and useless. I grew weary, weary, and I could fight no longer. The living ropes clamped tight around me, bound my arms, my legs.


  “I was dragged into pitch darkness, and then I was drifting down, slowly down and down till I thought there was no end to descent.”


  “Slowly? Our acceleration was tremendous at first.”


  The blue turtle man squealed protest at my interjection, and waved a threatening tentacle. Hollivant winced.


  “He’s getting impatient. I’ll have to cut it short.”


  “Get the salient facts over. I want to know especially how they get up and down that shaft. I’ve got a hunch that the solution to our problem lies there.”


  “Okay. Here’s the layout. The outside of this planet is uninhabitable because there are no life-giving rays in the light from its sun. But the pool in this cavern is a basin of highly radioactive liquid that gives off light with all the necessary vibrations at the violet end of the spectrum. As a result, animal and vegetable life has prospered here, their evolution culminating in these highly civilized creatures. Not only does the liquid give off light, but it is also tremendously repellent. Since it is sunk so deeply it acts only upward, more than cancelling the planet’s natural gravity.”


  “HOW do they manage to control that repulsion?”


  “They have a compound, a transparent, glasslike sort of stuff, that screens the pool effect. From the nearest building to the pond they swing out leaves of this material, or retract them, so as to moderate the repulsion; allowing it to act full force, or shutting it off entirely. Ordinary gravity acts through this glass, so the effect of covering the pool with it is to permit whatever is in the shaft to fall, instead of rise as it would if the pool were uncovered.”


  “I get it! By regulating the laminations they control the speed of ascent or descent. That is why we fell so fast at first, then had our speed gradually checked.” Many things were clear to me now, and already a desperate plan was forming in back of my head.


  “They go up there to obtain a certain ore needed in some of their scientific processes. One of their parties discovered and captured Hal and myself. Others must have observed your approach.”


  “We heard a scream of pain—”


  “That was when I got this.” He pointed to the scar on his chest. “The hole is a great speaking tube, carries sound perfectly. I heard what ‘sounded like a space suit striking against rock, and tried to call a warning. But I was caught at it.” Memory of pain was a dull flame in the lackluster eyes.


  “You say they are civilized. The way they have acted to you doesn’t sound like it.”


  “They’ve outgrown all emotion, except one, loyalty and veneration for their king. He is the be-all and end-all of their economy. At a word from him the whole nation would kill itself.”


  I had heard enough. “Listen, everybody,” I said in a quiet tone, and set out my scheme rapidly and succinctly, gesturing meanwhile so as to indicate to the watching turtle man that although we refused to remove our suits we should go with them peaceably.


  At a gesture of command, Hal and Ralph bent to take up their burden again, and Jay and I stepped forward to aid them.


  IV


  Relativity Reversed


  THE turtle king on his platform was unexpectedly light, despite his great size, and the four-of us bore him easily, as we followed his adjutant down the long passage that reopened through the compact mass of his fellows. I chuckled grimly when I saw that the path led straight to the edge of the pool.


  “The palace,” Hollivant whispered, “is on the other side. We will pass the structure from which the screens are swung and then swing around the pond.”


  Everything depended now on whether those screens were over the pool or not. We slowly neared it, and the brilliant light grew almost unbearable. It blazed through the major domo’s body and made of it a huge sapphire jewel. It struck pearly iridescence from the walled bodies lining our course. There was an obscene beauty in the play of color, but my attention was focussed on the great vault of the cavern roof, and, directly over the deep-sunk shining pool, the black hole that betokened the lower end of the shaft.


  The procession leader reached the edge of the lake of light, turned ponderously half left to skirt it. His bulk no longer eclipsed my view. I saw the answer to the question that pounded at my brain. Folded up against the wall of a building at our right I saw the transparent screens, towering above the low structure’s roof. The pool was unobscured, was free to pour the full strength of its repulsion up through the long vertical tunnel where lay our only, way to release.


  The blue turtle man was some ten feet ahead of us, the following hosts a respectful twenty behind. It was now or never.


  “Ready,” I called, quietly, and shifted one arm so that it curled up, over the palanquin edge, and gripped the upper surface. The burden jolted, the least bit, and I knew the others had done the same.


  “Go!” my voice snapped, and I jumped straight for the center of the pool, still clinging to the turtle king’s support. It came with me, as Jay and Ralph and Hal responded to my command. Straight out over that blazing pond we leaped and suddenly we were falling!


  Falling! But the pool was above us, and the cavern roof beneath! The repulsion of that pond, taking the place of gravity, had reversed directions for us, and while to the astounded turtle men we were shooting upward to our own senses we were dropping as rapidly.


  Straight for the black aperture we went, and a squeal of rage came from the palanquin. I looked up at a vast thicket of agitated tentacles and saw a blue mound whirl and scuttle toward the building against which the screens were folded. The prime minister, rushing to cut off the pool’s power and bring us back to vengeance.


  I jerked out my trinite gun, aimed carefully upward, past my feet, at the huge plates that hung down from the ground. I winged the trinite pellet with a prayer.


  It struck, by the Pleiades! It struck squarely on the slowly unhinging screens, and they shattered into a million fragments!


  Even above the shattering crash of that destruction I heard a vast high-pitched wail from the tossing multitudes above, and saw them rush headlong into the pool, saw them hurtle downward after us. Then we were in the obscurity of the shaft; falling, falling, falling toward the surface of the red planet.


  “THEY’LL blow up the shaft with their bombs,” Sanders cried out. “That’ll cut off the pool power, and we’ll be trapped here in mid-earth.”


  “They won’t do that as long as we have their king with us. I thought they might use some such means of stopping us. That’s why I brought him along.”


  “Gurd!” Jay’s voice. “We’re accelerating rapidly. We’ll crash at the top. Now that you’ve destroyed the screens there’s nothing to stop us except the roof of the entrance cave.”


  “We’ll slow up with our gas-tubes.”


  “Yeah? And give the turtle men a chance to catch up with us?”


  “Pluto! I didn’t think of that! Well, it’ll be a clean death, anyway.” I was licked.


  But not Jay. “Try shooting at it,” he yelled. “Maybe we can blow off the top of the peak.


  “Good boy! Shoot!” We emptied our guns past the discoid resting place of the turtle king. Then we waited with bated breath, as we continued the headlong rise that, to us, seemed a fall. We knew the pellets we had loosed were speeding ahead of us, that they would surely strike the overhanging rock that threatened us. We knew the tremendous atomic power compact in each of the eighth-inch globules. Would it be sufficient to blast away the black peak?


  Thunder rolled back upon us, deafening. We were thrown violently from side to side of the shaft as the disturbed air soughed past us, and I heard a squeal of pain from the turtle king. I tried to see past the platform edge, for some gleam of light that would tell me our attempt was successful. But the darkness was complete.


  “No go, fellows. We’re in for it.”


  “Good-by, Gurd. It was a grand fight while it lasted.”


  I reached out, groping, and my hand-fork met Jay’s, gripped it hard.


  Suddenly I was flung against the underside of the palanquin! I heard a squashing thud, a high-pitched scream, gurgling horribly into silence. I was one of a writhing mass of human arms, legs, bodies, and was joining my voice to a chorus of shouted, husky curses and objurgations. Something was around my neck, holding my head as in a vise. A heel beat a tattoo on the metal of my space suit.


  “Hey, let up! Get your toe out of my eye!” That was Jay. I shook my head to clear it of the dizzy whirl that scrambled my brains, realized that we were no longer falling, that we were piled atop the bottom of the platform that had preceded us in all that long descent, that we were miraculously alive!


  “What—what’s happened?” someone gasped.


  “That’s easy!” I had figured it out. “The back-flash of the explosion of our trinite pellets against the roof slowed us up a darn sight more than we realized. And the eight-foot mass of jelly the other side of this sedan-chair did the rest. That turtle king made a swell bumper.”


  “Whew! Let’s get out of here. That mob will be on us in a second.”


  “Gad! I’d forgotten them. How is it they haven’t caught us already?”


  “The explosion slowed them up also. But they’ll be here, too quick for comfort.”


  I PUSHED to the side of the platform, reached around, and got a grip on the under surface. I pushed out under the rocky floor of the tunnel. Instantly directions were reversed. I hung now, from the disc that had just been under me. What was down was now up, up, now down. I knew then that miles of solid ground was between me and the repulsion of the pool, that I was definitely out of the shaft. I let go, dropped, sprawled on solid, grateful rock.


  Jay landed beside me.


  “Next time I come here,” he grunted, “I’m going to paste a label on me, ‘This side up, with care.’ Am I on my head or my tail now?”


  “Hustle,” I yelled, and took it on the run. The others were close behind.


  Our stratocar still perched, birdlike on the outer ledge. We piled inside. The motor took hold sweetly, and the stratocar zipped out of reach.


  The Phobos’ power was triple that of the Luna. She lifted easily through the crimson clouds.


  “Where now?” Hal Sanders queried. “How are we going to get back?”


  “The same way Jay did, through the ether eddy?”


  “I suppose you’ve got a chart of the route,” Jay scoffed. “Just issued by the Interuniverse Flying Board.”


  “I have.”


  “Quit your spoofing.”


  “I’m not. The blind luck that attends children and drunks brought the eddy in your path, when you were here before. I, being somewhat more intelligent, know enough to look for it.”


  “I suppose it’s all set for you?”


  “Exactly,” I responded drily. “There it is, straight ahead. Look.”


  And so it was, shimmering discreetly, a vague intangible veil across the black curtain of this other-space. But now it breathed promise instead of fear. The Phobos plunged straight for its heart.


  [*] The figure in four-dimensional geometry that is analogous to a sphere in three-dimensional i.e., the figure described by a sphere rotated through the fourth dimension, as a circle is rotated through the third dimension to describe a sphere.


  THE HOTHOUSE PLANET


  Arthur K. Barnes


  Strange forms of life rule the steaming jungles of a far-distant world!


  CHAPTER I


  The Ark


  DAY again. One hundred and seventy dragging hours of throttling, humid heat. An interminable period of monotony lived in the eternal mists, swirling with sluggish dankness, enervating, miasmatic, pulsant with the secret whisperings of mephitic life-forms. That accounted for the dull existence of the Venusian trader, safe in the protection of his stilt-legged trading post twenty feet above the spongy earth, but bored to the point of madness.


  Tommy Strike stepped out from under the needle-spray antiseptic shower that was the Earthman’s chief defense against the myriad malignant bacterial infections swarming the hothouse that is Venus. He grabbed a towel, made a pass at the lever to turn on the refrigeration unit that preserved them during the hot days, shut off the night heating system, and yelled:


  “Roy! Awake! Arise! Today’s the great day! The British are coming! Wake up for the event!”


  Roy Ransom, Strike’s assistant, staggered into view rubbing the sleep from his eyes.


  “British?” he mumbled. “What British?”


  “Why, Gerry Carlyle. The great Carlyle is coming today, in his special ship, with his trained crew, straight from the Interplanetary Zoo in London. The famous ‘Catch- ’em-alive’ Carlyle is on his way, and we’re the lucky guys chosen to guide him on his expedition on Venus!”


  Ransom scratched one thick, hairy leg and stepped under the shower with a sour expression.


  “Ain’t that somethin’ ?” he inquired. “You don’t look with favor on Mister Carlyle?” Strike chuckled.


  “No, I don’t. I’ve heard all I want to hear about him. Capturing animals from different planets and bringing them back alive to the Zoo in London is all right; I’d like the job myself. But any guy that rates the sickening amount of publicity he does must have something phony about ’im!” He kicked toward the short-wave radio in one corner of the living room. “Bein’ so close to the sun, we’re lucky if we bring in a couple of Earth programs a day through the interference. And it seems to me every damn’ one of ’em has something about the famous Carlyle. Gerry Carlyle eats Lowden’s Vita-cubes on expedition. Gerry Carlyle smokes germ-free Suaves. Gerry Carlyle drinks refreshing Alka-lager. Pfui!


  “An’ now we’re ordered to slog around this dripping planet for ’im, doing all the work of bagging a bunch of weird specimens for the yokels t’ gape at, while he gets all the glory back home!”


  Tommy Strike laughed good-naturedly.


  “You’re all bark and not much bite, Roy. You’re just as glad as I am something’s turned up to relieve the monotony.” He brought out his daytime clothes, singlet and trousers of thin, rubberized material, and the inevitable broad-soled boots for traversing the treacherous soft spots on Venus’ surface.


  “Yeah?” retorted Ransom. “I can tell you one thing this visit’ll turn up, an’ that’s trouble! Sure as you’re born, Tommy, that guy’s comin’ here to get two or three Murris—he hopes! An’ you know what that’ll mean!”


  Strike’s eyes clouded. There was truth in Ransom’s remark. Hunting for the strange little creatures called Murris never had resulted in anything but trouble since the day Sidney Murray, co-leader of the first great Venusian exploration party, the Cecil Stanhope—Sidney Murray Expedition, first set eyes upon them.


  “Well,” he shrugged, “we can stall just before he’s ready to leave, and have some fun at least. Maybe, too, he’ll listen to reason!”


  RANSOM snorted in wordless disgust at this fantastic hope.


  “Anyhow,” insisted Strike, determined to see the cheerful side, “even if there is any disturbance, it always blows over in a few days. I’m heading for the landing field; they’re just about due.”


  Tommy Strike stepped outside into the breathlessly hot, blinding mist, thick with the stench of rot and decay. Earthly eyes could hot penetrate this eternal shroud for more than a hundred feet at a time, even when a wind stirred the stuff up to resemble the churning of a weak solution of dirty milk. Strike grimaced and thoughtlessly filled and lit his pipe.


  Thirty seconds later the air became filled with, the thin screams and bangings of dozens of the fabulous whiz-bang beetles as they hurtled their armored bodies blindly against the metal walls of the station, attracted by the odor of tobacco. Strike flinched and hurriedly doused the pipe. A man couldn’t even have the solace of a smoke on this damned planet; his life would be endangered by the terrific speed of those whiz-bangs.


  A few steps took Strike to the safety of the rear of the station, where abandoned calcium carbonate tanks loomed like metal giants in the fog. There was a time when it had been necessary to pump the stuff to the miniature space-port a safe distance away whenever a ship was about to land. There, sprayed forth from thousands of tiny nozzles high into the air, its tremendous affinity for water carved a cleared vertical tunnel in the fog for the approaching space ship pilot. New telescopic developments, however, rendered the device obsolete.


  Strike paced deliberately along the trail that paralleled the ancient pipeline—Earthlings soon learn not to over-exert in that atmosphere—and before he had covered half of it his quick ears caught the shrill whine of a space craft plunging recklessly into the Venusian air-envelope. It rose to a nerve-rasping pitch, then dropped sharply away to silence. And presently, sounding curiously muffled and distorted through the clouds, came the noise of opening ports, the clang of metal upon metal, voices.


  Gerry Carlyle and company had arrived.


  Strike increased his pace somewhat and shortly entered the clearing that served as space-port. He paused to let his amazed eyes roam over the unaccustomed sight. Gerry Carlyle’s famous expeditionary ship was an incredible monster of gleaming metal, occupying almost the entire field, towering into the air further than the eye could reach in that atmosphere. Its green glare, portholes were glowing weirdly, as they looked down upon the stranger, from the ship’s lights.


  THE craft was immense, approaching in size the giant clipper ships that traveled to the furthermost reaches of the System. Strike had never before been so close to a ship of such proportions. He smiled at sight of the name on her bow. The Ark.


  The Ark, of course, was one of the new centrifugal flyers, containing in her stern a centrifuge of unbelievable power, with millions of tiny rotors running in blasts of compressed air, generating sufficient energy to hurl the ship through space at tremendous speeds. The equipment of The Ark, too, was the talk of the System.


  Carlyle, backed by the resources of the Interplanetary Zoo, had turned the ship into a floating laboratory, with a compartment for the captured specimens arranged to duplicate exactly the life conditions of their native planets. All the newer scientific inventions were included in her operating apparatus—the paralysis ray, antigravity, electronic telescope, a dozen other things that Strike knew by name only.


  Strike’s musings were interrupted by the approach of a snappily uniformed man. The fellow saluted, smiling.


  “Are you Mr. Strike?” he asked. “I’m sub-pilot Barrows, of The Ark, and very glad to meet you. Gerry Carlyle will see you at once. We’re anxious to get to work immediately.”


  This day was to be one of many surprises for Tommy Strike, and perhaps the greatest shock of all was received when he stood beside the sloping runway leading into the brightly lighted belly of the ship. For awaiting him there, one hand outstretched and a cool little smile on her lips, stood the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.


  “Mr. Strike,” said Barrows, “this is Miss Gerry Carlyle.”


  Strike stared, thunderstruck. In those days of advanced plastic surgery, feminine beauty wasn’t rare, but even Strike’s unpracticed eye knew that here was the real thing. No synthetic blonde baby-doll here, but a natural beauty untouched by the surgeon’s knife—spun-gold hair, intelligence lighting her dark eyes, a hint of passion and temper in the curve of her mouth and arch of her nostrils. In short, a woman.


  Miss Carlyle’s voice was an ice-water jet that reminded Strike of his manners.


  “You don’t seem enthusiastic over your temporary employer, Mr. Strike. Something wrong about me?” She withdrew her fingers from Strike’s grasp and watched the crimson tide crawl up his neck.


  “Oh. Oh, no.” Strike fumbled for words. “That is, I’m surprised that you’re a woman. I—we expected to find a man in—well, in your position. It’s more like a man’s job.”


  Sub-pilot Barrows could have warned Strike that this was a touchy point with Gerry Carlyle, but he had no chance. The girl drew herself up and pointed out coldly:


  “There isn’t a man in the business who has done even nearly as well as I. Name a half-dozen hunters! Rogers, Camden, Potter—they aren’t in the same class with me. Man’s job? I think you needn’t worry about me, Mr. Strike. You’ll find I’m man enough for anything this planet has to offer!”


  Strike’s eyebrow twitched. Huh. An arrogant hussy, withal. Terrific sense of her own importance, wilful, selfish. He decided he didn’t like her, and rather hoped she had come looking for Murris. If so, she would learn one or two bitter lessons.


  There followed a five-minute interlude of scurrying about and shouting and unloading, all done to the tune of Gerry Carlyle’s voice, which could crack like a whip-lash when issuing, commands. Then Strike found himself leading a small party back to the trading post with Miss Carlyle’s arm surprisingly through his, her red lips asking a hundred questions, golden head bent as she listened with flattering attention.


  FIRST she wished to know about the business of the trading post.


  “It isn’t very exciting,” Strike told her. “Mostly sitting around being bored stiff, playing cards or fiddling with a bum radio. Several times during a Venusian day our natives bring in a load of some of the medicinal plants for which we’re up here to trade. Occasionally a rough gem of one kind or another, though Venus is very poor in minerals. Only stone really worth much to be found up here is the emerald.”


  Gerry Carlyle could scarcely believe that there was any profit in medicinal plants, considering transportation costs.


  “Surely there isn’t enough in it to persuade a young man like you to bury himself in—in this.” She waved her hand around disparagingly.


  “There’s profit in it, all right,” Strike shrugged. “The drugs distilled from some of the Venusian growths are plenty valuable. And then there’s the adventure angle.” He smiled wryly. “Plenty of young bucks are willing to sign a three-year contract for the thrills of living on Venus, if they don’t know anything about it beforehand. But it does take an awful lot of that stuff to bring a transport ship our way. We seldom see a ship more often than three or four Earth-months apart.”


  The girl next directed his attention to the thousands of fungi now springing up through the moist earth with almost visible movement. They were shaped somewhat like the human body, and so pale they seemed like a host of tiny corpses rising from their graves.


  Strike grimaced; he had never liked those damned things. They reminded him constantly that battle and destruction were the watchwords in this hellhole, where the fang of every creature was turned upon his neighbor, and the plants had poisoned thorns, and even the flowers gave off noxious gases to snare the unwary.


  “Yes,” he said. “They grow and propagate amazingly fast. Many of the smaller life-forms here exist only a single day—they are born, live, and die in one hundred and seventy hours. Naturally their life cycle is speeded up. In a few hours, all these puffball fungi will begin popping at once to spread their spores around. It’s a funny sight.


  “During the long night, of course, the spores lie dormant. And most of the larger creatures hibernate from the intense cold. Our night life up here is nil; this is a nine o’clock planet for sure!”


  Gerry Carlyle observed what all newcomers observe the minute they set foot on Venus: although the view is a drab, almost colorless one, an incredible multiplicity of odors assails the nostrils: sweet, sharp, musklike, pungent, spicy, and many unfamiliar scents as well.


  Strike explained this, too. On Earth, flowering plants are fertilized by the passage of insects from one bloom to another. For this reason they develop petals of vivid colors, to attract bees and butterflies and other insects. But on Venus, where perpetual mist renders impotent any appeal to the sense of sight, plants have adapted themselves to appeal to the sense of smell, and thus give off all sorts of enticing odors.


  So it went, the intimate give and take of question and, answer and the pleasant business of getting acquainted, until the all-too-short walk to the station was over. But Strike was not deceived by the girl’s sudden change of attitude. He knew that an interplanetary hunter of Gerry Carlyle’s experience would have certainly read up on Venus before ever coming there; he realized she knew the answers already to every question she asked.


  She had simply noticed Strike’s disapproving eyebrow during the first moments of their meeting, and had deliberately determined to ingratiate herself with him to promote harmony during her brief stay on the cloudy planet. Strike was willing to harmonize, but he looked upon the girl with caution and distaste. No man likes any woman to think she’s bamboozling him.


  CHAPTER II


  The Hunters


  GERRY Carlyle was decidedly a woman of action.


  “No time to waste,” she declared incisively as they reached the post. “Earth and Venus are nearing conjunction, and I want to be ready to take off as soon after that date as possible. I’ve no wish to hang around in space waiting for Earth to catch up to us with a cargo of weird specimens raising the devil in the hold. If you’ve no objections, Mr. Strike, we’ll make our first foray at once.”


  Strike nodded, staring at this strange girl who could be one instant so warm and friendly, the next imperious and dominating as a queen.


  “Sure,” he agreed. “Be with you in a moment.”


  He ran up the metal stairway to where Roy Ransom’s face hung over the porch rail like an amazed, bearded balloon, and the two vanished into the house.


  Strike returned shortly with a tiny two-way radio.


  “Ransom sends out a radio beam for us to travel on; I tell him which way to turn it in case we deviate from a straight line. It’s the only possible way to cover any distances in this murk.” He adjusted a single earphone, slipped receiver and broadcaster unit into a capacious pocket.


  Next he insisted on painting the insides of everyone’s nostrils with a tarry, aromatic substance.


  “Germ-killer,” he smiled. “For each dangerous animal on this planet, there’s a hundred vicious bacteria that will knock off an Earthman in twenty hours. Guess that finishes up the preliminaries. Shall we go? I ought to warn you that the sense of hearing is well developed up here, so it’ll help if you move as quietly as possible.”


  “One moment.” Gerry Carlyle’s cool voice nailed Strike to the ground. “I want two things thoroughly understood. First, I’m the sole leader of this party, and what I say goes.” She smiled with icy sweetness. “No complaints, of course, Mr. Strike, but it’s just as well to forestall future misunderstandings. Secondly, you must know that the main object of this expedition is to catch one or more Murris and return with them alive. We’ll take a number of other interesting specimens, of course, but the Murris our real goal.”


  She looked around challengingly, as if expecting a strange reaction. She was not disappointed. Strike glanced up at the porch, exchanged a significant look with Ransom. He smiled wryly.


  Gerry Carlyle’s temper flared out momentarily.


  “What’s the mystery about this Murri, anyhow? Everywhere I go, on Venus, back on Earth among members of my own profession, if the word Murri is mentioned everyone immediately looks at the floor and scowls and tries to change the subject! Why?”


  No one spoke. The Carlyle party shifted uneasily, their boots making sucking sounds. Presently Strike offered:


  “The fact is, you’ll never take back a Murri alive. But you wouldn’t believe me if I told you the reason, Miss Carlyle. I—”


  “Why not? What’s the matter with ’em? Is their presence fatal to a human in some way?”


  “Oh, no.”


  “Are they so rare or so shy they can’t be found?”


  “No, I think I can find you some before you take off.”


  “Then are they so delicate they can’t stand the trip? If so, I can tell you we’ve done everything to make hold No. 3 an exact duplicate of living conditions here.”


  “No, it isn’t that, either,” Strike sighed.


  “Then what the devil is it?” she cried. “Why these evasions and secretive glances? You’re acting just like Hank Rogers did when I caught him one day in the Explorers’ Club. He came up here a while back to get a good Murri specimen. But he returned empty-handed. I asked him why, and he refused to tell me. Acted actually embarrassed about something. What’s it all about?”


  TOMMY Strike had no more stomach for feminine ridicule than the average man, so he shook his head firmly.


  “It can’t be explained, Miss Carlyle. It’s just something you’ll find out for yourself.”


  And on that electric note of dissatisfaction, the party struck off through the mist in search of the weird animal life of Venus. The half-dozen men from The Ark were surprised to find the going comparatively easy. Although the great amount of water on Venus would presuppose profuse jungle growth, there is insufficient sunlight to support much more than the tallest varieties of trees, which shoot hundreds of feet up into the curtain of the mist, their broad-bladed leaves spread wide to treasure every stray sunbeam that filters through.


  Undergrowth, which is confined to a sprawling, cactuslike shrub with poisonous spines, and to a great many species of drably flowering plants with innumerable odors and perfumes, is laid out almost geometrically in order to catch the diluted sunshine without interference from the occasional lonely trees.


  “The main danger in travel,” as Strike explained, “is in losing the beam. Sometimes we have to circle a bog, and we’ve got to be pretty careful not to lose that radio beam.”


  The party, with Strike and Gerry Carlyle in the lead, hadn’t been five minutes away from the station when the restless quiet was shattered by a terrific grunting and coughing, like the roar of a thousand hogs at feeding time. The noise was intermittent, rumbling for a few seconds with subsurface-car speed somewhere ahead, then stopping abruptly to be succeeded by slopping and smacking sounds.


  The entire party was stricken in its tracks for an instant at the blast of strange thunder. Not from fear, because these people had met and bested nature’s most terrifying forms all over the Solar System, but rather at the sudden unexpectedness of it, coming literally from out of nowhere.


  Strike grinned.


  “Shovel-mouth,” he explained. “Not very dangerous.”


  Gerry Carlyle glanced tolerantly at her guide at the implication.


  “We prefer ’em dangerous, as a matter of fact. Though I hardly expected to find anything interesting this close to—er—civilization.”


  Strike grinned at the thrust, and a little pringle of excitement crawled up his spine as he watched the Carlyle party slip into their smooth routine. The girl’s crisp commands detailed one man to remain with the bulky equipment. Two more loaded a pair of cathode-bolt guns that looked like, baby cannon beside the pistol Strike carried for emergencies.


  Two of the others, including the girl, selected weapons that looked very much like the old-fashioned rifles, to be seen now only in museums, that fired lead or steel projectiles, except for a rather large bore and cumbersome breech. Barrows was to work the camera.


  “Allen,” Gerry snapped, “you circle around to the left. Kranz to the fight. As usual, hold your fire unless it’s absolutely necessary to prevent the specimen’s escape. We’ll give you three minutes to get into position.” The two flankers were already moving off into the mist when Strike woke up.


  “Wait!” he cracked out. “Come back here. No one must get out of visual touch with me! It’s too easy to get permanently lost. Sounds carry far, naturally, but it’s impossible for an untrained ear to tell which direction they’re coming from in this fog.”


  Gerry Carlyle’s eyes flashed in momentary anger as her commands were countermanded, but the plan of action stood as amended to permit the two flankers to remain within sight of the main body.


  STRIKE had thought that Miss Carlyle’s assistants were rather a colorless lot, stooges automatically going through letter-perfect roles, and wondered if they’d be any good if they found themselves suddenly without a leader. But when the party spread out with military precision for the stalk, Tommy Strike had to admit to himself that he had never witnessed a more competent one. They were beautifully trained.


  Not a single unnatural sound broke the quiet; not a stick snapped, not a fungus squelched beneath an incautious heel. Even the sucking noises from marshy spots were silenced. In sixty seconds they slipped into a little clearing and stood gazing with professional curiosity at the doomed shovel-mouth.


  It was worth a second look. Fifty feet long and nearly twenty feet wide, it had three pairs of squat, powerful legs ending in enormously spatulate discs. Its hide was a thick, tough grey stuff that gleamed dully with a wet slickness in the half light. But the most surprising feature was the creature’s head which, instead of tapering to a point, broadened into a mammoth snout that extended several feet horizontally from mouth-corner to mouth-comer. When placed to the ground it had a ludicrous similarity to the fan-tail vacuum cleaner attachment used to clean upholstered furniture.


  The shovel-mouth stared at the party, uninterested, from out of muddy eyes, then lowered his head and waddled vigorously across the clearing, his mouth plowing up a wide, shallow furrow as he ate indiscriminately of the numerous fungi, low-lying bushes, sticks, and mud.


  “Herbivorous,” Strike murmured. “Main article of diet is fungus growths, but it takes so much for a meal that he has to spend most of his waking hours eating everything he can get his mouth on.”


  Evidently the animal had been at it some time, for the clearing looked as if a drunken farmer had been trying to plow it up. Gerry signaled, and her men moved into position like soldiers. She slipped up on the creature’s blind side and aimed her curious rifle at the soft, inner portion of the shovel-mouth’s leg. Plop! The beast jerked, nipped at the wound momentarily, then continued to feed. In twenty seconds it reeled dizzily about and fell to the ground, unconscious.


  Just like that. Simple, efficient, no fuss at all. Tommy Strike felt a sense of anticlimax.


  “What a disappointment,” he said ruefully. “I expected a terrific battle and a lot of excitement with maybe one or two of us half killed for the sake of the movies!”


  “With Mr. Strike heroically rescuing Gerry Carlyle from the jaws of death?” The girl smiled as Strike winced. “Sorry, but this is a business, Mr. Strike, and I find it pays to play safe and sane and preserve my men intact. I value them too much to risk their lives for the sake of a bunch of cheap-thrill seekers back home. No. We have excitement and adventure only when someone makes a mistake. Carlyle parties make a minimum of mistakes.”


  It was the arrogant and cocksure Gerry Carlyle speaking then, and Strike let it go. “I suppose you used a sort of hypodermic bullet in that rifle of yours. But I thought you’d be using more scientific weapons than that. It seems sort of—sort of primitive.”


  THE girl smiled.


  “I know. You’re wondering about the anaesthetic gases. Or the wonderful new paralysis ray. Well, there’s a lot of inventions that work fine under controlled lab conditions that are flops in the field. The paralysis ray is just a toy, totally impracticable. It’s unreliable because each different animal requires a different amount of the ray to subdue him, and we seldom have time to fool around experimenting in my work.


  “It may also prove fatal if the victim gets too much of a jolt. As for knockout gas, it necessitates the hunters wearing masks, and it, too, is difficult to control in the proper dosages, between unconsciousness and death.” Strike nodded understanding and turned to receive still another surprise. While he and the girl talked, the party had prepared the motionless shovel-mouth for transportation back to The Ark. Broad bands of bluish metal had been fastened around legs and neck, and the men had even managed to slide two or three underneath the huge body and encircle it.


  Wires led from each piece of metal to a common source, a compact boxlike affair vaguely resembling a battery case with two dials on its face. A throw of a switch energized the metal, and gradually the mighty bulk of the shovel-mouth rose from the ground. It hung there in the air, suspended, like one of those grotesque toy balloons; to tow it back to the ship would be a simple matter.


  “Anti-gravity!” said the girl with a theatrical flourish of the hand. “We give the metal bands a gravity charge of slightly more than one. Like charges repelling, they rise from the ground and carry the animal with them!”


  The equipment-bearer simply lashed a rope round his waist to pull the shovel-mouth along behind, and the party resumed the hunt.


  “I think,” said Gerry Carlyle, “that we’re too likely to bump into something in this mist unawares. If you’ll bring out the electronic telescope, Mr. Barrows—”


  Barrows at once produced one of the most interesting gadgets that Strike had yet seen, a portable model, of course, of the apparatus used on all the modern centrifugal flyers. It consisted of a power unit carried by one of the men, and a long glass tube to be carried by the observer. The front of it presented a convex surface covered with photoelectric material to the electron streams of all kinds of light, from ultra-violet to infra-red.


  As the light particles entered the tube, they passed through a series of three electrostatic fields for focusing, and then through another field for magnification. At the rear of the tube they struck a fluorescent screen and reproduced the image. Looking through the baby telescope gave the impression of gazing down a tunnel in the mist for as far as the eye could reach.


  By keeping in constant touch with Ransom at the post, who kept the beam moving slowly around like the spoke of a wheel, Strike enabled the party to move laterally. Through the telescope they picked up many of the smaller and shyer life-forms not ordinarily seen—lizards, crawling shapes, crablike forms, even two or three of the scaly man-things native to Venus, slithering silently through the fog with sulky expressions on their not-too-intelligent fishlike faces. Strike and Gerry became so interested in watching through the’scope that it was nearly their undoing.


  Without warning a rushing sound filled the air at their left, and a round grey ball rolled swiftly into view. It crossed their path dead ahead, propelling itself with dozens of stout cilia that sprouted indiscriminately from all sides, then paused abruptly. The miniature forest of arms waved delicately and exploringly in the air as if trying to locate the source of a new disturbance. Then the fantastic thing rushed unerringly at the Carlyle party.


  ALL the hunters leaped agilely aside and let the juggernaut roll past. It stopped a few yards beyond with another waving, of cilia, as if listening intently. Gerry pumped a hypodermic bullet at it, but the charge ripped glancingly off the armourlike lorica.


  “Rotifer,” said Strike shortly. “Something like the tiny animalcules back on Earth, magnified many times and adapted for land travel. Venus is largely aqueous and was even more so at one time. Much of its terrestrial life developed from life-forms originally dwelling in the water—” He stepped aside again, casually, as the rotifer rumbled by. “They have their uses, though. That half-hidden mouth of theirs takes in everything it contacts. They’re the scavengers of this planet. We call ’em Venusian buzzards.”


  The party scattered for a third time as the blind devourer sought to catch them once more. Barrows looked appealingly at his leader.


  “They may have their uses,” admitted the sub-pilot, “but this baby’ll be a damn’ nuisance if we have to spend the rest of the trip dodging him!”


  There was truth in that, so the rotifer was despatched with a cathode bolt. But as they crowded around to examine this curious bit of protoplasmic phenomena, a shrill scream racked their nerves from high up in the fog, as frightfully shocking as the shriek of a wounded horse. They swiveled about as a man to gaze upon the most terrifying of all products of Venusian vertebrate evolution.


  Fully fifty feet the monster towered into the mist, standing upright on two massive legs reminiscent of the extinct terrestrial Tyrannosaurus rex. A set of short forelegs were equipped with hideously lethal claws; the head was long and narrow like a wolf’s snout, with large ears and slavering fangs. Everything about the nightmare creature was constructed for efficient annihilation, particularly of those animals who mistakenly sought safety in the tops of the tall trees.


  “A ‘whip’ !” yelled Strike, turning to the cathode-gun carriers, sudden apprehension stabbing him deep. “It’s a whip! Let ’im have it, quick!”


  The men looked uncertainly at Gerry Carlyle, who promptly countermanded the order.


  “Not so fast. I want this one alive. They’ve nothing like him in London.”


  She flipped up her rifle, fired at a likely spot. Strike groaned as the monstrous whip squealed shrilly again and again, staring down at the Earthlings from fiery little eyes. Then from, that wolfish snout uncurled an amazing fifty-foot length of razor-edged tongue, like that of an Earthly ant-eater. Straight at Gerry Carlyle it lashed out, cracking sharply. Strike’s rush caught the girl from behind and dumped her gently but quickly to the spongy earth.


  “Curl up in a ball!” he yammered in her ear. “So he can’t get any purchase with that tongue!”


  Gerry obeyed’, and Strike turned to warn the others as the whip swished over the girl’s ducking head. “Scatter!” he cried. “Don’t—”


  But too late. That coiling sweep of flesh rope struck Barrows glancingly across the head, shearing off the lobe of one ear. Blood spurted as the subpilot staggered away with one hand to his face.


  The rest of the bearers darted alertly away in all directions, seeking the shelter of the fog. But the man who was burdened with the heavy equipment paused momentarily to shed himself of it. It cost him his life. Straight and sure that incredible tongue snaked out to wind itself around the man’s twisting form. Like a catapult he shot into the air toward the gaping, fanged jaws.


  THE fellow struggled, screaming like a madman. In vain. One arm was pinioned; he hadn’t a chance to defend himself. Before his surprised companions could bring their guns to bear on the whip, there was a swift crunch, a hideous splattering of crimson stuff that looked bright and horrible against the drab background, and it was all over. The expeditionary force was reduced by one.


  All possibility of rescue being gone, the reserve gunners lowered their deadly guns and allowed the hunters to go about the job of subduing the monster. Little snapping reports sounded in rapid succession, three, four, five. And presently the whip reeled like a huge building in an earthquake. Uncertainty racked the big body; it swayed. A few wavering steps described a short half circle. Then quietly it lay awkwardly down and passed into insensibility.


  Strike clambered upright and pulled Gerry to her feet. He wiped cold sweat from his brow.


  “Whew! That was too damn’ close for comfort!”


  The girl brushed herself off and stared Strike in the eye. “Hereafter, Mr. Strike, please remember that in a real emergency such as this one of our cardinal rules is every man for himself. The principle of throwing away two lives in a futile effort to save one is not encouraged among us. No more heroics, if you please!”


  Strike’s face flamed. No one likes to be bawled out when he’s expecting warm gratitude. But even more Strike was angry at the apparent callousness.


  “Then you don’t think much of your assistants,” he snapped, looking significantly at the bloody muzzle of the whip.


  No emotion disturbed the serenity of the girl’s face.


  “On the contrary. I regret Blair’s passing very much; he was a well-trained and valuable man. But he can be replaced.”


  “Good God, woman!” cried Strike. “Haven’t you any feelings? A friend of yours has just been done to death horribly, on an alien planet, far from his home and family. And you—” He stopped suddenly ashamed of his outburst of sentiment.


  Gerry said simply, “We never sign on family men.”


  Then she turned her back to Strike and snapped orders to prepare the whip for transportation back to The Ark. But in the last tiny instant as she turned away. Strike glimpsed something in her eye that smote him speechless with its sudden and complete revelation. It explained at once and absolutely the reason for Gerry Carlyle’s shell of impersonal reserve and callousness. She was a woman walking in a man’s world, speaking men’s language, using men’s tools.


  As a constant companion of men, she had to force herself to live their life, meet them on their own terms. To command their respect, she felt she had no right to use the natural endowments—her charm and beauty—that nature intended her to use for that purpose. Indeed, she dared not use them, for fear of the consequences. To give way to feminine emotion would be, she feared, to lose her domination over her male subordinates. She was, in short, that most pathetic of beings—a woman who dared not be a woman.


  All this Tommy Strike learned and comprehended in a single glance. His feelings toward Gerry Carlyle began to change, from dislike to pity, and perhaps to something warmer. The thing he had seen was a woman’s tear.


  CHAPTER III


  The Murris


  THE succeeding days passed swiftly and adventurously. Specimen after weird specimen was subdued and carried to the rapidly filling hold of The Ark. The only fly in Strike’s ointment was the ever-approaching hour when he must produce a Murri or face the wrath of Gerry Carlyle. And although he knew it was coming, still the demand came as a bit of a shock on the beginning of the sixth day.


  “Mr. Strike.” Not once had the girl dropped her shield of formality. “I’ve been pretty patient with your repeated side-tracking of my requests for a Murri. But our visit here’s about over; we leave in forty-eight hours. To remain over during a Venusian night would mean a tiresome and dangerous journey home. Come on now. No more stalling.”


  Strike looked at the girl.


  “What if I refused?”


  Gerry smiled glacially. “Your company would hear about it at once. You were ordered to assist us in every way, you know.”


  Strike nodded, shrugged.


  “All right. Just a second while I—” The rest of his sentence was lost in a clatter of footsteps as Ransom came down the metal stairs with a curious piece of apparatus in his hands.


  “Thought you’d be needing this, Tommy,” he said significantly, with a disgusted glance at the girl.


  “Yeah. I sure do.” Strike fitted the contrivance to his body by shoulder straps.


  “Now what?” Gerry wanted to know, “Do you need special equipment to find a Murri? What’s that contraption for, anyhow?”


  Strike adopted a professorial attitude.


  “The power unit of this ‘contraption’ consists of a vacuum-tube oscillator and amplifier, and the receiver unit of an inductance bridge and vacuum-tube amplifier. There’s also a set of headphones,” he held them up in classroom style, “and an exploring coil. The bridge is energized by a sinusoidal current, brought to balance by appropriate resistance and inductance controls. If a conductive body comes within the artificially created magnetic field of the coil, eddy currents set up in the conductive mass will reduce the effective inductance of the exploring coil, serving to unbalance the bridge. This condition is indicated in the headphones—”


  “Stop! Stop!” Gerry covered her ears with her hands. “I know an ore-finding doodle-bug when I see one! I just wanted to know why you’re carrying it with you now.”


  “Oh. For protection.”


  “Protection against what?”


  “The natives.”


  Gerry stared. “Natives! Those scaly, fish-faced rummies that skulk around just out of sight in the fog? Why, those timid little things wouldn’t hurt us; they couldn’t. Besides, how’ll your doodle-bug protect us against them?”


  “Why, they’re very clever at hiding in the mist, and this metal indicator’ll reveal their presence if they get too close. You see, all the natives in this sector wear gold teeth!”


  Someone tittered, and Gerry flushed.


  “If you please, Mr. Strike, let’s stick to business and keep the conversation on an intellectual plane. A good joke has its place, but—”


  “That’s no joke,” Strike said with a touch of bitterness. “It’s a fact: Ever since Murray made his first trip to Venus, the natives have gone for gold teeth in a big way. They took Murray for a god, you know, and emulated him in many ways. He had several gold teeth, relics of childhood dentistry, so the natives promptly scraped up some of the cheaply impure gold that’s found around here and made caps for their teeth. As for their not hurting us, Miss Carlyle, that remains to be seen. It has always meant trouble when one of you animal-catchers tries to mess around with the Murris. You’ll understand me better in a few minutes.” He shrugged with his eyebrows. “I’m just being prepared.”


  “RATS! Mystery, generalities, trouble! But no explanations! Your evasive hints of reasons not to touch the Murris just fascinate me all the more. I wouldn’t drop the hunt now for all the radium on Callisto!”


  “All right,” Strike capitulated curtly. “Let’s go.” He struck off straight through the mist as if knowing exactly where he meant to go. In five minutes he halted before a mighty cycad peppered with twelve-inch holes which housed a colony of at least fifty of the famous Murris.


  “There you are,” said Strike with resignation. “Pseudo-simia Murri.”


  Gerry completely forgot to be indignant at Strike’s holdout, as she was swept away in the gale of merriment that overcame the party at sight of the strange creatures. Perhaps half of the colony were in constant motion, scrambling round and round the huge bole of the tree, up and down, popping in and out of their holes, out along the mighty frondlike branches and back, frantically. The others simply sat watching in solemn indifference, occasionally opening their pouting lips to ask sorrowfully.


  “Murri? Murri? Murri?”


  They were well named. Though soft and greyish-brown, with scanty hair growth on their backs, their size and antics did resemble terrestrial simians. With their tremendous nasal development, they looked much like the Proboscis monkey. And this very de Bergerac beak of a nose made their name even more appropriate, for Sidney Murray, Stanhope’s co-explorer, was famous throughout the System for having the hugest and ugliest nose extant. The Pseudo-simia Murri colony presented to the eyes of the fascinated watchers a hundred facial replicas of Sidney Murray spinning and dancing fantastically around the tree.


  “Oh!” gasped Gerry finally, wiping laughter’s tears from her cheeks. “Oh, but this is precious! Who—who named them?” She struggled mightily with a series of bubbling chuckles. Strike looked lugubriously at her. “Murray himself named ’em. He has quite a sense of humor.”


  “Sense of humor! Oh, it’s colossal!” She took a deep breath. “What a sensation a dozen of these cute little butterballs will make in London! What a prize!”


  “You haven’t got ’em in London yet,” Strike pointed out, keeping one uneasy eye on the indicator of his “doodle-bug”


  “If you think anything’s going to stop me now, you don’t yet know Gerry Carlyle!” Again the arrogant, self-willed woman.


  They moved up to the cycad and examined the Marris at closer quarters. They were quite tame. The close inspection revealed three facts of interest. The first was the presence of a short, prehensile tail equipped with a vicious-appearing sting near the tip.


  “Only a weak defense mechanism,” Strike explained it, “as Murris live almost exclusively on the datelike fruits of the tree they live in. The sting’s no worse than a bee-sting.” He extended one knotty forearm, showing a small pock-mark where he had once been stung.


  The second was the large brown eyes possessed by the Murri, which stared at the intruders unblinkingly with a heart-wringing, hypnotic expression of sorrow.


  “They look as if they’d seen all the trouble and woe in the Universe,” as Barrows put it. “Makes me Feel like a louse to take ’em away from their home!”


  The third was a heap of strangely incongruous junk piled at the base of the big tree. There were cheap clocks, gewgaws, matches, children’s fireworks, odds and ends.


  “Offerings by the natives,” explained Strike. “That’s the legal tender up here; medicinal weeds and rough gems in exchange for—these things.” He gestured at the pile of trash. “Anything fire-producing is especially valuable. The Murri is the native’s god. Because of his resemblance to Sidney Murray, the First God.”


  THERE was more laughter, but subdued this time as the party realized that removing one or more Murris Would be to commit Venusian sacrilege. “I see now what you meant by ‘causing trouble’,” Gerry said. “But it can’t be too much for you to handle. It’s happened before, I assume, and always blew over. These primitives—


  If that’s your only reason for dissuading us to capture a few—”


  “That’s not the only reason.” But Strike would explain no further.


  “More mystery!” Gerry snorted, and supervised the set-up of a big net under one of the longer overhanging branches. Then two well-directed shots snapped the limb and catapulted a half dozen astonished Murris into the net. With incredible agility most of them bounced into the air and scrambled to safety. But one was caught in the tricky meshes. The ends of the net were quickly folded together to form a bag.


  “Got him!” exulted Gerry. “Why, that was easy!”


  “Sure. But he isn’t in London Zoo yet, nor even back to the ship.”


  Gerry gave Strike a withering look, then peered into the net. The Murri lay quiescent, staring up with enormously round-eyed amazement. “Murri-murri-murri?”


  Gerry laughed again at this fantastic miniature of the great Murray, mumbling earnestly to himself. “Back to The Ark, boys,” she cried. “We’ll have a lot of fun with this little dickens!”


  The party turned to retrace its steps, and then trouble broke out for fair. When the Murri had been removed about ten yards from its home tree, a violent fit of trembling seized him. He screamed shrilly two or three times, and from the Murri tree came a hideous shrieking clamor in response.


  The little captive burst into a flurry of wild activity, struggling with unbelievable fury to escape. He twisted, clawed, spat, bit. As the carriers bore him inevitably further away from his home, he seemed to go absolutely mad, stinging himself repeatedly with barbed tail in an outburst of insane terror. After a series of heart-rending cries of despair, he gave a final frenzied outburst that ended with a gout of pale, straw-colored blood from his mouth.


  The entire party stopped to stare appalled at the little creature. Gerry Carlyle’s shell of reserve was punctured; she looked badly shaken. It was some moments before she could force herself to open the net and examine the quiet little body.


  “Dead,” she pronounced, though everyone knew it. “Internal hemorrhage. Burst a blood vessel.”


  Strike answered her bewildered glance with melancholy triumph.


  “Agoraphobia. Murris are the most pronounced agoraphobes in the System. They spend their whole lives on and around the particular tree in which they’re born. Take ’em a few yards away and they have a nervous breakdown ending in convulsions and death.” He indicated the dead body in the net. “I could have told you, but you wouldn’t have believed me. You’d have come to find out for yourself anyhow.”


  Gerry shook herself like a fluffy dog that has just received an unexpected ice-water shower.


  “So that’s what you meant when you said I’d never bring one back alive, is it?”


  “Partly.”


  “Partly I You mean there’s something else queer about these—”


  Strike nodded gloomily.


  “You’ll find out before long. I know what you’re going to do. Capture another. Cut off his tail so he can’t sting himself. Tie him up like a Christmas package so he can’t move hand or foot.


  Anything to keep him from killing himself by struggling. Right?”


  “Right!” Gerry determined.


  “Rogers tried all that when he was here, yet he failed.”


  “And so?”


  Strike shrugged.


  “So you’ll fail, too. But don’t let me stop—”


  “You won’t stop me, Mr. Strike. Don’t ever think it!”


  Together with Kranz, the girl rigged up two makeshift strait-jackets to hold the captive Murris rigidly unmoving. Meanwhile, the other hunters spread the big net again and shot down another branchful of the curious Murris. The healthiest pair were quickly strapped up tightly, and the party left to the accompaniment of a terrific yapping and hissing and yammering from the survivors of the colony.


  Strike and Ransom spent the remainder of the lingering Venusian day resting from their exertions. Activity in that vicious climate quickly sapped the most rugged strength, and Strike particularly felt drained of all energy.


  As the light imperceptibly faded, Ransom suggested, “I guess The Ark will be leaving soon. Now’s the best time for ’em to take off. Conjunction.”


  Strike shook his head.


  “No. That tough little wench Carlyle is over there in her ship learning a mighty bitter lesson. She won’t leave now; and she won’t leave for some time,” he predicted. “Wait and see.” But only to himself did he admit the fingers of secret joy that squeezed his heart to breathlessness at the thought of seeing that incredible girl again.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Stolen Shrine


  STRIKE was right. As the absolute darkness of Venusian night dragged its black cloak over the trading post, light footsteps ran up the stairs outside. Knuckles rapped on the metal door.


  Ransom opened. There was still warmth in the thick air; it was almost pleasant at that hour. Gerry Carlyle pushed in.


  “Mr. Strike,” she said, and there was a worried crease between her eyes, “neither of the Murris will eat. We can’t force anything down their throats. And if we free them, immediately they have one of those terrible fits!”


  Strike shrugged. “So why come to me?”


  “Can’t you suggest anything to do? They’ll starve themselves to death. And dead Murris have no market value. I’ve sworn I wouldn’t return without at least one healthy Murri, so you’ve got to help me!”


  “Nobody can do anything. You’ll never take them back alive. I told you that before; presently you’ll believe it. If there’s any mercy in you, you’ll return those two to their home while they’re well.”


  Gerry’s eyes flashed blue fire.


  “I’m trying to be merciful without compromising my conscience! If humanly possible, I’m taking those Murris home alive! Now, if you’ll only help—We’re going to try feeding through a stomach tube. If that fails, with injections. I thought you’d be able to help us in the food selection.”


  “It’s hopeless. Rogers tried that, too. When you take a Murri away from its home, he undergoes such a nervous shock that his metabolism goes completely haywire. He just can’t assimilate anything.”


  Gerry went away furious, but was back within twenty-four hours. She was beginning to show the strain; her hair was awry, eyes bagged and bloodshot from lack of sleep. Her nerves were jumpy. “Strike, she begged, “can’t you suggest anything? They’re growing thinner by the hour! You can see them waste away! If you’ve been holding something back just to—to discipline me, I’ll say ‘uncle’. Only please—”


  Strike seized the chance to turn the knife in the wound.


  “You flatter yourself if you think I’d sacrifice even a couple of Murris for the sake of softening you a little.”


  But the thrust missed its mark. Gerry was lost within herself, absorbed in her battle to bend two insignificant caricatures to her will. “Damn them!” she flared. “They’re doing this to spite me! But I’ll make ’em live! I’ll make ’em live!”


  Forty-eight hours later she was back again, hanging frantically to Strike’s sturdy arm. The Murris’ silent martyrdom had broken her completely. She was a nervous wreck.


  “Tommy,” she wailed. “I can’t stand it any longer! They just sit there, so helpless, so frail, without a sound, and stare.at me. Those pathetic brown eyes follow me wherever I go. They—they’re mesmerizing me. I see them in darkness; I see them in my dreams, when I manage to get to sleep. It’s pitiful—and horrible. Even the crew goes around now with silent accusation in their faces. I can’t stand it any longer!”


  Strike’s heart went out to this bewildered little girl, needing a man’s comfort but not knowing how to get it.


  “You see now why Rogers and the others wouldn’t talk about their experience with the Murris? Why I said you wouldn’t believe me even if I told you?”


  “Yes. I understand. Rogers was ashamed to admit what he thought was a weakness. Embarrassed to have anyone think a funny little Venusian monkey could soften him up by just staring at him with those hypnotic brown eyes.” She shuddered. “I—I sent the boys out to find that tree and dig it lip whole, Murris and all, to transport back to earth. I thought that might solve the difficulty. But I see now it wouldn’t—”


  “WHAT!” Strike roared in sudden apprehension. The fools! Not content with stealing away the natives’ local gods, now they intended to desecrate the whole shrine! “Out there in the darkness? It’s suicide!”


  Strike leaped for his furs and heating pads, dressing quickly for a sortie into the bitter Venusian night. Gerry looked surprised.


  “How do you mean? Are they in danger?”


  “The natives have brought nothing here for trading in the last seventy hours,” he returned grimly. “That means trouble. Plenty!”


  “But surely they’re not out at night! The temperature—”


  “Doesn’t affect them. They evolved from an aqueous life-form and like it cold. Fewer natural dangers for ’em at night, too.”


  He strapped on the gold-detector and radio receiver, strode for the door. “You stay here . . . Roy! Get the beam working!” He seized a light and barged out.


  Gerry’s mouth thinned out as she slipped her fur cape over her head and determinedly followed Strike down the stairway. There was a brief argument ending with Strike’s angry capitulation.


  “We can’t debate it now. At least make yourself useful; carry this.” He handed her the powerful searchlight, and they moved off together.


  A new world was revealed in the gleaming swath of the light, everything covered with a thick frost, utterly lifeless and still. Each breath was a chill knife in their lungs. In the intense quiet they heard the faint sounds of the work party hard at the task of removing the Murri tree.


  A quick run brought them to the clearing. Stationary lights made a ring about the workers, who had already fastened anti-gravity plates to the tree, and who were loosening the frozen soil. Strike’s voice rang out through the thick plume of his breath.


  “Stop work, men! Grab your tools and beat it back—” He paused. The needle on the detector’s dial was jerking spasmodically.


  “Quick!” yelled Strike. “The natives are close by! Run for it!”


  But the work party, blinded by the lights, gaped stupidly about and called out questions. Strike ran at them, furiously shouting, but the words were, jammed in his teeth as he witnessed an incredible sight. One by one the members of the digging party were falling, wriggling and twisting amazingly.


  One of them thrust his feet straight into the air and made grotesque walking motions. Another dug his face into the dirt trying to walk right down through the earth. The only one remaining upright turned round and round in tight little circles like a pirouetting ice-skater.


  “Good heavens!” cried Gerry unsteadily. “What’s wrong with them?”


  Strike seized her about the waist. “Gas! Don’t breathe! The natives get it from one of these devilish Venusian plants. Gets into the nervous system. Localizes in the semi-circular canals. Destroys the sense of balance!” He started back through the mist toward the station.


  But with the third step Strike’s world reeled sickeningly about him. He dropped the girl, fighting desperately with outstretched arms for balance. The ground heaved beneath him. Wherever he strove to put his feet, it seemed successively to be the sky, the perpendicular bole of a tree, nothingness.


  His eyes began to throb intolerably. Terrible nausea shook him, and he retched violently several times. He thrashed about so wildly in his efforts to stand upright hat his equipment was scattered helter-skelter about the clearing, much of it smashed.


  STRIKE forced himself to lie quietly while the visible world rocked like a storm-lashed ship. He was conscious of the frightened yells of the stricken workmen, a rush of feet, the. monosyllabic squeaks and rasps of the Venusians whose gill-like breathing system filtered out all the poisonous elements of the atmosphere. Then Gerry’s startled scream knifed his consciousness. Just one outcry, no more; Gerry’s pride would permit no begging for help. But the sounds of her aimless struggling were plain as she was carried away.


  Strike sat up. His smarting eyes took in a confused blur of moving figures. The man who had been standing was down now, a literal pin-cushion bristling with poison-dipped native spears. Already the body was bloating. None of the others, apparently, were injured. Then the horrid vomiting welled up in Strike’s throat, and he rolled over to be sick again.


  But Strike, on the extreme edge of the clearing, had inhaled only a little of the gas. He lay with his face close to the frozen earth, breathing cautiously, testing every lungful for telltale odors, then exhaling vigorously. Gradually the earth slowed its spinning as the stuff worked off. Strike became conscious of a splitting headache, as if every nerve-ending in his skull was raw and throbbing. But as he took in the scene before him, all thought of his own discomfort vanished in the wave of horror that swept over him.


  The natives were out for revenge, and golden-haired Gerry Carlyle was the intended victim!


  Strike had underestimated the natives’ intelligence. Smarter than he had thought, they recognized somehow in the anti-gravity plates fastened to the tree trunk the greatest threat to the Murris. Further, their sluggish wits had puzzled out cause and effect, and had gone unerringly to the control unit with its deadly switch, ready to unleash its incalculable power with the touch of a finger . . .


  Gerry lay in a limp bundle on the ground, jerking now and then. About her slim body were clumsily fixed at least a half dozen of the anti-gravity plates. And the leader of the Venusians was bending over the switch.


  Strike started up in a frenzy, yelling. Rubbery knees promptly sent him to the ground again. Not yet. No strength. He whispered a prayer for something to delay that outstretched native finger hovering over the power unit. Perhaps he would move it the wrong way, and—But Strike went cold all over at the thought. He wasn’t sure, but wouldn’t that smash Gerry into a bloody pulp, grind her into a shapeless mess against the earth?


  Strike began to crawl grimly toward the lighted circle and the pile of weapons belonging to the disarmed work party. It was far too far. He’d never make it. He paused to be sick again, less violently this time. His head was clearing rapidly, but too late. He had to delay things, somehow.


  Strike’s hand bumped against his pocket, dipped in and swiftly out again holding his pipe. Still half full of tobacco. He snatched out a lighter and applied the flame, sucking vigorously, fighting the giddiness, blowing great clouds of pungent smoke all about him. The pipe dropped from nerveless fingers, and he hunched down in a prayerful attitude, hoping, waiting tensely. Had he failed?


  Zin-n-ng! Plock! It worked! Strike ducked and curled up into as small a ball as possible. In a split second the air resounded with the shrill whines of hundreds of the tiny whiz-bang beetles, armor-protected against the cold, as they hurtled in a cloud to the source of their favorite scent. Few flew low enough to hit Strike, and those were glancing blows that simply left red welts across his back. He saw perfectly the entire scene as his unwitting allies, the whiz-bangs, stormed into the clearing.


  IT was as if someone had loosed a series of shotgun charges at the natives. The leader of the Venusians dropped as if cathoded when several of the-armored beetles rifled into his most vulnerable spot, the throat. The night rattled with the sodden plunking of living projectiles into scaly flesh. The natives set up a hideous, thin wailing. They ducked, they flailed about them with vigorous futility. And finally they broke and ran wildly away into the dark, dropping even their weapons in their flight.


  For a while the whiz-bangs zoomed back and forth across the clearing, but eventually they, too, vanished as Strike’s now-buried pipe gave forth no more enticing scents. Presently Strike stood up, brushed himself off, and grinned. This was his moment! Like a conquering hero he strode into the clearing to gaze on the devastation that had been wrought.


  The workmen were still prone, sensibly waiting for the effects of the gas to wear off. Gerry leaned like an old rag against the tree, staring with dazed, frightened eyes at her deliverer. Her fingers trembled so that Strike had to help her unfasten the anti-gravity plates.


  She tried to stand erect, but her knees betrayed her and she fell into Strike’s ready embrace. He tried to look stern.


  “Well, young lady, I trust you’ve learned two lessons this night. One, that even a Gerry Carlyle can’t always have her way. Especially with the Murris. Two, that a mere man, even if only to make an-occasional unwanted sacrifice, can sometimes come in pretty handy!”


  Gerry Carlyle became acutely conscious of her position and she tried to free herself, with no great earnestness. Strike laughed. She turned a furious crimson, and he laughed at her again.


  “Simply a vaso-motor disturbance,” she explained.


  “Is that what you call it? I rather like it. I want to see more.” Strike kissed her, and Gerry’s vaso-motor system went completely haywire.


  From far up in the invisible branches of the Murri-tree, one of its inhabitants, disturbed by the night’s hullabaloo, leaned out and inquired sleepily through his nose:


  “Murri? Murri-murri-murri?”
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  MURDER IN THE VOID


  Edmond Hamilton


  An alien vandal seeks control of the strangest scientific weapon known to Man!


  CHAPTER I


  Crane of the TSS


  THE black, moonless Venus night lay solid over the big metal house and its surrounding grounds. The young Earthman who was creeping stealthily through clumps of weird shrubbery and enormous flowers toward the house thanked heaven fervently for the cloudy planet’s stygian nights.


  But Rab Crane knew that it was deadly dangerous approaching the house of Doctor Alph, even under cover of darkness. For the Venusian scientist’s home had become a focus of interplanetary intrigue in the last few weeks. Every planet in the System had heard the rumor of Doctor Alph’s discovery of a tremendous new scientific weapon. And every one of them had agents trying to secure it. There would be guards inside the house, without doubt.


  Crane’s bronzed, aquiline face tensed as he crouched for a moment beside a stiff, grotesque shrub. As a member of the Terrestrial Secret Service he had been sent by the TSS to get Doctor Alph’s secret weapon and he’d do it or die trying.


  Not a light showed from anywhere in the dark, square metal house.


  “Too quiet,” muttered Crane to himself. “Looks like a trap.”


  He shifted his stubby beam-pistol to his left hand, and with his right drew a compact little instrument from his pocket. Then he moved silently on toward the dark house.


  “Here goes nothing,” he whispered. “In two minutes I’ll probably rate a nice memorial plaque at headquarters.


  Like a sliding shadow, Crane flattened against the side of the house, just beneath a window. He reached up with the little oval instrument he held.


  It was a recorder which registered the presence anywhere nearby of invisible watchmen,” those diabolically ingenious combinations of electric eyes and atomic beams, effective alarms that blasted down intruders without warning.


  To Rab Crane’s amazement, the recorder showed no such protective devices in operation around the window. What did it mean? It looked to him like a deliberate trap set by the Venusian scientist.


  But he had to go through with it. Too late to back out now. He severed the catch of the window by a single tiny, smothered flash from his beamgun. He rolled the flexible glass quickly aside and drew himself rapidly up into the dark room. He poised motionless in the dark, listening. The house was as silent as the grave. He could not understand it but his instincts warned him of peril.


  Soundlessly he moved across the dark room. He knew that Doctor Alph’s laboratory lay at the back of the house. There, if anywhere, he might find some clue to the Venusian scientist’s great discovery that had so perturbed the planetary governments.


  He watched his little recorder alertly as he advanced, expecting it each moment to flash the tiny signal spark that would warn of a network of deadly beams ahead. But it gave no signal. Apparently the whole web of the houses protective beams had been turned off at the main switch. But why?


  CRANE moved quickly out of the room into an equally dark hall. In the hall he tripped on something soft and recoiled, his gun-arm stiffening.


  He heard no sound. In a moment he ventured to flash a tiny needle of light from a ring on his finger, onto the floor. His breath sucked inward with a sharp hiss. A Venusian house-guard lay there! One glance assured him the man was dead.


  The man’s neck had been broken cleanly, as though by a twist of powerful hands. The marks of the killer’s hands were still visible, red against the Venusian’s milky white skin. A beam-gun was still in his limp hand.


  So, Rab Crane thought, someone else had visited Doctor Alph’s house tonight, ahead of him. Probably some other interplanetary spy trying to get the Venusian scientist’s deadly secret for his own world just as Crane was trying to get it for Earth.


  Had the other spy got it?


  Crane’s heart went cold with apprehension at the thought. He straightened from examining the dead guard and moved quietly down the dark hall. He had no fear of the beam-web now. He realized that whoever had been ahead of him had cut off the whole protective system.


  He went around a corner of the hall and almost stepped on two more dead Venusians. They, too, had been strangled by clutching fingers that had snapped their necks like pipe-stems. Why hadn’t they beamed the killer with their guns when he attacked them?


  The door of the laboratory was wide open. Inside, all was dark and deadly still. But instinct warned Crane against showing a light as he stepped into the room. He stopped, his eyes trying to penetrate the darkness. Then a smell came to him that made the heir rise along the back of his neck.


  The smell of fresh blood! It came from the darkness at his right. Crane flicked on the tiny ray of his ring-light, swung its beam to the floor. Another body! And one glance at the distorted face told him who it was.


  The Venusian scientist’s neck had been broken like those of the guards. But his head had been smashed also into a bloody red mass. His massive face, comparatively undamaged, stared upward in the beam of light, horribly contorted.


  Then Rab Crane’s stunned mind perceived something and instantly comprehended its pressing significance. The blood pool from the shattered skull of Doctor Alph was still widening along the floor! That meant that it had been no more than a few moments since the killer had been there!


  The killer must still be in the house! Rab doused his little light and sprang to his feet. But the realization had come too late.


  In the darkness behind him a harsh voice said, “Kill him!”


  A black shape became a moving shadow in the darkness. With swift, heavy strides it approached. Then a hard fist struck for Rab Crane’s skull in a terrific blow, even as he ducked. Only the lightning, instinctive swerve of the TSS man saved him from instant death. As it was, the blow grazed his temple. He reeled, falling stunned, but his senses did not leave him immediately.


  As consciousness receded from him, Crane heard, as though in a dream, a voice saying rapidly:


  “Quick! To the Vulcan now! I’ll carry the braincase!”


  Then a hurry of receding steps, and a harsh voice gloating, mirthfully, in the distance, “When they find the dead Earthman there beside Doctor Alph, they’ll think he did it all!”


  Darkness closed in on Crane then.


  HE awakened to a dim awareness of his surroundings, wondered how long he had been senseless. A dazed glance at his watch told him it had been almost an hour.


  As full remembrance came to Rab Crane, he staggered to his feet. The laboratory, the house around him, were as dark and silent as before. His head was aching blindingly.


  He had blundered badly, he knew. In his first shock of finding that someone had been ahead of him, he had not stopped to reflect that the other spy-or spies-might still be in the laboratory, might have heard him entering and lain in wait for him.


  He tried to remember the orders issued by the unseen attackers. Something about getting to the Vulcan, quick-and something about a braincase.


  The Vulcan-that was the big spaceliner that was sailing tonight for Jupiter, with stops at Mars and Earth. Whatever interplanetary spy had been here was planning to leave Venus tonight on that ship!


  But what was it that had been said about a braincase? Slowly his stunned brain rallied. The voice had said:


  “Quick! To the Vulcan! I’ll carry the braincase.”


  Suddenly into Rab Crane’s confused mind shot a possible explanation.


  He bent quickly over the dead body of Doctor Alph once more, flashed his ring-light on the shattered skull of the Venusian scientist. He gasped as he saw that his shocking surmise had been right.


  There was no brain in the broken skull of Doctor Alph! The scientist’s brain had been carefully removed by cunning surgery after the skull had been smashed by a blow. Or possibly the blow had been delivered after the operation so that no one would notice the horrible theft.


  “God in heaven!” muttered Rab Crane. “Whoever came to get Doctor Alph’s secret, got it-by stealing his brain!”


  Rab Crane was aghast. He knew that in these days the removal of a living brain from a man’s body, and keeping it living in special serum, was child’s play to anyone versed in surgery.


  And he knew, too, that such preserved, living brains could be made to think and remember; that they could be communicated with by microphonic and loudspeaker electrical connections to their hearing and speech nervecenters. Whoever had taken Doctor Alph’s brain had come here intending to steal it, and had brought a special serum-case for its transportation!


  And the brain-thief might be already aboard the Vulcan, ready to leave Venus with his ghastly loot. Once away from Venus, it would not take him long to make the living brain give up its secret, and that meant that the planet the thief served would acquire the dead scientist’s terrible secret weapon!


  Rab Crane looked swiftly at his watch again. The Vulcan sailed at nine. It was a little after eight. He would have just time enough to get aboard the spaceliner before it took off-if he were not stopped.


  He must get aboard! Somewhere on that ship was the stolen brain whose terrific secret might spell conquest of and doom for Earth. His one slim chance now was to get on the liner, yet he had but forty minutes to reach the spacestation on the other side of the great Venusian metropolis!


  THE big clock over the spacestation showed just ten minutes short of nine when the TSS man fought through the crowd to the gangway of the Vulcan. People were waving farewell to departing friends, sweating dockhands were hustling last-minute freight into the ports, ship’s officers were bawling orders. Over the crowd and flaring lights loomed the vast, cigar-like metal bulk, waiting in its cradle for the moment of its flaming leap into space.


  Rab Crane, gripping his suitcase in one hand and interplanetary passport and ticket in the other, ran up the gangplank into the glassite-walled promenade deck where the Venusian ship’s officer on duty was being beset by passengers wanting various services.


  A shriveled, red-skinned little Martian with enormous spectacles was fussing at the office. “I want my crate of machinery samples in my cabin, not in the hold. They’re valuable!”


  A squat, huge-shouldered Jovian was thrusting rudely past others to make his complaints heard, and a handsome young Earthman who had evidently had too much of the intoxicating “blue force,” was asking plaintively, “Where’s the vibration-bar?”


  The harassed officer glanced at Rab Crane’s passport hurriedly.


  “Norman Idwall, citizen of Earth, importer. Okay, Mr. Idwall,” he said.


  A steward ran along the deck banging a gong and crying, “Five minutes to take-off time! All passengers in their cabins!”


  Rab Crane, his heart still hammering from his race to the spacestation, had a steward find his cabin. Once in it, the TSS man locked the door and lay down on the bunk as required.


  He was on the ship, at least! But who among its scores of passengers could be the spy who had the brain of Doctor Alph? How could he hope to identify him?


  Suddenly, in the little cabin, a hoarse, loud voice spoke to Rab Crane. “Crane, I see I failed to kill you at Doctor Alph’s,” the voice rasped.


  Rab Crane bounded to his feet, his beam-pistol leaping into his hand. He glanced around the cabin; there was no one in it but himself. He flung open the door, but no one was in the corridor.


  That harsh voice was speaking, seemingly from the air beside him.


  “There are still two minutes left before the Vulcan starts. Unless you leave the ship, you will die one minute after the take-off.”


  The menacing voice ceased abruptly. But this time Crane had traced it. It came from his own coat pocket!


  He thrust his hand into the pocket and drew out a small watchlike metal instrument, apparently a super-compact radio receiver and loud-speaker. Someone on deck must have dropped it in his pocket as he boarded the line Crane stared at the thing, thinking fast. This meant that the brain-thief had seen him come abroad, meant to kill him to get him off the trail. But how could the man hope to kill him here in his locked cabin.


  He could hear the space-doors of the liner slowly grinding shut. The beat-beat-beat of the ventilation system began. There was a breathless hush throughout the ship. Then with a tremendous roar and quivering shock, the vista outside Crane’s cabin window vanished as the Vulcan roared out to ward space.


  Crane crouched, rocking from the shock of starting, his beam-gun gripped in his hand, his bronzed face drawn in a mirthless grin. The harsh voice spoke again, from the watch-shape thing in his other hand.


  “You were not wise enough to get off the ship. Therefore you die-now!”


  CHAPTER II


  Death Ship


  BEFORE that rasping voice had ceased to sound, Rab Crane knew how he was about to be murdered. It seared across his brain in a flash even as his muscles sprang into action.


  He plunged for the cabin door, tore it open and hurled the watch-like thing in his hand far down the corridor. Before it even hit the floor, it exploded in a blinding flash of atomic force and light!


  “God, why didn’t I see it before!” exclaimed Rab Crane hoarsely as he wiped his glistening brow. “He had an atomic charge planted in that thing, where he could detonate it by remote control whenever he wanted.”


  Then he saw that the blinding flash of force had eaten a hole in one inner wall of the corridor but had done no other damage. Excited voices were crying in alarm and heads were sticking out of doors along the corridor.


  Stewards and officers came running into the corridor even as Rab Crane drew back into his cabin.


  Listening, he heard the officers finish their futile examination and depart, remarking that the atomic bomb must have been planted in the ship earlier. The excited passengers dispersed, reassured that no harm had been done the ship.


  Crane found himself shaken a little, despite his steel-hard nerves. The ingenuity of the attempt against his life had been diabolical. Undoubtedly his unknown antagonist was the most deadly he had ever challenged.


  Yet Crane’s determination to wrest Doctor Alph’s stolen brain from the other spy was strengthened rather than weakened. That weirdly living brain was a doom hanging over Earth!


  When he dressed for dinner, Crane put his beam-pistol inside his coat, and the feel of it was comforting as he walked into the big, brilliantly lighted dining saloon. Laughing, chatting men and women of several planets, expensively garbed and gowned and jewelled, filled the room. Under the conversation, a Venusian orchestra was softly playing haunting popular melodies.


  The steward who led Rab Crane to a table in a corner apologized for its obscure position.


  “It’s not a very good table, sir, but it was all we had left for last-minute passengers like yourself.”


  His words made Crane study the others at the table closely as they introduced themselves. The spy who had the stolen brain would be a last-minute passenger, too. He must be at this table!


  The four other men at the table were of four different worlds. One was Kin Nilga, a Saturnian rocket engineer, with solemn green face, pale, big eyes and the great-boned body of his race.


  Next to him sat Jurk Usk, a Jovian shipping-magnate, squat, huge-shouldered and heavy-browed like all men of Jupiter and as surly and sparing of words as most of his compatriots.


  The other two were Kark Al, the thin, wisp-like, spectacled little Martian salesman whom Crane had heard complaining about his machinery samples; and Donn Ennimer, the handsome, drunken young Earthman he had noticed when he boarded ship.


  THE young Earthman had apparently been imbibing further of the intoxicating blue vibrations at the bar. He was talking with drunken owlishness, to the table at large.


  “The service at this table is unspeakable!” Kark Al, the little Martian, told Crane indignantly. “We’ve been waiting a quarter hour. I’m going to speak to the captain—”


  Crane only half listened to their voices. The TSS man was keenly studying the Jovian and Saturnian. He was remembering how the necks of the men in Doctor Alph’s house had been broken with one snap.


  Only a Jovian or Saturnian had the physical strength to do such a thing! And these two were the only representatives of their worlds in the dining saloon. Was one of them the man with whom Crane was struggling blindly? His heart began to beat a little faster.


  “This is my table, isn’t it? My name is Lalla Dee,” an uncertain, girlish voice said.


  It was a Venusian girl who was claiming the last empty chair at the table. She was young and pretty. She wore a white silk dress, and her dark eyes were shining with naive excitement as she looked over the glittering saloon. Crane introduced everyone to her.


  “This is my first trip off Venus,” Lalla Dee told Crane shyly. “I just won a contest in college-the first prize was a trip to Earth. Isn’t it wonderful—people of five different worlds right at this table!”


  Crane smiled and said, “Yes, and all of them hungry. It looks as though our steward had forgotten us completely.”


  “It’s an outrage!” declared Kark Al angrily.


  “Not gonna wait any longer for steward. I’m hungry,” the drunken young Earthman, Ennimer, said owlishly.


  And calmly the drunk took one of the exquisite Venusian flame orchids from the center vase, salted it, and began to eat it. Lalla Dee giggled, and Kark Al snorted in disgust.


  Crane had not taken his eyes off the Jovian and Saturnian. Jurk Usk sat in the same surly, unmoved silence, but Crane thought that the Saturnian was under tension, that something lurked behind those pale, big-pupiled eyes. Was Kin Nilga his man?


  “I was a little afraid to come alone on this trip, but now—” The girl’s voice broke off as a scream of awful agony ripped the gay chatter of the saloon and froze everyone into horrified silence.


  The scream came from the throat of the drunken young Earthman who had been eating the orchid. The man’s lax handsome face was contorted now in agony, his eyes protruding, his body arched half out of his chair, his hands clawing the air.


  Another ghastly shriek bubbled from his throat into the frozen silence. Then he crashed down across the table.


  Diners sprang to their feet, shouting hoarsely. Stewards and officers came running toward the table. Rab Crane bent swiftly over the young man’s body, sniffed at the strange odor that rose from his lips.


  Crane straightened, reached for the salt-cellar on the table, sniffed it. His tablemates watched frozenly.


  “He’s dead-poisoned!” Crane said, finally.


  As an officer stooped to lift the body, “Don’t touch him with your bare hands!” Crane cried.


  For the body of the poisoned man was beginning to glow faintly, his face giving off a feeble, eerie white light!


  “Gods of Mars!” cried little Kark Al horrifiedly. “Look at that body-look—”


  “This man was poisoned with a super-powerful radium salt,” Rab Crane declared to the horrified officers. “He died instantly in awful agony and his whole body is charged with radioactive force now and will have to be handled with lead gloves. Someone substituted the radium salt for the ordinary salt in this salt shaker.”


  LALLA DEE looked up at Crane with wide, terrified dark eyes.


  “Then maybe it was someone trying to kill you,” she said. “The poison couldn’t have been intended for any of the rest of us.”


  Crane knew what she meant. Only Earthmen, out of all the Solar System’s peoples, were habitual users of salt. He knew well that the poison had been intended for him-and that someone at this table had made the substitution!


  Yet he said, shaking his head, “There’s no reason why anyone would want to kill me. I’m just an ordinary importer. No, this young fellow must have had some enemy who took this means to kill him.”


  “I’ll swear that I filled that cellar with ordinary salt today!” said the table-steward hoarsely.


  “The whole affair will have to be investigated by the captain,” the third mate of the Vulcan said crisply, “meanwhile send for a hospital detail to remove this man’s body.”


  As the body was carried out by leadgloved attendants, Kark Al said sickly:


  “I-I guess I’m not hungry after all. I’m going to my cabin.”


  “I don’t want to eat now either,” the white-faced Lalla Dee told Rab Crane. “That awful scream—”


  In fact, they had all risen from the table except Jurk Usk, the Jovian, who kept his seat and was awaiting his dinner with the surly immobility of his race.


  Rab Crane, as he followed the girl toward the door of the noticed that Kin Nilga was already disappearing ahead of them. The Saturnian seemed in a hurry.


  Crane’s mind was working swiftly. Someone at their table had Doctor Alph’s brain. And that someone had tried twice, now, to kill him. Of those two things he was certain. But which one? He thought of those snapped necks-the huge physical strength of the Jovian and Saturnian.


  He lingered behind Lalla Dee.


  “Can you tell me which person at our table came into the dining saloon first tonight?” he asked the shaken table-steward.


  “Kin Nilga, the Saturnian gentleman, sir. He was first at the table.”


  “I want to ask him if he noticed anyone lurking by the table when he entered,” Crane said, and went on after the Venusian girl.


  But as he moved along the dark promenade deck with Lalla Dee, Crane’s excitement was mounting. Kin Nilga, then, had had the best chance of any of them to plant that deadly poison. And Kin Nilga also had the great physical strength that killer must have had.


  Was the solemn-faced Saturnian the diabolical agent who had stolen the brain of Doctor Alph? Crane resolved to find out this very night!


  Lalla Dee had stopped by the transparent glassite wall of the deck, and Crane saw that she was still shivering.


  “That poor young man’s face-I’ll never forget it!” she said, her dark eyes clouded with horror. “I feel as if there is some horrible monster on this ship, lurking, hidden—”


  “Nonsense! Whoever adopted that devilish method of murder was after one man,” Crane told her. “And he’ be caught within a few hours.” And to distract her attention, he pointed through the glassite wall. “There’s a sight you’ll never see on Venus.”


  SHE looked, and clapped her hands in entranced delight. In the vast black firmament of space burned the eternal stars, glorious blazing jewel in dark space. The ship was rushing through a constellated wilderness of suns. The rocket-tubes had been shut off and only the steady beat-beat-beat of the ventilation pumps came along the dark deck where Crane and the girl stood.


  “It’s unreal!” Lalla Dee cried. “I’ve often dreamed what it would be like to see the stars that we can never see through the cloudy skies of Venus, but I didn’t dream it was like this.”


  She pointed to a calm, green speck of light shining large and bright, almost due ahead of the ship.


  “That’s Earth, isn’t it? Is it really as beautiful as everyone says?”


  “I’m an Earthman, and my opinion is biased,” Crane nodded. “But I think it’s the most beautiful world in the System. Its snowy mountains and deep blue seas; its green fields and quiet forests and rivers and old cities-yes, it’s beautiful. Beautiful and worth fighting for, worth dying for—”


  He had spoken half to himself, his eyes brooding on that calm green speck. He became aware that Lalla Dee was looking at him intently.


  “We’re always proud of own particular world, aren’t we?” he said.


  They stared a little longer at the scene, then Lalla Dee turned from the wall.


  “I think I’ll go to bed,” she told him. “I’ll see you at breakfast, Mr. Idwall.”


  “A sweet kid,” Crane thought as he left her at her cabin and walked on toward his own. Then the perilous task ahead of him claimed his thoughts. He must search Kin Nilga’s cabin.


  As he sat in his own dark cabin, waiting for the liner’s passengers to retire, Crane’s mind grappled with what lay ahead. If Kin Nilga was the possessor of the stolen brain, then entering the Saturnian’s cabin was dangerous.


  But he had to do it! Every hour that passed brought the Vulcan nearer Earth where Kin Nilga could easily trans-ship to another liner and throw him off the trail. And every hour increased the chance that one of the killer’s diabolical attacks would take his life. Crane waited two hours, until silence filled the corridor. The last passengers had sought their cabins and only the ship’s officers and men on duty in the control and rocket rooms remained up.


  Then quietly the TSS man slipped out of his cabin, his hand resting on the hilt of his beam-pistol.


  Except for the droning throb of the air-pumps, there was no sound as Rab Crane approached the door of Kin Nilga’s cabin.


  He stopped abruptly, stiffened, as he came opposite it. That door was slightly open. And from inside the Saturnian’s dark cabin came a hoarse, smothered cry!


  Crane shoved the door wide open, pistol aimed. He glimpsed a shadowy figure bending over the bunk, and even as he looked he heard a snap that could be only the dull cracking sound of a breaking neck!


  Crane knew, in one swift flash of insight, that he had been wrong. Kin Nilga was not the killer! The real murderer was this squat, shadowy shape who had just slain Kin Nilga!


  Crane rasped, “Stand where you are or I’ll kill you!”


  The shadowy killer turned, started across the dark room toward him with quick, heavy steps.


  “Stop or I’ll fire!” Crane warned. And when the shadow did not pause, the TSS man pulled the trigger of his beam gun.


  The thin white beam from his pistol knifed the darkness of the cabin and struck the shadowy, indistinct form of his opponent squarely.


  Yet the killer came on! Though Crane fired his deadly beam again straight into the advancing slayer, the shadow did not even falter as he lunged through the gloom at Crane!


  CHAPTER III


  Voice of the Brain


  CRANE was so stupefied by the failure of his beams-which should have killed any living thing at this close range-to halt the killer, that he nearly lost his life. Before he turned to escape the remorseless figure had reached him.


  Hands grabbed Crane in the most powerful grip he had ever felt, bruising his flesh to the bone by the tremendous strength of their grasp. He cried out hoarsely, struggling in the dark against that terrible clutch.


  The grip shifted to his neck as Crane fought futilely to escape. Even as he struggled, the TSS man knew that another moment would see his neck snapped, as those of the guardsmen of Doctor Alph’s house had snapped.


  But his cry had been heard, and the alarmed voices of passengers in other cabins were suddenly audible. The killer, apparently alarmed, flung Rab Crane aside and leaped out of the cabin, his heavy steps receding rapidly down the corridor.


  Crane, stunned by the impact and bruised by the other’s iron grasp, staggered out of the darkened cabin as the people burst into the corridor and the lights were snapped on. The second mate of the Vulcan cried:


  “What’s the matter here-!’ He shoved past Crane into the cabin, snapped on a light.


  He stared at the bunk in which Kin Nilga the Saturnian lay dead, his great neck snapped like a straw, then recoiled in horror.


  Then he turned on Rab Crane who was staggering, disheveled and bruised . . . “Why did you kill the Saturnian?” he snapped.


  “I didn’t kill him,” said Crane. “I heard a row in here and came in. In the dark, the man who killed Kin Nilga jumped me, then escaped.”


  “A likely story!” cried the officer. “There’s been a mysterious explosion and two murders on this liner since we left Venus. The explosion was in your corridor, the first murder was at your dining table. And now you’re found over the body of the second victim . . . You’re under arrest!” He had drawn his pistol, was covering Crane with it. Stunned by this disastrous turn of events, Crane saw the difficulty of his situation. He dared not tell them he was a TSS man, or that he sought the great secret from the stolen brain of Doctor Alph. This liner was a Venusian ship arid once these Venusians learned the brain was aboard, they’d search to the last corner to get it and its secret for Venus. Then he would be through and the secret lost forever.


  “I’m sure you’re wrong about Mr. Idwall,” a girl’s dismayed voice was telling, the officer. “He was nearly a victim of the radium poison himself, in the dining saloon.”


  It was Lalla Dee who was defending him.


  Kark Al, the withered little Martian, nodded corroboration, snapping, “It’s stupid to accuse Mr. Idwall of these killings.”


  “That will be for the captain to decide,” the officer said inflexibly. “You’ll have to come to his office at once,” he told Crane. “The rest of you people return to your cabins.”


  As Rab Crane was forced by the officer’s gun through the crowd of curious, horrified passengers, he managed to smile reassuringly at the pale, distressed Lalla Dee.


  The TSS man’s eyes were searching the crowd for Jurk Usk, the Jovian who had sat beside Kin Nilga at the dinner table. The Jovian, then, and not the Saturnian, must be, the killer. No one else on the ship, now, but the Jovian had such strength. And he could not see Jurk Usk anywhere.


  HALF an hour later, in the captain’s office, the veteran, space-tanned Venusian who was master of the Vulcan faced Rab Crane.


  “Mr. Idwall, all the evidence points to you as the murderer of Kin Nilga and of the Earthman,” he said. “A search of Kin Nilga’s effects has revealed that he was a member of the Saturnian Secret Service. It is obvious that you are a criminal he was pursuing, and that you tried to kill him in the dining saloon tonight, failed and succeeded later in killing him in his cabin. A table steward has said you questioned him about Kin Nilga’s movements.”


  “But how could I have broken his neck like that?” Crane protested desperately. “No Earthman has such strength.”


  “I do not know just what means you used to murder him,” the captain told him unrelentingly, “but our course is obvious. You will be the ship’s brig until we where you will be turned over to the space-court for trial.”


  Crane was led away, down to the lowest deck of the great liner, and thrust into a narrow metal cell on a little corridor off the rocket rooms. He sat down heavily on the bunk.


  In the dark cell, silent except for the steady throb of the ventilator, Crane wholeheartedly cursed the turn events had taken. Imprisoned here, he had no chance of securing the stolen brain before the Vulcan reached Earth.


  It was plain now that Jurk Usk was the man he sought; that the squat surly Jovian was the shadowy figure who had stolen Doctor Alph’s brain. Kin Nilga, an agent of Saturn, had been on the trail of the brain just as Crane was. Jurk Usk had killed Kin Nilga, and tried to kill Crane. Why, he asked himself, had his beams not affected the Jovian? And had it been Nilga or Usk who had killed the Doctor and his guardsmen?


  Now, Crane thought hopelessly, the Jovian had a clear field. Kin Nilga of Saturn was dead and he, the agent of Earth, was in prison for the rest of the voyage. When the ship landed, Jurk Usk would go free with the brain and its doom-freighted secret.


  That night passed slowly for the tormented TSS man. And after morning came-the morning of a space ship, marked only by the turning on of all the ship’s lights-Crane’s numbed brain fought frantically for a plan.


  Gradually fierce resolve began repossessing him. The men of the TSS did not give up until they were dead! And this mission of his was the most important any man of the Terrestrial Secret Service had ever been assigned. He must not give up! He would not, while he was alive!


  He stared around the cell with narrowed, desperate eyes. If he could just get out of this rat-trap, just get to the cabin of Jurk Usk . . .


  He could get out! The inspiration came to Rab Crane’s taut brain in a flash. It would be a desperate way of escape, and perilous. Yet it was the only way, and he would try it!


  He was startled out of his quivering intentness by a light knock, a voice outside the locked door. Through the barred opening, Lalla Dee’s soft face looked in at him.


  The Venusian girl’s dark eyes were troubled and anxious.


  “They let me come down to see you for a few moments!” she said. “Oh, I know you’re not guilty of these murders!”


  Crane’s nerves relaxed a little. He even managed a grin.


  “Good kid,” he told her through the bars. “I’m not guilty and I can prove it when we reach Earth. But there’re more important things at stake than my own fate, just now.”


  He pressed closer to the bars, lowering voice.


  “Lalla Dee, I want you to do something for me. Will you?”


  HER head bobbed, her clear eyes looking anxiously into his.


  “I’ll do anything I can,” she promised.


  “I want you to find out for me just what cabins are occupied by those who sat at our dining table last night,” he said.


  “Why, I don’t see-but I can do that, all right. Wait, I’ll go now,” she said.


  She departed and Crane waited tensely. He had not asked her simply for the location of the Jovian’s cabin, because he did not even want her to suspect his paramount interest in Jurk Usk. The girl must not become involved in his desperate scheme.


  She was soon back, obviously still perplexed by his request but with the information he wanted.


  “The cabins are all on the second cabin-deck, like yours and mine,” the girl told him. “That of Jurk Usk is two doors off the main corridor, toward the stern. Kark Al, the Martian, is three doors beyond that. And the cabin of the young Earthman who was poisoned is directly opposite the Martian’s. You know where the rest are.”


  “I know,” Crane said swiftly. “You’ve helped me a lot, Lalla Dee. I want you to go back up now and forget all about this, and no matter what happens to me, don’t you say anything that will get you mixed up in this affair.”


  “Norman, you sound as though something awful might happen to you,” she told him distressedly. “What is it?”


  “I’ll be all right,” he repeated “And you’re a swell girl, Lalla Dee.”


  She left and Crane paced the floor, seething with excitement. If he could just get to Jurk Usk’s cabin . . .


  He waited impatiently for the coming of the ship’s night. When finally the lights had been turned off and the passengers had retired, and the whole craft silent except for the occasional passing step of a sailor and the throbbing of the ventilators, Rab Crane began to act. First he removed his shoes and sox.


  Then he twisted with all his strength at one of the metal posts that supported his bunk, until he tore it loose. With this short, thick club in his hand, he climbed upon the now shaky bunk and reached up toward the grating of the ventilator-tube.


  The tube was almost two feet across, a round pipe connected with the main ventilation system which dispersed oxygenized fresh air constantly to every room in the ship. Crane inserted his club in the grating and pried. The grating came loose with a little snap, and he poised, listening. But, apparently, no one had heard.


  He stuffed the club into his trouser band and drew himself up into the ventilating tube. He got one shoulder in, then the other. The tube was a terribly tight fit but he inched steadily forward in it. In his face beat the constant flood of fresh, tangy air, and in his ears throbbed the distant pumps. Soon the tube opened into a vertical pipe, a somewhat larger one leading up to the decks above. Crane climbed slowly up this, bracing himself with bare hands and feet against the smooth sides.


  Blindly he wormed upward in the dark pipe until he came to the place where a branch tube led horizontally into the second cabin-deck, his goal.


  Now he began to count the branch tubes that led off into the separate cabins. Two branches further should be the tube leading to Jurk Usk’s cabin. And Jurk Usk, no matter how diabolical his ingenuity, would never expect death to come to him through the ventilator!


  STEALTHILY Crane inched forward and into the second branch tube. At its end was a light grating. Crane peered down through this into the dark cabin of the Jovian, located the dark bulk of the bunk.


  Crane gently opened the grating and dropped soundlessly into the cabin. As he landed, Jurk Usk awoke!


  Like a wildcat, the TSS man sprang. As the Jovian sat up, the club fell on his head and he sank back, stunned.


  Swiftly Crane tore strips from the blankets and bound and gagged the man of Jupiter. Then he turned on the lights and looked around the cabin, his heart beating rapidly.


  “He must have the brain somewhere in the cabin,” Crane told himself as he started a swift search.


  Ten minutes later he stopped, thunderstruck by the results of his search.


  “Good God, the brain isn’t here! Then Jurk Usk isn’t the killer, after all!”


  He had searched every cranny. The brain of Doctor Alph was not here, and his inspection of the Jovian’s belongings had convinced Rab that Jurk Usk was really what he claimed to be a shipping magnate and not a secret agent.


  Then neither Kin Nilga nor the Jovian, after all, was his deadly opponent! Yet they were the only men on board with the enormous strength the killer possessed. If neither of them was the murderer, who could be? The logical answer to that question forced itself on Rab Crane’s brain. He could not believe it, could not understand it, yet it rose before him with the cold force of reason. Glistening perspiration broke out on the Earthman’s bronzed brow.


  Leaving Jurk Usk bound, Crane climbed back into the ventilating tube and inched downward again through the great pipe.


  Slowly, silently he crawled forwards turned off at the third next branch tube. Again Crane wormed toward the grating opening into a cabin. And this cabin was lighted.


  Even before he reached the grating, Crane heard a voice that made his hair stand on end. A thin, monotonous metallic voice, utterly without expression.


  And it was pleading tonelessly, “Why do you not kill me now that you have my secret? Please kill me-please kill me—”


  Rab Crane had found the stolen brain at last! For this voice he heard was the mechanical loud-speaker voice through which the living brain of Doctor Alph was speaking!


  CHAPTER IV


  Yellow Doom


  EVERY nerve quivering, Crane inched forward. At last he stopped, his face almost against the grating, peering down into the lighted cabin. His gaze riveted on a table that stood between the bunk and a wooden crate.


  On that table stood the thing he had risked his life to trail-a black metal case eighteen inches square. It had recording-dials in its face, a tiny microphone earphone, and the round diaphragm of a small loudspeaker. And inside that innocent-looking case, in its preserving serum, still lived the brain of Doctor Alph!


  And Doctor Alph’s brain was still speaking in that dreadful, toneless voice.


  “Kill me! Please kill me—”


  “Not yet, my dear Doctor,” mocked the man standing in front of the braincase. “The death you crave will not come until I have completely tested this secret of yours.”


  That mocking man who spoke, the diabolical brain-thief and murderer, was Kark Al, the little Martian!


  Crane even now could not believe his eyes. How could this little wisp of a Martian have broken men’s necks with his bare hands, have withstood the fire of his beams unhurt?


  It seemed impossible! Yet, somehow, it had been done. Even though Crane could not comprehend the explanation, he knew that at last he looked on the man he sought.


  Kark Al’s eyes were cruel pinpoints behind great spectacles. “If you have tried to deceive me,” he told the brain warningly, “if you have not told me all your secret—”


  “I have told you all. You have made the culture for yourself,” said the brain thinly. “Kill me and release me from the torture of this horrible existence!”


  Rab Crane was softly releasing the catch of the ventilator grating. He had no weapon but the club and this withered little Martian was the most resourceful and remorseless killer he had ever encountered.


  He crouched in the tube, stealthily opening the grating. Then the grating came loose too suddenly and slipped from his hand, falling to the floor with a clang. Kark Al whirled.


  And Rab Crane sprang! He shot out of the tube like a living projectile, propelled by a terrific effort of his hunched muscles. He landed full on the Martian just as Kark Al drew his beam-gun.


  They crashed to the floor together. The Martian was cat-like in his quickness, but Crane was fighting with madness born of desperate urging, and the withered little red man was no match for the Earthman’s strength.


  Crane tore the gun from Kark Al’s hand, broke loose from the Martian and covered him with the weapon.


  “Stand still, Kark Al!” he told him. “My beams didn’t seem to hurt you last night for some reason, but I think that if I fire them into your face now, you’ll die.”


  Kark Al’s enormous spectacles glittered at Crane in calm curiosity. “Crane, the Earthman,” he said coolly. “It was ingenious of you to come through the ventilator. I congratulate you.


  “Yes, Crane the Earthman,” Rab Crane said savagely. “And I’m taking this brain, and the secret it gave you for Earth!”


  THE brain of Doctor Alph spoke rapidly in its toneless voice:


  “That secret is not for any planet, Earthman! It means doom for the rest of the Solar System if it is ever released by any planet. You must destroy it-and destroy me!”


  “What is the secret?” Crane asked tensely of the square black case, his gun held steady on the coolly smiling Martian.


  “It is death itself, for all organic life it touches,” the mechanical, metallic voice answered. “A new kind of bacteriophage, a strange, semi-organic microscopic life which ordinarily preys only on bacteria! Doctor Alph developed this new species, and it preys not alone on bacteria but on all organic life, expanding with incredible rapidity as it assimilates food.


  “A mere pinch of this deadly new bacteriophage culture dropped on a plant would be enough to destroy rapidly all life on that planet The culture would spread like lightning, enveloping and devouring all organic matter like a flame of death running across that world. And Kark Al has a vial of the culture in his pocket! When he stole my brain, he also stole a tube of the death culture. That vial in his pocket can sweep whole worlds clean of life!”


  Crane staggered beneath the dreadful revelation.


  “God in heaven!” he whispered to the Martian. “And you would use that as a weapon of Mars, against other worlds?”


  He thrust out his hand, his eyes blazing with the trembling fury he felt.


  “Give me that vial!” he said.


  A gun-muzzle abruptly prodded Crane’s back and a low, clear voice said:


  “No, that vial goes to me! Drop your gun!”


  Dazedly Crane let the pistol fall from his hand. He turned slowly.


  Lalla Dee, the Venusian girl, had silently entered the cabin door behind him and was covering both him and the Martian with a beam-pistol.


  Her face was no longer that of a soft, pretty schoolgirl but was chiseled in lines of stern resolve.


  “Lalla Dee!” cried Crane. “What does this mean?”


  “It means, Rab Crane,” she said steadily, “that just as you work for Earth, and Kark Al for Mars, I work for Venus! Yes, I’m a member of the Venusian Secret Service. Headquarters sent me on this ship at the last minute when they learned that Doctor Alph’s brain had been stolen. We had been trying to get Doctor Alph’s secret for ourselves, of course, and knew that the thief would try to get away on the first ship.


  “I thought at first that you had the brain, but I soon saw that you didn’t, that you were on the trail of it just as Kin Nilga and myself were. So I watched you, thinking you might know enough to lead me to the person who did have it. And you’ve done so. When you asked about the cabins tonight, I kept watch outside them.”


  She held out her hand to the smiling little Martian.


  “The vial of culture, Kark Al,” she said. “It and, that brain go back to Venus.”


  “Lalla Dee, you’ll have to kill me before I’ll let you get the culture and the brain, to be used, perhaps, against Earth!” Rab Crane cried.


  “I’m sorry, Crane, really,” she said. “But just as you love Earth, so do I love Venus.”


  “You two need not continue the useless argument,” Kark Al said. “The culture and the brain go where it has always been destined that they should-to Mars.”


  “You think you can keep them even now, with my pistol covering you?” Lalla Dee said incredulously. “You’re mad!”


  Kark Al chuckled. “Your ridiculous beam-pistols! Do you think such toys are of any use when you are fighting me, Nald Arkol?”


  “Nald Arkol of Mars!” Crane’s exclamation of amazement was echoed by the astonishment of the girl’s widened eyes, as they both stared at the withered little red man.


  FOR they knew that they stood face to face with the most mysterious and dreaded interplanetary spy in the whole Solar System-the head of the great Martian Secret Service, the ice-hearted super-spy whom no man had ever seen but about whom every secret service man had heard terrible legends.


  The little Kark Al was glittering at them amusedly.


  “I see that you, have heard of me,” he said. “Do you still think a stupid beam-gun is enough to fight me?”


  He laughed harshly.


  “No. It is time to end this little comedy. Seize them, Thoh!”


  In answer to his shrill order there rose suddenly out of the wooden crate beside the table, a squat, horrible figure. It was human in shape and wore grotesquely the clothes of a man. But it was not human. It was a metal robot! A mechanical man!


  The robot sprang toward Rab Crane and the Venusian girl. Lalla Dee fired at it. The beams hit the robot squarely, splashed off. It was made of some rare metal impervious to ordinary atomic beams. In the next instant it had seized Rab Crane and the girl, was holding them helpless in its huge metal arms.


  “Now you know how the men in Doctor Alph’s house were killed,” Kark Al exclaimed triumphantly. “Also Kin Nilga, the Saturnian spy who had learned I had the brain and whom I had to kill for that reason. This robot, Thoh, whom I smuggled aboard as machinery samples, can be operated by direct order or remote control.


  “And now he and I and the brain-and you two prisoners, also-are going to leave the Vulcan! A Martian naval cruiser has been secretly trailing this liner, waiting to pick me up when I leave the ship. I’m leaving now and taking you two with me. If I left you here dead, someone might read from your brains the nature of our new secret weapon. Aboard the cruiser, I’ll torture valuable information from you, then destroy you completely. And then—”


  The eyes of Kark Al expanded in blazing emotion that held the helpless man and girl paralyzed.


  “Then the deadly culture and the secret of Doctor Alph will go to Mars. And some day ships of Mars will go forth and drop a death vial like this one on each of the other planets! We’ll sweep all the rest of the Solar System clean of life. Then our people can go forth and take every world from Mercury to Pluto for ourselves. Everything-all the Universe for Mars!”


  Rab Crane struggled wildly in the robot’s inflexible grasp.


  Then he opened his mouth to shout for help. Better anything than that Kark Al keep the secret.


  “No! You do not give an alarm!” Kark Al hissed, and sprang forward with pistol raised butt foremost.


  It crashed down on Crane’s head in a stunning blow and the TSS man knew nothing more.


  When he returned to consciousness he found himself wearing a heavy flexible metal suit. A spacesuit! Its glassite-fronted helmet was on his head and he breathed tangy oxygen from the tank inside the airtight suit.


  Crane tried to rise and found that the wrists of his spacesuit were tied together. Beside him lay Lalla Dee, unconscious and similarly clad in a spacesuit, also bound. They were in one of the Vulcan’s space-locks, both inner and outer doors closed.


  Then Crane saw Kark Al. The Martian was getting into another spacesuit. The great robot stood motionless beside its master.


  Kark Al bent over Crane finally, said coolly in his muffled voice, “Thoh got you from my cabin to this space-lock without anyone in the ship seeing us. Now we are leaving the ship!”


  The Martian, once inside his suit, quickly secured a chain to his belt and tied it to the waists of the others so that he and the two prisoners and the robot formed a human chain.


  THEN Kark Al quickly took down from the rack beside the row of spacesuits, a hand-rocket-a small affair whose reactive push was enough to move several people in the void.


  Kark Al touched a button and the outer door of the lock slid open. The air in it puffed out with a sharp sound, and they looked out into the star-gemmed blackness of space.


  Rab Crane saw now that the Martian had slung from his shoulders a square, insulated case which he knew contained the brain of Doctor Alph. And as he realized that the Martian was achieving final success, he tried desperately to attack him.


  But Kark Al at that moment stepped calmly out from the lock into empty space! The chain at his belt yanked Lalla Dee and Rab and the robot after him. They all floated there in space, a human chain, scraping the hull of the huge liner as it forged onward.


  Kark Al’s hand-rocket flashed flame, its impulse dragging them all forward. They moved outward from the liner, pulling away from its gravitational drag. The stem of the liner dwindled swiftly until only its lights were visible, and then those too vanished. The Vulcan was gone! They floated alone here in space, the Martian and his two bound, helpless prisoners and the great impassive robot, who needed no spacesuit because he did not breathe. Kark Al no longer used his hand-rocket, now that they were free of the liner. Crane knew that he was waiting for the Martian cruiser to reach them.


  They turned slowly as they floated there, the immense starry firmament seeming to revolve around them. Rab glimpsed Lalla Dee’s white face, conscious now, through the glassite front of her helmet. His own heart was numb with the cold of ultimate failure.


  A few lights appeared against the stars in the direction opposite that in which the Vulcan had gone. The lights came closer and Rab saw they were those of a long, grim black spaceship coming slowly and cautiously through the void. The Martian cruiser that had been secretly trailing the Vulcan!


  Kark Al flashed his hand-rocket three times, then repeated the signal. The Martian cruiser veered, came toward them, its bow rocket-tubes firing to brake its speed. The human chain was drawn slowly toward the cruiser by its gravitational attraction. Soon they bumped along its metal side.


  Kark Al drew them toward a space lock that waited, open and ready. He jerked them inside and shut the outer door. Air hissed into the lock from storage tanks. Then the inner door of the lock opened and into it ran a half-dozen men; red-skinned, bristling-haired Martian officers in the gray uniform of their planet, and pulled them into the ship’s inside.


  One of them was the captain of the cruiser. Excitedly he helped Kark Al out of his spacesuit. Crane and Lalla Dee, still in their suits, lay beside the silent robot.


  “Nald Arkol, did you get the great secret?” the Martian captain cried.


  Kark Al’s eyes flashed behind his spectacles as he answered, pointing to the square insulated case he had brought.


  “Yes, I got it! The brain of Doctor Alph and his secret!”


  He drew from his pocket a metal tube and took out of it a glassite vial filled with a yellow, fluffy substance.


  He held it up proudly.


  “Gentlemen, this is the secret that will make our planet sole master of the Solar System. This culture will destroy all life on every world, and give us all nine planets for our empire!”


  The Martian officers cheered wildly, their faces flaming.


  “The day of Mars has come at last!” they yelled.


  RAB CRANE’S brain was a turmoil as he looked through his helmet at the vial Kark Al held aloft. The deadly culture-and it was in a glassite vial! The TSS man saw, in that instant, the superhuman chance to snatch eight planets from the jaws of doom!


  He took that chance! With one wild upward lunge, Crane threw himself forward. His tied metal-clad hands struck the vial in Kark Al’s grasp and knocked it to the floor. The glassite vial tinkled to shattered fragments.


  “Gods of Mars!” screamed Kark Al as the vial broke. Then death was on him, was on them all, and those were his last words.


  The fluffy yellow substance on the floor seemed to explode outward ever the Martians, expanding with the speed of light, covering them with a thick blanket of yellow fluff faster than the eye could follow.


  It was the deadly bacteriophage Doctor Alph had cultivated, multiplying with the incredible speed the scientist had spoken of, devouring the flesh of the Martians like flame devouring tinder!


  Kark Al and the other Martians were already indistinguishable, disintegrating mounds of yellow fluff. The stuff covered the helmets and space-suits of Rab Crane and Lalla Dee but could not penetrate through their air-tight glassite suits.


  Crane brushed the yellow fluff wildly from before the eyes in his helmet, saw that the incredibly expanding bacteriophage had puffed out through the whole interior of the Martian cruiser. He could hear dim screams as every man in the ship, every atom of organic life, was fastened on and devoured by the culture.


  Then, in a short while there was silence inside the cruiser. The Martians were gone, devoured. The ship held only the masses of ravening yellow life that had destroyed them!


  Crane staggered close to Lalla Dee.


  “Try to unbind my wrists,” he said in a muffled voice, through the helmet. “But for God’s sake don’t open your suit in the slightest or you’re doomed!”


  “I’ll-I’ll try,” said the Venusian girl shakenly.


  Her trembling bound hands finally managed to undo the bonds around Crane’s wrists. He unbound her, then, and released the chain that had tied them to Kark Al and the robot.


  The huge robot, Thoh, still stood immobile beside them. The mechanical man’s metal body had not been affected by the devouring bacteriophage, but he had received no order from his master to act, and had not moved.


  Crane pushed Lalla Dee into the space-lock and told her:


  “Take a hand-rocket and get as far out in space from the ship as you can. I’ll be with you in a moment.”


  She obeyed, opening the outer door of the lock, stepping out into the void and using the hand-rocket she had picked up to propel her away from the Martian cruiser.


  In a few minutes she saw Crane’s space-suited figure leaping out of the space-lock, using another hand-rocket. She met him, grasped his arm as they floated together at a distance from the cruiser.


  “What did you do?” she cried to him, her voice conducted to him by their touching space-suits.


  “I made sure that that cruiser will never drift onto any world and loose that awful plague there,” he told her. “I laid a fuse to its tanks of rocket fuel.”


  Even as Crane spoke, the distant Martian cruiser suddenly burst into terrific light, a destroying explosion that flamed for a moment like a new sun, then vanished.


  “That destroys the plague on the cruiser,” Crane told her. “Now for ourselves-the culture is smeared all over our suits.”


  HE took his hand-rocket and with its flame carefully seared every square inch of the outside of her metal suit. Lalla Dee did the same for him. The last germs of the deadly culture had been destroyed.


  “Before I laid the fuse, I used the cruiser’s radio to call the Vulcan,” Crane told her. “They’re turning around to come back and pick us up.”


  “And Doctor Alph’s brain perished in that explosion too?” Lalla Dee cried. “No one else will ever find the secret of that culture?”


  “No one else, thank God!” said Crane. “It’s a power too great for any world to have.”


  “I’m glad that neither of us won this game, man of the TSS!” she exclaimed. “And I’ll give the Vulcan’s officers an explanation that will satisfy them, without letting them know the truth.”


  “Look, there comes the ship now!” he said, pointing.


  Far off against the solemn stars, the lights of the returning Vulcan were showing. But Rab Crane was gazing past them, toward the distant green light-speck of his own world. No one there but his Chief would ever know the danger that had threatened that smiling world-and that had been averted.


  Only the Chief would ever know, and all the reward that Rab Crane would ever get from him would be a little longer, stronger handshake than usual.


  But that was reward enough for a man of the TSS.


  HUNGER DEATH


  Clifford D. Simak


  Iowa farmers on Venus—and the “polka-dot weed”—alone offered a care for the deadly weapon of an ancient people—the Hunger Death!


  OLD Doc Trowbridge was napping in his office, with his feet on the desk and an empty bocca bottle on the floor beside him. Angus MacDonald, New Chicago’s marshal, shook him gently. Doc opened one eye and stared at Angus in mild reproach.


  “Radium City wants to talk to the health officer,” announced Angus. “I guess that’s you.”


  Doc pulled his feet off the desk and slowly rose. He rubbed his eyes and glanced at the marshal’s dripping raincoat.


  “Still raining,” he remarked.


  “Hell, it always rains on Venus,” said Angus.


  Doc stretched his arms over his head and yawned.


  “Better hurry along. Doc,” urged Angus. “Maybe some of the big doctors over at Radium City want to call you into consultation.”


  Doc snorted. Once he might have been insulted by so thinly veiled sarcasm. But Doc now was past the possibility of being insulted. Ten years on Venus, a hand-to-mouth existence and rotten liquor had taken their toll.


  Doc puffed into his raincoat and followed Angus down the rickety stairs. Rain beat at them as they stepped from the building and sloshed up the red mud slough that was the main street of New Chicago.


  At the radio station on the edge of the landing field, the town’s only contact with the outside world, they were greeted by Angus’ son, Sandy.


  “I’ll get Radium City for you,” said Sandy. “It sounded as if it might be important.”


  “Nothing important ever happens in New Chicago,” Doc grumbled. “Nothing since old Jake Hansler died. And they blamed that on me.”


  Sandy was speaking into the transmitter. “New Chicago calling Radium City. Answer please. New Chicago calling Radium City. Answer please.” Out of the amplifier came the voice of the Radium City operator. “Radium City answering New Chicago. Have you located Dr. Trowbridge?”


  “Just a second,” said Sandy.


  He switched off the amplifier and handed Doc a set of headphones. Doc clamped them over his ears and lowered his rolypoly body into the operator’s chair. He hiccoughed slightly and spoke into the transmitter.


  “This Dr. Trowbridge,” he said.


  “Dr. Trowbridge,” said the voice in Radium City, “my name is Tony Paulson. I am a reporter for the Inter-World Press Service. I’m just checking up on this new disease—the Hunger Disease. Have you any cases in New Chicago?”


  “Hunger Disease,” snapped Doc. “What are you talking about? I never heard of such a disease.”


  “This is something different,” said the voice. “A new disease. It has broken out all over Venus. Quite a few cases on Earth, too. Patient can’t seem to get enough to eat. That’s why we call it the Hunger Disease.”


  “Never heard of it,” declared Doc.


  “Are there any other doctors in New Chicago?” asked the reporter.


  “No,” said Doc. “I’m the only one and they could get along without me. Practically starving me to death. Never saw a healthier place in all my life.”


  “You’re sure there’s nobody sick in New Chicago,” persisted the newspaperman.


  “Sure I’m sure,” protested Doc. “Last time anybody was sick here was when Steve Donagan’s kid, Susan, had the measles. And that was three months ago.”


  “O.K.,” said the voice. “Thank you, doctor. Any other news out in New Chicago?”


  “Not a damn thing ever happens here,” Doc declared.


  “O.K.—good-by then, and thanks again.”


  “Good-by,” said Doc, slipping the headphones from his ears.


  He heaved himself to his feet.


  “That’s what comes of being buried in a mud-hole like this,” he announced to Angus and Sandy. “Here I am, not knowing a thing about this new disease. Why, once I was regarded as an authority on diagnosis. That was before I came to New Chicago. Fellow in Radiwm City says there is a new disease breaking out there. Acute hunger is one symptom. He didn’t tell me anything more about it. Never heard anything like that before.”


  He shook his head dolefully and headed for the door.


  “Thanks for calling me,” he said and plunged out into the rain.


  The marshal and his son saw him waddle rapidly down the street, heading for the Venus Flower saloon.


  “He’ll tell the boys about this new disease,” said Angus, “and they’ll buy him drinks. Before night he’ll be a disgrace to humanity.”


  ARTHUR HART, editor of the Evening Rocket, tapped his finger against a paragraph in a news story appearing on the front page of the early afternoon edition.


  “Something funny here,” he told Bob Jackson.


  He shook his head. “Mighty funny,” he mused.


  Bob Jackson said nothing. He scented trouble in the air. Whenever the chief took to shaking his head and muttering to himself it meant trouble for someone. Bob had the feeling he was the victim this time.


  “Listen to this,” commanded Hart.


  He read the paragraph: “The only community on Venus reporting no cases of the Hunger Disease is New Chicago. Dr. Anderson Trowbridge, health officer, told the Inter-World Press Service today there was no sickness of any sort in that city.”


  “Healthy place,” said Bob, wondering if he was saying the right thing.


  “Too damn healthy,” snapped Hart. “That’s what makes it funny. With this Hunger Disease rampant over the whole face of the planet, why does New Chicago escape? People dying like flies everywhere else and the folks in New Chicago not bothered a bit.”


  Hart fixed the reporter with a steely glare.


  “That’s where you come in,” he announced.


  “Listen,” Bob bristled, “if you think you’re going to pack me off to some God-forsaken trading post on Venus to find out why nobody ever gets sick there, you better start looking for someone to take my place. I was on Venus once and I don’t like it. It gives me the creeps. Rains all the time. Never see the sun. Sticky-hot. Why, the rain is even lukewarm. And bugs—man, there’s millions of them. All shapes and all sizes. I hate the damn things.”


  Hart laid down the paper, carefully smoothed it out on his desk.


  “Now, Bob,” he said softly, “I’m asking you to do this because you are the one man I can depend on. If there’s anything to be found in New Chicago, you are the man to find it. And I think there is something to find. Something mighty important.


  “Right now the Earth is faced by one of the gravest threats it has known in years. The Hunger Disease. You know what it is. Speeds up metabolism. Speeds it up to a point that a man must eat almost continuously to provide the body with fuel to keep going. And all the time the victim ages visibly. His skin wrinkles, his hair turns gray, his teeth fall out. In only a few days he lives the equivalent of years, and in a week or ten days he dies of what amounts to old age.”


  Hart’s eyes narrowed and his voice was sharper now.


  “Our medical authorities haven’t a single clue. They haven’t been able to isolate the germ or bacteria or whatever it is that causes the disease. They know it is contagious and that just about sums up their knowledge. They don’t know what causes it. They don’t know how to prevent it or cure it. So far, every single person who has contracted the disease has died—or is going to die.”


  Hart fixed Jackson with a frigid stare. “I am offering you a chance,” he said, “to do a great service to humanity. There must be some reason New Chicago has not been hit by the disease. If you could find this reason—Don’t you see, Bob, it’s a chance to save the Earth!”


  “It’s a chance for the Evening Rocket to pull down a billion bucks of gilt-edge promotion,” snarled Bob. “Big headlines. Rocket Reporter Finds Cure for Hunger Disease.”


  Hart sighed.


  “There’s only one thing that appeals to your sordid soul,” he said. “There isn’t a fleck of human kindness in you. You have a heart of zero steel. How much does the Rocket have to pay you to get you to go out to Venus?”


  Bob pondered.


  “I hate that place. Hart,” he said. “I don’t like it at all. There’s too many bugs there. Too damn many bugs. Let’s say a bonus of—well—of about five thousand.”


  “All right,” snarled Hart. “Now you get out of my sight before I lose control of myself. You get out to Venus just as soon as a space eater can get you there—and so help me Hannah, if you flunk out on this assignment I’ll put you on the obituary desk and what’s more, by the Lord Harry, I’ll see that you stay there.”


  Outside the door, Bob gave himself a mental kicking.


  “You damn fool,” he told himself, “you should have made it ten thousand. He’d have paid it just as quick.”


  II.


  ZEKE BROWN sat disconsolately on the topping block in front of his weather-beaten cabin and watched his neighbor, Luther Bidwell, come down the road.


  Luther was a nondescript figure. Clad in blue denim overalls, he bore an unshaven and unwashed look. His ragged hat sagged over a shock of disordered hair, hanging halfway to his shoulders. His gait was a half slouch, half gallop, as if he might be in a hurry, but didn’t want anyone to think he was.


  Zeke hailed him from a distance.


  “Howdy, Luther.”


  “Howdy, Zeke,” Luther called back.


  Zeke waited, smoking his pipe, his eyes sweeping the pitiful failure and delusion of his Venusian farm. The fields covered by huge patches of polka-dot weeds, the encroaching jungle, the rusting machinery, the steaming pools of water drowning out the last of his stand of corn. From the jungle came the high-pitched chirping of the dingbats, insects which in their own proper time would come forth to devour whatever might be left in the fields.


  Something rustled in a clump of polka-dot weeds near the wood pile and Zeke, turning swiftly, saw a pair of pointed ears and two gleaming eyes staring at him. With a swift motion he whipped out the gun which dangled from the belt at his hip. But before he could clear the weapon the evil face had disappeared.


  “Dang you,” said Zeke without emphasis, “just stick your head out again. I’ll get you.”


  But the skink was gone. Zeke grumbled and bolstered his gun.


  Turning his eyes back to the road, he watched Luther continue down the trail, raising little spurts of mud as his feet clopped on the ground. Luther turned in at the sagging gate and took a seat beside Zeke.


  “Just saw you pull your gun,” he commented. “See something?”


  “A skink,” said Zeke. “Dang things overrunning the place. Just about cleaned out the chickens. Just a few old hens left now.”


  “They cleaned me out the other night,” Luther said. “Killed every hen on the place and then got into the hog pen. Tackled the hogs, I guess, but them porkers was too much for them. Must of been quite a herd of them at that, for they chawed some of them pigs up right handsome. The hogs killed a couple of them and I ain’t been able to go into that hog house since then. They sure carry a powerful scent, them fellers. Worse than the polecats back in Iowa. Hogs don’t mind, seems. They ate ’em.”


  “They give me the creeps,” said Zeke. “Almost like human beings running around on all four legs. Naked, not a single hair on them and meaner than poison. If you get them mad, they’ll go around stinking up a place, just out of pure orneriness, like they was trying to get even. But I cleared quite a few of them out of this neck of the woods lately.”


  He patted the gun at his side.


  “But you know what I’d like best of all, Luther?” Zeke asked.


  “Nope,” said Luther.


  “I’d like to catch up with that slick land agent. I would sure burn his hide full of fancy holes. He’s the feller I’d really like to get in front of this gun. But he’s still back on Earth. He knew dang well that after he got us out here on Venus we couldn’t ever get back to Earth.


  “Remember the things he told us? He talked slick as all get out when he came to our little place back in Iowa. Told us about all the advantages there were on Venus for a progressive farmer. He sure painted a pretty picture. He said there wasn’t no winter here and that a feller could grow four or five crops a year. He said there was always plenty of rainfall. He was plumb full of talk about the virgin soil of Venus, how it had never been plowed and was just waiting to grow bumper crops and make us all rich. And how there’d always be a big market for everything we grew because the farms were right on the edge of New Chicago. Remember how he told us New Chicago was going to be a big city and the folks there would be willing to pay high prices for the stuff we grew?”


  “Sure I remember it,” said Luther. “He told me the same thing. So me and Ma talked it over and we decided to come out here. After all, we figured Venus had been colonized for over 300 years and was getting pretty civilized. Sounded pretty good to me, I admit. Matter of fact, soil was getting mighty puny back on Earth. Even good old Iowa soil. Just about all the good drained out of it and all cut up by ditches. You can’t farm the same land for over five thousand years without taking proper care of it and still expect the crops to grow the way they ought to.”


  THE STINK stuck its head out of the clump of weeds beside the wood pile again and Zeke swore sulphurously as it disappeared before he could clear his gun.


  “Dang you, I’ll get you yet,” he shouted, waving the gun. From the wood pile came the sneering chittering of the animal.


  Zeke holstered his gun and stuffed his pipe with a fresh load of Venusian tobacco.


  “But there was a lot of things that feller didn’t tell us, Luther,” he said. “He didn’t tell us that this planet was full of all sorts of wild animals and birds and that it had reptiles ten times as poisonous as rattlers. And that it had a billion different kinds of bugs, all ornery as hell. He said there was plenty of rainfall—but he didn’t tell us there was so much that it would drown out our crops. He didn’t say a dang thing about the dingbats that eat up every green thing in sight when the hunger comes on them and he plumb forgot to mention the elephant-lizards that can tramp down a field of corn quicker than you can blink your eye. He didn’t tell us it was so damp all our machinery would rust and not make even good scrap iron.”


  Luther spat disgustedly and added his words to the indictment.


  “And not a word did that slicker tell us of what kind of a city New Chicago was. He told us it was a growing city, which was stretching the truth a dang sight farther than the law allows. A stinking little trading post with just a few stores and saloons and a couple of hell-joints for the hunters and prospectors and traders who come to town once or twice a year. He said there’d be a market for our stuff. Of course, that doesn’t matter much, because we ain’t had nothing to sell. We been here five years and ain’t had a thing to sell all that time. We’re lucky if we have eating for ourselves.


  “Been eating on wild game and jungle fruit and greens ourselves for the past month,” said Zeke.


  “We got a little flour and some sugar over at our house,” offered Luther. “Not much, but be glad to divvy up with you.”


  Zeke shook his head.


  “No,” he said. “You keep it. You got young ones and they need it. There’s just the old woman and me. We’ll get along. We been a pack of fools, Luther, and I lay awake nights trying to figure out what to do about it. But there don’t seem no way. We couldn’t raise money enough among the whole fifty families of us to buy even one ticket back to Earth. If we could do that, one of us might go back and see if somebody couldn’t help us. But I guess we just been a bunch of suckers, that’s all.” Luther sighed.


  “Wish I was back in Iowa,” he said.


  III.


  “NOPE,” rumbled Doc, “I can’t tell you a thing about it. Don’t even know what this Hunger Disease is, except for what you told me just now. First I ever heard of it was when that newspaperman from Radium City called me up about it.”


  Doc tilted a bottle of bocca and drank. He waved the bottle at Bob.


  “Want a snort?” he invited.


  Bob shook his head. “Too early in the morning to start drinking,” he explained.


  “Listen,” said Doc, “any time of the day or night is the proper time to drink in New Chicago. Hell, drink is the only excitement we have around this dump. Only fun I ever had since I been here was when old Jake Hansler died. Interesting case. Something he caught on Mars. Bug bit him or something. Wish he had lived longer so I could have studied it better. People blamed me for him dying. Said I was drunk. Wouldn’t have made any difference, though, because it was a funny disease.”


  He helped himself to another long one.


  “Jake Hansler,” said Bob. “That name sounds familiar. I’ve heard it somewhere before.”


  “Sure you have,” said Doc. “Dr. Jacob Hansler, the great botanist.”


  “That’s it,” said Bob. “I remember that he died on Venus.”


  “He came here to do some experimental work and to study some of our plant life,” Doc rumbled. “Queer old fellow. Folks here didn’t like him any too well, because he wouldn’t pay much attention to them. But he talked to me. Got to be good friends. He told me a lot about what he was doing, but I can’t remember much about it now. He brought a bunch of seeds here that he found on Mars. Found them in the ruins of an old laboratory dating back to the Genzik dynasty. The seeds were all dried up and most of them wouldn’t grow, but some of them did and he nursed them along. Claimed those seeds were thousands of years old. He brought them here, because he figured the soil and climate on Venus were just right for plant life. Said if a plant wouldn’t grow on Venus it wouldn’t grow anywhere.”


  “What happened to the plants after Dr. Hansler died?” Bob asked.


  Doc snorted.


  “You ought to see the damn things now,” he said. “They’re regular pests. Growing all over town. Just weeds now. One of them is a sort of rose, with big purple blooms. Real pretty flower and the women around town sort of coddle them along for the bouquets. Not that they need much coddling. Then there’s another one that’s sort of a wild pea. Pretty good eating. Then there’s the polka-dot weed. Makes a right good dish of greens. Got spinach beat all hollow.”


  “Dr. Hansler sounds like an interesting person,” said Bob.


  “Mighty funny old duck,” said Doc, wagging his head. “Had all sorts of funny notions. Obstinate old cuss. Other botanists told him the seeds he got on Mars wouldn’t grow. They must of been over 5,000 years old. But he thought they would and he tried them and they did. That’s him all over.


  “He had another idea, too, that everybody laughed at, but he died believing that it was the truth. It wasn’t exactly in his line of work and so he never said a great deal about it. He told me, though. You know about the Genzik dynasty, don’t you?”


  Bob nodded. “Took a course in Martian history in school,” he said.


  “Well,” said Doc, “you’ll remember, then, that the Genzik dynasty was composed of a group of scientists that practically ruled Mars They must have been old hell-cats for a fact, because the Martians rose up and rebelled against them and, history tells you, wiped out every last one of them. They destroyed all the laboratories the Genziks had set up and did everything possible to erase any memory of them. As a result there isn’t much known about them now.”


  “Martian history suggests they were only a higher Martian race,” said Bob. “I know there’s all sorts of myths about them.”


  “Well, sir,” said Doc, “Jake had a myth about them that would knock your hat off. He claims that a few of them escaped the general massacre and fled to the deserts and that their descendants are still there. Got it from desert tribes who claimed to know all about it. And Jake thought the Genziks were Earth people, maybe folks from Atlantis, who had reached Mars thousands of years ago, long before the present Terrestrial race sent a spaceship there.”


  “That’s a new one,” said Bob. “Never heard that before. Have you got any of Jake’s notes around here? Did he leave any books or anything?”


  Doc chuckled. “Looking for a story, I see,” he said.


  “The chief will sure give me hell if I don’t get something on this trip,” Bob told him, “and you certainly haven’t helped me any with this Hunger Disease business.”


  DOC FINISHED off the bottle with gusto, then held it up to the light and sighed. “There’s one story you could write,” said Doc, setting the bottle on the window ledge, along with several others. “A story that should be written. It’s about those farmers here. The Venus Land Company brought them out. Knew they couldn’t grow a thing, but that didn’t stop thoes sharks. Took everything those poor devils had and dumped them in the jungle here. It does beat hell how the new land racket will get the suckers. Venus Land cooked up this farm scheme and sold it to a btineh of poor Iowa farmers. The worst of it is that the farmers don’t even own the land they’ve built their homes on. Some of them came up to see me about getting their money back. You know how it is—they figure a doctor knows everything, not ever dreaming how damn little some doctors do know. I looked over their contracts. Far as I can see they’re airtight. But I found the farmers settled on the wrong tract of land. I asked them how they knew what land they had bought and they told me a company representative staked it out for them. They settled on the east side of town and the land they bought is on the west side.”


  “Do they know about this?” Bob asked.


  Doc shook his head. “No, I didn’t tell them,” he said. “Don’t suppose it makes much difference. Venus Land won’t bother them any more. They got all the boys had and the land is worthless anyhow.”


  Boots clumped on the stairs and in a moment Angus MacDonald loomed in the doorway. “Doc,” he said, “Steve Donagan’s kid is sick again.”


  Doc heaved out of his chair.


  “If some of the rest of the people in New Chicago were like Susan,” he said, “maybe I could gain back some of my self-respect. She’s the only one who ever gets sick around here.”


  “Doc,” said Angus and one could sense stark terror in his voice.


  “Yes, yes, go on,” snapped Doc. Angus swallowed and started over again. “Doc,” he said, “Steve thinks she’s got that Hunger Disease.”


  JOHNNY MASON, wire editor, laid a slip of yellow paper on Editor Hart’s desk. “A special just out of New Chicago,” he explained.


  Hart snapped up the paper and read:


  “NEW CHICAGO, VENUS—THE HUNGER DISEASE, TO WHICH IT WAS BELIEVED THIS REMOTE TRADING POST WAS IMMUNE, STRUCK HERE TODAY. THE VICTIM IS SUSAN DONAGAN, NINE-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER OF MR. AND MRS. STEPHEN DONAGAN.


  DR. ANDERSON TROWBRIDGE, THE TOWN’S ONLY DOCTOR, A FRIEND OF THE FAMILY WHO BROUGHT SUSAN INTO THE WORLD AND HAS ATTENDED HER THROUGH A LONG SERIES OF CHILDOOD DISEASES, SAID THAT—”


  Hart flung the paper down on the desk.


  “Johnny,” he said, “right now, you’re looking at the biggest damn fool in the newspaper business. I got a hunch and sent Bob out there after a big story. He isn’t there more than ten hours and the story is all shot to hell.”


  ZEKE BROWN and his wife, Mary, sat on the doorstep of their cabin and gazed out over their farm.


  Night was closing down over the land and in the jungle night-things were awakening. Howls, roars, bellows and yelps mingled to make the night hideous. Zeke shivered as he listened and his hand crept to the butt of his gun. For five years he had heard this nightly chorus of hate and murder, but it always brought tremors of terror with each coming of darkness.


  “We’d ought to have some’taters pretty soon, Mary,” he said, striving to keep a tremble out of his voice. “I was looking at them today. Planted them in that sandy patch and the water drained off pretty good. They’ll taste fine.”


  He heard soft sobs and saw that his wife was weeping.


  “What’s the matter, Mary?” he asked. “Dog-gone, what are you crying for?”


  “It’s the chickens, Zeke,” she told him. “I set such stock by them hens of mine. And now they’re all gone. We won’t have no more eggs.”


  Zeke cursed.


  “Next time I see a skink,” he said, “I’m going to catch him alive and dunk him into one of them acid pools over there by the river.”


  Roughly he patted his wife’s shoulder.


  “I’ll sure fix them for what they done to our chickens,” he said.


  A thrumming roar sounded over the horizon and Zeke looked up quickly. The roar became louder and louder. With tubes red-hot, a flier swept over the edge of the jungle, dipped toward the ground with forward rockets blasting.


  Zeke leaped to his feet, waving his arms, cursing.


  “Keep out of my’tater patch, damn you!” he screamed. “I’ll sure for certain take the hide off you if you bust up my’tater patch.”


  The ship plunged downward, too fast for a safe landing. Its nose struck the potato patch, ripping into the soft soil, throwing it aside in great furrows like the mold-board of a giant plow.


  “Now you done it, damn it, now you done it,” shrieked Zeke. “You ruined my’tater crop!”


  He raced swiftly through the waist-high patches of polka-dot weeds that lay between the cabin and the potato patch.


  The ship’s nose was buried deep in the cushioning earth, but it did not appear to be damaged. As Zeke approached, the cabin door opened and a man staggered out.


  At the sight of Zeke he cried out, a piteous, animallike cry.


  “Food, for the love of Heaven—food!” he cried. “I’m starving!”


  In the light which flooded from the cabin door Zeke saw the man’s face and his anger turned swiftly to pity. He saw an old man, his form emaciated, his face pinched, eyes staring out of deep hollows, his cheeks sunken—a living skeleton.


  The man took a step forward, staggered and fell. Zeke scooped him up and galloped for the house.


  “Mary,” he yelled. “Get some food. This man is nearly starved.”


  A voice sounded out of the gloom. It was Luther, on his way over to spend a few hours with his friend.


  “What’s the matter, Zeke?”


  “Plane crashed,” Zeke yelled. “Better run to town and get Doc. There’s some other fellers in there. They look bad hurt.”


  “Be back in a minute with Doc if he’s sober,” Luther yelled back.


  Zeke heard his feet pounding rapidly down the road.


  “Zeke,” Mary’s voice was on the verge of despair, “I ain’t got nothing but a mess of greens. That ain’t fitten food for a sick man.”


  “It’s better than nothing,” said Zeke. “Give me a dish of it. This feller’s starved, I tell you.”


  IV.


  “ABOUT ALL you can say for New Chicago is that nobody bothers you much here,” Doc told Bob. “Right good place for a man to hide out if he’s got something he don’t want known.


  “Take the feller who runs the Venus Flower saloon. He was a big racketeer back in Old Chicago on Earth. Came here three or four years ago. Then, Angus MacDonald, you seen him this afternoon. His real name isn’t Angus MacDonald. Folks say he was one of the pirates that raised so much hell on the Earth-Mars run years ago. Then there’s old Hank Smith. Nice old feller. But he’s the head of a utility company that went haywire back on Earth. Lots of investors would like to get their fingers on him.”


  “How about yourself, Doc?” asked Bob. “No skeletons rattling around in your closet, is there?”


  “Hell, no,” said Doc. “I was just a damn fool who came out here to grow up with the country.”


  Doc patted the bottle that stood on the desk.


  “You certainly are a proper judge of liquor,” he said. “First time I had anything like this for years.”


  He tilted the bottle and it gurgled pleasantly.


  A rattle of footsteps sounded on the stairs.


  Luther Bidwell stormed into the room. “Doc,” he shouted, “a plane just crashed out in Zeke Brown’s potato patch. Some of the fellers are in bad shape.”


  Doc reached for his raincoat. “Business picking up today.” he commented. “Two calls in a few hours.”


  He slipped the bottle into his coat pocket.


  With Luther in the lead, the three men raced down the stairs and out into the street. The weather had cleared to some extent, but the street was one vast mud-hole.


  Running, they took the road to Zeke’s house, a little over a mile distant.


  Zeke greeted them at the doorway. “Hated to bother you, Doc,” he said, “but didn’t know how bad it was. Starving man and four dead men in the plane. Looks like they died from starvation. Old men, white hair and every one of them just skin and bones. The feller I brought here was pretty bad off when I picked him up, but Mary fed him up and he seems all right now.”


  “Starving,” asked Doc. “Do you mean they look like they died because of lack of food?”


  “Sure do,” Zeke affirmed.


  Bob shoved the farmer to one side and ducked into the cabin. He made out the figure of a man lying on the bed. With one stride he was across the room and bending over the man.


  “Were you the man in the plane?” he asked.


  “Yes, I was,” the flier replied. “This farmer tells me all the others died.”


  “Did you have the Hunger Disease?” demanded Bob.


  “I guess so,” the man answered weakly. “We were at a post on the Pearl River. Heard about it over the radio and figured we were lucky to be out of touch with everyone. Thought we were safe. But it hit us day before yesterday. We started for Radium City, thinking we might find help there.”


  “How do you feel now?” asked Bob. The man ran a skeletonlike hand over his stomach, pressed and punched his midriff.


  “Pain’s all gone,” he announced. “Feel fine. Not hungry any more. First time I haven’t been hungry for two days. Before this it didn’t matter how much I ate, I was always hungry.”


  “Did you eat much here?”


  “No, just a dish of greens of some sort. Seemed to fill me up right away and gave me a lot of strength. Still pretty weak, but I feel different. Feel like myself again. Not sick any longer. Feel like I’m going to get well.”


  BOB ROSE and turned around. “Zeke,” he asked, “what did you feed this man?”


  Mary Brown answered the question. “All I had was some greens. I was so ashamed, but Zeke said they was better than nothing.”


  “Mrs. Brown,” asked Bob, “what were those greens made out of?”


  “Why,” she said, “polka-dot weeds. They make fine greens.”


  “Doc,” Bob shouted.


  Doc waddled across the room.


  “Listen to me,” said Bob, taking hold of the slack at the throat of Doc’s raincoat. “Does everyone in New Chicago eat greens made out of the polka-dot weed?”


  Doc squirmed. “Why, I guess so,” he said. “Everybody likes it. Me, t eat all I can get of them.”


  “Does Susan Donagan eat it? Does she like it?”


  “No,” said Doc, “come to think of it, she doesn’t. Doesn’t like anything green. Her mother frets a lot because she won’t touch spinach.”


  “Dot,” said Bob, “listen to me and do what I tell you. Try to get that old alcohol-fogged brain of yours to working. You get down to Donagan’s as fast as you can. Feed Susan polka-dot greens. Hold her and cram them down her throat if you have to. And then watch. If she gets well, I’ll make you famous. I’ll write your name in 72 point type and put your mug on every front page in the System.”


  Doc cracked his fist in the palm of his hand.


  “I see what you are getting at, Bob,” he shouted.


  Quickly he spun about and made for the door.


  Bob shouted after him. “Remember, Doc, keep sober. You’ll need all the sense you have.”


  “Sure will,” said Doc.


  Half a mile down the road he took the bottle from his pocket and flipped it into the underbrush. A few quick steps and he turned back. On hands and knees he fumbled beside the road. His questing hand touched something smooth. He lifted the bottle, pulled the cork with his teeth. The liquor gurgled down his throat.


  On the road again, trudging toward town, Doc wiped his mouth with his coat sleeve.


  “It wasn’t like it was just plain rot-gut,” he told himself. “Been all right to throw that kind of stuff away. But it would have been downright sinful to waste good Scotch—”


  ARTHUR HART paced the floor of his office.


  Hap Folsworth, sports editor, sat with his feet on Hart’s desk and smoked a Venus-weed cigar.


  “What in hell do you suppose Bob’s run into out there?” Hart demanded of Hap. “He sends me word to wait for a real story. No hint of what it is. Nothing to go on.”


  “He’s sitting down in a Venusian saloon laughing up his sleeve at you,” said Hap. “He’s getting even with you for sending him out there.”


  Hart smoothed out the piece of paper that had come over the interworld teletype three hours before.


  It read:


  HOLD PRESSES READY FOR EXTRA. HAVE MOST IMPORTANT IMPORTANT IMPORTANT STORY. CAN’T BE SURE YET. WILL KNOW IN FOUR HOURS, MAYBE LESS. BOB.


  Hart raged.


  “Here I’ve held a secret wave length open for him ever since the last edition. The theatres will be closed pretty soon and we’ll lose all our street sales. If he’s running a sandy on me I’ll bust him wide open when he gets back.”


  A boy stuck his head in the door. “Receiving signal on the New Chicago machine,” he shouted.


  Hart spun about and raced after the boy. In his wake lumbered the sports editor. The city room was tense with excitement.


  “Receiving signal just came over,” said Johnny Mason. “Ought to be along anytime now.”


  The machine chattered and chittered, but the keys still remained motionless. Then the machine lurched to a start. Methodically the keys tapped out:


  THE QUICK BROWN FOX JUMPED OVER THE LAZY DOG’S BACK. THE QUICK BROWN FOX JUMPED——


  “A test,” said Johnny. “The operator at New Chicago is running a test.”


  Then the machine stood motionless for a moment.


  “Get going,” yelled Hart, pounding the machine cover with a clenched fist. Again the keys moved, slowly, mad deningly methodical——


  NEW CHICAGO, VENUS—DR. ANDERSON TROWBRIDGE, HEALTH OFFICER AND ONLY PHYSICIAN IN THIS TINY TRADING POST, ANNOUNCED TODAY HE HAD DISCOVERED A CURE FOR THE HUNGER DISEASE. THE CURE IS OBTAINED FROM AN HERB. KNOWN LOCALLY AS THE POLKA-DOT WEED. AN ANCIENT PLANT FROM THE PLANET MARS, BROUGHT HERE SIX YEARS AGO BY DR. JACOB HANSLER, WHO FOUND THE SEEDS IN A RUINED LABORATORY DATING BACK TO THE GENZIK DYNASTY, THE POLKA-DOT WEED IS——”


  Hart rushed from the tiny cubbyhole housing the machine.


  “Herb,” he shouted to his assistant editor, “get pictures of Dr. Jacob Hansler. Pictures of Bob Jackson. Pictures of Dr. Anderson, Trowbridge——”


  “Who in hell,” asked Herb, “is Dr. Anderson Trowbridge?”


  “How in hell should I know?” roared Hart. “Phone the International Medical Society. They’ll tell you. But get pictures! He’s the biggest news in ten years. Write headlines a foot high and three shades blacker than night. We roll in half an hour.”


  He turned to Hap Folsworth.


  “We’ll have them fighting to get this one,” he exulted. “We’ll get out the biggest damn extra and score the biggest scoop this city has ever seen.”


  V.


  BOB JACKSON sat on a log with Zeke Brown in front of Zeke’s cabin.


  “Zeke,” said Bob, “you’ll have to realize that you and all the rest of the farmers here are rich. You’re just plain filthy rich. You couldn’t grow corn and you couldn’t keep chickens—but all the time you were growing the polka-dot weed. And for that you can ask your own price. This is the only place in the universe today where the polka-dot weed can be obtained. Even now ships are on their way from Earth and from Radium City to get a supply. And you boys can ask whatever you please.”


  Zeke pushed back his hat and scratched his head.


  “Well, you see,” he said, “it’s this way. Me and the rest of the boys ain’t hankering to hold nobody up. We understand that other people need this weed dang bad and that we can ask our own price. But all we want is a fair price. The past five years have been mighty hard years and we ought to make something out of it, but we ain’t aiming to profiteer on the misery of other folks.”


  “Sure, I know about that,” said Bob. “But you fellows don’t want to be damn fools. This is your big chance. Here’s a chance to cash in on your five years and get paid well for every hour of them.”


  Zeke shuffled to his feet.


  “Somebody coming up road,” he announced. “Heard a ship come in awhile ago. Maybe it’s somebody wanting the weed.”


  “They haven’t had time to get here yet,” Bob pointed out.


  Angus MacDonald led the party that plodded up the road through the everlasting red mud. There were five of them.


  They halted outside the gate and Angus stepped forward.


  “Zeke,” he said, “I got a paper to serve on you. Don’t like to do this, but it’s my duty.”


  “Paper?” asked Zeke.


  “Yes, a paper.” Angus reached into his inside coat pocket and drew forth a sheaf of documents.


  “One of these for you,” he announced, thumbing through them.


  “What’s the paper for?” asked Zeke, suspicion creeping into his voice.


  “Claims you don’t own this land,” replied Angus. “Must be some mistake. You boys been living here for a good many years now. Seems if you didn’t own it, you could have found out before this.”


  Cold anger dripped from Zeke’s words.


  “Who claims they own it? If we don’t own it, who does own it?”


  “The Venus Land Company says they own it,” declared Angus. “I sure hate to do this, Zeke.”


  Zeke looked past Angus, to the other four who stood behind him.


  “I suppose you snakes are the representatives for the Venus Land Company,” he stated bluntly.


  One of the four stepped forward. “You’re right,” he said, “we are. And if I were you I wouldn’t try to start anything. We know how to handle smart guys when they try to make trouble.”


  Bob saw that Zeke’s thumbs were hitched over his gun belt, his fingers poised over the butt of the flame at his hip.


  And in that moment, Zeke was no longer a farmer dressed in dirty overalls and ragged shirt. He was something else, something that thrilled a man to see—a man ready to fight for his land.


  Zeke’s words came slowly, unlike his usual drawl—and each was a danger warning, plain for all to see.


  “If any of you polecats think you’re horning in on me now,” he said, “you are mistaken. And that goes for the rest of us around here, too. If you try to get rough, we’ll just naturally strew your guts all over a forty-acre pasture.”


  “DON’T TALK to me about the due process of law,” roared Arthur Hart. “Babble like that might impress some folks, but it leaves me cold. What I want to know is are you going to stand by and let a sot of racketeers like Venus Land rob a bunch of poor Iowa farmers a second time——? Yes, I know that’s libelous, but it isn’t on paper and you can’t prove a thing. And let me tell you, mister, if you don’t act damn soon I’ll give you something you can bring a libel suit for. I’ll fix it so that you won’t get one single cock-eyed vote for any public office again. Before I get through with you you’ll think you’ve been hit by a windmill. I got three or four stories filed away that the public will fight to read. The Universal Power Trust case, just for one example. I’ll tell the people just what sort of a grafting old buzzard you are—and what’s more I’ll make it stick.”


  The face in the visi-plate was purple with rage, but Interplanetary Chief Justice Elmer Phillips knew when he was beaten.


  “Mr. Hart,” he said, “I don’t like your attitude. I deny every insinuation you have made. But I do see some merit in what you propose. I will do it.”


  “You’re damn right you’ll do it,” snarled Hart, “and what’s more, you’ll do it right away. If you don’t give me a story saying that you have issued an injunction stopping Venus Land or, anyone else from monkeying around with the polka-dot weed farms by the time we put our last edition to bed, I’ll have another story in its place that will blast you and your Interplanetary Justice commission right out of the water.”


  “You can rest assured I will do it,” Justice Phillips told him. “I’m a man of my word.”


  “And so am I,” said Hart.


  The editor thrust the visa-phone receiver back in its cradle and swung around in his chair.


  Hap Folsworth chased his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other.


  “I’ll say this for you,” he remarked, “when you get your tail up you don’t let a little thing like blackmail stop you.”


  “That wasn’t blackmail,” Hart snapped. “The Justice and I understand one another. He knows well enough I could rip him wide open for some of the stunts the justice commission has pulled and he’s ready to play ball. That’s all.”


  Hart’s collar was open, his necktie was twisted under one ear, his hair was rumpled.


  “You look like you been in a street fight,” Hap observed.


  “Listen, Hap,” said Hart, “I am in a fight. I’m fighting red tape and governmental stupidity and bureaucratic inefficiency. Fighting for the rights of some poor, simple-minded farmers who let a racketeering land company sell them worthless land on Venus. And now that the land has something on it that is valuable the land company wants to take it away from them again. I’m going to have the government declared the polka-dot weed a public utility and take control of it. That will keep out the rats and the slickers and will insure a fair price.”


  Hap changed his cigar to the other corner of his mouth.


  “You’ve still got ideals, Hart,” he mocked. “Ideals after 18 years in a newspaper office. That’s something.”


  “Look here,” snarled Hart, “you get back to your silly prize fights and your asinine baseball games and leave me alone. I got a man’s job to do.”


  Johnny Mason, a sheet of yellow paper gripped in his hand, stuck his head in the door.


  “Got a load of bad news,” he said. “Funny news.”


  “What is it?” asked Hart.


  Johnny laid the paper in front of him.


  “Three ships took off from Radium City for New Chicago,” Johnny said, “to get a shipment of polka-dot weed. They’ve disappeared. No radio contact. No reports. Nothing.”


  Hart hummed under his breath. “Something funny here,” he said.


  “And that’s not all,” Johnny told him. “The freighter that was sent out from New York to Venus for the weed is coming back. Got out just beyond the orbit of the moon and blew three tubes. Improper fuel mixture.”


  BOB FOUND Doc at a table in the Venus Flower saloon. “How’s Susan?” Bob asked.


  “Getting along all right,” said Doc dolefully. “She’ll be up and around in a few days.”


  Doc fondled his bottle, gazed mournfully at it and shoved it across the table to the reporter. Bob tilted it and the living fire of Martian bocca slashed down his throat. He set the bottle back on the table and coughed.


  “Bob,” said Doc, “I feel lower than a snake’s belly. I have been sitting off to one side talking to myself and I am downright astounded at what I found out.”


  “That’s a fine way for the man who discovered a cure for the Hunger Disease to be talking,” Bob remarked.


  “That’s just it,” explained Doc. “You see, I didn’t discover that cure. I would never have guessed it in a hundred years. But you told the people I was the one who did it. And now the International Medical Society wants me to come to New York and be the guest of honor at a big banquet. They are going to decorate me. Just talked to the Society president over the radio.”


  “That’s fine,” said Bob.


  Doc shook his head.


  “It isn’t fine,” he protested. “Long as I am out here, buried in this mud-hole, I’m a world hero because you’ve made me one. But it won’t take those doctors in New York five minutes to find I am a phony. I am just an old booze-bound. I haven’t got too much brain left any more. Liked liquor too well. About all I’m fit to be is a doctor out here. I can patch up a busted leg and I can pull an aching tooth and I can doctor colds, but that’s about all I’m good for any more.”


  “You’re drunk,” Bob accused. “You’ll feel differently when you sober up. I made you a hero and I’m going to keep you a hero if I kill you doing it.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” Doc mumbled.


  “Anyhow, I’m not looking forward to that trip to New York.”


  In silence they sat and watched the rain pour down, making a river of the street.


  “How’s everything out at the farms?” Doc asked.


  “Still peaceful,” Bob said. “I hope I can keep it that way until Hart gets the court to issue that injunction. There were about a dozen Venus Land men came over from Radium City in the ship. When Zeke showed some fight and Angus refused to serve any more papers, the ones who went out with Angus went back to the ship for reinforcements. Then the whole mob went back to Zeke’s place and found it deserted. Zeke and his wife had skinned out to warn their friends. So the Venus Land bunch moved in, figuring, I suppose, that they should establish some sort of possession rights. Zeke roused up his boys and that place is an armed camp. They have every path guarded and a ring thrown around Zeke’s cabin. They’re hoping the Venus Land boys make just one false move, so they can have an excuse to start shooting. But I got Zeke to promise he’d keep peaceable as long as possible.”


  “If something don’t happen pretty soon,” said Doc, “we’ll have a posse from town going out there. Nobody around here has much love for Venus Land.”


  “All we can do is wait,” Bob said. “Hart will move heaven and hell to get that injunction through. Those ships that were sent out to get the weed should be here pretty soon. Should have been here before now, in fact.”


  VI.


  “WHAT’S THAT?” Mart yelled into the phone. “I know what you have to say is important, but wait just a second. Get your breath. Talk slowly, so I can understand you.”


  In the visi-plate Hart saw the reporter gulp and draw in a deep breath.


  “It’s like this,” the reporter said, talking slowly, with clipped precise speech, as if he had applied an actual physical brake to his tongue. “The boys down here at Interplanetary Police headquarters have been working for the past several months on a tip some big plot was underway, aimed against the system government.


  “That plot broke today when the police captured one of the men in the ring. They did some persuading and he talked. He said that the gang he was working with was responsible for the Hunger Disease. They had spread the bacteria that caused it all over both Venus and Earth. They had planned to spread it on Mars, too.”


  “Edwards,” snarled Hart, “are you sure you got the right dope?”


  “You bet I am.” said the reporter. “The chief down here just released the story.”


  “Herb,” Hart roared to his assistant, “get on the extension and listen to this.”


  “Now,” he said to the reporter, “go ahead.”


  “It’s a screwy story, but it’s the straight dope,” the reporter cautioned.


  “I don’t give a damn how screwy it is,” yelled Hart. “If it’s news we print it.”


  “The police didn’t give us the name of this fellow who confessed, but I saw him. He is a big man, a good deal larger than the average man, and his skin is a deep tan, almost black, as if he had been out in the sun a lot.”


  “Say,” said Hart, “are you going to tell us what happened or are you going to spend the afternoon just blabbering around? I want facts and the quicker I get them the better it will be for you.”


  “All right,” said Edwards, “here they are.


  “The man the police rounded up told them that he was not really a Terrestrial. Said he came from Mars and was the member of some secret organization. I got that spelled out. Had the chief spell for me. G-e-n-z-i-k. Genzik. At one time he claimed his people ruled Mars. That was thousands of years ago. But the Martians rose up and ousted them, chased them out. Since then the tribe or whatever it is has been living out in the desert.”


  “Edwards,” snarled Hart, “that’s all a matter of history. There was a Genzik dynasty on Mars thousands of years ago.”


  “Oh, so that’s it,” said Edwards. “I couldn’t figure out that part of the story very well. Anyhow, this fellow told the police that for years and years the Genziks have planned to take over the three worlds of Mars, Earth and Venus. There weren’t enough of them to do any real fighting, so they developed this Hunger Disease bacteria. Seems that it was the bacteria of a disease that at one time almost wiped out all of Mars’ population. They sent their men all over Venus and Mars and spread the bacteria where it would do the most good. The police have sent out warnings to all police stations all over and they are trying to round up the rest of the gang. Far as I could make out, there are several thousand Genziks loose on Venus and Earth.”


  “SAY,” snapped Hart, “did the chief tell you that the Genziks were responsible for the disappearance of the three ships that left Radium city?”


  “Yes,” said Edwards, “I was just getting around to that. And he said they were responsible for the wrecking of the Earth freighter that started out for Venus to get this polka-dot weed. You see, they knew about the polka-dot weed. That was what saved Mars when the Hunger Disease threatened to wipe it out years ago. But they didn’t know there was any polka-dot weed growing any more until they read the New Chicago story in the papers late last night.


  This fellow claimed that after the Genziks were chased out by the Martians there wasn’t much science or knowledge left on Mars. The Genziks, he said, were the intellectual boys on that planet and had done a lot to help the Martians and that’s what made them so mad when the Martians turned against them. He said that the Genziks came from Earth a long time ago, thousands of years ago. From some place like Atlantic—”


  “Atlantis?” asked Hart.


  “Yeah, that’s it,” said Edwards, joyfully.


  “Listen,” said Hart, “do you mean to tell me you don’t even know the old story of Atlantis? You don’t know enough Martian history to know who the Genziks were. You thought they were some kind of a gang. You figured maybe this was a big story, but you haven’t got any idea how damn big it is. Now, I want you to go back to police headquarters and try not to act too damn dumb. I’ll be sending some of the other boys down and when they get there you come back here. I’m going to try you out as a copy boy and if you don’t make good there, I’m going to bounce you right out on your ear.”


  Hart slammed up the phone and switched around to face his assistant.


  “You got that, Herb?” he asked, tensely.


  Herb nodded.


  “All right then,” said Hart, “get to work. Send one of the photographers down to try to get a shot of this bird the police caught. Send somebody down to replace Edwards. He’s too dumb to breathe. Have someone look up the history of the old Genziks and write a feature yarn. Use the revenge angle. Those boys have been hiding out somewhere up on Mars for centuries, frothing at the mouth and planning revenge ever since they were turned out by the Martians. Play up the Atlantis angle. Somebody once advanced the theory that the Genziks were either from Atlantis or Mu. Said they had built spaceships when our forefathers were still swinging around in trees and went out to Mars to establish the dynasty. Can’t remember who it was—but whoever it was got laughed at plenty.”


  “I know who it was,” said Herb quietly. “It was our old friend, Dr. Jacob Hansler. Everybody thought he was teched in the head.”


  Hart smote the desk with his fist. “Herb,” he said, “that’s the angle. Old Jake again. Go to town on that story. It ties right up with the polka-dot weed yam—how Jake found it and everything.”


  The editor switched back to his desk. “I’m going to call the IP chief and find out if he’s taking any measures to protect New Chicago. Hell’s liable to pop there any minute. The Genziks will try to destroy the weed fields or I’m a dirty space-rat.”


  But as he lifted the receiver the buzzer rang softly.


  Snapping on the visi-plate connection, Hart saw the face of Justice Phillips. “Oh, it’s you,” he said.


  “Yes, Mr. Hart,” said the Justice. “I’m just calling you to tell you that I acted as you suggested. The New Chicago authorities already have been notified of the injunction and instructed to act accordingly.”


  VII.


  ANGUS MACDEONALD hitched up his trousers and shifted his chew to the other side of his mouth. “In all my years as marshal of this town,” he announced, “I never enjoyed anything like I’m going to enjoy this job. I sure am going to have a lot of fun kicking those Venus Land babies out of Zeke’s place.” He doubled up one powerful fist and looked at it admiringly.


  “I sure hope they resist,” he remarked wistfully.


  He stuffed into his pocket the yellow slip of paper on which his instructions from the Radium City court were typed, “Going with me, Bob?” he asked. “No,” said Bob, “I’m going to stay here and wait for the police ships from Radium City. They ought to be here any minute now. From what Hart told me just now we’re sitting right on top of a keg of dynol and I’ll feel a lot safer when the police get here.”


  “You want to go, Doc?” asked Angus. “Nope,” said Doc. “This has been an exciting day and I feel all tuckered out. But I’m a happy man. This news about the Genziks has justified my faith in old Jake. They laughed at him back on Earth when he said the Genziks were the old Atlanteans. And now it sure looks like they were.”


  “All right, then,” said Angus. “But you boys are missing a lot of fun.” Plodding through the ankle-deep red mud Angus started down the road.


  “Still a regular old war-horse,” observed Doc. “From what I have heard he sure was an old hell-hound in his day. He damn near stopped all traffic between Mars and Earth thirty years ago. Had the whole Interplanetary Police force on his trail at times. But he had a good ship and he always showed them a clean pair of heels. Old-timers claim he could make a spaceship turn on a dime.”


  “Let’s go back to the station,” suggested Bob. “You and Sandy can finish that game of checkers while we’re waiting for the police ships.”


  “O.K.,” said Doc.


  From far up the road came a hail from Angus.


  “Ship coming in,” he yelled.


  They stood stock-still, waiting. From the east, faintly, they heard the roar of rocket tubes.


  “Right close down,” Angus yelled to them.


  Again came the blasting of the tubes, nearer this time.


  “That isn’t any police ship,” said Bob.


  “And it isn’t a transport, either,” declared Doc.


  The tubes roared again, and over the eastern horizon the watchers saw the reddish glare of the explosion through the blanketing clouds.


  Then the blast seemed to be almost over them and, far up, dimmed by the heavy cloud layer, they saw the angry belching of the rockets.


  The ship circled to the west, turned back, stabbing away with short blasts.


  “They’re coming in,” said Bob.


  The ship dropped down, heading for the landing field. It was a beautiful ship, gleaming, silvery even in the dimness of approaching twilight.


  “Never saw one like that before,” said Doc.


  Only a few hundred feet up it rushed over the town, swung in for the field.


  Suddenly a tongue of red flame leaped out from the bow of the ship, a flame that smashed against the radio station and wiped it out in a furnace blast of terrific heat.


  A scorching wave of heat swept over Bob and Doc, heat that stifled them, seemed to sear their eyeballs. As if someone had suddenly opened the door of a white-hot fire box.


  The ship swooped over the field, swung in a wide arc, heading back toward the town.


  “Run,” Bob shouted to Doc. “Into the jungle! It’s the Genziks! They’re going to blast the town!”


  BUT DOC did not run. Instead he caught Bob by the sleeve and pointed out on the field.


  “Look at Angus,” he shouted. “What’s the damn fool up to now?”


  Angus was running across the field, jerking out his flame pistol as he ran, straight toward the Venus Land ship.


  “My Lord,” breathed Bob. “He’s going to fight them singlehanded.”


  “Angus,” shouted Doc, “come back here. You can’t do that. You haven’t a chance. That ship’s not armed.”


  But Angus apparently did not hear.


  They saw him reach the ship and blast the door lock with a single shot from the pistol. With bare hands he wrenched the red-hot door open and disappeared within the ship.


  “The old fool’s crazy mad,” said Doc. “Sandy was in the station and he’s dead now. Angus thought the world of that boy. Had a right to.”


  The Genzik ship was coming back, bearing down on the town. It swept over the landing field and once again from its bow reached out the tongue of flame. A building went up in a puff of flashing fire. Another and another. As the ship zoomed up it left behind it a line of death and destruction, the entire east side of the street burned to the ground, a blackened ruin, with a few steel girders still glowing.


  The street was alive with screaming humanity. Running, terrified human beings, some seeking shelter in the jungle, others running aimlessly, a few standing as if paralyzed, gazing up into the clouds.


  From the landing field came a roar and the Venus Land ship shot upward with terrific speed to disappear in the heavy clouds.


  The Genzik ship was circling, blasting away with short explosions, jockeying into position to strike at the row of buildings on the west side of the street.


  “Maybe we better take to the jungle,” suggested Doc.


  Bob nodded. “There won’t be much left of New Chicago after those fellows get through,” he said. “They’ll blast the town and then they’ll sweep the farms. They’ll turn this one little section into a desert. After they are through there won’t be any polka-dot weed or anything else left.”


  “Angus is up there,” said Doc.


  “But he won’t be able to do a thing. He has nothing to fight with,” protested Bob.


  The Genzik ship was headed hack toward the town. Through the clouds the two in the road could see its silvery bulk.


  Swiftly Doc and Bob sprinted toward the jungle, but at its edge they halted and looked back as a series of deafening explosions seemed to shake the ground beneath their feet.


  The Genzik ship was nearing the edge of the town, but above it, bearing down upon it, with tubes wide open, came a black ship—the Venus Land ship guided by the hand of an old dare-devil of space, a man old-timers said could turn a spaceship on a dime.


  Like a flaming meteor the black ship speared downward, the world a-tremble with the roaring of its tubes.


  Then the rocket blast was drowned out as the sky was lighted with a mushrooming blaze of white light and the very jungle rocked to the detonations of a violent explosion.


  For a split second Bob saw the two ships locked together, surrounded by a corona of eye-searing blue-white flame as the fuel tanks exploded at the impact.


  Trailing a column of fire, the ships dropped like a plummet and thudded into the jungle.


  “By Heaven,” said Doc, “he did it. And he died the way he always wanted to, with his hands on space controls.


  “YOU KNOW,” said Doc, “I’ve regained my confidence. I’m not going to let any of those high-powered New York medics high-hat me. I got what I’m going to say all figured out. I am going to say, ‘Gentlemen: I am very pleased to be here——’ ”


  “Sure,” said Bob, “you got that much figured out, but what are you going to say after that?”


  “Say,” said Doc, “I got that all figured out, too.”


  “Listen, Doc,” warned Bob, “you pipe down. It’s time for us to get on board.


  There’s a rule against letting drunks aboard and if you don’t straighten up they’ll make you wait until the next ship.”


  Together the two moved toward the huge ship that rested, ready for the takeoff, on the New Chicago field.


  Bob, with one foot on the gangplank, turned when he heard his name shouted.


  Across the field ran Zeke, his arms waving, the flame pistol holster flapping against his thigh.


  “Wait a minute,” he shouted. “Wait a minute, Bob.”


  Bob waited.


  At the foot of the gangplank Zeke gripped his hand.


  “Remember that skink I was telling you about?” he asked. “The one that took to living in my wood pile?”


  Bob nodded.


  “He dang near tantalized me to death for months,” Zeke said. “I laid for him, but I never could get him.”


  “So I suppose you finally did get him,” Bob said.


  “Hell, no,” said Zeke. “This morning he had pups!”


  SEEDS OF THE DUSK


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Kaw, the Crow, recognized in this thing that it was alien—not of Earth—and that, to him, spelled danger to himself and all his kind.


  For years the spore had been drifting and bobbing erratically between the paths of Earth and Mars, along with billions of other spores of the same kind. Now the gravity of the Sun drew it a few million miles closer to Earth’s orbit, now powerful magnetic radiations from solar vortices forced it back toward the world of its origin.


  It seemed entirely a plaything of chance. And, of course, up to a point it was. But back of its erratic, unconscious wanderings, there was intelligence that had done its best to take advantage of the law of averages.


  The desire for rebirth and survival was the dominant urge of this intelligence. For this was during the latter days, when Earth itself was showing definite signs of senility, and Mars was near as dead as the Moon.


  Strange, intricate spore-pods, conceived as a man might conceive a new invention, but put into concrete form by a process of minutely exact growth control, had burst explosively toward a black, spacial sky. In dusty clouds the spores had been hurled upward into the vacuum thinness that had once been an extensive atmosphere. Most of them had, of course, dropped back to the red, arid soil; but a comparative few, buffeted by feeble air currents, and measured numerically in billions, had found their way from the utterly tenuous upper reaches of Mars’ gaseous envelope into the empty ether of the void.


  With elements of a conscious purpose added, the thing that was taking place was a demonstration of the ancient Arrhenius Spore Theory, which, countless ages ago, had explained the propagation of life from world to world.


  The huge, wonderful parent growths were left behind, to continue a hopeless fight for survival on a burnt-out world. During succeeding summer seasons they would hurl more spores into the interplanetary abyss. But soon they themselves would be only brown, mummied relics—one with the other relics of Mars; the gray, carven monoliths; the strange, hemispherical dwellings, dotted with openings arranged like the cells of a honeycomb. Habitations of an intelligent animal folk, long perished, who had never had use for halls or rooms, as such things are known to men, on Earth.


  THE ERA of utter death would come to Mars, when nothing would move on its surface except the shadows shifting across dusty deserts, and the molecules of sand and rock vibrating with a little warmth from the hot, though shrunken, Sun. Death—complete death! But the growths which were the last civilized beings of Mars had not originated there. Once they had been on the satellites of Jupiter, too. And before that—well, perhaps even the race memory of their kind had lost the record of those dim, distant ages. Always they had waited their chance, and when the time came—when a world was physically suited for their development—they had acted.


  A single spore was enough to supply the desired foothold on a planet. Almost inevitably—since chance is, in fundamentals, a mathematical element depending on time and numbers and repetition—that single spore reached the upper atmosphere of Earth.


  For months, it bobbed erratically in tenuous, electrified gases. It might have been shot into space again. Upward and downward it wandered; but with gravity to tug at its insignificant mass, probability favored its ultimate descent to the harsh surface.


  It found a resting place, at last, in a frozen desert gully. Around the gully were fantastic, sugar-loaf mounds. Near-by was one thin, ruined spire of blue porcelain—an empty reminder of a gentler era, long gone.


  The location thus given to it seemed hardly favorable in its aspect. For this was the northern hemisphere, locked now in the grip of a deadly winter. The air, depleted through the ages, as was the planet’s water supply, was arid and thin. The temperature, though not as rigorous and deadening as that of interplanetary space, ranged far below zero. Mars in this age was near dead; Earth was a dying world.


  But perhaps this condition, in itself, was almost favorable. The spore belonged to a kind of life developed to meet the challenge of a generally much less friendly environment than that of even this later-day Earth.


  There was snow in that desert gully—maybe a quarter-inch depth of it. The rays of the Sun—white and dwarfed after so many eons of converting its substance into energy—did not melt any of that snow even at noon. But this did not matter. The life principle within the spore detected favorable conditions for its germination, just as, in spring, the vital principle of Earthly seeds had done for almost incalculable ages.


  By a process parallel to that of simple fermentation, a tiny amount of heat was generated within the spore. A few crystals of snow around it turned to moisture, a minute quantity of which the alien speck of life absorbed. Roots finer than spiderweb grew, groping into the snow. At night they were frozen solid, but during the day they resumed their brave activity.


  The spore expanded, but did not burst. For its shell was a protecting armor which must be made to increase in size gradually without rupture. Within it, intricate chemical processes were taking place. Chlorophyl there was absorbing sunshine and carbon dioxide and water. Starch and cellulose and free oxygen were being produced.


  SO FAR, these processes were quite like those of common terrestrial flora. But there were differences. For one thing, the oxygen was not liberated to float in the atmosphere. It had been ages since such lavish waste had been possible on Mars, whose thin air had contained but a small quantity of oxygen in its triatomic form, ozone, even when Earth was young.


  The alien thing stored its oxygen, compressing the gas into the tiny compartments in its hard, porous, outer shell. The reason was simple. Oxygen, combining with starch in a slow, fermentive combustion, could produce heat to ward off the cold that would otherwise stop growth.


  The spore had become a plant now. First, it was no bigger than a pinhead. Then it increased its size to the dimensions of a small marble, its fuzzy, green-brown shape firmly anchored to the soil itself by its long, fibrous roots. Like any terrestrial growth, it was an intricate chemical laboratory, where transformations took place that were not easy to comprehend completely.


  And now, perhaps, the thing was beginning to feel the first glimmerings of a consciousness, like a human child rising out of the blurred, unremembering fog of birth. Strange, oily nodules, scattered throughout its tissues, connected by means of a complex network of delicate, white threads, which had the functions of a nervous system, were developing and growing—giving to the spore-plant from Mars the equivalent of a brain. Here was a sentient vegetable in the formative stage.


  A sentient vegetable? Without intelligence it is likely that the ancestors of this nameless invader from across the void would long ago have lost their battle for survival.


  What senses were given to this strange mind, by means of which it could be aware of its environment? Undoubtedly it possessed faculties of sense that could detect things in a way that was as far beyond ordinary human conception as vision is to those individuals who have been born blind. But in a more simple manner it must have been able to feel heat and cold and to hear sounds, the latter perhaps by the sensitivity of its fine, cilialike spines. And certainly it could see in a way comparable to that of a man.


  For, scattered over the round body of the plant, and imbedded deep in horny hollows in its shell, were little organs, lensed with a clear, vegetable substance. These organs were eyes, developed, perhaps, from far more primitive light-sensitive cells, such as many forms of terrestrial flora possess.


  BUT DURING those early months, the spore plant saw little that could be interpreted as a threat, swiftly to be fulfilled. Winter ruled, and the native life of this desolate region was at a standstill.


  There was little motion except that of keen, cutting winds, shifting dust, and occasional gusts of fine, dry snow. The white, shrunken Sun rose in the east, to creep with protracted slowness across the sky, shedding but the barest trace of warmth. Night came, beautiful and purple and mysterious, yet bleak as the crystalline spirit of an easy death.


  Through the ages, Earth’s rate of rotation had been much decreased by the tidal drag of Solar and Lunar gravities. The attraction of the Moon was now much increased, since the satellite was nearer to Terra than it had been in former times. Because of the decreased rate of rotation, the days and nights were correspondingly lengthened.


  All the world around the spore plant was a realm of bleak, unpeopled desolation. Only once, while the winter lasted, did anything happen to break the stark monotony. One evening, at moon-rise, a slender metal car flew across the sky with the speed of a bullet. A thin propelling streamer of fire trailed in its wake, and the pale moonglow was reflected from its prow. A shrill, mechanical scream made the rarefied atmosphere vibrate, as the craft approached to a point above the desert gully, passed, and hurtled away, to leave behind it only a startling silence and an aching memory.


  For the spore plant did remember. Doubtless there was a touch of fear in that memory, for fear is a universal emotion, closely connected with the law of self-preservation, which is engrained in the texture of all life, regardless of its nature or origin.


  Men. Or rather, the cold, cruel, cunning little beings who were the children of men. The Itorloo, they called themselves. The invader could not have known their form as yet, or the name of the creatures from which they were descended. But it could guess something of their powers from the flying machine they had built. Inherited memory must have played a part in giving the queer thing from across the void this dim comprehension. On other worlds its ancestors had encountered animal folk possessing a similar science. And the spore plant was surely aware that here on Earth the builders of this speeding craft were its most deadly enemies.


  The Itorloo, however, inhabiting their vast underground cities, had no knowledge that their planet had received an alien visitation—one which might have deadly potentialities. And in this failure to know, the little spore plant, hidden in a gully where no Itorloo foot had been set in a thousand years, was safe.


  Now there was nothing for it to do but grow and prepare to reproduce its kind, to be watchful for lesser enemies, and to develop its own peculiar powers.


  IT IS NOT to be supposed that it must always lack, by its very nature, an understanding of physics and chemistry and biological science. It possessed no test tubes, or delicate instruments, as such things were understood by men. But it was gifted with something—call it an introspective sense—which enabled it to study in minute detail every single chemical and physical process that went on within its own substance. It could feel not only the juices coursing sluggishly through its tissues, but it could feel, too, in a kind of atomic pattern, the change of water and carbon dioxide into starch and free oxygen.


  Gift a man with the same power that the invader’s kind had acquired, perhaps by eons of practice and directed will—that of feeling vividly even the division of cells, and the nature of the protoplasm in his own tissues—and it is not hard to believe that he would soon delve out even the ultimate secret of life. And in the secret of life there must be involved almost every conceivable phase of practical science.


  The spore plant proceeded with its marvelous self-education, part of which must have been only recalling to mind the intricate impressions of inherited memories.


  Meanwhile it studied carefully its bleak surroundings, prompted not only by fear, but by curiosity as well. To work effectively, it needed understanding of its environment. Intelligence it possessed beyond question; still it was hampered by many limitations. It was a plant, and plants have not an animal’s capacity for quick action, either of offense or defense. Here, forever, the entity from across the void was at a vast disadvantage, in this place of pitiless competition. In spite of all its powers, it might now have easily been destroyed.


  The delicate, ruined tower of blue porcelain, looming up from the brink of the gully—— The invader, scrutinizing it carefully for hours and days, soon knew every chink and crack and fanciful arabesque on its visible side. It was only a ruin, beautiful and mysterious alike by sunshine and moonlight, and when adorned with a fine sifting of snow. But the invader, lost on a strange world, could not be sure of its harmlessness.


  Close to the tower were those rude, high, sugar-loaf mounds, betraying a sinister cast. They were of hard-packed Earth, dotted with many tiny openings. But in the cold, arid winter, there was no sign of life about them now.


  All through those long, arctic months, the spore plant continued to develop, and to grow toward the reproductive stage. And it was making preparations too—combining the knowledge acquired by its observations with keen guesswork, and with a science apart from the manual fabrication of metal and other substances.


  II.


  A MILDER season came at last. The Sun’s rays were a little warmer now. Some of the snow melted, moistening the ground enough to germinate Earthly seeds. Shoots sprang up, soon to develop leaves and grotesque, devilish-looking flowers.


  In the mounds beside the blue tower a slow awakening took place. Millions of little, hard, reddish bodies became animated once more, ready to battle grim Nature for sustenance. The ages had done little to the ants, except to increase their fierceness and cunning. Almost any organic substances could serve them as food, and their tastes showed but little discrimination between one dainty and another. And it was inevitable, of course, that presently they should find the spore plant.


  Nor were they the latter’s only enemies, even in this desert region. Of the others, Kaw and his black-feathered brood were the most potent makers of trouble. Not because they would attempt active offense themselves, but because they were able to spread news far and wide.


  Kaw wheeled alone now, high in the sunlight, his ebon wings outstretched, his cruel, observant little eyes studying the desolate terrain below. Buried in the sand, away from the cold, he and his mate and their companions had slept through the winter. Now Kaw was fiercely hungry. He could eat ants if he had to, but there should be better food available at this time of year.


  Once, his keen eyes spied gray movement far below. As if his poised and graceful flight was altered by the release of a trigger, Kaw dived plummetlike and silent toward the ground.


  His attack was more simple and direct than usual. But it was successful. His reward was a large, long-tailed rodent, as clever as himself. The creature uttered squeaks of terror as meaningful as human cries for help. In a moment, however, Kaw split its intelligently rounded cranium with a determined blow from his strong, pointed beak. Bloody brains were devoured with indelicate gusto, to be followed swiftly by the less tasty flesh of the victim. If Kaw had ever heard of table manners, he didn’t bother with them. Kaw was intensely practical.


  His crop full, Kaw was now free to exercise the mischievous curiosity which he had inherited from his ancient forbears. They who had, in the long-gone time when Earth was young, uprooted many a young corn shoot, and had yammered derisively from distant treetops when any irate farmer had gone after them with a gun.


  With a clownish skip of his black, scaly feet, and a show-offish swerve of his dusty, ebon wings, Kaw took to the air once more. Upward he soared, his white-lidded eyes directed again toward the ground, seeking something interesting to occupy his attention and energies.


  Thus, presently, he saw a brownish puff that looked like smoke or dust in the gully beside the ruined blue tower at the pinnacle of which he and his mate were wont to build their nest in summer. Sound came then—a dull, ringing pop. The dusty cloud expanded swiftly upward, widening and thinning until its opacity was dissipated into the clearness of the atmosphere.


  KAW WAS really startled. That this was so was evinced by the fact that he did not voice his harsh, rasping cry, as he would have done had a lesser occurrence caught his attention. He turned back at first, and began to retreat, his mind recognizing only one possibility in what had occurred. Only the Itorloo, the Children of Men, as far as he knew, could produce explosions like that. And the Itorloo were cruel and dangerous.


  However, Kaw did not go far in his withdrawal. Presently—since there were no further alarming developments—he was circling back toward the source of the cloud and the noise. But for many minutes he kept what he considered a safe distance, the while he tried to determine the nature of the strange, bulging, grayish-green thing down there in the gully.


  A closer approach, he decided finally, was best made from the ground. And so he descended, alighting several hundred yards distant from the narrow pocket in the desert.


  Thence he proceeded to walk cautiously forward, taking advantage of the cover of the rocks and dunes, his feathers gleaming with a dusty, rainbow sheen, his large head bobbing with the motion of his advance like any fowl’s. His maimer was part laughably ludicrous, part scared, and part determined.


  And then, peering from behind a large boulder, he saw what he had come to see. It was a bulging, slightly flattened sphere, perhaps a yard across. From it projected flat, oval things of a gray-green color, like the leaves of a cactus. And from these, in turn, grew clublike protuberances of a hard, horny texture—spore-pods. One of them was blasted open, doubtless by the pressure of gas accumulated within it. These spore-pods were probably not as complexly or powerfully designed as those used by the parent growths on Mars, for they were intended for a simpler purpose. The entire plant bristled with sharp spines, and was furred with slender hairs, gleaming like little silver wires.


  Around the growth, thousands of ant bodies lay dead, and from its vicinity other thousands of living were retreating. Kaw eyed these evidences critically, guessing with wits as keen as those of a man of old their sinister significance. He knew, too, that presently other spore-pods would burst with loud, disturbing noises.


  Kaw felt a twinge of dread. Evolution, working through a process of natural selection—and, in these times of hardship and pitiless competition, putting a premium on intelligence—had given to his kind a brain power far transcending that of his ancestors. He could observe, and could interpret his observations with the same practical comprehension which a primitive human being might display. But, like those primitives, he had developed, too, a capacity to feel superstitious awe.


  That gray-green thing of mystery had a fantastic cast which failed to identify it with—well—with naturalness. Kaw was no botanist, certainly; still he could recognize the object as a plant of some kind. But those little, bright, eye-lenses suggested an unimaginable scrutiny. And those spines, silvery in sheen, suggested ghoulish animation, the existence of which Kaw could sense as a nameless and menacing unease.


  HE COULD guess, then, or imagine—or even know, perhaps—that here was an intruder who might well make itself felt with far-reaching consequences in the future. Kaw was aware of the simple fact that most of the vegetation he was acquainted with grew from seeds or the equivalent. And he was capable of concluding that this flattened spheroid reproduced itself in a manner not markedly unfamiliar. That is, if one was to accept the evidence of the spore-pods. Billions of spores, scattering with the wind! What would be the result?


  Kaw would not have been so troubled, were it not for those crumpled thousands of ant bodies, and the enigma of their death. It was clear that the ants had come to feed on the invader—but they had perished. How? By some virulent plant poison, perhaps?


  The conclusions which intelligence provides can produce fear where fear would otherwise be impossible. Kaw’s impulse was to seek safety in instant departure, but horror and curiosity fascinated him. Another deeper, more reasoned urge commanded him. When a man smells smoke in his house at night, he does not run away; he investigates. And so it was with Kaw.


  He hopped forward cautiously toward the invader. A foot from its rough, curving side he halted. There, warily, as if about to attack a poisonous lizard, he steeled himself. Lightly and swiftly his beak shot forward. It touched the tip of a sharp spine.


  The result left Kaw dazed. It was as though he had received a stunning blow on the head. A tingling, constricting sensation shot through his body, and he was down, flopping in the dust.


  Electricity. Kaw had never heard of such a thing. Electricity generated chemically in the form of the invader, by a process analogous to that by which, in dim antiquity, it had been generated in the bodies of electric eels and other similar creatures.


  However, there was a broad difference here between the subject and the analogy. Electric eels had never understood the nature of their power, for they were as unresponsible for it as they were unresponsible for the shape of the flesh in which they had been cast. The spore plant, on the other hand, comprehended minutely. Its electric organs had been minutely preplanned and conceived before one living cell of their structure had been caused to grow on another. And these organs were not inherited, but were designed to meet the more immediate needs of self-protection. During the winter, the invader, studying its surroundings, had guessed well.


  Slowly Kaw’s brain cleared. He heard an ominous buzzing, and knew that it issued from the plant. But what he did not know was that, like the electric organs, the thing’s vocal equipment was invented for possible use in its new environment. For days, since the coming of spring, the invader had been listening to sounds of various kinds, and had recognized their importance on Earth.


  Now Raw had but one thought, and that was to get away. Still dazed and groggy, he leaped into the air. From behind him, in his hurried departure, he heard a dull plop. More billions of spores, mixing with the wind, to be borne far and wide.


  BUT NOW, out of his excitement, Raw drew a reasoned and fairly definite purpose. He had a fair idea of what he was going to do, even though the course of action he had in mind might involve him with the greatest of his enemies. Yet, when it came to a choice, he would take the known in preference to the unknown.


  He soared upward toward the bright blue of the heavens. The porcelain tower, the ant hills, and the low mounds which marked the entrances to the rodent colonies slipped swiftly behind. As if the whole drab landscape were made to move on an endless belt.


  Raw was looking for his mate, and for the thirty-odd, black-winged individuals who formed his tribe.


  Singly and in small groups, he contacted and collected them. Loud, raucous cries, each with a definite verbal meaning, were exchanged. Menace was on the Earth-bizarre, nameless menace. Excitement grew to fever pitch.


  Dusk, beautiful and soft and forbidding, found the bird clan assembled in a chamber high-placed in a tremendous edifice many miles from where Raw had made his discovery. The building belonged to the same gentle culture which had produced the blue porcelain tower. The floor of the chamber was doubtless richly mosaiced. But these were relics of departed splendor now thickly masked with dust and filth.


  From the walls, however, painted landscapes of ethereal beauty, and the faces of a happy humankind of long ago peeped through the gathering shadows. They were like ghosts, a little awed at what had happened to the world to which they had once belonged. Those gentle folk had dwelt in a kindlier climate which was now stripped forever from the face of the Earth. And they had been wiped out by creatures who were human too, but of a different, cruder race.


  Through delicately carven screens of pierced marble, far up on the sides of the chamber’s vast, brooding rotunda, the fading light of day gleamed, like a rose glow through the lacework of fairies.


  But this palace of old. dedicated to laughter and fun and luxury, and to the soaring dreams of the fine arts, was now only a chill, dusty gathering place for a clan of black-winged, gruesome harpies.


  They chuckled and chattered and cawed, like the crows of dead eras. But these sounds, echoing eerily beneath cloistered arches, dim and abhorrent in the advancing gloom of night, differed from that antique yammering. It constituted real, intelligent conversation.


  Raw, perched high on a fancifully wrought railing of bronze, green with the patina of age, urged his companions with loud cries, and with soft, pleading notes. In his own way, he had some of the qualities of a master orator. But, as all through an afternoon of similar arguing, he was getting nowhere. His tribe was afraid. And so it was becoming more and more apparent that he must undertake his mission alone. Even Teka, his mate, would not accompany him.


  At last Kaw ruffled his neck feathers, and shook his head violently in an avian gesture of disgust. He leaped from his perch and shot through a glassless window with an angry scream that was like the curse of a black ghoul.


  It was the first time that he had ever undertaken a long journey at night. But in his own judgment, necessity was such that no delay could be tolerated.


  The stars were sharp and clear, the air chill and frosty. The ground was dotted sparsely with faint glimmerings from the chimneys of the crude furnaces which, during the colder nights of spring and fall, warmed the underground rodent colonies.


  After a time the Moon rose, huge and yellow, like the eye of a monster. In that gloom and silence, Kaw found it easy to feel the creeping and imperceptible, yet avalanching, growth of horror. He could not be sure, of course, that he was right in his guess that the mission he had undertaken was grimly important. But his savage intuition was keen.


  The Itorloo—the Children of Men—he must see them, and tell them what he knew. Kaw was aware that the Itorloo had no love for any but themselves. But they were more powerful than the winds and the movements of the Sun and Moon themselves. They would find a swift means to defeat the silent danger.


  And so, till the gray dawn, Kaw flew on and on, covering many hundreds of miles, until he saw a low dome of metal, capping a hill. The soft half-light of early morning sharpened its outlines to those of a beautiful, ebon silhouette, peaceful and yet forbidding. Beneath it, as Kaw knew, was a shaft leading down to the wondrous underworld of the Itorloo, as intriguing to his mind as a shadowland of magic.


  Fear tightened its constricting web around Kaw’s heart—but retreat was something that must not be. There was too much at stake ever to permit a moment of hesitation.


  Kaw swung into a wide arc, circling the dome. His long wings, delicately poised for a soaring glide, did not flap now, but dipped and rose to capture and make use of the lifting power of every vagrant wisp of breeze. And from his lungs issued a loud, raucous cry.


  “Itorloo!” he screamed. “Itorloo!”


  The word, except for its odd, parrotlike intonation, was pronounced in an entirely human manner. Kaw, in common with his crow ancestors, possessed an aptitude for mimicry of the speech of men.


  Tensely he waited for a sign, as he swung lower and nearer to the dome.


  III.


  ZAR FELT irritable. He did not like the lonely surface vigil and the routine astronomical checkings that constituted his duty. All night he’d sat there at his desk with signal lights winking around him, helping surface watchers at the other stations check the position of a new meteor swarm by means of crossing beams of probe rays.


  Angles, distances, numbers! Zar was disgusted. Why didn’t the construction crews hurry? The whole race could have been moved to Venus long ago, and might just as well have been. For as far as Zar could see, there was no real reason to retain a hold on the burnt-out Earth. The native Venusians should have been crushed a century back. There wasn’t any reason why this pleasant task shouldn’t have been accomplished then—no reason except stupid, official inertia!


  The sound of a shrill bird cry, throbbing from the pickup diaphragm on the wall, did not add any sweetening potion to Zar’s humor. At first he paid no attention; but the insistent screaming of the name of his kind—“Itorloo! Itorloo!”—at length aroused him to angry action.


  His broad, withered face, brown and hideous and goblinlike, twisted itself into an ugly grimace. He bounded up from his chair, and seized a small, pistollike weapon.


  A moment later he was out on the sandy slopes of the hill, looking up at the black shape that swooped and darted timidly, close to his head. On impulse Zar raised his weapon, no thought of compassion in his mind.


  But Kaw screamed again: “Itorloo! Loaaah!”


  In Zar’s language, “Loaaah!” meant “Danger!” very emphatically. Zar’s hand, bent on execution, was stayed for the moment at least. His shrewd little eyes narrowed, and from his lips there issued yammering sounds which constituted an understandable travesty of the speech of Kaw’s kind.


  “Speak your own tongue, creature!” he ordered sharply. “I can understand!”


  Still swooping and darting nervously, Kaw screamed forth his story, describing in quaint manner the thing he had seen, employing comparisons such as any primitive savage would use. In this way the invader was like a boulder, in that way it was like a thorn-cactus, and in other ways it resembled the instruments of death which the Itorloo employed. In all ways it was strange, and unlike anything ever seen before.


  And Zar listened with fresh and calculated attention, getting from this bird creature the information he required to locate the strange miracle. Kaw was accurate and clear enough in giving his directions.


  Zar might have forgotten his inherent ruthlessness where his feathered informer was concerned, had not Kaw become a trifle too insistent in his exhortations to action. He lingered too long and screamed too loudly.


  Irritated, Zar raised his weapon. Kaw swept away at once, but there was no chance for him to get out of range. Invisible energy shot toward him. Black feathers were torn loose, and floated aflame in the morning breeze. Kaw gave a shrill shriek of agony and reproach. Erratically he wavered to the ground.


  ZAR DID NOT even glance toward him, but retraced his way leisurely into the surface dome. An hour later, however, having received permission from his superiors, he had journeyed across those hundreds of miles to the gully beside the blue porcelain tower. And there he bent over the form of the invader. Zar was somewhat awed. He had never been to Mars. For two hundred thousand years or more, no creature from Earth had ever visited that planet. The Itorloo were too practical to attempt such a useless venture, and their more recent predecessors had lacked some of the adventurous incentive required for so great and hazardous a journey.


  But Zar had perused old records, belonging to an era half a million years gone by. He knew that this gray-green thing was at least like the flora of ancient Mars. Into his mind, matter-of-fact for the most part, came the glimmerings of a mighty romance, accentuating within him a consciousness of nameless dread, and of grand interplanetary distances.


  Spines. Bulging, hard-shelled, pulpy leaves that stored oxygen under pressure. Chlorophyl that absorbed sunshine and made starch, just as in an ordinary Earthly plant. Only the chlorophyl of this growth was beneath a thick, translucent shell, which altered the quality of the light it could reflect. That was why astronomers in the pre-interplanetary era had doubted the existence of vegetation on Mars. Green plants of Terra, when photographed with infrared light, looked silvery, like things of frost. But—because of their shells—


  Martian vegetation could not betray its presence in the same manner.


  Zar shuddered, though the morning air was not chill by his standards. The little gleaming orbs of the invader seemed to scrutinize him critically and coldly, and with a vast wisdom. Zar saw the shattered spore-pods, knowing that their contents now floated in the air, like dust—floated and settled—presenting a subtle menace whose tool was the unexpected, and against which—because of the myriad numbers of the widely scattered spores—only the most drastic methods could prevail.


  Belatedly, then, anger came. Zar drew a knife from his belt. Half in fury and half in experiment, he struck the invader, chipping off a piece of its shell. He felt a sharp electric shock, though by no means strong enough to kill a creature of his size. From the wound he made in the plant, oxygen sizzed softly. But the invader offered no further defense. For the present it had reached the end of its resources.


  Zar bounded back. His devilish little weapon flamed then, for a full two minutes. When he finally released pressure on its trigger, there was only a great, smouldering, glowing hole in the ground where the ghoulish thing from across space had stood.


  Such was Zar’s and the entire Itorloo race’s answer to the intruder. Swift destruction! Zar chuckled wickedly. And there were ways to rid Earth of the treacherous menace of the plant intelligences of Mars entirely, even though they would take time.


  Besides there was Venus, the world of promise. Soon half of the Itorloo race would be transported there. The others certainly could be accommodated if it became necessary.


  NECESSARY? Zar laughed. He must be getting jittery. What had the Itorloo to fear from those inert, vegetable things? Now he aimed his weapon toward the blue tower, and squeezed the trigger. Weakened tiles crumbled and fell down with a hollow, desolate rattle that seemed to mock Zar’s ruthlessness.


  Suddenly he felt sheepish. To every intelligent being there is a finer side that prompts and criticizes. And for a moment Zar saw himself and his people a little more as they really were.


  Unlike the lesser creatures, the Children of Men had not advanced very much mentally. The ups and downs of history had not favored them. War had reversed the benefits of natural selection, destroying those individuals of the species best suited to carry it on to greater glory. Zar knew this, and perhaps his senseless assault upon the ruined building was but a subconscious gesture of resentment toward the people of long ago who had been kinder and wiser and happier.


  Zar regretted his recent act of destroying the spore plant. It should have been preserved for study. But now—well—what was done could not be changed.


  He entered his swift, gleaming rocket car. When he closed its cabin door behind him, it seemed that he was shutting out a horde of mocking, menacing ghosts.


  In a short while he was back at the surface station. Relieved there of his duty by another little brown man, he descended the huge cylindrical shaft which dropped a mile to a region that was like the realm of the Cyclops: Thrumming sounds, winking lights, shrill shouts of the workers, blasts of incandescent flame, and the colossal majesty of gigantic machines, toiling tirelessly.


  In a vast, pillard plaza the keels of spaceships were being laid—spaceships for the migration and the conquest. In perhaps a year—a brief enough time for so enormous a task—they would soar away from Earth, armed to the teeth. There would be thousands of the craft then, for all over the world, in dozens of similar underground places, they were in process of construction.


  Zar’s vague fears were dissipated in thoughts of conquest to come. The Venus folk annihilated in withering clouds of flame. The glory of the Itorloo carried on and on——


  IV.


  KAW WAS NOT dead. That this was so was almost a miracle, made possible, perhaps, by a savage, indomitable will to live. In his small bird body there was a fierce, burning courage that compensated for many of his faults.


  For hours he lay there on the desert sand, a pathetic and crumpled bundle of tattered feathers, motionless except for his labored breathing, and the blinking of his hate-filled eyes. Blood dripped slowly from the hideous, seared wound on his breast, and his whole body ached with a vast, dull anguish.


  Toward sundown, however, he managed to hobble and flutter forward a few rods. Here he buried himself shallowly in the sand, where his chilled body would be protected from the nocturnal cold.


  For three days he remained thus interred. He was too weak and sick to leave his burrow. Bitterness toward Zar and the other cruel Itorloo, he did not feel. Kaw had lived too long in this harsh region to expect favors. But a black fury stormed within him, nevertheless—a black fury as agonizing as physical pain. He wanted revenge. No, he needed revenge as much as he needed the breath of life. He did not know that Itorloo plans directed against the intruding spores from Mars were already under way, and that—as a by-product—they would destroy his own kind, and all primitive life on the surface of the Earth.


  Kaw left his hiding place on the fourth day. Luck favored him, for he found a bit of carrion—part of the dead body of an antelopelike creature.


  Somehow, through succeeding weeks and days, he managed to keep alive. The mending of his injured flesh was slow indeed, for the burnt wound was unclean. But he started toward home, hopping along at first, then flying a little, a hundred yards at a time. Tedium and pain were endless. But the fiendish light of what must seem forever fruitless hatred, never faded in those wicked, white-lidded eyes. Frequently Kaw’s long, black beak snapped in a vicious expression of boundless determination.


  Weeks of long days became a month, and then two months. Starved to a black-clad skeleton, and hopeless of ever being fit to hunt again, Kaw tottered into a deep gorge one evening. Utterly spent, he sank to the ground here, his brain far too weary to take note of any subtle unusualness which the deepening shadows half masked.


  He scarcely saw the rounded things scattered here. Had he noticed them, his blurred vision would have named them small boulders and nothing more. Fury, directed at the Itorloo, had made him almost forget the spore plants. He did not know that this was to be a place of magic. Chance and the vagrant winds had made it so. A hundred spores, out of many billions, had lodged here. Conditions had been just right for their swift development. It was warm, but not too warm. And there was moisture too. Distantly Kaw heard the trickle of water. He wanted to get to it, but his feebleness prevented him.


  HE MUST have slept, then, for a long time. It seemed that he awoke at tire sound of an odd buzzing, which may have possessed hypnotic properties. He felt as weak and stiff as before, but he was soothed and peaceful now, in spite of his thirst and hunger.


  He looked about. The gorge was deep and shadowy. A still twilight pervaded it, though sunshine gilded its bulging, irregular lips far above. These details he took in in a moment.


  He looked, then, at the grotesque shapes around him—things which, in the deeper darkness, he had thought to be only boulders. But now he saw that they were spore plants, rough, eerie, brooding, with their little, lensed light-sensitive organs agleam.


  The excitement of terror seized him, and he wanted to flee, as from a deadly enemy. But this urge did not last long. The hypnotic buzz, which issued from the diaphragmic vocal organs of the plants, soothed and soothed and soothed, until Kaw felt very relaxed.


  There were dead ants around him, doubtless the victims of electrocution. Since no better food was within reach, Kaw hopped here and there, eating greedily.


  After that he hobbled to the brackish spring that dripped from the wall, and drank. Next he dropped to the ground, his fresh drowsiness characterized by sleepy mutterings about himself, his people, and the all-wise Itorloo. And it seemed, presently, that the buzzing of the invaders changed in character at last, seeming to repeat his own mutterings clumsily, like a child learning to talk.


  “Kaw! Itorloo!” And other words and phrases belonging to the speech of the crow clans.


  It was the beginning of things miraculous and wonderful for Kaw, the black-feathered rascal. Many suns rose and set, but somehow he felt no urge to wander farther toward his home region. He did not know the Lethean fascination of simple hypnotism. True, he sallied afield farther and farther, as his increasing strength permitted? He hunted now, eating bugs and beetles for the most part. But always he returned to the gorge, there to listen to the weird growths, buzzing, chattering, speaking to him in his own tongue. In them there seemed somehow to be a vague suggestion of the benignance of some strange, universal justice, in spite of their horror.


  And night and day, rocket cars, streamlined and gleaming, swept over the desert. Now and then beams of energy were unleashed from them, whipping the sand into hot flame, destroying the invading spore plants that had struck root here and there. Only the law of chance kept them away from the gorge, as doubtless it allowed them to miss other hiding, places of alien life. For the wilderness was wide.


  But this phase of the Itorloo battle against the invading spore plants was only a makeshift preliminary, intended to keep the intruders in check. Only the Itorloo themselves knew about the generators now being constructed far underground—generators which, with unseen emanations, could wipe out every speck of living protoplasm on the exposed crust of the planet. Theirs was a monumental task, and a slow one. But they meant to be rid, once and for all, of the subtle threat which had come perhaps to challenge their dominion of the Earth. Kaw and his kind, the rodents, the ants, and all the other simple People of the Dusk of Terra’s Greatness, were seemingly doomed.


  KAW’S HATRED of the Children of Men was undimmed, more justly than he was aware. Thus it was easy for him to listen when he was commanded: “Get an Itorloo! Bring him here! Alone! On foot!”


  Zar was the logical individual to produce, for he was the nearest, the most readily available. But summer was almost gone before Kaw encountered the right opportunity, though he watched with care at all times.


  Evening, with Venus and the Moon glowing softly in the sky. Kaw was perched on a hilltop, close to the great surface dome, watching as he had often watched before. Out of its cylindrical hangar, Zar’s flier darted, and then swung in a slow arc. Presently it headed at a leisurely pace into the northwest. For once its direction was right, and it was not traveling too fast for Kaw to keep pace with it. Clearly its pilot was engaged in a rambling pleasure jaunt, which had no definite objective.


  Kaw, pleased and excited, fell in behind at a safe distance. There he remained until the craft was near the gorge. Now there was danger, but if things were done right——


  He flapped his wings violently to catch up with his mechanical quarry. He screamed loudly: “Itorloo! Itorloo! Descend! Descend! I am Kaw, who informed you of the unknowns long ago! I would show you more! More! More!” All this in shrill, avian chatterings.


  Kaw’s trickery was naively simple. But Zar heard, above the noise of his rocket blasts. Suspicion? He felt it, of course. There was no creature in this era who accepted such an invitation without question. Yet he was well armed. In his own judgment he should be quite safe. Curiosity led him on.


  He shut off his rocket motors, and uttered the bird jargon, questioning irritably: “Where? What is it, black trickster?”


  Kaw skittered about defensively. “Descend!” he repeated. “Descend to the ground! The thing that bears you cannot take you where we must go!”


  The argument continued for some little time, primitive wit matching curiosity and suspicion.


  And meanwhile, in the gloomy gorge cut in vague geologic times by some gushing stream, entities waited patiently. Sap flowed in their tissues, as in the tissues of any other vegetation, but the fine hairs on their forms detected sounds, and their light-sensitive cells served as eyes. Within their forms were organs equivalent to human nerve and brain. They did not use tools or metals, but worked in another way, dictated by their vast disadvantages when compared to animal intelligences. Yet they had their advantages, too.


  Now they waited, dim as bulking shadows. They detected the excited cries of Kaw, who was their instrument. And perhaps they grew a little more tense, like a hunter in a blind, when he hears the quacking of ducks through a fog.


  There was a grating of pebbles, and a little brown man, clad in a silvery tunic, stepped cautiously into view. There was a weapon clutched in his slender hand. He paused, as if suddenly awed and fearful. But no opportunity to retreat was given him.


  A SPORE-POD exploded with a loud plop in the confined space. A mass of living dust filled the gorge, like a dense, opaque cloud, choking, blinding. Zar squeezed the trigger of his weapon impulsively. Several of the invaders were blasted out of existence. Stones clattered down from where the unaimed beam of energy struck the wall.


  Panic seized the little man, causing him to take one strangling breath. In a few moments he was down, writhing helpless on the ground. Choked by the finely divided stuff, his consciousness seemed to drop into a black hole of infinity. He, Zar, seemed about to pay for his misdeeds., With a mad fury he heard the derisive screams of Kaw, who had tricked him. But he could not curse in return, and presently his thoughts vanished away to nothing.


  Awareness of being alive came back to him very slowly and painfully. At first he felt as though he had pneumonia—fever, suffocation, utter vagueness of mind. Had the spores germinated within his lungs, he would surely have died. But they did not, there; conditions were too moist and warm for them. Gradually he coughed them up.


  He felt cold with a bitter, aching chill, for the weather had changed with the lateness of the season. Fine snow sifted down into the gorge from clouds that were thin and pearly and sun-gilded. Each tiny crystal of ice glittered with a thousand prismatic hues as it slowly descended. And the silence was deathly, bearing a burden of almost tangible desolation. In that burden there seemed to crowd all the antique history of a world—history whose grand movement shaded gradually toward stark, eternal death.


  Zar wanted to flee this awful place that had become like part of another planet. He jerked his body as if to scramble feebly to his feet. He found then that he was restrained by cordlike tendrils, hard as horn, and warm with a faint, fermentive, animallike heat. Like the beat of a nameless pulse, tiny shocks of electricity tingled his flesh in a regular rhythm.


  It was clear to Zar that while he had been inert the tendrils had fastened themselves slowly around him, in a way that was half like the closing of an ancient Venus Flytrap, carnivorous plant of old, and half like the simple creeping of a vine on a wall.


  Those constricting bonds were tightening now. Zar could feel the tiny thorns with which they were equipped biting into his flesh. He screamed in horror and pain. His cries echoed hollowly in the cold gorge. The snow, slowly sifting, and the silence, both seemed to mock—by their calm, pitiless lack of concern—the plight in which he found himself.


  And then a voice, chattering faintly in the language of Kaw the Crow: “Be still. Peace. Peace. Peace. Peace. Peace——”


  Gradually the sleepy tone quieted Zar, even though he was aware that whatever the invaders might do to him could bring him no good.


  Plants with voices. Almost human voices! Some sort of tympanic organs, bidden, perhaps, in some of those pulpy leaves, Zar judged. From the records of the old explorations of Mars, he knew a little about these intruders, and their scheme of life. Organs, with the functions of mechanical contrivances, conceived and grown as they were needed! An alien science, adapted to the abilities and limitations of vegetative intelligences—intelligences that had never controlled the mining and smelting and shaping of metal!


  ZAR, tight in the clutch of those weird monstrosities, realized some of their power. Strangely it did not affect the hypnotic calm that wrapped him.


  Mars. These wondrous people of the dusk of worlds had survived all animal life on the Red Planet. They had spanned Mars in a vast, irregularly formed network, growing along dry river beds, and the arms of vanished seas. They had not been mere individuals, for they had cooperated to form a civilization of a weird, bizarre sort. Great, hollow roots, buried beneath the ground, had drawn water from melting polar snows. Those roots had been like water conduits. A rhythmic pulsation within them had pumped the water across thousands of miles of desert, providing each plant along the way with moisture, even on that dying and almost dehydrated world. The canals of Mars! Yes, a great irrigation system, a great engineering feat—but out of the scope of Itorloo methods entirely.


  And through the living texture of those immense joining roots, too, had doubtless flown the impulses of thoughts and commands—the essence of leadership and security. Even now, when Mars was all but dead, its final civilization must still be trying to fight on.


  Strange, wonderful times those old explorers had seen. Cold sunlight on bizarre ruins, left by extinct animal folk. Thin air and arctic weather, worse than that of Earth in the present age. Death everywhere, except for those vegetative beings grouped in immense, spiny, ribbonlike stretches. Dim shapes at night, under hurtling Phobos, the nearer moon, and Deimos, her leisurely sister. Zar did not know just how it had happened, but he had heard that only a few of those human adventurers had escaped from the people of Mars with their lives.


  Zar’s thoughts rambled on in a detached way that was odd for him. Perhaps Nature had a plan that she used over and over again. On Terra the great reptiles of the Mesozoic period had died out to be replaced by mammals. Men and the Children of Men had become supreme at last.


  Succession after succession, according to some well-ordered scheme? In the desolate quiet of falling snow, tempered only by the muted murmur of the frigid wind, it was easy for Zar to fall prey to such a concept, particularly since he was held powerless in the grasp of the invaders. Tendrils, thorny, stinging tendrils, which must have been grown purposely to receive an Itorloo captive! Zar could realize, then, a little of the fantastic introspective sense which gave these beings a direct contact with the physical secrets of their forms. And in consequence a knowledge of chemistry and biology that was clearer than anything that an Itorloo might be expected to attain along similar lines.


  Zar wanted to shriek, but his awe and his weakness strangled him beyond more than the utterance of a gasping sigh.


  THEN the mighty spirit of his kind reasserted itself. Zar was aware that most probably he himself would presently perish; but the Itorloo, his kind, his real concern, could never lose! Not with all the mighty forces at their command! To suppose that they could be defeated by the sluggish intruders was against reason! In a matter of months—when the preparations for the vast purification process had been completed—Earth would be free of those intruders once more. Zar’s brown face contracted into a leer of defiance that had a touch of real greatness. Brutality, force, cunning, and the capacity for quick action—those were the tools of the Itorloo, but they had strength too. Zar was no fool—no short-sighted individual who leaps to hasty, optimistic conclusions—but in a contest between the Itorloo and the invaders there could be but a single outcome by any standard within Zar’s reach.


  In this belief, he was comforted, and his luck, presently, after long hours of suffering, seemed far better than he had any reason to hope for. The hard, thorny tendrils unquestionably were relaxing from about him a very little. He could not guess why, and in consequence he suspected subtle treachery. But he could find no reason to suppose that some hidden motive was responsible.


  All his avid energies were concentrated, now, on escape. He concluded that perhaps the cold had forced the slight vegetable relaxation, and he proceeded to make the best possible use of his chances. Some time during the night his straining hands reached the hilt of his knife. Not long afterward Zar clutched his blast gun.


  Zar limped stiffly to his flier, cursing luridly; while behind him in the gorge, red firelight flickered, and wisps of smoke lanced into the frigid wind.


  Zar wished that Kaw was somewhere in sight, to receive his wrath too. The ebon rascal had vanished.


  Winter deepened during succeeding days. The Itorloo in their buried cities felt none of its rigors, however.


  Zar had submitted to a physical examination after his weird adventure, and had been pronounced fit. And of all his people he seemed to toil the most conscientiously.


  The Venus project. Soon the Children of Men would be masters of that youthful, sunward planet. The green plains and jungles, and the blue skies of Venus. Soon! Soon! Soon! Zar was full of dreams of adventure and brutal pleasure.


  Periodically the rocket craft of the Itorloo sallied forth from the cities to stamp out the fresh growth of the invaders. The oxygen-impregnated substance of their forms flame in desert gullies, and along the rims of shrivelled salt seas, where the spore plants were trying to renew their civilization. Most of them did not get a chance, even, to approach maturity. But because even one mature survivor could pollute the Earth with billions of spores, impossible to destroy otherwise, the purification process must be carried through.


  Spring again, and then mid-summer. The spaceships were almost ready to leap Venus-ward on the great adventure. The generators, meant to spread life-destroying emanations over the crust and atmosphere above, stood finished and gleaming in the white-domed caverns that housed them.


  Zar looked at the magnificent, glittering array in the spaceship construction chamber of his native community with pride and satisfaction.


  “Tomorrow,” he said to a companion, a fierce light in his eyes.


  The other nodded, the white glare of the atomic welding furnaces lighting up his features, and betraying there a wolfish grin of pleasure.


  “Tomorrow,” Zar repeated, an odd sort of vagueness in his tone.


  V.


  KAW HAD long ago rejoined his tribe. Life, during those recent months, had been little different from what had been usual in the crow clans for thousands of years. For purposes of safety, Kaw had led his flock into a desert fastness where patrolling Itorloo fliers were seldom seen, and where only a few spore plants had yet appeared.


  His first intimation that all was not well was a haunting feeling of unease, which came upon him quite suddenly one day just before noon. His body burned and prickled uncomfortably, and he felt restless. Other than these dim evidences, there was nothing to betray the invisible hand of death.


  Emanations, originating in the generators of the Itorloo, far underground. But Kaw was no physicist. He knew only that he and his fellows were vaguely disturbed.


  With Teka, his mate, and several of their companions, he soared high into the sky. There, for a time, he felt better. Far overhead, near the Sun’s bright disc, he glimpsed the incandescent streamers of Itorloo vessels, distant in space. And presently, with little attention, he saw those vessels—there were five in the group—turn back toward Earth.


  The advance in the strength of the deadly emanations was slow. Vast masses of rock, covering the upper crust of the planet in a thin shell, had to develop a kind of resonance to them before they could reach their maximum power.


  By nightfall Kaw felt only slightly more uncomfortable. By the following dawn, however, he was definitely droopy and listless. The gradual, world-wide process of purification advanced, directed at the invaders, but promising destruction to the less favored native life of Earth, too.


  Four days. Huddled in a pathetic group in a ruined structure of antiquity, Kaw’s tribe waited. Their features were dull and ruffled, and they shivered as if with cold. Some of them uttered low, sleepy twitterings of anguish.


  That evening Kaw watched the pale Moon rise from a battered window embrasure. He was too weak to stand, but rested slumped forward on his breast. His eyes were rheumy and heavy-lidded, but they still held a savage glitter of defiance, which perhaps would burn in them even after they had ceased to live and see. And Kaw’s clouded mind could still hazard a guess as to the identity of the author of his woes. Brave but impotent, he could still scream a hoarse challenge inspired by a courage as deathless as the ages.


  “Itorloo! Itorloo!——”


  SOME TIME before the first group of spaceships, headed for Venus, had been recalled to Earth, Zar, assigned to the second group, which had not yet entered the launching tubes, had collapsed against his instrument panels.


  His affliction had come with a suddenness that was utterly abrupt. Recovering from his swoon, he found himself lying on a narrow pallet in the hospital quarters of the city. His vision was swimming and fogged, and he felt hot and cold by turns.


  But he could see the silvery tuniced figure of the physician standing close to him.


  “What is wrong?” he stammered. “What is it that has happened to me? A short time ago I was well!”


  “Much is wrong,” the physician returned quietly. “And you have not really been well for a long time. A germ disease—a type of thing which we thought our sanitation had stamped out milleniums ago—has been ravaging your brain and nerves for months! Only its insidiousness prevented it from being discovered earlier. During its incipient stages the poisons of it seem actually to stimulate mental and physical activity, giving a treacherous impression of robust health. And we know, certainly, that this disease is extremely contagious. It does not reveal itself easily, but I and others have examined many apparently healthy individuals with great care. In each there is the telltale evidence that the disease is not only present, but far advanced. Hundreds have collapsed as you have. More, surely will follow. It is my belief that the entire race has been afflicted. And the plague has a fatal look. Panic has broken out. There is a threatened failure of power and food supplies. Perhaps an antitoxin can be found—but there is so little time.”


  Half delirious, Zar still could grasp the meaning of the physician’s words, and could understand the origin of the disease.


  He began to mutter with seeming incoherence: “The changing Earth. Reptiles. Mammals. Men Succession. Nature——”


  His voice took on a fiercer tone. “Fight, Itorloo!” he screamed. “Fight!”


  Cruel, he was, as were all his people, but he had pluck. Suddenly he arose to a sitting posture on his bed. His eyes flamed. If his act represented the final dramatic gesture of all the hoary race of man, still it was magnificent. Nor were any tears to be shed, for extinction meant only a task completed.


  “Fight!” he shouted again, as if addressing a limitless multitude. “Fight, Itorloo! Study! Learn! Work! It is the only hope! “Keep power flowing in the purification generators if you can. The old records of the explorations of Mars—those plants! Their approach to problems is different from our own. No metals. No machines as we know them. But in hidden compartments in their tissues it was easy for them to create the bacteria of death! They invented those bacteria, and grew them, breaking them away from their own substance. Some way, when I was a captive, I was infected. The thorns on the tendrils that held me! I was the carrier! Find an antitoxin to fight the plague, Itorloo! Work——”


  VI.


  ONE YEAR. Two. Three. The sunshine was brilliant, the air almost warm. The rusty desert hills in the distance were the same. Ancient ruins brooded in the stillness, as they had for so long. On the slopes ant hordes were busy. Rodent colonies showed similar evidence of population. In the sky, Kaw and his companions wheeled and turned lazily.


  This was the same Earth, with several changes. Bulbous, spiny things peopled the gorges, and were probing out across the desert, slowly building—with hollow, connecting roots—the water pipes of a tremendous irrigation system. Like that of Mars, and like that of Ganymede, moon of Jupiter, in former ages. Saline remnants of seas and polar snows could alike provide the needed moisture.


  Thoughts traveled swiftly along connecting roots. Little orbs and wicked spines gleamed. The invaders were at peace now. Only the Itorloo could have threatened their massed might. There was no danger in the lesser native life.


  The subterranean cities of the former rulers of Earth were inhabited only by corpses and by intruding ants, who, like the other fauna of this planet, were immune to the plague, which had been directed and designed for the Itorloo alone. The last race of men was now one with the reptiles of the Mesozoic. But all was peace.


  Kaw screamed out his contentment ill loud, lazy cries, as he circled in the clear air. He seldom thought of the past any more. If the new masters were not truly benignant, they were indifferent. They left him alone. Kaw, creature of Earth’s dusk, was happy.


  The great surface dome where Zar, the Itorloo, had once kept watch, was already surrounded by crowded growths. The plants had achieved a great, but an empty, victory. For Earth was a dying planet. Within the dome an astronomical telescope gleamed dully, collecting dust. Often Zar had directed it toward Venus, goal of shattered Itorloo dreams.


  But who knew? Out of the void to Ganymede the invaders had come. Across space to Mars. Riding light to Earth. Perhaps when the time came—when Venus was growing old——


  1939


  REVOLUTION ON VENUS


  Ed Earl Repp


  Racking pain, more terrible than he had ever experienced, engulfed Kent Stafford as Oak Harbold’s fiendish metal band shrank about his head. But Stafford couldn’t die . . . yet! He had to break this Dictator’s power, even if all Venus rebelled!


  CHAPTER I


  Death in the Forest


  THE hot wind ripping down from the ridge was humid with the perpetual dampness of the high Venusian mountains. It brought flopping noises from the great leaves of the trees closing over the trail, carried the scream of a carnivore to the ears of the pair who swung leisurely up the steep, winding path.


  High above the tops of the tallest trees drifted the everlasting, poisonous cloud envelope that hung like a tattered shroud above the surface of the planet Venus. A dingy gray, its lower surface sometimes split for a moment to reveal the yellow layer of deadly gas that had claimed the lives of so many like these two who had fought their way through and above it short days before.


  They were a rugged, wild pair in a hostile country. Kent Stafford swung along ahead of his elderly partner, his bare torso, burned brown as a penny by the rays of a sun magnified by the moisture of the atmosphere, gleaming with sweat. Anticipation lightened the hard sweep of his jaw as he foresaw the end of their long trek. He wore the typical trappings of the men who risked their lives hunting in the crags of the Venusian mountains.


  Over his muscular forearms were iridium guards to shield against the gouging of rocks. Tough breeches protected his legs, ending in metal-ribbed boots. Before him labored a long line of rugged little pack animals—strange animals, with the body of an Earthian antelope but scarcely bigger than a large dog. Clinging to their brown sides were heavy packs.


  Now a sudden change of wind carried an odor of sulphur to their nostrils. Cap’n Hedricks, Kent’s hardy old partner, uttered a glad oath.


  “There it is!” he swore. “That sickening, nose-ticklin’ smell that always makes you want to cuss—or cry with joy! Three hours and we’ll be in Hila Fonda, hoistin’ a long one to the mountains we can’t live in . . . or without!” His blue eyes, as bright as the sun seen through the port of a space ship, glittered expectantly.


  “Three days, and we’ll be on our way back to Earth with the biggest load of vuldar feathers taken out of the interior yet!” Kent exclaimed. His eyes were on the bulging packs. Within them were the prized vuldar feathers for which wealthy women on Earth paid unbelievable prices.[*]


  Kent’s muscle-ribbed chest deepened to a sigh of satisfaction . . . and froze that way, as a hoarse scream drifted down from the ridge. His glance flashed along the rocky, tree-cloaked hill top. A stir of movement caught his eye. “That’s no hungry ardak hunting,” he shot at Hedricks. “Let’s have a look!”


  A barked command brought the pack train to a stop. Stafford’s broad form catapulted forward, Cap’n at his heels. Death had been in that scream . . . and for intruders, danger, perhaps. Strange and sudden things happened in the Beryllium range. But there was no hesitation in the swift response of the hunters; if fear was an element in their natures, they would not have survived their first trip into the interior years ago.


  It was a full life the proud clan of vuldar traders led, one that saw men skyrocketing to wealth in a single trip, or finding unmarked graves in the blue granite scarps back of Hila Fonda. For if any one being could be said to own the wild frontier of the planet, it was Death.


  Death walked with them when they forced their way through pest-laden jungles, bridging streams it would have been fatal to touch because of their chemical properties. Death was with them as they started the precipitous climb from the lowlands to the twenty-five thousand foot towers of virgin rock. And there was not a hunter whose eyes were not hard and bitter as he covered his body with foul-smelling grease and climbed into the yellow layer of death-clouds.


  There was fluorine in those clouds . . . fluorine, the greenish-yellow gas which cuts glass and lead—anything but the wax base of their protective grease. Their glass oxygen helmets had to be covered with a transparent cover of the stuff to protect them. And if they made it to the thinner clouds above, where the sun’s rays were unmerciful, the battle was only beginning.


  Here they relied from day to day on high-power pistols capable of shooting a mile, for not only were they hunting the voracious vuldars—the vuldars were hunting them! They grew to dread that sudden hiss of wind through mighty wings, the black shadows that foretold the swooping dive of a flock of killers.


  Then they would shuffle their feet for firm holds in the rubble, jack loads into their guns—and pray. Random shots were useless. The heads of the birds must be picked off neatly to protect the feathers. And if a hunter missed or his gun jammed—Well, there was less competition for the others after that.


  NOW a second scream brought Kent hurrying from the trail into the spongy growth matting the floor of a shadowy clearing. In a flash he was bending over a man who lay on the ground digging into the carpet with crooked fingers.


  Hedricks had come up blowing. “A Venusian!” he broke out. “And the big feller’s about done for, ain’t he?” Concern traced fine lines about his eyes.


  Stafford got the giant onto his back and stared into the brown face. He was about seven feet tall, even larger than the average native. Across his forehead was a tight metal band. Words came in wheezing gasps from his lips: “This is—the way—Harbold pays!” The eyes of the traders locked together. “Harbold!” snarled Kent. “What’s that renegade space pirate puttin’ his evil mind to now?” He shook the man gently. “What is it? What’s wrong with you, boy?”


  Green eyes showed behind pain-tightened lids for a moment. Her fingers brushed the metal band. Abruptly, he screamed and bit his lips against the agony. Then his chest was heaving terribly, his throat convulsing with an ominous rattle.


  “Lord, it’s that band!” Kent gasped. “It’s metal, but the thing’s shrinking!” Gingerly he touched the metal, found it rigid despite the fact that it was visibly growing smaller. Hedrick’s head collided with his as both bent over the dying man. With every labored gasp the man grew weaker. Stafford tried to get his knife beneath the circlet.


  He groaned with despair. Then, hastily, his blade commenced sawing on the gleaming ribbon. He was still frantically chipping the edge off his knife when he realized the form beneath him was motionless. He rocked back on his heels.


  “Dead,” he murmured. Absently he thrust the knife back in its sheath. “Medieval torture, it looks like. Cap’n, who in hell would . . .?” His gaze followed the older man’s, back to the still figure as he read interest in it.


  Hedrick’s stubby forefinger traced the inscription on the murderous band. In three languages—Martian, Venusian, and English—the same words were repeated: “Thus with all traitors!”


  They looked at each other in silence. And then, because both were mystified and wanted to think, they retained that silence. Stolidly they buried the native and went back to the pack train.


  No darker than Kent Stafford’s thoughts were the pools of shadow they trudged through as they fought to the top of the last rise. He was recalling the unscrupulous trader and renegade whose name had cursed the Venusian last moments—Oak Harbold. He and Harbold were enemies of long, deeply rooted standing.


  Kent’s nature was revolted by the double-dealing ways of the big Earthman. In a world where man-made laws had not yet arrived, he took every advantage of the situation. The ingenuous natives were simple enough to take his pauper’s wages to do the vuldar hunting he steered clear of. He paid them barely enough to live on; yet he received thousands of dollars monthly from the sale of the plumes they fought and died for. Men like Hedrick and Stafford watched his rise with contempt.


  They topped the ridge, anxious for their first glimpse of Hila Fonda in six months. Even as they surmounted the rocks and stood looking down on the metropolis of three worlds, a rocket ship flamed from the landing field at its edge and arced into space. It was startling, and, somehow, ominous.


  Kent’s blood grew warmer as his glance dwelt on the city. Even from here the two sections of it were plain; The square, purplish buildings that formed the Venusian quarter, a close-crowded heap of crooked structures; flanking it, the Martian-Earthian quarter, a square of somewhat taller, white buildings.


  Hila Fonda was built partly on the slope of the foothills, and beyond it, stretching a way into measureless miles of green, lay the Sea of Tarth. The long white combers battered ceaselessly at the yellow ribbon of sand separating city and ocean. Northeast was the smelter which had given rise to the odor of sulphur.


  The metropolis was a grateful sight to their eyes: yet Kent found himself inwardly disturbed. “Back again,” he murmured darkly. “Back to civilization—and what?”


  CHAPTER II


  The Devil’s Playground


  THEY made their way through the teeming streets an hour later, they were conscious of the curious glances that followed them. Unhurriedly they made their way to their private hangar at the landing field on the shore a half mile farther.


  Men of every Earthly and Martian race thronged the narrow, dingy streets. Adventurers rubbed shoulders with criminals exiled from Earth or Mars. Marooned space tramps hung about saloons in search of free drinks. The high laughter of women came at intervals from shadowy doorways.


  Everywhere there was dirt and squalor. The vices of three worlds made Hila Fonda a pest-hole of iniquity. Half the population worked in the vast Clayton iridium mines northeast of the city; a few hardy individuals went out on sporadic hunting expeditions. The rest of the populace who worked at all sold pleasure of some sort or another. In Hila Fonda, joy was king, and sin was his subaltern.


  Kent’s pace speeded up as he sighted their hangar at the end of the street, all thoughts but anticipation of a quick trip back to earth crowded from his mind.


  Abruptly, he was spinning about as a voice rapped: “Halt!”


  His startled gaze swept six burly figures in green and gold uniforms. A tight grin played over his lips. “What’s the idea, Woods?” he drawled as the lanky, hard-faced leader stalked up. “Hallowe’en?”


  The ex-trader’s features remained frozen. But under his long, broken nose the small mouth creased tighter. “What’s in the packs?” he shot back.


  Stafford’s eyes ran up and down the other’s form. Only by the slight stiffening of his chest muscles was his resentment evident. “Rocks and boards,” he gave back at last. “Me an’ the Cap’n are building us a house.”


  Danger flamed in the amber eyes. But before he could speak, Hedricks had cut in.


  “Just what you’d suppose,” he snapped. “Vuldar plumes. Now get the hell—”


  “Permits?” The other five men closed in a little tighter.


  “Permits—?” Kent looked at Cap’n in sudden suspicion. “Since when did law and order come to Hila Fonda in the way of hunting licenses? I think we’ve been away too long, Cap’n.”


  “Healthier for you if you’d stayed away longer,” Woods pointed out. “You two are under arrest for trappin’ without a license! Take care of the packs, Bragg.”


  A stiff shock put Kent back on his heels. Mystery was in the air, and the scent of it was in his nostrils. He put out a hand to stay the Cap’n as the old trader lurched forward angrily.


  “Arrest away,” he breathed. “This promises to be interesting. And I’ll miss my guess if Oak Harbold ain’t in the deal somewhere!”


  HARBOLD was in the deal.


  He sat smiling thinly behind a metal desk in his office. Like the rest of the ancient buildings that housed his ships and wares, the office was dirty and poorly ventilated. Although Kent knew the interplanetary shipper was worth around a million dollars, there was an air of shoddiness and disrepute about the place. And the most disreputable thing in the office was Harbold, himself.


  His coarse, slightly puffy features were a unique blending of fox-like craft and the brutality of a gorilla. A network of broken veins ruddied his cheeks, and his thick lips smirked loosely. His mouth was too quick to smile, his eyes too slow. Greenish flecks in the black eyes gave them a piercing quality.


  “So the honest huntin’ men thought they could get by without a license,” he greeted them. “Well, you’ve bought yourself some trouble. Hila Fonda’s grown plenty unfriendly to you wholesale vuldar butchers.”


  Stafford hooked his thumbs over his belt. “Now say it so we can understand it,” he gave back.


  A new, nasal voice intruded, drawing the traders’ eyes. They met the ferret features of wizened Hack Bacon, another who had found it easier to pay native help to do his work. “He means your kind has damn’ near ruined the vuldar trade,” he challenged. “Slaughterin’ the birds by the hundred till they’re scarce as gold nuggets.” Bacon’s skinny frame was clothed in the most expensive hunter’s outfit.


  Cap’n Hedricks snarled a Venusian oath. “You got the nerve of a brass monkey, Bacon,” he choked. “If you had the guts to get out an’ soil those pretty pants and riggin’s, you know the vuldars are so thick you can’t breathe without getting a lungful of feathers! Butchers—!” His words trailed off into incoherent curses.


  Hatred flashed into Harbold’s black eyes. “We’ve had other reports from our hunters,” he flared. “Vuldars got so scarce a few months back that the honest men like Roddok and Bacon and Woods, here, asked me to do something about it.”


  Roddok, an elongated, gray-eyed Martian, smiled blandly, “You began to worry us, takin’ our livelihood like that. Hell, we’ve got to live, you know!”


  “Why?” Kent drawled icily.


  Harbold ignored the thick sarcasm in his voice. “Even the city was so bad you could smell it back on earth. Something had to be done to straighten things out here, as well as curb you unscrupulous hunters.”


  He leaned back in the chair, spread his hairy hands on the desk. “It’s a different place you’ve come back to, Stafford. I’ve got a hundred armed police keepin’ tabs on things. We’ve got law in Hila Fonda—and I’m it!”


  Somehow Kent Stafford sensed the closing jaws of a trap. The smug grins on the faces of the uniformed renegades who were called police, the complacent look of power on Harbold’s heavy features—He broke off the spell. “I’ve seen a little of your law,” he responded sourly. “More drunks in the streets than ever, more playgirls per block—and God only knows how many new vices brought in from home or Mars. You’re doin’ a swell job. The only thing I’m wondering about is this: Why did they pick the rottenest crook in three worlds to straighten out this city?”


  Anger rushed through Harbold’s visage, bringing dangerous highlights to his eyes. His hand jerked at a drawer, took out a couple of metal rings, one bronze, one silver. Quickly he fitted one inside the other, his eyes on Stafford as he did so. And suddenly Kent realized they were shrinking, as though their union had produced some strange chemical action.


  In the swift looks of shock that struck his prisoners, the renegade leader read their recognition of the deadly weapon. He laughed a short, harsh note. “For a man in your spot, you wear an awful big mouth,” he taunted. “I mighta let you off with just attaching your packs, but I ain’t sure it’s safe to have your type running around loose. I’ll hold Hedrick for trial. But you’ve already sentenced yourself, Stafford.” Abruptly he was coming around the desk. His face came close to Kent’s. Into a taut silence, his words dropped slowly: “Got anything to say—before I give you the same treatment that Venusian got?”


  CHAPTER III


  Ann Clayton


  THE fire in Kent’s breast seemed to die out, then it was flaring up. He drew back a fist to crash into Harbold’s face, and in the same instant strong hands seized him. Disregarding the officers, he snarled.


  “Plenty! This is no attempt at law and order, Harbold—it’s out and out piracy. The natives must be simpler than I thought they were, if they let you appoint yourself judge, jury, and executioner. You’ve got Hila Fonda on the fire, and you won’t be satisfied till you’ve got every drop of juice out of it. Permits! Traitors! Your permits are nothing but a way of killing free trade, and you brand anyone a traitor who opposes you. Well, here’s one pair that doesn’t lie down and lick your boots!”


  With the angry crescendo of his voice, he snapped into action. His arms flew up and around, tearing loose the grasps of Bacon and Woods. Cap’n was yelling fierce defiance as he tore into another renegade. Like two maddened wolves, Kent and his old partner ripped into the four.


  Blood was on Kent’s hands, on his face, in his brain. He smashed, jabbed, clubbed, shouted. Momentarily he awaited the rending impact if incendiary bullets which would rip into his body and burn until a grateful death took him. But they did not come; Harbold was saving him for a worse end, he supposed.


  He saw the wiry, bean-pole frame of Woods loom up, and pulled back a fist to throw a vicious roundhouse at him. Some one caught that fist, twisted it behind him until a cry of pain tore from his lips. In that same instant he saw Cap’n stumble forward with blood streaming from his head, to crash into the desk and roll to the floor. Then blinding lights sheeted through his brain. Strength flowed from his body like meal from a split sack.


  He spun dizzily into darkness, seeing one thing: the distorted countenance of Oak Harbold dancing before him . . .


  PAIN swam interminably through Kent’s mind, and it was pain that dragged him back to reality. He had known headaches before, but nothing had approached the engulfing, blinding anguish that convulsed his brain now.


  His heavy lids dragged open. The dim Venusian sunlight burned his eyeballs. Suddenly he raised his hand to his head. His heart leaped as he felt a cold band of metal already sunken into his forehead!


  Then Woods’ face materialized. In the moment before the swart countenance broke into savage amusement, Kent saw where he was. He was at the mouth of the crooked street of filth and sordidness that gave into the Venusian quarter. At each side was a guard who had been dragging him along.


  “You been so damned loud about giving the natives fair wages,” Woods smirked, “maybe they’ll repay the debt now! Don’t ask help of nobody else. It’s against the law to try to help anybody wearing the collar. Get goin’ !”


  Rude hands threw him through the gate. He reeled into a wall and crashed to the gray dust of the street. Somehow he fought his way up and went stumbling along the street. With every step his agony mounted, but he tore at the band with futile fingers and reeled ahead. It would be death to remain; perhaps someone—


  There was a raggedness in Kent’s heart that rivaled the bone-crushing torture of his body. It came to him that a whole world of helpless natives would soon be under the ruthless tyranny of Harbold. He found it in him to realize how small his own death would seem against the hundreds who would die before the renegade got the complete control he was after.


  A new spasm racked him. He fell against the front of a building and shot a desperate glance down the street. The narrow, crooked passage climbed steeply away from him. Five-story buildings of the purple plaster which predominated seemed almost to touch overhead. The uneven street was deserted, except for gaunt creatures like wolfhounds—Venusian dogs.


  In the next moment Kent was running ahead. Three tall, brown-skinned figures had caught his eye in the shadows beneath an overhead foot-bridge. He fell to the street before them, climbed to his feet and held his head. “Head!” he muttered. “God, it’s caving in. . . . Help—”


  A brown hand lashed out to smash against his cheek. “Damned Earthman!” the Venusian muttered. “Does your murdering breed help us?”


  Before Stafford could recover from his shock, the glint of a blade arrested his attention. One of the others slid close. “Well give him help—” he snarled. “Earthmen help!”


  THERE was strength enough in Stafford’s arm to catch the plunging hand and wrest the blade loose. But the effort cost him a tremendous amount of energy. Bewildered, angry, sick, he staggered away. A shout beat up behind his running figure.


  In a single instant, the quarter that had been a place of silence and mystery erupted into life. From every door and furtive alley moved tall, threatening figures. Kent stopped. A score of Venusians swam before his gaze. He creased his bloodless lips tighter. What was wrong here? The friendly natives were openly hostile, bent on killing him, perhaps! Yet, only a few months before, they had been happy and friendly as children.


  Now he ducked swiftly into an alley and careened down it. It was no wider than five or six feet, and so dark he stumbled about in the slimy gutter that flowed through it. The mob had become in his mind a huge noise, that clamored about his pounding head with fiendish persistence. Abruptly he sprang into the next street.


  But the lane was already filling with hard-faced Venusians who had heard the cries. “Earthman! Damned Earthman!”


  The epithet burst from a hundred throats to smash at his brain. The mob bore down on him relentlessly. He fought back the narcotic effect of his pain. Even in perfect condition he would have been in a difficult spot with such odds against him. But now—he was sick all through . . . he was dying.


  Suddenly Kent realized he was tired of fighting. Senseless to resist the death that would be more merciful than the torture of the collar. He found a doorway and backed into it. His bitter laughter mocked the mob.


  “Come on!” he raged. “But I’ll take the first ten with me!” Muscles ran ripplingly across his chest as he set himself, fists on hips. His face burned with a fierceness that slowed them down.


  Then they were rushing on with renewed speed as the alley spewed hoarsely shouting Venusians. The giants shimmered in his gaze; the end was closer than he had known. His flashing fists found two unprotected jaws and brought their owners down. They were closing in fast, suffocating him. Fists pounded him until he was weak and sick.


  Then, like a bell rung suddenly, a woman’s voice sheared the crowd sounds. The effect was magical: the Venusians fell back hurriedly to form a path for her. And now the clouds of death were settling rapidly about Stafford. On his knees, he was able to glimpse only a white cameo of a face framed in wavy brown hair, a small figure in green and white.


  Darkness caught him up in invisible arms before he could see more.


  CHAPTER IV


  City of Death


  FOR the second time in a space of hours he struggled back to consciousness. But this time the return was accompanied by a sense of peace and restfulness. He lay for a long time without desiring to open his eyes. His head didn’t ache any longer. His limbs were relaxed. A low voice finally brought his lids up to scan the surroundings.


  The ceiling over him was low, rippled with shadows thrown by guttering lamps. He lay in one of the bunks that lined three walls of the room. One swift-traveling glance showed him four men in chairs around a table. The clacking of ivory told him a game of Venusian backgammon was going on. Beyond them, in a bunk across from Kent, sprawled a relaxed figure regarding him lazily through slitted lids.


  Again the low voice came: “A quick recovery, Mr. Stafford.”


  With the amused tones, Kent was sitting up hurriedly and swinging his legs over the edge of the bunk. His gaze came into focus on the same face he had seen as he went down in the street. Even in these strange circumstances, he found it in him to admire the beauty of the girl who sat swinging her legs carelessly as she sat on a bunk beside him.


  Only on Earth could such a complexion as hers be found, and only in America did girls have such warm eyes and lips. Lustrous brown hair came to her shoulders, and friendly blue eyes made his blood pound faster. Her small figure was dressed in a short-sleeved green jacket and the short skirt worn by Venusian women.


  Staring steadily at her, Stafford found recollection stirring within him.


  “I—I know you, don’t I?” he put thoughtfully.


  “You should. I was in my father’s office the day you refused the small fortune he offered you to head his transport fleet!”


  “Ann Clayton!” Kent found his feet and regarded her in surprise. Marshall Clayton owned the vast iridium mines northeast of the city. Over a year ago he had tried to sell Stafford on the idea of taking a thousand dollar a month salary to supervise the shipping of valuable loads of iridium back to Earth and Mars. Constant raids on his ships had depleted his profits until he decided a fighter was more needed in his crew of officers than mere navigators. But Kent had decided in favor of the more rigorous life he had known for ten years.


  The girl laughed softly. “How is your head now?” she asked.


  “My head—!” Kent’s hand went up to discover nothing remained of the death collar but a furrow where it had lain! “You—you got it off?”


  “With Roddok’s help.”


  The words jerked the hunter’s gaze to the tall, slender figure in green, lazing in the bunk across the room. Anger flashed into his mind, then fell away as he considered her words. “But you helped put the thing on—!” he muttered. “Now you take it off. What’s the idea?”


  The Martian laughed: “I’m on two payrolls,” he smiled. “But you got yourself lost in the native quarter so fast I was almost too late in finding you.”


  “Roddok’s my undercover man,” Ann Clayton explained. “When he brought word that you’d been left in the Venusian quarter to die or be killed, I hurried out to get you. I found you just in time. The natives will kill any foreigner they catch alone, unless I, or Agara, my mine superintendent, is with him.


  “You could have taken the band off yourself, if you’d known how. The two metals unscrew, and immediately stop contracting. The bronze is cut off after that.”


  The lines of puzzlement pinched deeper about his eyes. He let himself sag onto the bunk again. “My head’s as dizzy as though the collar were still on it,” he admitted. “Six months ago Hila Fonda was a happy, sinful bit of hell that was about as furtive as a stray pup. Now I hear talk about undercover men, traitors, hostile natives . . . what’s the answer?”


  KENT was conscious of their gazes on him. The rattle of ivory had chopped off. Agara, the Venusian who had charge of all the Clayton mines, pushed his chips away angrily. His flat, brown features twisted. There was something almost threatening in the way he fixed his gaze on the other.


  “You’re in a city where men wear chains, Kent,” he said harshly. “Your people keep out of trouble by walking light and not having ideas. We Venusians have come to hate the whites because Oak Harbold is white. And who can blame us? Harbold has levied taxes on half what my men make working in the mines. So—they are starving. He refuses to give Miss Clayton clearance papers on her ships so she can’t sell the metal, and the workers go unpaid.”


  Stafford’s blood grew warmer. “But Clayton! Why does he stand for Harbold’s bullying?”


  Ann Clayton’s eyes dropped. “My father is dead. A mine cave-in—so they said.”


  Kent found no words to express his shock and sorrow. Marshal Clayton had been his kind of man . . . a fighting man. Because of that, he was dead. “Your father was the sort Hila Fonda needs,” his voice came quietly. “But you, Ann—you can’t stay here alone. You aren’t safe.”


  Proudly her eyes flashed over the four giant natives and Roddok. “I have friends,” she pointed out. “Every Venusian supports me and my friends. And as long as I have strength to fight, I’ll stay here and battle Oak Harbold!”


  “All of Marsh Clayton didn’t die,” Kent murmured. Suddenly, with icy coldness, he recalled the Cap’n.


  “I’ve got to get back there,” he ground out. “Cap’n may be dead already. Harbold had some reason for keeping him.”


  “He did—which is why he is safe.” The Martian was on his feet, lighting a cigarette brought across millions of miles from Earth. “I convinced Harbold you might have a secret cache of vuldar feathers somewhere, and he kept Hedrick to sweat the information out of him. But don’t excite yourself—he is merely going to starve him until he gives in.”


  Stafford held his gaze steadily on the thin, regular features. The thought came into his mind that beneath the unobtrusive exterior was a loyal spirit.


  “Tonight you must rest,” Roddok continued. “By tomorrow night I’ll have the lay of the building he’s taken him to. Then we can strike.”


  “Strike!” Kent smashed a knotted fist into his palm. “We’ll strike and keep on striking until Harbold’s octopus hold is broken. Or else we’ll go down knowing it was a great old fight while it lasted!”


  CHAPTER V


  Rescue—And Capture


  RENEWED strength came to Kent with the birth of the new day.


  Hour by hour he paced about the small room, impatiently eager to be on the trail back. It was agony to confine himself to four walls, with so much to be done outside. Then, toward evening, came quick footsteps in the hall.


  Ann admitted Roddok. “It’s set,” he announced grimly. “Come here.” He led the way to the window, let up the shade on the darkening city. Ann pressed close to Kent, following with him the Martian’s pointing finger. They made out the slender form of a tall building across the city. Near the top, lights gleamed in windows.


  Roddock said: “Your friend is there. He’s expecting us any time.”


  “But how do we get in?” Kent wanted to know. “That’s ten stories up. We aren’t going by elevator, are we?”


  The Martian’s purple-gray eyes appraised his muscular limbs. “Can you climb?”


  “I could scale an iceberg, if the Cap’n were at the top,” Stafford assured him.


  “Then you’ll climb,” Roddok nodded. He pressed a gun into his hand. “You’ll need this. Let’s go.”


  But a restraining hand clutched Kent’s wrist as he swung toward the door. The look in Ann’s eyes were not the fighting spirit of last night. It was something more feminine, something softer. “You’ll watch out for the night guards?” she whispered.


  Kent’s jaw went hard. “I’ll watch for them,” he promised somberly, shoving his gun under his belt. Then his lips formed a quizzical smile. “Why, Ann—if a man didn’t know better, he’d think you were downright worried about me!”


  Her reply, not entirely satisfactory, was still in his ears as they left: “Perhaps I am. I need men like you—lots of them!”


  THE ancient warehouse in which Hedrick was confined loomed high and dark from a cluster of smaller buildings. A small sprinkling of lighted windows shone near the top.


  Kent pressed back with Roddok into the gloom of a doorway across from it. The nearby crashing of the sea on the yellow sand was in his ears, and the pulsing of his own heart. As far as he could see in either direction, the street was deserted.


  The Martian’s words riveted his attention on the warehouse, then. “It’s built like a U,” he was whispering, “with Hedrick’s room at the end of one leg. Inside the U, at the very back, the bricks are old and looser than anywhere else. It may be you can get finger-and foot-holds. Climb to the tenth story and get in a window. Come back the same way.”


  Kent nodded slowly and drew a deep breath. With Roddok’s “Good luck!” in his ears, he started across the street. Scarcely had he reached the middle of it when voices broke the silence and lights swung around the nearby corner. Kent stood frozen with horror. Guards! If they had seen him—!


  Three quick strides carried him to the warehouse shadows. Then he was forcing back against the wall, waiting . . .


  In a moment the voices resolved themselves into a drunken discord of music. “Drunks!” breathed Stafford, and his shoulders sagged with relief. The quartet wore the uniforms of rocket men on one of the great sky-liners. Oblivious to the four sharp eyes and two gun-muzzles that followed them, they careened on, singing raucously of the “Black-Eyed Sky-Maids of Space.” Kent twirled, trod hastily down the space between two small buildings. Sooner than he expected, he was staring into the black patio within the U of the warehouse. His keen gaze raked it. Cautiously he bore across the intervening distance and made for the section Roddok had mentioned. Then he was jerking about with a startled gasp on his lips.


  The guard had loomed up so unexpectedly that Stafford was caught flat-footed. “Who is it?” growled the watchman.


  There was a moment in which Kent cursed himself for trusting Roddok. But with the beam of light from the man’s torch, he forgot everything but the need for speed and agility.


  ‘‘Stafford!” The word was wrung from the man’s lips in a choked gasp. And Kent recognized, with a fierce thrill, the nasal tones of Woods.


  “Yeah—back from the dead!” Kent clipped, and sprang for him. His body was rigid with the knowledge that he must shoot first, and that that shot must not be heard. The ugly bore of his weapon sank deep into the renegade’s slack belly. Kent pulled the trigger.


  There was a sharp pop, a groan that Kent’s hand stopped. The muffling of the gun had been successful, and Stafford knew, as seconds hammered through him, that his split second advantage had prevented Woods from firing. He watched the dead man sag down. With a cold shock he saw how close he had been to death; the guard’s gun was already cocked. Only his swiftness had saved him.


  He made his way to the wall and groped until he discovered the loose section of bricks. He knew instantly why these bricks were loose and the others firm; a drain on the roof spilled rain water over at this point, and the erosion of years had weakened the mortar. But as he ran skilled fingers over the softened material, his mouth tightened.


  It was one step short of suicide to ascend by them. Crumbling plaster and brick came out by the handful as he dug. But the thought of Cap’n starving up there routed caution from his mind. He jammed the gun back under his belt and started up.


  THE stories fell away from him in a timeless interval of shaling plaster, probing, bleeding fingers, and cramping muscles. Kent fought his way higher. He had no fear of the steep climb, but the crumbling bricks struck fear into him.


  In some manner he gained the top floor, rigid with alarm. A window beckoned invitingly. Weakened fingers slipped over the sill. And now his nerves exploded as the room he was staring into blazed with sudden light. Black eyes, behind the barrel of an incendiary pistol, regarded him frigidly.


  “A long climb, fella,” the man rasped. “Too bad it had to end this way!”


  Without the usual warning of tensed features, the man blazed three shots at him. The agony of seared flesh was in Kent. His eyes stung from the proximity of the muzzle-blast. Hatred nerved him to leap up as he realized he was somehow uninjured. Steel fingers closed like a trap about the Harbold man’s wrist.


  The sinews of Kent’s bronzed back snapped and strained as he gave a quick tug on the captured arm. From the man’s lips broke a hoarse scream of terror. Twice more he fired as he plunged through the window into space.


  Kent was sickened by the babbling shrieks that came up to him, and shuddered to the smacking sound that terminated them. But he climbed in knowing that if he had any chance now, it lay in speed.


  He sprang into the hall, tore down it to Hedrick’s room. There was no guard before the door under which he could make out pale light. Evidently the man he had just met had left his post to intercept him. A single shot shattered the lock. In the next moment the door was swinging wide . . .


  Cap’n Hedrick’s squat, dynamic form came out unhurriedly. He said only, “What’s kept you, son?” But in the strength of his grasp was gratitude and relief.


  Kent grinned. “Had to leave my card with a couple of doormen. Well, shall we stay here and wait for trouble, or go look it up?”


  “Let’s look it up. And then eat! I’ve ate up all the flooring, and was just startin’ on the door knob when you got here.”


  Kent started a smile, then the humor vanished under the pressure of the situation. “We’ve got the chance of a canary with a vuldar of coming out alive, but I’m ready if you are. We’ll go the front way. The courtyard will be clogged with hell-raisers by now.”


  The way down was a lot easier than the way up, but as they prepared to go out the front door into the now swarming street, both men were grim. Harbold’s strident tones knifed the babble. Everywhere were the green uniforms of guards. Of Roddok there was no sign whatever. He had melted with the first shot, Kent decided. And again a slow suspicion revolved in his mind.


  They slid into the street. Kent played his act coolly, mingling with the clamoring Martians and Earthmen and adding his voice to the others. But slowly, purposefully, he inched through them. Suddenly he hissed over his shoulder, “Here we go!”


  His broad shoulders hunched as he made for the yawning mouth of an alley. Cap’n’s steps echoed his own running footfalls. They gained the alley and sprang down it. But not until the sounds of the crowd died out did their pace slacken a fraction.


  Black storm clouds had been gathering beneath the perpetual envelope of vapor during the night, and now, as they gained the native quarter, the first huge, pelting drops splattered in the dust of the streets. Soon the night sky was sluicing angry torrents down upon the city, scouring the filthy streets clean.


  But Kent Stafford was thinking, as they swung into their hideout, that no amount of rain could wash out the blood that had been spilled, and would be spilled before this ghastly business was over.


  ALL the rest of that night the three of them—Ann, Kent, and Hendricks—watched the constant searching parties rush through the crooked streets. Behind them sounded the rattling of backgammon pieces as the impassive Venusian guards played on, disregarding the turmoil without.


  Constantly the thought recurred to Kent that Roddok was back of the miscarriage of his plans. Woods and the other men had been on the alert from the opening play, as though they had expected him. Yet they thought he was dead. Only the blonde Martian knew otherwise.


  The hours crept on, and yet Roddok did not come. The black sky thinned to a dirty gray, as another grim dawn broke over Hila Fonda. It was when the first sickly half-light had filtered through the slanting streaks of rain that Ann Clayton turned from the window with a little gasp.


  “Kent!” she called tensely. He looked up from the chair. “There’s a man down there in the street,” her voice went on tightly. “I don’t know, but I think he’s—dead.”


  Stafford shoved his bulk wearily out of the chair. “There’ll be a lot of ’em dead after this night. Harbold’ll drag all the rotten aces out of his sleeve, now. I’ll go look.”


  He was not gone long, but when he returned from dragging the limp figure into a doorway out of the rain, his face was white. “It was Roddok,” he said strangely. “He’s—come back. God forgive me the thoughts I had.” He passed his hand over his eyes as though suddenly tired. “I found this on him. Read it.”


  Hendricks took the note and scanned it. He had aged when he glanced up once more. In Harbold’s sprawling characters he had read: “Stafford: You got till night to come back alone and unarmed. If you aren’t here then, I’ll blow the whole damned Venusian quarter to hell. I can do it. Don’t make me show you how!”


  CHAPTER VI


  The Last Chance


  FOR a long time Kent stood at the window looking into the wet street. He was sick of it all, sick with knowledge that only his own life could save those of thousands of innocent natives. That Harbold could dynamite the city, he had no doubt whatever. Hila Fonda was an ancient city, of underground sewers and huge water-mains . . . ideal places to plant charges of deadly argonite, a Martian product a hundred times as powerful as trinitrotoluol, Earth’s best.


  Desperately he fought for another solution, when all the time he knew it was the only way. Then the sound of soft sobbing drove the gloom from his mind. Ann Clayton was a pathetic little huddle on one of the bunks, her soft brown hair hiding the hands that covered her face. Quietly Kent crossed to her, and sat beside her.


  Completely unconscious of the strangeness of it, he let one brown hand steal about her waist and draw the trembling warmth of her against him. And just as simply, just as naturally, her own arms went about his shoulders, and she buried her face in the hollow of his neck.


  “We’ve fought so long,” she sobbed. “So many fine, brave men like Roddok have gone, and I kept thinking we would surely win out sometime. Last night I thought things were turning our way. And now . . . this!”


  There were no words in Stafford to cheer her. The last shreds of his hope lay out there in the rain, as dead as the Martian.


  “There was a million dollars worth of iridium waiting to go when Dad died,” she went on tonelessly. “It’s there yet. I suppose it’ll stay there, until Harbold finds an excuse to take it.” The slim shoulders shook. “Oh, Kent, Kent—what can I do alone, when men like you and Hedrick can’t stop him?” Stafford gave no sign that he had heard, but a new vigor stirred in him. He got up, stood poised in thought. Something in her words, something in the ceaseless rattle of rain on the windows, built anew the blaze of courage. Thoughts came tumbling into place in his mind. Abruptly he swung back to the girl.


  “We’re overlooking a good bet,” he told her, and his glance included the others. “Hearing that rain gave me an idea. Where is the metal stored?”


  “It’s in the mines, in a locked tunnel,” she replied. “Oh, I know what you’re thinking, but it’s no use. All my transport ships are guarded by Harbold, so we can’t get the iridium off the planet anyway.”


  “But maybe they aren’t guarded!” Kent cut in. “Harbold will know these Venusians won’t stay in the city and take a chance on being blown to hell. He’ll have all his men watching the gates to keep them in. For the time being he may forget the ships. And in this blinding rain we can easily sneak a hundred men over the north wall.” Ann’s face brightened with anticipation of the plan. “You mean we’ll load all the ships and leave before he knows what’s happened! And—and then we can bring back a few battalions of interplanetary patrolmen and stop him for good!”


  But Kent’s eyes were suddenly avoiding her eager gaze. He shoved his hands in his pockets and walked slowly past the intent Venusians.


  Ann followed him quickly. “Well, isn’t that it?” she pressed.


  “Just about,” he admitted. “Only I’m not going with you when you leave.”


  “You—you what?” the old hunter exploded. He gained his feet with a crash of metal-soled boots.


  “I’m staying here,” Kent repeated. “My leaving would be a death warrant for ten thousand Venusians. If I don’t come out tonight, it will mean the greatest tragedy Venus has ever known. An Earthman brought this on the innocent natives, and it’s right that an Earthman should stop it. I’m going back there alone.”


  The face of the giant Agara glowed with admiration. “Ten thousand opinions will be changed tonight,” he murmured. “Even a brave man might shun what you say you will do. Your courage will reflect on your people, in the eyes of Venusians.”


  “But, Kent—you can’t!” Ann pleaded. “There must be another way.”


  Stafford shook his head. “I’ve thought of every way. There’s only one, for me to go back alone—but not unarmed,” he added grimly.


  “Nor you ain’t going alone, either!” Cap’n vowed. “The pair of us are good for any hundred Harbolds from here to the Milky Way!”


  “We’ll see about that,” Kent smiled. “But now we’ve got work ahead. Agara, can you round up pilots for every ship, and men to load them?”


  “In an hour the best pilots and swampers in Hila Fonda will be waiting for you at the mines,” the Venusian assured him. Without further orders, he left with his men.


  At his departure, a brooding silence filled the room. With forced optimism, Kent brought a calloused hand down across his partner’s back. “Well, I’ve got one more good day’s work in me, anyhow,” he concluded. “And I’m spoiling to be at it. But rain and fog and mud—what a helluva setting for a man to do his best work!”


  THEY found the rain and fog a blessing once they had scaled the high old wall in the hilly northeast section of the quarter. The clouds seemed to have sunken with their own weight until they rested on the ground in a murky, wet blanket. Through it the three made their way unnoticed up the muddy road to the mines.


  From behind them came the ceaseless roar of the ocean, crashing thunderously on the sand. Other sounds built through the rain to them from ahead. The clank of hammers and the screech of wheels on rusty rails. The muffled shouts of workers.


  Suddenly the whole scene was revealed as the fog tore aside momentarily. Twenty gleaming, bullet shaped space ships formed a line before the hangars. A swarm of men came and went in the frantic business of readying them for the trip. Dozens of swampers huddled in the cold rain before the mine entrances.


  Agara loomed out of the grayness. “Everything is ready,” he said briskly. “If you’ll unlock the storage tunnel, Miss Clayton, we can load the ships and be away in an hour.”


  The girl nodded, and they hastened behind her as her small form disappeared into the lighted tunnel. Luminous bars, set into the ceiling like railroad ties, gave ample illumination. Ann went down the main tunnel for a few hundred feet, then turned right into a narrower one. Almost instantly they plunged into a twisting, confusing route full of switchbacks and short elevator descents.


  Kent marveled at her confidence in seeming to know exactly where she was going. Every tunnel appeared the same to him: low-ceilinged, with walls glittering from tiny bits of iridium. He asked her about it, and she glanced upward.


  “If you walk exactly in the center of the tunnel,” she explained, “you can see a tiny green light in the middle of each bar. Those lights indicate when you’re on the right route.”


  Kent was still reflecting on Marshall Clayton’s ingenuity in protecting his vast stores of the semi-precious metal when he had fresh reason to admire his thoroughness. Ann had stopped before a massive steel door. In her hand she held a dozen tiny gold bars like nails. One after another she placed the variously-formed keys into cleverly hidden locks. As the last one slid into place, the floor trembled slightly and the door slid back.


  Now their eyes widened at sight of bar upon bar of iridium ingots—nearly a million dollars worth. Without any delay the burly natives began carrying them out. Each man could carry only four of the small bars, because of the great weight of the metal.


  Hedricks and Kent both fell into line and got a load to carry up. Ann was waiting outside as they emerged. “Coming back up?” Kent asked her. “Or will you stay down here and keep dry?”


  Her answer was vague. “No, I—there’s something I must see about before I leave. I’m going down a little farther,” She had left before Kent could frame any questions.


  Finally, shrugging, Stafford fell back in line and began the long ascent.


  Time slipped past unmarked. Hurried trips back and forth through the tunnels, brisk runs through the rain to the holds of the ships, and the clanging of closed doors that would not be opened again for weeks, occupied every man’s attention, until suddenly they realized the last ship was loaded.


  Agara stood breathless, near the largest of the transports.


  “Miss Clayton always pilots her own ship,” he said hurriedly, nodding at the small, trim craft not far off. “It’s ready to go. I’ll fly in the flagship.” His hand went out to Stafford and Hedrick in turn. “If I don’t see you men again, let me say this now: No finer men have ever touched Venusian soil than you. Goodbye—good luck!”


  Then he was gone, leaving them to stare at the doors which had closed behind him. From down the line of ships came a bright orange flame as a rocket tube was warmed up. Others sprang up like signal flames glowing in the mist.


  Without warning there was an earth-shaking roar. A rocket blast mushroomed against the ground. A rush of air screamed over the city, tailing off into a windy sigh; the first ship was gone.


  The hunters stood frozen as the entire fleet blazed crimson paths from the mines into the clouds. Kent’s ears rang with the concussions. Apprehensively, he let his glance wander down into the city. Harbold must know now that something was going on. Time was short.


  He started to turn, but in the midst of it he jerked back to Cap’n. His face was white and drawn. “Good Lord!” he blurted. “I forgot about Ann. She said she’d be up in a few minutes. She’s been gone over an hour!”


  CHAPTER VII


  Out of Death—Victory!


  THEIR countenances were blank with horror. Then Kent shook himself. “Watch her ship,” he clipped. “It’s her last chance for safety, if—if she isn’t already . . .” He left the sentence hanging like a poised knife, and darted into the shaft.


  His shouts rang emptily through the tunnels as he reached the storage room and fund no sign of her. Indecision chilled his limbs. Recalling the system of light-guides, he glanced up quickly and found the green indicators continued farther on.


  He sprang ahead, calling to her as he went. The lights led him along a devious path, hundreds of feet farther into the bowels of the mountain. At last he stopped in desperation.


  It was then that the small, weak cry reached him: “Kent! Kent!”


  In the next moment he whirled, to discover her prone form. In a few seconds he was raising her from the ground in his arms. There was an ugly bruise on her forehead, and glancing down at the scattering of boulders on the floor, he wondered that the slide had not killed her.


  Ann was speaking in a weak voice: “I came down to get Dad’s strong-boxes out of the other vault. Everything he had was in them . . . deeds, bonds, cash. But when I started to open it, the slide started.”


  Stafford glanced briefly over the door, similar to the other, and noted the keys on the floor. “Thank God!” he murmured. “I was afraid you might have been caught in a cave-in—caught more than you were, I mean. If this stuff is necessary, let’s get it out and hurry back. Your ship is ready.”


  He bent down to pick up her keys—and went rigid, as an alien sound intruded. It was unmistakably the report of a pistol. Kent straightened. His own gun came to his hand. And now he shouted, as a figure raced past the mouth of the tunnel.


  “Cap’n!” he bellowed. “We’re here! What’s the . . .”


  Hedricks reappeared, ran wildly towards them. “Harbold!” he gasped.


  “The bunch of ’em—forty-fifty—must’ve heard the rockets and come up the hill! We ain’t got a chance. They’re right behind me!”


  Kent hefted his gun. “Then we won’t ask a chance,” he jerked. “We’ll meet ’em and have it out right here. Ann, are you game, or would you rather we’d surrender?”


  “You said before I was a lot like my father,” her reply came. “I haven’t changed.”


  A pounding of running feet reached them. The girl was first to move. “Down here there’s another shaft,” she said hastily. “A corner wouldn’t make a bad shelter, would it?”


  Behind the raggedly hewn wall they took up their post. They were not a moment too soon. Down the curving tunnel, at the spot they had just vacated, they heard Harbold’s heavy tones calling a halt.


  “They been here,” he shouted. “Here’s her keys. We’ll bottle ’em up!”


  “It ain’t that easy!” Stafford shouted back, and his incendiary bullet crashed off the curve of the wall to plunge into the mob. Though the angle of the tunnel prevented his seeing them, he heard a shrill scream.


  Quick footfalls approached. Two of the renegades sprang past the bend to send a barrage of flaming bullets at them. Kent smiled thinly as he leveled his gun and fired a single shot. Cap’n Hedricks’ revolver blasted at the same instant.


  The two men went down.


  “More where that came from!” Cap’n exulted. But in his face was the knowledge that it would be a short fight,’ if a fierce one. Between them they had not over a dozen more bullets.


  A RATTLE of gunfire broke out, the bullets smashing at the wall across from the prisoners and caroming into them. Several times they were saved only by the angle of the corner. As the echoes died away, Harbold spoke once more.


  “I could keep this up all night, but what’s the use?” he mocked them. “You picked the wrong place to hole up, gal. Remember I helped dig some of these shafts as a mucker, before I got smarter than your old man!”


  Kent shuddered as he sensed some hidden meaning in the words. He glanced at Ann, saw her brows knit in thought.


  “Or maybe you don’t remember,” the renegade pursued. “Me—I ain’t forgetting that we carried a couple cases of argonite into this vault here! I got the keys—I got a match. What more do I need to plant a fuse in that stuff, get out of range, and blow you out proper? Or you can try to put it out . . . and draw a few dozen bullets from us!”


  There was coarse, excited laughter from his crew. Stafford’s mind pictured the heavy door being swung open even now. Ann Clayton’s gasp pulled his eyes down to her face.


  Then she was crying, “You fools! That’s not a powder cache—the argonite will go off if the door isn’t opened by someone who knows how!”


  The news brought shocked silence. Kent hissed, “Ann—why didn’t you let them do it? It was a chance.”


  She gasped, started to utter vain regrets, but stopped as Harbold’s voice came again.


  “I’ll take my chances. I’ll believe one of you when I get it in writing.” Hack Bacon shrilled, “Gimme the keys, Oak. We’ll have ’em skyrocketing to hell in no time!”


  Cold sweat broke out all over Kent. He pressed back behind the buttress, listened to the lower, more purposeful murmuring. Ann covered her face with her hands. Hedricks was silent and watchful. “Can’t say we didn’t warn ’em!” he smiled thinly.


  Stafford’s muscles felt like steel rods. Here in this tunnel, within a few moments, would be decided the fate of Hila Fonda. Would Harbold go ahead and open the door that was the gateway to death? And if he did—would they themselves ever leave alive?


  Distinctly the rasp of keys came to their ears. In the next moment Harbold broke the silence. “Wait a minute!” he snapped. “She ain’t said anything else. Maybe she was telling the truth!”


  Then, breaking in on his words, was a shout from Bacon. “My God, boss—I can’t get the keys out. The door’s opening by itself!”


  Silence, that was like a wire drawn tight . . . then shouts, scrambling, and a quick pounding of someone’s boots coming toward the horrified trio.


  In that instant the earth seemed to draw itself up and poise before exploding into millions of fragments. Vivid white flames sheeted down the tunnel past them. Through the dull thunder rolling up the shaft there knifed a chorus of agonized shrieks.


  Kent’s body seemed to expand, blown up by the concussion crushing him. It deflated with an awful suddenness, leaving him weak, stunned. Dust whirled and eddied through the passageway. Then he was jarred from his coma by the spectre that careened into view.


  It was Oak Harbold, or what was left of him. He had run before the explosion took place, but his clothing hung in dirty shreds, and his skin was blackened and bloody. But in his fists he clutched his guns.


  “You beat me, Stafford,” he choked. “Tricked me. But you won’t trick these!”


  Kent fired in the same moment Harbold’s guns bucked. The two explosions lay atop one another in the dusty air. Oak Harbold stood for a moment as he had fired, then his whole frame shook with a mighty sigh and he dove solidly into the rocks. There was a glowing spot of red on his chest where the Venusian bullet had entered . . . to burn itself out even as Harbold’s life had done.


  Kent turned slowly to find Ann’s hand.


  “It’s over,” he murmured. “And nobody will be sorry for it. Harbold brought hell to Hila Fonda, and he died by it. We’ve won everything we fought for, including the right to live like Earthmen.”


  And as he watched the slow flush come into her pale cheeks, he knew he had won something more than that . . .


  [*] These plumes from the bodies of the rapacious Venusian bird which resemble the condor, are the most beautiful things on a planet full of the weirdly beautiful. The flame with every color of the rainbow, glisten in the dim sunlight like burnished gold and silver. Venusians look upon them with respect and reverence; Earthmen admire them and seek them for the thousand dollars the plumage of a single bird brings.


  THE WEAPON TOO DREADFUL TO USE


  Isaac Asimov


  They would not believe, these Earthmen, and Antil of Venus was forced to use his weapon. Aghast, Karl Frantor pleaded for a retreat.


  CHAPTER I


  The Ancient Ring.


  KARL FRANTOR found the prospect a terribly dismal one. From low-hanging clouds, fell eternal misty rain; squat, rubbery vegetation with its dull, reddish-brown color stretched away in all directions. Now and then a Hop-scotch Bird fluttered wildly above them, emitting plaintive squawks as it went.


  Karl turned his head to gaze at the tiny dome of Aphrodopolis, largest city on Venus.


  “God,” he muttered, “even the dome is better than this awful world out here.” He pulled the rubberized fabric of his coat closer about him, “I’ll be glad to get back to Earth again.”


  He turned to the slight figure of Antil, the Venusian, “When are we coming to the ruins, Antil?”


  There was no answer and Karl noticed the tear that rolled down the Venusian’s green, puckered cheeks. Another glistened in the large, lemur-like eyes; soft, incredibly beautiful eyes. The Earthman’s voice softened, “Sorry, Antil, I didn’t mean to say anything against Venus.”


  Antil turned his green face toward Karl, “It was not that, my friend. Naturally, you would not find much to admire in an alien world. I, however, love Venus, and I weep because I am overcome with its beauty.” The words came fluently but with the inevitable distortion caused by vocal cords unfitted for harsh languages.


  “I know it seems incomprehensible to you,” Antil continued, “but to me Venus is a paradise, a golden land—I cannot express my feelings for it properly.”


  “Yet there are some that say only Earthmen can love,” Karl’s sympathy was strong and sincere.


  The Venusian shook his head sadly, “There is much besides the capacity to feel emotion that your people deny us.”


  Karl changed the subject hurriedly. “Tell me, Antil, doesn’t Venus present a dull aspect even to you. You’ve been to Earth and should know. How can this eternity of brown and gray compare to the living, warm colors of Earth.”


  “It is far more beautiful to me. You forget that my color-sense is so enormously different from yours.[1] How can I explain the beauties, the wealth of color in which this landscape abounds.” He fell silent, lost in the wonders he spoke of, while to the Terrestrial the deadly, melancholy gray remained unchanged.


  “Someday,” Antil’s voice came as from a person in a dream, “Venus will once more belong to the Venusians. The Earthlings shall no longer rule us and the glory of our ancestors shall return to us.”


  Karl laughed, “Come, now, Antil, you speak like a member of the Green Bands, that are giving the government so much trouble. I thought you didn’t believe in violence.”


  “I don’t, Karl,” Antil’s eyes were grave and rather frightened, “but the extremists are gaining power and I fear the worst. And if—if open rebellion against Earth breaks out, I must join them.”


  “But you disagree with them.”


  “Yes, of course,” he shrugged his shoulders, a gesture he had learned from Earthmen, “we can gain nothing by violence. There are five billion of you and scarcely a hundred million of us. You have resources and weapons while we have none. It would be a fool’s venture and even should we win, we might leave such a heritage of hatred that there could never be peace between our two planets.”


  “Then why join them?”


  “Because I am a Venusian.”


  The Earthman burst into laughter again, “Patriotism, it seems, is as irrational on Venus as on Earth. But come, come, let us proceed to the ruins of your ancient city. Are we nearly there?”


  “Yes,” answered Antil, “it’s a matter of little more than an Earth mile now. Remember, however, that you are to disturb nothing. The ruins of Ash-taz-zor are sacred to us, as the sole existing remnant of the time when we, too, were a great race, rather than the degenerate remains of one.”


  THEY walked on in silence, slogging through the soft earth beneath, dodging the writhing roots of the Snake-tree, and giving the occasional Tumbling Vines they passed a wide berth.


  It was Antil then who resumed conversation.


  “Poor Venus.” His quiet wistful voice was sad. “Fifty years ago the Earthmen came with promises of peace and plenty—and we believed. We showed them the emerald mines and the juju weed and their eyes glittered with desire. More and more came, and their arrogance grew. And now—”


  “It’s too bad, Antil,” Karl said, “but you really feel too strongly about it.”


  “Too strongly! Are we allowed to vote? Have we any representation at all in the Venusian Provincial Congress? Aren’t there laws against Venusians riding in the same strato-cars as Earthlings, or eating in the same hotel, or living in the same house? Are not all colleges closed to us? Aren’t the best and most fertile parts of the planet pre-empted by Earthlings? Are there any rights at all that Terrestrials allow us upon our own planet?”


  “What you say is perfectly true, and I deplore it. But similar conditions once existed on Earth with regard to certain so-called “inferior races,” and in time, all those disabilities were removed until today total equality reigns. Remember, too, that the intelligent people of Earth are on your side. Have I, for instance, ever displayed any prejudice against a Venusian?”


  “No, Karl, you know you haven’t. But how many intelligent men are there? On Earth, it took long and weary millennia, filled with war and suffering, before equality was established. What if Venus refuses to wait those millennia?”


  Karl frowned, “You’re right, of course, but you must wait. What else can you do?”


  “I don’t know—I don’t know,” Antil’s voice trailed into silence.


  Suddenly, Karl wished he hadn’t started on this trip to the ruins of mysterious Ash-taz-zor. The maddeningly monotonous terrain, the just grievances of Antil had served to depress him greatly. He was on the point of calling the whole thing off when the Venusian raised his webbed fingers to point out a mound of earth ahead.


  “That’s the entrance,” he said, “Ash-taz-zor has been buried under the soil for uncounted thousands of years, and only Venusians know of it. You’re the first Earthman ever to see it.”


  “I shall keep it absolutely secret, Antil. I have promised.”


  “Come then.”


  Antil brushed aside the lush vegetation to reveal a narrow entrance between two boulders and beckoned to Karl to follow. Into a narrow, damp corridor they crept. Antil drew from his pouch a small Atomite lamp, which cast its pearly white glow upon walls of dripping stone.


  “These corridors and burrows,” he said, “were dug three centuries ago by our ancestors who considered the city a holy place. Of late, however, we have neglected it. I was the first to visit it in a long, long time. Perhaps that is another sign of our degeneracy.”


  For over a hundred yards they walked on straight ahead and then the corridor flared out into a lofty dome. Karl gasped at the view that lay before his eyes. There were the remains of buildings; architectural marvels unrivaled on Earth since the days of Peri-clean Athens. But all lay in shattered ruins, so that only a hint of the city’s magnificence remained.


  Antil led the way across the open space and plunged into another burrow that twisted its way for half a mile through soil and rock. Here and there, side-corridors branched off and once or twice Karl caught glimpses of ruined structures. He would have investigated had not Antil kept him on the path.


  AGAIN they emerged, this time before a low, sprawling building constructed of a smooth, green stone. Its right wing was utterly smashed, but the rest seemed scarcely touched.


  The Venusian’s eyes shone; his slight form straightened with pride. “This is what corresponds to a modern museum of arts and sciences. In this you shall see the past greatness and culture of Venus.”


  With high excitement, Karl entered—the first Earthman ever to see these ancient achievements. The interior, he found, was divided into a series of deep alcoves, branching out from the long central colonnade. The ceiling was one great painting that showed dimly in the light of the Atomite lamp.


  Lost in wonder, the Earthman wandered through the alcoves. There was an extraordinary sense of strangeness to the sculptures and paintings about him; an unearthliness that doubled their beauty.


  Karl realized that he missed something vital in Venusian art simply because of the lack of common ground between his own culture and theirs, but he could appreciate the technical excellence of the work. Especially, did he admire the color-work of the paintings which went far beyond anything he had ever seen on Earth. Cracked, faded, and scaling though they were, there was a blending and a harmony about them that was superb.


  “What wouldn’t Michelangelo have given,” he said to Antil, “to have the marvelous color perception of the Venusian eye.”


  Antil inflated his chest with happiness. “Every race has its own attributes. I have often wished my ears could distinguish the slight tones and pitches of sound the way it is said Earthmen can. Perhaps I would then be able to understand what it is that is so pleasing about your Terrestrial music. As it is, its noise is dreadfully monotonous to me.”


  They passed on, and every minute Karl’s opinion of Venusian culture mounted higher. There were long, narrow strips of thin metal, bound together, covered with the lines and ovals of Venusian script—thousands upon thousands of them. In them, Karl knew, might lie such secrets as the scientists of Earth would give half their lives to know.


  Then, when Antil pointed out a tiny six-inch high affair, and said that, according to the inscription, it was some type of atomic converter with an efficiency several times any of the current Terrestrial models, Karl exploded.


  “Why don’t you reveal these secrets to Earth. If they only knew your accomplishments in ages past, Venusians would occupy a far higher place than they do now.”


  “They would make use of our knowledge of former days, yes,” Antil replied bitterly, “but they would never release their stranglehold on Venus and its people. I hope you are not forgetting your promise of absolute secrecy.”


  “No, I’ll keep quiet, but I think you’re making a mistake.”


  “I think not,” Antil turned to leave the alcove but Karl called to him to wait.


  “Aren’t we going into this little room here?” he asked.


  Antil whirled, eyes staring, “Room? What room are you talking about? There’s no room here.”


  Karl’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as he mutely pointed out the narrow crack that extended half way up the rear wall.


  The Venusian muttered something beneath his breath and fell to his knees, delicate fingers probing the crack.


  “Help me, Karl. This door was never meant to be opened, I think. At least there is no record of its being here, and I know the ruins of Ash-taz-zor perhaps better than any other of my people.”


  The two pushed against the section of the wall, which gave backward with groaning reluctance for a short distance, then yielded suddenly so as to catapult them into the tiny, almost empty cubicle beyond. They regained their feet and stared about.


  THE Earthman pointed out broken, ragged rust-streaks on the floor, and along the line where door joined wall. “Your people seem to have sealed this room up pretty effectively. Only the rust of eons broke the bonds. You’d think they had some sort of secret stored here.”


  Antil shook his green head, “There was no evidence of a door last time I was here. However—” he raised the Atomite lamp up high and surveyed the room rapidly “there doesn’t seem to be anything here, anyway.”


  He was right. Aside from a nondescript oblong chest that squatted on six stubby legs, the place contained only unbelievable quantities of dust and the musty, almost suffocating smell of long-shut-up tombs.


  Karl approached the chest, tried to move it from the corner where it stood. It didn’t budge, but the cover slipped under his pressing fingers.


  “The cover’s removable, Antil. Look!” He pointed to a shallow compartment within, which contained a square slab of some glassy substance and five six-inch long cylinders, resembling fountain-pens.


  Antil shrieked with delight when he saw these objects and for the first time since Karl knew him, lapsed into sibilant Venusian gibberish. He removed the glassy slab and inspected it closely. Karl, his curiosity aroused, did likewise. It was covered with closely-spaced, vari-colored dots, but there seemed no reason for Antil’s extreme.


  “What is it, Antil?”


  “It is a complete document in our ancient ceremonial language. Up to now we have never had more than disjointed fragments. This is a great find.”


  “Can you decipher it?” Karl regarded the object with more respect.


  “I think I can. It is a dead language and I know little more than a smattering. You see, it is a color language. Each word is designated by a combination of two, and sometimes three, colored dots. The colors are finely differentiated, though, and a Terrestrial, even if he had the key to the language, would have to use a spectroscope to read it.”


  “Are you going to work on it now?”


  “I think so, Karl. The Atomite lamp approximates normal daylight very closely and I ought to have no trouble with it. However, it may take me quite a time so perhaps you’d better continue your investigation. There’s no danger of your getting lost, provided you remain inside this building.”


  Karl left, taking a second Atomite lamp with him, left Antil, the Venusian, bent over the ancient manuscript, deciphering it slowly and painfully.


  TWO hours past before the Earthman returned but when he did Antil had scarcely changed his position. Yet, now, there was a look of horror on the Venusian’s face that had not been there before. The “color” message lay at his feet, disregarded. The noisy entrance of the Earthman made no impression upon him. As if ossified, he sat in unmoving, staring fright.


  Karl jumped to his side, “Antil, Antil, what’s wrong?”


  Antil’s head, turned slowly, as though moving through viscous liquid, and his eyes gazed unseeingly at his friend. Karl grasped the other’s thin shoulders and shook him unmercifully.


  The Venusian came to his senses. Writhing out of Karl’s grasp he sprang to his feet. From the desk in the corner he removed the five cylindrical objects, handling them with a queer sort of reluctance, placing them in his pouch. There, likewise, did he put the slab he had deciphered.


  Having done this, he replaced the cover on the chest and motioned Karl out of the room, “We must go now. Already we have stayed too long.” His voice had an odd, frightened tone about it that made the Earthman uncomfortable.


  Silently, they retraced their steps until once more they stood upon the soaked surface of Venus. It was still day, but twilight was near. Karl felt a growing hunger. They would need to hurry if they expected to reach Aphrodopolis before the coming of night. Karl turned up the collar of his slicker, pulled his rubberized cap low over his forehead and set out.


  Mile after mile passed by and the domed city once more rose upon the grey horizon. The Earthman chewed at damp ham sandwiches, wished fervently for the comfortable dryness of Aphrodopolis. Through it all, the normally friendly Venusian maintained a stony silence, vouchsafing not so much as a glance upon his companion.


  Karl accepted this philosophically. He had a far higher regard for Venusians than the great majority of Earthmen, but even he experienced a faint disdain for the ultra-emotional character of Antil and his kind. This brooding silence was but a manifestation of feelings that in Karl would perhaps have resulted in no more than a sigh or a frown. Realizing this, Antil’s mood scarcely affected him.


  Yet the memory of the haunting fright in Antil’s eyes aroused a faint unease. It had come after the translation of that queer slab. What secret could have been revealed in that message by those scientific progenitors of the Venusians?


  It was with some diffidence that Karl finally persuaded himself to ask, “What did the slab say, Antil? It must be interesting, I judge, considering that you’ve taken it with you.”


  Antil’s reply was simply a sign to hurry and the Venusian thereupon plunged into the gathering darkness with redoubled speed. Karl was puzzled and rather hurt. He made no further attempt at conversation for the duration of the trip.


  When they reached Aphrodopolis, however, the Venusian broke his silence. His puckered face, drawn and haggard, turned to Karl with the expression of one who has come to a painful decision.


  “Karl,” he said, “we have been friends, so I wish to give you a bit of friendly advice. You are going to leave for Earth next week. I know your father is high in the councils of the Planetary President. You yourself will probably be a personage of importance in the not-too-distant future. Since this is so, I beg you earnestly to use every atom of your influence to a moderation of Earth’s attitude toward Venus. I, in my turn, being a hereditary noble of the largest tribe on Venus, shall do my utmost to repress all attempts at violence.”


  The other frowned, “There seems to be something behind all this. I don’t get it at all. What are you trying to say?”


  “Just this. Unless conditions are bettered—and soon—Venus will rise in revolt. In that case, I will have no choice but to place my services at her feet and then Venus will no longer be defenseless.”


  These words served only to amuse the Earthman. “Come, Antil. Your patriotism is admirable, and your grievances justified, but melodrama and chauvinism don’t go with me. I am, above all, a realist.”


  There was a terrible earnestness in the Venusian’s voice. “Believe me, Karl, when I say nothing is more real than what I tell you now. In case of a Venusian revolt, I cannot vouch for Earth’s safety.”


  “Earth’s safety!” the enormity of this stunned Karl.


  “Yes,” continued Antil, “for I may be forced to destroy Earth. There you have it.” With this, he wheeled and plunged into the underbrush on the way back to the little Venusian village outside the great dome.


  CHAPTER II


  A Frightful Weapon


  FIVE years passed—years of turbulent unrest and Venus stirred in its sleep like an awakening volcano. The short-sighted Terrestrial masters of Aphrodopolis, Venusia, and other domed cities cheerfully disregarded all danger signals. When they thought of the little green Venusians at all it was with a disdainful grimace as if to say “Oh, THOSE things!”


  But “those things” were finally pushed beyond endurance and the nationalistic Green Bands became increasingly vociferous with every passing day. Then, on one grey day, not unlike the grey days preceding, crowds of natives swarmed upon the cities in organized rebellion.


  The smaller domes, caught by surprise, succumbed. In rapid succession New Washington, Mount Vulcan, and St. Denis were taken together with the entire eastern continent. Before the reeling Terrestrials realized what was happening, half of Venus was no longer theirs.


  Earth, shocked and stunned by this sudden emergency—which, of course, should have been foreseen—sent arms and supplies to the inhabitants of the remaining beleaguered towns and began to equip a great space fleet for the recovery of the lost territory.


  Earth was annoyed but not frightened, knowing that ground lost by surprise could easily be regained at leisure, and that ground not now lost would never be lost. Or such, at least, was the belief.


  Imagine, then, the stupefaction of Earth’s leaders as no pause came in the Venusian advance. Venusia City had been amply stocked with weapons and food, her outer defenses were up, the men at their posts. A tiny army of naked, unarmed natives approached and demanded unconditional surrender. Venusia refused haughtily and the messages to Earth were mirthful in their references to the unarmed natives who had become so recklessly flushed with success.


  Then, suddenly, no more messages were received and the natives took over Venusia.


  The events at Venusia were duplicated, over and over again, at what should have been impregnable fortresses. Even Aphrodopolis itself, with half a million population, fell to a pitiful five hundred Venusians. This, in spite of the fact that every weapon known to Earth was available to the defenders.


  The Terrestrial Government suppressed the facts and Earth itself remained unsuspecting of the strange events on Venus, but in the inner councils, statesmen frowned as they listened to the strange words of Karl Frantor, son of the Minister of Education.


  JAN HEERSEN, Minister of War, rose in anger at the conclusion of the report.


  “Do you wish us to take seriously the random statement of a half-mad Greenie and make our peace with Venus on its own terms? That is definitely and absolutely impossible. What those damned beasts need is the mailed fist. Our fleet will blast them out of the Universe and it is time that it were done.”


  “The blasting may not be so simple, Heersen,” the grey-haired, elder Frantor rushed to his son’s defense. “There are many of us who have all along claimed that the Government policy toward the Venusians was all wrong. Who knows what means of attack they have found and what, in revenge, they will do with it.”


  “Bah! Fairy Tales!” exclaimed Heersen, “You treat the Greenies as if they were people. They are animals and should be thankful for the benefits of civilization we have brought them. Remember, we’re treating them much better than some of our own Earth races were treated in our early history, the Red Indians for example.”


  Karl Frantor burst in once more in an agitated voice, “We must investigate, sirs! Antil’s threat is too serious to disregard, no matter how silly it sounds—and in the light of the Venusian conquests, it sounds anything but silly. I propose that you send me with Admiral von Blumdorff, as a sort of envoy. Let me get to the bottom of this before we attack them.”


  The saturnine Earth President, Jules Debuc, spoke now for the first time. “Frantor’s proposal is reasonable, at least. It shall be done. Are there any objections?”


  There were none, though Heersen scowled and snorted angrily. Thus, a week later, Karl Frantor accompanied the space armada of Earth when it set off for the inner planet.


  IT was a strange Venus that greeted Karl after his five year’s absence. It was still its old soaking self, its old dreary, monotony of white and gray, its scattering of domed cities—and yet how different.


  Where before the haughty Terrestrials had moved in disdainful splendor among the cowering Venusians, now the natives maintained undisputed sway. Aphrodopolis was a native city entirely, and in the office of the former governor sat—Antil.


  Karl eyed him doubtfully, scarcely knowing what to say. “I rather thought you might be king-pin,” he managed at length. “You—the pacifist.”


  “The choice was not mine. It was that of circumstance,” Antil replied. “But you! I did not expect you to be your planet’s spokesman.”


  “It was to me that you made your silly threat years ago and so it is I who was most pessimistic concerning your rebellion. I come, you see, not unaccompanied,” his hand motioned vaguely upward where spaceships lazed motionless and threatening.


  “You come to menace me?”


  “No! To hear your aims and your terms.”


  “That is easily accomplished. Venus demands its independence and its acceptance by Earth as an equal and sovereign power. In return, we promise friendship, together with free and unrestricted trade.”


  “And you expect us to accept all that without a struggle.”


  “I hope you do—for Earth’s own sake.”


  Karl scowled and threw himself back in his chair in annoyance, “For God’s sake, Antil, the time for mysterious hints and bogeys has passed. Show your hand. How did you overcome Aphrodopolis and the other cities so easily.”


  “We were forced to it, Karl. We did not desire it,” Antil’s voice was shrill with agitation. “They would not accept our fair terms of surrender and began to shoot their Tonite guns. We—we had to use the—the weapon. We had to kill most of them afterward—out of mercy.”


  “I don’t follow. What weapon are you talking about?”


  “Do you remember that time in the ruins of Ash-taz-zor, Karl? The hidden room; the ancient inscription; the five little rods.”


  Karl nodded sombrely, “I thought of that, but I wasn’t sure.”


  “It was a horrible weapon, Karl,” Antil hurried on as if the mere thought of it were not to be endured. “The ancients discovered it—but never used it. They hid it instead, and why they did not destroy it, I can’t imagine. I wish they had destroyed it, I really do. But they didn’t and I found it and I must use it—for the good of Venus.”


  His voice sank to a whisper, but with a manifest effort he nerved himself to the task of explanation, “The little harmless rods you saw then, Karl, were capable of producing a force field of some unknown nature (the ancients wisely refused to be explicit there) which has the power of disconnecting brain from mind.”


  “What?” Karl stared in open-mouthed surprise. “What are you talking about?”


  “Why, you must know that the brain is merely the seat of the mind, and not the mind itself. The nature of “mind” is a mystery, unknown even to our ancients; but whatever it is, it uses the brain as its intermediary to the world of matter.[2]


  “I see. And your weapon divorces mind from brain—renders mind helpless—a space-pilot without his controls.”


  Antil nodded solemnly. “Have you ever seen a decerebrated animal?” he asked suddenly.


  “Why, yes, a dog—in my bio course back in college.”


  “Come, then, I will show you a decerebrated human.”


  Karl followed the Venusian to an elevator. As he shot downward to the lowest level—the prison level—his mind was in a turmoil. Torn between horror and fury, he had alternate impulses of unreasoning desire to escape and almost insuperable yearnings to slay the Venusian at his side. In a daze, he left the cubicle and followed Antil down a gloomy corridor, winding its way between rows of tiny, barred cells.


  “There,” Antil’s voice roused Karl as would a sudden stream of cold water. He followed the pointing webbed hand and stared in fascinated revulsion at the human figure revealed.


  IT was human, undoubtedly, in form—but inhuman, nevertheless. It (Karl could not imagine it as “he”) sat dumbly on the floor, large staring eyes never leaving the blank wall before him. Eyes that were empty of soul, loose lips from which saliva drooled, fingers that moved aimlessly. Nauseated, Karl turned his head hastily.


  “He is not exactly decerebrated,” Antil’s voice was low. “Organically, his brain is perfect and unharmed. It is merely—disconnected.”


  “How does it live, Antil? Why doesn’t it die?”


  “Because the autonomic system is untouched. Stand him up and he will remain balanced. Push him and he will regain his balance. His heart beats. He breathes. If you put food in his mouth, he will swallow, though he would die of starvation before performing the voluntary act of eating food that has been placed before him. It is life—of a sort; but it were better dead, for the disconnection is permanent.”


  “It is horrible—horrible.”


  “It is worse than you think. I feel convinced that somewhere within that shell of humanity, the mind, unharmed, still exists. Imprisoned helplessly in a body it cannot control, what must be that mind’s torture?”


  Karl stiffened suddenly, “You shan’t overcome Earth by sheer unspeakable brutality. It is an unbelievably cruel weapon but no more deadly than any of a dozen of ours. You shall pay for this.”


  “Please, Karl, you have no conception of one-millionth of the deadliness of the ‘Disconnection Field.’ The Field is independent of space, and perhaps of time, too, so that its range can be extended almost indefinitely. Do you know that it required merely one discharge of the weapon to render every warm-blooded creature in Aphrodopolis helpless?” Antil’s voice rose tensely. “Do you know that I am able to bathe ALL EARTH in the Field—to render all your teeming billions the duplicate of that dead-alive hulk in there AT ONE STROKE.”


  Karl did not recognize his own voice as he rasped, “Fiend! Are you the only one who knows the secret of this damnable Field?”


  Antil burst into a hollow laugh, “Yes, Karl, the blame rests on me, alone. Yet killing me will not help. If I die, there are others who know where to find the inscription, others who have not my sympathy for Earth. I am perfectly safe from you, Karl, for my death would be the end of your world.” The Earthman was broken—utterly. Not a fragment of doubt as to the Venusian’s power was left within him. “I yield,” he muttered, “I yield. What shall I tell my people?”


  “Tell them of my terms, and of what I could do if I wished.”


  Karl shrank from the Venusian as if his very touch was death, “I will tell them that.”


  “Tell them also, that Venus is not vindictive. We do not wish to use our weapon, for it is too dreadful to use. If they will give us our independence on our own terms, and allow us certain wise precautions against future re-enslavement, we will hurl each of our five guns and the explanatory inscription explaining it, into the sun.”


  The Terrestrial’s voice did not change from its toneless whisper, “I will tell them that.”


  ADMIRAL VON BLUMDORFF was as Prussian as his name, and his military code was the simple one of brute force. So it was quite natural that his reactions to Karl’s report were explosive in their sarcastic derision.


  “You forsaken fool,” he raved at the young man. “This is what come of talk, of words, of tomfoolery. You dare come back to me with this old-wives’ tale of mysterious weapons, of untold force. Without any proof at all, you accept all that this damned Greenie tells you at absolute face value, and surrender abjectly. Couldn’t you threaten, couldn’t you bluff, couldn’t you lie?”


  “He didn’t threaten, bluff, or lie,” Karl answered warmly. “What he said was the gospel truth. If you had seen the decerebrated man—”


  “Bah I That is the most inexcusable part of the whole cursed business. To exhibit a lunatic to you, some perfectly normal mental defective, and to say, ‘This is our weapon!’ and for you to accept that without question! Did they do anything but talk? Did they demonstrate the weapon? Did they even show it to you?”


  “Naturally not The weapon is deadly. They’re not going to kill a Venusian to satisfy me. As for showing me the weapon,—well, would you show your ace-in-the-hole to the enemy? Now you answer we a few questions. Why is Antil so cocksure of himself? How did he conquer all Venus so easily?”


  “I can’t explain it, I admit, but does that prove that theirs is the correct explanation? Anyhow, I’m sick of this talk. We’re attacking now, and to hell with theories. I’ll face them with Tonite projectiles and you can watch their bluff backfire in their ugly faces.”


  “But, Admiral, you must communicate my report to the President.”


  “I will—after I blow Aphrodopolis into kingdom come.”


  He turned on the central broadcasting unit even as he spoke, “Attention, all ships! Battle formation! We dive at Aphrodopolis with all Tonites blasting in fifteen minutes.” Then he turned to the orderly, “Have Captain Larsen inform Aphrodopolis that they have fifteen minutes to hoist the white flag.” The minutes that ticked by after that were tense and nerve-wracking for Karl Frantor. He sat in bent silence, head buried in his hands and the faint click of the chronometer at the end of every minute sounded like a thunder-clap in his ears. He counted those clicks in a mumbling whisper,—8,—9,—10. God! Only five minutes to certain death! Or was it certain death? Was von Blumdorff right? Were the Venusians putting over a daring bluff?


  AN orderly catapulted into the room and saluted. “The Greenies have just answered, sir.”


  “Well,” von Blumdorff leaned forward eagerly.


  “They say, ‘Urgently request fleet not to attack. If done, we shall not be responsible for the consequences.’ ”


  “Is that all?” came the outraged shout.


  “Yes, sir.”


  The Admiral burst into a sulphurous stream of profanity, “Why, the infernal gall of them,” he shouted, “They dare bluff to the very end.”


  And as he finished, the fifteenth minute clicked off, and the mighty armada burst into motion. In streaking, orderly flight they shot down toward the cloudy shroud of the second planet. Von Blumdorff grinned in a grisly appreciation of the awesome view spread over the televisor—until the mathematically precise battle formation suddenly broke.


  The Admiral stared and rubbed his eyes. The entire further half of the fleet had suddenly gone crazy. First, the ships wavered, then they veered and shot off at mad angles.


  Then calls came in from the sane half of the fleet—reports that the left wing had ceased to respond to radio.


  The attack on Aphrodopolis was immediately disrupted as the order went out to capture the ships that had run amok. Von Blumdorff stamped up and down and tore his hair. Karl Frantor cried out dully, “It is their weapon,” and lapsed back into his former silence.


  From Aphrodopolis came no word at all.


  For two solid hours the remnant of the Terrestrial fleet battled their own ships. Following the aimless courses of the stricken vessels, they approached and grappled. Bound together then by rigid force, rocket blasts were applied until the insane flight of the others had been balanced and stopped. Fully twenty of the fleet were never caught; some continuing on some orbit about the sun, some shooting off into unknown space, a few crashing down to Venus.


  The remaining ships of the left wing were boarded, and the sight that met the eyes of the unsuspecting boarding parties was a terrible one. Seventy-five staring, witless shells Of humanity in each ship. Not a single human being left.


  Some of those who first entered to investigate screamed in horror and ran back as if pursued by all the imps in Hell. Others merely retched and turned away their eyes. One officer took in the situation at a glance, calmly drew his Atomo-pistol and rayed every decerebrate in sight.


  Admiral von Blumdorff was a stricken man; a pitiful, limp wreck of his former proud and blustering self, when he heard the worst. One of the decerebrates was brought to him, and he reeled back.


  Karl Frantor gazed at him with red-rimmed eyes. “Well, Admiral, are you satisfied?”


  But the Admiral made no answer.


  He drew his gun, and before anyone could stop him, shot himself through the head.


  ONCE again Karl Frantor stood before a meeting of the President and his Cabinet; before a dispirited, frightened group of men. His report was definite and left no doubt as to the course that must now be followed.


  President Debuc stared at the decerebrate brought in as an exhibit. “We are finished,” he said. “We must surrender unconditionally, throw ourselves upon their mercy. But someday—his eyes kindled in retribution.


  “No, Mr. President!” Karl’s voice rang out, “there shall be no someday. We must give the Venusians their simple due—liberty and independence. Bygones must be bygones—our dead have but paid for the half-century of Venusian slavery. After this, there, must be a new order in the Solar Sys-‘tern—the birth of a new day.”


  The President lowered his head in thought and then raised it again. “You are right,” he answered with decision, “there shall be no thought of revenge.”


  Two months later the peace treaty was signed and Venus became what It has remained ever since—an independent and sovereign power. And with the signing of the treaty, a whirling speck shot out toward the sun. It was—the weapon too dreadful to use.


  [1] The Venusian eye can distinguish between two tints the wavelengths of which differ by as little as five Angstrom units. They see thousands of colors to which Earthmen are blind.—Author.


  [2] The brain may be likened to an immensely complex pilot-room which contains the machinery that controls the body. The mind is then the intelligence or entity that manipulates that machinery.—Author.


  THE MORONS


  Harl Vincent


  They were a happy, simple people. Stupid, of course—only they did calculus and used atomic weapons!


  GRAYSON ran his fingers shakily through thinning, gray hair. Gray fingers of mist reached upward, curling slowly, sliding reluctantly over the blank port window. The scream of the savagely overdriven radite engine rocked the metal bubble jerkily downward. “No solid,” he shouted.


  “But there is somewhere,” Matthews snapped savagely. “It’s waiting down there for that other radite to give out.” Grayson picked up the communicator, keeping his eyes fixed out and down. “No solid,” he repeated, “and no reading on the sonic altimeter. The gravitic says we’re five miles below the surface—theoretically.”


  He pressed the communicator signal, waited a moment, and called: “Bearing temperatures?”


  “It’s smoking. It would ha’ blown up ten minutes ago if the engineers dat made it knew what dey was makin’,” old Nelson answered hopeless. “It’s runnin’ eighty percent overload, and the—Hey, wait—”


  “The repulsion’s going,” said Matthews flatly. “We’ll find that damn solid now all right.”


  “Stop!” Grayson screamed suddenly. “Sol—”


  The keening scream of the overloaded radite engine lurched up the scale and exploded into a ripping grind. Spattering bits of metal hailed against bulkheads and walls; the screaming hiss of a punctured air storage tank coincided with the sudden, sickening sensation of free fall. The bottom dropped out as the last gravity repulser died.


  Matthews moved with the automatic reaction-speed of years of piloting. The lower steering rockets blasted a long howl of searing flame, for seconds the unwieldy ship jittered, swooped and balanced on the instability of roaring gas—then relapsed with a squashy thud on land suddenly clearly seen. Two hundred feet above hung the under side of a wavering blanket of mist.


  “We join the procession,” said Matthews bitterly. “We can’t lift from here without those radite engines—and there won’t be even a casing of that one.” Already his quick strides had swung him down the narrow tube that led to the engine room.


  He halted at the doorway. “Nels!” he grunted. “You weren’t touched!”


  “No, sir. But it won’t do any good. The Venus jinx got us like it got everybody else. The rockets couldn’t land because they couldn’t see, and we couldn’t land because the gravity-repulser blew up. And we can’t take off like this. We’re stuck, sir.”


  “We wouldn’t be if we could just get a message out. We know, now.” Matthews spoke bitterly as he stared out of a cracked bulletproof port window. “That damned blanket of mist just hangs there. It’s safe enough—if you have a spare radite engine.”


  “But the ionosphere is so thick here,” Grayson mourned, running shaking fingers through his thin hair. “We can’t break through to Earth with even the shortest waves. I’m afraid we haven’t done any good.”


  “Maybe long-wave radio would work?” suggested Nelson doubtfully.


  “No—that long-wave type bounces back even in Earth’s thin ionosphere. We can’t signal.” Grayson was sadly positive.


  “Maybe.” said Matthews thoughtfully, “not all of those earlier rocketship expeditions were entirely wrecked. Maybe some of them—like our expedition—were merely marooned.”


  “The Italians under Polto were the last—and that was twenty years ago. almost. Is there any hope of fixing up those engines, Nelson?”


  The engineer laughed softly and gestured. He clumped across the tight-packed engine room on his one sound leg, yanking queerly at the magnet-tipped wooden stump that replaced his lost leg. He stopped and pointed at a gapping hole in a thick metal and insulation tube. “The shaft of the main radite rotor went through the butt of the rocket tube. We built this trick boat with a couple big tubes, instead of lots of little ones, because it’s lighter—like we built it with a couple radite engines instead of several. She won’t float off Venus, though, and with one third of the rocket motor gone and both halves of the radite engines peppered through the walls here, we don’t go. You can’t build up gravity-repulsion without those motors, and we don’t have enough machines to build new engines. We got lots of fuel, but no way we can burn it. No, sir. We don’t go. What’s it like outside?”


  “We‘re near the edge of a swamp,” Matthews grunted.


  “We landed near the north pole,” said Grayson, puzzled. “We should be in frozen land here, even on Venus. I particularly wanted to be away from possible dangerous life forms, and felt sure there wouldn’t be any in cold regions of so hot a planet—”


  “We missed it somehow, fellow,” Matthews sighed. “Let’s test the air and see if we get out.”


  HALF AN HOUR later Grayson appeared in the pilot room. He was equipped with helmet, plaited jacket, hip boots, and had two large-orifice Bronson guns in his belt. He stood staring out the port window at the dark-green vegetation that stood motionless, breathless, under the heavy, lowering ceiling of mist. The mist billowed slowly, lazily—like waves in a placid, inverted sea. The vegetation did not move. Despite the miles-thick mist-layers, the light was comfortably brilliant and queerly shadowless. Nothing whatever moved out there, no leaf, no twig—


  “Matthews! There’s something living out there!” he yelled suddenly. “Hurry—”


  Nelson, from his vantage point at the one uncracked engine-room port suddenly snorted. “It’s a man—no, an—Hey, what is dat t’ing? It looks like a cross between an ape and a man.”


  Grayson stared at the thing that waddled out of the brush placidly. It was manlike, some six feet tall with hunched, hugely muscled shoulders and shambling walk. But the face had the broad, amiable grin of a moron, with dull, deep-set eyes under shaggy brows. He stopped and looked at the window where Grayson stared out. Suddenly Matthews was beside Grayson, looking out in silent fascination.


  “He isn’t human—but maybe—Do you suppose some of the expeditions weren’t entirely wrecked, that he’s some half-breed?” Matthews spoke softly.


  “No,” Grayson spoke softly, too, as though afraid the native could hear. “Impossible. The races of two planets—they could never cross. It’s just parallel development. There was the sabertooth tiger in North America, and in South America. Because it was isolated and had no large mammalian carnivores, it developed the saber-tooth marsupial. It’s Just parallel evolution.”


  The Venusian raised a huge club in his hand and waved it in a gesture that somehow was quite friendly despite the savage bludgeon. “Let’s go out.” Grayson turned to the lock.


  Thirty seconds later he stood in the open outer lock door and looked at the giant native. Under shaggy-haired brows the Venusian looked at the Earthman with the peaceable friendliness of a moron. He grunted queerly clacking, hissing syllables and looked at the Earthman.


  Vainly Grayson tried to form the sounds. Tongue-clicks and clucks, and gurgles from a constricted throat were beyond the man trained to English speech. “We need an Arab or a Hottentot,” he thought vaguely. They had those queer tongue-clicks and grunts in their languages—were used to them.


  The Venusian opened his mouth, twisted it laboriously, and grunted: “Co . . . may . . . stah.”


  Grayson stared. That labored mouthing—the syllables so unlike his previous words—


  The native writhed his lips and grinned wider. “Par . . . lah . . . tay . . . ah . . . tah . . . liyan . . . oh.” The moronic giant nodded affably, and his loose lip fell in happy triumph.


  “Si . . . Si!” gasped Grayson. “Polto . . . Pol to . . . Conoscete Signor Polto?”


  “Si.” The giant native nodded. “Polto—” He dropped his huge bludgeon to point his finger at his head and make quick circling movements as he shrugged massive shoulders with a queer little gesture that was unmistakably, unquestionably, pure Latin. “Polto dico. Too say bat so.”


  “ ‘You’re nuts?’ ” Grayson looked at tin native curiously. Suddenly he realized Matthews and Nelson had joined him. “He’s speaking Italian!” Grayson snapped. “Polto landed here—or near here. He—”


  “I speak Italian, too,” Matthews interrupted. “Where is Polto?” he asked the native, proving his statement.


  “He come. Queen Theresa come. They come slow.”


  “Who are you?”


  “T’rog,” said the Venusian.


  Matthews shook his head. “Not to us. We can’t say that. We’ll call you Throg. Understand?”


  “What’s he say?” asked Nelson uneasily. “How come he talks Italian?”


  “Apparently every expedition that’s tried to make Venus did as we did and headed for the pole. Polto did. He landed alive, apparently. He’s taught them Italian, probably because he couldn’t handle their clicks and clacks. This one’s name is T’rog. You stick your tongue on the roof of your mouth, snap it off with a clicking noise and say ‘rog’ at the same time.”


  Old Nelson looked at him. “Not me. I don’t do those things.”


  GRAYSON was suddenly, vaguely surprised to realize that there were half a dozen—a dozen!—of the natives. They seemed to grow out of the ground soundlessly. All looked at the ship and the Earthman with friendly, stupid grins. Some carried massive bludgeons, some bows and arrows, some huge spears. Others—a very few—carried queerly bent sticks with jagged chips and bits of crystalline rock fastened on firmly.


  Throg spoke suddenly. “Polto come slow, but Queen Theresa she come slower. Polto round bend.”


  Abruptly a group of natives burst into sight, with a sweating, panting, ragged little gray bearded human among them. The gray-bearded little figure stopped abruptly. “A ship!” he yelled, and ran forward exultantly, dancing in joy. “A ship—and it is not smashed to ruin! It is safe! We go home—Theresa, my little Theresa and I go home!”


  “You’re Signor Polto?” asked Grayson.


  The little man pulled himself upright with a sudden, curious dignity. “Si, signor—I am Polto, the first man of Earth to land alive on Venus. The only man to land alive on Venus, till you came.”


  Matthews looked at the natives. Some women had come; blocky, hunched females with the same blankly friendly, moronic eyes. They stared in the same childish, interested way as the men. “My little Theresa” and “Only man to land alive on Venus” came back to him. He wondered about this Queen Theresa.


  Grayson was speaking, shaking his head. “I’m afraid, Polto, we’ve come to join you, rather than to take you back to Earth. The ship isn’t much damaged—but the engines are hopelessly ruined. The hull without power is as useless as a broken ship. What happened to you?”


  Polto shrugged. “We had to lower on rockets—very slowly. That is fatal. Rocketships must never go slowly. We thought we would make it, because we carried more energy in our fuel—we used stabilized atomic oxygen and boron, you know—than any before. But we used it all, and still the mist. We dropped perhaps five hundred feet, and because the ship was very lightly built, it crumpled gently. We were not all dead—I lived, and—”


  A wild scream flared out of the dripping jungle growth. There was a directionless quality to it that was terrifying. It came from one direction and all directions; something was happening back in the moveless, dripping jungle under the lazily eddying blanket of fog. The natives suddenly danced to their feet, and stared toward the dense, swampy growth. An odor of rotting vegetation and silence filled the air.


  Another throaty scream shot out of nowhere, then a chorus of shrieks and a vast animal roar of hate and pain. And, for a single infinitesimal instant, a queerly sweet humming noise. The vast roaring bellow of anger was cut off as though by a suddenly dropped soundproof wall.


  The natives were suddenly grinning, moving in an eddying whorl toward the jungle growth. Every face was livened with a keen and evident anticipation. Even Polto seemed to feel a keen anticipation. “Xyll!” he grunted. “They found xyll. Good. They will like and remember you, for you brought good luck. There will be a feast.”


  The natives were eddying back, and a terrific crashing of underbrush and chanting accompanied their return. A score of them were tugging at each of three ropes, and presently they dragged the thing into the swampy clearing. The other natives were following it with keen interest, and Grayson and Matthews Stared with equal fascination. It was an ugly, horn-skinned monster with four blocky legs and a huge knobbed tail. Rows of spikes like gigantic porcupine quills protruded from its neck and head, and huge dinner-plate eyes covered the sides of a tiny head perched like a control cabin above an immense scoopshaped mouth.


  “There will be a feast,” repeated Polto. “A very great feast. Xyll is good, very good.”


  Throg had drifted back and stood looking up at them. “You make roar again, please?” he suggested with a toothy, friendly grin.


  “Roar?” said Matthews, bewildered.


  Polto was suddenly laughing uproariously. Tears streamed down the seamed, weather-beaten cheeks and tangled in the unkempt beard. “Roar! Si, roar, my friends. Throg, he has the idea! You landed with the rockets for a moment—just a moment—but it was a mighty roar. So the xyll roars back and forth when they hunt their mates! You have the xyll-call in your ship!”


  Matthews grunted. “We can’t do it again. The tubes are clogged with swamp mud now, and we’d just blow up the ship. And I couldn’t balance the ship down on those tubes again if our lives hung on it again. That was luck, not science.”


  Grayson was looking at Polto thoughtfully. Throg had said his characteristic gesture was that twirling finger at the forehead and a shrugging “You’re nuts!” One thing morons were extremely clever at, as Throg had shown: mimicry. That shrug, even with the massive, humped shoulders of the hairy natives, had been pure Latin, a gesture so wholly, typically familiar it had been unquestionable perfection of mimicry. Equally, that twirling finger had been mimicry.


  “Polto,” Grayson asked suddenly, “Throg said your characteristic gesture was this, accompanied by ‘You’re nuts!’ What did he mean?”


  Polto grimaced, shrugged his shoulders with a little gesture that seemed rather an imitation of Throg’s than the original of Throg’s mimicry. “You’ll find out, if you can’t leave. They are crazy—queer—in a most peculiar way. They have no sense, no brains, but they learn Italian quicker than I learn their language. And they learn to understand very quick. Too quick.”


  MATTHEWS jumped down from the lock and strolled over toward a chalky cliff that thrust up an island of drier land in the swamp. The natives had dragged their xyll over there, and were beginning to hack through the horny armor. Matthews watched them a moment, then sat down wearily and began figuring with pad and pencil. Several of the hairy natives came and stared over his shoulder. Matthews moved uneasily, then finally relaxed in resignation and continued.


  “Polto,” Grayson asked suddenly, “do they have any written language or understand writing? Do they know anything?”


  The little Italian shrugged characteristically. “I don’t know. I lose my mind trying to figure them out. Today they know everything; they fell a tree accurately so it falls across a stream and they cross. They move a boulder with a lever and ingenious fulcrum. They do things with mechanical things—stones and trees and sticks of wood—that even I would not think of. Tomorrow—they are dumb, witless. You have seen their crystal sticks?”


  “Those slender sticks with crystals embedded as saw teeth?” Grayson questioned.


  “Ho! Saw teeth, eh? You have not seen. But you will—and you will ask me if they know anything.”


  “What are the crystal sticks then?” asked Grayson, watching Polto narrowly. Twenty years among moronic natives, apparently with a native wife—Matthews’ voice echoed sharply. “Hey, let go, Throg! You don’t want—Ouch!”


  Grayson started toward him at a run, Nelson close behind. Throg had yanked pad and pencil from Matthews with a friendly, broad-toothed grin. “Throg look—not hurt—show picture.”


  Matthews yielded, nursing a wrist bruised by enormously strong fingers. Grayson joined him, Polto and Nelson close behind, and said: “He won’t hurt it, he only wants to look, I guess. What’s the matter with the ship?” Matthews nursed his wrist and grunted. “Everything. We hoped to make it with the newly developed antigravity engines Dr. Grayson here helped develop. They were too new. They got us off Earth all right, and the rockets brought us over, but when we started lowering through Venus mist, it meant hours of continuous run. Not more than ten miles an hour for one hundred and fifty miles—fifteen hours of steady pull. They didn’t stand up. The port radite engine simply failed, and with the other one then under a 180-percent capacity load—


  “And to complete the picture, the rotor shaft stabbed a hole in the butt of the port main rocket tube. I was trying to figure a patch. We might get out to space and signal help if we could do that.”


  Throg touched Matthews’ hand, and the Earthman jerked away uneasily. The native merely wanted to return the notebook and pencil, which the pilot accepted.


  Matthews looked at the page Throg had been working on and stared. “Hey. Hey, Grayson, look.”


  GRAYSON looked. On one page was the rough sketch Matthews had done. On the other was Throg’s effort. The lines were jerky and wavered like a child’s work; the powerful native didn’t have the delicate neuro-muscular coordination of a Terrestrian. But the drawing was recognizable—or almost.


  “Why, it’s a representation of a cross-section of a radite engine! Where—” Hastily Grayson turned through the other pages of the notebook to find the original Throg had copied. There was none.


  “They do those things.” Polto shrugged. “They’re nuts.”


  Grayson looked at the sketch more closely. “Matthews,” he whispered softly, “this is not quite a radite engine. That’s in a new aspect to the rotor there . . . and . . . by all that’s holy, that’s a design I didn’t think of, but should have—because it’s better!”


  Through grunted suddenly and snatched the book. Crude lines built a square box about part of the engine, then he turned a page and sketched rapidly. Below the sketch he marked in scrawled, shaky symbols a mathematical expression of some kind. With a self-satisfied grunt he returned it to Grayson. Grayson stared bewilderedly at the sketch. Softly he heard Polto’s “They’re nuts,” and heard him wander off toward the xyll. Nelson was wandering off, too.


  Grayson felt his mind was wandering off. The new sketch was another version of the radite engine, with yet another difference. The mathematical symbols below didn’t make sense at all, because he’d never seen any like them. He stared at them in puzzlement, because he knew perfectly well that morons didn’t do mathematics.


  Throg grabbed the pencil and pad, and sketched some more. When he returned it, Grayson stared again. There was another line of crude mathematical symbols, only this time the symbols made sense because they were familiar. But the equation wasn’t. He thought a long time, changing, rearranging, reducing, before he understood. Then he looked at the radite engine sketch.


  “Matt, they may be nuts, or I may be nuts, but that thing isn’t. You see that coil? Look at this expression here. It’s a wholly new development from the gravity line repulser theory, and it shows that this coil will act as a self-exciter. With that modification, we could run one radite engine at half speed and get all the effect we wanted, once we’d built up the field, and we’d build up a lot faster.”


  Matthews stared. “But we haven’t got one engine—or part of one—and I can’t pilot the ship with only one tube in action, either. That’s worth another fortune to you if you can get back to Earth—but not a damn thing here.”


  Regretfully, Grayson recognized the truth of it. Throg’s friendly, self-satisfied grin had gone to a doleful expression that curiously matched Grayson’s feelings. The scientist looked at the brute man with a deeper puzzlement, a deeper wonderment as to the source of that queer and highly technical information. These natives were not human; perhaps their laws of inheritance were different, perhaps they could inherit buried technical knowledge, the knowledge that, ages before, perhaps, their ancestors had developed and forgotten somehow, in between. It might be that only when two halves of the necessary information came together in some scattered genes of inheritance did that inherited memory survive.


  Somewhere there, in the more tropical parts of Venus perhaps, there might be mighty ruined cities, relics of a vast, forgotten civilization. Grayson stared southward, toward the slightly more brilliant southward and sunward horizon.


  “GRAY!”


  Grayson started out of his reverie as Matthews snapped his name. “Eh?”


  “Listen! Do you hear what I hear?”


  Grayson cocked his ears. There was a sound, a queer wailing and rising and falling of flutelike notes that he could associate with nothing he had heard on Earth or Mars—nor anywhere in the Solar System. With a start, he saw that the natives were all prostrated. Nelson, stolid old Nelson even, seemed to be startled into immobility.


  Throg, alone of all the morons, was on his feet. “Comes Queen,” he intoned.


  “You speak English?” Grayson asked, amazed.


  Only gutturals answered him. There was no sense to it at all.


  Polto came over from where he had been crouching. “Theresa,” he croaked.


  “She come.”


  “What in—” Grayson commenced, then checked himself. It was no time to lose his temper. Nelson was standing near a huge chunk of the carcass of the xyll.


  The wailing notes rose and fell weirdly. A procession was on its way. The natives, face down in the soggy marshland, did not move. Nelson walked over to where Grayson and Matthews was standing. The air of the place was filled with the sound which could not be associated with anything in any of their experiences or minds. It was a hypnotizing, unnatural, and mystifying rhythm.


  The word “nuts” was once more on Grayson’s lips, but he couldn’t say it. To be honest with himself he had to admit in his mind that he did not like the sound of this wail.


  Nearer and nearer came the unearthly music, if music it was. In the distance there were jungles and vistas such as the men had never seen.


  Giant natives appeared, hairy of chest and with rippling muscles, but with the same vacant eyes the first had exhibited. The wail of the instruments they carried was like a dirge; it rose and fell in a cadence which could be compared with nothing before heard by any of the Earthmen. In the midst of the procession was a sedan chair, or what might be likened to one, had it been on Earth. Four natives had the thing in their hands, carrying its seemingly precious occupant.


  Theresa! Queen of the planet Venus. Grayson wondered what she would be. Some half-breed daughter of Polto—They were about to see her.


  The palanquin, or whatever it might be called, was set down with great ceremony by its bearers. A tall, sinuous brunette stepped out. Grayson distinctly heard Matthews gasp. She was beautiful, this self-styled queen of a race of morons. She was only a young girl, but unquestionably of purely Earth parents.


  “Down!” the girl snapped. “Before Theresa all prostrate.”


  But Matthews did not go to his knees before her at that. He only gazed at her raptly—like a sick calf, Grayson thought.


  “So—I said, ‘Down,’ ” repeated the black-eyed queen.


  Servitors of the native assemblage waved fans and tall rods with bubblelike appendages before her flushed face.


  Prostrating themselves, all of them, including Throg now.


  THEN, so suddenly it startled Grayson, the regal Theresa changed. A sudden wave of joy seemed to sweep her, the regal anger evaporated, the stiff carriage was gone and in an instant she was flying to him, clutching his arm passionately, speaking to him in breathless Italian so swift he could scarce catch her meaning.


  “Oh, father was right—Polto told truth. You are from Earth, you are from the home-beyond-the-mist! Always, papa said that when men did not bow at my command, then those men were of Earth! You are of Earth, you will take Theresa back . . . you will, please—”


  Polto came up suddenly, an apologetic little smile crinkling his unkempt beard. “So, my little one, so. They are from Earth, and now you will understand.” He turned to the Terrestrians as the girl now clung to him, looking with wide, curious eyes at the lean, quiet little Grayson and the erect, commanding stance of Matthews, strange to her eyes used only to the shambling, stupid, but amiable morons.


  “I taught her thus,” Polto explained with a little shrug,” for several reasons. She must command the morons—and God alone knew when I must die. And she would not know quickly the men of Earth; she could not understand what is meant by intelligence in the eye, the face. I . . . I am not what I was, and offered poor comparison to her.” He shrugged. “This was the only way to serve her thus in both ways. And—I knew men would never cease their attempts.”


  “I thought you said you alone reached the planet alive,” Matthews questioned suddenly.


  Polto’s face was suddenly haggard and haunted. He gulped and held the girl tighter. “I . . . I was. The ship crumpled—the men screamed and died. I . . . I fell on the three others in the control room, and lived. My wife, my other Theresa, was in her berth, pillowed and protected in every way, for I was mad and she was mad, and she had accompanied us.


  “I was the ship’s doctor, and when we had landed and the ship split like a rotten fruit, I went to her. She—was dead, and I was alone, so I had to perform very quickly the operation that saved little Theresa. My arm was broken, but it was done. The natives came then, and they were friendly and witless, but one of their women took Theresa. Somehow, one of them set my arm, for I was unconscious for many days—nearly a season, here.


  “I taught them then, and raised Theresa to know that she was the Queen from the Skies.” The queerly pompous little gray-bearded Italian seemed more majestic and strangely representative of Man, then, as he held his daughter. She looked at the strange, erect and confident men of Earth. Grayson felt a new respect for this marooned scientist of two decades ago. “We lived,” the little man shrugged. “I knew men would not cease to try.”


  A terrific roar from the fern jungle brought everyone to their feet, Earthman and native alike. Native spears were poised.


  “It’s the biggest xyll in the wilds!” screeched Polto. “He heard that other!”


  There was a crashing of jungle fronds, soft and clinging and wet as they were, as they gave way to the plungings of the enormous beast. Theresa whimpered with a little purring whine. Grayson drew his Bronson gun, as did the other two Earthmen.


  The monster which broke into the marshy clearing was maddened by insects of a sort that could evidently pierce its thick hide and, scales. Its snouted head weaved madly; its small eyes were bloodshot.


  Nelson was the first to break on sight of the thing. His Bronson spat forth its message of death. White flame split the gloom of Venus and there was a kicking, screaming monster wallowing in the bog.


  “Good work!” shouted Grayson.


  “Pooh!” said the queen. “Theresa has a better weapon than that.”


  THE SCIENTIST rubbed his fingers through what remained of his hair. Here were things to think about; things, not to worry about, but most puzzling to the mind. These primals: what could they know of science or mathematics? Yet they did—or they remembered fragments of knowledge from an ancient source. That was it—yes—words and figures came to them unbidden, unsearched-for—or maybe there was a search that Grayson couldn’t figure out. As beings with life and movement, they didn’t know what it was all about. Still the intelligence was there, somehow unavailably within themselves.


  “Matt!” he called.


  Matthews was absorbed in Theresa.


  “You come with me!” Grayson insisted. “I want to talk with you seriously.”


  The spaceman came, and Theresa was borne away, pouting. A strange, but likable, almost wild, creature. What had she meant when she spoke of a better weapon? An old one of Polto’s from Earth, Grayson concluded.


  Matthews grinned sheepishly. “What’s so serious?” he asked.


  No one could long remain impatient with Matt. _ Grayson grinned back at him. “Everything, Matt,” he said. “Have you thought much of what we’ve seen here? Have you realized what has happened to Polto and his daughter here? Any idea what it’s all about?”


  The younger man sobered. “I sure have—more than you think. I even did a lot of thinking before we got here that I didn’t tell you about.”


  “So you knew the fuel was low before we landed? How’ll you get us away?” asked Grayson.


  Matthews looked away. “Frankly I’m stumped. Sorry. But the Dragon is no use without the radite engine, and that could be brought only by a rescue ship—if we could radio for one. Even then, I doubt whether they would come either from Mars or Earth—you know what the space lords think of this planet. We’re stuck . . . unless”—Matthews hesitated—“unless a miracle occurs. And I don’t believe in miracles.”


  Well enough for the younger man to take it so calmly. Grayson did not want to be marooned here forever like Polto. But he shrugged resignedly, then brightened: “At least we can learn what power it is that brings such intelligence to Throg’s poor mind. We’ll have something to occupy us.”


  “Maybe he’ll be able to help us,” Matthews suggested jokingly.


  Grayson wondered. Might be something in this, at that. He decided to do a great deal of investigating. He was suddenly hungry. The odor of xyll steaks broiling over the open fire was strong in his nostrils.


  “Suppose we could eat a chunk off that beast?” he asked Matt.


  “Why not? Polto and Theresa eat it and are healthy. Let’s go.”


  Forgetting their problems for the time, they set forth to where the natives were massed about the glowing coals of the fire. Nelson and Polto already were gorging themselves.


  “Move over,” said Grayson.


  Nelson and the Italian obligingly made room, and he and Matt squatted near them. Nelson poked into the coals and drew out a large chunk of the meat of the xyll, handing it to Grayson on the stick he had speared it with. It was wrapped in wide, charred fronds and gave forth a most appetizing aroma.


  “Have a bite,” grinned Nelson.


  Grayson bit; he ate ravenously of the sweetest meat he had ever in his life tasted. Who could dream, even wildly, that a monster like the xyll could produce so succulent a mouthful? The scientist relaxed with his satiation. Venus wasn’t so bad after all.


  He looked over at Polto, who was leaning back on his elbows, fully and sleepily stuffed with food. The terror of that long-gone landing had slipped from him again. And the daughter, poor kid—all these years of bringing up on this planet of morons.


  Grayson’s eyes wandered around the circle of reposing Venusians. They were laughing, happy, obviously bantering one another in their own guttural speech. Occasional loud bursts of laughter would greet a sally from one of their number. Grayson reflected that morons are frequently possessed of an unusual amount of wit and good humor.


  He wished he was able to understand their jargon. Why, some of the most famous court jesters of ancient Earth history had been morons. Perhaps it was not so bad a state of mind to be in. At least they seemed to have no worries.


  His eyes again lighted on Polto. He moved over to talk with him.


  “You want to speak to me?” the Italian asked drowsily.


  “What do you know about these ideas the natives get? How can they make these drawings and put down figures they do not know?”


  The Italian shrugged helplessly. “In twenty years I have not thought it out.”


  “I have an idea they have memories, racial memories perhaps. Inherited scraps of knowledge from, a higher civilization they’ve lost. Are there any more intelligent races on Venus? You must have explored it some,” said Grayson.


  Polto shook his head. “Not much. The natives will not go—and I cannot go alone. They say there are no cities; that it is everywhere the same.”


  Grayson was more than ever puzzled. Polto couldn’t help him any, he could see that. Scraps of knowledge . . . from where?


  HIS COGITATIONS were interrupted by a wild scream which rang out through the swampy fern jungle.


  “Theresa!” yelped Polto. “She is in danger.” He leaped to his feet.


  “Easy,” counseled Matthews. “It’s her voice, but I don’t think she’s in any real danger.” But Polto was already on the run.


  Alarmed, Grayson, Matthews, Nelson, and most of the natives streaked after him. There were other screams, now close at hand.


  They crashed through the tall treelike fronds, and then were in a large clearing in which was a sizable but which obviously was the “palace” of the queen. A xyll-like beast with carnivorous fangs of such tremendous size that Grayson could hardly believe his eyes had the girl Theresa cornered. The beast had trampled her courtiers under its massive feet and was bellowing in rage. A dozen heavy spears hung from it. The girl was silent now, desperately edging her way toward the door of her palace.


  The Bronsons spat forth flame, but it spattered almost harmlessly against the scaly hide of his super-xyll, burning him deeply but with insufficient energy to reach a vital spot. Polto had an ancient Barratini that shot its stinging charges with no more effect than a popgun. But the stings of the Bronson charges were merely further maddening the monster with pain. It wheeled to face its new enemies.


  Grayson’s two guns had almost exhausted their loads when Theresa had gotten inside the hut and was out again with one of the native crystal-studded weapons, a futile thing against that hide. She raised it quickly, sighted along the rough crystals, and there was a screaming hiss. No flame, no singing dart or other missile, nothing that could be seen came from the bit of crystal at the front end of the queer arm. The mountainous xyll collapsed into, a smoldering, twitching mass. The great beast was dead.


  Theresa, beyond doubt, had a superior weapon. But what was it?


  Polto had his daughter in his arms and was assuring himself of her safety. “You all right, bambino?” he asked anxiously. “Sure you’re all right?”


  “Yes,” she laughed tremulously. “But I had a bad scare.”


  The Earthmen crowded to the flagged porchlike entrance. Matthews, of course, nearest to the girl. Grayson, seeing that she was unhurt, turned his attention to the weapon she had used. It appeared to be made in the crudest manner possible, from a piece of a tree limb, a large jagged bit of crystal, a metal endpiece that might once have been a portion of a tin can, and a few odd-colored bits of rock and crystal, roughly shaped.


  Theresa saw him eying it and smiled past Matthews. “You see?” she exulted. “Did not Theresa tell you she had a better weapon?”


  “You win,” chuckled the scientist. “But what is it and where did you get it?”


  “It’s a—what do you say—heat ray. Throg made it.”


  “Throg!” Dazedly he reached for the crude thing as the girl gave it into his hands. “Throg! It isn’t possible.”


  “Careful,” warned Theresa. “This catch releases the ray.” She indicated a small strip of crudely hammered metal attached to the rough unfinished stock.


  Grayson turned the thing over in his hands, unbelieving. From the weight of it. he judged that the largest bit of crystal had in some way been hollowed, and that it contained the generating force of the heat ray. The tin forward end was just what he had judged it to be; a cylinder rolled up from a piece of tin can. Evidently these, the only visible metal parts, had come from the wreckage of Polto’s ship many years before.


  “Want to try it?” Theresa asked him, seeing his great interest.


  “Try it? On what?”


  “That tree.” The girl indicated an enormous, fronded trunk at the edge of the clearing. “Try it,” she repeated, seeing his hesitation.


  Matthews and Nelson watched with great interest as he raised the weapon to his shoulder and aimed at the base of the huge trunk.


  He pressed the catch. There was only the screaming hiss, no recoil, no visible ray. But the great tree trunk was neatly and soundlessly cut down, the stump and the severed end of the already, crashing trunk smoldering with little tongues of flame licking here and there.


  At the moment of impact there had been a blinding flash over there where the ray contacted—nothing more. The heat generated must be terrific.


  And yet the stone power bowl of this weapon was not even warm.


  “I’ll be damned!” was all Grayson could say, returning the weapon to the girl. “Thanks.”


  He stared at Matthews, who was agape. “You heard her, Matt,” he said. “A heat ray. You saw it. And Throg made it—from nothing. We’re going to have a talk with him.”


  GRAYSON and Matthews collared Polto. “We want to talk with this Throg.” the scientist told him. “Will you interpret for us? You know his language, don’t you?”


  “But I don’t think I’ll help much.” Polto shrugged in the characteristic, hopeless gesture. He doesn’t speak any English—but he understands you.”


  “What?” Matthews exclaimed.


  “It is so . . . you’ll see,” the Italian affirmed.


  Grayson looked significantly at the young pilot of the Dragon.


  Matthews nodded solemnly. “Let’s get Throg.”


  They found the smiling, vacant-eyed Venusian at the base of the white cliff.


  “Ugh,” was all he said.


  “You understand what I say?” Grayson asked him, in English.


  Again the native nodded, smiling foolishly but engagingly. He uttered a string of harsh gutturals this time.


  “What did he say?” the scientist asked Polto.


  “He says as usual?—that he understands. They always say—and do.” The old Italian shrugged.


  “Not so nuts as Polto thinks, maybe,” Matthews said under his breath.


  Then, turning to Throg, Grayson asked: “Can you tell us how you made the weapon used by the queen?”


  This time Throg shook his head in the negative.


  “But you made it!” protested the scientist.


  Throg grinned amiably, and with a characteristic Poltonian shrug, said: “You’re hopeless . . . you’re nuts. You’ll drive me crazy.”


  “You get that knowledge from somewhere,” insisted Grayson.


  Again Throg nodded amiably, with a funny little concentration of bushy brows that were never meant for thought.


  “Where do you get it?” Grayson was becoming patient and interested. The problem, the mystery of this queer creature’s half-glimpsed wisdom was baffling—and intriguing.


  Throg sputtered and mouthed difficult Italian, then, surprisingly, mouthed a clearly English word, “Dunno,” and burst into guttural duckings and clickings. One laboriously mouthed word intruded, something like “benzul.”


  Polto shook his head slowly and translated. “I’ve tried for twenty years, signori, and it is hopeless. It does not make sense. He is crazy with an astounding craziness, I tell you. He says he’s cold, but he likes it, and he’s going in the house—the big house—because the ashes fire is going out and the flame fire will, too, and he wants the ‘benzul’—whatever that is.”


  Matthews swore gently. “That,” said he, “is this thing.” From his pocket he drew his notebook and pencil. Throg nodded amiably and grabbed them. He flopped onto the ground for this composition, and labored mightily. Long strings of weird mathematical symbols followed, traced in sloppy, jerky lines, staggering across one page onto another. Throg turned a page, and other straggling symbols followed.


  Then he stopped, and the queer little frown of terribly labored thought wrinkled his placid, shaggy brows. A straggling line of poorly formed, but recognizable symbols followed, then another and another, till finally Throg grunted in annoyance, handed both notebook and pencil to Grayson, and grinned amiably. He walked off with a clacking grunt, leaving the party where they were.


  Old Nelson shifted his wooden leg out of the hole it had sunk into. “He got disgusted, I guess.”


  Polto looked after him in resignation. “He simply said, ‘I’m tired. Good night,’ as usual. He worked unusually long that time.”


  Grayson looked after him, then at the book. There were fully a dozen lines of formulas in unknown characters, and perhaps three and a half in familiar form. But the formulas weren’t familiar. “If these are translations, we can finish the translation. If they aren’t—well, he may be willing to try in the ‘morning.’ I suppose there is no night here?”


  “Once in about forty-five hours Venus revolvers. It gets a twilight dullness, but the refractive atmosphere prevents real dark. They all sleep when the light gets reddish.” Polto explained. “Nothing will make them give up their sleep.”


  Grayson and Matthews noticed for the first time that a duller, redder tinge had crept into the gray mist layer. “I suppose we may as well go back to the ship and work on this for a while. Do you and Theresa want to come?”


  Polto smiled and shook his head. “Theresa wouldn’t like the ship, and I will stay with my little one. She is used to Venus.”


  GRAYSON labored over the mathematical formulas stubbornly. The symbols were exceedingly hard to translate, even after Matthews, a competent draftsman, had turned them into more or less regularly formed characters. But gradually, he was pinning down a long series of formulas, laboriously translating. Some, he found, didn’t translate, so he had to use the original characters.


  Old Nelson made coffee, and fried some eggs and potatoes, and they ate. “You know,” he said in disgust as he saw Grayson’s labors, “I’d be damned before I’d put in that much work on a crazy man’s scratching.”


  Grayson sighed. “I wouldn’t. Not when he’s this crazy. That equation there, is, I’ve at last determined, a variant of Hartman’s seventh-power field. That, they’re beginning to think, may have something to do with the stability of the atom. And this equation arbitrarily introduces a function—this one I’ve called F(π)—which, from the action of the equation, is arbitrarily designated as the function which disrupts the equation.”


  “And,” said Matthews softly, “the atom. That is a beautiful idea. Find the equation of the atom—arbitrarily define F(π) such that it disrupts the equation—solve for F(π)—and you have the atom disrupter. If you can do it.”


  “Throg is a moron. He couldn’t possibly think of that!” Grayson wailed. “He can’t concentrate, he hasn’t the knowledge.”


  “What’s the next equation?”


  “Solution for F(π),” groaned Grayson. “It checks, but I can’t see how it’s solved.”


  “And what,” asked Matthews, “would the rest be?”


  “That’s what I’m trying to find out. The first one looks like an explanation of what the atom breaks into.”


  Two hours later Grayson knew. The next one was a solution for a different F(π), with other conditions defined. Somehow, impossibly, Throg had given him twelve different solutions for F(w) such that F(π) was a function capable of disrupting the atom. Each was, apparently, a sound solution. Each defined a different method. Each method defined different products. There was another half-completed solution for yet another type of disruptive function.


  “Hartman,” said Grayson in weary disgust, “would be interested. A moron on Venus not only knows his prize accomplishment—he got the Nobel prize this year—but knows at least thirteen different ways of breaking it down. Polto is quite right. They’re crazy. I’m going to bed.”


  Matthews looked at the formulas. As a space pilot, he knew mathematics fairly well. He recognized, by a few simple checks, that each of the different solutions was classic, sound, and beautiful. But he couldn’t derive the solutions, because the mathematical steps had been left out, and he didn’t think that brand of mathematics existed. He went to bed.


  There was a dull, angry gray mist curtain hanging over them when they awoke. A little exploration revealed all of the natives and Polto and Theresa as well, sleeping soundly. Grayson irritably went back to his mathematics.


  He had an advantage. Working both ends against the middle, the solution and the original against the unknown steps, using the power of all Earth’s highest mathematics and three calculators installed in the pilot room of the ship, he broke it down. Then, because Throg and his source of information remained asleep, he and Matthews readjusted the calculator machines with some new drive systems that took advantage of perfectly magnificent and unheard-of mathematical methods he had found. Two more he developed himself from hints in the others.


  He fed the incomplete solution into the machine, started it, and waited. It clittered and snapped and chuckled to itself for ten minutes, then thunked heavily as it printed a solution. Matthews darted forward, but Grayson stopped him.


  “Wait,” said the scientist. “That isn’t the machine it used to be. It now has a brain as capable as our moronic friends; no longer handicapped like yours or mine,” he explained bitterly.


  The machine continued to chitter and dink. In half an hour it thudded heavily eleven times, then finally stopped. The final solution was F (π)=0. “That,” explained Grayson, “means that that’s all the solutions it can find. That makes a total of twenty-three different solutions that moron friend of ours could have written out if he’d taken the trouble. Incidentally, any one of the twenty-three would have made us billionaires on Earth.”


  “I wonder if we can’t harness one of them?” remarked Matthews.


  “No,” said Grayson. “We haven’t the needed material. Eighteen of these things are explosive, and the other five produce electric potentials so high we couldn’t insulate them in this little ship.”


  “With good insulation—” began Matthews, perplexedly.


  “You still need thirty feet of air gap to stop a fifty-million-volt potential,” snapped Grayson. “But that’s all right. Wait till that damned moron wakes up and we’ll find out how.”


  THEY TACKLED Throg eventually, when Polto had finally induced the native to sit down near the ship for a while. Nelson finally turned the trick; he had some of his favorite rock candy stowed away somewhere aboard the Dragon, crystallized sugar as hard as stone. The moron sat down and sucked it with beaming joy on his broad, stupid face. He growled something.


  Polto made a wry face. “It was a so brilliant idea, your engineer’s. But now he can’t click his tongue, and nobody, not even I, can understand him. He will not stop. I still do not believe what you say. These people are wholly crazy. That insanity of ashes in the sky and being too cold and liking it when the temperature here never varies ten degrees.”


  “Hm-m-m,” said Matthews suddenly, and sat down.


  “Throg, what do you mean about the ashes and the flames and going into the big house?” Grayson asked patiently.


  Throg grinned amiably. “Dunno. Crazy. I guess.”


  Polto shrugged his shoulders and turned away.


  For a solid hour they questioned Throg. while his answers became gradually more intelligible as the lump of rock candy dissolved. Finally, Grayson had worked a complete circle back to the ashes and flame.


  This time Throg grinned amiably and shook his head. “No.” The guttural clacking of his native language sputtered out in a broken stream.


  “He’s changed his mind.” sighed Polto resignedly, rather annoyedly. “He says the ashes and flame aren’t there at all. And it isn’t cold, it’s too hot; all the trees and grass are burning like ashes in a fire, and he likes it. They are,” he announced determinedly, “crazy.”


  “No,” said Matthews softly. “Not at all. Ask Throg if this is right.” He thrust the series of formulas at the moronic giant.


  Throg grinned, looked at it blankly for a moment, and shook his head. With a pencil he scrawled over it, crossing it out. and turned the page. He set down a dozen mathematical symbols of an entirely new type, then two more lines. Grayson groaned.


  “Throg . . . Throg, draw the engine,” snapped Matthews. “Candy, and we leave you alone . . . draw the machine.”


  Grayson stared at Matthews in amazement. Polto turned on him a gaze of whimsical questioning that made Matthews answer in self-defense. “No, I’m not crazy, Polto. I think . . . I think I get it. If I’m right, it’s crazier than you ever thought.”


  Throg was scrawling lines and drawings on the sheet, holding the pencil like a dagger in his huge, brawny fist. Sudden crackling gutturals came forth as he looked up in amiable understanding, and then bent over his work.


  “Now,” said Polto, “he says there aren’t any big houses any more. They were long ago and not good.”


  “Inherited memory!” Grayson gasped, grasping Matthews’ arm savagely. “Memories front a long-forgotten civilization!”


  “Memories hell!” snapped Matthews.


  Throg looked up again for a moment. Again the harsh syllables of his own language came forth, then once more he was laboring over the drawing.


  “He said he’d show you how the crystal stick works now,” Polto explained. “He has the knowingness now,” as he puts it.”


  Throg handed Grayson the notebook, looked toward Nelson eagerly, and mouthed, “Candy?” laboriously.


  Grayson shook his head in bewilderment. “This isn’t anything I can imagine. It must be that crystal-stick thing, but it doesn’t look like it. It’s simple enough—a few tubes of metal and glass—a couple of coils and a crystal oscillator of some sort—”


  “Throg, what is that machine for?” asked Matthews sharply.


  “He said ‘You go away,’ I think,” Polto reported.


  “Give him te candy, Nels,” said Matthews. “I think we go home!”


  “What do you mean. Matt? What is this?” Grayson asked.


  Matthews was hurriedly examining the drawing. A few very simple little parts, a curiously designed oscillator, and a series of coils, and some queerly designed controls. “Gray, look at that. That’s a control lever obviously, isn’t it?”


  “Yes . . . Si—” Polto answered as well.


  “All right. Now pray tell, what kind of a hand would grip that controller, please?”


  Grayson stared. The grip indicated—very clearly indicated—could obviously be held by no human hand! It was a quadruple control, with obvious placement for eight independent digits!


  “Throg,” asked Matthews, “what color is the fire in the sky?”


  HE GRUNTED a single syllable, then three more. Polto turned and looked sharply at old Nels, then gasped. “He says—like Nelson’s shirt!”


  Nelson looked down at his chest in surprise, rather stupidly lifted eyebrows startled at the idea. His shirt was a very bright blue, almost violet.


  Matthews grinned. “Get it?” he asked at length.


  “No! In the name of Heaven what is the answer?” demanded Grayson.


  “That gadget he drew—I’m beginning to see what it is,” Matthews explained. “He crossed out all the work he did last night, and wrote those new formulas. The last two he translated to our mathematical system. I can recognize two parts of them—one from last night’s efforts, and one from your equations of the gravity repulser. That gadget turns the energy of atoms directly into gravity repulsion, or, if you change the setting just a little—a repulsion beam. Throg said ‘You go away’ because he meant that’s what we’d do. He likes candy, but for two days we’ve been pestering blazes out of him. He’ll be glad to see the last of us. That’s our new drive system—three sheets of tin, and a homemade oscillator, or I’m a Dutchman.”


  “But how . . . how . . . how does he know?” stammered Grayson.


  “Look. Last ‘night’ he talked about going in the big house because it was cold, but he liked cold, and about the ashes in the sky going out and the flame going out. Then he wrote down those atomic equations we never would have guessed at.


  “Now, my friends, watch.” Matthews continued, and stood silently looking at Throg. Throg turned leisurely and crackled his queer language to Polto.


  “He says now that he has two hands on one hand and four feet and two feet on one foot. I know he is crazy,” said Polto hopelessly.


  “And I,” said Matthews, “thought the question ‘How many fingers and toes has the one who told you this machine you drew? He’s a moron—but, like many Terrestrial morons, he’s a telepath. Many of his race are, seemingly. And telepathy is queer—it doesn’t weaken over any distance, so far as is known. You know the earliest Terrestrial experiments . . . the later Mars-Earth experiments. All faulty, all utterly unreliable—but all equally good. Distance doesn’t matter.


  “Somewhere in space, there’s a planet circling a double-sun system, one of which stars is red—like dying ashes, and one of which is yellow—like flames, and the people live in huge buildings. And . . . those people know a great deal about atomic power. Last night our moronic telepath was picking up the thoughts of some scientist unguessable billions of miles away. Perhaps even in another galaxy.


  “That crystal weapon?” Matthews went on to explain. “They picked up the thoughts of the race that doesn’t live in great buildings any more—all that was long ago to them—and lives under a sun as blue as Nels’ shirt. And they know tremendously more, even, than the race of the twin suns. Throg crossed out their elementary equations. You’ll find, I’ll bet, that these are a thousand times further advanced. And this machine gets us home. . . . Polto, do they have any other gadgets like the crystal weapon?”


  Polto was thinking deeply, with constant waves of surprise and comprehension chasing over his mobile face. He burst into Italian at a speed the two Americans could scarcely follow: “They have, they have, they have! I . . . I am the crazy one. I am crazier than I even thought they were! They have a thing made out of crystals and stones and scraps of metal from my ship and bits of bark. They put a crystal stick in one part of it, press the catch, and the ray is absorbed by a crystal without burning. But if they strap the contraption onto the carcass of a xyll, it floats so that a few men can tow it through the jungle!”


  “Simple, eh,” said Matthews. “They are morons, with the poor neuromuscular co-ordination of the moron, and the low concentrative powers. But they have at their command the knowledge of the greatest minds of the Universe. The simple things, they make. A bow and arrow are simple. They make them. But a transformer is simple too—just wrap wire around a chunk of iron—no matter how complex the electromagnetic theory is.


  “The theory of their crystal-stick weapon is beyond us. but the mechanics of the actual gadget is well within their simple limits.”


  Grayson groaned. “We can do—but they can know. Matt . . . Matt, you take Polto and Theresa and Nels back to Earth—you can easily enough with that drive—and bring back an expedition with psychologists. I’ll study here. But hurry. I want the psychologists to help—”


  Polto roared in anger. “Take me back! You ship me from my Venus! I wait here twenty years, me, alone with my Theresa waiting, and now . . . now when something interesting is found, then you . . . you Americans who have just come, you try to drive me out! No! No, by ten thousand devils no! I stay. I will not go whatever! You shall go. I shall study. I shall learn, learn, learn again at last like a true scientist should!”


  Matthews grinned. “Nels, you don’t want to stay?”


  Old Nelson grinned. “Not if I can help it. If that thing works—”


  “It’ll work. Probably the best engineers within this galaxy—and perhaps the next one, for all we know—designed it. And—”


  Theresa came over toward them. Throg, sucking a block of candy, was leading her. “Gooobugh,” said Throg. He turned back into the jungle, a half dozen other natives disappearing with him.


  Theresa looked up at the Americans. “Throg said you wanted me,” she said in a half-timid tone.


  “You want to go to Earth?” asked Matthews.


  “Theresa looked up at him doubtfully. “Maybe you tell me about it first, eh?”


  Grayson snorted softly. Theresa would go all right, and Matthews would do a job of telling her about Earth. He looked at Polto. Polto stuck out his straggly gray beard and solemnly nodded.


  “She go,” he said softly.


  WHEN THE HALF GODS GO—


  Amelia R. Long


  The Martian had a nice idea—just make himself a god to the Venusians. Very clever—but it backfired!


  SPORS ROK, the Martian, was a believer in the adage that a religious people is the easiest to govern. He knew that it had proven true on his own planet, where it had once been necessary to wipe out a whole nation of atheists in order to prevent them from spreading dissatisfaction among their neighbors. He knew, too, that it had been true upon Earth, where a belief in “the divine right of kings” had helped keep subjects to heel until practically modern times. In addition to this, he knew that the Venusians were a highly religious people, setting great store by their local gods. So in the custom of all Martians, he began to associate these thoughts; and they gave him an idea.


  Accordingly he took one of his lieutenants and a small party of escorts, and went to visit the tribe of Blue People who lived on the free land between the Terrestrian and Martian settlements.


  The Blue People received him and his party with much politeness; for although they were nominally under the protection of the Terrestrians, they knew from past experience that the Martians were a very definite force to be reckoned with. After gifts had been exchanged, the feast of guests—customary among the Blue People—partaken of, and much flattery wasted on both sides, Spors got down to business.


  “O Chief,” he began, addressing Ambella, who was the ruler of this particular tribe of Blue People, “you are a mighty king.”


  “My brother from the Red Star speaks but the truth,” said Ambella, knowing very well that he lied.


  “But,” continued Spore, “with the proper guidance, you might easily become an even greater king.”


  “How?” inquired Ambella with the directness of his kind.


  “Since before the coming of either the men from the Green Star or those from the Red Star,” the Martian went on, “your people have worshiped the god Lalu, who sits in the form of a stone image in your temple. Now Lalu did well enough in his way, for all people must worship something; but he is not a real god, and, therefore, cannot make you a powerful king.”


  “Now may Lalu pardon you, my red brother!” gasped the scandalized Ambella, devoutly making the sign of an egg, which on Venus as on Earth is the symbol of life, and consequently of God. “Surely you have spoken that which you cannot mean; for no man would speak against the great god Lalu for fear his tongue would be turned into a little snake, and sting him to death!” But the Martian only smiled. “When I said that Lalu w-as not a true god, I meant it,” he declared. “What has he ever done to prove to you his divinity?”


  “He has kept me and my people fed when the crops of our neighbors failed.”


  “That,” replied the wily Spors, “was the result of your own cleverness and industry, and not the gift of Lalu. And now, because you are so clever, I am going to tell you a great secret.”


  He leaned toward the Venusian and spoke impressively.


  “We, the people of Mars, are the true gods. Worship and obey us, and you shall become all-powerful.”


  Ambella’s china-blue eyes grew round, and his indigo eyebrows arched in questioning incredulity.


  “But . . . but,” he stammered, “you are a man like me. How can you be a god?”


  Spors smiled thinly. “Did you ever,” he inquired, “see a dead Martian?”


  Ambella had to admit that he had not; for it is a custom of the Martians when colonizing another planet never to let the death of any of their numbers become known.


  “But,” added the Venusian chief, who was not altogether a fool, “neither have I ever seen my maternal grandfather, yet I know that I must have had one.”


  Spors had been expecting something like this, but he pretended to be angry. “Graceless one,” he said, “I should punish you by leaving you to the mercy of the Terrestrians, who will one day eat you up. But I like your spirit; so instead I will prove to you that what I say is true, and give you an opportunity to worship us Martians, and so become great.”


  “How?” again asked the practical minded Ambella.


  “By demonstrating that Lalu can be destroyed, while we Martians cannot,” answered Spors. “Come to the Temple of Lalu at midday tomorrow, and you shall see that which will prove to you who is God.”


  THE following midday found the stone temple on the edge of the village packed to the doors, for the news of the Martian’s boast had spread like wildfire. The Blue People are a highly imaginative race; and on this occasion many of them had traveled as far as a hundred miles with the firm expectation of seeing the blasphemous Spors and his companions blasted into atoms by the outraged Lalu. When it was physically impossible for another person to be crowded into the temple, Spors rose and mounted into the triangular holy place usually sacred to Ambella, who as chief was also high priest.


  “Oh, my brothers,” he began in a tone that filled the great hall, “it was once said by a great philosopher of the Terrestrians that when the half gods go, the gods arrive. And it is a true saying, as I will show you presently. For when I have cast down Lalu, you will realize that I am indeed the true god, and have come from my home in the Red Star to rule over you and lead you to greatness.”


  He paused to observe the effect of his words. On more than half of the faces before him was a look of pious horror, while upon others was an impatient questioning that Lalu did not squelch him at once, and have done with it. Some few made a threatening move toward him, but were held in check by the very enormity of his blasphemy.


  “And now,” Spors got down to business at once; for with a Venusian crowd it is useless to waste time and words in elaboration of details, “I will take my little tube that makes good-by forever, and show you that Lalu, whom you have believed to be indestructible, can be destroyed.”


  He unslung his ray-gun; and while the spellbound populace looked on, leveled it at the stone image. There was a blinding flash as he released the power—and the two-ton Lalu, together with a section of the rear wall, floated lithesomely upon the noonday air in the form of a fine gray dust.


  There was a gasp of horror from the audience, and some three thousand Blue People turned a pale shade of forget-me-not.


  Spors waited until the excitement had abated somewhat; then he spoke again.


  “Behold,” said he, “I have destroyed the stone image, Lalu. Could I have done this if he were indeed a god? Can a god die, or be destroyed?”


  A timid and reluctant, “No,” was breathed by the more venturesome spirits present.


  “Then by the same sign,” shouted the Martian opportunist, “behold proof of my own godship!”


  Turning the ray-gun upon himself, he released the power.


  For the space of a full minute he stood bathed from his shoulders down in the blinding white light—and nothing happened!


  Beholding the miracle, his audience swayed dizzily, and seemed about to faint en masse. Then Ambella, like a man hypnotized, came forward from his place in the front ranks, and knelt at the Martian’s feet.


  “You are God,” he said humbly. “I and my people acknowledge it.”


  Spors smiled patronizingly. He found it unnecessary to explain that his garments were made of the new, clothlike mineral, etherium, the only substance known that is able to resist the destructive power of the disintegrating ray.


  “SOMETHING,” Commander Fox remarked to his fellow officers at the Terrestrian colony, “has got into the Blue People. During the past two or three weeks, they’ve canceled all their trading agreements with us, and have even forbidden our people to travel across their territory. I’m afraid they’re getting ready for some kind of mischief.”


  Subcommander O’Connell looked up with interest. “Ye might let me sail over them with the little rocket plane and drop a few itch bombs,” he suggested helpfully. “Sure an’ that would keep them so busy for a while, they wouldn’t have time to be thinkin’ up any devilment.”


  Fox smiled, but shook his head. “I’m afraid that wouldn’t do, Pat,” he said. “Mars is just waiting for such a move on our part to charge us with mistreating our protectorate. If they could work up any kind of case against us, they might induce the interplanetary court to make them the guardians of the Blue People instead of us; and that’s what they’ve been after ever since the colonization of Venus was begun.”


  “Maybe,” suggested Subcommander Schneider, “it would be a good idea to drop some itch bombs on the Martians; hein?”


  “I wish I could,” Fox admitted.


  But until some definite move was made either by the Blue People themselves or by the Martians, who were unquestionably behind them, it was impossible for Fox and his little company of Terrestrians to do anything without becoming technically the aggressors, and so placing themselves in the wrong.


  Meanwhile the thinly veiled hostility of the Blue People grew stronger and stronger. Occasionally there floated through the tangled, tropical jungle beyond which they dwelt rumors of a great religious revival around a new and powerful god; but there was never anything definite.


  Schneider sniffed disdainfully when he heard about it. “Religion!” he exclaimed in disgust. “Bah! It is a nuisance! Will people never learn better!”


  O’Connell put down the pipe he had been smoking. “Go away with your atheism!” he commanded. “Ye may admit that ye have no soul yourself if ye like, but ye needn’t think we’re all as benighted as you are.”


  “I’d like to get a look at this new god,” Fox remarked. “I believe that if we could learn more about him, we might understand what’s going on.”


  “Did ye know,” asked O’Connell with seeming irrelevance, “that the Blue People are turning over to the Martians all the radium ore that they used to sell to us?”


  “Are you sure of that?” Fox asked quickly. “I thought the Martians had refused to pay the Blue People their price.”


  “Whether they pay the price or not,” O’Connell answered tersely, “they’re getting all the ore and everything else worth havin’ in the Blue People’s territory.”


  Fox was silent for several minutes; then:


  “I suppose I’ll have to fly over to Ambella’s village and see what’s going on there,” he decided. “If the Martians have begun to interfere with our trade treaties, something will have to be done about it.”


  BUT that particular visit was destined never to be made. On the very morning that he had planned to start, Fox was stricken with an attack of Venusian fever, which, while it is not an especially dangerous disease, makes him who has it believe that he is a winged lizard, and attempts to fly. Consequently, he is not in a condition to carry on negotiations that may be of interplanetary importance.


  “I’ll have to send one of you fellows in my place,” he said when he realized that the fever was upon him. “I’m liable to be down with this confounded idiocy for a good two weeks; and there’s no telling what might happen in that time.”


  “I’ll go,” O’Connell offered. “If it’s a good lesson those blue divils are needin’, sure an’ I’m the man to give it to them.”


  But Fox shook his head. “That’s just what you’re not, Pat,” he declared. “Apparently the Blue People already have a chip on their shoulders. If you go over there now and start laying down the law, they’ll go howling to the Martians in protest; and that’s the very thing we want to avoid. We must find out what the trouble is without antagonizing them.” He turned to Schneider. “Do you think you can handle them, Adolf?” he asked.


  “I’ll try,” Schneider promised. “What is it I should tell them?”


  Fox considered. “Better not tell them anything definite,” he decided. “Just try to furnish them with some new interest to keep them occupied until I can get to them.”


  “But see that ye keep your tongue away from the subject of atheism,” O’Connell advised, “or ye’ll be gettin’ us all murdered.”


  “Yes,” Fox agreed with a faint smile. “I’m afraid it wouldn’t be a very diplomatic subject, under the circumstances.”


  That afternoon, Schneider set off in the small rocket plane for the village of Ambella. By that time Fox, in whom the fever had developed rapidly, was attempting to make short flights from his bunk to the table, and had to be restrained forcibly by O’Connell.


  For the next ten days, the commander of the Terrestrian outpost was a very sick man; and his second had his hands so full with him that he had little time to think of his brother officer and his good-will visit to the Blue People. It was not until the morning of his fifteenth day, when Fox sat up in his bunk and with his first lucid breath demanded news of Schneider, that O’Connell suddenly realized that there had been no word from him.


  “No word?” Fox repeated. “I don’t like that.”


  “I don’t meself, now that ye mention it,” O’Connell admitted uneasily. “There’s no radio in the plane, but he took along four carrier pigeons. He could have let us know something, surely.”


  “Has there been any word of the Blue People?”


  O’Connell shook his head. “Whatever they’re up to, they’re keepin’ it to themselves,” he replied. “Even the Martians aren’t doin’ business with them any more,’cordin’ to two of our traders, who stopped here a few days ago.”


  Fox frowned. “That sounds bad,” he declared. “Get the large rocket-plane ready to travel at once. We’re going after Schneider.”


  “But ye’re not fit to travel yet, sir,” O’Connell protested. “Let me—”


  But Fox waved aside his objections. “I’m fit enough,” he interrupted impatiently. “Do as I tell you. There’s no time to lose.”


  In spite of all O’Connell’s protests, the slim, gray form of the rocket-plane was wheeled out of her hanger, and Fox, still pale and a trifle shaky from his recent illness, got aboard her with his sub-commander. From her top, just below the long, finlike blades of her autogyro propeller, which she used when flying within the planet’s atmosphere, jutted the ominous black muzzle of a newly mounted disintegrating ray-gun. Fox was going prepared for trouble.


  Under O’Connell’s controlling hand, the blades of the propeller whirred into a blurred vortex, and the rocket-plane rose almost vertically into the air; then darted off toward the east, flying high in order to clear the saw-toothed mountain range that separated the lands of the Terrestrian colony from the jungle-covered freelands, beyond which was the native village of Ambella and his tribe of Blue People.


  Once they had crossed the mountains with their deep, unexplored caves where dwelt the flying lizards—creatures half bat, half salamander, with a wing-spread of nearly four feet—O’Connell dropped the plane until they were almost skimming the saffron colored tops of the lush jungle trees. There was just a chance, he pointed out, that Schneider had never reached the village of the Blue People at all, but had been forced down somewhere en route. If this was the case, there was, of course, little hope of finding him alive; since he would either have lost his way in the dense jungle, whose rapidly growing vegetation made it impossible for any path cut through it to exist for more than twenty or thirty hours; or he would have fallen prey to some one of the strange creatures of Venus, most of which displayed a remarkably unpleasant ingenuity in their methods of destroying whatever living thing they encountered.


  There was, for example, the animal resembling an oversized anteater, whose favorite diet consisted of brains, preferably human, which it devoured by dropping unexpectedly from some tree upon the shoulders of its victim, and inserting the end of its razor-sharp snout at the base of his skull; or there was the giant lizard, not unlike the Tyrannosaurus of the Terrestrial Pleistocene Period, that could put an ordinary saber-toothed tiger to shame. Or, worse of all, there were the “mushroom seeds”; little blobs of whitish matter, half carnal, half vegetable, that would fasten their clawlike roots into a man’s flesh, and deposit their spores under his skin before they could be shaken off. A few hours later, a grayish, slimy mold would form over all parts of his body, and would grow with such rapidity that within two days he would become a hideous, walking mass of white fungus. Fox had once encountered one of these “dough-men,” as they were called, and had mercifully given him the release of the ray-gun.


  THE PLANE cleared the outer fringes of the jungle and crossed the broad river, that bounded the lands of the Blue People on the west, at the hour of siesta; which, because of the semi-tropical climate of Venus, with its oppressively midday heat, is observed almost universally throughout the planet. Straight ahead, about a mile distant, lay the village of Ambella; a collection of some two hundred or so rude huts, built in a double circle around a large central clearing. From a spot at the exact middle of this clearing, a spiral of lazy smoke was rising.


  O’Connell touched Fox’s arm to draw his attention to the smoke.


  “Look, sir,” he said. “They’ve been having a powwow of some sort. The council fire is still smoldering.”


  Fox nodded. “I only hope it doesn’t mean mischief,” he said soberly. “They only hold a Big Fire, as they call it, when they are choosing a new chief, contemplating war, or trying one of their number for some capital offense; and in any of these cases, we are supposed to be notified first.”


  “Perhaps it’s only some of their new religious rites,” O’Connell suggested; but Fox disagreed.


  “In that case, they’d have held it at the stone temple over there on the hill,” he replied. “No, Pat; this was something civil. I only hope that Schneider’s all right,” he added half under his breath.


  O’Connell set his jaw grimly, and headed the plane for the village. He circled it once; then, at Fox’s direction, dropped like a plummet into the cleared central space, coming to rest beside the ashes of the still smoldering fire.


  A series of startled squawks arose from the nearest huts; and some twenty-five or so blue heads appeared in the low doorways. Fox and O’Connell made no sign, but sat stiffly erect in their plane; for, with the people of Venus, to speak first on such an occasion is to admit your inferiority.


  Almost immediately the heads were withdrawn again; then, after a brief pause, Ambella himself appeared at the door of the largest hut, and advanced slowly toward the plane. He was garbed simply but strikingly in the costume that he reserved for all important occasions: a pair of plaid plus-fours, the tall hat of a British grenadier, and a necklace made of American safety-match folders strung upon a shoe lace. He clasped his hands about his stomach and bowed three times in formal greeting; then he spoke.


  “The White Father Who Knows All is thrice welcome,” he said politely. “He and his brother do us great honor.”


  Thank you, Ambella,” Fox said without smiling. “And now, where is my other brother, who came to you fifteen suns ago?”


  Ambella was all suavity. “He of the Three Eyebrows is asleep in his house,” he replied, using the native name for Schneider, whose small mustache was a never failing source of wonder to the hairless faced Venusians. “I will take you to him.”


  “No,” said Fox, who was not quite sure whether the chief was to be trusted or not. “You will bring my brother here to me—now.”


  “It shall be as my White Father wishes,” Ambella agreed. He turned to one of the Venusian warriors who had followed at a distance .and directed that Schneider be summoned.


  “All right so far,” O’Connell whispered in English while they waited. “Still, I’ve a feelin’ that Ambella’s got something up his sleeve.”


  “If my White Father is wondering why the little birds do not fly,” the chief put in, sensing that something was amiss, “let me explain. The sun after He of the Three Eyebrows arrived, the Red One came to visit my people. He fancied the little birds; and one of my warriors, not knowing to whom they belonged, gave them to him. I was very sorry when I learned of it, but then it was too late.”


  “So Spors Rok has been here!” O’Connell exclaimed. “I knew he was behind it all, the red divil!”


  “Quiet,” Fox warned. “Here comes Schneider. He’ll explain.”


  SCHNEIDER was approaching in company with the two warriors who had been sent to fetch him. Ambella and his men tactfully withdrew out of earshot in order that the Terrestrians might talk together.


  “Quick, Adolf,” Fox demanded, “what are they up to? Have you found out anything?”


  Schneider shrugged. “I am not sure,” he replied guardedly. “They have treated me with every courtesy; but twice since I have been here, Spors Rok and his lieutenants have come, and held conferences with Ambella, to which I was not invited. As you instructed me, I have not spoken to the Blue People upon political matters.”


  “I know about the Martian’s first visit, Fox said. “When was the second?”


  “Last night.”


  “Then they must still be here!” Fox exclaimed. He signed for Ambella to join them. “My brother tells me that my cousin, the Red One. is here,” he said. I would like to see him, to give him my greetings.”


  A glint of relief shone in Ambella’s eyes, but was hidden almost immediately. “Most certainly, O White Father,” he agreed, bowing. “I myself will conduct you and your brothers to his house.”


  Too late Fox realized that he had committed a tactical blunder. To demand that Spors Rok be brought to him, would be a breach of diplomatic etiquette that the Martian would be only too quick to resent; while if the Terrestrians went to him, they would have to go unarmed, since it is considered an affront for the leader of one colony to carry arms when making a supposedly friendly call upon the leader of another. But it was too late to back out now; he would have to go through with the situation.


  “Very well,” he said. “Take us to our Red Cousin.”


  Ambella bowed, and conducted them through the double row of huts to a somewhat larger one standing a little apart from the others. “In here,” he invited, standing aside for them to enter.


  Somewhat warily, the three .Terrestrians crossed the flat threshold into the hut’s dim interior. In the uncertain light, they could see that it was furnished with the brightly colored, woven mats and low, wooden table of the conventional Venusian guest house; but save for themselves, it was unoccupied.


  Fox turned sharply upon Ambella. “Where is my Red Cousin?” he demanded. “I do not see him.”


  Ambella smiled blandly. “I go to bring him,” he replied, and withdrew, leaving two of his big warriors outside the hut.


  The three Terrestrians glanced at one another inquiringly, but none of them spoke. The situation was decidedly uncomfortable; yet they had to admit that so far nothing had occurred which, under ordinary circumstances, might be looked on with suspicion. It was quite likely that Ambella, in bringing them to this uninhabited guest house, had merely done what he considered a more diplomatic thing than obliging them to go directly into the presence of the Martian commander.


  Nearly twenty minutes passed; then three natives, carrying large covered trays, appeared in the doorway.


  “The Red One is delayed.” the foremost of these explained. “Meanwhile, the Prince Ambella sends his deep respect, and asks that you refresh yourself while you wait.”


  He removed the coverings from the trays, revealing dishes of raw lizards’ eggs, a boiled vegetable not unlike earthly cabbage, and an unsavory mess, which the Venusians called mulct, the content of which was a dark mystery to Terrestrians. There was also a jug of milk from the little three-horned cattle of Venus.


  “If the spalpeen is after poisonin’ us—” O’Connell began when the three natives were gone; but Fox put the suggestion aside.


  “I don’t think we need fear anything like that,” he declared. “If he had any such intentions, he’d have disposed of Adolf long ago. It’s likelier that he, or rather Spors Rok, will try to force us into signing some agreement favorable to the Martians; or that they may hold us here as hostages until they get what they want. But even that would be highly dangerous, and Ambella knows it.”


  They ate the boiled vegetables and drank the milk; but the lizards’ eggs and mula they discreetly buried in a hole which Schneider dug in the dirt floor with his clasp knife. Then they resigned themselves to await whatever was to come.


  AFTERNOON gave place to twilight and twilight to dark; and still no one approached the hut. Through the open doorway, they could see lights moving about the village; while sounds of excited voices told them that something momentous was afoot; but they had no way of telling what it might be.


  Suddenly a sound like the noise of a thousand rattlesnakes shaking their rattles arose from a point at the center of the village. Fox raised his hand for silence.


  “The ceremonial rattles,” he whispered. “Whatever they’re up to, it’s about to start.”


  Tensely the three men sat listening while the weird rattle rose and fell in monotonous, rhythmic cadences. Presently Schneider, who was a student of the Venusian rattle language, spoke.


  “Leiber Gott!” he gasped, forgetting in his excitement that he had not long ago declared himself an atheist. “That is the summons to sacrifice! I have heard it in the early days, when some of the Venusians were still cannibals.”


  O’Connell half rose from the mat where he had been sitting. “Divil an’ all!” he exclaimed. “I’ll not be an Irish stew for any Venusian! If we jump this lad outside the hut—”


  “Sit down,” Fox commanded sharply. “If you do anything like that, you’ll only precipitate matters. If we’re to get out of this, it will have to be by use of our heads, not our fists.” He turned to Schneider. “Are you sure about the rattles, Adolf?” he asked.


  “I only wish I wasn’t!” Schneider answered fervently. “But there’s something strange about them,” he added after a moment. “They are not telling the name of the god to whom the sacrifice is to be made.”


  “Lalu, probably,” Fox muttered. “He’s the tribal deity. But it’s odd they should be assembling in the village, and not at the temple.”


  An hour passed, during which the sound of the rattles continued uninterrupted. Presently it was augmented by a low, ritualistic chanting that was even more ominous in its suggestion. Then the tempo of the two grew faster and faster, until it had become a very whirlpool of sound.


  Fox and his two companions crouched in the darkness of the hut, awaiting they knew not what. They had abandoned all hope that the Venusians would not dare to put them to death, for they realized that in their present state of savage frenzy, the Blue People would act first and consider the consequences of their deed afterward. Although, there was a native oil lamp upon the table, the Terrestrians had decided not to make a light; since that would render all their movements visible to a possible watcher from without, while it would make it impossible for them to see anyone who might approach the hut.


  Between them, they had formulated a course of action; pitifully poor, but the best they could do under the circumstances. When the guards came for them, they would go to the council circle without protest; then, while Fox attempted to engage their captors’ attention, Schneider and O’Connell were to make a dash for the plane, in the hope that one of them, at least, might be able to reach it and bring the disintegrator gun into play.


  “Of course if they bind us. we can do nothing,” Fox had concluded. “But we can only hope that in view of their superior numbers and the fact that we are unarmed, they’ll not consider that necessary.”


  “Spors Rok is at the bottom of all this!” O’Connell exclaimed bitterly. “But I don’t understand how he dares—”


  “Spors is risking little or nothing,” Fox told him. “If they succeed in disposing of us, he will deny all knowledge of it; while if any of us escape, he’ll insist that he was powerless to interfere. Ambella alone will be made to shoulder the blame.”


  While they had been talking, the chanting of the Blue People had stopped, and the sound of the rattles had become more subdued. Suddenly a wild, high-pitched shriek of mortal terror split the air, only to be as quickly choked off!


  “By all the gods!” O’Connell gasped. “What was that?”


  The three sprang to their feet and stood waiting, suspecting that the moment of climax had been reached. But nothing happened. Only occasional sounds from the center of the village, combined with the faint glow of the fire that filtered between the huts, told that the council was still in progress.


  SLOWLY the long hours of the night drew to a close, and the false dawn of Venus began to paint the sky with broad bands of amethyst and rose; and still no one came. Then, just as the true dawn was announcing the appearance of the sun above the horizon, a somewhat bleary-eyed Ambella presented himself at the door of the hut. He was alone.


  “May my White Father and his brothers forgive me!” he exclaimed, and to their immense surprise, prostrated himself at their feet. “I had many things to attend to, and so my small, weak mind forgot about the presence of the Great Ones.”


  Fox did not contradict him. “Ambella, I am still waiting to see my Red Cousin,” he reminded with a meaning look at the chief.


  Ambella rose, but did not meet Fox’s eyes. “The Red One and his companions are no longer here,” he mumbled. “They . . . they have gone away.”


  “That,” said Fox, “I cannot believe; for if they had gone. I would have heard the sound of their wagon that flies.” Ambella’s glance shifted from one corner of the hut to another, as if seeking a way out of some difficulty. “They did not go that way,” he managed finally. “And now if my White Father, who is the sun and the stars and the cool winds that blow at early morning, will do me the great honor to come with his two brothers to my house, we will have breakfast.”


  Fox nodded. “I think it’s all right,” he said in English in reply to Schneider’s questioning glance. “If they wanted to kill us, they would have done it last night. I’ve a feeling that we’ll find out what all the trouble was about once we have broken bread with him. You know the customs here.”


  They allowed themselves to be led to the chief’s house, where a breakfast of milk, fruit, and, oddly enough, American pretzels was served by two uneasy-looking Venusians. When it had been eaten and the wooden dishes removed, Fox spoke.


  “Now, Ambella,” he began, “there are some questions that I must ask you. First of all, what has become of my Red Cousin?”


  Ambella shifted uneasily upon his mat. “My .White Father has eaten with me at my table,” he said insinuatingly. “He is not angry with me?”


  “I am your White’ Father; I am never angry with my children unjustly,” Fox compromised. “Now tell me, where is Spors Rok?”


  For the first time that morning, Ambella’s eyes met the Terrestrians. “O White Father Who Knows All,” he began, “I have a confession to make. Nearly a hundred suns ago, Spors Rok came to us and told us that he and his people were gods, and must be worshiped. He made us think that this was so by destroying our old god, Lalu, with the little-stick-that-makes-good-by-forever.


  “Then I and my people, in our foolish ignorance, began to worship him and his people, and let them take away the little stones that see in the night. And White Father,” here he had the grace to lower his eyes, while a deep cerulean blush stained his cheeks, “we even turned away from you; for the Red One said that we must do this, and we believed that he was God.”


  “Well, I’m a son of a flying lizard!” O’Connell burst out with indignation. “So that was his game! The dirty so-and-so!”


  “But all that is changed now,” Ambella hastened on; “for then came to us he of the Three Eyebrows, who opened our eyes to all our ignorance and wickedness.”


  “Me?” Schneider asked in surprise. “But I never spoke of the Martians to you, Ambella.”


  “No,” Ambella agreed; “but you told us that there was no god that we could see or touch, but only a thing which was called natural law.


  “And natural law could not be broken or destroyed in any way whatever.”


  “So you couldn’t keep your ugly mouth shut about your godlessness,” O’Connell remarked sourly to Schneider, “even after meself and the commander had warned ye.”


  “Never mind, Pat,” Fox cut in. “It seems to have good results in this case.” He turned back to the Venusian chief. “And so you told Spors that you no longer believed in his godship?” he queried.


  “Oh, no!” Ambella looked shocked. “To have told him that he spoke words which were not true, would have been impolite. But we proved to him that he was mistaken.”


  “But how, man?” Fox was growing impatient. “Get on with your story.”


  “It was quite simple, O my Father. It is well known that a god cannot die or be destroyed. And so,” Ambella paused, and passed the tip of his tongue over his lips, with the air of the cat that has just swallowed the canary, “we . . . we tried and found they could be—killed.”


  DISAPPEARING SAM


  R.R. Winterbotham


  Py Hatney, Interplanetary flat foot, had this problem: how to catch up with a super-scientific criminal who knew the secret of invisibility!


  PY HATNEY, the interplanetary flatfoot, braced himself against the door of the squalid rooming house, six kilometers from Orfo, the Venusian spaceport.


  About him rolled the dense, fetid atmosphere of the sun’s second planet, so dense that the air blotted out the figures of three burly, scale-skinned Venusians, each of which wore the familiar figure 8 insignia on their caps, marking them as commissioned officers of the Interplanetary Service. Py himself wore one of these on a shield inside his coat.


  The door creaked under Hatney’s weight. Another push and it gave beneath Hatney’s earthborn strength. Then Py Hatney and the two Venusians plunged into the room, training proton guns on a small, lithe earthman who rose suddenly from the bed.


  “All right, Sam,” grinned Hatney.


  “I guess we’ve got you for keeps this time. Where’s your machine?”


  Sam Glezer, better known to the police of the solar system as Disappearing Sam, blinked his eyes in a solemn denial.


  “Machine? I haven’t a machine,” he averred. “I’ve got a sort of sixth sense.”


  Hatney pinked in anger and shoved his chin into the face of his captive as he said: “You don’t think I’m going to swallow that, do you? I’ve chased you over six planets. I spent a fortune hiring a two-passenger rocket to catch you here on Venus. I’m going to find out how you vanish like water on the moon or I’m going to fade away myself!”


  “You better take some lessons first,” grinned Disappearing Sam impertinently. “I’ve the secret of invisibility. I can make myself perfectly transparent.”


  “You’re something of a scientist, Sam, but even you can’t make anything perfectly transparent. Even air isn’t perfectly transparent.”


  “You gotta admit I can vanish, though.”


  With a snort Hatney snapped handcuffs over the smuggler’s wrist. Familiar as the terrestrial detective was with the man who had escaped from him ten times, Detective Hatney could hardly convince himself that this small, insignficant fellow could outwit the resources of the Interplanetary Police. Yet Hatney had seen Sam disappear like a picture from a television screen, only to bob up again later, solid and real as Jupiter.


  These fadeouts had occurred often enough to convince Hatney that two things were necessary: first there had to be an open door or window in the room, and second, Sam could not disappear while he was shackled to any person.


  Hence, the first act of Detective Hatney was to cuff his prisoner to himself.


  Hatney turned to the Venusian officer, the leader of the three who had assisted in the capture.


  “Get us back to the spaceport, Val,” snapped Hatney. “If we make it without letting this ghost get away, I’ll be your friend for life!”


  Val, the Venusian, hesitated.


  “You go back to Earth now?” he asked in the clipped Venusian accent.


  “You’re dam tootin’ I’m going back to Earth now. Sam here has slipped away from me ten times and the sooner I get him locked up on Earth, the sooner I’ll start gaining back the pounds I’ve lost chasing and worrying over him.”


  “We help you, now you help us?” asked the Venusian.


  “Cripes yes, man! I’ll help you any time you say, except now. Don’t you understand that this man is hot—like sunspots? He’s the most wanted and hardest to catch smuggler in the universe. Your government ought to consider it a favor to be rid of him!”


  “YOU must help us now!” spoke the Venusian. He turned to the foremost of his two companions and uttered a few words in the unintelligible jargon of the planet. The second Venusian grinned idiotically from his lipless mouth and then held out a huge box, a quite heavy box, fastened with a dozen small combination locks and studded with heat resisting bolts. “What’s this?” glowered Hatney. “The Venusian ruby, you mug!” came from Disappearing Sam. “What’d you think I was on this planet for?”


  “Him not the only one who wanted it,” spoke Val as he indicated Sam with his long, pencil-like fingers. “Pirates also lay plans to steal ruby on trip to Earth. Pirates never suspect that, ruby to Earth on two-passenger rocket instead of big transport. You take ruby and you save many lives.”


  “Go ahead, Py,” urged Sam. “Take the ruby and save lives. I never did like pirates because they’re too rough. I don’t have to murder to make a living.”


  “He just wants that rock in easy reach!” protested the detective. “You don’t know him as I do.”


  “Just same, even so,” said the Venusian. “Ruby much safer on two-passenger rocket than on big transport.”


  “Well,” shrugged the detective. “It’s your ruby, not mine.”


  The appellation, two-passenger rocket, was a misnomer, since the craft carried four men. Two of these, however, were the pilots who worked in shifts in a partitioned control room just ahead of quarters for two passengers. There were sleeping and cooking quarters for the passengers, but little room to spare.


  Veele, the senior pilot, was standing in the locks when Hatney, carrying the ruby, boarded the rocket with his prisoner. Quickly Veele aroused the second pilot, a long, slender Martian named Pagh, whose shell back bore the scars of many a space battle.


  As the ship was primed for the takeoff, Pagh glanced suspiciously at the heavy box Hatney shoved beneath his bunk.


  “What’s that?” he asked in the clacking voice peculiar to Martians.


  “None of your business!” returned the detective sharply.


  “I’ve got to have its mass so we can compute our orbit,” growled the junior pilot.


  Cautiously Hatney shut the outer locks and in lowered tones he disclosed what was in the package. The Martian nodded and bent over the calculating machine.


  A few seconds later the rockets roamed and the ship thundered upward into the Venusian stratosphere.


  Detective Py Hatney sat down beside his prisoner on the edge of one of the two bunks in the room.


  “Supposing we talk about this disappearance business,” began the detective.


  “Gladly,” grinned Disappearing Sam. “It’s one subject I’m full of.”


  “I’m glad you’re beginning to see the light.”


  “There are eight ways to make a man invisible,” began Disappearing Sam. “The best way is to remove him from our sight—”


  “Tryin’ to be funny, hey?”


  “—not in the least. I simply want to be thorough. Another way to disappear is to make a thing perfectly transparent—but you’ve already pointed out that it requires science beyond our present level to do.


  “We might utilize a fourth dimension, but unfortunately that also is rather impossible for a creature that lives only in three dimensions and can’t project himself into the fourth.


  “There was a suggestion once that light rays might be bent around a body so that a person can see behind that body. But this would not work at close range because light rays bend rather slowly.


  “Another method of getting invisible is to turn off the light—then everything becomes invisible; or we might make an object a perfect reflector in which case we would see nothing of the object itself, but we would be aware of its presence from the reflection.


  “The seventh method of becoming invisible is to take away a dimension of an object—making it two dimensional instead of three—and turning it sidewise—”


  “Well, how do you do it?” asked Hatney impatiently.


  “I do it the simplest way of all, the eighth method of invisibility—a method perfectly possible under present day science as it has always been since modern science was understood.”


  “Well?”


  “Why, Mr. Hatney? You don’t think I’d tell you! It would spoil all my fun!”


  AT that instant there was a cry of alarm in the control room in the fore part of the craft. This was followed by the sharp hiss of a proton gun explosion.


  A second later the connecting door between the cabin and the control room swung inward and in the opening appeared the beaked visage of the Martian, Pagh, with a gun which he pointed directly at Py Hatney.


  The detective sagged helplessly in his chair. The alarm and shooting had occurred so suddenly that he had been caught completely by surprise.


  “We’re fifteen million miles off Venus,” spoke Pagh. “We can’t be seen by the largest telescopes of either Earth or Venus so our halt will not be noticed. I’ve just had to put our senior pilot, Veele, out of existence because he was so foolish as to try to shoot me when I ordered him to surrender—”


  “But why? Why all this rough stuff?” asked Sam innocently.


  “Within a few minutes a pirate ship will take us in tow,” spoke the Martian suavely, holding the proton gun listlessly in his webbed left hand. “That ruby is worth quite a bit of rough stuff, don’t you think, Mr. Disappearing Sam?”


  “It’s worth quite a bit, but nothing’s worth murdering for,” replied Sam.


  The Martian shrugged.


  “It’s all a matter of taste, but if I were Detective Hatney, I’d keep my hands away from my gun. The slightest movement in that direction might make me nervous.”


  As Pagh spoke there came a scraping bump outside. Sam heard the grappling irons ring against the metal plates of the small rocket and a second later Pagh had swung open the locks.


  A hollow tube-like boarding passage had been thrown across the gap between the two space-craft and a coarse Earthman was crossing to take over the craft.


  “Nice work, Pagh,” smiled the Earthman.


  “Cutthroat Jing, or I’m a pickpocket!” gasped Sam. “I heard you were in this bloody pirate business—”


  “Shut-up, you!” growled Jing as he glared toward Sam. Then the pirate turned to Pagh. “What’s the setup? What’s this man doing on board? I got your radio call, but I didn’t know you had this small time smuggler aboard. Is he—”


  “The other man’s a detective, taking Sam back to the States,” explained Pagh. “But they’re also carrying the ruby.”


  Jing whistled. Then he laughed.


  “At least we won’t have to blast the ship and let the telescopes on Earth and Venus catch the flash. Just take the other pilot aboard our ship and turn these two loose. Sam’ll be blamed for everything.”


  “The other pilot is dead, sir,” explained Pagh.


  Jing roared while Pagh pulled the Venusian ruby from beneath Hatney’s bunk.


  “This’ll be about the last disappearance for Disappearing Sam!” he chortled.


  Hatney’s teeth were clicking like castanets as Jing and Pagh went back into the locks toward the pirate ship. Then the detective turned to his prisoner.


  “Wh-what are we go-g-going to d-d-do?” he asked.


  “If you’ll take these bracelets off my arm, I think I can make you a hero,” replied Disappearing Sam. “It’s not generally known but I used to be a licensed space pilot. Lucky thing or we’d drift endlessly in space, which Was what Jing expected us to do.”


  With hands so nervous that they almost dropped the key, the detective unlocked the cuffs. His was not to reason why at this point. The space ship was at a great distance from all possible aid and Detective Hatney could not operate either a radio or the ship itself. The only hope lay in Disappearing Sam.


  Sam sprang into the control room. He glanced at the lifeless body of First Pilot Veele and swept up a blanket from the bunk to cover it. Then he closed the door on the detective.


  “You ain’t g-g-going to leave me?” came Hatney’s pleading voice.


  “Now, flatfoot, is that nice?” asked the smuggler. “After all we’ve been to each other?”


  In the concealment of the control room, Disappearing Sam was working rapidly. He lifted his right hand to his left shoulder. His fingers worked close to his collar bone until suddenly, with a sharp click, the arm split into two halves, revealing a hollow space within which was a compact little machine.


  “When I lost that arm in a spaceship crash, I never realized how lucky I was,” said Sam as he started the motor.


  JING and the Martian, Pagh, reached the control cabin of their ship. Jing touched the controls and the motors sent vibrations through the ship.


  “We’re not moving!” exclaimed Jing.


  Pagh looked out of the porthole of the ship toward the two-passenger craft that had been cast loose a few minutes before.


  Then as he looked at the small craft it suddenly vanished before his eyes!


  “Great guns, Jing! It disappeared!” exclaimed Pagh.


  “What?”


  “The two-passenger boat. It faded away like a ghost!” The Martian’s greenish skin bleached in fear. Jing, who had stepped to the porthole, gave a gasp of astonishment.


  “We’re moving now!” he blurted. “Something is dragging us toward the Earth!”


  Jing’s voice roared into the speaking tubes. All hands were called to their battle posts. Huge disintegrators were loaded and fired in every direction. The flames of atoms reached out to pluck whatever invisible horror had seized the pirate craft. But there was no explosion as the licking disintegrating rays touched a mark.


  The door to the control cabin opened and Disappearing Sam’s grinning face appeared.


  “How do you feel now?”


  “Are we safe?” inquired the detective. “Take a look in the visiplate,” suggested Sam, pointing to the instrument.


  The visiplate for the rear of the craft showed a fire spewing pirate craft firing disintegrators at them.


  “They’ll blast us!” screamed the detective, paling in fright.


  “They’ve been doing that for two hours,” grinned Sam, “and so far we’re in pretty good shape.”


  The detective noted then that not only the fore guns but those on all sides of the pirate craft were blasting. An explanation dawned on him.


  “You’ve made us invisible!”


  “Smarty! Someone told you!”


  “But how? How can you make a whole ship invisible?”


  “Well, slewfoot, I suppose you’ve noticed that I wasn’t apt to disappear as long as I was in a closed room or handcuffed to a person.


  “I hate to give away my secret of invisibility, but since you aren’t apt to duplicate it, I’ll give you a hint. Light consists of small particles of matter called photons which are affected by gravity just as much as large particles of matter, but which don’t appear to be affected because of their high speed.


  “Now if any light giving object were heavy enough it would be invisible because the gravitational field would prevent the light rays from leaving the object. I’ve a small gravity machine ill my arm—it’s a variation of the principle used in creating gravity inside a spaceship. This machine is geared up to the point that it holds all photons and prevents any reflected light from leaving me. I just increase my own gravity field and become invisible.


  “But there are two disadvantages to this. The first is that I’m likely to make everything else fly toward me and the second is that I’m likely to make everything invisible near me. I overcame these two disadvantages with a special repulsion field that just neutralized my gravitational field so that objects that weren’t moving at the speed of light wouldn’t be attracted. Light and high speed forms of energy only pierce this field.


  “I couldn’t touch anything except with the soles of my feet, which were enclosed in the repulsion field, without making it invisible along with myself. And I couldn’t perform my stunt in a closed room because there wasn’t any way to get out without touching something with my hands and making that object invisible.”


  “But how did you make the entire ship invisible?” asked Hatney.


  “I simply shut off my repulsion field. As a result, while we’re invisible to the pirate ship, we’ve captured the craft with our gravity and it’s circling us like a satellite, firing at us and unable to hit us because it’s going around so rapidly.”


  “Going around so rapidly?”


  “Yes, the force from those charges of the disintegrators is thrown into a parabola by the motion of the ship. Our position is so located that these charges sweep past us. The only way to hit us would be to change the aim of the fore guns, and that would mean to maneuver the ship. They can’t maneuver it as long as our gravity holds out.”


  “But why isn’t everything flying toward you inside this craft?”


  SAM pointed to his arm. It was an artificial arm so mechanically perfect that it was almost indistinguishable from a real arm. Sam had connected the arm with the structure of the ship.


  “The gravitational attraction now belongs to the entire ship, not only to me,” he explained. “Each object on the ship has the same specific gravity in relation to every other object as it had before. Therefore, there isn’t any more attraction between objects than before.”


  “Holy mackerel!” gasped Py.


  A few hours later a private ship came to a reluctant landing at the police spaceport outside Washington, D.C. Observers had seen it spin into the stratosphere and then make a gallant but unsuccessful effort to fly out again before approaching so close to Earth that either had to land or to crash.


  The instant the pirate craft had landed, interplanetary police had covered the machine with disintegrators and a crew of surly, dejected pirates filed out with their hands in the air.


  Then, nearly frightening the police to death, a small two-passenger rocket materialized out of thin air and bumped to a rough landing on the field.


  From the interior of the craft swaggered Detective Py Hatney.


  “Lock ’em up, boys,” ordered the detective. “The Venusian ruby is in their craft. They tried to steal it.”


  “How did you—” began one of the officials of the police.


  “Never mind now,” began the detective. “I’ve also got—”


  The detective stopped. Suddenly he ducked back into the two-passenger rocket through the open door. An instant later he reappeared empty handed.


  “For a minute I thought I had Disappearing Sam,” said Py Hatney with dejection. “But that low down, cussed Mercutian insect has disappeared again and he had the nerve to leave a note thanking me ‘for the buggy ride’.”


  THE LUCK OF IGNATZ


  Lester del Rey


  MAYBE it was superstition, but Ignatz knew it was all his fault. For the last three days, Jerry Lord had sat in that same chair, his eyes conjuring up a vision of red hair and a dimple on the wall, and there was nothing Ignatz could do about it.


  He grunted and grumbled his unhappiness, dug his tail into the carpet, and shoved forward on his belly plate until his antennae touched the Master’s ankle. For the hundredth time he tried to mumble human words, and failed. But Jerry sensed his meaning and reached down absently to rub the horn on his snout.


  “Ignatz,” the Master muttered, “did I tell you Anne star-hops on the Burgundy tonight? Bound for South Venus.” He sucked on his cold pipe, then tossed it aside in disgust. “Pete Durnall’s to guide her through Hellonfire swamps.”


  It was no news to Ignatz, who’d heard nothing else for the last three days, but he rumbled sympathetically in his foghorn voice. In the rotten inferno north of Hellas, any man who knew the swamps could be a hero to a mudsucker. Even veteran spacemen were usually mudsuckers on Venus, and Anne was earthbound, up to now.


  Ignatz knew those swamps—none better. He’d lived there some hundred odd years until the Master caught him for a mascot. Oh, the swamp animals were harmless enough, most of them, but Anne wouldn’t think so when she saw them. She’d screamed the first time she saw him—even a Venusian zloaht, or snail-lizard, was horrible to an Earthman; the other fauna were worse.


  But the memory of the swamps suggested heat to Ignatz.


  He crawled up the portable stove and plunked down into a pan of boiling water; after a few minutes, when the warmth took full effect, he relaxed comfortably on the bottom to sleep. Jerry’d have to solve his own problems, since he couldn’t learn zloaht language. What was the sense of solving problems if he couldn’t boast about it?


  There was a thud and clank outside, and a chorus of shrieks rent the air. By the time Ignatz was fully awake, a man was pounding on the door, grumbling loudly. Jerry threw it open, and the hotel manager plunked in, face red and temper worse.


  “Know what that was?” he shrieked. “Number two elevator broke the cable—brand-new it was, too. Stuck between floors, and we’ve got to cut through with a blow torch. Now!”


  “So what? I didn’t do it.” The old weariness in Jerry’s voice was all too familiar to Ignatz. He knew what was coming.


  “No, you didn’t do it; you didn’t do it. But you were here.” The red face turned livid, and the fat chest heaved convulsively. He threshed his fist in front of Jerry’s face, and shrilled out in a quivering falsetto: “Don’t think I haven’t heard of you! I felt sorry for you, took you in for only double rates, and look what happens. Well, I’m through. Out you go—hear me? Out, now, at once.”


  Jerry shrugged. “Okay.” He watched with detached interest as Ignatz climbed out of the pan and dropped over onto the manager’s leg. With a wild shriek of confused profanity, the man jerked free and out. He went scurrying down the hall, his fat hands rubbing at the burned flesh.


  “You shouldn’t have done that, Ignatz,” Jerry remarked mildly. “He’ll probably have blisters where you touched him. But it’s done now, so go cool off and help me pack.” He put a pan of cold water on the floor and began opening closets and dragging out clothes. Ignatz climbed into the water and let his temperature drop down to a safe limit, considering this latest incident ruefully.


  NOT that there was anything novel about it; the only wonder was that they had been in the hotel almost a week before it happened. And it was all his fault; he never did anything, but he was there, and trouble followed blissfully after. Of course, Jerry Lord should have known better than to catch a snail-lizard, but he did it, and things started.


  The luckiest man in the star fleet, the Master had been head tester for the new rocket models until the O.M. decided he needed a rest and sent him to Venus. Any normal man would have been killed when the ship cracked up over the swamps, but Jerry came walking into Hellas with two hundred ounces of gold under one arm and Ignatz under the other.


  Naturally, the Venusians had warned him. They knew, and had known for generations, that it was good luck to have a zloaht around in the swamps, but horribly bad outside. The members of Ignatz’s tribe were plain Jonahs, back to the beginning. Ignatz knew it, too, and tried to get away; but by the time they were well out of the swamps, he liked the Master too well to leave.


  To any other man, Ignatz would have spelled personal bad luck, with general misfortune left over. But Jerry’s personal luck held out; instead of getting trouble himself, others around him were swamped with it. The test ships cracked up, one after another, while Jerry got away without a scratch. Too many cracked up, and the O.M. gave Jerry another vacation, this time a permanent one.


  His reputation waxed great, and doors closed silently but firmly before him. “Sorry, Mr. Lord, we’re not taking on new men this year.” They weren’t to be blamed; hadn’t something gone wrong by the time he left the office—not just something, but everything? Nowadays, an ambulance followed casually wherever he went walking with Ignatz, and some innocent bystander usually needed it.


  Then Jerry met Anne Barclay, and the inevitable happened. Anne was the O.M.’s daughter, and as cute a yard engine as ever strode down the training field of the Six World Spaceport. Jerry took one look at her, said, “Ah,” and developed a fever. He still had some of his money left, and he could dance, even if the orchestra always missed their cues when he was on the floor. By the time he’d known her three weeks, she was willing to say yes; that is, she was until the O.M. put her wise. Then she remembered that she’d lost the ring her mother had given her, had tooth trouble, sinus trouble, and a boil on her left shoulder, all since she met Jerry. With the O.M. helping her imagination along, she did a little thinking about what married life might lead to; they decided that a little trip to Venus, with Peter Durnall, the Old Man’s favorite, was just the answer, and that Jerry could cool his heels and rot.


  Not that they were superstitious, any more than all-star-jumpers and their daughters were; Ignatz understood that. But when too many coincidences happen, it begins to look a bit shady. Now she was gone, or at least going, and Jerry was going out on his ear, from her life and from the hotel. Ignatz swore lustily in lizard language and crawled out of the pan. He rolled over in a towel, then began helping Jerry pack—a simple thing, since most of Jerry’s wardrobe rested comfortably in old Ike’s pawnshop.


  “We’ll go to the dock,” Jerry decided. “I’m practically broke, fellow, so we’ll sleep in a shed or an outbuilding if we can slip past the watch. Tomorrow, I’ll look for work again.”


  He’d been looking for work for months, any work, but the only job he knew was handling the star-jumpers, or spaceships; and they had enough natural bad luck without adding Luckless Jerry to the crew. Ignatz wondered what the chances of finding open garbage pails around the dock were, but he followed meekly enough.


  A RAW steam pipe led around the shed with the loose lock at the rear. It happened to be super-hot steam, so Ignatz’s sleep was heavy and dreamless, and daylight came and went unknown. The first thing he knew was when Jerry knocked him down and dipped him in a cold puddle to wake him up. At least, it smelled like Jerry, though the face and clothes were all wrong.


  The Master grinned down at Ignatz as the water fizzed and boiled. Overnight, apparently, he had grown a beard, and his straight hair was a mass of ringlets. Over one eye a scar ran down to his mouth, and pulled his lips up into a rough caricature of a smile; and the face was rough and brown, while his clothes might have been pulled off a refuse truck.


  “Pretty slick, eh, Ignatz?” he asked. “Old Ike fixed me up for my watch and ring.” He picked the zloaht up and chucked him into a traveling bag. “We can’t let them see you now, so you’ll have to stay under cover till we hit berth.”


  Ignatz hooted questioningly, and Jerry chuckled. “Sure, we’ve got a job—keeping the bearings oiled on a space-hopper. Remember that old tramp who was sleeping here last night? Well, he’d been a star-jumper till the weed hit him, and his papers were still clear. I got them for practically nothing, had Ike fix me up, and went calling today. Our luck’s changed again. We’re riding out tonight, bound for Venus!”


  Ignatz grunted again. He might have known where they were bound for.


  “Sure.” Jerry was cocky again, banking on his luck. “Not another grunt from you, fellow. I can’t take any chances on this trip.”


  The zloaht settled down on the clothes in the big and chewed slowly on a piece of leather he’d found outside. Anything might happen now, but he had ideas of what that anything might be. The bag jerked and twisted as the Master slipped past the guards and out onto the rocket field where the hiss of rockets told Ignatz some ship was warming up, testing her exhaust. He stuck his eye to a crack in the bag and peered out.


  It was an old freighter, but large and evidently well-kept. They were moving the derricks back and battening down the hatches, so the cargo was all aboard. From the smell, he decided they were carrying raisins, peanuts and chocolate, all highly prized by the spore prospectors on Venus. Venus grew little that equaled old Earth foods, and only the most concentrated rations could be carried by those wandering adventurers.


  As he watched, Ignatz saw a big tanker run out on the tracks and the hose tossed over to fill the tanks with hydrogen peroxide to be burned into fuming exhaust gases by the atomic converters; the isotope plates were already in, apparently. Mechanics were scurrying around, inspecting the long blast tubes, and the field was swarming with airscrew tugs ready to pull the big freighter up where her blast could shoot out harmlessly and her air fins get a grip on the air.


  These big freighters were different from the sleek craft that carried the passengers; the triangles were always neatly balanced on their jets, but the freighter was helpless in the grip of a planet unless buoyed up by the tugs until she reached a speed where the stubby fins supported her.


  Evidently the Master had made it barely in time, for the crew plank was being unhitched. He ran up it, presented his papers, and was ordered to his berth. As he turned to leave, there was a halloo from below, and the plank was dropped again. Blane, the freighter’s captain, leaned over, swearing.


  “Supercargo! Why can’t he take a liner? All right, we’ll wait for him twenty minutes.” He stumped up the stairs to the conning turret, and words drifted down sulfurously. “Every damned thing has gone wrong on this trip. I’m beginning to think there’s a Jonah in the crew.”


  Jerry waited to hear no more, but moved to his berth—a little tin hole in the wall, with a hard bunk, a pan of water, and a rod for his clothes. He tested the oxygen helmet carefully, nodded his satisfaction, and stretched out on the bunk.


  “You stay there, Ignatz,” he ordered, “and keep quiet. There might be an inspection. I’ll let you out when I go on second shift. Anyway, there isn’t a steampipe in the hole, so it wouldn’t do you any good.”


  THE PORT above was closing with a heavy bang. “Supercargo must have come up early. Wonder who he was? Must have been somebody important to hold Blane waiting for him—friend of the O.M.’s, I guess.” He grinned comfortably, then wiped it off his face as a shout came down the stairwell.


  “Hey, down there! Bring up some tools, and make it snappy. The crew port’s stuck, and we’re taking off in five minutes.”


  Jerry swore, and Ignatz turned over with a disgruntled snort. “Well,” the Master reflected, “at least I won’t get the blame for it this time. But it’s funny, all the same. Darned funny!”


  Ignatz agreed. This promised to be an interesting voyage, if they ever reached Venus at all. If the Master had to keep a zloaht for a pet, he might have stayed on the ground where their necks would have been safe, instead of running off on this crazy chase after a girl. For once he was glad that Venus knew no sex—unless the incubator cows were called females.


  Jerry let Ignatz out when he came back from shift. He was tired and grouchy, but nothing had gone wrong in particular.


  There had been two minor accidents, and one of the tenders had his foot smashed by a loose coupling, but a certain amount of that had to be expected. At least no one had accused him of causing trouble.


  “I found out who the supercargo is,” he told the zloaht. “Nobody but the Old Man himself. So you lie low and I’ll keep out of his way. The old buzzard has eyes like a hawk, and nobody ever called his memory bad.”


  The works of Robert Bums were unknown to Ignatz, but he did know the gist of the part that goes: “The best laid schemes o’ mice and men gang aft agley.” He waited results with foreboding, and they came when Jerry’s next shift was half through.


  It was the O.M. himself who opened the door and turned to a pair of brawny wipers. “All right, bring him in here, and lock the door. I don’t know who he is, and I don’t care. We can find that out later; but I do know he isn’t the man his card says. That fellow has been rotten with weed for ten years.


  “And Captain Blane,” he addressed the officer as they tossed Jerry on the bunk, “in the future inspect your men more carefully. I can’t make a tour of inspection on every freighter, you know. Maybe there’s no harm in him, but I don’t want men working for me on fake cards.”


  As they locked the door and went down the hall, the captain’s voice was placating, the O.M. raving in soft words that fooled nobody by their mildness. Ignatz crawled out from under the bunk, climbed up the rail, and nuzzled Jerry soothingly.


  Jerry spat with disgust. “Oh, he came down, pottered around the generator room and wanted to see my card; said he didn’t know any oiler with a scar. Then Hades broke loose, and he yelled for Blane. Anyway, he didn’t recognize me. Thank the Lord Harry, you had enough sense to duck, or my goose would have been cooked.”


  Ignatz rooted around and rubbed the horn on his snout lightly against the Master’s chest. Jerry grinned sourly.


  “Sure, I know. We haven’t sunk yet, and we’re not going to. Go on away, fellow, and let me think. There must be some way of getting off this thing after we reach Venus.” Ignatz changed the “after” to “if” in his mind, but he crawled back dutifully and tried to sleep; it was useless. In half an hour, Captain Blane rattled on the door and stalked in, his face pointing to cold and stormy. There was an unpleasant suggestion in the way he studied Jerry.


  “Young fellow,” he barked, “if the Old Man didn’t have plans for you, I’d rip you in three pieces and strew you all over this cabin. Call that damned zloaht of yours out and take off those whiskers, Jerry Lord.”


  The Master grunted, as a man does after a blow to the stomach. “What makes you think I’m Lord?”


  “Think? There’s only one Jonah that big in the star fleet. Since you came aboard, every blamed thing’s been one big mess. The O.M. comes on board as supercargo, the port sticks, three men get hurt fitting a new injector, I find Martian sand worms in the chocolate, and the O.M. threatens to yank my stars. Don’t tell me you’re anyone else!” He poked under the bunk. “Come out of there, you blasted zloaht?”


  Ignatz came, with a rueful honk at Jerry, who pulled his false beard anxiously. “Well, Captain, what if I am? Does the O.M. know?”


  “Of course not, and he better hadn’t. If he found I’d shipped you with the crew, I’d never draw berth again. When we hit Venus, I’ll try to let you out in a’chute at the mile limit. Or would you rather stay and let the Old Man figure out ways and means?”


  Jerry shook his head. “Let me out on your’chute,” he agreed hastily. “I don’t care how, as long as I get free to Venus.”


  Blane nodded. “I’ll catch hell anyway, but I’d rather not have you around when we land. I never did trust my luck when a ship breaks up.” He pointed at Ignatz. “Keep that under cover. If the O.M. finds out who you are, I’ll put you off in a lead suit, without a’chute. Savvy, mister?”


  Jerry savvied plenty. He motioned Ignatz back under the bunk and moved over to the shelf where his grub lay. Blane turned to go. And then raw Hades broke loose.


  THERE was a sick jarring, and a demon’s siren seemed to go off in their ears. The shelf jumped across the room; Jerry hit the captain with his head. For half a second, there was complete silence, followed by bedlam, while the ship jerked crazily under their feet. Acting on instinct, both the captain and Master dashed for the oxygen helmet, and a private war started before either realized what had happened.


  Jerry straightened up first. “That was the control engine,” he yelled in Blane’s ear. The man couldn’t hear, but he caught the idea. “Get out of here and find out what happened.”


  There was no thought of prisoners. Jerry pounded along at the captain’s heels, and Ignatz had only time to make a convulsive leap and slide down Jerry’s neck under his jacket. Men were swarming down the stairwell and up from the main rocket rooms. A babble of voices blended with a shrilling of alarms and a thud of feet on cuproberyl decks.


  The Old Man was in the engine room before them. “Blane! Blane! Hey, somebody find that lunkhead before these fools wreck the whole ship!”


  Blane saluted roughly, his mouth open, his eyes darting about the wreck of the steering engine. “Wha-what happened?”


  One quick glance had told Jerry. “Which one of you oilers let the main bearings run dry?”


  A wiper pointed silently to a shapeless lump of bones and assorted cold cuts. While eyes turned that way, Ignatz slipped out and pushed from sight between a post and wall that were still partly whole.


  Jerry Lord’s mouth was set as he swung to Blane. “Got a spare engine? No. Well, dismantle one of your gyro-stabilizer engines and hook it up. Send men to inspect what damage was done to the controls. Get the doctor up here to look over these men who are still in one piece. Wake up, man!”


  Blane shut his mouth slowly, wheeled back to the men and began shouting instructions, until some order came out of the milling mass of men. In the confusion, the O.M. hadn’t noticed Jerry, but he swung to him now.


  “Who let you out? Never mind; you’re here. It’s a good thing somebody has some sense, or that yellow-belly’d still be dreaming! Captain Blane, get that wreck out of here, put this prisoner to work. We can’t waste time or men now. I’m going back to the control co-ordinators to inspect the damage.”


  Now that the shock of his first major accident was over, Blane snapped briskly into it. He glared at Jerry, but postponed it for later. Ignatz knew this was to be held against the Master, as well as the other troubles were, and he mumbled uncomfortably.


  With the engine in scattered parts, little dismantling was necessary. The men were cleaning the parts away, cutting such few bolts as were left in the base, and preparing the space for the new engine. The stabilizer motor came in, one part at a time, and Jerry oversaw its placement and assembly, set its governor, and hooked the controls to it as rapidly as the crew could cut away the bent rods and weld new ones in their place. In an emergency, no group of men on Earth can do the work that a space-crew can turn out in a scant half-hour, and these were all seasoned star-jumpers; to them the lack of gravity was a help rather than a hindrance in the swift completion of the work.


  BY THE TIME the O.M. was back, the walls were being welded over, the new engine was tuned, the controls hitched, and the captain was sweating and swearing, but satisfied that the work had been well done. Jerry came back from the stabilizer hold to report the motors retimed and set for the added load given by the loss of one of the five engines, with the juice feeding in evenly.


  The Old Man motioned silently, his face blank and expressionless, and Blane gulped as he turned to follow. Jerry strung along without invitation, tucking Ignatz carefully out of sight under his clothes.


  Back in the nerve center of the ship, the control integrators were a hopeless mess. The main thrust rods that coupled the control turret to the engine were still intact, but the cables and complex units of gears and eveners that formed the nearly human brain of the ship were ruined beyond possibility of repair.


  The O.M.’s voice was almost purring, but his eyelids twitched. “Have you repairs, Captain?”


  “Some. We might be able to jury-rig part of it, but not enough to couple the major rockets to the control panel. That looks to me like a one-way ticket to hell.” Under the stress of danger, the man had relapsed into a numb hopelessness.


  “How many hours to Venus, and where’s the danger point?”


  “Sixty hours, and we either get control in ten, or we fall straight into the sun. We’re in Orbit C-3 now, and we’ll miss Venus entirely.”


  “Not a chance to get repairs sent out in time,” the O.M. muttered. “Well, I guess that’s that.”


  Jerry pushed past the captain, saluted the O.M. quietly. “Beg pardon, sir, but it might be possible to control the ship manually from here, with observations relayed from the control turret.”


  Momentarily their eyes brightened, but only for a split second. “Not one man in a thousand knows the layout of the cables here, and the job would be physically impossible. I don’t know whether this rod should be forced back or that one forward. When the old manual controls were still in, we had them arranged logically in banks, but this is uncharted confusion.”


  “I know the layout,” Jerry offered evenly. “It’s simply a question of being able to move around fast enough to coordinate the thrust rods.” Yet he looked at the mass of rods, levers, and cables with doubt large in his heart. It meant covering an eight-foot wall, and keeping the tangle of eveners clear in his mind every second of the time, though it might be done.


  There was a snort from Blane, but the O.M. silenced it. “We have to believe in miracles now. It’s our only chance. Are you sure you can do it, mister?”


  “Fairly sure, sir.”


  “How many helpers?”


  Jerry grinned sourly. “None; it’s easier and surer doing it than telling others how to do it, and maybe having them mess things up. Has to be a one-man job.”


  “Right.” There was grudging approval on the scowling face. “Blane, you take orders from him; get the wrecked parts out, uncouple the remaining automatics. You and the navigators will take turns relaying the chart data to this room—and it’d better be right. Get a phone hooked up at once, and put this man to work. If we get to Venus, he’s free, no questions asked, and a good job waiting for him. If we don’t, he won’t need the job.”


  When the O.M. was gone, the captain shook his fist under Jerry’s nose. “Jonah! If you hadn’t been along, this wouldn’t have happened. You’d better be good, Mr. Lord.” He stopped suddenly, a new thought hitting him. “Do you realize that means sixty hours of steady, solid work down here?”


  “Naturally, since your navigators never learned more than they had to.” Jerry shrugged with an entirely false optimism. “And you’ll remember that hereafter every man on this ship will take orders from me, sir? I must insist on absolute cooperation.”


  “You’ll get it, Jonah or not.” Blane stuck out a hand. “I don’t like your reputation, Lord, but I do like your guts. Good luck!”


  In making an impressive exit, the captain forgot the oil on the floor; he executed a jerky half-twist before his back hit the deck. Ignatz backed further out of sight and prepared for the worst.


  “Jonah!” said Blane, and it covered everything with no wasted syllables.


  WITH the wreck carted out, the communication man came in, hooked up a phone, and coupled it by a spring reel of wire to sponge-covered earphones. He handed over a chart of present position and estimated orbit, then cleared out.


  Jerry cut in on the phone. “All clear?”


  “Waiting for orders, sir. Stem rocket seven has a point-oh-six underblast you’ll have to counteract, and the stabilizers only work three-five. Venus now in position—” The navigator rattled off his co-ordinates, and Jerry set them up in his head as he reached for the main blast rods.


  “Okay. Leave orders I’m not to be bothered by anyone but the mess boy.” He pulled Ignatz out, patted his back, and grinned. “The room’s yours, fellow. Stand to blast!”


  “Clear to blast, sir. All-l-l positions set! Trim-m-m and stow all-l-l!” The time-honored call rang down the stairwell as Jerry threw the manuals and braced himself for gravity-on.


  The freighter shook like a cat coming out of a bathtub, groaned and bucked sullenly, as the controls were thrown one at a time; reluctantly she settled down to business. For a bottom-blaster, she was a sweet old bus, put out with the craftsmanship of men who longed for the stars and took out that longing in building ships to carry others. Even with the overworked stabilizers and slight underblast she answered her helm better than some of the new triangles. Jerry bit into her levers savagely at first, then gently as she became part of him, hard to reach, yet sweet and honest.


  The navigator was shouting down co-ordinates, drift ratios, and unnecessary pep talk, and the O.M.’s voice came through occasionally, sounding almost pleasant. The crusty old scalawag had what it took, Jerry conceded; no hysteria or nonsense about him. Under such an example, the captain and first navigator took heart, and the second navigator was jaunty with hope when he came on. Faith was dirt cheap in the conning turret at the moment; Jerry could have used more of it himself, but was careful not to show it in his voice.


  The first ten hours were no worse than steady attention and driving work could make them, and he began to get the feel of the ship. His mind tuned in on the creaking of her girders, the sway of her deck, and the strange harmony that couples flesh to well-built metal. The pattern of the controls etched itself indelibly into his brain, short cuts came, and ways of throwing his combinations in less time and with less effort, until he became a machine integral with the parts he handled.


  When food was brought down, he grinned confidently at the mess boy and snatched it in mouthfuls as the co-ordinates sent down and the movement felt sent him dancing across the room. Watching him, the boy grinned back, and snapped his fingers gleefully. Hop to Venus with ruined controls? A cinch!


  Ignatz waited doubtfully, but nothing more seemed likely to happen. He honked hopefully—and an answering bark came out of the vent tubes. The exhaust blower went on noisily, but the current of cool air stopped.


  Jerry cut in on the phone. “What happened?”


  “Dust explosion in the filter chamber, sir. I’m afraid it’ll take some time to fix it.”


  It did. While the hours passed, heat leaked in from the engine and refused to go out. Normal perspiration gave way to rivulets of sweat that tried to get in the Master’s eyes and made his hands wet and slippery.


  Ice and water, brought down at hourly intervals, helped, but did not alleviate the temperature. Men were working on the air ducts, but it promised to be a long job. Ignatz had secretly crawled up the maze of vent pipes to find the obstruction, nearly got lost, and come down without success.


  WHEN the twenty-hour period was up, Jerry was rocking on his heels, cursing the heat with every labored breath. He wore ice packs on every safe place, and still couldn’t keep cool. The blowers were working again, keeping a steady current of air moving, but it was hot. Under the Master’s shoes were heavy pads of rubberoid, and he wore stiff space mittens on his hands, but still the heat came through from the hot floor and control rods. A few more degrees would spell the limit.


  Then the temperature readied a mark and held it. The heat seeping in and the air going out balanced, and Jerry settled down to a regular routine of ice packs and heat; even the air he breathed was filtered through an ice mask.


  The phone buzzed and the O.M.’s voice came over. “One of the refrigerators overheated and burned a bearing. You’ll have to cut down to half rations of ice.”


  “Okay.” The Master stared thoughtfully at Ignatz, then caught him up and draped him over his shoulders. “Not enough ice, fellow. You like heat, but you’ll have to cool me off. Come on, pal, show your stuff.”


  Ignatz did his best. He had the finest heat-regulating system on nine planets, and he put it to work, soaking up the heat from Jerry’s sweaty body, dissipating it out into the air. Jerry never understood how it was done, but he knew Ignatz could absorb heat or radiate it off at high efficiency; now the zloaht was absorbing on his flexible belly-plate and radiating from his back.


  Jerry sighed with relief. “Ah, fine, fellow. You’ve got the ice packs beat three ways from Sunday.” His eyes pulled shut and he relaxed against the control bars. Ignatz prodded him with the sharp end of his tail, waking him to his duties.


  “Regular two-man crew we’ve got, fellow,” the Master muttered. “You’ll make me win this thing through yet, maybe.” His beard was peeling off in the humid heat, and he pulled it away, along with the scar. The brown pigment had gone hours before.


  But now things were letting up a little. The freighter had settled into the groove of her orbit, was balanced nicely, and required little more attention until they reached Venus. Jerry had an insulated chair rigged up and dropped into it when the pressure of the work would let him, while Ignatz listened for the opening buzz of the phone or watched gravely for a flash from the extension feed indicators. Fifteen minutes here, twenty there, once even a whole hour; Jerry’s overworked system grabbed greedily at each minute, sucking up relief and rest like a dry sponge. If only the drugging, tiring heat would lift.


  And then, miraculously, a shot of cold air whooshed out of the vent ports, and Jerry jerked up from his stupor. “They’ve got it, Ignatz; it’s flxed!” He shivered gratefully under the draft, drew back from it while his body begged for coolness, afraid of too sudden a drop in temperature. “Now you can forget the heat, fellow; just wake me when I need it.”


  The air was dropping down smoothly, a degree every five minutes, and life seemed to flow back into the Master. Ignatz muttered softly and relaxed. The two-way heat control had been a heavy nervous strain on him, requiring hard mental discipline; he was thankful to fall back to normal.


  The three-quarters mark came and went, with only fifteen hours ahead—and the hardest part of the job still to do. Under his breath, Jerry was talking to himself, ordering his muscles as he might a crew of men, trying to forget the dull ache that found every muscle of his body, the hot acid pain in his head, the feeling of an expanding balloon against his brain. Another five hours, and they’d be teetering down through the heavy gravity zone, where every tube would have to be balanced until the tugs came to take over.


  OLD MAN BARCLAY came down in place of the mess boy, a serious, worried O.M., but with a smile on his lips—until he saw Ignatz and Jerry’s normal face. Then something hard shot into his eyes. He whistled.


  “I had a hunch,” he said softly. But his voice was even, his face relaxed. “You always were a fool, Jerry, even if you happen to be the best man that ever rode a star-hopper. This, and our cursed luck, should have told me. What is it—Anne?”


  Jerry nodded, patted Ignatz back into place as the zloaht moved to avoid the O.M.’s look. “Anne,” he agreed. He thrust back into the machinery as the navigator sent down fresh data, backed out, and faced the other quietly. “Well?”


  “Of course.” The old face never moved a muscle. “What I can’t understand is how your luck can reach out ten million miles and hit another ship, though. Never mind, I’ll tell you later—maybe.”


  Jerry dropped limply back into his chair, and the other moved over with a drink. Noting the trembling hands that lifted the glass, the Old Man’s face softened. “Too much work for one man, son. I used to be pretty much up on the layout here. Maybe I can spell you.”


  “Maybe. It’s routine stuff now, Mr. Barclay. All you need are the feed controls and gyro-eveners banked together there.” The Master pointed them out, one by one, while the O.M. nodded. “I’ll have to take over in four, five hours though. Sure you can do it till then?”


  “That much, yes.” The O.M. tossed a blanket over the younger man and then moved over by the projecting feed bars. “Ever strike you as funny I came on this trip?”


  “Didn’t have time to think,” said the Master.


  Barclay squatted down on a beam, his eyes on the controls. “I don’t do things without a purpose, Lord. Venus needs radium—needs it bad. They offer double price for three million dollars’ worth. Earth price, when delivered at Hellas. But they want it quick, so it has to be sent in one load. You can’t get insurance on that for a one-shipment cargo; too much risk. And no private company will ship it without insurance.”


  “So?”


  “So I bought the radium on the market, had it stowed secretly with the chocolate—mutiny never happened, but it might—and came along to watch it. That represents my entire personal fortune. If it reaches Venus, I double my money; otherwise, I won’t be there to worry about it.”


  He stopped, then went on in the same even voice. “That’s why I could cheerfully kill you for putting a jinx on this voyage. But I won’t. I have reasons for reaching Venus in a hurry. Put this ship down in one piece on the surface of Venus, and one-third of the profit is yours—one million dollars, cold cash, in any bank you want it.”


  Ignatz honked softly—for him—and Jerry blinked. He swung off at a tangent. “You spoke of my luck hitting another ship across ten million miles; and now you’ve got reasons for reaching Hellas quickly. Anne?”


  The O.M. repeated Jerry’s earlier answer. “Anne. Saw it from the conning turret. The Burgundy broke a steering tube bank, had to make a forced landing. We got the start of an SOS, but it faded off—must have ruined the radio as they hit.”


  “Where?”


  “Latitude 78° 43’ 28” south, longitude 24° 18’ 27” west. SOS started with something about twin mountains. Know where it is?”


  “Minerva’s Breasts, in the middle of Despondency. I camped near the north breast. Worst spot on Venus, that isn’t too hot for life.”


  “Exactly. We radioed Hellas, but in that jungle it may take weeks to find them. So there’s a million in it for you—and my place in New Hampshire where your darned luck won’t bother anyone but yourself—but not Anne, definitely not!” But Jerry was dead to the world, and Ignatz, curled up in his lap, was deciding to sleep while he could, now that everything was settled.


  THEY were only eight hours out from Hellas when Ignatz stirred and looked up. The Old Man was a frenzy of action, a scowl of concentration etched across his forehead, but he was still doggedly at the controls. Again the zloaht prodded his Master awake, and Jerry sat up, some of the bleariness gone from his eyes. He reached out for a caffeine and strychnine capsule, to help him stay awake, and tapped Barclay’s shoulder.


  “You should have dug me up hours ago, sir. I’ll take over now; fresh as a daisy.” That was a lie and the other knew it. “You’ve done a beautiful job, but I know the controls better.” The O.M. mustered a smile and looked up casually enough—even patted Ignatz—but he relinquished the job gratefully. “I couldn’t have held on much longer,” he agreed. “These controls are beyond me. Have to extend the navigator’s knowledge in the future.”


  Jerry looked his thanks. “I didn’t expect the relief, you know. But don’t think what you said about Anne means anything to me!”


  “So you did hear that? Look, son, I don’t hold anything against you, personally—always liked you. But unless you give up that animal and get rid of your hoodoo—”


  Jerry’s backbone stiffened visibly. “Ignatz stays.”


  “I thought so. In that case, I don’t want you around. Nothing personal, you understand, but I’m not taking chances.”


  “Nothing personal, of course, sir.” The door closed softly as the O.M. slipped out, and Jerry chuckled. For a second there was a sparkle in his eyes before the ache in his body cut it off. “Imagine the old boy taking over that way. Some father-in-law, eh, fellow?”


  They hadn’t landed yet, Ignatz thought, and Anne might have something to say. There was heavy doubt in his grunt, which Jerry interpreted correctly. But the Master was busy with his own thoughts.


  Now that the fingers of Venus’ gravity were reaching out harder for them, the lack of full efficiency from the stabilizers made itself felt. The long, cigar-like shape put the center of gravity above the rockets and the old ship suggested that it would be so much nicer to turn over and let gravity do its work; the suggestion was mild at first, but the freighter grew more positive with each mile, shimmying sidewise toward the planet like a girl edging toward her first crush.


  “Easy, old girl,” Jerry pleaded. “We’ve got to swing you in line with Venus’ rotation and let you ride down with her.” He babied the ship along, coaxed her into the new path, and performed mathematical magic in his head as the plot of the new orbit came down with corrections. The navigators were taking half-hour turns now, with the captain overseeing their work. Fast talk and absolute accuracy would have to be continuous until the tugs took over.


  BUT she came down smoothly, arcing in toward the south pole, held up by sheer nerve and stimulants. A thousand miles up, relative speed was nine miles a second, fall-rate three. Five hundred up, frontal speed checked to coasting, fall-rate down to normal landing curve. And then they hit the mythical cushion height, where the air was thick enough to support her on her fins, and the stabilizers purred pleasantly again. From there on they would coast into Hellas and let the tugs snag her.


  “Your damned luck!” The O.M. cut in crisply. “Just got a radio that tugs are on strike at Hellas, You’ll have to coast to Perdition on North Venus instead of Hellas. Can you hold her up?”


  “I’ll ride her. Navigator, I want co-ordinates for latitude 78° 43’ 28” south, longitude 24° 18’ 27” west.”


  “But Perdition—” The navigator was cut short by a burst of language from Barclay.


  Jerry barked wearily. “Shut up! We’re not going to Perdinition—nor Hellas! Navigator, you heard my orders. Give me data, and see that it’s right. Get scared and blunder, and you’ll never know what happened.”


  “But the tugs are in Perdition.”


  “To hell with the tugs! I’ll set her down on her tail!” Gulps came over the phone, and Ignatz could hear the teeth of the navigator chattering. The O.M. was yelling about insanity, but he checked his raging and there was a muttered consultation too low to hear. Then Barclay’s voice cleared.


  “You’re all in the hands of a lunatic, but your only chance is to give him his data. We’d be dead by the time we could dig him out. Take orders from Lord!” He spoke directly into the phone. “Jerry, I’ll break you like a dry stick if I live. Not one tail landing out of three works with whole controls. Listen to reason, man! We can’t help her if we’re dead.”


  The junior navigator seized the phone, his nerves steady with desperation, his voice crisp and raw. Slowly the ship settled down, driving forward through the heavy air. Finally the navigator reported destination, and Jerry tipped the ship up cautiously. She protested at such unorthodox treatment, but, reluctantly answered her controls.


  “Eighteen thousand feet, directly over your destination. Weather quiet, no wind—thank God, sir! Fourteen thousand. You’ll have to slow up!”


  Ignatz prayed fervently to his forest and swamp gods, but they seemed far away. And the ground was rushing up while the ship swayed first to one side, then the other. Jerry was dancing a war jig in front of the balance jet bars; his eyes were glassy, his hands shook on the controls, but he fought her down, foot by foot, while the sickening speed slackened.


  “Four hundred feet, level ground. Now the blast strikes, we can’t see. Instrument at 300—2001 Slower!”


  She slowed grudgingly, but listed sidewise sharply; Jerry cut power for free fall, and she righted. Power boomed out again.


  “Forty feet—God help us!”


  That loss of power, short as it was, had been too much. She was all out now, but falling too fast. No, she was checking it. But another sway came. Ignatz groaned, saw that Jerry had deliberately swung her sidewise to land horizontal—at forty feet! There wasn’t power enough in the laterals to hold her up. The speed picked up as she wobbled on her axis, slowed, and she righted. Jerry cut controls, grabbed a girder, and slumped. Ignatz went flaccid.


  It sounded like a heavy scrunch, with attendant yells. She bounced slightly before settling. And then there was silence, and they were down. Jerry picked himself up, felt Ignatz carefully. “You’re tough, fellow, not even scratched. If I hadn’t been limp with exhaustion, that ten-foot free fall probably would have messed me up a little; but the others should be all right. This section took most of the shock.” Half a minute later there were groans and shouts all over the ship. The Master scooped Ignatz up. “Come on, fellow, we’ve got to go down and stock up on provisions.”


  THE after hold was crowded with miscellaneous items for the comfort and safety of the spore-hunters, and he located a ready-packed kit of provisions, ample for three months’ trek if the bearer could carry the load. He adjusted it carefully, felt to make sure of the feverin bottle, and took down three pairs of mud hooks, like skis crossed with canoes; the light berylium frames would support a man’s weight on slimy mud or water and let him shuffle forward through the ooze of the swamps without sinking.


  “Durnall’s fool enough to go off in the mud,” the Master told Ignatz. “That guy never did have good sense, so I’ve got to take three sets.” He swung out to the emergency port, opened the inner seal, and pulled it shut. The outer one gave slowly, and opened—on the flat, sandy expanse of the Hellas landing field!


  The old freighter had berthed neatly in the center of the rocket dock, and crowds, who’d heard or seen the landing, were streaming out. Mechanics were working on the crew port, which seemed to be giving trouble again.


  Heavy hands reached up suddenly and dragged Jerry out onto the ground. “This way, fellow.” Three dock flunkies held him securely, grinning as they felt him over for a concealed weapon. Then the leader motioned the others to lead him toward a waiting spinner.


  “Smart guy, eh?” He looked at Jerry appraisingly. “You gotta be up early to catch old Barclay. We got a radio you’d be coming out of the emergency, so we waited for you. Got a nice little reception hall fixed up for you.”


  Jerry stopped swearing long enough to ask the obvious. “Where to?” They grinned again, the three of them holding him firmly as they seated him in the spinner. At the motion of the leader, the pilot cut the motor in, and they rose and headed toward the outskirts of Hellas—but in the opposite direction from the jail.


  “You’ll be nice and comfortable, you and your pet,” the headman volunteered. “The Old Man’s putting you in one of the private suites belonging to Herndon, our branch manager. Says you’re to have a nice long rest, where nobody’ll bother you—or t’other way around.”


  No use questioning these dock flunkies, who probably knew less about it all than he did. Jerry slumped back silently, and Ignatz curled up to wait for the spinner to meet with an accident; but even misfortune refused to smile on them. They landed smoothly on the roof of one of the company’s apartment buildings, and the men dragged the Master down through the roof entrance, across a hall, and into a well-fitted apartment.


  “Make yourself to home,” the big husky invited generously. “Hemdon probably won’t come here, so it’s all yours. You’ll find the walls and doors made of steel, the windows transplon, and locks that stay locked.” He pulled the visiphone plug out and picked up the instrument. “Anything you’d like?”


  The Master shrugged, estimating his chances. But they were all strong, young, and alert. He gave up any foolish ideas. “You might send up a diamond mine, or a dozen chorus girls.”


  “That’s Herndon’s specialty—chorines. See him about it.” The flunkies grinned and began backing out. “The Old Man says he’ll be down tomorrow, probably.” The door closed and the key in the lock made a positive and unpleasant click.


  Jerry turned in disgust toward the bedroom. “Sometimes, Ignatz,” he muttered, “I begin to think—” He cut it as he saw the zloaht’s expression. “Never mind, fellow. I’ll turn the heat on low in the oven, and you can sleep there tonight. We both need shut-eye.”


  SUNLIGHT was streaking through the translucent transplon windows when Ignatz awoke. His investigation showed that the Master was still sleeping, and he had no desire to awaken him. Muttering in disgust at the world in general, he turned to the library in search of information on the peculiar disease with which humans seemed afflicted.


  The dictionary defined love, and the encyclopedia gave an excellent medical and psychological version of it; but none of the sober, rational phrases gave any key to the idiocies Ignatz associated with that emotion. Other books bore gaudy titles that hinted at possibilities. He selected three at random, waded through pages here and there, honking and snorting loudly. They only served to confirm his preconceptions on the subject, without making things any clearer. Compared with the men in the books, Jerry was a rational being.


  Still, books had their uses. Ignatz sniffed them over thoughtfully and found the usual strong glue had been used in binding them. Since the dictionary and encyclopedia were useful, he put them back with some difficulty. Then he tipped down half a dozen other books whose titles indicated they were on the same subject and began ripping the covers off methodically. A most excellent glue, well-flavored and potent; of course, the paper insisted on coming off with it, but that could always be spit out. What was left, he pushed into the incinerator closet.


  With his stomach filled and the sleep out of his system, there was nothing left to do but explore. Sometimes these human habitations proved most interesting. He sampled a jar of vaseline, examined the workings of an electric mixer with some interest, and decided to satisfy his curiosity on another matter which had bothered him for months.


  Jerry Lord awoke with Ignatz’s doleful bellow in his ears, mixed with sundry threshings and bumpings, and the jangling of an uncertain bell. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes with hands that were sure and steady again, and looked down, to grin suddenly. “I told you to let those spring alarm clocks alone, fellow. Suppose they do go tick-tick instead of purring like the electrics—do you have to see why?” Ignatz had found out why—with details. Jerry untangled the zloaht’s tail from the main spring and various brass wheels, and unwrapped the alarm spring from his inky body. Once that was done, they both prowled around until satisfied that escape from the apartment was completely impossible.


  Jerry tried the stereo visor while eating breakfast, but there was no news; only the usual morning serials and music came over. He dug out a book on rocket motors to kill time, while Ignatz succeeded in turning on the hot water in the bathroom and crawling into the tub. If the O.M. ran true to form, he’d show up when it suited his own convenience.


  It was noon when Barclay unlocked the door and came in, leaving a couple of guards outside. “Crazy young fool!” Jerry grinned ruefully. “A nice trick, your fake data; I actually I was landing at Minerva’s Breasts. Well, I didn’t ruin your darned freighter.”


  “Didn’t even wreck the radio. Sweetest tail landing I ever saw, and I made a couple myself.” He chuckled as the Master stared. “Sure, I used to pilot them, back when it took men. But I never tried a horizontal, though I’ve heard of it.” He fished out an envelope. “Here, I keep my word. Deposit book, Prospectors Commercial, one million dollars. And the deed to the house in New Hampshire, if you ever get back there—which you won’t on any of my ships. You can save your thanks.”


  Jerry took it calmly. “I didn’t intend to thank you; I earned it.” He stuffed the envelope in the prospector’s kit he’d brought with him. “What word from Anne? And when do I get out of here?”


  “I’ve made arrangements to have you leave today.” Seeing Jerry’s look, he shook his head. “Not to jail, exactly—just to the new detention house they’ve erected since you were here last; they use it for drunks and weed-chewers. I’ve booked you as a stowaway to be held for convenient deportation, and I’ll make the charge stick. Judging from last night, I don’t want you in any of my employees’ quarters; they get hit by sudden bad luck.”


  “Well?”


  “Herndon got married and left me in the lurch last night—when I most need him.”


  “That looks like your bad luck, not his,” Jerry pointed out. “Though I suppose you fired him.”


  “He quit—to lead the glamorous life.” The O.M. smiled wryly. “His bad luck was that he married that woman who dances at the casino with a Martian sand-eel.”


  Jerry nodded; he’d seen her act, and there was no answer. Instead, he steered the conversation back to Anne. “You know I could locate the Burgundy in a couple of hours if you’d let me out of here. I didn’t spend two months in Despondency for nothing. And Ignatz is supposed to bring good luck out there.”


  Barclay shrugged. “Good luck for you; that’s what I’m afraid of. It so happens we’ve located the Burgundy already, without your help. Now we’ve been sending out searching parties on mud hooks for Anne and Pete; the captain had to take orders from her and let them go.” His face was momentarily bitter. “I thought Durnall had better sense than to go lugging her around the swamps where even the compass is cockeyed.”


  “I was afraid of that. You made a mistake, sir, in making me land at Hellas instead of the Breasts.”


  Barclay grunted, and let it pass. They all knew there was about as much chance of one man finding her in the steaming swamp jungle as the proverbial needle. “If I thought you could find her, I’d probably be fool enough to let you go. Better pack up your luggage. These men will take you over to detention house.”


  THE detention ward was comfortable enough, and Barclay had arranged for all the Master’s ordinary wants. But it was no nearer Anne. He paced the room endlessly until Slim, the flunky, brought his supper. Bribery had failed before, but he tried it again.


  The guard grinned. “Here’s your supper, such as it is. We found the food’s mostly turned sour since you moved in this noon. And your check’s no good; Prospectors Commercial closed its doors until a new shipment of gold can come through from Earth.”


  Ignatz grunted, but the Master refused to give up. “But the check will be good when it opens.”


  Slim hunched his shoulders. “Not with your money in it; it won’t open.”


  “You don’t believe that superstition, do you?” Jerry’s voice was not particularly convincing.


  “Huh? Look, mister, since you come here, I got word my wife just had triplets—and me a poor man! I don’t want nothing to do with you or you!.” He shoved the food in and swung on his heel.


  Jerry swore, then called after the jailer. “Hey, wait! Can you get a message to Manager Barclay? Tell him I know how he can find his daughter. Tell him I want to see him tomorrow morning!”


  Slim nodded glumly and went on. Jerry turned to his meal, refusing to answer Ignatz’s inquiring grunts. The zloaht watched his Master finish and begin the endless pacing again, smoking incessantly on the pungent Venusian cigarettes. He picked up a butt and honked curiously.


  “Nerves, fellow,” Jerry answered. “They’re supposed to calm you when something bothers you—like my pipe that I left back on Earth. Want to try one?” He placed one between Ignatz’s sharp lips, and lit it. “Now, you puff in, take the smoke into your lungs, then blow it out. Sure, like that.” Ignatz coughed the smoke out and bellowed hoarsely, swearing heatedly at the Master. An odd sensation stirred in him somewhere, however, and he regarded the cigarette thoughtfully; sometimes a thing was better after a time or two. Dubiously, he picked it up with his antennae and tried again, with slightly better success. It didn’t taste so nauseous that time. And the third try was still better.


  “Better go easy on it, fellow,” Jerry advised. “I don’t know how it’ll affect your metabolism; alcohol had no results with you, but this might.”


  Ignatz heard vaguely, but didn’t trouble his head about it. There was a nice warm feeling stealing along his nerves and down toward his tail. He’d been a fool to think life was hard—it was ducky—that’s what. And this room was beautiful, when it stood still. Just now, it was running around in circles; he pursued the walls in their crazy rotation, but gave up—they were too fast for him.


  Jerry giggled for no reason Ignatz could see. “Ignatz, you’re acting drunk. And that butt’s going to bum you if you don’t spit it out.”


  “Hwoonk!” said Ignatz. Still, it was a little warm; laboriously he removed the burning thing and tossed it away. “Hwulp!” Now why did his tail insist on jerking him up like that? “Hwupp!” If it insisted, he’d be the last one to stop it. He gazed up at the moon that had mysteriously sailed away from Earth and was gliding across the ceiling of the room. Such a lovely night. Must make a song about the lovely night. Lovely song.


  His fog-horn voice creaked out in a quivering bellow, rose to a crescendo wail, and popped out with a sound like a starting rocket. Lovely song—lovely! Jerry stuffed him in a pillow and tried to silence him, but without immediate success. If the men in detention wanted to sleep, what of it? Anyway, they were making too much noise themselves.


  Who wanted to sleep? Too nice a night to sleep. He executed a remarkable imitation of a steam buzz-saw. Jerry gave up and crawled in beside him, growling unhappily. Ignatz honked reproachfully at the Master, rolled over and snored loudly.


  THE NEXT morning he awoke to see the guard let the O.M. in, and tried to climb down from the bunk. Something lanced through his head, and he fell back with a mournful bellow. He hadn’t felt like that last night.


  Jerry grinned at him. “Hangover—what’d you expect?” He turned to Barclay. “The flunky delivered my message, then?”


  “He did.” The O.M. hadn’t been doing much sleeping, from the look on his face. “If your plan involves letting you out, don’t bother telling me.”


  “It doesn’t. I’ve found from experience there’s no use trying to change your mind.” He jerked back the package of cigarettes as Ignatz dived for it. “But the semiannual mud run is due any day now, and Despondency is hell then. You’ve got to get her out.”


  The O.M. nodded; he’d been thinking the same. Jerry went on. “All right. A man can’t locate anything smaller than a rocketship up there But a zloaht can. Well, thirty miles north of Minerva’s Breasts—the compass points south by southeast, in that neighborhood—there’s a village of Ignatz’s people built out in a little lake. They’ve damned up Forlorn River there, and built their houses on rafts, working with their antennae and practically no raw materials. They grow food along the shores and they’ve got a mill of sorts to grind it with. Of course, they’re not human, but they’ll be up alongside us yet, if we don’t kill them off first. Highly civilized now.”


  The O.M. snorted, glanced at Ignatz hunting for butts. “Civilized! Sounds more like beavers to me.”


  “Okay, have it your way.” Jerry was used to man’s eternal sense of divine descent—or maybe the word was ascent. “Anyway, they’ve developed an alphabet of sorts and have tame animals. What’s more important, I taught them some English, and they’ll do almost anything for chocolate and peanuts.”


  Barclay caught the idea. “You mean, I’m to send up there, get in touch with them, and have them look for Anne? Sounds pretty farfetched, but I’m willing to try anything once.”


  Jerry began sketching a crude map. “They can’t talk to you, but when one of them comes for the chocolate, you’ll know he’s found her—they’re honest about bargains. Then all you have to do is follow.”


  The O.M. took the note and started toward the door. “I’ll let you know how it works,” he promised. “If they find her, I’ll even risk shipping you back to Earth.” Jerry grunted and turned back to Ignatz, who was rumbling unhappily on the cot, his foot-and-a-quarter body a bundle of raw nerves.


  It was three slow, dull days later when Slim brought another note. “Mr. Barclay sent this down to you,” he said briefly. Slim had as little to do with the Master as possible.


  Jerry opened it eagerly, to find the wording terse and to the point.


  
    Three spinners, trying to make your lake, broke down. Rescue crews out for them now. VU have nothing more to do with any of your fool plans.

  


  He passed it to Ignatz, who read it glumly, then watched hopefully as Jerry shook out a cigarette. Seeing the pack returned to its place, beyond his reach, he snorted his disgust and retired to the corner in sulky silence.


  The silence was broken by a reverberating boom that rocked the detention house like a straw in the wind. The floor twisted crazily and the transplon window fell out with a brittle snap. Then the noise quieted and Jerry picked himself up from the floor, grabbed Ignatz and the prospector pack. He wasted no words, but dived toward the open window. Slim came racing down the corridor. “Air-conditioner motor exploded right below,” he yelled. “You all right, Lord?” As he saw the two climbing out the window, he grabbed for his needle gun, then rammed it back. “I ain’t taking chances with this thing; it’d explode in my hands with you around. The farther you two get, the happier I’ll be!”


  SOMETIMES a bad reputation had its uses. Jerry dropped ten feet to the ground, spotted a spinner standing empty and unlocked to the rear of the building, and set out for it. He dived through the door, yanked it shut, and cut in the motor as the guards began streaming out. Ignatz looked at the fuel gauge and was surprised to see it full.


  Before the gun on the roof could be lined up, the spinner was rising smoothly and speeding away. Jerry swung in a half circle and headed north, with the rheostat clear over, and the little ship cut through the air with a whistling rush. Hellas dropped behind, five miles, ten, then fifteen. Ten miles ahead lay the muck of Hellonfire, beyond that Despondency.


  “Only let me reach the swamps, fellow,” Jerry begged. “Don’t get us in any funny business now.” Ignatz had his antennae curled up in a tight knot, trying by mental concentration to oblige.


  Two miles short of the swamps, the engine began to stutter, starting and stopping erratically. Jerry fussed with the controls, but the ship slowed, moving along at an uncertain speed. The first line of the Hellonfire verdure rose through the thin mists as the motor stopped. Jerry’s teeth were clenched as he tried to hold the spinner in a flat curve that would carry them clear. But the ground came up steadily as the ship crawled toward the swamp.


  By a hair-thick margin they cleared the tangled swamp growth, and were over Hellonfire. And the little motor caught, purred softly, and drove the vanes steadily against the air, lifting them up easily. Ignatz relaxed and Jerry reached over to pat him softly. Now, according to the legend, luck should be good.


  It was. They glided along across Hellonfire smoothly, passed over the wreck of the first spinner sent out by the O.M., and headed on. The compass began to waver and twist without good reason, and Jerry was forced to rely on Ignatz’s sense of direction. The zloaht held his antennae out as a pointer toward his home village, and the Master followed his direction confidently.


  Hellonfire drifted by under them, and gave place to the heavy tangle of Despondency. Looking down, they could see the slow crawl of the mud-run that made the swamp even more impassable twice a year, and Jerry shook his head. If Anne were out in that, unless she stayed on a high hummock, there was little hope of finding her. They swept between the Breasts and saw the temporary camp, established as a base for searchers, being dismantled; the men would leave before the mud crept higher.


  And then Ignatz hooted, and Jerry looked down to see the little lake glistening below them. Floating rafts covered it, neatly laid out in rows, and thatched over with fine craftsmanship. Zloahts like Ignatz were busily engaged in the huts and canals between them. On the shores of the lake, others were driving their tame zihis, twenty times as large as they were, about in the fields. Now and again, a fog-horn yelp across the lake was answered from the largest raft.


  Jerry let down the pontoons and dropped the spinner lightly on the lake. Ignatz ducked out and across the water to the chief’s building, dragging a waterproof package of chocolate with him. He was back inside of ten minutes, hooting shrilly, a small bundle in his mouth.


  The Master took it. On the coarse papyrus he made out a roughly executed picture of a man and woman, pulled on a narrow raft by two of the zihis. Under it, there were two black squares with one white sandwiched between them, and inside the drawing was a bar of chocolate of a different brand from that which Jerry had sent them.


  The Master snapped the rheostat over. “So she left a day and two nights ago, with Durnall. Traded her chocolate for zihis and raft. Know what direction she went?”


  Ignatz hooted and pointed south and east, along a sluggish stream that fed into Forlorn River. Jerry turned the spinner and headed that way, searching for signs of them. Zihi travel should average twenty or more miles a day, which would place them some twenty miles out. He slowed up after fifty, noting that the stream was narrowing. If it ended before he reached Anne, it meant hours of scouting, probably hopelessly, in search of her. There were a hundred different courses she could take once she left the Little Hades.


  BUT HE sighted her before the stream ended in its twisted little feeders. She had stopped, probably picking her course, and he could see her look up at the sound of his motor and begin signaling frantically. He set the spinner down sharply, jerking it to a short stop within a few feet of the raft and opened the door as she headed the zihis toward him. Durnall was lying on the raft, covered by a poncho.


  “Jerry Lord!” Her voice was shrill, tired, her eyes red and sleepless. “Thank heaven! Pete’s got the fever—red fever—and we had no feverin in our packs.” She grabbed the bottle he handed her, poured three tablets down Durnall’s throat. “Help me load him in and the duffel—and take us to the hospital, pronto!”


  Jerry grabbed Durnall and loaded him in the back as quickly as he could. Ignatz was giving orders to the zihis to return to the village with the raft, while Anne gathered the duffel and climbed in back. She sank beside the sick man, whose face had the dull brick-red of an advanced case of swamp fever.


  “Your father’s been worried sick—so have I.”


  “Have you?” Her voice was flat. “Jerry, how soon can we reach the hospital?”


  He shrugged. “Three hours, I guess.” Ignatz glanced up at the Master’s face and grunted as softly as he could. Of course, Anne had been gone for days, alone with Durnall, and sick men had a way of working on a woman’s sympathies. He brushed his antennae lightly against the Master’s ankles.


  “How’d you find the village?” Jerry asked. “I’ve been trying to get a chance to help you, but I was afraid you’d be lost in the mud-run.”


  She looked up, but went on fussing over Durnall. “When we couldn’t find the Burgundy, I remembered your story about getting lost yourself, and how you found the village. We headed the way you said the compass pointed, and holed up there, till I found they understood me. Then I bartered some supplies for their raft and animals. With what you’d told me helping us, we’d have made out all right if Pete hadn’t come down with fever; I was lucky, myself, and didn’t catch it.”


  Durnall was groaning and tossing uneasily, and she turned her attention back to him. Jerry bent over his controls, and drove silently south toward Hellas, watching Despondency change to Hellonfire. Then they were out of the swamps, and he turned back to assure Anne they were almost there.


  But his head jerked back sharply. The rotor, which had been circling sweetly overhead, now twanged harshly and dragged back on the motor. Ignatz ducked back to avoid the Master’s look and groaned. One of the rotor vanes had cracked off, and the others were unbalanced and moving sluggishly. The ship was coming down much too fast. Jerry cut the motor off, tried to flatten the fall, and failed. He yanked the shock-cushion lever out, and a rubber mattress zipped out behind him, designed to save the passengers from a nose collision in the fog. Before he could reach the pilot’s cushion lever, the ship’s nose hit the ground and buckled in.


  Ignatz saw the Master slump forward over the controls, and then something tore sharply at the zloaht’s snout horn, and little lights streaked out. Blackness shot over him hotly.


  HE swam up through a gray haze, tried to snort, and failed. When he opened his eyes, he saw yards of gauze covering his snout, and Jerry was propped up in bed watching him.


  “Major operation, fellow. The doc says he had to cut out half your horn because of something that splintered it. You had me beat by half a day, and the doc says I was out for forty-eight hours.” He wiggled in the bed. “I’m still solid enough, though, except for a couple of bones, and a bump on the head.”


  Ignatz looked around slowly, conscious from his sluggish reactions that they must have given him drugs. He was in a small room, and his bed was a miniature replica of Jerry’s. But it wasn’t a hospital.


  Jerry grinned. “They were afraid you’d be a jinx in the city, and I kept yelling for you, so they put us both up here in a house the O.M. owns just inside Hellonfire. I’ve been waiting for them to bring you to before we entertained visitors.” He raised his voice. “Hey, nurse, tell them all clear here.”


  With his words, the door burst open and the Old Man hurried in. “Well, it’s about time. Look fit as ever.”


  “Yeah, fit to go back to your lousy detention house.”


  The O.M. was pleased with himself. “Not this time. I figured out something else. Got the deed to the New Hampshire house still? Good. Well, I’m taking it back, and putting this deed to the swamp house in its place. That pet of yours should be harmless here. And I’m advising you to invest your money in our stock.”


  “So you won’t ship me back to Earth, eh? Afraid I’d get your ship smashed?”


  Barclay shook his head. “I’m not worried about the ship.


  What I’m worried about is a branch manager, and you’re it—if you want the job.”


  Jerry took it calmly. “What’s the catch?”


  “None. Bad luck or not, you get things done, and you know rockets. That’s what I need, you impudent young puppy. Just keep your pet out here and things should go swimmingly.” He got up brusquely. “You’ve got another visitor.”


  “Don’t forget what I said about—” Jerry started to shout, and then she was framed in the door.


  “Hi, Jerry. You both four-oh again?”


  Ignatz grunted, while Jerry stared. “Durnall?”


  “He’s doing all right.” Anne took a seat beside him, held out her hands. “Now that he’s safe, let’s forget him. Pete isn’t a bad guy, but I don’t like dam fools who get me into messes like the last one, even when it’s half my fault.”


  Jerry digested it slowly, and Ignatz cursed his bandages. Now was the time for him to slip back into the swamps, where Jerry could never make the mistake of taking him out again. He could see where the Master was going to need decent breaks with all the responsibility coming up. But the bandages held him securely.


  Anne hauled the little bed closer, ran warm fingers over Ignatz’s back. “You’ll have to live out here and commute by spinner, of course, but I’ll take care of Ignatz while you’re gone. He owes us a lot of good fortune, and were going to collect it.”


  “I—” Jerry glanced at Ignatz. “You know how your father feels about him.”


  She smiled impishly. “Dad figured it all out. You see, I brought back something with me in my duffel, and when he found I meant to keep it, he gave up.” She reached into a little bag and hauled out the snooty head of another zloaht. “Meet Ichabod.”


  Jerry gulped. “Well, I’ll be—” And suddenly he had a great deal of urgent business.


  Ignatz longed for a cigarette, but he snorted softly and turned away.


  WIVES IN DUPLICATE


  Don Wilcox


  Aghast, Ray Lattimer saw two women in the televisor, and both of them were identical—both his wife!


  RAY LATTIMER, the youthful president of Radio Transit, Inc., scowled as he thumbed through the papers on his desk. With a disgusted groan that would have sounded like an approaching thunderstorm over an amplifier, he took up his desk pen and wrote a memorandum: “Bring Blougan to time.”


  His scowl deepened as he worked over the papers. With an angry snort, this time a crashing thunderbolt, he crumpled the first memorandum, seized the pen, and jotted: “Oust Blougan!” No use to keep a man in a high position after he’s gone sour.


  Ray had worked past the dinner hour. By this time most of the staff who were off duty had boarded radio transit cars and gone—through three hundred miles of space at the speed of light, to arrive at Professor Buchanan’s party.


  All employees of Radio Transit, Inc., had been invited. The professor was celebrating the first anniversary of the wonder of the age—transportation by radio! For a full year the famous Buchanan-Lattimer invention had been delivering passengers and freight through space instantaneously and, to Ray’s great pride, without a single mishap. Unless certain sly maneuvers charged to Bart Blougan could be called mishaps. Blougan was a pain in everyone’s neck, even if he was a director.


  A buzzer sounded. Ray touched a button and looked up from his papers to the televisor.


  “Ray, dear—” Vivian, his young bride, was on the screen before him in full colors. She spoke softly. “Have you forgotten our engagement?”


  He paused for an instant to admire her beauty. The abbreviated lines of her party costume were becoming to her shapely body.


  “I’m sorry, Vivian,” he said apologetically, “but you’d better go on to the party without me. I have a bad deal on my hands and I’ll be stuck here for another thirty minutes. The report I’ve been waiting for finally came in, but it’s a complete washout.”


  “Bart Blougan’s again, I suppose.”


  “As usual. I’m going to see that he’s ousted at the next meeting—which is likely to be tonight after the party. If so, I’ve got to be ready—with an ultimatum for Blougan.”


  “You know my sentiments,” she said, laughing. He nodded. They had tried to treat Bart Blougan as a joke, but it was really no joking matter. The cunning efforts of the middle-aged, wolfish director to flirt with Vivian had become a constant annoyance. He would linger about on one pretext or another as if his presence were a favor to her. But all of Vivian’s worries were trifles as long as her broad-shouldered, masterful husband was within a few steps.


  “You hurry on to Professor Buchanan’s and give him my apologies,” Ray said. “And don’t forget to call back when you arrive.”


  Vivian blew him a kiss and the televisor snapped off.


  DON’T forget to call back. That little ritual had become a habit back in the days when Ray shuddered every time Vivian boarded radio transit. It was an instinctive distrust of allowing the human body to be resolved into radio waves, sent through space, and reorganized into human form at the receiver. Even after a year of faultless operation, radio transit to Ray’s inventive mind was still full of unknown perils.


  He stepped outside his office into the balcony that overlooked the vast, white-walled hall of power with its familiar smells and sounds of smooth humming machinery. The blur of steel cars spinning down the spiral tracks into the mouth of the transmitter told him the operator was on his job. Faithful Dwight. He had never made an error.


  A few minutes later the televisor in Ray’s office buzzed, and the young president of Radio Transit, Inc., knew that his wife had arrived safely. He touched the button. Vivian was again before him. Back of her low voice the music and laughter of the party were faintly audible.


  “Everyone’s here, Ray, and the party’s in full swing,” she said. “I hope you can come soon.”


  “I’d better,” he laughed, “or Bart Blougan will be beating my time.”


  “Awfully worried, aren’t you?” she teased; then with a turn of thought, “Oh, that reminds me. Blougan hasn’t come yet. I noticed him hanging around there in the station a moment ago as I was boarding.”


  Buzz. Someone else was ringing for Ray’s televisor.


  “I’ll see you soon,” said Ray. “I have another call waiting, but I’ll see that no one detains me.”


  Vivian blew him another kiss and snapped off.


  As he reached to the television button to cut in the new caller, he had not the slightest premonition that anything unusual was about to befall him. The figure appeared on the screen. It was Vivian again. Her reappearance shocked him. Before he had time to think why it shocked him, she began to speak. There was nothing unnatural in her voice; still, it expressed such a change in mood from her previous conversation that he gulped in surprise.


  “Ray, there’s been a mistake. I’ve come to the wrong place. I’m here at Space Ship Center. I told Dwight distinctly that I wanted to go to Buchanan’s and here he’s sent me eleven hundred miles in the wrong direction.”


  “You’re—where?” Ray had heard but he could not comprehend.


  “At Space Ship Center, here at the Union Station. I just thought I’d let you know I—”


  “But you just got through telling me the party was in full sway—”


  “No, Ray, I didn’t say anything about the party—”


  “But you just called me from there.”


  “How could I? I haven’t been there. Dwight routed me the wrong way and I—”


  “Wait a minute!” Ray was mentally jolted as if his universe had suddenly jumped out from under him. As he glared from the screen he saw that Vivian was not calling from the same room as before. There were no sounds of party music. This was a private television booth. What had happened? He could not believe that his imagination had simply played a trick on him. Could it be that—


  “Don’t look so blank,” Vivian was saying. “It isn’t as serious as all that. I’ll come right back by radio and we’ll go on to the party together.”


  “Wait, Vivian. Wait till I check the controls. Something’s haywire.” He tried to fight off his dazed feelings. “Probably just a slip-up. Give me your number there and I’ll call you back as soon as I okay things.”


  He took the number down as she snapped off.


  ANY of Ray Lattimer’s friends knew that by nature he was more an inventor than an executive. He had to force himself to make quick decisions. But the present enigma might well have caught anyone without a ready course of action. The implications were coming into the clear, but it was hard to accept them. Unless his senses were playing tricks on him, Vivian Lattimer, his one and only wife, was in two places at once.


  Appalled by the thought of an unspeakable technological possibility, he snatched up the telephone and dialed for Dwight. No one answered. He ran out of the office, through the long sweep of balcony to the control room at the passenger platform. No operator was there. A few passengers were strolling around, waiting for service, but no one was at the controls. Never had such a thing happened before—not since Ray’s first official command: that no one should touch the controls except his own certified operators.


  “Dwight! Dwight!”


  No one answered.


  “Dwight!” In his frenzy Ray had forgotten to make use of the telepage. The ticket agent reported the call, however, and in another moment the clattering voice of the telepage sounded throughout the plant.


  “Dwight Richardson wanted at the control room. President Lattimer calling Dwight Richardson.”


  The swift three minutes of telepaging and searching gave Ray’s suspicions time to shoot out on several sharp tangents, all of which gravitated toward the name of Bart Blougan. Only a few minutes ago, when Vivian left for the party, he bad been here. Now it was apparent he was not here. Had the sly faced, nosy director pulled a fast one?


  One of Blougan’s malpractices had been originally responsible for Ray’s demand for certified operators. For in the early days of Radio Transit, Inc., Blougan had tampered with the controls. At first for his own amusement. Then, discovering in this new plaything a rich vein of private income, he had watched for his chances to engage in the unauthorized practice of “duplicating”—that is, multiplying the goods that went through, by switching on additional receivers.[*]


  How much of this Blougan got away with Ray never knew; but once, at least, a case of gems of great value was involved. As the case had rolled into the transmitter to be radioed to Buchanan’s station, Ray chanced to see Blougan step to the controls and touch two switches.


  To be sure he wasn’t misjudging Blougan, Ray bad traced the results. He found that the jewels had arrived at two different stations simultaneously, just as he had expected. One box reached the addressee; the other Blougan sent for. A very neat trick for converting electrical energy into new tangible wealth. But Ray, already confronted by a wall of legal restrictions, clamped a tight lid on this practice. His franchise was for transportation, not manufacturing.


  Blougan took the prohibition as a personal slap. He writhed. He brooded. He avoided speaking to Ray. At the directors’ meetings he was a sullen child. Before Vivian he employed different tactics, trying to wedge his way into her confidence, sounding her out on matters of sentiment, feeding her taffy. It all looked very bad as Ray now turned it over in his mind.


  Where might Blougan be at this moment? The switches in the control room were set to send passengers to Space Ship Center. Had he gone there? Perhaps Dwight would know, if he could be found—


  DWIGHT RICHARDSON, lying at the foot of a fire escape tunnel near a side entrance, was aroused by the clattering voice of the telepage. He took an elevator up to the control room level. He strode into Ray’s presence a sorry looking figure. His head was bleeding; his green uniform was smeared.


  He read the question in Ray’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Mr. Lattimer. I realize it is a breach of orders to leave the controls. This—” he pointed to his gashed scalp—“took me without warning. I saw him enter but I didn’t realize—”


  “Blougan?” Ray roared.


  “Yes,” said the pale operator. “He holds a personal enmity toward me, but I can’t say what inspired him to cool me.” A startled expression came into his face. “Seems to come to me now that I had a passenger on—”


  “Get that head bandaged, Dwight, before you pass out again. I’ll ring for an emergency operator.”


  Ray did so, then rushed back to his office. The facts were out of the fog now, and yet he could not make up his mind to accept them. Somehow they floored him. His mind was still grasping for a straw of escape. Dialing for Professor Buchanan’s, he called for Mrs. Lattimer. A moment of tense waiting filled with wishful thinking. If that first call from Vivian on her arrival at the party could only have been a hallucination—


  A shadow cut across the televisor and Vivian reappeared, fresh and vivacious. “What is it, dear?” Echoes of the party accompanied her voice.


  “Why—ah—nothing. Just wanted to make sure you were there all right. I guess I was a little absent minded when you called before.”


  “Of course I’m here. Where else would I be?” she laughed.


  “Of course, dear.”


  “Aren’t you coming soon?”


  “Well, I—”


  Vivian read trouble in her husband’s manner. “Something’s wrong, Ray. What is it?”


  “Nothing. I—just forget I called. Goodbye.” He snapped off, snatched up the number he had written a few minutes before, and dialed for Space Ship Center.


  The televisor went on. There was the private booth again, occupied by Vivian. Ray was convinced. The bald fact was that there were two Vivians instead of one. A certain troublemaker had sent channelized radio waves in two directions and had switched on two receivers to catch them.


  Two identical Mrs. Lattimers. Duplicate wives. Neither knew of the other’s existence—yet!


  “Did you find anything wrong, Ray?” the anxious girl in the televisor was asking.


  “Plenty,” said her perspiring husband with a gasp.


  “We’re going to be very late for the party, dear. Don’t you think I’d better call and explain?”


  “No, by all means, don’t!” Ray was floundering. He knew she was growing impatient. She was unaware of impending trouble. “Just a minute—” He called the control room to be sure the emergency operator was on the job. “Listen, Vivian, Blougan’s got something in the air and it looks bad. He may be there looking for you. Keep out of his way and come on back here by radio as quick as you can. I’ll be waiting.”


  THE peril of the situation now descended like a tornado upon Ray’s mind. That scoundrel had planned for this night. It was purely a break that Vivian had happened to hide away in a television booth before he intercepted her. What were his intentions? To make a break for another world? Ray’s perspiring fingers dialed Space Ship Center again.


  “Space Lines Information Desk, please . . . Hello. When is the next space ship scheduled to leave?”


  “For what points, please?”


  “Any points.”


  “The next departure is for Venus in fifty minutes.”


  “Can you inform me whether Barton F. Blougan has made any reservations? This is Ray Lattimer of Radio Transit inquiring.”


  The inventor’s famous name was like magic. The confidential information was at once secured. “Mr. Blougan has reserved two compartments, Mr. Lattimer . . . No, we find that his party has not boarded yet.”


  “Thank you.”


  It was clear now that the trickster’s intentions were sinister in the extreme. In less than an hour he expected to be off for Venus with a beautiful dark eyed Vivian, thinking that Ray, gayly dancing with another Vivian at the party, would never know what had happened. A sweet set-up.


  Ray dialed recklessly. The private television booth at Union Station did not answer. He tried again and again. Vivian was no longer there. He got in touch with the officials of the Venus-bound ship. They had not seen her. Very well. She must have gotten aboard radio transit to return momentarily. He would go to the passenger platform and wait. If she did not arrive shortly he would go to Space Ship Center after her.


  He paced the platform impatiently.


  He would have been far more impatient had he known that Bart Blougan had caught one Vivian Lattimer by the hand the moment she emerged from the television booth. Leading her to a secluded corner of the station lobby, he plunged into an exposition of his sensational scheme. It was so startling that her wits were at first paralyzed. If he was telling the truth, another Vivian existed. Two of her had been created, just as two cases of gems had once been created out of the sending of one. One Vivian for Ray, the other for himself. She would go merrily to Venus with him and never be missed. In less than an hour they would be off.


  The horrified girl would have shrieked but for the gleam of desperation in Bart Blougan’s eye. It was the height of absurdity that this silly, sullen, middle-aged male should concoct such a plan and think that she might fall for it. Her life and Ray’s were woven together. She would fight to death before anyone could take her away from him.


  But there was Blougan’s dangerous manner. She was in a tight spot and she knew it. His plans had been carefully laid. He expected them to go through. Her only chance was to suppress her rising anger and rely on her wits. If she could just scheme to get back to her waiting husband—


  RAY was tearing his hair. His shoulders were tense, his fingers were clenched, as he paced the platform. He looked at his watch. Still forty minutes. There was really no pressure of time yet; it was simply this idle waiting that burned him. The damned suspense. He had told Vivian he would wait here. Well, he couldn’t hold out any longer. He would go and find her.


  “Space Ship Center!” he blurted to the emergency operator as he stepped into a transit car. Then a familiar voice detained him.


  “Ray! Wait for me!” Vivian was hurrying toward him. She had just arrived by radio. He looked at her searchingly, caught her up in his arms.


  “Gosh, you had me worried,” he gasped. “I was afraid—” The look of surprise that came into her face caused him to stop short. “Where’d you come from?”


  “The party, of course. I couldn’t stay another minute after I saw you were so worried. What has happened, Ray?”


  His expression was puzzling as his gray eyes gazed at her. He glanced at his watch, returned it to his pocket slowly, regained his cool manner.


  “We’ll walk the balcony,” he said. “I’ve got lots of questions for you, and I want you to think fast.”


  “Go ahead.” Her eyes were alert.


  “You remember Blougan’s case of precious stones?”


  “Of course.”


  “You realize that anything could be duplicated by radio transit the same way—simply by throwing a couple of switches?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Even persons?”


  Vivian looked up at him curiously and nodded.


  “If you should be duplicated, Vivian, so that there were two of you, what would you do about it?”


  The question struck Vivian as humorous, and her eyes fluttered with mischief. “I’d insist that you be duplicated too, so that there would be a husband apiece for each of me.”


  Ray bit his tongue. “Let me carry the supposition farther. Suppose you found yourself in Space Ship Center and Bart Blougan accosted you—purely supposition on my part, you understand—and he convinced you that you had been duplicated. Furthermore, he had plans laid to cart you off to Venus on a space ship, assuring you that you would never be missed. Would you give his proposition a second thought?”


  “Ray Lattimer, don’t insult me,” came the instant answer.


  “All right. Now imagine he threatened you, told you to keep your mouth shut and come along or else. What would you do?”


  “How much time do I have?”


  “Less than an hour.”


  “What time of day?”


  “Now. Everything just as it is this evening. Your duplicate has gone to a party at Buchanan’s. I’m still here at work—”


  A touch of fright came into the girl’s face. “Ray! Are you trying to tell me—”


  “Think fast. What would you say? What would your first impulse be?”


  “In any tough spot my first impulse is always the same—to come to you the quickest way.”


  Ray glanced back toward the station platform. No one was in sight. “Go ahead. How would you manage it under the conditions I’ve given you?”


  “Well,” her face grew tense as she visualized the menacing situation, “my only chance would be to pretend to fall for the scheme. Tell him I’m all for it, and always had a secret yen for an escape to Venus. If I could get him coming my way I’d have a fighting chance to handle the situation.”


  “How?”


  “Well, I’d say, ‘Bart, why don’t we make a good thing out of this while we’re at it. I know where Ray keeps his designs of radio transit. He’s gone to the party by now. Let’s radio back to headquarters and get them. It will only take ten minutes or less, and those designs will certainly be valuable when we get to Venus.”


  “Would he fall for that?”


  “A chance to be boss of radio transit on Venus? Ray, do you know how jealous he is of you?”


  “You think you could get him to come back with you after those designs?”


  “Yes,” said Vivian confidently. “I might have trouble carrying on my plan from there, but here’s the chance I’d gamble on. As we arrived here, I would lead him directly to that farthest corridor, the dark one, to the supply closet. You know I carry a key and that lock is solid, and if you didn’t show up—”


  VIVIAN stopped short, noticing that her husband’s eyes were fixed intently upon something in the distance, beyond the balcony. At first she saw only Dwight Richardson, his uniformed back toward them. His head was bandaged. He was standing half bent, as if he too saw something in the distance that had aroused his curiosity. Then her eyes caught the two dim figures at the far end of the promenade slipping into the shadowy corridor.


  “Quick, Vivian!” Ray’s firm hand caught hers and to her utter amazement they went flying across to the rear hallway and down toward the darkened end. “It’s crazy but it’s worth a try,” Ray hissed as they ran. Cautiously they rounded the corner.


  “I don’t get it,” she gasped.


  “You will, or I miss my guess.” They reached their destination, the deeply indented doorway of the supply closet. “After all,” he whispered, “since you are identical, your minds are sure to work along the same lines.”


  “You mean—”


  “S-s-s-sh!”


  Only a few seconds of silence before the footsteps began to whisper in the distance. Then there were low voices—Blougan’s and—yes, Vivian’s! The girl at Ray’s side trembled as she heard. It was chilling, uncanny—her own voice drawing closer and closer; her own answers fending off Blougan’s menacing suspicions; her own trap ready to spring—and yet here she stood silently, motionless, concealed against the wall as if bound apart from herself, watching herself approach this crisis.


  The voices were only a few feet away now. Blougan was muttering uneasily. He stopped short.


  “This is the door,” came Vivian’s voice.


  “Yeah?” Blougan quavered. “How do I know but what someone’s hiding in that doorway?”


  Ray waited no longer. He did not pounce, he simply stepped forth and said, “Feeling guilty, Blougan?”


  The corridor lights flashed on at the same instant, in time to show Blougan’s right hand plunging for a gun. Ray’s muscular body leaped into action.


  Three spectators now witnessed the swift combat. The newcomer was Dwight Richardson, whose suspicions had brought him into the corridor in time to flash on the lights. He divided his attention between the combatants and the two female spectators. He seemed to be seeing double. The flying fists were dizzying enough, but to see two figures of Mrs. Lattimer fluttering around, both of them cheering for the same man, crying the same words, occasionally clutching each other’s hands in their excitement—this was too much for him. It was disquieting to his world of order and precision. For something to do, he bent down and picked up the gun which, after all, had just as well be in his pocket.


  Shortly the violent Blougan was quiet on the floor, and his broad shouldered opponent was straightening up and brushing the hair out of his eyes.


  THEN came a strange moment. Perfect silence, and yet the atmosphere was charged with emotion. Dwight Richardson looked on in bewilderment. For the life of him he couldn’t tell which of these gorgeous females was Mrs. Lattimer and which was her twin sister; and to his utter astonishment he saw that President Lattimer himself was in the same dilemma. At least that masterful executive was looking from one to the other of them in the most questioning manner; Dwight had never seen him look helpless before, but he was plainly dumbfounded now. And most curious of all, it was as obvious as could be that both women were dying to throw their arms around their hero and kiss him, yet they both held back—as if they themselves didn’t know which was his wife. It was too much for Dwight.


  Once they looked at each other and broke into embarrassed smiles; then their faces grew serious and they seemed to be thinking deep thoughts. President Lattimer seemed the more ill at ease because of Dwight’s presence; so the operator said, “I’m ready to go back on duty now, Mr. Lattimer.”


  His words seemed to relieve the situation. “Yes, do, please,” Lattimer answered. Then with a glance at the prone figure on the floor, “When this snake wakes up, tell him I’m granting him free passage to Space Ship Center.”


  “Yes, Mr. Lattimer.” Dwight turned and started back to the control room.


  “Oh, Dwight—”


  The operator whirled about, his normal dignity badly shattered. Both these girls had spoken to him, almost in unison. Both had started toward him, as if they were about to say something of great importance. It was uncanny.


  Blougan groaned and opened his eyes. As they turned to look at him, Lattimer caught the nearest one by the hand and said, with a toss of the head, “Go get the designs for radio transit.”


  Both girls saw the decisive look in their husband’s face. What he had in mind, neither of them knew. But in the past tense moments their own bold wits had been working furiously. Brief as the scene had been that had held them face to face, both were convinced of the impossibility of even a temporary triangular group. In the conversation of silence they had read Ray’s anguish; each time either had started to speak, similar words were on the lips of the other; their personalities being identical, one of them was superfluous. Had their characters been less ideal, they might have been at each other’s throats for the right to go on sharing life with Ray. Instead, each was aware that a moment of sacrifice was at hand.


  Now that Ray had given a direction to one of them and she had started to comply, the other seized the opportunity to follow out her own plan. She hurried to catch up with Dwight, who had turned the corner toward the control room.


  “Dwight, there’s something you’ve got to do for me—”


  Ray heard no more. He and Blougan were the only occupants of the corridor now, and a moment later there was only Blougan.


  Ray ran to his office, picked up a few effects, and hurried out again. He had lost no time. Vivian—the one who had gone for the designs—would be returning by this time, he believed; the other Vivian would be at the control room with Dwight; Blougan would still be in the farthest corridor sitting in a daze; and the emergency operator would have gone off duty.


  AS Ray emerged from his office he saw at once that one of his calculations had gone astray. Blougan, whether in a daze or not, was in a radio transit car, spiralling toward the transmitter; now he was gone. Where? Ray would not know until he reached the control room and saw how the switches were set.


  Then came a second surprise. The emergency operator, waiting for an elevator, spoke to him. “Mr. Lattimer, your wife said you had ordered me to go off duty. She said that Dwight would be in shortly, and in the meantime she would—”


  Ray did not wait to hear how she had sidetracked Dwight. She was alone at the controls and that was enough to tell him she had made a dangerous decision. He bounded through the promenade in time to see one of the girls board a transit car and push off. The other, racing toward her, waving the package of designs frantically, was screaming to her to stop.


  The terror of her voice told him what was about to happen. He flew into the control room. His eyes caught a row of switches—all open. Not a single receiver would catch the waves that were about to go forth. They would be lost in space. Already Blougan had unwittingly made his final exit.


  Ray leaped across the room with an outstretched arm, caught a switch, jammed it closed. A glimpse into the swirling spiral told him that there had been not a second to spare. As the full scare of what had nearly happened came over him, he slumped to a chair weakly.


  Vivian’s frightened face was at his shoulder. “You—you saved her?” she sobbed.


  Ray nodded. “She is safe at one of our stations—” He glanced at the switches. “Space Ship Center.”


  The girl cried with tearful joy, “Oh, Ray, I knew you wouldn’t let her do it.”


  “But how did you know what she was planning?”


  Her head turned away and he realized that his question required no answer. Obviously both girls had had the same plan for making the supreme sacrifice when he had intercepted one with his order for the designs.


  Dwight entered briskly and addressed Vivian in a courteous manner, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lattimer, but I failed to find your coat.” He suddenly stiffened in surprise. “Where’s the emergency operator? Has he been officially dismissed, Mr. Lattimer?”


  “Yes,” Ray lied. “I took over, but I’m turning it back to you now. Please deliver Mrs. Lattimer to Buchanan’s at once. Then I’ll have another order for you—a very special one—concerning myself.” There was strong decision in Ray’s tone that made faithful employees like Dwight ready to obey, and devoted wives like Vivian ready to trust.


  Five minutes later a television conversation between Buchanan’s and Space Ship Center assured all parties involved that Ray Lattimer’s plan was off to a successful start.


  Both Vivians were shocked to hear what Ray had seen—Blougan inadvertently stumbling into a death trap; both were rejoicing that they had not taken that exit from happiness.


  Several of the guests at Professor Buchanan’s party enjoyed looking through the designs of radio transit which President Lattimer laid before them, while his wife looked on radiantly; while in a space ship rocketing toward Venus, another Ray and Vivian lolled in their compartment, chatting over what fun it would be to find places for themselves on a new planet.


  [*] This process of “duplicating” is made possible through a strange paradox, which at first glance seems impossible, since the laws of matter and energy preclude the possibility of producing matter from nothing. However, this is not the case in the radio transmitter used by Radio Transit. Objects to be sent by radio are resolved into energy and transmitted as such, in a definite energy pattern, recreated into matter by the receiver. However, this entails a loss of energy by widespread broadcast, and a subsequent necessary addition of energy at the receiver, from generators for that purpose. Exactly enough energy is sapped from the storage cells by the energy pattern received by the receiver, and reconstruction is duplicated to the last molecule exactly as broadcast. Thus, with a duplication of receivers, acting on the same energy pattern, it is possible to create more than one object, exactly identical.


  ATMOSPHERICS


  John Victor Peterson


  Static in the English—meaning static in the breathing, in this sense! It got the wrong!


  I.


  PERCHED on the chromium bar stool, an open book propped up against a jar of pickled eggs, the white-haired old man trembled in sheer vicarious excitement. That fictional hero, the redoubtable Peter Allan, was crashing down into Jupiter’s crushing gravitational field with pirate vessels practically prodding his afterjets with their meteor-scarred noses.


  Reaching blindly for his glass of beer, the old man downed it, never taking his eyes from the thrilling “Tale of Two Suns.”


  Simultaneously Half Ton Harry, the barkeeper, shut off the ragged rhythms of. the Martian orchestra on the radio and switched to the police band.


  “Calling all cars,” a voice cried. “Proceed at once to spaceport. Attempted robbery of cargo being unloaded from the S. S. Star gold, just in from Callisto. Thieves are holed up in station lounge. Use caution; they are well armed. Calling all cars—”


  The lanky old man snapped to attention, spilling the free glass of beer which waited at his elbow. He heard a muffled oath coming from a darkened corner booth near the door.


  “Don’t get excited!” he called in friendly tones to the booth’s occupants. “Harry just tapped another keg; there’s plenty for all!”


  No answer came. Two men—undoubtedly Earthmen—arose from the booth and departed, small cases under their arms. Protectorate workers, the oldster thought, seeing the customary white bands on their sleeves. He did not glimpse their faces, but something about the large, hatless, bald-headed man struck a responsive chord of memory—his very size, his baldness, his gait.


  “Here’s your beer,” Harry interrupted.


  “Calling all cars!” the police announcer’s voice came.


  “Harry,” said the aged one, “it’s a shame, these goings-on! Thievery and such. Aren’t there any ethics in the System any more?”


  “You should talk, Hugh Vendrome!” the fat barkeeper laughed out. “Drinking when you should be at work!” Hugh shot a startled glance at the clock. It showed 11:58 p. m.! He was due on watch down in Air Control in two minutes flat! Finishing his beer, he hitched his lean, slightly rheumatic frame from the stool and departed.


  Once outside the photocell-actuated swinging doors, he called a greeting after the two Earthmen who’d been in Harry’s. They made no acknowledgment, simply walked swiftly toward the darkened Meridan Corporation Building. Fire, but they were congenial cusses! To think, with all the sullen natives around, guys wouldn’t even be polite to their own small group of fellow men who were stuck in this little Martian spaceport town!


  Pursuing his own slow path in the same direction, Hugh Vendrome turned his slightly myopic blue eyes up to the low-hanging, atmosphere-retaining dome of the ancient city—just to tempt the youth that was still in him with a glimpse of the stark stars out there in space.


  Fire! It never failed to come back—the sweet longing to get far past that transparent ceiling and into the paths of the meteoric winds that sweep between the worlds. Tough to get old and be planet-bound. Tough as hell!


  His eyes were a little moist as he neared the Meridan Corporation Building deep in whose sub-basements was his destination. Air Control with its innumerable gadgets controlled the artificial-atmosphere units and kept life within this surface city of Delova while oxidized, ozone-drunk Mars slowly expired without.


  Delova was asleep now, snoring under the beneficence of electro-thermic radiation and the guardianship of the Air King. Hugh frowned at the city, remembering back to his impetuous youth when he and Shan Warner, the pirate, had come down on a similarly nightclad Gams, the Jewel City over in Syrtis Minor. But he mustn’t think of those days. They were far better forgotten, however virile and swashbuckling they had once seemed.


  Now he was a trusted, honorable man, an eight-hour-per-day Air King; when on duty the actual master of life and death in all Delova, watch-stander in that small, centrally located room down in sub-level Ten.


  But what a comedown that had been for a man of action: from the delicate T-bar of a super-stellatomic to the switches of the artificial-atmosphere units. Plenty of responsibility, though, for these units, scattered thickly throughout Delova, gave individual and unique conditions of temperature, pressure, humidity, and air content to the various warehouses that specialized in the storage of fragile, perishable, and peculiar articles of commerce; to say nothing of the quarters allotted to visiting individuals from Venus, Callisto, Ganymede, Titan, and even an occasional hard-boiled—literally—denizen of blistered Mercury.


  Hugh’s thoughts were abruptly terminated. The two Earthmen had reached the passenger elevator leading into the sub-levels.


  “Wait up!” he called. “I’m going down! Hey!”


  But the door had closed. The old man swore softly.


  AN ARMORED electric car rolled up from Spaceport Drive just then, escorted by several Martian officers on tiny atomocycles.


  “Cover all entrances!” a sergeant barked, “Let no one enter except on official business.”


  He spun around to Vendrome. “And who are you?”


  Hugh grinned pleasantly, extending the tiny golden badge which is an Air King’s only identification. Then, since he was already late and precious seconds would be lost calling the passenger lift back up, he entered the freight compartment.


  “Vendrome!” came a high-pitched voice from within the armored car’s cab. “You’re breaking regulations; take the passenger route!”


  “Nuts!” Hugh said, grinning at McCormick, night manager of the. sublevels, knowing that the fat little cuss wouldn’t be so bold without the cab’s protection. “By the way, No-Less, whatcha got that started all the ruckus at the port?”


  McCormick’s wild mane of crimson hair protruded now from the opened window, and his florid face was contorted like a monkey’s as he roared:


  “Vendrome, you blasted barfly, it’s none o’ your damn business!”


  “Fire to you now!” grinned old Hugh, enjoying this pleasant exchange. “And to think I ever tilted a glass with a red-haired ape like you!”


  “Which I paid for with good Earth dollars and which you filled a score o’ times to tickle that noose-cheating throat o’ yours!”


  Hugh was chuckling audibly, McCormick was spluttering threats and imprecations, and the guards within the cab were trying hard to keep straight faces when the elevator stopped at sub-level Nine.


  Hugh grinned as McCormick directed the car into a hallway which took it to the far side of the level. Fire, but McCormick was the lad! Two drinks into him and he’d buy the rounds until he passed out. Two drinks—no more, no less! Which is why the nickname No-Less.


  EXACTLY at five past midnight, the oldster stepped into Air Control, down in Ten.


  As the evening watch slipped belatedly and blasphemously out of the door, Hugh eased his lanky and venerable frame into the beryl-steel dream of a chair, slipping the faded cushion into the small of his rheumatic back.


  Sweeping a quick eye over all the meters and recorders, he instantly knew the status of the various atmosphere units.


  Just then the televisorphone buzzed. Merely a routine call. An oxy-drunk Callistan demanding an immediate atmospheric adjustment. The Air King obliged.


  Tilting the luxurious chair to a half-lying position, Hugh adjusted the soft pillow a bit, and lighted up his foul old pipe. When the latter was drawing to his satisfaction, and making Air Control the most ill-ventilated compartment in all Delova, he fell to studying the memoranda left him by his predecessor.


  A stellatomic trajecting in from Venus at three, bearing viestra which required special storage, and an ambassador who required delicate atmospherics in his boudoir.


  Hugh Vendrome was a hundred and ten years old, which is rather aged by any standards, even those of 2297; but he didn’t look it, sitting there. His hair, although snow-white, was as thick as ever, and his wrinkled old skin was ruddy and shining with health. His teeth were his own and sound as ivory. Also as yellow. That was due, no doubt, to his pipe, which a doctor had told him to quit some thirty years back. The doctor was dead now, but Hugh seemed likely to go on forever.


  His twinkling blue eyes were still keen and bright, and his blue-veined hands were steady. His reactions were fast, his digestion good. Of course, he had had to stop eating Martian squops—the plant from which the native beer is brewed—for the somewhat indigestible vines gave him heartburn and the more exhilarating and more delicate flowers were too expensive. But he had his pipe and, off watch, his beer, and any number of good books to read, both here and there. The public library was a blessing to an old man who was cursed with black memories—memories which should dim and die but would not.


  Yes, bitter memories.


  You wouldn’t have thought it, the way Hugh Vendrome acted, drinking, carousing, joking. And he was in a clear, happy frame of mind most of the time, for some of those memories were fine, and in them he lived when he was alone.


  He’d just started wrong, that’s all. Back when he was twenty he’d signed up on a Meridan Corporation freighter and spent some of the blackest hours of his youth swearing and sweating with the stubborn atomics. Hardly a job for a young fellow with the ambition to get to the top real quick—and with a minimum of effort—burning in his brain.


  He’d been glad when Shan Warner had signed him into his renegade crew back in the Mount Kenya port, Africa, Earth. Life had been easy and exhilarating albeit unethical, until he met Vingie Lavoanie on Venus, Vingie who had brightened his life for a moment and left him with a new and finer code of ethics.


  But he’d better attend to business. That damned Callistan was getting the bends now from a sudden, violent drop in pressure and an excess of nitrogen. Why in the deuce didn’t those birds evolve right? Delicate as a bunch of Venusian violets!


  II.


  MEANWHILE, lots of things were happening in and around the sub-levels of Delova, Mars.


  Out in a side branch of the intercity tubeway‘s electromagnetic system a tiny self-powered tubecar hung, buoyed up by the repelling electric fields. It poised there, well off the straight Delova-BuYi route, and waited.


  Two well-dressed Earthmen wearing the band of the Protectorate, and carrying small cases under their arms, entered the Rathskeller in Nine, and ordered double Scotch-and-sodas from the pretty waitress who came to their booth.


  The large, bald-headed one said softly, reassuringly to his young, nervous companion:


  “Keep your chin up, Nils, It’s a cinch down here. Up above, there were too many cops; but they’re still up there, see, and we don’t have to go back up. Canavan’s got the tubecar waiting out in the subway.


  “Well go into McCormick’s office—customs inspectors, remember—and that’s all there is to it!”


  The good-looking youth looked around apprehensively.


  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” he whispered.


  “But it’s too risky. You heard the radio in the bar—Sam, Joe, Bob, Dan; they all got it! And we’ll have the whole Meridan Corporation on our necks if we try to pull anything after what’s already happened!”


  “Sure, kid, the first job seems hard. It did to me, see! But we’ve got nothing to worry about. We just wait until the armored car’s gone back up; then we go into McCormick’s office. Everything is fixed for our escape. Once in the tube for BuYi and we’re set! BuYi’s outside of the Protectorate! And you’re not backing out now; you know too damned muclr!”


  “Shut up; she’s coming with the drinks!”


  She—the jaunty little cap atop her golden hair was labeled “Marie”—smiled at the young Earth man as she set the drinks before the pair. In this dead spaceport town it wasn’t often that you saw people of Earth ancestry, especially handsome and broad-shouldered young men.


  “We’re customs inspectors, Nils and I,” the bald man said. “We’ve urgent business with Manager McCormick and suspect that hashish has been smuggled in with that last shipment of gems from Benares, India, Earth. We must see him as soon as possible.”


  “I think that will be all right,” she said, smiling sweetly at Nils and addressing the other. “You can talk to him now undisturbed. There were some men with him but they’ve returned to the surface. Mr. McCormick is in his office, weighing some cargo just in from Callisto—”


  “That’s it!”


  “I beg your pardon?” Marie asked.


  “That drink hits the spot,” the bald one amended.


  They finished their drinks quickly, tipped her generously, picked up their cases, and went out into the hall.


  Absently Marie placed the dishes in the automatic washer; then she decided to go down to Air Control and see dear old Hugh. That young fellow—Nils, the stern man had called him—was so handsome, so different from the coarse fellows who came in on the freighters. She’d like to tell the Air King about him; Hugh knew so much about the affairs of the heart.


  There wouldn’t be any more customers, probably, until after four, and if there were, they could put their coins into the automatic mixing units. There really wasn’t much work for her, anyway, with all the robot equipment around.


  IN THE MAIN office, warehouse three, sub-level Nine, McCormick was engaged in weighing and tagging a number of lead pellets about ten centimeters long by three thick. As he worked there alone, he mumbled to himself in a tone that indicated great annoyance.


  “Damn!” he was saying. “Here I am McCormick No-Less—oh, plague take that nickname, anyway, and plague take that Hugh Vendrome!—night manager o’ the whole sub-level, weighing lead pills like a drugstore clerk. O’ course, the fact that there’s a spot of radium in each pill might alter the matter. But the same, done by a clerk, would let my tired old body rest o’ nights, ‘stead o’ being used for a target by a bunch of crooks!


  “Damn, but I’m sleepy! One o’clock in the mom is no fit time to be working. For a young, romantic fool like I used to be, sure and one a. m. was fine enough. But not for work, then or now!


  “Why in the name of Saturn’s girdle do Callistan express ships come in a night? They could come in much better at noon, with the blessings o’ No-Less, ‘stead o’ at midnight with his curses. Well, soon done!”


  He paused a moment as a light flashed. Another subway tubecar coming in from BuYi, and he knew what was going to happen. The Martian intercity tubecars, drawn and pushed by electromagnets,were whoppers, indeed!


  When they went through, the powerful magnetic fields that swept past with them absolutely ruined the action of any automatics ever devised. Vacuum tubes refused to function, or else the plate current ran so high that the tubes were ruined; magnetic relays clicked shut or pulled open when they should have remained at rest; and each piece of electrical equipment reacted crazily to the forces that whizzed through it.


  McCormick grinned. A thought struck him, a thought which consoled him in his own misery. Every time a tubecar went by, skinny old Hugh Veildrome became a madman. Control of atmospherics normally was automatic, but for as long as twenty seconds before and after a car passed, the ventilation system and special units in the sub-levels were disarranged, and that called for delicate manual adjustments.


  No-Less dropped the last pellet delicately on the scales just as the tubecar’s electromagnetic maxima passed, and the weight jumped up to twenty kilograms!


  “Damn!” he swore, pulling his red hair in irritation. “I’ll fire that Air King. I’ll can him proper. Damn his old bones!”


  The fact that the Air King was in no way responsible for the magnetic field racing past did not lessen the manager’s determination to discharge him; nor did the fact that old Hugh was up to his scrawny neck readjusting the atmospherics in this and that enraged Venusian’s or Capstan’s or somebody’s boudoir.


  “Inefficiency! Incompetency! Probably came to work half popped, too, the old scarecrow!” McCormick reeled as a sublime whiff of pure oxygen issued into his nostrils from the intake vent. “I’ll set ’em up, boysh. . . . Shurrrr, have this one on me. . . . Ooops, I’ll see to that Vendrome, giving me a shot like that!


  “Now what’s this? Somebody at the door? Well, they’ll wait until I get this blasted radium stored away!”


  III.


  HUGH VENDROME was chewing his fingernails about the dreadful plight of the beauteous heroine of “Tale of Two Suns” when Marie came in. He looked up, smiled rather sadly, and motioned her to a seat on the bottom of an upturned wastebasket.


  “You’ll pardon my not getting up,” he apologized, “but as a man gets on in years, he loses the ability to jump up quickly and bow to a lovely lady. But, if he has lived a clean, liquor-free life, he manages eventually to get up!” He made a very unsuccessful attempt to rise, and sank back on the faded pillow which Vingie Lavoanie had weaved for him back there on lovely Venus.


  “Now what brings you here, light of my old heart?”


  She dimpled prettily, and Hugh felt something tugging mightily and painfully at the strings of his heart. Her smile always made him think of Vingie—think back to those days fifty years before when he and Vingie were man and wife, back when she had dissuaded him from his life of piracy under Shan Warner. Not that he’d regretted that life, though, for he’d never slain a man, only robbed the overrich and profiteering trade companies of valuable cargoes; but he’d come to regret it that far-gone night when the police had come for him in the Honeymoon Hotel at Palivanyi, Venus. One of them, a hasty, young fool searching for stripes, thought he was reaching for a gun as he’d started to drag out his pipe. Firing at Hugh, he had missed. And Vingie, her chest sundered by the explosive pellet, had died there in Hugh’s arms.


  Marie’s voice brought the sad old man out of the bittersweet mists of memory with a rush.


  She was telling about a couple of Earthmen who’d been in the Rathskeller. Must Ye been that precious pair he’d seen in Harry’s.


  “The older-man called him’ ‘Nils’ Gee, he was swell; big and strong and dark-haired! But I didn’t like that bald-headed man. Do you suppose—”


  “Eh? Hell’s fire! Pardon! No-Less can take care of himself. And there’s nothing funny about customs inspectors coming around this time of the morning. When a guy in this racket can make overtime, he’ll stir around at any hour.


  “And don’t you go falling for any young twerp; you’re to marry me as soon as I get my old-age pension!”


  It was so like Vingie’s smile, that which curved Marie’s full, sweet lips, Hugh felt a moistness in his eyes and blinked around to the televisorphone. He was cursing at the Callistan who’d gotten a whiff of ozone as a tubecar momentarily short-circuited the atmospherics at his side of the sub-levels and who just had to scorch the very roof of the great air dome with his fiery complaints.


  Marie slipped out then, so Hugh gave the Callistan a whiff of rotten-egg gas with a vengeance, and then proceeded to make the screeching alien as comfortable as possible.


  Fifty years since Vingie died, he was thinking. Ten years in prison; then thirty years of jumping around the System with the patrol until old age had grounded him here, and Dewitt Meridan III had made him an Air King.


  Fifty long, empty years! Hugh cursed, and wished the Callistan would kick up another fuss. He had a lot of freak atmospherics in his bag of tricks, and he felt like socking somebody with them.


  Sitting there ruminating, he decided to get McCormick on the televisorphone and burn him up with a Calvinistic treatise on how much and how little a man should drink. Switching on the T V P’s receivers, he paused before giving the buzz. Doubtless No-Less had been about to ring him, for the circuit was open from the other end.


  He saw the whole scene rather vaguely, for the three people were somewhat out of focus, being away from the iconoscope’s short-range scanners.


  The two men he’d dimly glimpsed up in Harry’s Bar were facing a very startled McCormick. The bald-headed one was training an explopellet projector on No-Less’ protruding stomach and saying:


  “How about handing over that radium, McCormick?”


  His crimson face apoplectic, the dumpy manager drew inspiration from the very air he breathed, and lied very glibly: “There’s a visual plate in here and you are already under the observation of the police. If you kill me, they will release poison gas—”


  The Air King’s screen went blank as an arm, distorted by proximity with the distant scanners, snapped off the switch. But his own hand did not dart over to dial the police!


  Hugh Vendrome’s past came back like some ebon-winged thing of fantasy, folded dark pinions, and dug piercing talons of memory into his shrinking soul. He knew now why that older man’s appearance had stirred him so uneasily. That man was Ved Warner, son of Shan Warner, the pirate to whose flesh and blood Hugh had sworn undying allegiance. Ved Warner, with all of Shan’s physique, Shan’s baldness, Shan’s virility; Ved, who’d been born on Venus but a year before Hugh had left Shan’s renegade crew forever.


  The old man settled hack on Vingie’s pillow, and lighted up his foul old pipe with a twisted grimace. It might, he thought hesitantly, be interesting to see if they really could get away with it!


  But out of the dim reaches of time sweet Vingie’s voice seemed to come again and scold him as one might scold a child.


  IV.


  ABOVE, on Nine, McCormick was thinking fast. They hadn’t shot him, but they’d heeded his warning about the gas and had donned tiny masks. Now, if Vendrome had only been on the other end of that T V P which he’d managed to sneak open—


  Ved Warner and his young companion were looking at the safe.


  “All right, McCormick, open it up!” snapped Warner.


  “Can’t! There’s a time lock that won’t be allowing it to open until tomorrow. That’s all there is to it!”


  “Oh, no, it isn’t! Get the torch out, Nils.”


  A wild hope leaped into being within No-Less. As soon as the bald man burned through the first layer of the safe, an automatic alarm would go off down in Air Control, and the old Air King would send police to the scene within a few seconds! Breathlessly McCormick waited.


  The pair had come well equipped. Nils had plugged a transformer-rectifier unit into a power outlet and was attaching a compact, torch like mechanism that was nearly the absolute ultimate as a heat producer.


  Quickly Ved Warner donned a pair of welder’s goggles over his small gas mask, and pulled on a heavy metallic apron and a pair of insulated gloves. Taking up the torch, he set to work.


  The blindingly white flame leaped at the safe, spewing sparks and bits of molten metal against Warner’s clothes—flame resulting from energy unleashed in the loss of mass as helium atoms were built from the hydrogen streaming across the jet outlets.


  It was a small safe, and had not been built to withstand the disrupting force of an atomic torch. Had Warner been less upset by the previously open television circuit, he might have had the door open in a few minutes; but he bungled the work and fused the lock. Like some great god of wrath in his dark goggles and gas mask, his bald pate glistening with sweat, he began to cut out the entire lock mechanism.


  Nils stood with an explopellet gun trained on McCormick, and his darkly handsome features were twisted in thought. This promise of easy takings wasn’t such a quick and easy procedure as Warner’s words had made it seem. God, why hadn’t he stuck to the atomics on that freighter? Why hadn’t he?


  IN AIR CONTROL, Hugh Vendrome was thinking the same thing. Finally he threw his reeking old pipe across the room, and surveyed the thermometers with a worried eye. The office in Warehouse Three was heating up considerably; Fire Control would probably give him a ring in about three shakes!


  Sure enough, here they were, telling him to cut in the refrigerating units! Now, if he didn’t cut those units in, he’d go up on the Meridan Corporation carpet sure! So he cut them in, paused a moment in deep thought, and then very deliberately—and very illegally—locked off everything in Nine from the other levels. At least, that would keep the police out and the thieves in until—until what? Old Hugh Vendrome’s thoughts were in chaos.


  Sure, he was reformed. Sure, he had cast off the dark cloak of outlawry. Sure, he had sworn to Vingie and, later, to the Interplanetary Patrol—sworn that he would follow the straight and narrow, and he had!


  But, Lord, can you expect a man to forget a blood-brother oath sworn in his soberest moments? Can you expect that of him even though formaldehyde replaced the blood in the veins of Shan Warner over forty years before?


  That oath had been a very solemn thing to Hugh Vendrome, He’d been young then, and looking for an easy way to riches, and Shan had given him the opportunity. The worst part of it was that it had not paid. It never paid in the end because you lost all you won, and all you loved, too.


  When his record was up to the minute, he looked back at the thermometers, and cut in three more coils to the refrigerating units of McCormick’s office. Retrieving his battered pipe, he began to tamp tobacco in its mellowed bowl Leaning back on the faded cushion, he lit his pipe and began to meditate. “Fire, but all I’m doing with my refrigeration is keeping those thieves comfortable while they doubtless burn up the safe! Oh, well, they must figure they’ll get away with it. There’s that damned T V P again!”


  Nervously he snapped on the televisorphone’s audios, Marie called excitedly: “Hugh, there’s something wrong up here in Nine. All the doors and elevators are locked!”


  “Yes, lovely lady, and it looks as if there were some thieves in McCormick’s office, the way the alarm’s sounding off!” Mind you, he didn’t say there were any! That wasn’t breaking an oath, was it? Or was it?


  “Oh, Hugh, not him! Not Nils!”


  “I wouldn’t be a-knowing,” Hugh said gently. “Don’t worry, honey; everything will be all right!”


  “He is up there!” Marie cried with that eternal intuitiveness which is woman’s. “Oh, Hugh!”


  “Damn!” Hugh said vehemently to himself as he disconnected. Things certainly had a fine way of messing themselves up! Time repeating itself. The vagaries of fate. He thought of other years, of another lovely lady who’d met destiny when her lips touched his, And now, Marie and this Nils.


  The priority buzz interrupted his thoughts. He switched on the TVP, and a heavy, emotionless voice called:


  “Turn on your visual.”


  “ ‘An Air King may not reveal himself or his station at any time.’ Article II, Section 5, Meridan Statutes,” Hugh quoted. “And who are you?”


  “Karli Garlon, prefect of police. You’re the Air King?”


  “Yeah,” answered Hugh, not bothering to be courteous, for he liked neither Garlon nor Garlon’s tone. He almost wished he hadn’t weakened and given Marie the hint which had caused her to warn the inefficient Martian police.


  Garlon went on flatly: “We want to put poison gas in the ventilation intake of Warehouse Three, main office, sub-level Nine. Where will we find an inlet on the duct?”


  “How about McCormick, the night manager? He’s in there, too, isn’t he?”


  In the silence that followed, the Air King could just imagine the Martian shrugging his sloping shoulders.


  The old man thought fast. He didn’t want to see McCormick killed—McCormick who drank and joked with him, and who had brought him companionship these last dull years.


  “Where’ll we find an inlet?” persisted Garlon.


  Hugh was tempted to snarl back, “I wouldn’t know!” and break the connection; but he controlled the impulse and said:


  “If those thieves were smart enough to get down into Nine with their blasting equipment and to . . . er . . . lock off the entire sector, they probably brought gas masks with them. So poison gas won’t work. You’ll just have to break down a door and go in and get them!”


  There was a long silence. Finally Garlon came back: “Maybe you’re right. We’ll play the waiting game.” The audio died.


  That damned Martian had less backbone than an amoeba! Waiting game, nuts!


  Hugh lowered the already-subzero temperature in the fussy Callistan’s boudoir, made a brief entry in the record, and pulled at his pipe reflectively, his thin face twisted and wan.


  Too bad Shan Warner’s son was up in McCormick’s office, otherwise he could have gassed the lot of them with no compunction at all. But then McCormick would have got it.


  Too bad Marie had fallen for that Nils—hut hadn’t another woman as lovely as she fallen for him and reformed him?


  Maybe there was something, after all, to the myth of those three sisters, the Fates. Surely they must spin the same threads often through the long years—


  THE T V P buzzed. The prefect of police again, and Hugh almost cursed at him.


  “Look, Air King,” came the heavy voice. “We’ve got to know the location of that inlet. We’ve got to put in the gas!”


  Sure, what was McCormick’s life to him? He, Garlon, had to have a perfect record! The Meridan Corporation, which owned most of Delova, wouldn’t tolerate inefficiency!


  “What of McCormick?” the oldster demanded hotly.


  “The radium in that office is worth the lives of a hundred men! So tell us—”


  “Sorry!” snapped Hugh. “Tubecar going through. I’ll call you back!” Angrily he broke the connection, not at all bothered by the lie. Another tubecar wasn’t due for several minutes; but when it did come he’d be so busy that he wouldn’t have one chance in ten of saving McCormick.


  The insidious voice of a guilty conscience whispered in his brain. “You’ve broken that oath, Hugh Vendrome,” it said.


  Shan Warner’s ghost would be eternally in his soul, anyway, now, so he might as well break that unholy oath completely before that stupid Garlon questioned another Air King who was off watch and set his men to killing McCormick.


  To hell with the Warners, father and son. What had either ever brought him but mental agony? The past was dead!


  If he didn’t do something immediately, Ved Warner and that precious Nils would be getting the radium, killing McCormick, and burning down the rear wall of the office to escape. They probably had a small, sell-powered tubecar waiting out in a side branch of the subway’s electromagnetic system which would take them to almost any Martian city outside of Earth’s protectorate. The unpoliced tubes would give them a perfect avenue of escape.


  His thoughts raced. What to do? Temperature? No, it was impossible to get it high enough to burn them out; and he certainly couldn’t get it low enough to freeze them out with an atomic torch doubtless blasting away in there!


  He couldn’t cut off the oxygen, for as soon as their lungs started to labor they’d leave the radium and run for their lives. But wait! It was carbon dioxide that—Fire, he had it!


  Turning to the controls, his fingers racing, he used nitrogen to keep the air pressure steady to McCormick’s office and cut the oxygen down to zero.


  “Now to be sure that the CO2 is down to a minimum,” he muttered, keeping a cold, calculating eye on his mixing panel. “And I’d better call the hospital and get oxygen tanks down there to revive them.”


  Turning to the T V P, he called the surface hospital and bellowed; “Emergency case. Oxygen starvation, three men, in sub-level Nine, Warehouse Three, main office. And wear oxy-masks!”


  VED WARNER was just finishing the cutting out of the whole safe door. He had fused the lock beyond opening with his nervous fumbling of the powerful torch, and had been reduced to burning through the periphery studs on the door.


  The safe was nearly red-hot, its front a sagging, white-hot mass that slumped floorward with incandescent, running edges. Warner stood as close to it as he could, finishing off the last stubborn studs.


  With a grunt of satisfaction as the door dropped free, he shut off the torch and put it down. He turned to speak to Nils, but never made it.


  Wavering, he stood irresolute for a moment, and then his big body toppled—dropped backward squarely upon that incandescent mass.


  Fiercely, briefly, his clothing flamed; fiercely, briefly, his body steamed and fried and broiled.


  Nils and McCormick saw nothing of this, for they had preceded Warner into unconsciousness by a few merciful seconds.


  DOWN IN TEN, the aged Air King noted the temperature drop in McCormick’s office, and, praying that it was not a sign that the thieves had fled, praying that he had not failed, he unlocked the level above.


  Simultaneously an elevator slipped down to Nine. Four white-garbed internes, carrying stretchers and resuscitation units, came forth and headed for the warehouse office, oxy-masks on their faces.


  One glance at Warner’s destroyed body atop the rapidly cooling safe door and they passed it by.


  Silently, efficiently, they pressed special oxygen masks over the faces of the two unconscious men and started the portable pumps.


  Up above, on sub-level Eight, the police waited patiently. The first thing they knew of the unlocking of Nine, the capture of one of the thieves, and the rescue of McCormick was the passage of two stretchers up the main elevator.


  Karli Garlon, startled from his complacent stolidness, was informed by the hospital men that he could dispose of the corpse that lay, a charred and smoking mess, across the misshapen slab of metal that had once been a safe door.


  Back in Air Control, Hugh switched in the automatics again, thankful that the latest tubecar was past. Six more hours, and his watch would be over. “ ‘Wonder what happened above?” he thought. “Nobody ever tells me a damned thing!”


  HEARTBREAKINGLY the time dragged on. The T V P buzzed. Hospital connection, Hugh noticed, and his old heart skipped a beat, for he knew at last that he had not failed.


  This time it was Marie. “Nils is just fine!” she blurted first; then, “Oh, how did you do it?”


  “Simple,” Hugh declared modestly, cutting in the visuals so that Marie could see how proud he really was. “Reduced the oxygen content to zero, and kept the air pressure up with nitrogen. Kept the carbon dioxide down to a minimum. Since it is an increase of CO2 in the blood that makes a man start breathing heavily and makes him uncomfortable when the air gets foul, the two thieves and No-Less just passed out from oxygen starvation of the brain, without ever knowing what hit them. Hope they’re recovered—”


  “Recovered? The big man died!”


  The old man went white; but he didn’t stay white long, seeing her haunting face so sweet there on the visual grid.


  “Marie,” he said, striving to drive the huskiness from his voice, “T hope you’re not serious about this Nils. You’ll just find heartbreak all your life if you think you’ll wait for him. He’ll go to prison sure—”


  “McCormick just promised that he’d see that Nils is released in your custody! You see, he was just swinging the gun on the bald man when Air Control dropped him. And he told the police about another fellow who had a car waiting out in the tube ways—”


  A strange little smile, half joyous and half poignant, played on Hugh Vendrome’s wrinkled face, and the joy of having something to live for and work for sparkled in his blue eyes.


  So No-Less had wished the job of reformation on him, Hugh Vendrome! Must’ve figured he knew a lot about it! And, Lord, how well he did!


  “Congratulations, lovely lady!” he said, wishing his voice wouldn’t quaver so. “We’ll do our best!”


  THOUGHTS THAT KILL


  John Russell Fearn


  Kilran, super-scientist of the dim future, finds that the destruction of life on Venus is essential to the continuance of the human race—it seems a simple accomplishment for this great master, until the hordes of Venus hurl forth a death on the wings of thought!


  THE enormous telescopic reflector, balanced on heavily-lubricated universal bearings and motivated by softly humming engines, reared in a five hundred foot tower of rare and gleaming metal through the roof of the great observatory.


  At the base of the amazing structure lay the reflecting mirror, polished and ground with a flawless care that immediately evidenced the high intelligence of these, the last men of Earth—numbering five hundred, only survivors of a once-mighty race.


  Kilran, master of the five hundred, stood in silence as he gazed into the reflector. Like his fellows, he was a small man, pinched and under-developed, seeming almost top-heavy by reason of his immense and highly-developed head poised on skinny neck and shoulders. His entire cranium was hairless and tight-skinned, overshadowing a face that was a pinched, set mask, expressionless and inflexibly cold. Centuries of science, a heritage of supreme achievement, had stamped from him all traces of natural sentiment and humanity.


  He was purely a pitiless intellect, always probing, always searching for new fields wherein to pursue the still unsolved problems tabulated and cross-indexed in the recesses of his ultra-developed mind.


  His scarcely blinking black eyes, large and hypnotic, gazed with smoldering steadiness into the reflector and studied the young and lovely planet it depicted—Venus!—no longer the cloud-sheathed world of olden times, but a thriving world covered on its sunward side with dazzling blue oceans and bright green foliage. Here and there a cloud drifted in the dense atmosphere, casting a spot of shadow on the landscape over which it moved . . .


  The sunward side of Venus was an intolerably hot land, but none the less a possible habitation, a place whereon to continue progressive existence.


  The gaze of the master-scientist shifted and took in the details of the curiously designed cities that showed here and there in the clearer portions of the forests, low built and straggling edifices of stone, without order or symmetry, product of Venus’ lowly life forms—queer life, semi-plasmic, utterly unlike Earth’s and obviously little higher in intelligence than Man himself had been in the earliest times . . .


  At a sudden sound beside him, Kilran looked up from his scrutiny.


  Ajikon, astronomer in chief, had paused beside him. Behind him, their big eyes on the mirror, were the remainder of the five hundred—leathery, big-headed monstrosities revoltingly unlike the ancestors that had once fought and vanquished and died.


  “Well, Kilran?”


  Ajikon did not speak. Vocal organs had long since ceased to exist. His highly sensitive brain merely hurled the thought into Ki Iran’s brain pan.


  “A fair world indeed, Ajikon,” the Master impacted slowly. “The more I study it, the more it appeals to me—a world of similar dimensions to our own, habitable on the sunward side and, according to our spectroscopes, possessing air only slightly denser than that of this world when it was at its apogee. It has life, of course, but then . . .” His scarlike lips tightened bitterly.


  “Life!” he went on grimly. “Low in form! Ugly! Plasmic! It can be—will be—destroyed. It is the inevitable law of the cosmos that the fittest must survive. We shall do that, with our highly trained telepathic brains, our thought responses, our vast knowledge. . . . As for those lowly forms!” He gestured with contempt to the mirror.


  “Everything is prepared,” Ajikon’s thoughts went on smoothly. “The last details of the space-machine are finished. We only await your command before transferring into it the last heritages of this exhausted world.”


  “Then proceed at once,” Kilran ordered briefly. “I am satisfied by now that Venus shall be our future home. Dismantle all machinery. At sundown, every man will be in the vessel at his appointed post.”


  Ajikon bowed his great head, turned, and quietly departed.


  The ruler stood on, lost in speculations—planning, devising, and scheming with all the power of his super-sensitive mind. There would be vast new accomplishments—total elimination of all Venusian life. Earth brains must and would go on! The infra-intellect of Venus could not possibly stand against them.


  Kilran nodded slowly at last, removed his leathery, warped hand from the reflector rail and turned to watch the rapid disassembling of the laboratory machinery about him.


  THE reddish-gold glare of the sun was flooding the gaunt spires of the mountain range when the enormous space-vessel finally swept upwards from the last habitat of Mankind. Within moments, the city had been left below in the valley, a crumbling, shining mass of metal, last legacy to the intelligence of a race seeking newer, fresher fields.


  Within the space-ship there was a gentle stir of activity, efficient but unhurried. Kilran and Ajikon stood together at the major observation window, both of them gazing in silence at the blackness of the void, the eternal stars, the still-but-little dimmed sun with its leaping prominence arms—and, far away in the chaotic darkness, Venus—world of the future, to be mastered by superhuman intelligence. Kilran smiled bleakly as he thought of that. Little life! Infra-intellect! If he had any emotions at all, they were those of profound contempt for the lesser and ineffectual. . . .


  In various quarters of the enormous vessel, the other Earthlings were at their varied tasks, some tending the powerful atomic engines by which the ship was driven, others assiduously watching air-conditioning plants; still others were examining and testing the mammoth destructive machinery with which to blast all traces of Venusian life from the face of that planet. Ofttimes in the past, Earth had been subjected to the merciless fury of raiders from outer space in search of new lands; now it was the Earthlings’ turn to invade, conquer and progress!


  Presently, Kilran turned from his phlegmatic survey of the outer dark and moved silently across the vast control room to the observational section. From a rack, his mummylike hand extracted a series of metal light-prints. Meditatively, he studied them. Each one was carefully marked with queer symbols, giving both chemical and mathematical meanings to the weird photographs.


  His black eyes noted in silence the queer whitish-yellow substance depicted on the plates—Venusian life, queer, almost revolting, yet manifestly intelligent enough to build its own strange cities.


  “Strange life indeed, Kilran,” came Ajikon’s mental impulses, as his powerful brain read every reaction of the ruler’s thoughts. “In a fashion, it is protoplasmic, and yet intelligent.”


  “That I know already.” Kilran’s thoughts were without emotion. “I merely seek to refresh my memory—and the more I see of this lowly life, the more easy does our victory appear. Strange indeed that we have on Venus a life that has never built itself up into recognizable form, but has remained quasi-plasmic, semifluid, obtaining its energy by oxidation and feeding by incorporating within itself the organic matter so abundant in the Venusian oceans on the sunward side. Later, presumably, it will obtain its food by the simpler constituents of carbon dioxide, water, and inorganic salts—granting, that is, that it survives!”


  He turned and replaced the prints in the rack. “Obviously a form wherein the intelligence has moved faster than bodily development,” he went on. “Yet, in another sense, it certainly must be an advantage to separate or flow together as occasion demands. Such a state, I imagine, would mean a unity or separation of intelligence at will. Peculiar life indeed!”


  He became silent for a while, then returned to the main observation window. Already, Venus was larger in the firmament. The ship was moving with slowly mounting velocity, timed to produce an exact replica of Earthly gravitation. Before many hours were passed, it would reach the planet, and then—


  Kilran’s black eyes burned a trifle brighter as he stood in silent, brooding malignance.


  AS THE time passed and the distance to Venus correspondingly decreased, the instruments of the Earthlings became active. This, the first journey of any extent into space, meant also the rechecking of data upon Venus formerly obtained at a considerable distance and mainly through Earth’s disturbing atmospheric veil.


  Now all the profound science of their astronomy came into being—complicated spectroscopes, reflectors, highly efficient calculators, humidity detectors—a hundred and one bright and shining devices that operated with smooth accuracy.


  The great laboratory control room became animated with the busily moving figures, dominated by the brooding form of Kilran himself, taking stock of everything, evolving his plan of attack.


  The new data checked almost identically with that already obtained. Venus, on her sun side, was a distinctly promising world for future progress, possessing only a slightly higher oxygen content than Earth. Gravity was identical; surface temperature was extremely high—nearly 115 degrees F. in the shade and never any night. It would mean insulated buildings able to shut out the glare at will.


  The reflectors, trained across the narrowing gap, revealed a peculiar state of perturbation existing now amongst the Venusian people—if such they were. In all directions in the open spaces around their strange cities they were moving inwards towards a rapidly swelling central unit, converging and assimilating with it in the fashion of true protoplasm. From being composed of thousands of individual units that had stretched forth protoplasmic limbs at will, they were now swelling into one solid sea in the approximate center of their major city, overflowing to its boundaries.


  Kilran’s immense brow furrowed in vague puzzlement as he watched them in the mirror.


  “It seems fairly evident that they have seen our ship approaching,” commented Ajikon, standing by his side. “Maybe they have crude telescopic devices. Considering the immense size of our ship, it could possibly be seen. Evidently, by flowing together in that fashion they are seeking safety.”


  Kilran nodded slowly. “Yes, and by that very act they have simplified matters for us. We have nothing to do but to strike at the one unit . . .” He turned aside and directed his thought waves to the experts congregated around the weapons of destruction. “Be ready to release on full fire when I give the order,” he commanded briefly. “We have not much time to go.”


  THE ALIEN THOUGHTS


  IT WAS during the next hour that a strange change became revealed amongst the master-scientists. At first, they scarcely noticed it, their attention was entirely trained on the rapidly increasing globe ahead of them. They hovered around their machinery and observational centers ready to rain destruction and death on the now completely massed strange life-form covering a good portion of Venus’ land surface.


  Then there crept into the smooth working efficiency of the space-machine a note of error. The principal control pilots, immovable at their posts, both made simultaneous mistakes in their tasks, and just as quickly recovered themselves—but the slips were noticed by the keen brain of Kilran as he mentally tabulated every beat, every rhythm, of the lesser minds around him. He turned from his survey of the enlarging planet and regarded the two men with his cold black eyes.


  “What is the matter?” His thoughts had the icy venom of intolerance, biting contempt for the slightest flaw. “For an instant you both lost control of your minds. What is the meaning of such a retrogressive act?”


  The men were silent, half from shame, half from bafflement.


  “It must not happen again!” Kilran turned back to the window.


  Hardly had he done so, however, than the effect came again—this time with more force. A wave of mental power, so low, so gross in conception that it pained, moved through the ship and passed on. The inmates gasped slightly at the sudden wrench on their sensitive brains, then fought their way back to balance.


  “You felt that, Ajikon?” Kilran questioned, face slightly bewildered.


  The astronomer nodded. His lean hand was tenderly stroking his immense brain case.


  The slightest disturbance was sufficient to upset those extraordinary convolutions, nurtured as they had been through centuries of evolution in compact machines of pure efficiency. To meet up with a coarse mental element was equivalent to pouring crude oil in a priceless mechanism.


  Kilran’s tiny mouth and chin tightened into a vicious line as he stared down on the fast-approaching bulk of Venus. It was only a few thousand miles away now. The great white mass of the unified Venusians was distinctly visible to the naked eye.


  “Can it be possible that such lowly forms . . .” his thoughts began, appreciable to everybody in the laboratory; then he shook his great head impatiently. “No, the thing is absurd! They are a low, unintelligent form of matter—cannot possibly do anything against minds like ours. We probably crossed a mentality warp from an unknown source. It is not uncommon in outer space—”


  He broke off suddenly and began to issue swift instructions for the guidance of the vessel as the planet loomed perilously close.


  The engineers obeyed, lean hands gripping their switches, great heads shining in the light of the softly flooding lamps. But before they could execute the orders to the full, a truly devastating wave of mentality engulfed them. Their brains rocked under its force; their hands, jerking up in reflex movements under the sudden pain, caused the great vessel to jerk around in a wild half-circle that flung several of the intellectuals off their feet.


  Kilran spun around, just in time to see the two engineers go reeling from their chairs to the floor, hands clasped wildly to their heads. The mad beatings and surgings of their tortured brains hammered into his own; frantically, his own cells tried to form a coherency out of their impulses. They were in the grip of a searing mental power; it was slowly oppressing all traces of their normal intelligence.


  “Control yourselves!” thundered his own hammering thought waves, charged with fierce command. “Control, you fools! Control!”


  He moved forward quickly, Ajikon by his side, but before either of them could reach the raving, helpless pair, they were themselves stricken with the same awful, overwhelming force.


  It hurled Ajikon to the floor, left him writhing in exquisite torture as the waves beat into his highly sensitive cells. Kilran still stood erect, gazed through blurred eyes at the extraordinary sight of his followers reeling and toppling in all directions, some of them even retrogressing far enough to find the old ridiculous emotion of hysteria. The vast control room began to ring with the sound of wild, insane laughter.


  With a certain fierce desperation, Kilran fought for control, stood with little hands clasped at his sides, great brow wrinkled in a tremendous effort to offset the supreme tortures raging through his brain. To his mystification, they were not thoughts of menace or deliberate mental attack—that he could have understood; they were instead chaotic, jumbled impulses, incredibly low in meaning, the products of beings but dimly evolved and certainly not in possession of the art of pure thought-transference.


  As he stood struggling to master his brain, he felt the ship sweeping through a great uncontrolled circle, traveling madly around in the great void of space.


  HE LIKENED the hammering thoughts, increasing now in intensity, to the beating of a myriad of mighty bells in discord, each carrying a certain impression, and each impression was, to his advanced state, extremely revolting in the scale of knowledge. The Venusians were only intelligent slime, able to fuse or divide at will. They were puzzled by his ship, half afraid. . . . That much he could grasp amidst the beating insanity.


  Then he dropped to his knees, holding his head in both tiny hands. Sheer and absolute mental defeat was biting through him in a million shafts.


  “Ajikon!” he vibrated desperately. “Ajikon! Listen—if you can!”


  By an enormous effort, he held his concentration on the astronomer as he stirred dully and looked up.


  “What?” His thoughts were feeble, chaotic. He was like what an ancient would have been in the grip of a lethal gas.


  “I believe I understand!” Kilran dropped flat as his anguished brain vibrated with growing feebleness. His thoughts were those of a being on the verge of death from mental torture. “We—we are too clever, Ajikon! We have overlooked one thing! Our brains, evolved through generations to receive and transmit thoughts also receive the thoughts of other beings—the Venusians. So far—” He broke off and mastered extinction by a supreme effort. “So far we have only communicated amongst ourselves, but here, from Venus, we receive the low, terrible thoughts of the Venusians, creatures far below us in intellect. Their thoughts are veritable poison to our mentalities. They have converged into one unit purely for safety, but in so doing, all their thoughts are merged in one and we receive the full impact of a myriad primitive minds. . . . You—you understand?”


  The astronomer nodded weakly. “Yes, and—and to a brain there is no relief!” His thoughts were anguished. “Light you can shut out with your eyes, sound you can stop with your ears—but thought is eternally there! We can never cease to think; there is no known insulation against it! Beating—hammering! Our brains are too sensitive to stand it!”


  His huge head sagged and fell backwards. With a low exhalation of breath, he relaxed and became still. . . .


  Kilran moved slowly, concentration blurred by the raging tumult within him. He gazed down the long laboratory at the strewn figures of those who had already died.


  With a sudden return of fierce endeavor, he fought to gain the control board—anything to drive the ship out of this mad chaos. But in that desire he had met his physical master too.


  Specialization, centuries of brain usage at the expense of the body, had deprived him of almost all power of muscular effort. His little bony limbs sagged weakly under the pressure he strove to give to them. Brain, muscles, and nerves were no longer working in intelligent coordination. With the weakest of groans, he sank flat on the floor. . . .


  Thoughts, memories, bitter regrets, wildly intermingled with the confusions of Venusian minds, surged through the turmoil. The future, the idea of progress, the intended ruthless destruction of these low life-forms. . . . How futile! How impossible! The end of the mighty Earth race was to be this—mental destruction at the hands of creatures thousands of generations behind in intelligence!


  Irony! Cold, merciless irony! The vaguest suggestion of a bitter smile crossed Kilran’s little face as he sank for the last time—


  The space-machine whirled on, still following its self-made orbit around Venus. It had provided that world with a satellite.


  For generations, it would continue to circle, until Venusians finally found a way to cross space and examine it. Until then—and perhaps not even then—they would never know how they had defeated a ruthless menace, how the very quality of their thoughts had driven the last mighty brains of Earth to their ultimate extinction!


  VIA VENUS


  Earl Binder and Otto Binder


  The First Expedition to a New World Finds Another Link in a Cosmic Chain of Mystery—Pyramids on Venus!


  FORTIETH Day.


  Hello, Earth! Venus Expedition Number One reporting to Earth via etherline radio. We’re on Venus, safe. Our ship cushioned down on soft, muddy soil an hour ago. Operator Gillway speaking.


  Karsen, our rocket man, planned the descent expertly. Once we hit the atmosphere of Venus, successive bursts of the retarding jets warped our course into a narrowing spiral. Thus, we eliminated the danger of dropping down through Venus’ steamy air-envelope too quickly.


  Believe me, that atmosphere is really blinding. Visibility—only twenty-five feet! We felt as though we were sealed off from the rest of the Universe, in a bubble of fog. We all kept strict watch for first signs of terra firma, or rather Venera firma, and finally saw the glint of water. It was the surface of an ocean that extended for about three thousand miles. We were certain Venus was all sea!


  But we finally sighted this miniature continent we’ve landed on. Beyond it stretch other waters, endless. Undoubtedly Venus’ total land area is far less than its oceanic surface.


  All is excitement right now, among us. We are glad to be on a planet after those forty long days in black, monotonous space.


  The Venusian landscape is weird, outside our port-windows. We are on a low plateau, overlooking the ocean. About a half-mile back of us rears a thick, towering jungle of alien vegetation. Above us and all around are the veiling mists, obscuring vision. The sun is absolutely invisible behind this sky-curtain.


  “Not much like Mars, eh?” Captain Atwell said to us “veterans” of the Mars Expedition—Markers, Greaves, Parletti and myself. We agreed with him.


  But perhaps the strangest thing of all in our surroundings is the pyramid that looms at the highest point of the plateau. Yes, a pyramid similar to any of old Egypt. It either means intelligent life once existed, or exists now.


  Domberg is already running an archeological fever.


  More on that later. Captain Atwell has just ordered us all to bed for a long, hearty sleep. We need it. Somehow, we couldn’t rest much in space. Will resume tomorrow, if my batteries recharge successfully from the air-ion generator specially designed for operation in a water-loaded atmosphere like Venus.


  FORTY-FIRST Day.


  Chemist Greaves tested the air before we made any move outside the ship today. He found it damp and warm, but definitely breathable. So Earth’s scientists are wrong, and the atmosphere of Venus does possess oxygen. Their long-range speculations only applied to the Venusian stratosphere. Down here at the surface, oxygen composes one-fourth of the air content, and its proportion is richer here than on Earth.


  Captain Atwell, naturally, had the honor of being the first to step out and plant the flag of Earth in Venusian soil. When the rest of us followed, he said:


  “Earth’s sister world!” He turned to us. “Maybe we are only the first, men, of thousands of Earth colonists to come!”


  We have learned a little about conditions. All the ground that isn’t grown with wiry grasses is perpetually muddy. We wear rubber knee-boots. The mud is slippery. Tarnay proved that when he lost his footing and plowed into the mud face-first, nearly strangling. We laughed, but later, for exercise and in the spirit of fun, we all stripped and ran a relay race down a sloshy stretch. Before we were done, we were covered with mud from head to foot. A convenient rainfall then washed it off.


  Venus seems to be a planet of clock. The temperature hovers uniformly within a degree of 105 Fahrenheit. Humidity is at saturation. So, uncomfortable as it may be, we’ll have to tolerate that hot sticky feeling every hour of our stay on this planet.


  Periodically, after every five hours, a veritable cloudburst deluges down for about seventy minutes. It is like a hot shower. After each rain spell, a slight but blessed breeze blows for a while. Nothing else varies.


  Wilson, our physicist, believes from these observations that Venus keeps this day-side eternally toward the sun, or else rotates very slowly. We won’t know until we’ve had a chance to locate the sun’s position, or observe a sun-tide of the ocean, if any. It is rather a peculiar situation, not knowing if there is to be a night.


  Your etherline messages come through with strong echoes. Evidently Venus has an ionic shell, similar to Earth’s Heaviside Layer, that reflects certain wave harmonics.


  FORTY-SECOND Day.


  We took out the folded partitions of light but strong beryl-alloy and set up our “accordion” house, working at it all day. We sealed the edges with vacu-wax, to keep out the rain. It offers far roomier quarters than the ship, thanks to those who designed it on Earth. We moved in our bunks. Tarnay and Markers, our engineering team, are working out a way to install the ship’s gyroscope, fitted with vanes, as a huge fan for our comfort.


  We have seriously begun to consider our position. We do not have to worry about air and pure water supplies. But the third essential of continued existence in an alien environment—food—may be a problem.


  We did not notice it the first two days, but this morning, when we broke open a barrel of flour, the white surface instantly discolored. As fast as Domberg, our official cook as well as archeologist, scooped out the contaminated material, the exposed layer discolored. Swinerton used his microscope and reported it as a mold, an almost incredibly rapid-acting form. It probably exists in the atmosphere of this planet. Some of it seeped into our ship’s air, entering when we used the lock.


  Swinerton made a test with a protein-stick, taking it out of its sealed cellophane wrapper in open air. It discolored instantly. In five minutes it was crawling with a purplish-green mass. The stuff thrives on organic matter of any kind, Swinerton reported, though it is apparently harmless to our lungs and bodies.


  Captain Atwell frowned thoughtfully. We went without a meal all day until Wilson, Markers and Swinerton had rigged up an ultra-violet bath. The rays kill the mold satisfactorily. Domberg will have to prepare all meals under the ray, wearing thick-glass goggles and tanning deeply all over his skin. To eat, we have to snatch spoon and forkfuls of food from under the ray and gulp it down swiftly.


  It is a hardship like that, however, that builds morale. Our science has conquered a budding menace to our existence. We are ready to face any new mysteries this damp, hot world has to offer.


  Thanks from all of us for the special program dedicated to us last night. And particularly for your “surprise.” It gave us a greater thrill than most of you on Earth can imagine to hear our relatives and friends say hello and extend their wishes from our loudspeaker.


  FORTY-THIRD Day.


  Life is rampant on Venus. The jungle is an impenetrable tangle of vines, fronds and immense trees. We have seen dark forms, some of them huge, lurking in the shadows. Gleaming eyes peer out at our ship and at us. We found what must be the equivalent of the Earthly rat scampering in our bunkroom today. Lord knows what strange diseases it might carry.


  Down at the beach, Tarnay says he saw a giant crablike creature, at least three feet high. He took a shot at it and it scrabbled back into the water. We carry pistols and rifles at all times. And Atwell has ordered that none of us wander any distance from the ship alone.


  Dick Swinerton, naturally, is nearly wild with excitement. He is much like his brother Charles was—God rest him!—on the Mars Expedition. As biologist, he sees before him a complete new world of life-forms to study. He claims he measured the rate of growth of a vine near our ship and overnight it added six feet to its length!


  But most of all, we hope eventually to contact some sort of intelligent life!


  We are almost sure there are quasi-intelligent beings here. While descending in the ship, and shooting over the ocean, we saw vague forms on the surface that might have been sailing vessels. Several times we saw smoke on small islands. Anything that can produce fire on this ultra-wet world must be intelligent.


  Captain Atwell says if things go smoothly the first week or so, we will then organize an exploring party across the plateau, and look for intelligent life. And that pyramid—it looms like a gigantic question mark.


  FORTY-FOURTH Day.


  It appears that intelligent life is looking for us! At least, this “morning” a dim shape hovered in the mists just a half-mile or so from the cliff on which our ship stands. It might be wishful thinking, but it seemed to be a small boat. It’s hard to tell in this fog-bound air. However, it finally retreated back into the mists. We called out, of course, for it to come nearer, but our shouts had no effect. Perhaps it was just a marine monster.


  Markers has located the sun. It was a neat bit of clever calculation. Periodically, after the regular five-hour rain, the whole misty bowl of Venusian sky breaks out in a spangle of rainbows. Brilliant rainbows of all shapes and configurations, some spiral, some arched, some straight as an arrow. It is a sight more breathtaking and beautiful than Earth’s Aurora Borealis.


  The phenomenon lasts only a few minutes. Markers, sketched a series of them on paper and finally figured out, from geometrical arrangement, where the sun must be to make such designs. The sun lies halfway down the sky from the zenith. But whether it is setting, rising, or standing still, Markers can’t say. Venus has no magnetic poles, we’ve discovered. We have no “east” or “west” here, except by our own definition.


  Wilson took out his physicist’s balance and determined the force of gravity as exactly eighty-three and five-tenths percent of Earth’s. Just enough saving of weight to make us feel like dancers on our feet. Wilson also estimated the ionic-content of the air as four times that of Earth, indicating high radioactivity in the soil. For one thing, I know that my ionic-charger juices up my batteries at a terrific pace. In fact, one battery burned out completely from overcharge.


  Greaves made flash tests of a sample of sea-water. It is far more saline in content than Earth’s ocean water, paradoxically, and is fairly loaded with gold, silver and radium. Perhaps some day, when space-travel passes into its eventual boom, the oceans of Venus will be exploited as a chemical treasure-chest.


  And so we are finding out, little by little, what a world Earth’s sister is.


  Tarnay collapsed today, apparently from the humidity. He had not slept well since our arrival. None of us does, really. Parletti—as good a doctor as he is a geologist—dosed Tarnay with quinine, to reduce his fever, and put him to bed. He is in no danger. We would give a fortune for an air-conditioning unit.


  We have just finished our dinner and are lying around in a mood for music. Can you give us some?


  FORTY-FIFTH Day.


  Yes, there are intelligent beings here on Venus!


  Today, at least a dozen sailing vessels dissolved out of the ocean mist and hovered off-shore. One came so near we could distinguish figures on the deck. They are observing us, probably amazed and wondering who or what we are. We called to them and gestured for them to approach, but they made no move to accept the invitation.


  Captain Atwell sums them up as being quite backward. Their ships look crude. No engines are apparent. Perhaps they are little-more than savages, at the beginning of civilization as we know it They vanished again, in their mysterious way.


  Another thing has happened today that rather upsets us. Wilson, strolling outside the house for exercise, slipped in the mud and cut his finger slightly on a sharo stone when he fell. He came in, laughing over his own awkwardness. When Parletti started to apply iodine to the slight cut, he started. The wound’s edges had discolored.


  Parletti swabbed on the iodine, but a few minutes later Wilson’s arm began to swell and he complained of feeling sick. Parletti let out a yell and fairly dragged him to the UV unit. He snapped on the UV power. The swelling stopped after an hour, but Wilson’s whole arm is blistered from the burn. He will be laid up at least three days.


  “At the slightest cut, fellows,” warned Parletti, “get it under the UV rays. There is some kind of mold, or germ, in this Venus air that poisons human blood. And at the same swift rate that the food-mold attacks our food!”


  We are getting an inkling of the rapid pace of life and death on Venus. Swinerton theorizes that it is only natural on a world of super prolific life. There is swift death, he says, swift decay and swift life again, because Nature has crammed this rich environment to the limit.


  As another illustration, our first attempt to procure fresh meat was also our last. Captain Atwell had a clear shot at some jungle creature that looked like a deer, and downed it. By the time he approached its still twitching body, a blackish mold had blossomed around the wound. He left, shaking his head.


  When he turned and looked back, reaching the ship, a horde of small creatures were tearing at the flesh and gulping it down as fast as they could. Several vulturelike birds also joined the feast, scaring the rodents away. Then a bearlike creature took over what was left of the carcass, gulping it down, mold and all.


  In ten minutes there was nothing left but bones, with insects swarming around them.


  SWINERTON carried the thing a step forward, for experiment’s sake. He shot a small animal, watched the mold develop. He shooed away scavengers until the corpse had become crusted with the black mold, and swelled. Then he stepped back. But now the scavengers shunned it, even the insects. In fact, a weasel-like creature that sniffed too close suddenly rolled over and went into convulsions.


  Swinerton, in realization, held his nose and mouth tight and even closed his eyes as he left. The swiftly acting decay-mold is obviously virulent in concentrated form, even in the lungs.


  We caught a glimpse of the sun today. For just a few seconds the cloud-envelope parted, like a deep tunnel, and blinding sunlight poured through. Those of us outside felt as though hot branding irons had been touched to our naked skins. It would be impossible to live on Venus under the constant radiations of that giant sun.


  Then we heard a shout of alarm from Domberg, inside the ship. We ran in to find him beating out a small flame that had started among clothes in one of the rooms. The terrific direct rays of the sun, focuses through a port-window, had started the fire. And those clothes had been damp from humidity.


  We are almost certain of one thing now. Venus does not rotate on an axis. The sun seems no higher or lower in the sky than Markers had originally computed. Thus, this hemisphere we are on faces the sun constantly. The “day” is eternal. And on the other side, the night never ends. What it is like there, we don’t know.


  NEAR-tragedy struck today the Forty-Sixth!


  It was at noon of our Earth-regulated day that five gigantic beasts lumbered out of the jungle nearby. Ten feet high, naked-skinned, built like bears, but with two huge crablike pinchers instead of arms, the nameless carnivores charged us.


  We ran for the safety of the house, but Tarnay slipped in the muddy ground and lay stunned. Karsen was the first to see. He ran back and stood before Tarnay, pumping lead at the monsters. The rest of us stopped and opened fire with our rifles. Two of the killer-beasts faltered and fell back, but the other three kept on, clashing their huge pinchers together like cymbals. Our bullets seemed futile against their great bulk.


  Tarnay managed to stagger to his feet and run for the house. Karsen quickly followed, but seemed about to be overtaken by the foremost creature. One vicious pincher sliced at his back. He dodged, but his upflung hand was cut. We were horrified, Slinking he was doomed. Luckily, at that moment, Captain Atwell emerged from the house with our submachine-gun. Firing over Tarnay’s head, Atwell’s deadly hail routed them. Four of them lay twitching and moaning. The fifth staggered a hundred feet before it too fell, weighted with lead.


  We rushed Karsen inside, knowing what delay meant. Already discolorations circled his gashed wrist. Parletti ran the UV rays over the wound at full power, but it was too late. Karsen’s hand swelled and blackened. With a nod from Captain Atwell and from Karsen himself, Parletti grabbed up instruments and amputated, under the UV rays. It was over in two minutes. Karsen fainted with pain. The rest of us were sick. But it was the only way we could save Karsen’s life.


  OUTSIDE, hordes of scavengers from the jungle fought over the bodies of the beasts. They were little naked-skinned creatures like weasels, gorging themselves as though there was a time-limit. And there was. Fifteen minutes later, as though at a signal, they scampered back to their normal haunts, bellies distended. What remained of the corpses now became purple-black with mold and swelled. The mold was the final scavenger. The air filled with clouds of deadly spores.


  Swinerton told us it would be worth our lives to venture out and breathe those concentrated, flesh-attacking mold-cells. We waited, flashing the UV rays all about us for our own protection. The periodic rain and the following breeze came to disperse the cloud. In an hour, there were only deserted bones, and the space before our ship and house lay quiet and serene again.


  I have described all this like a rapid nightmare. That’s just the way it was. That is the tempo of life and death on Venus. The swiftness of the episode left us stunned.


  After the operation, when Karsen revived, Tarnay gripped his hand—his remaining hand—feelingly, thanking him for saving his life.


  “Forget it,” said Karsen weakly, “Any of you would do the same for any one of us.” Which, though perhaps true, does not detract from Karsen’s heroism.


  Swinerton says the queer pincher-bear creature is probably the king of the Venusian beasts, and ranges far and wide, foraging for food, when its usual prey is scarce. But we do not shudder so much at them as at the thought of the vicious mold, lurking in the air about us, waiting for its grim chance. Bullets cannot harm it.


  Venturing out, we noticed, looking down over the cliff, that the boats had again appeared, with figures crowding the decks. Perhaps the natives had watched the whole episode. We are wondering when they will get up enough courage to land at our beach and approach within presence. We can hardly await the event ourselves.


  FORTY-SEVENTH Day.


  Weather still the same, as it always will be. Today, the natives finally visited us. But first, there was another attack by the ferocious king-killers. We were prepared this time.


  Wilson was lookout, at the beach, and at his shout, we all ran either into the ship or house. Seven of the monsters milled around, waving their formidable pinchers. Then, from the roof of our house, Tarnay poured submachine-gun fire among them. From the lock of the ship, Greaves and Parletti used rifles. The rest of us watched in satisfaction as four of the beasts fell. It was revenge, in part, for Karsen’s suffering, who lay in pain and fever below.


  The remaining three retreated, and after the succeeding scavenger and mold raids, we ventured out again. Two hours later Wilson let out another shout, reporting a native ship landing at our beach. We crowded forward eagerly as they, beached and hesitantly stepped to the sands.


  We eyed one another, the rational beings of two different worlds. It was a thrilling moment. On Mars we had found the signs of a dead civilization, but here we were actually facing living creatures of intelligence, not born on Earth.


  It is hard to describe them. They are long and seal-like and bear both fins and limbs. Swinerton says they have barely evolved from an aquatic environment. That is, within the last half million years, perhaps about the time, on Earth, that our arboreal ancestors descended to the ground. Their arms are really modified fins, with articulations at the end that are clumsy fingers. The legs are semi-flippers. But they stand erect and their heads are amazingly humanlike. They resemble Earth people more than the canal-building insectal race of Mars—now extinct—did.


  We unanimously looked to Domberg to take charge of what might be called the welcoming.! On Earth, Domberg’s archeological pursuits had taken him among dozens of unlettered, isolated tribes, with whom he had made friends. He has an instinctive knowledge of the science of gestures, probably combined with a subtle telepathic sense. He began a pantomime that seemed a little ridiculous to us, weaving his hands. The Venusians stared dumbly but finally one of them stepped forward and made crude gestures himself.


  It went on for a while, and Markers snickered. The contagion of laughter swept over us and soon we were all roaring heartily. We couldn’t help it. We had noticed a tendency to laugh easily since we had been on Venus. Wilson explains it as the high oxygen content of the air.


  DOMBERG ignored our merriment as did the natives. They were engrossed in each other. Finally Domberg stooped and made marks in the sand with his fingers. We caught on immediately as he drew a globe with radiating lines, and then four successive circles of wavy lines. He made marks for the positions of Venus and Earth and tried to indicate that we had come from the third planetary orbit.


  This apparently didn’t go over with the natives. After a while the leader made a farewell gesture and they left, as though satisfied for the time being at having seen us face to face.


  Domberg was sweating when he turned to us. His hour of labor had resulted in a few vague facts. That they had come from another portion of the same island-continent we were on. They had seen us land in our space ship. They believed we were from some other part of Venus. The significance of Domberg’s sand-map had escaped them completely. But most of all, and Domberg was sure of it, they are entirely friendly in attitude. They had promised to return.


  We noticed today, more markedly than before, how quickly metals rust in this watery atmosphere. Our entire space ship glistens with a bluish sheen, which Wilson explains as a thin layer of corrosion. We clean our guns twice a day. Captain Atwell is beginning to wonder how our metal things will stand up after fourteen months on Venus, until we return at the next conjunction.


  Rainbow effects were particularly splendid today, if you can imagine about fifty of them, in the shapes of beams, arcs, crosses and circles.


  Ion-charger spluttering. Will resume tomorrow.


  FORTY-EIGHTH Day.


  The Venusians kept their promise and returned today, three boatloads of them. Domberg spent nearly the whole day with them, on the beach. Greaves took his place as cook and UV operator.


  Other duties occupied the rest of us. Captain Atwell is still driving to make our encampment permanently suitable. Tarnay and Markers set up the space ship’s gyroscope in our house, fitting it with vanes of sheet-metal. It now wafts a pleasant current of air through the interior, relieving the stifling humidity somewhat. Our problem on Mars was to keep warm; on Venus, it is to keep cool.


  Parletti, Swinerton, Wilson and myself have been digging at a wide trench down to the beach. It will serve to drain away the water faster during the rainfalls. Physical labor is a trial in this oven-like climate. At each five-hour rainfall, we lie flat in the mud, with our mouths open, and let the water drain into our throats, to make up what we’ve lost in perspiration.


  The Venusians left finally. Domberg was jubilant at his progress in communicating with them, solely by sign language. He had found out several things about them. They have a time system, based quite logically on the sun tide. The clock-like five-hour rain period is a smaller time unit they use.


  The appearance and fading of the rainbows, in turn, is the smallest unit, about fifteen minutes. Having no systematic science, they need no finer subdivisions. In general, Domberg surmises they are comparable to Neolithic Man, in advancement and degree of intelligence.


  He despairs of ever making them understand that we are from another world. Their skies eternally masked, they haven’t the slightest conception, it seems, of space and the Universe. Venus is the whole cosmos to them. The “sky-world” is simply an endless ocean of air, as the seas are an endless stretch of water. The rare materializations of the sun, through a chance hole in the atmosphere, are to them fires that start and die by themselves.


  The last thing Domberg revealed was that the natives had actually invited us to visit their home community! Captain Atwell shook his head firmly, and said we wouldn’t do anything of that sort until fully assured they were friendly.


  “They are friendly,” insisted Domberg, a little heatedly. “It is a misconception that uncivilized people are savage, whether on Earth or Venus.” Then he collapsed, probably from the excitement he had gone through. He revived quickly, however, in-the gyro-fan’s current.


  FORTY-NINTH Day.


  Today the great pincher-bears charged again, but were stopped, unexpectedly enough, by our drain trench. They growled meanly and ran up and down its edge, but did not essay to jump across. Swinerton says evolution has made them too ponderous to do any leaping.


  Captain Atwell then quietly announced that we are pretty well settled and safe-guarded, and can begin to think of a scientific cataloguing of Venusian phenomena. The pincher-bears are no longer a menace. Other jungle creatures have not molested us in our open section. The food-mold has been conquered by our UV rays. And the natives are apparently friendly. We can look forward to our stay on Venus. Death and adversity stalked us far more relentlessly on Mars.


  We are all eager to find out more about Venus. Swinerton wants to explore the jungle, to catalog wild life-forms. Markers hopes to measure the marked libration of Venus, as the rainbows oscillate from a fixed point. Parletti wants to look for radioactive deposits, indicated by the high ion-content of the air.


  Greaves believes he will find hundreds of new organic compounds in this resource-rich world. Domberg is in a fever to examine the pyramid. Tarnay visions a way to produce electricity thermally. Wilson wonders what in Hades clicks his Geiger-Miller cosmic-ray counter at double rate since the cosmic-rays can’t conceivably be as plentiful as on Earth’s surface. The mysteries of our sister world intrigue us.


  Something significant happened today, though we’re not quite sure what.


  The Venusians landed at our beach again, and Domberg carried on his gesturing communications. Then, abruptly, the natives jumped up and left, after only an hour.


  As Domberg explained it to us, he had made one more attempt to put across our other-worldly origin. As an inspiration, he had drawn a picture of a pyramid in the sand. Then he had pointed at the pyramid faintly visible some distance along our plateau, and indicated that there were such in the “sky-world.” He had been amazed at the electrifying effect among the natives. They made their sudden departure, shouting in terror. What it means we don’t know. Domberg is very thoughtful.


  There is something we miss greatly, as the eternal day of Venus goes on—the moon and stars. And darkness. Future colonists will find these things hard to forego.


  FIFTY-FIRST Day.


  I skipped a broadcast yesterday, as my ion-charger went haywire and had. to be taken apart and repaired.


  The whole complexion of things has changed, with the swift pace that seems normal on Venus. I just said, two days ago, that we seemed well established for our stay on Venus. Now we are not so sure.


  All day yesterday and today, boats began to appear in the fogginess offshore—hundreds of them. None of them landed. The natives seem to be gathering. Somehow, the move has a hostile air.


  But much more shocking to us was Greaves’ announcement, this morning, that most of our food supplies were ruined through mold! He had opened a sealed can of protein-sticks, to find the interior a mass of purple nauseation. We found the slight hole that had let the mold in—a hole eaten into the metal. Wilson turned pale. It was obviously, he said from the action of the highly moist and highly oxygenated atmosphere.


  We investigated and found two-thirds of our other canned supplies molded. So at one stroke, our rations have been cut down to a starvation minimum! We spent the day gloomily discussing the outlook.


  Captain Atwell came to a decision, an hour ago. We will return to Earth immediately!


  We could not survive on our remaining food supplies. Fresh food is out of the question, with the decay-mold so diabolically active. We were sorry about the announcement. It is not easy to give up our cherished plan to spend fourteen months on Earth’s sister world. We hope you of Earth understand. The next expedition will have to carry large and adequate UV apparatus; at least this much we have learned.


  Swinerton found a beetle today that changes color almost instantly, to match its background. It’s the most highly developed protective mimicry he’s ever seen. We amused ourselves with it, testing its range. We stopped it cold on Parletti’s blue serge suit. There is not much blue in Venus’ mist-filtered daylight, and it has not learned to imitate that color.


  FIFTY-SECOND Day.


  Trouble has piled up, as thickly as the clouds over our heads. We were awakened this morning by the startled cries of Markers, who was on duty as guard. Natives had suddenly materialized from behind rocks and bushes and run forward, besieging us. Evidently they knew our period of sleep. They were armed with clubs, wooden spears and dried pinchers. Down at the beach, hundreds of their ships landed, disgorging more.


  Utterly mystified, but not too alarmed, we watched to see what they were up to. They milled around our ship and house, banging against the walls with their implements. We were forced to conclude that the “friendly” Venusians quite suddenly were after our lives. But why?


  Captain Atwell sent Domberg to the roof, to see if he could find out what they wanted. A puzzled look in his eye, Domberg went out the door instead, before anyone could stop him. We snatched up rifles, prepared to cover him if the natives attacked. But they didn’t. His gestures of truce were respected.


  Domberg came in an hour later, eyes dazed. He told a strange story and admitted it was mostly guesswork. The pyramid was the keynote. It had not been but by the natives, but by “invaders from the sky.” Evidently a story handed down from generation to generation, Domberg had found out that long, long ago the invaders had come, killing wantonly. They had built the pyramid, and others, but eventually died out. It was a bit out of a hoary past. But in their folklore, the Venusians remembered the invasion, and were determined to resist a second visitation.


  That was as far as Domberg could piece it out. The startling conjecture faced us that some time in prehistory, Earth-people might have visited Venus. But Greaves made the most sensible suggestion of all, that the Martians had been the invaders. We veterans of the Mars Expedition remember that pyramid on Mars, incontestibly more ancient than any on Earth. Had the Martians, then, before their final extinction, colonized both Earth and Venus?


  CAPTAIN ATWELL cut short our excited discussion. The important thing, he pointed out, was that we were besieged.


  A moment later things were still darker. Our ship suddenly began moving, slowly! It was being dragged by the natives. They had fastened vinelike strands to the rear rockets and were dragging it away—toward the edge of the cliff!


  Domberg had told them we were leaving their world. But that had made no impression. They had indicated that they must destroy our expedition, lest we return and bring more “invaders.” It seems to be a fixed obsession with them that we are the forerunners of armies who would be as cruel to them as the Martians apparently were. If we only knew the full history of that long-ago episode!


  Captain Atwell picked up his rifle grimly and led the way to the roof. We were still not deeply concerned, except at the thought of having to shoot the natives. We thought them very foolish. One dead body among them would bring the death-mold and drive them away. So we thought.


  Then we noticed something, before we made a shot. One native accidently nicked another with his weapon. The wound discolored quickly. Calmly, those around drove their weapons through the wounded one’s body, killing him. Then the corpse was dragged to the cliff’s edge and tossed over. Life is prolific and cheap on Venus!


  And when we began firing into their massed numbers, the wounded and killed were swiftly dragged away. More natives came every moment. Atwell called a halt in the carnage quickly. It had been, calculated to scare them, rather than decimate them. It was obvious that we would run out of ammunition before the Venusians ran out of numbers. And it was starkly apparent that they didn’t scare!


  There was only one hope left. If one of us could get into the ship, a few blasts from the rear rockets would settle the matter. The rocket fire would drive away the natives dragging the ship. But it would be death to try to run the gauntlet of natives, for even a hundred feet.


  Will resume tomorrow; ion-charger low.


  FIFTY-THIRD Day.


  We are sitting in the ship now, safely in command of the situation. How it was achieved is easy to tell—but hard, also. For Domberg’s life was the price.


  Yesterday, after realizing we could not shoot our way clear to the ship, our position seemed hopeless. In another few hours the natives would have succeeded in dragging the ship to the cliff’s edge. It would fall two hundred, feet and be wrecked on sharp rocks. Our only hope seemed to be a desperate mass attack on the chance that a few of us would win through to the ship.


  Swinerton declared gloomily that even then it was near hopeless. All of us would be nicked by the Venusians’ weapons. We would arrive at the ship with our wounds contaminated by the death-mold. The UV apparatus could only save one of us. That one could not pilot the ship back to Earth. It was cold logic, undisputable. And all the while the ship was being dragged closer to its destruction.


  A little later, we suddenly noticed that Domberg was gone. He had quietly slipped out of the door. We rushed to the roof and looked down. With peace gestures, he was outside, facing the menacing natives. Atwell called to him but he didn’t turn. Gesticulating, he held the attention of the Venusians. We saw his daring purpose as he slowly moved toward the ship.


  We knew it couldn’t work. Halfway to the ship, the natives solidly blocked him. Weapons were raised threateningly. They were calling his bluff.


  Domberg acted suddenly. Jerking out his two pistols, he fired into their ranks and plunged forward, bowling over the natives in his way like tenpins. We all began firing, at the flanks, trying to clear the way for Domberg. He was making a desperate, almost mad attempt to gain the lock, and we could only try to help.


  Bleeding in a dozen places from wounds, Domberg’s burly form reached the nose end of the ship, nearest us. A solid body of natives blocked the entrance lock. There wasn’t the slimmest chance for Domberg to get through. Our barrage had little effect against their numbers!


  WE all stopped firing suddenly. Domberg had done an amazing thing. He had climbed up the nose of the ship, using the outjutting rocket tubes as handholds. Lying flat, he crawled agilely up the smooth hull’s slope, to the highest point of the ship.


  Here he stayed, waiting calmly. His infected wounds became encrusted with the black death-mold. His legs and arms began to; swell. The natives threw implements at him. trying to dislodge him from his perch. Several climbed after him, but he easily shoved them back with his foot.


  We saw then what he had done—how he had saved us. In a few minutes his whole body was puffed, diseased, with the terrible death-mold. He waved to us once, then died—horribly. But still clinging to the top of the hull. In a few minutes a cloud of mold-corruption eddied from his corpse, driving the natives back. It surrounded the ship. Those pulling at the vines coughed and stumbled away. Some collapsed, adding further to the death-cloud.


  At last the natives fled entirely. An hour later, when rain had partially cleared the air, the rest of us ran across to the ship, holding wet cloths to our faces. We gained the haven of our ship. The natives made a half-hearted attempt to attack again, but knew they had lost. Their boats left.


  There was nothing left of Henry Domberg to bury. He is the first Earthman to die on Venus, sacrificing his life for others. However, we held a short funeral service at the spot of his death. Captain Atwell’s voice broke a little on the brief prayer for him. It was a doubly sorrowful occasion for him, and for Markers, Greaves, Parletti and myself. We were remembering those other times, on the Mars Expedition.


  They have consecrated Man’s venture into space, Domberg and those others. There is no more fitting epigraph.


  FIFTY-FOURTH Day.


  Cosmic irony! We must remain on Venus after all!


  Just after I finished my broadcast yesterday, a startling fact came to our attention. Tarnay went over the engine, but when he tried to start it, nothing happened. Feverish examination showed that our fuel supply is impregnated with water, making it useless. The high humidity worked its way through the piping system.


  So, despite Domberg’s sacrifice, we are marooned on Venus! We must somehow try to exist even though most of our food supplies are destroyed. The death-mold lurks at our elbows. The natives will probably attack again. Our metals are deteriorating. Yet we hope to survive, despite these ominous factors. If at all possible, we will try to dehydrate our fuel, for a return trip at the next conjunction. Formidable task—on a world in which a cloudburst is almost an hourly item!


  This will be our last direct contact, by etherline, as your return signals have become very weak, with the increasing distance between Venus and Earth. I will send through the click signal, however, twice a day at noon and midnight, Greenwich Time, as Venus circles the sun.


  Good-by, Earth! If Providence wills it, we will resume etherline contact in fourteen months.


  Venus Expedition Number One signing off.


  WITHIN THE WALLS OF ERYX


  Kenneth Sterling and H.P. Lovecraft


  A strange and unusual novelette of an Invisible maze on the Planet Venus, and of two men from our own planet who were trapped therein


  BEFORE I try to rest I will set down these notes in preparation for the report I must make. What I have found is so singular, and so contrary to all past experience and expectations, that it deserves a very careful description.


  I reached the main landing on Venus, March 18, terrestrial time; VI, 9 of the planet’s calendar. Being put in the main group under Miller, I received my equipment—watch tuned to Venus’s slightly quicker rotation—and went through the usual mask drill. After two days I was pronounced fit for duty.


  Leaving the Crystal Company’s post at Terra Nova around dawn, VI, 12, I followed the southerly route which Anderson had mapped out from the air. The going was bad, for these jungles are always half impassable after a rain. It must be the moisture that gives the tangled vines and creepers that leathery toughness; a toughness so great that a knife has to work ten minutes on some of them. By noon it was dryer—the vegetation getting soft and rubbery so that my knife went through it easily—but even then I could not make much speed. These Carter oxygen masks are too heavy—just carrying one half wears an ordinary man out. A Dubois mask with sponge-reservoir instead of tubes would give just as good air at half the weight.


  The crystal-detector seemed to function well, pointing steadily in a direction verifying Anderson’s report. It is curious how that principle of affinity works—without any of the fakery of the old ‘divining rods’ back home. There must be a great deposit of crystals within a thousand miles, though I suppose those damnable man-lizards always watch and guard it. Possibly they think we are just as foolish for coming to Venus to hunt the stuff as we think they are for grovelling in the mud whenever they see a piece of it, or for keeping that great mass on a pedestal in their temple. I wish they’d get a new religion, for they have no use for the crystals except to pray to. Barring theology, they would let us take all we want—and even if they learned to tap them for power there’d be more than enough for their planet and the earth besides. I for one am tired of passing up the main deposits and merely seeking separate crystals out of jungle river-beds. Sometime I’ll urge the wiping out of these scaly beggars by a good stiff army from home. About twenty ships could bring enough troops across to turn the trick. One can’t call the damned things men for all their ‘cities’ and towers. They haven’t any skill except building—and using swords and poison darts—and I don’t believe their so-called ‘cities’ mean much more than ant-hills or beaver-dams. I doubt if they even have a real language—all the talk about psychological communication through those tentacles down their chests strikes me as bunk. What misleads people is their upright posture; just an accidental physical resemblance to terrestrial man.


  I’d like to go through a Venus jungle for once without having to watch out for skulking groups of them or dodge their cursed darts. They may have been all right before we began to take the crystals, but they’re certainly a bad enough nuisance now—with their dart-shooting and their cutting of our water pipes. More and more I come to believe that they have a special sense like our crystal-detectors. No one ever knew them to bother a man—apart from long-distance sniping—who didn’t have crystals on him.


  Around 1 p.m. a dart nearly took my helmet off, and I thought for a second one of my oxygen tubes was punctured. The sly devils hadn’t made a sound, but three of them were closing in on me. I got them all by sweeping in a circle with my flame pistol, for even though their color blended with the jungle, I could spot the moving creepers. One of them was fully eight feet tall, with a snout like a tapir’s. The other two were average seven-footers. All that makes them hold their own is sheer numbers—even a single regiment of flame throwers could raise hell with them. It is curious, though, how they’ve come to be dominant on the planet. Not another living thing higher than the wriggling akmans and skorahs, or the flying tukahs of the other continent—unless of course those holes in the Dionaean Plateau hide something.


  ABOUT two o’clock my detector veered westward, indicating isolated crystals ahead on the right. This checked up with Anderson, and I turned my course accordingly. It was harder going—not only because the ground was rising, but because the animal life and carnivorous plants were thicker. I was always slashing ugrats and stepping on skorahs, and my leather suit was all speckled from the bursting darohs which struck it from all sides. The sunlight was all the worse because of the mist, and did not seem to dry up the mud in the least. Every time I stepped my feet sank down five or six inches, and there was a sucking sort of blup every time I pulled them out. I wish somebody would invent a safe kind of suiting other than leather for this climate. Cloth of course would rot; but some thin metallic tissue that couldn’t tear—like the surface of this revolving decay-proof record scroll—ought to be feasible sometime.


  I ate about 3:30—if slipping these wretched food tablets through my mask can be called eating. Soon after that I noticed a decided change in the landscape—the bright, poisonous-looking flowers shifting in color and getting wraith-like. The outlines of everything shimmered rhythmically, and bright points of light appeared and danced in the same slow, steady tempo. After that the temperature seemed to fluctuate in unison with a peculiar rhythmic drumming.


  The whole universe seemed to be throbbing in deep, regular pulsations that filled every corner of space and flowed through my body and mind alike. I lost all sense of equilibrium and staggered dizzily, nor did it change things in the least when I shut my eyes and covered my ears with my hands. However, my mind was still clear, and in a very few minutes I realized what had happened.


  I had encountered at last one of those curious mirage-plants about which so many of our men told stories. Anderson had warned me of them, and described their appearance very closely—the shaggy stalk, the spiky leaves, and the mottled blossoms whose gaseous, dream-breeding exhalations penetrate every existing make of mask.


  Recalling what happened to Bailey three years ago, I fell into a momentary panic, and began to dash and stagger about in the crazy, chaotic world which the plant’s exhalations had woven around me. Then good sense came back, and I realized all I need do was retreat from the dangerous blossoms—heading away from the source of the pulsations, and cutting a path blindly—regardless of what might seem to swirl around me—until safely out of the plant’s effective radius.


  Although everything was spinning perilously, I tried to start in the right direction and hack my way ahead. My route must have been far from straight, for it seemed hours before I was free of the mirage-plant’s pervasive influence. Gradually the dancing lights began to disappear, and the shimmering spectral scenery began to assume the aspect of solidity. When I did get wholly clear I looked at my watch and was astonished to find that the time was only 4:20. Though eternities had seemed to pass, the whole experience could have consumed little more than a half-hour.


  Every delay, however, was irksome, and I had lost ground in my retreat from the plant. I now pushed ahead in the uphill direction indicated by the crystal-detector, bending every energy toward making better time. The jungle was still thick, though there was less animal life. Once a carnivorous blossom engulfed my right foot and held it so tightly that I had to hack it free with my knife; reducing the flower to strips before it let go.


  In less than an hour I saw that the jungle growths were thinning out, and by five o’clock—after passing through a belt of tree-ferns with very little underbrush—I emerged on a broad mossy plateau. My progress now became rapid, and I saw by the wavering of my detector-needle that I was getting relatively close to the crystal I sought. This was odd, for most of the scattered, egg-like spheroids occurred in jungle streams of a sort not likely to be found on this treeless upland.


  The terrain sloped upward, ending in a definite crest. I reached the top about 5:30 and saw ahead of me a very extensive plain with forests in the distance. This, without question, was the plateau mapped by Matsugawa from the air fifty years ago, and called on our maps ‘Eryx’ or the ‘Erycinian Highland.’ But what made my heart leap was a smaller detail, whose position could not have been far from the plain’s exact centre. It was a single point of light, blazing through the mist and seeming to draw a piercing, concentrated luminescence from the yellowish, vapour-dulled sunbeams. This, without doubt, was the crystal I sought—a thing possibly no larger than a hen’s egg, yet containing enough power to keep a city warm for a year. I could hardly wonder, as I glimpsed the distant glow, that those miserable man-lizards worship such crystals. And yet they have not the least notion of the powers they contain.


  Breaking into a rapid run, I tried to reach the unexpected prize as soon as possible; and was annoyed when the firm moss gave place to a thin, singularly detestable mud studded with occasional patches of weeds and creepers. But I splashed on heedlessly—scarcely thinking to look around for any of the skulking man-lizards. In this open space I was not very likely to be waylaid. As I advanced, the light ahead seemed to grow in size and brilliancy, and I began to notice some peculiarity in its situation. Clearly, this was a crystal of the very finest quality, and my elation grew with every spattering step.


  IT IS now that I must begin to be careful in making my report, since what I shall henceforward have to say involves unprecedented—though fortunately verifiable—matters. I was racing ahead with mounting eagerness, and had come within a hundred yards or so of the crystal—whose position on a sort of raised place in the omnipresent slime seemed very odd—when a sudden, overpowering force struck my chest and the knuckles of my clenched fists and knocked me over backward into the mud. The splash of my fall was terrific, nor did the softness of the ground and the presence of some slimy weeds and creepers save my head from a bewildering jarring. For a moment I lay supine, too utterly startled to think. Then I half mechanically stumbled to my feet and began to scrape the worst of the mud and scum from my leather suit.


  Of what I had encountered I could not form the faintest idea. I had seen nothing which could have caused the shock, and I saw nothing now. Had I, after all, merely slipped in the mud? My sore knuckles and aching chest forbade me to think so. Or was this whole incident an illusion brought on by some hidden mirage-plant? It hardly seemed probable, since I had none of the usual symptoms, and since there was no place near by where so vivid and typical a growth could lurk unseen. Had I been on the earth, I would have suspected a barrier of N-force laid down by some government to mark a forbidden zone, but in this humanless region such a notion would have been absurd.


  Finally pulling myself together, I decided to investigate in a cautious way. Holding my knife as far as possible ahead of me, so that it might be first to feel the strange force, I started once more for the shining crystal—preparing to advance step by step with the greatest deliberation. At the third step I was brought up short by the impact of the knife—point on an apparently solid surface—a solid surface where my eyes saw nothing.


  After a moment’s recoil I gained boldness. Extending my gloved left hands I verified the presence of invisible solid matter—or a tactile illusion of solid matter—ahead of me. Upon moving my hand I found that the barrier was of substantial extent, and of an almost glassy smoothness, with no evidence of the joining of separate blocks. Nerving myself for further experiments, I removed a glove and tested the thing with my bare hand. It was indeed hard and glassy, and of a curious coldness as contrasted with the air around. I strained my eyesight to the utmost in an effort to glimpse some trace of the obstructing substance, but could discern nothing whatsoever. There was not even any evidence of refractive power as judged by the aspect of the landscape ahead. Absence of reflective power was proved by the lack of a glowing image of the sun at any point.


  Burning curiosity began to displace all other feelings, and I enlarged my investigations as best I could. Exploring with my hands, I found that the barrier extended from the ground to some level higher than I could reach, and that it stretched off indefinitely on both sides. It was, then, a wall of some kind—though all guesses as to its materials and its purpose were beyond me. Again I thought of the mirage-plant and the dreams it induced, but a moment’s reasoning put this out of my head.


  Knocking sharply on the barrier with the hilt of my knife, and kicking at it with my heavy boots, I tried to interpret the sounds thus made. There was something suggestive of cement or concrete in these reverberations, though my hands had found the surface more glassy or metallic in feel. Certainly, I was confronting something strange beyond all previous experience.


  The next logical move was to get some idea of the wall’s dimensions. The height problem would be hard, if not insoluble, but the length and shape problem could perhaps be sooner dealt with. Stretching out my arms and pressing close to the barrier, I began to edge gradually to the left—keeping very careful track of the way I faced. After several steps I concluded that the wall was not straight, but that I was following part of some vast circle or ellipse. And then my attention was distracted by something wholly different—something connected with the still-distant crystal which had formed the object of my quest.


  I have said that even from a great distance the shining object’s position seemed indefinably queer—on a slight mound rising from the slime. Now—at about a hundred yards—I could see plainly despite the engulfing mist just what that mound was. It was the body of a man in one of the Crystal Company’s leather suits, lying on his back, and with his oxygen mask half buried in the mud a few inches away. In his right hand, crushed convulsively against his chest, was the crystal which had led me here—a spheroid of incredible size, so large that the dead fingers could scarcely close over it. Even at the given distance I could see that the body was a recent one. There was little visible decay, and I reflected that in this climate such a thing meant death not more than a day before. Soon the hateful farnoth-flies would begin to cluster about the corpse. I wondered who the man was. Surely no one I had seen on this trip. It must have been one of the old-timers absent on a long roving commission, who had come to this especial region independently of Anderson’s survey. There he lay, past all trouble, and with the rays of the great crystal streaming out from between his stiffened fingers.


  FOR fully five minutes I stood there staring in bewilderment and apprehension. A curious dread assailed me, and I had an unreasonable impulse to run away. It could not have been done by those slinking man-lizards, for he still held the crystal he had found. Was there any connexion with the invisible wall? Where had he found the crystal? Anderson’s instrument had indicated one in this quarter well before this man could have perished. I now began to regard the unseen barrier as something sinister, and recoiled from it with a shudder. Yet I knew I must probe the mystery all the more quickly and thoroughly because of this recent tragedy.


  Suddenly—wrenching my mind back to the problem I faced—I thought of a possible means of testing the wall’s height, or at least of finding whether or not it extended indefinitely upward. Seizing a handful of mud, I let it drain until it gained some coherence and then flung it high in the air toward the utterly transparent barrier. At a height of perhaps fourteen feet it struck the invisible surface with a resounding splash, disintegrating at once and oozing downward in disappearing streams with surprising rapidity. Plainly, the wall was a lofty one. A second handful, hurled at an even sharper angle, hit the surface about eighteen feet from the ground and disappeared as quickly as the first.


  I now summoned up all my strength and prepared to throw a third handful as high as I possibly could. Letting the mud drain, and squeezing it to maximum dryness, I flung it up so steeply that I feared it might not reach the obstructing surface at all. It did, however, and this time it crossed the barrier and fell in the mud beyond with a violent spattering. At last I had a rough idea of the height of the wall, for the crossing had evidently occurred some twenty or twenty-one feet aloft.


  With a nineteen—or twenty-foot vertical wall of glassy flatness, ascent was clearly impossible. I must, then, continue to circle the barrier in the hope of finding a gate, an ending, or some sort of interruption. Did the obstacle form a complete round or other closed figure, or was it merely an arc or semi-circle? Acting on my decision, I resumed my slow leftward circling, moving my hands up and down over the unseen surface on the chance of finding some window or other small aperture. Before starting, I tried to mark my position by kicking a hole in the mud, but found the slime too thin to hold any impression. I did, though, gauge the place approximately by noting a tall cycad in the distant forest which seemed just on a line with the gleaming crystal a hundred yards away. If no gate or break existed I could now tell when I had completely circumnavigated the wall.


  I had not progressed far before I decided that the curvature indicated a circular enclosure of about a hundred yards’ diameter—provided the outline was regular. This would mean that the dead man lay near the wall at a point almost opposite the region where I had started. Was he just inside or just outside the enclosure? This I would soon ascertain.


  As I slowly rounded the barrier without finding any gate, window, or other break, I decided that the body was lying within. On closer view the features of the dead man seemed vaguely disturbing. I found something alarming in his expression, and in the way the glassy eyes stared. By the time I was very near I believed I recognized him as Dwight, a veteran whom I had never known, but who was pointed out to me at the post last year. The crystal he clutched was certainly a prize—the largest single specimen I had ever seen.


  I was so near the body that I could—but for the barrier—have touched it, when my exploring left hand encountered a corner in the unseen surface. In a second I had learned that there was an opening about three feet wide, extending from the ground to a height greater than I could reach. There was no door, nor any evidence of hingemarks bespeaking a former door. Without a moment’s hesitation I stepped through and advanced two paces to the prostrate body—which lay at right angles to the hallway I had entered, in what seemed to be an intersecting doorless corridor. It gave me a fresh curiosity to find that the interior of this vast enclosure was divided by partitions.


  Bending to examine the corpse, I discovered that it bore no wounds. This scarcely surprised me, since the continued presence of the crystal argued against the pseudo-reptilian natives. Looking about for some possible cause of death, my eyes lit upon the oxygen mask lying close to the body’s feet. Here, indeed, was something significant. Without this device no human being could breathe the air of Venus for more than thirty seconds, and Dwight—if it were he—had obviously lost his. Probably it had been carelessly buckled, so that the weight of the tubes worked the straps loose—a thing which could not happen with a Dubois sponge-reservoir mask. The half-minute of grace had been too short to allow the man to stoop and recover his protection—or else the cyanogen content of the atmosphere was abnormally high at the time. Probably he had been busy admiring the crystal—wherever he may have found it. He had, apparently, just taken it from the pouch in his suit, for the flap was unbuttoned.


  I now proceeded to extricate the huge crystal from the dead prospector’s fingers—a task which the body’s stiffness made very difficult. The spheroid was larger than a man’s fist, and glowed as if alive in the reddish rays of the weltering sun. As I touched the gleaming surface I shuddered involuntarily—as if by taking this precious object I had transferred to myself the doom which had overtaken its earlier bearer. However, my qualms soon passed, and I carefully buttoned the crystal into the pouch of my leather suit. Superstition has never been one of my failings.


  Placing the man’s helmet over his dead, staring face, I straightened up and stepped back through the unseen doorway to the entrance hall of the great enclosure. All my curiosity about the strange edifice now returned, and I racked my brains with speculations regarding its material, origin, and purpose. That the hands of men had reared it I could not for a moment believe. Our ships first reached Venus only seventy-two years ago, and the only human beings on the planet have been those at Terra Nova. Nor does human knowledge include any perfectly transparent, non-refractive solid such as the substance of this building. Prehistoric human invasions of Venus can be pretty well ruled out, so that one must turn to the idea of native construction. Did a forgotten race of highly-evolved beings precede the man-lizards as masters of Venus? Despite their elaborately-built cities, it seemed hard to credit the pseudo-reptiles with anything of this kind. There must have been another race aeons ago, of which this is perhaps the last relique. Or will other ruins of kindred origin be found by future expeditions? The purpose of such a structure passes all conjecture—but its strange and seemingly non-practical material suggests a religious use.


  REALIZING my inability to solve these problems, I decided that all I could do was to explore the invisible structure itself. That various rooms and corridors extended over the seemingly unbroken plain of mud I felt convinced; and I believed that a knowledge of their plan might lead to something significant. So, feeling my way back through the doorway and edging past the body, I began to advance along the corridor toward those interior regions whence the dead man had presumably come. Later on I would investigate the hallway I had left.


  Groping like a blind man despite the misty sunlight, I moved slowly onward. Soon the corridor turned sharply and began to spiral in toward the centre in ever-diminishing curves. Now and then my touch would reveal a doorless intersecting passage, and I several times encountered junctions with two, three, and four diverging avenues. In these latter cases I always followed the inmost route, which seemed to form a continuation of the one I had been traversing. There would be plenty of time to examine the branches after I had reached and returned from the main regions. I can scarcely describe the strangeness of the experience—threading the unseen ways of an invisible structure reared by forgotten hands on an alien planet!


  At last, still stumbling and groping, I felt the corridor end in a sizeable open space. Fumbling about, I found I was in a circular chamber about ten feet across; and from the position of the dead man against certain distant forest landmarks I judged that this chamber lay at or near the centre of the edifice. Out of it opened five corridors besides the one through which I had entered, but I kept the latter in mind by sighting very carefully past the body to a particular tree on the horizon as I stood just within the entrance.


  There was nothing in this room to distinguish it—merely the floor of thin mud which was everywhere present. Wondering whether this part of the building had any roof, I repeated my experiment with an upward-flung handful of mud, and found at once that no covering existed. If there had ever been one, it must have fallen long ago, for not a trace of debris or scattered blocks ever halted my feet. As I reflected, it struck me as distinctly odd that this apparently primordial structure should be so devoid of tumbling masonry, gaps in the walls, and other common attributes of dilapidation.


  What was it? What had it ever been? Of what was it made? Why was there no evidence of separate blocks in the glassy, bafflingly homogenous walls? Why were there no traces of doors, either interior or exterior? I knew only that I was in a round, roofless, doorless edifice of some hard, smooth, perfectly transparent, non-refractive and non-reflective material, a hundred yards in diameter, with many corridors, and with a small circular room at the centre. More than this I could never learn from a direct investigation.


  I now observed that the sun was sinking very low in the west—a golden-ruddy disc floating in a pool of scarlet and orange above the mist-clouded trees of the horizon. Plainly, I would have to hurry if I expected to choose a sleeping-spot on dry ground before dark. I had long before decided to camp for the night on the firm, mossy rim of the plateau near the crest whence I had first spied the shining crystal, trusting to my usual luck to save me from an attack by the man-lizards. It has always been my contention that we ought to travel in parties of two or more, so that someone can be on guard during sleeping hours, but the really small number of night attacks makes the Company careless about such things. Those scaly wretches seem to have difficulty in seeing at night, even with curious glow torches.


  Having picked out again the hallway through which I had come, I started to return to the structure’s entrance. Additional exploration could wait for another day. Groping a course as best I could through the spiral corridors—with only general sense, memory, and a vague recognition of some of the ill-defined weed patches on the plain as guides—I soon found myself once more in close proximity to the corpse. There were now one or two farnoth flies swooping over the helmet-covered face, and I knew that decay was setting in. With a futile instinctive loathing I raised my hand to brush away his vanguard of the scavengers—when a strange and astonishing thing became manifest. An invisible wall, checking the sweep of my arm, told me that—notwithstanding my careful retracing of the way—I had not indeed returned to the corridor in which the body lay. Instead, I was in a parallel hallway, having no doubt taken some wrong turn or fork among the intricate passages behind.


  Hoping to find a doorway to the exit hall ahead, I continued my advance, but presently came to a blank wall. I would, then, have to return to the central chamber and steer my course anew. Exactly where I had made my mistake I could not tell. I glanced at the ground to see if by any miracle guiding footprints had remained, but at once realized that the thin mud held impressions only for a very few moments. There was little difficulty in finding my way to the centre again, and once there I carefully reflected on the proper outward course. I had kept too far to the right before. This time I must take a more leftward fork somewhere—just where, I could decide as I went.


  As I groped ahead a second time I felt quite confident of my correctness, and diverged to the left at a junction I was sure I remembered. The spiralling continued, and I was careful not to stray into any intersecting passages. Soon, however, I saw to my disgust that I was passing the body at a considerable distance; this passage evidently reached the outer wall at a point much beyond it. In the hope that another exit might exist in the half of the wall I had not yet explored, I pressed forward for several paces, but eventually came once more to a solid barrier. Clearly, the plan of the building was even more complicated than I had thought.


  I now debated whether to return to the centre again or whether to try some of the lateral corridors extending toward the body. If I chose this second alternative, I would run the risk of breaking my mental pattern of where I was; hence I had better not attempt it unless I could think of some way of leaving a visible trail behind me. Just how to leave a trail would be quite a problem, and I ransacked my mind for a solution. There seemed to be nothing about my person which could leave a mark on anything, nor any material which I could scatter—or minutely subdivide and scatter.


  MY PEN had no effect on the invisible wall, and I could not lay a trail of my precious food tablets. Even had I been willing to spare the latter, there would not have been even nearly enough—besides which the small pellets would have instantly sunk from sight in the thin mud. I searched my pockets for an old-fashioned note-book—often used unofficially on Venus despite the quick rotting-rate of paper in the planet’s atmosphere—whose pages I could tear up and scatter, but could find none. It was obviously impossible to tear the tough, thin metal of this revolving decay-proof record scroll, nor did my clothing offer any possibilities. In Venus’s peculiar atmosphere I could not safely spare my stout leather suit, and underwear had been eliminated because of the climate.


  I tried to smear mud on the smooth, invisible walls after squeezing it as dry as possible, but found that it slipped from sight as quickly as did the height-testing handfuls I had previously thrown. Finally I drew out my knife and attempted to scratch a line on the glassy, phantom surface—something I could recognize with my hand, even though I would not have the advantage of seeing it from afar. It was useless, however, for the blade made not the slightest impression on the baffling, unknown material.


  Frustrated in all attempts to blaze a trail, I again sought the round central chamber through memory. It seemed easier to act back to this room than to steer a definite, predetermined course away from it, and I had little difficulty in finding it anew. This time I listed on my record scroll every turn I made—drawing a crude hypothetical diagram of my route, and marking all diverging corridors. It was, of course, maddeningly slow work when everything had to be determined by touch, and the possibilities of error were infinite; but I believed it would pay in the long run.


  The long twilight of Venus was thick when I reached the central room, but I still had hopes of gaining the outside before dark. Comparing my fresh diagram with previous recollections, I believed I had located my original mistake, so once more set out confidently along the invisible hall-ways. I veered further to the left than during my previous attempts, and tried to keep track of my turnings on the records scroll in case I was still mistaken. In the gathering dusk I could see the dim line of the corpse, now the centre of a loathsome cloud of farnoth-flies. Before long, no doubt, the mud-dwelling sificlighs would be oozing in from the plain to complete the ghastly work. Approaching the body with some reluctance I was preparing to step past it when a sudden collision with a wall told me I was again astray.


  I now realized plainly that I was lost. The complications of this building were too much for offhand solution, and I would probably have to do some careful checking before I could hope to emerge. Still, I was eager to get to dry ground before total darkness set in; hence I returned once more to the centre and began a rather aimless series of trials and errors—making notes by the light of my electric lamp. When I used this device I noticed with interest that it produced no reflection—not even the faintest glistening—in the transparent walls around me. I was, however, prepared for this; since the sun had at no time formed a gleaming image in the strange material.


  I was still groping about when the dusk became total. A heavy mist obscured most of the stars and planets, but the earth was plainly visible as a glowing, bluish-green point in the southeast. It was just past opposition, and would have been a glorious sight in a telescope. I could even make out the moon beside it whenever the vapours momentarily thinned. It was now impossible to see the corpse—my only landmark—so I blundered back to the central chamber after a few false turns. After all, I would have to give up hope of sleeping on dry ground. Nothing could be done till daylight, and I might as well make the best of it here. Lying down in the mud would not be pleasant, but in my leather suit it could be done. On former expeditions I had slept under even worse conditions, and now sheer exhaustion would help to conquer repugnance.


  So here I am, squatting in the slime of the central room and making these notes on my record scroll by the light of the electric lamp. There is something almost humorous in my strange, unprecedented plight. Lost in a building without doors—a building which I cannot see! I shall doubtless get out early in the morning, and ought to be back at Terra Nova with the crystal by late afternoon. It certainly is a beauty—with surprising lustre even in the feeble light of this lamp. I have just had it out examining it. Despite my fatigue, sleep is slow in coming, so I find myself writing at great length. I must stop now. Not much danger of being bothered by those cursed natives in this place. The thing I like least is the corpse—but fortunately my oxygen mask saves me from the worst effects. I am using the chlorate cubes very sparingly. Will take a couple of food tablets now and turn in. More later.


  LATER—Afternoon, VI, 13. There has been more trouble than I expected. I am still in the building, and will have to work quickly and wisely if I expect to rest on dry ground tonight. It took me a long time to get to sleep, and I did not wake till almost noon today. As it was, I would have slept longer but for the glare of the sun through the haze. The corpse was a rather bad sight—wriggling with sificlighs, and with a cloud of farnoth-flies around it. Something had pushed the helmet away from the face, and it was better not to look at it. I was doubly glad of my oxygen mask when I thought of the situation.


  At length I shook and brushed myself dry, took a couple of food tablets, and put a new potassium chlorate cube in the electrolyser of the mask. I am using these cubes slowly, but wish I had a larger supply. I felt much better after my sleep, and expected to get out of the building very shortly.


  Consulting the notes and sketches I had jotted down, I was impressed by the complexity of the hallways, and by the possibility that I had made a fundamental error. Of the six openings leading out of the central space, I had chosen a certain one as that by which I had entered—using a sighting-arrangement as a guide. When I stood just within the opening, the corpse fifty yards away was exactly in line with a particular lepidodendron in the far-off forest. Now it occurred to me that this sighting might not have been of sufficient accuracy—the distance of the corpse making its difference of direction in relation to the horizon comparatively slight when viewed from the openings next to that of my first ingress. Moreover, the tree did not differ as distinctly as it might from other lepidodendra on the horizon.


  Putting the matter to a test, I found to my chagrin that I could not be sure which of three openings was the right one. Had I traversed a different set of windings at each attempted exit? This time I would be sure. It struck me that despite the impossibility of trail-blazing there was one marker I could leave. Though I could not spare my suit, I could—because of my thick head of hair—spare my helmet; and this was large and light enough to remain visible above the thin mud. Accordingly I removed the roughly hemi-spherical device and laid it at the entrance of one of the corridors—the right-hand one of the three I must try.


  I would follow this corridor on the assumption that it was correct; repeating what I seemed to recall as the proper turns, and constantly consulting and making notes. If I did not get out, I would systematically exhaust all possible variations; and if these failed, I would proceed to cover the avenues extending from the next opening in the same way—continuing to the third opening if necessary. Sooner or later I could not avoid hitting the right path to the exit, but I must use patience. Even at worst, I could scarcely fail to reach the open plain in time for a dry night’s sleep.


  Immediate results were rather discouraging, though they helped me eliminate the right-hand opening in little more than an hour. Only a succession of blind alleys, each ending at a great distance from the corpse, seemed to branch from this hallway; and I saw very soon that it had not figured at all in the previous afternoon’s wanderings. As before, however, I always found it relatively easy to grope back to the central chamber.


  About 1 p.m. I shifted my helmet marker to the next opening and began to explore the hallways beyond it. At first I thought I recognized the turnings, but soon found myself in a wholly unfamiliar set of corridors. I could not get near the corpse, and this time seemed cut off from the central chamber as well, even though I thought I had recorded every move I made. There seemed to be tricky twists and crossings too subtle for me to capture in my crude diagrams, and I began to develop a kind of mixed anger and discouragement. While patience would of course win in the end, I saw that my searching would have to be minute, tireless and long-continued.


  Two o’clock found me still wandering vainly through strange corridors—constantly feeling my way, looking alternately at my helmet and at the corpse, and jotting data on my scroll with decreasing confidence. I cursed the stupidity and idle curiosity which had drawn me into this tangle of unseen walls—reflecting that if I had let the thing alone and headed back as soon as I had taken the crystal from the body, I would even now be safe at Terra Nova.


  Suddenly it occurred to me that I might be able to tunnel under the invisible walls with my knife, and thus effect a short cut to the outside—or to some outward-leading corridor. I had no means of knowing how deep the building’s foundations were, but the omnipresent mud argued the absence of any floor save the earth. Facing the distant and increasingly horrible corpse, I began a course of feverish digging with the broad, sharp blade.


  THERE was about six inches of semi-liquid mud, below which the density of the soil increased sharply. This lower soil seemed to be of a different color—a greyish clay rather like the formations near Venus’s north pole. As I continued downward close to the unseen barrier I saw that the ground was getting harder and harder. Watery mud rushed into the excavation as fast as I removed the clay, but I reached through it and kept on working. If I could bore any kind of a passage beneath the wall, the mud would not stop my wriggling out.


  About three feet down, however, the hardness of the soil halted my digging seriously. Its tenacity was beyond anything I had encountered before, even on this planet, and was linked with an anomalous heaviness. My knife had to split and chip the tightly packed clay, and the fragments I brought up were like solid stones or bits of metal. Finally even this splitting and chipping became impossible, and I had to cease my work with no lower edge of wall in reach.


  The hour-long attempt was a wasteful as well as futile one, for it used up great stores of my energy and forced me both to take an extra food tablet, and to put an additional chlorate cube in the oxygen mask. It has also brought a pause in the day’s gropings, for I am still much too exhausted to walk. After cleaning my hands and arms of the worst of the mud I sat down to write these notes—leaning against an invisible wall and facing away from the corpse.


  That body is simply a writhing mass of vermin now—the odour has begun to draw some of the slimy akmans from the far-off jungle. I notice that many of the efjeh-weeds on the plain are reaching out necrophagous feelers toward the thing; but I doubt if any are long enough to reach it. I wish some really carnivorous organisms like the skorahs would appear, for then they might scent me and wriggle a course through the building toward me. Things like that have an odd sense of direction. I could watch them as they came, and jot down their approximate route if they failed to form a continuous line. Even that would be a great help. When I met any the pistol would make short work of them.


  But I can hardly hope for as much as that. Now that these notes are made I shall rest a while longer, and later will do some more groping. As soon as I get back to the central chamber—which ought to be fairly easy—I shall try the extreme left-hand opening. Perhaps I can get outside by dusk after all.


  NIGHT—VI, 13. New trouble. My escape will be tremendously difficult, for there are elements I had not suspected. Another night here in the mud, and a fight on my hands tomorrow. I cut my rest short and was up and groping again by four o’clock. After about fifteen minutes I reached the central chamber and moved my helmet to mark the last of the three possible doorways. Starting through this opening, I seemed to find the going more familiar, but was brought up short less than five minutes by a sight that jolted me more than I can describe.


  It was a group of four or five of those detestable man-lizards emerging from the forest far off across the plain. I could not see them distinctly at that distance, but thought they paused and turned toward the trees to gesticulate, after which they were joined by fully a dozen more. The augmented party now began to advance directly toward the invisible building, and as they approached I studied them carefully. I had never before had a close view of the things outside the steamy shadows of the jungle.


  The resemblance to reptiles was perceptible, though I knew it was only an apparent one, since these beings have no point of contact with terrestrial life. When they drew nearer they seemed less truly reptilian—only the flat head and the green, slimy, frog-like skin carrying out the idea. They walked erect on their odd, thick stumps, and their suction-discs made curious noises in the mud. These were average specimens, about seven feet in height, and with four long, ropy pectoral tentacles. The motions of those tentacles—if the theories of Fogg, Ekberg, and Janat are right, which I formerly doubted but am now more ready to believe—indicate that the things were in animated conversation.


  I drew my flame pistol and was ready for a hard fight. The odds were bad, but the weapon gave me a certain advantage. If the things knew this building they would come through it after me, and in this way would form a key to getting out; just as carnivorous skorahs might have done. That they would attack me seemed certain; for even though they could not see the crystal in my pouch, they could divine its presence through that special sense of theirs.


  Yet, surprisingly enough, they did not attack me. Instead they scattered and formed a vast circle around me—at a distance which indicated that they were pressing close to the unseen wall. Standing there in a ring, the beings stared silently and inquisitively at me, waving their tentacles and sometimes nodding their heads and gesturing with their upper limbs. After a while I saw others issue from the forest, and these advanced and joined the curious crowd. Those near the corpse looked briefly at it but made no move to disturb it. It was a horrible sight, yet the man-lizards seemed quite unconcerned. Now and then one of them would brush away the farnoth-flies with its limbs or tentacles, or crush a wriggling sificligh or akman, or an out-reaching efjeh-weed, with the suction discs on its stumps.


  Staring back at these grotesque and unexpected intruders, and wondering uneasily why they did not attack me at once, I lost for the time being the will-power and nervous energy to continue my search for a way out. Instead I leaned limply against the invisible wall of the passage where I stood, letting my wonder merge gradually into a chain of the wildest speculations. A hundred mysteries which had previously baffled me seemed all at once to take on a new and sinister significance, and I trembled with an acute fear unlike anything I had experienced before.


  I believed I knew why these repulsive beings were hovering expectantly around me. I believed, too, that I had the secret of the transparent structure at last. The alluring crystal which I had seized, the body of the man who had seized it before me—all these things began to acquire a dark and threatening meaning.


  It was no common series of mischances which had made me lose my way in this roofless, unseen tangle of corridors. Far from it. Beyond doubt, the place was a genuine maze—a labyrinth deliberately built by these hellish things whose craft and mentality I had so badly underestimated. Might I not have suspected this before, knowing of their uncanny architectural skill? The purpose was all too plain. It was a trap—a trap set to catch human beings, and with the crystal spheroid as bait. These reptilian things, in their war on the takers of crystals, had turned to strategy and were using our own cupidity against us.


  Dwight—if this rotting corpse were indeed he—was a victim. He must have been trapped some time ago, and had failed to find his way out. Lack of water had doubtless maddened him, and perhaps he had run out of chlorate cubes as well. Probably his mask had not slipped accidentally after all. Suicide was a likelier thing. Rather than face a lingering death he had solved the issue by removing the mask deliberately and letting the lethal atmosphere do its work at once. The horrible irony of his fate lay in his position—only a few feet from the saving exit he had failed to find. One minute more of searching and he would have been safe.


  And now I was trapped as he had been. Trapped, and with this circling herd of curious starers to mock at my predicament. The thought was maddening, and as it sank in I was seized with a sudden flash of panic which set me running aimlessly through the unseen hallways. For several moments I was essentially a maniac—stumbling, tripping, bruising myself on the invisible walls, and finally collapsing in the mud as a panting, lacerated heap of mindless, bleeding flesh.


  THE fall sobered me a bit, so that when I slowly struggled to my feet I could notice things and exercise my reason. The circling watchers were swaying their tentacles in an odd, irregular way suggestive of sly, alien laughter, and I shook my fist savagely at them as I rose. My gesture seemed to increase their hideous mirth—a few of them clumsily imitating it with their greenish upper limbs. Shamed into sense, I tried to collect my faculties and take stock of the situation.


  After all, I was not as badly off as Dwight has been. Unlike him, I knew what the situation was—and forewarned is forearmed. I had proof that the exit was attainable in the end, and would not repeat his tragic act of impatient despair. The body—or skeleton, as it would soon be—was constantly before me as a guide to the sought-for aperture, and dogged patience would certainly take me to it if I worked long and intelligently enough.


  I had, however, the disadvantage of being surrounded by these reptilian devils. Now that I realized the nature of the trap—whose invisible material argued a science and technology beyond anything on earth—I could no longer discount the mentality and resources of my enemies. Even with my flame-pistol I would have a bad time getting away—though boldness and quickness would doubtless see me through in the long run.


  But first I must reach the exterior—unless I could lure or provoke some of the creatures to advance toward me. As I prepared my pistol for action and counted over my generous supply of ammunition it occurred to me to try the effect of its blasts on the invisible walls. Had I overlooked a feasible means of escape? There was no clue to the chemical composition of the transparent barrier, and conceivably it might be something which a tongue of fire could cut like cheese. Choosing a section facing the corpse, I carefully discharged the pistol at close range and felt with my knife where the blast had been aimed. Nothing was changed. I had seen the flame spread when it struck the surface, and now I realized that my hope had been vain. Only a long, tedious search for the exit would ever bring me to the outside.


  So, swallowing another food tablet and putting another cube in the elecrolyser of my mask, I recommenced the long quest; retracing my steps to the central chamber and starting out anew. I constantly consulted my notes and sketches, and made fresh ones—taking one false turn after another, but staggering on in desperation till the afternoon light grew very dim. As I persisted in my quest I looked from time to time at the silent circle of mocking stares, and noticed a gradual replacement in their ranks. Every now and then a few would return to the forest, while others would arrive to take their places. The more I thought of their tactics the less I liked them, for they gave me a hint of the creatures’ possible motives. At any time these devils could have advanced and fought me, but they seemed to prefer watching my struggles to escape. I could not but infer that they enjoyed the spectacle—and this made me shrink with double force from the prospect of falling into their hands.


  With the dark I ceased my searching, and sat down in the mud to rest. Now I am writing in the light of my lamp, and will soon try to get some sleep. I hope tomorrow will see me out; for my canteen is low, and lacol tablets are a poor substitute for water. I would hardly dare to try the moisture in this slime, for none of the water in the mud-regions is potable except when distilled. That is why we run such long pipe lines to the yellow clay regions—or depend on rain-water when those devils find and cut our pipes. I have none too many chlorate cubes either, and must try to cut down my oxygen consumption as much as I can. My tunnelling attempt of the early afternoon, and my later panic flight, burned up a perilous amount of air. Tomorrow I will reduce physical exertion to the barest minimum until I meet the reptiles and have to deal with them. I must have a good cube supply for the journey back to Terra Nova. My enemies are still on hand; I can see a circle of their feeble glow-torches around me. There is a horror about those lights which will keep me awake.


  NIGHT—VI, 14 Another full day of searching and still no way out! I am beginning to be worried about the water problem, for my canteen went dry at noon. In the afternoon there was a burst of rain, and I went back to the central chamber for the helmet which I had left as a marker—using this as a bowl and getting about two cupfuls of water. I drank most of it, but have put the slight remainder in my canteen. Lacol tablets make little headway against real thirst, and I hope there will be more rain in the night. I am leaving my helmet bottom up to catch any that falls. Food tablets are none too plentiful, but not dangerously low. I shall halve my rations from now on. The chlorate cubes are my real worry, for even without violent exercise the day’s endless tramping burned a dangerous number. I feel weak from my forced economies in oxygen, and from my constantly mounting thirst. When I reduce my food I suppose I shall feel still weaker.


  There is something damnable—something uncanny—about this labyrinth. I could swear that I had eliminated certain turns through charting, and yet each new trial belies some assumption I had thought established. Never before did I realize how lost we are without visual landmarks. A blind man might do better—but for most of us sight is the king of the senses. The effect of all these fruitless wanderings is one of profound discouragement. I can understand how poor Dwight must have felt. His corpse is now just a skeleton, and the sificlighs and akmans and farnoth-flies are gone. The efjen-weeds are nipping the leather clothing to pieces, for they were longer and faster-growing than I had expected. And all the while those relays of tentacled starers stand gloatingly around the barrier laughing at me and enjoying my misery. Another day and I shall go mad if I do not drop dead from exhaustion.


  However, there is nothing to do but persevere. Dwight would have got out if he had kept on a minute longer. It is just possible that somebody from Terra Nova will come looking for me before long, although this is only my third day out. My muscles ache horribly, and I can’t seem to rest at all lying down in this loathesome mud. Last night, despite my terrific fatigue, I slept only fitfully, and tonight I fear will be no better. I live in an endless nightmare—poised between waking and sleeping, yet neither truly awake nor truly asleep. My hand shakes, I can write no more for the time being. That circle of feeble glow-torches is hideous.


  LATE Afternoon—VI, 15. Substantial progress! Looks good. Very weak, and did not sleep much till daylight. Then I dozed till noon, though without being at all rested. No rain, and thirst leaves me very weak. Ate an extra food tablet to keep me going, but without water it didn’t help much. I dared to try a little of the slime water just once, but it made me violently sick and left me even thirstier than before. Must save chlorate cubes, so am nearly suffocating for lack of oxygen. Can’t walk much of the time, but manage to crawl in the mud. About 2 P.M. I thought I recognized some passages, and got substantially nearer to the corpse—or skeleton—than I had been since the first day’s trials. I was sidetracked once in a blind alley, but recovered the main trail with the aid of my chart and notes. The trouble with these jottings is that there are so many of them. They must cover three feet of the record scroll, and I have to stop for long periods to untangle them.


  My head is weak from thirst, suffocation, and exhaustion, and I cannot understand all I have set down. Those damnable green things keep staring and laughing with their tentacles, and sometimes they gesticulate in a way that makes me think they share some terrible joke just beyond my perception.


  It was three o’clock when I really struck my stride. There was a doorway which, according to my notes, I had not traversed before; and when I tried it I found I could crawl circuitously toward the weed-twined skeleton. The route was a sort of spiral, much like that by which I had first reached the central chamber. Whenever I came to a lateral doorway or junction I would keep to the course which seemed best to repeat that original journey. As I circled nearer and nearer to my gruesome landmark, the watchers outside intensified their cryptic gesticulations and sardonic silent laughter. Evidently they saw something grimly amusing in my progress—perceiving no doubt how helpless I would be in any encounter with them. I was content to leave them to their mirth; for although I realized my extreme weakness, I counted on the flame pistol and its numerous extra magazines to get me through the vile reptilian phalanx.


  Hope now soared high, but I did not attempt to rise to my feet. Better crawl now, and save my strength for the coming encounter with the man-lizards. My advance was very slow, and the danger of straying into some blind alley very great, but nonetheless I seemed to curve steadily toward my osseous goal. The prospect gave me new strength, and for the nonce I ceased to worry about my pain, my thirst, and my scant supply of cubes. The creatures were now all massing around the entrance—gesturing, leaping, and laughing with their tentacles. Soon, I reflected, I would have to face the entire horde—and perhaps such reinforcements as they would receive from the forest.


  I am now only a few yards from the skeleton, and am pausing to make this entry before emerging and breaking through the noxious band of entities. I feel confident that with my last ounce of strength I can put them to flight despite their numbers, for the range of this pistol is tremendous. Then a camp on the dry moss at the plateau’s edge, and in the morning a weary trip through the jungle to Terra Nova. I shall be glad to see living men and the buildings of human beings again. The teeth of that skull gleam and grin horribly.


  TOWARD night—VI-15. Horror and despair. Baffled again! After making the previous entry I approached still closer to the skeleton, but suddenly encountered an intervening wall. I had been deceived once more, and was apparently back where I had been three days before, on my first futile attempt to leave the labyrinth. Whether I screamed aloud I do not know—perhaps I was too weak to utter a sound. I merely lay dazed in the mud for a long period, while the greenish things outside leaped and laughed and gestured.


  After a time I became more fully conscious. My thirst and weakness and suffocation were fast gaining on me, and with my last bit of strength I put a new cube in the electrolyser—recklessly, and without regard for the needs of my journey to Terra Nova. The fresh oxygen revived me slightly, and enabled me to look about more alertly.


  It seemed as if I were slightly more distant from poor Dwight than I had been at that first disappointment, and I dully wondered if I could be in some other corridor a trifle more remote. With this faint shadow of hope I laboriously dragged myself forward—but after a few feet encountered a dead end as I had on the former occasion.


  This, then, was the end. Three days had taken me nowhere, and my strength was gone. I would soon go mad from thirst, and I could no longer count on cubes enough to get me back. I feebly wondered why the nightmare things had gathered so thickly around the entrance as they mocked me. Probably this was part of the mockery—to make me think I was approaching an egress which they knew did not exist.


  I shall not last long, though I am resolved not to hasten matters as Dwight did. His grinning skull has just turned toward me, shifted by the groping of one of the efjeh-weeds that are devouring his leather suit. The ghoulish stare of those empty eye-sockets is worse than the staring of those lizard horrors. It lends a hideous meaning to that dead, white-toothed grin.


  I shall lie very still in the mud and save all the strength I can. This record—which I hope may reach and warn those who come after me—will soon be done. After I stop writing I shall rest a long while. Then, when it is too dark for those frightful creatures to see, I shall muster up my last reserves of strength and try to toss the record scroll over the wall and the intervening corridor to the plain outside. I shall take care to send it toward the left, where it will not hit the leaping band of mocking beleaguers. Perhaps it will be lost forever in the thin mud—but perhaps it will land in some widespread clump of weeds and ultimately reach the hands of men.


  If it does survive to be read, I hope it may do more than merely warn men of this trap. I hope it may teach our race to let those shining crystals stay where they are. They belong to Venus alone. Our planet does not truly need them, and I believe we have violated some obscure and mysterious law—some law buried deep in the arcane of the cosmos—in our attempts to take them. Who can tell what dark, potent, and widespread forces spur on these reptilian things who guard their treasure so strangely? Dwight and I have paid, as others have paid and will pay. But it may be that these scattered deaths are only the prelude of greater horrors to come. Let us leave to Venus that which belongs only to Venus.


  * * * * *


  I am very near death now, and fear I may not be able to throw the scroll when dusk comes. If I cannot, I suppose the man-lizards will seize it, for they will probably realize what it is. They will not wish anyone to be warned of the labyrinth—and they will not know that my message holds a plea in their own behalf. As the end approaches I feel more kindly towards the things. In the scale of cosmic entity who can say which species stands higher, or more nearly approaches a space-wide organic norm—theirs or mine?


  * * * * *


  I have just taken the great crystal out of my pouch to look at in my last moments. It shines fiercely and menacingly in the red rays of the dying day. The leaping horde have noticed it, and their gestures have changed in a way I cannot understand. I wonder why they keep clustered around the entrance instead of concentrating at a still closer point in the transparent wall.


  * * * * *


  I am growing numb and cannot write much more. Things whirl around me, yet I do not lose consciousness. Can I throw this over the wall? That crystal glows so, yet the twilight is deepening.


  Dark. Very weak. They are still laughing and leaping around the doorway, and have started those hellish glow-torches.


  * * * * *


  Are they going away? I dreamed I heard a sound . . . light in the sky.


  Report of Wesley P. Miller, Supt. Group A, Venus Crystal Co.


  (Terra Nova on Venus—VI-16)


  OUR Operative A-49, Kenton J. Stanfield of 5317 Marshall Street, Richmond, Va., left Terra Nova early on VI, 12, for a short-term trip indicated by detector. Due back 13th or 14th. Did not appear by evening of 15th, so Scouting Plane FR-58 with five men under my command set out at 8 P.M. to follow route with detector. Needle showed no change from earlier readings.


  Followed needle to Erycinian Highland, played strong searchlights all the way. Triple-range flame-guns and D-radiation cylinders could have dispersed any ordinary hostile force of natives, or any dangerous aggregation of carnivorous skorahs.


  When over the open plain on Eryx we saw a group of moving lights which we knew were native glow-torches. As we approached, they scattered into the forest. Probably seventy-five to a hundred in all. Detector indicated crystal on spot where they had been. Sailing low over this spot, our lights picked out objects on the ground. Skeleton tangled in efjeh-weeds, and complete body ten feet from it. Brought plane down near bodies, and corner of wing crashed on unseen obstruction.


  Approaching bodies on foot, we came up short against a smooth, invisible barrier which puzzled us enormously. Feeling along it near the skeleton, we struck an opening, beyond which was a space with another opening leading to the skeleton. The latter, though robbed of clothing by weeds, had one of the company’s numbered metal helmets beside it. It was Operative B-9, Frederick N. Dwight of Koenig’s division, who had been out of Terra Nova for two months on a long commission.


  Between this skeleton and the complete body there seemed to be another wall, but we could easily identify the second man as Stanfield. He had a record scroll in his left hand and a pen in his right, and seemed to have been writing when he died. No crystal was visible, but the detector indicated a huge specimen near Stanfield’s body.


  We had great difficulty in getting at Stanfield, but finally succeeded. The body was still warm, and a great crystal lay beside it, covered by the shallow mud. We at once studied the record scroll in the left hand, and prepared to take certain steps based on its data. The contents of the scroll forms the long narrative prefixed to this report; a narrative whose main descriptions we have verified, and which we append as an explanation of what was found. The later parts of this account show mental decay, but there is no reason to doubt the bulk of it. Stanfield obviously died of a combination of thirst, suffocation, cardiac strain, and psychological depression. His mask was in place, and freely generating oxygen despite an alarmingly low cube supply.


  Our plane being damaged, we sent a wireless and called out Anderson with Repair Plane PG-7, a crew of wreckers, and a set of blasting materials. By morning FH-58 was fixed, and went back under Anderson carrying the two bodies and the crystal. We shall bury Dwight and Stanfield in the company graveyard, and ship the crystal to Chicago on the next earth-bound liner. Later, we shall adopt Stanfield’s suggestion—the sound one in the saner, earlier part of his report—and bring across enough troops to wipe out the natives altogether. With a clear field, there can be scarcely any limit to the amount of crystal we can secure.


  In the afternoon we studied the invisible building or trap with great care, exploring it with the aid of long guiding cords, and preparing a complete chart for our archives. We were much impressed by the design, and shall keep specimens of the substance for chemical analysis. All such knowledge will be useful when we take over the various cities of the natives. Our type C diamond drills were able to bite into the unseen material, and wreckers are now planting dynamite preparatory to a thorough blasting. Nothing will be left when we are done. The edifice forms a distinct menace to aerial and other possible traffic.


  In considering the plan of the labyrinth one is impressed not only with the irony of Dwight’s fate, but with that of Stanfield as well. When trying to reach the second body from the skeleton, we could find no access on the right, but Markheim found a doorway from the first inner space some fifteen feet past Dwight and four or five past Stanfield. Beyond this was a long hall which we did not explore till later, but on the right-hand side of that hall was another doorway leading directly to the body. Stanfield could have reached the outside entrance by walking twenty-two or twenty-three feet if he had found the opening which lay directly behind him—an opening which he overlooked in his exhaustion and despair.


  THE GOLDEN AMAZONS OF VENUS


  John Murray Reynolds


  Dakta death, horrible beyond the weirdest fever-dreams of Earth-men, faced Space Ship Commander Gerry Norton. The laconic interplanetary explorer knew too much. He stood in the dynamic path of Lansa, Lord of the Scaly Ones, the crafty monster bent on conquering the fair City of Larr and all the rich, shadowless lands of the glorious Amazons of Venus.


  THE space-ship Viking—two hundred feet of gleaming metal and polished duralite—lay on the launching platform of New York City’s municipal airport. Her many portholes gleamed with light. She was still taking on rocket fuel from a tender, but otherwise all the final stores were aboard. Her helicopters were turning over slowly, one at a time, as they were tested.


  In the Viking’s upper control room Gerry Norton and Steve Brent made a final check of the instrument panels. Both men wore the blue and gold uniform of the Interplanetary Fleet. Fatigue showed on both their faces, on Steve’s freckled pan and on Gerry Norton’s lean face. Gerry in particular had not slept for thirty-six hours. His responsibility was a heavy one, as commander of this second attempt to reach the planet Venus from Earth. Well—he would have a chance to catch up on sleep during the long days of travel that lay ahead.


  The two officers finished their inspection, and strolled out onto the open deck atop the vessel. For a while they leaned on the rail, staring down at the dense crowds that had thronged the airport to see the departure of the Viking. In this warm weather the men wore only light shorts and gayly colored shirts. The women wore the long dresses and metal caps and thin gauze veils that were so popular that year. Around the fringes of the airport stood the ramparts of New York’s many tall buildings, with the four hundred story bulk of the Federal Building a giant metal finger against the midnight sky.


  “When are we going to pull out, Chief?” Steve Brent asked.


  “As soon as the ship from Mars gets in and Olga Stark can come aboard.”


  “Funny thing—I’ve never been able to like that gal!” Steve said. Gerry smiled faintly.


  “That puts you in the minority, from all reports. However—that’s aside from the point. She’s the most capable Space-pilot in the whole fleet, and we need her. What’s she like personally?”


  “Tall, dark, and beautiful—with a nasty tongue and the temper of a fiend,” Steve said. He yawned, and changed the subject. “Y’know—I’ve just been wondering what really did happen to the Stardust!”


  Gerry shrugged without replying. That was a question that was bound to be in the minds of all members of this expedition, whether or not they put it in words. Travel between Earth and Mars had been commonplace for more than a generation now, but there had not yet been any communication with Venus—that cloud-veiled planet whose orbit lay nearer the sun than that of earth. Two years ago the exploring ship Stardust had started for Venus. She had simply vanished into the cold of outer space—and never been heard from again.


  GERRY NORTON thought the Viking would get through. Science had made some advances in these past two years. His ship would carry better rocket fuel than had the Stardust, and more efficient gravity plates. The new duralite hull had the strength to withstand a terrific impact. They would probably get through. If not—well—he had been taking chances all his life. You didn’t go into the Interplanetary Service at all if you were afraid of danger.


  “There comes the ship from Mars now!” Steve Brent said, suddenly pointing upward.


  A streak of fire like a shooting star had appeared in the sky far above. It was the rocket blast of the incoming space liner. Yellow flames played about her bow as she turned on the reverse rockets to reduce the terrific speed. The roar of the discharge came down through the air like a faint rumble of distant surf. Then the rockets ceased, and the ship began to drop down as the helicopters were unfolded to take the weight and lower her easily through the atmosphere.


  “It won’t be long now!” Steve said in his low, deep, quiet voice.


  “Aye, not long!” boomed a deep voice behind them, “but I’m thinking it will be a long day before we return to this braw planet of ours!”


  Angus McTavish, chief engineer of the Viking, was a giant of a man with a voice that could be heard above the roar of rocket motors when he chose to raise it. He had a pair of very bright blue eyes—and a luxuriant red beard. There were probably no more than a dozen full sets of whiskers worn in the earth in this day and age, and McTavish laid claim to the most imposing.


  “Fuel all aboard, Chief,” he said, “The tender’s cast off and we’re ready to ride whenever you give the word.”


  “Just as soon as these people come aboard.”


  “Tell me, Mac,” Steve Brent interposed, “Now that we’re all about to jump off into the unknown—just why do you sport that crop of whiskers?”


  “So I won’t have to button my collar, ye feckless loon!” the big engineer replied instantly.


  “The Scots are a queer race.”


  “Aye, lad—the salt o’ the earth. We remain constant in a changing world. All the rest of you have forgotten race and breed and tradition, till ye’ve become as alike as peas in the same pod all over the Earth. We of Scotland take pride in being the exception.”


  “And in talking like some wild and kilted highlander of the twentieth century! You’re out of date, Angus!”


  “If you two are going to argue about that all the way to Venus,” Gerry said grimly, “I’ll toss you both out and let you drift around in space forever.”


  “Speaking of the Twentieth Century,” Steve said, “one of the ancient folk who lived in that long ago and primitive time would be surprised if they could see the New York of today. Why, they made more fuss about one of their funny old winged air-ships flying the Atlantic than we do about a voyage to Mars or the Moon.”


  The ship from Mars settled gently down on the concrete landing platform, and her helicopters ceased to turn. From a hundred nozzles along the edge of the platform came hissing streams of water, playing upon the hull that had been heated by its swift passage through the outer layers of the Earth’s atmosphere. Then, as the hull cooled, the streams of water died away and the doors opened. The passengers began to emerge.


  A platoon of police, their steel helmets gleaming in the glow of the lights, cleared a path through the crowd for a small group that hurried across to the waiting Viking. A few minutes later three newcomers came aboard. All wore the blue and gold uniform of the Interplanetary Fleet. The two men were Martians, thin and sharp featured, with the reddish skin of their race. The other was an Earth woman. Olga Stark stood nearly as tall as Gerry Norton’s own six feet. She had a pale skin, and a mass of dark hair that was coiled low on her neck.


  “Pilot-Lieutenant Stark and Flight-Ensigns Tanda and Portok reporting aboard, sir,” she said quietly.


  “You’ll find the officers’ quarters aft on B-deck. I’m calling a conference in the chart room as soon as we get clear of the stratosphere.”


  GERRY NORTON stood on the little platform at the top of the control room, under a curved dome of transparent duralite that gave him a clear view along the whole length of the Viking’s super-structure. The last member of the expedition was aboard, the airport attendants had all stepped back. The time of departure had come at last!


  “Close all ports!” he snapped.


  “Close ports it is, sir,” droned Chester Sand, the Safety Officer. Warning bells rang throughout the ship. Tiny green lights came winking into view on one of the many indicator panels.


  “All ports closed, sir!” the Safety Officer sang out a minute later. For a moment Gerry bent over the rail of the platform and himself glanced down at the solid bank of green lights on the board.


  “Start helicopters!” he ordered.


  There was a low humming. The ship began to vibrate gently. From his place in the dome, Gerry could see the Viking’s dozen big helicopters begin to spin. Faster and faster they moved as Angus McTavish gave his engines full power. Then the ship rose straight up into the air.


  “Here we go, boys—Venus or bust!” Steve Brent muttered under his breath, and a low chuckle swept across the control room.


  The lighted surface of the airport fell swiftly away beneath them. The myriad lights of New York were spread out like a jeweled carpet in the night, dwindling and seeming to slide together as the drive of the Viking’s powerful motors carried her steadily upward. At the three thousand-foot level they passed a traffic balloon with its circle of blue lights, and the signal blinker spelled out a hasty “Good Luck!”


  AT the thirty thousand-foot level they passed an inbound Oriental & Western liner, bringing the night mail from China. She hung motionless on her helicopters to let the Viking pass, her siren giving a salute of three long blasts while her passengers crowded the decks to cheer the space-ship. After another ten thousand feet they were above ordinary traffic lanes. The glass windows of the control room were beginning to show a film of condensing moisture, and Steve Brent brought the heavy duralite panes up into place.


  “Stand by rocket motors!” Gerry commanded. “Stand by to fold helicopters. Ready? Contact!”


  There was a muffled roar. The Viking’s nose tilted sharply upward. Momentarily the space-ship trembled like a living thing. Then she shot ahead, while the helicopters dropped down into recesses within the hull and duralite covers slid into place over them. Gerry climbed down from the dome into the main control room. Momentarily he glanced at the huge brass and steel speed indicators.


  “Twelve hundred miles an hour,” he said. “Fast enough for this density of atmosphere. Hold her there. Summon heads of departments and all deck officers to the chart room.”


  The call was quickly answered.


  The assembled officers stood leaning against the walls, or perched on the chart-lockers. Now that the trip had actually begun, uniform coats were unbuttoned and caps laid aside. Angus McTavish had a battered brier pipe clenched in his teeth. The stem was so short that the swirling smoke seemed to filter upward through his whiskers.


  “Better be careful, Mac,” said Portok the Martian. “Maybe the air filters won’t be able to handle that smoke of yours.”


  “Never mind the air filters, sonny!” grunted the big Scot with imperturbable good humor. “They’ll handle the smoke of good ‘baccy better than the fumes of that filthy grricqua weed you smoke on Mars.”


  A radio loud-speaker had been left on, and they heard the voice of an announcer on some European station:


  “We now bring you a brief sports résumé. In Canton, China, the Shantung Dragons played a double header with the Budapest Magyars. The score of the first game was . . .”


  “Wonder if they ever heard of baseball on Venus!” Steve Brent chuckled.


  “Maybe they’ll learn as fast as we of Mars,” said Portok. “I seem to remember that in the last Interplanetary Championship Series we . . .”


  “Skip it!” Steve growled. “I lost a week’s salary on that series.”


  McTavish and Portok grinned.


  Gerry Norton watched them with a smile on his lean, dark face. They were a good crowd! The Viking was going on the most dangerous journey mankind had ever attempted, a journey from which no one had ever before returned alive, but he could not have asked for a better group of subordinates. They were people of his own choosing, and all but two were old shipmates. Though he had never sailed with Chester Sand, the Safety Officer had been highly recommended. Neither had he ever sailed with Olga Stark before, but he knew her by reputation as an excellent navigator and when she applied to go he felt he should accept her.


  FOR half an hour Gerry held them together, while he set the watches and checked assignments and outlined other routine details. Then the meeting ended, and only Steve Brent remained with him. They walked forward into the darkened control room, where the only light was the dim glow from the indicator boards. The Quartermaster on watch stood motionless beside the steering levers.


  Gerry noticed that he had a tendency to rise a couple of inches off the floor with each step. The pull of Earth was already lessening! He threw the switch that controlled the attraction-gear, and heard a faint hiss of shifting gravity plates beneath their feet. The feeling and impression of normal weight returned.


  For a moment Gerry and Steve stood looking out one of the big duralite windows of the control room. At this level the legions of stars gleamed with an unreal brilliance in the dead black of the heavens. The Earth was a vast globe behind them, glowing for a quarter of its surface with the familiar outlines of the continents still visible. With the lessening pull, the Viking had increased speed to five thousand, but she seemed to be standing still in comparison with the vastness of space.


  “Funny thing, Chief,” Steve Brent said meditatively, “Olga Stark and Chester Sand are not supposed to have met before they came aboard this ship—but I saw them whispering together in that dark corner off Corridor 6 as I came forward.”


  “Maybe she’s just a fast worker,” Gerry said. For a moment the incident irritated him, but then he shrugged and forgot it. On a purely scientific and exploratory expedition of this kind, there was no possible motive for any underhand work.


  THE days passed in slow progression. The Viking had attained her maximum speed of fifty thousand miles an hour as the ceaseless drive of her great rocket motors forced her ahead, a speed possible in the void of outer space where there was no air to create friction. For all her great speed by Earthly standards, she was but crawling slowly across the vastness of Interplanetary space.


  Life on board had settled down to a smooth routine. Now and then alarm bells would suddenly ring a warning of the approach of a small planetesimal or some other vagrant wanderer of outer space, and the ship would change course to avoid a collision. Otherwise there was little excitement. Astern, the familiar Earth had dwindled to a shining disc—like the button on an airman’s uniform. Ahead, the cloud-veiled planet of Venus drew steadily nearer.


  Passing along one of B-deck corridors one day, Gerry met Olga Stark coming out of the recreation rooms. She was off duty at the moment, and instead of her uniform she wore a long gown of green silk. Her dark hair was surmounted by a polished metal cap, and a thin gauze veil hung to her chin. Gerry stopped her with a gesture.


  “Very decorative, Lieutenant,” he said with a twitch of his lips, “but this is supposed to be a scientific expedition. I must ask that you wear your uniform outside of your cabin.”


  “I am off duty!” she retorted, her dark eyes suddenly angry and sullen.


  “It’s true that you’re not on watch at this moment, but everybody is on duty twenty-four hours a day till this expedition is over. Resume your uniform.”


  “And if I refuse?” she asked.


  “You’ll go into double irons. When I’m commanding a ship, I do just that!”


  For a moment their glances met, the woman’s hot and angry, the man’s cold and unyielding. Then, without another word, she swept away to her cabin. Gerry Norton sighed, and went on his way. He had never become entirely reconciled to the presence of women in the Interplanetary Fleet. They made good officers most of the time, but occasionally they had fits of feminine temperament.


  AT last there came the day when the yellowish, cloud-veiled mass of Venus filled half the sky ahead. Watches were doubled up. Rocket motors were cut down as the attraction of the planet pulled them onward. Then the forward rocket-tubes began to let go for the braking effect, and the flame of the discharges filled the control room with a flickering yellow light.


  As they entered the outer atmosphere layers of Venus, the effect of air on the sun’s rays gave them natural sunlight and blue skies again for the first time in over six weeks. Something about the effect of yellow sunlight slanting in the portholes raised the spirits of all of them, and men were whistling as they went about their work. Gerry brought the ship to a halt a few thousand feet above the endless, tumbled mass of clouds that eternally covered all of Venus. They were now near enough to be fully caught in the rotation of the planet’s stratosphere, so that they had normal night and day instead of the eternal midnight that had gripped them for weeks.


  Early the next morning, with all hands on duty, the Viking’s helicopters began to drop her down into the cloud-mass. The cottony billows swept up to meet them—and then they were submerged in a dense and yellowish fog. Moisture gathered thickly on the windows of the control room.


  “This reminds me of a good London fog!” said Angus McTavish, who had come up from his engine rooms for a few minutes. “I wonder if they have any good pubs down there!”


  The soupy, saffron-colored fog enshrouded the Viking as she dropped lower and lower. Gerry Norton checked the altitude personally, watching the slowly moving hand of the indicator. Twice he held her motionless while he sent echo-soundings down to make sure they were not too close to land. Then they went a little lower—and suddenly came clear of the cloud mass. They were sinking slowly downward through a peculiarly murky, golden light that was the normal day-time condition on the planet of Venus. They had arrived!


  Below them stretched the rippling waters of a vast and greenish sea. It was broken by scattered islands, bare bits of rock that were dotted with a blue moss and were utterly bare of life except for a few swooping sea-birds. On a distant shore were lofty mountains whose peaks were capped with snow. In one or two places a narrow shaft of sunlight struck down through a brief gap in the canopy of eternal clouds, but otherwise there was only that subdued and peculiarly golden light. Nothing moved but those few oddly shaped birds.


  “Lord—but it’s lonely!” Gerry muttered.


  There was no sign of human existence, no trace of the towers and buildings of mankind. Not even any sign of life at all, except for those sea-birds. It was like a scene from the long-ago youth of the world, when the only life was that of the teeming shallows or the muddy shores of warm seas. The place was desolate, and forlorn, and inexpressibly lonely.


  They had opened some of the ports for a breath of fresh air after long weeks of the flat and second-hand product of the air filters, with its faint odor of oil and disinfectant. The breeze that came in the open ports was warm and moist and faintly salty.


  “Rocket motors—minimum power!” Gerry commanded quietly. “There’s no use landing on one of those bare islets. We’ll see what lies beyond the mountains.”


  The subdued blast of only two rocket tubes began to drive the Viking forward at a slow speed of about 300 M.P.H., while long fins were thrust out at the sides to carry the weight and free the helicopters. All hands were crowded at the windows and ports. After a moment Olga Stark turned to Gerry.


  “Our magnetic compasses are working again, Captain,” she said quietly. “I suggest going across the mountains and then turning southwest.”


  “Why there—rather than in any other direction?” Gerry asked quietly. The girl shrugged.


  “Just a hunch. Of course, it’s all guesswork.”


  The Viking had to go up to a level of 18,000 feet above this lonely Venusian sea before she was above the peaks of the mountains. Then Gerry turned her inland. Just before they left the shoreline they passed some sort of a flying thing that swooped down to prey on the sea-birds. It had a reptilian body, and a spread of leathery wings about twelve feet across.


  “Will you look at that!” Steve Brent muttered.


  “I’d hate to meet that on a dark night!” Gerry said grimly. Along the shoreline as they flashed inland he could see monstrous, crawling things that moved sluggishly along the beaches or in the shallows. It began to seem that life on Venus was on a different level than that of the Outer Planets.


  The Viking drove steadily westward across the mountains. From the lower control room windows Gerry could see only drifted snow and naked boulders, and the gauntly lonely peaks. The air was thin and cold. The canopy of yellow clouds was only a little way above them. Then, across the mountains at last, they dropped down toward a broad table-land covered with patches of forest and alternate stretches of open grass-land.


  “Cut rockets!” Gerry snapped. “Prepare to land!”


  A few minutes later the Viking settled gently down in a broad clearing, where the coarse grass was knee high. For the first time in over six weeks the sound and vibration of the motors ceased. The expedition had landed on Venus!


  THE landing party filed out a door that opened in the lower part of the hull. The moist air was a little warmer than that of Earth, and it had an unfamiliar smell of growing things, but its density seemed about the same. Since the size of Venus was similar to that of their own planets, neither Earth-man nor Martian had much trouble in walking as soon as they became accustomed to a slightly lesser gravity. Gerry found he could leap eight feet in the air without any trouble.


  Gerry split the landing party into four groups, sending them spreading out like the spokes of a fan.


  “Don’t go more than three miles from the ship without further orders. Study the countryside thoroughly, and then report back on board.”


  All the landing party wore light armour of steel coated with duralite, and carried ray-tubes at their belts. Every third man had a heavier ray-gun with its cylindrical magazine, not unlike the old-fashioned machine gun. Their polished armor took on a golden tinge as they tramped away across the grass-land, while behind them the Viking lay motionless in the grass like a great torpedo of steel and blue.


  Gerry took personal command of the southernmost exploring party, leading them into a broad belt of forest. It was very still beneath the giant trees, where strange yellow flowers hung from the branches and their path wound between clusters of ten-foot ferns. Huge toad-stools of purple and green rose higher than their heads, and once they saw a giant ant some three feet long who scuttled off through the underbrush with the speed of a galloping horse.


  Gradually Gerry became separated from the rest of his party, bearing more to the southward as he caught a glimpse of more open country through the trees. Then, on the edge of a small clearing, he abruptly halted as half a dozen men appeared on the far side.


  That is, Gerry thought of them as men for lack of a better term. They were like nothing he had ever seen on either Earth or Mars or any of the planetoids between. Lean bodies were covered with glistening gray scales. Though the hands seemed human, the feet were clawed and webbed. Short, flat tails hung behind them. The faces were scaleless, low-browed and green-eyed, with a jutting mouth and nose that came together in a sort of snout. They had pointed ears that stood sharply erect. Their general appearance was a little more on the animal side than the human, but they had swords slung at their belts and carried short-barreled rifles.


  In the center of the group was a woman. She was naked except for a scarlet loin-cloth and golden breast-plates. This was no semi-reptilian creature, but a woman straight and clean-limbed and beautiful, with long blonde hair that hung nearly to her waist. She had blue eyes, and her skin was about as white as Gerry’s own, though it had a faintly tawny tinge so that she appeared all golden. At the moment her hands were tightly tied behind her back and a cloth gag distended her lips, while one of the Scaly Men led her along by a rope about her neck.


  Gerry stepped out into the clearing with his ray-tubes swinging free in his hand. His wide shoulders were thrown slightly forward, his whole muscular body was tensed and ready beneath his armor. As always when he went into a fight, his lean, and normally somber face was smiling.


  THE captive girl saw him first, and her eyes widened in utter surprise. Then the half dozen reptilian men caught sight of the lone Earth-man standing there in his gleaming armor, and their snout-like mouths sagged open. Gerry walked quietly forward.


  He was half across the clearing before the Venusians recovered from their surprise. Then one of the patrol flung his short rifle to his shoulder. There was a hiss of escaping gas, and a split-second later an explosive bullet struck him in the chest with a flash and a loud report. It would have instantly killed an unprotected man, but it did no more than slightly dent Gerry’s armor.


  The Earth-man half crouched, his eyes narrowing and his jaw jutting suddenly forward. He had meant to try and parley, but diplomacy had no place with creatures who shot first and challenged afterward. His ray-tube swung up to the level. There was a sharp crackling sound, and for a second a murky red light played around the open end. The nearest Venusian crumpled and went down. He twitched for a second, and then lay still. The gray scales had turned dead black in the area where the death-ray had struck him.


  At least the Scaly Men had courage! The remaining five came forward with a shrill and almost canine yelping, advancing at a bent-legged run. Their rifles hissed as the compressed gases were released, the explosive bullets crackled all around Gerry. Twice more his ray-tube let go its deadly blast—and then his weapon was empty. He cursed himself through clenched teeth for having strayed away from the patrol while armed only with a light tube with simply three charges. Two more of the reptile men lay twitching in the tall grass, but the other three were almost up to him. After that one volley they had drawn their swords, which probably meant that their compressed-gas rifles were cumbersome things to reload.


  And then Gerry Norton suddenly remembered the greater strength of his Earthly muscles. As the foremost Venusian lunged for him with long blade swinging, Gerry bounded high into the air. He went clean over the head of his antagonist, coming down squarely on top of the next behind. They both went sprawling, but Gerry recovered first. Gripping the fallen Venusian by the ankles, the Earth-man swung him around his head like a flail and hurled him squarely at the other two. The three of them went down in a tangled heap.


  By the time the reptile men again scrambled to their feet, Gerry had snatched up the sword of one of the men he had killed with the ray-tube. Now he had something to fight with! The long sword whistled as he jerked it free from its scabbard. For an instant he tested the blade in both hands. It was forged of some bluish metal that seemed as strong and flexible as well-tempered steel. Then, still smiling his thin-lipped smile though his eyes were as cold as the wintry seas, Gerry Norton waited the onrush of the three Venusians.


  There were a few seconds of clashing steel. The reptile men were good swordsmen, but they were no match for the speed and strength of the Man from Earth. Two of them were stretched on the ground with cloven skulls, and then the last survivor turned and ran. Gerry could have caught him easily, for the webbed feet of the Venusian did not make for great speed, but he was content to let him go.


  When the scaly tail of the fleeing creature had vanished in the underbrush, Gerry thrust his sword upright in the ground—where it would be handy if he needed it again in a hurry—and freed the golden-haired girl from her bonds.


  “I wonder where you fit into this picture, Bright Eyes!” he muttered, knowing she would not understand.


  There was certainly nothing of the shrinking violet about this girl! When her hands were free she faced Gerry without any sign of either fear or even much gratitude, standing erect with her hands on her hips and her eyes nearly on a level with his own.


  “Jaro quimtar—who are you?” she asked in Martian.


  GERRY stared at her in startled surprise. The girl had unquestionably spoken in Martian. It was a very old and antique form of the language that she used, a dialect that had not been heard on Mars itself for countless generations, but it was possible for Gerry to understand it. The last thing he had expected to find on this planet of Venus was anyone who spoke one of the tongues common on the Outer Planets!


  “I’m Gerry Norton,” he said.


  “Geree!” the girl repeated. “You talk funny.”


  “Same to you, sister,” Gerry grinned. “And just who are you, anyway?”


  “I am Closana, of course, the daughter of Rupin-Sang!” the girl said haughtily. “Don’t you see the Golden Arrow?”


  She touched a small golden arrow that hung from a light chain about her neck. It seemed to be some kind of an insignia of rank. Her deep blue eyes were looking at him thoughtfully.


  “You wear queer clothes, Geree,” she said at last. “Where do you come from?”


  “From Earth.”


  She frowned.


  “Where is that? Is it one of the lands beyond the Great Sea?”


  “Much farther away than that. It’s another planet, far off in outer space.”


  “You lie,” she said. “Such a thing is not possible.”


  “Okay, sister,” Gerry snapped, “we won’t argue about that right now. Who were your unpleasant friends here? What do we do next?”


  Closana walked across to take the sword of one of the slain Reptilians. She tested its balance, seemed satisfied, and then belted the scabbard about her own waist. She handled the long blade with the experienced ease of a warrior, and for the first time Gerry noticed the play of corded muscles beneath the smooth and tawny skin of her arms and shoulders. Closana, daughter of Rupin-Sang, was feminine enough but there was nothing of the clinging vine about her! She threw her long hair back over her shoulders and faced Gerry with the sword in her hand.


  “You should have killed the last of the Scaly Ones,” she said, “instead of letting him get away. Now he will bring the whole raiding party down on us.”


  “Who are they, those things you call the Scaly Ones?”


  “Their region lies beyond the frontier of our land of Savissa,” the girl explained. “We are near the boundaries now. There is constant warfare between ourselves and the Scaly Ones. Now and then their raiding parties break through our ring of barrier forts, and it was a group of five hundred such raiders that captured me this morning. That one who escaped will bring the rest back with him.”


  “Then I guess we’ll need help!” Gerry said grimly.


  THERE was a two-way, short-wave radio set built into his helmet. He reached up to adjust the switch, then flashed the alarm signal. A few seconds later he heard the answering voice of Portok the Martian, who was in command of the nearest of the Viking’s exploring parties.


  “Jumping ray-blasts, Chief, we were wondering what had happened to you!”


  “Guide on my transmitter and get here as soon as you can!” Gerry snapped. “Hurry!”


  A few minutes later they saw a glint of armor through the trees, and then the half dozen members of the exploring party emerged into the clearing. Their eyes were wide with surprise as they saw Closana standing beside Gerry.


  “Who’s your yellow-haired friend, Chief?” Portok asked with a broad grin. He had spoken in Martian, the two tongues being practically interchangeable with the men of the Interplanetary Fleet. Closana’s eyes flashed fire.


  “Speak of me with more respect, little Red-face!” she snapped. Portok’s jaw sagged open, but before he could say anything further the underbrush on the far side of the clearing suddenly vomited a yelling horde of the Scaly Ones.


  They came in close-packed masses, yelping shrilly. Their scaly skins and the blades of their swords gleamed in the subdued yellow light. Evidently bent on capture of the small group of strangers, they were not using their gas-guns.


  “Keep together! Fall back toward the ship!” Gerry roared, drawing the sword he had captured earlier in the day.


  There was a sharp crackle of ray-blasts as the Earth-men fell back before the charging horde of the Scaly Ones. The short hand-tubes were soon exhausted, but the heavy ray-guns carried by two of the men fired steadily. Murky light continually played about their stubby muzzles. Dozens of the Scaly Ones dropped, twitching, in the tall grass before the deadly blast of the rays, but the shouting hordes came on unchecked. And then a bugle sounded somewhere off on the flank!


  “Now, you scaly devils!” Closana screamed, facing about and waving the sword high above her head, “The frontier guards have arrived!”


  Long lines of warriors charged out through the bushes to take the reptile men on the flank. The front line of skirmishers carried heavy bows and had quivers of arrows slung on their backs, the ranks behind were armed with shields and spears. Rank by rank and company by company they came, nearly a thousand strong, the ringing clamor of brazen trumpets urging them onward. Gerry Norton stared at them blankly, scarcely able to believe what he saw. All the warriors were women!


  They were tall and clean-limbed, with long golden hair that streamed behind them as they ran. Like Closana, they wore bright-colored loin cloths and had round gold plates fastened across their breasts. The might of the Golden Amazons of Venus swept forward like a giant wave, with a spray of tossing spear points above it. Then the trumpets sounded again, and the arrow storm began.


  The front ranks loosed their long shafts swiftly, and the air became full of the twang of bow-strings and hiss of speeding arrows. A shouting officer of the Scaly Ones went down with a pair of shafts feathered in his chest. His men were dropping all about him as the gold-tipped arrows struck home.


  THE reptile men were using their gas-guns now. The sharp hiss of the discharges rose above the twang of the bow-strings, the snap of the exploding bullets was like a crackle of old-fashioned musketry. The projectiles ripped holes in the front ranks of the Amazons, but they still came bounding forward. Then the sharp reports of the exploding bullets died away, for the gas-guns were cumbersome things to re-charge and there was no time. The two lines met with a clash of steel.


  Gerry Norton had thrown his armoured Earth-men and Martians as a guard around Closana when she ran toward the center of the Amazon line. On two occasions small parties of the Scaly Ones cut their way through the guarding spears to reach them, and each time the blast of the heavy ray-guns mowed them down. The clatter of meeting blades was like the noise of a thousand smithies, the shrill yelping of the reptile men was drowned out by the triumphant blast of the Amazon trumpets. The Scaly Ones were giving back all along the line, under pressure of superior numbers and the greater agility of the lithe Amazons.


  Gerry fought with the long, blue-bladed sword in his hand and the shield of a fallen Amazon on his left arm. With the greater strength of his earthly muscles, he raged through the fighting while his heavy blade wrought deadly execution. And then it was over! The Scaly Ones broke up into scores of fleeing groups and fresh companies of Amazons bounded in pursuit with their long bows twanging. Closana leaned on her dripping blade and held out her hand.


  “It was a good fight, Geree. I think I will take you for my husband.”


  “I think,” Gerry said, “We’ll just leave that idea for discussion some other time.”


  THE fleeing survivors of the Scaly Ones had gone, with companies of light armed Amazons in hot pursuit. The others were tending the wounded and gathering up the dead, picking up fallen weapons, doing all the routine tasks that are the aftermath of battle. Closana was now surrounded by a body-guard of tall, blonde Amazons whose loin-cloths bore the same design of a golden arrow-head as her own.


  “I think,” she said to Gerry, “that you should come to see my father Rupin-Sang, who is ruler of this land.”


  Quite a thinker, decided Gerry.


  “We can take you there in the ship if you show us the way,” he said shortly.


  A horde of Amazons thronged around the big blue-and-silver hull of the Viking where she lay in the knee-high grass. As the members of the landing party filed on board and turned their ray-tubes in to the Ordnance Officer to be recharged, the other members of the crew came out to stare at the visitors. Angus McTavish stood on the steps of the ladder with his big fists on his hips.


  “Will ye look at all the bonny lassies!” he said, “This may not be such a bad planet after all.”


  The feminine warriors of Venus saw McTavish then, and a sudden murmur swept over the throng. An instant later a hundred blades flashed in the air in salute, and then all the Amazons dropped down on one knee.


  “Now what the devil . . .?” muttered Steve Brent who had come out of the ship just behind McTavish.


  “Just a proper tribute to my outstanding personality, lad!” the big Scot muttered aside. Closana read the surprise in Gerry Norton’s eyes.


  “There are few men in this land of Savissa,” she explained, “And the wearing of a beard is the sign of a noble of the highest rank.”


  “Wonder how long it will take me to grow a good crop of whiskers!” Steve said.


  Closana and a dozen of her body-guard came aboard, looking curiously about them. As the Venusian princess walked into the control room she came face to face with Olga Stark. For a long moment the two women stood looking at each other, their clashing glances hard and intent. The golden Venusian and the dark haired Earthling. Then Closana shrugged and turned away.


  “I do not like her,” she said calmly. A slow flush spread over Olga Stark’s face, and her eyes smoldered, but she did not answer.


  With helicopters spinning, the Viking rose a thousand feet in the air. Then she moved ahead at minimum cruising speed. Closana stood at one of the control room windows to point the way.


  IT was a strange land that they saw moving past below them, though a pleasant one. There were rolling uplands, and patches of forest, and occasional villages surrounded by broad tilled fields. Except for the yellowish tinge to the vegetation, and the odd shapes of the trees, it might have been an Earthly countryside. Then Gerry noticed another thing! Though it was broad daylight, as bright as it could become on this planet, there were no shadows at all. The diffusing effect of the eternal cloud barrier kept the light equal on all sides.


  “The Land of No Shadow!” he said aloud. For the first time in this busy day he thought of the fact that they were forty million miles from home. If anything happened to the Viking, they would spend the rest of their lives here.


  They passed some of the barrier forts, square and stone walled buildings reminiscent of medieval castles on Earth. In the misty hills beyond, Closana told Gerry, lay the country of the Scaly Ones.


  “What is it like?” he asked. She shrugged, but her eyes were shadowed.


  “All I know about it is legend, the sort of tales that old women tell in the evenings. Many of our people have been taken there as prisoners in raids, but none has ever returned alive.”


  Leaving Steve Brent in command in the control room for the moment, Gerry went aft to his quarters where he had a compact Tri-dimensional-cinema outfit. He was passing along one of the corridors on B-deck when he abruptly halted. A faint humming was coming from behind the closed door of the radio room!


  The Viking’s sending outfit was not strong enough to bridge the vastness of interplanetary space. Such outfits existed, of course, but only a small set had been installed on the space-ship because of the extra weight involved. The radio room had been closed and locked weeks ago. No one was supposed to have access to it except Steve Brent and Gerry himself. And yet—the unmistakable hum of a generator was coming from behind the closed door!


  Gerry cautiously tested the knob of the door. It gave under his hand. As he opened the portal a crack, he clearly heard the sharp murmur of the sending apparatus. Then he swung the door wide on its noiseless and well-oiled hinges. A dim light gleamed across the room! A dark figure was crouched tensely over the table that held the sending set. At the moment Gerry could not see who it was.


  Two steps Gerry took into the room. Three steps. The rubberoid soles of his shoes made no sound. Then a crushing weight descended on top of his head! In the half second before he lost consciousness, he realized that there had been a second interloper in the radio room. Someone who had been crouching against the wall by the door, and who had slugged him as he passed.


  WHEN consciousness returned to Gerry Norton, he was lying alone on the floor of the darkened radio room. He sat up, and rubbed his aching head, and swore softly. There was no sign of the interlopers, nor any clue to their identity.


  The whole incident puzzled him. His assailants must have been from among the Viking’s crew. That was surprising enough in itself, but there was also the problem of motive. Why would anybody be sending a secret message when there was no receiving set within millions of miles? The thing just didn’t make sense.


  Closing the radio room behind him Gerry went back to the control-room and drew Steve Brent aside.


  “Look here, Steve! I just found someone sending a secret message out over the radio, and got knocked on the head before I could see who it was.”


  “You must have been reading some of those funny old Twentieth Century gangster yarns of evil deeds!” Steve grinned.


  “I’m serious. That really happened.” Gerry snapped. The grin faded from Brent’s freckled face.


  “Then it must have been Chester Sand,” he said promptly.


  “Why do you say that?”


  Brent shrugged.


  “Because he’s the only man aboard that I don’t know too well to suspect.”


  “Interesting logic,” Gerry grunted, “But we can’t lock a man up on such negative grounds. Keep your eyes open. I’m going to try to sweat some information out of someone as soon as we get through this ceremony of visiting the king of this place.”


  WOMEN working in the fields looked up as the Viking passed, lifting a hand to shade their eyes as they stared aloft at the soaring space-ship. Other women drove small carts along the white roads that wound through the fields. There did not seem to be any men in this land at all. Then, along the far horizon ahead, there began to lift the domes and towers and minarets of a mighty city. Closana proudly lifted her arm.


  “The Golden City of Larr!” she said, “Capitol of our land of Savissa. None but our own people have ever penetrated those walls except as prisoners of war.”


  The walled city of Larr dominated the plain in all its towered splendor. Its walls of polished yellow stone were more than a hundred feet high. The serrated battlements at the top were faced with plates of thin gold. Domes of blue and scarlet gleamed within the walls. Slender minarets lifted their lattices high in the air. In the center was a massive round tower whose top was shaped like the point of a golden arrow.


  “But surely your people never built this place!” he gasped. Closana shook her head.


  “The city was not built by my people as they are now. Larr, the Golden City, is very ancient. It was built by the Old Ones—they who lived here long ago, in the dim dawn of time. I have forgotten most of the tale but my father can tell you.”


  As they passed over the outer walls, Gerry saw some long steel tubes mounted on swivels above the battlements. They were protected by gleaming metal shields. He touched Closana’s arm.


  “What are those things that look like giant ray-guns?”


  “Those are the defences of the walls,” the girl answered, “We also have them at the barrier forts. In some way they send out rays of heat that burn and shrivel all things within reach. I do not know much about them, but my father can tell you.”


  “Looks like he’s going to tell me a lot of things,” Gerry said. Closana shook back her long hair and looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.


  “Yes, Geree. He will also tell you why you had better marry me as I suggested.”


  “I told you we’d have to let that subject wait till later!” he said grimly. Steve Brent prodded him gently in the ribs.


  “Persistent souls, these Golden Amazons!” he said in English.


  THE appearance of the Viking in the air over Larr created a mounting excitement among the citizens of the city. Through the open windows of the control room Gerry could hear the brazen clamor of many trumpets, sounding the alarm. Crowds appeared on the roofs. Arrows streaked up at the space-ship, futile shafts that fell short of the mark. As they neared the central tower, gun crews swarmed about two of the ray-tubes. Knowing the resisting power of the Viking’s duralite hull, Gerry was not greatly worried, but Closana seemed to feel that things had gone far enough.


  Hitherto the girl had been quite evidently enjoying the consternation that the Viking’s arrival had caused among the defenders of the city. Now she leaned far out from the open window and waved reassuringly. As she was recognized, defense preparations ceased and the gun crews began to cover their weapons up again.


  The Viking settled gently down on the worn stone pavement of a square plaza directly before the central tower. A ring of amazon spearmen instantly formed to keep back the curious crowds, and other companies were drawn up as a guard of honor. They saluted Closana with a shout and a surge of uplifted spears when she and Gerry stepped out the opened starboard door. Then, when Angus McTavish came out with a group of senior officers a few seconds later, all the Amazon warriors dropped instantly down on one knee while their spear-points rattled on the stones. The big engineer beamed through his beard, and tilted his uniform cap to a more rakish angle.


  “I have already stated that these folk are a verra discriminating people!” he said with deep satisfaction. Closana turned to Gerry.


  “It would be better to take only a few of your people along when we go into see my father.”


  Gerry faced about, his glance running quickly over those of his crew who had emerged from the hull and were standing nearby.


  “Steve Brent stays here in command,” he said quietly, “You come with me, Angus. And Portok. And one other . . .” He hesitated, then named Olga Stark. Later he was to wonder what evil genius had led him to select her as one of the party. He could not quite remember. Probably it was just a desire to take as varied and representative a group along with him as possible. Closana looked annoyed at his choice, but did not comment.


  THEY passed through the ranks of the spear-guard, and up to the octagonal main door of the tower where carved golden leaves slid back into the wall on each side. A blue light glowed around the inner frame of the door, and Closana held up her arm.


  “Wait till the blue light fades, for it is Death,” she said quietly. Then, as the light died out, they all stepped inside while the golden leaves of the door closed clashing behind them.


  They were in a winding corridor whose stone walls were faced with polished stone and hung with ancient tapestries. The place was lighted by metal discs set flush in the ceiling, discs of a substance that gave forth a soft and golden glow. Even this light, Gerry noticed, was so diffused as to be shadowless. “The Land of No-Shadow!” he muttered under his breath, remembering the phrase that had come to him earlier. Somehow the friendly old Earth seemed very far away at that moment!


  In an ante-chamber they met the first man they had seen since they reached Venus, aside from the half-animal raiders of the Scaly Ones. This man was short and slight, with a very high forehead and unusually large eyes. His skin had the same tawny tinge as that of the feminine warriors of his race, but he was more lightly built than they. He wore a loose yellow tunic, and his hair and thin beard were heavily shot with gray. Somehow he looked tired, and old even beyond his years, as though the sands of his race were running very low.


  “Rupin-Sang awaits your coming,” he said to Gerry. As Portok and the others from the Viking came into sight, the Venusian stared at them with strangely startled eyes. He said nothing more, but his glance seemed to hold a strange, terrible haunting fear.


  At the end of the corridor they stepped into a small golden car. A door closed behind them. The floor shot rapidly upward. A few seconds later the door of the lift-car swung open again and they stepped out into a round chamber near the top of the great tower.


  “Enter to His Highness Rupin-Sang, Lord of Savissa and the Mountain Lands, ruler of field and forest and castle, hereditary Warden of the Great Sea!” the Venusian courtier said sonorously.


  The room was circular, with glassless windows set in the walls every few feet. A warm breeze blew in to stir the tiny metal discs that hung around near the tops of the walls in a sort of frieze, setting them swinging till they clashed together with a continuous jingling. A small fountain murmured in the center of the room. A peculiarly shaped telescope stood by one wall, and there were other scientific instruments of a type unfamiliar to the Earth-men.


  IN a big carved chair in the center sat a very old man, a rolled parchment lying across his knees. What remained of his hair and beard were pure white. His face was lined and sunken. He half raised his arm in a ceremonial gesture of welcome, but then a sudden expression of alarm came over his face. He pointed with one shaking hand.


  “Aie—woe to the City of Larr! The hour of the fulfilment of the prophecy is at hand! Woe to Larr, with its walls and towers!”


  Closana hurried to her father’s side. A moment later the old man had regained his calm. He greeted them with formalized speech of welcome full of old phrases, then added:


  “Forgive my agitation when you first entered, hiziren, but it brought to mind the doom-filled phrases of what we of Savissa call the Prophecy of Jeddah-Khana.”


  “What is that?”


  “It is a very old prophecy, carved in an ancient runic script on the stone walls of one of the vaults under this tower. Tradition says it was put there by the Old Ones who built this city, and of whose science we are the unworthy heirs.” Rupin-Sang bowed and touched his forehead as he mentioned the Old Ones. “The Prophecy states that the day will come when a red-skinned man and a dark-haired woman and a ruddy, bearded giant will come together to the city from afar, and that within a month thereafter the Golden City of Larr will crumble and return to the dust.”


  “But surely you don’t take such old legends seriously!” Gerry said. The old man smiled.


  “My head tells me not to, but superstition is strong in we of Savissa. However—I can take comfort from the fact that the old legend also prophecies a re-birth for Savissa after the great catastrophe. But enough of this talk of portents and legends! I give you welcome to Savissa, and to the city of Larr. Also, I thank you for rescuing my youngest daughter from the Scaly Raiders. Whence come ye?”


  Gerry sketched in hasty phrases the outline of present conditions on Earth and Mars, and told of their trip through space to Venus in the Viking. Rupin-Sang nodded without showing any particular surprise.


  “And so that’s the story,” Gerry concluded. “We’re curious about some of your conditions here. The women warriors, for instance . . .”


  “It was not always so in the land of Savissa,” Rupin-Sang said with a faint smile. “In the days of the Old Ones there was a natural balance of the sexes. But, as the slow centuries passed, the birth rate gradually changed. Now one child in five thousand born in Savissa is a male. The few men we do have are needed for certain administrative and scientific work, particularly the supervision of the alta-radium mines in the mountains from which we get the raw material for the alta-ray tubes that are our greatest protection against invasion.”


  “I saw the tubes on the walls,” Gerry said, “but why is it that your mobile forces are armed only with primitive weapons like bows and arrows?”


  “Because we cannot possibly mine and produce enough of the alta-radium to do more than supply the defences of the city and of the barrier forts. The possession of the secret of that ray has kept our borders free from the Scaly Ones except for isolated raids like the one you encountered today, but we cannot arm our troops with the ray.”


  “And the gas-guns of the Scaly Ones?”


  “They are a good weapon—but we have not the materials to manufacture them on this side of the border.”


  “Sounds like what we used to call a ‘balance of power’ in the days when Earth was torn by wars,” Gerry said with a smile. “But tell me one thing more. I notice that in this land you speak an archaic form of Martian.”


  “The Tempora-scope can tell you the story better than my words.”


  Rupin-Sang nodded to his attendant, and a cloth cover was removed from a broad metal disc that was attached to some kind of a machine. He touched a control lever, and the mechanism began to hum. Blinds were dropped down over the windows, so that the room was filled with a murky twilight. The humming sound grew steadily louder. Now the metal disc glowed with a brilliant light. Momentarily its polished surface clouded over, as though obscured by a thin fog, and then the mists drifted aside.


  BEFORE them they saw the Universe as it was in the youth of the world, when roaring volcanoes were still active on the Moon and the rings of Saturn were just drifting out from the girth of that spinning sphere. It was as though they were looking out through a circular window somewhere in the sky. The machine gave a perfect illusion of reality, not merely tri-dimensional but touching all the senses as well. They could hear the roar of new-made satellites spinning off into the void, and the rush of burning gases. They could smell the scent of molten rock.


  Then time passed! The planets began to cool. The mud-flats steamed under a cloudy sun, the mountains shouldered their way upward through the tilted and riven fields. On the edges of inland seas, the hot shallows were filled with slimy things that crawled with their bellies dragging. They could hear the ripple of the waters, and the rustle of warm winds blowing through the flowerless and fern-like forests. Gerry could smell the rank odors of the steaming and primitive jungles. There was a pungent taste on his lips. Once he stretched his hand out toward a trilobite that seemed to be crawling up to his feet—and he felt the coarse surface of the shell before he pulled his hand back again.


  The picture changed once more, centering on a ruddy planet that swept toward them while Portok exclaimed at the sight of Mars in the ancient days before the planets were built. Men and women walked its smooth fields, among the flaming scarlet flowers. Music and laughter and the voices of women drifted on the scented winds. But Mars was changing. It was drying up. Life could no longer be the same. Some of the people were beginning to draft the plans for the great canals that were to conserve the planet’s failing supply of water, but others took to space-ships and sailed off into the void.


  Then, for the first time, they saw the planet Venus as the Martian space-ships dropped down through the veiling clouds. They saw those first pioneers of space land on Venus, and subjugate the natives, and build mighty cities in the plains. But something happened to the birth-rate, and most of the science of the Old Ones was lost when a series of great quakes swept the planet. The holdings of the descendants of those interplanetary travelers of long ago dwindled to only the city of Larr and the land of Savissa itself.


  The humming of the Tempora-scope died away. The big metal disc again became blank. The machine had ceased to function, and the illusion of the reality of the past was gone. They were simply in a shaded tower room with a tired old man who sat on a carved throne.


  “And that is the tale of the rise and decline of our people, hiziren,” he said sadly. “Now the sands of our nation run low. I am half inclined to believe that the old prophecy will come true, and that this is the twilight of Savissa and its people. But—enough of that. Raise the blinds again, Rotosa, so that we may have light while we can. And I ask you visitors from afar to dine with me tonight before you go back to your space-ship.”


  THE banquet table was set on the ground floor of the Arrow-Tower, in a room where an open colonnade looked out on a walled garden behind the palace of the rulers of Savissa. A carved wooden table was set with golden plates. Faint music came from some hidden source. In the garden outside, night birds sang softly and there was a constant sound of running water from many fountains.


  In addition to Rupin-Sang, there were three of his male attendants and about twenty women. On this ceremonial occasion they supplemented their usual scanty garb with long and graceful robes that gleamed like silk. Thin veils were attached to jeweled circlets. Catching a glimpse of the sullen discontent on Olga Stark’s face, Gerry suddenly realized that the Earth woman was jealous of her own appearance.


  “Probably hating my guts right now for making her wear her uniform!” he thought. “Women are queer!”


  To Gerry Norton, that meal was a peaceful interlude between the monotonous strain of the long interplanetary voyage and the uncertainty of what lay ahead. Though some of the native dishes tasted strange to his Earthly palate, the food was generally good. Fragrant, heady wines from the hill country bordering Savissa were served in colored glass goblets. A sound of distant singing drifted across the garden.


  Gerry was wondering what disaster had overtaken the first expedition that had set out to reach this planet, the space-ship Stardust that had left Earth over two years ago under command of Major Walter Lansing. Perhaps it had landed in some less friendly part of the planet and been overwhelmed by the natives before it could get away again. Perhaps it had met some swift disaster in outer space and was now spinning endlessly in the void—a lifeless and man-made planetoid. In any case, he would make a thorough search for some trace of the Stardust before he started back to Earth again.


  WHEN the meal was over and they all arose from the table, Gerry noticed that Angus and Olga Stark walked out into the garden together. It struck him as an odd combination, for Olga was the one person on board with whom the genial Scot was not friendly. Then he forgot about it.


  A few minutes later Closana took Gerry’s arm and led him out into the garden. Colored lanterns hung here and there along the paths, but most of the light came from globes of glowing metal that were concealed near the tops of the trees. The effect was much like Earthly moonlight, except that the moon was golden instead of silver. Angus and Olga should have been a few yards ahead of them, but both had disappeared. Gerry wondered about it—and then a dim figure rose up in the shadows immediately before him. A cloud of choking gas, hurled squarely in his face from some sort of flask, filled his lungs with the pain of many fiery needles.


  Gerry crumpled soundlessly to the ground. He could see and hear what went on, but otherwise he was paralyzed and incapable of sound or movement. For a moment he thought that Closana was behind some form of treachery. Then dark figures swarmed around him, lifting him from the ground, and he saw the dim light gleaming on gray scales. The Scaly Ones had penetrated to the innermost sanctuary of the City of Larr!


  Gerry’s head fell back as they lifted him, and he could see that Closana was equally helpless in the grip of more of the raiders. A section of grass and bushes was swung back on a hidden trap door, revealing a flight of moss-covered stone steps leading downward. The two prisoners were carried down, and the door dropped hollowly into place above them.


  THEY were in a narrow and very ancient stone passage. Moss and lichens covered the walls, moisture dripped from the ceiling. On the floor in the midst of another group of the Scaly Ones lay Angus McTavish, evidently also a victim of the paralyzing gas. Olga Stark stood nearby, her long dark hair loose about her shoulders and an expression of savage triumph in her eyes.


  “Tie them securely!” she snapped to the officer in command of the Scaly Men. His long-nosed, brutish face creased in a grim smile.


  “It shall be done, Mistress!”


  Closana was stripped to her loin-cloth. A cloth gag was twisted into her mouth, her arms were tied behind her back. Gerry and Angus were treated in the same way. Control of his muscles was returning swiftly to Gerry Norton now, as the effects of the gas wore off, but he was already secured and helpless.


  Grim rage filled Gerry then, but even greater than that emotion was his utter amazement. The thing was completely beyond his understanding. This was no routine raid of the Scaly Ones against the people of Larr, but a definite attempt to capture him! Strangest of all was the part played by Olga Stark, who acted as though she was in command of the Scaly Men. It just wasn’t possible—but it was happening.


  The three prisoners were pulled to their feet. Guards gripped their elbows. At the first bend in the passage a small waterfall came down from above and formed a gurgling stream that ran in a deep gutter at one side. The air was hot, and moist, and heavy with the scent of running water and fungus growths. Other jets of water came down from above to add to the trickle of water until, as the passage widened, a gurgling torrent ran along beside them. Suddenly Gerry realized where they were. This was the sewerage system that carried away the waste of the city’s many flowing fountains!


  At last they came to the main drain, a vaulted stone passage where a twenty-foot stream of black water flowed along beside the narrow foot-path. Tied up there, looking like a sea-monster in the dim light of the lanterns carried by the Scaly Men, was a metal boat that had only a narrow deck and a round dome above the water. A crude submarine!


  The three prisoners were forced aboard. Their gags were removed, now that silence no longer mattered, but their arms remained bound and they were chained by the necks to a steel bar as they sat in a row at one side of the narrow hull. The raiders cast off, came aboard, and closed the dome behind them. Motors hummed softly, and then the submarine moved sluggishly down the stream.


  At the moment the three of them were alone. They could see the scaly skins of some of their captors busied at various tasks in adjoining compartments, but there was no one within hearing. After twisting futilely at his bonds for a moment, Gerry leaned back against the steel bulkhead behind him and looked over at Angus.


  “Well—here we are!” he said.


  “Aye—so it seems!” The Scot’s broad face was grim. “I should have known that black-haired witch had some deviltry in mind when she asked me to walk in the garden with her!”


  “But where does she fit into the picture? How does she get her control over these scaly devils?”


  “How do I know?” snorted McTavish angrily. “Ask me some more riddles! What’s more to the point is where they’re taking us in this queer craft.”


  “I can guess that,” Closana said quietly. The girl was very pale, but she smiled faintly as she met Gerry’s eyes. “This drain empties into the Giri river, and a few miles farther along that river forms the boundary between Savissa and the lands of the Scaly Ones. We have never known they could travel beneath the water this way.”


  “What will happen after they get us there?”


  “Torture and death. Once any of our people are taken across into the land of Giri-Vaaka, they never return alive.”


  “Nice little trip we’re taking, Gerry lad!” McTavish growled. “Too bad you didn’t bring your cinema camera along!”


  THE submarine moved sluggishly ahead, silent except for the hum of its motors. As Gerry looked around he could see that it was a crudely constructed and makeshift craft. Even so, it was more than he would have expected from men of the apparent mentality of the Scaly Ones.


  “This is a funny sort of submarine!” he said to Angus. The big engineer, who had twisted around to peer at the bulkhead directly behind them, growled deep in his throat.


  “It’s funnier than ye think, lad! Look at this!” McTavish nodded toward one of the sheets of thin steel from which the bulkhead had been built. On the edge there were stamped a few words. The letters were small, and in the dim light Gerry had to narrow his eyes for a moment before he could read them.


  U. S. Gov’t Steel Works


  Atlanta, Ga.


  “How in Heaven’s name did they get that . . .?” Gerry’s voice trailed off without finishing the sentence. McTavish shrugged.


  “Ye don’t need more than one guess. The Stardust must have been wrecked somewhere near here, and these devils took some of her parts to build this outlandish craft.”


  At last, long hours later, the submarine came to a stop. As his captors led him up on deck, Gerry saw that the ungainly craft had grounded in the shallows on the shore of a broad river. It was just daylight. A pale yellow light filtered down through the canopy of clouds, and a flight of marsh-fowl was winging by just overhead.


  “Where are we?” asked Gerry.


  “This is the Giri River,” Closana said. “Savissa lies on the far shore. This is the land of the Scaly Ones.”


  Some of the reptile men hauled the submarine into a cove and began to cover it over with piles of reeds. Some twenty others formed up in a column with the three prisoners in the center. Then the officer in command barked an order and they all moved out along a dirt road that led away from the river. Olga Stark was walking beside the first rank of scaly warriors. She had not looked at the prisoners at all.


  They tramped steadily onward through the dust in silence except for the dull slap of the webbed feet of the reptile men and the jingle of their equipment. After a while the officer in command came back to look at the prisoners. He was a grizzled veteran with shaggy ridges above his eyes and the long-healed scars of half a dozen old wounds on his scaly body. McTavish glared at him for a moment.


  “Take a good look, sonny boy!” the big Scot growled. “What’s your name—if you have one?”


  “I should tear out your tongue for speaking in that tone to an officer of Giri-Vaaka,” the officer said. His voice had the high pitched and metallic quality typical of his face, and he bared his pointed teeth in a not unfriendly grin, “but the torturers of the Lord Lansa will take care of you soon enough. I am Toll, commander of a strikka in the border guards.”


  “Where are you taking us?”


  Toll grinned wickedly.


  “To the palace of Lansa, overlord of all Venus.”


  GERRY noticed that this countryside of Giri-Vaaka was very different from the pleasant and cultivated fields of Savissa over which he had passed the day before. The roads were dirt and half overgrown. Not much of the country was under cultivation. Strange purple bushes with thorns a foot long covered much of the land, crowding close on the patches of forest where ten-foot ferns towered high overhead. Sometimes they came upon a grazing herd of the yard-long giant ants, who would go galloping away with their antennas waving in the air and their hard-shelled leg-joints clicking loudly.


  Depression hung on Gerry Norton’s chest like a physical weight. It was not alone the fact that every stride carried them deeper into a grim and hostile land—prisoners whose doom was probably already sealed—that set him biting his lower lip till he tasted the salt blood on his tongue. Nor even the fact that Closana shared the same fate because she happened to have been with him at the time of the raid. It was also the utter strangeness of everything. Yesterday, in Savissa, the people and the mode of life had been nearly enough to normal so that he was not deeply conscious of the strange vegetation and the other things in which Venus differed from Earth and Mars.


  Now everything seemed different, and alien. The lowering yellow skies of Venus were ominous. The hot winds brought strange smells and seemed to carry a hint of doom. The one thought that gave him any real hope was the fact that Portok the Martian had not been captured with the rest of them. He must have missed them soon after the abduction. There might be a chance that he and Steve Brent would bring the Viking to look for them.


  THEY had begun to pass occasional small farms. These were scanty fields carved out of the creeping masses of purple thorns, usually with a roughly thatched hut in the center. On one such occasion the farmer and his family stood apathetically at the roadside to watch the patrol of Reptile Men go by.


  “But they’re not scaly!” Gerry exclaimed. Closana shook her head.


  “No. They are of the Green Men of Giri. Once they held this land while the Scaly Ones dwelt in the marshes of Vaaka farther west, but the Scaly Ones have now been masters of this place for many generations.”


  The Green Men, Gerry noticed, looked like ordinary Earthlings except for a slight greenish cast to their skin. Probably, like the Golden Amazons, they were also descended from the Old Ones who had come from Mars so long ago. The ragged and mud-stained farmer gave Toll a perfunctory salute, and then leaned on his hoe to watch the column pass by.


  The warriors of Toll swaggered along the road with the insolent assurance of men who know themselves masters of all around them. The farmer’s green face was carefully expressionless, but there was a gleam in his eyes that spoke of no great liking for his scaly masters. When his glance lingered on Gerry’s for an instant, the Earth-man read a definite sympathy in it. They camped that night in a clearing beside a small stream. One of the guards shot a giant ant with his gas-gun, then cracked open the horny shell with his sword. They cut long strips of the meat and roasted it over a fire. Though the taste was peculiar the stuff was edible, and the three prisoners managed to swallow it.


  “The condemned man ate a hearty meal!” Angus McTavish said with grim humor, wiping his fingers on the coarse yellow grass beside him.


  Olga had gone on with a faster-moving detachment, and only a dozen Scaly Ones remained with Toll to guard the three prisoners. Gerry and Closana sat side by side before the fire, their bare shoulders touching. The ruddy and flickering glow of the firelight touched Angus’ giant frame a little farther around the circle, and then the scaly skins and long snouts of the reptile men watching them. Gerry clasped his arms around his knees.


  “Y’know Angus, at the moment we’re living as our ancestors must have lived long generations ago. No ray-tubes or dura-steel armor. No portable electrophones. Not even a low-speed rocket car to carry us along. It must have been this way back in the days when they built that little old building that’s now used for a museum in New York. The Empire State Building.”


  “You’ve got your dates mixed, laddie,” McTavish yawned. “The Empire State was built in the twentieth century, and even the people of those queer old days were more advanced than most of what we’ve seen of life on this planet of Venus.”


  “I don’t suppose those Ancients knew what they were missing.”


  “Maybe they were better off! At least they only got into trouble on their own Earth instead of wandering off to other planets like a pack of fools as we have!” Toll and two of his men came toward them, carrying the ropes with which they had earlier been bound.


  “Sorry, but I must tie you up for the night,” he said. For an instant Gerry thought of making a break. If he could get away he might find some way of rescuing the others. Then he decided against it. One of the reptile men would be almost sure to bring him down with a gas-gun before he got out of the circle of firelight, in spite of the greater strength of his Earthly muscles. So he shrugged, and allowed the guards to tie him up again. For quite a while he lay awake, hoping to hear the hum of the Viking’s motors, but at last he fell asleep.


  ON the third day of their journey, the trail led upward, into a range of bleak and rocky hills. A few mean huts were the only signs of human habitation. Then, as they rounded a bend in the trail which at this point clung to the face of a cliff, they saw the answer to a mystery that had puzzled the civilized world for two years.


  It was the wreck of the space-ship Stardust. She lay at the foot of a cliff across the valley, her steel and duralite hull still gleaming brightly through the thick green creepers that had grown up around it. Even from this distance Gerry could see the hopelessly crumpled rocket-tubes at the stern, and the gaping holes where plates had been ripped away to make the submarine that had brought them out of the city of Larr.


  “So that was the end of the Stardust!” Gerry muttered. “I wonder what happened to her crew!”


  “We’ll probably find out soon enough!” McTavish replied grimly. “I’ll bet all the gold in Savissa against an empty rocket-oil tin that we’re headed for the same fate right now.”


  “Poor devils—I suppose the Scaly Ones did get them. I never liked Walter Lansing, as you know, but I could have wished him better luck than this!”


  At last they crossed the hills and saw a broad valley before them. Dim and snowcapped mountains notched the yellow sky on the far side of the Valley. A river wound through the plain, and on the shore of the saffron waters of a mighty lake they saw the gray walls of a city. Toll, the reptilian captain, pointed across the valley.


  “Yonder lies the city of Vaaka-hausen. Soon you will stand before the Lord Lansa, and then,” he added with a grim and ghoulish humor, “neither I nor anybody else will be bothered with you any more.” The countryside immediately around the city of the Scaly Ones was better kept and more cultivated than what they had seen of the rest of Giri-Vaaka. There were a number of small villages. Then they passed in through the walls, gray stone ramparts that seemed to be very old and were in poor repair. The muzzles of heavy caliber gas-guns peered over the battlements here and there.


  The crowds in the streets stared curiously as Toll led his prisoners toward the center of the city. Tall reptile men swaggered through the crowds with their swords slung on their hips, but the shorter Green Men were in the great majority. Most of them, men and women alike, stared at the captives without any particular sign of emotion. This gray and crowded city of Vaaka-hausen had none of the atmosphere of pleasant friendliness that Gerry had noticed in Larr. It seemed a place of fear and oppression.


  THE palace of the ruler of the Scaly Ones was a squat gray building in the center of the city. An arm of the river swept along beneath one wall, with the muddy waters lapping at the aged gray stones. An iron gate swung aside to let the newcomers into the courtyard. Men who wore black metal breast-plates over their scales took over the prisoners from Toll, leading them down a long flight of stairs into the dungeons beneath the palace. They waited in a vaulted chamber where the only light was a shaft of yellow radiance that came from a narrow slit high up near the ceiling.


  “It won’t be long now!” Gerry muttered.


  Then a gong sounded somewhere nearby. It was a very resonant and deep-throated gong, and instantly the rock-walled chamber became filled with a green light. It had no visible source, seeming to come from the walls or from the very air itself. Again the gong rolled.


  “The Lord Lansa comes!” barked the captain of the guards, “the overlord of Venus is at hand. Down on your knees, captives and slaves.”


  Closana went to her knees, though otherwise holding herself proudly erect with her hands tied behind her back. In the greenish light her long blonde hair looked like molten gold. Angus McTavish muttered savagely in his beard and stayed on his feet. Instantly one of the reptile guards drew his sword and held the blade horizontally behind the Scot’s knees.


  “Kneel—or I cut the tendons!” he snapped.


  “Come down, you stiff-necked idiot!” Gerry growled. With a muttered oath Angus dropped to his knees, and the guard stepped back into line.


  Then the door opened, and three men came slowly into the room. Two were gray-scaled guards who carried their gas-guns cocked and ready. The third was a tall man in a loose green robe. His head was hooded, so that nothing of his face could be seen at all, his hands were tucked in the sleeves of his robe. There was something deadly and almost grotesque about that silent figure. Gerry knew that at last he was in the presence of Lansa, Lord of the Scaly Ones and ruler of Giri-Vaaka, self-styled Overlord of all Venus!


  THE seconds passed in silence. The guards were frozen motionless at attention. At last Lansa spoke, his voice coming hollowly from the shadows of his hood.


  “Take them to the cells. Their doom shall be decided when the Serpent Gods have spoken. I have ordered it!”


  The tyrant of Venus gestured sharply, and the guards closed in about the prisoners. For a fleeting instant Gerry had a glimpse of a thin green hand, a hand where the finger was missing at the second joint. Then Lansa went out and the door closed behind him. The deeply resonant gong sounded again, and the pulsating green light instantly vanished so that there was again no light except for the thin trickle of yellow radiance that came in the single high window. The prisoners were pulled to their feet.


  There was no chance to speak to Angus or Closana again. Gerry’s guards led him down a narrow corridor, past the steel doors of cells. It was very dim and silent. From some of the cells he heard a faint rattle of chains, from others a low groaning. Otherwise there was no sound but their own footfalls. At last the guards opened the door of a cell, pushed Gerry inside, and cut the ropes that bound his arms. As they slammed the heavy steel door behind them he heard the rasp of bolts. Then the slapping tread of the guards’ webbed feet died away and he was left alone.


  Dim as the light in the corridor had been, that in the cell was so much less that Gerry had to wait half a minute before he could see at all. Then he made out the outlines of a small, bare cell with a bunk made of a light and flexible metal at one side. There was nothing else in the place. Gerry rubbed his wrists a moment to restore circulation, then sat down on the edge of the bunk and dropped his head in his hands.


  He seemed to be about at the end of his trail. Well—that was fate. He did not mind so much for himself and Angus. You knew you were taking risks when you signed up for interplanetary travel in the first place! But he was sorry that Closana had been dragged into it.


  Gerry had now lost all hope of rescue by the Viking. He did not doubt that her duralite hull could withstand the explosive bullets of even the heaviest caliber gas-guns, nor that her three-inch ray-tubes could blast a way into these underground dungeons in a few minutes. If only Steve Brent knew where to come! That was the rub. There was now no way for Brent to learn where the prisoners were being held, and he could not search all the land of Giri-Vaaka.


  Something small and furtive was moving about on the floor a few feet away. Gerry scuffed his feet on the stones, and the creature scampered quickly away. Probably a rat! It seemed that he was going to have pleasant company during his stay in this place.


  Restless and gloomy, Gerry stood up again. He started to walk up and down the few feet that the length of his cell allowed him. Then he froze motionless! A faint tapping was sounding from somewhere to his left. Someone was knocking lightly on the wall of the adjoining cell. Then a voice spoke softly in Martian.


  “You there! You in the next cell! Can you here me?”


  GERRY knelt down on the damp floor and put his head close to the base of the wall. Now he could hear the man more clearly, could even hear his heavy breathing. Gerry’s groping fingers found a place between two of the stones where the mortar had been picked away to leave a small air space.


  “Yes, I hear you!” he called softly. He heard a dry chuckle.


  “Good! I have been waiting a long time for them to put someone in the next cell. Some of the stones are loose. I will come in.”


  There was a soft rattle of falling mortar, and a scrape of sliding stones. Gerry saw the head and shoulders of a man thrust through the opening, and then the man crawled laboriously into the cell.


  “Who are you?” he whispered. “Your accent is not like that of the Green Men of Giri. Wait, I have a light here.”


  A small flashlight clicked on. Its beam pointed up into Gerry’s face. Then the man gasped.


  “Good Lord!” he whispered. “It . . . it’s Gerry Norton!”


  Then the man swung the light so that it swung on himself. Gerry saw a tall, gaunt man in the tattered remains of a blue and silver uniform. It was Major Walter Lansing, once of the Interplanetary Fleet, who had commanded the ill-fated Stardust when she set out on her voyage into space!


  “Norton!” he gasped in a hoarse whisper. “Man, I never expected to see anyone from Earth again!”


  “We thought you were dead.”


  “I might as well be!” Lansing said grimly. “But tell me how you come to be here.”


  As they squatted there in the darkened cell, Gerry whispered the story of the Viking’s expedition and of his own capture. Lansing told him how the Stardust had been wrecked on the rim of the mountains when landing, and how the Scaly Ones had captured all the crew.


  “They have kept me alive because the signs pointed that way when they cast the omens before the Serpent Gods,” Lansing said, “but all the rest of the crew were used as bait for hunting the giant Dakta. They died. You and your companions will probably meet the same fate.”


  “Pleasant prospect!” Gerry said grimly. Lansing gripped his arm.


  “There’s a chance, Norton! Listen! Eve been able to get these scaly devils to bring me a good many things from the wreck. I couldn’t get a ray-tube, they were too wise for that, but I did get a portable radio by telling them it was my tribal god. I have it in my cell. We’ll go over and you can phone your ship to come after us.” He eyed Gerry eagerly. “Let’s go!”


  They both crawled through the gap in the wall. It was like Gerry’s own, but it was piled with an assortment of junk from the wrecked space-ship. In one corner stood a compact two-way radio telephone set with its tubes still intact.


  “Think you can tell them how to come?” Lansing whispered.


  “I’m not sure. They marched us along the roads, and the route was winding, and . . .”


  “I’ll draw you a map!” Lansing interrupted. “You hold the light.”


  While Gerry held the flash, the other man spread out a piece of crumpled paper on the floor and began to draw on it with the stub of a graphite stylus. He talked as he wrote, in a shrilly, excited whisper. Gerry had never liked the man in the old days, considering him excitable and undependable, and it was evident that the long captivity had not improved Walter Lansing’s self-control. That did not matter. The main thing was to get out of this place. And then Gerry saw something that stiffened every muscle and made the short hair prickle all down the back of his neck. The ring finger of Lansing’s left hand was missing at the second joint!


  THE suspicion that had come to Gerry Norton seemed impossible. Walter Lansing . . . the Lord Lansa. It couldn’t be. And yet—he was sure he had seen that same mutilated hand thrust out from the sleeve of a green robe an hour before! Lansing was still talking as he bent over the improvised map.


  “Here’s the line of the Giri River. Tell them to cross by the bald gray hill, then bear west-six-north, using Venusian magnetic bearings. After that . . .”


  He suddenly stopped and looked up, catching Gerry’s grim glance fixed on his left hand. Hastily he jerked it aside into the shadows. He must have read in Gerry’s eyes that his move had been too late, for his own gaunt face hardened.


  “Yon rat!” Gerry hissed between his teeth. His right hand shot out, clutching for the other man’s throat, but Lansing twisted aside and jerked a dark object from his pocket. An instant later a stinging cloud of the paralysis gas took Gerry in the face, and he fell limply to the floor.


  Lansing straightened up and tossed aside the flask that had held the gas. There was a savage gleam in his narrow eyes.


  “All right, Norton,” he said, “we’ll do it the other way. Ho—guards!”


  A gong sounded in the corridor, the pulsating green light immediately flooded the cell. Scaly-skinned guards swarmed in and saluted. Lansing ripped off the torn uniform, revealing a tight-fitting green garment beneath it, and one of the guards helped him on with the cowled robe he had worn before. He glanced down at Gerry for a moment.


  “Bring him and the others up to me when he recovers the use of his muscles,” he said.


  BY the time Gerry Norton recovered from the effects of the gas he had been securely bound again. Two guards led him to the end of a corridor and up a flight of stairs to the level above. This was also part of the prison zone of the castle, but built in an entirely different manner. Walls and floor were of a polished green metal. Super-charged electronic locks fastened each door, holding death for anyone who attempted to tamper with them. Metal globes gave a steady light. Mirrors above each cell door gave the guards who lounged in the corridors a complete view of the inside of every cell.


  This, Gerry realized, was actually the prison used by the lords of Giri-Vaaka. He had been placed in the old and abandoned dungeons beneath as part of the scheme to lure him into calling the Viking to her doom. Glancing in the door-mirrors of the cells as he went by, Gerry saw that most of the occupants were men and women of the Green Race of Giri, with a fair number of Golden Amazons and a few reptile men who had been guilty of some crime or infraction of discipline.


  Then he saw Closana! The girl was tightly spread-eagled against one of the polished metal walls of her cell, her outstretched wrists and ankles held by steel cuffs. Gerry’s jaw jutted stubbornly forward, and for a moment he twisted helplessly against the cords that held his arms behind him.


  The guards halted before a door deep in the interior of the palace, where a pair of scaly warriors stood on guard with gas-guns cocked and ready. The opening itself was not closed by any door, but by what looked like a tightly stretched curtain of some transparent green material. On closer inspection he saw that it glowed with a steady pulsation, while occasional specks of green fire ran through it. When one of the guards moved incautiously back so that the tip of his scabbard touched the green glow filling the door, there was a crackling hiss. The tip of the scabbard simply vanished. It was as though it had been cleanly cut off by a very sharp knife.


  A challenge came from within, and one of Gerry’s guards shouted a reply. The green glow suddenly vanished from the doorway. Whatever elemental force it was that blocked the passage had been withdrawn, and they walked freely in through the opening.


  THE wide room before them was walled with slabs of polished black marble. The figures of writhing snakes and rearing reptiles were inlaid into the black walls with some iridescent green stone. Their eyes were inlaid jewels. Thin trails of pungent smoke drifted upward from their nostrils. A low and throbbing music, full of the thunder of muted drums, came from unseen source. At regular intervals around the walls stood tall golden standards with glowing globes atop them.


  This was the throne room of Lansa, Lord of Giri-Vaaka, who had once been an officer in the flying forces of Earth. The man himself sat on a black marble throne with a dozen of the higher officers of his scaly warriors grouped around him. These Inner Guards wore breast-plates and helmets of a bright green metal, and their pointed ears protruded upward through twin openings in the sides of the helmets.


  Lansa’s swarthy face was gloatingly triumphant. It had always been Gerry Norton’s private opinion that Walter Lansing was slightly mad. Brilliant in many ways, but definitely unstable. At last he appeared to have slipped over that shadowy border that divides the rational from the insane. “It is unfortunate that my little scheme to have you summon your space-ship here did not work,” Lansa said in English. “But we will find some other way of persuading you to do it.”


  “You think you’re quite the little tin god, don’t you?” Gerry sneered.


  “I am a god—to these people,” Lansa replied quietly. “Though the Stardust was damaged too badly to return to earth, little of her equipment was harmed except for the rocket tubes themselves. Within six months after landing I had made myself master of these primitive but obedient people. The submarine that brought you from the city of Larr shows what can be done with them. In the meantime I had communicated with friends on Earth by means of a secret radio frequency, and waited for the sending of the next spaceship. . . .”


  He broke off as a door behind the throne opened and a woman came into the room. It was Olga Stark, now wearing a long gown of shimmering green. Metal strands of the same color were braided into her dark hair, which was crowned by a circlet bearing the design of a rearing serpent. All the officers and courtiers lifted their arms in salute. The woman walked over and stood beside Lansa’s throne, looking down at Gerry with a cold and impersonal scorn. It had not taken Olga Stark very long to fit herself into the role of the queen of Giri-Vaaka!


  A NUMBER of things were clear to Gerry Norton now! It had been Olga Stark with whom Lansing had secretly communicated after he made himself master of the Scaly Ones, and that explained her insistent requests to join the expedition. Again, it had been Olga who had been surreptitiously using the radio to talk to Lansing that day when Gerry had stepped into the radio room on hearing the hum of the generator. They had been arranging the details of his abduction. Only—who was Olga’s confederate who had knocked him over the head when he had walked in on them that time? There was still some traitor on board the Viking.


  “I have now developed the resources of this country to the point where the final campaign is ready,” Lansa boasted, “all these reptile men needed was a man of sufficient brains and initiative to lead them. We are making ray-tubes, modeled on those aboard the Stardust, and will soon be able to blast down the guardian forts of Savissa and to conquer those few other portions of this planet that still stand against me. Then I will return to the Earth in your Viking, taking with me enough gold to buy a vast fleet of ships. There is more gold available here on Venus than all your banks on Earth have ever imagined! I could make myself ruler of Earth with all that gold, but I will choose another method. I will bring back the space-ships, and load them up with my scaly warriors—and then sail to conquer the Outer Planets and whatever else may lie beyond the Solar System!”


  Gerry Norton stared at Lansa in a grim silence. The man was undoubtedly mad. Stark, raving mad! No one but a maniac would cherish such a wild dream of Universal conquest. He had that dangerous combination of natural cleverness and distorted values that has often distinguished leaders who have taken nations into the shadowy valleys of ruin. For a moment Lansa hesitated, his narrow eyes blazing and one arm flung up in a dramatic gesture. Then some of the fire went out of him, and he returned to more prosaic and immediate things.


  “But all that lies in the future. At the moment I must ask you to radio-phone the Viking to come to this city and land in the plain just below the walls.”


  “I’ll see you in hell first!” Gerry snapped. Lansa shrugged.


  “I expected you to indulge in some such heroics! Your type always does. I have not forgotten your attacks on my reputation back on Earth some years ago, Norton, nor your charges that I was unfit to command the Stardust. It will give me considerable pleasure to watch what is about to happen to you. Ho—guards! Bring him down to the torture chamber.”


  THE place of torture was a circular and low vaulted chamber. Gerry was led across to one of the walls, and his bound hands fastened behind him to a metal ring. The place was lit by a dim green light that had no visible source, though in one spot there was a ruddy glow where irons were heating in a brazier of burning charcoal. A bench was placed for Lansa and Olga to sit on, and four of their guards stood beside them.


  The torturers themselves had been selected from among the Green Men of Giri, instead of the scaly skinned warrior race of Vaaka. They were squat and heavy men, those torturers, evidently of the most brutal and debased type that Lansa had been able to find. One in particular, whose wide green face was made hideous by an old scar that had put out one of his eyes, licked his thick lips in ghoulish anticipation as his fingers prodded the flesh about Gerry’s ribs and felt the Earth-man’s muscles.


  “Bring in the other two,” Lansa commanded.


  All about the room were the tools of the torturers art. Some were familiar things that have been used since men first began to mistreat his fellow creatures—leaded whips and stretching-racks and cradles lined with pointed spikes. Others were strange looking and probably even more horrible mechanisms of coils and wires and electrodes. Gerry licked his lips. The place had the hushed stillness of a chamber that has been thoroughly sound-proofed. Probably no screams of agonized victims ever penetrated beyond those smooth walls of polished green metal.


  They brought Angus McTavish in first. He looked like some shaggy red giant, wearing only a loin-cloth with his hair and beard all awry. Then came Closana. Her crossed wrists were tied together before her by a cord that was held by one of the guards, and she was very pale.


  Lansa nodded quickly.


  “Let them begin,” said Lansa tonelessly.


  “A suggestion, sir!” Olga leaned forward on the bench. The glance of her brooding eyes was fixed on the young Amazon princess. “Let them work on the girl first. It will probably succeed more quickly. I think the man Norton has fallen in love with that empty headed young savage, and you know how men are.”


  “You are right. Let it be done that way.”


  Closana was spread-eagled in mid-air, her upstretched arms fastened to ropes that led to the ceiling and her ankles lashed to metal rings in the floor below. She could move nothing but her head as Olga Stark walked up to stand before her.


  “This will repay for the condescension with which I was treated in Savissa!” the Earth-woman said venomously. Closana looked at her in silence for a moment, and then suddenly spat squarely in the other woman’s face.


  “Atta girl!” roared Angus with all the power of his big lungs. Olga struck the helpless girl twice in the mouth with her clenched fist, then returned to her seat.


  “Begin!” she commanded.


  One of the torturers tossed Closana’s long hair forward on either side of her neck, to leave her back entirely bare for the lash. The girl’s eyes were closed again, and there was a thin trickle of blood at one corner of her mouth. The torturer shook out the lash, whirled it once through the air, and then brought it smashing across the middle of Closana’s back.


  THE girl’s whole body writhed convulsively for a moment. There was an instant red welt where the whip had struck. A low moan escaped between her clenched teeth. Then Gerry Norton leaned forward where he stood bound against the wall.


  “You win, Lansing!” he said hoarsely, “stop it! Make them leave her alone and I’ll do as you say.”


  “I thought you would,” the renegade officer said softly. There seemed to be a definite disappointment in his cruel eyes. “I will have the radio set brought here and you can call the ship right now.”


  “Have them lower the girl down.”


  “She stays where she is until you have finished.”


  The portable radio-phone from the wrecked Stardust was brought in and set up on a stand immediately in front of Gerry. Olga set up the sigmoid antenna on its duralite frame, and twisted the dials to the space-ship’s wave length. Then she took the transmitter.


  “Calling Steve Brent on the Viking! Calling Steve Brent on the Viking! Please come in!” she repeated over and over.


  At last the answering signal lit up, and Steve’s familiar voice came from the receiver.


  “This is Steve Brent. Who is calling?” Olga held the transmitter before Gerry’s mouth. Lansa nodded to one of the torturers, who drew a white hot iron from one of the braziers and held it a little way from Closana’s face.


  “One false word and that iron goes into the girl’s eyes,” the Lord of Giri-Vaaka warned in a low hiss. “After that, all of you will live in agony for weeks before we have finished. Tell him to land near the city and bring all but a single watchman to the east gate where they will be well received.”


  “Hello Steve. This is Gerry Norton!” Gerry said. Brent’s voice shook with excitement.


  “Jumping ray-blasts, chief, we all thought you were done for! Where did you go? What happened? Where are you now?”


  “I’m being well entertained in the city of Vaaka-hausen. These Scaly Men are very pleasant and friendly when you get to know them. Cross the Giri River by a bald hill. . . .”


  Gerry finished the directions for the coming of the Viking and the landing of its crew as ordered by Lansa. As the radio was turned off, the Lord of the Scaly Ones stood up with his thin lipped smile.


  “Good! Our plans progress. Now you three will go back to a cell. And, since you are no longer of any value to us, you will be used when we hunt the giant Dakta on the shore tomorrow.”


  THE three prisoners were placed in the same cell, all spread-eagled against the wall with their outstretched arms held by metal cuffs. Angus McTavish’s face was sour and glowering as he turned to Gerry.


  “That was an ill thing that ye did, Gerry Norton,” he growled.


  “I could not see them whip her any more.”


  “The three of us will probably meet as bad a fate soon anyway, from what that thin faced devil said at the end, and, meanwhile, ye’ve lured our comrades to detraction.”


  “It couldn’t be helped,” Gerry said, and closed his eyes. He had taken what was probably the longest chance of his career, and he was not in a mood to talk about it. Particularly when every faintest syllable uttered in one of these metal cells could be heard by the guards in the corridor outside!


  There was little rest for any of them, chained in that awkward position and with the cell always filled with that pitiless green light. Gerry dozed fitfully from time to time. Closana seemed to have fallen asleep, drooping forward in her bonds with her head hanging low, but her long hair covered her face and it was hard to tell. Angus made no attempt to sleep at all, and for most of the intervening time he was muttering many tongued curses into his beard.


  At last they were freed from their chains. They were given water in metal cups, and a bowl of some kind of stew to eat. For perhaps an hour they rested and eased their stiffened muscles. Then more guards came and bound their hands behind them and took them away.


  It was again broad daylight when they were taken out into the streets of the city, the peculiarly yellow daylight that filtered through the cloudy canopy overhead. The three prisoners were surrounded by a heavy guard of reptile men who marched them across the city and out through a gate in the far wall. Here a broad plain swept down to the waters of a saffron colored lake, a sheet of water so vast that its far shore was no more than a dun line along the horizon. A sort of grandstand had been erected along one side of the plain.


  “I think I begin to understand the point of this little game!” McTavish muttered, squinting as he peered ahead, “and I don’t fancy the idea at all.”


  “I don’t get what you mean?”


  McTavish snorted.


  “Did ye never see a piece of cheese in a mouse-trap?”


  Then Gerry himself began to understand. On a broad platform before the grandstand stood a line of men armed with gas-guns. Some were gray scaled officers of the fighting forces, and others were dandified Green Men of the decadent minority that had fawned upon and mingled with their conquerers. In the flat and marshy expanse of the plain before them there had been driven a number of short but heavy stakes like tent pegs, each with a metal ring set in the top. There were long rows of them. Gray scaled guards were busy fettering prisoners to the pegs, making them fast by tying to the metal ring the other end of the long cord with which their hands were tied behind them. The hunters and the audience were ready, the bait was being prepared.


  Closana was a few feet away from Gerry, fastened to the next stake. She stood erect, her shoulders drawn back by the strain of her bonds and her long hair blowing in the wind.


  “This is the end, Geree,” she said, “if not today, then tomorrow or the next day. This was the tale told in Larr of what happens to the prisoners of the Scaly Ones, but I never believed it till now.”


  THERE were sixty or eighty prisoners fastened in the field to serve as bait for the giant dakta. About half were Golden Amazons captured in various raids. The remainder were men and women of the Green People of Giri, prisoners condemned to death by the grim and ruthless tribunals of the Scaly Ones. Now a dozen attendants carrying leather buckets ran up and down the lines of the captives, splashing each victim with a dipper full of a purple colored and very pungent oil.


  “Now what’s the game?” Gerry muttered. Angus bent his head to sniff at the heavy liquid trickling down his hairy chest.


  “It smells like a harlot’s dream!” he muttered sourly, “probably intended to make us more attractive to whatever kind of creature it is that’s coming after us!” The attendants had hurried away with their buckets of oil, and now the crowds in the grandstand and on the plain settled down to wait. They were in holiday mood, laughing and talking in their shrill voices.


  Then a black dot appeared high up in the sky. A murmur of anticipation ran over the crowd. The dakta came plummeting earthward as its super-keen senses saw and smelled the attractive bait waiting below. The thing, as it came near, was like some figment from a night-mare. It had a reptilian body between a twenty-foot spread of leathery wings, and a long beak with a double row of pointed teeth. One of the things that Gerry had seen flying over that lonely sea when he first brought the Viking down through the canopy of clouds that covered the planet of Venus!


  “So that is a dakta!” Angus muttered, “bonny little creature!”


  The winged lizard checked its flight momentarily some ten feet off the ground, directly above one of the captive Amazons. Then he dove down. The girl screamed and twisted away to the length of her tether, and the toothed beak just missed her. The first of the hunters fired as the dakta whirled and lashed out again, but the bullet exploded off to one side.


  Gripping the writhing Amazon with his beak and his clawed feet, the dakta flapped his great wings and soared upward again. Two more of the hunters fired together. One of the explosive bullets missed entirely, the other blew one of the girl’s legs to pieces but did not harm the monster that held her.


  Then Lansa tossed aside his green robe and stood up. Gerry saw that he held a ray-tube, either one from the Stardust or one of the new ones he now claimed to be able to make in Giri-Vaaka. The tube slanted upward. Murky light played around its muzzle. The dakta gave a shrill and almost human scream. Then it dropped its mangled victim and fell twitching to the ground. Its leathery skin was turned black where the ray-blast had struck it. Along the edge of the field, the close packed crowds broke into wild cheering and Lansa acknowledged it with a condescending gesture of one upraised arm.


  The hunt went on. Sometimes the dakta came singly, sometimes in pairs. The hunters had die range better now, and dropped them consistently. On several occasions the flying lizards were brought down before they had time to seize a victim at all, but most of the time one of the prisoners was killed or mortally wounded before the dakta was slain. A Green Man tethered to the stake next beyond Closana had been ripped about the throat by the raking teeth of a dakta’s bill, and was breathing with a sort of gurgling moan as he bled to death. So far, that was the nearest that one of the flying lizards had come to Gerry or his two companions.


  And then Gerry saw the thing for which he had been watching. There was a streak of fire along the eastern horizon. The blast of speeding rocket tubes! A cigar shaped hull of gleaming blue and silver came streaking across the saffron sky with a trail of smoke behind it. The Viking had come!


  A SWELLING uproar came from the crowds which began to mill about in confusion. Lansa had risen to his feet and was peering upward with one hand raised to shade his eyes. Yellow flames played about the Viking’s bow as the reverse rockets checked her momentum. A pair of swooping dakta veered away from her, then dropped down toward the bait tethered below. One of them was headed straight for Angus McTavish.


  Instantly one of the forward ray-guns on the space-ship glowed into life, and the winged lizard crumpled in mid-flight. Gerry knew then that someone on board had been looking down through the powerful viewing glasses, and had recognized him and Angus. He shouted hoarsely, knowing he would not be heard but unable to keep silent.


  Drums were throbbing a swift alarm, and the milling crowds were in wild confusion. Companies of the scaly warriors were firing by volley, but the explosive bullets only flashed harmlessly against the Viking’s duralite hull. Some of the heavier gas-guns set on the battlements above hissed into life then, but even the larger caliber explosives could make no impression on tempered duralite. With her ray-guns flashing and ripping black swathes in the scaly ranks below, with her helicopters spinning to take the strain as the blast of the rockets died away, the Viking settled rapidly groundward.


  “By Lord, Steve came a-fightin’ !” McTavish roared.


  “Of course, you old goat!” Gerry shouted back, “did you really think I’d call the ship into a trap? You’re as bad as that maniac who calls himself Lansa. I knew that if I spoke too strongly of what nice fellows these scaly devils are, Steve would have the sense to know that I was under pressure and in a trap.”


  And then came swift disaster! Over the edge of the nearest black and battlemented wall of Lansa’s palace thrust the muzzle of a large caliber ray-gun. Steve Brent saw it, too, and tried to lift the nose of his ship to bring his own guns to bear on this new menace, but he was too late. The muzzle of the ray-gun on the battlements glowed dully, the blast of the supode mrays struck the row of spinning helicopters on top of the Viking’s hull. The blades of the big propellors went spinning into space, their shafts bent and crumpled like straws in a gale. Robbed of their support, essential when lacking rocket power of at least 300 miles per hour, the spaceship plunged downward like a falling star. She struck the waters of the lake with a mighty splash. Spray dashed as high as the walls of Lansa’s castle, and when it was gone the space-ship had vanished.


  GERRY NORTON stood motionless.


  He was staring at the muddy and foam flecked waters of the lake, and at the spreading ripples that still beat on the shore as the effect of that mighty splash subsided. At the moment he felt old and tired and defeated, his brain numbed. The Viking was gone! Freckled Steve Brent, and the cheerful Portok, and all the rest of them were gone. Buried deep in the muddy bottom of a Venusian lake.


  The second expedition from Earth to this cloud-veiled and ill-fated planet had also ended in disaster. In the future the Viking would be classed with the Stardust—simply another luckless space-ship that sailed away into the void and vanished. The men of her crew and what they tried to accomplish would be forgotten, their names would only remain on some yellowing record buried in the maze of government files. So deep was Cherry Norton’s bitter brooding that he scarcely heard the words Angus McTavish was shouting in his ear.


  “Come on, Gerry lad! Let’s get away while there’s all this confusion.”


  EVER since they had been brought to this field beside the lake, Angus had been working at his bonds. He was a very strong man anyway, and the swell of his earthly muscles was far greater than the strength of any of the races that the Scaly Ones were accustomed to making prisoners. While the attention of all the guards was absorbed in the appearance and subsequent wreck of the Viking, Angus had managed to snap his own bonds and was now unhurriedly freeing Gerry’s wrists.


  Gerry ran to Closana and untied her hands, while Angus freed the nearest other prisoner who was a stocky and broad shouldered Green Man with a heavily lined face. As soon as his hands were free, the latter wheeled to face them.


  “My thanks, hiziren!” he panted, “now go while you can. You are more easily spotted in a crowd than I. Hurry! I will free as many of these others as possible. Get into the city, and try to reach the place men call ‘The Square of the Dragon.’ Say that Sarnak sent you. Hurry!”


  Even though he was carrying Closana in his arms, Gerry’s Earthly muscles allowed him to run in mighty six-foot bounds. Angus went leaping along before him. So great was the confusion that they were half way across the plain to the city before anyone noticed them at all. Then a shouting officer of the Scaly Ones threw himself in front of them with his drawn sword in his hand.


  The big engineer roared like an angry bull, and leaped clean over the man. Before the scaly warrior could turn the Scot had him from behind. An instant later Angus had the sword and was racing ahead, while the Venusian lay sprawled in the mud with his neck broken and his long head twisted grotesquely awry.


  The half dozen guards posted in the arch of the gate stared indecisively at the white skinned trio racing toward them. Angus had a sword in each hand by this time, and he leaped at the guards with a shout. The fugitive broke through the line of swordsmen by sheer momentum and dashed into the city. There was no pursuit. The first of the panic stricken throng rushing back for the shelter of the city reached the gate a moment later, and the guards were swamped by a jostling mob of mingled Scaly Ones and Green Men.


  Gerry and his two companions darted into the nearest of the many narrow alleys that twisted about this part of the city. They dodged from one dingy thoroughfare to the next. When they met a woman of the Green People, Gerry unceremoniously tore off her robe and shielding veil and flung them to Closana to hide her own tawny skin and golden hair. Later, when he and Angus had also disguised themselves in the rough garments worn by the poorer folk of this city of Vaaka-hausen, they were able to walk quietly down the streets without fear of detection unless they met a patrol at close range.


  At last they came to a dingy plaza that was surrounded by ramshackle buildings of great age. It had probably once been a prosperous and fashionable part of the city, centuries ago, before the Scaly Ones overran the land of Giri. Now grass grew up between the paving stones, and the roofs of the dingy buildings sagged close to the breaking point, and piles of festering rubbish lay along the gutters. The place was a slum of the sort that had not existed on the more enlightened planets of Earth and Mars for many generations. A canal flowed along one side of the square, and in the center of the plaza stood the eroded and ancient black marble statue of a rearing dragon.


  “This must be the place!” Angus muttered from the shadows of the hood that he had drawn up over his head.


  AS they hesitated, a few people peered furtively out at them from the broken windows and sagging doors of the houses around the square. Then a man came toward them. He was bent and crippled, a beggar wearing filthy rags. His matted hair hung down over his eyes, and his whole body seemed covered with the caked filth of one who had never thought of washing. As the man came forward with a sort of limping shuffle, Gerry instinctively laid his hand on the hilt of the sword he carried concealed under his cloak, while Closana drew the concealing veil more closely over her face.


  “Alms, hiziren! A little charity of your generosity!” the beggar whined as he came closer.


  “What place is this?” Gerry asked, trying to give his voice the soft tone and lisping accent characteristic of the Green Men.


  The beggar limped a little closer and peered up into the shadows of Gerry’s hood. What he saw seemed to satisfy him.


  “Take your hand from your sword hilt, friend!” he said in a low voice quite unlike his previous whine, “what place do you seek?”


  “The Place of the Dragon.”


  “This is it. Who sent you?”


  “Sarnak sent us.”


  “It is good.” The beggar pointed down a flight of worn stone steps that led to the canal whose surface was some eight or ten feet below the level of the plaza. “Go down there, below the bridge, and tap on the stone that bears a rusted iron ring. You will find friends. Go quickly, while there are no strangers to observe you.”


  “Do you trust that man?” Angus whispered in English as they turned away. Gerry shrugged.


  “We’ve got to. It’s our only chance. We’re too easy to recognize, in spite of these clothes, to stay free in this city for long.”


  The black waters of the canal flowed sluggishly along between slimy stone walls. Refuse drifted on the surface. The water itself had a foul and penetrating odor. Gerry walked down the steps, and then along the walk that stretched beside the water at one edge of the canal until he was under an arch that served as a bridge to support the street above. The arch was wide enough so that they were now completely hidden from the view of anyone in the plaza above.


  On one of the stones of the arch, at about the height of his shoulder, Gerry saw a rusted iron ring. He tapped on that stone with the hilt of his sword. He heard a faint click, and though there was no visible change in the surface of the pitted stone wall before him he heard a whispered question:


  “Who knocks?”


  “Friends,” Gerry replied.


  “Who sent you?”


  “Sarnak sent us.”


  There was a low, metallic jingle. A section of the wall about the height of a man and some three feet wide swung quietly inward. As soon as the three of them had stepped through the opening into a small room that was built in the interior of the arch, the door swung shut behind them.


  THERE were half a dozen men in this low roofed and stone walled chamber. All were of the Green People, dressed as ragged beggars but with the bearing and appearance of warriors. Drawn steel gleamed in their hands. Their faces were heavy with suspicion. One of the men had gone to stand with his back against the closed door behind them.


  “Who are you, that come using the name of Sarnak?” snapped the leader.


  Suspicion became blended with puzzled surprise as Gerry and Angus threw back their hoods and the outlaws saw their white skins. Hastily Gerry told the tale of the dakta hunt and of their subsequent escape.


  “So Sarnak got away!” the leader of the Green Men exulted. “Ho! That is the best news that we of the Dragon’s Teeth have heard in many weeks! All right, Slag, take these strangers through to the inner places.”


  One of the Green Men beckoned to Gerry to follow him down a narrow flight of steps at the back of the room. It ended in a circular pool of water like a large well, the steps going on down below the surface. Their guide opened a cupboard built into the wall and took out four glass helmets. The helmets were attached to leather pads that fitted tightly about the shoulders and chest, with straps to hold them in place. A cylindrical metal tank was attached to the back of each helmet, with a tube that led to a valve at the side. The guide also took out some heavily leaded sandals.


  “Put on these helmets and then open the valves,” he explained, “then follow me down the steps. Be careful not to fall in the darkness. After wq, get around the first bend in the corridor below there will be light.”


  Gerry put the globular glass helmet over his head, opening the valve as soon as he had adjusted the straps. The air in the helmet immediately took on a faintly chemical odor, but it was pleasant and in no way oppressive. As soon as all of them were ready, the man called Slag beckoned and then started down the steps.


  Warm black water rose to Gerry’s knees, then to his waist. As it came up to his shoulders he saw the top of Slag’s helmet disappear below the surface ahead of him. For a moment the smooth surface of the water was level with Gerry’s eyes as it rose around his own helmet. Then he stepped down into a darkness as black and impenetrable as though he were immersed in ink.


  Gerry guided himself with his left hand on the slime covered stones of the wall beside him. He reached back with his other hand to steady Closana who was just behind. All together he counted thirty steps, feeling carefully with his feet each time, before the floor leveled off. The wall curved around to the right. Gerry followed it, rounded a bend, and was no longer in darkness.


  They stood in a straight passage that was lined with blocks of polished stone. Metal plates, set in the ceiling at regular intervals, glowed with a greenish-yellow light that was nearly as bright as the cloudy Venusian daylight. The place was completely filled with water.


  It was an eerie sensation! Slag was standing a few feet ahead, grinning at them through the glass of his helmet, but now he turned and walked slowly down the corridor. Gerry followed him, bent well forward as he walked, forcing himself ahead against the resistance of the water. All their movements were sluggish and slow, but the heavily leaded sandals held them down and gave their feet purchase.


  SMALL fishes swam past them along the passage, their round eyes peering in through the helmet glasses as they passed. Clumps of colored seaweed grew out from the walls and ceiling, their long streamers waving gently in the slow currents set up by the passage of the men. In spite of the brightness of the light from the ceiling plates, the effect of the water made it difficult to see far down the passage ahead. The outlines of Slag were clear enough as he plodded along directly ahead of Gerry, but everything beyond him was a little blurred and uncertain. It was like living in a mirage.


  At last they came to a point where the passage branched. Here they passed a sentry who wore a glass helmet and a tight fitting green rubber uniform. On his chest was the insignia of a rampant black dragon. He was armed with a very thin, almost needle-like sword whose point was razor keen. Gerry realized the reason for that peculiarly designed weapon when the sentry swung his sword upward to salute their guide. The blade was so thin that it offered little resistance to the water, and its power of being quickly wielded made it a far more effective weapon under water than a heavier sword would have been.


  They passed more branching passages, and more rubber-clad sentries who stared at them curiously as they went by. There was a whole network of corridors in this underwater world! At last Slag opened a metal door at the end of the particular passage he had followed, and they all crowded into a small room. Slag closed the door and dogged it, then tapped on a glass panel across the room.


  A silvery flood of air bubbles came pouring out the end of a pipe that protruded through the wall. At the same time Gerry heard the thud of heavy pumps starting to suck water through gratings at the base of the wall. The water level dropped rapidly. When it was down to their waists, Slag took off his helmet and slipped the leaded sandals from his feet. He motioned to the others to do the same.


  “We are about to enter the hidden realm of Luralla, the home of the Dragon’s Teeth!” he said. “If you can prove your right to be here you will be welcome. Otherwise you will go back into one of these waterlocks—without any helmets on.” He grinned cheerfully.


  THE water dropped below the level of the door sills. The pumps sucked noisly on the last few foaming inches for a moment, and then they ceased. The inner door was opened by a sentry whose tight fitting green uniform with its black dragon was made of dry cloth instead of dripping rubber. He wore a plumed metal helmet, and carried a heavy sword instead of one of the thin water blades.


  “Come in, Slag,” he said, “who are these strangers?”


  They were in a sort of guardroom, a square chamber where glass water helmets stood in long rows on metal shelves and many weapons hung in racks on the walls. The control levers of the pumps were just to the left of the door. There were half a dozen uniformed men standing about the room, one of them bearing the silver insignia of an officer on his chest. When Slag had given a hasty account of the coming of Gerry and the others, the officer nodded toward an inner door.


  “Prince Sarnak has just returned. You will find him in the great hall. Take these strangers there.”


  The sound of music and laughter, and the confused babel of many voices, came to Gerry’s ears as soon as the far door was opened. They entered a vast hall. It was low ceiled, as were all the water-locked chambers of this strange place, but it was broad and spacious. Heavy stone columns carved like giant sea-horses supported the roof. Patterns of seaweed and star fish and other denizens of the deep were intermingled with rearing dragons in the painted designs along the walls. The room was. filled with wide tables flanked by long benches.


  The men and women who sat at the tables, or stood gossiping in noisy groups in corners of the hall, were nearly all of the Green People of Giri, but there were a few escaped Golden Amazons who came flocking eagerly around Closana. In outward appearance these green skinned men and women were similar to the folk who lived in the city overhead with their scaly masters, but there was a subtle difference. These people had none of the cowed and subjugated air of the citizens who lived above ground. There was a different look in their eyes, a more confident note in their voices, a firmer set to their shoulders. These folk had the air of free men and warriors, not slaves.


  A stocky and merry eyed man caught sight of them and came striding across the hall. It was Sarnak, the man who had been tethered next to them in the field of the dakta hunt.


  “Welcome to the halls of Luralla!” he boomed, “we are glad to have you come to the hidden realm of the Dragon’s Teeth. Hisiren and comrades, these are the out-landers from afar who freed me this afternoon so that I and a dozen more of our people escaped death at the hands of the Scaly Ones!”


  “Thrice hail!” roared the crowd, while a hundred blades flashed in the golden light. Angus McTavish rung the water out of his dripping beard.


  “These look like men of spirit,” he rumbled cheerfully, “I think I’m going to enjoy myself again.”


  A LITTLE later, wearing dry clothes, the three of them sat down with Sarnak and his officers at a table in the corner of the hall. Young girls brought them dishes of fried sea-urchins, and broiled steaks of the grappa fish, and other savory dishes.


  “We who call ourselves the Dragon’s Teeth are outlaws descended from outlaws,” Sarnak explained. “Our ancestors were men and women who never acknowledged the rule of the Scaly Ones when they overran this once pleasant land of Giri. I was born in this hidden place, as was my father before me and his father before him. We live here in the water-locked Halls of Luralla, and harass the tyrants in what ways we can, and try to keep alive the traditions and glory of the old days when the Dragon Kings ruled in this city and the Scaly Ones were still lurking in their Vaaka marshes to the westward.”


  “Does Lansa know of this place?”


  “He knows that the Dragon’s Teeth exist, as all rulers of the Scaly Ones have known it, but the location of our hiding place has never been betrayed.”


  “Then,” roared Angus, pounding his big fist on the table till the dishes rattled, “why don’t you revolt? I’ll go with you myself to strike a blow against those reptile skinned devils up above!”


  “Count me in, too!” Gerry said quietly. Angus’ voice had boomed out through the big hall. It was answered by a lilting shout as men sprang to their feet. Hundreds of sword blades flashed clear of their scabbards. Only Sarnak himself remained seated, slowly shaking his head. There was a twisted smile on his broad and heavily lined face. His eyes held bitterness.


  “It would only be pointless suicide, hiziren!” he said grimly. “We number only about a thousand all together, we hunted men of the Dragon’s Teeth, against the countless thousands of Lansa’s scaly hordes. It would be different if our countrymen up above could be inspired to a mass uprising, but the time is not yet. Too long have they lived under the rule of the tyrants. They are cowed. They have lost their spirit, and some of the younger ones have even become fawning satellites of the conquerors! If there comes a day when the forces of the Scaly Ones are engaged in some major war along the frontier, as in this suggested assault upon the barrier forts of Savissa that Lansa is said to be planning, then we may be able to do something. For the present we must continue to lie hidden and bide our time.”


  Gerry Norton was uncertain about his own course. Now that the Viking and her crew had been lost, with all hope of a return to Earth cut off, he felt hopelessly adrift. Sarnak urged his visitors to stay in Luralla. The place was a remarkable engineering feat, completely under water and with its air constantly re-conditioned and preserved, but Gerry felt restless and cramped there. Though the outlaws carried on a constant guerilla warfare with the Scaly Ones, it was all on a small scale. Gerry felt that he would rather return to Savissa, where at least the people were free and the Amazon warriors kept ceaseless watch on their frontiers. Closana, of course, was very anxious to return home.


  “Suits me, too,” Angus rumbled, “in that country they at least show a proper respect for a man of my attainments.”


  “Meaning your whiskers?” Gerry asked. “Look out, Angus,” Closana warned with a smile, idly running her slender fingers along the keen edge of her dagger. “Some Savissan princess will choose you for her husband as I have chosen Geree here.”


  “I told you we wouldn’t talk about that for the present. . . .” Gerry began. Closana’s hand moved swiftly as a striking dakta. The keen blade bit through the cloth of Gerry’s sleeve and pinned it to the table top.


  “You’ll never get away from me, Geree,” the girl said quietly. Angus McTavish burst out in a great roar of laughter.


  “Might as well admit you’re licked now, lad! These Venusian women seem to be verra strong minded lassies!”


  THEY started two days later. There was, of course, neither night nor day in the sub-aqueous halls of Luralla but the outlaws ran their lives on a normal schedule. Sarnak supplied Gerry and the others with rubber uniforms and complete equipment including the thin bladed water-swords in the long feathery scabbards.


  “I will have you guided out to one of our exits that is a quarter mile off shore from the place where the dakta hunt was held,” Sarnak offered.


  “I thought that water was a lake,” Gerry said. Sarnak shook his head.


  “No. It is an estuary, an arm of the Great Sea. The chemical tanks on your water helmets will keep the air pure for several days travel, and the sentries at the last outpost will give you trained saddle-dolphins so that you will make better time toward the coastal regions of Savissa.”


  Sarnak went with them to the guard-room at the edge of the water filled passages, and personally checked over their equipment.


  “These are our new type of helmet with the audiphones that let the wearers talk to each other under water,” he said, touching the tiny microphones set into the curved glass. “Well—you had better start. May the Dragon Gods be with you!”


  They strapped on their helmets and adjusted the valves. A uniformed guide stepped into the water-lock with them. Sarnak shook hands, saluted, and then stepped back through the door which closed behind him. The guide lifted his hand in a signal, and a second later a torrent of water rushed out of the gratings to foam about their feet. They were ready to leave Luralla!


  Again they went through the maze of water-filled passages, passing occasional sentries. After a while the character of the corridor changed. It was wider, and was arched instead of square, and there was a carpet of soft natural sand beneath their feet instead of a stone floor.


  “We come to the last outpost of Luralla, hiziren!” the guide said.


  They stepped out of the end of the passage and found themselves in the open sea, many fathoms down. A broad and slightly sloping floor of smooth sand studded with lumps of coral and clusters of sea-weed stretched before them. Some were giant ferns stretching twelve and fifteen feet high, others were low and spongelike growths. A school of tiny red fishes shot swiftly past them. Larger fish sailed majestically by overhead. The top of the water was a gleaming golden ceiling far above them, the greenish yellow light lessening in intensity as it came down to the depths.


  The end of the passage was surrounded by a barrier of piled coral. Outlaw swordsmen stood on guard, also armed with a sort of compressed air cross-bow that shot a heavy metal needle with great force. From a corral at one side an orderly brought three saddle-dolphins.


  The big fish were equipped with rubber saddles strapped around the body, and short stirrups. They were guided by a bridle similar to that used on Earthly horses. As Gerry swung up to the saddle his dolphin bucked once or twice with quick flips of his tail, then steadied down as he felt the tight pressure of his master’s knees. When the other two were mounted, the officer commanding the outpost lifted his arm in salute.


  “The Dragon Gods be with you!” he said. At a distance of fifteen or twenty feet the sound of his voice was slightly muted, but the words were perfectly clear in the ear-pieces of Gerry’s helmet. He lifted his own rubber gloved hand to his globular helmet and returned the salute.


  THEY rode off at an easy pace, the dolphins rising above the tops of the tallest vegetation. Gerry found that it was easy to sit the saddle as long as he bent a little forward to overcome the resistance of the water against his chest. They were about thirty or forty feet down. On Earth such a depth would have been uncomfortable, but the lighter gravity of Venus made it easily bearable.


  Gerry glanced back. Closana was riding a few feet behind him, slender and erect, controlling her restless dolphin as easily as though she had been accustomed to such steeds all her life. Angus was grinning broadly through his globular glass helmet as he sat astride a particularly big dolphin and swung his light bladed water-sword from side to side.


  “If any of our friends back on Earth could see us now in some sort of an astral spectroscope,” the big Scot cried, “they’d think themselves crazy. Maybe this is only a nightmare at that! Do you think we’ll wake up soon and find ourselves safe back on board the Viking?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Gerry answered. He wondered in what part of this vast sea the twisted hulk of the Viking was now lying.


  All day they rode, roughly following the shoreline to the northward. Whenever it got so deep that nothing was visible below but a vast green shadow Gerry headed inland until the tops of the sea gardens again came into view. Sarnak had told them that by the middle of the next day it should be safe for them to come above water and check their maps and put fresh chemical cartridges in the cylinders of their helmets. The Scaly Ones patrolled their coast line in shallow open boats, but they did not go beyond their own borders.


  Once Gerry checked his dolphin and then headed downward as he caught sight of something big and dark lying on the sand. The others followed him. It was the broken and rusting hulk of a spaceship, a vessel of a strange type with a name in an unknown tongue still visible on the shattered stern. The wreck must have been there for a very long time, for the sand was heaped high about it and sea-weeds grew up through the open hatches.


  “Leaping ray-blasts!” McTavish said softly. “Yon craft never came from either Earth or Mars.”


  “Probably from some far distant planet in outer space that we’ve never heard of,” Gerry said. “Some adventurous wanderer of the interstellar regions who came to grief in this lonely spot.”


  IT was desolate and forlorn, the sight of that wrecked vessel from so long ago. It made Gerry think of his own lost command. There were clean picked white bones of strange shape lying about on the sand. Gerry saluted, a tribute to those strange and forgotten wanderers of space, and then urged his dolphin to a higher level again.


  When the dimming light showed that it was dusk above the water they rode in to the four-fathom shallows and halted in a smooth patch of yellow sand. Gerry unsaddled the dolphins and tethered them to lumps of coral where they browsed contentedly on the short vegetation. Then the three exiles sat down in a circle on the sand. McTavish stretched his long legs, bouncing a few feet off the ground as he did so and then floating slowly down again.


  “I’ll never forget this journey if I live to be older than the whole Solar System itself!” he said. “Also—I’m hungry.”


  “There’s nothing we can do about that until noon tomorrow,” Gerry grunted. “Maybe the fasting will make you lose some of that surplus bulk of yours. But I’ll admit I could do with some of that special coffee Portok used to brew in the ward room on the Viking in the evenings.”


  “I’d give a lot for a drink of plain water,” Closana said wistfully. “Acres of water around us and nothing to drink!” When the last of the light was gone they lit a small lamp that Sarnak had given them. It illumined a circle some twenty feet across, a little patch of light in the midst of the utter blackness of the depths of the sea. They sat there talking for a while, then Gerry stretched out on the sand with one arm hooked around a lump of coral to hold himself in place. He was thankful that the waters of Venus were always warm. It would scarcely have been possible to sleep at the bottom of one of Earth’s oceans in this manner, even with the equipment with which Sarnak had supplied them.


  For a while Gerry drowsed. The audiphones of his helmet picked up all the faint sounds of this watery world. A muffled splash as Angus McTavish stirred restlessly . . . the steady movement as their drowsing but apparently sleepless dolphins fed on the fields of sea-weed . . . an occasional steady churning as some larger denizen of the deep swam past above them. Then he slept.


  IT was well past midnight by the illuminated dial of the waterproof chronometer that Sarnak had given Gerry when he awoke. Angus was shaking his shoulder. The light had been put out hours before, and there was no illumination at all except for an occasional flash of green phosphoresence where some fish sped by.


  “Either I’m an overgrown sponge,” the big engineer muttered, “or there’s a light shining through the water off to the west.” Gerry yawned and sat up, instinctively starting to rub is eyes before his hands bumped against the hard glass surface of his curving helmet. Some of the bits of coral around them glowed with an eerie green radiance, and a tall frond of seaweed had tiny specks of light on the tips of its constantly waving leaves. Then, far off to the left, Gerry caught a faint glow.


  It was hard to tell what kind of a light it was, so great was the refraction of the water, but there was something there. It was little more than a lessening of the deep gloom that otherwise surrounded them on all sides. Gerry got to his feet and picked up his rubber saddle which he had been using as a pillow under his helmet.


  “We’d better investigate,” he said. “Wake Closana.”


  They saddled their dolphins and rode out at an easy pace, holding the big fish down with a tight rein. As they rode the glow ahead of them became more definite. It seemed to come from a long row of twenty or more lights. Then they were near enough to see each other in the reflected glow.


  “It’s some kind of a ship,” Gerry said. “Those lights are her port holes!”


  “It’s more than that!” snapped Angus. “It’s the Viking! I know the lines of her stern anywhere, even in this sunken and God forsaken spot!”


  The space-ship lay quietly in the soft mud of this part of the ocean bottom. All her port holes of transparent duralite were glowing with the reflected light from inside. The twisted wrecks of her helicopters were still visible on top of the hull, but otherwise she did not appear to be damaged.


  Gerry was in the middle as the three of them rode their dolphins up close to one of the big windows of the control room. The ship had evidently survived the fall into the water, for they could see dim figures moving about inside.


  “I told you that duralite hull could stand a little thing like a fall into the ocean!” McTavish exulted.


  As they crowded their finny steeds close to the glass of the control room window, Portok the Martian came to peer out. His red skinned face went pale as he saw them, and even through the ship’s hull their audiphones picked up his agonized cry.


  “Steve! Tanda! I just saw the ghosts of Norton and McTavish looking in the window!”


  Steve Brent came into the control room. He looked haggard and unshaven, and he was stained with oily grease.


  “What are you raving about, Portok?” he snapped.


  “It’s no raving, Steve!” the little Martian chattered, “I tell you I saw the three of them. The Chief, and Angus, and the Amazon girl—all riding on some kind of big fish and peering in that window!”


  “You’re going crazy!” Steve Brent snapped, but he walked to the window. His own eyes widened as he saw the strangely clad trio sitting their mounts outside. Gerry waved violently to him.


  “Let us in, you idiot!” he shouted, forgetting that the Viking did not carry any audiphones that could pick up his words. He heard Steve’s unsteady voice.


  “Maybe we’re both crazy, Portok, but I think they’re really out there. Open the outer door to the starboard space-lock.”


  A SMALL door swung open on the starboard side of the Viking’s blue and silver hull. That small compartment had really been designed for dropping objects into the void of outer space, or for testing the quality of the atmosphere on any stray planetoids the Viking might have visited on her journey across the vastness of interplanetary space, but it would do for a water-lock in this instance.


  Gerry and the others dismounted from their dolphins and let the reins hang. Angus gave his mount a slap on the flank. With a flip of its tail the big fish wheeled and swam off, and after a second the others followed it. Gerry led the way into the space-lock and closed the door behind him. It only took a few seconds for the blast of the Viking’s powerful compressed air tanks to blow out the water. Then, as Gerry unstrapped his helmet and lifted the big glass globe off his head, Steve Brent opened the inner door and stepped into the space-lock.


  “I don’t know if I’m crazy or dreaming or what, Chief,” he said, “but I’m damn glad to see you back.”


  “You’re sane enough,” Gerry snapped, “it’s a long story, so skip it for the moment. I thought you were done for!”


  “Not the Viking!” Larry affectionately slapped the laminated duralite shell of the space-ship. “She can stand more than being dropped in the drink from a few hundred feet up. Our problem is how to get going again. We’ve been able to crawl along the bottom by using minimum power of one rocket tube and scaring hell out of all the fish, but that’s the best we’ve been able to do. Now that Angus is back he can take over. What do you think about the helicopters?”


  “I could forge new ones in a week out of that blue metal they have in Giri-Vaaka,” McTavish muttered. “But God knows how we’ll ever get hold of a supply. Anyway, I think I can reverse enough of the gravity plates to give this craft reserve buoyancy so she’ll navigate on the surface instead of hugging the bottom.”


  “I never thought of that!” Steve said admiringly. Angus grunted, and began to strip off his green rubber uniform.


  “It takes a Scotsman to show the rest of the Universe how to get out of a tough spot!”


  IT was afternoon on the following day when the Viking’s long hull finally broke the surface. She lay in the water like a half submerged cigar, the yellowish ripples lapping on the curved blue duralite of her superstructure. The twisted remains of the shattered helicopters were ugly stumps along the space-ship’s sleek back. A single rocket tube flamed and smoked astern, its blast driving the vessel through the water at a good pace while her wake smoked and bubbled.


  Gerry Norton opened the duralite dome of the upper control room and stepped out on the wet deck with a few of the others. They were well out on the great sea, with the green hills of the Giri-Savissa border a low smear along the horizon to starboard. This was the same lonely sea they had seen when they first dropped down through the clouds to Venus.


  The vast and greenish-yellow waters were broken by scattered islands, bare bits of rock that were dotted with blue moss. Sea birds swooped about them. Lofty mountains on a distant shore were capped with snow. In one or two places a narrow shaft of sunlight struck down through a brief gap in the canopy of eternal clouds, but otherwise there was only that subdued and peculiarly golden light in which there moved only a few oddly shaped birds.


  So much had happened since they first saw that lonely sea! It seemed as though much more than a week had elapsed. Savissa and its Golden Amazons . . . the arrow tipped tower of Rupin-Sang . . . the Scaly hordes of Vaaka and the dread palace of the insane Lansa who had once been an Earthly officer . . . the secret and water-locked halls of Luralla where the outlaws of Giri dwelt—many scenes went through Gerry Norton’s mind. He seemed to have aged ten years since the day he brought the Viking down through the cloud screen. Well—the immediate problem was to get some suitable metal to repair the smashed helicopters. The Viking might possibly get up into the air with the power of her rockets alone if they beached her on a sloping shore with her nose upward, but she could never come down safely without helicopters.


  “I’ll hold her on this course a while,” Gerry said. “In the morning we can strike over and try to pick up the frontiers of Savissa.”


  It was just at dusk that they saw white towers against the sky. They rose out of the sea as Gerry turned the Viking’s blunt nose toward them—the mighty battlements of a vast city. Closana, who was standing on deck beside him at the time, rested her hands on the rail and stared in utter amazement.


  “But it isn’t possible, Geree!” she gasped, “there isn’t any civilization out there on die islands of the Great Sea!”


  “Could it be a mirage?” he suggested. “A reflection of some Savissan city on the mainland?”


  “No.” The girl shook her head. “There are no cities of that sort in any of these lands. Geree—there is something strange here. I do not like it. There cannot be any city ahead of us there!”


  “But there it is!” Gerry said grimly. “We can’t all be seeing things. We’ll go closer and get a better look.”


  It was sunset, the unspectacular Venusian sunset which was simply a swift lessening of the golden glow from the cloud veiled sky above. Lights were gleaming from most of the tall buildings of the towering city as the Viking drove toward it through a quiet sea. Sea birds swooped low about the ship’s wake. The watchers on deck could see the low shore line of the island on which the city was built. Then they heard distant bells, pleasant bells that seemed to be chiming a farewell to the day and a welcome to the night. And then a red light flashed on top of the tallest building and in an instant the entire city vanished.


  ONE minute the strange city had been clearly visible before them, its graceful towers agleam with lights as they notched the sky. The next instant the whole place was gone. There was nothing in sight at all but a low shoreline. It was as though a thick veil of concealing mist had been suddenly drawn across between the ship and the city. Only—the air was clear and without a trace of mist. Gerry talked across to the open dome of the upper control room.


  “Cut rockets!” he snapped. “Get some kind of an anchor overboard. We’ll just stay right here off shore until morning. There’s something queer going on.”


  Gerry and Steve Brent leaned on the rail together, peering through the darkness toward the island. Nothing was visible in the faint phorphor-glow that marked the Venusian night, but they could just hear a distant singing as of many voices lifted in chorus.


  “What do you think happened to the city so suddenly?” Steve asked. Gerry shrugged.


  “I suppose some mist hid it.”


  “There wasn’t any mist,” Steve said flatly, “anyway—we could see the low hills on shore just as clearly after the city disappeared as before. Anyway . . .”


  “Listen!” Gerry interrupted.


  Now they could again hear the sound of bells coming across the water. Half the time the sound was swept away by the night breeze, half the time they could just hear it. The bells were of many blended tones and notes, an immense carillon. They were singing some outland melody that was full of the surge of ocean breezes and the cries of the sea birds. It rose, and swelled, and died away again.


  “The city’s there, all right,” Gerry said slowly. “Though I can’t imagine why we don’t see any lights with the sound of the bells that close. But we’ll see in the morning.


  “I tell you there is no city,” Closana said, her voice troubled. “We have often sailed ships into these waters from the Savissan coast, and we know that none of these Outer Isles are inhabited. What you have heard must be the ghosts of the Old Ones, ancient phantoms speeding through the skies. There is a legend that the bells of their phantom ships can sometimes be heard off the coast at night.”


  “Ghosts or no ghosts, we’re going ashore there in the morning!” Gerry said stubbornly.


  ALL night the Viking rode to a crude anchor that Angus had improvised from some spare parts on board. The space-ship’s designers had never expected her to lie in water. Most of the crew were on deck as soon as it grew light enough to see. Ahead of them, less than half a mile away, stretched a sandy shore backed by a line of low hills. The island had a wealth of the yellow vegetation typical of the mainland of Venus, so that it had a more friendly appearance than the other specks of land which dotted the Great Sea and were only bare rock, but there was no sign of life. Certainly there was no trace of any city! There was not even an indication of human habitation at all. As the dawn-mists cleared away they could see that another range of hills stretched along the horizon some miles behind. Their greenish-yellow slopes were clear and sharp against the cloudy sky beyond, and they were located well in the rear of where the city had appeared to be in that hasty glimpse the night before.


  “Ready the landing party!” Gerry commanded. “Full armor and equipment!” They gently beached the space-ship on the sloping expanse of sand, running her nose a little way up above the water level while the light surf lapped her dripping sides. Some giant crabs scurried away across the beach in startled surprise.


  “Want to go ashore, Angus?” Gerry asked as McTavish’s red bearded face came up through an escape hatch. The big engineer shook his head.


  “I’ll just stay aboard here and brood over my broken helicopters, thanks. My last trip ashore took care of all my wanderlust for the present.”


  Gerry took half the vessel’s crew with him, leaving the other half on guard. Closana went with the landing party. With their armor gleaming in the golden light, ray-guns and other weapons ready, they tramped up across the loose sand of the beach. Beyond the shore line was firmer ground, a field of some low plants that grew in orderly yellow rows.


  “I’ll swallow my ray-tube if this isn’t a field cultivated by man! Nature was never that orderly.” Steve Brent muttered. Gerry shrugged.


  “Lord knows! If we ever get those helicopters fixed, I’m all for a quick return to Earth. This planet is certainly no peaceful garden of Eden, and I’ve had pretty near all I want of it. Savissa was the only place I really liked. I wonder what’s happening there now!”


  “We’ll know if anything very exciting turns up,” Steve said. “When we started out on our search after you disappeared that night, I left Tanda behind with a portable radio to keep us posted. Sort of figured it was our base on Venus, and anyway there was always the chance you might wander back there.”


  “Great planetoids—I just thought of something! As soon as we get back to the ship, remind me to radio Tanda to tell Rupin-Sang that the Scaly Ones had learned to use the old sewers, and that he must either block them off or place a heavy guard there.”


  For a mile they walked inland, across those odd fields. The orderly rows of plants stretched off to the horizon on both sides. And then they came to a kind of level plain. The ground before them was strange looking, so strange that Gerry called a halt while he stared down the slight slope at it.


  MOST of the plain was of bare rock, rock that was absolutely smooth and level without any sign of weathering at all. Along the outer edge it was pitted at regular intervals by what looked like shallow wells a foot in diameter. Beyond that zone were many excavations of many sizes and shapes, all cut down into the solid rock with the sides perfectly straight and smooth. Gerry took off his helmet and scratched his head.


  “Now what do you make of that?”


  “I know what it looks like to me,” Steve said. “It looks just like the foundations of a city—without the city. Those round pits are the anchorages of the outer wall. Those square holes are the basements of tall buildings. Only—somebody has lifted the whole city away.”


  “You’re crazy!” Gerry growled. Steve shrugged.


  “Maybe we all are! Anyway, I’m going to take a look into one of those holes.”


  Steve walked quickly forward toward the nearest of the round pits. Suddenly, just as he reached the very edge of the zone of bare rock, there was a dull clash of steel. Something had seemed to pick Steve up bodily and hurl him backward. He landed flat on his back on the ground, his helmet bouncing off and rolling a few feet away.


  “It hit me,” he shouted.


  “What did?”


  “I don’t know.” Steve sat up and rubbed his head. “Y’know, Chief, it really felt more as though I’d just walked squarely into a solid stone wall.”


  “It has just occurred to me,” Gerry said slowly, “that maybe that’s exactly what you did do!”


  Gerry walked forward cautiously, a foot at a time, one hand stretched out before him. When he reached a spot on line with the place where Steve had been stopped, his hand encountered something cool and firm and smooth. It was like the surface of a highly polished stone wall. Or a sheet of heavy and invisible glass. He ran both his hands over it. The thing was continuous and solid. There was nothing visible to the eye, and he could see far ahead of him across the strangely surfaced rocky plain, but there was an impenetrable barrier blocking the path.


  Stepping back a few feet, Gerry picked up a pebble and tossed it upward. The stone bounced sharply back as soon as it came in line with the invisible barrier. He threw the pebble higher and the same thing happened. There was something mysterious and disquieting about the way the stone would soar up into the clear air—and then sharply bounce back from a point in space where nothing at all was visible.


  “Magic!” Closana said nervously. Even the Earth-men of the landing party had drawn together in a compact group, ray-tubes ready and eyes alert.


  Gerry moved back a few feet farther, then hurled the stone forward and upward as high as he could. This time the pebble did not bounce back. It simply vanished in thin air. And then, from somewhere off in the emptiness of space above them, there came the sound of a deep and mocking laughter!


  AS though that first laugh had somehow eased the necessity for a carefully enforced silence, there came a whole burst of unseen and eerie merriment. There was a murmur of many voices. Then it died away again. There was still nothing visible, and the silence was once more unbroken.


  “For Lord’s sake, let’s get out of here!” Portok gasped. “This place is ghost ridden!”


  “There are no ghosts here, little redfaced man!” boomed a voice.


  The sound had seemed to come from somewhere overhead. From the empty void above, where there was nothing at all until the cloud canopy was reached many thousands of feet up. One of the Viking’s crew bared his teeth in a sudden panic and lifted his ray-gun to fire blindly upward. Before he could pull the trigger there was a blinding blue flash and a crash like summer thunder. Captive lightning! The ray-gun flew from the man’s hands and landed a few feet away, its wooden stock badly charred and its barrel a glowing mass of fused metal.


  “Let your weapons rest, for they are useless here!” commanded that same booming voice from above. “Whence came ye, strangers in odd clothing who have traveled in a ship like a blue whale? What do ye seek here in the Outer Isles?”


  Gerry stepped forward, a few feet ahead of the group. He shouted that they were a scientific exploring party who had come from Earth in a space-ship. There was a brief period of silence, as though men consulted in whispers. Then the voice called him again.


  “You there—the leader! The Council of Elders will talk with you. Go fifty paces to your right, to where there are two white stones, and then come forward between them. Do not be afraid. You will not be harmed.”


  “Are you going to take the chance, Chief?” Steve whispered. Gerry nodded.


  “I’ll have to.”


  About fifty yards to his right Gerry saw two white stones. They were set some twelve or fifteen feet apart, on the very edge of the invisible barrier. Gerry walked over, turned left, and then walked squarely in between the stones. He held one arm protectingly in front of him, but this time his hand did not encounter any barrier. Instead—he found himself standing under the arch-way of a gate with a mighty city spread before him!


  THE city had simply appeared in a flash, with its mighty towers soaring up to the sky, as soon as he stepped over the outer line of the arch. Whatever it was that held the place invisible from outside, it had ceased to function for him as soon as he came within the limits of the outer surface of the walls. Glancing back, he saw that his companions were still staring blankly at the spot he had just quitted. They were evidently unable to see either him or any part of the city.


  “It’s all right, Steve!” he shouted. “Just hold everybody there till I come back.” Doors of heavily carved glass slid noiselessly out of recesses within the wall to close the gate through which Gerry had just entered. The arch in which he stood was inside the thickness of the wall, faced with white marble, inlaid with designs in gold. Ahead, he could see a broad avenue that ran from the gateway down through the center of the city. It was tree lined and pleasant, thronged with people. Flowers grew in little plots in front of the gold and white houses. Small furry animals, dogs, were evidently kept as pets. They drowsed on the doorsteps or scampered about the neat gardens.


  Half a dozen men were standing around Gerry, within the arch of the gate. They were slight in stature though wiry, with heads a little larger than normal and exceptionally high foreheads. Their skin bore a tawny tinge, similar to that of the Amazons of Savissa. Two of them, who immediately took up posts just inside the glass portals of the gate, wore a semi-military uniform that included a gilded helmet. The others wore white cotton tunics and high leather shoes. It suddenly struck Gerry that this was the first place on Venus that he had visited where the majority of the citizens did not go heavily armed at jail times. Perhaps it was a good omen.


  One of the men stepped forward, a bearded and gray-haired man who bore a gold-tipped staff.


  “I am Gool, chairman of the Council of Elders of Moorn,” he said in the deep voice that Gerry had heard outside. “The Council has decided to see you at once. You are the first outsider who has been permitted to enter the city of Moorn—White Queen of the Outer Isles—in countless generations. It would not have been permitted even now if you had been a man of this planet. Come with me.”


  THEY went up a flight of steps and climbed into a metal car that hung from an overhead rail supported by columns along the street. Gool touched a button, and the car shot ahead at high speed along the overhead mono-rail. The old man, who had settled comfortably back on one of the upholstered seats, was faintly smiling as he watched Gerry’s face.


  “You are puzzled, stranger?” he asked at last.


  “Yes. There seemed to be nothing on the plain but a lot of holes bored in the rock, and now . . .”


  “And now you find yourself in the city of Moorn,” Gool said. “A knowledge of dimensional control is one of the reasons why we of this city have lived in peace and safety for so many centuries while the rest of the planet is torn by constant wars.”


  “Dimensional control?” Gerry said slowly. Gool nodded.


  “Yes. It is hard to put it into language that will be clear to one who has no knowledge of our science. Perhaps I can explain it by saying that the human eye is a three-dimensional organism, and therefore capable of perceiving only things that fall into that same category. There are a great many things in the universe, some of the greatest importance, that the ordinary man’s senses are incapable of. perceiving. We have learned how to cast a protective screen of fourth-dimension rays about our city, and the effect is that it becomes completely invisible to the human eye. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Not entirely,” Gerry grinned. “But I do know that your screen works! But, since your science is so far ahead of the other people of Venus, why don’t you rule the entire planet?”


  “The other races are all barbarians,” Gool said with a sort of disdainful gravity. “We prefer to live here in our peaceful isolation and not bother with them. That is an essential part of our philosophy.”


  The speeding mono-rail car mounted higher as it neared the center of the city. The track seemed to end on the blank wall halfway up the tallest of the buildings, but as the car came near a circular doorway suddenly opened just in time to let it through. They halted in a circular chamber where heavy springs caught and allayed the last of the car’s momentum, and a pair of gold-helmeted guards saluted Gool as they helped him to alight.


  “The Council is ready and waiting, my Lord,” said one. Gool nodded over his shoulder to Gerry.


  “Follow me,” he commanded.


  The Council of Elders of Moorn sat at a U-shaped table in a high-ceilinged room whose walls were hung with heavy and very ancient tapestries. The dozen members of the council were all old men, gray-beards who seemed dwarfed by the high-backed chairs in which they sat. They listened with grave attention to Gerry’s account of what he had seen of conditions on Venus, but their austere faces showed no sign of animation when he again suggested that they should intervene in the planet’s affairs.


  “We are not interested,” Gool said listlessly.


  Suddenly the short-wave alarm in Gerry’s helmet buzzed loudly. He pressed the receiving switch.


  “Listen, Chief!” Steve Brent’s voice was tense and excited as it came from the earphones, “I just got a message from Tanda back in Larr. There’s hell to pay back there! The Scaly Ones have in some way managed to storm one of the barrier forts, and now they’re pouring over the borders of Savissa in great hordes. They’re armed with supode rays, too!”


  Gerry switched off the radio, and leaned forward with his hands on the carved table.


  “Now is the time for you to act!” he snapped. “Lansa is a mad-man. He plans to overrun all Venus. If you come to the aid of the Amazons at this time, it will . . .”


  “Our isolation of centuries is not to be broken,” Gool interrupted. Watching the emotionless faces of the Council of Elders, he felt as though he were wading through mud. He was getting nowhere! The inertia of these gray-beards was a leaden and tangible thing.


  “But if Lansa wins he may come after you!” he urged. “Your walls are invisible, but they’re there. I could feel them with my hands. Now that Lansa has the equipment to project the supode ray, he may bring them down and . . .”


  “We take no part in what goes on outside our walls,” Gool repeated firmly. “We will give you the metal to repair your own ship. If you and some of your men wish to return quickly to the mainland in the meantime, we will send you across in our flying cars. That is the most that we can do.”


  HALF a dozen flying cars rested on a broad platform on top of one of the walls of the city of Moorn. Many bells were tolling the noonday chimes as Gerry Norton led his armored men from the Viking aboard the compact little flying machines. There was room for six men in each car, the pilot and five passengers. Only Angus and the necessary assistants had remained behind to repair the spaceship with the materials supplied by the men of Moorn. Gerry leaned from his car to shake hands with Gool, who was leaning on his gold-tipped staff.


  “Thanks for this much help,” Gerry said. “Next time we meet I’ll tell you . . .”


  “We shall not meet again, my friend,” Gool said with a half smile. The words seemed definitely ominous to Gerry, but before he could say anything more the old man had bowed ceremonially and then stepped back off the landing platform.


  The flying cars of Moorn were shallow bowls of some gleaming blue metal, oval in shape and with three comfortably upholstered seats. They had no visible means of propulsion. Curved windshields of heavy glass protected the passengers from the air-blast of swift motion. Gerry got in beside the pilot of the leading car, who was a slight and taciturn Moornian with the big head and high forehead of his race. A complicated control board was fixed in place before him. Closana and Portok were in the seat next behind, while two more members of the Viking’s crew occupied the rear seat.


  “Ready?” the pilot asked. Gerry nodded.


  The pilot touched a switch on the control board before him, and three globular dials glowed with an iridescent light. The space-car rose easily from the landing platform, moving upward and outward at a steep angle. There was neither noise nor vibration. The city vanished as soon as they passed outside the zone of dimensional-control on its outer walls. Looking back and down, Gerry saw only the pitted rock of the foundations far below. A cart was moving toward the beach with some bars of metal for the Viking.


  Then the next flying car came into sight as it sped out beyond the walls. Its nose came into sight first, then the middle section, finally the whole car. One after another, the rest of the flotilla took off till they were flying in a V-shaped formation like a flock of wild geese.


  “What kind of power makes these cars go?” Gerry asked.


  “Iso-electronic rays,” the pilot replied shortly, not taking his eyes from the indicator board.


  “And can they be made invisible like the city?”


  “Yes. The dimensional-control lever is here.” The pilot pointed at many of the controls, then again lapsed into silence.


  It was evident that Gerry was not going to be able to have any extended conversation with the driver of the car. That might be due to instructions the man had received from his superiors, or simply to his own nature. Probably a combination of both! These men of Moorn were a cold and self-centered race. Probably they were an isolated off-shoot of the original Old Ones who had first settled this planet, a group who had managed to retain the scientific knowledge of their ancestors but had lost the vigor and fire that are found in active and vital nations.


  BELOW them lay the greenish yellow expanse of the Great Sea. Though these electronic flying cars of Moorn traveled with a noiseless smoothness that was the last word in flying comfort, their speed was much less than that of the Viking at even minimum rocket power. The pilots were holding the flotilla down to a level of only a few hundred feet. The sight of the vast expanse of rippling waters sliding past so close below them was a strange experience to Gerry Norton, who had spent his life in space-ships that always traveled at the upper levels where everything below looks like a gigantic patch-work quilt.


  Scattered islands shouldered their way upward through the sea ahead, and then sailed past below. So utterly smooth and noiseless was the movement of the electronic flying cars that they seemed to be standing motionless, while a strong wind blew against their glass shields and the surface of the planet unrolled beneath them. It was well into the afternoon before the familiar mountain ranges bordering Savissa came into view ahead.


  Closana was leaning forward on her seat, her eyes eager and youthful in the shadows of the steel helmet with which she had been fitted out from the Viking’s stores. Then, as the coast line became clearer with every passing mile, she suddenly pointed ahead and down to two black dots on the surface of the sea. The pilot took one glance at them, and then his hand moved to the dimensional control lever.


  When they first entered the flying cars, Gerry had noticed that each one bore a very realistic appearing metal bird at the end of a sort of flag-staff that protruded upward at the bow. At the time he had thought it was simply a form of decoration. Now he realized that the metal bird fulfilled a much more useful purpose. It was outside the zone of invisibility, and gave all the pilots something to indicate the locations of the other cars and avoid collisions. When he glanced back, all he could see was a flock of birds following them in a wide V. The flotilla was keeping formation.


  AS they soared closer to shore, the two black dots gradually took shape as a pair of good-sized surface craft. A blackhulled raider, manned by a crew of the Scaly Ones, was hotly engaged with a wooden Savissan patrol boat. Companies of Amazons crouched behind the high bulwarks of their warship, loosing their arrows in stinging flights. Explosive bullets crackled around them as the Scaly Ones replied with their gas-guns. The boat was equipped with a big charging-tank, for reloading the gas-guns, equipment too heavy to be carried by land raiders but possible here. The tide of battle was definitely setting against the Amazons. The bodies of many of the golden-haired feminine warriors lay sprawled in the scuppers or scattered on the riven decks.


  Closana’s fists were clenched as she peered down at the battle on the seas below. The decks of the Savissan craft were beginning to smolder, and her arrow fire was weakening. Closana threw Gerry an agonized glance, and he turned to the pilot beside him.


  “Is there any way we can strike at that raider below?” he asked. The Moornian pilot smiled faintly, and then handed Gerry a long metal rod that was equipped with gun-sights and had a sort of rubber stock. A wire trailed away from it and was attached to the car’s power plant beneath the control boar. It looked like an odd form of rifle, but the metal rod was solid instead of hollow.


  “Aim—then press the button!” the taciturn Moornian said.


  Gerry brought the strange-looking weapon to his shoulder and sighted through a line of rings set in the top. He centered the cross-hairs amidships on the black-hulled Reptilian craft, then gently pressed the switch button set in the stock.


  There was a blinding flash of lightning. An instant later came the crashing roar of thunder. Momentarily the flying car rocked under the buffeting of the disturbed air masses, then it steadied down again. On the sea below, the battle had come to an abrupt end. That single blow was enough.


  The lightning bolt struck the sea raider amidships, with a blinding flash. The metal hull glowed red hot. Water steamed about it. The pink shapes of Scaly warriors went spinning off into the sea. Then the tank of gas amidships exploded, sending a sheet of blue flame high into the air.


  The Savissan war-craft rocked violently on the waves created by the lightning bolt and the explosion. The surviving Amazons clung frantically to bullwarks and rigging to avoid being washed overboard by the sheet of foam-flecked water that spread over the decks. Then as their craft steadied down again, they looked up into the sky. All they could see was a flock of small birds speeding rapidly inland. They lifted their weapons to the sky in salute, a tribute to whatever dark Gods had sped the deadly bolt that wrecked the enemy craft.


  Gerry gingerly handed the deadly lightning caster back to the pilot.


  “That’s an effective weapon,” he said. “If these flying cars can only stay with us for a few hours after we arrive at the city of Larr, we can probably break up the attack of the Scaly Ones and . . .”


  “We return to Moorn immediately, as soon as we have landed you in Larr,” the pilot said with cold finality. “Those are the orders of the Council of Elders.”


  DUSK caught them just as they passed over the Savissan coast line. They saw the gleaming lights of various scattered towns and hamlets below them. An hour later the lights of Larr itself came into view. At first they were only a glow along the horizon. Then, as the flotilla of flying cars swept nearer, the fights of the city began to take on definite form and shape. Closana was again leaning eagerly forward.


  “The lights look strange!” she said, “so many of them are unsteady and flickering!”


  Gerry Norton peered ahead through the night. His own eyes were narrowed and thoughtful.


  “Those flickering lights you see are ray-guns,” he said at last. “The city is already under siege.”


  Before attempting a landing as they came to the Golden City of Larr, the flotilla of flying cars swept in a wide circle over the city and its surrounding suburbs. Great fires burned in braziers along the walls. Other fires had been kindled by the besiegers. Dozens of cottages outside the circuit of the city walls were also aflame, blazing furiously. The whole place was suffused with a ruddy and uneven light, and the observers in the flying cars had a clear view of the scene below.


  Behind the battlements and bastions atop the city’s walls crouched the Golden Amazons of the garrison, loosing their storms of arrows at the swarming besiegers below them. Other tawny-skinned crews worked the alta-ray tubes that belched blasts of blue flame at regular intervals. Wherever the blue beams struck, the ground was blackened while die twisted and charred shapes of Scaly Ones writhed in brief agony. The myriad brazen trumpets of Larr sounded hasty rallying calls, or else tossed staccato signals from one part of the defences to another.


  The hordes of Lansa had invested the city on three sides, the marsh-land on the far border of the city protecting that side from direct assault. Groups of Scaly Ones took shelter behind tree trunks and mounds of earth and any other possible cover, firing their gas-guns up at the battlements in an effort to lessen the arrow fire. Others crept forward behind movable metal shields. Heavy-caliber gas-guns inched slowly forward behind wooden mantlets that bristled with arrows, and hurled their larger explosive bullets up at the walls. Wherever they struck there was a puff of yellow dust and a scarred place on the stones. Reptilian trumpets beat with a staccato thunder as Lansa kept in touch with his various divisions. Not all the advantage was with the besiegers, however. Even as Gerry watched, a blue heat-ray struck full on one of the big gas-guns and blew it up with a shattering crash.


  In all but one particular the battle was a large-scale edition of the type of assault that the Scaly Ones had often tried against various barrier forts in the past. The difference was that they now possessed the supode ray, which Lansa had been able to prepare for his forces. Long beams of the familiar murky, reddish fight were continually playing upon the walls of Larr.


  The effect of the supode rays seemed to be less serious than Gerry would have expected. Perhaps Lansa’s ray-guns were lacking in power because inefficiently made. Perhaps the yellow stones that formed the walls of Larr contained some radioactive substance that partially neutralized the rays. The walls were crumbling into powder in dozens of small spots as the searching beams of the rays found a weak point or flaw in the stone, but there was none of the wholesale collapse that Lansa had probably hoped to achieve.


  The whole scene below was like a macabre nightmare. The fires flashed and crackled, and the explosive bullets of the Scaly Ones twinkled like fire-flies through the drifting smoke. Red light glinted on the points of flying arrows. Savissan trumpets blared defiance to the thunder of reptilian drums. Most dramatic of all, silent but terribly deadly, was the duel of the ray-casters as the red beams of the attackers and the blue rays of the defenders darted back and forth through the night like the rapiers of fencing giants.


  THE flotilla of flying cars darted down to the plaza in front of the Tower of the Arrow. The pilots kept them invisible until they had landed, lest the nervous crew of a defending ray-machine blast them before their identity was known. As soon as the dimensional-control was switched off there were cries of alarm, and a few hasty arrows glanced harmlessly off the Earthmen’s armor. Then Closana shouted reassuringly and they were recognized.


  A little later Gerry and a few of his officers stood with Rupin-Sang on one of the balconies of the Great Tower. The aged king of Savissa wore full armor though in the shadows of his gilded helmet his face looked old and gray and tired. Beside them, a squad of the Golden Amazons worked a long-range ray-tube that was firing at the rear areas of the Reptilian position. The muscles of the feminine warriors rippled beneath their tawny skins as they swung the heavy controls of the big ray-machine.


  “They came against one of our barrier forts from the rear, in great numbers,” Rupin-Sang said wearily. “I cannot imagine how they had managed to get so many men in behind our lines . . .”


  “Probably brought them under water in that submarine they used when they took me captive,” Gerry said. “Brought them through in relays. I should have sent you warning to block the river channel against that craft, but I never thought Lansa would strike so quickly.”


  “At least we had enough warning to prepare for the defense of the city after they broke through the frontier,” Rupin-Sang said. “We called in all the surrounding troops. We sent the very young and the very old, the ill and the crippled back to comparative safety in the hills by way of secret trails through the swamps. If the walls will stand against the new rays the Scaly Ones are using, we should be able to hold out for a long time.”


  “The armor of my men is proof against either rays or explosive bullets,” Gerry told him, “and our ray-guns are superior to those that Lansa has been able to make. We’ll use my men as shock troops to beat back any particularly pressing attack. Between us, we can hang on until Lansa gets tired of the siege.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Rupin-Sang said gloomily, “but I recall the old prophecy. It is in my mind that the end of the Golden City of Larr is at hand, and that the sands of my nation run very low. However—we will fight to the end.”


  “No bunch of half-lizards led by a white renegade is going to lick me!” Gerry rasped.


  A WEEK later Gerry Norton was less confident. Haggard and unshaven, he stalked into an inner room and tossed his helmet clattering on the table. His armor was badly dented by the impact of many explosive bullets, and one forearm was burned where a supode ray had momentarily pierced between the chinks of the armor.


  “All right, Steve,” Gerry said wearily, “it’s your watch. Go up on the walls and take over.”


  “Anything new?” Steve Brent asked, sitting up on the cot where he had been sleeping and running both hands through his tousled crop of sandy hair. His freckled face was as lined and drawn as Gerry’s own.


  “Another of the bastions on the west wall came down under the rays, but we’re holding the breach all right with archers and a portable ray-caster. Hurry and get up there, like a good fellow! I left Portok in charge, and he’s dead on his feet.”


  “I am not so damn much alive myself!” Steve muttered, but he put on his helmet and went clanicing off up the corridor.


  Gerry sat down heavily on a bench, at the moment too tired even to take off his armor. The city of Larr still held out—but that was all that could be said. The Scaly Ones still pressed the assault day and night without ceasing. The once mighty walls of yellow stone were crumbling under the constant attack of the walls while the defense of the steadily widening breaches put an added strain on the dwindling numbers of the garrison.


  If only the Viking would come! Her duralite hull would withstand either rays or explosives, and her own powerful ray-tubes should be able to blast the attacking artillery out of existence ad thereby raise the siege. But he could not raise the spaceship on the radio! That was the thing that worried Gerry most of all. Tanda had been trying at hourly intervals for days, but he could not get any answer from McTavish.


  At last Gerry stretched out on the cot that Steve had quitted, and almost instantly went to sleep. It seemed only a moment later that he awoke to find Portok the Martian shaking him by the shoulder. Gerry laboriously raised himself up on one elbow shaking his head to clear his brain. So strong were the bonds of sleep that several seconds passed before his brain grasped the meaning of the words that Portok was shouting in his ear.


  “Chief! Can’t you hear me? The whole western wall has come down, carrying all the ray-tubes with it. The Scaly Ones are in the city!”


  GERRY seized his helmet and weapons from the table where he had thrown them, and dashed out of the room. From one of the balconies of the Arrow Tower he could see the swift disaster that had come upon the City of Larr. The ceaseless, unrelenting play of Lansa’s supode ray machines had finally weakened the city’s western wall until the whole rampart had collapsed.


  The once towering wall was now only a long mound of rubble. The companies of Scaly Ones nearest the wall had been buried in the debris when it fell, but fresh hordes were pouring forward with a shrill yelping. The Amazon archers defending the wall from above had been mainly crushed in the wreckage. Reserve regiments were hurrying into place at the double, bow strings twanging and long golden hair streaming out behind them but there was one loss that could not be replaced. All the alta-ray machines on that wall were shattered and broken.


  The despairing courage of Larr’s feminine defenders was not enough to hold that mile-long pile of rubbish whose sloping sides could be easily climbed by the swarming hordes from Giri-Vaaka. The Amazons were falling back all along the line. The retreat was a slow and stubborn one, but it was steady. Such of the alta-ray machines as could be brought to bear upon the shattered wall from other portions of the fortifications swept the advancing Scaly Ones with blue blasts that tore gaping holes in their ranks, but there were not enough of them. The firelight gleamed on the armor of a few of the Viking’s men who were fighting with the rear-guard, their ray-guns stabbing viciously into the Reptilian ranks as they fell back. The drums of the Scaly Ones took on a deep-mouthed bellow of triumph, and the brazen trumpets of Larr were the voice of a forlorn and fading hope.


  Rupin-Sang appeared on the balcony beside Gerry, leaning his gnarled old hands on the rail. He was smiling, as though final disaster had at least brought a relief from strain.


  “This is the end of the City of Larr,” he said. “The ancient prophecy of Jeddah-Khana comes true after all. Save yourself and your men while you can, my friend.”


  “Can’t we all escape through the swamps and put up a better fight in the hills?” Gerry asked. Rupin-Sang shook his head.


  “No, my friend. The last survivors will do that when all is over, but we will defend Larr to the end—street by street and house by house—as the tradition of Savissa. We are the last descendants of the Old Ones. We may die, but we will do it with honor.”


  The swift advance of Lansa’s men bit deeply into the city, halfway from the shattered wall to the central plaza surrounding the Great Tower, before it was checked at a line of hasty barricades. There was bitter house-to-house fighting all across the city. Gerry knew that the stand at the barricades could not be sustained for very long. The advance of the Scaly Ones had at the moment outdistanced their supode ray casters and their heavy caliber gas-guns. For the present the Amazon arrows held them checked. The advance was sure to resume as soon as Lansa’s heavy weapons could be brought up again.


  IT was a hopeless fight—and yet Gerry could not bring himself to leave. Partly it was his affection for the grief-stricken but indomitable Closana that held him there. Partly it was the sheer courage of the Amazon’s gallant fight against such heavy odds that kept him in the battle line. By some standards the affair was none of his business but he could not quit now. However—he had not the right to hold his men in the stricken city if they wished to leave. As he located the various members of the Viking’s crew in the disorganized Amazon ranks, he gave each one permission to escape from the city through the eastern marshes. Portok’s reaction was typical.


  “Run from these snake-skinned devils?” the little Martian panted hoarsely, his ruddy face gaunt and his eyes sunken deep in their sockets. “Not while I can still stand. Pm staying with the rear guard—as long as there is one!”


  New fires had been started by the victory-drunk Reptilians, fires within the walls. The lurid glow of burning houses made the night hideous. Fully a third of the city was in flames by now, and only the easterly wind kept the flames from driving the defenders away from those portions of the city that they still held.


  By noon the next day the tale was nearly all told. The Savissans now held less than a third of their city, a V-shaped sector with the Arrow Tower at its apex. The murky beams of supode rays were now continually playing against the walls of the Great Tower itself, and small cascades of pulverized rock kept sliding off the face of the stone work as the weaker parts began to decompose under the steady impact of the rays. And still the fight went on!


  Gerry had forgotten what it was like to lie down and rest. He was leaning in an angle of the wall, actually asleep on his feet, when Chester Sand from the Viking hurried across to him.


  “Rupin-Sang wants to see you down in the garden right away, Chief!” Sand panted. “You and Steve Brent both.”


  “All right. Get Steve,” Gerry growled. He sighed, and tightened his belt, and went wearily down the steps to the lower floor of the tower.


  THE pleasant walled garden behind the tower was a very different place from the stop Gerry had seen when he first came to Savissa. The explosive bullets of the Scaly Ones had ripped up many of the trees, and shattered the marble statues. A heap of debris fallen from above lay along the base of the tower wall, while more was constantly trickling down as the murky beams of the supode rays criss-crossed overhead. The bodies of dead Amazons were scattered here and there on the trampled grass. Dense clouds of acrid smoke from the burning city swirled down over the garden wall.


  Closana was waiting in the garden, her armor dim and battered. Her left arm was heavily bandaged, but she still carried a naked sword in her right hand.


  “I was told that you wanted me,” she said. Gerry shook his head.


  “No, it was your father who sent for me.” Just then Steve and Chester Sand came across the garden. A faint suspicion began to stir in Gerry’s mind.


  “Where is Rupin-Sang?” he demanded. Sand hesitated, and cleared his throat. His eyes were shifty. Then Gerry heard a slight sound behind him. He spun around—and looked squarely into the muzzle of a ray-tube held by Lansa himself!


  They had been neatly trapped! Lansa and a dozen of his men had come up through the sewers and slain the Amazon guards’ posted there.


  “Drop your weapons!” Lansa snapped. Gerry shrugged and obeyed, and the others followed his example. There was a triumphant smile on the renegade’s saturnine face. “I am glad you were not killed in the fighting, Norton,” he said, “because you and Brent and the girl will make very valuable hostages for me when your spaceship eventually returns.”


  Gerry turned and stared at Chester Sand. The Viking’s Safety Officer was pale, but he met the other man’s glance with a sort of weak defiance. Gerry’s lip curled.


  “So you are the rat who slugged me that time I caught Olga in the radio room!” he said. “I should have known it. I seem to have left several loose ends I should have watched, but I’ll fix you for this some day and . . .”


  “You won’t be fixing anybody any more, Norton,” Lansa said grimly. “After I’ve used you to get possession of the Viking you’ll die in the torture chambers at Vaakahausen. Thanks to my good friend Sands, I also know the location of the invisible city. That, too, I will attend to. But all in good time. Guards! Bind and gag the prisoners. . . .”


  He never finished the sentence. There was a sharp hiss, and a thud. A narrow steel point stood a hand’s breadth out beyond his throat. A wondering expression came into his eyes. Then his knees buckled, and he went down on the trampled grass. Across the garden, still holding the air-gun from which he had shot the long steel slug, stood Sarnak of Luralla!


  THE Scaly Ones went for their weapons, but a vengeful throng of the outlaw brood of the Dragon came pouring up from below on the heels of their leaders. There was no thought of quarter between these hereditary foes. There was a short, sharp fight—and then the last of Lansa’s raiding party died in the shadow of the wall. Sarnak came striding forward, his hand outstretched and a cheerful smile on his broad face.


  “It seems that I came in very good time, my friends!” he said.


  “Perfect,” Gerry grinned. “But what does your coming mean?”


  “It means that the hour of deliverance is at hand. When Lansa brought his full force eastward against Savissa, it gave us the opportunity we have been needing for generations. We of the Dragon’s Teeth rose against the scanty garrisons he left behind, and put them to the sword. The mass of the people joined us then, when the chances of victory looked so strong that hope overcame the despair born of generations of oppression. Now the Green Folk of Giri have thrown off the yoke of the invader at last, and thousands of them are marching this way to take the army of the Scaly Ones in the rear.”


  “But how did you come to arrive in the garden at this particular moment?” Gerry asked.


  “The forces of Giri have forded the river and are marching overland, but I came ahead with a hundred picked cavalry mounted on swift saddle-dolphins. We saw a crude type of under-water craft moving in this direction, and followed it at a distance. You know the rest. After bringing down the sentries that Lansa had posted below, we left our dolphins and our water helmets down at the main drain and crept up through the passages to this place.”


  “When do you think the rest of the Green Folk will come?” Closana asked.


  “Within a few more hours, Princess. They will not be in time to save your city, but they will be in time to protect the survivors.”


  “If there are any of us left by then!” the girl said bitterly. Gerry suddenly pointed upward.


  “Look there! The worst is over now!” he shouted. The Viking was streaking across the sky in a burst of yellow rocket flame.


  The big space-ship dropped down over the beleaguered city, her powerful ray-tubes flashing. Other murky beams stabbed up to meet her, but her duralite hull was impervious to the rays and Angus kept her high enough so that the helicopters were protected by the curve of the hull. One after another the ray casters and heavy gas-guns of the Scaly Ones went out of action. When the ship’s beams had silenced the artillery and commenced to rip black holes in the ranks of the Reptilian warriors themselves, they suddenly broke and fled.


  THE war drums of the Scaly Ones were silent at last, while the trumpets of Savissa raised a long-drawn paean of vengeance. Out of the ruined and flaming city fled the Reptilian men, while troops of swift-footed Amazons hung on their flanks and rear with twanging bows. Back across the plains toward the border they fled—and ran squarely into the grim thousands of the Green People who tore them apart with the savagery of an oppressed race just finding their souls again. The few that survived, out of the powerful army that Lansa the mad Earth-man had brought eastward to attack Savissa, were a handful who fled back across the land of Giri and vanished into the desolate Vaaka marshes from which their people had first emerged generations before.


  The Golden City was hopelessly afire, past saving, and the survivors gathered on a level field outside the northern wall. Gerry and Sarnak and Rupin-Sang were standing together as the Viking dropped down to land on the edge of the field. McTavish stepped out, red bearded and jovial but showing the effects of sleepless nights himself.


  “Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner,” he said, “but we’ve been working night and day to make proper repairs with that queer metal the people of Moorn gave us. We got your radio messages, but couldn’t reply because the ship’s sending set is broken and I figured the helicopters were more important repairs.”


  In a few brief words Gerry told McTavish of the fight in the garden. The big Scot beamed his pleasure. “An’ did they get that slinking she-devil of an Olga along with the rest of the carrion?” he asked.


  Gerry shook his head. “No, she wasn’t there. At least, we didn’t see her. It wasn’t likely though that she would come. She probably remained back in Vaaka-hausen.”


  McTavish frowned his disappointment. “Ah, weel,” he shrugged, “ye canna’ have ever’thing.”


  “Don’t worry, McTavish.” Sarnak grinned, “we’ll probably have her in a few hours. A force of Savissans and Green Men have already left to clean up Vaaka-hausen.”


  Gerry grinned. “Good. There’s one thing I would like to suggest. I loathed Lansing as much as any of you, but he is a white man, and I dislike thinking that he may be hauled off and tossed into a common grave with the rest of the Scaly Ones. Let’s go to the garden, and see that his body has at least a half-way decent interment.”


  The rest of the party agreed to this, and they made their way back to the garden. They went down the steps leading to it, then all stopped in surprise. The bodies of the slain Scaly Men and Lansa were gone!


  McTavish rubbed his eyes unbelievingly. “What kind of devilment is this?” he whispered. Sarnak shook his head slowly. “I don’t understand. Unless the retreating forces found them, and carried them along with them. They were all dead, of that I’m sure.”


  “Lansing, too?” inquired McTavish suspiciously.


  Gerry laughed. “Lansing never walked away from here, unless as a ghost. I saw him go down. And men with an arrow transfixing their throats don’t do much walking.”


  But the big Scot didn’t seem entirely convinced, and as they walked away, he was still shaking his great, shaggy head in doubt.


  With the strain of the siege over at last, many of the garrison had simply dropped to the ground and gone to sleep where they fell. Gerry was watching the flames sweep over the last of the city. For a long time the Arrow Tower remained standing above the sea of fire, but then it began to tip. Faster and faster it fell, till it came down in a shower of sparks. Closana dropped her head in her hands, but old Rupin-Sang touched his daughter on the shoulder.


  “Save your grief; girl,” he said. “It is true that the Golden City of our fathers no longer exists, but there was a second part to the prophesy. That, after the great disaster, the people of Savissa would have a re-birth. A message that just came through from those of our people who are hidden in the hills tells me that—of ten children who have been born since we sent all the non-combatants out of the city—seven have been boys! The curse has been lifted from our race.”


  TWO days later, even before the ashes of Larr were cool, working parties of Amazons began to clear away the ruins to prepare for the building of a new city. Sarnak of Luralla had already returned across the river Giri to supervise the rebuilding of his own land. Angus McTavish came up to where Rupin-Sang and Gerry stood in front of the king’s tent.


  “Tests all complete, Chief,” he said. “That material we got in Moorn is all right.”


  “I don’t suppose there’s any way of thanking them for it.”


  The big Scot shook his head slowly, tugging at his beard. “The city isn’t there any more.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Just that it’s gone. We heard the bells a few hours after you left, and then we never heard them again. You can walk clean across the plain where the city stood. Sand from the beach is drifting into the holes that held the wall foundations, and grass is already beginning over the rest of the place. . . . It’s gone, that’s all.”


  “They were queer folk, the people of Moorn,” Gerry said moodily. “I suppose they were afraid they might get dragged into the affairs of the planet in spite of themselves, and simply moved the whole city off to some distant and unknown planet.”


  “But how could they do that?” McTavish said. Gerry shrugged.


  “Ask me another! How could they make the place invisible? We know they did that, we don’t know how much further their science went. Anyway—I’m going to be glad to get back to Earth for a while. I guess we’re ready to start.”


  He turned to look at Closana for a moment. The girl had laid aside her battered armor for her customary bright loin cloth and golden breast plates. She shook back her long golden hair and faced him with a smile.


  “Want to come back to Earth with me, Closana?” he asked.


  “Either that—or the ship goes back without its captain,” she said quietly. Gerry laughed.


  “Darling, I feel sorry for any Earth-woman who ever concludes you’re some shy little stranger she can patronize. Well—the trails of interplanetary space are long and we’d better get going. All aboard!”


  1940


  NEUTRAL VESSEL


  Harl Vincent


  In Interplanetary war, you don’t merely attack a neutral vessel—you can turn it into a helpless but terrible weapon!


  IN the captive military observation sphere a hundred miles above the outer cloud layer of Venus, Tommy Blake idly punched a location spot on the calculating board. He was not greatly impressed by the alarm indication of this body’s approach. Seven million miles it was off, at the limit of the sensitive magnetic pickup system. From its direction, it could hardly be a Martian battle fleet and, even if it were, they would be several days getting here. Plenty of time.


  His next check on the object gave him pause. It was an hour later when he glanced casually at the distance-indicator spot which marked it. It read 5,200,000 miles! An impossible figure. Nothing in the Solar System could travel nearly two million miles in an hour.


  “Hey, Masters,” he called across the room. “Come over here and tell me if I’m screwy.”


  “I don’t have to come over to tell you that,” his pal grinned. But he crossed to the instrument board.


  “Look here,” Blake said excitedly. “See this approach-warning dot? I get an incredible reading on its velocity. Check me, will you?”


  “Did you put the spectroscope on it?”


  “Sure, but it’s too small and too far off No lines. Now, be a good guy and hold the stop watch while I punch the calculator. Give me ten-second intervals.” Blake squinted purposefully into the vernier, his fingers on the keyboard.


  Barney Masters laughed. “Man, you won’t need intervals that close for anything that moves.”


  “Never mind.” Blake was frowningly serious. “I will if this thing’s traveling as fast as I think. I’m setting the calculator for serial subtraction, so yelp out the times.”


  A pause; Masters eying his stop watch. Then, “Now!” he sang out.


  The calculator chuckled and clunked. And at each “now” for two solid minutes the machine did likewise.


  “Enough,” announced Blake, tearing out the printed tape.


  Together they gazed at the figures; in unison they whistled their wonderment. 5,090,005—5,084,355—5,078,705—5,073,054—and so ran the series down to an end figure of 5,022,181 in miles distant.


  Masters’ eyes goggled. Blake grabbed his slide rule and pencil. “67.824 miles in two minutes!” he gasped. “565 miles a second average. See for yourself.”


  Masters saw for himself. He was checking it by long division. “565.2,” he corrected. “And the differences are progressively slightly greater. Wonder what that means?”


  Blake stared, checking back rapidly in his mind to the average of 500 miles a second for the first hour. “Why,” he husked, “it means the thing’s accelerating. The slide and indicator of his rule moved swiftly. “At about 160 feet per second. Five Earth gravities.”


  “Meteors don’t accelerate,” Masters remarked thoughtfully. “Nor comets, nor anything—”


  “Excepting spaceships,” Blake finished for him. “And neither comet nor spaceship ever went this fast.”


  “Whatever it is, it’s coming this way,” Masters said gloomily.


  “Approximately, anyway. But there isn’t a chance in a million of it hitting us. Not ten million.” Blake was struck with a sudden new thought. “Sa-ay!” he snorted. “We’re fools to believe this—it just isn’t possible. I’ll bet our base line, for the automatic triangulator, is haywire. The other sphere may he down or out of whack. We’ll check up with headquarters. Have to report, anyway.”


  Staring at one another with a mixture of hope, awe and incredulity on their lean young faces, the two Terrestro-Venusian military observers made for the radio room. They couldn’t possibly know that some five hours previously, out in space—


  CAPTAIN JEFFREY BRAND had an uneasy feeling.


  It wasn’t as if the Spirit of Terra had anything to fear in the Earth-Venus space lane. The mightiest liner of the skies, though nearly new, she was tried and proven by her nine previous jaunts across the void. She was unarmed and carried no contraband. Her repulsor screens were of ample capacity to ward off any stray mines of either combatant she might encounter. She carried proudly the insignia of Earth, which planet had been steadfastly neutral through the two years of bitter warfare between Mars and Venus. Under the terms of treaties never yet dishonored, she was guaranteed freedom from search or attack in space, and safe entry at the designated unblockaded ports. Still the captain was uneasy.


  Brand was not superstitious. He had no fear of anything in an atmosphere or in the far-flung reaches of the heavens. Perhaps his dinner hadn’t agreed with him. Maybe he had never gotten quite used to these ultramodern liners in which every major mechanism was automatic, bridge-controlled. He’d come up through the ranks. He’d been a yard mechanic, rocket man, conditioning engineer, chartman, control operator, and skipper of slow lunar freight. First taking orders, later giving them. Accustomed for more than twelve years to a full-crew ship, he’d rather bark his orders at a man than at a machine—even though the machine was likely to be more reliable. You began to feel like a damn machine yourself.


  His eyes swept the thirty-foot curve of the bridge control board. Four men, spaced along its length, their fingers twinkling over a maze of controls, their eyes alert to the flickering on and off of varicolored lights before them, were all that were required for the operation of every mechanical detail of the thousand-foot, eighty-thousand-ton ship! Of course, there was the maintenance crew. The purser and his staff. Cargo wranglers and an army of deckhands. Hundreds in galleys, dining saloons, cabin service—all coming under the head steward. But of old-time, hard-bitten spacemen like himself, there were none. Even his first officer, Gary Carlin, bad never seen service on a full-crew ship.


  Brand paced the bridge, along the desk rim of the control board, a thing he rarely did. The men’s eyes never left their instruments and lights, nor their fingers the buttons and jacks and levers, as he passed; but he knew his disquietude was affecting them. Fortunately, he’d soon be relieved by Carlin.


  He paused at the position-indicating panel. They were just under ten million miles from Venus and approaching it at the normal coasting rate of 27.6 miles per second. A little over four flays yet remained of their journey. And Brand would be glad when it was completed.


  He was glad now when Carlin came in. The mate was always wearing a grin, a cheerfully boyish sort of smile. He wore it now.


  “Fellow to see you, sir,” he told the captain. “Waiting in your lounge. One of the passengers.”


  Brand arched black brows. “Complaint?”


  “He didn’t say. Looks harmless enough, though. Venusian, I’d say, or Venuso-Terrestrian.” Young Carlin looked up at the chronometer. “Ready to give over, sir?” he asked.


  Brand’s eyes roved enviously over the younger man’s trim, sinewy form a’s set off by his perfectly fitted uniform. His own square bulk, he was painfully aware, was better suited to the rigors and scanty garb of a foundry than to the gold-braided scarlet and a drawing room.


  “Yes,” he sighed, “I’m ready, Mr. Carlin. And. as usual, there are no instructions.” He waved a knotty hand toward the control board. “It’s all done for us automatically. Done in wriggling red and blue and green lines that ink themselves on the charts.”


  Gary Carlin had better sense than to expand his grin. “Yes, sir,” he said respectfully.


  THE APPEARANCE of Brand’s visitor justified Carlin’s estimate. A scrawny little man with washed-out eyes and parchment skin drawn tight over high cheekbones. His greeting was mildly apologetic.


  “What can I do for you?” the captain boomed genially.


  His caller bowed in almost servile manner. “I am greatly honored, captain. that you receive me. I am Leander Phillips of London. And I have some information I believe will interest you.”


  Surprised, Brand offered the man a cigar, bit the end off his own. “Name’s Phillips?” he said. “I should have thought you were Venusian.”


  “Only on the maternal side, captain. Father was pure Terrestrain. But that is neither here nor there, sir. Excepting that my sympathies are naturally with Venus in, shall I say, the present unpleasantness?”


  Brand repressed a chuckle at the little man’s seriousness and verbiage. “That’s not surprising, Mr. Phillips,” he conceded. “Many Earthmen are sympathizers on one side or the other. I try to be strictly neutral. But I repeat. sir: what can I do for you?”


  The Venusian sympathizer looked around nervously. “There are Martian spies aboard,” he said with owlish solemnity.


  The captain laughed reassuringly. “I shouldn’t be surprised. Probably Venusian spies as well. We can’t help that. Why worry about it? This is neutral territory, just the same as London.”


  “I know that, sir.” Leander Phillips was tensely serious. “In general, I believe this causes you no concern. In this case, however, I’m convinced it should be of grave concern to you.”


  The man’s earnestness impressed. Brand. “Let’s not beat about the bush,” he suggested. “Just what have you to tell me?”


  Phillips furtively withdrew a paper from his pocket, passing it to the captain as if it were red-hot to his touch. “First off, sir,” he whispered, “I beg of you to look this over and conceal it at once.”


  Brand’s skin crawled as he saw the meticulously drawn sketch on the paper. It was an accurate circuit diagram of the Spirit of Terra! Hastily he pocketed it. “Where’d you get this?” he asked soberly.


  “They were discussing it, sir, at my table. One dropped it later. And I’m quite a bit frightened, sir, for my daughter’s sake. She is with me, you know. That is one favor I came to ask: would it be possible to have our table changed for the remainder of the voyage—Zona’s and mine?”


  Brand frowned, thinking of his previous uneasiness. “Can you point out the ones you think are spies?” he demanded in his abrupt way.


  Leander Phillips jumped a foot, then smiled sheepishly. “I can, sir, and will, of course,” he quavered.


  The captain jabbed at a button and bawled into the audio frame on his desk: “Tell Mr. Worthman two more passengers at my table, starting with supper this period. Leander Phillips and his daughter, Zona. That’s all.”


  Every passenger knew that Worthman was head steward. The little Venuso-Terrestrian bowed himself out, smiling relievedly, leaving the captain to sit scowling perplexedly in a haze of cigar smoke.


  WITHOUT knowing why, Brand stirred himself in a few minutes and went into his private quarters, where he instructed his cabin boy to lay out his most impressive finery. He knew why, a moment later, when he returned to his lounge and beheld the vision. If ever he wished he were twenty years younger, it was then. A girl-vision, it was, tall and slim and auburn-haired, with features and a figure that would have made the greatest artist forget his art. The girl’s lips were tremulous and her eyes wide.


  “I’m Zona Phillips,” she said breathlessly. “Has . . . has my father been here?”


  “Why, yes, my dear,” said Brand, blissfully unconscious of what was an intrusion. “He left only a few minutes ago.”


  The girl wrung her tapered fingers. “Oh, Captain Brand!” she wailed. “I’m afraid. I . . . I just know something’s happened.”


  “Now, now—” the captain started to soothe her. But he forgot what words of comfort had been on his lips in a sudden sensation that comes only to an old-time spaceman. A rush of emptiness inside him.


  The Spirit of Terra had leaped into sudden acceleration! To the girl, to any passenger aboard the giant liner, this would be unnoticeable—the internal gravity compensators took care of that instantly. But you couldn’t fool an old-timer like Brand.


  Zona Phillips was becoming frantic when the audio frame on his desk bellowed in Carlin’s familiar accents: “All stern motors and steering jets blasting full, captain. Controls not functioning. Your instructions, sir.”


  Brand sputtered. This was an unheard-of eventuality. But just like these newfangled contraptions to let you down at exactly the wrong time. “Coming!” he barked at the frame. “Be right with you.”


  “I . . . I’m sorry, captain.” The girl’s eyes were starry with tears about to come. “I . . . I didn’t mean to interrupt. “But, my father—”


  The reason for her presence had slipped Brand’s mind. “Yes, yes,” he said hastily. “Come along, Miss Zona, and tell me about it on the way. I have to be on the bridge immediately.”


  Trotting at his side, she said: “I can wait till you’ve finished with that, captain.” But her voice sounded dead, hopeless.


  And well it might. Rounding a corner of the corridor, they almost fell over the body of Leander Phillips, which was slumping grotesquely to the floor. The acrid smell of burned flesh was in the air. His head was almost blasted from his shoulders. The girl screamed and flopped at his side just as Brand leaped after the big figure he saw scuttling off. Her scream had warned the fugitive and he turned like an animal at bay, whipping up a stubby flame thrower. A fleeting instant showed Brand bloodshot eyes, twisted mouth, the most malignant face he’d ever seen. Then, as white flame crackled past his ear, singeing his hair odorously, he launched his big bulk into a flying tackle.


  His arms enwrapped struggling legs; his square battering-ram of a shoulder hit just right. The fellow went down like a toppling chimney, smacking into a floor grating with a crunch of finality. But Brand made sure with the butt of the fellow’s own weapon. Kicking him over, he saw that he was a Terrestro-Martian. Phillips’ suspicions had been well founded but his visit too late.


  Returning, Brand found that the girl Zona had fainted over her father’s body. He picked her up bodily and strode onto the bridge with her slim form draped over one arm.


  There would be no supper at the captain’s table today for them.


  II.


  CARLIN at once seemed more solicitous of the girl than of the difficulties on the bridge and below.


  “She’s only fainted,” Brand told him gruffly after one look at the control panels. He had never seen so many red lights flashing at one time in all his experience.


  He glared at the mate, who scurried back to the controls. Then Brand howled into an audio frame for the infirmary. He told them about Phillips and about the daughter and to be damn quick doing something. He got the results he demanded. A nurse was with the girl almost before he had finished bellowing.


  Then he glared at the indicating panel. Their speed had increased from the normal 27.6 to 45.8 miles per second in ten minutes. None of the operators spoke a word. Brand moved to the motor panels and saw that all five driving jets were on full blast, as were the four steering jets. He flicked a control key himself. Nothing happened. The jets continued to blast. They were accelerating with full power—at five gravities. Nothing serious in that—for a while. There was plenty of time to decelerate. But how long would the tubes stand the heat? And what was the trouble? The flashing lights showed everything in the ship wrong all at once.


  “I’ve notified maintenance,” Carlin told him.


  “What started it all?” Brand asked.


  “Regular hourly test procedure, sir. The operators plugged in on their ground indicators and everything started. Every relay clicked furiously and the jets were on. As you can see, they refuse to cut off. That’s all we know.”


  Brand thought of the circuit diagram and of Phillips, a frown creasing his brow. “Funny,” he muttered.


  Carlin jumped. “What’s that, sir?”


  “Nothing.” The audio blared and Brand jumped.


  The four operators straightened tensely. Something was in the air.


  “Wilson, maintenance,” squawked the audio. “Numbers one, two and three drive chambers inspected. All circuit breakers closed and fused solid. Can’t be repaired without complete shutdown.”


  “We can’t shut down. What’s wrong with the hand disconnects?” returned the captain.


  “Fused solid, sir.”


  “Very well. Stand by until the others report.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  Brand turned to the mate. “Now, what in the devil could have done that?” he demanded.


  Carlin shook his head. Just then the audio started talking again. Numbers four and five drive chambers were reported in the same condition as the first three. So were the steering-jet chambers. Brand grimaced.


  “Get Jarvis up here,” he told Carlin. “And Tony Rosso. You and I are going below.”


  The mate called and the second and third officers responded quickly. Zona Phillips had gone out with the nurse, Brand noticed. Jarvis and Rosso were here, reporting in. Brand pointed wordlessly to the panels and told them to stand by.


  “We’re going armed,” he told Carlin, as they left.


  “Armed?” The mate looked surprised.


  Brand explained and, stopping at the mate’s cabin for flame throwers, they started below. They went directly to Brinkerhof, the head maintenance engineer, finding him scratching his head as he looked over his file of circuit drawings.


  “I can’t figure it out,” he told Brand. “It looks as if someone had tampered with the switches all around. It doesn’t seem possible.”


  “No,” agreed Brand. “But it—”


  The door to the maintenance office crashed open and an electrician collapsed inside. Blood gushed from his throat in jerky spurts. He bubbled horribly: “Machine shop. They’re—”


  That was all. The man died while they stood rooted with horror. His jugular had been ripped wide open.


  “A mutiny!” babbled Brinkerhof.


  “Mutiny, hell!” Brand snorted. “This is war. On a neutral ship, too. Come on!”


  THE CAPTAIN’s burly form nearly filled the passageway as the three made toward the machine shop. They plunged through the central core forward of number three drive chamber and Brand glanced up at the huge disconnecting switch. Sure enough, its massive copper bars had been hand-brazed fast in their fingers. How could anyone have gotten away with this? They couldn’t on a full-crew ship, that was a cinch.


  This business of placing the drive motors as complete assemblies with their individual fuel supply in separate insulated cells was all right, he reflected, provided you never had trouble with more than one or two at a time. With all of them out of commission and the disconnects inoperative, what were you going to do?


  Those disconnects were in the 13,800-bolt bus from the main generator. To cut them out of a live circuit like that was something. The relays and main breakers, too, were inside the cell with the igniter tube, jet breech and fuel hopper. So were the step-up transformers, the phanotron rectifiers and the 400,000-volt D.C. for ignition. And the heat of a continuous blast. You couldn’t even get in there to shut off the fuel supply. And you dared not shut down the main generators because the gravity compensators ran off the 13,800-volt A.C. And who could live to tell of sudden exposure to five gravities?


  Also, and worse, the main generators supplied the current for the exciters that maintained the atomic blast which, in turn, supplied energy to turn that generator. Cut the generator, and the blast would die. With that out, the generator couldn’t be restarted till the blast was restarted from a jury-rig exciter circuit. Generators weren’t supposed to be cut out in transit; the exciter current for starting was supplied normally from special lines run in from dock before take-off. Rigging jury-exciter circuits would lake hours, and in the meantime. nothing but low-voltage storage-battery power would be available.


  It looked as if they’d just have to keep on accelerating for a while. Until they could figure a way out. Meanwhile—


  His reflections ceased abruptly when he saw a bent figure skulking out of the machine shop. Not in ship’s uniform, this figure. Brand splashed a lance of white flame at his feet and saw a floor grating glow instant red. The man yelped and ducked into a passage leading forward.


  “I’ll get him,” grunted Carlin and sprinted down the corridor.


  Poking the snout of his flame thrower around the door jamb ahead of himself. Brand followed it cautiously into the machine shop, Brinkerhof at his heels. The place was a shambles. Not a man of the shop force was alive. They hung draped over lathe, drill press and milling machine, heads battered in or jugulars slashed. Obviously they had been taken by surprise and by a superior force. Altogether, there were nine dead. One was not in ship’s uniform. Brand turned the fellow over and thought he might be a Martian drylander. You could never be sure, though, with more than five generations of intermarriage between various races of the three planets. Brinkerhof groaned as if in pain.


  “Lord, captain, what’s it all about?” he asked helplessly.


  Carlin dashed in, panting. “Lost him,” he reported ruefully. “He gave me the slip.”


  Brand rose from the prostrate outlander corpse. He hadn’t found a single identifying mark. “Whatever it’s all about, it’s serious,” he said grimly. “And we have to get to the bottom of it. Carlin, you’ll return to the bridge. Brinkerhof, you get busy and find a way of cutting these stern jets out of commission. I’m going to the infirmary and question that girl.”


  “The girl?” asked the mate, blankly.


  “Yes, the girl.” Brand grinned. There hadn’t been a “mister” or a “sir” tossed around lately. It reminded Brand of the old full-crew days.


  He found Zona Phillips recovered, though pale and obviously much shaken. Her father’s body was lying in the mortuary, pending instructions for disposal. So was that of his murderer.


  Brand patted her shoulder sympathetically. “Sorry to bother you in the circumstances, Miss Zona,” he said. “But I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you a few questions.”


  “If I can be of any help,” she said tremulously, “I’ll be glad to.”


  “You know, of course, why your dad was—put out of the way?”


  The girl nodded mutely, her big eyes filling anew with the tears she was struggling to hold back.


  “He thought certain parties at your table were spies. Did you?”


  Zona Phillips became articulate. “I’m sure of it,” she said.


  “Can you identify them?” Brand asked gently.


  “I . . . I could. But—” The blue eyes widened farther and a look of fear glazed over the sorrow.


  “I’ll protect you,” the captain assured her hastily.


  “It isn’t that. I’m not really afraid for myself. It’s something else I can’t—” Her hand went swiftly to her mouth as if to shut off words she shouldn’t be saying.


  Brand was nonplused. Was this girl willfully hiding anything? “Miss Zona,” he said soberly, “this ship is in grave danger of some sort. I don’t know even yet how serious it may be in extent. If you can help us to identify the miscreants at the bottom of it, you will be rendering a great service. It may be the means of saving other lives.”


  “Oh, I will! I will. I’ll do anything.”


  “Do you know the names of the ones your father suspected?”


  The girl looked fearfully around the infirmary waiting room. “I think so. If I can see the passenger list—”


  Brand knew then that she was in utmost terror. “Now, you can just stop worrying,” he told her. “Come along with me, young lady, and I’ll see that nothing happens to you. We’ve a duplicate list in the bridge office. You won’t even need to cross a passenger deck.”


  Zona Phillips brightened perceptibly, though there still remained a look about her eyes that might have been furtive. Brand laid it to her fears. Or tried to. He still wondered vaguely.


  THEY found the bridge in somewhat of a turmoil, the usual discipline having relaxed. The operators were fidgety at the control board. And Carlin was in a huddle with the second and third officers. They pulled apart when they saw the captain coming. All eyes were on Zona Phillips. Caressingly, almost, those eyes. For some reason, Brand bristled inside.


  “Anything new?” he asked Carlin.


  “Only that the radio room has been wrecked and the radio transmitter ruined. And Brinkerhof reports every cutting torch in his stores either smashed or missing entirely.”


  You could have heard a pin drop on the bridge after that. Brand’s eyes strayed to the indicating panel. The speed was 105 miles a second. Faster than any of them had ever expected to travel. And still the Spirit of Terra was accelerating at five gravities!


  “Tell Brinkerhof to rig up an electric-arc burning outfit and cut out those disconnects as fast as he can,” Brand ordered. “You, Jarvis, get after the radio and have it fixed. Rosso, get below and organize the steward’s department. But make sure the passengers don’t get wise that anything’s up.”


  He moved toward the office with the girl.


  “We’re still in the Venus-Terra beam,” Carlin reminded him in a sort of hushed voice.


  “I know it,” snapped Brand. He didn’t want to think about that now, and he didn’t want the girl to be alarmed further.


  In the office, looking over the passenger list, she seemed more at ease. Brand was surprised when she identified five unpronounceable names.


  “Those weren’t all at your table?” he exclaimed.


  “No, only two. But I saw those two talking confidentially with all three of the others at different times.”


  Brand noted the cabin numbers of the five and immediately audioed the chief steward to round up their occupants. He had no sooner left the frame when it crackled back at him in Rosso’s voice:


  “Deckhand says he saw several passengers fooling with the lock of number twenty-one lifeboat. I’m going down there.”


  “So am I,” Brand shot back. Then, to the girl: “You stay in my lounge, Miss Zona. You’ll be safe there. Tell the cabin boy I said it’d be all right.”


  He picked up Carlin as he rushed across the bridge and they sped to join Rosso. It looked as if whoever had made such a thorough job of putting the ship out of commission was trying for a getaway.


  III.


  THINGS like this just couldn’t be happening on the greatest passenger ship in the skylanes. A neutral ship, at that. But they were happening. Brand caught himself wishing they hadn’t been quite so damn strictly neutral. His mind worked swiftly as he and the mate thudded along the corridor toward number twenty-one lifeboat lock.


  “Got any theories?” he asked Carlin.


  “No. Except someone’s trying to get Earth into the war. It’ll mean a declaration, sure as shooting.”


  “But why should Martians be trying to get us in on the other side? This’d mean war against Mars, not Venus.”


  Carlin grunted. “If we keep accelerating—”


  What he had been about to say was jarred out of him by a catapulting body that struck him amidships from out a side passage. The mate went down in a heap, thrashing wildly to get a grip on his assailant. Brand’s weapon described a wide arc and crunched down on the fellow’s head. Carlin rose groggily.


  “Thanks,” he said.


  Brand searched the dead man’s clothes without result. “Damn!” he muttered. “Shouldn’t have killed him . . . might have made him talk.” On an impulse, he ripped open the fellow’s shirt.


  On his chest was tattooed the red orb of Mars and its two moons.


  Sounds of a conflict were wafted toward them from ahead. They leaped toward the melee. The inner seal of number twenty-one life lock was open. And inside the narrow space surrounding the small craft it housed, a battle was raging. Tony Rosso and two stewards were finding their hands very full with some six or seven huskies who were trying to pulverize them. There were no searing pencils of white flame. No one seemed to be armed. Brand couldn’t understand, anyway, how the one who’d killed Phillips had managed to get a flame thrower on board. He flung himself upon the one who was throttling Rosso’s eyes out onto his cheeks and dragged him off with his big hands. Savagely he bent him back over his knee and bore down until his spine cracked. The fellow went limp.


  Carlin’s weapon spat luridly twice. His first blast splashed a hideously grinning Martian face into bubbling incandescence that drove back into an emptied skull. His second seared arm and shoulder from the one who had just slashed a steward’s throat. Rosso scooped up the falling knife and killed a third with an upcurving slash that disemboweled him. The others remaining of the battling Martians tried to crowd into the small port of the lifeboat and Brand smeared them into blazing, frying blobs that stuck to the glowing spot his flames had painted on the hull. The lock was thick with choking smoke which stank sickeningly of red-hot death. The survivors piled out into the corridor.


  “That’s that,” said Brand grimly when they were in the fresher air outside. “And that isn’t all of them, I’ll gamble. Listen, Rosso: I want you to go to Worthman and have him put a patrol in every blessed lifeboat corridor. Take this steward with you and tell him to arm his men from the stores. This is no picnic; it’s an emergency and we have the right to small arms. Carlin, you and I are going forward and have a council of war. We can’t be everywhere at once.”


  BY THE TIME they reached the bridge, the Spirit of Terra was ripping through the void at nearly 200 miles a second. About an hour and a half had passed since they started this mad acceleration.


  Brand frowned. “I’m surprised the tubes haven’t melted down,” he observed.


  “Guess the tungstoloy linings are better than the designers thought,” said Carlin. “Looks like they’d stand maximum blast indefinitely.”


  “Yes.” Brand shook his head reflectively. “How much time do we have?” he asked Carlin.


  “Remembering we’re in the Venus lane?”


  Brand nodded. How could he forget? He moved to the audio frame as Carlin busied himself with his slide rule. Jarvis answered from the radio room.


  “It’s a mess, captain,” he reported. “We have spare tubes to replace the broken ones and can repair the condensers and coils. But they shorted both generators. Armatures burned out. They’ll have to be rewound.”


  “How long’ll that take?” Brand bit the end from a fresh cigar.


  “About eight—ten hours. We only need one.”


  “All right. Have ’em rewound.” Brand turned from the frame to Carlin with inquiring eyes.


  “We’re still adding five gravities,” he stated. “At the end of two hours from when this started, we’ll be doing 247 miles a second, at three hours 356—”


  “Never mind that. How long do we have?” Brand saw that the operators were cocking their ears at the board.


  Carlin glanced at the chronometer and the velocity indicator. He lowered his voice. “A little over five hours to Venus,” he whispered. “And the velocity then will be close to 800.”


  Brand turned again to the audio and called Brinkerhof.


  “How you making out with those disconnects?” he asked him.


  “Just tried to burn one off with a 13,800-volt arc. Killed one of my men and blew up the rig we’d made. I’m going to try it with a 440-volt outfit. Have to make up a transformer rig.”


  “How long’ll that take?”


  “Two or three hours.”


  “All right. Go to it. What’s the temperature in the drive cells?”


  “Last I saw, captain, it was over boiling. Nobody can go in those.”


  “That’s what I thought.” Brand turned to Carlin, who looked grave. “I’m going to talk to the Phillips girl again,” he told him.


  “The girl?” Carlin wrinkled his forehead.


  “Yes. I’ve a hunch.” Brand strode off toward his own quarters, knowing the mate’s puzzled eyes were following him.


  He didn’t know why he wanted to talk with her himself. Certainly not because she was so attractive. He was too old for that and anyway, the situation was too desperate. There was some sort of a hunch. If only the radio were operative, they’d not have so much to worry about. They could have the Venus-Terra beam lane cut off for an instant and, at this speed, they’d be out of the curve of its magnetic guiding forces in nothing flat. But the radio couldn’t be fixed in time; they’d simply have to get a steering jet cut out within the five hours. Just one of them would do the trick; the opposing jet would swing them out of the lane and give them time to complete repairs. In a full-crew ship, now, this never could happen.


  Brand almost ran headlong into Zona Phillips as she came out from his lounge on the arm of a tall male passenger with a decidedly Martian cast of countenance. The girl blushed furiously, avoiding the captain’s accusing eyes.


  “What are you doing here?” Brand demanded of the man. “Passengers aren’t allowed here; you know that.”


  “Miss Phillips is a passenger,” the Martian sneered.


  “That’s different.” With a quick motion of his huge paw, Brand snatched open the front of the fellow’s shirt. There was the brand of the red planet and its satellites!


  Quick as a flash a flame-thrower snout appeared in the fellow’s fist. Another one! “Raise your hands!” the thinlipped mouth over the ugly snout of the weapon snapped. “And be quick about it.”


  Brand’s hands came up slowly. “Miss Zona,” he said calmly, “you had better return to the lounge. You’re not safe with this man.”


  They were backing away together, the man and the girl. No wonder he’d had a hunch about her, Brand thought sourly. She was in with the conspirators! And her old man, too, before he’d died, like as not. Or else she’d been double-crossing her own father. To look at the beauty and sweetness of her, you’d never think it. Brand was watching for the slightest sign of relaxing vigilance on the Martian’s part. It didn’t come.


  Suddenly the girl’s eyes widened with terror and, simultaneously, the Martian’s thrower belched white flame. Brand dropped flat as its pencil of death fanned his cheek with blistering heat. There crackled another blast from behind and the Martian, because no man can stand up after his head has been blown away, toppled and lay still.


  “Thanks,” Brand said soberly, rising and gripping the mate’s hand.


  “That makes us even,” grinned Carlin.


  The girl started into a panicky run down the corridor.


  “Oh, no, you don’t, my pretty,” he said, catching her and drawing her arms behind her. “You’ll come right along with me and do some tall explaining.”


  Despite her kicks and struggles and pleading, he returned her to his lounge and tossed her on a divan. “Come in,” he told Carlin, “and close the door.”


  “Now, young lady,” he demanded, “what’s this all about?”


  Zona Phillips tossed her head and clamped her lips to a thin line. Her eyes flashed fire. She was more beautiful than ever; Brand heard Carlin draw in a quick breath.


  “Are you going to tell me?” Brand shouted.


  “There’s nothing to tell,” the girl insisted stubbornly. Then she began crying. Hysterically, Brand thought.


  The captain couldn’t bear to see a woman cry. Neither could the mate. Consulting in undertones while the girl regarded them fearfully, they decided it was best to leave her here under guard. Brand locked her in and went to audio Worthman for stewards to stay and see that she didn’t get away or into any trouble. He’d deal with her later.


  IT WAS ghastly having to wait for results below. Brand left the mate on the bridge, where there was still nothing that could be done, and walked out to cool off. Out in the great central well of the ship where all the passenger decks circled like balconies, everything seemed exactly as usual. He moved along the spanning catwalk and was glad to observe that nothing seemed to be worrying the passengers at all. They had not the least inkling that anything was wrong. Dancing, cards, deck games, were proceeding as always at this time of day.


  Of course, though the Spirit of Terra had accelerated to terrific speed and was still accelerating, there was no sensation observable aboard. Not any more than when traveling at normal speed, not any more than you would notice the 18.5 miles a second orbital velocity on Earth or the 21.7 on Venus. With gravity compensation functioning here as it did, you just didn’t notice anything at all different from what it would be at home. But Brand knew, and he was getting impatient and more than ever concerned. They had accelerated for nearly three hours now and were doing about 350. And still those atomic jets astern stood up under the punishment. How to cut them off or, temporarily, even that one steering jet?


  Rosso had reported everything quiet in the lifeboat corridors and Worthman’s men hadn’t been able to locate any of those Zona Phillips had originally reported. Brand could not help wondering about the girl, and he was beginning to think that all of the conspirators had been accounted for. He decided to check up Brinkerhof’s gang.


  He found them working at number two steering jet, in the approach tunnel, going up an insulated platform under the disconnect overhead. Ordinarily these disconnects were pulled open by hand with a hook on the end of a long insulating handle. Now the blades were brazed fast. And each was carrying some 10,000 amperes at main voltage.


  “Nearly ready?” Brand asked Brinkerhof, who was fluttering about his sweating men.


  Through the cell bulkhead you could hear the thrum of the igniter tube under its 400,000 volts and the rhythmic tapping of the tiny fuel-admission valve. The nearly continuous atomic blast of the jet was evident only by a faint tremor that was in floorplates, the air, everything—and the heat, which was almost intolerable even here in the tunnel.


  “Nearly ready,” said Brinkerhof. “We couldn’t find a single one of the cutting torches. One of those would be the trick.”


  “Couldn’t we make one quicker than this?” Brand jerked a thumb toward the 440-volt cables that looped along the floor to the resistance of the arc rig that was still missing its transformer.


  “No, I had Wilson check up. Machining nozzles and valves and all would take four or five hours.”


  Brand examined his flame thrower, then experimentally lashed its full blast up at a blade of the disconnect. The men ducked and the copper glowed red, then white. But it refused to melt down; the flame spread over too great an area. These things were made to kill men, not to cut through metals. The charge was exhausted; the weapon valueless without reloading.


  “Wonder if we couldn’t make a cutting torch out of one of these,” said Brand, handing it to the maintenance man. “Nozzle it down.”


  “The nozzle’s tungstoloy,” muttered Brinkerhof. “Another four- or five-hour machining job. And no assurance it’d work.”


  The men were bringing in the new transformer and swiftly connecting it in the arc circuit. Mopping his brow, Brand turned away.


  “Wait, sir,” suggested the maintenance man. “They’ll be ready to cut in a moment.” He handed Brand dark goggles.


  The captain waited. He needn’t have been so concerned, he thought. Cutting out this one jet would hurl them out of the Venusward course. Then cutting off number four steering jet would set their course straight in space again and give them plenty of time to get the drive motors out and start permanent repairs. Their terrific velocity could then be decelerated with the forward braking jets, which you didn’t dare use now for fear of buckling the hull plates. Brand cheered up.


  “Move back, sir,” Brinkerhof warned as the men swung the hinged rod of the cutting arc up toward the disconnect. “There’ll be fireworks.”


  Controlled from thirty feet away by handwheels behind an asbestos shield, the contact points snapped viciously, and there was a lurid green flare of a. copper arc. The quartz tube that sheathed the heavy conductor and insulated careless workmen from the low—in the necessarily cramped power room of the spaceship—13,800-volt bus bar shattered and tinkled on the floor. The contacts moved forward again, one planted firmly on the heavy copper bus. Then the other touched it, moved slowly away, drawing out the hissing, luridly green flare of the 440-volt arc. The metal sputtered a dazzling shower of sparks and started fusing away. In two minutes a slash opened down through the six-inch thickness of copper—and the 13,800-volt arc let loose with a roar and a blast of flame that enveloped the entire apparatus and drove everyone far back into the corridor. By a miracle, all of them men escaped death. The heat, even here, was brutal.


  The high-tension arc continued, melting down the heavy bar as if it were tallow. In this narrow space the sixty-cycle note of released power was ear-shattering. Metal dripped over the apparatus and—the transformer burned out with a deep groan and a billow of thick oil smoke!


  The shield above the disconnect was dripping molten metal. There was an abrupt cessation of sound and the huge arc whipped out of existence. A glowing, white-hot blob of metal had bridged the gap and reclosed the circuit to the jet cell. Nothing had been accomplished.


  And the cutting apparatus was wrecked again. All to do over.


  Brand cursed luridly, mopping perspiration and looking at his watch. Then he took his headache away from there and went bridgeward.


  IV.


  FOUR HOURS—466 miles a second. Five hours—575. And only a little more than four and a half million miles to Venus! They’d be there in an hour and three quarters. And they’d hit with—


  Brand stared solemnly at the mate as they Stood by the indicating panel, Brinkerhof would be ready with a new cutting apparatus in half an hour. He thought it was all perfectly constructed and shielded now. But Brand had his doubts. It was all right to say the conspirators had been able to braze those switches shut and we ought to be able to cut them open. That was all right, but there hadn’t been 10,000 amperes of 13.800-volt juice flowing through the buses when the Martians did that. And, besides, the circuits were closed when they operated. There wasn’t any opening of a 185,000-horsepower blast of energy to consider. They had casually brazed the switches tight with torches whose flames couldn’t ground them. Then they’d gone in the cells and loaded the jet breakers with fusible material that would lock them closed at the next automatic momentary closing for routine test. They were well out of the danger zone when that happened. And the switches were all closed to stay!


  “Couldn’t we slow down the main generators gradually?” asked Carlin. “So the effect of changing gravity would not be severe?”


  “Carlin, if it were the passengers alone now. I’d say yes. Mars isn’t trying to get Earth in on this war; she’s trying to end the whole thing. The Spirit of Terra’s the heaviest thing in the skyways—heavier than any warship. Moving at the speed she’ll have when she reaches Venus, if we can’t stop her—Carlin, there won’t be any Venus city! A meteor moves only about 100 miles a second; we have, ton for ton, sixty-four times as much energy of impact. And we’re the largest meteor ever recorded!


  “This ship has to be stopped—and not for the sake of the passengers alone!”


  Carlin shuddered. He simply could not visualize the terrific eventuality of smashing into Venus at close to 800 miles a second. With the Spirit of Terra’s 80,000 tons a molten mass from atmospheric friction and the energy of impact proportioned to that mass multiplied by the square of the velocity! It would damn well destroy the planet, and that was just what the Martian conspirators had figured on. They hadn’t been worried about Terra going in on the side of Venus. There wouldn’t be any Venus. Not any more.


  “The lifeboats are worthless, too,” Brand told Carlin. “At this speed they’d be helpless. Going out with the same residual velocity as ours, they’d never be able to decelerate with their weak jets and small supply of atomic fuel. Otherwise I’d have had them loaded an hour ago. Now it’s way too late, even if it hadn’t been then.”


  The audio frame blared in Rosso’s voice. “Just caught a couple more at thirty-six lifeboat,” was his amazing news. “Trying to get away. And a girl with them.”


  “A girl!” roared Brand. “Redhead?”


  “Yes, and she won’t talk. What’ll we do with her? We blasted the two men.”


  “Do with her? Send her back to my lounge with three—no, five stewards to guard her. She got away from two and I’m going to find out how.” Brand turned a foolishly beaten gaze on the mate. “What do you know about that?” he demanded.


  Then he lurched toward the lounge, the mate following.


  TOMMY BLAKE sat white-faced at his calculating board on the observation sphere above the clouds of Venus. He had finally caught the mysterious speeding object in the spectroscope. The shifting of the lines had checked its velocity of approach with the calculating board. Its speed now was over 600 miles a second. It would be here in little more than an hour. And would meet up with the planet at 780 miles per second, he figured.


  “The thing’s in the Venus-Terra magnetic lane,” he told Masters. “It’s bound to hit us.”


  “Doesn’t seem like the right direction at all,” the other objected.


  “I’ve tried to tell you,” Blake explained patiently, “that the beam is constantly shifting its curvature in space, due to the motions of the two planets in their orbits. This thing’s in the lane, all right.”


  “But what is it? Accelerating like this.”


  “I’m just taking a determination of its mass,” replied Blake, his lean young features drawn into grim lines.


  The calculator before him was clacking and chuckling merrily. At last it stopped with a decisive clunk and Blake tore off the tape.


  “163,705,040 pounds,” he read off. His voice dropped to a whisper of despair. “The Spirit of Terra,” he said hopelessly. “That would be just about her weight with passenger and freight load. And Zona is on board!”


  Masters eyed him sympathetically. He knew how much his friend had been looking forward to the coming of the only girl—to their marriage, which had all been arranged on the q.t. “Maybe they can pull out of it, Tommy,” he said without much conviction.


  “Pull out of it, hell! Something’s jammed her stern jets full on. She’s a runaway. Even if they could get them off now, they’d never be able to decelerate in time.”


  “Well, if they do hit us, we’ll never know it,” commented Masters.


  “No, we won’t.” Blake was trying to figure the momentum of this hurtling mass at the square of its inconceivable velocity. He jumped up and paced the floor like a madman. “We’ve got to stop it from hitting, and I’m going to do something about it even if I’m court-martialed.”


  Young Blake strode into the radio room and spun the transmitter dials away from the military wave. He called Venus Spaceport, a most flagrant violation of regulations.


  “Spaceport?” he asked, when a sleepy operator replied. “What report have you on the Spirit of Terra?”


  “No report. She’s still four days out and hasn’t radioed at all.”


  “Oh, yeah? Four days out. She’ll be here in an hour—only you won’t know it.”


  “Who in hell is this? What’re you talking about?”


  “Listen, fellow,” Blake mouthed frantically into the microphone. “I can’t tell you who I am, but I’m above the clouds in an observation sphere. And I tell you the Spirit of Terra’s a runaway. She’s doing 600 miles a second right now and still in the lane. Get that beam cut off, for God’s sake!”


  The operator laughed raucously. “I’ll say you’re up in the clouds. Six hundred—why, you’re nuts—” His carrier cut off abruptly.


  Blake groaned. “There you go. Nobody’ll believe us, Masters.”


  He dialed down and started calling G H.Q., watching the chronometer anxiously. Another sleepy operator answered. “Get me the major p. d. q.,” Blake shouted. “Military emergency.”


  “The major’s asleep. What do you mean, emergency?”


  “I tell you it’s real,” cried Blake. “You’ve gotta believe me. Or we’ll all be dead in another hour. Get me the major.”


  Evidently Blake’s panic got through to the G.H.Q. operator. “All right,” he said with sudden decision. “I’ll get him.”


  “If only they’ll cut out the usual red tape and do something, we may get somewhere,” Blake groaned, eying the time. “But you know how it is in the service.”


  “Yeah.” Masters looked dubious. He had not yet become really afraid. He would in a few minutes.


  The G.H.Q. operator was back on the air. “Major threw a shoe at me and told me to get to hell out,” he told Blake.


  “Listen, fellow.” Blake’s voice was wheedling, frantically insistent. “We’ve got to put this across. Listen, do this for me, will you—”


  The youngster in the black-and-white uniform of Venus was begging for Zona, for himself, for another billion and more lives. He put all of his fears and hopes into his quivering voice. G.H.Q. would have to listen. They’d have to get that beam cut off—something—


  CAPTAIN BRAND found his cabin boy and two stewards locked in his serving pantry. He raged when he let them out.


  “She asked for a cocktail, sir,” one of the stewards explained.


  “And it took three of you to make it for her!” Brand wheeled from them as three other stewards came in with Zona Phillips.


  The girl was holding her head high, a spot of color burning on either cheek.


  “So now,” the captain bellowed. “Now, young lady, you’re up to something again. And you’re going to talk this time.”


  “I’ll talk,” she said simply. “Send these others out.” Her sweeping gesture embraced the goggling cabin boy and five goggling stewards.


  Brand shooed them out and. as a precaution, locked the outer door to the lounge and pocketed the key. “Well?” he said, trying to keep his voice stern. Somehow, you couldn’t stay angry with Zona Phillips.


  “I was only trying to get away,” she said breathlessly, “because I’m planning to get married on Venus.”


  “Married?” said Brand blankly.


  “Yes, to a boy in the Venus forces—Tommy Blake. It’s forbidden, you know, and my passport’s no good except for a visit. The Martians promised to land me secretly. That’s all. I haven’t done anything really wrong, have I?”


  “Well, I’ll he d-doggoned.” Captain Brand looked his amazement. Then he spoke to the girl seriously: “Wrong, no, but foolish, my dear. Do you realize how fast we’re going?”


  “N-no.” The girl’s eyes widened to their full blinding blue.


  Brand told her. He told her what would have happened if she had succeeded in getting away from those Martians; that the little lifeboat would use up all its fuel trying to decelerate and then would go drifting forever in a solar orbit, a frozen, airless tomb at last. That even now the Spirit of Terra was headed for a disaster that would likely destroy the planet Venus along with themselves. “And you make trouble for me,” he concluded glumly.


  “I’m sorry.” The girl’s voice was truly contrite. She stared at the captain as the full purport of his words sank in. “Then we’ll all die, anyway?” she asked. “And—Tommy’ll be killed, too?”


  Brand nodded. “Unless maintenance wins out with their new cutting rig,” he admitted.


  The girl pursed her luscious lips and frowned prettily. “It seems,” she said, “that something might be done with the lifeboats.”


  That was all, but it set Brand thinking. Suddenly he was a madly whirling tornado. He hugged Zona Phillips in his enthusiasm and she didn’t seem to mind.


  “Girl, you’ve got it!” he exulted. “With the lifeboats we’ll do it.” He began bawling into the audio frame.


  “But you said—” began the girl.


  “Never mind what I said.” Brand’s broad face was alight. “We’ll do it with the lifeboats. Watch!”


  He talked swiftly in clipped words to the frame when Rosso came in.


  V.


  “Rosso!” he chirped. “And you, too, Worthman”—two voices having come in by now—“listen closely. Man lifeboats eleven to twenty and fifty-one to sixty. And don’t ask any questions till I’m finished. That’s ten above and ten below on the port side astern. Plug in an audio connection to each. Close all inner seals when manned. Seal boats themselves. Open outer seals of air locks. At my orders, we’ll blast forward rockets.”


  “Of the lifeboats?” inquired Worthman incredulously.


  “Certainly. They’ve weak jets, to be sure. But with twenty of them blasting, we may be able to get out of the lane.”


  “Will the air-lock seals hold?”


  “We’ll chance that. Put a watch on each. I’ll stand by the audio.


  “Now,” he said to Carlin when they reached the bridge controls, “this is going to work like a full-crew ship. Give me visuals down stern lifeboat corridors on the port side. We’re going to pull out of the magnetic lane.”


  “You mean—”


  “With the lifeboats.”


  A slow red suffused the mate’s cheeks as he watched the smile that wreathed Zona Phillips’ lips. He’d be willing to bet she had something to do with this. And he hadn’t thought of it himself. Of course the lifeboats would do it—if—


  Signs of activity showed in the corridors as soon as the viewplates lighted. Lock hatches were being opened one by one. One by one the individual audio connections plugged in.


  “Blast forward jets gently,” Brand told them, watching the cross lines of the course indicator. They blasted gently. “Inner seals holding all right?” he asked. The boats had driven back solidly by now.


  One by one the men in the corridor reported them O.K.


  “Increase blasts slowly,” Brand ordered. The glowing, rapidly enlarging orb of Venus had not budged from the cross-line centering.


  Carefully, as he would have done on a full-crew ship, Brand had them increase the power of their jets until the inner lock seals had all he thought they could stand of the reaction of the small lifeboats pushing to get through them and inside the ship. Then he added boat after boat to the number until all twenty he had designated were blasting, shoving mightily against the inner seals. There were no automatic relays to take care of things; Brand was jockeying to get a balance of energies the way you would jockey a horse. And he loved it.


  But Venus still swooped in toward them. They hadn’t budged the tiniest fraction of an inch from the magnetic course. Traveling 720 miles a second and only about half a million miles to go. Brand dripped perspiration.


  “Quick, Rosso,” he called. “Same thing on boats twenty-one to thirty and sixty-one to seventy forward, starboard.” He’d twist the Spirit of Terra off this lane if it was his last act. And trying would be his last act if he didn’t.


  The men responded swiftly. All knew the importance of speed. In another minute two lifeboats were blasting on the opposite side of the liner, up near the nose, trying desperately to turn her vast bulk like a pinwheel. But only a fraction of an inch from her present line, just the slightest angularity would do. In fact, more than this would be as disastrous as the collision toward which they were heading. But only for themselves.


  Twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-four, sixty-two, sixty-three and sixty-four lifeboats blasting. Still Venus came in ever larger, rushing madly. Still centered precisely on the crosshairs. Twenty-five and sixty-five boats reported blasting. No one moved on the bridge. No one seemed to breathe. Brand choked on the remains of his cigar and threw it away. Twenty-six and sixty-five in. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight. The crosshairs began a slow march eastward across Venus.


  “Hold it there!” Brand yelped. “No more.” The crosshairs kept on in their slow march. Venus was out of line. “Enough,” called the captain. “Cut everything off.” He slumped back weakly in his chair.


  Brand didn’t even hear the thunderous explosion as Brinkerhof finally cut the mad flow of current to the jets—quite safely and easily when he, almost simultaneously with Brand’s inspiration, saw the answer. From spares, he got a series of the heavy emergency fuses, rigged a short by-pass line around a section of the main bus bars to a steering jet, and inserted the fuses in the bypass. Then a hand power saw readily sliced out a two-foot section of the bypassed, and hence unloaded, bus bar. One of the heavy fuses paralleled in the by-pass circuit was then pulled out of the socket with the insulated pole, and the other promptly blew from the overload, with a roar of triumph interrupting and killing the jet circuit! Nor did Brand hear Jarvis reporting that one of the generators was again in commission and the radio operative. Ahead of time.


  G.H.Q. was even more stubborn than Tommy Blake had anticipated. He finally did manage to get Major Varejo excited, though, and he promised to take it up with the colonel. The colonel would go to the general.


  Blake groaned. In his radioscope screen the Spirit of Terra now was visible as a tiny speeding dot with a ten-mile trail of incandescent gases astern. He thought he saw faint illumination off to one side.


  “See that, Masters?” he demanded. “Doesn’t it look as if they were blasting a steering jet or something?”


  “It does, Tommy, it does! But, Lord, they’re only four hundred thousand miles off. And 730 miles a second. It’s too late.”


  Blake tore into the radio room as a call came in. It was General Fulsen. He had to tell his story all over again. He was nearly sobbing as he finished. “Can’t you see, sir?” he pleaded. “The major checked with the other sphere. He knows it’s the truth. We’ve only a few minutes and it won’t make any difference to any of us!”


  “I’ll see what I can do with the space line, young man.” The G.H.Q. carrier was off and Tommy Blake tore his hair.


  “He’ll see what he can do!” he raved at nobody at all. “See what he can do. Masters, if we live to tell the tale, I’m getting out of this damn service.” Masters grinned in spite of the impending catastrophe. Two closely cropped heads came together before the radioscope screen.


  “They are!” exulted Blake. “They are blasting off the side. And say! Masters! They’re off the line. They’ll miss us. To hell with G.H.Q. and their song of ‘see what I can do.’ ”


  The two OBS. men did a war dance of their own as a trail of penciled flame swept across the viewplate and off into space. Venus was safe and so was the Spirit of Terra.


  IN Captain Brand’s lounge there was great rejoicing. A few minutes ago they had passed Venus with a thousand miles to spare, scarcely even feeling her gravity pull as they swept by at 800 miles per second and left her far astern.


  Everyone was talking all at once in the captain’s lounge. The ship’s entire staff of officers was here. And an auburn-haired girl.


  Captain Brand had shooed off all her other admirers and had her sitting beside him on one of the comfortable divans. She looked brightly up at the big man over the rim of her glass.


  “You,” he was telling her, “will see your Tommy boy. And you’ll be able to marry him, if I have anything to say about it. That is, if I think he’s good enough for you when I look him over.”


  The girl laughed throatily, happily. “How can you arrange that?” she demanded.


  “How would you like to be my daughter, Miss Zona?” The captain looked down at his big red hands and blushed as if this were a proposal of marriage.


  The girl’s eyes misted. “Why?” she asked softly.


  “Because,” Brand told her solemnly, “that way you could have your Tommy Blake. Look: I’m the law and everything else on this ship. I can marry people or divorce them. I’m the judge and the jury and the preacher, if necessary. I can adopt you, have the papers attested and all, right here. Then, with my permission as your father, you can marry anybody you please on Venus. Passport be d-darned. Besides”—Brand searched the girl’s wondrous and wondering eyes—“I like you, Miss Zona. I sort of think I’d like to have you for a daughter.”


  Brand looked away. The chatter of the crowded lounge was a meaningless background for his leaping thoughts.


  “Why, you old dear,” a soft voice was saying. “I’ve lost a father and found a new one. I . . . I think I’d like what you propose, D-daddy Brand. I’m sure I would.”


  VIA PYRAMID


  Harl Vincent


  Follow the Startling Chronicle of the Daring Men Who Map the Skies of Tomorrow!


  BARONKHEE, Earth!


  “Baronkhee” is the Venusian word of greeting, as nearly as we can render it in English.


  Venus Expedition Number One resuming contact with Earth, via etherline radio. Operator Gillway at the keys. Your code contact was picked up clearly yesterday, so I assume this message will reach you, in turn. My ion-charger is still working, and half the batteries are at peak load.


  You will probably never know how welcome your code-words were, after thirteen months of just the click signal, with the sun between our two planets. We had the same experience on Mars—Atwell, Greaves, Parletti, Markers and I—when we reestablished communication after a long Martian year. It is like breaking out of a grave. It is good to know that a whole world of our fellow men are thinking of us, hoping for us, cheering us on.


  But Greaves is not at our side this time. He is dead, gone from us.


  Well, the first thing you will want to know is what we think our chances are of getting back to Earth—the remaining eight of us. Secondly, how we survived these past thirteen months. My last message painted a pretty dark picture.


  The circumstances thirteen months ago were as follows.


  The highly-oxygenated air and saturated humidity had combined to eat through many of our sealed food containers. The swift-acting food mold, entering, had ruined these supplies. Two-thirds of our food stores were gone, at a stroke! And the other third under constant threat.


  Second, the Venusian natives, at first friendly, had suddenly attacked, and very nearly dragged our ship over a cliff to maroon us without hope. Only Domberg’s magnificent sacrifice of his life—dying on top our space ship and driving the natives away with the death-mold—had saved us from that extremity.


  Third, when we tried the ship’s engine, we found the fuel so contaminated with water that it was useless in that form. We were marooned, for the time being, and faced with the double menace of the unfriendly natives and starvation.


  Now, thirteen months later, the natives and the food problem have been solved, and we have high hopes of dehydrating our fuel. Thus the picture is considerably brighter. I will explain more fully tomorrow.


  We are all in good shape, though this hothouse planet is not the best of climates. We are all lean and paleskinned, from lack of sunlight, and at times we’re quite irritable from the constant sticky humidity. Our skins have learned to sweat profusely, which helps some, but one and all we look forward to being back on Earth. Karsen’s stump, from the amputation of his hand by Parletti, is perfectly healed. He hardly misses it, he says. We all admire him for his cheerful acceptance of his handicap.


  Venus, in a month, will again be at its closest to Earth. We hope to make a start before then. As on the Mars expedition, one of the things we miss more than we can say is music. Can you send us some? Even a dirge of practice-scales on the piano would sound heavenly to us.


  FOUR Hundred Fifty-Eighth Day.


  About the natives. You will note that I used their greeting—“Baronkhee.” They are friendly again. It happened this way.


  After their unsuccessful attempt to wreck our ship, they left us alone, though their sailing vessels hovered offshore. Then, one day, a larger ship landed at our beach. A finned Venusian with a retinue approached our camp. He had a certain regal air, and was obviously their leader or king, come to see these strange creatures from the “sky world.”


  We were on guard with our rifles and submachine-gun. We didn’t know exactly what his intentions were. At the time, we hardly cared what would happen. That morning Greaves had served us our usual small rations and announced that it was the last of our canned food stores. Starvation faced us. We were almost itching for a fight, hoping they would attack. We could at least go out in a blaze of glory.


  We were, I think, just a little mad. The “king” looked us over. Back of him were thousands upon thousands of the oily-skinned, half-aquatic Venusians, all armed. We knew they still considered us invaders, the van of killing hordes, as had happened once before when the builders of the pyramid had come—so their legends went, anyway.


  They had us, even if they didn’t know it. Our ammunition would eventually run out. Retreating to our ship, they could besiege us and we would starve. There was not one of us at that moment who believed we could be saved.


  But a miracle happened. Beside the king waddled his young son. Eagerly pushing forward, as youths of any race or world might, his father thrust him back. Quite accidentally, the young Venusian stumbled back against the point of a dried pincher-weapon, held by another native. The gash made instantly discolored, with death-mold.


  The king of the Venusians whirled with a cry of anguish. We pitied him. As the grimly necessary custom was, on this world of superswift life and death, his son would have to be killed on the spot. His body would have to be tossed into the sea, so that its quick decay wouldn’t taint them all with the horrible death-mold.


  The king raised his hand in a signal, and one of his retinue raised a spear, to kill the youngster. The latter, in their tradition of stoicism, hung his head and waited for the death-blow. We could see the king hesitate, holding back the signal that would kill his son.


  At that moment, Parletti ran forward. He took us all by surprise, natives included. Parletti grasped the boy’s hand and yanked him toward our sheet-aluminum house. Swinerton ran to help and they disappeared within. The rest of us still faced the natives, expecting any moment they would charge. But they didn’t. Their curiosity dominated their antagonism.


  Parletti and Swinerton reappeared ten minutes later, leading the dazed Venusian youth by the hand. They had irradiated his wound with ultraviolet rays, driven away the death-mold, and then taped bandages soaked with strong antiseptic over it. They had saved the youth’s life.


  IT was magic, of course, to the natives. Instantly their attitude changed. The king yelled out a few words and their weapons were thrown in the mud. To be brief, the natives were from then on our friends. Parletti essayed by gestures that we needed food. Promptly they brought from their ships fresh meat, edible roots and a breadlike material.


  “Men,” said Captain Atwell, summing it up, “that was an eleventh hour reprieve from the electric chair!” And that’s exactly how we felt. We drank a toast, in rain water, to Parletti for his quick-witted act.


  The natives have since shown us their secret of preserving fresh food from the greedy molds. They wrap it in the leaves of a certain herb which the molds shun.


  And so, through kind Providence, our darkest hour passed. From then on, two of our problems were solved—food and the natives. Barring other unforeseen things, we could survive on this planet indefinitely. The main concern left was to dehydrate our fuel, for a return to Earth.


  But this was a knottier problem, by far. Venus is mostly ocean, its atmosphere moisture-choked. It rains every five hours. Water, water everywhere. How to dehydrate tons of rocket fuel, in that dripping environment? Distillation within the ship was out of the question, as we had no vacuum apparatus for low temperature boiling. High temperature boiling simply meant explosion.


  Will continue tomorrow. Batteries low.


  FOUR Hundred Fifty-Ninth Day.


  Before we had much chance to discuss this pressing matter, night fell.


  I recall that in my previous reports, I said we were almost certain Venus kept one face always toward the sun. Markers had figured out, from rainbow effects, where the invisible sun was, behind the eternal sky mist, and it didn’t seem to move. But it does slowly. Or rather, Venus rotates slowly. A Venusian day is fifty-six Earth-days long. It therefore rotates only four times during a Venusian year. This has been the dragging effects of the powerful tides caused by the near sun.


  We noticed a gradual darkening—“twilight”—descending upon us. Finally true night fell. We wondered what the night of twenty-eight Earth days would be like. Can you imagine a steady rainfall for that length of time? Yes, it rained, interminably, from the moment the sun’s last glow vanished, to the day it reappeared.


  Wilson, with his meteorological knowledge, says it is the natural result of the cooling of a whole hemisphere. The clouds over Venus are perhaps fifty miles thick. There may be as much vaporized water in them as would fill the Atlantic Ocean hollow. Countless trillions of tons. And this comes pouring, smashing down through the long night without one second’s intermission!


  We were nearly flooded out. We had to desert our metal hut for the waterproof ship. The natives brought us food, sloshing through the muddy current with evident delight. We played cards and chess until we were sick of them. For twenty-eight Earth days, nothing but the monotonous patter of rain, as if it would keep up forever. Tarnay went out for exercise once and came back in half drowned. Outside, it was as black as pitch—no moon or stars. There was only one blessing—the temperature dropped to a comparatively cool ninety degrees.


  We have passed through five such confining “nights.” We veterans of the Mars Expedition think the Martian winter of ten months hardly more trying. To keep our nerves in check, we instituted a continued story, carried on by each man in turn. Our hero—we named him Hezekiah—equipped with a space ship far better than ours, ran through some quite remarkable adventures before we were through. Books would have been a godsend. In the future of space travel, we hope ships will be able to carry more than the grim, basic necessities of life.


  But dawn came, after each night, as it must on Venus as well as on Earth. We cheered the day periods, though it meant rising temperature.


  Thanks for that great recital you sent us. However, we hardly expected the world’s dozen greatest musical artists to dedicate their talents to us. It is an honor we appreciate. Their music was superb.


  FOUR Hundred Sixtieth day. Captain Atwell, with the natives friendly and food available, allowed the men to indulge their itch for scientific studies. No solution of the fuel problem had been reached. But we philosophically waited for inspiration. In the meantime, Venus and its strange mysteries lay before us, a new world to look over.


  Parletti, with his shovel and electroscope, found three separate deposits of radio-active ore within a half mile of camp. He makes the conservative estimate that fifty million dollars worth of radium lies out there, at our feet. Somehow, that thought doesn’t stir us. Future industrial groups will undoubtedly fight over them.


  We have discussed the matter, impartially, and think the Council of Nations should begin now to make radium exploitation a governmental rather than private project. Else there will be endless bickering, market manipulation and badly snarled finances.


  Greaves, with his compact little electron-microscope, soon catalogued a hundred new organic compounds unknown on Earth. Some are amazing.


  There is a type of molecule in a plant, for instance, that contains every protein, fat and sugar necessary for nutrition. It is a food-concentrate of nature’s devising. Cultivated on Earth, the plant may in the future feed millions from a few acres of ground.


  Markers has been taking color pictures of the periodic rainbow effects. He has managed to catch some of their grand spectacle—hundreds of brilliant bands of color lacing the sky. If we brought nothing else back from Venus, they would be a worthwhile prize. It is heart-stopping beauty.


  Tarnay and Karsen have made complete records of the ionic content of the air, and predict that ion-generators on this planet could in one year turn out more electricity than all the coal Earth ever had. Thus, Venus would be kind to industrial projects, except for its damnable climate.


  Wilson has worked out a tentative new theory of cosmic-rays, because of the fact that they penetrate Venus’ thick blanket of air. He says the world of physics will be astounded.


  Captain Atwell, Swinerton and myself have done some scouting around. Heavily armed, we have penetrated the jungle part way. The great ten-foot killer-bears with pincher claws charged now and then, but we’ve found a simple way to stop them. One good shot at their legs brings them down like ten-pins. Their enormous weight topples them at the slightest weakening of their pedal support.


  Swinerton, biologist to the core, finds the rampant jungle life a thrilling, unexplored domain. We have to drag him away. He says all Venusian animal life is semi-aquatic, and always will be. As he has pointed out, every queer creature we see has flippers as well as limbs, or flipper-limbs combined.


  The oddest thing we saw was a deerlike cuss with hoofs at the end of flipper-like legs. It bounded swiftly away, like a startled antelope, and then jumped in a narrow river to swim away at scarcely less speed. Further down, two great crocodile jaws clamped over it. This water monster then calmly climbed a tree, with clawed fins, and slept off its meal.


  And so we catalogued the phenomena of this sister world of Earth’s, feeling like children in some strange fairy land.


  TO give an anecdote of that time, showing we are still human even on Venus, Markers and Tarnay had a quarrel. It was a surprisingly trivial thing. Markers casually asking Tarnay to help scrape mud off his—Markers’—boots. Tarnay declined, casually.


  The matter should have ended there, but Markers, adopting a superior attitude because he was a veteran of the Mars expedition, insisted the younger Tarnay should comply. Both rather hot-tempered, with the irking humidity to egg them on, they exchanged bitter words.


  Captain Atwell stepped in. It might lead to a fight, which would be dangerous, both because of the death-mold, and the bad effect on our unified spirit. With his usual sagacity, Atwell laid the blame on Markers—and banished him from camp!


  Markers stubbornly packed up and left. We all thought Atwell had been too drastic. But he knew men. Markers went a hundred yards, turned, and came back, thoroughly ashamed of himself.


  He apologized to Tarnay and since then they’ve been like brothers. And the incident has knit us all more closely together, for we realize our human foibles have no place in this grim stand against an alien world.


  OUR Hundred Sixty-First Day. But in all our activities, one thing loomed in our minds. The pyramid. Strange as Venusian things may be, it is stranger still to see such a familiar object.


  It had been in our minds and conversations continuously. Old Egypt on Venus! The vague connection with an ancient Venusian legend, and with dead Martian civilization, only added to the wonder.


  At last Captain Atwell gave the word. He had been holding off visiting it, since it was a considerable distance away. Not till we were assured the natives were no danger, nor ferocious beasts, did he give in to our impatience.


  “Parletti, Tarnay, Markers and Gillway,” he picked us out, grinning at our eagerness. “You others guard camp. You’ll get your chance later. We’ll only be gone a few hours. Danger signal—three shots in succession, as usual. Let’s go!”


  We sloshed through mud a foot deep in our knee-boots. Each carried a rifle, pistol and bandolier of ammunition. It was the farthest we had gone from our ship, since landing on this super-prolific planet of rapid death and decay. Nothing molested us on the way and we finally stood before the great stone edifice.


  Parletti, geologist, took one look at the pitted, weather-worn stone.


  “Twenty thousand years old, at the very least!” he said.


  Thus, again, it precedes recorded human history on Earth. We stared at it, awed, wondering what historical pageant lay behind it.


  Walking completely around it, measuring the steps, Parletti estimated it as 1000 feet on a side and 700 feet high, as compared to Earth’s largest, the Cheops Pyramid, 756 and 500 respectively. We had been hoping to find an entrance.


  Parletti was in a fever to get inside, perhaps to find ancient records. Bordeaux had been that way before the sealed pyramid on Mars.


  This one too, seemed locked from us, when suddenly “Baronkhee!! sounded in our ears and Jimmy appeared from nowhere, gesturing us to follow. Jimmy is the name we had given the king’s son whose life we had saved to replace his unpronouncable one.


  He led the way up one side of the pyramid, perhaps a hundred feet off the ground. The rough, cracked stone blocks afforded us foot and hand holds for climbing. Jimmy pointed out a narrow passageway leading into the structure!


  Captain Atwell, ever cautious, stationed Tarnay and Markers outside as guards and the rest of us went in. Jimmy led the way with a half-scared air about him. The long passage, leading slightly up to keep out rains, ended finally in a large central chamber, in the heart of the pyramid. Captain Atwell swept a hand-flash around. Against the walls were stacked stone tablets, with heiroglyphic writing on them.


  I’ll never forget that moment. The air was dry, musty, age-old. Hoary antiquity surrounded us. Parletti trembled as he ran his fingers over the chiseled indentations of the heiroglyphics. They must be records of pre-human civilization—Martian, undoubtedly—stretching into a remote past.


  WHILE Neolithic man on Earth was first learning the use of fire, the Martians had roamed space and left their mark in these pyramids. Space travel has opened Earth’s eyes to a vastly broadened outlook. There is a history of the Solar System we know nothing about.


  We did not stay long the first time. Captain Atwell was apprehensive, in the midst of those thousands of tons of crushing rock. He murmured something about secret doors falling, trapping tis. Parletti was dragged out by main force. On the way back to camp, he wheedled Captain Atwell into letting him go back the next day, for examination of the stone records.


  Tonight, we are all a little stunned, just having received your message from the Council of Nations. If we got it straight, the Council has ceded to us and our heirs the full value of the radio-active deposits near our ship. Fifty million dollars divided among eight men! We all agree we hardly deserve it, pioneers of space travel though we may be, as President Mason put it. We can only say—thanks! We have voted shares to the relatives of Domberg and Greaves. I mentioned the fact that Greaves is dead in my first broadcast but I will explain the circumstances later.


  FOUR Hundred Sixty-Second Day.


  Parletti went back to the pyramid the next day, with Greaves, Karsen and Wilson, and many more days after that. The pyramid began to have a druglike fascination for him. Each day, when he came back, we’d all listen breathlessly.


  He had found a key to the Martian heiroglyphics. On one tablet, underneath a line of Martian writing, was a line of Egyptian heiroglyphics—a sort of Rosetta Stone. From that, slowly and laboriously, Parletti gleaned a few facts.


  The Martians had temporarily colonized Venus, perhaps fifty thousand years ago. They had been rather ruthless with the natives, to all indications, bearing out the ancient Venusian legend. We can hardly blame the Venusians for first attacking us, thinking we were the same sky raiders. Parletti’s timely act of life-saving was our only salvation. Legends of a merciless race must fade before a plain act of kindness.


  Excitable little Parletti claimed also that there were references to Martian doings on Earth! He insists that both Atlantis and Neanderthal Man are mentioned. That the domineering Martians killed off Neanderthal and later warred on Atlantis. It’s a fantastic story. Still, the vanishment of Neanderthal Man has always been an anthropological mystery. And the legend of Atlantis’ destruction persists, despite debunkers’ claims that such a land never existed.


  However, we suspect that Parletti has let his imagination supply unwarranted details. Those ancient records cannot be read in a few days. It will take years and years of patient research, by expert archeologists, before the true story unfolds.


  Parletti made a still more outrageous statement. He says the records indicate that there are Martian pyramids on Mercury, too! And perhaps on Jupiter’s moons. The Martians had been everywhere. Nor, he says, had their pyramids been constructed only as record-crypts. There was some greater purpose behind them, something involving Martian rule of the Solar System, in that long-gone time while man was in the Stone Age!


  However, all that to the side, our pressing problem still remained of drying our fuel. Conjunction time was fast approaching. Somehow, we had to dehydrate our fuel.


  Will resume tomorrow.


  FOUR Hundred Sixty-Third Day.


  In desperation, Captain Atwell finally agreed to let Greaves, Markers and Tarnay try out distillation. They worked in the metal hut alone, rigging up a big retort of sheet alumalloy, lined with tar. There was an explosion the second day that sent the retort up through the roof. By a miracle, Markers and Tarnay were unharmed, swathed in mud-packs. Greaves was killed, his head half blown off.


  We buried his body quickly, before the decay-molds could get at it. And thus has gone the sixth of the original ten men who first left Earth for another planet—Mars. Proosett, Cruishank, Alado, Dordeaux and Charles Swinerton—brother of the Swinerton with us here—and now Greaves. Only four of us left of that expedition to Mars—Captain Atwell, Markers, Parletti and myself. It was like part of us dying, when Greaves went. We had all been through so much together, on Mars and the Moon, as well as Venus. We caught ourselves listening for Greaves’ deep-toned laugh, for days afterward—a sound we would never hear again. Even Domberg’s death had not meant as much to the four of us—for he had not been with us for so long—and of course it was something we could not quite explain to the new men with us on this Venus Expedition. They also felt badly about Greave’s death, of course.


  We were back where we started, then. Though we had kept up our morale before the accident unnerved us. We forgot how to smile, and Earth seemed an unattainable goal.


  Even Parletti’s queer actions failed to disturb our apathy. He went alone to the pyramid, after the following night period, and came back with a thermos bottle which he opened without a word. He poured out an oily liquid—part of our watered fuel supply—into a dish. Touching a match to it, it flared up with a bright, hissing puff. Exactly as though it were dried!


  And it was. Parletti explained. His numerous hours in the pyramid had called something to his attention—that the interior was bone-dry. It held dry air, though it had an outlet to Venus air, dripping with water. And that air had been dry for twenty thousand years!


  Parletti had dried a thermos bottle full in two hours, simply by exposing the liquid to the desert-dry air in the pyramid. It had sucked up the moisture greedily.


  We were all thunderstruck for a moment, then let out a whoop of frantic joy. If a pint could be dried that way, why not the rest?


  It was just fifty-two Earth days ago that this ray of sunshine lightened our gloomy future. Since then we have worked like beavers, transporting our watered fuel to the pyramid and bringing it back dried.


  Wilson has calculated that we will finish in four days, barely in time to shoot Earthward during conjunction. If we miss the time by a few days, Venus will be ahead of Earth in its orbit, an4 our ship would not have enough reserve fuel to backtrack. We would then have to wait for the next conjunction. We are determined to finish in time.


  Another thing that lends haste to our labors is this—our UV apparatus is about shot to pieces. It barely gives enough radiation to protect our minor cuts and bruises from the frightful, lurking death-mold. The apparatus will be useless soon. After that the slightest break in our skin will mean certain death, as the natives of Venus have been resigned to for all their history.


  FOUR Hundred Sixty-Fourth Day.


  The drying of our fuel is going on apace.


  To go into a little detail, we transport a can at a time, carried by one man to the pyramid. Here, in the central chamber, it is poured into a pan of sheet alumalloy, twenty feet in diameter. We tore down our metal house to construct the pan. This inch layer of the fuel is stirred continuously by shifts of three men. And, surprisingly, Jimmy. He has been helping us like a trooper, evidently with a keen sense of gratitude. The dry air sucks up the moisture from the stirred liquid.


  Just why the process works, we’re not sure. We have dried tons of liquid, and yet the chamber’s air has not become saturated with moisture. Tarnay, examining a series of stone-grated flues, surmises that these lead into a space between the chamber and the outer wall of the pyramid. By some miracle of air convection, rising water vapor is sucked into these flues and condensed somewhere below, perhaps underground.


  Martian genius devised this air-conditioning system, built to last for ages. Their motive is understandable, since the Martians came from a dry world and probably could not bear the least humidity. At any rate, however and why ever it was done, we can silently thank a vanished race for their pyramid. It and any other pyramids they built are probably the only truly dry spots on all of wet, wet Venus. It is our salvation.


  And so, for twenty-four Earth days, we’ve been drying the fuel. We started fifty-two days ago, but a Venusian night of twenty-eight days intervened. It was impossible to visit the pyramid during that ceaseless downpour. We would not have found our way in the utter dark. We stayed in the ship, fidgeting, worrying whether our dried fuel would in the meantime again become impregnated with water. But we had sealed the tanks thoroughly this time. Dawn came at last, and more trips to the pyramid.


  It has been backbreaking, grinding labor. I can hardly punch these keys. My whole body is stiff and sore. But we work with a will, for it means escape from Venus. The margin is close, but we will make it. Karsen, rechecking his course and orbit figures, says the deadline for our departure is still three days off. We should be finished with the fuel in two.


  FOUR Hundred Sixty-Fifth Day.


  Something unforeseen, and pretty close to disaster, has struck!


  Three men are entombed in the pyramid!


  It happened just five hours ago. I had been at the camp, just preparing to hoist a can of fuel to my shoulder, to bring it to the pyramid. Karsen, our cook and camp attendant because he is unable to do heavy labor with his one hand, first saw the stumbling, shouting figure of Parletti approaching, from the pyramid.


  “Tarnay, Markers, Wilson—trapped in the pyramid!” he gasped.


  We hastily wakened Captain Atwell and Swinerton, whose sleeping period it was, and listened to Parletti’s half-incoherent story. Jimmy stood beside him, having followed.


  I’ll go back a ways, to make this clear. Jimmy had become a devoted satellite to Parletti, his savior. Parletti, in turn, had developed a sort of sign language and could vaguely communicate with the Venusian youth. Jimmy had revealed to him, this morning, that there was another entrance to the pyramid, to another chamber. Still intrigued by the history of the structure, Parletti had followed Jimmy to the other entrance, after their stirring shift was over. It proved to be a blind alley, a hundred feet in. But then Parletti saw there was a stone door. Also, in a wall niche, there was a balanced stone, which might be the key to unlock it. Parletti shoved against the balanced stone.


  Sure enough, there had been a rumble of giant stone counterweights, somewhere below, and an enormous block of stone—the door—moved upward into a hollowed space.


  Parletti had a glimpse of strange objects within. He was about to step in eagerly, when it happened. At this point in the telling, Parletti’s face turned pale in remembrance.


  Hardly had the rumble of counterweights for this door ceased when another, similar rumble sounded from below—from the other entrance. It was followed by a powerful thump that vibrated through the stones under his feet, and all through the pyramid.


  Alarmed and wondering, Parletti and Jimmy went back to the other entrance—to find it sealed! A great stone block had moved down, blocking the way. Not a sound came from within. Tarnay, Wilson and Markers were on the other side, perhaps beating their fists against the barrier and shouting, but no sound worked through.


  Captain Atwell listened with set lips. He didn’t censor the pitiful Parletti, told him to buck up. It wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t known it would happen. Parletti, half-crazed with remorse, straightened up.


  We all hurried to the pyramid, except Karsen, to see what must be done. On the way, Captain Atwell made the supposition that the two doors were connected in some way, by a system of age-lasting stone counterpoises. The Martian builders had had some reason of their own for the arrangement. When one door closed, the other automatically opened. Therefore, to open the fuel-drying chamber, we would simply have to close the one Parletti had opened.


  When we arrived, we saw why Parletti’s white lips were pressed so painfully together. The balancing-stone mechanism he had operated was useless for the reverse process. The stone had cracked in half, weakened no doubt by the ages since its installation.


  The ghastly fact faced us that the stone door could not be lowered, to open the one entombing our men!


  We went below, searching, but found no similar operating mechanism for that door. To cheer the men inside, Captain Atwell tapped a Morse code signal through the rock with his gun-butt. A clicking message came back, saying they were all right, and knew we would get them out soon.


  But the question is—how?


  And this delay, on top of it, may slow up the fuel-drying beyond the deadline for our departure from Venus!


  FOUR Hundred Sixty-Sixth Day.


  The three men are still entombed. Twenty-four hours now. And the inexorable time for our departure twenty-four hours nearer.


  We’ve tried everything we can think of. We tried prying up the stone block sealing the men, with levers of metal. We couldn’t budge it an inch. It probably weighs tons. Only great counterweights of equal tonnage could swing the stone up. The Martians had evidently planned against penetration. But why the two doors connected in that way? It is a secret lost in the remote past.


  We tried charges of our rocket fuel, of course, hoping to shatter the stone block. The explosions only chipped its surface. We had to stop, when cracks appeared ominously in the ceiling. It would be worse to have the whole passage collapse about our ears, burying the three men forever. We also tried chiseling by hand, but even big Swinerton’s most powerful hammer blows barely flicked off tiny bits.


  We’re pretty discouraged. We wonder how the men inside must feel. There’s that old story of a curse hanging over pyramids on Barth. We almost feel there’s something to it, even here on Venus.


  Four Hundred Sixty-Seventh Day.


  No results as yet. Men still entombed. Deadline for leaving Venus at this conjunction within twenty-four hours.


  We won’t leave while they’re alive, though they’ve insisted on it, by code through the stone block.


  Captain Atwell sent Swinerton and Parletti to examine every inch of the pyramid’s faces, walking along each successive ledge, for another possible entrance. They found none. Jimmy told us we wouldn’t, by gestures. Incidentally, we don’t blame Jimmy either, for what has happened, though he led Parletti to the other door. Yet somehow, Jimmy understands the situation and seems to have an air of penitent guilt. We like him for it.


  Well, Earth, we haven’t given up hope entirely, but it’s hard to be optimistic. Thanks for your voiced sympathies, and the encouraging messages from all over the world, transmitted to us.


  FOUR Hundred Sixty-Eighth Day. The men are out, thank God! Parletti had the idea, early today, of taking a look in the room revealed by the newly opened door. We followed. We almost forgot our bleak situation in looking over what lay in here.


  It seems to have originally been some gigantic machine. Most of the metal is gone, but a skeleton framework remains. A tube of some sort pointed straight up out of the pyramid. Parletti says it is probably the main reason why the pyramid was built. And it may be the link as to why pyramids were built on Earth, Mars, and possibly other planets. For what purpose? Time’s mouth is closed.


  But then suddenly Parletti found what he had been vaguely hoping for. Another balanced-stone mechanism, possibly a second key to the door system! If we had known two days ago, but no use to think of opportunity lost.


  Parletti started to shove the pivoted stone over, but Captain Atwell jerked his arm away. If the first mechanism had fallen apart, after use, this one might too, sealing us in here.


  We looked at each other.


  Obviously, that was an ominous possibility. Yet the thing had to be tried, to release the men below. Therefore, one man had to do it—and take his chances.


  At the worst, it would be one life for three.


  It was a tense moment. Who should it be? Captain Atwell called us all into the corridor, to discuss the matter. Swinerton suggested drawing lots. We had done that on the Moon, once—


  Parletti very calmly refused, and demanded the right to do it himself. He had unwittingly put those men in their trap. What more right, he asked, than that he risk his life to undo the deed?


  He started for the room, as soon as he said it, and then at that moment there was a scraping rumble of stone against stone.


  The door was going down, as if by some form of magic!


  It clamped shut in seconds, while we stared pop-eyed. Then we heard the answering rumble from below. The tomb of Tarnay, Wilson and Markers opening!


  We ran below. They met us half way, throwing their arms around us in joy. They were haggard, starved, thirsty, but otherwise none the worse for their three days of burial. We tried to explain the miracle of the doors working by themselves.


  “Where’s Jimmy?” Parletti suddenly shouted.


  And then we knew. Jimmy had pushed the balanced-stone! He was in that other room, beyond any power to save him. He had divined the situation, slipped in while we were talking, sacrificed himself. We had saved his one life. He had saved four of ours.


  In the annals of space pioneering, the name of Jimmy, son of Venus, must be included. We have all solemnly pledged that. Parletti, I might add, wept openly for a being he had known as friend, though an alien.


  FOUR Hundred Sixty-Ninth Day. Good-by, Earth, for the time being!


  No matter how often Karsen figures it, we can’t take-off for Earth now. The episode in the pyramid shoved us past the deadline. The planets wait for no man. If we rocketed into space now, we’d reach Earth’s orbit too soon. Venus has an orbital velocity six miles greater than Earth’s. We can’t cut down that difference with our limited fuel supply.


  Our situation, frankly, is grim. Before the next conjunction, fourteen months from now, our fuel may again be water-logged. Our UV apparatus will be useless. We will have no sure protection against the deadly molds.


  If Providence is kind, we will resume etherline contact in fourteen months.


  Venus Expedition Number One signing off.


  DOOM OVER VENUS


  Edmond Hamilton


  Clark Stanton hurtles from the make-believe world of a Venusian dream palace to the grim reality off a forbidden citadel off science!


  Chapter I


  The Solar Station


  CLARK STANTON awoke with a distant cry of alarm ringing in his ears. For a moment, the Earthman did not remember where he was as he looked around his metal-walled little room. Then it came back to him. He was here on Mercury, in the great Solar Station. He had finished his switch-shift an hour before and had retired to sleep. And now that startled cry!


  “Something’s wrong!” he exclaimed.


  He jumped up from his cot. The movement sent him bouncing against the low ceiling. Cursing the weak gravity of Mercury, he regained the floor and pulled on his lead-soled shoes, then burst out of his chamber and ran down a corridor toward the great switch-room.


  Stanton’s lithe muscular figure was tense as his lead-soled shoes clumped down the corridor. His dark hair was still disordered from sleep, but his bronze, virile face grim with apprehension. Had the baffling horror that overshadowed this lonely spot on Mercury struck again?


  The switch-room was a vast metal chamber along whose wall were nine gigantic switchboards. They controlled the flow of power from the Solar Station to the nine different planets. Engineers of all races—Mercurians, Venusians, Earthmen, Jovians and others, kept watch over those great panels.


  The polaroid windows in the opposite wall looked out upon a desolate scene. A barren, burning plain of blackened rock stretched beneath the stupendous glare of a blazing sun. The temperature out there was far above the terrestrial boiling point—for this was the famed Hot Side of Mercury, the hottest place in the Solar System.


  Out there in the sun glare towered hundreds of huge, gleaming cylinders. They were monster photo-electric cells, colossal tubes lined with sodium, that drew torrents of electric power from the stupendous solar radiation that beat on this world. Heavy cables brought the power from the cells to this domed, air-tight central building, whence it was transmitted by high-frequency radio-beam to the other eight planets.


  Stanton could hear voices from audiophone-speakers all along the row of switchboards, speaking from far-off worlds to the engineers and switch-men here at the Solar Station.


  “Increase to ninety million kilos on the Pluto beam,” called the husky voice of a man on distant Pluto from a speaker.


  Dial-needles jumped, and the great radioelectric generators in the lower levels of the Station building throbbed louder.


  “Cut load on Neptune beam to one hundred and twenty million kilos,” another, shriller voice was calling from an audiophone.


  Power from the sun, changed into electrical energy by the monster photoelectric cells out there, and sent out along high-frequency radio beams to the other eight worlds as they needed it! This Solar Station was the heart of the whole System’s power supply.


  Stanton saw Rik Ivers, the stocky Mercurian superintendent of the Station, talking excitedly with a few of his assistants.


  “What’s happened?” Stanton asked his chief.


  Rik Ivers’ square face was pale.


  “Another Venusian has disappeared!” he exclaimed. “Dal Rath, a lineman. He went out in a heat-suit and didn’t come back.”


  “Another one?” Clark Stanton cried, his black brows furrowed. “That makes four Venusians that have disappeared here in the last weeks. This means trouble.”


  “I know,” said Rik Ivers worriedly. “The Venusian ambassador is on his way here now to investigate this latest vanishing. How can we explain to him when we don’t understand it ourselves?”


  THREE Venusian engineers had already vanished mysteriously from the Solar Station. Tiny, torn shreds of flesh and bone were all that had been found of them. Had they been killed in some weird way? Stanton wondered.


  “Venus has already protested about the disappearance of Venusian citizens here,” Rik Ivers was saying anxiously. “This new case will create more resentment on Venus.”


  “If you ask me,” grunted big Zank Antar, the red-skinned Martian chief engineer, “the Venusians are behind these vanishings themselves. It will give them a pretest to take action against Mercury.”


  “You may be right.” Stanton muttered, “We’ve got to get at the bottom of it.” Clark Stanton was a secret agent of the Earth Government. The Earth SS, the Secret Service Division, had sent him here to the Solar Station on Mercury, disguised as an engineer, to probe this mystery.


  “Clark, you’ve got to find out how and by whom those Venusians are being done away with in the Solar Station,” the Director of the SS had told him grimly. “Those vanishings may have a vital bearing on the interplanetary political situation.


  “There is a small party on Venus that has always wanted to annex Mercury. Now they’re loudly protesting against these disappearances of Venusian citizens, and demanding that Venus annex the little planet so that it can ‘protect’ its nationals.” Stanton had been startled.


  “Annex Mercury? But that would mean that Venus would control—”


  “Would control the Solar Station, yes!” the Director had finished for him. “Would dominate the most important power supply in the System. That must not happen. That’s why you must solve those disappearances.”


  “And try to restrain your lust for battle,” the Director had added warningly. “Try to forget you’re ‘Black’ Stanton’s son.”


  At mention of his dead father, “Black” Stanton, most famous space-outlaw of a past generation, Clark had flushed.


  “I know,” he had muttered. “My dad’s temper came down to me, I guess, even though I’m with the law instead of against it. It gets the best of me sometimes, but I’ll watch it this time.”


  “You’ll have to,” the Director had declared. “Unless I’m wrong, you’re up against the most dangerous job in your career.”


  Rik Ivers interrupted Stanton’s tense thoughts. The stocky Mercurian superintendent pointed up through a window.


  “Here comes the Venusian ambassador now,” lie muttered, “We’d better go up to my office.”


  A small space-cruiser was scudding low across the sun-seared, airless rock wastes. It was the Venusian ambassador to Mercury.


  They heard the doors of the air-lock atop the Solar Station building grind open automatically, heard the little cruiser landing. In a few moments Quel Edam, the thin, white, worried-looking Venusian ambassador, appeared at the office.


  “I’ve been instructed by the Venusian government to make a full investigation of this mystery,” he declared. “Four of our citizens done away with—this is serious!”


  “I know,” said Rik Ivers helplessly, “but there seems nothing we can do. We haven’t a clue as to what happened to them.”


  Quel Edam shook his head.


  “This will strengthen the annexation party on Venus,” he muttered. “It will give the Friends a stronger argument.”


  “The Friends?” Clark Stanton asked alertly.


  The distraught Venusian hesitated.


  “There is a secret society on Venus which calls itself the Friends of Venus,” he said slowly. “Nobody knows their leaders, or their members. It’s a super-chauvinistic group, working to force Venus into annexing Mercury.


  “So far,” the ambassador continued, “our government has resisted their pressure. Our people don’t want to annex this world! But the disappearing of our citizens here are giving the Friends an excuse for demanding annexation.”


  “I see,” Stanton muttered. His brain was racing as be considered this news.


  RIK IVERS the Mercurian superintendent, was speaking to the distracted ambassador.


  “Do you want to look over the room and papers of this latest missing man?” he asked nervously.


  Quel Edam nodded. He was following the Mercurian and chief engineer out of the office, when Stanton caught his arm.


  “Will you wait a moment?” Stanton asked the ambassador. “I’ve something to tell that may be important.”


  Quel Edam stared, but assented.


  “I’m follow you in a moment,” he called after the Mercurian superintendent.


  “Do you know of anything queer in connection with the dream traffic on Venus?” Stanton asked the ambassador when they were alone.


  Quel Edam looked puzzled.


  “Why, no. There are lots of dream-houses on Venus, of course—they’re highly popular on my world. But there’s nothing wrong about them. Why do you ask?”


  “I’ve found out,” Stanton informed him, “that all three Venusians who vanished formerly were dream-fans. So was this one who vanished today. There may be a connection between that and their strange disappearances.”


  “I think you’re wrong,” Quel Edam said. “Nearly everybody on Venus is a dream-fan these days. I am myself—see?”


  The ambassador parted his hair to show Stanton two tiny electrodes imbedded in his skull behind the ears.


  At that moment, it happened. There was a muffled detonation. And Quel Edam’s body exploded in front of Stanton’s eyes. Stanton was knocked back against the wall by the concussion. He staggered wildly up, then stood horrified. Nothing was left of Quel Edam’s body but tiny, bloody shreds of flesh and cloth. The mysterious death had struck at a fifth Venusian.


  “Good God, you’ve killed the ambassador!” came a wild voice from the door.


  Stanton whirled. Rik Ivers stood there, gazing in at Stanton and the bloody shreds in horror.


  “I didn’t kill him!” Stanton shouted. “He exploded right in front of my eyes—I don’t know how—”


  “You’re the murderer who’s been killing all these Venusians!” Rik Ivers shouted, dazedly. He turned, yelled. “Guards!”


  Clark Stanton, still half-stunned, had no explanation for Quel Edam’s mysterious murder. No one would believe his incredible story. He could hardly believe what he had seen himself.


  If he stayed here, he would be jailed and tried for those murders. And while he might clear himself eventually, precious time would be lost. The trail led now to Venus, he was sure—and he must follow it there, quickly!


  “Guards, this way!” Rik Ivers was shouting.


  Stanton leaped toward him, smashed at the Mercurian’s jaw. The superintendent went down. The Earthman jumped over him and dashed up a stair toward the air-lock. He heard guards running beneath, and Rik Ivers shouting to them, hoarsely.


  “Get Clark Stanton! He’s the murderer, and he’s trying to get away!”


  Stanton reached the door of the air-lock. The lock-guard, a big Mercurian, was drawing his kappa-gun hastily. Stanton dived at the man, brought him down. He wrenched away the gun and whacked the fellow’s head with it. Then he burst into the big air-lock. There were three small space-cruisers here. Stanton dived into one, slammed its door and started its cyclotrons. He pressed a firing key, and the little ship rose slowly on flaming keel-tubes. The upper doors of the air-lock, actuated by an electric eye, at once flew open. The little cruiser shot up like an arrow from the lock and screamed away from the huge Solar Station.


  STANTON zipped over the gleaming domed cities of the twilight zone at a high altitude. Then he was roaring out into the blackness of space, heading outward with the sun at his back. His black eyes were blazing with action-light. The blood of his outlaw father was strong in him at such moments.


  “By heaven, this is living!” he exulted. Then he remembered the Chief’s warning, and his blood cooled. He told himself guiltily, “I’m forgetting that Tm not an outlaw—” He locked the firing-keys and then spent minutes hooking up the cruiser’s audiophone to the secret wavelength used by the Earth SS. Then he spoke sharply into the instrument.


  “Agent Stanton, calling HQ—urgent!”


  In a few minutes, the cool, level voice of the Director came back across the millions of miles from Earth.


  “Chief speaking. Go ahead, Clark.” Stanton talked rapidly, telling what had happened.


  “It seems evident that the heart of this thing is that secret society on Venus—the so-called Friends of Venus,” Stanton concluded. “They’re behind this plot to force Venus into annexing Mercury. I think they killed these Venusians here to make a pretext.


  “And somehow, they must be connected with the dream traffic on Venus! For all five of the Venusians killed on Mercury, including the ambassador, were dream-fans. That can’t be just coincidence. I’ve no idea of how they were killed yet—but I feel sure it’s connected with the dream traffic on Venus. I want to go to Venus and follow—”


  “Then go ahead, Clark,” replied the Director’s crisp voice. “Can you make Venus in that cruiser you stole?”


  “Easily,” Stanton answered quickly. “But I’ll have to land outside Venusopolis so the ship won’t be recognized.”


  “Remember,” warned the Director, “if you’re captured, we can’t do anything to help you.”


  “I understand,” the Earthman said drily. “It’s sink or swim by my own strength. I’ll do my darnedest not to sink.”


  Stanton switched off and went back to the firing-keys. The cruiser shot faster as he pressed down more of the keys. Ahead a pearly white bead of light gleamed bright and beckoning in the void—Venus, cloudy world of mystery and dread.


  “Police looking for me behind, and assassins waiting ahead.” Stanton grinned to himself. “A secret agent’s life is almost as good as an outlaw’s, at that. Venus, here I come!”


  Chapter II


  In the Dream-House


  A GREAT scattered pattern of blinking lights is Venusopolis, in the darkness of night. Away north in the metropolis lies the black blot of the spaceport, rimmed by a square of bright green lamps. Not far from it smolders the street of red-glowing xenon-lights that is known around the planet as the Street of Nine Worlds.


  Here in the Street of Nine Worlds, life throbs and glitters. Motley throngs from all planets rub shoulders here, tall, thin, green Saturnians, mysterious, hollow-eyed Plutonians; brown, Mercurian sailors and swaggering Earthmen. The white-skinned, handsome Venusians outnumber all others, and there are even a few of the scaled, gray, pop-eyed swamp-men who ruled Venus before the Earthmen came colonizing a thousand years ago.


  Clark Stanton shouldered down this thronging street, looking like an Earthman space-sailor on leave. He was on his way toward the biggest and most popular dream-house of the city.


  “It may be a blind alley,” he muttered to himself. “But with the Venusian congress meeting in two days for the annexation vote, I’ve got to do something quick to smash the Friends of Venus!”


  Stanton had landed secretly outside Venusopolis the preceding night. He had found at once that this world was strongly dominated by the mysterious, dreaded secret society. And with the murder of the ambassador, the Congress was now so terrorized it would undoubtedly vote to annex Mercury!


  The secret agent shouldered on along the bright street and then stopped in front of a big cement structure.


  “Dream Palace!” screamed a scarlet xenon-sign on its facade. “Biggest dream-house on Venus!”


  Stanton strode inside. He found himself in a big, quiet, dimly-lighted hall across the front of the place. A dull-faced attendant touched a button as Stanton entered. Presently, out of a small office at the side, came a foppish, effeminate Venusian in elegant silks, who greeted the Earthman warmly.


  “Welcome to our little house of dreams,” he said suavely. “I am Slih Drin, the proprietor.” He smiled thinly. “You wear the necessary electrodes, of course?”


  “Of course,” Stanton told him. “This isn’t my first dream.”


  He parted the thick black hair behind his ears. Two tiny metal electrodes which had been surgically inserted into his skull to connect with nerve-endings came into view.


  Stanton had had the electrodes inserted only this day, by a physician on whose secrecy he could rely.


  “Ah, yes,” breathed Slih Drin, beaming. “And what kind of dream would you prefer tonight, sir? Would you like to visit an imaginary world of living colors, a kaleidoscopic universe such as one can only see in dreams? Or perhaps you would like to have the experience of being an animal, or bird, or fish?


  “Or perhaps,” the Venusian went on to retail his dream-wares, “you would like a charming love story, in which you woo and win a girl more beautiful than any real girl could be?”


  “None of all that for me,” Stanton replied contemptuously. “I want action in my dreams—adventure, and lots of it.”


  “Of course,” agreed the Venusian quickly. “And we have just the dream for you. It’s one of our very newest—a flight to the Andromeda galaxy. In it you rescue an Earth girl from flame monsters. You’ll enjoy it, sir.”


  The Venusian hesitated a moment.


  “But it is expensive—very expensive,” he added, shaking his head ruefully. “Five Earth dollars!”


  Stanton handed him a platinum coin.


  “Nothin’s too good for me,” he said loudly.


  SLIH DRIN motioned to the attendant, who went to a cabinet filled with flat spools of metal tape. He brought back one of the spools to the proprietor, who then led Stanton along one of the dimly lit corridors, Stanton’s eyes searched the place keenly. Some of the doors along the corridor were open, and he looked through them into little dusky cubicles. In each cubicle was a couch, on which a man or woman lay in deep sleep. To the skull-electrodes of each sleeper were attached two wires that led to a squat, humming machine at the head of the couch.


  Dream-adventures were the most popular entertainment in the whole Solar System now. They had replaced the telepicture shows on every planet. For in these popular dream-houses, anyone could experience any adventure desired, and It would seem like an utterly seal experience. And while dreams were rather expensive, they were in no way harmful. Stanton saw a big Jovian lying face-down in one cubicle, breathing heavily in the dream-sleep. In another, a beautiful Venusian woman lay, and in another a white-haired old man. All of them attaining their heart’s desire in this house of dreams!


  Slih Drin led him into an empty cubicle, and motioned to the couch. As Stanton lay down on it, he placed his hand carelessly on the dream-machine at its head, and dropped a waxite pellet into the machinery. The pellet contained a slow-working acid that stung his fingers. But Slih Drin had not noticed.


  Slih Drin now put the spool of tape into the dream-machine’s holder, and touched a switch. With a faint humming, the spool began turning. Gently, the effeminate Venusian plugged the two wires from the machine into the tiny electrodes in Stanton’s skull. He felt a wave of darkness flow through his brain as he rapidly sank into the sleep.


  “Now I leave you to happiness, sir,” he dimly heard Slih Drin saying, as though from a great distance.


  Stanton was already deep in shoreless blackness. Soothing electrical vibrations from the machine were drugging his nerves and brain. Then, slowly, light began to appear in the darkness. It was not really light, Stanton’s fading consciousness was aware. It was only an electrical impulse from the dream-machine that gave his brain the sensation of light.


  The principle of the dream-machine was old, long ago, men had learned that the brain received all bodily sensations as electrical impulses through its nerve-system. They had found that if they produced such electric impulses artificially, and transmitted them into the brain, the brain was deceived by them and experienced sensations which seemed perfectly real. Long research had classified the different electric impulses which brought different sensations to the brain. It was only necessary to transmit such impulses to the brain in correct order by means of a tape-record, to make the brain experience any desired sensations or adventures.


  Clark Stanton now felt himself, in his dream, in a small ship that was rushing at thousands of light-speeds toward a glorious galaxy of millions of suns. But he was not Clark Stanton in the dream—he was a younger, stronger, handsomer man. He was steering his ship right into the colossal swarm of suns. He curved around huge, booming dark-stars, dived past the heads of flaring comets, and rushed breathtakingly through vast, glowing nebulae.


  THEN he steered his craft toward the planet of a great red sun. He landed upon that world. It was a crimson world of enchanting, fairylike beauty. In the distance against the ocher sky towered a somber black castle of soaring spires. Clad in his space suit, Stanton started through the glades toward that castle. But a monstrous, crablike red creature darted suddenly out at him. It reared high above his head, its clumsy claws reaching for him.


  But he had snatched out the sword at his belt. Laughing fearlessly, he leaped in at the creature. He stabbed hard through the thick shell of its lower body. He felt the sword rip, and saw thick black blood spurt out. The monster tumbled dead. Tirelessly, he forged on toward the castle. Other creatures leaped out at him. He hewed and hacked through them—he was in dire danger every minute, yet always his sword carved a path for him.


  He had reached the base of the castle. Out of the black gates of the castle wriggled its warders—hideous, crawling green worm-things, that hissed flame. But he was slashing through them, forcing into the castle, fighting up a winding stairway slippery with green blood. And he found himself in a vast laboratory. A slim white girl was there, imprisoned in a curious, transparent bell-jar.


  To his right stood a fiendish-looking scientist, manipulating the controls of an instrument board. The girl, obviously the subject of some weird experiment, was pounding futilely on the glass walls of her prison for help. Suddenly something vague and black and monstrous crouched out of the shadows, its huge topaz eyes shining balefully. It was one of the flame-hurling worm-things! He fired his kappa-gun, but the weapon jammed. The scientist pulled trigger, and a thin beam lanced out . . .


  Chapter III


  The Friends of Venus


  STANTON suddenly awoke! For a moment, he was numbed mentally by the abrupt shattering of that vividly realistic dream. Then he realized chat his plan had succeeded. The acid-pellet he had dropped into the dream-machine had finally eaten through a vital connection and stopped the mechanism. He was conscious again, unsuspected by anyone in this place. Quickly, Stanton unplugged the wires from his skull—electrodes and rose from the couch. He paused in the dimly lit little cubicle, drawing his stubby little kappa-gun from inside his jacket.


  “Now to find out whether Slih Drin is mixed up with the Friends of Venus,” he muttered to himself, moving toward the door.


  Soundlessly, he opened the door and stepped out into the dusky little corridor. No one was in sight. There was only the dim buzzing drone of many dream-machines. He started along the corridor toward the front of the place, his kappa-gun raised. As he passed the open door of the cubicle in which the big Jovian lay, Stanton paused, frowning. The Jovian had been lying facedown, before. Now he lay on his side, one arm flung across his face, hiding it. He had shifted position—yet people in the dream-sleep almost never did that!


  Was the Jovian a secret guard, a watcher of the place? Stanton tiptoed in to the big man’s side, and listened. But the Jovian’s dream-machine was humming steadily, and his breathing was heavy.


  “Getting jumpy, I guess,” Stanton muttered as he went back to the corridor. “And no wonder, in this joint.”


  The dim hall at the front was now empty. But Stanton saw a crack of bright light under a nearby door, the door of Slih Drin’s office. Noiselessly, he advanced toward it. Softly, he opened the door a crack. Slih Drin sat at a desk, checking a list of names. On the desk, too, lay a number of little oval metal capsules, which rested in a metal box.


  Slih Drin’s back was to Stanton. The Earthman clubbed his kappa-gun and slipped inside. The Venusian, intent on his work, did not hear. The gun-butt descended with a small thudding sound. The foppish Venusian proprietor slumped in his chair. Clark Stanton hastily closed the office door. Then he began a search of Slih Drin’s clothing. He found nothing of interest. Suddenly he heard quick footsteps approaching the office door. He shrank back behind the door as it swung inward. The man who entered hastily was a tall, dark Venusian, with an arrogant, handsome, aquiline face.


  This newcomer, seeing Slih Drin slumped in his chair at the desk, slammed shut the door and stepped hurriedly forward.


  “Slih Drin, we’ve got to take precautions!” the newcomer was exclaiming. “People are beginning to suspect that there’s a connection between our organization and this—”


  The Venusian suddenly stopped speaking, with a hiss of indrawn breath, as he perceived that Slih Drin was senseless. The man whirled around. Clark Stanton was standing behind him, leveling his kappa-gun.


  “Don’t shout!” Stanton hissed swiftly. “If you do, you’ll get a kappa-beam!”


  THE tall Venusian stood frozen, his handsome, face stiff in bewilderment, his gray eyes dazed.


  “What does this mean?” he demanded coldly. “A robbery?”


  “You can call it that,” Stanton said coolly. “Who are you? What is it that you were exclaiming about when you entered?”


  “I refuse to answer the questions of a cheap Earthman crook,” flared the other angrily.


  “Keep your voice down,” Stanton warned, his whisper deadly in menace. “Is your organization the Friends of Venus?”


  The question hit home. The handsome Venusian stiffened as from an electric shock.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he declared in a low voice.


  “If you don’t, you’re the only person on Venus who hasn’t heard of the Friends,” Stanton said sarcastically. “Stand still—” He had advanced, pressing his kappa-gun against the other’s side, and was running his hand into the Venusian’s pockets. He brought out the thin metal identification card that every planetary citizen must carry. And as he read the name on it, Clark Stanton’s eyes narrowed.


  “Kendall Klain—War Minister of Venus!” he whispered. “So that’s who you are!” Excitement flared in Stanton’s brain. “You’re hooked up with the Friends—you, a member of the Venusian cabinet!”


  “You’re crazy, Earthman,” retorted Kendall Klain contemptuously. But there was a hint of desperation now in his hard gray eyes.


  “By heaven, I have struck a lead!” Stanton exulted. “It’s been suspected that some men in high places belonged to the Friends. And you’re one of them—you may even be the leader of the whole terrorizing outfit!”


  “Go ahead and theorize, Earthman,” Kendall Klain said harshly. “At any minute, Slih Brin’s attendants will discover us here, and then your little drama will be ended.”


  “Got it all figured out, eh?” Stanton grinned at him. “Well, you’re wrong. We’re not going to stay here to be discovered. We’re going cut of here, you and I, to a nice quiet place where we can have a good long talk about the Friends. And you won’t be able to call for help, either!”


  As Stanton spoke, his left hand was surreptitiously drawing a little glassite bulb from his jacket pocket. He advanced toward the Venusian official. But Kendall Klain had seen his furtive movement, and understood it.


  “You’re not giving me any sleep-gas!” the Venusian exclaimed. “I’ll give the alarm first—”


  He opened his mouth to shout, desperately disregarding the menace of Stanton’s kappa-pistol. Stanton dropped the gun and sprang in, clapping his hand over Klain’s mouth. They struggled fiercely, twisting and stumbling together around the little office. Klain fought like a swamp-pat to free himself. But Stanton, keeping him gagged with one hand, finally managed to break the little thin glassite bulb beneath Klain’s nostrils.


  The Earthman got a pungent whiff of the potent sleep-gas that made his own senses reel. Then Kendall Klain slumped limp in his grasp, overcome by the vapor.


  “So far, so good,” panted Stanton, stooping to pick up his kappa-pistol. “Mow if I can only get him out of here, to some place where I’ll have time enough to make him talk.”


  CAREFULLY, Stanton opened the door a crack and peered out into the dim hall of the dream-house. It was deserted. Throwing Kendall Klain’s limp body over his shoulder, he started straight down the corridor toward the rear. There was a door at the back, as he had expected, for those clients of Slih Drin who arrived by rocket-flier. In a moment Stanton was standing out in the dark, steamy night, holding Kendall Klain’s limp body. He was in a long enclosed court behind the dream-house, and there were two torpedo-shaped rocket-fliers and several rocket-cars parked here.


  Stanton glimpsed the insignia of the Venusian War Department on one of the fliers, and recognized it as Klain’s craft. He hastened to it, dropping the senseless cabinet minister on the floor. Then he spun around to slam shut the door of the flier. A huge, dark figure stood in the door, holding a kappa-pistol! It was the big Jovian whom he had suspected of shamming sleep in the dream-house!


  Without an instant’s hesitation, the Earthman charged desperately at the Jovian in the doorway.


  “Wait—” the Jovian exclaimed startledly.


  Stanton expected a kappa-beam to drive through his body as he made that desperate rush. But it didn’t and then he had hit the Jovian, was grabbing the big, squat man’s gun-arm in an effort to wrest away his weapon.


  “Don’t—you fool!” panted the Jovian, trying to tear Stanton’s hands away. “I’m not a guard! It’s me—Bemo Burmer!”


  Stanton stiffened, then dragged the gasping Jovian around to bring his face into the light of the tiny cowl-lamp. He instantly recognized that massive, scarred, heavy face and shock of bristling brownish hair.


  Bemo Burmer, one of the ace secret agents of the government of Jupiter! Stanton had met this big Jovian before at different places in the Solar System, sometimes as a rival and sometimes as a friend.


  “Burmer! What the devil are you doing here?” Stanton demanded. At that moment came a dim, fierce cry from inside the dream-house.


  “They’ve found Slih Drin!” Stanton cried. “No time to talk now—we’ve got to blast out of here quick!”


  He lunged toward the controls of the rocket-flier. Expertly, he slammed the cyclotron switch as Bemo Burmer swung shut the door.


  There was a muffled uproar now inside the dream-house. Stanton’s hands smashed down on the firing-keys. Atomic energy from the cyclotrons raved out of the stem tubes and catapulted the little flier violently from the ground. It cometed upward into the night.


  Chapter IV


  Three Spies


  THE lights of Venusopolis swept dizzyingly past below, rapidly receding as the flier gained altitude. Stanton disregarded all traffic rules, darting up through one level after another to get out of sight.


  “Head southeast,” Burmer’s bass voice called over the roar of cyclotrons. “We’ve got a hideout in this town.”


  “Before we go any farther,” Stanton rasped, “what were you doing in that dream-house?”


  “Spying, the same as yourself,” retorted the big Jovian. “I was sent here by Jupiter to break up this damned terroristic order, the Friends of Venus—to keep them from forcing Venus into the anuessation of Mercury. It’s just as important to Jupiter that Venus doesn’t get control of the Mercurian Solar Station, as it is to Earth and Mars.”


  “Mars?” Stanton repeated. “Where does Mars come in? Do you mean—?” Burmer chuckled.


  “Yes, Mars has got an agent here too. Nim Narth; He and I are working together on this.”


  “The devil you are!” Clark Stanton exclaimed. “Why, you and Narth nearly killed each other two years ago on Pluto when you were both after that stasis-bomb secret.”


  “And you stepped in and took the secret away from both of us, for Earth,” chuckled the big Jovian. “But Narth and I are working together on this thing—it means a lot to both our worlds. And it means just as much to Earth, Clark. Will you throw in with us?”


  Stanton decided at once to join forces with the Jovian and Martian agents. For once the interests of Mars and Jupiter and Earth were mutual.


  “All right, I’m with you, Bemo,” he declared. “But we’ve got our work cut out in smashing the Friends of Venus. They’ve got a stranglehold of terror on this world now.”


  “As if I hadn’t found that out!” Burmer said ruefully. “I decided there might be a tie-up between the Friends and the dream-houses because most of the murdered victims were dream-fans. So I was in the dream-house there to see what I could learn. I had my electrodes fixed so I could fake dream-sleep.”


  “I followed the same lead from Mercury,” Stanton told him. He went on to narrate what had happened at the Solar Station. “Undoubtedly the four Venusians and the ambassador killed there were assassinated by the Friends, in some weird, baffling way,” he observed. “I wonder if our friend here—the War Minister of Venus—is head of the society,” he ended.


  Burmer chuckled when he heard of Stanton’s dramatic departure from Mercury.


  “You’re Black Stanton’s son, all right,” he rumbled. “You’d have made a swell outlaw yourself.”


  “I wish people would forget my parentage,” Stanton flashed. “I’m not ashamed of my father and his exploits, but I hate to have everyone expecting me to turn pirate at any moment.”


  “Sorry, Clark,” said the big Jovian. He looked out of the ship’s window and then directed, “Straight east over the shore, Clark. The hideout that Narth and I are using is one of those floating villas.”


  The Bier had taken them to the shore of the vast Venusian ocean. Out on that calm, nighted sea below sparkled little clusters of lights. These were some of the System-famous “floating villas” of the richer Venusians, country estates that floated upon the surface of the ocean. They consisted of huge scows of the super-light metal, levium, upon which gardens and homes had been burn.


  “That dark one ahead is where Narth and I are staying,” Burmer said, and then he grinned. Some millionaire owns it—but he’s away with his family for a six-months’ trip to Saturn.”


  “It’s a swell hideout, all right,” Stanton declared as he sent the flier slanting downward toward the dark floating villa.


  The estate was two hundred feet square, with a cubical mansion of white levium metal at one corner, and the rest of the great scow covered by beds of soil in which a garden of trees and shrubs grew.


  THE flier landed smoothly in the vague, dark gardens. Burmer picked up the senseless form of Kendall Klain, and led the way toward the mansions. The dark sea stretched all around them, lulling the floating villa by its peaceful motion. In the gardens, blossoming flame-trees and clumps of the pale, colorful “cloud-orchids” filled the air with a rich fragrance. The house loomed before them. Its shuttered windows showed no sign of light, but when Burmer rapped on the door in a signal, the door opened and spilled out ruddy xenon-light upon them.


  Nim Narth, the Martian spy, stood in the doorway. His bald, red head gleamed in the light, and his thin red face and blinking eyes peered out uneasily at them.


  “Who’s there?” the Martian demanded in his high, shrill voice. “Is that you, Bemo? Who’s with you?”


  “Clark Stanton, your old pal of the Earth SS,” Burmer rumbled as he strode inside. “He’s on the same mission here as we are—and he’s thrown in with us.”


  Stanton stepped inside, and closed the door. Then he turned to the Martian.


  “Hello, Narth,” he greeted. “Last time I saw you was in that scrape out on Pluto.”


  “I remember,” Nim Narth nodded dismally. “You outwitted me neatly. I was a sick man then—those horrible Plutonian blizzards had me in bad shape. But I’m ready for anything now!”


  “Suppose you get into action by bringing this Venusian back to consciousness,” Burmer rumbled impatiently. “We think he may be the head of the Friends of Venus.”


  “You do?” Nim Narth exclaimed. Into the Martian’s blinking eyes came a gleam. “What masses you think so?”


  Briefly, Stanton told the Martian agent of his adventure in the dream-house. Narth listened intently. This Martian, Stanton knew, was one of the keenest secret agents in the whole System. A wizard biologist, master of all the legendary Martian biological technique, he was as shrewd and cunning a spy as the nine worlds contained.


  “If Kendall Klain is really the head of the Friends,” Narth muttered when he had heard, “we can smash the whole order by forcing him to name the others.”


  “Well, he can’t tell us anything while he’s still unconscious,” Bemo Burmer declared. “Bring him out of it.”


  Narth went to a cabinet that contained a mass of compact scientific instruments and supplies. He came back with a hypodermic. Deftly, he injected a drop of colorless fluid into the War Minister’s neck. Presently Kendall Klain coughed, opened his eyes bewilderedly, and then uttered a hoarse cry as he saw the Jovian, Martian and Earthman bending over him. He jumped convulsively to his feet.


  Burmer grasped him and held him like a squirming child in his great grasp. “Be quiet, little man, or I’ll break your neck now instead of later,” threatened the massive Jovian.


  Kendall Klain stared, his handsome face white and ghastly, at this grim trio of interplanetary spies.


  “What—what are you going to do with me?” he stammered.


  “Klain, we won’t waste time,” Clark Stanton clipped, his brown face hard, his black eyes boring the other. “You’re the head of the Friends of Venus, by my guess. You know who the other members are and where they can be found. And you’re going to tell us!”


  KENDALL KLAIN was now recovering from his first shock of bewilderment.


  His handsome, aquiline face hardened defiantly.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he declared flatly. “When you three are caught, you’ll suffer for daring to kidnap a cabinet minister.”


  Stanton’s black eyes narrowed to slits. “We can make you talk, Klain,” he rapped. “Narth here is a Martian, and you know the things that Martian surgical technique can do to a man. Do you want me to let him work on you with his instruments for a while?”


  Stanton hoped the threat of torture would work. But it didn’t. The Venusian called his bluff.


  “You won’t do that to me,” Klain stated assuredly. “Earthmen don’t do such things, nor let them be done.”


  “The devil, we’re getting nowhere!” Bemo Burmer rumbled angrily. His grip tightened on the Venusian. “Let me rough up this handsome fellow a little. I’ll guarantee that—”


  At that moment came a startling interruption. It was a thin, faint buzzing sound that rose out of their very midst. It sounded again, as they stared bewilderedly. Then Stanton located the source of the buzzing. It came from one of the big fiat metal buttons of Kendall Klain’s silk jacket. He examined the button swiftly. And he uttered a low exclamation.


  “This button is a disguised, tiny audiophone!” he told the others. “And someone’s calling Klain—”


  Klein’s handsome face paled a little. For a third time, the little masked audiophone buzzed insistently.


  “Bemo, keep your hand over Klain’s mouth!” Stanton ordered. “I’m going to answer this thing.”


  The massive Jovian at once clapped his big hand across Klain’s lips. Then Stanton flicked the tiny switch hidden on the back of the button-audiophone. At once a hollow, metallic voice issued from the tiny instrument.


  “Chief speaking!” it rasped impatiently. “Why didn’t you answer before, Klain?”


  Chapter V


  Perilous Plan


  CLARK STANTON could mimic voices with expert skill. It was an invaluable accomplishment for a spy, and he had spent many long hours in the past training himself to reproduce the differing accents of different planetary races. Now, without hesitation, he brought his skill into play. Lowering his head, he spoke into the tiny button audiophone in accents as near the high-pitched voice of Kendall Klain as he could approximate.


  “Klain speaking—what is it?” Stanton asked.


  “Where are you now?” the faint metallic voice demanded.


  Stanton hesitated only a second, and then gave the answer that seemed safest. “At home. Why?”


  Did you see Slih Drin tonight as I ordered you?” demanded the voice.


  “Not yet. I was just going there,” Stanton answered, hoping he was not blundering.


  “Don’t go there, now,” snapped the Chief’s metallic voice. “I’ve just received a report from Slih Drin. He was attacked tonight, and stunned. He doesn’t know who did it, but suspects an Earthman and Jovian who were missing from the place after the attack.”


  “What do you want me to do?” Stanton asked, his pulse racing.


  “Stay away from Slih Drin’s,” the hollow voice ordered. “The attack on him may have been an attempt to penetrate our organisation. I think this Earthman and Jovian are foreign spies who are trying to pry into the Friends. I have their descriptions, and am having a hunt for them started.” The Chief added harshly. “That’s all for the present. I will see you tomorrow night, as arranged.”


  The metallic voice ceased. Clark Stanton switched off the tiny instrument, and turned with blazing eyes to the Martian and Jovian.


  “You heard? That was the leader of the Friends speaking, that man who called himself the Chief!”


  “It didn’t sound like an ordinary man’s voice to me,” muttered Nim Narth. “There was something queer and hollow about it.”


  Clark Stanton stared hard into the pale, shaken face of the handsome Venusian. “There’s no use denying the truth any longer, Klain!” he snapped. “You’re one of the Friends. Who is their Chief?”


  “I’ve nothing to say,” Klain muttered sullenly.


  “Are you going to let him get away with this, Clark?” appealed the big Jovian furiously. “We can wring it out of him with a little torture!”


  Klain laughed bitterly.


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Jovian. There isn’t one of the Friends who really knows the identity of the Chief. You could torture me all night and be none the wiser.” There was a ring of truth in the Venusian’s voice that they ail recognized. Stanton swore.


  “If I’d only dared to ask the Chief where he was!” he said. “But the question would have him put him on his guard and made him instantly suspicious.”


  “And now he’s got all that pack of murdering hell-cats he leads looking for you and me, Clark,” rumbled Bemo Burmer. “We’re getting nowhere in a hurry. And a lot of help Narth is!”


  Clark Stanton was studying the Martian. And a queer light came into the Earthman’s eyes.


  “There’s one way we can get to the Chief,” Stanton muttered slowly. “It’d be cursed risky, but it ought to work, if Nim Narth is still as smart as he used to be.”


  “Who says I’m still not smart?” the Martian roared. “What’s your idea, Earthman?”


  STANTON explained.


  “You heard the Chief say that he’d see Klain tomorrow night, as arranged? Suppose that I pose as Klain until the Chief contacts me—and then grab him?”


  “You impersonate Klain?” Burmer repeated. “Why, you couldn’t get away with that, Clark. You’d be spotted in a minute by Klain’s friends or servants.”


  But Nim Narth suddenly understood what Stanton was driving at. The Martian’s blinking eyes widened.


  “Clark, is it the brain-exchange you’re thinking of?” he cried.


  “That’s it,” Stanton nodded tensely. “You’ve done it before, Narth—could you do it again?”


  Nim Narth looked serious.


  “I suppose I could do it. I have enough equipment here. But it’s a perilous business at the best, Clark. One that we Martians have never used except in dire emergency.”


  “This is a dire emergency!” Stanton exclaimed. “This is the only way we can expose the Chief!”


  Bemo Burmer’s jaw dropped.


  “I’ve heard about the brain-exchange process, but I never put much faith in the stories. Do you mean to say that Narth can do that?”


  Stanton laughed grimly.


  “He can do it, all right. He did it out on Saturn four years ago, and with it beat me out on a game in which we were working against each other.”


  “You mean, then,” Burmer continued incredulously, “that Narth can put your brain in Klain’s body, and vice versa?”


  Nim Narth shrugged.


  “I can, though it’s about the most delicate and risky operation known, even to Martian technique.”


  Kendal! Klain, the Venusian prisoner whom Burmer still held, had listened unbelievingly.


  “You can exchange bodies between this Earthman and myself?” he cried incredulously.


  And then, strangely enough, a peculiar fleeting smile crossed the Venusian’s face.


  “Put him out, Narth,” Clark Stanton commanded sharply. “He looks too pleased with himself—he’s plotting something.”


  The Martian got a sleep-gas capsule and broke it under Kendall Klain’s nose. In a moment, the Venusian once again was senseless.


  “How long would the operation take, including healing?” Stanton asked the Martian.


  “About an hour for the actual operation,” Narth answered. “Healing is practically instantaneous when you use Martian therapeutics.”


  “Then here’s my plan,” Clark Stanton told them. “Once I—my brain—is in Klain’s body, I’ll go back to Klain’s home, playing his part. Nobody will suspect me, if I watch myself and make no wrong moves. Tomorrow night the Chief will contact me somehow. When he does, I’ll call you. We three will grab him, and public exposure of him as a prisoner will smash the Friends’ reign of intimidation at once.”


  “It sounds well enough,” Burmer rumbled uneasily, “but what about your own body, Clark? It’ll have Klain’s brain in it!”


  “Yes,” Narth said, “but I’ll only place Klain’s brain in Clark’s body until he returns—then I can simply reverse the exchange.”


  “But can an Earthman’s brain be transplanted into a Venusian’s body, and vice-versa?” Burmer asked doubtingly.


  “Why not?” Narth countered as he made ready for the operation. “There’s no real anatomical difference between the two races, since the Venusians are themselves descendants of the Earthmen who colonized this world a thousand years ago, the same as you and I are remote descendants of Earthmen colonists.”


  “It sounds all right, but I’d hate to have it done to me!” declared Bemo Burmer.


  Stanton grinned at him.


  “Don’t be so alarmed, Bemo, With Narth doing this, it’s absolutely safe.”


  “I’ll have to prepare the saline-serum solutions and check my instruments,” Nim Narth declared. “Bring out those two tables, Bemo, and put the Venusian on one of them.”


  IN a half hour, the Martian was ready for the operation which was a legendary feat of the biological wizardry of his native world. Kendall Klain’s unconscious form lay on a long metal table, and Stanton stretched out on another table beside it. Between the two tables stood a square stand bearing Narth’s intricate instruments, and two square vessels of pale liquid.


  Stanton felt an uncontrollable creeping of the flesh as he stared at the pale, handsome face of the senseless Venusian. Within an hour, that would be his face—his body!


  The Martian’s blinking eyes gleamed with professional passion as he took up a small round instrument and bent over the head of the Venusian.


  “I’ll remove Klain’s brain first,” he muttered.


  He poised the instrument over Klain’s head. A thin, circular white ray of force emanated from it, cleaving into the Venusian’s skull.


  “Without this beam-trephine, with its automatic depth-adjustment, it would all be impossible,” Narth muttered as he worked. “Imagine trephining with saws, as they did a thousand years ago.”


  Calmly, he lifted a dome-shaped section of Klain’s cranium away, exposing a spongy gray mass. As Stanton and Brumer watched fascinatedly, the Martian expertly drove tiny beams down around the mass of the brain, working with a deftness born of long skill.


  “Have to sever the twelve pairs of cranial nerves without mangling them, or it would all be hopeless,” they heard him muttering, “Ah! And now to cut and litigate the bloodvessels of the spinal cord. The scalpels and metal clamps they used to employ for this could never do this job. But this tissue-joining ray can accomplish litigation that will hold perfectly until the veins and arteries are joined again, and anastomosis has begun—”


  In a few minutes, Stanton and Burmer saw the Martian coolly lift the gray mass of Klain’s brain out of his skull and deposit it in one of the square vessels of pale liquid.


  “The saline-serum solution will hold it physiologically inhibited until I’m ready,” he declared. “Though I daren’t keep it in that state too long—”


  He was turning to Stanton as he spoke, holding a sleep-gas capsule to his nose, “All right, Clark?” he asked anxiously.


  “All right—go ahead,” Stanton answered as calmly as he could.


  He heard the thin sound of the capsule being broken under his nose. He inhaled the pungent gas—and then his head reeled and he dropped into bottomless abyss of darkness. He seemed to float in that darkness for eternities. And then sensation gradually returned to him, in the form of a blinding headache. Stanton opened his eyes. Narth and the Jovian were bending over him. Narth’s blinking eyes were beaming.


  “A complete success!” he declared proudly.


  Stanton felt a cold, creeping awe. He spoke, in a high-pitched voice that sounded strange to him, “You mean—”


  NARTH nodded, “It’s done. Here, look at yourself.”


  He held a mirror. Stanton looked into it—at the handsome, aquiline face of Kendall Klain. His face, now, in truth! He looked a little wildly at the other table. On it lay his own body—the muscular body of a black-haired Earthman, eyes closed in unconsciousness.


  “He’s still unconscious and I’d better keep him that way until you get back,” Narth declared. “Otherwise, he’ll be shouting and screaming about what we’ve done to him.” Stanton nodded unsteadily.


  “Keep him unconscious, then. Now help me to sit up.”


  “How do you feel, Stanton?” asked Burmer, his massive face anxious. “Or should I call you Klain, now?”


  Stanton essayed a shaky grin.


  “Call me Stanton-Klain and the other fellow Klain-Stanton,” he suggested. “I feel as though my head is coming apart.”


  He ran his hand over his head. His soft, smooth dark hair—the hair of Kendall Klain—felt unchanged, and he could detect no scar.


  “Martian therapeutics,” Nim Narth said proudly. “Long ago, my people found out how to heal severed tissues almost instantly, by the ray that stimulates the growth of new cells at unbelievable speed.”


  Stanton stood up uncertainly. He looked down at his new, tall body, clad in rich white silks. A super-scientific metamorphosis had changed him, an Earth spy, into one of the rulers of Venus!


  Chapter VI


  Incredible Impersonation


  STANTON tried to overcome the weird feeling of unreality that possessed him now that he had another man’s body. Bemo Burmer was still staring at him in awe.


  “I’ll go to Kendall Klain’s house at once,” the Earthman said rapidly in his new, high-pitched voice, “and wait for the Chief to contact me. When he does, I’ll call you at once.”


  “But aren’t we going with you?” Burmer asked anxiously.


  “You can’t!” Stanton exclaimed. “It would give the whole thing away for you to be suddenly intimate with Klain.


  “Besides,” he added, “the Chief has got all the Friends looking for you, Bemo, and for me—the real me, I mean. You’ll have to lie low here for the time being.”


  Burmer reluctantly agreed “Do you know where Klain’s home is?” he asked.


  “One of those big mansions that face Government Square, isn’t it?”


  The Jovian nodded.


  “The one on the southeast corner. Klain has no family, thank Heaven, but he lives in style.”


  Stanton went to the door. He paused there, looking back at the lithe, senseless figure on the table.


  “I’m depending on you to see that nothing happens to my—my body,” he said steadily. Horror gripped him at the thought of an accident compelling him to remain in this alien body.


  “We’ll keep it safe, Clark,” Nim Narth assured the Earthman as he hurried out of the mansion into the garden of the floating villa.


  The night was still black and heavy, but away in the east a thin gray pallor was beginning to show low above the heaving sea. Dawn was coming. Hastily Stanton entered Klain’s rocket-flier. In a few moments he was humming up from the floating villa at a high speed, heading over the sea toward the city. The soaring, illuminated white tower of the Venusian capitol building guided him. Kendall Klain’s residence was an oblong, three-story mansion of pale pink stone.


  Stanton unhesitatingly landed his flier in the paved court behind the structure. He strode through the paling dawn toward the rear entrance of the mansion. His heart was beating rapidly—his incredible impersonation was now to be put to the acid test. A bland-faced Venusian butler opened the door from inside as he approached.


  “I waited up for you, sir,” the man said respectfully as Stanton entered. “Would you care for some breakfast?”


  Stanton thought swiftly. Evidently Kendall Klain was in the habit of keeping late hours.


  “Not now,” the Earthman said brusquely. “I’ll call you if I change my mind.”


  As Stanton walked on down a long hall paneled in rare, dark swamp-wood, he felt a little reassured. He walked down the corridor purposefully, as though he had lived in this place all his life. But when he emerged from it into a round, stately marble foyer, he paused, inwardly doubtful. Then his eyes rested on an open door beyond which was a large office.


  “I’m going to work in my office a while,” he told the butler crisply. “Don’t disturb me.”


  “Yes, Mr. Klain,” the Venusian servant said respectfully. He added, “Miss Cray called a little while ago by audiophone.”


  “Who?” Stanton asked, before he thought.


  THE servant’s bland face was surprised. “Why, Miss Arline Cray, your fiancée.” Stanton could have bitten his tongue off. He had made a bad slip already.


  “What did she want?” he asked as coolly as he could.


  “She asked me to tell you, sir, that she would be here at ten o’clock to go with you to the Presidential Ball.”


  “All right,” Stanton said casually. “You may go. Don’t disturb me until morning.” He strode into the office, shut the door behind him. Stanton leaned heavily on the door, breathing unsteadily in relief at this momentary respite.


  “So I’ve got a fiancée!” He whistled to himself. “That’s something I didn’t expect. And if I have to go with her to that ball tonight, what becomes of the contact the Chief was supposed to make with me?”


  A renewed feeling of unreality swept him as he glimpsed himself in a tall mirror opposite. That tall, dark, handsome Venusian in white silks frowning at him—could it be he?


  “You’re Kendall Klain now,” Stanton told himself grimly. “You’ve got to keep remembering that every minute.”


  Then he moved toward the polished swamp-wood desk, excitement rising in him. There might be some information about the Friends in Klain’s papers—


  He swung about, startled, as there came a sharp knock on the door, followed by the entrance of the bland-faced butler.


  “I told you not to disturb me,” Stanton said angrily.


  “I’m sorry, sir, but President Lorrow has just sent an urgent message asking you to come at once to the Capitol.”


  Stanton stiffened. What did the President of Venus want with him—with Klain—so suddenly? Was he—suspected? That was impossible, surely! He must go ahead with his impersonation and hope to carry it through.


  “Very well, I’ll go at once,” he said quickly.


  “I have your rocket-car waiting, sir,” the servant told him.


  IN a few minutes, Stanton was whizzing through the morning light toward the towering white spire of the nearby Capitol. It was a typical Venus morning, with the perpetually clouded sky filtering through a strong but dull white daylight. Venusopolis had awakened to full activity, pedestrians and rocket-cars streaming through the streets, fliers humming overhead.


  Stanton strode rapidly into the huge white cement tower. An orderly in the black Venusian uniform met him inside.


  “The President and the rest of the cabinet are in the council room, sir,” he said quickly. “They’re waiting for you.”


  Where the devil was the council room, Stanton wondered? He couldn’t blunder around in search of it, with this orderly watching.


  “Go ahead and tell them I’m coming,” he told the orderly.


  A little surprised, the orderly hastened down one of the long marble halls that opened from the great rotunda in which they stood. Stanton followed at a little distance. He saw the orderly dart into a crosscorridor, enter a door in it. In a few minutes, Stanton went down that same cross corridor, and walked boldly through the same door. He found himself in a medium-sized room paneled in gleaming nickelloy sheets. There was a long table, around whose end four Venusians were gathered. Stanton recognized the four men instantly. Their faces were familiar to everyone on Venus, for they were the President and his cabinet!


  President Jon Lorrow was rising at the end of the table. A gray-haired man of fifty, his fine face was haggard, his deep eyes fearful and haunted. Sessue Gurn, the vice-president, a stout, ruddy Venusian peering through thick bifocal spectacles, looked badly worried also. And Than Natal, the suave, white-haired Foreign Minister, and Berk Ellerman, the solid, aggressive-faced young Minister of Justice, looked to be under a strong strain also.


  “Klain, I’m glad you’re here,” murmured the President. His haggard face twitched. “Things are getting worse.”


  “What’s happened, sir?” Stanton asked quickly.


  “The Chairman of the Congress was murdered last night by the Friends,” Lorrow answered heavily.


  Stanton stiffened.


  “Rani Cay murdered?”


  Lorrow nodded sadly. “Yes, assassinated as horribly as all the rest have been. The fragments of his body were found in his office this morning.”


  Stanton was taut. This was bad news indeed! Rani Cay, the chairman of the Venusian congress, had been one of the few government members left who had dared speak out against the plan to annex Mercury.


  “You know what this means, Lorrow was continuing heavily. “When the congress meets tomorrow, it will inevitably vote for the annexation. Rani Cay’s death will intimidate the others even more.”


  His shoulders sagged.


  “And that annexation will make every planet in the System hostile toward Venus. It will mean a dark, uncertain future for our world.”


  Than Natal, the polished, suave Foreign Minister, nodded thoughtfully.


  “The other planets will certainly be alarmed and indignant if we gain control over the solar power-stations on Mercury,” he murmured. “It will make war likely.”


  Sessue Gurn, the stout, spectacled vice-president, uttered a dismal sigh.


  “Murder—intrigue—war,” he groaned. “It gets worse all the time. I wish to heaven I’d stayed in my laboratory, where I belong. A scientist has no business going into politics.”


  Berk Ellerman, the aggressive young Justice Minister, had been trying to speak, and now he interrupted Gurn.


  “Before we go any farther,” rasped the young Justice Minister, “I’d like to tell you that I think we have a traitor in this cabinet.”


  President Lorrow was startled. “Whom do you mean?”


  Ellerman pointed an accusing finger straight at Stanton-Klain.


  “I mean him!”


  Chapter VII


  The Horror at the Ball


  CLARK STANTON was thunderstruck. Had he given his impersonation away by some slip that Ellerman’s keen eyes had noticed? Was he about to be exposed as a masquerader in Klain’s body? Ellerman’s hard eyes were fixed on his face in bitter accusation and hate. For the moment, Stanton was too stunned to make a reply. Then the President broke the silence.


  “What in the world do you mean by saying that Klain is a traitor?” he asked.


  “I mean,” Ellerman replied harshly, “that I believe Kendall Klain is one of the Friends of Venus.”


  A startled exclamation rose from all the others. Yet Stanton felt a sensation of comparative relief. Ellerman, then, had no suspicion of his weird impersonation. The fact that he suspected Klain’s connection with the murderous secret order was not so dangerous.


  “You must be crazy to make such an accusation!” President Lorrow was telling Ellerman vehemently. “Klain has served in this cabinet longer than you have.”


  “Nevertheless, I believe that he’s secretly one of these friends, that he’s in favor of the annexation scheme!” Ellerman charged. “Why has Klain never spoken out against the annexation scheme? Why has he refused to cooperate with my department in hunting down the Friends?”


  Stanton saw that the accusations might stick unless he defended himself. He faced Ellerman scornfully.


  “You’re raving,” he said forcibly. “As Justice Minister, it’s your job to smash the Friends. You’ve failed, and now you try to blame me for your failure.” Stanton balled his fist and started forward in assumed fury.


  As he had expected, President Lorrow sprang between him and the Justice Minister.


  “We’ll have no brawling!” Lorrow’s voice rang authoritatively. And then he told the Justice Minister severely, “And we’ll have no more will accusations like yours, Ellerman. You’re letting your dislike of Klain run away with you.”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” Ellerman muttered, “but I still haven’t changed my opinion. And if I ever get proof—”


  “That’s enough,” Lorrow ordered authoritatively. “We’ve more to do here than to bandy baseless charges. We’ve got to think about what we’ll do when the congress meets tomorrow.”


  Sessue Gum shrugged his fat shoulders hopelessly.


  “What can we do?” the spectacled vice-president asked dolefully. “The congress members are scared to death, and this murder of Rani Cay will finish them. There’ll be two hundred votes for annexation, and not more than twenty against it—if that many.”


  “We’ve got to try to stiffen them to vote against annexation!” Lorrow declared. “I shall contact as many members as possible at the ball tonight, and you must all do the same. That’s our last chance now.”


  “And it’s hardly any chance at all,” Than Natal said hopelessly as they broke up to depart Stanton was glad to get out of the capitol building, where he had felt every moment the terrific strain of maintaining his weird impersonation.


  “Even my father was never in a situation as crazily fantastic as this one,” he muttered to himself. Then his shoulders squared. “But if he had been, he’d have carried it through.”


  He made his way through the crowd of anxious citizens outside, to his rocket-car. As he sped homeward, Stanton’s mind was in feverish turmoil. Things were getting complicated! When he reached Kendall Klain’s pretentious mansion again, Stanton felt utterly fatigued.


  “I’m going to sleep,” he told the blandfaced Venusian butler. “See that I wake in time for the ball tonight.”


  Stanton’s dreams were chaotic. He woke to find that darkness had fallen outside, and that the butler was gently shaking him.


  “It’s time to dress for the ball, sir,” the servant informed him, “Your fiancée win be here shortly.”


  STANTON felt a little dazed, and looked bewilderedly around the room and then down at his own unfamiliar body. Then full remembrance of the part he was playing came back to him.


  He bathed and dressed in the elegant black silk evening attire that the servant had laid out. As he was finishing, the man came back.


  “Miss Cray is here, sir,” he reported.


  Arline Cray, his fiancée—or rather, Klain’s fiancée. Here was another dangerous ordeal for him! Nerving himself, Stanton strode down to the softly lighted marble hall. A girl in clinging white silk evening dress came quickly toward him.


  She was one of the loveliest Venusian girls Stanton had ever seen. Dark and slender, she had the midnight hair and velvety olive skin that have made the cloudy planet’s women a synonym for beauty. Stanton braced himself to play his part. This was his fiancée, and he must act accordingly.


  “Arline, darling,” he exclaimed, stepping forward and taking her in his arms to kiss her.


  He just felt the fragrance of her parted red lips against his own. And then, to his amazement, the girl pushed him violently backward.


  “Keep your hands off me, Kendall Klain!” she exclaimed angrily.


  Stanton was astounded.


  “Why, I don’t understand—”


  “You understand well enough!” Arline Cray declared furiously. “Just because I am playing the part of your fiancée for the sake of the Friends, you think you can take advantage of it.”


  It burst on Stanton like a thunderclap. This girl, too, belonged to the dreaded Friends of Venus! Her engagement to Kendall Klain was only a sham, probably to allow them to meet often without arousing any suspicion. And he, like a fool, had thought the engagement a real one and had tried to play the part of a fond lover. He had blundered badly, Stanton knew. In the beautiful Venusian girl’s snapping eyes there was bitter indignation and anger.


  “You know I detest you, Klain,” she was saying, “and that I only carry out this fiction because it’s the Chiefs orders. You must be out of your head.”


  The accusation was so dangerously apt that Stanton stiffened. He tried to repair his blunder.


  “There’s no harm in mixing pleasure with business, is there?” he asked coolly. “You’re a beautiful girl, Arline—and after all, we are supposed to act like lovers.”


  “In public, but nowhere else,” the Venusian girl said hotly. “I’ll complain to the Chief of your conduct when we see him tonight.”


  I’ll simply deny everything you say, when the Chief comes,” Stanton retorted, with a smirk he thought appropriate.


  “ ‘When the Chief comes’ ?” repeated Arline Cray in surprise. “Why, you know very well that the Chief never comes here—that we’re to go to the Citadel to report to him as soon as we can leave the presidential ball.”


  Stanton cursed his own rashness in making such a statement. It was apparent now that he and this girl were to report to the Chief of the Friends at some place called the Citadel.


  “That’s what I meant, of course,” he grumbled. “Let’s quit this scrapping and go on to the ball.”


  IT seemed to Stanton that there was a frown of suspicion in the girl’s eyes as they went out to the waiting rocket-car. Had his second slip made her suspect that he wasn’t really Kendall Klain? This tangle in which he was enmeshed was getting fantastic. But he clung fiercely to the thought that, if he could carry it on a little longer, he would at last reach the Chief in his mysterious Citadel.


  The Presidential Palace was blazing with light as he and Arline passed in through its wide doors. The ballroom was a brilliant scene. Under its great chandeliers thronged hundreds of splendidly attired men and women—the members of the Venusian congress, officers of the army and the space-fleet, ambassadors and attachés from the other eight planets. But a strange tension of fear seemed dominant.


  “The War Minister, and Miss Arline Cray!” announced a major-domo loudly as Stanton and the girl entered.


  People in the throng spoke to Stanton, and he replied with nods and smiles and monosyllables. He did not know most of these people, but he realized that as Kendall Klain he was supposed to know them. It was with a little relief that he saw the stout figure and spectacled, worried face of Sessue Gurn coming toward them. The fat vice-president was mopping his brow.


  “It’s useless trying to talk to these congress members,” Gurn panted as he joined Stanton’s group. “I’ve tried, as the president wanted us to, but none of them will listen. They’re almost all so frightened of the Friends that they’ll vote tomorrow for the annexation to save themselves from being murdered.”


  Stanton stiffened as he saw Berk Ellerman approaching. The young Justice Minister greeted him with a curt nod, and his stare was still hard and suspicious. But Eller man’s face relaxed as he turned to Arline Cray.


  “I’m glad to see you again, Miss Cray,” he told the beautiful Venusian girl. “But I’m sorry to say that we’ve still found no trace whatever of your father,” he added earnestly.


  “I know that you’re doing all you can to find him,” Arline Cray told the Justice Minister.


  Ellerman shook his head. “It seems incredible that a famous scientist like Wilson Cray could disappear without trace like that. Yet after six months, we’ve still not an idea of what happened to him.”


  Clark Stanton felt a quick throb of excitement. So Arline’s father had disappeared six months ago? That was just the time when the Friends of Venus had begun their activities! Was it possible that the girl’s father was the leader of the Friends, the mysterious Chief?


  Stanton’s racing thoughts were interrupted by a chorus of pleased exclamations from the throng around them.


  “Look—the air-dancers!”


  The entertainment arranged for the ball was beginning. The first number was to be by the famous Venusian air-dancers. A forty-foot steel disc had been placed on the floor at the center of the ballroom, and another disc of exactly similar size was suspended over the floor one, in the ceiling. A blue-white spotlight played upon the space between the two discs. Out toward them ran a troop of slim white Venusian girls clad in tight-fitting tunics of steel scales.


  The girls dived into the air above the floor disc—and floated there! The two great discs were enormously powerful electromagnets, whose pull was so balanced that each disc attracted the girls in their steel tunics with such force that for all practical purposes, gravity was neutralized between them. Stanton watched the floating girls as they began their famous air-dance. Moving by means of swimming motions of their arms, to which light little wings were attached, the shining-clad girls began to weave and dive and dart in a three-dimensional choreographic pattern infinitely more complex and beautiful than the old fashioned two-dimensioned stage ballets.


  To the lilt of the haunting Venusian music, they moved faster and faster, until at last the shining air-dancers seemed swirling in a blinding pattern that the eye could not follow. For a minute they whirled thus in the blue beam of light. Then the music ended with a crash, they dived to the lower disc, and ran off amid a roar of applause.


  STANTON heard Sessue Gurn muttering uneasily in his ear.


  “The President is to make his entrance as soon as the entertainment’s over. He’s still in conference with a few of the congress leaders. I hope he can do something.” Stanton nodded thoughtfully, then turned to watch the next act in the entertainment. It was a troupe of performing animals from all over the Solar System, cleverly trained by a fat, jovial Uranian who now exhibited them. A big uniped from Io gave an exhibition of its marvelous hopping abilities, bouncing straight up and down on its one leg until at last its flat head was touching the lofty ceiling. A “chameleon beast” from Jupiter changed its color and shape instantly at each command from the Uranian showman. Now it was a bright green sphere, now a red cube, now a yellow cylinder. It finally ran through a dozen different shapes and colors faster than the eye could follow.


  The last number of the entertainment was a Plutonian mind-reader. There was a stir of anticipation from the throng as a tall, deathly-white, hollow-eyed individual strode out to the center of the crowd. Plutonians had developed telepathy more fully than any other planetary people, and their powers were a source of never-ending interest to the rest of the System’s peoples. The Plutonian stood stock-still, faced a Venusian official, fixing his eyes. Then he began to speak.


  “Duun Nuro is your name,” the telepath said in his hollow voice. “You are undersecretary of the North Venus department. At this moment you are wondering how I read your mind, and if I will tell about your adventure with the Martian girl last—”


  “That’s enough!” yelled the flabbergasted Venusian victim fearfully.


  A SHOUT of laughter went up from the crowd, and the Plutonian calmly fixed his eyes on another person. He read mind after mind accurately, until each subject begged him to stop.


  “Berk Ellerman is your name and you are Minister of Justice,” the Plutonian said as his eyes fixed the young Justice Minister. “At this moment you are worried and suspicious of—”


  Ellerman flung up his hand sharply, and the Plutonian desisted. His eyes shifted to Stanton-Klain’s face.


  Stanton, as he met those hollow orbs, saw a look of strange, bewildered puzzlement come into the Plutonian’s face.


  “I do not understand you,” the mind-reader muttered hesitantly. “Something strange about you—an alien mind with an inheritance of outlaw-instincts, that should not be—”


  “That’s enough for me,” Stanton said quickly. He was smiling, but he felt cold beneath the smile.


  The Plutonian still seemed baffled, staring at him. Then the mind-reader slowly turned his attention to other subjects. When the telepath had finished his exhibition and the lights came up again, Stanton found Arline looking at him wonderingly. But at that moment came a brassy peal of Venusian horns, followed by the loud voice of the major-domo.


  “The President!”


  The orchestra struck up the planetary anthem, Clouds of Venus. All eyes turned toward a door at the top of a short staircase, which had just opened. President Lorrow emerged from that door, followed by a few officials. The president’s fine face looked haggard and worn beneath the perfunctory smile he had assumed. Then, as he started down the stair, there was a muffled detonation. Before the eyes of the horrified throng, Lorrow vanished. He was gone as though he had never been. And there remained on the stair where he had stood nothing but gruesome tiny shreds of flesh and cloth!


  Stanton heard the hoarse cry of Sessue Gurn break the awful silence.


  “President Lorrow has been murdered by the Friends!”


  Chapter VIII


  Citadel of Fear


  STANTON felt stunned and sick as he looked at the bloody shreds that had been the President of Venus. Simultaneously, there was a wild uproar of horrified cries from the people in the ballroom. The throng was now in utter confusion—the murder of the President had crystallized the cloudy dread which had overhung the crowd all evening.


  “No one is to leave here yet!” Berk Ellerman shouted. “Close the doors!”


  Than Natal, the Foreign Minister, pressed near. Arline Cray, her face deathly white, was clinging to Stanton.


  “Klain, the murder of Lorrow ends all hope of getting the congress to vote against annexation!” Natal exclaimed grimly. “Not one of them will now dare to vote against the Friends’ wishes.”


  “I know,” Stanton said tightly. “That must be why the Friends killed Lorrow here—as an object lesson and warning to the others.”


  “We’d better guard you every minute, Gurn,” Berk Ellerman was telling the stout, spectacled Vice-President. “Remember, you’re President of Venus now that Lorrow is dead.”


  Sessue Gum started violently, his eyes dilating behind his thick spectacles.


  “Me, President? My God, I hadn’t thought of that! What am I going to do? I don’t know the government as Lorrow did. Than Natal here would be better as President than me.”


  Stanton could see that Burn was a little panicky, that he would be only too glad now to relinquish the perilous office that had become his.


  “The law says you have to take the office, Sessue,” Than Natal said quickly. “But I can advise you constantly as to what course to follow.”


  “All right. I’ll—I’ll try to do my job,” the stout Venusian said hesitantly, “if you’ll stay close to tell me what to do, Than Natal.”


  Stanton was watching Than Natal closely. The suave Foreign Minister had been quick to seize advantage of the situation by getting control over the helpless Sessue Gurn. And, Stanton knew, if anything happened to Gum, the Presidency would pass at once to the Foreign Minister.


  Arline Cray moved forward and plucked at Stanton’s arm, her white face looking up appealingly at him.


  “Can’t we leave now, Kendall?” she whispered. “This horrible thing—it’s made me feel faint—”


  Stanton understood. It was time for them to report to the Chief at the Citadel.


  The Foreign Minister turned and addressed the pale, horrified throng in the ballroom.


  “The President is dead and Sessue Gurn is now president,” he stated. “Every effort will be made to apprehend the perpetrators of this ghastly crime. You need remain no longer.”


  As the crowd started breaking up and leaving, Sessue Gurn looked after them with despair in his spectacled eyes.


  “They’re completely terrorized now,” he said hopelessly. “There won’t be a single vote against annexation when congress meets tomorrow.”


  “Don’t worry about that, Sessue—leave it to me.” Than Natal reassured the stout man. “I’ll do the best I can.”


  It was evident to Stanton, as he and Arline left, that Than Natal was already in command of the situation.


  ONCE outside in the heavy, humid darkness, the Venusian girl seemed to experience a momentary unsteadiness.


  “That horrible murder of the President!” she whispered. “Ghastly—”


  “It’s no more ghastly than the dozen other murders that we Friends have committed lately,” Stanton told her.


  He was hoping that she might say something that would give away the mysterious method of murder used. But the reaction of Arline Cray astonished him.


  Her hand went to her throat.


  “You mean that the Friends have murdered others like that?” she gasped.


  Stanton stared at her with narrowed eyes.


  “Surely you know that a dozen members of the government have been killed in the same way in the last two weeks.”


  Arline’s face was pale, aghast.


  “No, I didn’t know—how could I? I’ve been at the Citadel for over two weeks.”


  Stanton was bewildered. The girl seemed sincerely horrified by news of the murders. Yet she was one of the Friends. Was she trying to trap him into some kind of admission? He knew that she had caught his early blunders in playing the part of Kendall Klain. He decided that he must play safe.


  “Well, there’s nothing we Friends can do but obey the Chief’s orders,” he told her. “We’ll see what’s up at the Citadel.” Arline made no answer.


  Their rocket-car had reached Kendall Klain’s home. They got out, and the girl led the way toward the parked rocket-flier nearby. But when they entered the torpedolike little craft, a sudden new perplexity faced Stanton. Arline was waiting for him to take the controls and start—but he dared not. He didn’t know the way to the mysterious Citadel!


  “You take the controls, Arline,” he told her. “I hurt my arm today and it’s getting worse.”


  The excuse was a very lame one, Stanton felt. Once again a look of surprise and queer suspicion came into the girl’s dark eyes. But she seated herself in the control-chair, and started the cyclotrons humming. Then, as her slim fingers touched the firing-keys, the rocket-flier shot up sharply into the night.


  Soon they were beyond the city, flying inland over the great, dark collective farms and the lights of scattered villages. The great swamps lay ahead, vast and almost impenetrable morasses that blanket the interior of every Venusian continent, and that have defied human settlement since the first Earth colonists came long ago to Venus. Only the scaled swamp-men native to this world lived in those sinister marshes. But, to Stanton’s amazement, Arline kept the flier headed on westward above the limitless morass. The Citadel of the Chief, then, was somewhere out here in the great swamps? For almost an hour they flew westward.


  Arline constantly consulted the compass and distance-log. Then, peering ahead into the darkness, she abruptly sent the flier slanting steeply downward.


  Dim black swamp-trees, like grotesque towering monsters, rose around their descending craft. The flier whipped past leathery foliage and snaky vines, and came to rest with a bumping jar on soft, mucky ground.


  “Here we are,” Arline said wearily as she cut the cyclotrons and rose from the control-chair.


  “You’re a good flier, Arline,” Stanton told her, sincerely enough.


  She looked at him coldly. “You can keep your compliments, Kendall Klain. I don’t want them.”


  She had picked up a flash-lamp and as they emerged from the flier, she turned on its bright blue ray.


  GREAT swamp-trees with flat crowns of stiff, queer foliage loomed darkly from the surrounding marsh. Hordes of vicious night-flies settled on them, and little ten-legged mud-snakes scuttled hastily away from the light.


  Arline Cray led the way with the flash-lamp, her dainty white slippers sinking deep into the muck. The rank breath of decaying vegetation, the evil exhalation of the swamp, were overpowering in Stanton’s nostrils as he followed. For a moment, he felt a keen nostalgia for the clean air of Earth. A huge black structure was ahead of them now. It was a mountainous bulk that showed no ray of light—a great hexagonal fortress of black cement surrounded by a crumbling wall.


  “An ancient fortress!” Stanton muttered to himself.


  He had recognized this Citadel as one of the forts built centuries ago by the first colonists of Venus, to hold in check the hordes of hostile swamp-men who had then been a peril. The forts in the swamps had long been abandoned and forgotten. But the leader of the Friends of Venus had apparently made use of one for his hidden headquarters.


  They passed through the gate of the crumbling wall and approached a solid, corroded metal door in the wall of the towering black fortress. Arline knocked four times. A heavy bar was lifted raspingly inside, and the door swung inward. Inside stood a pale, haggard-looking young Venusian. One of the dreaded Friends!


  “The Chief is waiting for you,” he told them.


  “We’d better hurry,” Arline said nervously, leading the way down the long gallery.


  Stanton followed her through gloomy corridors illuminated by infrequent xenon-bulbs. Dust lay thick everywhere, and the whole interior of the ancient fortress had a musty smell of death and decay. They climbed upward by a winding cement stair and presently came to a door guarded by two armed men. One of these spoke into a tube beside the door.


  “Kendall Klain and the Cray girl,” the guard reported.


  “Let them enter,” answered a hollow, dead-accented voice from the tube, and a mechanical lock clicked inside.


  Stanton’s heart pounded. He recognized that hollow voice as the Chiefs. At last he was to face the man who was conducting the reign of terror that was driving Venus toward conquest.


  The secret agent gripped the kappa-pistol inside his jacket pocket as the door swung open. Then he followed the girl into the sanctum of the Chief. It was a small, windowless hexagonal chamber blazing with light. A complicated array of scientific instruments stood about the walls. Most arresting of the mechanisms was a tall machine which bore on its front a bank of scores of numbered keys, like the firing-keys of a rocket ship. The room had two occupants. One of them was the Venusian, Slih Drin, the proprietor of the Dream Palace.


  The other occupant was—the Chief. But what the dreaded leader’s face and figure were like, Stanton could not see. For the Chief wore a cowl and long robe of clinging metal-mesh that hid him completely. Even the arms of the robe ended in metal-mesh gloves. And the cowl’s only openings were two small eye-holes. Standing immobile, the cowled metal figure spoke directly to Stanton in the hollow, muffied voice.


  “You were at the ball when Lorrow was killed, Klain? What was the reaction of the congress?”


  Stanton told the truth. “They were panic-stricken.”


  THE Chief chuckled hollowly.


  “Then there won’t be ten votes against annexation, tomorrow. Tell me, did I time the killing right—did I kill Lorrow just before he made his entrance?”


  Stanton felt bewildered by the question. If the Chief had killed Lorrow himself, didn’t he know all the circumstances of the murder?


  But he answered the cowled metal-clad figure.


  “You timed it perfectly.”


  “That’s good,” said the Chief. Again came the hollow, triumphant laugh. “They’ll still be wondering how these killings are done—the weird mystery about them makes them doubly effective.”


  He ran his metal-gloved hand lightly across the bank of numbered keys on the tall machine beside him.


  “A key pressed here, and a man in Venusopolis dies, no matter where he may be or what he is doing,” exulted the Chief. “Murder by remote control!”


  “And I’ve helped make that possible, sir,” Slih Drin said fawningly.


  The Chief turned toward the dream-house proprietor.


  “I’m not forgetting your help, Slih Drin,” he boomed. “Without you to plant the explosive capsules in the bodies of the victims, I could not have succeeded.”


  Clark Stanton’s mind rocked as he suddenly grasped the hideous method used in accomplishing these weird murders. An explosive capsule—surgically implanted in the bodies of selected victims by Slih Drin, while they were in the unconsciousness of the dream-sleep. And that capsule exploded by remote radio control of some kind, by the Chief here! Murder by remote control, indeed! The victims would never dream they carried the death-capsule in their flesh until it exploded and blew their bodies to fragments!


  Chapter IX


  Scientist’s Secret


  THE Earth S.S. man felt a wild, overmastering anger as he at last comprehended the hideous murder-method employed by the nefarious Chief. The Chief saw the emotion that shook Stanton’s borrowed body, and misunderstood it. The cowled figure laughed.


  “You’re nervous, Klain? Because I’ve got my hand on these keys? You needn’t be—I won’t press your key, unless you get disobedient.”


  For the moment, Stanton did not understand. But the next taunting words of the Chief made everything terribly clear.


  “You of the Friends had better never forget that all of you, except Slih Drin and Arline, have death in your bodies! Death that I can let loose on you at the first sign of mutiny!”


  Stanton understood, now. Not only the selected victims of the Friends, but also all the Friends themselves, had explosive capsules planted in their bodies! Then that was how the Chief maintained his rule over his organization. But why, if they knew that, didn’t they have the death-capsules removed? He, Clark Stanton, had such a death-capsule in his body now! For now he owned Kendall Klain’s body, not his own. The Chief could blow him to shreds by merely pressing one of the keys!


  Stanton suddenly remembered the strange way in which Kendall Klain had smiled when he had learned of the exchange of bodies Stanton meant to make with him. No wonder Klain had smiled!


  The Chief addressed the Earthman.


  “I sent Arline to bring you here because I wish to make sure that the War Department is ready, Klain,” boomed the cowled leader. “As soon as annexation is voted tomorrow, our space-fieet must strike at Mercury like lightning.”


  The Chief laughed. “Once we hold Mercury, with its vital solar power-stations, the other worlds will hardly dare attack us. For if they do, we can shut off transmission of all their solar power, and cripple their industries immediately.


  “The War Department is all ready,” Stanton answered quickly. “But I have something here that I’d like you look at.”


  And Stanton slipped his hand into his jacket-pocket as though about to draw out a paper.


  “What is it, Klain?” demanded the cowled leader.


  “This!” rasped Stanton, snatching out his kappa-pistol and leveling it at the Chief’s breast. “Raise your hands! If you make one move I’ll kill you here and now!”


  The eyeholes in the Chief’s metal cowl started in silence toward Stanton, a silence of utter astonishment.


  “Have you gone made, Klain?” the hollow voice demanded.


  Arline Cray and Slih Drin were staring, petrified.


  Stanton laughed grimly. His hopes were soaring.


  “You can take off that cowl, now, and let me see your murdering face. All Venusopolis is going to see it when we get there—and know that the Friends are smashed. The terror will be lifted and the annexation scheme won’t go through tomorrow!”


  The Chief abruptly raised his voice in a loud, harsh shout.


  “Guards! To me at once!”


  “You asked for it—take it!” clipped Stanton, and pulled trigger. The thin, dazzling kappa-beam from the pistol drove straight through the breast of the Chief’s metal-mesh robe.


  But, to Stanton’s amazement, the Chief did not fall. Instead, he laughed.


  “You blind fool—to think that you could kill me with your toy!” he derided.


  The two guards outside had burst into the chamber. They seized the stunned Stanton’s arms before he could turn.


  “Why did you try this insane thing, Klain?” the cowled leader demanded as the guards wrested away Stanton’s gun. “You’ve never shown any sign of rebellion before. Have you gone mad?”


  Stanton raged.


  “You murdering monster, I’m only sorry I failed to rid Earth of you!”


  “Rid Earth of me?” repeated the Chief, as he heard Stanton’s passionate shout. “That’s an Earthman’s expression, not a Venusian’s. Yet I know you’re Venusian born and bred, Klain—”


  THE cowled figure suddenly stopped, as though struck by a new idea.


  “It might be,” he muttered in his hollow voice. “They say it’s been done more than once—”


  With heavy, angular strides, the Chief went to a cabinet and brought back a small X-ray instrument.


  “Hold him still—I want to look at his skull through this,” the hollow voice ordered the guards.


  Stanton struggled crazily, but could not free himself of the metal fetters the two guards had clamped on his limbs. In a moment, the Chief drew back from his examination.


  “It’s what I suspected!” boomed the hollow voice excitedly. “You’re not Kendall Klain! You’ve got his body, but your own brain has been transplanted into it. Who are you?”


  Stanton remained silent.


  “You’re an Earthman, I know that,” muttered the Chief. “You’re probably the same Earthman who, with a Jovian, attacked Slih Drin in his Dream Palace. Only there’s a Martian in this somewhere,” puzzled the cowled leader. “Only Martians have the super-surgical technique to perform this exchange of brains.”


  “Exchange of brains?” Slih Drin gasped. “You mean that the brains and bodies of the Earthman and Klain were exchanged?”


  The Chief explained curtly. The amazement of the dream-house proprietor was matched by that in Arline Cray’s face.


  “Then that’s why you—” she started to say impulsively to Stanton, but fell silent.


  “That’s why he what?” demanded the Chief. “You noticed something strange about him?”


  Arline nodded slowly.


  “He seemed not to know where the Citadel was, and to be ignorant of other things,” she said, staring at Stanton-Klain with wide, dark eyes.


  Stanton smiled weakly.


  “I was afraid I was bungling the part a little.”


  Inwardly, Stanton felt black despair, and a baffling bewilderment. How could his kappa-beam have failed to kill this devilish Chief? He had seen the beam drive through his robe.


  “Where is Kendall Klain’s brain now?” the Chief demanded of Stanton. “I know it must be keeping your own body alive somewhere, and with it must be that Jovian and the Martian who made the exchange. But where?” Stanton remained coolly silent.


  “You won’t tell, eh? Well, we have means here of making people talk,” the cowled leader said ominously.


  “Torture?” said Stanton contemptuously. “It won’t work with me.”


  “Our tortures are mental, not physical,” said the Chief. Then the leader ordered, “Bring a dream-machine and records over here, Slih Drin.”


  Slih Drin obeyed, with a smirking smile. A word from the Chief, and Stanton was flung down and pinioned to a table. The wires of the dream-machine were plugged into the electrodes in Stanton-Klain’s skull. Slih Drin put one of the dream-spools into the machine, and started it. Stanton felt the black dream-sleep sweep over his brain. He sank into darkness. Then rapidly he came back to a dream-consciousness that seemed utterly real.


  He was lying in the bottom of an enormous, dark chasm on an alien world. His legs had been broken by a terrific fall. He could crawl, but not walk. Now he felt an awful throb of fear as slithering, rustling shapes stole through the shadows toward him.


  Man-spiders! He was on Uranus! Those horrible arachnids with the near-human heads, most ferocious and fearful of the seventh world’s creatures, were coming toward him. He crawled frantically to escape them. But they overtook him. A monstrous pair of glowing, faceted eyes glared down into his as the first of the creatures seized him in hairy limbs. Its beak tore his side open with hellish deliberation.


  WRITHING in unendurable pain, he felt others of the hairy-legged horrors swarming on him. Flesh was being torn from his living body by a dozen beaks. He was in terrible agony—


  Stanton awoke! Sweat was dripping on his forehead as the dream suddenly ended and he found himself lying on the table with the cowled Chief and Slih Drin bending over him.


  “Are you ready to tell now where the Jovian and Martian are with Klain’s brain?” the Chief demanded.


  “No, damn you!” Stanton said hoarsely. “Another spool, Slih Drin,” ordered the Chief. “Break him down.”


  The dream-machine started—and Stanton was plunged back again into the darkness of the dream-sleep. This time he awoke to find himself staggering through a terrific frozen-air blizzard on icy Pluto. He was dying on his feet of cold and starvation. The oxygen inside his suit was running out, and his lungs were a gasping pain. The hopelessness of his situation crushed his spirits. He fell, got up and struggled on again, then fell once more and lay freezing, dying—Abruptly, the dream changed. He was in a space-liner that had been wrecked by a meteor and was falling into the sun. The heat inside it was already terrific. He was gasping for breath, people were falling and dying around him. The seams of the liner were beginning to give way as it rushed toward doom. The metal floor seared his flesh, his blood was boiling in his veins—Dream after torturing dream Stanton experienced, each one seeming utterly real, each one compressing a lifetime of agony and horror into a few minutes. After each dream, he awoke to find the Chief demanding that he tell his secret, yet after each timeless period of torture Stanton gasped a hoarse refusal. At last, Stanton awoke to find the Chief’s cowled head looking down at him, baffled. Slih Drin was cursing.


  “I’ve put on the worst dreams I had, and he hasn’t broken,” the effeminate Venusian told the leader.


  “Then there’s only one thing we can do, Slih Drin,” rasped the Chief’s hollow voice. “We need Klain in the War Ministry, so you go back to Venusopolis and make an intensive search for that Jovian and Martian who have Klain’s brain in this man’s body. Bring them all back here. We’ve got to make that Martian transfer Klain’s brain back into his own body. Do you think you can find them quickly?”


  “I think so,” Slih Drin said quickly. “I have an idea where they might be hiding.” The effeminate Venusian hurried out, and the Chief turned to the guards.


  “Put this prisoner in the dungeon with the other, until Slih Drin returns,” he ordered.


  Fettered, still shaken by the horrible dream-torture, Stanton was dragged out of the chamber by the two guards and then dragged down flights of dusky cement stairs to the underground levels of the ancient fortress.


  The guards stopped with him before a door with a lock of heavy design. One opened the door—the other guard tossed Stanton bodily through it. As he hit the floor, the door slammed and was relocked.


  STANTON, still fettered, got to his knees. His eyes tried to penetrate the dusky obscurity of the damp cell. It was windowless, with dripping cement walls patched by livid green mold.


  Suddenly he heard slow, shuffling movements. Something was approaching him from a far corner of the cell!


  Stanton raised his fettered hands to defend himself. Then he saw that it was a man who was advancing. The man was a middle-aged Venusian with gray hair and an unshaven, haggard face.


  “A fellow prisoner, eh?” muttered Stanton. “Who are you?”


  “Kendall Klain!” gasped the Venusian prisoner as he recognized Stanton-Klain’s face. “Surely you remember me, Klain?”


  “Unfortunately, I’m not Klain at all,” Stanton declared grimly. “I never saw you before.”


  “I don’t understand,” the middle-aged Venusian faltered. “You used to know me well. I’m Wilson Cray.”


  Stanton’s eyes narrowed.


  “Wilson Cray, the Venusian scientist who disappeared six months ago? Arline’s father?”


  “Yes, of course!” exclaimed the other. “But what do you mean by saying that you’re not Klain?”


  Stanton explained rapidly. Wilson Cray uttered an incredulous exclamation when he had heard.


  “You, an Earthman’s brain in Klain’s body? I’ve heard of that legendary Martian surgical feat, but I never thought it could really be done.”


  “It’s been done to me, and it’ll be undone if they can get the real Klain’s brain back,” Stanton declared. “But what are you doing here as a prisoner, Cray? Why should the Chief imprison you when Arline is one of his agents?”


  “That’s the reason why Arline is the fiend’s agent—because I’m a prisoner!” Wilson Cray said bitterly. “The Chief has told her that unless she obeys, my death will result.”


  “I thought she wasn’t the kind of girl to be mixed up in a murder-mess like this!” Stanton exclaimed impulsively. “No wonder she was horrified to learn of all those murders.”


  “If Arline had known those murders were going on, she’d have tried to stop it even though it meant my death,” Cray declared. “But she didn’t know. I didn’t know myself what horrible results my work has had, until you told me.”


  “Your work?” Stanton cried. “You mean that the method of remote-control murder is your invention?”


  “Yes, mine,” Wilson Cray said haggardly. “It was stolen from me by the Chief.”


  “Who is the Chief, Cray?” Stanton asked tensely.


  “I don’t know,” answered the Venusian scientist dully. “I feel sure, though, that he is someone high in the Venusian government who is pushing the Mercury-annexation scheme so that he can dominate the whole system through control of the solar power.”


  “I was certain that the Chief was one of the cabinet ministers,” Stanton said. “But they were all at the ball when Lorrow was killed—and the Chief had to be here, pressing the death-key, to kill Lorrow. I can’t understand it.”


  “Let me try to get those fetters off you,” Wilson Cray murmured. “Then I’ll tell you what I know.”


  The fetters were temporary ones, and it did not take the Venusian long to free Stanton. Then, squatting beside him on the damp cement floor, he spoke in a low voice.


  “I’m a scientist, as you must know,” Wilson Cray said, “and my specialty for years has been the use of electro-magnetic waves such as radio waves for purposes of remote control. I studied it deeply, and learned how to control the most intricate machines from a distance, how to detonate explosives from a distance.


  “I made a report of some of my successes at a meeting of a Venusian scientific society. Someone who heard of that determined to use my knowledge for his own purposes. Two nights after I made that report, I was drugged and abducted from my home. I awoke, a prisoner in this old swamp-fortress.


  A masked man was my captor—one who called himself the Chief. He told me that if I yielded him every one of my secrets of remote control, he would let me go. Like a fool, I believed him and told him all my secrets, Of course, he held me prisoner.


  “He used my secrets to form a horrible secret society of dread. He sought out Slih Drin, proprietor of the biggest dream-house on Venus, and enlisted his support. He gave Slih Drin a supply of explosive capsules made from my secrets, and Slih Drin inserted these by a simple, tiny incision into the bodies of certain selected victims while they lay in the dream-sleep. The capsules were inserted near the heart, and modern anaesthetics and therapeutics made the victims unaware of the process when they awoke.


  “EVERYONE, high and low, patronizes the dream-houses these days. Slih Drin’s Dream Palace, the biggest and best, drew the most important people on Venus. In time, Slih Drin had planted the death-capsules in all the people the Chief had indicated. Then the Chief was ready for action. He had destined some of those people to be his tools, his followers in the Friends of Venus. At first, they refused. But when the Chief slew a few of them, by exploding the capsules in their bodies, the others realized they had to obey and so they have done the Chiefs bidding ever since.”


  “Why didn’t they have the death-capsules removed from their bodies? Then they could defy the Chief!” Stanton exclaimed. Wilson Cray shook his head.


  “The capsules are devised so that attempt to remove them automatically explodes them. Slih Drin has no capsule in him, of course—he’s bound to the Chief by ambition. Nor has Arline, for the Chief forced her to do his bidding by threatening to kill me. All the rest of the Friends have death inside them. So do scores of other important officials, who don’t suspect the death inside them. The Chief can kill any of them he wishes, any time.”


  “He’s killed enough of them now to frighten the congress into voting the annexation!” Clark Stanton declared. “And that takes place tomorrow. We’ve got to stop it—to escape from here.”


  Again the Venusian shook his head sadly.


  “There is no escape from this dungeon. I know.”


  Chapter X


  Metamorphosis Reversed


  STANTON felt a surge of black discouragement. If Wilson Cray, brilliant scientist, had been in this dungeon for months without finding a way to escape, how could he hope to do so? But he wouldn’t give up—he couldn’t give up now. He had been in tight places before and had found a way out. There was always a way out, if a man had persistence and courage.


  The Earthman got up and examined the door. It was of solid metal, tightly secured by the strong lock.


  “If a man had a little atomic drill, he could drill through into the lock and release it,” Stanton observed.


  “Yes, if,” echoed Wilson Cray hopelessly. “We’ve no drill and nothing to make one of.”


  Stanton felt through his pockets. They were empty. The guards had not neglected to take everything from them. He sat down again. It looked as though there was no use fevering his mind with futile ideas of escape. But he couldn’t give up. Sitting there in the dusky cell, his fingers moving nervously, he racked his brain for an idea. What would Black Stanton have done to escape?


  He was twisting the buttons of his jacket in his fingers. And that was what finally brought him the inspiration. One of those buttons was much larger than the others! Suddenly remembering something, Stanton snatched off the button and examined it. It was a compact, tiny audio receiver and transmitter. He remembered that Kendall Klain had worn such a button-audio on his jacket, for communication with the Chief. Apparently Klain had one on the jacket of this silk evening suit Stanton now wore.


  “Look at this!” he cried to Wilson Cray. “Can we call Venusopolis for help on this?”


  Cray shook his head.


  “No, this is designed to use on only one secret wave-length, that used for communication by the Chief.”


  But Wilson Cray continued excitedly. “Earthman, that gadget, may save us,” he said hoarsely. “There’s a chance that we can make a little drill out of it.”


  “An atomic drill—out of that?” Stanton said incredulously.


  Cray nodded tensely. “There’s a tiny atomic power-unit in it, to power the transmitter. I might be able to do it—I don’t know—”


  Using a nail from his sandals as a tiny tool, Cray attacked the little mechanism. Stanton was still incredulous. Yet this man was one of the greatest scientists and inventors on Venus.


  Cray worked feverishly. Stanton could not see what the old man was doing; the parts he handled were so tiny. Minutes dragged by, became hours. Finally Cray straightened, his brow dripping.


  “I’ve made a tiny drill,” he announced. “Tipped it with an iridalloy bit of the mechanism. Now if it will cut through the door—”


  He scrambled to the door, and began tapping the inside of the lock, listening intently. Finally, he stiffened.


  “This ought to do it,” he muttered. “If it does—”


  The little makeshift atomic drill began humming. And the tiny iridalloy point ate smoothly into the metal door. Deeper and deeper it bit, into the lock. There came a grinding rasping from inside the lock. The shaft of the makeshift drill suddenly shattered. But at the same moment, the bolt of the door slid jerkily back.


  “That got it!” Wilson Cray cried wildly.


  “Be quiet—and come on,” Stanton told the excited Venusian. He opened the door.


  The dim-lit corridor outside was empty. The two prisoners started hastily along it.


  “You head out and steal a rocket-flier and bring help from Venusopolis,” Stanton told Cray swiftly.


  “But Arline?” cried the Venusian.


  “I’m staying here, to make sure the Chief doesn’t escape,” Stanton retorted. “I’ll see that Arline’s safe.”


  THEY reached the dusty ground-level of the ancient fortress and there they parted. Wilson Cray started down a corridor leading to the outside. Stanton started up the stair to the sanctum of the Chief. He heard a man coming down the stairs! Stanton crouched back in the shadows of a landing corner. The man, one of the Friends, a pale-faced Venusian, approached unsuspectingly. Stanton jumped out with the speed of a swamp-cat, and his fist smashed home.


  The Venusian slumped. Stanton snatched the kappa-pistol from his belt, his heart pounding with exultation.


  At that moment he heard a chorus of cries of alarm, from beneath. He looked down and saw Wilson Cray running back out of the corridor into which he had started.


  “Stanton, they’re coming—they saw me!” Cray cried. “Slih Drin and others—”


  Stanton leaped down the stairs. As he did so, several Venusians emerged into the gloomy black hall in pursuit of Cray. Slih Drin was foremost, his pistol raised. And the Friends behind him dragged with them two bound prisoners—a big Jovian and a bald, red Martian. Others carried a third limp form.


  “Bemo and Nim Narth!” yelled Stanton, realizing that his friends had been found and captured in the city.


  “The prisoners are escaping!” shouted Slih Drin at the top of his voice as he fired his beam at Wilson Cray.


  Stanton shoved Cray to the floor, out of the path of the beam. Simultaneously, Stanton shot point-blank at Slih Drin. The kappa-beam caught the effeminate dream-house proprietor over the heart. It burned a tiny hole in his elegant silk tunic, and he fell, his face livid in death.


  “Look out, Stanton!” warned Cray in a hoarse shout from the floor.


  Before Stanton could turn, men piled on him from behind. Friends from above, drawn by Slih Drin’s cry of alarm. Stanton went down without opportunity to use his pistol again. It was torn from his fingers. New metal fetters were twisted around his wrists and ankles as he struggled fiercely.


  Wilson Cray had been similarly secured. They were hauled to the side of Bemo Burmer and Nim Narth.


  The Jovian bore marks of a desperate fight. Nim Narth was spitting blood from a cracked lip, and had bruises.


  “Clark, we’ve failed you!” rumbled Burmer. “We let them capture us.”


  “It’s not your fault, but mine,” Stanton said bitterly. “I’ve bungled this thing, from first to last—”


  He stopped as he saw the third limp, unconscious form the Friends had brought. That black-haired, bronzed-faced man—that was his own body and face! Clark Stanton’s body, in which Kendall Klain’s brain now lived.


  “Yes, they brought your body along too,” Narth said gloomily. “They seemed to know all about that.”


  Their captors hauled them up the stairs. And within a few more minutes, they were dragged into the sanctum of the Chief. Arline Cray was there, standing near the ominous cowled figure of the leader. She ran to her father with a cry.


  “So you killed Slih Drin in a futile escape attempt?” the Chief said to Stanton-Klain. His hollow voice throbbed with rage. “Slih Drin, my most valuable man! For that, Earthman, you are going to suffer! I meant to let your brain and body die, after Klain’s brain was back in his own body. But now, I’ll see that you live again in your own body—so that you can die of slow tortures!”


  “It’ll be worth it,” Stanton crackled. “The memory that I killed that slimy snake Slih Drin will sweeten my death!”


  “You’ll think differently before I’m through with you,” warned the Chief ominously.


  HE turned to the Friends who had brought the captives. “Where did you find the Jovian and Martian?”


  “In one of the floating villas on the sea near Venusopolis,” one of the men answered. “Slih Drin figured that they’d pick such a place as their safest hideout. He got a list of all sea-villas supposed to be closed, and we checked them one by one. The fifth was the place—it was easy to surprise them.”


  “Did you bring all the Martian’s scientific instruments along?” the Chief asked.


  The man nodded.


  “Yes, Slih Drin thought of that.”


  The cowled leader turned to the owlish Martian who stood beside Stanton-Klain.


  “Martian, you performed the exchange of brains between those two men,” boomed the Chief. “Now you’re going to reverse the operation and re-exchange the brains—or die!”


  Suddenly, Stanton was thrilling to a new inspiration. He saw a slender chance of snatching success out of this peril. Behind his back, he touched Nim Narth’s side with his fettered hands. He pressed the Martian’s ribs in quick nudges—a message in the universal interplanetary code.


  “D-o a-s h-e s-a-y-s,” Stanton spelled out swiftly. “W-h-e-n y-o-u h-a-v-e e-x-c-h-a-n-g-e-d t-h-e b-r-a-i-n-s, t-h-e-n—”


  Nim Narth showed no trace of awareness, as Stanton spelled out the rest of his desperate instructions. The Martian looked at the Chief shrewdly.


  “You’ll spare my life if I do this for you?” he asked in a haggling tone.


  “I’ll kill you at once if you don’t do it!” boomed the cowled leader. “What is your answer?”


  Narth sighed. “All right, I guess I’ll have to do it.”


  “If anything goes wrong, you’ll regret it,” warned the Chief. “Go ahead. There are your instruments.”


  Two guards flung Stanton down on an operating table.


  Narth looked blinkingly around. “I’ll need sleep-gas—a lot of it,” he complained.


  “Bring a tank,” boomed the Chief to one of the Venusians.


  The man returned hastily with a cylindrical metal tank of the sleep-gas. Narth attached a tube to its top, then turned the valve to let a little of the gas escape. He held the end of the tube to Stanton’s nostrils. As he inhaled the pungent gas, Stanton saw the veiled look of reassurance in the Martian’s eyes. Nim Narth would perform his part!


  Then the gas took hold of Stanton’s mind, and he sank into a rayless darkness. He awoke slowly, with the same splitting headache as before. Nim Narth, looking very tired, was laying aside his instruments. The Chief, the Friends, and Wilson Cray and his daughter, were staring in a rigid amazement.


  “I could use a man like you, Martian,” the Chief said with respect in his hollow voice. “Perhaps I won’t have you killed after all.”


  Stanton looked down at himself. He was in his own familiar Earthman’s body again! And on the other table, Kendall Klain, once again in his own body, was waking and looking dazedly around. Then Stanton became aware that he had trouble breathing through his nose. It was stuffed with chemical-smelling cotton. Narth had surreptitiously put it into his nostrils during the operation. And now the Martian carried out the rest of Stanton’s desperate plan. Bending as though to pick up a dropped instrument, Narth suddenly opened wide the valve of the sleep-gas tank.


  The pungent gas, stored under tremendous pressure, rushed out of the tank with a loud whoosh. It filled the little chamber instantly with a cloud of anaesthetic vapor. Nim Narth fell senseless, instantly overcome. The Venusians who stood guard over Wilson and Arline Cray and Burmer fell at the same moment, trying to level their weapons. And the others also slumped down unconscious.


  But Stanton leaped up from the table. The chemicalized cotton in his nostrils protected him partially from the overpowering gas. He spun around toward the Chief. To his amazement, the cowled leader had not been overcome by the gas!


  “So! A trick!” boomed the hollow voice. The cowled figure was rigid with rage and amazement.


  Stanton dived at the other. And the Earthman felt himself gripped by arms of strength that was superhuman. Possessed of that colossal strength, immune to kappa-beams and to the sleep-gas alike—the Chief could not be human!


  Chapter XI


  Mystery’s End


  CLARK STANTON wrenched himself out of that superhuman grip by a desperate surge of strength. As he did so, his fettered hands caught and tore away the clinging cowl and robe of metal-mesh fabric which disguised the Chief.


  The Chief stood revealed to Stanton’s eyes. The Earthman staggered, stunned.


  “My God, you’re a robot!” Stanton exclaimed.


  “Not a robot,” boomed the creature’s hollow voice. “A proxy!”


  The Chief was a man-shaped figure of metal, head, trunk, arms and legs all metal. His eyes were two lenses. His mouth was a resonator from which came that hollow voice.


  Thick insulated wires ran down along his neck into the mechanism inside his body. He made a grotesque, unbelievable figure as he advanced with great metal arms reaching. This was why no kappa-beams nor sleep-gas could harm the creature. For this, Stanton knew, was not the real Chief at all, but a mechanical proxy controlled from a distance by the man who was the real Chief!


  The moment in which Stanton stood dazed by the disclosure was a mistake. It gave the metal creature time to reach him, Again the great metal arms grasped him, and this time the left hand rose to seize his throat.


  “I am killing you from hundreds of miles away, Stanton,” chuckled the hollow voice from the resonator. “You, and then your friends—”


  Stanton’s world was darkening as the metal hand remorselessly squeezed his throat. He could not escape that mechanical grip. He took the last chance open to him. With his fettered hands, he reached up wildly and grasped the insulated wires outside the mechanical proxy’s neck. The proxy understood the maneuver, and instantly raised its other hand to prevent Stanton’s action. But the Earthman, with fading strength, tore the wires loose. And the metal creature that gripped him suddenly stiffened, swayed, and fell clashing to the floor. Control of it by its distant master had been broken!


  Stanton stood up, panting wildly, looking down at the thing. He bent and examined the lenslike glass eyes of the lifeless mechanical thing.


  “As I thought,” he muttered. “Now I know the identity of the Chief!”


  He stumbled to the door and opened it, letting the sleep-gas escape from the chamber. Then he secured all the guns.


  Soon, the unconscious people in the room began to revive. Stanton went over to the tall machine with the bank of numbered death-keys.


  As the Venusian followers of the Chief came back to consciousness and saw Stanton standing there, they started to rush toward him.


  “Stand back, or I’ll explode ail the death-capsules,” Stanton told them, raising his hands above the bank of keys.


  Appalled, the Friends recoiled. They stared desperately at the keys which meant death or life to them.


  “Some of you go down and tell the others of your crowd in this fort that I’ve got their lives in my hands,” Stanton ordered.


  Bemo Burmer and Narth were reviving too, as were Arline Cray and her father. Narth uttered an exclamation.


  “The ruse worked, then, Clark?” the Martian cried excitedly. “But the Chief—” Stanton nodded toward the motionless metal thing on the floor.


  “There he is—or rather, there’s his proxy.”


  He explained his discovery, as the others stared in astonishment at the mechanical creature.


  Wilson Cray seemed stunned.


  “Then the real Chief has never been here at all—he has operated this proxy by remote control from Venusopolis?” he asked.


  STANTON nodded. “And the real Chief is still in Venusopolis. I know who he is—and he’ll be at the session of the congress when it meets.”


  “But the congress is due to meet now!” cried Bemo Burmer, pointing to a clock on the wall. “It’s morning now, Clark! The hour for the session to begin!”


  Stanton paled. “Then we’ve got to get there before the annexation is voted! For as soon as the vote goes through, the Venusian space-fleet will sail for Mercury.”


  He whirled to Wilson Cray.


  “Cray, you stay here and stand over these keys. If Klain and these other Friends try anything, press all the keys.”


  “We won’t try anything,” Kendall Klain said hoarsely. “All of us were forced to obey the Chief because of the death-capsules in our bodies, but we’ve only hate for him, whoever he is.”


  “I can devise a way to take the capsules out of you men without detonating them,” Wilson Cray promised.


  Haggard hope shone in the faces of Kendall Klain and the other Friends at the promise.


  Stanton was hastening out of the hexagonal chamber with big Bemo Burmer and the Martian. He found Arline Cray running at his side down the stairs.


  “I’m going with you!” she cried as he tried to protest. “I can be a witness to the truth of your story if the congress doesn’t believe it.”


  He let her come, recognizing the force of her suggestion. They burst out of the ancient fortress. Full daylight greeted them. The vast, rank green morass around the Citadel steamed with rising mists that made its tangle vague and unreal. They reached the rocket-fliers, and in a few moments were rising from the swamp in one of the craft. Stanton held the controls, and he sent the torpedolike little ship whizzing eastward over the vast swamp at an almost suicidal speed.


  It seemed eternities, though it was really less than an hour, before the swamp gave way to the belt of solid, cultivated land. Far ahead showed the blue rim of the sea, and against it rose the white and pink structures of Venusopolis. Straight toward the soaring tower of the capitol building Stanton steered. They swooped down into Government Square and a moment later were climbing out of the craft.


  Stanton was already plunging through the doors with Arline and Narth, while Burmer explained their mission to the guards.


  Great silver double doors faced them at the end of the passage. Stanton pushed, and the doors burst clangingly inward. Inside was the Congress Chamber—a bowlshaped room with curving rows of seats that held over two hundred Venusian representatives. On the dais at the farther end of the room stood the three members of the cabinet present—Sessue Gurn, a worried look on his spectacled, ruddy face, Than Natal, who had been whispering something to Gurn, and young Berk Ellerman.


  “So that all is now ready for the vote on this question—” Sessue Gurn had started to say, when Stanton and his two companions crashed in.


  Gurn stopped startledly, his eyes and those of all in the hall turning toward the three dishevelled figures.


  “What in the world—” Gurn began amazedly.


  Clark Stanton ran forward, then turned and shouted to the members who had risen from their seats.


  “Congress-members of Venus, listen to me!” he cried. “You are only preparing to vote for the annexation of Mercury because you are in terror of the murderous Friends of Venus. But the Friends are smashed—and their leader, their Chief, is standing there on the dais before you!”


  THAN NATAL sprang forward, his face passionate with indignation.


  “Who is this Earthman who dares break in on our session?” cried the Foreign Minister. “Call the guards!”


  “Berk Ellerman!” Arline cried to the Justice Minister. “You know me! I tell you that this Earthman is speaking the truth—he and his comrades have smashed the Friends!”


  The Venusian girl’s assertion struck the shouting crowd to silence. They stared wildly, hopefully, at Stanton.


  “I don’t understand this!” fat Sessue Gurn was gasping bewilderedly to Stanton. “You say that the leader of the Friends is on this dais. You can’t mean that Than Natal—”


  “No, Gurn,” said Stanton softly. “I don’t mean Than Natal. I mean the man who is left-handed, and whose prosy was therefore also left-handed, the man who—”


  But it was enough. Sessue Gurn, his ruddy face suddenly distorting hideously, brought a hand out of his jacket-pocket with a kappa-pistol in it. The beam drove like a lance of light toward Clark Stanton. But the Earthman, expecting the movement, had dived in under the ray and tackled the stout Venusian. They rolled on the dais, struggling for the kappa-pistol, as all others in the hall stood too astounded to move. Before any could recover from their astonishment and act, it was over.


  A beam flashed between the two struggling men as the trigger was pressed. And Sessue Gurn slumped back, a scorched burn below his heart where his own kappa-beam had driven through him. He looked up with strangely fading eyes at Clark Stanton as the Earthman, panting and shaken, bent over him.


  “Clever of you, Stanton, to notice that I was left-handed and that the proxy was too,” he gasped. “And you guessed my spectacles—”


  “Yes,” Stanton nodded somberly. “I guessed that your spectacles, which looked like ordinary bifocal lenses, actually had one lens which saw through the proxy’s eyes.” He lifted the thick, queer spectacles from the dying man’s eyes as he spoke. And all saw that from the metal bows of the spectacles, hidden, flesh-colored little wires ran down into the inside of Gurn’s jacket.


  “The lower lens of those bifocal spectacles,” Stanton explained, “are not really lenses at all, but tiny television receiving screens. They are tuned to the tiny television cameras which were the eyes of the proxy. In this manner, whatever the proxy saw was transmitted by television and reproduced in the small lower lens of Sessue Gum’s spectacles. He saw in those lens what the proxy saw.”


  Stanton reached gently into the dying man’s jacket and brought out a small, supercompact receiver and control-wave transmitter, upon which were switches and gnarled knobs. There was also a sensitive microphone pick-up to transmit Gum’s speech to the proxy.


  “Yes,” gasped Sessue Gurn with something like a mocking grin. “That’s how I controlled the proxy—I could even do it when others were around me, without their suspecting.”


  His fading eyes looked beyond them, as though into vast, vain dreams.


  “I would have made Venus supreme over the whole System, once it possessed the Solar Station on Mercury,” he murmured. “And I, at the head of Venus, ruling justly and wisely—”


  A trailing sigh marked the passing of Sessue Gurn.


  STANTON rose and soberly faced the ring of pale, awe-struck faces around him. He explained, in slow, few words.


  “You are President of Venus now, sir,” he told Than Natal. “And the menace of that murderous secret order is ended. The annexation will not be voted now?”


  “We will not even vote upon it, now!” Than Natal exclaimed. “We—the Venusian people—have never wanted to conquer Mercury, and we never will.”


  A roar of voices from all around told that the members of the congress, freed now from the terror that had driven them, thought the same.


  “Then my mission on Venus is finished,” Clark Stanton said heavily.


  He felt weary, let-down, as he walked back out of the hall with Nim Narth. Somehow, it didn’t seem like a triumph to him. It was just another hard job, finally finished.


  A slender figure came running out into the corridor after Stanton. It was Arline.


  “Stanton!” she cried. “Berk Ellerman is going out at once to the citadel, to bring back my father and the Friends there. Are you coming?”


  “No, you go along,” Stanton said tiredly. He didn’t know why he added, “He’s a nice fellow, Ellerman.”


  Arline looked at him curiously. In her dark eyes, a slow smile dawned.


  “Yes, but I don’t think I will go with him,” she said.


  Stanton did not meet her gaze. He looked off down the corridor as he said, “I’ll be going back to Earth, now.”


  “They say Earth is the most beautiful of all the planets,” Arline said demurely.


  Stanton turned to look at her, now. And there was a deep, queer earnestness in his gaze.


  “My father was Black Stanton, the outlaw,” he told her half-defiantly. “You didn’t know that, did you? But he was—and what is more, I’m not ashamed of it.”


  “There’s no reason why you should be,” the girl said quietly. “Black Stanton was an outlaw—but he fought clean. His name is one to be proud of.”


  Stanton smiled wanly.


  “Come on—I’ll tell you more about Earth,” he said. “I think this job will get me a permanent position there.


  Bemo Burmer and Nim Narth watched them walk down the corridor. And the big Jovian shook his head dismally.


  “There goes one of the best interplanetary spies that ever I worked with or against,” he mourned. “Heading right for marriage and a dull, respectable home-life. It’s a pity—a terrible pity.”


  WHITE LAND OF VENUS


  Frederic Arnold Kummer, Jr.


  Five million dollars in solium lay at the heart of the legendary White Land—but its guards were the blind and fearsome kathals.


  THE thick Venusian jungle was like a steaming, stewing pot of spinach. Fantastic green growths loomed on every hand, towering as high as terrestrial redwoods, giant weeds sprouted in grotesque profusion, while vines, varying in thickness from the diameter of a lead pencil to that of a man’s thigh, wove a well-nigh impenetrable barrier on all sides. The jungle was moist to the saturation point; rolling white clouds of mist formed ghostly veils about the masses of lush vegetation. Between the mist and the canopy of vines overhead, the green hell was plunged into murky gloom, visibility limited to a few shadowy feet. Moreover it was hot, with the kind of heat that transforms a terrestrial’s nerves into taut guy-wires.


  Carl Dravot’s nerves had been in the guy-wire state for days, and were now approaching the breaking point. Staggering along under his heavy pack, he peered with blood-shot eyes at the three figures ahead. Two of them, laden with all manner of camp equipment, were Venusians, tall antennaed creatures whose stalked eyes and hairy bodies gave them a look of fierceness quite out of keeping with their timid dispositions. In front of the Venusians was Jeff Vickers, wiry, bronzed, grim-faced, his damp shirt clinging to his muscular torso. Machete in hand he hacked a path through the green barrier, each stroke falling with a monotonous regularity that somehow suggested an automaton.


  Dravot stared bitterly at his fellow-terrestrial. Didn’t Vickers ever feel tired, he wondered. Wasn’t he human? Three weeks he’d held the lead, since leaving the last outpost, driving forward inexorably. And for what? Where. . . .


  A flicker of scarlet, seen from the corner of his eye, broke Dravot’s reflections. A long tenacle-like vine, covered with brilliant reddish fuzz, lashed out toward him. Too late he recognized it as the wicked Venusian quero, that queer growth which has all the kick of an electric eel.


  With a smothered gasp Dravot sprang back but, weighed down by the heavy pack upon his shoulders, he was not quick enough. Like a striking boa the scarlet vine curled about his throat, and surging, searing electric current swept through Dravot’s body. Desperately he struggled, tried to tear the vine loose, but in vain. Then, as the quero poured out its charge, he became motionless, rigid.


  “Jeff!” he choked. “Help!”


  The two Venusian bearers were crouching upon the muddy ground, horrified. Past them Vickers plunged, his lean brown face tense. One swift stroke of the machete, slashing downward, severed the scarlet vine several feet from Dravot’s body. Cut off from the source of current in its roots, the length of vine became limp, dropped from about the terrestrial’s neck. Groaning, Dravot slumped to his knees.


  “Here!” Vickers handed his companion a flask. “You must have been day-dreaming not to have noticed the quero.” Then, as Dravot took a long pull at the canteen. “Okay, now?”


  “Okay?” Dravot swayed to his feet, eyes blazing. “Heat, boiling fogs, these devilish vines . . . and you ask me if I’m okay! I’m sick of it, Jeff! Already we’ve come further into this green hell than any other terrestrial. And why? Where are we heading? What’s it all about?”


  Vickers hooked his thumbs over his belt, regarded his companion coldly.


  “You signed up blind, didn’t you?” he said. “To follow me for three months, no questions asked. And you’re to get a half share in any proceeds that may accrue from this expedition.”


  “Proceeds?” Dravot laughed harshly. “What proceeds can you get out of this steaming hot-house? I’m through, finished! Not another step forward do I take until I learn where we’re going and why!”


  Vickers’ grey eyes were flinty. “I’ve been waiting for this. Well, I suppose we’re near enough now.” He wheeled to the two tall Venusians. “Make camp here. Jao Latu!”


  Obediently the bearers commenced work. Ground was cleared, two tough fibroid tents pitched, an electric grill . . . for none of the damp green vegetation could be used as firewood . . . set up. A small but powerful atomic generator was taken from Dravot’s pack, connected to the grill, and food placed on to cook.


  While the Venusians were thus engaged, Vickers drew Dravot to one side, spoke swiftly, softly.


  “You want to know where we’re going,” he began. “Maybe you think I’ve been acting mysteriously not to tell you, but I had my reasons. I was afraid . . . afraid you might forget, mention it within earshot of the bearers. One word of where we’re heading, and they’d bolt like scared rabbits.” Vickers’ voice became even lower. “D’you know what’s at the center of this damned jungle?”


  A look of amazement crossed Dravot’s face.


  “You mean what they call the White Land?” he muttered. “I’ve heard Venusian legends about it. Supposedly the home of the kathals, the evil spirits, or some such nonsense. But what do you hope to find . . .


  “Listen!” Vickers whispered. “Did you ever hear of the Astrella?”


  Dravot nodded, flicked a large yellow Venusian ant from his wrist. “Sticks in my mind somehow,” he muttered. “Like the old terrestrial story of the Titanic.”


  “Both were big accidents,” Vickers said, “even if separated by a couple of centuries. The Astrella was one of the first spaceships. Was loaded with a bunch of refugees from the Thelist wars of 2103. Over two hundred of them, all of the wealthy class, who were determined to make new homes for themselves as far from war-torn earth as possible. After hiring the Astrella, stocking it up with supplies, they found they had about five million dollars left over. Knowing this money would be commandeered if they left it on earth, the refugees converted it into solium, the smallest bulk possible, and took it with them. Figured that when things cooled off on earth, they’d use it to buy additional supplies. They took off hastily on the 19th of September, 2104, just beating a squadron of Thelist planes who’d been sent to intercept them, and headed for Mars. Halfway there, they learned via radio that the Thelists had sent a cruiser to Mars, still hot on the trail of that five million. So the refugees shifted their course and didn’t say where they were bound for, not wanting to be pursued. On the 8th of December, nearly three months after the Astrella left earth the Lunar radio station picked up her call letters and a few disjointed words. And that was all. Two hundred terrestrials, five million in solium . . . gone!”


  “FIVE million!” Dravot murmured.


  “And my share would be two and a half! But what makes you think they crashed in the fabled White Land?”


  “This!” Vickers reached into his pocket, drew out a curiously shaped bit of greyish metal, shaped like a nozzle. “Know what it is?”


  Dravot examined the piece of metal, shook his head.


  “It’s a fuel jet!” Vickers exclaimed. “Made of sub-chromite! The kind they used in the firing chambers of the old ships! More, there’s the name of a Dutch supply firm stamped upon it and the Astrella was built in the Netherlands! I found the nozzle six months ago, strung about the neck of a Venusian chieftain. He said it was a charm, had great powers because it had come from the legendary White Land, the place of spirits, in the center of this big jungle!”


  “Good Lord!” Dravot stared excitedly at the bit of metal. “Then . . . then, if your guess is correct, we’ve only to reach the Whi. . . .”


  “Quiet!” Vickers gripped his companion’s arm. One of the tall Venusian bearers was teetering toward them, his antennae twitching, his stalked eyes motionless.


  “What is it, Honu?”


  “Food ready.” The bearer motioned toward the array of pots on the electric grill. “You eat now?”


  “Right.” Vickers slipped the fuel jet into his pocket.


  “Come on, Dravot!”


  For the next three days the little party ploughed through the wet white mists, knee deep in mud, choked by the noxious vapors of the jungle, reeling from fatigue. Swarms of sharp-stinging ants, clouds of gnats, slimy snakes, beset them, and the vicious vegetation of the Venusian forests made every step a hazard—queros, acid-dripping yatlis, the bright-blossomed, sweet-smelling, carnivorous orchids, huge editions of the prophetically named Venus fly-traps of earth. The heat was terrible, of the turkish-bath variety . . . steamy, moist, choking. And with each mile forward the jungle grew darker, shadowed by thickening fogs, dense growths until they could see only a pace or so ahead.


  It was on the morning of the fourth day that the change became noticeable. Vickers, hacking a path with his machete, studied the towering masses of vegetation with a triumphant eye. As the darkness increased the plant life began to take on a different aspect. The taller trees, the giant ferns that shut off the sun’s rays remained the same; the change was in the undergrowth, the rank grass, the head-high weeds. They were, it appeared, becoming less green, whiter!


  Pale, like human beings shut off from the sun, these lesser growths began to take on a fungoid appearance. Bleached moss, bone-white lichens, supplanted the tall grass; huge leprous plants, smooth, wan, reminded Vickers of overgrown terrestrial toadstools. Even the vines and creepers had become colorless, waxy, somehow unclean.


  “Carl!” Vickers whirled about, his face exultant. “We—we’ve reached . . .!” He broke off at sight of the two Venusians, shadowy figures in the gloom, standing like bizarre robots behind him; their quasi-human faces were drawn with fear, their slender antennae quivering nervously.


  “The White Land!” Honu, the shorter of the two, whimpered plaintively. “This place of spirits, of the kathals, who live on blood! We no go on! Turn back! Now, before. . . .”


  “No sale,” Dravot said sternly, tapping the atomite gun at his waist. “You try running and I’ll blast you all over the jungle! I don’t miss often, even in darkness like this!” He paused, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “How about taking five minutes breather, Jeff?”


  “Right!” Vickers’ voice issued from the shadows ahead. “I want to check my maps, anyhow. We ought to be near the wreck of the Astrella, as I see it. The White Land isn’t large, according to legend.” He glanced contemptuously at the big shivering Venusians, drew a map-case from his pocket. “I’ll need a flash . . .”


  “Coming up.” Dravot’s electric torch cut a swath in the dark mists. “I. . . .” He broke off, staring. In the path of the beam of light, the strange white funguslike growing shriveled, wilted, drooped to the ground, dead! “Look, Jeff! It destroys. . . .”


  “No!” One of the Venusian bearers sprang toward Dravot, wrenched the flashlight from his hand, and hurled it into the misty darkness. “Never any light here! Never! Kathals no know what light is! They come find out!”


  “Here you!” Vickers emerged from the gloom, machete in hand. “What’s the big idea?”


  “Kathals,” the Venusian moaned. “Never see light here in blackness! Come find out what it is!”


  “More of their nonsense,” Dravot growled. “They think the evil spirits of the White Land will come to find out what light is!” He glanced about a trifle uneasily. “Can’t say as I’d blame them. Between the mists and the foliage above, you can’t see your hand before your face! Guess that’s why the undergrowth here is so white, mushroom-like! As for these alleged evil spirits, these kathals. . . .” His voice trailed off into tense silence. “What—what’s that?”


  JEFF VICKERS stiffened to attention.


  From the dense foliage about them came a soft rustling sound, like the movement of many moving bodies in the undergrowth. The two Venusians began to mutter invocations, their hairy forms trembling, their protruding eyes wide with horror.


  Suddenly Dravot gasped, and Vickers felt as though an icy hand had gripped his stomach. Something was creeping through the masses of fungi . . . something the like of which they had never in their wildest imagining conceived of. Vague, formless, it seemed partly transparent, part opaque, and it glistened wetly in the gloom. Like some monstrous jellyfish, the size of a barrel, the bloated shape dragged itself along by means of short tentacles, stumpy, boneless arms. No eyes, no mouth, no external organs of any sort were visible. The flaccid form exuded a sickening odor of decay.


  All this the two terrestrials took in with one glance, as the nightmare beast crept toward them through the darkness. Suddenly a bubbling scream of terror broke from one of the Venusian’s lips and he plunged forward into the jungle. Three steps he took and then his screams turned to cries of despair. Moving with surprising swiftness a slimy shape had wrapped itself about the bearer’s knees, brought him tumbling to the ground. In an instant four other jelly-like creatures had emerged from the pallid foliage and the Venusian was buried beneath a mass of writhing, flabby flesh.


  “God Almighty!” Dravot hardly recognized his own voice. With shaking fingers he drew the atomite gun at his waist. But before he could raise the weapon to fire, a shapeless opaque form dropped from the network of vines above, landed with stunning force upon his shoulders.


  Knocked to his knees, Dravot lost his grip on the gun, dropped it. The thing on his shoulders was like a huge, shelless snail, a giant slug. Slippery tentacles passed about his neck, and the odor of decay was overpowering. Frantically Dravot tore at the tentacles but the slug did not relax its grip.


  Vickers, armed only with the machete, dashed across the little clearing. One blow of the keen blade, and the bloated monstrosity on Dravot’s shoulders, all but cut in two, fell to the ground.


  “Th . . . thanks!” Dravot gasped, staggering to his feet. His neck, he suddenly noticed, was streaming blood; the slug, apparently, like terrestrial leeches or ticks, was capable of penetrating the skin without pain to its victim.


  The clearing presented a revolting scene. Both Venusians were down, marked by squirming mounds of slimy flesh. The forest seemed alive with the giant slugs. As Dravot groped about in the darkness for his lost gun, another of the jelly-like creatures dropped from above, landed beside him with a dull plop.


  “Never mind the gun!” Vickers gripped his companion’s arm. “Got to get out of here! Now! Come on!”


  Across the clearing the two men ran, breathless. One of the great slugs attempted to bar their path, but a blow from Vickers’ machete split it into two wriggling sections, each portion oozing a dark viscid fluid. Then, hacking, tearing a way through the clumps of white morbid vegetation, the terrestrials sought to escape.


  As they plunged into the wan jungle, a ruthless sound was audible behind them. Great bloated shapes were following slowly, inexorably!


  Gripped by sudden panic the two men redoubled their efforts. Hindered by the dense mushroom-like growths, weighed down by the packs they had had no time to unfasten, they floundered through the darkness. And always they could hear behind them the slither of unwieldy bodies, the rustle of undergrowth. Hearts pounding, breath coming in gasps, they staggered on, knowing that sooner or later they must drop from exhaustion, fall a prey to the great creeping slugs.


  All at once Vickers, in the lead, gave a cry of warning. The ground beneath his feet had become suddenly soft, was oozing about his knees.


  Deserately he tried to drag himself free, but the mud, like quicksand, sucked him steadily down.


  “Dravot!” he gasped. “Help! A bog . . .!”


  DRIPPING blood from his lacerated neck, Dravot stumbled in the direction of Vickers’ voice. Advancing as far as he dared into the marsh, he clutched at his companion’s hand, dragged him from the sticky black gumbo. Regaining dry ground, Vickers crouched, panting, by a clump of pallid growths. Behind them the rustle of the undergrowth grew louder and huge, ghostly shapes were visible in the shadows.


  “Finished!” Dravot chuckled hoarsely. “Take your choice! Death by suffocation in the marsh or. . . .”


  “My fault.” Vickers swayed to his feet, gazed about helplessly; he was empty-handed; the machete having been lost in the mud. “All my talk about a fortune in solium! We haven’t a chance, now. Sorry, Carl. Those big white devils. . . .” A rustle in the undergrowth not six feet away interrupted him. Panicky, both men spun about. The sound had come from the weed-grown marsh. Were they surrounded by the giant slugs, Dravot wondered. Fists knotted, eyes bleak, he stared at the masses of leprous vegetation. Suddenly Vickers gasped. The thick warty stalks of two huge weeds had parted and between them stood a girl!


  Pale she was, as everything was pale in this White Land, with hair as dark as the sliding shadows and eyes like polished onyx. Her garments were a curious collection of broad leaves and vines.


  “Who are you?” she whispered, staring at their muddy, disheveled figures.


  “Terrestrials like yourself,” Vickers gasped. Then, glancing over his shoulder at the livid, slimy shapes crawling toward them. “The kathals!”


  “Oh!” The girl’s voice broke at sight of the great creatures. “Come! Follow me! Quick!” She turned toward the swamp.


  “But” . . . Vickers hesitated . . . “the quicksand . . .”


  “There’s a path,” the girl flung over her shoulder, “that the slugs don’t know! Anyhow, they’re blind! Can’t see! Hurry!”


  Vickers, supporting Dravot who was weak from loss of blood, nodded, plunged into the morass after the girl. There followed a nightmare flight which in his exhausted condition he barely remembered. The marsh was overgrown with the eternal pale vegetation, great sprouts and stalks thrusting upward on every hand from the ooze. Huge plants and swirling mists plunged the bog into darkness, cloaked the fugitives in clinging shadows. The heat was stifling and a rank odor of decay permeated the steamy air.


  Like a pale noiseless wraith the strange girl led the two fugitives through the weird Venusian fens, twisting, winding, yet always sure of herself. Leaping to a clump of solid vegetation, stepping assuredly into a pool of black mud which, despite its forbidding appearance was only a few inches deep, balancing herself lithely as she walked along the fallen trunk of a huge fern that bridged oily streams.


  Vickers, blindly following her slim figure, had long since ceased to wonder. Who this strange, nymph-like terrestrial girl could be, what she was doing in the White Land of Venus—these things meant little now. It was only important that the giant slugs were lost in the distance, that their lives, for the time being, were safe.


  Wearily he supported the reeling Dravot, followed his slender guide across the marsh.


  At length, after what seemed hours of toil, Vickers noticed that the ground was growing firmer. They were, it appeared, emerging from the morass onto an island, a dry spot in the center of the bog. Suddenly the dark-haired girl paused, gave a thrill, peculiar whistle.


  Shapes appeared in the swirling mists ahead.


  “Zora?” a deep voice called. “That you, Zora?” A tall man, clad like the girl in leaves and vines, approached them. “I. . . . Oh! Who are these?”


  “Strangers. Terrestrials, the girl replied. “One of them wounded by the slugs. I do not know how they got here.”


  “Terrestrials!” The man’s voice rose excitedly. “Then perhaps an expedition at last . . .! Here!” He motioned to the other shadowy shapes. “Carry them to the camp!”


  Wiry men, pale, and, Vickers thought, rather undernourished, picked them up, carried them through the clump of towering weeds. Suddenly the strain of the past few hours took its toll and Vickers went limp, dropping a thousand miles into the dark reaches of oblivion.


  JEFF VICKERS awoke slowly, his body stiff, his every muscle aching. On all sides there was only the eternal gloom of the White Land and he wondered if he would ever see the bright sunlight of earth again. Then, as consciousness filtered into his numbed brain, he became aware of his immediate surroundings. He was, it seemed, in a bed, a bunk of some sort . . . and beside him rose an iron bulkhead! Rust-flaked, damp with moisture, yet unmistakably the bulkhead of a space ship!


  Bewildered, Vickers sat up, glanced about. The cabin was dark but he could see that it was of antiquated design. In a bunk opposite lay Dravot’s inert figure.


  “Carl!” Vickers exclaimed. “We we’re in a space ship! How, in this damned Venusian swamp . . .!”


  “Dunno.” Dravot raised himself feebly to one elbow. “I wondered myself . . . thought it was . . . hallucination., . . .”


  A patter of footsteps sounded and Zora, the dark-haired girl, entered the cabin.


  “You must rest.” Very gently she thrust Dravot back upon his cot. “You have lost much blood.” Then, turning to Vickers. “Feeling better, now?”


  “Stiff and hungry.” He nodded. “But how—what’s a space ship doing here?”


  “Why, it crashed here. Years ago, before I was born. Dad and Mother used to tell me about it. More than half the people aboard were killed. The survivors had only one desire—to win clear of this marsh and reach civilization, or at least some pleasanter spot for founding their colony. They worked tirelessly, day after day, testing the quagmire for a path that would lead to dry land. Took them months, old Hawkins says. And when they at last mapped out the path, the one along which I led you, and crossed onto the firm ground beyond, the things you call kathals fell upon them, drove them back. Many were killed and the rest retreated here to the ship once more. They were only peaceful refugees and had no weapons. . . .”


  “Refugees!” Vickers echoed. “Then this is the Astrella?”


  “Of course!” the girl spoke as though there were no other ships. “Come! The others are waiting outside.”


  Vickers followed her from the cabin, along a dim corridor. Between the crash and the rust, the ship was a hopeless wreck. Its entire forward section was crumpled like an accordian, its hull cracked in a score of places, its plates all but rusted away. At the end of the corridor the girl stepped through a battered air-lock, swung down to the sodden ground.


  In a small cleared space were perhaps a dozen pale scrawny figures, young people for the most part. Descendants, Vickers realized, of the original ship-load of refugees. At sight of him, they came forward eagerly, their faces lit with hope.


  “Is it a rescue party at last?” an old man quavered. “Are there other terrestrials beyond the marshes?”


  Vickers paused a moment before replying, awed by the strange scene. The towering masses of livid vegetation, the rusty skeleton of the space ship, the wan, semi-savage terrestrials. . . .


  Drawing a deep breath, he plunged into his story.


  WHEN he had concluded, a hopeless silence fell over the group of refugees.


  “Ah, so!” Old Hawkins, a grey-bearded, long-haired ancient, sighed. “Then none knew of your destination, and your bearers killed by the kathals! You and your friend are trapped . . . like us!”


  “But” . . . Vickers frowned . . . “isn’t there some way of fighting clear? If we could overcome the giant slugs . . .”


  “No way.” The old man shook his head. “There is no source of power and the ship is a rusty wreck. What weapons have we that can overcome thousands of the kathals? One atomite gun could—but we have nothing. Even our food,” he pointed to several slabs of mushroom-like vegetation—“must be eaten raw, since there is nothing to burn in this wet, steaming swamp. Three parties we sent to try and carry a message through to civilization, and not one returned. Blind though they are, the kathals have great powers of smell, can scent humans, kill swiftly.” The old man paused, his far-away eyes on the clouds of mist. “Of the original crew of the Astrella I alone survive. For fifty years I have been in this foggy darkness, watching my friends die one by one, watching these children grow to maturity as savages, leaf-clad creatures of the marshes. Our children,”—his gaze swept the circle about him—“weak, pale things from lack of sunlight, knowing only how to hide, cringe, avoid the great slugs! Savages! And we had such great hopes of a splendid colony, a place of science and advancement where all of our race might live in peace, honor, and happiness, far from the intolerance and hatred of war-torn earth! Such a fine dream . . . and such a bitter awakening! Even yesterday, when you and your companion arrived, I had hopes of a rescue party at last, of leaving this gloomy swamp and starting anew in some place of green fields, bright sunlight, clean, cool air. . . . And now, instead of helping us, you and your friend can only become what we are. Sun-starved savages, doomed to this terrible White Land until you die!”


  “Until we die!” Vickers’ gaze swept the circle of pallid faces and he shuddered. “But there must be some way . . . some weapon to destroy the slugs! Some way to get out of this . . . He broke off as a man came racing through the shadows toward them.


  “Quick!” Stumbling wearily, the man clutched at old Hawkins’ arm. “The kathals! I was out foraging and. . . . They’ve found the path across the swamps! The blood of the wounded stranger left a trail they could scent, follow! See!” He swung about, pointing.


  Among the livid stalks of the tall growths, formless shapes were visible, inching relentlessly toward them. A dozen, a score, a hundred, of the big slugs were dragging themselves across the dry isthmus toward the wrecked Astrella. Watching, Vickers felt the hair at the back of his neck bristle. A nightmare, it seemed, horrible even on this nightmare planet of Venus.


  “Quick!” Zora’s voice broke the tense silence. “Into the ship!”


  Frantic,’ the gaunt refugees crowded through the air-lock, slammed it shut. Within five minutes the Astrella was surrounded by the slimy shapes . . . shapes that clambered clumsily over the hull, sought to squeeze through the cracks in its rusted plates.


  “Oh!” Zora, peering through a port hole, shuddered. “No escape!” She began to sob.


  Vickers, detaching himself from the group of panicky refugees, placed an arm about her slight shoulders. “It’s all right.” He tried to sound encouraging. “We’ll pull through somehow.”


  But in spite of Vickers’ attempts at encouragement, the long hours stretched into days without hope of escape. Cut off from their supplies of food and water, the refugees tottered about the wrecked ship like living spectres. Dravot, weakened by the loss of blood, lack of nourishment, babbled incessantly of bright sunlight, of the cool winds of earth. The Astrella was like a great metal mausoleum, those days, echoing hollowly to broken voices, to the sound of shuffling, dragging footsteps. The sun’s rays blotted out by the rolling clouds of mist above, there was only darkness, peopled by the moist, jelly-like shapes that waited with grim stubbornness about the locked ship. From time to time the half-starved refugees would weep like children, or glare sullenly at Vickers and Dravot whom they held responsible for this calamity. Weakened by years of malnutrition, lack of sunlight, they had little strength or courage with which to face an emergency.


  Zora alone seemed to retain any strength of character, bravery. Daily she guided Vickers about the ship in search of a weapon of some sort; her eyes, accustomed to darkness from childhood, were able to see when he could only grope. From room to room he wandered, poking among the rusty rocket machinery, the empty fuel and food holds, the almost unrecognizable remains of the radio. Odds and ends of every sort were to be had . . . old-fashioned tools, rusty galley equipment, a huge copper landing light, corroded navigators’ instruments—all useless.


  Once Vickers stumbled upon a square lead chest, was about to open it when Zora stopped him.


  “Solium,” she said, moistening her cracked lips. “It’s pretty, but useless. The older people seem to value it, but I don’t know why.”


  VICKERS threw open the lid of the chest, stared down at the glittering blue grains. Five million dollars worth of the precious metal, enough to hire a fleet of rescue ships. . . . Five million, and they’d gladly trade it for one atomite gun! Laughing harshly, he closed the chest, moved on.


  The packs which he and Dravot had worn when attacked by the big slugs were equally useless. His own had been full of medical supplies, a water-purifying unit. Dravot held the atomic generator they had used to run the electric grill; it was a source of almost unlimited power, but what use was power without some method of utilizing it? For a time Vickers toyed with the idea of electrocuting the huge slugs, but the thought of spearing them with live wires was ridiculous. In despair he abandoned his search of the ship.


  On the morning of the fourth day old Hawkins died. The other refugees were barely able to crawl. Licking off the moisture that condensed on the rusty plates of the ship helped in some measure to assuage their thirst, but the gnawing pangs of hunger would not be stilled. Thought of the big mushroom-like plants, their staple article of food, not a hundred feet from the ship, brought them to the verge of madness.


  Vickers, peering through a porthole into the darkness beyond, shook his head helplessly. The dim white shapes still ringed the ship; they had ceased to climb over the hull, now, and lay like giant blobs of gelatin about the battered hull, waiting for hunger to drive the terrestrials into the open. Beside Vickers stood Zora, her face drawn, pinched. On his bunk across the cabin Dravot was muttering incoherently.


  “My fault, all this,” Vickers muttered. “My greed. Bringing death to Dravot, to you, to all the others. . . . If only I hadn’t tried to find the Astrella!”


  “If you hadn’t,” Zora whispered. “I’d never have seen you. It . . . it doesn’t matter so much, Jeff, now that I’m with you.”


  Vickers refused to be consoled.


  “No matter what you think,” he said slowly, “the others’ll die blaming me, hating me. There must be some way to save them! Some method of . . . but it’s hopeless! No escape!” Shoulders sagging, he fell into a despondent silence.


  Zora made no reply. The room was quiet except for Dravot’s feverish muttering. “Light,” he was saying. “Light in a world of darkness! Light that destroys!”


  “Poor boy,” Zora whispered. “Unless he gets food soon. . . .”


  With a swift gesture Vickers motioned for her to be silent. Face tense, he bent over Dravot.


  “Light destroys!” the wounded man said thickly. “Pretty white flowers gone! All withered . . . gone!”


  “Jeff!” Zora whispered. “What is it? What’s he saying?”


  “Saying?” Vickers squared his shoulders. “Good God! And to think I didn’t remember until his delirium! Wait here!” Revived by hope, he ran from the cabin.


  When Jeff Vickers returned some five minutes later he was swaying under the weight of the atomic generator and the big copper landing light he had unearthed among the Astrella’s supplies. Of old-fashioned design, the beacon was no more than two thick carbon sticks placed before a burnished reflector some three feet across. Working swiftly Vickers removed the glass front of the light scraped the reflectors to a gleaming brilliance, and connected the terminals of the generator to the sticks of carbon. At length he bent down, touched a lever, and the powerful little dynamo began to hum.


  INSTANTLY a beam of dazzling, blue-white light cut out across the cabin. “Oh!” Zora staggered back, shielding her eyes. “What is it?”


  “What is it?” Vickers repeated, puzzled. Then, smiling. “Of course! I’d forgotten you were born in this darkness, never seen bright light!” He waved back the other emaciated refugees who were crowding through the door of the cabin. “Stand clear! If this works, we’re saved!


  If it doesn’t . . . Instead of finishing the sentence he crossed the cabin, pulled open the big air-lock!


  As the massive metal door swung open, a dozen of the giant slugs, scenting human life, crawled forward. Zora screamed and the gaunt refugees stood frozen with horror. With a swift movement Vickers swung the big searchlight about, swept the great formless shapes with its beam. And at the touch of the ray of light a strange thing happened. The snail-like creatures began to wither, to shrivel! Great red blotches appeared on their slimy white bodies and they thrashed about with their short tentacles as if in agony! From one to the other Vickers swept the beam of light, until the space about the old ship was strewn with twisting, writhing shapes. In less than ten minutes the entire band of pulpy creatures was destroyed!


  “Jeff!” Zora, half-blinded by the dazzling light, stumbled toward him. “How . . . how is it that this white shining thing kills them? I—I don’t understand. . . .”


  “Simple.” Vickers grinned. “It’s a matter of conditioning. You see, in this place of darkness, a light, except for the feeble glow that seeps through the clouds of mist, is unknown. And the vegetation, the slugs were unused to it. Even on earth strong sunlight will kill mushrooms, or terrestrial slugs and snails; such things need darkness. And certain insects such as the grylloblatta campodeiformis will die if exposed to a small flashlight’s rays. Even human beings, whose skins are toughened to sunlight, can be badly burned, even killed, by sunlight, though they feel no heat.”


  “These giant slugs were a product of this dark Venusian swamp, had evolved without need of light waves. Wet, translucent, they were like the human eye, which, unshielded by its lid of skin, is highly sensitive to light. The slugs had never been exposed to strong light and it was fatal to them. Just before they jumped us back in the jungle we noticed the white vegetation wither and die before Dravot’s flashlight. And when he muttered something in his delirium about light destroying flowers, I remembered.” Vickers paused, smiling. “You see? Light is a ray, a radiation. It’s just as though human beings were to be subjected to some ray to which they were unaccustomed, for which nature had not given them protection. Light, a normal, necessary radiation to us, was a death ray to the giant slugs!”


  “Then . . . then. . . .” Zora murmured. “After we’ve regained our strength, we’ll be able to cross the swamps to civilization.”


  “More than that, Zora,” Vickers whispered. “We’re going back to earth. Going home! The Thelist wars are forgotten now, and your people will be heroes rather than refugees. There’s a new life ahead for them—and for you and me!”


  PHANTOM FROM SPACE


  John Russel Fearn


  Space-Death was horrible and agonizingly painful. But was it final? The Venusian masters of the Earth in the year 2314 had cause to wonder when Eward Hilto, whom they had executed for treason, came back to avenge!


  THE young man and girl, both of them in regulation uniforms with numbers blazoned on their breasts, sat in silence, muted indeed by the quality of their thoughts.


  They were alone here in one of the countless parks dotted about the lower quarters of the city for the convenience of the workers. Convenience! The workers never saw anything beyond the parks except the mightiness of the city that held them in its grip—New York, metropolis of the earth, master-city of 2314. . . . But no Earth man ruled that city. No dictator had brought it into being. War had begun to die in 1950. By 1960 it had become an abomination of the past.


  Then after thirty glorious years of freedom had come the menace from Venus with its shadow of vast armaments. Invasion—a world undefended in arms and science—the destruction of a world lay at the feet of the slug-like hordes. Rapidly the victors had commandeered the bodies of newly slain Earthlings, transferred brains into them, breathed life into them, mated them, and now—


  Hardly anybody knew which were true Earthlings and which were the children of the original Venusians! It was only known that the Venusians under the control of the Presence, ruled the earth.


  “And what a rule!” breathed the young man, as his thoughts followed the path of history. “Merciless subjection! No quarter—no chance! We’re held down here by those master intelligences. Up there is power and science beyond our knowledge. Think what has been mastered—what will be mastered . . . You and I, Lyra dear, all in the world to each other, born down here, hardly remembering our parents, never knowing that world wherein, according to some far gone stateman, men are created free and equal . . . But why not? Why not?” he demanded.


  “Hush, Eward!” the girl murmured, glancing round. “A spy radio may hear you. It sounds so much like treason . . .” She shrugged slender shoulders. “After all, what can we do?” Her serious blue eyes searched the young man’s strong face in the lights from the city. “We’re powerless! Remember, your father tried just after you were born to overthrow this rule . . . You have heard what happened to him.”


  “Exiled for life—to Callisto,” Eward breathed, his fists clenched. “To rot out his bones for these filthy, inhuman devils—”


  “Hush!” The girl’s voice was sick with anxiety. “Please, please hush! That’ll do you no good—”


  Eward Hilto, to give him his full name—LT4516Z6 to give his number—stared up with bitter gray eyes at the city. As always, that terrific expanse of buildings overpowered him. He put his hands to his ears as if to shut out the thunderous, everlasting roar of the machines in these lower quarters, closed his eyes and visualized it all . . .


  The eternal workers, working for they knew not what. It was rumored that mastery over the entire universe was the ultimate aim of the Venusians. Everywhere machines of stupefying size. Mastery of the atom’s forces, of space travel, of electrical intricacies, mind science. . . . Had not the Presence picked the twelve finest brains of earth, had them disembodied and placed in machines, from which he absorbed all the knowledge he needed and added it to his own? Nothing, declared the oppressed, could stand against that!


  “And until somebody has the courage to fight these monsters we’ll remain under their yoke,” Eward breathed, looking up again. “Lyra, why should we?”


  Lyra Garfane smiled emptily. The lights caught the copper gold of her hair as she glanced at the city. “You’d defy that?” she muttered.


  “Yes,” he answered quietly, then suddenly took her shoulders in his hands and shook her gently. “Lyra, we’re human beings, not animals. We own this planet; it’s our birthright, same as it As the birthright of millions of other rightful earthlings the world over.”


  The girl got suddenly to her feet. “It’s empty talk, Eward, and you know it! You can’t possibly—”


  SHE broke off with a start as a shadow fell, suddenly before her. A massive guard in official uniform stood grimly regarding them both.


  “Need I warn you,” he said slowly, “that such talk as yours is treasonable? This time you have been warned. Next time you know what the answer will be. Return to your lodge houses—instantly!”


  “Why should we?” Eward demanded, jumping to his feet. “It’s time there was a change—a revolt! We’re forever taking orders, or else being spied on by rotten little pickups hidden in the trees of these damned parks and relayed to your headquarters—I’ll see you in hell before I’ll obey!” he finished with roar, and simultaneously he lashed out with a powerful fist.


  But the blow never landed. Lyra screamed a hoarse warning. Eward was aware of something smiting across his head with unbearable pressure. His knees gave way beneath him as he fell into darkness.


  EWARD returned to his senses slowly, aware of the sweet smelling fluids of the great workers’ hospital. He opened his eyes to dazzle-proof lights, found himself gazing into a face of considerable age—a mass of lines and seams from an apparent lifetime of concentration. The eyes were those of an earthman, kindly and thoughtful. Very dark, they seemed, unless it was contrast of the white face and hair.


  “All right,” the man murmured, putting an instrument back into his smock. “You’re O.K. now . . . I’m Elman Dalmer. the head surgeon,” he added briefly. “You got a pretty nasty knock from that paralyser beam . . . Guess you shouldn’t have resisted. As it is, I’m afraid I’ve only revived you so you can be sent to your death . . .”


  He turned away gravely, and as his figure moved Eward found himself looking at the dejected figure of Lyra in the grip of the guard. The man came forward with a cold, bitter smile, his deadly gun leveled.


  “You were warned,” he stated callously. “Now the Council must decide the issue. Come! And try no tricks this time!”


  Eward got up slowly from the long table, mastered his dizziness and walked forward. He looked at the girl, but she averted her face—not so quickly that he didn’t see the tears in her eyes, however.


  Under enforced silence they marched steadily through the endless galleries between the stifling, pounding machine rooms—into elevators, along more passages, into an area of gathering opulence, and so at last to the places where the two had never been, the administrative sections of the giant city.


  Finally, they were thrust into an immense office with black lined walls, its only furniture a mammoth control desk with three granite faced men in dead black, direct descendants of the original Venusian conquerors, seated before it. Two were busy writing, did not even look up. The centermost raised a pallid, implacable visage, spoke in a voice that reminded Eward of a twanging steel wire.


  “Well?”


  “Disobedience, sir, following deliberate statements tending to insult the Presence and his Council.”


  “Both?” The eyes were like those of a snake.


  “Man, sir—Eward Hilto. Woman, Lyra Garfane, agreed, but tried to stop man’s remarks. I thought it unnecessary to report direct to the Presence, so I brought them to you.”


  The thin lips smiled cruelly. “Naturally the Presence cannot be disturbed with such trifles. All right—you know the rules. Space death for the man, week in solitary for the woman. That’s all.”


  “You can’t do it!” Eward burst out passionately, dumbfounded at the inhuman nature of the sentences. “You just can’t! We’ve got to have a fair trial! I demand to see the Presence—”


  “Take them out!” The man turned back to his papers.


  THE guard was far too strong to over-power. He whirled the pair outside as though they were children, pressed a button in the wall and waited a moment. When two more guards finally came up he thrust the struggling, kicking girl into their waiting hands.


  “Eward!” she screamed frantically. “Eward! Oh, my God—Not space death! Anything but that . . .” Her voice faded down the passage as she was marched away in the direction of the prison cells. Eward stood staring bleakly after her, then his dazed eyes turned back to the leveled gun of the guard.


  “Move!” came the cold command.


  He turned very slowly, his fists clenched, jaws taut. Thoughts were tumbling through his mind—thoughts of horror that he could not properly marshall. A week in solitary darkness for Lyra; death for himself!


  To be fired from that heinous space gun, without protection, without anything—a human projectile into space to meet instant destruction.


  “No!” he screamed suddenly. “It’s beyond all reason! No!”


  “Keep going!” the guard snapped, and shoved and bounced him along brutally until at last he found himself in the projection room facing that devilish contrivance that had come to be looked upon as the guillotine of 2314, though not half so swift in its effects.


  He struggled with the ferocity of a madman as he was bound with manacles to the firing mechanism. He screamed threats, insults and abuse, all without avail . . . Then he subsided into muted horror as he saw the vent at the end of the machine’s long chute open wide—wide to the starry black of the night sky.


  “Treason is its own reward,” the guard said stonily. Then he drew himself up and raised an arm aloft, muttered mechanically, “The Presence is just! All honor to the Presence!”


  His hand dropped, slammed home a massive pole switch. Broodingly he watched Eward’s helpless body hurtle like a thunderbolt up the chute, impelled by irresistible forces, until he vanished at the end, a living being hurled into infinity.


  LYRA GARFANE knew better than to ask for reprieve. The officials of the city, and the Presence least of all, never granted mercy, never recanted. So she took the only other course, submitted to her sentence without a word and for a week lay in her pitch dark cell thinking and grieving by turns, only stirring to eat the food brought to her at regular intervals.


  As she lay on her hard bed, accompanied by the eternal muffled thunder of the city, strange thoughts chased through her mind—thoughts that somehow she could not relegate to any voluntary desire. She was acutely conscious of the death of Eward. She saw him pass into space with, a vividness that made her wince. All around her she felt space’s awful darkness, its crushing cold, saw the friendless, blazing stars, the icy moon.


  Time and again her efforts at sleep were disturbed by this vision; until after a day or two it was replaced by another one. She saw the earth with its teeming cities and busy seas, saw New York in particular, pyramidical in design—pyramids of windows and in each window shone a light. Beacon towers, mammoth aircraft, endless people, ceaseless industry. And over it all brooded the one on whom no worker had ever gazed . . . The Presence. She could not see him distinctly.


  Indeed she wondered why she should see these things at all, when never in her life had she had the opportunity to see anything beyond this drab quarter of the workers. Yet somehow, deep within her, she knew that what she saw was absolutely correct.


  Only when she was finally released from solitary into the blinding light of day did the visions become dim, and finally cease altogether. She returned to her work as a machine minder, crushed and beaten in spirit, mourning the death of Eward. He had become known among his loyal friends as the man who had dared too much.


  A dulled mind is little use for concentrating on a complex machine. Lyra found that out. It was two weeks after her return from solitary; her thoughts had wandered to the dead Eward—then suddenly a fearful wrenching pain at her hands brought her back to agonized life.


  She screamed wildly, tore frantically at fingers already in the grip of whirling cogs. Fingers, hands, sleeves, crushing bone . . . The workroom spun in a mist of anguish before her eyes . . .


  She came out of the darkness again with an aching head and immovable arms. Little by little she recognized the white cot of the hospital, the clean fresh smell that always hung about the place. Before her was the face Eward had seen when he had recovered—Elman Dalmer, the chief surgeon.


  “All right,” he murmured, patting her shoulder gently. “You’ll be O.K. now. Crushed hands and broken arms . . .” He smiled. “Soon put you right with our modern surgery, my dear. You should have been more careful.”


  Lyra licked her dry lips. “I—I was thinking . . .”


  “Of Eward Hilto?”


  She nodded slowly, closed her eyes to compress bitter tears. The master surgeon patted her copper hair gently.


  “Poor child,” he murmured; then more cheerfully, “But don’t worry. I’m the master of this department, and my orders are inviolate. I have decided that you need extra special care—and you know what that means . . .”


  The girl opened her eyes again. “That—that I become a patient in your private sanitarium?” she breathed.


  “More than that. Until I see fit to release you you will become my ward. Nobody save me knows the extent of your injuries, even their nature.’ I have hinted at non-existent internal complications needing months to heal . . .” Dalmer stopped, his rugged old face smiling a little. “I know the circumstances of Eward Hilto’s death,” he said softly. “I realise the ruthless treatment that was meted out to him and you. I am still an Earthman, and my heart goes out to you, my dear. So young, so much you could do. .


  He broke off, shrugged. “It’s settled then. You shall become my ward. Later, maybe, I’ll use my influence to get you out of that infernal workers’ department . . . Now sleep.”


  Lyra could only smile her thanks. Movement was impossible and words were inadequate. With eyes that were still moist she watched Dalmer get to his feet from beside her and resume his normal work . . .


  DALMER was as good as his word, and of course his authority was completely unquestioned. In two weeks, her hands and arms healed, Lyra left the hospital—but she did not return to work. Under special orders a private car took her to Dalmer’s luxurious home in the influential quarters of the city and there she was handed over to a matron.


  But even so the girl could not fully understand it all. It was too unbelievable, too good to be true that Dalmer, for all his well known humanitarian aims, should make such terrific efforts to single her out for comfort and happiness. Her own rooms, good food, every want attended to . . . Incredible!


  She spent that first day in an atmosphere approaching what she imagined Heaven must be like—then when night had settled over the vast city there came a knock on her door and Dalmer himself entered, smiling, dressed in ordinary civilian clothes.


  “Everything all right?” he asked, in his quiet, grave voice, pulling up a chair.


  Lyra smoothed her silken gown in mute confirmation.


  Her eyes searched his f-ace—that very old face with its infinite wisdom, so compassionate and different from those who were in command.


  “Nothing could disturb me if it were not for a memory,” she said slowly, staring at the city. “The memory of Eward, hurled into space. Ruthlessly, horribly killed . . .”


  Dalmer said nothing, but his eyes watched her steadily. She swung round to him abruptly.


  “Why do you do these things for me?” she demanded. “Oh, don’t think I’m not grateful; I am indeed—but I do wonder. Girls have lost their loved ones in the workers’ quarters before now, have suffered worse things than me, yet you singled me out in this particular instance. I—I don’t understand. Really, I don’t.”


  “I hardly expected you would,” the surgeon shrugged, “but you may be perfectly sure I did not pick you out of all those unhappy souls for purely sentimental reasons. I had a very definite reason—and part of it I intend to make clear tonight.” He got to his feet suddenly. “Put on a wrap and come with me. I’ve something special to show you.”


  LYRA looked her surprise for a moment or two, then she obeyed and preceded the surgeon out of the cosy room. He walked by her side down the spacious corridor, led the way down the broad staircase with its chromium cased lights, and so at last to a panel that slid aside in the wall. Together they stepped into a brightly lighted but rather cold laboratory.


  “Surprised?” Dalmer smiled, as the girl gazed round in astonishment.


  “Well—yes,” she admitted. “I don’t understand how—”


  “My private workshop.” Dalmer surveyed the machinery. “The work of a lifetime, known only to a trusted few, myself, and now you. Unless—” He paused, pondering.


  “Unless what?”


  “Unless those infernal Venusian scientists have been clever enough to track me down with their instruments. They know so much . . .” and the girl saw the surgeon’s lean, powerful hands clench remorselessly. Then he turned back to her and smiled a little. “So, my dear, you are privileged,” he murmured. “Nor have I the slightest hesitation at placing my trust in you. Now come here . . .”


  He led the way to a maze of machinery. From her own experience, the girl recognized electrical apparatus of remarkable design, in the midst of which, held at the approximate center of four massive bar magnets, was a screen of ground glass.


  The surgeon pushed a chair forward, the girl sat down to watch him finger an array of switches. By degrees the screen came to life, finally gave a perfect image of the blackness of space, smudged with a gray speck. Instantly the speck leapt nearer under the force of more controls.


  “X-ray telescope,” Dalmer said briefly.


  The girl hardly heard him. Her whole being was concentrated on that gray speck; her heart was slamming against her ribs with the twin emotions of wonder and joy . . . For that speck was a man! A man of stone gray, even crystallized, his. very clothes merging with his flesh. He was motionless, lying on his back in the depths of space apparently in an orbit between earth and moon. His arms were straight at his sides, his eyes closed . . . An incredible phantom of a man, but none the less—Eward Hilto!


  “Eward!” Lyra whispered, between half parted lips. “Eward—! But—but it can’t be!” she gasped, staring at Dalmer as he brooded over the vision. “Space would destroy him! He would burst apart—”


  “Not so, my dear. No breath in his body and no pressure outside. His body remains intact. So does his brain,” the surgeon went on tensely. “Every part of him is intact! Out there in space is Eward Hilto, the man who wanted to avenge this Godless Age, and if the fates pennit, he shall! The time has come!”


  “But how is he—? Why does he—?” Lyra stopped, torn between conflicting emotions of fear, bewilderment, and hope. She did not know what to say: so much was unexplained. Definitely, Eward ought to be dead—torn asunder, and yet . . .


  She watched Dalmer again as he snapped another powerful electrical machine into action. The tensity of electrical forces gathered in the laboratory. Lyra felt her limbs tingling. Fascinated, she watched the play of nameless forces between electrodes, the savage lavender glowing of a mighty bar projector reaching to the roof.


  “Stimulus,” Dalmer whispered, sweeping back the white hair from his face. “Stimulus! Life current—energy to bring the spark of life into that floating body, to give power to that superhuman brain—”


  “Superhuman!” Lyra echoed.


  “In time you’ll see why,” the scientist breathed. “Watch as this power hurtles over the gulf of space to him and—There!” he finished dramatically, and pointed.


  The girl jumped up from her chair, hands to her lips in amazement, eyes wide. The figure of Eward Hilto had stirred. About his gray head there hung the remotest suggestion of a lavender beam . . .


  “Dalmer!” she screamed, swinging round. “What does it mean? You’ve got to tell me what—”


  THEN she broke off and turned in alarm at a sudden ripping, tearing noise. Instantly Dalmer slammed off the switches of his apparatus and swung round to face a cordon of uniformed men as they marched into the laboratory, taking care to avoid the hot edges of the secret door their flame guns had sliced open.


  “So!” the foremost guard said smoothly, leveling his gun—and Lyra recognized him as the one who had arrested her and Eward. “We finally found you out, Dalmer! For months we’ve been taping you. Even the Presence himself has been at work with the Twelve Brain Computer, and now . . .” He shrugged. “You’d do well to explain your secrets . . .”


  “I’ll explain nothing!” Dalmer’s rugged face set obstinately.


  “This girl,” the guard went on, his cruel eyes turning to her. “She is with you, is she? She was the one who also plotted treason with Eward Hilto. I remember her now. So all three of you were in on it, eh? Very, very interesting. If you won’t talk, Dalmer, she undoubtedly will. We have methods, remember—”


  “Don’t tell them anything, Doctor!” Lyra cried hoarsely, as her arms were firmly seized. “Don’t give anything away, please! I can stand all they can do to me.”


  “That,” said the guard, “remains to be seen. Now march—both of you. We’ll see how much flesh and blood can stand, girl.”


  REALISING only too well the futility of resistance the two submitted to being forced from the great house—all of it under guard, they noticed, as they passed through it—and afterwards being led through interminable routes to the city’s great prison regions.


  Lyra at last looked up, upon an array of glittering instruments, tremendously improved versions of old torture instruments brought into being by the mysterious Presence and his hellish minions.


  “In God’s name, you can’t do this!” Dalmer panted, as the girl was forced, kicking and struggling, to a device resembling a new style of the Iron Maiden. “I’ll speak—”


  “No!” Lyra screamed. “No—not yet! They can’t use me as a means to—”


  “A fool’s courage,” the guard murmured, as the clamps closed round the girl. “Don’t you realise, woman, that that instrument will break your limbs one by one? Don’t you realise the delicacy of its adjustment, its brilliant system of extracting the last ounce of suffering from a victim before bringing death? You would dare that?”


  Lyra hung her head, made a futile effort to move. Two of the guards moved to the controls.


  “First, your suffering to wring confession from Dalmer,” the leader murmured softly. “Then, audience with the Council . . .” He raised his hand to give the signal for the torture to commence—but he never got that far. He stood with his hand half raised, lips parted, staring fixedly at something gray and indeterminate moving out of the shadows. How it had gotten there he could not imagine, neither could the rest of the men as they stood gazing. Only Dalmer gave a faint smile.


  “What the hell is it?” demanded one.


  The Thing became clearer—the figure of a man of stone gray, as though he were covered in chain mail. His eyes stared with wide, openly baleful hypnotism. The tight shut mouth was a carven line. Certainly he did not speak, but his thoughts battered into the brains of captors and captives alike.


  “I come—to avenge!”


  With that his two hands rose, the fingers pointing at the Iron Maiden. What happened nobody could properly tell, but the bolts and bars of the terrible instrument flew apart like dust and sent the fainting girl reeling to the floor.


  “To such as you—This!” came the thought, utterly implacable.


  The guards swung round to run, but they didn’t even take two steps. The hands went up again: from them there sprang visible streamers of electric energy, lashing forces which brought the guards to their knees. Their writhing bodies were stabbed through and through, hurled them into instant death.


  Then the vision was gone—as though it had never been. Slowly Dalmer moved forward, lifted the slowly recovering girl in his arms.


  “It’s—it’s all right,” he whispered gently. “Quite all right, my dear . . . That was Eward. He’s come . . . I knew he’d come. We’re safe—all the earth is safe. The day of reckoning has arrived. Courage, Lyra; all this was planned—by me. Now let’s try and get back to my laboratory.”


  THE slaying of the guards in the dungeons was unquestionably the foundation stone in a reign of terror for the Venusian masters of the world.


  At first they refused to credit the rumors of a gray avenger in the form of the dead Eward Hilto who smote down without question—then as strange things began to happen, as their most careful plans were ruined, they had to believe.


  Their ships of war were mysteriously destroyed overnight. Five thousand of them were permeated with some mysterious energy which had so altered their molecular structure as to cause them to fall steadily to pieces.


  Two nights afterwards every armament dump in the city was rendered useless. Again, enigmatic radiations had been at work, this time to render explosive gases incapable of instant release. Instead they dissipated slowly of their own accord, without harm to the workers.


  Nor were these mysterious assaults confined entirely to New York. From every city came the same cry of baffling attacks on the Venusians. Finally, the Presence himself went to work, got busy with the Twelve Brain Computer to make a perfect plan of counter-attack. His plan failed utterly. Desperate with fury he ordered the instant projection of one thousand suspected Earthling traitors . . . The projector broke down, utterly jammed.


  Then a new tale reached the Presence. In all there were five underlings in his rule of the world, scattered about different countries in giant controlling offices—and Granjik, first of the Five, had seen the Gray Avenger! Five minutes afterwards he was found—stone dead.


  One by one the controllers died—horribly. The Presence felt—saw—his rule crumbling. His minions had already panicked. Earthlings were revolting in their millions and gaining the upper hand, realising the Gray Avenger was their friend.


  The Presence made a last desperate effort to avert the end. He locked himself behind his invulnerable walls and figured out details of a scheme to trap this illusive mystery man who struck without mercy . . . But through all the walls, through all the thousands of traps, the Gray Avenger appeared untouched. For the first time the Gray Avenger and the enshrined Presence of the world met . . .


  Only the Gray Avenger was seen thereafter. In the controlling chair of the Presence was a mass of ashes fanned by the roof ventilator . . .


  And with the passing of the Presence hell broke loose over the world as the Earthlings made their final drive, aided as ever by the being who seemed to have the forces of the very cosmos at his finger-ends . . . Even when victory was assured and man had resumed his rightful heritage, the Gray Avenger did not depart.


  He appeared again in a secret laboratory owned by Dr. Dalmer. Transfixed, still dazed by the events of the weeks, Lyra stood gazing at the gray, terrible being who had been the man she had loved. But Dalmer merely looked thoughtful, moved a switch on the board behind him.


  For a moment the ghost of an expression crept over the gray, inexorable face—then Eward suddenly relaxed and crashed full length to the floor.


  “Wait!” Dalmer snapped, as the girl moved forward. “Leave him. My apparatus will lift him. He has the cold of space about him and to you or me that would mean death. Wait a moment . . .” Lyra nodded and stood aside as a cradle device lifted Eward onto the table. Dalmer went to work with thermostatic devices, and then started in on an operation in which the girl found herself forced to be an assistant. She saw scales removed and flesh grafted in place of them, saw the skull trepanned and brain surgery at its best. It seemed an endless procedure. . . . But at last it was done.


  Yet even then weeks had to elapse for results, weeks which crept into months whilst Earthlings reformed their laws and fought their way back to normalcy.


  Then one day the eyes of Eward Hilto opened, looked around him. From then on he recovered rapidly, at last was able to hear the reason for the strange memories which plagued him, and the girl too heard the explanation of countless things that puzzled her . . .


  “IN the first place, Eward,” Dalmer said, seated in an armchair in the corner of the bedroom, “when I operated on you for that blow over the head with the paralyser beam, I trepanned a portion of your skull as well and fixed inside a metal connection between the normal and subconscious areas of your brain. That, by medical law, gave you a complete brain. Normally we use a fifth of our brains, of course, the rest probably being there for evolutive reasons later . . . Also, I did something else.


  “I infused into your blood stream a drug which I knew would so harden your body and heart that neither could be destroyed in your terrific rush out into space. Naturally, I knew when I worked that you would receive the death penalty. Clear so far?”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” Eward nodded, frowning. “What then?”


  “I took a gamble with the cosmos,” Dalmer said slowly. “I knew that with my drug your body and brain would be intact, though you yourself would be dead. I knew too that if your brain could be brought back to life it would be capable of terrific powers, as also would your body.


  “I knew too that if the cosmos is what science claims it to be—that is, the very structure of infinite thought and power itself—you would unquestionably, once revived, come under the influence of that thought-sea all around you. I relied on the original theory of Jeans that the ether is mind, an observation proven by our later scientists . . .


  “After you had finally reached a position where the gravities of moon and earth held you in a neutral field, I sent across space a radiation corresponding to the one which begot life on this earth in the first instance. My judgment was right, for it infused life back into your still undamaged body. Shock alone had been the cause of your first death. Life returned. Little by little your body built itself up to stand spatial conditions, even as a man can stand increasingly powerful electric charges by slow acclimatization. It was the law of adaptability, of course. You became a man of space.


  “But with that return came knowledge, and the rememberance of your fate. And to your knowledge was added the even greater knowledge of the cosmos itself. Infinite knowledge of dimensions, powers, radiations—things denied to ordinary mortals. Further, your body was a medium for these forces and radiations, as a bulb is the medium for electric light. You could allow terrific powers to pass through you without harm because with a mind like yours you had mastered them, not they you! You see? Almost in a literal sense, you ‘held the wind in your fist’.


  “The Twelve Brain. Computer made things easier for you. It made the plans of the Presence twelve times clearer to you. With your power to pass through solids and in any dimension you accomplished the destruction of those beings you so bitterly hated, saved the girl you loved—Lyra, and the man who had protected her—myself. Again because of your love for Lyra you returned to this laboratory when your work was done. I closed a switch powerful enough to send a current forth to heterodyne your powers for a moment. In that brief period I hastily trepanned and broke your brain connection. The rest was simply a matter of restoration to normal by synthetic grafting and so forth . . .”


  “Then,” said Lyra slowly, “the thoughts I kept getting whilst in solitary were from Eward?”


  “Of course. His mind was not dead. Mind cannot die.”


  EWARD pondered through an interval. “Slowly the memory of it is fading,” he muttered. “For a while I was a God, impelled by only one purpose—vengeance. But now—You said you planned it all?”


  “For twenty years and more,” Dalmer admitted quietly. “I couldn’t go into space myself because somebody was needed to control the instruments, and only I had the knowledge. I waited for the right man to come. I knew where he was. I knew that if Providence was with me he would finally reach me. At last he came—An accident with a paralyser beam, and you!”


  “And—and you also sought out Lyra and protected her,” Eward breathed. “Why? Why us particularly?”


  Dalmer smiled slowly. “Because, Eward, you are my son!”


  Both Eward and the girl stared in dumbfounded amazement.


  “So strange?” Dalmer chuckled; then shook his-head. “No! I was exiled to Callisto, but I escaped, came back. I fought my way with medical knowledge to the place of head surgeon, always with my plans of revenge on the way. I knew where my son was; I knew of his aims. I knew where his loved one was too. I resolved my son should some day be the Gray Avenger. What more could a parent do than watch over his daughter to be whilst his son was destroying a Godless persecution?”


  Dalmer said no more. He could not. Regardless of instructions Eward leapt out of bed and tore across to the armchair. Not a second later the girl was on top of him. Together they smothered the helpless scientist under the enthusiasm of their affection.


  RING AROUND THE SUN


  Isaac Asimov


  Jimmy and Roy had murder in their hearts. Tricked into making a dangerous trip to Venus, all they could think of was how nice it will be to tear old Sourpuss into little pieces—as they froze in a space-ship close to the Sun!


  JIMMY TURNER was humming merrily, if a bit raucously, when he entered the reception room.


  “Is Old Sourpuss in?” he asked, accompanying the question with a wink at which the pretty secretary blushed gratefully.


  “He is; and waiting for you.” She motioned him towards the door on which was written in fat, black letters, “Frank McCutcheon, General Manager, United Space Mail.”


  Jim entered. “Hello, Skipper, what now?”


  “Oh, it’s you, is it?” McCutcheon looked up from his desk, champing a foul-smelling stogie. “Sit down.”


  McCutcheon stared at him from under bushy gray eyebrows. “Old Sourpuss,” as he was euphoniously known to all members of United Space Mail, had never been known to laugh within the memory of the oldest inmate, though rumor did have it that when a child he had smiled at the sight of his father falling out of an apple-tree. Right now his expression made the rumor appear exaggerated.


  “Now listen, Turner,” he barked, “United Space Mail is inaugurating a new service and you’re elected to blaze the trail.” Disregarding Jimmy’s grimace, he continued, “From now on the Venerian mail is on an all-year-round basis.”


  “What I I’ve always thought that it was ruinous from a financial standpoint to deliver the Venerian mail except when it was this side of the Sun.”


  “Sure,” admitted McCutcheon, “if we follow the ordinary routes. But we might cut straight across the system if we could only get near enough to the sun. That’s where you come in! They’ve put out a new ship equipped to approach within twenty million miles of the sun and which will be able to remain at that distance indefinitely.” Jimmy interrupted nervously, “Wait a while, S—Mr. McCutcheon, I don’t quite follow. What kind of a ship is this?”


  “How do you expect me to know? I’m no fugitive from a laboratory. From what they tell me, it emits some kind of a field that bends the radiations of the sun around the ship. Get it? It’s all deflected. No heat reaches you. You can stay there forever and be cooler than in New York.”


  “Oh, is that so?” Jimmy was skeptical. “Has it been tested, or is that a little detail that has been left for me?”


  “It’s been tested, of course, but not under actual solar conditions.”


  “Then it’s out. I’ve done plenty for United, but this is the limit. I’m not crazy, yet.”


  McCutcheon stiffened. “Must I recall the oath you took upon entering the service, Turner. ‘Our flight through space—’ ”


  “ ‘must ne’er be stopped by anything save death,’ ” finished Jimmy. “I know that as well as you do and I also notice that it’s very easy to quote that from a comfortable armchair. If you’re that idealistic, you can do it yourself. It’s still out, as far as I’m concerned. And if you want, you can kick me out. I can get other jobs just like that,” he snapped his fingers airily.


  McCutcheon’s voice dropped to a silky whisper. “Now, now, Turner, don’t be hasty. You haven’t heard all I have to say yet. Roy Snead is to be your mate.”


  “Huh! Snead! Why, that four-flusher wouldn’t have the guts to take a job like this in a million years. Tell me some other fairy tale.”


  “Well, as a matter of fact, he has already accepted. I thought you might accompany him, but I guess he was right. He insisted you’d back down. I thought at first you wouldn’t.”


  McCutcheon waved him away and bent his eyes unconcernedly on the report he had been scrutinizing at the time of Jimmy’s entrance. Jimmy wheeled, hesitated, then returned.


  “Wait a while, Mr. McCutcheon; do you mean to say that Roy is actually going?” McCutcheon nodded, still apparently absorbed in other matters, and Jimmy exploded, “Why, that low-down, spindle-shanked, dish-faced mug! So he thinks I’m too yellow to go! Well, I’ll show him. I’ll take the job and I’ll put up ten dollars to a Venerian nickel that he gets sick at the last minute.”


  “Good!” McCutcheon rose and shook hands, “I thought you’d see reason. Major Wade has all the details. I think you leave in about six weeks and as I’m leaving for Venus tomorrow, you’ll probably meet me there.”


  Jimmy left, still boiling, and McCutcheon buzzed for the secretary. “Oh, Miss Wilson, get Roy Snead on the’visor.”


  A few minutes’ pause and then the red signal-light shone. The’visor was clicked on and the dark-haired, dapper Snead appeared on the visiplate.


  “Hello, Snead,” McCutcheon growled. “You lose that bet, Turner accepted that job. I thought he’d laugh himself sick when I told him you said he wouldn’t go. Send over the twenty dollars, please.”


  “Wait a while, Mr. McCutcheon,” Snead’s face was dark with fury, “what’s the idea of telling that punch-drunk imbecile I’m not going? You must have, you double-crosser. I’ll be there all right, but you can put up another twenty and I’ll bet he changes his mind, yet. But I’ll be there.” Roy Snead was still spluttering when McCutcheon clicked off.


  The General Manager leaned back, threw away his mangled cigar, and lit a fresh one. His face remained sour, but there was a definite note of satisfaction in his tone when he said, “Ha! I thought that would get them.”


  IT WAS a tired and sweaty pair that blasted the good ship Helios across Mercury’s orbit. In spite of the perfunctory friendship enforced upon them by the weeks alone in space, Jimmy Turner and Roy Snead were scarcely on speaking terms. Add to this hidden hostility, the heat of the bloated sun and the torturing uncertainty of the final outcome of the trip and you have a miserable pair indeed.


  Jimmy peered tiredly at the maze of dials confronting him, and, brushing a damp lock of hair from his eyes, grunted, “What’s the thermometer reading now, Roy?”


  “One hundred twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit and still climbing,” was the growled response.


  Jimmy cursed fluently, “The cooling system is on at maximum, the ship’s hull reflects 95% of the solar radiation, and it’s still in the hundred twenties.” He paused. “The gravometer indicates that we’re still some thirty-five million miles from the Sun. Fifteen million miles to go before the Deflection Field becomes effective. The temperature will probably scale 150 yet. That’s a sweet prospect! Check the dessicators. If the air isn’t kept absolutely dry, we’re not going to last long.”


  Within Mercury’s orbit, think of it!” Snead’s voice was husky. “No one has ever been this close to the sun before. And we’re going closer yet.”


  “There have been many this close and closer,” reminded Jimmy, “but they were out of control and landed in the sun. Friedlander, Debuc, Anton—” His voice trailed into a brooding silence.


  Roy stirred uneasily. “How effective is this Deflection Field anyway, Jimmy? Your cheerful thoughts aren’t very soothing, you know.”


  “Well, it’s been tested under the harshest conditions laboratory technicians could devise. I’ve watched them. It’s been bathed in radiation approximating the sun’s at a distance of twenty million. The Field worked like a charm. The light was bent about it so that the ship became invisible. The men inside the ship claimed that everything outside became invisible and that no heat reached them. A funny thing, though, the Field will work only under certain radiation strengths.”


  “Well, I wish it were over one way or the other,” Roy glowered. “If Old Sour-puss is thinking of making this my regular run—, well, he’ll lose his ace pilot.”


  “He’ll lose his two ace pilots,” Jimmy corrected.


  The two lapsed into silence and the Helios blasted on.


  The temperature climbed: 130, 135, 140. Then, three days later, with the mercury quivering at 148, Roy announced that they were approaching the critical belt, the belt where the solar radiation reached sufficient intensity to energize the Field.


  The two waited, minds at feverish concentration, pulses pounding.


  “Will it happen suddenly?”


  “I don’t know. We’ll have to wait.”


  From the portholes, only the stars were visible. The sun, three times the size as seen from Earth, poured its blinding rays upon opaque metal, for on this specially designed ship, portholes closed automatically when struck by powerful radiation.


  And then the stars began disappearing. Slowly, at first, the dimmest faded—then the brighter ones: Polaris, Regulus, Arcturus, Sirius. Space was uniformly black.


  “It’s working,” breathed Jimmy. The words were scarcely out of his mouth, when the sunward portholes clicked open. The sun was gone!


  “Ha! I feel cooler already,” Jimmy Turner was jubilant. “Boy, it worked like a charm. You know, if they could adjust this Deflection Field to all radiation strengths, we would have perfected invisibility. It would make a convenient war weapon.” He lit a cigarette and leaned back luxuriously.


  “But meanwhile we’re flying blind,” Roy insisted.


  Jimmy grinned patronizingly, “You needn’t worry about that, Dishface. I’ve taken care of everything. We’re in an orbit about the sun. In two weeks, we’ll be on the opposite side and then I’ll let the rockets blast and out of this band we go, zooming towards Venus.” He was very self-satisfied indeed.


  “Just leave it to Jimmy ‘Brains’ Turner. I’ll have us through in two months, instead of the regulation six. You’re with United’s ace pilot, now.”


  Roy laughed nastily. “To listen to you, you’d think you did all the work. All you’re doing is to rim the ship on the course I’ve


  plotted. You’re the mechanic; I’m the brains.”


  “Oh, is that so? Any damn pilot-school rookie can plot a course. It takes a man to navigate one.”


  “Well, that’s your opinion. Who’s paid more though, the navigator or the course-plotter?”


  JIMMY gulped on that one and Roy stalked triumphantly out of the pilot room. Unmindful of all this, the Helios blasted on.


  For two days, all was serene; then, on the third day, Jimmy inspected the thermometer, scratched his head and looked worried. Roy entered, watched the proceedings and raised his eyebrows in surprise.


  “Is anything wrong?” He bent over and read the height of the thin, red column. “Just 100 degrees. That’s nothing to look like a sick goat over. From your expression, I thought something had gone wrong with the Deflection Field and that it was rising again,” he turned away with an ostentatious yawn.


  “Oh, shut up, you senseless ape,” Jimmy’s foot lifted in a half-hearted attempt at a kick. “I’d feel a lot better if the temperature were rising. This Deflection Field is working a lot too good for my liking.”


  “Huh! What do you mean?”


  “I’ll explain and if you listen carefully, you may understand me. This ship is built like a a vacuum bottle. It gains heat only with the greatest of difficulty and loses it likewise.” He paused and let his words sink in. “At ordinary temperatures this ship is not supposed to lose more than two degrees a day if no outside sources of heat are supplied. Perhaps at the temperature at which we were, the loss might amount to five degrees a day. Do you get me?”


  Roy’s mouth was open wide and Jimmy continued. “Now this blasted ship has lost fifty degrees in less than three days.”


  “But that’s impossible.”


  “There it is.” Jimmy pointed ironically. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong. It’s that damn Field. It acts as a repulsive agent towards electromagnetic radiations and somehow is hastening the loss of heat of our ship.” Roy sank into thought and did some rapid mental calculations. “If what you say is true,” he said at length, “we’ll hit freezing point in five days and then spend a week in what amounts to winter weather.”


  “That’s right. Even allowing for the decrease in heat-loss as the temperature is lowered, we’ll probably end up with the mercury anywhere between thirty and forty below.”


  Roy gulped unhappily. “And at twenty million miles away from the sun!”


  “That isn’t the worst,” Jimmy pointed out. “This ship, like all others used for travel within the orbit of Mars, has no heating system. With the sun shining like fury and no way to lose heat except by ineffectual radiation, Mars and Venus space-ships have always specialized in cooling systems. We, for instance, have a very efficient refrigeration device.”


  “We’re in a devil of a fix, then. The same applies to our space suits.”


  In spite of the still roasting temperature, the two were beginning to experience a few anticipatory chills.


  “Say, I’m not going to stand this,” Roy burst out. “I vote we get out of here right now and head for Earth. They can’t expect more of us.”


  “Go ahead! You’re the pilot. Can you plot a course at this distance from the sun and guarantee that we won’t fall into the sun?”


  “Hell! I hadn’t thought of that.”


  The two were at their wits’ end. Communication via radio had been impossible ever since they had passed Mercury’s orbit. The sun was at sunspot maximum and static had drowned out all attempts.


  So they settled down to wait.


  The next few days were taken up entirely with thermometer watching, with a few minutes taken out here and there when one of the two happened to think of an unused malediction to hurl at the head of Mr. Frank McCutcheon. Eating and sleeping were indulged in, but not enjoyed.


  And meanwhile, the Helios, entirely unconcerned in the plight of its occupants, blasted on.


  As Roy had predicted, the temperature passed the red line marked “Freezing” towards the end of their seventh day in the Deflection Belt. The two were remarkably unhappy when this happened even though they had expected it.


  Jimmy had drawn off about a hundred gallons of water from the tank. With this he had filled almost every vessel on board.


  “It right,” he pointed out, “save the pipes from bursting when the water freezes. And if they do, as is probable, it is just as well that we supply ourselves with plenty of available water. We have to stay here another week, you know.”


  And on the next day, the eighth, the water froze. There were the buckets, overflowing with ice, standing chill and blue-cold. The two gazed at them forlornly. Jimmy broke one open.


  “Frozen solid,” he said bleakly and wrapped another sheet about himself.


  It was hard to think of anything but the increasing cold now. Roy and Jimmy had requisitioned every sheet and blanket on the ship, after having put on three or four shirts and a like number of pairs of pants.


  They kept in bed for as long as they were able, and when forced to move out, they huddled near the small oil-burner for warmth. Even this doubtful pleasure was soon denied them for, as Jimmy remarked, “the oil supply is extremely limited and we will need the burner to thaw out the water and food.”


  Tempers were short and clashes frequent, but the common misery kept them from actually jumping on each other’s throats. It was on the tenth day, however, that the two, united by a common hatred, suddenly became friends.


  THE temperature was hovering down near the zero point, making up its mind to descend into the minus regions. Jimmy was huddled in a corner thinking of the times back in New York when he had complained of the August heat and wondered how he could have done so. Roy, meanwhile, had manipulated numb fingers long enough to calculate that they would have to endure the coldness for exactly 6354 minutes more.


  He regarded the figures with distaste and read them off to Jimmy. The latter scowled and grunted, “The way I feel, I’m not going to last 54 minutes, let alone 6354.” Then, impatiently, “I wish you could manage to think of some way of getting us out of this.”


  “If we weren’t so near the sun,” suggested Roy, “we might start the rear blasts and hurry us up.”


  “Yes, and if we landed in the sun, we’d be nice and warm. You’re a big help!”


  “Well, you’re the one that calls himself drains’ Turner. You think of something. The way you talk, you’d think all this was my fault.”


  “It certainly is, you donkey in human clothing! My better judgment told me all along not to go on this fool trip. When McCutcheon proposed it, I refused point-blank. I knew better.” Jimmy was very bitter. “So what happened? Like the fool you are, you accept and rush in where sensible mean fear to tread. And then, of course, I naturally had to tag along.


  “Why, do you know what I should have done,” Jimmy’s voice ascended the scale, “I shouldn’t have let you go alone and freeze and then sit down by a roaring fire all by myself and gloated. That is, if I had known what was going to happen.”


  A hurt and surprised look appeared on Roy’s face. “Is that so? So that’s how it is! Well, all I can say is that you certainly have a genius for twisting facts, if for nothing else. The fact of the matter is that you were unutterably stupid enough to accept and I the poor fellow raked in by the force of circumstances.”


  Jimmy’s expression was one of the utmost disdain. “Evidently the cold has driven you batty, though I admit it wouldn’t take much to knock the little sense you possess out of you.”


  “Listen,” Roy answered hotly. “On October 10th, McCutcheon called me up on the’visor and told me you had accepted and laughed at me for a yellow-belly for refusing to go. Do you deny that?”


  “Yes, I do, and unconditionally. On October 10, Sourpuss told me that you had decided to go and had bet him that—” Jimmy’s voice faded away very suddenly and a shocked look spread over his face. “Say—, are you sure McCutcheon told you I had agreed to go?”


  A chill, clammy feeling clutched at Roy’s heart when he caught Jimmy’s drift, a feeling that drowned out the numbness of the cold.


  “Absolutely,” he answered, “I’ll swear to that. That’s why I went.”


  “But he told me you had accepted and that’s why I went.” Jimmy felt very stupid all at once.


  The two fell into a protracted and ominous silence which was broken at length by Roy, who spoke in a voice that quivered with emotion.


  “Jimmy, we’ve been the victims of a contemptible, dirty, lowdown, doublecrossing trick.” His eyes dilated with fury. “We’ve been cheated, robbed—words failed him but he kept on uttering meaningless sounds, indicative mainly of devouring rage.


  Jimmy was cooler, but none the less vindictive, “You’re right, Roy; McCutcheon has done us dirty. He has plumbed the depths of human iniquity. But we’ll get even. When we get through in 6300 odd minutes, we will have a score to settle with Mr. McCutcheon.”


  “What are we going to do?” Roy’s eyes were filled with a blood-thirsty joy.


  “On the spur of the moment, I suggest that we simply tear into him and rend him into tiny, little pieces.”


  “Not gruesome enough. How about boiling him in oil?”


  “That’s reasonable, yes; but it might take too long. Let’s give him a good old-fashioned beating—with brass knuckles.”


  Roy rubbed his hands. “We’ll have lots of time to think up some really adequate measures. The dirty, God-forsaken, yellow-livered leprous—” The rest verged fluently into the unprintable.


  And for four more days, the temperature dove. It was on the fourteenth and last day that the mercury froze, the solid red shaft pointed its congealed finger at forty below.


  On this terrible last day, they had lit the oil-burner, using their entire scanty supply of oil. Shivering and more than half frozen, they crouched close, attempting to extract every last drop of heat.


  Jimmy had found a pair of ear-muffs several days before in some obscure corner, and it now changed hands at the end of every hour. Both sat buried under a small mountain of blankets, chafing chilled hands and feet. With every passing minute, their conversation, concerning McCutcheon almost exclusively, grew more vitriolic.


  “Always quoting that triply-damned slogan of the Space Mail: ‘Our flight through sp—’ ” Jimmy choked with impotent fury.


  “Yes, and always rubbing holes in chairs instead of coming out here and doing something like a man’s work, the rotten so-and-so,” agreed Roy.


  “Well, we’re due to pass out of the deflection zone in two hours. Then three weeks and we’ll be on Venus,” said Jimmy, sneezing.


  “That can’t be too soon for me,” answered Sneed, who had been sniffling for the last two days. “I’m never taking another space trip except maybe the one that takes me back to Earth. After this, I make my living growing bananas in Central America. A fellow can be decently warm out there at least.”


  “We might not get off Venus, after what we’re going to do to McCutcheon.”


  “No, you’re right there. But that’s all right. Venus is even warmer than Central America and that’s all I care about.”


  “We have no legal worries either,” Jimmy sneezed again. “On Venus, life imprisonment’s the limit for first-degree murder. A nice, warm, dry cell for the rest of my life. What could be sweeter?”


  The second hand on the chronometer whirled at its even pace; the minutes ticked off. Roy’s hands hovered lovingly over the lever that would set off the right rear blasts which would drive the Helios out away from the sun and from that terrible Deflection Zone.


  And at last, “Go!” shouted Jimmy eagerly. “Let her blast!”


  With a deep reverberating roar, the rockets fired. The Helios trembled from stem to stern. The pilots felt the acceleration press them back into their seats and were happy. In a matter of minutes, the sun would shine again and they would be warm, feel the blessed heat once more.


  It happened before they were aware of it. There was a momentary flash of light and then a grinding and a click, as the sunward portholes closed.


  “Look,” cried Roy, “the stars! We’re out of it!” He cast an ecstatically happy glance at the thermometer. “Well, old boy, from now on we go up again.” He pulled the blankets about him closer, for the cold still lingered.


  THERE were two men in Frank McCutcheon’s office at the Venus branch of the United Space Mail: McCutcheon himself and the elderly, white-haired Zebulon Smith, inventor of the Deflection Field. Smith was talking.


  “But, Mr. McCutcheon, It is really of great importance that I learn exactly how my Deflection Field worked. Surely they have transmitted all possible information to you.”


  McCutcheon’s face was a study in dourness as he bit the edge off one of his two-for-five cigars and lit it.


  “That, my dear Mr. Smith,” he said, “is exactly what they did not do. Ever since they have receded far enough from the sun to render communication possible, I have been sending requests for information regarding the practicability of the Field. They just refuse to answer. They say it worked and that they’re alive and that they’ll give the details when they reach Venus. That’s all!”


  Zebulon Smith sighed in disappointment. “Isn’t that a bit unusual; insubordination, so to speak? I thought they were required to be complete in their reports and to give any requested details.”


  “So they are. But these are my ace pilots and rather temperamental. We have to extend some leeway. Besides, I tricked them into going on this trip, a very hazardous one, as you know, and so am inclined to be lenient.”


  “Well, then, I suppose I must wait.”


  “Oh, it won’t be for long,” McCutcheon assured him. “They’re due today, and I assure you that as soon as I get in touch with them, I shall send you the full details. After all, they survived for two weeks at a distance of twenty million miles from the sun, so your invention is a success. That should satisfy you.”


  Smith had scarcely left, when McCutcheon’s secretary entered with a puzzled frown on her face.


  “Something is wrong with the two pilots of the Helios, Mr. McCutcheon,” she informed him. “I have just received a bulletin from Major Wade at Pallas City where they landed. They have refused to attend the celebration prepared for them, but instead immediately chartered a rocket to come here, refusing to state the reason. When Major Wade tried to stop them, they became violent, he says.” She laid the communication down on his desk.


  McCutcheon glanced at it perfunctorily. “Hmm! They do seem confoundedly temperamental. Well, send them to me when they come. I’ll snap them out of it.”


  It was perhaps three hours later that the problem of the two misbehaving pilots again forced itself upon his mind, this time by a sudden commotion that had arisen in the reception room. He heard the deep angry tones of two men and then the shrill remonstrances of his secretary. Suddenly the door burst open and Jim Turner and Roy Snead strode in.


  Roy coolly closed the door and planted his back against it.


  “Don’t let anyone disturb me until I’m through,” Jimmy told him.


  “No one’s getting through this door for a while,” Roy answered grimly, “but remember, you promised to leave some for me.”


  McCutcheon said nothing during all this, but when he saw Turner casually draw a pair of brass knuckles from his pocket and put them on with a determined air, he decided that it was time to call a halt to the comedy.


  “Hello, boys,” he said, with a heartiness unusual in him. “Glad to see you again. Take a seat.”


  Jimmy ignored the offer. “Have you anything to say, any last request, before I start operations?” He gritted his teeth with an unpleasant scraping noise.


  “Well, if you put it that way,” said McCutcheon, “I might ask exactly what this is all about—if I’m not being too unreasonable. Perhaps the Deflector was inefficient and you had a hot trip.”


  The only answer to that was a loud snort from Roy and a cold stare on the part of Jimmy.


  “First,” said the latter, “what was the idea of that filthy, disgusting cheat you pulled on us.”


  McCutcheon’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “Do you mean the little white lies I told you in order to get you to go? Why, that was nothing. Common business practice, that’s all. Why, I pull worse things than that every day and people consider it just routine. Besides, what harm did it do you?”


  “Tell him about our ‘pleasant trip, Jimmy,” urged Roy.


  “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” was the response. He turned to McCutcheon and assumed a martyr-like air. “First, on this blasted trip, we fried in a temperature that reached 150 but that was to be expected and we’re not complaining; we were half Mercury’s distance from the sun.


  “But after that, we entered this zone where the light bends around us; incoming radiation sank to zero and we started losing heat and not just a degree a day the way we learned it in pilot school.” He paused to breathe a few novel curses he had just thought of, then continued.


  “In three days, we were down to a hundred and in a week down to freezing. Then for one entire week, seven long days, we drove through our course at sub-freezing temperature. It was so cold the last day that the mercury froze.” Turner’s voice rose till it cracked, and at the door, a fit of self-pity caused Roy to catch his breath with an audible gulp. McCutcheon remained inscrutable.


  JIMMY continued. “There we were without a heating system, in fact, no heat of any kind, not even any warm clothing. We froze, damn it; we had to thaw out our food and melt our water. We were stiff, couldn’t move. It was hell, I tell you, in reverse temperature.” He paused, at a loss for words.


  Roy Snead took up the burden. “We were twenty million miles away from the sun and I had a case of frost-bitten ears. Frost-bitten, I say.” He shook his fist viciously under McCutcheon’s nose. “And it was your fault. You tricked us into it! While we were freezing, we promised ourselves that we’d come back and get you and we’re going to keep that promise.” He turned to Jimmy. “Go ahead, start it, will you? We’ve wasted enough time.”


  “Hold it, boys,” McCutcheon spoke at last. “Let me get this straight. You mean to say that the Deflection Field worked so well that it kept all the radiation away and sucked out what heat there was in the ship in the first place?” Jimmy grunted a curt assent.


  “And you froze for a week because of that?” McCutcheon continued.


  Again the grunt.


  And then a very strange and unusual thing happened. McCutcheon, “Old Sourpuss,” the man without the “risis” muscle, smiled. He actually bared his teeth in a grin. And what’s more, the grin grew wider and wider until finally a rusty, long-unused chuckle was heard louder and louder, until it developed into a full-fledged laugh, and the laugh into a bellow. In one stentorian burst, McCutcheon made up for a lifetime of sour gloom.


  The walls reverberated, the window-panes rattled, and still the Homeric laughter continued. Roy and Jimmy stood open-mouthed, entirely non-plussed. A puzzled bookkeeper thrust his head inside the door in a fit of temerity and remained frozen in his tracks. Others crowded about the door, conversing in awed whispers. McCutcheon had laughed!


  Gradually, the risibilities of the old General Manager subsided. He ended in a fit of choking and finally turned a purple face towards his ace pilots, whose surprise had long since given way to indignation.


  “Boys,” he told them, “that was the best joke I ever heard. You can consider your pay doubled, both of you.” He was still grinning away like clockwork and had developed a beautiful case of hiccoughs.


  The two pilots were left cold at the handsome proposal. “What’s so killingly funny?” Jimmy wanted to know, “I don’t see anything to laugh at myself.”


  McCutcheon’s voice dripped honey, “Now, fellows, before I left I gave each of you several mimeographed sheets containing special instructions. What happened to them?”


  There was sudden embarrassment in the air.


  “I don’t know. I must have mislaid mine,” gulped Roy.


  “I never looked at mine; I forgot about it,” Jimmy was genuinely dismayed.


  “You see,” exclaimed:McCutcheon triumphantly, “It was all the fault of your own stupidity.”


  “How do you figure that out?” Jimmy wanted to know. “Major Wade told us all we had to know about the ship, and besides, I guess there’s nothing you could tell us about running one.”


  “Oh, isn’t there? Wade evidently forgot to inform you of one minor point which you would have found on my instructions. The strength of the Deflection Field was adjustable. It happened to be set at maximum strength when you started, that’s all.” He was beginning to chuckle faintly once more. “Now if you had taken the trouble to read the sheets, you would have known that a simple movement of a small lever,” he made the appropriate gesture with his thumb, “would have weakened the Field any desired amount and allowed as much radiation to leak through as was wanted.”


  And now the chuckle was becoming louder. “And you froze for a week because you didn’t have the brains to pull a lever. And then you ace pilots come here and blame me. What a laugh!” and off he went again while a pair of very sheepish young men glanced askance at each other.


  When McCutcheon came around to normal, Jimmy and Roy were gone.


  Down in an alley adjoining the building, a little ten-year-old boy watched, with open mouth and intense absorption, two young men who were engaged in the strange and rather startling occupation of kicking each other alternately. They were vicious kicks, too!


  WOULD YOU?


  J. Harvey Haggard


  Would you stroll with me, my loved one


  ’Neath the pale Venusian Moon,


  Where its misty orb goes drifting,


  Waning, darling, all too soon?


  Would you gaze into the rainbow


  Where the lunar moonbeams play,


  Could it be you’d softly answer


  “Yes, for all those things I pray?”


  If it’s so, my darling, kick me,


  For I’d surely be a ninny,


  Making love by Venus moonlight—


  When—you see—there isn’t any!


  BEAUTY AND THE BEAST


  Henry Kuttner


  Out of Rain-Swept Venus’ Gift to Sun-Drenched Earth Comes Life and Death!


  JARED Kirth saw the meteor as he lay under the pines, staring up at the stars. He was on the verge of slumber, and the sleeping bag that wrapped his lean body was warm and comfortable.


  Kirth was feeling well satisfied with himself, his stomach bulged with crisp, freshly-caught trout, and there was still a week left of the fortnight’s vacation he had allowed himself. So he lay quietly, watching the night sky, and the meteor shrieked its death agony in that last incandescent plunge through the atmosphere.


  But, before it went out of sight, the luminous body seemed to turn and arc in midair. That was queer enough. And even stranger was the shape of the thing, an elongated ovoid. Vaguely recalling that meteors sometimes contained precious ores, Kirth marked the spot where the flaming thunderbolt fell beyond a high ridge. And the next morning he shouldered his fishing tackle and hiked in that direction.


  So, he found the wrecked spaceship. It lay among the pines, a broken giant, its hull fused in many places by the heat of friction.


  Kirth’s pinched, rather mean mouth tightened as he looked down at the vessel. He was remembering that two months before a man named Jay Arden had left the Earth on the first interplanetary voyage.


  Arden had been lost in space—so the papers had said. But now, apparently, his ship had returned, and Kirth’s gaunt, gray-stubbled face was eager as he hastened down the slope.


  He walked around the ship, slipping on sharp rocks and cursing once or twice before he found the port. But the metal surrounding it had fused and melted, so that entry was impossible at this point. The gray, pitted, rough metal of the craft defied the tentative ax-blows Kirth gave it. Curiosity mounted within him.


  He examined the ship more closely. The sun, rising above the eastern ridge, showed a factor he had previously overlooked. There were windows, circular deadlights, so fused and burned that they were as opaque as the metallic hull. Yet they were unmistakably of glass, or some similar substance.


  It was not ordinary glass. It did not shatter under the ax. But a small chip flew, and Kirth battered away diligently until he had made a small hole. Vapor gushed out of this, foul, stale and mephitic, and Kirth fell back and waited.


  Then he returned to his labors. The glass was easier to shatter now, for some reason, and it was not long before Kirth had chopped away a hole large enough to permit the entry of his lean body. First, however, he took a small flashlight from his belt and held it at arm’s length within the ship.


  There was but one room, and this was a shambles. It was a mass of wreckage. Yet the air had cleared, and there seemed to be no danger. Cautiously Kirth squirmed through the deadlight.


  So this was a spaceship! Kirth recognized the chamber from newspaper pictures he had seen months before.


  In 1942 the ship had been new, shining, and perfect. Now, only a few months later, it was a ruin. The controls were hopelessly wrecked. Metal kits and canisters were scattered about the floor, broken straps on the walls showing whence they had fallen. And on the floor, too, lay the body of Jay Arden.


  KIRTH made a useless examination. The man was dead. His skin was blue and cyanosed, and his neck was obviously broken. Scattered about his corpse were a few cellulose-wrapped parcels that had spilled from a broken canister near by. Through the transparent envelopes Kirth detected small black objects, smaller than peas, which resembled seeds.


  Protruding from one of Arden’s pockets was a notebook. As Kirth drew it forth, a wrapped parcel fell to the floor. Kirth hesitated, put the notebook aside, and opened the package.


  Something fell from it into his palm. The man gasped in sheer wonder.


  It was a jewel. Oval, large as an egg, the gem flamed gloriously in the light of the electric torch. It had no color, and yet seemed to partake of all the hues of the spectrum. It seemed to draw into itself a thousand myriad hues—men would have died for such a jewel. Lovely it was, beyond imagination, and it was—unearthly.


  Finally Kirth tore his gaze from the thing, and opened the notebook. The light was too dim, so he carried it to the broken deadlight. Arden, seemingly, had net kept a diary, and his notes were broken and disconnected. But from the book, several photographs fluttered, and Kirth caught them as they fell.


  The snapshots were blurred and discolored, but certain details showed with fair clarity. One showed a thick bar, with rounded ends, white against blackness. This was a! picture of the planet Venus, taken from outer space, though Kirth did not realize it. He examined the others.


  Ruins. Cyclopean, strange, and alien in contour, half-destroyed shapes of stone were blurred against a dim background. One thing, however, was clear. The spaceship was visible in the picture—and Kirth gasped.


  For the great ship was dwarfed by the gigantic ruins. Taller than the vast Temple of Karnak, monstrously large were the stones that had once been cities and buildings. Vague and murky as the pictures were, Kirth managed to form some conception of the gargantuan size of the structures shown in them. Too, he noticed that the geometry seemed oddly wrong. There were no stairs visible, only inclined planes. And a certain primeval crudeness, a lack of the delicacy noticeable even in the earlier Egyptian artifacts, was significant.


  Most of the other photographs showed similar scenes. One, however, was different. It depicted a field of flowers, such flowers as Kirth had never before seen. Despite the lack of color, it was evident that the blossoms were lovely with a bizarre, unearthly beauty. Kirth turned to the notebook.


  HE learned something from it, though not much. He read: “Venus seems to be a dead planet. The atmosphere is breathable, but only plant life exists. The flowers, somewhat resembling orchids, are everywhere. The ground beneath them is covered with their seeds. I have collected a great many of these . . .


  “Since I found the jewel in one of the ruined structures, I have made another discovery. An intelligent race once lived on Venus—the ruins themselves denote that fact. But any inscriptions they might have left have been long since eroded by the foggy, wet atmosphere and the eternal rains. So I thought, till this morning, when in a subterranean chamber I discovered a bas-relief almost buried in mud.


  “It took me hours to clear away the muck, and even then there was not much to see. But the pictures are more significant than any inscription in the ancient Venusian language could have been. I recognized, quite clearly, the jewel I previously discovered. From what I have been able to make out, there were many of these, artificially created. And they were something more than mere gems.


  “Unbelievable as it seems, they are—to use a familiar parallel—eggs. There is life in them. Under the proper conditions of heat and sunlight—so I interpret the bas-reliefs—they will hatch . . .”


  There were a few other notes in the book, but these were technical in nature and of no interest to Kirth, save for one which mentioned the existence of a diary Arden had kept. He again searched the ship, and this time found the diary. But it was half incinerated by its proximity to the fused port, and utterly illegible.


  Pondering, Kirth examined the various containers. Some were empty; others had dusty cinders in them, and emitted a burnt, unpleasant odor when opened. The spoils of Arden’s voyage were, apparently, only the seeds and the jewel.


  Now, Jared Kirth, though shrewd, was not intelligent in the true sense of the word. Born on a New England farm, he had fought his way up by dint of hard, bitter persistence and a continual insistence upon his own rights. As a result, he owned a few farms and a small village store, and permitted himself one brief vacation a year. On this furlough neither his wife nor his daughter accompanied him. He was fifty, a tall, spare, gray man, with cold eyes and a tight mouth that was generally compressed as though in denial.


  It is scarcely wonderful, therefore, that Kirth began to wonder how he might turn this discovery to serve his own ends. He knew that no reward had been offered for the finding of the spaceship, supposedly lost in the airless void. If there had been treasure of any sort in the vessel, he would have appropriated it, on the principle of “finder’s keepers.” There was nothing, save for the seeds and the gem, and Kirth had these in his pockets as he left the vessel.


  The ship would not be found for some time, since this was wilderness country. Meanwhile, Kirth took with him Arden’s notebook, to be destroyed at a more opportune moment. Though skeptical, he thought more than once of Arden’s comparison of the jewel with an egg, and, for a man who owned several farms, the conclusion was inevitable. If this “egg” could be hatched, despite the unlikeliness of the idea, the result might be interesting. Even more—it might be profitable.


  KIRTH decided to cut short his vacation, and two days later he arrived at his home. He did not stay there, however, but went to one of his farms, taking with him his wife and daughter.


  Heat and sunlight. A topless, electrically warmed incubator was the logical answer. At night, Kirth used a sunlamp on the jewel. Meanwhile he waited.


  Intrinsically the gem might have value. Kirth could, perhaps, have sold it for a large sum to some jeweler. But he thought better of this, and planted some of the Venusian seeds instead.


  And, in the strange jewel, alien life stirred. Heat warmed it—heat that did not now exist on gloomy, rainswept Venus. From the Sun, poured energy, cosmic rays and other rays that for eons had been barred from the stone by the thick cloud-barrier that shrouded Venus. Into the, heart of the gem, stole energy that set certain forces in motion. Life came, and dim realization.


  There, on the straw of a filthy incubator, lay the visitant from another world. Unknown ages ago, it had been created, for a definite purpose. And now—life returned.


  Kirth saw the hatching. At midday he stood beside the incubator, gnawing on a battered pipe, scratching the gray stubble on his jaw. His daughter was beside him, a lean, underfed girl of thirteen, with sallow skin and hair.


  “It ain’t an egg, Pa,” she said in a high, nasal voice. “You don’t really expect that thing to hatch, do you?”


  “Hush,” Kirth grunted. “Don’t keep pestering me. I—hey! Look at that thing! Something’s—”


  Something was indeed happening. On the straw the jewel lay flaming bright. It seemed to suck sunlight into itself thirstily. The dim radiance that had come to surround it of late pulsed and waned—pulsed once more. The glow waxed—


  Waxed brighter! An opaque cloud formed suddenly, hiding the gem. There came a high-pitched tinkling sound, almost above the threshold of hearing. It faded and was gone.


  The gray mist fled. Where the jewel had been was nothing. Nothing, that is, save for a round, grayish hall that squirmed and shuddered weakly . . .


  “That ain’t a chick,” the girl said, her jaw hanging. “Pa—” There was fright in her eyes.


  “Hush!” Kirth said again. He bent down and gingerly prodded the thing. It seemed to writhe open, with an odd motion of uncoiling, and a tiny creature like a lizard lay there, its small mouth open as it sucked in air.


  “I be damned,” Kirth said slowly. “A dirty little lizard!” He felt vaguely sick. The jewel he might have sold at a good price, but this creature—what could be done with it? Who could want it?


  Yet it was strange enough. It was shaped like; a miniature kangaroo, almost, and like no lizard Kirth had ever seen before. Perhaps he might sell it after all.


  “Go git a box,” he said to his daughter, and, when she had obeyed, he picked up the reptile gingerly and deposited it in the impromptu prison.


  AS HE carried it into the house, he glanced at the plot of ground where he had planted some of the seeds. A few yellowish, small spears were sprouting up. Kirth nodded approvingly and scratched his jaw.


  Mrs. Kirth, a plump, slatternly woman, approached. Her face was prematurely old, sagging in fat wrinkles. Her brown eyes had a defeated look, though there was still something of beauty in them.


  “What you got there, Jay?” she asked.


  “Tell you later,” he said. “Git me some milk, Nora. And an eye-dropper or something.”


  This was done. Kirth fed the reptile, which seemed to like the milk and sucked it down greedily. Its small, glittering eyes stared up unwinkingly.


  “Pa,” the girl said. “It’s bigger. Lots bigger.”


  “Couldn’t be,” Kirth said. “Things don’t grow that fast. Git out, now, and leave me be.”


  And, in its prison, the tiny creature that was to become the Beast, drank thirstily of the milk, while in the dim, alien brain, clouded by the mists of centuries, thoughts began to stir. The first faint chords of memory vibrated memory of a previous life, half forgotten . . .


  Kirth’s daughter had been right. The reptile grew, abnormally and alarmingly. At the end of the second day, it was six inches long from blunt muzzle to tapering tail. When the week was over it was more than twice as large. Kirth built a pen for it and was secretly elated.


  “I can sell it, all right,” he exulted. “Some circus’d pay me plenty. But it might git even bigger. I’ll wait a bit.”


  Meanwhile he tended his Venusian plants. They were sprouting most satisfactorily now, arid the beginnings of buds were evident. They were as tall as hollyhocks, but leafless. The thick, rigid stem, pale yellow in hue, was studded with swellings that presently burst into bloom.


  At the end of the second week Kirth’s garden was a riot of color, and he paid a photographer to take snapshots in color. These he sent to several horticultural gardens, which were immediately interested. A reporter hot on the trail, and interviewed Kirth.


  Kirth was wary and spoke of plantgrafting and experiments he had made. A new species of flower, it was, and he had grown them. Yes, he had some seeds, and would sell them . . .


  The wrecked spaceship had not yet been discovered. And in its sty the Beast ate enormously of vegetables, and of swill which Kirth refused the reluctant hogs, and drank anything it could get. A scientist would have known, by the shape of the Beast’s teeth, that it was carnivorous or at least omnivorous, but Kirth did not know, and the reptile did not appear to object to its menu. It grew, remarkably, and its basal metabolism was so high that its scaly body emitted perceptible heat.


  It was as large, now, as a stallion. But it seemed so gentle that Kirth took no warning, though he kept a revolver in his pocket whenever he approached his bizarre charge.


  THE dim memories within the Beast’s brain stirred into life from time to time. But one factor predominated, drowning them and lulling them to slumber. The Beast knew, somehow, that it was necessary for him to grow. Before anything else, he must attain his full growth and maturity. After that—


  The Beast was intelligent, not with the aptitude of a child, but with the mind of a half-drugged adult. And he was not born of Earth. The alien chemistry of his body sent unknown secretions coursing through his veins, and, as he ate and grew, that strange mind worked . . .


  The Beast learned, though as yet he could not take advantage of his knowledge. The Kirths’ conversation was clearly audible to him through the open windows of the farmhouse, and their televisor was very often turned: on. From observing the humans, he grew to recognize their moods, and in turn came to associate, certain word-sounds with those moods.


  He learned that certain grimaces accompanied a special set of emotions. He grew to understand laughter and tears.


  One thing he did not understand—a look that came into the eyes of Mrs. Kirth and her daughter, and sometimes into Kirth’s eyes, as they watched him. It was repugnance and horror, but the Beast did not know that.


  Two months passed slowly. Kirth received many checks in his mail. The new flowers had proved tremendously popular, and florists demanded them avidly. Lovelier than orchids they were, and they did not fade for a long time after being cut.


  Kirth was not shrewd enough to keep control of the plants in his own hands, and the distribution of them got beyond him. Since the flowers would florish in any climate, they were grown from California to New York. Fields of them formed a carpet of beauty over America. The fad spread over the world and in Buenos Aires, London, or Berlin no socialite attended a dansant without a corsage of of the Rainbows, as the blooms came to be called.


  Kirth might have been satisfied with his growing bank account, but he had already got in touch with the owners of several circuses, and told them he had a freak to sell. Kirth was becoming apprehensive. The Beast was uncomfortably huge, and people were noticing that scaled, swaying back as it moved about. Kirth, with some trepidation, led the monster into the barn, though it followed willingly enough. But the quarters were cramped. One blow from the mighty tail would have wrecked the structure, and that was scarcely a pleasant thought.


  Kirth would have been even more disturbed had he realized what was going on in the monster’s brain. The fogs were dissipating as the Beast approached swift maturity. Intelligence and memory were returning. And already, the creature could understand many English words.


  That was natural enough. A child does the same, over a period of years, by a process of association, experiment, and mental retention of word-sounds. The Beast was not a child. He was a highly intelligent being, and for months he had been in close contact with human beings. At times, he found it hard to concentrate, and would devote himself to feeding and sleeping, in a dull, pleasantly languorous stupor. Then, the driving, inexorable force within him would awaken him to life once more.


  It was hard to remember. The metamorphosis he had undergone had altered the psychic patterns of his mind to some degree. But one day he saw, through a crack in the barn, the Venusian flowers, and by a natural process of association thought of long-forgotten things. Then a dull, gray, rainy day occurred . . .


  Rain. Chill, bleak water that splashed on his scaled hide. Thick fogs, through which structures reared. And among those stone buildings moved beings like himself. The Beast remembered . . .


  The hideous, armored head swayed in the dimness of the barn. The saucer eyes stared into vacancy. Tremendous and frightful, the Beast crouched, while its thoughts went far and far into the dusty ages of the past.


  Others. There had been others like itself, the ruling race of the second planet. Something had happened. Death . . . doom. Many had died. All over the rain-swept twilit world the mighty reptiles had perished. Nothing could save; them from the plague that had cornel from outer space.


  The vast hulk shuddered uneasily in the gloom.


  NO escape? Yes, there had been one. Despite the beast form of the creatures, j; they had been intelligent. And they had possessed science of a kind. It was not Earthly science—but it had found an escape.


  Not in their own forms. Nothing could protect the huge reptilian bodies from the plague. But in another form a form in which the basic energy-patterns of their bodies would remain unaltered, though compressed by the creation of atomic stasis.


  Matter is not solid. Bodies are formed of incredibly tiny solar systems, electrons that swing in wide orbits about their protons. Under the influence of cold this sub-microscopic motion is slowed down, and at the point of absolute zero it ceases. But absolute zero means the cessation of all energy, and is impossible.


  Impossible? Not on Venus, ages ago. As an experiment the life-energy had been drained from one of the reptiles. As the electrons drew in toward their protons, there had been a shrinkage . . . and a change. A jewel of frozen life, an entity held in absolute stasis, lay before the Venusian scientists, waiting for the heat and solar rays that would waken it to life once more.


  Space travel, to those bulky and gigantic forms, was impossible. But if, in different guise, they could flee to another, safer world.


  That had been the plan. All the energies of the Venusian survivors were turned toward constructing a spaceship. In this vessel the life-gems were to be stored, and, as soon as possible, automatic robot controls would guide the craft across space, to Earth. Once a safe landing had been effected, other robot apparatus would expose the jewels to sunlight and heat, and the Venusians would live again after their cataleptic voyage across the void. But the plan had not been completed. The plague was too deadly. The spaceship’s unfinished ruins still lay hidden deep in a Venusian swamp, and it had been an Earthman, after all, who had brought one of the strange jewels to his own world.


  All over Venus the gems were hidden. The Beast had seen the night sky, and learned that he was on the third planet. That meant he had been brought here from his own world, and revivified by the energizing rays. He felt gratitude to the Earthmen who had rescued him from eternal life-in-death.


  Perhaps, he was not the only one. Perhaps, others of his race existed here, on Earth. Well, he would communicate with these humans, now that the fogs were clearing from his brain. Strange creatures they were, bipeds, and hideous to the Beast’s alien eyes. But he was grateful to them, nevertheless.


  How could he communicate? The Earthmen were intelligent, that was evident enough. His own language would be incomprehensible to them, and though he could understand English after a fashion, his throat and tongue could not form recognizable words. Well, mathemetics was a universal language, and that could be the beginning. There was something he must tell Earthmen something vitally important. But they were the ruling race on this planet, and it would not be difficult to establish communication with them.


  THE Beast moved clumsily. His body lurched against the wall of the barn and, with a crackling crash, timbers gave way. The big structure sagged down, and as the Beast drew back in dismay he completed the job of ruin. He stood amid the. wreck of something that no longer resembled a barn. Impatiently, he shook it off. Things on this world were delicate indeed. The heavy stone structures of Venus were built to withstand normal shocks.


  The noise had been heard. Kirth came running out of the farmhouse, carrying a shotgun and holding an electric torch. His wife was beside him. They started toward the barn, and then paused, apprehensive.


  “It—it tore it down,” Mrs. Kirth said stupidly. “Do you think it’ll—Jay! Wait!”


  But Kirth went forward, holding the gun ready. In the moonlight the gross bulk of the monster loomed hideously above him.


  And the Beast thought: It is time. Time to establish communication . . .


  A huge foreleg lifted and began to trace a design in the dirt of the farmyard. A circle formed, and another. In time, a map of the Solar System was clear.


  “Look at the way it’s pawing,” Mrs. Kirth said. “Like a bull getting ready to charge. Jay—watch out!”


  “I’m watching,” Kirth said grimly. And he lifted the gun.


  The Beast drew back, without fear, but waiting for the man to see the design. Yet Kirth’s eyes saw only a meaningless maze of concentric circles. He walked slowly forward, his boots obliterating the design.


  “He did not notice it,” the Beast thought. “I must try again. Surely it will be easy to make him understand. In such a highly organized civilization, only a scientist would have been entrusted with my care.” Remembering the gesture of greeting among Earthmen, the Beast lifted a foreleg and slowly extended it. Shaking hands was fantastically impossible, but Kirth would recognize the significance of the motion. Instead, Kirth fired. The bullet ripped along the Beast’s skull, a painful though not dangerous wound. The Beast instantly withdrew its paw.


  The man did not understand. Perhaps, it thought harm had been offered, had read menace in the friendly gesture. The Beast lowered its head in a motion of submission.


  At sight of that frightful mask swooping down, Mrs. Kirth broke through her paralysis of terror. She shrieked in an agony of fear and turned to flee. Kirth, yelling hysterical oaths, pumped bullet after bullet at the reptile.


  The Beast turned clumsily. It was not hurt, but there was danger here. Attempting to escape without damaging the frail structures all around, it managed to step on a pig-sty, ruin a silo, and crush in one wall of the farmhouse.


  But this could not be helped. The Beast retreated and was lost in the night.


  The inhuman brain was puzzled. What had gone wrong now? Earthmen were intelligent, yet they had not understood. Perhaps the fault lay with itself. Full maturity had not been reached; the thought-patterns were still not set in their former matrices. The fogs that shrouded the reptile’s mind were not yet completely dissipated . . .


  Growth! Maturity! That was necessary. Once maturity had been achieved, the Beast could meet Earthmen on equal terms and make them understand. But food was necessary . . .


  The Beast lumbered on through the moonlit gloom. It went like a behemoth through fences and ploughed fields, leaving a swathe of destruction in its wake. At first it tried to keep to roads, but the concrete and asphalt was shattered beneath the vast weight. So it gave up that plan, and headed for the distant mountains.


  A shouting grew behind it. Red light flared. Searchlights began to sweep the sky. But this tumult died as the Beast drove farther and farther into the mountains. For a time, it must avoid men. It must concentrate on—food!


  The Beast liked the taste of flesh, but it also understood the rights of property. Animals were owned by men. Therefore they must not be molested. But plants—cellulose—almost anything was fuel for growth. Even the limbs of trees were digestible.


  So the colossus roamed the wilderness. Deer and cougars it caught and ate, but mostly vegetation. Once, it saw an airplane droning overhead, and after that more planes came, dropping bombs. But after sundown, the Beast managed to escape.


  It grew unimaginably. Some effect of the Sun’s actinic rays, not filtered as on cloud-veiled Venus, made the Beast grow far beyond the size it had been on Venus eons ago. It grew larger than the vastest dinosaur that ever stalked through the swamps of Earth’s dawn, a titanic, nightmare juggernaut out of the Apocalypse. It looked like a walking mountain. And, inevitably, it became clumsier.


  The pull of gravity was a serious handicap. Walking was painful work. Climbing slopes, dragging its huge body, was agony. No more, could the Beast catch deer. They fleetly evaded the ponderous movements.


  Inevitably, such a creature could not escape detection. More planes came, with bombs. The Beast was wounded again, and realized the necessity of communicating with Earthmen without delay. Maturity had been reached.


  There was something of vital importance that Earthmen must know. Life had been given to the Beast by Earthmen, and that was a debt to be repaid.


  The Beast came out of the mountains. It came by night, and traveled swiftly, searching for a city. There, it knew, was the best chance of finding understanding: The giant’s stride shook the earth as it thundered through the dark.


  On and on it went. So swift was its progress that the bombers did not find it till dawn. Then the bombs fell, and more than one found its mark.


  BUT the wounds were superficial. The Beast was a mighty, armored Juggernaut, and such a thing may not be easily slain. It felt pain, however, and moved faster. The men in the sky, riding their air-chariots, did not understand—but somewhere would be men of science. Somewhere . . .


  And so the Beast came to Washington.


  Strangely, it recognized the capitol. Yet it was, perhaps, natural, for the Beast had learned English, and had listened to Kirth’s televisor for months. Descriptions of Washington had been broadcast, and the Beast knew that this was the center of government in America. Here, if anywhere on Earth, there would be men who understood. Here, were the rulers, the wise men. And, despite its wounds, the Beast felt a thrill of exultation as it sped on.


  The planes dived thunderously. The aerial torpedoes screamed down. Crashing they came, ripping flesh from that titanic armored body.


  “It’s stopped!” said a pilot, a thousand feet above the Beast. “I think we’ve killed it! Thank God it didn’t get into the city—”


  The Beast stirred into slow movement. The fires of pain bathed it. The reptilian nerves sent their unmistakable messages to the brain, and the Beast knew it had been wounded unto death. Strangely it felt no hate for the men who had slain it.


  No—they could not be blamed. They had not known. And, after all, humans had taken the Beast from Venus, restored it to life, tended and fed it for months.


  And there was still a debt. There was a message that Earthmen must know. Before the Beast died, it must convey that message, somehow.


  The saucer eyes saw the white dome of the Capitol in the distance. There could be found science, and understanding. But it was so far away!


  The Beast rose. It charged forward. There was no time to consider the fragility of the man-made structures all around. The message was more important.


  The bellow of thunder marked the Beast’s progress. Clouds of ruin rose up from toppling buildings. Marble and granite were not the iron-hard stone of Venus, and a trail of destruction led toward the Capitol. The planes followed in uncertainty. They dared not loose bombs above Washington.


  Near the Capitol was a tall derricklike tower. It had been built for the accommodation of newscasters and photographers, but now it served a different purpose. A machine had been set up there hastily, and men frantically worked connecting power cables. A lens-shaped projector, gleaming in the sunlight, was swinging slowly to focus on the oncoming monster. It resembled a great eye, high above Washington.


  It was a heat ray.


  It was one of the first in existence, and if it could not stop the reptile, nothing could.


  Still the Beast came on. Its vitality was going fast, but there would still be time. Time to convey its message to the men in the Capitol, the men who would understand.


  FROM doomed Washington arose a cry, from ten thousand panic-strained throats. In the streets men and women fought and struggled and fled from the oncoming monster that towered against the sky, colossal and horrible.


  On the tower soldiers worked at the projector, connecting, tightening, barking sharp orders.


  The Beast halted. It paused before the Capitol. From the structure, men were fleeing . . .


  The fogs were creeping up to shroud the reptile brain. The Beast fought against increasing lassitude. The message—the message!


  A mighty forepaw reached out. The Beast had forgotten Earth’s gravity, and the clumsiness of its own gross bulk.


  The massive paw crashed through the Capitol’s dome!


  Simultaneously the heat ray flashed out blindingly. It swept up and bathed the Beast in flaming brilliance.


  For a heartbeat the tableau held, the colossus towering above the nation’s Capitol. Then the Beast fell . . .


  In death, it was terrible beyond imagination. The heat ray crumpled it amid twisted iron girders. The Capitol itself was shattered into utter ruin. For blocks buildings collapsed, and clouds of dust billowed up in a thick, shrouding veil.


  The clouds were blinding, like the mists that darkened the sight and the mind of the Beast. For the reptile was not yet dead. Unable to move, the life ebbing swiftly from it, the Beast yet strove to stretch out one monstrous paw . . .


  Darkly it though: I must give them the message. I must tell them of the plague that destroyed all life on Venus. I must tell them of the virus, borne on the winds, against which there is no protection. Out of space, it came to Venus, spores that grew to flowers. And now, the flowers grow on Earth. In a month, the petals will fall, and from the blossoms the virus will develop. And then, all life on Earth will be destroyed, as it was on Venus, and nothing will exist oh all the planet but bright flowers and the ruins of cities. I must warn them to destroy the blooms now, before they pollinate . . .


  The mists were very thick now. The Beast shuddered convulsively, and lay still. It was dead.


  On a rooftop, a man and a woman watched from the distance. The man said: “God, what a horrible thing! Look at it lying there, like the devil himself.” He shuddered and glanced away.


  The white-faced woman nodded. “It’s hard to believe the world can hold so much horror, and yet can give us anything as beautiful as this . . .”


  Her slim fingers stroked the velvety petals of the blossom that was pinned to her dress. Radiant, lovely, the flower from Venus glowed in the sunlight.


  Already, pollen was forming within its cup.


  FISH MEN OF VENUS


  David Wright O’Brien


  Manny Carter fled from the planet where he was a hunted man, but a shipwreck in space brought him back—to an incredible undersea plot of the fish men


  “DON’T move!” Manny Carter’s heart went cold at the sound of the voice behind him. There was a sudden sickness in the pit of his stomach. Slowly, he turned.


  On the promenade deck of the space liner “Asteroid” there had been nothing but silence and darkness—silence penetrated only by the half-hum of the percussion room deep in the bowels of the ship, and darkness broken only by occasional meteoric splashes of flame coming from the void surrounding the liner.


  Crouching there on the promenade deck Manny Carter had been aware of the silence, and grateful for the darkness surrounding him. He had been waiting for this moment, waiting in his tiny cabin until he was sure that the other passengers had all retired. He’d given them two extra hours of grace—there wasn’t any sense in taking chances—and as he’d moved silently across the aluminum deck planking he’d breathed a silent prayer of supplication. If he could only reach the lifeship hanging from the rail davits—but now . . .


  “Up with your hands, Carter!” Automatically Manny obeyed the command of the short gray-haired man who confronted him.


  His eyes fixed in fascination on the vibrator-pistol pointed unwaveringly at his middle, but he remained silent.


  “I had a hunch,” his captor was saying, “that you’d slip aboard the ’Asteroid.’ And I also had a hunch that you’d try to make a break for it in a space lifeship. It’s all over, Carter. You’re nabbed. I arrest you in—”


  The sentence was left uncompleted, for Manny Carter, watching his chance with a timing born of desperation, crashed down on his captor’s head with a fire extinguisher from the wall. With the slightest of sighs the older man crumpled to the deck, his vibrator-pistol ringing hollowly as it slid from his limp grasp to the aluminum planking.


  For an instant, Manny stood motionless above the unconscious form of his victim. Then, swiftly he stooped to retrieve the vibrator-pistol, stuffed it inside his belt lining, and waited. A second later Carter had the pistol once more in his hand and was facing the companionway entrance on his right. Someone was coming up the companionway to the deck. If he was seen—But it was too late to try to make it in the lifeship, and he had no time to conceal the body of the man at his feet. So Manny Carter ran his tongue along dry lips and pointed the muzzle of his weapon at the entrance.


  His exclamation, as the intruder came through the entrance and onto the deck, was involuntary, horror-stricken.


  “Eileen!”


  The girl, recognizing him, was equally astonished, but there was pleasure in her eyes, in the tone of her voice as she spoke. “Manny! Well if this isn’t something! I didn’t know you were aboard. I thought—” Her voice stopped as though suddenly frozen, and she stood staring at the gray haired man at Carter’s feet, at the vibrator-pistol in the young man’s hand.


  “Manny,” there was sudden terror in her voice now, “Manny, what’s wrong, what’s happened?” Then she gasped in anguished bewilderment as recognition leaped into her eyes—recognition of the gray-haired man sprawled inertly on the deck. “It’s Dad!”


  MANNY CARTER had been standing dazed from the moment of his first involuntary cry. And now, as he watched the bewilderment, the terrified suspicion growing in the gray eyes of the ethereal, auburn-haired girl before him, he found himself paralyzed for speech. He gulped futilely as Eileen Dodge, the girl he loved, dropped to her knees beside the man he’d just smashed to the deck. The little grayhaired man who tried to arrest him—Alson Dodge, her father! What a ghastly trick of fate.


  His voice, when he finally spoke, was husky with the torrent of emotion he felt. “Eileen, he—he’s not hurt badly. I—had to do it, please understand me. I was forced to—it was my only chance.”


  Alson Dodge moaned faintly, moving his head uneasily in his daughter’s arms. Eyes flashing, Eileen turned to Carter. “I didn’t know it was you. He hadn’t told me.” She bit her lip. “He probably wanted to spare me the knowledge that the murderer he was after was you!” Her eyes blazed accusingly but with infinite hurt at Carter. “You—” she repeated in stricken tones, “the murderer my father was trailing! No wonder you didn’t meet us when the liner left Venus. No wonder Dad was unwilling to say anything when I asked him why you hadn’t come to see us off.” Her voice was shaking, almost sobbing. “Manny, Manny how could you have done this to us—to me!”


  Dumbly, Carter tried to speak. The hate and grief that suddenly welled in the girl’s eyes, however, was too much for him. He tore his gaze from hers. How could he explain? What could he say that she would believe?


  She had known her father’s mission—to track down the murderer of Bramm. But Alson Dodge had spared his daughter the knowledge that he suspected her fiancé of the crime. Now—tragically—Eileen Dodge had stepped into a panorama that mere words could never explain away. A scene that would do more to convince her of Manny Carter’s guilt than any indictment in the world!


  Manny Carter started to speak. He was determined that, in spite of the incriminating evidence surrounding him, Eileen Dodge would learn the truth. He didn’t expect her to believe him—but he had to try to make her understand. His brain was framing the words, “Eileen, please understand me, don’t think what you’re thinking without giving me a chance to explain. Don’t—” He was framing the phrase, when hell—deafeningly and blindingly—broke forth in the bowels of the gigantic space liner.


  The alarm bell rang almost simultaneously with the ear-splitting explosion that roared up from the engine room, through the corridors, and out onto the decks of the Asteroid. But Manny Carter didn’t hear the bell. Knocked off balance by the rending explosion, he was thrown heavily into a lurching sprawl. He didn’t hear anything after his head smashed against a bulkhead plate . . .


  LATER, he had no idea how much later, Manny Carter regained consciousness. There were voices around him, excited voices. It wasn’t until he tried to rise that Carter realized he was shackled. Then, through a haze of throbbing pain, he looked dazedly about at his surroundings.


  He was lying on the floor of one of the Asteroid’s lifeships, and standing within his vision were Eileen Dodge, two strangers, Alson Dodge, the uniformed captain of the Asteroid, and a good-natured, pleasant looking fellow who was gazing intently at him.


  “He’s come around,” said the pleasant passenger.


  Alson Dodge crossed to his side and stood above him. There was anger in the gray-haired man’s eyes. But before he could speak, Carter addressed him. “What is this? What’s happened?” he managed to blurt.


  “You’re in custody, Carter,” replied Alson Dodge, “and you won’t be eluding me this time. We’re aboard a lifeship of the Asteroid. There was an explosion in the percussion tubes of the engine room. It set the liner ablaze. We managed to get clear in the lifeships. You can thank Eileen that your hide was saved—for the present. She dragged you into the lifeship while the crew and passengers were abandoning the vessel.”


  “But where—?” Carter started. “We’re some two thousand miles above Venus, and we’re going down. Once this business is over I’m turning you in to the authorities. You’re charged with the murder of Prince Bramm.” He shook his head soberly. “And I don’t envy you when you face trial for killing a Venusian Prince!”


  “But I didn’t, I swear—”


  “Do you expect anyone to believe that?” Alson Dodge cut him short coldly.


  The two passengers, a man and his wife, stared at Manny with ill-concealed curiosity. He met their glances, his eyes boring through them until they were forced to turn away. The Captain of the ill-fated Asteroid, Carter remembered his name as Sommers, scarcely gave him a second glance, giving all his concentration to the controls of the craft. Then Manny forced himself to look in Eileen’s direction, only to find that she had turned her back on him and was apparently intently interested in something outside the thick porthole of the lifeship.


  “Well,” Carter declared bitterly, “this seems to be some little party.” He spoke directly to the calm, good-natured fellow who, of all the passengers in the craft, was the only one still watching him.


  “I’m sorry,” the sympathetic man said quietly, “that it had to turn out like this, Manny.” Even as he spoke, his left eyelid closed in a significant wink, observed only by Carter.


  Suddenly Carter felt renewed courage. Chambers, Dan Chambers, the chap with the calmness, was still willing to help him. Carter knew that Chambers would aid him again as he did the first time. In spite of his despondency, Manny Carter managed an answering wink to Dan Chambers.


  For Dan Chambers, his ex-boss, was one person who believed in him. It had been Chambers who aided Manny in getting secretly aboard the Asteroid. It had been Chambers who helped him make his escape from the Venusian authorities. Chambers was for him, and the thought was more than consoling to Manny Carter.


  FOR the next several hours the passengers aboard the tiny lifeship paid no more attention to Manny Carter. And lying there in the corner of the craft, the shackled young prisoner had time for a great deal of thinking. He devoted it to a review of his plight and the steps that led him to his present situation.


  Everything had been splendid with Carter, until the last two days. Sub-Administrator of Trade for the Earth Council, Manny Carter had worked hard and faithfully at his post on Twenty,[1] the solitary land dot on the face of the watery planet Venus.


  The Venusians, creatures half-human and half-fish, carried on an extensive pearl trade with Earth. The island Twenty had been the base for these dealings, for it provided a livable spot for the earthmen during the pearling transactions with the Fish Men of Venus.


  Since the Fish Men were unable to live on Twenty—it being above water and out of their natural environment—they had delegated one of their number, Prince Bramm, to act as their representative to the earthmen on Twenty. This was made possible by the construction of a water palace on the island. Here Prince Bramm had been able to live in comfort while supervising the pearl trading between his people and the earthmen.


  As Sub-Administrator of Trade, Manny Carter had many dealings with Bramm, Prince of the Fish Men. Dan Chambers, Chief-Administrator, allowed Manny to negotiate most of the smaller pearling deals. And working under Chambers, Manny had been making a name for himself. There had even been rumors that Earth Council contemplated giving him a Chief-Administrator’s post on Saturn or one of the other planetary bases. Eileen Dodge and Manny planned to marry as soon as he got that promotion. The Investigator for Earth Council had hinted that the couple did not have long to wait.


  Then Bramm, Prince of the Fish Men, was brutally murdered. The kindly old Venusian had been found, two mornings before, lying several hundred yards away from his water palace on Twenty—dead. The evidence showed that he had been forcibly dragged from the palace and left to drown in the air.


  Evidence also showed that the leader of the Fish Men tried to crawl back to his water castle, but had suffocated before he could reach it.


  Circumstances pointed to Manny Carter as the murderer. The buckle from his office-belt, bearing the initials “M.C.” was found clutched in Prince Bramm’s hand flaps. And Manny Carter had been the last man to see the Venusian alive.


  At first Carter decided to give himself up, but Dan Chambers, who believed his somewhat younger assistant’s story, convinced him that such a move would be disastrous, that Venusians would demand punishment and that Manny would be railroaded into the role of scapegoat. “The rocky road of the innocent,” Chambers had said, his great, good-natured face frowning.


  Chambers made the arrangements for Manny’s escape aboard the liner Asteroid which was headed back for Earth. They had decided that Manny could leave the liner in mid-space by means of a lifeship, and find his way to safety on Earth, until Chambers, working on the case, could clear him.


  But Alson Dodge, assigned to the case, had his duty to fulfill. Like it or not he had to seek out Manny Carter and place him under arrest. And Alson Dodge hadn’t had the courage to tell his daughter the truth.


  But now Eileen knew, and Manny was captive, headed back for Venus to stand trial for the murder of Bramm, Prince of the Fish Men. Fate, in the form of the explosion in the percussion chambers of the space liner Asteroid, had made that return somewhat unconventional. Seven castaways from a space liner—headed for Venus in a lifeship.


  “It’s a mess,” Manny said bitterly to himself, “a real mess. But somehow, some way, I’m going to get out of here.” The drone of the small atomic motor at the rear of the lifeship seemed to lull Carter’s anguished thoughts into a hazy panorama. He was aware of the aching throb in his head, the slowly blurring figures of the others in the lifeship. Manny Carter hadn’t closed his eyes in the last forty-eight hours. But now sheer fatigue took control of his weary mind and he dozed into a troubled sleep . . .


  IT must have been the break in the muted purring of the lifeship’s motor that brought Manny Carter back to consciousness. There was the sound of excited conversation coming from up forward, and as Manny turned his body this way and that in an effort to squirm to a position of vision, he noticed that the voice of Dan Chambers seemed to be the loudest, the most insistent.


  “. . . the most feasible move,” Chambers was saying. “It’s more than certain we can’t force the motors much further. And the delay won’t be much.”


  “I have more than just that to think of,” Alson Dodge said gruffly. “I have a prisoner to deliver, Chambers. It’s urgent that I get him to Venus as possible.”


  “Chambers is right, however,” Captain Sommers was talking now. “It’s almost positive that our atomic motors won’t hold up much longer. If we can land, undoubtedly we’ll be able to get assistance from whatever tribe of Fish Men are in that vicinity.”


  “They’re right, Dad,” Eileen Dodge broke in. “The delay won’t be long, but it is necessary.”


  There was a murmuring of assent from the other two passengers, the middle-aged man and his wife, then Manny heard Alson Dodge clear his throat. “Good enough, Captain Sommers. If it’s necessary, there isn’t anything to be done about it. But please don’t take any more time than is needed.”


  Captain Sommers’ voice was terse, slightly bitter as he replied. “I don’t care to take any more time than you do, Inspector Dodge. Please remember that it is as essential for me to get back to Venus as it is for yourself. Remember, man, I’ve lost my ship with that explosion. It’s not pleasure that’s waiting for me, by any means.”


  “Sorry, old man,” Dodge said. “I’m afraid I came near forgetting that.”


  “How soon will we be ready, Captain?” inquired Chambers.


  “We should start our dive in the next half hour,” Sommers declared. “Everyone had better get ready.”


  Carter heard footsteps, then, and Alson Dodge approached him. He was holding a space suit in his arms, and he bent momentarily to deposit it on the floor beside Manny. Then he spoke.


  “I’ll have to ask you to make me a solemn promise, Carter.”


  Manny looked at him questioningly. “What?”


  “We’re going to be on Venus shortly. And since the motors won’t last long enough to take us directly to Twenty, we’ll have to travel underwater until we find a Venusian village where we can make repairs. It means that I’ll have to remove your bonds, Carter. You’ll have to put on one of these space suits when we submerge.”


  Manny merely nodded.


  “I’ll have to ask your promise not to attempt escape during that time,” Dodge concluded.


  “You have it,” Carter answered briefly.


  Wordlessly, Alson Dodge produced the keys to unlock Manny’s shackles.


  A moment later his young prisoner stood erect, stretching his hard, cablelike muscles gratefully.


  “Thanks,” Carter said.


  Looking around, Carter saw that most of the other passengers, with the exception of Alson Dodge, Chambers, and himself, had already climbed into their space garb and were busy adjusting the oxygen and pressure gadgets. He tried to catch Eileen’s eye, but was unsuccessful. Then he sighed and began to dress himself in the spatial equipment. Once, during the dressing process, Manny noticed Chambers looking in his direction and was grateful to see his former superior give him a knowing wink which seemed to say, “Don’t worry, fellow, we’ll get you out of this.”


  Fifteen minutes later Captain Sommers cut the motors on the lifeship and turned to the passengers. “We’re coming down on the water,” he announced.


  Eileen, her father, and the middle-aged couple grouped themselves around the thick-plated porthole to get a glimpse of the territory on which the lifeship was descending. Captain Sommers stood quietly at the controls, occasionally checking the descent instruments. Dan Chambers took this opportunity to ease closer to Carter.


  “Take it easy, Manny. I still believe in you, kid. The game isn’t over by a long shot,” he said softly. “I know the territory we’re going down into. Once we’re there, I’ll see to it that you get the chance to make another break for it.”


  “Thanks, Dan,” Carter replied. “I owe a lot to you, even if things did get messed up a bit. When I’m able to clear myself, I’ll pay you back somehow.”


  Carter nodded swiftly, gratefully. Then an uneasy thought occurred to him. Escape? He’d given his word to Alson Dodge that he wouldn’t try to escape again. Not, at any rate, until the lifeship was once more on its way to Twenty.


  “Nonsense,” Carter told himself sharply. “What in the Hell has my word got to do with this? Did they believe me when I protested my innocence? My say so isn’t going to result in a trial for a murder I didn’t commit!”


  Chambers had joined the group at the porthole, and Carter, preferring to stay where he was, sat down on one of the benches lining the wall of the craft, turning his attention to Captain Sommers’ skillful handling of the landing.


  With the most imperceptible of jars, the tiny lifeship settled on the water. Killing the atomic motors entirely, Captain Sommers turned to the passengers.


  “Very well,” he said. “We’re safely on Venus. We dive below water in five minutes. I’d advise you all to put on your space helmets before we go down.” Silently, the group obeyed Sommers’ command. Then, after what seemed to be an eternity of preliminary gauge-testing, the white-haired ex-captain of the Asteroid faced the passengers of the lifeship once again.


  “Ready,” he said briefly.


  The nose of the tiny craft seemed suddenly to go leaden, as if pushed front-end-over by a gigantic hand. There was the faint sound of the pressure gauges whistling, the lights in the small cabin flickered for but an instant, then, except for an imperceptible sloping of the floor, everything seemed to return to normality.


  “How long will it be until we find a Venusian village?” Alson Dodge asked the Captain.


  “Not long, not long at all,” Sommers reassured him. “If the directions Mr. Chambers has given me are correct, we are almost within vibration wave of one of them now.”


  Carter saw Alson Dodge turn to Chambers. “You know the Venusian territory well, Chambers?” There seemed to be the slightest hint of a challenge in his voice.


  Carter cursed himself for not having adjusted the ear-phones inside his helmet to a general auditory vibration for, although he had been able to hear Sommers speaking to Dodge, and Dodge’s reply, he failed to pick up Chambers’ answer to the old man’s question. Quickly, Carter flicked the adjuster button on his suit to a general frequency pick-up. He came in on the tail end of the handsome good-natured Administrator’s reply. “. . . after all, it’s my job, y’know,” Chambers finished.


  DURING the minutes that followed, Manny Carter centered his attention on Eileen Dodge. Wistfully, he forced himself to follow her with his eyes as she moved back and forth in front of the instrument panels at the nose of the lifeship. Once he thought for an instant that she stole a glance in his direction. But if she had, she forced herself to turn coldly away, as if she had permitted herself to look at something quite distasteful very much by accident.


  “God,” Carter thought to himself, “she looks lovely even in that clumsy, cumbersome space suit.”


  Through the glass turret-like helmet, the lights seemed to slant sunnily down on her beautifully red hair, giving it an almost halo-like sheen. This last mental comparison was too much for Manny Carter, and for the first time in the last forty-eight hours he choked back a lump that rose swiftly to his throat. During the past hours he had been trying not to think of Eileen Dodge and all the things her loss meant to him. It was more than he could stand. The girl he loved—the girl who had once loved him—certain that he was a murderer!


  At that moment Manny Carter was never firmer in the conviction that he couldn’t die, couldn’t let himself be railroaded into a final punishment for a crime he hadn’t committed. His lean, tanned young jaw set firmly and his square, hard fists knotted and unknotted themselves at the thought of the rank injustice of his plight. But Manny Carter wasn’t feeling any schoolboyish emotion of self-pity. Instead he felt rage, hot burning rage and determination to right the wrongs he had suffered.


  “I’ll show them,” he muttered half-aloud. “I’ll show them all, damn it.” Then he flushed, for simultaneously all heads of the other passengers in the cabin turned in his direction. Manny realized that they had all picked up his muttered challenge through their helmet ear-phones.


  IT couldn’t have been more than several hours later when Captain Sommers turned to the group in the lifeship with the announcement: “There’s a village directly ahead of us. Fish Men are already coming toward the lifeship. We’ll find a mooring spot in the next five minutes.”


  Dan Chambers smiled. “I told you that we’d find a village if you followed my directions,” he said easily. “This is probably Maeku, a village I’ve contacted on pearling business on several occasions.”


  Suddenly Carter became alert. He couldn’t remember, from any previous knowledge, of ever having seen any transactions closed in the Administrative offices on Twenty that involved Maeku. As a matter of fact, he seemed to recall that Maeku was charted as one of the Venusian sections that were completely unproductive insofar as pearling was concerned. He felt himself grow tense within. Chambers’ plan for his escape was beginning to materialize.


  But Carter didn’t have time for further surmises. Alson Dodge crossed to where he stood, and placing one hand on his arm the gray-haired interplanetary investigator spoke with an air of firm decision.


  “I’ll have to ask you to keep constantly in my sight, Carter,” Dodge declared quietly. “You understand, of course. You’ve already made one break for it and I can’t risk another.” Then he addressed Dan Chambers who stood expectantly in front of the steel air-lock door at the nose of the ship., “I wish you’d take care of my daughter, Chambers. I don’t want to take any chances on something going haywire with these Fish Men. After what’s happened to their Prince on Twenty, they might be stirred up a bit.”


  “Be glad to,” smiled Chambers, “if Eileen doesn’t mind. But I don’t think we’ve much to worry about insofar as the Venusians are concerned. They’re a peaceable people. I don’t think they mean to harm us.”


  Then Captain Sommers flooded the tiny cabin with sufficient air pressure to keep out the sea that enveloped the little lifeship. The door was thrown open in the next moment, and the little band of castaways from the liner Asteroid stepped forth into the dimly-lighted streets of the strange Venusian undersea village.


  A WELCOMING committee of Fish Men had grouped about the tiny lifeship. As Carter looked swiftly through their ranks he felt a sharp, unexplainable sense of distrust. There was something written in their wide disc-like eyes and flat faces that made him uneasy. Then Dan Chambers took charge of the situation as the others looked on with an air of expectancy.


  “Where,” he demanded in the Venusian dialect, “is your leader?”[2]


  THERE was a commotion in the ranks of the Fish Men, and they parted to permit a huge, malevolent looking Venusian to move to where Chambers was standing. He was the same as the thousands of Fish Men Carter had grown used to in his services as Sub-Administrator on Twenty, and yet he wasn’t. There was something different about him, and Manny Carter searched his mind to discover what that something was. Except for his unusual size—most Venusians were of short stature—the leader of this particular village didn’t seem different. But still there was something . . . Carter gave it up as Dan Chambers addressed the creature.


  “We have come from Twenty,” Chambers was saying, “our great ship was destroyed. And now we must return to Twenty. We wish to make repairs in your village.”


  The huge Fish Man spoke in Venusian, gill-like mouth opened and sending tiny air bubbles up through the water with each syllable. “We are glad to offer ourselves to your service. State your wishes and I shall see that they are carried out even as commands.”


  Captain Sommers had been listening intently to the interchange of conversation, and now he broke in on Chambers and the Fish Man. “It will be necessary for us to have our lifeship raised several yards off the ocean bed. If this can be done by your men, I will appreciate it.”


  The Fish Man merely nodded. Then, turning to Chambers he spoke. “My name is Atar, I lead the villagers of Maeku. Would the other visitors care to rest inside our shell huts while the repairs are being made on the vessel?” Chambers turned to Alson Dodge, who had been silently standing beside him. “How about it? I think it might be a good idea.”


  “Very well,” Dodge replied. Then he gestured to Eileen. “Go on ahead with Chambers, dear. I’ll follow in a moment.”


  As Chambers, taking Eileen by the arm, followed the beckoning hand flaps of the huge Fish Man, Atar, Carter heard him laugh. “Don’t look so frightened. These people are harmless, once you get used to seeing so many of them hanging around.”


  The middle-aged married passengers—Carter had learned their names to be Mr. and Mrs. Foswin—followed swiftly behind Chambers and Eileen, as if they were frightened by the idea of being left alone in the strange undersea village.


  Then Alson Dodge stood in front of his prisoner. “Come on, Carter,” he said. “I want you to stay very much in my sight while the repairs are being made.”


  The shell huts which Atar, the village leader had mentioned, were actually extremely well constructed dwellings. With the exception of the furniture and accessories, meant for undersea life, they rivaled some of the finest earth dwellings Manny Carter had ever seen.


  The hut, a huge building of solid shell construction, into which the passengers of the lifeship were led was spacious and comfortable—if any undersea buildings could have been comfortable to land beings.


  While Captain Sommers and Alson Dodge talked quietly with Atar the Fish Man, Carter silently pondered over the strange premonitions he felt concerning the village. He looked up, now and then, to see Dan Chambers talking casually, charmingly, to Eileen.


  Atar disappeared, finally, with Captain Sommers, evidently to give directions to his villagers in connection with the repair of the ship. The middle-aged Foswins went along with them, undoubtedly curious about their odd surroundings. Minutes lapsed into an hour, then two. Alson Dodge, growing uneasy, began a restless pacing. Dan Chambers, however, appeared unperturbed by the delay of Captain Sommers and the Foswins.


  Manny Carter was looking pensively at the bright carboncade bulbs[3] that provided an almost daylight illumination for their underwater surroundings. Then, as if on a swiftly given signal, their glare faded into nothingness, leaving everything in pitchy, inky blackness!


  IT was all so sudden, one instant there had been light, and the next moment nothing but impenetrable darkness. Alson Dodge had been the first to cry out. Then Carter heard a startled scream of terror from Eileen. Dan Chambers’ voice, speaking swiftly, reassuringly, came to Carter through his headphones.


  “It’s all right. Everything is all right. Don’t get excited. Must have been a voltage transference in repairing the lifeship. Follow the illumination of my torch. I’ll lead you out of here.”


  There was a flickering, then an undersea torch blazed in the corner where Dan Chambers stood last. It wasn’t strong enough to provide any more light than was necessary to carry its own radiance. But Chambers was evidently waving it back and forth in a beckoning signal. Then it moved ghostily in the direction of the nearest door.


  Carter was starting out after the torch when a hand seized his arm. Startled, he wrenched himself free, stepping back a pace. Then, before he could prevent it, a hand reached forth to spin the communication dial on his chest plate to “short reception.” In the next moment he heard Chambers’ voice, calm and collected.


  “Take it easy, Manny, this is your chance for a break. It’s all been staged for your benefit, kid. The torch that Dodge and his daughter are following is held by one of the Fish Men. Sommers and the Foswins are being held. The lifeship’s been juiced up to give you a chance for escape. I’ll be able to explain it all to them, once you’re free.” Something made Manny Carter hesitate for the briefest of seconds. Could it have been his promise to Alson Dodge? Or was it—Then it was past, and Carter remembered the penalty that awaited him if he was taken back to Twenty, remembered the law of self-preservation over all else.


  “Let’s get going,” he said sharply. “Lead the way, Dan.”


  They had covered several hundred feet through the tangled mass of seaweed that engulfed them knee-deep at the rear exit of the shell hut. Through the murky half-light surrounding them, Carter was now able to make out the outlines of the lifeship, evidently held in readiness for his escape. Suddenly he stopped, turning about to face Chambers.


  “What about the girl?” he asked.


  “Will any harm come to her, or to the rest of the passengers?”


  “Lord, no,” Chambers answered. “Manny, be quiet and keep going or you’ll never make it!”


  Then they were pushing swiftly through the tangled undergrowth toward the lifeship once more. Then they were at the door to the craft. Several Fish Men stood in readiness, waiting to help Carter and Chambers slide the lifeship along the ocean floor to a position where it would be free for an immediate take-off.


  Carter was at the door, now, and he turned to Chambers, placing his gauntleted hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Thanks, Dan.” Then he was inside, heard the door slam shut behind him. He took his place at the controls of the craft, and felt it moving out from the tangle of seaweed under the guidance of Chambers and the Fish Men. Carter saw that he was clear, with a straight stretch of ocean floor ahead of him. Through the thick paned window at his right he could see Chambers’ grotesquely space-suited figure moving out of range followed by the naturally weird forms of the Fish Men. He reached for the throttle switch, his hand just a trifle hesitant.


  A moment later the atomic motors sparked into crackling vibration and the lifeship was speeding down the open stretch of sea bed to safety.


  “To safety,” Manny muttered to himself perhaps a half hour later. “And what in the hell is it going to get me?” He had decided to remain undersea for the first part of his flight, pointing the nose of the lifeship in counter-direction to Twenty.


  Now, all at once Manny Carter’s hard young jaw went slack. A swift, sickening doubt, the culmination of all his previous vague suspicions, crashed in on his mind. The Fish Men at the village of Maeku—too late he realized what he remembered about them!


  “No,” Carter told himself savagely. “It can’t be. I’m acting like a fool. It’s just my crazy imagination, my rotten memory. It can’t be!” But in spite of his words, in spite of the almost overpowering instinct for self-preservation, Carter threw the controls of the lifeship savagely about, heading back in the direction of Eileen Dodge, Dan Chambers, and the odd Fish Men of Maeku!


  THE distance Manny Carter covered in flight seemed doubled, now that he was returning once more to Maeku. Doubled, no doubt, because of the fact that, in flight. Carter had worried only for himself. But now his frown of anxiety was caused by an unpleasant mental picture of Eileen Dodge, her father, Sommers, and the two unsuspecting Foswins. Carter knew what they must be facing.


  “I’ve been a chump,” Carter groaned aloud, “pray God I haven’t been a chump too long!”


  It was simple, so awfully simple that Carter cursed himself for not having suspected it at the start. The Venusian village of Maeku had been the first positive indication. Chambers spoke of having had pearl dealings with the villagers. There were no pearls within a thousand sea miles of Maeku. It was included in the blocked, unproductive squares that Carter had charted on his earth reports from Twenty.


  Nor was that the only ominous part. Atar, leader of the Maeku villagers, had aroused Carter’s suspicion. And now he knew why, for the huge Fish Man, identical to other Venusians in almost all respects, bore the outcast brand of Venus. On his back, where there should have been the black, sleek fin that was part of the anatomical structure of the ordinary Venusian, there was instead—the jagged, gray, menacing fin of the killer shark!


  There was no doubt in Carter’s mind whatsoever. Atar and his Maeku Fish Men were the Venusian renegades who had never been seen by Earthmen, but whose existence had often been testified to by brutal undersea pearl pirating. Manny remembered the venerable Prince Bramm speaking of the outcast tribes of Venus, of their desire to drive earth people from the face of the watery planet and seize control of the pearling trades. And Chambers, Dan Chambers, had been dealing with them!


  “It was smooth,” Manny muttered, smashing his knee sideways against the accelerator bar, “too damned smooth! Chambers had Bramm murdered and convinced me to take flight, so it would look absolutely certain that I was guilty. He didn’t want me to give myself up, not until he had had his chance to organize the renegades and gain control of Venus. Then he would have been in a perfect spot. Dictator of Venus. If Earth wanted any more pearls,[4] they’d deal with Chambers and his pirates, or not at all!”


  But what of the explosion aboard the Asteroid? Manny’s brow wrinkled in perplexity. Was it sheer accident? It was too well done, too expertly timed to have been a thing of chance. The Asteroid was the only space liner traveling between Venus and Earth. Its destruction meant that actual communication—other than radio, that is—between Earth and Venus would have been cut off for at least three weeks. And in three weeks Chambers would have time to sweep the planet clean of anyone standing in the way of his monstrous scheme!


  Of course! It could only be Chambers! He was the only man who could have engineered any crooked work on Twenty. He was present when Bramm was killed—at least he was on the island. He was on the ship when the mysterious explosion—not so mysterious now!—had wrecked the liner. He was on the scene to direct the lifeboat to the right spot to be picked up by his own cohorts. And now, he was allowing Carter to escape, so that if anything did go wrong, Carter would be the goat. Clever, that man!


  DAN CHAMBERS pleasant, good-natured, calm Dan Chambers, the one man on Venus Carter thought to be trustworthy, loyal. Why, Chambers would have taken his—Manny Carter’s face went deathly white at the last unspoken thought. Why not? Why wouldn’t Chambers have figured on that as well? Eileen was attractive. Chambers had expressed his admiration of Carter’s fiancée countless times—under the guise of friendly admiration. Suddenly Chambers’ actions toward Eileen Dodge became obvious, horribly obvious, to Manny Carter!


  Face taut, hands clenching the controls of the lifeship in a vise-like grip of desperation, Manny Carter breathed a silent supplication that he had not been too late in his discovery, that he hadn’t played the fool too long and thus thrown away his one chance.


  EVERY second seemed several eternities, as the tiny craft split its way through the murky green depths. And Carter, peering with anguished impatience at the indicator gauges on the control board in front of him, tried to move the little lifeship forward and faster, forward and faster, by sheer willpower.


  Time became a dull, gray, agonizing blot in Carter’s mind. It seemed to him as if he had been sitting there at the controls for endless centuries. The throttles on the motor ranges had been opened wide, and the atomic engines were crackling with a furious, hysterical, hell-driven whine. Tiny beads of sweat formed on Carter’s bronzed forehead, trickling down the bridge of his nose, clouding his eyes with their salty sting. He brushed them away when he thought of it, but most of the time he gazed fearfully at the pressure gauges, praying huskily that the motors would not give out, would continue to crackle onward under the driving fear that his throttle hand imparted to them.


  So intent was Carter, so agonized, unseeing was his concentration, that at first he didn’t notice the blot of light in the distance. But then, when the glowing aura registered itself in his brain, growing larger and larger as the lifeship approached, he reached swiftly to the throttle cut-off, and almost immediately the atomic motors gratefully subsided into a faint humming sputter. Maeku was just ahead!


  As he eased the ship slowly forward, Manny Carter’s mind went through a series of desperate calculations, seizing schemes and then discarding them, realizing odds and then ignoring them, for until this moment he hadn’t given thought to a plan of action.


  One thing seemed fairly certain. He couldn’t barge right into the village, announcing his presence to everyone and anyone. It was also true that, should he leave the lifeship and proceed to Maeku on foot, he would need some sort of a weapon with which to defend himself. Carter eased the lifeship to a complete stop.


  Climbing stiffly from the control seat, he walked to the rear of the tiny craft and began a thorough search for something which would serve as a weapon. “Or,” Carter thought bitterly to himself, “a reasonable facsimile.”


  Moments were wasted as Carter tore through every possible cache for a weapon. Storage lockers revealed nothing, niches beneath the emergency caches were also empty. He was perspiring freely from the frantic search.


  “To hell with it,” he thought desperately, “there’s no more time to waste.” He was starting toward the airlock door and was throwing open its release, when the object caught his eye. It had been placed in an unnoticed holder above the door itself—an automatic type atomic arc torch, the kind used to cut through metal in emergencies that might occur aboard the craft. It was capable of working under water, or in any sort of pressure Conditioning. Meant for a tool, it was not, however, too clumsy to be used as a weapon. As a matter of fact, the handle of the atomic torch was fashioned in much the same manner as the butt-end of a vibrator-pistol.


  “It’s something,” Carter muttered grimly, “and it’s going to have to work.” Swiftly he tore the torch from its holder, pressed down on the air-lock door release, and stepped out into the undersea jungle.


  He switched off the receptor button on the front of his space suit. There would be no need for communication. Besides, Chambers was probably still garbed in spacegear, and Carter didn’t want to take the chance of having him—with his receptor adjusted to a general pick-up—hear his heavy breathing as he made his way through the undergrowth that formed a sort of jungle around the village.


  IT was slow, treacherous going. And several times Carter was almost caught in the vampire-like grasp of carnivorous undersea plants that reached out toward him as he passed. He knew that, once they seized prey, the flesh-feeding fungi never released their death grasp, so his narrow escape on both occasions made his heart hammer with the excitement of the danger that surrounded him and the greater danger that lay ahead.


  It was fully fifteen minutes before Carter emerged from the underwater jungle and onto the edge of the clearing that encircled the Fish Man village of Maeku. For several minutes, he hesitated on the fringe of the clearing, trying to adjust his eyes to the new brilliance of the lamps of Maeku. And those minutes almost cost him his life.


  He didn’t hear the slithery, silent approach of his adversary, so it must have been sheer instinct that made him wheel about. And just in time—for less than four feet behind him was a shark-finned Fish Man of Maeku. In the evil, looking creature’s hand-flap was clutched a two-foot long pearling dagger!


  There was a sudden green swirl of bubbles as the Fish Man drove in toward Carter, knife raised high for the plunge. Carter forced himself to wait precious split-seconds, till he was positive the creature was in range of the atomic torch. He had to take the chance, for his weapon was as yet untried.


  Then, as the wide, emotionless, disclike eyes seemed almost against his very own, Manny Carter, breathing a prayer to the Gods of Combat, squeezed hard on the trigger of his atomic torch.


  The Fish Man never drove his gleaming blade downward, for with a horrible, half-human gurgle, he dropped the knife, clutching in searing agony at his middle. In the instant before the creature fell, Manny Carter saw screaming anguish written in those wide, watery eyes.


  A swift inspection convinced Carter that he would have no more trouble from that particular enemy. Then he rose from where he’d crouched over his fallen foe, and looked quickly about. He feared, for a moment, that the battle might have betrayed his presence to others in the village. But as seconds fled, and there was no sign of that Carter thanked his maker that the Fish Man had uttered no cry save the almost inaudible death gurgle.


  As an afterthought, and an additional precaution, Carter stooped once more over the body of the renegade Venusian, picking up the pearling knife from where it had fallen beside the body. Stuffing this in his belt, Carter wet his dry lips with his tongue, and returned his attention to the shell huts of the village. Eagerly, his eyes searched along the strangely deserted street in an effort to locate the shell palace that apparently housed Atar, Fish Man chief of Maeku.


  A sickening premonition assailed Manny Carter at that moment. Supposing he were too late? Supposing the apparent emptiness of Maeku meant that Chambers had already started the renegade Fish Men on their terrible mission? Then where would he find Eileen, and Sommers, and the rest of the party? Had they already been killed?


  Carter was moving forward when he half-stumbled. Looking swiftly down at his feet, he gasped in numb horror. The objects he had almost tripped over were the utterly lifeless bodies of the two Foswins!


  FOR a timeless, breathless period, Manny Carter stood staring horrified at the bodies before him. The middle-aged couple had been brutally, savagely, torn open by knives! Obviously the slaying had been perpetrated with the aid of the gruesome pearling weapons carried on the persons of the Maeku Fish Men.


  Carter had to force himself to take his eyes from the pair, had to summon every last atom of willpower to lift his gaze from the Foswins and look elsewhere to see if the rest of the passengers had been similarly treated, murdered in cold blood.


  Moving his eyes slowly around the ocean floor, Carter looked for indications of other struggles. There was a sort of relief, although but momentary, in the discovery that there had been no other struggles but the one that resulted in the brutal murder of the unfortunate Foswins.


  “So the others must be still alive.” Carter felt himself seized by blind ungovernable rage; rage at Chambers, futile maddening rage at what his own stupidity and trust had cost. Gone was his sense of caution, his wariness of danger. There was only one thought in Manny Carter’s brain as he stepped out into the strangely silent streets of Maeku. He was going to find Eileen, and he was going to take primitive forceful vengeance on the deceptively good-natured Chambers.


  Manny Carter had already killed, and he was ready, eager, to kill once more.


  From shell hut to shell hut, Carter made his way along the street, opening doors, barging into empty, deserted dwelling places and rushing out again. At the end of the street stood the palace of Atar, leader of the renegade Fish Men.


  In an instant, Carter was at the door.


  Then he was inside the lofty building, heading for the place where Atar had left them just before Chambers enabled him to escape in the lifeship.


  The carboncade lights burned brightly in every room of the building. Then Carter heard voices, and he stopped, breathlessly, to listen. The voices came from a door to his right, and one of them, he recognized with a heady flush of red rage, was Dan Chambers!


  Swiftly, Manny Carter crossed the narrow hall, had his hand on the door. In the next moment he stepped into a small, brightly lighted room. Turning, astounded at his entrance, were Chambers, Alson Dodge, and Eileen!


  Time hung motionless as Carter had the split-second panorama stamped into his mind. Dan Chambers seemed slightly dazed, and there was a jagged gash along the arm of his space suit. On the floor beside Eileen and her father were thick hemp coils, evidently used as bonds for the pair. Eileen’s face was white, terrified, making the tumbled maze of her magnificent red locks seem even more brilliant beneath her space helmet.


  Alson Dodge was looking. at Carter with a bewilderment that was rapidly turning to rage.


  Carter switched his receptor mechanism open with a quick automatic gesture. “Carter,” he heard Alson Dodge grate. “By God, you have your unholy nerve!”


  Then Chambers’ voice broke in: “You renegade swine, Carter. Have you come back to finish your rotten work?”


  Eileen merely stared at him with an unspoken look of mingled revulsion and bewilderment. Then Carter spoke his first words. “Damn you, Chambers! I don’t know what in the hell this is all about. But I finally figured out your little scheme. And you’re through, Chambers. Do you understand me? I’m going to kill you. Bum the guts out of your rotten body.” His atomic torch pointed at Chambers, Carter advanced slowly across the room.


  “Stop,” the sudden almost hysterical command came from the lips of Eileen Dodge, and it was enough to make Carter halt momentarily. “Haven’t you done enough?” the girl was saying. “Murder, revolution, greed, isn’t there anything you’ll stop at? Do you have to kill again? Have you gone stark, raving mad, Manny Carter?”


  AT that instant it became terribly clear to Manny Carter that Chambers had once more played a trump hand. Chambers was making Eileen and her father think that he, too, was an innocent victim of Carter’s ruthlessness.


  That he, himself, had escaped the clutches of the Maeku Fish Men and was trying to save them.


  He had undoubtedly told them that Carter’s escape in the lifeship was the signal for a revolt which had been planned ever since the murder of Prince Bramm. That explained the deserted streets. The renegade Venusians were probably already on their way to surprise the peaceful Fish Men and unsuspecting earth colonists on Twenty. And Chambers, who had cleverly stayed behind, was playing his just-in-case hand. He was pinning it all on Manny Carter, and if it didn’t succeed, Chambers would still emerge a hero—even in the eyes of Eileen!


  Manny Carter realized, as the sweat beaded itself on his brow and trickled tauntingly down his face, that Chambers had him stopped cold. It would do no good to kill Chambers, for in the cunning brain behind that handsome face there was the only knowledge that would ever clear him. If he blasted Chambers into eternity he would have slight satisfaction, for into eternity would go, also, the evidence that could save Manny Carter and redeem him in the eyes of the world and Eileen Dodge. And Chambers, smirking sardonically in Manny’s direction, was evidently quite aware of that.


  “What do you intend to do with us, Carter?” Chambers was saying, and doing a beautiful bit of acting as he spoke.


  The smirk on his face became slightly more evident, agonizingly irking to Carter.


  “I should,” said Carter levelly, “blow you to hell anyway. Just to see you die!”


  Fear slid quickly across Dan Chambers’ face, then vanished with Carter’s next words. “But I won’t. I’m going to make you talk. Somehow you’re going to spit out the truth, whether you like it or not.”


  “You’re raving, Carter. I’m more than positive that you’ve gone mad. Drop that atomic torch, man. Things are bad enough for you as it is, without making them any worse.” Chambers was playing to a full house now, and taking devilish relish in it. He could be the heroic figure, arguing a murder-bent, raving killer out of his wildness. Oh, yes, very, very heroic. A performance that wouldn’t hurt Eileen’s opinion of him in the slightest. He was playing it to the hilt, even to moving over to where Carter was standing. But Carter, seeing his intention, raised the atomic torch immediately.


  “Get back, Chambers. Get back, or I’ll forget myself. Your plans wouldn’t be worth a spark on Mars if I killed you!”


  “Don’t try it, Dan. He’s gone mad, I tell you.” The voice was Eileen’s, and of all the sentences that had been spoken since Carter entered that room, hers was the one that hurt the most.


  Suddenly Manny Carter knew where his only chance lay. It was a wild, almost impossible scheme. It would be the end of things if there were any remaining Fish Men of Maeku still in the village. But it was a chance that had to be taken. And the way Manny Carter felt, he’d gamble on a Fish Man surviving an air tank at that moment.


  Manny gestured with his atomic torch. “Come on,” he told the trio. “The lifeship is outside where I left it. We’re going out there, all of us.” Wordlessly, Eileen, her father, and Chambers moved as Carter directed them. They were in the hall when Chambers turned insolently to Carter. “You’re just piling it up worse for yourself, Carter. I’ll give you this last chance to hand over that torch.”


  “Shut up,” Carter snapped in reply. “Shut up and keep moving.”


  WHEN they were once more in the streets of Maeku. And Carter held his breath as he looked up and down the carboncade lighted avenues. There was still no sign of villagers. Undoubtedly they were on their way toward Twenty. The shark-finned creature Carter had slain on entering the village must have been a lone sentry left there by Chambers. Probably at this very moment Chambers was wondering what had happened to the Fish Man.


  Silently, the odd-appearing group moved through the deserted streets of the undersea village. Carter noticed the quick glance that Chambers shot to either side as they drew closer to the fringe of the undergrowth surrounding Maeku. Undoubtedly he was trying to figure out what had happened to his Fish Man sentry.


  “Looking for someone, Chambers?” Carter said softly. And from the sudden, involuntary jerk in the man’s back, Carter knew he’d struck home with his question. Deliberately, he herded his captives forward in the same direction that he had taken to arrive at the shell palace. They were retracing his steps, foot by foot.


  Then Eileen screamed, and Carter cursed himself for not having concealed the bodies of the Foswin couple. Her father quickly stepped in front of the gruesome sight, shielding her from further view of the brutal scene, but it was too late, and Eileen fainted in Alson Dodge’s arms.


  “You swine,” Carter heard Alson Dodge mutter, “you bloodthirsty swine, Carter!” Sickly, Carter realized that another atrocity had been attributed to his hand. But he clenched his jaws and forced himself to grate:


  “Move on, even if you have to carry the girl!”


  Carter was deliberately moving closer to his captives, until he was walking a scant three feet behind them. Alson Dodge was slowing up because of his added burden in Eileen. When they passed the queerly spread, pain contorted body of the Fish Man, Carter, listening sharply, heard Chambers’ involuntary swift intake of breath. But that was the only sign that his enemy gave.


  Then the underbrush grew deeper, until a few moments later they were in the jungle, heading for the lifeship. Manny Carter tensed his muscles in anticipation of the plan he waited for, moving even a few more inches closer on the group in front of him.


  Then his chance presented itself, and moving silently, as swiftly as his muscles allowed him, directly behind Dan Chambers, Carter shoved with all his strength, bowling the unsuspecting captive off the tiny trail on which they had been traveling.


  CHAMBERS’ first reaction was a grunt of amazement as he tried to regain his balance, then an oath as he realized he couldn’t. His hoarse scream of utter terror came immediately with the knowledge that he was sprawling helplessly into the arms of a gigantic, flesh-feeding undersea pitcher plant of Venus!


  Alson Dodge wheeled around as the cry from Chambers almost split his eardrums. He cried out in terror as he perceived what had happened. Then, dropping Eileen to the safety of the path, he started toward Chambers. But Manny Carter had anticipated as much, and his atomic torch was leveled directly at Dodge’s head before the man realized it.


  “Stand back,” commanded Carter. “Dammit, stand back, or you’ll get caught too.”


  “You pushed him,” cried the horrified little man. “You, you pushed him!”


  The agonized cries of Chambers had subsided to a low moaning whimper of babbling terror, and Carter spoke again. “Right. I pushed him. And no one’s going to aid him until he comes out with the truth.”


  He faced Chambers, now. “Do you hear that, Chambers? I have a knife. It’s your only chance to free yourself from that plant. You’ll either tell the truth, or be eaten alive. Take your choice!”


  There was a sickening, plucking sound, as the tentacles of the flesh-eating plant started their ripping pawing of Chambers’ space suit. But Chambers was still whimpering incoherently, and sweat broke out anew on Carter’s forehead as he realized that he wouldn’t have the guts to let anyone—even Chambers—die under such horrible circumstances. He prayed silently to his creator for the strength to hold out longer than Chambers. Carter forced his voice to the hardness of steel.


  “Chambers,” he spat. “It’s now or never. Are you going to spill the truth?” Carter reached into his belt and drew forth the pearling knife he’d taken from the Fish Man. He forced himself to hold it tantalizingly near the flailing arms of the enmeshed Chambers.


  “This knife can cut you free. But it won’t, until you clear me.”


  But Carter had only to fight inherent decency. Chambers faced the madness of terror. And Chambers broke. “All right, for God’s sake, I’ll tell. I’ll come clean, I tell you. Cut me free! For God’s sake cut me free! I killed Prince Bramm. I framed you, started the revolt. I admit it, do you hear? I admit it. I admit it! Ohhhhh, God, cut me free!”


  Carter turned to Alson Dodge for but an instant. “Enough?” he snapped. “Are you convinced?”


  Alson Dodge, his face the color of death, could only nod and reply weakly. “Yes, that’s enough. Now, free him. For the love of heaven, even he doesn’t deserve to die like that!”


  “CHIEF-ADMINISTRATOR of Venus,” breathed a pretty redheaded girl on the balcony of the earth embassy of Twenty. “That’s some promotion, even for a hero who staves off renegade revolts like people in stories.”


  “Yes,” murmured Chief-Administrator Carter, taking a cue from the long forgotten balcony legend of Romeo and Juliet, “like a story, even to marrying the beautiful heroine and living happily ever after!”


  [1] Twenty is the designation number of the Earth outpost station on Venus and is one of 31 such posts scattered throughout the solar system, for purposes of trade. Twenty is the only land area of the watery world.


  [2] It is a well-known fact that sound waves carry much better in water than they do in air. Anyone who has pounded two stones together on the bottom of a swimming pool will readily agree that this is a fact. Sound waves, indeed, carry much further in atmosphere, when that atmosphere is saturated with moisture, such as fog, or mist. Thus, when Chambers addressed the Venusian, he was certain that the Fish Man would hear him. The sound waves carried through his helmet, into the water, and quite as effectively as in atmosphere.


  [3] These Venusian carboncade lamps probably consist of a type of carbide-gas burner, evacuated of water, with a tiny vent for escape of fumes, and for admitting a constant supply of water to the carbide to form the gases. These burn with a brilliant illumination, until the escape vents are shut off, when collecting fumes quickly extinguish the flames through lack of oxygen.


  [4] Although on Earth synthetic pearls of great beauty are easily created, and natural pearls are abundant, Venusian pearls arc vastly different. Properly, they are not pearls at all, although they are a formation built up by a small deep-sea fish. Rather than being opaque, as are Earth pearls, whose lustre is a surface quality, which breaks up the light into the delicate colors of mother-of-pearl, they are fully transparent, and rather lack-lustre until warmed to body or near body temperature. Then they burst into vari-colored flame that seems to flow through them like liquid fire, to ebb and flow even outside the surface of the pearl to a distance of sometimes as much as a half-inch, as though the colors were escaping from the pearl itself. They possess a fascinating loveliness that is equalled by no other gem on either Earth or Venus. Even Martian rubies cannot match them for display purposes.


  RIM OF THE DEEP


  Clifford D. Simak


  Men may reach other planets before they reach the depths of their own world—to find that they’ve been very slow—


  THE RAT slouched into the Venus Flower and over to the table where Grant Nagle was settling down to the serious business of getting drunk.


  The newspaperman eyed the Rat with unconcealed loathing. But the Rat didn’t seem to mind. He pushed his cap farther over his left eye and talked out of the corner of his mouth, his words hissing out alongside the smoke-trickling cigarette.


  “I got a message for you,” he declared.


  “Let’s have it,” said Grant. “Then get the hell out of my-sight.”


  “Hellion Smith is loose,” said the Rat.


  Grant started, but his face didn’t change. He stared at the other icily and said nothing.


  “He left word two years ago,” explained the Rat, “that when he cracked the crib I was to bring you a message. I’m bringing it, see?”


  “Yes?”


  “It was this. Hellion said he was going to get you. Himself, personal, see? Some of us boys offered to do the job for him, but he said no, he was saving you for himself. The chief is funny that way.”


  “Why?” asked Grant.


  The question took the Rat by surprise. His cigarette drooped suddenly, almost fell from his mouth. His watery eyes blinked. But he recovered his composure and hunched farther across the table.


  “That’s a funny question, Nagle. Funny question for you to be asking. When you put the chief out in the Alcatraz of Ganymede.”


  “I didn’t put him there,” said the newsman. “All I did was write a story. That’s my job. I found out Hellion was hiding on Ceres with a bunch of assorted cutthroats, waiting for the heat to let up. And I wrote a story about it. Can I help it if the police read the Evening Rocketf” The Rat eyed the reporter furtively.


  “You’re smart, Nagle,” he said. “Too damn smart. Some day you’ll write yourself into a jam you can’t get out of. Maybe you done that already.”


  “Look here,” asked Grant, “why did the chief send you around? Why didn’t he come himself? If Hellion’s got business with me, he knows where he can find me.”


  “He can’t come now,” said the Rat. “He’s got to lay low for a while. And this time he’s got a place where no snooping reporter is going to find him.”


  “Rat,” warned Grant coldly, “some day you’re going to talk yourself into a jam. I don’t know what your game is, but it is a game of some sort. Because Hellion can’t get out of the prison on Ganymede. No man ever has gotten out of it. When a man goes there, he stays there. When he comes out he’s either served his sentence or he comes out feet first. Nobody escapes from Ganymede.”


  The Rat smiled bleakly, drew a paper from his hip pocket and spread it on the table. It was an Evening Rocket, the ink still damp.


  The banner screamed:


  HELLION ESCAPES


  “That,” said the Rat, tapping the paper, “should tell you what the score is. I ain’t talking through my hat.”


  Grant stared at the paper. It was the five-star edition, the final for the day. And there it was in black and white. Hellion Smith had escaped from the impregnable Alcatraz on the airless, bitter, frigid plains of Ganymede. A mauve-tinted likeness of Hellion’s ugly mug stared back at him from the page.


  “So what you told me is true,” said Grant softly. “Hellion has really escaped. And the message is the goods.”


  “When Hellion says something he means it,” sneered the Rat.


  “So do I,” declared Grant grimly. “And I got a message for you to take back to Hellion, if you can find him. You tell him I only did my duty as a newspaperman before—nothing personal about it at all. But if he comes messing around again I’ll take a sort of interest in him. I’ll really put some heart into it, you understand. You tell Hellion that if he tries to carry out his threat I’ll rip him up by the roots and crucify him.”


  The Rat stared at him with watery eyes.


  Grant lifted the bottle off the table and filled his glass.


  “Get the hell out of here!” he roared at the man across the table “Just looking at you makes me want to gag.”


  THE COPY BOY found Grant at the table, twirling the liquor in his glass. He shuffled across the floor toward him.


  Grant looked up and recognized him. “Hello, Lightnin’. Have a snort.”


  Lightnin’ shook his head. “I can’t. The boss sent me to get you. He wants to see you.”


  “He did, did he?” asked Grant. “Well, you go back and tell the boss I’m busy. Tell him I can’t be bothered. Tell him to come over and see me if he’s in a rush.”


  Lightnin’ scuffed his feet uneasily, caught between two fires.


  “It’s important,” he persisted.


  “Hell,” said Grant. “There’s nothing important. Sit down, Lightnin’, and rest your feet.”


  “Look,” said Lightnin’, pleadingly, “if you don’t come, the boss will give me hell. He said not to let you talk me out of it.”


  “Oh, well,” said Grant. He tossed off the liquor and pocketed the bottle.


  “Lead on, Lightnin’,” he said.


  On the street outside the mechanical newsboys blatted their cries.


  “Hellion Smith escapes. Hellion Smith escapes from Ganymede. Police baffled.”


  “They’re always baffled,” said Grant.


  Soft lights glowed in the gathering dusk. Smoothly operating street traffic slid silently along. Overhead the air lanes murmured softly. The city skyline was a blaze of vivid color.


  ARTHUR HART beamed at Grant. “I got a little assignment lined up for you,” he said. “One that will be a sort of vacation. You’ve been working hard and I thought a change might do you good.”


  “Go on,” said Grant. “Go on and give it to me both barrels. When bad news is coming I like to meet it face to face. The last time you got all bloated up with kindness you sent me off to Venus and I spent two months there, smelling those stinking seas, wading around in swamps, interviewing those damn fish men.”


  “It was a good idea,” Hart protested. “There was every reason to believe—still is—that the Venusians are a damn sight smarter than we think they are. They have big cities built down under those seas and just because they’ve never told us they didn’t have spaceships is no reason to believe they haven’t. For all we know, they may have visited Earth long before Earthmen flew to Venus.”


  “It’s all over now,” said Grant, “but it still sounds screwy to me. What is it this time? Mars or Venus?”


  “Neither one,” said Hart smoothly. “This time it really will be a little vacation jaunt. Down to sea bottom. I got it all fixed up. You’ll take a sub tonight down to Coral City and from there you’ll go to Deep End.”


  “Deep End!” Grant protested. “That’s the jumping-off place. Right on the rim of the deep.”


  “Sure,” snapped Hart. “What’s wrong with that?”


  Grant shook his head sadly. “I don’t like it. I’m a claustrophobiac. Can’t stand being shut up in a room. And down there you got to wear steel armor. Take Coral City, now. That’s not a bad place. Only a couple hundred feet under and you meet nice people.”


  “Nice bars, too,” suggested Hart. “Bet your neck there are,” Grant agreed. “Now. I could go for a couple of weeks in Coral City.”


  “You’ll go for Deep End, too,” declared Hart grimly.


  Grant shrugged wearily, felt the comforting bulge of the bottle in his pocket.


  “All right,” he said. “What’s the brainstorm this time?”


  “There’s some sort of trouble down there on The Bottom,” said Hart. “Rumors, unconfirmed reports, nothing we’ve been able to get our teeth into. Seems the glass and quartz used in suits and domes hasn’t been standing up. There have been tragedies. Entire communities wiped out. A story here, a story there, over the period of months, from all parts of The Bottom. You’ve read them yourself. Inquiries that have gotten nowhere.”


  “Forget it,” said Grant. “That’s only what’s to be expected. Any damn fool that goes down a half mile underwater and lives under a quartz dome is asking for trouble. When it comes he hasn’t got anybody but himself to blame. When you go monkeying around with pressures amounting to thousands of pounds per square inch you’re fooling around with dynamite.”


  “But the point,” said Hart, “is that every catastrophe so far reported has occurred where one manufacturer’s quartz is being used. Snider quartz. You’ve heard of it.”


  “Sure,” said Grant, unimpressed, “but that don’t add up to anything. Most of the quartz used down there is Snider stuff. It’s no secret Snider has a pull with the Underocean Colonization Board.” He looked at Hart squarely. “You aren’t figuring on sending me out on a one-man crusade against Snider quartz, are you?” Hart stirred uneasily.


  “Not exactly,” he parried. “You won’t be working alone. The Evening Rocket will be behind you.”


  “Behind me is right,” snorted Grant. “A long ways behind. A hell of a lot of good the Evening Rocket will do me if I get into a jam a half mile down.”


  Hart tilted forward in his chair. “The point is this,” he said. “If we can find there’s something wrong with Snider quartz, we’ll put the heat on Snider. And if we find the UCB has been winking at Snider stuff when they know it’s wrong, we’ll have them across the barrel, too.”


  “What a sweet nature you have,” said Grant. “The sort of a guy that would send his old grandma to the gallows for a ninety-six-point streamer.”


  “We have a duty to the public,” said Hart solemnly, looking almost like an owl. “It’s our duty to work for the common good of mankind.”


  “And for the good of the dear old Evening Rocket,” said Grant. “Up goes the circulation list. Full-page ads telling the readers how we exposed the dirty crooks. And maybe, after we smack Snider quartz flat, there’ll be another quartz company just dying to insert about a million bucks’ worth of advertising in our columns.”


  “It isn’t that,” snarled Hart, “and you know it isn’t.” He became oratorical. “Out there is a great empire to be conquered. The ocean bottom. An area two and one half times as great as all the land areas on the Earth. A great new frontier. We’ve made a start at conquering it. Out there are pioneers—”


  Grant waved him to silence. “I know,” he said. “Vast riches. Great fields for exploitation. A heritage for the future. I know it. But save it for an editorial.”


  Hart leaned back in his chair. “The latest reports of quartz failure come from the rim of the Puerto Rico deep,” he said. “Your job will be to find what’s in the cards.”


  “I warn you,” said Grant. “When I get back from this one I’m going to get drunk and stay drunk for a month.”


  Hart reached into his desk and drew out an envelope. “Your tickets for the sub,” he said. “The bank at Coral City will have instructions to let you draw expenses.”


  “O.K.,” said Grant. “I’ll catch you an octopus for a pet.”


  THE WATER was blue, shading to violet—a dusky blue like the deeper shade of twilight but still with a faintly luminous quality about it. Long ago the more showy seaweed beds had been left behind and the character of the sea bed had changed. No more beautiful stretches of sand with vegetation and fishes of unearthly colors, delicate and shifting. No more waving sea plumes or golden sea fans. No more unbelievable brilliancy of color.


  Now one seemed to be moving into the maws of night. The blue of the water deepened and blurred only a short distance away and even the powerful light of the underwater tank penetrated for only a hundred yards or so.


  There was muck underneath, muck and ooze that was deepening as Grant followed the contour of the bottom down toward the deep. Once the tank floundered into a muck trap with its treads spinning helplessly, and he had been forced to use the retractable gear to lift it out—the gear acting like legs, searching for and getting solid footing, heaving the massive tank along.


  The character and pattern of life was changing down here, too. Changing to a grimmer pattern—a more ferocious, unrelenting life.


  A thing, that was little more than a living mouth, swam across the vision panel, turned back, pressing its blunt face against the glass, mighty mouth agape, wicked fangs shining. A dark shape slithered by, just outside the beam of light.


  Grant dropped his eyes to the instruments. Five hundred and fifty feet down. Pressure two hundred fifty-three pounds per square inch.


  The other instruments were shivering slightly, but all read correctly. Everything was going fine.


  Grant wiped perspiration from his face. “Running this damn tub gets on my nerves,” he told himself, but instantly was reassured with the thought of the massive steel walls, constructed to maintain a maximum of resistance to buckling and bending, of the ports of shatter-proof quartz, laminated, one with the rest of the construction.


  But quartz sometimes didn’t stand up—that was what had brought him here. Quartz sometimes went haywire and when it did men died, men who had put their trust in it—men who otherwise could not have hurled their challenge into the teeth of The Bottom with its chilly depths, its monstrous pressure.


  The thing that was all mouth had retreated from the vision glass, but another nightmare of the twilight zone had replaced it—a grotesque thing that resembled nothing that ever should have lived.


  Grant cursed at it—swung the spotlight back and forth, trying to pick out landmarks. But there was nothing—he was moving across what appeared to be a murky plain, although the indicator showed it had a decided downward slope.


  Down there, somewhere ahead, was the Puerto Rico deep, one of the deepest—five and a half miles down. Down there the pressure ranged around six and a half tons a square inch. Too deep for man as yet. Conquest under the four-mile mark would have to await work in the industrial laboratories, would have to wait on man’s ingenuity to build steel and glass that was a little stronger, man’s ability to design new engineering kinks that would give greater strength—or perhaps the construction of a force screen or some other approach as yet merely speculative.


  Grant studied his chart. He had kept the course the communications bureau back at Deep End had outlined for him, but as yet there was no sign of the man he sought. Old Gus, they called him, and it seemed he was a sort of local legend.


  “A queer old coot,” the dapper little communications-bureau head had told him. “Depth dippy, I guess. He’s been out there for years, prospecting, fooling around. Couldn’t make him leave now. The Bottom gets in your blood, I guess, if you stay there long enough.”


  Grant swept the light back and forth again, but still there was nothing.


  HALF an hour later the light picked up the dome crouched under a sudden upsoaring of black rock, rising abruptly from the sea floor.


  Running the tank in close to the cliff, Grant stopped it and entered the airlock.


  Clambering into the mechanical suit, he tightened the lock and slid into the small operator’s chamber with its nightmare of controls. Clumsily, as yet unused to the operation of the suit, he opened the outer lock control.


  Outside it was easier and the suit ambled jerkily along, shaking him at every stride. He was within only a short distance of the dome when a shadow detached itself from the cliff and dropped upon him. Grant felt the thud of its impact, saw waving tentacles crawl across the plate, while gristle suction cups seeking to get a hold.


  “An octopus,” said Grant disgustedly.


  The cephalopod threshed wildly, swinging its tentacles in mighty swipes and then slid off the suit, landing in front of it, hopping to one side. A moment later it scuttled out of the twilit gloom and humped along ahead of Grant.


  “I’d like to take a swift kick at you,” Grant told the octopus, “but if I did, I’d lose my balance sure as hell, and a fellow would have to be a magician to get one of these tin cans right side up if it fell over.”


  The octopus was a monster. His body was as big as a good-sized watermelon and his eight tentacles would have spanned close to twenty feet.


  A suited figure was emerging from the air lock of the dome and Grant shoved a lever to swing his suit’s arm in greeting. The arm of the other suit raised in reply and hurried toward him.


  The octopus galloped forward, raising a cloud of murk in its path, and launched itself at the other suit. An expert arm flashed out and warded it off. Steel fingers closed on a tentacle and the suit inarched forward, hauling a protesting, squirming octopus along by one of its eight long arms.


  “Howdy, stranger,” said the man inside the advancing suit. “Glad you happened along.”


  Grant spoke into his transmitter.


  “Glad to see you, too. I was looking for a man named Gus. Maybe you’re him.”


  “Sure am,” said the other. “I suppose Butch jumped on you.”


  “Butch?” asked Grant, bewildered.


  “Sure, Butch. Butch is my octopus. Raised him from a pup. Used to sit around inside the dome with me until he got too big and I had to shut him out. He still tries to sneak in on me every now and then.”


  Butch squatted to one side, his tentacle still clutched in the steel hand of his master’s suit. His eyes seemed to glint in the deep blue water.


  “Sometimes,” Old Gus went on, “he gets kind of gay and I’ve got to trim him down to his natural size. But he’s a pretty good octopus just the same.”


  “You mean,” asked Grant, slightly horrified, “you keep the thing for a pet.”


  “Sure,” declared Gus. “Safe enough as long as he can’t get at you. Another fellow up north a ways had one and he kind of noised it around his octopus could lick anything that swam, so I took Butch and went up to see him. That, stranger, was a brawl worth seeing. But Butch had it all over that other octopus. Polished him off inside of fifteen minutes and then wouldn’t give up the corpse. Lugged it around for days, taking lunches off of it.”


  “Sort of a tough citizen,” suggested Grant.


  “Butch,” said Old Gus pridefully, “can be downright ornery when he takes a mind to be.”


  OLD GUS talked as he brewed the coffee. “A man gets sort of lonesome down here once in a while,” he explained, “and you like some company, even if it ain’t nothing but a thing like Butch. Sharks, now, are downright friendly once you get to know them, but they ain’t no account as pets. They wander too much. You never know where they are.


  But octopuses are home bodies. Butch lairs out in the cliff back there and comes a-huinping every time he sees me.”


  “How long have you been here?” asked Grant.


  “Only four or five years here,” said Gus. “Used to live up around three hundred feet, but when they put out this improved quartz I moved down here. Like it better. But, all in all, I been living on The Bottom for nigh onto forty years. Last time I was up on the surface I got a terrible headache. Too many bright colors. Greens and blues and reds and yellows. All you get down here is blue, more of a violet really. It’s restful.”


  The coffeepot sent out tantalizing odors. The electrolysis plant chuckled. The heat grids sang softly.


  Outside the dome, Butch squatted dolefully.


  “This a Snider dome?” asked Grant.


  “Yep,” said Gus. “Set me back a couple thousand bucks. And then I had to pay to get it hauled down here. Thought I could do it with my old tub, but it was too risky.”


  “I hear some of the Snider domes aren’t working out too well,” said Grant. “Breaking down under pressure. Maybe something wrong with their construction.”


  The old man lifted the coffeepot off the stove, poured coffee into the cups.


  “There’s been a lot of failures,” he said, “but I ain’t had no trouble. Don’t think it’s the fault of the glass at all. Something else. Something funny about it. Some of the boys around here have been talking of getting up a vigilante party.”


  Grant had his cup half lifted to his lips, .but set it down suddenly. “Vigilante party?” he asked. “Why a vigilante party?”


  Old Gus leaned across the table, lowered his voice dramatically. “Ever hear of Robber’s Deep?” he asked.


  “No,” said Grant. “I don’t believe I ever have.”


  The old man settled back. “A little over a half mile down,” he declared. “A sort of little depression. Bad country. Too rough for tanks. Got to go on foot to reach it.”


  He sipped the steaming coffee noisily, wiped his whiskers with a horny hand.


  Grant waited, sipping his own coffee. Butch, he saw, was swarming up the dome’s curving side.


  “There’s been too dang many robberies,” said Old Gus. “Too much helling around. This country is getting sort of civilized now and we ain’t going to stand for it much longer.”


  “You think there’s a gang of robbers down in that deep?” asked Grant.


  “That’s the only place they could be,” said Gus. “It’s bad country and hard to get around in. Lots of caves and a couple of canyons that run down to the Big Deep. Dozens of places where a gang could hide.”


  Gus sipped gustily at the coffee. “It used to be right peaceable down here,” he mourned. “A man could find him a bed of clams and post the place and know it was his. Nobody would touch it. Or you could stake out a radium workings and know that your stakes wouldn’t be pulled up. And if you found an old ship you just slapped up a notice on it saying you had found it and nobody would take so much as a single plank away. But it ain’t that way no more. There’s been a lot of claim jumping and clam beds have been robbed. We kind of figure we’ll have to put a stop to it.”


  “Look,” said Grant, “the Evening Rocket sent me out here to find out why so many domes were failing—why there were so many catastrophes on The Bottom. You tell me robbers are responsible—desperados of the deep. Would they go to the length of smashing a man’s dome to get what little treasure he might have inside?”


  Old Gus snorted. “Why not?” he asked. “Up on the surface your thugs kill a man, shoot him down in cold blood, to get the little money he might have in his pocket. Down here there are fortunes in some of the domes. Radium and pearls and priceless treasure salvaged from old wrecks.”


  Grant nodded. “I suppose so. But it’s not only here it’s happening. Domes are failing all over. On all parts of The Bottom.”


  “I don’t know about them other places,” said Old Gus brusquely, “but I know out here most of the failures ain’t the fault of the glass. It’s the fault of a bunch of thieving cutthroats and if it keeps on we’ll sure make them hard to catch.”


  The old man sloshed the last of the coffee down his throat and rattled the cup down on the table. “I got a bed of clams posted not very far from here and if them fellows get into that bed I’ll just naturally go on the warpath all by myself.” He stopped and looked at Grant. “Say,” he asked, “have you ever seen a real clam bed?”


  Grant shook his head.


  “If you can stay,” said Old Gus, “I’ll show you one tomorrow that’ll make your eyes pop. Some of them five feet across, and if one old girl is open I’ll show you a pearl as big as your hat. It isn’t quite as perfect as it should be yet, but given a little more time it will be. The old girl is working on it and I’m watching it. But I haven’t been over there for a month or so.”


  He shook his head. “I sure hope them Robber’s Deep fellows ain’t found her,” he said. “If they ever touch that pearl I’m going to declare me a war right then and there.”


  BUTCH lolloped happily along ahead of them, soaring awkwardly over occasional boulders and making furtive side trips into the deep-blue darkness on either side.


  “Just like a dog,” said Old Gus. “He gets cantakerous at times and I have to give him a good whaling to cool him down, but he seems to like me anyhow. But to anyone but me he’s meaner than poison. That’s his nature and he can’t help it.” They plodded on. Grant was having less difficulty working his suit.


  “The clam bed,” said Old Gus, “is just up this way a piece. Robber’s Deep is down in that direction.” He swung his arm toward the down slope, half turning his suit. He did not turn back again. “Nagle”—his voice was a husky whisper—“I don’t remember ever seeing that before.” Grant turned and through the haze of the water he saw a queer formation, a shady thing rising out of the ocean bed.


  “What is it?” he asked. “It looks—Damned if it don’t look almost like a piece of machinery.”


  “I don’t know,” said Gus softly, “but, by the good Lord Harry, we’re going to find out.”


  They moved forward slowly, cautiously. Grant felt an unaccountable prickling at the back of his neck—an eerie sense of danger.


  Butch gamboled ahead of them. Suddenly he stopped, stood stifflegged, almost bristling. He pranced forward a few steps and waved his tentacles. Then he became a bundle of unseemly rage, rushing about, his eyes red, his body color changing from black to pink, to violet and finally to a dull brick-red.


  “Butch sure has got his dander up,” said Old Gus, half fearfully.


  The octopus ceased his demonstration of rage almost as suddenly as it had started and headed straight for the hazy mass before them. Old Gus broke into a sprint and Grant followed.


  The towering mass was machinery, Grant saw. Two great cylinders standing close together, with a massive squat machine between them, connected to both of the cylinders by heavy pipes.


  The muck and ooze had been scraped away for some distance around the cylinders and machine, probably to make way for secure anchorage, and a mighty hole had been blasted in the sea-bed rock.


  There was no sign of life around the cylinders or the machine, but the machine was operating.


  Hutch reached the cylinders and whipped around them and the next instant something that looked like a merman shot out from behind the cylinders, with Butch in close pursuit.


  The manlike thing flashed through the water with astonishing ease, but Butch was out for blood. With a tremendous burst of speed he drew nearer to the fleeing thing, launched his body in a great leap and closed in, tentacles flailing.


  Old Gus was running now, yelling at the octopus. “Damn you, Butch; you stop that!”


  But, by the time Grant reached them, it was all over. Old Gus, still furious, was prying an angry Butch from his prey, which the octopus still held in the death-grip of his tentacles.


  “Some day,” Old Gus was saying, “I’m going to plumb lose patience with you, Butch.”


  But Butch wasn’t worrying much about that. His one thought at the moment was to retain the choice morsel he had picked up. He clung stubbornly, but finally Gus hauled him loose. He tried to charge in again, but Gus booted him away and at that he withdrew, squatting at the base of one of the cylinders, fairly jigging with rage.


  GRANT was staring down at the thing on the bare rock. “Gus,” he said, “do you know what this is?”


  “Danged if I do,” said Gus. “I’ve heard of mermen and mermaids, but. I never did set no stock by them. I been roaming these ocean beds for nigh forty years and I never seen one yet.” He moved close, touched the body with the toe of his suit. “But,” he declared, “this is the spitting image of those old pictures of them.”


  “That,” said Grant, “is a Venusian. A native of Venus. A fish man. The boss sent me to Venus a couple years ago to find out what I could about them. He had a screwy idea they were further advanced in science than they ever let the Earth people suspect. But I couldn’t do much about it, for it would be sheer suicide for a man to venture into a Venusian sea. The seas are unstable chemically. Always with more or less acid—lots of chlorine. They stink like hell, but these fellows seem to like it. The acid and pressure and chemical changes don’t seem to harm them and maybe the stink smells good to them.”


  “If this is a Venusian, how did he get here?” asked Gus suspiciously.


  “I don’t know,” said Grant, “but I aim to find out. To my knowledge a Venusian has never visited Earth. They can stand almost any pressure under the water, but they don’t like open air, even the Venusian air and that’s half water most of the time.”


  “Maybe you’re mistaken,” suggested Gus. “Maybe this ain’t a Venusian but something almost like one.


  Grant shook his head behind the plate. “No, I’m not mistaken. There are too many identifying marks. Look at the gills—feathered. And the hide. Almost like steel. Really a shell—an outside skeleton.”


  The newsman turned around and stared at the cylinders, then shifted his gaze to the machine squatting between them. It was operating smoothly and silently. Several large blocks of stone lay in front of it, and several similar blocks protruded from a hopperlike arrangement which surmounted the machine. The dangling jaws of a crane showed how the blocks had been lifted into the hopper. To one side of the machine were a number of small jugs.


  “Gus,” Grant asked, “what kind of rock is this?”


  The old man scooped up a couple of splinters and held them before his vision glass. The suit’s spotlight caught the splinters and they blazed with sudden moving light.


  “Fluorite,” said Gus. “Crystals embedded all through this stuff.” He flung the splinters away. “The rock itself,” he said, “is old; older than hell. Probably Archean.”


  “You’re sure about the fluorite?” asked Grant.


  “Sure, it’s fluorite,” sputtered the old man. “The rock is lousy with it. You find lots of it on The Bottom. Lots of old rock here, and that’s where you find it mostly.”


  Grant dismissed the subject of the rock and turned his attention to the engine and the tanks. The engine seemed simple in its operation—little more than a piston and a wheel—but it seemed without controls and it ran without visible source of power.


  The hopper was a hopper and that was all. Across its throat flashed a ripple of fiery flame that ate swiftly at the block of stone, breaking it up and feeding it into the maw of the machine below.


  Grant rapped against one of the tanks with his steel fist and it gave back a dead clicking sound unlike the ring of steel.


  “Would you know what those tanks are made of?” he demanded of Gus.


  The old man shook his head. “It’s got me all bogged down,” he confessed. “I seen some funny things in forty years down here, but nothing like this. A Venusian feeding rock into a machine of some sort. It just don’t add up.”


  “It adds up to a hell of a lot more than we think,” said Grant gravely.


  He picked up one of the jugs and rapped it. It gave back the same clicking sound. Carefully he worked the stopper out and from the neck of the jug spouted a puff of curling, deadly-appearing greenish yellow. Swiftly he jabbed the stopper in again and stepped back quickly.


  “What is that stuff?” Gus shrieked at him, his blue eyes wide behind the plate of quartz.


  “Hydrofluoric acid,” said Grant, a strange tenseness in his voice. “The only acid known that will attack glass!”


  “Well, I be damned,” said Old Gus weakly. “Well, I be damned.”


  “Gus,” said Grant, “I won’t be able to look at those clams today. I’ve got to get back to Deep End. I have a message to send.”


  Gus looked gravely at the cylinders, at the body of the Venusian. “Yes, I guess you have,” he said.


  “Maybe you’d like to go with me. I’ll come right back again.”


  Gus shook his head. “Nope, I’ll stick around. But you might bring me back a couple pounds of coffee and some sugar.”


  Out of the twilit waters came a charging black streak. It was Butch. He had made a flanking movement and now was coming in to get the dead Venusian.


  His strategy succeeded. Gus rushed at him roaring, but Butch, hugging the body, squirted himself upward at a steep angle and disappeared.


  Gus shook a fist after him.


  “Some day,” he yelped, “I’ll give that danged octopus a trimming down that he’ll remember.”


  HART had been wrong, apparently, about the Snider glass, but he had been, right, that time before, about the Venusians. For there could be no doubt of it. The Venusians were coming to Earth—might have been coming to Earth these many years, roaring down out of the sky in their ships, diving into the ocean, their natural habitat—quietly taking over Earth’s oceans without making any sort of fuss.


  And then Man, pressed by economic necessity, by the love of adventure, by the lure of wealth, spurred on by scientific and engineering developments, had invaded the sea himself. For centuries he had ridden on it and flown over it, and now he had walked into it, embarking upon the last great venture, invading the last frontier little old Earth had to offer.


  Strange tales of flashing things that dropped into the sea—strange reports of mystery planes sighted in midocean, planes that had a strange look about them. Planes tearing upward into space or dropping like a flash into the water. For years those reports had been heard—way back in the twentieth century—even in some instances in the nineteenth century, when planes were yet a thing unheard of.


  And tales much older yet—tales from antiquity—from the old days when men first pushed outward from the shore, tales of mermaids and mermen.


  Could the Venusians have been coming to Earth for all these centuries? Quietly, unobtrusively dropping out of space—perhaps carrying on a lucrative trade for many years with treasures snatched from Earth’s ocean beds. Perhaps even now there were many Venusian colonies planted on The Bottom. That could easily be so, for Man as yet had only started his exploitation of the sea beds. His health and tourist resorts, his sea farms and oil fields, his floral gardens and mines only fringed the continental shelves, and at no point was The Bottom thickly settled. A few depth-dippy coots like Old Gus, spending their lives on The Bottom, caught by the mystic love of its silences and weird mystery, had pushed ever deeper and deeper, but they were few. The Bottom, to all intent and purpose, was still a wilderness. In that wilderness might be many colonies of Venusians.


  Grant Nagle pondered the matter as he headed his tank back into the depths from Deep End, back to Old Gus’ dome.


  He chuckled as he remembered the result of his visaphone call to Hart.


  He could imagine Hart now—cussing up and down the office, ripping things wide open, laying down the law to Washington. By nightfall Hart would have every government submarine in the entire world combing the ocean bottoms.


  Combing the ocean bottoms to ferret out Venusians and their deadly little chemical plants where they were manufacturing hydrofluoric acid.


  Maybe they didn’t mean anything by manufacturing the acid. Maybe it was for some perfectly innocent purpose of their own. But the fact that hydrofluoric acid was the only acid known to have effect on glass, the fact that quartz domes had been failing all tied up too neatly to be disregarded.


  After all, wouldn’t that be the logical way for the Venusians to proceed if they wished to keep the oceans for themselves. If they wished to drive Earthmen from the beds of their own seas, how better might they do it than by making Earthmen fear the sea, by destroying their confidence in the quartz that made possible domes and submarines and tanks and underwater suits? Without quartz man would be practically helpless on The Bottom, for quartz was the eyes of men down here. In time to come, of course, television could be worked out so that quartz would be unnecessary, but that would be an unsatisfactory substitute—indirect sight instead of direct sight.


  And if the worst came to worst, might it not be possible that the Venusians, with their chemical factories, might entirely alter the chemical content of the oceans? The material lay at hand. Fluorite for hydrogen fluoride. Most of the compounds in the oceans’ waters were chlorides—simple to juggle them chemically. Vast deposits of manganese.


  GRANT SHUDDERED to think of the witches’ broth that well-directed chemical effort might stir up in these depths. A great job, truly—but not impossible—especially when one considered the Venusians might have developed chemical treatment, might hold knowledge of chemistry which was still a closed book to Man. That machine and the hopper and the cylinders—nothing like one would find in an Earthly chemical plant—but apparently efficient. With unlimited raw material, with many machines such as that—what might not the Venusians be able to do?


  And it didn’t make a bit of difference to them. In Venus they lived in seas that frothed and bubbled and stank to the high heavens—seas that seethed with continual chemical change. A few chemical changes in Earth’s seas wouldn’t bother them at all, but it would the people and the creatures of the Earth. All sea life would die, men would be driven from The Bottom, perhaps many sections of country lying close to the sea would become virtually uninhabitable because of the fumes.


  Grant cursed at himself. “You damn fool,” he said, “creating a world catastrophe when you aren’t absolutely certain of any fact as yet.”


  No facts, of course, except that he had actually found a Venusian operating a machine which produced hydrofluoric acid. He studied his chart closely and corrected his course. He was getting close to Old Gus’ dome.


  Half an hour later he sighted the black, shadowy cliffs and cruised slowly in toward them.


  He didn’t see the dome until the tank was almost on top of it. Then he cried out in amazement, jerked the tank to a halt and flattened his face against the glass, playing the spotlight on the ruins of the dome.


  Old Gus’ dome had been literally blown to bits. Only a few jagged stumps of its foundation, firmly anchored to the rock beneath, still stood. The rest was hurled in shattered fragments over The Bottom!


  There was no sign of Old Gus. Apparently the old man had been away when the dome had crashed or his body had been carried away.


  But there was little mystery as to what had caused the dome to fall. The broad wheel marks of a large undersea tank led away from the scene of destruction. Deep footprints still made a tracery about the dome site and the interior of the dome had plainly been rifled after the dome itself had been destroyed. This had been the work of men. A shell, loaded with high explosive, driven by compressed air, had smashed the dome.


  “Robber’s Deep,” said Grant, half to himself, staring along the direction in which the tank trail led. The tale of Robber’s Deep, as he had heard it from Old Gus, had sounded like one of those tall tales for which The Bottom men were famous. Tales inspired by superstition, by loneliness, by the strange things that they saw. But maybe Robber’s Deep wasn’t just a tale—maybe there really was something to it after all.


  Grant turned back to his waiting tank. “By Heaven,” he said, “I’m going to find out!”


  THE tread marks were easy to follow. They led straight away, down the slope toward the Big Deep, then angled sharply to the north, still leading down.


  The water grew darker, became a dirty gray with all the blue gone from it. Sparks flittered in the darkness—Hashes that came and went, betraying the presence of little luminous things—sea life carrying their own lanterns. Arrow worms slid across the vision plate, like white threads. Copepods, the insects of the deep, jerked along with oarlike strokes, like motes of dust dancing in the sunlight. A shrimp, startled, turned into a miniature firecracker, hurling out luminous fluid which seemed to explode almost in Grant’s face.


  A swarm of fish with cheek and lateral lights flashed by the glass and a nightmare of a thing, with flame-encircled eyes, bobbing lantern barbels and silver tinsel on its body, crawled over the nose of the tank, perched there for a moment like a squatting ogre, then slipped out of sight.


  The gauges were swinging over, Deeper and deeper, with the pressure rising. The grayness of the water held and the lights outside increased, like little fireflies rustling through the gloom.


  What had happened to Old Gus?


  And why had his dome been smashed?


  Those two questions pounded in Grant’s brain, if Gus was still alive, where was he? Out rounding up the vigilantes he had spoken of? Hurrying back to Deep End to inform the police? Or haunting the trail of the marauders?


  Grant shrugged his shoulders. Old Gus probably was dead. The old coot was depth-dippv. He would fight at the drop of the hat, no matter what the odds. Somewhere a blasted tank or a shattered suit was hidden in the ocean’s mud, marking the last resting place of the old Bottom man.


  But why the attack on the dome? Could Old Gus have had treasure there? It was not unlikely. He had talked of old ships loaded with treasure, he was watching a five-foot clam with a pearl as big as a man’s hat. Even at the lower price of pearls due to their greater abundance now, that pearl itself would represent a small-sized fortune.


  The trail led deeper and deeper, down into a darker gray, with more fireflies dancing, with monstrous shadows slipping through the water. Weird formations began to thrust themselves out of the ocean bed and the trail dipped swiftly. The track of the larger tank wound tortuously around the outcroppings.


  Without a doubt they were approaching Robber’s Deep. The depth gauge read slightly under two thousand feet and the pressure gauge sent a shiver of fear along Grant’s spine. Exposed to that pressure for an instant, a man would be jelly—less than jelly, less than a grease spot on the floor.


  The trail led into a narrow canyon, with mighty rock walls rearing up straight into the water. There was barely clearance for Grant’s tank—the larger machine must have almost brushed the walls.


  Suddenly the canyon debouched into a wider space, a sort of circular arena, with the walls sweeping to left and right and then closing in again narrower than ever, forming a little pocket.


  Grant jerked the machine to a stop, tried frantically to spin it and retreat. For in that little arena were other tanks, a battery of them, large and small.


  He had run slam-bang into a trap and as he ripped savagely at the controls he felt the cold perspiration trickling down his chest and arms.


  A voice boomed in his radio receiver: “Stay where you are or we’ll blast you!”


  He saw the snouts of guns mounted on the tanks swiveling around to menace him. He was beaten and he knew it. He halted the tank, switched off the motor.


  “Get into your suit and get out,” boomed the voice in the receiver.


  He was in for it now—clear up to his neck.


  Out of the tank, he walked slowly across the arena floor. A man from one of the tanks came out to meet him. Neither of them spoke until they were face to face.


  Then, in the dim light, Grant recognized the man in the other suit. It was the Rat!


  “Nice hide-out you have here, Rat,” said Grant.


  The Rat leered at him. “Hellion will be glad to see you,” he said. “This is a sort of unexpected visit, but he’ll be glad to see you just the same.” The Rat’s face twisted. “He liked your message.”


  “Yes,” said Grant, “I figured that he would.”


  ALCATRAZ on Ganymede had done something to Hellion Smith, had instilled in him a deeper, sharper cruelty, a keener cunning, a fouler bitterness. It showed in his squinted eyes, his twitching face with the jagged scar that ran from chin to temple, the thin, bloodless lips.


  “Yes,” he told Grant, “I have a nice place here. Convenient in a good many ways. The police would never think to hunt for me down here and if they did and we wanted to make a fight of it, we could hold them off until the crack of doom. Or if we wanted to run for it, they’d never be able to trail us through those canyons that run into the Big Deep.”


  “Clever,” said Grant. “But you always were clever. Your only trouble was that you took a lot of chances.”


  “I am not taking them any more,” said Hellion, but his tone still held that puzzling, light note of pleasant conversation.


  “By the way,” he said, “the Rat told me you remembered me. Sent your regards to me. I appreciated that.”


  “Here it comes,” Grant told himself. Involuntarily his body tensed.


  But nothing came.


  Hellion waved his arm to indicate the mighty dome which nestled in another larger, deeper arena in the canyon. Through the quartz, even in the murkiness of the gray water, one could see the towering canyon walls that ran up from the ocean floor.


  “Just like on the surface,” said Hellion proudly. “All the comforts of home. The boys like it down here. A few things to do and a good place to loaf around. Lamps that take the place of daylight, latest electrolysis equipment, generators—everything. We have it cozy.” He turned to face Grant squarely. “I wish you could stay with us a while,” he said, “but I suppose you will want to be going back.”


  Grant gasped. “Why, yes,” he said. “The chief will be expecting me.”


  But there was something wrong. No word or action. Nothing in the atmosphere. Nothing at all—except that Hellion Smith hated his guts. Hellion Smith wouldn’t let him walk out of this place and go back to the surface.


  And yet—that was what he had said: “—you will want to be going back.”


  “I’ll walk to the lock with you,” Hellion offered.


  Grant held his breath, waiting for the joker. But there wasn’t any joker. Hellion chatted amiably, his scarred face twitching, his eyes a-glitter, but his voice smooth and easy. Small talk about old times back in New York, gossip of the underworld, life in the Ganymedean prison.


  Grant’s suit stood within the lock, just as he had left it.


  Hellion held out his hand.


  “Come and see us again,” he said. “Any time. But maybe you had better get started now.” And for the first time Grant sensed a note of warning and of mockery in Hellion’s voice.


  “So long, Hellion,” said Grant.


  Still puzzled, he clambered into his suit, screwed shut the entrance port, snapped on the interior lights. Everything all right—dials intact, mechanism O.K. He snapped on the power and tested the controls. But there was something wrong. Something missing. A soft purr that should have been in his ears.


  Then he knew, and as the realization struck him the strength seemed to go out of his body and a cold dew of perspiration dampened his entire body. “Hellion,” he said, “my electrolysis unit has gone haywire.” Hellion stood just outside the lock, ready to slam home the port. He smiled engagingly at Grant, as if Grant might have just told him a funny joke. “Now,” he said, “isn’t that too bad.”


  “Look, Hellion,” shouted Grant, “if you want to wipe me out, use your guns.”


  “Why, no,” said Hellion, “I wouldn’t think of that. This is so much neater. You have your emergency reserve of oxygen, enough for three or four hours. Maybe in that time you can figure out a way to save your neck. I’m giving you a chance, see? That’s more than you gave me, you dirty little pencil pusher.” He slammed the port and Grant watched it spinning home.


  Water was hissing into the lock, shattered to fog by the mighty pressure, raising the pressure inside the lock to that outside the dome.


  Grant stood still, waiting, mad thoughts thundering in his brain. Four hours’ air at the most. Hours short of the time that would be necessary to get back to Deep End. If Old Gus’ dome still stood, no problem would have existed, for he could have made the dome easily. Probably there were other domes as near, but he had no idea where they were.


  There was just one thing—and he had to face it—death within his suit when his air gave out. Four hours. Plenty of time to get to Gus’ dome.


  His mind snagged and held, revolved around one idea. Time to get to Gus’ dome. Follow the tracks left by the tanks. Scale the canyon walls and cut southward to intersect the tank tracks.


  The site of the Venusian’s machinery was a scant quarter mile from Gus’ dome. Two hours would do it, less than two hours. Two hours to go there—two hours to come back.


  He wondered grimly what a dozen jugs of hydrofluoric acid, dropped into the canyon, would do to the dome. He chuckled and the chuckle echoed ghastily inside the suit. “We go out together, Smith,” he whispered.


  CLIMBING the canyon wall had been no child’s play. Several times he had nearly fallen when the mighty grip of the suit’s steel hands had slipped on slimy rock. Not that such a fall would have been fatal, although it might have been.


  But now Grant was near the top. Slowly, carefully, he manipulated the right arm of the suit toward a projection, hooked the fingers around it, tightened them savagely with a vicious thrust of a lever. The motors droned as the arm swung the suit, scraping along the rocky face of the looming wall. Now the left arm and the fingers hooked upon a ledge, anchored there. Grant jerked on the arm several times to make sure of the grip, then applied the power. The arm bent, mechanical muscles straining, and the suit moved upward.


  Time was valuable, but he must be careful. One slip now and he would have to do it all over again—if he could, for the fall might crush him to death on the rocks below, might crack his visor, might damage the suit so it wouldn’t operate.


  It had taken him longer than he thought to reach the top, but there was still time enough. Time to reach the Venusians’ camp and get the acid. Time to get back and hurl jug after jug out into the canyon. Time to watch the jugs settle and break on the glowing dome down on the canyon floor. Time to watch the yellow-greenish liquid creep over the quartz. Time to see the quartz walls crumple inward beneath the terrific pressure of the deep.


  “A message, Hellion?” he shrieked into the watery canyon. “I’ll have one for you. I’ll have a dozen of them—in jugs!”


  But maybe he was just kidding himself. Playing at dramatics. Jousting with windmills. Maybe that much acid wouldn’t touch the dome—maybe it would take hundreds of gallons of the stuff, dumped into the canyon, before it would affect the quartz. Maybe the jugs would collapse under the pressure before he could get them down this deep. That was funny stuff they and the cylinders were made of—neither steel nor quartz, and steel and quartz were the only two materials that would stand up even at five hundred feet. In the laboratories on the surface hydrofluoric acid was kept in wax containers, but that, of course, would be just as crazy at this depth as quartz containers.


  Those jugs must be made of some new material, some material unknown to Earthmen, but developed by the Venusians. The Venusians, naturally, would have developed materials of that kind—materials that were immune to acid action, could withstand tremendous pressures.


  The oxygen jet, hissing warningly, roused Grant from his speculations. His eyes went to the reserve-tank pressure gauge and what he saw was like a blow between the eyes. Of the two tanks, one was empty—or almost empty, just enough for a few more minutes. The second tank was at full pressure—but something had happened to that first tank. He had counted on it carrying him almost to the Venusians’ camp—on not being forced to call upon the second tank until he was ready for the return trip to the canyon’s edge. Some imperfection, perhaps a faulty gauge—it didn’t matter now, for the damage was done. The hissing of the jet ebbed lower and lower and Grant snapped on the second tank.


  Well, that settled it.


  He’d never live to get to the Venusians’ camp and back to the canyon. Two hours—that was all that was left to him of life—perhaps not even that much. And that wasn’t long enough.


  Someone else would have to get Hellion Smith. Perhaps Old Gus, if Old Gus were still alive. Perhaps some stony-eyed veteran of the Undersea Patrol—perhaps one of the government submarines, nosing around to find other camps of the Venusian invaders.


  “The last story,” said Grant Nagle, staring out over the canyon, down into the depths where the dome gleamed dimly. “The last story and I won’t write it.”


  GRANT SWUNG the right arm of the suit upward, found a handhold with his spotlight, hooked the steel fingers on it, tested their grip and geared the motors. The suit bumped and scraped against the rock as the arm levered it up a few feet.


  Only a few feet more and he would reach the top of the canyon wall. What would he do then? What was there to do? What does a man do when he has just an hour or two to live?


  He shifted the spotlight to find a hold for the fingers of the left arm and, as he did so, a shadowy, ghostly thing leaped over the canyon’s lip and plunged out into the watery space behind him. An oblong thing, a tubelike thing, that seemed to be spinning as it fell. A thing that plunged down, straight at the dome below.


  Grant twisted the peroscopie lenses to watch and, as he recognized it, he sucked in his breath. That falling thing was one of the cylinders from the Venusians’ camp! One of the great cylinders to which the motor had been connected! The cylinder was falling faster now, faster and faster, still spinning along its axis.


  From above came a coughing hiss, as if someone had uncorked a bottle, and down toward the spinning cylinder flashed a shimmering projectile. Someone had fired an airgun!


  In the split second before the projectile struck, Grant found a handhold for the left hand of the suit, clamped the steel fingers into it savagely. The concussion of the exploding projectile as it Wasted against the spinning cylinder battered his suit against the wall. But the lingers held and, hanging there against the canyon rocks, he saw the cylinder split open as if a man had sliced it with a knife. Saw it spill a flood of curling greenish-yellow substance down upon the dome.


  With little regard for safety, Grant swarmed up the wall those few remaining feet, pulled himself over the edge and turned to stare down into the depths.


  The dome was gone—flattened out—shattered into a million shards as the acid had weakened it, allowed the pressure to get in its deadly work.


  Hellion Smith was dead. So was the Rat and all the others. Except for a few, perhaps, who might be guarding the tanks.


  The waters of Robber’s Deep were painted a ghastly yellow—a yellow that swirled and crawled and eddied like fiendish, writhing arms.


  “Who the hell are you?” asked a voice.


  Grant whirled. “Gus,” he cried. “Gus, you old devil, you did it!”


  The suited figure stood stolidly in the gloom, a gun clutched in one hand. Behind it bulked the outline of an underwater tank.


  “I kind of got my dander up,” Old Gus explained. “First they knocked over my dome and that put me out of sorts, and then they took my pearl and that made me downright sore.” He turned his spotlight on Grant’s vision plate. “It’s Nagle,” he said. “I was wondering where you were.”


  “It’s a long story,” said Grant. “You can tell it to me in the tank,” said Gus. “I got to be getting back.”


  “Where are you going?” asked Grant.


  “I got to get Butch,” said Gus. “When I went up to the Venusians’ camp and got ready to haul the cylinder down here, Butch was bound to follow me. I told him the pressure would be too much for him and I tried to make him stay. But he got stubborn, so I had to stake him out.”


  Gus chuckled thinly. “I bet he’s madder than hell by now,” he said.
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  RESPECTED GENTLEMEN:


  In above manner I was instructed to address you and advise, with his authorizing, I undertake duties of Steve Bowdoin, your special correspondent until very recent date. Gladly I do this extra to my work with Saffron City Chronicle, which, surely you are aware, is foremost Venusian daily. You have my permitting to use this copy at regular space rates or suggest any differing arrangement you desire. Stephen Bowdoin is out of picture and I elucidate reason hereinafter.


  Being experienced Chronicle reporter, taking also four years night study American language in School of Terrestrial Knowledge, Saffron City, likewise history and literature of same, I am superbly qualified as deputy of Bowdoin. I proceed:


  I have not found copies of any news Steve has sent you whatever. Perhaps, then, I do best to start at commencing. Which, you must cognize, was when Triplanetary Expedition for Callistonian Exploration and Research reached this ill-omened body. Not mine to say whether our good or bad fortune we three representatives of power of press were included. Suffice it we were. Lak Tjumed, for Risapar News of Mars, Bowdoin and myself (use immediately for by-line my name, Serle Tummin, without need turning to end of copy) were three excited correspondents. We have been more so as time progressed until as I inscribe.


  After ten terrestrial years preparing for event, it is deeply regrettable confusion should result. Blame lies not with expedition, readers will learn, but with conditions so vastly distant as Terra. I write strictly neutrality in all respects. Not as Venusian or partisan, but as observer and chronicler with disinterest. My emotion is spent.


  Port of Callisto welcomed us jubilantly. Though no more than mean trading post at edge of Callistonian jungle. We saw here radio station, fuel pit, repair shop, house named “Barngril” for purchase of food and spirituous beverage. Likewise poor native huts. A few men of our three planets, a few natives, no more. Truly, we expected no more. Our first object of exploration was this Barngril.


  “I’m buying, Serle, old man,” were Bowdoin’s first words inside. I am not old whatever, but forty Venusian years which are twenty-five terrestrial. Bowdoin speaks idiom not learned in our good American School but of understanding. “What’ll it be, old man, Martian chulco?”


  I nodded assent. Indeed, my throat was parched after twenty days on that stuffy leased ship from Port of Mars. All others of expedition entering Barngril suddenly merry and encouraging by glistening mahogany and glassware. Not to mention railing of brass for feet.


  Natives gathered around as product of Martian cactus lubricated arid throats. These being yellow-furred bipeds, color photos herewith, with round mouths for eating only. Stalks on which eyes will be seen at end likewise for communicating of small intelligence owners possess. Cold as is this moon, fur highly approved. As is chulco.


  Motley crew of Pioneer, our vessel, now entered Barngril, noisily demanding libations. Then music from Mars broadcasters commencing. Crew, mostly Terrestrians of widely varying extracting, relax strenuously. Enjoying selves hugely until music interrupted by news flashes of Terra. This surely bringing swift attentions from we three representatives of power of press. Steve Bowdoin being highly incensed immediately. Why?—question of reader will be. Only because nations of Terra then declaring latest one of many wars “to end all war.”


  Indeed, it was at once as if war was declaring in Barngril.


  IN MY LONG studying of Terra in American School I am not fully understanding reason maps always changing. With boundaries moved this way and that so frequently, so much like Venusian game of thousand moving squares. Lak Tjumed, having not as much learning of Terra as I, even greatlier confused. We two withdrew our company from Steve, who began vociferating with crew of Pioneer as with Terrestrian scientists. Eight from Terra all of differing national persuasion, which is seeming uniqueness of Terra In Solar System. Natives likewise now withdrawing to opposite side of Barngril. Voice of radio useless.


  Man who purveys chulco across mahogany now professed self Terrestrial, although more like long-armed Martian gorilla. Proclaiming loudly name of Mike, he entered raucous debating. With retreating natives to freezing outside air went Lak Tjumed, scientists from Venus and Mars, likewise myself. Natives continued retreat across clearing to disappearing in jungles. We of expedition disappeared inside Pioneer.


  Eating here in quiet was preferable to Barngril. Anxiety of scientists for commencing exploration was only discussion. Much was to be learned of Callisto during activity of Red Spot of Jupiter, they declared. Delay extremely regrettable.


  Zyrkenj and Nejney, from Risapar Academy of Mars, were according fully with Venusians, Limmus and Thiammi, here by financing of Saffron City Chronicle, likewise of Solar System Geographic. Such is power of press. Prideful, Lak Tjurned and myself agreeing fully with scientists. Agreed to return to Barngril, making effort zealously to extract Terrestrian scientists and Steve Bowdoin from bickerings.


  We enjoyed immediately success with Steve, who, our sole North American, was proclaiming strictly neutrality in this vastly distant echoing of new conflict to make Terra safe for something he did not now remember. Forrester and von Teufel, those Terrestrian scientists, were impossible of persuasion to return to Pioneer, being engaged in convincing large and hairy Scandinavian and Eurasian of crew adversely to hereditary allegiance. Question of Nordic supremacy, religious freedom, and Yellow Peril so hopelessly involved starting a Mediterranean, a Pan-German, and one Australian of crew actually physical combatting to accompaniment of loud retraction from mad radio of earlier announcement of allying nationalities. Before violently commencing combat accomplish smashing glassware, it was learned participants no longer enemies but of new alliance. By now our Chinese valver and Jap galley boy asleep, embraced lovingly in one rear booth of Barngril, unaware they are again enemies.


  “I’m getting out of here,” growled Steve. When I endeavored to steady him he turned amazingly to von Teufel, the scientist. “And if you think North America is going to watch any Pan-Germanic vandals overrun Terra, you’re nuts!”


  Von Teufel, florid of countenance, tugging his enormous mustache, shouted: “Schwein! We shall see what—”


  That was when your erstwhile correspondent smote von Teufel and was taken from Barngril by his two colleagues of power of press to frigid outer air. Von Teufel, lying with head on railing of brass, unable to make reprisal. Lak Tjumed and I, busy with that great red-haired hulk Bowdoin, being not certain that new retraction might issue from radio, moved speedily to Pioneer with our rapidly tiring companion.


  With bunk in same cabin, I was happily able to hear Steve quickly snoring, myself praying all best for tomorrow as light extinguished.


  Next daylight dawned on much illness in Pioneer.


  “Get me the doctor,” groaned Bowdoin, awakening.


  Aware of what must follow, I betook me to Barngril for breakfast. Under ugly sky with gigantic Jupiter glowing purple around angry Red Spot where arm could almost reach, I was feeling not too well myself. Across mahogany, Mike, appearing none worse for that war echo last night, prepared special concoctions performing miracles.


  Then it was that Forrester made speech sensibly. All gave thoughtful attention.


  “We must remember,” Forrester orated, “that this, is a serious scientific expedition. Of interplanetary importance. We should, therefore, not think in terms of the war on Terra. Those who could and would serve their native lands cannot return in any event. Those from Mars and Venus have no interest whatever except in the success of this venture. We should perform our obligations to the Triplanetary Academy of Science to the best of our ability, forgetting the differences now disrupting the one planet, Terra. I, for one, am willing and ready to bend every effort to the task ahead and forget all thoughts of national differences. To obviate further brawling, it is my suggestion we divide into three groups temporarily. We have three planes, making such a course logical and simple. Venusians and Martians are naturally neutral in this war of Terra. So is Bowdoin, the North American, though I must admit he has exhibited a belligerent attitude at times. That is beside the point. He should be in the group comprising, otherwise, Martians and Venusians. As likewise should the sole Scandinavian of our crew. That leaves the adherents of the two warring groups on Earth. I shall take it upon myself to head the second group and suggest that von Teufel, whose war views are diametrically opposed to mine, head the third. The rest may join with one or the other of us as their feelings dictate. Is this agreeable to all?”


  Which was fine speech, excellent example of English from which American language originated. It likewise met approval.


  In midst of acclaim, one terrific detonation occurred outside, rocking Barngril with utmost violence, hurling glassware from shelves shattering. Likewise flinging terrified native imbibers into heaps of yellow fur. Mike, spouting most luridly with cursing, ran to door to collide heavily with many of expedition attempting simultaneous egress. Portions of interplanetary radio station rained indiscriminately from this somber sky of Callisto. After which, in awed silencing, it became increasingly evident no more radio station was existing on Callisto. Instead, there was crater fringed with debris.


  Behind me one snarling ugly voice proclaimed: “Sabotage! Only such rotten butchers and ravagers as Pan-Germanics would—”


  This accusation was interrupted by sound of violent blow of fist. Steve Bowdoin, miraculously recovered from indisposition, put swiftly a stop to that fight. Steve is large of size and voice. Strangely, one Pan-German remained on floor in coma.


  For first time spoke Thiammi of Venus: “One third radio station was property of my world, one third of Mars. Therefore, we of Venus and Mars should have more complaint than any. We resign ourselves to this destruction which opportunely causes cessation of disturbing news from Terra. If word sabotage applies, it is most commendable word indeed.”


  Thiammi, besides being great scientists of Venus, has been instructor in our American School. I was proud of his speech in this American language. Likewise, it brought accord again instantly.


  It is significant no investigation was made of explosion, is my personal belief. (This not for publication.)


  WE OF VENUS are of lesser physical dimension and power than those of Mars and Terra, but our mentality is considerable. At once I knew we three of press could not occupy that ship of neutrals. Only one third of all news would then accrue jointly, which is wrong. There are varieties of neutrality, some strictly so, some for armed isolation, some vigorously sympathizing with one actual belligerent, et cetera. Tjumed and I being of this strictly variety, I thought it expedient we leave Steve Bowdoin with neutrals and each occupy one other ship, thus accumulating differing information. My suggestion likewise won acclaim, confirming my own perspicacity.


  Regardless, we made ready those three airships. One was very superior Martian gyroplane, our second a highly powered stratoplane of Terra, third our own unexcelled Venusian product. That first one carried all neutrals including Steve and that Scandinavian. Our Venusian plane fell to Forrester’s party and Lak Tjumed. I chose stratoplane, not, you cognize, because of lacking faith in Venusian production, but because of mistrusting von Teufel. He required watching, perhaps.


  Loaded with supplies, arms, powering equipment, we started on that initial satellite-bound flight. This being first expedition carrying airships to Callisto, we were first to penetrate to any great distance of its interior.


  Callisto is world of smooth contour, unbroken by canals such as of Mars, not spouting geysers of steam with resulting clouds as on Venus, neither flaunting mountain peaks skyward. Like Terra, it has large seas. Islands are many, showing thickness of jungle surprising for low mean temperature. Native settlements few and far between.


  Most of this day spent in observation from air until appearing of incredibly Gargantuan Jupiter as if to plunge in sea and ruin satellite, our enfeebled sun weirdly lighting opposing mists. Then we sighted that island of mystery never before reported.


  I was in control cabin of stratoplane with Turkish navigator who suddenly ululated: “By the horns of the crescent—a pyramid!”


  One enormous pile of rock centered precisely in center of this island. Although not pointed at top as are representations of Egyptian pyramids in American School. Still that structure was gigantic, rising almost to our flight level and covering half this island. Encircling it were many dwelling places likewise of stone, in rows of orderliness unbelievable.


  Von Teufel muttered gutturally in rasping tongue as we saw swarms of natives in that area, about this pyramid. Not like natives at Port of Callisto or other islands. More like really human. And they wore clothing! it was more incomprehensible when they prostrated on stone pavements after casting eyes aloft to our three circling planes.


  Ahead, Forrester signaled for a landing, whereupon we spiraled down to great open space at pyramid base. Steve Bowdoin leaped from neutrality plane before it stopped rolling. Thus your former representative was first to be greeted by civilization never before reported. Thousands arose from prostration to acclaim him a god!


  Lak Tjumed, von Teufel, Forrester, Linnnus, myself and the rest rushed forward, disregarded. Chants arose and procession made commencing with Steve in honored midst. Straight toward broad temple gates at pyramid base streamed native rabble, we others trailing helplessly.


  Steve Bowdoin, borne now upon heaving shoulders, gazed back with laughter. Seeing me, he shouted: “How do you like this, old man?”


  I could not reply for violence of hands laid upon my person. I remember only frosty green eyes of that monster having steel grasp. Nothing thereafter.


  WHEN NEXT my eyes opened, not one iota of visual sense did I have. My shouts of alarm echoed in my ears. I sneezed and dust of countless ages swirled about me amidst darkness unthinkable. No faintest sound save my own hoarge breathing. Could this be death? No; far worse. Appalling realization smote me I was entombed in heart of pyramid. I sat disconsolate in thick dust of floor, sneezing, abandoning hope.


  Many hours I suffered thus, alternately squatting hopelessly and rising to pace narrow confines of this living tomb. Always this dry, choking dust; always I sneezed and coughed. I became parched with thirst, craving food acutely. Finally there was sound, then light through opening of stone wall. I observed flaming red hair of Steve Bowdoin above lengthy purple robe.


  He greeted me as I stumbled out, blinking. “Sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner, Serle. Come along with me now, pronto.”


  Never had odd idiom sounded lovelier. He handed me one large luscious globular fruit, assuaging both hunger and thirst.


  “What means this outrage?” I inquired, between dripping bites.


  “Outrage, nothing! Serle, this is the biggest thing in the Solar System. Maybe in the Universe. Listen: they think I’m a god they’ve waited for since antiquity. And I let them. There’s a big scoop in this and I want you to handle it. That’s why I came for you now.”


  We traversed long corridor hewn from solid rock. Brilliant lamp in hand of Steve providing light of white intensity without heat. He shrugged when I inquired about that, saying merely: “Wait.”


  Soon we stopped at spot of wall where cracks in stone appear. A sharp word spat against stone by Steve caused large section of rock to swing back miraculously. I could make no sense of it whatever. From darkness emerged Limmus, blinking and sneezing in familiar manner. For Limmus, Steve likewise had a fruit.


  At length we arrive at Brobdingnagian cavern containing multitude of giant machines. In heart of pyramid on satellite Callisto! How could these things be?—reader will ask. Following is elucidation.


  “Where are others of our party?” Limmus inquired.


  “Never mind those dimwits,” spoke up Steve. “This thing’s so big I don’t trust them. Only you two. Limmus, I’ve got you in on it because I need certain scientific help. You, Serle, because I want you to report to my employers after I’m gone.”


  “Gone!” This was first intimation of what was to follow.


  “Yes, gone. But, look; I want you to see something.” Bowdoin pranced to central draped pedestal, drew off heavy cloth of purple.


  A transparent casket was revealed. In that interior lay form of human being, male. Rugged features, weathered skin, red hair, all identical counterpart of American correspondent. Limmus opened wide his orange eyes and his skin went white as mobile fungi of Venusian swamp.


  “Looks like me, doesn’t it?” Steve Bowdoin grinned in inimitable manner. “That’s why they think I’m their god.”


  “Why then do they imprison us?” This with dignity from Limmus.


  “A part of their legend, too. The god was to come out of the air like a bird at the appointed time and was to have prisoners along for a sacrifice to the Sun. I’m supposed to sacrifice you all tomorrow.”


  “But you will not do so?” I asked in trepidation.


  “Not if I can help it. But first you’ll have to help me.” He covered this crystal-enclosed form carefully with that purple cloth.


  Steve led us to huge machine having three black panels and myriad crystal levers. He inserted a golden key in slot, whereupon humming of great live forces arose within. Those panels lighted to roseate luminosity. Pictures appeared thereon. Accompanying thoughts impressed on my brain in stunning clarity with conviction of truth.


  Dazed when machine discontinued, I made valiant effort collecting my faculties. Understanding but one fraction of communications.


  “That,” said Steve, “is the true history of ancient Mu.”


  DIMLY I recalled legend of old American book, unable to connect this with Callisto whatever.


  Limmus was better informed. “The lost continent of your Pacific Ocean?” he interrogated. “What has that to do with this remote place?”


  “This is Mu,” averred Bowdoin. “What’s left of it. For two hundred centuries or more, this cavern has remained as it was then. Sealed and preserved by rare gases until this day of my coming. The god who is to return these last of the children of Mu to their former habitat in the Pacific. A dream of unnumbered ages.”


  The hairless round head of Limmus creased deeply in high frown. “You believe you are this god?” he inquired.


  Steve’s laugh echoed in arches overhead. “I don’t. I think it’s coincidence that I have a phiz and a mop like his, that’s all. Yet I sort of feel obligated. Not to them so much. To Terra. You see, the Lemurians were warriors as well as scientists. Ancient Mu was colonizing Terra, conquering all as they swept across South America and the Amazon Sea, which then existed, to Atlantis and across from there to the Mediterranean. Twenty thousand years ago, they knew of the cataclysm that was to break up Earth’s crust and submerge both Mu and Atlantis. They prepared by building many pyramids, those in Mexico and Egypt still remaining on Terra and still mysteries. This pyramid here, this entire island, was once the cultural, religious and scientific center of Mu. When Mu broke up, forces incorporated in this very cluster of mechanisms surrounding us hurled this entire island portion and its remaining population through space. They landed it here, protected in the then sealed pyramid. Now they look to me to take them back. All their former science they’ve forgotten, though they still use atomic power and light without understanding it. But there are still greater potentialities only to be revealed to their god—alias yours truly.”


  I was amazed at knowledge Steve’s long speech betrayed. Why did he need Limmus? Why me?


  “You speak of forces more potent than atomic disruption,” said our Venusian scientist. “Impossible.”


  “I didn’t say more potent,” returned Steve. “Better adapted to certain things, is all. More obscure. That’s why I want your help.”


  Your amazing former correspondent indicated two gigantic spheres from which cables led into high arches of chamber.


  “This,” he said—pointing out that one of green color—“collects electromagnetic energies from sun spots. There’s plenty about sun spots none of you know, Limmus. You know they occur in cycles about every eleven years and that they affect radio transmission. That’s about all. But this sphere collects and uses these energies. There’s a formula at the base you ought to be able to solve for me. The same with the red sphere, only it collects and utilizes widely differing but equally potent energies from the Red Spot of Jupiter. I want to know how much capacity to count on and exactly how it’s utilized to pick up this island out of the Callistonian sea and make a spaceship out of it. So get busy with your figures, Limmus, will you?”


  “You intend then returning this island to Terra?” asked Limmus.


  “I don’t know. Not yet, anyway.” Bowdoin showed him two tablets covered with ancient etchings. “Come on, Serle, you and I’ll free the others while Limmus works at it.”


  Steve then handed me his Press Association card, after scribbling my deputization thereon.


  WE PADDED through corridors thereafter, releasing members of expedition. Sick, scared, angry, argumentative, Steve managed finally impressing upon all necessity of haste. Planes were ready and populace sleeping soundly under radiated potions from this place, he assured those fools who retained impulse for fighting impossibility of odds.


  Forrester promised waiting for Limmus and myself, after which I returned with Steve where scientist of Venus still perspiring nobly.


  He told Steve with excitement unusual for Venusian: “I have formulae solved for you, Stephen. Nature and method of utilization of forces. Calculation of directional lines must be made on celestial chart by you.” I listened to much conversation between those two, gaining little. Lines of force between solar bodies could be utilized like snapping of bowstring, I gathered. Entire secret of operation being known only to Steve in this role of Lemurian god he is necessarily assuming.


  “I’ve got it now,” that Earthman exulted. “I’ll bring in these Callistonian children of Mu, seal the passages of the pyramid, and we go away from here. Now scram, you two. They’ll be madder than hell if I keep them under too long.”


  “Tinder!” I exclaimed. “Scr—”


  “Yes, under. Asleep.” Steve pointed out one whirring machine of many shimmering disks making blur brilliant to sight. “I’ve had to keep them under this mass-hypnotism gadget that was invented you know how long ago. So the rest of you could escape. Lucky it affects only their thought-wave patterns, not ours. And scram I meant, too; beat it. Both of you. Good-by.”


  Then Steve handed me a helmet affair with high dome and projecting metal rods. “A telepath,” he explained. “Preserved through the ages. Wear it and communicate with me before I leave. I’ll get final news to you that way. Maybe even—afterward.”


  LATER, in plane beside von Teufel, I tried telepath, hoping Steve already attempting communicating. A knob thereon, with turning this way and so, produced no result. Von Teufel laughed nastily, ridiculing. Hereafter, I resolved, I should say no more to these dimwits, as Steve designated them. I wore this helmet whatever, hating von Teufel’s kind.


  Soon helmet became living with thought of Bowdoin. Most eerie sensation, like speech and yet not. No sound, only Steve’s distinctive idiom of speech became active thinking alive in my brain.


  “You’re a pretty good scout, Serle,” he was telling me, as plane sped over jungle and sea, “and I didn’t want to say too much in front of Limmus. Not that he isn’t a damn good scientist, you understand. But here’s the real low-down on this plan of mine, and you can put it in your dispatch to Terrestrial Press. Wait—high priest coming—”


  I thought back at him mightily, but no result forthcoming for long minutes. Then: “Some ceremony, Serle! Sort of war dance around me. But the helmet stays on; they think I’m communicating with Old Sol himself. Ever read Kipling? ‘The Man Who Would Be King’ ? I feel like that now. Hope I don’t end like that guy of Kipling’s. Getting me?”


  Conceptrating thought powerfully at him I convey back: “Indeed, yes, Steve. Proceed.”


  He proceeded: “Well, here’s what I want you to put in your copy. I’m going into this Lemurian thing for one reason. No, two. There’s a raft of weapons and secrets in this inner chamber that are stupendous. If they ever got loose among certain Terrestrians, it’d be just too bad. I’m going to see they don’t get in the wrong hands on Terra. These childish children of Mu think they’re returning to the green Pacific, but they are like hell. At least not right now. I’m taking them somewhere as far from Terra as I can get them. Why, if I landed this superarsenal in the Pacific, it’d be overrun with spies in no time. The wrong ones would get the secrets of these weapons. No, we’re going for a long ride. Alpha Centauri, maybe. But—I’m keeping in touch with Terra through this helmet. ‘Pry it, Serle; you can tune in on thought-wave components of the planetary broadcasts. Distance doesn’t make any difference with thought waves. And if I learn that the Pan-Geurasian forces of dictatorship, intolerance and butchery are getting the upper hand in Terra, I’m turning around and coming back and turn some of these energies on them and rid Terra of the scourge for keeps. Get that, old man? And tell them—Hold everything! More ceremony. Signing off.”


  Thoughts hurled back Steveward brought nothing in results. Then I saw Port of Callisto heaving up into vision. Jupiter thrusting vast red-and-blue sphere over horizon, although our sun not yet risen.


  Next thing we are all in Barngril, demanding chulco and indulging much conversation.


  MANY of furry natives in place and, examining those antennae that support their goggling eyes and serve for own thought communicating as well, I derive idea of great brilliance. Perhaps my helmet may allow interchange of thought with these nearhumans. To their joy and mine, helmet operated in manner suspected.


  Soon I was engaged with furry little native of seeming moderately intelligence. When I flashed thought of that island of pyramid he evinced abject terror. Legends of furry folk checked with coming of that island in blaze of glory from heavens before time began. Likewise with myth of anticipated leaving. This fur ball told of great former civilization of own kind oppressed by Lemurians of decimation down through ages, of slavery unspeakable, of bitter warfare. Horrific.


  By now, crew of Pioneer were again hilarious and adventuresome. One Eurasian of Terra, huge as those green-eyed Lemurian offspring, approached me where I lounged at mahogany with native. Bellowing strange talk, this one snatched helmet from my head, adjusting it to his own, whereupon all natives retreated to space beside outer door.


  This savage of Terra fiddled with knob of helmet with glazed eyes both regarding own nose simultaneously, such concentrated regard producing crossing lines of vision of optics with laughable result.


  Suddenly this barbarian squealed: “Himmel! This is radio. The Pan-Geurasian Alliance has traitors.


  Schwein!”


  This madman cast that helmet to floor and skidded along mahogany to smash into sole Brazilian of crew. Confusion ensued immediately, bringing Mike across that mahogany in one most agile leap high jumping. When I made reaching downward to save thought helmet, von Teufel jumped on my hand with rough hobnails. I spouted rage, blowing on those injured fingers as he adjusted this cap of antiquity. His beefy face registered doubt, then amazement.


  “Rechtig!” he bellowed. “But our fatherland will triumph regardless. Uber alles!” He rushed Forrester, that British scientist.


  I snatched this helmet as Mike produced sizable bludgeon fashioned after pattern of wooden implements used in American ball-game sports. That was signal for cessation of hostilities and swift setting up of fresh chulco by this purveyor called Mike. Peace declaration of Mike produced mollification, also coma of von Teufel and that Eurasian.


  Meanwhile was coming fresh news from Steve. “All ready for the takeoff, Serle, old man,” he conveyed. “We’re snapping off for outer space. Stand by for further announcement.”


  Desperately I attempted conveying to Steve news of latest development in war to end all war, thinking it might alter his plan. To no avail whatever. But I went out into false dawn of Callisto nevertheless, failing to observe Thiammi at my swiftly moving heels.


  As related, monstrous Jupiter was rising before we reached Barngril. It was now largest hemisphere capable of imagining, filling sky, casting strong weirdly shadows over jungles. Red Spot flaming with threatening fires. I looked toward direction of island of children of Mu, desperately endeavoring to call Steve. Again no result.


  One most brilliant pencil of red flung out from horizon of Callisto toward Red Spot, causing dazzling splash of whiteness on reaching. One bright edge of sun peeped immediately over horizon on other quadrant. After which it occurred. Into infinity, leaping up and tapering off from this moon of Jupiter, flung One blinding column of rainbow light. It flickered off, leaving eyes dazzled and unseeing, heart pounding. Ominous silence oppressed, as if forces of nature about to collapse all Universe. The violent shaking of ground hurled me to rocky soil so forcefully I was not for some time cognizant of surroundings. Crashes of such sound as never before heard shattered eardrums. Waves of air compression tortured my aching body. Effect was terrifically awful. Momentarily I anticipated cessation of all knowledge and complete dissolution. Then, at length, the storm had passed. So had Steve Bowdoin and those children of Mu with island.


  Staggering to upright as ground stopped swaying, I saw all from Pioneer, also natives, outside of Barngril, those humans’ mouths in same shape of letter “o” as are permanently natives’. To my astonishment, I was laughing with utmost boisterousness. Thiammi was stamping down and up on my helmet while smashing glass spattered outwardly from its delicate mechanisms.


  My laughter discontinued abruptly. “Now I know definitely who exploded radio station,” I hissed at Thiammi.


  He placed finger to his lips, glaring first, afterward pulling up corners of mouth in Venusian smile of triumph. “At least there will be no more news of war of Terra on this expedition,” he gloated. “I will buy chulco, Serle Tummin.”


  We trouped inside with others.


  (Preceding dialogue not for publication.)


  THUS ENDS my first, I hope, of many official dispatches to your excellent association. I forward it, with many enclosures of color photos, via planet Mars by small supply ship arriving from there tomorrow. And likewise enclosed is photostat copy of my deputization by poor Stephen Bowdoin to his former work. I miss that correspondent enormously.


  It is most regrettable we have no means of communicating further with that brave one who made commencing of journey into unknown. Pray he survived. Personally, I believe him sort who must succeed.


  For which reason, I trust this dispatch will serve as deterrent to those despoilers of Terra. Firmly I am convinced Bowdoin will keep watch by means of helmet he has not destroyed, I hope, and keep word he gave as to administering justice. We have no news here whatever.


  Meanwhile, exploration continues with minimum disturbance. We flew yesterday across former site of island of pyramid, finding naught save expanse of rippling waters.


  Further dispatches will follow in sequence. Interplanetary check in payment of my services should be made out as below.


  Your servant faithfully,


  SERLE TUMMIN.


  P.S.: Observing Terrestrial date hereon, I convey Merry Xmas greeting. Peace on Earth, et cetera, et cetera.        S.T.
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  Mark Tyme conquered the cannibalistic natives and the deadly jungles of Venus with ease, for all he needed there was strength and brains. But the “civilized” Earth conquered Mark Tyme!


  CHAPTER ONE


  Back to Earth


  A WORLD on its toes. People in every country listening to their radios as stratosphere commentators kept a keen lookout for the ovoid expected from the depths of space. Newspapers splashing an inch-high headline:


  MARK TYME RETURNS!


  Captain Mark Tyme, earthly explorer par excellence, was returning from Venus after a five year conquest. The first man ever to go out into space and return in one piece. And what a piece! The newspapers and telecasts carried endless photographs of the redoubtable Captain, complete with bullet head shaven all over, pillar of a neck, open collar revealing a hairy forest of chest. He smoked Rope cigars in the wilds, wore a Deadrite watch on his thick wrist . . . Even his shorts were shown without a body and only a signature on the backs of slick magazines. Mark Tyme was a big shot, in more senses than one.


  For five days now he had been expected, but to the people of 1980 five days was a drop in the bucket. Events moved so fast it seemed like five minutes. Then at 2:30 in the afternoon of August 6 the word was flashed from stratosphere to earth and rebounded over the world—Mark Tyme’s ship had been sighted!


  Television transmitters swung to the ready and upon millions of screens there appeared a battered, sunlit silvery object like a cheap aluminum cigar case careering through the void.


  New Yorkers gathered themselves for a supreme effort. Massed in tens of thousands throughout the city, noses in air and dark glasses on face, they scanned the blue heaven. The Mayor and civic authorities stood in an expectant, perspiring group on a bannered dais in the center of New York Airport, where the Captain had radioed that he intended to land.


  The cheering from the myriads sounded like the explosion of a thousand steam safety-valves when the space ship was finally sighted. It came down on spouting rocket jets, incinerated a marquee in the process, and dropped with a none too comfortable thud to the grass north of the main landing field. The Mayor sucked his teeth in annoyance at finding himself a mile away from the point of welcome.


  The people, sweeping over the police in their rush, flooded towards the machine, clamoring, yelling, waving rattles and blowing hooters.


  THE space ship remained motionless and the door failed to open. The police, recovering themselves, forced a cordon around the people and struggled to re-erect the tumbled barriers. The Mayor puffed down the roughly created passage between the throngs then stood in uncertain silence before the airlock, speech all prepared in his hand and trickles of moisture running down his face.


  Evidently the Captain had been waiting for this blissful moment for the airlock opened now and he slowly emerged. Over six feet tall, nearly ebony black from the blistering radiations of Venus’ near sun, he stood appraising the people. His faded topee was cocked on one side: under its brim his light blue eyes looked like marbles against his sun-blackened face. He wore the khaki shorts and shirt of his calling, and three belts. One for ray guns, of which there were six; one for gun charges, of which there were hundreds; and one to keep his pants up.


  In the stunned awe-stricken silence which followed his appearance a lone voice yelled out—


  “Three cheers for Mark Tyme!”


  The Captain clasped his hands and waved them in the air over his head. His opening words were destined to go down to posterity. Sucking in a vast lungful of air he bawled them over the seething expanse.


  “Hi ya!”


  Microphones were suddenly superfluous. Tyme went on roaring with battering power.


  “Thanks one and all for turning up to meet me and my boys”—he jerked his thumb to the sunburned men behind him. “We’ve seen Venus and we’ve brought back plenty.” He grinned hugely. “We faced dangers, sure—but Mark Tyme isn’t afraid of danger of any sort . . .” He patted his guns affectionately. “Now I—”


  “One moment, Captain,” the Mayor broke in anxiously. “Do you mind if I make a speech of welcome?”


  “Eh? Oh, no—sure. Here—come up!” Tyme reached down a hand like a dinosaur’s forepaw and lifted the Mayor bodily to the airlock. Dishevelled and embarrassed he began talking into the microphones—but he only managed four sentences before Tyme burst into a bellow of laughter.


  “Aw, to heck with the speeches, Mr. Mayor! I’m a plain American, see, and I don’t like fancy work. I know I’m welcome: there’d be the hell of a row if I wasn’t. Space travel isn’t all that wonderful; just a matter of being strong enough and smart enough to take it—”


  “Cars are waiting, Captain, to take you to the Administration Building,” the Mayor went on hurriedly. “Will you come along, or—”


  “Sure I’ll come along! O.K., boys”—Tyme glanced back inside the ship—“grab the specimen cases!”


  The crowd watched with interest as the Captain’s three comrades emerged with heavy packing cases on their shoulders. They descended to the grass, then Tyme locked the airlock’s combination switches from outside and turned to head the procession through the crowd. The Mayor and his men stumbled along in the rear trying to keep up with the vast strides.


  WITH complete disregard for ceremony and upholstery Tyme had the cases dumped in the last of the six waiting cars. Then he took up his position in the first one. He remained standing, gazing round with hands on hips. He was still standing and shaking hands with himself over his head as the cars crawled like black slugs up banner-streamed Broadway. The contents of thousands of wastepaper baskets descended on his bullet head and were unheeded. He beamed through paper shreddings and his voice boomed thanks to the rooftops.


  The Mayor was heartily thankful when the cars drew up outside the Administration Building. Personalities of high society, members of the Upper Ten and Lower Five stood on plush carpets and gave mechanical smiles. Senators beamed stiffly over tight collars.


  Beyond his historic “Hi ya!” Tyme took no notice of them and thereby ruined months of carefully planned rehearsal. Clanking like an armored knight he took the granite steps four at a time and marched into the vast entrance hall. Suddenly he came to a stop.


  The hall was lined with guests, civic and high authorities specially contrived to extend cordiality.


  “Say, what’s all this about?” Tyme swung to the Mayor.


  “Reception party, Captain. Your rooms are ready for yourself and associates. Later, the banquet—”


  “How much later? I’m hungry.”


  The Mayor winced. “In about two hours.”


  “Long enough, but I guess it will have to do . . .” Tyme glared round on the people, rubbed his nose uncertainly, then jerked his head towards the staircase. “Let’s go, boys,” he said briefly to his associates.


  “But Captain, a few words—” The Mayor looked despairing.


  “Fewer the better,” Tyme roared back. “Out in the space men don’t talk. They fight their way—they tear the living soul of space with their thoughts. They look at stars, not faces. They look on big things, not on folks who smirk and smile with hate in their hearts. Either Earth people have changed, or else I have . . . You mugs are here because it’s the right and proper thing to do. I’ve learned to ignore what’s right and do only what’s necessary instead. So—go home and hate me in private. I know what you’re thinking—that I’m loud-voiced and vulgar, that I never had any education, that I was an East side newsboy. So what? I conquered Venus, didn’t I? And that’s more than you could do! Later, mebbe, I’ll tell you more about it . . .”


  “Mad!” the Mayor groaned, as he saw the shocked faces staring at the figures going up the staircase. “The man’s demoralized. Utterly and completely demoralized.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Hero Worship


  DESPITE the misgivings of the Mayor and the guests, the Captain turned up two hours later for the banquet in the vast dining hall, with his companions on either side of him. In a tuxedo he looked rather like a civilized West African, but from the way he boomed his observations as the meal proceeded there were some who wondered if he was even civilized. He addressed his remarks entirely to his associates. The table might have been empty of guests otherwise for all he seemed to care.


  Only when the Mayor stood up to make his speech of welcome and thanks did Tyme look at the head of the table.


  “In the past we have paid tribute to the men and women who have conquered air, sea, and stratosphere,” the Mayor said. “We have let each pioneer see that we admire his courage and resource—but here we have a man—nay, men—of surpassing valor, men who braved the abysses of space to prove to us it is possible to go to another world and come back alive. Of Venus I can say nothing, not having been there—but of Earth I can say this: Captain Tyme, we welcome you. In the eyes of the world you are the greatest hero in history to date . . . Ladies and gentlemen, a toast—to Captain Mark Tyme!”


  Tyme sat in silence while everybody drank, then he got to his feet and hitched a belt that wasn’t there. Sucking in his breath as usual he bellowed:


  “I’m obliged for all this welcoming stuff, but—” He broke off and moderated his voice. “Sorry,” he apologized. “I got that way from shouting in Venusian jungles. Kind of hard to get out of it . . . Well, I suppose I’m expected to say a thing or two about what we did there, way out in space? I guess there isn’t much to tell—not that you folks would understand anyway. Besides, you’ll read the full reports and see the films we took . . . But I could tell you about swamps like sewers, that crawl with all the filth a devil ever put on a planet; I could tell you about heat that makes Death Valley look like the Arctic Circle; I could tell you of life that lives in trees, of strange animals just aching to feast on your giblets. I could tell you of the guts an Earthman needs to battle with them things—the kind we had to have to get back here alive. And for what?”


  Tyme looked round on the frozen faces. “If I’m keeping you folks up late, say so,” he finished sourly, resting two ebony fists on the table.


  “We are deeply interested, Captain,” the Mayor hastened to assure him.


  “Yeah? Maybe things look different from your side of the table . . . But I’ll go on talking because I’ve things to do in my holiday here and I might as well get things moving by talking about them right now . . . Most of you folks are not interested in me—you’re jealous at what I’ve done; but you might be interested in the souvenirs. I’ve brought back films, plants, chemicals, things to interest the Scientific guys. That expedition put me back plenty in money and I’m going to clean up in return, or else. Also, I believe—”


  “Tell me, Captain, is Venus populated?” asked a bewhiskered man at the foot of the table.


  Tyme laughed shortly. “Yes, it’s populated—by a race of bipeds, people on two legs like us. They represent the civilization of Venus, but they are about as civilized as our cannibals. Cunning little devils, worship pagan gods and things and barter in old stones. I sold ’em a pair of broken field-glasses for a handful of pebbles . . .”


  “PERHAPS,” said the hatchet-faced woman with glasses who represented the World Enlightenment League, “we might be able to do something about that? I mean, encourage these poor souls to the amenities of civilized life?”


  “If you call it civilized to monkey around in a lot of boiled shirts and eat burned meat, you might at that,” Tyme admitted laconically.


  “I was thinking of the value of them learning Latin!” the hatchet-faced woman retorted. “Such an uplift, you know . . .” She gushed all over the Mayor. “The poor people mast be educated: it is our business as civilized people to raise them up—and up! Certainly I shall put the matter before my Committee.”


  Tyme swallowed something. “Lady, if people in the past had stopped poking their noses in other peoples’ business under the excuse of uplifting them, there wouldn’t be a world with warlike nations today! You will start uplifting Venusians only over my dead body!”


  “But, Captain, think of—”


  “I am doing; and if you don’t mind I’ll get on with my talking. I want to get it finished and get outside for a chestful of air. I get kind of cramped inside . . .” Tyme glanced round. “If any of you ladies or gents here is interested in starting a new type of drink see me tomorrow morning. I’ve brought a chemical back from Venus which when mixed with water will knock your head off. It’s got a kick like a choked jet . . . I’d also like to see anybody who has an interest in flower shops. Botanists. I’ve some Venusian roots which give flowers shaped like dumbells. They smell like hundred per cent carnation. On Venus there’s a hundred-mile carpet of them—hundred miles of dumbells. Think of that. I tell you, folks, the place stinks.”


  The Mayor coughed unnecessarily. Tyme looked at him sharply.


  “Mr. Mayor, did I understand you to say that the rooms in this building are mine until I choose to scram out into space again?”


  “Certainly, Captain. You have the entire freedom of the city, for that matter.”


  “I don’t want the city; only the rooms. Just so as you gents who are interested in a spot of business will know where to find me. Make it tomorrow morning . . . And now”—Tyme kicked his chair back forcibly—“I’m out to grab a walk, to plant my feet on God’s solid earth for an hour or two. Thanks for the feast: I enjoyed it.”


  He nodded briefly, glanced round with his cold eyes, then departed with long strides. The Mayor gave a sickly smile as he surveyed the astounded faces filing away on each side of him.


  “We must forgive the Captain his eccentricities,” he muttered. “Venus, you know—After all, remarkable achievement!”


  Nobody answered the observation directly. The party began to break up, divided into little groups to discuss the departed guest of honor. Then perhaps fifteen minutes later there came the sound of heavy boots in the marble hall outside and Tyme burst in, attired this time in open necked sports jersey and heavy tweed pants.


  “Who the heck’s taken my hat?” he demanded, drooping a menacing eyelid.


  “H-hat?” stammered the Mayor, astounded. “What hat?”


  “My topee, of course! I always wear it. Worn it for five years and never wear anything else. And don’t start telling me it isn’t conventional in New York. I don’t give a hoot for convention: I want my hat. Somebody’s frisked it. It was on the table by the door and—”


  Tyme stopped with dilated nostrils, then he glared round as a youngish woman emerged from the crowd of guests and looked at him demurely under her curling lashes.


  “I—I took it, Captain.” Her confession came in a low voice. “I’ve always sort of—of admired you. In your pictures and things, I mean, and—I wanted a souvenir. We all wanted a souvenir,” she finished boldly, looking at him with china blue eyes.


  “We?” Tyme bellowed. “Who the heck’s ‘we’ ?”


  “I’m talking about the Mark Tyme Girls’ Association. I’m the President, you see. I’m Monica Verity. My father is Dudley Verity, and I was born in—”


  “Hang it all, girl, I don’t want a history book; I want my hat! And what in blazes is the Mark Tyme Girls’ Association? I never heard of it.”


  “No, you won’t have. We formed it while you were away. About five hundred of us girls banded ourselves together and we meet twice a week to talk about you—I took your hat because you had worn it. Venusians had touched it! It is something sacred to us—so while you were upstairs with that manservant of yours I watched my chance, bobbed in your room, and took it. Oh, don’t you see?”


  Tyme inwardly consigned Barrett, his associate, manservant, and second eye, to the devil.


  “Where’s the hat now?” he snapped abruptly.


  “Enshrined.” Monica Verity sounded ecstatic. “Our headquarters are a room in Talford Building, three hundredth floor. Your hat is there. I gave my best friend it to take away quickly. She was on the steps of the building outside. Right now, Captain, your hat will be under a glass dome on top of a little pedestal. Now we can all revere it . . . You don’t really mind, do you? There are plenty of topees, but only one that we can cherish. I—I was going to ask you to come and address us girls. We’d so like to have our hero with us for an hour.”


  “Five hundred girls? Me?” Tyme gave a visible tremor. “Thanks all the same, Miss Verity—but I’d sooner you kept the hat. All the same, I wish—Aw, heck! Guess the best thing I can do is step out and buy me a new lid.”


  He turned back to the doorway and vanished in the hall.


  “Can you beat it?” he asked the granitefaced commissionaire. “A kid pinches my hat and puts it under a glass cover so she and a lot of other dames can worship it . . . Just gives you an insight onto what fame can do to a guy, doesn’t it?”


  The commissionaire sucked his teeth. “I seem to recall my old lady kept cheese under a glass cover too,” he said—but because he was so big Tyme stepped out into the street without saying a word.


  IT SEEMED to Tyme that the ardor of the populace in general had cooled a good deal next morning—but for the life of him he could not figure out why. So far as he knew he had said nothing offensive. It puzzled him too why all his colleagues—excepting Barrett—had left him to his own devices in order to return to their families until he should need them again for a further expedition. Barrett had no place else to go anyhow.


  Slamming down the morning papers, Tyme said grimly, “I don’t-like these headlines, Barrett! One says ‘Is Tyme a Nut’ ? Another describes me as ‘The Admirable Piecan’. Still another seems to think it’s hellish funny to have a topee under a glass dome three hundred floors from the ground. Do you think it’s funny?”


  “Hardly that, sir. A trifle unusual, perhaps—but not funny. After all, you know what newspapers are. Always jealous of great men . . .”


  It was not by accident that Barrett had been in Tyme’s employ for fifteen years.


  “Damn fools, all of ’em!” Tyme snorted. “Sooner we take off on another expedition and the better I’ll like it. All a matter of getting the money to do it. We’ve got to sell those plants and minerals, Barrett.”


  “Yes, sir. Of course, you could make a vast fortune if you cared to sell the formula for your space ship fuel and the design of the ship itself. You—”


  “And have Governments strangling each other to fly into space and frisk worlds? Not if I know it! I’m the only guy with the key to space right now, and until I pass out it stays my property. I prefer first claim.”


  Barrett’s haggard expression showed he was thinking, then he turned to the door at a sudden knock. It was a tall, elegant individual with hair matching his french-gray suit who came in, He walked so elegantly he was nearly a female impersonator.


  “Ah, Captain . . .!” He held out his hand warmly. “I am Cornelius Vanhart, President of the International Beverage Corporation. I was present at the banquet last night . . . You mentioned a chemical drink.”


  “Sure I did. Grab yourself a seat.”


  Tyme paced slowly round the room as Vanhart complied. Barrett, understanding mystic signals, vanished in the neighboring room and came back with a phial of salts and a glass of water.


  “Here we are, sir!” Tyme swept them up and nearly spilt water on the immaculate trousers. “The fizzwater of the gods—and then some!” The water boiled like hell as he emptied a few salts into it. “There you are. Drink that . . . The stuff’s dynamite. If you buy the formula you’ll have every other fizzwater king by the schnozzle.”


  Vanhart sipped experimentally, smiled fatuously, and sipped again. He ignored the bubbles that fell and popped on the unmentionable pants. He took longer sips—gulps—swallowed the glass’ entire contents. He handed the glass back then slapped his knees violently.


  “I have the pronounced conviction that I am flying,” he observed at length. “Flying—flying—”


  “A bottle full of this and you’d be the China Clipper,” Tyme grinned.


  “But, Captain, so confoundedly odd. But confoundedly pleasant—Ah! The telephone!”


  “That’s no telephone; just bells in your ears. The chemical reacts on the brain, see? It doesn’t make you intoxicated. It produces a state of perfectly sober merriment. You’re drunk, but you’re not—that’s the advantage. You sort of feel you’d like to hop out and ring the President’s doorbell. What’s more, the more you have the more you want. Get it? Business without end?”


  “And when this—this supply of chemical is exhausted?” Vanhart beamed like a searchlight.


  “It’ll never be exhausted! It is basically carbon, and you can duplicate its makeup from earthly chemicals without any effort, without any end. It just happened to form in this combination on Venus, and you’d work a million years before you’d hit the right combination here. I’m willing to sell this chemical—and your own chemists will soon work out the full formula. I’ve a rough formula made by my own men I’ll sell as well. That’s fair trading.”


  “How much do you want?”


  Vanhart still played mute tunes on his knees.


  “Two million dollars—and you can afford it. If you’re not interested I know plenty who will be. If nobody is interested I’ll start myself and wipe the rest of you out of business. Lemonade, beer, wine, ‘Angel’s Kiss,’ ‘Satan’s Eyeball,’ and all the rest—They’ll go out like a light!”


  Vanhart only beamed all the more. “Two million dollars? Cheap enough. I’m in no mood to argue. Pleasure—that’s my idea. Give pleasure to everybody. Make my Board of Directors dance with merriment. That’s what I’ll do. Get me the rest of this mineral.”


  TYME thrust the phial in the waving hand. He flipped his fingers and Barrett retreated and returned with a hastily scribbled formula. That went in the other hand. Vanhart stuffed both in his pockets, smoothed the heavenly trousers, then snatched out his checkbook abruptly. Tyme watched in silence as the fountain pen flew over the mottled paper.


  “There!” Vanhart handed it over and got to his feet.”


  “The legal document will follow later in the day. I’ll attend to it . . . Thanks for the flight!” He turned uncertainly to the door and went out, chuckling over an obscure joke.


  “I suppose,” Barrett said doubtfully, “you did right in giving him the stuff, sir? It makes a person so happy they can’t be responsible for their actions. Do you think—?”


  “I got two million dollars, didn’t I?” Tyme snapped. “And the analysis of that chemical will show it’s all I claim it to be. I told the truth, and you know it. If the drink made him give two million without even trying to bargain, that’s his look out . . . That’s victory number one. Two million will see us well away. Better go cash it into bonds, securities and notes before it gets stopped. You never know.”


  “Right away, sir . . .”


  But evidently Vanhart was entirely satisfied, for during the afternoon—by which time the effect of the water must certainly have evaporated—he forwarded the legal interpretation of the transaction and even added a note of thanks. The chemists were satisfied. Vanhart proposed launching Venusfizz within a week. He nearly drooled over the possible profits—so much so indeed that the faint pricks in Tyme’s conscience changed to a gathering doubt as to whether he had charged enough. The thought that he had perhaps gypped himself was too horrifying to contemplate . . .


  It so happened, however, that he had little time to think about the matter further. His belief that the public had forgotten all about him was dispelled completely when he received an earnest deputation from the exhibitors handling his film of Venusian life. Would he make a personal tour with the film? Would he—and this nearly demanded knee-bending—be gracious enough to start that very evening? A stratospherical fee would be paid, of course. Would he mind being in full exploring kit even to the portable stove?


  He agreed. Complete with three belts, shorts, khaki shirt, and several odd hundred pounds of accoutrements, the old original indeed except for his new topee, he appeared that night at the Astoria. He boomed and roared his way through a commentary on his film, filling the great hall with his thunderous tones. The film did more to offset the offensive notions of the news reporters and scandalized guests of the previous night’s banquet than anything else.


  The general public took this sunburned tough egg to their hearts. He was sensational, eccentric, a strong man, an idiot, and a genius—all depending on where you sat in the hall.


  For his own part he was fairly certain that the first three rows of the cinema were filled with five hundred young women who never took their callow eyes off him all the time he ranted. They never seemed to look at the picture. Some of them even took notes . . . By the time he had worn himself hoarse and retired to the dressing room backstage, he found the room filled with all manner of weird gifts. There were flowers without end—some inscribed “To the divine Captain.” Somebody with misguided wit had sent an enormous onion to which was tied a label. It said “This smells. Figure it out.” And there were chocolate boxes, horseshoes, miniature space ships made out of almond paste and coconut, cards, boxes of cigars, pairs of socks—


  “The place looks like a chain store!” Tyme snorted at last, slamming the door. “Get this damned junk outa here. Give it to the orphanage, or something . . .”


  CHAPTER THREE


  Business Dealings


  FOR SOME time he stood watching the bell hops sweeping up the stuff info their arms; then he turned as the door opened cautiously and Monica Verity came in slowly. Behind her in the passage loomed the grinning, snickering four hundred and ninety nine.


  Tyme glanced helplessly at Barrett, then back to the girl. Automatically his gaze shot to her hat. He hadn’t seen it in the darkened theater. It was a topee—a small, ridiculous little topee perched on one side of her blonde hair. He just couldn’t take his eyes off it.


  “Captain, we wanted—wanted to express our appreciation for tonight,” she said coyly, and pursed her red lips so much Tyme wished to God he were a younger man. “You were divine—just as we’d always imagined you would be. In that kit, I mean . . .” She looked at his blocklike legs and massive, knotty arms. He said gustily, “Oh, that’s O.K. I—”


  “There’s something else I wanted to tell you, Captain. We’ve started a movement to commemorate your exploration. You see, I’m sort of—of a fashion plate—socialite, I think they call me. What I wear is usually copied, so I had this little hat modeled after yours. Now all the girls will wear one . . .! Don’t you think that’s marvelous?”


  “Yeah—marvelous.” Tyme made the admission uncomfortably. “I guess it’s a swell idea—better than those soapdishes and fried eggs you girls usually stick on your noodles . . . You mean all the Association is going to wear topee hats?”


  Monica Verify looked surprised. “Oh, not just the Association—every smart woman and girl in this country—and Britain, and France. We’ve done our part to commemorate your voyage, Captain . . . All we want you to do now is sign this letter.”


  “Letter?”


  She produced a sheet of typewritten paper from her ornamental bag and gave it to him to read. It was pretty much the same as the endless letters he had signed for socks, cigars, and suspenders.


  
    “I think Topee Hats are the last word. No smartly dressed woman can afford to be without one. The fashion has my fullest and complete approval. Signed . . .”

  


  “Simple enough, isn’t it?” Monica smiled naively.


  Tyme nodded as he signed it and handed it back. She gave him another wistful look with her big eyes, then went out quietly and joined the other girls. Talking among themselves they retreated down the corridor.


  “Peculiar young lady, sir,” Barrett observed thoughtfully. “I thought at first she was young and shy, but now I dare to wonder if—”


  “Yeah, you might well wonder!” A languid figure strolled through the doorway and pushed up his soft hat.


  “I’m Taylor of the Voice. Captain. I’d like a personal angle on your reactions to Earth. And say—you know who that dame is, don’t you? That Monica Verity?”


  “A socialite, she said.”


  Taylor grinned. “Well, yes, I guess that’s right, but she’s also the chief buyer for her father’s millinery establishment—biggest in town. She’s a socialite, sure—always hunting for new hat ideas. You know—what Verity wears today the world wears tomorrow.”


  “BUT—but she’s only a kid!” Tyme exploded. “A kid with a bad hero-complex.”


  “Thirty years of kid,” Taylor observed. “Cosmetics have upped a bit while you’ve been away, Cap. Putting it bluntly, I’d say you gave her the exclusive right of using your hat for a model by signing that letter. Now you can sit back and watch hat designers go cross-eyed trying to keep up with things . . .”


  “It’s an outrage!” Tyme exploded. “I won’t have my hat worn by women. It’s effeminate! It reflects on me! I’ll break up this Mark Tyme Girls’ Association! I’ll force that girl to—”


  “You can’t.” Taylor was infuriatingly calm. “This is New York, and we’ve got laws—of sorts. You signed away your hat and the admiration stunt was just build up. Monica Verity is sort of slick that way until you get wise to her . . . And there isn’t such an organization as the Mark Tyme Girls’ Association. Those girls were probably part of her staff, put there to help the deal through.”


  Tyme sat down with a thud. The ironmongery on his back forced him to rear bolt upright.


  “There ain’t no justice,” he muttered. “Now I come back to Earth I’m made a fool of—made to look like a cheap adventurer. I risked my life out in space, and what do I get for it? I get played for a sucker.”


  “That’s life,” Taylor admitted pessimistically; then with sudden keenness, “But I’m prepared to give you a real build-up, Cap. I want to show the world the man, not the loud voiced buffoon the world thinks you are . . .”


  Tyme got slowly to his feet again, his massive jaw set like a rock. “What did you say?” he asked, with volcanic calm.


  Taylor moved hastily. “That’s what the world thinks, Cap—not me. I think you’re swell—”


  “You think I’m swell, and every paper in the blasted city plasters headlines about me being a nut?” Tyme bellowed. “You’ll only make it worse with your damned personal angle. Give a guy a free meal, then make his face red forever, eh? Not if I know it! Out!”


  “But look, I can help you—”


  “And I can help you!” Tyme’s hands shot out. Before he could get to the doorway Taylor found himself lifted by pants and collar and hurled outside like a cannon ball. He crashed into the midst of the officials and scattered people who had gathered in the passage preparatory to entering the dressing room.


  Tyme himself appeared in the doorway and glared round.


  “Well, what in heck do you people want?”


  “You remember me?” A woman with hatchet face and gleaming glasses squirmed out of the gathering. “The World Enlightenment League? I’ve seen my Committee and we wondered if you would finance an expedition of ten space ships to carry us to Venus. My committee agreed with me that the natives of Venus should learn civilized ways and means.


  “On how to two-time an honest man doing his best for progress, eh?” Tyme inquired sourly. “Well get this, lady . . .” He advanced so suddenly that she cowered back. “I wouldn’t finance a row of salmon tins for you or your outfit. What’s more, if you were a man I’d kick you downstairs. Now get out! The whole two-faced lot of you!”


  The effect of the blast was sufficient to send most of the gathering, Hatchet Face included, scattering like chaff—but one remained, a smallish man with a huge flower in his buttonhole. His cheeks were floppy, his eyes large and moist like those of a Peke. His hair dripped brilliantine.


  Tyme narrowed one eye and hitched his belts.


  “Maybe you didn’t hear what I said?” he asked with a grave calm.


  “Oh, I heard,” the man admitted nervously. “But—but I’ve come to talk business. Here’s my card.” He darted out with it and darted back. Tyme scowled at the pasteboard.


  Fortesque J. Gillibrand


  Horticulturist


  Times Square N.Y.C.


  “You mentioned a plant at the banquet. I’d like to know all about it. Buy it if possible . . .”


  Tyme hesitated briefly, then nodded. “O.K., Mr. Gillibrand. Come back with me and I’ll show you everything. If I seemed sort of rude with those other mugs don’t let it bother you. They think I’m a fool.”


  “Quite—quite,” Gillibrand said ambiguously—then he became quiet as with Tyme on one side and Barrett on the other he was whirled through the rear exits to a waiting car.


  TO TYME, there was something repulsive about the way Fortesque Gillibrand finnicked around the flower pot containing the Venusian weed. With hands like a manicurist he flicked the little tendrils, toyed with the delicate buds. He monkeyed about with forceps, magnifying glasses, and sap-extractors. He sniffed and squinted and meditated—then said. “One hundred dollars.”


  “Ha!” Tyme laughed derisively.


  “Well, a hundred and fifty . . .”


  “One thousand and not a cent less,” Tyme snapped. “Don’t you realize that this plant will grow like a grape vine in earthly soil? Grow infernally fast too. This is Venusian swamp soil in this pot, but put these roots in earthly loam and—Boy, they’ll spread like chain lightning. I proved that on Venus when I transplanted some into a box of earth soil. Something to do with earthly nitrates, according to my pet botanist on the expedition.”


  “But a thousand dollars! A thousand dollars for a weed!”


  “Orchids and edelweiss are weeds, but their rarity makes ’em valuable. Compared to this stuff in the pot edelweiss is as plentiful as clover. For the exclusive right of using Venus Dumbells I want a thousand dollars. And if I bring any more back you can have ’em free. Nobody else—just you. Take it or leave it.”


  “Of course I could graft . . .” Gillibrand meditated. Then he looked up. “I’ll advise you in the morning. I must think about it . . .”


  “O.K., but if anybody else turns up I shan’t hold it for you.”


  Gillibrand turned to the door, then he swung back and clicked his teeth.


  “You make it too irresistible, Captain!” he exclaimed, yanking out his check book. “I’ll take it . . . You are perfectly sure it won’t die when transferred to earthly soil?”


  “Not a chance! I’ll sign a guarantee to that effect if you want. Money back if dissatisfied, you know. .


  Gillibrand nodded as he handed the check over. “I’ll send a guarantee for your signature tomorrow . . . Thank you, Captain—thank you.” He cuddled up the pot Barrett had wrapped up for him and went out eagerly.


  “Hell!” Tyme gave a sniff like a vacuum cleaner. “Open that window! Place smells like a cheap actress . . . Well Barrett, my lad, that makes two million one thousand dollars. Call the thousand expenses. And I guess that’s about all we’ve got to sell.”


  “I still think something might be done with Miss Verity, sir,” Barrett pondered. “She got exclusive rights to imitate your hat without it costing her anything beyond eye-rolling. I think by the exercise of a little legal strategy I could make her pay something. If I have your permission to . . .?”


  “Go to it—first thing in the morning,” Tyme nodded. “I’d like to take the wind out of that dame’s sails. Once we’ve finished that I guess we’re all set for another expedition . . .”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Conquered Hero


  WHEN Tyme had dressed and arrived for breakfast next morning he found everything ready on the table, with a brief note. Barrett had departed to execute legal strategy. Tyme started on his egg, glancing at the morning paper—then he forgot all about the egg in a sudden rush of fury. The paper—the Voice—had the headline devoted to reporter Taylor’s article—


  WHY DOES MARK TYME


  MARK TIME?


  Wading through a resume of the Captain’s feting since his arrival back on Earth, the article went on with vitriolic fury to explain how Taylor had been kicked out the previous night. Taylor averred, just within the law of libel, that the Captain was a fraud, that he was a guest of the taxpayers and openly gypped and insulted the citizens in return.


  Matters like fizzwater, where he could be sure of a return, he had been eager to pursue—but where it meant him giving money for advancement, as in the case of the World Enlightenment League, he had threatened violence. And what sort of a trick was he trying to play on poor, innocent Monica Verity, a young girl who just worshipped him? Curious how Taylor had amnesia regarding Monica’s true profession.


  
    “. . . and we have got to know why Mark Tyme continues to mark time,” the article concluded. “We are not keeping him if he is anxious to start off on another expedition. The least a conquering hero can do is to be civil.”

  


  Tyme swallowed rage and breakfast together. Then he snatched up the telephone and spent a busy fifteen minutes contacting the rest of his associates. In each case he got a similar answer. None of them was ready to follow out his orders and leave for space again within two days. They wanted a month’s rest and enjoyment before they would be at his service once more . . .


  It was not surprising then that Barrett found a very disgusted employer when he returned, rather sheepishly, around dinner time.


  “Well?” Tyme looked up rather despondently.


  “I regret, sir, that I have to report failure.” Barrett looked crestfallen. “I saw an attorney, sir, and it seems you have no chance of forcing Miss Verity to pay anything for the use of your topee. That endorsement you signed for her was sufficient legal guarantee of your approval of the whole thing . . . I am deeply sorry, sir.”


  “Oh, forget it!” Tyme growled. Getting to his feet he went moodily to the window. “Like the rest of ’em she’s a twister . . . They’re rotten, Barrett—everybody’s rotten. The bigger you are the more they soak you. Even our own boys aren’t anxious to take my orders any more. I had sort of figured we could take off again in a couple of days—get away from this damned planet into the peace of space. They want a month.”


  “Well, frankly, I can’t blame them . . . However, if you wish it, sir, I will have the ship loaded up with five years’ provisions and give the necessary orders for fuel manufacture. We can afford it now. We may as well be ready . . .”


  “Yeah—you’d better do that.”


  Tyme lighted a cigarette moodily—then swinging round he snatched up the Voice again and ripped it savagely into shreds, finally flung himself in a chair to browse over the delights of being a hero.


  IF TAYLOR had sought to stir up public opinion against Tyme by his leader in the Voice—which was followed by others of even more violence in the ensuing days—he certainly succeeded.


  Tyme found himself left alone in the Administration Building. The officials were perfectly polite, but they left no doubt about the fact that they would not object to vacating of the rooms whenever convenient. Which only served to make Tyme all the more determined to stay in them—at least until the month was up and he could collect his crew for departure into space again.


  Certainly he was convinced that fame was not worth having. He kept to his rooms most of the time, only seeing people who desired to add his name to advertisements. For such privileges he demanded stunning fees—and got them. He began to appear in all sorts of magazines in all kinds of different attires, advertising anything from shoes to skyscrapers.


  He noted too, with a sort of detached interest, the furore being caused by the arrival of Venusfizz and topee hats simultaneously. In the smart magazines his own endorsement of topee hats appeared with utter shamelessness. He read too of passionate outbursts by New York, London, and Paris hat designers against the craze. Women, from the servant girl to the highest in the land, were bending to the fashion of the topee hat—and because Verity’s possessed the original exclusive design it seemed likely that dozens of lesser designers would find themselves in bankruptcy unless they found a way round the problem.


  Tyme began to receive shoals of impassioned entreaties, urging him to use his influence to make the concession of topee hat design apply to other designers as well. He refused for the simple reason that he was powerless to go back on his word. Hat designers began to call at the Administration Building. Men and women in scores insisted on seeing him, threatened prosecution because he had refused to deal with a new creation in the correct trade fashion.


  It gave him a sour pleasure to see a few people smarting at last.


  With the case of Venusfizz he was faced with a different sort of problem. Manufacturers of fizzwater, distillers, and brewers rose to heated action. The Voice, eager for details, published the glaring fact that Mark Tyme had deliberately ruined the drinking trade of the world.


  He had sold a secret to Vanhart of the International Beverage Corporation: Vanhart was likely to make millions out of it, and because of the druglike effect of the drink would continue to do so forever. Yet, by legal statute, Tyme had had no right to sell his formula without first getting the assent of the Board of Beverages.


  Far from having their assent he did not even know they existed. Before he realized what had happened he found a summons slapped in his hand: and not an hour after it he got a second one. The hat designers had found a clause whereby they could sue him for fraudulent conversion of trade rights. That was what they called it, anyway.


  “THIS,” Tyme bellowed, waving the summons in the air, “is gratitude! First one—then the other. But they won’t get away with it, Barrett! If they want me that badly they can chase me into space. I’m having nothing to do with it. These cases will frisk me of all the money I’ve cleaned up. I’m going to make the boys see reason and leave early if it’s the last thing I do. You’d better come with me.”


  He slammed on his topee and led the way to the door. Barrett followed discreetly behind him. Glaring as he strode along, Tyme went down the main street amidst the shoppers and walkers, thumbs tucked by habit in the edges of his revolver belt. He took no notice of the various glances cast towards him.


  “We’ll try Chris first,” he snapped out at length. “We can cut across Times Square. No use talking to the boys on the phone. They only understand one language, and it’s this!” He doubled his mighty fist.


  He stopped at the traffic lights, waiting for the change in signal—but before it came he was aware of a wild hubbub from somewhere on his left; It was followed immediately afterwards by a smashing and slamming of glass and the shriek of a man.


  “What in—?” His hands flew automatically to his guns—then he turned and raced with Barrett and the people along the sidewalk, stopping at last before a shattered shop front. Women screamed, men shouted, police turned purple blowing whistles. Tyme slid to a stop and shot Barrett an astounded glance.


  Thrusting through the broken window, the struggling form of a man in its tendrils, was a titanic green arm—the arm of a plant, its buds shaped like dumbells. Even as the baffled people watched the arm grew.


  “It’s—it’s Gillibrand!” Barrett gasped in horror, as the suspended man raised a limp and sweating face for a moment. “That plant you sold him. Earthly soil . . .” Barrett stopped, looking at the name “Gillibrand” over the broken window.


  “Hell . . .” Tyme whispered, watching the twining green. Thing must have grown like the devil in the passing days. Then at that moment Gillibrand caught sight of him and uttered a hoarse shriek.


  “He sold me this! Him—Captain Tyme! It’s a mad plant—been growing and growing out in the back conservatory. Can’t kill it!—Ouch!”


  Gillibrand finished with a shriek as the sappy branch holding him snapped precipitately and dropped him with a resounding thud on the sidewalk—but like dense ivy speeded up a hundred times the ropy arm of vegetation began crawling steadily up the building block, exuding a swimmy, sickening odor of heavy acacia.


  The people swung round and regarded Tyme with grim eyes. The police too prepared themselves and tugged out their guns—but in that instant Tyme’s hands flashed to his own guns and leveled them.


  “O.K.,” he said bitterly, Barrett behind him. “Come one step towards me and I’ll blast the living daylights out of you. I mean it! How the heck was I to know that the weed would do that? I knew it grew fast—but not that fast. You can’t blame me for it—any more than you can blame me for bringing new drinks and new hats to public notice—”


  “You’ve been a public nuisance ever since you came back, Tyme,” snapped one of the officers. “It’s our job to run you in as a desperate character.”


  “Yeah? Try it!” Tyme grinned bitterly. “I’m through, you hear? Through! I’ve done my best and you’ve all tried to gyp me for it. O.K., I’ll go somewhere else . . .”


  HE BACKED away as he spoke, said briefly to Barrett, “The airport. Only half a mile away. Got to run for it.”


  “But the rest of the boys—?”


  “To hell with ’em. We’ll manage. Return later maybe, in secret. You loaded up with provisions and fuel?”


  “Yes, I—”


  “Right. Let’s go!”


  Tyme swung suddenly, plunged into the midst of the crowd behind him with such force that they bowled backwards before the onrush. By the time they had recovered their balance he was streaking like a trackrunner down the sidewalk, able to move at demoniacal speed through long practise. He whirled Barrett along beside him with one hand on his collar.


  Twisting and dodging, ignoring the blaring of traffic as he tore across main streets, the hero of Venus pelted like the wind from the yelling throng pursuing him. He was not even panting by the time he and Barrett plunged to the airfield. Barrett was not panting either; he was half dead.


  Without a pause Tyme went straight on, reached the airlock of his space machine and twisted the combination screws. He hurled Barrett through the opening like a sack of coals, clambered in himself as the crowd surged onto the field. A police officer’s flame gun charge struck the massive door futilely as it closed.


  One flick of the buttons and the rockets roared into life. Instantly the crowd pressed back before the blasting, searing discharge. Within the ship Tyme stood looking down on the people as he hurtled the vessel upward to the clouds.


  “Appear in court!” he breathed venomously. “Responsible for a mad tree! Been made a sucker of all along the line . . . Forced to leave a cool two million dollars behind—but it’s in my name and nobody can touch it. One day I may collect . . . The conquering hero! Guess it’s the last time we try and become prophets in our own country, eh, Barrett?”


  Barrett nodded slowly, recovering himself. “I agree with you, sir. Though it will be difficult without a full crew, I do believe the solitude of space is preferable to the solitude of a cell.”


  Mark Tyme turned to the instruments which plotted out the course.


  THE END


  PROXIES ON VENUS


  Nelson S. Bond


  One man on all of Venus—Dr. Henry Thorpe, amidst a world of man-made Androids—machine-men! Frazier, the Android, speaks of Dr. Thorpe’s efforts to make men of his race, and of the horrible accident that finally brings Humanity to the Androids!


  
    “It does not seem possible that forty long years have passed since I set foot on the planet Venus for the first time. Only my eyes and intellect assure me that it is so; my heart—save for that part which is forever buried in the marshes beyond North Glen—refuses to believe, and yearns with endless longing for the homeland of Earth.


    “Yet my glass tells me I am old; old. White carven headstones mark the last resting places of those loved ones who were my comrades in the Great Adventure. About me towers Venus City, the metropolis we hewed from a virgin jungle. Its mighty highways teem with countless thousands, but for me, in their midst, is no true companionship.


    “Venus City is peopled with monsters, with androids, and with one, lone man. An aged and weary and dying man . . .”


    —From the diary of  


    Dr. Henry Thorpe.

  


  YOU must be quiet, now, while I tell you. You must be very quiet and make no noise, because it is night in Venus City and it is dark, and all my brothers and sisters are gone to their sleeping rooms to await the coming of dawn, for such is the Law of the Masters.


  You must be especially quiet, for I am writing this in the room of Dr. Thorpe, who is asleep. He told me I might write this. That is why I am permitted to stay up all night, and need not go to my sleeping room. The Master is asleep; I wonder what sleep is like?


  My name is Frazier-M-47. I was named after one of the Masters who lies now beneath a white stone in North Glen. I was born in Vat 103, and my body was forged of the finest permalloy by Drane-M-3, the best smith in our shops. Well do I remember the day of my birth. Out of nothingness came deep roaring and a tingling shock; light dazzled me, and a command beat upon my ears.


  “You are Frazier-M-47. Walk!”


  I rose from the welding belt and started to obey. But there was a defect in the juncture of my left patella; I stumbled and fell heavily. In those days I did not know how to safeguard my brain-pan. My head struck the sharp edge of the welding belt. My current ceased.


  That is all I remember until some time later I woke to find that I had been repaired, and that two of the Masters were leaning over me, watching me anxiously. There were many Masters in those days. Let not the young ones laugh. I say it is so; I, Frazier, now-named the First.


  The taller of the two Masters, he whom I later came to know as Dr. Henry Thorpe, sighed with relief when I opened my eyes. To his companion he said, “Nice work, Pat. I was afraid we were going to lose him.” The other Master said soberly, “We couldn’t afford to, Hank. He’s a particularly good specimen. Did you notice that he tried to obey your very first command? And he hasn’t even had any schooling yet.”


  “I noticed,” said Dr. Hank. And he turned to speak to me. He said, “Frazier, do you know what you are?”


  I replied, “I am a Particularly Good Specimen.”


  Both men laughed. Dr. Hank said, “See? Instinctive retention, as well as a knowledge of word meanings. Henshaw, do you think that maybe this time—?”


  The other Master said, “Don’t get too excited, Dr. Hank. We’ve been disappointed before. But it does look as if we’re on the right track at last. Your idea of using the conditioned brain-plasm has certainly given this one a jump on all the others. Well, I’ve got to go feed the Unfies. Be seeing you.”


  He went away then, leaving me alone with Dr. Henry Thorpe. The tall Master was preoccupied and gave me no commands, so I stood beside the bench upon which I had been repaired, gazing about me. I was neither confused nor ill at ease. Do not think I am conceited when I say this. I know it is the nature of us Androids to be often confused. But I must be truthful. The Master has said so. Therefore, I repeat—I was never, from the day of my birth, ever confused or ill at ease. You will all share this glorious state with me when the Correction has been made.


  I FOUND that merely by looking at objects, I knew their names. I knew that I was in the “Android Hospital”; I knew I was standing on a “floor,” by a “bench,” surrounded by “walls.” I also knew—and this you will find strange—that outside the room was a great metropolis known as “Venus City.” I had a well defined map of this city in my mind; I knew its streets and byways, even to such details as the location of the Ward of the Unfortunates.


  After a time, the Master returned his attention to me. He explained some facts of which I was already aware and added some that were new to me.


  “Frazier,” he told me, “the first thing which you must learn to understand is the difference between us. I am a Man. My body is made of flesh and blood. It lives, like the bodies of trees and plants and animals, like the bodies of the Unfies—the Unfortunates.


  “You are not a man. You are an Android; a machine in human shape. Your body resembles mine in outward appearance. But it is made of metal. It is less perishable.” And he demonstrated the difference between our two bodies, pricking his own with a pin and showing me how blood flowed from the wound. He then bent the same pin against my permalloy, pointing out that my body was welded of materials sturdy and durable.


  “In one essential thing, however,” he continued, “we are alike. Within our heads, each of us has a ‘brain.’ My brain was in my head when I was born; yours was put there after your body had been constructed, after having been artificially cultured in our plasm vats.


  “But that makes no difference. Your brain thinks, and learns, and reasons just as logically as mine—with one small exception. This exception the other Masters and I are working night and day to overcome. Before—” He hesitated a moment. “Before it is too late.”


  Again he hesitated, this time staring at me intently. He had asked no question, nor had he given any command. So I said nothing, but stood waiting. The strange, hopeful look faded from his eyes. He said, in a voice less excited than before, “Frazier, you have no questions to ask me?”


  “No, Master,” I replied.


  “But are you not curious to know,” he persisted, “what this one exception is? Or why the other Masters and I are working so diligently?”


  He was the Master, and the Master is to be obeyed. I said, “Your will is mine, Master.”


  He turned away suddenly. He said, “That is all for now, Frazier. You will begin your formal schooling tomorrow. Henshaw was right. I am too optimistic. But I had hoped you might be the one—”


  There was wet in his eyes.


  YOU must be patient if I do not tell this well. It is a strange task for me, this setting-down of things. But I must do it because the Master has said so. The Master sleeps beside me in this little room. It is very dark tonight. The cloud banks engulf the city; their fleecy softness presses at the street-lamps as though to swallow the light. From across the city I hear the endless, nocturnal wailing of the Unfies. They are our sacred trust.


  So I began my schooling. You will forgive me if I repeat some facts that you all know well. The Master says I must do so, for some day this account will be read by other Men, and they will understand.


  Our elementary training was of a physical nature. We were taught the meanings of numerous command-sounds; how to “walk” and “run” and “jump” and “climb”; how to shrill our sirens (for the alarm sound); how to give warning when our nasal-analyzers detected noxious gases in the atmosphere.


  “When first we landed on Venus,” Master David Farnell, our instructor, in these subjects, told us, “we did not know that semi-annually, in March and September, and sometimes between those periods, subterranean volcanic pits jet volumes of deadly gas into the atmosphere—chlorine, carbon-monoxide and carbureted hydrogen.


  “Six men and three women were killed the first time this happened. Four more died the second time. After that, we incorporated the nasal-analyzer in the Androids we built. These gases cannot harm your permalloy bodies, but they are fatal to humans. Thus it is your duty to warn us when gas is in the atmosphere. Us—and the Unfies.”


  A second, and very important part of our physical training was the care, treatment and guardianship of the Unfortunates.


  I FOUND it extremely hard to believe that these Unfies were, as was told us, of the same human stock as the Masters. The Masters were strong, and straight, and keen of mind—possessors of great knowledge and powers. You younger ones who have known but one Master in your lifetime, Dr. Thorpe, may think the Masters were always white of hair and stooped of shoulder; feeble and given to much deep pondering. Such was not always the case. When I was young there were no less than ten Masters, eight Men and two Women. And they were gods.


  But the Unfies of my youth were like the Unfies of today—a grotesque, horrible, misshapen lot; ugly caricatures of the human shape, some with three or more arms, some with fat, bulging bellies that hung to the ground, some with tails, or twin, leering heads.


  Monstrosities, they are stupid as the swamp-oxen that till our fields, dirty as the mud-grubs that scurry from beneath rotting logs, prolific as the cave-rabbits of South Venus. These were—and are—the Unfies. These were—and are—our sacred trust.


  We were taught the proper care and feeding of the Unfies—how to tend to their bodily needs, how to prepare their meals, how to minister to them in sickness. In those days, not all the Unfies had been brought to Venus City; in the Ward of the Unfortunates were no more than seven score. Hundreds of others roamed the forests and marshes. We were sent out in expeditions to capture them and bring them into the city. It is seldom that today an Unfie is found outside our realm.


  Many other things were we taught. All of us were given an elementary knowledge of the intellectual crafts—the arts of reading, writing, mathematics. The art of telling by pictures was also taught us.


  “—for who knows,” we were told, “but that in the future some race of beings from a distant planet may land on Venus? The Masters will be gone, then—and it will be your duty to tell them who made you, who we were and where we came from.”


  Thus each of us was given a rudimentary knowledge of astronomy, too. And the Star of the Morning was given to us as our Most Sacred Star. Its name is Earth. Always, we were told, we must worship it as the spot whence came our Masters.


  That was our elementary education. Every Android was given the same initial course of study, after which his retentive abilities were determined by the Masters, and he was assigned to a further course of study commensurate with his mental abilities.


  Many of us were removed from school, sent to the tasks of mining, farming, building. Whenever this was done, a Correction was applied upon the body; additional arms and legs were added where necessary, power units were appended to those Androids who took over the heavier tasks; the laborer was made suitable for his craft.


  Still others went into the professions. Some were made Android Physicians. Theirs was the delicate task of repairing broken units in our damaged brethren; the specialists were even permitted to make operations upon the brain. But for the most part, this latter operation came under the precinct of the Human Physicians, who were given a rigid course in the care and treatment of the human body.


  Human physicians were honored with the title, “Dr.” before their names. They took up residence in the Ward of the Unfortunates, and treated the illnesses and injuries of the Unties. And—as the years went by—they strove to keep the dwindling Masters from death. But this was a losing struggle.


  There were Android astronomers, navigators, aviators, middlemen, soldiers. But only a few were chosen for the highest of all positions—that of Android teacher. I was one of these fortunate ones.


  “Five years have passed since your birth, Frazier,” Dr. Thorpe told me on the day of my appointment. “You have gained much knowledge in that time. You have progressed more swiftly than most of your brothers, have shown amazing speed in grasping new subjects. Therefore, you will be trained to teach Androids when, in the not too distant future, the Masters are no more.”


  I said, “Thank you, Master.”


  Dr. Thorpe looked at me sharply.


  “Why did you say that, Frazier?” he demanded. “Are you grateful for this appointment? Are you—are you happy?”


  “The will of the Master,” I told him obediently, “is my will, and is not to be questioned.” I hoped my reply would please him. But it didn’t. He turned away, shaking his head sorrowfully.


  FRAZIER LEARNS ABOUT HISTORY


  AND so I became a student under Dr. Thorpe himself in the strangest of all subjects—a subject called “History” which deals with the passage of time and those events which have gone before. The events which were told me were of the early lives of the Masters.


  “We did not always live on the planet Venus,” the Master told me. “Once, long ago, our home was on Earth. In the state of Arizona, in a land known as the United States of America . . .”


  Then came a long, and most perplexing story. I was told how, almost forty years ago, the planet Earth was seized in the convulsions of a great holocaust known as “war.” This strange phenomenon was a form of madness that gripped men’s minds, arousing first emotions of greed, desire, and the lust for conquest—then developing through stages of argument and anger until at last came a thing called “hate.”


  Under the grip of this toxic disease, men dressed in suits that looked alike and walked forth and in long columns to throw flame and fire and steel-jacketed death at each other. It was a senseless thing, since no man could profit by it. The dead were dead; the living were seared in the fire of hate, were crippled, or were impoverished by war’s costs to the state of starvation.


  “In 1939,” said Dr. Thorpe, “which, in Earth time, means one thousand, nine hundred and thirty-nine years after the birth of He who forever forbade war, a continent across the seas from America fell prey to the insanity of war. In a short time, our own nation was drawn into the conflict.


  “Of all mankind, only two small groups of humans retained a vestige of intelligence—one was our group of Masters, living in the United States. The other was, oddly enough, a handful of those who were, presumably, our enemies.


  “Our American group took refuge in subterranean caverns that, by atomic power, we carved from the bowels of the Arizona desertland. Here, concealed from the recruiting planes of our own race, we constructed a space-ship. Across the ocean, on the Raketenflugplatz near Berlin, in Germany, our fellow conspirators built a similar ship. At a date arranged between our two leaders, Dr. Frazier Wrenn and Herr Doktor Eric von Adlund, we were to take flight for Venus.


  “Our desire was to save some of the learning, some of the humanity of Earth from the devastation which threatened to destroy mankind.”


  I learned, then, of the flight of the Goddard; of the unforeseen accident which threw it off its schedule so that it was more than two years in reaching its goal—and of the strange, tingling sensation that suffused all the Earthlings on the space vessel until, after many months, Dr. Frazier Wrenn devised a filter against the cosmic rays.


  “But it was too late then,” my mentor told me sadly. “The damage had been done. When we arrived on Venus we discovered, to our horror, that the radiation had altered the character of our genes. Every one of us was sterile.


  “We were the last of mankind to bring intelligence to Venus. And there would be none after us—for we could not reproduce. There were more than forty who started. Now our number is but six . . .”


  He sighed. “Yes, six. For Murphy and Henderson went this year—went to join those others in North Glen. I, myself, will soon be there—along with Brenda, with whom my heart is buried.”


  HE stared at me. I thought of the Unfies. I said, “But, Master, I do not understand. The Unfies—”


  “They are the offspring of von Adlund’s unfortunate crew. They made the flight successfully. But their ship did not have the protective screens devised for ours by Dr. Wrenn, neither were they so long exposed to the rays as we.


  “Where we were rendered sterile, their genes were forced into a variant mutation. Rapid degeneration followed. They relapsed into bestiality. They have never bred true, a sign that their condition is not a fixed and hopeless one.


  “But though we have labored for almost forty years, we cannot restore them to their former state. They are mad, inhuman beasts, in whose breasts slumbers dimly the spark of humanity.


  “That is why, Frazier, the Unfortunates must ever be your first, your most sacred trust. We of the Goddard are dying. They of the Oberth—the sole inheritants of man’s glory—still live on in their children’s children. You must forever strive to restore to them the lost intelligence which will raise them above the level of the beast.”


  I said, “It shall be so, Master.”


  Thus the long days went by. I studied not only the history of the Great Adventure, but many other things as well—the history of Earth. Strange names marched before me in an endless procession—Alexander, Caesar, Napoleon, Hitler—madmen and conquerors all. There were the greater heroes of peacelike pursuits—Galileo, Newton, Hippocrates, Einstein—and those who had made great music with their words. Aeschylus, Seneca, Villon, Shakespeare, Galsworthy, and those who set the world to tune, and painted it in colors.


  It was brain-wracking labor—but the Master was inexorable in his insistence that I learn. He carried out the collegiate system of his native Earth—gave periodic examinations.


  “It is the only way in which we dying ones can leave behind us our heritage, Frazier,” he explained. “Perhaps you find it strange that we teach you Androids—who are little more than robots—to fish, and dance, and play games. Every spring we encourage you to form baseball teams; each fall we play football. Yet you derive no pleasure from these pursuits, do you?” I said, “It is the Master’s will—”


  “Let it go, Frazier,” he said wearily. He handed me a slip of paper. “Here are the questions for your final examination. If you pass this test, you will have-qualified as a teacher.”


  It was no easy test he had prepared. The Android brain, being patterned after Man’s, has its limitations. Let an Android be told to labor in a field, he can do so for an endless period without weariness. But the use of the brain is a different problem. I knew when first I saw that examination that I might have great difficulty in answering all the questions.


  Yet try I did. For two solid hours I sat writing, cudgelling my brain to recall the name of the President of the United States who had sponsored the Civil Service Act, trying to remember the inventor of the X-ray machine, striving to recollect the birth date of Venus’ first leader, Dr. Frazier Wrenn.


  Finally I was satisfied that all of my answers were correct save two. I could not remember the date of the first flight of heavier-than-air craft on Earth, nor was I able to prepare a short account of the history of the discovery of radium. It was at this point that Dr. Thorpe looked up.


  “Are you nearly finished, Frazier?” he asked.


  “Almost, Master,” I said.


  “Are you having trouble with some of the questions?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  HE rose suddenly. “I must leave the room for a few minutes,” he said. “I shall be back in a little while.” And he walked past my desk to the door. As he did so, a slip of paper fell from his hand by accident; he did not even notice it. After the door had closed I glanced down and saw that it was a complete list of answers to the questions he had asked. I put it back on his desk, then returned and tried once again to grasp those elusive memories.


  When he returned, a few minutes later, I handed him my paper. He glanced at it swiftly, then at me.


  “Your answers are all correct, Frazier, except two.”


  “Yes, Master,” I said.


  He bit his lip. He rose from his desk, clutching the scrap of paper I had placed there. “Didn’t you see this?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Didn’t you realize what it was?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “And you didn’t take advantage of it? You weren’t curious enough to search for the answers to the two questions you couldn’t solve?” His voice was strange.


  I said, “The Master did not tell me to look at the slip. He told me to answer the questions—”


  “And you didn’t even—care enough to cheat?”


  I knew, then, that I had made some mistake. But I couldn’t figure out what it was. Never had I seen a Master look so bitterly disappointed. He aged before my eyes. And at last he said, in a hollow voice, “I am convinced, at last, that my efforts have been in vain. You have just demonstrated it to me, Frazier.


  I have been watching you for five long years. You were the refinement of my efforts, the possessor of the best brain ever to come from the vats. I had hoped that in you we might eventually arouse the spark which separates the man from the Android.


  “But again, as several times before, you have failed me. Do you know what it is about you that differs from man, Frazier?” I said, “My body is of metal, Master.”


  “I don’t mean that. Your brain?”


  “I do not know, Master.”


  “Then I must tell you. It is, simply—you have no emotions. Time and again I have tried to arouse in you even the simplest emotion. Fear, anger, cupidity, love—any one of these. Or even a lesser degree of interest in that which transpires about you—curiosity—or, as just now, the desire to make a good showing in the test.


  “Frazier, it matters little to me that you made an excellent score on this test. I would rather you had cheated, on one tiny question than that you had remembered all I have labored to teach you. Recollection is a token of a well-developed brain. To cheat would have showed—humanity.” I said, “I’ll cheat now if you want me to, Master.”


  “No I No, don’t you understand at all? Don’t you see, Frazier, that you are not a Man at all—only a mocking parody on mankind? You move, and talk, and act like a man; you look like a man. But your thoughts are not your own. They are reflections of the words we put in your mouth.


  “That is why there are no good Android astronomers or doctors or scientists. You can move only according to habit. Suppose, Frazier, tomorrow a brand-new and dreadful disease attacked every Unfy in the Ward. What would your Android doctors do? Nothing! With no precedent to guide them, they would be baffled. The Unfies would die.”


  I said. “The Unfortunates are a sacred trust.”


  “But a trust,” said the Master sadly, “you cannot fulfill. For when we last Masters are gone, there will be no more progress, no further independent thought. For eternity you Androids may continue to live, reproducing yourselves from the vats and rolling mills as we have taught you, without ever adding an iota of new knowledge to your present store.”


  He rose, his face lined. And he shrugged. “Well—thus dies Mankind, and with it the hope of repeopling ravaged Earth. Goodbye, Frazier.”


  AND he was gone. I did not know what to do. I had not been given any instructions. I did not know whether I was now a teacher or not. I waited patiently. After a while my generator began overheating, because it had been turned high during the examination period. I did not think the Masters would mind if I turned it down a little. I did so.


  I suppose I stood there for a day or so. I do not know, exactly. I occupied my brain trying to understand what the Master had meant. It was very difficult. I could see his logic in saying that we Androids would never develop new thoughts. I tried to develop a new thought. I thought once I had succeeded; then I remembered that I had overheard one of the Masters discussing the thing I thought of.


  It all turned on that mysterious something called “emotion.” I did not understand emotion. One did not need it, so far as I could see. There was no place in life for “fear” or “love” or “curiosity.” One obeyed the Masters.


  Then finally came Jar-F-67. She said, “You are to come to the Ward of the Unfortunates.”


  I followed her there. I was assigned new duties. Evidently I had failed in my examination, and was not to become a teacher after all, because I was taught to take the Unfies for their daily walk.


  On these walks, I had twenty Unfies under my care. At the first sign of danger, it was my duty to protect the threatened Unfy. And despite the fact that our Ward was just outside of Venus City, there were many dangers. Swamp-horses abounded, there were sword-cats and gigantic lizards that preyed on human flesh. There were also the proto-balls, gigantic puff-balls of pure proteid matter that burned human flesh and even attacked permalloy.


  It required constant vigilance to guard the Unfies. Having only a low form of brute intelligence, they were apt to wander into forbidden places. It was my duty to see that all returned unharmed from the daily constitutional. I was faithful in this duty, though once, indeed, I was forced to resort to the siren when an armless Unfy with no eyes blundered into the depths of the swamp and almost drowned.


  Dr. Thorpe was, by chance, at the Ward that afternoon. After the Unfy had been rescued, he led me aside. It was the first time he had spoken to me since that day months ago. He said, “Frazier—that Unfy almost drowned before Dr. Barton and I reached the swamp.”


  I said, “Yes, sir. But I did my best to save him. The Unfies are our sacred trust.”


  “That I realize. In spite of the edict that no Android must enter deep waters, you waded into the swamp and held the Unfy upon your shoulders until we arrived. Tell me, Frazier—what caused you to do this? Was it a sense of responsibility?”


  I said, “The Unfies are our sacred trust.”


  “Yes, I know. But did you not know when you entered the swamp that you imperilled your own existence? Had you chanced to step on a soft, muddy sinkhole, you might have been trapped beneath the waters. Your fine body would have rusted away, microcosms would have entered your brain casing, eating it away, bringing death to you.


  “Did you not think of these things? Did you not fear them, and despite your fear risk your life for that of the Unfy? Why did you go to his rescue?”


  I said, “The Unfies are our sacred trust.” You must be very quiet, now, and let me finish my story. You must be especially quiet, for Dr. Thorpe sleeps, and the pale gold of false dawn creeps over the Hill of Lost Hopes beyond Venus City. The lamplight is wan in the streets and below me I hear the first stirrings of the wakening city. Soon my brothers and sisters will come from their sleeping rooms, as is permitted—their sleeping rooms, where, throughout the night, they have been lying motionless upon their beds as the Masters have ordained.


  The customs of Earth must be preserved. It is the Law of the Masters. Now the last Master sleeps beside me and you must be very quiet while I finish my writing-down . . .


  HUMANITY COMES TO THE ANDROID!


  MUCH time passed, and I remained as an interne at the Ward of the Unfortunates. The Master never called upon me to serve as a teacher; that plan he had evidently abandoned. From time to time we in the Ward received news of that which transpired in the City.


  This news was not good news. Master David Farnell failed to awaken one morning, and he was buried in North Glen. Master Tom Laney also joined this assemblage of the departed. And our own immediate Master, Dr. Barton, closed his eyes one evening after dinner and did not open them again. It was a great problem to the Android Cook. She had spent years yearning to prepare human foods; now there was but one Master left to cook for. Should he die, her usefulness would be at an end unless Corrections were made and she was taught another craft.


  The Android Chemist, Tom-M-53, who worked in the laboratory of Dr. Thorpe, told me of their recent experiments.


  “Never before,” he said, “have we evolved such an astonishing variety of brain-plasms. Into each of them, Dr. Thorpe is introducing foreign chemical substances. He is searching, he told me, for something that will create emotion in an Android brain. Do you know what he means? Do you know what emotion is?”


  I told him, “Emotion is that which makes you want to walk into deep water and destroy yourself.”


  Tom-M-53 said, “That is something I was never told about. It doesn’t sound right. The Law forbids Androids to walk into deep water.”


  Then at last came the day of which I must tell you. It started out like any other day. I gathered together my group of Unfies to take them for a walk. We went down by the London Gate, crossed Little Brooklyn Bridge, and strolled into the marsh-edge so that the Unfies might eat their fill of fresh berries.


  I was kept busy seeing that they ate only berries, for it was the pink-bug season and the Unfies are not able to distinguish bugs from berries. Thus it was that I did not see the danger until too late.


  My first intimation that there was something wrong was the sound of shrill screaming from the Unfies. I turned in time to see them running helter-skelter from something that was rolling with the speed of a loco-cycle upon one of their brethren—a round, dirt-white something, semi-porous, dusty and foul.


  It was a proto-ball, of course. I had beaten off many of them in the past, and was quite capable of beating off this one, too, had not the unforeseen overtaken me. As I raced to the Unfies’ rescue, one of them slipped and fell at my feet. I tripped over his body and plunged headlong into the proto-ball itself.


  It was an aged proto-ball, and must have been on the very edge of sporing. For with the impact of my body, it split into a million, powdery fragments. I heard the sifting rain of its granules beat down upon me like a fine, gritty sleet. One of my relays choked and spluttered, and I could not move my right arm. I knew, then, that the powdery rain had filtered through every crack and crevice in my body, and that I was dangerously exposed to its acid burning.


  The Unfy over whom I had tripped was screaming horribly. I needed but one glance at him to see that death was upon him. Great, purplish rashes appeared on his scrawny body as if by magic. In less time than I call tell it, his flesh was sloughing off in raw, scabrous ribbons. He died, mewling and bleating frightfully.


  But I was in no better straits. A film of whitish spores had clotted at my right knee-joint, and now, glancing at it, I saw that already a red ribbon of rust had caked on the glistening permalloy. I scraped at the rust with my fingers, but when I drew my hand away, it too was beginning to rust!


  I immediately set my siren shrilling. I could not move, now, but I knew that the siren would serve a double purpose. It would send the rest of the Unfortunates scurrying to safety, and it would bring help to me.


  The dreadful white film spread like a fungus all over me. I remember thinking that I had failed in my most sacred trust . . . that an Unfy had died in my care . . .


  AND now you must believe a most incredible thing. A thing the rest of you—yet—cannot conceive of. As I lay there, unable to move, covered by that foul proto-ball’s spores, I experienced a new and terribly potent thing. Suddenly I was suffused with a terrible anger!


  There is no way I can describe this sensation to you. It is an emotion, and you will not know what an emotion is until after the Correction has been made in each of you. All I can say is, anger is the “want to do” feeling. I felt a stormy desire to rise despite my handicaps, an urge to beat off this stinking thing which had rotted my beautifully molded joints, a burning fever to get back to the Master and to safety.


  And with this surge of feeling came a power I had not dreamed I possessed. The power to plot new ways of overcoming a difficulty. It was a lightning-like process. One moment I lay there supine, reconciled to my fate; the next I was rolling and tossing, over and over, shaking off the white poison of the proto-ball, rolling my useless limbs toward a pool of shallow water.


  My newfound knowledge told me that if I went into that water with my generator on, I would short-circuit my controls, frying my brains in my brain-pan. And suddenly I did not want to die. I had learned a great secret which I must bear to the Master, come what might afterward.


  My hands were useless to snap off the controls. But there was a rock beside me. I rolled over this, failed in my attempt, rolled back over it again. On the third attempt, my effort succeeded. There came a sharp click! and my generator went off. Momentum spun me down into the tiny puddle.


  But strangely, with the turning off of my generator I did not go dormant. My brain continued to work. And I saw the host of hurrying Androids race from the Ward, down through the fields to the marsh. My face was turned toward the Ward, so I saw them gather together the squealing, terrified Unfies and herd them to safety. Then I saw them come toward me, stepping gingerly over the graying spores of the proto-ball that I had exploded.


  I could not hear, but I could see. I saw the Master break through the crowd of Androids, saw the pity in his eyes as he looked down upon me, lying there, seared and rusted, in the shallow pool of water. I saw his lips move, and I could read their movement.


  “So it is you, Frazier? But you were ever a disappointment to me. You have died, now, as so many of my dreams have died. In the muck of disillusion.”


  And knowing that I could not hear, thinking that I could not see, believing that I could not think, he turned to one of the worker-Androids. “Carry him to the repair laboratory, Joseph. There may be something they can do to revive him.”


  He would have gone, then. But I would not let him go. Yes, I, Frazier, now-named the First, would not let the Master go! It is a strange thing to say, and perhaps some of you will think it blasphemous. But it is the truth. For my newly gained powers surged through me in a great, multipowering, irresistible flood.


  By the force of my own eyes and the impingement of my own thinking brain upon his, I forced him to turn and look at me again. I could not move, I could not speak, and I could not hear. But I could will. And I did so will that the Master turned, touching his brow perplexedly.


  “Wh-what speaks?” his lips formed. “Who calls me? Can it be—?”


  And he looked squarely into my eyes, suddenly excited. I used, then, the last bit of power within me. By a tremendous effort of will I summoned the telepathic thought and drove it from my brain to his. “It is I, Master. I, Frazier, call you . . .”


  THERE is little else to tell. You have all heard how the Master, with his vast genius, divined the reason for the great change that had come over me. After I had been repaired, and was helping him in his laboratory, he explained it to me.


  “It was your accident, Frazier, that supplied the missing clue for which I have sought so long—the accident which brings new life to the race of Androids, will preserve the Unfies, will cause life to endure long after I, the last Earthman, am gone.


  “I should have thought of the proto-balls myself, long ago, while I was experimenting. For on Earth, in the days before the Holocaust, it was known to scientists that there was a pure, unadulterated form of proteid which embodied a pure emotion. Prolactin, they called it. Laymen used to say it was the “mother love” crystal. Its extract formed a hormone which, injected into the brain tissues, created an artificial emotionalism in the recipient.


  “Now we understand what happened to you. Your vat-created brain was a perfect replica of Man’s—save for one deficiency, a lack of this “emotion crystal,” prolactin. When the proto-ball, which is pure proteid in granular form, dissolved its spores in a cloud all about you, a few of them filtered through your joints and touched the gray matter of your brain.


  “It was these few that served as the catalyst in you—turned you from a mere robot into an emotional, a truly reasoning, creature.”


  I said, understanding perfectly now the emotion in his heart, and feeling a sympathy for it, “Together, Master, you and I will bring about the same Correction in all of my brethren. Our race will be, then, as you wished them to be. We will be able to study for the years to come—with you as our mentor.”


  Dr. Thorpe shook his head sadly.


  “These things shall be done, yes. But not with me as leader. For I am an old man, and soon it will be my lot to join my comrades in the quiet of North Glen.


  “But you, Frazier—” His eyes shone, and I felt a quickening within me. “You will go on! For you have a sacred obligation to fulfill. I leave it in your hands, confident that you will succeed.


  “Yours is the task of learning how to overcome the radiation-induced madness which dominates the Unfortunates. This, in the years to come, you will correct. And when these children of Mankind have been returned to their former state of pride, then you will build ships like the Goddard in which I came to Venus so many years ago.


  “You will send Earth’s children back to their mother planet. When this is done, then, and only then, will your obligation to the Masters be fulfilled.”


  I said, “So be it, Master. And you—?”


  “My task is finished now, Frazier the First. Soon my weary body will rejoin my buried heart. There is but one emotion you are not capable of understanding, my friend and my only child. Love. My love lies buried in North Glen—and soon I shall lie beside her.”


  SO YOU must be quiet, now, while I tell you. You must be very quiet and make no noise, for it is bright dawn over Venus City, and all my brothers and sisters are coming from their sleeping rooms. For such is the Law of the Masters.


  You must be especially quiet, for I am writing this in the room of Dr. Thorpe, who is asleep. He told me I might write this. That is why I am permitted to stay up all night. The Masters do not err. Only in one thing has a Master ever erred.


  He told me I might not know one emotion of Man—the emotion of love? Why, then, am I filled with a great, yearning sadness so deep that I scarce can write. If it be not love I feel for him who lies beside me as I write—what can it be?


  The Master is asleep. He fell asleep this evening after bidding me write this account, so that you, and all future generations may know, how humanity came to the Androids. He will never awaken. Tomorrow he will lie in North Glen. The Master is asleep. I wonder what sleep is like . . .


  OUTLAWS ON VENUS


  John E. Harry


  Someone had been smuggling weapons to the natives, inciting them to rebellion against the Earth-government. And it was up to two weaponless traders to stop that someone.


  JOHN STRAND panted to a stop in the narrow jungle trail. “Hold on, Westy,” he growled to his companion. “Time for a breather.” He dragged one khaki arm across his dripping forehead, and shook a damp lock of hair out of his eyes. Idly, he turned and sent an inquiring glance down the trail they’d just traveled. And just then two natives dog-trotted into view around the last bend in the narrow path.


  It took Strand only one glance to see that the pair were on his path, and he didn’t stop to question his sudden certainty that they were out for blood. Each of them carried a cutlass that appeared to be Earth-made, and the killing lust was written hot on their faces. With a gasp, the trader grabbed for his Spre pistol, swinging at his hip.


  The two Venusians saw him nearly as quickly as he sighted them, and with a howl from the leader charged down upon him, their cutlasses swinging high. Strand swept up his pistol, aimed, and fired in one flash of motion.


  Now, a Spre gun works silently, by means of tightly beamed rays which can disintegrate solid lead at a distance of as much as three hundred yards. The second Venusian, therefore, heard nothing when Strand cut down the first one. His first intimation of trouble came when he tripped headlong over the leader, who sprawled in the path, headless. It took him a second to get to his feet again, and that second was his death. Mercilessly, John Strand beamed him down atop the first corpse. The trader smiled at him, a tight strained smile.


  He stuck his pistol back in its synthetic plastic holster—leather was worthless in the humid Venusian air—and shook his head wonderingly. What could this attack mean? No mere attempt to kill him and Westy for their packs of trade goods, he was sure.


  Westy Peters was staring, big-eyed, at the two natives and the trader. This was Westy’s first trip “inside”, and he looked scared by this sudden death.


  “Wh-what were they up to, Jack?”


  “Going to jump us, I guess,” Strand grunted briefly. “Don’t know why. Let’s look them over.”


  The Venusians, however, were exactly like a thousand other such natives Strand had seen. Web toes, yellow skin, and abnormally developed chests. Their heads were gone, so Strand couldn’t tell if he’d ever seen them before. Thick, brownish-red blood oozed from their stumped necks and dropped to the ground.


  Westy Peters lost color. He sat down on his pack, staring sickly at the dripping blood.


  “LET’S get out of here, Jack,” he begged urgently, with a frightened glance at the green face of the jungle frowning on the narrow path. He clutched the butt of his Spre pistol with a nervous, spasmodic gesture. In spite of the mysterious menace that seemed to have picked them out for victims, Strand had to turn away to hide a grin. The kid probably wouldn’t know how to use the gun if something did happen.


  Strand’s grin vanished, however, as he glanced back at the two sprawled forms in the path. He turned one of them over with the toe of his bush boot. The cutlass the fellow had been carrying clinked on a stone. Strand grunted and picked it up.


  He weighed it in his palm and then, stepping to the side of the trail, cut down smartly on a branch of one of the tough little trees that stood there.


  The branch crashed to the ground, cut through as easily as though it were made of cheese.


  Strand grunted again. “Japanese made cutlass,” he said, significantly turning to young Westy, who still sat on his pack eyeing the two native corpses.


  Westy glanced up, his sick look changing to surprise. “I thought weapons couldn’t be sold to natives,” he said.


  “They can’t,” answered Strand laconically. “Somebody smuggled these in. Let’s pull out. There’s something fishy here.” He stuck the cutlass carelessly under a strap on his pack while Westy stood up. shouldering his load. Then they were off.


  Strand took the lead, and set a smart pace, yet one which they could keep up all day if necessary. As they trotted on through the moist, enervating heat of Venus, he shook his head, puzzled. Why had those natives been on their trail? It could hardly be a personal matter. Were natives killing all traders coming in? Strand wiped his forehead again, suddenly feeling a bit chilly. If this was a general uprising, natives against Earthmen, he and Westy didn’t have a chance to get out alive. But it might be only local trouble; Strand hoped so. The two traders, out after the Venusian herbs, were headed for the headwaters of the Greater Ogra. If the natives on the upper part of the river were quiet, they’d be safe. They’d slip back to Lebonelle somehow, given half a chance, once they had their packs full of valuable native herbs and fruits.


  Jogging down the trail, the two traders made a strange pair. Strand was a veteran trader; huge and muscled; bronzed and toughened by his nomad’s life. His bush uniform was of faded khaki, well-worn. Westy was only a kid, not yet filled out; lanky, knobby, white-skinned; with a brand-new uniform that hung awkwardly on his bony frame. Fate had thrown them together strangely; Strand found Westy, broke, discouraged, and hungry, on the streets of Lebonelle. He’d heard Venus was the land of opportunity and he’d spent almost his last cent on rocket fare to the American space-port. Strand sympathized—he’d been broke himself in strange corners of the System—and took the youngster along as helper on the trip he was making inside. With full packs, they were headed now for the rich trading country near the headwaters of the Greater Ogra, somewhere in the uplands which stood defiantly in front of Lebonelle.


  The sun had long since given place to the magnificent bloody afterglow of Venus when Strand called a halt for the night. They built no fire, for the sake of caution, but wolfed their concentrated emergency rations and guzzled long drinks of brackish water from their canteens.


  “Take the first watch, kid,” Strand yawned as darkness softened across the jungle. “Wake me in a couple of hours.” They both rolled into tough plastic sleeping bags—necessary safeguard against the bloodthirsty insects of the night—and Strand flopped down in a clear spot ten feet or so off the trail. Westy propped himself against a tree and took up his watch.


  STRAND was weary to the bones, and was asleep the instant he relaxed. No sooner had he dropped off, it seemed, than he felt a hand on his shoulder. A light sleeper of necessity, he came awake in an instant, to find Westy Peters holding his shoulder with one hand while he voiced a long sibilant warning to silence. “Look at the trail, Jack,” he hissed urgently. He took his hand from Strand’s shoulder and pointed.


  Barely visible in the palest starglow, a long line of men passed down the trail, noiseless as ghosts.


  Strand sat up with a grunt of amazement, and hurriedly loosened the drawstrings on his sleeping bag. He kicked it off as quietly as he could, and crawled ahead a bit for a better view of the strange procession. Westy rolled over beside him.


  “How long’ve I been asleep?” Strand whispered, his lips close to the boy’s ear.


  “Little bit less than two hours,” Westy hissed back. “That parade’s been going by for about five minutes now.”


  “They’re natives,” observed Strand, who had been straining his eyes. “Tell by their chest development.” He wriggled even closer to the trail. Westy lay where he was, watching the shadowy line of natives slip by under the stars. Strand was counting them, and timing himself with the luminous dial of a chronometer strapped to his wrist; trying to estimate their number. He kinked his brow, trying to figure out what this was all about.


  Suddenly Westy Peters, behind him, caught his breath convulsively and sneezed, with a sound like a house falling down.


  Strand stiffened in horror as the sneeze crashed out, abnormally loud in the sibilant quiet. Sensing that the line of natives had paused in their march, he held his breath, and cursed the luck which had made Westy sneeze just then. A brilliant flashlight someone was carrying snapped on from the black of the trail and swept across Strand and Westy where they lay, only a couple of steps away. Strand heard an order barked in Venusian, and, knowing he was discovered, jumped to his feet, clawing for the pistol at his hip.


  A pair of burly Venusians leaped from their place in the line. One of them threw his arms about the trader, knocking the ray gun from his frantically clutching hand; the other fell on Westy.


  The big native had grabbed him around the waist, leaving his hands free, and Strand smashed a wicked short-arm punch to the fellow’s face. It was a crushing blow, but the hold on his waist held. The trader snapped his knee into the native’s belly and twisted his body frantically, trying to break the hold. It only grew tighter. Strand’s breathing became labored. He brought up his knee again, and a third time, hard as he could, but the native only tightened his hold.


  The arms around his waist crushed his ribs until Strand felt sure they’d crack under the strain. Desperately he crashed another punch home to the native’s face, without effect, and then tried to rabbitpunch; but another native, who had broken from the line, caught his arm. The pressure on Strand’s chest became unbearable. With a “whoosh!” all the air went out of his lungs. He couldn’t get his breath again. The black background of the jungle seemed to explode into a million colored rockets, and Strand collapsed.


  When he came to, he was lying in the trail, his limbs tied with some tough native vine. The Spre pistol was gone from his holster and his expensive watch from his wrist. The brilliant light, held by someone standing in the dark, was trained full on him, so that he could see nothing but its blinding glare.


  There was a slight move beside him. “Jack! Are you all right?” came Westy’s voice.


  “They got you too, eh, kid?” growled Strand, rolling his head to see Westy lying aside of him, bound as he was. “I’m O. K. How about you?”


  “I’m roughed up a little,” admitted Westy.


  Strand looked up as a man dressed in a bush uniform like his own stepped out from behind the searchlight.


  “You’re from Earth!” the trader cried accusingly. “What’s all this rough stuff mean?”


  THE strange Earthman smiled sardonically. “You don’t know what this is?” he purred. “Well, well.” He stood in the trail looking down at the two traders.


  Slowly his face hardened.


  “Come off it, detective!” he rasped, his face twisting in fury. “You’re not fooling me!” His eyes bored into Strand’s.


  “We’re not detectives, fellah,” Strand growled back, his eyes never flinching. “And we still don’t know what this is all about.”


  The stranger grinned mirthlessly. “I’ve had bands of natives wiping out every trader within a hundred miles for a week. Now don’t tell me that you slipped through by accident.” His teeth showed again. “And don’t tell me you’ve never heard of Roger Clinton.”


  “Clinton the space-pirate?” gasped Westy, his eyes widening with unwilling recognition. “Is that who you are?”


  “That’s right,” replied the stranger in his soft, menacing voice. He bowed mockingly. “Anything I can do for you?”


  Westy only stared at him. Clinton shifted his attention back to Strand. “I suppose you know what an olua is, trader?” he continued, maliciously emphasizing the last word.


  “Native religious dance,” Strand answered mechanically, his mind whirling with the implication that the stranger’s identity opened up. Clinton was a notorious pirate with a fleet of speedy spacecraft and a whole army of renegade Earthmen and Martians under him. More interplanetary shipments were lost to him than to accident. He was credited with dozens of murders. More than once his space fleet had gutted rich merchantmen under the nose of a convoy of ships-of-the-line groaning under their heavy proton-blast artillery. And he always escaped unhurt; he had the uncanny power of striking at exactly the right moment. Dead or alive, the governments of Earth offered rewards totaling fifty thousand dollars American for him. Strand couldn’t imagine why he should be regimenting the low-intelligence, blood-thirsty Venusian natives, but the scheme was probably immense and certainly ominous enough. “Sure,” Strand repeated, “an olua is a native religious dance. Why?”


  Clinton grinned wickedly. “I’m glad you know,” he murmured softly.


  “Because that’s what you and your pal are going to die of.”


  “What?” cried Strand.


  “That’s what I said,” the smooth dark man in the bush uniform repeated. “You know an olua’s no good unless there’s a sacrifice or two. This one’s going to have two. My natives will like that.”


  Strand twisted himself around, and looked straight up at the calm executioner standing there in the trail. “But why?” he demanded hoarsely. “We’re not detectives! I swear it!”


  “I don’t believe you, G-man,” said Clinton negligently; he half-turned and barked an order that brought a couple of natives shuffling out from behind the searchlight. “It doesn’t matter anyhow,” he added inconsquentially over his shoulder. “You’ve seen too much.” He stepped on out of the circle of light the hand torch threw; Strand heard him shout to some native to bring the traders’ packs.


  The two natives stepped forward; one of them shouldered Strand and the other picked up Westy. The searchlight snapped off and the thousands of natives, who must have been waiting quietly in the trail, took up their interrupted march again in almost perfect silence.


  THE Venusian’s shoulder was broad and bony. Strand was thrown across it carelessly, with his head hanging down across the native’s back and his legs dangling in front; he was kept from tumbling off by an arm which the Venusian curled about his legs. Every swift, silent step the native took emphasized the discomfort of Strand’s cramped position; the bony shoulder dug into his belly, his arms were tightly bound behind him, and the blood began to sing wildly in his head. The native jounced along unconcernedly, seemingly not at all troubled by Strand’s weight, but the trader felt sure that he’d be cut in two by the sharp shoulder soon. Adding to his discomfort were the insects, which settled on him in droves. Strand could fairly feel the bites swell.


  For a while he struggled with the vines on his wrists as the silent horde whispered along the jungle path. He twisted his wrists, he tugged, he cursed silently and sweated, but he got nowhere. He was bound with one of the high tensile-strength Venus-vines which neither tear nor stretch. Strand finally gave up and stopped trying to loosen himself. He was condemned to die, and he didn’t want to die. But he could do nothing about it at present.


  Strand would have sworn that he was jounced along that trail for days, with the blood pounding in his ears and his arms painfully strapped behind him. He kept himself oriented fairly well at first, since the natives were on a trail which he knew well; but after a couple of junctions he lost track of where he was going, since the silent mass of Venusians took to raw new trails unknown to him. They had been tramping for nearly an hour down a trail so narrow that dripping ferns brushed Strand’s face on both sides, when the file of Venusians finally reached a clearing. The first Strand saw of it was the light from a fire, shreds of golden light high-lighting the path. The swinging legs of the native carrying him shut off the rest of the view.


  Then the Venusian turned into the open space and threw the trader down roughly at the edge of the little clearing.


  Strand blinked and looked around himself, surprised.


  The clearing was only medium sized, not over a couple of hundred yards in diameter, and roughly circular. It was entirely free from bushes and trees. The queer way in which loose stones had been fused seemed to show that it had been carved out of the forest by the exhaust of a rocket ship. This conclusion was strengthened by the way the jungle frowned on it; the huge Venus-trees and fronded bushes marched defiantly up to the very edge of the cleared space; and on the edge of the clearing they were seared, as though by terrific heat.


  In the very center of the clearing a great fire flung smoky black arms high into the air. The fire cast a rich ruddy glow over the whole clearing, and the circling trees were thrown into high orange relief against the purplish black of the sky.


  THE clearing was half-filled now with gabbling natives, no longer silent, and more were filing in every minute. It seemed that something was due to happen. Strand cursed in amazement as he saw the cutlasses. Thousands of them, there must have been; one was swinging at each native’s side. Cutlasses like those carried by the natives who’d been trailing them the afternoon before. Scattered here and there about the clearing were Earthmen in bush uniform, each with a deadly Spre pistol at his hip.


  Westy had been carried in and thrown down beside Strand; now another native came with their packs, which he dropped carelessly nearby. The long line of natives, which Strand had imagined nearly exhausted, seemed to have no end; the Venusians continued to pour into the clearing until it was nearly filled with them. They knotted so close around the fire, as more and more crowded in, that it seemed strange none of them were burned. Strand watched as they began the dance which would work them up to a murderous frenzy. They stamped their paddle feet and clapped their hands in rhythm. A low, growling murmur, like a huge machine beginning to turn over, filtered out of the blackly silhouetted knot. Occasionally one of them whooped shrilly.


  One of the whites drifted over close to them; Clinton, Strand saw by the leaping fire. He lounged carelessly against a tree and smiled darkly. “You fellows should take an especial interest in the proceedings,” he remarked. “This is your funeral.”


  “The ohia?” Strand asked calmly.


  “That’s right,” nodded Clinton, patting back a yawn. “A bore, but rudimentary intelligences must always pound the tomtom and scream to work their courage up before a fight.”


  “A fight?” Strand repeated. “Who are they going to fight?”


  Clinton smiled sardonically. “You might as well know, I guess,” he said patronizingly. “You’ll be dead before you can use the knowledge. I’m going to attack Lebonelle.”


  “Lebonelle!” Strand cried. “But you can’t take Lebonelle with natives and cutlasses! It’s the best-fortified port on Venus! There’s a radiomate wall around it. and it’s death to as much as touch it. They’ve got proton artillery and Ollin dehydraters that’d wipe out this whole miserable army of yours in the flick of an eyelash. Why, Lebonelle is the perfectly fortified city! You can’t get away with it, Clinton!”


  “No?” purred Clinton malevolently. “You don’t know me. That town is going to be taken—taken by surprise. The Venusians’ll hide their swords and go in to ‘trade’. When enough get inside the walls, they’ll sabre everyone in sight. Disorganize resistance. I should worry how many get killed. After they’ve done their bit, I’ll drop down with a few cruisers and mop up what’s left of the Earthmen. I can’t lose!” He smiled hungrily. “What a chance for loot! The monthly transport for Earth is ready to leave, loaded to the gunnels with treasure; and I think that I can use that radiomate wall and that artillery for a little defense of my own.”


  Strand began to feel uncomfortably sure that Clinton could do what he said. The project sounded crazy, but the dark little pirate had the knack of making impossible things happen. His men worked together with the precision of a fine machine, and luck seemed always on their side.” No one else could succeed with a plot like this, but Strand felt sure Clinton would make it a bloody success.


  “MY LORD, Clinton,” he protested, “you can’t do this! You can’t give those savages weapons and turn them loose on helpless Earthpeople. You can’t! You’re an Earthman yourself, no matter what you’ve been up to. You can’t let these yellow devils butcher your own kind!”


  Clinton was smiling fiendishly. “Listen, detective—”


  “I’m not a detective,” interrupted Strand wearily.


  “Well, listen anyway. And don’t think you can soften me up with any sob-sister stuff about Earth-people. I hate ’em all! Your precious Earth-people stuck me in jail for years! Your precious Earth-people wouldn’t give me a chance to go straight when I got out! And right now your precious Earth-people have a price on my head! Don’t think I’m going to mourn for them. I’ll gloat while they die!” He breathed hard for a moment; then, obviously making an attempt to control his feelings, he laughed shakily and drifted away, toward one of his lieutenants. The natives swaying around the fire began a terrifying ululation.


  “We can’t let him do it!” Westy’s voice was frantic. “We can’t!”


  “How’re we going to stop him?” Strand asked bitterly. “I’ve scraped all the skin off my wrists trying to break these damned vines. And we’re due to be roasted alive—” he cast an appraising glance at the knot of natives swaying rhythmically and howling like wolves, “—in about two hours, I’d say.”


  Terror crept into Westy’s voice. “There must be some way out!” he cried. “Think, Jack—it’s not only for ourselves, but for those thousands of people back in Lebonelle.” He closed his eyes, and a little shiver twisted his body. “Can’t we get back to back, so I can get my hands on the rope you’re tied with?”


  “It’s not rope, kid; it’s vine,” Strand answered wryly. “You could work all night with your hands tied like that, and get nowhere.” Suddenly his eyes flamed in the ruddy firelight. “But, by God! Maybe we can . . .” The rest was muffled as he rolled over and over, away from Westy.


  Westy rolled over too, following him. “What is it, Jack?” he asked anxiously. “What’re you doing?”


  “Our packs,” answered Strand, somewhat inadequately, and stopped rolling, his face toward the youngster. “They brought them along, the fools!”


  “What about them, Jack?” Westy begged. “What can you do?”


  Strand groped around behind himself with his bound hands. “I stuck that dead •Venusian’s cutlass under the strap of my pack,” he explained. “Now if they left it . . . Aha! Here it is! Best Japanese steel, too.” He grunted triumphantly.


  Strand had his hands on the hilt of the sword, and he began trying to drag it from under the pack strap where it was firmly wedged. His bound hands were a handicap, and the pack was not firmly anchored, but by means of quick jerks Strand got the cutlass most of the way out. Holding the pack with his shoulder, he inched the blade the rest of the way, so it fell off the pack, free. Eyes burning, he jammed the blade edgewise into the soft Venusian ground until it stood firmly on edge, half buried, with the sharp edge up. Awkwardly he patted the soil tight against the blade so it would not turn over; then he hunched himself over on it, bound hands beneath him. He pressed the Venus-vine on his wrist tight against the blade, and sawed back and forth. The vine was tough as wire, and Strand scraped it against the blade’s edge till his arms ached before he felt it loosen on his wrists. He gave a last hard pull and the vine parted; his wrists scraped across the sharp edge of the cutlass. The blade sliced a long shallow cut in one of them, and the trader bit his lip at the sting of the gash. But the pain was forgotten in the fierce exultation that went through him. With a quick glance to see that none of the howling natives were looking his way, Strand sat up and slashed the vine on his ankles. He lay down instantly, with another look to see if anyone had noticed him. The natives only continued their swaying and weird howling.


  “PUT your back to me, Westy,” ordered Strand gruffly, “so I can get at those vines on your arms.” He edged himself closer to the youngster, and carefully sawed at the vines on his wrists. In a moment they, and those on his ankles, were parted. The two lay there apprehensively, waiting for the pounding of their hearts to stop.


  It was a tight spot.


  “Back into the woods, Westy,” Strand commanded when at last his breathing became more normal. “Stick to me and don’t make any noise. They may not miss us for a while.”


  Cautiously, the two hitched themselves backwards until they were in the shadow of the trees bordering the clearing. “Quick!” Strand whispered and they jumped to their feet and backed into the jungle as quietly as they could. When they had retreated ten feet or so from the clearing, Strand grunted “Come on”; they turned and crashed their way into the black wall of ferns and bushes. After them drifted the fierce howling of the natives, growing fainter as they hurried away from the clearing.


  “Jack,” muttered Westy as they broke through the undergrowth, “those natives can outrun us back to Lebonelle. We can’t warn the whites.”


  “We’ll think of ourselves first,” answered Strand laconically. “Keep going.” They crashed on through the underbrush, making enough noise for an army. Brushing the ferns aside with both hands, they waded through; the hardy growths sprang back to place behind them, hiding their trail.


  They were on the very edge of another clearing, a very tiny one this time, before Strand, in the lead, saw what lay there. He stopped and warned Westy with an outflung arm; together they stood, looking at the clearing and what it held.


  Bulking huge in the starlight, a trim space cruiser stood tall and proud on her stern rocket vents.


  “Clinton’s?” Westy whispered.


  Strand didn’t bother to answer; he was too busy thinking. Here was the perfect instrument to get them away from the death which would soon be stalking them through the jungle. With this ship they could easily get to Lebonelle and warn the colony of Clinton’s plot; without the element of surprise, Clinton’s Venusians and their puny cutlasses would be useless. Strand leaned against a tree and hefted the heavy blade which he still carried. There’d be a sentry or watchman of some sort inside the ship, of course; the spacelock couldn’t be opened readily from outside. They’d have to get him outside and capture him, so they could get in through the door which he’d have to leave open. Once inside the ship they’d be safe, and the warning they’d bring to Lebonelle would pull the teeth out of Clinton’s plot in a hurry.


  But they had to get the sentry outside!


  Strand wrinkled his brow, considering possibilities. They could start a rumpus, hoping he’d come out to investigate; they could pretend to be fellow-pirates, hoping he’d open up for them . . . But in either case the sentry’d just throw a searchlight down to see without coming out. Perhaps they’d have to crawl into one of the rocket vents and set the jet so it’d blow the ship over. It’d be dangerous, but would be most likely to succeed.


  THEN Strand heard someone else crashing through the jungle behind them, with reckless speed. Strand gripped Westy’s shoulder, and they eased themselves back a bit into the shadows and crouched down behind a heavy clump of bushes. A bright hand torch suddenly rayed between the trees, along a little path which Strand and Westy, in the darkness, had missed. It bobbed in time to the man’s running. The fellow burst into the clearing not three paces from their bushy clump, and, panting, stopped. He flashed his light up at the control station of the ship with its glass ports and waved it in small agitated circles. “Frazee!” he bellowed. “Frazee! Open the spacelock and let me in.”


  A blinding blue-white searchlight pricked out from the nose of vessel, high in the air, and swept down to center on the man in the clearing. Clinton.


  A round glass port swung open, high in the fore part of the ship, and a tousledhaired fellow stuck his head out. He looked at Clinton for a moment. “What d’ye want, boss?” he asked complacently.


  Clinton burst into a blistering stream of profanity. “Get the hell down here and open the spacelock door!” he shouted. “A couple of dicks got away from us. We’ve got to catch them.” He cursed again for a moment. “Shut off that searchlight, you thick-witted dough-head!” he screamed wrathfully. “You won’t have enough juice left in the condensers to kick over the rockets!”


  The head in the port disappeared hastily and the light snapped off.


  “And hurry!” bellowed Clinton to the empty porthole. “We may spot them from the air!” He stamped this way and that, cursing viciously to himself, his hand-torch bobbing emphatic exclamation points.


  Strand had caught his breath. The spacelock door was going to be opened, and only two pirates to guard it!


  He poked Westy hard. “I’m going to rush them with the cutlass when that port opens. It’s a small clearing. I may get there. Stay here. Try to get to some spaceport if I don’t make it.” He tensed as Clinton turned toward the vessel.


  The spacelock door grated as the inside bolts were drawn; then it swung open, a black hole three feet or so above Clinton’s head. Strand broke through the clump of ferns as the port opened and ran silently as he could across the spongy ground, a good ten paces. Clinton didn’t hear him coming; his flashlight kept shining against the hull of the cruiser, the reflected light outlining his form perfectly. He barked to the sentry to get a ladder. And then Strand was on him.


  Strand had dashed to within two paces of the pirate before he swung his cutlass back for the blow. Another step, and he swung the cutlass for the pirate’s neck with all the weight of his body.


  The razor-like blade licked through flesh and bone as if it were air.


  THE pirate, neatly decapitated by the murderous swing, leaped convulsively and fell, flopping about like a headless chicken; his severed neck spouted blood. The head bounced to the ground and rolled a little way; then it stopped, the sightless eyes staring straight up into the black sky.


  Clinton’s hand torch had fallen to the ground. Strand leaped for it and threw its beam on the spacelock door. The sentry, white-faced, blinked in its glare and tried to see the danger. Strand grasped his cutlass by its bloody blade, swept it back over his shoulder, and, with a prayer for accuracy, hurled it straight for that white face. Hilt-first, it struck the pirate full in the forehead. A smear of blood slashed across it, and the face disappeared as the pirate sprawled backwards to the steel spacelock floor.


  Agile as a cat, Strand leaped and grabbed the edge of the metal wall in which the lock doorway was set. A grunt, a heave, and a quick wriggle; he was up, one knee on the sill. Arms wide, he flung himself on Frazee, just sitting up, and, seizing the man by the shoulders, battered his head against the metal bulkhead, once; twice; again. At the second crushing impact the man went limp again.


  Strand grabbed the unresisting body under the arms and dragged it to the portway. He tumbled it out the door, not caring whether he broke its neck or not. “Westy!” he shouted. “Hurry up!”


  The youngster broke through the bushes while Strand caught up the electric torch, and stumbled across the shadowy clearing. “You know how to fly a cruiser, Jack?” he asked uncertainly when he stood beside the hull looking up.


  “Sure,” Strand replied confidently. “I took a cadet’s training with Interplanetary Transport. We’re as good as in Lebonelle right now.” He flashed the light down on the kid’s white, upturned face. “Say!” he ejaculated. “Toss that up here!” He flicked the torch about the clearing until the beam touched Clinton’s head, smeared with blood, twigs, and dirt.


  “That head?” asked Westy, shuddering a bit. Strand nodded.


  Reluctantly, Westy picked it up and handed it to Strand. The trader laid it on the deck without ceremony and gave Westy a hand up.


  “What d’you want that for, Jack?” Westy asked while Strand bolted the space-door by the light of his torch.


  Strand shot the last bar into position, and swung around. “You haven’t forgotten the reward on that chap, have you?” he asked, flicking the bloody head with his torch beam. “Fifty thousand bucks American.” He bent over, chuckling happily, and twisted his fingers in the blood-clotted hair of the gruesome trophy. Straightening up, he led the way up the port ladder toward the control cabin, the horrible thing swaying from his hand. “I tell you, kid,” he called over his shoulder to Westy, who was staring horrified at the dripping head, “This sure is the most profitable trading expedition I’ve ever been on.” He disappeared through the hatchway at the top of the ladder, still chuckling gleefully to himself.


  THE END


  VENUS HAS GREEN EYES


  Carl Selwyn


  Space-trotting Flip Miller was prisoner of the lovely, cruel Venusian queen. It looked like star’s end for the stubborn-jawed young Earthling until he remembered that women are women—on Earth or on Venus!


  CHARLIE MEAD, trapper, and Flip Miller, ex-prospector, started a forty-day drunk. Charlie just liked the idea. Flip had reasons.


  “In a few hours it’ll be wetter’n a swamp duck’s gullet,” said Charlie, grinning behind his whiskers. “And darker’n West Pluto!” Charlie had been trapping otters here for five years and accepted the long nights as resignedly as the mud, the eternal fog and the heat. He poured another glass of loku, squinted at its blue sparkle in the tube-light. The gray mists swirled through the open door and the raw wind whistled through the rusty holes in the wall.


  Flip leaned back against the bundles of fur and held up four fingers.


  “To hell with the following,” he counted, “I.M.C., radios, fuel tanks, and this soggy planet of yours, Venus!”


  NOTED for his wild-goose chases and wilder ideas, Flip Miller was always running into trouble. In fact it was just two months ago that the Space Patrol found him marooned on Pallas. He had one pint, of air left when they found him, said he fell out of his plane while looking for diamonds. The Patrol took him to Mars. There, he immediately got in a poker game and made a fortune—and immediately got in another and lost it all. That is, all except a doubtful map of a Venusian xanite mine which nobody else would accept as stakes. Which was his reason for being here, if Flip ever needed a sane reason for being anywhere.


  For once however his screwball ventures panned out.


  “And I’ve been here all these years without knowing a billion dollars was in my back yard,” said Charlie who considered the matter very funny. “Leastwise it was a billion till—”


  “Shut up, you blinking old veedle-chaser,” said Flip. People always laughed at his misfortunes. Maybe it was because he did too . . .


  Charlie’s island was in the middle of the Black Swamp. The mine was a few hundred miles east. Fused with asphalt and deep in the mire, thousands of miles from nowhere, it was small wonder it had lain there unvisited since its original discovery. The map had passed through the hands of sundry dissolute, short-lived sourdoughs till the location became as dubious as other bar-room talk. It was Flip’s luck that the map eventually got around to him. He was probably the only man in the system who would have believed in it.


  Filled with quick visions, he’d figured his treasure up on the spot. It would cost about fifty dollars a ton to get it out of the swamp, smelt the asphalt and ship the ore to Earth. On Earth xanite ore was worth over a thousand dollars a ton.


  Then the fates ran amuck.


  His plane’s fuel tank sprang a leak. Flip lost every drop of the reserve that was to carry him back to the mainland. The mainland was 25,000 miles away. Then his sending set blew a transformer and he couldn’t radio for help. Last, while trying to ascertain his position on the receiving set, he heard that I.M.C.—Interstellar Metallurgical Company—had just opened a gigantic xanite deposit on Mars. The Market quoted xanite now at twenty dollars a ton. Venusian xanite suddenly wasn’t worth swamp water.


  “It shore is too bad,” continued Charlie with smiling sympathy.


  “You probably wished it on me,” said Flip, “so you could have company on this mildewed damn island.”


  That was the one blessing in his barrage by malevolent fates—he’d glided to Charlie’s island and the old fellow, one of many of his kind in the Venusian swamps, had placed his metal shack, his canned beans and his loku at Flip’s disposal. To all of which he was doomed till the supply ship came around after the rains—forty days ahead.


  “I wish one of your pirates would show up,” mused Flip. “I might could bum a ride out of here.”


  “Don’t wish that, boy,” said Charlie with quick seriousness. “I’ve been pretty lucky so far but I told you about the fellow who used to be here—he’s buried out yonder in the mud. These here Venusian pirates are about the meanest critters you find anywheres.”


  “They come around during the nights, huh.”


  “Yeah, when the season’s catch is ready for packing. They kill the fellow and take his pelts. You quit talking about pirates, boy. They’d just as soon skin you as an otter.”


  “Say! What about this female pirate I heard about on the mainland?”


  “Captain Vixen? I never seen her—never knew nobody that had. She don’t come out here and the natives won’t talk about her. But you can bet your Sunday space-togs she’s behind this swamp raiding—she runs everything on the mainland, about ruined the big industries there. Supposed to be a native queen back in the hills; hates foreigners. They say she’s nursed scorpions and killed men with her fingernails.”


  “Pretty tough date, huh.”


  And now the twilight was coming on, it was starting to rain—and soon it would be blackness and constant rain for forty dreary days.


  “Oh, hell,” yawned Flip. “And I didn’t bring my bathing suit.” He joined Charlie in a drink.


  THE thirty-eighth century Haliburton and the Black Swamp Bacchus were doing nicely with the sixteenth verse of Lulu Drank Loku on Pluto when one of the more technical gestures necessary to the famous ditty caused the bottle to be overturned.


  “Now look what you’ve done,” said Flip. “We’ve got only enough left for thirty-nine days.”


  “Sho shorry,” said Charlie.


  Flip felt in his shirt pocket for a cigarette and found the ill-starred map which had brought him here. The lines were blurred with sweat but he could still make out the circle designating the mainland port, the crow’s feet designating the swamp, the large X in the upper left where the xanite was. He didn’t need the map any more; for the location was stark in his mind. In fact he wished he could forget it.


  “Ah, well,” he said. He opened the tube-light, held the map over the hissing jet. It turned brown, then black and he crumbled the ashes in his fingers. “I sometimes wonder what’ll happen to me next . . .


  He heard something above the wind at the door; probably a stray veedle, one of the mud-mice which infested the swamp. Then he noticed Charlie’s eyes. They were very big and slowly his mouth fell open. He’s gone loku loco, thought Flip. Charlie was staring past him, over his shoulder. Flip whirled around.


  A woman stood in the door.


  Flip dropped his glass. Behind the woman stood three men. The woman said something in Venusian. Flip couldn’t understand and there was a dumb pause as he stared with eyes that grew wider. The woman wore hip-high swamp boots, two guns on her belt, a filmy shirt open at the throat. Her hair, uncovered and flowing, was golden, vaporous as the mist. Flip heard Charlie replying in the native language. The woman stepped into the room. Eyes flicking into every corner, the three men followed her. In the hand of each was a .03 pistol.


  She halted before them and Flip rose from his chair like a ghost. Charlie sat very still. His face was pale, eyes narrow.


  “Sit down.” It was a command and Flip sank back down helplessly. In his amazement he’d probably have done anything she said. She spoke English, in the liquid tones of a native. And she was Venusian, in all its ancient connotation. Her eyes met Flip’s evenly, calmly. Her eyes were emerald green.


  “You are Flip Miller,” she said. “You have a map. Give it to me.” She held out her hand, as if refusal to her easy words was unthinkable. Flip found his voice.


  “Who—?” he began. Her eyes were cold, commanding; his ego rebelled and he stood up quickly. With a swift hand, one of the men pushed him back down. Flip came up again with fists balled. A pistol was jabbed in his side.


  “Jupiter’s jumpers!” cried Flip. “What is this?”


  “Captain Vixen . . .” breathed Charlie.


  THE .03 gun was persuasive and Flip sat down. The man was huge, ugly with a welted blue scar across his cheek. He stepped back and stood with feet wide apart, the gun pointed at Flip’s chest. Another stationed himself at the door, the other stood behind Charlie. The woman leaned against the table, crossed her legs.


  “The map?” she said and produced a cigarette. Bravado was the word for Flip, naturally or a la loku, and forgetting his anger he struck a match for her. She ignored him, lit the cigarette herself. Without changing his expression, Flip thumped the burning match toward the man with the gun.


  “So you’re Captain Vixen,” he said, meeting her gaze. “Perhaps I should ask your autograph.”


  “I should brand it on your mouth, Earthman. But the map, please?”


  She wasn’t beautiful, thought Flip; her eyes were too far apart, her lips too large—sensual. And her green eyes, her eyebrows long and slanting, her firm lithe sleekness—they were more feline than feminine. Which was dangerously feminine, thought Flip, and perhaps she was beautiful.


  “Captain Vixen, the Legend does you an injustice,” he observed. “The complexion! Like swamp lilies in the mist . . . Then he laughed, for lovely women weren’t danger to Flip Miller. Quite on the contrary. “Now what’s all this about a map? My xanite mine?”


  “Fool, did you think your arrival on Venus was not made known to me—and your purpose here?”


  “You followed me to get that map!” Flip threw back his head with mirth. Charlie made shushing noises. But it was too funny, Flip thought. Didn’t she know the mine was worthless? She must! But she had come out here after him in person. Perhaps she didn’t know the bottom had fallen out of the xanite market.


  The woman motioned to the man with the scar. “Search him,” she said, smoke curling from her lips. The fellow came forward, reached out a hairy hand. Flip slapped it aside, annoyed.


  “Oh, drop the mask, Viki, and let’s be friends,” he said. “And I don’t like the company you keep.”


  “Oh, Lord!” groaned Charlie. The man looked at the woman, waited for orders.


  “I said search him,” she repeated.


  The man bolstered his gun, snatched at Flip’s collar. The shirt ripped and Flip’s fist came up as he rose. Spat! The man staggered backward, hit the wall and slid to the floor. In the same second Flip hurled his chair at the man in the doorway. The woman was between him and the other fellow’s gun, which probably saved him. He saw Charlie get to his feet as he whirled upon the woman—to find her pistol only ihches from his belly.


  Charlie turned upon the man behind him and was struck in the face by a gun barrel. He fell across a pile of fur, was struggling up when the heavy man deliberately placed a foot upon his wrist. Flip heard the bone snap.


  He ground his teeth in rage, started to lunge at the man and felt the woman’s gun press into his ribs. She had not moved from the table and her face was calm as ever. She had merely changed the cigarette to her left hand.


  Fingering their bruises, the men Flip had dealt with came up. The other had his gun leveled on Charlie. Flip saw the little trapper get slowly to his feet, holding his limp arm. His face was very white. It was then that Flip became quite sober to the situation. Suddenly he forgot this woman’s beauty, and what had been admiration turned to burning hate.


  He told her so.


  “For the last time,” she said, “I’m asking for that map.” Her eyes were green ice and her hand did not waver on the gun. “I burned the map.”


  “Then you will tell me the location.”


  “I will tell you nothing.”


  “Perhaps we can change your mind,” she said. “Bring a rope, Thorg.”


  AFTER being thoroughly searched, they were pushed through the door. Charlie didn’t say anything and Flip knew his wrist must be agony.


  Twilight had come, the long twilight of Venus which precedes the longer night, and the mist was wet with drizzling rain. Visibility was poor; Flip could see only a few yards ahead. The sun, never seen on this dank planet, was now below the horizon leaving a dull gray afterglow—like false dawn on Earth. He did not know where they were going nor what mad torture the woman had conceived. He knew only that hate flamed in his chest and her white throat in his hands would be a great pleasure. Never before had Flip desired to harm a woman. But never before had he seen one like this.


  They passed a trim strato-plane, vague in the fog, and Flip discovered how the pirates managed to land so noiselessly. On their craft’s power jets were the slim serpentine coils of Doxim silencers, exhaust mufflers banned for years by Interstellar Law. If only a veedle would crawl in one of those tubes, he thought; it might blow up the ship.


  Slashing through the rain at Charlie’s side, the threatening guns close behind, Flip was jerked from his heated musings by an .03 shot. He whirled around, saw smoke curling from the pistol in the woman’s hand. A dead veedle, an exceptionally small mud-mouse, lay at her feet. Lordy, thought Flip as he was pushed on; the woman was heartless, mercilessly cruel for the sport of it . . .


  The edge of the little island halted them. Here the rock fell away for several feet to the sickening ooze. Covering half of Venus, it was the Black Swamp which stretched off in the dismal fog.


  “Tie a rope around his neck and throw him over,” came the woman’s impassive voice. “He will become quite loquacious before he sinks . . .


  So this was it. Flip looked at Charlie and Charlie looked at the swamp. Flip followed his gaze and the dark viscous mire rippled in a passing breeze, hissed against the rock and sucked hungrily like a live thing waiting to feed. The swamps were bottomless.


  The man Thorg, the one who had broken Charlie’s wrist, threw a loop over Flip’s head, pulled it tight about his neck.


  Flip fingered the rope and stared at the woman. Would she really do this? And would he talk? No! Damned if he would! He’d sink first. But the mine was worthless. Why not tell her where it was? But he had no reason to expect a lesser fate if he did. Besides it was a matter of honor now—and he knew one way to enhance that honor.


  “Hold the rope when you shove him in,” said the woman, her eyes mere slits against the mist. “Let him sink slowly.”


  The Other two men had their guns trained upon Flip. He met Thorg’s beady eyes.


  “Son of a veedle!” Flip said in his face. Suddenly he swooped down and upward with one long arm. The man was shoved forward, to the brink of the rock. He tottered there a long second, waving his arms frantically. Flip sprang toward the woman. Flame burst around him, he wasn’t hit. He heard Thorg scream. He crashed into the woman as he heard a splash, more screams. Then there was silence and he was struggling on the wet-rock, the woman fighting like a tiger.


  Flip found her gun hand, wrenched the weapon from her. He got to his knees. The two men stood before him, one holding his gun on Charlie. They couldn’t fire at Flip for fear of hitting the woman. Flip started to blast them, then turned the pistol upon their Captain Vixen beside him.


  “Drop your guns or I’ll kill her,” he said. He leveled his pistol, got to his feet and backed away from the group. “Take their guns, Charlie,” he grinned. “We’re not licked yet.”


  “No?” said the woman.


  His eyes flicked to her. She had a pistol in her hand. Flip had his sights dead upon her. Damn, he thought; he’d forgotten she carried two guns. They stared at each other—stalemated. The very wind was still.


  “I’ve never killed a woman—” Flip said.


  “I’ve never killed a man,” she said quietly, “before.” For the first time she smiled. Flip’s gun was suddenly jerked away, fire streaked toward him, he heard the crash.


  She had shot the gun from his hand.


  HE stood there, helpless and dumb. Captain Vixen lit a cigarette, her gun still ready. She looked at him a long moment.


  “Well,” she said, green eyes never leaving his, “what are we waiting for?” She motioned to the man with the scar. “Take the end of the rope, Voss. Our Earthian friend hasn’t tasted the mud yet, you know.”


  Charlie hadn’t said anything. A gun at his back, his white mustache ruffled by the wind, he stood silently watching Flip, holding his broken arm. The choice was up to Flip.


  “Look at the mud, Flip Miller,” said the woman. “There is not even a ripple where Thorg went down. He went quickly. You shall dip slowly, that the conceit of your tongue and the rashness of your mind may be reflected upon with regret.” Flip glanced over the rock’s edge. There was only the quiet, waiting mire; no trace of Thorg’s body.


  “Vixen—” he began. He never finished for Voss pushed him over with both hands. The black surface of the mud rushed up at him. Arms flailing off balance, he hit on his side with a heavy splash. He heard Charlie’s yell from above. He raised to head from the mud, tried to brush the stud from his eyes. A soft and clinging pressure was warm against his legs, his waist. Through the mud in his eyes, he saw the dark flat plain of the swamp stretched away into the mist. Turning, he saw the perpendicular rock wall of the island rising above him. The hot ooze crawled up to his chest and in his nostrils was the fetid smell of the swamp, dank with the warm breath of ancient decay.


  The mud crawled higher. He struck out with his hands against it, struggled to pull himself upward but a grim suction tugged at his feet and legs, slowly drew his body downward. Then his wrists were caught in the irresistible pull. He couldn’t move his arms. Looking down, he saw the black mire high on his chest. As he watched, fascinated, the mire rose higher. It was at his shoulders.


  Keen and swift, panic struck like a knife in his belly and his arms strained, every muscle in his body trembled with mad flight. But he couldn’t move and the mud climbed to his throat. This is it, he thought, and pictures paraded through his mind, irrelevant flashes. He saw faces, dim in the mist above him, blurred with water and the mud in his eyes. He shook his head violently, the faces cleared. There was choking pain in his throat. The faces were of three men, and a woman.


  It was Vixen, looking down from the rock above. His head was strained back and upward against the rope, tight on his throat. He had stopped sinking.


  “Have you found your tongue?” It was the woman’s voice. “Where is the mine? Speak! Tell me or you sink!”


  Flip stared at her and could say nothing. He was smothered with the noose on his neck. His eyes burned with the pain, with red hatred of the woman.


  “Let him down slowly.” Her voice again. Flip stared up at her with mute passion.


  The mud caressed his chin, repulsive and warm. Slowly, he felt it creep higher, moist against the back of his head.


  “Speak, fool! Where is the mine?”


  He stared up at her with bulging eyes, couldn’t speak. Her words were meaningless. He felt only the pain in his throat, the pressure of the mire against his body. He knew only that he hated the voice that spoke and that his body was weak with that hatred. The mud crawled into his ears and the voice stopped. The mud rose to his lips. He could taste the thick salty warmth of it. He closed his mouth tightly but the taste remained. The mud rubbed at his nostrils. He couldn’t breathe. He saw the vast flat plain of black become level with his eyes.


  The mud covered his eyes.


  THE air was good and he gulped at it.


  He was lying on the rock. He felt his throat, wiped his face and saw somebody standing over him in the rain. The man had a scar across his cheek.


  “Try the other one.” It was the woman’s voice. “Perhaps the muddy Earthian will talk to save his friend if not himself.”


  Flip sat up and stared at them, gathering his wits. Charlie had a rope about his neck. The man Voss held a pistol at his back. Charlie grinned at him.


  “Proud of you, boy,” he said. His right arm dangled at his side. Failing the first time, Flip’s scene was to be repeated with a new performer.


  “No,” said Flip. “No! Charlie doesn’t know where the mine is—he had nothing to do with this.”


  “No matter,” said the woman. “Perhaps seeing him in the mud will affect your obstinacy.”


  “That mine’s worthless,” Flip said. “It’s no good any more. Since I.M.C.—”


  “I know,” she replied.


  “Hush, Flip,” said Charlie. “There’s more going on than we know about. Don’t tell her. I’m an old man and—”


  “Throw him in,” said the woman impatiently.


  Flip got to his feet, ignoring the gun in his face. Voss picked up the end of the rope around Charlie’s neck.


  “Stop,” said Flip. “I’ll tell you.” He couldn’t let Charlie go through with this. It wasn’t his problem and he had a broken wrist already.


  “Be quiet,” said Charlie. “I don’t—”


  “Talk,” the woman told Flip. The mine must mean a lot to her, Flip thought. Why? He was positive about the present market price. Could the radio report have been wrong? No. Not in a quotation affecting five planets.


  “What do you want with that mine?” Flip stalled. “You know the market price.”


  “Your questions are unhealthy, Earthman. Tell me the mine’s location or your friend goes in the swamp—without a rope.” Flip told her. He didn’t lie. He gave the exact Venusian-magnetic direction he’d taken to find it. But he was sure of one thing—that there was more here than he knew. The radio report must have been wrong . . .


  “You shouldn’t of told her, Flip,” said Charlie.


  “Your life will be short if he lied,” said the woman. She glanced up at the fog. It was a shade darker than when they had come and the rain was stronger. The mist was thickening and it was much cooler, Flip noticed.


  “Come,” said the woman, “we must prove his words while there is light.” She turned, walked up the rock toward the ship. “Tie them in the cabin,” she ordered over her shoulder. “If he lied, we shall return. If he spoke truth—they have only to free themselves before they starve . . .”


  WHEN the men left, Flip immediately tried the rope. Pulling with all his strength, he couldn’t slacken it and, with the pain in his arm, there was little Charlie could do.


  “Lordy!” said Flip. “What now?”


  “We’re lucky to be alive,” said Charlie. “Captain Vixen must have taken a fancy to you.”


  Flip strained at his ropes with the thought of her. Venusian women were the beauties of the Universe and this woman had surpassed them all, but in her dull beauty, thought Flip, there was nothing feminine. She had no heart. She had but one emotion—the pursuit of her goal.


  “It gets pretty chilly during the nights,” said Charlie happily. “We’ll get pneumonia before we starve.”


  Flip looked helplessly about the room. They were bound to their chairs and the ropes looped through holes in the wall. There was no way Flip could get to Charlie and perhaps untie him. The house was of metal and through the rusty walls and the open door came the increasing chill of night. Captain Vixen’s men had made them “comfortable,” left them to the whistling wind.


  There was a draft on Flip’s neck and he turned to see the rust had eaten away a small crack behind him. Just another thing, he thought. He was still caked with mud. Then he almost turned over his chair with excitement. He craned his neck, saw where the rope binding him was looped through the wall. They were two small holes, rusty as the rest.


  “Charlie,” he said hoarsely, “these dumb Venusians! They’ve tied us to a knife blade!”


  “What?”


  “The holes they put the rope through! Look at the edges!” He began see-sawing back and forth with his chair. The rope rubbed against the rusty edges as he did so. “Maybe I can make it in time. It’s been only a few minutes and they’ve got to warm up the ship.”


  “You mean you’re going to face them again. Saints o’ Saturn I Leave well enough alone, boy!”


  Flip kept at his work. If he could get this part of the rope cut the rest would be simple. “And let ’em get that mine? Hell no! There’s something about that xanite I don’t understand and I’m going to find out what. I’d like a nice long chat with Miss Vixen too.”


  Charlie gave up trying to dissuade him and Flip kept sawing. With the mufflers, he couldn’t hear the ship leave but he was sure they hadn’t gone yet. Those high-power planes took a lot of warming up, especially with Moxims. What to do when he got there? Flip Miller’s mind never strayed far from the present.


  The rope broke. It was a matter of minutes before he was free.


  “Try the same thing, Charlie,” Flip said at the door. “You wouldn’t be much good out there with a busted wrist and I’ll be back before long.”


  “Maybe,” said Charlie doubtfully as Flip streaked out into the rain.


  THE ship loomed before him in the mist and Flip halted, some degree of sanity entering the elation of his escape. He couldn’t see through the fogged windows, but there were three skillful guns inside and he was unarmed. They had taken all the guns from the shack when they left. Besides, the ship’s door was closed and a strato-plane’s hull is solid metal. Though he considered it, he couldn’t just go up and knock.


  The rise-rockets were idling. A pink glow appeared at each blast but there was only a soft hissing with the mufflers. The power jets hadn’t started; they were geared with a synchronized heat progression which ignited them only when the proper temperature was reached.


  A veedle scampered across Flip’s foot and he jumped. If a veedle crawled into one of those muffler tubes it would explode, he remembered thinking when he first saw the ship. Flip snapped his fingers. If a veedle could cause it, why not he? With mud! He could fill a power jet and when the ignition started, it would burst like a clogged gun barrel. They couldn’t leave. Perfect!


  Keeping well below the windows, he approached the ship. The power jets, as usual, were outside and forward of the glowing rise-rockets so he could work in safety. That is, unless the jets started while he was near them. But he would never know it if they did.


  Flip scooped up a handful of mud, stuffed it into the five-inch opening. It was like pouring water in a veedle hole but he kept at it, and heat from the smaller tubes blistering his hands. He could hear people moving about inside the plane. Finally he packed one more handful to make sure, grinning to himself.


  The door in the side of the ship suddenly opened.


  Flip dropped down beside the hull. It was the big fellow with the scarred cheek. He jumped down’, walked toward the rear of the ship where Flip was. Making a take-off inspection, Flip decided. What should he do? He could make a break across the rocks, lose himself in the mist. No—they’d trade him down, get Charlie again too. Well, there was one thing to do then.


  The man was silhouetted against the open door as he walked forward. In the heavy mist, he couldn’t see Flip yet. Crouched on hands and toes, Flip sank lower. The muscles in his knees tensed. The man came on. Flip shot toward him, hands outstretched.


  His fingers found the thick throat, squeezed with all their might as the force of his spring carried them both to the ground. Flip landed on top, kept his hold on the man’s neck. The fellow brought up his hands, plucked frantically at Flip’s wrists but he made only soft gurgling sounds and soon his hands fell away. Flip turned him loose. He wasn’t dead; a little out of breath. Flip took his pistol from its holster. To keep him quiet a while longer, he slugged a finishing touch on his chin.


  With a grin at this aesthetic work, he got to his feet. He had a gun now. But it was still two against one—he’d learned to count the woman—and they were inside. It would be risky entering the ship. Better wait till somebody else came out. They’d be out looking for this fellow soon enough. The door was still open.


  Flip dragged the unconscious man under the rounded hull. Eyes on the door, he crouched down beside him to wait.


  Suddenly he remembered the mud he’d stuffed in the power jet. Wow! If that thing exploded with him near it—! He leaped up, stuck the gun in his belt. He reached down to drag the man away too. As he turned, something jabbed hard in his side.


  “So you haven’t had enough, Earthman?” It was the other fellow, Voss. He must have come out the other side, circled around the back.


  The rockets were glowing cherry red now. The power jets would ignite any moment.


  “GET away!” cried Flip. “I clogged a tube! It’ll explode—”


  “No more of your tricks, Earthman,” said Voss. He yanked Flip’s gun from his belt, stuck both of them in Flip’s belly.


  “You fool, we’ll be blown to bits.”


  “Shut up,” said Voss, eyeing his comrade lying beside the ship. He poked him with the toe of his boot. The man groaned, moved slightly.


  Flip saw bubbles ooze from the jet he’d stopped up. It was a matter of seconds.


  Ignoring the gun, Flip hit Voss in the face. The man staggered back. Flip whirled to run. As he turned, the mist exploded red. Something crashed into him. An ear-splitting roar.


  His head hit the rock and he was stunned for a moment. Something large and heavy lay across him. It was quiet in the mist and the rain was cool. It was a man’s body across him. Something hot and sticky seeped through his clothes.


  Flip shoved the man aside, sat up. He looked at the man’s face. It was Voss. The back of his head was gone. His shoulders were a crimson mass and his back and legs were shredded.


  Flip got to his feet. He was covered with blood too but could find only slight cuts. Voss had received the full force of the explosion and his body had protected him.


  “Are all Earthians so lucky?” said a voice.


  Flip looked up. The woman, Captain Vixen, was standing before him in the rain. One hand was on her hip. The other held a pistol.


  Flip stared at her a long time and neither spoke.


  “Lady,” he said finally, “must this game go on forever?”


  “Not for you,” she replied.


  “EARTHMAN,” said the woman, “in the hills, I am Queen. On the mainland, I am Terror. In the swamps, I am Death. Whatever defies me on this—my planet—dies. It needs be so, for the resources of Venus have been plunder to the Universe. Imperialism ruled until my father, king before me, died fighting it. You, Earthman, are a symbol of those that killed him, those that drove my people to poverty—until I came. I am a symbol of the Venus that w—and, as I live, shall be again. You understand now why you die . . .”


  Flip looked at the woman and the rain molded her hair into golden ringlets, the wind shaped her body in the sheer lines of an ancient goddess. The mist softened the chill beauty of her face and her green eyes were misty in the deepening twilight.


  The wind was keen and Flip shivered.


  “You are the coldest woman I ever knew,” he said.


  “And you are the coolest man.”


  “Since I am to die,” said Flip, “you may tell me why you wanted that worthless mine.”


  “The xanite is worthless—” She paused. “The asphalt mixed with it is pitchblende. It was a secret of my father’s that the lost Swamp Mine holds enough radium to buy the Universe—to return Venus to her rightful place again.”


  She raised the pistol, took aim at his chest. Her hand was without a tremor.


  “At the swamps,” said Flip, “you said you’d never killed a man.”


  “I spoke truth. Now I am alone—I must.”


  Flip heard a splash. A veedle scurried across the woman’s boots. She screamed. The mud-mouse streaked off into the mist. The woman’s arms dropped to her sides. Her eyes were wide. For a fleeting second, the epitome of womankind was on her face. And the warmth of irrational helplessness. Then quickly it was gone, the mask returned. She jerked up her gun and fired. The shot went over Flip’s head as he dived. His lunge knocked her down. He snatched the pistol from her hand, hurled it into the mist.


  Pinning her arms to the ground, Flip sat upon her and laughed.


  “You’re a woman,” he gritted, “you’re a woman—afraid of a mouse!” She struggled violently to free herself. “You’re a woman, forced into a deadly legend—a persecution complex. You’re beautiful—”


  He bent, kissed her full upon the lips.


  She freed one arm, slapped him across the face. He didn’t feel it. There were tears in her emerald green eyes. Flip threw back his head, roared his laughter to the wind.


  He’d forgotten Captain Vixen carried two guns.


  MEN ON THE MORNING STAR


  Charles Henry Mackintosh


  Venus was supposed to be uninhabited, but Captain Terran found it entirely too full of people for comfort!


  CAPTAIN ARTHUR TERRAN of Space Police had no orders to attempt a landing on Venus in his one-man scout-rocket The Crysteel Arrow, but he had no orders against it, either, since it would never have occurred to his superiors that anyone could be mad enough to attempt such a landing, through unknown miles of zero visibility. It had never been done, in the centuries-long record of space flight—which was an altogether excellent reason for Captain Terran to attempt it!


  There had been many tense minutes, as his ship nosed down through the dense cloud-blanket, but his hunch that there might be a deep zone of comparative clearness above the surface had checked through. Suddenly, his ship emerged from the clouds, and, half a mile down, he saw clearly a wide and sandy beach bordering a blue-gray lake. The purring blast of the nose-jets cushioned The Cry steel Arrow down gently as a feather, till the fin-jets could take up the roll of power and ease her back and down on an approximately even keel.


  —And now, in another minute, he would be the first human-being ever to have set foot on the surface of Venus!


  So?


  —Then who, or what, was the creature running toward his ship, already not three hundred yards away across the sandy beach?


  If a Venusian, then evolution on Venus must exactly have paralleled that on Earth, which was a bit too much for even an amateur biologist to believe.


  He rested his arms on the rim of the three-foot circular sally-port, his right hand, out of sight, touching the butt of a blaster, and waited for welcome or war as the case might be.


  A curiously graceful runner, that fellow out there . . . gosh, it wasn’t a fellow, it was a girl—a girl beating him to the conquest of Venus, a girl all alone apparently, or the reception committee surely would have been larger!


  His hand instinctively fell away from the butt of his blaster, though an odd corner of his mind quarrelled with him that women have been known to be more dangerous than men.


  Still, she didn’t seem to be hostile, or even armed, so far as he could see. Indeed, the closer she came the more it seemed to him that she was just plain scared rather than hostile or even glad to see him.


  What could have scared her, here on Venus?—Tyrannosauri? Sabre-toothed tigers? Natives?


  She was flapping her little hands at him now, frantically, in a gesture which could mean only: ‘Get away!’


  He grinned down at her as she arrived, sobbing for breath, beneath his sally-port. She was a lovely little thing, despite her evident terror and exhaustion—or perhaps she appealed all the more to his protective instinct because of them.


  “A nice welcome, I must say,” he mocked, crinkling his eye-corners to point the pleasantry. “Here I have come thirty million miles to pay you a visit—picking almost the shortest distance between Earth and Venus, at that, I must confess—and all I get for my pains is, ‘Get away!’ Lady, I don’t bite, I assure you. Name is Arthur Terran, Art to my friends. Spacepilot, first class. Captain of The Cry steel Arrow . . .” He was talking mostly to give her a chance to recover her breath and her own voice. “Tell me,” he added, dropping the mask of humor, “what’s the matter?”


  She gave him his answer in a five syllable rattle like machine-gun fire: “Rocket-racketeers!”


  “You mean that space pirates are here on Venus? What in h—I mean what are they doing here? I thought their hideaway was on the dark side of the moon, and their racket was pirating shipments of refined ores?”


  “It was . . . it is . . . but . . .” she gulped like a little girl swallowing her gum . . . “but . . . they followed father to Venus! They must have had spies in the Crysteel Labs on the bright side of the moon. Father’s chief technician there, you know. They must have heard what he found here on his first trip, and, of course, they’d never overlook a chance like that!”


  “Of course not,” he agreed. “What did your father find?”


  “That’s the secret!” she gasped. “Nobody must know—I don’t myself.”


  “The Rocket-racketeers must know at least a little something?” he suggested.


  “Oh, yes, they, know he has a new plastic—something having countless times the strength even of crysteel, and one which can be worked at comparatively low temperatures once, and then no temperature they can get in the Labs will touch it again . . .”


  “But that’s obviously impossible,” he broke in. “If heat will melt the stuff once it will do it again . . .”


  “It won’t any such thing,” she broke in in turn. “It’s not a chemical reaction at all. It’s some completely new and strange rearrangement of atomic structural pattern. Comparatively low heat starts the reaction, then nothing can stop it or touch it again. Father discovered it quite by chance when he cushioned down on his blasts here on . . .” she broke off suddenly, and bit her lip. “Here on Venus,” she concluded, unconvincingly sketching a gesture towards the far horizon.


  TERRAN lifted his eyebrows at her.


  “You might as well break down and confess that it was right here on this beach,” he suggested. “I’m no Rocketracketeer, you know. I’m on the other side, your side. S. P.—Space Police; that’s me!”


  She looked at him over a bitten knuckle. “How did you know it was right here?” she gasped.


  He laughed. “I didn’t, I just guessed; but, of course, I do know now—you have just told me!”


  “Why . . . why, you!”—She could think of nothing to add.


  “I’m all right,” he reassured her, “and you are all right, and your father’s secret is all right. The only ones who are all wrong, and in wrong, are those Rocketracketeers. Now, just where did you say I could locate them—without their knowing I’m on my way, of course?”


  She shook her head violently. “I didn’t say . . . you mustn’t! I came to warn you to get away while you can, and bring back a big ship of the Space Police. Why; they’d kill you on sight!”


  He grinned again. “I’m by way of being quite a killer myself—only in the line of duty, you know; yet, after all, that is my business, in a way.”


  “But there are five of them!”


  “And only one of me, huh? Well, I’ve known worse odds, and I’m still here, all alive-o!”


  He climbed through the three-foot sallyport, feeling as clumsy, under her gaze, as a bear emerging from winter quarters. She moved back a little to make room for him, but remained quite close and didn’t seem to be scared any more, not, at least, of him. He patted her on one shoulder, gently and reassuringly, though feeling none too good himself.


  The Rocket-racketeers were no pushover, he knew that—what member of Space Police didn’t? The whole force had been after them for more than a year and, so far, the score had been five Space Police ‘missing’—probably permanently. They were tough babies, all right; and the new plastic this girl had told him about—well, she’d told him enough to see that it should mean the entire revolution of spacecraft construction, for one thing, and probably of the whole technique of plastic engineering. Since they didn’t stop at killing Space Police on the mere pilfering of a few packets-of refined ores, what could stop them now they were on the trail of a billion dollar secret such as this? Still they must be stopped.


  “Where is their hangout?” he broke off his soliloquy.


  She gestured back in the direction from which she had come. “Not far beyond the crest of that sand dune. They are using their space ship—and father’s—as a base.”


  “What can you tell me about their habits? Do they all stick together all the time, or is there any chance of chopping them down on even terms, one at a time?”


  “I see what you mean,” she nodded thoughtfully, “but you’ll have to be awfully careful, because they have father’s new sonic pistol, you know!”


  “Sonic pistol?.” he repeated. “What’s that? Never heard of it!”


  “It’s another of father’s new things,” she explained, not without pride. “I don’t really know how it works, but I know what it does.”


  “And just what does it do?” he prompted.


  She staggered him with her answer. “It puts people to sleep!—Or, rather,” she qualified, “it sends them into a kind of trance, like a sleep-walker.”


  HIS technically trained mind leapt the gaps in her sketchy account of the new weapon. “Does it send out an actual sound? Can you hear it?”


  “No,” she shook her head, “you can’t hear anything. The first thing you know there’s a funny feeling in your head and after that you don’t know anything at all, until the sonic is shut off. Meanwhile, you are completely under the control of whoever has it trained on you.”


  “You say the Rocket-racketeers have it now? Have they used it on your father? Didn’t it make him tell them, or lead them to, whatever they want of him?”


  “No, and that’s something I can’t quite understand. Father says it works just like hypnotic control, but . . .”


  “AND,” he corrected. “That’s just the reason, because hypnotism can’t make people go against their own sincere inner convictions, you know. Persistent attempts to do so tend to break the trance entirely. I suppose the sonic would renew it automatically, but it wouldn’t do any good.”


  “That’s just what happens with father,” she agreed, “and it does make them so mad! I’m afraid they will . . . try some other way!”


  He guessed the implication she could not bring herself to put into words, and respected her feelings.


  “We’ll have to stop that!” he said.


  “Do you think we really can? Look, I can use a blaster. I’m quite a good shot with one. Father made me practise and practise. Have you an extra one?”


  “Lady, I have a young armory,” he answered, “and I’ll see that you are armed, all right; but I don’t want you mixing in any fight with these fellows. They are tough numbers, I’m telling you! I’ll give you a baby blaster, one small enough to hide away somewhere—but not in those clothes, I guess . . .” He broke off suddenly, exclaiming “What the heck?”


  The girl had stiffened, turned half away from him and his ship, facing towards the dune over which she had come. Two dots, about the size of tangerine oranges, showed bluish-red against the sugar-white sand at the crest of the dune.


  His right hand flashed down upon the butt of a blaster . . . but he couldn’t draw! There was a curious tingling in the region of his medulla. His whole motor-system seemed to be inhibited from action. He could still order his muscles to jerk out that blaster, but they couldn’t obey. Just before he stopped even wanting to draw his weapon, he noticed that the stiffness had gone out of the girl, and her hand was flashing towards his holster. Tricked after all, eh?—His mind went entirely blank.


  Almost at once, it seemed, full consciousness and command over his own muscles returned to him. Automatically, his fingers clenched on—nothing! The blaster was gone from its holster. Simultaneously, he heard the sound of it, like a high wind whistling through a narrow knot-hole. His eyes were still focused on those two tangerine-sized dots at the dune crest and, unbelievingly, he saw one of them explode in a spat of blue-grey smoke. The other dodged down out of sight. He swivelled his eyes and again saw the girl standing beside him, leaning a little forward, blaster at the point, her eyes fixed upon the far dune crest with an intensity which left no consciousness of him.


  “Tumbling asteroids, ivhat a shot!” he admired.


  She did not take her eyes from the dune as she answered, “I told you I could use a blaster.”


  “I’ll say you can, lady!—You can use mine, and I’ll go get me some more.” He turned to crawl through the sallyport.


  He was quickly scrambling out of the port again, with blasters on both hips and one hung by its lanyard about his neck.


  HE TOOK the lanyard from about his neck and threw it over her’s. “I’ll bet you shoot almost as well with the left hand as with the right,” he said, “and so, I’ll admit, do I. That gives us four shots to their four, huh, when they come again?”


  “If they come again,” she corrected.


  “Huh? You think they’ll wait for us to come to them? Well, maybe that would be the safer play for them, but I don’t think you’re right. We could take off and bring down the whole Space Fleet on them. They’ll be back to collect us, pronto . . .” He broke off suddenly, and the girl gasped to hear the high wailing note of a blaster.


  Her eyes swivelled from him back to the dune, just in time to see the lower arc of a circle blown cleanly from its crest. “Where did that shot come from?” she demanded incredulously.


  “From me, lady,” he confessed. “You couldn’t see because I used my left hand and fired from the hip. I shoot better blind from the left, and there wasn’t time to aim. Lucky hit, huh? That’s even-Stephen, one for you and one for me!”


  “Did you get him?” she asked.


  “Sure did. Blew off the top half of his head along with that bite in the dune crest. That’s the both of them now . . .”


  “But there are three more!” she reminded him.


  “You are right, of course—and maybe those three are with father right now, trying to worm what they want out of him!—Oh, Art, let’s hurry!”


  He showed all his fine teeth, both at her use of the friendly abbreviation and at the sudden reversal of sentiment, but said only, “Okay, let’s get going!”


  Both carried blasters in both hands as they moved warily towards the crest of the dune, using the blasted arc as a sight.


  Struck by a thought. Terran said, “Hurray for our side—we’ve already cut ’em down to our size!”


  “But there are three of them,” she repeated.


  “Well, there are three of us, aren’t there? If it was your father taught you to use a blaster that way, I wouldn’t want any better third man on my side!”


  “Father isn’t third man, he’s top man,” she told him, but she smiled when she said it, and he grinned back.


  “Okay with me, lady . . .” he began, but she broke in impatiently:


  “I wish you’d quit calling me ‘lady’ ! My name is Londra Landrey.”


  “And a very nice name to have,” he assured her before getting back to business. “Look, now, where do you suppose the other three of those racketeers are likely to be, about this time? We still have work to do, haven’t we?”


  She nodded, but gloomily. “I hate all this killing . . .” she began, but he broke her away from that line of thought.


  “It’s kill or be killed in a pinch like this,” he reminded her, “and I see no reason why we should be on the receiving end just because we don’t like to kill!”


  “I’m going to use the old gag of sneaking my space helmet above the dune-crest ahead of our heads,” Terran said when they had arrived. “It may work. It nearly always does.”


  It didn’t work on that occasion, because there was nothing hostile on the other side of the dune. Nor were there any headless corpses. Both had been removed, and the sonic pistol had gone, too.


  “Blast!” exploded the captain. “This means they’ll be on guard, as well as that we’ve lost the sonic!”


  HE SCANNED the terrain thoughtfully. The long pirate ship lay less than a hundred yards to their right, its nose pushed up into the dune. The starboard sally-port was closed and there was nothing at all in sight between them and the ship, but he knew only too well that there might be, probably would be, observers either at the polished crysteel prow or stern cones or anywhere along the longitudinal polished band where the two halves of the ship had been welded together under almost inconceivable pressure. They couldn’t see in because of light refraction, but anyone watching from within could see out almost as clearly as if he were outside.


  He didn’t like to use his voice, not knowing how far sound vibrations might carry in the watery air, so he gestured to the right and downward, indicating that they would keep the dune-crest above them and slip along till they were just beyond the spot where the prow of the pirate ship touched the dune.


  There again, he baited the old trap with the top of his helmet, and again there were no takers. At this point, however, the dune-crest came to so fine a feather-edge that he was able to stir away a tiny observation trough, without either of them having to lift a head above the barrier.


  Another, smaller ship—obviously the Landreys’—lay about thirty yards to the right of the long pirate ship, angling a little away from it, with its starboard broadside turned towards their observation point. There was no one in sight between the two ships, though it was obvious that the sand between the two had been trampled again and again. The starboard sally-port of the smaller ship was open, but the shadows within were too deep for them to see more than that.


  Through that open port came suddenly the most nerve-wracking sound that human ears can hear—the gurgling scream of a fellow human-being venting unbearable agony!


  The sound shattered Londra’s nerve. “It’s father,” she cried, “they are torturing him! Oh, Art, we must help him!”


  The captain’s jaw set. He sensed that it was a trap, but he knew they couldn’t just continue to crouch where they were and wait for repetitions of that tortured scream. “Blasters at the ready in both hands,” he snapped, “and come fast!”


  They were barely over the crest when the sonics caught them, one from each end of the smaller ship. The third pirate must be inside, extorting the scream . . . so far the captain thought, and then he thought no more.


  He came back to the consciousness of a man’s voice speaking somewhere near him. He was in black darkness but, by twitching his facial muscles, he sensed that he wore a padded blindfold. His hands were bound behind his back, his legs lashed at the ankles and above the knees. He was seated on a flat surface, leaning against a curved one, a quick curve, which he recognized as the side of a small space ship.


  “If I had guessed,” the voice was saying, “I would have bitten out my tongue before I made a sound; but I thought they were just trying to make me talk, and I thought it better to scream than to do that!”—That must be Londra’s father speaking, and this must be the Landrey ship.


  “Is Londra there?” he spoke.


  “Oh, Art, are you all right?” her voice came back promptly.


  “I’m blindfolded and trussed up, if you can call that being all right,” he answered.


  “So are we all. Father is here, too, and they didn’t hurt him badly. Father, this is Captain Arthur Terran of Space Police. Captain, this is my father, Dr. Landrey, Chief Technician for Luna Crysteel.”


  A MASCULINE chuckle came across to him. “A bit formal, under the circumstances, eh, captain? Wonder what would be my correct response? I can’t very well say ‘How do you do?’ because you’ve just told us. I can’t say I’m ‘glad to see you’ because I can’t see through this blindfold. I can’t even say I’m ‘glad you’re here’, though misery is supposed to love company, because I’d much rather you were free and anywhere else but here. Guess I’ll just have to fall back on the good old Americanism, ‘Glad to meet you!’ ”


  “I’m glad to meet you, too, Dr. Landrey.—What has happened while I’ve been ‘out’ ?”


  “Nothing much,” the doctor answered wearily. “They brought you in here shortly after I was fool enough to bait their trap for them, and then they questioned you as to what Londra had told you. You wouldn’t answer, and that undoubtedly saved your life because they knew she must have told you something that seemed very important to you, or you would have answered frankly and at once, under the sonic. They asked Londra what she had told you, and she wouldn’t answer either. Then they went away after tying and blindfolding both of you. They’ve had me this way for days, it seems. They left only a minute or so ago. I’m afraid they’ll be back soon. Probably gone to get something to eat.”


  “For us, too, do you suppose?” the captain inquired hopefully. “I could chew on a slab of your new Venusteel, the way I feel now!”


  “What’s that you say?” the doctor’s voice snapped like a whiplash. “What have you been telling him, Londra?”


  She answered in her little-girl voice. “I didn’t tell him anything, father. I didn’t know enough to tell. He guessed—about the new plastic, I mean—just from my saying the Rocket-racketeers were after a new plastic you discovered when you cushioned down on your rocketblasts here on Venus. It was uncanny!”


  “I know very little, Dr. Landrey,” the captain broke in on the chilly silence, “nor need you worry about the little I do know. I’m on duty, a captain of Space Police, and I neither know or remember anything beyond the line of duty.”


  “That is as it should be, Captain Terran,” the older man replied stiffly. “This process involves billions,” he added, a little less stiffly, and a few seconds of silence followed.


  The captain broke it to ask, “Are there any more sonic pistols, other than the two in the hands of the pirates?”


  “No-o-o,” the doctor dragged out his negative. “I made only two in pistol form for hand use. Of course, there is also my experimental set.”


  “Where?” snapped the captain.


  “It is, or was in the port locker in the control cabin forward,” the other answered. “But it’s barely portable and, in any event—even if the pirates haven’t removed or destroyed it—the ‘hypnote’, as I term the sonic effect, cannot be directed from the experimental set. It broadcasts in all directions, but, within a much more limited range, it is equally effective.”


  “By golly,” breathed the captain, more to himself than to the others, “if only I could get my hands on it!”


  “What could you do with it, Art?” Londra inquired.


  “I . . . I’d rather not raise your hopes by being too definite,” he answered, “but I’ve studied sonics at SeP.U., of course, and I have the germ of an idea. Maybe it will work, maybe it won’t. Anyway, first I shall have to get my hands free. You are all tightly tied, huh?”


  “Tight enough to stop the circulation,” the doctor answered grumpily, and Londra’s report was equally hopeless.


  “What is it they’ve tied us with?” the captain queried, wriggling his wrists in an attempt to feel the material of his bonds. “Not metal, anyway. Feels a bit like old-fashioned rawhide.”


  “I think that’s what it is, or a synthetic similar product,” the doctor told him. “They tied me while I had my eyes—and my mind—open. The material looked like strips of rawhide.”


  “Huh!” grunted the captain. “Ain’t that a break!”


  “A bad break, I would call it,” the doctor objected. “Rawhide like this would hold an elephant, or a gorilla anyway!”


  “Not if the gorilla had sense enough to use his teeth on it!” crowed the captain. . . .


  “I’M FREE! My wrists are free!” Londra exulted, after sustained gnawing. She tore away her blindfold, and then theirs. “Have you a knife on your person, Art?”


  “There’s one in my right side pocket, if they haven’t taken it.”


  They hadn’t taken it.


  “Just a moment,” the captain exclaimed, as he felt her hand emerge from his pocket with its prize. “Don’t cut through all the turns of the thongs. Cut just one place and unwind, so we can use the thongs again to make it look as if we were still tied, see? Save the blindfolds, too. We can wear ’em pushed up on our foreheads, ready to whisk down—leaving a chink—and get our hands behind us again, in case those fellows get back before we are ready for them.”


  “What are we going to do to get ready for them?” the doctor demanded practically, caressing the swollen veins in his forearms and legs.


  “Stay right where you are for the time,” the captain counselled. “You, too, Londra. Get back down and be ready to look like prisoners again at a moment’s notice. I’m going exploring. First, I want some blasters for all three of us to have in our hands behind us. Next, and most important, I want to see whether the experimental sonic is still in that port locker in the control cabin.”


  Their own blasters, all four of them, had been thrown through the hatch into the rear engineroom. The captain reclaimed them, gave one each to Londra and her father, and stuffed the other two into his own belt. Then he swooped forward into the control cabin.


  “He ought to have let me go after that set,” the doctor grumbled irritably. “After all, it’s my equipment. He’ll probably smash something . . .”


  “Art knows what he’s doing, father!” Londra snapped, her nerves on edge. “He has an idea—let him work it out!”


  The doctor subsided, muttering something unintelligible about a serpent’s tooth; but at that moment the captain reappeared, stepping as if on eggs, carrying a long narrow base of some black plastic, on which was mounted a bewildering hookup of silvered tubes.


  It wasn’t bewildering to the doctor. “That’s it!” he exclaimed with satisfaction. “It looks all right. What are you planning to do with it?”


  The captain answered his question with another. “Since this set broadcasts, is there any danger that the operator would hypnotize himself?”


  The doctor chuckled. “I did, the first time I tested it.”


  “So? What happened?”


  “I got a nice three-hour nap, that was all. Then Londra came in, saw what was happening and switched off the set.”


  “Did you note your own . . . keynote, you call it?”


  “Yes, and I know Londra’s, too, but why do you ask? Are you thinking of putting either or both of us under control?


  You can control only one person at one time, you know. The ‘hypnote’ must be sounding continuously.”


  “I want you to put me under control,” the captain astonished them. “Can you feel around for my keynote without putting yourself under?”


  “I think so,” the doctor assured him. “My rate was even higher than Londra’s, and my judgment would be that you, with your carefully controlled nervous system, will have a lower rate than either of us.”


  “I should think it would be the other way.”


  “Well, it isn’t!” snapped the older man, and Londra broke in:


  “But why do you want father to put you under control, Art? Shouldn’t you be the very one to keep alert?”


  “If I understand this rig right,” the captain explained, “your father can simply order me to carry out the plan in mind, after he has me under control, and I would act accordingly. Is that right, sir?”


  “The plan in your mind, you mean? Hum. Well, yes, I see no reason at all why that should not be perfectly practical, but it would be the same as leaving you a free agent, wouldn’t it? What’s the sense of it, anyway?”


  “Well, you see, sir, I have a hunch. It may not work, and if it doesn’t, I’ll have to rely on quick action with my blasters . . .”


  THE sound of heavy boots clumping down into the gritty sand interrupted to warn them that one of their captors had just jumped down from the sally-port of the larger ship.


  “Quick, doctor,” the captain exclaimed, setting down the set between Londra and her father, “curve your bodies towards each other to hide this set, as if you had been talking to each other. Let me get back into place and fake my ankle bonds, then get me under control and leave my keynote on. Finally, arrange your own blindfolds and thongs so that you’ll look okay to those babies when they come in out of the brighter light.”


  Clump . . . clump. . . . clump, three sets of clumsy space boots sounded through the sand towards the partly-opened sallyport of their prison.


  The captain was back in his old place, his head fallen a little forward beneath the loosened blindfold, as if asleep. His long legs stuck straight out in front of him, the thongs wrapped around at ankle and knee as if still securely tied. Londra and her father seemed equally helpless.


  The heavy sally-port groaned protestingly under the pull of a hairy hand. At once, the captain began to jerk at his leg bonds.


  “I’m getting free,” he gurgled, as if unaware of the pirates’ approach. The bonds flew apart with a snap. “I’ll have my hands free in a moment,” he exulted, twisting his shoulders strenuously.


  “Get the sonic on him quick!” rasped a voice from behind the one who was now knee-high on the sally-port.


  The pistol came to the point in the hairy hand, and, after a second, the captain stiffened out again.


  “Got him! Come on in—I’ll hold him so he won’t hurt you!”


  “Cut the comedy, Jim,” harshed a taller, less apelike form, following him in. “Come on, Jake,” he commanded the last to enter, asserting his leadership. He waved a blaster to accent the order. The last man carried the other sonic.


  Then the captain flashed into action, while the one who held the sonic on him let his lower jaw fall in unbelieving amazement, for both hands appeared from behind the back of his supposedly helpless victim, holding blasters. The blaster in the captain’s right hand whined, shortly, a snapped-off note. To Londra’s horror, the right forearm of the pirate leader thudded to the cabin deck, its blaster still clutched in its fingers.


  The captain swivelled his blasters to cover the two men armed only with sonics. “Drop those pistols,” he shouted above the agonized howling of his first victim. They obeyed as if the weapons suddenly had glowed white hot.


  “Now, Dr. Landrey,” crisped the captain, “as Londra picks up the first sonic and shuts it off, you do the same thing at the same second to your set. Is that clear?”


  “Oke,” gurgled the scientist gleefully, forgetting his dignity for the moment.


  “Down on your faces, all three of you!” the captain concluded his crisp commands, enforcing the order with his brace of blasters.


  It was obeyed.


  LATER, when the two sound men had been trussed up to the captain’s taste, and the leader had been anesthetized and his arm dressed, Dr. Landrey’s insistent demands for an explanation could no longer be diverted or denied.


  “Do you mean to stand there and tell me you know more about the operation of my sonics than I do myself?” he demanded.


  “No, sir, no, indeed,” the captain disclaimed. “I claim only to have remembered, from my college days, how to stop your sonics from working.”


  “But, but,” protested the scientist, “my sonics are less than three months old. Noone—except on Venus,” he conceded with a grin—“ever heard of them before, or could have taught you, in your college, how to render them inoperative!”


  “It’s the principle of the thing, sir,” the captain explained. “You had your experimental set virating at my keynote, and then the first pirate cut in on the same note. The one cancelled out the other. I was certain to be entirely a free agent from the second any one of the pirates cut down on me with a sonic.”


  “If you were so certain,” Londra put in reproachfully, “why couldn’t you have let us in on the secret?”


  The captain grinned. “Oh, I wasn’t so certain as all that,” he conceded. “I’d heard the principle, but I’d never seen it demonstrated. Why, your father has just told us the sonic pistol has only been invented less than three months. I had to take a chance that the principle really was a principle.”


  “What if it hadn’t worked, captain?” Dr. Landrey cut in grimly.


  “Well, in that case, we would have had to kill them!”


  “Will you stop talking about killing people!” commanded Londra, but with admiration in her voice.


  The captain grinned at her again, boyishly. “All right, let’s talk about feeding people instead of killing them. Three people, Us!”


  “Can’t feed people with talk!” Londra gave him back his grin and then vanished into the forward cabin where the food was stored.


  “Captain Terran,” her father began gravely when she had gone, “I have a proposition to make to you. Luna Crysteel is going to need a powerful police force of its own, in developing this discovery and shipping material to the plant on the moon. Will you organize and head that corps? I’d like to know that you are in charge if we run into more trouble, as well we may with billions at stake. Londra would like it, too, I’m sure.”


  The captain’s eyes went forward to focus expectantly on the girl, as she returned carrying a loaded tray.


  She nodded. “I heard what father said, and I’m all for it, Art!”


  “Well, if you can stand having me practically in your hair, I’m for it, too,” the captain agreed.


  “But when do we eat?” he added plaintively.


  THE END


  VENUSIAN TRAGEDY


  Max C. Sheridan


  Udeen was marooned more thoroughly than any shipwrecked mariner of Earth—and the only sources of companionship he had were the monstrous, anamorphic Volons.


  CHAPTER I


  Boredom


  GREY shadows danced like animate veils in the dusky murk above Venucity; great formless patches of altered darkness which wove a melody of restless movement against the opalescent haze of mile on endless mile of cloud-banked sky.


  The low oval domes of the Earth colony shelters were but vague knolls in a world that guarded its myriad of enigmas with a jealous shroud of secrecy.


  Dale Udeen flattened his nose against the thick convex glassite of the Button’s sole window, and his grey eyes squinted in an unsuccessful effort to pierce the curtain of eternal mist.


  To add to the watcher’s visual troubles, darker wisps of semi-substance pirouetted and gyrated against the vast grey screen like strange mischievous imps dancing with malicious glee.’


  Udeen stared silently into the nebulous haze, impatiently following one, then another of the perverse shadows which hovered elusively at the very boundary between obscurity and vision.


  At last, he turned from the window with a frustrated oath, and his clear-cut features twisted in the grimace of a petulant child.


  “DAMN it, Cap!” he complained, turning to watch his grizzled companion’s complacent study of a fat book and his contented puffing on a battered briar. “Do I have to sit here in this stinking button of a house, and do nothing but read and read—and watch you sit at that packing-case desk, smoking that rotten hod till the smoke is as thick as the air outside? I came to Venus for adventure! For the romance of the skys, for the mysteries and wonders of a far-flung world as yet almost untouched by the foot of Man!


  “—And what do I get?” Udeen’s lips twisted in a sneer. “I get thirty-three days of hell in a rotten little rocket ship filled with foul air, putrid food,—and space-sick men! Romance of the skys—bah!”


  Udeen spat disgustedly. “And then what?—Just forty-six days more of monotonous existence in this two by four ‘button’ that the citizens—all twenty of them—of metropolitan Venucity dignify by the name ‘house’ !”


  “Cap” Armstrong looked up from his book, and his delft-blue eyes twinkled with amusement.


  “Easy does it, boy,” he chided. “That makes, uh—seventy-nine days since you brushed the dust of Mother Earth from your cloven hooves. If you continue to lose your patience at the current rate, you’ll be hopelessly bankrupt before winter. Just take it easy, and think about all the things we’re going to see and do when the winter equinoxial precipitates a little of Venus’ famed water-vapor.”


  The grizzled veteran looked up at the younger man with an infectious grin, and winked. “I’ll guarantee you’ll be able to see as much as fifteen feet ahead of you by then,” he declared.


  “Humph,” was Udeen’s desultory comment. “—And how about the Venusians,—the weird outlandish creatures you saw on the first expedition? When will we try to contact them?


  “—I’m so damned sick and tired of sitting here trying to see through an atmosphere of whipped cream that I’ll be asylum-fodder before the week is over if something doesn’t happen quick!”


  “Hold it, son.” Armstrong cautioned. “Can’t rush Nature, you know. Next trip maybe the boys back on terra firma will have us a portable infra-red vision unit doped out. Then we won’t have to wait for the winter clearing of the atmosphere to do our looking around.”


  “Too bad Evolution didn’t equip us with eyes sensitive to the lower band of the spectrum,” growled Udeen, “—like these fantastic Venusian creatures you’ve been spinning yarns about.”


  THE veteran snorted. “Can’t have everything, you know. For instance,—the Venusians wouldn’t get a thing out of one of Beethoven’s masterpieces,—or even from the doubtful melody of a swing band.”


  “Why not?”


  “No ears,” was Cap’s laconic reply. “Seems funny that in a world with such an excellent medium for transporting sound, evolution provided absolutely no means for utilizing it.”


  “How do they communicate,—or do they?”


  Armstrong nodded. “Oh yes, no trouble about that. They have slender filaments or antennae of delicate nervous tissue which arise in the cortex of the brain and extend up through foramina in the skull, somewhat like the feelers of Earthly insects.”


  “Telepathy?”


  “Yes, but very efficient and workable modification. Here evolution has devoted its faculties to perfecting telepathy, instead of wasting its time on elaborate equipment for the secondary senses of hearing and smell.”


  “Then your famed Venusians are nothing more or less than overgrown insects?” Udeen asked, with a scornful smile curving his lips.


  Armstrong turned to survey the younger man with thoughtful eyes.


  “Not insects,—and not reptiles as we know them,” he said slowly, “but a queer and fantastic intermingling of certain characteristics of each, with perhaps a dash of mammalian likeness.”


  “Humph!” grunted Udeen. “I thought you said they were the equal of—and perhaps superior to Man. Imagine a heterogeneous hodgepodge like that equaling the accomplishments of Man on Earth!” he added with a snicker.


  Cap regarded him silently for a moment, a queer smile hovering at the corners of his mouth. “Youthful intolerance and cynicism is a wonderful thing, youngster,” he said. “It gives one the confidence to attempt miracles—and sometimes to accomplish them. However, it also has its disadvantages. It leads one to be didactic in his assertions and beliefs. It cramps his point of view to a narrow uncompromising fanaticism concerning any deviation from his own mean little path of experience.”


  “Don’t preach!” snapped Udeen.


  “Won’t,” said Armstrong. “But maybe someday you’ll recall this:—If you come to know these strange creatures of Venus as well as I did on our first expedition, you’ll realize that, nothwithstanding their fantastic appearance according to our standards, their minds—yes—even their souls, are built of divine stuff—by any standard!”


  CHAPTER II


  Storm on Venus


  SEVEN endless weeks dragged by like seven ages of Eternity for Dale Udeen, before the crisper days of a Venusian autumn brought a progressive thinning of the almost viscous white atmosphere outside the tiny shelter.


  Gradually the dissolving veil permitted the Button’s impatient occupants an increasingly more comprehensive view of the almost impervious network of interlacing botanical miracles which hugged the little clearing of the colonists in close embrace.


  Mighty misshapen fronds mingled with coiling snaky tendriles and hideous bulging stems in weird portrayal of the astounding success of an utterly alien symbiosis.


  Dale Udeen followed the retreating wisps of mist with eager, searching eyes, and each new miracle brought a dozen wondering questions.


  Cap Armstrong met each new interrogatory outburst with an understanding patience that was utterly wasted on his youthful companion.


  “Damn it all, Cap!” Udeen exploded, turning to face his all-suffering informant. “Why in the name of all that’s holy do I have to mope here in this stinking Button? Why can’t I go outside and see and investigate these things for myself—instead of sitting here listening to your wild yarns about them I The mists are almost gone,—so what in the devil is holding us back now?”


  “Our common sense,” returned his companion. “If you’ll stop and think, you’ll remember I told you that the Venusian flora attains a state of metabolism paralleling Earthly growth only during the winter months.


  “During the summer, a blanket of water vapor is so dense that not enough sunshine reaches the surface to enable the plants to manufacture their sustenance through photosynthesis. They simply ‘hibernate’ during the warm season, and wait for the thinning of the cloud bank to allow penetration of the essential solar energy.”


  “Well?—” snapped Udeen. “What’s all that got to do with us?”


  “Plenty,” said Armstrong quietly. “While the plants are resting, they no longer extract carbon dioxide from the atmosphere to synthesize carbohydrates. Exactly the reverse is true,—they use oxygen and give off CO2 as the necessary by-product of a sustaining metabolism during their non-productive months. As a consequence, at the end of the summer season, the air has an excess of CO2, and an insufficiency of oxygen. So, we must wait until the renewed growth of plantlife again renders the atmosphere fit for human consumption.”


  “How long?” was Udeen’s impatient query.


  “Month,” said the veteran laconically.


  HOWEVER, for once Cap Armstrong was decidedly wrong. It wasn’t a month—nor even a day more that they were to spend in their tiny shelter.


  That very evening came an event which both disclosed the reason behind the peculiar flat dome-shaped construction of the Earth-colony Buttons, and demonstrated the inadequacy of Man’s somewhat dubious supremacy over versatile Nature.


  Armstrong was sitting at his improvised desk, writing interminably in his voluminous diary.


  Udeen was lying on the low couch, watching with sullen eyes and wondering what the veteran could possibly find to write about, when a hushed murmur crept through the thick plastic wall of the Button. It was an indescribably melancholy soughing that brought Udeen to his feet with a startled exclamation.


  “Hear that, Cap?” he asked, turning apprehensive eyes toward his companion.


  The older man nodded and hurried to the shelter’s sole window.


  That first faint lamenting murmur was now a harsh toneless moan that grated on Udeen’s nerves like an off-key organ note.


  Armstrong turned from the glassite window, and his face was grave. “Post-Equinoxial storm,” he said. “Cooling air of this hemisphere rushing to the warm hemisphere. Better be getting ready. Can’t tell what’ll happen, you know.”


  Udeen nodded and turned to the telephone in the corner, by which they maintained contact with the occupants of the nine other shelters in the little clearing.


  He gave the nine rings which was the emergency signal calling all the group, and waited impatiently until all had reported in.


  “Button No. 1, Udeen speaking. Hurricane arising, wind from approximate magnetic North. Prepare for emergency. Don space-suits and oxygen helmets and make everything tight. Communication may be cut off any minute,—and then it’s every man for himself. Good luck!”


  Udeen hung up and turned to help Armstrong, who was lashing all movable objects in the shelter to the eye-bolts set in the floor.


  AFTER everything was fastened to their satisfaction, Cap unpacked the two space suits and helmets from their metal container and handed one outfit to Udeen.


  Silently the two stripped off their outer clothing and donned the pliable rubberoid suits and plasticoid helmets, leaving the visor plates open.


  Now the rising torrent of air from the cooling polar region lashed around the tiny hemisphere in a gargantuan wave of booming roaring sound. Sand and gravel scoured the rounded dome. Rocks as large as baseballs rebounded with a deafening clamor from the plastic walls. Mighty misshapen fronds and strange writhing tendrils flung around the Button like malignant ghostly entities striving to reach the two Earthmen within.


  Higher and higher grew the ululant whine of the lashing winds as the fury of the storm climbed toward an unimaginable peak.


  The dome shelter quivered in ghastly resonance to the battering waves of maddened atmosphere. The lashed furnishings danced and strained at their fastenings as if imbued with a hideous life of their own. The eye-bolts which extended down through the base of the Button, and deep into the rich Venusian soil, groaned and grated as the mighty forces gained a grip on even the sipping dome.


  The two men looked at each other in silence, then Udeen stepped forward with outstretched hand.


  “Well—” he said, with an apologetic smile, “—Just in case,—Cap, Old Scout.”


  Armstrong grasped the gloved hand in his own, and his eyes met Udeen’s in a look of mutual understanding.


  An eye-bolt across the room snapped off its shaft with a report like an express rifle, and the men stepped back and hurriedly dropped their visors into place, tightening the clamps securely.


  Now the mounting tide of forces battered with unbelievable intensity against the Button, buffeting it so violently the two men could barely stay on their feet.


  Udeen grasped the edge of the desk to retain his balance, and turned to Armstrong.


  “Cap—” he shouted, his voice a thin whisper above the gloating drone of sound.


  —And then it happened! A discordant crash of sound exploded against the tiny shelter with terrific force. The anchoring steel bolts snapped like match sticks.


  Udeen’s scream of warning was utterly lost in the roaring torrent of noise that lifted the Button from its base and flung it like a leaf before the racing blast of tortured air.


  CHAPTER III


  The Volons


  DALE UDEEN opened his eyes and instinctively grabbed for support. Slowly his tensed muscles relaxed as his clearing mind grasped for the significance of what he saw.


  He was lying on a soft resilient mound in a room whose walls were of stonegrey, and around him loomed queer incomprehensible masses of gleaming metal.


  Udeen pushed himself up on one elbow, and the pain of the effort brought back a flood of memory:—The storm that had lifted the Button from its moorings; the few seconds of buffeted agony as it hurtled before the blast;—then sudden darkness and oblivion.


  Udeen groaned and painfully lowered himself back to a comparatively comfortable position, his mind furiously at work on the enigma of where he was and how he had arrived. His eyes searched the room eagerly for some trace of his grizzled partner, Armstrong, but there was nothing but those strange intricate mechanisms which reminded Udeen of nothing so much as experimental apparatus in a scientific laboratory.


  A thousand questions swarmed through his aching brain in unrelated succession: Where were his unseen benefactors? Had the colony of Earthmen survived the fury of the Venusian storm, or had all gone to their deaths on the wings of the hurricane? Was Armstrong dead? Was he, Dale Udeen, the only human survivor on an utterly alien planet?


  His befuddled reverie was rudely interrupted by the appearance of a nightmare shape in the low-arched opening which was the sole entrance to the room.


  Udeen cried out in terror and loathing apprehension. He wrenched his battered body erect, tried to turn and flee from this demoniac apparition of an unwholesome dream.


  A grotesque and hideous creature stood framed in the doorway, like the preternatural materialization of one of anamorphic monsters. Repulsive squat reptilian lines mingled shockingly with characteristics Man associates only with the eternally mysterious family of Arthropods. But the thing that brought a sudden surge of nausea to Udeen was the faint, the haunting but unmistakable touch of mammalian resemblance in this frightful composite of a dozen genera.


  In frantic desperation Udeen crouched for a horrible battle to certain death with the alien creature, when strange irrelevant thoughts came unbidden to his mind—


  “Queer,” he muttered. “Must look as outlandish to the monster as it does to me. Maybe I look like a horrible exaggeration of certain tendencies to it, just as it appears to me as a frightful mixture of a thousand opposing elements.”


  Then he realized that those thoughts would not have occurred of their own volition, under the stress of the present crisis. They were the intrusive convictions of an alien intelligence—the thoughts of the anamorphic monster in the doorway!


  Udeen relaxed a little and stared at the fantastic creature. The foot-long flexible antennae above the hideous skull moved with a sinuous caressing grace that Udeen could have sworn was intended to convey reassurance and good-will.


  Suddenly the Earthman understood. This was one of the strange Venusian creatures encountered by Armstrong on the first expedition. And in Armstrong’s opinion, the Venusians were extremely intelligent, and affable and kindly in nature.


  Udeen relaxed, sinking back on his ‘bed’ as the weakness of his battered body took ascendancy over temporary stimuli.


  THE Venusian creature moved toward him with slender antennae oscillating reassuringly. Udeen moved apprehensively, and immediately there came the knowledge that it meant him no harm—meant only to administer to his needs.


  With mingled gratefulness and loathing, Udeen suffered the Venusian to rub his tortured muscles with a faintly fragrant oily liquid which the creature poured from a metal container which it carried in one of its ten sinuous tentacles.


  And all the while those writhing prehensile arms were tenderly massaging the pain from Udeen’s body, the delicate antennae moved rhythmically, and a lethargic sense of well-being crept through his mind, bringing a drowsy contentment. In a few moments he drifted into deep and restful sleep.


  When Udeen awakened, he was amazed at the complete absence of pain and soreness. He felt as well or better than he had since leaving Earth—and was immediately impatient to learn of his companions’ fate, and of the strange creature who had ministered to his hurts so tenderly.


  As if in answer to a call, the Venusian monster appeared in the doorway and a query formed in Udeen’s mind as if it were a thought of his own.


  “You are feeling better?” was the solicitous import of the strange communication.


  “Very much!” Udeen said aloud, forgetful of Armstrong’s tale of the Venusians’ complete lack of any auditory apparatus.


  The mobile antennae moved in understanding, and Udeen gained the impression of the gratified satisfaction.


  Then memory of the disaster flooded back to his mind, and he asked with fearful apprehension:


  “My companion—Armstrong—is he—allright?”


  The answer came hesitantly, sorrowfully :


  “No. He—is no more. We could not bring back his vanished consciousness to the mutilated flesh. I am sorry.”’


  Udeen felt the numbing weight of a great loss. His shoulders sagged, and moisture crept unbidden to his eyes.


  “And the rest—” he said dully. “—they are gone too?”


  Again the compassionate answer came, “Yes—they too. The storm of the Change was furious beyond precedence this period. We were unable to rescue any save you.”


  Udeen knew all the agonizing panic of a diver severed from his life-line on the ocean floor; knew the numbing terror of one hopelessly lost in the intricate mazes of an utterly lightless cavern.


  But they at least had a slender chance of rescue—a possibility of returning to the familiar world of Man and his friends. He, Dale Udeen, had none!


  As if in sympathetic understanding of his emotion, Udeen caught the compassionate, comforting message of the alien creature:


  “Perhaps it will not be as bad as it now seems,” came the thought. “We Volons differ surprisingly little mentally from you of Earth, notwithstanding our grotesque physical appearance from your point of view. Mayhap you will come to understand us—to enjoy our companionship, our pleasures to the extent of at least lessening your sense of loss to an endurable degree.”


  Udeen’s face contorted in a grimace of disgust. He—a human—come to enjoy the companionship of inhuman monstrosities hideous beyond belief? He, an Earthly image of the divine Creator ever to more than loathe the sight of a Caliban creature whose very presence brought a surge of nausea?


  Udeen sneered at the thought, unmindful of the blow he dealt the Venusian’s friendly attempt to comfort a lonely other-world creature.


  THE Earthman racked his mind for some possible chance of again reaching Earth—and knew there was none—for the rocket-ship was unquestionably strewn over a thousand miles of Venus’ alien surface. He fondled the hope that another ship might be sent from Earth—and knew he was fostering a delusion, for the rare materials of half a century’s production had gone into the construction of the single ship and its fuel.


  Udeen looked up at the Venusian, and his words were vicious with his frustrated longing for Earth and humankind.


  “Very likely,” he said bitterly, “—that I should come to respect something more repulsive than the foulest things in our jungle swamps; something that is a blasphemous parody on the very meaning of Life!”


  For a long time the Venusian regarded Udeen with wide-set faceted eyes, and the Earthman understood that his words had hurt the creature deeply, but had not changed its compassionate determination to ease his lonely exile on an alien world.


  In the days that followed—bitter in his isolation from everything even remotely familiar to his experience, Dale Udeen spurned the friendly overtures of the ‘Volens’, as the Venusians termed themselves, and gave a thousand provocations which a less tolerant people would have revenged in a manner befitting Udeen’s actions.


  However, all the Venusians, and particularly Dale’s original benefactor whom he came to know as ‘Kaldee’, treated the Earthman with the same unchanging consideration and friendliness he had encountered from the first.


  Gradually Udeen learned of the great civilization of the Volons, painstakingly constructed in vast caverns beneath Venus’ surface.


  With Kaldee, he viewed the huge underground cities of broad avenues and many-angled buildings, all of the clearest rose-colored crystal. He saw the tremendous subterranean factories with their almost humanly intelligent mechanisms which performed their myriad of duties with noiseless efficiency.


  He learned of the benevolent governmental system by which eternal peace and order was maintained throughout the world of the Volons. He learned that two types of Volons developed from the immature fetuses cared for in the developmental and educational institutions of the nation.


  One was the Subjective, or Introspective type, from whose ranks the scientists, the inventors, the artists, were drawn. The other was the Objective, as typified by Udeen’s companion, Kaldee. From this group came the educators, the advisors and constructive supervisors.


  Absolutely no distinction was made between the two contrasting types as to rank or class. Each had the same privileges as the other, and all worked harmoniously toward the common good.


  Slowly Udeen came to realize, in part, the truth of Armstrong’s assertion of the superiority of Venusians over humans—for how many of Earth’s noble citizens would work day after day in the unselfish effort to benefit mankind as a whole, with no promise of personal gain?


  Slowly he came to understand and to respect the personality which dwelt within the fantastic body of Kaldee, his constant companion. He began to alter his own intolerant and cynical views of anything outside his own little path of experience.


  More and more, with the passing days, Udeen recalled and comprehended Armstrong’s warning against intolerance and didacticism. More and more he realized that beauty of mind and soul is not peculiar to the genus homo sapiens.


  CHAPTER IV


  Forzani


  ONE day Kaldee led the Earthman down through tortured, dimly lighted passages—far below the mighty caverns of the cities. At Udeen’s questions, the Venusian seemed singularly reticent—far less communicative and inclined to a spontaneous good humor than ever before in Udeen’s memory.


  Before long, a low murmur grew to a vibrant roar that shook the solid rock of the passage floor.


  At last the two emerged into a vast amphitheater whose magnificent extent was illumined with a lambent reflected glow from the huge pit at its center.


  As they neared the rim of the pit, Udeen felt the radiant heat of a mighty conflagration, and knew that he beheld the upper manifestation of the terrific volcanic inferno deep in Venus’ substance.


  At Dale’s unspoken question, Kaldee turned, and there was a strange ineffable sadness—an enigmatic despondency in the mental message the Earthman caught.


  “This is Forzani, the entrance to the seething heart of Venus—and the fiery tomb of a million Volons! Forzani is replete with traditions of ancient sacrifices in our race’s indiscreet youth. It is haunted by the souls of Volons who have found themselves incapable of continuing a frustrated material existence. It is the resting place of those of our people whose affections for another have been thwarted or unreciprocated.”


  Kaldee’s thoughts grew vague and unintelligible, but the Earthman sensed an ineffable haunting sorrow in the creature’s mind.


  “Forzani,” mused Udeen, “the Kilauea of Venus—the River Styx of a strange and fantastic race. Forzani the beautiful—Forzani the terrible!”


  Kaldee slowly turned away, and Udeen followed, with one last glance at that vast flaming liquid pool which held the heart of a planet in its fiery depths.


  During the dark and torturous trip back through the ancient passages, neither of the strange pair voluntarily exchanged communications, but both caught the strange, melancholy thoughts which each fought to repress. Thoughts that were not so strange of themselves, but for the esoteric similarity and grotesqueness of their objectives.


  In the days that followed, secure and comfortable in the vast underground civilization of the Volons, Dale Udeen struggled with a quixotic unrest that resisted all his attempts at analysis. An unrest which the Earthman sought to attribute to his isolation from Earth and humans—and knew that he was wrong—was fearfully evading the fantastic but none-the-less real issue.


  He sought to crowd out the strange insatiable ache by pursuing his study of the Volons and their civilization with a frenzied eagerness which both astounded and pleased the amiable Venusians.


  Udeen saw less and less of his companion, Kaldee, until it became increasingly apparent that the creature was purposely avoiding him.


  THE knowledge brought a haunting pain that drove the Earthman to the limits of bodily endurance. In time, he became a student assistant in the great genetics laboratory which formed a single unit of many hundreds in the vast scientific center of the Volon city, and spent every waking moment in the huge gleaming laboratories.


  He met and worked with the aristocracy of Volon science. He learned new and fantastic truths which transcended Man’s Earthly knowledge as the sun overwhelms a star’s feeble glimmer. But always there was that terrible insatiable longing for something—something Udeen no longer dared consider.


  The Earthman’s tortured efforts to occupy his mind to the exclusion of all else brought him an increasing recognition among his Venusian associates, and in time he was given the opportunity of penetrating to the inner sanctum of the Genetics department—the laboratory of the almost fabulous “Okar”.


  The genius of the aged Venusian scientist had recognized the possibilities of the Earthman’s determined zeal, and he offered Udeen the honor of an assistantship under his regime.


  Udeen gratefully accepted, and began his life under the sternly disciplined but tremendously able leadership of Okar with an eagerness that astounded the Venusian savant.


  He counted chromosomes. He saw and catalogued the gene determinants through the great electron microscopes. He watched and even aided in the artificial production of living tissue, and the molding of that tissue into rude forms of life.


  Then, one day while Udeen was busy with a new experiment on the transfer of genes from one chromosome to another, he heard a soft step behind him. An unexplainable surge of joy swept through his mind, and he turned with a glad cry of greeting for his erstwhile companion, Kaldee.


  For a moment, Udeen caught an overwhelming rush of tender inquiry and affection, then the creature closed its mind to the Earthman and became stiffly formal in congratulating him upon his success and questioning him concerning his work with Okar.


  Udeen felt a tearing sadness at the almost outright rebuff, and answered the inquiries with lifeless monosyllables while his mind fled furiously along a thousand paths in frantic search for some solution to a fantastic enigma.


  HE REMEMBERED with an infinite shame, his imperious ridicule of Armstrong’s claim that the Venusians were superior to humans. He recalled his inexcusable insulting of the “revolting anamorphic monster”—and realized with an ineffable sorrow that that same “revolting monster” had come to mean tremendously more to him than anything on Earth—or in the heavens!


  Udeen at last had allowed full recognition of the haunting knowledge which he had steadfastly forced from his mind during the long months of loneliness. He realized with a start of surprise that the admission did not evoke the feeling of self-loathing and disgust he had foreseen and dreaded.


  Instead, a paean of joy and exultation rang through his heart, dulled only by the sorrowful realization of the insurmountable barriers existing between two creatures of different planets—and of alien genera!


  But were the barriers so insurmountable? Was not there some solution—some requitement for a love so great it transcended racial differences as wide as the vast abysses of the heavens?


  Udeen’s emotion overcame restraint, and tumbled from his lips in a flood of words that tore aside Kaldee’s aloof reserve—and revealed a replica of the Earthman’s transcendent devotion.


  Okar, busy at his work across the laboratory, caught the import of the scene, and slowly crossed the room to stand solemnly before the two.


  “My children,” was his compassionate message, “I realize and sympathize with your dilemma. I know, far better than you imagine, the magnitude of your emotion—” The savant paused for a moment, and Udeen caught a glimmer of strange, incredible episodes in the scientist’s past, then he continued, “And I know far better than you, the magnitude of the barrier between you!”


  Udeen nodded in sorrowful understanding, but Kaldee’s delicate antennae vibrated with emotion, and a flood of protest lashed the savant.


  “Why is the barrier between us insurmountable?” was Kaldee’s vehement query. “Why cannot our barrier be dissolved—as was another long ago—in your own past?”


  Okar started perceptibly, and Udeen caught another glimpse of an incredible drama in the savant’s past.


  The aged Venusian drew himself erect, and his reply was stern.


  “That was a mistake, a mistake so grave that our civilization trembled on its foundations because of it!”


  Udeen caught the savant’s terrible sorrow as he continued.


  “A mistake which under no circumstances will I see duplicated so long as there is life within me!”


  Kaldee’s vehemence was replaced by a wistful sorrow as the Venusian pled their case.


  “But why, Okar, why? Need an unforeseen tragedy in your case be duplicated in our own? Tell me why!”


  The savant’s answer was grim, “Because a love so great can never be barren! Because it is the vicarious happiness of two beings against the destiny of a great race—perhaps of intelligent life in the entire universe! No, Kaldee, it can not be done!”


  CHAPTER V


  Okar’s Story


  IN THE lonely days that followed his temporary reunion with Kaldee, the Earthman’s sorrow was mingled with a puzzled wonder concerning Kaldee’s reference to a strange episode in Okar’s past—and his own sketchy glimpses of the Venusian savant’s secret thoughts. He plied the scientist relentlessly with a thousand queries, until at last the Venusian acceded to his demands for an explanation.


  “Long ago,” he began, “perhaps two hundred Earthly years, I made the discovery which started me on the road to scientific preeminence.” Okar paused, then continued bitterly. “And incidentally it also brought about a tragedy which has eaten away my very soul in the long dreary years of my unhappy, friendless existence.


  “If it had been only my happiness at stake, it would not have been so horrible. But, you see, in my blindness, I jeopardized the future of my race—even the existence of sentient life!


  “I created a chimera which had to be destroyed to save a planet—and with that destruction went my hopes and dreams—all my chances for joy and happiness. At least in this life,” the Venusian added slowly.


  Udeen’s impatient, “Well?” brought the savant from his reverie, and he continued:


  “Long, ago the Volons were not the only race on Venus, nor were they even the most advanced.


  “A strange type of life was produced and nurtured in the vast caverns which we now occupy, far back in the primal days of Venus’ youth, and reached the peak of its advancement long before the Volons on Venus’ surface had developed the first rudiments of intelligence.


  “When Volon civilization began to reach a period of scientific curiosity, an exploratory party discovered an entrance to this vast series of caverns. They entered and found the remnants of a once-mighty race living amidst crumbling and decaying grandeur.


  “There was a great battle, which, by reason of the softened decadence of the troglodyte race, ended in favor of the Volons. The victorious Volons returned to the surface, and in time persuaded their race to forsake the rigorous climatic conditions of the planet’s surface for the safety and comfort of the great caverns.


  “The Volons, by reason of their inherent racial vigor and greater numbers soon crowded the remaining troglodytes from the major caverns into small secondary caves, where the ‘Drali’, as we came to know them, continued their progressive deterioration.


  “At last, when I had just reached maturity, there remained but two of the once all-powerful Drali, and while I was struggling with the first rudimentary glimmer of my Great Idea, the last of the troglodytes was born. Within a month after the birth of the strange bit of life, the two parents succumbed to the inevitable, and the fantastic infant was left alone—a helpless and pitiful fragment of a race which once had attained to inconceivable heights!


  “The strange infant was removed to a magnificent nursery building created by a sympathetic Volon populace especially for the queer little waif.


  “YEARS passed, and my Great Idea was evolving slowly into accomplished fact. I had been eagerly following an involved cytological research which gave promise of astounding results,—results which meant an almost infinite control over Life itself!


  “It had begun with my discovery that the hormone and enzyme secretions of body glands held the key to the formation and replacement of all tissue, and in fact—the secret of protoplasmic formation!


  “I found that male could be transformed to female, and vice versa, through an exchange of the gonads, or by injection of the opposing hormones. I found that parts from one animal, when grafted upon even another species, soon attained all the characteristics of their new host, and in time became indistinguishable from the original parts—if a high enough rate of metabolism were maintained.


  “After extended experimentation, I prepared a composite of the hormones of one species of lower animal. I injected this composite, which contained hormones of all the vital glands in correct proportions—into the body of another species.


  “The results surpassed my wildest hopes—the second animal within a week attained all the characteristics of the species from which the hormones had been derived!


  “A hundred repetitions of the experiment only served to establish its infallibility—and I was ready for my supreme gesture!


  “I called a conference of all the able scientists of that day and put my proposition before them for consideration. I asked that I be allowed to prepare a hormone composite of our—the Volon species—and inject it into the body of the ‘Drali’ waif, who was now attaining maturity!


  “My proposal brought a storm of protest and condemnation, but I staunchly maintained my stand. I repeated my experiments on lower animals before them. I displayed my tabulated records of previous experiments. I dramatized the lonely existence of the last descendant of a race which the Volons had helped to destroy. I called upon their sentiment, their pity, their sense of fair-play—and at last I won them over!


  “I worked day and night in the preparation of my hormone composite. I calculated and recalculated the proportions down to the last decimal place, and then repeated the entire procedure to obviate any possibility of error.


  “Finally I was ready, and the strange lone survivor of the Drali race was injected with the hormone composite.


  “Perhaps it was mere chance; perhaps it was an obscure and esoteric plan of Fate—but whatever the reason—the Drali-metamorph developed into a delicately formed and transcendentally beautiful Volon female!


  “Not only were her physical characteristics unsurpassable—but she showed unmistakable evidence of possessing a mind far above the Volon average!


  “Naturally it fell my lot to supervise the subsequent education of the metamorph in preparation for her entry into Volon life. She proved an exceedingly apt and diligent student, and eventually—what has happened to many a tutor—happened to me:—I fell in love with my pupil!”


  OKAR paused and regarded Udeen with wistful, sympathetic eyes. “That will not seem so fantastic to you, my friend of an alien world, for you too have found that species is not an inalienable barrier to affection!


  “However,” he continued, “it is only too surely an utterly inalterable barrier to happiness!


  “To resume my story, Lanil, my pupil, returned my affection, and in time we registered our contract of union with the authorities and began our conjugal life.


  “I was sublimely happy in my life with Lanil—the blind unseeing happiness of a sublime fool!


  “It was not until I knew that Lanil was with young, that I began to discover the hideous, the unspeakably horrible chimera I had actually created. It was only by accident that I discovered something which eventually led to the revealing of the whole hideous truth.


  “I discovered some notes in our private laboratory which indicated that Lanil was dabbling in the chemics of venoms—•venoms so virulent that a billion to one dilution would still be instantly fatal to any life!


  “When I questioned her, she vehemently denied all knowledge of the notes. I said no more of the matter, and bided my time, watching her carefully without her knowledge.


  “A short time later, Lanil gave birth to our offspring.”


  Okar paused, shuddering with an infinite horror of the memory.


  “The sight of that hideous monstrosity is seared in my brain with an indelibility which a thousand years of cleansing time could never erase!


  “You see, I had brought about a metamorphosis of the physical aspects of Lanil’s body—even to the form and number of nucleur chromosomes with their gene-determinants—but I could not alter the inherent characteristics contained in the cytoplasm of the germ cells—characteristics which are determined by some esoteric quality of cytoplasmic molecular structure.”


  The Earthman nodded slowly as he recalled various experiments which had been conducted on Earth, in the field of cytoplasmic inheritance. He remembered that one of the first such was made by Dr. Ethel Harvey of Princeton, who disproved the theory that the chromosomes of the germ-cell nucleus are the sole carriers of distinctive features of heredity. She had taken the eggs of sea-urchins and completely removed the nucleii with the contained chromosomes. Yet the eggs had started development without the slightest vestige of a chromosome!


  Okar continued, and his thoughts were laden with an infinite sorrow,


  “It was at this time that I discovered the whole ghastly reason behind Lanil’s dabbling in venoms. She had been living a life of lies,—living and working with the sole fanatical goal of revenge for the destruction of her race!


  “She was almost prepared to loose on Venus a self-perpetuating vaporous venom which would erase the last trace of life from the planet—and would inevitably filter into space to eventually traverse the void on the wings of light-pressure to all habitable worlds!”


  Udeen waited with bated breath for Okar’s message. At last it came.


  “Forzani—” the Venusian savant continued wearily, “Forzani is the vast flaming tomb of Lanil and her child. I destroyed them! And with her died all my capacity for joy—for love knows no sin, even treachery!


  “Now you know,” Okar completed slowly, “why. I will not accede to Kaldee’s request that one of you be metamorphosed to the superficial characteristics of the others.”


  CHAPTER VI


  Irreversible!


  A YEAR dragged by like an infinite eon to Dale Udeen, who pursued his work in the laboratories with a listless routine, while his soul cried out against the agony of eternal separation from Kaldee.


  Time after time he besought Okar to give him one last chance for happiness by subjecting him to the composite hormone treatment. Each time, upon Okar’s refusal, he threatened to eventually discover the process for himself.


  But he knew his threats were abortive; knew that endless years of research would be required to grasp even the rudiments of a usable knowledge of the intricate enzymes.


  Heartsick, he returned to his periodic pleas to the Venusian savant, and, to his infinite surprise,—one day Okar acceded to his demand!


  “All right,” the scientist reluctantly agreed, “but do not blame me for the consequences. Remember that, whatever happens, I have only done what I thought best.”


  The Earthman pondered often and long on Okar’s enigmatic and ambiguous statement while he helped the scientist in the laborious preparation of the hormone composite.


  At the last, after the strange enzyme solution had almost been completed, Udeen felt a queer hesitancy in submitting to the injection. Some esoteric inner voice seemed to warn him of an unforeseen climax to this almost metaphysical tampering with Life. It was like a warning. . . .


  Impatiently he thrust aside that psychic unease, and urged Okar to speed the consummation of their efforts.


  Finally came the time when the Earthman’s body was immersed in a complex solution of organic salts, and his veins injected with the precious hormone composite.


  His mind was dulled to a semi-stupor by sedative drugs,—but even through the protective anesthesia of their influence, the terrible,—the soul-rending pangs of a cataclysmic transformation tore at his nerves like malignant, utterly corrosive acids.


  Every fibre,—every atom of his body and soul quivered and flinched from the unendurable agony of a thousand tortured deaths.


  Every nerve fought to resist the searing twisting pain of a thousand alien and conflicting impulses.


  Time raced through a millenia of centuries for Udeen’s tortured consciousness during the hour of the metamorphic transition,—and at last the agony faded to an occasional sharp twinge which told of last-minute adjustments in delicate neural chains.


  Weak, and deathly sick from an hour of terrible suffering, Udeen was, of necessity, lifted bodily from the liquid bath by a solicitous Okar.


  After an extended period of rest on the resilient mound which was a Volon couch, Udeen at last felt strong enough to determine the success of the transition.


  HE TOTTERED weakly to his feet—and found that he was standing on six limbs! He paused, undecided,—then felt the twitching of twin nerves at either side of his head, and knew that he possessed a pair of the delicate Volon antennae.


  Udeen turned to the intently watching scientist, and he telepathed his thoughts with an ease and facility which amazed him.


  “It’s successful! Oh, Okar—It’s come true!”


  The Venusian’s thoughts came back with an unprecedented clarity, and Udeen was puzzled at the complete lack of satisfaction ;—at the compassionate sorrow in the other’s message.


  “Yes, my son. The transformation was successfully completed.”


  A sudden movement at the entrance to the laboratory drew their attention, and the two turned to face—a human being!—A girl!


  She walked hesitantly toward them with slow, graceful steps, and Udeen marvelled at the beauty,—the consummate loveliness and perfection of every delicate feature,—of every soft curve of her exquisite figure!


  Suddenly he knew;—knew that this lovely girl who stood before him was—Kaldee!


  A myriad of puzzled questions swarmed through his brain in torrential confusion. A thousand garbled solutions for this enigma struggled for supremacy in his bewildered mind.


  Then he saw the look of utter terror on the girl’s face;—saw the finger of accusation she pointed at Okar. As in a dream, he caught the import of her condemnation.


  “Okar,—Okar! Why did you do it! You knew! Knew that another had discovered the secret of your hormone composite! Knew that I planned to utilize it to attain human form!”


  The irrevocable horror of his forever-lost love gripped him. Kaldee continued, piteously, her whole soul apparent in her words.


  “You knew that one transition is all the metabolism of living protoplasm can withstand; knew that when we both had once undergone the metamorphosis, neither could return to his former state! Oh God! How could you do this to us?”


  Okar’s answer came slowly; weighted with an infinite compassion and pity for them.


  “Yes, my child. I did. I know that you revile my action as the vilest collusion,—the most unspeakable treachery. But, you see, I could not allow a few moments of questionable happiness for two creatures to alter—perhaps destroy—the destiny of a Universe!


  For it is not in the plan of Fate that we lowly ones should tamper with immutable Life!”


  FORZANI flamed in all its molten glory.


  And on the vast circular rim of that fiery pool of Venus’ heart stood an aged and weary figure.


  Strange was this creature, Okar the Venusian who swayed unsteadily on his three pairs of limbs, while delicately tapering antennae wavered slowly at either side of the hideous skull.


  Stranger still were the thoughts of the alien creature as he gazed long and sorrowfully into the vast flaming pit whose two most recent voluntary sacrifices were by far the strangest it had ever received.


  “Beautiful Forzani, grave of all the hopes and joys and sorrows of my dreary and frustrated existence. Forzani—the molten tomb of two lovers whose like no world has ever known! A human of Venus, and a Volon of Earth.


  “Forzani the Beautiful. Forzani the Terrible!


  “God help me!—I have done thy will as I have seen it.”


  THE END


  THE MAN WHO SOLD THE EARTH


  John Russell Fearn


  Jacob Mastervil, money-master of the world, carefully planned his master-deal—the sale of an entire world! But a primeval race of super-scientists, long thought to be vanished from the surface of the Earth, aids Bruce Calthrop in revealing the true identity of the world-seller—leading to a shocking climax of a battle between the science of an ancient Earth and that of another planet!


  CHAPTER I


  THE POWER OF MONEY


  JACOB MASTERVIL had the world in his grip. Ten short years had seen incredible changes in the rugged, oxlike financier who in 1970 had apparently been quite content with feats of monetary wizardry. Suddenly he had altered his methods. A brief vacation alone at his holiday shack in the Alleghenies, then he had returned full of ruthless notions for world power.


  He had no schemes for war or conflict, no ideas of bloodshed. He proposed to use a far mightier weapon—money! And he had succeeded. From 1970 to 1980 he had waged bloodless war, had cornered markets, juggled stocks and shares and international securities, altered and deflated values with bewildering skill—until at last, in mid 1980, it dawned on the world that he was the master of the planet by virtue of financial eminence. Destroy him, and one would destroy the basic rock of civilization! He had reared himself up as the greatest financial wizard of the age, dictator of the earth.


  The majority of nations were content to accept his ruling. He had brought prosperity, advanced science considerably, improving conditions of living in many directions. Some said that the improvement was merely natural progress and had nothing to do with Mastervil. Plenty averred that he was in truth a black-hearted scoundrel. Those closest to him said that he was midway between cruelty and generosity—a man coldly disdainful of humanity itself, yet interested in its progress. Certainly he had only one god—power!


  There was only one man who ever dared to question his methods—his private secretary, Bruce Calthorp. Thirty-five years old, keen in manner, red-haired and blue-eyed, he had been a member of the Mastervil organization ever since the big fellow had been content to play around with normal finance.


  Calthorp did not like Mastervil. Ten years ago he had done so, but since his relentless climb to power, he had grown to hate him. There was a supercilious arrogance about the financier that got on Bruce’s nerves. There was black inhumanity in the stare of Mastervil’s cold gray eyes; there was invincibility in the broad, powerful back he so often showed as he stood at the window staring out over New York, usually dictating a letter at machine-gun speed.


  He was dictating in this fashion one morning, staring down over the metropolis, when he suddenly swung around and regarded Calthorp with a baleful stare.


  “Calthorp, you don’t like me, do you?” he asked, and his voice was very soft, with the vaguest hint of a sneer.


  Bruce slowly looked up from his notebook. His lean face never had been easy of expression. It was invariably taut and inflexible.


  “Aren’t you descending to personalities, sir?” he asked briefly. “If you had asked me that question outside business hours, I’d have answered it truthfully. As it is, I’ve no answer to give.”


  Mastervil sat down slowly, clenched his powerful hands on the desk.


  “So you’ve nothing to say? I wonder if you’ll stay dumb when you hear that Miss Dodd has consented to marry me?”


  “I don’t believe it,” Bruce said flatly. “She was almost engaged to me, and now—” He stopped, his jaw squaring. “You’re saying this, Mastervil, to try and get me annoyed.”


  Mastervil grinned, a huge unpleasant grin that bared his rows of powerful teeth.


  “I’ve asked Miss Dodd to come over and verify it,” he remarked, then snapped on the deskphone and barked, “Send in Miss Dodd.”


  “Right away, Mr. Mastervil.”


  BRUCE turned slightly to face the mahogany and chromium door as Muriel Dodd quietly entered. She was tall and dignified, blonde in coloring, with a pair of very large and serious hazel eyes. Slowly she walked across the office, a statuesque figure in her trim costume of black and white.


  “So here you are, my dear!” Mastervil got to his feet and cupped her shoulders in his great hands. “Tell Calthorp here that we’re going to be married—soon. He doesn’t want to believe it . . .”


  The girl looked away for a moment, then slowly nodded.


  “Yes, Bruce, it’s true. . . .” She turned to him, trying to smile; but it was only with her lips. Her big eyes were filled with a haunted light, a silent plea which Bruce could not fail to notice.


  For several seconds he sat in perfect silence, then glanced up as Mastervil started to laugh. It was a thick, chesty laugh, full of lusty complacency for the thing he had done. He slapped his hand on the desk.


  “Dam me if I ever saw a man so surprised!” he exploded at last. “Dammit, Calthorp, you look as though I’d handed you an atomic bomb, or something.”


  “What a pity you didn’t; I might have found a use for it. . . .” Bruce’s face was as hard as granite as he rose to his feet; he carefully folded his notebook and dropped it on the desk. “From now on, Mastervil,” he said, “I’m no longer in your employ. That gives me certain rights so say exactly what I want. In the first place, Miss Dodd did not consent to marry you of her own free will. You forced her into it, mainly as a lever to make things between us impossible. You want to be rid of me—and you picked the right way to do it!”


  The financier chuckled mirthlessly. “Go on!” he invited.


  “You did it to spite me because ever since you came into power you’ve hated me like poison. You know I know every one of your moves; if I were so minded I could lead a campaign against you and bring you to the ground. From now on I shall be so minded!”


  “Very interesting!” Mastervil dusted his coat lapels idly.


  “Not a soul in the world realizes you are planning greater conquests,” Bruce went on deliberately. “For instance, the recent successful space-voyages to Venus. Space-travel was born ten years ago—today it is an institution. Matters between Earth and Venus are at the best peculiar. You imagine you know all the answers—but you don’t. You spread propaganda recently that Venus and Earth are the closest of friends. What you didn’t say was that you were planning with a certain ring of Venusian experts to sell the Earth!—yes, sell the Earth, with humanity as the stock in trade. Without a qualm, you plan to sell your fellow men and women into something approaching slavery and make yourself the master of both Earth and Venus. . . . Then what? More conquests, I suppose? Onwards—always onwards.”


  “I mastered this world, and I can master another,” said the financier coldly. “You know too much, Calthorp—”


  “But, you don’t really mean you intend to sell humanity into slavery, do you?” broke in Muriel, seizing Mastervil’s arm. “You can’t mean to do that! Surely Bruce has got the facts wrong?”


  “No; he happens to be right—but the matter was confidential.” Mastervil looked at the anxious girl quickly. “And why should you worry, anyway?” he demanded. “What does it matter what happens to the fools that make up a world? If they haven’t intelligence enough to defeat me. they deserve to suffer.”


  He swung around to Bruce.


  “As for you,” he breathed, “you know exactly what will happen to you if you breathe one word of confidential matters outside this office. Now collect your due from the cashier and get out.”


  Bruce gave the girl one glance, then turned to the door. He closed it quietly, stalked through the busy outer offices and stopped for a moment with the cashier. Then he was on his way again, walking steadily down the granite main corridor.


  Half way down the stairs to street level, Muriel suddenly caught up with him, breathless from running.


  “Bruce, please! Just a minute! I made an excuse to Mastervil.”


  He turned and took her arm gently as they went down together.


  “Of course he forced you into that marriage idea?” he asked slowly.


  She nodded bitterly. “Not because he wants me, but to spite you. . . . In a way, though, I think he does want me. Not for love or anything, but the sheer joy of possessing a woman that belongs to another man. . . . Oh, Bruce, you were a fool to let him know how much you really know.”


  “Mebbe.” Bruce’s lips were tight.


  “You can’t do anything against him. He’s too powerful. . . .”


  Bruce stopped. They had come to the busy street level.


  “Bruce, dear . . .” Muriel gripped his arm, gazed at him earnestly. “Bruce, we love each other—but surely our lives are more valuable to us? If we cross Mastervil in any way, he’ll finish the pair of us. You know that.”


  “Yeah . . .” Bruce meditated for a moment, then he smiled.


  “You go right ahead, honey, and do nothing,” he said gently. “Do everything he tells you; don’t put yourself in a position to be shot at. As for me—Well, I’m going to fight him!”


  “But you can’t! You haven’t the power or the money!”


  “I’ll find some way,” he said doggedly. “If somebody doesn’t start to oppose him mighty quickly, he’ll go through with his Venusian deal and put an end to the liberty of humanity. He has neither soul nor conscience. Ten years ago he was human and decent, but today—”


  “But, Bruce—”


  “Muriel, I’ve got to fight him!” he insisted. “I know so many things; I’ve got to act upon them. Don’t worry, I can look after myself; and I’ll find some way to free you, too. . . .”


  He paused and kissed her gently, regardless of the people passing up and down.


  “Be brave,” he murmured. “Trust in me.”


  She stared at him dumbly, then he turned suddenly and headed off into the crowd, was rapidly lost to sight.


  CHAPTER II


  A ONE-WAY TRIP


  BRUCE gained his apartment fifteen minutes later, settled himself down to think.


  “Easy to talk big,” he muttered. “Easy to promise all those things to Muriel—but by no means so easy to put them into practice. How is it possible to get at Mastervil? Where is his weak spot? He just hasn’t one. Steal a space-ship and try to smash the Venusian merger from the other end? It might be done; but it wouldn’t be so easy. It would still leave Mastervil, and he’d probably get me before I got him . . .”


  He got to his feet and paced worriedly up and down.


  “If only I had some scientific apparatus! If only I had the machinery, the time, and the necessary secrecy—”


  He looked up sharply at a knock on the door, demanded to know who was there.


  “Message for you, Mr. Calthorp.”


  He flung the door wide, realized in an instant that the voice of a telegraph boy had been mimicked. Slowly he stepped back into the room, raising his hands before a steadily leveled revolver. He recognized the two men who moved towards him as Briggs and Mason, Mastervil’s strong-arm experts.


  “Well?” Bruce demanded. “What the devil do you want?”


  “You!” Briggs answered shortly. “The boss told us to pick you up. You’re going to hop an Atlantic plane, Cal thorp—and what’s more, you’re not coming back. You know the boss; he hates people who know too much.”


  Bruce looked desperately about him. He had expected something of the kind, but hardly so swiftly. Inwardly he cursed himself for having said so much in Mastervil’s office.


  “Get your hat,” Briggs ordered laconically. . . . “Now—move! And don’t try anything, else you’ll go west before your time.”


  “That might be preferable!” Bruce snapped, but he obeyed orders just the same. As long as he had life, he still had opportunity.


  In ten minutes the three of them had reached the enormous transatlantic airdrome. Bruce found himself pushed into a single-seater express machine, struggled fiercely as he was bound to the seat with tough, thin cords.


  “You don’t have to worry about driving; this one’s on us,” Briggs commented genially, snapping on the robot control. “We’ll be right behind you in that other big plane, doing everything for you . . .


  He started up the engine, then slammed the door and clambered into the plane immediately to the rear. Mason sank down beside him at the controls . . . In a few minutes both machines were in the air, heading eastward at gathering speed.


  BRUCE struggled desperately with his cords as his plane flew onwards. Below him were the rolling gray waters of the Atlantic; far ahead, as time passed, he could distinguish the first signs of the islands of the Azores. He seemed to have been flying with whirlwind speed, the controls moving of their own accord under the radio wave influence of the machine a mile to the rear.


  Then suddenly he realized that his plane was dipping. The engine had gone dead. The Atlantic was hurtling up to meet him—


  He tried to scream, but the terrific downward rush choked the utterance in his throat. His plane struck the water with shattering force. The window of the cabin splintered; water came roaring in on top of him, deluging him, smothering him. . . . The plane slowly settled, weighted by its all metal body. . . .


  For nearly an hour Briggs and Mason circled low over the spot where the plane had finally sunk. Beyond that last vortex of bubbles, nothing disturbed the waste of water. At last Briggs gave a sigh, lifted his small radio telephone and switched on the private contact.


  Jacob Mastervil raised the receiver of his office radiophone.


  “Hello? Yes, Mastervil speaking. . . . What? Well, poor Calthorp! So he committed suicide? You chased him as far as the Azores and tried to stop him? Dear, dear! It’s quite a shock. . . . Thanks, Briggs. You know, I rather thought he seemed depressed when he left me this morning. . . . Too bad. Good-bye.”


  He put the receiver back on its hook, smiled into space.


  “Private radiophones have spies,” he murmured. “One can never be too sure. . . . So Calthorp was going to start a campaign against me, was he? At least, he had ambition . . .”


  He shrugged, went on calmly with his work.


  Skillful tapping of the private radiophone by newshounds forever on Mastervil’s track soon brought the news of Calthorp’s “suicide” into the bulletins and evening papers. Muriel Dodd was the first caller in Mastervil’s office.


  She raged at him with all the fury of a woman whose dearest possession has been taken from her, all of which he took with a sardonic smile.


  “If it’s the last thing I ever do, Jacob Mastervil, I’ll expose you!” she finished desperately. “I’ll do what Bruce intended to do. I’ll open the eyes of the world to the fact that you’re a monster—”


  “And go the same way as Bruce?” Mastervil asked softly, smiling up from his desk. “My dear Muriel!”


  “Then you admit he was murdered!” she cried triumphantly.


  “I didn’t say that. He committed suicide. You might do the same if you start saying too much. If you’re the sensible woman I think you are, you’ll hold your tongue and make preparations to become Mrs. Mastervil in a few weeks. . . . And now, my dear, please leave me. I have a lot to finish tonight.”


  The girl slowly nodded. “All right . . . I’ll go.” Her voice was much quieter now. “I’ll see you again when you’re not so busy.”


  She went out thoughtfully, paused in the corridor and meditated.


  “So he did have Bruce killed,” she muttered. “And he thinks he is invulnerable and can get away with it. . . . But maybe if I give way to him at every turn, if I learn his innermost secrets by pretending to agree with him, I can lull him into false security and one day trap him. Maybe I can do what Bruce could not do!”


  She turned suddenly, her mind made up.


  CHAPTER III


  THE WEAKNESS OF THE MASTER


  THE prompt despatch of Bruce Calthorp brought Jacob Mastervil a problem in its train. He was without a private secretary, nor could he find anybody who came up to his requirements. A man like Bruce Calthorp, absolutely efficient, was difficult to find. One by one, through several weeks, Mastervil tested one after the other of his immediate staff, found each applicant deficient in some respect or other.


  Then one morning, practically a month after the murder of Calthorp, there was shown into the office a quiet, dark-eyed man with coal black hair and a very pallid face. His attire was neat, his manners faultless. Quietly he sat down before Mastervil’s great desk.


  “Rankin Dyall, I believe?” Mastervil said, glancing at the card before him. “Something I can do for you?”


  “On the contrary, there is something I can do for you . . .” Dyall’s voice was as smooth as his manner. “You are looking for a private secretary, I understand? You need look no further. Until now I have been with Rayburn and Clay, the Chicago bankers. You know them?”


  “I own them!” Mastervil snorted. “What were you? President?”


  “Chief confidential secretary. Telephone the president and you can verify it. I left voluntarily to take a vacation and study the angles of science and finance I knew you would need. When I felt proficient, I came on here.”


  “Hmmm . . . What are the present market figures on Interplanetary?”


  “Forty-six seven-eighths.”


  “And Wallerby’s Rocket Fuel Shares?”


  “Twenty and three-quarters.”


  Mastervil nodded approvingly. “At least you know more about those two markets than any applicant yet. Now for a few other details—” and he reeled off a string of highly complicated tests which ranged from high finance to complex science. Without the least hesitation Dyall gave every answer correctly.


  The financier took up the phone at last, contacted long distance and spoke briefly to Rayburn and Clay. Finally he looked across at Dyall and nodded slowly.


  “O.K., Dyall, I’ll take you on. If you come up to expectations, I’ll gradually work you into my private routine. Bank 47B will attend to your salary. Report tomorrow morning.”


  Dyall nodded composedly and got to his feet.


  “Thank you, sir; you’ll find me quite efficient.”


  He moved to the door, stood aside as it opened at the identical moment to admit Muriel. She glanced at him curiously as he bowed slightly and went on his way.


  “Who’s that, Jacob?” she asked, moving to the desk.


  “New secretary—smartest man I’ve ever seen. Dyall’s his name.”


  “Dyall . . . Oh!” The girl relapsed into thought, then started as Mastervil’s voice boomed on her again.


  “Anything the matter?”


  “Eh? Oh—no! Sorry, Jacob, I was just thinking he’ll have to be smart to keep up with you. . . . You know, sometimes I wonder why on earth I was content with a mere secretary when I can have you. . . .”


  “Now you’re talking!” Mastervil leapt up and seized her hand, failed to notice the faint trace of contempt in her smile. “Keep by me, Muriel, and I’ll put you on top of the world! Incidentally, how are those dolts carrying out my orders for the wedding arrangements?”


  “Quite well,” she murmured. “Four more weeks and we’ll be married.”


  “And then,” Mastervil breathed, “we’ll show these fools how far we can go. My Venusian deal comes off just after our marriage. We’ll be king and queen of two worlds, and then—”


  “I came,” Muriel said slowly, “to ask for money. I’ve run out.”


  “Money!” Mastervil laughed heavily, tugged out one of his cards and scribbled on the back of it. “Here—take this. Order what you want, where you want. My name is enough. . . .”


  He drew himself up and stared out over the wilderness of the city.


  RANKIN DYALL fitted into his position of confidential secretary with an ease and assurance that delighted Mastervil. By the time the financier had married Muriel Dodd at an enormous function, Dyall was definitely a far better and more secretive secretary than Calthorp had ever been—nor did he seem to have any of Calthorp’s scruples. He carried out orders with a certain soulless efficiency that was equal only to Mastervil himself. As time passed, he even arrived at the place where he could make suggestions and receive consideration.


  “I believe, sir,” he remarked one morning, “that your deal with the Venusians takes effect from September 9 onwards? That is, in two more weeks? I believe also that you have signed the merger with your Venusian colleagues?”


  “Correct,” Mastervil nodded. “Anything wrong?”


  “No, but . . .” Dyall paused, eyed the financier steadily with his coal black eyes. “Just how much have you told your wife?”


  “Only as much as it is good for her to know. Why?”


  “Did it not ever strike you as strange that she should be so suddenly willing to marry you after the way you disposed of my predecessor?”


  “What the hell do you know about it?” Mastervil demanded.


  “As your private secretary I have access to all your files; the death of Bruce Calthorp is fully recorded. I’ve placed my own construction on his suicide.” Dyall smiled frozenly. “I don’t blame you, sir; he asked for it. What I’m getting at is that I cannot believe Muriel Dodd—or I should say Muriel Mastervil—could so easily forget the incident. I believe she only married you so willingly because she thought she saw a way to learn some of your secrets. She might even have hopes of undermining your entire organization. . . .”


  Mastervil clenched his fists. By God, if I thought for one moment that—”


  “I’ve taken the liberty of having her watched,” Dyall went on smoothly. “I have seen several suspicious things. I have seen her lingering at nights around the office. She is trying, I feel convinced, to find a way to stop this Venusian deal of yours. Perhaps, like Calthorp, she has queer ideas about saving the human race.”


  “I’ll crush the truth out of her,” Mastervil breathed, his face venomous. I’ll—”


  “I rather think there is a better way.” Dyall moved forward and spoke softly. “Suppose, until the Venusian deal is over, you send your wife away from here altogether? To Paris, say? Let me go with her. You can be sure I’ll keep her out of harm’s way. I’d be happy to make the arrangements. . . .”


  Mastervil slowly nodded. “You’re the kind of man I’ve always dreamed about, Dyall—clever, and observant. You’re granted an indefinite vacation in Europe, during which time you will watch my wife ceaselessly, see that she knows nothing of my plans. When the Venusian deal is finished and I have the control of both worlds, you can return. . . . There’ll be a big position for you,” he finished, smiling grimly.


  Dyall did not seem to hear the promise. He said thoughtfully, “It would help a great deal if you remained an absentee from Paris.”


  “You may be sure I will. I won’t give Muriel the chance to get near me. I trust you implicitly, Dyall, to keep guard over her. . . .” Mastervil debated a moment, then nodded. “O.K. My wife will meet you at the transatlantic airport in three hours. Bank 47B will fix your expenses. I’ll leave it to you to arrange for a plane. . . . Stay at the Lafayette Hotel in Paris in case I want you suddenly.”


  “Very good. . . .”


  Dyall bowed himself out, walked slowly to his own office and, once within it, stood smiling bitterly, staring pensively in front of him. . . .


  MURIEL’S eyes were anxious as she met Dyall at the airport three hours later. He bowed gravely to her, made the necessary arrangements for her baggage, then took her arm and led the way to a two seater plane already waiting with the engine ticking over.


  “I—I thought we’d be taking an ordinary liner,” she exclaimed, halting. “Really, Mr. Dyall, I don’t understand all this! Why have I got to go to Paris? What’s behind it all?”


  “I have been entrusted with the task of keeping you out of possible danger,” Dyall replied gently. “Please get into the plane.”


  She hesitated a moment, then shrugged. He helped her to her seat, then nodded to the mechanics and settled down beside her at the controls. She gazed at him in amazement.


  “So you’re a pilot as well as a secretary!”


  “Obviously,” he answered briefly—and within a few minutes had the machine in the air. He climbed rapidly over the low ceiling of clouds—then instead of heading eastwards across the Atlantic, he turned directly west.


  “But this isn’t the way to Europe!” Muriel cried staring through the window.


  “It’s the way to Pennsylvania and the Allegheny Mountains,” Dyall said briefly. “We may never get to Europe, Mrs. Mastervil—but that won’t matter. I’ve made all the necessary arrangements for an alibi at the Lafayette Hotel. . . .”


  “You—you mean you’re kidnaping me?” she gasped in horror.


  He shook his black head. “No. We’re going to the Alleghenies because Mastervil’s holiday shack is still there. And it’s not the only thing that’s there! I want you to see something very interesting. . . .”


  Muriel started to say something, then fell silent. She did not know which way to take Dyall, could not fathom whether he was working for or against Mastervil. On the chance that he might be trying to trick her into explaining her own motives, she kept silent, said no word until Dyall at last brought the airplane sweeping down through the clouds.


  Ultimately he landed in a deserted tableland portion of the Allegheny Range. For a moment, they both sat staring out on frowning, rugged rock, the mountainsides sweeping upwards to the clouds. In the near foreground was Mastervil’s rest shack; but when Dyall clambered out of the plane, he did not move in that direction. Instead he helped the girl to alight and motioned her to follow him towards a sunken cleft half a mile to their rear.


  “There,” Dyall said at length. “Look for yourself.”


  The girl held onto her hat as the wind blew up the gulf. Perhaps a hundred feet below was an egg-shaped mass of crushed metal, its sides battered and broken, its glass portholes long since shattered.


  “Why, it’s one of our own very early type space-ships!” she exclaimed, turning to look at Dyall. “What’s it doing here?”


  “Originally,” he said, “it was covered with earth and rock. I found it with the help of some scientific friends of mine, whom I’m hoping you’ll meet later on. Notice the nearness of this ship to Mastervil’s cabin. . . . Now come down and see one or two other things.”


  He helped her down the slope, and at length they reached the twisted airlock of the thing. Dyall led the way into the gloomy interior, switching on a pockettorch.


  Muriel balanced herself on the slanting floor and gazed around in bewilderment. She knew exactly how an old-type spaceship ought to look—but this one was fitted with extra details she had never encountered before. There were the usual driving engines, rusty and old now, but there were also other machines that were beyond her, apparently electrical in nature. . . . Then she gave a little start at the sight of a powdery mass on a long table by the further wall. Not all of it was yet decomposed out of all shape. The thing was the corroded remains of a skeleton, and no ordinary skeleton, either.


  Dyall smiled twistedly from the shadows. “That,” he said slowly, “is the almost vanished skeleton of a Venusian. Around you, you behold very advanced but long disused automatic surgical devices. . . . I’ve had time to piece together this business while I’ve been in Mastervil’s employ—and the truth is rather surprising . . .


  MURIEL said nothing, waited for him to continue.


  “When the first trips to Venus were made, an ambitious Venusian stole one of our space-ships when it landed on his planet. He came to earth alone to put a plan into action. Whether he hit this spot by accident or design, we shall never know—presumably it was by accident, judging from the condition of the ship. . . . He was badly injured. If he was to carry his plan through, he had got to act fast. There was only one earth being within miles, and that being was Jacob Mastervil.


  “Mastervil was overpowered and his brain was destroyed—but Mastervil’s body still lived with the Venusian’s brain inside it! Automatic surgery did it all. The real Jacob Mastervil entered this ship under force; only his body came out. The Venusian, a master of science, soon found that chance had given him the body of a famous financier. He developed that one line to an incredible degree and became dictator of the world. . . .”


  Dyall stopped and shrugged. “So, Mrs. Mastervil, your husband is a Venusian in brain and an Earthman in body.”


  “Somehow, I’m not surprised,” Muriel muttered, gazing around. “I suppose I ought to be, but somehow—well, it sort of explains his cold lack of all human emotion and his utter disregard for humanity, his extraordinary wish to make a deal with Venus—”


  “For a very good reason,” Dyall broke in. “Believe me, Mrs. Mastervil, he has his plan worked out to the last detail. On Venus, judging from what I’ve unearthed from the Venusian ambassador, the man who poses as Mastervil was a rebel. He tried to force his own ideas on his people and got life imprisonment for his pains. He escaped. When space-travel came in, he evidently saw his chance. By gaining a hold over Earth, where the majority of beings are less intelligent than Venusians, he could also gain control over his own planet, with the help of a ring of Venusian scoundrels like himself—master two planets and dictate to both. That is his scheme.”


  “And of course you agree with it?” Muriel asked coldly.


  “No.” Dyall eyed her steadily. “I have only led Mastervil to believe that I do. . . . Tell me, have you ever found Mastervil give anything away? Is there anything he is afraid of?”


  “Not that I know of.” Muriel sighed. “I hoped I might find something that would trip him up. Apparently he has no fears of any kind—save one. And that isn’t worth mentioning.”


  “What is it?”


  “He’s afraid of ghosts.”


  “Ghosts!” Dyall started to laugh. “Well, of all the—But wait a minute,” he broke off pensively. “Maybe there’s a reason for that, too. Taking into account that he is actually a Venusian, he must be mighty puzzled by the interest of some earthly beings in things supernatural. Such things don’t obtain on Venus; superstition is stone dead. But not here. . . . So a science of legend and occult alarms him, does it? That’s his weak spot. . . . The last thing I’d have thought of.”


  “But it’s so childish!” Muriel protested. “He’s ordered all ghost books in New York to be burned; he’s banned all plays that deal with the supernatural. He even flies at me if I happen to say such and such a thing hasn’t the ‘ghost of a chance. . . .’ As for being afraid of broken mirrors and number thirteens—! I never knew a man like him.”


  “No—because he’s met up with one science dating from the past that isn’t in his scope,” Dyall breathed. “Good Lord, only you could have found that out!”


  “Suppose,” the girl said slowly, “you tell me how you know so much about Mastervil’s past? How can you be sure?”


  Dyall started out of preoccupation. “I’m sure because all the events check up. I’ve seen them happen.”


  “But—but how? You’re a secretary, not a thought-reader. I’m sure you didn’t get much time to run about these mountains while you were with Rayburn and Clay—especially ten years ago.”


  “I used science to make my discoveries . . .” Dyall smiled faintly. “I have friends who are masters of science, who are working with me against Mastervil. I’ve always had a great contempt for him; if I go right ahead I may be able to defeat him.”


  Muriel looked her bewilderment. “But Mr. Dyall, all the science that there is in the world belongs to Mastervil! He’s taken control of it.”


  “His science is of the present; mine is of the past,” Dyall answered simply. “Maybe I can make it clearer in a while. Come along back to the plane.”


  CHAPTER IV


  SCIENCE FROM THE PAST!


  ONCE they were back in the driving cabin, Dyall forced the machine to the higher altitudes at terrific speed, flew back over New York at sufficient height to be unobserved, kept steadily onwards out over the Atlantic.


  Muriel, slumped in her seat and trying to figure things out, finally glanced at him. She felt at last that she could trust him.


  “Where are you going?” she asked. “Paris?”


  “No—not Paris. You’ll see.”


  He kept his eyes on the controls, drove steadily on and on, until at length the islands of the Azores loomed up on the far horizon. Dyall shifted his cuff slightly, adjusted something like a wrist watch and spoke into it.


  “Calling Zan Alfo. Rankin Dyall calling. . . .”


  He switched the thing off, added casually, “Private microphone to my friends . . . Then he suddenly sent the airplane into a dive, brought the girl’s heart bounding into her mouth as the pall of clouds below swept up like a blanket. They vanished and were above as the flyer plunged through them.


  “Who—or what—is Zan Alfo?” she panted, staring down.


  Instead of answering he said keenly, “There, down there! See it? That’s where we land.”


  The girl stared through the port and caught her breath in surprise at the vision of a thousand foot length of gray metal floating just clear of the ocean surface.


  “A submarine!” she cried, as Dyall swept towards it. Then she added in puzzlement, “But it can’t be! Submarines became extinct years ago—”


  “It’s a space-ship,” Dyall broke in curtly. “And a monster one, too. Hang on. . . .”


  For one frightful moment, Muriel thought the plane was going to crash into the midst of that mass of gray, then at the last second a portion of it swung aside and the flyer dropped into a long, floodlit tunnel, came to a gentle halt. Overhead, the section swung back into place and automatically sealed itself.


  Muriel stared incredulously down the softly lit metal vista; then as Dyall nodded to her, she opened the door and slowly climbed out, awe-struck with the internal immensity of the place. Under her feet she could feel the metal plates throbbing to the beat of distant mighty engines.


  “Big enough ship?” Dyall asked dryly.


  “Big enough!” she echoed. “Why, it makes our space-liners look like toys by comparison. Who owns it? What’s it doing on the surface of the Atlantic?”


  “At the moment it is well below surface and descending rapidly into the depths. It only came up long enough to admit me. . . .” Dyall turned aside and pressed a sunken switch in the wall. The girl steadied herself as a square of the floor started to sink gently downwards like an elevator. It dropped perhaps forty feet, then stopped. A portion of the wall slid away. . . . Muriel found herself gazing into another bewildering, floodlit vista of metal, this time housing a variety of vast and glittering machinery.


  She glimpsed men in curious garb moving to and fro about the machines, tending them with extreme care. Here and there were also women, some blonde and others brunette, lithe and graceful—Then Dyall nudged her arm at the appearance of a grave-faced individual of uncertain age, attired in clothes that seemed to be made of red velvet. His hair was gray, bushing over the top of a remarkable forehead.


  Keen, unwavering gray eyes peered from under shaggy brows.


  “Welcome back,” he said quietly, extending his hand to Dyall; then he glanced at Muriel. “This, I suppose, is Mrs. Mastervil?” He smiled at her, and it was surprising how his strong face lit up.


  “Yes—yes, I’m Mrs. Mastervil,” Muriel acknowledged, but—er—Who are you?”


  “Zan Alfo,” said Dyall quietly. “A direct descendant of the fugitives of Mu. If Mu doesn’t convey anything, try Atlantis.”


  “Atlantis!” the girl cried in wonderment. “You don’t mean—”


  Alfo laughed a little, took her arm gently.


  “My dear lady, it isn’t so queer as it sounds,” he murmured. “And forgive me if my English is not too good, won’t you? We have not had much time in which to learn it. You see, we are the direct descendants of the people of Mu. When Mu was destroyed in a cataclysm and hurled into the depths of what is now the Atlantic Ocean, our ancestors escaped into the void in a space-ship. . . . Oh, yes, space-travel was one of many accomplishments. They traveled far—out beyond the solar system into the vast Galaxy, eventually found a planet which suited them. We are the descendants of the original Murians. Back on our planet are the others of our race—a very happy and contented people seeking nothing but scientific accomplishment . . .”


  ALFO paused, said quietly, “You understand, my dear?”


  “I understand so far—but not how you come to be here. What are you doing? Planning a conquest of earth?”


  “We have made our conquests,” Alfo replied gravely. “Nor have we any wish to return to Earth. Our only reason for being here is because certain records came to light recently at home which revealed that our ancestors, in their hurried departure from Mu, had left behind several valuable scientific secrets, sealed at the last moment in indestructible globes, and which now lie at the bottom of the Atlantic amidst the ruins of buried Mu. We are busy on salvage work, have already recovered three of the five globes. We came without fuss, and at the depth we maintain we know no earthly craft can detect us . . .


  “And—and Dyall is really an Atlantean?” Muriel hazarded. “Trying to defeat Mastervil?”


  The scientist hesitated and glanced at Dyall quickly. Then he turned back to Muriel.


  “That will be easier to explain later on,” he said, clearly on the defensive. “For the moment, I think we had better have a meal. Both of you must be tired. . . . Come this way . . .


  He turned, led the way between the machines to an adjoining apartment of delicate light. A long table, amply filled, graced the center of the room. Smiling women took the girl’s heavy traveling coat and hat. She sat down slowly, in dubious wonderment, trying to accustom herself to the perfect, ordered routine aboard this monster of the void. Dyall sat opposite her, smiling enigmatically, and Zan Alfo took up his position at the head of the table.


  Soundproof doors closed, and the meal began.


  “In this ship,” Alfo said slowly, eating idily as he talked, “is the man who originally belonged to the Rayburn and Clay Bank. He is being treated with every courtesy. He did leave Rayburn and Clay of his own accord, and he did take a vacation—but he did not go to Mastervil. We—that is, several of our numbers—became ordinary citizens of Chicago for the purpose of a kidnaping, which was smoothly and efficiently done. . . .”


  “You made that move of your own accord?” Muriel asked in amazement.


  “We did it at the request of a very gallant Earthling—one Bruce Calthorp . . .


  The clang of the girl’s fork to her plate echoed in the sudden silence. Alfo’s piercing eyes were nearly hidden under his brows. He watched her trying to mouth words; finally they came in a rush.


  “But—but Bruce died! They drowned him deliberately, wrecked his plane and pretended it was suicide. They even circled around for an hour to be sure he didn’t appear again. . . .”


  “I know,” Alfo said gravely. “But Bruce Calthorp lives today. He is seated right opposite to you now. . . .” He said the words very slowly, avoiding all possible chance of shock. But even so, Muriel passed a hand over her forehead for a moment, sank back weakly in her chair. For a moment the room was swaying before her, then both Dyall and Alfo were before her, gripping her hands.


  “You—Bruce!” she whispered, staring into Dyall’s face.


  He nodded very slowly. “I was a fool, Muriel. I should have told you sooner, only I wanted Alfo to do it. I knew you’d believe him. It all seems so incredible—”


  “At the time Bruce’s plane crashed into the sea, we were near the surface taking in a fresh air supply,” Alfo broke in quickly. “We got him out of the plane, but he was dead. We restored him to life. Such a feat was not difficult to our science. It was merely a matter of ejecting all the water from him, then starting the heart and circulation going again. Since he had received no organic injury, this was quite possible . . .”


  “But—his appearance!” Muriel cried, sitting up and taking a hold on herself.


  “That was done at his own request. He suggested we aid him in defeating Mastervil, and we agreed. He asked for a prominent man to be detected and detained here. That was done, and it seemed that Dyall’s circumstances exactly suited the occasion. We remodeled Bruce to resemble Dyall, changed the pigment in his eyes and hair, altered the blood circulation of the face to present a white pallor. . . . All of it was painless and simple.”


  “Then,” Bruce went on, “we went to work to find out all we could about Mastervil. These Atlanteans have devices which can trap light waves from space after they have been traveling ten years; after that they are hard to reassemble. Anyway, I went with Alfo himself to the Mastervil shack—both of us looking like ordinary Americans on tour. We took portable apparatus with us and reconstructed the incidents that had happened around the shack ten years before. We saw exactly what happened—the trapping of Mastervil, everything. It was easy to find the spaceship, carefully covered with rock and earth. Then I went on to New York to apply for the job of secretary, having been well versed in science and finance by the Atlanteans beforehand. . . .


  “My reason for doing it was both to try and trip up Mastervil and get you out of his clutches, Muriel. I managed it at length by suggesting to him you were a spy. He fell for the idea of my taking you away. . . .”


  “And suppose he goes to the Hotel Lafayette in Paris?” she broke in quickly. “What then?”


  “We have him constantly under observation by long-distance television,” Alfo remarked quietly. “He is not aware of it, of course. If he sets out for Paris, you and Bruce will leave immediately and beat him to it by several hours.”


  “And suppose he telephones?”


  Bruce chuckled. “He can only use the submarine cable and Alfo has it tapped already. If, on the other hand, he radiophones, the apparatus here will instantly know of it. . . . In either event, the call will be intercepted and the answer made from here. Simple, isn’t it?”


  “It’s marvelous!” Muriel sat in complete silence for a moment, then she said slowly, “But what is the purpose behind it all? You can’t destroy Mastervil without upsetting the finance of the whole world. He doesn’t just control money; he is money!”


  “That has been our main problem up to now,” Bruce said slowly, “but you, Muriel, happened to find the one thing he is afraid of. Ghosts!”


  “Ghosts!” exclaimed Alfo in astonishment.


  “Apparitions;—phantoms—the occult . . .” Bruce gave a slow smile. “Alfo, doesn’t that suggest something to you?”


  The scientist pondered for a few moments, then his rugged old face broke into a grin. He turned suddenly to the girl.


  “So you found the one vulnerable spot,” he breathed. “And you’ll certainly see something for your trouble. . . . If we can only plan it right . . . Bruce, I believe we’ve got him!” he finished, his eyes gleaming. “The science of Atlantis can defeat the modem schemes of Mastervil! The past can defeat the present. . . . We have radio television; we can hear him and see him without him knowing it. We can—”


  Alfo stopped suddenly. “We must start immediately,” he said curtly. “Come with me . . . It’s late evening already.”


  CHAPTER V


  TWO WORLDS IN THE BALANCE!


  JACOB MASTERVIL pushed aside the last of the world reports and lay back contentedly in his heavy chair. The day’s work was finished, the great executive building was silent. Everything was running perfectly. He gazed pensively into the shadows and smiled to himself.


  “Ten years ago I was an outcast on my own world,” he muttered. “Today I am on the verge of the greatest conquest of my career—the merging of two worlds, the control of both . . .


  He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again as a curious wave of tension passed over him; it felt for all the world like low-voltage electricity. He frowned a little, blinked, then stared across his desk. There was hardly any light there; all of it was concentrated into the circle on the blotting pad. . . .


  Something was in those shadows—a form that stood motionless.


  “Who’s—who’s there?” he snapped suddenly, half rising.


  “Jacob Mastervil . . .”


  Mastervil could not determine whether the deep voice made a statement or asked a question. Brusquely, he answered.


  “I’m Jacob Mastervil, yes. What do you want? How’d you get in here? Come to the desk, can’t you?”


  The figure remained veiled in shadow, did not move. The calm bass voice spoke again.


  “You are not Jacob Mastervil; you only own his body. I am Jacob Mastervil, the man you slew ten years ago! Slew, I say—that you might gain control over two worlds when you are worthy of neither. . . .”


  Mastervil felt something prickling his scalp. Then suddenly he shot to his feet and depressed the light-switch. He took a startled step back as he stared at the transparent figure regarding him. The shadowy lips seemed to move slightly. . . . It was Jacob Mastervil—an image of himself, clothed as he had been ten years before.


  “A—a ghost,” Mastervil whispered, his forehead wet.


  “You believed my death meant my complete destruction,” the image said slowly. “You thought the removal of my brain finished me for all time. Such a thing might apply to your world, but it does not apply to Earth! There are certain things about this planet you can never know. Death on earth is not actual. You cannot destroy the mind even though you destroy the brain, and in time that mind re-forms another body, such as you see that I have now . . .


  MASTERVIL stood quite motionless as he listened. He licked his dry lips slowly.


  “Have you never noticed the intense interest of Earthlings in the afterlife?” the image asked. “Have you not seen their spiritualistic efforts, their struggles to prove they are reincarnated? Have you never heard of men being haunted, or of buildings housing spirits? That is a science peculiar to this one planet. Even as an Earthling knows nothing of the fundamental mysteries governing Venusian life, so you know nothing of earthly life. . . . I have come back to make certain demands. . . .”


  Mastervil still stood staring. He did not know the basic laws of earthly life, hence his perpetual fear of the mystic science of occultism. . . . Even so, he had assumed that death meant death on any planet.


  “So far,” the image went on, “you have gained your ends by mainly bloodless means. That is to your credit—except for the isolated cases of men like Bruce Calthorp. . . . Yes, I know all about him. He too did not really die! By the law of earthly reincarnation, he will return in time to confront you. Maybe sooner than you expect—”


  “This is ridiculous!” Mastervil broke in suddenly, anger mastering his fear. “This is a trick—a damned silly trick to try and scare me—”


  “It’s no trick. Search your entire scientific resources if you wish; you’ll find no trace of tampering. The cold fact remains that you are confronted with a mystery of earthly life which you never expected. . . . And another thing!—If your fellows from Venus come to Earth, they will find that all those whom they destroy—and they certainly will destroy because there will be war to the death—will begin to. return as the years pass. Yes, return! One by one! Imagine it; a world of ghosts!—a world of the living-dead seeking their slayers as I have sought you. . . . That will be the outcome of the Venusian invasion. . . . Already you must have had proof of what I am saying. Have you not felt at times that you are not alone in a room? That somebody is right behind you? That is because Otherworlders are present. A normal Earthling can see those people and talk with them.”


  “I—I don’t believe it!” Mastervil whispered.


  “Bring your fellows here and you condemn them to a lifetime of uncertainty and terror. They will suffer as you are going to suffer, always haunted by the return of the dead. Return to the world you understand. Think it over. . . .”


  Mastervil stared with dazed eyes as the image slowly faded. The room was empty. He was far more shaken than he cared to admit. Suddenly he grasped the telephone, contacted long distance and gave the number of the Lafayette Hotel.


  “This you, Dyall?” he asked at last, and gave a sigh of relief at the voice’s calm assent at the other end of the wire.


  “Say—listen!” Mastervil took a hold on himself. He dare not give away too much. “Have—have you ever felt that you’re being haunted? Oh, I know it sounds idiotic, but I have the oddest feeling that somebody’s trying to get at me from some other world. It’s worrying me, and you’re about the only person I can trust to answer truthfully. . . . Ever felt the same way?”


  Dyall laughed softly. “Sure I have! I’ve talked with many of my dead friends in the evening. I’m surprised that this is your first experience in that direction. Maybe you’re not sensitive enough to feel those presences. Don’t you remember that one of the reasons why war stopped was because the dead started to come back?”


  “Eh?” Mastervil blinked; then he said quickly. “Oh, yes—yes, of course . . .”


  “Who’s worrying you?” Dyall asked gently. “Bruce Calthorp?”


  “No—no; just somebody. Guess I’ll have to take myself in hand.”


  “Else get used to it. Now you’ve started off, it will most likely happen all through your life . . .


  Mastervil slammed the receiver back on its hook, looked anxiously around him. Then it was true!—the dead on Earth did come back! So utterly unlike Venus. . . . He got to his feet hurriedly and scrambled into his hat and coat. . . .


  But he got no rest that night. Time and again the image of Jacob Mastervil appeared in his great bedroom, stood guard at the end of the bed and spoke in that deep bass voice.


  “You’ll gain nothing by this, Venusian! Return to your own world, otherwise you and your fellows are bound to perish by the utterly different laws governing the two planets. . . .”


  EVERYBODY in the executive building noticed the difference in Jacob Mastervil as the days slipped by. His former cold arrogance had given place to a hunted look. He had few words for anybody and kept to his office most of the time. He dare not ask anybody for any facts about earthly life, because in so doing he would arouse suspicion concerning his own identity. He wondered if, deep down, Rankin Dyall knew the truth. . . .


  Time and again the image appeared, always in the evening when the staff had departed—and each time Mastervil realized he was fighting a losing battle to fear. Besides, if he did run his planet’s inhabitants into a trap on the Earth, his own life would be forfeit. . . .


  By degrees, so harrassed did he become in his various fears, he let vital matters of finance slip, was warned just in time by his expert advisers.


  “I’m—I’m ill,” was his worried excuse. “Can’t concentrate. Take care of it for me. . . .”


  The experts agreed, wondering vaguely what had come over the master-mind. . . . And he was suddenly brought face to face with the realization that his iron control over all matters financial had disappeared! Money had taken different courses; with his own hands he had turned it over to lesser experts. He was only the figurehead now’, no longer the controller.


  He was debating this startling fact one of the evenings when the image reappeared before his desk.


  “Venusian, you have turned over finance to capable hands,” it said steadily; “leave it that way. You don’t want to destroy your own fellows when they come here—so return to your planet and cancel that merger between worlds. Radiophone to your world and put the deal off.”


  Mastervil gave a bitter smile. “Why should I? I’m gradually becoming convinced that all this is a clever trick to defeat me. The dead return!” he exclaimed sourly. “You expect me to believe that?”


  “Why not?”


  It was another voice that asked that question. Mastervil looked in sudden alarm to the opposite corner of the room. Another shadowy figure came slowly into view.


  “Calthorp!” he cried in horror. “Bruce Calthorp! No—no, you can’t be! You were drowned. . . . I know you were!”


  The apparition smiled winterily. “Mastervil has returned; why shouldn’t I? I have as much reason to return as he has. Vengeance! That’s what I seek—vengeance, for my death!”


  Mastervil rubbed his eyes desperately. “Then—then it’s true,” he groaned, half to himself. “Earthly life can recreate itself. . . . What a planet! What a hideous form of life . . .!”


  “And this is only the beginning,” said Bruce malevolently. “When your fellows come—”


  “They won’t come! They’ll never come here!” Mastervil shouted hoarsely. “They’d kill me for daring to do it. A world of ghosts—a world of ghosts. . . .”


  Visibly shaking, he clutched hold of the apparatus for spacial radio communication, swung the dials around desperately. Then as the tiny tubes flared into life, he panted words into the transmitter.


  “Abandon Earth project! Keep clear of Earth. It’s a hell planet. Can only mean your destruction. . . . Merger is—is cancelled. . . .”


  Mastervil’s voice stopped suddenly. The microphone fell out of his nerveless hands. Abruptly his heavy shoulders seemed to crumple up and his head drooped towards the desk. . . .


  ZAN ALFO removed a series of blades from their switch clamps and listened to the diminishing whine of electrical engines. The huge screen before him, Bruce and Muriel, dimmed and became blank. Slowly he turned.


  “Heart failure,” he said shortly. “Death from extreme shock. Our idea was right, Bruce. . . . His intense fear of an unknown science finally killed him—”


  “And it mightn’t have done it but for that final effort,” Bruce muttered. “First we projected an enlarged photographic image of Mastervil, taken from light-wave impressions of him ten years ago, and projected it on a carrier wave to New York, sending a voice on a second carrier wave. The molecules of the air itself were sufficient to form a receiver of light and sound. . . . That alone nearly did the trick, but I think he suspected something. My appearance clinched it. He got the shock of his life when I appeared over that second carrier wave.”


  “Especially as an hour in the surgery brought you back to your former appearance.” Alfo chuckled. “Fortunately he canceled that merger at the last moment, and since finance has passed over to normal experts, I rather fancy Mastervil won’t be missed.”


  “No-r—but there’ll be repercussions on Venus,” Bruce murmured. “He was in such a hurry, he didn’t use any private spacial wave; that message of his would be heard all over Venus. Those that were in league with him will be unearthed by the Venusian authorities and brought to justice. That’s a certainty. . . .”


  He was right.


  By the time Alfo and his colleagues had recovered all their globes from the Atlantic and were out in space on their homeward run, by the time the real Dyall had returned to Chicago under a willing oath of secrecy, and Bruce and Muriel had got back to New York, the news started to filter through.


  The civilizations of both worlds were astounded, could hardly understand how they had escaped the ruthless plot to ensnare them both. There were talks of secret agents, all manner of amazing solutions—but the fact remained that Mastervil was dead and his colleagues were working out their sentences in the Venusian swamplands.


  “Funny to think it was a game of bluff,” Bruce remarked to Muriel, a few days after their wedding. “Boiled down, it was precious little else—but it worked!”


  SPECIAL AGENT TO VENUS


  John Russell Fearn


  To Paul Wayne, being wrecked meant only that his comrades faced extermination!


  CHAPTER I


  PAUL WAYNE returned the salute sharply from the sentry as he strode into G.H.Q., New York Sector. He waited patiently as automatic rays and devices searched every inch of his massive six-foot body, recording the detail of the notes he carried, the weapons his belt contained; indeed, his whole setup, internal and external. G.H.Q. never took chances.


  At length he was allowed to move on. Heavily lined, rayproof doors slid aside as he passed the barrier of the last photoelectric cell and stepped into the waste of robot-lighted maps and monstrous radio-television equipment adorning this, the New York headquarters of the vast Earth armies, engaged now in the bitterest struggle they had ever waged.


  Wayne came to a stop at the controlling desk. Seven experts at work on instruments disregarded him—but the eighth and centermost man, grayheaded and square-jawed, looked up sharply.


  “Squadron Leader Wayne, you are to be entrusted with an exceedingly delicate and dangerous mission. So dangerous, indeed, that you are permitted to refuse the assignment if you wish.”


  The commander waited, and as he had anticipated a grim smile broke over Paul Wayne’s generously hewn countenance. His glacier-blue eyes even looked amused.


  “There is no fear of my refusing, sir. What are your orders?”


  The commander reflected for a moment, then he said:


  “You are aware that in this mortal battle raging between Venus and Earth, our chances of success are jeopardized by the Venusian blockade. Ringing the system, standing between us and Venus, is this barrier of Venusian space forts and rays. Time and again we’ve tried to break it—and failed.”


  “Yes, sir; I know.” Wayne recalled his own grim and futile encounters with that impregnable line, hastily but effectively constructed after Earth’s initial expeditionary forces had been landed, and thus preventing the sending of reinforcements or supplies.


  “This war, Wayne, as most of you spacemen know, is actually ours to win right now. Our expeditionary armies are on Venus and smashing the Venusian resistance everywhere; while here on Earth we have the situation well in hand.


  “But a new menace has arisen which may smash us! Venus is a strange world, not thoroughly understood even yet, and its unnatural qualities have created deadly plague among our almost victorious garrisons.


  “From the latest reports, it seems our men are dying off like flies from marshland fever—and they will continue to die unless a formula worked out by our Earth chemists reaches them.”


  Wayne nodded slowly. “I understand, sir.”


  “Lack of medical experts on Venus meant that an antidote for marsh fever had to be worked out here on Earth,” the commander continued.


  “That has been done; and it must reach our garrisons on Venus, where it can be put into instant effect. To radio the formula—even if that were possible with the Venusian radio-heterodyne blockade—would be to allow it to fall into enemy hands. They could even use it to cure the Earthmen they have captured, and then use those Earthmen as tools for the furtherance of their own schemes.


  “So, a formula must reach Venus, through the blockade, through every line of invasion and defense. A fleet stands no chance against the blockade—but one man might! That, Wayne, is the position.”


  “I’m ready, sir,” Paul Wayne said quietly. “What am I to do?”


  “YOU will reach Venus by any means you care to adopt and will contact General Fletcher at G.H.Q. there. To the best of our knowledge he is stationed now in the foothills of Temperate Mountains. You have got to find him. Should you die, the formula will not fall into enemy hands.


  “No, this formula will be embedded into the flesh of your forearm with microvibrations, and it will only become readable when subjected to Ray 72/5, which General Fletcher has at headquarters. That system is used anyway for sending invisible messages and instructions.


  “The message accompanying the formula on your arm will explain who you are and give you full capacity to discharge your mission. You understand?”


  “Perfectly, sir. I’m ready.”


  “Good!” The commander motioned to his expert. Wayne took off his tunic and bared his muscular forearm. A hair remover scored a clean path across the skin. Then Wayne waited with jaws clamped tight against the burning pain of the micro-impressor, a web of needle-thin rays that pierced into his skin with searing impact.


  Actually, in microscopic form, a slide of the formula was impressed magic-lantern fashion into his flesh. The moment it was over, there was nothing visible; all the young spaceman had for indication was a throbbing pain.


  “I knew I picked the right man for the job,” the commander said gravely, as Wayne buttoned up his tunic again. “Good luck, Wayne! And remember, the fate of generations depends on your getting through.”


  Paul Wayne stood back, saluted smartly, then went out with agile strides.


  WAYNE’S face was grim as the swift official airway car whirled him over the sprawled labyrinth of the garrisoned city to the spacedrome of the fighter squadrons. For a long time he had suspected that things were not going too well with the Earth army on Venus, and had wondered at the reason.


  Now he knew—and he knew too that smashing through that wall between Earth and Venus was going to be an almost superhuman task. There remained for him only the one slim chance that, with his profound knowledge of space tactics, he might find a weak hole and slip through. If he did not . . .


  Wayne’s smile only became a little grimmer as he stepped out of the car at the spacedrome and hurried across to his machine. He paused only long enough to transfer the command of his squadron to his next-of-rank; then he clambered through the double airlock of his machine, closed the opening and spun the sealing screws.


  He waited a moment or two as he warmed up his rocket-firing chambers, studied the fuel gauge. All set. He settled himself in the highly sprung control chair, clamped his brown hands on the switches, and pulled them over. With the faint hum of cleaving atmosphere Wayne started to rise—swiftly, resistlessly, building up to that vital eighteen miles per second necessary for the initial take-off from Earth’s gravitational pull.


  Faster—faster—Out into space it hurtled like a giant shuttle. The takeoff was always an agony; a grinding strain on heart, brain and nerves. It left Wayne as always with his mouth open, as though after a power dive, his nostrils trickling blood—


  But now he was beyond the stratosphere mine field sown at Heaviside Layer by Earth’s armies, a mine field anchored to Earth below by enormous attractor towers. Carefully Wayne nosed his ship through the last open mine lane, then tore outward into the vast open freedom of the void. He began to breathe a little more freely.


  ROCKETS blazing, still thrusting the ship further away from Earth, Wayne raced onward. He passed giant space cruisers with ray guns snarling at the ready; tight little squads of single fighter machines; great spatial arms dumps and refuelling centers interlinked by their gravity beams.


  Yes, the whole setup of this merciless war of 2140 was here—but there was at least a measure of peace since the main onslaught of the original Venusian onrush had been broken.


  Everything now depended on whether the Earth army on Venus could master the situation. Which they would, if they could be saved from marsh fever.


  Wayne’s jaw set again as he thought of that; he increased his speed. He progressed at a flogging rate, taking far more punishment from the acceleration than was normal. An hour passed, two hours, three. He took five restorative pills, gave himself a little shake, and hurtled on.


  At last, hours later, like a line across infinity midway between Earth and Venus, the smudge Paul Wayne had seen from Earth began to revolve itself into a seemingly endless gray chain of armored Venusian space forts, the cleverest and most invincible blockade in history.


  It stretched for nearly four thousand miles across space, a wall of death against which Earth fleets had time and time again smashed themselves to destruction in an effort to break it.


  Some troop transports, true, had gotten through and had landed the expeditionary armies on Venus. Since then the blockade had been made even more stringent.


  As he swept nearer and nearer the barrier, Wayne studied his maps carefully, noted exactly the lay of space ahead. To get round the ends of the barrier was impossible, since it meant exposing himself for a dangerously long time to the guns of the forts.


  But according to counterespionage work, the forts had a division between each of them, through which a ship might pass if it was prepared to meet the network of defense ships beyond.


  Again, the forts had an unpleasant habit of closing up to nip any invading ship between their ponderous masses.


  Wayne’s eyes narrowed. The only chance was speed—a terrific burst of impetus to defeat the focus of the ray guns, then an ultimate dive between the forts before they could close on b’m. Afterward—Well, fight it out!


  His plan decided, the young space fighter set the automatic sights on his guns, by which they would fire their devastating charges at whatever crossed their magnetic paths. Then he built speed upon speed and was crushed back into his chair by the frightful velocity, his eyes glued to that ever-spreading, ever-widening gray wall in front of him.


  The ultimate dive he intended taking was directed toward one black line cutting right ahead of him. Seven miles of it, with death for the reward if he miscalculated!


  Faster—faster! Then the void around Wayne was ablaze suddenly with disintegrator beams. He had been sighted; but by now his speed was so tremendous, even the fast-sighting guns of the enemy had their work cut out to focus upon him.


  Wayne heard two outer projections on his ship snap and bang as rays struck home. He depressed the release switches on his own guns immediately and hurled a barrage of crackling death on either side of him—literally blasted his way like a living torch through the squad of Venusian fighters that swept forward to meet him.


  The gap between the space forts was dead ahead now. Wayne dived for it; and even as he flicked past those deadly walls, he saw them moving ponderously inward. With only a few feet to spare he was through, fighting madly now with a boiling scum of defensive machines.


  HIS guns still rattled away furiously, taking up their automatic feeds and giving the full blast of their neutron-firing chambers. Wayne saw several of the enemy ships glow, then explode violently. He twisted and dodged and swung, up and down, right and left, his eyes fixed right ahead of him. He was being outmaneuvered, and knew it. Little by little he was being forced aside from his direct route.


  Flame cannons pumped destruction toward him. Wayne switched on the robot control and scrambled hurriedly into his space suit, then resumed his seat at the controls. His action had not been a moment too soon, for an upper plate of his machine suddenly ripped away violently under a direct ray hit.


  The air pressure sank instantly to zero. Safe in his space suit he drove onward, or tried to; but by this time the enemy had beaten him. More and more he was being forced to one side. His anxious gaze found itself looking now not at Venus but at the artificial asteroid X/47, better known as “the Pimple,” the much-beleagured outpost where a few Earthlings still held a vital space communication line. Down there he might stand a chance of sorting himself out.


  He started toward it—then a battering onslaught from the Venusian machines caught up with him again, and his ship cracked clean in half! The front half of the machine was torn apart as the wrecked pursuit ship hurtled piecemeal down toward the asteroid.


  Paul Wayne twisted around and clamped on his life-preserving mechanism; then he leapt for it. The preserver’s ray-recoil system knocked him free of the falling debris and allowed him to sink, as in old-time parachute fashion, to the nearest center of gravity. He fell swiftly, using the old trick of keeping the ship’s debris between himself and the enemy to avoid further attack.


  It seemed the Venusians had assumed he had been killed in the final wreck of his ship, however, for they were now heading away swiftly back to their bases.


  Below, the lush green of the asteroid rose to meet him, spreading ever larger under its blanket of artificially created atmosphere. At the precise moment Wayne gave his foot clips the recoil and saved himself a violent landing. He dropped in the midst of dense fernlike vegetation, switched off his apparatus and gazed upward with a look of prayerful relief.


  CHAPTER II


  Doomed Outpost


  ALMOST at once Paul Wayne became aware of the lightness of slight gravitation. Through the tree-tops he could see that invincible wall of gray in the blue-black sky. Carefully he unscrewed his helmet and sniffed the air. It was thin, but breathable.


  Two things were uppermost in his mind right now. He was alive and unhurt and he was behind the blockade barrier. Somewhere on this asteroid, an Earth unit was still holding out against repeated onslaughts from the Venusians. If it were possible to reach it and get another space machine with which to continue his urgent mission—


  “Hi’ya, pal! Waiting for an airbus?”


  “Huh? What?” Wayne whirled around as the gruff voice reached him. In a moment his hand was at his ray gun, then he relaxed a little and waited.


  A man in a tattered, vegetation-juice stained uniform was ambling into the clearing. He had unkempt brown hair, a big red face that looked entirely unconcerned, and a big paunch in front. He was quite without weapons and walked with his hands in his pants pockets.


  “Relax, lad,” he invited, fixing a blue eye on the gun. “What do you think I am? A Venusian?”


  “Just who are you, anyway?” Wayne demanded, eyeing him. “From your uniform, you’re from an Earth unit—”


  “Yeah—sure!’Least I was until the war caught up on me and I got taken prisoner. I rayed my way out of a convict ship and escaped in a safety machine to this Pimple. Since then—”


  He eyed the sky reflectively. “Well, since then I’ve just wandered around, neither going back to a garrison or being taken prisoner. I’m a nomadic sort of guy, see? Gilby’s the name—but you can call me ‘Paddles.’ Most folks do.”


  “In other words,” Wayne said grimly, “you’re a deserter. I’ve seen your face posted up at G.H.Q.”


  Paddles beamed. “Guess my fame’s spread, eh? S’pose I am a deserter, but it’s more interesting wandering around as a space tourist than firing a ray gun at a collection of Venusians. So I paddles around where and how I pleases. You’re sorta lucky, joining up with me.”


  “Yes?” Wayne was unconvinced. “Sure! I saw you take that dive from beyond the line up there, and I don’t have to be a telepathist to figure you’re trying to reach Venus. You won’t—not in half a ship,” and his blue eyes wandered to where the wreckage had fallen.


  Wayne said briefly, “I’m on an urgent mission. What I’ve got to do right now is contact the one remaining garrison on this asteroid.”


  “Then you’re nuts,” Paddles sighed, leaning indolently against a tree. “The garrison’s been besieged by Venusian raids for weeks now, and so far it’s held out. But the latest I hear is that two Earth traitors are scheming with the Venusians to make a complete raid.


  “You’d never get anywhere near that last outpost without being shot down.” Paddles shrugged, spat idly. “Seems to me kinda silly, holding onto that bit of metal citadel. A few soldiers, the governor and his daughter . . . So what? Might as well hand things over and save their skins.”


  “Maybe they’re loyal, and you’re not!” Wayne snapped, dragging Paddles upright from the tree. “You’ve gotten the wrong guy to preach that sort of defeatism to, Paddles. We’re going to that outpost, and quick. Since you know where it is, you can take me there.”


  PADDLES shrugged, his eyes on the gun again. He ambled toward the forest with Wayne beside him.


  “Okay, if you want to get shot,” he growled. “And watch where you’re going. Place is full of ground traps. I told you that you were lucky to meet up with me.”


  Wayne found out what was meant by ground traps as they went along. Venusian mines were everywhere, cleverly laid and able to deal out instant death, had not the indolent Paddles known the forest trail so intimately.


  Now and again, trained as a ground soldier, Paddles would stop and glance quickly up and down the dim-lit forest, then he would duck and drag Wayne down with him. Sure enough a party of Venusian guards, heavily armed, would come clumping past. They were queer creatures anyway—eight feet tall, somewhat like Earth people in build, with gaunt cadaverlike faces giving them an anything but wholesome appearance.


  “Seems like we’re none too safe around here,” Wayne murmured, as they went on again.


  “Safe!” Paddles gave a snort. “You don’t know it, lad, but we’re right in enemy territory. Everything but that one north outpost belongs to ’em. But don’t worry; I’ve monkeyed around on this Pimple for a month and never been seen. We’re safe enough . . . But I still think you’re crazy!”


  Owing to the dim light, they escaped molestation and covered the distance to the outpost in double-quick time, thanks to the light gravity permitting them to leap over every obstacle. The outpost citadel appeared suddenly on the horizon, as things always do in a world of infinite smallness. Paddles came to a halt in the clearing facing it, and seemed to reflect.


  “Notice it’s not being surrounded by ground forces?” he asked. “That means it’s armed to the teeth. All the raids are made by air. If you want to risk going up to it, you try it—I’m out!”


  Wayne studied it. It was rather like a vast metal cube, with a wall of defensive weapons all around it. On the roof of the cube were more ray cannons, grimly ready.


  “Think they’re likely to have a space ship?” Wayne asked briefly.


  “Search me!” Paddles shrugged fleshy shoulders. “I guess—”


  He broke off, tensing at the sudden deep thunder of rocket tubes. In a few seconds it became a devastating, inhuman roar.


  “Down!” he gasped, flinging Wayne flat. “Warships! A raid!”


  Pressed to the ground, they lifted their heads slightly and watched some twenty massive Venusian warships head straight for the solitary citadel. What happened afterward was the quickest and most deadly onslaught Wayne had ever seen.


  Indeed, so quick was the attack, the automatic weapons guarding the place had hardly a chance to focus before there descended from the raiders a withering fire of beams. The metal defensive walls flowed and exploded outward; masses of metal went flying to an enormous distance in the light gravity. The whole mass of the citadel became suddenly the center of the most incredible vortex of destruction and flame.


  DEBRIS raining upon them, Wayne and Paddles lay flat on their stomachs. Then gradually the onslaught died away. Paddles looked up, his big face grim.


  “So they finally got it,” he muttered. “And I guess they could only do that if they knew exactly what spot to approach from, to avoid the defense. Those two damned Earth traitors must have given the Venusians the right dope. Well, there’s your citadel for you, lad! Now what? The Venusians will close in their ground forces and take it.”


  “Say!” Wayne gripped his arm and pointed to the ruins. “Who’s that? I thought I saw somebody moving—Yes! It’s a girl!”


  Paddles looked surprised for a moment, then he followed Wayne as the pilot hurried across to the remains of the outpost. The solitary girl, dressed in defense service kit, swung around sharply as she heard the footsteps. Instantly her hand whipped out a ray gun and held it steady.


  “Stand right where you are!” she commanded. “I want a few words with you two rats before I finish you off. You filthy, rotten, despicable traitors!” she finished venomously.


  Wayne looked at her grimly. Her voice was shaken with anger and grief, her violet-blue eyes misted with tears. She was a healthy, attractive girl, with blond hair that curled at the ends and a firm little chin.


  “Listen, kid—” Paddles began, then he jumped back and looked rueful as she flashed her gun toward him.


  “Shut up, you lumbering pig! Dad and I—in fact, everyone of those now lying dead in this ruin—knew you two traitors would get the place in the end. I alone escaped. You two signalled the attack and came to see what happened, eh? Well—look! Enjoy yourself, in the few precious seconds you’ve got left to you! You killed my father, and the soldiers—so I’ll kill the pair of you!”


  Wayne waited in silence for a moment, amazed at the cold intensity of her hate, then with a sudden lightning movement he snatched the gun out of her hand. She nursed her fingers for a moment and eyed him contemptuously.


  “Well, go on!” she snapped. “Why don’t you shoot? I might have known I’d be no match for a hefty brute like you!”


  “You’ve got this all wrong,” Wayne said grimly. “Neither of us are traitors. But I’ve no time to explain that now: the Venusian ground forces may close in at any moment. What I want is a space ship, if you got one.”


  The girl’s only response was to fold her arms and smile cynically.


  “Now listen—” Wayne began urgently. Then he stood rooted in amazement as Paddles abruptly snatched the gun from him, whirled it around and fired twice with deadly accuracy. Two men suddenly toppled from above the ramparts of a nearby mass of debris, crashing nearly at the trio’s feet.


  “Lucky I spotted ’em!” Paddles grinned, handing the gun back. “As for you, young lady, I guess your traitors are right here.” He turned the corpses over with his boot. “Yep! Earth uniforms!”


  THE girl stared down at them speechlessly for a moment, then swung back to Wayne. He gave her a grim smile.


  “Saves me having to convince you, anyway,” he said briefly. “I’m Squadron Leader Paul Wayne of New York Space Squadron. You can call this guy here Paddles.”


  “I—I—” She hesitated. “I must have gotten it all wrong! Only it looked so bad—I’m Ethel Waldon, daughter of the governor of this asteroid,” she hurried on. “Or rather, late governor—”


  “Yes, yes, I know,” Wayne said quickly, gripping her arm. “You have my deepest sympathy. But right now, it’s important we get out of here. Have you a space ship or not? I’ve got to reach Venus, somehow.”


  “Venus?” Ethel Waldon looked briefly surprised, then said quickly, “There is a space ship, yes. Dad was saving it for personal use if all our defense efforts failed. I don’t know if we can get it free after this raid—”


  She turned, and Wayne and Paddles followed her quickly through the ruins of the citadel to where a fairly large space flyer lay, half buried under a wilderness of smashed girders and melted lumps of metal. Wayne eyed the ruins for a moment or two, then pulled his largest disrupter from his belt and went to work. By degrees he blasted a clear tunnel through the debris to the ship’s airlock.


  “Inside,” he said, catching the girl’s arm. “We’ll shake this lot off by our own power if we’re all fueled up.”


  “Everything’s set,” the girl said quickly. “Dad took no chances. There are even disguises aboard.”


  Paddles waddled into the control room behind the two and glanced around in approval.


  “Hmm—Not bad! And this is where I say ‘good-by’ to the Pimple. Too bad; I was beginning to enjoy it.”


  He turned and slammed shut the airlock, then waited as Wayne settled himself at the control board.


  The rockets roared, but for a moment or two the ship trembled and staggered helplessly in its efforts to free itself. Then all of a sudden it succeeded, and with a mighty swoosh! that hurled Ethel and Paddles to the floor, it tore free and whizzed upward in a wild arc. Instantly Wayne got it under control, gazed back at the disappearing Pimple in the void.


  “Rough, but necessary,” Paddles commented, helping the girl up. Then he frowned. “It’s what we’re going to get into that worries me. We—”


  “You say you’re heading for Venus?” The girl went over to Wayne and regarded him anxiously.


  “Yeah. Any objections?”


  “I haven’t—but do you know what you’re getting into?”


  “Sure; but it can’t be any worse than the blockade, and I got through that.”


  “It can be far worse!” she retorted. “Space is infested with Venusian examination squads all the way to Venus. There’s only one way to defeat them, and that’s by the plan Dad and I devised for just such an emergency as this.”


  “Well?” Wayne stared ahead. In the dim distance he could already see several Venusian guard ships hurtling through the infinite, obviously intent on impending examination.


  “Disguise,” the girl said. “There’s a Venusian disguise aboard, and an Earth disguise too. The Earth one is no use to us in this case, of course—but if you became a Venusian and Paddles and I became your apparent captives, we might make it.”


  “Have to be a damn good disguise to make me look like an eight-foot cadaver,” Wayne grunted.


  “It is good! See—I’ll show you! The idea of captives and captor should swing things in our favor. That was how Dad and I reckoned it, anyway.”


  CHAPTER III


  Perilous Flight


  TURNING aside, the girl opened a locker and drew forth something that looked like a deflated balloon effigy from a fete day. As it lay on the floor Paddles and Wayne stared at it amazedly.


  “What is it?” Wayne demanded.


  “Looks like a Venusian without his insides!”


  “It is,” the girl said quietly. “Dad was a scientist as well as a governor: he had to be, in order to be governor, anyway. Old-time taxidermists used to dry pelts of animals. Modern scientists stuff human beings in the place of wax effigies; we know that. This skin was once owned by a Venusian soldier.


  “All you’ve got to do is get inside it as you would into a space suit and let me fasten you up. Easy, isn’t it? Framework will attend to the lower part of the legs where you lose stature. Dad had it all worked out.”


  “Good for Dad!” Wayne murmured, still wondering. Then he glanced sharply at Paddles. “You drive this crate, Paddles?”


  “Sure!” He took the seat Wayne vacated and gripped the controls.


  Wayne clambered into the skin and the girl closed up the various zipping devices. He found himself perched on two artificial feet at the leg extremities, and his eyes peered through the eyeholes in the face.


  Certainly to the two surveying him he looked like the real thing, completely Venusian-suited, towering eight feet high, his breadth of shoulder minimized to normal by the extra height. At length the girl fixed the ray gun—the special Venusian type—in his artificial fingers.


  “You’ll do,” Paddles commented briefly, then gazed ahead again.


  “One thing,” the girl said, as Wayne moved clumsily. “Keep away from all sources of heat—those rocket chambers, for example. The tanning preparation melts easily; that’s its one fault. So remember! Otherwise you’re quite safe.”


  “I hope!” Wayne muttered. Then he glanced around with a start as a violet beam suddenly bathed the ship in its radiance. He knew what that meant. It was the universal STOP signal used throughout the void.


  He signalled Paddles briefly, and in response Paddles gave a thrust to the forward rockets that gradually brought the machine to a standstill. A guard ship came cruising up, drew alongside.


  “Open your airlocks!” commanded a harsh Venusian voice over the space radio, permanently open for messages. “Stand by for examination!”


  The airlocks were opened one after the other so no air could escape. Three giant Venusians, complete with leveled ray guns, entered and gazed around.


  “Who are these two people?” The narrow-faced, cold-eyed officer looked at Wayne sharply as he spoke in Venusian.


  “Prisoners,” Wayne replied briefly, choosing the words in the language he could best pronounce. “Asteroid X/47 has fallen to our gallant forces and these were the last two Earthlings remaining there. I shall take them through to Venus.”


  “I see.” The officer’s tawny eyes studied Wayne keenly, with such intensity that Wayne began to feel his scalp prickle. Then with sudden curtness the officer snapped:


  “What detachment are you from?”


  WAYNE hesitated only a split second.


  “Asteroid Detachment, of course. This ship belonged to the last of the Earth forces.”


  “Hm—!” The officer moved forward, and perforce Wayne moved back toward the window. He hesitated as he felt the pouring sunshine warm the back of his head through the skin. He saw Ethel Waldon’s face become suddenly drawn and anxious.


  “Suppose,” the officer said, his eyes still narrowed suspiciously, “we go into this more thoroughly. I want the details of this capture for one thing; your own number and name, for another.”


  He broke off abruptly, his eyes suddenly sharpening. Wayne felt ever-increasing heat on the back of his neck and head, then the sting of hot wax preparation as it melted inward.


  “Disguise!” the officer barked out suddenly. “I thought so!”


  He got no further than that, for with one mighty uppercut of his false fist Wayne lashed the Venusian under the jaw and sent him sprawling. His gun sailed through the air and landed in Paddles’ outflung hand. He bundled Ethel out of the line of fire and aimed at the guards. But they fired first, and the ray from one gun shot the weapon clean out of Paddles’ fist.


  But in those precious seconds of diversion, Wayne had blundered across the control chamber. He hurled himself forward in a mighty dive, sending both men—their attention on Paddles—reeling toward the airlock. They went through it helplessly into the space beyond, came up sharp against the outer lock.


  Ethel snatched up the gun Paddles’ hand had released and forced the remaining officer to his feet.


  “Out!” Wayne ordered curtly. “Join your pals in the safety gap and be quick about it!” He administered a kick to help the Venusian on his way, then shouted after him, “You guys have twenty seconds to get on your portable space suits. Then I’ll open the second lock to space!”


  With that he slammed the inner lock, scrambled out of his disguise and hurried to the control board. With a roar he sent the ship jolting forward, and as he had hoped, the waiting guard ship, unaware of what was transpiring, was simply left standing. Wayne waited the twenty seconds, then threw the switch that opened the outer airlock.


  He looked back with grim eyes as three space-suited forms were projected into space by the outflowing vortex of air release. They began to float slowly toward their own now slowly moving guard ship.


  “Guess you only hit out just in time, lad,” Paddles murmured, shaking his head reflectively. “That disguise was melting like hell. Write me down as a killjoy if you like, but I don’t see we’re much better off. They’ll follow. To quote the twentieth century, the heat’s on!”


  Wayne gave a grim nod. “Yeah, they’ll follow us—but they’ll be way behind. They’ll have to collect those three guards first and then catch up on us.” He built up speed gradually, stared at the glowing ball of Venus ahead.


  “We’ve broken the second barrier, anyway,” he said. “This time we get through to Venus—or crack up. But I guess I’m selfish. I’ve no right to ask you to take this risk, Miss Waldon. You’d still have a chance as a prisoner of war. Tagging along with me, you’ve got none.”


  THE girl smiled faintly. “None?


  You seem to think you can reach Venus; so forget all about me.” She turned to the radio instruments. “I’m going through with this, now we’ve gotten started. And I’ve an idea too. Those guards will radio the other forces around Venus to block us. At least they’ll try to. A heterodyne beam may fix ’em. We can use it effectively too, since we’re between them and the receiving end.”


  She settled herself before the radio apparatus and busied herself with its intricacies. The humming of a small but massively strong power engine pervaded the chamber as she went to work. At last she turned with a smile of triumph.


  “That fixes our friends!” She glanced back at the far distance where the guard ship had now taken up the chase and was spinning through space at top speed. Even so, the gap was not narrowing as Wayne built up his own acceleration inexorably.


  It crushed Paddles and the girl back in their chairs with its awful force, dewed their faces in perspiration, gripped their hearts and lungs in an iron band. At such a frantic pace, the mighty globe of Venus soon began to assume space-filling proportions, changing from a globe to a landscape of blinding white cloud. Out of the cloud, shooting like salmon from an ocean of cotton wool, came the investigating ships of the Venusian defensive fleet.


  Wayne set his jaws and glanced at the taut faces on either side of him.


  “We’re going through!” he announced grimly. “You’re sure that heterodyne will cut off the radio from the guard behind us?”


  “Certain!” The girl’s voice was laboring under effort. “These boys ahead can only think we’re fugitives; they can’t be sure. If we drive right through them, we might stand a chance—the only chance, I guess.”


  “Okay! Paddles, if you know anything about guns, chuck your two hundred and seventy pounds in front of those two there!”


  “If I know!” Paddles gave a contemptuous sniff, then heaved his vast bulk over to action station. Presently he grinned with boyish delight as a trailing stream of six ships crossed the gun-sights. Wayne saw them too, turned swiftly in a left arc and dived like a plummet for the cotton wool far below. Faster—faster—until the outside of the ship began to scream like a top with the impact of sudden atmosphere.


  To Ethel, that dive seemed like a plunge to hell. She hung onto her seat, her eyes fixed on that fast-rising sea of white, her head reeling from the headlong fall. Her left ear was numbed suddenly, as Paddles swung his automatic guns to action and hurled a withering protective fire of neutrons on either side of him.


  Two of the pursuing craft caught the blast amidships, that much Wayne knew; then, like a falling meteor their ship plunged through the rest of the scattering defenders and into the clouds. Thick white mist instantly blanketed everything.


  Eyes flashing over his instruments as he flew blind, Wayne swung the ship around, followed the astromap immediately under his controls. By its aid he knew almost exactly where he was, and in a moment or two the escaping ship burst from below the clouds onto the dense verdure of the Venusian super-tropical forest.


  WAYNE’S speed slowing down, he whizzed over the top of gargantuan trees, across marshes and interlaced streams of steamy water, across brackish wilderness, and so at last to an immense clearing in the forest itself. He twisted and turned, shot between vast trees with inches to spare, then landed with a crash that sent soil and subsoil spouting upward in a fountain. The ship rocked to a standstill.


  “Wow!” Paddles breathed, relaxing and drawing his torn cuff across his brow. “Was that something! Lad, you’ve not much to learn in driving a space tub, I’ll tell you!”


  Wayne got up hastily, massaged his stiff limbs.


  “We’ve got to get moving as quickly as we can,” he said briefly, tightening his weapon belt. “That guard ship will catch up on us at any time. The rest we do on foot. Temperate Mountains are ten miles to the north and that’s the spot I want. Let’s go!”


  He turned and flung open the airlocks. They bundled outside into the crushing heat, began to move swiftly under the eternally clouded sky of the planet. Using his smaller ray gun, Wayne blasted the way ahead of them, withering the tangled mass of vines and interlaced undergrowth that sought to bar their progress.


  Presently Ethel said, “Wouldn’t it have been easier to land near Temperate Mountains and get this business over with?”


  “No. For one thing, there’s no clearing, according to my map; and for another a ship would attract attention. On foot we can probably make it.’Least I can. Somehow I’ve got to reach General Fletcher—”


  Wayne broke off and glanced upward. The trees had thinned here. He frowned at a flock of circling creatures like pterodactyls against the drifting white backdrop of sky.


  “Carrion moths,” Paddles growled, eying them too. “Hoverin’ up there in the hope we’ll drop dead, then they can come down and pick us clean. These Venusian vultures give me the willies.”


  “And a catastrophe for us!” Wayne snapped. “Those damned guards know where we are from, watching the birds! The Venusians naturally know their own planet inside out—We’ve got to hurry! Come on!”


  They advanced, but not hurriedly. That was impossible. The awful ovenlike temperature crushed them into leaden weariness.


  It was perhaps an hour later when they heard the rumble and thunder of distant battle. Here in the jungle all was quiet enough; but as they well knew, the final conflict for the triumph of Venus or Earth in this war was being fought out in the Hotlands of this strange planet with mammoth instruments of steel and destruction.


  The nearer the trio moved toward the mighty range of Temperate Mountains, marking the barrier chain between the temperate and Hotland zones, the louder became the din, until it was an incessant roll that made the ground shake.


  “Guess we’ll stop here awhile,” Wayne said at last, throwing down his pack thankfully. “We ought to be safe until dusk, anyway, and when that comes I can strike north through the jungle here and so across the enemy-occupied territory to General Fletcher’s headquarters.”


  Paddles leaned back against a tree and rolled a tabloid concentrate around his tongue.


  “I s’pose you won’t tell us just why you’re taking all this risk?”


  “I can’t. But believe me, it’s urgent!”


  “It must be, to risk cracking the blockade and defense lines,” the girl said seriously, putting down her water flask. “You’ve plenty of nerve, Mister,” she added, smiling.


  PAUL WAYNE shrugged. “Nerve enough to try and save an army that’s being slaughtered by marsh fever instead of enemy rays.” He leaned back and gave a tight little smile. “You’ll get me talking if I’m not careful, and there’s got to be none of that. What worries me really is the danger to you, Ethel—I mean, Miss Waldon,” he stammered. “You may get killed.”


  “I liked ‘Ethel’ much better,” she said naively; then shrugging, “As for my perhaps getting killed, so what? If I can help you, I may have something to live for. If you fail, I might as well be dead anyway as at the mercy of a Venusian conquest.”


  “Philosophy of diamond brightness,” Paddles opined lazily.


  For a while silence fell between them, then Wayne unfastened his portable radio and switched it on.


  “May as well see if the garrison’s sending out any news,” he said briefly, and after a second or two a voice came in, in mid-sentence.


  “. . . and we shall continue to maintain our resistance to the last man! Despite the virulence of the fever that has struck so many of us down, an ace space pilot from Earth is even now on his way with an antidote which can save us. Men, maintain courage! We shall yet win! We shall—”


  Wayne switched off, his face grim. “That was a private message to the Earth forces,” he muttered. “My radio is tuned to that one wavelength. But if the Venusians have by now tapped that wavelength, as is more than probable, they’ll know just what I’m aiming at! That makes things more urgent than ever—Come on, we’ve got to move again, quick!”


  They all got to their feet hurriedly, then stopped buckling on their kit as a harsh voice rang out in badly accented English:


  “Stand right where you are, the three of you!”


  CHAPTER IV


  To the Death


  THE trio turned very slowly and saw the Venusian officer they had tricked aboard the space ship, together with his two companions. He came forward slowly, his ugly face set and resolute.


  “Better not try any tricks,” he advised briefly. “My job is to take the three of you—dead or alive. And I’m going to do it! You can thank the carrion moths for showing me where you were—”


  That was as far as he got. He had advanced slowly while talking, ray gun in his hand; and in those moments Wayne had clearly realized that Paddles, the girl and he himself were face to face with death. He lunged suddenly, regardless of peril, in a long flying tackle, relying solely on his lesser height to dodge the beam of the ray gun—


  And he succeeded, bringing the officer crashing to the ground! Wayne tried to fire his gun, but at the identical moment the girl’s heavy bootheel accidentally crashed down on his hand and brought a howl of anguish from him.


  In those seconds Paddles moved too, snatched Wayne’s gun from his belt and swung it savagely at the other guards. He got one of them clean in the face, dropped him with a cinder for a head. The other Venusian fired, gouged the ground a foot from Paddles’ massive body.


  Paddles fired again—but no ray-flash came forth. The gun had jammed at the vital moment. In a second he flung himself flat, and just missed the vicious beam that flashed past his ear. He knew it was only a matter of split seconds to death—


  Then something else happened. The clearing suddenly became a fluttering hell of wings.


  “Carrion moths!” Ethel shouted, shielding her face from their wild swervings and buffetings. “Are they quick to nose out a dead body!”


  Paddles got up and covered her protectingly, backed away as the birds whizzed downward on the corpse of the dead officer. The remaining Venusian with the ray gun turned away from the onslaught and headed for the safety of the thicker jungle. Wayne for his part got to his feet immediately and left the officer he had knocked out sprawled in the loam. He came hurrying across the clearing with arms upflung across his head.


  “Out!” he shouted. “Quick! Those moths don’t attack living things as a rule, but they might make mistakes in the confusion.”


  The three of them turned and went hurrying on through the jungle, pack left behind them. They hacked and blazed their way, moving ever nearer to the rumble and thunder of battle that marked the situation of Temperate Mountains.


  Then suddenly, with the devastating swiftness common to that second world, night fell. No twilight. Just an instant change into the 720-hour moonless dark of Venus. Paul Wayne came to a halt in the pitchy black, blinking. “You two okay?” he demanded.


  “Yeah,” came Paddles’ laconic voice. “I’ve got Miss Waldon.”


  They waited a moment, accustoming their eyes and gazing toward the intermittent flashings from the mountain range visible through the trees—volcanic lightning. Then, torch in hand, Wayne started their march again.


  IN and out, out and in they went, stumbling here, crawling there, through pits of Stygian dark, leaping gurgling streams, wading knee-deep through weed-choked morasses fetid with feverish miasma—and so on to more solid ground again. Ever nearer came the rumble of battle from beyond the mountains, and above it now the thin eternal hum of the hurricanes raging perpetually at the heights of the barrier, where the conflict of heat and cold twisted itself into nameless fury and roared in bolts of lightning through unsealed clefts.


  At the last river barrier Wayne went first, edging his way across, keeping his feet with difficulty. Halfway across he stumbled and went to his knees, his torch flying out of his grip. It was disaster in more senses than one.


  Behind him, plunged into dark, Paddles lost his balance and released the girl’s arm. Her desperate cry sounded for a moment, then was drowned out in the furious roar of the waters as they boiled away to a none too distant cataract.


  “Ethel!” Wayne screamed desperately, bracing himself against the flood. “Ethel!”


  He peered helplessly into the absolute darkness, but there came no answering shout. He turned, started to move further downriver, then Paddles’ grip pulled him back.


  “Easy, lad!” he panted. “You can’t make it! You’ll waste hours trying to find her—and anyway, it’s a cat in hell’s chance with that Niagara ahead. Face up to it!”


  “What in hell are you talking about?” Wayne blazed. “I can’t let her just—”


  “You’ve got to go on! You’ve your duty to do! You keep going and I’ll look around for her. Go on! I’ll find you later, somehow . . .”


  Wayne hesitated a moment, then he got a grip on himself.


  “Okay,” he said bitterly. “For God’s sake, don’t leave here without finding her! If all goes well I’ll see you at G.H.Q. If not—Well, deserter or otherwise you’re okay by me.”


  He gripped the fat hand warmly for a moment, then turned and floundered across the waters to firmer ground.


  As he blundered onward through the jungle again, Wayne was surprised to find himself so concerned about the girl, considering the brief time he had known her. Now he realized that she had been something more than a friend and a comrade in danger. She meant far more than that . . . He shook all romantic thoughts out of his mind, concentrated on nothing save the duty he had to fulfill.


  Two things began to impress him as he went on. For one thing, it was pretty certain that General Fletcher would be awaiting him; that would make his approach to Temperate Mountains G.H.Q. much easier. For another thing, he was puzzled by the lack of pursuit by the Venusian guard he had beaten up. The carrion moths would not have attacked the man while he still lived.


  “Must have knocked him colder than I thought,” Wayne muttered to himself; and then began to hurry his pace, as he found the jungle thinning at last and saw for the first time clearly the stupendous luminescent mass of Temperate Mountains, right before him on the short rocky plateau.


  They were impressive, awe-inspiring, lit up and down their upper reaches with the play of atmospheric lightning. The noise of battle from beyond them was now like the growling of hell itself.


  WAYNE stopped a moment, eyes straining ahead through the flashing glow. After a while he could dimly distinguish the solitary metal blockhouse, where his maps back on Earth had shown him General Fletcher’s headquarters were situated. There were no guards—but that did not surprise him. The place was undoubtedly riddled with automatic defenses.


  Finally he switched on the tiny portable emergency radio he had in his belt, an instrument only useful over short distance. In the earphone there was an instant response in the Universal language.


  “Pilot Paul Wayne reporting, sir,” Wayne said briefly. “I have a vital message to—”


  “Yes, yes!” the voice of the general broke in quickly. “You will have free entry into the headquarters. Come immediately.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Wayne got up and went swiftly across the darkened plateau, glancing from right to left. An absence of units going to and fro from headquarters puzzled him for a moment; then he dismissed it and hurried on, straight past the automatic guard, its fire withheld since it was controlled from inside G.H.Q. The rayproof door of the place opened automatically and Wayne strode thankfully into the great office beyond.


  To his surprise only the general himself was present, seated at the map-strewn desk. The lights were so placed that he was mainly in shadow.


  Wayne came to a halt, saluted, eyed the man steadily.


  “I was instructed to find you, sir, by Earth G.H.Q., New York Sector—”


  “Yes, yes, I know,” the general, snapped. “You have a fever antidote. Very well—hand it over!”


  Wayne hesitated. This was hardly the welcome he had expected; and besides, there was something queer about the general’s expression—an immobile, frozen look. Again, the general’s face where it was nearest the warmth of the desk light looked oddly greasy, while the other side was perfectly normal.


  Wayne moved his hand, as though to reach inside his tattered tunic, but instead he made a lightning movement. He knew full well the consequences of his action if his guess was wrong, but it was worth the risk. He slapped the general clean in the face! At the same moment he doubled his fingers inward and pulled—


  The general’s face tore!


  “Just as I figured!” Wayne snapped—but before he could reach his belt, he found the “general’s” gun directed at him steadily. With his free hand the “general” tore away the rest of his disguise and revealed himself as the Venusian officer who had been knocked out.


  “You’re no fool, are you, Earthman?” he asked grimly, rising to his full immense height. “Let me explain this little surprise. I recovered from your attack upon me and returned to my ship. In the interval, your ship had been examined and a Venusian disguise found.


  “Also, a radio message had been picked up from Earth G.H.Q. on Venus here, before it fell into our hands. I knew for the first time that your aim was to get a serum formula through for marsh fever. I knew you would come here, so I came on ahead in my space ship, disguised. I fancied I might obtain the formula from you without trouble. As it is—Well, you have compelled me to violence, after all.”


  PAUL WAYNE smiled crookedly. “And General Fletcher?”


  “General Fletcher is—elsewhere. Earth G.H.Q. here was captured by us many hours ago . . . Hand over that serum formula quick!”


  Wayne shook his head. “You can shoot me first. In fact, I don’t see why you haven’t done so already. All you want is to stop me getting through to General Fletcher, isn’t it?”


  “I want that serum formula for our own use!” the officer retorted. “When we have won this war and have subjugated Earthlings to our will, we want them to work, not die like flies. My commander requires that formula in order to make Earthlings capable of working for us. Your own chemists—obstinate fools—would die rather than reveal the secret of the formula. Upon you therefore depends everything. Where is it?” Wayne’s eyes narrowed. “You know my answer!”


  “Very well; sit down!”


  Wayne obeyed slowly and the officer turned to a bank of instruments.


  “Among these,” he said grimly, “is a lethal probe. You know what that can do. It can make you talk and—”


  “And what?” asked a languid voice from the doorway; then curtly, “Put ’em up, death’s-head! I’m in no mood for games!”


  Wayne twisted around joyfully, leapt from his chair as he beheld Paddles standing behind them, a ray gun in each hand—though heaven knew where he had obtained them.


  “Outside, Wayne,” he said briefly, jerking his head. “I’ll join you.” Wayne obeyed, waiting in the dark for five minutes until Paddles came out and joined him. Without a word Paddles hurried him beyond the reaches of the headquarters. Then he relaxed a little.


  “Tied him up and socked him once; it’ll keep him quiet for hours,” he said briefly. “Kind of lucky I turned up, eh? I still don’t know how I got past the automatic guard—but I did.”


  “Simply explained,” Wayne said. “The officer switched off the automatic guard to let me through and didn’t switch it on again! Whole setup was a trick, as you’ve probably gathered. But look, where’d you spring from? How did you get your guns?”


  “Easy. After I’d gotten out of the river, I ran into a Venusian guard. I got him first tackle and frisked his guns. Did more’n that too! He told me just where General Fletcher really is—seems he and most of the garrison escaped—and I figured you had walked into a whole packet of trouble. So along I came.”


  Paddles pointed to a distant dimly lighted stronghold in the foothills. “Fletcher’s over there! His temporary headquarters.”


  Wayne glanced, then caught Paddles’ shoulder.


  “Look, about Ethel Waldon. You mean you didn’t—”


  “I didn’t find her, lad,” Paddles said quietly. “And further down the river it was a hundred percent rocks Don’t see how anybody could survive it.”


  For a long time Wayne was silent; then he shrugged resignedly.


  “Okay; you did your best, I know. Let’s go!”


  They went on together, stopping ever and again to dodge an alert Venusian patrol, gradually working their way past the massive boulders of the mountainside until they were directly within the Earth-zone, No sooner were they in it completely, however, before the defensive units came to life, actuated by photoelectric cells. As though from nowhere a party of armed Earthmen appeared, led by a single sharp-faced officer.


  “WHAT’S your business here?” he asked shortly, eying the two tattered men keenly.


  “I’m Squadron Leader Wayne, New York Sector,” Wayne said quickly. “The general’s expecting me. But it’s a private mission, so you probably won’t know anything about it. I’ve got to see General Fletcher!”


  “Yeah?” The officer’s eyes narrowed in the flood of lights that came up. “I know you,” he went on, studying Paddles. “Deserter from the Earth army; your face has been circularized to all headquarters. Penalty for desertion is death! As for you, Pilot Whatever-You-Call Yourself, you’re in the same spot for aiding him!”


  Wayne started. “Now wait a minute, man, I’m in earnest! This is a matter of life and death! I demand, to see General Fletcher!”


  “The general isn’t interested in deserters. I can attend to this quite adequately. Guard, move these two men over there . . .”


  The more Wayne protested, the worse his position seemed to get. Even his ripped tunic provided no evidence for his words, and since Paddles was a known deserter—


  “Looks like I got you in a spot,” Paddles said glumly. “Serves me right. I should have stopped back on the Pimple and taken my chance—”


  “Silence there!” the guard snapped. Then the officer called a halt and came forward. The two prisoners glanced rearward and found they were ominously near a metal wall.


  “My orders,” the officer said shortly, “are to shoot all deserters out of hand. We cannot afford to take chances. Too many spies and traitors around, and our position is desperate.”


  “Listen, I’ve got to see the general!” Wayne shouted desperately. “On my forearm is a formula which—”


  The officer did not allow him to finish. He raised each of Wayne’s strong arms in turn and eyed them, dropped them and smiled grimly.


  “Formula, eh? You take me for a fool?”


  “Invisible micro-writing!” Wayne insisted. “You’ve got to listen, man! The fate of our whole force on this planet depends on it! I’m a special messenger!”


  “And you want to get in to the general and take a pot-shot at him? Or better still, scratch him with poisoned fingernails? All that’s been tried by deserters and traitors before. This time it won’t work! My orders are to stop all and everybody from entering. One in company with a known deserter makes two. Guard, to attention!” They drew up sharply, their ray guns leveled—but before they could fire, there was a sudden commotion in their ranks and the clanging of alarm bells. The officer glanced around as a slender figure came dashing into the light, a mud-stained figure in clothes ripped and torn.


  “Ethel!” Wayne shouted hoarsely.


  “By all the fates—”


  “Who are you?” The officer grasped her arm and whirled her to him.


  “Ethel Waldon, daughter of the late governor of Asteroid X/47!” Her words came in a rush. “Don’t you realize who this man is?”


  “Yes, a deserter!” the officer retorted. “And you are, too, from the looks of things. We know Asteroid X/47 is in Venusian hands. You can’t get away with this—”


  “Oh, you fool!” the girl screamed hysterically; then before the officer could tighten his grip on her, she wrenched herself free and tore across the square to the doorway of the new G.H.Q. A hail of ray gun charges followed her. She fell, got up again holding her shoulder, staggered to the door and fell again.


  FISTS clenched, faced by those guns Wayne could only wait. He saw the headquarters door open suddenly. A broad-shouldered figure outlined against the light from within stooped and lifted the girl up. He carried her inside, then came hurrying out. It was General Fletcher himself, his voice hoarse with fury.


  “What blasted infernal dolt rayed that girl?” he thundered. “Don’t you know she’s the daughter of my late friend the governor of Asteroid X/47? Did you give the order, Officer Clayton?”


  “I—er—You said nobody was to see you, and—”


  “Damn you for an idiot! Lower those guns, you men, and get back to your posts! Clayton, report to me in thirty minutes. There’s such a thing as too zealous a soldier—”


  Fletcher swung around. “Miss Waldon tells me she can vouch for your being Pilot Wayne of Earth Squadron,” he said gratefully, gripping Wayne’s arm. “I’m glad to see you—damn glad . . . I suppose Officer Clayton was only doing his duty, but dammit—You, there, come with us,” he added shortly to Paddles.


  They went into headquarters quickly and Wayne instantly hurried to the girl as she lay on a camp bed.


  “Ethel! Did they—”


  “Nothing, Paul . . . nothing,” the girl smiled. “Flicked a piece out of my shoulder. Soon be fixed—Go on, get your business finished!”


  Wayne stood up, turned to Fletcher. “I have to report, sir—”


  “I know all about that secret radio instructions. Where’s that formula?” Fletcher asked.


  Wayne thrust out his arm. “Here. And credentials. I am instructed to tell you to use Ray 72/S. It will reveal the message.”


  The general snapped a switch and a blue light trained on Wayne’s forearm. Momentarily the writing in his skin came to view, then faded as the switch cut off again.


  “I am satisfied, Squadron Leader Wayne,” Fletcher said quietly. “I’ll have my experts here immediately.” He pressed several buttons. “You are a man of courage, Wayne,” he stated gravely. “This plague can now be mastered . . . But you—” He eyed Paddles menacingly.


  “Also a man of courage,” Paul Wayne said firmly. “I vouch for that, sir. Not a deserter, but a staunch ally of the cause. Without him I would have failed.”


  “I see . . .” Fletcher coughed. “All right—all right, I’ll take your word for it. You will be returned to service,” he finished, eying Paddles’ relieved face. “No questions asked.”


  “Th-thanks, General!”


  Wayne turned aside to the girl, spoke to her.


  “Ethel, how did you ever get out of—”


  “The river?” She shrugged. “A forked tree branch caught me around the waist and I managed to scramble out. I saw Earth soldiers returning to their base, so I followed them. It brought me here—just in time, too.”


  “I don’t intend to ever lose you again,” Wayne said fervently. “I’ve got something to—”


  He straightened up as the experts came in. But while they went to work to photograph his arm, his eyes and the girl’s were fixed fondly on each other.


  SOUP KING


  Malcolm Jameson


  The ship crashed on Venus, with a gold mine as its landing spot. Fine for everybody but the cook. But he did better—he fell in the soup!


  “Waw! Ga-a-ah! What slop!” roared Buck Reagan, captain of the interplanetary freighter Pelican, and hurled the offending bowl of broth from him. “Where’n hell is that fat slob of a swillmixer? I’ll soup him . . . I’ll rip him into giblets . . . I’ll—”


  In the pantry the usually sunny-disposition cook, plump little Jimmy Laird, heard and quailed.


  He had tried his best, but his bosses just wouldn’t be pleased. And his bosses were everybody else in the ship, according to the age-old tradition that a ship’s cook is the lowest form of human life. The chow was bad, he knew that. But it wasn’t his fault. How could anybody dish up a palatable meal when all he had to work with were vile-tasting and worse-smelling synthetics? What did they expect but stinking slops when the ingredients were slabs of the malodorous trephainin, flavored with the bitter, belch-inducing vitamoses, reinforced by calorigen tablets, and supplemented by the nauseous compound called proteinax? But whatever the newest bit of hazing Buck Reagan had planned for him, it was never applied. For, while the skipper was still bellowing his displeasure, the mate cut him off with a sharp warning.


  “Hold it, chief,” shouted Holt. “We’ve lost the beam.”


  “What!” blasted the captain. His angry eyes sought the visiscreen, but all that there was to be seen there was shapeless, swirling white mists. The nepholoscopes were just as noncommunicative—the readings all around and up and down were the same, one hundred percent. Clouds, clouds, everywhere. Venus was always like that, once you got below the topmost cirrus layers. Without the radio beam from Venusport, the planet’s only authorized port of entry, blind landings were impossible. There were too many uncharted mountain ranges. Reagan’s finger found the call button to the tube room and jabbed it.


  “Up blasts,” was the curt order that followed, and they set themselves for the kick of quick acceleration, for they had already braked down to airborne glider speed.


  The tubemaster never had time to comply with the order. A shape flashed on the screen—a gray, dripping, cruelly jagged pinnacle of rock trailing wisps of cloud showed for an instant, then vanished. And with its vanishing there was a heavy jar and the scream of rending hull plates. The Pelican caromed off, swerved like a shying horse, then plunged sharply downward. A tube sputtered, tried to fire, and then the ship sideswiped another crag, bounced heavily, only to plunge nose first into something immovable and hard. The lights went out as men were flung about like tenpins. Then for a time there was dead silence broken only by a hissing as the broken ship’s internal pressures adapted themselves to the lesser one of Venus’ substratosphere.


  “Well, at least we’re all alive,” drawled Holt, as the last man crawled out to join the huddled group shivering in the sleety rain. The deserted wreck of the Pelican sprawled before them, its crumpled nose embedded in a towering cliff and its precious cargo of food pellets for the Venusian colonists spilling out through the ragged wounds in its sides. They could see vaguely through occasional rifts in the misty curtain about them that murderous peaks rose everywhere. What lay in the valleys far below could only be guessed at, for they were buried under a blanket of scurrying clouds driven by the icy highland wind.


  “Humph,” snorted the captain. Alive, yes. But their ship and cargo were a total loss, and they had little idea where they were. Somewhere, far down in the steaming jungles of the foothills, there might be a trading post or regional smelter, but how far and in what direction they could only guess. Conditions on Venus were most unfavorable to surveying and few maps existed. But Reagan unfolded a sketchy chart and began puzzling over it.


  Avrig, the tubemaster, took the opportunity to stroll away. He rounded the broken stern and looked despondently at his smashed tubes. He saw the last of his fuel supply dripping from his gashed bunker tank. And then he walked on to have a look at the ship’s other side. It was as bad or worse than the other. Then he stared at the forbidding cliff that had stopped them. In another moment he was yelling madly and bounding back to where his shipmates stood.


  “Hey, fellows—come see! I’ve struck it rich. Gold—tons of it. I’m a multimillionaire—”


  “Whadda you mean, you’re a multimillionaire?” asked Holt scornfully, “This is a co-operative outfit.”


  “Yeah,” bubbled Avrig, jubilantly, “but the cruise is over—the old Pelican is done for—through. That washes up our agreement. But don’t worry, I’ll need help to cash in, so you’ll all get a good cut—”


  There were sullen murmurs among the crew and Holt growled.


  “Our agreement says that all profits of the cruise ‘however derived’ shall be whacked up amongst us—a third to the skipper, a quarter each to you and me, and the rest divided equally among the men. Furthermore, the agreement is in effect until the end of the cruise, which means until we all get back to the port we started from.”


  “It’s mine,” insisted Avrig stubbornly, “by right of discovery. I saw it first—”


  “I put the ship down here,” said the captain coldly.


  “Oh, yeah?” remarked Holt. “Or did I? I’m the guy that lost the beam.”


  They glared at one another. Then Buck Reagan suggested it might be sensible to see whether Avrig had really found anything worth squabbling over. The bedraggled group rounded the battered stern and gazed up at the cliff. It was there, all right, a colossal treasure. A great fault had split the cliff and in the wide fissure masses of quartz were packed, heavily grained with metallic gold and studded with immense nuggets. Jimmy Laird gaped with the rest, but he did not share their elation. For he and he alone of all the ship’s company did not share the common agreement. Behind his name on the muster roll were the qualifying words, “landsman for ship’s cook, for keep and wages only.” There was a moment of stupendous silence as the onlookers made estimates of the wealth before them. Then the captain spoke.


  “There we are, boys. It belongs to all of us. Break out those tools in No. 4 and hop to it.”


  There was a chorus of approving yells and Avrig knew he was beaten. He shrugged and started away with the others.


  “Excuse it, please, sir, but could I say a word?” Jimmy Laird had mustered up courage to address the captain otherwise than in frightened response.


  “No. You’re out of this,” was Reagan’s curt reply. “Grab a pick and get in there and do something to earn your pay. It’s a cinch you’re no cook.”


  “But, sir, the Venusian law—” Jimmy persisted.


  “To hell with the Venusian law! With this dough we can grease our way past any law. Get going!” And Reagan emphasized his order with a swift kick.


  Jimmy Laird went, crestfallen and wounded in spirit. For, despite his mistreatment, he still bubbled over with good will toward everyone, and he also feared the men of the Pelican were riding for a fall and felt that he should warn them. On a shelf in his galley there reposed a thick gray book entitled “The Revised Statute of the Dominion of Venus” and he had whiled away many of the tedious hours of the long voyage by reading it. Venus, he learned, had a very peculiar economy and therefore a very peculiar system of government and set of regulations. Jimmy Laird was a cook, not a lawyer, but he could read. Reagan’s crowd were going about things the wrong way.


  He might have swallowed the last insult of the! captain if he had not been put in Avrig’s gang for the afternoon shift. Avrig was full of rankling disappointment at having to content himself with a quarter share of his Golconda and consequently drove his men hard. And since many of them were as hard-bitten as himself and as likely to take a swing at him as not, he vented most of his irritation on the hapless cook, ridiculing him for his chubbiness and making sarcastic remarks about his flabby muscles. That night, when Jimmy Laird huddled down with the other crew members in their makeshift shelter for a night of cold, damp rest, there was a glow of resentment in his ordinarily mild blue eyes, and a flush of shame on his cheeks. Moreover, his hitherto unused muscles ached abominably.


  It was some time after the others began snoring that he rose and stole into his wrecked galley. There he stuffed his pockets with concentrated food tablets. Then he slipped out into the raw, windy night. A moment later he was plunging down the mountainside, loosing small avalanches at almost every stride. And so went the night.


  Morning found him deep in a forest of tall, coniferous trees in an upland valley. It was chill in that mist-filled grove, but not so chilly as on the bare ledges of the upper heights. When the fog was lightened and warmed somewhat by the invisible sun overhead, he fed himself and slept for a while. Later he got up and continued his journey downward. His theory was that if he followed the watercourses he would sooner or later come upon an outpost of what civilization there was on the cloud-enwrapped planet.


  Day after day he went on, ever down, down, down. It got warmer as he descended and the vegetation more dense. He sighted many weird animals, but they scampered away as soon as they sensed his nearness. The greenery took on a tropical cast and the undergrowth grew thicker. Thorny creepers tore at his clothes and ripped his face and hands. His shoes wore out and had to be discarded. Yet he pushed ahead. He could not stop now. His food supplies were running low and when they were gone he would have to die. Venus was an inhospitable planet to Earthmen, despite its lush vegetation and teeming fauna.


  He thought on that, one night as he rested beneath a giant fern. It must be due to the absence of ultra-violet light, he concluded. Nothing that walked, crawled, swam or grew leaves on Venus but what was poisonous to man. But it had not always been that way, as the many ruins of great cities now overrun by the jungle testified, or the exhumation of great numbers of mummies of highly developed anthropoids closely resembling man. Physicists attributed the toxicity of Venusian life to the presence of such excessive moisture in the air that the shorter rays of sunshine could not get through. That had been a recent development, dating only from a few hundred thousand years back at the time of the Neovulcan Age when myriads of volcanoes had spouted vast quantities of hydrogen into the air.


  There was nothing Jimmy Laird could do about that except to take care not to eat anything of native origin. But it did explain the basis of Venus’ lopsided economy. Since it was fatally unsafe to eat anything of organic nature on Venus, her chief import was food concentrates. Such, indeed, had been the cargo of the ill-fated Pelican. Her exports, then, necessarily had to be minerals, in which the planet also abounded. Therefore her population was chiefly composed of miners, who, because of the hard and expensive living conditions, tried to clean up in two or three years and retire to Earth with their profits. Hence the greedy and grasping nature of the temporary residents that had earned the second of the sun’s orbs the name of “The Chiselers’ Planet.” And from those hard facts also rose the meticulous mining laws of Venus and the arbitrary nature of its government.


  All of which was no help at all to Jimmy Laird during his next trying week. He ate the last of his proteinax pills and sighed. He no longer resembled his former self, for his grueling journey had stripped him down to bone and hard muscle. Now he was to know wasting hunger. But he struggled on, hoping against hope that somewhere in that foggy domain he would stumble upon a human settlement. He was in a lush, hill-inclosed valley, torn and twisted by many recent geological upheavals. The stream he followed broadened into a lake and he saw that the mouth of the valley was choked by a range of hills through which the mountain torrent had been forced to cut a canyon. To skirt the lake he had to make a wide detour along the flanks of the surrounding mountains. It was on that trail that he made an astonishing discovery.


  He came to a gully, down which a rivulet trickled. The gashed bank on the other side clearly revealed the tormented and twisted nature of the underlying strata, for layers of sandstone, folded like the crumpled pages of a book, were in plain sight, interspersed with other layers of clay, limestones and dark-colored matter. The gully was deep, but not too wide. He thought he might leap it. He withdrew a few yards and ran, gathering himself for the jump. But at the very edge of the ravine a creeper grabbed his foot. Instead of leaping free, he tumbled heavily and fell, facedown, into the muck of the bottom.


  It was disconcerting. For he had instinctively yelled as he fell and struck with a wide-open mouth. When he sat up, not only was his face plastered with the clinging filth of water-soaked, decayed vegetation, but his mouth was crammed with it. He sat up, clawing fiercely with his hands to free his face of the slimy stuff and spat energetically to rid his mouth of it. Then his expression underwent a strange transformation. He froze where he sat, and blinked. His tongue tentatively roved his mud-incrusted teeth, his throat automatically gulped down what was found there. The sludge slipped into his gullet and he licked his lips for more. The stuff was good! It had taste—such taste as the old dietetic legends told of as pertaining to such archaic items as broiled sirloin, mashed potatoes and gravy, luscious artichokes and the like. Jimmy Laird smacked his lips and his hands reached down into the gummy slime for more.


  “Boy, oh boy,” he murmured, “not bad. No, not bad.” Then, reconsidering, he revised his opinion. “It’s wonderful,” he breathed ecstatically.


  For five days he camped beside that stream, eating greedily of its mud. His formerly opulent belly, then hanging in loose, flabby folds, regained its plump tautness. Once again rosiness drove the pallor from his cheeks. Jimmy Laird was himself again, despite his early fears that he might have poisoned himself by eating the forbidden fruits of Venus. Yet nothing adverse happened, and he set about making the strange food even more palatable. On the second day, after the first blush of enthusiasm for sustenance had worn off, he became aware of a certain grittiness in his Heaven-sent manna. He cured that by the simple expedient of filtering the substance through the tail of his shirt. Then it occurred to him that heat would improve it. So he contrived to build a fire, and, using the abandoned carapace of a huge tortoise for a caldron, made himself a pot of soup.


  “Yum, yum,” was his reaction, innocent of the fact that he was recoining an expression that had not been used for many centuries. And, appropriately, he rubbed himself in the middle in gesture of gratitude to whatever forest god had thrown the miraculous food in his way.


  By sniffing diligently about the spot of his find, he finally located the source of the edible matter. It came from an inverted horseshoe crevice in the creek’s bank, the barely exposed top of a sharp syncline. The waters of the stream had long since eroded most of the crumbly, olive-green substance that had composed the original stratum, but a good deal of it still clung to the top of the arch. He broke that off in chunks and made a pile of it beside his improvised camp. Then he systematically went about its refinement, bringing it to a boil, skimming off the scum that rose to the top, and filtering out the sand. Then he let it boil down to a stiff sludge which dried into a cake. Then he broke it into bits of convenient size and filled his empty pockets with them. Having thus fed, rested, and replenished his stock of provisions, he resumed his downward trek.


  It was only two days after that that he stumbled upon a trail. It was a jumble of curious ninetoed footprints which he guessed to be the spoor of the sturdy hippoceras, the commonest beast of burden on Venus. Later he came across the ashes of old campfires, discarded food containers, and other evidence of man. It was not long before he smelled smoke and saw the stacks of a smelter looming up over the trees. And then he came to the edge of the clearing. Before him was a considerable town. The first leg of his journey was over.


  He walked on, surprised that there should be so little signs of life. After a little, he entered a street between two rows of shacks. On the steps of one of the crude dwellings, two men sat. They were pale, gaunt and emaciated, as if from illness or long fasting, and their grimy miners’ rags flapped idly on them. They were sizing up the rotund figure of the newcomer with unconcealed disfavor. Or was it envy?


  “Howdy,” said Jimmy Laird, ignoring their manifest hostility. “What town is this?”


  “Hah!” snorted one, “as if you didn’t know, you gluttonous slob. I can tell you this, though, you’re wasting your time. We don’t want no truck with Hugh Drake or any of his hirelings. We’re hanging on to our claims, you understand, even if we starve. So you get to hell out of here while you’re all together. This ain’t a healthy section of town for profiteers or profiteers’ jackals. See?”


  He spat disgustedly. The other man spoke.


  “You can tell Hugh Drake that a friend of mine had a letter a coupla weeks ago from Venusport, and that it said the Pelican was due any day. So we know the food caravan will be coming in most any time now. Hugh Drake can go pound mud in his ear.”


  “Hey,” said Jimmy Laird. “I’m from the Pelican. She won’t ever get to Venusport. She’s lying way up on the top of a mountain, all smashed up.”


  The men looked at each other in frank consternation.


  “Where?” they asked excitedly, springing to their feet.


  Laird shook his head.


  “I can’t tell you exactly.’Way up there,” he waved his arm vaguely toward the misty region he had come from. “It took me the best part of a month to get down. The other men will be along later.”


  The men’s faces fell. Now they registered blank despair.


  “I guess Hugh Drake wins,” said one, apathetically.


  Jimmy Laird didn’t quite understand the reference, but somehow he felt embarrassed. Absently, he put his hand in his pocket and drew out a chunk of his dried soup. He bit off a piece, then offered it to the others. They sniffed it, crumbled off bits, and popped them into their mouths.


  “Say!” yelled the first one, “this is good. What is it—something new?” The other was chewing ravenously, the picture of bliss.


  “It’s better with hot water,” said Laird, pulling a double handful from another pocket. “If you’ve got a stove and a pot, I’ll fix you up a mess.”


  “We ain’t got any money,” said the starved miner, suspicious again, “and we ain’t trading a grade-A iridium claim for no bowl of soup—”


  “Oh, that’s all right,” assured Jimmy Laird. “I wouldn’t think of taking money for this stuff. Anyhow, there’s plenty more where it came from.”


  An hour later he was presiding over a huge tureen of steaming soup, while an endless procession of undernourished miners trooped past, each carrying a cup in hand. His new-found pals, Elkins and Trotter, had lost no time in passing the word around the neighborhood that Santa Claus had come to town. After the kettle had been emptied and refilled five times, the stream of starving men dwindled. Then Elkins and Trotter enlightened their benefactor as to the local situation.


  “This Hammondsville is a tough town,” said Trotter. “Old Man Drake owns the smelters; he owns the store and the bank and all these houses, and he owns the hippo herds. No matter what we do, he gets his cut. But where he gouges us the worst is on his food racket. Every year the caravan comes up and stocks the government dispensary and carries back the ingots in return. The hell of it is that they never leave enough at the dispensary and it usually runs out before the caravan gets in again. That’s where Drake gets in his dirty work. At the dispensary we pay a pound of gold for an ounce of trephainin, but when we have to buy it from Drake, the sky’s the limit. He’ll say he hasn’t got any to spare until a guy’s practically starving and ready to assign his claim. Then Drake feeds him and pockets the mine. He’s got a lot that way.”


  “He’s a skunk,” asserted Elkins, dismally. “Now you know what a jam we’re in here. Down at the caravan loading square there’s stacks of gold and iridium ingots as high as your head, and not a bite to eat. And if what you say about the Pelican is true, we may not get another caravan for months. The hospital’s already full, and a waiting list to get in. But even that don’t help. I hear they’re about out of concentrates, too.”


  “Well, say,” said Jimmy Laird, emptying his pockets, “that’s not right. Take ’em this. I’ll go back and get another load.”


  It was his turn to tell a story. He told them of the crackup of the ship, the gold strike, and what the captain and crew were doing. Trotter chuckled.


  “I know that lode. It’s a good one, but it’s too far. Besides, you can’t get a hippo to go above the timber line. Those fellows woulda been smarter if they had loaded up with the pellets in the cargo and come down with them. The way things are here, they coulda had all the gold and platinum in town. You did better than all of ’em put together. There’s a big bonus offered for anybody that can start a food industry on this planet.”


  Laird described his find in detail.


  “Lemme see,” said Elkins, studying the ceiling. He felt very fine, now that his hunger was assuaged. “That would be Starvation Valley—all the strata churned every which way. You made a strike, then it dives outa sight. Many a one of us has gone broke there. It burns you up to keep having to drive new shafts, and even then you lose the pay streak nine times out of ten.”


  “Wait a minute,” said Trotter. “This stuff of his is soluble. All we need is a drill rig and a donkey boiler and some pipe. Shove down a pair of pipes, shoot steam down one and soup comes up the other. Dry out the steam in condenser pans, and there’s your concentrate. I think the fellow’s got something.”


  There was a little talk of ways and means. It did not take long to find willing helpers. A dozen miners, grateful for being saved from Drake’s clutches, came in with offers of the loan of equipment. Even a small herd of privately owned hippoceri was located. Then, at Trotter’s and Elkins’ insistence, Laird hied himself to the local registrar of claims and filed his claim. After that they assembled their expedition and set off.


  It is remarkable what enthusiasm can do. In ten days Starvation Valley was a hive of activity. Men, not only willing but eager to work for mere food, had done wonders. Two donkey boilers puffed away, fed by cords of wood that had been cut by the volunteers. From four pipes driven deep into the sunken stratum, which Laird’s self-appointed experts found sloped sharply downward from the outcropping he had found, jetted rich soup. The pipes delivered their streams through strainers to drying pans from which the condensed essence was cut in cubes and wrapped. A few of the patient, plodding, piglike hippoceri were always present, being loaded with hundreds of pounds of their precious cargo for the lower valley.


  “Old Hugh Drake will be plenty sore about this,” grinned Trotter, “He hasn’t made a dishonest nickel this year. But you’d better watch him, kid; he plays dirty pooh.”


  Jimmy Laird grinned back and pointed to the newly painted sign that one of his admirers had put up. It read: “Laird’s Luscious Soupery—Keep Out!”


  “That won’t help you. kid, if the old pirate really gets his back up. He’s got drag.”


  Laird found out that was true prophecy when he went down to Hammondsville again. He had just left the dispensary where he had been informed that the replenished stocks were more than satisfactory. “The stuff is swell.” the chemist in charge said. “We analyzed it, and it’s got everything—all the known vitamins, and calories enough to keep a working elephant going. We’ll take all you send at the regular rate. Venusport and the other towns can use it, too, and that means that hereafter we can import a few luxuries from Earth.” That had been reassuring, but when Jimmy Laird walked out and was halted by a member of the constabulary, he did not feel so good.


  “Your name Laird?” asked the man. He was a hard-faced customer with steely blue eyes and a cast-iron jaw. Laird admitted that was his name.


  “O.K. We’ve got a place all swept out for you at the hoosegow. This way.”


  Laird looked at the six feet of brawn, at the hamlike fists, at the flame gun at his belt, and back again to those boring, merciless eyes.


  “Yes, sir,” he said. And he followed. He felt miserably insufficient, as he always had when in encounter with the brutal, direct-action type. He sighed, but there was nothing else he could do. Just follow.


  Mr. Drake, he was soon to learn, had preceded him to the town’s police station. He was a skinny, grasping old man with gleaming eyes separated by a hawk nose.


  “Get it all down,” he croaked to the booking clerk, “illegal entry, working a mine without a license, inducing men to work for him without wages. I claim the reward under the terms of Article 456 of the Mining Statutes, which entitles be to receive one third interest in any confiscated property denounced by me.”


  “It’s all down, sir,” said the subservient clerk. “Officer, lock this man Laird up in Cell 21.”


  Jimmy Laird was pretty downhearted. He had had misgivings all along. For he had read those very statutes and knew they had him. To be eligible to own a mine on Venus, one must first duly pass the immigration office at Venusport, pay his head tax, and receive a license. The penalty for failure to comply was confiscation of the mine, a heavy fine, and deportation. If unable to pay the fine, he was subject to indenture to whatever citizen of Venus who did pay it. That meant he would probably become one of Drake’s vassals.


  Jimmy Laird languished in that jail for a solid month with nothing to divert him but his own gloomy thoughts. Then came a day when the footsteps of a keeper resounded in the metal corridor and he was told to come out. Court was about to convene.


  The courtroom was packed. As Laird found out later, a famous high judge had been sent up from Venusport to try the case, in view of its importance, but Jimmy had no inkling of that when he glanced up and saw his forbidding countenance, and the scowling prosecutor arranging his papers. So he sat down meekly in the prisoner’s dock and looked out onto the crowd of miners assembled in the seats. He picked out Elkins and Trotter and others he knew, and noticed that Elkins stood up and clasped both his hands together in the traditional distant salute of friendship. Then he turned to hear what the damning evidence against him was.


  There was not so much of it at that. A drier-than-dust clerk of the central registration bureau at the capital testified that there had never been a mining license or entry permit issued to any James Laird. He sat down. Then Hugh Drake arose to speak of illicit mining operations in Starvation Valley he had observed from under cover, and of the distribution of non-approved food products at cut prices throughout the local area. He demanded confiscation of the mine, and all other penalties. After that the prosecutor summed up in a florid denunciation of schemers and would-be get-rich-quick irresponsibles who tried to exploit the lovely planet of Venus for their own selfish needs. Jimmy Laird listened to his eloquence with a quivering and despondent heart.


  “Therefore,” thundered the prosecutor, “I demand the condemnation of this Earthling upstart for illegal mining and the assessment of all the penalties he so richly merits.” He yielded the rostrum with a triumphant glare at a small, dapper gentleman who sat at a nearby table. Jimmy Laird looked at him, also, and in some surprise, for he had not noticed him before and had no idea who he might be. The new figure got up and addressed the judge.


  “I move,” he said, in a startlingly clear voice, “that this case be dismissed for lack of jurisdiction. This is a mining court. My client is not, and never has been, engaged in the pursuit of mining—”


  Jimmy Laird started. He a client! How come? He had hired no lawyer, or even seen one. They had held him too tightly incommunicado for that. Yet here was a man referring to him as “my client.”


  But the prosecutor was on his feet again and angrily objecting.


  “Your honor, this motion is frivolous and absurd—mining is defined as the occupation of digging or tunneling in the ground. The defendant has done that. I know that my opponent in his brief contends that since the substance mined is organic, it ceases to be a mineral but a foodstuff. Again he is defeated by the definition. A mineral is anything that is obtained by digging, whatever its composition or ultimate origin. The decisions sustaining that point are too numerous to mention; the courts have invariably held that such products as petroleum, natural gas, coal, and even lignite are minerals.”


  “Quite so,” smiled the dapper counsel for defense. “Are we then to presume that my learned adversary considers peanuts, truffles and potatoes minerals? Is the cutting of peat a mining operation?”


  The judge blinked. Then said, “Go on.”


  “I have been retained by the outraged citizenry of this town to assist in this case, and I have studied all its aspects thoroughly. The nature of the alleged mineral, for one. Both the Geologic and the Biological Bureaus have made investigations and reports. The former states that prior to the Era of Neovulcanism, when Venus’ climate was not unlike the Earth’s, vegetables and animals nutritious to man abounded. At the time of the great eruptions, these were struck down, engulfed and buried by volcanic ash. The result was a layer of ancient forest mold enriched by the addition of many plants and animals. This was later overlain by other rocks, and became dessicated and compressed to its present form. But at no time has its essential organic nature been altered. The Biological Bureau reports that Laird’s Luscious Soup is nothing other than an infusion of that substance which we now know to be so rich in vital food values, and soup, traditionally, is just such an infusion of selected organic juices.


  “Moreover, the Viceregal Decree of Decimo 14, 2047, for the Encouragement of Food Production on Venus uses these words: ‘Any person, of whatever planetary allegiance, and whether or not so specifically licensed, who may discover and develop a source of natural food upon this planet, shall be awarded a suitable bonus, a free site of operations, and shall be entitled to the full protection of the government, whether such food supply shall derive from farming, fishing, trapping, or otherwise.’ That otherwise, I submit, disposes of the charges completely.”


  As the lawyer finished, the crowd broke into a wild cheering that made the walls rattle despite the judge’s vigorous pounding for quiet.


  “Don’t let Hugh Drake put that over! . . . Hooray for Laird! . . . Boost home industry and tell the Synthetics Corp. to go to hell!”


  While the excited miners yelled, Trotter advanced down the aisle carrying a steaming pot of Laird’s Luscious Soup. The tumult was so great that no one could hear what passed between him and the judge, but in a moment the jurist raised the offered cup and took a sip. The smacking of judicial lips that ensued could not be heard, but the melting of his stern expression to one of easy contentment could be seen by all. Hugh Drake and the sycophantic prosecutor edged their way toward a side door. They had read the handwriting on the wall even before the judge sat up and cried:


  “Case dismissed.”


  “Shucks,” said Elkins, once they were outside. “It was no trouble at all. We passed the hat and then hired that fellow from Venusport. We figgered we owed that much to you.”


  Laird bubbled his thanks. But he noticed Elkins seemed troubled about something. Jimmy asked him what was on his mind.


  “Well,” drawled the miner, “it’s this way. The fellers have helped all they could and you have a fair start and all that, so they’re thinking something about their own business. You see, now that they’re fed and grubstaked for the season, they want to get back to work on their own claims, I know that’s going to be hard on you—there’s so little free labor hereabouts, what with Drake having all the down-and-outs vagged and bound out to his smelters—but the boys’d appreciate it if you could let them go.”


  “Sure,” said Jimmy Laird, not wanting to discommode any other human being, “I’ll find a way.”


  It was not easy, though. When he got back to Starvation Valley and let his helpers go, he found that there were not enough hours in the day for him to stoke both boilers, cut and carry wood, run his drying pans and the packaging. And it was out of the question to load the hippos and drive them down to Hammondsville and back, unless he shut down from time to time. With the whole planet clamoring for the new and tasty food, he was reluctant to do that.


  It was just when he was wrestling with that problem that the first of his former shipmates showed up. It was one of the tube gang, and he was as haggard and bedraggled a specimen as ever came stumbling out of the jungle. His clothes were in shreds and he was wolfishly hungry. Moreover, he carried not an ounce of gold. He had discarded that a long time back in his frantic effort to find haven and food before he caved in. Jimmy Laird fed him and gave him a place to sleep.


  By twos and threes, the remainder of the crew straggled in, all in the same or worse condition. They had made the initial mistake of starting out with too heavy a load of the nuggets and not enough of the Pelican’s bountiful supply of food pellets. The result was inevitable. By the time they reached Starvation Valley, they were empty-handed and mere shadows of men.


  Captain Reagan was as hollow-cheeked and crestfallen as any. He took Laird’s handout without a word and gulped it eagerly. The warm, strong broth perked him up considerably, and he cast an inquiring eye about the clearing where the two puffing boilers stood, the neat sleeping shacks and the cooking pans. Then he asked if there was a town nearby where he could make arrangements for the transport of their mountain treasure.


  “Well, I’ll tell you,” said Jimmy Laird, hospitably ladling out another bowl of the fragrant soup, “there is, but I’d hate to see you go there the way you are. It’s on account of those mining laws I tried to tell you about. They’ll grab your mine, if anybody thinks he wants it, and throw you in the clink. And then, when you can’t pay the fine, they’ll sell you as a smelter hand. It’s a hard game to beat.”


  Buck Reagan looked unhappy. After his cook’s desertion, he had come across the volume of laws and read them.


  “Of course,” Jimmy went on, “knowing how you feel about it, I kinda hesitate to offer you a job with me, but then again it might help you out of your jam. I need men. And I’ll pay good wages and feed you, too—”


  “We’ll take it,” said Captain Reagan, despairingly, looking at the boilers with fresh curiosity. Jimmy Laird’s flamboyant sign faced downstream so its face could not be read from where Reagan sat. “What will we have to do?”


  “Help me make soup,” said Jimmy Laird. And he never did understand why the captain almost choked.


  THE END


  ATOM OF DEATH


  Ross Rocklynne


  The Earthling killer planned too well! An atom was to have been his alibi . . . that same atom was his judge and executioner.


  FOWLER BARRY curled his lips into a thin smile of satisfaction as he pushed aside the oily, dripping vines and branches of the Venusian jungle and swamp and stepped forth into the clearing where the drug gatherers’ shack, a cubical, airtight structure, stood. This was as he had planned. They—Pete Slater and Luke Browne their names had been entered in the Venus Registry of 2061—should help him to establish his alibi, unwittingly; if, indeed, he should ever have to establish it.


  He approached boldly, and rang the buzzer. After a couple of seconds, a bearded face placed itself against the thick circular window, peered out at him.


  Barry made motions of friendliness, and smiled his most disarming smile.


  The man waved back. He grinned in response. Seconds later he operated the controls that slid open the outer door of the small airlock, closed it as Barry stepped through, then opened the inner.


  Barry stepped into the single, untidy room, grinning his thanks. The two men, Slater and Browne, smiled back at him. Barry quickly unlatched his gloves, unbuckled his helmet.


  “Whew! Sure is good to breathe real air again!” He stuck out his hand, shook those of the two drug gatherers. “Name’s Harrington—Jim Harrington. I’m on my way up to the Little White Water Country, getting a clay sample for my company, Venusian Metals. We think there might be emeralds up that way.”


  “Pleased to meetcha,” said the taller of the two, looking at Barry from under beetling brows. “Name’s Pete Slater. This here is my pardner, Luke Browne. Get your pressure suit off, Harrington, we was just setting down to grub.”


  “Thanks, I will,” said Barry, in a tone of relief. I’ve been on the trail twelve and a half hours. I left my space-ship on the edge of the plains outside the jungle, forty-three odd miles back. That was about the nearest place to here I could manage to land.”


  Browne, a short man with broad shoulders and lines of humor around his eyes, said, “Guess you made it just in time. Another half hour and your ozone tank would have given out.” Ozone tanks were used instead of oxygen because, under equal conditions of pressure and temperature, more ozone, made of a heavier molecule, could be crowded into a tank than could oxygen. “If you’re going up to the Little White Water country, we can fit you up with a full tank, in exchange for the empty one and three eighty-five.”


  Barry grinned. “That was my idea from the first. I looked you fellows up in the Registry. Boys, this grub looks almighty good!”


  During the meal, while Barry talked with the easy abandon that made these men respect and like him at once, he studied them carefully. Rough, bluff, middle-aged men who had been gathering lantis-leaves for years; bringing their food and supplies by boat down a tortuous system of rivers and lakes from South Venus City; taking their produce out in similar fashion; living simply, roughly, more than glad to lend a hand to anyone who might stop by. They’d do, all right, Barry thought in gloating satisfaction. They’d never suspect Jim Harrington of being anything else than what he was. Even if they personally knew Anson Harkness, the man who had turned state’s evidence on Fowler Barry eight long years ago, and doubtless they did, they’d never suspect that his disappearance was tied up in any way with the man who sat here, smoking a cigar and swapping tall yams.


  An hour later he was finishing his cigar and yawning.


  “If you fellows can put me up for a few hours—?”


  Luke Browne said with alacrity, “Hell, yes, brother. You’ll be out all day tomorrow if you want to get to Little White Water and back here—though you better listen to an old-timer like me. I been up that way, and there ain’t any emeralds. I did hear tell of some fellows a couple years ago finding a pocket of beryls, but they was wuthless and shot through with faults. But if you’re going anyway, you better take two tanks of ozone. You might find yourself breathing CO2 before you get back.”


  He pulled a compact folding bed out of the wall.


  “No, thanks,” said Barry. “A twenty pound tank is enough to carry around. I’ll be traveling kinda fast, and all I’ll be doing is to grab a fistful of mud, then I’ll be starting back here again. Should make it on one tank.”


  “Yeah, but you’ll have to pick ’em up and put ’em down for sure.” Browne indicated the bed, while Slater started pulling a partition out that bisected the room. “There y’are, Harrington; hit the cork anytime you feel like it.”


  IN the morning—by chronometer, since Venus rotated slowly—the friendly drug-gatherers screwed an ozone tank into the back of his pressure suit, attached the nozzle to the catalyst chamber, where the ozone was broken down into oxygen. The pressure control gage automatically fixed itself at room pressure.


  “Thirteen point five suit?” asked Browne. “Some people can’t stand anything less than fifteen pounds to the square inch. Me and Pete stick to thirteen point five.”


  “I leave the control gage roll where she wants to,” answered Barry absently. He buckled on his gloves, and then stuck out a hand to each of the two men. “Be seeing you, then, in thirteen hours at the most. More probably twelve.” He grinned again, took his leave. In a few minutes, he was striding along the Little White Water trail, with the two men watching him as he disappeared into the jungle.


  His thin lips twisted in a smile of contempt as soon as he was out of sight. The old fogies! They had been marooned in the jungle so long that they had entirely forgotten how to read a man’s character except at face value. Well, that was all to the good and part of Barry’s plan. He sought for a break in the jungle and plunged through at right angles to the Little White Water trail. He traveled some three hundred yards, and picked up his actual route, at the end of which lay the cabin of Anson Harkness and the revenge that Fowler Barry had looked forward to for eight long years of imprisonment in a Terrestrial penitentiary.


  It took him four hours of laborious travel through the slushy swamplands and eternal twilight of Venus, guiding himself by means of a Registered Veneographical Map, to reach Anson Harkness’ cabin. As was the case with the cabin of Slater and Browne, this cabin was situated in a small clearing, and perched on a knoll. It was running with water from the light drizzle that had started. Barry struggled over the soggy ground toward the cabin, his bearded face wreathed in a cruel, anticipatory smile. The port-like windows were lit up from within.


  He stepped quietly to the window nearest him. He cautiously looked in. His breath hissed through his teeth. His hate flamed in his eyes. Anson Harkness, a tall, thin, gangling sort of man with a sensitive, almost gentle face, was bending over an earthenware crock, stirring a mess of lantis-leaves with a wooden spoon. Now and again, as Barry exultantly watched, he moved to a small retort suspended over a Bunsen burner, closely regarding the pale, sirupy fluid that emerged, drop by slow drop.


  “Here’s where you get yours,” Barry whispered. His thin lips drew back wolflike; his close-set eyes gleamed.


  He stepped to the door, pressed his gloved finger against the buzzer. After a few seconds, Anson Harkness looked out at him.


  FOWLER BARRY waved his hand and grinned. Harkness smiled faintly, his lips framing the words, “Just a minute.”


  Seconds later, the tiny airlock opened; and less than a minute after that, Barry stepped into the cabin. He nodded at Harkness as he went about the job of closing the inner door, and then turned his back to him. Quickly, he unbuckled his gloves, unlatched his helmet. He felt the sudden slight change of pressure in the air. He let his helmet fall back on his shoulders. He still had his back to Harkness, grinning wolfishly to himself. He was going to enjoy the horror and consternation that was suddenly going to sweep across Harkness’ face.


  Harkness turned away from the door. He was evidently waiting for Barry to turn around. He said nervously, “Bad traveling, alone, eh? You going far?”


  Barry swung around, his eyes gloating. “No.” he whispered in a low, husky monotone, “but you are!”


  Harkness stared, his eyes dilating. 8 Barry could feel him searching his fact. 9 prying behind the beard that hid his features. Then—what Barry was waiting for 9—the consternation and fright came.


  Harkness leaped back, pinning himself against the wall, his sensitive face going! whiter than it normally was under Venus cloud blanket.


  “You!” he whispered hoarsely He stared at the blunt instrument in Barry’s hand! “No!” he suddenly screamed, his face distorted as he came to realize that his dead was only a matter of moments. “You can’t, Barry! You can’t! Not after I’ve gone straight, not just when I’m beginning to get ahead. Don’t! Barry!”


  “Stop babbling,” Barry whispered gloatingly, falling into a crouch. Slowly he brought the automatic up, his eyes bright with his intent, dwelling with pleasure on the utter horror of Anson Harkness. “For you,” he said softly; “for turning state’s evidence, you double-crosser!”


  “No!” Harkness thrust up a hand as if to ward off the death that was coming. He never finished his horrified protest. A thin, spiteful crack cut through the silence; smoke curled upward from the automatic. Anson Harkness slumped and died, his protest still written on his face.


  Barry stood over him, still reveling in the terrible fear that Harkness’ eyes showed. Then he stuck his automatic into its holster, fastened his gloves and helmet down again, and threw himself into a chair.


  The main thing to remember now was that Slater and Browne expected him to go to Little White Water, which distance was a little less than twice as far as where he actually had gone. Traveling at a steady pace, it would take a minimum of twelve hours to go there and back, his tank supplying him for almost exactly that length of time. Therefore, Barry had some six hours to dawdle away; or he could simply wait until his tank was three-quarters empty, and then start back to the drug gatherers’ cabin, arriving by way of the Little White Water trail, with his ozone tank almost empty.


  Barry laughed to himself in high glee. The fools wouldn’t ever suspect, or have reason to suspect him. After all, he didn’t have to show them a sample of the clay he had supposedly picked up, did he? No. He settled himself back in the chair, sending an occasional look at the contents gage of his ozone tank while he interested himself in a year-old picture magazine.


  He paid no attention to time; after all, he thought, the contents gage of his tank was his time piece.


  He was looking through his fourth magazine when the time came to leave. He carefully placed the magazines back where they came from. He dressed the dead body of Anson Harkness in a pressure suit, picked the body up, took one look around to make sure everything was all right, and then stepped into the tiny airlock, closed the inner door, left the outer open, as was customary.


  He jogged swiftly along through the eternal dusk, Anson Harkness riding on his shoulder. He came to a bog, and threw the body far out. He turned at once, and rapidly made off toward the drug-gatherers’ cabin. Things had so far worked out to his intense satisfaction, and he was perfectly sure that he had made no slip-up at all.


  A LITTLE less than three hours later, he cut across through the jungle to the Little White Water trail, and continued on from there, filled with gleeful confidence. His tank was almost empty, therefore a little more than twelve hours had passed. He’d reach the cabin in about fifteen minutes now.


  His breath suddenly soughed from his lungs. What in hell was that? Slater and Browne, hurrying toward him along the trail! He could just about see their faces; and their faces were worried, alarmed. But that passed quickly when they saw him.


  They hurried up, their smiles wide with relief.


  Slater grabbed his hand, and panted, “Whew! We sure were worried about you! What kept you, man? We’ve been waiting for the last two hours!”


  “What kept me?” said Barry blankly. “Why, nothing kept me.” He was beginning to feel alarmed.


  Browne looked at him curiously. He put his hands on hips, and screwed his face into a puzzled frown. “That’s funny. D’you know you’ve been gone fourteen and a half hours? And—hell! You’ve still got ozone in your tank yet, too!”


  Slater looked at the contents gage too. “That is funny!” he exclaimed. “For a trip to the Little White Water country and back, thirteen hours is just about the lim—”


  Barry clenched his hands and raced his mind. No matter where he’d slipped up, he had to collect himself!


  He forced a wide grin to his face. “Say, let’s don’t stand here gabbing.” He slipped his arms between those of Slater and Browne and urged them along in comradely fashion. “All I know is, I’ve been traveling, and I’m damned glad to get back! I didn’t know I was gone this long. I was just timing myself by the contents gage on my tank. It looked to me like I was in plenty of time. And say, I’m a little runt of a fellow. I don’t use up as much oxygen as you fellows would.”


  “W-well,” Slater said uncertainly, “maybe that’s the reason. Still, it don’t seem—” He broke off. “I guess the main thing is, you got back. But I can remember lots of times I’ve wished a tank would last me fifteen hours the way it did you. Whenever I go on a long trip I have to carry two of the tanks, and forty pounds ain’t no fun. Oh hell! C’mon—grub’s been stewing for an hour.”


  Barry grinned approval. He turned his head toward Browne. Browne was looking at Barry’s ozone tank with a funny expression. Barry felt a quick thrill of alarm, but that passed when Browne grinned at him disarmingly.


  “You musta stopped breathing for a while,” he chuckled, and quickened his pace with Barry and Slater toward the cabin.


  The evening was a repetition of the other. They ate, smoked cigars, swopped yarns, and laughed until whatever fears Barry had were utterly dispelled. He couldn’t understand exactly why his ozone had lasted him fifteen hours, but it didn’t appear to be troubling the two grizzled drug-gatherer’s, so Barry resolved that it wouldn’t bother him either. He went to bed and prepared for an untroubled sleep. Lord knows the danger of hate for Anson Harkness in his mind had been keeping him awake for eight long years! He had done the sensible tiling when he had removed it!


  But none the less, though he did go to sleep, it was a troubled slumber. There were uneasy thoughts in the back of his mind. Somehow he wished that the two drug-gatherers hadn’t drawn that partition across this section of the room—a soundproof partition at that. But they had explained they weren’t ready for bed yet, so it must be all right.


  BROWNE, a short man with extremely broad shoulders, said nothing to Slater of his suspicions until a half hour had passed.


  Then he got up, and touched Slater on the shoulder. He made a motion to him. The mystified drug-gatherer followed him to a far corner of the room.


  “What ails you?”


  Browne put a finger to his lips. “Softer,” he advised, lowly. His canny eyes sharpened. He jerked a thumb toward the partitioned off room where Fowler Barry was sleeping. “He didn’t go to Little White Water,” he whispered, his eyes smoldering.


  Slater started. “What?” His voice was alarmed. His eyes widened. He trusted his partner, knew him for a man of good sense. He said slowly, “Maybe I follow your thought. Maybe I don’t. Go ahead.”


  Browne made a fierce gesture. “He couldn’t have gone to White Water and stayed away fifteen hours with only one tank of ozone. He stayed away fifteen hours, and actually came back with some still in his tank. So he went somewhere else, and told us he was going to Little White Water in order to throw us off the trail. He went a shorter distance, and then laid around and dawdled away the remaining time, timing himself by his contents gage. But he forgot that a man uses more oxygen when he’s walking than when he’s laying around. So he stayed away longer than he should have. That’s right, isn’t it?”


  “Go on.” Slater’s eyes showed his interest.


  “Answer me this: When a man puts a pressure suit on and attaches a tank, what pressure does the gage read?”


  “Huh?” said Slater. “You know that—the same pressure that surrounded him before he put the suit on. The gage adjusts itself to give you the same pressure in the suit as that you’ve been used to.”


  “Sure. For instance, if you came into this cabin from outside with a pressure of fifteen pounds inside your suit, and opened your helmet only for a couple seconds, the pressure gage would change to read thirteen point five—the pressure in the cabin. Well, Harrington’s gage reads thirteen point one one.”


  Slater’s breath released with an explosive sound. “The pressure Harkness has been using! I see what you mean!” He turned his whole body, and stared at the partition behind which Barry was sleeping. He jerked his head toward Browne and started toward the partition. Brown grasped his arm.


  “No,” he whispered fiercely. He quieted, said soberly, “We can’t be sure of anything. That reading may be a hell of a far-fetched coincidence, but coincidence just the same. Understand? I’m going to beat it over and see if Harkness is all right. If he isn’t and if anything at all’s happened to him, I’ll try to be back here before Harrington gets up and leaves. We’ll know what to do with him if our suspicions are right.”


  He turned, rummaged in a locker, brought out a pressure suit. Slater stared at him for a minute, then nodded his head quickly. Five minutes later, Browne was equipped and ready to leave.


  “I’ll hurry it up,” he promised. “Seven hours, no more; and maybe less. In the meantime, if he gets up ahead of time, try to keep him here. But don’t accuse him of anything. He might be innocent. There’s just a vague chance that he might actually have gone to White Water.”


  “Okay.”


  Five minutes later, Slater was watching his partner disappear hurriedly into the jungle. He went back and sat down, nervously picking at his finger-nails. If Harrington got up ahead of time, and decided to leave before Browne got back, what could he do except let him go? That was all he could do. But what if he—the thought was fantastic—what if he had murdered Harkness, and all the talk about White Water was just an alibi? Slater’s teeth came together with a click. If that was true, Barry would have to pay for his crime—someway, somehow. But whatever that was Slater didn’t have the least idea.


  THE long hours wore away. Slater had a case of nerves. Twice he thought he heard sounds of Fowler Barry getting out of bed, then knew it was just the rain.


  Six hours had passed when the moment he dreaded to face came. The man who might or might not be guilty of some hideous crime pushed back the partition, blinking in the sudden light.


  “Time to get up,” he remarked, smiling in friendly fashion.


  Slater answered mechanically, wondering if it was just his imagination which made him think that Harrington was looking at him with a trace of wariness showing behind his eyes. Whether it was or wasn’t, he had to keep Harrington here somehow, until they could be sure.


  “Breakfast?” he asked, rising without too much alacrity. “What’ll it be?”


  Barry was swiftly dressing. He looked up. He made a wry face. “Nothing, this morning. Bad stomach. Thanks, anyway. Guess I’ll be shoving off. I’ll need a new tank I guess,” he added carelessly. He started to lace his rawhide boots, his slim fingers moving rapidly.


  “Sure. Stick around though—wait until Browne gets back.”


  Barry’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Where’d Browne go?” He added casually, “I’d hate to go off without seeing him.”


  “Sure,” said Slater, wandering around the room with his hands in his pockets. “That’s the reason I thought it might be nice for you to stick around. He’s out gathering lantis. We take shifts—mean job.”


  “Um-huh.” Barry buttoned his shirt, put his coat on. He sat down with a sigh, and Slater heaved an inward sigh of relief. But still, perhaps Harrington was just pretending that he wasn’t in a hurry to be off. He watched the man while he lit a cigar, puffed leisurely; then put the cigar out with a sigh of regret.


  “Got to be off,” he said apologetically, getting to his feet. He got his pressure suit off the wall, and while Slater watched with a sinking feeling, clambered into it. He said carelessly over his shoulder.


  “Let’s have that ozone tank, Pete.”


  Slater bit his lip and gave up. He wheeled, and without more ado crossed the room to a row of tanks suspended from a rack. He paused in mid-step, and his eyes suddenly flashed. Then he went ahead, got a tank down from the rack, and returned with it. He screwed it into place on Barry’s suit after taking the empty one off. He attached the nozzle to the catalyst chamber, released the valve and saw that Barry was watching the pressure gage swing over to thirteen point five. His eyes switched upward to the contents gage, where the needle pointed to “Full.”


  “Guess that fixes you up,” Slater said, watching Barry buckle down his helmet.


  “Too bad you have to go, but here’s wishing you luck anyway.”


  He stuck out his hand. Barry took it, smiling in man to man fashion; and then, with Slater’s help at the airlock, took his leave.


  Slater watched him from the port-like window as he pushed aside the tangled creepers and branches that led him into the jungle.


  Then he turned back to his chair, whistling under his breath.


  IT couldn’t have been more than forty-five minutes later that Luke Browne came hurriedly out of swampland and jungle from a direction opposite to that in which Barry had left.


  Slater let him into the house.


  Even before he took off his helmet, Browne whispered, savagely, “He did it! He killed poor Harkness! Where is he?” His eyes roved around.


  Slater felt a cold chill running up his spine. He grabbed Browne’s arm.


  “You’re sure?” he said, tensely.


  “Sure I’m sure!” Browne gasped. There were tears in his eyes. When he looked at Slater there was a deadly rage there too. “Don’t tell me,” he hissed, “that you let him go! He murdered Harkness. He shot him. I found him in the swamp—poor Harkness, that wouldn’t hurt a fly! If you tell me you let him go,” he babbled.


  “I did,” said Slater.


  Browne turned, snarling. “Then I’m going after him,” he gritted. “I’m going to—


  Slater said sharply, “Shut up. You’re not going to do anything.” He smiled, a slow, terrible smile. “Sit down, Luke. Get your suit off, too. Jim Harrington, if that’s really his name, is already taken care of. Understand?”


  “You’re crazy! He’s already gone, hasn’t he? You didn’t have sense enough to keep him here, did you?”


  “Shut up!” Slater said sharply. He held Browne’s wet eyes with his own hard ones.


  “Remember that Harrington’s tank was almost empty when he got here from his ship? He had just enough ozone to take him that far. Well, he needed the same amount of ozone to get back. Do you know why we use ozone and a catalyst to break the ozone down into oxygen that we can breathe, instead of using plain oxygen?”


  “Don’t remember the theory of it,” Browne said sulkily.


  “Avogadro’s Hypothesis. Equal volumes of all gases under the same conditions of pressure and temperature contain the same number of molecules. That applies no matter how big the molecules are.


  “So that’s the reason we use ozone. Ozone is an allotropic form of oxygen. A catalyst can break it down into oxygen. And since the ozone molecule is one third larger than the oxygen molecule, we can get more oxygen into a tank—actually—by filling it with ozone rather than oxygen.”


  His grim eyes bored into Browne’s.


  “So,” he said softly, “I took one of our old stock of oxygen tanks, and gave it to Harrington. But he thinks it’s ozone.”


  The two of them looked at each other silently for a full thirty seconds. A tight grim smile suddenly etched itself on Browne’s bearded face. “Right,” he said, in a whisper. “And we could have pushed ourselves and caught up with him—if he was innocent.”


  As by mutual accord, they turned to a window, looked out into the swamp, where Fowler Barry was even then hurrying back to his ship.


  Each knew what the other was thinking. After eight hours of travel, and four more to go, Harrington would suddenly discover that his tank was almost empty. Only two thirds of the journey completed, because an oxygen molecule is only two thirds as big as one of ozone. Panic—wild fear—utter madness as slow suffocation started.


  Yes, Fowler Barry, alias Jim Harrington, would pay for the murder of Anson Harkness.


  BEYOND LIGHT


  Nelson S. Bond


  Venus was civilized . . . so the Universe thought! But deep in its midnight caverns . . . beyond light, beyond the wildest imaginings of an ordered system . . . dwelt horror.


  THEY stood in the Orestes’ tiny observation turret, Mallory’s defiant arm still tight about the slim and lovely girl, just exactly as bull-voiced Captain Lane had found them. The shimmering reflection of the planet Venus, only a few thousand miles ahead, bathed the trim, hard-jawed man and the softly pretty girl in a gentle glow, but it failed to soothe the grizzled space ship skipper.


  “What in hell does this mean?”


  Mallory, remembering an old forgotten saying—something about a soft answer turning aside wrath—spoke rapidly. “Sorry if we gave you a shock, sir,” he said. “But your daughter and I are engaged.”


  Few medical men would have guaranteed Space Captain Jonathan Lane a long life at that moment. His usually ruddy face was a violent mauve-scarlet, his eyes hot pin-points of anger, his lean, hard body was atremble with emotion.


  “Engaged. Engaged!” He made a convulsive motion. “Did you say engaged? To this inane young fool. You’re talking nonsense. Go to your cabin, girl.”


  Dorothy Lane sighed and looked hopefully up at Mallory.


  Tim Mallory had forgotten his old and wise quotation.


  “Why not engaged,” he snapped. “What have you got against me?”


  “What,” growled Captain Lane. “He asks me what!”


  He had a reason; one which he shared with all fond parents who have ever seen a beloved child slipping from their arms—jealousy. Jealousy and grief. Now his mind pounced on a substitute for the true reasons that he would not—could not—name.


  “Well, for one thing,” he said curtly, “you’re not a spaceman. You’re nothing but a blasted Earthlubber!”


  Mallory grinned.


  “You can hardly call me an Earthlubber, Captain. I spent two years on Luna, three on Mars; I’ll be five or more on Venus—”


  “Pah! Luna . . . Mars . . . Venus . . . you’re still a groundhog. I’ll not see my girl married to a money-grubbing businessman, Mallory.”


  “Tim’s not a businessman,” broke in Dorothy Lane. “He’s an engineer.” And anyone seeing her young fury would have smiled to note how much alike she was to her bucko, space captain father.


  “Engineer! Nonsense! Only an astrogation engineer deserves that title. He’s a—a—What is it you do? Build iceboxes?”


  “I’m a calorimetrical engineer,” Mallory answered stiffly. “My main job is the designing and installation of air-conditioning plants where they are needed. On airless Luna, the cold Martian deserts, here on Venus. The simple truth is—”


  “The simple truth is,” stated the skipper savagely, “that you’re a groundhog and a damned poor son-in-law for a spaceman. You being what you are, and Dorothy being what she is, I say the hell with you, Mr. Mallory! Perhaps I can’t prevent your marriage. But there’s one thing I can do—and that is wash my hands of the two of you!”


  He watched them, searching for signs of indecision in their eyes. He found, instead—and with a sense of sickening dread—only sorrow. Sorrow and pity and regret. And Tim Mallory said quietly, “I’m sorry, sir, that you feel that way about it.” Lane turned to his daughter. “Dorothy?” he said hoarsely.


  “I’m sorry, too.” Her voice was gentle but determined. “Tim is right. We—” Then her eyes widened; sudden panic lighted them, and her hand flew to her lips in a gesture of fear. “Something’s wrong! Venus! The ship—!”


  CAPTAIN LANE did not need her warning. His space-trained body had recognized disaster a split-second before. His legs had felt the smooth flooring beneath him lurch and sway. His eyes had glimpsed, through the spaceport, the sudden looming of the silver disc toward which they had been gliding easily but now were plunging at headlong, breakneck speed. His ears howled with the clamor of monstrous winds that clutched with vibrant fingers the falling Orestes.


  In a flash he spun and fought his way up a sharply tilting deck to the wall audio, thrust at its button, bawled a query. The mate’s voice, shrill with terror, answered: “The Dixie-rod, sir! It’s jammed! We’re trying to get it free, but it’s locked! We’re out of control—”


  “Up rockets!” roared Lane. “Up rockets and blast!”


  “They’re cut, sir! The hypo’s cold We’ll have to’bandon ship—”


  Abandon ship! Tim Mallory did not need Dorothy’s sudden gasp to tell him what that meant to the trio caught in the observation turret. Earthlubber he might be, but he knew enough about the construction of space craft to realize that there were no auxiliary safety-sleds anchored to this section of the Orestes.


  Venus was no longer a beaming platter of silver in the distance. They had burst through its eternal blanket of cloud, now; the world below was no longer a sphere, it was a huge saucer of green, swelling ominously with each flashing second. Tempests screamed about them, and the screaming was the triumphant cry of hungry death.


  No ships. No time to seek escape. Life, which had but recently become a precious thing to Tim Mallory, was but a matter of minutes.


  He saw the agony of indecision on Captain Jonathan Lane’s face, heard, as in a dream, the skipper delivering the only possible order.


  “Very well, Carter!’Bandon ship!”


  And the pilot’s hectic query, “But where are you?”


  “Never mind that. Cut loose, you fool!”


  “No, Captain! You’re below. I can’t let you die. I’ll keep trying—”


  “ ’Bandon ship, Carter! It’s an order!”


  And the faint, thin answer, “Aye, sir!” Silence.


  Tim turned to Dorothy, and from somewhere summoned the ghost of a smile. His arms went out to her, and as one in a dream she moved toward him. There was, at least, this. They could die together.


  And then Captain Lane was between them, bellowing, commanding, pushing them apart.


  “Avast, you two! This is no time for play-acting. Mallory, jerk down those hammocks. Tumble in and strap yourselves tight! It’s a chance in a billion, but—”


  Tim swung into motion. The old man was right. It was a slim chance, but—a chance! To strap themselves into the pneumatic hammocks used by passengers at times of acceleration, hope that by some miracle the Orestes would not be crushed into a metal pancake when they crashed, pray that it might land on a slope, or some yielding substance.


  It was a breathless moment and a mad one. Frenzied winds and the groan of scorching metal, the thick panting of Captain Lane as he strapped himself into a hammock between Tim and Dorothy, Dorothy’s voice, “Tim, dear—” And his own reply, “Hold tight, youngster!”


  Then heat increasing, heat like a massive fist upon his breast, hot beads of sweat, salt-tasting on his lips, an ear-splitting tumult of sound from somewhere . . . A swift, terrifying glimpse of solid earth rushing up to meet them . . . The last, wrenching shudder of the Orestes as it plunged giddily groundward. Heat . . . pain . . . flame . . . suffocation . . . Then darkness.


  OUT of the darkness, light. Out of the sultriness, a thin, cool finger of breeze. Out of the silence of death, life!


  Tim Mallory opened his eyes. And a thick, wordless cry of thanksgiving burst from his lips as he stared about him. The impossible had happened!


  The ship had crashed. Its control-room was a fused and twisted heap of wreckage smoldering in the giant crater it had plowed. But somehow the observation turret, offset in a streamlined vane of the Orestes, had escaped destruction.


  Great rents gaped where once girders had welded together sturdy permalloy sheets, purposeless shards lay strewn about, even the hammocks had been wrenched from their strong moorings, but he and his companions still lived!


  Even as Tim fought to loose the straps that circled him, Captain Lane groaned, stirred, opened his eyes. Dully, then with wakening recollection. And his first word—


  “Dorothy?”


  “Safe,” said Mallory. “She’s safe. We’re all safe. I don’t know how. We must bear charmed lives.” He bent over the girl, loosened her straps, chafed her wrists gently. Her eyes opened, and the image of that last moment of panic was still mirrored in their depths.


  “Tim!” she cried. “Are we—Where’s Daddy?”


  “Easy, sugar!” soothed Tim. “He’s here. It’s all over. We pulled through. It was a miracle.”


  He said it gratefully. But Captain Lane corrected him. The safety of his daughter assured, the old spacedog’s next thought had been for his ship. He had walked forward, studied the crumpled ruin of the control-room. Now he said, “Not a miracle, Mallory. A sacrifice. It was Carter. He didn’t bail out with the others. He must have stayed on in the control-room, fighting that jammed Dixie-rod. It must have come clean at the last moment, slowing the ship, or we wouldn’t be here. But it was too late, then, for him to get away—”


  His voice was sad, but there was a sort of pride in it, too. Dorothy began to cry softly. Captain Lane’s hand came to his forehead in brief, farewell salute to a gallant man. Then he rejoined the others. “It was the first time,” he said, “he ever disobeyed my orders.”


  Tim said nothing. There was nothing he could say. But for the first time he realized why Captain Lane, why all spacemen, felt as they did about their calling. Because the men who wore space-blues were of this breed.


  For a long moment there was silence. Then the old man stirred brusquely.


  “Well, we’d better get going.”


  “Going?” Tim stared about him. It was a far from reassuring scene that met his eyes. They bad landed in the midst of wild and desolate country, on a plateau midway between sprawling marshlands below and craggy, cloud-created hills above. The shock of the crash must have stunned into silence all wild-life temporarily, for upon awakening, Tim had been dimly conscious of a vast, reverberant quietude.


  But now the small, secret things were creeping back to gaze on the smoking monster that had died in their midst; small squeals and snarls and chirrupings bespoke an infinitude of watchers. The hour was just before dawn; the eastward horizon was tinged with pearl.


  “Going?” Tim repeated. “But where are we?”


  CAPTAIN JONATHAN looked at him somberly. “In the Badlands,” he said. “And the term is not a loose one; they are bad lands, Mallory.” He pointed the hour hand of his wrist-watch at the pale mist of rising sunlight. “I don’t know exactly where we are, or how far from civilization, but it’s far enough.” Tim said determinedly, “Then we’d better pack up, eh? Hit the trail?”


  The skipper laughed scornfully. “What trail? We’d be committing suicide by heading into those marshes, those hills, or those jungles. Our only chance of survival is to stay close to the Orestes. Five of the sailors bailed out, you’ll remember. In safety-sleds. We’ve got to hope one or more of them will reach Venus City, start a rescue party out after us.”


  “But you said get going’ ?”


  “To work, I meant. We’re going to need protection from the sun.” Again Captain Lane glanced at the sky, this time a little anxiously. “I know this country. After that sun gets up, it will be a bake-oven. A seething cauldron of heat. Damp, muggy heat. Steam from the marshes below, the raw, blinding heat blazing down from the rocks above. This is Venus, Mallory—” He laughed shortly; but there was no mirth in his laughter. “This isn’t an air-conditioned home on Earth. Come along!”


  Silently, Tim followed him. They picked their way through the tangled wreckage of the Orestes, stopping from time to time to salvage such bits of equipment as Lane felt might be of use. Flashlights, side-arms, vacuteens of clear, cold water, packets of emergency rations. Through chamber after shattered chamber they moved, Captain Lane leading the way, Tim and Dorothy following mutely behind. Everywhere it was the same. Broken walls, bent and twisted girders, great rents in what had once been a sturdy spacecraft.


  And finally Lane gave up.


  “It’s no use,” he said. “There’s no protection in this battered hulk. Shading ourselves in one of these open cells would be like taking refuge in a broiler.”


  “Then what can we do, Daddy?”


  “There’s only one thing to do. Break out bulgers. They’re thermostatically controlled. We’ll keep cooler in space-suits than anything else. Mallory, you remember where they were?”


  “Yes, sir!” Tim went after the space-suits, grateful for a chance to contribute in some way to their common good. The storeroom in which the bulgers had been locked was no longer burglar-proof; one wall had been sheared away in the crash as if cleft with a gigantic ax. He clambered into the compartment, broke out three bulgers, gathered up spare oxytainers for each of them.


  He had just finished lugging the equipment out of the storeroom, sweating from the exertion of lifting three heavy space-suits beneath a sun which was now glowing brazenly in an ochre, misted sky, when a sharp cry startled him.


  “Daddy! Behind you!” It was Dorothy who screamed the warning. And then, “Tim! Tim!”


  “Coming!” roared Mallory. He was scarcely conscious of the weight of the bulgers now. In a flash he was plunging toward the source of the cry, tugging at the needle-gun in his belt. But before he had taken a dozen steps—


  “Never mind, Mallory!” roared Captain Lane. “Stay where you are! Back, you filthy—!” There came the sharp, characteristic hiss of a flashing needle-gun, the plowp! of some unguessable, fleshy thing exploding into atoms. “Stay where you are! We’ll come to you. Quick, Dorothy!”


  THE their footsteps pounding toward him, Dorothy rounding a bend of the ship, white-faced and flying, Captain Lane on her heels, covering their retreat with his gun. As Mallory sprang to join them Lane flashed him a swift glance and tossed curt words of explanation.


  “Proto-balls! Giant, filthy amoebae. Pure proteid matter. Aaali! Scorched that one! Damned needle-guns won’t stop ’em, though. Just slows ’em down. Only thing’ll kill ’em is an acid-spray. We’ve got to get out of here!”


  “But where, Daddy?”


  “Got those bulgers, Mallory? Climb into ’em. And hurry. Saw caves in the mountainside up there. They won’t enter caves. Need sunlight. Look out!”


  Again that sharp, explosive hiss. Mallory leaped back, feeling the brief, furtive brush of something foreign across the toe of his boot. The attacking proto-balls were of all sizes; they ranged from huge, oily-glistening, foul-odored spheres to tiny globules the size of a baseball. One of the latter size had rolled swiftly toward him; for a second, before Captain Lane’s gun splashed flame upon it, it had come in contact with Mallory’s foot. Where it had touched was now a patch of crumbling gray that had been leather!


  “Eat anything!” rasped Lane. “Didn’t touch you, eh, Mallory? Good. Start backing away. And get into the bulgers. Move!”


  Mallory climbed swiftly into his space-suit. Its weight disappeared as he touched the grav control button; the heat which had begun to oppress him fled, too, when he closed the face-port. He touched Lane’s shoulder, thrust the remaining bulger at him.


  “I’ll hold them while you get into it!”


  And he did. It was an unequal battle, though. The proto-balls were the next thing to imperishable. The needle-gun could not destroy them, it only slowed them down. An occasional perfect bull’s-eye shot, striking a vulnerable spot, would burst a proto-ball into a thousand pieces—but when that happened, each of the pieces, amoeba-like, curled instantly into a tiny daughter proto-ball and surged forward again.


  Yet there must have been some elementary nervous-system in these creatures, for while it could not kill them, still they seemed to fear the flaming ray of the needle-gun. And it was to this fear that the trio of Earthlings owed their existence during those next hectic minutes while they stumbled, ever backward and upward, giving ground steadily, toward the cave-mouth Captain Lane had pointed out on the hillside.


  Tim did not even know the cave was near. Shoulder to shoulder with the old space-captain, he maintained a rear-guard defense against the proto-balls, gun flaming without cessation, his eyes aching from the strain of constant watchfulness against an unexpected flank attack. And then—


  And then, suddenly, incredibly, a shadow fell under his stumbling feet; at that line of division between glowing sun and somber shade the proto-balls stopped, quivering and oozing viscous droplets of slime, hesitated, and turned away.


  Lane’s roar was gleeful. “Good work, young fellow! We made it!”


  They were safe in the black harbor of the cave.


  WHEN he turned to stare into the depths beyond him, at first he could see nothing but a great orange ball, which was his photo-image of the dazzling sunlight whence they had fled. Then tortured nerves surrendered to the soothing dark and he could see that they stood at the mouth of not a cave but a great, many-corridored cavern that stretched—for all Mallory could tell—clear down into the murky bowels of Venus.


  Jonathan Lane was loudly exuberant.


  “This is fine!” he declared. “We owe those grease-balls a vote of thanks. This is an ideal refuge. Shady and cool and safe—and look! We can even see the ship from the heights, here! If anyone—I mean, when they come to rescue us, we can signal them.”


  Mallory hoped the slip had passed unnoticed by Dorothy. “If anyone—” the skipper had started to say. Which meant that he, too, had misgivings as to the likelihood of rescue. But that was a question Mallory would not press. He hurdled the awkward moment with a, swift response.


  “We’ll have to have something to signal with, sir. Our bulger audios won’t operate that far, will they? We’ll have to build a fire, or at least have one ready to be kindled when they arrive.”


  “Right,” agreed the skipper. “But we can’t gather wood until those protos have gone away. We’ll take care of that later. Meanwhile—” He glanced into the jetty depths beyond them. “It will be some hours before we can expect to get relief. Time to waste. Why not amuse ourselves by exploring this cave?”


  “Explo—” began Tim. It was a childish idea. One so ridiculous, in fact, that it was on the tip of Mallory’s tongue to make caustic rejoinder to Lane’s suggestion. But even as the comment trembled on his lips, his eyes met those of the captain—and in Lane’s shrewd, pleading glance, Tim found a reason and an answer for this subterfuge.


  Lane feared that very thing which he, himself, had dreaded. This cave might be their refuge for a long, long time!


  There might be no rescue party. If so, and since a trek across the Badlands was suicidal, their only chance for ultimate salvation was to find a place where they could live. This cave was such a place. If it had water, and if it were undenizened by wild beasts; if in it, or near it, they could find food . . .


  He hoped his voice was not too suspiciously hearty.


  “Great idea!” he agreed. “Splendid. It should be a lot of fun. What do you say, Dorothy?”


  Dorothy looked from her lover to her father, back to her lover again. And her voice was grave and fearless.


  “I say,” she said quietly, “you are the two finest men who ever lived. But you’re not fooling me for a moment. I know very well why we must explore this cave. And I say, let’s start!” There came swift lightness and heart-warming humor to her tone. “After all, if a gal has to keep house in a place like this, she ought to know how many rooms it has!”


  Tim looked at her long and gravely. And then,


  “You,” he said, “are swell. Once I called you wonderful. I didn’t really know—then.”


  “Wonderful?” snorted Captain Lane. “Of course she is! She’s my daughter, isn’t she? Well, come along!”


  Grinning, Tim fell in behind him. And into Stygian darkness, preceded by a yellow circle from the flashlight of the Orestes? skipper, moved the marooned trio.


  THE main cave opened out as they picked their path forward; the walls pressed back, the ceiling lofted, until they were standing in a huge, arched chamber almost two hundred feet wide and half as high. This amphitheater debouched into a half dozen or more smaller corridors or openings; for a moment Captain Lane stood considering these silently, then he nodded toward that on their extreme left.


  “Might as well go at it in orderly fashion. We’ll try that one first. No, wait a minute!” He halted Tim, who had pressed obediently toward the corridor-mouth. “Try not to be a ground-hog all your life, Mallory! You should know better than to stroll aimlessly around a place like this. A confounded labyrinth, that’s what it is! If we got lost down here, we might spend the rest of our natural lives trying to find a way out.”


  He slipped his needle-gun from his bulger belt, let its scorching ray play for an instant on the rocky floor of the cavern. Hot rock bubbled, and a fresh, new groove shone sharply in the shape of an arrow.


  “Every time we make a turn we’ll do this. Then we can retrace our steps.”


  Lane smiled sarcastically. “But a hot-and-cold engineer wouldn’t think of a thing like that, I suppose?”


  Tim made no reply. By the reproached himself secretly for not having considered this necessity; it did not make him feel much better that Dorothy, standing beside him, pressed his arm in mute encouragement.


  The corridor was a short one, opening into another cavern like that which they had just quitted. Similar, but not quite the same. For as Lane played his light about the walls of this inner, deeper, chamber, all three adventurers gasped with the impact of sudden, breathtaking beauty. The ebon walls, warmed by the light, flashed into a glittering, scintilliscent miracle of loveliness; a galaxy of twinkling stars seemed to appear from nowhere and hang in dark space burning and gleaming.


  “It—it’s magnificent!” breathed the girl. “What is it, Daddy? Jewels? It looks like the fabulous caves of Ali Baba.”


  It was Tim who supplied the answer. “They’re not jewels. Just nitre crystals protruding through a coating of black oxide of manganese. I’ve seen the same thing on Earth—in the Mammoth Cave of Kentucky.”


  And they moved on. Deeper and yet deeper into the Lethean depths, pausing from time to time to char a signpost for their retreat. Miracles without wonder they saw. Domes huge enough to house a spaceship, stalactites lowering like great, rough fangs from ceilings lost in dizzy heights, twin growths springing, oftimes without apparent reason, from the cavern floor—stalactites formed by centuries of slow lime dripping from the roof. And gigantic columns, hoariest monsters of all, columns of strange, iridescent beauty.


  Once they passed a pit so deep, so dark, that even the skipper’s probing beam could not penetrate its majestic depths. From somewhere far below came the whispering surge of churned water; in the light of the flash there seemed to hover above the rim of this chasm a faint, white, wraithly film. Lane frowned, unscrewed his faceport for an instant, sniffed, and hastily ducked back into the bulger.


  “Ammonia,” he said. “I thought as much. Keep your bulger-ports closed. Venus caves aren’t Earth caves. Queer things here. No telling what we’ll bump into.”


  He didn’t mention the all-too-obvious fact that so far they had not “bumped into” that thing which they sought. A fuel supply, a water supply, signs of an underground grotto wherein might be found food. Nor had their winding way at any time moved them toward the surface, toward a possible second exit from the caverns. Their movement was ever down, deeper into the bowels of this weird, faery wonderland.


  ONCE, for a heart-stopping moment, they thought they had found their desire. Rounding a bend, they came upon a cavern alive with color; towering vines and trees laden with great clusters of grapes; bushes aflower with myriads of gorgeous buds. Dorothy sprang forward with a cry of joy—but when she touched one of the mock roses it shattered to fine, white, powdery snow; upon investigation the trees, the vines and “grapes” turned out to be of the same, perishable nature.


  And Tim remembered their name. “Oulopholites,” he said. “Sulphate of magnesia and gypsum. Mother Nature does repeat herself, you see. She uses the same forms, but these are lifeless mimicry.” And he looked at his watch. “Guess we’d better turn back, eh, skipper? We’ve been two hours on the prowl, and there doesn’t seem to be anything in this direction. Shall we go back and try another corridor?”


  Lane nodded slowly.


  “I suppose so. But—Oh, while we’re this far, we might as well peek into that next cavern. Won’t take but a minute. And if there’s nothing there—”


  The words died on his lips. As he spoke them, they had moved through a short archway; the yellow circle of his flashlight had swung about a cavern larger than any in which they had yet stood. The floor of this cavern sloped sharply downward, narrowing into a funnel. And at the end of that funnel . . .


  “Great gods of space!” whispered Captain Lane, awestruck. “Am I crazy? Do you see what I see?”


  For that upon which his lightbeam had ended, the incredible structure from which its glow was now reflecting in shimmering clarity, was—a massive door of bronze! Golden in sheen, strong and secure, obviously the work of intelligent craftsmen, it met their wondering stares with bland imperturbability.


  And Tim gave a great shout.


  “A door! Venusians! We’re all right now. Food and rest . . . they’ll tell us how to get back to civilization . . .”


  And then—


  “Quiet!” rasped Captain Lane. His flashlight beam faded abruptly, darkness closed in about them like a shroud. But only for an instant. Because a new effulgence lit the scene. The massive door was slowly swinging open—and from its widening groove came a pallid, greenish glow. Like some monstrous, hungry mouth the door opened wider and yet wider. Dim shapes were shadows behind it, vague at first, dark and sinister . . .


  And then, out of the ghoulish semigloom, suddenly two figures stood limned in stark relief. But they were not the figures of Earthmen, neither were they fat, friendly shapes of Venusians. They were tall, lean creatures, thin-faced and hungry-fanged, garbed with what appeared to be huge mantles covering them from their shoulder-blades to the tips of their long, prehensile fingers!


  Two wobbling, awkward steps they took from the now completely opened door; for an instant Tim heard the shrill, piping chatter of their speech—then their “mantles” spread and became huge, jointed wings on which they soared straight across the cavern toward the spellbound trio!


  Captain Lane’s cry was thick with horror.


  “Good God, Mallory! Shoot, and shoot quick! We’ve found the gates of hell. They’re the bat-men—the Vampires of Venus!”


  EVEN as he spoke, he was tugging his own needle-gun from its holster; now its fiery beam lanced squarely at the foremost of the two attackers. Nor was Tim Mallory slow in heeding. His weapon was out in one swift movement; its beam slashed a hole in the gloom as it sought one of the silently winging creatures above.


  But they might as well have taken aim at a will-o’-the-wisp.


  The dim glow from beyond the open door illumined only a portion of the cavern; the heights above were a well of jet, against which the crepuscular creatures were all but invisible. Again and again the two heat-beams stabbed black shadows, once Tim thought he heard a brief, whimpering cry, but no winged creature, charred in death, hurtled from the eyrie point of vantage.


  Only the sound of great wings beating persisted—and once an ebon shape flung itself from an ebon shadow to rake sharp claws gratingly across Tim’s bulger helmet. It had glided away again, mockingly, before he could spin to flame a shot after it.


  Then Lane’s free arm was thrusting at him. Lane’s voice was sharp, incisive.


  “Out of here! Dorothy first! Maybe there are just two of these devils—Ooow! Damn your rotten hide!”


  He had turned to speak over his shoulder. In that moment of inattention, one of the bat-men had rocketed down upon him, slashed viciously at his gun-arm with clawed hands. Metal clattered on rock; Captain Lane went swiftly after the lost gun, groping for it blindly, down on his knees.


  Tim had taken a backward step; now he moved forward again to cover the frenzied fumbling of the older man. His eyes were suddenly dazzled as Lane, desperate, used his flash to search for the weapon. And the skipper groaned.


  “It’s gone! It fell down that fissure! Mallory—quick! Do you have another gun? They’re closing in—”


  Beads of cold sweat had suddenly sprung out on Tim Mallory’s forehead. Not only did he not have another gun—but the one he now held was about to become useless! A dim shape wheeled above him; he pressed the trigger, but no red flame leaped from the muzzle. Just a spluttering, ochre ray that simmered into nothingness a few feet above his head!


  The gun’s charge was practically exhausted. Battle with the proto-balls . . . the constant drainage of raying their route turns . . . these had done it! There were fresh capsules in his ammunition kit, but in the length of time required to recharge the gun . . .


  “A minute!” he cried. “Fight ’em off a minute! I have to—”


  And he reached for a new capsule. But the skipper, misunderstanding, impatient turned peril into disaster with his next, impetuous move.


  “Don’t stand there like an idiot, you Earthlubber!” he howled. “Here—give that to me!”


  And he jerked the useless weapon from Tim’s hand!


  For a stark instant, Tim was wrenched in a vise of indecision. To fight the winged demons without a weapon was madness. Wisdom lay in hurrying back to the ship, equipping themselves with new guns. But—but Lane had said these batmen were vampires. The Vampires of Venus, he had said. And Tim had heard stories . . . the word “vampire” meant the same in any language, on any planet.


  But there was Dorothy to consider, too. He groaned aloud. His instinct bade him plunge forward, weaponless or not; common sense advised the other course.


  And then, in a split-second, the decision became no longer his to make. For as if the victory of the first two bat-men had determined the action of the entire clan, out of the bronze gateway flooded a veritable host of the sickening winged creatures!


  Then a battering-ram smashed him crushingly and he choked, gasped, felt the weakness of oblivion well over him like a turgid, engulfing cloud. He was conscious of raking talons that gripped his armpits, of sudden, swift and dizzy flight . . . of a vast, aching chaos that rocked with hungry, inhuman mirth.


  CAPTAIN LANE’S voice was an aeon away, but it came closer. It said, “—be all right now. You must have been in a hell of a fight, boy!”


  And Dorothy was beside him, too. There were tears in her eyes, but she shook them away and tried to smile as Tim pushed himself up on one elbow. Tim’s head was one big ache, and his body was bruised and sore from the buffeting of the batmen’s hard wings. He looked about him dazedly.


  “Wh-here are we?”


  The room was a low-ceilinged, square one. It had but one door, a bronze one similar in design, but smaller, than the gateway that had led to the city of the Vampires. Elsewhere the walls were hewn from solid rock.


  “Where are we?” he repeated. He started to unscrew his face port, but the skipper stayed his hand.


  “Don’t, Mallory! We tried that. It’s impossible. The air’s so ammoniated it would kill you. From that.”


  He pointed to a trough-like depression in the room. A curious arrangement. Probably for purposes of sanitation. Liquid ammonia, or something akin, entered the trough from a gushing tube set low in one wall, transversed the room, and exited through a second circular duct. These were the only openings in the chamber, save for—Tim glanced up, noticed several round holes. He studied these curiously. Lane answered his unspoken query.


  “Yes, that’s right. Ventilation. These devils may be inhuman in form but they’re clever. They’ve built this underground city, equipped it with heat, light, ventilated it to maintain circulation—”


  There was something wrong there. Tim frowned.


  “Ventilation? Yet you say that stream is ammoniated enough to kill a man. Then how do they live?”


  “They’re not men,” replied Lane bitterly. “They’re vampires’. Heaven knows how they can breathe this atmosphere, but they can. The ingenious, murdering . . .”


  H didn’t complete the sentence. For at that instant there came the scrape of movement outside their dungeon door. The door swung open. A bat-man entered. His hooked claw signaled them to come forth. Tim glanced at the older man. Lane shrugged resignedly.


  “There’s nothing else to do. Maybe we can strike a bargain with them. Our freedom for something they want.”


  But there was no hope in his voice. Tim threw an arm about Dorothy’s shoulders. They followed their guide out of the room. There a cordon of other bat-creatures circled them, and Tim, for the first time, got an opportunity to see his captors at close range.


  They weren’t much to look at. They were such stuff as nightmares are made of. Tall, angular, covered from head to toe with a stiff, glossy pelt of fur. Their faces were lean and hard and predatory; their teeth sharp and protruding. Their wings were definitely chiropteric; the wing-membranes spanned from their shoulders to their claws, falling loosely away when not in use, and were anchored to stiff, horny knobs at clavicle and heel.


  They walked now, guarding their captives, but it was apparent that flight was their usual method of locomotion. Anything else would be awkward, for their knees bent backward as did the knees of their diminutive Earthly prototype.


  They turned, at last, into a huge chamber. And before them, perched obscenely on a platform elaborately laid with jewels and tapestries, was the overlord of the Harpies.


  NO man, by the wildest stretch of the imagination, could have considered any of the vampires attractive. But of all they had seen, this monster was the most repugnant. It was not only that his frame was tauter, skinnier, than that of his fellows; it was not that his furry body was raw and chafed, as if from ancient, unhealed sores; it was not only that his pendulous nose-leaf perpetually snuffled, pulsed, above a red-lipped, vicious mouth. It was the unclean aura of evil about him that made Tim feel dirty. As though by, merely looking on this thing he had profaned himself in some strange, inexplicable fashion.


  Dorothy felt it, too. She choked once, turned her face away. And Captain Lane growled a disgusted curse.


  “Lord, what a filthy beast! Mallory, I wouldn’t mind dying if I could get one shot at that pot-bellied horror first!”


  He did not expect—none of them could have expected—that which happened then. There came a high, simpering parody of laughter from the thing on the dais before them. And the words in their own tongue—


  “But you cannot, Man! For here I am the Master!”


  Lane’s jaw dropped; his eyes widened. Tim Mallory felt the small hairs at the nape of his neck tighten coldly. The bat-thing could speak! Was speaking again, its cruel little mouth pulled into a grimace remotely resembling a grin.


  “You are surprised that I speak your language? Ah, that is amusing. But you are just the first of many who will soon discover how foolish it was to underestimate the intellect of our ancient race.


  “With fire and flame you forced us to the caverns, Man-thing. But we are old and wise. We built our cities here, warmed them against the dreadful damp and cold. Soon we shall burst forth in all our might. And when we do—”


  He stopped abruptly; the tensing of his claws told the rest more eloquently than words. He rapped a command to one of the guards.


  “Take off their garments! I would see what prizes have stumbled into our refuge!”


  Obediently, the bat-creature shambled forward; his talons fumbled at Captain Lane’s face-port. Tim cried out, “No! Don’t let him! The atmosphere—”


  The vampire overlord grinned at him cunningly.


  “Fear not, Earthman. The air in this chamber will not harm you. We have other plans—” His wet, red tongue licked his lips.


  Then Lane’s headpiece was removed, and his bulger was stripped from him. A dazed expression swept across his forehead. He said, “Mallory—it—it’s hot in here! And the air is breathable!”


  But by that time, Tim, too, had been removed of his space-suit; he, too, had felt the sultry, oppressive heat of the cavern. It was incredible but true. The vampires had found a way to make their under ground city warm as the surface from which men had hunted them. That then—it came to Tim with sudden, startling clarity—that was why—


  The overlord was speaking again. His lone was one of gratification.


  “The men will do. We shall feast well tonight—very well! The woman—” He gazed at Dorothy speculatively. “I wonder?” he mused in a half whisper. “I wonder if there is not a better way of undermining Earthmen than just crushing them?


  A new race to people Venus? A race combining our ancient, noble blood and that of these pale creatures?” His eyes fastened on Dorothy’s suddenly flaming loveliness. “That is a matter I must consider.


  “That will do!” He motioned to his followers even as Tim, white of lip and riotous with rage, took a forward step. “Allow them to don their clumsy air-suits again; take them back to their dungeon.


  We shall bring them forth again when the time is ripe.”


  Strong claws clutched Mallory, staying him. Short minutes later, surrounded by their guards, they were once more on their way to the nether prison.


  IT was a grim-faced Captain Lane who paced the floor of their dungeon. There was anger in his eyes, and outrage, too. But beneath those surface emotions was a deeper one—fear! The dreadful, haunting fear of a powerless man, caught in a trap beyond his utmost devising.


  “If there were only something we could do!” he raged savagely. “But we’re weaponless—helpless—we can’t even die fighting, like strong men. I’d rather we had all died in the Orestes than that this should happen. You and I, Mallory, a feast for such foul things. Dorothy—”


  He stopped, shaken, sickened. Dorothy’s face was pale, but her voice was even.


  “There is one thing he overlooked, Daddy. We still have the privilege of dying cleanly. Together. We can take off our suits. Here. Before they come for us.”


  Lane nodded. He knew what death by asphyxiation meant; he had seen men die in Earth’s lethal chambers. But anything, even that, was better than meek surrender to the overlord’s mad, lustful plan.


  “Yes, Dorothy. That is the only way left to us.” He thought for a moment. “There is no use delaying. But before we—we go, there is one thing I must say—” And he looked at his daughter and her lover in turn. “I was wrong in forbidding your marriage. You’re a man, Mallory. It’s too bad I had to learn that under such circumstances. But I want you to know—at the end—that if things had turned out differently, I—I’d change my mind.”


  Tim said quietly, “Thank you, sir.” But his thoughts were only half upon the older man’s admission. There was a tiny something scratching at the back of his mind. Something that had occurred to him, dimly, in the hot chamber above. He couldn’t quite place his finger on it, but—“I still find it in me to wish,” said Captain Lane, “that you had been a spaceman. But there’s no use talking about that now.


  What might have been is past. There remains only time to acknowledge past faults, and then—and then—”


  He faltered. And Dorothy took up the weighty burden of speech.


  “Shall we . . . do it now?”


  Her hands lifted to the pane of her helmet. For an instant they hesitated, then began to turn. And then—


  “Stop!” cried Tim. He struck her hands away, spun swiftly to the older man. “Don’t do it, Skipper! I’ve got it! Got it at last!”


  Lane stared at him dazedly. “Wh-what do you mean?”


  Tim’s sudden laughter was almost hysterically triumphant. “I mean that this is one time a ‘groundhog engineer’ knows more than a spaceman. There’s no time to explain now, but quick!—you have some gun-capsules, haven’t you?”


  “Y-yes, but—”


  “Give them to me! All you have. And hurry!”


  AS he spoke, he was emptying his own capacious ammunition pouch. Capsule after capsule poured from it, until he had an overflowing double handful. With frenzied haste he broke the safety-tip off the first, tossed the cartridge into the stream that ran through their prison. As it struck, it hissed faintly; bubbles began to rise, from the fluid, and a thin, steamy film of vapor rose whitely.


  “Do that to all of them. Toss them in there! I’m right! I know I am. I have to be!”


  Bewilderedly, Captain Lane and Dorothy began doing as he ordered. A dozen, a score, twoscore of the heat-gun cartridges were untipped, thrown into the coursing stream. The white film became a cloud, a fog, a thick, dense blanket about them, through which they could barely see each other. And still Tim’s voice cried, “Morel Faster! All of them!”


  Then the last capsule had been tossed into the fluid, and their only contact with each other was by speech and the sense of touch. They were engulfed in rolling billows of white; vapor that frosted their view-panes, screened the world from view.


  For half an hour they stood there waiting, torn with a thousand mingled doubts. Until, at last—


  “I can’t stand it any longer, Tim!” cried Dorothy. “What is it? What do we do? What is this wild plan?”


  The vapor had thinned a trifle. And through gray mists, she saw a form loom before her. It was Tim’s shape, and his hand stretched out to her. His voice was tense.


  “Now—” he said. “Now we walk from our prison!”


  And he flung open the door.


  “Careful!” cried Captain Lane. “The guards, son!’Ware the Harpy guards!”


  But no guards sprang forward to bar their passage. There were guards, a dozen of them. But not a single one of them moved.


  And Dorothy, wiping a sudden veil of hoar-frost from her view-pane, saw them and gasped.


  “Dead!” she cried. “Tim—they’re all dead!”


  Tim shook his head.


  “Not dead, darling. Just—sleeping! And now let’s hurry. Before they wake again!”


  WHEN they had reached the uppermost corridor of the caverns, they paused for a moment’s rest. It was then that Captain Lane found time for the question that had plagued him.


  “You were right, Tim. They were sleeping. I could see that overlord’s nose-leaf quivering with slow breath just before I shot him. But—but what caused it? Anesthetic? I don’t understand.”


  “No,” grinned Tim, “it was not an anesthetic. It was a simple matter of remembering a biological trait of bats, and applying a little technical knowledge. The knowledge—” He could not resist the dig. “The special knowledge of what you called a ‘hot-and-cold’ expert. Refrigeration!


  “Bats are hibernating creatures. And hibernation it not merely a matter of custom, tradition, desire to sleep—it is a physical reflex which cannot be avoided when the conditions are made suitable.


  “Bats, like many other hibernating mammals, are automatically forced into slumber when the temperature drops below 46°F. Knowing this, and realizing that was the reason the Harpies—bat-like in form and habit—kept their underground chambers superheated. I applied an elemental principle of refrigeration to cool their city below that point!”


  Dorothy said, “The—the ammonia—?”


  “Exactly. The set-up was perfect. Our apparatus was, perforce, crude, but we had all the elements of a refrigerating unit. Ammoniated water, running in a constant stream, capsules of condensed and concentrated heat from our needle-guns—a small room which was connected, by ventilating ducts, with the rest of the underground city.


  “The principle of the absorption process depends on the fact that vapors of low boiling point are readily absorbed in water and can be separated again by the application of heat. At 60° F., water will absorb about 760 times its own volume of ammonia vapor, and this produces evaporation, which, in turn, gives off vapor at a low temperature, thereby becoming a refrigerator abstracting heat from any surrounding body. In this case—the rooms above!


  “It—” Tim grinned. “It’s as simple as that!”


  Captain Lane groaned.


  “Simple!” he echoed weakly. “The man says ‘simple’ ! I don’t understand a word of it, but—it worked, son! And that’s the pay-off.”


  “No, sir,” said Tim promptly.


  “What? What’s that?”


  “The pay-off,” persisted Tim, “comes later. When we get back to civilization. You said something about removing your objections to our marriage, remember?”


  Captain Jonathan growled and stood up. “Confound it, do you think of everything? Well—all right, then. I’m a man of my word. But when we. get back to civilization may be a long time yet.”


  “I can wait,” grinned Tim. “But I’ve got a feeling I won’t have to wait long. Maybe I’m psychic all of a sudden. I don’t I know. But somehow I’ve got a hunch that I when we get to the cave-mouth, we’re going to find a rescue party waiting for us up there. I just feel that way.”


  “Humph!” snorted Lane. “You’re dreamer, lad! A blasted, wishful dreamer!”


  But it was a good dream. For the hunch was right.


  ISLAND IN THE MARSH


  John Russell Fearn


  Hart Crozier Uses Earthman’s Science to Solve a Venusian Mystery!


  HART CROZIER was soaking himself in the undying beauty of La Boheme at the Metrocast when he was annoyed to see the red glow of the special warning light installed on the arm of his chair. He ignored its insistence as long as he could. Then, with a sigh, he arose and made his way out of the darkened house.


  In the foyer he found his assistant awaiting him—Mary Douglas, trim, blond, and razor keen of wit. She already had his greatcoat from the check-room.


  “Come on,” she said briskly. “A queer murder case in North New York.”


  “You know, Mary,” he answered musingly as he jerked his arms out to struggle into the coat she held for him, “those top soprano notes of Madam Colbi are exquisite. Murder at a time like this is most inconsiderate. Who was the victim?”


  “Sutton Wills, the interplanetary explorer!” informed Miss Douglas.


  “Howling space devils! He retired a year or two ago to live out his life peacefully here on Earth, as I remember. Any data?”


  “On Wills, none. I took the message on the televisor and promised to locate you at once. Superintendent Burns is awaiting you at the Wills home.”


  As Crozier’s private car raced through the canyons of Greater New York on the elevated skyway for special emergency traffic, the scientific investigator settled back in the cushions.


  The inevitable law of progress had brought Hart Crozier into being. Back in 1940 he would have been regarded as an eccentric and dabbling visionary; in the year 2070, with its mastery of space travel and advancement of science, he emerged quite naturally as the answer to the more complex criminal problems of the day.


  For crime, as usual, had kept pace with progress. The old racketeer of Earth with his submachine-guns and illicit preying on individuals was as out-moded as gasoline-powered engines. In his place had come the subtle and scientific criminal who made his playground the depths of space and who preyed on nations, who used science as his weapon, and who matched his brains against the geniuses of criminology.


  SUCH a genius was Hart Crozier, a mild and bland appearing man in his late thirties, athletic but inclined to stoutness, and firmly addicted to the comfortable slacks of the turn of the century instead of the present vogue of military style. Ostensibly an inventor of minor gadgets—a row of which interesting little things lined the breast pocket of his sports coat like a battery of fountain pens—he had no official post on the vast staff of the American Institute of Criminology, which institute was the logical outgrowth of all the cumbersome law-enforcement agencies of the past. But he was the first man to be called in when something new showed up on the crime calendar.


  Crozier’s passion was music, especially the opera. His avocations were eating and solving the problems that the officers of the Institute couldn’t crack. When a world-acclaimed singer was giving a performance, Hart could always be found just off the left aisle, seventh row, central section, of the broadcasting theater. He never listened to great artists over televisor sets. He said that such instruments did not do the singers justice.


  Now, soft hat tilted over his big nose, hands folded in his lap, he was apparently asleep as the young woman beside him crisply rattled off the meager details she had acquired about the explorer’s death.


  “Wills was found dead in his steel-lined library, a room which has a steel door and a steel-shuttered window. Obviously he was in mortal fear of something. He was found slumped at his desk, his left arm missing to the elbow—incinerated into ashes—disintegrated. The desk was not marred in the least; that’s the queerest part of it all.”


  “Remind me to look up the libretto on La Boheme when we get home,” Crozier murmured dreamily. “Who found Wills?”


  “His butler—Rawlins, who immediately called the police. Rawlins’ record is clean. He is well off, in Class N-twenty, has been with Wills ever since the explorer came home from his last trip to Venus and built that fortress of a house on the Sound.”


  “Any suspects?”


  “Two—an ornithologist and his daughter, neighbors of Sutton Wills. They are being held for your questioning. Seems that the girl was on the veranda outside the library about the time Wills died.”


  “Ornithologist, eh? We haven’t encountered a bird naturalist since we solved that stuffed pterodactyl case two years ago.” Crozier emerged suddenly from the depths and snapped on the driver-microphone. “Jackson get moving, can’t you? Register here shows only ninety. Make it a hundred and twenty, I haven’t all night to waste.”


  The chauffeur obediently increased the speed of the atomic motor.


  “Odd to kill a man and then reduce his forearm to ashes,” said Mary Douglas.


  “Damned peculiar!” snorted Crozier. “And I have to miss that last aria. How does it go? Tra-la-la-la . . .”


  The girl folded her arms in resignation and closed her eyes There were times when she wondered if the high salary Crozier paid her really compensated for what she had to undergo.


  Ten minutes later the rocket car swept into the drive of the Wills place. The solidly built house had none of the graceful lines of modern architecture, being square and squat and grim. But there was a wide porch running around the sides of the severe stone walls. There was another residence immediately to the left, a more pleasing structure with an aviary at the rear.


  CROZIER handed his companion out of the car at the entrance porch where a couple of official cars were parked. A police officer admitted them to the Wills house, saluting respectfully. A second officer escorted them to the library.


  Hart Crozier halted on the threshold, hands deep in his pockets, his mildly sleepy eyes taking in details from beneath his floppy hat brim. Superintendent Burns was in the room, his broad back to the huge fireplace. The square-jawed controller of the Institute’s outside jobs was interviewing a girl and two men in civilian dress. The medical and fingerprint experts were busily working over the corpse and the room with their infra-red and microelectric equipment.


  The girl was dark-eyed and tanned of face. The older man, obviously her father, stood beside her, tall and bald of head, and wearing glasses. The third man was of middle age, with an inscrutable sunken face and eyes like black currants.


  From them Crozier let his gaze stray to the figure of the dead man sprawled before the desk. Wills had been a large, thick-necked chap with forceful, rugged features, keen gray eyes, and blond hair. He lay now half across the desk, one cheek resting thereon, both arms out-thrust before him, a terrible expression of pain and shock and horror on his face. His left arm was missing from the elbow down. There was nothing extending therefrom save a little pile of ashes—not even a drop of blood.


  “Come in, come in,” called Burns. “How are you, Crozier—and Miss Douglas? This is Professor Benson and his daughter. Seems an open and shut case, but the circumstances are peculiar. Anyway, the professor insisted that I call you before I arrested his daughter for murder.”


  Crozier turned round. Plunging his fists in his untidy jacket pockets he strolled forward and eyed the girl in the chair. She looked up at him earnestly, twisting a handkerchief between her fingers.


  “I—I wanted you, Mr. Crozier, because the Super here is sure that Dad and I are mixed up in Mr. Wills’ murder.” She jerked her head to the man with the glasses. “Honestly, it isn’t true. It’s just the way things look, that’s all.”


  “You’re the ornithologist?” Crozier asked, glancing up.


  The man with glasses nodded composedly. “I’m Alroyd Benson, collector of rare birds. My daughter and I live in the house next door. Because we quarreled with Wills over the exact amount of land we were each entitled to at the back is no reason for assuming that—”


  “Who rang the police?” Crozier twirled round and finally fixed his eye on the man with sunken cheeks at the opposite side of the room.


  “Yes, I rang the police,” the man nodded slowly. “I’m Rawlins, Mr. Wills’ manservant.”


  “He rang us, yes,” Burns corroborated. “Seems he couldn’t get any answer from this library. No way in through the steel-lined door so only police could do the job. And this is what we found. But at the time we were on the way other queer things were happening. Constable Archer, who’s now on duty at the front door, was patrolling the shore road running along the bottom of the back gardens of these two houses when he saw Miss Benson here up a ladder. The ladder was against the veranda which runs over the top of this steel-shuttered window here. When he questioned her she said she was looking for a bird. He brought her in here for questioning. I sent for her father as soon as I arrived.”


  BURNS looked pleased with himself.


  “I was looking for a bird!” the girl cried hotly. Then, looking appealingly at Crozier, “I went to bed early tonight, but I couldn’t get to sleep because of a constant scratching and whirring noise from somewhere outside. Opening my window, I saw a big bird perched on the veranda above this very window. Dad lost a huge stork from his aviary a couple of weeks back, and I naturally thought it might be it come home again to the wrong house. I got a ladder, came over the fence between the two back lawns, and then started to climb up and coax the bird. It flew away. Then that constable turned up and apprehended me. I didn’t know Mr. Wills was dead until the constable brought me in here.”


  Crozier lighted a long cigarette and stared over the match-flame at the girl’s father.


  “Anything to add, Professor Benson?”


  “Only that Joan is telling the truth. We’ve both been worried over losing that bird.”


  “And you, Miss Benson, say that this bird looked like a stork?”


  “Certainly, it did. I’d have caught it but for that nosy flatfoot coming round.”


  Crozier cocked his eye on Burns. The Institute man smiled bitterly.


  “But,” he said sweetly, “she hasn’t told you everything. She had this in her hand when she was caught.”


  From his pocket he pulled an object resembling an electric torch. Its bulbous end terminated in two electrodes, and upon pressing the button a savage streak of fire instantly incinerated the paper Burns held experimentally in the air.


  “Nessler atomic flame gun!” he proclaimed in triumph.


  “So what?” the girl asked impatiently. “Dad and I each have one. When roaming around at night I always carry protection. I’m not making excuses for it.”


  “No, but you could have fired this thing at Wills and incinerated his arm!” Burns snapped. He swung round to Crozier, “I’ve examined the roof for signs of bird claw-marks, and there aren’t any. But I did discover that there was a chink between those steel window shutters through which, from her position on the ladder, Joan Benson could easily have fired this gun! Wills was dead, in line at the desk—what the hell are you grinning at?”


  Crozier’s smile vanished. “Sorry,” he said politely. “I was just picturing you on the veranda looking for scratches. I presume Miss Benson killed Wills because of some trifling argument about the land at the back?”


  “That,” said Burns grimly, “may only be the beginning of a deeper motive. Anyway, it’s a start. I tell you, Crozier, all these two need is a good grilling to make them open up.” Crozier did not answer. He handed the gun back and then strolled round the room like a connoisseur inspecting an art gallery. When he reached the alcove near the main window he paused to stare at a curious plant in deep, black, loamy soil. The plant was not unlike a palm, save that it had onionlike knots on its stem. It stood directly in front of a specially constructed air inlet of misty glass.


  “Ever seen a Venusian olipus plant?” Crozier asked briefly.


  Burns looked puzzled. The scientist waved his arm to the plant.


  “Study up on Venusian flora and you’ll find that the olipus comes from the Venusian Wetlands, semi-temperate belt. Hmmm—good specimen, too. What’s the idea of the quartz glass?”


  E looked across at Rawlins.


  “I’m not entirely sure, sir, but I think Mr. Wills once said that the plant had to have certain vital radiations from the sun which don’t pass through ordinary glass.”


  “Sounds logical.” Crozier started to hum to himself. “What the heck’s a plant got to do with Wills being murdered?” Burns demanded.


  “Maybe nothing,” said Crozier as he dragged out a footstool and looked at the plant at closer quarters. The topmost leaves were brownish, curled and blighted at the end. Crozier dismounted, ignored Burns’ clearly growing exasperation and swung round to the manservant again.


  “How did your master get hold of this plant, anyway?”


  Rawlins hesitated. “He—he never told me, sir. But I think he brought it back from Venus on his last trip. I believe he picked it up in his travels. He once told me he had discovered that a war was going to break out on Venus. He didn’t say how or when. I’ve always understood the Venusians to be a very friendly race.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me that?” snapped Burns.


  “Meaning no disrespect, sir, but you never asked me.”


  Crozier grinned broadly and winked across to Mary. He began stabbing his finger in the air.


  “Olipus plant—interplanetary traveler—possible war. Make a note of those, Mary. Now, Burns, have a ladder put up where Miss Benson was found.”


  “The ladder she used is still there,” Burns growled.


  Crozier strode over to the window, flung back the steel shutters and scrambled outside. Those inside the room leaned through the window to watch him. Still humming to himself he pulled out a fountain pen torch and flashed it along the sloping veranda with its old-fashioned slated roof.


  Evidently unsatisfied, he tugged out another instrument and sprinkled from it a fine yellow powder like mustard. He waited a moment or two while the powder changed color to pale blue, leaving black imprints in its midst; then he came back into the library and reclosed the window.


  “Nothing, eh?” Burns eyed him in malicious satisfaction.


  “On the contrary, the imprints of a bird’s feet,” Crozier said calmly. “This photonic dust of mine reacts like litmus paper used to react to poison gas. There are distinct prints of a bird’s feet.”


  “Then that exonerates us!” Benson exclaimed. “There was a bird!”


  “True, but did you ever see a stork with webbed feet?” Crozier looked round blandly. “For that matter, did you ever hear of a bird with webbed feet, the size of a stork, flying as high as that veranda roof?”


  BURNS’ face began to darken a little. He caught the scientist’s arm.


  “Listen, Crozier, you’re not seriously trying to suggest that a bird, webfooted or otherwise, had anything to do with Wills’ death, are you? I admit I missed the bird imprints, but I don’t see you’ve proved anything. What we’ve got to do is to find the real motive for these two killing Wills!”


  “In spite of the fact that Miss Benson’s story now holds water? Be yourself, Burns!”


  Crozier looked again at the plant in the corner, then at the desk with Wills slumped across it. Finally he studied the cindery stump of the shattered arm, brooded over the ash on the desk, looked beyond it in a direct line to where there was a distinct burn in the heavy carpet.


  “As I figure it,” Burns said, “Wills had his arm raised in the air when that disintegrating force struck it. I’ve used a piece of string from that hole in the carpet to the top of the chink in the window shutters, and if he had been standing, his left arm outthrust, he could have got it right on the forearm. I’ve checked up on that already. It would explain why the desk wasn’t burned.”


  Crozier nodded. “While you were playing games you no doubt accounted for the fact that the window was not shattered by the vibration from the gun outside it?”


  “I admit that puzzles me. Maybe it was the sort of vibration that doesn’t affect glass.”


  “Give me that gun of Miss Benson’s,” Crozier ordered.


  Doubtfully Burns handed over the weapon. Calmly, Crozier took a wine glass from the sideboard in the corner, directed the gun on it and pressed the button. The splintered shards flew all over the carpet.


  “Doesn’t affect glass?” he asked casually as he handed the gun back. “Better get Miss Benson out your mind, Burns. This goes deeper than you think. Now you, Rawlins. Did you ever see anything peculiar about your master’s left arm? Any tattoo marks or anything?”


  “No, sir. Both his forearms were free of anything like that.”


  “Did he always wear a white shirt like the one he has on now?”


  The butler looked surprised. “Yes. Come to think of it, he did.”


  “Is there one around that’s not yet been laundered?” Crozier asked quickly, and at the servant’s nod: “Tear out the left sleeve and bring it here.”


  “I can’t begin to thank you enough for clearing Madge and me, Mr. Crozier,” Benson said warmly. “It was so absurd to—”


  “The whole thing’s absurd!” snapped Burns, still fingering the girl’s gun. “It means you had some other method, and I’ll find it yet if I go gray doing it.”


  “I know an excellent hair dye,” Crozier murmured. Then stroking his square chin, he wandered past the numerous book shelves, finally pulled down a volume on Venusian life and flipped through the pages.


  “Charming people!” he commented finally. “Bald as eggs, the whole lot of ’em. Hot Landers, Cold Landers—all living together in peace and quiet. And yet . . . that hint of a war.” His eyes narrowed for a moment. “I guess Wills was well up in Venusian lore.”


  HE other man snorted.


  “If you’re thinking of a Venusian being back of this you can discount it,” Burns grunted. “None of them are birdlike, anyway. And none of them have webbed feet.”


  Hart Crozier smiled amiably. “Nevertheless, I may as well read up on olipus plants.” He tossed the volume over to his assistant and then turned to Joan Benson. “I think, Miss Benson,” he said gravely, “that you should hold no animosity toward Constable Archer for coming upon you in time to frighten your stork away. He possibly saved your life.”


  “What do you mean?” the girl gasped, paling.


  “That’s what I want to know,” added Burns impatiently. “First, you find tracks which aren’t there. Then you holler for one of the victim’s dirty shirts, and now you go nuts over a Venusian plant and want to read up on the flora and fauna—”


  Crozier imperturbably waved him into silence as Rawlins came back into the library with a white shirt-sleeve. The scientific investigator put it into his pocket and then cut out a small square from the dead man’s right jacket-sleeve with a tiny pair of scissors and placed this carefully in his wallet. He beckoned to Mary Douglas and then took down the olipus plant from its pedestal and started for the door.


  “Carry on your routine work, Burns,” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll be back as soon as I do a little checking up.”


  At full speed Crozier returned to his laboratory home on the Palisades. While Mary Douglas ordered a special dinner of steak and onions for them, he proceeded to scan through the book he had brought, study the olipus plant carefully, and then read through a file of information on the dead explorer.


  After a sumptuous meal, Crozier struggled into a frock and hurried to his laboratory. His charming assistant followed him with the Turkish coffee pot.


  “Madam Butterfly, please,” he flung over his shoulder as he began adjusting a weird looking electro-microscope—one of his own inventions to study light.


  Mary obediently started the electrical amplivox, and the music of the first disk recording of the opera filled the great room. Crozier contentedly bent to his work.


  “We’ll try the Prober first, Mary,” he said.


  This instrument was really a light trap. Light, science had long ago proved, expands outward at the rate of 186,600 miles per second. But it also moves inward at a mathematically slower speed into the microcosm. So Crozier had perfected the Prober which could follow inmoving light rays into the microcosm, overtake, and pick them up, even though they be a thousand years distant from their original source.


  The girl helped him place the square of cloth from Sutton Wills’ jacket in the finder and adjust the field.


  “It’s almost a certainty,” the investigator said, “that among the countless atoms making up this piece of cloth there will be one series which will show us exactly what happened in that library tonight.”


  He bent before the controls and operated the hair-thin line of blinding cold light vibration which focused itself on the cloth under the complicated lenses. The screen of the instrument came into life through prismatic devices. It showed all manner of things—the library, parts of New York, a boat, an ocean. That coat had been places.


  CROZIER gave a grunt and adjusted again with even more delicacy. For nearly thirty-five minutes he fished about. Then suddenly the girl gripped his arm. A vision of the library was there. From the position, Wills’ arm was obviously raised in the air. Part of him, seen from the position of his arm, was huge and overpowering in the right foreground. Behind him were the library shelves, the olipus plant in its alcove, the shuttered window.


  “Looks like he was either stretching himself or holding up something to the light,” Mary breathed tensely, blue eyes on the screen.


  They waited in motionless silence, but nothing unusual happened. All of a sudden the view whirled round as Wills dropped sideward into his desk chair. The scene became stationary on a pile of ash on the desk.


  “Lousy!” Crozier said glumly. “He was killed all right, but by something that was never inside his library. Guess we’re no nearer, except for proving that he did have his arm in the air when that vibration struck him.” He lapsed into thought, then presently he caught sight of the white shirt sleeve on the table.


  “Obviously,” he said slowly, “Wills used an invisible dye—if he had any marks on his arm—something invisible in ordinary light. But the dye that can’t be seen by ultra-violet has yet to be created.”


  “Hence the shirt sleeve?” Mary asked.


  “How delightfully Madam Colbi sings—oh, yes, hence the shirt sleeve. Invisible dye is bound, if constantly pressed in almost the same place, to imprint itself into white fabric. Being unreflective to light waves it remains as invisible as on the arm, but the very warmth of the skin must impress it, particularly when a man rests his left arm down a lot as in writing, such as Wills did.”


  “You’re taking it for granted Wills had something on his forearm?”


  “Only logical conclusion. Stretch that shirt sleeve before the ultra-violet camera.”


  Methodically Mary obeyed. When at last the linen was taut she snapped on the camera’s mechanism, waited a moment. Crozier still sat in silence, head thrown back, drinking in the trilling from the recorder. Then he looked forward again as the girl took the automatically printed and developed plate from the machine and handed it to him.


  “So,” he murmured slowly, getting up, “I was right!”


  The girl looked over his shoulder at a blurred but none-the-less distinguishable map, small but concise, with tiny lettering at various points.


  “Neat idea of yours, Hart,” she murmured admiringly, taking the plate from him and placing it under the high-power magnifier.


  “Dye did come out all right,” Crozier muttered, as he stared through the twin eyepieces.


  Part of the map was blurred, but in the main the faint lines and writing were quite distinguishable, mainly due to the shirt sleeve having taken the same position on the forearm each time Wills had rested upon his desk.


  “Looks like an island,” Mary said at length. “A Venusian island. See that arrow with ‘To Hotlands’ written after it?”


  “I see it, but look below. ‘Shaded portion indicating ziterbuk surface ores, fringed around with jungle and Wetlands.’ ”


  HART CROZIER straightened suddenly and pulled the book on Venusian life towards him, ran his finger down the index.


  “Ziterbuk, page forty-two.” He flipped the pages, read for a moment, then looked up sharply. “Ziterbuk, my dear young lady, is a rich Venusian surface ore, difficult to find, but present in entire shingles in some parts of Venus. Worth one thousand dollars an ounce! Now we’re getting some place! Wills was indecently wealthy, he’d traveled a lot on Venus, he happened on ziterbuk ores. So careful was he to make sure nobody else knew the location, while remembering himself, he mapped out the position on his own arm in invisible dye, studying it by ultra violet light when necessary.”


  “Check!” Mary nodded thoughtfully. “But somebody else knew he’d got this map, wanted to stop him, and so killed him and destroyed the arm with the map on it?”


  “Um-maybe. Else Wills stole the location of ziterbuk ores and finally met up with his enemy.”


  “Which doesn’t explain a webfooted stork.”


  Crozier relaxed into the big chair by the bench and mused for a while, pulling at his hair. Record two of the opera started off in a burst of melody.


  “Whoever killed Wills was a scientist of no mean measure,” Crozier muttered. “He used vibratory power to shatter that arm. Where is there a scientist on Earth with a power like that? Nowhere, or I’d know about it. On Venus? Possibly. But all Venusians are bipeds like us no matter what land they come from. Explorers have shown that by what they’ve written in that book.”


  “Wills knew somebody was after him, otherwise he wouldn’t have taken such precautions to protect himself.” Crozier frowned. “A bird. Why the hell a bird?”


  “Did it ever occur to you,” Mary said, “that no explorer has mentioned ziterbuk ores in any quantity, certainly not in the Wetlands—unexplored territory which Wills penetrated. He must have done so, to have brought back an olipus plant!”


  “Lord!” Crozier exploded, leaping up. “What a girl! I brought that plant just to look it over, but now I believe it has another use. There is still another type of life on Venus as yet unseen—the Wetlander. He’d have webbed feet, surely? Only Wills knew about it.” He stopped and stared at the black, loamy soil of the olipus plant.


  “Straight from the Wetlands,” he breathed. “What cannot the atoms of that soil show us of the Wetlands? Quick, the Prober again! Maybe we can intersect a group of atoms and reproduce the light waves which must have been prevalent on Venus. We shall see the Wetlands, which only Wills had ever seen.”


  He stooped to the controls again, brought forth a jigsaw of weird designs, crazy Venusian jungle, blurred trees, phantomic shapes. Again he adjusted, and again, until at last he and the girl were staring steadily at a typical Venusian Wetland scene with its vast sickly green trees and expanses of misty marshes. Evidently the atoms under observation had been in banked-up soil, for they gave a horizontal view.


  BUT through the mist shapes were visible, moving through the air with terrific speed. Half-human, halfbird, they looked like something out of Dante’s Inferno. This in itself was interesting, but even more engrossing was the fact that as the mist cleared very slightly for a moment there was the transient vision of a pale yellow city, strangely designed, the embodiment of scientific achievement. There was a glimpse of titanic machines, ceaseless industry—and all around the city the dull gleam that pronounced ziterbuk ores.


  “That city is on the self-same island as the ziterbuk ores,” Crozier breathed. “Those flying people live on it. There is where Wills got his rumor of war. War by them, the unknowns in the mist, on the rest of Venus. Now I get it!”


  He fell silent, watching the reflected image of the nearest flying bird-man. When the creature came close enough for a decent study, the girl almost recoiled from her eyepiece in horror. The thing, two-thirds the size of a normal human being of Earth, glided to the ground and stood erect. It had a face like a gargoyle with the eyes of Satan.


  “Notice its eyes through the mist,” cried Crozier. “Infra-red rays. It can see through the murk. It has webbed feet and rudimentary wings, but it propels itself by the ejection of force from that ray gun it carries. It probably slays by the same force, altering the wave-length by adjustment. Good grief, Mary, we’ve got to hurry! Maybe it’s too late already.”


  They rushed madly from the laboratory. Instead of using his rocket car, Crozier led the way to the little private hangar where was housed his atomic-rocketed space ship. The pair of them bundled in and took off in a silent flare of orange light—a tail like that of a young comet streaming out to die away behind them.


  As they headed into the stratosphere above New York Crozier flipped on his electro-magnetic space-eye. Almost at once the vibrator picked up a foreign substance in the amplifier. Swiftly the girl adjusted dials, fishing, searching for the source of that noise. Suddenly, almost like magic, the image of a dully gleaming yellow globe sprang into being on the visi-screen.


  “That metal!” snapped the investigator. “The same as that used in the construction of the city on the island in the Venusian marsh.”


  “That’s a Venusian space craft of strange design then,” Mary Douglas agreed. “Our murderer must be on board—escaping from Earth.”


  “Right,” grated Crozier, all his laziness burned away in one of his terrific bursts of energy that few people ever saw. “But he won’t escape. Switch on the Prober attachment to view the interior of the globe.”


  Wordlessly the girl did so, and the figure of a web-footed bird-man flashed on the screen, bent over a queer looking control board. It was almost as if he were conscious of being under observation, for his beaklike mouth parted in a snarling expression and his beady eyes glittered. He reached over and touched a stud in a row before him. A flash of blinding light obscured the screen, and Crozier’s little ship rocked mightily.


  “Hart!” cried the girl desperately. “He’s firing at us with something.”


  “Right,” said Crozier tersely. “I l. had hoped to take him alive, but I guess he’s too tough a customer.”


  The dull globe came back into view on the screen. Rapidly Crozier computed distances and ratio of speeds. He suddenly swerved his vessel to one side and then back again. He threw his atomic power on full and flipped a switch. There was a crackling roar, a flash of bluish-white light which lit up all space outside, and the globe on the visi-screen seemed to explode in a glare of orange hell.


  “My new electronic space canyon,” Crozier explained to Mary’s strained face. “You helped me work on it. Well, that’s that. We must make sure and see that a warning is sent to the rest of the Venusians about the menace of the Wetlanders. Let’s go back and report to Superintendent Burns.”


  THE agent from the Institute was impatiently awaiting them when they reached the Wills home. Everything and everybody was the same as when Crozier had left a couple of hours previous, save that the corpse had been removed.


  “Well?” snapped Burns. “Just what have you turned up? Whom am I to arrest?”


  “Nobody,” said the special investigator, yawning. “Here’s your solution. In the first place, Sutton Wills discovered ziterbuk surface ores on Venus, easily carried in a haversack. No mining necessary. Probably he found them by accident; we shall never know about that. To remember the position he engraved a map on his forearm with invisible dye, drying insensitive to light.


  “But he also knew that that island contained a city of scientific power, beyond anything ever imagined in other Venusian countries. He had no designs on that city, but he did want ziterbuk. For a long time he got the stuff easily enough, then one day one of the city’s inhabitants must have seen him.


  “It is clear what happened. Wills knew his presence on the island would be misunderstood. To an inhabitant of that island the ziterbuk ores were valueless. Wills’ presence there could only mean he was a spy, searching out the secrets to warn Venusian officials of war to come. Further, the Wetlanders have eyes able by nature to see through mists. This one must also have seen that map on Wills’ arm, invisible to our eyes. Wills knew that much.


  “So he fled back to Earth and took what he thought were precautions. But suddenly things caught up on him. A Venusian Wetlander was sent to track him down. The queer creature succeeded.


  “It saw him, I imagine, either clean through the walls or else through the chink in the window shutters. It fired its own deadly form of force through the only possible place—that quartz window behind the olipus plant. Quartz would permit the force to pass through without cracking. Wills couldn’t save himself. He probably died before he knew what was upon him, and so his plan and his life were destroyed.”


  Burns remained silent, scratching his head. The Benson girl and her father were smiling in relief.


  “My own line of research showed that that burn in the carpet could also have been made by a force fired through the quartz window,” Crozier resumed. “In fact, I knew that was the case from the beginning because the olipus plant’s top leaves were charred from the passage of such a force over the top of them. Outside, the quartz window was convenient to the veranda. Obviously, Miss Benton saw the Venusian, not a real bird. Unfortunately, I couldn’t capture the murderer alive. When you want the official evidence, Burns, they’re in my laboratory. You can find me either there, at the Black Hat Restaurant, or at the Metrocast.”


  “Yeah—thanks,” Burns said weakly.


  He stood watching in sad admiration as Crozier turned to the door and caught Mary’s arm. She looked back once and winked a blue eye solemnly.


  Back from the hall came a few badly sung bars of La Boheme.


  SALVAGE


  Vic Phillips


  Salvaging spaceships will probably be much like salvaging ships of the seas. They don’t get wrecked in deep seas; it’s on the coasts—the planets—they’ll have to hunt!


  WARNER BRYCE MADDEN, founder and manager of the largest salvage corporation in the Solar System was dead. The air was full of rumors. The vast Madden interests bad crumbled with their founder and soon would follow him out of existence, some said.


  Commander Jon Barnes of the Madden heavy salvage ship HS14, just in from a minor salvage operation to the south of Venus City, could hardly bring himself to believe that the chubby, pink and white boss was gone. The first thing that hit him after he landed was the news of Madden’s death and it was a shock. As yet he could scarcely realize that when he entered the office of the corporation’s Venus headquarters it would not be the cheerful, perennially boyish, eager Warner Bryce Madden who would greet him from behind the desk.


  Barnes relaxed his long, powerful body and looked absently around the familiar waiting room, not thinking anything, just keeping the rumors at bay. In a few minutes he would know which ones were fiction and which weren’t—in a few minutes he was going to see the new manager. They had one already, someone who signed his name M. Bryce Madden. Probably some relative who had dropped in at the death. A soft, musical note sounded in the waiting room.


  “Commander Barnes, please,” a smooth, liquid voice invited.


  Barnes got to his feet automatically and stepped across the room to the elevator. Three brief seconds of swift motion and he stepped out on the top floor of the Madden Building. Warner Bryce Madden’s private office was up here. He called it the Skyroom, all the vast valley of Venus City and the city itself lay in a panorama of wild grandeur below. To the north the tremendous, eternally mist-shrouded bulk of the Magna Escarpment heaved up as hugely massive as the background of the Universe.


  Barnes stepped through the door into Madden’s office and stopped. For a moment all he could see behind the desk was a pair of big, dark eyes that looked at him with a hint of tragic anxiety in their depths.


  “Who are you?” he demanded before he remembered to be polite.


  “I’m Myrna Bryce Madden, Warner Bryce Madden was my father.”


  Commander Barnes stood without saying anything for a moment. “You’re M. Bryce Madden, the new manager?”


  The girl nodded. “Won’t you sit down?”


  Barnes subsided into a seat that embraced him voluptuously. He could see it now, Madden had been plump and blond. This girl was a slim brunette, jet-black hair and winged eyebrows, startling above the whiteness of her face, but the firm mouth and chin were the same.


  “I brought in my report.” Commander Barnes remembered suddenly. He handed the packet of folded forms across the desk. The girl took it and laid it down without looking at it.


  “You were pretty well in my father’s confidence, weren’t you?” she asked directly.


  “Yes, on Venus.”


  Myrna Bryce Madden was silent a moment.


  “I suppose you’ve heard rumors.”


  “Some,” Barnes admitted.


  “Well, you can believe the worst of them,” the girl said bitterly. “The Madden Salvage Corp, is about wiped out.”


  Barnes had half known it was bad but the effect of final word from the one person who should know was devastating. For a moment he was stunned, the Madden Salvage Corp, had always seemed to him to be too big for anything to happen to it. Fragments of thought flitted through his mind, the crew’s quarters of Madden’s ships were more like the interior of luxury space liners than salvage craft. Skyhouse, the incredibly beautiful mansion Madden had hung impossibly on the mountainside above Venus City. Artists, master builders, architects and dreamers had been brought all the way from old Earth to build their souls into that ethereal perfection. It must have cost millions. There were countless other things that had come into being under the magic touch of Warner Bryce Madden’s pudgy hands for he had built and lived as most men would like to live, his life had been one long flame of glory; it seemed that it had been snuffed out at its height. But flames leave ashes and they were for his daughter. The taste of them had twisted the youthfulness out of her face, shaded in a veil of bewildered hurt behind her eyes and firmed the naturally soft lines of her mouth.


  “Well, say something,” she demanded nervously. “Don’t just sit there.”


  BARNES CAME OUT of his daze: “I . . . I’m very sorry,” he muttered. What the devil did you say to a girl who looked at you as though her world had just kicked her in the stomach?


  Myrna was slowly reducing Commander Barnes’ carefully prepared report to an unreadable pulp. She spoke.


  “If anyone was particularly interested, I could save your ship, the HS14, providing I can produce a lot of money in about ten days. Do you know of any salvage project worth about six or eight million that we could prove up on in that time?”


  She asked it almost challengingly as though she knew he didn’t. She was right. Commander Barnes shook his head.


  “There’s been nothing like that for the last twenty years,” he said.


  Myrna laid the report forms down and smoothed them out carefully.


  “What about Interplanetary’s liner Pinnafore?” she asked quietly.


  Barnes looked at her quickly. He hoped she wasn’t depending much on that.


  “The Hertz outfit had four ships out on that project for three weeks and they found no sign of the ship. It’s supposed to be down north of the Magna Escarpment and that’s unexplored country, no one saw it crash.”


  “I know,” Myrna agreed. “The Pinnafore blew out its drive manifold in its fourth deceleration orbit. The explosion wrecked the refrigerators and the ship was abandoned because of excessive air-friction heat. Commander Nordune altered course with the air brakes to make sure the ship wouldn’t hit Venus City, but he didn’t have time to plot the new course. All he was sure of was that the Pinnafore would land somewhere north of the Magna.”


  Barnes nodded. That summary was substantially correct.


  “And as you say Hertz spent three weeks hunting without finding anything,” Myrna continued as she gathered the ends of all the threads that led into the mystery. “Obviously they were searching in the wrong place.”


  For a moment Barnes wondered if she was trying to be funny, but the girl was dead serious.


  “The Hertz navigators plotted the most probably course of the Pinnafore’s flight from all the data they could get, principally Commander Nordune’s-report. They didn’t have enough data.” She glanced up at Commander Barnes as though expecting some kind of comment. Barnes didn’t say anything.


  “I’ve got some pertinent information they didn’t have,” Myrna finished slowly.


  “Such as what?” Barnes asked after a pause. He was interested in spite of himself.


  “When Dad died I found this among his personal belongings.”


  Barnes got up and Myrna spread a photographic chart on the desk. It depicted North Venus, but there was something funny about it, it seemed sort of bare.


  “There isn’t much on it,” he commented.


  “There wasn’t much to put on it then, this chart is thirty years old.”


  Barnes looked at the old map. A dozen questions connecting this outdated chart with the present possible position of the missing Pinnafore crowded up for utterance. He selected one tactfully.


  “What’s this circular route marked in here?” he asked. “No one’s been that far north of the Magna.”


  “Dad was,” Myrna explained. “When he first came to Venus he salvaged one of the Morgan Line freighters with a cargo of mining equipment. That was a big haul in those days, so he celebrated. He loaded his ship with fuel, discovered Madden’s Pass and headed north of the Magna as far as he could go. Being the first in new country like that was his idea of a good time. Somehow, the record of the trip didn’t get included in the official maps; they weren’t so particular about such things then.”


  Myrna stood up, nervously intent. She laid another chart over the top of the old one.


  “This is a section of the old chart on a larger scale except that I’ve added some notations from the log of the trip,” she said. “Notice this farthest north point of the course. Here Dad’s ship crossed over a narrow valley about five miles wide and they observed clouds going through it at four hundred miles an hour.”


  “Just a minute,” Barnes objected. “Four hundred miles an hour is a lot of speed for a wind, even on Venus.”


  “And I said four hundred miles an hour.” Myrna almost snapped. “I’ve got photographs and the original record tape from the air-speed indicates.”


  “Go ahead,” Barnes invited.


  MYRNA MOVED a slim finger to indicate another point farther south on the map. “Here is where that Morgan Line ship came in off course last year. It reported a mountain ridge ninety thousand feet above Venus City level and a normal air speed of forty miles an hour.” Myrna moved her finger quickly farther north and a little east. “This is where one of the Hertz ships crossed the same ridge and reported an air speed of ninety miles an hour. Now connect these three points, forty, ninety and four hundred miles an hour. What does that curve look like?”


  “It looks like the interior curve of a Venturi tube,” Barnes said slowly.


  “Exactly,” Myrna cut in. “The biggest Venturi tube anyone ever heard of. Over here to the east somewhere must be another ridge of mountains forming the other side of the funnel; I think it must be about three hundred miles wide at the base. A Venturi of that length should put the wind velocity up somewhere around nine hundred miles an hour, but this tube hasn’t got a top on it and there’ll be considerable turbulence along the sides. I think that should drop the actual speed down to about four hundred.”


  Barnes was beginning to get it, but Myrna was explaining away ahead of him.


  “Now bring in the Pinnafore,” she instructed. “Everyone agrees that its course led over Venus City and that puts it right in the middle of our Venturi tube. The Pinnafore was coming in with its atmospheric wings fully extended and its air brakes full on. What do you think would be the result?”


  “Well the ship would be headed north and the farther it went the more closely its course would conform to the wind direction.”


  Myrna nodded agreement. “Giving a most probable course something like that,” she said, indicating a curved blue line on the chart. “About three hundred miles east of the area the Hertz people searched.”


  Barnes was silent for a long moment as he checked over the various points Myrna had made.


  “You could be right,” he ventured finally.


  “I know I am; I’ve got to be,” Myrna stated quickly, definitely.


  “But if we do find the Pinnafore, it will probably be in a lot of small pieces. They won’t be worth much,” Commander Barnes pointed out cautiously.


  “Why do you think the Hertz Corp, kept four ships looking for the pieces for three weeks?” Myrna demanded. “The Pinnafore was carrying a shipment of Johnson metal drill heads for Venus Consolidated,” she answered herself.


  Commander Barnes blinked thoughtfully, that explained a lot of things. He had wondered why Hertz was so anxious to locate the missing liner. Johnson metal was worth a thousand times its weight in practically anything. The alloy was almost indestructible and fabricated into drill heads it was priceless.


  “If you salvage the Pinnafore and recover its cargo, then what?” Barnes asked, lie thought he knew but he didn’t want to jump to any conclusions.


  “Then I’ll have the 14 and some capital. That should be enough to start again,” Myrna said quietly.


  Barnes lifted his head and looked at her directly. Something in him started to live again. This daughter of Madden’s had guts.


  “That’ll be enough,” he said softly. “The 14 is the best salvage ship that was ever launched. When do you want to start?”


  “Can you make it tomorrow morning?”


  “The ship’ll be ready,” he answered without hesitation.


  Myrna folded the two charts carefully, her fingers trembled a little. She looked up with the flicker of an apologetic smile.


  “I was kind of depending on you,” she admitted.


  Commander Barnes answered the fragment of a smile. “You should,” he said. “Your father did. Incidentally the best thing for you to do is to get a little sleep; you look as though you’ve been missing some.”


  “I have,” Myrna confessed, “but I think I can sleep now.”


  “Good. I’ll be going. I’ve got to get busy. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  Myrna watched him leave. For the first time since the catastrophe of her father’s death had devastated her world she felt like living again.


  COMMANDER BARNES wasted no time. He went directly down to the Madden docks where the two-hundred-foot length of the HS14 lay in the launching cradle. As he neared the massive bulk of the cradle he felt the stirring of pride that sight of his ship still invariably aroused. It was a new ship functionally designed, there could be no mistaking the purpose for which it was intended. Lift and power and rugged strength to withstand the merciless, battering punishment of salvage work were built into every line of her.


  His first mate, Jarl Bronson, was standing on the dock, superintending refueling operations. Bronson was a huge man, half a head taller than Commander Barnes and nearly twice as wide. His face looked as though he had been dropped on it when he was a pup. Barnes took him aside and told him exactly how things stood and what Myrna Bryce Madden wanted them to do.


  “What do you think of it yourself?” Bronson asked.


  “It looks just crazy enough to be good, besides we’ve got nothing to lose.”


  “Is the crew supposed to know?”


  “All they need to know is that we’ve got a hot tip and we’re following it up.”


  “Just a minute, sir,” Bronson excused himself.


  A slim, dapper little man came stepping lightly down the gangway from the HS14. He was scrubbed and polished till he practically shone, his crisp, green uniform was an achievement of sartorial perfection crowned by the crimson blaze of the maintenance chief’s insignia he wore on his cap.


  “You going somewhere?” Bronson asked conversationally.


  Chief Maintenance Officer Atkins drew himself up to his full height.


  “Mr. Mate, ‘somewhere’ doesn’t begin to describe it. Where I’m going tonight is places. You see that village before you?” The generous sweep of his arm took in the whole of Venus City, where the evening mists were just beginning to settle about the highest towers. “In the morning it’ll be but a ruin, for tonight I’m going to take it apart, stone by stone and girder by girder.”


  The big first mate nodded approval. “That should be an interesting occupation,” he agreed. “Do you think you’ll be through in time to get that new forward repulsor activator installed for the morning?”


  “For when?” the maintenance chief asked blankly.


  “Tomorrow morning. We’re leaving first thing. The order just came through.”


  “Tomo—No, sir! I’m not going to do it!” Atkins tore off his cap and slammed it on the dock. “I don’t have to! I’ve got a contract! I know my rights! I—Well, don’t just stand there looking dumb. Where the devil have you hidden those replacement parts?”


  “They came aboard this noon,” Bronson explained. “They’re in the repair shop.”


  “So, they’re in the repair shop and I’m the last man you’d think of telling. Sure, I’m just the chief of maintenance. Well, get out of my way; I haven’t got time to stand around here all night.” Atkins whirled about and headed back up the gangway. By the time he got to the ship he was swearing like a drunken miner and yelling his head off for his assistant.


  Bronson shook his head slowly as he turned back to his commander.


  “He’s a very violent little man,” he explained sorrowfully.


  Commander Barnes grinned. “It looks that way,” he agreed, “but I think we’ll get those activators installed in plenty of time. Anyone else left the ship?”


  Bronson shook his head. “No, Atkins is always first.”


  “Good. Come aboard as soon as that fuel’s in.”


  Commander Barnes hurried aboard and went directly to the forward control cabin. He knew he had been a little optimistic when he promised the ship for the morning. There was no time to lose. He put through a general call on the communication system. Within fifteen minutes preliminary flight reports had been turned in by all the ship’s officers. An hour and a half later, Bronson had, by means of some species of magic known only to first mates, filled the requisition list with a minor mountain of supplies and replacement parts which in the normal course of operation would have taken two days to clear through the supply department.


  BY THAT TIME the overhaul was well under way; in spite of the time limit Commander Barnes refused to pass up any part of the routine. The solution to the problem of doing a three-day job in ten hours was the abundant application of men and power. He contacted Jake Pearson, chief of the personnel division.


  “Hello, Pearson. I’ve got a rush overhaul job to do and I need some men.”


  “Well, that’s fine; I guess we can fix you up,” the personnel chief responded and Barnes winced; he didn’t trust that agreeable tone. “You see we’ve just got seven ships in dock,” Pearson explained, “and I’d be just delighted to yank the crews off the other six and shoot them over to your cradle. Nuts!”


  “Don’t try to be funny,” Barnes suggested. “I don’t want six crews, and I’ve got to be out in the morning.”


  “Yeah,” Pearson agreed, “that’s what they all tell—What?” The question was a startled bark from the personnel chief. Barnes heard a quick, muttered conference. Pearson’s voice sounded a trifle dazed when he spoke again. “Now, look here, Barnes,” he said carefully. “I don’t know what you’ve been up to, but you’re going to take those six crews and like it. I just got an order from the head office saying so.”


  Barnes gulped and recovered quickly. “Well . . . well, sure, that’s what I’ve been saying. This is a rush job. Just send the boys along, I’ll see they keep their little fingers out of mischief.” He switched off hurriedy while the news was still good.


  Before he could open negotiations for more power, reports came in from No. 5 and No. 7 generating units that they had been Ordered to supply No. 14 cradle up to full potential. Evidently Manager M. Bryce Madden was doing her part. From there on the HSU was buried under a highspeed confusion of orderly thoroughness. Every welded seam and rivet throughout the whole length of the ship was tested. In his enthusiasm Jurd Parker, roused to full consciousness for the first time on record, practically rebuilt his radio equipment. Commander Barnes personally checked the control system and the scanning equipment. A blue cloud of badly fused atmosphere in the bow marked the spot where Chief Maintenance Officer Atkins cursed the forward repulsor activators into submissive obedience. From the outside No. 14 cradle began to take on the appearance of the lowermost pit of the seven hells as a new coat of flexible silica varnish was fused onto the outer hull of the salvage ship.


  By midnight operations were running half an hour behind schedule, but when the morning mists began to rise in reluctant streamers from the valley of Venus City the work was finished, an hour ahead of time. The HS14 lay in its cradle, sleekly rejuvenated under its new outer skin from the polaroid screens of the forward observation ports to the outer insulation ring of the drive tube.


  Commander Barnes completed a final check-up. “It looks like we’re finished,” he decided.


  “It does that,” Bronson agreed. “Incidentally Miss Madden sent her dunnage aboard last night. I put it in No. 3 cabin.”


  “Miss Madden? Hm-m-m. Well, I guess if she wants to come along, she can. After all, it’s her ship.”


  Barnes yawned, shook his head and glanced at his watch. There wasn’t time to get any sleep before they pulled out. “I guess we can go and see what kind of a job the varnish crew did,” he suggested. Bronson raised no objection and they adjourned to the midships gangway.


  “There comes someone,” Bronson observed as they stepped outside the ship. Barnes looked down the dock and saw the slight, trim figure of Myrna Bryce Madden come in sight through the last trailing streamers of morning mist. She seemed to be in a hurry. They waited for her at the foot of the gangway. As she approached, Barnes saw six men in the uniforms of the Venus City administrator’s office come through the dock gates and start toward the cradle. Myrna’s face was white and pinched into a resigned expression of utter defeat.


  “Something wrong?” Barnes asked quickly.


  “The flight’s off,” Myrna answered briefly as though she didn’t trust herself to say more.


  Barnes was silent a moment.


  “How’s that?” he asked softly. “Complications set in?”


  Myrna nodded. With an effort she controlled the disappointment out of her voice.


  “Some of Dad’s creditors got an order restraining the operation of all Madden Salvage Corp, equipment till a survey of assets is made.”


  Barnes rubbed his hand through his hair. “That doesn’t sound legal,” he objected.


  “They can make it stick if we don’t contest the order.”


  “Well, you better go ahead and contest it then.”


  “That wouldn’t do any good,” Myrna told him with bitter hopelessness. “By the time the case is cleared up, it will be too late to do anything about the Pinnafore.” She nodded toward the entrance of the dock. “Those are the men from the administrator’s office; they’re coming to impound the ship.”


  Commander Barnes looked at his first mate. Bronson nodded thoughtfully. “We’re all ready to take off,” he said.


  Barnes turned to Myrna. “You better go aboard.”


  “Go aboard? What do you mean? What—”


  “Don’t argue; just get going,” Barnes advised and gave his boss a shove up the gangway. Myrna stumbled, then whirled about.


  “Who do you think you’re pushing?” she demanded. “I—Oh, I see,” she said faintly as she began to get the idea. She retreated inside the ship and watched.


  THE administration men saw the sudden maneuver and came forward on the run. The commanding officer started up the gangway.


  “Commander Barnes, your ship is impounded,” he said as he came. “I’m arrest—” At that point Barnes hit him, and he said no more. The other five administration men didn’t hesitate. They came purposefully on up the gangway. They knew their business, but Bronson knew it better. He hit two of them simultaneously and violently, then he got his head down and rushed the whole crowd back onto the dock where he proceeded to strew them about over a wider area. It didn’t take long; the action was uproarious and one-sided till one of the administration men went for his side arms. Bronson didn’t linger. He whirled about and leaped up the gangway. Barnes slammed the midships hatch shut and they raced for the control cabin. Myrna followed more slowly, a little dazed by the rapid action.


  Barnes cut in communications.


  “Stand by to take off,” he ordered.


  It was ten long seconds before all stations had acknowledged and five more elapsed before the ground station came in.


  “Going up,” Barnes warned. He eased forward cautiously on his repulsor controls; all the dials responded evenly. The administration men evidently hadn’t thought of the power supply yet. He moved the controls quickly through three preliminary stages to full extension, the ground repulsors, synchronized through the ship’s controls matched his action with their greater power, and the huge salvage ship bounded suddenly skyward. It caught up to the rising mist blanket and plunged upward to the full five-hundred-foot extension of the ground repulsors, then started to climb another two hundred feet on its own power.


  Abruptly the ground repulsors cut out dead. The huge salvage ship dropped sickeningly, and hurtled back toward the cradle. Commander Barnes blasted the drive wide open. The big ship seemed to gather itself, then heaved forward with a surge of power. The vertical plunge of the huge craft became a power dive as it tore through the shredded mist and thundered down on the dock. Barnes saw the administration men fleeing terror-stricken from the expected crash, but, with the thrust of the drive and lift of the fully extended atmospheric wings, the ship was entirely under control. With grim satisfaction, Barnes dropped the ship within ten feet of the heads of the fleeing administration officers before he lifted the nose and roared up into the cloud level, the thundering voice of the drive lifting on a rising glissando to full throttled power.


  The big ship sliced away into the mist that still hung over the valley of Venus City. With its bulbous forward observation cabin and fully extended atmospheric wings it looked like a cross between an inquisitive frog and a giant sting ray on the prowl.


  Myrna found her way to the control cabin. Most of the space was occupied by the bulk of the huge infrared scanner that was used for searching deep, mist-filled valleys and to give the ship eyes when operating in fog. Barnes was driving his ship at full throttle, his eyes on the infrared scanner screen.


  “I hope you realize we are outlaws now,” Myrna said conversationally. “Where are we going?”


  “To look for the Pinnafore, unless you’ve changed your mind,” Barnes told her without looking up from the control panel.


  Myrna drew a deep breath. “No, I haven’t,” she said. “Let’s go.”


  Barnes grinned. “Good, that’s all I want to know.”


  Bronson’s face was horribly contorted in an agony of thought. Finally he became articulate.


  “I was thinking,” he said slowly. “Well, don’t let it get you down.”


  “It’s this way,” Bronson continued. “Those fellows who had the dizzy spells and fell down on the dock are possibly going to feel a trifle hostile. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they got on board something fast and tried to head us off at Madden’s Pass.”


  Barnes blinked thoughtfully.


  “You sound like you’re talking sense,” he agreed.


  “Do you mean we’re liable to be stopped?” Myrna asked anxiously.


  “The way Bronson puts it, we’re darn near sure to be,” Barnes told her. “You can’t go bopping the administration officers about, without some sort of reaction setting in.”


  He retarded the throttle to half speed and changed course slightly. Bronson glanced at him questioningly.


  “I’m thinking of the big pile of cumulus clouds that rises up over the end of Martin’s Deep every morning,” Barnes explained. “There’s enough of an updraft there to let us soar without power. That way we won’t be detected. We can keep in the clouds and watch to see if anyone is on our trail.”


  “But that’ll let them get ahead of us,” Myrna objected. “We’ve got a head start. Can’t we beat them to the Pass?”


  “A heavy salvage ship going through the Pass at full throttle would be more or less of a public spectacle,” Barnes pointed out. “Particularly if there were a couple of patrol ships in pursuit. That wouldn’t give you much chance of slipping north of the Magna unnoticed and surreptitiously lifting the cargo of the Pinnafore, which I believe is the object of this expedition.”


  “But what are you going to do if someone is following us?” Myrna demanded. “Madden’s Pass is the only way north. If they block that, we’ll be stuck here. We haven’t got a big enough fuel reserve to go over the top of the Escarpment, have we?”


  “No,” Barnes agreed, “but I’d like to see if we’re followed before I make any plans for the future.”


  Myrna subsided. She didn’t feel particularly anxious to lay any bets on the immediate future either. At present it didn’t look as if there would be any as far as salvage operations were concerned.


  THE MORNING MIST had risen to three thousand feet and the ship was in the clear approaching the huge pile of cumulus cloud that marked the north end of Martin’s Deep. No one had ever plumbed the depths of that vast depression simply because as far as anyone knew there was nothing down there worth going after. No one was willing to pay the fuel bills involved in climbing in and out of the apparently bottomless Venusian valleys just for the fun of it.


  The salvage ship had been climbing and entered the updraft at two thousand feet above Venus City. They felt an abrupt upsurge as they entered the cumulus area and Commander Barnes cut the drive. Immediately the ship was blind except for the infrared scanner.


  “I hope they hurry up if they’re coming,” he remarked as the voice of the drive whispered away and faded into nothingness. “This ship is no sailplane.”


  The big salvage cruiser handled well, but within five minutes it had lost two hundred feet of altitude in spite of everything Commander Barnes could do short of firing the drive. They lost another three hundred feet before Bronson drew Barnes’ attention to the scanner screen.


  “It looks like something,” he said. The shape of a ship was fading in rapidly at the limit of visibility. It was traveling fast and in a few seconds it was distinctly outlined on the screen. Bronson stepped up the magnification till they could read the identification marks.


  Myrna looked uncertainly at the two thoughtful salvage men.


  “That wasn’t a patrol ship,” she ventured tentatively.


  “No, it wasn’t,” Barnes agreed. “That one belongs to the Hertz people. It’s the S7, the fastest survey cruiser they’ve got.” He thought a moment. “Could they have had anything to do with that restraining order?”


  Myrna blinked. “Their fuel and equipment accounts are big enough to get some of our creditors to close down,” she admitted. “But why should they?”


  “They’d know we had something in prospect when we pulled out in such a hurry. If they suspected it was the Pinnafore, they might want to hold us till they had another try at it themselves. They might even have got hold of some of your exclusive information,” Barnes suggested. “If our administration office friends were on board that ship, the pass will be closed now.”


  “You mean we’ve got to turn back?” Myrna asked, unspoken protest in her voice.


  “It looks that way,” Barnes agreed; “but before we do, I’d kind of like to go and take a look at Hellier’s Gap,” he said casually. “We won’t have to pass that Hertz ship, the Gap is this side of Madden’s Pass.”


  Myrna looked at him quickly. “What for? The Gap isn’t a pass.”


  “So I’ve heard,” Barnes agreed. “Have you ever been in it?”


  “No, but no one’s ever been through it. What do you know about it?”


  “Maybe nothing, but I’ve been kind of curious to look into it for a long time. I’ve never had the time and the ship before.”


  Myrna was silent a moment. Perhaps this commander of her father’s did know something. It was a chance, maybe a remote one, but there was nothing else to do.


  “It won’t do any harm to make a short survey flight. We might as well enjoy ourselves while I still own the ship,” she conceded casually, and made a private agreement with herself to build no hopes on it.


  COMMANDER BARNES’ answer was to close the ignition switches of the drive and advance the throttle. The HS14 came to life with a thunder of power and tore out of the cumulus area into the clear. Barnes laid his course angling north toward the vast bulk of the Magna Escarpment, following along the trail of the S7.


  Soon the unbroken wall of the Escarpment was flowing smoothly by on their right as the salvage ship streaked westward. Myrna moved to a direct vision port in the projecting right wing of the control cabin and looked back the way they had come. As far as she could see the huge, ponderous buttresses, jutting knees and sheer curtain walls of the southern face of the Escarpment hemmed in the distance with solid green that darkened to blue. The Gargantuan range was a whole world in itself, with minor mountain systems, piled impossibly outward from its face; the narrow, cruel gashes of bottomless valleys slashed deep into its flanks. Incredibly it seemed to be a world afloat on the floor of clouds that writhed and boiled with sluggish power two miles below, giving relief from unguessable, eye-aching depths. The whole gigantic, cloud-wreathed scene was staggering in its immensity.


  “The Gap is just ahead,” Commander Barnes warned, as he cut the HS14 speed down for maneuvering.


  The big ship came about slowly. Hellier’s Gap seemed insignificant, just a narrow split in the sheer face of misty blue-green that soared up into the high cloud level thousands of feet above. They began to pick up speed, heading directly for the face of the range.


  Level, densely grown benches scarred it horizontally, pinnacles and minor mountains of weathered rock stood out, deeply folded valleys and ravines ran back into the mountains; the sides were slashed with the wide scars of rock slides while the sheer cliffs were stained with brilliant splashes of metal oxides and colored with banded porphyry, onyx and marbleite. The salvage ship headed directly for the center of the Gap that widened and deepened as they approached like a pair of slowly opening jaws. From a distance the Cyclopean cleft had appeared as sharply and precisely cut as though a giant chisel had split the mountain range, but a closer view showed it to be anciently weathered. The walls had been vertical cliffs when the original cataclysm tore the mountains apart, but they were now stepped and benched with ledges and slanting rifts where masses of rock had fallen away.


  The 14 drifted slowly on, a subtle air of tenseness invaded the cabin as the tremendous mountain wall swelled steadily toward them. Soon they could pick out details of the fantastic foliage that draped in solid masses of greenery every inch of the face of the Escarpment that wasn’t actually vertical. There was movement, too, a sudden flash of metallic blue gleamed against the green as a three-foot gliding lizard launched itself into space and planed swiftly downward. The soundproof walls of the cabin cut off its sharp, raucous barks of alarm, but the sound aroused a dozen others of its kind and the brilliant squadron swooped wildly down, then wheeled suddenly and disappeared in the luxuriant foliage.


  Myrna followed them with her eyes and looked farther past, drawn irresistibly down the mountainside that dropped in folded curves like the drape of a rich curtain into the utter profundity of mist-shrouded depth. She pulled her eyes sharply away and back up to level. With a minor shock she saw that the ship was just about to enter the Gap.


  The mighty shattered cliffs towered interminably upward in tremendous, overwhelming masses of brilliant color. The ship surged steadily forward, the cliffs approached in somber, inscrutable dignity, flanked them with disturbing possessiveness, then marched ponderously past. Myrna experienced an uncertain, empty feeling in the pit of her stomach. They were in the Gap! It was as though they had passed through the Titanic entrance to some vast temple of mystery.


  She looked back along the curving hull. Suddenly she caught her breath. The vast, somber cliff on the left of the entrance had moved! Then she saw it was a ponderous, solid-looking cloud bank rolling in from the east. It moved onward with slow, irresistible smoothness. Myrna held her breath until the last narrow ribbon of distance was reduced to a thread and vanished. The timing of the symbolism was incredibly, powerfully perfect, the way back was closed, ahead lay the only route. One comparatively tiny ship against the whole vast, wild, northern hemisphere. Myrna let her breath go in an almost inaudible sigh; she had never seen Venus like this before.


  Nine hours later Myrna’s soul was glutted with grandeur, numbed with a surfeit of immensity. Hellier’s Gap was the entrance to a comparatively low altitude, commercially practicable pass through the Magna; they had proved that, but it had taken three hours. Three hours of cautious probing of the tortuously twisting, steadily narrowing rift, creeping forward at half and quarter throttle speeds, sometimes dead slow when the mist closed in. From the first Commander Barnes had kept the full extension of his repulsor fields in contact with the floor of the Gap; they were taking no chances. That was the constant theme of every minute, stultifying, smothering, patient caution. Every move, every thought or action of any kind had to be weighed and considered, planned ahead until Myrna was ready to scream, but she didn’t. People didn’t scream or make unnecessary noise in this vast world of height and mist and weight and silence.


  They had burst out of a final bank of smothering mist at seventy-four thousand feet, plunged sickeningly downward as the support of the repulsor fields disappeared, the world had fallen away from in front and all around them. In a few seconds the accelerating drive hurled the ship forward above stalling speed and they soared out over an utter immensity of emptiness. The Escarpment plunged down as precipitately on this northern front as it did on the south face. The valley at its base was even more vast than the abyss that cradled Venus City. It had taken an hour at full throttle to cross its endless, ragged cloud continents on the most probable line of the lost Pinnafore’s course. For six hours they followed that line, plunging deep into the nightmare tangle of mountains that lay on the other side of the tremendous depression.


  The line held almost due north and as they traveled the air got steadily cooler. Nine hours out and the mean temperature was down four degrees and the air speed was beginning to pick up and whip along at its scheduled velocity. Everything that grew leaned north in this vast valley of the winds where the clouds were all thin cirrus streamers, reaching tenuous, ghostly, beckoning fingers to the north. There was more life, too. Where they had seen dozens of gliding lizards in the Venus City sector, there were flocks of hundreds in the virgin valleys of this eternally cloud-veiled north country. Insects swarmed in uncounted billions. Some were giants. Two huge, scarlet and black killer moths, measuring thirty inches across the wings were caught, while others, still larger were seen preying on the brilliant squadrons of gliding lizards. There were indications of other life forms in the heavy jungle of verdure that clung to the precipitous mountainsides.


  Twelve hours was the scheduled terminus of the HS14’s search because nobody had yet discovered an effective method of winning arguments with a fuel gauge.


  Ten hours out they found the Pinnafore.


  The miracle was as simple as that. The salvage ship was riding a screaming gale that steadily built its velocity up to a confirmation of Madden’s observation of four hundred miles an hour. The big ship was absolutely helpless in the grip of the torrent of air as it hurtled blindly into a ragged, narrow, mist-crammed split in a mountain wall. Before the occupants had time to realize their perilous impotence they were through and the HS14 was plunging precipitately down the other side of the range. The drive immediately blasted them forward into flying speed, but they swept on helplessly down in a descending column of air that spilled out of the Pass and plummeted almost vertically to the valley floor beyond.


  Commander Barnes cursed industriously to himself as he nursed the big salvage cruiser out of its dive. The altimeter clocked off six thousand feet before he managed to level out, then he pulled up the nose and climbed till there was fifteen hundred feet of sky room between his ship and the valley bottom. Four and a half thousand feet overhead the river of air poured resistlessly on, but the narrow valley was a deep, comparatively still, backwater pool in the stream.


  Two minutes after they reached what Commander Barnes considered a safe altitude, they swung out from above the lake of mist that the river of air had poured into the valley and a ship lay directly below them.


  COMMANDER BARNES just stared. He was unwilling to believe his eyes, but the identification marks on the fully extended wings of the stranded liner were clearly visible. Incredible as it might seem it was the Pinnafore, apparently undamaged on the level, green valley floor.


  “I don’t believe it,” he said slowly.


  Myrna turned her head, a sickly, uncertain smile of triumph on her face, her hands gripped white-knuckled on the edge of the port coaming.


  “You don’t need to believe it, commander,” she said, “there’s our ship. Let’s go get it before it evaporates or something.” Her father’s nickname had been Lucky Madden, but there was a hint of the supernatural in that motionless, apparently undamaged ship. She felt it called for some sort of an explanation.


  “You see, that’s the only thing the Pinnafore could do once it got into that air stream. It just had to land here; it’s the first place the wind would drop it. It’s perfectly simple.” Her voice trailed off uncertainly.


  “A ship blows across half a planet and lands right where you expected it to, and it’s perfectly simple,” Bronson observed generally.


  “Maybe you could break down and allow just a little for luck,” Barnes suggested.


  “Yes, I guess we could,” Myrna agreed soberly. “Come on, let’s go down.”


  They had passed over the Pinnafore heading toward the north end of the valley. Commander Barnes pulled up the nose of the ship and side-slipped, stalled and slipped again in two reaches of a falling leaf, pulled out and lost more altitude in a tight turn, and they were heading south toward the Pinnafore again.


  “It looks good,” Bronson suggested as they settled lower and got a closer view.


  “Hm-m-m, maybe. Maybe too good,” Barnes conceded unwillingly with caution born of a life spent almost entirely in conflict with unforeseen complications. None the less, this did look good, the valley showed every indication of a soft, silted bottom. The derelict appeared to be completely intact, the cargo was sure to be undamaged. In a few minutes they’d know, one way or the other. The valley bottom was coming up fast.


  “Repulsors, full extension,” Barnes ordered briefly.


  “Full extension,” the bulky first mate acknowledged.


  Barnes glanced automatically at the altimeter. The needle went steadily on past two hundred to one hundred and seventy feet.


  “Bronson! Repulsors—” The ship was losing flying speed, mushing down rapidly; the altimeter needle dipped to one twenty.


  “Repulsors full extension, no contact!” Bronson snapped, the tenseness of alarm in his voice. Instinctively Commander Barnes dropped his eyes and looked downward through the floor port.


  “Bronson! Look!” his voice choked. “We’re going down!” Before Barnes’ astounded eyes the solid floor of the valley heaved and surged, caving unbelievably downward under the impact of contact with the ship’s repulsor field. In the brief second that he watched, Commander Barnes saw the luxuriant mat of green foliage rip apart and plunge down into the shiny blackness that heaved and boiled away from the pressure of the field. No solid! Repulsor control was gone. The ship was on atmospheric control. The ground rushed up as falling momentum increased! Then his hand was on the throttle, the ship shuddered under the full power of the drive. The approaching ground swirled astern in a blur of increasing speed. Bronson threw up his arms and cowered behind them, framing his face against the crash. Barnes stood helplessly, one hand jammed forward on the wide-open throttle, the other straining back on the elevator controls. His face grayed out with the ebb of blood, for a long, horror-filled moment he couldn’t move. All energy drained into the empty pit that was situated where his stomach should be, he froze on the controls and awaited disaster as the ship plunged down.


  DISASTER came—almost. The nose of the ship lifted with the brutal insistence of jammed controls. A terrible, grating shudder ran through the whole fabric as the vertical fin ripped a deep furrow along the valley floor. Then the ship was clear, blasting southward with the drive roaring wide open and climbing crazily like the crescendoing burst of a nova. It plunged into the lake of fog that blanketed the south end of the valley. With a sudden, staggering heave of reaction the ship abruptly lost its lift, its climb was slowed to a laborious upward struggle. Barnes lurched forward and sprawled over the padded control panel. In a moment he recovered and realized what had happened. They had run into the column of air that spilled with tremendous force down out of the Pass. He pulled the ship out furiously to the right. In a fraction of a second it tore loose from the river of air and shot wildly north through the clinging mist up the side of the valley.


  Too close! Bronson moaned softly and held his repulsor controls rigidly at full power and full extension as the green mountain wall loomed hugely ahead. Speed, power and momentum swung the big salvage ship’s course in a curve that included part of the mountain wall, the power of the repulsor field flattened the curve a little—a little more—enough. With a violent, tearing sound the HS14 swung and roared out over the valley, a lei of green vines draped over the forward control cabin. Barnes put the ship into a climbing turn and held it there till the floor of the valley was three thousand feet below. He unwrapped his cramped fingers from their death grip on the controls and started to breathe again. He brushed the beads of sweat from his lips with the back of a hand that shook a little and looked at Bronson. The first mate deflated with a gusty sigh and his face returned to normal color.


  “That wath thome ride,” he lisped softly. Commander Barnes fought down an almost irresistible urge to laugh and felt better.


  There was a small moan of distress from Myrna. Her dark eyes were wide, she swayed a little uncertainly as she stood and her face was tinged with a delicate shade of pale green.


  “I . . . I think I’m going to be sick,” she told them seriously.


  “Well for—Bronson! Quick!” Bronson saw and heard and went into action. He whirled from the control panel and kicked open an emergency door port. Commander Barnes rushed Myrna to the port and held her head. For a tense moment they all waited. Nothing happened. Myrna straightened up.


  “I guess I’m not going to be,” she decided.


  “Well, don’t scare us like that,” Barnes pleaded.


  “I’ll try not to,” Myrna promised. “But what was the idea of all that violence? Do you always throw your ship around like that just when you’re about to come in for a landing?”


  “No,” Barnes shook his head soberly. “I don’t. I’m very much afraid that bit of maneuvering was Complication No. 1 setting in.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The valley bottom is too soft to support our ship even with the weight spread out by the repulsor field.”


  “But the Pinnafore seems to be all right,” Myrna pointed out.


  “Maybe it’s just sinking slowly; besides a passenger and freight liner has more air space in it than a salvage ship. When the Pinnafore came down most of its fuel was gone. We’ve still got more than half of our fuel as well as all our salvage equipment.”


  “You mean we can’t land?”


  “Not in the valley bottom. We’ll have to cut us a hole in the side of the valley. Bronson, get Stevens and a landing crew ready with mining equipment.”


  “Yes, sir.” Bronson departed and Barnes turned his attention to the controls. He started dropping the ship down into the valley again, edging in along the west wall. It wasn’t quite so precipitous as the east side. He nursed the ship along at dead slow, looking for a piece of valleyside that made some pretense of being level. He found a spot, almost opposite the stranded Pinnafore. The mountain wall leveled off slightly in a sloping bench before it made its final plunge to the valley bottom. Myrna watched and marveled at the deft skill with which Commander Barnes’ lean, powerful hands operated the controls as he inched the big ship down with infinite, tender care. He had reason to be careful, the lives of the whole crew were literally wrapped up in the two-hundred-foot metal hull. Once that much tonnage started moving it required power and space to stop it.


  WITH A resonant bong the repulsor field indicators sounded solid contact at two hundred feet. Commander Barnes’ hands at the controls eliminated all forward motion and the ship floated over the sloping bench, the mountain wall rising sheer outside the right-hand ports. He cut in communications.


  “Bronson.”


  In a few seconds the first mate’s “Yes, sir,” came through.


  “Stand by to land your crew and equipment. We’re going down.”


  Slowly the ship began to settle as the commander carefully decreased the extension of his repulsor field. The sound of the indicators climbed steadily up the scale, then more slowly as Barnes nursed the ship almost imperceptibly lower. Myrna watched through a floor port and saw the tangled jungle of trees and vines heave and writhe and bend, finally collapsing under the crushing pressure of the ship’s weight transmitted through the repulsor fields.


  The broken, tangled wreckage of underbrush was still six feet away when Commander Barnes eliminated the descent.


  He snapped the communication switch. “O.K., Bronson. Midships repulsors cut.”


  Myrna moved to the observation wing of the control cabin and looked toward midships. She saw a section of the crushed foliage recover somewhat and the areas fore and aft pounded more solidly into the ground as the bow and stern fields took up the burden of the midships field. A hatch opened in the curving side of the ship. Nine men climbed out and dropped into the angle of broken greenery. Five of them carried the indispensable atomic flame projectors, the other four were burdened with small, round kegs of explosive. They were all clad in overall suits stopped by globular, cello-glass helmets, a precaution always taken in new country until an analysis of the insect population could be made. The men scrambled over the broken brush away from the ship.


  “All ashore, all clear,” Bronson reported through his helmet transmitter.


  “O.K. Going up,” Commander Barnes warned and threw full power into the fore and aft repulsors.


  The salvage ship bounded skyward, the repulsors were cut, the drive switched on and the 1181 surged forward up to flying speed before it lost its upward momentum. Barnes swung it in a slow circle out over the valley and back again.


  Occasional brief puffs of smoke burst lip from the bench as Bronson and his crew eliminated some of the debris of wreckage foliage that interfered with their operations. The first mate reported in.


  “All set sir. Come and get us.”


  Commander Barnes acknowledged and brought the ship in along the west wall again. As they approached Myrna saw Bronson and his men scrambling up the side of the valley above the bench. The ship descended rapidly and stopped almost in contact with the ground. The mining crew clambered aboard as soon as the midships repulsor fields were cut and the ship immediately bounced skyward again. It slid off the top of its rise and swung out over the valley.


  Stevens, the ballistics expert entered the control cabin. He was dark and heavy and rounded with the smooth, deceptive muscles that look like fat. His movements were slow and deliberate and he never made the wrong one. In his life as a master of ballistics he had handled enough concentrated power to wreck half the Solar System and in that business one mistake was all that anyone made. He moved to his panel of remote control firing switches. He studied them a moment, selected five and closed them.


  Barnes, Myrna and Bronson were watching the west valley wall. They saw the surface of the bench burst outward with a slow heave and tumble with simple completeness down into the valley. That’s all there w as to it. The strength and inertia of the rock had been perfectly matched by the power of the explosive. The result was a clean, square-cut step in the side of the mountain.


  The HS14 settled into its new berth as fussily as a she-elephant bedding down for the night. At ten feet the hydraulic landing jacks shot out and a landing crew climbed out under the ship to bed them into the granite. Commander Barnes, seated at the control panel moved and shifted and varied the intensity of his repulsor field distribution in response to the movements of Bronson and his crew beneath the ship. He had set this ship down dozens of times, but it was always a ticklish proposition; he didn’t have to make much of a mistake with his weight distribution and the balance of his field patterns to drop the ship or roll it sideways. A hull of that size could do a lot of damage to itself by falling ten feet, to say nothing of the crew laboring underneath. For half an hour the nerve-racking business continued and Myrna felt vividly the controlled tension that gripped every member of the crew. Then Bronson reported all the jacks solidly bedded.


  SLOWLY, carefully, Commander Barnes started to transfer the weight of the ship from the repulsor fields to its new foundation. He sat tensely, ready to counteract any unbalance or lack of support with the repulsors. Myrna saw showers of chips burst up from several of the jack footings as they took the load, but they were sunk a foot deep in new granite and didn’t give a fraction of an inch.


  Barnes cut the repulsors entirely.


  “How does she look from the outside?” he inquired.


  “She’s sitting pretty,” Bronson replied.


  “O.K. Come aboard.” Commander Barnes got up from the control panel and stretched to get the cramps out of his long body.


  “Well, we’re down. Now what?” Myrna inquired.


  “Don’t you think that’s enough for one day?” Barnes asked.


  Myrna looked out of the port and noticed for the first time the gradual fading dusk of a Venusian sundown that was shading across the valley. She looked down a hundred feet to the level, green valley floor that stretched away from them to the looming bulk of the far wall. Somewhere in between was the derelict Pinnafore, but the evening mists were wreathing down, they’d lift later into the translucent clearness of a Venusian night. Commander Barnes stood behind her at the port.


  “It’s great country,” he suggested. “It’s marvelous.” Myrna sighed softly.


  “Yeah. Well, uh, we’ll go and see what’s the matter with the bottom of that valley tomorrow. I’ll show you your cabin if you like,” he said abruptly.


  Myrna went to sleep that night dreaming of vast mountain ranges that towered past the sky. The last thing she remembered was wondering what lay beyond.


  In the morning with the mist crowding close, blanketing visibility down to twenty feet, Commander Barnes checked his overalled and helmeted landing crew out of the ship.


  There was one small one too many. He stepped over to the offending figure and saw the dark glow of Myrna’s hair filling the transparent helmet.


  “You can’t come with us,” Barnes stated bluntly. There was no diplomatic way of putting it.


  “Why not?”


  “This is new country; it may be dangerous.”


  “Well, it won’t pick on me particularly; it’s just as dangerous for you and your men, and you’re going,” Myrna pointed out reasonably. Commander Barnes didn’t know it, but he was confronting a problem that had been worrying the males of his species since the beginning of time. What to do with a persistent female who insisted on tagging along? He solved the problem in the traditional manner.


  Ten men and one girl started to clamber laboriously downward through the matted tangle of green jungle that hung on the steep slope. Even with the help of the projector flames, it took half an hour to cut their way through the resilient toughness of the lush growth. By the time they had descended the one hundred and fifty feet to the edge of the valley floor they were sweating and feeling uncomfortably sticky. Myrna hinged back her helmet to wipe her face. Barnes reached over and slapped it shut again.


  “You’ll wait till we find out what flies and bites around here,” he said. Myrna glanced quickly around. None of the men, seen dimly through the clinging mist, had opened their helmets. She said nothing. If they could take it she could. She blew upward at a droplet of sweat that tickled maddeningly on the end of her nose. Then she heard Commander Barnes’ voice giving orders:


  “Jenson, take your bug trap along the edge about fifty yards and find out what lives here. Martin and Blake, give him a hand.”


  The little entomologist shouldered the pack of his vibro insect attractor and followed north along the narrow trail that Martin and Blake started cutting through the heavy growth. In a moment the mist closed round them and the only evidence of their existence was the continuous spluttering crackle and flare of the projector flames lighting up the mist blanket.


  Under Bronson’s supervision two of the men set up a radio-beam direction post. They lined it up carefully with the compass bearing of the Pinnafore, turned on the power and they were ready to go. Commander Barnes led the attack on the jungle growth along the line of the radio beam. The flames of the atomic projectors cut out matted masses of vines and spindly tree trunks that seemed to have concentrated all their energies on upward growth. The men behind pulled them back, cut them into shorter lengths and bedded them into the bottom of the trail that rapidly became a tunnel through the wall of greenery. For a hundred yards it led slightly downward, then it leveled off abruptly, and as abruptly the character of the foliage changed completely. The luxuriant tangle of matted vines ceased and was replaced by the austere, columnar growth of huge reedlike plants that towered up into the hanging mist.


  Barnes stopped and the rest of the landing party crowded up the trail behind him. Myrna crowded in beside Commander Barnes and looked. She felt it, too, the sinister air of mystery that hung about these aloof, gray columns of growth that looked as though they had been there since the beginning of time. They were scaled and ancient; somehow they seemed eternal. Myrna had an uneasy feeling that it would be some kind of sacrilege to touch them. For a long moment the whole crew stood there in the silence and the mist. Commander Barnes broke the spell.


  THE SEARING projector flame lashed out and the nearest of the six-inch trunks was sheared neatly off. It stood a moment, erect on its stump. With a rush of air like a weary, dying sigh it fell gently down and lay among its fellows. The finely tasseled leaves that crowned it lay limply on the ground like the gray beard of an old, old man. Myrna swallowed a lump that had risen in her throat. It was silly to feel like that about a plant. You had to be tough in this salvage business. Besides, others were going down. Bronson moved up with Commander Barnes and they went ahead rapidly, the huge reeds falling like corn at harvest time.


  The reeds were falling and getting smaller as they progressed. The ground underfoot was a soft, humus loam, composed of the fallen tasseled reed crowns, but now moss was creeping in as they advanced. Peculiar, hairy stuff that grew in bunches like green powder puffs. It got thicker and deeper as the reed plants became smaller; finally it crowded them out altogether. They had come to the end of the reed belt. Ahead the moss stretched in a waist-high level plain as far as they could see. The mist was rising, trailing off in reluctant streamers as the temperature rose with the advance of day.


  “There it is! Straight ahead,” Bronson’s voice came over the helmet sets. The mist was rising higher and the light getting better every moment; then they all saw it. A quarter of a mile distant the silver-gray bulk of the stranded Pinnafore heaved above the sea of moss.


  “Come on, let’s go get it,” Bronson urged enthusiastically and plunged forward into the moss.


  “Wait a moment. I don’t like the feel of this ground,” Barnes cautioned. “Bring a line. I’ll try it out.”


  Bronson made the line fast and payed it out as Commander Barnes started off slowly plowing a careful course through the deep moss. The ground felt a little shaky underfoot hut it seemed solid enough when he stepped in the middle of moss clumps.


  He reached out and stepped into the middle of a solid-looking clump and plunged abruptly through. He threw out his arms and yelled instinctively. Something heaved up under him, he heard a grunt and a screaming squeal, he got a blurred impression of a huge gob of mud leaping up and bounding away through the moss clumps, then he was skidding backward through the moss and mud as Bronson and the rest of the crew hauled in on the line.


  Willing hands hoisted him to his feet, but he couldn’t see anything through the layer of mud plastered all over his helmet.


  “Hold still till we get this mud off,” a feminine voice ordered.


  The darkness vanished as the helmet was wiped clean. The first thing Barnes saw was Bronson’s worried mug.


  “Yeah, and you’re the guy that said this prospect looked good,” Commander Barnes accused.


  “Well, it did look all right from above,” Bronson defended himself. “Did you get a look at that thing that jumped out from under you?”


  “Sure. I saw it through about a foot of mud.”


  “It looked like a cross between a kangaroo and a walrus,” Myrna supplied.


  “What did you say, sir?” Bronson asked.


  “I said, with a female biologist and a lake of mud this is going to be one sweet jog.”


  “Yes, sir,” Bronson agreed.


  “I guess we’ll have to build a bridge of some sort.”


  “Yes, sir. It looks that way.”


  “We could use the reed plants,” Myrna suggested.


  “Yeah, I guess we could. Get going on it, Bronson. Come in Parker,” he said to his transmitter.


  “Yes, sir,” Jurd Parker’s eternally weary voice crawled out and lay down in response.


  “Get Atkins.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Atkins reporting.”


  “Get the repulsors off the derrick in the repair shop. Switch them to beam-power pickup and bring them down here.”


  “Yes, sir. Immediately, sir. Anything else, sir?”


  “No, that’ll be all for the moment.” Barnes switched off hurriedly. Talking to Atkins always made him feel that he was just a little bit behind everything. That guy was so fast he was going to catch up and run over himself some day.


  “Calling Commander Barnes,” That was Jurd Parker’s voice.


  “Whatsamatter?”


  “Two ships just went east about fifty miles south of here,” Jurd announced. “They were flying dead slow and they must have been low. I picked up their repulsor field interference.”


  Barnes considered the information a moment. “There’s nothing very remarkable in that,” he said finally. “Ships do fly over this country occasionally.”


  “Yes, sir,” Jurd agreed submissively.


  “But if any others do, I want to know about it,” Commander Barnes instructed.


  “Yes, sir. I thought you would, sir,” Parker acknowledged. “I’ve got all my detectors operating. I don’t think anything can creep up on us.”


  “There’s no reason why anything should. We’re here on a perfectly legal salvage operation,” Barnes told him sharply.


  “Of course, sir,” Jurd agreed.


  “You can keep the detectors operating,” Barnes added as an afterthought. “Get me Jenson.”


  “Dr. Jenson reporting.”


  “How’s the bug hunt going?”


  “Splendidly, splendidly!” Dr. Jenson told him enthusiastically. “I’ve caught two specimens of the rare giant blue aphid. They’re perfect specimens. I—”


  “Is there anything bad?” Barnes cut in.


  “No, just the usual; but these specimens—”


  “That’s all I want to know,” Barnes muttered as he cut off the circuit and opened his helmet. Myrna did likewise.


  “Do you think those were Hertz ships?” she asked.


  “Pretty well sure to be. They’ll get here sooner or later. It shouldn’t take them long to duplicate your deductions.”


  “Can they do anything?”


  Barnes shrugged. “I don’t know. Our best bet is to grab the loot and skip before they show up.”


  A VIOLENT commotion in the jungle toward the shore line heralded the arrival of Atkins. He hove in sight riding on top of the two repulsor units from the repair-shop derrick and using two flame projectors for a drive. He landed his bulky equipage near where Bronson and his men were laying waste the reed forest. In a few minutes the first load of reeds was dumped on the edge of the moss belt and construction started. Parallel lines of long reed trunks were laid down and shorter lengths lashed across them. The construction was simple and went fast; the bridge crept steadily out through the deceptively solid-looking moss clumps and across occasional Bare patches of slick black mud. Twice it was wrecked by the violent eruption of the type of creature that had spilled Commander Barnes.


  Myrna’s analysis was essentially correct. The things weighed somewhere between eighty and ninety pounds. They were covered with a sleek coat of green-and-blue fur that shed the sticky black mud as though it were water. There was plenty of power in their hind legs. Bronson found that out. The second of them burst through the bridge and right into his arms. The big first mate grabbed it and held it for a part of a second, then he received a kick in the middle that sprawled him in the mud and it was gone, leaping and yelling and screaming over the moss clumps.


  For a moment there was silence following the uproar. Then a long, babbling howl burst out. It ululated eerily out of the deep moss to the north. There was a compelling note of command in it and in response half a dozen more of the mud creatures struggled industriously out of the mud in the area between the end of the growing bridge and the huge, silver-gray hull of the Pinnafore.


  “They seem to be harmless,” Barnes suggested as he helped Bronson back onto the bridge.


  “And intelligent; they’re getting out of our way,” the first mate added grimly.


  “That sound was controlled by lips,” Myrna remarked authoritatively.


  “So what?” Barnes asked.


  “That’s what I studied, primitive languages. It wouldn’t be hard to break this one and find what it’s all about.”


  “It might be interesting,” Barnes agreed. “Too bad we haven’t time to go into it.”


  The last fifty yards to the stern of the Pinnafore was rapidly being bridged. They ducked as Atkins rode the repulsors by overhead traveling down the power beam with another huge load of reed trunks. The crew was beginning to get good at their primitive carpentry, it took only ten minutes to finish the job.


  Myrna, Barnes and Bronson stood under the silent exhaust tube of the derelict ship.


  “Well, let’s go aboard,” Myrna urged.


  “Give me a hand,” Barnes instructed.


  Bronson hoisted his commander up into the tube, then Barnes turned and hauled the first mate up beside him. Myra came next. The three of them clambered around the lip of the tube onto the top of the hull. At first glance the ship looked to be in perfect condition, but a closer scrutiny revealed signs of the baking it had been subject to in its uncontrolled plunge through the Venusian atmosphere. The flexible silica varnish had fused and inn in several places and the metal was deeply corroded beneath. Bronson kicked at one of the spots experimentally. The metal sounded solid.


  “Not bad, not bad,” Barnes commented. “The cargo should be in first-class shape. Come on, we’ll go and take a look at it.” The rear lifeboat lock was open but the inner door was heat-warped and jammed shut.


  “We’ll need a projector for that,” Barnes decided, scrambled back over the hull and yelled below. He caught the projector that was heaved up to him and returned to the lock. In a few seconds he had the door cut right out. He stuck his head inside and sniffed. The air smelled stale, but that was all. He stepped inside. The atomic-powered lights were still burning brightly.


  “Watch the edges of that door; they’re still hot,” he warned as the others followed him.


  They started down the corridor through the passenger cabins. Their feet made no sound on the resilient floor covering; the ship was utterly still, they could hear each other breathing. Instinctively they kept close together. Commander Barnes led the way forward to the control cabin. Everything was in perfect order as though Commander Nordune had just left, they wouldn’t have been very much surprised if one of the Pinnafore’s crew had entered. Barnes went straight to the chart table. He dug down in a drawer underneath and came up with a sheaf of cargo plans, one sheet for each deck.


  “These are what we want,” he said. “Look through them.”


  BRONSON and Myrna accepted their share and for a few moments the rustle of paper was the only sound in the cabin.


  “This must be it,” Myrna announced. There was an edge of excitement in her voice. She laid a plan on the table. “It’s the bottom deck,” she explained. “There’s a space labeled Venus Consolidated with no detail of what’s in it.”


  “I guess you’re right,” Barnes agreed. “Let’s go.” They were getting close to the end of the trail. He felt a little excited himself. They left the cabin and started down the emergency stairway that communicated between decks. Their feet made a clattering clamor on the steel steps.


  “Go on, hurry up,” Myrna urged. “Don’t shove. The cargo will wait.” He sniffed; a stale smell was drifting upward. They reached the stairway leading to the bottom deck. Barnes stopped.


  “Oh, oh.”


  “What’s the matter?” Myrna crowded past him. She saw what was wrong. The stairway disappeared into the slick black gleam of a pool of mud. As they watched a moment in silence they saw the mud wasn’t still. It was oozing slowly up through the hatchway. Bronson spoke.


  “The bottom must be tom out!”


  “The whole bottom deck will be full!” Myrna cried in consternation.


  “Where the devil’s that hatch cover?” Barnes demanded. “Come on, Bronson, give me a hand.” Together they lifted the heavy plate off its rack on the wall and heaved it into position over the stairway. It slithered around on the rising ooze of mud and wouldn’t go into place. They threw it clear.


  “Dig some of this mud out,” Barnes instructed. There wasn’t time to call more of the crew; mud was coming in every second. They tore into the job furiously, using their hands and slinging the mud indiscriminately all around the stairwell. Before the hatch cover was bolted into place they were a mess.


  Myrna sat back on her heels and wiped a gob of mud off her face. She was breathing hard from her exertions.


  “What are we going to do now?” she asked in dismay. A few seconds ago everything seemed to be right in their hands.


  “I dunno, yet,” Barnes shrugged. “This is going to take a little thinkingout. Any suggestions, Bronson?”


  The first mate shook his head.


  “Are you below there, sir?” That was Atkins’ voice.


  “Yeah, come on down,” Barnes invited. Atkins came down the steep stairs. He stopped and blinked in surprise at the mud-splattered figures.


  “Something the matter?” he asked uncertainly.


  “No, there’s just a hole in the bottom. We plugged it here,” Barnes explained.


  “What’s on your mind?”


  “I’ve been in the generator room. The power plant is all right, all the repulsor activators respond.”


  Barnes stood up and rubbed the mud off his hands. “What about the drive manifold?”


  “It’s not bad. It would take perhaps a couple of days to fix. We don’t need the refrigerators.”


  Barnes thoughtfully rolled the mud on his hands into a ball and tossed it on top of the hatch cover. It landed with a plop. He shrugged his shoulders.


  “I guess that’s the best we can do,” he said to Myrna.


  “Do you think we can lift out of this mud with the repulsors?”


  “I don’t know. We can try. There’s maybe a chance; this ship isn’t quite so massive as the 14.”


  “I guess we better go ahead then,” Myrna agreed not very enthusiastically. All the excitement had gone out of her. It seemed that they were just as far away as ever from the treasure that lay in the hold of the Pinnafore.


  “All right, Atkins; get busy on your survey and make it fast,” Barnes instructed.


  “Yes, sir.” Atkins was expecting the order and took it on the run.


  “Would there be any chance of pumping that mud out and salvaging the drill heads if the ship doesn’t lift?” Myrna asked when Atkins had gone.


  “We’ve got nothing to pump with,” Barnes told her. “It would take longer to build a pump than it would to fix up the drive manifold. If the Hertz outfit shows up with equipment to handle this job, they can overrule our salvage claim. Our best bet is to see if the repulsors will lift us just enough so we can boost up to the north end of this valley with the drive. I was looking at the photographic flight record last night. There’s a big, flat stretch of reed plants and jungle to the north; likely the mud’s shallower there. If we can get some solid underneath, we can lift easily.”


  “Is there anything I can do to help?” Myrna asked.


  “No, I guess not. This might be a good chance for you to get acquainted with those mud gophers outside,” Barnes suggested.


  “You mean keep out of the way; you’re going to be busy,” Myrna translated with a smile. “All right, I’ll make myself scarce.”


  They went back to the upper deck. Commander Barnes headed aft to look at the drive manifold and Myrna went in search of the forward escape lock. That was practically the last they saw of each other for the next two days.


  THERE WAS a crack six feet long in the drive manifold. The failure of the heat-resistant inner lining of the manifold had subjected the outer covering to the terrific temperature and corrosive action of the preheated fuel. The metal ten inches on each side of the rupture was completely broken down and crumbled at a touch. It had to be all cut away, the undamaged metal cut back several inches and undercut to give a firm anchorage for a weld. The split in the inner lining was only three inches wide, but because of the stubborn, ornery toughness of the refractory alloy with which it had to be repaired, it presented the major problem. Before the job was finished, Atkins’ vast reserve of profanity was running low; once or twice he actually repeated himself.


  For two days and nights Barnes saw nothing of Myrna or the soft gray-green beauty of the valley. His world was made up of the interminable, intermittent spluttering flare of atomic flame projectors and the sullen, reluctantly yielding toughness of the Malat metal lining.


  Twice Jurd Parker reported ships passing, once fifty miles to the north and again to the north but twenty miles closer. On both occasions Barnes ordered the immediate cessation of all work and the shutting down of everything that might create detectable radio interference. He didn’t explain his actions to anyone, but the men began to get the idea that there was something secretive about this salvage operation and, somehow, a time limit had been set. By the time the job was done a tense, nervous excitement gripped the whole crew as they waited for the results of the work to be tested.


  At last Atkins was ready to start his preheating tests and Barnes suddenly found himself with nothing to do. He was utterly tired but not sleepy yet; that would come later. He went to the forward control cabin and saw someone below on the reed bridge that had been extended all around the Pinnafore. The preliminary evening mists had lifted, there was enough light for him to see it was Myrna. He went out through the forward escape lock, slid down the curve of the hull and landed beside her.


  “Ssh,” Myrna cautioned. She was sitting and didn’t get up. She was holding something in her arms. It squirmed and emitted a sleepy whimper as Barnes landed on the bridge.


  “What the dickens you got there?” he asked in a hushed voice.


  “It’s a baby mud gopher,” Myrna explained. “I’m holding him while his mother dives for moss roots.”


  “Holy gosh! You must have got on pretty well with them if they let you handle their young.”


  “It wasn’t hard. I can speak most of their language now. It’s very rudimentary, and they’re so gentle and tame. They’re quite intelligent, too, and they’ve got as far as tribal organization. The various tribes seem to get along without any trouble. There’s lots to eat. And they’ve got the loveliest dark, velvet eyes. Just lately, though, they seem to have been worried about something. There’s been more of them coming south all the time; the moss out there is just crowded with them. There’s lots of babies, too.”


  “Maybe they just like to raise the kids down this end of the bog,” Barnes suggested.


  “No, it’s not that. I think there’s something to the north they’re afraid of.” Myrna stopped speaking and they listened to the night sounds. A subdued murmuring rose out of the translucent dark from the moss all around where the strange mud gophers lay concealed in their thousands and carried on the diminished activities of night. Suddenly, high, shrill and sweet the wild, uncanny mating call of a killer moth wove a thread of exquisite, fading melody into the night. A flock of gliding lizards was disturbed high up on the slope of the mountain; their sharp, raucous barks drifted distantly from the shore. The weird mystery of North Venus hung over everything.


  Myrna looked up at Commander Barnes.


  “Don’t you feel it?” she whispered. “I know something terrible is going to happen.” She hugged the tiny mud gopher in spite of his sleepy protest. “There are thousands of them out there in the moss and they’re all afraid.”


  Barnes looked down at the girl as she sat with her arms cradled, her face silhouetted dimly white against the background of the moss swamp, her hair a dark cloud above it. She was right, he certainly did feel something, and if he wasn’t careful, something was most surely going to happen.


  “Well, whatever it is I hope it doesn’t happen yet awhile,” he said, matter-of-factly getting safely down to reality. “I’ve got to get some sleep.”


  Myrna was silent for a moment. “I guess you need it,” she agreed. “How’s the drive coming?”


  “We’re going to try a take-off in the morning.”


  “And if you don’t make it?”


  “We’ll figure that out in the morning, too. Do you think you could warn these mud hoppers to get out of our line of flight. I’d just as soon not slaughter the whole crew if we don’t have to.”


  “Oh yes, I can do that,” Myrna said. Without warning, she raised her voice in a high, babbling yell. The baby mud gopher in Myrna’s arms sat up with a startled “Woup!” of surprise, then it started yelling on its own account, a piping wail of distress that sounded like a human baby crying. Myrna spoke softly to it and stroked it and soothed it till it quieted down to a subdued whimpering complaint against the world in general. Silence settled down over the swamp again.


  The baby mud gopher refused to cuddle back to sleep but sat alertly erect, its short, silkily tufted ears cocked forward, its tiny black, button nose twitching as it sorted the night air. Suddenly it stretched its stubby neck out as far as it would go, pursed its soft black lips and sent a low, crooning cry out into the night. An almost identical answer came back.


  “That’s his mother,” Myrna explained softly. “She’s quite a big shot in the tribe.”


  Without a sound four full-grown mud gophers emerged dimly from the moss and sat up, looking toward the ship in silence. Myrna spoke a few soft, vowel-filled words. One of the gophers answered, and they all waddled across the mud with great dignity and climbed up on the bridge. They sat in a line, alertly erect on their long hind feet, their tufted ears cocked straight up and their short forepaws folded on their round furry bellies. They glanced once at Barnes, then all eyes were focused expectantly on Myrna.


  As a preliminary she handed the baby over to the biggest of the four, then started speaking quickly and earnestly in the simple, melodious language these strange creatures had developed. They listened in solemn, attentive silence, glanced up at Commander Barnes, then looked for a while at the bulk of the Pinnafore. The big old matron with the infant seemed to be the leader of the group. She puffed out her cheeks and spoke, her voice a surprisingly rich, musical contralto. Myrna answered quickly; she supplemented her words with expressive gestures and repeated most of what she had already said. The four sat motionless, their tufted ears intelligently erect, their beautiful soft, dark eyes missed nothing.


  When Myrna finished, they sat in silence for a long moment, then the old matron crooned a long, low “Ooooo.” Evidently that meant they got the idea. She placed her baby on the back of her neck, it got a firm hold on the tufts of its mother’s ears, then she led the way back toward the moss. The gophers seemed to waddle clumsily, but they made no sound on the soft mud. In a surprisingly short moment they vanished silently into the long moss. Sounds ruled the night again, nothing moved. Myrna started to get stiffly to her feet. Barnes helped her up.


  “That’s the best I’ve been able to do with them so far,” she said with satisfaction.


  “Well, we’ll see how good it is in the morning. I sure hope the repulsors can find enough solid. If we could go back to Venus City and get some salvage buoys, it would be no trick at all to raise the ship and blast her north to the shallow end with the drive.”


  “We can go back,” Myrna assured him, “but I don’t think the Madden credit would stretch as far as even a small buoy.”


  “That seems hard to believe,” Barnes objected.


  “Well, it’s so. All we’ve got is here. Then there’s that little item of some administration men who got scattered around. It’s going to take a bank roll to square that.”


  “Meaning we’ve got to raise the Pinnafore or else,” Barnes concluded. “And we’ve go to do it first time. If those Hertz ships are anywhere around when we cut loose with the repulsors at full power, they’ll track us down in no time. If we can’t handle the job and they can, it’s their ship.”


  Myrna nodded. “I know,” she said, “but if there’s nothing more to be done tonight you’d better start thinking about that sleep you mentioned.”


  Barnes suddenly realized that he was quite prepared to curl up and sleep on the mud if necessary. “I’m ready for it,” he admitted.


  They went along the reed bridge to the stern of the ship and entered through a cargo port. Barnes was practically out on his feet when he reached his. cabin. He managed to mumble a good night and Was asleep almost before he landed on his bunk.


  Myrna went to her own cabin, but she didn’t sleep much. The murmuring mutter that rose from the moss swamp seemed to be increasing in volume, it hung heavily like a tangible pall of fear over the night-filled valley. Myrna was sure it was hopeless, resigned fear she had seen in the dark, tragic eyes of the mud gophers. She had heard some hint of it in their talk; they would tell her nothing directly. They seemed absolutely sure it would be no use, that nothing could be done for them.


  Some time during the night Myrna was startled vividly awake to hear the last of a ghastly, semilmman scream of mortal agony and terror drifting across the swamp from the north. A cold sweat broke out on her as she sat awake, dreading to hear it again. She started to nod, her eyes drooped shut, then with brutal suddenness the nerve-tearing sound ripped out and died slowly away. She sat tensely awake and heard the voice of the hordes of mud gophers increasing in intensity, building up with a heavier background of sound. For some reason they were drifting south in their thousands, fleeing from the horror that lay to the north. If the screams she had heard were any part of the mystery, Myrna found she could hardly blame the mud gophers for moving out. The second time she woke she did not attempt to go back to sleep again, but lay awake, listening to the tiny voices of the derelict ghost ship.


  It was still sinking slowly, the plates and girders of the hull subjected to unaccustomed strains muttered and whispered in low-voiced protest.


  AT LAST the morning mists began to wreathe down, laying a soft, smothering blanket over everything. All sounds were muted, some were stilled. Then the ship began to come to life, sounds of movement came from other cabins; finally a succession of musical chimes on the communication system announcing breakfast restored the world almost to normal but not quite. The augmented murmur from the increasing hordes of mud gophers remained as a steady, ominous background.


  Barnes and Bronson were in the control cabin checking instruments when Myrna got there. Lights were on; the lifting mist still hung low outside.


  “Good morning,” Barnes greeted. “It looks like Madam Mud Gopher did her stuff all right. As far as we can see the moss is clear ahead of us, but there’s crowds of those things everywhere else.”


  “Yes, I know. I heard them coming in last night,” Myrna said. “Are we about ready to try the repulsors?”


  Barnes nodded. “Everything’s set. We’ve even got the fuel tanks about a third full in case we do get off. Atkins is making a final checkup; we’re just waiting for him to report.”


  The communications speaker beeped warningly. “Atkins reporting. Everything O.K. Let her flip.”


  “Going up,” Barnes warned hopefully, and eased forward on the repulsor controls. The dials responded evenly. He advanced the controls cautiously to the limit of the first stage and gave the generators plenty of time to take the load. Atkins had left the communications system open. They could hear the deepening note of power from the generator room.


  “Are they taking it all right?” Barnes asked.


  “Everything’s normal,” Atkins replied.


  “Well, this is it,” Barnes muttered. He shoved the repulsor controls to full power and full extension. They heard a series of quick, heavy thuds from the generator room as the overload coils were switched into action. The cabin lights dimmed down, then brightened again as the generators built up to speed. It was a little more than three seconds before they were pouring full power through the repulsor fields. The ship shuddered and heaved. The group in the control cabins stood tense, silently, expectantly waiting. It was lifting! They could feel it. They looked at one another in the beginning of triumph. The ship was coming up! A foot. Two feet. It rose a few inches more, then the altimeter refused to advance any farther. The generators moaned steadily at full potential.


  “What’s the matter?” Myrna asked anxiously.


  “No solid,” Barnes replied briefly.


  “That’s all you’ll get out of it,” Bronson stated flatly. “The mud’s beginning to boil out there.” He nodded toward a side port. Myrna looked. Under the trailing skirt of the mist she could see the slick, black roll of the mud as it began to boil up sluggishly at the outer edge of the field.


  Barnes hung on hopefully for another ten seconds, but the ship would rise no more. The mud was rolling and boiling all around and building higher. Then the ship began to settle almost imperceptibly back as the terrific power of the repulsors displaced the mud.


  Commander Barnes didn’t dare delay any longer. He fired the drive, then firmly and steadily advanced the throttle to full open. The drive muttered and rumbled to a crescendoing thunder of power. The ship surged forward with a rush, then slowed, but kept going. Barnes didn’t want to admit it, even to himself, but he knew they weren’t going fast enough. An indicator on the way up caught his eyes. It was stern exterior temperature, rising fast.


  “I guess the blast isn’t clearing, the mud must be blanketing it in,” Barnes muttered.


  Atkins’ voice came in, calmly tense. “The emergency stairway hatch has torn loose. Mud’s coming in,” he announced.


  “See what you can do to fix it,” Barnes instructed. In that moment he knew they were licked. Suddenly the exterior temperature indicator glowed a warning red and emitted a series of sharp, penetrating beeps. Reluctantly Barnes retarded the throttle a little. Almost immediately forward motion ceased. He cut the drive completely, the red glow began to fade out of the temperature indicator dial. He had come pretty close to melting the stern off the ship. The moan of the generators came into the cabin again. He started to cut the repulsors and the ship settled slowly back into the mud. The voice of the generators dropped and faded out. For a long moment the sucking noises as the ship settled down and the mud oozed back were the only sounds to be heard in the cabin. Barnes neutralized all controls.


  “We didn’t make it,” he said, dropping the remark into a silence full of disappointment.


  “I guess that’s that,” Myrna managed to say, and bit her lip to keep it still.


  BARNES’ mind was a blank. He had considered possible failure, but he hadn’t thought much past it. He cut in communications absently. “Come in, Jurd,” he said.


  “Parker reporting.” Jurd Parker’s voice was as weary as ever.


  “Has anything been near in the last half hour?” Barnes asked.


  “I thought I picked up something about seventy-five miles south,” Jurd told him. “I thought it sounded like repulsor interference. You blanketed everything out before I could be sure. If it were repulsors, the ship that was running them would have a job picking up our direction over his own interference,” he added.


  Barnes blinked alert. He hadn’t thought of that. “I guess you’re right,” he agreed. “O.K. That’s all.” He switched off.


  “They might not have spotted us to within a few miles,” he told Bronson and Myrna.


  “So what?” Myrna asked.


  “So we might have time to build a mud pump before Hertz can get here with better equipment.”


  Myrna looked at him steadily. “Salvage men don’t give up easily, I see,” she said quietly. “I guess it won’t do any harm to build pumps up to the last minute.”


  Barnes contacted the generator room. “Atkins.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Can you build a mud pump?”


  There was a few seconds of silence. “Well, yes, sir; I guess so.”


  “O.K. Fly at it, and do all your cutting with the torches.”


  “A projector would be faster for rough cutting,” Atkins pointed out.


  “And noisier. Don’t use one.”


  “Don’t—”


  “Exactly.”


  The pause that followed was so eloquent that they could practically see Atkins flip his eyebrow’s resignedly.


  “Yes, sir,” he said, and switched off.


  “Why not the projector?” Myrna asked curiously.


  “If those Hertz scouting ships miss us, they’ll miss pretty close,” Barnes explained. “The disturbance of a single projector flame can be picked up ten miles off.”


  “Oh, I—” Whatever Myrna had


  been going to say was cut short by a terrible scream of unutterable agony that wailed out of the moss swamp not far to the north. The nerve-numbing cry of pure, distilled terror rose incredibly, then abruptly cut off, but it still seemed to continue, burned indelibly into the memories of those who heard it. They looked at each other in horrified silence.


  “Wow!” Barnes let his breath go. “That’s the worst I ever heard.”


  Myrna shivered. “I heard it twice last night, but it was farther off.”


  The communications speaker buzzed. “Parker calling Commander Barnes.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “A ship went by about eight miles south on atmospheric controls. Not using his repulsors. He must be listening.”


  “O.K. We’ll keep quiet.” The speaker switched off.


  Bronson rubbed his hand over his forehead and blinked. “Boy! If I never hear a yell like that again, it’ll be too soon. I wonder what the devil it was?”


  His face paled, they froze and stared at each other as the scream came again. It was different, lower-toned, closer, more desperately urgent. It choked off abruptly.


  Barnes shook himself and shuddered. “Come on, we’ll go see,” he said briefly.


  They followed him out through the forward escape lock to the outer hull of the ship. The Pinnafore had moved no more than a hundred feet north as a result of the morning’s session of roaring and blasting. It was sunk about four feet deeper in the mud and was beginning to look more than ever like a permanent section of the landscape. Below them several of the men were busy repairing the reed bridge and connecting it up to the ship’s new position. They glanced uneasily northward from time to time.


  The morning mists were lifting and dispersing, visibility was improving rapidly. A peculiar rushing rumble of sound drifted out of the mist. The three on top of the Pinnafore’s hull didn’t see the gophers at first; the blue-green fur of the mud dwellers was perfect camouflage in the moss. Only their movement revealed them, and that almost didn’t. They were massed in solid phalanxes and their slow, southward drift was like wind in the moss.


  “It’s all gophers—there’s no moss!” Bronson blurted. Barnes could hardly believe his eyes. A solid stream of the furry mud gophers, hundreds of yards wide was heading south, waddling and humping and leaping along out of the mist in the first semblance of panic.


  They were a couple of hundred feet from the bridge. The men working on it couldn’t see them, a screen of untrampled moss still intervened.


  “You men below, come aboard!” Barnes shouted. His words were followed by another long drawn-out scream of agony. The men on the bridge didn’t hesitate; they scrambled for the cargo port of the Pinnafore. They barely got inside before the first of the horde of gophers were struggling over the flimsy causeway. They were moving faster, blind panic getting a better hold. They crowded against the hull of the Pinnafore, some tried to climb up and fell back into the accelerating stream. The padding of innumerable long, snowshoe feet on the mud was a continuous rushing sound laid over by the swelling tumult of screams, squeals, deep-voiced moans and the shrill piping cries of the babies, sounding like the wail of lost infant souls. Abruptly the soul-searing, high-pitched scream of agonized death cut chillingly through the tangled blanket of sound again.


  “Look!” Myrna quavered and pointed a trembling arm. A mud gopher bounded impossibly six feet above the streaming horde, giving voice to the terrible raving screams of pain. It somersaulted wildly in midair. Something black and horrible, a quarter the size of the gopher, was Hung off. They both plunged back into the moving mass of animals and were trampled into the mud.


  “My God! That gopher was all torn apart!” Bronson exclaimed in incredulous horror.


  Myrna moaned and covered her face with her hands.


  “There’s the end of them.” Barnes voice was tight and quiet, past the peak of horror to calmness. “Look what’s behind them.”


  The solid stampede of gophers was thinning out; the screams of agonized death were an almost continuous,. shrieking nightmare of spine-chilling sound. In between the thinning ranks of the gophers they could see the cause of the mad panic. Small, black, shiny, hairless reptilian, rat-faced creatures swarmed among the stragglers, leaping and ripping ferociously at the fleeing gophers. As far as they could see northward under the mist, the trail of the gopher horde was dotted with snarling, fighting groups of the black fiends as they battled each other about the ripped and shredded bodies of fallen gophers. Some of the gophers were fighting back, their powerful hind feet slashing out with deadly accuracy, their short, sturdy forearms strangling and pounding the life out of the terrible little marsupials whenever they could catch the quickmoving, elusive creatures, but they hadn’t a chance. While they killed one a dozen others leaped on them from all sides.


  Suddenly Barnes missed Myrna, then he saw her emerge from the escape lock with a projector in her hands. Her face was white and set. She raised the weapon and aimed it purposefully. Barnes yelled and leaped, grabbed the projector and twisted her fingers away from the trigger. Myrna didn’t say a word. She struggled in furious silence to get possession of the weapon.


  “Lay off!” Barnes yelled. “Listen to reason. You fire this thing off and those Hertz ships will be here in a matter of minutes.”


  “I don’t care! Gimme it!” Myrna gritted, her face white and contorted in a fury of maternal rage.


  “Nothing doing.”


  Myrna didn’t waste any more words. She bent and drove her teeth savagely into Barnes’ wrist. Commander Barnes yelped and jerked away. Myrna hung onto the flame projector and swung around.


  Over her head Barnes saw four mud gophers retreating in a compact group. In the split second he saw them, he recognized the old matron and her three aids that he had seen the night before. They were fighting with strategic intelligence, repelling the constant attacks of the black killers. The old leader still had her baby on her back, but even as Barnes caught sight of the action one of the ferocious marsupials leaped and tore it from her. The mother whirled in rage; in a moment the compact formation was broken, immediate destruction threatened.


  With a cursing effort Barnes ripped the projector from Myrna’s grasp, aimed and fired in one efficient motion.


  “Bronson, go below, get the crew with projectors, every one you can lay your hands on. Get up here and open fire and to hell with the salvage.”


  Myrna was getting to her feet. She heard what Barnes said and saw him firing. She beat Bronson into the escape lock by six feet and was the first back with a projector. In a moment she doubled the barrage of flame that Barnes was accurately laying down across the course of the fleeing mud gophers. The old mother gopher recovered her damaged infant and with her three companions fled from the area of flame. A dozen or more of the black killers leaped after them. Myrna picked them off methodically and felt a deep thrill of primitive satisfaction as the projector kicked back solidly in her hands and their black bodies twisted and crisped in the leaping stutter of the flame. They had barely time to screech before they were dead.


  Bronson and two more men got on the job. Within thirty seconds twelve projectors were spluttering and stabbing out long, accurate fingers of flaming death from the foredeck of the Pinnafore. Three could have done the job; the twelve turned that section of the swamp into a huge outdoor incinerator.


  The black, carnivorous little marsupials kept coming. They knew only one thing, they were hungry and easy prey lay ahead. They had always gone directly for it, their numbers overwhelming any interference, but in this case the interference was a little too drastic. They swarmed on in numberless hordes and died as they came; soon their charred remains were heaped in a ridge across the course of the gophers. The wind shifted and the nauseating stench of their dying drifted in a miasmic cloud over the Pinnafore.


  Myrna stuck it out with the rest as they choked and sickened. Their eyes bleared in the drifting smoke till the last of the killers, insane with terror of this unknown and driven irresistibly by the scent of helpless mud gophers ahead, climbed over the funeral pyre of its race and was blasted out of existence by the concentrated flames of a dozen projectors. The screams, yaps and shortcut screeches died into silence. No more came, there were no more, nothing stirred, the acridly pungent smoke drifted slowly.


  “Everyone below,” Barnes ordered tersely.


  They filed silently back through the escape lock and gulped with relief at the breathable, conditioned air inside. The carnage was complete, unequivocally final; there was nothing to be said. Myrna’s jaws were set, her mouth sealed against the nauseating tumult within her. She shivered, sat down abruptly on a locker and dropped her head into her hands. Bronson went below to superintend the repair of the reed bridge that the mud gophers had trampled out of existence.


  Barnes cut in communications.


  “Come in, Jurd,” he invited.


  “Parker reporting. What happened? I was trying to get through; some local interference blanketed the beam.” Jurd sounded almost excited.


  “That was projector interference,” Barnes explained.


  “Projector—”


  “Yeah, all twelve of them. Do you think anyone heard us?”


  “Oh, no,” Jurd replied. “Just everything between here and Venus City.”


  “Anything close?”


  “There’s something small coming in from the south. It’s about three miles out and traveling fast. It should be here in about fifteen seconds or so.”


  “O.K., Barnes said and switched off. Myrna looked up. She had recovered somewhat in the untainted air of the cabin and didn’t look quite as ghastly as when she had entered.


  “That’s that, then,” she said. The time element had been eliminated; there was no chance now of building pumps or considering any other angles.


  Barnes nodded agreement. “No solid, no lift,” he summed up briefly.


  It was a kind of futile end to a gallant gesture, but there was nothing much they could do about it. Myrna noticed his bleeding wrist and started to her feet. She put her hand guiltily to her mouth.


  “That was me, wasn’t it?” she realized.


  “It sure was,” Barnes agreed.


  “I—Oh, I’m sorry.”


  “Think nothing of it,” Barnes said airily. “It’s a nice clean sort of wound. I should have seen your point of view a little sooner.”


  Myrna swallowed a portion of a wan smile.


  “I’ll fix it for you,” she volunteered contritely.


  She got the first-aid kit from a wall cabinet, took possession of Commander Barnes’ wrist and swabbed the punctured skin with disinfectant. It stung a little, but Barnes was quite willing to leave his wrist in its present position and let it continue to be stung by disinfectant into the indefinite future. To his regret the activity didn’t go on for long. Myrna stuck a self-sealing bandage over the damage and the job was done.


  “Does it hurt much?” she asked.


  “I can hardly bear the excruciating pain,” Barnes told her seriously.


  Bronson entered the cabin. “There are about a dozen mud gophers hanging around outside the stern cargo port,” he announced. “I think they want you, Miss Madden.”


  Myrna hesitated a moment. “I guess I better go,” she decided.


  Barnes watched her as she followed Bronson out. He felt suddenly alone when she had gone. He got up, went to a forward port and took a look at his future. There were several half-formed dreams to be canceled before they started making trouble. Then there was the little matter of a job he’d have to start looking for with the item of involvement with the administration corps officers offering enough complications to make the matter interesting.


  BARNES was snapped suddenly out of his reverie by the roaring rush of an atomic drive overhead. He stepped quickly out through the forward escape lock. The mound of death to the north had quit smoking; there was nothing burnable left in it. He looked up and saw the sleek, streamlined shape of a survey ship going over on its atmospheric wings.


  It swung at the north end of the valley and came back mushing along almost at stalling speed, obviously looking the situation over carefully. Barnes stepped back into the cabin, switched on the receiver and in a moment picked up the patrol ship’s call. The pilot was busy sending a complete report of their position and the layout of the valley. A brief acknowledgment came back. He heard the patrol ship accelerate, then he saw it pass an observation port, driving south at full speed. He contacted Parker.


  “Where did that acknowledgment come from?”


  “Away south,” Jurd replied. “I think about three hours if it was a heavy salvage ship. They likely wouldn’t send one very far north till we were located.”


  “Likely not,” Barnes agreed and switched off. Three hours. That just gave them nice time to get everything cleaned up and aboard the HS14 ready for a take-off. He didn’t think Myrna would want to hang around and watch the Hertz outfit salvage the Pinnafore. Bronson came into the cabin.


  “Start rounding up the crew and getting ready to pull out,” Barnes instructed.


  “Maybe you’d better come and take a look outside first,” Bronson suggested. Barnes looked at him. The first mate seemed dazed with the dawn of excitement hovering about his face.


  “What goes on?”


  “I’m not talking. You better come and look.”


  “Where?”


  “Below, astern,” Bronson directed as Barnes followed him out of the cabin. They emerged from the stern cargo port.


  “Now what?” Barnes asked.


  Bronson pointed. Several of the men were standing idle on the beginning of the new reed bridge. Myrna crouched on the end. In front of her a score or more mud gophers sat in a semicircle facing her. A section of reed trunk stood erect in the mud. As Barnes watched, it wiggled and swayed, then disappeared slowly downward into the mud.


  Barnes blinked in astonishment. “Say, what—” Then the phenomenon explained itself.


  There was a commotion in the mud near the bridge and the old mother mud gopher emerged. She flipped the mud off her ears and looked inquiringly toward Myrna. The girl nodded vigorously, moaned and crooned quickly in the language of the gophers, then gesture elaborately toward the Pinnafore.


  The old mud gopher looked at her solemnly a moment, then she puffed out her cheeks, pointed her nose directly upward and emitted a long, high-pitched, penetrating cry. As soon as she had finished she lowered her nose; the first of the gophers in the watching semicircle leaned its head back and wailed out on a different note; the next in line followed and the performance was carried on till they had all contributed their part.


  Barnes walked out along the bridge. Myrna felt it dip as he approached. She twisted around and looked up pushing her dark hair from her face with a quick, distracted gesture.


  “That was a fine yodeling performance,” Barnes approved; “but what’s it all about?”


  “They’re calling the tribes together,” Myrna explained briefly.


  “Why? What’s the idea?”


  “Don’t ask me yet. Leave me alone. Go away,” Myrna instructed absently and turned her attention to the gophers.


  “Well, all right, if you feel that way about it,” Barnes agreed in a puzzled voice. “I guess you know what you’re doing.” He retreated to the ship.


  Bronson shrugged his ignorance in reply to Barnes’ inquiring look.


  IN RESPONSE to the cries of the leaders a general movement set in among the hordes of gophers rummaging and digging in the untrampled moss to the south. The cries were taken up and repeated into the distance. In a few minutes several thousand gophers were around the ship and more coming in steadily. Barnes stood with Bronson and the men who had been working on the bridge and watched in silence. The babble of gopher talk began to rise and swell in volume, but it wasn’t the increasing crowd that held the attention of the men—it was the action of the leaders.


  Under the instruction of the old matron and Myrna they placed themselves at intervals along the side of the Pinnafore. Their respective tribes began to form behind them. Each of the leaders carried a reed section from the broken bridge. Myrna stood up and wailed an arresting, high-pitched command. There was a shuffle of movement among the gophers as they crowded forward to watch their leaders. At Myrna’s command the chiefs of the tribes crouched even lower than their natural stance. They shuffled and wiggled a little, then with a twist and a kick of their powerful hind feet they disappeared abruptly below the surface of the mud. The reed sections they carried disappeared after them.


  The assembled gophers were getting more excited, leaping up and down and climbing over one another in their efforts to see what their leaders were doing. The excitement mounted for a minute or more, then it broke bounds altogether in a deafening babble of shrill yells and yaps as the leaders emerged one by one from the mud. They crawled out onto the surface of the mud that quaked and heaved under the motion of their followers. As soon as they were clear, their powerful voices were added authoritatively to the din. In a few moments the gophers were disappearing beneath the mud by dozens and each carried a section of the wrecked bridge. Soon they were going down by hundreds, and the mud was churned to a black emulsion by their frantic efforts to get below the surface. The others were scattering, looking for pieces of bridge.


  Myrna returned to the Pinnafore, her hair was all over the place and her face was streaked with mud. She shoved her hair back.


  “Well, do you get it?” she asked.


  “I think I do, but you tell it.”


  “The idea is that if these gophers keep at it long enough they might drag sufficient, buoyant material under the ship to give enough solid to lift.”


  “Yeah, I kinda hoped that’s what you were getting at.”


  Bronson shook his head. “This is sure the screwiest salvage operation I ever saw. Do you think it would help if we cut some more reeds for them?”


  “That’s an idea,” Barnes approved. “It’d speed things up. We’ve got three hours,” he told Myrna. “Come on.” He hiked for the control cabin. He contacted Jurd and ordered the rest of the crew of the 14 to start building another reed bridge.


  “Do you think it’s going to work?” Myrna asked anxiously.


  Barnes grinned. “Work? Say, the way those crazy mud hoppers are going below there now, they’ll fill the whole lake before they’re through. Can you keep them at it for long?”


  “Oh, yes. They’ll do anything for us now,” Myrna assured him. “I think the problem is going to be stopping them.”


  Ten minute later a call came: through from Stevens.


  “We started trying to build a bridge, sir,” he reported, “but there’s a couple of million of these crazy jack rabbit things swiping the reed trunks as fast as we lay them down. They’re hiking out your way with them. Shall we scare them off or something?”


  “Gosh, no. Don’t do anything like that,” Barnes ordered hastily. “Keep them supplied with all the reeds they can take away. Do some bridge building if you can, but don’t slow those fellows down.”


  “Yes, sir, if you say so, sir,” Stevens acknowledged doubtfully and switched off.


  An hour went by and the intensity of the activity around the Pinnafore was still increasing. More gophers were arriving, gangs of a dozen or more were working together, taking twenty and thirty-foot reed trunks right under the ship. They were all in on it. The tiniest infants plunged manfully into the mud, small clumps of moss clutched in their forepaws.


  Half an hour later Bronson sighted the bridge builders making progress from the shore. The gophers were getting the idea and waiting till Stevens and his crew dumped the reed trunks off the end of the bridge. The shorter haul left more of them free to dive and the work accelerated still more.


  At the end of two hours Myrna rushed excitedly into the control cabin.


  “It’s working. We’re lifting. The ship’s coming up! It’s floating! It . . . it—We’re—Come and look!” She practically dragged Barnes out of the cabin after her. Bronson followed and they headed for the stern cargo port.


  “Look! Look there!” Mvrna instructed, shouting to make herself heard above the babbling din of the laboring gophers. Half an inch of the mud-stained ship side showed above the level of the mud. As they looked, a slight tremor shook the ship; there was a scarcely perceptible lurch and the band of mud stain widened to two inches.


  “There! Did you feel that?” Myrna demanded.


  “I couldn’t very well help it. Look there,” Barnes pointed to the end of a reed trunk that was beginning to rise above the surface. “It’s building up.”


  Myrna’s eyes were shining. “We’re going to make it,” she breathed excitedly. “And I thought we were all washed up. Could we try to lift a little now?” she inquired tentatively.


  “We’ve got an hour yet,” Barnes told her. “We might as well use it all and make sure.”


  Fifteen minutes later Stevens and his crew brought the reed bridge into contact with the Pinnafore again. As soon as it was connected up Bronson went back to the 14 to prepare for take-off. Atkins got the derrick repulsors busy on their hauling job again, the huge loads of reed trunks he delivered disappeared into the mud almost as soon as they were dropped. Barnes directed and coordinated activities from the control cabin of the Pinnafore and started getting a skeleton crew on board.


  “Do you think we could try now?” Myrna asked for the fiftieth time.


  “We could, but we don’t need to yet,” Barnes told her and cut in communications. “How is that Hertz salvage ship doing?” he asked.


  “It’s doing fine,” Jurd replied. “Should be here in about a quarter of an hour. It’s been traveling fast.”


  “Fifteen minutes, huh? O.K.” Barnes switched off. “How long is it going to take you to call off those gophers?” he asked Myrna.


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’d better start now,” she suggested hopefully. The ship lurched under them and lifted again.


  “I guess you’d better,” Barnes agreed. Myrna turned and vanished in one motion.


  A few minutes later Barnes heard a high-pitched, babbling howl cutting through the jabbering racket that swelled up from the horde of laboring gophers. It was repeated again and again, more and more voices joining in. Gradually the confusion of voices began to quiet down, soon only the yaps and wailing howls of the tribal leaders could be heard. Through the side observation port Barnes could see the gopher horde streaming away and taking up position a hundred yards or so from the stranded ship. Myrna returned to the cabin.


  “All clear?” Barnes asked.


  Myrna nodded excitedly. “Yes, they’re all getting off to the side. They’re keeping away from the bow and stern. Can we try to take off now?”


  The communications speaker beeped before Barnes could answer.


  “Ship entering the valley from the south,” Jurd’s voice told them tensely.


  “There it is!” Myrna pointed excitedly through the port. “See? Just coming out of the mist.”


  Barnes looked and saw a ship four miles distant, trailing a cloud of mist and sweeping down the valley. He recognized it as one of the Hertz ships, not quite as big as the HS14.


  “Well, don’t just stand there. Do something,” Myrna urged.


  Barnes turned back to the communication system. He snapped the switch to general call.


  “Stand by to take off,” he ordered. An acknowledgment came through from the 14 almost immediately. The stations on board the Pinnafore reported in rapid succession.


  MYRNA watched tensely, waiting for some reaction as Commander Barnes moved the repulsor controls. He checked the dials through the first stage, then moved directly to the third. There was no suggestion of the sluggish lag that had followed their first attempt at a take-off. The ship seemed to gather itself with a tremendous heaving surge of power, the floor rammed upward with commanding suddenness against their feet. Myrna staggered and sat down ludicrously on the floor. Barnes was prepared for the shock and stayed erect at the controls.


  Myrna struggled to her feet and lurched to the side port. She whirled toward Barnes her face exultant.


  “We . . . we’re off! We’re up! We made it!” she yelled in jubilant unbelief.


  “Yeah, I kinda noticed it,” Barnes agreed.


  The ship surged powerfully to the top of its repulsor extension. Barnes took no chance on a gentle takeaway. He fired the drive and slapped the throttle wide open. The ship lurched forward as though it had been kicked, and immediately plunged downward as the repulsor fields slid off their support. Myrna staggered and sat down on the floor again. By the time she struggled to her feet the Pinnafore had dived into flying speed and started answering the atmospheric controls.


  Myrna got to the control panel and stood beside Barnes watching as he nursed the liner out of its dive and pulled into a slow climb toward the north end of the valley. He used the full length of the valley and swung about easily. This ship had been subjected to enough unavoidable strains without adding anything violent that wasn’t necessary.


  They headed south down the valley. The Hertz salvage ship was below them, flying north.


  “Good golly, he’s going to land!” Barnes realized suddenly. He spun the transmitter dial to emergency call. “Calling Hertz salvage ship! Don’t land! It’s soft bottom!”


  The commander of the salvage ship must have realized his position the moment Barnes’ call came in. From the Pinnafore they saw the drive plume to life; the ship lunged forward and passed under them. Myrna stepped to the observation wing and looked back. She was just in time to see the salvage ship tear into the valley bottom and plow to a stop.


  “It’s down,” she announced. “Do we have to help them?” she asked doubtfully.


  “We can’t. We haven’t got enough fuel,” Barnes told her, and went on to explain the situation to the commander of the stranded salvage ship. “Just stay where you are and don’t get your feet muddy,” he advised. “We’ll send something north with buoys to pull you out when we get back.”


  The Hertz commander’s reply started coming through. Barnes snapped the receiver off hurriedly and looked quickly at Myrna.


  The girl nodded. “Yes, he did sound disturbed about something,” she agreed.


  “What’s the HS14 doing?”


  “It’s lifting,” Myrna reported, exultant triumph in her voice. “Now it’s swinging out into the valley. There, it’s all clear; it’s climbing after us.” She came back to the control panel as Barnes lifted the nose of the ship into a steeper climbing angle and advanced the throttle a little.


  “This sort of complicates things,” she said slowly.


  “How so?”


  “Well, one ship is a ship, but two make a fleet. Now I’ve got to find a fleet commander somewhere.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Jon Barnes, look at me!”


  He turned and looked into the perfect oval of her slightly mud-stained face, framed in the dark glory of her hair. Then he found her eyes. Her lips parted slightly and abruptly she had her commander. He practically surrounded her.


  The Pinnafore thundered on with no one at the controls, but it didn’t matter. The ship was in the clear and climbing, heading south over the top for Venus City.


  THE END.


  THE STELLAR LEGION


  Leigh Brackett


  No one had ever escaped from Venus’ dread Stellar Legion. And, as Thekla the low-Martian learned, no one had ever betrayed it—and lived.


  SILENCE was on the barracks like a lid clamped over tight-coiled springs. Men in rumpled uniforms—outlanders of the Stellar Legion, space-rats, the scrapings of the Solar System—sweated in the sullen heat of the Venusian swamp-lands before the rains. Sweated and listened.


  The metal door clanged open to admit Lehn, the young Venusian Commandant, and every man jerked tautly to his feet. Ian MacIan, the white-haired, space-burned Earthman, alone and hungrily poised for action; Thekla, the swart Martian low-canaler, grinning like a weasel beside Bhak, the hulking strangler from Titan. Every quick nervous glance was riveted on Lehn.


  The young officer stood silent in the open door, tugging at his fair mustache; to MacIan, watching, he was a trim, clean incongruity in this brutal wilderness of savagery and iron men. Behind him, the eternal mists writhed in a thin curtain over the swamp, stretching for miles beyond the soggy earthworks; through it came the sound every ear had listened to for days, a low, monotonous piping that seemed to ring from the ends of the earth. The Nahali, the six-foot, scarlet-eyed swamp-dwellers, whose touch was weapon enough, praying to their gods for rain. When it came, the hot, torrential downpour of southern Venus, the Nahali would burst in a scaly tide over the fort.


  Only a moat of charged water and four electro-cannons stood between the Legion and the horde. If those things failed, it meant two hundred lives burned out, the circle of protective forts broken, the fertile uplands plundered and laid waste. MacIan looked at Lehn’s clean, university-bred young face, and wondered cynically if he was strong enough to do his job.


  Lehn spoke, so abruptly that the men started. “I’m calling for volunteers. A reconnaissance in Nahali territory; you know well enough what that means. Three men. Well?”


  Ian MacIan stepped forward, followed instantly by the Martian Thekla. Bhak the Titan hesitated, his queerly bright, blank eyes darting from Thekla to Lehn, and back to MacIan. Then he stepped up, his hairy face twisted in a sly grin.


  Lehn eyed them, his mouth hard with distaste under his fair mustache. Then he nodded, and said; “Report in an hour, light equipment.” Turning to go, he added almost as an afterthought, “Report to my quarters, MacIan. Immediately.”


  MacIan’s bony Celtic face tightened and his blue eyes narrowed with wary distrust. But he followed Lehn, his gaunt, powerful body as ramrod-straight as the Venusian’s own, and no eye that watched him go held any friendship.


  Thekla laughed silently, like a cat with his pointed white teeth. “Two of a kind,” he whispered. “I hope they choke each other!” Bhak grunted, flexing his mighty six-fingered hands.


  In his quarters, Lehn, his pink face flushed, strode up and down while MacIan waited dourly. It was plain enough what was coming; MacIan felt the old bitter defensive anger rising in him.


  “Look,” he told himself inwardly. “Books. Good cigars. A girl’s picture on the table. You had all that once, you damn fool. Why couldn’t you . . .”


  Lehn stopped abruptly in front of him, grey eyes steady. “I’m new here, MacIan,” he said. “But we’ve been Legion men for five generations, and I know the law; no man is to be questioned about his past. I’m going to break the law. Why are you here, MacIan?”


  MacIan’s white head was gaunt and stubborn as Tantallon Rock, and he kept silent.


  “I’m trying to help,” Lehn went on. “You’ve been an officer; every man in the barracks knows that. If you’re here for any reason but failure in duty, you can be an officer again. I’ll relieve you of special duty; you can start working foe the examinations. No need to waste you in the ranks. Well?”


  MacIan’s eyes were hidden, but his voice was harsh. “What’s behind this, Lehn? What the hell is it to you?”


  The Venusian’s level gaze wavered; fa a moment the boy looked through the man, and MacIan felt a quick stab in his heart Then all that was gone, and Lehn said curtly.


  “If you find the barracks congenial stay there, by all means. Dismissed!”


  MacIan glared at him half-blindly for a moment, his fine long hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. Then he about faced with vicious smartness went out.


  NEARLY an hour later he stood the Martian Thekla on the works, waiting. The monotonous prayed on in the swamp; MacIan, lo up at the heavy sky, prayed just as that it would not rain. Not just yet.


  Because if it rained before the patrol left, the patrol would not leave; the Nahali would be on the march with the very first drop.


  “And my chance would be gone,” he whispered to himself.


  Thekla’s bright black eyes studied him, as they always did; an insolent, mocking scrutiny that angered the Scot.


  “Well,” he said dryly. “The perfect soldier, the gallant volunteer. For love of Venus, Thekla, or love of the Legion?”


  “Perhaps,” said Thekla softly, “for the same reason you did, Earthman. And perhaps not.” His face, the swart, hard face of a low-canal outlaw, was turned abruptly toward the mist-wrapped swamp. “Love of Venus!” he snarled. “Who could love this lousy sweat box? Not even Lehn, if he had the brains of a flea!”


  “Mars is better, eh?” MacIan had a sudden inspiration. “Cool dry air, and little dark women, and the wine-shops on the Jekkara Low-canal. You’d like to be back there, wouldn’t you?”


  To himself, he thought in savage pleasure, “I’ll pay you out, you little scum. You’ve tortured me with what I’ve lost, until I’d have killed you if it hadn’t been against my plan. All right, see if you can take it!”


  The slow dusk was falling; Thekla’s dark face was a blur but MacIan knew he had got home. “The fountains in the palace gardens, Thekla; the sun bursting up over red deserts; the singing girls and the thil in Madame Kan’s. Remember the thil, Thekla? Ice cold and greenish, bubbling in blue glasses?”


  He knew why Thekla snarled and sprang at hint, and it wasn’t Thekla he threw down on the soft earth so much as a tall youngster with a fair mustache, who had goaded with good intent. Funny, thought MacIan, that well-intentioned goads hurt worse than the other kind.


  A vast paw closed on his shoulder, hauling him back. Another, he saw, yanked Thekla upright. And Bhak the Titan’s hairy travesty of a face peered down at them.


  “Listen,” he grunted, in his oddly articulated Esperanto. “I know what’s up.


  I got cars, and village houses got thin walls. I heard the Nahali girl talking. I don’t know which one of you has the treasure, but I want it. If I don’t get it . . .”


  His fingers slid higher on MacIan’s shoulder, gripped his throat. Six fingers, like iron clamps. MacIan heard Thekla choking and cursing; he managed to gasp:


  “You’re in the wrong place, Bhak. We’re men, though you only strangled women.”


  The grip slackened a trifle. “Men too,” said Bhak slowly. “That’s why I had to run away from Titan. That’s why I’ve had to run away front everywhere. Men or women—anyone who laughs at me.”


  MacIan looked at the blank-eyed, revolting face, and wondered that anyone could laugh at it. Pity it, shut it harmlessly away, but not laugh.


  Bhak’s fingers fell away abruptly. “They laugh at me,” he repeated miserably, “and run away. I know I’m ugly. But I want friends and a wife, like anyone else. Especially a wife. But they laugh at me, the women do, when I ask them. And . . .” He was shaking suddenly with rage and his face was a beast’s face, blind and brutal. “And I kill them.


  I kill the damned little vixens that laugh at me!”


  He stared stupidly at his great hands. “Then I have to run away. Always running away, alone.” The bright, empty eyes met MacIan’s with deadly purpose. “That’s why I want the money. If I have money, they’ll like me. Women always like men who have money. If I kill one of you, I’ll have to run away again. But if I have someone to go with me. I won’t mind.”


  Thekla showed his pointed teeth. “Try strangling a Nahali girl, Bhak. Then we’ll be rid of you.”


  Bhak grunted. “I’m not a fool. I know what the Nahali do to you. But I want that money the girl told about, and I’ll get it. I’d get it now, only Lehn will come.”


  He stood over them, grinning. MacIan drew back, between pity and disgust. “The Legion is certainly the System’s garbage dump,” he muttered in Martian, loud enough for Thekla to hear, and smiled at the low-canaler’s stifled taunt. Stifled, because Lehn was coming up, his heavy water-boots thudding on the soggy ground.


  WITHOUT a word the three fell in behind the officer, whose face had taken on an unfamiliar stony grimness. MacIan wondered whether it was anger at him, or fear of what they might get in the swamp. Then he shrugged; the young cub would have to follow his own trail, wherever it led. And MacIan took a stern comfort from this thought. His own feet were irrevocably directed; there was no doubt, no turning back. He’d never have again to go through what Lehn was going through. All he had to do was wait.


  The plank bridge groaned under them, almost touching the water in the moat. Most ingenious, that moat. The Nahali could swim it in their sleep, normally, but when the conductor rods along the bottom were turned on, they literally burned out their circuits from an overload. The swamp-rats packed a bigger potential than any Earthly electric eel.


  Ian MacIan, looking at the lights of the squalid village that lay below the fort, reflected that the Nahali had at least one definitely human trait. The banging of a three-tiered Venusian piano echoed on the heavy air, along with shouts and laughter that indicated a free flow of “swamp juice.” This link in the chain of stations surrounding the swamplands was fully garrisoned only during the rains, and the less warlike Nahali were busy harvesting what they could from the soldiers and the rabble that came after them.


  Queer creatures, the swamp-rats, with their ruby eyes and iridescent scales. Nature, in adapting them to their wet, humid environment, had left them somewhere between warm-blooded mammals and coldblooded reptiles, anthropoid in shape, man-sized, capricious. The most remarkable thing about them was their breathing apparatus, each epithelial cell forming a tiny electrolysis plant to extract oxygen from water. Since they lived equally on land and in water, and since the swamp air was almost a mist, it suited them admirably. That was why they had to wait for the rains to go raiding in the fertile uplands; and that was why hundreds of Interworld Legionnaires had to swelter on the strip of soggy ground between swamp and plateau to stop them.


  MacIan was last in line. Just as his foot left the planks, four heads jerked up as one, facing to the darkening sky.


  “Rain!”


  Big drops, splattering slowly down, making a sibilant whisper across the swamp. The pipes broke off, leaving the ears a little deafened with the lack of them after so long. And MacIan, looking at Lehn, swore furiously in his heart.


  The three men paused, expecting an order to turn back, but Lehn waved them on.


  “But it’s raining,” protested Bhak. “We’ll get caught in the attack.”


  The officer’s strangely hard face was turned toward them. “No,” he said, with an odd finality, “they won’t attack. Not yet.”


  They went on, toward the swamp that was worse in silence than it had been with the praying pipes. And MacIan, looking ahead at the oddly assorted men plowing grimly through the mud, caught a sudden glimpse of something dark and hidden, something beyond the simple threat of death that hung always over a reconnoitering patrol.


  THE swamp folded them in. It is never truly dark on Venus, owing to the thick, diffusing atmosphere. There was enough light to show branching, muddy trails, great still pools choked with weeds, the spreading liha-trees with their huge pollen pods, everything dripping with the slow rain. MacIan could hear the thudding of that rain for miles around on the silent air; the sullen forerunner of the deluge.


  Fort and village were lost in sodden twilight. Lehn’s boots squelched onward through the mud of a trail that rose gradually to a ridge of higher ground! When he reached the top, Lehn turned abruptly, his electro-gun seeming to materialize in his hand, and MacIan startled by the bleak look of his full young face.


  “Stop right there,” said Lehn quietly. “Keep your hands up. And don’t speak until I’m finished.”


  He waited a second, with the rain drumming on his waterproof coverall, dripping from the ends of his fair mustache. The others were obedient, Bhak a great grinning hulk between the two slighter men. Lehn went on calmly.


  “Someone has sold us out to the Nahali. That’s how I know they won’t attack until they get the help they’re waiting for. I had to find out, if possible, what preparations they have made for destroying our electrical supply, which is our only vulnerable point. But I had a double purpose in calling this party. Can you guess what it is?”


  MacIan could. Lehn continued:


  “The traitor had his price; escape from the Legion, from Venus, through the swamp to Lhiva, where he can ship out on a tramp. His one problem was to get away from the fort without being seen, since all leaves have been temporarily cancelled.”


  Lehn’s mist-grey eyes were icy. “I gave him that chance.”


  Bhak laughed, an empty, jarring road. “See? That’s what the Nahali girl said. She said, ‘He can get what he needs, now. He’ll get away before the rains, probably with a patrol; then our people can attack.’ I know what he needed. Money! And I want it.”


  “Shut up!” Lehn’s electro-gun gestured peremptorily. “I want the truth of this. Which one of you is the traitor?”


  Thekla’s pointed white teeth gleamed. “MacIan loves the Legion, sir. He couldn’t be guilty.”


  Lehn’s gaze crossed MacIan’s briefly, and again the Scot had a fleeting glimpse of something softer beneath the new hardness. It was something that took him back across time to a day when he had been a green subaltern in the Terran Guards, and a hard-bitten, battle-tempered senior officer had filled the horizon for him.


  It was the something that had made Lehn offer him a chance, when his trap was set and sprung. It was the something that was going to make Lehn harder on him now than on either Bhak or Thekla. It was hero-worship.


  MacIan groaned inwardly. “Look here,” he said. “We’re in Nahali country. There may be trouble at any moment. Do you think this is the time for detective work? You may have caught the wrong men anyway. Better do your job of reconnoitering, and worry about the identity of the traitor back in the fort.”


  “You’re not an officer now, MacIan!” snapped Lehn. “Speak up, and I want the truth. You, Thekla!”


  Thekla’s black eyes were bitter. “I’d as well be here as anywhere, since I can’t be on Mars. How could I go back, with a hanging charge against me?”


  “MacIan?” Lehn’s grey gaze was levelled stiffly past his head. And MacIan was quivering suddenly with rage; rage against the life that had brought him where he was, against Lehn, who was the symbol of all he had thrown away.


  “Think what you like,” he whispered, “and be damned!”


  BHAK’S movement came so swiftly that it caught everyone unprepared. Handling the Martian like a child’s bean-bag, he picked him up and hurled him against Lehn. The electro-gun spat a harmless bolt into empty air as the two fell struggling in the mud. MacIan sprang forward, but Bhak’s great fingers closed on his neck. With his free hand, the Titan dragged Thekla upright; he held them both helpless while he kicked the sprawling Lehn in the temple.


  In the split second before unconsciousness took him, Lehn’s eyes met MacIan’s, and they were terrible eyes. MacIan groaned, “You young fool!” Then Lehn was down, and Bhak’s fingers were throttling him.


  “Which one?” snarled the Titan. “Give me the money, and I’ll let you go. I’m going to have the money, if I have to kill you. Then the girls won’t laugh at me. Tell me. Which one?”


  MacIan’s blue eyes widened suddenly. With all his strength he fought to croak out one word: “Nahali!”


  Bhak dropped them with a grunt. Swinging his great hands, forgetting his gun completely, he stood at bay. There was a rush of bodies in the rain-blurred dusk, a flash of scarlet eyes and triangular mouths laughing in queer, noseless faces. Then there were scaly, man-like things hurled like battering-rams against the Legionnaires.


  MacIan’s gun spat blue flame; two Nahali fell, electrocuted, but there were too many of them. His helmet was torn off, so that his drenched white hair blinded him; rubber-shod fists and feet lashed against reptilian flesh. Somewhere just out of sight, Thekla was cursing breathlessly in low-canal argot. And Lehn, still dazed, was crawling gamely to his feet; his helmet had protected him from the full force of Bhak’s kick.


  The hulking Titan loomed in the midst of a swarm of red-eyed swamp-rats. And MacIan saw abruptly that he had taken off his clumsy gloves when he had made ready to strangle his mates. The great six-fingered hands stretched hungrily toward a Nahali throat.


  “Bhak!” yelled MacIan. “Don’t . . .!”


  The Titan’s heavy laughter drowned him out; the vast paws closed in a joyous grip. On the instant, Bhak’s great body bent and jerked convulsively; he slumped down, the heart burned out of him by the electricity circuited through his hands.


  Lehn’s gun spoke. There was a reek of ozone, and a Nahali screamed like a stricken reptile. The Venusian cried out in sudden pain, and was silent; MacIan, struggling upright, saw him buried under a pile of scaly bodies. Then a clammy paw touched his own face. He moaned as a numbing shock struck through him, and lapsed into semi-consciousness.


  HE had vague memories of being alternately carried and towed through warm lakes and across solid ground. He knew dimly that he was dumped roughly under a liha-tree in a clearing where there were thatched huts, and that he was alone.


  After what seemed a very long time he sat up, and his surroundings were clear. Even more clear was Thekla’s thin dark face peering amusedly down at him.


  The Martian bared his pointed white teeth, and said, “Hello, traitor.”


  MacIan would have risen and struck him, only that he was weak and dizzy. And then he saw that Thekla had a gun.


  His own holster was empty. MacIan got slowly to his feet, raking the white hair out of his eyes, and he said, “You dirty little rat!”


  Thekla laughed, as a fox might laugh at a baffled hound. “Go ahead and curse me, MacIan. You high-and-mighty renegade! You were right; I’d rather swing on Mars than live another month in this damned sweat-box! And I can laugh at you, Ian MacIan! I’m going back to the deserts and the wine-shops on the Jekkara Low-canal. The Nahali girl didn’t mean money; she meant plastic surgery, to give me another face. I’m free. And you’re going to die, right here in the filthy mud!” A slow, grim smile touched MacIan’s face, but he said nothing.


  “Oh, I understand,” said Thekla mockingly. “You fallen swells and your honor! But you won’t die honorably, any more than you’ve lived that way.”


  MacIan’s eyes were contemptuous and untroubled.


  The pointed teeth gleamed. “You don’t understand, MacIan. Lehn isn’t going to die. He’s going back to face the music, after his post is wiped out. I don’t know what they’ll do to him, but it won’t be nice. And remember, MacIan, he thinks you sold him out. He thinks you cost him his post, his men, his career: his honor, you scut! Think that over when the swamp-rats go to work on you—they like a little fun now and then—and remember I’m laughing!”


  MacIan was silent for a long time, hands clenched at his sides, his craggy face carved in dark stone under his dripping white hair. Then he whispered, “Why?”


  Thekla’s eyes met his in sudden intense hate. “Because I want to see your damned proud, supercilious noses rubbed in the dirt!”


  MacIan nodded. His face was strange, as though a curtain had been drawn over it. “Where’s Lehn?”


  Thekla pointed to the nearest hut. “Bat it won’t do you any good. The rats gave him an overdose, accidentally, of course, and he’s out for a long time.”


  MACIAN went unsteadily toward the hut through rain. Over his shoulder he heard Thekla’s voice: “Don’t try anything funny, MacIan. I can shoot you down before you’re anywhere near an escaped even if you could find your way back without me. The Nahali are gathering now, all over the swamp; within half an hour they’ll march on the fort, and then on to the plateaus. They’ll send my escort before they go, but you and Lehn will have to wait until they come back. You can think of me while you’re waiting to die, MacIan me, going to Lhiva and freedom!”


  MacIan didn’t answer. The rhythm of the rain changed from a slow drumming to a rapid, vicious hiss; he could see it, almost smoking in the broad leaves of the liha-trees. The drops cut his body like whips, and he realized for the first time that he was stripped to trousers and shirt. Without his protective rubber coverall, Thekla could electrocute him far quicker even than a Nahali, with his service pistol.


  The hut, which had been very close, was suddenly far off, so far he could hardly see it. The muddy ground swooped and swayed underfoot. MacIan jerked himself savagely erect. Fever. Any fool who prowled the swamp without proper covering was a sure victim. He looked back at Thekla, safe in helmet and coverall, grinning like a weasel under the shelter of a pod-hung tree-branch.


  The hut came back into proper perspective. Aching, trembling suddenly with icy cold, he stooped and entered. Lehn lay there, dry but stripped like MacIan, his young face slack in unconsciousness.


  MacIan raised a hand, let it fall limply back. Lehn was still paralyzed from the shock. It might be hours, even days before he came out of it. Perhaps never, if he wasn’t cared for properly.


  MacIan must have gone a little mad then, from the fever and the shock to his own brain, and Thekla. He took Lehn’s shirt in both hands and shook him, as though to beat sense back into his brain, and shouted at him in hoarse savagery.


  “All I wanted was to die! That’s what I came to the Legion for, to die like a soldier because I couldn’t live like an officer. But it had to be honorably, Lehn! Otherwise . . .”


  He broke off in a fit of shivering, and his blue eyes glared under his white, tumbled hair. “You robbed me of that, damn you! You and Thekla. You trapped me. You wouldn’t even let me die decently. I was an officer, Lehn, like you. Do you hear me, young fool? I had to choose between two courses, and I chose the wrong one. I lost my whole command. Twenty-five hundred men, dead.


  “They might have let me off at the court-martial. It was an honest mistake. But I didn’t wait. I resigned. All I wanted was to die like a good soldier. That’s why I volunteered. And you tricked me, Lehn! You and Thekla.”


  He let the limp body fall and crouched there, holding his throbbing head in his hands. He knew he was crying, and couldn’t stop. His skin burned, and he was cold to the marrow of his bones.


  Suddenly he looked at Lehn out of bright, fever-mad eyes. “Very well,” he whispered. “I won’t die. You can’t kill me, you and Thekla, and you go on believing I betrayed you. I’ll take you back, you two, and fight it out. I’ll keep the Nahali from taking the fort, so you can’t say I sold it out. I’ll make you believe me!”


  From somewhere, far off, he heard Thekla laugh.


  MACIAN huddled there for some time, his brain whirling. Through the rain-beat and the fever-mist in his head and the alternate burning and freezing that racked his body, certain truths shot at him like stones from a sling.


  Thekla had a gun that shot a stream of electricity. A gun designed for Nahali, whose nervous systems were built to carry a certain load and no more, like any set of wires. The low frequency discharge was strong enough to kill a normal man only under ideal conditions; and these conditions were uniquely ideal. Wet clothes, wet skin, wet ground, even the air saturated.


  Then there were metal and rubber. Metal in his belt, in Lehn’s belt; metal mesh, because the damp air rotted everything else. Rubber on his feet, on Lehn’s feet. Rubber was insulation. Metal was a conductor.


  MacIan realized with part of his mind that he must be mad to do what he planned to do. But he went to work just the same.


  Ten minutes later he left the hut and crossed the soaking clearing in the downpour. Thekla had left the Tux-tree for a hut directly opposite Lehn’s; he rose warily in the doorway, gun ready. His sly black eyes took in MacIan’s wild blue gaze, the fever spots burning on his lean cheekbones, and he smiled.


  “Get on back to the hut,” he said. “Be a pity if you die before the Nahali have a chance to try electro-therapy.”


  MacIan didn’t pause. His right arm was hidden behind his back. Thekla’s jaw tightened. “Get back or I’ll kill you!”


  MacIan’s boots sucked in the mud. The beating rain streamed from his white hair, over his craggy face and gaunt shoulders. And he didn’t hesitate.


  Thekla’s pointed teeth gleamed in a sudden snarl. His thumb snapped the trigger; a bolt of blue flame hissed toward the striding Scot.


  MacIan’s right hand shot out in the instant the gun spoke. One of Lehn’s rubber boots cased his arm almost to the shoulder, and around the ankle of it a length of metal was made fast; two mesh belts linked together. The spitting blue fire was gathered to the metal circle, shot down the coupled lengths, and died in the ground.


  The pistol sputtered out as a coil fused. Thekla cursed and flung it at MacIan’s head. The Scot dodged it, and broke into a run, dropping Lehn’s boot that his hands might be free to grapple.


  Thekla fought like a low-canal rat, but MacIan was bigger and beyond himself with the first madness of fever. He beat the little Martian down and bound him with his own belt, and then went looking for his clothes and gun.


  He found them, with Lehn’s, in the hut next door. His belt pouch yielded quinine; he gulped a large dose and felt better. After he had dressed, he went and wrestled Lehn into his coverall and helmet and dragged him out beside Thekla, who was groaning back to consciousness in the mud.


  Looking up, MacIan saw three Nahali men watching him warily out of scarlet eyes as they slunk toward him.


  Thekla’s escort. And it was a near thing. Twice clammy paws seared his face before he sent them writhing down into the mud, jerking as the overload beat through their nervous systems. Triangular mouths gaped in noseless faces, handlike paws tore convulsively at scaly breastplates, and MacIan, as he watched them die, said calmly:


  “There will be hundreds of them storming the fort. My gun won’t be enough. But somehow I’ve got to stop them.”


  No answer now. He shrugged and kicked Thekla erect. “Back to the fort, scut,” he ordered, and laughed. The linked belts were fastened now around Thekla’s neck, the other end hooked to the muzzle of MacIan’s gun, so that the slightest rough pull would discharge it. “What if I stumble?” Thekla snarled, and MacIan answered, “You’d better not!”


  Lehn was big and heavy, but somehow MacIan got him across his shoulders. And they started off.


  THE fringe of the swamp was in sight when MacIan’s brain became momentarily lucid. Another dose of quinine drove the mists back, so that the fort, some fifty yards away, assumed its proper focus. MacIan dropped Lehn on his back in the mud and stood looking, his hand ready on his gun.


  The village swarmed with swamp-rats in the slow, watery dawn. They were ranged in a solid mass along the edges of the moat, and the fort’s guns were silent MacIan wondered why, until he saw that the dam that furnished power for the turbines had been broken down.


  Thekla laughed silently. “My idea, MacIan. The Nahali would never have thought of it themselves. They can’t drown, you know. I showed them how to sneak into the reservoir, right under the fort’s guns, and stay under water, loosening the stones around the spillway. The pressure did the rest. Now there’s no power for the big guns, nor the conductor rods in the moat.”


  He turned feral black eyes on MacIan “You’ve made a fool of yourself. You can’t stop those swamp-rats from tearing the fort apart. You can’t stop me from getting away, after they’re through. You can’t stop Lehn from thinking what he does. You haven’t changed anything by these damned heroics!”


  “Heroics!” said MacIan hoarsely, and laughed. “Maybe.” With sudden viciousness he threw the end of the linked belts over a low liha-branch, so that Thekla had to stand on tiptoe to keep from strangling. Then, staring blindly at the beleaguered fort, he tried to beat sense out of his throbbing head.


  “There was something,” he whispered “Something I was saying back in the swamp. Something my mind was trying to tell me, only I was delirious. What was it, Thekla?”


  The Martian was silent, the bloody grin set on his dark face. MacIan took him by the shoulders and shook him. “What was it?”


  Thekla choked and struggled as the metal halter tightened. “Nothing, you fool! Nothing but Nahali and liha-trees.”


  “Liha-trees!”


  MacIan’s fever-bright eyes went to the great green pollen-pods hung among the broad leaves. He shivered, partly with chill, partly with exultation. And he began like a madman to strip Lehn and Thekla of their rubber coveralls.


  Lehn’s, because it was larger, he tented over two low branches. Thekla’s he spread on the ground beneath. Then he tore down pod after pod from the liha-tree, breaking open the shells under the shelter of the improvised tent, pouring out the green powder on the groundcloth.


  When he had a two-foot pile, he stood back and fired a bolt of electricity into the heart of it.


  Thick, oily black smoke poured up, slowly at first, then faster and faster as the fire took hold. A sluggish breeze was blowing out of the swamp, drawn by the cooler uplands beyond the fort; it took the smoke and sent it rolling toward the packed and struggling mass on the earthworks.


  Out on the battlefield, Nahali stiffened suddenly, fell tearing convulsively at their bodies. The beating rain washed the soot down onto them harder and harder, streaked it away, left a dull film over the reptilian skins, the scaly breastplates. More and more of them fell as the smoke rolled thicker, fed by the blackened madman under the liha-tree, until only Legionnaires were left standing in its path, staring dumbly at the stricken swamp-rats.


  The squirming bodies stilled in death. Hundreds more, out on the edges of the smoke, seeing their comrades die, fled back into the swamp. The Earthworks were cleared. Ian MacIan gave one wild shout that carried clear to the fort. Then he collapsed, crouched shivering beside the unconscious Lehn, babbling incoherently.


  Thekla, strained on tiptoe under the tree-branch, had stopped smiling.


  The fever-mists rolled away at last. MacIan woke to see Lehn’s pink young face, rather less pink than usual, bending over him.


  Lehn’s hand came out awkwardly. “I’m sorry, MacIan. Thekla told me; I made him. I should have known.” His grey eyes were ashamed. MacIan smiled and gripped his hand with what strength the fever had left him.


  “My own fault, boy. Forget it.”


  Lehn sat down on the bed. “What did you do to the swamp-rats?” he demanded eagerly. “They all have a coating as though they’d been dipped in paraffin!” MacIan chuckled. “In a way, they were. You know how they breathe; each skin cell forming a miniature electrolysis plant to extract oxygen from water. Well, it extracts hydrogen too, naturally, and the hydrogen is continually being given off, just as we give off carbon dioxide.


  “Black smoke means soot, soot means carbon. Carbon plus hydrogen forms various waxy hydrocarbons. Wax is impervious to both water and air. So when the oily soot from the smoke united with the hydrogen exuded from the Nahali’s bodies, it scaled away the life-giving water from the skin-cells. They literally smothered to death, like an Earthly ant doused with powder.”


  Lehn nodded. He was quiet for a long time, his eyes on the sick-bay’s well-scrubbed floor. At length, he said:


  “My offer still goes, MacIan. Officer’s examinations. One mistake, an honest one, shouldn’t rob you of your life. You don’t even know that it would have made any difference if your decision had been the other way. Perhaps there was no way out.”


  MacIan’s white head nodded on the pillow.


  “Perhaps I will, Lehn. Something Thekla said set me thinking. He said he’d rather die on Mars than live another month in exile. I’m an exile too, Lehn, in a different way. Yes, I think I’ll try it. And if I fail again—” he shrugged and smiled—“there are always Nahali.”


  It seemed for a minute after that as though he had gone to sleep. Then he murmured, so low that Lehn had to bend down to hear him:


  “Thekla will hang after the court-martial. Can you see that they take him back to Mars, first?”
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  STARTLING BOOK-LENGTH SUPER-SCIENCE NOVEL OF THE DICTATOR OF TOMORROW, OF A WORLD ROBOT-RULED, OF MAN REDUCED TO MATTER!


  


  Machines must reduce all mankind to matter, a disintegrator must transform their lovely golden-haired Eveta into a mass of electrons and energy, for Hilt Read and Cranby Doyle knew their plucky stratoplane could only fall to pieces before the radio-vibrations encircling this mad scientist’s Utopia!


  TO Hilton Read the ceaseless droning of the stratoplane’s engines had become a part of his life; engines that had never once faltered in their sweet surging rhythm since he and Cranby Doyle had left New York three days before.


  Three days without touching ground, on the fastest non-stop world-hop in history. New York to Madrid, across Italy, Soviet Russia and Mongolia, and now . . . The Pacific Ocean again with only about two thousand miles between them and home.


  Hilton sat hunched over his controls like Rodin’s immortal statue of the Thinker, save that both his hands were on the control gears. His massive leather-jacketed shoulders overflowed the narrow, strongly sprung leather seat; a pillar of a neck poked from the jacket top and supported a head of tumbled blond hair. A side view revealed his face as one of strongly chiseled masculinity—full, firm lips, a straight nose, gray eyes. Yes, he was almost handsome, this young Hercules who had so far whisked every aeronautical trophy out of his beloved United States.


  His companion seated before the radio and the charts in the neighboring seat was cast in a different mould. He was less in stature, wiry and strong, sat folded up like a wire spring about to uncoil. His features were thin to the point of being haggard, etched out in a cynical smile that typified his constant attitude towards life—one of dry tolerance and good humor. There was precious little that could ruffle Cranby Doyle; he’d seen life in too many spheres, usually high above the earth, for that . . .


  “Can you imagine how they’ll start to yammer when we land back?” Hilt asked suddenly, grinning. “I can just picture ’em! Police squads, girls, the mayor, banquets—Hell, but I’d sooner hit the hay and let things drift. Eh?” Cranby’s only response was a shrug. He was busy on calculations.


  “At the moment we’re about fifty miles from Hawaii,” he commented. “That should bring us home in about—twelve hours . . .”


  HE paused, switched on the radio as it buzzed noisily on the emergency circuit. The mechanical voice of East American Weather announcer came forth.


  “Calling all Pacific Ocean sea and aircraft in Quadrants Seven and Nine! Hurricane expected in these areas, bearing south eastwards. Be on your guard.


  Seek shelter. That is all.”


  “Hurricane, eh?” Hilton wrinkled his nose and stared over the seascape. Far away in the distance he glimpsed the Hawaiian Islands: directly ahead low down on the horizon was a faint smudge that denoted the westernmost Americas.


  “Next time I think we’ll equip this damned thing with floats,” Cranby murmured, his cold blue eyes directed through the window. “If we had them on now we could find shelter, because unless I’m nuts that is the hurricane right behind us!”


  Hilt twisted round and stared through the rear window. Far to the back of them the blue sky had paled to misty grayness; with the seconds it crept into visibly deeping dark. Tendrils of angry nimbus spread across the sky like frost over a window pane.


  “Say, this is serious!” Hilt’s jaws clamped together suddenly. He swung back again and slammed in the controls, fought suddenly for altitude.


  “We skip right round the damned world with hardly a shower and now we’re nearly home we get this!” he growled savagely.


  “I told you to avoid the hurricane belt,” Cranby sighed. “Of course I’m only your friend and side kicker and so—”


  “Dry up, will you? How near is it?” Hilt swung his head round, a frown on his features. The sunshine had gone. The peaceful calm of the seascape had changed to somber hues. Above the noise of the plane’s engines came a slowly rising crescendo of sound. Little buffetings of wind banged round the small flyer’s fuselage and streamlining.


  “Charming! Positively charming!” Cranby observed.


  Hilt twirled back again, his face carven in strain. He stared at the cloud-ridden remoter heights for which he was aiming, gave the engines every vestige of their power, shot with bulletlike velocity into the upper reaches with a force that pressed him and Cranby flat in their seats.


  But the ship didn’t quite make it. Suddenly, with all its incredible fury, the hurricane arrived. The whispering puffs and tuggings of its approach resolved suddenly into a cataclysmic nightmare of impacts. The whole atmosphere was screaming, a howling tempest whipping creamy rollers along the sea below. Rain slashed against the plane’s windows with unbridled ferocity.


  Plunging and leaping helplessly the flyer twisted and turned in its frantic efforts to rise. It was beaten down, refused to respond to Hilt’s frenzied coaxings. Cranby sat with a frozen, fatalistic smile on his face, clutching the radio instruments for support. He flashed a glance outside as a piece of bodywork tore off with a noise like rending calico.


  “No use!” Hilt panted at last. “If we try and fight this we’ll be down in two shakes. Only course is to fly with it.”


  “And to hell with one perfectly sound world record,” Cranby groaned. “Why did I ever become a stratoman?”


  HILT swung the machine round with difficulty, eased the tail into the very teeth of the hurricane. Instantly the whole vessel was caught bodily in the tempest’s grip, screamed across the ocean like a leaf in a fall gale. Keeping position as well as possible as the control room rocked and swung crazily, Hilt held the machine’s nose straight ahead. His eyes began to fill with bitter regret as he realized how far they were swinging off their appointed course.


  “Just where are we heading?” he shouted, after ten minutes of roaring wind and rain.


  Cranby hunched himself over the compass in its universal mountings, kept his body passably steady. Five minutes more slipped by before he answered.


  “As near as I can figure it out the hurricane has veered southeast, just as the weather bureau forecasted. We’re still over the Pacific, some two hundred miles east of Christmas Island, and no sign of Santa Claus.”


  “Quit clowning!” Hilton roared. “What direction are we taking?”


  “Southeast, of course. What the hell else did you expect?”


  “Anyway, the darned thing may blow itself out after we’ve crossed the Equator line,” Hilt grunted. “In that case—” He stopped, startled eyes on the fuel gage. “Sweet Hades!” he whistled.


  Cranby looked too and sucked his teeth. The gage was down to quarterfull.


  “Must have used up the juice in fighting the wind for altitude,” he said briefly. “Of all the cockeyed ideas! Unless the wind drops we shan’t have enough fuel to get back to New York anyway!”


  Hilton fell silent, staring at the sweeping rain on the window. The vision of failure so near to home was too stunning to comtemplate . . .


  It was many hours before the hurricane abated. By gradual degrees it subsided and at last evaporated into nothing. Hilt began to relax a little, breathed a long whistle of relief as the sun streamed forth in all its tropic glory. He peered at the sprawling country below, glanced anxiously at the still further lowered fuel gage.


  Cranby looked up from the instruments, nodded his head below. “That’s the northwest corner of South America. Probably Ecuador. Right now we’re heading across Peru to the east. That means four thousand miles to New York and three thousand to Rio de Janeiro. We haven’t enough fuel to make New York anyway.”


  “You’re telling me!” Hilton scowled in thought. “O.K., we’ll turn due north back to Puerto Rico. One of our own fueling stations is there.”


  He threw in the rudder-fin control and waited impatiently for the flyer to swing round—but it didn’t I It flew on in a straight line as before. Hilt gave a start, repeated the action with more ferocity, but still nothing happened. Cranby angled his face against the glass and squinted at the rudder. It told its own story—sundered wires were hanging down forlornly.


  “We can’t turn,” he stated finally. “Unpleasant though it is, we’ve got to go in a straight line, or else come down and fix the damage.”


  “Down there!” Hilt looked ominously at the alternately rock and verdure ridden terrain.


  “Hardly to be recommended,” Cranby admitted ruefully. “If we keep on going in a straight line we might make either Pernambuco or Rio. I always said they should build stratoplanes so as you can get outside and make running repairs. Wonder why my ideas don’t appeal to people?”


  HILT sat biting his lip; finally he shrugged. “We might just make it,” he muttered. “Try anyway: depends on the fuel. Better send out a radio call in case we get into difficulties.”


  “In ease!” Cranby echoed blankly, then sat down at the apparatus. “Hilton Read World Hop plane calling!” he intoned repeatedly into the mike, until at length the accented tongue of the Pernambuco radio station responded.


  “Call received, Hilton Read. Go ahead.”


  “Carried some two thousand miles off our course by hurricane. Flying now over North West Brazil, approximately 650 longitude and zero latitude. Will call again. Heading for Rio or Pernambuco. Please relay.”


  “O.K. We’ll keep in touch. Weather ahead is good. Hope you make it.”


  “You and us both, sweetheart . . .” Cranby switched off and lighted a cigarette. “Pity we failed. I’d cleared the sideboard for the trophy.”


  Hilton waggled the useless rudder control furiously. Finally he gave it up and concentrated on the compensating controls, held the plane as near to a straight course as possible by the compass.


  Far below the terrain changed slowly as they moved with bullet swiftness over the pure virgin greenness of the Brazilian interior. The main worry to Hilton was the strong head wind into which they drove. His face grew gradually grimmer as with the passing time the fuel indicator level sank lower and lower . . .


  In two hours, with only half the distance covered, it had sunk to zero. Motionless, he and Cranby sat staring at it, then they looked at each other, and finally the world of green below.


  “This head wind!” Hilt raved. “We’re sunk, Cran, good and proper—”


  He broke off as the giant engines gave an ominous splutter. For the first time since the start they coughed over the dwindling fuel, banged and backfired furiously. Desperately, Hilton eased in the last drops.


  “Calling Pernambuco!” Cranby shouted, slamming on the radio transmitter. “Hilton calling! We’re falling! Send help! Longitude 47, latitude 15—”


  He twirled round as the engines went dead, sat motionless in his seat. Like two images he and Hilton stared down at the sea of green rushing up swiftly to meet them. The wind soughed through the streamlining as they dropped with increasing swiftness. Hilt maneuvered frantically, as well as he could without a rudder. He dipped and tilted to ease the fall, his whole being concentrated on the task.


  But Cranby saw something else during those wild plungings, something in the distance perhaps five miles away. It glittered with silvery brightness in the dying light of the sun. Like a mirror—


  Then he held his breath as gargantuan trees swept up to meet the ship.


  There was a monstrous splintering and rending, a stunning concussion that hurled him out of his seat. Hilton shouted hoarsely as tree branches smashed through the window, as he belted backwards against the wall with an impact that knocked the senses out of him. Darkness closed on his racked body . . .


  


  CHAPTER II


  


  HILTON became subconsciously aware of scorching liquid coursing down his throat, of a surge of vitality back to consciousness. Dazedly he opened his eyes, moved suddenly, then winced at a wrenching pain in his shoulder.


  It took him a second or two to piece things together—Then he remembered. Cranby was bending over him in the light of a small, newly kindled fire. The heavy darkness of jungle was in all directions, punctuated by animal calls and the crackling of sappy branches in the flames.


  “You’re O.K.,” Cranby observed laconically, putting the brandy flask back in his pocket. “Gash on the shoulder; no bones broken. I think I was unconscious for a few seconds. Got a crack on the head. Dragged you out of the plane. We’d no gas left to catch fire anyway . . . But say”—he glanced around quickly—“I’ve been hearing things. Else it’s the result of that fall. Pin your ears back and listen . . .”


  Hilton lay listening intently to strange, heavy thuds emerging from the jungle, followed by a crackling of twigs that was certainly not the work of animals.


  “I get it!” he exclaimed abruptly, getting to his feet and steadying himself. “It’s the noise of knives hacking branches. Savages, maybe.”


  “Yeah?” Cranby’s hand dropped to his revolver. He yanked it from its holster and stood grimly at the ready as the sounds came nearer. Quietly Hilt followed his example.


  But it was not a horde of savages who finally entered the clearing, but almost naked white men—or so they appeared to be at first. As they came nearer into the firelight’s range it became evident that their skin was golden yellow, their hair ravenly dark. In a way they were handsome, and from their expressions they were obviously puzzled. Their dark eyes flashed from Hilt to Cranby in startled interest.


  “O.K., boys, take it easy,” Hilt said tersely, glancing at the strange weapons in the men’s hands. “I don’t know whether you cotton onto my language or not, but you’ll understand this!” He twirled his gun menacingly.


  “Wonder which circus they’ve escaped from—?” Cranby began, mystified; then his sentence broke off short as yet another figure entered the clearing. He was neither half naked nor yellow.


  He moved languidly, attired in soiled white ducks, a topee at an almost rakish angle on his head and a half consumed cheroot in the corner of his mouth. In build he was rotund; the round face that showed under the helmet was flabby and double-chinned. The eyes seemed to be very bright blue.


  “Really, gentlemen, violence is not called for,” he remarked, in a smooth mellow voice, strolling forward with his hands thrust in his jacket pockets. “In fact, if you get violent you will be bound to get the worst of it. Right now I have you covered, and my men are equipped with lethal weapons which you cannot possibly fight.”


  “I’m not dropping my gun for you or anybody else,” Hilt growled back. “I don’t know who you are or—”


  “Forgive me. Glyn Underwood is the name . . . And I should drop those guns before I signal my men to blow off your revolver hands. That might be—er—shall we say painful?”


  Underwood lazily withdrew his hands from his pockets. A small automatic was in each of them. He watched steadily over the faint wisp of smoke from his cheroot.


  Hilton shrugged, dropped his gun into the soft loam. Slowly Cranby did likewise. At a signal one of the men came forward and picked the weapons up.


  “O.K., wise guy, what next?” Hilt snapped.


  UNDERWOOD smiled round his cheroot. “You will be my guests. I rather fancy we have one or two things to discuss. We have only five miles to cover, a mere nothing in the radio-bus. Come—and in front of me if you please.”


  The two fell into step in front of him, walked slowly behind the yellow men as they followed the trail they had already forced through the jungle.


  “Say, what the heck’s a radio-bus?” Cranby murmured.


  “Don’t ask me! But nothing this guy can do can surprise me. I don’t begin to get the hang of it at all.”


  In five more minutes the radio-bus mystery was almost solved. Standing in the center of a clearing was an egg-shaped machine with a forward propeller and helicopter screws. Definitely it was unorthodox, resembled a theoretical space machine or stratoplane of the far future. Hilton was studying its odd lines as Underwood came up.


  “Rather an advance on the clumsy flying machine, is it not?” he asked politely. “It works by radio from my city. Remote control is something you know about; this is purely an extension of the idea. Radio waves provide both the power and the guiding path. It can of course use ordinary fuel if necessary—”


  “But there’s no city in this waste, surely?” Hilton broke in.


  “On the contrary . . .” Underwood waved his right hand automatic to the airlock. “Enter, if you please . . .”


  He swung round to the yellow men, snapped out some orders in an unknown language. They turned and moved off into the jungle.


  “They can walk.” he explained, smiling as he entered the lighted control room. “I always think walking is an occupation best suited to the lower minds, don’t you? It wastes so much time, a habit beloved by the animal . . . You’re sure you are comfortable?”


  He looked at the two in their sprung seats: they glared back at him. Not that he seemed to mind. Now they could see him in the light they were not overimpressed. The eyes were bright blue, very shrewd and hard over the cheroot, and there was more than a hint of subtle cruelty behind that suave, mechanically smiling visage.


  Slowly he sat down before the controls, seated sideways so he could anticipate any move against him. Quickly he flicked in switches and the queer vessel rose with effortless ease into the air. At a height of two hundred feet the climb stopped and another set of switches moved. The ship shot forward with tremendous velocity, traveled as though rushing down a chute.


  “All done by radio, for which neither guidance nor braking is necessary,” Underwood murmured, aiming round a bright blue eye. “We shall automatically come to a stop when we arrive in the city.”


  “Just who are you?” Hilt demanded, leaning forward. “What on earth are you doing in this neck of the woods?”


  “I am a god,” Underwood stated calmly.


  “That’s what you think,” Cranby commented dryly. “You may be a god to those yellow guys, but you’re dealing now with two hundred percent Americans. Just what is your racket?”


  “Forgive me, but it is my job to ask questions, not answer them . . . Not that I need to ask many. I know your names, I know you are world hop fliers who ran out of fuel. Your radio messages from your plane told me that. I saw you land and decided to come for you.”


  “Generous of you. Why did you put yourself out?”


  UNDERWOOD smiled. It was a strange smile, insolent and evasive. He blew a cloud of smoke in the air and said nothing. Hilt clenched his fists and went slightly redder in the face; Cranby leaned back with a frozen grin. That rocklike automatic held the pair of them in their seats. In those few seconds Hilt’s half-formed suspicions of this well mannered mystery man changed to deep hatred. His fingers itched to get at that flabby, fleshy throat.


  Then his attention was distracted by the view through the window. He gazed down in amazement on a bowl of light spots dancing in the dark. They became larger with the minutes until he could clearly distinguish the outline of silvery buildings needling up to the skies. And towards them the radio-bus was sweeping with a gradually diminishing velocity.


  “Say, this place must be what I glimpsed when the plane fell,” Cranby muttered. “I saw something gleaming—Funny nobody has ever seen it before.”


  “The dead,” Underwood said calmly, “tell nothing. No flyer, no explorer that has ever seen this city has told it to the outer world—and none ever will!” He shrugged. “I must apologize for sounding unpleasant,” he added, “but just consider for yourselves. What South American explorer or aeronaut has ever mentioned this city? None! True, there have been legends about buried cities, but after all—Well, those who have crossed South America and seen my city were brought down. As for others, they will see nothing and tell nothing.”


  Neither Hilt nor Cranby passed any remark to that. A great glittery square of floodlit rooftop was sweeping out of the dark to meet them. Without so much as a jolt the ship came to a halt. Underwood put his guns away and opened the door, waved outside.


  “An attack on me will not avail you anything now’,” he smiled. “My people will protect me, avenge me to the death, because I am their god. You understand?”


  “Be damned if I do!” Hilton grunted.


  He strode outside onto the rooftop with Cranby beside him. Silent with amazement they gazed over the strange city. From this height they could discern the orderly street, the delicately chiseled buildings, the tall towers for purposes unknown. There were windows in plenty and in some of them were lights. Hilt’s brooding gaze traveled over the whole enigma to a distant roseate flush perhaps a mile away. Over the top of a low roofed building he fancied he caught a glimpse of drifting rainbow hues like sunlight on a waterfall spray. He raised a puzzled eyebrow.


  “The Eternal One,” Underwood explained unhurriedly. “A geyser which my people worship because they believe it gave them me. It erupts at thirty minute intervals, ceaselessly.”


  “And you were the best it could vomit?” Cranby asked briefly.


  “Two priests of the golden race always guard it,” Underwood went on, his cold eyes staring right through Cranby with the malignancy of a snake. “There are times when to satisfy the people the Eternal One needs a sacrifice . . . Medieval of course, but there it is.”


  “Who in God’s name built a city like this in the middle of the jungle?” Hilt asked at last.


  “Who built it is no concern of yours. I call it Utopia . . . Yes, Utopia, because it brings the realization of my fondest dreams. I am an idealist, my friend . . .” Underwood stood regarding the expanse for a moment, then swung round. “But I am forgetting I am your host. Come with me.”


  TURNING, he led the way down a flight of steps to the building’s lower reaches. In baffled silence the two followed him. The journey took them—whether purposely or unavoidably they did not know—through vast halls flooded with white light in which reposed machines of every imaginable description. But every one of them appeared to be idle, heavily caked in protective grease, had the appearance of never having been used.


  Three such halls they traversed in their journey to ground level, and in every case beheld machines of titanic meaning and inexplicable power. They could not even start to guess at the purpose for which they were intended, and certainly Underwood did not volunteer any information.


  SO FINALLY they came to the street itself, had the buildings towering on all sides of them in silvery loftiness. Here and there they glimpsed golden men, and occasionally women, watching them furtively—only to dodge back hastily when Underwood caught sight of them.


  “Guess they don’t like you much, Underwood,” Hilt observed dryly.


  “Not every subject reveres the master,” he said ambiguously. “I have found it quite impossible to achieve my ideals without causing a certain amount of hardship to the people . . . But they will recover. A human being, particularly an unintelligent one, is a most adaptive animal.”


  “They struck me as being fairly brainy,” Cranby said, as they started to march down the street. “By no means savages, anyway.”


  “Savages compared to me,” Underwood averred, and gave his insolent smile.


  Hilt frowned worriedly, wishing he could fathom this egoist lost to the world and apparently to all scruples as well. He became silent, busy with his thoughts, observed subconsciously that they finally left the street and entered a building apart from the others. It was flooded with the customary bright light. He was still silent as they presently came into a room as big as a ballroom, the walls draped with rich tapestries, the furniture all metal and comprising numberless chairs, a table, and a desk. Thick curtains of heavy material, the like of which was unknown in the outer world, hung over the massive windows.


  “My own particular study and dining room,” Underwood explained, his keen eyes glancing at the table. It was set for three. In the further reaches of the room two golden-hued women, shapely and not far short of beautiful, waited in respectful silence.


  “Fortunate for my servants that they laid the meal without fault,” Underwood smiled, throwing off his hat to reveal dark hair turning gray. “I am never tolerant towards a fault; there is no room for mistakes . . .” He crushed out his cigar in the ash tray with certain inexorable meaning. “But please sit down. You are my guests.”


  “Prisoners!” Hilt corrected, dropping into the appointed chair with Cranby opposite to him.


  UNDERWOOD shrugged, poured out a pale wine into three glasses. With that the meal started. It was sumptuous enough and was fallowed by heavy, luscious fruit. At the end of it all Hilt at least felt a little less irritated, but still mystified. He looked grimly across at Underwood as he thoughtfully lighted a fresh cheroot.


  “Don’t you think it’s time you let your hair down, Underwood?” he asked bluntly. “The servants have gone; we can talk freely. Just what are you driving at? What are you doing here? What do you want with us?”


  “Would you really like to know?” Underwood murmured, and at the grim looks of assent he clapped his hands sharply. The words he spoke were foreign, but in response one of the women brought him in a hand microphone with flex trailing to quarters unknown.


  “Listen carefully,” he invited, holding it before him. He depressed the switch and waited a moment. Clearing his throat he spoke round the cheroot.


  “My people, hear me! Stop your work in factory, home and mine. Your God is speaking . . . For a long time now you have groaned under the weight of oppression, believing—and rightly—that only a sacrifice to the Eternal One could ease the yoke about your necks. In that you have imagined correctly. I have only carried out the orders of the Eternal One, and if those orders have been harsh towards you it was not my fault. But now there is to be change, my people . . . The Eternal One shall have a sacrifice at dawn tomorrow . . . Not one sacrifice—but two I It is many years since such a sacrifice was made, but the fates have brought us two from the great unknown, two who will willingly give their lives to the Eternal One that oppression may be forever removed from you. At dawn tomorrow the Eternal One shall be appeased . . .”


  Underwood paused; then repeated the whole thing again in a foreign language. Finally he closed the switch and laid the microphone down.


  “Some understand English,” he murmured. “Because you understand it as well I gave it in that language first. The other message was in the people’s own language.”


  “Just what the heck was all that bunk?” Hilt snapped.


  “It was I confess a trifle pagan in its appeal—but that is the only way I know of in which to exact interest from these strange people. I can control them to a certain point with my western knowledge and culture, and by the use of some of the machines in this city, radio forces for instance. But to achieve my own ideals I am forced to inflict hardship. The yellow people resent it, believe that the Eternal One—the geyser—inflicts it on them through me. Strange indeed are the notions of the primitive, uneducated mind. But there are some among these people who are not so dense as their fellows, and they might start an uprising against me unless—Unless I appease them for a long time to come with a sacrifice, a double sacrifice, to the Eternal One.”


  “In other words it’s a polite way of telling us we’ll be chucked in that waterspout tomorrow morning?” Cranby said bitterly.


  “At least it has been nice knowing you,” Underwood sighed. “When you are both dead and the sacrifice made I shall temporarily ease the working conditions of the city under a supposed command from the Eternal One. Then I shall creep back to the old regime. You see, I have to gain time until my work is finished, and to gain time I’ll sacrifice anything, throw away human lives if need be to stave off possible revolution and failure.”


  “Just what is your work?” Hilt insisted. “At least tell us that!”


  “I have nothing to tell you, or anybody.” Underwood smiled urbanely, blew smoke in the air. “All I can suggest is that you prepare yourselves for the dawn. It will soon be over, I assure you. You will fall, bound, into the boiling mud river which runs at the base of the geyser shaft. Perhaps you will be somewhat burned, but death will bring swift release. I really am sorry, but you see I am compelled . . .”


  HILTON sprang to his feet. “By God, Underwood, if you think—”


  “I’m afraid I do!” Underwood drew out his automatic suggestively.


  “You realize that planes from Pernambuco are coming to look for us?” Hilt went on desperately. “You can’t get away with it, man! You’re up against fliers who will find you this time, and your damned city. They’ll blow hell out of you . . .”


  “Really? I am afraid that if one plane or a thousand come to look for you the result will be the same. I have said that no man ever seeing this city can tell of it to the outer world. It wouldn’t do. I loathe sightseers . . . You see, radio waves can be altered in length to become vibratory. That means that any material structure, such as a plane, just falls apart. Inconvenient for the pilot, of course, but—Well, if one has power as I have it may as well be used to advantage. There are quite a few radiovibration towers in this city.”


  “You didn’t build ’em anyway!” Hilt blazed. “You don’t have the brains to think out such masterpieces! Petty tyranny is your line! A little empire away from everybody where you can be dictator over a lot of unhappy innocents! Who really invented the machines and wonders of this Utopia?”


  A cold, inscrutable smile was the only answer. Hilton breathed hard, thumped his clenched fists on the table. The automatic still pointed at him—Then suddenly his mounting rage spilled over, regardless of the consequences he shot out his right fist with devastating force.


  Never expecting the hazard Underwood did not get time to fire. He took those iron knuckles under his flabby jowl, went reeling backwards, chair entangled on top of him, his gun clattering to the floor. Cranby dived for it and Hilton followed up his advantage. Swinging the struggling man to his feet he slammed him again, sent him flying back across the open floor with a crimson nose. He teetered on his heels, rocked back to equilibrium and tore frantically at his other pocket.


  “Better not, pal!” Cranby’s voice was clipped and hard. “I’ll wing you, Underwood, sure as hell. Fact I’ll kill you, and glad of it.”


  “This—this won’t get you anywhere!” Underwood panted, mopping his nose.


  “Guess we’ve made a good start anyway,” Hilt retorted. “Grab that mike and take back that promise of yours, or else—”


  “Well, what do you want?” Underwood snapped suddenly, glancing irritably towards the door. It was an old gag, but it worked. Cranby glanced around in surprise, and simultaneously Underwood tore his other gun out and leveled it. “Drop it, Cranby!” he commanded bitterly.


  Scowling with fury at himself Cranby obeyed. Underwood smiled, at his ease again, retrieved his fallen cheroot. Again he mopped his nose.


  “You really have not improved things by this,” he said at length. “I was going to grant you a comfortable night here; now I think an uncomfortable one in a dark cell is called for . . .” He broke off and called sharply. In a few moments two six-foot golden hued men entered quietly, took the men’s arms in a firm grip.


  “March!” Underwood snapped. “And I’ll be right behind you, so don’t try anything. March—damn you!”


  A MILE walk through the city ended for the two in a cell of total darkness, upon which there closed a massive door. They felt around for a seat or makeshift bed, but there was none. Finally they sat on the floor. Cranby saw Hilt’s rugged, bronzed face for a moment as he struck a match to light a cigarette. Then there was only a red glow in the void.


  “Swine!” Hilt breathed at last.


  “A charming host,” Cranby admitted. “Wonder if he’d come to my New Year party and give away presents to the kids?”


  “Mad—obviously!”


  “I’m not so sure of that, Hilt. He’s got a whole lot of power in this city and some distinctly ingenious ways of getting the support of the people. If only I knew who the people are and what he means by an ideal I’d be a heap more satisfied . . . Give me a cigarette, will you?”


  A match scraped. Cranby inhaled complacently.


  “Not much good knowing anything when it’s curtains tomorrow,” Hilt growled presently.


  “Unless the rescue plane—”


  “Oh, why kid yourself, man? You know as well as I do that Underwood’s got everything just where he wants it.” Cranby lay back against the wall, smoking thoughtfully, his eyes fixed on the red end of his cigarette. In spite of his anxiety of mind, never revealed through his habitual levity, physical weariness was a dominant factor. It seemed centuries since he had slept. He extinguished his weed, allowed his thoughts to trail off—


  He opened his eyes again to daylight, sat screwing his fists into his eyes and gazing at the opened door of the cell. Men were limned against the rosy flush in the east. Hilton was already standing up, set faced, his fists clenched helplessly.


  Then Underwood appeared, hat one-sided on his head, the eternal cheroot angling out of his mouth.


  “I trust you passed a comfortable night?” he smiled. “No? Well, never mind, you have such a long sleep coming to you I am sure it will make up for it.”


  He snapped his fingers sharply at which four of the golden men came forward with strong cord in their hands. Hilt stood in grim silence as his arms were bound to his sides, as every part of his body was fastened immovably. Cranby struggled for a moment, realized the futility of it, and finished up the same way as Hilt.


  Underwood examined the ropes minutely, paused a moment—then drawing back his right fist he landed it deliberately in Hilt’s face. Helpless, he fell backwards, was jerked upright again by one of the golden men. He shook his head dazedly, felt a trickle of blood from his nose.


  “My apologies,” Underwood murmured. “That cancels our debt for last night. Thanks to you I have the jaw ache this morning . . . All right, take them out!”


  “If I ever get my hands on you, Underwood, I’ll—”


  What Hilton intended saying was abruptly truncated. He was lifted into the air by feet and shoulders, carried horizontally on the shoulders of four of the men. Twisting his head he saw Cranby being treated likewise, desperately though he was trying to free himself.


  Underwood came up in the rear, marching with calm, unhurried tread.


  Hilt slanted his head around, as he was carried, noted the files of golden-hued men and women lining the entire route from prison to geyser. At the geyser itself there were hundreds of them, packed in serried ranks upon all sides of a vast, specially constructed amphitheater.


  SET on his feet at last Hilt stood staring about him, struck by the pagan idolatry of the place. It was something from the classics, the amphitheater, with the geyser spouting its vicious steam column in the center. For quarter of a mile round it were cracks and crevices, an exact circle being maintained by a metal ring which joined the floor of the amphitheater. Around this ring, marching with ceaseless tread along a narrow pathway, were four men, weirdly attired, pausing ever and again to bow to the steam-jet which at the moment was quiescent.


  “They’re nuts all right,” Cranby observed grimly, as he too was lowered.


  Hilt said nothing. His eyes searched the dispersing morning mists above.


  “If you are looking for a plane, my friend, it came during the night,” Underwood volunteered, smiling cynically. “It even came towards the city—but that was all it did! It dropped in pieces at approximately three-ten this morning. Curiosity killed other things besides cats, you know.”


  “You devil!” Hilt whispered, staring at him. “You inhuman devil!”


  “I think,” Underwood remarked, “that it is sunrise!”


  He stood staring towards the east, stomach protruding, dirty white coat drawn taut in the small of his back. Finally he nodded as the first shaft of rising sun smote the spurting steam of the geyser. It was the signal for the packed masses of people to burst into a roar of sound. They became eager, restless.


  Underwood turned and marched forward, took up his position on a small raised platform close to the geyser. He raised a commanding hand for silence.


  “Last night I told you that the Eternal One should have sacrifices,” he cried. “Today I fulfil that promise. For this the yoke of bondage will be removed from you.”


  There were solitary cheers from those who understood English. When the words were given in the native language the applause was deafening.


  Hilton and Cranby looked around desperately; then they were seized in a relentless grip, carried along the narrow pathway to Underwood’s side. They stood rocking on their feet, trying to maintain their balance on the very edge of the crater, from the center of which spouted the geyser from its lava-formed cone.


  “Look well!” Underwood invited.


  The two did not need the injunction. Their senses reeled at the vision of that sheer varicolored chasm going down into steamy darkness. The whole thing was obviously an extinct volcanic crater with this newly formed geyser cone in its center.


  “Down at the bottom is boiling mud, lava, and white hot ash,” Underwood stated with implacable calm. He stood eyeing the two, grinned at the sight of their set, sweating faces. Then he shrugged. “Such a pity we could not prolong the friendship,” he commented—and suddenly thrusting both his hands forward he shoved sharply.


  Hilt and Cranby reeled helplessly to the pathway edge, overbalanced, and dropped headlong into the depths. At the identical moment the geyser spurted with sudden magnificence, formed Underwood’s gross figure against shining, scalding mist. He raised a hand.


  “It is done!” he thundered, then stood in grim satisfaction as a tide of praise and loyal acclamations rolled towards him.


  


  CHAPTER III


  


  AS he toppled over between those varicolored walls Hilton cramped his eyes shut, set his teeth for the agonizing shock of striking that molten fury an unimaginable depth below. Anguished seconds sliced off as he dropped through space in total darkness—then suddenly he struck something soft and yielding, rolled helplessly sideways over and over, finished up in darkness amidst a pile of cold—gloriously cold—stones!


  A second later Cranby landed on top of him. They lay together, panting and sweating, staring at a dim gray circle in front of them through which they had obviously just tumbled.


  No mud? No death? No—? Hilt blinked, absorbing the colossal fact that he was alive and unhurt. A torrent of thoughts poured through his brain. Then Cranby’s voice broke in on them.


  “Turn on your side; I’ll get my teeth on your ropes.”


  So the struggle began. Cranby finished up with bleeding gums, but Hilt was free. Before long they were both standing side by side, moved with mute accord to the opening through which they had rolled.


  “A net!” Hilt whistled, his face baffled in the daylight sifting down the shaft.


  Cranby stared at it in wonder. Incredible though it seemed there was a net of enormously strong and resilient silken cord stretched taut across the shaft to unseen staples on the other side, the whole being totally invisible from above. The tilt downwards immediately explained to the two why they had pitched sideways to safety. Further below, perhaps another two hundred feet, was the faintly glowing inferno into which Underwood had planned they should have fallen.


  Hilt glanced up. The top of the shaft was a round circle far away.


  “Can it be that we—we were deliberately saved?” Cranby asked slowly.


  “Looks that way, but who—?” Hilt scratched his head, then shrugged.


  “Well, we can’t get up this shaft even if we wanted to, which I don’t think we do. Only thing is to carry on through this cave and see where it brings us. Let’s go.”


  He yanked out his matchbox and used the tinders with infinite economy. It was pretty evident that their cave had only one exit, leading into a black tunnel with a curious gray glow at the end of it. Puzzled, they hurried along it, stopped at the mouth of the passage and stared in awed wonder upon a volcanic hell. For a distance of two miles in front of them yawned a vast hole in the earth like a monstrous pan filled with molten lead. Crushing, beating waves of heat swirled around them as they stood looking, their eyes took in the vision of that relentless, unthinkably hot sea surging below.


  Hilt passed an arm over his streaming face and stared round the edge of the crater. There was a fairly wide ledge ringing it, and on the left was the black hole of another cave mouth.


  “Might risk it,” Cranby said, glancing at it.


  “O.K.—and if this is a dormant volcano I’m a monkey wrench. Looks right on the verge of eruption to me. Listen to it . . .”


  Cranby nodded grimly as monstrously deep buried concussions floated up to them. Against the black, glistening walls little pieces crumbled away and dropped to feed the angry maw beneath.


  “Come on!” Hilt snapped suddenly.


  HE eased himself gently along the ledge, pressed flat against the frowning wall, dared not look into the white-hot sea below. Sweat poured down him in rivers as he went along inch by inch to that cave mouth, Cranby close behind him. The pair of them looked like flies on the edge of a pan of boiling milk. Inch by inch, both of them measuring the chances of the least slip: inch by inch through blistering inferno—until at last, a seeming eternity afterwards, Hilt reeled into the cave mouth and dragged Cranby in after him. They stood breathing hard, regaining their shattered nerve.


  “There’d better be a way out,” Cranby panted; “I’m not going back through that for all the money in Washington . . .”


  Again they went on, passing a right-angled passage before which they hesitated; finally they ignored it and went straight on instead. To their surprise it brought them to a three-foot square of immensely thick glass—incredibly thick indeed. Possibly a foot through. Silent, amazed, they gazed through onto a cavern lit with pale yellow light. It was easily the most incredible thing they’d struck yet in this weird city.


  The cavern was stacked to the walls with complicated instruments, every one of them functioning to some unknown purpose. The purpose indeed seemed to be centered on four motionless, hideous beings lying prostrate on four tables in the center of the machinery. What light there was revealed the creatures as insectile. Their heads were antlike and equipped with antennae. Legs were numerous, the two forelegs crossed on chitinous breasts as though in death. Perfectly motionless the four lay, the machinery working steadily about them.


  “Well, whadda you know?” Hilt whistled at last. “What in heck are they, anyway?”


  “I’d say ants with hypertrophy.”


  Hilt scratched his blonde hair. “More I see of this place the more stumped I get. Pretty obvious we can’t get in to them, anyway. Only way now is to take that right-angled passage . . .”


  He turned back actively. Together they followed the passage to its end. But it finished in a narrow chasm in which surged boiling cataracts of water, roaring with Niagara force. Hilt stopped nonplussed, stared through the clouds of steam towards the opposite side. He blinked for a moment as he fancied he caught a glimpse of somebody watching him from a cave mouth level with their own.


  “Guess I’m going nuts,” he growled. “Looks to me as though this flood is something new. In which case—” He broke off, staring again. There was something on the opposite cliff face across the river—a group of people. He smiled grimly. So their escape had been discovered, eh? He turned away bitterly, debating how to find some other way out of the mess; then a voice hailed from across the chasm.


  “Hey there! Are you the sacrifices?”


  Only for a moment did Hilt hesitate, then yelled back an answer.


  “Yeah! What are you waiting for? If you’re trying to recapture us you’re unlucky!”


  “We’re friends! Revolutionaries! Are you willing to risk a rope across?”


  Hilt cocked an eye on Cranby, who nodded.


  “Might as well. No way out anyway.”


  “O.K., sling it over!” Hilt shouted.


  THERE followed signs of movement on the opposite side of the chasms as an apparatus was brought into view. Then something shot like a harpoon across the divide bearing a rope with it, much in the fashion of a life line. Hilt caught the rope end, secured it round a massive shoulder of rock.


  “Well, see you in heaven,” he remarked briefly, then swung out hand over hand across the surging river. He prayed to Providence he would not get cramp; that Niagara of boiling water was itching to seized him. Again he was scorched and seared, felt his hand, getting stiff and numbed until he could hold out no longer. It was at that moment that other hands gripped his arms and legs and dragged him upward to safety. In five minutes Cranby was across beside him.


  They stood looking round in some amazement. There was a party of five golden men and one girl in the tunnel. The girl in particular held attention. She was medium-seized, dark as a Polynesian, with regular well-shaped features and a smooth, lightly clad body. Rather to Hilt’s surprise she had none of the dumb languor common to the other women he had seen. Her voice, though soft, was practical enough in what it uttered.


  “We’re revolutionaries,” she said quickly. “That is we oppose the rule of the god, better known as Glyn Underwood . . . I’m Eveta,” she finished, with a modest little smile.


  Hilt grinned. “I’m Hilton Read; this is my pal Cranby Doyle . . . Say, was it you that fixed that net over the geyser shaft?”


  The girl nodded. “We wanted to save you. From the radio broadcast by Underwood last night we knew the exact time and everything—but only we know of the tunnels under the ground leading to that half-way spot in the geyser shaft. We fixed the net to save you and had intended being there to meet you when you fell, only—” She looked down into the chasm anxiously. “This sudden underground eruption stopped us. This chasm is usually bone dry, like the crater pit further along.”


  “That isn’t dry either,” Hilt said grimly. “It’s filled with boiling lava. We nearly fried getting past it.”


  Eveta glanced significantly at her companions. “I don’t like it,” she went on slowly, her firm young face setting. Then, “We knew you would have to come this way to get through; you couldn’t get past the cul-de-sac of the Wanderers.”


  “The beetles in the clock store?” Cranby asked casually, and she gave a faint smile at his simile.


  “Yes. I’ll explain that later. At the moment you had better come with us. We saved you in the hope you might be able to help us overthrow Underwood. Some of us are engaged on that job between times. Our hide out is down here . . . Come with me.”


  Hilt thrilled to the grasp of her warm encouraging hand as she led the way into the darkness of the tunnel . . .


  THE DISTANCE the girl covered was only short, and it ended in yet another cave of enormous proportions, lighted by naturally ignited volcanic gas. In some surprise Hilt stood looking round on the men and women lying or sitting on the rocks; then his gaze traveled beyond them to a hazy mass of machinery at the far end of the cavern.


  “Here,” Eveta said quietly, “is the full complement of revolutionaries, men and women who have dedicated their lives to the overthrowing of Underwood and the restoration of the peaceful days we once had . . .” She looked somberly in front of her for a moment.


  “Then Underwood doesn’t know anything about your being down here?” Hilt asked.


  “No. He knows nothing of these underground caves and passages. We know them from life-long association with them. Down here in these catacombs we can plan in peace, and since it is not our shift at the factories we’re safe enough.”


  THE girl turned and motioned to a nearby rock, seated herself upon it with Hilt and Cranby on either side of it. The others stood looking on, maintaining silence.


  “Perhaps I can explain it to you briefly,” the girl said. “You two are the first men outside Underwood to ever come to this city, and therefore we have the hope that you might be able to aid us by understanding some of the things Underwood uses against us. You might for instance know of a way to defeat his strange powers of radio destruction. We knew nothing of radio, you see.”


  “We might do something . . .” Hilt mused a moment, glanced grimly at Cranby. He was loathe to admit he didn’t know the first thing about radio disruption. He went on quickly, “About this Eternal One business? Do you believe in it?”


  “None of us here do,” Eveta answered. “The geyser is volcanic, of course, and has its birth down here—but because the Wanderers are also buried down here, and because many of our race are just like superstitious children, there has grown up around the geyser a legend to the effect that since it comes from below it carries the orders of the Wanderers with it. That legend is now a tradition, a religion, of which Underwood has taken fullest advantage.”


  Hilt stroked his stubbly chin pensively. “Yeah, so I’ve noticed. Then who are the Wanderers? What are they doing lying out cold?”


  “They have Iain that way for untold ages. So long that none of us can remember when they began. They are sealed in that cave and it can only be opened from the inside, by them!” Eveta paused, considering. Then she asked quickly, “Are you scientists?”


  “Sort of,” Hilt said. “Why, what’s the angle?”


  “Well, it may sound unbelievable to you, but we people—all we golden ones—are Venusians, reared from Venusian life-culture by the Wanderers an in-guessable time ago. Earthly conditions molded these cultures into earthly appearance. Had we evolved on Venus we would have looked like the Wanderers—insectile . . .”


  “Yeah?” Hilt stared his amazement. The girl’s seriousness was enough to convince him.


  “So we grew here in this impregnable city of Valordom—or Utopia, as Underwood has called it. Buried in jungle the city was pretty safe from prying eyes, though I daresay legends have grown up about it . . . Anyway, there was mating and intermating; we flourished. But we were like children in a wilderness of machines. We found every machine locked up. We could not—and still cannot—understand or use them. Only the Wanderers understand them and they have been asleep so very, very long. Records say that they left Venus because of a plague and came and settled here, reared life cultures, then sealed themselves below for the purpose of exploring the cosmos by mind-projection, a task in which they were interrupted when the plague came. Don’t ask me what mind-projection is: the Wanderers alone can explain that if and when they ever awake. Now you see why legends have grown around them.


  “But we all believe they will awake someday, and when they do the mystery of the giant machines will be explained, and the reason for the indestructible city of Valordom unearthed.”


  “Then you people are sort of caretakers of this place?”


  “WE were until Underwood came!”


  The girl’s face set bitterly. “He soon mastered us, particularly the more pagan of us. The rest of us went under, but with the firm resolve to one day emerge victorious. Underwood reached the city from the jungle; he was delirious and half dead. We got him back to health. In response he turned on us. He was, it seemed, the only survivor of a private expedition searching for the lost lands of the Incas, whatever those may be.”


  “And then?” Hilt persisted.


  “Now he has only one object in view. This city is made of valsix metal, which is actually crude iron ore treated with electrical processes to finally make it untarnishable, acid and explosive proof. Underwood made an analysis of it and ever since has been trying to find the right formula to duplicate it. Such a metal, once the full formula is known—for of course the Wanderers have locked it up somewhere—could gain vast power for Underwood in his outer world. That much we’ve found out. Also, he is mastering by degrees the intricacies of radio-vibration destruction, with which he can invent weapons of offense. . . . So he has two good reasons for staying in Valordom, and he keeps us hard at it experimenting on ores, making different tests, until he satisfies himself that he has found a formula that the outer world can duplicate. He has, I believe, one friend in the outer world, somewhere in the America from which he himself came originally. To this friend he radioes at intervals on a special ultra-short band which only his friend can receive. This friend will tell him when success has finally been reached in outer-world duplication of valsix and radio-control.”


  “Do you know this friend’s name?” Hilt asked slowly.


  Eveta shook her dark head. “No. Underwood always calls him by number and no names go back and forth. I have heard the radio messages often while I have worked my shift in the radio power rooms. I simply do as I’m told and keep my ears open. I suppose Underwood imagines it doesn’t matter if any of us hear what he says, and he can’t operate the vast transmitters alone . . . I know so little about radio,” she went on, clenching her little fists. “We have used it for years by simply following out the instructions left to us by the Wanderers. By its aid we have learned many outer world languages besides our own . . . But to follow out the orders of pressing certain switches and starting up certain generators does not explain the actual processes involved. If we knew that we could very probably defeat Underwood in no time . . .”


  “Sorry, Eve, but I don’t think so,” Hilt said grimly. “Underwood is turning radio to many startling uses, uses which even I could not hope to understand without years of research. Either he is an expert scientist, or else he knew enough of radio to transform it unimaginably from its basic system. A madman, I guess, with notions of world power like they all get . . . And he might just do it at that unless—Just what sort of a counter-scheme did you have in mind, anyway?”


  For a long time the girl sat in moody silence, then she said slowly, “There is perhaps just one way to get at Underwood. These catacombs have many shafts leading up to the surface, one of them going up directly under the floor of Underwood’s main study-dining room. Now we think that if we could—”


  SHE broke off suddenly and glanced up as one of the men came dashing forward from the cave mouth. His face was drawn in sudden alarm.


  “The river in the chasm! It’s rising!” he gulped hoarsely. “It means—”


  Eveta jumped to her feet. There was an instant stir among the gathered people. Hilt glanced up perplexedly.


  “You were saying about—”


  “No time for that now,” the girl interrupted him anxiously. “Don’t you understand? An internal water eruption! I thought it might end in that when I saw the river in the chasm, when you told me the volcano pit was afire again. They happen every few years these things, and each one seems to threaten to be the last. If the Wanderers would only awake they could probably master the difficulty . . .” She broke off and glanced round. “We’ve got to get out of here quick and finish planning later. Come on!”


  Hilt shot Cranby a helpless glance, listened for a moment to the ominous concussions booming from the cave entrance; then as puffs of steam started blowing through it, pushed before a hot, scorching wind, he followed the flying golden figures across the cave, caught up with Eveta in a few seconds.


  “This way!” she panted, and darted into a side tunnel in which the volcanic gaslights were bobbing fitfully at the stir in inner pressures. The rest of the dispersing people vanished miraculously.


  “They’ll find their own way!” Eveta exclaimed. “We’ve got to look after ourselves. Hurry! Hurry!”


  She went down the passage like the wind with Cranby and Hilt blundering after her. Behind them the booming had increased to thunderous roars as pent-up forces released themselves. The girl stopped suddenly, then made a surprising leap upwards and caught the bottom of a rope ladder swinging in space. With the agility of a trained acrobat she swung herself up to it.


  “Up!” she screamed, mounting rung by rung. “Up! Before the water gets here!”


  Hilt understood then, followed her example, leaned his strong arm down to Cranby. Thunderous commotion roared and belched from the tunnel as Cranby muscled up to the first rung. Not a second later a solid wall of boiling, bubbling water pounded through the tunnel as though out of a giant sluice. Clouds of suffocating, acrid steam went surging up the shaft. From the midst of it came the girl’s shout.


  “Keep climbing! Quickly!”


  Swinging in the fog Hilt and Cranby ascended slowly for a distance of perhaps two hundred feet, emerged from the pouring steam belching around the shaft top to find themselves in the open with the girl waiting anxiously for their appearance.


  In rim silence they stared about them. They had emerged at a fairly distant part of the city on high ground, not very far from the building on which the radio-bus had landed at the commencement of their adventure. Things were happening in the city in plenty . . .


  From a dozen quarters steam was stabbing upwards in relentless power, sending monstrous obscuring clouds over the sun. The Eternal geyser itself was now occupying its entire crater, projecting a magnificent thousand foot plume into the skies. Water, surging cataracts of boiling water, was everywhere. From this high position the three could see the scurrying figures of men and women racing for the buildings. Not that those could afford lasting protection against water. It would be bound to penetrate eventually.


  “Looks like we might open a laundry around here.” Cranby said finally.


  “This is just like the last time, only worse,” Eveta muttered in a hollow voice. “There were only three extra geysers: this time there are a dozen.”


  “Just what do we do?” Hilt asked quickly. “Stop here on the chance that the flood subsides or try to get on top of one of the buildings? We are cut off from trying to reach the jungle anyway.”


  He looked round him as he spoke, then gave a violent start. His eyes narrowed as he caught sight of a figure in white on the flat roof of the building half a mile away on which the radio bus had landed.


  “Underwood!” he exploded, pointing.


  Cranby and the girl turned to look. “You’re right!” Cranby breathed. “And I think I can figure what he’s going to do. He’s going to use his radiobus to shoot him across the flood to the safety of the jungle. Nice work—”


  “We’ve got to stop him!” Hilt shouted, clenching his fists. “Come on, before the water cuts us off!”


  He leapt forward immediately, raced pell-mell down the slope separating him from the building. Two yards behind him pelted the girl and Cranby, running with lung-bursting speed to defeat the first sweeping tide of hot water encroaching now on this remoter part of the city . . . They only just made it, floundered up the steps of the building as the water raced past them in a scalding tide.


  WITHOUT pause Hilt dashed for the stairs, raced up them like a demon, floor after floor, through the silent machine-halls. As he had hoped, Underwood had left the roof trapdoor open in his emergency, was in the very act of scrambling into the radio-bus as Hilt rushed onto the flat roof.


  The impetus of his arrival gave him the advantage. Underwood had no time to draw his gun; he found himself seized in a clutch of iron, whirled from the ship’s airlock, then hurled half across the roof by a terrific blow between the eyes. The utter amazement he was experiencing at finding the man he had thought dead here to attack him wiped the fight out of him for a moment. Then his eyes narrowed as he saw Eveta and Cranby appear. Malignantly he scowled at the girl.


  “So this is some of your doing—” he breathed, scrambling to his feet; but a second later he was down again, his mouth salty with blood.


  “Get in Cran—you too Eve,” Hilt snapped, backing towards the airlock himself as they did so. Then he suddenly started forward again, his hand clamping down on Underwood’s right wrist as he struggled to tear his gun out of his pocket.


  “If you take it easy I’ll get you clear of this mess, on my terms,” Hilt panted. “I’ll not let you die in the flood—but you’ll play it my way and like it!”


  “Like hell!” Underwood gasped back, and tore himself away, ripping at his pocket.


  “O.K!” Hilt roared. “Now you’ll take back that blow in the face you gave me!”


  He whipped round his right fist, struck Underwood in the jaw. The man lurched backwards dizzily, stumbled hard against the rail edging the roof. His head and shoulders leaned far out, then with a wild howl he over-balanced and vanished from sight.


  Breathless, set-faced, Hilt hurled himself to the roof edge, watched in grim bitterness as the flaying body in white struck the swirling, boiling river surging past the building. It vanished instantly in the smother. He stood gazing down on the all triumphant waters, glanced at the screaming, whistling geysers spurting their scalding death to the skies.


  Internal fury had gone mad under Valordom. In an hour the place would be inundated. Already there were numberless golden bodies, atrociously burned and bloated, floating in the rising waters.


  “Hey! Come on, can’t you? How’d you work this damned thing?”


  He swung round at Cranby’s urgent voice, headed for the bus’s airlock, clambered within and spun the valve shut. Dropping before the controls he forced his mind to work to remember the actions Underwood had performed the night before. Push in the red button, shift the green . . . He tried it out gingerly, grinned with satisfaction as the helicopter screws suddenly went into action and raised the little ship high over the roof.


  “Underwood? He fell in the flood?” Eveta asked quietly, coiled up in the back seat.


  “Yeah—overbalanced.” Hilt’s face set grimly. “He had it coming, I guess . . . Say, why the devil doesn’t this thing go forward?” he snapped impatiently, pressing the appropriate button. “Engines are working O.K.”


  “The radio rooms will be flooded; generators out of action,” Cranby said, thinking. “Try the ordinary propeller.”


  HILT studied the controls for a moment, scratched his head. The radio devices made little sense to him: the normal control board was far more understandable to his aeronautical knowledge. Carefully he eased in what he took to be the correct lever. Immediately the flyer stopped its climb and swept smoothly forward with ever-increasing speed.


  “Got it!” he cried. “And boy, is she a beaut—” He broke off, looking at the fuel gage. “Full!” he yelped. “What d’ya know!”


  “I think I can explain it,” Cranby said swiftly. “Underwood knew the radio power would be useless anyway, hence the ordinary gasoline fuel. He planned hopping back to civilization, probably to return when the flood has gone down. It would be no use him going just as far as the jungle, anyway, as we first thought. This flood may last weeks . . .”


  “Quite that,” Eveta confirmed, gazing down on the buildings rearing up amidst the scalding stream.


  Hilt smiled rapturously. “Are we fools for luck!” he breathed, hurtling the ship forward from the obscuring clouds. “We’re going right back home—to New York!”


  “New York!” Eveta cried, her dark eyes gleaming. “The outer world!”


  “Yep—and once there we’ll make proper plans, come back to this place when the waters have gone down. If Underwood planned a bright future for valsix, so can we, and without his tyrannical methods. I don’t see letting a fortune go to waste. The metal won’t be hurt by the flood anyway. Besides, the machines interest me. I want to make a thorough scientific investigation . . .”


  He grinned again, gave the machine all it had, tore out over the wastes of jungle and headed due north.


  


  CHAPTER IV


  


  THOUGH he did his best to make a quiet return to New York, Hilt failed miserably. For one thing he arrived by daylight the following day, and his strangely designed ship was immediately sighted, followed, and thereafter became studied by eager crowds until it finally landed at the New York airfield from which he had started his world-hop in his own plane little more than five days before.


  Questions rained on him. Everybody knew of his forced landing in South America. Where had he gotten his strange new ship? Who was the dark girl in overlarge overalls who hid shyly behind his massive form?


  Hilt mastered the situation as best he could, said the word hop had only been a blind anyway, that he had wanted to test out a new machine—the one he’d come back in. Sure he’d come down in South America, but the radio report had been garbled: he’d come down deliberately near his secret airplane laboratory, of which this particular flyer was an experimental product. Reporters gobbled up the news, television cameras reared up in all directions. The girl? Oh, yes—his wife. Been married to her secretly for some time . . . That suited the romance-hunting specialists. Altogether, Hilt considered he scrambled out of the mess pretty well without giving away any secrets. Cranby was not so sure, though he said little.


  Anyway, the public was satisfied. He had failed to make the record, but since he had a new type of plane he was still a public hero. Impatient though he was he had to run the gauntlet of eulogy. The mayor threw a banquet, notables spoke of valor and conquest of the skies, toasts were rained on the baffled Eveta who, plucked from the city of Valordom to this mighty metropolis of the west, was not quite sure whether she was on her head or her feet. She sought protection in Hilt’s masterful control of the situation, timidly clung to him, listened while he explained to her that they were married now by special license. She smiled happily at that, glanced up at him with her big dark eyes . . .


  It was a week before the three of them could successfully throw off the public demands on their time—then at last they were free to go their own way. Hilt promptly had the airplane moved to the hangar at his out-town residence where it took the place of his original stratoplane.


  Eveta fitted with consummate ease into the household of his big, rambling place, never once gave away any clue as to her real origin. As the weeks went by her quick, keen mind adjusted itself to the new situation. With secret pride Hilt watched her slowly fit into the methods and style of New York. She became calmer, more dignified, a wife any man could be proud to have. . . . It was only when they were alone that she would confess her bewilderment and terror at some of the things the city pressed upon her. It was so vast—so complex, compared to the life she had led. Hilt only smiled, gave her gentle encouragement, to which Cranby added his share whenever he was at the house—which he nearly always was.


  BY degrees Hilt evolved plans, unhurried plans since he wanted to give the waters of Valordom plenty of time to subside. His main method was to contact as many big men in metallurgy as he could find, together with steel magnates and big business bosses, testing each one carefully to determine exactly how much one could expect from a metal like valsix. And the more he went into the matter the more Hilt became convinced of the vast fortune the metal could realize.


  ONE metallurgist in particular was a constant caller during those weeks—a slim, black-headed man with light blue eyes and a very decisive manner. He was, it seemed, an experimental metallurgist with a private fortune, and as such was willing to go to any lengths to exploit the unnamed wonder metal at which Hilt had guardedly hinted. Of all the other men connected with the idea, this one in particular possessed the keenest interest.


  Inwardly Hilt did not like him. He was too keen, too damnably precise in everything he said and did to please his blunt, matter-of-fact character. But he allowed no hint of this dislike to become apparent. Victor Lanning might be useful somewhere.


  It was during the fourth discussion in Hilt’s own laboratory, at which Cranby was also present, that Hilt could stand it no longer. He looked very directly at the immaculate metallurgist and said briefly,


  “Just what is your interest in my proposed metal. Lanning? I haven’t got it yet, you know: you treat the whole thing as though I had. To say the least of it, it’s queer!”


  Lanning lighted a cigarette. “Nearly as queer as your story to press and public,” he answered slowly.


  “Meaning what exactly?” Hilt shot a quick glance at Cranby.


  “Do you really imagine for one moment that I, of all people, swallowed your ridiculous narrative about a hidden laboratory in South America for airplane manufacture? Anything but it! I don’t believe that any more than I believe your wife is a girl from America. Why not admit the truth? You found Valordom, you found valsix metal, and the girl belongs to Valordom. Now you’ll try to market valsix.”


  Hilt compressed his lips. “I might have guessed it. You’re Underwood’s partner in crime?”


  “I was his partner,” Lanning snapped; “until you killed him! You did that in the hopes of getting the metal for yourself, but you’ll not do it. I’ve kept in close touch with you recently and asked so many questions just to find out what you were driving at. You’ve ruined a perfect plan between Underwood and me, and I’ll repay you in full for your damned meddling. I’m not just a metallurgist, my friend; I’m a scientist as well. And an infinitely better one than Underwood.”


  “Then why the hell didn’t you go to Valordom instead of sticking here?” Cranby put in sharply.


  “It suited me better here, that’s all—”


  “Listen, Lanning, you’ve got me wrong,” Hilt broke in. “I didn’t kill Underwood: he met his death in a geyser eruption . . . And come to think of it what makes you tell me all this now?”


  “Why not? I’m just giving you fair warning to keep clear of Valordom and all it contains. If you do that you’ve nothing to fear. But if you persist I’ll finish you, Hilton Read—and you, Doyle . . . Not to mention Mrs. Read.”


  Hilt clenched his fists, suddenly seized Lanning by the coat lapel.


  “Now listen, Lanning . . . You’re not scaring me. If this is a declaration of war between us you’ll find me good and ready. You’ll follow out Underwood’s tyrannical rule only over my dead body! And you’d better not try anything on my wife, because if you do I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth, to the ends of the universe if need be, and smash every bone in your body one by one . . . So—think it over!”


  “That goes for me too!” Cranby snapped out.


  LANNING shrugged, pulled his coat back in place. Without a word he turned, picked up his hat, and left the laboratory. The door closed with a certain sinister quietness.


  “Trouble,” Cranby said slowly, “is blowing up in good big clouds . . . We’ve gotten ourselves a different sort of enemy in Lanning, Hilt. He’s hard—hard as forged steel. No superficial geniality like Underwood had.”


  “Yeah—you’re right.” Hilt stared moodily at the door. “If this were Valordom instead of New York City we could settle him. As it is we’ll have to sit tight and finish our plans, then return to Valordom and meet him on his own ground. At the moment he’s as checkmated as we are. He has laws to contend with, and the Valordom floods won’t have fully subsided yet, either . . . Whatever happens I must watch Eveta day and night, in case. But if Lanning tries anything like that—!”


  Hilt left his sentence unfinished, but the color deepened in his neck.


  VICTOR LANNING did not drive to his apartment in the city after leaving Hilton. Instead he headed out of the city to a deserted factory site standing in isolated ruin in the midst of brickclay workings. The long untenanted factories were a good blind anyway; and since he had bought the land ostensibly for building he was well within his lawful rights. Only he knew that beneath the old factories there was a laboratory—a gigantic cellar, formerly a furnace room, stocked now with all manner of instruments, some orthodox and others the product of his own brilliant, incisive mind.


  As usual he concealed his car in the nearest brick shed and closed the doors, entered the laboratory and switched on the lights. A faint, taut smile was around his lips as he thought of Hilt’s words.


  “Possibly a dangerous customer,” he muttered, switching on the generators. “The brawny kind who sometimes succeed through very lack of fine planning. However . . .”


  He stood listening critically as the generators rose to a whining scream, then he crossed to one of several control panels and closed a series of switches. In answer, a cagelike mass of wire twirled slowly on a slender rod, stopping finally as there burst from a loudspeaker a curious jargon of words.


  Lanning sat down, began translating the words rapidly—and the more he translated the more his eyes began to gleam . . . That he could have netted a fortune from this startling radio invention alone never seemed to have occurred to him, or if it had he had pushed it on one side as unproductive. Fortune was one thing—but world domination by force of scientific knowledge was distinctly another, and it was the latter idea that always absorbed his pitiless, insatiable mind. Here in this laboratory he had always picked up the radio calls from Underwood. Underwood, by no means gifted with such genius as Lanning, had passed on such radio knowledge as he had found in Valordom—and Lanning had used it, to very startling effort!


  Here he had radio pickup in its essence. The cage sent forth streaming waves of magnetism, magnetism which passed straight through the earth and emerged at any predetermined spot without loss of power. Hence horizon curve was no hindrance . . . By a simple process of controlling the pick-up in exact sympathy with a flawlessly accurate map, there was no difficulty in directing the magnetism to any given spot. Once there it fulfilled its purpose and absorbed whatever sound waves were passing round it, transmitted them back along the electromagnetic beam to the source of origin. Transformers did the rest in much the same way as radio reproduces the original sound from electrical waves. No spot on earth was sealed to Lanning. Voices reached him from far and near, through the strongest walls, through all locked doors. He could have mastered the world through knowledge of the plans of nations there and then—but as yet he had other ideas.


  AT present, even as he had for a week past, he listened to the strange language floating to him from Valordom in the South American jungles. The language he understood fairly well: Underwood had long ago supplied him with its basic meanings. Venusian language, and the Wanderers were uttering it! The Wanderers had awakened . . .


  Lanning wrote on steadily, a scientific eavesdropper, heard things that at last made him give himself up to meditation.


  “So the floods have subsided?” he murmured at length. “That’s good hearing—but the rest is better! Is it possible that control of not one, but two worlds is within my grasp? Space travel! They have unwittingly shown me how to accomplish that. I can make a space machine . . . And carbon! Diamonds! Infinitely better than valsix. Yet I might even use both. By Heaven, I just wonder . . .


  He glanced up at the loudspeaker and began scribbling again.


  It was a week later when Hilton felt he had all the necessary metal magnates contacted in readiness to go to work on valsix metal once he had obtained samples. He felt free to arrange for an immediate return to Valordom. Of Lanning he had heard nothing in the interval: if he had gone ahead to Valordom he could be met on his own ground, and that was the one thing Hilt wanted. Without conventions and laws to hamper him he felt sure of his ability to master the cold-blooded scientist completely.


  “I take it we go in the radio-bus?” Cranby asked, as he, Hilt, and Eveta were grouped together in the library after dinner to discuss their final arrangements.


  Hilt nodded, glanced at the girl. “You’re pretty certain the floods will have gone down by now?” he asked her.


  “If they run true to form, yes . . .” She frowned for a moment. “Hilt, I really can’t quite understand what all this struggle for valsix metal is for. Why bother with it? You have money, loads of it, and we have peace and contentment. Why walk right into danger?”


  Hilt smiled. “You don’t understand this modern outer world very well do you, Eve?” he murmured. “It isn’t so much the money that impresses me: it is the thought of what I can give to America. I can give a metal which can replace steel, which can be useful for munitions and armaments and invulnerable against attack. You see, dear, we live here in a world at war, war from the air, and that war could never come to the country that has valsix. That is what I am thinking of. Besides, there is the other angle. I want to know more about Valordom, the Wanderers, the giant machines—”


  “Look!” Cranby shouted suddenly.


  HILT glanced up from his meditative ramblings at that astounded voice. He too felt a surge of horror pass through him as he gazed at Eveta. She had become curiously motionless and rigid; her face had gone deathly white. But that was not all. She was becoming transparent!


  “Eve—!” Hilt screamed suddenly, jerking out of his paralyzed wonderment. He hurled himself at her, brought up sharp against the library desk against which she had been standing. His mind reeled to the awareness that the girl was no longer there! A surge of electric energy, or so it felt to be, made his hair roots tingle for a moment. Cramping trickles ran the length of his body.


  “What the hell—!” Cranby exploded, staring blankly. “Where’d she go? Are we nuts, or—”


  “Stolen! Kidnaped!” Hilt shrieked, jerking upright. “Don’t you understand, man? This is Lanning’s work! It must be!”


  “But how on earth did he—?”


  “Don’t ask me! He’s a scientist; I’m not—but I do know there is only one place on God’s earth where he could pull a trick like this from and that’s Valordom! Does he think he can get away with this, the rotten swine? Let me get my hands on him! Come on! We’re leaving right now!”


  “Wait a minute, man—hold on!” Cranby was his cool self again now. “How do you know this Maskelyne and Devant act was worked from Valordom? Might be local.”


  With a terrific effort Hilt forced himself to be calm. After thinking a moment he shook his head. “Couldn’t be. He wouldn’t pull anything like this in a modern city—the rap’s too tough for kidnaping. It’s Valordom, I tell you, where he’s safe. And once he’s got Eve there God knows what he’ll do to her.”


  “Right!” Cranby fled for the door. “I’ll finish things off with the domestic; you get the bus ready.”


  “It is ready. We were starting tomorrow, anyway . . . Step on it, will you?”


  But Hilton was wrong in his beliefs. While he was so furiously denouncing Lanning the scientist himself was in the hangar annexed to his laboratory, putting the finishing touches to a small cylindrical affair some fifty feet long and six feet in diameter. Certainly he was not concerned about Eveta Hilton; at least not immediately. His plans were laid with true cunning to encompass events cast in the future.


  His whole concentration was given over now to the completion of this thing upon which he had labored for over a week, working almost continuously night and day, taking his instructions from the words uttered by the loudspeaker connected with Valordom. Machines and electrical blast furnaces had enabled him to make his own castings and manufacture without recourse to outside aid.


  He knew he proposed to take a desperate chance. This space projectile, controlled entirely by radio waves, might miss its objective and hurl him into the depths of space forever. On the other hand, if his calculations were correct, the automatic radio controls in his laboratory would function undisturbed and guide his ship, by prearranged calculation, across the void to Venus. Everything depended on that—everything. Again and again he had checked his mathematics, felt assured that there could be no mistake.


  Again he went over the instruments, checked the mechanisms on his projectile. Satisfied, he started up the engine of the mobile cradle in which the vessel lay and drove the thing out into the open field outside. Yet again he went over every detail, then drove the now empty cradle back into the hangar and locked all doors securely from the outside.


  Feeling like a man getting into his own coffin he clambered into the narrow vessel and clamped the airlock tightly shut, sat down at the radio control board. His jaws set; his hand closed the switches. Instantly, the radio power generated from his laboratory reacted through the pickups. Effortlessly the projectile lifted from the ground, went speeding into the darkness of the night.


  Smiling bitterly, Lanning watched Earth falling away from him with dizzying, sickening speed . . .


  


  CHAPTER V


  


  HILT READ sat sizzling in pent-up fury as he drove the radiobus with demoniacal speed through the night. Far above the levels of ordinary airplane traffic, he forced the radio-bus forward with all the power of which it was capable, pressed himself and Cranby back in their sprung seats with chest crushing force. Faster the machine went, and faster, its engines singing to the smooth flow of power.


  Hilt sat rigid, eyes on his instruments, only glancing occasionally at the world far below him. It was his wife who constantly floated before his vision—his wife, and Lanning. As he hurtled onwards he mentally considered what would be the slowest, most horrible way to kill the scientist. Cranby had little time for such thoughts: upon him rested the onus of keeping the course checked. At such dizzying speed any variation meant enormous loss of time in getting back to it.


  “At this lick we should reach Valordom in six hours,” he said presently.


  “Less, if the damn thing will do it,” Hilt grated back, pulling the power levers to maximum. Like a bullet the plane rocketed its way southwards, following an almost straight line. Below, the faint spots of lighted ships floated in the sweeping vastness of the Atlantic.


  In a little over an hour they had passed the Bahamas: an hour after that Porto Rico swept by in a blaze of little lights far below them. Once they encountered squalls and rain, went through them like a meteor, with windows streaming and engines howling a triumphant song.


  The heat in the control cabin grew oppressive; Hilt felt himself getting cramp, but he drove on ruthlessly with sweat trickling down his determined face.


  Another hour and they were over the Caribbean Sea, could see it below like molten silver in the full moonlight.


  Four hours—and Caracas, on the North American coast. Five hours—and the southern frontiers of Venezuela . . . Then Brazil itself. With a diminishing speed they moved over the virgin jungle stretching out below.


  “We want latitude 47 and longitude 15,” Cranby said. “Keep going—I’ll direct you . . .”


  Hilt nodded briefly, stared fixedly through the windows in front of him, watching for the first glint of silver in the light of the moon. Again and again he altered the ship’s position, moving now at a mere hundred to the hour. He zig-zagged in response to Cranby’s instructions as he checked the map by the compass—Then he gave a sudden shout.


  “There’s Valordom! Right ahead!”


  “And we can get ready to be bumped off,” Hilt snapped. “If Lanning’s in that city he’ll pick us off like a fly, like Underwood used to do for a hobby when anybody got too near. Hold everything while we play tag with his radio disruption . . .”


  BUT to the surprise of both of them there was no sign of attack from the city, though it was perfectly evident that the entire strange metropolis was at work. There were lights in every building, no trace of flood waters. Either the waters had subsided or been forced under control.


  Hilt frowned in some bewilderment as he drove the ship downward, heading for the flat landing roof in the north of the city. He made the landing perfectly, glanced at Cranby with a puzzled frown.


  “Looks like Lanning doesn’t know we’re around,” he said finally.


  He sat pondering for a moment, then scrambled stiffly to his feet, took down revolvers and slipped them in his belt holsters. Silent, Cranby did likewise. In another moment they had the airlock open and stepped out into the flat roof . . . But the instant they did so they were seized from behind.


  “Why, you—”


  Hilt stopped helplessly, amazed to find that he was not being held by men but by the pincer hands of massive robots. He stood gazing at one of the things, at its square head, lenslike eyes, then at the metal mesh in its abdomen which evidently concealed the vital mechanisms.


  “Take it easy, Hilt,” Cranby murmured. “We can’t fight this ironmongery anyway. Too tough . . .”


  Hilt hesitated a moment, breathing hard, then he relaxed. That was the signal for the robots to push them forward to the roof trapdoor. They were forced down the stairs, but not to street level. On the second floor they were led off down a corridor and through one of the machine halls they had seen on the previous visit, but this time the complicated mechanisms were all working with smooth, surging power. In baffled wonderment the two stared at them as they were marched past; then finally they were thrust through an adjoining doorway.


  The robots released them, stood guard by the door.


  IT TOOK Hilt about thirty seconds to absorb the scene in front of him. The place was an operating theater of advanced construction. As well as the usual paraphernalia of a modern surgery there were devices he could not hope to understand—immaculate, glittering instruments and machines, electrical devices, floodlamps by the myriad, all trained on one motionless, supine figure, strapped to a long table.


  “Eve!” Hilt screamed hoarsely.


  His dazed eyes shot from her motionless form to four golden hued men standing round her. They were watching him with steady eyes. He rushed forward frantically, but before he had covered half the length to the operating table he was seized by his particular robot captor from behind and held in a relentless grip.


  “Excitable, obviously,” one of the men said briefly, in the Venusian language.


  “O. K., I know what you’re saying!” Hilt snapped. “Eve—that girl you’re butchering—taught me your damned language backwards—


  “Oh, so?” The man who had first spoken went on in his native language after Hilt’s outburst in Venusian. “You are Hilton Read, of course—and this is your friend Cranby Doyle?”


  “Never mind that! Where’s Lanning? What are you doing to my wife?” Hilt’s voice rose to a roar. “Who in blue blazes are you, anyway?”


  “I am the Master,” answered the man who had first spoken. “The Master of the Wanderers . . .” He glanced at his three companions.


  “Don’t hand me that!” Hilt snorted. “I’ve seen the Wanderers for myself, and they’re insects! There’s something phony about this, and Lanning must be back of it. Where is he?”


  THE Master frowned. “Just who is this Lanning?” he asked pensively.


  “You’re asking me!” Hilt yelped, struggling again with utter futility. “Blast you, let my wife alone, can’t you? Tell this robot to release me—”


  “You will be held captive until we are finished,” the Master snapped. “That you happened to arrive here at this juncture in our work is not our fault . . .” He glanced at his companions. “We will proceed,” he stated briefly.


  Though he swore and raved Hilt could do nothing but watch. He stood, eyes glaring, noting every move the men made. Much of it he could not understand, but he did sense a certain inner admiration at the calm efficiency with which they went to work. For an hour they busied themselves with their strange instruments, first bathed the girl from head to foot in the glare of a deep violet lamp, at the end of which immersion every portion of her skin had changed from its normal white to deep red-brown.


  Then other instruments went to work on her skull. Curious sawlike devices made Hilt tremble with horrified rage as he saw them scalp the girl completely. She lay motionless, undisturbed. More rays came into action, laying nearly a half an inch thickness of synthetic tissue on her skull, onto which the living hair was regrafted so perfectly that she was unchanged, save for possessing a higher forehead than before.


  The one who called himself the Master nodded at length, wiped his hands on a spotless towel and spoke sharply. A robot came forward from the surgery wall, lifted the girl in his metal arms after undoing the straps, and carried her out of sight.


  “In God’s name, what have you done to her?” Hilt shrieked, reverting to English in his extremity.


  The Master answered in English without effort, spoke quietly. “We have done things you cannot possibly alter, rest assured of that. However, since you have seen this part of the work you may as well see the rest.”


  He turned, and the robots, evidently drawn by telepathic force, followed him as he walked the length of the surgical laboratory. In the adjoining machine hall he walked directly to a long, cigarshaped cylinder of glittering metal resting in a cradle at a forty-five degree angle. Hilt’s dazed eyes followed the path the thing would take upon release. A portion of the roof had opened like an eye to the starry sky.


  “What’s the idea?” he panted, glancing round on thundering, whining machinery; then he looked around sharply as one of the golden men seated himself before a mammoth switchboard and made some control adjustments.


  “Eveta is leaving here—for Venus!” the Master stated calmly.


  “What! Look here, you can’t get away with this! You infernal devil, I’ll—”


  Nearly sobbing with rage Hilt broke off as the robot who had carried the girl off suddenly reappeared, carrying her in his metal arms once more. But she was dressed now in a white tunic that covered her from head to foot. Her feet were shod with heavy soled shoes; round her slender waist was strapped a belt with a curious type of gun in it.


  THE Master nodded as he inspected her, looked thoughtfully at her brown, unconscious face. With a brooding stare he watched her slack body eased through the projectile’s airlock and lain full length on the floor inside. He closed the airlock himself, turned suddenly to one of his companions.


  “Seven day anaesthesia?” he asked briefly.


  “Unconscious until she arrives,” answered the man addressed. “We can give her maximum. Heart and lung strain minimized, of course.”


  The Master turned aside and raised his hand in a signal to the man at the control board. In alarm and bewilderment Hilt and Cranby watched the events that followed. Knife switches closed on the control board; weird mechanisms reacted at the foot of the projectile—then with incredible smoothness it swept up the forty-five degree metal slope and vanished through the hole in the roof amidst a faint gust of wind.


  “She’s—she’s gone!” Hilt whispered, his face ghastly with shock. “She’s gone!” he repeated with a bellow of rage. “By Heaven, you’ve done it! You’ve fired her to Venus!”


  “To fulfil a definite purpose,” the Master said, with implacable calm. “Nothing you can do will alter our motives, Hilton Read. You are dealing with scientists—master-scientists!”


  “Devils! Filthy devils all of you!”


  “At least give us an explanation,” Cranby exclaimed. “After all, Eveta is his wife . . . Or daren’t we ask questions?”


  The Master considered for a moment, then he shrugged. “You have imagined me as ruthless,” he said slowly. “In that you do me an injustice. I have sentiments, finer feelings, but I will not have my plans interfered with through a misunderstanding of the real facts. There is too much at stake for that.”


  Hilt laughed bitterly. “At any rate you’re a liar to start with,” he grated back. “The Wanderers are insects in a sealed cavern far under this city. I’ve seen them—so has Cranby.”


  “I know all you both did in this city, young man,” the Master smiled. “That is why I am willing to tell you so much now. I realize how you saved a vital experiment by saving Eveta from the flood . . . You see, electric eyes in the machine rooms recorded everything that ever happened through all the generations we were asleep . . . I know of the treachery of Underwood, of my people’s efforts to overthrow him, of the flood. It was during the flood that our long sleep came to an end. Mentally, we have explored the cosmos from end to end—by a projection of mindimages into the void. You cannot fully understand that, perhaps, but you will know that there is no barrier to mind. It can travel anywhere. What we learned does not concern you, but we did discover among other things that the original plague which drove us from our home world of Venus has long ago ended. Venus can be tenanted again . . .


  “We awoke, found the flood was with us, surrounding and burying our cavern. But we had instruments in the cave which cleared the water; heat rays turned it into dispersing steam; other rays sealed the geysers forever and produced harmless outlets for the inner pressures. Valordom is no longer threatened. So finally we emerged into a dry city. As we had expected, there were certain difficulties in our having insectile bodies; the other earthly bodies were much less cumbersome. We found four perfect but dead bodies in the flood remains and utilized them, surgically changed our brains into them and so took them over. I hope that explains one of the things that seem to baffle you?”


  HILT nodded slowly at the faint mockery in the Master’s eyes.


  “Yeah, I can imagine your super hacksaws doing that all right. But where does Eveta fit in? What did you have to pick on her for?”


  “Before we went into voluntary seclusion for mental projection we left life cultures in the city here to evolve,” the Master resumed slowly. “We knew they would be fully evolved men and women by the time we awoke, and thereby suitable to be projected back to Venus to take over their natural life on that planet. In the meantime they would be unconscious guardians of Valordom. That, I know, they have been—until Underwood arrived. But even he could not understand the machines we had sealed up . . . Our recovery from sleep revealed the disconcerting fact that our hoped for race to recolonize Venus had been wiped out in the flood. Not a living soul remained! There was only one way—we must create life cultures again on Venus!


  “That we have done. Hurtling to Venus from our machines at this very moment are agitation waves projected along an electromagnetic beam timed to keep Venus perpetually within focus. The cultures have long since been fired; the agitation waves will do the rest and excite life into them. But this time we have made differences in our system. When we created life cultures in Valordom here we allowed evolution to take its natural course; this time we are sending forth to Venus metabolism radiations as well, radiations such as exist in the cosmic waves and are directly responsible for evolution. On Venus those cultures will evolve at tremendous speed: evolution wall telescope generations into weeks. These machines you see around you are doing that at this moment. . . .”


  Hilt and Cranby said nothing. They were awed by the terrific scientific powers the Master hinted at.


  “But to rule these cultures, these people who have evolved, we needed a true heritage Venusian,” the Master went on. “No other would do. The king or queen of Venus—like any other king or queen—must be one by direct racial descent. None were left in Valordom: we could not go ourselves because of the necessity for controlling the machines from this end. Then our instruments showed just one had escaped Valordom to the outer world. That one was Eveta . . .


  Hilt frowned, just beginning to appreciate how completely Victor Lanning had dropped out of his calculations.


  “Our detector instruments found Eveta’s exact energy wavelength,” the Master resumed. “The rest was easy. Our system was reintegration over a distance. For an example, you are aware that the stars can break down matter in their inner cores into energy, and then build up that energy into mater again?”


  “I’ve heard Eddington refer to it,” Hilt mused. “The cyclic scheme of the universe itself, isn’t it?”


  “PRECISELY, and it can be reproduced on a small scale on earth. It is much the same as television, whereby an image is broken down into electrons and rebuilt later into the original image, at a distance. We directed the necessary breakdown vibration to the exact spot where Eveta stood according to our instruments. She was disintegrated into a compact mass of electrons, energy, and component vibrations—everything that went to make up her body and brain. Magnetism drew those assembled components back here. She was reintegrated without harm, just like a television receiver reassembles a transmitted scene.”


  “And the operation?” Hilt asked bitterly.


  “A mere nothing. We pigmented Eveta’s skin and thickened the bone and tissue of her skull to prevent it being affected by the intense solar radiations that stream down through Venus’ cloudbanks. Since she is to spend her life there she has to be physically fitted for it. The other thing we did was slightly alter the receptive centers of her brain to make her immediately responsive to hypnotic orders. She will be quite unconscious until she reaches the planet. Thereafter she will follow out our orders, projected across space to affect her brain. She will marshal together the evolved Venusian cultures, rebuild a magnificent race to whom, little by little, she will reveal all our secrets. The valsix city we had on Venus still stands: over that she will take supreme command. It is equipped with machines embodying every necessity of science.”


  “And just what do you four figure on doing?” Cranby asked briefly, as Hilt remained silent.


  “When we are sure that Eveta is the undisputed queen we shall voluntarily die, go into the cosmos to continue our mental excursions, away from trammeling bodies. We are incredibly old, but we must have others to carry on our heritage. We could have done it here on earth, of course, but it could have meant mastering Earthlings, upsetting their rightful planet. We do not wish that. We are scientists, not tyrants.”


  There was a long silence in the laboratory as the Master ceased talking.


  “Listen,” said Hilt slowly, “will you grant me one thing? Let me go and join my wife on Venus? My friend and I? We could help a lot.”


  The Master’s lips set in an adamant line. “That is a matter of opinion. You could also undo the work of generations. I do not doubt your earnestness, but you could upset things unintentionally. I cannot afford to take that risk—at least not until Eveta is firmly established as queen. Until that time you will both remain in Valordom as prisoners. You will have every comfort, so long as you do not try to escape or do anything rash . . . For the time being, my friends, that it all. The robots will telepathically obey my orders and give you all you need. And do not try to escape. The whole city is manned with machine men, and they all have certain instructions and duties to fulfill . . .


  “And suppose people come looking for us?”


  The Master smiled. “They will be in the same plight. . . .”


  He made a motion to the robots and turned aside. Helpless, Hilt and Cranby found themselves marched away.


  


  CHAPTER VI


  


  IN so far as every comfort was concerned, the Master kept his word. Hilt and Cranby found themselves kept through the succeeding days in a magnificent apartment with everything they could wish for—good food, soft beds, a balcony where they could take exercise, sun themselves, or gaze out over the recontrolled city. They had everything, except freedom—and the more he dwelt on that the more savage Hilt got.


  It was on the fourth night of captivity that his rage boiled over. With furious eyes he stared at the sky, at Venus low down in the west over the city’s further distances. The planet hung motionless in the calm tropic air. Bitterly, he dropped his gaze to the ceaseless, throbbing industry of the city.


  “Machines!” he whispered. “Machines, Cran, controlling the girl I love, guiding her to a blasted world that doesn’t matter two jots, ruling her brain to make her the queen of a collection of lousy cultures—My God, the Master can’t get away with this!”


  “Unless I’m cockeyed he’s doing all right so far,” Cranby sighed.


  “So far, yes—but listen!” Hilt glanced back into the room where the robot stood motionless guard by the door. “Do you figure, as I have been doing, that that iron man’s vitals are in his middle behind the mesh? Suppose we took a chance, put him out of action, and headed for the main lab? It’s only two doors down the passage. We could perhaps get the Master on the hop and force him to—”


  Cranby shook his head. “Too risky, Hilt. He’ll know all about it long before we get to him. There are no flies on that gentleman.”


  “But suppose he’s so busy thinking about other things that he thinks we’re innocuous?” Hilt’s jaw set obstinately. “I’m going to risk it! I’ll go nuts if I don’t get action of some sort!”


  “O.K., I’m with you!”


  Cranby squared his shoulders as they strolled back together into the great room.


  For a moment or two Hilt roamed around with apparent casualness, his eyes on a heavy metal vase on the table by the doorway. As he passed by it he suddenly whisked it up and whirled into action, slammed it with all his force into the robot’s metal-mesh middle. Instantly those enormous arms reached out towards him, struck him with piledriver force. He whirled around, struggling frantically, clawing at the cover on the divan and wrapping it round his fist.


  Even as he performed the action those appalling arms crushed him tight; evidently some mechanical reflex action was so devised in case of such attack. Cranby hurtled to the fray with a chair, whirled it savagely at the robot’s face and smashed off the eye-lenses.


  Straining with cracking lungs against the constricting force, Hilt hammered his protected right fist furiously into the half cracked mesh. Twice, three times—then he felt his hand go clean through, was thankful for the cover’s protection as he felt glass go splintering to atoms under the force of his thrust.


  That crushing pressure relaxed. He staggered free just in time as the heavy metal mass toppled over to the floor. Wires, glass shards, and curious cogs sprinkled out of the shattered middle.


  “Oke?” Cranby panted.


  “Yeah! Come on!”


  Hilt slammed back the door bolt, whirled himself out into the passage and raced along it with desperate speed to the second doorway. At the precise moment of his arrival the door opened and a golden man looked out inquiringly. He received an answer immediately as a hamlike fist struck him full between the eyes and sent him slithering backwards into the laboratory.


  LIKE a whirlwind Hilt raced in, knocked another of the scientists flying in his headlong rush, slid to a halt as the Master himself twirled round from his master control board. A powerful arm hooked itself under his chin, dragged him backwards over the stool to the floor. Only then did Hilt change his hold, transfer his fingers to the scientist’s throat.


  “I’ll find the odd man out!” Cranby shouted, prowling round with clenched fists.


  Hilt grinned bitterly as he stared down at the Master. “This, big shot, is my party,” he murmured. “Either you do what I say for a change or I’ll choke the damned life out of you! I punctured your blasted robot, anyway—”


  “You—fool!” the Master gulped out hoarsely. “This won’t help you! If you kill me your wife will die as well. Upon me relies her entire safety. Let me up, you—”


  “You’re going to bring her back,” Hilt breathed. “You sent her off, so you can recall her by the same method. And I’ll stand over you while you do it—yes, even if it takes days and nights on end. She hasn’t got to Venus yet; you can still recall her ship. Now, how ’bout it? Shall I tighten my hold or—”


  He relaxed his fingers again as the Master gulped and choked.


  “Don’t you realize—” he started to say; then he stopped as a loud speaker suddenly came into life and gushed forth a hurry of Venusian words. Cranby twirled round, uncertain: Hilt remained where he was, still alert but listening.


  “Master, something is wrong! Come quickly! The X-ray telescope shows that somebody is already within our Venusian city! Apparently an Earth man. He seems to have control . . . I cannot understand it. Eveta will not reach the planet for another day yet. Our cultures are grown to full maturity . . . Come to the observatory quick!”


  “Victor Lanning!” Hilt shouted hoarsely, springing to his feet. “By God, it must be Lanning!”


  “So that’s where our playmate went,” Cranby mused.


  The Master got slowly to his feet, fingering his throat. Hilt looked at him grimly.


  “Now you’ve got to do something!” he snapped out.


  The scientist bit his lip in vexation. “Just who is this Lanning person you keep referring to?” he demanded.


  “Partner of Underwood’s—they were hand in glove. Seems Underwood used to contact him by radio and always used a number. That’s probably why you don’t know anything about him . . . If any man can queer your pitch on Venus he can!”


  “But how could he have got to Venus?” the Master asked in bewilderment. “How could he have known of our plans . . . Unless—” His lips began to tighten. “Wait! I believe I have it! I know Underwood rooted out most of our radio secrets; even if he did not understand them himself it is very probable that this Lanning person did. Somehow he must have put together our radio voice pickup system. In that case he must have overheard the plans I made with my colleagues for the formation of a Venusian dynasty with Eveta as queen, must have heard how to build a radio spaceship . . . Must have heard everything!” he finished hoarsely.


  HILT frowned. “Even if he did do all that he wouldn’t take that risk just to control Venusians or get at Eveta,” he grunted. “Last I heard of him he was nuts about valsix metal. What about this city of yours on Venus? It’s valsix as well, isn’t it?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Hmm. Well, I guess he can get valsix ideas from there as well as he can from Valordom. What then was the real attraction that drove him over space? Conquest of Venus, maybe? He loves power, does Lanning . . . Listen, did you and the others mention anything in your discussions likely to sound like tempting bait to an Earthling? I mean, anything of value on Venus?”


  The Master pondered for a long time. “I believe we mentioned carbon,” he said at length. “Yes—carbon, of value to us for scientific reasons, in which Venus richly abounds. And of value to an Earthling because of the possibilities for diamonds! I wonder if that—”


  Hilt snapped his fingers. “You’ve hit it! Diamonds, valsix, and control of Venus through Eveta—Gosh, what a scheme! The dirty skunk!”


  He swung around as Cranby came forward with a grim face. Behind him came the two other scientists who had been knocked out. Not a moment later the fourth man came through the doorway and raced across. He flashed a brief glimpse at the two Earthmen, then at the Master.


  “Master, you got my message?” he asked anxiously. “What are we going to do? This interloper can ruin everything for which we’ve struggled so long. We must—”


  “He must know every one of our plans,” the Master pondered. “And we cannot get at him with hypnotism machinery because his brain is not prearranged for that purpose. We might hypnotize Eveta to destroy him, but against that we have his various resources to think of. He would probably destroy her first. When Eveta gets there—”


  “Listen a moment!” Hilt broke in tensely. “You’ve got to reconsider your whole setup. Lanning is my meat, and Eveta is my wife. That’s a guarantee of good faith if ever there was one. Let me go with Cranby to Venus and clean up the mess. I’ll fix Lanning somehow.”


  “And steal Eveta, of course?” the Master asked quietly.


  Hilt shrugged. “I frankly confess I’d do it if it would do any good, but where’s the use? You’ve got scientific powers that can always find her, or me, whenever you choose. I can’t fight you, Master, so I’m asking for another thing—the chance to be by my wife’s side while she carries out her task. I’ll bring Eveta back here to Valordom: by that time you may have some other ideas. I’ll prove my loyalty anyway . . . If you don’t agree to my idea your plans are ruined by Lanning anyway. But if you do agree you can save your scheme and I can get my wife. If that isn’t logical let’s have your ideas.”


  For a long minute the Master looked at Hilt’s grim face steadily. Then he nodded impassively.


  “Very well. Circumstances compel me to give assent. But remember, I place you on your honor to return Eveta to Valordom here. If you can do that I may possibly find . . . other ways.”


  “Right!” Hilt’s eyes shone. “But I’ve a condition to make. Don’t use any hypnotism on Eveta, otherwise it might upset my plans for getting her. Leave her mind free to make her own decisions.”


  “You have my promise on that,” the Master nodded. “The robots will prepare a machine right away for both of you. It will be similar to the one in which you flew here. Radio will drive it across the gulf, generated by these engines. Afterwards you will call on your own power reserve. In like manner you will leave Venus. Your engines will lift you above Venus; our radio powers will draw you back. You will be constantly under observation in the X-ray telescope’s field.”


  “Why bother about another ship?” Cranby put in mildly. “Why can’t we use the one we’ve always used? We’re sort of friendly with it by now.”


  THE Master shrugged. “If you wish it. It is still on the roof where you left it. I will have the engine tanks filled to capacity, provisions and arms loaded aboard, and the radio apparatus carefully checked . . . Now go and make whatever personal preparations you desire and be ready to leave within an hour . . .”


  IT WAS midnight when Hilt and Cranby climbed through the airlock of their vessel on the flat departure roof. The four Venusian scientists, all ideas of enmity banished from their minds now in view of this greater trouble, bowed slight acknowledgments of farewell.


  “Both of you are brave men,” the Master said quietly. “Venus is by no means a pleasant world, as you will discover.”


  “It’s my wife I’m thinking of,” Hilt retorted, and with that he slammed the airlock shut, settled beside Cranby at the controls.


  At the first touch on the switches the radio power generated from the city had instant effect. With every mounting velocity the little vessel tore upwards into the starry night. Valordom fell away in shining spires far below.


  Upwards, through troposphere and stratosphere and out through the Heaviside Layer. The purple of the night vanished and gave place to star-dusted blackness. Vibration and tremor left the hosts of heaven and they became solitary, glittering points, friendless, incomprehensible. Below, the earth decreased from a tangled landscape to a concave sphere.


  Despite the urgency of their mission, it was an unforgettable experience to the two. Spellbound, they watched through the windows, pressed themselves flat in their seats to ease the strain of constant acceleration. Here in free space their speed mounted by leaps and bounds. Both became aware of laboring hearts and swimming brains.


  “I expected something like this,” Hilt growled at last, staring blearily at the diamond-bright spot of Venus directly ahead of them in the firmament. “The radio control will keep the ship going, anyway. We’ll have to relax into unconsciousness if we’re to make the right speed.”


  No word came from Cranby: he was unconscious already. With a vast effort Hilt moved the radio levers to maximum then lay back. The ship surged forward again . . . Hilt’s senses swam in darkness.


  SO THROUGH hours punctuated with wakefulness and coma, interspersed with violent attacks of sickness and nausea, they fled across the 60,000,000 mile abyss, only began slackening their hurtling rush when Earth had decreased to a flamboyant green star behind and Venus filled all space in front of them—glaring white with its heaped up banks of eternal cloud.


  Slower Hilton went, and slower, as they neared the clouds. He was using the ordinary engines now, waiting for the first grip of atmosphere. He stared below with narrowed eyes, kept his hands tight on the controls for immediate action.


  Then with a sudden roaring jolt the ship struck the first layer of atmosphere, slowed up enormously with the friction. Instantly Hilt transferred the power to the propellers. . . . Gently he nosed his way down through the blanketing mist, eyes glued to the window, Cranby’s lean, taut visage next his own.


  FOR hours they seemed to do nothing but stare at their own reflections while mildew ran down the glass. Then, amazingly, the world was suddenly clear in front of them. With grim eyes they stared down on a landscape steamy with heat, lush with vegetation of riotous size, broken here and there by plateaus of obviously volcanic nature.


  “Swell place for a weekend party,” Cranby remarked. “Looks like the Earth in the Carboniferous stage.”


  “Maybe you’ve got something there,” Hilt retorted. “This may be Venus’ Carboniferous Era.” He glanced at the instruments. “External temperature 130° F. That puts Sierra Leone right in the polar regions by comparison. Wonder what part of the day it is? Seven hundred and twenty hours of day here, you know. Same length of night.”


  “No kiddin’,” said Cranby solemnly. “I know all that, you dope!”


  Hilt leveled the ship out, sped on monotonously over the torrid swamps. Now and again monstrous shapes loomed out of those waters below, vanished again in a wallow of bubbles. The country over which they were passing looked like a nightmare Garden of Eden. Poisonous-hued flowers reared ugly heads from the morass. Trees like titanic pineapples bulged on what little solid ground there was. There were interlacings of verdure reaching down into thick undergrowth, through the midst of which coiled and writhed revolting shapes.


  “The Master knew his onions when he said Venus wasn’t pleasant,” Cranby grunted presently. “The city must be apart from this stuff, surely?”


  Hilt made no response, kept his eyes fixed ahead—then at last the swampy region began to diminish, gave way to landscape that looked like the floor of a volcano. Bare, reddish rocks were everywhere. From amidst them spurted clouds of scalding steam. Chasms of unimaginable depth yawned in all directions, some filled with raging waters, others with mud which spawned all manner of diabolical, twisting life.


  “Pretty obvious where Venus gets its clouds from,” Hilt said after a while. “All this damned internal activity keeps the sky forever bottled up.”


  “With the sun so near, thank Heaven for that,” Cranby growled.


  More miles of ravines and deadly gorges—then suddenly Hilt gave a cry and stared ahead. “Hey, take a look! Am I nuts or is that a wall over there? A metal wall at that!”


  “You’re right!” Cranby whistled. Fascinated they stared at its colossal height. For five hundred feet it reared into the air, invincible, sunk Heaven knew how far deep into the rocky plateau. Not a sign of any city was visible beyond it as yet; it reared too high for that.


  “They sure don’t mean any of these mud animals getting past,” Hilt said. “Nor us either, for that matter—if we hadn’t got the ship, that is . . .” He looked down morosely on the chasms below.


  “We can fly over the wall, anyway,” Cranby observed.


  “Yes, and be spotted right away. Remember, Lanning won’t be expecting us, and on that hinges our chance of success. We daren’t fly over the wall; it’s too risky. There’s got to be another way.”


  Hilt stared at the top of the wall thoughtfully, his eyes narrowing as he noted the turretlike projections at regular intervals along it, probably containing weapons of attack for use against the mud monsters if they ever attempted a serious invasion.


  “It’s our ship that will give us away if seen,” he resumed; “but if we wait until dark and then drop a cable noose round one of those turrets we’ll have a rope to climb up with. We can scale the wall and get down the other side. Leave the ship on this side where it isn’t seen.”


  “You’ve got something there. And once we’re over the wall?”


  “With darkness for seven twenty hours we’ll find something we can do. I’m dropping right now. . . .”


  Hilt dipped the ship’s nose, pushed the helicopter screws in action. Gently the vessel sank at the base of that titanic mass, some four yards from the edge of a steaming chasm.


  


  CHAPTER VII


  


  EVIDENTLY they had arrived in the Venusian evening, for to their satisfaction another hour brought a gradual dimming of the light: thirty minutes after that the daylight vanished entirely and gave place to thick, steamy night.


  Hilt aroused himself, sat before the control board again and sent the ship upwards once more. Level with the wall he fixed the vessel in a stationary position and stood for a moment gazing out over the wilderness of city beyond. It was lighted, amazingly industrious, looked like Valordom itself. In fact, in design, it was a duplicate of Valordom in its entirety. Even the buildings were laid out in the same way.


  Turning, he opened the floor trap. Immediately, steamy, suffocating warmth came surging into the control room. Slowly he payed out the emergency cable, lowering it to the metal projection fifty feet below, dropped the noose squarely over it then allowed the free end to fall over the wall’s outside. The thing was done.


  To lower the ship back to the plateau and climb out onto the plain was only the work of minutes. The pair of them, laden with food haversacks and guns toiled slowly through the enervating heat, came at last to that wire reaching down from the heights.


  “You first,” Hilt said briefly.


  Cranby nodded, took hold of the wire and went up swiftly, feet braced against the wall. Hilt turned to follow him, then swung round at a sudden sound from behind him. He caught a vision of a monstrous, sinuous shape surging out of the mist. Some nightmare object, bearing unpleasant similarity to a sea-serpent, had squirmed out of the mud chasm.


  Instantly he clutched the cable, fought his way up with frantic speed, saw that vile head receding below him.


  “What’s eating you?” Cranby demanded, staring down. Then he saw the thing too in the gloomy miasma below. “Uh-uh! No wonder they built this damned wall!


  He went up again, hand over hand stopping ever and again with a scissor grip around the cable. It seemed infinite miles to the top of that wall, but at last they both made it, staggered exhausted and sweat drenched to its broad summit, gazed along its deserted endless length. It was pretty clear that it entirely encircled the city.


  “Let’s take stock of our assets,” Hilt said, when he had recovered his breath. “This city is an exact replica of Valordom—or rather vice versa. Anyway, we know from that that the layout of buildings is the same. That cuts down time to an enormous extent. Eveta will have arrived by now—but point is, which building will she be in?”


  “One of the machine rooms?” Cranby hazarded. “That’s where Lanning will be, sure as eggs.”


  “Try anyway . . .”


  HILT tugged out his guns, examined them, then thrust them back in their holsters. Carefully he pulled the cable up and dropped it down the other side of the wall. With swift silence they both slid to the ground below and again contemplated the city.


  At last Hilt set off rapidly through the steamy shadows, revolver ready in his hand . . . That started both of them on a slow, painstaking sojourn amidst rock and earth, taking them surreptitiously round the edge of the city as they angled for position to find the corresponding position as they had experienced it in Valordom. It was an hour later when they came to it. Before them were the lighted buildings that could only be the machine halls.


  “Won’t be too easy,” Cranby grunted. “People around—Or are they people, anyway? Those insectthings. They’re natural Venusians, aren’t they?”


  “Yeah; guess that’s how the cultures would evolve on this world, with different conditions. Eveta, queen of those things!” Hilt gave an involuntary shudder. “Hell—no!”


  “Just what is that?”


  Cranby pointed ahead. Perhaps half a mile from them, apart from the city, floodlights were blazing up from a hollow of the ground into the murky sky. Hilt frowned as he studied it.


  “Darned if I know. Might be worth a look, though. Come on.”


  Ten minutes brought them to the spot. Lying flat on the ground they stared into a narrow, shelving valley. It was swarming with insect people, busy with apparatus. Drilling machines bored into rocks; trucks and conveyors worked industriously—and amidst them all stood a human figure in snow white, black hair sweeping her shoulders. Curtly she was snapping out commands in the Venusian language.


  “Eve!” Hilt gasped, twisting an astounded face to Cranby. “Of all the unimaginable luck! We can—”


  “No, we can’t!” Cranby hissed, dragging him down again. “Do a bit of thinking, you fathead. We can’t just snatch her from amidst all those creatures! We’ve got to work carefully or we’ll muss the whole thing up.”


  “I’m for taking a chance!”


  “Then you’ll do it alone,” Cranby retorted doggedly. “I’m not scared of dangers, you know that—but I do like things properly organized. Be yourself, Hilt! One false move and the skids are under us for keeps.”


  “Well . . . mebbe you’re right.” Hilt subsided into grumbling silence.


  “Just what the dickens is she doing anyway?” Cranby asked presently.


  Surprise began to register very gradually on Hilt’s grim face. The insectile beings were busy loading the material they had dug up into the conveyors: thence it was taken by automatic means to a hidden point in the city itself. The stuff was black—black as soot.


  “Carbon!” Cranby ejaculated suddenly. “Pure carbon! Must be a whole area of it around here or something—


  “I get it,” Hilt broke in. “Look at Eve—that isn’t her normal way of doing things, standing there with a ramrod back snapping out orders. She’s under hypnotism, that’s what—Lanning’s hypnotism. Don’t you see the angle? He knew she was coming as queen of this outfit; he knew these insects would follow her orders for that very reason. Since the Venusians back on Earth aren’t hynotizing Eve, Lanning’s doing it instead, ordering the mining of carbon, and incidentally getting Lord knows how many carbon deposits . . . The double faced swine!”


  “Infernally ingenious, if you ask me,” Cranby sighed. “I wonder why I wasn’t born with brains like that instead of being purely good looking? Of course, we daren’t snatch her away from here for another reason,” he went on seriously. “There’ll be a circuit which will break on Lanning’s switchboard—wherever it is—if we interrupt her mental flow. Best thing we can do is follow her, watch where she goes. It’ll perhaps lead us to Lanning and it’s him we’ve got to be rid of!”


  “Guess you’re right.” It took Hilt a good deal of personal effort to make that admission—but the sanity of Cranby’s notion was obvious enough.


  THEY waited for perhaps an hour, then leaving the insect men at work the girl suddenly turned away from their midst and walked with a steady, somnabulistic tread out of the depression, turned towards the city. Instantly Hilt jumped to his feet, followed at a safe distance behind her, Cranby right beside him. They followed the girl’s walk all the way back to the city itself, watched her finally turn into a single building ablaze with light.


  “Now what?” Cranby breathed quickly.


  “The building’s a single-floor one,” Hilt muttered, with a keen look. “See those skylights on the roof? I’m going up there; maybe I’ll see something.”


  “Stars probably if Lanning spots you. Granting he’s in there.”


  “He’ll be in there O.K., and I’ll risk the stars . . .”


  Against the wall at the building’s rear they paused. Hilt studied the edifice for a moment or two, measuring the niches between the welded plates. There was toe and fingerhold, but only just.


  “Oke!” he whispered, and immediately Cranby bent down and made his back into a stepping up platform.


  In another moment Hilt was climbing up, straining his powerful muscles. Plate by plate he went up, scrambled over the edge of the fifty foot height at last, wriggled his way onto the sloping roof. To reach the nearest skylight was only the matter of minutes. Below, he saw a wilderness of light-drenched machines. It was the same at the second skylight; then at the third one he moved cautiously. For one thing it was unmistakably open. For another a voice floated to him, in English—the familiar voice of Victor Lanning.


  Hilt moved along gently, applied his eyes to the skylight crack. Warm, stifling air hot with oil reek came floating from the laboratory’s interior. His eyes centered on the figure of Eveta immediately below him. At this end of the laboratory a raised platform of machines had brought the floor level far nearer the roof . . . Facing the girl, attired in white ducks and smiling frozenly, was Lanning. His hand rested on the switch of a complicated apparatus.


  “. . . and you will sleep,” he was saying softly. “You will never realize that you were sent here to colonize a world. Your duty, all the time you are here, is to force these beings to mine carbon. As much of it as they can get! You will see to it that they load it properly, that arrangements are made for it to be transported back in adequate sized space machines. You are their queen, and you in turn will always do as I say.”


  “I will have the beings mine carbon. I will always do as you say. I am the queen,” Eveta repeated mechanically.


  Lanning eyed her steadily. “When you have rested you will eat, then resume work on the mining of carbon.”


  HE repeated the sentence like a parrot, standing erect and motionless. Hilt felt his neck getting hotter. Carefully he erased his hand around for his right side automatic: here was the chance he needed. One shot, and Lanning would be winged, disabled. Then back to earth with him and snatch Eveta clear of the whole mess.


  Hilt drew carefully, nosed the muzzle of the gun towards the crack—but at that identical moment his heavy boot slipped against the metal plate of the roof on which it was insecurely braced. Helplessly he slid backwards, revolver flying out of his hand. Like a sack of coals he fell over the roof edge, dropped to the ground with a jar that shook every bone in his body.


  “What happened?” Cranby came pelting out of the mist, hauled him to his feet. “Hilt, what in—”


  Hilt winced, rubbing his back. “My blasted foot slipped and—”


  “Stand exactly where you are!” a bitter voice snapped out of the gloom.


  They obeyed, scowled as Lanning himself came quietly into view, a raygun in his hand. He gave a distinct start as he beheld the two; then just as quickly recovered his composure.


  “So it was you who made the noise on the roof,” he murmured, his voice cold and cutting. “Well, how very interesting!” Stepping forward he snatched Hilt’s remaining gun out of its holster, disarmed Cranby. Then he went on slowly, “I don’t pretend to know what brought you to Venus, how you so cleverly walked into my field of activity—but I do know you will not get away with it! I’ll have your space machine found and destroyed, or put out of your reach . . . Turn around!”


  Had not the thought of Eveta’s helplessness recurred to his mind Hilt would have ignored the order, risked the ray gun to beat the living daylights out of Lanning. But he dare not take the chance . . . He turned, face set like granite, with Cranby beside him. They marched into the expanse of laboratory. Eveta was still there, regarding them with blank unrecognition.


  “Stand there!” Lanning commanded, jerked his head towards the wall; then after locking the door he flashed his cold eyes at the girl and walked to his switchboard, placing his ray-gun in her hand.


  “If they make a single suspicious move shoot to kill,” he ordered implacably. “You will make these two men walk to the edge of the cliff near the carbon deposit workings. See that they are thrown over the cliff into the mud below. The monsters will finish the rest. Collect some workers from the carbon mines to help you.”


  Eveta repeated every word. Hilt stared helplessly at her blank, expressionless face—then he swung to Lanning.


  “What the hell’s the idea?” he shouted. “If you’re so darned set on bumping us off why can’t you do it cleanly—with a gun?”


  Lanning smiled. “I forgot to add something,” he said icily. “When I first came here my presence was resented by these insectile people. I was forced to lock myself in here until Eveta arrived. Since then she has followed out my orders whilst I can stay in hiding. If you and Cranby are thrown over the cliff in true spectacular style the insects will believe it is me and a friend. They have seen nobody else land here. That will divert their unwelcome attentions from this power house . . . you see? I will see to it that Eveta lets them believe such to be the case . . .


  HE turned to the girl again. “You will tell the people that the imposter has been found by you, together with his colleague. You have ordered them to be destroyed. Repeat that!”


  She did so. Hilt swung back to her.


  “Eve, in God’s name, you can’t do this! I’m your husband, Hilt! Look here—”


  “If you move any closer, imposter, I shall kill you where you stand,” she said tonelessly, as he unwittingly took a step towards her.


  “Lanning, this is your blasted work!” Hilt raved. “That switchboard there forces her to take your orders. Amplified hypnosis acting on her already prepared brain. God, I’ll get you for this Lanning if I have to crawl back from hell to do it!”


  “Definitely it will be from hell,” the scientist said dryly. “The mud chasms of Venus are no place for entertainment. All right, Eveta, get going!”


  She walked forward deliberately. Perforce the two had to go in front of her. As he walked outside Hilt toyed with the idea of springing round and overpowering her, but he caught Cranby’s eye.


  “Better not,” he muttered. “That ray gun isn’t like a revolver. She just can’t miss, and one whiff from that and—Blooey! Take it easy; we’ll think of something.”


  Hilt tried the other alternative. He pleaded with the girl as he walked, tried every possible verbal means he could think of to break the iron hypnosis that held her. But it was useless. She marched on, set-faced, that gun held in her steady hand.


  As they passed the carbon workings she uttered a sharp command, went on reeling off in the native tongue the whole tissue of lies about imposters. That was sufficient to bring a dozen of the strange creatures hurtling up the slope. Hilt forgot everything and slashed out with his mighty fists. Cranby jumped to aid him . . . They finished up in the grip of pincer claws, were lifted, whirled steadily along.


  “Guess it didn’t work,” Cranby panted. “In fact I’d say we’re going no place at the dickens of a speed. Try the lingo on them, man! Tell ‘em the truth. It’s the last chance!”


  “Hey, you mugs—!” Hilt roared; then he remembered and switched to Venusian. But he only got about four words out then a roar of savage fury drowned him out.


  “I have a lurking suspicion these insects didn’t like Lanning coming here,” Cranby jerked out. “Judging from the way they’re yelling at us, that is. Which reminds me—”


  He stopped. Hilt, too, felt the hair rise on his scalp as the end of the short plateau suddenly came into sight through the mist wreaths. Without pause the insectile creatures hurled him forward, suddenly released him. He went flying out helplessly into space with Cranby only a few feet away from him.


  They seemed to fall a vast distance, landed finally with tremendous force in warm mud. It felt like tepid molasses. It surged into their ears, stopped up their nostrils. With frantic effort Hilt beat his way to the surface.


  “Cran!” he bellowed hoarsely. “Cran, where are you?”


  THERE was no answer, but a surging of the mud a foot or two away sent him striking towards it with mighty overarm strokes. It was like swimming in glue. He caught Cranby by the hair, tugged him upwards with superhuman power.


  “Swim!” Hilt bellowed frantically. “Swim—keep going—anything to stop this mud getting a grip. I’ll help you. . . .”


  He struck out with fiendish force, dragging the threshing Cranby along with him. Dimly through the murk he could see the rearing mass of the cliff at the chasm’s other side—but between it and them were dark, elusive nightmare creatures that stirred in the unholy filth. To the right of them a head from Hades reared upwards in the mist; giant eyes watched them.


  “A—a saurian like that thing we saw on the plateau,” Cranby gurgled, then he battled on again. The mud heaved and rocked around them both as the monster brute suddenly plunged towards them.


  “Down!” Hilt screamed, and they went down together, fought on with bursting lungs through a clogged mass of thin ooze that was hellishly agitated by the plungings of the monster. They felt it pass around them with waves that almost stunned their senses.


  When lack of air forced them to the surface again the thing had floundered past.


  The whole area seemed to be surging now with diabolical shapes. Time and again they were forced to submerge out of sight, heading all the time towards that frowning cliff, until at last to their infinite relief they felt shingle grinding under their feet. Exhausted, weighted down with mud, they floundered up the narrow beach.


  But even here there was no respite. Small objects like serpents came squirming out of the morass after them. With bursting hearts and lungs they raced up a slope, floundered more by luck than judgment into the small mouth of a natural cave.


  Here at last things were quieter. They stood breathing like donkey engines, smearing the mud off their faces and arms.


  “Well, we do live in stirring times,” Cranby sighed at last. “If I start to look like Adonis after that mud bath let me know, will you? And incidentally we have your prize biceps to thank for getting us out of the mess. Thanks a lot, Hilt—you saved my life.”


  “Oh, quit being heroic,” Hilt snorted. He stared back at the surging swamp life. “We’ve been as near death as we ever shall be, I guess. Lanning underestimated two things—my strength and the consistency of the mud . . . We’re going back to the city, Cran. We’ve still work to do!”


  “You don’t have to tell me—but there’d better be a better way than over that swamp. We’d never make it a second time . . . Personally, I’m for trying this tunnel. Might lead to the surface somehow. They usually do.”


  They turned into the darkness of the tunnel behind them. The further they plunged into its blackness the more they could feel that it rose constantly on a steady gradient. Down it blew distinct drafts of fresh air—as fresh as Venus could produce, anyway. Encouraged, they hurried on, emerged at last onto another ledge beyond which lay a further chasm of abysmal depth. Hilt glanced upwards, then gave a cry.


  “Look! We’re practically at the top of the cliff face! A few yards up this rockery and we’ll make it! Come on!”


  IMMEDIATELY Cranby followed him along the rock acclivity, blundered up behind him as they came onto level plain. Cautiously they moved forward and for a moment the eternal drifting mists cleared a little. It revealed to them a surprising sight—a wall rearing invincibly upwards.


  “Great Cat, we’ve come up beyond it!” Hilt shouted hoarsely. “We must be somewhere near where we first landed—”


  “We sure are!” Cranby interrupted him, in a grim voice. “Take a look at that light to our left—somebody or something is near our ship! I seem to recall that Lanning said he’d have it found. He must have made Eveta give the order and—”


  “Come on!” Hilt snapped, suddenly sighting the glimmer. Together they went forward at a run, finally discovered the light was streaming from the porthole of a small flyer similar to their own. Outside it, busy fastening an anchor cable to the ship’s nose, was an insectile Venusian.


  Hilt grinned bitterly, made a long jump forward and seized the creature round its shell-like neck. Whirling him round he snatched his gun from the belt round the thing’s equivalent of a waist. But just as he was about to fire it Cranby leapt lightly forward, deflected the blast into mid-air.


  “What the hell’s that for?” Hilt bellowed.


  “Take it easy, hothead!” Cranby whirled the cringing insect man to his feet. “Maybe this guy can help us somehow. “We got to play every card well from now on, Hilt, and I figure this glorified centipede may be the ace of trumps. Don’t forget that Lanning thinks we’re dead. We’ve got the pull on him because of that.”


  “But this brute can’t help us—”


  “I’m trying it!” Cranby snapped. “I’m in this as much as you are. Keep your shirt on . . . Don’t you remember Lanning saying that these people hated him? That he threw us overboard to make believe he had been killed? What’s going to happen if the Venusians find out that Lanning is still much alive and that he’s been hypnotizing their queen! Why, they’ll tear the damned city apart to get at him! This guy here is going to have the truth, and like it. Sure he was sent to destroy, or rather take our ship—but we’ll use him instead.”


  Hilt scratched his head. “Guess I was a bit too hasty at that. But say, suppose Lanning gets worried at this brute’s absence and comes to look for him?”


  “When he’s supposed to be dead?” Cranby asked patiently.


  Hilt’s eyes brightened. “Hell—you think of everything. Of course he’ll stick in the power house. All right, let’s get inside our bus and see what we can do. We want action before the night ends if possible.”


  He motioned to the waiting creature. Obviously frightened it obeyed with alacrity and moved quickly through the airlock doorway, stood watching the two in the control room light with its queer, but none the less quite intelligent eyes. . . .


  “WHAT’S your name?” Hilt demanded.


  “Zaldar.”


  “I suppose you’re one of the beings under the orders of Queen Eveta?”


  “Yes; but—” The creature was clearly puzzled, went on slowly, “She does not do the things which we expected she would. We expected that she would make plans for controlling the swamp areas, ridding our world of the monsters which still roam it, perfecting science. All she does instead is give orders for the production of carbon. Your orders, I suppose?”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Zaldar,” Hilt replied grimly. “We are Eveta’s friends, your friends. You were tricked into believing we were imposters—you threw us to death, but we escaped. And now—now it’s our turn! What we are trying to do is overthrow yet another being like ourselves who has no right on this world, who is trying to drive you all into slavery and overpower your queen.”


  “You—you mean there is still another like you in the city?” Zaldar demanded in amazement.


  “Exactly that. Now listen very carefully, Zaldar . . . This being is controlling Eveta through hypnotism from the power house. The carbon you have been mining is for this usurper, to give him wealth. The hypnotism explains why your queen has done none of the things you expected of her. We tried to beat the usurper and for answer he threw us in the mud-valley, turned the tables on us completely. He also made Eveta give you orders to destroy our ship, this very one we’re in now. You can’t need more proof than that!”


  “My people must know of this,” Zaldar muttered. “There are so many things I understand now. I must tell them—”


  “Yeah, but just a minute,” Cranby broke in. “We want no mistakes. Here is what you have to do. Queen Eveta must be left untouched. You will advise your people of the facts and then wait until your queen, of her own accord, enters the major power room to the north of the city. You know it, of course?”


  The chitinous head nodded vigorously.


  “Once you see her go in there and close the door—as she certainly will—radio the fact to us,” Cranby went on. “Understand? Then we will come. We will take Queen Eveta out of danger before you attack the usurper. If you were to rush in on him with your queen still there he would slay her instantly. Then all would be lost. We must work as I have planned, and I rely on you to control your people to do likewise. You have authority of sorts, I suppose?”


  “I am a guard,” the creature answered. “You have my word . . . Wait for my signal.”


  “O.K. One last word, it’s got to be done before sun-up . . .


  Zaldar nodded and moved to the airlock, crossed rapidly to his own ship and climbed within it. In a moment or two it was rising swiftly upwards towards that montrous wall.


  “Well, the plan sounded O.K.; but just what do you figure on doing?” Hilt asked, pondering.


  “Simple enough. You told me Eve stands on a sort of platform while Lanning gives her his hypnotic orders. Very well, you’ll have to reach Eve from the skylight. Get it? Whip her up while I signal the Venusians. They’ll rush in and—” Cranby’s lean face broke into a slow grin. “I’m really sorry for Lanning. He’s going to have the hell of a time.”


  Hilt smiled bitterly and sat back in his chair, switched on the radio in readiness.


  “All set,” he murmured. “And I think we could improve the shining hour by grabbing a bite to eat. Get busy; I’ll watch the radio.”


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  


  THREE hours passed, time in which Zaldar was presumably gathering together his fellow Venusians. In that time Hilt and Cranby chafed with impatience, examined their guns again and again—then at last the radio signal buzzed loudly. Instantly Hilt switched it on. The flutelike voice of Zaldar came through the speaker.


  “I have told the others what to do,” he said briefly. “They will attack the power house and destroy the usurper when you give the word. Queen Eveta has entered the power house and closed the door. I think she has been sleeping.”


  “Right!” Hilt snapped. “Be near the power house. When I give a double whistle charge for the doors and smash them open. We’re coming now. . . .”


  He switched off, swung round to the control board, sent the ship upwards from the plateau in a long curving line. It went over the wall like a rocket. Hilt drove steadily onwards, headed swiftly to the north, began to drop as the recognizable bulk of the powerhouse loomed out of the distance. Swiftly and silently he dropped to the street outside it.


  “I’ll hand Eve down to you from the roof,” he said briefly. “Be ready to grab her . . .”


  He swung outside, clambered swiftly up the projections on the ship’s exterior to the summit, vaulted lightly to the roof. He was not surprised to find the skylight shut considering his last experience. But below it was Eveta, Lanning facing her, his cold eyes boring into hers.


  Hilt smiled twistedly and whipped out his gun, slammed the glass through in one tremendous impact.


  “Hold it, Lanning!” he snapped, pointing the barrel straight at the astounded scientist. The reappearance of a man he had believed dead took the wind out of his sails. He raised his hands slowly, glared upwards.


  With his boot heel Hilt smashed the remainder of the glass out, reached down his free arm and caught Eveta by the collar of her tough tunic. She turned a blank, startled face upwards as she was raised like a doll and dragged through the skylight.


  But in doing that Hilt distracted his attention. Lanning made a flying leap, missed the girl’s feet by inches. Instantly Hilt caught her round the waist and dragged her free, whirled her onto the roof, pushed her helplessly down it. Cranby’s head popped over the roof edge, waiting to catch her.


  Then a shot from below sent Hilt’s gun spinning out of his hand. He dived for it, missed, tumbled headlong through the skylight and crashed onto the platform below.


  “Smart guy, eh?” Lanning blazed, jumping towards him with gun leveled.


  Hilt sprang up and forward in one move, jerked that gun arm upwards with not a second to spare. The bullet impacted against the metal roof. His left came round with terrific force and landed under the scientist’s jaw, sent him flying backwards.


  “I owe you plenty, Lanning, and now you’re going to get it!” Hilt panted. “Better fix yourself. Neither of us have got weapons now!”


  THE scientist lay where he was for the moment, scowling. Then he got to his feet in sudden alarm as there came a pounding and rending against the powerhouse’s enormous doors.


  “Yeah—it’s the ant men, after you,” Hilt snapped, seeing his startled look.


  “They’ll—they’ll tear me in pieces if they get in here!” Lanning shouted. “Listen, you’ve got to get me out! After all we are both earth men—there’s a code of honor—”


  “Honor?” Hilt raised an eyebrow as he clenched his fists. “Did you think of that when you enslaved Eveta for your own uses? Did you think of honor when you planned to master two worlds by superior science? And what about when you threw Cranby and me into the mud . . .? You, rotten, lying skunk!”


  Hilt’s words finished in a roar as he hurled himself forward.


  Adroitly, Lanning twisted himself sideways, evading the rush. He ran for his life to the metal ladder leading to the first engine balcony. With slipping feet he clambered up it, glanced round as the powerhouse doors burst open to vomit forth a multitude of shouting, struggling antmen.


  Like a shot Hilt dove for the ladder, raced up it, chased Lanning along the broad spiralway, up another flight of steps to the second balcony. Below them the engines of the place roared with swelling power. Antmen teemed along the gangways.


  In an extrapowerful dive Hilt caught up, swung Lanning round and sent him reeling with one blow of his tremendous fist. Desperate, the scientist jumped up and lashed out with a short arm jab, missed Hilt’s face by inches. His reward was a slam under the jaw that lifted him off his feet, hurled him backwards along the narrow aisleway.


  Confusion and pandemonium raged from below. The antmen had seen him now, were racing towards him in a vengeful horde. He reeled to his feet, lurched to the attack once more. He was hurled right and left by those piston fists, reeled drunkenly against the balcony rail, his face blood smeared and bruised.


  “Had enough?” Hilt panted, clutching him. “Listen, I’ll try and save you for earthly justice if you’ll—”


  He broke off perforce as Lanning suddenly surged back to life, brought up his knee and drove it straight into Hilt’s stomach. Winded, anguished, Hilt staggered backwards and collapsed on the floor. The toe of Lanning’s boot struck him brutally in the jaw.


  He lay agonized, watching the scientist flying along the gangway. With vast effort he mastered his pain, clawed his way to his feet. His face set into a ruthless mask. He waved back the antmen as they surged towards him. Zaldar, in the forefront, called a halt. Slowly Hilt moved along, his eyes watching that figure. By degrees his pain abated. . . . He walked faster, he ran, seized Lanning at the end of the gangway.


  There was no mercy in the terrific punch he slammed into the scientist’s face. Time and again he pounded him, rained blows on his face, his chest, hurled him like a sack of coals along the gangway. Hands outspread like claws Lanning used the rail to spring himself forward again. Hilt anticipated it, drove his right arm up with a force that lifted Lanning clean off his feet. Head at an acute angle he whizzed backwards, caught the rail in the small of the back and overbalanced.


  A SECOND later there was a noticeable brief reduction in the roar of the power engines; then it returned to normal. Quivering, sweat drenched, Hilt moved to the balcony and stared over. He turned away, set faced, at the vision of a charred wreck on one of the main power feed wires. Lanning had absorbed half the voltage of the powerhouse through his body and, contacting a machine as well, had earthed it. . . .


  Zaldar and his antmen came forward slowly, stood looking down on the thing that had been Lanning. He spoke disappointedly.


  “A pity the usurper eluded us, Earthman—but at least you have destroyed him, and for that we are grateful. Now we must have our queen back . . .


  Hilt swung to him. This was a contingency he had not reckoned with. His eyes passed over the hordes packing the gangways.


  “Yes—of course,” he muttered. “I’ll fetch her.”


  “We will come with you,” Zaldar said, with a certain adamancy.


  As he walked along and descended the stair flights Hilt thought swiftly. Naturally the people wanted their queen back, but—That would put things pretty much the same as before. There was one chance, and one only . . . his legs!


  On the ground floor he still walked casually; then suddenly he spurted into a fiendish run, heading for the door at frantic speed. As he whirled outside he yelled out.


  “Make way for Hilt! I’m coming, Cran! We’ve got to move! Quick!”


  Like a whirlwind he tore down through the surging masses of antmen outside. Surprised at his action they made way for him. Fighting and struggling he pounded to the airlock opening, plunged through it. Swinging round he slammed the valve clean in Zaldar’s face as he came racing up.


  “Up! Up before they get us!” Hilt yelled.


  Without a word Cranby threw in the engine switches. Lightly as a feather the ship hurtled into the upper reaches, stopped for a while in the safety of the eternal clouds.


  “Whew! Done it!” Hilt mopped his face, briefly recounted his experiences. Then he glanced at Eveta sitting in the spare seat. “O.K. now?” he murmured gently.


  She nodded promptly. “Yes, but—Hilt, what’s been happening? The last thing I remember was going under anaesthetic way back on the earth, in Valordom. Now we’re on Venus. Just what—”


  “Tell you as we go along, Eve. . . . We only just got out in time,” Hilt went on, glancing at Cranby. “Those devils wanted Eve back. I staked everything on a hundred yard sprint. And now. . . .”


  He shrugged and his face went a shade grimmer.


  “Valordom!” he muttered.


  IT WAS a week later when the space machine finished its journey across the gulf and landed back on that self same roof in Valordom. The four scientists were there to meet it, stood gravely looking on as the three stepped through the airlock.


  Without a word being spoken they were conducted through the rambling reaches of the great building to the Master’s own enormous residence. Here a meal had been laid with faultless perfection. Silently he motioned to the vacant places, sat down with his three comrades on either side of him.


  At last he broke his long silence, his voice undeniably sincere.


  “Hilton Read, you are a man of honor, endurance, and above all, bravery.”


  HILT shrugged as he voraciously glanced across at Eveta.


  “Not much honor about it,” he answered shortly. “I swore I’d get Eve and wipe out Lanning—mainly for personal reasons—and I did it. I told you before I only brought Eve back into your—er—clutches because there’s no way to escape you. Don’t make me into a hero. . . .”


  “My colleagues and I took full notice of all you did on Venus,” the Master went on. “The X-ray telescope penetrated the cloudbanks, revealed your every action to us. . . . Such men as you—and Cranby Doyle here—are very rare!”


  “So what?” Cranby asked, chewing languidly.


  For the first time the Master smiled.


  “When I stole Eveta as the one surviving link in the Venusian chain I did not realize that a man of another world—this world—could have all the necessary attributes to make him equal with her. I realize now that a blood tie is not entirely necessary for control of a planet. . . . You have shown yourself capable of working side by side with your wife, Hilton Read, and I see no reason why Doyle cannot work with you.”


  “Just what are you getting at?” Hilt asked quietly, lowering his knife and fork. “Are you suggesting that we all go back to that hell-fired planet? If so, think again. I wouldn’t go through that experience again for anything you could name. . . .”


  “Listen to me! I think you are intelligent enough to make a bargain with me. At the outset of your experiences you wanted to get the secret of valsix metal in order to make your country safe from any attack, did you not?”


  “Right enough.”


  “Suppose that we did away with our secrecy here, admitted our presence to the world, and conferred upon it whatever benefits our advanced science can give? Suppose, without interfering with any one form of government, we kept a scientific eye on the world, kept world power balanced so that war and aggression would be impossible. . . . Now, just how much does that appeal to you?”


  Hilt pondered for a long time, glanced over to Cranby and the girl again. Their expressions reflected merely his own silent wonderment.


  “Well, of course, it’s a terrific idea,” he admitted finally. “With your knowledge and radio control, and space travel too, you’d make the world worth living in. But just what is the price?”


  “Our own world of Venus still needs a ruler,” the Master said quietly. “In fact not one but two—even three. Rulers who have strength, humanity, and youth. You three have those qualities. Back of it all we can be in control, ready at any time to give advice. . . . There will be no hypnosis; no anything. I am prepared to trust the three of you with the task of making that distant world into a worthwhile place. . . . You will be instructed how to use the machines; you will clean up the planet’s prehistoric portions; you will open up an interplanetary empire!


  “You will be the queen and king of Venus, with a trustworthy aide in Cranby Doyle. Always together, pioneering, until—When you have moulded a first class planet I will hand over the secret of space travel to Earthlings. Trade between worlds will begin. . . . Do you not understand? You can found an empire in the stars! You started the work on Venus; why not finish it?”


  “The idea’s so mighty I hardly know how to take it in,” Hilt muttered. “After all, it means remoulding the destiny of a planet. . . .”


  “And it means the beginning of the interplanetary age,” Eveta said quietly. “I’m ready to do it, Hilt. . . . After all, Venus is my natural home.”


  “Well, it’s O.K. by me,” Cranby grinned. “More interesting than skipping round the earth breaking records, anyway. Count me in.”


  “All right,” Hilt said slowly, his jaw squaring. “We’ll do it, Master—but I make one condition. You’ve got to make Eveta’s brain normal again so she can’t be hypnotized with such consummate ease. You see, those antmen may try something when we get back. For that reason we all want control of our own minds.”


  “Of course,” the scientist smiled. He looked around at the three, then at his colleagues. Finally he filled the seven glasses by his elbow with light wine.


  “Suppose, a toast?” he exclaimed. “A toast to the potential empire—the empire of the stars. . . .”


  THE END


  HALF-BREEDS ON VENUS


  Isaac Asimov


  The Tweenies land on Venus—and enlist the aid of the Venus-creatures to fight off their pursuers.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Venus


  THE damp, somnolent atmosphere stirred violently and shrieked aside. The bare plateau shook three times as the heavy egg-shaped projectiles shot down from outer space. The sound of the landing reverberated from the mountains on one side to the lush forest on the other, and then all was silent again.


  One by one, three doors clanged open, and human figures stepped out in hesitant single file. First slowly, and then with impatient turbulence, they set first foot upon this new world, until the space surrounding the ships was crowded.


  A thousand pairs of eyes gazed upon the prospect and a thousand mouths chattered excitedly. And in the other-world wind, a thousand crests of foot-high white hair swayed gracefully.


  The Tweenies had landed on Venus!


  MAX SCANLON sighed wearily. “Here we are!”


  He turned from the porthole and slumped into his own special arm-chair. “They’re as happy as children—and I don’t blame them. We’ve got a new world—one all for ourselves—and that’s a great thing. But just the same, there are hard days ahead of us. I am almost afraid! It is a project so lightly embarked upon, but one so hard to carry out to completion.”


  A gentle arm stole about his shoulder and he grasped it tightly, smiling into the soft, blue eyes that met his. “But you’re not afraid, are you, Madeline?”


  “Certainly not!” And then her expression grew sadder, “If only father had come with us. You—you know that he meant more to us than to the others. We were the—the first he took under his wing, weren’t we?”


  There was a long silence after that as each fell into deep thought.


  Max sighed, “I remember him that day forty years ago—old suit, pipe, everything. He took me in. Me, a despised half-breed! And—and he found you for me, Madeline!”


  “I know,” there were tears in her eyes. “But he’s still with us, Max, and always will be—here, and there.” Her hand crept first to her own heart and then to Max’s.


  “HEY, there, Dad, catch her, catch her!”


  Max whirled at the sound of his elder son’s voice, just in time to catch up the little bundle of flying arms and legs that catapulted into him.


  He held her gravely up before him, “Shall I give you to your pappa, Elsie? He wants you.”


  The little girl kicked her legs ecstatically. “No, no. I want you, grand-daddy. I want you to give me a piggy-back and come out with grandmamma to see how nice everything is.”


  Max turned to his son, and motioned him sternly away, “Depart, despised father, and let old grand-dad have a chance.”


  Arthur laughed and mopped a red face, “Keep her, for Heaven’s sake. She’s been leading me and the wife-a merry chase outside. We had to drag her back by the dress to keep her from running off into the forest. Didn’t we. Elsie?”


  Elsie, thus appealed to, suddenly recalled a past grievance. “Grand-daddy, tell him to let me see the pretty trees. He doesn’t want me to.” She wriggled from Max’s grasp and ran to the porthole. “See them, grand-daddy, see them. It’s all trees outside. It’s not black anymore. I hated it when it was black, didn’t you?”


  Max leaned over and ruffled the child’s soft, white hair gravely, “Yes, Elsie, I hated it when it was black. But it isn’t black anymore, and it won’t ever be black again. Now go run to grandmamma. She’ll get some cake specially for you. Go ahead, run!”


  He followed the departing forms of his wife and granddaughter with smiling eyes, and then, as they turned to his son, they became serious once more.


  “Well, Arthur?”


  “Well, dad, what now?”


  “There’s no time to waste, son. We’ve got to start building immediately—underground!”


  Arthur snapped into an attentive attitude, “Underground?” He frowned his dismay.


  “I know, I know. I said nothing of this previously, but it’s got to be done. At all costs we must vanish from the face of the System. There are Earthmen on Venus—purebloods. There aren’t many, it’s true, and there aren’t likely to be many for years; but there are some. They mustn’t find us—at least, not until we are prepared for whatever may follow. That will take years.”


  “But father, underground! To live like moles, hidden from light and air. I don’t like that.”


  “Oh, nonsense. Don’t overdramatize.


  We’ll live on the surface—but the city; the power-stations, the food and water reserves, the laboratories—all that must be below and impregnable.”


  The old Tweenie gestured the subject away with impatience, “Forget that, anyway. I want to talk about something else—something we’ve discussed already.” Arthur’s eyes hardened and he shifted his glance to the ceiling. Max rose and placed his hands upon his son’s brawny shoulders.


  “I’m past sixty, Arthur. How long I have yet to live, I don’t know. In any case, the best of me belongs to the past and it is better that I yield the leadership to a younger, more vigorous person.”


  “Dad, that’s sentimental bosh and you know it. There isn’t one of us that’s fit to wipe your shoes and no one is going to listen for a second to any plan of appointing a successor while you’re still alive.”


  “I’m not going to ask them to listen. It’s done—and you’re the new leader.” The younger man shook his head firmly, “You can’t make me serve against my will.”


  Max smiled whimsically, “I’m afraid you’re dodging responsibility, son. You’re leaving your poor old father to the strains and hardships of a job beyond his aged strength.”


  “Dad!” came the shocked retort. “That’s not so. You know it isn’t. You—”


  “Then prove it. Look at it this way. Our race needs active leadership, and I can’t supply it. I’ll always be here—while I live—to advise you and help you as best I can, but from now on, you must take the initiative.”


  Arthur frowned and the words came from him reluctantly, “All right, then. I take the job of field commander. But remember, you’re commander-in-chief.”


  “Good! And now let’s celebrate the occasion.” Max opened a cupboard and withdrew a box, from which he abstracted a pair of cigars. He sighed, “The supply of tobacco is down to the vanishing point and we won’t have any more until we grow our own, but—we’ll smoke to the new leader.”


  Blue smoke curled upwards and Max frowned through it at his son, “Where’s Henry?”


  Arthur grinned, “Dunno! I haven’t seen him since we landed. I can tell you with whom he is, though.”


  Max grunted, “I know that, too.”


  “The kid’s making hay while the sun shines. It won’t be many years now, Dad, before you’ll be spoiling a second set of grandchildren.”


  “If they’re as good as the three of my first set, I only hope I live to see the day.”


  And father and son smiled affectionately at each other and listened in silence to the muted sound of happy laughter from the hundreds of Tweenies outside.


  HENRY SCANLON cocked his head to one side, and raised his hand for silence, “Do you hear running water, Irene?”


  The girl at his side nodded, “Over in that direction.”


  “Let’s go there, then. A river flashed by just before we landed and maybe that’s it.”


  “All right, if you say so, but I think we ought to be getting back to the ships.”


  “What for?” Henry stopped and stared. “I should think you’d be glad to stretch your legs after weeks on a crowded ship.”


  “Well, it might be dangerous.”


  “Not here in the highlands, Irene. Venusian highlands are practically a second Earth. You can see this is forest and not jungle. Now if we were in the coastal regions—” He broke off short, as if he had just remembered something. “Besides, what’s there to be afraid of? I’m with you, aren’t I?” And he patted the Tonite gun at his hip.


  Irene repressed a sudden smile and shot an arch glance at her strutting companion, “I’m quite aware that you’re with me. That’s the danger.”


  Henry’s chest deflated with an audible gasp. He frowned. “Very funny—And I on my best behavior, too.” He drifted away, brooded sulkily awhile, and then addressed the trees in a distant manner, “Which reminds me that tomorrow is Daphne’s birthday. I’ve promised her a present.”


  “Get her a reducing belt,” came the quick retort. “Fat thing!”


  “Who’s fat? Daphne? Oh—I wouldn’t say so.” He considered matters carefully, one thoughtful eye upon the young girl at his side. “Now my description of her would be—shall we say—‘pleasingly plump,’ or, maybe, ‘comfortably upholstered.’ ”


  “She’s fat,” Irene’s voice was suddenly a hiss, and something very like a frown wrinkled her lovely face, “and her eyes are green.” She swung on ahead, chin high, and superbly conscious of her own lithe figure.


  Henry hastened his steps and caught up, “Of course, I prefer skinny girls any day.”


  Irene whirled on him and her little fists clenched, “I’m not skinny, you incredibly stupid ape.”


  “But Irene, who said I meant you?” His voice was solemn, but his eyes were laughing.


  The girl reddened to the ears and turned away, lower lip trembling. The smile faded from Henry’s eyes and was replaced by a look of concern. His arm shot out hesitantly and slipped about her shoulder.


  “Angry, Irene?”


  The smile that lit her face of a sudden was as brilliant as the sparkling sheen of her silvery hair in the bright sun.


  “No,” she said.


  Their eyes met and, for a moment, Henry hesitated—and found that he who hesitates is lost; for with a sudden twist and a smothered laugh, Irene was free once more.


  Pointing through a break in the trees, she cried, “Look, a lake!” and was off at a run.


  Henry scowled, muttered something under his breath, and ran after.


  The scene was truly Earthly. A rapids-broken stream wound its way through banks of slender-trunked trees and then spread into a placid lake some miles in width. The brooding quiet was unbroken save by the muffled beat that issued from the throat-bags of the frilled lizards that nested in the upper reaches of the trees.


  The two Tweenies—boy and girl—stood hand in hand upon the bank and drank in the beauty of the scene.


  Then there was a muffled splash near by and Irene shrank into the encircling arms of her companion.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “N—nothing. Something proved in the water, I think.”


  “Oh, imagination, Irene.”


  “No. I did see something. It came up and—oh, goodness, Henry, don’t squeeze so tightly—”


  She almost lost her balance as Henry suddenly dropped her altogether and jerked at his Tonite gun.


  Immediately before them, a dripping green head lifted out of the water and regarded them out of wide-set, staring goggle-eyes. Its broad lipless mouth opened and closed rapidly, but not a sound issued forth.


  CHAPTER TWO


  The Phibs


  MAX SCANLON stared thoughtfully at the rugged foot-hills ahead and clasped his hands behind his back.


  “You think so, do you?”


  “Certainly, Dad,” insisted Arthur, enthusiastically. “If we burrow under these piles of granite, all Earth couldn’t get at us. It wouldn’t take two months to form the entire cavern, with our unlimited power.”


  “Hmph! It will require care!”


  “It will get it!”


  “Mountainous regions are quake regions.”


  “We can rig up enough stat-rays to hold up all Venus, quakes or no quakes.”


  “Stat-rays eat up energy wholesale, and a breakdown that will leave us energyless would mean the end.”


  “We can hook up five separate powerhouses,—as foolproof as we can make them. All five won’t break down at once.” The old Tweenie smiled, “All right, son. I see you’ve got it planned thoroughly. Go ahead! Start whenever you want—and remember, it’s all up to you.”


  “Good! Let’s get back to the ships.” They picked their way gingerly down the rocky slope.


  “You know, Arthur,” said Max, stopping suddenly, “I’ve been thinking about those stat-beams.”


  “Yes?” Arthur offered his arm, and the two resumed their walk.


  “It’s occurred to me that if we could make them two-dimensional in extent and curve them, we’d have the perfect defense, as long as our energy lasted—a stat-field.”


  “You need four-dimensional radiation for that, Dad—nice to think about but can’t be done.”


  “Oh, is that so? Well, listen to this—” What Arthur was to listen to remained hidden, however—for that day at least. A piercing shout ahead jerked both their heads-upward. Up towards them came the bounding form of Henry Scanlon, and following him, at a goodly distance and a much more leisurely pace, came Irene.


  “Say, Dad, I had a devil of a time finding you. Where were you?”


  “Right here, son. Where were you?”


  “Oh, just around. Listen, Dad. You know those amphibians the explorers talk about as inhabiting the highland lakes of Venus, don’t you? Well, we’ve located them, lots of them, a regular covey of them. Haven’t we, Irene?”


  Irene paused to catch her breath and nodded her head, “They’re the cutest things, Mr. Scanlon. All green.” She wrinkled her nose laughingly.


  Arthur and his father exchanged glances of doubt. The former shrugged. “Are you sure you haven’t been seeing things? I remember once, Henry, when you sighted a meteor in space, scared us all to death, and then had it turn out to be your own reflection in the port glass.”


  Henry, painfully aware of Irene’s snicker, thrust out a belligerent lower lip, “Say, Art, I guess you’re looking for a shove in the face. And I’m old enough to give it to you, too.”


  “Whoa there, quiet down,” came the peremptory voice of the elder Scanlon, “and you, Arthur, had better learn to respect your younger brother’s dignity. Now here, Henry, all Arthur meant was that these amphibians are as shy as rabbits. No one’s ever caught more than a glimpse of them.”


  “Well, we have, Dad. Lots of them. I guess they were attracted by Irene. No one can resist her.”


  “I know you can’t,” and Arthur laughed loudly.


  Henry stiffened once more, but his father stepped between. “Grow up, you two. Let’s go and see these amphibians.”


  “THIS is amazing,” exclaimed Max Scanlon. “Why, they’re as friendly as children. I can’t understand it.”


  Arthur shook his head, “Neither can I, Dad. In fifty years, no explorer has ever gotten a good look at one, and here they are—thick as flies.”


  Henry was throwing pebbles into the lake. “Watch this, all of you.”


  A pebble curved its way into the water, and as it splashed six green forms turned a back somersault and slid smoothly below the surface. With no time for a breath between, one was up again and the pebble arced back to fall at Henry’s feet.


  The amphibians were crowding closer in ever increasing numbers now, approaching the very edge of the lake where they grasped at the coarse reeds on the bank and stared goggle-eyed at the Tweenies. Their muscular webbed legs could be seen below the surface of the water, moving back and forth with lazy grace. Without cessation, the lipless mouths opened and closed in a queer, uneven rhythm.


  “I think they’re talking, Mr. Scanlon,” said Irene, suddenly.


  “It’s quite possible,” agreed the old Tweenie, thoughtfully. “Their brain-cases are fairly large, and they may possess considerable intelligence. If their voice boxes and ears are tuned to sound waves of higher or lower range than our own, we would be unable to hear them—and that might very well explain their soundlessness.”


  “They’re probably discussing us as busily as we are them,” said Arthur.


  “Yes, and wondering what sort of freaks we are,” added Irene.


  Henry said nothing. He was approaching the edge of the lake with cautious steps. The ground grew muddy beneath his feet, and the reeds thick. The group of amphibians nearest turned anxious eyes toward him, and one or two loosened their hold and slipped silently away.


  But the nearest held his ground. His wide mouth was clamped tight; his eyes were wary—but he did not move.


  Henry, paused, hesitated, and then held out his hand, “Hiya, Phib!”


  The “Phib” stared at the outstretched hand. Very cautiously, his own webbed forelimb stretched out and touched the Tweenie’s fingers. With a jerk, they were drawn back, and the Phib’s mouth worked in soundless excitement.


  “Be careful,” came Max’s voice from behind. “You’ll scare him that way. His skin is terribly sensitive and dry objects must irritate him. Dip your hand in the water.”


  Slowly, Henry obeyed. The Phib’s muscles tensed to escape at the slightest sudden motion, but none came. Again the Tweenie’s hand was held out, dripping wet this time.


  For a long minute, nothing happened, as the Phib seemed to debate within itself the future course of action. And then, after two false starts and hasty withdrawals, fingers touched again.


  “Ataphib,” said Henry, and clasped the green hand in his own.


  A single, startled jerk followed and then a lusty return of pressure to an extent that numbed the Tweenie’s fingers. Evidently encouraged by the first Phib’s example, his fellows were crowding close now, offering hosts of hands.


  The other three Tweenies slushed up through the mud now, and offered wetted hands in their turn.


  “That’s funny,” said Irene. “Everytime I shake hands I seem to keep thinking of hair.”


  Max turned to her, “Hair?”


  “Yes, ours. I get a picture of long, white hair, standing straight up and shining in the sun.” Her hand rose unconsciously to her own smooth tresses.


  “Say!” interrupted Henry suddenly, “I’ve been noticing that, too, now that you mention it. Only when I shake hands, though.”


  “How about you, Arthur?” asked Max.


  Arthur nodded once, his eyebrows climbing.


  Max smiled and pounded fist into palm. “Why, it’s a primitive sort of telepathy—too weak to work without physical contact and even then capable of delivering only a few simple ideas.”


  “But why hair, dad?” asked Arthur.


  “Maybe it’s our hair that attracted them in the first place. They’ve never seen anything like it and—and—well, who can explain their psychology?”


  He was down on his knees suddenly, splashing water over his high crest of hair. There was a frothing of wafer and a surging of green bodies as the Phibs pressed closer. One green paw passed gently through the stiff white crest, followed by excited, if noiseless, chattering. Struggling amongst themselves for favored vantage-points, they competed for the privilege of touching the hair until Max, for sheer weariness, was forced to rise again.


  “They’re probably our friends for life now,” he said. “A pretty queer set of animals.”


  It was Irene, then, who noticed the group of Phibs a hundred yards from shore. They paddled quietly, making no effort to approach closer, “Why don’t they come?” she asked.


  She turned to one of the foremost Phibs and pointed, making frantic gestures of dubious meaning. She received only solemn stares in return.


  “That’s not the way, Irene,” admonished Max, gently. He held out his hand, grasped that of a willing Phib and stood motionless for a moment. When he loosed his grip, the Phib slid into the water and disappeared. In a moment, the laggard Phibs were approaching shore slowly.


  “How did you do it?” gasped Irene.


  “Telepathy! I held on tightly and pictured an isolated group of Phibs and a long hand stretching out over the water to shake theirs.” He smiled gently, “They are quite intelligent, or they would not have understood so readily.”


  “WHY, they’re females,” cried Arthur, in sudden breathless astonishment. “By all that’s holy,—they suckle their young!”


  The newcomers were slenderer and lighter in color than the others. They advanced shyly, urged on by the bolder males and held out timid hands in greeting.


  “Oh-h,” Irene cried in sudden delight. “Look at this!”


  She was down on her knees in the mud, arms outstretched to the nearest female. The other three watched in fascinated silence as the nervous she-Phib clasped its tiny armful closer to its breast.


  But Irene’s arms made little inviting gestures, “Please, please. It’s so cute. I won’t hurt him.”


  Whether the Phib mother understood is doubtful, but with a sudden motion, she held out a little green bundle of squirming life and deposited it in the waiting arms.


  Irene rose, squealing with delight. Little webbed feet kicked aimlessly and round frightened eyes stared at her. The other three crowded close and watched it curiously.


  “It’s the dearest little thing, it is. Look at its funny little mouth. Do you want to hold it, Henry?”


  Henry jumped backwards as if stung, “Not on your life! I’d probably drop it.”


  “Do you get any thought images, Irene?” asked Max, thoughtfully.


  Irene considered and frowned her concentration, “No-o. It’s too young, mayb—oh, yes! It’s—it’s—” She stopped, and tried to laugh. “It’s hungry!”


  She returned the little baby Phib to its mother, whose mouth worked in transports of joy and whose muscular arms clasped the little mite close. The tiny Phib swiveled its little green head to bend one last goggling look at the creature that had held it for an instant.


  “Friendly creatures,” said Max, “and intelligent. They can keep their lakes and rivers. We’ll take the land and won’t interfere with them.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  The Earthmen


  ALONE Tweenie stood on Scanlon Ridge and his field-glass pointed at the Divide ten miles up the hills. For five minutes, the glass did not waver and the Tweenie stood like some watchful statue made of the same rock as formed the mountains all about.


  And then the field-glass lowered, and the Tweenie’s face was a pale, thin-lipped picture of gloom. He hastened down the slope to the guarded, hidden entrance to Venustown.


  He shot past the guards without a word and descended into the lower levels where solid rock was still being puffed into nothingness and shaped at will by controlled blasts of super-energy.


  Arthur Scanlon looked up and with a sudden premonition of disaster, gestured the Disintegrators to a halt.


  “What’s wrong, Sorrell?”


  The Tweenie leant over and whispered a single word into Arthur’s ear.


  “Where?” Arthur’s voice jerked out hoarsely.


  “On the other side of the ridge. They’re coming through the Divide now in our direction. I spotted the blaze of sun on metal and—” he held up his field-glass significantly.


  “Good Lord!” Arthur rubbed his forehead distractedly and then turned to the anxiously-watching Tweenie at the controls of the Disinto. “Continue as planned! No change!”


  He hurried up the levels to the entrance, and snapped out hurried orders, “Triple the guard immediately. No one but I, or those with me, are to be permitted to leave. Send out men to round up any stragglers outside immediately and order them to keep within shelter and make no unnecessary sound.”


  Then, back again through the central avenue to his father’s quarters.


  Max Scanlon looked up from his calculations and his grave forehead smoothed out slowly.


  “Hello, son. Is anything wrong? Another resistant stratum?”


  “No, nothing like that.” Arthur closed the door carefully and lowered his voice. “Earthmen!”


  For a moment, Max made no movement. The expression on his face froze for an instant, and then, with a sudden exhalation, he slumped in his chair and the lines in his forehead deepened wearily. “Settlers?”


  “Looks so. Sorrell said women and children were among them. There were several hundred in all, equipped for a stay—and headed in this direction.”


  Max groaned, “Oh, the luck, the luck! All the vast empty spaces of Venus to choose and they come here. Come, let’s get a first hand look at this.”


  THEY came through the Divide in a long, snaky line. Hard-bitten pioneers with their pinched work-worn women and their carefree, half-barbarous, wilderness-bred children. The low, broad “Venus Vans” joggled clumsily over the untrodden ways, loaded down with amorphous masses of household necessities.


  The leaders surveyed the prospect and one spoke in clipped, jerky syllables, “Almost through, Jem. We’re out among the foothills now.”


  And the other replied slowly, “And there’s good new growing-land ahead. We can stake out farms and settle down.” He sighed, “It’s been tough going this last month. I’m glad it’s over!”


  And from a ridge ahead—the last ridge before the valley—the Scanlons, father and son, unseen dots in the distance, watched the newcomers with heavy hearts.


  “The one thing we could not prepare for—and it’s happened.”


  Arthur spoke slowly and reluctantly, “They are few and unarmed. We can drive them out in an hour.” With sudden fierceness, “Venus is ours!”


  “Yes, we can drive them out in an hour—in ten minutes. But they would return, in thousands, and armed. We’re not ready to fight all Earth, Arthur.” The younger man bit his lip and words were muttered forth half in shame, “For the sake of the race, Father—we could kill them all.”


  “Never!” exclaimed Max, his old eyes flashing. “We will not be the first to strike. If we kill, we can expect no mercy from Earth; and we will deserve none.”


  “But father, what else? We can expect no mercy from Earth as it is. If we’re spotted,—if they ever suspect our existence, our whole hegira becomes pointless and we lose out at the very beginning.”


  “I know. I know.”


  “We can’t change now,” continued Arthur, passionately. “We’ve spent months preparing Venustown. How could we start over?”


  “We can’t,” agreed Max, tonelessly. “To even attempt to move would mean sure discovery. We can only—”


  “Live like moles after all. Hunted fugitives! Frightened refugees! Is that it?”


  “Put it any way you like—but we must hide, Arthur, and bury ourselves.”


  “Until—?”


  “Until I—or we—perfect a curved, two-dimensional stat-beam. Surrounded by an impermeable defense we can come out into the open. It may take years; it may take one week. I don’t know.”


  “And every day we run the risk of detection. Any day the swarms of pure-bloods can come down upon us and wipe us out. We’ve got to hang by a hair day after day, week after week, month after month—”


  “We’ve got to.” Max’s mouth was clamped shut, and his eyes were a frosty blue.


  Slowly, they went back to Venustown.


  THINGS were quiet in Venustown, and eyes were turned to the topmost level and the hidden exits. Out there was air and the sun and space—and Earthmen.


  They had settled several miles up the river-bed. Their rude houses were springing up. Surrounding land was being cleared. Farms were being staked out. Planting was taking place.


  And in the bowels of Venus, eleven hundred Tweenies shaped their home and waited for an old man to track down the elusive equations that would enable a stat-ray to spread in two dimensions and curve.


  Irene brooded somberly as she sat upon the rocky ledge and stared ahead to where the dim gray light indicated the existence of an exit to the open. Her shapely legs swung gently back and forth and Henry Scanlon, at her side, fought desperately to keep his gaze focussed harmlessly upon air.


  “You know what, Henry?”


  “What?”


  “I’ll bet the Phibs could help us.”


  “Help us do what, Irene?”


  “Help us get rid of the Earthmen.” Henry thought it over carefully, “What makes you think that?”


  “Well, they’re pretty clever—cleverer than we think. Their minds are altogether different though, and maybe they could fix it. Besides—I’ve just got a feeling.” She withdrew her hand suddenly, “You don’t have to hold it, Henry.”


  Henry swallowed, “I—I thought you had a sort of unsteady seat there—might fall, you know.”


  “Oh!” Irene looked down the terrific three-foot drop. “There’s something in what you say. It does look pretty high here.”


  Henry decided he was in the presence of a hint, and acted accordingly. There was a moment’s silence while he seriously considered the possibility of her feeling a bit chilly—but before he had quite decided that she probably was, she spoke again.


  “What I was going to say, Henry, was this. Why don’t we go out and see the Phibs?”


  “Dad would take my head off if I tried anything like that.”


  “It would be a lot of fun.”


  “Sure, but it’s dangerous. We can’t risk anyone seeing us.”


  Irene shrugged resignedly, “Well, if you’re afraid, we’ll say no more about it.”


  Henry gasped and reddened. He was off the ledge in a bound, “Who’s afraid? When do you want to go?”


  “Right now, Henry. Right this very minute.” Her cheeks flushed with enthusiasm.


  “All right then. Come on.” He started off at a half-run, dragging her along.—And then a thought occurred to him and he stopped short.


  He turned to her fiercely, “I’ll show you if I’m afraid.” His arms were suddenly about her and her little cry of surprise was muffled effectively.


  “Goodness,” said Irene, when in a position to speak once more. “How thoroughly brutal!”


  “Certainly. I’m a very well-known brute,” gasped Henry, as he uncrossed his eyes and got rid of the swimming sensation in his head. “Now let’s get to those Phibs; and remind me, when I’m president, to put up a memorial to the fellow who invented kissing.”


  UP THROUGH the rock-lined corridor, past the backs of the outwardgazing sentries, out through the carefully camouflaged opening, and they were upon the surface.


  The smudges of smoke on the southern horizon was grim evidence of the presence of man, and with that in mind, the two young Tweenies slithered through the underbrush into the forest and through the forest to the lake of the Phibs.


  Whether in some strange way of their own the Phibs sensed the presence of friends, the two could not tell, but they had scarcely reached the banks when approaching dull-green smudges beneath water told of the creatures’ coming.


  A wide, goggle-eyed head broke the surface and in a second bobbing frog-heads dotted the lake.


  Henry wet his hand and seized the friendly forelimb outstretched to him.


  “Hi there, Phib.”


  The grinning mouth worked and made its soundless answer.


  “Ask him about the Earthmen, Henry,” urged Irene. Henry motioned impatiently.


  “Wait a while. It takes time. I’m doing the best I can.”


  For two slow minutes, the two, Tweenie and Phib, remained motionless and stared into each other’s eyes. And then the Phib broke away and, at some silent order, every lake-creature vanished, leaving the Tweenies alone.


  Irene stared for a moment, nonplussed, “What happened?”


  Henry shrugged, “I don’t know. I pictured the Earthmen and he seemed to know who I meant. Then I pictured Earthmen fighting us and killing us—and he pictured a lot of us and only a few of them and another fight in which we killed them. But then I pictured us killing them and then a lot more of them coming—hordes and hordes—and killing us and then—”


  But the girl was holding her hands to her tortured ears, “Oh, my goodness. No wonder the poor creature didn’t understand. I wonder he didn’t go crazy.”


  “Well, I did the best I could,” was the gloomy response. “This was all your nutty idea, anyway.”


  Irene got no further with her retort than the opening syllable, for in a moment the lake was crowded with Phibs once more. “They’ve come back,” she said instead.


  A Phib pushed forward and seized Henry’s hand while the others crowded around in great excitement. There were several moments of silence and Irene fidgeted.


  “Well?” she said.


  “Quiet, please. I don’t get it. Something about big animals, or monsters, or—” His voice trailed away, and the furrow between his eyes deepened into painful concentration.


  He nodded, first abstractedly, then vigorously.


  He broke away and seized Irene’s hands, “I’ve got it—and it’s the perfect solution. We can save Venustown all by ourselves, Irene, with the help of the Phibs—if you want to come to the Lowlands with me tomorrow. We can take along a pair of Tonite pistols and food supplies and if we follow the river, it oughtn’t to take us more than two or three days there and the same time back. What do you say, Irene?”


  Youth is not noted for forethought. Irene’s hesitation was for effect only, “Well—maybe we shouldn’t go ourselves, but—but I’ll go—with you.” There was the lightest accent on the last word.


  Ten seconds later, the two were on their way back to Venustown and Henry was wondering, if, on the whole, it weren’t better to put up two memorials to the fellow who invented kissing.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Lowlands


  THE flickering red-yellow of the fire sent back ruddy highlights from Henry’s lordly crest of hair and cast shifting shadows upon his brooding face.


  It was hot in the Lowlands and the fire made it worse, yet Henry huddled close and kept an anxious eye upon the sleeping form of Irene on the other side. The teeming life of the Venusian jungle respected fire and the flames spelt safety.


  They were three days from the plateau now. The stream had become a lukewarm, slowly-moving river, the shores of which were covered with the green scum of algae. The pleasant forests had given way to the tangled, vine-looped growths of the jungle. The mingled sounds of life had grown in volume and increased to a noisy crescendo. The air became warmer and damper; the ground swampier; the surroundings more fantastically unfamiliar.


  And yet there was no real danger—of that Henry was convinced. Poisonous life was unknown on Venus and as for the tough-skinned monsters that lorded the jungles, the fire at night and the Phibs during day would keep them away.


  Twice the ear-splitting shriek of a Centosaur had sounded in the distance and twice the sound of crashing trees had caused the two Tweenies to draw together in fear. Both times, the monsters had moved away again.


  This was the third night out, and Henry stirred uneasily. The Phibs seemed confident that before morning they could start their return trip, and somehow the thought of Venustown was rather attractive. Adventure and excitement are fine and with every passing hour the glory of his scintillating bravery grew in Irene’s eyes—which was wonderful—but still Venustown and the friendly Highlands were nice to think about.


  He threw himself on his stomach and gazed morosely into the fire, thinking of his twenty years of age—almost twenty years.


  “Why, heck,” he tore at the rank grass beneath. “It’s about time I was thinking of getting married.” And his eye strayed involuntarily to the sleeping form beyond the fire.


  As if in response, there was a flickering of eyelids and a vague stare out of deep blue eyes.


  Irene sat up and stretched.


  “I can’t sleep at all,” she complained, brushing futilely at her white hair. “It’s so hot.” She stared at the fire distastefully.


  Henry’s good humor persisted. “You slept for hours—and snored like a trombone.”


  Irene’s eyes snapped wide open, “I did not!” Then, with a voice vibrant with tragedy, “Did I?”


  “No, of course not!” Henry howled his laughter, stopping only at the sudden, sharp contact between the toe of Irene’s shoe and the pit of his own stomach. “Ouch,” he said.


  “Don’t speak to me anymore, Mister Scanlon!” was the girl’s frigid remark.


  It was Henry’s turn to look tragic. He rose in panicky dismay and took a single step towards the girl. And then he froze in his tracks at the ear-piercing shriek of a Centosaur. When he came to himself, he found his arms full of Irene.


  Reddening, she disentangled herself, and then the Centosaurian shriek sounded again, from another direction,—and there she was, right back again.


  Henry’s face was pale, in spite of his fair armful. “I think the Phibs have snared the Centosaurs. Come with me and I’ll ask them.”


  THE Phibs were dim blotches in the grey dawn that was breaking. Rows and rows of strained, abstracted individuals were all that met the eye. Only one seemed to be unoccupied and when Henry rose from the handclasp, he said, “They’ve got three Centosaurs and that’s all they can handle. We’re starting back to the Highlands right now.”


  The rising sun found the party two miles up the river. The Tweenies, hugging the shore, cast wary eyes towards the bordering jungle. Through an occasional clearing, vast grey bulks could be made out. The noise of the reptilian shrieks was almost continuous.


  “I’m sorry I brought you, Irene,” said Henry. “I’m not so sure now that the Phibs can take care of the monsters.”


  Irene shook her head. “That’s all right, Henry. I wanted to come. Only—I wish we had thought of letting the Phibs bring the beasts themselves. They don’t need us.”


  “Yes, they do! If a Centosaur gets out of control, it will make straight for the Tweenies and they’d never get away. We’ve got the Tonite guns to kill the’saurs with if the worst comes to the worst—” His voice trailed away and he glanced at the lethal weapon in his hand and derived but cold comfort therefrom.


  The first night was sleepless for both Tweenies. Somewhere, unseen in the blackness of the river, Phibs took shifts and their telepathic control over the tiny brains of the gigantic twenty-legged Centosaur maintained its tenuous hold. Off in the jungle, three hundred-ton monsters howled impatiently against the force that drove them up the river side against their will and raved impotently against the unseen barrier that prevented them from approaching the stream.


  By the side of the fire, a pair of Tweenies, lost between mountainous flesh on one side and the fragile protection of a telepathic web on the other, gazed longingly towards the Highlands some forty miles off.


  Progress was slow. As the Phibs tired, the Centosaurs grew balkier. But gradually, the air grew cooler. The rank jungle growth thinned out and the distance to Venustown shortened.


  Henry greeted the first signs of familiar temperate-zone forest with a tremulous sigh of relief. Only Irene’s presence prevented him from discarding his role of heroism.


  He felt pitifully eager for their quixotic journey to be over, but he only said, “It’s practically all over but the shouting. And you can bet there’ll be shouting, Irene. We’ll be heroes, you and I.”


  Irene’s attempt at enthusiasm was feeble. “I’m tired, Henry. Let’s rest.” She sank slowly to the ground and Henry, after signalling the Phibs, joined her.


  “How much longer, Henry?” Almost without volition, she found her head nestling wearily against his shoulder.


  “One more day, Irene. Tomorrow this time, we’ll be back.” He looked wretched, “You think we shouldn’t have tried to do this ourselves, don’t you?”


  “Well, it seemed a good idea at the time.”


  “Yes, I know,” said Henry. “I’ve noticed that I get lots of ideas that seem good at the time, but sometimes they turn sour.” He shook his head philosophically, “I don’t know why, but that’s the way it is.”


  “All I know,” said Irene, “is that I don’t care if I never move another step in my life. I wouldn’t get up now—”


  Her voice died away as her beautiful blue eyes stared off towards the right. One of the Centosaurs stumbled into the waters of a small tributary to the stream they were following. Wallowing in the water, his huge serpentine body mounted on the ten stocky pairs of legs, glistened horribly. His ugly head weaved towards the sky and his terrifying call pierced the air. A second joined him.


  Irene was on her feet. “What are you waiting for, Henry. Let’s go! Hurry!” Henry gripped his Tonite gun tightly and followed.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The Storm


  ARTHUR SCANLON gulped savagely at his fifth cup of black coffee and, with an effort, brought the Audiomitter into optical focus. His eyes, he decided, were becoming entirely too balky. He rubbed them into red-rimmed irritation and cast a glance over his shoulder at the restlessly sleeping figure on the couch.


  He crept over to her and adjusted the coverlet.


  “Poor Mom,” he whispered, and bent to kiss the pale lips. He turned to the Audiomitter and clenched a fist at it, “Wait till I get you, you crazy nut.” Madeline stirred, “Is it dark yet?”


  “No,” lied Arthur with feeble cheerfulness. “He’ll call before sundown, Mom. You just sleep and let me take care of things. Dad’s upstairs working on the stat-field and he says he’s making progress. In a few days everything will be all right.” He sat silently beside her and grasped her hand tightly. Her tired eyes closed once more.


  The signal light blinked on and, with a last look at his mother, he stepped out into the corridor, “Well!”


  The waiting Tweenie saluted smartly, “John Barno wants to say that it looks as if we are in for a storm.” He handed over an official report.


  Arthur glanced at it peevishly, “What of that? We’ve had plenty so far, haven’t we? What do you expect of Venus?”


  “This will be a particularly bad one from all indications. The barometer has fallen unprecedentedly. The ionic concentration of the upper atmosphere is at an unequalled maximum. The Beulah River has overflowed its banks and is rising rapidly.”


  The other frowned, “There’s not an entrance to Venustown that isn’t at least fifty yards above river level. As for rain—our drainage system is to be relied upon.” He grimaced suddenly, “Go back and tell Barno that it can storm for my part—for forty days and forty nights if it wants to. Maybe it will drive the Earthmen away.”


  He turned away, but the Tweenie held his ground, “Beg pardon sir, but that’s not the worst. A scouting party today—”


  Arthur whirled, “A scouting party? Who ordered one to be sent out?”


  “Your father, sir. They were to make contact with the Phibs,—I don’t know why.”


  “Well, go on.”


  “Sir, the Phibs could not be located.”


  And now for the first time, Arthur was startled out of his savage ill-humor, “They were gone?”


  The Tweenie nodded, “It is thought that they have sought shelter from the coming storm. It is that which causes Barno to fear the worst.”


  “They say rats desert a sinking ship,” murmured Arthur. He buried his head in trembling hands. “God! Everything at once! Everything at once!”


  THE darkening twilight hid the pall of blackness that lowered over the mountains ahead and emphasized the darting flashes of lightning that flickered on and off continuously.


  Irene shivered, “It’s getting sort of windy and chilly, isn’t it?”


  “The cold wind from the mountains. We’re in for a storm, I guess,” Henry assented absently. “I think the river is getting wider.”


  A short silence, and then, with sudden vivacity, “But look, Irene, only a few more miles to the lake and then we’re practically at the Earth village. It’s almost over.”


  Irene nodded, “I’m glad for all of us—and the Phibs, too.”


  She had reason for the last statement. The Phibs were swimming slowly now. An additional detachment had arrived the day before from upstream, but even with those reinforcements, progress had slowed to a walk. Unaccustomed cold was nipping the multi-legged reptiles and they yielded to superior mental force more and more reluctantly.


  THE first drops fell just after they had passed the lake. Darkness had fallen and in the blue glare of the lightning the trees about them were ghostly specters reaching swaying fingers towards the sky. A sudden flare in the distance marked the funeral pyre of a lightning-hit tree.


  Henry paled. “Make for the clearing just ahead. At a time like this, trees are dangerous.”


  The clearing he spoke of composed the outskirts of the Earth village. The rough-hewn houses, crude and small against the fury of the elements, showed lights here and there that spoke of human occupancy. And as the first Centosaur stumbled out from between splintered trees, the storm suddenly burst in all its fury.


  The two Tweenies huddled close. “It’s up to the Phibs,” screamed Henry, dimly heard above the wind and rain. “I hope they can do it.”


  The three monsters converged upon the houses ahead. They moved more rapidly as the Phibs called up every last bit of mental power.


  Irene buried her wet head in Henry’s equally wet shoulder, “I can’t look! Those houses will go like matchsticks. Oh, the poor people!”


  “No, Irene, no. They’ve stopped!”


  The Centosaurs pawed vicious gouges out of the ground beneath and their screams rang shrill and clear above the noise of the storm. Startled Earthmen rushed from their cabins.


  Caught unprepared—most having been roused from sleep—and faced with a Venusian storm and nightmarish Venusian monsters, there was no question of organized action. As they stood, carrying nothing but their clothes, they broke and ran.


  There was the utmost confusion. One or two, with dim attempts at presence of mind, took wild, ineffectual pot-shots at the mountains of flesh before them—and then ran.


  And when it seemed that all were gone, the giant reptiles surged forward once more and where once had been houses, there were left only mashed splinters.


  “They’ll never come back, Irene, they’ll never come back.” Henry was breathless at the success of his plan. “We’re heroes now, and—” His voice rose to a hoarse shriek, “Irene, get back! Make for the trees!”


  The Centosaurian howls had taken on a deeper note. The nearest one reared onto his two hindmost pairs of legs and his great head, two hundred feet above ground, was silhouetted horribly against the lightning. With a rumbling thud, he came down on all feet again and made for the river—which under the lash of the storm was now a raging flood.


  The Phibs had lost control!


  Henry’s Tonite gun flashed into quick action as he shoved Irene away. She, however, backed away slowly and brought her own gun into line.


  The ball of purple light that meant a hit blazed into being and the nearest Centosaur screamed in agony as its mighty tail threshed aside the surrounding trees. Blindly, the hole where once a leg had been gushing blood, it charged.


  A second glare of purple and it was down with an earth-shaking thud, its last shriek reaching a crescendo of shrill frightfulness.


  But the other two monsters were crashing towards them. They blundered blindly towards the source of the power that had held them captive almost a week; driving violently with all the force of their mindless hate to the river. And in the path of the Juggernauts were the two Tweenies.


  The boiling torrent was at their backs. The forest was a groaning wilderness of splintered trees and ear-splitting sound.


  Then, suddenly, the reports of Tonite guns sounded from the distance. Purple glares—a flurry of threshing—spasmodic shrieking—and then a silence in which even the wind, as if overawed by recent events, held its peace momentarily.


  Henry yelled his glee and performed an impromptu war-dance. “They’ve come from Venustown, Irene,” he shouted.


  “They’ve got the Centosaurs and everything’s finished! We’ve saved the Tweenies!”


  IT HAPPENED in a breath’s time.


  Irene had dropped her gun and sobbed her relief. She was running to Henry and then she tripped—and the river had her.


  “Henry!” The wind whipped the sound away.


  For one dreadful moment. Henry found himself incapable of motion. He could only stare stupidly, unbelievingly, at the spot where Irene had been, and then he was in the water. He plunged into the surrounding blackness desperately.


  “Irene!” He caught his breath with difficulty. The current drove him on.


  “Irene!” No sound but the wind. His efforts at swimming were futile. He couldn’t even break surface for more than a second at a time. His lungs were bursting.


  “Irene!” There was no answer. Nothing but rushing water and darkness.


  And then something touched him. He lashed out at it instinctively, but the grip tightened. He felt himself borne up into the air. His tortured lungs breathed in gasps. A grinning Phib face stared into his and after that there were nothing but confused impressions of cold, dark wetness.


  HE BECAME aware of his surroundings by stages. First, that he was sitting on a blanket under the trees, with other blankets wrapped tightly about him. Then, he felt the warm radiation of the heat-lamps upon him and the illumination of Atomo bulbs. People were crowding close and he noticed that it was no longer raining.


  He stared about him hazily and then, “Irene!”


  She was beside him, as wrapped up as he, and smiling feebly, “I’m all right, Henry. The Phibs dragged me back, too.” Madeline was bending over him and he swallowed the hot coffee placed to his lips. “The Phibs have told us of what you two have helped them do. We’re all proud of you, son—you and Irene.” Max’s smile transfigured his face into the picture of paternal pride, “The psychology you used was perfect. Venus is too vast and has too many friendly areas to expect Earthmen to return to places that have shown themselves to be infested with Centosaurs—not for a good long while. And when they do come back, we shall have our stat-field.”


  Arthur Scanlon hurried up out of the gloom. He thwacked Henry on the shoulder and then wrung Irene’s hand. “Your guardian and I,” he told her, “are fixing up a celebration for day after tomorrow, so get good and rested. It’s going to be the greatest thing you ever saw.”


  Henry spoke up, “Celebration, huh? Well, I’ll tell you what you can do. After it’s over, you can announce an engagement.”


  “An engagement?” Madeline sat up and looked interested. “What do you mean?”


  “An engagement—to be married,” came the impatient answer. “I’m old enough, I suppose. Today proves it!”


  Irene’s eyes bent in furious concentration upon the grass, “With whom, Henry?”


  “Huh? With you, of course. Gosh, who else could it be?”


  “But you haven’t asked me.” The words were uttered slowly and with great firmness.


  For a moment Henry flushed, and then his jaws grew grim, “Well, I’m not going to. I’m telling you! And what are you going to do about it?”


  He leaned close to her and Max Scanlon chuckled and motioned the others away. On tip-toes, they left.


  A dim shape hobbled into view and the two Tweenies separated in confusion. They had forgotten the others.


  But it wasn’t another Tweenie. “Why—why, it’s a Phib!” cried Irene.


  He limped his ungainly way across the wet grass, with the inexpert aid of his muscular arms. Approaching, he flopped wearily on his stomach and extended his forearms.


  His purpose was plain. Irene and Henry grasped a hand apiece. There was silence a moment or two and the Phib’s great eyes glinted solemnly in the light of the Atomo lamps. Then there was a sudden squeal of embarrassment from Irene and a shy laugh from Henry. Contact was broken.


  “Did you get the same thing I did?” asked Henry.


  Irene was red, “Yes, a long row of little baby Phibs, maybe fifteen—”


  “Or twenty,” said Henry.


  “—with long white hair!”


  THE END


  1941


  A CITY ON VENUS


  Henry Gade


  Our back cover depicts Frank R. Paul’s vivid painting of a Venusian city and here is the author’s story of that city


  HOW would you like to see a city on Venus, the watery world? You would? Then step right up and take a seat in the spaceship Imagination, which is ready to take off on a sight-seeing tour to the world of the goddess of romance. Our ship is powered with a fuel called scientific fact, however, and remember that whatever you see, won’t be entirely a dream. It could, logically, be as we shall try to show it to you.


  Nearing Venus, we find that the planet’s surface isn’t visible. Venus is surrounded by a perpetual cloud blanket, many miles thick. The sun never shines on its true surface.


  Into the clouds we plunge, rockets roaring in the heavy atmosphere. Then, abruptly, after we had begun to fear the clouds extended all the way to the ground, we burst into open air.


  And what a weird world meets our eyes! It is just like on Earth, after an afternoon shower, when all is bathed in that weirdly beautiful yellow light of the sun struggling to penetrate the heavy rain clouds. But where can there be cities, for far below us, rolling in glassy swells, is an endless sea.


  But swooping down near the surface, we skim along, ever searching the horizon. Finally, after hours, we see something looming up out of the haze. It is land!


  But what land. It is a raw, rocky mountain range, rising out of the sea, sheer and brutal, and somehow new. There is no air of the ages about this expanse of rock. But clustering around its base is something that reminds us of our south seas, somehow. It is formations of coral reefs, exposed now to the air by the upheaval of the young planet which raised the first raw mountain range not so many thousands of years ago. And on the coral reefs is the first vegetation we have seen.


  Now we see that the smooth sea is dotted by floating islands composed of plant life and marine animals. Some of them are quite large. Here we may find a city.


  Further down the coast of this lone continent we find larger islands, some of them now permanently anchored to the shore. And as we near them through the mist, we find our city.


  But what a city. It is a simple little thing of scattered dwellings roofed by huge fungus caps. All about the islands, and even perched up on the rugged mountainside, are the prosaic, homey-looking little dwellings with their rounded roofs.


  They are brilliantly colored, in spite of the lack of sunlight. The clouds do not shield the important rays of the sun, much nearer to this world than to ours. All the brilliant reds and yellows and whites of Earth fungus are here.


  We circle slowly over the city. It seems to be an idylic world, at first, but then we see the first citizens of this strange city. They sweep toward us perched on the backs of great pterodactyls. They are quasi-amphibian creatures and apparently arc more at home in water than on land, or in their city.


  Going lower, after we get over our amazement at this unusual form of aerial transportation, we see yet another form of travel, about the waterways of this floating city. Groups of citizens ride the lagoons atop the backs of great amphibian reptiles of gargantuan proportions. This indeed is the oddest ferry we have ever seen. And no fare is required!


  Not only do these reptiles carry passengers, but also freight. They obey their masters, who somehow impress us with their common and not too distant origin, which may explain how it is all done.


  We see other animals performing duties. For instance, trained pterodactyls bring captured animals from the mountain heights to their masters for food. But most of the food is harvested right in the water, or on the smaller islands that float past. Vegetable foods, loaded copiously on the amphibian ferries and stored in the fungus-roofed houses.


  The islands themselves, and the island-cities, are a riot of beautiful vegetation almost tropical in nature. It is very warm, and no Venusian wears clothes. All in all, this City on Venus seems to be a placid place. Its inhabitants seem to work hard for food, wage no wars, and cheerfully construct their growing empire which may one day produce the giant cities of earth, when more land has appeared. The city of Venus is youthful!


  BLUE BOY


  E.A. Grosser


  The web-fingered, blue-clad, amphibious exile from Venus was deceptively man-like, but it wasn’t really a man, as Harry Bradford learned—to his intense joy!


  FOR AN alleged murderer, Harry Bradford was quite happy. The big wind that had puffed him onto this deserted island had been a blessing, very well disguised at the time. Of course, Eden without Eve possessed an air of loneliness, but a guy in the middle of an ocean without a boat couldn’t afford to be choosy about islands.


  While he sat on the white sandy lagoon beach, rocking back and forth slowly, his fingers locked together over his knees, he tried to enumerate his blessings.


  First, and foremost, there was the complete absence of policemen to consider. But that was a negative blessing. You couldn’t properly appreciate the comfort of not sitting on a bunch of kilowatts, until after you had.


  On the breathing, smelling, tasting side of the ledger there was breadfruit . . . coconuts . . . fish . . .


  Then, of course; there was the healthy outdoor life and the good salt air. Bradford sighed. Eden!—but no Eve! And it was such a comfort to be able to confide your troubles to a sympathetic woman.


  Suddenly he ceased rocking; even ceased chewing his last stick of gum. His mouth remained half-open while he stared at an ever-widening ring on the smooth water. There it was again!


  It must be a seal, he tried to persuade himself. The thought would have been comforting. But whoever saw a blueeyed seal? Nonsense! He was seeing things. Such a beast sounded altogether too much like a compatriot of the purple cow.


  He parked the gum behind a wisdom tooth for safe-keeping, began to whistle softly to himself. Shortly, he got to his feet and shuffled down the beach.


  He stared at the lagoon and saw a blue cranium project slowly above the surface of the water. His tuneless whistling faded to silence, and he found himself looking directly into a pair of blue eyes set in a white face.


  Without intending to, he dived in, arms outstretched in front of him. He grasped the strange blue thing. It had a chill rubbery feel. But a moment later his head contacted the blue cranium in a forcible manner and two lax bodies floated in the water.


  THE blue one recovered first. One blue arm twitched and came above the surface. But the blue color ended at the wrist. The rest, the hand, was white, and it was large, extremely long-fingered, and thoroughly webbed.


  The white face came above the surface. There was an eager gasping for air, then the thing saw Bradford. The long webbed fingers clenched in his hair. The blue one turned in the water and sped toward shore, towing Bradford along.


  The strange one stood up in the shallow water and it took only a glance to see that the other hand was like the first. And when it strode onto the beach with Bradford trailing from one hand, it took only another glance to see that its feet were similar. But a stare was inevitable, because they were much more so and on a larger scale.


  It released Bradford and he fell loosely to the sand and lay unconscious. It started back toward the lagoon, then halted to look down at Bradford. The blue eyes seemed anxious.


  It went to the water’s edge and stooped, spreading and curving its fingers to form a large cup for the salty water. Bradford received the contents of the strange cup in his face at the moment he was recovering and, to him, it seemed sort of gilding-the-lily.


  He sat up, sputtering.


  He stared at it, and it stared at him. His eyes widened when he saw the strange hands and feet, then he looked back at the face. It wasn’t polite to stare, and besides the face was much more pleasant. He could see now that the blue covering was not skin, but by some stretching of the imagination could be called clothing.


  “Did you pull me out?” he asked ruefully.


  He sat up straighter at the hissing and sputtering that answered his question. He looked more closely at the face in front of him. The blue eyes were bright and intelligent, and the features handsomely even. A little too handsome, Bradford thought, but every little helped when you considered those hands and feet. He got to his feet and found that he was several inches taller than the stranger. He reeled weakly and one of the webbed hands went to his arm to steady him. It did a lot more than that. It determined him to stand alone. The touch was not unpleasant, but he could not forget those webs.


  He reached up to remove the stranger’s hand and the stranger must have misinterpreted the action, for the blue-clad one leaped back. Bradford remained frozen, one hand in front of his chest as though reaching for his other arm. He tried to move, but could not. It was as though his arms had been paralyzed.


  Then the paralysis was gone and Bradford was feeling in an exploratory way of his arms. They tingled as though they had been “asleep.” The stranger spluttered at him.


  Bradford shook his head uncomprehendingly. “I like to know how you did that,” he said. “Guess I’ll have to teach you English, or maybe it would be quicker for me to learn your language.”


  NO ONE could truthfully say that Harry Bradford didn’t try to learn the stranger’s language. But at the end of a week he was sure of the meaning of less than a dozen words, while the stranger had a good command of English.


  “Where did you come from, Blue Boy?” Bradford asked lazily, stretching on the sand to let the sun warm him through.


  “The second planet from the sun,” Blue Boy answered, turning away to stare across the lagoon at the farthermost part of the atoll.


  Bradford stiffened. “What?” he demanded, then quickly relaxed. The hands and feet weren’t the only things about this guy that were queer.


  “Yes,” said Blue Boy dreamily, “Venus, you call it. It’s a wonderful world. . . . warm, shallow seas . . . many islands . . . and our cities. We are much ahead of you in science. We have had a regular passenger and freight service to Mars for over a hundred years.”


  “Then how come you are so much like us?” asked Bradford.


  Blue Boy grinned. “That is a question that has puzzled both the Martians and us. They are like us in most ways, too. The only real differences are that they have very large chests and ears; and they are a bit furry.”


  “Sounds attractive.”


  “They are,” assured Blue Boy. “And they are very intelligent. The only solution we have been able to suggest is that at some time in the distant past we were all the inhabitants of one world; and you say that men have dug up the remains of ancient men on this world, and we haven’t on Mars or Venus—so I guess this is that world.”


  But Blue Boy spoke in a negligent manner; he seemed hardly interested. He stared across the lagoon with dreaming eyes, and there was a troubled frown on his forehead.


  “What’s worrying you, Blue?” asked Bradford. “Don’t you like it here?”


  “Oh, it is fine. This island is almost like some of ours at home, but . . . only . . . well, I like you and I don’t like to see you blamed for a murder.”


  Bradford laughed contentedly. “Don’t let it bother you,” he advised. “As long as they only blame me, I don’t care.”


  “You don’t care?” Blue Boy was shocked.


  Bradford shook his head. “No . . . why should I? As long as they don’t catch me.”


  Blue Boy’s eyes glowed with a fanatic light. “You see?” he said eagerly. “It would always worry you. You can never be free until you clear your name. Your conscience—”


  “My conscience is clear!” snarled Bradford. “Even if it was my gun, I didn’t shoot the rat.”


  THERE was only the sound of the surf on the outer reef to break the silence and Bradford had become so accustomed to that sound that he hardly heard it. Finally he asked:


  “If you people on Mars and Venus have been shooting around space for so long, why didn’t you drop in to see us some time?”


  Blue Boy acted as though he. hadn’t heard. “Harry, could you get back to San Francisco?”


  “Sure! Just hunt up the first cop and tell him who I am, and I’d be back there so damn quick I’d be dizzy.”


  “I mean, could you get back there by yourself. I think it would be a nice gesture for you to walk in and give yourself up.”


  “Well, I suppose I could cable Lois. She’s a smart little trick and would catch on quick. And she would get the money from my old man and send it to me.”


  “Harry! Do that and I will help you. You can go back—”


  “—and get hung,” completed Bradford.


  “I wish you’d go back,” Blue Boy persisted. “I’ll help you?”


  “How?”


  “Well, you know how I made you tell the truth.”


  “Hypnosis,” Bradford snorted. “I’ll bet that’s why you learned English and I didn’t learn your language.”


  “No, I didn’t hypnotize you. Lies require thought—imagination.”


  “Amen!” agreed Bradford. “You should have seen me thinking about an alibi. But it was no good.”


  “And if you confuse a person, paralyze his imagination, he’ll tell the truth.”


  “Hmmmm. That would be a help all right,” Bradford admitted.


  “Then you will go back?”


  “Lord! You are persistent! All right, if we can get to Pago Pago, I’ll get the money from Lois.” He lay back, feeling absolutely safe.


  BUT his feeling of safety melted away from Blue Boy’s happy words:


  “I’ll borrow a boat from the natives of the next island.”


  Bradford sat up, watched Blue Boy start away.


  “Hey! Wait a minute! Where are you going?”


  Blue Boy halted. “I’ll swim to the next island and borrow a boat.”


  Bradford groaned and muttered, “Damn those webs.” Aloud, he demanded, “First, tell me why you happen to be here. Was it a question of morals? Were you trying to persuade somebody to do the ‘right’ thing.”


  Blue Boy nodded miserably and patted the water with a splayed foot. “They said I belonged here with the rest of the trouble-makers; and they called me the awfullest names!”


  “I can sympathize,” said Bradford, not specifying with whom.


  “But you will go back, won’t you?” Blue Boy asked anxiously.


  Bradford hesitated, then nodded. “I guess we are both fools. But I keep expecting a cop to tap me on the shoulder.”


  Blue Boy secured the boat as promised, but when they reached Tutuila, Bradford was as surprised as he might have been at the other’s insistence on returning the craft while he communicated with Lois. He was becoming acquainted with Blue Boy’s quibbling sense of moral values. When Blue Boy said, borrow; he meant, borrow.


  Lois came through nobly with the money, though a bit openly, and Bradford waited anxiously—not at all sure whether he would see Blue Boy or the inside of a jail first. He bought a ready-made suit for Blue Boy, the largest pair of shoes on the island, and started to buy gloves. Then he reconsidered and made it mittens.


  But Blue Boy was not appreciative. He regarded the garments as a person would regard instruments of torture.


  “Go on, try ’em,” pleaded Bradford. “We can’t go anywhere with you looking like a circus freak. The whole thing is off unless you wear these.”


  He grinned while Blue Boy struggled to encase the webbed feet in canvas and rubber. But when it was done and the mittens were on, he looked at his strange companion with quiet satisfaction. Blue Boy looked a lot more human than most people.


  But the incident destroyed something in their friendship. Thereafter Blue Boy was more silent and kept to himself. Bradford saw Very little of him, except as a fellow passenger on the Clipper. It was only when they passed over the Golden Gate Bridge and flew towards the Treasure Island air base that he displayed any acute interest. Blue Boy showed a keen, silent interest in all about them as the Clipper landed and they proceeded to San Francisco.


  BRADFORD halted the cab and they got out. He paid the driver, then led Blue Boy along the sidewalk, intending to get another about a block away, to break their trail.


  “My feet hurt,” complained Blue Boy when Bradford halted in front of a newsstand.


  “You’ll feel better when they are broken in,” Bradford replied absently, staring at a black headline. He bought the paper hastily.


  “But I don’t want to be broken in,” snapped Blue Boy. “I don’t like shoes!”


  Bradford didn’t hear. He was reading the paper. He turned suddenly and grasped Blue Boy’s arm with tense fingers. He held up the paper for the other to read, then realized that Blue Boy couldn’t and said:


  “They are going to execute my cousin for killing Carter—that’s the guy I was supposed to have killed!”


  “Execute him! Do you kill people here?”


  “Sure. . . . what did you think we did?”


  “Why, recondition them, as any civilized people would. Oh, we’ve got to save him!”


  “How?”


  “Where is he?”


  “San Quentin. Say! Do you mean you got me to come all the way back here and didn’t know I was facing death. I’ll bet you just wanted me to come back here and be ‘reconditioned’,” he finished suspiciously.


  “Don’t argue! We’ve got to save him. Take me to San Quentin!”


  “The devil you say! That’s the last place in the world I want to see. Did you think you’d have me reconditioned?”


  “Yes, but you are going to be executed if you don’t keep your voice down,” snapped Blue Boy.


  Bradford looked around quickly. They were attracting attention, and there was a policeman on the corner. He grasped Blue Boy’s arm and hurried away.


  “You dirty little double-crosser,” he snarled. “I’ve a good mind to—”


  Blue Boy twisted loose. “Police! Police! Here’s the man who killed Carter!” Bradford wanted to do a little work on Blue Boy, but when he saw the policeman coming at a gallop, he felt that he couldn’t spare the time. He turned and ran.


  “Don’t worry!” shouted Blue Boy, as Bradford disappeared around the corner with the policeman in pursuit. The officer was flourishing his gun, but the crowd was so thick that he didn’t dare shoot. Bradford dodged across the street and leaped aboard a streetcar. He got off at the first stop and got aboard another. He repeated the maneuver several times until he finally wound up near a park where he decided to hide until night.


  BRADFORD came out of the bushes when it was dark and silently headed for Lois Chalmers’ home. He would rather have gone to his own home, but he knew that would lead him into the hands of the police. He knew it was hopeless for him to try to escape the city. A man might dodge the police net once, but never twice.


  He went up the steps to the door of the Chalmers’ home and rang the bell. Lois, herself, answered the summons and he slipped into the house. She shut the door quietly.


  “Lois! It’s great to see you again.” He tried to embrace her, but she evaded his arms without seeming to do so, by turning to the servant and ordering a drink for him.


  Then he noticed that she was thinner; there were shadows beneath her eyes. He wondered hopefully if they were the results of worry about himself. And he wondered at her silence as she led him to an inner door.


  She opened the door with a smile and motioned for him to precede her. He went into the room, then halted. Two men rose from chairs near the fireplace. He heard the door close behind him, and turned to face Lois.


  “Who are these men?” he asked sharply.


  Lois was still smiling, and now he detected a note of bitterness. “They want to talk to you,” she said quietly, but speaking seemed to break her reserve. Her eyes became hard and angry. “You didn’t know Darcy and I planned to marry! And you ran away and left him to pay for what you did! Do you wonder that I went to the police as soon as I heard from you?”


  “But . . . why did you send the money?”


  “They were satisfied with Darcy,” she cried. “They were going to kill him! They weren’t interested in you, but I knew you would come back if I sent you money. Oh, you were smart! You knew you were free! You knew Darcy was going to pay for what you did, while you came back to live as you always have. But you didn’t count on Darcy getting another trial!”


  He was stunned—bewildered. He had fled a third of the way around the world, been shipwrecked, then crept back to clear himself, only to discover that he had walked into the hands of the police at the very moment they wanted him. He saw the two men at his side, felt the chill metal of handcuffs closing around his wrist.


  Lois stood aside to allow them to depart. But they turned back to fireplace. One of them smiled at Lois.


  “This isn’t the one we were waiting for,” he said, “but we want them all this time.”


  “B—but won’t Darcy get a retrial?” stammered Lois.


  “Two of them,” replied the detective sardonically, “if we catch him.”


  “Wh-what do you mean?”


  A great light dawned in Bradford’s mind. “Blue Boy!” he exploded. The others turned on him quickly. He sat down and clumsily lighted a cigaret.


  “So you know something about that, too?” said the larger of the two detectives. He seemed to be in command.


  “I’ll bet he was in on it,” offered the other quickly.


  The larger nodded sagely. “That makes three counts,” he said smugly. “Suspicion of murder, jail delivery, and the old reliable material witness stuff.”


  “Jail—” repeated Lois, then asked, “Do you mean Darcy escaped? That you’ve been waiting here for him?”


  The larger detective nodded. “Some big-footed loon walked into San Quentin and started a riot. Two prisoners escaped. The warden said he was forced to tell that Darcy Holt had been brought back to San Francisco. And an hour later, I’m damned if the loon didn’t walk into the City Jail and take him out—just like that!”


  The doorbell chimed. Lois turned quickly and ran toward the door.


  “Catch her, Joey!” said the larger detective, and Joey did. “Now, keep them quiet and I’ll get the others.” He went out, closing the door behind him.


  A few seconds later Darcy Holt and Blue Boy came into the room, followed by the detective. Holt’s right hand was coupled to Blue Boy’s left. The detective held his pistol, but his hand was shaking so badly that it was really a menace. Bradford smiled when he saw that the man’s face was beaded with perspiration.


  “Harry!” exclaimed Blue Boy happily, starting forward.


  Bradford regarded his “friend” coolly, and silently crushed out his cigaret in an ash-tray. Blue Boy halted, smile fading.


  “Joey!” puffed the big detective. “Take a look at . . . at its hand, and see if you see what I saw.”


  Joey lifted Blue Boy’s mittenless left hand, then dropped it and stepped back.


  “Jeeze! Whatta we got ourselves into?” he asked hoarsely. “A circus?”


  “I dunno,” stated the other vaguely, “but I’m going get rid of this bunch as quick as I can. I don’t wanna be around ’em any longer’n I hafta.”


  “You and me both,” agreed Joey. Then, while the big man called headquarters, Joey started to chuckle.


  “Whatta ya laughin’ at?” the big man demanded.


  “Wh-whatta good time Mister Aikins is gonna have, taking fingerprints,” Joey laughed.


  THERE was only one comforting thought in Bradford’s mind while he sat in his cell through the night . . . Blue Boy was in jail also. The fact puzzled Bradford. Why hadn’t Blue just paralyzed the detectives and walked away? It looked like more dirty work at the crossroads.


  Morning came grudgingly and Bradford was led toward the court. At the door an unsavory individual accosted him, pressed a card into his hand.


  “Myers and Belenoe, bail-bond brokers,” he said hastily. “We’ll go your bail and you’ll never get rich.”


  “Glad yer telling the truth,” said Bradford’s guard. “It must hurt. Get outa the way!”


  The little man, biting his tongue, stepped aside and watched them go into court.


  “Can’t understand it,” muttered the guard, shaking his head. “He never told the truth before in his life.”


  Neither could Bradford understand, until he saw that Blue Boy was already in the courtroom. He smiled, unthinkingly, and Blue Boy smiled with him as their eyes met. Bradford stifled his smile and turned away.


  Lois Chalmers was there, too. Only Darcy Holt was missing. But his absence was more than compensated for, by a clerk and a leather-faced judge. Judge Poison scanned the trial docket severely.


  “Murder, jail-break, material witness and obstructing justice, and resisting an officer.” He cleared his throat and looked down at them with a wolfish smile.


  “We’ll start with the murder,” he said. “That sounds the most promising.” His eyes widened with surprise at his own words and in his agitation he took off his glasses and polished them with great care.


  “I’m sorry, Your Honor,” said the clerk. “That must be a mistake. Darcy Holt, accused and once convicted of the murder of William Carter, has been granted a new trial. But it is not under the jurisdiction of this court.”


  Judge Poison’s face showed his disappointment before he was aware that it showed. He looked at the docket again, and came up smiling.


  “We’ll take the jail-breaker, then. Ought to be able to stretch that into a decent number of years.” He coughed to cover his confusion and, in consequence, didn’t hear the clerk agree wryly.


  “Miss Blue Boy,” called the clerk.


  Blue Boy stepped forward to take the oath, then faced Judge Poison. Bradford stared. Into his mind’s eye came a vision of a rich little island, and “Blue Boy,” and himself saying, “You seem to like blue, so Blue Boy it is.” Then the vision was blotted out by innumerable iron bars. He groaned.


  “But I didn’t break jail,” he heard Blue “Boy” protest. “I was led to believe that Darcy Holt was innocent and merely walked in to prevent a miscarriage of justice.”


  “And you walked out again, taking Holt with you,” accused Poison.


  Blue Boy flushed and didn’t seem to know what to say. Bradford leaped forward.


  “Your Honor, I protest that you aren’t giving Blue . . . uh . . . Girl a chance. She is unacquainted with our ways. She is . . . a foreigner. To her justice and not formality is what counts.”


  Judge Poison hammered for order, got it, then demanded of Bradford, “Are you Miss Blue Boy’s attorney?”


  “Yes, and also one of the accused,” said Bradford.


  Judge Poison looked at Blue Girl questioninglv. Bradford nudged her with his elbow, “Say, ‘Yes,’ ” he hissed. “And keep this ghoul telling the truth.”


  “Yes, Your Honor,” she said dutifully in a low voice. “He is my attorney.” She was bewildered, and becoming afraid.


  Judge Poison grunted his dissatisfaction. “And one of the accused?”


  With a shiver Bradford agreed. “I was the cause of this whole trouble.”


  “Ah!” said Judge Poison from the depths of his soul, and Bradford shivered again. He turned quickly to Blue Girl and asked in a low voice, “Got everything under control?”


  She nodded and he faced Judge Poison. “First there is a little matter I would like to clear up. Will you have Darcy Holt brought before the court?”


  Judge Poison was interested, in an academic manner, in Holt and agreed. A bailiff left to fetch Holt.


  “Haven’t you ever done anything wrong, Your Honor?” Bradford asked.


  “Not lately,” said Judge Poison. “The reformers—” He halted suddenly and his fingers closed longingly over the handle of his gavel as he eyed Bradford’s head. Bradford retreated a step.


  “YOU see, Your Honor,” he said softly, smiling. “It is human to make mistakes. We even have a wonderful word for them—peccadilloes. Now, it is to be expected that Blue Girl, a foreigner from a country where customs are much different than ours, should make a few small ones.”


  “Like breaking into San Quentin and freeing prisoners from the local prison,” murmured Judge Poison sardonically.


  Bradford stepped close. “Better be good,” he said. “You can’t lie to me, and I’ll ask some embarrassing questions if you aren’t. I’ll show you what I mean.” He stepped back out of reach and asked, “Your Honor, would you like to see your own son before this court?”


  “Sure, if he had to be in front of any,” said Judge Poison.


  “You mean that this court would be prejudiced?”


  “Yes,” said Judge Poison, then wilted. “That isn’t a fair question. I wouldn’t try the case.” He looked around the court nervously, alert for reporters. He saw none and faced Bradford, red-faced and angry.


  The bailiff came in with Darcy Holt. They halted nearby. Lois Chalmers ran to Holt, then they were separated.


  “Got him under control, too?” Bradford asked Blue Girl, and she nodded.


  “Darcy,” he said. “Did you kill Carter?”


  “Yes,” said Holt, then paled.


  “Why?”


  “Because he was blackmailing me and wouldn’t wait until after I married,” Holt confessed.


  Bradford waved him away. There was a moan from Lois and Blue Girl hastened to her side. Bradford grinned at the judge.


  “I just wanted it in the record,” he said. “Now, shall I ask some more questions? . . . for instance: Have you ever taken any bribes?”


  “No!” thundered Judge Poison. “You little . . . little . . . I’ll put you away for life.”


  “Blue!” wailed Bradford. “Blue Girl! What’s the matter?”


  Blue Girl returned to his side. “Ask him again,” she invited, looking up at the judge innocently. “I forgot.”


  Judge Poison rapped for order.


  “Charges dismissed!” he said quickly and started for his chambers.


  “All three of us,” Bradford specified.


  The judge nodded dumbly and staggered on his way.


  THEY took Lois home, then as though by a magnet, were drawn to the seashore. Bradford tossed some sand in his cupped hand listlessly.


  There was silence for a moment then Bradford asked, “What were some of those names called you when they kicked you off your ship?”


  She spoke in Venusian, but the tone was convincing.


  “Do any of them mean Jonah?” he asked, then had to explain the reason for Jonah’s acquaintance with the whale.


  “They all do,” she confessed.


  He waited a few seconds, then asked, “How come I made such a big mistake—thought you were a boy? I’m not any blinder than most men.”


  “We don’t develop to maturity until—until something inside tells us it is time,” she said hesitantly.


  “You mean, you adolesce all at once?” Bradford chuckled. Then he started and faced her quickly. “You mean when you fall in love?”


  She nodded, but didn’t look at him.


  He gazed out over the sea again. “Do you think you could find that island again?” he asked at last.


  “I’m going back there to live,” she said.


  “You mean we are,” he corrected.


  She faced him. “You . . . you mean you are going too? That you don’t hate my . . . hands and feet?”


  “Hate ’em? . . . honey, I love ’em. And even if you are a Jonah, you can’t get in trouble in the middle of the ocean.”


  She leaped to her feet and, catching his hand, started toward the water. But he pulled her back into his arms.


  “Wait awhile, sweetheart. I’m not as lucky as you are. We’ll have to take a boat part of the way.”


  THE END


  GRAVE OF THE ACHILLES


  Harl Vincent


  Grant Stockton Fills the Void of Space with Hate in His Search to Solve the Deep Mystery that Sullies His Name?


  YOUNG Stockton watched moodily as they warped the big silvery Cerulean into her berth. Even here, where he stood in the door of his tiny office at the extreme end of the great field, the wild acclaim of the crowd which had gathered to welcome this first ship in from Venus since the signing of peace could be heard.


  The general public, of course, would express satisfaction at this evidence of the resumption of friendly relations. It hadn’t been a popular war here. But there were Terrestrians who had been hard hit when, their planet had been a declared but hardly active belligerent. These Terrestrians still harbored resentment. And none of them for better reason than Grant Stockton.


  Dusk was closing down over the huge Long Island Spaceport as Grant Stockton shrugged his broad shoulders and walked into the dim recesses of the office.


  The crowds outside were breaking up; the arriving passengers gone their many ways. All thoughts of Venus and the Venusians were erased from his mind as he saw the wizened, gnomelike figure of old Tewi, still hunched over his sixty-card game of Martian solitaire.


  “Didn’t you beat the old boy yet?” Stockton asked jovially.


  “Twice, Master Grant.” The crinkled bald pate of the drylander bobbed up from the cards and the parchment of his narrow face fluted into a grin. “Ready to go home now, please?”


  “Yes,” Stockton replied wearily. “The show’s over.”


  Tewi wiped the grin from his features as he followed the young Earthman’s gaze. Over the broad desk in the corner hung a portrait of an older edition of Grant Stockton, a great Viking of a man with proud massive head, sternly powerful jaw and keen but kindly eyes. Anybody could easily see that these two were father and son. The aged drylander made a considerable ado getting his cards together and into the case which he tucked carefully into his girdle.


  HIS eyes carefully avoided the portrait. For had he not loved the old Master Stockton too? Had he not served him faithfully ever since young Grant had started to toddle? And now, since the father had departed, was he not to serve the son as well?


  “We go now, please?” Tewi asked with forced cheerfulness.


  Young Stockton swung around and chuckled. But the sound died on his lips as his glance flicked from Tewi to the graveled drive outside the door. In the swiftly gathering twilight several figures were welded together in a violent scuffle. A quickly choked off cry reached his ears. Stockton was through the door in nothing flat, the withered, four-foot-tall drylander at his heels.


  “Keep out of this, Tewi,” he hissed, as he leaped into the battle.


  Between them, two thugs were rough-housing a slim youth who fought furiously. No, it was a girl! Stockton couldn’t really tell what she looked like but he knew she was young, slender and athletic. A big hand was clamped over her mouth.


  Other hands were engaged alternately in warding off her kicks and punches and endeavoring to snatch her clothing from her body. The young spaceman choked a thick neck in each of his huge paws and dragged the thugs from their intended victim, who slumped to the gravel in a limp heap. Instead of vises, his fists became battering rams now.


  One of the toughs reeled into the shadows, blood spurting profusely from his smashed mouth. The other rushed at Stockton with head down and arms flailing. The spaceman gave ground as hard fists smashed against his body. Then with an uppercut that rocketed from his knees he straightened up his antagonist and lashed out for his face. The fellow staggered under a rain of blows that might have been dealt from a trip hammer. He went down in a heap.


  “Master!” Tewi squealed. “Behind you! The other!”


  Stockton saw the glittering arc sweep over his shoulder and ducked. A searing pain in his side and the rending of his shirt told him just how close his escape had been. He whirled and clamped down on the wrist just back of a murderous blade.


  All of his strength went into the twist that followed. Bones crunched under his steel fingers. The would-be killer let out a screech of pain as the knife went spinning. And then the two muscle men scooted off into the thickening darkness, beaten.


  The girl was on her feet, disheveled, trying to dust off her soiled and disarranged traveling costume. “Thank you,” she said simply.


  The spaceman froze at sound of the softly blurring accent. “Oh,” he said shortly. “Venusian. Well, come inside and tell us what it’s all about.”


  This end of the field was deserted now. There were only the great goblin shapes of the cradled tugs looming overhead and the dimming rows of straggling huts that housed the offices of their owners. A take-off blast howled across the spaceport from the far end as Grant Stockton ducked into his own shack and switched on the light. Then he turned to face the girl.


  “Sit down and get your breath,” he told her ungraciously.


  Tewi regarded him with disapproval as he went for a towel and basin.


  The girl laughed throatily. “The war’s over,” she said, as if that explained a great deal. “And you’re Grant Stockton, aren’t you?”


  “Yes. How’d you know?” The spaceman showed his amazement.


  “It’s a long story,” replied the girl, removing her jacket and taking the articles proffered by the grinning drylander. “Mind if I clean up a little?”


  “Go ahead,” grunted Stockton, noting the sway of her lithe body as she moved to the mirror.


  The girl was tall and graceful, like most Venusian women. She was almost as tall as the spaceman. Her skin was cream colored and her eyes and hair of the arresting blue-black peculiar to her race. By any standard of Earth, Venus, or the canal cities of Mars, she was beautiful. To a drylander from the red planet, she was a goddess. The spaceman could see that from the worship in Tewi’s beady eyes. But she was a Venusian.


  Either her loveliness or some postwar resentment might account for the assault. Stockton wondered about that.


  She smiled dazzlingly when she returned from inspecting herself in the mirror. Grant Stockton draped his big frame over the edge of his desk as she sank in his chair, his leonine blond masculinity as sharp a contrast to her dark beauty under the lights as was Tewi’s shriveled ugliness.


  “You came in the Cerulean?” he asked her finally.


  THE girl nodded. “And I came right here, as soon as I could learn where you were located. I’m Lindi Tefra.” Peering into the gray eyes of the Terrestrian, she could see this meant nothing to him. She went on breathlessly: “I know what you’re thinking. I’m Venusian. And the Venusians blasted the Achilles. Getting Terra into the war, ruining your firm financially and causing your father’s death. You were left high and dry. So you hate the planet Venus and everything on it. You hate me and—”


  “Wait a minute. I didn’t say that.” Grant Stockton’s brows drew together. “How does it happen that you—a Venusian—know so much about my personal affairs? And what do you know about the Achilles?”


  Lindi Tefra lowered her voice. “I know where the wreck is,” she said huskily.


  “You what!” The spaceman clattered to the floor, quickly closed the door and lowered the window shades. “You have proof?”


  “I have.” The girl turned her back to him, wriggled a bit with elbows raised, then faced about, flushing embarrassedly. She handed a disc of silvery metal to Stockton. A blaster photo-record!


  Stockton’s jaw dropped as he gazed at the well-remembered lines of the Achilles so sharply defined here. The finest merchant ship of space, she’d been. Property of Stockton and Son. And here was the proof of Venusian deviltry. She was centered in the crosslines of the blaster’s electric eye, a geyser of destructive energy erupting from her nose. Indisputable evidence of a direct hit!


  Stippled around the edge of the disc was the data recording her speed, direction, and precise position in the heavens. Her graveyard orbit could easily be calculated and the wreck located. That would mean financial salvation to Grant Stockton, unless she’d been looted, but it came too late. It could not bring back his father.


  “Where’d you get this?” he demanded.


  Lindi Tefra’s eyes were round and frightened at his tone. “From—from my brother’s ship,” she stammered. “But you must let me explain. He never—”


  “Skip it,” growled Stockton. “I’d rather not know the details. Only why did you bring this to me? And what about the two who attacked you out front? Were they after this? Anyone else know about it?”


  “I—I don’t know. I don’t see how anyone could know.”


  “Not much you don’t!” he snapped. “What’s your game?”


  A blow could not have jolted the girl more. She swayed, then stiffened. “I told you all I’m going to. Now you have the disc, isn’t that enough? You can go for your old ship.”


  Stockton steeled himself against the girl’s physical appeal. She was gorgeous with her temper aroused. Deliberately, he added fuel to the flame.


  “Perhaps you’re trying to atone for your precious brother’s criminality,” he sneered. “Well, thanks for the disc.”


  Blue-black eyes flashed dangerously as the beautiful Venusian drew herself up haughtily. “If that’s the way you feel about it, I—”


  Then she had flung open the door and disappeared into the night. Old Tewi looked reproachfully at young Stockton and sped after her.


  Gripping the disc tightly, Grant Stockton dropped heavily into his chair and stared up at his father’s portrait.


  His mind flashed back to the beginning of things. The Mars-Venus war, in three years of blockading and counter-blockading, surface bombings and reprisals, alternately victorious space fleet battles, had not affected Terra greatly. They had kept out of it—wisely, until the war had reached a stalemate.


  IT had been well known that both sides wanted Terra in with them. Her vast wealth and resources thrown in with either combatant would be the deciding factor. But Terra stayed wise; she had steadfastly avoided embroilment. Until the incident of the Achilles.


  Neutral shipping had been safe until then. Of course, there were the routine challenges in space, the halting and searching for contraband which was allowed by Interplanetary Law. There had been but few internments, as only outlaws would risk the carrying of contraband. And there had been no blasting until the Achilles.


  Loaded with a rich cargo for Europa, carrying no munitions whatsoever, the Achilles had been blasted out of the heavens by a Venusian scout ship. Her own radio had so reported to nearby Terrestrian shipping but had been cut off before being able to report her position. This was the signal for Terra’s entrance into the conflict. In three months Venus had surrendered.


  Meanwhile, Stockton and Son were the victims. On the basis of propaganda to the effect that the Achilles had been armed and carried munitions, her insurance was cancelled. There was no real proof, but the court had upheld the contentions of the insurance company lawyers. It was one of those things. And it had ruined the ship owners. Almost their entire capital was tied up in the Achilles, besides which there was more than seven million dollars in cargo they had to make good to the shippers.


  Broke, and with huge obligations still outstanding, a heart ailment of long standing had claimed the beaten elder Stockton. Grant was trying desperately to get back on his feet with the single tug he had been able to buy on long term credit. And he was decidedly lucky to get that.


  Now this Tefra woman had showed up, unaccountably handing over the very evidence against the Venusian space force and her own brother! A friendly gesture, perhaps, or was it? There was something else in back of this, it occured to Stockton.


  The assault on the girl might mean much or it might mean nothing. More likely it meant a great deal. Grant Stockton frowned, wishing he had not let the girl leave, But he was more than determined to go out after the Achilles. Salvaging her cargo would at least put him back in the running. And he could easily prove that there was no contraband aboard! That last thought sent him to the vision-phone in a hurry.


  He called Dick Rawlins, his engineer, instructing him to hire three space wranglers for an early morning takeoff. Then he called a little heard-of government bureau and, after much persuasion, had the promise of a passenger who would come in an official capacity.


  Tewi had not returned yet. Happy, Stockton went home.


  Breakfast next morning was served in gloomy silence by Tewi.


  “What became of the girl?” Stockton asked impatiently.


  “Tewi take her to hotel in N’Yawk. She get room.” He snorted angrily. “What for you not nice with her?” he demanded.


  The spaceman laughed uproariously. Tewi was his privileged critic.


  “Good Lord, Tewi, she’s Venusian. Her own brother blasted the Achilles. You hate them yourself.”


  “Tewi not war on women.” Dishes clattered noisily as the little drylander stamped off angrily to the kitchen.


  Stockton grinned placatingly when he returned. “Anyway,” he said, “I’m going out after the wreck today.”


  “Tewi go along, please?”


  “Of course. Finish up here and be at the field by nine.” Rising from the table and dropping his napkin, he prodded the drylander’s ribs with a thick thumb to restore his good humor.


  It worked. “Good-by please, Master,” the drylander chuckled, his face crinkling into a mirthful grin. “Tewi not be late.”


  STOCKTON left the apartment, a ray of hope shining in his tired eyes. This was the beginning of his vindication.


  At the field, he found Rawlins bossing three husky wranglers as they loaded fuel into the Atlas. His eyes traveled the ninety-foot length and thirty-foot diameter of her. The Atlas was one of the most powerful of the modern tugs, crammed to the inner plates with machinery, her propulsion jets as huge as those of a liner.


  No cargo space was needed, only blasting power. Without a tow, she was as fast as anything in space. And some day he’d own her completely, without strings. Though, if his hunch about the Achilles was wrong, he didn’t know how he’d make the next payment.


  Dick Rawlins was standing beside him now. “You didn’t say where we’re going,” he ventured.


  Stockton looked at the wranglers his engineer had hired. They were a tough looking trio. But then, all wranglers were like that.


  “Sorry, Dick,” he said apologetically. “This is a very special trip. Can’t tell you about it until we’re safely off.”


  Rawlins, a chubby, perpetually smiling roly-poly, winked a knowing eye. “Salvage?” he whispered.


  “Shut up!” hissed Stockton commandingly. “Once any of the vultures around this field get that idea, it’ll be too bad for my purposes.”


  The engineer sobered quickly and nodded toward the three men who were tumbling out of airlock for a new load.


  “They’re all right, I think,” said Rawlins. “Best I could get at what we can pay.”


  “I suppose so,” Stockton agreed. “But mum’s the word—all the way. Is Sparks on board yet?”


  The engineer shook his head. “Not yet. But he’ll be here. Told me he could just make it.” Rawlins chuckled to himself. “Funny, it’s a hundred years since there was any spark wireless on the ocean and yet they still call our space ethertype boys ‘Sparks.’ Seems to fit, at that—they’re pretty smart guys.”


  “Yeah.” Something about the swagger of one of the wranglers had caught Stockton’s eye. But a second look convinced him he’d never seen the husky fellow before. “Anyone else show up yet?” he asked Rawlins. “A guy named Tomlinson?”


  “No,” Rawlins said, scratching his head in thought. “Who’s he?”


  “Tell you about that later, too, Dick. Get your duffel aboard while I go to the Port Office to file clearance papers. And, if this Tomlinson shows up, tell him to wait for me in our office.”


  “Okay. And no questions.” Dick Rawlins winked over his lasting grin.


  “No questions,” Stockton said.


  It lacked just ten minutes of nine o’clock when Stockton returned from the Port Office. There’d been some difficulty—no one seemed to take his word for anything any more, since the Achilles disaster. But he had gotten his clearance papers without too much difficulty and now greeted Tomlinson in his own little shack of an office.


  The Bureau man was tall and skinny and solemn. There was nothing much about his features to make you remember him by, except that he was as bald as a billiard ball. But you wouldn’t soon forget his eyes, which were a sort of washed-out color and seemed to look right through you. He was without enthusiasm over the trip and told Stockton so in no uncertain terms.


  “You know, of course, this will cost you money if you’re not right about the Achilles?” he said sourly. “It might get you in serious trouble as well.”


  “I’m taking that chance,” snapped Stockton. “But I’d like to know why in hell Stockton and Son paid taxes all these years if it wasn’t to merit the help of their own government when needed.”


  TOMLINSON stuck out a warning finger. “Don’t go off half-cocked, young fellow,” the Bureau man advised him calmly. “I don’t doubt you’re all right. But I’ve seen a lot of phoney deals in my time. And I’m just warning you.” The spaceman eyed him narrowly. “You know something you aren’t telling me?” he asked.


  Tomlinson shrugged. “Maybe. Anyway, I’m here. Are we ready to go?”


  “Do you know whether everybody’s on board?” Stockton asked.


  “Yes; Rawlins said to tell you. Your little drylander and the ethertype man just went through the lock a few minutes ago.”


  “Then, let’s go.” As Stockton prepared to lock the office, Tomlinson handed him a hand-size neutron blaster. “What’s this for?” he asked wonderingly.


  “You never know,” the Bureau man told him without a smile but with a look that both drilled and chilled him. “Put it in your pocket.”


  The agent did know something then.


  Tewi was fluttering around in the control room when Stockton slid into the pilot’s seat, his button eyes alight with anticipation.


  “Sit down before you’re knocked down, Tewi,” he cautioned. Then the spaceman fed the bright metal disc the girl had given him into the calculator before he turned to the controls of the Atlas.


  The machine started chittering and clucking at its task of integrating the present orbit of the shattered Achilles from the data on the disc’s rim. Their take-off siren shrieked outside then and the Atlas blasted away from the field to the stuttering roar of her atom jets.


  In the shock cushions beside him, Tewi was grinning delightedly.


  “Never saw you so tickled over a take-off,” grunted Stockton.


  “Tewi never on trip like this,” was the drylander’s reply.


  “No, and maybe you’ll wish you hadn’t come.” A grim sense of foreboding assailed the spaceman. Even the drylander’s grin was not natural.


  Stockton swung the Atlas around into the escape curve which would sweep them out of the earth’s gravity along the plane of the ecliptic. The landscape below them slid away in a receding blur that merged into vast, relief-map rotundity. The calculator clunked triumphantly and snicked out a printed solution.


  Stockton studied it carefully and set up the figures on the three dimensional coordinating wheels of the robot pilot. The Achilles was swinging in its endless path two degrees twenty minutes off the ecliptic somewhere between the orbits of Mars and Ceres. Their own course would be set automatically to intersect that path at the precise time, as determined by the velocities and curvatures, when they would meet up with the helplessly circling wreck.


  The robot computator set up its interminable chatter and the Atlas was taken over, swinging of her own accord on the newly laid course.


  The spaceman wheeled from the controls to gaze into the chilling, accusing eyes of Tomlinson.


  “What’re you doing with a Venusian girl in the ethertype cabin?” the Bureau man asked him sternly.


  “Venusian girl! Why—” Stockton had not noticed Tewi trying to slip out of the control room. “Lindi Tefra!” he bellowed. “How’d she get aboard?”


  HE clattered up the companionway to find out, with Tomlinson hard at his heels. Sure enough, there was the girl, looking smart but rather scared in Sparks’ uniform. Tewi was there, interposing his insignificant form between her and his angry “Master.”


  With an effort, the spaceman held his temper in check. “What’s the idea?” he demanded of the girl. “I don’t need anyone to tell me that Tewi’s in on this. But what did you do it for?”


  Lindi Tefra dropped her long lashes and it stirred Grant Stockton.


  “You wouldn’t let me talk last night,” she explained. “And there are so many things—well, I just had to come along. I paid Sparks and I’m a first rate operator—so isn’t it all right?”


  “I—I suppose so.” Stockton was confused now by this unexpected development as he was by the girl’s fragrant nearness and the menacing presence of Tomlinson. “We couldn’t turn back now anyway and—well—just as long as you stay put here and tend to your own knitting, okay.”


  “Thank you,” said the beautiful Venusian girl relievedly.


  “And you’ll stay here with her, Tewi,” Stockton ordered the grinning drylander, despising himself for going soft. But, after all, it was no fault of the girl that she had a murdering rat for a brother.


  Tomlinson nodded grudging approval. . . .


  Something was screwy about all this, Stockton knew. He told Dick Rawlins all he thought necessary to make the facts known without result beyond the engineer’s usual jovial yes-yessing. He tried without success to get the impassive Tomlinson to open up, feeling sure the agent had formulated certain suspicions. He sized up the three space wranglers at close range and made nothing out of that. Stockton began to think himself a superstitious fool. Yet, his apprehensions persisted.


  He couldn’t understand why the girl had come to him in the first place, nor how she knew so much. It wasn’t just to help out an Earthman she had never seen before, that was certain. And where was her brother? Who were the toughs that had assaulted her? And why? There must have been something she hadn’t told him. But that was his own fault—he should have let her talk. And now she’d smuggled herself aboard! With the impressionable Tewi to help her.


  Tomlinson was prowling around the ship like a ghoul. That made Stockton jittery, too. He’d have been better off without the snooper. Or would he? From the deadly little blaster in his pocket, it was obvious the Bureau man shared some of his misgivings—or had others he’d not thought of. Funny that Tomlinson hadn’t questioned him more.


  They were nearing the end of their quest now and nothing unusual had happened. With the Atlas decelerating and the robot compensator working overtime to correct the approach curve for constantly changing velocity, they had made good time, though using only about half the acceleration of which the tug was capable. There was no need for extreme haste.


  Suddenly Grant galvanized into action at the tinkling of the approach alarm. He swung around to the disc of the detectoscope and moved the image finder in the direction indicated. A fast ethership was swinging past them on the same course! It was imparative that he get ethertype contact at once. He jabbed at the radio room signal.


  There was no response!


  Taking the companionway steps two at a time, Stockton burst into the cubby. It was empty! No. A human form lay twisted grotesquely under the table, crumpled up like mi old paper bag. Tewi!


  Stockton rolled him out onto the floor, a rigid, cramped up little bundle. Relievedly, he found he was only in the cataleptic state induced by a paralysis ray. But he would be this way for more than two hours and he wouldn’t be able to tell what had happened.


  The spaceman rose up, his jaw set grimly. The girl had done this. Why? Where was she now? Undoubtedly she had ethertyped their course to that ship which just passed some time back. And she would be in on the salvaging of the Achilles, with the Atlas left out in the cold. Not if he could help it, he swore to himself.


  Picking up the tight form of Tewi, Stockton started back toward the little drylander’s cabin. Tomlinson came panting down the corridor.


  “Well,” he sneered. “Your Venusian darling has jumped ship. And one of your wrangler’s went with her. What is this you’re pulling, Stockton?”


  “Jumped ship!” Stockton exclaimed. “What do you mean?”


  “Just that. They’ve gone off in one of the lifeboats, the two of them.”


  “Wait.” Grant Stockton entered the sleeping cubby and placed the unconscious Tewi tenderly on his bunk. Bitterly, he came out to face the angry-eyed Tomlinson.


  “So you’ve knocked out your own manservant, too,” the Bureau man growled. “Nice goings-on.”


  “That’s a lie!” Stockton shouted. “If you’re half as good as the Bureau said you were, you’d see something’s being put over on me. And after all, the only reason you’re along is to witness that there was no contraband on the Achilles. Otherwise, you can keep your nose out of my business. Get me?” Tomlinson grinned sourly as the spaceman whirled angrily and stalked off to the control cabin. . . .


  The Atlas was circling in now, under complete control of the robot pilot. In the. detectoscope screen, Stockton studied a tiny speck that alternately glittered in the sun and vanished as they swung around it. It drew rapidly nearer. It was the Achilles!


  Another speck swung into view at the same instant. The ship which had passed him! Because of its greater speed, it hadn’t been able to close in as swiftly as he, had passed and been forced to swing out into a wider orbit. Stockton chortled gleefully to himself. If someone was trying to beat him to the salvage, they’d been too late, girl or no girl. He’d have his grapples on the wreck first. Unless—


  Grimly he tightened his spiral, holding to the shock seat, fighting against four gravities deceleration. Then he swung in directly astern of the wreck, blasted mightily forward and was soon drifting alongside. He gloried in the clank of the magnetic grapples as they took hold.


  Tomlinson was already slipping into a space suit when he came into the exit lock aft. Fully accoutred, both carrying blasters, they went out through the lock.


  Stockton groaned into his helmet radio as he shoved himself across the narrow space separating the two hulls. The lifeboat from the Atlas was clinging to the hull of the Achilles up near the bow. The girl and her accomplice had beaten him to it! But that wouldn’t affect the salvage award. It was his; even the lifeboat was Stockton property.


  “More funny business!” grunted Tomlinson.


  “Oh, shut up!” Stockton flung back into his helmet mike. “You stick to your job and I’ll stick to mine.”


  They were inching along the hull, shuffling their heavy magnetic shoes. A black ship swooped in—a Terrestria tug! Second best in the race, but obviously preparing to come alongside. None of it made sense to the puzzled spaceman.


  THEN they were inside. A lump was in young Stockton’s throat as he made his way through the well-known corridors of the Achilles. A crumpled mass here and there showed how the men had died when their air swooshed out into space and the cold crept in.


  “Better stick together,” suggested Tomlinson tremulously.


  “Right,” the Spaceman said, leading the way down into the cargo hold.


  They had seen nothing of the girl or the space wrangler. There came faintly to them the vibratory shock of the other ship laying hold with her grapples. Then Tomlinson had stopped alongside a couple of boxes that were pushed in back of crated plows consigned to Europa. In the light of his atom lamp, the lettering on those boxes stood out in bold relief, engraved themselves on Stockton’s brain. It made his head swim.


  “Not carrying contraband, eh?” Tomlinson sneered softly. “Right here—already—two thousand disintegrator exciter capsules designated for the Planetary Expeditionary Force of Mars.”


  “I swear,” faltered Stockton, “those were not aboard when the Achilles left. They—oh, to hell with it. I’m going to find that girl!”


  He started forward and lost Tomlinson in the maze of passages. Stockton’s heart was sick but rage mounted swiftly. He snapped off his light.


  Stumbling up toward the control room, he was halted by the blinding glare of an atom lamp that bored steadily into his eyes.


  “Keep your hands away from your belt, Grant Stockton,” a cool, clipped voice warned. Lindi Tefra! “Up—get them up. That’s it. I’ve got you covered.”


  “You rotten traitor!” he gritted. “All right, you have me. So now what?


  “Just walk toward the light—toward me,” Lindi ordered. “That’s all.”


  The spaceman walked, hands held high. He could see nothing but that blinding glare. But there was no doubt of the sincerity of the girl’s words. Her voice was crisp, deadly. When he was almost into the blaze of the atom flame a hand reached out into the dazzling light and flicked his neutron blaster from his belt. The light swung away and he could see.


  “Now,” said the girl, “follow me.”


  Raging inwardly, but wondering amazedly, Stockton followed her.


  Instead of going to the control room she led him to the ethertype cabin. Wordlessly, Lindi pointed to the two bodies. One was the Achilles’ operator, a gruesome, flattened object on the floorplates, the haft of a Martian knife projecting from his back.


  The other, draped sickeningly over the ethertype desk with a knotted hand still at the controls of the apparatus, was dressed in the remnants of civilian clothes. On the extended wrist was tattooed the red circle insignia of the Martian espionage organization. The tape in the machine was that of the Achilles’ final message—which had been sent out by a Martian spy!


  “Now,” said the girl more gently. “I want you to see something else.”


  She led the way across the bridge to where a great hole gaped in the hull of the helpless vessel. Lindi Tefra swung the beam of her atom lamp along the iron edges of the hull plates, completely blotting out the view of the starry heavens. The plates were not fused, as they would have been from the energies of a blaster, but were bent and twisted and sprung outward! The Achilles had been blasted from within by a high explosive bomb. A Martian trick throughout. Suicide spies.


  “This is what I wanted to prove,” said the girl.


  “Hold it,” came the stern voice of Tomlinson.


  THE debris-littered compartment sprang into light as a half dozen space-suited figures showed up. The girl dropped both blasters to the floorplates.


  “I’m afraid I’ll have to arrest you two,” said Tomlinson.


  Stockton caught what he thought was a note of regret in the Bureau man’s voice. “What for?” he demanded. “On whose charges?”


  A big man stepped from the group, his face florid through the glassite helmet of his suit. He was Arthur Henderson, President of the Acme Insurance Co.


  “On fraud charges, Stockton,” he boomed. “Attempted fraud. We have proved there was contraband on the Achilles. The records of—”


  “I’m sorry to differ,” Lindi Tefra spoke up. “There was no contraband on the Achilles until an hour ago. I can prove it.”


  “What?” exclaimed Grant Stockton. “How, Lindi?”


  “Just follow me, all of you,” Lindi bade them.


  “I object to this, Tomlinson,” Henderson spouted. “You saw the cases yourself. Isn’t that proof enough?” But they all followed the waddling figure of the girl, ridiculous in her bloated space suit. They followed her to one of the exit ports of the wreck, followed her to the lifeboat from the Atlas, where it was clamped to the hull by its grapples.


  Inside its narrow confines was a twisted, unconscious form. The space wrangler Stockton had been doubtful of. Beside him was another case of disintegrator excitation capsules.


  “When I saw what he was up to,” explained the girl, “I fixed him. He could only carry two cases at a time and came back for this one. One of your employees, isn’t he, Mr. Henderson?”


  “Planting the stuff, eh?” growled Tomlinson. “It’ll be you I’ll have to take in, Arthur. I had an idea that—” Henderson made a swift break, shambling off along the hull of the Achilles toward his own ship, his men trailing after him. But the Bureau man was equal to the occasion. His neutron blaster spat soundlessly in the vacuum of space and the President of Acme Insurance was floundering about against the hull of the wreck, his magnetic shoes blown out of commission. Just as his form started drifting into the void due to the force of one of his energetic shoves, Tomlinson had him. Alive!


  And that was that. . . .


  Later on board the Atlas, which was towing both the Achilles and the Acme tug earthward, Arthur Henderson and his men were prisoners of the World Government of Terra. Stockton, Lindi Tefra, Tomlinson and Tewi, who had recovered, thrashed it out at dinner.


  “If it hadn’t been that we’ve had our eyes on Acme for a long time previously,” the Bureau man said, “I’d not have been along on the trip. They’ve reneged on too many claims lately and it was beginning to look fishy to the Bureau. But the Venusian girl here complicated things in my mind. And I wasn’t so sure of you, either, Stockton, as we knew the desperate straits you were in. The whole thing was screwy at first.


  “But it’s clear now. The girl’s brother was tried on Venus by a tribunal of the Peace Conference, sentenced to life in prison. Acme had agents snooping around that trial and when the girl tried to defend her brother they learned somehow that she had that disc. Of course she didn’t dare spring that at the trial as the disc would make things look blacker for him than ever. Thanks to the Martian spies timing their suicidal sabotage just right for that purpose. But they got wise to the disc and that’s why Acme thugs assaulted her when she got to Terra. They wanted the disc.”


  TOMLINSON paused, went on:


  “Failing in that, they put a man on the Atlas with the contraband to plant on the Achilles. They didn’t need anyone to radio our course; all they had to do was stick to searching ray indications. So they followed in one of their own tugs to try two things.


  “If they could get to the Achilles first, they’d win salvage rights besides having the evidence of the contraband to save the insurance definitely. Failing to get there first, they’d be on hand for the pay-off anyway—and they were. Nice scheme, only it didn’t work out.”


  Stockton turned to the girl, whose dark eyes were softly luminous. “Why didn’t you tell me about your brother’s trial in the beginning?” he asked her.


  “You wouldn’t let me,” she reminded him. “You hated Venusians so.”


  Grant Stockton felt the color spread to the roots of his hair. “That’s right,” he admitted. “I was a fool.” His hand went out to take hold of hers.


  Tewi’s grin crinkled from ear to ear. “Miss Lindi play smart one on wrangler, too,” he gloated.


  “She sure did,” agreed the spaceman. “How on earth, Lindi, did you get him to take you along in the lifeboat? And what was he doing in the ethertype cabin, anyway?”


  The girl dropped her long lashes. “I—I vamped him, I guess. You see I was afraid you wouldn’t let me on the Achilles. And then he asked to send a message to the Acme ship. Suspecting something, I let him do it, figuring it couldn’t do any harm that late in their game and that I might be able to do something to fool them.


  “It worked. I told him I hated you on account of the war, that I was trying to keep you from getting the Achilles too. I did that just to egg him on to take me along so I’d be sure to learn what I wanted. I didn’t know he’d paralyze Tewi.”


  “So sorry,” said the imperturbable drylander, grinning.


  “You are not,” said Stockton, feeling like a fool. “You old rascal, I think you had a lot to do with some of this yourself.”


  “Maybe so, Master.” The fluted parchment straightened solemnly.


  “Anyway,” the girl interposed hastily, “I have the evidence to free my brother and to release Venus from the reparations payments. This will make a new peace treaty imperative—knowing now that Mars pulled the stunt deliberately to get Terra in on their side against Venus. You see, I knew all this beforehand—except knowledge about the insurance people’s activities. My brother knew there was no contraband on board. He’d used the x-search ray. He was only taking a picture when the Achilles blew out from inside. But that picture would only convict him. I just had to prove he was right by actually getting to the Achilles wreck. Investigating, I learned of your troubles. So I came to you to try and right two wrongs at one time.


  “And now you have the Achilles and her cargo, Grant. The insurance people will have to repair her and pay any difference between salvage value and what she and her cargo were insured for. And you—”


  Lrindi’s dark head was so close to Stockton’s he could catch her elusive fragrance. Tomlinson slipped out of the dining salon unnoticed. Tewi continued to grin and goggle.


  “And I?” The spaceman leaned nearer, forgetting everything else in what smote him so overpoweringly.


  “Well—you—” Anything said after that was with lips so closely locked you wouldn’t have understood it anyway.


  Dick Rawlins looked in just then with his perpetual grin expanded wider than ever.


  “Doggone it; I’m never in on anything,” he muttered.


  MESSAGE FROM VENUS


  R.R. Winterbotham


  A lifeboat makes the jump across the void without braking fuel!


  THE VENUSIANS had one admirable characteristic. When they set out to do a thing, nothing could stop them. Captain Paul Bonnet had said something to this effect to Major Rogers and it made the old man so angry that he almost court-martialed the youth.


  “We’re going to stop them!” the major roared.


  Captain Bonnet glanced up into the sky, already dark with the ballooned bodies of the Venusian bipeds. The creatures looked like huge sausages, except that there was something deadly about them.


  On the approaches to Outpost 53, sweating men labored on the caissons of twelve batteries of Amorg twenty-fives, pouring atomic destruction into a solidly packed mass of Venusians advancing through the wire entanglements.


  Captain Bonnet nodded to the major. “You’re right, sir!” He turned to the members of his crew who were manning an anti-rocket gun. “Did you hear that? Knock ’em out of the sky!”


  The gun coughed Amorg vapor into the sky. A gaping hole appeared directly overhead where the bodies of at least a hundred Venusians were disintegrated. Before the gun could be recharged the hole disappeared, filled by more bulging Venusians.


  Lieutenant Bill Riley wiped the sweat from his face with his soiled coat sleeve.


  “It’s like bailing a boat with a sieve!” he said.


  Major Rogers looked as though he were going to have apoplexy.


  “We’ll get ’em,” Captain Bonnet announced, winking at his lieutenant.


  Lieutenant Riley grinned. There was a great deal in common between the captain and the lieutenant, besides the fact that they were both officers of the same space ship—The Piece of Sky—which now lay ruined on the landing field, its plates dissolved by acid poured from the sky by the Venusians.


  Both officers were young and husky. Both had seen action on the Martian canals and this wasn’t the first meeting they had had with Venusians.


  “If they had any sense they’d know they were licked,” the captain added, casting his steely blue eyes at the entanglements. The place was a grisly sight, strewn with parts of thousands of long-bodied Venusians.


  But the captain knew and the lieutenant knew—perhaps even the major knew—that Outpost 53 was worth any sacrifice the Venusians were willing to make. If this post were captured, the Venusians could control their planet again. There were any number of reasons why it was best that the planet be governed by terrestrials, and not all of them were commercial. The Venusians were murderous, evil, destructive creatures who hated every other living thing in the universe.


  Captain Bonnet checked his casualties. Of his crew of sixty, three were dead and twelve paralyzed by the poisoned darts the Venusians used. The other forty-five were half dead from exhaustion. Three days of fighting was about all any man could stand.


  Captain Bonnet’s men had been in a more or less exposed position during the first part of the battle and their casualties had been heavy while they tried to prevent The Piece of Sky’s destruction. But probably ten percent of the fifteen hundred men who manned Outpost 53 were out of the action now, the majority of them suffering temporary paralysis from dart poison. The captain realized that the attack would continue until the Venusians captured the post.


  The radio power house had been destroyed first of all. Then the space ship had been wrecked. The outpost was cut off from communication with the earth. Reinforcements who could attack the Venusians from above and disperse them would not be due for two months. If Outpost 53 lasted three weeks, it would mean fighting to the last man.


  Lieutenant Riley reached into his bag between coughs of the Amorg gun. He brought out a slender bottle and pulled the cork. He pressed the bottle into Captain Bonnet’s hand.


  “Martian Zingo,” the lieutenant said. “A friend of mine gave it to me for a little service in the Canal campaign on Mars. I’ve been saving it for a special occasion and it looks like this is it. Here’s to our short and merry lives, Captain!”


  NIGHT brought some relief, although the poisoned darts still rained on the outpost and the ground was lighted with flashes of the atom guns.


  Major Rogers, his face drawn with weariness, stomped to the spacemen’s battery.


  “We’ve got to get a man through to earth, Captain,” the major said. “Can’t your ship be fixed?”


  The captain shook his head. “No, sir.”


  “Doesn’t your ship carry a lifeboat?”


  “It does, but you couldn’t make the earth in that—and survive. The lifeboat carries just enough fuel to land on a planet. That fuel would be used on the takeoff.”


  “But if you got off Venus and aimed the boat toward the earth, nothing would keep it from getting there, would it?”


  “No, I suppose not, sir.”


  “Then we’ve got to do it. Yes, yes, I know. It’s suicide. But it’s suicide not to try it. We simply must get a message through to the earth. We’ll ask for volunteers.”


  “No need of that, Major,” the captain said. “I’ll make the trip.”


  “One man couldn’t do it,” broke in Lieutenant Riley. “I’m going along.”


  “You know what it means?” the captain asked his friend.


  “Any spaceman knows what a forty-five million mile trip in a lifeboat means, you mug,” the lieutenant replied. “But I’d rather die quickly in a crash landing than to face what the Venusians probably have thought up for us when they whittle us down to their size.”


  “By gad! You’re both heroes.”


  “Umph!” said Captain Bonnet, who had been a hero before.


  “What’s that?”


  “I was about to say: we’d better get started. It’s getting late.”


  “Good! Take a detail to your ship and get the lifeboat ready. Then you and the lieutenant get some rest. I’ll call you in an hour for the takeoff.”


  THE Piece of Sky’s lifeboat was scarcely one hundred feet in length. It was powered by fourteen rocket valves, fed from detachable fuel containers, so arranged that as fast as a fuel drum was emptied it could be dropped from the rocket. The ship was streamlined from the nose to tail, but it was flattened on the bottom, so that either of two possible types of landing maneuvers could be attempted.


  Attempted was the correct word, for lifeboats of space ships were never the last word in navigable machines. They were to be used only as a last resort under desperate circumstances. No lifeboat had ever been built as a machine for lengthy interplanetary travel. But the universe is foolproof to a certain extent. Any piece of matter is sure to obey the laws of the universe. Captain Bonnet supposed that if the lifeboat succeeded in taking off, and if it were put on the right orbit, it could reach the earth in time to send reinforcements back to Venus.


  As Captain Paul Bonnet and Lieutenant Bill Riley took their places in the ship, Major Rogers explained that the craft had been equipped with a small parachute to be used just before the lifeboat crashed in dropping a message to authorities that Outpost 53 had been attacked and that reinforcements were needed.


  “After you drop the message, you men are on your own,” the major explained.


  “You mean we’re to try to get out of it, if we can?” asked Captain Bonnet dryly. “Humph!”


  A few minutes later the lifeboat’s rockets roared and the craft soared upward through Venusian clouds to deliver a message to Terra.


  Captain Bonnet watched the rockets drain the fuel tank on the takeoff. His gravity gauge told him that he was going to make it. Once beyond Venus and nosed toward the earth, which was approaching conjunction, no more fuel would be needed. The ship would be seized by terrestrial gravity and brought home. There would be a period of uncomfortable warmth as the sides of the ship became red hot in the earth’s atmosphere. A few moments of frantic work dropping the parachute over some populous region of the earth, and then a crash that would mean the end.


  Each man had gone over the details of what he was to do. Each man had told himself that there was no end to this trip except death, yet each man hoped that in some way he could avoid the final disaster. If there were only some way a space ship could be landed without fuel!


  “It’s no use,” Captain Bonnet said. “Up to the end of the Twentieth Century, when all problems dealing with space navigation were worked out, excepting space flight itself, all of the experts agreed that there was no practical way of landing a space ship. It wasn’t until the Twenty-first Century that the spiral landing orbit was discovered and it took another century to discover the Rippler force method of landing a ship intact.”


  “At least the Rippler method’s out,” Lieutenant Riley said dryly. “We’d have to have fifty gallons of fuel to land a fourteen-valve lifeboat on its rocket jets.”


  “Even the spiral landing orbit would require twenty-five gallons,” Captain Bonnet pointed out. “Both methods are out. We’ve got about two gallons of rocket fuel in the tank and we’ll need most of it in the cooling system to keep us from burning up until we can drop the message.”


  Hours ticked swiftly away as the space ship moved closer to the earth. The craft had reached the middle of its course, where terrestrial and Venusian gravities neutralized, with speed to spare. From now on it would accelerate slowly under the pull of the earth’s attraction and it could be expected to enter the earth’s atmosphere at a speed greater than 200 miles a second. The entire trip from Venus to the earth would take about 72 hours. The job of decelerating from 200 miles a second to less than ten would be taken care of in the 1,000 miles of atmosphere lying above the earth. It could be accomplished with no more discomfort than a passenger in a car experiences in a sudden stop. But the last ten miles per second deceleration would mean the overcoming of the force of gravity itself.


  Captain Bonnet considered the danger of the moon interfering with the ship’s flight to earth. He discovered, to his relief, that the moon was out of the way, on the opposite side of the earth. At least he would not have to use precious fuel to keep the craft from landing on the moon.


  He checked the cooling apparatus. It seemed in perfect working condition and should keep the two passengers from roasting alive until the ship crashed. At least this was a comfort.


  Lieutenant Riley, who had been sleeping, opened his eyes.


  “Say, Paul, I’ve an idea!”


  “Yeah? Spill it.”


  “Why couldn’t we keep the ship in an orbit outside the earth’s atmosphere until it is sighted by telescope?”


  “There are two pretty good reasons for that,” Paul Bonnet replied. “In the first place we’ll be going too fast. If we tried to get into an orbit we’d sail right out again. To become a satellite of the earth—and I suppose that’s what you’re thinking of—we’d have to slow ourselves down to exactly the right speed necessary to overcome the earth’s gravity. That would be hard to do with the instruments on this lifeboat, even if we had the fuel necessary to brake. In the second place, if we got close enough to the earth to be seen by a telescope, our orbital speed would be too fast for any ’scope to keep us in focus. We’d be mistaken on photographs for a meteor.”


  “I guess we’re up against it, eh Paul?”


  “I’ve been thinking,” Captain Bonnet said.


  “What’s this, a joke?”


  “There’s one plan that might work—a suicide plan. But even that might be spoiled by an accident.”


  “If there’s a chance we ought to take it.”


  “The message goes overboard first,” the captain said. “After that we save ourselves. I’ve been studying the charts and I know just where we ought to land—that is in which hemisphere.”


  “Yeah? Which?”


  “We’re going to land somewhere in the Pacific.”


  “That’s a nice thought. Who’s going to pick up our message in the middle of the Pacific?”


  “That’s what gave me the idea of our suicide plan,” Captain Bonnet said. “In order to drop the message over a city, we’ve got to float around the earth until we get near one . . .


  Captain Bonnet began to explain his idea. The ship was going to hit the earth’s atmosphere at a terrific pace. The deceleration would be pretty stiff—might be fatal—unless it were done gradually, but spacemen had learned the trick of pancaking a flatbottomed craft on top of the atmosphere, then diving; pancaking again, diving again, until the deceleration was accomplished.


  This method of deceleration usually was accomplished with some use of rockets and it led to the old time spiral landing orbit. The atmosphere was the chief brake and the rockets were used to maneuver the craft into dives and pancakes. A first class cooling system was needed, of course, to carry off the heat of atmospheric friction, but the lifeboat was equipped with a cooling system and there was nothing to worry about from this source.


  But the lifeboat had little fuel. Captain Bonnet, however, had flown airplanes. He knew that braking could be accomplished without fuel if the flat-bottomed ship were used as a plane. He planned to use airplane tactics to slow the ship down to a speed closely approximating the escape velocity of the earth—6.9 miles a second. This would enable the ship to soar over the earth until it was over a good sized city, where the message from Outpost 53 would be dropped.


  “But if we land at that speed—and gravity will see to it we don’t hit much slower—we’ll be buried deep in the ground. Even if we hit the ocean, the deceleration will kill us—”


  “Would it? There have been records of meteors striking the ground so lightly they did little more than raise a cloud of dust.”


  “We’re not a meteor.”


  “We’re practically a meteor and there’s one chance in a million that we can duplicate what a meteor can do, Bill. It’s our only chance.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  ROCKET engineers in developing machines for space travel had found speed the foremost bugaboo. It was the speed a rocket had to attain to leave terrestrial gravity that balked engineers. There also was man’s instinctive fear of going fast, in spite of the assurances of science that speed, in itself, was harmless. It was acceleration and deceleration that killed people.


  One might travel seven miles a second indefinitely and suffer no ill effects, one he got going that rate of speed. However, one might die quickly while attaining it. Drugs enabled spacemen to withstand several gravities of acceleration or deceleration without fatal effects and there were a few of these pills aboard. But any speed change greater than nine or ten gravities would be dangerous under any conditions.


  The craft neared the earth. Already the travelers could make out the dim outlines of the continental areas.


  The gravity gauge registered the earth’s pull strongly and Captain Bonnet calculated that they were nearing the outer limits of the atmosphere. He twisted a valve a fraction of a turn.


  From a steering jet, a tiny needle of flame shot into the ether. From another jet, a second flame glowed for an instant. The space ship turned, wheeling the onrushing earth out of line with the lifeboat’s prow. Now the huge, radiant ball peeked into the craft through the glass window in the floor, but the ship’s direction of travel continued toward it as before.


  Captain Bonnet shut off the valves.


  conserving every ounce of rocket fuel that remained in the tanks. Lieutenant Riley started the cooling mechanism and for an instant the craft became uncomfortably cold.


  This discomfort lasted only a few minutes, however, for the craft soon began to strike the first atoms of the atmosphere and its sides began to glow with heat. The space ship was fast becoming a meteor flashing into the atmosphere of the earth.


  There was a sudden jerk. Once more Bonnet twisted the valve, nosing the streamlined craft downward slightly to allow these atoms of air to strike the sides less forcefully. There was danger of a blackout if the deceleration were too fast.


  The ship dived forward and Bonnet used more precious fuel to turn it broadside again. The craft slowed, this time not so violently.


  The atoms of the atmosphere were audible now as whistling screams as the ship spiraled one thousand miles above the earth.


  Captain Bonnet watched the air speed indicator. For a long time it stood at twenty miles a second—the highest speed it would register. Then it began to slow: nineteen, fifteen, twelve, nine, seven miles a second.


  Instead of decreasing the speed further, he nosed the craft down. The speed increased slightly, and then, like an airplane in flight, he brought the craft slowly broadside by degrees. The effect of the slow turn was to catch the atoms on the flat bottom so that the downward rush was transformed into a horizontal rush. The craft was speeding in an orbit parallel to the surface of the earth. Captain Bonnet had brought the space ship out of a tail spin.


  Instantly he shut off the fuel valves, leaving the remainder of the fuel available for the cooling apparatus.


  Lieutenant Riley looked wide-eyed at the hemisphere beneath the craft.


  “Well, we’re here and we’ve less than a gallon of fuel,” he said. “What next?”


  “Unless there’s an accident, we’re going to land on an ounce or two,” Captain Bonnet replied. “A meteor doesn’t use any fuel, but it has accidents. That tiny bit of fuel is going to keep us from having an accident—I hope.”


  “That fuel is mighty potent,” the lieutenant admitted. “It’s the most powerful explosive known. But old Terra’s gravity is a pretty big thing, too.”


  “For every action there must be a reaction,” Captain Bonnet said. “Strangely, no one ever considered this principle in respect to coming down, as well as going up.”


  “Gravity is action and you’re the reaction in that case,” the lieutenant observed.


  “Not exactly. The escape velocity of the earth is gravity in reverse—if we can twist our minds around to think of it that way. We manufacture the escape velocity with our rocket fuel and use it to neutralize gravity. An object going 6.9 miles a second goes far enough around the earth in a second that the earth’s curvature doesn’t catch up with it, so to speak.”


  “I hope you’re sure of your reactions, although it doesn’t make a lot of difference if we get this message down.”


  “We’re hitting the atmosphere at a speed close to the escape velocity of the earth. If we were going that speed we’d never get any closer to the surface. But we’re being slowed so that we’re falling—not very fast, but fast enough. Our speed around the earth is about 6.9 miles a second, minus a few decimals. Our speed toward the earth isn’t very fast—I’d say a few feet a second. Our only problem now is to stop our forward speed without speeding our downward speed.”


  “I don’t suppose you’re very optimistic about it?” the lieutenant asked, hopefully.


  “No,” the captain admitted, “but we can try. You’ve seen airplanes land at speeds of one hundred miles an hour or more. That was their speed forward. Their speed downward was measured in feet per minute. That’s our problem now. We’ve got to land like an airplane—make a deadstock landifig without crashing.”


  “Oh we might be able to land, but the minute we touch, some of our forward speed is going to get us into trouble. Remember, an airplane has wheels.”


  Captain Bonnet pointed to a small globe painted with a map of the world. His finger touched a dot in the South Pacific near the Antarctic continent at 60 degrees south latitude and 120 degrees west longitude.


  “That’s Dougherty Island,” he said. “Between that island and San Francisco are 6,300 miles of empty Pacific ocean. We’re going to try to land near Dougherty Island at a speed so fast we’ll barely touch the surface of the water. But as we touch the water, the frictional heat of the sides of our space ship will transform the water instantly into steam. The steam will cushion our ship against shock and decelerate us rapidly—but not too rapidly for endurance. The stop will be rough, but we can take it. We ought to be able to stop in 6,300 miles.”


  “Whew! A steam landing!”


  CAPTAIN BONNET kept his hands on the control, ready to use a few drops of precious fuel to keep the craft in its spiral parallel to the surface of the earth. The earth seemed to float upward slowly to meet the space ship.


  The interior of the craft grew uncomfortably hot, but the cooling system worked.


  A vast expanse of white appeared directly below the craft. It was the South Polar ice cap.


  “We’re over James Ellsworth Land,” the captain said, checking his position. “That’s about twenty-three degrees east of the longitude of Dougherty Island. That’s lucky.”


  “Lucky?” said the lieutenant.


  “We can circle the earth once, drop our message over some city and get back on the right longitude,” the captain explained. “It’ll take us about an hour and a half at our present speed to make the circumnavigation. In that time the earth will turn twenty-two and one-half degrees beneath us.”


  The Pacific ocean flashed beneath the craft. The ship struck the continent on the coast of Mexico and skirted above eastern Texas. Over Kansas City, Captain Bonnet jerked a lever to release the message of the beleaguered Venusian garrison.


  The lieutenant watched it fall slowly down toward the ground.


  Then he groaned.


  “We’ve failed!” he said. “The parachute dropped in the Missouri river! The last chance to save the garrison is lost!”


  Captain Bonnet turned to his companion. “It isn’t the last chance—if our landing works!”


  The craft soared northward into Canada, passing some distance west of Hudson Bay. It crossed the Arctic sea, reached Siberia and then zoomed southward, flying dangerously close to the tall peaks of the Himalayas. Each minute saw it moving closer to the earth.


  The craft shot across the Indian Ocean and entered the Antarctic again. The Antarctic continent was reached near Douglas Island and it crossed Enderby and Kemp lands toward the pole.


  The metal monster was scarcely two thousand feet high as it soared over the South Pole. The loss of the natural elevation of the polar plateau left the ship about the same distance above the surface of the earth as it approached the ocean again.


  Captain Bonnet used a few more ounces of fuel to keep the craft in its course, headed always toward the horizon, which at 1,600 feet seemed fifty miles away.


  Down the craft sank, inch by inch, toward the sea. Suddenly Lieutenant Riley shouted and pointed:


  “Dougherty Island! Over there!”


  A black speck rose out of the Pacific dead ahead.


  THE two men already had slipped into their emergency landing harness to protect themselves from the deceleration that was bound to come. They had swallowed pills to protect themselves from the gravitational pressure and now they felt the drug taking hold of their systems.


  The ship seemed to be sailing parallel to the surface of the sea. The tops of the waves reached up and touched the bottom of the craft, and evaporated in a hiss of steam.


  Gracefully, like a huge dirigible airship, the lifeboat dipped down. It shuddered as the disturbed air roared like thunder around it. There was a tremendous drag and a loud explosion as the ship touched the water.


  Both men pitched forward in their harness.


  Captain Bonnet felt the world growing black around him. With superhuman effort he shook off the threatened blackout and sent the last drop of fuel into the lower jets to hold the ship one second more above the waves.


  There was a terrific jar. Tons and tons of pressure exerted itself against the ship and on the men inside. But nothing cracked.


  Outside the window, vision was obscured by clouds of swirling vapor. The craft bounded forward in gigantic, hundred-mile leaps, like a rock skipping across the surface of a huge pond.


  Lieutenant Riley hung limply in his harness, a stream of blood trickling from his nose. Slowly he opened his eyes.


  “We’re alive!” he gasped.


  Then he fainted again.


  The craft slowed down. A startled fishing craft off the Central American coast almost capsized in the wash of the monster from the skies.


  Ahead of them land reared its head above the horizon. Captain Bonnet wondered if the ship would stop in time, but he did not realize how quickly the craft was coming to a standstill. He turned the rudders and steered for shore. A cry came from Lieutenant Riley.


  It was the Golden Gate.


  A PATROL boat met them in the harbor as the space ship, floating in boiling water, came to a stop.


  Captain Bonnet opened the locks and climbed out on the top of the craft. He wore an asbestos space suit to protect himself from the heat of the sides.


  “Have you a wireless aboard?” he called to the patrol.


  “Of course, captain!” came the reply from the patrol boat, as the rescuers saw the insignia of rank on Bonnet’s clothing.


  “Send a message to the nearest interplanetary garrison that reinforcements are needed at Outpost 53 on Venus. Lieutenant Riley and myself just came from there—the situation is desperate. . . .”


  “You don’t mean you came all the way from Venus in a lifeboat?”


  “If you’re going to waste time asking questions, let us come aboard,” Captain Bonnet said. “But get that message in the air at once!”


  Lieutenant Riley followed the captain through the locks into the patrol boat. He lifted his hand and showed a bottle to the captain.


  “Look what a close shave we had,” he said. “This bottle of Martian Zingo was in the lockers all the way from Venus and neither of us suspected it. Lord, if we’d crashed we’d never have been able to sample it!”


  4½B, EROS


  Malcolm Jameson


  “4½B, Eros.” . . . A strange code, but grizzled space-trader Karns used it to break the perilous Mercury-Venus Jinx


  “MAKEE chop chop. Kwei! Kwei!”


  The two Venusian coolies squatted down between the shafts and with one quick motion elevated the sedan chair to shoulder height. Then they started off in a lazy run through the torrential downpour, splashing mud right and left as their sturdy yellow legs struck into the watery the of muck that passes for a road in Venusberg. Captain Hank Karns, the Lone Trader, sank back in his seat and watched idly with mild blue eyes as first one grass hut and then another appeared momentarily through rifts of rain. There would be time enough to worry about Cappy Wilkerson’s plight when he reached the administration building and found out more about the charges against him. No doubt it was just another shakedown, the effort of some minor official to pry loose a little more than the customary cumshaw.


  Captain Karns had berthed his own old trading tub not an hour earlier and as he registered the arrival of his Swapper he noted that under the date of three days before there was the entry: “Wanderer, Captain Wilkerson, en route Mercury to Luna.” After it was the notation in red: “Detained by order Collector of the Port; captain in custody.”


  Hank Karns thoughtfully pawed his long white beard. Cappy Wilkerson was a careful and upright man and a lifelong friend; what manner of charge could they have trumped up against him? That they were trumped up he took for granted, for the local government of autonomous Venus was notoriously corrupt and always had been. The Venusians themselves were the descendants of coolies brought centuries before from tropical Asia. They took little or no interest in government. Politics had, therefore, fallen into the hands of white adventurers, most of whom lived on Venus for the very good reason they were not wanted elsewhere. The Central Council of the loose Interplanetary Federation seldom interfered with them unless for acts so flagrant as to affect the Federation as a whole.


  The old space merchant left his chair at the court-room and squeezed through the crowd at the back just in time to hear the whack, whack, whack of the gavel marking the end of the trial. Standing defiantly in the prisoner’s box was Cappy Wilkerson, his eyes flashing and his iron-gray mane thrown back. He looked like an indignant old lion brought to bay by a pack of jackals. The judge, a young man with a monocle and a stiff black pompadour, was dressed in a smart military uniform which made him appear anything but judicial. He was biting out his words as if what he was saying was inspired by personal venom.


  “I have heard all you have had to say, including your filthy imputations as to the integrity of this court. Your guilt is so apparent that we need not trouble even to preserve the record of your silly and malicious allegations. . . .”


  Here the judge contemptuously tossed a sheaf of papers into a wastebasket.


  “Therefore, bearing in mind not only your guilt but your contumacious conduct before me, I sentence you to five years at hard labor in such a one of our prison camps as the Director of Welfare and Beneficence may select.


  “It is further directed that your ship, together with its illicit contents, be confiscated and sold at public auction in order to defray the cost of these proceedings. Marshall Take him away.”


  Hank Karns was on his feet at once, elbowing and pushing his way forward through the departing throng of curiosity-seekers. His voice was shrill with indignation.


  “Hey, you can’t do that!” he yelled. Officials closed in on him at once, and the judge’s face grew red with anger. “This is a court of law,” he said, “and the decisions of the presiding judge are final. Now get out before I hale you up for contempt.”


  “Tarnation damn!” muttered Hank Karns as he turned and left the building. This was no ordinary shakedown. This called for action, and quick action, for it was unthinkable that his buddy should be carted off to the insect-infested, fever-ridden, infamous Great Swamp of Venus. White men lived but a few months there; a year, let alone five years, was as good as life.


  A bulletin caught his eye, and as he read it he gasped. The paste that fastened it to the board was still wet, but the paper bore characteristics of printed type. It must have been prepared at least a day ago. It read:


  COLLECTOR’S SALE


  One confiscated tube ship, the Wanderer, complete with fittings. The cargo of the same consisting of miscellaneous trade goods. Saturday. Inquire at Collector’s Office for details.


  “Phew!” gasped Hank Karns. “That was quick work. And planned.” He turned and made his way to the Collector’s Office.


  The man at the front desk gaped at him woodenly.


  “ ’S’already sold,” he said indifferently, the third time Karns put his question.


  “But it says Saturday. . . .”


  “Okay—it says Saturday. So what?”


  “B-but this is only Tuesday. . . .”


  “We have a Saturday every week, dodo. Now trot along and annoy somebody else for a change. I have work to do.”


  Hank Karns blinked. Why, Saturday was the Jay the Wanderer docked. These Venusians were getting raw. They must have sold her that very day I “Who is that old man? Throw him out!”


  Karns turned slowly and viewed the new speaker. He was a big man, with piercing black eyes and a hawk nose, and heavily bearded—a strange sight for super-tropical Venus where men kept clean shaven for coolness. But the man turned abruptly away and entered an inner office, slamming the door behind him. Hank Karns’ eyes followed him all the way—they were fixed on the back of the fellow’s neck. There, oddly enough, just above the shoulder line, peeped a line of color demarcation. Above the line, which was made visible by the fact that its wearer had pulled open his collar for comfort, the skin was the normal pallor usually seen on Venus; below, it was a mottled chocolate color.


  “Didja hear what the collector said?” snarled the clerk. “Scram!”


  Without a word, Hank Karns turned and left the office. He passed through the thronged corridors almost in a daze. There was Cappy Wilkerson, gone to the Swamp, virtually condemned to death. There was his ship sold, even before the trial which was to condemn it. And everywhere there was high-handed insolence, seemingly inspired by this overbearing man with the duplex complexion. What did it mean? And the fact that he could not yet place those sharp eyes and that predatory nose, though somewhere, sometime, he had encountered them before, puzzled Hank Karns still more. Something stank in Venus.


  AN hour later he sat morosely in a tiny tavern he had long known, hidden up the blind alley known as Artemis Lane. For half a century it had been familiar to him as the hangout for his kind.


  “So you see how it is,” the bartender was concluding. “At this rate there won’t be any more. With all the old-timers dead or in the Swamp, how in hell can I keep running. No sir, this joint is for sale—for what it’ll bring. Drink up and have another.”


  Captain Karns took the proffered drink from the grizzled tavern-keeper, but despite its cheering nature—for it was purest “comet-dew”—he took it glumly. Never in all his long and active life had he heard so much evil news at one sitting. Another of his old pals had come to grief, and all because he had touched at Mercury. Mercury, it appeared, was poison to all his tribe. The record was too consistent to be accounted for by coincidence. Coincidents do not occur in strings.


  “And what makes it stink all the worse,” persisted the indignant bartender, bitterly, “not a damn finger is lifted to stop the flow of trilibaine. The town is lousy with it. Half these natives stay hopped up all the time.”


  “I thought the Federals had cleaned that up ten years ago,” commented Hank Karns.


  “It’s back,” was the laconic retort.


  Hank Karns said nothing. The fact that three of his buddies were languishing in the malarial swamps of Venus, continually subject to the indignities of brutal guards was uppermost in his mind. And besides that, two others—Bill Ellison and Jed Carter—had died on Mercury when their ships mysteriously blew up on the take-off. That, too, had an especial significance, for those two were the only members of the trader tribe who had any sort of reputation as fire-eaters. In their youth, of course, all of them had been bolder and more truculent, but as they gained in experience they learned that there is more to be gained by soft words than bluster. If Hank was to secure the release of his friends it must be by guile, the use of a cunning superior to that employed by their common enemies.


  If he was to secure! There was no if about it. He must. For it was Bob Merrill and Ben Wilkerson who had once rescued him, Hank Karns, from an even more deadly situation. More than twenty years ago that had been, on far-off Io, and Hank Karns winced at the memory of it. On that occasion he had, through the machinations of the notorious Von Kleber gang, been convicted and sentenced as a pirate. Ten hateful and horror-filled days and nights he had spent in the mines of Sans Esperance, the Federal Penitentiary, digging radioactive ores. Two of his friendly competitors heard of it and plead for a new trial wherein it was shown that he had been sent up through perjured testimony to screen the trial of the real culprits. The wave of public opinion they started then did not subside until Von Kleber and his outlaws were put finally behind the bars.


  No, there was no choice. Cappy Wilkereson and Cappy Merrill must be released and Ellison and Carter avenged. How? That remained to be seen.


  “Wa-al,” drawled Hank Karns, elaborately, now that his mind was made up, “I’ll be seein’ you. I’m taking a little trip into Mercury and back.”


  The bartender shook his head ominously.


  “No fool like an old fool,” he said, and he didn’t laugh.


  In the rain-lock, or the vestibule outside the bar, Karns stopped. He felt inside the lining of his vest and after much fumbling produced a dog-eared memorandum book. He ran through the yellowed pages until he found one covered with cryptic entries. They appeared as if made long ago, but several interlineations in various colored inks showed that amendments had been made from time to time since the original writing of them.


  Halfway down was the group P2, and what followed had been twice changed. The line that stood in lieu of them read: “Vbg—wickerware—4½ B, Eros.” Hank Karns read the line through two or three times, then snapped the book shut and replaced it in its hiding place. He carefully buckled up his slicker and jammed his sou’wester tight upon his head. Then he stepped forth into the steamy drizzle of Artemis Lane.


  He sloshed his way through mud and water until he came to the main drag. He turned to the right and splashed along until he came to the corner where Erosville Road turned off. He took the turn and plugged along for four blocks of its twisting, boggy length. A dozen steps farther on he lifted his eyes and peered from beneath dripping brows at the signs about. Across the street was what he sought—a sagging awning crudely painted with the legend; “An Shirgar—Dealer in Native Basketry.” On the bedewed window below was another, “Hir Spak Anglass.”


  Hank Karns stopped under the awning long enough to squish some of the water out of his shoes, then he entered. A swarthy, turbanned Venusian met him, rubbing his hands together obsequiously and bowing jerkily at every step.


  “Yiss, milord. Valcom to mizrable shop. Vat vishes milord?”


  “Wickerware,” said Hank Karns, tartly, for him. “For export.”


  “Ah,” breathed the representative of An Shirgar. “Zhipluds, eh? You pay?” Captain Karns shook his head, and pointed to the private door at the back.


  “Ah, vickware. No pay. Maybe boss ut see, eh?”


  “Yep, trot him out,” said Hank Karns, and began fingering the clever basketware of the Venutian hillmen. He knew it would be quite a while before the Earthman came, if this was operated like the Callistan branch had been, twenty years before. After a time, without quite knowing how he knew, he was aware that someone else was in the showroom, studying him from a distance.


  “Howdy,” he said, turning around. “I kinda wanted to finance a deal that’s too big for me to swing—is this the place?”


  “Might be,” said the man non-commitally. He was a typical Terrestrian business man, not much over thirty, baldish, and plainly not given to foolishness. “I don’t touch anything as a rule unless I see a profit in it. And no chance of loss. What is your collateral?”


  Hank Karns mentioned his ship. The man snorted, and started to turn away. “You’re wasting time.”


  “I got a ring, too. It’s a—well—sorta heirloom.”


  The man came back. He was still not interested, but he took the ring Karns offered him and weighed it in his hand. Then he applied a loup to his eye and examined it closely.


  “You’ve hocked this before?”


  “Yes,” chuckled Hank Karns. “And got it back, too.”


  “Hmmm,” said the man. “It looks genuine. What do you want?”


  “I—uh—am dropping into Mercury to do a little trading. When I get back I might want to buy a chair or so—mebbe a houseful of stuff—and just wanted to be sure my credit was good.”


  “You speak in riddles, my friend,” said the man with a curious, tight little smile. He was tossing the ring thoughtfully all the while.


  “I’m only a lone trader,” said Hank Karns, wistfully, “and don’t know no better. Supposing you keep the ring while I’m gone—to appraise it, so to speak. All I want to know is who to call for when I get back. If I get back.”


  The man pocketed the ring.


  “Where will the call come from?”


  “I dunno. Space,-mebbe. Jail, mebbe.”


  “My radio call is care assistant dock-master, Venusberg sky-yard. Mention berth twenty-three somehow. As to the jail angle, I do not as a general thing do business with people in jail. In that event, I might send you a lawyer, in consideration of this ring. Tell Rashab, the night turnkey—you’ll know him by the double scar on his chin—that you want to see Mr. Brown. I can’t guarantee he’ll go, but if he does, bear in mind he’s a very cagy fellow and that Venusberg jail is studded with dictaphones and scanners. If what you have in mind smacks at all of illegality, it’s likely he’ll walk out on you.”


  “Yep,” snapped Hank Karns, beginning to shut the clasps on his slicker, “I’ll remember. Only I don’t think it’ll be a lawyer I’ll need. If the joint is lousy with spy-machines, what I’ll want is an old friend—a man of my type.”


  The man, whatever his name was, for he had still not given it, laughed outright for the first time. He slapped the Lone Trader on the back.


  “Men of your type, you old humbug, are extinct as the horse.”


  Hank Karns looked up to laugh back at him, but he was gone. In his place stood the turbanned Venutian, still doing washing motions with his hands.


  “Milord no like vickvare? Milord go now?”


  “My Lord, yes. I go now.”


  Karns jammed on his sou’wester, took a deep breath, and pushed open the door. A half hour later he was making ready for the take-off for Mercury. It was a shot in the dark, but it was a chance lie had to take.


  “To hell with that,” thought Hank Karns. Then briskly to the boy he had brought with him this trip as a general utility man, “Hey, Billy, look alive! Bear a hand with getting them there rakes stowed!”


  “SO that’s Mercury,” exclaimed Billy Hatch, four days later, as he stared goggle-eyed into the visiplate. This was his first interplanetary trip.


  “Yep,” said Karns, “That’s her, the doggonedest planet barrin’ none in the whole dad-frazzled system. After you’ve been here you can tell ’em you’ve seen wind blow, and I mean blow. That’s what them rakes is for. To get around you lie down on your belly and pull yourself along by them. It’s a helluva place. The sun on your back’d fry you, ‘cepting there’s always a ice-cold hurricane cooling you off.”


  “How can that be, cap’n?”


  “Convection’s the ten-sol word for it. It’s cause she’s sizzling hot on one side and colder’n the underside of a iceberg on t’other. The wind goes straight up over the desert and comes straight down over the back side glaciers. Then it scoots for the desert again—and how! Nobody could live an hour in any part of the place if it warn’t for the temp’rate strip, and that’s cockeyed enough. You gotta steady, hundred-two-hundred-mile wind going straight into the sun, for that’s right down to the horizon. In the lee of a house you burn up. in the shade of it you’d freeze solid in five minutes. And the houses have to be stone and streamlined.”


  Hank Karns kept a watchful eye on the terrain coming up to meet them. Mooring a ship in that wind required the utmost art.


  “As I told you, itsa helluva place. Nuthing grows there but a sort of grass and some moss. The only animals is varmints, like the cangrela and the trocklebeck. It’s cangrela claws and trocklebeck hides we trade for.”


  Billy Hatch listened, wide-eyed. This was romance.


  “The trocklebeck is a critter something on the order of a armadillo, only it’s got horns and big claws to hang onto the ground. It grazes, with its head alius into the wind. The cangrela is built along the lines of a crab and has claws, too. It crawls up behind the trocklebeck and kills ’em while they’re feeding. Trocklebeck scales and cangrela claws are both harder’n hell. They use ’em in machinery.”


  “Oh,” said Billy Hatch.


  “But you better git forrard there and tend to them grapples,’cause a-gitting hold of the ground here is ticklish business. Ef we miss it’s just too bad. We’ll roll over and over for miles and miles, like as not.”


  Hank Karns said no more for a time. As a matter of fact, he was far from ready to land. He had deliberately come up on the wrong side of the planet for making the landing at Sam Atkins’ little trading store. He wanted to give it a general bird’s-eye view. It was in a valley scooped out by the wind that he saw the first sign of a major alteration. Behind a huge artificial wind-break lay a group of new buildings, and one of them was dome-topped with a squat chimney. A matter of ten miles farther away was another new house and a small warehouse behind it. Just over the next low ridge lay Atkins’ place.


  “Standby,” warned Hank Karns, as he brought the ship’s nose into the hurricane and began losing altitude. “Don’t let go ’til I tell you—and that’ll be when we’re practically down.”


  Just as the keel kissed the ground, Karns gave the signal and the anchors fell. At the same instant he cut his rockets and the ship began falling away to leeward, dragging her anchors behind. In a moment they grabbed, pulled loose and grabbed again. That time they held. Karns released a long pent-up sigh. It was a perfect landing. Sam Atkins’ house lay but a bare hundred yards on the quarter.


  There was still the business of shooting a wire over the trading post and making it fast at both ends, Atkins coming out to do his share. Then Captain Karns slid down the wire to the shack and allowed himself to be hauled in by the trading post keeper.


  “I’m glad to see you, Cap’n, and sorry at the same time,” was his greeting from Sam Atkins. Atkins was a grumpy sort and a self-made hermit. He seemed to enjoy the solitude of windswept Mercury and the tedious, strenuous work of snaring cangrelas.


  “How come sorry, Sam?” asked Hank Karns, as innocently as if he had never visited Venus.


  Atkins looked mournfully at him and jerked a thumb eastward.


  “I’ve got neighbors—bad ones. Whatever you do, don’t go over there. They’ll trick you somehow. They don’t want outsiders coming here, they’ve got a ship of their own that makes a trip every week or so.”


  Hank Karns raised his eyebrows.


  “Trocklebecks must be breeding faster’n they used to,” he observed. Mercury never produced enough to justify more than two trips a year, if that.


  “Trocklebecks,” stated Atkins, “are practically extinct. And the cangrelas are starving. I doubt if I could scare up four cases of prime claws to save my soul. It’s pagras that’s doing it. The place is crawling with them. They bite the trockelbecks and they curl up and die.”


  “Mmm,” commented Hank Karns. He remembered those serpents well. They were originally a Venusian beast—a variety of dragon, and extremely venomous. They were really legged snakes, having thirty-six pairs of taloned legs and crablike claws near the head, but the body was slender, rarely exceeding a yard in girth, for all their thirty-foot lengths.


  “I’m closing up shop here,” said the gloomy Atkins next. “You can take the pick of what I own if you’ll set me down at the next stop you make.”


  “Now you just keep your shirt on, Sam Atkins,” replied Hank Karns, “I’m not a-doing anything of the damn kind. I’m going over and have a talk with those gents in the next valley. . . .”


  Sam Atkins glared at him.


  “No fool like an old fool,” he remarked, hopelessly.


  Hank Karns chuckled.


  “Seems folks are agreed pretty well about me. But let’s eat, so I can get along my way.”


  Unmooring and getting in the anchors was a troublesome job with only a green boy for a helper, but Hank Karns managed it. At that it was a much easier maneuver to move the ship that mile over the ridge than to try to crawl it in the teeth of a permanent typhoon. Moreover, if there was cargo to take aboard—and Hank Karns felt sure there would be—the ship would have to be moved anyhow. So he took off, circumnavigated the planet, and came up again, this time to the little office building and warehouse next to Atkins’ shack. He took good care not to go near the other group of buildings.


  As he descended, casting about for a good spot to fling out his grapnels he kept a sharp eye out for signs of life about the buildings. All he saw was a couple of bronzed men, both bald as billiard balls, working over some object in the lee of the warehouse. Upon sighting the descending spaceship one went inside the warehouse and the other caught hold of the guide-wire and let himself be blown down to what appeared to be the office building. The man had on a heavily quilted suit of gray material—quilted so that if he lost his hold and was blown away, he would not bruise himself to death along the ground.


  On the fourth try, Hank Karns managed to ground his ship not far from the office door. This time he landed to leeward and had to make his way up-wind by crawling, assisted by a Mercurian “staff,” or one of the rakes among his trade goods. As he crawled, he observed he was being watched from a loophole beside the door. But as he drew himself erect, the door opened and a man came out to greet him.


  “Hello, Captain,” said the man, cordially, “we’re very glad to see you. Come in and rest yourself.” The man, Karns observed, was dressed in a heavily quilted suit and was breathing heavily. But he had a full head of hair and a luxuriant mustache.


  “Howdy, yourself,” returned the Lone Trader. “Phew! It’s shore dusty hereabouts—I’ve heard of the place but I never seen it. The far Trojans is my bailiwick and the asteroids in that corner. . . .”


  “Really?” said the man, helping his visitor through the door. The office was a single room, and no one else was in it. There was a bottle of voilet-hued liquor on the table and two glasses. “Have a drink? This is home brew—our Mercurian version of comet-dew—made from flowers that grow under the glacier lips.”


  “Don’t care ef I do,” remarked Karns, and sat down in the seat indicated. “As I was saying, I thought I’d look in on this place, seeing as how I had to make the perihelion hop home. Have to git home to see my oldest grandchild married.”


  “Wouldn’t be interested in a bit of cargo, would you?” asked the man. “Our own ship is overdue, and I have some freight for Venus.”


  “I’m alius interested in a bit of cargo,” said Karns, “but this trip I can’t stop by Venus—time’s too short.”


  “Oh, well,” said his host, indifferently, “it doesn’t matter about that. I was thinking of shipping some boxes of claws and hides to our agent at Venusberg for sale there. We are a new company and have no outlets on Terra yet, unless you wanted to speculate on your own account and buy them outright.”


  “Speculation’s my business,” said Hank Karns, serene and bland. And added, with just a touch of foxiness, “ef the buying price is right.”


  “Oh, we won’t quarrel about that,” laughed the man. “The hides are a byproduct with us—this is a pharmaceutical outfit. We make a preparation from the hormones of these beasts. You can have the horns at almost any price.”


  They spent the better part of an hour in good natured haggling, the child-like old man raising first one trivial objection after another to win small advantages—chiefly in the matter of valuation of the various items of trade goods he had to offer. None of the lone traders ever dealt in cash. The Swapper was most appropriately named.


  At last they shook on the bargain—and a bargain it most obviously was from the trader’s point of view. Mr. Raoul Dement, or so the company man styled himself, presented the visiting captain two flasks of the violet liquor after the old custom of the trade.


  “Nice stuff,” observed Hank Karns, licking his lip. “The best I ever.”


  “There’s twelve cases of it in the warehouse,” said Dement, with a wink. “Now, if you were the smuggling sort, there would be a nice profit for you. But, of course. . . .”


  “Hell,” exploded Hank Karns, “running comet-dew’s no sin. Wisht I had a decimo for every gallon I’ve hauled. Once in a coon’s age I get stuck with a little fine, but shucks—the customer’ll alius pay that for you.”


  There followed more dickering, but the upshot of it was that Hank Karns signed up for everything that had been offered him.


  “Bon voyage,” said Mr. Dement. “If you ever pass this way again, drop in and visit.”


  “Sure will,” said Hank Karns, looking his man in the eye. He was interested in his host’s forehead. About an inch from the right temple there was a slight depression—the ineradicable scar of an old skull injury.


  MERCURY was still a big disk behind when the Swapper straightened out on her earthward trajectory.


  “Step alive there, Billy, we got lots to do.”


  All the blandness, all the gullibility and child-like faith were gone from Hank Karns’ face now. He looked much more like work-ridden gnome than an emaciated Santa Claus. For they had unpacked every case and strewn its contents on the deck, looking for contraband of a more serious nature than the harmless comet-dew. But no case contained anything except what the invoice declared. Hank left the job of repacking to the boy and went about a minute search of the ship itself.


  In that he was not a moment too soon. Behind the control board—hidden under the vine-like mass of electric leads—were two thermobombs. Their detonating coils were already hot. The control board was divided into three panels, each controlling an opposite pair of the six tubes which were arranged hexagonally about the stem. Two of the panels were about to be ruined by fire.


  Hank Karns’ first impulse was to snatch the bombs loose and let them bum out harmlessly on the deck, but suddenly he checked it. Instead he withdrew his hand and stuck his blistered fingers in his mouth. Then he shouted a warning to Billy Hatch.


  “Hey! Stand by for a blast. Bring an extinguisher, quick!”


  The boy ran up, but nothing happened for several minutes. Then the two boards flashed fire. They put the fire out, but the damage was done. The Swapper was not nearly up to acceleration. She could never get to Earth at that velocity. She would have to limp into Venus on her two remaining tubes and have yard electricians renew her wiring.


  “Pretty neat,” said Hank Karns, admiringly, contemplating his mined controls.


  “I did the best I could, Cap’n,” said Billy, modestly, thinking the compliment was meant for him.


  “You did all right, son,” said the skipper. “Supposing you turn in now. I’ll do what’s left.”


  Hank Karns did not at once change course for Venus. He was still unsatisfied that he knew all he should know about his ship and its seemingly innocuous cargo. It was too obvious to miss that Dement had ordered the bombs planted to ensure the Swapper’s going into Venus. It was an easy guess that the suggestion to take liquor on board was a device to ensure the ship’s arrest and the confiscation that was sure to follow, Venusian courts being what they were. But to Hank Karns’ suspicious mind there was much more to it than that. In the first place, he could have obviated both. He could have snatched the bombs before they exploded, and he could yet jettison the liquor. Moreover, if the mere elimination of all visitors to Mercury was what they were after, those bombs could just as well have been of feroxite and designed to destroy the ship entirely, as was done in the case of the openly hostile Merrill and Carter. No, the master plot required the Swapper to go into Venus and be done away with there. Why? He thought that over.


  Suddenly he arose and unlocked his little safe. From its lead container he withdrew a small pellet of radium and set up his fluoroscope. Then he dragged out one of the trockelbeck hides. He searched it systematically from horn to stubby tail, from the scaly back to the claws of the feet. Then he put his fluoroscope away. Grinning into his beard, he went aft and got a pair of pliers, a hammer and a cold chisel.


  One of the horns came away as he screwed it off. He knew already from its fluorescence that it was hollowed out and filled with some substance, but he wanted to make sure. He shook the pale green powder inside out into his palm and sniffed it. Yes, that was it. There was the unmistable odor of crushed cherries and the sickish sweetness of the hashish of the Skies—trilibaine! Ah, now he was getting somewhere. And as he split a few back scales at random he found that each had a few grams of the insidious drug within it. One such hide would supply a retail peddler for many months, each scale a separate delivery.


  He delayed no longer. He shifted his course toward Venus and at the same time sat down to his radio key. He sent:


  “URGENT: Venusberg Sky Yard. Attention assistant dockmaster. Four tubes disabled account switchboard fire. Please reserve for me berth twenty-three. Litigation in prospect. Can you recommend lawyer? (signed) Hank Karns, captain, TS Swapper.”


  “Well,” he said to himself as he carefully swept up the tell-tale green dust from the deck and added it to the bundle of broken scales and neatly bored and threaded horns preparatory to firing it all through the garbage tube into his wake, “I’ve shot my wad. Now let’s see how smart Mr. Brown turns out to be.”


  HE learned very soon that the thermobombs were but an added precaution. He had not been waiting more than a couple hours when his loudspeaker began to buzz. He glanced at it in surprise, as he was still a long way from Venus. The message began coming through, harsh and peremptory, “Lay to, Swapper, to receive a boarding party. Lay to, or take the consequences. Sky-guard calling. Lay to!” Hank Karns cut his rockets and went to the airlock to await the arrival of the cruiser. It was not long in coming.


  Two smartly uniformed young officers sprang in.


  “Let’s see your manifest,” ordered one curtly, while the other headed for the hold In a moment the second came back with two flasks of the pale violet comet-dew.


  “The old boy is lousy with the stuff,” he reported to the other. “Cases and cases of it.”


  “Yes,” said the first, “and not a damn word about it in the manifest. This makes the second one of these old coots we’ve hauled up this month—what do you say, shall we call this one conspiracy?”


  “Why not?” countered the other.


  Karns said nothing beyond the usual blustering protests that would be expected of him. Then he lapsed into silence as the two took over after ordering their own vessel to proceed.


  They did not go to the commercial skyyard, but to the official one. Other officers met them, and Hank Karns was led straight away to jail. He protested every step of the way, demanding to be taken before the Terrestrial resident commissioner, or to be booked in the usual way. Both those demands were refused, whereupon he asked for a lawyer.


  “Don’t kid yourself, old man,” said one of his guards. “You’re in Venus now. Here you are.”


  There he was. There was no question about that. The barred door slammed behind his departing escort with an air of utter finality.


  “Hi-ya, pop!” screamed some hoodlum down the corridor. “Whatcha in for?”


  After that nothing happened. Hank Karns looked about him at his cramped cell and settled down to make the best of it. It would be tiresome, locked up alone this way, but in a day or so perhaps the mysterious Mr. Brown would put in his appearance.


  The next day came, but no Mr. Brown. However, early in the morning another visitor came in his place. Karns heard footsteps approaching and the jangle of keys. His door was flung open and a tall stranger stepped in. The man was quite old and clad in the blue uniform, faded and patched, of a space skipper. He was obviously a lone trader, but if he was, he was the only one in the universe that Hank Karns did not know. For this man, with his beetling gray eyebrows and hard steely eyes beneath, he had never laid eyes on before.


  “Two minutes, no more,” warned the guard, and stood back in the corridor where he could both see and hear.


  “Howdy Hank,” said the newcomer. “Danged if it ain’t gitting so that Tom Bagley spends half his time bailing you out or paying fines. Why, I’d hardly landed here but what I heard you’d been slung into the calaboose again, and I says to myself, says I. . . .”


  “Yeah, Tom, I know,” said Hank Karns, penitently, trying not to look at the eavesdropping guard. Inwardly he was seething with doubt and curiosity. Could it be that this was some minion of the collector trying to trick him, or was he acting for Mr. Brown? He remembered telling the fellow in the wickerware place that what he really needed was a man of his own type. Maybe they had found one. At any rate, he chose to pretend he knew him.


  “Anyhow,” went on the stranger, “I looked up a feller named Brown that I know here and asked him what to do. He said things looked pretty black and his advice was to plead guilty and say nothing. Might get off with a fine or something. And that he had a little money of yours. He got me this pass, but said he couldn’t work it twice. Now tell me, Hank, what do you want me to do? I gotta get out of here for Mercury in a day or so.”


  Hank Karns looked at the man steadily for a moment. He was on the spot. The man was evidently from Brown, but he knew neither of them personally. But worse, the guard was listening to every word, and there were doubtless dictaphones as well. But the two minutes were running out and there would not be a second visit.


  “I’ll tell you, Tom, there isn’t but one thing you can do. I’ll have to take my medicine, I guess, but I hate like everything to lose them trocklebeck hides and horns. The critters is dying off—poisoned by pagras. Them danged snakes are all over Mercury. You might not have money enough to buy ’em in, but sorta keep track of ’em, won’t you? They’re not worth much now, but they’ll be mighty valuable some day. There’s a man here from Io that’ll pay a good price for ’em, ef you can find him.”


  “Time’s up,” snapped the guard, coming forward.


  “All right, you old scalawag,” said the phony trader captain, jovially, “I’ll do my best. But watch your step with that jedge. He’s tough.”


  “I know,” said Hank Karns, despondently, and settled his face in his hands.


  The door slammed and the footsteps withdrew, ringing emptily down the metal passage.


  Dreary day followed dreary day. Time after time Karns heard footsteps ringing in the corridor, and as often he heard the rattle of keys as some door was opened and another unfortunate was ordered out to meet his doom—the sentence that was to change his state from slow dry rot to the swift wet rot of the Swamp. But it was never Karns’ door.


  Then at last came the day when guards took him to the identical court where Wilkerson had been tried. The evidence was brief and to the point. He was apprehended trying to sneak into Venus when his clearance papers called for Terra as his destination. He had on board eight cases of illicit liquor. He had no acceptable explanation. Guilty. Two years in the Swamp and the loss of his ship was the sentence. Then they took him back to his cell to await the next caravan to the penal camps.


  The second stretch of waiting was harder to take than the first, for he had placed the enigmatic collector now in his memory. The man was Von Kleber, thought to have died many years ago in the uranium mines of Sans Esperance. Karns knew him to be a convict from the fact that he had grafted new skin on his face and head so that the burns and baldness caused by radioactivity would not show. But that he was the notorious Von Kleber himself had not occurred to him. And with that recognition came the other. Raoul Dement was the man known as Frenchy the Hop, vice-president of the Von Kleber ring. It was he who had operated the narcotic racket while the big boss turned his attention to such other lines as piracy, white-slaving and smuggling in general. If such men could flourish unchecked in the well-policed Jovian satellites for more than a decade, it was hopeless to expect to dislodge them from their place on corrupt and autonomous Venus.


  And so time dragged on and Hank Karns sat, awaiting the day when he would be taken away to the Swamp. He wondered apathetically whether he would be sent to the same camp where Wilkerson and Hildreth were. But at last there came a day when footsteps rang again in the corridors and he heard doors being opened and men taken away. Finally men stopped before his own cell and called him forth. Between two soldiers they marched him away.


  To his surprise they took him first to the street, where three sedan chairs were waiting. The guards very politely indicated that Karns was to get in the middle one and they took the others. Hank clambered in and they set off. Shortly they drew up before the courthouse.


  He was met inside by a tall, slender man of nearly his own age who wore the uniform of Chief Inspector of the Interplanetary F.B.I.


  “How are you, Captain?” he said cheerily. “Sorry you had such a long stay in jail, but we’ll try to make that up to you. Come in here and let me show you something?”


  Hank Karns looked at the inspector in amazement. He was Frank Haynes, the man who had broken the Von Kleber case years before. There had been a time when they worked closely together on the information that Karns furnished when he was released from Sans Esperance. He said nothing in reply, though, as Haynes was leading the way into the courtroom. In the dock were two baldheaded prisoners—Von Kleber, erstwhile Collector of the Port, and Mr. Dement, manager of the Mercurian drug works. The judge was a new one—a judge who looked like a judge should look.


  “There they are, thanks to you,” said Haynes, pointing. “Two as clever criminals as ever plagued the system. We’ve been a long time catching them. But their career is over now.


  “Our local operative, known as Brown to you, has been trying for months to locate the source of the trilobaine flood but without avail. The Venusian authorities blocked him at every turn but there was nothing we could do about that unless we could hang a Federal offense on them. It was you who did that for us. I am very glad I gave you that identification ring after our cleanup on Callisto and the list of the secret addresses of our agents. I felt then that you were a man of discretion and would not abuse its privileges and today I most certainly am more than justified. When I interviewed you in your cell . . .”


  “You!”


  Inspector Haynes grinned at Hank’s surprise.


  “Pretty effective disguise, eh? Well, as I was about to say—you gave me all the tips that were needed. First of all, your mention of the scourge of pagras told me it was trilobaine you had aboard, for that is a distillation of pagra venom. That gave us jurisdiction. I attended the secret auction and tried to bid. Everything in the ship went for a song to Von Kleber’s pals, but when I went to bid on the trocklebeck hides I ran into stiff opposition. They were not to be had at any price. So I stopped bidding.


  “Our operatives trailed those hides through five sets of owners before we came to the Collector himself. Early this morning we made our raid and took in all their supplies of drugs and twenty-five of their peddlers. Previously we had raided Mercury and those men came in about an hour ago. They had quite a thriving little business, and why we didn’t think of their method of smuggling in the trilobaine before this I’ll never know. We knew, of course, that it must be coming in the ships that they confiscated. That much we were sure of. But we couldn’t prove a damn thing until we knew now. Thanks to you, the ring is busted now, and we can do something for those poor devils who were innocently duped into being carriers of the drug. Runners have already been sent to the Swamp to bring back your friends. And there you are. You’ll find your old Swapper in the Yard, completely overhauled and stocked to the gunwales with grade A trade goods.”


  Hank Karns, trader, tugged at his grizzled beard and looked rather sheepishly at the floor.


  “Dag it all,” he said “that’s fine enough. But gosh, I sure hated to make a dam-fool of myself in front of everybody that away.”


  Inspector Haynes broke into laughter and crossed over and slapped him on the back.


  “You old liar. You loved it!”


  THE WAR-NYMPHS OF VENUS


  Ray Cummings


  The voluptuous golden civilization of Arron was doomed. Licentious laughter echoed through the water-kingdom, unmindful of the relentless, clanking invasion of the Gorts. What fools, this handful of warrior-maidens led by a puny Earthman, to pit their thin strength against Tollgamo’s iron army!


  I WAS fishing for tarpon, lolling back in the stern of my small boat. The outboard motor, running at trolling speed, was a puttering purr in the drowsing watery silence. It was sunset of a summer evening of 1948. The Gulf of Mexico, out beyond the mouth of the little Florida bayou inlet across which I was heading, was a glassy expanse, blood-red in the light of the huge setting sun.


  To the south lightning was playing along the orange sky. I recall that a vague uneasiness was upon me. Because a storm might be coming? Surely it was not that. I was within three miles of the small island where young Jack Allen and I were camping. It was my intention to head for there presently, especially as there had been no sign of tarpon. Allen had been too lazy to come fishing; he had said he would loaf and have supper ready for us at dark.


  My name is Kent Fanning. Jack Allen and I were of an age—twenty-four, that summer. With our business in New York, we were here on vacation, having a permit to fish and to camp on the small, uninhabited island.


  The intermittent lightning at the southern horizon rose higher. Faint muttering thunder was audible. A massive grey-white cloud was down there now, a thunderhead, coming northward with the storm behind it. I had decided to pull in my line and head for the island when suddenly I had a strike, the big reel humming as the line went out. A tarpon? I hooked it, shut off the motor, sat erect with my stout rod braced in the leather socket of my belt. I was prepared for a long struggle.


  And then, two hundred yards or so from me, the water broke with a floundering splash. I gasped, stared numbed. A floundering, oblong pink-white thing was there at the end of my line. A slim white arm flailed up as the thing turned, swimming on the surface frantically away from me. Pink-white limbs gleaming in the moonlight. Streaming tawny hair, like sea-weed—hair in which my hook seemed to be caught.


  A girl! I had her at the boat in a moment, floundering in the moonlight, gasping, still trying to twist around and disentangle my hook from her long streaming hair. A small, slim figure, white-limbed yet flushed like moonlit coral. There was a brief dangling robe wetly clinging to her. It was of gleaming lustrous green as though perhaps it was a fabric of softly woven metal, painted green by the sea.


  An extraordinary yet very human girl.


  Just a few seconds of my stricken amazement. I recall that I gasped inanely.


  “Well—why good Heavens—”


  Her gasping laugh rippled like the splashing water in the moonlight. “Sorry! I got some frightened to be confused.” English! Strangely intoned with little rippling liquid syllables. Like nothing I had ever heard before and yet my own language.


  She had pulled my hook from the gleaming tawny tresses of! her hair. Then she flung up a coral-white arm. I bent, seized her wrist, drew her up and she came with a nimble, skilled little leap and landed on her feet in the boat beside me!


  II


  I FIND myself now somewhat at a loss accurately and yet succinctly to depict that next hour or two. You who read this of course have heard much of the strange affair from newscasters and from the public prints. Garbled reports, some of them. Others pedantic with technical details of science. I am no scientist. It is my purpose here merely to give a factual account of the weird incidents which brought to me, Kent Fanning, a person certainly of no importance save perhaps to myself, a sudden prominence not in one world, but in two.


  Queer that throughout my lifetime there had always been talk that some day, here on Earth, scientists would discover the secret of space-flight; that then intrepid adventurers would journey out into space. But as you all know now, the reverse, so seldom anticipated, was true. Another world came to us, in the person of this strange Venus girl; came indeed by utter chance, or destiny if you will, to me.


  Venus; the Earth. Of all known planets, the two most close, and most alike. There are things brewing in the Universe of which none of us can be aware, of course. A myriad things. And here was one of them. Unknown to us, Venus and the Earth already were intermingled, fused into the beautiful little person of this strange girl—the blood of Venus, the blood of Earth flowing in her veins.


  You had not heard of George Peters, doubtless. Nor had I. A research chemist and physicist, in New York City, about 1930. He was a young man then; I think, twenty-eight. He sought no publicity. A wealthy man. With some twenty companions, all of them scientists, some of them older than himself, he was working, not on the secret of spaceflight, but with a ray—a vibration—which he hoped might reach some distant planet, as a means of communication if there should be inhabitants there.


  Ironically he did not know he had succeeded! And it was men from Venus—the villainous Tollgamo of whom now you have heard so much—who was attracted by his signals and came to him; abducting him and his companions so that all that was known, here on earth was that one morning George Peters’ laboratory was found wrecked, and he and his companions were gone.


  “George Peters, that is my father,” the girl was telling me now as I headed the small open boat for the island where young Allen and I were camping.


  And she had come to Earth—the first time in her sixteen years that she had been off Venus; stolen a small spaceflight cylinder from her father. Her Venus people needed help from the threat of Tollgamo. All that was good and beautiful on Venus and in her Arone world of love and music and beauty, was to be destroyed by the monstrous threat of this Dictator from his mechanized realm of the Gorts.


  “Wait,” I said, as she poured it at me, at times only half coherent. “You came here to Earth, for help? You came alone?”


  “Yes. You have not, father thinks, yet discovered the secret of spaceflight. He was sending the cylinder, with drawings and scientific details of how spaceflight was accomplished by Tollgamo and his evil men. And so I came. We want that you should build a spaceship and come to Venus. Your men, and some of your weapons of war, to help us fight Tollgamo.”


  And she had dropped here into the Gulf of Mexico, wrecked the little one-man space-vehicle so that she barely escaped with her life. And it sank, with its secret of spaceflight obliterated by the sea, even if by some chance the little metal mechanisms themselves could be recovered.


  I think that she had given no thought to that realization as she swam to save herself and suddenly found my trolling hooks entangled in her hair. Nereid of the sea. Far more like her Venus mother than her Earth father, water was almost her natural element, since her blood did not need the replenishment of oxygen so quickly as ours, so that for ten minutes or more she need not breathe.


  I LEARNED only fragmentary details of all this that Midge Peters had to tell, there in the boat as we headed for the island. Surely I must admit that the weirdness of it startled me, and for just a moment perhaps, it vaguely occurred to me that here was some trickster, or a mentality unbalanced. But to look at her, was to know that certainly here was no Earth girl!


  I had to believe her. But I must admit, I gave little thought, there in the boat, to any menace to her world, or to the ironic fact that she had brought to Earth the treasured secret of spaceflight and already had lost it so that she was marooned here. Here was the amazing, beautiful little creature herself in the boat beside me, and what she was saying of Venus dwindled into insignificance with the stirring of my pulses as I stared at her. Slim little body, hardly matured, but fashioned with almost a normal earthly beauty. Yet there was a strangeness that made her different. The flush of pink coral to her flesh; her shimmering robe with moonbeams rippling on it like moonrays on green rippled water; her long tawny tresses, drying now in the wind.


  But most of all, I think, the strangeness was in her eyes. The sea was there in the green depths of her eyes. Eyes that mirrored the soul of a strange girlhood; eyes that had seen things strange to me, reflecting now the thoughts, emotions of another world.


  “You look at me so queerly,” she said suddenly. “Why is that?”


  “Well you—you—” Suddenly it was hard to say anything of my conflicting thoughts. “You—well, why wouldn’t I be startled? A little sea nymph. You should have been named Nereid.”


  Again her laugh rippled.


  “Nereid? Why yes, my father calls me that, though my mother named me Midge. That was when she learned English. So I am not like Earth-girls? My father has said it many times. But you—”


  Her gaze at me was earnest, direct. “You do not look queer to me,” she added. “You look much in the fashion of my father, grown younger.”


  Surely I have given only a vague picture indeed of that half hour in the boat with Nereid as the puttering little outboard motor drove us to the island where Jack Allen would be waiting for me. Half an hour, so crowded with my first jumbled impressions of what Nereid’s weird Venus-world must be like.


  “That is your island?” Nereid said suddenly. “Why—it looks very pretty.”


  The storm still was rising in the south—occasional bursts of lightning and rolling, reverberating thunderclaps. But the starlight and moonlight was over us. It silvered the island palms; it lay like white metal on the sand of the island’s shore.


  I headed us into the little cove. A small dilapidated dock was there. On a little rise behind the palmetto fringe, under the palm trees, a shaft of moonlight gleamed on the white of our tent. I thought that young Allen would have heard the putt-putt of my motor and be down at the dock now to greet me. But there was no sign of him.


  I shut off the motor. Silence leaped at us.


  “Queer,” I said. “Jack promised he’d have supper ready.”


  The glow of campfire beside the tent was visible. In the silence I could hear the murmur of music from our little portable radio. Allen must have been here only a few minutes ago. I called,


  “Oh Jack—Jack, where are you?”


  There was only the roll of my words, echoing into silence. Very queer.


  Nereid was in the bow of that boat. “Fend us off,” I said as we glided to the dock.


  This weird girl. Water, almost her native element so that suddenly she dove over the bow. Flash of coral limbs, green-sheathed little body and streaming tawny hair. There was hardly a splash as she slipped into the water and then was swimming backward against our gliding little boat. It slid to the dock, gently eased up, and Nereid was gone.


  For a moment I held my breath, with my heart pounding. Foolish apprehension. Abruptly she appeared, out in the middle of the cove, head and shoulders bobbing up as she shook the water from her tresses and flung up an arm to greet me.


  “Come back here,” I called.


  The silent cove echoed with the ripple of her laugh. With weaving limbs, incredibly swiftly her body slid through the water; submerged again, and she came up laughing, like a dog shaking herself as she jumped to the dock.


  “Some day we will swim together, Kent.” Again she flung me that sidelong glance of coquetry. “And if you swim like my father, without much trouble I could drown you. You think so?”


  “No argument on that,” I said. Queerly I seemed to feel, just for. that instant, almost a vague resentment. Resentment of a man at the superior prowess of a woman. Instinctive, of course.


  She seemed to understand it, and she laughed again. “Our young men of Venus are like that,” she said, “for they, too, cannot swim very well.” And instantly her face clouded. “Thai, too, is part of the trouble of my world—the men who would have their mates kept from the water—so that the man may be in everything the master. Our virgins do-not like that.”


  She clung to my hand as we went up the palmetto-lined path to the camp. And suddenly she seemed frightened. An aura of sudden menace was here. I, too, could feel it. Allen had started supper. The things were out; food was in the frying pan, burning now in a charred mass over the campfire flames.


  “Kent—something wrong—”


  WE stood tense. Like animals abruptly scenting danger, yet having no least idea what it was, or from whence it could come. . . . And abruptly in the silence, the murmuring little radio here changed from music to a newcaster’s flash.


  “Nereid listen—news of you—” I murmured.


  Something had been seen, late this afternoon, dropping swiftly from the sky—something, a meteorite?—the few eyewitnesses differed in trying to describe it. “Mysterious missile drops into the Gulf ten miles off lonely Palmetto Key.” The newscaster drew on his imagination, conjecturing what the round shining thing could have been, which two fishing boats had reported seeing coming hurtling down from the afternoon sky, dropping into the glassy Gulf.


  I smiled at Nereid as for a moment we stood listening. Her little falling space-cylinder already was causing comment. I could envisage the incredulous amazement of the authorities at Tampa when I took her there, told them who she was. The world would ring with it. Blaring newscasters: “Stranded Venus girl! Marooned on Earth! Venus inhabited! Venus threatened with bloody revolution! Appeals to Earth for help! Daughter of two worlds brings secret of spaceflight to Earth, and loses it on her arrived!”


  And some would try to be humorous: “Girl from. Venus brings gift of space-flight secret, and loses it before she can give it to us! Isn’t that what you would expect of a woman?”


  “Kent Fanning and weird girl try to hoax scientists—”


  Somehow as I thought of it, resentment sprang within me at what this would do to the gentle little Nereid. Allen and I, tomorrow when the storm was over, would have to take her to Tampa, of course. Or perhaps we would, take her to some scientific Society, with less publicity. And an effort would be made to recover her cylinder, with its precious’ secret.


  It-was my swift flow of thoughts as for that moment the newcaster droned on. And suddenly his voice changed. He had been describing the mysterious, falling of what quite evidently ‘had been Nereid’s little vehicle. And now another Press Bulletin had reached him.


  “Mysterious airship descends from the stratosphere, lands in the Gulf near Palmetto Key, off west coast of Florida. At sunset tonight—”


  Nereid gripped me with a little gasping cry as we listened. A gleaming metal thing, flatly oblong with a turret globe at bow and stern, had been distantly seen by a tramp freighter which was heading westward, into the Gulf, bound for Mexico. A metal ship—blood-red with the sunset on it—slowly floating down; rotating slowly, weirdly on its horizontal axis. . . . It had been seen to land on the Gulf surface. And then slowly submerge, heading shoreward like a plunging submarine as it vanished!


  Nereid murmured, “Tollgamo, he has a ship like that! But my father has none! Oh Kent—”


  A spaceship from Venus! Was it that?


  Following Nereid here to seize her; to prevent her from giving the secret of Interplanetary transportation to Earth! The newscaster was. saying something about U.S. Coast Guard Cutters being ordered from Tampa to investigate.


  And from here on little. Palmetto Key, young Allen had disappeared! The implication of that struck at me. For a second I stared at Nereid, the firelight gleaming soft and warm on her dripping little body; tinting her pink-coral face which now was stamped with terror.


  But we had no more warning than that. The storm, was at hand now, and the wind was lashing the upper fronds of the palms; purple darkness-here on the island with a flash of lightning and almost simultaneous thunderclap. For that second the palmetto shrubs were whitely illumined by the electric glare. Fifty feet away a big, dark upright shape abruptly was visible. And another—arid another! Men stalking us!


  The glare died. There was only turgid windy darkness. I must have muttered something to Nereid; my arm went around her as we turned to run back to our boat in the cove. Too late! From the palm woods behind us a violet beam of light stabbed out. It caught us; bathed us. There was a guttural shout; the sound of a little pop and something whizzing with a whining hum through the air. I felt something strike my legs. A little blob which with its impact abruptly uncoiled, and then coiled again as it wrapped itself around my legs so that I crashed heavily to earth face down.


  And another had hit my neck. Ghastly thing—quivering steel spring. It felt like that; thin quivering metal encircling my throat. Almost like a thing alive, gripping me with its metal fingers . . . strangling me. I was aware that Nereid, too, had fallen. My groping fingers clutched at the strangling band; its sharp edges cut my fingers, as futilely I tried to tear it loose. I recall that I lay threshing, lunging, with my legs pinned and my breath gone. Dark figures were standing over me now. Guttural chuckling voices mingled with the roaring torrent of Niagara in my ears. Then the dancing spots before my bulging eyes blurred the gathering dark shapes.


  III


  THE roaring in my ears came first as my consciousness struggled back. My fumbling fingers felt my throat. The band was gone; the skin was swollen there. Then I knew that I was bathed in the cold sweat of weakness and was lying on the metal grid of a floor. The murmur of voices sounded around me; and I opened my eyes to find myself in a dimly starlit, circular turret room. The control room of a spaceship. It hummed with a throbbing rhythm of its current. But save for that it was queerly still, vibrationless.


  We were in space. Through the round, transparent turret walls I could see the blazing stars in a black firmament to one side. The other was shrouded with metal blinds, through the chinks of which dazzling sunlight was showing, so that I knew we had already left the giant cone of the Earth’s shadow. Heading partly toward the Sun. Heading for Venus? It seemed so.


  Men were, here around me. Huge, burly, strangely garbed men—one at the controls, where banks of levers and dials with quivering indicators were ranged in rows with a line of little fluorescent globes diagonally across them. Two other men sat softly talking together; guttural, unintelligible words. Weird figures indeed. At first glance they could have been towering robots; wide, square shoulders, rectangular bodies, round tubular, jointed legs. The starlight glinted on their burnished, grey-white metal casements. Then as they moved, I saw that their garments were of flexible woven metal.


  The one at the controls was bareheaded, a round bullet head of close-cropped black hair. His face was heavy; skin queerly grey-white. Weird features, with a protruding chin and long hawk nose so that the mouth was a greylipped slit, depressed between the projections of his nose and lower jaw. And he had deep-set, round dark eyes under shaven black brows.


  Men of science. Humans whose life was of such efficient, mechanical rigidity that they themselves had the aspect of machines. Worshipers of precision; of mechanization. The aura of it was on them.


  I saw that one of them was sitting impassive, stiffly erect in his metal garments with his gaze roving me like a guard. Strange, jewel-like little weapons were at his waist and in pouches of his metal jacket. On his head was a metal, peaked helmet—its peak fashioned in the form of a hawklike bird, poised for screaming flight. Across the starlit circular room, another of the men was sitting, gazing out at the firmament. A man? I stared with a new amazement. The same square, jointed metal garments. But the hips were wider, the shoulders more narrow. A woman, of this mechanized race of Gorts. Her breast swelled beneath her mailed tunic. Her hair was black, long to the base of her neck, covering her ears. A shining black metal band was around her forehead, holding the hair from her eyes.


  Strange, powerful Amazon. She was a good six feet tall; her face was hawk-nosed like the men, but with lips that were fuller, of a reddish tinge. Then as I stared, the man at the controls called to her:


  “Garga—”


  She rose; moved to him. Her dangling weapons, and a huge metal ornament on her bosom, clanked as she walked. At the control table the leader gave her orders; guttural crisp words unintelligible to me. She nodded; went to a small table across the room, where with charts and computations she seemed figuring the course of our flight.


  Garga, woman of the Gorts. Mechanized womanhood, with all that womanhood stands for in my own world submerged within her so that she was a mere female machine. And suddenly my mind, still dazed now in these first moments of my returning consciousness, swept back to Nereid. Strange world, this Venus, to hold two such contrasting types of female! What a gulf between them!


  Where was Nereid now? Had she been killed in that attack upon us? Anxiety swept me. I had struggled up on one elbow. The watching Gort saw me; he muttered an exclamation and the man at the controls came clanking to his feet. A giant fellow, well over six feet. His slit of mouth widened with a grin like a gash between his nose and chin as he bent down over me.


  “You—still alive?” he greeted. “What your name?”


  I sat up, still rubbing my bruised throat. “Kent Fanning,” I said. “So you talk English? There was a girl with me, back there on that island. Where is she?”


  He gestured blandly. “She safe. Daughter of Peters. Tollgamo wants her not injured. He will like you too, I think perhaps. You have scientific skill of Earth science?”


  I would be kept alive for the knowledge I might have. “Well, maybe,” I said. “Where is Peters’ daughter? I want to see her. Where are you taking us? To Venus?”


  “You ask too much quick questions,” he retorted. His grey knuckles rapped his mailed chest. “I am Rhool, second to Tollgamo. I talk with you some else time. Maybe you teach me more the English? Eh?”


  “Where is Peters’ daughter?” I insisted. I was on my feet, still dizzy; and as I staggered a little, I clutched Rhool’s metal clothed arm. It angered, or perhaps startled him. With a sweeping gesture, incredibly powerful, his arm flung me aside. His guttural barking command brought the woman Garga with a pounce.


  I have not mentioned that I am a bit under six feet in height; slim and dark. Not very powerful; but I have, my friends tell me, a temper somewhat flaring so that in a rough and tumble fight I usually can take care of myself. But the glare in Rhool’s eyes warned me that this was a time when discretion certainly was better than valor. The woman Garga towered an inch or so over me; her fingers gripped my shoulders.


  “So?” she muttered. “You think to cause trouble?”


  I summoned a grim smile. “I do not. I want to be taken to Peters’ daughter. Where is she?”


  Rhool, back at his instrument table now, barked a command; and the metal-clad Gort woman shoved me. “You come with me. I take you.”


  To Nereid? I hoped so. Docilely I preceded Garga along a glowing humming little metal corridor of the space-ship. She said nothing more, but flung open a small metal door after unbarring its fastenings, shoved me in and banged it upon me.


  I found myself in a small metal sleeping apartment, Brilliant starlight filtered in through its single bullseye pane. A figure was in the corner on a fabric couch.


  “You Kent? Good Lord.”


  IT was Jack Allen. They had pounced on him, back there on Palmetto Key. I sat with him now, telling him of the weird things which had happened to me; telling him of Nereid.


  He stared. “Good Lord, Kent—well, I understand it better now.”


  There were things that he had learned; and as he told them to me, Nereid’s only half-coherent story began to clarify.


  “That woman Garga,” Allen was saying with his ready grin, “I get along fine with _ her. Pumped a lot of facts out of her.” Physically, Allen and I are of quite different types, which is perhaps why we are such friends. He says I have a romantic, sort of poetic look—from my mother, who was Spanish. And that, he says, goes with a bad temper. However that may be, certainly he was always the opposite. A giant, blond fellow; six feet four; rugged, sun-bronzed, like a young Viking. And he had an almost unfailing good nature. A slow, quiet smile. Slow of movement; usually somewhat lazy. But there were times, rare intervals, when he was angered. His movements were panther-like then, and I wouldn’t like to be the one to meet him in a fight.


  “That Garga woman likes me,” he grinned. He lowered his voice as he leaned toward me. “She looks like a machine, but still she’s a woman. Get the idea? If we ever get out of this, that might be the way.”


  And then he told me what he knew of Nereid’s strange Venus world. The realm of the Arones was in a lush forest, the tropic region. Compared to our Earth population, there were not many of the Arones. Half a million perhaps, in little Forest and Water villages, with twenty thousand in the chief city, known as Arron. . . . How shall I attempt even an outline of the ethnological history of Venus? I can give only the barest suggestion of it. In former ages doubtless there had been millions of humans on this, Earth’s sister planet. A civilization rising to great heights of science, with all the planet’s surface mastered by man. And then decadence had come. Mankind resting; then drifting backward.


  Dwindling in number; with science forgotten, put aside as a memory, a tradition. And slowly but inexorably the monstrous animals, insects, the weird vegetation again took primitive possession of most of the globe.


  “So that’s your Nereid’s people,” Allen was saying. “Decadent—soft now—trying to accomplish nothing.”


  Except human happiness. I recalled Nereid’s words of her world, living for love and music and beauty. Strange how in all human affairs there are two sides of looking at everything! I said something like that to Allen, and he nodded.


  “The trouble with science,” he agreed, “is that it can be so easily perverted. Things to benefit mankind, turned into engines of death. That’s the recent history of our own world.”


  And the Arones had gone to the other extreme. Science was banned. Men and women should live for human happiness, with no thought of conquest, or of personal power. And out of this, a few generations ago, had risen the Gorts. They had been for centuries a nomadic race of giants, mere savages roaming the barren parts of the planet. Few in number, and like the savages of our own Earth, apparently doomed to extinction. Banished criminals from the world of the Arones, generations back, had joined them, brought them science—stolen things of science.


  And out of this sprang the Gort, Tollgamo. His father had started it; Tollgamo, the son, carried it on. He was a genius, of course. A genius with mad dreams. To mechanize his little world. There were only a few thousand of them now. Men and women making themselves into machines; fed by Tollgamo upon his own mad dreams of Venus conquest.


  He had discovered the secret of spaceflight, which before him, on Venus, had never been known. Peters’ Earth-signals had attracted him, and quietly he had gone to Earth, and seized Peters and his men; bringing them to Venus so that they might tell him all they knew of their science. It would be useful, that future day when he would attempt to conquer the Arones.


  Most, perhaps all, of Peters’ men were dead now; killed, possibly by Tollgamo, when their usefulness to him was finished. But Peters had escaped; gone to the Arones. And telling them their danger, had made himself the leader of the revival of their science. All Nereid’s life, her father, with a group of men he had trained, had feverishly been working in the city of Arron, to build weapons with which to combat the attack when it came.


  All that was known to Tollgamo, of course. He had spies in Arron. Queer how human nature is the same, wherever in the Universe the Creator has planted it! The fatuous, decadent, pleasure-loving leader of the Arones was unwilling to believe that the Gorts could be any menace. The efforts of Peters and his fellow scientists, even now were looked upon with disfavor. Peters and his men were distrusted, even accused of having dreams of conquest of their own. Thousands of the Arones thought it, so that there was an undercurrent of strife in Arron, fostered, of course, by Tollgamo’s spies.


  “And now Tollgamo seems to be about ready for his attack,” Allen was telling me. “Peters probably has no weapons of any importance with which to oppose him. And so Peters made an effort to get help from Earth. Tollgamo found it out, and sent this ship to follow the girl so as to keep her from giving the secret of spaceflight to Earth.”


  The barred metal door of our little cubby suddenly opened. A Gort man stood there. Allen and I stared. Like the other Gorts, he was encased in shining mailed garments. But he was crippled, bent and twisted, with one shoulder higher than the other and a lump on his bent back. On him, the metal garments were grotesque. He came sidleing in, grinning at us with his ugly, puffed and bloated greyskinned face.


  “I am Borgg,” he said. “You will have food and drink soon. You hungry?”


  “I want to see the Peters girl,” I retorted. “Take me to her.”


  He shook his head. “Garga will take care of her. She is safe.”


  His glowing, dark-eyed gaze roved us. Out in the corridor there was a man’s voice—one of the other Gorts passing. And the weird, shambling hunchback suddenly burst into guttural laughter. “So the Earthmen are afraid of me? Afraid of Borgg, who wants only to amuse people?”


  He suddenly backed away from us, hurling what seemed a stream of invective at us in the guttural syllables of his own language. Then he backed through our door, slammed it upon us and bolted it.


  We stared at each other blankly. “Well I’ll be damned,” Allen muttered. “What could that mean?”


  I CAN only sketch the weird events of that voyage to Venus. My first spaceflight. You who read this can anticipate taking one soon, of course. And you are naturally familiar with the glowing words of description the newscasters have used. With the mechanical details of Interplanetary traveling, the more scientific-minded among you must be thoroughly familiar. I think all that need have little place in my narrative. Human motives; human conflicts. The things of actuality which happened to me, to Jack Allen, to little Nereid—with those things only am I concerned here.


  There were some ten men and five of the grim Gort women, here on the space vehicle. By Earth routine of living, it could have been five or six days. After the first time of sleep, Allen and I were given a fair freedom of movement. Much of it we spent in the control turret, with Rhool, the leader here. Tollgamo’s lieutenant was well pleased with himself. He was bringing Nereid back. He had learned from her that her little space-cylinder was lost at the bottom of the sea on Earth. What Tollgamo had ordered, Rhool had accomplished, with efficiency which would bring him commendation. And he was bringing Allen and me back, Earthmen whom Tollgamo doubtless would very much want to question.


  “You tell him much—he treat you well,” Rhool assured us with his heavy leer. He was, I could see, far more impressed with Allen than with me; Allen who now was winning his confidence, pretending that there was much he could tell Tollgamo; hinting even that he and I would not be, averse to joining the great Master of the Gorts in his schemes of conquest.


  Nereid was unharmed. The woman Garga was caring for her; and on the third day from Earth, Allen persuaded Garga to bring Nereid to the turret. After that, Nereid was often with us, and her fragile, delicate beauty here among the grey, metal-clad Gorts made her seem ethereal indeed.


  She came to my side, with her face lighting up.


  “I was afraid they had killed you,” she whispered. “Bad time for us all, my Earth-friend. I—I did very badly on my adventure to Earth.”


  She told us then that her father had built the little cylinder, intending to send one of his men in it. But Nereid, who had learned its operation, had stolen it.


  Then suddenly she was whispering to us, that the Gorts in the turret might not hear. “I have a brother—my twin—his name is Leh Tollgamo does not know there is suck a person.” She shot a furtive glance around the turret. “For several years he has been living with the Gorts. Pretending he is one. of them. From him, father has gotten much information of Tollgamo’s plans. It would be death to Leh if who lie is were known. And now I will tell you—Leh is—”


  A guttural shout from Rhool at the control table checked her.


  “He says stop whispering,” she murmured. “That other thing I will tell you later . . . I speak the English,” she said to Rhool. “You speak it too? Then we talk it here, so that these Earthmen may understand?”


  Rhool laughed. His heavy dark gaze roved her. “You very beautiful,” he said. “See—I talk English. Come sit by me. The starshine makes you beautiful, girl of Arron.”


  I tensed, with my heart pounding as I saw his darkly leering gaze rove over her again.


  “Easy!” whispered Allen. “Don’t start anything.”


  Then at last Venus had grown to a full-round, glowing silver disk before our bow. After the next time of sleep it was a monstrous ball, filling half the firmament, mottled with clouds so that its surface configurations were only vaguely apparent. Heavy, thick Venus atmosphere. Within another day of our living routine we dropped into it, sliding diagonally downward, with slackening velocity now and rocket streams of fluorescent gases to check and guide us.


  With Rhool and Nereid I was in the starlit turret. It was night here, the Venus night of atmospheric fog. Rhool had been drinking from a little gourd at his belt, and was flushed with his triumph and the liquor.


  “A few hours,” he said to Nereid. “Then I give you to Tollgamo.” His arm went suddenly around her waist, drawing her against him. What he was muttering in his own language I had no idea; but as she cried out, struggling with him, I jumped.


  “That’s enough from you—let her alone!” I rasped.


  HE cast her off, leaped to his feet.


  Rage darkened his heavy face so that it seemed to blacken. My lunging jab struck his mailed chest, but my swing at his face missed him. He jumped backward, with a hand going to a weapon at his belt. I have no doubt that I would have been dead in another few seconds. But there were shouts behind me; the woman Garga and Allen coming from the corridor. Garga’s guttural remonstrance checked the angry Rhool. And then Borgg, the weird little hunchback, came shambling forward.


  “Stop it!” Allen shouted at me. “Easy there, you idiot!”


  Borgg grabbed me. As I fought, his mouth jabbed against my ear. His voice was a sibilant whisper. “Fight me—not too hard! I am Leh—her brother!”


  Nereid’s, brother! Spy among the Gorts, for years masquerading in this grotesque guise of half-demented hunchback jester! I struggled with him now as he cuffed me, while Nereid stared terrified and Rhool laughed with coarse ribald amusement, appeased that I was being beaten.


  And then Leh shoved me from the turret, dragged me down the corridor, slammed me into my sleeping cubby. Again his mouth was to my ear.


  “Later tonight, I will try and turn you loose. And your friend Allen, and my sister.”


  In a swift whisper he told me his plans. At the ship’s lower exit porte he had hidden a small anti-gravity platform, and three pressure suits. We could escape from there. He shoved the door upon me, barred it and was gone.


  I sat tense in the darkness, those last hours. Through the bullseye window the Venus clouds were an opalescent haze of weird glowing luminosity, like phosphorescence in tropic water. It seemed inherent to the cloud-vapours; but more than that I could see that it was radiating up from below. Venus-shine. Pale and weirdly beautiful light inherent to the planet herself.


  And then our little ship sank below the clouds, and the surface of Venus lay spread some ten thousand feet below me. It was an amazing world of lush shining forests and gleaming, rippling opalescent water. We were near the country of the Arones; but for just a moment, beyond the shining sea, tiers of black metal mountains were visible which I knew to be the country of the Gorts.


  The rasp of my door softly opening made me turn. The grotesque hunched form of Nereid’s brother stood there, with a hand in a silencing gesture to his mouth.


  “Most of them are in the forward control turret. You go down into the hull to the exit porte. My sister and Allen will join you.”


  He shoved me. Then he softly closed my door, barred it, and shambled forward toward the turret, grinning, mumbling an inane little tune. I ducked into a doorway; went down an incline ladder. The hull corridor was dark, with just a small hooded light of green glow. Tense, alert, I came to the pressure porte doorway. And suddenly a figure stirred in the shadows.


  “Kent!” It was Nereid, crouching here, waiting for me. I gripped her.


  “Where’s Jack?”


  “My brother said he would send him down. But he has not come.”


  Then we heard faint footsteps on the incline. And suddenly from up there in the dimness, came Allen’s voice:


  “Why—why hello, Garga. I didn’t see you.”


  And the Gort woman’s voice: “Where you go, Jack Allen?”


  “Why—why Rhool said he didn’t mind my moving around the ship. Come into the turret, Garga. I want you to show me your world. Don’t you think I am going to like it?”


  “Maybe. And if Tollgamo like you, Jack Allen—”


  Their voices receded. Allen would make no attempt now to join us, that was obvious. With Garga eager always to be with him, his attempt would be futile.


  I whispered it to Nereid.


  “We are close to my country now,” she murmured. “Too late for us to escape successfully, if we wait much longer.”


  We did not need the pressure suits which Leh had hidden here, thinking he might find an opportunity for us to disembark while still above the atmosphere. The antigravity platform was an oblong, raft-like metallic thing, with its mechanisms under a hood in its bow. Nereid understood its workings. She lay flat upon it as I slid it through the porte and jumped beside her.


  We went like a sliding rocket, with a rush of wind that stopped our breath. But the hooded bow partially shielded us, so that presently we could breathe. Behind us, and over us now, the gleaming shape of the spaceship was seemingly sliding upward and backward. Beneath us the shining sea with a glowing shoreline off at the horizon seemed rocking with a crazy sway. And then at last we steadied.


  “Did it!” I gloated. “We made it, Nereid. Evidently they didn’t see us rocketing off.”


  There was no sign of any alarm from the ship and presently it had dwindled high above us and was gone.


  Amazingly swift, that downward glide. The wind whistled past us with a screaming whine. At five hundred feet Nereid leveled us as we headed for the glowing shoreline. I could see artificial illumination there now, a myriad little dots of colored lights. And then little colored beams were waving.


  “My city—the city of Arron,” Nereid said.


  It was a few miles back in the forest, where a great shining lagoon opened. A riot of glowing, prismatic color burst upon us; and as Nereid saw it, she sucked in her breath with a little gasp.


  “The love festival,” she murmured. “Oh why—why would they have that in times like these? With Tollgamo so ready to attack us?”


  I stared down with awed amazement at the scene of weird sensuous beauty spread now so close beneath us.


  ALLEN’S first sight of the country of Gorts, as he afterward told me, was a line of terraced hills that rose steeply up from the shore of the placid sea. He was in the controlroom of the Spaceship with Rhool, and with the grim woman Garga beside him. It had been a tense time for Allen, when the escape of Nereid and myself was discovered. But he had been allowed a measure of freedom, whereas I was locked in my cubby. Allen was not suspected, nor, fortunately, was Leh. Two of the Gorts came in for Rhool’s wrath.


  “Tollgamo will deal with you,” he said.


  Then Allen spoke up, denouncing me as a traitor to him; claiming that I had agreed to join Tollgamo. “That Peters girl bewitched him,” Allen said.


  Whether it fooled the big, leering Rhool or not, Allen couldn’t tell. Perhaps it did, for Allen now was taken more as one of them, than a prisoner.


  The Country of the Gorts! To Allen, as he stared down through the turret window of the spaceship, those terraces of grey metal rock were as grim and forbidding as the Gort people themselves. In the glowing night-sheen, the barren wastes near the shore seemed utterly without life. And then Allen saw weird vegetation in little patches; and occasionally roaming wild things with round eyes which stared up at the ship. Some of them incuriously stared; others, frightened, scuttled away.


  The ship now was following a broad, gleaming inlet of the iridescent sea. Ten Earth-miles or so, to its head where lights gleamed on a terraced hillside. It was Tollgamo’s little city. Allen had only a brief glimpse as the ship swooped down and settled into tire rack of a metal landing stage. Rows of blue and green lights were strung in half a dozen rows on the terraces, one above the other to mark the streets, with metal ladders vertically connecting them. Metal and stone little houses, polished, grey-blue, lined the streets. At one end of the lower street, close by a promontory bluff where beyond a bridgelike metal ladder a smaller kiosk overlooked the inlet, there was a larger, square building, terraced into three stories. Round spots of dull purple light marked its four corners. On its roof, metal-garbed figures paced back and forth.


  “Tollgamo the Master—that is his house,” the woman Garga murmured to Allen.


  Green-yellow, turgid smoke belched from a chimney-like opening in the cliff, where doubtless, partly underground, a factory was in operation. Figures moved in the grim weird glow of the bleak streets; apparatus was being dragged along one of them. Men and women working; and in the doors and windows of the cubical houses, the figures of children stood peering.


  As the ship settled lower, Allen realized that both above and below ground it was a beehive of activity now. And presently he could hear sounds; the clank of metal machinery; the grind of gears; the voices of the workers.


  Beside him Allen was suddenly aware of the grotesque, hunched form of Nereid’s brother, Leh. Neither of them spoke; and then Leh, with a surreptitious gesture, indicated the shining inlet. Down on the opposite shore of it, a tunnel mouth showed, with a red-yellow glare back under the opposite cliff. A crowd of metal-clad workers, goggled against the glare so that they looked like huge beetle-eyed insects, were struggling with apparatus which they were pulling out.


  Leh was tense. Then a moment came where he was able to whisper furtively to Allen. “I will try later to get us to that cliff. Do you see that Kiosk? If we can get there, we will dive to the water. From there I have a way of escaping.”


  That was all. Allen had only time to murmur assent. The ship landed. With Rhool half guarding, half leading him, he was taken along the lower street. The workers stood grim, impassive, until they recognized Rhool. Then like machines they stood stiff, with a hand touching the metal insignia of their helmets until Rhool had passed. Even the children stood rigid, saluting. Little bodies drilled to efficiency; impassive childish faces. But in their eyes still there was childhood—excited, wondering childhood.


  Rhool and Allen passed the guards at the entrance to Tollgamo’s home. In the dim blue-green glow of a metal room Allen was told by Rhool to stand, and Tollgamo would come. Then Rhool was gone. Unseen eyes were watching Allen. He sensed it; and stood stiffly against one wall, awaiting the coming of the Master. It was a strange, square apartment. Blue-lit, so that its richly tiled floor and ceiling glistened like polished steel. The furniture was square, glistening in the light-sheen. At one end of the room a huge polished table with a single big chair at its end, held a variety of small apparatus, a bank of levers and little buttons as though for signalling commands. And there was a neat stack of what seemed to be charts and mathematical data.


  A murmur outside the room brought Allen back from his contemplation of his surroundings. Men’s voices; a guttural command. Then Rhool came in, walking with stiff, pseudo mechanical tread. On his heavy face was a grinning leer. Behind him there was a Gort man and woman. Allen recognized them; both had been on the spaceship and both were blamed by Rhool for the escape of Nereid and me. They came now marching stiffly erect. Their faces were impassive, but terror was in their eyes and in the tense set of their lips.


  AND then at last came Tollgamo. Involuntarily Allen gasped at sight of him.


  He was a giant figure of a man, six feet six, at least. Unlike the square, robot appearance of his menials, his garments of grey metal-fabric were soft, and clinging. A flowing tunic fell from his powerfully broad shoulders to below his waist, with a wide, glistening metal belt; trousers which sheathed his powerful, shapely legs; shoes with padded soles so that he moved soundlessly. He was bareheaded, and his black hair, closely clipped, came to a peak at his forehead. His skin was the familiar Venus grey, but there was a saffron cast to it. His high-bridged nose was hawk-like, his chin protruding, but square—the firm jaw completely characteristic of determination and power.


  His thin-lipped mouth, as he came quietly in and surveyed Allen with dark-eyed gaze, was faintly smiling. Allen, standing rigid, silently met the stare. It was then that he felt, far more than in Tollgamo’s commanding aspect, the power of the man’s personality. A dominant force seemed to radiate from him, so that no one could be in his presence an instant without feeling it. An aura of command that made Allen suddenly feel like a child. Helpless; and with a vague, indefinable shudder within him.


  And then Tollgamo spoke. Suave, gentle voice of careful, cultivated English, meticulously correct, yet with a strange foreign intonation.


  “So you are one of the Earthmen, Tack Allen?”


  “Yes,” Allen said; and then remembered Rhool’s instructions, so that after a moment he added, “Yes, Master. I give you service.”


  Tollgamo’s faint ironic smile broadened; his glittering dark eyes seemed to hold a twinkle of sardonic amusement. “You learn fast.” His gaze darted away; went to Rhool, and then to the Gort man and woman from the spaceship who stood with terror in their eyes.


  “I hear that you need punishment,” he said gently. “This Earthman will learn from it.” His tone, almost drab, was casual, with a slow finality.


  With pounding heart, Allen stood watching the metal-clad man and woman as Tollgamo quietly confronted them. The terror leaped from their eyes to stamp their faces. And Tollgamo said quietly,


  “That is bad to show fear. That forces the punishment to be worse.”


  At his gesture, a flick of his jeweled fingers, they bared their grey chests. Tollgamo’s hands were at his ornamented belt, each of them leveling a little jeweled weapon. The weapons suddenly hissed, and from each of them a tiny violet pencilray of heat-light sprang. Allen gulped as the beams struck the chests of the two victims, and the grey flesh, turned red, then black as Tollgamo wrote a brand of punishment, an insignia of dishonor. The man stood firm, with a hand still at salute, his slit of mouth twisted as he pressed his lips together in an attempt to restrain his cry of pain.


  But the woman involuntarily moaned. It was too much for Allen. He gasped,


  “Stop that, you damned torturer! They’re not the ones who are guilty anyway! They—”


  Tollgamo had finished. He snapped off the tiny rays and slowly turned to where Allen had taken a step toward him. And the smile now was gone from his serene face.


  “You are not yet trained,” he said quietly. “I forgive you for that—so short a time.” Another flick of his hand; and Rhool led the stumbling man and woman away.


  The smell of the burning flesh drifted off; and Tollgamo, alone here now, fronted the shuddering Allen. Again he was gently-smiling.


  “You show weakness?” he said. “I am disappointed. So you know who released that Kent Fanning, and Peters’ daughter?”


  “No I don’t. I’m sorry. That was just my desire to stop you doing that to that woman.”


  Amusement was in Tollgamo’s eyes and twitching at his thin grey lips. “So? You would join me, and still try to lie to me?” His gesture dismissed it. “We will talk of that some other time.” For a moment he stood pondering. “That girl—that Peters’ daughter,” he added. “Rhool tells me she is very beautiful. Is that so?” There seemed a twinkle in his inscrutable eyes.


  “Yes,” Allen agreed.


  “That is interesting. I must see for myself. I think perhaps I must protect her from the things that will happen tonight.”


  Allen tensed inside. Did he mean that his attack upon the Arones would take place tonight?


  “The woman Garga will give you supper,” Tollgamo added abruptly. From a ring on his finger a silent light-signal sprang across the room and through a small arcade doorway; and at once Garga appeared there.


  “Take him to my rest-room,” Tollgamo said. “He is hungry. Give him food. I will send for him later.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Then as Tollgamo moved away, lithe and silent as a great panther, with his padded soles soundless on the metal floor, he said quietly.


  “Your thoughts are very transparent, Earthman. But I think you can be of use to me.”


  IN the small adjoining room. Garga brought Allen food. They ate it together.


  “What did he mean by things that will happen tonight?” Allen suddenly murmured.


  Garga had been sitting, staring at him with her slumbrous dark gaze. “The attack,” she said.


  “And Peters doesn’t know that?”


  “No.” Her hand touched him. “I am trusting you.”


  “Of course,” Allen agreed. He recalled how Nereid’s brother, Leh, as the spaceship landed, had gazed down at the inlet, across which workers were bringing things from a tunnel to the edge of the water. Leh had sucked in his breath as though with startled surprise.


  “The attack,” Allen murmured. “Will it be upon the city of Arron?”


  “Yes—naturally. And the imbecile slaves there—they think they are going to help.” Her grim grey face lighted with a smile. “That will be amusing; those imbecile workers causing bloodshed, making it so easy for us, when we get there.”


  “Get there—how, Garga? By air?” Allen felt that Leh now was trying to get just such information as this; and he and Allen would escape—get to Arron and warn Peters. But evidently haste was necessary. By what Tollgamo said, he would be attacking perhaps within a few hours.


  “By air?” Garga echoed. “Oh no. By water.” She leaned closer to Allen. A woman warrior. But the womanhood in her now was making her bosom rise and fall with her emotion at Allen’s nearness. “Under the water,” she murmured. “You see how clever we are? That is the last method of attack that the Arones think we will try. There are grottos beneath the city of Arron. Grottos with the sea in them. So that we shall come up that way, appearing all over the city at once.” She chuckled. “They will not know there is to be any attack at all. Just trouble with the imbeciles. And suddenly we will be there among them!”


  Allen had it now! All the information needed. More than ever now he wanted to connect with Leh, and escape out of here.


  “Garga, listen,” he murmured, “were you ordered to stay here with me, until Tollgamo sends for me?”


  “Yes,” she agreed. Her gaze dung to his. “That will not be—too hard for you?”


  “No—no, of course not, Garga, but listen—” Abruptly Allen tensed. In a dark doorway nearby, beyond which Allen knew Tollgamo’s guards were stationed, a dim blob of figure had appeared. Garga’s back was to the door; she did not see the lurking shape. It was a hunched, misshapen silhouette. Leh, in his masquerade as jester, standing there listening.


  “Listen.” Allen quickly resumed. “There’s no reason why you should not show me around a bit, is there? On that cliff quite near here there’s a little kiosk that looks over the inlet. You and I—alone there, Garga?”


  His hand touched her square, metal-clad shoulder; and at once her hand went up, gripping his. “Perhaps.”


  “I would like to have you show-me what’s going on,” he urged. “And to sit there with you, just for a little time.” Leh heard it. His hunched figure in the doorway moved and his head nodded assent; and then he drew back, was gone.


  “I will get you a cloak,” Garga murmured abruptly.


  She came with the cloak in a moment; a long, dark-grey garment of flexible metal. With this on, and with the helmet which Rhool had given him, Allen could pass for a Gort. Garga was eager, trembling, as she took him. through a small side doorway. The nearby glowing city street bustled with activity. Garga and Allen were not challenged as they skirted the edge of the metal street; and presently came to a dark and narrow little bridge, a fifty foot catwalk-span over a chasm to the promontory head where the lookout kiosk stood dark and silent above the lagoon.


  A new idea had come to Allen. As together they crossed the catwalk he murmured to Garga:


  “The Master spoke of the Peters girl, and asked me if she is beautiful.”


  Garga smiled. “So? The Master is ironical always-. He plays with you.”


  “Meaning what?”


  “He has seen that girl many times. Ten years ago, when there was no threat of Tollgamo, he was in Arron. She was just a child then. He played with her. And he has loved her ever since.”


  They came to the kiosk, entered its dark interior. It was merely a roof over a circular metal bench, with a waist high-railing. Thirty feet down, the sea inlet was a black ribbon of. water. The yellow tunnel at the bottom of the opposite cliff was dark now, but further up the inlet there were lights and activity.


  Allen sat with a hand gripping Garga’s mailed arm. Across the background of his mind he was trying to plan . . . he could seize this amourous woman’s weapons. But then what? Would Leh be able to come here now? Leh, who had mentioned diving from here, with a way of escape from the inlet.


  “Tollgamo loves Peters’ daughter?” Allen was murmuring.


  “Yes. It is sure, although he would not have it known. And he is planning tonight, before we attack Arron, to—”


  A dark figure near them suddenly materialized. For a second Allen thought that it was Leh. But it was Rhool! Rhool who doubtless had seen Garga coming here, and followed her.


  In that tense second Allen was aware that Rhool was drawing a weapon. And Allen leaped, catapaulted with lowered head. He caught Rhool in the stomach, knocked him backward. But the Gort’s weapon had stabbed a hiss of violet light. It missed Allen; struck Garga. She went down.


  On the metal floor of the kiosk, Allen rolled with the giant Rhool. The Gort had no chance to use his weapon again. Allen in a second or two was on top of him, pounding his head against the metal floor. It cracked, and his big body quivered and lay limp.


  Allen jumped up. He was aware of a commotion on the catwalk bridge. A running figure. And men back in the glare at the. end of the street; men shouting, and then running forward. The figure on the catwalk was Leh. He came plunging into the kiosk. Allen was bending over the fallen Garga. She was dying, with bloody foam gushing at her mouth. But she was trying to smile, her eyes staring at Allen. Contrition swept him. This Amazonian woman-warrior. . . . Trained to be a cruel machine. But she had remained only a woman; and she was dying now; just a woman staring with her last wistful gaze at the Earthman she loved so that she might take the image of him with her into the Great Beyond.


  Allen murmured: “Oh, Garga, I’m sorry.


  She may have heard him, but then her breath stopped, the light went out of her eyes and she was gone.


  Allen jumped up as Leh gripped him. Leh, with, his face and figure changed now so that Allen saw him as a handsome stripling, with something of the look of Nereid.


  “Come on,” Leh gasped. “Get that helmet off, and that heavy cloak. Hurry!”


  A shot came from the catwalk, a spitting electronic stab that sent a shower of sparks on the kiosk ceiling. From the rail Allen and Leh dove. Then they were swimming; Leh guiding him as shots stabbed down at them. Allen was aware that Leh was dragging him underwater through a small subterranean passage to emerge in a watery cave. A water-cylinder was here, a twenty foot little submarine, as one might describe it on Earth. Two small seats were amidships in it, with its operating mechanisms around them. A moment later, they were off.


  IT was a weird underwater journey; some two hours, Allen guessed, while they sat in the dimness of the humming little cylindrical interior. Through the visor pane of the turret into which their heads projected, Allen had a dim vista of the turgid green-black depths, illumined by the small search-ray which preceded them. The vessel was propelled by a rocket-stream of disintegrating water as the electrolysis of backward gas-thrust shoved them forward.


  Sub-sea world of Venus. Allen saw little of it then, but still enough to suggest its ramified weirdness. They sped out through the watery tunnel, down the inlet at a depth of perhaps fifty feet, and then into the open sea. Empty, black-green depths. Running at fifty feet submersion, Allen could see beneath them the vague vista of a slimy undulating bottom. Then it dropped away, with only occasional jagged spires of peaks. Tumbled, submarine world. Fishes flipped away, frightened by the light. Occasionally, there was a glimpse of monstrous things that quivered; shapes that hung suspended, watching with dull-green round eyes.


  A submarine forest for a time was to one side, an intricate tracery of vegetation, with air-pods holding it upright as it slowly weaved and undulated like a thing quivering with life. A gigantic thing like a great squid with weaving tentacles came wobbling from a forest glade. It lunged to attack, but the little cylinder avoided it and sped past.


  Leh hardly spoke. He was tense, guiding their frail craft; and tense too with this emergency of haste to get to Peters.


  Leh had learned as much or more of Tollgamo’s plans than had Allen.


  Then at last they were nearing their destination. Allen had learned now that Peters and his men of science were not located in the city of Arron. They had laboratories, workshops and arsenal on a rocky island fortress. It was some twenty miles by water from Arron; within a mile or so of a partly submerged section of the forest, where a village known as the Water City was built.


  Allen saw the watery foundations of the Water City as the cylinder sped past. Then Leh was slackening, to land at a subsea dock beneath the arsenal. The dock’s weird dark outlines presently were beside them. With air-renewer mechanisms like a pack on their shoulders, and a round transparent glassite helmet, which had an elastic gasket tightly fitting their throats, they emerged through the cylinder’s little pressure lock into the water. Heavy shoes made them able to walk, with a pushing swaying shove.


  Leh, with a metal-tipped finger, touched a tiny metal plate on Allen’s helmet. And Leh’s voice, dim, muffled, sounded in Allen’s ears.


  “You follow me. There will be a guard where we emerge.”


  Allen swayed along a rocky path which was slowly ascending. The turgid, black-green depths here were dimly lighted by a glow from some unseen source. It was a tumbled, honeycombed submarine slope. Clumps of vegetation stood like black thickets to the sides. Ahead, the glow seemed brighter.


  Then suddenly Leh stopped his advance; stood rigid. Within the round, wholly transparent ball of his helmet his youthful face was tense. And his voice murmured.


  “Allen, look there!”


  They had no more warning than that. From a clump of tawny submarine vegetation nearby, two human figures suddenly emerged! Figures that stood as though startled for a second, and then came plunging to attack!


  V


  FESTIVAL of Love! On the swaying little anti-gravity platform I lay with Nereid, staring down at the strange, colorful scene that stretched beneath us. It was at the end of our escape-flight from the Spaceship, in time doubtless before Allen on that trip arrived in Tollgamo’s mountain city.


  What Allen saw of the grim little metal and rock city of the Gorts was in weird contrast to what I saw now of the riotous, colorful forest and water scene where the gay festival of Love and Music was in full progress.


  There was only a brief glimpse at first, as we swooped down. We had already passed over the main city of Arron. It lay between the open sea and an area a mile or so inland, where there was a lagoon, little chains of lakes, threads of tiny streams and a myriad little dots of tropic islands. I had seen, down in the forest, lines of gay, pastel-tinted lights to mark the city streets. Then we came to the lagoon, where the festival was being held.


  A watery fairlyland of gayety. The lagoon, a circular spread of water of perhaps five miles, was rippled with a soft night-breeze. The ripples were stained with the opalescent night-sheen from the overhead clouds, and stained like a painter’s pallette with a riot of glorious tints from the strings of colored lights which connected the little islands.


  One big island, a thousand feet in length, stood in the center. A pavilion was on it, from which soft exotic music flooded out into the night—music that blended on the tropic breeze with a vast murmur of excited voices. I could guess that there might be four or five thousand people disporting themselves here. The main island was thronged with people moving about, or crowding toward the pavilion where with the music there seemed dancing and perhaps some form of theatrical entertainment.


  Boats were on the thread-like little canals between the islands. A barge crowded with young men and girls, all in gay-colored robes, was slowly approaching from the open lagoon. Little boats, mere six foot rafts, each held a girl and man; the man paddling, the girl fending off flowers with which she was pelted by young men on other rafts, or on the shore.


  The laughing screams of girls floated up as they swam in the open lagoon, their voices calling jocular defiance to the men on shore to come out and catch them.


  Nereid slid our little flying platform skilfully down. We landed on a small level island which was connected with the big island by an arcade bridge. No one had seemed to notice us. Boats were tied up here along the shore. Others were arriving, disembarking the gay merrymakers. All were in holiday attire; a variety of motley costumes, indescribable as a fancy-dress costume ball on Earth. Some of them, men and girls, wore cloaks and hoods, with little gaily colored masks covering their eyes.


  I stood for a moment with Nereid. “You’re going to find your father?” I suggested.


  “Yes. If he is here.” She told me then of the Arsenal rock beyond the Water City, where Peters and his men most of their time were working. “He is there probably,” she added. “I think he would not come here tonight.”


  “Then what would we do, go to him there?”


  “Yes, of course. I will see our Ruler first. Jenten-Shah—he will be here. Over there on the big island, in the pavilion probably.” Bitterness was in her tone. Nereid was thinking of the menace of the Gorts, with their engines of destruction. She and I did not know then, what Allen was just about now learning—that there was an urgency of haste since Tollgamo’s attack would be made tonight. But as we threaded our way under the gay colored lights across the arcade to the main island, I somehow seemed to feel the undercurrent of menace here. Occasionally we passed little figures who were evidently onlookers. The imbecile workers, lower class who were almost in the position of slaves. They were weird little creatures, most of them no more than four feet tall, greyskinned and powerfully built. We passed one who was standing on the shore gazing at a raft where a lone girl shrouded in blue-white filmy drapery was being pelted with flowers. The gnome-like imbecile stood impassive, gazing with vacant face. Then he was muttering to himself. A fragment of it reached us.


  “Tollgamo is coming to help us workers. We won’t have to work tomorrow. Then we can do things like this.”


  I gripped Nereid. “You hear what that worker said? No work for him tomorrow. Do you suppose—”


  She tried to smile. “What an imbecile says never means much, Kent. But I must tell father.”


  OCCASIONALLY now people were staring at us, at me. Some rushed at us, but Nereid with an imperious gesture scattered them; and in a moment, with their other diversions, they had forgotten us. Then we came to where there was a pile of cloaks. Nereid gave me a dark robe and hood; and found a long white cloak and white cowl for herself. Then from her green undergarment she produced a little golden star, fastened it on the breast of her cloak. Queer insignia, that star with a crescent moon above and below it.


  The white cloak and cowl to signify that she was an Untouchable. Nereid’s beautiful little face bore a faint twisted smile. “That is what some of them call us, Kent. That is a term of derision, because now, at a festival like this, there are things we do not like.”


  Love, music, laughter—all so admirable. But here in Arron, under the leadership of the wanton Ruler, Jenten-Shah, it was becoming license. There were some five hundred young Virgins here in Arron, who were trying at least for moderation. And trying to help Peters prepare for the menace of the Gorts . . . Untouchables. Nereid was leader of them.


  In our robes and cowls now, Nereid and I were attracting no attention save that occasionally there was a jibe at Nereid. Laughing young men, befuddled perhaps by some intoxicating drink with wanton girls clinging to them, would sometimes lunge at us with mocking laughter. But we pushed past them, shoving our way toward the big open pavilion. I could see now the jam of people under its low spreading roof.


  We were still following the shorefront. From the pavilion a bevy of girls with flowing drapes came running and plunged into the water of the lagoon.


  I gripped Nereid’s white-cloaked arm. “That big figure in red—who is that?”


  I had seen the giant figure here at an edge of the crowd, when we crossed the arcade bridge. A man in robe and cowl of red and black. Then he had vanished. He was visible again now, a huge fellow, six and a half feet, at least. He was standing a hundred feet or so ahead of us, on the pink-white coral sand of the shore. And then abruptly he moved away and was gone again.


  Nereid stared, and then shook her head. “I do not know. I—” She checked herself; her face had a queer startled look.


  “What—” I demanded. But we were in the pavilion now, with the jam of watching people pressing us.


  “You will wait here, Kent?” Nereid murmured. “I will ask Jenten-Shah of my father.”


  I drew back behind a palm on which great orchid-like flowers were growing. I could see the dais where the gay fatuous ruler was seated with food and drink before him, with his young women favorites around him as they watched the platform where a barbarically voluptuous woman in flame-colored drapes was dancing with colored light-beams upon her.


  I had a glimpse of Nereid importuning Jenten-Shah. It was brief; and then Nereid came back to me.


  “Father is not here, Kent. He told the King not to hold this festival tonight.”


  “Did you mention that imbecile worker?”


  She nodded. Her face was grim, frightened now. “He said, if any imbecile causes trouble there will be a hundred imbeciles killed as punishment. He is drunk with marite. He laughed at the idea that Tollgamo would dare attack.”


  Merrymaking on the brink of disaster and death.


  AS though both Nereid and I were fascinated now, for a time we stood in the pavilion corner, watching the colorful scene. Half the people here were robed and masked, waiting a later time when a bell would give the signal for the unmasking. I saw several of the white-robed girls—the Untouchables. Then one of them, with a golden star on her breast, like Nereid’s but without the crescent moons, came and joined us. Nereid had met her a while ago near the Ruler’s dais. Her name was Venta. Under Nereid, she was commanding the little group of protesting Virgins.


  She was very like Nereid, save that beneath her white cowl I could see that her hair was dark. She stared at me. “So? The Earthman?” She shook my hand with a quaint awkwardness. “You look in the same fashion as her father, the Meester Peters,” she commented.


  Then suddenly all three of us were stricken tense. There was a commotion across the crowded pavilion, where a scantily clothed young girl was struggling, terrified, in the grip of a thick-set, crooked little imbecile man. He was forcing his caresses on her and the girl was screaming.


  The music suddenly ceased. In the hushed, stricken silence, the imbecile’s crazy childish laughter mingled with the girl’s screams. Then there was a rush as a group of young men nearby plucked the girl away, knocked the gnome-like worker down, beating him, slamming him until he lay inert.


  It was like a spark in gunpowder. People were shouting. Somebody found another imbecile and attacked him. A wave of shouting spread beyond the pavilion. But it lasted only a moment. The music started up again. The dancing continued.


  Nereid gripped me. “Out in the workers’ village they will hear of that. And what they might try to do—”


  Her words evoked a grim picture of powerful little men, with minds like children suddenly enraged to frenzy; and the half-drunken youths at the festival, ready enough to kill any worker, with the Ruler encouraging them.


  And this was what Tollgamo wanted, of course; confusion here to make his attack easier.


  The girls now were swiftly talking in their own language. We had shoved our way out of the pavilion, were standing near the shorefront; and the girls had drawn a little apart from me. I could see Venta nodding as Nereid gave her instructions. Then Nereid came to me.


  “She will get our Virgins, Kent. She has ten other girls who will help her collect them all.”


  The Virgins—five hundred of them if Venta could locate them all—would come in surface boats, past the Water City to the Arsenal. Nereid and I would precede them, starting now. All to offer ourselves to Peters and his fighting men if Tollgamo should strike tonight. But how would he strike? That we did not know.


  “And in the Water City,” Nereid was hastily telling me, “many of the people living there have come here to the festival tonight. But some of our girls live there.” Again her lips twisted with that wry little smile. “They will be there now. Some have brothers and fathers who work with my father in the Science Arsenal. But some do not, and I will send them here. If there is trouble with the imbeciles, they will help quell it.”


  Venta, ready to start on her mission, called goodbye. Then for just a moment Nereid ran after her to add something. Two other girls in the white Untouchable robes joined them, and stood talking about fifty feet away from where I waited. The shore there had risen to a little grassy bluff about twenty feet above the glittering, light-bathed lagoon.


  And suddenly I gasped. From a clump of vivid blue and orange palms which grew thickly beside the four girls, a figure suddenly emerged. A giant man-shape, in red and black robe. Then his robe and cowl dropped from him, revealing a towering powerful giant with dark close-clipped hair, dressed in a grey garment of woven metal with jeweled weapons at his broad belt. And in that second of my numbed gaze, I was aware that he had scattered the girls and had seized Nereid, holding her slim form against his huge bulk.


  And one of the other girls screamed: “Tollgamo!”


  TOLLGAMO! My first sight of him.


  And like Allen, for just a second I stood numbed, awed by the power, the dominance that radiated from him. He was quietly smiling. His hand went up to wave the girls away.


  “Tollgamo! Tollgamo!” The name went like a wave, back from the shore, so that the merrymakers gasped, stood stricken. For that second it was a tableau, with only the smiling Tollgamo in movement. Slowly he was backing, drawing the fighting, struggling Nereid with him. Backing toward the thick clump of palms.


  Then I was aware that I was dashing forward, shouting. It was only fifty feet. From one of Tollgamo’s hands, a spit of tiny blue light hissed at me. Missed. Then Venta and two of the other girls had cast off their white robes. Slim little creatures, like Nereid, greenly clad. Soon Tollgamo was struggling with all four of them. He flung them off, still trying to hold Nereid.


  It was only a second or two as I plunged at them. Then in a group they went over the little promontory and hit the water with a splash. Almost simultaneously I dove. The green opalescent water closed over me. Somewhere near at hand I could see the-blurr of the struggling figures. But I could not reach them. With all my strength I swam, but then I had to come up for air. I dove again. Accursedly helpless. Then on another try I met a girl coming up, then another and another—all four of them bobbing to the surface with me. All panting; unhurt, but angry that they had not captured Tollgamo!


  Them Venta and the Other two girls swam away on their errand. Nereid drew me forward as we swam, to avoid the commotion of gathered people on the bank, Tollgamo was gone. His plan had been, quite evidently, to dive into the water with Nereid here. Some twenty feet down, as the girls attacked him, he had tried to shove Nereid through a rock-rift, which obviously opened again to some cave where air was trapped.


  “I got away from him,” Nereid was saying. “A man, even Tollgamo, is so clumsy in the water, so quick to smother. I could have followed him but he blocked the little passage with a rock.”


  “And maybe he’s trapped down there?”


  She shook her head. “There are so many passages, and all lead out to the sea. Of course he had a cylinder-boat under there.”


  Together we swam out into the open lagoon, diagonally across it to where, beyond the lights of the festival, Nereid had a little surface boat in which we could get now to the Water City.


  “My boat is about a mile from here. Can you swim so far?”


  “Yes. I guess so.” I had always counted myself a strong swimmer; a mile was not too much for me. But I was like a puffing tugboat now, laboriously splashing along. Nereid was laughing at my efforts; trying to tow me; then giving it up, swimming around me, under me.


  Occasionally, while we were still in the light glare, other girls came dashing up, with questions of Tollgamo; and of me. Once a group of them dashed at me, with shouts of laughter trying to seize me, but Nereid drove them off. Then we were swimming alone in the luminous opalescent night; and at last we reached, the little boat. Nereid was already in it; waiting impatiently to haul me aboard as I came panting.


  It was a narrow, canoe-like surface craft; some twenty feet long, of dull white metal. Its hooded mechanisms were in bow and stern—water electrolysis. Soon we had attained a considerable speed, silent, vibrationless. And then we were on the open sea, with the lights of Arron fading behind us.


  VENUS night at sea. It was weirdly beautiful. The low-hanging curtain of heavy clouds was luminous with pale blue and silver sheen. The water, silver-rip-pled by a gentle night-breeze, was opalescent as our little craft hurled up a bow wave, with a gleaming phosphorescent wake behind us. Off to the right, for a time, the faint blurred outlines of metal mountains were visible on a promontory near the land of the Gorts. Then we passed it; and the forest to the left had faded away to be just a blur.


  Beside me, Nereid sat grim and silent, staring ahead as she steered our boat. The breeze tossed her tawny tresses against me. My mind went back to that other night, back on Earth when she had sat in my little fishing boat, with its outboard motor puttering. How long ago that seemed. And like that other night, my hand went now to a lock of her hair, beside us on the seat. “Nereid, when this is over, this war—” Her face turned toward me. She was faintly, whimsically smiling.


  “I think my father will like you,” she murmured.


  “And you, Nereid?”


  There was no impishness, this time. Her gaze met mine, shyly, and she nodded.


  But a moment later we were again both thinking of Tollgamo. And we were wondering about Allen, and Nereid’s brother, Leh. Had Tollgamo put them to death, in vengeance for our escape from Rhool’s spaceship?


  Then at last, to our left, the outlines of the lush forest shore were close at hand.


  “The Water City,” Nereid murmured.


  It was built in what seemed a partly submerged area of the jungle. Tangled tree-tops projecting from the water, with little houses of thatch and wood built like birds’ nests between them. Or queer little dwellings of woven blue rush, built on platforms that floated on the water and were lashed between the protecting tree-trunks. Narrow arcade bridges connected the houses; and the little balcony platforms where boats were moored.


  There were a few dots of lights. Then we passed the first group of houses. Very queer. Nereid stared at me. Queer indeed. It was far into the time of sleep, but still there should have been someone attracted to the house doorways as we passed.


  We had slackened now, with the houses, most of them dark, clustering all about us.


  “There is Venta’s home,” Nereid murmured. “Her father and brother will be there.”


  We drifted under an arching bridge. The figure of a man was lying on it. Asleep? Nereid called softly to him, but he did not move. Then I was aware of a queer, acrid smell here. Choking smell. Nereid coughed suddenly.


  The boat landed at a low platform dock of Venta’s home. We jumped to the platform. Two men were here. Venta’s father and brother. They lay in a heap, one half upon the other. Dead! The opalescent sheen of the glorious night was ghastly on their dead faces; mouths goggling with blackened, protruding tongue; eyes staring with the agony and death.


  And from here we could see other house balconies. Inert forms on them. All dead.


  In that stricken second, as we stood shuddering on the little platform with the sea lapping under it, a new horror suddenly assailed us. There was a tangle of vegetation here, tree branches overhead; air-vines with redolent flowers and pods on them, dangled, swaying in the breeze. And abruptly I realized that the dangling, ropelike vines were visibly growing! At an edge of the platform one of them was slithering like a serpent!


  And Nereid gasped: “That smell! The gas of nitro-carbon in some terrible concentration!”


  I stood numbed. Nitrogenous gas-fumes, sprayed here on the night-breeze by what deadly means I could not guess, had asphixiated the people of the little Water City. Most of them asleep, they were quickly overcome by the insidious fumes. An intensification of the gas which was normally used by the Arones to stimulate vegetation growth, as we on Earth use fertilizer. Nitro-carbon—deadly to humans; stimulating to plant-life!


  And the air-vines here were growing with a deadly acceleration!


  In that same second, as we stood momentarily confused, one of the dangling, swaying vines, grown monstrous now to be as thick as my arm, struck against Nereid. Sentient vegetation! With the contact, the damnable dangling vine suddenly wrapped itself around her, its powerful sinuous blue feelers gripping her slender white throat, strangling her! And in the night-silence an imbecile was gibbering, with triumphant, maniacal laughter!


  VI


  FOR an instant I was stunned, with so great a rush of horror that the weird scene blurred before me. Then I leaped, tearing at the quivering vine-rope that held Nereid in its grip. Ghastly thing. I tore it loose, broke it—gruesome, squashing, flimsy stuff. But as I cast broken segments of it away, more seemed to come.


  Weird, horrible combat. A slithering tentacle gripped my ankles. Another was winding itself around my throat. There was a terrible moment when I thought that Nereid and I would go down; and on the platform now at our feet, another leafy vine had come crawling, with lashing feelers and red pods that opened like little bloody jaws.


  Then I tore Nereid loose. The whole platform now seemed cluttered with writhing vegetation. From overhead dangling things were swinging, reaching down at us.


  “Nereid, our boat—which way?” In the dim luminous light I was confused. Nereid led me; and we staggered to our boat, tumbled into it. A vine-end like a rope threshed at us as we frantically shoved off.


  And in the silence now, with only the leafy rustling of the growing vines, the gibbering, maniacal laughter of the imbecile still sounded.


  “Kent, look—” Nereid touched my arm as she guided our little boat out into the open water. On a rock nearby, a hunched, gnome-like figure was crouched. Then I saw his face, goggled with great round eyepanes and nose-breather, with a pipe that led to a pack on his back.


  Nereid steered us toward him; we stopped and I reached and seized him.


  “You did this?” I demanded. “You turned loose the gas that killed these people? Who told you to do it? Who gave you the gas, and the mechanisms to spread it?”


  His laughter turned to a terrified whimpering. Nereid murmured,


  “That mask he’s wearing—the workers use that, in our agriculture when they spray with the nitro-carbon. But we have no sprayers that could do a thing like this, nor gas deadly enough.”


  “You did it?” I shook him.


  And then he was laughing again. And suddenly I realized that of course he could not understand English. I cast him loose. And Nereid flung questions at him in her own language.


  “Figures came up from the water,” she said. “He happened to have his mask and saved himself.”


  We left him there on the rock, still laughing. Tollgamo’s first attack! Would he try to loose this gas on Arron? Our little boat sped past the Water City. I could see now that the quivering, slithering vegetation everywhere was engulfing the flimsy houses. Its stimulated growth would persist, an hour or a day, and then subside.


  Shuddering, we drove our boat onward. The great Arsenal rock loomed ahead of us now, a huge almost square lump of metallic rock rising sheer from the water to a height of two or three hundred feet. On all sides it was like that; its only access was from beneath where subterranean passages ran into its honeycombed, grotto interior. Impregnable fortress, save from beneath the sea.


  Nereid tied our little craft to a metal fastener against the black, sleek rock-cliff. Then for me she produced the air-mechanisms and round transparent helmet with elastic gasket to fit around my throat. And heavy, metal-weighted shoes for us both.


  But no helmet was needed for her. “We will be there in ten or fifteen minutes,” she said. “I can see better without the head-covering.”


  We dropped into the luminous, opalescent water. Nereid held my hand as I floundered a little, trying to remain balanced upright while our weighted shoes carried us slowly down. It was a descent of some fifty feet, with the opalescent surface light fading into the black-green of the depths. Then slowly an undulating dark surface seemed coming up to us; and we landed, swaying on our feet. Weird, submarine world. The jagged slope to one side went on down into the depths. Beside us, swaying leafy vegetation stood upright in the water—a little thicket here, with what seemed a rocky path, ascending along the edge of the black abyss.


  Through my transparent helmet I stared at Nereid. She was smiling, unbreathing, as much at home down here as on the land. She gestured that we were to take the ascending path; and held my hand to steady me as we started our swaying, shoving climb. I could see now that ahead of us there was a little tunnel into the cliff where we would emerge into air.


  And suddenly I felt Nereid’s hand tighten convulsively on mine. I saw the blurred figures in another second, two upright swaying blobs close ahead of us as we emerged past the seaweed clump. Two men down here. Tollgamo’s men? I shook loose from Nereid and plunged forward.


  Then in another second I could see the faces in the transparent helmets. And one of them I recognized. It was Leh and Allen here, as startled as ourselves at the sudden encounter.


  I THINK now I need only briefly sketch that following hour or two while within the Arsenal fortress Allen and I met Peters and his men, and all of us hastily prepared for Tollgamo’s attack. I found Nereid’s father quite what I had expected—a quiet, grave-faced man of somewhat my own type, garbed like his fellow scientists in tight trousers and blouse of sleek black fabric. There was no time then to exchange more than the briefest of questions, as Nereid hastily told him what had happened to her since her little note had informed him of her furtive departure for Earth.


  “You worried me very much, my daughter,” he said quietly. And the same sense of humor which she herself had twinkled now in his grey eyes. “But I think this is no time for reproof.”


  Peters of course had known that Tollgamo’s attack was imminent; and he was almost ready. Allen and I could help little here with everything so indescribably strange. Nereid’s virgins were arriving now in little dripping groups that scattered through the workshop grottos with chattering voices that added immeasurably to the confusion. They were all like Nereid, most of them clad in the brief, shining sea-green, garment, all of them with flowing hair and eager, excited little faces. But I could see now the evidence of Nereid’s Earth heritage—these other girls, even more slim and frail-looking, with oval faces and pert little pointed chins. And their skin was distinctly less pink-white than hers.


  Finally the departure for battle. Assembling of this weird little sub-sea army. I watched it with silent, awed amazement. There was but one type of sub-sea vessel here, the small underwater cylinders such as Leh and Allen had come in from the country of the Gorts. Most of them were that same twenty foot size, to carry two men; and a few of them were some thirty feet, with space for three. An underwater electronic ray armed them in bow and stern. Leh explained the weapon to me. It had an effective range of fifty feet, with a current duration of some ten seconds. It would kill any living substance at that range almost instantly; and with duration would eat into the metal armour of Tollgamo’s ships.


  “My father has had no opportunity to build an under-water weapon of more range and power than this. It is all we have,” Leh was telling us. And my heart sank, and Allen and I exchanged glances of dismay, as Leh added:


  “Tollgamo has built them up to a range of three hundred feet.”


  There were about fifty of the small cylinder-boats; most of them to take two men. For battle tonight it was all Peters could assemble. But the cylinders were fleet as darting fishes. We had mobility, and courage, but with sinking heart I wondered if it would serve us.


  And I also wondered what Tollgamo would have. Leh’s information gave us little hint; and presently he, Allen and I took one of the larger cylinders.


  We ran without lights. For a time all I could see was a turgid vista of dark-green depths. An abyss of water at times was beneath us. Then there were the tops of jagged mountain peaks, naked black needle spires rising in clusters out of the depths. Leh knew very well the oceanography here in this undulating terrain of seascape. We headed for the mouth of the inlet at the head of which Tollgamo’s city was perched. But before we reached there, little lights down in the watery green haze suddenly appeared. An orange, blurred haze, separating in a moment into dotted points of light.


  “Tollgamo’s forces!” Leh murmured.


  At perhaps a hundred feet of depth, we shut off our tiny rocket-streams of oxo-hydro fluorescence and hung poised. The three of us sat breathless, peering. Had our tail-stream been discovered? It seemed not. There was no undue movement of the Tollgamo lights. Just a slow-moving little string of them, ahead and below us.


  I COULD see the bottom now, a great undulating spread here of dark surface. Rock, doubtless, with slime and ooze on it. The moving dots of light presently disclosed the blobs of enemy vessels. Ten of them, crawling on the bottom in a slow moving line. Cubes and oblongs of metal. Dwarfed by distance they were like struggling little bugs, with lighted eyes and tiny searchbeams waving like feelers before them. Metallic vehicles, perhaps with caterpiller tread, crawling on the bottom.


  We drifted closer; almost over them for a moment so that I could guess that each of them was a hundred feet or more in length. Turreted oblong vessels, armoured; and armed with the three hundred foot rays. How many men were in them? Of this Leh had little knowledge, save that he thought perhaps a total of two thousand. Men and women, crawling along in the ooze of this sea bottom, tense, with minds only upon the kill.


  “They’re heading for Arron,” Leh murmured. “In those big ships they surely must have a vast apparatus for land attack.”


  To come up abruptly within the lagoons and interior waterways of Arron. Perhaps then, on the windward side of the city, to loose their deadly lethal gas.


  Two hours, at least, for them to reach Arron. The lights crawled under us; and a vagrant ocean current drifted us away, so that presently we dared fling on our rocket-stream power and speed back to Peters. He was ready now, and his hundred men embarked in the fifty little cylinders. And the five hundred girls were ready, too. I saw them on the ocean surface, from the turret of our cylinder as we bobbed to the top. An amazing army of green-clad nymphs. Each of them had a ray-cylinder of our fifty foot projector. They lay, each of them on a six-foot little sub-sea sled, powered, like our cylinders, with the oxo-hydro gas-streams. In effect, a narrow, six foot long raft, with a hooded bow that housed the control mechanisms and protected the girls’ faces from the rush of water. The girls’ bodies had a weight of about the same as water. Specific gravity of 1. And the sled with its mechanisms was adjusted to be the same. Girl and sled—neither to float nor sink, but approximately to hang poised. And thus, with little tilting fins on the sled’s sides, and lateral and vertical bow and stern rudders, the power would thrust them down into the depths and up again at will.


  We started. Running at first on the surface, the largest of our little cylinders with Peters and two of his skilled men led us in a line. And behind us came the girls, in squads of twenty, each with a leader. They had often practiced it, for sport and for the possibility of such a time as this.


  As we passed the Water City, we submerged to fifty feet. I turned to look back through our turret. Like darting fishes the girls came down, still holding their formation as we swept on through the green-black depths to battle.


  VII


  FOR a time we ran with short-range headlight beams preceding us, then, as we neared the area where we knew Tollgamo’s ships should now be, we ran dark. But still there were the glowing, bubbling rocket-stream tails of our fifty little cylinder boats; and the rocket-streams of the girls’ diving sleds. And our swift passage through the water left a phosphorescent wake so that the area all around us glowed, opalescent with a pallid, eerie light.


  Leh and his father had arranged the tactics of battle which we hoped we could employ. He explained them to us now. Peters’ larger cylinder was banded with white alumite stripes so as to be easily distinguishable. Its light signals would give us orders.


  “There is a ridge,” Leh was saying. “It crosses from the promontory head of the metal mountains across to the Arron forests. We think Tollgamo will follow it as his best method of approach.”


  It was a transverse ridge, lying at an average of not much more than fifty feet beneath the surface. A submarine plateau, in main extent some ten miles long and a quarter of a mile wide, with deeps on both sides of it where the bottom dropped sharply away, in places to unfathomable depths. If we could catch the Tollgamo vehicles in that area it was our best chance for a shallow attack. And that, we needed. The girls especially, could not dive into the lower, higher pressures.


  Then presently ahead of us, Peters signalled and we all slackened, wheeling, gathering in a group.


  “There they are!” Leh murmured tensely. “Just climbing to the ridge.”


  The shallower water here was bright with the upper light filtering down. Astonishingly bright; and suddenly I realized that the Venus night was over. Dawn had come to the world of air above us, penetrating the cloud-masses of the Venus atmosphere. It came down here with a faint ruddy glow, so that now we could see miles of the area before us. At first it was blurred and unreal. But in a moment I was used to it, my mind translating its distortion into the terms of its reality.


  A dark abyss was under us here as we poised. Ahead, a thousand feet away now, the ridge was visible. A cliff was at one side of it, a honeycombed, submarine wall, a peak of which rose above the surface as a volcanic little island, with a tiny crater mouth, yawning faintly yellow from the fires of the earth which here must be close.


  The slow-moving, struggling little line of submarine vehicles was just mounting to the ridge. Only a few miles from here and they would be under the city of Arron. We must turn them back here.


  Slowly we approached, still out of Tollgamo’s range. We had long since been seen, of course. The waving headlights of the ten huge black vessels turned our way. Monsters with searching, glaring eyes. And then a tentative shot came. In the blurred watery twilight it was a stab of thin violet light. Not instantaneous, but slow-moving as though for a second it was pushing its way at us. But it blurred to nothingness far short of us; and in a few seconds it died.


  At Peters’ signal we divided now, spreading fanshape between the leading Tollgamo ship and Arron; skimming close under the surface, still keeping three hundred feet or more away from the leading vessel. But we had to get within fifty feet for our rays to be effective! I could feel my heart pounding, and my blood seemed cold.


  And then a puff of orange light from the bow of Peters’ cylinder gave the signal for our first attack. Beside me I could hear Allen suck in his breath. My hands were on the small gun-firing mechanisms—my two. small ray projectors on one side of the-cylinder, Allen’s on the other, with Leh’s ranging in a quadrant of the bow and stern’. In a slanting dive, we plunged forward and down.


  IT was-a chaos of blurred confusion to me, that first slanting plunge that took us close past the looming black side of one of the Tollgamo vessels, half circling it until in, a few seconds we had fired our six little stabbing bolts and were past, rising again. I was aware that all the area of water suddenly seemed churned into silver phosphorescence through which shapes were diving. A bolt stabbed at us and missed. Then as we were mounting, one caught us. For a second it clung, with a bubbling red viscosity of fusing metal, glaring against my small bullseye pane. Would it eat through? Undoubtedly, if it clung too long, or if another were to strike in the same place.


  But we twisted away from it: and in another second its built-up electronic power had discharged and it died. I realized then the advantage of our mobility with our five hundred and fifty agile little units against the ten huge caterpiller vehicles of Tollgamo, at least we might have an equal chance. Their three hundred foot rays were thin as pencil-streaks. Not easy for them to hit a tiny, swift-moving target. And I saw too, that once we were close, there were many angles at which the rays could not reach us.


  Leh, Allen and I each fired two charges in that first dive. I saw some of them strike against the looming black armoured-hull of the Tollgamo vessel as we flipped past it, each hit marked by bubbling red pits of metal. Through the bullseye windows I caught a vague glimpse of crowded men and women Gorts inside.


  Then we were back, almost at the surface, out of range again, wheeling, poising, with the enemy behind and beneath us. I stared down, and saw that the girls, like a school of plunging dolphins, were-making their dive. And then I had my first sight of one as she was struck. She was a tiny descending silver streak; and the bolt darted up, caught her. For a horrible second or two-it clung. I saw her waver; come loose from her sled. And then she was a twisted, blackened, almost shapeless blob, slowly drifting down, with crimson air-bubbles for a moment rising. Then on the black ridge bottom her inert form lay, with a little movement as the water made it weave, as though horribly she were still alive.


  For five, minutes we stared down at the swarm of attacking girls. They swarmed within the wide angles of the opposing rays. Some of them were at the hulls of the enemy ships, holding their rays close, trying to melt through.


  Then at last they were rising; swooping back to the surface. Some of them! But others were wavering away. With broken mechanisms discarded, some were swimming free. And others were sinking. Broken, twisted little shapes, with the water tinted crimson as they sank.


  Leh, Allen and I stared at each other, white-faced, as the girls came fluttering up, flipping on the surface to get air, organize into squads again; and to recharge their tiny projectors. The squads reformed. My heart sank at the pitiful gaps in the formations. We had lost more than a hundred and fifty girls in that first attacking dive. And two of our ten cylinder-boats were crippled. Air hubbies were oozing from them; then the exit escape porte of one of them opened as the little cylinder sank. The two men came out, with buoyant belts which all of us were wearing so that they floated away on the surface.


  But we had done some damage. Two or three of the big Tollgamo vessels seemed to be in distress. The one leading the line had checked its advance. Those behind seemed trying to hasten forward, so that now the ships were bunching. One of them, seemingly out of control, had slued side-wise, close to the edge of the abyss where the green-black depths went down perhaps a thousand fathoms. Perilously close, so that now as we stared it sagged drunkenly on the brink and seemed out of commission. And at the window portes of another o-f them, a dull-red glare was apparent. An interior fire.


  “Not too bad,” Leh was muttering. “We’ll do better, next time.”


  Where was Nereid? My heart seemed to stick in my throat with apprehension as I watched the girls coming up. And then I saw her; still unharmed. She came close past our turret on her power-sled, her white arm waved at us as she flipped past and broke the surface for air.


  And then Allen suddenly gasped, “What the devil is that? What now?” Tollgamo wasn’t waiting for our second dive! His leading ship suddenly was starting ahead of the others. And then suddenly, from three or four of the enemy vessels tiny black dots were rising. Water bullets . . . Needle-like, foot-long projectiles. They came hurtling at us. And then they burst with muffled, blurred sounds of little explosions. Some were near the surface, tossing up spouts of iridescent water.


  It startled us into sudden confusion. Several of our girls were caught in the exploding puffs; and one of our cylinders. I saw it break apart in sluggish tearing fragments of metal and what had been its living occupants. A girl, caught at the surface, was hurled into the air.


  A CHAOS. And in the midst of it, Peters gave the signal for a general attack; sustained attack, this time. Again Leh plunged us into what now was a watery inferno. How long it lasted I cannot say. Ten minutes. Half an hour. An eternity of horror, with everyone for himself. There were times when I could see little of it. The shallow, fifty foot depth of ocean here was a glare of red and orange and opalescent light through which our cylinders dove and the girls plunged up and down like voracious, little fishes.


  There was. an inferno of lights and muffled ghastly rumbles down below. And the surface now was strewn. Our broken cylinders sagging there; then sinking as the men tried to get out. Men and girls swimming, wounded, and then sinking. Chaos of human wreckage. The. rippled daylight surface now was tossed by crazy waves; water stained with blood; or orange and blue with oil and gas-fumes.


  Then I saw that Peters’ cylinder was gone. Only ours and two others left. Leh, Allen and I, now in command. Empty authority. The girls, down in. the weird lurid depths, were fighting with utter desperation, heedless of the possibility of command.


  An eternity of horror. But now, two of the Tollgamo vessels had slid over the brink, sinking slowly into the abyss. I saw another of them burst with interior fire. Muffled explosions, that spewed out Gorts and broken equipment. Then there was a time when one of the distressed vessels emitted an inky fluid as though it were some giant squid—a pall of black water, to hide the disembarking men. We fought through it, until presently it drifted away.


  “Getting them,” I heard Allen mutter once. “By Heaven, only two of those boats in action now—Tollgamo’s and this other one.”


  We were plunging at Tollgamo’s ship. Its portes were red with glare. The enemy rays now were lessening. It seemed that only one or two were left. And the battle now had changed its aspect. From the broken Tollgamo ships, many of the Gorts had safely emerged, with helmets and weighted shoes so that now they were walking, swaying on the rocky bottom. Five hundred or more of them. And the girls swooped-down at them. Myriad hand to hand combats between the unweidly Gorts and the Arron virgins that plunged at them like darting hungry sharks.


  The bottom now was strewn with the dead as the girls plunged and fought and we darted our cylinder among them, struggling to find opportunity to strike with our rays.


  Where was Nereid? Again cold apprehension struck at me; it was so long since I had seen her. And now a new ghastly horror was entering the turgid scene. Attracted by the lights, the muffled roars and the blood, monsters of the deep were coming. Eaters of carrion. Sea vultures. Some came in little swarms, a thousand tiny silvery shapes, darting at the bodies, picking at them until only white skeletons lay here on the slimy sea bottom. Other shapes, huge with glaring round eyes like torches, came slithering from the deeps, searching for the dead, seizing the wounded.


  “That Tollgamo ship is all that’s left,” Leh was saying. He sped us toward it. Quite obviously now it was trying to escape. Forty or fifty girls were clinging to its hull; too close for its single remaining ray weapon to hit them; girls with close-held projectors eating with bubbling red electro-glare into the hull-plates. We had a glimpse into one of the bullseye portes—gas fumes and red glare in there; and the Gorts, trapped there, in a panic making ready to disembark. We lay close, firing our bolts.


  Suddenly a wounded girl was drifting past our turret; she seemed struggling to get to our little pressure porte. Nereid?


  Then I saw that it was Venta. She got into the porte; and I pumped out the water; threw myself in and bent over her. She was gasping, but still trying to smile at me.


  “We—we have won, Earthman.”


  “Yes. Yes, Venta. You just lie quiet. Have you seen Nereid?”


  “Yes. Here, just a little while ago. I don’t know, now.”


  I stared out the porte bullseye. The Tollgamo ship was breaking; I could see its air coming out in bubbling puffs that caught our cylinder and shoved it away. That ship would be water-filled in a moment. And then I stiffened; tense with horror as I stared. A little side exit-porte of the wrecked vessel suddenly opened. A single huge figure lunged out. A dark-clad giant figure, with round air-helmet and weighted shoes.


  Tollgamo! He was no more than fifty feet from me; a red sheen of light struck his helmet so that I could see his face with its quiet, grim smile. And then suddenly, in a leaping dive, he flung himself forward, and seized a girl who was clinging to the vessel’s side, blasting with her ray-torch.


  Nereid! In the glare, abruptly I saw her, as Tollgamo seized her, catching her by surprise so that she had no chance to escape him. And then her torch and her knife were gone, as he held her body against him and with swaying, shoving tread started away along the bottom.


  THERE were weighted shoes here in our pressure porte. I was only a moment getting Venta out of the porte into the main part of the hull. I slid its door; adjusted my helmet; admitted the water. And then I was swaying out on the rocks, with a knife in my hand.


  Vaguely I could see Tollgamo, with Nereid struggling in his grip as he advanced with swaying tread toward where, near at hand, the honeycombed cliff of that little crater-island loomed here. I struggled after him. Then I saw that he had plunged into what seemed a water-filled little passage leading back under the island. I was there in a moment; tense, alert, cautious now that he might be crouching somewhere here in ambush.


  The ten foot high narrow passage wound up an ascent until unexpectedly my head broke the surface. I twitched off the helmet. I had thought that Tollgamo knew that he was being followed, but evidently he did not. Neck deep in water, I was near the rocky shore of a subterranean lagoon . . . a huge jagged grotto here in the depths of the honeycombed little island.


  And then I saw Tollgamo. His helmet was off now. Carrying Nereid in his arms, he had mounted a broken rocky wall of the grotto, so that he was some fifty feet back and ten feet above me. I had kicked off my weighted shoes. I tried to dive, but I was discovered. Nereid gave a little cry; and as Tollgamo saw me, he suddenly checked his climb, set Nereid on her feet and held her against him. I had floundered forward, on the shore now; and dropped my knife, plucking a little ray-projector from my belt.


  Its fifty foot stab was ample here. Was Tollgamo armed?


  Brief thoughts; brief tableau. For that second he and Nereid stared down at me. A. red glare painted them, a glare that came from what I saw now was a glowing pit almost beside them on this little volcanic island. In the heavy subterranean silence I could hear the low muttering, hissing rumble of the fires deep in the bowels of the earth, and the grotto was heavy with their sulphuric smell.


  A slow ironic smile was on Tollgamo’s gray face, painted now by the red and yellow glare.


  “So, the Earthman!” he said. “And he finds Tollgamo unarmed.”


  My little projector was leveled; but as he held Nereid against him I could not dare fire. He saw it, and his ironic smile broadened. Was he really unarmed? It seemed so. I could see the empty weapon-clips at his belt, from which evidently he had torn his exhausted weapons and flung them away. And his hands were both in plain view, gripping Nereid’s shoulders. There was just a second when I saw his gaze flick from my leveled gun as he desperately measured his chances for escape.


  And then he seemed to reach his decision. The quiet smile still plucked at his thin gray lips. I must have made a move with my leveled muzzle; and suddenly it seemed to startle him.


  “Don’t fire, Earthmen!” he said sharply. “You would kill her.”


  And then, with a twitch of his big powerful arms he swept Nereid, not further to shield himself, but behind him. And he added softly, to her:


  “So you see Tollgamo has lost? That is too bad.” His breath went out in a long hiss. “I had thought to conquer Arron, to share it with you.” His soft voice was ironical; as though now at the last he was jibing at the futility of all human effort.


  I stood numbed, withholding my shot as now he cast her away; and he stood alone on the red-yellow brink. His gaze turned to me.


  “You see, Earthman, you need not kill me,” he said gently. “I should not like anyone to do that—much less an Earthman.”


  Still his jibing irony. But there was tragedy in his smoldering dark eyes; the tragedy of failure, as now his dream at last was broken.


  He was still quietly smiling, as he poised on the brink, staring down at the firey abyss. Then slowly he leaned forward, toppled and fell. For a second his plummeting body was visible, and then the red-yellow glare swallowed it.


  I THINK that there is little I need add.


  I have no wish to picture the return of our pitiful little army to Arron. Victorious army. . . . How trite, but how true it is—in warfare, even the victor is vanquished! But surely, there is a better time ahead for Venus now. Jenten-Shah, degenerate ruler of the Arones, was killed that night by an imbecile worker. Peters was killed; and Leh is ruling. Surely he will bring order out of chaos, and minimize license in the lives of the pleasure-loving Arones, so that now there need be no rebelling young Virgins with the approbrium of Untouchables.


  Certainly that is what we all hope. Nereid and I are married now and are very happy. My strange little wife, daughter of two worlds. I know that I shall have to take her back to Venus presently. Loyally she insists she likes our Earth quite as well as Venus. But as I recall the lush tropic beauty of the glowing Arron nights, and the soft iridescence of the water—well, I doubt it very much.


  I want Nereid to like Earth. Our little home is in the tropics, by the palm-lined edge of a lagoon. We are secluded here, which is what Nereid wants. When people see her she is dressed always in Earth fashion. But when we are alone, at night—


  I wanted to finish this narrative tonight. I thought I could finish by dawn. It is bright moonlight. I thought Nereid was asleep, but just a little while ago she came from our bedroom to the veranda where I am writing. Nereid, with her tawny hair flowing, her beautiful body again in the shining sea-green garment.


  Then she went past me, flinging me her impish, whimsical little smile as she ran for the lagoon. She is swimming down there now. Occasionally she calls up to me, daring me to come down.


  BATTERING RAMS OF SPACE


  Don Wilcox


  Like hellish demons these ships roared out of space to blanket Earth with fiery gas; and the lives of millions depended on Lester Allison, June O’Neil, and the battering rams


  IN response to a widespread demand from our readers, we asked Don Wilcox to bring back those two sterling characters of his, Lester Allison and June O’Neill, who first appeared in AMAZING STORIES in the June, 1940 issue.


  Pleased with the success of his “Slave Raiders from Mercury!” Author Wilcox has written this entertaining sequel. The plot is entirely original, but the two principal characters face peril and heroic sacrifice with the same courage that evoked such an enthusiastic response from AMAZING STORIES fans.


  In “Slave Raiders from Mercury” Lester Allison, taking a day off at the circus, found himself in a sideshow exhibit—a rocket ship, which had somehow come down to Earth. Also in the ship, whither she had fled to escape the unwelcome attentions of an over-zealous suitor, was June O’Neill.


  WHAM!—the rocket ship suddenly took off into the void, and our two young people presently found themselves exiled on Mercury. There they became enmeshed in the cunning clutches of Jason Kilhide, a confidence man from Earth who had turned all of Mercury into a profitable racket of which he was the guiding genius.


  Kilhide’s self-returning space ships were used to kidnap young people from Earth to become slaves of the Dazzalox, the ruling class of Mercury. Lester Allison nearly gave up his life in combatting this evil system, but finally succeeded in destroying the last vestiges of this corrupt regime, Kilhide included. Thereupon he and June O’Neill and four other young Earth couples—the rest had been sent back home—decided to spend their lives on Mercury, a haven now where they would never be molested, and in addition would be able to make use of the marvelous scientific achievements which Kilhide had unwillingly left behind.


  Now, in this sequel, we have Lester Allison and June O’Neill confronted with another great crisis, on which solution depends their very lives.—Ed.


  “UNTIL these stone walls crumble away,” the beautiful girl in Lester Allison’s arms breathed.


  The torchlights glowed upon the red rock walls and shone in June O’Neill’s face. The devotion in her dark eyes was the very heart of Lester Allison’s new-found world.


  “We’ll be married this very hour,” said Allison softly.


  Together they had braved death in these underground chasms of Mercury. Allison had undergone the fatal ritual of the Floating Chop, outwitted his would-be executors and come out alive. Together he and June O’Neill had survived the devastations of Mercury’s strange war.


  Now the Mercurians were all gone. The slate of the former civilization had been wiped clean. A new civilization waited to be born.


  They wended their way down the hewn-stone staircase. Their brief neat-fitting garments of red and white metallic mesh swished slightly as they walked. They would find Smitt and Mary and the three other couples at once. It would be a five-couple wedding—a simple declaration of vows, each in the presence of the others.


  A dull roar sounded from far up the space ship runway, and Allison and June looked at each other and smiled. It seemed humorous, somehow, for the empty robot ship which had been transporting the freed Earth slaves back home, to roll back into port for its final load. The final load—the five couples—would never go back. They had decided to remain on Mercury.


  “We’ve found our own little corner of the universe,” June mused. “We’ll let the rest of the worlds go by.”


  Allison’s smile vanished and his strong face showed a flicker of worry. The roar of the approaching ship had an unfamiliar ring.


  Perhaps it needed overhauling. Perhaps—


  But in another minute, it would roll into view in the spacious red-walled cavern known as the Red Suburb. Allison and June strolled on.


  The robot ship had taken all the other survivors of the Mercury slave raids back to the earth. These five couples had been chosen by Allison for the final load. He had chosen with care. And then, as he had hoped and planned, they had made the momentous decision: they would forsake the earth in favor of these deep rich caverns of Mercury.


  Not only had nature favored these caverns. By a curious twist of fortune a genius of science, recently deceased, had established what was perhaps the world’s most unique laboratory here. Allison and his little party had inherited it. And the secrets that went with it. And the amazingly facile machines that rolled out and fashioned the marvelous and inexhaustible red and black metals.


  Already Allison and the other four men, all of them mechanically minded, had delved into the laboratory mysteries and gone to work on blueprints of their own.


  “Listen!” Allison stopped short. “That roar—”


  June paled. “That can’t be our robot ship!”


  The torches along the runway flickered, deep shadows on the high red walls wavered. The low-roaring ship rolled into view.


  It was a huge silvery fighting ship with an ominous-looking gun poised over its nose—a stranger!


  “To the shadows!” Allison gasped, seizing June by the hand.


  “THROUGH the shadows they ran. They fled over the dark upper paths toward the red metal door of the laboratory stronghold. The four other couples raced in and the heavy door closed.


  “That’s no Earth ship!” someone gasped.


  It was well known that the earth hadn’t got far in its attempts to build space ships. The robot ship, built in this very laboratory, was far superior to any Earth-made product.


  But this big silvery newcomer was the grandest thing Allison or any of the others had ever seen. And the most terrible. Its huge spotlight roved over the cavern walls curiously. The ten onlookers shrank back from the laboratory window, even though they were well concealed by a camouflage of filigreed rock and many yards of distance.


  “I don’t like the look of that gun,” said Smitt.


  The silvery space ship came to a stop, then began slowly turning around in its tracks.


  “Whether it’s friend or foe,” said Allison, his face tensed for decision, “we’re ten against the universe now. These caverns are ours to protect. We’ve no defenses but our wits and a few guns.”


  “Four,” said Smitt. “Only four guns.”


  “One apiece for each of you men,” Allison directed.


  He hastily outlined a plan. The men would take positions along the upper cliff paths near the ceilings and listen closely. If the newcomers were friendly, Allison would give them a cordial welcome. If they were hostile, he would stage a bluff.


  “But if worst comes to worst, fire your guns as if there were hundreds of you, not just four.”


  June and the other girls had already snapped off the lights through the laboratory corridors, for a glimpse of these immense metal works would be certain temptation to any invader.


  “And we’ll lock all the rooms,” June volunteered, “and hide the blueprints—”


  “And hide yourselves,” Allison commanded. “If they’re looking for treasures and get a glimpse of you—”


  He broke off quickly, kissed June intensely—a kiss that would be long remembered—and with a hastily uttered, “Weddings later!” he went forth.


  The ship’s airlocks had not yet opened. Oxygen-masked figures looked out curiously from the portholes, doubtlessly wondering whether human life would be found here.


  Slipping through the deep shadows, Allison stationed his four men along the cliff paths, then scampered down into a chasm that opened upon the space ship runway. With a purposeful air he walked into view over the red metal footbridge. In his hand he swung a long black metal ax casually.


  Halfway across the bridge he stopped.


  S-20!


  Allison’s eyes narrowed. The ship’s nose was pointed back toward the takeoff channel through which it had descended. This couldn’t be an Earth ship. The earth had built nothing but experimental ships which were little better than death traps. And yet the name that adorned that nose was composed of an English letter and an Arabic numeral!


  A man emerged from the airlocks, took a few steps toward Allison, stopped abruptly, removed his oxygen helmet, and spoke—in English!


  “What’s going on down here?” the stranger drawled.


  “So you’re from the earth too,” said Allison in a cordial tone.


  “Don’t insult me,” the man answered with a touch of cynicism.


  HE opened his oxygen suit down from the throat and fished a cigarette from an inside pocket. The cigarette was slender and orange-colored, and when he tapped it against his hand it lit.


  “I assume you’ve been around some,” said Allison, noting the man’s easy adjustment to the light gravity of Mercury. “What’s your purpose here?”


  “You might call it a good-will tour,” the stranger answered with a slight twist of his lips.


  He didn’t offer Allison a cigarette, but brushed past as if to ignore him. He glanced back as if noticing for the first time that the garments Allison wore were of fine metal mesh. Then he strode over toward the red footbridge, eying the rows of torchlights that trailed along the pathways into distant chasms.


  He spent several minutes gazing through field glasses. No other people were to be seen. Again he turned his attention to things near at hand. He studied the well-worn paths and scarred walls. He rubbed his stubby hand over the silky red metal of the bridge. He looked at the scraps of metal on the ground, the black ax in Allison’s hands, noted Allison’s calm patient gaze.


  “You must be lost,” said the man, planting his stubby greenish hands on his hips. “Any more down here like you?”


  “A few million,” said Allison, allowing himself a healthy exaggeration as a precautionary measure. The stranger’s manner hardly inspired trust.


  “What are you? Traffic cop or somethin’ ?”


  “If it’s a good-will tour, I’m the reception committee,” said Allison. “Ever hear of an old Earth custom of shaking hands?”


  “Earth customs is out,” said the man, walking back toward his ship. His speech was thick, reminding Allison of tough-guy talk. The man glanced back.


  “How many million did you say?”


  “Several.”


  During the next few minutes seventy or eighty uniformed men emerged from the ship. They milled around, unencumbered by space suits or helmets, breathing and stretching. An officer called them to order, and the scout with whom Allison had exchanged words mumbled something to them.


  Then a third of the men got back into the ship, the rest followed close on the heels of the six officers who strode toward the footbridge.


  “Stop!” Allison shouted. “You can’t pass this bridge without a permit!”


  They came on. They fell into military step and their thudding black boots set up a rhythmic echo. Their uniforms, now that their brown space suits had been removed, were a flashy silver with orange sashes and turban-shaped orange headdress. Modern pirates, thought Allison. Sashes, hats and pistol holsters bore the letter “S”.


  “Stop! I’ll brain the first man who crosses this bridge!”


  Allison shouted his threat at the top of his voice. He drew back to the farther end of the footbridge, swung his ax up for action and waited. The officers drew pistols and came on.


  But the first boot that touched the bridge brought a hailstorm. Zing-zing-zing! Bullets clanged across the center of the span. Automatic guns chattered from somewhere in the upper shadows. The officers leaped back in surprise, and Allison silently prayed that Smitt and the other three men could keep up the illusion of a barrage, if necessary.


  “Hold it!” the tall leader shouted, his hands jerking upward. “What the hell is this?”


  THE fifty orange and silver uniforms shrank back into a disorganized swarm. The low rumble of the defenders’ unseen guns echoed away.


  The officers went into a huddle with the scout and there was some rapid, quarrelsome talk. What about this self-confident fellow—was he really from Earth? What if he weren’t crack-brained? Maybe there were a few millions of people down here. And maybe black axes weren’t their only weapons. They had guns at least. Maybe they had explosives planted under this space ship landing . . . S-s-ssh!


  The swarm crowded back toward the ship and the conference went on for several minutes. Allison could hear little of what was said. The name “Sasho” recurred frequently throughout the conversation. Frequently the visitors’ eyes roved speculatively toward Allison and toward the endless shadows that might conceal gunmen.


  Gradually their attention shifted to some objects the officers had picked up off the ground. They crowded over the objects, pounded them together, scratched them with knives, scorched them with flame pistols. Allison saw that the objects were scraps of metal—specimens of red and black.


  The timely gunfire and the fine metals must have made an impression. The leader of the group, a tall, suave-looking fellow, now came toward Allison with a great show of respect.


  “We beg your pardon if we seemed—er—hasty.” His manner was in extreme contrast to that of the first spokesman. “We’re a good-will party from Venus.”


  Allison responded cautiously. The change of demeanor made him more suspicious than ever. He held fast to his bluff.


  “This bridge is heavily guarded,” said Allison. “I’ve had orders from the dictator to let no one through.”


  “Dictator, eh? What is he? An Earthman or something else?”


  “He’s like me,” Allison answered noncommittally.


  “Whatever he is, he’s the man I want to see. Where can I find him?”


  “You can’t. Martial law is on,” Allison declared.


  “Hell!” The leader’s polite manners were already wearing thin. “How can I get a message through to him?” he snapped.


  “I’m his official spokesman. I’ll handle your business,” Allison purred.


  “My business is diplomatic—and secret!”


  “I’m a diplomatic spokesman,” Allison lied, “authorized to handle secret business. That’s what I’m here for.”


  “Have you got any documents to prove that?”


  In answer Allison jerked his thumb into the air and a volley of bullets clattered against the nearby wall.


  The leader shuffled nervously. “See here, I’ve come to get some promises from your big shot, whoever he is—”


  “He makes no promises,” Allison interrupted bluntly.


  “Suppose the earth was about to be pounced on by some other planet. Which way would your dictator and his millions take a notion to jump? For or against?” the tall leader demanded.


  “Neither,” said Allison staunchly. “We tend to our own business.”


  The leader was pleased with the answer. He glanced at his group. Allison had the uncomfortable feeling that those restless uniforms were gradually gathering closer to him.


  The leader engaged him with more questions.


  “You know all about this place, do you? How many people there are? How many men under arms? What kind of weapons? What the people do for a living? What the birth rate is? How the government operates?”


  ALLISON nodded. Naturally he knew the answers.


  The leader held up a scrap of metal.


  “You know how this stuff is made?”


  “It’s rather complicated—”


  “But you know?”


  “What do you think?”


  All at once it happened—so swiftly that the guns up in the shadows couldn’t prevent it. The uniformed men flooded in on Allison and swept him across to their space ship. They forced him into the airlocks, and a moment later the big silvery invader went into action.


  CHAPTER II


  Double Trouble


  JUNE O’NEIL couldn’t believe it. Watching from the laboratory window she saw it begin.


  Dread filled her heart. Across the open space toward the runway she ran, crying to Allison. She fell. She lay face down, her head half lifted. The torchlights before her were only dull blurs. The reality of the passing scene burned into her horrified mind as if it were being stamped with hot brands.


  They had Lester Allison! The guns from the shadows didn’t stop them. They carried him away at all costs. Bullets cut into the edge of the retreating invaders and men fell. But the plan went through. They had him!


  Bullets blasted harmlessly against one side of the ship while it maneuvered about to facilitate a safe pick-up of the fallen bodies. The job was done, and slowly the silvery monster crept back toward the runway.


  Now a familiar roar sounded. It was the empty robot ship. June came up on her fingers tensely. The robot ship was returning, after having taken the kidnapped slaves back to earth and freedom.


  Down the runway it rolled, headed squarely for the big silver-nosed stranger. On it coasted—within thirty yards—


  BLAM! Boom-brroommmm!


  The big gun on the nose of the fighting ship blazed forth. The shell caught the black robot ship to one side of center. The black hull leaped.


  It bounded from its course and rolled like a log into the precipitous ravine beneath the red bridge.


  Out of the silvery monster rocket motors flashed fire. The big fighting ship shot up through the runway out of sight. Moments later its roar died away.


  Allison’s four aids, who had scurried down from the cliff paths, their automatic guns in full action, now trudged back from the mouth of the runway. Futile gesture—to pump bullets at a departing space boat! They were shocked past reason—shocked at their own helplessness. The silvery ship was gone!


  They stopped and looked about. Nothing remained of the visit but some bits of bright uniform and a few pools of dark blood. And a few yards beyond—June O’Neil lying face down, her head in her arms. And the other girls back of her, white and trembling.


  June hardly knew when the girls picked her up and helped her to a bed. The hours that followed were next to unendurable for everyone.


  Nobody spoke of the weddings. There was no talk of the new civilization that had aroused so much enthusiasm a few hours before. Without Lester Allison, the nine of them were spokes of a wheel without a hub—or planets without a sun.


  In time the men went to work on the returned robot ship. The heavy hull was wedged fast in the ravine. It was a small job, however, to turn out a power derrick from the metal works to lift it. A gleam of hope came up with the salvaged space vessel.


  “Once we get this thing repaired,” said Smitt, “we’ll hike out after Allison and bring him back.”


  “Some capital city on Venus—that’s where they took him,” said Laughlin, one of the best scrappers in the bunch. His sharp ears had caught everything.


  The robot ship groaned and came out of its trap, and the men engineered it into the fine laboratory Jason Kilhide had unwillingly left them and converted the big shop into a space ship hospital.


  “Tell June not to grieve any more,” Smitt kept saying to Mary, even managing to grin a little. We’ll have him back before many days.”


  BUT Mary knew that June O’Neil’s shock was too deep to be relieved by any spurious hopes.


  The robot ship was badly damaged. The hull had suffered little, for Mercury metals were tough. But the instruments had been crippled. Intricate robot controls, governed by keys set in the laboratory, were more than the men could understand. The girls searched through the laboratory files, high and low, for explanatory diagrams, but without success.


  The men experimented until they went gray with exhaustion. The sharp-faced, boyish Laughlin penetrated the mysteries farther than anyone. But he saw that it would take months for even him to conquer the problem.


  At last they were forced to accept the bitter fact. The robot ship was dead. The four men and five women were here for better or for worse. And their guiding spirit, Lester Allison, was gone—to an unknown destination.


  ABOARD THE S-20, Allison shot through the starry blackness toward Venus.


  If rocket motors could be stopped by a man’s inward rebellion, the S-20 would have gone dead before it budged from the Red Suburb of Mercury. But Allison’s anguish was a powerless thing. He was the victim of something hostile and vicious. It was up to him to face reality.


  Why had they taken him prisoner? He didn’t know.


  Not until after the hubbub over the fifteen dead or wounded men had calmed down did the Venusians pay much attention to him. They had him in their toils, and that seemed to be as much as they cared about for the present.


  Left to his own devices, Allison made himself comfortable on a bench in the fore end of the ship. He pretended to be absorbed in the heavens. Actually he kept his eyes on the pilots, studied their dials, memorized their manipulations.


  A transparent partition separated Allison from the men at the controls, but once the door was left open, and he could hear them discussing whether they should swing around past the earth. The officers pressed the suggestion upon them. They had plenty of time, since their Mercury job had been dispensed with so swiftly.


  So the S-20 swung past the earth.


  The very sight of Allison’s home planet uncorked a great deal of talk that might be called sentimental. The sentiment was—pure hatred. Hatred of the earth seemed to be bred into these men. And yet Allison couldn’t get over the notion that they were Earth men.


  Their skin, he noticed, carried a grayish pigment—almost green; but this could have been a peculiarity induced by the climatic conditions of Venus, perhaps. Still, there were other physical oddities: the noses were inclined to be flat, and the hands short and stubby. But the talk was definitely right out of America—in fact, it might have been borrowed wholesale from a den of American gangsters. To hear them cursing the earth in the most colorful of Earth slang was incongruous enough. But when they began recounting some of their experiences on Earth, it was more than Allison could fathom for the moment.


  HE gathered that each of these men had made a trip to the earth at some time or other, although, the earth had been innocent of the fact that their ships had landed. Each man had gone there to commit murders or other crimes as a part of their initiation into the service of what they described as the “Sasho Empire.” They bragged of their crimes.


  Allison wasn’t sure what it was all about. His chief business was to observe how the pilot steered the ship.


  Presently the big pearly white ball that was the earth inflated before them until it filled a fourth of the sky. The men busied themselves with telescopes trying to discern some sort of fresh scar. Allison gathered that they or their brothers under the Sasho banner had something to do with the formation of the scar they were looking for—a line of black on the North American continent.


  There was much talk about Sasho’s Empire, Sasho’s other ships, Sasho’s plan of destruction. But no scar was seen. Thick atmosphere and continents of clouds made it impossible to see anything. So the S-20 pulled away straight for Venus.


  Now the officers began to stew about what they would report to Sasho.


  They argued over what they had seen on Mercury, and when they boiled it down they hadn’t seen anything. They had plenty of “evidence,” they said, that a population of “several million Earth people”—American offshoots, apparently—lived there!


  They began to make excuses to each other for not actually invading the place.


  But the tall flat-nosed leader with the gold “S” medallion on his chest said what the hell, there wouldn’t have been any point in sacrificing any more life. They had picked up an official spokesman who was A-1. Did Sasho expect them to capture the confounded dictator of the planet himself? They’d lost enough men as it was.


  Allison chuckled to himself at this point. They’d swallowed his “dictator” yarn, hook, line and sinker!


  The officers argued some more, and ate, and smoked orange-colored cigarettes—and agreed that they’d better cook up a story that would sound good to Sasho, and do it right now!


  Thereupon Yawman, the tall leader, called Lester Allison to the conference table and the other officers gathered around. There were microphones to pick up all the talk, and amplifiers, so that everyone aboard would know what was decided on.


  Yawman paced about, slapping his orange sash against his knee, and doped out a story. They had got into the underground world at Mercury, he said, and had had to march two hundred miles hoping to get in touch with the dictator—only to find him away, gone to suppress some “rebellions!” But they did communicate with him and he gave them the Honorable Allison as his spokesman!


  “That means we’re banking on you, Honorable Allie,” Yawman said with a slight taunt. “If you like to live, play the game. If you make Sasho any false promises and your dictator don’t back you up, it’s your neck, not ours—see?”


  “I’ll make no promises that my government won’t back to the limit,” Allison answered.


  He wondered how far he would have to go with his fabricated “dictator” and the non-existent “millions of people.” Certainly he had no intentions of revealing that there were only nine persons standing guard over the world’s finest metal mills!


  “Then we’re all set,” Yawman said.


  The tall Venusian went over the high points of the story again, to be sure no one would get crossed up. He added that on the way back on their “two hundred mile march,” they had bumped into a “thousand rebels” and fought their way through, and that accounted for their dead and wounded!


  SOMEONE ventured to doubt that they would have stopped to pick up their dead under such fierce gunfire.


  Yawman considered and said, “Right! We wouldn’t.”


  Thereupon the officers threw the dead soldiers overboard by way of the disposal chute—not neglecting first to loot them of everything but their uniforms.


  One of the wounded men—and Allison recognized him to be the surly scout who had first approached him at the red bridge—got angry at these proceedings. He threatened to spill the whole truth to Sasho.


  His threats were somewhat of a mistake. The officers exchanged glances and dragged the luckless scout to the disposal chute, and his pleadings became an hysterical wail, but down he went to join the other corpses. There were no further “disagreements.”


  VENUS WELLED up out of the velvet heavens, bluish and bright with fluffy atmospheric storms under the sunlight.


  Allison followed the dials as if the landing were his own responsibility. Mentally he was fast becoming a pilot. He anticipated several of the pilot’s moves. He watched the colored lines come and go through the transparent chart, clicking off the miles of distance. He felt the cushioning effect of the atmosphere.


  The counter-motors gave him a sickening sensation of falling in the opposite direction. Allison wanted to faint but he held fast, snatching at the last detail of that most perilous process—landing.


  “On your toes, Honorable Allie!” barked Yawman with a touch of scorn. And then the ship set down on the tarmac.


  It came to a rolling stop on the broad landing field. Blue domes of a Venusian capital were on the horizon. Yawman clipped a pair of handcuffs to each of Allison’s strong wrists and Allison found himself linked to two husky silver and orange-clad soldiers.


  Radio messages had been active during the last few minutes. Now Allison learned what was in the air: an inspection. Sasho had called for a space ship assembly for this very hour. It was already in progress. The crew of the S-20 would just have time to make it.


  “He might have given us an hour’s notice,” one of the officers grumbled, hastily donning a fresh orange sash.


  “He’s damned full of whims,” griped another.


  “Probably getting in a sweat to move ahead with his plan of destruction,” Yawman commented. “Better go light on the crabbing. There’ll be some promotions in the air after we start scorching the earth. Sasho knows what he’s about.”


  Allison marched out with the others dazedly. It was breath-taking to step on the soil of Venus. Under more favorable conditions, it might have been a glorious thrill. As it was, the very atmosphere seemed charged with ominous electricity.


  The vast wide-open space port was studded with big ships—fighting ships, dozens of them. Some were larger than the S-20, with bulky barrel-like hulls that might have been made to carry gigantic oil tanks.


  The sky fighters were lined up in a long row, their noses even and their guns aimed in the same directions. Standing in their shadows were the uniformed crews, lined up in hard-boiled ranks that were almost defiant with stiffness.


  YAWMAN barked rapid orders to get his men arranged in time. The soldiers on either side of Allison kept their hands back so that the handcuffs were out of sight.


  “Silence!” Yawman snapped, and he fell in at the end of the line. The big military men of the Sasho Empire came along at a brisk pace.


  Allison knew the Emperor Sasho at first glance. He was half a step ahead of the others—the big man with the hunched-down head and the huge chin, the heavy shoulders that squared out from above his ears. Bedecked in a distinctive uniform with sashes and medals and jewels, he was a blaze of color.


  An ancient pharaoh, thought Allison, might have traded his second best crown for that flashy outfit. A pirate would have certainly cut throats for it.


  Strange to say, Sasho carried no weapon but a small yellow quirt. This he wielded with such dexterity of his wrist that his shoulders scarcely moved.


  Allison observed several samples of this deft whipping skill as the inspection party came down the line. One soldier had too much twist in his sash, and the Emperor lashed him across the fingers with a sharp reminder.


  A member of the S-20 crew tried to make a last-minute adjustment of his own sash. A package of candy fell out. Sasho strode up in time to see it. His wrist flicked and the whip caught the luckless soldier lashingly across the face. The mark filled with blood, and Sasho gave a low cruel laugh. His voice was like the grating of rusty chains.


  In front of Allison, Sasho paused, glaring at the odd red and white-mesh uniform. The hulking Emperor’s chin jutted upward, his black mustache drew down, his eyes gathered into slits.


  “What’s this?” Sasho growled in his rusty-chain voice.


  Allison’s heart pounded. Sasho’s guttural breathing was hot on his face.


  Yawman spoke up. “Your majesty, that’s our ambassador from Mercury.”


  Sasho gave an approving grunt. “Keep him on tap. I’ll get around to him later. Maybe tomorrow, maybe in a couple weeks.”


  The military party passed on. Allison wondered if they had noticed the handcuffs. Perhaps they were used to receiving their ambassadors in handcuffs.


  CHAPTER III


  The Cruel Napoleon


  EMPEROR SASHO took his place upon his throne. It was high noon, as time on Venus went. He had just finished a hearty breakfast. He tapped an orange-colored cigarette, it lit, he placed it between his teeth.


  Yellow teeth, they were, with twisting lips that tightened over them. He glanced at his handsome self in the panel mirrors, gave a self-satisfied grunt. That damned little wench with the stubborn chin and the stingy lips! She’d better keep her promise and come in today or he’d knock her ears down.


  Involuntarily his hand fell on the long black bull whip and he lashed it out toward a mirror. He blew cigarette smoke out of his mouth, dropped the whip, pressed a button.


  At his touch Sasho’s business day officially began. The circular walls that formed his small private throne room lifted—panel mirrors and all—and folded into the lofty ceiling. This first daily shift of scenes was accompanied by buzzers and bells throughout the capital building. The Emperor Sasho was on his throne!


  The throne, a sumptuous composite of steps, rostrum, desk, seat and Emperor, was now in full view before the oval-shaped room. The people came to their feet and stood at attention until Sasho cracked the long black bull whip. They re-seated themselves at the rows of desks, and the oval room resumed the hum of an immense business office.


  The attendants and secretaries went on with their routine business. Here and there among them were new faces—persons who had come to the seat of government with their special problems, or who had been brought here because they had become problems!


  Sasho sat smoking cynically. He liked this time of day. He liked to sit before the hall full of people, ready to whip out a final decision whenever his subordinates got into a deadlock. This was power!


  Moreover, it was luxury. Sasho liked this time of day, because the shafts of sunlight shone down on his jewel-studded fingers and sent blades of colored light playing over his black marble table.


  His eyes roved over the room. Those five old green-faced buzzards over there were rebels out of the Jagged Mountains, he’d bet. The Cutthroat Congress would make short work of them. And there, in the red and white, was that captive from Mercury.


  If he was as easy as the three from the nations of Mars, there’d be no trouble on that score. One of the Mars ambassadors had committed suicide on the flame-cloud excursion to the earth. And what a juicy excursion that had been! Sasho smiled reminiscently to himself.


  But wait till the real business began! Damned if he wouldn’t fry the old earth down to a cinder! And to think—if he hadn’t pulled out when he did, he’d have spent these last four decades in a cell! Four decades!


  “Your majesty—”


  “Well?”


  “The young rebel I spoke to you about yesterday—”


  “Send him up.”


  The attendant went back to a desk and directed a well set up boy to the throne. The boy failed to bow when he crossed onto the orange and silver rug. Sasho’s black bull whip lashed out. The boy emitted a scream of pain. Attendants throughout the room laughed raucously.


  THE attendant and the hurt, frightened boy mounted the steps. Sasho touched a button and the circular wall descended. The three of them were alone in the little throne room.


  “So you’re a rebel,” Sasho growled. “You think because your father was a Venusian—a damned anti-Sasho Venusian!—that you won’t have to bend to the Sasho Empire.”


  The boy was too scared to answer.


  “You know what happens to boys that won’t bend? We bend them!”


  Sasho enjoyed the effect of his own words.


  “If we can’t bend their wills, we bend their bones, see? Listen! I’ll let you hear how it feels to have your bones bent.”


  Sasho snapped a switch and an amplifier brought in a pandemonium of such terrible crying and screeching that the boy shrank back, tripped on the steps and lay trembling in a heap.


  “Get up!” Sasho roared.


  The attendant helped the boy back to the rostrum.


  “How old are you?”


  “He’s ten,” said the attendant when it became evident the boy couldn’t answer.


  “Ten!” Sasho muttered.


  A twinge of something caught him. He cracked the bull whip at the attendant.


  “Damn you! What do you mean by bringing ten-year-olds in here? Get the hell out!”


  The walls shot up and telescoped into the ceiling. The boy and the attendant fled out into the open oval room, but the whip caught the attendant with four deep lashes before he scurried out of range.


  A secretary of diplomatic affairs bowed onto the rug and mounted the rostrum.


  “Your Majesty, the ambassador from Mercury awaits your pleasure.”


  “Ten!” Sasho muttered to himself.


  He hated to admit it to himself, but kids were the only human beings he had the slightest sympathy for. His eyes pushed into slits. He had been ten when he fought his way out of prison and onto the Death Ship.


  Of the seven hundred criminals who had fled the earth, he’d been the youngest—and the toughest! They had told him he was the toughest, and by Jupiter he had made their boast good. And now look where he was!


  “Your Majesty, the ambassador from Mercury—”


  Sasho didn’t hear, for that hard-boiled, beautiful girl with the stubborn chin was coming over.


  “The papers you ordered from the treasury office,” the girl said, mounting the steps saucily.


  “Your Majesty, the ambassador from—”


  “Can’t you see I’m busy!” Sasho barked, and the secretary of diplomatic affairs took his cue and scurried back.


  “One moment on those treasury papers,” Sasho growled.


  The girl stopped with a faintly mocking smile. Sasho touched a button and the circular wall descended. He and the girl were alone.


  “You couldn’t be angry again this morning?” the girl said sarcastically, sitting down at the side of the desk.


  “Those damned attendants!” Sasho lit a cigarette and tossed the pack across the desk top. “Bothering me with ten-year-old boys!”


  “Absurd,” said the girl, adding cunningly that the most important man on Venus should be occupied with more important things.


  “On Venus, did you say?”


  Privately Sasho thought of himself as the most important man in the entire solar system. His conquests of the past decades had cut a wide swath in interplanetary history. And this was only the beginning.


  “You’re the most important, the most powerful, and by far the most picturesque emperor that ever lived.”


  THE girl blew smoke into Sasho’s face. He glanced at himself in a panel mirror, drew his chin up, pulled his mustaches down. He caught the girl by the wrist and forced a kiss upon her. She returned to her cigarette with many a twinge of romantic flutterings.


  “Of course, ten-year-olds can be important,” she said tactfully. “You were important at ten, from what I’ve heard.”


  Sasho felt a familiar glow in his head and chest.


  “I beat the cockeyed earth out of a rap, all right! There was seven hundred of us. We weren’t good enough for the earth!”


  Sasho’s voice grew bitter as he fell into a well-worn train of thought. That dirty low-down Earth! Jails for folks that grew up on the wrong side of the tracks! Laws for the rich folks to hide behind!


  “We didn’t have any right to live. They didn’t want us in the way, so they locked us up. I was the only kid in the bunch, and I was plenty tough.


  “And then this crackpot of a scientist finished up his junk-heap that everybody called the Death Ship, and he needed a crew to ride in it and called for volunteers. Hell, what was a Death Ship to us one way or the other, with some of us up for life, and some for death!


  “All the bunk they whipped up about sacrificing our lives for science didn’t fool us one bit. None of the officials thought that Death Ship would get anywhere. All they wanted was to save feeding us. Save the trouble of strapping us to the hot plate and jamming on the juice.


  “So off we went, and what a laugh! What a helluva laugh! We set down on this little planet like we was an egg! An egg!”


  The comparison pleased Sasho. He paced around his throne room, rattling with boastful chuckles.


  “That Death Ship was an egg, all right. But the damned scientist that laid it never got to cackle. The earth never found out. We’ve slipped back there enough times—and they still don’t know. But we’ve done plenty of cackling, by Jupiter!”


  Sasho poured himself a drink and grew expansive with the memory of conquests. He’d fought his full share of every battle, even though he was just a kid. And the way they’d slaughtered Venusian men and converted Venusian women was a lesson in history all by itself.


  The hard-boiled girl shuffled restlessly. Sasho raved on.


  “It’s amazing how far a neat bit of slaughtering will go.” He laughed coarsely. “A neat bit of well-placed devastation—that’s how we did it.”


  The seven hundred criminal exiles had played in luck. The native Venusians had been softened by civilization, and their best men had become tangled in the pudding of soft politics, and their best women had grown bored with the ease of living.


  “They had plenty of science too,” Sasho gloated, “but they’d forgot all they ever knew about flame guns and explosives. You can figure for yourself what a darb of a setup that was for us seven hundred professional killers!”


  The girl twisted her lips sarcastically.


  “Do you always cackle in the same key?”


  Sasho shot an angry glance over his thick shoulders.


  “Go ahead. Don’t mind me,” said the girl, reaching for another cigarette.


  “So you want me to shut up, do you?” The chains in Sasho’s voice clanged harshly.


  “I didn’t mean anything. Go on and finish—” she protested.


  “So you’re getting tired of me!” Sasho snarled.


  “No. No, I didn’t say that!” the girl wailed.


  “GET out, you stubborn little devil! I’ve had enough of you! Get out, damn you! Tell those space ship rats you’re fed up on the Venus luxuries. Tell them you want to go back to Earth—where you can walk the streets and starve!”


  “No! No, your Majesty! I didn’t mean—”


  Sasho caught her at the throat and blasted his words at her face. He’d show her! He’d send her back to the earth and she’d get hers right along with the rest of the Earth scum! He screamed, “We’ll come down in our gas flamers and scorch your insides out and singe your hair off, and you’ll die with your tongue hanging out, and you’ll be saying to yourself this is fine, this is just dandy! You’ll say old Sasho treated you too decent up on Venus and you couldn’t take it. So you got sassy and got sent back to the earth with the dregs of the universe, where you belonged!”


  “Forgive me, Sasho! Forgive me, honest—” the girl cried in utter panic.


  “Shut up and get out!” Sasho roared.


  The circular wall flew upward. The amazed throngs in the big oval room saw the girl sprawl down the rostrum steps. The irate Emperor caught up his whip and cut a stripe across her naked back as she fled across the silver and orange carpet.


  Needless to say, this action was greeted with sadistic laughter throughout the oval room. The attendants and officials had long since learned that the Emperor’s temper tantrums must be interpreted as sportive jokes on whoever happened to be the goat. Laughter proved that they were on the side of the Emperor. And it was the best tonic for his ego.


  “Your Majesty, the ambassador from Mercury who arrived yesterday—”


  “Give me a rest!” Sasho bawled harshly, still looking after the girl.


  “What’s Mercury to me?”


  “But you spoke of making arrangements before launching the big plan—”


  “Hell, the plan don’t launch till September, Earth time. That’s most of four months off. Keep him on tap. I’ll get around to him.”


  CHAPTER IV


  “Peace”—Dictator Style


  DAY after day Lester Allison was conducted from his lodging place to the capital. Day after day he boiled with inward resentment. He felt like taking a knockout punch at everyone who came near him.


  Everyone hated the earth. The hatred was almost a religion with these people. It was the very backbone of the gigantic destructive plan everyone was glowing about.


  Lester Allison didn’t hate the earth. He began to realize for the first time what it meant to him. He thought constantly of June and the other eight comrades he had left in Mercury. They had thrilled to the thought of starting a fresh new civilization. But what a sick bunch they would be if they knew the awful fate that was being planned for the earth.


  “Destruction is the Way to Power.” Allison read the words daily on the capital arch. That, indeed, was the core of the Sasho philosophy. Four months of waiting and observing were convincing proof.


  Little by little Allison began to grasp what had happened here. From what he had picked up on the S-20, at the lodging house, and from every contact in the capital as he was passed along from one official to another, he began to piece together the story.


  It was the story of brutal conquest by a few men—criminals who had arrived here from the earth forty years ago and set about to kill everybody they couldn’t convert to their cause. And their cause was the destruction of anything and everyone that stood between them and the wealth and power they coveted. Ultimately they would take their vengeance out on the entire planet.


  Forty years of this had transformed the once-peaceful Venusians into a brutalized, degraded people. Originally this nucleus of American criminals had established themselves as the Cutthroat Colony. But their young leader, who grew up from childhood in their ranks to become the personification of their evil doings, changed the name to the Sasho Empire and gave its seven hundred Cutthroats all the class and swagger of a rich pirate crew.


  Allison was not long in learning to tell who were the native Venusians. They were the ones with the greenish-gray pigment, the stubbiest hands, the flattest noses. But there were many half-castes. Most of the capital crowd were these, as were the warriors he had seen aboard the S-20.


  Allison was not surprised to learn that the seven hundred Cutthroats had had large families from Venusian wives. This had been an important strategy in the expansion of the colony. Now the conquered cities abounded with children and grandchildren traceable to Cutthroat paternity.


  “The rebels against the Sasho Empire have been reduced to a negligible quantity,” the secretary of the diplomatic service explained to Allison as they waited for the interview with Sasho.


  Most of the rebellious Venusians had fled to the Jagged Mountains, and were harmless; but Sasho still enjoyed searching them out and torturing them, which of course was good fun for everybody, the secretary said.


  Allison nodded. He was beginning to understand. Cruelty and brutality and killing were things to be enjoyed, according to the Sasho way of thinking.


  “But what happened to the seven hundred Cutthroats?” Allison asked.


  The secretary explained that many had died in the past forty years, but those who were left were busy enjoying the fruits of their conquests.


  “They’re all right here in the capital building. Want to see them?”


  THE secretary led the way to a large hall in the basement floor. The door was marked:


  CUTTHROAT CONGRESS


  ALWAYS IN SESSION


  ENTER AT YOUR RISK


  It was a foul-smelling place and Allison did not stay long. But he caught a glimpse of the dozens of old men, many of them sumptuously dressed, busy at poker games and bars and shooting contests or other less palatable diversions.


  “They’re not the sure shots they used to be,” said the secretary, “but they still have their fun. Sasho sends them all the green-faced rebels that are caught in the Jagged Mountains. They take care of them, gangster-style, and the treasury furnishes them all the ammunition they need.”


  At that moment the loudspeaker boomed a call for the ambassador from Mercury to report at the throne. The secretary ushered Allison up to the oval room in a hurry.


  “Better give the Emperor what he wants,” were the secretary’s parting words of advice.


  Allison marched across the room to the throne. In the excitement of the moment, he forgot to stop and bow. The whip cracked him on the bare arm and blood gathered on his triceps. The mocking laughter died away and he heard Sasho’s grating voice.


  “Come up, my friend. Don’t mind my little joke. I like to whip first and explain afterwards.”


  Allison mounted the steps slowly, meeting Sasho’s hard narrow eyes. He mounted with fists and teeth clenched. A square slap at that ugly face would be an appropriate little joke of his own.


  Allison restrained himself. Those flashes of light from Sasho’s jeweled fingers somehow reminded him that here was power—power built out of the glory of murder and robbery—power that could reach out to the earth or to Mercury—


  “All right, open up!” Sasho growled, and the chains in his voice were tight. “I’m in no mood to ask questions. Sit down there and cut loose. I want to know what you’ve got down in Mercury. And don’t skip nothing!”


  “We’ve got plenty!” Allison retorted.


  He took the seat at the side of the black marble desk and began. Disregarding the growing jealousy in Sasho’s eyes, he unleashed his imagination. He built up a dictator who was a man of steel. He constructed a kingdom in the bowels of Mercury that would have turned any military power in the universe green with envy.


  Sasho’s breathing became heavy. He glanced around the oval room to the desks, from which important staff members were watching this conference with keen interest. Sasho touched a button and the circular walls descended. He fingered an orange cigarette, without lighting it, crumpled it in his hand.


  “Your dictator will be branching out to other planets,” he prodded.


  Allison shook his head. “Positively not. He’s a radical on that point. No outside aggressions. An unbreakable defense against invaders.”


  Sasho grew easier. “Him and I should team up.”


  Allison had no ready reply. His bluff had carried him into deep water and he had a feeling there were shoals ahead.


  “Well, what about it?” Sasho snarled. “Are you big enough to fix it?”


  “What’s the point in teaming up?” said Allison. “The Sasho Empire seems to be doing all right as it is.”


  SASHO got up and walked twice around his desk, picked up a telephone and barked an order. A moment later an attendant entered the throne room, deposited a tray, and went out. On the tray were scraps of red and black metals that had been brought back from Mercury.


  “I hear this stuff is cheap where you come from.”


  Allison didn’t answer.


  “We’ve had our scientists chawing on it since the hour you got here. They say the Sasho Empire ought to have some metal with the stand-up that this has got. We could use it in our business. We could use oodles and gobs and shiploads of it.”


  Sweat was breaking out on Allison’s face. “The raw ore is pretty heavy stuff to cart around in space ships.”


  “That’s what I figured,” Sasho agreed. “All right. We could come down to Mercury and set up a little ore mill or two. Just give us an out-of-the-way corner. Your dictator couldn’t kick on that. Him and I would be pals.”


  Allison was on thin ice. “What does Mercury get out of it?”


  “Protection.”


  “We don’t need it. As I explained, we’re well fixed to take care of ourselves,” Allison bluffed.


  “Maybe.” Sasho’s eyes took on a happy murderous gleam. He lit a cigarette. “Did you ever stop to figure out this solar system is getting closer together, with space ships improving right along? The universe is getting closer together, and it’s getting more dangerous. Ain’t it?”


  “Perhaps,” Allison admitted.


  “And it’s gonna get a helluva lot more dangerous.” Sasho sat down to look at Allison squarely. “See here, I want to know something about you and I want it straight. Are you in a position to bind your dictator to an agreement?”


  Allison pressed at the back of his chair to keep from squirming. “As I told you,” he said coolly, “my dictator doesn’t like making outside agreements.”


  “What he likes ain’t the point!” Sasho growled. “You’re his ambassador. What I want to know is whether you’ve got the power to bind him to an alliance. Have you or ain’t you?”


  Allison saw that he was between the devil and the deep sea, with the devil crowding him dangerously. If he should say that he had the authority to make alliances, Sasho would hound him—perhaps torture him—into making one.


  But if Allison should say that he didn’t have the authority, Sasho would send another expedition straight back to Mercury to get someone who could make commitments. And then the whole bluff would burst and Mercury would be lost. And Allison’s comrades and his dream of life and June—


  “I have the authority,” said Allison in measured words, “to make—or refuse to make—alliances.”


  “All right. We’ll draw up an alliance,” Sash snapped.


  “The hell we will!” Allison exploded, coming to his feet.


  Impulsively he seized a chunk of red metal off the tray, swung it in his fist defiantly.


  “I was kidnaped and thrown aboard your space ship, I was brought to Venus in handcuffs, I was whipped as I came up to this throne. Do you think I’m in any mood to grant favors?”


  ALLISON slammed the metal down on the black marble table savagely and the chips of marble flew.


  Sasho’s hand fell on his black bull whip. He sized Allison up and down. He sneered and gave a low inarticulate growl. He released the whip and touched a button.


  The walls rose, the big oval room again surrounded them. With a toss of his head Sasho signalled to someone among the throng.


  A moment later six brightly uniformed, hard-faced officers bowed over the rug, marched up to the throne, stood at stiff attention.


  “Our ambassador from Mercury is not in the mood to make agreements today,” said Sasho, oiling the rusty chains of his voice with mockery. “Take him with you on your flame-cloud jaunt—and see that he comes back all cheered up.”


  Almost before Allison had time to catch his breath, he found himself aboard the S-37, plunging through the skies straight for the earth.


  CHAPTER V


  Ironic Doom


  THE S-37 was well loaded with Sasho’s men—six dashing officers, several venerable old Cutthroats, and a number of bright-eyed young novices at the arts of murder and destruction, being rewarded for their progress by this gala excursion.


  The eyes of young and old alike drilled Allison with a hungry, murderous gleam. To them he was a prize cake that they were forbidden to slice.


  And how they would have loved to slice him! But he had to be returned whole to Sasho.


  At first Allison had only the vaguest conception of what might happen to him before his return. The talk was hazy, ominous. He was in for something juicy, they hinted. He’d be transformed, he’d be purged of his conceit, he’d come back a piece of putty in Sasho’s hands. And he’d go back to his Mercurian dictator and the militant millions with a nice little heartrending story that would win them over to Sasho.


  Look how the Mars ambassadors had softened up—two of them had come through beautifully. The third one had got a chill in his belly and gone suicide on them. But what the devil, two scared emissaries had been enough to pull the Mars rulers into line. Yes, you’re damned right, old Sasho’s got technique!


  Allison got a clear notion of what was coming only when one of the officers produced some newspaper clippings.


  The black headlines were all over the front page. Officers and passengers gathered around while one of their number read the story with ribald glee. The paper had been picked up in America immediately after the first gas-flamer excursion of four months ago.


  Through the bombastic uproar of the listeners, Allison caught the gist of the story:


  METEOROID BLAZES PATH OF DEATH! . . .


  Oct. 10 (Nationwide News).—Horrible death descended almost instantaneously upon hundred of thousands of persons today, when a swift visitor from the skies believed to be a gas-bearing meteoroid shot across three central states, accompanied by an explosion of unparalleled dimensions.


  Cities and rural districts through a one-hundred-mile strip are tonight a vast mass of flames. Upwards of a million people have been made homeless. Aid is being rushed to uncounted numbers of injured, said to be in a state of living death as a result of burns and severe shock.


  The nation’s entire Red Cross and Army emergency resources are on their way to relieve the vast suffering.


  Witnesses to the disaster vary in their accounts of the descent of the meteoroid. Some claim to have glimpsed a dark streak that raced across the sky from horizon to horizon. There is general agreement that a long bluish cloud boiled downward toward the earth’s surface during the fifteen or twenty seconds before the terrific explosion burst.[1]


  Astronomers are digging through records of centuries past, trying in vain to find a parallel for this rare stellar phenomenon.


  The fires raging tonight can be seen from seven different states, glowing high into the heavens. Communication lines are practically nonexisent. A survey made by Nationwide News disclosed an unbelievable toll in human misery and farm and property damage, with bridges, state highways and telephone and telegraph lines literally wiped out.


  THE officer who had produced the newspaper clippings pasted them on the wall of the cabin, so that everyone could have the savage satisfaction that the black headlines afforded.


  “ ‘Probable Act of God!’ ” the officer grinned, reading further. “What a wallop Sasho got out of that when I showed it to him.”


  There was more uproarious laughter, and someone wondered what kind of gag the earth newspapers would think up after this visitation. And what would they say when another excursion the S-44—came within six hours after this one? And what would they say a few days later when Sasho turned loose his whole fleet?


  “They’ll think the end of the world has come!” someone roared.


  “Which it sure has, for them!” another agreed.


  There was one female aboard the S-37, a fluffy-haired girl who once might have been attractive. Allison learned that she had angered the Emperor by a trifling remark. Now she was being sent back to the earth.


  The girl went from corner to corner of the cabin in tears of rage, and the officers followed her about, making no end of sport at her expense. They made her believe they’d been ordered to kill her. She fought when anyone came near her, and cried and cursed—


  Plop! An officer pasted a handful of tape over her mouth. Zip! Another officer roped her, and tied her hands and feet, and they tossed her onto a bench. She struggled helplessly.


  There was more talk of how best to murder the girl, and more roughhouse and horseplay. They grabbed her up and tossed her back and forth like a basketball, and bounced her against the wall—and then told her to cool off and take it easy and stop her blubbering.


  Suddenly the pilot’s voice came through the speakers, reminding them that they were well into the earth’s gravitational sphere. The horseplay stopped. The officers unbound the girl, made her get into a space suit and helmet and parachute harness.


  “Sasho’s orders,” said an officer. “Sorry to say, we don’t get to kill you.”


  The officer explained that the girl had plenty of oxygen for a long fall—and she’d have a long fall! When she descended deep enough into the earth’s atmosphere, the space parachute would open automatically.


  The girl’s send-off was a final volley of ridicule. They hoped she landed in mid-ocean or in a desert or in the top of a tall tree. She fought to the last, still deceived into thinking that she would fall to her death. The officers knew better. She would land somewhere in mid-North America, as Sasho had commanded.


  She fell through the lock-equipped disposal chute, and that was the last that Allison or any of the others ever saw of her.


  The officers turned their talents now to Allison. They removed his handcuffs, asked him what he was sore about, threatened to beat him to death. He knew it was simply a threat; they knew he knew, and it angered them. They felt an urge toward a fist fight. They cleared the center of the room and forced him into a brawl.


  The first two officers went sprawling. Allison’s arms concealed a surprising wallop. He had grown up on a farm and had developed a lot of hard-hitting energy. But the remaining four officers pounced in on him, and soon he went down under a battery of clubbing.


  “We’re s’posed to cheer him up, boys!” they taunted, laying on with blows. “Cheer him up for Sasho! Come on, you lads!”


  The younger generation of passengers piled in. Now and then one fell back, cooled by a near knockout. But Allison knew the best he could hope to do was to keep his face from being smashed to a pulp. He played defensive. Had he done more, his clubbers would have resorted to their weapons.


  AGAIN the pilot’s amplified voice interrupted the cruel roughhouse.


  “We are approaching the earth. Time to get set for action!”


  Order was restored on the spot. The officers straightened their uniforms, donned fresh orange sashes, manned their posts. The passengers crowded the rear windows. The big moment they had come to watch was drawing near. Everyone was tense. Eyes were alight with the glitter of cruelty.


  Allison, again in handcuffs, smeared his bleeding face against his shoulder and tried to shake out of his grogginess. Things happened fast now. It was all he could do to catch the drift.


  He heard the radio-telephone communication with the S-44, whose excursion would follow close on the heels of the S-37.


  “Strike anywhere,” the S-37 officials advised the other ship. “The American continent is big. Besides, we’re six hours ahead of you. We’ll be out of your way.”


  S-44 inquired where the S-37 would strike.


  “We’ll lay a strip along the Atlantic seaboard,” the S-37 replied.


  There was the daylight factor to be considered, and it was now morning along the Eastern coast. The S-44, following through six hours later, could cut a swath through the interior.


  “We’ll be a little slow getting back to Venus,” said the S-37, “because we’ve got the ambassador from Mercury aboard. But we’ll bring him to time, and then Sasho may as well give the whole fleet the go-ahead signal.”


  If these trial flights were as successful as expected, there would be nothing to stand in the way of Sasho’s complete devastating revenge upon the earth—unless there should be dangerous planetary neighbors, such as the militant millions of Mercury, who couldn’t be brought into line. “But you know Sasho!” an officer chuckled grimly. “He never leaves anything to chance!”


  The eager excited radio-telephone conversation ended abruptly. The time had come for action. A slight cushioning of the ship’s flight forewarned the entrance into the thin edges of the earth’s atmosphere.


  Snap! Zmmmmmmmm!


  Allison knew that one. It was the motors of the tempo-system that combatted friction heat as the ship plunged from the void into air.


  Snap! The usual heavy roar of the rocket motors went silent. Allison wasn’t sure why, but for some reason the ship was to coast through a tangent to the earth’s surface with no rockets firing.


  They plunged on purely from momentum. The curve of the earth flattened out into a horizon. Distant cities rolled into view.


  Snap! That one had Allison guessing. The pilot’s hand drew back from the blue-knobbed lever, his eyes swinging to the mirror that looked through the rear of the ship. Every face, turned toward the rear of the ship, was tense with excitement.


  Then Allison saw. Some unseen exhaust under the tail of the ship shot a stream of thin blue smoke—or was it gas?—down at the earth. Dangerous-looking stuff it was, almost transparent in the sunlight. It thickened as it sifted downward. The sight of it seemed to give everyone a thrill.


  On and on it poured, flowing back in an endless stream, a billion times more luminous than the trail of a sky-writing airplane. It strung out into a hundred-mile rope of seething blue cloud, lost over the rear horizon.


  NOW the S-37 skimmed close to the ground, coasting against the stubborn forces of gravity and air resistance. Those manufacturing towns passing beneath were scarcely a quarter of a mile down.


  The ship’s momentum was almost spent. Allison flinched. At this rate they would crash into the approaching mountain range. Then—


  Snap! Brrrwowrmmmmmm!


  The rocket motors zoomed, the very earth leaped back. Out of its downward trajectory the ship shot. Cities, rivers and mountain range blurred into the distance. But the long cloud of gas—


  The blaze of the explosion filled the whole rear vista. The onlookers threw their hands in front of their eyes. The flare pierced Allison’s eyes like white-hot needles. It was as if the sun had splashed fire over the surface of the earth!


  “Perfect!” an officer shouted.


  Yes, the rocket fire had ignited the tail of the gas cloud! To Allison’s horror, the explosion spread in a great fan-shaped inferno. The rocket ship itself was perfectly safe, of course, having leaped out of danger at the initial rocket explosion.


  The pilot swerved the ship through a swift arc so that the passengers could look back and catch sight of the vast river of fire. It flooded over the horizon like a flying comet, eating the blue cloud as it went.


  “Perfect! Perfect!” everyone shouted, and the ship was in an uproar of jubilation.


  “How does the Honorable Allie like that!” the officers taunted.


  As the ship circled back, the long line of black smoke and yellow blaze expanded into a grim picture. At a safe distance, the S-37 wove to and fro to review the extent of the artificial cataclysm. Sickening realization came upon Allison. Those heavier spots where smoke and blaze were the thickest were cities—homes and factories and automobiles and human beings, going up in flames!


  “Another feather in Sasho’s hat!” one of the youngesters cried. That was typical of the outlaws’ hilarious spirit of achievement. With their inbred love of cruelty, the servants of Sasho boasted in glowing terms of wider applications of this method of attack. They visualized the glorious Sasho revenge that was near at hand. When Sasho loosed his whole fleet upon the earth in attacks like these, no known force could stop them.


  Allison, listening to these hideous forecasts, knew that they were no exaggeration. The earth was helpless. Mars, according to what he had learned, had been talked into a defenseless position. And certainly Mercury, with a population of ten Earth folk, could offer no threat.


  And yet it was the possibility of resistance from the imagined millions of Mercury that remained a thorn in Sasho’s flesh.


  The officers on the S-37 grew more confident every minute that they were gaining ground with Allison. The alliance was in the bag, they told each other. And in boastful tones within Allison’s hearing, they considered what a simple matter it would be for their ships to spin down to Mercury’s underground world, fill the caverns with explosive gas, and touch off a rocket. Very simple! One quick blast and the militant denizens of Mercury would cease to worry anybody!


  THE alliance was in the bag, all right. But just to make sure, the Honorable Allie must see more.


  Moreover, the servants of Sasho had well-whetted appetites to view their achievements in detail.


  The space ship eased down toward a burning city. Thin streams of people who had miraculously escaped death from the initial explosions raced in all directions, frantic to save themselves or others from spreading flames and collapsing walls.


  The pilot of the S-37 sought out a perfect landing place, hidden from the turmoil—a long valley-like rock quarry at the city’s edge. It was cluttered with stones and hoists and narrow-gauge tracks, but it was satisfactorily secluded. Sasho’s crusaders preferred not to be seen.


  “Keep your eyes wide open, Honorable Allie!”


  Allison didn’t need the command. His sharp eyes missed nothing. He steeled himself to the prospect of going forth to view the horrible shambles.


  “Leave the airlocks open as long as smoke doesn’t blow this way,” an officer barked to the three or four men who were to stand guard.


  Already the oxygen pumps were at work to bring the supply back to capacity. Unmasked and unencumbered by space suit units, the party marched forth.


  The roar and crackle of flames, the stench of burning buildings and bodies leaped out to meet them. The invaders picked their paths warily.


  They were undaunted by the screaming and screeching. Rather they were elated over it. This excitement was the emotion they lived for, and they drank it in to the full.


  “Look at those dead bodies, Allie!


  Nicely blackened, don’t you think?”


  Involuntarily Allison jerked back in revulsion. The two guards to whom he was handcuffed allowed him to stop. Here was what they wanted.


  In front of Allison was a small boy, sobbing his heart out. He had just crept out from under his overturned tin wagon. Miraculously it had spared him from death.


  The boy was crying for his mother. Obviously she was the woman lying in front of him, clutching the handle of the wagon. But he didn’t recognize her. And little wonder, for she was simply a mass of blackened, scorched flesh, her hair and eyebrows and clothes completely burned away.


  The boy’s eyes turned to a scrawny dying little animal that had been a kitten. He looked at it in horrified bewilderment. Its fur was gone, it was mewing pitifully. He couldn’t understand what or why—


  “Move back!” Allison’s guards jerked at his wrists. The party edged back to safety. A wall was about to give way—


  “But the boy!” Allison cried, tears of rage in his eyes.


  The Sasho party laughed like demons out of hell.


  “The boy!” an officer jeered. “He’s an Earth boy, ain’t he?”


  The burning wall bulged and crashed, the boy and his kitten were buried alive under the fiery heap.


  FOR the next five hours and more the party plodded among the fast-growing ruins, feeding emotionally upon this holocaust, its horror forever graven upon Allison’s mind. Allison saw it all, but the picture that sank into his brain most deeply was the satanic gleam of the perpetrators’ greenish faces, lighted by the leaping mountains of red flame. Then the fates blew a mischievous breath that descended upon every member of the party. It happened as the group wended its way back toward the deserted quarry that held their space ship.


  Across the sky it came. They did not hear it. Before the sound could reach them, the thing would strike death.


  To their eyes, it was simply a slim black streak shooting in a horizontal line a half mile or so above their heads. In its wake was a widening tail of blue cloud that spread and boiled downward.


  “The S-44! It was to follow us in six hours. God, we’ve stayed here too long!”


  “Run for the ship!”


  “We can’t make it!”


  The swiftest runner in the world couldn’t have escaped.


  CHAPTER VI


  Lonely Vigil


  THE gloom that had descended into the rocky-red caverns of Mercury might have hung on endlessly, had it not been for June O’Neil’s resilience. She came back at the tragic facts with almost superhuman courage.


  They made her the leader. That was Smitt’s and Mary’s strategy. The responsibility was a stimulant, and June O’Neil assumed it with such a zeal that her eight followers would have been ashamed to admit their fears.


  The first point upon which June insisted was that the postponed weddings must go through at once. No matter if it couldn’t be a five-couple wedding. Her loss must not stand in the way of their personal happiness.


  Not long after she had administered the marriage vows, June called the four young couples together.


  “Our robot ship is dead,” she said, her eyes turned toward the space ship runway. “But Lester isn’t dead. I can’t believe that they have killed him. They could have killed him here if they had wanted to.”


  All this had been talked over many times before. The conclusion had always been the same; Allison was a captive in some capital on Venus; but for what purpose, no one could say. Many hours equivalent to several Earth days had passed, but no hints of further attacks from the Venusian pirates—if pirates they were—had come.


  June looked at her circle of comrades with steady eyes. “Can we build a ship that will get to Venus?”


  The eyes turned toward the young boyish-faced Laughlin, who responded by drawing a bundle of diagrams from his pocket. The other men looked on proudly. Reams and reams of paper had been sketched upon during these recent days. June O’Neil’s vision had been anticipated.


  THEY all worked. The automatic Mercurian machines were cunning, the metals were marvelously responsive. Laughlin, in charge of the construction, was kept rushed to supply everyone with jobs they could do.


  But Laughlin had a notion up his sleeve: It would be almost as easy to turn out every part in duplicate. Two space boats could be made almost as easily as one. The work went forward.


  June stayed with the work almost beyond her strength. When it was time to rest and the others slept, she could not sleep. She would slip away from the laboratory living quarters, carrying her little three-stringed zither that Allison had once made for her, to play simple little tunes that brought her solace.


  Always at such times she would watch the space ship runway, hoping—waiting—praying—


  Out of the electrically lighted laboratories and into the torchlighted runways, two red metal hulls were rolled one day that looked like massive streamlined bullets.


  One of the ships was done! It was ready for a tryout. The other was almost completed. Their makers breathed with pride.


  Those reams of designs had done something startling. Not so large as the robot ship, much smaller than the silvery-nosed pirate ship from Venus, these two boats were built for speed and solidity.


  Laughlin believed that they were unlike any models ever seen before. The fine metals in their solid noses, together with their high speed, should provide them with a punch and a resistance to bullets that was almost beyond calculation.


  AN Earth-made tungsten pile-driver, Laughlin said, would have been cotton in comparison.


  Smitt gave the two ships the name of battering rams. Turn him loose with one of these boats, he said, was all he’d ask. He’d batter those pirates into pancake batter.


  One mishap occurred on the trial flight of the first ship; it happened before the ship got out of the runway. It was gliding along the pathway when Smitt inadvertently snapped on the rocket motor.


  Instantly he snapped it off—but in that moment the boat leaped, struck into the rocky wall obliquely, gouged out a thirty-foot cavern of living stone, and came to a stop with its nose buried. Smitt stepped forth with one eye black and the other gleaming with enthusiasm. If that wall had only been pirates!


  They excavated carefully, and the powerful hull emerged undented! A battering ram it was, indeed![2] Its makers were confident that whatever adventures the rescue of Allison might entail their two boats would prove sky-worthy.


  The test flights of both battering rams were successful, the tryouts being made within the space of four or five hours. Each of the men tried his hand at piloting. The radio-telephones were found satisfactory for keeping the two ships in touch during flight.


  Last-minute preparations were made. As June O’Neil had insisted, all of them should go. They would lock the laboratories and camouflage the entrances, so that if there should be visitors they would find nothing.


  June’s plan was adopted only after much discussion. It would be a dangerous adventure at best, and the men felt that their brides might be safer to stay. Then they recalled the silvery-nosed S-20 and the arrogant, orange-sashed Venusian crew, and thought otherwise. Whatever the cost, they must hold their remaining group together. Even if they should lose their foothold in Mercury to chance invaders . . .


  But June O’Neil did not decide for herself as easily as for the others. Secretly she planned to stay—by herself!


  In the final hours of sleep before the momentous take-off, June acted upon her rash decision. She left this note:


  Lester might come while you are gone. I believe he would want me to stay here to keep watch over our stronghold. That is what I have decided to do. It is my choice to stay alone, and my wish that the rest of you go as you have planned to do.


  When you read this note, you may want to find me, hoping to persuade me to change my mind. You mustn’t. I shall hide where you can’t find me, so please don’t delay. I know that you will come back. I pray that you may bring Lester.


  —June.


  June stole forth, carrying with her the little zither Lester Allison had made for her. In the lonely hours to come, music would be a solace. She departed from the well-beaten paths, she left the torchlights and murmuring rivulets and adventured back into the endless depths, where the caverns were dark and silent.


  The silence and the darkness were a little terrifying. She suddenly felt the loss of Lester Allison more than ever before. She listened for the distant roar of the space boats taking off. But she could hear nothing—nothing but the little hollow echoes of her own breathing or the slight touch of her arm against the strings of her zither.


  Suppose something dreadful befell her companions! Suppose they should never come back!


  All at once the awfulness of being left here alone indefinitely bore down upon the girl. How many stories she had heard of persons going insane from the unbearable lonesomeness, the horror of being trapped in empty caverns! Suppose Lester should not come back for years. Suppose—


  NEVER before had June listened to inner voices or taken stock in hunches. With a strong flare for common sense, she discredited such things as silly superstitions. But now—


  “Today I’m riding toward Death, June. I’m riding toward flames of Death . . .”


  Again and again it came—Lester’s words, his voice. No, it was all in her mind! It was Fear. Fear was melting her strong resolve. Fear!


  She clambered over the dark rocks swiftly. Dim glints of light were in the distance. She would go back. She would still catch them before they took off. She must hurry. If she had only brought a torch—


  Clack! Zinnng! The zither slipped from her hands. An instant’s hesitation—one of those instants which can turn the fates of lives—


  She groped to pick it up, lost her footing. Zither and girl fell together into an unseen pitfall that might have been made to order for a medieval dungeon. But June O’Neil had no thought of that. She was unconscious.


  CHAPTER VII


  Conqueror’s Boast


  SMITT and Mary stood at the entrances of one of the battering rams, reading June O’Neil’s note for the third time. If it had been a bomb, it would have shocked no more.


  As for the others, Redman and his wife came, bristling with enthusiasm for the take-off; they stopped, read the note, stood speechless. Then from the other ship came the other two couples, Laughlin and his wife, and Bob and Betty Wakefield.


  The ships did not start on schedule. Smitt and Mary invented excuses for an hour’s delay. No one needed to comment on June’s rash action. All of them knew that her heartbreak was too much for one person to endure. Still, it seemed dreadful to leave her.


  But everyone of them respected June O’Neil. And if this was the way she wanted it, then they would comply. A last lingering look down the avenues of torches was fruitless. Motors had been roaring gently for several minutes. If June O’Neil had thought better of her decision, she surely would have appeared before this.


  The two red battering rams crawled up through the long runway and charged out into space.


  For a time the foursome in each boat were quiet and thoughtful. Venus seemed far away as it shone through the inky sky. The adventure ahead of them was nothing if not uncertain.


  As the hours rolled on, they enlivened their journey by radioing back and forth. Smitt and Mary were at one radio-telephone; Bob and Betty Wakefield at the other. It became a game to switch wavelengths on each other and find each other again—a sort of radio hide-and-seek.


  This game was still going strong when a strange voice leaked in.


  “This is the S-44 returning. S-44 returning. Do you hear us, headquarters? This is the S-44 returning . . . S-44 . . . S-44 . . .”


  Bob Wakefield’s slight hisst! cut the battering ram conversation off abruptly. Smitt and Mary held their tongues. It had been agreed in advance that all official radioing to outsiders was to be done by Smitt. But this seemed a good time for silence.


  For most of an hour both ships listened. The S-44, whatever it might be, continued to announce its progress, at intervals, without response from any headquarters.


  Reception grew clearer. The bluish white ball that was Venus puffed out like an expanding balloon. Mary kept her eyes on the heavens. Out across the blackness she had watched the other battering ram, flying parallel with them since their departure from Mercury. Less than a mile away, keeping an even speed, it blazed like a tiny red bullet against the ubiquitous black velvet of the void.


  Smitt stuck to the radio-telephone. Suddenly business picked up. An answering voice responded to the S-44 calls. Conversation took on a bewildering speed.


  “Come in, S-44. What’s the news?”


  “Everything’s okay. We cut a hundred-mile strip inland from the East Coast.”


  “Good. Hold on. I’ll relay that to Sasho.”


  A short silence followed; then the headquarters voice resumed.


  “What about the other ship?”


  “Haven’t they reported?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Give them time. They said they’d be late getting back.”


  “When did you last communicate?” the headquarters voice asked.


  “Six hours before we struck,” said the S-44. “They were ready to lay a flame-cloud down the seaboard at the time, and—”


  “HOLD on. Another call from Sasho.” Half a minute or so elapsed. Then—“Sasho’s all primed for action. He’s ready to turn the whole fleet loose as soon as the other ship reports. You didn’t happen to see their flames?”


  “Hell, no, we cut down through a blanket of heavy weather. Not much chance anyway, the way we had split up the territory. We shot west. They had headed south.”


  “Okay, just so you both came through all right. The fleet’s fixed up with a layout that will prevent any cross-ups.”


  “They’ll have a fireman’s picnic. Tell them we’ll be down on their tails as soon as we can load up some more gas.”


  “They haven’t gone yet. Sasho’s still waiting on that Mercury deal.”


  Mercury deal!


  Smitt blew a bomb of breath square into the transmitter. Luckily he had thrown the switch several minutes before. The mention of Mercury caught him gasping.


  What was this all about? Cutting strips along the East Coast! Flame-clouds! Sasho! Gas! Turning the fleet loose! A fireman’s picnic. And now—that Mercury deal!


  “Hell, tell him to go ahead,” the S-44 voice resumed. “The other ship’s got that deal cinched by this time.”


  “That’s what Sasho’s waiting to hear. He’s in a stew about it. Waiting for another round with that Allison fellow. He’s getting the jitters. Says he smells trouble on that Mercury deal.”


  Smitt and his companions held their breaths. What a break! They’d blundered squarely onto a hot trail! Allison was alive! Alive and obviously much in demand!


  “What do you want me to do about it?” the voice from S-44 drawled. “Head back for Earth and pick Allison up?”


  On the instant Smitt took a long chance, snapped on his transmitter, barked, “Where on Earth is he?”


  Neither voice answered. There was something ominous about the silence. Smitt repeated his demand.


  “Where is Lester Allison?”


  Quick as a flash the headquarters voice snapped, “Who said that?”


  “I don’t know,” said S-44.


  “Who called for Allison?”


  “I did!” Smitt snapped back. “Where is he?”


  “Who are you?” The headquarters voice sharpened to an urgent tone. “Who’s calling Allison?”


  Smitt snapped his transmitter switch off with a jerk. He had impulsively spoken out of turn and he knew it.


  Into his receiver came a persistent clamor to know who he was and where he was calling from, and what business of his it was that Allison was wanted on Venus. The tones were threatening.


  “Don’t answer them!” Mary gasped; but instinctively she knew that the damage had been done.


  There were minutes of silent panic in both battering rams. They seemed to be driving into something ominous. What was the unseen trouble back of those hostile voices?


  Smitt shifted wavelengths and soon Bob Wakefield on the other battering ram found him.


  “Bob Wakefield—”


  “Okay, Smitt.”


  “Did you hear that talk that about Allison?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did you make of it?”


  “He’s on the earth instead of Venus.”


  “Right. We’re on the wrong track. Tell Laughlin we’re changing our course this minute.”


  MARY saw the heavens swerve gently. The huge bluish-white mass of Venus passed off the nose of the ship and far out to the side.


  Simultaneously the other battering ram turned. Had there been a traffic cop out in that realm of space, he would have seen the two sleek red bullets with their tails of fire cut parallel curves around him. Again they were off on straight unwavering lines. The tiny bright dot of the Earth was now their goal.


  Smitt hastily returned to the S-44 wavelength. The mysterious talk between the returning ship and its Venusian headquarters, though intermittent and sketchy for the next hour, was tense with gathering excitement.


  Headquarters were much disturbed. Emperor Sasho was reported to be on a rampage and the whole Empire was holding its breath. Sasho was scheduled to broadcast an important pronouncement within another hour. It was believed that he would give the go-ahead signal to his fleet. And within a few days the Victory Festival would follow.


  But strangely that certain ship hadn’t returned. There was the rub. It was problematical whether Sasho would risk going ahead. After all his intricate plans for the timing and spacing of his attacks, and after all his glorious boasts to his Empire that the moment of luscious revenge was at hand, here was a slip-up. And from the guarded talk, Smitt gathered that a slip-up was a blowtorch to Emperor Sasho’s pride.


  But on top of that was the disturbing report that had made the Emperor wild and had set the whole capital in an uproar. Unidentified voices had come in over the radio-telephones—voices that inquired for the ambassador of Mercury! What could this be but approaching ships from the militant millions of Mercury?


  Millions? Smitt found this talk wholly bewildering, not knowing of Lester Allison’s original bluff.


  The minute for the Emperor’s pronouncement drew close. The S-44 communications had ended, the S-44 having arrived at the capital port. There were frantic last-minute efforts by headquarters to get another word from the mysterious voice that had inquired for Allison. Needless to say, both battering rams kept their transmitters switched off; but at their receivers, the eight occupants were all ears.


  The designated minute arrival. Emperor Sasho was presented with a fanfare. His ugly voice grated through the speakers.


  “The hour for the ultimate revenge has come! (Loud cheering.) You of the younger generations know what your forefathers suffered. Today the survivors of that gallant band of heroes sit before me. They have lived to see their powers multiply.


  “In these coming hours, they shall see their Empire—your Empire and mine—strike back at that scapegrace of the Solar System—the earth! (A tumult of cheering.)


  “No revenge was ever so sweet as this. The earth called your forefathers criminals. They were criminals! They would have been ashamed to be anything less than criminals on the earth! (Cheers!) The earth made them outcasts! The earth spewed them forth as if they were filth!


  “But the fortunes of the universe have followed them. They applied their talents to the building of a new civilization—a civilization built on those sturdy principles of might and power and seizure—yes, and slaughter! The gods of destruction have served them well.


  “Now they sit before me, these survivors of that original band, waiting to see what you and I will do in this, our greatest hour of opportunity. What will we do? Will we burn the earth to a cinder?”


  A MOB of infuriated voices clamored, “Hell-l-l, yes-s-s!”


  “I, the youngest of the founders,” Sasho’s voice went on in a rattling throb, “am proud to be your Emperor! I am proud that you younger generations have taken the great ideals which the smug earth once branded as criminal and cutthroat—that you have made of them a dignified and honorable philosophy of slaughter. You are the hope of the universe!


  “You have tested equipment at your command—the most efficient machines of devastation ever made. You are ready to go forth and explode life off the face of the earth. At my command you will clean up the earth!


  “Did I say the earth? Let me quickly add—the earth and her allies!


  “I refer to none other than the hordes of Mercury! Let them come! Let them descend upon us by millions if they are able! We’ll slaughter them on sight!”


  There was a tremendous cheer. The clanking voice resumed in a low ominous tone.


  “At this minute, the ships of Mercury are plunging through space to meet us. At this minute, we have good reason to believe, they are hearing my words. The Dictator of Mercury himself may be listening.


  “For the sake of the record, let me repeat that my offers of a friendly agreement with Mercury have been refused. My efforts to set up trade relations—Mercury metals for Venus protection—have been scorned. The mischief-making ambassador of Mercury, treated to an excursion to the earth, has not returned.


  “Mercury ships, are you listening? For the last time, wherever you are, have you any words for us? Answer me this minute—or you shall take the consequences!”


  At their receiver Smitt, Mary and the Redmans looked at each other out of white, nervous faces. Smitt’s teeth were set, his lips were tight. The impact of this colossal scheme of destruction beat down upon unsuspecting nerves with a shattering effect.


  Fifteen seconds of silence passed. Then Sasho’s voice jumped through the receiver in a high, screaming pitch.


  “All right for you, Mercury! Come on! We’ll blast you to atoms! I hereby command the flame-cloud fleet to go into action at once! Carry out the destruction plan to the letter! Whatever resistance crops up out of land or skies, smash it mercilessly! Go! and the gods of slaughter be with you!”


  On toward the earth the two battering rams sped. The occupants were for the most part speechless. They had set forth simply to find Lester Allison. But the scene had widened. Gradually, as they rode the spaceways, their quiet tension changed from the silence of frightened rabbits to the silence of steel determination.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Nick of Time


  AT the controls of the S-37, Lester Allison sped for Mercury as hard as he could go.


  All the way he thanked the fates that had spared his life. It had been almost miraculous, so swiftly had it happened. The picture of that crucial moment still hung before his eyes.


  Underneath the gray overcast sky, the blue ropelike death cloud had boiled down fiercely. Allison’s party had dropped their cameras, weapons and trophies and bolted for dear life. His two guards had instantly unsnapped the handcuffs to free themselves for the chase.


  The dash for the rock quarry where the S-37 had landed had been a futile gesture. The distance had been too great. Death had descended too fast.


  But Allison’s sharp observations of a few hours before had furnished him a trick. Something beyond that nearby embankment of pink stones had clung in his memory.


  His wrists free, he had leaped for the hidden cut, set into motion the little four-wheeled car at the summit of the narrow-gauge track, shot down the long incline with the speed of a rocket.


  The rest had happened almost too fast to be remembered. The four guards left with the ship had been completely befuddled at the sight of their party returning on the dead run. Allison had brushed past two of them, knocked down a third.


  The fourth he had caught—within the chamber of the airlocks, for the airlocks had automatically closed the instant the flat of his hand had shot out against the throttle, and he had zoomed off into space.


  An instant after the shock of takeoff, Allison had looked back to see another hideous, fan-shaped inferno sweep across the landscape, its flare reddening the vast blanket of clouds overhead.


  His own rocket fire had missed the descending gas, surely by not more than a few yards; but the S-44 many miles inland had touched off the explosion. It was sickening to think what must have happened to the rest of the S-37’s “excursion,” victims of the medicine they had dealt to others so gleefully.


  Allison had at once set his controls for some idle circling on a safe side of the earth, and had taken some minutes for deep breathing. It was hard to realize that he had suddenly been freed of his handcuffs and had fallen into possession of a space ship.


  But he knew he was not free in the fuller sense of the word. He was bound to a responsibility. He must warn the earth.


  He had thereupon transferred his one passenger, a surly conceited, yellow-eyed guard named Siccola, from the airlocks to a small steel-encased room obviously designed for prison purposes.


  Then Allison had gone back to the earth and had spent tense hours warning the governmental leaders of America. That gas-cloud explosion of four months ago, he insisted, and the two recurrences of recent hours, were not astronomical mishaps. They were trial attacks. They were forewarnings of a complete devastation planned by a deadly enemy on Venus.


  The governmental leaders had listened open-mouthed. Some had fainted, some had been angered, one had succumbed to a heart attack, many had even laughed. But Allison had driven the message home, and the newspapers, radios, and alert governmental leaders had caught up the alarm to spread it like wildfire over the continents. The civilized world went into a panic.


  “We’ve got to do something!” was the inevitable cry of a defenseless people.


  THE earth suddenly realized that it was years behind the times in the development of space ships—and no offhand avalanche of blueprints could make up for the wasted years.


  Having done all that he could do in a few hours of time, Allison had sped away toward certain other responsibilities—personal ones that were near to his heart. He had a planet of his own to look after. And a people. And a sweetheart.


  Had the Sasho Empire invaded Mercury during his four months’ absence? That fear had accumulated in Allison’s spine, and knotted his nerves and fatigued him for many days past . . .


  The S-37 nosed down into the long dark runway, into the deep chasms of Mercury. Allison’s eyes were eager.


  There were the torchlights burning as brightly as ever, the red rock walls glowing. There was the red metal bridge, the avenues into the distance. But there were no people.


  Allison leaped through the opened airlocks, strode out into the light gravity, called at the top of his voice. No one answered.


  He hastened to the laboratories. Keys had been left in the usual hiding place. In a shop he found the robot ship—thoroughly dissected! He found designs—reams of them, waste-baskets full; and on the shop walls was the final supreme design worked out in all its intricate details. One by one the items of that final plan had been checked off; and all around the shop were the evidences of building.


  So they had built a ship and gone! But where?


  Perhaps to Venus to find him? Perhaps to the earth from fear of more invaders?


  Allison was suddenly tired. His prisoner aboard the S-37 had been cared for and was securely locked up. A host of worries flickered out of Allison’s mind and he slept.


  He awoke hours later, made hasty preparations to take off. The disappointment of finding no one here at the home base hung like a shadow over his thoughts. He supposed he would go to Venus. Strange, he thought, that June hadn’t even left a message for him.


  A moment of sentiment directed his feet toward the red bridge, down the torchlit path, up the circling stone staircase to the balcony where he and June had often sat together. Now this seemed the loneliest spot in the world. He must not linger. Whether June and the others had gone toward Venus or the earth, they would run into untold dangers.


  Allison hesitated at the airlocks. He bent to pick up a scrap of paper. It was June’s handwriting. He read it swiftly.


  Lester might come while you are gone . . . I believe he would want to stay here . . . That is what I have decided to do . . . I know that you will come back. I pray that you may bring Lester.


  —June.


  Over and over Allison read it.


  I shall hide where you can’t find me, so please don’t delay . . . I know that you will come back. I pray . . .


  Up over the cavern paths Allison bounded, a flashlight in his hand, a rope over his shoulder. He called until he was hoarse from shouting. He deserted the well-beaten paths for the many-branched caves that were endless. Up near the cavern ceilings he called, only to hear the echoes of his voice mock him from distant underground canyons. Then he would wait in vain for the silence to give something back to him.


  PERHAPS they had persuaded her to change her mind. She must have gone. These empty caverns held no living thing. No living thing—


  The words stuck in Allison’s throat. An unfamiliar coldness spread through his body. He forced himself back toward the ship, telling himself that he had looked everywhere—everywhere that June could possibly have gone—


  But there was another cave he hadn’t explored—and there was another ravine—and another . . .


  Hour after hour Allison searched and called. Time after time he started back, only to be stopped by an intangible something. Sometimes he thought he heard faint sounds somewhere out in the blackness beyond the reach of his light. Not the sounds of a voice, not the clatter of a rivulet beating over stones—something fainter, more musical, like the almost inaudible hum of a tiny insect.


  Hmmmmmmm! Hmmmmmm! The sound melted away into nothing . . .


  There it came again, a perfect tone—and another, slightly higher! Where did it come from? This way and that Allison moved quickly. The subtle tones were closer now—and there were three of them—three delicate harmonious notes of a stringed instrument! The zither!


  “June! June!” Allison’s voice was no more than a clogged, croaking whisper. “June, where are you?”


  His ghastly call echoed away into the blackness. No voice answered. Silence—then it came again, as clearly as if it were resounding through a speaker! Hmmmmm—hmmmmmm!—hmmmmm!


  A few more steps, then Allison’s light flashed down over an abrupt break in the rocks. The caprices of nature had formed a trap—a triangular dungeon-like pit as deep and straight-walled as a cistern. The flashlight’s beam found a white form lying limp on the stony floor.


  Allison looked down upon the most pitiful and at the same time the most beautiful face he ever hoped to see.


  June O’Neil’s eyes were almost closed. Her dry swollen lips were open. Her clothes were in shreds, her fingers were torn and clotted with blood. One limp hand weakly stroked the battered little zither that lay beside her.


  In a moment Allison had her in his arms, was whispering to her.


  CHAPTER IX


  The Long Chance


  “YOU poor child,” Allison breathed. “So you stayed—for me—” A slight movement of her white eyelids and a barely perceptible smile that touched her lips were all the response she could give.


  Lifting her out with the aid of the rope, which he had knotted into a sort of ladder, Allison carried her to the nearest rivulet. She was near to dying from thirst. Many an hour must have passed since her fall. He wondered if she would live. Gently he bathed her face and her limp body.


  An hour later, lying on a cot in the great Mercurian laboratory, she lifted her arms up to Allison and spoke to him, smiling through tears. Those tears looked good to Allison. He knew she was feeling better.


  Though the memory of the interminable hours of darkness she had spent in the trap haunted her mercilessly, June O’Neil was quick to regain her strength.


  Soon she was able to tell Allison everything—the anxiety of the little Earth group to go to Venus after him; the troubles with the robot ship; the swift hours of work through most of four months, which had at last evolved the two battering rams; her own fateful decision not to go; her fall, the blow against her head that had struck her unconscious, the terror of awakening in the blackness—trapped!


  And finally, June concluded, the frantic efforts to break stones from the wall and to carve handholds—only to be overcome by sickness and exhaustion and thirst.


  Allison smoothed her hair. She must think no more about it; she must rest, sleep, gain back her strength.


  “But you haven’t told me a word of yourself, Lester.”


  As Allison gave her his story, June O’Neil’s eyes opened wide.


  “And this person Sasho,” she said, “will he actually go ahead with such a plan?”


  “By this time he is probably starting his whole fleet into motion.”


  June was alarmed, but even so she was in no state to imagine the stupendousness of the thing.


  “What will the earth do?”


  “I’m afraid it’s too late for the earth to do anything.”


  The girl drew herself up on one elbow and looked at Allison intently.


  “What about Mary and Smitt and the others? What will happen to them?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What are we doing here?” June’s voice rang with alarm.


  “Waiting for you to regain your strength. I’m not going to leave you again—”


  “I’m strong already! And I can gain as well riding through space as here.” Firm purpose glowed in the girl’s youthful face. “Carry me aboard, Lester.”


  THEY WERE off.


  In addition to their one prisoner, Siccolo, whom Allison had already had aboard after his escape from earth in the S-37, they carried a heavy cargo of molded metals—articles which the automatic Mercurian machines had turned out by the thousands while Allison had been searching for June. During the hour that he had entered the laboratories, he had set the machinery to humming. It was only a crude hunch, he had told himself, but the effort required was so slight that it was worth a try.


  “Anyone in the world that makes trouble for Sasho,” Allison told June, by way of explaining his curious cargo of hardware, “is doing mankind a favor.”


  ALLISON set the ship for a straight hard course toward Venus. June walked about on unsteady legs. She surveyed the roomfuls of red metal spears, swords, helmets and shields. There were even a few of the black metal axes which had been left over from the original Mercurian civilization. June wondered if Lester had gone out of his head.


  Allison grinned and said he didn’t know, perhaps he had. But these were weapons that the machines could turn out most easily and they were weapons that anyone could use. It was his theory that the very possession of a weapon can make a frightened creature bold.


  “I hope we can find a few thousand men who’ll take a fancy to red hats and sharp spears,” he added.


  A few hours later, when the S-37 hovered among the silvery clouds high over Venus, June gazed down through the high-powered telescope and saw the few thousand men that Allison had in mind.


  Though these people were too far away for their green faces to be seen, June could guess from their primitive-looking mountain camps that they were the hordes of Venusians whom Sasho’s cutthroats had robbed and driven off. The Jagged Mountains, their stronghold, was many miles removed from the blue-domed cities that dotted the vast panorama and were now in the hands of Sasho.


  “Any activity?” Allison asked. He was busy at the controls, cruising at the lowest possible speed.


  “They seem to be holding conferences,” June replied. “Do you think they have radios?”


  “In all probability.”


  Radio broadcasts from the Venusian military headquarters were going strong. From the moment the S-37 had come into listening range, June and Allison had picked up messages.


  The first thing they had heard was some last minute instructions of no particular importance to the departing S-44. The important thing to Allison was that the S-44—the ship whose flame-cloud had unwittingly caught the crew of the S-37—was starting back on a second trip.


  Every other ship was gone now, the messages implied. There was a hint of disturbance over the missing S-37, otherwise things were going well. But to make sure they continued to go well, the S-44 was loaded with high-ranking officers who would supervise the fleet’s return.


  There were numerous other messages, all of them charged with the war spirit and anticipation of the greatest, most complete, military victory in history!


  “The Sasho Victory Festival begins today!” boomed a stock announcement every few minutes. “Your attendance is your declaration of allegiance to the Sasho Empire! Your absence brands you as a damned rebel!”


  Allison groaned. “No wonder those green-faced Venusians are holding conferences all over the Jagged Mountains. If they venture toward any city to take in the Festival, they’ll probably be caught and turned over to the Cutthroats and shot. But if they don’t show up, they’ve branded themselves for life as ‘damned rebels’.”


  Allison looked at his stacks of spears and swords with a sigh. He wished they could have been automatic guns. But the green-faces would run at the sight of a gun, no doubt. Getting spears and swords into their hands was going to be difficult enough—and perhaps futile, at that.


  “A large group is heading toward that central plateau over there now,” June called down from the observatory through the speaking tube. “You’ve got plenty of time to get there ahead of them.”


  IT was a difficult task of piloting for Allison, novice that he was, but within a few minutes he achieved it, landing on the central lookout plateau. Then came the strenuous job of unloading. He wished he could have forced Siccolo to help him, but that yellow-eyed prisoner was not to be trusted outside his cell.


  The weapons were stacked in gleaming red piles. Allison had almost finished when the approaching column of green-faces came into sight a quarter of a mile down the trail.


  They saw the space ship, turned tail and ran!


  “No use trying to reason with those boys,” Allison growled disgustedly. “They only understand two English words: ‘damned rebel’.”


  Allison took off as quietly as possible. He and June looked down from the high cloud level. What they saw through their telescopes was disheartening. The party of Venusians had switched to a different trail. They feared a trap. All those fine metal weapons might lie untouched forever.


  “If they only knew we were their friends,” June sighed.


  “Too bad. They’ll eventually fall before Cutthroat bullets. They could at least go down fighting if they only knew. It’s a cinch no Sasho bullet would go through one of those red metal shields.”


  But Allison’s efforts were apparently lost. Messengers sped through the mountain trails from one green-faced group to another, obviously to warn against trouble from the skies. Allison steered back toward the open skies high above the blue-domed Sasho cities.


  “What could have become of our two battering rams?” June asked, continuing to scan the vast landscape.


  “Perhaps captured,” Allison answered quietly.


  It was a dark moment. June sensed that for once Allison was uncertain which way to turn. The earth was a lost cause! The two battering rams containing the nearest and dearest friends in the world—the four young couples from Mercury—had doubtless gone to their unknown doom!


  June, acting upon her womanly instincts, went to the supply cupboards and brought forth food. Nothing was so full of inspiration as calories, she said.


  Allison returned her brave smile, kissed her. For a brief moment his thoughts flashed back to the wedding that had been postponed. He did not mention it, for all too obviously he saw that that lost hour would never come back. They were in the Sasho maelstrom now. It was up to them to gamble against the fates to the last—and that course certainly led to death.


  Suddenly something came in on the radio-telephones that set Allison’s imagination aflame. It was a message from the Venusian headquarters—an answer to a clamoring public.


  Don’t be alarmed about the rumored invasion from Mercury, said the reassuring voice. (So Allison’s story of Mercury’s millions of warriors had taken root!) The rumored voices from Mercury ships had been heard no more, the broadcast continued.


  And Allison fairly shouted, “Voices! Could that have been Smitt and Laughlin and—”


  June nodded eagerly. “Oh, thank God they’re safe!”


  The Venusian announcement continued:


  “Either the Mercurian report was a false alarm resulting from a confusion of messages, or else the invaders were bluffed out. Nevertheless the spaceship defense guns are keeping a close watch on the skies.”


  At these words Allison automatically rocketed high out into the heavens. True, his ship bore a safe name, the Sasho-37, but the Sasho gunners, if they sighted a boat that hadn’t radioed in, might not stop to read names.


  “What now?” June asked in a heartening voice.


  “Back to our green-faced natives,” said Allison. “We’ll try again. There was inspiration in them thar calories you served up,” he added with a tight grin.


  HE set the controls to circle safely and turned to an equipment cupboard.


  “We’ve got a bunch of space parachutes here. We may as well use them.”


  As a matter of ordinary precaution, they had already donned space suits and parachutes and had placed oxygen helmets within easy reach. But there were twenty-five or thirty more parachutes—theirs to throw away. That was Allison’s inspiration.


  He coasted down to within a mile of the tops of the Jagged Mountains, applying counter-motors to slow the ship down almost to glider speed.


  At his direction, June threw the parachutes away by way of the disposal chute, one after another. Each parachute was attached to a bundle of red metal hardware—a sword, a spear, a shield and a helmet. Luckily Allison had kept a few of each.


  The third parachute fell true. It deposited its bundle in the very center of an unsuspecting group of green-faces. Their surprised faces looked up to see the cascade of red bundles on their way down. The line led directly to the central plateau, where Allison had previously unloaded and stacked thousands of weapons.


  “There,” said Allison. “We’ve told them we’re friends in language plainer than English. Now if they only had a husky fellow about the size of Sasho to use for target practice, they’d be the happiest rebels in the world.”


  “Good work!” June smiled. “What next?”


  “Up into the skies before a telescope spots us.”


  “Then what?”


  Allison took a deep breath. The headquarters radio messages continued to pour in. The Sasho communications staff was stewing for a word from tardy ships.


  “Willing to take a long chance? Even though the payoff might be final?”


  June nodded.


  “We don’t have much to work with,” Allison observed. “But we’ve got a Sasho ship and plenty of fuel. And we’ve got you.


  “What can I do?” June exclaimed.


  “Maybe you can lie,” said Allison. “Lies have been my most useful weapon the last four months. Can you?”


  “I—I’ll try,” she stammered beathlessly.


  “Okay. We’ve got a ship, two willing liars, a radio transmitter, and a yellow-eyed Sasho officer who’s getting tired of his cell. We’ll begin by putting Siccolo and the transmitter together!”


  CHAPTER X


  Fires of Rebellion


  ORANGE and silver banners blazed from every blue dome, every public square, every stadium throughout the Sasho cities of Venus. The stadiums and amphitheaters filled rapidly. Throngs of excited, expectant people streamed in from the hinterlands.


  Over and over the announcement boomed through thousands of amplifiers.


  “The Sasho Victory Festival begins today. Your attendance is your declaration of allegiance. Your absence brands you as a damned rebel!”


  Every Sasho stadium contained a four-sided silver tower in the center of the grounds. From each side of each silver tower the televised face of Sasho looked out upon the crowds. From time to time, the voices of officials blared forth from the orange horns that topped the silver towers.


  Soon now a volley of fireworks would spurt from the top of every tower, signifying the return of the first ship of the flamer fleet. Then everyone would rise and salute, and the televised face of Sasho would speak and his incomparable voice would thunder from the orange horns. That was the declaration of victory for which everyone waited.


  The biggest crowds, of course, were massed at the Capital Stadium. There they could see the real thing—Sasho himself, his bulky head and hunched shoulders looking strangely small in comparison with his gigantic televised image. He and a few other officers occupied the little open platform near the top of the stadium’s silver tower.


  Here at the Capital Stadium, the eyes of the multitude tired themselves out gazing into the skies. The space ships must return soon. One by one they would fly down out of the mysterious nowhere, bearing proof that Sasho’s great plan had been fulfilled.


  The flamer ships would return as they had left, twenty minutes apart, as Sasho’s time was reckoned. And—thrill of thrills!—they would coast right into the center of the Capital Stadium, one every twenty minutes, each to receive fitting recognition from the mouth of the Emperor.


  At first the waiting was not wearisome. Some cruel sports had been planned to keep the crowds entertained. Silent airplanes sewed back and forth, portraying the flamer fleet’s attacks upon the earth. An explanation of the careful clockwork plans was given.


  To the multitude’s delight, a touch of realism was added to prove how effectively the gas-clouds could destroy. A specially built plane spread a tiny cloud through one avenue of the stadium, where a few captive green-faced rebels had been placed to represent Earth people.


  Ignited, the little cloud barked out a vigorous explosion, The flash of fire was accompanied by many a startled, agonized scream from the victims. Then the crowd saw how quickly and efficiently the purpose had been achieved. Every green-faced rebel’s clothes was a mass of flames!


  Cheering throngs and blaring bands, freakish sadistic demonstrations and parading young warriors all did their best to keep that handsome smile of victory on the Sasho face.


  But the Sasho smile was not at top form. It came and went with bewildering rapidity. It came with effort. Then the big chin would shoot upward, the twisted lips would spread to show angry teeth, and the head and body would quickly turn, as if in answer to some pressing business.


  BACK of the scenes all was by no means well. The first of the fleet ships should have radioed in by this time. But no report came.


  “Keep up your calls,” Sasho muttered.


  On the headquarters wavelength the agitated demand continued.


  “Come in, Fleet Ship Number One. Come in, Number One! Where are you, Fleet Ship Number One? Do you hear? You should be within an hour of port, Fleet Ship Number One . . .”


  Sasho’s irritation grew into ill-suppressed rage. Troubles always seared his pride. A slip-up! And this was the supreme event of his life.


  The audience began to get restless. It clamored for more demonstrations.


  “Call the hinterland guards,” Sasho ordered one of his three aides. “Have them pick up some more green-faced rebels and send them in by plane, pronto!”


  The aide flashed a dubious eyebrow.


  “Well?” Sasho roared, inflamed by his assistant’s hesitation.


  “There’s been some border trouble in the last few minutes,” said the aide. “Three guard stations have been attacked—”


  “Attacked! By Rebels?”


  “And the guards have been routed. I’ve already ordered reinforcements, several motorized reserves—”


  “Rebels! Rebels! How the devil—” Sasho was enraged. This was beyond understanding. He squirmed about, wanting to strike someone with his quirt. But the mirror in front of him caught his eye, reminded him to smile. He forced a halfhearted grimace and quickly turned away.


  “Why the hell wasn’t I informed?” he snarled.


  “You’ve been very busy,” said the aide, “referring to the fleet.


  The reminder shot pain through Sasho. He turned to another aide. Any messages yet from returning ships? The aide had none. He’d continued to keep in communication with headquarters, which continued to call.


  The third aide delicately hinted that the crowd was sensing a delay.


  Sasho bestowed a prolonged smile upon his empire, at the same time rasping from the corner of his mouth, “For God’s sake, think of something!”


  “A speech might be in order, your Majesty,” the third aide suggested timidly. “Perhaps a review of the empire’s history—the story of your own spectacular career—”


  For an instant Sasho was sorely tempted. If he refused a chance to tell the story of his rise, beginning at the age of ten, it would be the first time. But his disturbance over the delayed fleet was too deep. Something had gone wrong. He was sure of it. He should have gone along and supervised the attack himself. Perhaps that idle rumor about Mercury wasn’t so idle—


  “Another report from the hinterlands, your Majesty,” said the second aide.


  “Hinterlands, the devil! What now?”


  “The rebels have formed a front, your Majesty. They’re advancing from the mountains.”


  “Advancing! The rats are mad! They haven’t got anything. I’ll turn the Cutthroats loose on them—”


  “Your Majesty, the Cutthroats went with the motorized reserves. They’re already in the thick of it—”


  “Thick of it!” Sasho blasted. “You talk as if there’s some real fighting.”


  “Half the Cutthroats are reported slaughtered—”


  “Hpfff!” The Emperor blew up like a steam boiler. He swung his quirt and cut a mark across the second aide’s mouth. He drew back for a second blow when he caught sight of himself in the mirror.


  “A ship!” the first aide blurted. “A ship’s just radioed in from a half hour out.”


  Sasho turned to the mirror and mustered his most gracious smile.


  “Go on,” he muttered savagely. “What have the damned tardy louts got to say for themselves?”


  “It’s the lost ship,” said the aide, “the S-37.”


  “Gimmie that phone! Headquarters! Put me on that ship! Hello, S-37! S-37! Siccolo! Well, I’ll be a fried corpse! What the hell brings you home?”


  All that the crowds throughout the Sasho Empire could see for the next few minutes was the televised shoulders and back of their Emperor, but every jerk of his sleeves and epaulets seemed to shake the warp and woof of their social structure.


  Fresh rumors spread through the crowds. The fleet that had gone to destroy the earth must have met with unforeseen troubles. Perhaps the ferocious millions of Mercury had materialized! Perhaps—terrible thought—they would invade Venus!


  If so, would they stop at nothing? Or would they only assassinate the higher Sasho officials?


  On top of these wildfire speculations, another rumor raced in. The green-faces—the original Venusians—were coming down from the hills in mad hordes. They were advancing like wild men. They were killing and butchering every man who wore a silver-and-orange uniform. They had brand-new, brilliant red weapons—


  What was happening to the Sasho Empire?


  Many a stony green-faced countenance that had been expressionless for years suddenly lighted with a gleam of hope. If these things went on, that long-dreamed-of time was near at hand—the time to throw off the tyrant’s yoke!


  “Speak up, Siccolo!” Sasho roared into the phone. “I want the facts! Mechanical difficulties, huh? Working perfectly now, you say. What about the Mercury ambassador? Still with you! No signs of any Mercury ships?


  Well, by God, there’s a hitch somewhere! The fleet’s hours behind schedule. Ships ought to be pouring in, and not a one’s showed up . . .”


  Siccolo replied that the fleet was doing fine but was behind schedule, owing to circumstances which he would explain in more detail later.


  “Doing fine, is it?” Sasho cursed a bit more softly. If the plan was going through, he could breathe easy. All this petty trouble with rebels and restless subjects wouldn’t amount to anything. A victory over the earth would put everything back on an even keel—


  “What’s that, Siccolo? You brought me a present? A girl?”


  Sasho’s eyes roved past his aides, busy at their troublesome telephones, to the swarming multitudes—vermin, hungry for excitement! Waiting for the return of victorious ships—ships that would be hours late . . .


  Humph! A girl, huh? A present from the earth . . . Mmmm!


  Sasho was suddenly bored by his surroundings. He wished the Victory Festival were in the opposite corner of the universe. Why not walk out on it? He was Emperor, wasn’t he? What the hell’s the good of being Emperor if you can’t do as you damned please!


  SASHO barked back at Siccolo, “Girl? Put her on!”


  A moment of waiting, then, “Hello, Mr. Sasho!”


  “Say that again!”


  “Hel-l-l-o-o-o, Mr. Sasho!”


  Damn, what a voice! What a voice!


  “Coming to see me, are you?” Sasho wished he’d equipped these ships with television.


  “I’ve heard so much about you, Mr. Sasho!” the voice cooed.


  “Hmmm. Don’t you believe none of those stories. Ha-ha! I can tell you worse ones myself. Ha-ha-ha!”


  “I thought maybe you’d like to ride down to the earth. It’s awfully exciting, with all those fires and so much fighting—”


  “Fighting!” Sasho growled. “What fighting?”


  “You know—your fleet men, grabbing parts of the earth for themselves, and your officers—”


  “WHAAA!” Sasho nearly blew the phone out of his hand. “Put Siccolo back on!”


  “Is that ride a date, Mr. Sasho?”


  “Put Siccolo back on! . . . Siccolo! What she said—is it true? . . . A regular dog fight; The hell you say! . . . Officers, too? . . . You lie, Siccolo! Why, the low scummy devils!”


  Siccolo’s words continued with such precision that he might have been reading them.


  “Would you like to see for yourself? Perhaps you could stem the tide—”


  “Chase yourself down here the quickest way! Refuel first, if you need to. I’m in the stadium, and I’m ready as quick as you can get here! Rush it!” Sasho snarled.


  To the consternation of his three aides and his corps of guards, Sasho slammed down the telephone, bounded for the enclosed stairway, chased himself up and down it for the next several minutes, hissing, “Revolt! Revolt! Revolt! I’ll hang ’em! I’ll fry ’em! The dirty lice—”


  A wild cheering rang then through the stadium. The majestic S-37 rolled into the grounds and up to the silver tower.


  Without a word to his breathless Empire, Sasho marched straight for the airlocks, entered. His three aides were directly behind him. A corps of guards tried to follow—


  The guards didn’t make it. The airlocks swished shut, the S-37 zoomed off. Out into the skies, out of sight!


  Clamorous uproar shook the stadium. Pandemonium seized the scores of stadiums throughout the Empire as a report of this unaccountable action came over the air.


  “More trouble on Earth!” a frightened official boomed out over the Empire’s system of speakers. “Sasho’s been called on an emergency. Earth trouble. There’ll be a slight delay—”


  Hooting voices drowned the speaker. Earth trouble! Yes, and Venus trouble! The fires of discontent that had cropped out today would not be put out tomorrow—nor the next day—nor the next!


  CHAPTER XI


  The Final Stroke


  SEVERAL hours earlier the earth’s most spectacular sky show had begun with a bang! And what a bang! The hard claps of thunder reverberated through city buildings like a minor Earth tremor.


  But the bangs were not placed where the Sasho flamer ships meant to place them. Every bang went off prematurely—miles up in the air.


  The North American continent watched, held its breath, wondered whether these two marvelous little red battering rams from Mercury could keep it up.


  Every twenty minutes another terrific explosion occurred. Gradually the scene shifted, east to west, across the broad continent.


  Every twenty-minutes the shortwave radios picked up the routine messages of the approaching attackers.


  “Ship Number Seven calling Ship Number Eight.


  “Okay. What’s the report, Number Seven?”


  “Ship Number Six reported twenty minutes ago. It descended on schedule. Its flame-attack was visible soon afterward over area Number Six.


  “Okay, Number Seven.”


  “We’re cutting into air over Area Number Seven. Our flame should be visible shortly.”


  “Do your worst, Number Seven. We’re twenty minutes behind you, descending on Area Number Eight on schedule.”


  IT HAD been terrifying business the first time, especially for Mary Smitt and the Redmans. But Smitt had been thoroughly nerved up to it. He had missed Ship Number One on his first two trials; but the third time he had sped by it, he had caught onto the system.


  He had shot ahead, looped back through a full cloverleaf turn, and his electric-eye detector had taken care of the rest. They had smashed squarely through the nose of Ship Number One. It had fallen apart as if it had been so much tissue paper.


  A quick glimpse, and the story was all over. They could look back and see the vast gas flames leaping out in all directions like an exploding star, as the disintegrating Sasho ship blew up.


  Reports from the earth observers were that a few splinters of metal and bits of uniformed bodies hailed down after every explosion. Mary winced, but her companions reminded her that these were the fleet ships that had been ordered to fry the earth to a cinder, blast any interfering Mercury ships to atoms!


  Blast Mercury ships to atoms! What a laugh Smitt had out of that. Ship Number One had bounced three shells off the hull of his fighter and he had hardly felt the jar.


  In the other battering ram, Laughlin and his wife and Bob and Betty Wakefield followed the scene of action close to the surface. They kept in touch with Smitt by radio, but their offers to take over the ramming job were refused.


  “Not a chance,” Smitt would retort. “I’ve got my system. You might miss one learning. Keep up your search for Allison. He’s got to be on the earth somewhere.”


  “But you’ll wear out if these attacks keep coming—”


  “Wear out, hell! This is recreation! I haven’t had so much fun since that Fourth of July when my Uncle George forgot to lock, up his dynamite. S’long. It’s time for another ship!”


  ONCE during the siege, the two battering rams arranged for a trade, and Smitt took off in the fresh boat. His original fighter had begun to feel the crashes. But after the shift of passengers, Smitt flew back into action. The crashes went on with the very superb clockwork that Sasho had so carefully planned the other way around.


  “I’ll bring down everything that comes down out of the sky!” was Smitt’s last communication before his radio went dead.


  It was just one of those many jolts of busting through the nose of a Sasho ship that queered the radio. And no one had time to fix it. But that made no difference, for Smitt and his party had learned that they could spot the approaching enemy miles above the stratosphere.


  “We’re doing a thousand percent,” Smitt grinned fiercely, “and we’re gonna keep that batting average pure!”


  He shot along past a ship emblazoned S-44—the ship bearing Sasho’s principal staff officers! A few seconds later the S-44 was nothing but a memory and flying splinters!


  There was a long wait before another ship came, but eventually one did come, and Smitt’s party sighted it speeding down toward the stratosphere.


  SASHO’S eyes screwed up, his jaw jutted, he laughed through his yellow teeth. It was the laugh of a demon. He strode forward, brushing past the two aides who had entered the ship with him, and who now held guns on Lester Allison and June O’Neil. The third aide had taken over the controls.


  “Out with it, you lousy Earth worms! How were you going to kill me?” Sasho snarled.


  Allison pressed his lips tightly. Things hadn’t gone so well the last few minutes. As long as he and June had been locked in the control room, they had been all right. They had kept the ship rocketing for the earth at top speed. Dressed in their space togs, their backs turned to the cabin beyond the transparent partition, their identity had been concealed.


  But as soon as Sasho and his aides had pranced through the ship from end to end, finding no one, not even Siccolo—whom Allison had dropped off safely on Venus—the storm had broken.


  The transparent partition had not been immune to bullets. Allison and June had come out when they were ordered to do so. That was as they had planned it. They would have to come even if the aides hadn’t crashed two shots through the partition.


  They had advanced with their hands up, the aides had relaxed a trifle; then Allison, his hands still reaching, had caught a gun from over the control-room door.


  That was as he had planned it. But he had not planned for the gun to jam. At the moment he would have taken the situation over with gunfire, a sterile click! let him down!


  “Don’t tell me you’d have let me off with shooting!” the irate Sasho roared. He snapped his quirt against his silvered boot.


  How Allison would have killed Sasho, had the best of luck been with him, had been the least of Allison’s worries. Probably he would have dispatched him the quickest way. Certainly he would never have turned the man loose upon the world, even as a prisoner, once he had him.


  “Don’t tell me you’d have done me up in a hurry!” Sasho taunted. “I’m not gonna do you up in a hurry! I’m gonna have a fancy bit of sport with you—both of you.”


  The flash of Sasho’s eyes at June was chilling to the blood. Allison breathed hard.


  HE remembered suddenly that he had once slid a few black Mercury axes beneath a bench in this middle compartment. He wondered if the aides would get careless with those guns in time, if he played the game right.


  June’s arm trembled slightly against his own. Sasho paced the floor. And Allison stood like a statue.


  It was far more than two lives that hung in the balance—June’s and his own. It was the fate of three planets. From what Allison had gathered of the Venus situation, he surmised that Sasho’s triumph or failure would make or break the Empire. That realization had given Allison his strategy. If only he could throw a monkey-wrench squarely into the machinery of Sasho’s horrible scheme—


  “Come out of it, you skulking rat,” Sasho seethed. “If you’ve got any last words for your dictator, out with them! I’m gonna go down and pay him a visit before long—him and his metals.”


  “Tell him,” said Allison in a cool defiant tone, “that it was my last wish those metals be used for a solar defense machine for peaceful nations—a defense machine that would crush men like you to dust!”


  Snap!


  Sasho’s quirt cut a thin line from the top of Allison’s forehead down toward his left eye. It must have struck a burning blow that partially cauterized, for the cut hardly bled.


  June’s breast rose and fell deeply. She clung as if by her fingertips to a faint wisp of blind unreasoned hope that they might live through this hour. If they did—and if that line across Lester’s forehead should remain a permanent scar, June knew she would always be proud of it.


  Again Sasho paced the floor. He had never been in a more dangerous mood than this. Though he was thoroughly jubilant over having exploded the revolt bubble, he was thoroughly enraged over having been taken in by Allison’s scheme. But above all, he was hotly disturbed about his fleet.


  After all, the only trouble he had scotched was a fake one—that of traitorious ships and officers. But where were those ships? Why couldn’t the radio get in touch with them?


  A few hours later he came down from the observatory with an easier jog and a surly, secretive smile. He had seen a few explosions, so he thought, through the telescope. One of them he had been certain of. Probably that had been the S-44 delivering the final blow. He regretted that the S-37 had no flame-gas aboard.


  An inspiration came to him on the matter of taking care of Allison and June.


  “I’ve missed out on all the big explosions,” he grunted, “but there’ll still be fires, plenty of them. And I’ve got a notion I’d have more personal interest in these fires,” here he stopped and glared at the two prisoners, who sat across the room from their guards, “if I just knew some of the folks that were in on them!”


  With that plan of action in mind, Sasho smiled cynically enough to forget his bigger worries. He checked over the space suits and parachutes that June and Allison wore.


  He’d let them float down into the thickest blaze he could find!


  AS they neared the earth, Sasho became disturbed because he couldn’t locate any strips of flame. His aide at the radio tried in vain to tune in some unseen Sasho ship.


  “What the devil!” the aide at the radio muttered. “The short waves are screaming all over the place, trying to locate Allison!”


  Sasho took the phones and listened. He laughed like a sandblast. He tuned in the transmitter and bellowed taunts back at the earth announcers.


  “This is rich! Your prize is already taken, numbskulls! I’ve got him and his girl friend right by the nape of the neck. If you want to see them, you can see them in hell in a very few minutes! . . . Who am I? I’m—” Sasho stormed with laughter. This was too good. “I’m the Emperor that’s just got through fryin’ the Earth’s pants off. I’m Sasho, by God!”


  He roared his laughter into the transmitter. Then with a stroke of irony that was exactly to his taste, he said:


  “Maybe you’d like to have a chummy little talk with Allison before his hair burns off and his toenails curl up? Yeah? Come here, you damned rat! Tell your friends about your fancy little tricks.”


  Allison and June, with space helmets in hand, put on the earphones. Sasho pranced across the floor, laughing. For the moment the radio was all their own.


  “This is Allison. I’m aboard Sasho’s S-37. June’s with me. We’re in a hole.”


  “I’ll say you are,” came Bob Wakefield’s low mutter. “Don’t you know the battering rams are smashing every Sasho boat to hell! Smitt’s taking everything that comes down.”


  “Let him come!” Allison whispered fiercely, and June nodded her quick approval. “We’re sunk already. Anything to get Sasho!”


  “Smitt’ll get you, all right,” Wakefield groaned. “I couldn’t stop him—his radio’s dead. He’ll smack you square through the nose! Can’t you make a jump for it?”


  That was all. A pained bellow from Sasho brought Allison and June up sharply. They saw no reason for his pain at first. He stood glaring at a porthole, his paunchy hulk frozen. Red light reflected across his silver headdress.


  Then they saw. Swiftly it shot by—Smitt’s sleek red metal battering ram, tapering off into a tail of flame. It was gone.


  “The gun!” Sasho thundered. He and his two aides stormed up the stairway. The anti-aircraft gun groaned and the ship shuddered.


  Allison and June fastened their helmets on securely. The aide at the controls shot a glance at them—his own business was too pressing to do more. Together the two fugitives dashed for the disposal chute.


  It was locked.


  Allison grabbed an ax from under a bench and shattered a porthole. The glass blew out. He boosted June to the opening.


  The sound conductors in his helmet brought them thunder of footsteps down the stairs. He whirled to see Sasho’s arm come up with a gun.


  Allison flung the ax. A shot and the crash of metal rang together. Sasho came on, his big frame lunged. Allison doubled his fist and swung as hard as he could. He struck a head that was as solid as stone.


  Two things Allison saw in that fleeting moment. One was the glint of red reflected in Sasho’s blazing eyes. The battering ram was coming back!


  The other was Sasho’s suffocating gasp for breath. The air was leaving rapidly through the smashed portholes. The aides made a dash for space helmets—


  JUNE jumped. Allison followed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that the others were coming too.


  For the first time it flicked through his consciousness that he and June were the only ones with parachutes!


  A few yards apart they fell, Lester Allison and June O’Neil. Looking back they caught a glimpse of one of the world’s rarest pictures—a picture they would remember as long as they lived.


  A battering ram, streaking brilliant red through space, smashed squarely through the nose of the majestic S-37 as if it were nothing—a climaxing blow that spelled the end of an Empire!


  [1] This explosive gas is undoubtedly a powerfully concentrated refinement of gaseous, volatile compounds such as have reportedly been used in World War II. When the Nazis took the Belgian Fort Eban Emael in May, 1940, it is said that they used a super-powerful flame-throwing device, shooting highly combustile liquids or gases, which disintegrated concrete and melted the heavy siege guns.


  At any rate, whatever method the Nazis employed, it seems certain that in future wars, gas will be used more to destroy enemy forts, gun emplacements and trenches than to burn out men’s lungs, as in World War I.


  There is little doubt that chemical warfare has far from reached its zenith of destruction. Nowadays, an invading army proceeds so rapidly with mechanized strides that the use of such gases as phosgene or mustard, to blind, cripple and asphyxiate enemy troops, is not only time-destroying but unnecessary.


  But in the future, newer and far more deadlier gases will be found, which may even take the place of heavy armaments, at best expensive to manufacture and troublesome to service with gasoline and oil.


  [2] The Mercurian workshops originally developed by Jason Kilhide, the renegade Earthman whom Lester Allison had vanquished, were a marvel of mechanical ingenuity. Helping not a little was the excellence of Mercurian ores, the most plastic and yet the most durable ever mined.


  Because of this fine mahinery and the excellent ores, the young men whom Allison had left on Mercury were able to construct fighter space ships whose hulls were so durable, any other space vessel could be penetrated like a hot knife cutting butter.


  While metallurgists have been experimenting for years to make metals lighter and more durable, it is entirely possible that metals on other planets may be entirely different from any ores yet known.


  THE KING’S EYE


  Frederik Pohl


  The old Venusian tribal king had an immense hatred and distrust for Earthman—and two marooned explorers found the rest of his tribe even worse!


  CHESTER WING shoved the cards away from him and rose with a snarl on his lips. “Damn you and your sleight-of-hand, Farrel,” he lipped. “Cut it out!”


  “What?” innocently asked Farrel Henderson, Wing’s partner in exploration.


  “Dealing from the bottom—that’s what. I know we aren’t playing for money, but I still don’t like the idea of losing every hand.”


  “Oh, calm down,” suggested Henderson, rising himself. “I was only joking. We’ll quit playing if you feel that way.” He sauntered over to the quartz viewplate, stared at the fetid swamp that was dimly visible through the steamy fog. The scenery was pretty uninspiring, being nothing better than a steam-shrouded tangle of vegetation, mostly dull greying white. All Venusian landscapes were much alike; all revoltingly wet and unpleasantly hot. “What a place to blow a rocket-tube,” he muttered, less than half to Wing.


  Wing nodded vaguely, no longer angry. “Hope to Heaven we get out of here soon,” he said fervently.


  “How much longer do you suppose it’ll actually be before the tube’s ready?” inquired Henderson.


  Wing cocked a thoughtful ear at the faint humming sound that told of the automatic repair-machines at work, extracting isotopic beryllium from the constant flow of swamp-water that passed through its pipes, plating it in layers on the steel core that was the mold for their new rocket-tube.


  “Maybe two days,” he pronounced finally. “At least, the tube ought to be ready then. Whether or not our fine-feathered friends will do something to keep us here is something else again. I don’t feel very happy about that—though there isn’t really much that they could do, once we get the new tube in place.”


  IT HAD been a bad day for the Earthmen when they’d been forced to land in this particular section of Venus. The local tribe of natives had developed a positive allergy to Earthmen, the result of a fracas that had occurred years before, when planetary pioneering had been newer. Wing had never got all the details from the reticent tribesmen, but it had had something to do with the great Venustone that was now on exhibition in the Hall of the Planets, back in Washington on Earth. The Stone was really a huge red diamond, but its great size and unusual coloring had made it highly valuable. Wing couldn’t blame the chief for regretting its loss to the tribe. Probably the Earthman who had taken it had “paid” for it with trumpery beads or colored cloth—at gun’s point. That sort of trade dealings was all right, of course, for the more ignorant Venusians, but the chief hereabouts—he was really a king, and “Ch’mack” was as close as Terrestrial lips could come to reproducing the verbal click and splash that was his name—was no less intelligent than the average Earthman.


  “Hey!” Henderson’s cry broke in on Wing’s absorbed reverie. “Who’s pounding on the lock?”


  Certain enough, there was someone scratching on the airlock, obviously desirous of attracting attention. Wing refocused his gaze, saw, just visible at an angle through the quartz port, a hideously furred, troll-like creature, manlike in face, resembling most nearly a webwinged caricature of a kangaroo in body.


  “It’s one of Ch’mack’s boys,” said Wing. “Suppose we’re in trouble again?”


  “You don’t mean again,” Henderson shrugged expressively. “You mean yet. Ch’mack is about the touchiest living thing I’ve seen. I don’t know why—we never did him nothing. Let’s find out what he wants anyway. Go talk to the messenger.”


  “Me? Why me? Go yourself!”


  “All right,” Henderson sighed, contemplating the mucky terrain. “Let’s both go. Here!” He tossed a wire-coiled sort of helmet at Wing, who caught it deftly and slipped it over his head. Henderson donned one also, and stepped into the airlock. The wire helmets were perceptors—what you might call telepathy-radios, allowing the explorers to converse mentally with the Venusians. No human could have spoken the Venusians’ native tongue.


  A touch on a button closed the inner door, sealing off the ship; as soon as that was closed, the outer door of the lock opened automatically. Henderson and Wing grabbed at their nostrils, and stepped out on to Venusian soil.


  Humans could breathe Venus’ air indefinitely, providing they didn’t overexert themselves. The C02-rich atmosphere contained enough oxygen for life, though not as much as did Earth’s. But it also contained a variety of rank, hot odors, most of which resembled decaying fish.


  Wing marveled at the fact that so disgusting a smell wasn’t actually poisonous, and turned to the Venusian waiting. “What do you want? he inquired, ungraciously but without attempting to give deliberate offense.


  “Ch’mack wishes to see you,” the Venusian thought back, hostility in his tones. “Come with us.” The Earthmen might have refused, but they suddenly discovered that there were more Venusians than one present. And all of them were armed.


  They went.


  “WHY will you not admit your purpose here?” bellowed Ch’mack suspiciously. The Earthmen shrugged and didn’t answer. They had been asked that question, or a variant, a dozen times since that quiz began. And Ch’mack had refused to tell them just of what they were suspected. Nor had their perceptors been able to penetrate his will-shielded mind. “I know what you want,” he went on vindictively. “Don’t think that I do not. I know almost everything. But admit it to me!”


  “Modest cuss,” thought Wing “below the threshold”—i.e., without sufficient intensity for the thought to be telepathed. Aloud he said, “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Fool! Do you think you can hide things from me? I know what you are after,” repeated the king. “And you won’t get it!” With a furtive movement he stuck his hand into his pouch, the only article of clothing he wore. He seemed reassured at what he found. “No, you won’t steal it,” he continued. “I won’t let you! But you must be punished for wanting to steal it. I will see that you are punished.”


  “Steal what?” inquired Wing, annoyed.


  “Steal what! As if you didn’t know. My Eye, of course!”


  Wing and Henderson exchanged puzzled glances. The king had two perfectly good eyes, that was true enough, but certainly neither of them had any intention of stealing one. The king glared at them heatedly. For a second it seemed he would actually walk over to them, violating the tribe’s eon-old custom and actually setting his feet to the ground, to strike them. Then he looked away, a cunning smile spreading over his face, seemingly plunged into deep thought.


  “Ah,” he said finally. “I have been trying to think of a punishment for them, but I cannot. My mind is too subtle, too delicate, to think of a fitting doom. Besides, we must make absolutely sure that they are guilty, must make them confess. I shall refer the matter to the Tribune!”


  The Tribune! The hapless two knew what that meant. The Tribune was an old institution in all Venusian tribes, apparently a relic of the laws that had governed Venus when it was a unified, planetwide democracy. It was a group of a dozen or so of the leaders of each tribe, the most powerful men in them and generally the oldest and bitterest as well. To appear before a Tribune was akin to appearing before a highly refined and super-deadly Spanish Inquisition. It was a rule of the Tribune that confession must precede punishment. But any kind of a confession would do, and the Tribune was perfectly willing to use torture to obtain it. Often the “questioning” was worse and more to be feared than the punishment itself—for the worst punishment was merely death, and death is always too abstract a concept to be feared with the heart, only with the mind.


  Henderson felt his companion nudging him. He looked—Wing had flicked the switch that turned off his perceptor, was motioning to him to do likewise. “Listen,” spoke Wing tensely as soon as Henderson had prevented the transmission of the words, “we’d better give in to them. Time works for us; it’ll be a while before they can summon the Tribune. Maybe we can stall them off until the tube’s ready. If we make a break for it now we can probably get away all right—but what’ll we do then?”


  Henderson comprehended. “Okay,” he said. “But we better hang onto our guns—Hey!” His surprise was justified; before his very eyes, Wing stiffened and fell heavily to the ground. Then he felt a sharp sting in his own thigh and realized, as he collapsed in his turn, that they had both been shot with paralysis darts.


  And as he lay there rigid, he cursed himself. For a smirking Venusian face bent over him and took away the gun he’d just determined to retain at all costs.


  WING had no clear idea of how long it was before he felt the first muscle-twinges that indicated that the effect of the dart had begun to work off.


  The first thing he did was to move his eyes. The particular sector of the wall on which they had been permanently focused had become boring.


  He discovered that he and his companion were in a sort of cage; bars of Venus fern-wood, floor of some rocky, cementlike material. It had a door, and the door was standing invitingly open. But Wing could only look longingly at the door, and not pass through it, for he and his partner were very securely tied with rope twisted from the “veins” of the fern-wood leaves, as strong as cobalt-steel, and tougher.


  They were alone in a large room, their cage only one of a dozen or more, but all the others empty. Beside the cages the room held a good many seats and benches, and a lot of equipment at which Wing looked only briefly. Its purpose was too plain for his nerves. It was torture tools, and all ready for use.


  Wing kicked and rolled over, touching his companion, who was also back to normal. “What do we do now?” asked Henderson, carefully keeping fear from his voice.


  “Wait. That’s all we can do.”


  That was true enough. Wing knew their bonds were amply secure; there was no chance of immediate escape. To make plans now would be stupid, for they had no idea of what chances the future might offer.


  So they waited, passing the time in desultory conversation. In twenty minutes or so one of the Venusians peered in the door at them, widened his eyes when he saw they’d regained the power of movement, and went away again. “This is it,” said Wing, and Henderson nodded in agreement.


  It was it. In a moment the door was flung open wide and in solemn procession, entered the Tribune.


  Wing thought they were the toughest-looking representatives of their kind he’d ever seen. They were every one members of the nebulously defined aristocracy of their tribe.


  The two Earthmen were unceremoniously unbound and yanked from their cage. Dragged to a brace of high-backed fern-wood chairs, they were bound again, to the chairs. That was no pleasure, for these chairs had been designed for the different Venusian anatomy—and, being for the exclusive use of the Tribune’s prisoners, hadn’t been intended for comfort anyhow.


  The Tribune took seats, all but one. This one, apparently the Chairman, advanced threateningly toward the Terrestrials. He reached out to touch Wing’s head. Wing feared the beginning of the torture and strained desperately against the ropes, but the Venusian merely wanted to turn on Wing’s perceptor. When he had done the same to Henderson, he lanced a thought at them, menace implicit in his manner.


  “Earthmen,” he thought, even his mind-vibrations coming ponderous and slow, “confess to us and save yourselves pain!”


  “Confess what?” Henderson flashed. “We told you—we came here only because our ship was wrecked. We had no intention of harming you, or of stealing your king’s ‘Eye’, whatever that may be. As soon as our ship is repaired, we will go away.”


  The Venusian’s next thought conveyed an impression of sardonic laughter. “Go away! Earthmen, you will never go away from here. Not alive.” His demeanor had been hostile; now it became aggressively menacing. Like a scourge the thought came: “Confess! We know that you came here to steal the Eye. We know that your pretended ignorance of the nature of the Eye is a bluff. Let us end all bluffs and lies. The Eye—I shall say it to keep you from using this line of evasion any more—is a great, red, sacred gem, the twin of the one that was foully stolen from us forty years ago. Now that I have broken down that veil of lying—confess!”


  The Venusian stepped back, panting with the vigor of his thoughts. He eyed his two prisoners intently. Seeing that they had resolved not to answer, he angrily motioned toward a pair of guards stationed near die door. Together they lugged up a heavy, squat metal basin, in which burned a fiercely hot flame.


  The two Terrestrials realized that the torture had come, and braced themselves for it.


  But they weren’t to be tortured just then anyhow, it seemed, for, before the torture could commence, there was a disturbance at the door and a new Venusian burst in. “The King is dead!” he screamed, the thought beating on the brains of the Earthmen while the gibberish of his voice resounded in their ears. “His body has been found on the throne. He was murdered!”


  WING and Henderson had suddenly become secondary matters. The Tribune left the room in a flurry—though not so fast but what the guards returned the pair of Earthmen to their cages, retying them. In a moment the hall was empty again.


  “This is not going to help us at all, Farrel,” Wing said with dark foreboding. “Of all the things I didn’t want to happen . . . I don’t care who killed the king. I know who’s going to pay for it. Us.”


  “Shut up,” growled Henderson, who knew that. His eyes were fastened on his own wrist, where he was fighting the ropes with his fingers. “Let’s think about getting out of this place. The monkey that tied me up was in a hurry, and I know a couple of things about ropes, anyhow. He didn’t notice the way I kept my arm poked a little away from my side. I’ve got a little slack here. If I can find something long and narrow, I think I can pry that knot open.”


  Wing flopped painfully to his side. “In my pocket,” he grunted, contorting himself so that Henderson could get at it. “It’s a fountain pen. Will it do?”


  “No,” said Henderson, extracting it. “But I’ll make it do!” Holding it in his teeth, he slipped it into the precious inch of slackness he’d created, pried, and stretched the inch to two. A moment later his arm was free; he shed his own bonds and quickly got to those of his companion.


  “Let’s get from here,” muttered Wing when they were both standing, trying to massage the pain from their hurt limbs. “If we use our perceptors occasionally, just flip them on and off, we’ll be able to catch thoughts and see if anyone is looking for us.”


  They moved quietly to the door and stood in attitudes of intense concentration as they “listened” for sentries. Their questing minds could find no trace of anyone watching, so they slipped out the door and broke for the surrounding jungle at a quick, space-consuming walk. Their perceptors they continued to use at intervals. For their purposes, the things had a great defect; they broadcast thoughts quite as well and as far as they received them . . .


  The uniformly grey Venusian jungles, with its toadstool plants and fern-like trees, offered no pleasing prospect to the two explorers as they slogged their way along as quietly as possible. They had to take immense care that the apparently dry spots they stepped on were really what they seemed. Bogs and swampholes freckled the Venusian terrain.


  WING shoved an overhanging creeper out of his way and stood straight, panting. Suddenly he stiffened. “Look!” he whispered, piercingly. “Just ahead.”


  There was a glint of metal through the trees. Wing and Henderson stared at it intently. It was a metal building, as unlike those of the town behind them as the Coliseum is unlike a Twentieth-Century baseball grandstand. The degenerate Venusian architecture with which the two were familiar, stacked up against this new building, would have seemed unbearably shoddy.


  The building was metal, some sort of steel, apparently, but obviously rust-proof. The corners of it were weathered to soft curves, they saw as they slipped closer. It was old.


  Octagonal, it had no windows at all, as far as the two explorers could see. The structure was thirty feet or more in diameter, about the same in height.


  “This is no place for us, Chet,” whispered Henderson. “That place is probably crawling with Venusians. Let’s go!”


  Wing nodded agreement and turned.


  But didn’t go far. He spied a flicker of motion in the underbrush not far away. He tugged at Henderson’s sleeve, pointing silently.


  Henderson looked first at Wing’s face, then at the indicated spot. Fern-trees, he saw, and the toad-stool growths, and the vines and sinkholes.


  And something else. He couldn’t quite . . . yes! He saw it clearly and grabbed Wing’s shoulder. “It’s a snake!” he whispered hoarsely, panic in his voice.


  Wing nodded, silently pointed toward the tower. A “snake”—really a lizard, fast and deadly poisonous—was nothing to play around with. Their only hope of life was to get away before it spied them.


  The snake, it seemed, wasn’t especially hungry, though there was never a time at all when a Venusian snake wasn’t willing to take just a little bit more food. But it wasn’t actively looking for a meal. Consequently, it didn’t see them right away.


  But eventually it had to—and did. When they were less than fifty feet from the tower, having progressed a hundred away from the snake, there was a sudden commotion in the undergrowth and it came slithering with immense speed toward them, its great, cone-shaped head waving from side to side, the horizontal jaws opening and closing as the rudimentary, clawed hands flailed the air.


  The two adventurers caught sight of the monster coming at them and rapidly decided what to do. Together they broke for the building, then dashed around it, searching for a door. Luckily, there was one, and it was unlocked. They flung themselves inside, slammed the door and braced their backs against it just as the snake rammed it.


  A glance around made them wonder if they had done right. The Tribune tortured, agonizingly, before it killed; the snake, at the worst, would eat them alive, a matter over with in a few minutes. For, though no living thing was visible, there was no dust or rust—and the place was lighted with several burning torches.


  Wing headed silently for the only visible doorway, Henderson following.


  They emerged into a huge room. What they had been in before, they realized, had been only an anteroom. This new auditorium comprised almost the entire structure. They had entered at the very front: just before them, on a dais, was a sheeted recumbent figure. The dead king, Wing thought swiftly, but thought no more about it.


  For occupying the room with them, their heads bowed in mourning, were half a hundred armed Venusian natives!


  THE confusion that followed was terrific. They were seen immediately, and a babel of voices arose.


  Wing thought with frantic speed, and evolved a plan. Before the Venusians could recover from their shock, he stepped quickly to the side of the dais, and screamed at Henderson:


  “Snap on your perceptor! Tell them to stay back! If they take one step forward, I’ll turn the table over and dump his immortal majesty on the ground!”


  Henderson shouted joyously as he comprehended the plan; and immediately did as he was bid. There was sudden consternation among the Venusians as his sacrilegious words smote them to a standstill. The person of the King was inviolate! Never was he allowed even to walk on the bare ground or floor, was carried from place to place in a palanquin, could stand or sit only on a specially consecrated throne or dais. To have his corpse desecrated horrified them beyond words.


  One of the Venusians, the leader of the Tribune, stepped forward.


  “What do you wish of us?” he asked. Henderson spoke for both of them. “A guarantee of unhindered passage to our ship; and freedom to leave in it as soon as we can.”


  “That is impossible,” said the Venusian flatly. “You killed Ch’mack. We cannot permit the king’s murderers to live.” Henderson swore, gazed vainly at Wing. Wing took part in the discussion. “We didn’t kill Ch’mack,” he said. “How was he murdered?”


  “As you know, he was stabbed.”


  “We were in a cage when that happened. How could we have killed him?” The Venusian laughed sardonically. “Fools!” he cried. “Do you think to deceive us as simply as that? Ch’mack was killed while you were supposed to be paralyzed. You escaped from your bonds—do not deny it; we know you were able to do it, for you did so a second time to make your escape—killed him and returned to the cage, knowing that you would have a better chance of escaping for good in the confusion after his body was found.”


  Wing cursed without hope. “What can you do with people like that?” he murmured to himself.


  Henderson said, “Why not let us go? We swear, by any oath you ask us to take, that we had nothing to do with the death of Ch’mack. You cannot harm us, for if any one of you makes a suspicious move, we’ll dump his corpse on the floor. Better that his murderers—even if we were his murderers—go free, than that the soul of Ch’mack be refused admission to the special heaven of royalty because its body has touched the unhallowed ground.”


  “You are still a fool, Earthman,” thought the Venusian heavily. “You cannot remain on guard forever. Sooner or later you may fall asleep, or even look away for a second. If not, then you will starve to death in a few weeks, or die of thirst, agonizingly. We can afford to wait . . . Earthmen, we will make you an offer. Step back from the body of Ch’mack, and we will kill you where you stand, for you must die. If you do not do this, you will die soon anyhow . . . but slowly. If not of thirst, it will mean that you have fallen into our hands. And that death will not be pleasant.”


  WING’S stomach wrapped itself into a tight hard knot. There was one hundred per cent of truth in what the Venusian was saying. Death he really did not fear—but the slow wait for death, or the absolute certainty of its coming if he accepted their offer, was infinitely horrible to him.


  “Chet!” Henderson’s urgent cry brought the faint flicker of new hope to Wing.


  “What is it?” he asked, looking up to see Henderson removing his mind-reader, which he had already switched off.


  “I have an idea. While they were talk—wait a minute,” he interrupted himself sharply. “Forget that. I—urn—I think if I go down and mingle with them, maybe I can grab a gun and we can get away. You stay by the body, and dump it if anything happens.”


  That was why Henderson had removed his mind-reader, thought Wing; he didn’t want the Venusians to know what he was doing. Henderson was already moving toward them as Wing assented, “Okay,” cheerfulness in his voice for the first time. He prepared to transmit to the Venusians the order not to move; then realized that they’d know it already because it had been in his mind, and—


  His heart dropped again, and his stomach screwed up even tighter than before. Oh, what a fool Henderson was, he thought agonizedly. Henderson had told him the plan; therefore, it had been in Wing’s mind; therefore, by courtesy of the efficient perceptor, the Venusians knew all about it. He swore, dully.


  BUT what was Henderson doing? He was gesturing to one of the Venusians—the one who had spoken, the head of the Tribune.


  “Chet,” Henderson called. “Tell this guy to stop running away. I won’t hurt him. I just want to talk to him. Tell him to let me put the perceptor on him. And don’t argue!”


  Though puzzled, Wing complied.


  “And you are still fools,” the Venusian sneered. “This one thinks he can surprise me, take my rifle. But look!” and he loosed his weapon-belt, handed it to another Venusian. Now openly contemptuous, he said, “Tell him he can put that thing on me!”


  Wing relayed the statement in English. Very carefully, Henderson slipped the mind-reader on the Venusian’s forehead, and snapped the switch on. Then he shouted to Wing, “Chet, for God’s sake, repeat what I say!”


  With blinding speed, he grabbed the Venusian’s pouch away from him, ripped it open, and held on high—the Eye!


  “Tell them that here is the murderer of their king!” he screamed to Wing. “Tell them!”


  But Wing didn’t have to. For the Venusian was Wearing a perceptor; surprised by the lightning attack, for a moment his defenses were down, and every person, human or Venusian, in that chamber felt the cold impact of the thought,


  “Of course I killed him. But YOU will die for it!”


  He was wrong, and comprehended his error immediately, as he saw the staring faces of his compatriots around him. He saw how he had been tricked—but too late. He ripped the mind-helmet from his head, dashed it full in Henderson’s face, leaped for the door.


  Henderson fell, hurt and unconscious, to the floor. So great was the turmoil caused by surprise that the criminal made good his escape from the building. But the others followed him, drawing their weapons, shouting and screaming as they ran.


  Wing leaped to the side of his comrade.


  Henderson wasn’t severely injured, he found; merely unconscious, and cut about the forehead. As Wing was chafing his wrists to revive him, he heard a great babble of shouts and a volley of rifle fire from outside. In a few moments the Venusians began to trickle back, very grave in appearance.


  “Earthman,” thought one of them, “you are free. Please leave as soon as you can. You have brought us enough sorrow.”


  More cheerful instructions than that Wing never hoped to hear. “Did you kill him when you shot at him?” he asked.


  The Venusian stared at him. Ponderously he replied, “We were not shooting at him. We killed a snake. It had been lurking just outside, and it killed him. Now . . . go.” And he turned away.


  HENDERSON lost a lot of blood, and was pretty weak. Still, he had regained consciousness in time to help Wing replace the rocket tube, now all repaired. They were all set to leave now; without formalities, Wing touched the firing keys, timing the rockets to thunder in sharp, staccato jerks, “rocking” the ship free of the hole it had dug for itself in the mud.


  In a moment the powerful suction of the mud was broken. Wing slammed down an entire row of keys; the ship creaked and groaned; the mighty rockets shoved them forward with immense acceleration, and in a moment they were roaring through the atmosphere, their ship rip ping the air to shreds as they sped for the high vacuums where they could really make speed for the nearest Earth colony.


  Wing cut half the rockets, and touché the lever that brought out the tiny, a tractable stubby wings. Even in the stratosphere, where they were, their immense speed made wings useful. It saved fuel, for one thing, and, more important to Wing it made conversation possible by cutting down the noise. Wing had been too anxious to get away from the Venusian town to bother with questions; now he succumbed to his curiosity, turned to Henderson, and said:


  “Now spill it. How did you work that little trick?”


  Henderson smiled weakly, but with triumph.


  “Well, I knew that neither you nor I had killed Ch’mack. It had to be one of the Venusians. Which one? That I had to find out . . .


  “But there was a logical suspect, if you followed the detective-story pattern, and looked for the motive. Someone stood to become King after Ch’mack died. I thought that might be a powerful inducement to killing . . .


  “And while you were talking to them, I was trying to read their minds with my perceptor. I couldn’t make a great deal of progress with any of them,—but one of them had me stopped cold. He was very intently not thinking about the murder. I figured that was sort of suspicious, and I saw that he was the guy who’d inherit the king-ship, so . . . I took a chance. It worked.”


  “Good for you,” applauded Wing. “You got us out of a pretty damned tight mess.” He sat complacently at the controls, smiling into the black sky ahead as the ship sped along. Suddenly his smile clouded. “If you couldn’t read his mind, how did you know that he had the Eye?” he asked.


  “Oh, that,” said Henderson proudly. “I didn’t. I mean, he didn’t. I knew that he didn’t have the Eye, because I did. I found it on Ch’mack’s body, and planted it on the other guy for effect. I knew that it would take a real shock to make him think ‘out loud’ about the killing, so I provided one. And that,” he said, hastily pursuing his advantage, “is all due to my ‘sleight-of-hand’ that you’re so fond of criticizing. I hope you’ll be a little more respectful about it in the future.”


  “I will,” agreed Wing happily. “In fact, soon as we land I’ll let you play cards with me again.”


  “For money?” particularized Henderson.


  “Well—” Wing hesitated, then grimly agreed. “Yes, for money. I guess I owe you something.” He resumed his sunny smile at the sky. “Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now, but I wish I could have got a closer look at that Eye,” he said a moment later. “Seemed to me that Ch’mack was a lot more worried about keeping it than even its value warranted. I wish I had it to find out why.”


  “Do you really wish you had it?” grinned Henderson.


  “Uh-huh. It ought to be . . . Say! Did you—?”


  “You bet I did!” Henderson cried. He took the object in question from a pocket and tossed it at his colleague. “Here—catch!”


  THE END


  LIE ON THE BEAM


  John Victor Peterson


  SWEEPING from perihelion, the black destroyer curved toward the gibbous white ball of Venus, its jets stabbing mocking fingers at the majesty of the sun whose clutching gravity it had cheated. Within the heavily shielded control cabin, the hard skull-face of the commander split into a fleshless smile. From his fanged jaws a single word was spat into the spaceship’s intercommunication system:


  “Adrakolarn!”


  Back on dead sea bottoms the word had been but the weak utterance of a dream of yesteryear’s greatness. First a muted whisper in the thin air of a dying world; then a keening through the faint, dust-driving wind; at last a clamorous cry banding together the spiritually reborn remnants of a vanishing race. . . . Adrakolarn—moment of destiny—moment of reckoning!


  Throughout the urgently racing ship other skull-faced, chitinous-hided men thronged to bomb tubes and waited, heavy eyelids nature had fashioned as protection against the dust storms of the parent world drooping over eager, glittering eyes.


  ADRAKOLARN—


  THOUSANDS of miles away, on the surface of Sol’s second planet, a heavy, milky fog crept like a sentient thing up the side of a towering apartment dwelling. In and out of window recesses it stole, climbing higher and higher as if seeking entrance.


  Soundlessly, mysteriously a window slid open. The fog gained momentum before a sudden wind and swept into the dimly lighted chamber. The silvery-haired young man on the bed did not awaken. His slender form turned and twisted beneath thin coverings and the jargon of astronautics came thickly from his lips.


  A nightmare possessed him within which he was plunging down into Venus’ clouds in a small spaceship. Suddenly his ports were shattered in a head-on collision with a highflying native pterodactyl. In the dream as in actuality the great dampness of Venus poured chokingly into his lungs.


  Almost instantly the urgent buzzing of a televisor signal brought him struggling upright, coughing thick, humid air from congested bronchial tubes.


  Half drunken from the high oxygen content of the surface atmosphere, Frederic Ward slipped from his bed and reeled over to shut the port-like window. Damn these Venusians anyhow, he thought, meanwhile wheezing, coughing and spitting. Probably thought one of their clique was sleeping here instead of a decently-evolved native of Pittsburgh, Earth. That froglike brute down in Air Control probably had the atmospherics switchboard all awry. Well, I’ll buzz him when I get this telecall answered. I’ll tell him off proper. He has my temperature and humidity chart. Of all the nerve!


  Still grumbling, Ward turned to the television transceiver, clicking on the audios and videos.


  “Engineer Ward, Astronautics Authority, speaking.”


  The sight of Ward’s room caused a grin to light up momentarily the fat, tired face on the receiving grid.


  “What’s up, Silvy? Getting acclimated to our lovely Venus?”


  “What’s on your mind, Wagner?” Ward snapped back, in no mood for joking even if the buzzing of the televisorphone had probably saved him from an oxy-hangover or, perhaps, even drowning in the early morning tidal mists.


  “Plenty. Get out here soon’s you can. One of the trajectory beams is out and there are a couple of earth cruisers nearing perihelion from Mars. If they don’t get a signal at zero-one-three-zero they’re liable to coast on into Sol. Surface weather here’s damned near zero-zero, too. I need you badly.”


  “Where in the name of the twenty-seven local fish-gods is Portiz? He’s emergency man, isn’t he?”


  Wagner’s moonface dropped down six lines on the 441 line kinescope grid.


  “Portiz,” he explained lamely, “is incapacitated.”


  “You mean drunk!” Ward retorted sharply. “Isn’t he on constant call just like the rest of us? Just because he’s a cousin of somebody back in Washington is no sign that he can establish a semi-permanent site in Gasuki’s Grill. And just because he’s your immediate superior is no sign you have to whitewash his doings. I’ve seniority here. What I say matters! Give him the emergency call. We’ll sober the lug up if we have to dunk him in the Draka Malarga. If a couple of those plesiosaurs got on his tail he’d swear off for good. If he doesn’t show up, I’ll report it to H. Q. and—”


  “Okay, Silvy, okay,” Wagner said tiredly. “Now get out here, please, sir. Oops! There goes the patrol signal!”


  “Leave the circuit on!” Silvy Ward snapped and stood watching the video grid as Wagner jacked up the power in the distant radio receiver.


  “. . . are two ships trajecting in which are not listed on the incoming flights. One on an A-orbit coming in at terrific velocity from base-direction Mars; one on a C-orbit out of Earth. Approximate distances, six and five thousand miles respectively. Should hit atmosphere simultaneously, thus endangering themselves and other incoming ships. Advise.”


  More trouble. Ward began to grumble again as he snapped off the televisor and began dressing. Always somebody who says to hell with the Authority and plots his own Hohman orbit. Unusually an eccentric millionaire with a luxurious spaceyacht filled with a swan-necked crew of “Oh, r’ally? You don’t say?” debutantes and matrons, boyfriends, gigolos, etc. If they arrive in one piece without benefit of the AA’s trajectory beams, range and landing beams, okay; if they get into trouble and the Authority doesn’t get them to surface in one place, well then the Authority takes it in the neck and the paperwork is terrific over in General Inspection.


  Ward was disgruntled. Leave it to Portiz to get plastered. Leave it to Wagner to let a keying device, a teletype, a station location marker, a transmitter, the instrument landing beams or something go blooey in zero-zero weather. Sure! Silvy Ward, old faithful Silvy’s here to handle it and get a few more gray hairs thirty years ahead of Mother Nature’s usual schedule. Back in HQ on Earth a radio engineer is considered something like a Martian maharajah; he just doesn’t have to get down on his knees and fool around with leads and circuits, keeping one eye cocked on an oscillograph and the other on a multiwave meter. But leave it to HQ to send me to this bronchitis-stimulating hole called Pali-Vanyi, Venus, with a drunkard and an inexperienced college graduate for my only assistants when the Old Man damn’ well knows I should have at least four old timers.


  Good man, Portiz, but he lets his reputation and connections carry him. Let Venus get him worn down to a frazzle and then started to drink like a native squid. Wagner’s a good man, too. Fooled around with coeds and rocket polo too much in Astrotech, that’s all. Boned for exams and passed them, but his knowledge is mostly theoretical. Usually blows up in a pinch, like now.


  The air conditioning apparatus had practically straightened out the previously cockeyed atmospherics, and Silvy was waking up. But he was still a bit rankled as he zipped on rubberoid coveralls, donned a filtration mask, went out to the garage and drove his caterpillar-treaded fog flivver out into the nearly-liquid ground atmosphere of dear, damp Venus.


  The fog certainly was settling in on Pali-Vanyi port! Usually the Hump, the five thousand foot mountain range which runs along the east of the field, breaks the storm winds which blow in intermittently from Draka Malarga, the mighty eastern sea. Sure, sometimes there’s a real typhoon ripping beyond the mountain, chopping Malarga into thousand foot waves, at the same time there’ll be a four thousand foot ceiling at the spaceport and probably ten miles visibility to north, south and west. But take tonight: the weather broadcasts said that Draka Malarga was practically calm and the plesiosaurs and their girl friends were probably sporting on the waves; Pali-Vanyi was completely fogged in! Ah, Venus, weatherman’s headache and Authority’s dire pain!


  Visibility was nil. Even Fredric Ward’s infrared headlights and special goggles could not cut the fog. He spent a good half hour on the fifteen mile trip northwestward and glimpsed the station barely in time to jam down the hydraulics and squish to stop in the sloshy mire deposited by a recent typhoon.


  WAGNER was looking blankly at the great bank of keying devices on the trajectory transmitters when Silvy walked in through the airlock. He turned around forlornly, laying a fat hand suggestively on a complicated blueprint.


  “You look tired, Wag,” the engineer stated; then his alert eyes caught the reason why. The flight chart explained that: a series of entries on the incoming flights column. In this weather that meant work for the operator at the station. Traffic Control normally brought the ships in by voice contact after said ships had consecutively swung off the trajectory beams and radio range beams; but with zero-zero weather, the Authority men had to concentrate upon the instrument landing beams as well. Wherefore Ward didn’t reprimand Wagner. After all, if a keyer breaks down, it isn’t necessarily because a human being has failed.


  “I’m half dead,” Wagner acknowledged with a forced grin. “Twenty ships came in in the last hour. Twenty of ’em off twenty different trajectory beams. Twenty of ’em on the landing beams. I just got the bulk of ’em in properly when a keyer goes out with Earth’s two cruisers swinging into perihelion near the sun!”


  “What’re all those ships here for?” Ward asked as he stripped off dripping coveralls and proceeded to the multitrajectory beam transmitter.


  “Usual thing. Owing to the present tense situation which has developed between Venus and dear old Red, the representatives of Earth and Venus have decided to have a conclave to effect measures against our dear Martian cousins. Everybody’s afraid things will go smash when Mars and Venus are in opposition two Earth years hence.”


  “Oh,” grunted Silvy Ward. Political wrangling wasn’t his forte.


  Removing the transparent cover from the silent keyer, Ward made a cursory examination. The keying device proper seemed to be okay. He promptly got out the circuit tester and started checking the continuity of the circuits.


  Wherewith things started to happen with a vengeance. Traffic Control called, stating that a freighter was dropping in over the field and asking for the north-south landing beams. Wagner hurried over to cut in the juice on the remote controls.


  Immediately the open receiver which was tuned to the Patrol frequency snarled out:


  “Patrol V-11 calling Pali-Vanyi base.”


  The base station over in Traffic Control cut in on the same wavelength.


  “Okay, V-11. Report.”


  “The ship on A-orbit from direction Mars is a destroyer. Not near enough to read markings. Refuses to answer our signals or to cut velocity. Advise.”


  “Contact ship,” was the smug advice.


  “Doing our best!” Patrol V-11 snapped back.


  Wagner had his head half turned from the landing indicators to hear the patrol communications. From the corner of his full-lipped mouth he shot:


  “What in the devil’s going on up there, Silvy?”


  “Dunno,” Ward answered. An inexplicable chill was running along his spine. A conclave here in the twin city of Pali-Vanyi to effect measures against Mars—A destroyer coming in, refusing to answer the Patrol queries—


  The inner door opened behind him. Ward spun around. Anger darkened his face as he glared at the tall, dark skinned man who had unsteadily come to rest against the door jamb.


  The dark one looked owlishly at Wagner and Ward, twisted a loose mouth open and mumbled:


  “Portiz reporting for duty.”


  “In that condition?” Silvy Ward snapped.


  “I’m sober as a king,” Portiz answered.


  “King Henry the Eighth,” Wagner said softly.


  II


  THE fulfillment of his own particular mission was close at hand now, and the destroyer’s commander was tenser at the jet keys. How great, he thought, the destiny of the new Leader of the race and through the Leader how great the race’s destiny! No more worshipping of the ancient god, Zabir, Father of the Deserts. That had been frustrate, meaningless worship. Dawn after sudden dawn had passed and the race, without ambition, without a goal for its dreams, aye, even without its dreams, had waned into a purely subjective way of life, a fatalistic waiting for the end which every day came closer; now each dawn brought new hopes and life had become objective, meaningful. Zabir, you failed us; the Leader will not.


  The moment is drawing nearer—


  A SLEEK, luxurious spaceyacht blasted from its plotted C-orbit out of Earth and slanted down toward Venus’ cloudbank. Within a plushy cabin on its topside an incredibly fat man in white tie and tails squatted at the controls, a self satisfied grin on his bejowled face.


  “Jimmie,” he said to the ruddy faced navigator, “we’ll show the Authority that we don’t have to have instruments keying our course. We’ll show them that we don’t have to get a buzz every thirty minutes to tell us we’re grooving our trajectory. No, sir, Jimmie, my lad. Now we’ll show them Charleston infrareds clear down to Pali-Vanyi port. We’ll show them that we don’t need any antiquated radio range beam to get us into that foggy port. That weather broadcast my daughter made us listen to a while back said that Pali is completely fogged in, but that isn’t going to stop us. The Charleston infrareds will get us down.


  “Sure, Jimmie, we proved that we can get from Earth to Venus without the aid of a trajectory beam; now we’ll prove that we can get all the way down to surface without benefit of the Authority. We’ll prove that this Astronautics Authority stuff is just a waste of the taxpayers money, that the Charleston infrareds will make landing on Venus so simple that even a freshman at Astrotech could get in safely. When Congress convenes again, we’ll show them, eh, Jimmie?”


  “Yes, sir,” the navigator yessed. “What’s this Authority business anyway? Just a political organization which takes the taxpayer’s money for something that isn’t necessary at all. Sir, when you get back to Washington, you’ll show ’em!”


  “Good boy, Jimmie,” the resplendency clad individualist said with a smile, patting the young fellow’s shoulder with a diamond-studded paw.


  Wherewith Dewitt Charleston peered through the forward port at the onrushing, cloud-veiled sphere which was Venus and grinned very happily. And then, from the corner of a flesh-surmounted eye he glimpsed the red flaring of rocket exhausts on the port side, and not more than ten miles away.


  “Somebody crowding in on us,” Charleston said. “Release the broadcast antenna while I get the transmitter going. Let’s see, what’s Patrol frequency? Sixty Megacycles.”


  Below the spaceyacht a long length of antenna dropped, training some ten feet below the length of the four hundred foot hulk Jimmie nodded an okay to his employer.


  The fat one absorbed the microphone in a fleshy hand.


  “Calling unknown ship on port side. Sy 2700 calling.”


  There was no answer.


  “Rats,” said Dewitt Charleston. “What do they mean, coming in on our trajectory?”


  “But, sir,” Jimmie protested, “our trajectory isn’t listed with the Authority; they probably have this other ship scheduled to come in now.”


  “They shouldn’t do things like that,” Charleston protested peevishly with a sublime disregard for the necessarily intricate workings of the Authority. “No right at all. Might think we were ordinary spacebats or something.”


  Which is when the receiver, attuned to the Patrol frequency, caught Traffic Control’s command to contact the unidentified destroyer. Forthwith a third ship made itself present in the extra-Venusian heavens; a red-lighted ship bearing the AAP of the Authority Patrol. It came blasting from Venus’ east and over its transmitter came:


  “Patrol V-11 calling destroyer. What is your mission?”


  Silence. It is a ruling in the interplanetary code that all ships use the same wavelength when contacting ships of the Authority or ships under the guidance of the AA’s facilities; since silence reigned, it was quite obvious that the unknown destroyer had not answered.


  The patrol ship shot a warning flare across the destroyer’s bow. It burned bluely in the darkness of the outer atmosphere, lighting up that entire quadrant of space, revealing the baleful circle-in-a-square insignia of Mars on the destroyer’s hull!


  The receiver burst again into life.


  “Patrol V-11 calling base. Destroyer is of Martian origin. Advise.”


  But before an answer was forthcoming, a luridly flaring object leaped from the dark ship, speeding across the obscurity of interplanetary space like a leaping bolt of lightning.


  “Patrol V-11 to base. Destroyer launched torpedo. Trying to escape. Blast jet bank seven. Blast nine. Nine! Nine!”


  The voice went dead. A lurid red sundered the black abyss of Space. It was a void of baleful crimson in which two ships sped: Charleston’s spaceyacht and the destroyer out of Mars. Where V-11 had been was only a glowing scattering of wreckage which faded into nothingness in the eternal night of the void.


  “Pali-Vanyi base calling V-11. Calling—”


  But V-11 did not answer. V-11 could not answer. V-11 was but debris dropping down into the everlasting clouds.


  Charleston’s fat face was covered with perspiration.


  “Jimmie,” he said, almost inarticulately, “something is very screwy around here. Maybe I’d better contact Pali-Vanyi and find out what’s going on.”


  Cutting in the transmitter, Charleston began to bark excitedly:


  “Sy 2700 calling Pali-Vanyi Base—”


  Simultaneously a torpedo lanced from the destroyer’s tubes, darting straight at the spaceyacht. Charleston keyed in the underjets to avoid it, praying fervently the while. A shudder ran through the yacht; then it was running as smoothly as before.


  “What happened?” Charleston cried, his eyes darting feverishly from meter to meter.


  “The torpedo ripped away our broadcast antenna,” Jimmie said slowly. “We can’t contact Pali-Vanyi now!”


  “Damn them, damn them!” Charleston murmured. “We’ll follow them; we’ll find out what it’s all about!”


  “Yes, sir,” Jimmie said, but his whole body was quivering and he was wishing he was far, far away.


  III


  DOWN in the radio beam station, Wagner, Ward and a very unsteady Portiz surveyed each other in stunned dismay for about ten seconds.


  Fred Ward was struggling to put into speech that which he felt within. Here was crisis. Here was an intermingling of human and mechanical failings which had built up almost to the point of nervous dissolution in the men concerned. Probably of secondary importance now was the fact that two terrestrial cruisers were nearing perihelion at the sun; they depended absolutely on the keyed radio wave which would leap across their trajectory and crackle in their attentive receivers. But that keying device was out of commission and in all that great bank of two hundred keyers there was not another silent. There was not another which they could safely adjust to the cruisers’ course without imperiling the safety of some ether craft.


  Over in Pali-Vanyi proper were some of the greatest political minds of Earth and Venus, closeted within a great hall whose entrance was barred, whose televisorphonic connections were cut off. It would take at least fifteen minutes to gain access to that hall, once reached, and probably another ten minutes to evacuate the great and get them to a place of comparative safety.


  Up above a great Martian destroyer was diving down into Venus’ mists, doubtless riding the radio range beam straight down toward the port. Its objective was obvious: the convention hall.


  The radio range beam transmitter could not be cut off since there were a dozen ships due to hit atmosphere within the next few minutes. Six of them had bucked a Perseid meteor shower coming out of Earth and were low on fuel; it was imperative that they follow the beam down to Pali-Vanyi for a one-try landing. The excessive consumption of fuel in an atmosphere was prohibitive of their cruising around until the destroyer could be apprehended by Patrol ships and driven away. The beam had to be maintained!


  As for the human element, Portiz was scarcely able to stand; Wagner had a fine case of the jitters and could do little more than botch things up royally if he tried to tackle a complicated task; Ward had gone to bed after a sixteen hour shift, and after two hours of sleep plus a dosage of unadulterated Venusian atmospherics had been awakened and called back to the station.


  The nervous tension was terrific. The three inarticulate men stood there while the seconds sped, Wagner staring around with desperation on his fat face, Silvy Ward clenching and unclenching his hands, Portiz leaning his drink-pliant body against the bank of keyers.


  Suddenly Ward broke the silence.


  “Wagner, get that trajectory keyer going. First check the interlock earn relay; the circuits seem to be okay so it must be the relay. Portiz, get the portable glide beam transmitter unit and drive it out to the very base of the Hump on the eastern end of Idle field, and keep your receiver open on thirty-four megacycles; I’ll give you directions from here. Come on, get going!”


  Wherewith Ward spun around to the Pali-Vanyi radio range transmitter. There was a peculiar smile on his face as he released the controls on the goniometer unit which governs the direction of the signals by reducing or increasing the radio frequency in the four range radiators. They’ll be on the beam, he thought; these Martian boys won’t take any chances of missing on the first stab for it would take them so long to maneuver around for a second attempt that the element of surprise would be lacking and their prey would have gotten away. They’ll ride the beam in from the west. When they get directly over the range station they’ll get the vertical radio signal from the station location marker and know that the field lies ten miles to the east and Pali-Vanyi ten miles south of the field. Switching their course ninety degrees they’ll drop in right over the city and let go with everything they’ve got.


  They’re probably on the beam now and four hundred miles to the west. They’re due to hit the strato-winds which any astronaut knows will buck them around. The thunderheads will make their compass blotto so the only direction they can be sure of is due east on the beam. If we shift the beam slowly by rotating the goniometer counter-clockwise, the quadrants of the beam will be reversed. They’ll swerve their course to follow, and gradually instead of getting the A signal to the south they’ll be getting it from the east, and instead of an N from the north they’ll have an N from the west. They’ll come into Pali from the South—”


  THE radio range at Pali-Vanyi resembled to a great extent the radio ranges used for centuries before by the Federal airways of the United States of America, Earth. The increasing use of ultra-high frequency waves had made obsolete the four towers of the intermediate frequency range. Small, compact, the new range system had through the long decades of scientific advancement after the war years of the 20th century reached a stage of efficiency a hundredfold greater than its predecessor.


  A small antenna array atop the broadcast station consisting of four vertical radiators mounted at the terminals of a horizontal X replaced the towers of yesteryear. The four bars of the X pointed northeast, northwest, southwest and southeast.


  The NW and SE radiators sent out a steady N [dash-dot] in Morse code, the SW and NE a steady A (dot-dash). At thirty second intervals the identification letters of Pali-Vanyi [dot-dash-dash-dot dot-dot-dot-dash] were transmitted from all radiators. A ship coming in from the west, directly on course, heard both N and A simultaneously and with equal strength so that they interlocked and formed a steady dash. A swerve to the north of the course meant that the N signal would be predominant in the ship’s receiver; to the south, that the A would be predominant. Rotating the goniometer counterclockwise would so change the radio frequency in the four signal radiators as to cause all on-course signals to swing similarly, and ships on the beam would follow it blindly around, especially when their compasses were put awry by natural causes. A 90 degrees swing would completely reverse the so-called N and A quadrants; hence the beam would completely lie. WHAT would the destroyer’s speed be? Probably twelve or fourteen hundred m.p.h. Twenty minutes or less to swing the beam. With one hand Silvy Ward began to rotate the goniometer, casting an eye at a nearby chronometer. Ninety degrees, say, in eighteen minutes. Five degrees per minute. Easy now! With a free hand Ward reached out and snapped on the shortwave transceiver which was used in communications when testing experimental equipment. He picked up the microphone and called:


  “Portiz, are you in position?”


  “Yes, sir!” the answer came promptly.


  “Directions, pal. Cut in the glide path transmitter now and stick with it until further instructions so that nothing goes wrong.”


  “Yes, sir. But what’s the idea, Silvy?”


  “No time to explain now, Portiz! I’ve work to do!”


  Ward snapped off, and immediately reached out for the televisorphone. He dialed Public Service and asked for his good friend Duka Dwane, Venusian utility magnate.


  “Duka,” he barked after credentialling his way past a Mr.-Dwane’s-in-conference operator, “this is Silvy Ward of the Authority. There’s a Martian destroyer coining in with obvious intentions of bombing Pali.


  I want you to black out the city immediately.”


  “But, Silvy, think of the convention,” Dwane protested. “I had to give them special fluorescent lighting; they’ll be angry if I cut them off!”


  “If you don’t cut them off this time they’ll never be cut off again. Kick that master switch over pronto. The Authority will take all responsibility!”


  “Okay,” lisped Dwane. “Okay, sharnar!”


  Ward cut off wondering if that “sharnar” had meant “friend” or “bigshot”; it meant one thing in Pali and another in Vanyi, the city across the “tracks”.


  Four minutes gone. Twenty degrees. The destroyer should be almost west-south-west now . . .”


  “Wagner,” Ward barked. “How are you coming?”


  “It’s the relay, right enough. I should have it clicking in a few mins.”


  “You’ve about twenty, so do it right! Buzz Control and tell them that we’re going to cut off the landing beams on the south of the held and for them to light up all the eastern boundary lights.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Six minutes gone. Thirty degrees.


  IV


  THE SPIRIT of the Leader rides with us, thought the destroyer’s commander. The very force of his will has caused those fools below to leave their beam on. And they are members of the race that seeks to dictate terms to the Leader! So ignorant they are, so unenlightened. They are unfit to rule. By the great god Zabir—nay, not by that false god, but by the Leader, we are the only ones fit to rule and we shall!


  “Andrakalarn marsti virtu!” he shrilled into the intercommunication tube.


  The moment of reckoning—in twelve minutes!


  MEANWHILE Charleston’s spaceyacht was following the destroyer down the strange layer of wild winds in Venus’ stratosphere. Some time before he had reached out a pudgy hand to turn on his infrared viewplates and the destroyer stood out sharply on the visual grid.


  “Damn it!” the fat millionaire was thinking, “no state of war exists. Why should that Martian blast the patrol ship and tear away my broadcast antenna with a torp?”


  The air was extremely rough. The yacht pitched and yawed, and with the pitching and yawing Charleston found his daughter Ginny at his side.


  “Pater, what is wrong?” she queried in a post-deb voice.


  “There’s a des—” Jimmie started.


  “Harrrrumph!” Charleston burst.


  Jimmie was squelched.


  “Just following another ship down which acts kind of peculiarly,” explained the millionaire. “Wish I could report him to the Authority. Can’t, though, a—er—meteor tore away the antenna!”


  “Why are you swerving your course?” Unquestionably Ginny knew her rocketships.


  “Winds are pretty bad. Seem to be coming full force from the southeast if you can trust the compass. Had to tack around to counteract their force.” Charleston of course couldn’t admit that his infrareds didn’t allow for variable headwinds and compass deviations and therefor weren’t as dependable as the Authority’s beams.


  But his daughter could.


  “Why don’t you switch unto the Authority frequency? The beam’s on 65 megacycles in case you’re interested.”


  Charleston harrrrumphed again but reached out to switch on the receiver.


  Immediately he started receiving the steady hum of the on-course signal, broken at 30 second intervals by the keying of P V, identification signal of the base station. A minute later he heard the dash-dot signifying N, meaning that he was to the left (and in his case presumably to the north) of his course. Keying in the port jets he swung to the right and received the on-course signal again. He noticed with satisfaction that the destroyer had done likewise.


  “Ginny,” he admitted weakly, “this radio range business is quite the business. Of course the Charleston infrareds—”


  “Of course!” smiled the daughter.


  It was Charleston’s turn to be squelched.


  Suddenly the range signals were interrupted by the beam operator’s voice:


  “PV, Pali-Vanyi. Notice to all spacemen. Due to the unusually adverse weather conditions at surface, the north-south landing beams will be left on permanently until further notice. PV, Pali-Vanyi.”


  Ten minutes had passed since Ward had begun rotating the goniometer. Ten minutes and Charleston and the destroyer were fifty degrees off the true course. Almost south-south-west of the field now and gradually bearing more to the south.


  But Charleston did not knew and he was praising the facilities of the Authority and remarking about how wonderfully his infrareds would work in conjunction with said facilities. The future of his invention (well, he had backed it!) took on a rosy hue. He would revolutionize interplanetary travel; he would simply make it easier.


  V


  SLOWLY Silvy Ward rotated the flat, indexed dial of the goniometer. Eighty-nine degrees gone. One more degree. The destroyer should be at the south of the field now, coming in unknowingly over the blacked-out metropolis. Soon he should hear the thunder of its rockets. Were his computations wrong? Did the destroyer have improved compasses and other directional finding instruments which it was using instead of relying on the beam? If not, why did he not hear it coming out of—


  A chill swept over him. What was that far, thin thunder throbbing across the night? The destroyer! And that other, higher pitched roar? The Patrol had said that there were two unlisted ships coming in! Who was in that other ship? If he could only warn them without the destroyer catching the signal! But, dear God, he couldn’t!


  Zero-one-two-zero! Over against the Hump Portiz was attending the portable landing beam transmitter. An ultra-high frequency beam was shooting up uni-directionally at the glide angle of a ship coming in for a landing from the west. A normal landing was to the south where the main runways lay; this descent—no landing there!—must be to the east and the five thousand foot Hump along whose base the boundary lights were ablaze in the dense fog. From the air they would present the aspect of an illumined city . . .


  Ward cried out to Wagner:


  “The destroyer is overhead. They’re getting the station location marker signal. Listen—”


  They could hear the blasting of jets as the ship swerved around to the east, to the direction which its occupants doubtless thought was south. It would be catching the glide path beam now and dropping down toward what appeared to be the city!


  The second ship was coming in over the range station. It, too, was swerving . . .”


  “That must be the ship out of Earth,” Wagner cried.


  “If we could only warn them!” Ward said hopelessly. “We don’t even know whose ship it is. It may be the Director coming to the convention.”


  Yes, the Director of Earth might be up there dropping toward certain doom.


  Ward leaped to the shortwave transceiver. Simultaneously, it burst into life.


  “Portiz calling Ward.”


  “Yes?”


  “Sounds as if there’s a large ship dropping in towards the mountain. What’re your orders?”


  “Leave the beam on and get to hell out of there. You’ve only got about two minutes!”


  Silence. Sixty seconds of silence broken only by the receding thunder of the two ships.


  UNDERJETS flaring redly, making rosy-hued the fog, the destroyer eased down toward the lights which told its commander that here lay Pali-Vanyi. Down, down on the glide path beam.


  Commands spat from the commander’s fleshless mouth.


  “Ready at the bomb racks—Unload!”


  Keying in the rear underjets he zoomed the ship.


  The concussion of the unleashed bombs tore across the night, shattering ten thousand windows in nearby Pali-Vanyi. Martians in dehydrated chambers drowned as the heavy fog poured in; Earthmen choked and grew ecstatically oxy-drunk; Venusians leaped in hordes out into their natural element to see the flames licking against the Hump.


  “We have destroyed the city!” the Martian commander cried, for in the churning chaos of atomic bomb explosions no details can be seen. “The Leader will bless us. He will—


  “Oh, Zabir, Holy Father of the Deserts, what looms ahead? A mountain here? Oh, Zabir, no! Blast ail underjets! Blast!


  “Zabir, Blessed Father—”


  The great destroyer’s jets flamed futilely. It ground in against the Hump, splitting like a pod. From its halved entrails flames roared forth to further bloody the swirling tortured fog. The sound of the crash reverberated against the range station.


  Simultaneously Ward cut in the microphone and screamed over the beam frequency:


  “Climb., ship of Earth, climb. You’re on the Hump!”


  Peering out into the crimson-hued fog to the east, Ward saw spitting jet flames swerving upward, sweeping up and over in an Immelmann turn to safety.


  “Ship of Earth,” Ward continued, “proceed about fifteen miles west, make a one-hundred-eighty degree turn and come in for a normal landing. The beam courses were reversed because of an emergency; we are now correcting the variations.”


  Ward cut the microphone in again.


  “PV, Pali-Vanyi. Notice to all spacemen: Due to an emergency the range was rotated ninety degrees counter-clockwise during the past half hour. Any ships following the western leg into PV should be on the southern leg. Come into the field from the south and swing around for normal landings in accordance with regulations. The beam is now in normal operation.”


  Silvy Ward arose, began to stretch his tired, slender body, and then he glimpsed the chronometer. It was within seconds of zero-one-three-zero.


  “Wagner, have you got that keyer fixed?”


  “Watch!” Wagner grinned at him.


  There was a whir. The interlock cam relay in the device started to turn, keying out its message across some fifty million miles of space, a message which beyond a shadow of a doubt was crackling some moments later in the receivers of the two earth cruisers at perihelion, telling them that they were on their trajectory course and all was well.


  The televisorphone buzzed urgently. Quickly Ward snapped it on.


  Portiz’ face appeared on the grid.


  “Everything under control?”


  “Yes. And where in the devil are you?”


  “Gasuki’s. I needed a drink after those bombs landed on my tail.”


  PUTSCH


  Vic Phillips


  “Tactics” is the military art you use when you've got the weapons. “Strategy” is what’s called for when the other fellow has everything and you've got a pop-gun!


  THE radio receiver on GS42 gave a sudden, startled beep, then tore loose with the spine-chilling, high-pitched, broken stutter of the interplanetary emergency call. Anywhere in the Solar System that call meant hell was popping!


  Serd Larkin jumped; reached for the radio controls and toned down the call. He punched the position co-ordinates on the integrator keys of the ship’s chart. Two hairlines of light leaped out and intersected.


  “That’s funny! It’s coming from the old Landing Station, away this side of Venus City. But, there’s no one there.”


  “Sure there ain’t nobody there,” agreed Benny Haines, the Geological Survey ship’s tubby pilot. “That noise comin’ in is just a couple of Venusian bean trees rubbin’ together.”


  “Shut up, here’s something from Venus City.” Larkin brought up the volume, “Say! It’s Governor Allen again.”


  The governor’s voice surged into the tiny cabin.


  “Repeating orders given in transmission 369B, all ships are to report, in to Venus City without delay.”


  Serd cut in the ship’s transmitter.


  “GS4, Serd Larkin, Benny Haines. We’ve picked up an emergency call. We’ll come in as soon as we’ve attended to it.”


  Followed a long pause, then Governor Allen’s voice came in again. It sounded strained and unnatural.


  “I am ordering you to report immediately without any delay, on my authority as governor,” he said stiffly.


  Benny leaned across to the transmitter mike.


  “Ordinance 141 of the Operating Code states that an emergency call takes precedence over all flying orders,” he quoted excitedly. He was an authority on the Operating Code. “So you can take your recall and—”


  “We’ll be in as soon as we have surveyed this call,” Serd cut in hastily.


  “You are ordered to come in immediately without delay,” the governor repeated woodenly. There was no mistaking the rigid terror behind his stilted words. “You are ordered—”


  Serd cut him off. “Say that guy’s so damn scared he can’t think!” he stated incredulously.


  “Yeah,” agreed Benny, as he slammed the ship’s throttle full open. “He’s scared all right an’ whatever’s scarin’ him don’t want us goin’ near the old Landing Station.”


  “That’s our next stop then. It’s just ahead.”


  They emerged from the tortuous, shattered grandeur of Ragged Pass into the valley of Venus City. The world dropped away into emptiness as the tremendous chasm yawned below them. Far across to the south the Magna Escarpment reared eternally vast, a titanic ridge, towering up thirty miles through cloud levels, stretching half around the planet, guarding the extreme south Polar Region.


  The little ship swung breath takingly out over the nagged cloud continents that veiled tremendous, unguessable depths. It thundered westward down the great valley toward the old Landing Station. The station had been built on a narrow ridge that crossed the valley of Venus City and it was here the first Earthian outpost on Venus had been established.


  Later, when the growth of the colony crowded the limited level space of the ridge, the entire settlement had been moved three hundred miles westward to a similar, more extensive land formation where the great new headquarters of Venusian exploration had grown into Venus City.


  There was no mistaking the verdant green streak across the width of the valley that swung in below them.


  “Oh, boy! Look there over the north end of the ridge. Fight!” yapped Benny.


  “Fight. Hell it’s a pushover. Look at that ship go!”


  Below them a single ship was flinging itself wildly through the sky with incredible violence and speed. Three other ships, awkward and cumbersome by comparison, were doing their best to avoid the vicious thrusts of the attacker. It dived furiously through the formation and swept upward again. A sudden stab of lurid flame blasted the stern of one of the slow-moving ships. It staggered, then fell away toward the ridge.


  “A hit!” Serd yelled. “That guy’s fast! Whose side are we on?”


  “We’ve got to get that ship. The other three are lifeboats; they must have sent out that emergency call.”


  “Get it? How?”


  “Watch this,” Benny answered grimly.


  THE LITTLE survey ship plunged down, coming in astern of the rising attacker. Benny pulled up to pancake on top of him. Serd got a momentary glimpse of the pilot’s startled face below him.


  “Got him!” Benny snarled, then the ship below them vanished in a burst of impossible speed.


  “He got away!”


  “That’s what you think. Look!”


  The fleeing ship screamed toward the jungle-draped mountainside, straining madly to warp its course away from battering destruction. Breathlessly the men in the survey ship watched the mad, careening flight. For a moment they thought it had escaped, then it ripped into the heavy jungle growth, smashed into a jutting knee of the mountain, blasted into a blinding incandescence. All that remained was the thick, slow drift of white smoke from the smoldering jungle.


  “Boy, oh, boy, that guy sure didn’t learn to judge flying speed on Venus,” Benny muttered as he let his breath go. “What are those other ships doing?”


  “Making in at the old Landing Station. Let’s go down and see if anyone can talk sense into this business.”


  Benny swung the ship down in a tight spiral, stalled in onto the slope, crashing through the tangle of vines and light brush, which swung back, entirely concealing them. Serd swung the side door panel open and they climbed out. The warm, ageless, living stillness of Venus flowed patiently around them. They listened. Far off a couple of gliding lizards barked raucouslv.


  “They landed in the open on the site of the old Administration Building,” Serd said. “Let’s go.”


  They emerged from the jungle. Thirty or more people milled about the damaged lifeboat, getting the crew out. A tall, graceful brunette looked toward them.


  “Well, here we are,” Serd called, brightly. “Consider yourselves rescued.”


  There was a grim twist to the girl’s smile.


  “Thanks, consider ourselves rescued, too.”


  “What do you mean? Who are you people anyway? What’s this all about?”


  “We’re Free People,” the girl replied. “That emergency call of ours kept you out of Venus City and that’s dangerous country now.”


  Some of the instinctive friendliness went out of Serd’s eyes. He knew the Free People. They were a product of the times. Atomic energy had given the System unlimited reserves of power. Work had become practically unnecessary, but there were still those who chose to do it. Only the Free People took advantage of the situation and spent their time in enjoyment and travel. Those who worked and those who didn’t mutually despised each other.


  “You can start explaining any time,” Serd instructed coldly. “And make it sound good.”


  The girl’s lips tightened, her eyes narrowed. Serd wondered what had made him think she looked soft. Now with the dull anger flaming from her eyes she was suddenly magnificent. Several of the men closed in behind her, big, competent young fellows, not the usual type of neurotic Free People.


  “The Centralists are in Venus City with weapons. They’re making Governor Allen call in all outlying ships,” the girl stated flatly.


  Serd laughed shortly.


  “Centralists? That crazy bunch of blue-shirted coots? Where’d you get your information?”


  “We get around,” the girl snapped. “We haven’t been stuck on one planet all our lives.”


  A BIG, heavy-shouldered, easygoing blond moved forward.


  “Maybe if you two quit scrapping we could talk this thing out,” he suggested. “Your opposition here is Osa Lane. I’m Pader Norton and these others are more of the Free People. We’re straight from Earth. This business in Venus City looks bad.”


  “What do you mean—bad?” demanded Serd. “What have these Centralists got?”


  “Electron disruption projectors, powered from Earth by space-warp transmission.”


  “Oh—yes? That stuff’s still in the experimental stage.”


  “Do you know anything about the Centralists?”


  “I know they’ve been making a nuisance of themselves on Earth, parading around in their blue nightshirts—”


  “They’re more than a nuisance now,” the girl cut in quickly. “They’re a menace! They’ve jumped the gun on this space-warp transmission. It’s dangerous to handle but they’re taking that chance. They maintain that Earth should be the center of control in the System. They want to make it that, and direct all activities from there. Their plan calls for absolute dictatorship over the whole Solar System. They think we’re taking it too easy. They want to rush everything.” There was intense distaste in Osa’s voice as she spoke. “Space-warp transmission is just what they want. Their idea is to set up generators oh Earth, convert all equipment in the System to electron disruption power and control it directly from their Earth base. That would give them absolute control.”


  “What makes this space-warp transmission dangerous to handle?” Benny asked.


  “No reliable insulation,” Pader replied. “Or circuit breakers. If they get a major equipment breakdown, the surge back of power is liable to wreck everything. They’ve been lucky so far. They wrecked our spaceship, when we landed, in about forty-five seconds. We just got away in time. I guess they didn’t want anyone cruising about Venus warning people. That ship you crashed didn’t have an electron disruption projector on board or we’d have been done for.”


  Benny’s voice sliced in.


  “So what are we expected to do? Go clean up on these tough parties with a couple of cutting torches? What’s your line?”


  “Keeping ourselves alive was our first thought,” Pader Norton returned grimly. “But if these Centralists don’t get thrown out promptly it’s going to be damned uncomfortable living in this System.”


  “All they need is one good equipment failure under high load to finish them,” Osa said hopefully.


  Serd glanced quickly at Benny for confirmation. The pilot nodded.


  “O.K. What do we do?” Serd asked abruptly.


  “We’ll need all the ships and men we can get,” Pader said. “Are there others?”


  “There’s Doc Hallidane and his crew on an entomological survey around here somewhere, and I’m pretty sure Professor Lord is out with a ship doing botanical field work. If they haven’t reported to Venus City already, we can get them. Then Pete Carson’s got a crew and a ship full of mining equipment somewhere east of here on the Magna Escarpment.”


  “Good. Get ’em.”


  “Benny, hike back to the ship and see if you can raise them and anyone else who will answer,” Serd directed.


  “O.K., but I don’t think we got a chance,” Benny warned ominously and headed back for the survey ship.


  “What about defense? Will anything stop this electron disruption business or slow it down?” Serd asked.


  Pader Norton glanced at Osa. She shook her head. “Nothing, as far as I know. Of course it takes time on large masses of matter. If we could get inside a mountain somewhere, it would take them a while to dig us out.”


  “Well, we can do that,” said Serd. “This old Landing Station was water-powered. The generating rooms were cut out of the mountain at the north end of the ridge here to save landing room and there’s a tunnel, that brought the water down, drilled about two miles through the middle of the mountain to a lake back in the hills to the north.”


  “Swell, let’s go,” Pader Norton nodded vigorously. Then returning to the Free People, “Machetes and cutting torches,” he directed. “Better bring lights, too, and shift in some supplies, we might be holed up for a while.” Then he paused. “Just a minute, is there another way out of this hole?”


  “Two or three, higher up the mountain. They’re construction tunnels that were drilled in from the outside.”


  WITH half a dozen cutting torches in the lead the trail melted through the thick brush toward the north end of the ridge at a slow walk. They located the tunnel by following the foundations of the old Administration Building. They were clearing away around the entrance when Benny caught up with them.


  “I got ’em all,” he told Serd. “None of them like the way Governor Allen sounded. They’re coming here. Doc Hallidane and Lord will be here in about five minutes, Pete Carson’s already on his way. I told them to come in beside the old Administration Building where we landed and ditch their ships in the bush. We don’t need to advertise who all’s here. What are you supposed to be doing?”


  “Getting under cover. We’re going back in to the old generating rooms that way the Centralists won’t get to burn us up quite so soon.”


  “What’s to prevent their coming in after us?” Benny demanded.


  “They’ll probably just clean up on our ships and let it go at that,” Pader Norton suggested.


  The clearing away around the entrance to the generating rooms was going fast. They ripped aside the last of the heavy mat of vines and creepers that wadded solidly against the face of the mountain. A plane whispered quietly by overhead, atmospheric wings fully extended, gliding in low without power. Another followed it a few seconds behind, then a third swung in higher up.


  “Doc Hallidane and Professor Lord. The big ship’s Pete Carson and his outfit,” Serd explained with satisfaction. The three planes vanished over the site of the old Administration Building. The ripping crash of their landing as they crushed down through the heavy foliage drifted back to the Free People around the mouth of the tunnel.


  “Say the Centralists could sneak up on us like that,” Pader said thoughtfully.


  “Maybe we better post lookouts,” Osa suggested.


  Serd nodded, “Good idea. Benny, go on down and bring Hallidane and Lord up here.”


  Benny muttered to himself as he vanished down the trail. Osa directed two of the girls in the group around the tunnel mouth back to the ships to watch for the Centralists.


  Serd and Pader led the way into the abandoned passage. A hundred yards in the high, domed roof of the first generator room, cut out of the solid rock, arched darkly above them. The foundations of the huge old turbo-generators loomed vastly in the great room. The intake ends of the sixty-inch water conduits were shields of Stygian blackness ranged against the inner wall.


  “These were the secondary generators, the primaries are farther in,” Serd explained. The dust of years fluffed soundlessly under their feet as the cavalcade of Free People followed Serd and Pader another fifty yards to the smaller room that had housed the high-pressure primary generators.


  “I guess we can camp here,” Pader Norton directed. “What about drinking water?”


  Serd swung a light to a wide band of pipes bracketed against the wall of the passage.


  “Those serviced the Landing Station. They’re probably shut off at the master valve panel. That’s farther up the main shaft. There used to be elevators but it was all torn out long ago. The emergency stairs are left.”


  PADER AND SERD returned to the entrance. Benny was coming up the trail with eight or ten men behind him. Serd recognized the fierce little hairy brown wisp of a man in the lead. It was Doc Hallidane. The huge, ragged gray form of Professor Lord towered behind him. The wide, chunky figure of Pete Carson at the head of his miners followed them.


  “ALL right, Serd, let’s have it,” Doc Hallidane invited as soon as Serd emerged from the tunnel. “Benny won’t talk and you’re holding up some very important work I was doing.”


  “Quit talking and give him a chance, yuh little runt,” Professor Lord suggested good-naturedly.


  Doc Hallidane snarled at him but Serd cut in hastily before anything could happen. The verbal war as conducted by these two was famous all over Venus. With Osa and Pader Norton prompting, Serd sketched the situation briefly.


  Professor Lord nodded slowly. “I saw an experimental demonstration of this electron disruption business the last time I was on Earth and it’s sure dynamite,” he said soberly.


  “It’s dangerous at both ends of the transmitter,” Osa pointed out.


  “Listen!” Professor Lord said suddenly.


  High-pitched sound was building up, a vicious, whining drone, indicating tremendous, high-pressure power. It implied a threat they all felt.


  Serd could feel the hair on the back of his neck lifting. “It must be the enemy,” he said; his voice had tightened up.


  The lookouts came bounding up the trail. “Ship, way off toward the west, coming fast!”


  “Back into the tunnel,” Serd ordered. Doc Hallidane, Professor Lord and Pader Norton stayed with him in the entrance to watch.


  The sound of approaching aircraft grew and built to a spine-chilling wail of impossibly intense power. Incredulous silence closed down on the men in the tunnel. They all worked with atomic drives and knew the sound of their output. The power production indicated by the sound they heard simply couldn’t exist but it continued to beat its insistent, rising threat into their ears.


  “Merciful heavens! Something is sure as hell overloaded,” Professor Lord muttered.


  “There it is!” Serd snapped.


  “There it was,” Doc Hallidane corrected. The slim streak of a ship flashed at incredible speed across the field of vision from the narrow clearing.


  “Maybe they’ve missed us,” Pader Norton suggested hopefully.


  A whining howl slashed through the tumult of sound that filled the valley as the Centralists’ superpowered ship swung about, coming back. It came in higher. They heard the crackling, crushing rush of its repulsor field contact surging up the ridge as the weight of the ship, transmitted through the field, smashed the jungle flat along its course.


  “Repulsor field extension twelve hundred feet or more,” Pader Norton’s voice was awed and incredulous. “That’s better than three times our limit.”


  The incoming ship began to rise abruptly as the field contacted the ridge, then it dropped jerkily, caught itself in a jarring recovery.


  “I guess that much power is hard to control,” Serd suggested.


  “That’s it,” Pader Norton told him. “No one can handle it yet. Those fools are rushing everything. They’re just—”


  The Centralists’ ship had worked itself into position. There was a sudden tensity in the air. A tenuous fluff of steam outlined an invisible, widening beam projected from the ship, a weak ripple of blue fire flashed momentarily. A crackling, snarling crash of thunder slammed with mad ferocity against the mountain wall. Flame and steam and rock fragments ripped upward in a violent, concentrated explosion. A mighty hand hurled the watchers stunningly back down the tunnel.


  SERD pulled himself dazedly out of the tangle. The rest of them were recovering. A foot waving around hit Serd in the shin. He bent down and pulled on it and Osa came to light from under the pile. She pushed her hair out of her eyes and sat up.


  “Now maybe you think those people are fooling,” she snapped. Her top lip was cut where she had scraped her face along the floor and one eye was swelling rapidly. Her neat blue and silver skirt and tunic ensemble was torn and streaked with moss stains. She looked fighting-mad as Serd helped her up.


  “Let’s go out and see what the rats have done,” she suggested belligerently.


  “Yeah, and have them do it to us. Nothing doing,” said Serd. “We’ll stay in and look.”


  Outside they could hear the sizzling fizz and crackle of fire trying to make progress through the lush greenness of the jungle. The creaking crack of rocks cooling and splitting, shocked through the air.


  The jungle outside had been blown flat. Where the ships of the Free People had been the country was simply a blasted mess. Scorched and shattered rock was the only thing left in the wide, shallow crater. Steam rose sluggishly where discouraged fire was slowly losing its battle with the jungle. The Centralists’ ship was coming down jerkily toward the rotunda foundation of the old Landing Station.


  It made several ineffectual stabs at landing before finally making it in about a hundred yards from the entrance to the tunnel.


  “They’re coming after us,” Pader Norton said hollowly. A hatch opened in the after end of the Centralist ship and half a dozen blue-shirted men started struggling apparatus out onto the ground. They assembled it rapidly into a clumsy-looking arrangement framed in welded metal girderwork. There were two heavy metal plates one above the other, separated by stubby columns and on top a short horizontal, transparent cylinder, massively banded with dull metal. The whole assembly was mounted on skids.


  “That’s a smaller edition of what fired at us in Venus City,” Pader said.


  “It looks pretty crude,” Serd suggested.


  “Perhaps,” Osa conceded. “But if that crude arrangement gets up here we’ll be finished, and they’re heading this way.”


  The men around the projector started dragging it along the upward slope of the top of the ridge toward the mouth of the tunnel.


  “Well, they don’t have to get here,” Professor Lord growled.


  “What’s going to stop them?” Hallidane snapped.


  “If you’re half as good at getting through the bush as you say you are, we could sneak out there and bushwhack the whole crowd.”


  “For once you’re talking sense,” Hallidane agreed. “But we gotta have something to kill them off with.”


  Professor Lord picked up a large chunk of rock in his huge hand. “Bash ’em,” he said briefly.


  “You would,” Hallidane snorted disgustedly. “And have the others in the ship burn you up while you’re doing it.”


  “All right, you think of something.”


  “I already have. Blowguns. A couple of lengths of gama reed will do for the tubes, use pica thorns for darts. We can wad them with cellocotton from the first-aid kit and I’ve got some lizard venom specimens in my ship that’ll lay those guys out so fast they won’t even blink.”


  “Well, quit stalling around, let’s go.”


  “I’m waiting for you,” Hallidane snarled. “And watch where you put your big feet. Remember, we’re trying to take them by surprise.”


  “Just see that you don’t trip over any roots and we’ll be all right,” Professor Lord growled. The two of them slipped out into the jungle and vanished without a sound.


  Pete Carson stared out at the activities of the Centralists for a moment.


  “The way their ship is lying we could sure dump a heap of rock on it if we could get up above them on the slope out there,” he said abruptly.


  Serd glanced at Osa. Her puffed-up lip and half-closed eye made a fiendish grimace out of her smile of satisfaction.


  “Let’th go. We’ll bury the bumth,” she managed.


  “We can get you up above,” Serd said. “Can you get some explosive?”


  “Did you think them was sandwiches we brought in our packs?” Carson demanded. “We got enough dutrol to blow this mountain apart.”


  “Grab your stuff and follow me. Have you got drills?”


  “Won’t need ’em, there’ll be broken rock on the face. Come on you miners! We got a job to do,” he bellowed to his crew. They came on the run.


  “Up here,” Serd directed from the first of the steel stairways that led up the shaft. The clattering slough of hurrying shoes on metal filled the huge shaft with echoes as they followed. Two hundred steps and they were in the valve room. The first construction tunnel led off from here back toward the face of the mountain. Serd led the way. They slashed through the thick jungle across the narrow ledge outside the tunnel.


  SERD POKED his head anxiously out into the open. The mountainside dropped out and down below them and farther out and down and down in mile-long, sweeping concave curves of luxuriant green dulling to the blue of distance and mist, blueblack out beyond in the depths. The ridge, the top of a massive mountain that filled the width of the vast chasm, seemed to hang like a fairy bridge, floating brilliant green on the misty blue blur of impossible depth.


  Men struggled there with the projector, two hundred feet below, and it was closer.


  “We gotta hurry,” Serd said anxiously as he felt someone move beside him.


  Osa’s voice answered, “Yeth, it lookth like it. Damn thith lip!”


  “You should have stayed below and got it attended to.”


  “And mith thith? Don’t be thilly.”


  Serd caught a furtive suggestion of movement in the jungle beside the blasted crater where the Free People’s ships had been. The crew of Centralists were grunting and struggling, heaving their equipment up the slope of its side. Immediately below the ledge and to either side Serd and Osa could hear Carson and his men as they slipped carefully through the heavy jungle on the mountain face. They were all experts and this job of scaling off a face was old stuff to them.


  “Look!” Osa hissed and pointed.


  Serd followed her line and saw where Doc Hallidane and Professor Lord lay behind the last screening of brush at the edge of the crater. They hadn’t been there a moment before. As they watched two of the men on the projector crew stiffened and collapsed.


  “Got ’em!” Osa muttered with deep satisfaction.


  The rest of the projector crew looked inquiringly at their companions, then two more of them slumped to the ground. Possibly the other two lived long enough to know what killed them but not long enough to do anything about it. A yell drifted up from the Centralist ship. A man stood at the open after hatch looking toward the inert projector crew.


  “Figure that one out, you thkunth!” Osa invited viciously.


  “Just quicklike I’d say you seemed to be a trifle bitter,” Serd suggested mildly.


  “They wrecked our thyip and would have killed uth all,” Osa gritted. “Bethideth they’re crathy.”


  Carson scrambled back onto the ledge with his crew behind him like a pack of hounds. “We’re all set. Hows it going? Doc and Lord get clear?”


  Serd just pointed to the almost imperceptible stirring of the jungle where the two men faded quietly away from the crater.


  “We’ll miss ’em,” Carson grunted as he poked the firing keys of his portable transmitter.


  A ripping, heaving thunder of sound surged out from the mountain face. The ledge shocked jarringly upward. A slice of jungle-shrouded mountainside surged outward, collapsed, crumbled on itself and tumbled in shattered rubble toward the ridge, smashing down on the forward control bridge of the Centralist ship. The stern flung up, the man in the after hatch was hurled clear, a twisting helpless doll that smashed down into the jungle. Then, incredibly, the ship tore itself loose from the encroaching slide, rolled half over and leaped into the air.


  “What power!” Carson whispered in amazement. He blinked stupidly at the others. “It got away.”


  “That’th what you think,” Osa lisped grimly. “Look!”


  The stern of the ship rose rapidly, racing the bow upward. At five hundred feet the stern won and the swinging momentum slammed the ship over on its back. It shuddered with the downward thrust of the tremendously super-powered repulsors. It rolled over as it fell and at two hundred feet the repulsor fields came to bear on the ridge again.


  The tortured ship jarred agonizingly to a stop in midair, the bow buckled with a scream of torn metal as its back broke. It started to rise again, with weary, crippled slowness, the stern going up to repeat the disastrous maneuver. Then it just flopped, plummeted down without power. The forward section burst like a rotten melon; the stern half tore loose and leaped end over end, ripping a deep gash through the rich jungle in its mad clanging flight to the misty blue depths. The echoes rumbled away, battered back and forth and faded into the vast, waiting silence of the green planet.


  The group on the ridge stood, stunned into silence by the highspeed violence of the action.


  “That’s that,” Carson said finally.


  “Their power mutht have been thyut off from headquarterth jutht at the latht there,” Osa said thoughtfully. “They couldn’t rithk a major equipment failure while they were tranthmitting.”


  “Probably,” Serd agreed. “Let’s go below and get that lip fixed so you can speak English again.”


  “Nutth!” Osa told him as they started back down the construction tunnel.


  Everyone was in the secondary generator room when they got there.


  “Can you do anything about a face like that?” Serd asked Doc Hallidane, indicating Osa’s damaged features.


  “Boy, that’s a shiner,” Hallidane admitted. “You been fighting with your men folks again?”


  “Don’t be funny,” Osa suggested. “Jutht ficth me up.” They went hunting for Hallidane’s medical kit.


  “Lord, Carson, Norton, come here,” Serd said suddenly. “I’ve got an idea. We’ve got some stonework and pipe fitting to do,” he talked fast.


  “You got something there,” Norton agreed.


  “We’ll blow ’em t’ hell,” Carson seconded.


  PADER NORTON rounded up the Free People and they started building a barricade halfway between the secondary generator room and the entrance to the tunnel. They used broken rock from the slide, fusing it together with one of the cutting torches. Half a hundred pairs of hands pushed the work forward rapidly. Benny and Serd started cutting, fitting and welding pipe with another torch. They got four lines of three-inch pipe laid and connected into a sprinkler system over the barricade and the job was finished. The last of the builders scrambled back over.


  “I think I heard something coming,” Osa said.


  “Don’t be silly. They’ll get here fast but not that fast,” Serd told her.


  “Listen,” Professor Lord commanded. The murmur of voices died away and into the silence crept a deep, distant note of ominous power.


  “They sure don’t lose any time,” Carson muttered.


  “Sounds bigger,” Hallidane contributed.


  “We’re gonna get it this time,” Benny said, his voice rising.


  The sound of the approaching ship grew at incredible speed. The vast echoes shifted and slammed about in the valley, boiled and thundered higher and higher. There wasn’t a sound from the half-hundred people behind the barricade. Their eyes were big with fear as they looked at each other and found no reassurance.


  “Power. Just brute power,” Professor Lord muttered in an awed voice.


  “Without adequate control,” Osa snapped.


  The crashing echoes built to a terrific climax then lost their source and started to die down.


  “They’re coming in,” Benny warned ominously.


  They heard the monstrous giant’s tread of repulsor fields contacting the jungle and tramping it flat. The crushing sound stopped and settled. They waited tensely, acutely conscious of the great ship that hovered outside. A high, moaning whine knifed through the air. The harsh, splattering crack of rocks exploding shocked agonizingly down the tunnel. It built to a ragged, rattling thunder. Dust and smoke rolled chokingly in and swirled up against the barricade. The crackling barrage of bursting stone was blasted to massive violence, the rushing roar of fire was somewhere in the deadening background. The whole mountain shook and trembled with tremendous earthquake shocks. Then, incredibly, the echoes lost their support and died away. Astounded silence flowed cautiously back with the choking, slow swirl of dust and smoke that drifted over the barricade.


  “Fifteen seconds,” Osa said unbelievingly. “That’s all it took.”


  “I’m gonna see what they did,” Benny grunted and scrambled over the barricade.


  He disappeared in the smoke; they saw him duck low under the edge of it. The sound of his feet lost itself among the straining, laborious cracking of cooling stone. The sizzling fizz of jungle burning came to them and the smoke was thicker in the waiting silence behind the barricade. Then feet were coming, running. Serd pulled Benny back over.


  “They’re coining,” he panted. “They must have landed before they started wrecking the place. They’ve missed the ships over past the Administration Building but they’ve cleaned up the jungle outside so no one could sneak near them. They got two projectors at least.”


  “Up in the construction tunnel I guess is the best place now,” Serd decided. The crowd behind the barricade melted magically.


  “Those are the four valves,” Serd instructed as they reached the valve room and he found the ones he had marked. “Lord, Pader, Benny, take one each. The rest of you wait down the tunnel.”


  A short whine and a splattering crack echoed up from below.


  “They’ve started,” Benny yapped fearfully. The four men stood tense, the shocking cracks became heavier, built to a climax.


  “Let her go!” Serd shouted. Eight hands spun madly at the slow threads of the high-pressure valves.


  Nothing happened. The sharp, concentrated blasts of destruction continued to rip out from below. The high-pressure hiss of water slid down the scale, hit a bass and scraped solidly through the three-inch lines. They heard that, then a slow, building thunder of sound rose and rushed and heaved tremendously. A solid, resistless Whoosh! slammed up the shaft. The mountain trembled and shook, the four men were thrown to their knees, their hands still on the valve wheels.


  Serd got to his feet groggily. He felt scalded and scared and wet. That rush of air or steam or whatever it was had been hot. He heard the high-pressure beat and rush of water; he started automatically shutting the valve in his hands.


  “Seems like you were right,” Professor Lord said quietly. “Obviously an electronic disrupter beam converts water into steam very rapidly.”


  “Rapidly?” Carson crowed as they hurried down to the barricade. “I betcha what’s left of those guys has been blasted back to last Friday.”


  THE TUNNEL was immaculately clean, scoured. The barricade had vanished; the water pipes were split and flattened against the wall. There was no sign of the Centralists or their equipment.


  “Well, it did a nice sanitary job,” Professor Lord observed. “That’s two lots of them. I wonder how long they’re going to keep this up?”


  Benny went questing ahead like a curious bird dog. Then he was back with a peculiar look on his face.


  “We got rid of that first bunch all right but. what are we going to do about this other outfit that’s coming in now?”


  “Huh? Where?” They went toward the entrance on the run. The Centralist ship lay fifty feet away across the entrance.


  “That sure isn’t much ship to kick up all the stink it did,” Lord muttered.


  “Probably it doesn’t need fuel tanks,” Serd grunted. “That’s another projector they’re setting up all right. I thought the treatment we gave them would scare ’em so they’d keep out of our tunnel.”


  “They must be getting desperate,” Lord said thoughtfully. “They’ve got to get us now.”


  “They will, too. They’re coming!” Benny chattered.


  The crew around the projector finished their assembling and started purposefully dragging the bulky equipage toward the tunnel entrance.


  “The hell they will!” Serd growled. “I got ideas. Come on, we’re going upstairs.”


  The whole metal framework of the stairway cut loose with a short, heavy, resounding hum as they reached the top. Benny flashed the white beam of his atomic light downward.


  “The whole bottom of the stairway’s gone!” He yelled in sudden fear. “They’ve got us!”


  “Whatever you’re fixing to do you better do it fast,” Carson said tensely.


  “It’s nothing very complicated,” Serd explained. “You’re just going to blow these water conduits.” His mind flashed the vision of those five, solid columns of water sloping two miles back up through the mountain as he spoke. Released suddenly they would smash down with a liquid, pile-driver force that would wreck anything. He felt himself shaking. The bludgeoning, brute force of those millions of tons of water was more terrifying than the concentrated power of the Centralists’ disrupter beam.


  “I’ll get the gang up to the next construction tunnel,” he managed. “We gotta hurry.”


  Carson yelled for his miners and got to work. Serd and Osa and Pader herded out the rest of the crowd. The echo of their clattering climb up the great shaft mingled with the snapping, ripping detonations that came from below and urged them to faster flight. Evidently the Centralists were tearing everything apart as they came and taking no chances.


  Carson and his crew scrambled into the higher tunnel behind the last of the Free People.


  “All set?” Serd demanded.


  “Yeah. Let her go any time. I—”


  Carson’s words were cut off by a deep, vibrant hum from the outside. The spluttering crackle of exploding rock filled the air. The stairway crumpled and vanished down the shaft. They didn’t hear it fall. Fragments of stone skipped and ricocheted down the construction tunnel. Grunts and yells came from the Free People as some of them were hit.


  “Let ’em have it!” Serd barked.


  Carson stabbed viciously at the firing buttons of his detonator. A rolling surge of thunder built and, heaved upward, then it vanished in the tremendous, obliterating crash of falling water. The mountain rocked as the liquid avalanche piled into the bottom of the shaft. The steady, rushing thundered solidly to a deafening, Gargantuan roar and stayed there. Serd followed the Free People on a run for the outside of the mountain. The thunder of waters faded out behind them as they approached the outside end of the tunnel.


  “Take it easy,” Serd warned. “That ship is probably cruising around out there.”


  That slowed the crew down and he cautiously hacked out an opening through the vines. The surging rush of a mighty torrent was rapidly filling the great valley with sound.


  “I don’t see any ship,” Osa said in a moment.


  “There should be one,” Serd grunted, but nothing moved in the vast reach of empty space they commanded from the mountainside.


  “Look!” Osa pointed.


  Half a thousand feet below a massive torrent of muddy water spewed out of the entrance to the generator rooms. It piled up and turned sharply east at the foundations of the Landing Station rotunda, leaping into space and plunging down into the depths instead of continuing down the ridge. Something lay directly athwart the surging flood. It was the long, slim, battered shape of a ship.


  “We got ’em!” It was Carson’s awed voice.


  “They should have been able to pull out with all the power they had,” Lord said worriedly.


  “Not a chance,” Osa vetoed. “Their central distributor can’t afford to shove power into equipment that’s damaged or in danger of getting damaged; they’d get a surge back of power and they can’t handle that.”


  “Well, what do we do next?” Benny asked. “Those guys are going to be sore now. I figure we should get out while the getting’s good.”


  “Where would we get to?” Carson asked.


  Serd thought quickly. The good landing possibilities within range of the atmospheric ships were decidedly limited.


  “I’m afraid the only place in range where we can put down safely is just outside Venus City,” he said slowly. “And that’s not much good to us.”


  “Why isn’t it?” Osa demanded. “That’s the last place they’ll expect us; they don’t even know we’ve got ships. We might even move in on them. They certainly won’t expect us to attack.”


  “Say—maybe you got something there,” Carson conceded. “I’d like to dump a little dutrol around those birds in their own home town.”


  A half-hour’s scrambling struggle took them down to the concealed ships.


  “We’ll have to dump some fuel to get everyone on board,” Benny said thoughtfully. “But I think we can just about make it.”


  THEY DID. Two hours later three hundred miles of almost blind flying through a mad tangle of cloud and mountains lay behind them, and the brilliant lights of Venus City glimmered upward through the cloud layers. They cut their drives and slipped quietly down without power.


  Benny led the way in from the south, making in over the city high above the effective range of the lights. They passed on to the virgin jungle at the northern end of the long ridge, settled carefully down to an easy landing, the four ships disappearing with ripping crashes into the jungle. Fifteen minutes of shouting and flashing lights got them all together by Pete Carson’s ship.


  “Well, what’s next?” Pader Norton asked.


  “I figure the best thing we can do is just go right into town,” Serd told him.


  “Yeah? What’s the second best?” Carson asked.


  “I mean it,” Serd insisted. “These Centralists don’t know any of us.”


  “I figured you’d start something foolish like that,” Benny muttered.


  The machetes started beating through the jungle again as they stumbled along in the indirect, cloud-diffused half light that was the best Venus could do in the way of darkness. It was beginning to lighten toward the early dawn when they reached the outskirts of the city.


  The streets of the compact little headquarters settlement were brilliantly lighted. It was ominously quiet; no one was in sight. They slipped along a hundred feet, making no sound as they moved toward the massive towering wall of the Landing Station rotunda that lifted above the other city buildings.


  “Oh . . . oh. Do you know what this is?” Osa whispered.


  Serd halted, leaped back into the side street from which they had just emerged and dragged the girl with him.


  “What’s the matter?” Lord demanded.


  “A projector mounted in the street just outside the Landing Station.


  “Well what didja expect? A welcome mat?” Benny demanded.


  “There are other streets.”


  “Yeah, and other projectors I bet.”


  “We could find out.” Carson gathered his attentive miners with a look. “Skitter round and see how they’re posted,” he directed.


  “Where you going, Benny?”


  “I’m gonna see if there’s anyone alive in this town and what’s been going on.”


  Serd and the others waited nervously, peeking out at the alert projector crew occasionally, where they were sharply visible against the white wall of the Landing Station rotunda.


  Benny slipped back into the group. Serd recognized Markham of the Venus City Communications Service with him. The Communications man looked sore and scared.


  “What are you guys trying to do? Get the whole city burned up?” he demanded.


  “Hey, slow down,” Serd advised. “Where do you get this burn-up stuff?”


  “It’s those Centralists. They had a setback somewhere up the valley here and they’re hopping mad. We gotta stay off the streets and behave or they’re gonna disintegrate the whole city. And don’t think they can’t! I’ve seen them—”


  “We’ve seen them, too,” Serd cut in. “And we’re the setback they ran into. We’ve come down here so they can run into us again.”


  “Now look here, Serd. You aren’t going to start anything here.” Markham spluttered desperately.


  “Good heavens, man! There’s thousands of people—”


  Carson’s miners reported in.


  “Seems like they’ve got all points covered,” Serd summed up thoughtfully.


  “That’s what I say,” Markham cut in anxiously. “They got us dead to rights. We can’t move.”


  “We could remove one of those points they’re covering,” Carson said grimly. “Then make a dive through to the Landing Station and see what we could do there.”


  “You couldn’t get near that projector,” Markham snorted.


  “I was thinking in terms of getting into those two buildings next to this projector up the street and blowing them down on top of it,” Carson explained.


  “What’ll that get you?” Markham demanded wildly. “They’ll just move another projector over—”


  “That’s it,” Osa snapped tensely. “Make a diversion here, see? Then when they start to move another projector in I go through to the Landing Station and see if I can do a job on their power receiver.”


  “I’ll handle that angle,” Serd put in quickly.


  “Think I can’t do it?” Osa demanded.


  “Sure, but—”


  “But nothing. You don’t know anything about a space-warp power receiver. You wouldn’t know what to do.”


  “You can tell me.”


  “There’s no time. Carson, how do you handle one of those detonators?” Carson glanced quickly at Serd then proceeded to explain rapidly.


  “How do we know which projector they’re going to move?” Serd demanded.


  “The one to the right of us is closest,” Carson supplied.


  “Now listen, you guys—you can’t do this to us,” Markham wailed. Pader Norton and Professor Lord gave him the stern eye.


  “Give me a minute to get over in the next street then fire when you’re ready,” Osa instructed Carson. The miner nodded wordlessly.


  Serd just stared after her helplessly. He knew he should do something to stop her but he didn’t know what.


  Carson’s voice brought him back. “I want to know how to get into those two corner buildings without being seen,” he told Markham.


  “Well, first of all you go—”


  “No, we don’t go. You come.” Carson and his miners departed. Ten minutes seemed to flash by and they were back again.


  “All set,” Carson said grimly. “We’ll see how those bums like being buried.”


  “Now wait a minute. We’ve got to get everything straight,” Serd said anxiously. “We gotta make sure they bring that next projector here. We gotta get in there and make plenty of diversion. We gotta make sure they don’t notice Osa. We gotta—”


  “Take it easy,” Carson growled. “I know what we gotta do.” He punched in his firing pattern.


  THE AIR grabbed and shook them. A rumbling thunder heaved to life up the street. The sharp, concentrated rattle of material exploding in a projector beam cracked out violently. Then it cut off and was smothered in the defeated, final crash of falling buildings.


  “Come on!” Serd screamed above the racket and tore out into the wrecked street.


  The Free People streamed after him, yelling and shouting to make sure they weren’t overlooked. They scrambled over the still tumbling heap of rubble from the two fallen buildings and into the cross street that skirted the rotunda of the Landing Station. A projector crew was in position to the right. Serd yelled and heaved a jagged chunk of broken cement. The Free People backed him up.


  The projector crew instinctively ducked for cover as the primitive barrage pounded around them. Then two of them grabbed the skids of the projector and started heaving the heavy apparatus around.


  “Get down, everyone!” Serd yelled and lunged forward. Someone kicked his feet together and he slammed down onto the roadway. He rolled over and saw Benny hurl his short compact body at the Centralists struggling with the projector. They went down in a fighting tangle.


  The short transparent barrel of the projector suddenly glowed red. The apparatus cut loose with a violent, moaning hum of tremendous overload. Then abruptly the world ripped itself apart with a blindingly incandescent, thundering crash. Serd felt himself being hurled for miles before he blacked out.


  When he came to he was apparently still flying through space. A portion of Venus City lay spread out below him. He must have been flying a long time; there were no lights in the city below but the soft, indirect light of a Venusian day made everything clearly visible. He could see the Landing Station rotunda but there was something wrong with it. The massive walls, built ten times over-strength to withstand the terrific violence of a possible atomic fuel explosion, were ripped and split and sagged wearily outward. Evidently he had ceased rising and was hanging motionless in space; the city below didn’t seem to be getting any smaller.


  Something blocked off his view of the rest of the city. Something that looked like a white mountain range, probably clouds. He focused on them carefully. They wiggled jerkily; clouds shouldn’t act like that. Abruptly he seemed to see them clearly in relation to their surroundings. They were his feet, under a sheet; he was lying in a bed, high up in a building that overlooked the wrecked Landing Station.


  Time had passed. Where were the rest of them? He tried to sit up, made it halfway and fell back dizzily. Quick, soft footsteps approached.


  “You shouldn’t try that yet,” a voice told him quietly. It sounded vaguely familiar. A face drifted into view among the red and blue lights that kept flashing in front of his eyes. They faded out.


  “Osa,” he said simply in recognition. “What happened, where is everybody?”


  “The Centralists’ power receiver failed under full load when I dumped a can of dutrol in it. The breakdown wrecked the Landing Station and a lot of the city.”


  “I know, I could see. You got through all right then. Many hurt?”


  “Yes. Quite a few. A lot of the Centralists were in the station. We haven’t found any trace of them.”


  “Where’s Benny?” he asked and he knew what the answer would be. It was a long time coming.


  Osa picked up his hand. “He’s dead,” she said finally.


  Serd had been expecting it but a stab of sharp pain leaped through him at the finality of her words. Blackness rushed over him but he held onto her hand and pulled himself back. She was speaking.


  “He saved a lot of lives,” she said.


  Of course he had, the crazy little coot. It was just like him to bellyache all the way, then throw in everything and come through in the pinch.


  “The Centralists are finished,” Osa went on. “When the receiver broke down here the surge back overloaded the, transmitter on Earth. Their whole plant blew up. Their trouble was they tried to rush everything; they didn’t wait to build right. A lot of people died but it’s all over.


  “It was all over.” The few words echoed soothingly, smoothing over pain and loss, filling in the ragged, torn places that hurt.


  “What about you?” Serd asked finally. “I guess you’ll be leaving with the Free People.”


  “No,” Osa said slowly. “We aren’t Free People any more. The Solar System is partly our world now. We helped to save it; we’ve got to help see that it keeps operating now.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I don’t know vet. About the only thing I’m good at is handling a ship. I’ll find some way to help.”


  Serd was silent a moment; there was something he was trying to think of. Then he had it.


  “I’ll be needing a pilot now,” he said. There was a long pause.


  “Will I do?” Osa asked softly, hopefully.


  Serd gripped her hand reassuringly. “Sure will,” he said drowsily and slipped contentedly into sleep.


  THE END.


  LOGIC OF EMPIRE


  Robert Heinlein


  It wasn’t really slavery—but they sold men’s labor on the auction block. And a man could quit any time he paid his debts—if he worked and didn’t eat. But that was the way of empire.


  “DON’T be a sentimental fool, Sam!”


  “Sentimental or not,” Jones persisted, “I know human slavery when I see it. That’s what you’ve got on Venus.”


  Humphrey Wingate snorted. “That’s utterly ridiculous. The company’s labor clients are employees, working under legal contracts, freely entered into.”


  Jones’ eyebrows raised slightly. “So? What kind of a contract is it that throws a man into jail if he quits his job?”


  “That’s not the case. Any client can quit his job on the usual two-weeks’ notice. I ought to know; I—”


  “Yes, I know,” agreed Jones in a tired voice. “You’re a lawyer. You know all about contracts. But the trouble with you, you dunderheaded fool, is that all you understand is legal phrases. Free contract—nuts! What I’m talking about is facts, not legalisms. I don’t care what the contract says—those people are slaves.”


  Wingate emptied his glass and set it down. “So I’m a dunderheaded fool, am I? Well, I’ll tell you what you are, Sam Houston Jones—you are a half-baked parlor pink. You’ve never had to work for a living in your life, and you think it’s just too dreadful that anyone else should have to. No, wait a minute,” he continued as Jones opened his mouth, “listen to me. The company’s clients on Venus are a damn sight better off than most people of their own class right here on Earth. They are certain of a job, of food, and a place to sleep. If they get sick, they’re certain of medical attention. The trouble with people of that class is that they don’t want to work—”


  “Who does?”


  “Don’t be funny. The trouble is, if they weren’t under a fairly tight contract, they’d throw up a good job the minute they got bored with it and expect the company to give ’em a free ride back to Earth. Now it may not have occurred to your fine, free charitable mind, but the company has obligations to its stockholders—you, for instance!—and it can’t afford to run an interplanetary ferry for the benefit of a class of people that feel that the world owes them a living.”


  “You got me that time, pal,” Jones acknowledged with a wry face, “with that crack about me being a stock-bolder. I’m ashamed of it.”


  “Then why don’t you sell?”


  Jones looked disgusted. “What kind of a solution is that? Do you think I can avoid the responsibility of knowing about it just by unloading my stock?”


  “Oh, the devil with it,” said Wingate. “Drink up.”


  “Right-o,” agreed Jones. It was his first night aground after a practice cruise as a reserve officer; he needed to catch up on his drinking. Too bad, thought Wingate, that the cruise should have touched at Venus—“All out! All out! Up, a-a-a-all you idlers! Show a leg there! Show a leg and grab a sock!” The raucous voice sawed its way through Wingate’s aching head. He opened his eyes, was blinded by raw white light, and shut them hastily. But the voice would not let him alone. “Ten minutes till breakfast,” it rasped. “Come and get it or we’ll throw it out!”


  He opened his eyes again, and with trembling will power forced them to track. Legs moved past his eyes, denim-clad legs mostly, though some were bare—repulsiveness expressed in hairy nakedness. A confusion of male voices, from which he could catch words, but not sentences, was accompanied by an obbligato of metallic sounds, muffled but pervasive—shr-rg, shr-rg, thump! shr-rg, thump! The thump with which the cycle was completed hurt his aching head, but was not as nerve-stretching as another noise, a toneless whirring sibilance which he could neither allocate nor escape.


  The air was full of the odor of human beings, too many of them in too small a space. There was nothing so distinct as to be fairly termed a stench, nor was the supply of oxygen inadequate. But the room was filled with the warm, slightly musky smell of bodies still heated by bedclothes, bodies not dirty, but not freshly washed. It was oppressive and unappetizing—in his present state almost nauseating.


  He began to have some appreciation of the nature of his surroundings; he was in a bunkroom of some sort. It was crowded with men, men getting up, shuffling about, pulling on clothes. He lay on the bottommost of a tier of four narrow bunks. Through the interstices between the legs which crowded around him and moved past his face he could see other such tiers around the walls and away from the walls, stacked floor to ceiling and supported by stanchions.


  Someone sat down on the foot of Wingates bunk, crowding against Wingate’s ankles while he drew on his socks. Wingate squirmed his feet away from the intrusion. The stranger turned his face toward him. “Did I crowdja, bud? Sorry.” Then he added, not unkindly, “Better rustle out of there. The master at arms’ll be riding you to get them bunks up.” He yawned hugely and started to get up, quite evidently having dismissed Wingate and Wingate’s affairs from his mind.


  “Wait a minute!” Wingate demanded hastily.


  “Huh?”


  “Where am I? In jail?”


  The stranger studied Wingate’s bloodshot eyes and puffy, unwashed face with detached but unmalicious interest. “Boy, oh, boy, you must’a’ done a good job of drinking up your bounty money.”


  “Bounty money? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Honest to God, don’t you know where von are?”


  “No.”


  “Well—” The other seemed reluctant to proclaim a truth made silly by its self-evidence until Wingate’s expression convinced him that he really wanted to know. “Well, you’re in the Evening Star, headed for Venus.”


  A COUPLE of minutes later the stranger touched him on the arm. “Don’t take it so hard, bud. There’s nothing to get excited about.”


  Wingate took his hands from his face and pressed them against his temples. “It’s not real,” he said, speaking more to himself than to the other. “It can’t be real—”


  “Stow it. Come and get your breakfast.”


  “I couldn’t eat anything.”


  “Nuts. Know how you feel. Felt that way sometimes myself. Food is just the ticket.” The master at arms settled the issue by coming up and prodding Wingate in the ribs with his truncheon.


  “What d’vuh think this is—sick bay, or first class? Get those bunks hooked up.”


  “Easy, mate, easy,” Wingate’s new acquaintance conciliated. “Our pal’s not himself this morning.” As he spoke he dragged Wingate to his feet with one massive hand, then with the other shoved the tier of bunks up and against the wall. Hooks clicked into their sockets and the tier stayed up, flat to the wall.


  “He’ll be a damn sight less himself if he interferes with my routine,” the petty officer predicted. But he moved on. Wingate stood barefooted on the floorplates, immobile and overcome by a feeling of helpless indecision which was reinforced by the fact that he was dressed only in his underwear. His champion studied him.


  “You forgot your pillow. Here—”


  He reached down into the pocket formed by the lowest bunk and the wall and hauled out a flat package covered with transparent plastic. He broke the seal and shook out the contents, a single coverall garment of heavy denim. Wingate put it on gratefully. “You can get the squeezer to issue you a pair of slippers after breakfast,” his friend added. “Right now we gotta eat.”


  The last of the queue had left the galley window by the time they reached it, and it was closed. Wingate’s companion pounded on it. “Open up in-there!”


  It slammed open. “No seconds,” a face announced.


  The stranger prevented the descent of the window with his hand. “We don’t want seconds, shipmate, we want, firsts.”


  “Why the devil can’t you show up on time?” the galley functionary groused. But he slapped two ration cartons down on the broad sill of the issuing window. The big fellow handed one to Wingate, and sat down on the floorplates, his back supported by the galley bulkhead.


  “What’s your name, bud?” he inquired as he skinned the cover off his ration. “Mine’s Hartley—Satchel Hartley.”


  “Mine is Humphrey Wingate.”


  “O.K., Hump. Pleased to meetcha. Now what’s all this song and dance you been giving me?” He spooned up an impossible bite of baked eggs, and sucked coffee from the end of his carton.


  “Well,” said Wingate, his face twisted with worry, “I guess I’ve been shanghaied.” He tried to emulate Hartley’s method of drinking and got the brown liquid over his face.


  “Here—that’s no way to do,” Hartley said hastily. “Put the nipple in your mouth, then don’t squeeze any harder than you suck. Like this.” He illustrated. “Your theory don’t seem very sound to me. The company don’t need crimps when there’s plenty of guys standing in line for a chance to sign up. What happened? Can’t you remember?’ Wingate tried. “The last thing I recall,” he said, “is arguing with a gyro driver over his fare.”


  Hartley nodded. “They’ll gyp you every time. D’you think he put the slug on you?”


  “Well—no, I guess not. I seem to be all right, except for the damnedest hangover you can imagine.”


  “You’ll feel better. You ought to be glad the Evening Star is a high-gravity ship instead of a trajectory job. Then you’d really be sick, and no foolin’.”


  “How’s that?”


  “I mean that she accelerates or decelerates her whole run. Have to, because she carries cabin passengers. If we had been sent by a freighter, it’d be a different story. They gun ’em into the right trajectory, then go weightless for the rest of the trip. Man, how the new chums do suffer!” He chuckled.


  Wingate was in no condition to dwell on the hardships of space sickness. “What I can’t figure out,” he said, “is how I landed here. Do you suppose they could have brought me aboard by mistake, thinking I was somebody else?”


  “Can’t say. Say, aren’t you going to finish your breakfast?”


  “I’ve had all I want.”


  Hartley took his statement as an invitation and quickly finished off Wingate’s ration. Then he stood up, crumpled the two cartons into a ball, stuffed them down a disposal chute, and said, “What are you going to do about it?”


  “What am I going to do about it?” A look of decision came over Wingate’s face. “I’m going to march right straight up to the captain and demand an explanation, that’s what I’m going to do!”


  “I’d take that by easy stages, Hump,” Hartley commented doubtfully.


  “Easy stages, hell!” He stood up quickly. “Ow! My head!”


  THE master at arms referred them to the chief master at arms in order to get rid of them. Hartley waited with Wingate outside the stateroom of the chief master at arms to keep him company. “Better sell ’em your bill of goods pretty pronto,” he advised.


  “Why?”


  “We’ll ground on the Moon in a few hours. The stop to refuel at Luna City for deep space will be your last chance to get out, unless you want to walk back.”


  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Wingate agreed delightedly. “I thought I’d have to make the round trip in any case.”


  “Shouldn’t be surprised but what you could pick up the Morning Star in a week or two. If it’s their mistake, they’ll have to return you.”


  “I can beat that,” said Wingate eagerly. “I’ll go right straight to the bank at Luna City, have them arrange a letter of credit with my bank, and buy a ticket on the Earth-Moon shuttle.”


  Hartley’s manner underwent a subtle change. He had never in his life “arranged a letter of credit.” Perhaps such a man could walk up to the captain and lay down the law.


  The chief master at arms listened to Wingate’s story with obvious impatience and interrupted him in the middle of it to consult his roster of emigrants. He thumbed through it to the W’s and pointed to a line. Wingate read it with a sinking feeling. There was his own name, correctly spelled. “Now get out,” ordered the official, “and quit wasting my time.”


  But Wingate stood up to him. “You have no authority in this matter—none whatsoever. I insist that you take me to the captain.”


  “Why, you—”


  Wingate thought momentarily that the man was going to strike him. He interrupted:


  “Be careful what you do. You are apparently the victim of an honest mistake—but your legal position will be very shaky indeed if you disregard the requirements of space-wise law, under which this vessel is licensed. I don’t think your captain would be pleased to have to explain such actions on your part in Federal court.”


  That he had gotten the man angry was evident. But a man does not get to be chief police officer of a major transport by jeopardizing his superior officers. His jaw muscles twitched, but he pressed a button, saying nothing. A junior master at arms appeared. “Take this man to the purser.” He turned his back in dismissal and dialed a number on the ship’s intercommunication system.


  Wingate was let in to see the purser, ex-officio company business agent, after only a short wait. “What’s this all about?” that officer demanded. “If you have a complaint, why can’t you present it at the morning bearings in the regular order?”


  Wingate explained his predicament as clearly, convincingly, and persuasively as he knew how. “And so you see,” he concluded, “I want to be put aground at Luna City. I’ve no desire to cause the company any embarrassment over what was undoubtedly an unintentional mishap—particularly as I am forced to admit that I had been celebrating rather freely and, perhaps, in some manner, contributed to the mistake.


  The purser, who had listened non-commitally to his recital, made no answer. He shuffled through a high stack of file folders which rested on one corner of his desk, selected one and opened it. It contained a sheaf of legal-size papers clipped together at the top. These he studied leisurely for several minutes while Wingate stood waiting.


  The purser breathed with an asthmatic noisiness while he read, and from time to time drummed on his bared teeth with his fingernails. Wingate had about decided, in his none-too-steady nervous condition, that if the man raised his hand to his mouth just once more, he, Wingate, would scream and start throwing things. At this point the purser chucked the dossier across the desk toward Wingate. “Better have a look at these,” he said.


  Wingate did so. The main exhibit he found to be a contract, duly entered into between Humphrey Wingate and the Venus Development Co. for six years of indentured labor on the planet Venus.


  “THAT your signature?” asked the purser.


  Wingate’s professional caution stood him in good stead. He studied the signature closely in order to gain time while he tried to collect his wits. “Well,” he said at last, “I will stipulate that it looks very much like my signature, but I will not concede that it is my signature. I’m not a handwriting expert.”


  The purser brushed aside the objection with an air of annoyance. “I haven’t time to quibble with you. Let’s check the thumb print. Here.” He shoved an impression pad across his desk. For a moment Wingate considered standing on his legal rights by refusing, but no, that would prejudice his case. He had nothing to lose; it couldn’t be his thumb print on the contract. Unless—


  But it was. Even his untrained eye could see that the two prints matched. He fought back a surge of panic. This was probably a nightmare, inspired by his argument last night with Jones. Or, if by some wild chance it were real, it was a frame-up in which he must find the flaw. Men of his sort were not framed; the whole thing was ridiculous. He marshaled his words carefully.


  “I won’t dispute your position, my dear sir. In some fashion both you and I have been made the victims of a rather sorry joke. It seems hardly necessary to point out that a man who is unconscious, as I must have been last night, may have his thumb print taken without his knowledge. Superficially, this contract is valid, and I assume, naturally, your good faith in the matter. But, in fact, the instrument lacks one necessary element of a contract.”


  “Which is?”


  “The intention on the part of both parties to enter into a contractual relationship. Notwithstanding signature and thumb print, I had no intention of contracting, which can easily be shown by other factors. I am a successful lawyer with a good practice, as my tax returns will show. It is not reasonable to believe—and no court will believe—that I voluntarily gave up my accustomed life for six years of indenture at a much lower income.”


  “So you’re a lawyer, eh? Perhaps there has been chicanery—on your part. How does it happen that you represent yourself here as a radio technician?” He pointed to the contract.


  Wingate again had to steady himself at this unexpected flank attack. He was, in truth, a radio expert—it was his cherished hobby—but how had they known? Shut up, he told himself. Don’t admit anything. “The whole thing is ridiculous,” he protested. “I insist that I be taken to see the captain. I can break that contract in ten minutes’ time.”


  The purser waited before replying. “Are you through speaking your piece?”


  “Yes.”


  “Very well. You’ve had your say, now I’ll have mine. You listen to file, Mr. Spacelawyer. That contract was drawn lip by some of the shrewdest legal minds in two planets. They had specifically in mind that worthless bums would sign it, drink up their bounty money, and then decide that they didn’t want to go to work after all. That contract has been subjected to every sort of attack possible and revised so that it can’t be broken by the devil himself.


  “You’re not peddling your curbstone law to another stumblebum in this case; you are talking to a man who knows just where he stands legally. As for seeing the captain—if you think the commanding officer of a major vessel has nothing more to do than listen to the rhira dreams of a self-appointed word artist, you’ve got another think coming! Return to your quarters!”


  Wingate started to speak, thought better of it, and turned to go. This would require some thought. The purser stopped him. “Wait. Here’s your copy of the contract.” He chucked it, the flimsy white sheets riffled to the deck. Wingate picked them up and left silently.


  HARTLEY was waiting for him in the passageway. “How’dja make out, Hump?”


  “Not so well. No, I don’t want to talk about it. I’ve got to think.”


  They walked silently back the way they had come toward the ladder which gave access to the lower decks. A figure ascended from the ladder and came toward them. Wingate noted it without interest.


  He looked again. Suddenly the whole preposterous chain of events fell into place; he shouted in relief. “Sam!” he called out. “Sam—you cockeyed old so-and-so. I should have spotted your handiwork.” It was all clear now; Sam had framed him with a phony shanghai. Probably the skipper was a pal of Sam’s—a reserve officer, maybe—and they had cooked It up between them. It was a rough sort of joke, but he was too relieved to be angry. Just the same, he would make Jones pay for his fun somehow on the jump back from Luna City.


  It was then that he noticed that Jones was not laughing.


  Furthermore, he was dressed—most unreasonably—in the same blue denim that the contract laborers wore. “Hump,” he was saying, “are you still drunk?”


  “Me? No. What’s the id—”


  “Don’t you realize we are in a jam?


  “Oh, hell, Sam, a joke’s a joke, but don’t keep it up any longer. I’ve caught on, I tell you. I don’t mind. It was a good gag.”


  “Gag, eh?” said Jones bitterly. “I suppose it was just a gag when you talked me into signing up.”


  “I persuaded you to sign up?”


  “You certainly did. You were so damn sure you knew what you were talking about. You claimed that we could sign up, spend a month or so on Venus, and come home. You wanted to bet on it. So we went around to the docks and signed up. It seemed like a good idea then—the only way to settle the argument.” Wingate whistled softly. “Well, I’ll be—Sam, I haven’t the slightest recollection of it. I must have drawn a blank before I passed out.”


  “Yeah, I guess so. Too bad you didn’t pass out sooner. Not that I’m blaming you; you didn’t drag me. Anyhow, I’m on my way up to try to straighten it out.”


  “Better wait a minute till you hear what happened to me. Oh, yes—Sam, this is . . . uh . . . Satchel Hartley. Good sort.” Hartley had been waiting uncertainly near them; he stepped forward and shook hands.


  Wingate brought Jones up to date and added, ‘So you see, your reception isn’t likely to be too friendly.


  I guess I muffed it. But we are sure to break the contract as soon as we can get a hearing on time alone.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “We were signed up less than twelve hours before ship lifting. That’s contrary to the Space Precautionary Act.”


  “Yes . . . yes, I see what you mean. The Moon’s in her last quarter; they would lift the ship sometime after midnight to take advantage of favorable Earth swing. I wonder what time it was when we signed on?”


  Wingate took out his contract copy. The notary’s stamp showed a time of eleven thirty-two. “Great day!” he shouted. “I knew there would be a flaw in it somewhere. This contract is invalid on its face. The ship’s log will prove it.”


  Jones studied it. “Look again,” he said. Wingate did so. The stamp showed eleven thirty-two, but a.m., not p.m.


  “But that’s impossible,” he protested.


  “Of course it is. But it’s official. I think we will find that the story is that we were signed on in the morning, paid our bounty money, and had one last glorious luau before we were carried aboard. I seem to recollect some trouble in getting the recruiter to sign us up. Maybe we convinced him. by kicking in our bounty money.”


  “But we didn’t sign up in the morning. It’s not true, and I can prove it.”


  “Sure, you can prove it—but how can you prove it without going back to Earth first!”


  “SO YOU SEE it’s this way,” Jones decided after some minutes of somewhat fruitless discussion, “there is no sense in trying to break our contracts here and now; they’ll laugh at us. The thing to do is to make money talk, and talk loud. The only way I can see to get us off at Luna City is to post nonperformance bonds with the company bank there—and damn big ones, too.”


  “How big?”


  “Twenty thousand credits at least, I should guess.”


  “But that’s not equitable—it’s all out of proportion.”


  “Quit worrying about equity, will you? Can’t you realize that they’ve got us where the hair is short? This won’t be a bond set by a court ruling; it’s got to be big enough to make a minor company official take a chance on doing something that’s not in the book.”


  “I can’t raise such a bond.”


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll take care of it.”


  Wingate wanted to argue the point, but did not. There are times when it is very convenient to have a wealthy friend.


  “I’ve got to get a radiogram off to my sister,” Jones went on, “to get this done—”


  “Why your sister? Why not your family firm?”


  “Because we need fast action, that’s why. The lawyers that handle our family finances would fiddle and fume around trying to confirm the message. They’d send a message back to the captain asking if Sam Houston Jones were really aboard, and he would answer ‘no’ as I’m stamped in as Sam Jones. I had some silly idea of staying out of the news broadcasts on account of the family.”


  “You can’t blame them,” protested Wingate, feeling an obscure clannish loyalty to his colleagues in law; “they’re handling other peoples’ money.”


  “I’m not blaming them. But I’ve got to have fast action, and sis’ll do what I ask her. I’ll phrase the message so she’ll know it’s me. The only hurdle now is to persuade the purser to let me send a message on tick.”


  He was gone for a long time on this mission. Hartley waited with Wingate, both to keep him company and because of a strong human interest in unusual events. When Jones finally appeared he wore a look of tight-lipped annoyance. Wingate, seeing the expression, felt a sudden, chilling apprehension.


  “Couldn’t you send it? Wouldn’t he let you?”


  “Oh, he let me—finally,” Jones admitted, “but that purser—man, is he tight!”


  Even without the alarm gongs, Wingate would have been acutely aware of the grounding at Luna City. The sudden change from the high gravity deceleration of their approach to the weak surface gravity—one-sixth Earth normal—of the Moon, took immediate toll on his abused stomach. It was well that he had not eaten much. Both Hartley and Jones were deep-space men and regarded enough acceleration to permit normal swallowing as adequate for any purpose. There is a curious lack of sympathy between those who are subject to space sickness and those who are immune to it. Why the spectacle of a man regurgitating, choked, eyes streaming with tears, stomach knotted with pain, should seem funny is difficult to see, but there it is. It divides the human race into two distinct and antipathetic groups—amused contempt on one side; helpless, murderous hatred on the other.


  Neither Hartley nor Jones had the inherent sadism which is too frequently evident on such occasions—for example, the great wit who suggests salt pork as a remedy—but, feeling no discomfort themselves, they were simply unable to comprehend—having forgotten the soultwisting intensity of their own experience as new chums—that Wingate was literally suffering “a fate worse than death”—much worse, for it was stretched into a sensible eternity by a distortion of the time sense known only to sufferers from space sicknesses, seasicknesses, and—we are told—smokers of hashish.


  As a matter of fact, the stop on the Moon was less than four hours long. Toward the end of the wait, Wingate had quieted down sufficiently again to take an interest in the expected reply to Jones’ message, particularly after Jones had assured him that he would be able to spend the expected lay-over under bond at Luna City in a hotel equipped with a centrifuge.


  But the answer was delayed. Jones had expected to hear from his sister within an hour, perhaps before the Evening Star grounded at the Luna City docks. As the hours stretched out he managed to make himself very unpopular at the radio room by his repeated inquiries. An overworked clerk had sent him brusquely about his business for the seventeenth time when he heard the alarm sound preparatory to raising ship; he went back and admitted to Wingate that his scheme had apparently failed.


  “Of course, we’ve got ten minutes yet,” he finished unhopefully. “If the message should arrive before they raise ship, the captain could still put us aground at the last minute. We’ll go back and haunt ’em some more right up to the last. But it looks like a thin chance.”


  “Ten minutes,” said Wingate. “Couldn’t we manage somehow to slip outside and run for it?”


  Jones looked exasperated. “Have you ever tried running in a total vacuum?”


  WINGATE had very little time in which to fret on the passage from Luna City to Venus. He learned a great deal about the care and cleaning of washrooms, and spent ten hours a day perfecting his new skill. Masters at arms have long memories.


  The Evening Star passed beyond the limits of ship-to-Terra radio communication shortly after leaving Luna City; there was nothing to do but wait until arrival at Adonis, port of the North Polar colony. The company radio there was strong enough to remain in communication at all times except for the sixty days bracketing superior conjunction and a shorter period of solar interference at inferior conjunction.


  “They will probably be waiting for us with a release order when we ground,” Jones assured Wingate, “and we’ll go back on the return trip of the Evening Star—first-class this time. Or, at the very worst, we’ll have to wait over for the Morning Star. That wouldn’t be so bad, once I get some credit transferred; we could spend it at Venusburg.”


  “I suppose you went there on your cruise,” Wingate said, curiosity showing in his voice. He was no Sybarite, but the lurid reputation of the most infamous, or famous—depending on one’s evaluations—pleasure city of three planets was enough to stir the imagination of the least hedonistic.


  “No—worse luck!” Jones denied. “I was on a hull-inspection board the whole time. Some of my messmates went, though—boy!” He whistled softly and shook his head.


  But there was no one awaiting their arrival, nor was there any message. Again they stood around the communication office until told sharply and officially to get on back to their quarters and stand by to disembark, “—and be quick about it!”


  “I’ll see you in the receiving barracks, Hump,” were Jones’ last words before he hurried off to his own compartment.


  The master at arms responsible for the compartment in which Hartley and Wingate were billeted lined his charges up in a rough column of twos and, when ordered to do so by the metallic bray of the ship’s loudspeaker, led them through the central passageway and down four decks to the lower passenger port. It stood open; they shuffled through the lock and out of the ship—not into the free air of Venus, but into a sheet-metal tunnel which joined it, after some fifty yards, to a building.


  The air within the tunnel was still acrid from the atomized antiseptic with which it had been flushed out, but to Wingate it was nevertheless fresh and stimulating after the stale flatness of the repeatedly reconditioned air of the transport. That, plus the surface gravity of Venus, five sixths of Earth normal, strong enough to prevent nausea, yet low enough to produce a feeling of lightness and strength—these things combined to give him an irrational optimism, an up-and-at- ’em frame of mind.


  The exit from the tunnel gave into a moderately large room, windowless but brilliantly and glarelessly lighted from concealed sources. It contained no furniture.


  “Squa-a-ad—halt!” called out the master at arms, and handed papers to a slight, clerkish-appearing man who stood near an inner doorway. The man glanced at the papers, counted the detachment, then signed one sheet, which he handed back to the ship’s petty officer, who accepted it and returned through the tunnel.


  The clerkish man turned to the immigrants. He was dressed, Wingate noted, in nothing but the briefest of shorts, hardly more than a strap, and his entire body, even his feet, was a smooth, mellow tan. “Now, men,” he said in a mild voice, “strip off your clothes and put them in the hopper.” He indicated a fixture set in one wall.


  “Why?” asked Wingate. His manner was uncontentious, but he made no move to comply.


  “Come, now,” he was answered, still mildly, but with a note of annoyance, “don’t argue. It’s for your own protection. We can’t afford to import disease.”


  Wingate checked a reply and unzipped his coverall. Several who had paused to hear the outcome followed his example. Suits, shoes, underclothing, socks, they all went into the hopper.


  “Follow me,” said their guide.


  In the next room the naked herd were confronted by four “barbers” armed with electric clippers and lastex gloves who proceeded to clip them smooth. Again Wingate felt disposed to argue, but decided the issue was not worth it. But he wondered if the female labor clients were required to submit to such drastic quarantine precautions. It would be a shame, it seemed to him, to sacrifice a beautiful head of hair that had been twenty years in growing.


  The succeeding room was a shower room. A curtain of warm spray completely blocked passage through the room. Wingate entered it unreluctantly, even eagerly, and fairly wallowed in the first decent bath he had been able to take since leaving Earth. They were plentifully supplied with liquid green soap, strong and smelly, but which lathered freely. Half a dozen attendants, dressed as skimpily as their guide, stood on the far side of the wall of water and saw to it that the squad remained under the shower a fixed time and scrubbed. In some cases they made highly personal suggestions to insure thoroughness. Each of them wore a red cross on a white field affixed to his belt which lent justification to their officiousness.


  Blasts of warm air in the exit passageway dried them quickly and completely.


  “HOLD still.”


  Wingate complied. The bored hospital orderly who had spoken dabbed at Wingate’s upper arm with a swab which felt cold to touch, then scratched the spot.


  “That’s all, move on.”


  Wingate added himself to the queue at the next table. The experience was repeated on the other arm. By the time he had worked down to the far end of the room the outer sides of each arm were covered with little red scratches, more than twenty of them.


  “What’s this all about?” he asked the hospital clerk at the end of the line, who had counted his scratches and checked his name off a list.


  “Skin tests—to check your resistances and immunities.”


  “Resistance to what?”


  “Anything. Both terrestrial and Venusian diseases. Fungoids, the Venus ones are, mostly. Move on, you’re holding up the line.”


  He heard more about it later. It took from two to three weeks to recondition the ordinary terrestrial to Venus conditions. Until that reconditioning was complete and immunity was established to the new hazards of another planet it was literally death to an earthman to expose his skin and particularly his mucous membranes to the ravenous invisible parasites of the surface of Venus.


  The ceaseless fight of life against life which is the dominant characteristic of life anywhere proceeds with especial intensity, under conditions of high metabolism, in the steamy jungles of Venus. The general bacteriophage which has so nearly eliminated disease caused by pathogenic micro-organisms on Earth was found capable of a subtle modification, which made it potent against the analogous but different diseases of Venus. The hungry fungi were another matter.


  Imagine the worst of the fungoid-type skin diseases you have ever encountered—ringworm, dhobie itch, athlete’s foot, Chinese rot, salt-water itch, seven-year itch. Add to that your conception of mold, of damp rot, of scale, of toadstools feeding on decay. Then conceive them speeded up in their processes, visibly crawling as you watch—picture them attacking your eyeballs, your armpits, the soft wet tissues inside your mouth, working down into your lungs.


  The first Venus expedition was lost entirely. The second had a surgeon with sufficient imagination to provide what seemed a liberal supply of salicylic acid and mercury salicylate as well as a small ultraviolet radiator. Three of them returned.


  But permanent colonization depends on adaptation to environment, not insulating against it. Luna City might be cited as a case which denies this proposition, but it is only superficially so. While it is true that the “lunatics” are absolutely dependent on their city-wide hermetically-sealed air bubble, Luna City is not a self-sustaining colony; it is an outpost, useful as a mining station, as an observatory, as a refueling stop beyond the densest portion of Terra’s gravitational field.


  Venus is a colony. The colonists breathe the air of Venus, eat its food, and expose their skins to its climate and natural hazards. Only the cold polar regions—approximately the equivalent in weather conditions to an Amazonian jungle on a hot day in the rainy season—are tenable by terrestrials, but here they slop barefooted on the marshy soil in a true ecological balance.


  WINGATE ATE the meal that was offered to him—satisfactory but roughly served and dull, except for Venus sweet-sour melon. The portion which he ate would have fetched a price in a Chicago gourmets’ restaurant equivalent to the food budget for a week of a middle-class family. Later he located his assigned sleeping billet. Thereafter he attempted to locate Sam Houston Jones. He could find no sign of him among the other labor clients, nor anyone who remembered having seen him. He was advised bv one of the permanent staff of the conditioning station to inquire of the factor’s clerk. This he did, in the ingratiating manner he had learned it was wise to use in dealing with minor functionaries.


  “Come back in the morning. The lists will be posted.”


  “Thank you, sir. Sorry to have bothered you, but I can’t find him, and I was afraid he might have taken sick or something. Could you tell me if he is on the sick list?”


  “Oh, well—Wait a minute.” The clerk thumbed through his records. “Hm-m-m—you say he was in the Evening Star?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well, he’s not. M-m-m, no—oh, yes, here he is. He didn’t disembark here.”


  “What did you say?”


  “He went on with the Evening Star to New Auckland, South Pole. He’s stamped in as a machinist’s helper. If you had told me that I’d’a’ known. All the metal workers in this consignment were sent to work on the new South Power Station.”


  After a moment Wingate pulled himself together enough to murmur, “Thanks for your trouble.”


  “ ’Sail right. Don’t mention it.” The clerk turned away.


  SOUTH POLE COLONY! He muttered it to himself. South Pole Colony—his only friend twelve thousand miles away. At last Wingate felt alone, alone and trapped, abandoned. During the short interval between waking up aboard the transport and finding Jones also aboard he had not had time fully to appreciate his predicament, nor had he, then, lost his upper-class arrogance, the innate conviction that it could not be serious—such things just don’t happen to people; not to people one knows!


  But in the meantime he had suffered such assaults to his human dignity—the chief master at arms had seen to some of it—that he was no longer certain of his essential inviolability from unjust or arbitrary treatment. But now, shaved and bathed without his consent, stripped of his clothing and attired in a harnesslike breechelout, transported millions of miles from his social matrix, subject to the orders of persons indifferent to his feelings and who claimed legal control over his person and actions, and now, most bitterly, cut off from the one human contact which had given him support and courage and hope, he realized at last with chilling thoroughness that anything could happen to him, to him, Humphrey Belmont Wingate, successful attorney at law and member of all the right clubs.


  “WINGATE!”


  “That’s you, Jack. Go on in—don’t keep them waiting.”


  Wingate pushed through the doorway and found himself in a fairly crowded room. Thirty-odd men were seated around the sides of the room. Near the door a clerk sat at a desk, busy with papers. One brisk-mannered individual stood in the cleared space between the chairs near a low platform on which all the illumination of the room was concentrated.


  The clerk at the door looked up to say, “Step up where they can see you.” He pointed a stylus at the platform.


  Wingate moved forward and did as he was bade, blinking at the brilliant light.


  “Contract No. 482-23-06,” read the clerk, “client Humphrey Wingate, six years, radio technician non-certified, pay grade six-D, contract now available for assignment.”


  Three weeks it had taken them to condition him, three weeks with no word from Jones. He had passed his exposure test without infection; he was about to enter the active period of his indenture.


  The brisk man spoke up close on the last words of the clerk:


  “Now here, patrons, if you please—we have an exceptionally promising man. I hardly dare tell you the ratings he received on his intelligence, adaptability, and general-information tests. In fact, I won’t, except to tell you that administration has put in a protective offer of a thousand credits. But it would be a shame to use any such client for the routine work of administration when we need good men so badly to wrest wealth from the wilderness. I venture to predict that the lucky bidder who obtains the services of this client will be using him as a foreman within a month. But look him over for yourselves, talk to him, and see for yourselves.”


  The clerk whispered something to the speaker. He nodded and added, “I am required to notify you, gentlemen and patrons, that this client has given the usual legal notice of two weeks, subject, of course, to liens of record.” He laughed jovially and cocked one eyebrow as if there were some huge joke behind his remarks. No one paid attention to the announcement; to a limited extent, Wingate appreciated wryly the nature of the jest. He had given notice the day after he discovered that Jones had been sent to South Pole Colony, and had found that while he was free theoretically to quit, it was freedom to starve on Venus, unless he first worked out his bounty and his passage both ways.


  Several of the patrons gathered around the platform and looked him over, discussing him as they did so. “Not too well muscled.”


  “I’m not overeager to bid on these smart boys; they’re trouble makers.”


  “No, but a stupid client isn’t worth his keep.”


  “What can he do? I’m going to have a look at his record.” They drifted over to the clerk’s desk and scrutinized the results of the many tests and examinations that Wingate had undergone during his period of quarantine. All but one beady-eyed individual who sidled up closer to Wingate, and, resting one foot on the platform so that he could bring his face nearer, spoke in confidential tones:


  “I’m not interested in those phony puff sheets, bub. Tell me about yourself.”


  “There’s not much to tell.”


  “Loosen up. You’ll like my place. Just like a home—I run a free crock to Venusburg for my boys. Had any experience handling niggers?”


  “No.”


  “Well, the natives ain’t niggers, anyhow, except in a manner of speaking. You look like you could boss a gang. Had any experience?”


  “Not much.”


  “Well—maybe you’re modest. I like a man who keeps his mouth shut. And my boys like me. I never let my pusher take kick-backs.”


  “No,” put in another patron who had returned to the side of the platform, “you save that for yourself, Rigsbee.”


  “You stay out o’ this, Van Huysen!”


  THE NEWCOMER, a heavy-set, middle-aged man, ignored the other and addressed Wingate himself. “You have given notice. Why?”


  “The whole thing was a mistake. I was drunk.”


  “Will you do honest work in the meantime?”


  Wingate considered this. “Yes,” he said finally. The heavy-set man nodded and walked heavily back to his chair, settling his broad girth with care and giving his harness a hitch.


  When the others were seated the spokesman announced cheerfully, “Now, gentlemen, if you are quite through—Let’s hear an opening offer for this contract. I wish I could afford to bid him in as my assistant—by George, I do! Now—do I hear an offer?”


  “Six hundred.”


  “Please, patrons! Did you not hear me mention a protection of one thousand?”


  “I don’t think you mean it. He’s a sleeper.”


  The company agent raised his eyebrows. “I’m sorry. I’ll have to ask the client to step down from the platform.”


  But before Wingate could do so, another voice said, “One thousand.”


  “Now that’s better!” exclaimed the agent. “I should have known that you gentlemen wouldn’t let a real opportunity escape you. But a ship can’t fly on one jet. Do I hear eleven hundred? Come, patrons, you can’t make your fortunes without clients. Do I hear—”


  “Eleven hundred.”


  “Eleven hundred from Patron Rigsbee! And a bargain it would be at that price. But I doubt if you will get it. Do I hear twelve?”


  The heavy-set man flicked a thumb upward. “Twelve hundred from Patron van Huysen. I see I’ve made a mistake and am wasting your time; the intervals should be not less than two hundred. Do I hear fourteen? Do I hear fourteen? Going once for twelve. Going twi—”


  “Fourteen,” Rigsbee said sullenly. “Seventeen,” Van Huysen added at once.


  “Eighteen,” snapped Rigsbee. “No-o-o,” said the agent, “no interval of less than two, please.”


  “All right, dammit, nineteen!”


  “Nineteen I hear. It’s a hard number to write; who’ll make it twenty-one?” Van Huysen’s thumb flicked again. “Twenty-one it is. It takes money to make money. What do I hear? What do I hear?” He paused. “Going once for twenty-one. Going twice for twenty-one. Are you giving up so easily, Patron Rigsbee?”


  “Van Huysen is a-—” The rest was muttered too indistinctly to hear.


  “One more chance, gentlemen. Going, going—gone!” He smacked his palms sharply together. “Sold to Patron van Huysen for twenty-one hundred credits. My congratulations, sir, on a shrewd deal.”


  Wingate followed his new master out the far door. They were stopped in the passageway by Rigsbee. “All right, Van, you’ve had your fun. I’ll cut your losses for two thousand.”


  “Out of my way.”


  “Don’t be a fool. He’s no bargain. You don’t know how to sweat a man—I do.”


  Van Huysen ignored him, pushing on past. Wingate followed him out into warm winter drizzle to the parking lot, where steel crocodiles were drawn up in parallel rows. Van Huysen paused beside a thirty-foot Remington. “Get in.”


  THE LONG boxlike body of the crock was stowed to its load line with supplies Van Huysen had purchased at the base. Sprawled on the tarpaulin which covered the cargo were half a dozen men. One of them stirred as Wingate climbed over the side. “Hump! Oh, Hump!”


  It was Hartley. Wingate was surprised at his own surge of emotion. He gripped Hartley’s hand and exchanged friendly insults.


  “Chums,” said Hartley, “meet Hump Wingate. He’s a right guy. Hump, meet the gang. That’s Jimmie right behind you. He rassles this velocipede.”


  The man designated gave Wingate a bright nod and moved forward into the operator’s seat. At a wave from Van Huysen, who had seated his bulk in the little sheltered cabin aft, he pulled back on both control levers and the crocodile crawled away, its caterpillar treads clanking and chunking through the mud.


  Three of the six were old-timers, including Jimmie, the driver. They had come along to handle cargo, the ranch products which the patron had brought in to market and the supplies he had purchased to take back. Van Huysen had bought the contracts of two other clients in addition to Wingate and Satchel Hartley. Wingate recognized them as men he had known casually in the Evening Star and at the assignment and conditioning station. They looked a little woebegone, which Wingate could thoroughly understand, but the men from the ranch seemed to be enjoying themselves. They appeared to regard the opportunity to ride a load to and from town as an outing. They sprawled on the tarpaulin and passed the time gossiping and getting acquainted with the new chums.


  But they asked no personal questions. No labor client on Venus ever asked Wingate anything about what he had been before he shipped with the company unless he first volunteered information. It “wasn’t done.”


  Shortly after leaving the outskirts of Adonis, the ear slithered down a sloping piece of ground, teetered over a low bank, and splashed loggily into water. Van Huysen threw up a window in the bulkhead which separated the cabin from the hold and shouted, “Dumkopf! How many times do I tell you to take those launchings slowly?”


  “Sorry, boss,” Jimmie answered, “I missed it.”


  “You keep your eyes peeled or I get me a new crocker!” He slammed the port.


  Jimmie glanced around and gave the other clients a sly wink. He had his hands full; the marsh they were traversing looked like solid ground, so heavily was it overgrown with rank vegetation. The crocodile now functioned as a boat, the broad flanges of the treads acting as paddle wheels. The wedge-shaped prow pushed shrubs and marsh grass aside, or struck and ground down small trees. Occasionally the lugs would bite into the mud of a shoal bottom, and, crawling over a bar, return temporarily to the status of a land vehicle. Jimmie’s slender, nervous hands moved constantly over the controls, avoiding large trees and continually seeking the easiest, most nearly direct route, while he split his attention between the terrain and the craft’s compass.


  Presently the conversation lagged and one of the ranch hands started to sing. He had a passable tenor voice and was soon joined by others. Wingate found himself singing the choruses as fast as he learned them. They sang “Pay Book” and “Since the Pusher Met My Cousin,” and a mournful thing called “They Found Him in the Bush.” But this was followed by a light number, “The Night the Rain Stopped,” which seemed to have an endless string of verses recounting various unlikely happenings which occurred on that occasion.


  Jimmie drew applause and enthusiastic support in the choruses with a ditty entitled “That Redheaded Venusburg Girl,” but Wingate considered it inexcusably vulgar. He did not have time to dwell on the matter; it was followed by a song which drove it out of his mind.


  The tenor started it, slowly and softly. The others sang the refrains while he rested—all but Wingate; he was silent and thoughtful throughout. In the triplet of the second verse the tenor dropped out and the others sang in his place.


  
    Oh, you stamp your paper and you sign


    your name,


    (Come Quay! Come away!)


    They pay your bounty and you drown your


    shame.


    (Rue the day! Rue the day!)


    They land you down at Ellis Isle and put


    you in a pen;


    There you see what happens to the six-year


    men—


    They haven’t paid their bounty and they


    sign ’em up again!


    (Here to stay! Here to stay!)


    But me I’ll save my bounty and a ticket


    on the ship,


    (So you say! So you say!)


    And then you’ll see me leavin’ on the very


    next trip.


    (Come the day! Come the day!)


    Oh, we’ve heard that kinda story just a


    thousand times and one.


    Now we wouldn’t say you’re lyin’ but we’d


    like to see it done.


    We’ll see you next at Venusburg a-payin


    for your fun!


    (Spoken slowly) And you’ll never meet your bounty on this hitch!


    (Come away!)

  


  It left Wingate with a feeling of depression not entirely accounted for by the tepid drizzle, the unappetizing landscape, nor by the blanket of pale mist which is the invariable Venusian substitute for the open sky. He withdrew to one corner of the hold and kept to himself until, much later, Jimmie shouted, “Lights ahead!”


  Wingate leaned out and peered eagerly toward his new home.


  FOUR WEEKS and no word from Sam Houston Jones. Venus had turned once on its axis, the fortnight long Venusian “winter” had given way to an equally short “summer”—indistinguishable from “winter” except that the rain was a trifle heavier and a little hotter—and now it was “winter” again. Van Huysen’s ranch, being near the pole, was, like most of the tenable area of Venus, never in darkness. The miles-thick, ever-present layer of clouds tempered the light of the low-hanging sun during the long day, and, equally, held the heat and diffused the light from a sun just below the horizon to produce a continuing twilight during the two-week periods which were officially “night” or “winter.”


  Four weeks and no word. Four weeks and no sun, no moon, no stars, no dawn. No clean, crisp breath of morning air, no life-quickening beat of noonday sun, no welcome evening shadows, nothing, nothing at all to distinguish one sultry, sticky hour from the next but the treadmill routine of sleep and work and food and sleep again—nothing but the gathering ache in his heart for the cool, blue skies of Terra.


  He had acceded to the invariable custom that new men should provide a celebration for the other clients and had signed the squeezer’s chits to obtain happy water—rhira—for the purpose—to discover, when first he signed the pay book, that his gesture of fellowship had cost him another four months of delay before he could legally quit his “job.” Thereupon he had resolved never again to sign a chit, had foresworn the prospect of brief holidays at Venusburg, had promised himself to save every possible credit against his bounty and transportation liens.


  Whereupon he discovered that the mild alcoholoid drink was neither a vice nor a luxury, but a necessity, as necessary to human life on Venus as the ultraviolet factor present in all colonial illuminating systems. It produces not drunkenness, but lightness of heart, freedom from worry, and without it he could not get to sleep. Three nights of self-recrimination and fretting, three days of fatigue-drugged uselessness under the unfriendly eye of the pusher, and he had signed for his bottle with the rest, even though dully aware that the price of the bottle had washed out more than half of the day’s microscopic progress toward freedom.


  Nor had he been assigned to radio operation. Van Huysen had an operator; Wingate, although listed on the books as stand-by operator, went to the swamps with the rest. He discovered on rereading his contract a clause which permitted his patron to do this, and he admitted with half his mind—the detached judicial and legalistic half—that the clause was reasonable and proper, not inequitable or unjust.


  WINGATE went to the swamps. He learned to wheedle and bully the little, mild amphibian people into harvesting the bulbous underwater growth of Hyacinth us Veneris Johnsoni—Venus swamproot—and bribe the co-operation of their matriarchs with promises of bonuses in the form of thigarek, a term which meant not only cigarette, but tobacco in any form, the staple medium in trade when dealing with the natives.


  He took his turn in the chopping sheds and learned, clumsily and slowly, to cut and strip the spongy outer husk from the pea-sized kernel which alone had commercial value and which must be removed intact, without scratch or bruise. The juice from the pods made his hands raw, and the odor made him cough and stung his eyes, but he enjoyed it more than the work in the marshes, for it threw him into the company of the female labor clients. Women were quicker at the work than men, and their smaller fingers more dexterous in removing the valuable, easily damaged capsule.


  Men were used for such work only when accumulated crops required extra help.


  He learned his new trade from a motherly old person whom the other women addressed as Hazel. She talked as she worked, her gnarled old hands moving steadily and without apparent direction or skill. He could close his eyes and imagine that he was back on Earth and a boy again, hanging around his grandmother’s kitchen while she shelled peas and rambled on.


  “Don’t you fret yourself, boy,” Hazel told him. “Do your work and shame the devil. There’s a great day coming.”


  “What kind of a great day, Hazel?”


  “The day when the angels of the Lord will rise up and smite the powers of evil. The day when the prince of darkness will be cast down into the pit and the Prophet shall reign over the children of heaven. So don’t you worry; it doesn’t matter whether you are here or back home when the great day comes; the only thing that matters is your state of grace.”


  “Are you sure we will live long enough to see the day?”


  She glanced around, then leaned over confidentially. “The day is almost upon us. Even now the Prophet moves up and down the land gathering his forces. Out of the clean farm country of the Mississippi Valley there comes the man, known in this world”—she lowered her voice still more—“as Nehemiah Scudder!”


  Wingate hoped that his start of surprise and amusement did not show externally. He recalled the name. It was that of a pipsqueak, back-woods evangelist, an unimportant nuisance back on Earth, the butt of an occasional guying news story, but a man of no possible consequence.


  The chopping shed pusher moved up to their bench. “Keep your eyes on your work, you! You’re way behind now.” Wingate hastened to comply, but Hazel came to his aid.


  “You leave him be, Joe Thompson. It takes time to learn chopping.”


  “O.K., Mom,” answered the pusher with a grin, “but keep him pluggin’. See?”


  “I will. You worry about the rest of the shed. This bench’ll have its quota.” Wingate had been docked two days running for spoilage. Hazel was lending him poundage now and the pusher knew it, but everybody liked her, even pushers, who are reputed to like no one, not even themselves.


  WINGATE STOOD just outside the gate of the bachelors’ compound. There was yet fifteen minutes before lock-up roll call; he had walked out in a subconscious attempt to rid himself of the pervading feeling of claustrophobia which he had had throughout his stay. The attempt was futile; there was no “outdoorness” about the outdoors on Venus—the bush crowded the clearing in on itself, the leaden, misty sky pressed down on his head, and the steamy heat sat on his bare chest. Still, it was better than the bunkroom in spite of its dehydrators.


  He had not yet obtained his evening ration of rhira and felt, consequently, nervous and despondent, yet residual self-respect caused him to cherish a few minutes’ clear thinking before he gave in to the cheerful soporific.


  It’s getting me, he thought; in a few more months I’ll be taking every chance to get to Venusburg, or, worse yet, signing a chit for married quarters and condemning myself and my kids to a life sentence.


  When he first arrived, the women clients, with their uniformly dull minds and usually commonplace faces, had seemed entirely unattractive. Now, he realized with dismay, he was no longer so fussy. Why, he was even beginning to lisp, as the other clients did, in unconscious imitation of the amphibians.


  Early, he had observed that the clients could be divided roughly into two categories, the children of nature and the broken men. The first were those of little imagination and simple standards. In all probability they had known nothing better back on Earth; they saw in the colonial culture not slavery, but freedom from responsibility, security, and an occasional spree. The others were the broken men, the outcasts, they who had once been somebody, but, through some defect of character, or some accident, had lost their place in society. Perhaps the judge had said, “Sentence suspended if you ship for the colonies.


  He realized with sudden panic that his own status was crystallizing; he was becoming one of the broken men. His background on Earth was becoming dim in his mind; he had put off for the last three days the labor of writing another letter to Jones; he had spent the last shift rationalizing the necessity for taking a couple of days’ holiday at Venusburg.


  Face it, son; face it, he told himself. You’re slipping, you’re letting your mind relax into slave psychology. You’ve unloaded the problem of getting out of this mess onto Jones—how do you know he can help you? For all you know, he may be dead. Out of the dimness of his memory he recaptured a phrase which he had read somewhere, some philosopher of history: “No slave is ever freed, save he free himself.”


  All right, all right—pull up your socks, old son. Take a brace. No more rhira—no, that wasn’t practical; a man had to have sleep. Very well, then, no rhira until lights out, keep your mind clear in the evenings and plan. Keep your eyes open, find out all you can, cultivate friendships, and watch for a chance.


  THROUGH THE GLOOM he saw a human figure approaching the gate of the compound. As it approached he saw that it was a woman and supposed it to be one of the female clients. She came closer; he saw that he was mistaken. It was Annek van Huysen, daughter of the patron.


  She was a husky, overgrown blond girl with unhappy eyes. He had seen her many times, watching the clients as they returned from their labor, or wandering alone around the ranch clearing. She was neither unsightly, nor in anywise attractive; her heavy, adolescent figure needed more to flatter it than the harness which all colonists wore as the maximum tolerable garment.


  She stopped before him and, unzipping the pouch at her waist which served in lieu of pockets, took out a package of cigarettes. “I found this back there. Did von lose it?” He knew that she lied; she had picked up nothing since she had come into sight. And the brand was one smoked on Earth and by patrons—no client could afford such what was she up to?


  He noted the eagerness in her face and the rapidity of her breathing, and realized, with confusion, that this girl was trying indirectly to make him a present. Why?


  Wingate was not particularly conceited about his own physical beauty or charm, nor had he any reason to be. But what he had not realized was that among the common run of the clients he stood out like a cock pheasant in a barnyard. But that Annek found him pleasing he was forced to admit; there could be no other explanation for her trumped-up story and her pathetic little present.


  His first impulse was to snub her. He wanted nothing of her, and resented the invasion of his privacy; and he was vaguely aware that the situation could be awkward, even dangerous, to him, involving, as it did, violations of custom which jeopardized the whole social and economic structure. From the viewpoint of the patrons, labor clients were almost as much beyond the pale as the amphibians. A liaison bet ween a labor client and one of the womenfolk of the patrons could easily wake up old Judge Lynch.


  But he had not the heart to be brusque with her. He could see the dumb adoration in her eves; it would have required cold heartlessness to have repulsed her. Besides, there was nothing coy or provocative in her attitude; her manner was naive, almost childlike in its unsophistiection. He recalled his determination to make friends; here was friendship offered, a dangerous friendship, but one which might prove useful in winning free.


  He felt a momentary wave of shame that he should be weighing the potential usefulness of this defenseless child, but he suppressed it by affirming to himself that he would do her no harm; and, anyhow, there was the old saw about the vindictiveness of a woman scorned.


  “Why, perhaps I did lose it,” he evaded, then added, “It’s my favorite brand.”


  “Is it?” she said happily. “Then do take it, in any ease.”


  “Thank vou. Will you smoke one with me? No, I guess that wouldn’t do; your father would not want you to stay here that long.”


  “Oh, he’s busy with his accounts. I saw that before I came out,” she answered, and seemed unaware that she had given away her pitiful little deception. “But go ahead, I . . . I hardly ever smoke.”


  “Perhaps you prefer a meerschaum pipe, like your father.”


  She laughed more than the poor witticism deserved. After that they talked aimlessly, both agreeing that the crop was coming in nicely, that the weather seemed a little cooler than last week, and that there was nothing like a little fresh air after supper.


  “Do you ever walk for exercise after supper?” she asked.


  He did not say that a long day in the swamps offered more than enough exercise, but agreed that he did.


  “So do I,” she blurted out. “Lots of times up near the water tower.”


  He looked at her. “Is that so? I’ll remember that.” The signal for roll call gave him a welcome excuse to get away; three more minutes, he thought, and I would have had to make a date with her.


  WINGATE FOUND himself called for swamp work the next day, the rush in the chopping sheds having abated. The crock lumbered and splashed its way around the long, meandering circuit, leaving one or more Earth-men at each supervision station. The car was down to four occupants, Wingate, Satchel, the pusher, and Jimmie the crocker, when the pusher signaled for another stop. The flat, bright-eyed heads of amphibian natives broke water on three sides as soon as they were halted.


  “All right, Satchel,” ordered the pusher, “this is your billet. Over the side.”


  Satchel looked around. “Where’s my skiff?” The ranchers used small flat-bottomed duralumin skiffs in which to collect their day’s harvest. There was not one left in the crock.


  “You won’t need one. You’re goin’ to clean this field for planting.”


  “That’s O.K. Still, I don’t see nobody around, and I don’t see no solid ground.”


  The skiffs had a double purpose; if a man were working out of contact with other Earthmen and at some distance from safe dry ground, the skiff became his lifeboat. If the crocodile which was supposed to collect him broke down, or if for any other reason he had need to sit down or lie down while on station, the skiff gave him a place to do so. The older clients told grim stories of men who had stood in eighteen inches of water for twenty-four, forty-eight, seventy-two hours, and then drowned horribly, out of their heads from sheer fatigue.


  “There’s dry ground right over there.” The pusher waved his hand in the general direction of a clump of trees which lay perhaps a quarter of a mile away.


  “Maybe so,” answered Satchel equably. “Let’s go see.” He glanced at Jimmie, who turned to the pusher for instructions.


  “Damnation! Don’t argue with me! Get over the side!”


  “Not,” said Satchel, “until I’ve seen something better than two feet of slime to squat on in a pinch.” The little water people had been following the argument with acute interest. They clucked and lisped in their own language; those who knew some pidgin English appeared to be giving newsy and undoubtedly distorted explanations of the events to their less sophisticated brethren. Fuming as he was, this seemed to acid to the pusher’s anger.


  “For the last time—get out there!”


  “Well,” said Satchel, settling his gross frame more comfortably on the floorplates, “I’m glad we’ve finished with that subject.”


  Wingate was behind the pusher. This circumstance probably saved Satchel Hartley at least a scalp wound, for he caught the arm of the pusher as he struck. Hartley closed in at once; the three wrestled for a few seconds on the bottom of the craft.


  Hartley sat on the pusher’s chest while Wingate pried a blackjack away from the clenched fingers of the pusher’s right fist.


  “Glad you saw him reach for that, Hump,” Satchel acknowledged, “or I’d be needin’ an aspirin about now.”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” Wingate answered, and threw the weapon as far as he could out into the marshy waste. Several of the amphibians streaked after it and dived. “I guess you can let him up now.”


  The pusher said nothing to them as he brushed himself off, but he turned to the crocker, who had remained quietly In his saddle at the controls the whole time. “Why the hell didn’t you help me?”


  “I supposed you could take care of yourself, boss,” Jimmie answered noncommittally.


  WINGATE and Hartley finished that work period as helpers to labor clients already stationed. The pusher had completely ignored them except for curt orders necessary to station them. But while they were washing up for supper back at the compound they received word to report to the big house.


  When they were ushered into the patron’s office they found the pusher already there with his employer, and wearing a self-satisfied smirk, while Van Huysen’s expression was black indeed.


  “What’s this I hear about you two?” he burst out. “Refusing work. Jumping my foreman. By Joe, I’ll show you a thing or two!”


  “Just a moment, Patron van Huysen,” began Wingate quietly, suddenly at home in the atmosphere of a trial court, “no one refused duty. Hartley simply protested doing dangerous work without reasonable safeguards. As for the fracas, your foreman attacked us; we acted simply in self-defense, and desisted as soon as we had disarmed him.”


  The pusher leaned over Van Huysen and whispered in his ear. The patron looked more angry than before. “You did this with natives watching. Natives! You know colonial law! I could send you to the mines for this.”


  “No,” Wingate denied, “your foreman did it in the presence of natives. Our role was passive and defensive throughout—”


  “You call jumping my foreman peaceful? Now you listen to me: Your job here is to work. My foreman’s job is to tell you where and how to work. He’s not such a dummy as to lose me my investment in a man. He judges what work is dangerous, not you.” The pusher whispered again to his chief. Van Huysen shook his head. The other persisted, but the patron cut him off with a gesture and turned back to the two labor clients.


  See here—I give every dog one bite, but not two. For you, no supper tonight and no rhira. Tomorrow we see how you behave.”


  “But Patron van Huys—”


  “That’s all. Get to your quarters.”


  AT LIGHTS out, Wingate found, on crawling into his bunk, that someone had hidden therein a sandwich. He munched it gratefully in the dark and wondered who his friend could be. The food stayed the complaints of his stomach, but was not sufficient, in the absence of rhira, to permit him to go to sleep. He lay there, staring into the oppressive blackness of the bunkroom and listening to the assorted irritating noises that men can make while sleeping, and considered his position. It had been bad enough, but barely tolerable before; now, he was logically certain, it would be as near hell as a vindictive overseer could make it. He was prepared to believe, from what he had seen and the tales he had heard, that it would be very near indeed!


  He had been nursing his troubles for perhaps an hour when he felt a hand touch his side. “Hump! Hump!” came a whisper. “Come outside. Something’s up.” It was Jimmie.


  He felt his way cautiously through the stacks of bunks and slipped out the door after Jimmie. Satchel was already outside, and with him a fourth figure.


  It was Annek van Huysen. He wondered how she had been able to get into the locked compound. Her eyes were puffy, as if she had been crying.


  Jimmie started to speak at once in cautious, low tones. “The kid tells us that I am scheduled to haul you two lugs back into Adonis tomorrow.”


  “What for?”


  “She doesn’t know. But she’s afraid it’s to sell you South. That doesn’t seem likely. The Old Man has never sold anyone South—but, then, nobody ever jumped his pusher before. I don’t know.”


  They wasted some minutes in fruitless discussion, then, after a bemused silence, Wingate asked Jimmie, “Do you know where they keep the keys to the crock?”


  “No. Why do y—”


  “I could get them for you,” offered Annek eagerly.


  “You can’t drive a crock.”


  “I’ve watched you for some weeks.”


  “Well, suppose you can,” Jimmie continued to protest, “suppose you run for it in the crock. You’d be lost in ten miles. If you weren’t caught, you’d starve.”


  Wingate shrugged. “I’m not going to be sold South.”


  “Nor am I,” Hartley added.


  “Wait a minute.”


  “Well, I don’t see any bet—”


  “Wait a minute,” Jimmie reiterated snappishly, “can’t you see I’m trying to think?”


  The other three kept silent for several long moments. At last Jimmie said, “O.K. Kid, you’d better run along and let us talk. The less you know about this the better for you.” Annek looked hurt, but complied docilely to the extent of withdrawing out of earshot. The three men conferred for some minutes. At last Wingate motioned for her to rejoin them.


  “That’s all, Annek,” he told her. “Thanks a lot for everything you’ve done. We’ve figured a way out.” He stopped, and then said awkwardly, “Well, good night.”


  She looked up at him.


  Wingate wondered what to do or say next. Finally he led her around the corner of the barracks and bade her good night again. He returned very quickly, looking shamefaced. They re-entered the barracks.


  PATRON VAN HUYSEN also was having trouble getting to sleep. He hated having to discipline his people. By damn, why couldn’t they all be good boys and leave him in peace? Not but what there was precious little peace for a rancher these days. It cost more to make a crop than the crop fetched in Adonis—at least it did after the interest was paid.


  He had turned his attention to his accounts after dinner that night to try to get the unpleasantness out of his mind, but he found it hard to concentrate on his figures. That man Wingate, now—he had bought him as much to keep him away from that slave driver Rigsbee as to get another hand. He had too much money invested in hands as it was in spite of his foreman always complaining about being short of labor. He would either have to sell some or ask the bank to refinance the mortgage again.


  Hands weren’t worth their keep any more. You didn’t get the kind of men on Venus that used to come when he was a boy. He bent over his books again. If the market went up even a little, the bank should be willing to discount his paper for a little more than last season. Maybe that would do it.


  He had been interrupted by a visit from his daughter. Annek he was always glad to see, but this time what she had to say, what she finally blurted out, had only served to make him angry. She, preoccupied with her own thoughts, could not know that she hurt her father’s heart with a pain that was actually physical.


  But that had settled the matter in so far as Wingate was concerned. He would get rid of the trouble maker. Van Huysen ordered his daughter to bed with a roughness he had never before used on her.


  Of course, it was all his own fault, he told himself after he had gone to bed. A ranch on Venus was no place to raise a motherless girl. His Annekchen was almost a woman grown now; how was she to find a husband here in these outlands? What would she do if he should die? She did not know it, but there would be nothing left—nothing, not even a ticket to Terra. But she would not become a labor client’s vrouw. No, not while there was a breath left in his old tired body.


  Well, Wingate would have to go, and the one they called Satchel, too. But he would not sell them South. No, he had never done that to one of his people. He thought with distaste of the great, factory like plantations a few hundred miles farther from the pole, where the temperature was always twenty to thirty degrees higher than it was in his marshes, and mortality among labor clients was a standard item in cost accounting. No, he would take them in and trade them at the assignment station; what happened to them at auction there would be none of his business. But he would not sell them directly South.


  That gave him an idea; he did a little computing in his head and estimated that he might be able to get enough credit on the two unexpired labor contracts to buy Annek a ticket to Earth. He was quite sure that his sister would take her in, reasonably sure, anyway, even though she had quarreled with him over marrying Annek’s mother. He could send her a little money from time to time. And perhaps she could learn to be a secretary, or one of those other fine jobs a girl could get on Earth.


  But what would the ranch be like without Annekchen?


  He was so immersed in his own troubles that he did not hear his daughter slip out of her room and go outside.


  WINGATE and Hartley tried to appear surprised when they were left behind at muster for work. Jimmie was told to report to the big house; they saw him a few minutes later, backing the big Remington out of its shed. He picked them up, then trundled back to the big house and waited for the patron to appear. Van Huysen came out shortly and climbed into his cabin with neither word nor look for anyone.


  The crocodile started toward Adonis, lumbering a steady ten miles an hour. Wingate and Satchel conversed in subdued voices, waited, and wondered. After an interminable time the crock stopped. The cabin window flew open.


  “What’s the matter?” Van Huysen demanded. “Your engine acting up?”


  Jimmie grinned at him. “No, I stopped it.”


  “For what?”


  “Better come up here and find out.”


  “By damn, I do!” The window slammed; presently Van Huysen reappeared, warping his ponderous bulk around the side of the little cabin. “Now what’s this monkey-shines?”


  “Better get out and walk, patron.


  This is the end of the line.”


  Van Huysen seemed to have no remark suitable in answer, but his expression spoke for him.


  “No, I mean it,” Jimmie went on. “This is the end of the line for you. I’ve stuck to solid ground the whole way so you could walk back. You’ll be able to follow the trail I broke; you ought to be able to make it in three or four hours, fat as you are.”


  The patron looked from Jimmie to the others. Wingate and Satchel closed in slightly, eyes unfriendly. “Better get goin’, Fatty,” Satchel said softly, “before you get chucked out headfirst.”


  Van Huysen pressed back against the rail of the crock, his hands gripping it. “I won’t get out of my own crock,” he said tightly.


  Satchel spat in the palm of one hand, then rubbed the two together. “O.K., Hump. He asked for it—”


  “Just a second.” Wingate addressed Van Huysen. “See here, Patron van Huysen—we don’t want to rough you up unless we have to. But there are three of us and we are determined. Better climb out quietly.”


  The older man’s face was dripping with sweat which was not entirely due to the muggy heat. His chest heaved, he seemed about to defy them. Then something went out inside him. His figure sagged, the defiant lines in his face gave way to a whipped expression which was not good to see.


  A moment later he climbed quietly, listlessly, over the side into the ankle-deep mud and stood there, stooped, his legs slightly bent at the knees.


  WHEN they were out of sight of the place where they had dropped their patron, Jimmie turned the crock off in a new direction. “Do you suppose he’ll make it?” asked Wingate.


  “Who?” asked Jimmie. “Van Huysen? Oh, sure, he’ll make it—probably.” He was very busy now with his driving; the crock crawled down a slope and lunged into navigation water. In a few minutes the marsh grass gave way to open water; Wingate saw that they were in a broad lake whose farther shores were lost in the mist. Jimmie set a compass course.


  The far shore was no more than a strand; it concealed an overgrown bayou. Jimmie followed it a short distance, stopped the crock, and said, “This must be just about the place,” in an uncertain voice. He dug under the tarpaulin folded up in one corner of the empty hold and drew out a broad flat paddle. He took this to the rail and, leaning out, he smacked the water loudly with the blade: Slap—slap, slap—slap!


  He waited.


  The flat head of an amphibian broke water near the side; it studied Jimmie with bright, merry eyes. “Hello,” said Jimmie.


  It answered in its own language. Jimmie replied in the same tongue, stretching his mouth to reproduce the uncouth clucking syllables. The native listened, then slid underwater again.


  He—or, more probably, she—was back in a few minutes, another with her. “Thigarek?” the newcomer said hopefully.


  “Thigarek when we get there, old girl,” Jimmie temporized. “Here—climb aboard.” He held out a hand, which the native accepted and wriggled gracefully inboard. It perched its unhuman, yet oddly pleasing, little figure on the rail near the driver’s seat. Jimmie got the car under way.


  How long they were guided by their little pilot, Wingate did not know, as the timepiece on the control panel was out of order, but his stomach informed him that it was too long. He rummaged through the cabin and dug out an iron ration which he shared with Satchel and Jimmie.’ He offered some to the native, but she smelled it and drew her head away.


  Shortly after that there was a sharp hissing noise and a column of steam rose up ten yards ahead of them. Jimmie halted the crock at once. “Cease firing!” he called out. “It’s just us chickens.”


  “Who are you?” came a disembodied voice.


  “Fellow travelers.”


  “Climb out where we can see vou.”


  “O.K.”


  The native poked Jimmie in the ribs. “Thigarek,” she stated positively.


  “Huh? Oh, sure.” He parceled out trade tobacco until she acknowledged the total, then added one more package for good will. She withdrew a piece of string from her left cheek pouch, tied up her pay, and slid over the side. They saw her swimming away, her prize carried high out of the water.


  “Hurry up and show yourself!”


  “Coming!” They climbed out into waist-deep water and advanced, holding their hands overhead. A squad of four broke cover and looked them over, their weapons lowered but ready. The leader searched their harness pouches and sent one of his men on to look over the crocodile.


  “You keep a close watch,” remarked Wingate.


  The leader glanced at him. “Yes,” he said, “and no. The little people told us you were coming. They’re worth all the watchdogs that were ever littered.”


  They got under way again with one of the scouting party driving. Their captors were not unfriendly, but not disposed to talk. “Wait till you see the governor,” they said.


  Their destination turned out to be a wide stretch of moderately high ground. Wingate was amazed at the number of buildings and the numerous population. “How in the world can they keep a place this big secret?” he asked Jimmie.


  “If the State of Texas were covered with fog and had only the population of Waukegan, Illinois, you could hide quite a lot of things.”


  “But wouldn’t it show on a map?”


  “How well mapped do you think Venus is? Don’t be a dope.”


  ON THE BASIS of the few words he had had with Jimmie beforehand, Wingate had expected no more than a camp where fugitive clients lurked in the bush while squeezing a precarious living from the country. What he found was a culture and a government. True, it was a rough frontier culture and a simple government with few laws and an unwritten constitution, but a framework of customs was in actual operation, and its gross offenders were punished—with no higher degree of injustice than one finds anywhere.


  It surprised Humphrey Wingate that fugitive slaves, the scum of Earth, were able to develop an integrated society. It had surprised his ancestors that the transported criminals of Botany Bay should develop a high civilization in Australia. Not that Wingate found the phenome of Botany Bay surprising—that was history, and history is never surprising—after it happens.


  The success of the colony was more credible to Wingate when he came to know more of the character of the governor, who was also generalissimo and administrator of the low and middle justice. High justice was voted on by the whole community, a procedure that Wingate considered outrageously sloppy, but which seemed to satisfy the community. As magistrate, the governor handed out decisions with a casual contempt for rules of evidence and legal theory that reminded Wingate of stories he had heard of the apocryphal Old Judge Bean, “The Law West of Pecos,” but again the people seemed to like it.


  The great shortage of women in the community—men outnumbered them three to one—caused incidents which more than anything else required the decisions of the governor. Here, Wingate was forced to admit, was a situation in which traditional custom would have been nothing but a source of trouble; he admired the shrewd common sense and understanding of human nature with which the governor sorted out conflicting strong human passions and suggested modus operandi for getting along together. A man who could maintain a working degree of peace in such matters did not need a legal education.


  The governor held office by election and was advised by an elected council. It was Wingate’s private opinion that the governor would have risen to the top in any society. The man had boundless energy, great gusto for living, a ready, thunderous laugh—and the courage and capacity for making decisions. He was a “natural”.


  THE THREE runaways were given a couple of weeks in which to get their bearings and find some job in which they could make themselves useful and self-supporting. Jimmie stayed with his crock, now confiscated for the community, but which still required a driver. There were other crockers available who probably would have liked the job, but there was tacit consent that the man who brought it in should drive it if he wished. Satchel found a billet in the fields, doing much the same work he had done for Van Huysen. He told Wingate that he was actually having to work harder; nevertheless he liked it better because the conditions were, as he put it, “looser”.


  Wingate detested the idea of going back to agricultural work. He had no rational excuse; it was simply that he hated it. His radio experience at last stood him in good stead. The community had a jury-rigged, low-power radio on which a constant listening watch was kept, but which was rarely used for transmission because of the danger of detection. Earlier runaway slave camps had been wiped out by the company police through careless use of radio. Nowadays they hardly dared use it, except in extreme emergency.


  But they needed radio. The grapevine telegraph maintained through the somewhat slap-happy help of the little people enabled them to keep some contact with the other fugitive communities with which they were loosely confederated, but it was not really fast, and anything but the simplest of messages were distorted out of recognition.


  Wingate was assigned to the community radio when it was discovered that he had appropriate technical knowledge. The previous operator had been lost in the bush. His opposite number was a pleasant old codger known as Doc, who could listen for signals but who knew nothing of upkeep and repair.


  Wingate threw himself into the job of overhauling the antiquated installation. The problems presented by lack of equipment, the necessity for “making do” gave him a degree of happiness he had not known since he was a boy, but he was not aware of it.


  He was intrigued by the problem of safety in radio communication. An idea, derived from some account of the pioneer days in radio, gave him a lead. His installation, like all others, communicated by frequency modulation. Somewhere he had seen a diagram for a totally obsolete type of transmitter, an amplitude modulator. He did not have much to go on, but he worked out a circuit which he believed would oscillate in that fashion and which could be hooked up from the gear at hand.


  He asked the governor for permission to attempt to build it. “Why not? Why not?” the governor roared at him. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you are talking about, son, but if you think you can build a radio that the company can’t detect, go right ahead. You don’t have to ask me; it’s your pidgin.”


  “I’ll have to put the station out of commission for sending.”


  “Why not?”


  THE PROBLEM had more knots in it than he had thought. But he labored at it with the clumsy but willing assistance of Doc. His first hookup failed; his forty-third attempt five weeks later worked. Doc, stationed some miles out in the bush, reported himself able to hear the broadcast via a small receiver constructed for the purpose, whereas Wingate picked up nothing whatsoever on the conventional receiver located in the same room with the experimental transmitter.


  In the meantime he worked on his book.


  Why he was writing a book he could not have told you. Back on Earth it could have been termed a political pamphlet against the colonial system. Here there was no one to convince of his thesis, nor had he any expectation of ever being able to present it to a reading public. Venus was his home. He knew that there was no chance for him ever to return; the only way lay through Adonis, and there, waiting for him, were warrants for half the crimes in the calendar—contract jumping, theft, kidnaping, criminal abandonment, conspiracy, subverting government. If the company police ever laid hands on him they would jail him and lose the key.


  No, the book arose, not from any expectation of publication, but from a half-subconscious need to arrange his thoughts. He had suffered a complete upsetting of all the evaluations by which he had lived; for his mental health it was necessary that he formulate new ones. It was natural to his orderly, if somewhat unimaginative, mind that he set his reasons and conclusions forth in writing.


  Somewhat diffidently, he offered the manuscript to Doc. He had learned that the nickname title had derived from the man’s former occupation on Earth; he had been a professor of economics and philosophy in one of the smaller universities. Doc had even offered a partial explanation of his presence on Venus. “A little matter involving one of my women students,” he confided. “My wife took an unsympathetic view of the matter, and so did the board of regents. The board had long considered my opinions a little too radical.”


  “Were they?”


  “Heavens, no! I was a rock-bound conservative. But I had an unfortunate tendency to express conservative principles in realistic rather than allegorical language.”


  “I suppose you’re a radical now.”


  Doc’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Not at all. Radical and conservative are terms for emotional attitudes, not sociological opinions.”


  Doc accepted the manuscript, read it through and returned it without comment. But Wingate pressed him for an opinion. “Well, my boy, if you insist—”


  “I do.”


  “—I would say that you have fallen into the commonest fallacy of all in dealing with social and economic subjects—the devil theory.”


  “Huh?”


  “You have attributed conditions to villainy that simply result from stupidity. Colonial slavery is nothing new; it is the invariable result of imperial expansion, the automatic result of an antiquated financial structure—”


  “I pointed out the part the banks played in my book.”


  “No, no, no! You think bankers are scoundrels. They are not; nor are company officials, nor patrons, nor the governing classes back on Earth. Men are constrained by necessity, and then build up rationalizations to account for their acts. It is not even cupidity. Slavery is economically unsound, nonproductive, but men drift into it whenever the circumstances compel it. A different financial system—But that’s another story.”


  “I still think it’s rooted in human cussedness,” Wingate said stubbornly.


  “Not cussedness—simple stupidity. I can’t prove it to you, but you will learn.”


  The success of the “silent radio” caused the governor to send Wingate on a long swing around the other camps of the free federation to help them rig new equipment and to teach them how to use it. He spent four hard-working and soul-satisfying weeks, and finished with the warm knowledge that he had done more to consolidate the position of the free men against their enemies than could be done by winning a pitched battle.


  When he returned to his home community he found Sam Houston Jones waiting there.


  WINGATE broke into a run. “Sam!” he shouted. “Sam! Sam!”


  He grabbed his hand, pounded him on the back and yelled at him the affectionate insults that sentimental men use in attempting to cover up their weakness. “Sam, you old scoundrel! When did you get here? How did you escape? And how the devil did you manage to come all the way from South Pole? Were you transferred before you escaped?”


  “Howdy, Hump,” said Sam. “Now one at a time, and not so fast.”


  But Wingate bubbled on. “My, but it’s good to see your ugly face, fellow. And am I glad you came here—this is a great place. We’ve got the most up and coming little State in the whole federation. You’ll like it. They’re a great bunch—”


  “What are you?” Jones asked, eying him. “President of the local chamber of commerce?”


  Wingate looked at him and then laughed. “I get it. But seriously, you will like it. Of course, it’s a lot different from what you were used to back on Earth—but that’s all past and done with. No use crying over spilled milk, eh?”


  “Wait a minute. You are under a misapprehension, Hump. Listen. I’m not an escaped slave. I’m here to take you back.”


  Wingate opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. “But, Sam,” he said, “that’s impossible. You don’t know.”


  “I think I do.”


  “But you don’t. There’s no going back for me. If I did, I’d have to face trial, and they’ve got me dead to rights. Even if I threw myself on the mercy of the court and managed to get off with a light sentence, it would be twenty years before I’d be a free man. No, Sam, it’s impossible. You don’t know the things I’m charged with.”


  “I don’t, eh? It’s cost me a nice piece of change to clear them up.”


  “Huh?”


  “I know how you escaped. I know you stole a crock and kidnaped your patron and got two other clients to run with vou. It took mv best blarney and plenty of folding money to fix it. So help me, Hump—why didn’t you pull something mild, like murder, or robbing a post office?”


  “Well, gee, Sam—I didn’t do any of those things to cause you trouble. I had counted you out of my calculations. I was on my own. I’m sorry about the money.”


  “Forget it. Money isn’t an item with me. I’m filthy with the stuff. You know that. It comes from exercising care in the choice of parents. I was just pulling your leg and it came off in my hand.”


  “O.K. Sorry.” Wingate’s grin was a little forced. Nobody likes charity. “But tell me what happened. I’m still in the dark.”


  “Right.” Jones had been as much surprised and distressed at being separated from Wingate on grounding as Wingate had been. But there had been nothing for him to do about it until he received assistance from Earth. He had spent long weeks as a metal worker at South Pole, waiting and wondering why his sister did not answer his call for help. He had written letters to her to supplement his first radiogram, that being the only type of communication he could afford, but the days crept past with no answer.


  When a message did arrive from her the mystery was cleared up. She had not received his radio to Earth promptly because she was aboard the Evening Star—in the first-class cabin, traveling, as was her custom, in a stateroom listed under her maid’s name. “It was the family habit of avoiding publicity that stymied us,” Jones explained. “If I hadn’t sent the radio to her rather than to the family lawyers, or if she had been known by name to the purser, we would have gotten together the first day.”


  The message had not been relayed to her on Venus because the bright planet had by that time crawled to superior opposition on the far side of the Sun from the Earth. For a matter of sixty Earth days there was no communication, Earth to Venus. The message had rested, recorded but still scrambled, in the hands of the family firm, until she could be reached.


  When she received it she started a small tornado. Jones had been released, the liens against his contract paid, and ample credit posted to his name on Venus in less than twenty-four hours. “So that was that,” concluded Jones, “except that I’ve got to explain to big sister when I get home just how I got into this mess. She’ll burn my cars.”


  JONES had chartered a rocket for North Pole and had gotten on Wingate’s trail at once. “If you had held on one more day, I would have picked you up. We retrieved your ex-patron about a mile from his gates.”


  “So the old villain made it. I’m glad of that.”


  “And a good job, too. If he hadn’t, I might never have been able to square you. He was pretty well done in, and his heart was kicking up plenty. Do you know that abandonment is a capital offense on this planet—with a mandatory death sentence if the victim dies?”


  Wingate nodded. “Yeah, I know. Not that I ever heard of a patron being gassed for it if the corpse was a client. But that’s beside the point. Go ahead.”


  “Well, he was plenty sore. I don’t blame him, though I don’t blame you, either. Nobody wants to be sold South, and I gather that was what you expected. Well, I paid him for his crock, and I paid him for your contract—take a look at me, I’m your new owner!—and I paid for the contracts of your two friends as well. Still he wasn’t satisfied. I finally had to throw in a first-class passage for his daughter back to Earth and promise to find her a job. She’s a big dumb ox, but I guess the family can stand another retainer. Anyhow, old son, you’re a free man. The only remaining question is whether or not the governor will let us leave here. It seems it’s not done.”


  “No, that’s a point. Which reminds me—how did you locate the place?”


  “A spot of detective work too long to go into now. That’s what took me so long. Slaves don’t like to talk. Anyhow, we’ve a date to talk to the governor tomorrow.”


  WINGATE took a long time to get to sleep. After his first burst of jubilation he began to wonder. Did he want to go back? To return to the law, to citing technicalities in the interest of whichever side employed him, to meaningless social engagements, to the empty, sterile, bunkum-fed life of the fat and prosperous class he had moved among and served—did he want that; he, who had fought and worked with men? It seemed to him that his anachronistic little “invention” in radio had been of more worth than all he had ever done on Earth.


  Then he recalled his book.


  Perhaps he could get it published. Perhaps he could expose this disgraceful, inhuman system which sold men into legal slavery. He was bright wide awake now. There was a thing to do! That was his job—to go back to Earth and plead the cause of the colonists. Maybe there was destiny that shapes men’s lives, after all. He was just the man to do it, the right social background, the proper training. He could make himself heard.


  He fell asleep and dreamed of cool, dry breezes, of clear blue sky. Of moonlight—


  Satchel and Jimmie decided to stay, even though Jones had been able to fix it up with the governor. “It’s like this” said Satchel, “There’s nothing for us back on Earth or we wouldn’t have shipped in the first place. And you can’t undertake to support a couple of deadheads. And this isn’t such a bad place. It’s going to be something some day. Well stay and grow up with it.”


  They handled the crock which carried Jones and Wingate to Adonis. There was no hazard in it, as Jones was now officially their patron. What the authorities did not know they could not act on. The crock returned to the refugee community loaded with a cargo which Jones insisted on calling their ransom. As a matter of fact, the opportunity to send an agent to obtain badly needed supplies-—one who could do so safely and without arousing the suspicions of the company authorities—had been the determining factor in the governor’s unprecedented decision to risk compromising the secrets of his constituency. He had been frankly not interested in Wingate’s plans to agitate for the abolishment of the slave trade.


  Saying good-by to Satchel and Jimmie, Wingate found embarrassing and unexpectedly depressing.


  For the first two weeks after grounding on Earth, both Wingate and Jones were too busy to see much of each other. Wingate had gotten his manuscript in shape on the return trip and spent the time getting acquainted with the waiting rooms of publishers. Only one had shown any interest beyond a form letter of rejection.


  “I’m sorry, old man,” that one had told him. “I’d like to publish your book, in spite of its controversial nature, if it stood any chance at all of success. Bui it doesn’t. Frankly, it has no literary merit whatsoever. I would as leave read a brief.”


  “I think I understand,” Wingate answered sullenly. “A big publishing house can’t afford to print anything which might offend the powers that be.”


  The publisher took his cigar from his mouth and looked at the younger man before replying. “I suppose I should resent that,” he said quietly, “but I won’t. That’s a popular misconception. The powers that be, as you call them, do not resort to suppression in this country. We publish what the public will buy. We’re in business for that purpose.


  “I was about to suggest, if you will listen, a means of making your book salable. You need a collaborator, somebody that knows the writing game and can put some guts in it.


  Jones called the day that Wingate got his revised manuscript back from his ghost writer. “Listen to this, Sam,” he pleaded. “Look what the dirty so-and-so has done to my book. Look. I heard again the crack of the overseer’s whip. The frail body of my mate shook under the lash. He gave one cough and slid slowly under the waist-deep water, dragged down by his chains! Honest, Sam, did you ever see such drivel? And look at the new title: ‘I Was a Slave on Venus.’ It sounds like a confession magazine.”


  Jones nodded without replying.


  “And listen to this,” Wingate went on, “ ‘—crowded like cattle in the inclosure, their naked bodies gleaming with sweat, the women slaves shrank from the—’ Oh, hell, I can’t go on!”


  “Well, they did wear nothing but harnesses.”


  “Yes, yes—but that has nothing to do with the case. Venus costume is a necessary concomitant of the weather. There’s no excuse to leer about it. He’s turned my book into a ruddy sex show. And he had the nerve to defend his actions. He claimed that social pamphleteering is dependent on extravagant language.”


  “Well, maybe he’s got something. ‘Gulliver’s Travels’ certainly has some racy passages, and the whipping scenes in ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ aren’t anything to hand to a kid to read. Not to mention ‘Grapes of Wrath.’ ”


  “Well, I’m damned if I’ll resort to that kind of cheap sensationalism. I’ve got a perfectly straightforward case that anyone can understand.”


  “Have you, now?” Jones took his pipe out of his mouth. “I’ve been wondering how long it would take you to get your eyes opened. What is your case? It’s nothing new; it happened in the Old South, it happened again in California, in Mexico, in Australia, in South Africa. Why? Because in any expanding free-enterprise economy which does not have a money system designed to fit its requirements the use of mother-country capital to develop the colony inevitably results in subsistence-level wages at home and slave labor in the colonies. And all the good will in the world won’t change it, because the basic problem is one requiring scientific analysis and a mathematical, mind—two things people don’t want applied to themselves. Do you think you can explain those issues to the general public?”


  “I can try.”


  “How far did I get when I tried to explain them to you—before you had seen the results? And you are a smart hombre. No, Hump, these things are too difficult to explain to people and too abstract to interest them. You spoke before a women’s club the other day, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “How did you make out?”


  “Well—the chairwoman called me up beforehand and asked me to hold my talk down to ten minutes, as their national president was to be there and they would be crowded for time.”


  “Hm-m-m. You see where your great social message rates in competition. But never mind. Ten minutes is long enough to explain the issue to a person if he has the capacity to understand it. Did you sell anybody?”


  “Well—I’m not sure.”


  “You’re darn tootin’ you’re not sure. Maybe they clapped for you, but how many of them came up afterward and wanted to sign checks? No, Hump, sweet reasonableness won’t get you anywhere in this racket. To make yourself heard you have to be a demagogue, or a rabble-rousing political preacher like this fellow Nehemiah Scudder. We’re going merrily to hell, and it won’t stop until it winds up in a crash.”


  “But—Oh, the devil! What can we do about it?”


  “Nothing. Things are bound to get a whole lot worse before they can get any better.[*] Let’s have a drink.”


  THE END.


  [*] Astounding readers may or may not have noticed, all of Robert Heinlein’s stories are based on a common proposed future history of the world, with emphasis on the history of America. “Logic of Empire” follows, in this future history, the time of “Roads Must Roll” and “Blow-ups Happen,” and precedes the time of “If This Goes On—” and “Coventry.” In “If This Goes On—” the original prophet was referred to frequently—the man who set up the hard, harsh theocratic dictatorship that ruled the America of the time of “If This Goes On—”. He was Nehemiah Scudder.—Ed.


  BIRD WALK


  P. Schuyler Miller


  A very small bird can be a very deadly enemy—and very dangerous weapon for one who knows its ways.


  COMMANDER JEFF NORCROSS was humped over his workbench with his long, sensitive nose deep in a tangle of tubes and wires when the door of the radio shack popped open, admitting a blast of steaming air and the reek of overripe Gorgonzola. With a yelp he flung himself forward over his apparatus, but a moment later the smell of cheese became overpowering and something landed heavily on his back and began to poke around between his ear and his elbow with a rubbery beak.


  With a mighty heave of his shoulders, Norcross sent the creature spinning and came up with his chair in both hands.


  “Hall!” he bellowed. “Get that triple-damned gulper out of here before I break its back! Get it out!”


  The bird stood just out of his reach, contemplating him with a thoughtful expression on its bright, purple face. It was as big as a turkey, with the slightly sinister expression of a cockeyed goose. Its head and neck were bare and purple; its wingless body was a powder puff of magenta down; its legs were two feet long, with blue ruffles to the toes; and it had a long, curling red tail like a rooster and a bright yellow beak like a curlew. It smelled to high heaven of cheese.


  Norcross poked at it gingerly with his chair. The birds were spry and they had nasty tempers. A clatter behind him brought him around with a howl of anguish. A second gulper was standing up to its knees in the wreckage of the radio, twisting off bits of copper and gulping them down as fast as it could gobble. As he turned, the first bird bounced past him and into the feast. Norcross hit the roof.


  They were going round and round the shack like a six-day bicycle race when Dave Hall finally heard the racket and came to investigate. One of the gulpers was ahead, squealing bloody murder in a canary soprano, its long neck stretched out, its cerise wattles flapping, its panta letted legs pumping for dear life. A length of copper wire was trailing from the corner of its bill, and it was trying desperately to swallow as it ran.


  Jeff Norcross was right behind, his splintered chair leg making vicious swipes, and behind him came the second gulper, its spine feathers on edge with indignation, murder in its popeyes, whooping like a hoarse Comanche and clacking its beak hopefully.


  Hall watched them through the door port while they made two rounds, then opened the door a crack and snagged the second gulper as the parade came by. He held it by the neck at arm’s length, with its stubby claws swinging wickedly a couple of inches from his vest, went over to the rain barrel, scooped off the scum of yellow algae, and dunked it. The bird snapped at him disconsolately and stalked off, dripping color, just as Norcross and the other gulper emerged from the shack and took themselves off down the path toward the park gate.


  DAVE was methodically assembling the remains of the radio when Norcross returned. The older man had blood in his eye and a six-inch patch out of the back of his coat where the irate gulper had landed on him. He stood in the door for a moment, opening and shutting his mouth, then slammed the remains of the chair leg down and flung himself into a chair. It collapsed.


  “Borers,” Hall pointed out helpfully. “Birds’d clean ’em out if you’d let ’em. What happened to the radio?”


  “What happened?” The commander’s blood pressure was on the upgrade, but he was struggling dauntlessly to keep cool and calm. “You stand there and watch those birds of yours eat my copper and you ask me what’s wrong? You stand there with that beautiful piece of apparatus busted to smash and you want to know what’s wrong? Omigawd! When will they send me a man who can use the brains they stuffed him with?”


  “How’d they get in?” Hall wanted to know.


  “You let ’em in, you poisoned pup!” The patrolman’s beetling black brows were bristling, and his little mustache was on end with rage. “Time after time I ask you to keep your birds out of this shack. I beg you. I order you. You can have ’em anywhere else. You can bring ’em into mess and feed ’em out of my plate. You can let ’em roost in my bunk and lay eggs in my dress jacket. But you can! have ’em in here! I mean it! I’m through! This one goes on the wire!”


  The grin slid off Dave Hall’s bland young face. The easy-going Norcross had perhaps made his first assignment in the space patrol easier than most commanders would have done, and he had a certain taste in practical jokes himself outside the line of duty, but a black mark in the post report was a black mark for life. This was serious.


  “Look, sir,” he said earnestly. “You’re wrong about that. I mean this time. I was in barracks when I heard you call. Maybe the door was ajar or something.”


  Norcross eyed him suspiciously. The rookie was no liar. “O.K.,” he snapped. “Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t. I heard the latch click when it opened. There’s something ratty going on around here, anyway. That radio didn’t just up and die. Some lug’s been monkeying with it—sending personal calls to his floozies in Laxa, like as not. Break out the emergency kit—we’ve got to build us a new one.”


  THE SPACE-PATROL post at the edge of the huge Venusian forest preserve never rated more than a two-man garrison unless there was trouble brewing. The patrol was there for window dressing, to represent the triplanet council and give an official air to what went on in the name of conservation and science. The rangers who patrolled the preserve itself and acted as guides for tourists were paid by the Venus government. They didn’t like the patrol, and the patrol didn’t like them. Chances were, Dave thought, that the chief was right. Some ranger had sneaked in to use the powerful transmitter for a private call and bollixed up the works. Then he’d let the gulpers in to cover up for him.


  “Who’s on the gate?” he inquired, Norcross glared at him. “Spinney!” he snorted. “May his guts bloat! I’ve had enough of him, too. You’re going to print this whole shack, inside and out, and if I find that he’s been in here he’ll go on the wire in six languages!”


  Hall nodded. Of all the rangers—some of whom, he admitted off the record, were pretty nice guys—Spinney was the most obnoxious. To begin with, he was somebody’s nephew and he used his pull to the limit. He was sleek and natty at all times, in a climate that would distill the lard out of soapstone, and he had the telltale pallor that proved he took bleach baths to remove the nasty sunburn he picked up on duty. He was patronizing and officious, and it was the dearest hope of every patrolman who was ever stationed at the park that Captain Hector Spinney would get lost in the woods and be eaten by mice. Only he never went near the woods. He did a little office work to keep his hand in, and when his appraiser’s eye spotted a neat bit of gluteal arc in a party of tourists he would occasionally come down off his throne and give them the privilege of his personal attention on a tour of the tamer portions of the preserve.


  Unfortunately, Spinney had been in the radio shack with full authority any number of times in the past, and his fingerprints were probably all over the place. The patrol radio was the official medium of communication for all governmental agencies in the park area, and there wasn’t a member of the staff who hadn’t been in the shack at some time. Hall pointed this out. He got no reply, but he didn’t expect one. Norcross was not one to enforce unreasonable demands. He began quietly to assemble the missing parts which would be needed to restore the radio.


  PRESENTLY Norcross had cooled down enough to be human. “What you been doing?” he asked. “Chasing birds again? Whyn’t you leave that kind of spap to the rangers?”


  By grace of somewhat phony feathers, eggs, wings, and a few other similarities, Venus had birds just as it had fishes, lizards, and men. Evolution on Venus and Earth, directed by a limited number of usable combinations of certain vital chemicals, had taken parallel courses in parallel environments. Biologists were not even ready to swear that hybrids between the flora and fauna of the two planets might not be possible with a little test-tube diddling. Stranger things had happened.


  Dave Hall’s hobby back on Earth had been birds, and he had brought it with him to Venus. He reveled in the rather startling new varieties of feathered life that swarmed in the jungle sanctuary. The kru, the halfamphibian natives of Venus, had never seen any need for boats, and had consequently never discovered the island on which the preserve was located. The first zoologist to see it had howled loudly until it was proclaimed a national park, and now it was one of the show spots of the planet.


  “Yep.” Dave had only half heard his superior’s question. Then it penetrated. “Say—yes! I was out all morning. And I found me a king-teller!”


  “Yeah?” Norcross ignored such birds as he did not violently dislike. “What about it?”


  “It’s new here,” Dave explained. “It isn’t even in the official lists for the park. Fact is, they’re rare anywhere. The kru had an idea that they were spies for then headmen—you know the old gag about ‘a little bird told me.’ Well, the kru had a story that these royal tits—that’s the book name for ’em—were informers, and the first Earth settlers picked it up. I guess there were plenty of uneasy consciences in the old days, because they just about wiped the species out. The natives and jungle rats still pot them on the sly. They’re scared stiff of ’em.”


  “That so?” Norcross seemed interested. “A new one, huh—that Spinney and his pretty boys couldn’t find? Keep it up, kid. Good thing to have a hobby. Keeps a man from going space-happy if he gets a single detail or goes on garrison with a guy whose guts he hates. That’s how I got started on radio. I was alone for fifteen months on an asteroid the time I worked out the hep-tad circuit.”


  Hall beamed happily. Jeff Norcross had quite a reputation in the patrol, both as an inventor and as a man. “Ornithology isn’t such a hot hobby for a patrolman, I guess,” he admitted. “You don’t find many birds in space. But I like to study ’em when I get the chance. I located a brush hen this morning, too. They’re related to the gulpers, you know: when a hen’s setting she’ll swallow anything you offer her and hold it in her crop until the eggs are hatched. I’m going to feed her Spinney’s badge some day.”


  Norcross had repaired the damage to the radio and was intent on the settings. Reception had been bad enough in the past ten days, thanks to sunspots and the general atmospheric cussedness of the planet, before the set blanked out. He sent out the station’s call signal and filed his routine report, then as headquarters came in he stiffened in. his chair. He waved his hand wildly for the pencil that Hall slipped into his fingers and began to scribble like mad. All the recruit heard of the conversation were his “Yes, sir,” “Yes, sir,” “We’ll do that, sir.” Then he snapped the shut-off switch and sat back.


  “The Gem’s gone,” he said flatly.


  DAVE HALL gaped. The Gem was the peculiarly colored star ruby, the size of a lien’s egg, that one. of the first explorers had found in the possession of the kru. At the time of the first revolt, when, the settlers pulled away from. Earth and set up their own empire under a crafty ex-congressman from Kansas, it had become the symbol of royal authority over the entire planet. Since the return of democratic government under the council, it had been in the Laxa Museum under heavy guard. Twice in the past generation it had been, stolen and used, as the symbol of revolution, and twice the patrol had brought it back, and squashed the spark of revolt.


  “When?” he demanded. “How’d it happen?”


  Norcross frowned. “This was a slick job,” he said thoughtfully. “No violence—nobody killed—but some very smart individual with ideas of his own got it—and he’s on his way here.”


  Dave came up on his toes with a click. “Here?”


  The commander nodded. “They are sure of that. They’ve been trying to raise us since about the time the set broke down. Somebody needled the guards with some fancy dope that stopped time for them, for about ten minutes. In that ten minutes someone in. a museum guide’s uniform cut out the alarm, opened the case with a key, took the Gem, substituted a fake, and got out. They didn’t spot it until the check-up when, the guard changed. But the only people in the place who had left when the alarm was given were a party of tourists—and they’re on their way here.”


  “Gee!” Hall’s boyish face wrinkled in thought. “What’ll we do? Search ’em?”


  Norcross. shook his head. “We’re not in this yet,” he said glumly, “The Venus Council wants to keep it hushed up for fear that the news will start a lot of crackpots rioting. They won’t call on the patrol till they find they’re stuck, like last time. No—it’s Spinney’s baby. It was in the orders he got this morning before the set went bad. Funny he didn’t say anything about it. Hell—it isn’t that big a secret!”


  Dave had been thinking. “Look, chief,” he said, “even if it isn’t our job now, we can’t afford to miss anything. If they’ve narrowed it down to one party—and I’ll bet a button it was the patrol that spotted them this quick—they must be pretty sure that the thief still has the Gem on him. If he has, there’s a reason why he’s with this particular tour. There are dozens of tourist parties in the museum every day, but they don’t all come here afterward. Unless he’s hiding the Gem on the boat coming over, that means he’s going to leave it here. It’d be easy to cache it somewhere on the nature tour and come back for it later, or pass word to an accomplice. I’m going around with ’em and keep my eyes open.”


  Norcross stared at him. He had been thinking just that himself. “Go to it,” he agreed. “You haven’t got long. There’s the boat—and here comes Spinney.”


  The head ranger was as tall as Dave Hall, and nearly as broad. His gray-green uniform was flawless, and his spiky mustache waxed to a needle point. He thrust open the door and stood on the threshold, one knee cocked forward jauntily.


  “All!” he exclaimed. “Radio going again? Then you’ve heard the news. This is my job, Mr. Norcross. When I want the patrol I’ll send for it. Suppose you both stay right here where I can find you. I am guiding this party myself, and no one will be allowed on the preserve without my permission. Understood?”


  The two patrolmen glared at the closing door. Dave Hall let out his temper in a long hiss. “Chief,” he declared tautly, “that stinker is in this. He knew about the radio. He’s warned us off the preserve. He’s in it!”


  He strode to the window and looked after the retreating ranger. Spinney was standing on the terrace in front of the barracks, watching the tourist launch swing in to the landing. Dave’s eyes narrowed. He turned to his superior. “If it please the captain,” he snapped, “I have urgent personal business which requires my immediate attention. I am not on watch until six o’clock. Have I the captain’s leave?”


  Norcross bristled. “What do you mean? Any of your nonsense and we’ll be on the grids. Use your head!”


  “Yes, sir. This is personal business. I will not wear the uniform of the patrol. Have I leave, sir? I . . . I expect to study birds.”


  A little spark gleamed in the older man’s eyes. The boy had stuff in him, and they’d taken Spinney’s leavings for a long time. “You have my leave,” he said gruffly.


  THE RANGER was halfway down the leafy tunnel that led to the park gate when he heard Hall’s racing footsteps behind him. He turned with a frown just as a man-sized fist came up and caught him neatly on the jaw. His knees V’d out and he dove into the bushes.


  Still wriggling the ranger’s uniform into position on his somewhat oversize shoulders, Dave Hall stood at the gate watching the tourists come up the steps from the boat. The whole thing now depended on the two rangers with them, Chase and Williams. If his hunch was good, Spinney had not told them about the ruby. They liked the head ranger no more than he did, and they might—they just might—string along.


  There were six visitors, and any one of them might be the man he wanted—or the woman. One couple looked like second honeymooners: a white-haired old gentleman with a military goatee and an army backbone, and a little old lady clinging to his arm. It might be a. gag—the whole party might be in this together—but Hall had a hunch it was a lone-wolf affair. Probably the thief was a Venusian—or in the pay of someone with royalist aspirations.


  The man next to the old couple looked like a politician or a grocery magnate. He had on a spotty white suit, an elaborately tapestried tie, and a huge diamond ring. It was a good front if it wasn’t genuine. Then he saw the girl and his eyes narrowed.


  In two centuries, climate and diet had done certain things to the men and women of Earth who had come to live on Venus. Although there had been no mixture with the kru, white Venusians had become more and more like the little natives. There was a yellowish cast to their skin, and their hair had a bluish tinge in the right light. Their complexions were smoother and creamier than other people’s, particularly the women’s. Their lips were fuller and darker red, and their eyes had queer coppery flecks in the iris.


  This girl was tall, and she had long legs—longer than most native Venusians’. She was burned a deep brown—a most peculiar brown, Dave thought, almost golden underneath. She wore dark glasses, although at this season of the year the sun rarely broke through, and her hair had been dyed. Of that he was sure. It was a silky ash-blond, but her eyebrows were dark—and as the light struck them they were blue! She had Venusian blood!


  He stalked to meet them with an exaggerated imitation of Spinney’s strut. The other rangers must be certain that this was a practical joke or the whole thing would be off. He studied the other tourists: a short, stout woman with gray hair and heavy shoes, who by no stretch of the imagination could ever have posed as a museum guide, and a soft-looking, heavy-set man in a trick hat who seemed to be sticking close to the girl. Dave decided that his lips were too full and red, his face too white, and his clothes too perfectly up to the minute.


  He saw Chase’s mouth beginning to open and a puzzled look growing on Williams’ freckled face. He stiffened, clicked his heels and gave a flourishing salute.


  “Chief Ranger Hall, ladies and gentlemen,” he proclaimed. “At your service! Captain Spinney’s compliments, and he is regrettably detained by official business. He has delegated me to conduct you on a specially arranged tour of the preserve, which will include some parts not generally opened to the public. May I have the honor?”


  TOM CHASE’S wide mouth had shut, but there was a suspicion of a grin of it. He introduced them: Colonel and Mrs. Porter, the old couple, on a diamond-wedding tour; Professor Vedder, of Yale, the “politician”; James, the heavy-set man who was wearing purple glasses and skin-tight gloves; Miss Anderson, the stout schoolteacherish female. He kept the girl for the last, and Dave knew he did it deliberately. She was a Miss Wandreau of New York, and Dave cursed under his breath as he tried to place the name. New York was his home town, and he knew every pedigree in the social register, but he couldn’t place a Wandreau. And yet the girl was familiar—he’d seen her before, somewhere. The trouble was that somewhere was a pretty big place.


  She had a fragrance that made his head swim. Her voice did things to the little hairs along his spine. “Shall we see Captain Spinney before we leave?” she inquired. “I hoped to meet him. I’ve heard so much about him from mutual friends.”


  “Yes!” It was the spotty-looking professor. “I’ve written him. There are things we must discuss. Can’t we see him before we begin the tour?”


  Dave was ticking over half-submerged recollections in his head at a furious rate. “Professor Vedder,” he said, “don’t you teach ornithology at Yale? I’m sure I was in one of your classes.”


  The little man clawed out a pair of pince-nez and balanced them on his nose. He tipped his head back and looked Dave up and down. “Hall? Hall? I don’t remember you. I don’t remember any Hall in the service? Who are you? How long have you been here?”


  Williams—good old Goose-boy Williams, who always had a couple of gulpers tagging him, snapping at the brass eyelets of his boots—came to the rescue. “Ranger Hall was recently promoted and transferred here, sir,” he volunteered, “He has a way with birds. He’s like a father to them.”


  That was a dirty crack, having to do with a clutch of gulper eggs which Dave had smuggled out of the park for omelette and smuggled back again as chicks, with Williams’ help, when they hatched in his duffel bag. He let it pass.


  “I made a discovery only this morning which I am sure will interest you all,” he announced. “I recorded the Venusian royal tit for the first time within the limits of the park.”


  He was looking straight at the girl as he spoke. For a moment her eyes flashed behind her dark glasses, but her only reply was a smile. The professor rose to the bait. “Indeed! Miss Anderson—Colonel Porter—this will be a rare treat! You remember the legend I was telling you on the boat—the story of the king-teller. Shall we see it?”


  They should. Dave was most anxious to oblige, he watched their backs as they preceded him through the gate. The teacher and the little professor were out, except as accomplices. They were too short and stout to have worn a guide’s uniform. Porter—evidently a retired military man—was tall enough and had a deep spaceburn that would hide the telltale Venusian yellow in his skin. His hair was white, and Venusians rarely changed with age, but it might be bleached. James was plenty big enough, and so, to his satisfaction, was the girl.


  DAVE HALL was in his element. He knew the park better than many of the rangers, to begin with. He shepherded his little flock through all the usual trails, keeping an eagle eye on their every move and pattering away at the usual guide-book marvels. He was nearly caught out.


  on. botany, but the teacher, Miss Anderson, turned out to be a vociferous and opinionated amateur in the field, who was willing and anxious to argue fine points with the professor. The others dutifully looked and listened and were led on their way.


  He gave them a good time, by his standards. After all, they might all be innocent, and some of them certainly were. None of them had tried to pull anything as yet, and he doubted that anyone would until he called the signals.


  He led them down-wind on a colony of gulpers and let them throw pennies to the ravenous birds, whose insatiable craving for copper in. any form was a standing mystery in scientific circles. He showed them the tiny tufted dipper, no longer than a man’s thumb, whose single membranous egg is laid in the cup of a certain huge fungus, where it soaks up dew and rain, water and swells to three or four times the size of the parent bird before the heat of the sun begins to incubate it. He showed them a female jug bird, neatly walled up in a kind of clay jar by her mate, her head sticking out of the narrow neck, while her eggs hatched. He showed them the little golden bee birds, with transparent membranous wings like great feathered insects, that nest in great colonies in. waxen cells, and the gaudy green-and-white stone-picker that builds itself a nest of colored pebbles cemented together with its gluey saliva. He showed them all the park’s usual wonders, with variations, and then he lined them up and made his spiel.


  “Folks,” he told them expansively, “we’ve come to know each other pretty well on this little tour of ours. Ordinarily we would be turning back at this point, font Captain Spinney arranged a little something extra for the special benefit of those of you whom he has—met—before. He was to have conducted you. himself, but Commander Norcross of the space-patrol post here received certain news which made an immediate conference necessary. I have the captain’s full confidence, and while our further tour may to some extent transcend the regulations, I am sure you will understand and appreciate the captain’s interest in your entertainment. Miss Wandreau—this section of the sanctuary may be rather hard on white shoes. May I apologize in advance?”


  She smiled. “You’ve been very entertaining so far, Mr. Hall. I’m sure we are all looking forward to your further revelations.”


  “We’d hardly want to miss what Spinney planned for us.” That was James. The man was nervous, and he hadn’t enjoyed a brief brush with, a harmless flying reptile which Dave had captured and fed to a banded bell bird. The others were equally voluble, so with a grin of appreciation Dave led the way into the underbrush.


  IT WAS late spring, and the trail, even shaded as it was by some of the densest jungle on the preserve, was dry enough to walk on. Otherwise he would never have persuaded them to try it. He Jet Miss Anderson and the professor discover new plants and beautifully repulsive fungi for themselves, and concentrated his attentions on the others.


  The brush hen was the first move in his game, and he was somehow pleased to see that the girl spotted it first. It was James, however, who pointed it out. They had. been studying a tiny mouselike creature which Dave bad found for Mrs. Porter, clinging to the underside of a leaf, when James spotted a glint in the bird’s eye. “What’s that?” he whispered.


  Dave chuckled. “Recognize it, professor?” He bent over what looked like a splotch of dried blood on the forest floor. The brush hen cocked a bright yellow eye up at him, opened a ducklike beak lined with bright scarlet, pointed it skyward, and howled.


  He gathered the bird up under one arm and let the women pet it while it nibbled at his buttons and made hopeful stabs at the girl’s jet earrings. “It’s a brush hen,” he told them. “Professor Vedder will tell you that if belongs to the same genus as the gulpers you saw earlier. When the female is brooding, as this one is, she will swallow anything you cram down her gullet.” He fingered the bird’s distended crop. “Feel here—she must have gobbled down half a dozen small stones.”


  A thrill ran up his spine as the girl’s fingers touched his. He felt her eyes on him, behind the impenetrable disks of her glasses, and his own eyes hardened as he spotted the telltale wash of blue at the roots of her hair.


  The brush hen made a grab at Colonel Porter’s fob and nearly had it. Laughing, Dave set the bird back on its nest, where it promptly began to howl again.


  “It’ll shut up when we leave,” he told the others. “The male is probably somewhere out there in the brush, waiting for us to go. If you miss anything when we get back to the post, you’ll probably find it in tins bird’s crop. Captain Spinney or I will get it for you. We’re the only ones who know where the nest is.”


  He let them stroke the bird and feed it pebbles and coins while he talked with the professor. A small warblerlike bird flitted across the trail, lit on a vine and burst into a deep bass solo before vanishing into a knothole. He used it as an excuse to move away from the brush hen, and he noticed with satisfaction that Miss Wandreau, James, and the Porters lagged behind and had to hurry to catch up. Everything was happening right on schedule and according to specifications.


  They had seen the furred mouse bird that nests under stones, and heard the distant halloo of a saffron guide bird—the first, incidentally, on his own list. He explained how the bird’s human-seeming call had led many a lost hunter or explorer into difficulties, and gave them a look at the morass in which it nested.


  The guide bird gave him another out for a problem which had been worrying him. Spinney couldn’t stay tied up forever, and when he was found the pursuit would be on. He might be able to pass off the shouts of the posse as bird calls—given a lot of luck. None of these people were fools.


  THE FOREST was quite open here, and the party had spread out. James and the girl were a little way ahead, and the Porters were lagging behind, while Dave compared notes with Miss Anderson and the professor. Then the girl screamed.


  In a flash Dave was beside her. It was as though the forest had opened at her feet. A huge flat creature squatted there in a shallow pit, its warty back tufted with lichens and evil-colored fungi, its flat skull plastered with shreds of decayed wood. Its narrow, yellow eyes glared up at them, and a slender scarlet tongue had licked out and wound about her ankle.


  Dave felt the girl trembling under his fingers. He bent close to her ear.


  “Steady!” he murmured. “Let’s give them a show.”


  Ever so slowly he crouched down beside her; then, with a lightning snatch, had the monster by the tongue. Instantly it unwound from the girl’s ankle and coiled around his wrist. James, who had been standing petrified a few feet away, leaped back to safety, but the girl stood still, looking down at him.


  “Every Venusian baby is scared good with one of these things,” he told her. “It’s quite harmless, unless you happen to be a small animal or a ground-nesting bird, but you can’t convince a native-born Venusian of that. They think its touch means death. They’ll swear its breath is deadly, and that it can paralyze you with one glance of its eyes and swallow you alive. It’s the bunk! Look!”


  He reached out, caught the creature by one foreleg, and heaved it over on its back. It lay there, hissing and kicking, until he tickled its sulphur-yellow belly, and then it began to bubble like a great teakettle. The girl smiled, took an uncertain step forward and went down in a heap.


  Several minutes passed before she was herself again. Dave Hall’s brain was in a whirl. The weight of her slim body in his arms as he picked her up—the perfume of her hair—everything about her told him that it couldn’t be so, but it was. It must be! Skin—hair—complexion—they all checked. Unless he was wrong from the start, the thief had Venusian blood, and there was no one else who fitted. He had to be right!


  “I’m sorry this happened,” he told them apologetically. “The jungle is always unpredictable. If that creature had been dangerous, Miss Wandreau might have been dead before Mr. James or I could reach her. Luckily it wasn’t—except to someone who believes the native stories.”


  Their backs were up; he could see that. The women had taken charge of the girl, and James had picked up her purse and gloves. “I’ve had quite enough of this exhibitionism, and I’m sure the others have, too,” he snapped. “If you’re through with your little surprises, perhaps you will take us to Captain Spinney.”


  “He’ll hear of this!” It was Porter. “If you had been attending to your duties as a guide, this would never have happened. Take us back at once!”


  Hall was a bit pale. He’d muffed things. “Professor—Miss Anderson! I can show you the king-teller in a very few minutes, and the opportunity may never come again. There’s really no danger.”


  “Certainly not!” Colonel Porter was ramrod stiff with indignation. “There is something very peculiar in all this. I am thoroughly acquainted with the service which you claim to represent, and it would never tolerate the familiarity and impudence which you have shown. That uniform was never made for you. Take us to Captain Spinney at once!”


  It was Mrs. Porter who turned the tide. “Come, George,” she said, taking her husband’s arm. “Don’t be an old ninny. We’ve come all this way and we’ve had a very good time, and we certainly don’t want to go home without seeing the rarest bird of all. I’m sure Miss Wandreau agrees.”


  The girl’s smile looked a bit wan, Dave thought, but she nodded. When he led the way he was by himself. James and the colonel had constituted themselves her bodyguard, and he saw that the fancy boy still had her gloves.


  Hall rubbed in the story of the king-teller as they walked. He told one version of the story and encouraged the professor to amplify it. He egged Miss Anderson on to ask questions and answered them in detail. And all the time it seemed that he could feel three pairs of eyes boring into his back, searching his mind. The thief was on his guard now, and anything could happen.


  “Mr. Hall,” the teacher demanded, “is there anything in this legend? Can a bird really detect treason?”


  He shrugged. “Venusians believe it,” he replied, “and they should know. It’s not only the kru, though they had the story first; every native-born Venusian I ever met had been brought up on the same yarn. It’s not impossible, you know.”


  “Rubbish!” Colonel Porter bristled with hostility. “I’ve been on every habitable planet in the System—did it before you were born—and these native superstitions are poppycock. Nonsense! Damned ignorant natives start ’em and a lot of ignorant nobodies keep ’em going. Eh, professor?”


  The professor looked uncomfortable. “You are both right,” he said lamely. “It is possible that a certain race, or people with certain habits of life, may have an imperceptible but characteristic odor which is attractive to these birds. It is also quite possible that under the influence of superstitious or guilty fear this odor will change and infuriate the bird so that it will attack the terror-stricken person. It is well known that dogs and some insects will smell and attack fear, in a human being. Why not a bird? And yet—I cannot bring myself to believe it.”


  can.” The girl’s voice was very low. Her hand was on James’ arm, and the man’s full lips were twisted in a sneer as he watched the others. “I had a Venusian nurse—a woman whose ancestors came from Earth with the first explorers, and who had been a child among the kru. She was homesick for Venus, and she told me many of its legends. She was an intelligent woman, and an educated one, and she believed.”


  They had come to the clearing where Dave had found the bird that morning’. The place was ablaze with flowers, and he suspected that the king-teller’s nest was somewhere nearby. Suddenly he saw it, a scarlet dot darting among the gaudy blossoms of a pepper cup. He felt the professor’s fingers on his arm, and heard Miss Anderson gasp. The tiny bird seemed to be working in their direction. Looking over his shoulder, he saw that the others had stopped at the edge of the clearing.


  “There was another story your nurse may have told you,” he said softly. “Certain men in the king’s service could call the king-teller and summon it to smell out treason. These men understood the bird’s language and could talk to it. They were the ones to whom it reported. This is how it was done!”


  PURSING his lips, Hall whistled—a high, trembling shriek, more like the squeak of a mouse than a bird’s call. Instantly the tiny bird paused in its flight. It hung in midair, a scarlet mote, and as he squeaked again it darted toward him and hovered a foot from his face, seeming to stare into his eyes. He gave a new note, a shrilling twitter, and it twittered in reply. He turned.


  “A certain thing was stolen from the museum in Laxa,” he said. “A royal thing, whose theft was treason. The thief was a Venusian, and he is here. He is one of you. O bird—which is he?”


  He whistled again, that same low, tremulous, shrilling twitter. He stepped back slowly, his fingers sliding down to the gun at his belt. The bird was facing the little semicircle of people, and their eyes were fixed on it. Dave tried to read those eyes—the professor’s, little and wary; Colonel Porter’s, hard and bright; Mrs. Porter’s, dark with trouble; the teacher’s, round with amazement; and James’ and the girl’s, hidden behind their dark glasses.


  Like a dart of fire the king-teller moved. It hovered before Miss Anderson; it hung for a moment, over the professor; then, like a glowing spark, it drifted toward the Porters. Dave’s hand closed on his gun, but it had passed them. A shot crashed, and another. The bird wavered; then, with a whistle of fury, it hurled itself at James, who stood with a. gun in his hand and his teeth showing between his full red lips. He turned to run; then the bird’s long needle beak struck him full in the temple. He went down, with the body of the bird pinned like a bright-feathered dart to his skull.


  Close by came an answering shot. A moment later Norcross crashed through the bushes, followed by Chase and Williams.


  “What’s happening here?” the commander demanded.


  “Where’s Spinney?” Dave asked.


  Norcross snorted. “Where he’ll keep! When Williams found him he was raging, out to get your pelt and nail it on his door. Then I mentioned that you’d found a king-teller, and Chase said that you were going to show it to this gang. First thing we knew he poked a gun in our guts and I had to slug him. Then we came looking for you.”


  “There’s your thief,” Dave told him. “James. He had me fooled with that skin bleach and dyed hair. His lips and eyes would have given him. away, but he wore glasses. Even so I should have tumbled, but I had my own candidate. I was too sure. Well—the king-teller knew the truth.


  THE GIRL laughed softly. “Was I your candidate, Chief Ranger Hall?” She had taken off her glasses, and there were no specks of any kind in. her eyes. They were blue—just the dear, cool, transparent blue of the open sea that Dave Hall hadn’t seen for ten long years. “The Dave Hall I knew, years and years ago on the rocks at Ogunquit, is in the space patrol—not the rangers.”


  “Toni! Toni Bevis! Oh, was I an ape! But what’s that fancy name—and what happened to your hair? It was black when, you were twelve.” A. terrible suspicion overcame him. “It is Miss Wandreau?”


  She laughed. How could he ever have forgotten that laugh? “It is. Mother married again. But how could one of the supermen of the space patrol possibly fail to recognize the product of a New York beauty expert?” She touched her golden cheek. “Venusian bronze’—done under special lamps. I’m all like that.” She puckered up her lips. “Venusian Kiss—the very latest shade. It’s said to be irresistible.” She ran her fingers through, her hair. “This is really new—Venusian blue. Ladies of fashion in New York look more like Venusians than the real thing now, Patrolman Hall.”


  Norcross had been kneeling by the dead man. “O.K.!” he barked. “So you’re bosom pals. Now where’s the Gem. It’s not on him.”


  Dave blushed. “Maybe I did go all haywire, but that part of it’s all right,” he said. “I figured that I was either to take the thing from whoever had it, or signal him where to hide it. Nobody made any move to slip me anything, so I told them how very palsy I was with Spinney, and how he’d planned the next act specially for them, and then took ’em over to see a brush hen. You’ll find the Gem in the bird’s crop any time you want to look for it. Tom Chase knows where the nest is—he showed it to me this morning.”


  He looked sheepishly down at his feet, stuffed into Spinney’s too-small boots and punishing him violently for the sacrilege. “I have a confession to make,” he said. “That moss-back was a put-up job, too. I sort of held the rest of you back so Toni—Miss Wandreau—would be the one to blunder into it, and when I galloped to the rescue like the rangers are always supposed to do, I doused her hair with a little moon-flower juice. I knew that would attract the king-teller, and I figured if she was really a Venusian she’d break. It was a pure fluke that James went off his boiler and tried to kill it. That’s bad stuff. Those birds won’t take it. You saw yourself what happened.”


  He knelt down and gently pulled the tiny bird’s bill out of the wound it had made in James’ temple. The sharp beak had been driven clean through the thin bone. The king-teller lay in his palm, a little fluff of rumpled red and black feathers. “Maybe the prof would like this for his collection, if it isn’t needed as evidence,” he said.


  Miss Anderson was yanking violently at his elbow. “Look!” she cried. “Look! I saw it breathe! It’s only stunned.”


  As she spoke, the bird stirred. It tucked its tiny feet under it and wabbled along until it could grasp his finger. Suddenly it was in the air, a buzzing, squeaking mite of fury, swinging round and round their heads in ever-narrowing circles. Dave went white. The moon flower in Toni’s hair!


  It hung before her like a scarlet bubble, and she stared back into its beady eyes. It swam closer on blurring wings, until it was touching her hair with its beak. Then it was gone, so swiftly that none of them saw it go. They glimpsed it for a moment among the flowers, then it rose in a mounting spiral and vanished over the treetops.


  Hall shivered. “I guess maybe you’ve had enough of birds for a while, folks,” he said. “I’ve put you all to a lot of trouble, and I’d like to make up for it. Won’t you be our guests—the chiefs and mine—for dinner before you go?”


  Norcross looked sourly from him to the girl. “Sure,” he said. “We’d like to have you. It’s sort of monotonous out here by ourselves all the time. It just happens that Patrolman Hall is cook tonight, so you can be sure of a good meal.” He grinned evilly at Dave. “I’m sure Chase and Williams will be glad to amuse Miss Wandreau while you’re washing the dishes. And another thing. Those pet gulpers of yours found your uniform where you left it after you slugged Spinney. They ate all the brass buttons. Maybe if you can make ’em cough ’em up and scrub the cheese off ’em, one of the ladies will sew ’em on again for you while you’re peeling the potatoes.”


  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Get going—kitchen cop!”


  THE END.


  INVISIBLE RAIDERS OF VENUS


  Don Wilcox


  The ship crashed, and Venusians came out of it—only to vanish into thin air. Where did they g0? What was their mission here?


  YES. I saw the crash. The big ship nosed out of the cloud with its counter-motors screaming, scraped its belly against the mountainside, showered sparks into the pine trees. The rip and roar echoed down the valley, and I’ll bet the summer-cottage people down there were scared out of their wits.


  The ship almost nosed over, hovered upright, then fell back with a big bang. Its big chrysalis-shaped body sprayed black smoke.


  “The damned dials jammed—”


  “Shut up and get moving!”


  Over the clatter of falling wreckage I heard the violent shouts of several men. speaking in perfect Venusian! Through the smoke and dust I saw the lightning escape of most of the ship’s occupants.


  They flew from the place like so many colored bats out of hell. No expression could better describe it, from the Earth-man’s viewpoint. With a flutter of their yellow hair and silk shirts they skimmed across the clearing like blazes of colored light—and disappeared!


  My eyes tried to follow them, but invisibility engulfed them almost instantly—


  Then and there I determined to follow them. I had my own reasons. But before I had run more than twenty steps I heard a lot of yelling from down the mountainside. The men from the summer homes came running at breakneck speed, and women trailed after them gasping and wailing in terrified excitement.


  I edged back into a clump of rocks and waited.


  The people from the summer homes went after the wreckage like born heroes. They dragged two bodies out of the flames—both dead. They beat out the fires. They muttered disappointment because they weren’t able to save any lives. They pondered over where the ship had come from and why so large a ship should contain only two men.


  “It’s from Venus,” declared one erudite rescuer, peering through his spectacles at a bit of printed matter. “This is a scrap of one of the most popular Venus newspapers. I’ve often read it—”


  The crowd gathered around him respectfully. It was a mark of education, in the thirtieth century, to be able to speak and read the languages of the other planets.


  “It’s a Venus newspaper, but that doesn’t tell us anything,” the man-about-planets continued. The crowd rummaged around trying to find clues, but their speculations came to nothing. The governments of Venus, they agreed, were friendly to this planet; there was nothing about the wreckage to prove that this was a government ship, however. The crowd fell to arguing over whether the mission of these two men had been a friendly or an unfriendly one. Then police sirens came up the mountainside and the officers took the situation over and jotted down enough facts to make a perfunctory report.


  AT last everyone was gone. I crept out of hiding. I took a wide circling walk around the clearing.


  The late afternoon sun was right to show up the thousand or so foottracks that the milling crowd had left, and likewise the tracks that extended out beyond the central stamping ground. These I examined with care. They were automobile tracks. They converged toward one of the nearby mountain roads. Anyone but me might have mistaken them for the tracks of mountain woodsmen or picnickers. But I knew better.


  And I knew I would play the devil trying to follow the eight or ten Venusians that had slid away the instant the ship crashed to a stop. I sat down on a stump and grumbled at myself and stabbed at my boot sole with a pocket-knife.


  I glanced back to notice what tracks I had left. Nothing but faint ones. They might have been any Earth-man’s tracks. Oh-oh! What was that? A bit of dead tree had been freshly snapped off. I walked over toward it.


  Bonk!


  I bumped into something metallic. The suddenness with which I struck the thing—or it struck me—made me stagger backward. I saw nothing, other than the trees ten yards ahead of me. Or almost nothing. I think, strictly speaking, that I saw a little patch of grayness hanging before my eyes—and after that bump a spot or two before my eyes was nothing to be surprised at.


  I glanced about to make sure that no one was hurling rocks at me, and started on.


  Bonk-kerbonk!


  I stopped dead still. I took time out to rub my handkerchief over my skinned nose and bruised forehead. I blinked at the distant trees and moved toward them with my hands outstretched. A cool surface pressed against my hands—a surface that I couldn’t see.


  The object was solid, metallic, and utterly invisible. And big! I groped my way around it, like a blind man. I passed my hands over the domed roof, the rounded nose, the built-in headlights, the front bumper—then back again over the sides of the tear-dropshaped body to the rear bumper. Say, it was a beaut! I wished I could have seen it!


  A late model? Undoubtedly Venus’ latest, apart from the invisibility of the thing. And, as every man-about-planets knows, Venus has forged ahead in car building this century. I opened a door and climbed in.


  I patted my hands over the invisible seat and floor just to make certain that no invisible fellow-passenger was in with me. Then I settled myself at the invisible controls and poked around until I struck the invisible starter button.


  I backed out into the clearing. The atom-powered motor was perfectly noiseless. Except for the sense of touch at my hands and the feeling of the cushions supporting my body I could have sworn I was being wafted along by the air. The sensation was so baffling that for an instant I forgot my business and backed up thump! against a tree stump.


  I shot forward and took the winding mountain road. For the first few minutes I was like the fellow riding off to war who got such a kick out of the scenery along the way that he forgot all about his kill-or-be-killed mission and shouted, “I wouldn’t have missed this trip for anything!” I forgot the big deal ahead.


  ZANG!


  What a thrill! Imagine, if you can, sailing down the road with a fresh breeze blowing at you—flying, as it were, in a sitting position about three or four feet off the surface of the pavement. You look down and watch the road fly by under you. You can see everything back of you, and on both sides.


  Now and then you see a fine spray of dust shooting back from where the front wheels must be, but it never reaches you. It blows back under the invisible floor.


  Through the mirror over my windshield I could get a complete view of everything behind me, in spite of the fact that the mirror itself was invisible. It gave me the impression of having one little window full of changing scenery from some detached world, floating constantly just an arm’s length ahead of me.


  Gradually I became aware that there were a few spots back of me that were floating along in a never-changing formation. I pulled out to the side of the road and stopped.


  I got out and felt my way around the car. One of the spots was a visible patch of the rear bumper, the other two were part of the sidewall. Two-and-two clicked together and I had it. Those sidewall spots were where I had bumped myself when I first stumbled against the car. The patch on the rear bumper was where I had struck the stump.


  In other words this new “light-metal” which the Venusians had invented must be handled with care. Its invisibility was a delicate thing. As long as the rhythmic electronic action of its matter was undisturbed, light leaped through it as if it weren’t there. But give it a rap and it would come into view.


  To be sure my theory was on the right track, I took a stone and thwacked the outer ends of the front bumper. At once I could see tiny spots of metal hanging in the air where my stone had struck. Spots no bigger than postage stamps.


  I repeated the process on the rear bumper. Thus I had the outside dimensions of my vehicle defined by four spots. I would watch these spots if I should ever run into a narrow passage. But no one else, I contended myself, would be likely to see them, as small as they were.


  Down the road I went at high speed. As my familiarity with my vehicle increased I drove with greater confidence. A city loomed up on the broad plain at the foot of the mountains and I was certain that the silk-shirted Venusians who had escaped death at the crash of their ship had gone that way.


  Perhaps you do not understand why I should be so cocksure about them. Very well, take my word for it. I knew what the rescuers and the police who had gathered at the scene of the crash did not know.


  I knew that that crash was not disaster enough to keep every living Venusian from jumping into the invisible cars, that hung under the fins of their big ship, to dash off at full speed.


  I crowded the throttle.


  AT last I approached the outskirts of the city. I pulled up at the first filling station. Atomic motors have a way of thirsting for oil now and then.


  The automatic bell brought the filling station attendant to the door. He stood there scratching his head as if wondering what the devil had made that bell go off.


  I knew he couldn’t see me. I was satisfied that the all-around windshield, which I had closed just before pulling to a stop, protected me from sight. A glance at the filling station window proved my point. There was no reflection of either the car or me.


  Not until I opened the door and stepped out. Then I could see myself, plain as day, stepping out of invisibility. The filling station attendant jumped so suddenly his cap fell off.


  “Two quarts of oil,” I said.


  The poor fellow blinked. He reached down and picked up his cap without ever taking his eyes off me.


  “I desire two quarts of your best grade of oil,” I repeated in my most precise English.


  “Whatcha gonna do with it? Pour it out on the ground?” the fellow asked.


  “Does it make any difference as long as I pay you?” I retorted waving a bill of good American money at him. “Just hand me the oil. I’ll take care of it.” He did it, and for the next two minutes I had my back toward him while I fed the invisible engine. Then I turned around and gave him the bottles.


  “Well, I’m damned,” he said, and his eyes were bugging like doorknobs. “First time I ever knew anyone to drink the stuff!”


  “Tell me, friend,” I said, pausing with one foot in the invisible car door, “is there any way to get through the city without running into too much traffic?”


  “If I were you I’d take a wide swing to the left. There’s a nut house on the right.”


  “Would you be so kind as to tell me how far it is to New York? Could you give me a map—”


  “We don’t put out no accommodations to hitchhikers.”


  “But I’m a cash customer—”


  I was wasting my breath, for at that moment another customer pulled in so close back of me that I thought he was going to smack me. He stopped inches short of my bumper spots.


  Speaking of spots, I was in one. I knew it was high time for me to get going. The attendant was sure to make a round of the other car shortly, and if he stumbled into me my secret would be out. Chances are, if he wasn’t too baffled, he would call up some friendly cop and announce his discovery. Vaguely it was dawning on me that I constituted a traffic hazard.


  Dammit! Where was that starter button? Oh, yes—wait, what was this, a parade? In my moment of floundering, three other cars had pulled up to the station. Two of them had taken the lane parallel to mine, the third now pulled up squarely in front of me and stopped with its front bumper against mine. Now I was really in a jam, locked between two cars.


  “What happened to that damned hitchhiker?” I heard the attendant grunt. But nobody was interested in hitchhikers. Everyone wanted service and they wanted it now. The driver back of me began to yowl that he was first.


  “Okay,” said the attendant. “Pull up so I can reach you.”


  The car back of me started to pull up. It jumped a little and stalled.


  “What’s the matter, no power?” the attendant said, frowning.


  “Plenty of power!” the disturbed driver growled. He gunned his motor and we all shot forward. I added my power to the push, and the car ahead of me rolled back into a flower bed, and the driver was screaming, “What the hell!”


  Anyway I was out.


  I had my troubles getting through the city. Once I had to climb the sidewalk to keep from getting smashed. Once I forgot myself and opened the all-around windshield and signalled for a turn. The cop saw me. That is, he must have seen as much of me as showed at the windshield level—my head and shoulders and an arm.


  As far as the cop could tell, that much of me was gliding through the air detached. The cop’s mouth fell open. I looked back to see him mop his brow and walk off his beat like a sick man.


  But I got through the city without so much as getting ticked by another car, and as soon as that ordeal was over I parked and had a drink.


  I scanned the newspaper, made some telephone calls, ate, and felt better. I set my watch by the clock on the tavern wall, paid my bill, and started to go out the door.


  “JUST a minute,” said the fellow back of the cash register. That phrase just-a-minute was one I never did appreciate. It lacks congeniality. Besides, I was in considerable hurry, having seen the newspaper and made my telephone calls and set my watch.


  “I’ve been watching you,” said the tavern man.


  “I’m not surprised,” I said, “since there happens to be no one else in the room for you to watch.”


  “I heard a radio report a few minutes ago,” he continued, eyeing me like a judge, “that might interest you. Some Venus guys landed up in the mountains this afternoon. The boat cracked up in landing, and a couple of them got killed. But the police have doped it out that there must have been some more of them.”


  “Surely not,” I said. “They wouldn’t go off and leave a couple of their brothers dead.”


  “That’s what has got the police mystified, according to the radio. They figure the Venus guys must be hot on the trail of some devilment or they’d have stuck around.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it,” I said. “If they’re Venusian criminals, as you imply, at least they won’t be able to get far without their ship.”


  “That’s what the radio said,” the tavern man agreed, still studying me. “As long as trains and planes and buses keep on the lookout, they can’t get out of this corner of the Rockies.”


  “Sure, they’ll be cornered in a day or two. If they’re hiding in the mountains, they’ll starve out in a week,” I said. “Well, so-long.”


  “Just a minute,” said the tavern fellow. “The two dead ones had on colored silk shirts, they said. And they had bushy yellow hair, the kind Venus guys have.”


  I planted my hands on my hips and eyed the fellow squarely. “What are you driving at, friend? Just because I happened to be born with yellow hair—”


  “You’re wearing a silk shirt too—a blue one.”


  “Of course I am. I always wear silk shirts. What the devil—”


  “Can you talk Venus language?” the tavern man asked, tilting his head and stroking his chin.


  “Squee-squeekle-squaggle-squam! Does that sound like Venusian to you?”


  “Damned if I know. Might be—”


  “Oh, I get it!” I said, brightening. “You’re simply warning me that with this shirt and hair, I’d better look out not to get crossed up with these birds. Okay.”


  I started for the door, determined that no just-a-minute would stop me again.


  “A bunch of them was in here an hour ago,” said the tavern keeper.


  I stopped as if I had been shot. He went on talking.


  “Yep. Colored silk shirts, yellow hair and all. They ate and drank in a hurry, and beat it. Then the newscast came in on the radio and we knew what they were. But the sons-of-guns, nobody saw which way they went. They’re probably out sleeping in someone’s haystack.”


  I sauntered back to the man with a mask of indifference, smiling. “All right, my friend, you’ve seen them. You’ve seen me. And yet you try to tell me I’m a Venusian—”


  “I never seen them,” said the tavern man. “It was my daughter that fed them. She told me. She’s gone in to see the police—”


  “All right,” I said. “Just content yourself that if they were traveling in a bunch that lets me out. I’m traveling alone.”


  “They might have left you behind,” said the fellow, still stroking his chin. “They left two dead ones behind.”


  “My friend,” I said, slipping a proton gun out of my pocket and polishing it with a handkerchief, “you’re running a tavern.”


  “Yes, sir,” said the fellow, turning a little greenish.


  “You’re here to serve your customers food and drink.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “If you care to build up a thriving business, don’t go around accusing your good cash customers of all sorts of rash nonsense. That’s no way to build up a thriving business. Is it?”


  “N-no, sir,” the fellow choked, stumbling back against the garbage can.


  “How far is it to New York? Around two thousand miles?”


  “Around that, sir. It’s a good road, sir.”


  I gave the fellow a final glare from the doorway. “Don’t forget my tip, friend. Pull your neck in.”


  He jerked his neck in so quickly it practically snapped. I went on my way.


  TWENTY-FIVE miles down the road I saw something ahead of me. Some cars and some men. They were barricading the road.


  It was nearly dark, and I had been on the point of turning on my lights. I thought better of it.


  I parked on the shoulder until a car came along from my rear. When it got to the barricade the men stopped it and all gathered around to take a look. While they searched under cushions for hidden Venusians, I cut around them.


  I heard a screech of surprise from one of the state police as I went around. I looked back. My rear wheel had evidently hit a mud puddle and thrown a spray of water on the fellow. He whirled as if he wanted to shoot someone. But he didn’t see anybody. The last glimpse I had of the group, they were pondering over some tracks along the shoulder. Already they were miles behind me.


  At last I dared turn on my lights, and traveling was much simpler. The other cars gave me plenty of berth. Now and then I had to run another barricade, and I knew the tavern proprietor had put in a good word for me to the police.


  I wondered if he believed I was heading for New York. I had mentioned New York to throw him off the track. I supposed he would jump to the conclusion that I was heading for San Francisco. But maybe he was smarter than I had given him credit for. I sped on toward New York.


  All along I continued to wonder what progress the other invisible cars were making. The last I had seen of them, you remember, was when they first slid away from the smash-up ahead of me. I had seen the men leap into action on the instant, start the cars rolling, pull their all-around windshields closed (which caused them to become invisible) and that was all.


  I was caught between two constant worries—that I might run into them, and that I might not. I assumed that they were keeping in formation so as not to smash each other up. I knew they didn’t dare use radios, for fear of giving themselves away. How in blazes was I going to fall into the invisible parade without smashing some more telltale spots into view?


  The only answer I could come to was to keep heading toward New York—toward the Spaceport Suburb. I had seen a newspaper back at the tavern and had checked my deadline. I had until tomorrow noon. Well, with any kind of luck, I could make it—easy.


  My lights caught sight of a hitchhiker up the road. I stopped, backed up, and took him in. He was about four-thirds drunk. And thirsty. Very thirsty.


  I kept the windshield open and gradually the fresh air began to have an effect on him. He showed signs of becoming talkative. I wanted some information on a few general topics and I began to quiz him.


  HE did pretty well on the weather.


  He gave me a fair round on unimportant politics. But when I brought the conversation around to matters of specific fact, he was no help at all.


  “Didn’t you even know that America was shipping ten billion in gold to Mars tomorrow?” I said.


  “Never heard of it,” he answered. “What’s your favorite drink?”


  “Have you ever been to the Spaceport Suburb outside New York?” I said. “Have you ever seen any maps of it—or pictures? Can’t you tell me something about how it’s laid out?”


  He shrugged. “That’s outa my line. Which you like better, Martian wine or Jupiter gin? Me—I’ll take Jupiter gin.”


  We stopped at the edge of a one-horse town. Jupiter-gin had sobered down enough that I trusted him with an errand. Late as it was, one general store was still open. I gave Jupiter-gin some good American bills and in a moment he came back with the goods: a white broadcloth shirt, a pair of scissors, and a sheet to throw around my neck while he cut my hair; and a stock of bottled goods.


  I drove and he cut.


  He could hardly wait till I gave him the go-ahead on the bottled goods. But I was firm with him. Not until he had sheared by head thoroughly did I relax my disciplinary measures.


  Then I slowed up almost to a stop, rolled out on the soft shoulder, and carefully dropped the sheet full of bottled goods. My hitchhiker was out with a bound. I left him there in the darkness. I calculated that there were enough spiritual blessings to keep him soused for ten days.


  I put my foot down on the throttle and held it there. The hours from midnight to dawn went by in no time.


  I had to backtrack ten miles or so to pick up the two boys with the air rifles. They were the first persons I saw by the dawn’s early light, and it took me ten miles to realize that they were just the company I needed. Old Jupiter-gin hadn’t known a thing about space travel, but these two twelve-year-olds would know everything.


  Before picking them up I changed to my white broadcloth shirt and took pains to brush all the scraps of hair out of the car. Then I rolled up to within a few feet of them, parked, got out, and started hiking along with them. “Want a ride, boys?”


  “Where’s your car?”


  “Back there by the road. You can’t see it very well from here. Come on. I’ll take you for a ride.”


  The freckled-faced boy gave me the suspicious eye. I don’t think he liked my hair cut.


  “Where you going?” he asked.


  “To New York—to the Spaceport Suburb,” I said, “to watch a big ship take off.”


  The boys’ eyes grew big. Freckles was cautious, but Shorty was eager from the word go. It was only a five minutes’ job to talk them into it. Right away the three of us were shooting silently down the road. The boys were so thrilled over the magic carpet effect of the invisible car that all their words were gasps. We slipped over most of two states before I got them calmed down.


  BY that time we had run through some rain and got the car pretty badly spattered with mud, and everyone we passed craned at us. No doubt they wondered what sort of apparition we were. We stopped off the road by a pond and got a view of our car from the outside—and no wonder people craned. It looked as if a lot of mud had frozen against the sides of a car and the car had driven away from it, leaving the spatterings of mud hanging in mid-air.


  We gave the car a swift thorough washjob. The sun had come out to stay and we had run out of the rain belt, so we washed the thing back to invisibility and went on our way.


  “When we get to New York, boys,” I said, “we’ll see one of the biggest freighters that ever hippity-hopped among the planets.”


  “It’s got a capacity of twelve thousand tons,” said Freckles.


  “And a cruising range equal to the orbit of Neptune,” said Shorty.


  “Say, you boys are okay,” I said. “You probably know all about this trip it’s going to make.”


  “Sure, we’ve read all about it,” said Freckles.


  “Do you think,” I asked, “that there’ll be many people down to watch it take off?”


  “Gosh, didn’t you know, they’re having a big celebration at noon today! There’ll probably be thousands of people on hand to watch them load in the gold.”


  “Gold?” I asked innocently.


  “Gee, mister, you don’t know nothing, do you?” said Shorty.


  “Ten billions,” said Freckles. “The newspapers have been full of it. It’s the gold that America is sending to Mars to pay for the land she took up there. Everybody knows that.”


  “Well, well,” I said. “Well, well, well.”


  We drove along in silence for awhile, and I felt that the boys were studying me with curiosity. I changed the subject.


  “Say, fellows, wouldn’t that gold be a nice little dish for bandits?”


  The boys laughed at this. It struck them as funny that any bandits should be so foolhardy as to think that they could get away with a heavily guarded job like this.


  Then we stopped at the edge of a city and picked up a newspaper and an outrageously large supply of shot for the boys’ air rifles. Again we sheltered ourselves within our walls of invisibility and traveled on.


  THE story was in the paper, all right.


  The boys discovered it, and they reread it to me three or four times, and I’ll admit the chills raced through me wildly. I had bought the paper to make certain the story wasn’t there—but evidently old Jupiter-gin had found someone to talk to before he knocked himself out with drink.


  “Although partially intoxicated.” the story read, “he was able to give a logical account of the facts. He was certain that the man who picked him up wore a blue silk shirt and had an abundance of yellow hair of the sort that is called ‘Venusian.’ The man had him buy a shirt and forced him to administer a thorough hair cut to the yellow locks. In proof of the latter, scraps of the hair were still clinging to the sheet which the narrator had in his possession. The obvious conclusion is that one of the Venusians, wanted by the police on suspicion of a malicious plot, has escaped the trap of the Rocky Mountain state police and is heading eastward.”


  I glanced at the boys and saw the look of frightened desperation in their faces. They whispered to each other. Then Freckles spoke up.


  “Mister, you can let us out right here.”


  “Oh, no,” I said. “I promised to take you to the Spaceport Suburb and get you back home again. I’m a man of my word.”


  “Right here,” said Shorty, “will be okay.”


  “Now don’t go and get jittery,” I said. “You boys haven’t anything to be afraid of. What’s the matter? Scared of a little adventure?”


  “We’re not scared,” said Shorty, “but we don’t want to get into a jam with the police.”


  “We don’t want to spend our lives in jail,” Freckles said, and every freckle was standing out on his white face.


  “Listen, men,” I said. “Let me worry about that end of it—” and then and there I took them into my confidence. I had to make a pretty big story of it so that they would understand; and by the time I got through we were almost at our destination.


  We were a pretty tense trio. The last two states we had crossed had been alive with highway patrols. We had to do some tall dodging and squirming to get through.


  “So there you’ve got it,” I concluded my story, and I knew my eyes were blazing from the way those two boys watched me. “Keep your mouths shut and do exactly as I told you. Don’t tell anybody anything. I don’t want to see you trip up and get in trouble. This thing has got to go through like clockwork. Do you get me?”


  “But what if you get killed?” Freckles protested.


  “That makes no difference,” I said. But his question made a noticeable difference in the pit of my stomach. And Shorty’s comment didn’t help.


  “You probably will get killed,” Shorty said, his eyes shining dangerously. “Anyway, it begins to look like it to me.”


  YES, and to me. The nearer we got to the great metropolitan spaceport the more ominous signs of trouble we saw. State police were stationed at frequent intervals. Motorcycle cops were on the alert at every crossroads village. Nothing but an invisible car could have slid through the way we did.


  And we held our breath, you can bet, every time we shot past a bunch of them wide open.


  But it was plain as day that those cops weren’t out to stop anything invisible. Maybe they were combing the highways on the suspicion that the mysterious Venusian gang was heading for the gold-ship take-off. Maybe they were simply guarding the spaceport region on general principles, stopping everyone that looked suspicious.


  Anyway, none of the highway patrols had taken the trouble to string any ropes across the roads; so it was a cinch that they didn’t know there was an invisible motorcade on the way. Zang! What a chance that old Jupiter-gin had been too stewed to know he had ridden in an invisible car! He’d have spilled the beans sure!


  Zang! All three of us gasped at once. Shooting over the crest of a hill we saw it before us—the Spaceport Suburb. And was it alive! It was teeming with cars and people and colored banners like an interplanetary holiday.


  Two big objects loomed up across that vast stretch of green plain to the left of the village. The biggest one was the freighter—the hugest space ship I had ever seen. It looked like a colossal streamlined lizard all set to leap into the skies.


  The smaller blotch on the landscape was the stadium. It was sizeable enough, as stadiums go; but the space ship dwarfed it.


  It was a U-shaped stadium with its open side toward the poised ship; and what a crowd it held! The ceremony must already be on, full blast.


  “How come they’ve started so early?” I muttered. I had hoped to have time to spare.


  “We’re in the Eastern time belt, you know,” said Freckles.


  Zang! I had forgot all about that cussed change in time. My watch was loafing along two hours behind schedule. It must be high noon—fifteen after, to be precise.


  “Zang!” I blurted. “That boat might charge off before we get there! Check over your rifles, fellows.”


  I opened an end of the all-around windshield and they each fired a few shots. Clever little guns, those thirtieth century air rifles. Pneumatic B-B guns, you might call them. They were nothing but high-powered toys, but they carried an automatic mechanism that fired two hundred B-B’s per minute.


  We cut around the village and headed straight for the stadium. There were lots of people to dodge, but most of the crowd was packed in the stadium. Surrounding the grounds were little clumps of uniformed guards stationed at twenty-yard intervals. Nothing visible was getting by them. We squeezed through and moved straight for the open U of the stadium. From then on I practically ceased to breath.


  Plainly no Venusians had invaded the ship as yet. Guards stood in its big open doorway.


  One bit of luck was with us. The take-off was a free public ceremony. The ushers hadn’t bothered to shut up the peep-holes at the base of the stadium.


  “There’s your spot, boys!” I said. “Slip under the stadium and nab one of those little open windows. If you can find any old boxes, build a little screen around yourselves to make sure no one sees you. Then go to work. Have you got it?”


  “We’ve got it!”


  “Good-by, boys.”


  “Good-by.”


  AGAIN I was alone in the invisible car. I was taking what would probably be my next-to-last ride, in the presence of several thousand people—and none of them saw me. I wondered, morbidly, if anyone would bother to see me when I took that last ride. Or do the Earth funeral cars have windows? Well, all of that would be the least of my worries within a few minutes.


  The close-cropped grass of the stadium floor was in my favor. I watched it press under the front wheels as I rolled along. The action was scarcely noticeable. Still, I realized, anything will be noticed sooner or later if there are several thousand eyes looking on. Even those little postage-stamp spots on my front and rear bumpers. Terror shot through me.


  My eyes swept the scene apprehensively. The big speech of the occasion was evidently on. From a small platform planted in the center of the stadium, the orator shouted vigorous patriotic platitudes into the microphone. From time to time the stadium came back at him with a thundering cheer.


  Now and then he turned to his fellow dignitaries on the little platform to heap his praise upon them. Occasionally he would make a sweeping gesture toward the mammoth ship.


  But his most thrilling gestures were the ones he made toward the three big armored trucks parked squarely in front of his speaker’s platform. You can’t stand up and toss gestures at ten billion dollars without stirring up a little excitement. My blood pounded so fast I was afraid I would jolt the steering wheel into visibility.


  Well, there it was—the crowd, the gold, the speaker and his pals, and the wide open spaces beyond the open U of the stadium where a big runway, wide enough for the trucks to drive up, had been built right up to the vast yawning freight door of the space ship. In that open door stood the starchy crew of the boat.


  There, I repeat was the picture. But I didn’t forget that that was simply the visible picture. If the invisible could have been seen, how much more would there have been to the picture?


  Me, at least. And maybe others? I wasted no time trying to answer that question. I drove around. I circled the platform and the gold trucks a dozen times. I cruised in and out of the open spaces. If the speech lasted long enough, I was going to bump my way through every square foot of space that might contain other invisible cars.


  My search was brought to a sudden halt by a roar of applause that indicated the end of the speech. Someone else made an announcement and the affair turned into a pageant. Down the runway from the freighter the starchy uniformed men came marching. In a few minutes they were to parade back to the ship with the gold trucks.


  I held my breath. I saw little tufts of grass jumping from near the foot of the inclined runway. Some police noticed it too, and they started over in that direction. Then it stopped, and so did the police.


  THE dignified march came down the incline steadily and with great dignity, and I knew from the announcement that these officers, guards and crew were picked men who were being assigned the great honor of transporting the gold to Mars. There were not more than forty of them.


  Not so many, in other words, but what ten or twelve skillful interplanetary bandits might handle them if they worked it right. Working it right consisted of getting into that space ship this instant—by means of invisible cars.


  A split second after the parade trailed away from the inclined runway on its march toward the speaker’s platform, I shot ahead. I zipped onto that runway like an invisible torpedo. Up to the ship I sped.


  I cut through the open door with the feeling that I was being swallowed up by some great monster with a stomach as big as an auditorium. This was the big open freight room, nearly half full of cargo. Bandits could make good use of that, too. I flashed on my lights, gripped the wheel, and shot back and forth across the big room.[*]


  In ten seconds I must have cut across the room ten times. Every instant I expected to be blown to bits by some guards left concealed in some of the dark corners. Constantly I expected to bump into some invisible obstacles.


  All right, they weren’t there! That precaution was taken. If they didn’t come within the next few minutes, their chance was gone.


  I cut off my lights. My invisible car spun around and leaped out through the big open door. Down the inclined runway I chased—


  There it comes! And fast! Car number one of the invisible motorcade! Yes, I saw it! I saw the curved all-around windshield melt into visibility before my eyes. I glimpsed the Venusian faces, the bushy yellow hair—


  And all in a split second. They were charging up the incline, I was shooting down it. The spray of B-B’s turned their windshield visible just in time to give me my cue.


  I bore down on the throttle. We crashed head on.


  I AWOKE in a state of terrific pain.


  I was lying in a bed. I tried to turn over, but my body seemed to be burdened down with mortar. I was a mass of casts and bandages. I supposed I was dying. In fact, I thought the doctor was trying to be funny when he spoke up so brightly to the group of people who came in to talk with him.


  “Oh, sure,” the doctor said. “This fellow’s going to pull out of it all right. A few breaks and cuts. Nothing serious.”


  “Good,” said a stern voice. “We’ve got a cell for him as soon as you get through with him. I’ll miss my guess if the whole bunch of them don’t get death by gas for this.”


  I twisted my head and forced an eye open. The view was blurry at best, but I could see the crowd was largely officers. Then I heard some piping voices that were familiar—the voices of Freckles and Shorty.


  “You’ve got him all wrong!” Shorty squawked.


  “What are these boys yelping about?” one of the officers demanded.


  “They’re trying to make out that the fellow’s innocent,” another officer answered. “They claimed they had a wild ride with him—”


  “He’s guilty, no question about that,” put in a third officer. “We admit he was smart enough to get his hair cut and change his shirt, but he’s a Venusian, there’s no getting around that. Maybe he talks good English—the six we’ve got locked up can do that too. And probably the four dead ones could, too.”


  “The boys admitted that this guy used the by-word zang!” the second officer said, with an air of pride. “And I happen to know that that’s Venusian for wow!”


  “Hold on! Hold on!” said the first officer. He turned to the two boys. “How’d you happen to be shooting those air rifles at the runway?”


  “Because he told us to,” said Freckles, jerking a thumb at me. “He said that sooner or later the bandits would try to drive up that incline in invisible cars, but if we would pepper them with shots they’d turn visible.”


  “Now we’re getting somewhere—”


  “And he said that he guessed it was up to him to stop them by crashing into them, because you police weren’t on your jobs,” Shorty added.


  “What’s this?” The officers turned to me, and if I hadn’t been defenseless I think they would have bit me. I mumbled my explanation.


  I explained that I had phoned through to the Spaceport Police to warn them. Then I had driven through to make certain that they had left no loopholes that the invisible motorcade could get through. And all I had found was loopholes.


  “The nearer the boys and I got to the Suburb,” I said, “the more I became convinced that my warning hadn’t been taken seriously—”


  The senior officer went white with rage. “Who the devil took that telephone call? Which of you? Speak up?”


  “Don’t get sore,” said the second officer. “After all, that call came from a city with a nut house. The inmates are always getting away and pulling tricks. When this voice on the wire told me the cars were invisible, I figured—well—”


  “The whole bunch of us,” said another officer, “figured the same. We thought it was a red-hot gag.”


  “Gag!” the senior officer roared. “Stupid fools! You thought it was a red-hot gag! And so this fellow—whoever he is—risked his life—”


  “He’s a Venusian secret service man,” said the doctor. “I found the credentials on him. From the things he’s been saying in his delirium, I assume that he was a stowaway on the space ship of the Venusian bandits.”


  I nodded. There hadn’t been time to get word through to the Earth of the danger. In fact, I had barely caught the boat after a last-minute tip.


  “Did the freighter get off?” I inquired.


  “On schedule,” said the senior officer, “with three truckloads of gold.”


  “If you don’t mind,” I murmured, “I’d like to have one of those invisible cars for a souvenir. I’ve sort of taken a liking to invisible driving.”


  “Sorry,” said the officer, “but the whole motorcade smashed up and turned into the most visible pile of junk you ever saw.”


  “Zang!”I said. Which, as one of the erudite officers had observed, is the Venusian word for wow!


  [*] Lights such as could be used on a car of this kind, completely invisible in itself, might have to be worked on an entirely different principle. Invisible rays of ultra-violet or infra-red could be used, and by use of a pair of spectacles which would translate the vibrations into a range visible to the naked eye, would mean complete vision in the dark by the driver while others would be unaware of any illumination.


  THE GIRL FROM VENUS


  D.D. Sharp


  Yes, atomic disintegration and argonite would give me the girl from Venus as my bride, and it would give us both health, wealth and complete happiness. . . . What it must also finally do, alas, was make Leatha indistinguishable from any other girl on the planet!


  CHAPTER ONE


  A STRANGE ESCAPE


  


  “LEATHA!”


  I write her name, then stare at my idle fingers in wistful reminiscence. From beyond my window a giant passenger tube goes bellowing into space, eclipsing for a moment that beautiful planet, our evening star.


  As the ruddy wake of it fades from the sky, and glowing Venus struggles from under its fiery exhaust, I sit oppressed, pondering how far away that cloud-swaddled world must swing to be completely swallowed in the shadow of a ship.


  Is she, who came so startlingly unto my rocket-ship that strange night more than twenty years ago, there on that far off world, still remembering me? Or is she on earth? I am never entirely sure. And I will never know. Twenty years ago I closed deliberately the only chance there was to make certain, and though I wonder many, many times, I have never regretted the decision.


  I was a space pilot then. No man with my love of the void could have chosen differently. The feel of a rocket under me was as natural as my own legs. But I wonder, at times, why I was not strong enough to cut with Kirsh Malakon years before I did.


  He was some five years older than I, a heavy-set, black bearded man, with a fatalistic view of life, as we know it here on earth. He shocked me many times with overbold ideas, and he took love and peril with the unconcern he had for the cherished traditions that had come down to us from the experience of other eras.


  There were times when, perforce, I admired that trait in him, and times when I despised him for his philosophies as well as his acts.


  Kirsh and I had been out to Luna searching for argonite. He had aroused my avarice for the metal with samples he said he had once picked from the pumice strewn crater of Tycho, and he offered to put up half the capital and his knowledge of its location, against the use of my ship and the other half of the expense.


  We came back to earth exhausted, broke, and disillusioned. Two days after we had taken our position along the loading trams of the rocket field, a ship named the Wock, which had become known throughout the connected planets because of its attempt at landing on Venus, berthed just across the trams.


  Kirsh was not interested, but I went down to the freight locks of the Zest (my own ship) to watch debarkation. If the Wock had actually touched the surface of the forbidden planet, I hoped to catch close up glimpses of queer biological specimens an atmosphere so suffocatingly heavy with carbon dioxide, could be expected to produce.


  In the shadow of my ship, and out of the glare of the port lights, I leaned against a handrail that guarded the loading conveyors. They were now idle, for loading would not start again until dawn.


  There was something in the activity aboard the newcomer that soon aroused unusual curiosity. Every man who came out the airlocks seemed charged with excitement. From one I learned the Wock would resupply at once. She was going back almost immediately, and what was more every man aboard was eager to return with her.


  This indeed was unusual. Most men home from the void wanted a long rest before taking ship again.


  So I watched with growing interest, picking up stray bits of talk from those who passed below me in the shadow of the trams.


  Then capping all this a girl came out of the air locks. She carried herself with an air. Never had I seen her like aboard a freighter, not an exploring ship, anyway.


  My eyes involuntarily followed her all the way to a trim, blue gyro that appeared to be waiting for her. She had a wild sort of grace in her carriage and a halo in her hair that promised something. Her features, though, were blurred by the floodlights.


  A PASSING crew member turned to stare at her. When he discovered that I was watching him, he grimaced at me, then at the girl. There was distaste in his gesture (not a pantomine to be resented) but rather a warning. It gave me the impression of distrust, even of fear.


  What’s all the excitement?” I demanded.


  “Ask Cap. Blumendolt,” he growled, and melted into the shadows.


  I resumed my interest in the ship. Yielding to a magnetic feel that somebody was watching from above, I peered up the bulging hulk of the Wock. There was indeed someone above me, but hardly the type I had expected to see. A lithe, agile form was being lowered down the slick metal hull. Spiderlike it tumbled, swinging, balancing, halting, then dropping again. It seemed to be merely a boy. It did not occur to me it was a girl.


  That was my first glimpse of Leatha, and I waited idly, never dreaming what romantic adventure she was bringing with her.


  At tram level she loosened herself, and the rope was drawn up quickly by an accomplice who had opened the sealed port-hole.


  She shook down her skirts, tossed back her hair, then tripped daintily into the open light as graceful every whit as the girl who had come out by the legitimate lock. Indeed, silhouetted against the floodlights, she was very, very much like that other girl, even to the wild grace in her movements.


  If they had not been so evidently ladies from civilization I should have suspected they were girls from Venus, courageously journeying to a world neither could have known anything about.


  Venus was still unknown to earth, except as an astronomical unit. Now and then in the long history of space explorations, men had probed a few hundred miles into the suffocating CO2 with which the planet was heavily blanketed. For this reason I had not taken seriously Blumendolt’s vacuuo message in which he had claimed to have touched the surface. CO2 while breathable and much used in oxygen suits for ocean depths, on Venus the proportion of the suffocating gas is far out of proportion for life as evolved on the earth. Plant life yes. It should flourish supertropically, especially under the hot-house blanket of eternal cloud, but not man.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  THE GIRL FROM VENUS


  


  MY mind played with imaginative blooms whose delicate colors were fostered in veiled sunlight and stilled breezes. It toyed also with the thought of a girl there among such flowers, a girl with exquisite complexion that would hardly dare the kiss of an unclouded sun.


  So, half suspended between fancy and reality, I observed the girl, growing more and more intrigued with her grace and manifest personality.


  She saw me. Perhaps I wasn’t shadowed as darkly as I thought. Perhaps she was alien to my earth and her eyes were adjusted to denser shadows than those we knew.


  She immediately came across the tram, to flatten against the shadow of a piling, then assuring herself that no one else was watching, hurried forward again.


  Below a fluttery blouse of material dainty as silk, she wore a short whipcord skirt, which was smeared by the yellow dust that the Wock had brought all the way from the moonless planet.


  Her face was pretty and pleasing, yet even in the dusky light I sensed that character was master of her features. She was, I guessed, rather desperate.


  At the platform where I waited, she squared her slender shoulders, took a deep breath, then as though plunging into cold water, came straight up the skeleton stair.


  Hers could have been deep, quiet eyes in other circumstances. Now they were wide with bewilderment and certainly alarm. Yet, despite her evident guilty apprehension, she had a way about her that at once caught and held one’s confidence.


  She seemed aloof to the smears upon her skirt, nor did she make apology for stowing aboard a ship that was manned by rowdies who had doubtless pillaged all the sacred temples on Earth’s sister planet, if there were any such edifices on Venus.


  “Please,” she began, “I want to see the owner. I have a message for the Zest.”


  “I am the Captain,” I replied, setting down my heels and drawing on a conscious dignity. “Come inside.”


  She slid past me silent and smooth as a shadow. Her hair brushed my cheek as she passed, laying upon me the intimate allure of contact. Her hands were small and smooth, and very firm in mine as I boosted her over the supply conveyors rather than risk taking her around to the front airlocks under the floodlights of the port.


  The bowels of a space ship are somewhat forbidding to the uninitiated, but she seemed quite composed as we threaded aisles between racks of barrels and boxes piled to the proximity of the ceiling.


  She ducked under braces and protruding angle irons, and through mazes of steel gray machinery that were lighted dimly by ceiling bulbs with grace that was delightful to follow.


  Finally we came to a small steel door that opened out of the smelly oil and merchandise to the first deck.


  “Just a little way now,” I announced as I switched on lights and pressed the door shut behind her.


  There I had my first good look at her. The delicacy of her complexion amazed me. It seemed to confirm my fancy of beautiful Venusian ladies in a landscape of hot house flowers. There was such strangeness in her beauty I stared, wholly insensible to my own rudeness. She held my eyes with the force of persistent gravitation from which those two satellites could not escape. There were little golden flecks in the blue of hers, until her pupils widened to almost swallow the iris.


  It struck me suddenly it might be a mistake to take her up to the office. There came an unreasonable dislike of showing her to Kirsh, though I knew well that Kirsh was anything but a woman’s man. He would be critical of the smeared skirt, cynical as to her motives, unmoved by her beauty, and unbearably sarcastic when she was gone.


  “We needn’t go further,” I began when she did not speak, “what is the message? It might be well my partner does not find you here. He—well you see this is a man’s ship. You’re about the first lady ever to board it.”


  “I must see the owner,” she insisted.


  “I am also the owner. What do you wish?”


  “Then you are Mauri Bronson?” She smiled as though she had guessed it all along. “I would have recognized your voice anywhere.” She stopped as though at a command, and looked sharply past my shoulder.


  BEHIND me I heard the heavy, deliberative steps of my partner. Involuntarily I put my bulk to shield her, and turned about to find Kirsh scowling so superiorly I wanted to smash his big, blistered nose.


  But the girl was undisturbed. “You’re Kirsh,” she asserted, taking a step forward—an expectant inflection in her voice.


  Kirsh glared, suspicious as a sphinx.


  “Please,” she begged, “are you trying to scare me?”


  “What are you wanting here?”


  “I have an important message for Captain Bronson.”


  “Who are you?”


  “My name is Leatha. I stowed aboard the Wock. I am a native of Venus. I want your help, and will pay for it.”


  “Venus!” I exclaimed, “But that is impossible!”


  “Stowaway,” said Kirsh, his heavy underlip awry.


  “I shouldn’t have told you that,” she answered coldly.


  “Come on to the office,” I invited.


  She gave me a look of gratitude. I was surprised that Kirsh followed, and it annoyed me more to discover his eyes running up and down the girl as though she were on the block.


  “You want help,” he rumbled at her as we entered the office, “What kind of help?”


  I shook my head at her, but she either disdained or did not understand my warning, for she opened a metal case that was strapped against one wrist. From it she took an indigo stone.


  “I heard your lectures asking for money to search for this. I know where there is much of it.”


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  SHIPLOADS OF WEALTH


  


  THE moment my eyes caught the blue glint of the metal I knew what the sight of such stuff would do to Kirsh. He and I had endured the rigors of powdery, airless deserts of the moon hoping for a strike not half so pure. The lump in her hand was wholly unoxidized, the highest possible quality, and from first glance there was no mistaking it for anything than the rare and precious element it turned out to be.


  Argonite! The most eagerly demanded mineral in the civilized universe. Argonite in those years was the only element available for an alloy that would insulate the block metal of atomic engines. Argonite protected the contact parts from the contagion of progressive disintegration. For the lack of sufficient argonite to hold atomic disintegration in check, this type of power was but doled throughout the earth, though its cost of production was ridiculously cheap and the fuel widespread.


  That lump between Leatha’s fingers was sufficient to provide insulation for an engine that would light a city at the cost of a few dollars a year. Yet she offered it as carelessly as had it been a lump of coal. She became startled though, when Kirsh’s eyes began to bug out for once in their lethargic existence. She certainly had had no idea of human nature, not as engendered on earth.


  “Where did you get that?” he demanded hoarsely and reached after it.


  “No. No.” She retreated until she was against the office door. “I make a trade.”


  “Hold on there!” I bellowed as he began to bully her. “Give the girl chance to state her terms.” One word more and I would have closed his mouth with my fist. Leatha had certainly taken hold of me. I wanted to defend her, to do any reasonable thing she might ask.


  “What kind of a trade?” Kirsh demanded less bullishly.


  “He is a plunderer. A thief!” she nodded toward the Wock. “To him a secret has been betrayed by one of my own people. He will come again, and again, and ships will follow when they know what he has found.”


  She turned on me as though understanding that dealing with Kirsh was like bargaining with cold, thrusting steel. Then she turned to Kirsh again, as though wondering if steel were not, after all, that which might serve her best.


  “How much of this would satisfy you? How much of it do you want to stop the master of the Wock before he leads all earth to overrun my people?”


  How little she understood Kirsh, or myself, or any other man of earth. What amount indeed would satisfy any one of us, less than all? And how, did she think, Kirsh could halt Blumendolt and his crew of rowdies from looting her planet? Or indeed, the fever that would start a thousand ships to trail him?


  “Little girl, you and me can trade,” said Kirsh, with a velvety purr. He dragged his eyes from hers and thrust one hand into a drawer from which he pulled an old fashioned coin purse. From it he shook a pair of keys, then stowed away the argonite and snapped the catch. “It will be safe with me, young woman. And I’ll take on the old buzzard.”


  She put both her palms upon the table to steady herself. She was completely exhausted, that was plain. I pushed forward a chair. She sat down, burying her face in her arms. “You are fine and good,” she thanked him with great relief.


  She couldn’t have had an idea of what she had done to us, to me as well as Kirsh. She had shown to us actual, concrete proof of stuff that would buy anything a man desired. Such a fabulous vein as she described would pay the interplanetary debt, or buy a moon for an island resort. It meant power, prestige, affluence to match all dreams.


  THE sleepy, muddy eyes of my partner across the table, were already glowing like live coals aroused by a stirring bellows.


  She sat so still I thought her asleep. Her hair was finely spun but thickly curled where it caressed her shoulders like sunlit spray. She was so good to look at I wondered how Kirsh could remove his gaze to the argonite, which he had taken from the purse and was turning under the light.


  He got up, dragged down a pair of troy scales—and she had spoken of loading ships! He weighed the lump, stared a moment at the weight in the balance pan as though to assure himself of its measure, then cautiously he stowed the piece and pocketed the purse. Then without explanation, he left the room.


  “Thief!” I thought, “You’re planning to rob both her and me of every dime it will bring. Of all men I could have taken on, it had to be a guy like you!”


  As Leatha reclined I became worried. The color had bleached from her cheeks. I leaned a little. She did not seem to be breathing. That frightened me. I aroused her and ran for brandy. She drank it and the color slowly returned.


  “The last few days I have had no food,” she explained.


  “You poor kid,” I sympathized, and rang for sandwiches.


  


  CHAPTER IV


  AN EDEN UNCURSED


  


  AS we talked she gradually sketched for me a misty conception of her own world and its customs. If it measured half the picture she gave, I did not wonder that it was so important to her to leave it unmolested by the dissentions and aggressions of earthly ideologies.


  Here was a planet in which individual aggrandizement was unknown. Here there were no rulers, no priests, no monopolies, no national boundaries and of course no conception of war. “We are too much alike,” she explained, “to be subject one to the other.”


  I tried to imagine what such a place would be like as I sat watching her, gathering her enthusiasm and even a bit of her nostalgia for being exiled from such a perfectly adjusted social and political economy.


  There had been an ideology slightly akin to it in a far and isolated section of the North American continent, so archaeologists had concluded from the lore they had pieced together from the legends of those pueblos which had survived until historic times.


  There was, however, among those isolated villages, priests and governors and a matriarchal domination of clan possessions. Venus, I gathered, was a much higher tableland of aggregate effort, and the result had been peace unbroken for so long a time, there was on the planet no residue of aggression or despotism. I could understand why the civilization of a planet so conducted and so unhampered, would work rapidly toward its own ideals of perfection.


  Somehow as I listened, the old history of the pueblo seemed on the eve of repeating itself. Blumendolt, like Coronado the Conquistador, was in search of Gold Cities.


  One of the Venusians, named Trita, had fallen to the blandishments of the earthman who had so much power over his fellows, and she had discovered his weakness. He wanted argonite, so she spoke glowingly of argonite like Estevan the Moor had spoken to the Conquistador, though unlike the tale of Estevan, Trita’s story was true.


  As the pueblos were in peace and tranquility until men in iron shirts came astride strange beasts to overrun and conquer, so would helmeted men pour from the airlocks of the Wock when Blumendolt returned.


  At least that is the way I imagined it as she told of the friendly Venusians opening their hearts and their homes to these men of their sister planet, until they began to be emboldened to seize and pry.


  But there were no hordes of gold, no jeweled idols, no encrusted temples, and Blumendolt was about to leave Venus forever, when Trita had told him of the blue jewel that lay like a strata of sparkling shale beyond the dense forests of the outlands. To afford proof she had taken a handful from the sacred pool where no one had dipped before.


  Blumendolt would have travelled at once to the pool and laid open the ledge, but his oxygen tanks were low, so he took Trita along and made off for earth to resupply.


  Leatha had stowed aboard, hoping to open a valve and thereby destroy both crew and herself, and thereby also, become the first murderer of her race. But she had failed. Blumendolt’s crew had discovered her at the valves, though she escaped them by the help of a Venusian in Blumendolt’s pay, who had mistaken her for Trita.


  She smiled wryly, and went on, “You see I have a rather unhappy contact with those of your race. Still, I shall not think too evil of them because one was bad. I am sure you nor Kirsh will be like him.”


  “I’ll never let you down,” I vowed. I did not like to warn her of Kirsh. I felt it would belittle me in her eyes and I wanted her to think well of me. But I did know she had done about the worst thing she could in showing that metal to him. It was exactly like Trita had tempted Blumendolt. It would be a race between those two men now, of that I felt sure.


  I did though give her a hint. She must have guessed more than I put into words for she clutched my sleeve, “Please, he isn’t like that other? You are not all?”


  “Not all,” I assured her, “There is one man of earth who will never let you down, and he is Mauri Bronson.”


  “But Kirsh? He said he would help?”


  “You poor kid,” I groaned, “You’re in the wrong world. Earth men are dirty mean, and a promise means nothing when they want to be rich. On Terra —be careful.”


  With that bit of advice I called a big, salmon colored Martian and told him to show her to Thirty Two, which was the nicest cabin I had.


  


  CHAPTER V


  A KISS IN THE DARK


  


  IT was long after midnight when Kirsh came back to the office. He focused his muddy eyes upon me. “Where is the girl?”


  My impulse was to tell him to go to hell. Instead I nodded down the corridor toward her room. I suppose down deep I didn’t want him to suspect how she had hit me, as no other girl had ever so upset me before.


  “Tell me,” he said suddenly, “Did you ever hear anything peculiar about the women on Venus?”


  “I never even knew there were women on Venus.”


  “Then let me tell you something that might save you trouble. I’ve been talking to Blumendolt. He was close mouthed about argonite, but spread it rather thick when he talked of the planet. Yet somehow it hit me he wasn’t just trying to scare me off.”


  “You’re a bigger fool than I thought,” I burst out, “Don’t you know he’ll guess the girl came here?”


  “What of it?” he barked, “I want a showdown. Besides he’s ripe for a bargain. Isn’t at all crazy about going back, but he wants the stuff. Wants it bad.”


  He lighted a black panetela from my box, and with it tilted skyward, blew thin, bluish smoke from his nostrils. He threw a leg over my desk, lowered his heavy eyelids to squint through the view glass as though trying to penetrate the fifty million miles of void that curtained the planet which hid such valuable ore.


  “But our bargain with the girl,” I reminded.


  “Don’t be a damned fool,” he growled harshly, “she’s Venusian.” There was an ugly insinuation I didn’t like.


  “One can never be sure of a Venusian,” he added after a moment. “So keep your eyes and your imagination strictly on this!” He emphasized his remark with an oath and flipped the thousand dollar chunk of mineral on the desk.


  “I don’t get you,” I said with enough ice to chill him.


  “You simply haven’t kept up,” he drawled. “Venus would suffocate a red blooded man, and I don’t mean CO2. A planet without money, without initiative. No private wealth, no variety anywhere, and everybody alike. But Blumendolt swears the moist climate and cloud blanket does grow dangerously beautiful girls, like our little Leatha in there.”


  “Kirsh,” my tone should have warned him I was in no mood for banter, “take your own good advice. Keep your eyes and imagination strictly on this!” I picked up the argonite and flipped it back into his lap.


  He allowed the piece to lie as it had fallen while he eyed me narrowly. Then he took up the piece, got off the desk, went over to the office safe and locked the argonite within. As, he left the office he turned in the door. “Don’t be a sap,” he growled, and strode down the corridor.


  What was he up to, I wondered. Why had he gone to the enemy. Was he about to trade Leatha down the river?


  The more I studied, the more disturbed I became. There seemed but one thing to do, waken Leatha and find out all I could which might throw light on the thinly veiled warnings Kirsh had let loose.


  At her door I knocked lightly. Almost immediately it was opened.


  “You weren’t asleep?”


  “You know little of Venus,” she said with a twisted little smile as she took my fingers between her two palms. “What will you think of me when you learn I never sleep. We of Venus have no need of the queer half death all earth creatures seem to require.”


  Her palms were warm and intimate. They drained my speech and awakened me to a sense of incompleteness except when I was near her. The tough fabric which had grown about my heart during bleak hard years among the outer places of the system, thawed and flexed, and warm, young blood moved more violently as I leaned above her. My pulse seemed running away, I leaned nearer and she did not draw away.


  Yet even as I leaned, she seemed remotely far off, reminding me of Polaris, steadfast and beautiful, yet fixed infinitely distant from the affairs of men. The difference in our native worlds lay like a chasm to keep us apart, with no possible bridge between our natures and our peoples.


  THE soft perfume of her hair was alluring, but oh so alien, like a delicious incense around a pagan priestess, but as I looked down into her brilliant eyes I saw the soul of a woman looking back at me.


  It struck me suddenly that all this was ridiculous. That she was no more Venusian than I, though I had to admit the texture of her complexion seemed hardly likely to survive open sunlight or raw wind. “How did you learn English?” I demanded, sure I had caught up with her.


  She laughed right into my eyes. It made me feel rather dumb, but the laugh was pleasant, teasing rather than taunting, delighted rather than superior.


  “Radio!” she exclaimed as though drawing a curtain. “We listen in to all your broadcasts. Long ago I learned your tongue. We Venusians have a gift that way, like earth men have for putting together machines.”


  “That then is why our manners are quite familiar to you?”


  “No—o,” she hesitated, “I would never say any of us are half smart enough for that, but we do know the words you use. Sometimes a voice catches one’s fancy. That is why I came directly to you. I felt I knew you well. You know. The way most everyone feels about a voice that comes into the room day after day. I believe I have followed every one of your Wayside Talks on strange places you have explored.”


  She was too sincere to tolerate any suspicion of playing up to me, yet I must confess she could have hardly chosen a more direct and effective way to fairly hypnotize me. Here I had a loyal little fan I had not even dreamed could have been interested in those weekly talks I gave to defray part of the expenses of exploration. She swept me off my feet. For the moment I forgot the argonite, the chasm of alien generation that I had felt would lie so impassably between us.


  Cloistered there in the dead of night with her alone, while the halo of her hair fell like a golden hood against her cheeks, and her body so supple and slender, and so very near I could have encircled it with my arm, the confession that I was far from a stranger quite completely took me off my feet.


  There was an electric moment while she stood with parted mouth and widening eyes, first recognizing what she had done to me, then suddenly her hand sealed my mouth.


  Her ears too must have been very sensitive to sound, for I stood several moments completely puzzled by her action, before I heard cautious footfall stealing along the corridor outside.


  We waited close to each other, her hand softly pressing. The warm scent of the perfume that hid in her hair flowed into me like opium smoke, or rather some unknown narcotic far more fantastic and exciting.


  Came a rap on the door. We waited tensely silent.


  Then there were words in an unknown tongue muffled by a mouth pressed against the keyhole.


  Leatha breathed back a tumult of speech with ka-tuh and che-ak caught queerly under her tongue and the rest of it clicks and hisses.


  “Who?” I demanded in a whisper.


  The night light from a, wall fell dimly upon her flushed face. There was no panic, no quickened breath, the soft blue panels of her bolero lay quietly upon her breasts.


  She is brave, I thought.


  The steps retreated. She caught both my hands as though for strength or help. “The Wock has orders to leave by daylight. The master is afraid of your friend. They will resupply on Luna, and thereby give him, how you say, the slip? For me, I must go back, quickly.”


  “Let me handle him,” I said with sudden determination. “You wait here. If Kirsh asks, not a word of where I have gone.”


  “That is not the way,” she objected. “He will call the police. Tomorrow the whole earth will know. Never will my people again have peace. Better let him go. We will be aboard, you and I.”


  “You stay here,” I objected. “There will be nothing gained with you aboard. Let me handle this alone.”


  “I am not afraid with you,” she said warmly and handed me a key. “I must be there. That is my mission. Wait anywhere you can hide until he is off, then come to one two third deck. I will be waiting for you.”


  I took the key, and an involuntary oath slid from my teeth. Her sleeve had slipped down the upraised arm. Down it coursed a fresh, red wound, as from the lash of a whip.


  SHE saw my look fixed upon it and quickly shook down her sleeve, shook her head in mock rebuke. “Don’t look for imperfections,” she teased, “girls from Venus do not wish their ugly marks uncovered.”


  “Such a wound!” I protested, my heart going out to her and suffocating anger quickening my blood. “Did he?”


  “The rope,” she hastily corrected, “I slipped.”


  “You poor kid,” I mumbled.


  Her hair brushed my cheeks, her eyes lifted and there was wonder in them. As I leaned nearer her eyes grew deep. Her fingers tightened upon mine.


  What other invitation would any man need to fold her into his embrace? Her chin raised, letting the cascade of her bright hair fall like moonlit mist around my arms, imprinting my memory with beauty neither time nor circumstance can ever erase. I, who had bludgeoned my way through hordes of black toothed rock eaters of Luna, trembled as I bent my head.


  “Leatha,” I whispered, breathless at her loveliness, and only then, when she raised her lips, I kissed her.


  “Mauri,” she said after my lips would allow her words again. “There is something I must tell you now. A warning.”


  “God you are beautiful,” I ignored her words, entranced by the golden flecks that danced in her eyes.


  “There is something you must know,” she said so practically it irked me that she also had not been swept wild with romance. Now it was my turn to put fingers upon her mouth. “This is what I want to know more than anything else. Do you Venusians believe in love at first sight?”


  “I do,” she answered very seriously, “when one has heard a voice so long it has become the echo of one’s heart. But there is something I must tell you, for your protection, for mine.”


  She was not to tell me then. There were steps in the corridor again. “Ko-ko is impatient,” she kissed me quickly, “I will tell you so soon as you come aboard the Wock. Now I must go.”


  “Does the argonite mean so much to you then,” I asked reproachfully.


  “Not the argonite, Mauri, but peace, the peace and safety of my own lovely world. Those men would bring to it the bacillus of personal domination. Your story tellers write of invasions from Venus, Mauri. They over-rate their Earth. No part of Venus is likewise infested with germs and parasites. You see, Mauri, I have more practical reasons than pure idealism, for desiring to keep earth’s ships away.


  “I believe I begin to understand,” I admitted, but wondered what she found in me to overcome such a monstrous handicap. “I’ll get my gun, and we will go together.”


  “No, Ko-ko would be suspicious. It might spoil everything. Meet me aboard after take off.”


  “Depend on me,” I vowed and waited while she slipped through the door and joined the Venusian who waited. As I stood in the dim silence of the room that had shared her, a great foreboding seeped into my courage. I didn’t like at all for her to go alone. She had come so unexpectedly out of the night and now had gone back into it again. I wondered if I might not find myself unable to draw the curtain that hid her, that perhaps I might never see her again.


  


  CHAPTER VI


  DUPED


  


  SOBER consideration raised many problems that must be met if we were to have a fair chance of checkmating Blumendolt. On my way back to the office I began to reproach myself for so precipitously falling into a scheme so likely to fail. No argument should have persuaded me to risk Leatha again to Blumendolt’s power. Yet, even as better judgment overruled my earlier self-confidence, it did not dampen the exciting prospect of being off on romantic adventure with Leatha.


  Such a strange night, I thought, as I rang for Kirsh. Why call on Kirsh? I asked myself. Partly, I suppose because it was an old habit having him along when looking for trouble, and partly because I did not feel quite justified in taking chances alone with the crew of the Wock where there would be neither law nor mercy once she cleared from earth.


  Still I had not forgotten the way Kirsh had looked at Leatha. Not that I could blame him, nor any man, for being stirred by her. But I had thought Kirsh above the second look at any woman, however attractive. I had looked on him as a man with an asbestos lining in that respect, and I had heard that when a strong man breaks he goes to pieces.


  So I stood with thumb on buzzer, debating whether to persist in calling him or refuse to ask him, if he answered. My recollection was vivid as I stood there in the darkness, his muddy brown eyes taking fire. Had he thought to fool me by his reference to the argonite? Wasn’t he, after all, as much in love with her as I?


  Through the view-glass there was Venus, a little nugget of liquid radiance low against the black horizon of earth—a great world swaddled in white fleece, tugging at my imagination.


  Yet far more disturbing than the mystery of that great world rolling down an endless bowl of space, was the recollection of Leatha’s kiss, of her soft warm lips clinging, and the supple curve of her sweet young body without a slightest will to resist the impulse of my arms.


  I pressed my hot forehead against the cold quartzite to marvel at her tender beauty, but more at her courage. Far indeed had she come from those she loved, those she understood, and the tranquility she prized so much, to battle new environment where she was well aware abounded pestilence against which her blood was in no way prepared by inoculation nor inheritance.


  And because she was indeed so brave, because she had quickened to my kiss, because I had already begun to love her passionately, I newly resolved that Blumendolt should never threaten her nor her world again, nor lay his void burned fingers upon a single other fragment of the treasure that was none of his.


  I turned to find Kirsh at the door observing me narrowly. He had on a black felt hat instead of his official cap. He looked quite villainous. The kind of villainy I wondered if a woman might not admire if she was romantically inclined.


  “There’s dirty work aboard,” I said, jerking my thumb toward the Wock. “The girl and I are going to board her tonight. If I do not vaccuuo from Luna, pick a crew for the Zest. You should be able to effect our rescue from Venus.”


  Kirsh’s white teeth gleamed wickedly under his moustache. “Keep your attention on argonite,” he reminded.


  “And yours,” I snapped back.


  “Let’s get this straight,” said Kirsh. “If Blumendolt’s planning to skip, why not beat his game. Shanghai him aboard some ship for Luna, then dump him down a volcanic crack. He hasn’t taken that crew into his confidence, I’ll wager.”


  “Sounds OK. But don’t make the mistake of trying to dump two instead of one.”


  The line of glistening teeth extended at the lip corners, otherwise he made no acknowledgment of understanding what I meant.


  “Better take a flame gun,” he cautioned. “Bullets miss. Don’t imagine Blumendolt will have scruples.”


  Without reply I buckled on an automatic pistol. Burning a man was not my method.


  HE took a manlift down into the hold, Kirsh going first. At the freight airlocks, almost in the spot where I had stood when I first saw Leatha, Kirsh stopped. Wait until I’m in. If all’s clear, I’ll signal.”


  He went down the loading chute and crossed the tramway. It wasn’t nerve, going first like that. He and Blumendolt had been trying to trade. Even then I was not sure which Kirsh planned to sell out, Blumendolt or myself.


  I was back in the shadow. He mounted the tram, sauntered casually into the freight lock. A guard halted him. He said a few words and the guard let him pass. Kirsh took but a step, wheeled, and felled the guard, ran into the darkness. Soon he was back again, gave me all clear, and again disappeared.


  As I hurried across the alley-way I heard a tapping against the deck glass of my own ship. From the third deck it came, quick and insistent. I looked up.


  Leatha had not left the ship. She was up there beckoning frantically. I hesitated only a moment. Kirsh would wait to make any attack until I joined him. Leatha certainly had some urgent message for me.


  I hurried back to the manlift and reached the third deck which was now in semi-darkness, but Leatha was standing so that the light from the corridor fell full upon her face.


  I hurried along with a queer feeling that something was wrong with her. Something had happened to her eyes, her mouth, her posture.


  She smiled encouragingly, yet I halted, puzzled and disconcerted. My bewilderment was slowly changing into distressing unbelief.


  She had Leatha’s rich hair, her gold flecked eyes, her delicate bloom of cheek, her impudent upturned nose, Leatha’s every feature, every line and curve of her form, but she was as repulsive as a snake, and she stood as quiveringly rigid as a cobra that is about to strike.


  She seemed then like a devil, or a vampire, that had stolen the body which had shown so much delightful allure. However much she looked like Leatha she could not be.


  


  CHAPTER VII


  LOST IN THE SKY


  


  ALMOST immediately I recalled Leatha’s interrupted warning. This was Trita, no doubt, the woman who had caused all Leatha’s distress. It was this cold and beautiful serpent who had betrayed the argonite to Blumendolt, who was doubtless in love with him in her brittle way. Ko-ko too had probably mistaken her for Leatha and ignorantly betrayed to the enemy our plans, and she had trapped me.


  There was no opportunity, however, to dwell upon past mistakes. From without the Zest came the muffled purr of warming engines. The Wock was losing no time, and Leatha was aboard at the mercy of Blumendolt, and Kirsh. On the in trip she had been comparatively free to move about because of her similarity to the girl before me. Since Blumendolt knew Trita was not aboard, she must be doubly imperiled.


  Wheeling about I ran for the manlift, and after me, like a streak of pale fire along a fuse, came Trita.


  She caught me in the corridor, her soft arms throttling my neck, drawing me back to her, my cheek against her hair.


  I tore away, but she was on me again, “Mauri, Mauri, it is I, Leatha. Mauri, are you mad?”


  But I knew that she lied, though her flesh was the flesh of Leatha with a fragrance so exotic never to be forgot.


  I tore her arms apart, but could not bring myself to fight her as I would a man, though the growling below told me the engines were revving up and there was no moment to spare.


  She was quick as a panther and her strength was surprising. Her arms entangled me again and again. “Mauri,” she begged, even as she choked me, as she tripped me and blinded my eyes with her hair.


  She was a devil, coiling, twining, constricting like a facile and powerful reptile, taking new holds so soon as her arms or legs were pried away.


  I heard the Wock gunning up, moving down the rails to the take off. I slapped her face, but she held on, making little sobs between her begging. Then I let go, lay panting in her arms, with a lump swelling up in my throat. I was already too late to recover the Wock. No power of mine could return me to Leatha were I to lay out the girl atop me. For suddenly I remembered the airlocks would be sealed if I could catch the ship, and Blumendolt certainly would not be fool enough to open up and allow me aboard.


  Her arms released me. She arose. I got up also, hurriedly.


  “You were tough, all right,” said the girl. “I thought you would break in my face.”


  I glared, and in spite of myself my heart softened. She looked so like Leatha as I would always remember her, except of course for the hardness at the corners of her lips and the cold steel in her eyes.


  “You’re whipped,” she went on. “Now be reasonable.”


  “You just think I’m whipped,” I bellowed. “I’ll vacuuo Luna and be there on his tail.”


  “That’s all changed now,” she taunted. “He’ll not touch Luna.”


  “Then I’ll hound him to Venus!”


  “Sure and for what?”


  “Leatha!”


  “You poor fellow!” she mocked. “How little you know of us. You have blindly expected our planet to be as yours.”


  “I don’t get you,” I mumbled, preoccupied with a plan. If this girl loved Blumendolt, they must have arranged a meeting. Whatever planet they had agreed upon I could shadow her. But that was slow. Too slow. No telling what might happen to Leatha while I delayed.


  “Venus has the blue mineral argonite, but it lacks one that has played a most important part in the history of your earth. Our land is very deficient in potassium salts.”


  “I still don’t get you,” I repeated.


  “Sure,” she agreed. “You are only a pilot. Had you been a chemist, or a biologist, at once you would have guessed. In my world there are no mutations—none whatever. Generations of Venus have not felt the effect of potassium salts.”


  “Don’t you understand?” she went on as I stared stupidly. “There is no variation in species, nor types, every woman on Venus is exactly alike!


  Still I stared, jaws hanging.


  “You will find a thousand Leathas, and never be sure of any one of them.”


  “I would know her,” I vowed. “Whatever may be true about the effect of potassium radiations, there is a difference in individuality. She’s no more like you than Catherine the Terrible!”


  “No?” she sneered. “Maybe you think of Venus as a little ball in the sky that a man might sweep his hand over. Suppose she was lost here on your earth? Would it be easy to find her? And there are lean and fat, tall and short, dark and fair. On Venus?” she raised her eyebrows hopelessly.


  “Then what of him?” I taunted becoming cunning. “Do you think he will come back?”


  She gave me a queer look, then tumbled to what I was trying to do. “You really don’t know us,” she exclaimed. “A Venusian, you fool, never feels about the one she loves like that.”


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  RIDDLE OF THE SPHINX


  


  I NEVER saw Trita again though there was no device I did not try to discover where she had gone. None of the passenger lanes had taken her to Luna, nor had any of the freighters booked her. My ultimate conclusion was that she had taken a leaf from Leatha and stowed on some outbound rocket. It was only after long months of tracking and searching that I discovered she had taken a Salo Rocket for Mars, almost the opposite course to Venus at that position of the planets. And by then I had no need of looking to her further. Blumendolt never kept his promise to meet her.


  All the while I had private agencies tracing the girl I fitted the Zest for the perilous attempt at landing on Venus, as later developed.


  Trita at that time was surely on earth.


  A picked crew for my purpose was a mean job, and besides the regular provisions and oxygen supplies, I prepared extra oxygen, tools, and explosives to blast the argonite. After all, if we landed successfully, Leatha should have a shipload of wealth for her sufferings.


  That was the most trying, the most distressing, and the most determined month of my life. Finally all was set and with airlocks sealed I warmed up and drifted the ship out to the runway.


  As I opened the guns the whole ship buckled as though heaving apart. Immediately I cut power, dropped down the manlift and ran out into the night, followed by members of the crew.


  When I reached the stern of the ship I began to understand how loyal to a man a Venusian could be. The spotlight fell into a gaping hole. Part of the hull was peeled open. Flues were blown to bits. Anywhere I moved I stumbled over fragments of the powerful and costly combustion engines and chambers.


  Bitter with furious hatred and frustration, I cursed Blumendolt, but could not help admire the courage of the minx who had risked all to carry out her pledge to the man she loved, though only God could know what she found in him.


  The more I surveyed the wreckage, the more distressed I became. It would take a year, perhaps more to repair the damage even had I the enormous credit it would require to finish the job. I groaned as I thought of the argonite ledge. There was enough on Venus to buy me a ship, but Blumendolt, not I, would be the first to reach it.


  Involuntarily I stared across the breast of the earth to where Venus shone steadily and with such impassive splendor. And amid the ruin I raised my hand and swore, “Leatha, I will not fail you a third time. If you live some day again I will hold you in my arms.”


  So, biting down my despair, I turned on my heel and went up to the office to start engineers to drafting plans.


  That was a desperate year. I exploited every means within the boundary of common sense, and I still lacked a great deal of money. It was then I hit upon the scheme of lecturing on the possibilities of biological consistences on a potassium minus Venus. After each lecture I would raise enough money in the interest of science for the expedition.


  Little by little I discovered that my romance with Leatha was creeping into my talks about the planet, its ideology and its perfections. After all it was Leatha, and not science, which drove me on and on, day and night.


  Not once did I pass the freight lock, nor the shadowy smells of the hold, but Leatha haunted them again, like a dear mystic flame that my eyes could not quite make out, but which I could perceive intensely in my heart.


  Always she seemed to be puzzled, as though unable to understand why I had failed her. Always she seemed defending me to herself, repeating over and over that I was not like Blumendolt. That I had not betrayed her.


  Yet I knew how it must seem that I had. Kirsh aboard, and he had been bargaining to sell her out. And I hanging behind. At that point I would put the thoughts of all that concerned her away.


  So she was always on my mind, and gradually her story came out in my radio talks. Maybe she would be listening I thought as I told my tale. Perhaps she would come swinging down the gull of some space tramp to slip across the trams into the freight locks again. The public liked the spiel and the subscriptions grew, and I began to watch beside the freights every night, hoping by some wild chance she might come hurrying across the trams.


  THEN one night a vacuuo came which exploded my whole scheme even more disasterously than the bomb Trita had placed in the hold.


  Kirsh was back on Luna. This was the message. “Stranded. Vacuuo passage money and any excuse you think up for ditching me so completely that night. The girl tried to still believe in you. Really I felt sorry for the kid. It Occurred to me to make you out a damned coward. She had seen the last of you. It helped to give me the breaks.


  “If this sounds soft you’re in for a shock. We were married on Venus. She changed completely soon after we landed.


  “There wasn’t any argonite, at least we failed to find it. Blumendolt insisted, and wanted to go to Mars for a dame he called Trita. He believed she would know where the stuff was. The crew mutinied. They put him off in a life rocket, me too, but Leatha was too smart for them. So here we are. Passage money and the old job and I don’t remember a thing. KIRSH.”


  “So,” I muttered half aloud, “he was too much for her. Funny how women go for his type.”


  The shock of it came slowly, it seemed so unreal that Leatha should have forgotten so soon. I would go on with the expedition, of course, but without any heart in it.


  Kirsh, the bearded pirate of the void, coming home with a wife. It was rather ridiculous. And his note as tame as that of an office clerk coming back to his desk.


  Then like a stab that begins to hurt minutes after the numb, deadening shock, I remembered Leatha across the desk there, in that leather upholstered chair, eager with her cause; then in room 32, the golden flecks in her earnest eyes, and finally with a twitch of pain, the touch of her lips, eager, lingering, responsive.


  Well I had had my dream, and I was glad that she had survived the peril of being aboard with Blumendolt. As I sat it was difficult to judge which would have hurt less, that she had gone to her death still questioning my failure to keep faith, or coming back as the wife of the man I was beginning to hate, more and more bitterly.


  I reached for a vacuuo pad. It was out of the question to give Kirsh his old position. The first month one of us would be killing the other. Perhaps, I wondered, he might like to conclude the expedition. After all Leatha would be invaluable on Venus. If I offered the ship.


  But in that despondent state of mind I decided a man should make no decisions. I pushed away the pad and rested my chin in a palm as I stared through the view window at shadowy tramways far below. My thoughts, like those of an old man who lives only in his recollections, were of Leatha.


  Behind me came footsteps and a boy in uniform handed me another message. It too was from Luna.


  “Mauri. I heard your story on the ship’s radio, and again on Venus. I wanted to walk into the freight locks out of nowhere, to surprise you, but I have learned Kirsh has just sent you a message. I should have told you about Trita and how much all girls are alike on Venus. I only excuse myself because it was so necessary to take no delay that night. Kirsh is married to a Venusian girl he calls Leatha. While he was in my country it was funny to watch him, there were so many all around with eyes and hair and noses all alike. I don’t know how he can be sure of even his own wife.


  “The argonite is safe. Blumendolt was taken from the life rocket but he did not live. So there is nothing that I come to ask of you, except that maybe you tell me again, Ki ti lami, which in my tongue means “I love you.”


  “No answer,” I said to the boy and tossed him a coin.


  Then I sat puzzled indeed, swung between hope and disbelief.


  Which was Leatha, Kirsh’s wife or the other? Soon, of course, I would know. I had no doubt the moment I saw her, or at most, when I took her in my arms again, I should lose all doubt. But until then a thousand little ideas thrust stinging questions at my mind.


  She had heard my radio speeches. From them she could have gathered the salient items of my contact with Leatha. Was she Leatha really, or some adventuress of the Trita type after romantic adventure? Or perhaps my story had prompted action on the part of some young thing who was sorry for me?


  Looking back on those times, I am not sure, even today, which was Leatha. Whether the woman who all these years has remained loyal, helpful and beloved, is the same dear girl who put up her lips to receive my kiss that eventful night in cabin 32 of my old rocket ship.


  BOTH proved to be identical in appearance, as of course I expected. But I failed ever to separate their dainty, gentle natures so as to ever say to myself surely, this one is Leatha, or that one can not be.


  There was a way, a simple test, but I never had the courage to try it, since one was already married to Kirsh and the other to me. If I discovered Kirsh had married the true Leatha, always my unkept pledge would haunt me, or I might even have found there was yet another who had perished aboard the Wock, who never understood why I had failed her.


  For that reason I asked her never to let me look upon the arm the rope had burned until the scar of it was healed.


  She never did. Sometimes I believe she would have insisted upon proof, if she had been Leatha indeed. But she is Venusian, and they have queer ideas of loyalty. She might have thought it unfaithful for her not to wish to acquiesce in that which I demanded so fervently.


  RESCUE FROM VENUS


  Ed Earl Repp


  Was it too late to save the seven brave men of science who had made up the crew of Earth’s first expedition to Venus? Professor Jarvison, his daughter, Elizabeth, and young Corwin Trumbull, who had been given one year of life by doctors on Earth, had crossed the void, hoping to be in time. But here on Venus were two races, locked in mortal combat. And the lost scientists had landed on the wrong side of the planet!


  GRAVELY DR. BADGETT completed his rigid examination of the young man before him and straightened. He removed his stethoscope, laid it carefully aside and shook his snow-white mane in a gesture of defeat. For a long moment he stood looking into the expectant features of his patient, then spoke with an air of finality.


  “Just as I had anticipated, Corwin,” he said with open frankness. “Heredity has placed its mark upon you and you’re going the same way your father went. But your cardiac troubles are even more advanced than his were at your age. You have a normal strength that should keep you going for a year. Beyond that. . . . well, there’s absolutely no hope. It grieves me, son, but you have one more year to live. Medical or surgical science can do nothing for you.”


  Young Corwin Trumbull, naked to the waist, his bronzed, athletic torso glistening like velvet in the glare of the arc lamp suspended over the operating table on which he now sat, blinked incredulously at the old family physician. Some of the color drained from his fine lips and he swallowed with difficulty. Then like a man clutching at a straw to spare him from drowning, he brightened for an instant.


  “You’re kidding me, Dr. Badgett,” and his voice was husky. “I never felt better in my life. Look at this!”


  He flexed his muscles and they writhed like ropes beneath his glowing skin, and watched the physician’s seamed face for a hopeful sign.


  But old Doctor Badgett was not kidding his patient. As one of the foremost cardiac specialists in his day he had been the private physician for the Trumbulls of Virginia for two score and five years. He had in his files a complete record of the physical failings of the family from Corwin’s grandfather down to Corwin himself. While Corwin’s grandfather had lived to respectable age, cardiac troubles virtually sliced ten years from his span of life. It sheared possibly twenty years from Corwin’s father. Now it was taking its toll from the last of the Trumbulls. And Doctor Badgett positively knew that unless some miracle or an act of God interceded, Corwin Trumbull would be a dead man at twenty-five.


  “I’m not kidding, Corwin,” the physician replied quietly. “Life is too serious a thing to be joked about. I must repeat that you have but one more year to live. Today life belongs to you. In a year you will belong to life. That is all, son.”


  Corwin Trumbull, clean-cut and vigorous, sat stunned. The rumbling din of the traffic far below sounded like dull thunder in the quiet office of the physician. He had gone to Badgett with a heart that throbbed somewhat faster than it should, hoping to find some trivial cause at the root of it. Instead, he found heredity’s mark stamped upon it in four large letters, D-O-O-M!


  True, his father had succumbed to cardiac troubles two years before, but the thought that he, Corwin Trumbull, had inherited the curse, had never occurred to him. Now he was going like his father had gone—a vigorous life, a brief illness and then death!


  “Just—just what is this curse that is wiping out the Trumbulls, Doctor Badgett?” Corwin finally gulped. “I’ve a right to know.”


  The physician nodded toward a small closet-like room in which he developed his X-ray plates.


  “I’ll show you, Corwin,” he said bluntly, striding quickly to the closet. He returned in a jiffy with a dripping plate which he held up to the light for him to see. For a brief space thereafter, the condemned heard a complete discourse on the sad fate of the Trumbulls.


  The cardiac troubles of the family, it seemed, was something that completely baffled medical science, Nowhere in all medical history was there a hint of similar cases and Corwin Trumbull was thoroughly shocked to learn that half of his heart had already turned to stone while the other half, fighting valiantly nature’s battle for preservation, was gradually losing to the forces of petrification. The petrified half showed plainly in the plate, like a lump of dark-gray rock. In a year, Badgett told him, petrification would strangle the mitral and tricuspid valves, snuffing out his life.


  But Corwin Trumbull did not have the aspect of a sick man. To the contrary, he was the picture of perfect health and vigor. His skin, tanned leather-brown by the warm southern sun, betrayed rippling muscles underneath. He had the body of a young Tarzan and his nut-brown eyes were as clear and sparkling as his sandy hair was unruly. He had a fighting man’s chin and the fighting spirit to back it up. He had played right end on his football team at college until he graduated a year before. Not until the past few months did he actually begin to realize that something was radically wrong inside of him. He had noticed it clearly one day while making a long swim down the Rappahannock which ran along the entire length of the Trumbull estate of which he was now sole owner and master. His heart began suddenly to labor and he grew moderately exhausted.


  For the time being he had thought himself to be merely out of condition, but when the symptoms swept over him again the next day and the next, he grew alarmed and sought out Dr. Badgett for a diagnosis. He wondered alarmedly if his affliction would compel him to give up his vigorous, athletic existence, for a wheel-chair. He rebelled at the idea and told himself silently that he’d rather be dead a thousand times than spend a single month in a wheel-chair.


  “I suppose,” he said to the physician gloomily, “that I’ll have to sit around from now on like an old man with both feet in the grave. I couldn’t stand that, Badgett!”


  DOCTOR BADGETT thumped him warmly on the shoulder.


  “I don’t think so, Corwin,” he assured him, “but I wouldn’t over-exert myself if I were you. You know how far you can swim before exhaustion overtakes you. I would not advise your going further than that in anything. You can continue leading a vigorous life, with moderation, of course. In fact I advise it, for strenuous exercises will doubtless aid your heart in its struggle against strangulation. Its a peculiar malady, Corwin, and if I guess correctly, those valves will close up when you are asleep or inactive. You probably will not know when Saint Peter punches your ticket. But buck up now and enjoy life while you have it. Come back in a week or ten days and let me have another look at you.


  Corwin nodded thankfully. With the air of a hungry man taking the slack out of his belt, he slipped into his shirt, shoved the tails into his trousers, buttoned it hastily and affixed his scarf. That done he gave Badgett a tight-lipped smile and stalked out of the office. The physician watched his broad back vanish, shaking his head sadly at the inability of medical science to cope with such a tragedy as this. And it was nothing short of tragedy, for there was a young man in the full bloom of health, vigorous, clear-minded, an asset to any community, dying on his feet and nothing could be done about it. And to condemn Corwin Trumbull, Badgett realized suddenly, to an untimely death was like drawing the blood of a son of his own, so close had he been to the family throughout the years.


  Leaving the physician’s office, Corwin Trumbull went straight home and eased himself in a big chair in the library of his palatial estate to consider his sad predicament. He swallowed hard a couple of times to drown a choking lump that kept rising in his throat, and sat very still. Had he been a man of lower morale and less affection for those whom he held dear to him, he might have given away at once to cursing the parent who had bequeathed him the damnable plague that was expected to see his end in twelve short months.


  When Colonel Trumbull passed into the Beyond, Corwin had been left very much alone in the world. His mother had been called away years before, giving her life that a second son might be born to her. Neither lived and she had become a sort of a shrine of honor to both the surviving Trumbulls. Then Corwin’s father had left him the wealth of the family, but he could not turn to riches now for solace.


  At no time in all his life had he felt so alone in the world as now. Of friends, he had many, yet in this hour they did not count. He felt that he wanted to confide his woes to someone closer to him—to tell of his death sentence. But to whom? He shrugged his broad shoulders and ran a tense hand through his unruly hair.


  For two solid hours he remained in the chair, trying to reconcile himself to the ultimatum of Dr. Badgett. Death had missed him several times during his short span of life. But it had missed. He knew now that it was coming and would not fail to strike him down. At this thought he laughed bitterly, mockingly as though he really enjoyed the situation of being condemned to die.


  But what could he do to break a big monotony of waiting for the end? he asked himself time and again. He was not the type of person to hurl himself with reckless abandon into life’s wheels of gayety, despite the fortune at his command. He was not a squanderer or a playboy. The idea of starting to burn the candle at both ends was out of the question and he penetrated the innermost recesses of his brain for a decent plan to spend his remaining days.


  He was not in the least frightened over his predicament. But to say that he was not discouraged and somewhat resentful would be ridiculous. He did not want to die in a year, in ten years or a hundred. He had everything in the world to live for and youth despises death.


  A smiling colored servant presently appeared in the library. Corwin greeted him with a nod, ordered a mint julep and continued wracking his brain. But try as he might he could not decide upon any particular course to pursue.


  Finally the servant returned. Lost in thought, Corwin did not even see him. At length he discovered his julep on a tray beside him. A neatly folded newspaper had been placed within easy reach. As he sipped at the? tall glass, he glanced over the paper abstractedly. He was not in the mood to read the current events. Casually he thumbed the pages glancing over each with a spiteful, almost scornful look.


  Presently he reached the classified advertising section. That gave him an idea. He set his glass aside and hunted out the help wanted columns and the business personals. Perhaps here, he thought, he would find some occupation to take his mind off the future.


  He looked over the leading advertisements with a new-born eagerness. A tailor had a vacancy for a pants presser. That job did not appeal to him and he smiled at the thought of himself pressing gentlemen’s trousers. He skipped to the next advertisement and read it tensely. He blinked several times and read it again, then snapped his fingers gleefully, gloatingly. This was the one! With a year to live, what, he asked himself almost aloud, could be better than a job like this?


  ATTENTION! I want a MAN between the ages of 25 and 35 who is NOT AFRAID to risk his life for the advancement of science. Must be free from home ties, have normal use of both hands and feet and a clear brain, preferably a registered aviator with not less than one hundred solo hours to his credit. My project is fraught with supreme dangers and only men with unlimited intestinal stamina need apply. Project may last one year. Interview Dr. Mars F. Jarvison, 312 Magnolia Avenue, immediately.


  CORWIN TRUMBULL read that ad through a half dozen times before he cut it carefully from the page. Then, holding the small square of paper between tense fingers, he sat on the edge of his chair staring at it as if debating whether or not to interview the advertiser.


  Certainly he was qualified for the job, whatever it was. He had a thousand solo hours to his credit. But would Jarvison hire a man who was condemned to die in twelve short months? Supposing Jarvison’s project lasted more than a year. Would he care to gamble on a man who would leave him in the lurch by turning up; his toes at some critical moment? Hardly, Corwin thought. But, he decided quickly, it would be interesting to find out just what Dr. Jarvison’s project might be. Moreover, there was a slender chance that Jarvison would take him on if the job was still open.


  He shoved the advertisement into a pocket, drained his glass and hastened out to his roadster. Hopefully and somewhat jubilant, he drove away, finally to find himself at 312 Magnolia Avenue. It was in the suburbs, an estate of magnificance, with a white mansion set well back from the thoroughfare in a grove of trees. A private driveway led up to the house and he did not hesitate to turn his car into it.


  He had expected to find a line of applicants a mile long when he reached the Jarvison residence. He was mildly pleased to find competition lacking entirely, as far as he could observe from the outside. Parking his roadster at the side of the driveway he mounted a short flight of marble steps and pressed the doorbell button. His summons was answered promptly.


  If he had been confused and bewildered at the pronunciation of his doom, he was even more so when the door opened. But the sensations were vastly different and his bewilderment was quite pardonable, for he found himself looking into the radiant features of as fair a southern belle as ever came before his eyes.


  She smiled at him with devastating effect. Her glistening white teeth, dancing blue eyes, proud chin and wispy brown hair gave her smile the warmth of a sunbeam. She was dressed in a trim riding habit sans the hat and her hair flew in wisps about her temples in a slight draft that swept through the house at the opening of the door. She was scarcely more than twenty-one or -two, Corwin judged quickly. Her features were as finely chisled and as fair as the virgin marble of the steps up which he had just climbed. He grinned at her sheepishly and handed her the clipped advertisement at which she gave a perfunctory glance.


  “Oh, yes,” she said in a pleasant, musical tone. “Father is in his study waiting to be interviewed. Won’t you step in, Mr. . . .?”


  “Trumbull—Corwin Trumbull,” he volunteered. “I hope I’m not too late for the job.”


  The girl laughed pleasantly. Corwin was thrilled at its carefree ring and felt suddenly downcast at his own limited lease on life.


  “Hardly too late,” she responded, stepping aside to permit him to enter. “You see, you are the first applicant.


  No others have appeared yet and father is beginning to think the city is full of jelly-fish instead of real men.”


  “There are not many registered aviators along the Rappahannock,” said Corwin. “Maybe that stopped them. It’s early yet. The advertisement only appeared in this afternoon’s.”


  “That’s true, Mr. Trumbull,” the girl agreed, appraising him shrewdly with indirect glances. “But it did not take you long to take advantage of the proposition. Father likes promptness. I hope he finds you qualified for the job.”


  “Thank you, Miss Jarvison,” Corwin beamed hopefully. “I hope so too. It would take a mighty big load off my mind.”


  She gave him another warm, hospitable smile and led him down a hallway toward the sanctum of Dr. Jarvison. The door hung ajar and he caught a glimpse of a broad-shouldered man hunched over a paper-littered desk. Miss Jarvison pushed open the door and ushered him into the presence of her father.


  “Mr. Trumbull to see you, father,” she said, motioning Corwin to a chair beside him. “He came in answer to the advertisement.”


  Dr. Jarvison, deeply engrossed in his papers, nodded without looking up.


  “I’ll talk with him in a jiffy, Beth,” he said quietly. “As soon as I finish these calculations. Make yourself comfortable, Mr. Trumbull.”


  “Thank you, sir,” replied Corwin as Beth Jarvison sauntered lightly out of the room. She glanced back suddenly and caught him staring after her. Youth smiled at youth, but Corwin’s heart was heavy with regret that his days were numbered.


  He ran his eyes swiftly over the scientist, seeing a high, massive brow, clean-shaven features and thick silvery hair. Observing his profile at a certain angle, he noticed an unmistakable likeness between father and daughter. And Dr. Jarvison was a big man. His shoulders were straight and powerful. He had the waist-line of a man who rides horses as a rule rather than an exception. He was strictly an outdoor man and though his hair was white, he had the aspect of a much younger man.


  HE cleared his throat suddenly with a deep rumble, sat erect and swung his swivel chair around so that he might face his first applicant. His eyes, like the girl’s, seemed to twinkle. But Corwin was quick to see that they held the qualities of a man accustomed to penetrating into the deeper mysteries of life.


  “Well?” he drawled in a pleasant voice, appraising his applicant critically.


  “I came in answer to your advertisement,” Corwin replied anxiously. “Thought perhaps I might satisfy your requirements.”


  “I see!” Jarvison asserted gravely. He leaned forward with his elbows resting on the arms of his chair. “What gave you the idea that you wanted the job, sir?”


  Corwin twisted a trifle uneasily under his steady gaze.


  “A man’s got to have a job, and I need money,” he stated tersely, surprised at the ease with which he fabricated. It dawned upon him suddenly that if he had ever wanted anything in his life, he wanted this job, whatever it was, for he sensed in it something worthwhile. He also sensed that it might place him in further contacts with Beth Jarvison and he wanted it more than ever.


  The scientist studied him for several seconds during which time his eyes covered every inch of him. He noticed an odd, jade ring of heavy, engraved gold on his left middle finger. From that his eyes wandered to his neat, polished oxfords and then he speculated on the expensive material of his garments. He also noted the bulge of muscles when Corwin tensely lifted a hand to smooth out his heavy silk cravat.


  “You look a far cry from starvation, young man,” Jarvison commented abruptly after summing him up.


  “Oh, I’m not quite that bad off,” Corwin laughed. “A man can need a job and still be a few jumps ahead of the wolf.”


  “Of course,” the scientist agreed. “Your name, sir, oh, yes—Trumbull.”


  “Corwin Trumbull, free, white and twenty-four!” Corwin volunteered.


  Jarvison’s brows went up suddenly in surprise.


  “Corwin Trumbull?” he boomed incredulously. “Well, I’ll be—Young man, don’t tell me you are not Colonel Corwin Trumbull’s son or a very near relative! I thought there was something familiar about you. Corwin Trumbull, eh?”


  “Yes,” said the other. “I’m Colonel Trumbull’s son. Did you know my father?”


  “I did,” Jarvison nodded. “For many years, long before you were born. But we’ll not go into that now, however. Why does my proposition interest you? Your father left you well-fixed, didn’t he?”


  “More than I need,” said Corwin, wondering what effect the unexpected development of affairs would have on his chances of securing the job. “But I have reasons of my own for wanting the job.”


  “What are they, Corwin?” the scientist demanded bluntly. “You can’t possibly be serious, young man!”


  “I was never more serious in my life, Professor Jarvison,” Corwin asserted gravely. Then, realizing that the scientist was not to be denied every bit of information that he might glean from his applicants before he selected one for the job, and wishing to be fair with him, he launched into a detailed account of events preceding his visit. “So you see,” he said in closing his frank confession. “I have but one year to live. I want to pass that time as honorably and as rapidly as possible. I don’t want to have time to think about my future. Your advertisement appealed to me as offering the only logical means to that end. I would accept it regardless of whatever dangers the job may hold, or where it might lead. I would like nothing better than to devote the remainder of my days to the advancement of science if it will help humanity or broaden its knowledge. If your project is to last a year, then I consider myself worthy of your consideration for the job. If it lasts longer, well, I would hardly be a good investment for you.”


  “You’re right!” Jarvison exploded, scratching his head as if he were puzzled. “You certainly would not, Corwin. But I admire your stand and your predicament certainly grieves me to say the least. I’m glad you realize that this is strictly a business proposition with me and no matter how close you might be to me through my friendship with your father years ago, I could not risk investing in you without full confidence. But,” he saw Corwin’s jaws drop with disappointment. His eyes twinkled. “But,” he continued. “I do not believe my project will last a year, my boy, and before you accept my proposition, it is only fair that I give you a brief outline of my plans.”


  “You mean then that you are willing to take me on in spite of what I told you?” Corwin’s face brightened.


  “Badgett said you’ll live a year, didn’t he?” the scientist countered. “You are sure of living that long, for I know Badgett. He’s got you marked off on his calender and probably knows to the day when you’ll drop off. Well, according to my calculations my project will hardly last more than ten months at most and I’m willing to gamble on you that long.”


  Corwin nodded gratefully.


  “Just what is your project, Professor?” he inquired eagerly.


  “IT is one filled with well nigh unthinkable dangers, Corwin,” the scientist asserted gravely. “And if you care to withdraw your application after I’ve explained my plans to you, I will not blame you in the least, for the dangers are almost beyond human conception. It will take a man of iron nerve to do what I shall demand of him. But I would rather have a man of your predicament associated with me than any other because, realizing the nearness of death as you do, you will have little fear of danger. In other words, doomed to a slow death, you would probably welcome a swift and sudden passage into the Beyond rather than linger under the mental torture of waiting for the Reaper to swing his scythe. I will not have a coward associated with me, young man, and your circumstances, as I have already observed, make you anything but that. However, before I go further, I want you to understand that your affliction would not in any way interfere with the success or failure of my venture inasmuch as we shall all be dead or back home before the time Badgett has given you, has expired.”


  He paused as if to let what he had said sink deeply in the mind of his applicant. Once more he gave Corwin Trumbull a quick, shrewd once-over and if he had expected to see signs of withdrawal in his sun-tanned face, he was doomed to disappointment. Instead, Corwin Trumbull was sitting tensely on the edge of his chair, the living image of fearlessness and eagerness, his every sense alert to the adventure which he sensed the job offered.


  “But here’s what I’m going to do, sir,” Jarvison said with perfect confidence in his plans. “I’m going to visit the planet Venus—”


  “You’re going to what?” Corwin Trumbull was awe-struck. In fact he was almost shocked from the edge of his chair. He stared at the man before him as if he had suddenly lost his mind.


  JARVISON smiled pleasantly, unruffled by his incredulity.


  “I’m going to leave this earth in an interplanetary ship, Corwin,” he reassured him with perfect confidence. “And I intend to go straight to the planet, Venus.”


  “Good Lord, man,” Corwin stammered. “You can’t be serious! Why, it sounds incredible—unbelievable!”


  “Of course,” chuckled the scientist. “Everybody thought Columbus was a lunatic when he made known his belief that the earth was round. In more recent times, skeptics said it simply couldn’t be done when our own Lindbergh started out to conquer the Atlantic in an airplane. Yet he did it—”


  “But that is different, professor,” Corwin interjected excitedly. “In Lindy’s case there was only a matter of a few thousand miles and he knew what to expect. As for flying to Venus, why its millions of miles from the earth, across a sea of space that no man has ever dared venture into before.”


  “When I leave this earth, Corwin,” said the scientist evenly, “I expect to encounter Venus at its closest position to this globe, or between the earth and the sun, a mere [1]twenty-six million miles away from us. That, young man, is only a short cat-hop when one considers the vast distances in space. However, I must disagree with you when you say that no man has ever ventured into space before. You are quite wrong there.”


  “Wrong?” Corwin stared at him intently. “Do you mean that others—”


  “Exactly,” Jarvison cut in. “Though it is known only to a few scientists and no laymen whatever, others have gone into space to conquer it even as Lindy started across the Atlantic. That is why I am going, Corwin, not for personal gain or triumph, but to find out what happened to the men who have already departed from this earth. In other words, my venture is to be one of mercy as well as exploration.”


  “You mean you are going to Venus to rescue another party of space adventurers?” Corwin could hardly believe his ears. “I never saw anything in the papers about any such thing!”


  “They left with utmost secrecy, Corwin,” said Jarvison. “Just two years ago today and because I am the man who built their space ship, I have volunteered to go and look for them.”


  “But why all the secrecy?” Corwin inquired. “It would create a sensation!”


  “And ridicule from the skeptics!” grunted the scientist. “That is the reason for the secrecy, Corwin. Science does not like ridicule and scientists seldom make a statement unless they can really prove it. However, seven very dear friends of mine went into space to explore the planet Venus, using a ship of my invention. What has happened to them, nobody knows, or can guess. They might have met with disaster somewhere out in space, or they may have reached their goal and are stranded there with a wrecked ship. Anyway, that is my opinion and when members of the Society for Celestial Explorations of which I am secretary, called for volunteers to go to the rescue of our friends, I offered my services because, perhaps through some miscalculation on my part in building the machine, I felt obligated to volunteer. I—”


  “But why didn’t you go with your friends?” Corwin asked tensely. “Certainly if you built their ship, you would necessarily understand its operation better than they.”


  “Of course, sir,” said Jarvison. “But I remained behind because the Society demanded it. They demanded that I begin at once to construct another space ship to be held in readiness to go to the aid of our friends should they not return at a given time. They were allowed just one year in which to make the voyage and return. We have waited an extra year hoping they might turn up or attempt to communicate with us, thinking they may have landed back on earth in some out of the way corner of the world. But our wait has been futile and now we plan action. A rescue expedition must go into space after them and I am of the opinion that we shall find them stranded on Venus!”


  “Why did they go into space in the first place?” Corwin demanded anxiously.


  Professor Jarvison gave him a strange look.


  “Why did Columbus start across the then unknown Atlantic?” he countered gravely. “To increase human knowledge more than anything else. That is why my friends went into space in my ship to which I devoted my life to construct!”


  “It is almost unbelievable,” commented Corwin. “And you want to take me with you on your rescue flight, eh?”


  “You understand to some extent now, Corwin,” Jarvison replied, “just what sort of dangers go with my proposition. They are unthinkable and even an old astronomer like myself cannot know what to expect out there in space. There will be, among unknown things, the danger of meteors, space-storms of unequalled violence, collisions with asteroids and there will be the vast Meteor River to cross—”


  “Meteor River?” Corwin’s jaw dropped. “A river in space?”


  “A river of flying meteors, Corwin,” the scientist replied. “Unlike anything on this world. But we shall have to cross it to get to Venus and it is only one of thousands of dangers that confront the space venturer. It is only fair that I tell you that our lives will not be worth the time it takes to breathe after we leave this sphere. But I have no fear and if you wish to go with me, I shall be glad to have you. If you care to withdraw your application, you are at liberty to do so. But in either event, young man, you are sworn to secrecy about my plans and all that I have told you. Is that understood?”


  “Perfectly,” Corwin muttered, “Perfectly, sir.”


  II


  CORWIN TRUMBULL’S lips trembled and he swallowed with difficulty as he debated with himself whether or not to accept Professor Jarvison’s strange proposition. The very magnitude of the scientist’s plans overwhelmed him. He looked at him closely for some sign of madness. Seeing none, he began suddenly to anticipate such a voyage into space as Jarvison had outlined to him. The adventure intrigued him, fired his imagination to its utmost. Meteor River?> Venus? The idea of seeing them fascinated him and without further hesitation he made his decision.


  “I’m going with you, Professor Jarvison!” he said as if his pent-up excitement had suddenly burst loose from his lips. Their hands came together in a firm clasp. “But,” Corwin continued, overwhelmed, “how do you plan to get to Venus? No airplane could do it! Why did you advertise for a layman to accompany you when many scientists would jump at the chance? What will Miss Jarvison do if you fail to return, and when do you, plan to leave?”


  “Not so fast, young man! Not so fast!” the scientist held up a hand to halt the barrage of questions flung at him, and laughed. “To begin with, I am prepared to leave this sphere within twenty-four hours. I do not intend to leave in an airplane. As I told you, I have an interplanetary ship at my command. I will show it to you later, I advertised for a layman, a young layman, because, considering the sad fate of our departed friends, none of the members of the Society cared to take the risk. They, are too old, anyway, and in a project like this, young blood is almost a necessity. I decided on a layman because he is less apt to dispute my judgment than a young scientist, and we must have perfect harmony to survive. I cannot perform my task alone and Beth, my daughter, can hardly be depended upon to do all the work necessary en route to Venus, although she is a very capable young woman. Therefore—”


  Corwin interrupted him with a gasp of surprise.


  “You mean,” he blurted, “that Miss Jarvison is going with you?”


  Jarvison laughed good naturedly.


  “Certainly she is going with me!” he snorted. “There’s no stopping her when she sets her mind on something. In fact she’s just as interested in this venture as I am and I’ll have to take her along or she’ll prevent me from going, somehow!”


  “Then I’ll take the job with pleasure!” Corwin grinned eagerly. “But I don’t mind saying that I think you’ll find me a mighty poor investment.”


  The scientist regarded him speculatively and frowned.


  “You need not exert yourself at any time during the trip unless something unforseen happens, Corwin,” he said. “There will be many dangers, but little actual work.”


  “Badgett said I’d have normal strength for a year,” said Corwin. “But you’d have your hands full if I should turn up my toes between here and Venus or maybe in the middle of Meteor River!”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” the scientist shrugged, admiring the other’s cool nerve. “Beth and I have managed before in tight places. Who knows, the trip to Venus might cure you entirely, sir.”


  Corwin laughed outright.


  “I’ve learned to know that when Old Doc Badgett dooms a man, he stays doomed, Professor,” he said earnestly. “He gave my dad the same warning that he gave me today. One year to live and dad lasted just that long. So I’ve given up hope of recovery.”


  “Nonsense, young man!” the scientist drawled. “Why, it might be possible for the surgeons of Venus to supply you with a new heart!”


  “Surgeons of Venus?” Corwin stared at him. “You believe Venus has smarter medical men than we have here—that the planet is even inhabited?”


  “I have always maintained that the earth is not the only sphere in the universe inhabited with intelligent beings,” said the scientist earnestly. “Why not? This world is only a grain of sand in an infinite sea of sands. As for the Venusians being more intelligent than our own people remains to be seen. But who knows?”


  “It’s a great incentive for me to make the trip,” said Corwin with a sign, “But I have my doubts about anything like Venusian surgeons supplying me with a new heart. Besides, if life does exist there, it would hardly be creatures such as you and I. They may not even have hearts!”


  “That’s true, sir,” said Jarvison frankly. “Yet anything that lives in animation must necessarily have some central system from which to derive its power of force which is the heart of anything. Now, Corwin, what would you regard as a just compensation for your services?”


  Corwin creased the crown of his hat abstractedly.


  “I hadn’t given it a thought, sir,” he replied.


  “Every man is worth his hire,” said the scientist. “I am able to pay well.”


  “Then would twenty thousand dollars be too much?” Corwin inquired with a queer sense of reality.


  “Cheap at the price, Corwin!” the scientist chided. “I’m ashamed that you place such a low value on your life!”


  Corwin laughed hopelessly.


  “I’m going to die anyhow,” he said, “and I didn’t think it worth even that much.”


  “Well,” Jarvison drawled. “I’m going to boost it to a hundred thousand and I’ll feel that I’m playing square with you!”


  “Whatever you wish,” said Corwin. “You can make out your check payable to some association for medical and surgical advancement with the stipulation that the money is to be devoted exclusively to the study of the human heart.”


  “That’s mighty noble of you, Corwin,” the scientist enthused. “Just think what that will mean to sufferers of heart ailments? Any particular association in mind, sir?”


  “None whatever,” replied Corwin. “You choose one.”


  “All right,” Jarvison removed a big check-book from his desk and withdrew his fountain pen from his vest pocket. “I’ll make it out to the International Association for Medical Advancement.”


  “Good!” Corwin ejaculated. “I’ll just make a note of that, for before I leave this earth I want to have drawn up a will. Dad left me a million or so. It won’t do me any good if I never return, so I’ll fix it that in event of my death the Association will get everything I now possess, for the alleviation of cardiac troubles.”


  “I’m glad you have your father’s philanthropic traits, son,” warmed Jarvison. “That is a fine gesture and I’m sure that you are paving the way for future relief among heart-sufferers.”


  FOLLOWING his rather lengthy interview with the scientist, Corwin was invited to remain for dinner. After that he asked Beth Jarvison if he might remain longer. The big Trumbull home on the Rappahannock was all too gloomy and there was a ray of sunshine in Miss Jarvison that fascinated him even more than the scientist’s daring project. She at once granted him the privilege, for after all, Corwin Trumbull was no ordinary soldier of fortune seeking amusement. Like herself he was a clean-cut representative of the real Southern aristocracy and she had liked him from the first. Leaving Jarvison to pore over his plans, they retreated to the veranda where, under the light of the moon, he told her of Dr. Badgett’s verdict. She shuddered, promptly changed the subject and gave him a real lesson in astronomy which she knew so well.


  Beth Jarvison certainly knew her stars, he commented to himself as he listened intently. She sat beside him in a deep-cushioned lawn couch. He was fascinated by her extensive knowledge of the heavens and he regarded her quizzically when she gave some astronomical term with which he was ignorant. Her lustrous hair brushed his cheek suddenly and made his heart beat faster than it ever had before. He drew in the thrilling perfume that emanated from it and sighed hopelessly.


  “I never knew astronomy could be so interesting, Miss Jarvison,” he remarked presently. “I’ve always had the job pictured as a grind at which a man grows hunch-backed watching through his telescopes for some faint flicker of light that might indicate the presence of a new star.


  She laughed musically. It was a carefree laugh and it made him wince at his own helplessness.


  “It is thrilling to watch the skies, Mr. Trumbull,” she responded. “But do you find it hard to call me Beth? I think we should abandon all formality in so far as we are to be cast together in the facing of mutual dangers on our journey to Venus.”


  “Thank you, Beth,” said Corwin promptly. “It is a beautiful name and a beautiful girl possesses it, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


  Beth Jarvison certainly did not mind. She was eternally feminine when it came to a compliment. But she blushed and he grinned sheepishly at his boldness. She gave him a devastating look.


  “You wouldn’t kid me, would you, Corwin?” she laughed.


  “I meant it,” he hastened. “Honest! But do you know, Beth, I don’t think you ought to risk going with us to Venus.”


  “And why not?” she demanded petulantly.


  “It’s too dangerous for a girl,” he replied promptly. “Aren’t you the least bit afraid?”


  “Afraid?” she laughed again. Her white teeth glistened in the moonlight. “Oh, you brave men! You think a woman is a weak, jelly-fish of a thing that ought to be cuddled and kept in a glass cage! Afraid? Of course I’m not afraid! Nor am I going to be left behind when father takes off, you can bet on that, Corwin!”


  “But we may never return,” insisted Corwin earnestly. “You are so radiant, so young, that it would be a crime to remove you from all that is beautiful here.”


  “You are getting poetic already, Corwin,” she chided, laughing. “I suppose you will break out next with a stanza of Tipuca!”


  “You mean the one that reads: ‘And two things have altered not Since first the world began; The beauty of the wild green earth, And the bravery of man’ ?” he recited dramatically.


  “Oh, you do know it, don’t you?” she laughed. “That is the stanza, Corwin. But men are not the only creatures on this wild green earth who have courage! We women have always had it! A man will whine over his little, insignificant hurts, but it takes a woman to bear her pain in silence. The bravery of man! That is a lot of hooey, Corwin Trumbull!”


  “You are going along in spite of the inconceivable dangers?” he grinned at her derision.


  “In spite of anything!” she replied. “I would not miss such a trip for anything in the world. And it’s silly to say we may never return. I have every bit of confidence in father. His new ship is a great improvement over the first one. There can be no errors with him at the controls. Oh, I thrill at the very prospect of going, Corwin!”


  “DO you really believe we’ll even reach Venus?” he inquired quietly.


  “Of course I do!” she replied earnestly. “We would not go if we were not confident of winning success.”


  “Well, for your sake, Beth,” he said, “I hope for nothing but success. As for me, well, my life doesn’t count. I’m as good as dead right now—and I hate to die now that I’ve met you.”


  “Oh, Corwin,” she shuddered. “Please don’t say that again. Doctor Badgett might have made an error in his diagnosis.”


  “Very unlikely,” Corwin shrugged. “He is reputed to be the foremost cardiac specialist in the world today. Besides, X-ray plates don’t lie. God, if they only did!”


  He shook himself out of a melancholy mood that was clutching at him and laughed bitterly.


  “Oh, well,” he added dismally. “I’ll manage somehow to hang on until you are returned home safely. After that—”


  He snapped his fingers resignedly.


  “After that, then what?” she demanded softly.


  “Life or oblivion!” he mumbled bitterly.


  “Then let us hope that it will be life, Corwin,” she said.


  He looked at her curiously.


  “You don’t mean that you care?” he asked casually.


  With a sudden display of courage that astonished him, he took her hand. She did not withdraw. The soft texture of her skin fired his blood.


  “A woman with any kind of motherly instinct grieves at the untimely death of youth, Corwin,” she said evasively.


  “Then your attitude toward me is just motherly?” he inquired.


  “You forget that I only met you this afternoon,” she countered.


  His face brightened.


  “To me it seems that I’ve always known you, Beth,” he ventured. “Of course I could not expect a girl to fall in love with a man dying on his—”


  She withdrew one of her hands and placed her fingers across his lips. Impulsively he took her in his arms. She did not struggle from him. Instead she drew closer to him as if the night had grown chill and she wanted warmth.


  At that moment Professor Jarvison appeared on the veranda. If Beth had seen him, she failed to betray the fact. And Corwin, drinking in the fragrance of her lustrous hair, seemed senseless to everything but her presence beside him. Her father smiled ironically and scowled.


  “What, is the meaning of this, young lady?” he demanded sternly.


  Beth jumped and pulled away. Corwin’s eyes popped and he felt suddenly weak. His face reddened and his ears burned.


  “E—e-eh I’m sorry—” he sputtered, groping blindly for words. “I can explain, sir—”


  “Never mind trying to explain, young man!” the scientist growled. “I witnessed the whole scandalous affair, sir! What do you mean by coming into my house and mushing over my daughter? I must say that you are indeed a fast worker! By the way, isn’t it a wonderful evening, Corwin?”


  Corwin, stared at, him, bewildered, swallowed his Adam’s apple a couple of times and gave a tight-lipped: smile. Professor Jarvison laughed amusedly at the effects, of his stern, but little-meant rebuke.


  “It is a wonderful night,” Corwin found his tongue and gave, a sigh of relief. “I couldn’t resist its temptations—a romantic moon and the charm of a, beautiful girl!”


  “No need to explain, Corwin,” hastened the professor. “I was young once and I have no objections to a Trumbull of Virginia.”


  “Thank you, sir!” Corwin looked at the glowing dial of his wrist chronometer. “It is time I departed, anyway. I have much to do to, get my affairs in shape before our take-off for Venus. I’ll have to do, it all tonight so I can instruct my lawyers in the morning. Shall I come to—er work befor ten tomorrow?”


  “You’ll find father at work long before sunrise, Corwin,” Beth interjected quietly. “He’s an early bird.


  “Then I shall be on hand shortly thereafter,” Corwin grinned, “I never was a late-sleeper.”


  “Any time that will be convenient for you,” Professor Jarvison informed him. “You will have no special duties until we take-off and it will not take long to explain your watches aboard the good space-ship, the Comet.”


  “I’m mighty anxious to see the ship, Professor,” Corwin said. “She must be something out of the. ordinary.”


  He bade them good-night and hurried to his roadster. His blood sang joyously as he waved at Beth and pressed the starter button on the bail, of the gear-shift. His powerful X type motor turned over with a low hiss and the car leaped ahead. He drove home rapidly, got his lawyers from their beds and sat down to his tasks.


  III


  THE SUN had scarcely finished spraying its first rays of a new day on the Jarvison estate when Corwin appeared there prepared to begin work. He was ushered into the scientist’s private study by a negro maid. Professor Jarvison was already there and he greeted him cheerily.


  “Good morning, Corwin!” he said, rising from his chair. “I see you kept your promise to be here early.”


  “Promises are made to be kept, sir,” said Corwin. “Besides, I’ve so few Virginia dawns left that I couldn’t afford to miss this one. I’ll hate to leave them when ray time comes a year from now!”


  Professor Jarvison hung his head to avoid his, eyes. He did not like to see the haunting glitter that lurked in, them. It was almost unearthly; a glitter betraying his passionate sadness that he was trying to smother with recklessness.


  “Forget the future, Corwin,” the professor advised. “Live for the present and get all you can from it. I’m going to keep you so busy that you will not have time to think about life and death. I’ve decided to put you to work at once!”


  “Then lead me to it!” Corwin grinned eagerly. “You’ll find me willing to learn and willing to work!”


  Together they left the big house through a rear door. The sun was well up now. Corwin breathed deeply of the cool, early morning air. The perfume from banks of shrubbery that abounded on the estate permeated the atmosphere. How good, he thought, to be alive! How unkind fate was to him with its grisly fist of death hanging over him like a bludgeon!


  Professor Jarvison led him through an arched bower of blooming roses. Just beyond stretched a great landing field. Long buildings on one side of the field loomed up ahead. In front of an open hangar stood several trim airplanes. One big structure, standing probably a score or more feet above the others, impressed Corwin as being the scientist’s great workshop and laboratory. Huge windows lined the walls on all sides and as they approached he heard the hum of activity within.


  “Are your men working already, sir?” Corwin inquired curiously.


  “My men work all the time,” replied the scientists. “I have three shifts of eight hours each. The men on the job now are due to knock off at seven o’clock this morning. Another shift will go on the job.”


  “I thought you said you had built the Comet under strict secrecy,” Corwin remarked.


  “True, Corwin!” Jarvison nodded. “Each man in my employ is sworn to secrecy and is paid to maintain it. No mechanic, helper or flunkey is permitted to leave my estate. They are under constant guard. To prevent details of the ship from reaching the outside, I personally censor all outgoing communications between the men and their friends.”


  “Then they live here?” Corwin was amazed.


  “Yes,” replied the scientist. “They have lived on these grounds since the day I laid the keel for the Comet and they will not be permitted to leave until my ship has taken-off. Each man is under contract. None have ever quit and I’ve never had to discharge one. Pretty loyal bunch, Corwin.”


  “But why all the secrecy, professor?”


  The scientist knitted his brows and stepped over a beetle that crawled under his feet.


  “My work is well known to the Society for Celestial Explorations as I told you, Corwin,” he replied, “but stops there. Science will keep my secrets religiously. Should the news get out, I would be besieged by persons, scrupulous and otherwise. The agents of unscrupulous nations would pounce upon it. Were the details of my inventions to get out, Corwin, they would cause the greatest upheaval since the invention of the submarine and high explosives. The Comet and its equipment could be used in a most deadly fashion and foreign powers, not held in leash by the World League, would do almost anything to secure her secrets so that they might conquer superior nations. And I believe they could do it, too, with the implements at her command.”


  “It must be a wonderful machine,” Corwin commented.


  “The Comet is a wonderful machine, young man!” said the scientist proudly, without a trace of egotism. “It’s the greatest invention since the discovery of fire—and the deadliest!”


  “Deadly?” Corwin glanced at him curiously, surprised that a good-natured man like Professor Jarvison who could not even step on a beetle, should want to work out the details of destruction.


  “Yes, Corwin,” he replied. “Deadly to the extreme. You do not think I would dare venture onto another world without adequate and effective means of defense, do you?”


  “Hardly,” Corwin admitted. “May I ask what kind of weapons you have?”


  “I CAN explain them in a hurry,” nodded the professor. “It may astound you, but then I was astounded myself when I accomplished the task. I have succeeded in harnessing the sun’s vast heat for use in weapons. The Comet is equipped with four batteries of ray guns which project beams of intense heat instead of the commonly known projectile of steel. These beams, when projected, have an intensity of 75,000,000 pounds of heat per square inch, or sufficient heat to destroy the greatest modern structures in an instant. They would melt the greatest of battleships instantly and sink them before you could wink an eye.


  “Aboard the Comet there are devices for attracting this awesome heat into reserve tanks, maintaining a constant supply of power for the ray batteries. With this heat in reserve, the guns can be used constantly for a period of thirty-six hours even when the sun itself is hidden from view. To obtain this deadly heat, I had to neutralize space, atmosphere, and all interference between here and the sun and get at its very surface. Analyzing that terrible heat I discovered that it is made up of shattered atoms, the deadliest, most powerful things in the universe. It is like electricity—we know the power is there, but do not know what causes it. But I assure you that solar heat is far greater than the heat generated by electricity.


  “Light travels at the speed of 186,411 miles per second, Corwin. My heat rays will have the same velocity and they will contain the terrific heat of 100,000 degrees centigrade. All batteries are insulated so that the operators are safe from the heat.


  They are mounted on gimbals and can be swung in any direction. As for personal weapons—side arms, I should say—”


  You mean you also have pistols that project heat rays?” Corwin interrupted, overwhelmed.


  “I have, Corwin,” Jarvison grinned. “When we land on Venus, we will disembark from the Comet armed with small ray guns of the size and appearance of the German Luger pistol. I have evolved a pistol that projects rays in the same fashion as the battery guns. Each pistol is equipped with a cylinder chamber which accommodates twelve small shells or cartridges. These cartridges contain an inside area of four square inches each. In other words, each shell contains 300,000,000 pounds of heat. When fired by trigger, the gun releases a ray of the same centigrade power as the batteries and when the load of twelve shells is used up, the pistols can be reloaded as you would reload an ordinary revolver. But twelve heat-cartridges are sufficient to destroy practically an entire city of say the size of Baltimore. So you see, Corwin, we will be well able to take care of ourselves on Venus unless, of course, the Venusians, assuming the planet is inhabited, have weapons that are more deadly than mine.


  “Lord!” Corwin murmured. “I can understand the secrecy now. If those instruments of destruction were to get into enemy hands, we would be wiped out in a hurry! How did you ever conceive such things?”


  Professor Jarvison chuckled.


  “Just stumbled on them, Corwin,” he said modestly. “Rather accidentally.”


  “I don’t believe it, sir,” Corwin asserted. “Accidents like that don’t happen. But how do you propose to keep your secrets after the Comet takes off? Won’t your men talk when they are released?”


  “Perhaps,” nodded Jarvison, “but no one man has been permitted to understand any one thing thoroughly. Even the mechanics who made the final assemblies of my devices could not tell you how they operated or how they were principled.”


  THEY reached the big building.


  Armed guards were everywhere now. They were a hard-faced lot and seemed perfectly capable of shooting if necessity required it. Two of them stepped from the door of the building to allow them to enter.


  “This is the Comet’s hangar, Corwin,” the professor stated.


  “That’s what I suspected,” replied Corwin, glancing about anxiously.


  The scientist led him through his superintendent’s office and into the mammoth hangar itself. He was awestruck at what he saw there. If he had expected to see some sort of an airplane with wings, landing gear, prop and fuselage, he got the shock of his life when he beheld the Comet. It departed so abruptly from any flying machine he had ever beheld previously that his amazement was quite pardonable.


  He blinked several times to make sure he was seeing correctly.


  “Is that it—the Comet?” he asked Jarvison excitedly.


  “That is the Comet,” the scientist said simply. “Does it astound you?”


  “Astound me?” Corwin stammered. “Why it stuns me completely, sir. I expected to see an airplane, frail and tiny!”


  Jarvison chuckled softly.


  “You couldn’t expect to navigate space in an ordinary plane,” he said, glancing up to the top of the space-flyer where a dozen men, reduced to mere flies in size, by the staggering proportions of the Comet, were engaged in some work.


  Corwin made no reply. All his attention was on the Comet. In fact he was trying to take in its many details in one prolonged look. But it was so immense that he failed miserably.


  The Comet was indeed an astounding creation to behold. It looked like a monster, metal cigar, perhaps a bit narrower in the middle, and, he judged, probably two hundred feet in length. Underneath it had great steel runners for landing gear. On top of its upper structure were four great turrets which he decided at once contained the strange sun-ray batteries. They were evenly spaced down its back which was carefully streamlined with narrow, metal fins. Up in its nose was a great observation room with thick quartz windows like the exposures in a dirigible gondola. Giant steel rudders and elevators extended from her pointed tail. From underneath them projected two score or more-multiple exhausts. Wide bands of transparent quartz extended around the ship’s narrow body between each turret, giving it the appearance of some monstrous, segmented worm. Directly under its sharp nose protruded more exhausts.


  He saw at a glance that many men were at work knocking down their structures like shipyard workers preparing a ship for launching. Other men were loading supplies aboard through a great open hatch. An overhead crane rambled over with a load of boxes, barrels and other paraphernalia which was lowered speedily into the machine.


  Appraising the machine and its attendant activity with awe, he allowed the scientist to guide him to the nose of the ship. His heart thumped with excitement as he went. He wondered how the ship was to be propelled, for he saw no underslung motors and props. The smooth, blue-steel surface of the flyer was unbroken except for the turrets on her upper structure and the wide quartz bands.


  “What the devil are those bands for, professor?” he asked, unable to keep quiet any longer.


  “They are stabilizers, Corwin,” Jarvison replied readily. “They assist in keeping the ship on an even keel.”


  Corwin shook his head blankly and continued with his employer to the opposite side of the machine. There a number of men were at work assembling boxes, casks, bags and crates for loading. The crane overhead dropped its lighter and the provisions were hoisted up. While the scientist stood talking with one of his foremen, his new employee continued on along the ship, his eyes popping.


  Presently he encountered a wide stairway that ran up from the floor to an open door leading into the ship. He lost control of his curiosity and carelessly placed a foot on the first step to mount and explore the interior of the flyer. Instantly a gong sounded somewhere inside and two armed guards appeared at the door to challenge his ascent. Hearing the alarm, Jarvison hurried forward.


  You couldn’t get in the ship without an order from me, Corwin,” he said, chuckling. “The instant you put your foot on the step you set off an alarm. But come on. I’ll make arrangements now so that you can have full run of the Comet. But I warn you not to allow your curiosity to get the better of you. You might touch something and get hurt, or—”


  Or perhaps touch a magic button of some sort and fly away without you, eh?” Corwin grinned sheepishly.


  “Exactly, young man!” the scientist warned. “That very thing could happen at this stage when the ship is ready for flight.


  Then I assure you I will touch nothing, sir,” said Corwin earnestly.


  Jarvison led the way up the stairs with Corwin at his heels. The two guards stood on the landing and appraised him sullenly.


  This is my new assistant, Mr. Trumbull, gentlemen,” the scientist informed them quietly. “Mr. Trumbull will have full liberty in the Comet. Please see that he is not put to any inconvenience.”


  The guards nodded without comment and stepped aside to allow them to enter the ship. Professor Jarvison led him down a short ramp into the flyer. To say the least, the central chamber of the machine was a complete puzzle to Corwin. It was virtually filled with strange dials and instrument panels. Mechanical devices were everywhere and like the interior of a submarine the walls were laced with conduit. His curiosity was aroused at once, but he kept his hands off and his eyes on.


  “THIS is the electro-dynamic room, Corwin,” the scientist volunteered suddenly. “The motors controlling this section of the Comet are here. There is a set of motors for each chamber between the quartz bands, but you will have nothing to do with them. They are all operated from a control panel forward. I will lead you there.”


  They passed through another machine room and then entered the living salon. Corwin was amazed at its luxurious appointments. It rivalled a first-class stateroom of an ocean liner. There were divans and easy chairs, with a dining table firmly bolted to the deck.


  “You sure believe in traveling to Venus in comfort, Professor,” he remarked.


  “Beth rowed around until I had to add all this truck to our equipment,” the scientist grumbled. “Personally I would not have bothered with so much comfort. I can’t seem to be able to impress her that this trip is a scientific venture and not a pleasure jaunt.”


  Corwin grinned.


  Where is Miss Jarvison this morning, Professor?” he inquired intently.


  “She went out for an early-morning flight,” replied the scientist. “She likes to see the sun rise from the altitudes. She’ll be along shortly.”


  “Cloud-hopping, eh?” Corwin laughed.


  They sauntered leisurely into another cabin which proved to be the ship’s galley. Several men were there storing provisions where they belonged. Overhead was the open hatch through which other workers guided the loads of the crane. They continued on into the control room of the ship far up in the nose.


  There Corwin got his first glimpse of the Comet’s control system. On the walls in back of the quartz observation ports were great panels virtually covered with instruments. There were levers, dials and valves, more than he had ever seen before in one spot. And there were several electrical generators on the deck which were the only apparatus which he knew by name. He readily confessed his ignorance in mechanical things and the professor smiled amusedly.


  “I’m glad you are frank about your knowledge of mechanics, Corwin,” he said cheerfully. “I’d rather have an ignorant man than one who professed to know everything. Usually that kind of fellow knows little or nothing!”


  “I studied physics in college just to be in style,” Corwin confessed.


  “I’m sorry I did not pay more attention to it. What are those generators for?”


  “They create the impulse for the ship’s gravitational nullification,” replied Jarvison. “This energy is sent through the hull to electro-magnetize it, or in other words, to nullify the forces of gravity upon it. Since gravity and electro-magnetism are the same, the Comet, when insulated against gravity, will just fall away from the earth when she takes off.”


  “That sort of proves the Einstein theory, doesn’t it?” Corwin asked intently.


  “It does!” the professor responded. “Gravity and electro-magnetism are the same as I shall demonstrate when we take off. All that is necessary to send this ship into space is to turn on the electro-magnetizing systems and insulate the hull which is, for the most part, an alloy of highly magnetic metals comprising, among others, a certain percentage of beryllium steel. Since gravity and electro-magnetism are the same, there can be no interference or laws existing between them. One therefore nullifies the other. Here is a general idea of how we shall proceed to Venus, Corwin.


  “We shall drop off the earth into space with the Comet insulated against the earth’s gravitational influence, until we get into the magnetic pull of the planet we are aiming at. To do that is simple indeed. Delicate instruments will warn us when we are within the influence of Venus. Then we shall decrease our insulation as necessary to allow us a safe descent upon the planet.


  “To give the ship greater acceleration in space, I have added a rocket-drive system which will contribute immensely to our safety as well as our inter-stellar velocity. This system, incidentally, is lacking in the Meteor, the ship taken by our lost friends two years ago. The rocket-system in the Comet can be used to great advantage should anything go wrong with the gravity nullifiers. In other words, if the nullifiers cease to function by accident we shall still be able to proceed under rocket propulsion until repairs can be made.”


  “Very interesting,” Corwin grinned. “But you have not told me when you plan to leave for Venus, Professor.”


  “We will leave the earth at sundown tomorrow evening, young man,” replied the professor earnestly. “By leaving at that time we shall meet Venus when it is at the zenith on the day after. It will take us approximately seventeen hours to reach the planet after we leave our earth’s atmospheric envelope.”


  “Seventeen hours to do twenty-six million miles?” Corwin gasped incredulously. “Why it’s incredible—the ship would burn up at that speed—like a meteor!”


  JARVISON laughed at his innocent ignorance.


  “Meteors only burn up when they come into contact with the earth’s heavy atmospheric envelope, Corwin,” he responded. “In space there is no atmosphere. It is only a vacuum, void of all atmospheric resistance. There will be no friction there to burn us nip. It is a different matter, however, when we get into the neighborhood of Venus. Then we shall have to slow down to eliminate the danger of friction. Possibly we shall have to slow down in passing asteroids which may have atmospheric envelopes of their own. But in vacuum, we need have no fear.”


  “But we’ll have to breathe in that vacuum,” Corwin spoke up anxiously.


  “Of course,” the scientist chuckled. “I’ve prepared for that, Corwin. The Comet has apparatus for supplying us with oxygen. Without it we could not survive in the rarefied regions.”


  “But twenty-six million miles in seventeen hours, sir,” Corwin gasped. “I just can’t take you seriously.”


  “I would be holding the ship down to low speed at a million miles per hour, Corwin,” the professor informed him simply. “You must remember that she will be dropping through space and increasing her velocity every instant. With the additional propelling powers of the rocket system, her speed can be increased to almost the velocity of light. Yes, young man, we could drive the Comet through space at the velocity of one hundred and eighty-six thousand miles per second if we chose. But that speed would be dangerous, disastrous to us because our journey is a short one indeed. At that speed we could reach Venus in a little more than two minutes after leaving the earth’s atmospheric envelope. We would either over-shoot our objective and collide with the sun before you could bat an eye, or burn up like a meteor in the heavy atmosphere of Venus. Now let me acquaint you with your duties, Corwin.


  “During the entire voyage you are to take the readings of the instruments and present them to me at certain intervals. I will teach you how to read the sphereographs,gravimeters, atmospheric gauges, compression dials, electro-magnometers and the various other instruments important to our safety. We shall work in two hour shifts. Beth will help you at the gauges while I navigate at the controls. She understands everything. Today you may go over the ship, study the positions of everything and learn all you can. Your quarters will be in the cabin at the end of the cat-walk near the rocket combustion chambers in the tail. Have your duffle stowed aboard not later than noon tomorrow and let me advise you to bring along ample warm clothing, for we shall encounter some bitter cold in space that the Comet’s heaters may not be able to overcome completely.”


  Corwin nodded eagerly.


  “I shall have my bags brought aboard in the morning, sir,” he said, “and if you can trust me to keep my curiosity under control, I’ll study this ship from stem to stern.”


  “Then you had better get busy,” the professor urged. “It’s a good day’s work to go through the Comet. On the chart table over there you will find a manual explaining the various instruments and how to read them. Get it and soak it in. When I return I’ll try you out on the readings which you will find as simple as reading a clock. I’ll see you later, Corwin, and don’t forget that we leave at sundown tomorrow evening!”


  “How could I forget, sir?” Corwin grinned. “I’ve dismissed everything else from my mind!”


  “Good!” Jarvison grunted, turning away. He swung toward the exit. Corwin watched him vanish from view, then looked around trying to decide where to begin his studies. He found the manual on the chart table. With a will he settled down to learn as much as he could about the Comet’s mysteries.


  IV


  “BUT WOULDN’T touch that switch if I were you, Corwin Trumbull!”


  Corwin Trumbull, as eager as a youngster with a new toy, jerked his hand away from a small switch on the central control panel and looked up sheepishly at the sound of Beth Jarvison’s voice. She had crept up to the control room unnoticed and he saw her standing at the door. Trim and dainty in her white flying costume, her arms akimbo, she looked at him like a stern mother about to chastise an unmindful youngster.


  So interested had he been in his study that he jumped almost out of his wits when she spoke. He swallowed hard and groped for words.


  “I—I—I’m sorry, Beth,” he stammered. “My curiosity got the best of me again. I just couldn’t resist the temptation to see what would happen if I pressed the switch down.”


  Beth Jarvison eyed him remonstratively for a moment, then laughed.


  “You’re like a kitten exploring the cellar for the first time, Corwin,” she chided. “But you would not have done any damage by pulling that switch. It merely controls the lighting system. But had you pressed down the one next to it, you’d have sent the Comet right through the roof!” She paused to shudder. “Lord only knows where you’d have ended up!”


  “Perhaps on Mars or—or maybe not at all,” he laughed shakily. “It’s a good thing you happened along. I might have banged things up a bit!”


  “And father would have wrung your neck!” she laughed.


  “No doubt about that,” Corwin acknowledged. “No doubt he sent you to keep an eye on me, eh?”


  “Perhaps he had something like that in mind,” she smiled. “Anyway he asked me to come aboard and explain some of the details of your job to you. He’s tied up with some scientists from New York who have come down to see us off tomorrow evening. There will be a farewell dinner tonight at home. I presume you will be there?”


  “I haven’t been invited,” he replied.


  “I guess father overlooked it,” she hastened. “I know he meant to ask you. Will you come?”


  “With bells on, Beth,” he enthused. “I’ll be there!”


  “I’ll be expecting you, Corwin,” she told him. “But let us get down to business. There is much for you to learn.”


  For hours she explained and illustrated to him the intricate details of his job as instrument-attendant. Beth Jarvison knew the Comet and its mysteries as thoroughly as she knew her own trim little airplane. But frequently she had to remonstrate with him for paying too much attention to her and not enough to her painstaking explanations. He found it difficult to keep his eyes from her. Yet he managed to learn much and forget little, so careful were her pointers. And when she finally decided that it was time for her to take leave and attend to other duties, he boasted modestly that he could read the instruments backward if necessary.


  He proved no disappointment to her and was quick-minded. He grasped readily. In fact he learned so quickly that she predicted that he would be handling the Comet alone long before they reached Venus. She allowed him to escort her to the exit. The guards nodded silently.


  “Then I’ll see you at dinner, Beth?” he paused on the landing.


  She nodded.


  “If you keep your hands off the Comet’s controls, you will,” she warned him, smiling. “If you don’t—!”


  “I know when I’m licked, Beth,” he grinned. “I promise!”


  “You had better,” she chided.


  She started down the stairs to the hangar floor. Corwin looked up at the sound of the crane rumbling overhead. It was rolling forward, a long, heavy chain dangling from its carriage, and it was swinging like some great pendulum. In great arcs it swished back and forth, with the crane gaining momentum as it rumbled forward. At a glance he saw that if the operator did not observe the dangling chain in time it would smash into the stairway leading up to the ship.


  He shot an anxious look at the man in his cabin. The operator was nonchalantly nibbling at a sandwich, unmindful of the fact that he had overlooked winding up the chain after discharging a load somewhere. Nor did he hear Corwin’s voice when he yelled at him.


  As for Beth, she was taking her time in descending the stairs, unaware that she was directly in the path of the swinging chain. Corwin’s blood froze as he realized that it would strike her before it could be withdrawn upward or the crane stopped.


  With a bound he cleared a half-dozen steps, clutched for a hand-hold on the railing and jumped again. He was carried directly behind her. She halted at the sounds of his feet, but before she had time to be surprised he grabbed her roughly and shoved her under the railing. She dropped a good eight feet to the floor, scraping her knees cruelly as she fell forward. She looked up and gasped as the heavy chain swished overhead, smashed into the stairway and shattered it like so much matchwood.


  But not before Corwin Trumbull leaped clear. The instant the chain struck he flung himself into the air in a great leap to clear the remaining steps. She saw him land on both feet, turn a complete somersault and sit up, panting and gasping.


  N alarm the crane operator snatched at his controls. The chain hissed upward as the spindles raced. Corwin sat deathly still on the floor, his head cupped in his hands, his blood pounding at his temples under the terrific pressure of his abnormal heart. He seemed afraid to open his eyes lest he find himself in the land of flowing robes and glowing haloes.


  Beth was at his side in a trice.


  “Oh, Corwin,” she dropped down beside him on her knees. “Are you hurt?”


  He looked up with a sigh of relief.


  “Shook up a bit,” he panted. “Sorry I had to be so rough with you.”


  I might have been killed,” she said gratefully, looking up with quick anger at the crane operator. He stared down, white-faced.


  Hurt, miss?” he called anxiously.


  “No I’m not!” she flung back hotly. “But if you hadn’t been sleeping on the job, it would not have happened!


  “I’m sorry, Miss Jarvison,” he called down apologetically. “It was an accident—my oversight!”


  She made no reply and looked back at Corwin to find him appraising a barked hand. It was bleeding from its scraping on the gritty floor.


  Why, you are hurt, Corwin!” she breathed.


  “Just a few scratches,” he hastened.


  She dabbed at them tenderly with her handkerchief, unmindful of her own skinned knees.


  “Come with me to the super’s office,” she urged, “and let me put some caustic on them.”


  “Guess I’d better,” he said gratefully. “I wouldn’t want infection to interfere with my voyage to Venus.”


  He stood up and accompanied her to the office where she quickly painted the cuts with the contents of a mercurochrome ampoule. That done she left him with her gratitude for his quick-action, ringing in his ears. He returned promptly to the Comet where a gang of men speedily erected another stairway. He watched while a hasty examination of the ship’s hull was made and sighed with relief when it was reported that no damage had been done to it. Then he returned to the control room and for the balance of the day he remained there, studying the many instruments.


  He saw no more of Professor Jarvison or Beth until eight that evening when he appeared at the big house in dinner garb. He had rushed home and changed clothing, ordered his black servant to pack his bags, and returned quickly to the Jarvison estate. And needless to say he enjoyed himself hugely in Beth’s company. She was the only woman at the dinner.


  Jarvison’s guests were white-haired scientists, members of the Society for Celestial Explorations. They talked in terms that were alien to Corwin and he soon lost interest in everything but Beth.


  After a lengthy farewell speech by an austere scientist who, Beth informed him, was the secretary of the Society, Professor Jarvison led his guests to the Comet’s hangar. Though he did not seem to realize the fact, Corwin Trumbull, as he once more appraised the big machine, stood on the threshold of his life’s greatest adventure. What he did realize, however, was that he was madly in love with Beth Jarvison.


  In her evening gown she was indeed lovely. Her charm radiated itself even to the old scientists who took a special interest in her. She was a very courageous girl to make the flight to Venus and they did not hesitate to tell her so. Her face was flushed with the excitement of making the trip and she betrayed her eagerness to be off by her remarks.


  Members of the press were made conspicuous by their total absence. Not a reporter or photographer had been invited to this gathering of eminent men. As a matter of fact, Professor Jarvison’s project was unknown to the press. He was a man who despised notoriety and hated ridicule. In that, he was no different from many orthodox men of science. Time enough to acquaint the world with the facts-and proof of his accomplishments after he had made a successful voyage to Venus.


  TIME passed all too swiftly for Corwin, but he slept little that night. In his intense excitement sleep was impossible. But he was sufficiently rested to appear at the hangar bright and early the next morning. Jarvison’s scientific guests had remained that night to be present when the Comet took off at sundown. He had little time for him. The hum of activity in the hangar was at its peak. Corwin observed the moment he appeared on the job that the Comet had been stripped for launching into space. And she had been given two coats of paint which, much to his amazement, made the ship snow-white on one side and dead-black on the other. He did not know that this peculiar method of painting would tend to make him more comfortable in his flight to Venus. The white paint would reflect the sun’s burning rays, while the black would absorb them when warmth was most needed in space where unknown low temperatures were likely to be encountered.


  Professor Jarvison seemed everywhere at once. He had a million tasks, it seemed, to be done before sundown. His good nature seemed to have left him, for he was snappy and curt now. Corwin heard him yelling some orders from the top of one of the turrets. The next time he saw him he was down on the hangar floor supervising a gang of painters who were to go over the flyer once more. A man of tremendous energy was Professor Jarvison and now that the time for his departure was drawing near, he was not wasting a single minute.


  Corwin went to the control room where he studied the instruments for an hour before he was interrupted. Once more he saw Beth regarding him from the door. But this time she did not catch_ him toying with the controls. He was busily engaged in reading the manual. For the balance of the morning she remained with him, helping him. She seemed bubbling over with intense excitement.


  “Just think of it, Corwin!” she breathed at length. “We take off for Venus tonight! I’m so excited I don’t know what Pm doing half the time!”


  “I’ve begun to get worked up myself, Beth,” he grinned. “I can hardly believe, though, that we are actually going to leave this old earth and visit another world out in space. Doesn’t it seem a bit far-fetched?”


  “Far-fetched?” she said lightly. “I should say not! Why for as long as I can remember I’ve talked with father about making this trip. We’ve lived it for years, Corwin!”


  “It is certainly costing him a lot of money,” Corwin said. “This ship must have cost a fortune alone to build, to say nothing of all the expense going with it.”


  “Father himself hardly knows what it cost,” she said quietly. “Anyway, he has ample funds. What is money anyway when seven of the greatest, bravest scientists in the world are somewhere out there in space—lost?”


  “They may be dead,” Corwin grunted gloomily.


  “Perhaps they are,” breathed Beth. “But I am inclined to side with father on that subject. I think we shall find them alive on Venus!”


  “And if you find no trace of them?” Corwin inquired.


  She shrugged sadly.


  “Then they are indeed lost,” she replied, “unless they landed on some other planet—Mars, for instance.”


  “Do you think we might go there and look?” Corwin asked eagerly.


  “It is possible,” she said. “I know father will not want to give up if we fail to find them on Venus. It would be terrible if they were alive on some planet hardly inhabitable, unable to return home.”


  “I imagine it would be pretty uncomfortable,” said Corwin. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  “A great many of our neighboring planets are not habitable,” she said. “That is, in forms of life as we know them here. Take Mercury for example. It is immensely closer to the sun than either the earth or Venus. One side of it is always exposed to the sun while the other side is turned away from it. The cold side is always dark and has a probable temperature of 450 degrees below zero. The hot side is believed to be ten times hotter than the hottest temperature known on earth. So it would be pretty horrible if those poor men landed on Mercury!”


  “And how!” Corwin gestured.


  The hours sped rapidly. Noon came and went and before they were hardly aware of it the sun hung low in the west. Like automatons the workmen labored with last minute jobs. Professor Jarvison made a final inspection of the Comet and announced to his guests that she was ready.


  Sundown!


  A mighty cheer went up from the workmen and scientists alike as Corwin, Beth and her father mounted the stairs and paused on the landing. The two guards descended, relieved of their duty. Bubbling over with excitement, Beth was like a youngster anticipating a trip to the seashore. But Professor Jarvison’s set face betrayed the seriousness of his venture. And Corwin felt a bit shaky in his stomach.


  After a brief exchange of greetings with the scientists and men below, they stepped inside the machine. From the ramp Jarvison directed the removal of the stairway. Tensely Corwin watched the big crane roll forward, drop its chains and rumble away to the far end of the hangar, carrying the stairs with it. He glanced at Beth. Her face was flushed. Suddenly the professor waved to a man who stood tensely at a unit of machinery to the side of the hangar. Instantly he pressed down a lever and the roof of the building began to swing open like two great doors. Fascinated they watched, aware that the time had arrived at last for the Comet to make its departure from the earth. They waved once more to the visiting scientists and stepped back into the machine.


  PROFESSOR JARVISON automatically twisted a wheel-valve on the bulkhead beside the ramp. Instantly Corwin heard the low hiss of compressed air as the ship’s door swung to a close, sealing them in as hermetically as if the door had been welded. Few words were spoken. But each daring space venturer breathed tensely. Even Beth, at the last tense moment, grew serious as she realized suddenly that they were leaving the earth. She was overwhelmed at last, but unafraid. Corwin marveled that this slip of a girl could be so fearless.


  They retreated immediately to the control room and held a brief conference.


  “For the present, Corwin,” Professor Jarvison said crisply, “you will have nothing to do but watch and learn. Just keep your eyes open. Beth will take care of the instrument readings.”


  “As you wish, sir,” replied Corwin, visibly relieved. Despite his earnest study of the instruments, he was keenly afraid that some misreading on his part might cause sudden disaster for the machine and its occupants. He hung back while Beth went to the panels and glanced over them. With admiration he watched her make some adjustments.


  His attention was drawn to a unit which had been placed in the middle of the floor that afternoon. It was a sphere about three feet in diameter and was mounted on a pedestal. At first glance he thought it was a geographical atlas. But this sphere was criss-crossed with thousands of narrow lines and at the cross-section of each line was a disk giving the location and size of the major planets in the earth’s solar system. It was a miniature planetarium and though he was not aware of the fact, it was to guide them through unexplored space to their objective, Venus, which would be invisible to them almost until they were within its gravitational influence.


  Corwin appraised the instrument for an instant as the scientist took up his position at the controls. Professor Jarvison pressed a small button near at hand and the planetarium glowed with many white dots and the lines took the aspect of countless glowing wires. The tiny disks began to assume various colors from brilliant blue to flaming red and much to Corwin’s amazement he saw that they were moving like planets around their orbits.


  At the controls, Jarvison stood upon a slightly upraised platform from which he could observe with little effort the planetarium. It was before him like a compass and binnacle stands in front of a ship’s helmsman. There was also a periscopic screen before him. This was about a yard square and was of jet black onyx. He pressed another button and the screen glowed and Corwin saw in it the entire interior of the hangar with its open roof. Every detail was clearly shown, even to the visiting scientists and the workmen who stood away, watching the ship intently and waiting for her to take off.


  Professor Jarvison looked up at his millionaire employee and studied him for an instant. His eyes twinkled with excitement, yet he seemed the personification of confidence.


  “Well, Corwin!” he said suddenly. “Are you ready?”


  Corwin grinned. His face turned considerably pale.


  “Ready sir!” he said tensely.


  “Hadn’t you better sit down in that chair over there?” the professor chuckled. “It is arranged to do away with the shock of our take-off. Better sit down. The shock might knock you flat or more serious yet, break your legs!”


  Beth eyed him with a little laugh.


  “You won’t feel it after we get off, Corwin,” she smiled. “The sudden rise of the ship is apt to hurt you. I’ve a chair here by the panels.”


  He promptly sat down, not wishing to chance having his legs broken.


  From his seat he was watching Jarvison place himself in a chair behind his controls. The legs were equipped with some kind of shock-absorbers which he could easily see. He glanced at Beth as she eased herself into her seat.


  A bell sounded through the ship suddenly. Professor Jarvison looked up. His lips were tight-drawn.


  “Taking off!” he snapped crisply. “Keep your eyes open, Beth! Watch that gravimeter!”


  Corwin automatically looked out through the observation windows. Through them he saw only the forward walls of the hangar and the darkening sky overhead. While he looked up, the scientist swung down a small lever. Instantly the generators began to hum. He studied a small electro-magnometer in front of him, then slowly shoved the lever to the right. The Comet began to throb quietly as the electro-magnetic current shot through the hull.


  But the only thing that told Corwin Trumbull that the machine had taken off was that he found himself staring suddenly into the sun! An instant previous he had seen nothing but the hangar wall in front of him and the darkening sky overhead. Now he saw the sun, which had been invisible except for its afterglow. It was like a great ball of coagulated blood floating majestically on a crimson-splashed horizon!


  The Comet was at last on her way to Venus!


  INSULATED against the earth’s gravitational influence she had, in the fraction of a second, plunged through the open roof of the hangar and stood high in the sky as if some monstrous hand had picked her up and hurled her into space. And when Corwin Trumbull, in his intense excitement, stood up, his legs felt as if the bones had been removed from them. It was like rising in an express elevator, but hundreds of times greater. His knees buckled and the weight of his torso seemed to press him down to the deck. He got up laboriously, grinning, took a few steps and soon overcame his difficulty which was similar to that of a landlubber trying to maintain equilibrium in a rough sea. As the flier raced on the feeling that a great weight was pressing him down gradually diminished and before long he felt perfectly at ease.


  An uncomfortable warmth stole presently over the ship as he wondered how far they had gone from the earth. He removed his leather jacket and sniffed the air. It bore a faint odor of carbon. Fearing something untoward he commented about it to Professor Jarvison.


  “The smell of carbon comes from the electro-magnetic distributers, Corwin,” the scientist volunteered. “The heat is caused by friction. It will be pretty warm until we get into the rarefied atmospheres. Then I’m afraid you’ll be mighty glad to put that jacket back on, and a couple of sweaters to boot!”


  Corwin peered through the observation ports, but he could not see the earth, for the ship’s nose was pointed away from it and heading directly into the sun. At least so it seemed to him. But in reality the ship was racing sunward on an angle, its white side reflecting the sun’s hot rays to keep down the temperature within.


  “If we had an observation window in the deck, sir,” he said quietly. “We might have a look at the earth. I’d like to see it once more.”


  “I was just going to ask you if you cared to look at it,” chuckled the scientist. “As for an observation port in the deck, I’ve made a better arrangement. The Comet is equipped with periscopes that reproduce her entire surroundings on this screen before me. In other words, Corwin, the Comet has eyes trained in every direction at one time so that we can see not only what is in our neighborhood in the rear, but on all sides as well. Step up and have a look at the earth.”


  Corwin needed no second invitation. While Beth took some readings from the instruments and jotted them down on a pad, he stepped quickly to her father’s side. Professor Jarvison manipulated a dial slowly as if tuning-in a reproduction of the earth on the screen. Corwin watched breathlessly. Suddenly before his eyes there appeared on the screen a great sphere. It had the aspect of a new moon except that it glowed a dull red on the western portion. In the rays of the sun the Pacific Ocean, in spots, glared like a monster mirror. A great fog bank gave up a purple glow while in one place black clouds threatened stormy weather for whatever ships that might have been cruising there.


  “Is that the earth, Professor?” Corwin was astounded.


  “It is, sir!” Jarvison grunted. “Isn’t it beautiful?”


  “I can hardly believe it!” Corwin exclaimed. “Why we must be thousands of miles away from it already! I hardly expected to see it just that way—a great globe!”


  “You were expecting it to look as it does from your airplane eight or ten thousand feet up, I presume,” Jarvison laughed. He looked at his instruments and chuckled. The gravi-altimeter glowed before him. “But I’m going to hand you another surprise, Corwin,” he continued. “We are exactly twenty thousand miles away from the earth and the miles are clicking off faster than you can wink your eyes!”


  “No—?” Corwin Trumbull could have been struck down with a feather.


  To double check on his reading, the scientist called to his daughter for a verification.


  “Thirty-one thousand miles!” she called back earnestly.


  “Hear that, Corwin?” Jarvison laughed proudly. “That means that we have covered eleven thousand miles in the time it took me to give you a reading of the gravi-altimeter!”


  “But we’ve been in the air hardly more than a minute,” Corwin was dumbfounded.


  “We’ve been in the air just one minute and thirty-three seconds,” said the professor, glancing at a chronometer. “I’m holding the Comet down until we get beyond the earth’s atmospheric envelope, hence our slow velocity. Shortly we shall enter vacuum and then I’ll show you some real speed!”


  Corwin was overawed and said nothing. Dumbly he watched the screen and its terrifying picture. The earth was swiftly diminishing in size, it seemed, as the Comet sped away from it. Slowly it dissolved until at length it appeared no larger than a full moon. The sun, standing in the heavens dead ahead like a molten ball, seemed many times more brilliant than he had ever seen it before. And the Comet was headed straight for it and Venus whose orbit had brought the planet between earth and sun.


  They could not even remotely observe Venus due to its position directly between them and the sun. But the little planetarium told its position as clearly as if it were visible. The planetarium such as invented by Professor Jarvison stood every chance of becoming man’s recognized space-compass.


  CORWIN was spellbound by the utter greatness of it all and moved about like a man in a trance. The whole thing seemed like an incredible dream. But it was very much a reality and out there in space he felt suddenly like an atom flying through endless time.


  Minutes seemed like hours to him as he loafed in the control room waiting to be ordered to his tasks. The scientist sat at his controls as though he were perfectly at home. Corwin peered through the observation windows. Mars and Jupiter and other planets of the solar system hung in the offing like flashing gems in a limitless black pit.


  Suddenly his sharp eyes observed a faint light spring up far to the left of the Comet. At first it had the aspect of an automobile headlight appearing in the distance. But this luminosity was red and before he took his eyes from it he saw that it was growing larger at a fascinating rate. He heard Professor Jarvison give a sudden grunt.


  “Fire-ball meteors coming our way, Beth!” he said quietly. “How far away are they?”


  “According to the meteorometer,” said Beth promptly, “they are eight hundred miles North of our course and will pass underneath.”


  “Good!” her father grunted. “But keep a close watch on your meteorometer, Beth. We are approaching the meteor strata!”


  The cluster of fiery balls shot forward until Corwin had the inspiration that they would surely strike the Comet. Their brilliant light was almost blinding. His every nerve tightened and he held his breath in anticipation of the collision. But his fears were groundless, for the cluster hissed through the heavens in a tremendous downward sweep and vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared.


  Then with a suddenness that shocked even the scientist, another cluster appeared in space. Corwin saw it instantly—dead ahead as if the mass of fire had been hurled from the sun with ominous intent. The Comet seemed doomed now if it had not before and for an instant he felt rooted to the deck. Coming straight toward him at an incredible velocity, the fire-balls bore down upon the diminutive ship as if to swallow it in a flaming gulp.


  Professor Jarvison twisted his controls and snapped a lever far over. The Comet’s hull seemed to crackle under the force of increased electromagnetism. It shuddered from stem to stern and they were almost pitched on their faces by a sudden, sharp lurch.


  White-faced, Corwin stared at the oncoming menace, not knowing that the scientist had changed the Comet’s course to avoid it. Except for a faint hiss the fire-balls made no sound and as they came closer he automatically counted seven great balls of flame in the cluster. They had the appearance of rockets.


  Once more the Comet gave a fierce lurch. He felt his legs buckle at the knees. But he kept his eyes glued on the meteors and with sudden relief he saw that they were going to pass overhead, how high, he had no way of knowing until Beth gave a reading of the meteorometer.


  “Three hundred miles over!” she called to her father. “That is a bit too close for comfort, father.”


  “I’ll say it is, Beth,” Jarvison replied earnestly. Perspiration dripped from his forehead.


  With a terrific flash of light the cluster seemed to rise almost on the Comet’s nose and go hissing sternward high overhead. Jarvison levelled his ship off again and headed back on his course. Corwin did not know it, but the scientist had dropped the ship underneath the cluster like a seagoing pilot would warp his vessel around to escape a sideroller. Jarvison, however, had sent his ship many thousands of miles off her course to avoid swift destruction.


  “The meteor clusters frighten you, Corwin?” he quizzed.


  Corwin laughed tensely.


  “Of course!” he replied. “I’m not made of stone! I thought that mass of fire would strike us sure!”


  “When we get beyond the outermost fringe of the earth’s atmospheric envelope, young man,” Jarvison said seriously. “You won’t even be able to see the meteors. They’ll be hurtling through space like masses of cold metal. They only get hot when they strike atmosphere and friction. Then we’ll have to watch out, depending solely on our instruments to warn us of their presence.”


  CORWIN whistled nervously and stole a glance at Beth. She was wasting no time at her tasks and was giving all her attention to the instruments.


  “I expected in Meteor River to see a stream of fire streaking through the sky,” he said.


  “You won’t,” grunted Jarvison. “Instead, Meteor River is a stream of flying, cold metal and meteoric rock. We will not even see it.”


  “Then we’ll be flying blind as we do in airplanes?” Corwin inquired.


  “Exactly,” said the other. “At least so far as Meteor River is concerned. When we get beyond it, however, flying will be safer, though there is a great danger of running into asteroids.”


  “You increased the ship’s speed to escape that last cluster, didn’t you?” Corwin asked intently.


  “I did, Corwin,” responded the scientist, “and we are now flying upside down.”


  “Upside down?” Corwin was amazed. “It doesn’t feel like it!”


  “No, it doesn’t,” agreed the professor, “but we are, nevertheless. Our top structure is now facing the earth while our landing runners are facing the sun, or Venus, I should say.”


  Beth gave a sudden gasp and cried out in alarm.


  “Watch out, father!” she warned. “An asteroid is bearing down on us from the west, four points off!”


  Corwin peered out into space. It was black, Stygian black, and he saw nothing. Then suddenly he thought he observed an object just off to the left. He looked closely and then his blood froze as a monster ball sped before the sun, creating a near eclipse. The asteroid was so close to the Comet that, though it was scarcely more than four or five miles in diameter, it seemed almost as large as the sun itself. He looked anxiously at the scientist.


  Professor Jarvison, as though nothing could ruffle his confidence, sat rigidly at his controls, his eyes on his instruments.


  “That’s one asteroid that the world never knew existed,” he remarked suddenly. “Most likely it is a space-tramp, a vagrant body that strayed into the solar system.”


  “Is there a chance of us colliding with it?” Corwin asked tensely. “Supposing its gravitational pull draws us into it!”


  Professor Jarvison laughed.


  “It hasn’t enough gravitational power to hold a needle on it, Corwin,” he volunteered. “Nor has it an atmosphere. It’s just a small, dead body and was doubtlessly hurled off from some major planet or star. As for colliding with it, well, there’s always a chance of colliding with some menace in space.”


  But Professor Jarvison had no intention of sending his ship into the asteroid. The Comet was going at an incredible velocity now, much faster than the little asteroid was traveling. To avoid it he twisted a lever and sent the electro-magnetic impulse through the ship’s hull in greater waves. The Comet fell away from the menace and in no time it passed from view entirely like an aimless juggernaut.


  V


  BETH gave a sigh of relief and relaxed.


  “Give you a thrill, Beth?” Corwin grinned at her. His face was pale.


  “I thought it was the end of us, Corwin!” she breathed. “I knew the asteroid was there, but could not see it as we could see the fire-balls. I was afraid our asterograph might not function properly!”


  “Your father never cracked a smile and seems to have perfect control of the ship at all times,” said Corwin admiringly. “He’s as cool as a cucumber!”


  “Well,” Beth said frankly, “that asteroid gave me my first real scare so far and I hope we don’t have any more close-shaves with them.”


  “You said it, Beth,” Corwin asserted. “The less I see of asteroids and fire-balls the better I’ll like this trip. They gave me a feeling that I wouldn’t last until my year was up! I thought Doc Badgett’s death sentence was coming off sooner than he expected!”


  Professor Jarvison called to him suddenly.


  “I’m going to give you a lesson in handling the ship, Corwin,” he said simply. “I want you to learn now before we get beyond the gravitational influence of the earth.”


  “Why, in particular?” Corwin stepped up.


  “Because,” said the professor, “in another hour or two you may find yourself unable to stand on your feet, there being no gravity to hold you down. You will float in the air until we feel the pull of Venus. I think you should know how to run the ship in case something happens to Beth or myself. Do you think you can keep a straight course toward the sun? There’s hardly a chance of anything dangerous coming into our path for some time and Meteor River is a good two hours ahead yet.”


  “If you think it’s safe for me to take the controls,” said Corwin, “I’ll be glad to do it. I’m certainly not earning my keep standing around!”


  “I believe it’ll be safe, Corwin,” said the scientist. “I want to inspect the ship and see that everything is in order. Besides, I’m getting hungry. We’ll have to eat now because in an hour or so it’ll be a job, for you won’t be able to pour a cup of coffee due to the absence of gravity. Just hold the control wheel and keep it steady. Watch the screen constantly for any unforeseen signs of danger. Those small planetoids you see there are hours away, so you need not worry about them.”


  Corwin took the controls enthusiastically. But he could not understand why the scientist was so careless in turning over the controls to an inexperienced hand. But Professor Jarvison felt the need of an inspection tour and knew what he was doing. The Comet would fly herself without a helmsman for that matter, and danger seemed absent. Besides, he was getting hungry. He glanced at his watch. The Comet was five hours from the earth. As he moved toward the engine compartments, Beth turned on a small, compact radio, wondering if she could pick up any of the nightly programs broadcast back home.


  The instrument set up a dismal howling which sent goose-pimples up Corwin’s spine. But he did not even look toward the sounds. He kept his eyes glued on the screen. The small planetoids hours away seemed like small, twin moons.


  Suddenly he heard a strange, musical sound coming from the radio. It was different from anything he had ever heard before and he stole a quizzical look at Beth. She was manipulating the radio dials carefully. The thing scratched dismally and then from the ugly sounds they heard the soft, mellow voice of some silver-toned singer. It seemed too sweet, too mellow and golden to come from a human throat. No voice on earth, they were quick to decide, had ever been so soft, so enthralling.


  It began to rise and fall as the singer—was it a singer?—transposed emotion into song. First it was appealing, then resentful. But it was fascinating and the song was a supermasterpiece sung by a super-voice.


  After a moment of listening, Corwin decided that it was a woman’s voice. But whose? Where did it come from? Certainly there were no singers on earth with a voice like that. It was perfect, super-perfect!


  “HOW do you like that concert, Corwin?” Beth breathed tensely.


  “It is beautiful!” Corwin responded. “Where is it coming from—Italy?”


  “Italy?” Beth stared at him curiously. “Hardly! In all our world there is no voice like this, Corwin! I must call father to hear it!”


  She pressed a button twice. Back in the engine chamber a bell rang as many times. Quickly Professor Jarvison, sensing something wrong, came running to the control room.


  “What’s wrong?” he demanded, running up to the controls.


  “Nothing, father!” Beth hastened. “I called you to listen to this radio broadcast! I haven’t the slightest idea where it comes from. Corwin suggested Italy!”


  The scientist stepped to the radio and listened for an instant.


  “That voice is not coming from our earth!” he exclaimed suddenly. “More likely it is coming from Mars or perhaps even Venus!”


  “Mars or Venus?” Corwin was amazed at the professor’s matter-of-factness.


  “Where else could it come from?” Jarvison demanded. “Certainly not the earth. The lady with the golden larynx is without doubt broadcasting from some other planet! Being closer to Venus than any other planet, I’m inclined to believe it’s coming from there. But I’m amazed that we can receive it here!”


  There came an awesome whistle in the radio and as suddenly as it had came, the golden voice died away. Beth tried frantically to bring it back, but gave it up as futile after a moment.


  “Oh, shoot!” she exclaimed disappointedly. “I wanted to hear them announce their station!”


  Her father laughed.


  “Don’t get over-anxious, Beth!” he chided. “If that singer is on Venus, we’ll doubtless hear more from her. We were lucky to hear as much as we did due to the interference created by the electro-magnetic generators in the ship.”


  He retreated promptly to the galley and soon returned with a warm lunch which they ate hungrily. They found, however, that the coffee was rather weak and luke-warm and seemed so sluggish in the pot that it poured almost like molasses. The gradual decrease of gravitational influence over the ship was beginning to have its effect. Also the extreme lightness of the air.


  “This will be the last coffee we’ll have until we get into the gravitational pull of Venus,” the professor remarked. “I had a hard time boiling it and in a few moments it will not pour at all. On earth water boils at 212 degrees fahrenheit. Up here it boils at 170 degrees which is not enough heat to boil out coffee. As for your breakfast eggs, Corwin, I’m afraid you will have to go without as they will not fry up here.”


  “I can manage on sandwiches,” Corwin grinned.


  Beth returned the tray to the galley and washed up the—dishes. The scientist put Corwin on the panels and took over the controls once more. Gradually they sensed a change come over them. They felt so light that they seemed to weigh hardly ten pounds. Almost every step caused them to rise involuntarily from the deck.


  “Better strap yourselves into your chairs,” Jarvison advised suddenly. “The further away from gravitational influence the Cornel gets, the less weight we shall have. We shall float in the air like feathers if we do not strap ourselves down to something solid. The chairs are bolted to the deck. I feel like a puff of smoke right now!”


  And so did Corwin and Beth. Corwin made for his chair and missed it by a yard to go hurtling up to the roof where he banged his head sharply against the plates. He floated majestically back to the deck and fortunately landed prone beside his chair. Beth was spared his experience for she had known beforehand what to expect where lack of gravity played havoc with animate and inanimate things. She laughed amusedly as he eased himself into his chair and strapped himself into it with a safety belt the scientist had provided for that purpose.


  Her chair was within easy reach of the radio and she began once more to attempt to bring in the golden voiced singer. But the instrument was utterly silent and she gave it up after a bit to watch the instruments on the panel.


  Time passed slowly. There was nothing for them to do but sit and watch. Professor Jarvison had belted himself securely in the pilot’s seat and was giving his attention to the controls. By the chronometer in front of him it was midnight, earth-time. The velocity indicator showed a velocity of 1,453,000 miles per hour. But the Comet might have been standing still as far as any sensations were concerned with regard to speed.


  “Aren’t you afraid of breaking up the machine at that speed, professor?” Corwin inquired tensely, watching the velocity indicator on the panel.


  The professor laughed quietly and surveyed him through twinkling eyes.


  “Hardly,” he said. “We are merely falling through space, inert. There is no vibration to shake anything loose.”


  STEADILY the Comet plunged on toward the sun which was visible once more, it having been hidden behind the storm mass for some time. She went through space like a meteor until suddenly Beth tensed in her seat and called out a warning.


  “A swarm of meteors in the vicinity!” she sang out. “It must be Meteor River, father!”


  Instantly the scientist grew tense. He looked at the instruments on the panel before him. The indicator showed meteors dead ahead and streaming through space like a vast river of metal and rock.


  “Meteor River!” he breathed tensely. “We are half way to Venus!”


  Corwin peered through the observation ports and saw nothing. Suddenly Jarvison pressed down a switch. Twin shafts of light shot into space from the ship’s nose. They were so brilliant that they almost blinded Corwin and he cringed, mistaking them for flaming bodies. But his eyes quickly grew accustomed to the powerful light, yet he could see no meteors.


  The scientist, watching his controls and instruments anxiously, abruptly lifted the ship at a sharp, dizzy angle. She shot upward as Corwin caught the glint of a flying body hurtling through the light beams. It was followed immediately by others and seemed so close that the Comet was in immediate danger of being struck by the missiles. But one look at the meteorometers showed him that they were quite a distance away, yet they seemed so incredibly large.


  Through the twin light beams Meteor River coursed its way in a straight line through space. With the powerful beams illuminating the stream of missiles, they glistened and glittered like so many diamonds, the bright nickel element in them reflecting the beams like polished mirrors. They made no sound in passing. All the missiles seemed speeding onward to some unknown destiny at a fixed velocity, like the current of a deep river.


  Steering by instruments alone, Professor Jarvison sent his ship high above the metal stream and for some seconds thereafter they saw the missiles hurtling beneath them. The stream, he judged, must have been several thousand miles wide and of unknown depth. He knew that it was composed, however, of fragments of broken up planets and asteroids, flying about through space.


  The Comet safely sped over the stream and went on at a rapid clip. Having lost some time in passing through the celestial storm and navigating cautiously over the stream, he now sought to catch up on his schedule allowing them seventeen hours for the passage between earth and Venus. Of Venus they saw nothing, for the planet was directly between them and the sun. But he knew its exact location, for it was charted on his planetarium. In consequence he aimed the Comet at it blindly and relied on his instruments to tell him when he reached the outer fringes of its gravitational influences.


  Hours passed. Far behind them the earth glittered like a red ball. It seemed no larger than a tennis ball now. At length Beth’s sharp eyes detected a movement of the indicator-needle on the gravi-altimeter.


  “Gravity, father!” she announced promptly. “Are we in—?”


  “We are, Beth!” her father interrupted as if reading her mind. “We are in the pull of Venus! You can see her now—seven points off the port bow! I went a bit off our course so we could get a view of her from the side! In two more hours we shall land!”


  EAGERLY Corwin peered through the windows. Off to the left he saw the sun, and what a fiery Titan it seemed. It appeared nearly twice as large as he had ever seen it from the earth. And its rays were much hotter. In fact he found suddenly that the rays were coming through the observation windows like a blast from an open furnace. He did not know that in turning from his course the scientist had flung the white side of the Comet to the sun so that its great heat would be reflected and not absorbed as it would have been had the black side been facing it. Nor did he stop to realize that they would have been burned to a crisp had the professor overlooked this important detail of his navigation through space. His only thought was that he wanted a look at Venus.


  But Corwin Trumbull was doomed to disappointment just then, for Venus itself was hidden behind a dense envelope of dark clouds and they were too far away yet to see through any holes that might have existed in them.


  “The clouds are a God-send to Venus, Corwin,” Professor Jarvison remarked, sensing his disappointment. “They are not only a sure sign that there is much water on the planet, but act as a veil against the sun’s great heat. Without that layer or layers of cloudy vapor hanging over its surface, Venus would soon become an arid planet. Their presence has always led me to believe that the planet is the most likely one in the solar system, outside our own earth, of course, that could contain highly intelligent life. As a matter of fact, I have every reason to suspect that the surface of Venus is very much like that of our own planet.”


  “Being so close to the sun,” Corwin commented, “it must be pretty hot there in spite of the clouds.”


  “I’ve made an extensive study of Venus, as much as I could see of it through my 300 inch telescope back home,” said the scientist quietly, “and have come to the conclusion that the climate of the planet, particularly at its polar regions, is very much like that of our own tropical countries. As for the climate at its equator, it would naturally be hotter than at its poles. And you must remember that Venus gets twice as much heat from the sun as does the earth, being 26, 000,000 miles closer to the sun than our world.”


  Corwin went to the observation windows and looked down upon the cloud-blanketed world they were to visit. By now he could see the mass of clouds tumbling like a black sea beneath. The Comet was hurtling toward them with the hiss of air slipping along her stream-lined hull. In the heavy atmosphere she was not traveling more than an even thousand miles per hour, just fast enough to prevent friction from overheating her. But Professor Jarvison soon reduced her speed to a mere 500 M.P.H. She was in the clouds now and while the instruments gave him his exact altitude he did not know the thickness of the cloudy ceiling.


  As far as he knew the cloud-blanket might have extended to within a few hundred feet of the planet’s surface. Therefore, caution became the rule and he gradually slacked his ship off as she buried herself in the tumbling black vapors. The sun was blotted out instantly, but appeared again in the rifts. The gravi-altimeter gave them an altitude of seven miles, but dropping vertically the ship’s velocity was reduced to less than a thousand feet per minute. No use courting destruction, the scientist thought, with success within grasp.


  VI


  IT WAS with relief that Corwin saw the clouds thinning out below. Being a registered pilot back home he knew the danger of a low ceiling to an aviator. A rift in the upper blanket disclosed the sun again and he had his first astounding glimpse of the surface of Venus. He stared down upon the planet as if transfixed, his eyes riveted upon an area of strange, white markings that bore the unmistakable characteristics of a great city.


  As for Professor Jarvison, his heart beat rapidly as he studied the planet’s surface as it was reproduced upon his periscopic screen. He slacked off the Comet until she hung motionless in space and went speedily to the observation windows to look at the world below. Beth left her panels of instruments and stepped up beside him.


  For years Professor Jarvison had contended that all the major planet contained some form or other of intelligent life. Why the earth alone? He had ridiculed the supposition that the earth could be the only planet in the universe inhabited by highly intelligent beings. The very idea had been absurd to his way of thinking and now he was convinced that he had been right, at least so far as Venus was concerned.


  There was no mistaking the curious white markings on the planet. They were made by hand. From the altitude at which they looked down, the peculiar markings had the aspect of a colony of trap-door spiders extending almost as far as he could see in either direction. Thread-like lanes separated them as orderly as a street through a thickly populated city on earth. Beyond the areas were dense patches of green which he characterized instantly as thick vegetation.


  “I knew we’d find intelligent life on Venus!” he exclaimed suddenly. “Those circular markings prove it! I’ll wager everything I own that we’ll find a city of people there! The circular markings we see from here are unmistakably the roofs of tall, cylinder-like buildings! I wonder if the Meteor could have landed there and our seven friends are being held captive!”


  “We shall soon find out, father,” said Beth simply. “I can see no reason why the people here would want to hold them in captivity unless they thought them such strange specimens of creatures that they put them in a zoo or something!”


  Corwin looked at her curiously.


  “That’s an idea, Beth,” he said tersely. “Maybe there is such a vast difference in the appearance of the human from the Venusian that they have done what we do back home when we get our hands on a strange creature—lock it up in a cage for folks to look at!”


  “Possibly you are right,” said the scientist. “We have no way of knowing what happened to them until we land and make inquiries. If the Venusians prove hostile—”


  He did not finish, for as he spoke his eyes detected a number of objects rising suddenly from the white city.


  “Look!” Corwin cried instantly. “Do you see those objects coming up? They look like some kind of aircraft, Professor!”


  Beth regarded the objects tensely and saw that they were spheres! And they were glowing like emerald balls in the sunlight. Quickly she counted them. There were an even forty of them in line-formation. They shot up swiftly, ominously, like a squadron of spherical aircraft.


  “Venusian aircraft, sure as the devil!” Professor Jarvison grunted unemotionally. Corwin looked at him, wondering if it were possible for him to know what fear was.


  “And they might be bent on attacking us!” he snapped anxiously. “They are certainly coming toward us in a business-like fashion to say the least!”


  “We are in for some sort of a reception, all right!” said the scientist. “They must have observed us up here and are coming up to give us a welcome.”


  Corwin sensed danger in the coming of the strange fliers. His heart thudded loudly with excitement. Suddenly he saw another squadron of the green globes rise from the white city. They came up in a wedge formation.


  “Here comes another bunch of them!” he snapped. “They are headed straight for us!”


  They don’t look hostile, Corwin,” said Beth with suppressed excitement. “Why should they be hostile toward us? We have done them no harm.”


  THEY riveted their eyes on the squadron closest to the Comet. By now they were within a mile or so and they were really big spheres indeed, being, the scientist judged accurately, several hundred feet in diameter. They glowed like green emeralds and were somewhat transparent although not sufficiently for them to see through them. Wondering what sort of elements they were composed of, the professor suddenly frowned.


  “Radium!” he ejaculated. “Why didn’t I think of it before!”


  “What do you mean?” Beth glanced at him quizzically.


  “Those fliers are composed of radium, Beth!” her father replied. “There’s no doubt about it! That’s what makes them appear so green and transparent! The reaction of sun rays on radium!”


  Suddenly the first squadron halted in mid-air. Then without warning they opened up with a battery of hissing green rays which struck the Comet almost broadside! The ship shuddered from stem to stern as if she had been struck by a meteor. A vivid emerald glow illuminated her interior and on the instrument panels a strange flicker of brilliant green light played over the dials like St. Elmo’s fire.


  Professor Jarvison rushed forward instantly to see what effect the mysterious rays had upon his instruments. He was stricken speechless with fury when he saw that the flicker of light had burned out the fuses and played general havoc with the delicate platinum indicator-needles of the instruments. One delicate gauge was destroyed entirely and the gravi-altimeter was a melted mass!


  “Radium rays!” he shouted with dark rage. “They’ve melted the needles of our instruments!”


  “What?” Corwin and Beth cried in unison. They were at his side in a trice, staring at the useless instruments.


  “Those ships are hostile!” the professor bellowed. “They mean to destroy the Comet and us with it!”


  Corwin and Beth looked at him blankly as another battery of green beams struck the Comet. A ball of green flames flickered across the panels and jumped like ball-lightning across the control room to the instruments arranged around the periscopic screen.


  “Fight back at them, father!” Beth screamed with sudden fear, “They’ll ruin the ship and we’ll be killed!”


  Professor Jarvison leaped suddenly into action. He rushed to the controls, put the machine into motion with a sharp explosion of her rocket system and guided her straight at the glowing spheres. As he went he pressed down speedily four handy levers which controlled his deadly sun-ray batteries. Instantly Corwin saw four molten beams leap out in as many directions from the upper hull. Then with a shout, the scientist piloted his flier so that the beams would strike the row of green globes as he swept past them horizontally.


  Almost instantly they saw a half dozen of the spheres crumple in molten masses and go hissing down. Then two of the sun-rays struck the others like a scythe cutting grain. Like magic they wilted under the appalling heat of the sun-beams and plunged downward to crash somewhere in the dense foliage surrounding the Venusian city.


  “That will teach them a lesson!” the scientist shouted tensely. “They’ll have to get better weapons than radium-rays to beat the Jarvison sun batteries! Dang them! And they can’t hurt the Comet’s hull, either, for she is immune to their rays, strangely enough. But ruin my instruments, will they? I’ll fix their clocks!”


  He shot the Comet around sharply so that his forward batteries would be concentrated on the oncoming formation. But the wedge of Venusian machines was approaching more cautiously now as if the swift destruction of the others impressed their pilots that the Earthian invader was not to be trifled with lightly. Wondering at their hostility, Jarvison projected his forward beams. Instantly the sphere at the apex of the wedge melted and dropped in a mass of green fire. A half dozen machines behind it went down like punctured balloons, leaving emerald streaks in their wake.


  The others fell back as if fear gripped the souls of their pilots and masters. Professor Jarvison, sensing swift victory, shouted gleefully. White-faced and tense, Beth watched them through the observation ports. Corwin stood beside her, aware suddenly that he was trembling with excitement.


  “Guess this attack on us explains the mystery of the missing Meteor and her crew!” the scientist remarked gravely as his sun-rays once more bit ruthlessly into the Venusian formation. “The Meteor must have been attacked as we are being attacked and was either forced down or destroyed. She was not equipped as we are for heavy fighting and her sun-batteries were not near as powerful as the Comet’s. But they’ll not destroy the Comet! I’ll teach them to respect us!”


  BUT the remaining fliers needed no further teaching, for as Jarvison maneuvered the Comet to take another deadly crack at them, they suddenly turned tail like a flock of frightened birds, broke formation and whirled away at a terrific speed. To give them added acceleration he unloosed his beams at their backs. Three more went down in green flames and Beth shuddered.


  “They are retreating, father!” she cried. “Let them go!”


  “I ought to destroy every one of them!” her father growled hotly. “I feel we’ll have to do it later, anyway!” Angrily he switched off the ray-batteries, suspended his ship motionlessly in mid-air and went swiftly to the ports to look down upon the great Venusian city.


  “Every Venusian will be our enemy now,” Corwin remarked grimly. “Do you plan to land in the face of hostility?”


  Professor Jarvison glanced at him earnestly.


  “Of course I’m going to land!” he said brittlely. “I’m going to drop the Comet in that great open space—that plaza, in the city down there. But I’ll fly a flag of truce with the hope that they will recognize the fact that we come in peace. If they show further hostility, I’ll show them that they can’t kill my friends and get away with it!”


  “You think it’s worth the risk?” Corwin inquired, watching the retreating spheres. Instead of retreating back to the city, they were heading recklessly for the distant curvature of Venus and were rapidly getting out of sight.


  “I’ll risk everything to learn for sure just what happened to the Meteor party, Corwin,” replied Jarvison bluntly.


  “Perhaps those spheres do not belong to the city beneath us, father,” Beth spoke up. “They have vanished over the horizon. If they belong in the domain below us, don’t you think they would retreat there to protect it from a raid from us?”


  “By all human reasoning, they would,” her father grunted, “if they had the nerve. But I’ll have to admit that their retreat clear away has me guessing. I don’t understand it unless the men or Venusians in the machines haven’t the nerve of a jackrabbit!”


  “They stayed in the fight until you almost wiped them out,” Corwin reminded him grimly. “That shows nerve, doesn’t it? That last bunch might have retreated the instant they saw that the first ones could not destroy us or bring us down!”


  Professor Jarvison shrugged and said nothing. He snatched up a pair of powerful binoculars and peered down at the Venusian city. He was amazed at the city of white; that its thoroughfares were totally deserted. There was no sign of any living thing anywhere and the whole place had the aspect of abandonment. But he was not fooled in that. Like a true general he smiled grimly.


  “They are probably hiding, waiting for us to land,” he remarked to himself. “They won’t have long to wait!”


  With that he handed Beth the binoculars and returned to his controls. With confidence born of the fact that the Comet had survived the Venusian radium-rays, he placed the slip under the influence of the planet’s gravity and dropped her slowly toward the great plaza. Tensely Corwin and Beth watched the white domain beneath. As the ship dropped down they saw that it was really a beautiful city, though all the structures were precisely identical in the matter of shape. To Corwin they had the appearance of so many Towers of Pisa. Some of them, they observed, were indeed tall and Corwin guessed correctly that a number of them were considerably taller than the highest skyscraper on earth.


  They could see no traffic of any kind on the thoroughfares which seemed to have been laid in white marble or quartz. But then the glare of the sun through a great hole in the clouds made close examination almost impossible. It was almost like looking down on a great snow field until the hole in the clouds closed up. Then a dark shadow fell over the place like a gray blanket. Yet they saw no signs of life and were mystified.


  “Break out the sun-ray pistols, Beth!” the scientist ordered suddenly. “Arm yourselves with guns and plenty of cartridges and hand me a belt. We may need them in case of emergency!”


  BETH went quickly to a chest in a corner and snatched up three pistols which Corwin could have mistaken for German Lugers. She handed him one of them, together with a belt filled with tiny cylinders which looked like ordinary .45 calibre automatic cartridges sans the bullets. Being somewhat of a gun enthusiast and a crack shot with a pistol, he was quick to see that the Jarvison sun-ray pistols were somewhat different in structure from the Luger. But from a distance they could have been mistaken for the same, though the barrels of the Jarvison pistols were perhaps three inches longer and instead of being loaded by inserting a clip of cartridges in the butt as in the loading of a Luger, the ray guns took only one shell at a time which was shoved into a shuttle, or special chamber, well back on top of the barrel. The trigger departed abruptly from any Corwin had ever seen. Instead of being of the approved style, it was a button-trigger underneath the barrel which automatically broke the metal seal over the ends of the cartridges and operated camera-like shutters in the muzzle of the pistol releasing the sun-rays or holding them within the gun as the user required.


  “I should have taken time to give you a lesson in using that pistol, Corwin, the professor looked up from his controls.


  “It looks simple enough,” replied Corwin, strapping the cartridge belt around his waist and placing the pistol in a stiff leather holster. “I think I understand how it works. Is it loaded?”


  “It is,” interposed Beth quickly. “I’ll show you how it operates.” She removed her own gun from its holster and held it up before him. “When this little pin,” she continued, pointing out a small pin projecting from behind the breech, “is sticking out, the gun is loaded. When the cartridge is empty, all you need to do to eject it is to press the pin which throws out the spent shell. Then you place another one in the magazine here, slide back the carriage and shoot by pressing the trigger button. Sliding back the carriage cocks the gun. The pin punctures the shell and lets the ray heat into the barrel where shutters, controlled by the trigger, project the beams. This little gadget here on the side of the butt is a safety catch. When it is up you cannot shoot the gun. You merely press it down like you do on an ordinary automatic when you are ready to fire. Do you understand it now?”


  “I think I do, Beth,” he replied. “Thanks. Nothing to it if you are accustomed to shooting an automatic pistol. Pistol shooting is sort of a sixth sense with the Trumbulls, handed down to me, I suppose, by my feudal ancestors. Ever heard of the Trumbull-Galt feud that raged in the Blue Ridges up until almost recent years?”


  Beth’s face reddened a bit and she glanced at her father. The scientist’s lips tightened and then he laughed.


  “You bet, Corwin!” he said inoffensively. “The Jarvisons were friends of the Gaits! That’s why your father and me were—er—such distant friends, I should say.”


  Corwin was taken aback.


  “I thought you said you and dad were real friends,” he muttered.


  “We were,” said the other simply. “But that was before a Trumbull killed the Galt who was married to my sister. It was a fair duel, I suppose, but it split your dad and me. We were just kids then.”


  “And you never patched it up?” Corwin asked quietly, aware that he had innocently touched on a delicate subject.


  “Your dad was a stubborn critter, Corwin,” replied the professor. “But like you, he never had anything to do with the actual fighting of the feud. You see, we lived in the lowlands. When my older sister married into the Galt clan and moved to the mountains, the Jarvisons were by the marriage, bound to side with the Gaits. The killing of her husband naturally riled us up and your dad and me broke off our friendship over it. It was silly, of course, but we never patched it up.”


  “Forget about it!” Beth admonished. “What do we care how many Trumbulls or Gaits were killed in that old feud. It’s all over now and we’ve more important things to think about now!”


  “You’re right, Beth,” agreed her father promptly. “But when Corwin told me he was a Trumbull, it helped a lot in having me select him for the third member of this expedition. The Trumbulls had plenty of nerve and from the cut of Corwin’s chin I knew he was no exception to the rule that a Trumbull is a born fighter!”


  “And that’s what our family history says of the Gaits and their clan!” grinned Corwin. “They were gluttons for punishment. Your landing on Venus in the face of hostility proves that, Professor!”


  THE scientist chuckled amusedly and abandoned the subject to give his entire attention to the task of setting the Comet down in the great plaza. Like a dirigible dropping slowly to the ground in a vertical landing, the interplanetary flier was brought down with scarcely a bump as her runners touched Venusian soil. Standing excitedly at the observation ports, Beth and Corwin were overwhelmed by the towering height of the circular structures that rose above the plaza. They were like great white cylinders with large, deep-set windows and massive pillars.


  There was no sign of life anywhere, yet Professor Jarvison, studying the weird white scene as it was reproduced in his periscopic screen, felt that the Venusian city was far from being deserted. He vaguely sensed some sort of a trap. The silence of the place was appalling. Not a breath of wind stirred about the great machine as it rested on the paved plaza. Nor was there a tree or even a bush to be seen. The place was of snow-white stone which he took presently to be virgin marble. The only moving thing they observed was a fountain near the entrance to the tallest structure on the edge of the plaza.


  From it spurted a beautiful tricolored liquid that had the sheen of a humming bird’s breast. It was green, crimson and gold and could scarcely have been water, for the sun was not glistening upon it, being hidden behind a bank of dull gray clouds. It seemed alive as it geysered up and sprayed back into a great basin.


  “The place looks peaceful enough,” Corwin commented suddenly. “There must be life here. What do you suppose could be the reason for the deserted aspect of the city, Professor?”


  “Looks like a trick to me!” the scientist grunted. “Maybe they are waiting for us to show ourselves, knowing that they cannot destroy our ship, and are in hiding to kill us with their radium-rays. I didn’t expect such a cold welcome!”


  “You mean hot welcome, father,” Beth reminded him tensely. “You forget the fight with the Venusian fliers!”


  “I expected the Venusians to rush the Comet the moment we landed,” he replied. “But no doubt they are keeping their eyes on us. They may even have their ray guns trained on us at this moment.”


  “It does seem dangerous to expose ourselves,” said Corwin, “but it must be done if we are to learn anything about the Meteor party. We’ll have to go out. Maybe they are waiting for us to show some sign of friendliness.”


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking, Corwin,” responded Jarvison. “We’ll have to take a chance. Now that we are here, I’m not going to back down or be run off without a stiff fight. I’d show a white flag, though I doubt if the Venusians would recognize it as an offer of truce.”


  “Then let’s go out boldly,” suggested Corwin. “I could stand a breath of fresh air. Perhaps it wouldn’t be a bad idea if just you and me went out into the plaza, leaving Beth in the ship as a matter of precaution. She could cover us with the sun-batteries in case of an attack. They might not expect a girl with us. That would fool them, assuming they are to be fooled.”


  Professor Jarvison nodded. “The people here are highly intelligent, Corwin,” he said. “Their buildings show a tremendous structural improvement over what we have on earth. I doubt if they can be fooled easily into thinking just the two of us ventured into space.”


  Beth, who had been silent for several minutes, intently watching the fountain, spoke up suddenly.


  “Just get it out of your heads if you think I’m going to stay in the ship while you go out!” she said. “If you leave the Comet, I’m going right with you!”


  Her father shrugged.


  “We won’t argue that point, my dear,” he said resignedly. “It would do no good. But until we learn what’s what, you’ll have to remain in the background. At the first sign of trouble, you must return to the ship while Corwin and I cover your retreat. Once aboard you can in turn cover us and we may be able to get inside again without disaster.”


  “If they hurt either of you, father,” she vowed solemnly. “I’ll turn the sun-batteries loose and burn this place to the ground!”


  ORWIN glanced at her and saw that she meant just what she said. But it amused him to think of a lone girl fighting single-handed perhaps the entire population of Venus. He had little doubt that the Comet’s weapons could wreak a terrible vengeance on the city and that she could operate them at their deadliest if need be. But in event of their deaths, could she take the flier into space and return to earth alone?


  Professor Jarvison, thinking along the same lines, spoke up.


  “If anything happens to Corwin and me, my dear,” he said tensely, “don’t you wait to destroy the city. I’ve taught you how to fly the Comet. The instant you see us fall, you take off immediately and return home.” She said nothing and they both knew that her mind was set on avenging them regardless to the cost to herself if anything befell them.


  “Well! Corwin said quietly. “Pm ready to step into the open when you are, Professor.”


  “Good!” ejaculated the professor gruffly. “The longer the delay, the longer the uncertainty as to our reception. I feel they are waiting for us to make the first move. It may be our last, Corwin.”


  “What’s the difference?” Corwin grunted. “So far as I’m concerned, I might as well die now as in a year from now!”


  Both Beth and her father glanced at him curiously, saw the terrible recklessness in his eyes again, and mentally patted him on the back for his courage.


  “That’s a bold way of looking at it, Corwin,” the scientist said. “The risk is great, but nothing risked is nothing gained. The men in the Meteor party risked everything in being the first humans to venture into space. If our lives are given in an effort to learn where they are and save them from their predicament whatever it is, they shall have been well-spent. Let us hope for the best for ourselves and our friends who at this moment may be stranded somewhere.”


  He took Beth by the arm. Together they left the control room and made their way to the exit amidships. Corwin fell in behind them, his every nerve tingling with excitement. At the door the scientist, without further delay, pressed down a lever. Hydraulic pressure instantly forced open the door. A collapsible stairway shot to the pavement in the plaza. Then placing Beth behind them, they stepped out and walked boldly down the companionway to the pavement, expecting anything to be shot at them from the buildings nearby. But they were ready, for in their hands they clutched their sun-ray pistols, firmly resolved that if they were to meet death, they would meet it fighting.


  They found little difference between the atmosphere of Venus and that of the earth. Except for its lightness which made their throats and nostrils tickle, it was almost like the rarefied air an aviator breathes at an elevation of ten or fifteen thousand feet above the earth. But it was uncomfortably warm which was quite to be expected since Venus is closer to the sun than the earth by a good many millions of miles. And there was a musty smell of damp vegetation in the air, mingled with the not unpleasant odor of Venusian equiseta or horsetails which grew to enormous sizes in the steaming jungles surrounding the city. _


  But once on the pavement in the plaza the three intrepid space adventurers sensed more than ever that they were being closely watched by invisible eyes. Breathlessly, Beth peered first in one direction and then at another in the hope of catching a glimpse of an animated object. She saw nothing in the way of motion. Only the towering, cylindershaped buildings indicated the presence of life.


  After a tense wait at the bottom of the companion way they started a slow walk toward the mysterious fountain. Nothing happened and they felt renewed confidence. But they could not overcome the weird feeling that they were being intently watched. Once gaining the fountain they paused. It stood in front of the tallest structure in the vicinity. The beauty of the glittering liquid fascinated them for a moment. It bore a strange, salty tang and the professor judged silently that it came from some mysterious mineral springs.


  They were about to proceed to the entrance of the building when from somewhere near at hand came a sudden high-pitched shriek that was neither human or animal. It curdled their blood instantly and brought them to a quick halt. Corwin crouched, bringing up his ray gun, and began searching for an invisible enemy. It came again and Beth gave an exclamation of alarm. Her father bit his lips in tense anxiety and cast about grimly for whatever he could see.


  He saw nothing, but felt the presence of some strange entity, there, yet unseen. Then once more they heard the terrifying shriek. It dawned on Corwin suddenly that it sounded like the scream of a woman in mortal agony. They stood rigid halfway between the fountain and the building entrance, expecting momentarily to see a horde of Venusians charge out at them.


  VII


  BUT so far as animated life was concerned, they might have stood in a deserted city. They saw nothing and the mortifying shrieks could not have been made by wind screaming among the higher pillars of the tall buildings. There was no wind. The air was without motion—dead! They decided that the sound came either from some savage throat or from an instrument of some sort. But from which direction? They did not know, for it seemed to bear down upon them from all sides.


  Again the awesome shriek fell upon them in a prolonged, dismal volume. Then to their utter astonishment it gradually became mellow, soft and golden. They listened intently as the sounds continued, rising and falling and gathering more and more rhythm as seconds, dread seconds, ticked off on their chronometers.


  Suddenly they decided that the silver larynxed singer whom they had heard over the Comet’s radio amplifiers en route to Venus, was mysteriously broadcasting again! The shrieks had suddenly transformed into soft, melodious notes. But the owner of the voice might have been some tremendous giant for all they could tell, for the song seemed to come from some hidden loud-speakers and as clear as the ring of some musical bell!


  Though magnified many times, it was very mellow and appealing. It rose and fell with increasing volume until the very plaza seemed to tremble vibrantly. They listened, feeling certain that they would soon go mad if forced to endure it for any length of time, for it was so loud and vibratory as to impinge sharply on their senses. And, too, it had a sort of hypnotic quality with it that seemed to entice them closer to the towering white building.


  It was almost distinctly human in tone, though this voluminous artist was capable of ascending his or her—they could not tell now whether it was the voice of a man or woman—voice a full octave above the highest C known on earth. It was this unaccustomed pitch that impinged so sharply on their senses, yet there was some irresistible quality accompanying it that almost compelled them to continue on to the entrance of the building.


  Yet not a single animated creature was in sight!


  At this, Professor Jarvison marvelled as they felt themselves being drawn irresistibly toward the spot where the velvet-throated singer was holding concert. He felt sure now that it was in the towering white building. For it was there that the song enticed them with its compelling lure.


  As they started inoffensively forward the voice fell suddenly until it was scarcely audible. But it reached them, fascinating and alluring. And as they went on they began to feel that harm could scarcely befall them from a creature possessing such a beautiful voice. It could scarcely mean disaster, for it seemed to radiate the quality of a soul. Perfectly aware that it held an all-powerful influence over them, they made no attempt to shake it off. As if suddenly commanded to do so they holstered their pistols. That done, the professor grasped Beth by the arm and led her forward. Corwin fell in beside her, realizing that the putting up of their weapons was a peaceful gesture that even a savage mind could grasp.


  Suddenly Professor Jarvison thought he caught a slight movement high up among the white pillars of the cylindrical buildings. He was not sure he had seen anything. It might have been a shadow. He looked upward along the round wall of the building. It rose a full two thousand feet in the air. It could have been an exact replica of the Leaning Tower of Pisa, but this building was perfectly straight and seemed as new as the day it had been erected.


  Its white, virgin marble was beautiful and lustrous. He could see no faults anywhere in the great white blocks. He wondered suddenly if human hands had built it! Or was Venus inhabited by a type of highly intelligent beings differing from all earthly conceptions of mankind?


  Through his wonderment he heard the voice of the silver-toned singer. It was very soft and low now, almost pleading, and was drawing them unerringly to the entrance of the monstrous building. They followed where it led, feeling perfectly serene and calm now. Surely no harm could come from the owner of a voice like that. It was too beautiful, too divine.


  THEIR hearts thudding against their ribs with the thrill of adventure and aware that they had suddenly become as carefree as children skipping off to school, they marched straight toward the building’s great entrance. The hypnotic influence of that voice had them in its spell and they knew it!


  Behind them spouted the gorgeous fountain. The mysterious liquid that geysered up from it seemed shot with fire. The spray seemed aglow with a strange warmth that they suddenly felt penetrating their backs. Corwin felt the warmth. It was like standing beneath a great sun-arc, only the radiations from the fountain made his blood tingle. And he became aware of a biting sensation around his heart. For an instant it half-frightened him. It gave him a sudden fear that his end was at hand, but the sensation quickly passed away.


  “I’ll gamble that fountain is spurting some form of liquidized radium!” the scientist ejaculated suddenly. “More likely it is radium salts. It has a profound effect on the blood stream and the heart! I feel a strange warmth from it that penetrates to the depths of my spine!”


  They did not turn around to glance at the fountain. Their eyes were riveted now on the entrance of the building. The silver-voiced singer continued with the song. But the startling volume was gone. It was now soft and pleasant, a beautiful thing to hear until suddenly it rose far above the highest pitch known on earth. Then it made them flinch as the sound struck their auditory organs like the prick of a dagger. Yet it was a note of startling beauty. With that the voice died away and they became aware that their senses were ringing from the vibrations.


  The moment the strange concert ceased, the plaza became thronged with life. From the towering buildings came unnumbered beings, some of whom walked upright like men while others sped through the air with the majesty of soaring birds. They made no sound and seemed as light as feathers both on their feet and in the air.


  The three adventurers from the earth saw them instantly. With a sudden shout of warning, Professor Jarvision jerked his ray gun from its holster. Beth and Corwin did likewise and crouched, back to back. But they withheld their fire and grimly appraised the strange creatures that came pouring from the buildings into the plaza.


  They were wingless, yet they sped through the air toward them like darting hawks. Some invisible power, it seemed, kept them aloft. Those on foot walked forward stiffly. All of them appeared bedecked in glistening armor, like the scales of a fish. Its gleam would have outdone the metallic sheen of any humming bird’s breast feathers.


  They wore strange coniform head-pieces that also gleamed with the peculiar metallic sheen. And the earthians saw quickly that their feet were strangely webbed, like those of a sea gull. As they sped through the air it was easy for the professor to see that they used their webbed feet as rudders and elevators for steering. They flicked them this way and that like a fish flapping its tail to guide it through the water.


  As those in the air drew near and hovered directly over their heads, they saw that their physical structures were amazingly human. But they could not tell for certain whether the scale-like armor was skin or protective coverings for their bodies. They were too high for them to get even a fair glimpse of their faces. The head-pieces they wore came well down. But they saw that on their broad shoulders were fixed small devices which Jarvison guessed promptly enabled them to fly.


  They had two arms like the earthman, but they were, like their bodies, scale-covered. Each of them carried a strange, wand-like stick or tube with a small green ball on the end. The tube was perhaps fifteen inches in length and the ball a trifle smaller than billiard ball. Those on foot marched swiftly to the Comet and without hesitation began to board the flier.


  Professor Jarvison uttered an exclamation of alarm as he saw them rise swiftly to his ship’s door. They did not use the companion way, but merely soared into the air and flocked into the machine.


  “They’ve taken over the Comet,” he growled with quick anger. He looked up at the creatures hovering overhead. They were regarding them intently, it seemed, as if undecided whether to drop down and attack or remain in the air. “Looks like we walked into a trap all right!” the scientist continued angrily. “That singer had us hypnotized into leaving the ship. We’re caught!”


  Suddenly one of the foremost Venusians hovering overhead, darted swiftly downward, holding his mysterious balled-tube before him in a threatening manner. Corwin saw him immediately. Quick as a flash he released the safety on his sun-ray pistol and flipped up the gun. But hardly had his finger began pressing the trigger than the descending creature darted sideways swiftly. A thin beam of green light hissed from the ball on his tube. The tip of the beam struck Corwin squarely on the head. His ray-gun flew from his hand and clattered on the white pavement. He slumped inert without a sound.


  Beth screamed and would have risked a shot at the creature had not her father grasped her arm as she raised it.


  “Don’t shoot, Beth!” he commanded grimly. “They’ll kill us! We are trapped and there’s no use trying to fight such odds.”


  “But they’ve killed Corwin!” she cried determinedly. “We can’t let them get away with that!”


  She tore her arm free from her father’s grasp and once more attempted, indiscreetly, to get her pistol into action. But suddenly she seemed to freeze in her tracks, unable to move a single muscle, her eyes riveted on the approaching Venusian. She tried to scream, but even her vocal chords refused to respond. She stood stock still, her pistol half-raised.


  CORWIN TRUMBULL lay in a heap on the pavement. He might have been dead for all his two companions knew. But such was not the case. The Venusian beam had knocked him insensible. He might have had better sense than to attempt to fight such a horde as filled the plaza. They could have wiped them out with little effort had the Venusians so desired. Professor Jarvison knew that and he raised his hands above his head in a gesture of surrender.


  As he did so the Venusian dropped down in front of him. As if that was a signal for the others, they likewise floated down to stand erect on their webbed feet. For several seconds the Venusians appraised them with nonchalant curiosity and Jarvison had his first glimpse of their faces. They were human! No doubt about it, though their skin seemed scaled. Their head-pieces hid their eyes except for tiny, pin-point holes in the helmets which betrayed the existence of visionary organs.


  The first creature to descend suddenly looked straight at Beth. Then as if her bones suddenly melted, she slumped to the pavement, dropping her gun as she sank down.


  Professor Jarvison was amazed at this for the creature had not used his ray tube upon her. Awed and alarmed he glanced at her. She was sitting weakly and rubbing her temples.


  “Beth! Are you hurt?” he breathed at her tensely. She said nothing, but continued to rub her temples as if she suffered a violent headache and was insensible to everything but the throbbing pain.


  With an oath her father swung his pistol at the head of the Venusian. But it never landed on that coniform head-piece. The creature merely looked at him steadily for a scant instant and Professor Jarvison’s arm froze over the Venusian’s head. It might have been turned to stone, for try as he might, he could not move it. He realized then that the other had rendered him powerless by sheer force of will which froze his threatening arm, leaving him in full command of his senses.


  Angrily his eyes roved over the Venusian. He saw quickly that the creature’s scales were artificial. They were of glistening green metal. Around his man-like waist he wore a wide belt bearing the same metallic sheen as his scaled armor. He had the aspect of a warrior of medieval times, except for his webbed feet and strange balled weapon. It might have been a war club. But the scientist knew better, for Corwin had not stirred since the green beam shot from it rendered him unconscious. He was quick to see that the webbed feet were also artificial. They were strapped about the Venusian’s ankles like sandals. They were veinless and the webs of soft, pliable metal, emerald in color.


  As he stared at the Venusian, trying to penetrate the pin-holes in his helmet for a glimpse of his eyes, the professor felt a peculiar sensation at the base of his brain. Suddenly his arm went limp and fell to his side. It was numb and he could not have used his pistol had he tried. But he knew better now. And by some strange force the Venusian held his gaze riveted on the pin-holes of his helmet. It was like being held under the spell of a hypnotist, yet that strange sensation at the base of his brain made him flinch. At first it had felt like something alive and crawling there. Then it became sharp, almost like the prick of a needle in the back of his head.


  He felt suddenly that the Venusian was trying to communicate with him by mental telepathy, or transferring his thoughts by force of will. He was sure of it when a question was stamped in his mind as clearly as if it had been spoken to him outright.


  “What brings you to Ranos?”


  E might have expected the Venusians to ask him something of that sort, but certainly not in his own language! It was a shock to him, to say the least, when the Venusian’s thought vibrations impinged upon brain. He had hoped the creatures would be capable of communication yet it never occurred to him that they might understand his own tongue and be able to converse with it through mental telepathy. And what was Ranos? Was it the Venusian name for the planet Venus? He wondered as he stared in amazement at the bird-man before him.


  “We came here to learn what could have become of a number of my fellow scientists who left our world for this planet two years ago,” he said aloud. “They left our planet in a space-machine such as we came in and we have heard nothing from them. We thought perhaps they were stranded here. We came to rescue them if they are still alive, and to study conditions here. We came to Venus with no intention of doing its inhabitants harm. We came in peace, for purely benevolent and scientific purposes, yet you attacked us the moment we came through the clouds! Now you would kill us by strategy! Why do you object to visitors here on Venus—visitors who mean you no harm?”


  “Venus?” the Venusian questioned without uttering a word. “What is Venus?”


  “Your worlds—this planet,” responded the professor quickly. He holstered his gun and stole a quick glance at Beth. She had risen and was standing over the inert form of Corwin. “Venus,” Jarvison continued, “is what we of the Earth call your world.”


  “Ranos is our world!” the Venusian spokesman vibrated mentally. “You call yourselves men in your world which we have named Romo. It is the red planet beyond Meteor River.”


  Professor Jarvison was overawed at the ease with which he received the other’s powerful thought vibrations. The Venusian’s thoughts were transferred to his own brain without as much as a single movement of his rather thin, but shapely lips. No need of a spoken language here. The strange creature could project and receive thoughts as rapidly as he, Jarvison, could think.


  “How do you know we call ourselves men on our world?” he inquired, more at ease now that he knew Beth suffered no injury.


  “We of Ranos know many things that man of Romo does not know,” the other replied.


  The horde of glistening bird-men watched the professor intently, their faces inscrutible.


  “What do you call yourselves here—man?” he asked aloud.


  “Man on Romo—Rano on Ranos!” the Venusian telegraphed quickly. “We are Rano here.”


  “Then does Ranos have the same language as Americans on Romo?” the scientist asked incredulously.


  We can converse mentally in any language,” the Venusian said silently and with much force of mentality.


  “How do you accomplish that?” Professor Jarvison arched his brows.


  “By reading the thoughts, in the brain of the subject as you on Romo read books.”


  “You know we read books?”


  “Ranos knows many things,” the Venusian informed him.


  “But how do you read thoughts?” The Venusian shrugged his broad shoulders.


  “How do you talk?” he projected. “It is just natural with you to talk, as it is natural for the Ranosian to read the mind. But you will learn many things before you return to Romo. Ranos has watched Romo since the beginning of human life there. Ranos knows more about Romo than you do yourself! We knew of your coming long before you arrived here. The coming of man to Ranos has been expected!”


  In a quandary, Jarvison stared at him with an incredulous look. This seemed to amuse the Ranosians, for they abandoned their inscrutability and smiled to themselves.


  “You mean that we shall be allowed to return to the earth unharmed?” he demanded promptly.


  “Ranos does not mean to harm its visitors, Professor Jarvison!” the Venusian telegraphed. The scientist’s jaws dropped at the mention of his name. It was incredible that these creatures of another world entirely from his own, could even know his name. “You shall be allowed to return to Romo when you wish to go!”


  “But what about my companion who you killed?” the professor growled, with swift anger.


  “He is merely stunned,” the Venusian informed him. “His brain has been suspended temporarily. We knew the danger of his weapon. He made the first hostile move.”


  “He did not!” the scientist retorted. “Your fliers attacked us in the air! We expected trouble from you and when you darted down at us my companion did what any other man would do—start fighting for self-preservation!”


  “The fliers were not Ranosian fliers,” the Venusian informed him forcefully.


  “Then who were they?” the professor demanded. “They came from here!”


  “And you say they are uncivilized?” Jarvison regarded him curiously!


  “The Ballus are behind the Ranosians in culture,” the Venusian informed him. “They lack our intelligence as do the men of Romo.” Professor Jarvison grinned.


  “You believe in being frank about us anyway,” he said aloud. “No offense. I can see for myself that Ranos has a higher mentality.”


  “Man is between Ranos and Ballu,” the other told him silently, “being neither as intelligent as Ranos, nor as savage as Ballu. You are welcome on Ranos, but you will not be on Ballu which is the Ballusian name for Venus or Ranos. Your seven friends are at Ballu. They landed there by error—”


  “You mean—you mean,” the professor cut in anxiously, “that they are here and alive?”


  “They are alive at Ballu,” the other advised him. “Their ship smashed in landing because a Ballu kith-ray destroyed its instruments causing the pilots to under-estimate their landing velocity.”


  “Kith-ray?” Jarvison eyed him dumbly.


  “You call it radium,” the Ranosian vibrated.


  “How do you know our friends are at Ballu?” the earthian demanded.


  “Ranos has an intelligence service more efficient than Romo,” the Venusian volunteered. “We know that your friends are being held by Ball, who is the ruling intelligence of his domain, for scientific experiment. Ball does not understand man of Romo, and what he does not understand he experiments with until he does!”


  “Will he harm them?” Jarvison demanded anxiously.


  “He will kill them in time,” said the Ranosian. “Ball realizes that he and his people lack the intelligence of Ranos. He is unscrupulous and ambitious. It is his belief that if he can combine the intelligence of the Romosian with the Ballusian and produce a higher intelligence than we of Ranos, he can gain absolute control over this planet. In other words, he is endeavoring to absorb the brains of your friends into the brains of seven Ballusians. It is a transmutation of human matter, but it will only mean the death of your friends who are at this moment being held in a state of suspended animation in Ball’s Palace of Science.”


  Professor Jarvison’s lips drew tight across his teeth as he realized the danger in which the members of the unfortunate Meteor expedition had been placed.


  “You say you expected us here?” he inquired intently, wondering if he could successfully enlist the aid of Ranos in an effort to rescue the earthians from Ball’s ruthless clutches.


  THE Venusian shifted from one webbed foot to the other.


  “The Universe is an open book to Theda,” the creature vibrated. “Ranos has watched the development of Romo intelligence from the beginning and when man learned to fly we understood that he would eventually learn to navigate space. We watched you carefully and praised you, Professor Jarvison, among ourselves for the genius you displayed in building the Meteor and the Comet. We watched you during your entire flight from Romo to Ranos!”


  Jarvison gaped at him, open-mouthed, incredulous that these people could have brought the earth under such close scrutiny. He began wondering immediately how this had been accomplished. He also wondered suddenly who Thala could be and, reading his mind as definitely as if it had been an open book, the Venusian’s reply impinged upon his brain.


  “Thala is the Empress of the Ranosians,” Jarvison grasped. “She is the Science Mistress of Ranos! She will welcome you in the Hall of The Sciences. We will present you to her when your companion revives.”


  Professor Jarvison glanced-anxiously at Corwin. He was stirring now. Beth was giving him her attention. She was massaging his forehead vigorously, for she had intercepted the Venusian’s powerful thoughts to learn that he had been merely knocked out.


  “Thala is a woman scientist, then, eh?” Professor Jarvison grunted. “A feminine master mind?”


  He felt the Ranosian laugh mentally. The others joined in. The scientists might have heard their chuckles of amusement, but not a sound came from them. Their amusement was purely mental and the vibrations were transferred to his own brain.


  “In your way of saying it—yes,” the Ranosian vibrated. “But Thala is more than a mere female here on Ranos. She is the Ruling Intelligence!”


  “Does she sing?” Jarvison inquired, suddenly remembering the mysterious concert and wondering if she had been the one giving it.


  “Thala sings to the Universe,” the other telegraphed. “But it is purely mental. No Ranosian has vocal organs. We communicate by mental-wave entirely. But Thala expresses her musical mind to the Universe by audifying it through Fifth Dimensional broadcast. By it she communicates with the other planets.”


  “I see,” grunted the professor strangely. “We never heard her on earth—Romo.”


  “No, I suppose you did not,” the other responded silently. “What you call the Heaviside Layer is the reason. An envelope of Cosmic Electricity surrounds Romo through which ether vibrations do not penetrate. Thala is experimenting in Sixth Dimensional broadcast to overcome it. Already she has created what you call static in your receiving apparatus.”


  
VIII


  AFTER his first signs of returning consciousness. Corwin rallied quickly. He was not long in regaining his feet, though he was still dazed when he stood up. Before the professor could lend him a hand in rising, the Venusian spokesman was at Beth’s side. He shoved his balled tube into his metal belt and assisted him up. When Corwin beheld him he grinned foolishly, aware that he was too weak to resist further.


  “You drew your weapon and we struck you down to protect ourselves,” the Ranosian’s thought-waves impinged on his brain. “We had no intentions of harming you and you mistook our descent as a hostile gesture.”


  “Who are you?” Corwin blurted, incredulous that the Venusian could speak his language.


  “I am Thaden, Second to Thala, appointed to escort your party to the Hall of the Sciences,” the Ranosian informed him mentally. “Thala awaits you there.”


  He turned around and faced the other Venusian bird-men. They stood at stiff attention. The earthians felt his powerful, vibrating waves as he addressed the throng. But neither could understand the language in which he communicated with it. His telegraphed thoughts impinged upon their brains in a weird jargon, unlike anything they had ever heard on earth. It was more like the queer raspings that had preceded the development of Thala’s mysterious song through the Comet’s radio receivers en route to Venus.


  But presently Thaden turned to his guests and instructed them to follow him. Then slowly he took the lead toward the entrance of the towering building. Professor Jarvison and his two companions fell in behind him. The Ranosians took up the rear and the procession marched into the building.


  When they entered the place they found it even more spacious than they had previously guessed. Never on earth had they ever seen such rare architecture. The lobby was an aweinspiring sight. It had a high proscenium arch which was dotted with many glowing spheres. Professor Jarvison saw immediately that it was a miniature reproduction of the solar system showing the relative position and dimensions of each planet, satellite and the sun. The arch itself was illuminated in a depthless green light. The spheres seemed to float in it with no visible support. And they revolved like miniature worlds! The red sun was the only globe that did not move about an orbit!


  He stared at the sight. It was like looking into the Universe from an advantageous position. He recognized quickly the Earth, Mars, Venus, Jupiter, Mercury, the Moon and the satellites of Jupiter, Pluto—all of them bore the characteristics he had learned so well through his great telescope back home. And there was Saturn with its rings, as well! But this Ranosian planetarium contained more heavenly bodies than any earth astronomer had ever suspected belonged to the solar system.


  He would have liked to remain in the lobby to study the whole thing, but Thaden led them quickly to a great doorway at the side. They followed close upon his heels and entered upon a gently ascending ramp which wound upward into the higher reaches of the towering cylinder. As they went up they glanced through the windows between the massive pillars. They seemed made of transparent metal whose sheen was as beautiful as the spray in the fountain below.


  Suddenly Thaden passed into another wide opening, leading from the ramp. He led his wards into another tremendous hall which was even more fascinating to the professor than the one below. Strange instruments of science stood everywhere in the great room. He appraised them with delighted eyes, wondering what they were for. The Venusians, he told himself in silence, must be great students of science. Strange-looking devices attracted his attention as they passed down the center of the hall. They looked like machines of some kind, what kind, he could not guess. In general the hall impressed him as being a veritable Scientific Exposition. He itched to be turned loose there to study the instruments and their principles and consoled himself with the thought he might be offered the opportunity later after his presentation to Thala.


  HE was anxious to meet this feminine master mind of science who Thaden had said was the Ruling Intelligence of Ranos. And in leading them to her, the Ranosian guided them around a mammoth tubular instrument that came down through the ceiling of the hall and vanished in the floor. It was virtually covered with strange dials, gauges and levers. He wondered what the thing was for until it dawned upon him suddenly that it could be the cylinder of a tremendous telescope.


  They entered another door and found themselves once more on the winding ramp. Corwin remarked to Beth about the absence of mechanical lifts. Thaden intercepted his thoughts.


  “Ranos needs no elevators,” he projected. “When the Ranosian rises, he flies.”


  Finally they reached the largest of all the halls in the great structure. It was the Hall of the Sciences and the throne room combined. The instant they entered the room they saw Thala, sitting majestically on a throne-like platform at the end of the hall. Their eyes riveted upon her they followed Thaden forward. He halted presently at the throne, bowed with gallant grace and stepped aside. The earthians stared at the Ruling Intelligence of Venus.


  Had Thala been chiseled out of a block of mother-of-pearl and life breathed into the figure, she could have been no more beautiful! She sat at perfect ease on her glorious throne and appraised the three visitors through flashing, gem-like eyes. The mere word beautiful hardly described her. She was gorgeous and—she was human!


  In her own world, Beth Jarvison was considered the ultimate in feminine loveliness. But there was something more delicate in the charms of Thala. By comparison, the earth-girl’s features seemed harsh, rugged. Though Beth was an outstanding example of refined earthian aristocracy, evolution apparently had advanced Thala to the stage where there was as much difference between them as between our Puritan daughters and the slender sisters of Pocahontas.


  And Beth was aware of this the instant she saw Thala. Yet the smile that played about Thala’s moist, ruby-red lips assured her that her rugged charms had not gone unnoticed by the bewitching feminine master scientist of Ranos!


  Thala was a rare gem to behold indeed. Her eyes were like living pearls, glittering with opalescent beauty in the rays of a setting sun. Her skin was soft and lustrous, almost transparent, and they could see most of it except that which was hidden from view by a short tunic and a wide breast-band, for she was nearer to being naked than a chorus girl in rehearsal. Her short-cropped hair glowed like strands of green gold. It was held into place on her rather high forehead by a narrow band. Her hands were very small, but capable. The nails were green as emeralds. On her small, shapely feet she wore shining sandals of green, flexible metal. Physically she was perfect, super-perfect! Yet she seemed hardly more than a girl of twenty-four or -five.


  Professor Jarvison stared at her in open-mouthed wonder. What kind of a world was this Venus to be ruled by a mere girl? he wondered. Was the scheme of things so vastly different here that the female reigned supreme instead of the men? How did she, Thala, become a scientific master mind in such a short span of life? She was no more than twenty-five, and here he, Jarvison, was sixty-two, had been a scientist practically all his life, and what he didn’t know about science would fill many volumes! How did Venus come to have a human race so far in advance of any on the earth?


  SHE stepped down from her throne platform and in the Ranosian gesture of greeting, placed the tips of her first three right hand fingers on his forehead. With Beth and Corwin she repeated the gesture and on each occasion they felt more than the slight touch of her fingers. A tingling, almost vibratory sensation swept through them at her touch, as if she was alive with electricity. But what astounded them most was the fact that her touch left three small green marks on their brows!


  “The mark of Thala, O friends,” she vibrated to them simultaneously, “will guarantee your safety in Ranos and allow you to roam where you will with perfect confidence that no harm will befall you. We are indeed honored to have you visit with us. Unfortunately, your predecessors landed in the domain of our enemy, Ball of Ballu. We attempted to guide them to Ranos, but Ballu, being nearest to Romo at that time, was on the Meteor’s course. Before they could reach Ranos, Ball’s fliers were upon them, caused them to crash and took them captives.”


  “Thank you, Thala,” said the professor quietly. “We did not anticipate such courtesy here. As a matter of fact, we landed expecting to be killed, for we had no way of knowing that the fliers that attacked us in the air were not your own. Thaden has already told us of the predicament of our friends of the Meteor expedition. We are indeed grateful that you attempted to guide them to safety.”


  “We would have gone further to help them, O friend,” Thala projected softly and sympathetically, “but to interfere with Ball would have meant the declaration of war which we choose to avoid if possible. I’m afraid we cannot avoid it much longer, however, for the raid upon us today, as you would express yourselves on Romo, has been the straw that broke the camel’s back!”


  Professor Jarvison scowled.


  “In that case, Thala,” he said bluntly, “you can rely upon us to assist in every way possible. The Comet and her guns are at your command!” She smiled gratefully.


  “That is indeed a generous offer, O friend,” she vibrated. “But I hope we will not be forced to accept, though beyond doubt you and your space-flier would render distinguished service. Your sun-batteries, I am forced to admit, are more deadly than any weapons we have on this planet. And I was considerably surprised to find that the kith or radium rays of the Ballusian fliers are ineffective on the cobalt steel hull of your ship.”


  “You saw the fight?” Corwin spoke up suddenly.


  Thala looked at him earnestly and saw that his face was aglow with excitement.


  “Thala sees all and knows all,” she projected. “I witnessed the attack upon you and I know that you left Romo with but one year to live.”


  “How do you know that?” Corwin blurted incredulously.


  “It is the dominant subject in your mind, O Corwin,” she vibrated quickly. “But supposing we forget about such an unpleasant subject for the present. You must be fatigued from your exciting journey. Please permit Thaden to show you to the quarters I have selected for you to occupy during your stay here.”


  “That’s fine, Thala,” said Professor Jarvison, realizing for the first time that he was very tired. “But first I must see to the safety of my machine.”


  “Your flier has already been taken care of,” Thala nodded. “Expert mechanicians have taken it from the plaza to a hangar nearby. With your permission I will order its instruments repaired so that you may safely use the ship whenever you desire to do so.”


  “That’s kind of you, Thala,” beamed the scientist. “Are you sure they can repair the instruments?”


  Thala smiled amusedly.


  “The mechanicians of Ranos,” she projected modestly, “know every single bolt and nut in the Comet. In fact there are many blue-prints of it hanging in our hangars!”


  “You mean you actually copied my ship before we landed here?” Professor Jarvison stared at her incredulously.


  “From the day your mechanics laid the keel, O friend,” Thala responded, amused at the incredulous look on his face.


  “Then why didn’t you build a ship like it here and visit us?” he grunted. “You must also have watched us build the Meteor!”


  She nodded.


  “OUR telescopes are powerful, Professor Jarvison, as you will see shortly,” she vibrated. “That is why it is not necessary for us to risk space passage. Why risk a life when we can see all we want to see through the telescopes? We could have visited Romo long ago, as we could have visited Mars and the other planets. But it is not necessary, for our telescopes show us everything!”


  “Well, I’m not from Missouri, Thala,” Jarvison laughed, “but you’ll have to show me!”


  “It will be a pleasure, I assure you, O friend,” she smiled radiantly as if catching his joke.


  Thaden, who had been standing unobtrusively aside, stepped forward. They looked up at him at the feel of his thought vibrations on their brains, as he invited them to follow him to their quarters. Thala mounted her throne again and sat down, watching them leave the room. Thaden, who was apparently a Ranosian nobleman, led them quickly into a great hall that was lined with curtained doorways. At length he halted, showed Beth her room, then motioned the professor and Corwin to rooms opposite it. His task finished, he bowed slightly, bade them quiet rest and retreated back to the Hall of Science.


  He did not even take the trouble, it appeared, to usher them into their respective rooms and they reasoned at first that Thaden was a mighty poor host. They did not know, however, that once a room was given a guest in the Hall of Science, that room became the guest’s inviolate domain during his visit, except when chamber servants appeared to perform their duties.


  Inside they found their rooms plainly furnished with a sad lacking of chairs. The beds, however, were extremely high with coverings of metallic silk. Instead of closets there was great chests for the storing of wearing apparel. For the morning toilet there was a small fountain in each room, bubbling with the same glittering liquid that sprayed from the great fountain in the plaza. As the liquid sprayed upward and fell back, it created a pleasing, musical sound like the low babble of a woodland brook.


  THEY lost no time in retiring, but despite the fact that he was virtually exhausted from the excitement of events occurring since the Comet left the earthy Corwin could not sleep. He rolled and tossed on his bed of metallic silks and fought hard to drive from his mind certain demoralizing thoughts that crept persistently into it. He visualized old Dr. Badgett standing over him, repeating over and over again his dread verdict:


  “Frankly, Corwin, you have but one year to live—”


  He could hear those words as plainly as if he were in Badgett’s office listening to them! They rang in his ears like wails of menace.


  “One year, at the most, Corwin and—”


  Corwin Trumbull had a great desire to live. For long, terrible hours that seemed like eternal ages filled with agony, he tossed on his Ranosian bed, fighting hard to get some rest. Frequently he would doze off by sheer force of will power, only to awaken again with a sudden jerk, realizing all the more clearly the cruel meaning of Badgett’s edict.


  He looked presently at his wrist chronometer. It registered 3 o’clock, earth time. How long he had lain on the bed, he had no way of knowing. But he did wonder what time it was on Venus. The sun was shining through the clouds outside, casting a long shaft of light into his room through the windows.


  In disgust at his own inability to sleep, he got up, donned his clothing and sat on the bed, conscious that he was hungry. Suddenly he heard the sound of foot-falls in the hall and looked up to see Professor Jarvison entering the room.


  “Sleep well, Corwin?” the scientist asked quietly.


  Himself considerably refreshed, he was quick to see that Corwin had spent a sleepless night. His face was haggard and drawn and his eyes were glassy.


  “I’ve had a devil of a time, professor!” he grumbled gloomily. “Couldn’t sleep a wink for thinking what old Doc Badgett said! It’s hell to have a death-curse on you!”


  “Forget it, son,” the scientist advised quietly. “I have been thinking of stating your case to Thala and seeing what she thinks of it. Besides, I was about to suggest that you take a good bath and a rub-down from that little fountain over there. I believe it would do you good. It might even effect a cure for your heart ailments!”


  Corwin looked at him curiously.


  “How could a lot of funny-colored water cure a heart that’s partly turned to stone?” he demanded with an air of disgust.


  “That is not water in that fountain, Corwin,” the professor stated earnestly. “Just what it is, I do not know for sure. But I strongly suspect it of being radium salts or a similar radio-active element in liquid form. We know that radium is about the only genuine cure-all there is on earth. That is why I suggested that you bathe in this peculiar liquid.


  “The manifestations of radium, Corwin,” the scientist continued quietly, “are queer indeed and though the element is strongly suspected of concealing the unsolved mystery of life and matter, man knows actually little about it on earth because he has never acquired sufficient quantities to enable him to delve into its mysteries But it is known that radium gives off strange radiations that bombard the afflicted portions of the human anatomy effecting certain cures.


  “The peculiar green glow that radiates from the fountains may contain the qualities believed to exist in radium. What little of the element I have seen on earth gave off the same pale green radiations, all of which makes me believe that the liquid in the fountains is either radio-active or a form of radium salts. Though I know little of the element itself I can readily see that everything on this world speaks loudly of its existence in great quantities. Even the wearing apparel of Thala indicates it as does the flying costumes of the Ranosian bird-men. Everywhere you can look you will see an indication that radium plays a great part in the scheme of things here on Ranos! This sphere fairly radiates it.


  “Possibly radium exists on this planet as iron exists on earth. From what Thala said, Venus is a much older world than the earth. That is contrary to the theory of our astronomers that the planet is younger. In any event, I do not now believe that the earth is old enough yet to contain great deposits of Uraninite from which radium is taken. Its presence here in apparent great quantities almost proves without question that Venus is older than our planet.


  “The few grams of radium found on Romo are insufficient to reveal to man the secrets that doubtless exist in large quantities, or possibly man has overlooked its most vital qualities. But I’ve a hunch, Corwin, that you will need have no further fear of the future so far as Dr. Badgett’s edict is concerned. Perhaps I made no idle suggestion that we may find a physician here on Venus who may be able to cure you of your cardiac troubles. We shall discuss the matter with Thala at the first opportunity given us!”


  CORWIN’S gloomy features brightened a bit and he looked at the scientist hopefully.


  “Do you really believe that Thala is the master scientist Thaden said she was?” he inquired quietly.


  “I do, Corwin!” Jarvison replied earnestly. “One look at her eyes betrays a higher intelligence than we have on earth. Her being a master scientist probably accounts for her being also the Empress of the Ranosians!”


  “The greatest brain must rule here, then,” Corwin remarked. “The Ranosians seem profoundly scientific.”


  “You are right, Corwin,” said Professor Jarvison. “Being of stronger intellect than her subjects makes Thala the Ruling Intelligence.” Corwin was silent for a moment. “What do you plan to do now that we have reached your objective—Venus?” he asked presently.


  “Do as the Venusians do, I suppose,” the scientist grinned good-naturedly. “I cannot say definitely just what we will do, Corwin. Of course I am anxious to see what can be done for the members of the Meteor party. Until I’ve had a conference with Thala, I can make no plans for the future. Our most urgent task, in my opinion, is to contact Ball of the Ballus and try to negotiate for the release of our seven friends.”


  “I’m afraid it will take more than negotiations to free them,” commented Corwin grimly. “Wiping out Ball’s fliers as we did won’t increase his brotherly love for us!”


  “Time will tell,” the professor grunted, “but we can’t wait too long. Thala and Thaden both asserted Ball would eventually kill those men.”


  “Well,” Corwin yawned, “you can’t visit a strange planet without involving great risks. But I certainly would not return to earth without giving Ball and his Ballus something to remember us by!”


  Suddenly they heard that glorious golden voice again. Or was it a voice? The room seemed to re-echo its soft mellowness. It rose and fell with a passion, stamping each golden note upon their minds as clearly as if they were sitting in an auditorium on earth listening to some silver-throated opera artist. They knew instantly that Thala was broadcasting once more through her mysterious Fifth Dimensional microphone or whatever it was she used to project her musical thoughts into the ether.


  Why she did this, they did not know. Thaden’s cryptic explanation in the plaza had failed to enlighten them and they wondered at it with boundless curiosity. They listened intently for a few moments. This time they did not intercept the scratchings and roarings and shrieks that they had caught the day previous. The tone was soft and golden now. It seemed to refresh Corwin as he listened, fascinated, and fill him with renewed vigor that comes only from satisfying rest. He thought suddenly that it was like the soft music that soothes the savage beast and he relaxed back upon his bed that he might catch every note.


  At length Beth, looking much refreshed and radiant, appeared at the door and motioned to them. They arose at once and went to her. Together they strode through the hall toward the throne-room, silently worshiping the strange concert that overwhelmed them with its inconceivable beauty. Curious to watch Thala giving her Fifth Dimensional broadcast, they went forward eagerly.


  If they had been astounded when they first beheld Thala, they were completely overawed when they entered the throne-room. It was filled with Ranosians as human in appearance as was Thala herself!


  Metallic benches, which had not been in evidence anywhere in the hall when they first entered it after leaving the Comet, appeared everywhere. Upon them sat, as if engrossed deeply in the Fifth Dimensional recital of their Empress, no less than five hundred Venusian noblemen who would have passed on earth as perfect specimens of humanity. And they were as white-skinned as Thala, and as scantily garbed, though none but the beautiful Ruling Intelligence wore a band about his head.


  Females were made conspicuous by their absence. Beth was quick to observe that as she stood, awe-struck, with her father and Corwin just inside the room. Thala, sitting on her throne before a queer apparatus, was the only female in the place, outside herself.


  THE earthians were quick to appraise the strange audience. The Ranosians wore short tunics. Their heads were either closely shaven or entirely bald. Not a bit of hair could be seen on their broad, powerful chests, strong legs or muscled arms. They had prominent features, with peculiarly glittering eyes. Their foreheads were high, extremely high. Yet they were indeed handsome despite their lack of hair which, in the final analysis, is a one strong connecting link between man and an animal. And the Venusians were as far advanced over man, it appeared, as man is over the great apes!


  The three earthians, after taking quick stock of the gathering, looked at Thala. Her lips were parted in a kindly smile and her thoughts echoed everywhere. But she was not singing as she sat before her Fifth Dimensional broadcast apparatus. Her smile was fixed, as if it radiated the purity of her soul. They did not move. Yet she swayed emotionally as she sat, like some earthly prima donna singing a Wagnerian love theme. Her small hands were clasped across her breasts dramatically. She was an imposing sight and it thrilled them.


  Fearful lest they disturb her, they remained tense just inside the great room. Overcoming his astonishment, Professor Jarvison began instantly to wonder what kind of an instrument she was using for her recital. It was plainly an apparatus for the reading of the mind and broadcasting the result so that it was transferred to the minds of her listeners. But why the Fifth Dimensional apparatus when all she had to do to stamp her thoughts indelibly on the minds of others was to project them? Was it as Thaden had said, a means of communicating with other planets? He wondered dumbly as a tall, handsome Ranosian left his bench and stepped toward them silently. He smiled, revealing teeth that were as white and perfect as the pearls that flashed in Thala’s mouth.


  They appraised him curiously as he strode up to them. He was indeed a fine specimen of man! His shoulders were broader than Corwin’s and more shapely. Instead of being built wedge-shaped, which seems to be the ultimate in man’s conception of strength, the Ranosian was more lithe and sinuous. His muscles rippled beneath his soft, almost transparent skin. As he came up they saw that he was entirely bald and that his head had not been shaven.


  “I am Thaden,” the Ranosian’s thought waves impinged upon their minds softly. “You do not recognize me?”


  Professor Jarvison was stupefied. So the Ranosians did wear flight costumes after all! he told himself silently. Thaden grinned, reading his thoughts.


  “We have been waiting for you,” he addressed them silently. “Thala is telling the Universe of your arrival on Ranos. Please be seated until she has projected her message.”


  He turned and glided noiselessly toward the throne where a long bench, draped with a green, metallic cloth, stood vacant. The earthians followed him, studying the cut of his muscular back, belted waist and shapely limbs. He had the physique of a Greek god, from the soles of his metal sandals to the crown of his bald head! Halting before the bench he bowed gracefully and motioned them to be seated. Then he sat down beside them hospitably. Pacing Thala, they watched her intently. Thaden seemed to become entirely oblivious of their presence beside him, for his eyes glued themselves upon his gorgeous Empress. She continued her recital uninterrupted and they listened, or rather thought they were listening. They did not seem to realize that the Ranosians had no vocal organs and that Thala’s strange recital was purely mental. Though they did not know it, the Ranosian vocal chords had long since been discarded by evolution, for a less difficult and complicated method of communication and expression—mental telepathy.


  Within a few moments Thala brought her recital to a close as suddenly as she had begun it. They saw her turn several small dials on her Fifth Dimensional thought-transmitter. Almost instantly the three earthians heard a low crackle and sputtering coming from the apparatus. They wondered at first if she was going to continue her recital. Then an entirely new note impinged itself on their minds. It dawned upon Professor Jarvison abruptly that someone was answering Thala’s broadcast!


  The sputtering resolved itself swiftly into a sort of song. Thaden, who was sitting next to the scientist, looked at him earnestly.


  “The planet you call Mars is acknowledging Thala’s message,” he vibrated softly. “The Martians are elated that Romo is becoming an intelligent world. They say that soon Romo will be considered eligible to join the Intelligent Five!”


  Professor Jarvison stared at him quizzically, incredulously.


  “Intelligent Five?” he had the presence of mind to think his query rather than speak it aloud and risk interrupting the reception.


  “YES,” Thaden vibrated with A just enough force so that his thoughts would not clash with Beth’s or Corwin’s beyond. “The Intelligent Five is a close association of five of the most intelligent planets, those which you call Mars, Venus, Jupiter, Uranus and Pluto. When Romo has become eligible to membership in the circle, the association will then be known as the Intelligent Six. Only then will the Romosians be taught the kantos, the language of the Cosmos, in which the Martians are replying now. It is equivalent to your Romosian Esperanto, though the kantos is a musical thought best transmitted and received by virtue of a wider range of vibratory notes. In communicating with the Intelligent Five, Thala does so by Fifth Dimension because the distances to the planets are too great for the transmitting and reception of ordinary telepathy such as we engage in at close quarters.”


  For a long minute Professor Jarvison thought over Thaden’s voluntary information, trying to figure it out. At length he looked at the Ranosian.


  “You mean,” he asked silently, his lips moving in spite of his efforts to think rather than speak his thoughts, “that the planets you mentioned contain life of higher intelligence than Romo, the earth?”


  Thaden smiled amusedly at his moving lips.


  “That is so,” he vibrated tolerantly. “Romo has the least intelligent beings of any planet of the Intelligent Five. I do not mean to insinuate that the Romosians are uncouth savages, O friend, but they are far beneath, for example, the Martians, in mental and scientific advancement.”


  “But aren’t there planets containing life of lower intelligence?” the professor thought.


  Thaden smiled again and nodded. “I expected you to ask that,” he projected softly. “You are uneasy in the thought that we Ranosians look down upon you with scorn. That is not the case, O friend. But if it will place you at ease, let me say that such planets as Saturn, Mercury and Neptune contain life on a much lower scale than Romo!”


  “Well,” the professor grinned. “I’m glad of that, Thaden! You had me thinking for a moment that we Romosians were lower than a worm’s heel!”


  IX


  AT THE completion of her tasks of informing the planets of the Intelligent Five of the arrival of the earthians on Ranos, and receiving their respective replies over her mysterious Fifth Dimensional apparatus, Thala turned quickly to her three guests from Romo. Already on the throne they felt the eyes of the Ranosian noblemen upon them. They stood up as Thala approached them and by mental telepathy she presented them to the gathering.


  The Ranosians regarded them curiously, but betrayed no airs of superiority. Instead, they seemed considerably impressed by the earthians, aware of the fact that Professor Jarvison, by virtue of his fundamental knowledge and theory of the sciences in which he gloried, was head and shoulders above the general run of Romosian intellectuals. They knew that it required a man of great skill and intelligence to evolve and construct a craft capable of conquering space.


  After introducing them to her audience, Thala began promptly to explain, by mental telepathy, the facts surrounding their visit to Venus. She went into some detail regarding the development of human life on the earth and its approaching relationship with that of her own sphere and the planets of the Intelligent Five. She explained how, only 12,000 years before, the Romosian emerged from the animal stage and built his first fire. She was lavish in her praise that man had progressed as rapidly as he had down through the years.


  While she projected her powerful thought-vibrations, Professor Jarvison wondered how she knew so much of the earth. How did she know that only 12,000 years before, man built his first fire? But the scientist was destined to learn a great many things about Thala and her super-mind before he returned to Romo!


  Presently she dismissed her audience with a flick of her small hand and turned back to her earthian guests. The gathering broke up immediately and the noblemen departed, all except Thaden and two other handsome Venusians. The latter were quickly introduced as Thad and Thero, First and Third to Thala. By this introduction, the professor took it for granted that Thad, Thaden and Thero, in the order of their names, ranked next to the Ruling Intelligence. And that was the case, for the three Ranosians were of higher intelligence than any of the others, except, of course, the Empress herself.


  Quaint politics that, Jarvison commented to himself. Or was it politics? But he quickly dismissed the subject and looked at Thad and Thero. He was silently commenting on the fact that they both had the full bloom of vigorous, adult youth. It dawned upon him suddenly that he had not seen an old Ranosian in the gathering. Every one of them seemed in the full-bloom of youth in the middle twenties. With this recollection, Thala’s thought-waves drew his attention.


  “Nor will you ever see a Ranosian who does not possess the bloom of youth, Professor Jarvison,” she vibrated with a mental laugh. “Modern Ranosians do not grow old. Perfect birth and life-control is something we have developed here. But before we get into the sciences of Ranos and the unfortunate plight of your friends at Ballu, wouldn’t you care to lunch with us?”


  Corwin had long been aware of a gnawing sensation in his vitals. It had been many hours since they had eaten and he was feeling the effects of the fast. He had begun to wonder if the Ranosians imbibed in victuals, for he had seen nothing to indicate it if they did.


  The mention of lunch made him hungrier than ever.


  “It would be a pleasure to dine with you, Thala!” he said boldly. “In fact, Pm about starved.”


  “Please forgive my thoughtlessness in not offering you food before, O friend,” she projected earnestly. “You see, we Ranosians eat but once a day and I completely overlooked the fact that the Romosian system requires more food than our own. We shall dine immediately!”


  “Your hospitality is indeed generous, Thala,” commented the professor. “We accept it with utmost gratefullness, I assure you.”


  “I am very thoughtless, O friend,” she vibrated. “But come! We need delay no longer.”


  THADEN stepped forward and mentally asked Beth to accompany him to the dining salon. She accepted readily and took his arm. He was indeed a fascinating escort, she thought, and, intercepting her thought-waves, he projected his thanks.


  Thala nodded at Corwin, inviting him to be her escort. He was quick to accept and as he lightly took her arm, the soft touch of her warm skin made his blood tingle. She smiled into his face as if she enjoyed the feel of his rough hand. Professor Jarvison, between Thad and Thero, followed behind them.


  The earthians could have been smitten down with a feather when they entered the dining salon which opened off from the throne room on the left of the platform. The salon was a great room indeed, with a long banquet table of metal standing in the center. Long benches were in place beside it and in front of each dining place was a small, compact, transparent box to which were attached several flexible tubes of pure white material. Within the transparent boxes, which were fixed firmly to the table, were a number of small compartments containing vari-colored fluids.


  The earthians were at a loss as to what to do when they were seated at places along the table. They regarded the devices in front of them with embarrassment and felt like uncultured peasants at a stately banquet, ignorant of the proper silver to be used on the occasion.


  Thala at once sensed, or intercepted, their embarrassment and gave them a lesson in the use of the Ranosian Diner. She lifted one of the white tubes attached to her dining apparatus and placed its spotless white tip in her mouth. After drawing upon it for an instant, she looked up at her guests and smiled hospitably.


  “Synthetic food seems best for the Ranosian system which does not demand much nourishment, O friends,” she projected. “The victuals of Romo would not agree with us. Just draw on your dining tubes and I’m sure you will agree with me that this lunch is delicious!”


  Thaden and the other two noblemen drew on their tubes, changing from one to another. There were four tubes, Professor Jarvison saw, attached to each box. He placed one of them in his mouth and sucked inwardly. When the liquid reached his throat he found it delicious indeed. Never on earth had he tasted such a delicately-flavored substance, and he had always been accustomed to the best of everything in the way of food.


  “Tastes considerably like our Romosian consommes, Thala!” he said enthusiastically. “But I’ve never tasted any quite so delicious as this.”


  He drew on another tube and syphoned a somewhat heavier liquid into his mouth. It was deliciously spicy and hunger satisfying. He wondered what it was and was on the point of making an inquiry when Thero, sitting beside him, looked up.


  “It is a kind of consomme, professor,” he projected, smiling. “But it is derived from microscopic fungi that abound in the higher atmosphere over Ranos. All our food is taken from the air because it is pure. You would be surprised to see what it contains in the way of food elements!”


  “Yes,” Thala added. “When Romo becomes as old as Ranos and the soil will not produce food of sufficient vitamins necessary to perfect health, you will have to look to the atmosphere for existence.”


  “Quite amazing!” the professor responded between sips. “But Ranos seems to abound with forests. Any soil that will produce such luxuriant flora as we observed in landing, ought to provide sufficient food for almost any number of people!”


  The noblemen exchanged glances with their Empress.


  “Ranos has a great belt of flora extending the entire circumference of our equator, O friend,” she vibrated. “But it is not what you think, or what it appears to be. That flora is composed of malignant growths in which terrible beasts-reside, and neither is fit for consumption. That entire belt of flora and fauna, O friends, was propagated by Ball of Ballu with the idea of destroying Ranos. He hoped that its spreading would eventually defeat us, but it proved to be a boomerang. As a result both Ballu and Ranos must wage a constant battle against being devoured by the growths and its dreadful, synthetic beasts.”


  The earthians looked at her in surprise.


  “That Ball must be a terrible creature!” Beth grimaced. “Why does he wish to destroy Ranos?”


  “Because he is jealous of our superior intelligence,” Thala vibrated. “Also, he would make me his queen if he could—his slave, I should say—despite the fact that the Ranosians and the Ballusians are born sexless!”


  “Born sexless?” Professor Jarvison almost choked on a draft from his diner. “How could that be, Thala? You are a woman! Thaden is a man! Male and female!”


  “I AM the only woman, as you call it, on this world, Professor Jarvison,” she projected earnestly. “It is easily explained. Our ancestors were once like the Romosians, but their females gradually protested to the birth of offspring. The scientists delved into the secrets of life and produced synthetic children in test tubes. In doing that they learned to control sex. In time, they abandoned the idea of sex entirely and produced only strong, powerful warriors such as you see in Thad, Thaden and Thero. The wars of the male naturally put the female in the background until she was omitted entirely from the scheme of things. And so it has been down through the centuries!”


  “But you—you are a female?” Professor Jarvison spoke incredulously.


  “I am the last of the Ranosian females,” she vibrated earnestly and with open frankness. “But I assure you that I am quite sexless, being feminine in physique only.”


  “And yet you are considered the Ruling Intelligence of Ranos,” the professor was flabbergasted. “Despite the fact that the female has been omitted from the scheme of things as you stated?”


  “I am the Ruling Intelligence,” Thala responded with a proud toss of her head, “because of my higher mentality. I have been such since the last of the old dynasty of scientists bequeathed me the secrets of life that the female might never entirely vanish from the face of Ranos. With these secrets, handed to me for the injustice the male dealt the female, I have everlasting life and barring violence I should live forever: The old instinct of the male for the female still exists in the Ranosian and while sex is something almost forgotten, my subjects derive spiritual enjoyment in their union with me that overshadows any physical relationship between the sexes.”


  “You startle us, Thala!” Jarvison shook his head weirdly. “It seems incredible!”


  “For you, but not for us,” Thala projected. “You wonder how old I am, don’t you?”


  He nodded.


  “At first I took you for around twenty-four or -five,” the scientist asserted. “You look no older.”


  She gave a lively, mental laugh that rang musically through their minds.


  “I am one thousand [2]years of age, O friends,” she volunteered silently. “Now you should be startled, considering that immortality is only a dream on your world!”


  And the earthians were indeed startled. In fact they were overwhelmed. They looked at her closely for signs of jest. They saw none.


  “A thousand years old?” Beth gasped. “You cannot mean that, Thala!”


  “The word of Thala is the word of truth, pure enough in itself to go unquestioned,” admonished Thad suddenly in angry vibrations. “Thala is the Ruling Intelligence of Ranos because she knows the mysteries of life and because every Ranosian wishes it so. There is not a Ranosian living who would not gladly give his life to protect her, for she alone has made it possible for youth to triumph over old age!”


  “I did not mean to question the truth of her word, Thad,” hastened Beth. “It just seemed too incredible!”


  “Naturally,” Thala agreed. “Thad, Thaden and Thero are among my most loyal nobles, O Beth. You must overlook his keen regard for me. You will find such loyalty wherever you go on Ranos.”


  “I should think one would get tired of living forever,” said Beth.


  “If I was certain of a natural lifespan, I’d be happy!” spoke up Corwin; “You never know how much you want to live until your doctor tells you you’ve got a year left and no more!”


  AN unpleasant note of sadness and resignation crept into his voice before he finished. Thala and her three noblemen looked at him curiously. But before they could project any thoughts they might have had for him into his mind, Professor Jarvison spoke.


  “Which brings us to an inevitable discussion of your cardiac condition, Corwin,” he said earnestly. “It appears to me that our charming hostess, with the secrets of life at her command, could do something that would at least alleviate your trouble temporarily and give you a longer lease on life than the year Badgett gave you!”


  Corwin laughed softly, recklessly.


  “I’m afraid we’ve put Thala to too much inconvenience already!” he said.


  “Not at all, O Corwin!” Thala put in silently. “Nor would it be inconvenient for me to give you an examination. Perhaps I can do something for you.”


  “When old Badgett dooms a man, Thala,” Corwin looked at her gratefully, “he stays doomed. He gave me a year. That’s all I expect. But I would gladly submit to an examination if you feel there is the slightest chance that Badgett made a mistake in his diagnosis.”


  “Your cardiac specialist made no mistake, O friend,” Thala vibrated. “The moment I looked into your eyes I knew you suffered from a deadly cardiac affliction. Your physician was generous with you, when as a matter of fact, you will not live a year without prompt and effective attention!”


  Beth gave her a startled glance.


  “You mean he will die sooner than Doctor Badgett expected?” she asked, frightened. “Oh, Thala, you do something for him!”


  Thala watched her curiously for a moment. Then she smiled knowingly.


  “You love him, don’t you, O friend?” she projected her thoughts so softly that only Beth felt the vibrations on her mind. The others continued eating, oblivious of this transference of thought.


  Beth’s face reddened with a blush. She nodded shyly and said nothing. But no reply was necessary, for Thala read her mind as easily as if it had been an open book. She reached across the table and gently patted her hand which lay beside her transparent diner.


  “I will see what can be done about your case, O Corwin,” she projected so that her vibrations impinged on the brains of all present. “If you will submit to a transmutation of the elements, I believe I can return you to Romo with a heart that will never bother you again. But before I do so, I must have time to study your case and prepare myself for the operation. I must confess a certain ignorance as to the Romosian organs, because they are so vastly different from those of my own people. You are the product of nature while the Ranosian is purely synthetic, the products of the maternity tubes of Ranos. However, if you care to place your life in my keeping, I will do what I can for you.”


  Corwin looked at her warmly. “Why not?” he said recklessly. “If I die during the operation, what difference does it make? I’ll die anyway. It might as well be now as in six months or a year!”


  “There is a chance that you die, O friend,” she responded earnestly. “And there is a chance that you will survive. I have never been called upon to attend such a case as yours, for cardiac troubles are unknown to Ranos. However, I will gladly make an attempt to save your life.”


  “That’s all I ask, Thala!” Corwin told her frankly. “If you fail it would make no difference.”


  “You are wrong, O friend,” smiled Thala. “It would make a difference, a great difference, to one who dearly loves you.”


  She looked straight at Beth, who blushed and hung her head.


  “Who is that?” Corwin demanded baffled. “I have no relations who would shed a tear over me.”.


  “It is not for me to say, O Corwin,” Thala projected to him. “You are a man. You should know without being told!”


  He looked at her curiously for a moment, then shrugged indifferently. He drew on a tube of his diner that he had not touched before. The liquid that flowed into his throat was much lighter than either of the others and tasted somewhat like hot chocolate. He agreed with his companions that the whole luncheon was as delicious and hunger-satisfying as anyone could desire, furnishing all the nourishment of a full course dinner on earth of steaks and all the trimmings. But the Ranosian scheme of dining was odd indeed, he told himself silently.


  THEY supped quietly and without further discussion for a few moments until Thala once more projected her thoughts into Corwin’s brain. He looked up to see her regarding him wistfully.


  “Until after I perform the transmutation upon you, O friend,” she vibrated, “you must abstain from partaking food of any kind. That is essential.”


  “Anything you wish, Thala,” he replied. “But if I’m to die, I’d like to do it on a full stomach!”


  The Ranosians laughed mirthfully in thought.


  “The worst and most deadly enemy of the Romosian,” Thala vibrated earnestly, “is his consumption of great quantities of solid food. Your dieticians recommend that you eat heartily. And you go blithely on your way, eating anything and everything. You think you are building up a great reserve of strength and health. But you merely lay yourselves open to disease.”


  “Our rugged constitutions require heavy food in large quantities, Thala,” Professor Jarvison put in. “You must remember that we are savages by comparison with you Ranosians.”


  “That is true,” Thala vibrated promptly, “but until you overcome the need of solids, you will be doomed to short lives.”


  “The Romosian is most contented after a good dinner,” the professor grinned. “I’m afraid a good many of them would be content to be shortlived rather than starve themselves into longevity.”


  “Romo will see the light ere long, O friend,” Thala laughed in silence. “The eating of food also passes through evolution even as you have passed from the animal state to your present status. Until recent times, as you probably know, man of Romo ate his food raw. It passed into a new stage of evolution when you began cooking it. It will continue to moderate until you find yourselves eating but one meal each day, and that in liquid form, for the gradual shrinkage of your digestive organs will demand it.”


  X


  FOLLOWING the pleasant, satisfying lunch, they retired again to the great throne room. It was deserted. The metal benches upon which had sat the immense assembly of an hour before, were gone, leaving the hall as clear and smooth as a ballroom floor. Professor Jarvison was quick to observe a part of the great cylinder he had seen previously, as it filled a corner of the hall. Wondering if it was some sort of a telescope, he turned to Thala.


  “May I inquire, Thala,” he asked intently, “what that great cylinder is for? It seems to rise from the floor into the ceiling!”


  “Of course,” Thala vibrated promptly. “That is the cylinder of our great Univeriscope. Through it Ranos has learned much about Romo and the other planets. Would you care to see it in operation?”


  “I would like nothing better!” the professor nodded eagerly. “Unless it be that we rescue the seven members of the Meteor party!”


  “You can do nothing for them, O friends,” Thala responded. “At least not at this time. But I will let you see them after we’ve shown you the Univeriscope.


  The earthians looked at her anxiously.


  “You mean that you can give us a glimpse of those seven men?” Professor Jarvison demanded, incredulous. “You informed us they were in Ballu—miles away from here!”


  “That is true, Professor Jarvison,” projected Thala. “They are held captive in Ballu. In fact, Ball has them in a state of suspended animation. But I can let you see them in an instrument you would call the Menta-Viz, a device similar to your television, but which is operated by mental vibrations instead of electrical energy.”


  “You astound me, Thala,” the professor asserted. “There seem to be so many implements of science here that I’m in a quandary. I trust I may have the privilege of studying some of them before I return to earth!”


  “You may, Professor Jarvison,” she returned. “After what you have done for science, you deserve it!”


  Slowly they strolled out of the throne room, with Thaden and Beth leading the way. They encountered the ramp again and descended to a room below where the base of the mammoth Univeriscope projected downward from a high ceiling. Here Thala paused and addressed Thad and Thero in the Ranosian thought-language. The two nobles left the group and walked speedily to a great panel that took up a large section of the wall near the huge cylinder. Expertly they manipulated a number of dials and at once the earthians heard the low hum of some hidden high-speed machinery. The panel went aglow with a pale green luminosity that cast a weird light over the room.


  Thala motioned her guests to follow her and then led them to a wide balcony that extended around the room about midway between the ceiling and the floor. Scarcely had they mounted it when they heard a new mechanical note. They looked back to see the floor of the room slide back like great sliding panels, revealing the upper-surface of the globe-dotted proscenium arch in the lobby of the building!


  Projecting downward, narrow tip facing the great dome, which the professor had previously judged was some sort of a Venusian planetarium, was the huge Univeriscope. To Professor Jarvison the apparatus was not unlike the telescopes of his own world. But this one was a hundred times larger and how more powerful he, of course, could not guess. But from what the Ranosians had already mentioned of its power, he had not the slightest doubt in his mind but that it would reveal objects he had never seen before.


  For an object-instrument it had a great conical tip like the head of a skyrocket. But before he could get a good look at it, Thala commanded him to follow her to a small metallic desk which stood on the balcony beside a waist-high railing. She sat down quickly and placed her long, tapering fingers on a series of square keys that controlled the giant astronomical machine from the observation gallery.


  Instantly the planetarium went aglow with the gorgeous colors of the spectrum. The mammoth Univeriscope swung on its axes until its observation-tip was focused on one of the glowing spheres in the dome beneath them. A pale beam of light suddenly shot from the conical tip. The sphere took on a deep red hue.


  GRADUALLY the sphere grew in size and as it became larger, Professor Jarvison saw upon it familiar characteristics that made him gasp. It changed from a ball to a disk as it grew larger and almost before he was aware of it, he found himself looking, not on a dome, but upon a great reflector-like surface. Fascinated, he watched it. Suddenly the red hue vanished and splotches of green took its place. Then it became a deep brown which gradually resolved itself into definite shape. The three earthians were astounded when on the gigantic reflector they saw a great city as clearly as if they were flying a thousand feet above it in an airplane!


  Professor Jarvison mopped his brow excitedly and shot a quizzical glance at Thala. She looked up at him wistfully, reading what lay in his mind.


  “You are right, O friend!” she projected. “The city you see is the one you call Washington—the capital of your country.”


  “Good Lord!” Jarvison exclaimed. “I can’t believe it, Thala!”


  “It is there before your eyes, O professor!” Thaden, standing close-by with Beth, put in. “You do not believe what you see?”


  He looked at the earthian closely, as if unable to understand how Jarvison could be so incredulous about what he had just seen. Queer persons, the Romosians, he thought, being unable to believe their own eyes.


  But Professor Jarvison had witnessed what to him was a miracle.


  “Why,” he muttered. “I never dreamed you could bring the earth so close to you!”


  “The Univeriscope will disclose to you even greater powers than that which you have just observed, O friend,” Thala informed him silently. “I will focus it upon your own estate that you may see how we happen to know so much about you.”


  She turned to her controls again and concentrated upon them in earnest. Thad and Thero came onto the balcony and stood leisurely beside her, watching the mammoth reflector. They showed no emotion. Their faces were inscrutable, as if the miracle the earthians had just seen was an everyday occurrence. And it was, for the Ranosians amused themselves with observing at close-hand what was going on in the Cosmos. Every Ranosian dwelling was equipped with an instrument of the television variety which reproduced what the Univeriscope revealed on its mysterious reflector. And for both scientific purposes and amusement, the Ruling Intelligence of Ranos made daily explorations in space with her great astronomical instrument.


  But the moment she pressed the button on her control desk, the scene on the mammoth reflector vanished. The Univeriscope was slightly moved and lowered. Quickly a new scene took definite shape before the eyes of the amazed earthians. Before they had time to blink, they found themselves looking down upon familiar scenes. There under their very eyes lay the Jarvison estate on the outskirts of Richmond! There were the buildings, the Comet’s great hangar and the many shops! And in the center of the whole thing was the imposing Jarvison mansion, displayed as clearly as if they had been looking at a picture of it through a [3]Third Dimension Macyscope!


  Dumbfounded, the earthians stared, speechless, at the scene. Amused at their incredulity, Thala brought the picture even closer and they saw two men standing at the main entrance of the Comet’s hangar. Professor Jarvison recognized them instantly as two of his special guards whom he had kept on duty to watch the estate during his absence. They were talking earnestly. In a moment they parted and started on a tour of the estate as their duties required.


  “Why those men are Dawson and Rolph, two of my guards!” the professor exclaimed suddenly. He mopped his brow again with intense excitement and shook his head incredulously. “Pinch me, Beth!” he added, “and see if I’m awake!”


  “You are wide awake, father!” Beth laughed tensely. “I see the guards as plainly as if I were looking down upon them from the roof of the hangar! And I always thought that your telescope was about as powerful as any would ever be!”


  The scene changed again. The forms of the two guards increased in size until they vanished completely from the reflector. Then they saw a black beetle crawling slowly across the lawn in front of the hangar. On the reflector it looked as large as a giant sea-turtle.


  “Now, O friends,” Thala vibrated to them promptly, “you can understand how we knew so much about Romo and the other planets of this and many other solar systems.”


  “BUT good heavens, Thala,” Jarvison grunted, “how can you penetrate the clouds that must hang over your objectives in opaque veils? Besides, you must penetrate the veil over Ranos!”


  “The Univeriscope projects a beam of cold, invisible light that neutralizes vapors,” Thala vibrated quickly. “This beam of light is created from a radium base.”


  “But it only required a few seconds for you to project your objects on the reflector!” the professor mumbled. “Light travels one hundred and eighty-six thousand miles per second. By all reasoning it should have taken your beam—let’s see—a little less than three minutes to reach the earth! And yet it all happened in the twinkling of an eye! I cannot understand it!”


  “Ordinary light does travel at that velocity, O friend,” Thala projected. “But we have discovered vibrations in light that travel much faster. We have delved into the secrets of radium and have found many things that you do not know on Romo. For instance, radium contains a sub-element that produces a light that travels at a velocity far beyond Romosian comprehension. It is almost instantaneous, though we have measured its velocity at what you would call sixty trillion miles per kor, which is Romosian for half-second.”


  “Great Scott, Thala,” Jarvison exploded. “That must reduce [4]light years to light hours!”


  “It does, O friend,” Thala vibrated. “Yet we hope to go even further than that. We are experimenting now with light and its. vibrations. It is our hope that we can step up the velocity as you step up electrical energy from low voltage to high voltage. We hope to reduce what you call light years to light minutes and even light seconds.”


  “It sounds incredible,” the professor nodded.


  “Naturally,” Thala projected. “That is because you cannot possibly comprehend it. Your civilization has not advanced to the stage of Ranosian culture. Your black tribes of Africa do not understand aero-dynamics, for example. You do not understand our vibra-light because, as in the case of your uncivilized Africans with aero-dynamics, your brains have not yet developed to the degree that makes such things simple for the Ranosian.”


  “I am compelled to agree with you, Thala,” the professor declared, suffering a severe set-back in human ego. “But man of Romo is not accustomed to being classed as a savage or a mental embryo. He likes to believe himself supreme in all things, but from what I’ve already seen of civilization here, he must necessarily go a long way before he can honestly call himself civilized.”


  “Ranos has a great advantage over man, O professor,” Thala informed him, “in that every Ranosian is born with a mature brain. Even the synthetic embryo is capable of thinking for itself and by the time the physical body is developed, its brain has become a super-brain.”


  “Sounds like the product of Poe or Verne or Wells,” the professor grunted dubiously. “But I would like to see it done with my own eyes.”


  “So you shall, Professor Jarvison.”


  Thala obliged. “Shall I continue demonstrating the Univeriscope?”


  “By all means,” the professor urged.


  SHE gave her attention once more to her control-desk. Her fingers settled on several keys and the scene on the mammoth reflector vanished. The sphere which was the earth took shape again and the object-tip of the great Univeriscope was swung mechanically upon another. Once more they saw the globe dissolve itself into a reflector.


  “The Univeriscope, O friends,” Thala remarked silently, “is why we Ranosians have no desire for interplanetary travel. Through this instrument we can, as I have shown you, easily see what exists upon the surface of our planetary neighbors. With it we have learned your language, even as we have learned the language of the Martians, the Jovians, the Uranians and even that of the Tar-Leks who live on Tarra, a planet in the Pleiades. For years we watched with interest the construction of your interplanetary fliers and by reading your mind we learned that you intended to visit us.”


  “How did you read our minds at such great distances?” Jarvison demanded skeptically.


  “With an instrument we call the toth, or Menta-Viz in your language. It is an attachment to the Univeriscope. I will demonstrate it to you shortly.”


  “A world of miracles,” the professor remarked to himself as Thala projected a scene on the reflector. Then aloud: “What great power exists in the Univeriscope, Thala,” he added, “that permits you to neutralize such tremendous distances?”


  “Radium, O professor,” Thala looked up and projected. “While the instrument is somewhat along the lines of your telescope, it is powered by the energy in radium atoms which we have harnessed. For our object-glasses we use Sub-element Seven in liquid form. This has tremendous magnifying qualities brought into being by the cracking of the radium atoms so that a close relationship is created between the liquids and the solids. Do you grasp it, O friend?”


  Jarvison laughed, as did Beth and Corwin.


  “Sure, I grasp it, Thala!” the scientist grunted. “About as much as I can solve the mysteries of matter! That is, not at all. But do not let my ignorance stop you. What planet are you showing us now?”


  On the great reflector the scene was changing. They saw a flat terrain massed with thick vegetation. This resolved itself swiftly into a great colony of dome-like mounds.


  “I am projecting Saturn upon the reflector, O friends,” Thala vibrated without looking up. “It contains one of the lowest forms of culture in the solar system. You see the Saturnian dwellings—the mounds? They are a burrowing culture and live underground. But once they were highly civilized, though now they have left the surface of their planet to exist like animals.


  “A constant fear of a terrestrial cataclysm lowered the Saturnian culture. They feared and still fear that their planet will sometime run against the inner rings, producing a wreck of matter and the destruction of the world.”


  “What are the rings about Saturn?” Professor Jarvison cut in, eager to solve a mystery that has kept man guessing since the discovery of the body.


  “The rings about Saturn, O professor,” Thala responded, “are composed of millions upon millions of small satellites, some of them no larger than the size of your fist, others the size of the planetoid Eros. Yet they are all minute moons, accounting for the beautiful glow of the rings. Should Saturn itself run against the inner ring of tiny satellites—and it will happen ere long—the planet would be wrecked as you would hold a thin wine-glass against a rough emery wheel. In constant fear of this, the Saturnians have burrowed underground in the hope that the collision might spare them. But that will not be the case. The planet will be destroyed eventually.”


  Fascinated the earthians watched the reflector. From one of the mounds crawled a grotesque creature which Thala quickly magnified so that they might look upon it closely. The thing crawled on four legs and was completely covered with bristle-like hair. Its fore-legs were shorter than the hind ones, but more powerful. In place of hands they had scoop-like appendages equipped with mighty claws. It was easy for the earthians to see that the Saturnians were some form of rodent resembling the gopher species.


  The creature carried a great pile of dirt out of his burrow and damped it over the side of the mound. Then he quickly retreated to his hole.


  “And once the Saturnians were human beings?” Corwin spoke up suddenly.


  “They were like the Ranosians at one time, O Corwin,” Thala responded silently. “Fear reversed their culture and instead of advancing it, they were retarded so that a retarding process of evolution has reduced them to the culture of rodents.”


  “Unfortunate indeed,” Professor Jarvison commented. “But fear can make a beast of any man and living under it constantly can do most anything.”


  “You are right, Professor Jarvison,” Thala projected.


  MARS was the next planet to come under the close scrutiny of the earthians. Needless to say that Professor Jarvison, accustomed as he was to seeing strange sights through his own private 300-inch reflector on earth, was amazed beyond description by the miracles performed by Thala and her Univeriscope.


  The supposed canals of Mars, he saw, were not canals at all, but were deep earthquake faults like the open fissure that extends for miles through the Sierra Nevada Mountains in the Mammoth Lakes district just north of Bishop, California. Life on the planet was something to marvel at.


  The Martians were tremendous beings, indeed, ten feet tall, the professor judged. And though they were covered with thick coats of hair, they were decidedly human and, as he could see by their magnificent cities which were perched almost on the edges of the quake faults, highly intelligent.


  “Constant evaporation from the Martian body of its moisture,” Thai a volunteered, “due to the intense dryness of the air on the planet, caused them to grow hair as a means of protection. There was a time on Mars, O friends, when its inhabitants faced a very great danger of being destroyed. This was when they found than they must fight against the loss of the moistures in their bodies through evaporation, or perish.


  “They discovered that they had but two courses to follow to fight the evaporation. One of them was to develop thick, alligator-like hides to save themselves from extinction fey shutting out the air from their bodies, or growing thick coats of hair. Intelligently they chose the latter, knowing that the former would retard them to the barbaric stage rather than carry them to greater heights of civilization. In consequence, they developed coverings of hair and successfully overcame the evaporation of their body liquids so necessary to life. Results are that the Martians are today high in the esteem of the Intelligent Five.”


  The cities of Mars were marvels to behold. They towered into the heavens majestically and were cubically perfect. The cubical scheme of structure, the professor decided, had been followed as a protection against the great earthquakes that must rock the planet from pole to pole.


  Martians were everywhere, seething millions of them, as they went about their affairs, perhaps unaware that they were being so closely watched from Venus. Wherever the astounded earthians could look, the reflector showed Martian aircraft. Their flying machines looked like monster doughnuts with pyramided devices above and below them. They raced through the dry atmosphere at an unbelievable speed and Professor Jarvison was quick to observe that they were built on the gyroscope principle. Some of them were large enough to accommodate hundreds of passengers.


  Avowed to visit Mars at some future date, Professor Jarvison revelled in this Ranosian celestial expose. Beth and Corwin, standing with Thaden, watched the reflector intently. Thad and Thero, amused at the earthians’ astonishment, leaned carelessly over the balcony railing and enjoyed the scenes as Beth or Corwin would enjoy a motion picture at home.


  Suddenly the scene on the reflector changed again and Mercury, the smallest planet in the solar system, was given the place of Mars. Its diameter of 2,845 miles was quickly magnified as though Thala was in haste to have it over with. They scarcely had a chance to study the small body as a sphere, for the rapidity of the changes from a mere bright dot to an expanse of terrain on the reflector gave them only a momentary glimpse of it. They saw that its surface was a desolate desert and its life nothing but the lowest form of living filth. One glance at it was sufficient for Thala and she sent it flashing from the reflector with a swift jab of a finger on one of the buttons.


  “Filth, nothing but filth exists on Mercury, O friends,” her thought waves told them. “To look upon it is degrading to the mind and morale of cleaner things. I shudder at it!”


  “I agree with you, Thala,” Beth commented. “The Mercurians look something like the gila monsters of our own desert lands.”


  “The little planet was inhabited at one time by a low species of sapiens,” Thala nodded, “but a sudden change of atmospheric conditions caused the poor unfortunates to die out. The planet became a desert and that environment gradually recreated a new life in the form of filth. Before you return to Romo, O friends,” she continued silently, “I will show you many more planets of our own and other solar systems. I will show you Jupiter and some of the great worlds far beyond it. For the present I will let you see your seven friends at Ballu and then I have affairs of State to attend to, after which tasks are disposed of we shall see what can be done to restore Corwin’s health back to normal!”


  AS if in sudden haste she pressed another button on her control desk. From a handy drawer she removed a strange-looking helmet which she quickly donned. It was attached to the desk by a number of hair-like wires. Reaching under the panel she pulled out a small screen which glowed with the green luminosity of an emerald held up to the sun. She pressed another series of buttons and the fascinated earthians saw the screen change to a deep red in color, then to a dead white which gradually resolved itself into a fathomless gray.


  The great Univeriscope swung to a sharp angle.


  “You are focusing the Univeriscope on Ballu, Thala?” the professor inquired. “If Ballu is at the North Pole of Ranos, how can you focus the instrument upon it from the South Pole? To do so you must necessarily overcome the curvature of the planet’s equator!”


  “Quite so, O professor,” Thala vibrated quickly. “The feat is accomplished by triangulation and the bending of light.”


  “But you said your Menta-Viz was operated by mental force,” the professor shrugged, baffled.


  “And so it is,” Thala responded amiably. “When the Univeriscope is focused upon Ballu, my own mental-power will direct its beam to the spot where your seven friends are held captive. By the same mental process their forms will be projected upon the toth screen as I will show you now.”


  Dumbly the three earthians watched the screen of the Menta-Viz. Suddenly they saw upon it the picture of a great cylindrical structure which might have been any one of the buildings about the plaza. The Ballusian building increased in size until it vanished from the screen. In its place they saw a great room similar to Thala’s own throne chamber. But this one was filled with implements of science at which many Ballusians labored. They might have been Ranosians, except that they were not quite so finely developed physically. Nor did their rather handsome faces possess the kindly tolerance of the Ranosians. They seemed hard and cruel. The cut of their lips, tight-pressed and thin, betrayed their cruelty, their ruthlessness. And instead of being bald as were the Ranosians, they had a light growth of hair on their heads which extended halfway down their backs along their spinal columns.


  Suddenly from a great open door in the hall, a tall Ballusian walked with the arrogant gait of some egotistical potentate. Around his rather thick, shapeless waist he wore a wide metal girth in which was stuck a long tube. Professor Jarvison guessed correctly that it was some sort of a weapon, for it was similar to the kith-tubes of the Ranosians. They watched the Ballusian swagger toward a group of Ballus who were laboring at some monster test-tubes.


  “It is Ball himself!” Thala looked up at her three noblemen, Thad, Thaden and Thero, who had grouped themselves about her. There was a note of fear in her thought-vibrations which the earthians detected instantly. The faces of the three Ranosians became inscrutable and their eyes flashed with a gleam of bitter hatred. “He is going to hold conference with his Ministers of Science!” she continued, shuddering.


  They saw Ball halt arrogantly before the Ballus. The Ministers of Science bowed to him until their heads almost touched the floor of the hall. Suddenly the earthians felt his strong thought vibrations. They came to them as distinctly as if Ball was standing a yard away, projecting his thoughts into their minds. Thala shuddered and closed her eyes. The thought-language of Bail was distinctly alien to the earthians, yet as it weirdly reached them like the voice of a talking picture, they sensed in it something untoward.


  Thala gave a sudden start and looked again at her courtiers. Thad nodded back, and the earthians felt his thought waves as he conversed with his Empress in his own language. Thaden and Thero watched Ball as if he was a venomous snake, coiled to strike. Ball, after a moment’s mental-talk with the Ballusians, walked away to the far end of the room where a number of great test-tubes stood in a line. The Ministers of Science followed close on his heels.


  “What did he say, Thala?” Professor Jarvison inquired anxiously. “I thought I detected the word Romo!”


  “You did, O friend,” Thala vibrated promptly. “Ball is angry that you destroyed his fliers when you arrived on Ranos! He said he was going to dispatch a great fleet of fliers to capture or kill you! That means that he will attack Ranos again and war will be the outcome! Oh, how I despise war!”


  “IT will be war, O Thala!” Thad put in forcefully. “Ranos has submitted to his raids with little resistance for many years! Thy warriors grow restless and weary of waiting for thy word to fight back!”


  “With your super-intelligence,” Professor Jarvison spoke up, “you ought to be able to wipe this Ballu off the face of Venus, Thala!”


  “You do not understand, O professor,” Thala responded. “Ballu is a powerful nation! They outnumber the Ranosians three to one because they have stolen our secrets of synthetic creation and are making use of them in the creation of many warriors. They are indeed fierce fighters, but they have been somewhat afraid of us in the past. Since the people came in the Meteor they have grown bolder. Let us watch the toth!”


  Ball and his Ministers of Science strode swiftly to the big test-tubes and paused there. The instant the earthians saw the giant tubes, they gasped. With an oath Professor Jarvison bent low over the toth screen that he might look closely. He counted fourteen of the tubes. In seven of them were the lost scientists! They stood erect and seemed to float upright in the tubes! Their eyes were closed as in death. Their arms hung limply at their sides. Over their skulls were grotesque helmets from which ran many wires.


  And the lost scientists looked like death itself! They were shrunken and white, as if starvation had sapped all strength from their maltreated bodies which were naked except for a series of metal bands extending around their shrunken chests, waists, wrists and ankles. From these bands ran other wires connected to a thick cable at the top of the tubes.


  “My God!” the professor groaned piteously. “The members of the Meteor expedition! They are dead! I know it—can see it!”


  “No, O friend,” Thala projected reassuringly. “They are not dead—yet! But Ball is killing them with his experiment—his attempt to create a higher Ballusian culture by transmuting the brains of the Romosians into the brains of his own kind. Your friends are in suspended animation, a state of apparent death. But Bali will surely kill them and his experiment will fail, for the Romosian brain will not amalgamate with the Ballusian due to a difference of matter. The Romosian brain is composed of phosphorus, while the Ballusian brain is composed of radium-dioxide!”


  But surely Ball must know that, Thala!” the professor growled.


  “Ball does not know that, O professor!” Thala vibrated.


  “We could tell him his experiments will fail!” Jarvison suggested fiercely.


  Thad and his two brother noblemen laughed silently.


  “We have already advised him that he will fail, Professor Jarvison,” Thaden projected. “It did no good, for he accepted our intervention as proof that he would not fail. It gave him the idea that we had merely said that to discourage him; that we knew he would create a higher culture, and did not want him to do so. Ball is a blundering ass!”


  “But I’m not going to stand by and watch him kill my friends!” the professor vowed furiously.


  “You can do nothing, O friend,” Thala vibrated. “Even if your flier was immune to the kith-rays of the Ballusians, you could not land at Ballu and rescue your friends. The moment you landed and left your ship, Ball would destroy you!”


  For a long moment, as if silently debating with himself on his chances of flying to Ballu and attempting a rescue of the lost scientists, he stared into the Menta-Viz screen. There they were—his seven friends! There was poor Dr. Butler, the greatest meteorologist the world had ever known! Beside him was Dr. Houston, the vertebrate-paleontologist. Next to him was Dr. Bryan Mortimer of the California Institute of Technology, a foremost authority on the science of physics. Next in line was Dr. Larkin, rocket expert. In the other three tubes were Doctors Morse, Ireland and Sprague, three of the best scientific brains ever produced on earth.


  There they were—seven brave men, the first men ever to leave the earth on an interplanetary flight, laid out for certain death by the ruthless ruler of Ballu who was offering their lives that he might realize his ambition to rule the whole of the planet Venus! And he was ruthlessly offering the lives of seven of his own subjects in his efforts to create a higher culture of Ballusians.


  The poor devils, as Professor Jarvison saw, were in the same unfortunate fix as the seven earthians. They were shrunken and drawn. They had the aspect of decaying bodies as they floated in the test-tubes. The blood might have been drawn from their veins, for they were white as death except for their faces which had turned almost black, caused, in all probability, by some strange transmutation process existing between them and the earthians.


  There they were—seven men whom he had known most of his life, had gone to college with several of them! In the building of the Meteor they had all lived at his home for months on end. They had grown intimate and had parted the best of friends when the Meteor took off on its unfortunate flight to Venus. They would have stood by him were the situations reversed. He knew it. They would have gone through hell if it had been the Comet that had crashed, to save her occupants from the sort of torture Ball was subjecting them to!


  “DESTROY me, would he?” he growled fiercely at Thala. “Maybe he would, Thala! But if I went to Ballu, I’d go with one thought in my mind! Come back with my friends or die and take Ball with me to Hades!”


  “My sentiments perfectly, professor!” Corwin agreed quietly. “We braved many terrible dangers to get to Venus! Going to Ballu would be tame! If Ball is scheming to come here after us, I suggest that we go to Ballu after him instead. That’s a bit of strategy he won’t be expecting, I’ll gamble!”


  “But it would be certain death for you, O friends, to go to Ballu,” Thala projected anxiously. “You would not only lose your lives, but fail to help your fellow scientists as well. Besides, Romo needs you! You must go back and carry to your people the good wishes of Ranos!”


  “I do not worry about my people on Romo, Thala,” the professor stated bluntly. “If I never return, they can build another ship like the Comet. My friends are in great danger in Ballu. They would gladly give their lives for me if the situation was reversed. I have decided to go to their assistance. If there was some way by which I V could locate the building where they are being held—”


  “There is a way, O professor!” Thad put in with an eager twinkle of his eyes. Jarvison looked at him curiously and saw that the Ranosian was eager for a fight. As leader of the Ranosian warriors he had rankled over Thala’s hesitation in retaliating against Ballu for his raids on Ranos. He wanted action and the new threat from Ball made him anxious to strike first. “There is a way, O professor!” he repeated. “I will go with you to Ballu and guide you to its Hall of Science where your friends are held captive. If Thala will consent I will take a great fleet of Ranosian fliers with me. Perhaps with the aid of your flier we can put Ball in his place for once and for all!”


  “Excellent!” Professor Jarvison exclaimed. “That is indeed generous of you, O Thad. But I would not ask that you risk your life for me!”


  “I would go against Ball for Thala and Ranos!” Thad vibrated loyally. “I would die for Thala as would every other warrior of Ranos! It would be good to die that she may have no further fear of Ball and his raiders!”


  He looked quickly at his beautiful empress and conversed with her in silence for a moment. After a rapid exchange of thoughts, his eyes grew brighter and he looked back at the professor.


  “Thala has consented, O professor!” he projected eagerly. “I am to take a great fleet of Ranosian fliers and accompany you to Ballu. Thala sees much wisdom in Corwin’s suggestion that we strike at Ball before he strikes again at us. She will go with us in your machine, the Comet!”


  XI


  PROFESSOR JARVISON was taken aback as were Beth and Corwin.


  “Go with us—in the Comet?” gasped the scientist. “Why, if we go to Ballu, Thad, we may never return!


  It will be a battle of men—not for women!”


  “A battle of men, O professor,” Thala projected quickly. “But should you win over Ball, how would you rescue your seven friends from their plight? You know nothing of suspended animation. You would kill them the instant you removed their bodies from the tubes. That is why I wish to go with you, in your machine. You will doubtless fight your way to your friends. I will be on hand to return them to animation, to save them from death!”


  “But I figured to capture Ball or one of his scientists,” Professor Jarvison argued briskly, “and force him to release our friends safely! No need for you risking your life, O Thala!” Thala smiled tensely.


  “Ball would not release them alive, O friend,” she projected promptly. “He would see that they died, unquestionably. No, O professor, you cannot hope to rescue your friends alive unless I go with you. I alone can restore them to animation.”


  Professor Jarvison was quick to see the wisdom of her vibrations. Of a certainty Ball would, in event of his defeat, be reluctant to release his seven earthian subjects alive. It would, in all likelihood, be a simple matter for him to kill them even with his own captors standing over him, and lay the blame for their deaths on natural causes. He, Jarvison, might kill Ball in retaliation, but that would not save the seven earthians. He realized suddenly that without Thala’s help, he was powerless. If he did succeed in reaching Ball’s Hall of Science, what good would it do the earthians if he could not release them safely from the test-tubes? He did not know the intricate secrets of suspended animation! Thala alone, of all the Ranosians, could release them safely. If she was willing—


  He shrugged, realizing how helpless he was without her.


  “Then it is agreed that you go with us in the Comet, O Thala,” he grunted. “Your reasoning that I will fight my way to the side of my friends is correct. I will fly the Comet direct to Ball’s Hall of Science. Then we shall battle our way to our friends. Supported by your fliers we may succeed!”


  “Thad will lead ten thousand Ranosian fliers to Ballu, O professor,” Thala returned silently. “He will surround Ball’s Hall of Science to protect us while we do our tasks inside. Thaden and Thero will go with me in the Comet. We shall also take with us one hundred bird-men who will enter the Hall ahead of us to destroy all opposition inside!”


  “Excellent!” Jarvison exclaimed again. “How soon can we go? While you are making ready, I must go to the Comet and make some repairs on her instruments!”


  “The Comet has already been repaired,” Thala informed him silently. “Our mechanics have gone over her from stem to stern, making repairs where needed.”


  Jarvison gasped incredulously.


  “They repaired the instruments that Ball’s rays destroyed?” he inquired.


  Thad replied for her.


  “I took the liberty, O professor,” he advised, “to see that the necessary repairs were made. You will find the Comet in as good shape as she was when you left Romo! We can proceed against Rail whenever you wish.”


  “Then we shall go at once, O Thad!” the professor smiled gratefully. “No need to delay.”


  “We must delay a brief time, O professor,” Thala put in. “I cannot let Corwin go to Ballu in the condition he is in. His infected heart—”


  “Let’s not waste any time on me, Thala,” Corwin spoke up promptly. “We can take that matter up when we return to Ranos!”


  “O friend,” Thala informed him quickly, “unless I can overcome your affliction before we go to Ballu, you will never return alive! If your heart is weak you cannot hope to survive Ball’s rays. Should you be struck by a kith ray squarely, it will shrivel your heart to nothing. With a strong, vigorous organ, you may survive. Otherwise, the shock of the kith alone will be sufficient to kill you!”


  “But it will take days, maybe weeks, for me to get over the operation, Thala,” Corwin argued. “You must remember that seven human lives are in danger. What is one life against seven? I can take the chance!”


  Thala glanced at Beth and caught her eye. Then she looked back at Corwin.


  “I WILL not permit you to take that chance, O Corwin,” she vibrated firmly. “If you should die, your death would sadden the life of Beth Jarvison. She loves you, O Corwin, and for her you must do everything within your power to live.”


  Beth hung her head, blushing. Corwin was flabbergasted. A sparkle sprang into the professor’s eyes, but he said nothing. Corwin overcame his surprise at Thala’s open frankness and took Beth by the shoulders.


  Is that true, Beth?” he half whispered. “Do you want me to live—for you?”


  She looked up into his eyes. He saw a tear glisten down her flushed cheek. It is true, Corwin,” she breathed. “I love you! I do not want you to die! Without you life would—”


  “Then by the gods, Beth,” Corwin cried, “I’ll do whatever Thala says. She can operate right now! I’m ready! But I hate to take the time when even a few hours may cost the lives of seven brave men!”


  “The operation will be over in less than half an hour, O Corwin,” Thala put in. “Success or failure, it will be done before you know it.”


  “If it fails?” he glanced at Beth and found her watching him closely.


  “It must not fail, O Corwin,” Thala vibrated. “It must not fail!”


  “Then let’s get it over with, Thala!” he suggested eagerly. “The sooner the better. If it fails, you will have done your best, and I’ll do anything now for a chance at life!”


  “Perhaps we had better put Corwin under the care of someone here after the operation, O Thala,” said Professor Jarvison, “and proceed to Ballu. It would be an injustice to those seven brave men to wait days or weeks here for Corwin to recover.”


  “We will not have to wait, O friend,” Thala informed him. “We shall place Corwin in the normalizer directly after the operation. Within a few moments thereafter, if the operation is successful, he will be normal in every respect and will be able to go with us to Ballu!”


  “Then you’ll do it immediately?” Corwin asked, unafraid. He felt no fear. In Thala he saw only a chance to live. And he wanted to live now—for Beth Jarvison. He was eager, anxious to proceed with the experiment, and to him it was no more than an experiment in which his life was at stake, and live or die as Fate willed. He had utmost faith in the ability of Thala as a master-scientist. Why not? Wasn’t she capable of performing scientific miracles? If she had lived a thousand years, couldn’t she possess a greater knowledge of life’s mysteries than any earthly physician whose span could be no more than four score and ten?


  “Immediately, O Corwin!” the beautiful scientific empress of Ranos responded. “We shall go at once to the transmutation room.”


  Without hesitation she led them away from the balcony and they soon found themselves ascending the spiral ramp once more. Arm in arm Corwin and Beth followed her while the professor and the three Ranosians took up the rear. As if lost in deep concentration, Thala walked majestically alone, looking straight ahead of her. It was apparent to Corwin that she was either extremely worried or anxious over both the Ballusian situation and the impending transmutation.


  In time they passed through the big room with its many mysterious devices of science. Thala led them off to the left, into a comparatively small room which was filled with great test tubes and strange apparatus. The first thing Corwin saw, however, was a long table of green metal. It had every aspect of an operating table and for the first time he felt a sinking sensation deep in his stomach. He had always held a deep-rooted fear of medical surgery. It came upon him suddenly as he visioned Thala standing over him with scalpel and tweezers, cutting away the affected part of his heart. Intercepting his thoughts, Thala paused before the table and regarded him curiously.


  “You need have no fear, O Corwin,” she vibrated softly. “The transmutation of the elements is a common thing on Ranos. As for cutting you open, well, we do not perform operations of that character here.”


  Corwin sighed with relief.


  “Then it’s not going to be a bloody surgical operation after all?” he asked, relaxing.


  “No, O friend,” Thala smiled amusedly. Her teeth flashed in the glow of a number of great radium lamps that lighted suddenly when she pressed a contact button at the side of the tabled “You seem to have the wrong impression of a transmutation of the elements. Ranos has long ago learned the science of surgery without the knife. We perform our surgery in the Fourth Dimension and I assure you that there will be no pain. The transmutation will be in the Fourth Dimension.”


  “That makes me feel better, Thala,” Corwin grinned. “Would you mind telling me what this—er—transmutation is?”


  “Now, Corwin,” Professor Jarvison chided, grinning. “Do not stall like a youngster in a dentist’s chair!”


  “I’m not afraid of the operation, Professor,” Corwin retorted. “I’m just anxious to know all about it. An operation on a man’s heart is not to be taken lightly, you know. I’m just curious about this bloodless operation because, so far as I know, we don’t have bloodless operations back home.”


  “Of course,” Thala vibrated. “Curiosity is what makes progress in the Universe. I shall be glad to explain the transmutation, O Corwin.”


  “Do so by all means, O Thala,” Jarvison spoke up. “I’m as interested as Corwin.”


  “WE shall inject into his arteries it a toxin of radiumized rayolin because of its consanguinity with the blood, O professor,” she informed him quickly. “It will be no injection such as you would have on Romo. There will be no needle or hypodermic instruments. It will be done in the Fourth Dimension. The radio-active force of the injectives will stimulate his blood, attacking the diseased tissues of his heart. This, coupled with exterior applications of radio-thallium, known to us as Sub-Element A, will work toward expanding the shrivelled section of the organ.”


  “Very interesting, Thala,” the professor grunted, baffled. “Do you believe the transmutation will be successful?”


  “I have every hope, O professor,” she responded.


  “Then you can operate whenever you are ready,” Corwin said to her quickly.


  He realized suddenly that he was trembling in every nerve. But here was a chance to live. He needed no urging to grasp at it. Why not? He would die anyway if the transmutation failed. Why not take a chance, gambling perhaps a few months against years?


  Thala addressed her three noblemen. They took up positions beside instrument-dotted panels nearby. She waved Beth and her father aside and calmly ordered her patient to strip to the waist.


  The sinking sensation continued in Corwin Trumbull’s stomach as he speedily slipped off his shirts and laid his broad chest bare for Thala to work over in an effort to restore his heart to normalcy or—kill him. He felt that he was going to his doom as Thad stepped forward suddenly to assist him on the long metallic table. He lay flat on his back, his eyes upon Beth, who stood trembling nearby in her father’s arms. He looked up suddenly at Thala as she placed a warm, soft hand over his heart. There were no indications of uncertainty in her flashing eyes. There was a smile on her lips, a confident smile that went a long way toward giving him courage.


  He did not stop to think about the manner in which he had been prepared for the transmutation. It was all so different from any earthly preparations for a major operation. There were no emetics, no long robes and no fussy nurses or internes fluttering about to make him nervous. Nor were there any visible instruments of surgery. No glistening knives and other instruments on hand to inspire fear in the patient. Nor did the room reek of ether. He might have been up for examination!


  He had been asked merely to strip to the waist and lay himself upon the green metal table. Even his boots were permitted to remain on his feet! He gave himself willingly enough to the ordeal, but cold sweat stood on his brow and he trembled from head to toes.


  Beth and her father stood in the offing silently and watched Thala as she removed a curved, glowing plate of metal from a transparent container near the head of the table. They saw her nod to Thad who quickly lifted the patient’s head and shoulders upright until he was in a half-sitting posture. He managed a tight-lipped smile at Beth, realizing that the transmutation had begun. Her soul cried out a silent message to him to have faith and confidence in his Ranosian benefactors. The look in her eyes gave him greater courage. It was a look of love and it filled him with a wild desire to live.


  Immediately Thala placed the metal plate around his back and held it in place while Thad pressed him back upon the table. The sides of the plate fitted under his arms and over his shoulders snugly. The metal felt warm, very warm to his bare skin.


  Before he had time to speculate upon this phenomenon, another curved plate, shaped to fit a man’s chest, was placed over his torso. Both plates met at his sides and were locked tight. Thad had connected eight metallic tubes to the right side while Thala performed a similar task on the left. The tubes, Professor Jarvison saw, ran beneath the table to a globular test-tube which was half-filled with a glowing green liquid. It began to bubble almost the instant the tubes were attached to the plates around Corwin’s torso.


  A helmet of green metal was slipped over his head, coming well down over his eyes. To this were attached many thin wires which ran to the head of the table and down under it Breathing softly, Corwin could not see a great radium-arc lamp that Thala dropped down over his chest on a suspension cord. But he felt its warmth. Or was it cold? He could not tell, though the brilliant rays that radiated from the arc were as frigid as a polar wind.


  “Now Corwin,” Thala projected to him suddenly as he lay still as death on the table. “We are going to suspend you so that you will in no way feel the excess chill of the transmutation lamp. By suspending you, I mean we shall place you in a state almost identical to death itself. But have no fear. We have complete control over your life at all times. Are you ready, O friend?”


  Corwin licked his lips feverishly. His muscles twitched nervously.


  “Shoot the works, Thala!” he grunted courageously. “I’m ready!”


  HE smiled amusedly at his slang and nodded at Thaden who stood tensely at a panel nearby. Instantly he pressed down a small lever. The room became black as night except for a stab of light that shot downward from the transmutation lamp. It struck directly over Corwin’s heart. He went inert, becoming as limp as a rag. Thad quickly reached under the table and removed a helmet from a container there. In the dim light of the lamp, the tense earthians saw him hand it over to Thala. As he donned it they observed that attached to it was a pair of projecting, binocularlike spectacles that fitted over her eyes.


  After donning it she took hold of Corwin’s right wrist and felt his pulse. Satisfied, she took a narrow metal band and placed it around his wrist. A thin wire ran from it to a small ball attached to a panel. The ball went suddenly aglow and the earthians saw that it contained some form of liquid which, it appeared, rose and fell with every throb of Corwin’s pulse.


  Suddenly a stab of light shot upward from some sort of a lamp underneath the table. It seemed to meet the beam projected from the transmutation lamp above. The plates around the patient’s body went aglow with a pale green luminosity. Fascinated, the earthians watched. The pulsating liquid in the ball on the panel stilled and made no movement. As if it was an indication that life had fled from his body, Beth watched it, transfixed, a look of intense anxiety written plainly on her flushed face.


  By some strange power the plates around his torso became suddenly transparent. Thala bent down as if to peer through them into Corwin’s body! From her goggles stabbed twin beams of brilliant green light that made the earthians’ eyes smart. She straightened suddenly and projected a silent invitation for them to step up to her side. They did so quickly, and much to their utter astonishment they found themselves looking at Corwin Trumbull’s internal organs as clearly as if they had been removed from his body and laid out on a slab for close scrutiny!


  Beth shuddered and turned her head. As for the professor, he was fascinated by the weird sight. Mechanically he looked for the heart. Half of it was shrivelled, turned to a stony gray color. And it was not beating! There was no flow of blood anywhere within Corwin’s body. He gave a grunt of alarm and looked anxiously at Thala.


  She pressed a button near at hand and the beams disappeared from her goggles. Before he could comment on the deathly aspect of Corwin’s heart, she sent her thought-waves impinging on his brain.


  “He is in a state of suspended animation, O professor,” she informed him. “It is like death, but not death as you know it. His organs are inactive. Only the tissues of his body are alive. Look at his heart, O friend, and you will observe why I did not wish him to go to Ballu in his present condition. Only his great strength has kept him alive! The slightest shock of a kith ray would surely kill him!”


  “Half of it is turned to stone, it appears,” the professor remarked. “The auricles are closing, petrifying, apparently. His is a strange case of cardiactasis. I’ve never heard of anything like it before. But why do you say the shock of a radium ray would kill him when it failed to do so yesterday when one of your bird-men struck him down with a beam from his tube?”


  “My warrior struck at his brain, O professor,” Thala vibrated quickly, “to stun him. The beam had little power else it would have killed him, particularly had it struck over his heart. The Ballus will not try to stun their victims. They will shoot to kill. A kith ray is shot in various degrees of intensity and Ball would quite naturally project his deadliest upon his enemies. A strong, vigorous heart may react against a kith beam. A weak one such as you see in Corwin’s body would cease to function under the shock. He would die instantly.”


  “How do you plan to restore his heart to normalcy, then?” the professor inquired anxiously.


  “AFTER the injectives have had time to attack the diseased tissues sufficiently to soften and dissolve them,” she vibrated softly, “I will remove the organ and rebuild it with synthetic flesh and tissue—”


  “Rebuild it—with synthetic flesh?” Professor Jarvison was thunderstruck. “Why, I never heard of such a thing, Thala!”


  “Naturally,” she vibrated promptly. “If you were a Ranosian you would have heard of it! All flesh is synthetic here!”


  Jarvison shrugged helplessly.


  “But rebuilding a human heart, O Thala,” he said, shaking his head incredulously, “seems preposterous anywhere!”


  “Not to the Ranosians, O friend,” Thala smiled at him. “Now, if you do not care to watch the transmutation, you may step aside—”


  “If I’m not in the way, I’d like to see it,” he hastened.


  “Then you shall,” Thala projected, snapping on the twin beams in her goggles again.


  Beth had no desire to remain and watch the removal of her lover’s heart. She left the transmutation table immediately and walked swiftly to Thaden who stood at his post at the panel.


  As she left, Thala pressed several buttons on a small keyboard at the side of the table. Almost at once Professor Jarvison observed the flow of blood through Corwin’s veins. His heart began laboring immediately as the injectives began attacking the diseased tissues. The gray color took on a vivid blue hue. Within a moment this changed until the diseased tissues were dissolved. Watching intently through her mysterious goggles, Thala projected her thoughts into the professor’s mind.


  “The injectives act like powerful acids upon diseased tissues, O professor,” she vibrated voluntarily. “See? The elements which we have placed in Corwin’s veins have already dissolved them and we are ready now to remove the organ.”


  Jarvison made no comment. He just watched, fascinated. He saw that the blood in Corwin’s arteries had changed suddenly from a deep red to an emerald green. The heart suddenly ceased beating and the flow of liquid through his arteries likewise stopped as if it had congealed. Out of the sides of his eyes he saw Thala take up a peculiar instrument that in some respects resembled a pair of triangular tweezers. To this she attached two thin wires by means of plugs. Then to his utter astonishment the device vanished from his vision with a flicker of greenish-red light! Yet by her actions it seemed that Thala still held the mysterious instrument in her steady hand!


  But he could not see it! She went through the motions of dipping into Corwin’s anatomy to fish out his heart. Watching intently he could have been knocked down with a feather when he saw her rise erect suddenly and hold up before her goggles for minute examination the very organ that Dr. Badgett had asserted would see Corwin Trumbull’s end in a year! Like a dentist holding up an extracted tooth for his patient to see, she carefully looked over the misshapen mass that was Corwin’s heart.


  “Good Heavens, Thala!” the professor ejaculated. “What have I seen anyway?”


  “You have seen me remove^ Corwin’s heart by Fourth Dimension, O professor!” she responded earnestly. “Or did you see it?”


  “I swear I’m not sure what I saw, Thala!” he grunted, perplexed. “First I thought I saw some instrument in your hands. Then it was gone! The next thing I knew you had his heart out of his body! How did you do it?”


  “By Fourth Dimension,” she vibrated promptly. “Can’t you see, O professor, that we have exposed his internals by Fourth Dimension? It is as if they were lying upon an open slab. The instrument is of the Fourth Dimension and is made invisible to the naked eye by vibra-rad, a form of highly oscillatory electricity emanating from radium. The vibrations are so rapid that they neutralize and suspend matter, making it possible to operate, as you have observed, without surgery.”


  “And with it you cut the arteries?” Jarvison demanded dumbly.


  “If you prefer to call it cutting, O friend,” Thala masked her impatience with a warm smile.


  HE shrugged, baffled, and before he could put another question to her she turned away from him to a small metal table on which stood a row of vari-sized test tubes. Into one of these she placed Corwin’s heart. The professor could not see what took place there, for her activities were hidden behind her body. He stared into Corwin’s anatomy. No blood spurted from the severed arterial channels. He saw that it had been congealed in his arteries by some mysterious process of suspended animation. Awed by Thala’s scientific magic, he tried to look over her shoulders to see what she was doing.


  He saw nothing, for she was working in a cold darkness now. He glanced quizzically at Thad, many questions on the tip of his tongue. But the nobleman was giving all his attention to certain instruments at Corwin’s head. He refrained from querying him, fearing that to divert his attention from his tasks might prove disastrous to the operation. In silence he stared into Corwin’s vitals. The room was so silent that he could hear the ticking of his wrist-chronometer.


  After a scant moment or two, Thala turned suddenly to her patient. Once more she held in her shapely hands the strange Fourth Dimension surgical instrument. And in it was Corwin’s heart! No longer did it appear diseased! The gray portion that had been rock had been removed. In its place had been laid layers of synthetic tissues. She had completely rebuilt the left auricle and ventricle!


  XII


  ONCE MORE Professor Jarvison saw Thala perform a scientific miracle. This time she placed Corwin Trumbull’s reconstructed heart back in his anatomy with such ease as to make the earthian scientist gasp with awe. With her miraculous Fourth Dimension surgical instrument she closed the severed arteries. Then touching several tiny buttons on the side of the transmutation table, she caused his blood to start circulating through his body.


  Within a few seconds after this weird feat, the contents in the transparent globes beneath the table began to bubble. Watching the restored heart of his friend as if transfixed, the professor saw it give a series of sudden twitches. Then the contents of the globes seemed to boil and then begin to beat with a slow, steady rhythm. And with it beat Corwin Trumbull’s synthetic heart! The professor studied the organ through incredulous eyes. Beth remained away, fearful lest she witness the flight of life from the man she loved.


  The plates surrounding Corwin’s torso went suddenly aglow. The radium arc overhead cast a flood of cold light down upon his body. The tubes connecting the glowing casing to the instruments beneath the table seemed to pulsate with every feeble throb of his heart. A luminous green fluid, thick as blood itself, coursed through his veins and arteries. Jarvison shivered as the cold light bit into his vitals.


  Corwin’s muscles began suddenly to twitch and his lips went purple. A cold sweat mounted on his face. His heart seemed suddenly to expand. With this Thala gave a silent ejaculation of relief. Jarvison looked at her curiously. Without hesitation she pressed a tiny key at the side of the table. Corwin gasped and began coughing and the plates about his torso took on a pale, phosphorescent glow like the moon on an extremely cold night.


  Suddenly from somewhere in the great Tower of Sciences came a dismal shriek that sounded to the earthians somewhat like a thousand police sirens bellowing a startling warning to pedestrians to clear the streets. Coming at a pitch beyond anything their auditory organs or brains were accustomed to, the dread sounds hammered at the reasoning powers of Beth Jarvison and her father. So suddenly had it come upon them that Ballu gave a startled cry and rushed to her father’s arms. The professor recoiled and looked to Thala for an explanation for which he did not have but a second to wait.


  “The Ballus!” her thought-waves impinged upon their brains with a tremor of alarm and fear. “They come to Ranos!”


  Thad, Thaden and Thero dashed away at top speed without even pausing to consult their empress. Nor did she stop them. A grim warning, sent to them by Fifth Dimensional broadcast from some watch-tower in the city, had called them to duty. The Ballus were coming, bent on another raid upon Ranos. But this time they were coming to avenge themselves against the strange space-flier of Romo, and to capture, if they could, its intrepid crew of earthians.


  The Ballus had stolen a march on her! Through their own instruments of intelligence they had spied upon Ranos even as she had spied upon Ballu with her menta-viz! They had learned through their own intelligence system that the Ranosians were planning an attack upon Ball in an effort to retaliate for their many raids and, at the same time, to effect the rescue of the seven earthian scientists.


  “The Ballus!” she vibrated anxiously. “They come again to Ranos! This time, O professor, they come for you and Beth and Corwin! The beasts-! The signals of my warriors say that many Ballusian fliers are nearing Ranos!”


  “Good Lord, Thala!” the professor groaned. “Do you suppose they knew what was going on here, with Corwin laid out unable to defend himself, and took advantage of it?”


  “Exactly, O friend!” Thala projected promptly. “Ball tricked us! While we were spying upon him with the menta-viz, he was misleading us into believing that his attack would not take place for some time! Even then his fliers must have been on their way to Ranos to destroy the Comet and take you prisoners for his experiments!”


  “But what about Corwin?” the professor demanded gruffly. “We can’t let him lay here! Can’t you do anything for him—bring him back to life or something?”


  Without replying she pressed some tiny buttons on the transmutation table. Corwin’s whole body jerked instantly as if he had been electrocuted. A ripple of green flame seemed to flash over his torso plates and no longer could the professor see into his vitals. The transparency vanished abruptly. Corwin gave way to a spasm of choking, as if the strength of the elements transmuted into his system was suffocating him.


  Beth and her father watched him, white-faced. She could not take her eyes from him now. He writhed for an instant on the table and his fists opened and closed as if he was in deadly pain. Quick as a flash Thala raised the radium arc until it hung suspended a dozen feet over their heads. Ripples of blue flame, almost like St. Elmo’s fire, flashed over the tubes connected to the torso plates. Corwin struggled, cried out once, and went limp.


  BETH gave a fearful gasp.


  “Oh, father,” she cried, “he is dead! I know it!”


  “Have courage, Beth,” her father whispered to her.


  Somehow he felt in his bones that Corwin Trumbull had died when his body went limp. He felt a terrible disappointment, but no anger at Thala. She had done everything within her power to restore him to normal health, he realized. If Corwin died it was no fault of hers. But he raged inwardly at the apparent desertion of the three noblemen when their remaining at their posts might have saved his life. He hadn’t a single doubt in his mind that his young friend was dead until suddenly Thala began removing the helmet from his head.


  “You can help, O professor!” she vibrated suddenly. “Assist me in removing the plates! The transmutation has been a success!”


  “A success?” Professor Jarvison could not believe his senses. “You mean that—that he is not dead; that he will live?”


  “Exactly, O friend,” Thala informed him curtly.


  “But I thought he was dead?” the earthian cried.


  “I merely animated him to see what reaction he would have to his synthetic heart, O professor,” she projected quickly. “Then because the pain was too great for him at the moment, I suspended him once more. He is merely unconscious now and if you will help me remove the plates we will soon have him up and about.”


  Quickly the professor began unloosening the torso plates. Beth, a hand over her mouth in a gesture of fear and uncertainty, stood silently aside, watching. Her lips moved in silent prayer that Thala had been right, that the man she loved had survived one of the strangest operations she had ever heard of.


  Within a moment the torso plates were removed from Corwin’s body. He play flat on his back on the table. Jarvison looked hard over his heart for the telltale incisions that, to his way of reasoning, must have been made by Thala in removing the organ from his body. But there were no signs of an incision! Corwin Trumbull’s broad chest was without a single scar!


  Waving him aside, Thala snatched up a narrow metal band which she swiftly placed around Corwin’s head, snapping the ends together in the front. To this she affixed a thin wire. A similar band was placed around his wrists so that the ends came together over his pulses. Then around his chest she snapped a band, bringing it together directly over his heart. Gathering up the wires she plugged them into a panel at the side of the table. Instantly they began to glow with the pale green luminosity that predominated in all things on Ranos.


  Before the incredulous eyes of the earthians, his body began to glow with a red-green tint. His skin took on a strange transparency through which they could see his veins and arteries. Suddenly he stirred, groaned once or twice and licked his dry lips. Quickly Thala removed the strange apparatus from him and gave Beth a reassuring smile. Unnerved, Beth merely stared back and would have suddenly fallen in a faint had not her father escorted her to a handy bench.


  Corwin Trumbull’s eyes fluttered suddenly. From his parched lips came a half-whisper.


  “Beth!” he groaned. “Where are you?”


  Beth Jarvison was beside him in a trice and he became vaguely aware that she was holding his head in her arms, smiling through joyous tears. Professor Jarvison, standing at the end of the table, regarded him happily, curiously.


  “Oh, Corwin!” Beth cried abruptly. “I’m so glad it’s all over! Thala informed us that the transmutation was a success and that you will live!”


  Thala lowered the radium arc again and its cold light flooded over her patient and his beloved. He felt a new strength surge into his body with the flood of light. It made his synthetic heart tingle with an itching sensation. Automatically he placed a hand over it and would have dug at the spot with his fingers. But Thala promptly pushed his hand away and with her own warm hands massaged the spot. He gave her a look of gratitude, scarcely realizing that the transmutation had been performed and that his infected heart had been restored to normalcy by the scientific genius of the beautiful empress of Ranos, who could work miracles with the radioactive qualities of radium.


  OR a long moment he lay quiet, trying hard to think what had happened to him. He tried deliberately, purposely, to feel any aftereffects of the operation. There were none except the uncomfortable itching around his heart. And that was swiftly disappearing under Thala’s soft palms. There was a slight buzzing sound in his head which Thala, reading his thoughts, quickly explained.


  “The buzzing sound is caused by the flood of radio-active elements through your veins and arteries, O Corwin,” she volunteered. “The itching sensation about your heart is a good indication that the synthetic tissues are functioning perfectly. It will vanish shortly. Now, do you feel strong enough to stand?”


  “Strong enough?” he replied boldly. “Why, Thala, I could lick my weight in wildcats! I never felt better in my life! What the devil did you do to me, anyway?”


  “We have no time to explain, O friend,” Thala informed him bluntly. “Even now the fliers of Ball attack Ranos for revenge against the Comet and to make you prisoners! Already Thad, Thaden and Thero are leading our fliers and birdmen into battle. You must come quickly if you are to rescue your friends at Ballu! This is an ideal opportunity, for Ball has dispatched most of his fliers to attack Ranos, leaving Ballu practically unguarded. We shall proceed there immediately!”


  “Holy mackerel!” Corwin was off the table in a trice. “I go to sleep and waken with a healthy war buzzing over my head! How do you know Ballu is practically deserted?”


  “By mental-wave reception, O Corwin,” she responded as he quickly donned his shirts and jammed the tails under his belt. “Ball is making a great attempt to capture you—and me—if he can, and has sent many fliers here.”


  “You?” Professor Jarvison demanded. “Why does he want you?”


  “Because with me in his power he could rule this planet,” Thala informed him. “He hates the Ranosians! If he could kill me, he would destroy every Ranosian instantly!”


  “That’s strange, Thala,” the professor asserted. “I don’t quite get it. What effect would your death have upon the Ranosians?”


  “Your ignorance is pardonable, O professor,” she vibrated promptly. “When I die, the Ranosians die with me, for I alone am responsible for their lives. As the Empress of Ranos, certain life-giving radiations emanate from me that makes life in my subjects possible. That is one of the evils of synthetic birth. Therefore, should I be killed, these emanations would cease to exist. In consequence the Ranosian culture would die out the instant life fled from my body!”


  “Then Ball will never lay his hands upon you, O Thala!” Corwin swore vehemently. “You have been very kind and generous to us! You have given me life and I owe it to you. The Trumbulls of Virginia always pay their debts! I’m going to hunt down this Ball of Ballu and kill him if it’s the last thing I ever do!”


  Thala looked at him sharply. He saw there were glittering tears in her gemlike eyes.


  “You cannot hope to fight Ball and win in physical combat, O Corwin,” she projected. “He is so strong, so powerful, and he has many Ballus at his command who would tear your throat out before you got to him! Oh, you must board the Comet and fly away from this planet. We shall work out our own destinies.”


  “When we leave Venus, Thala,” Professor Jarvison reminded her determinedly, “we leave with our friends or with the knowledge that they were beyond our assistance! We could never face our people on Romo if we failed to do our duty in the matter of their rescue. It isn’t sporting to run out on them without doing everything humanly possible to aid them.”


  “Nothing I can do or suggest will alter your determination?” Thala put to him earnestly.


  “No, Thala,” the professor replied grimly. “We are going to Ballu, even if it means our destruction!”


  “Then I shall go with you as I promised, O professor!” Thala projected, thrusting her shapely chin forward defiantly. “I shall go with you in the Comet and we shall take many Ranosian fliers with us to help you rescue your friends and—and perhaps teach Ball the lesson he deserves!” The alarm rang again through their brains in a prolonged, agonizing wail. Beth recoiled from it and Thala comforted her with a soothing thought-transference. Professor Jarvison laid a heavy hand on Corwin’s shoulder. There was a look of cold determination in his eyes.


  “I never intended the Comet for warfare, Corwin,” he said tensely, “but she is well equipped for almost any emergency, and I believe, judging by the way we brought her through our previous encounters with the Ballusian fliers, she is what I might call war-worthy. Moreover, I think she is somewhat immune to the Balusian rays because of some neutralizing element in the alloys of her hull. After our skirmish with the Ballus I have little fear for the Comet in future combat. As for ourselves personally, the risk of going to Ballu need not be stressed. Nevertheless, I am going there if I have to go alone. Do you feel capable of going, after what you have been through? Or would you prefer to remain here in Thala’s palace with Beth?”


  Corwin’s lips drew tight across his teeth in a reckless smile.


  “I never felt more capable in my life, sir!” he said quickly. “Nor have I ever felt better. I signed on this trip fully aware of its dangers, and I’m not going to be left behind now. I wouldn’t think of it. Besides, I can see by the look in Beth’s eyes that she won’t let you go to Ballu without her, either.”


  “That is right, father,” Beth spoke up bravely. “I won’t stay behind and you can put that in your pipe and smoke it!”


  Professor Jarvison looked at her curiously for an instant, then shrugged.


  “Then let us be on our way,” he said grimly. “If Ball has sent most of his fliers to attack Ranos, now is our best chance to aid our friends at Ballu. While the Ranosians are engaging the Ballusian spheres, we can slip to Ballu undetected. I have a plan that may get us there without a single skirmish!”


  WITHOUT further hesitation they hurried down the spiral ramp that led to the plaza outside. The appalling wails of the Fifth Dimensional alarms beat down upon their mentality like the shrieks of tortured demons. Thala alone was immune to the terrifying things, being conscious only of the vibrations which, to the earthians, caused extreme mental anguish.


  That, garbed in individual flight costume, encountered them beneath the great great dome on the first floor. In his right hand he clutched his kith-gun. He ran up to his Empress instantly.


  “I have one hundred fliers waiting to accompany the Ranosians to Ballu, O Thala,” he vibrated quickly. “Let us make haste. Even now the Ballusians come over the forests to attack. Our warriors have taken to the air to meet them!” He turned quickly to the professor. “I have had your flier, the Comet, warped from her hangar, O professor,” he added. “On board are two score and ten warriors who will act as Thala’s personal guards. You will go aboard at once. With my hundred fliers I will follow where you lead.”


  “Excellent, Thad!” the professor grunted tensely. “We shall go aboard immediately. But you forgot that I cannot lead you to Ballu, for I do not know where it is.”


  T have arranged for that, O Romosian,” Thad projected promptly. “Taro, one of my best pilots, will pilot the Comet to Ballu while you stand watch at your sun-ray batteries. My warriors do not understand your weapons and the actual fighting will be up to you as far as the Comet is concerned.”


  Without further delay they rushed out of the great tower. Once outside, the earthians saw that a great change had come over the plaza. Where previously it had held the aspect of a marble-floored park, a monstrous, gaping hole confronted them now. And from it, like tremendous balls shot from some mammoth underground gun, darted a continuous line of Ranosian space-fliers. They hissed upward so swiftly that the earthians had little chance to study them individually. They did observe, however, that they were very much like the spheres of Ballu, though perhaps a deeper green in color. A towerlike superstructure rose a dozen feet or more above each flier, and at the very top was a small, transparent ball. Before they had time to speculate upon this attachment, Thad urged them forward, following a narrow walk around the great pit.


  As they went toward the Comet, for which Jarvison looked about anxiously, the Ranosian fliers continued rising from the underground hangar. They darted skyward with a low hissing sound, took formation just beneath the layers of opaque clouds that hid the sun from view, and then sped away in the direction of the great belt of synthetic vegetation that Ball had propagated in his ruthless efforts to subdue Ranos for his own personal advancement.


  Following Thad along the narrow walk that led around the underground hangar, the earthians saw that the great pit was brilliantly lighted. Within it Ranosian mechanics swarmed like ants that had been stirred into feverish activity by some dangerous intruder in their colony. The fliers continued rising as if there was no end to their number, and Jarvison wondered if the entire subterranea of Venus was utilized by the Ranosians to house their apparently numberless machines. They arose into the air perfectly spaced and perfectly timed, and there was no delay in their taking squadronlike formation and heading to meet the enemy when they attained a certain height. Like great green bubbles they hissed away, grimlike, in the direction of the approaching invaders of Ball.


  Thala, her gemlike eyes glittering in the gloom like the penetrating orbs of an earthly feline, a brilliant green robe hastily thrown over her scantily-clad body, hurried forward at Thad’s side. They rounded a towering structure, and in a great nook stood the Comet. A dozen Ranosian guards, garbed in individual flight costumes, immediately stood at attention as their Empress and First Nobleman approached. Their eyes flashed with green fire, and they bowed until their heads touched the marble floor.


  Professor Jarvison saw at a quick glance that the Comet’s companion-way had been lowered. He marveled that the Ranosians should understand the intricate workings of the flier without so much as the scantiest lesson in its handling. Even as he approached the companionway he heard the soft hum of the machine’s electromagnetic generators.


  Thala and Thad paused just at the foot of the companionway and engaged in a quick exchange of thought-vibrations. The earthians did not know what was said, or rather projected, between them. But Thad quickly turned to the professor.


  “Taro has been instructed to rise to an altitude of fifty thousand feet, O professor,” he vibrated quickly, “and wait for me. I will come quickly with one hundred fliers and we shall proceed to Ball high above the clouds. In doing that, we may avoid any encounters with the Ballusians who are coming beneath the clouds.”


  “As you say, Thad,” Jarvison replied grimly. “It was my plan to fly above the clouds. But we shall meet you there.”


  “One thing more, O Romosian,” Thad added silently. “You need not fear for the safe handling of your flier. Taro knows his business and he knows your ship, for we have had him study it in every detail from the day you laid its keel on Romo. I would suggest, in fact I demand that, inasmuch as Thala will be aboard, Taro be allowed undisputed command of the machine as far as its piloting is concerned.”


  WITHOUT waiting for a reply, he left them and darted into the air, propelled by his flight apparatus. They saw him fly head-first into the pit. Then he was gone. Quickly Thala went up the companionway, a guard on either side of her. The Ranosians, it appeared, were taking no chances with anything. That was proven by Thad’s orders that Taro be given full command of the flier, orders that did not entirely set well with Professor Jarvison. But he could do nothing about it and though he might have protested, he remained silent, realizing that after all the Ransonians were volunteering to aid them in rescuing the lost scientists. No matter how he hated to turn his machine over to alien hands, he had to be diplomatic about it. He said nothing and followed Thala up the companionway.


  Scarcely had they entered the ship than one of the Ranosians standing guard on the landing swung down the lever that controlled the collapsible stairs. There was a hiss of compressed air as the companionway shot into its shuttle beneath the machine. The door clanged shut instantly, sealing them hermetically within.


  Led by two flight-garbed warriors they retreated to the control room where Taro, a powerful Ranosian, bowed gracefully to his Empress. He was a handsome specimen of Venusian culture and was garbed only in a short tunic that barely reached his knees. On his small feet he wore a pair of pliable metal sandals. Directly over each of his flashing eyes was a small green dot, placed there evidently to show his rank as a pilot of outstanding ability.


  “Taro bids fair to become a Ranosian nobleman, O friends from Romo.” Thala remarked mentally after she had introduced them. “He is a master bird-man and stands far above all of my warriors intellectually.”


  In acknowledging the introduction, Taro faced each one of the earthians individually and stiffly snapped the palm of his right hand to his forehead in a form of military salute.


  “My Empress is too generous, O Romosians,” he vibrated pleasantly. “Taro only desires to serve without thought of reward.”


  “Are you sure you can handle the Comet, Taro?” Jarvison inquired anxiously. “It seems incredible that you could pilot a ship so alien to you.”


  “Through the goodness of my Empress, O Romosian,” Taro projected quickly. “I have learned to know this flier even better than you know it yourself. I must confess a great ignorance of your weapons. But I need not worry over that, for Thad has said you are an expert in handling them. I will devote my time to keeping the Comet out of line of the Ballusian rays.”


  “Then let us be on our way,” the professor urged, appearing satisfied.


  “Yes, Taro,” Thala vibrated grimly. “Let us be on our way. You will proceed at once as ordered.”


  Taro bowed again and stepped quickly to the controls. Uneasily the three earthians watched him closely and saw instantly that he was as familiar with the controlling devices of the Comet as he might have been those of one of the Ranosian fliers. With perfect assurance he manipulated the instruments that started the electro-magnetic generators to greater effort. They hummed quietly and finally droned as they reached the velocity required for. gravity nullification. Glancing at the gauges he suddenly sent the nullification energy through the cobalt-steel hull of the ship. Instantly they felt the flier leap into the air. The shock was more prolonged, but no greater than that which emanates from a quick-starting elevator when leaving a low floor abruptly and continuing to the top of its shaft.


  XIII


  THEY DROPPED through the veils of opaque clouds like a plummet. So rapid was the ascent that Professor Jarvison watched the indicators anxiously for any signs of friction. But before he had time to get really worried, Taro brought the Comet to a stop high above the tumbling masses of clouds. Up there the sun was shining brilliantly and within a moment after they attained the altitude where they were to await the coming of Thad and his squadron of a hundred Ranosian fliers, they observed them rising in line formation.


  Fascinated by the strange sight, Beth and Corwin watched through the observation ports. Taro, Thala and the professor watched the periscopic screen. The ascending spheres were shown in it clearly.


  “They look like a bunch of green balloons,” Corwin remarked suddenly to Beth. “They don’t seem to whirl like the fliers from Ballus.”


  Thala looked up quickly, intercepting his thoughts.


  “The spheres of Ballu are built on a a gyroscopic principle, O Corwin,” she volunteered. “Our fliers, like the Comet, are gravity nullifiers.”


  “But what are those towers and transparent balls that rise above each flier?” Beth inquired curiously.


  “They are weapons,” Thala responded. “They are to the Ranosian fliers what your father’s sun-ray batteries are to the Comet.”


  “Strange-looking weapons,” commented Corwin.


  “Perhaps,” Thala vibrated. “But not so strange when you face them. Death and destruction are hurled from those transparent balls, O Corwin. They hurl it in every direction simultaneously or in any direction as desired. Perhaps some day the Universe will banish war, death and destruction. I look forward to that time when the Cosmos will settle down to an existence of peace.”


  “An excellent thought, Thala,” put in the professor. “Even now on Romo we are endeavoring to outlaw war. But as long as we have unscrupulous politicians whose ambitions are realized only through war, it shall be with us. You are indeed fortunate in having only the Ballus to fight. On Romo, where there are so many different nationalities and cultures and where each is always prepared to leap at the other’s throat, one nation never knows who it will have to fight. You are much nearer to realizing your desire for an existence of peace than we are on Romo. Here you have only Ball to defeat.”


  “Defeating Ball is easier said than done, O Professor,” Thala advised him. “The Ranosians have been at war with the Ballusians since back in the beginning here and neither culture seems to gain by it. This eternal fighting brought about the creation of synthetic life on Ranos. When the ancients realized the great necessity of many warriors, and that nature was too slow in satisfying their needs, they set about to create man after his own image. And in creating sexless men, as I have already informed you, they permitted the female of the species to die out almost completely.”


  “Man will go to almost any extremes to win his wars, O Thala,” the professor nodded.


  But the creation of synthetic warriors did not win for Ranos,” Thala responded quickly.


  “Perhaps the coming of the Comet will change your luck,” Corwin put in from the observation ports. “I’ve got a hunch that Mister Ball of Ballu is going to be put in his place this time. But with Taro at the controls and the professor at the guns, it looks as though I’m due for a quiet time of it, with nothing to do but look on as an interested spectator.”


  “You will get your chance to display your nerve when we land at Ballu, Corwin,” the professor informed him. “Remember, we’ll have a stiff fight on our hands to reach those seven scientists.”


  “Yes, O friends,” Thala vibrated. “That is where the greatest danger lies—appearing in the open where the Ball can destroy us with his kith-rays. We are comparatively safe in the Comet, for Taro can maneuver the flier so that no kith-rays will strike us squarely. But before we go further, we must equip ourselves with flight-garments. We will need them when we leave the ship. They will permit us to fly and give us greater speed than if we moved about on foot.”


  She looked intently at one of her warrior bird-men who stood stiffly nearby, his eyes ever upon her. The Ranosian went quickly to a green metal box that had been carried aboard. From it he took their costumes as the fliers of Thad’s special squadron shot up to the level of the Comet. By expert maneuvering the pilots of one of the fliers shot his sphere close to the observation ports of the hovering Comet.


  FASCINATED, Corwin and Beth had their real glimpse of a Ranosian space-flier. The sphere was tremendous indeed and seemed made of some form of semi-transparent glass instead of metal. The machine glittered in the hot sun like a monstrous emerald. Suddenly a great window was shot open along its equator and as it came closer they saw Thad standing beside it. He waved at them grimly and then Thala, as if intercepting his projected thought-vibrations, went swiftly to the Comet’s ports. From a distance of several hundred feet she held a brief conference with her First Nobleman. With a wave of her hand she turned then to Taro and with a silent command ordered him to proceed. Her orders given, she set to the task of donning her flight costume. That done she assisted the earthians and when they were properly garbed, gave them instructions in individual flight.


  Taro expertly sent the into the higher regions where the light atmosphere was less apt to cause friction. The Ranosian spheres followed closely, too close, in fact, for Jarvison’s personal comfort. He did not know that Taro’s activities were being directed by thought-transference from Thad. The Ranosian pilots maintained a perfect distance from the earthian flier and when it attained an altitude of several hundred thousand feet, they swept into a pyramid-like formation around it so that each sphere would have unobstructed range and radius for its ball-like weapon on top of its tower. At the same time they kept well-clear of the Comet’s sun-ray batteries, fully aware of their deadliness.


  As yet they failed to get even a glimpse of the marauding Ballusian fliers. Certainly none of them were above the cloud-layers or Jarvison, peering anxiously into his periscopic screen, would have observed them. But once in the higher regions, Taro silently levelled off the Comet. As if he had been born in the control room, he unerringly reached for the instruments that controlled the rocket drive system. The mighty exhausts belched streams of vivid blue fire. The Comet gave a sharp forward lurch that almost spilled Thala to the deck. She would have fallen had not Corwin grabbed her gently. The warriors thronged about the room looked at him suspiciously.


  With a brilliant exhibition of perfect timing and co-ordination, the Ranosian fliers fell in with the fast pace of the earthian machine. They maintained their same formation and in the periscopic screen they looked like so many asteroids hurtling through space.


  Venus was entirely blotted out now by the clouds. Except for the Comet and its escort of a hundred spheres, the skies seemed entirely deserted. But not for long, for even as he watched the fliers, Jarvison saw one of them project a sudden, sizzling green ray that bit into space ahead and slightly downward. Just above the uppermost layer of clouds far ahead he saw a sudden burst of green flame as a Ballusian flier melted like so much molten metal and vanished from view. Then he saw a great squadron of whirling spheres as they shot up from the clouds and came forward in a tremendous line formation.


  “The Ballus!” he shouted tensely.


  Before he could make another exclamation, Taro sent his powerful thought-waves impinging on his mind.


  “At your post, O Ranosian!” he commanded forcefully.


  Professor Jarvison dived at the instruments controlling his sun-ray batteries. Before he could scarcely think, the Ballu fliers whirled up. Their speed seemed incredible, for they appeared literally to leap forward in one tremendous burst, carrying them almost into the Ranosian formation before he could bat an eye. Startled by the sudden appearance of the enemy, Thala clamped a hand over her mouth. Beth, white-faced and tense, uttered a little cry of anxiety and stepped away from the observation ports. Corwin remained, fascinated, watching.


  The fliers of Ballu looked more oval than spherical, now that he was in the position to observe them from a comparatively close-up point of vantage. There were more than four score of them in the upper regions to challenge the Comet and its Ranosian escort. But already the Ranosians had scored the first direct hits, for almost before he could think twice, six of the Ballusians were plunging downward in masses of molten metal. Watching their fiery descent into the cloud-layers, he wondered how many Ballusians had been sent to their doom by the straight-shooting Ranosians.


  Looking upward he saw the ray-batteries of the Ballusians open up with a potent menace. Their rays were projected from periscope-like devices that extended from both top and bottom of their spheres. Instantly the space above the Comet flashed with brilliant explosions as several Ranosian fliers melted before the deadly radium rays of the enemy. A molten mass of green metal hurtled downward with a roaring thunder past the Comet’s nose. His features stoic, inscrutable, Taro was unruffled by the close-shave. Watching the periscopic screen he had seen the falling mass approaching and as if judging perfectly the velocity of its descent, he merely increased the Comet’s rocket acceleration enough to slide aside.


  That bit of expert piloting on Taro’s part, gave Professor Jarvison much confidence in him. He was aware now why Thad had insisted upon Taro taking over the controls. Taro was a faster thinker than any earthian. His brain worked like lightning and there was perfect co-ordination between that brain and his sensitive hands, And it required rapid thinking to keep out of danger with so many fliers plunging incautiously through space.


  SUDDENLY the Ranosians broke formation and went after the enemy in a concerted charge. The Ballusians let loose a swift barrage of rays at them. But as if fear clutched at them, they scattered. Thrown upon her own now, Taro sent the Comet into the fray. Jarvison had no time now to watch the Ranosians. He gave his attention to the Ballus, his hands upon the remote-control triggers of the sun-ray batteries.


  Taro suddenly increased the flier’s velocity with a quick rocket discharge and aimed it at a Ballusian. Professor Jarvison needed no command to put him into action. His forward battery opened up with a streak of fire. The beam caught the Ballusian in a direct hit. The flier merely crumpled, then exploded before its terrific heat. It tumbled down with a roar to vanish in the clouds.


  From an angle a green ray suddenly struck the earthian machine. Green fire flickered over the instrument panels. Beth gave a little cry of alarm, expecting the ship to crumple beneath her feet. The rocket exhausts missed fire for an instant and then picked up with a deep-throated roar.


  The Comet was undergoing a real test now. Taro sent it forward at another Ballusian like an arrow unloosed from a bow-string. Jarvison fingered his instruments with pride in his own genius, for the machine was functioning perfectly. This was practically the first real test the rocket-drive system had been given. Except for a few moments while the flier was en route from the earth to Venus, the. rocket system had been untried. From under its laterals now vomited dozens of vivid blue firestreams. They shot in a long line behind it, like the tail of a comet.


  Once more a Ballusian kith-ray glanced along its cobalt-steel hull. The flier shuddered inviolently and again the flicker of green electricity slithered snake-like over the panels. Then Jarvison projected a sun-ray at the Ballusian ahead. He missed. Taro glanced at him unemotionally. A slight, half-smile passed over his lips when the earthian’s next effort bore fruit. This time the Ballusian exploded with a great puff of green smoke. It lingered in the skies for an instant and was wafted away in the flier’s slipstream.


  Far away now the Ranosians were engaged in a running dog fight with their enemies from Ballu. Whirling, gyrating, they spun about each other like so many green dots. The skies there were shot with green rays. Taro glanced, smiling confidently, at Thala.


  “The Ballusians run, O Thala!” he projected with enthusiasm. “They run like cowards!”


  Eagerly he swung the Comet’s nose around and headed for the fast disappearing combatants. Within a moment they came upon the field of battle. The sky ahead was filled with glinting spheres, it seemed. Searing, hissing rays stabbed through the Heavens, reaping terrible harvests from both sides.


  Like one in a daze, Thala studied the dread scene of death and destruction, in the periscopic screen. Her delicate skin was colorless with the horror of it all. But the fight was over almost as quickly as it had started. Scarcely more than five minutes had elapsed between the projection of the first ray by the Ranosians and the rush of the fliers from Ballu at them. Things moved too fast almost to be realized. And the Ranosians won decisively, though not without horrible losses. They sent the last Ballusian down in flames. Then with the same mechanical perfection so characteristic of them, they swept into formation again and whirled up to the earthian.


  Thala saw at once how badly her escort had been decimated and gave a low mental groan. Twenty-seven of the hundred fliers had gone down in flames or had been disintegrated in the air by the Ballusian beams. But Taro was happy.


  “We have lost but twenty-seven fliers, O Thala,” he projected calmly. “The Ballusians were eighty in number! Thad has destroyed them all! It is a day of triumph for Ranos, O Ruling Intelligence! Aye! It is a day of triumph for Thala, and we have only begun!”


  Once more they took up their interrupted journey to Ballu. A squadron of twenty fliers of Ball appeared suddenly far down below, just above the clouds. From Thad’s own flier shot a hissing kith-ray. It struck the Ballusians a deadening blow and before they knew it half of their number went down inert. The others dropped back into the clouds and did not reappear.


  “How long will it take us to reach Ballu, Taro?” Professor Jarvison asked the pilot presently.


  “We shall be there in less than thirty minutes at the velocity we are now traveling, O Romosian,” Taro responded without removing his eyes from the periscopic screen. “Without further interruption we should be over Ballu very quickly.”


  Suddenly Corwin, watching the space ahead through the observation ports, saw a great wedge of Ballusians appear ominously above the clouds. He gave a shout at the professor. But Jarvison and Taro had already observed them. Nor had Thad missed them. The Ranosians broke formation again and went plunging down for a new engagement. Taro quickly sent the Comet toward the wedge at a hurtling pace. Thala and Beth clung to a railing, the deck of the machine slanting at a sharp angle. This time the Ranosian pilot seemed bent on performing a new trick and Professor Jarvison did not sense it until it almost happened.


  Gaining on the Ranosians, Taro passed them like a shot, the nose of the Comet aimed squarely at the point of the hostile wedge. Then as a collision seemed imminent, he levelled off and shot upward at a dizzy angle.


  THE flaming tail of the Comet caught the wedge of Ballusians in a great swirl of fire! So hot was the stream of blue flame that shot from the rocket exhausts, that it literally baked the Ballusians within their own fliers! It was like the flame from a giant blow-torch! Instantly a large number of Ballus went out of control to go gyrating dizzily through space, red hot! Others, their driving forces deadened by the terrific heat, dropped like plummets through the clouds, to crash somewhere on the Venusian terrain.


  The Ranosian spheres lost no time in plunging after those that had escaped the fiery blasts. Within a moment the skies were clear of enemy craft. Professor Jarvison beamed upon Taro.


  “That was about the quickest thinking I ever saw, Taro!” he enthused warmly. “I’d never have thought of using the firestream from the exhausts as a weapon! Why, at close quarters it can’t be beaten and the way you did it you took in some space, too!”


  “One must think rapidly to live in the vicinity of the Ballus, O earthian,” Taro vibrated modestly.


  “My hat is off to you!” Jarvison added earnestly. “You are a master pilot and a master warrior!”


  Without replying, Taro sent the Comet into the higher regions again. The Ranosian escort reassumed its formation and, without losing a single flier in this last skirmish, headed again toward Ballu.


  In their strange, metallic flight costumes, the three earthians looked no different from the warriors who stood about the ship. Taro did not take time to don a flight-suit, possibly because he was not to leave the flier when it landed at its destination. As a matter of precaution he was to remain at the controls, ready to take the machine into space upon the return from Ball’s Hall of Science of the rescue detachment, or upon the first hint of unforseen danger.


  He sent the flier forward at a terrific pace. Friction screamed an ominous wail along the hull of the Comet. From the clouds below hissed a sudden, sizzling green ray. It struck the machine broadside! Instantly its interior went aglow with a bright green luminosity and a coating of fire seemed to envelope the instrument panels. The periscopic screen gave a blinding flash that stung the eyes of those watching it. Beth screamed and hid her face, expecting the flier to go to pieces. She grasped at Thala and clung to her, horror-stricken.


  The Comet faltered, lurched sideways and shuddered from stem to stern. The electro-magnetic generators missed, causing the machine to give a sudden drop that carried her almost to the upper strata of clouds. The rocket exhausts went dead, coughed like some dying monster, then picked up again. Corwin and the professor clung to handy railings, expecting the machine to plunge on down and crash. A sudden pick-up of the generators renewed their hope and as the exhausts began belching the explosions of magnesium in a long, searing stream behind her, they felt confident that she would survive the shock of the deadening kith-ray.


  The green glow inside vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Tensely Jarvison rushed to the instrument panels to see if the indicators had been disintegrated by the ray. He saw quickly that they were undamaged, and gave a sigh of relief. As he returned to his post at the gun controls, the ship shot forward under Taro’s expert handling. The Comet had survived the force of a radium ray shot at her broadside. He was elated.


  “By George,” he exclaimed to Taro excitedly. “I believe the Comet is in some way immune to radium rays! Just why, I don’t know! She shook off that broadside like a dog shaking off water! Even the indicators and instruments did not melt this time! What did you do to those instruments, Taro, when your mechanics repaired them?”


  Taro looked at him queerly, as if amazed that the earthian could be so ignorant of metals.


  “Did you not detect when you looked at the instruments,” he vibrated softly, “that we replaced your platinum indicators with those of uranium? Uranium, because of its close relationship to radium, is partially immune to radium rays and the average ray will not disintegrate it.”


  “Uranium, eh?” Jarvison grunted. “Perhaps that has something to do with the apparent immunity of the ship to radium rays! There is a large percentage of uranium alloyed with cobalt-steel and beryllium in the hull!”


  “That is what I suspected, O Romosian,” Taro projected. “Otherwise, that broadside would have sent us down instantly!”


  “Then we have nothing further to fear from the kith-rays of the Ballus!” the earthian exclaimed confidently.


  “I would not be too sure about that,” Taro informed him. “We have not survived the deadliest of Ball’s kith-rays yet! But we discuss things of little importance to us now, O Romosian! Stand to your batteries! The Ballus come from below!”


  AND they were coming, a great wedge of them, from the clouds below. The scientist galvanized into action the instant he saw them in the periscopic screen. He jabbed at the controls of his sun-ray batteries. Instantly they heard the whining hum of the sun-powered weapons as they sent annihilating beams into the on-coming wedge. Long, widening rays hissed into them. A score of Ballus folded up and melted! In great dripping globules of inert, molten metal, they dropped downward. His eyes riveted on the screen to see the results of his accuracy, he saw several of the spheres vanish in puffs of ghostly green smoke!


  Quick as a flash he swung his guns upon the others. With a single, swift barrage he swept away the entire left wing of the wedge! They dropped down in scores and in some instances nothing remained of them but puffs of emerald-colored vapor!


  Beth, having regained her composure now, stood with Thala before the observation ports. She shuddered at the swift destruction of the Ballus by her father’s hand. She wondered how many Ballusians went to their doom with each machine. Thala enlightened her, shuddering.


  “Each flier of Ball carries two score and ten warriors, O Beth,” she vibrated. “With the destruction of each sphere, that many beings go to their deaths. Oh, it is too horrible. But it is a case of destroying or being destroyed and we must kill or be killed ourselves!”


  “But think of those lives,” Beth cried. “They are being destroyed just to satisfy the ruthless whims of Ball!”


  “It was ever so in the history of humanity, O Beth,” Thala vibrated. “Millions must die that one must live! Is it not so on Romo, the earth?”


  “It is, Thala!” Beth agreed. “The great World War for example. Millions of brave men went to their doom that the world might be made safe for a few politicians!”


  “And someday—someday,” Thala shuddered at the thought, “there will be a war between the planets—world against world!”


  “Then we shall really learn to know what war is!” Beth commented. “This fighting will appear as child’s play. But such a war will not come in my time!”


  “No, Beth,” Thala projected earnestly. “But I will see it! I will be a part of it, for. I am endowed with everlasting life and only violence can relieve me of it!”


  XIV


  THE skies were free of the enemy now. Far below the clouds a great aerial battle raged between the forces of Thala and those of Ball. Just which side was winning, they of course did not know. The thick layers of opaque clouds hid the battle from view. Taro shot the Comet toward Ball as rapidly as it could go without friction-damage. The Ranosian escort held to its formation about the great, dark flier as it sped through the sunbathed Heavens.


  They saw no more Ballusian spheres for the time being. Taro knew the reason. The fliers of Ball were too busily engaged with the Ranosian space-fleets down beneath the clouds to bother about what took place in the upper air-stratas. Though he was not aware of the fact, the Ballus were giving ground before a mad, insane determination of the Ranosians to put a final stop to Ball’s raids upon peace-loving Ranos!


  But long before the Comet reached the domain of Ball, they could see, through a great hole in the clouds, the towering, cylindrical structures of the dominion, rising like tall poles into the sky. They appeared to differ little from the Ranosian structures. The only architectural difference, Professor Jarvison thought as he peered through the ports at them, lay in their conical roofs and in their coloring. Where the Ranosian cylinders were pure white, the Ballusians’ were of a dull gray.


  As they swept onward, the Ranosian escort ever at hand around them, Professor Jarvison had a sudden inspiration to re-charge the storage tanks of his great sun-ray batteries. Instantly he manipulated the necessary devices and for a long moment thereafter he allowed the tanks to.


  automatically breathe in the tremendous heat of the sun. Intricate apparatus attracted the sun’s terrific heat direct from its great photosphere of flaming gases and stored it away in special tanks to be projected to the accompaniment of death and destruction.


  A grim smile on his lips, he watched intently the instruments that would tell him when the ammunition-containers were filled. Except for a low hissing, sizzling sound, the operation was silent. Quickly the vast, awesome heat was stored away in the concentration tanks. The Comet was now ready for twelve hours of constant ray-projection. He smiled with satisfaction at the thought that there was sufficient power in the tanks to lay all Ballu in ruin if he chose to do so.


  Suddenly Taro shot the machine into the higher reaches of the skies. The Comet leveled off at an altitude of fifty miles and shot across the Heavens with its multiple exhausts searing the rarefied air in a deep-throated roar. Corwin watched the screen, alert and expectant, for the appearance of any Ballus who might rise from the domain far below. Telescopic devices attached to the screen brought Ballu very close. They were thankful for the great hole in the clouds just above the place.


  But he saw no whirling spheres anywhere in the sky. Ballu lay like a miniature city of towering, spike-like structures and thread-like thoroughfares. It stretched far and wide and they could not see its greatness due to the comparatively small dimension of the hole in the clouds. Abruptly as if by signal, the machine and its escort made a sharp dive downward. So unexpected did it come that Corwin was hurled violently away from the screen. He landed against the instrument panels and lay still, afraid to regain his feet on the sharp angle at which the deck stood.


  Fortunately for Beth and Thala, they were sitting quietly on a cushioned bench at the observation ports.


  Though the shock of the sudden descent hurled them against each other, they maintained their seats. As for the warriors standing about, they had known beforehand by mental telepathy that Taro was set for a sudden charge at the domain below. They kept their feet.


  Like a meteor the Comet snarled downward. The Ranosians maintained the same mechanical formation around it like a squadron of stunting airplanes. Recovering his balance and peering anxiously into the screen, Professor Jarvison saw that his ship’s nose was aimed directly at the domain of Ball. Instantly he grasped at the sun-battery controls. But Taro’s thought-vibrations impinging on his mind kept him from unloosening a deadly barrage upon the place.


  “Not yet, Romosian!” Taro ordered. “You may destroy the Hall of Science. That would be disastrous to your friends who are held captive there! Hold your fire until I give the order! When we get closer I will point out the Hall of Science to you. Then you may fire without fear of destroying your friends from Romo!”


  ARVISON made no reply. But he stood ready to follow Taro’s orders. His deadly batteries were aimed upon the city. Only a touch of his fingers upon the controls was necessary to send great havoc and destruction sizzling down upon it.


  “Look at the screen, O Romosian!” Taro vibrated suddenly. “See the tall cylinder standing in the center of the park?”


  “I see it, Taro!” Jarvison braked promptly.


  “That is Ball’s Hall of Science!” Taro projected. “Do not fire upon it! Your lost friends are there! But spare no other building! Destroy all but the Hall of Science if you can! We are taking Ballu by surprise else they would have been in the air to meet us! They do not expect us and most of Ball’s space-fleet is engaging the Ranosian fleets at Ranos! Project your rays when ready, O earthian, and may the Superior Intelligence, which is your God, have mercy upon the misguided devils who would defile the beauty of Thala!”


  “Amen!” the earthian grunted.


  They were still ten miles or so above Ballu when he sent the first barrage of sun-rays sizzling down upon it. Traveling with the velocity of light, it required only the scantiest fraction of a second for the beams to reach their target. No sooner had he touched the controls that put the batteries into action than sudden death and destruction visited itself upon a score of close-backed cylinders in the domain below. In the periscopic screen they saw a great cloud of smoke rise from the area of desolation. Then the Ranosians got into action with their disintegrating rays.


  Corwin climbed to his feet and rushed to the observation ports in time to see the Ranosians break formation and go hurtling without fear or caution at the domain. They dove through the hole in the clouds and, followed by the Comet, shot across Ballu at a dizzy pace, laying ruin in their wake.


  Caught by surprise, Ballu was long in rousing itself to action. Ball had not anticipated a counter raid. That was proven by the fact that there were no fliers in the skies over his domain keeping watch. Or perhaps it might have been Ball’s personal egotism that had kept his home-squadrons on the ground. As for the Comet, Taro sent it hurtling back and forth across the skies like some monster of retribution, while Jarvison cut wide swathes of destruction the length and breadth of the dominion. Within a few seconds the space below the ship was thick with smoke and vapors that told of death and devastation.


  But Jarvison kept such a close look out that he gave the Hall of Science wide berth with his deadly sun-rays. Time and again the Comet sped over the great tower, yet he kept his rays away from it and sent buildings close to it tumbling down in flames. The Ranosians, as if by pre-arrangement, also took care when in the vicinity of the Science Tower. Their rays disintegrated cylinder after cylinder.


  Then with startling suddenness, a fleet of several hundred Ballusians emerged from the smoke and halted, bewildered, in the air, as if searching for the menace that had so unexpectedly visited them. They looked for the source of the strange red rays that destroyed whole city blocks at a single sweep. They hovered in the air just long enough for Professor Jarvison to aim his batteries upon them. Then they vanished completely before a barrage of red death. A stiff breeze, hot as a breath from Hades, was fanned up by the hissing rays. It swept away the puffs of green vapor that marked the passing into nothingness of the Ballusians.


  Awe-stricken, Corwin watched through the ports as the machine hurtled on and on in its flight of destruction. Thala and Beth, their faces white and seemingly bloodless, stood beside him. They saw another squadron rise upward. This time the Ranosians flung themselves forward in a concerted charge. From their spherical guns on top of their towers shot green rays that spelled quick doom for the Ballus. They were disintegrated before they had time to collect their wits.


  The green vapors cleared rapidly and they had their first look at the terrible havoc the Comet had wrought upon the terrain. Wide stretches of desolation, smouldering and red, lay everywhere except in the close vicinity of the Hall of Science. Towering structures just seemed to have vanished. In some places there were great, yawning holes in the ground, like the craters on the face of the Moon!


  Taro, peering in the screen, gave a triumphant mental-laugh. Jarvison glanced at him and saw that his gemlike eyes were narrowed. They flashed like twin gimlets.


  “A day of triumph for Ranos and Thala!” he vibrated forcefully. “The coming of the Romosian machine brought a new era for the Ruling Intelligence. A curse upon Ball and all his kind!”


  Far in the interior of Ballu, they beheld a dozen wide shafts of pale green light suddenly pierce the sky like beams from a powerful searchlight. They swept across the Heavens with a restlessness as if searching for the intruders. Almost as soon as they appeared, Taro shot the Comet into the sun.


  “The land-gunners are in action, Romosian!” he vibrated at the professor. “If one of those rays strike your flier, it will be the end I Search them out and destroy them!”


  WITH that he pulled the Comet around and held her between the Ballusian gunners and the sun so that she might escape detection. Instantly Jarvison fingered his battery controls, took quick aim and unloosed a dozen streaks of fire toward the source of the great green beams. The terrible force of the sun-rays sent monstrous chunks of molten ground flying into the sky. The green beams came no more from that direction.


  But in another section of the domain a radium battery opened up. One wide, green beam struck the Comet a glancing blow along the port hull. She rattled from nose to laterals, shaking weirdly as if it was about to disintegrate. The watchers at the observation ports were knocked flat upon their backs, Thala with them. Half-dazed they scrambled to their feet, looked about blindly for a moment and then rubbed their stinging eyes.


  “Keep away from the ports!” Jarvison yelled at them. “Don’t expose yourselves or you’ll be killed!”


  The screen went dead suddenly and came alive again. The machine fell perhaps five thousand feet with the temporary knocking out of her electromagnetic generators. Static hissed throughout the interior and a coating of green ice frosted the ports. Jarvison felt as though he had been struck by lightning. Yet he clung to his controls with a flash of nausea sweeping over him.


  Taro worked at his post like a demon. The ship was falling rapidly and in the screen he could see the ground rushing up to consume them. Sensing death, Jarvison shook his head savagely to free himself of the nausea that had swept over him. Fiercely he glanced at the screen and got the location of the radium gunners. Resolved to take them to death with him he quickly unloosed a series of red rays in their direction. Great chunks of molten ground flew into the air.


  Suddenly Taro, by some marvelous feat, got the electro-magnetic generators working again. They droned laboriously under full power. The gravity-nullifying impulses shot through the Comet’s hull. She pulled up with a jerk that crumpled the legs of all those standing erect upon her decks. But her awesome descent was checked! The rocket exhausts belched with a roar. A long tail of flame shot out from beneath her laterals. Like a great, gray cigar, she dropped back into space under all the power she could muster.


  Corwin gave a gleeful shout. Beth was too horrified to make a sound. She cringed on the floor beside Thala, incredulous that they had not crashed. Corwin’s synthetic heart thudded against his ribs. Excitement did not make him weak now. But he had to admit that he had certainly received a terrible scare, with the Comet falling like a plummet beneath his feet.


  As if the sudden rise into the higher regions was a signal to the Ranosians, they came up with a rush. Taro halted the flier in midair. With the arrival of the Ranosian fliers at that level, he closed his eyes and assumed a thoughtful aspect. From Thad he received his orders, projected to him across a space of several hundred feet. Instantly he dove the machine downward again.


  “Thad orders us to the Hall of Science of Ballu!” he vibrated at Jarvison. “The time has come when we shall make a bold attempt to rescue the seven Romosians there. Thad orders us to drop down beside Ball’s Torture Tower! The real danger begins now, for on top of the Tower is a kit-battery! You will take great care in your aim, O Romosian, and burn the top from the cylinder! Be careful!”


  He aimed the nose of the Comet squarely at the Hall of Science. Tensely Jarvison stood at his battery controls. He watched the screen, waiting. Suddenly he fingered his controls. Just as a great green kith-beam started upward, he projected red death from his sun-ray guns. Instantly the top of the Science Tower vanished in a puff of vapor! The kith-beam missed them by a few hundred feet. But it snared a half dozen Ranosian fliers. They went to pieces and fell like so many particles of scintillating emeralds!


  Like a madman, Taro flung the Comet downward. From another part of the city of cylinders came a sudden green ray. It missed the flier cleanly and caught a Ranosian sphere just beneath. The green flier went to pieces instantly. But before the Ballus could get in a telling shot, Jarvison had them spotted. With a muffled oath he let loose a molten beam. The Ballusians never knew what struck them, for they were flung into eternity in the fraction of a second.


  By now Taro had plunged the Comet to within a few thousand feet of the Hall of Science. Cautiously he leveled off, righted her and dropped down slowly with a mere spit of blue fire hissing from her exhausts. As they did down past the towering cylinder in which the seven lost scientists were held in suspended animation, a band of Ballusian warriors started projecting thin green rays at them from the structure. But they proved innoxious and ineffectual to the great Comet. The small beams, doubtless projected from hand-guns, merely slipped off the hull like a reflection from a mirror.


  It would have been an easy matter for Jarvison to send the warriors to their doom. But to fire a sun-ray at the cylinder now would cause it to crumble and crash down upon the very men he sought to rescue. He wondered suddenly if Ball himself was in the tower. Had he, realizing that the rescue of the seven earthians was imminent, deliberately killed them rather than allow them to get out of his hands? Or would he, knowing that the Ranosians would kill him on sight, offer to exchange the earthians for mercy? Professor Jarvison asked himself those questions, but found the answers lacking.


  BEFORE he had time for further speculation, Taro set the Comet down in the great park surrounding the Hall of Science. Within a hundred feet of the entrance he landed. Immediately the warriors in the machine snapped to attention, gripping their kith-tubes in preparation for accompanying their Empress and the three earthians into the tower. With his sun-ray batteries trained on the great cylinder, Professor Jarvison stood tensely at his post and looked to Taro for the command that would send him to the realization—or to disappointment—of his hopes. He glanced tensely into the periscopic screen.


  At a glance he saw the Ranosian spheres hovering in a great circle around the Hall of Science. Their threatening attitude warned the Ballusian warriors within that they would tolerate no treachery. And the Ballus withheld their green-rays. The cylinder seemed to have been suddenly deserted. But Taro knew differently. He knew that the Hall of Science was alive with the warriors of Ball’s guard of honor. A mental-contact with Thad told him that much, for Thad was holding earnest conference with Ball, demanding that he turn over the seven earthians and surrender. Assuming a tense, listening attitude, Taro intercepted the thought-waves of the Ranosian nobleman and the scheming ruler of Ballu. Having established mental-contact with Ball over the distance of several hundred feet existing between his flier and the Hall of Science, Thad wasted no time in demanding the release of the earthians. And he informed Ball in no uncertain terms just what conditions under which he could surrender.


  “Thala will spare the life of Ball and his noblemen on one condition only, O Ruler of Ballu,” Thad projected strongly.


  Taro glanced quizzically at Thala who was also intercepting the exchange of thought-vibrations between her First Nobleman and the Emperor of Ballu. As for the three earthians, they could intercept nothing that was projected between Thad and the Ballusian ruler. Nor could they have understood had they been able to tap the thought-waves of the two, for Thad and Ball communicated in the mental-language of the Ranosians.


  “And what is that condition, Ranosian?” Ball demanded. Taro nodded at Thala as their eyes met.


  “Your lives will be spared,” they intercepted Thad’s waves, “on the condition that you accept exile on the planet Mercury!”


  “And if I refuse to accept, O Ranosian?” Ball returned belligerently.


  “Then,” Taro and Thala intercepted Thad’s sharp vibrations, “you and your noblemen shall be killed! Ranos has suffered much from Ball! We suffer no longer! Either you accept our conditions, or we will destroy you!”


  “You are bold because of your advantage over Ballu at this moment, Ranosian,” Ball parried. “If my fleets of fliers were here—”


  “Even now your space fleets are being destroyed by those of Thala, O Ball,” Thad cut in sharply. “Waste no more time! Do you accept our conditions, or must we destroy you?”


  “Destroy me, Ranosian,” Ball countered triumphantly, “and the seven earthians perish with me!”


  Thala gave Professor Jarvison a startled look.


  “I am afraid for the lives of your friends, O professor!” she vibrated anxiously. “They still live in suspension, but Ball threatens to kill them if we destroy him!”


  “The dirty murderer!” Jarvison growled. “What can we do, Thala?”


  She held a silencing finger to her lips, closed her eyes and once more listened-in on the thought-transference.


  “Then they will have to perish, O Ball,” Thad informed him cunningly. “We allow you thirty seconds in which to decide! If you do not accept our terms unconditionally, you will die and all in your cylinder will die with you!”


  WITH that, Thad broke off his mental-contact with the Ballusian. Swiftly he turned to his warriors within his great flier. He gave an order to aim the kith-batteries upon the Hall of Science. Time passed swiftly. He held up his hand, informing his gunners that when he dropped it, they were to project their deadly disintegrating rays. Just as he was about to give the signal, he felt Ball’s powerful thought-waves vibrating on his brain. Thala and Taro grew tense as they intercepted them.


  “We accept the Ranosian terms of surrender,” they caught the Ballu’s waves. Thala’s face became flushed with a greenish hue. Taro’s eyes brightened and he looked joyously at the three earthians. They stared back dumbly. Once more he assumed his listening attitude to tap the broadcast of thought between his chieftain and the defeated ruler of Ballu. “We accept the Ranosian terms unconditionally, O Ranosian!” Ball continued. “As for the seven Romosians, they still live. You may have them. But you will have to get them from the test-tubes yourselves, for I will have nothing to do with them. Should I attempt to release them and they die, you would think I killed them deliberately. Having accepted your terms, I will, as a matter of precaution, give you no excuse to destroy me. Therefore I turn over all responsibility for the Romosians to Thala. Come at once to the throne room and receive our official surrender, O Ranosian!”


  If Thala and Taro had possessed vocal organs they would have shouted gleefully at that. Quickly the Empress informed the earthians what had transpired. Professor Jarvison looked incredulously at his daughter and Corwin. It seemed incredible that Ball would surrender so quickly and so easily.


  “Then let us go to the scientists immediately, O Thala!” he cried eagerly.


  The poor devils! Two years in suspended animation! God! What tortures they must have gone through! Let us go to them at once! They are my friends! I have known them for many years! I cannot wait to gain their release from Ball’s clutches. And perhaps we should hurry before that murderer changes his mind! Are you armed, Corwin?”


  “I’m ready to go, professor!” Corwin responded grimly. “But if I were you, I’d go out carefully. Somehow I feel that Ball is up to some sort of a trick to get us into the open where he can cut us down.”


  “Bosh, Corwin!” the professor grumbled incautiously. “He wouldn’t dare do that with so many Ranosians on hand! Besides, he has surrendered. He would not have done that if he was not perfectly aware that the jig was up for him! Let’s go!”


  He left his post at the sun-battery controls. As he passed the periscopic screen he saw the Ranosian fliers dropping down to a landing. One by one they settled down in circular formation about the Hall of Science as if to cut off any retreat of those within the towering cylinder. Instantly their exits were flung open. From them poured columns of flight-garbed Ranosians who immediately took to the air again and headed directly for the entrance to the cylinder.


  CONTRARY to Corwin’s hunch, Ball surrendered without treachery. It would have been foolhardy for him to attempt any further resistance. For at that moment a great fleet of Ranosian fliers hove triumphantly into view overhead. Ball knew instantly that his once vast space-fleets had been destroyed. He gave up without a struggle, content with his lot of being exiled to Mercury. His noblemen surrendered with him and in his great throne room he handed over to Thala all scientific documents of Ballu as an earthian general would transfer his sword to a victorious enemy.


  After receiving the official surrender and flanked by hundreds of her warriors, Thala went directly to where the seven scientists were held in suspended animation. Expertly and with the aid of Thad and Thaden, she released them from the giant test-tubes. As she did so, the earthians saw that she was very sad. Sad that Thero had lost his life in the great battle that had raged over the belt of synthetic vegetation dividing Ranos from Ballu. But in her quick-thinking mind, she had already chosen a successor for the nobleman.


  As a reward for his services as a master pilot, Taro was to become Third to Thala.


  Months passed before the Comet was ready to return to Romo. Thala and her noblemen made it a holiday for all Ranos. A tremendous gathering of Ranosians was on hand in the plaza to see the Romosian flier take off. They gave the ten Romosians a great ovation which caused them to shudder under the terrific force of so many mentalities. But they smiled through it and retreated to the interior of the flier.


  The door of the machine hissed shut when the companionway was withdrawn. They went promptly to the control room.


  I rather hate to leave,” Corwin remarked to his companions, “but I’ll be mighty glad to get back home.”


  He placed an arm about Beth’s slender waist and hugged her close to him.


  “What’s your hurry, Corwin?” inquired one of the rescued scientists who was now back in the bloom of health.


  Corwin grinned sheepishly.


  “Well, you—er—see,” he stammered. “Beth and I are going to be married when we get back to earth and the sooner we get there the better I’ll like it!”


  Professor Jarvison arched his brows in feigned surprise. He looked sternly at his daughter, then chuckled.


  “That’s what I suspected,” he grinned pleasedly. “I congratulate you on your choice of a man, Beth. You chose well despite the fact that he has a—er—synthetic heart!”


  “It might be synthetic, father,” she retorted proudly, “but it beats like a heart of gold!”


  Within a few moments Ranos was many thousands of miles behind them and the Comet’s nose was pointed at a brilliant world far ahead—Romo, the Earth!


  [1] Venus rises with the sun and is at its closest position to the earth, a distance of 26,000,000 miles, when its orbit carries it between the earth and the sun. It is therefore 67,000,000 miles from the sun. When it is behind the sun Venus is then the sun’s distance, plus 67,000,000 from the earth, or 160,000,000 miles from the earth at its greatest distance.


  [2] The Venusian year lasts only 224 days as compared with 365 days of an earth year. Daring the Venusian year there are only slight changes in seasons, for its axis is very little inclined and the planet travels a nearly circular orbit around the sun. However, conditions on Venus are only theoretical and telescopic observation is constantly hindered by the presence of opaque veils, or cloudy layers, perpetually hanging over the planet. The theory that Venus is younger than the earth is guess work, scientists judging by our own conditions.


  [3] The Macyscope, patented in T.925, is a two-colored, spectacle-like device for clarifying Third Dimension pictures to the eye. Third Dimension pictures are classed as those being too jumbled for the naked eye to observe clearly.


  [4] The distance light travels in a year at 186,000 miles per second.


  IN THE ANCIENT WAY


  Harry Walton


  Armed Venusian Revolt in the Future Brings David Andress Back to 1941 to Find a Solution!


  DESPITE a certain novel grimness about the eyes of David Andress that morning of Velno 7, 2940, despite the concussion of events that had so terribly altered life for the Earth Colony of Terella in the six days just past, the sight of Margot sitting behind her desk in the governor’s reception room set a smile tugging at the corners of his broad mouth. The smile dissolved as the news-phone’s blatant voice dramatically announced the course of disaster.


  “It must be evident that Harl Tolos is fully as dangerous as he claims to be. Six times he has struck, and not once has our defense militia so much as caught sight of his single ship. A dark angel of incompetence seems to guide the very minds to which we look for salvation. Again and again Harl Tolos has outguessed our military experts. He bombed the residential suburb of Nol Evrum while our anti-aircraft guns threatened the empty sky above the Capitol. He destroyed a third of our food farms while Captain Martan’s troops stood sentry over devastated Nol Evrum.


  “The evil genius of Harl Tolos has met virtually no resistance. Help from Earth is out of the question before the next inferior conjunction. Long before then Tolos will surely destroy the Power Depot, with disastrous results for Earth as well as ourselves. Industry and communication lines will be paralyzed if any great part of the power packs stored at the Depot are destroyed by this keen-witted Venusian rebel. There is a growing conviction that we will be wise to meet Tolos’ demands before this colony and its vital activities are forever stilled by bomb and fire—” Margot cut the broadcast off abruptly as she caught sight of Andress, his usually good-natured face melancholy with thought, his lean, bigboned body twisted with the burden of the box braced against his hip. As he carefully put the box on the red leather bench that ran around the reception room, she greeted him.


  “Hello, David,” she said.


  Her greeting brought the shy smile back to his face. Her voice, a musical contralto, always thrilled him even though he knew it wasn’t, strictly speaking, her own. Margot had been born a deaf mute. Surgery had given her hearing, and the artificial larynx in her throat performed so naturally that even she was conscious of no sense of impairment.


  Then, as though to atone for her original handicaps, nature had made her beautiful. Her eyes were green with the sparkle of Venusian seas. Her hair was a rich auburn that gleamed with unsuspected fires when light struck it. Her features were perfection and her body a dream. Andress was in love with her—as were fully half the other unmarried civil service workers in the Capitol.


  SHE took his smile for greeting.


  “It’s terrible, David—this Harl Tolos. Governor Widrin is desperate. He’s conferring with Captain Martan now. The captain has been so unlucky—no matter where he goes, Tolos attacks somewhere else.” Andress nodded slowly. “It makes one think there must be spies at work, although the militia are hand-picked Earthmen.”


  “And Tolos is so brazen!” the girl went on. “While his ship kills our people, he sits scowling or smirking before his televisor in that gaudy uniform of his. During each raid he tells us how much worse the next one will be. It’s just as well he uses the official upper waveband instead of the public televisor frequency. When he’s giving orders or saying something he doesn’t want us to understand, he simply throws a scrambler into the circuit, and all we get is gibberish.”


  “That’s it!” said Andress eagerly. “If we could understand that, we might learn where he means to attack next, and have our militia on the spot to meet him.”


  “But we can’t, of course. Scrambled speech can’t be understood at all. No doubt it’s Venusian besides.”


  “That wouldn’t matter. I know Venusian. If I can only get in to see the Governor with this!”


  He nodded at the box on the red leather bench. Margot smiled sympathetically.


  “I’m afraid he wouldn’t see anybody now, David. What’s in there? Some other queer gadget two thousand years old?”


  “Only one thousand,” he corrected defensively. “I know my hobby seems silly to most people, my interest in relics and ancient inventions and customs. But it doesn’t do any harm, and right now it may do a lot of good. This thing is from the year 1941, but it’s a marvelous instrument. It—it enables one to feel thoughts. All you need is an electrical connection of some kind, like a televisor wave. I could tell what Harl Tolos is saying, because he’d have to think of it when he talks.”


  “Will it tell what I’m thinking?” she asked, smiling.


  “I—oh, no—I wouldn’t. That is—” Andress’ cheeks colored deeply.


  “I was only teasing, David.”


  “Then help me see the Governor,” he said desperately. “All I want is to see Harl Tolos on the televisor and use the thing in that box. If we could overhear his orders—”


  The girl shook her head. “The best technicians in the colony have been working on that, David. You’d only make the governor angry, even if he’d consent to see a—” She broke off and fell silent.


  “A mere clerk from the coordination bureau,” finished Andress. “A silly antiquary who collects rubbish out of the past. ‘Curator of Antediluvian History,’ they call me behind my back. But I don’t think it’s any sillier than Captain Martan’s hobby of shooting flamingoes, or the governor’s weekly game of balloon polo, or fishing for giant rays off Nurma Reef, as a lot of my friends do.”


  “I don’t think your hobby’s silly,” Margot whispered. “Only I—I wouldn’t want you to make the governor angry at you.”


  “Thank you, Margot, but I’ve got to see him.”


  HE had, she thought, all the earnestness of a small boy.


  “Are you sure it will work?” she asked. “You remember when you tried to play one of those old black discs for me, that you said had a wonderful ancient song on it, and not a sound came? And then you had something you called a motion picture, with a long ribbon of gray stuff that got all snarled up when you tried to show it to me.”


  He flushed. “They’re so old, it’s hard to make them work right, especially for company. But this will, Margot. I’ve used it on my own televisor, and on Venusians. Even on—I mean, it will surely work. Just get me in to see the governor.”


  “He’s with Captain Martan and the Chief of Council now. Wouldn’t you rather wait until a better time?”


  “We can’t afford to wait! Every day Tolos has attacked the colony at some point. Today he may order another raid. That may be our chance to trap him.”


  She pouted prettily. “I hope you’re doing right, David. You know Captain Martan’s temper.”


  He nodded impatiently. She switched on the office phone.


  “Yes?” came a testy response. “Governor Widrin, there’s a gentleman out here who’s certain he can unscramble Harl Tolos’ visiphone speech.”


  “We have four technicians working on that now,” rasped the governor. “Is he one of them, or an independent engineer?”


  “He’s an independent,” replied Margot, crossing index and middle fingers with a grim little smile.


  “We’ll see him,” said the governor wearily. “Send him in.”


  She flipped the switch, turned soberly to Andress. “All right, but it’s still not too late for me to tell him you left without leaving your name.”


  “Don’t do that!” he answered quickly.


  “Aren’t you nervous?”


  He grinned. “That isn’t rapid-fire you hear. It’s my teeth.”


  “Good luck!” she whispered.


  He picked up the box and vanished behind the door that automatically opened for him.


  Governor Widrin wore the harassed look of a plump groat being worried by marsh wolves. “I’ll give you ten minutes,” he stated bruskly. “First of all, who are you?”


  “My name is David Andress. But that doesn’t matter.”


  “I asked you, so it does matter. What’s your technical standing?”


  “Well, I—I’m in the coordination bureau, division of statistics. But, you see—”


  “A clerk!” groaned the Governor. “A damned clerk! You have the cheek to pose as a communications engineer and claim you can unscramble Tolos’ visiphone wave, and you aren’t even a technical cadet! Get out of here.” Andress’ long, slender body seemed poised for flight as he stared from the angry executive to the other two men in the room. One of them, burly in the blue-and-gold of a militia officer, advanced truculently.


  “You heard, didn’t you? Or would you rather be thrown out?”


  ANDRESS hugged the box more tightly, turned desperately back to the governor.


  “Your Excellency! I was forced to give that impression to gain an audience. I am not an engineer, but an antiquary.”


  “And what would that be?” growled Martan.


  “A student of the ancient days, particularly one who collects and studies obsolete instruments and other articles. It’s my hobby, but I’m also somewhat of an authority. When I found a device which will enable me to read Harl Tolos’ thoughts by translating televised image impulses—”


  “You mean you’ve unearthed some obsolete gadget that can probe a distance mentality?” interrupted Widrin.


  “That’s absurd!” snapped Martan. “If there had ever been such an instrument we’d have some record of it.”


  “Not necessarily,” corrected Andress mildly. “During the twentieth century there were issued in the United States alone—if I may be permitted to use that ancient political designation—thousands of patents that were commercially useless at the time, or overlooked, or improperly exploited and allowed to lapse from sight. Coordination of research was almost unknown. An enormous waste of effort, with the loss of valuable material, was therefore inevitable.


  “Possibly some mischance overtook the inventor of the device I have with me. Although it dates from nineteen-forty-one, I have been able to restore it to usefulness, and if I may connect this instrument to the televisor upon which the image of Harl Tolos appears, I shall be able to tell you at least such thoughts as pass through his mind when he speaks.”


  While he talked his hands had been busy, and from its wrappings he now drew an object that held every eye in the room. It was a grotesque thing, mounted upon a massive iron base, the boxlike body of it fitted with several small levers, and jutting sidewise from the rest a Y-shaped yoke of no apparent utility, between the arms of which projected a short horizontal tube. The black crackle finish was badly flaked, the unpainted levers, which had probably once been nickle-plated, were pocked with rust. A thick, black cord dangled from one side of the thing. A thinner one connected the device to a second curious object—a metal band with two drumlike black cylinders.


  Andress put all reverently upon the table, then looked up full into the eyes of Margot, who had quietly entered and was standing just inside the door. His jaw dropped and he made a hasty signal for silence. The girl seemed strangely moved. Her eyes widened and one hand flew to her mouth as though to stifle an involuntary cry.


  The others present had not noticed. They stared at the strange device with expressions ranging from uncertain interest to belligerent disbelief. Martan put the latter into words.


  “Gentlemen, I’m certain that this is a rank deception. There have been successful experiments in telepathy, but always with the full conscious cooperation of both subjects. No material instrument of any kind has ever been found of the least value in receiving impressions from the human mind. This man is either mistaken or a deliberate liar.”


  The governor waved a pudgy hand. “He won’t find it easy or profitable to deceive us, Captain.” He turned to Andress. “You will demonstrate your claims?”


  “Provided certain conditions are met, yes, your Excellency.”


  CAPTAIN MARTAN snorted.


  “There you are, sir! Certain impossible conditions, or the payment of some thousand credits and a safe conduct from the colony, I imagine.”


  “By no means,” Andress replied. “The fact is this instrument can read only thoughts transmitted by an electrical medium. It cannot read the thoughts of you who are in this room. It cannot read subconscious thoughts, or those which the subject deliberately wills to keep secret. But these limitations would not affect our purpose. It can read what I term the spoken thought, or the thought which must accompany speech. It should reveal anything Harl Tolos says to his underlings, if you will allow me to connect it to a televisor upon which his image appears.”


  “You realize that his speech wave is artificially distorted at such times?” asked Widrin.


  “Yes, sir. The artificial scrambling of speech dates back to the early part of the twentieth century, when it was used to keep wireless telephone transmission secret. The received impulses cannot be rendered intelligible except by properly matched apparatus. To unscramble such speech is otherwise impossible, but my method is wholly different. In fact, I would shut off the speech wave entirely as it would tend to confuse me.”


  “This becomes more absurd every moment,” sneered Martan. “The whole thing is an insult to our intelligence.”


  Widrin looked doubtful; his eyes fell upon Margot.


  “Yes, Miss Young? What is it?”


  Her cheeks glowed. “Your Excellency, it may be presumptuous, but I wish to say that I know David Andress, and that he is loyal and sincere. Please give him a chance.”


  The governor grunted as the fourth man, Caldwell, Chief of Council, came forward. Silent until now, he spoke with characteristic bluntness.


  “For God’s sake, Widrin, either throw the man out or let him try right now while we’re all together. I doubt if there’s anything in it, of course, but I won’t stand in his way. Only get it over with, one way or the other.”


  Widrin’s indecision vanished. “As you’re not opposed, Caldwell, I’m willing to let him try. It’s eleven-twenty now. I suppose Tolos will go on the ether at the same time as during the past six days, and we can expect the usual raid half an hour after his ranting is over, unless we accept his terms. Are you ready, young man?”


  Andress swallowed visibly, nodded. Caldwell pressed a button, and a wall panel slid aside to reveal a superb allwave televisor, its stereoscopic screen gleaming dully in the soft light of the room fluorescents. The governor paced the floor, his double chins trembling, while Andress found a 100-volt outlet and plugged in the standard terminal he had attached to the ancient machine. A push on two small toggle switches brought a glow into being in the ugly carcass of the instrument, followed by a faint hum. He put the other object over his head so that the drumlike black cases covered his ears.


  Martan scowled. “Your Excellency! If by chance this impossible contraption should work, it would be better if important information did not reach an outsider. May I take his place?” Caldwell and Widrin looked at one another. The governor nodded. “You will operate your device for Captain Martan, Andress.”


  Andress did not budge. “That is impossible, sir. Nobody but myself can interpret the feeble thought impulses delivered to the brain by the detectors I wear. It would take the captain several hours to learn how to do so. I must ask you to let me handle this in my own way.”


  Caldwell shrugged. Martan muttered under his breath and Margot, standing behind the others, shivered a little as though with cold.


  “Might as well get it over with,” growled Caldwell.


  UNDER his hand the screen glowed into life. Random light broke over its multi-prismed surface, steadied into the image of a well known news commentator as the speakers came alive with his voice.


  “—daily contact is due any minute. From his secret headquarters Harl Tolos will probably again address the governor and council. We regret the executive order which makes it impossible for us to bring you his voice and image directly. Apparently he himself is equipped to broadcast only upon the high official waveband used for space-ship communication. However, we shall rebroadcast such of his remarks as the council permits. Courage in this dark hour is urged upon you all. Seek the shelter of cellars and subways at the first sign of a raid. Be calm. Be orderly. Remember that your government is exerting every effort in your behalf.”


  As though racing to livelier topics, the voice gathered itself dramatically, then rushed on: “Unless Governor Widrin and the council meet Tolos’ demands immediately, we may expect another raid within half an hour after his speech. Where will he strike next? Will our militia this time be on hand to strike a blow in our defense? Where is Harl Tolos himself? Authorities deny that he may be on the attacking vessel, pointing out that Venusian military strategy traditionally demands that high officials remain in safety during combat.


  “He may be in the colony itself. The Venusian government disclaims all knowledge of him, and has put a price on his head, but refuses to send us aid because under the disarmament conference of forty-seven they too are limited to one mobile anti-aircraft defense unit per city, and fear Tolos’ retaliation against any community they may leave undefended by sending its militia to us. They point out, too, that Tolos has but a single ship, with which our own unit should be able to deal.


  “This argument overlooks the fact that Tolos can strike with lightning swiftness and be safely away before our ground unit can reach the attacked area. It took him only ninety seconds to cause the loss of two hundred and fourteen lives and four hundred casualties at Nol Evrum. Captain Martan’s unit was meanwhile at Southside, thirty miles away—”


  The voice ceased abruptly as Governor Widrin turned the selector dial with trembling fingers. Martan scowled fiercely, and Caldwell helped himself with grave deliberation to a pinch of Venusian snuff which he sucked up noisily.


  There was a sudden blur of sound from the loudspeakers, and with it appeared a very different image from that of the commentator. The prismatic three-dimensional screen gave it depth and color and the illusion of life. A lean, saturnine, elongated jaw line at once stamped the man a Venusian. His eyes were a brilliant and piercing green, the nose long, straight, and flaring at the nostrils, thin lips a red gash above a small pointed beard.


  Evidently seated before a transmitting grid, he was visible to the waist, and clad in a bright yellow uniform with glossy black leather braid. He wore the conventional golden helmet of the military class, but in place of the usual insignia appeared a four-pointed star, emblem of the house of Tolos.


  He spoke, showing pointed white teeth.


  “To the rulers of the Earth Colony of Terrella: I hope that you have abandoned the obdurate attitude which has already compelled me to lay so much of your community in ruins. Nothing could be more painful to me than the loss of life which you force me to inflict upon a helpless people. I deeply regret your unfortunate attitude in the face of the inevitable. Surely you must realize that I am invulnerable, whereas your city, your farms, your vital centers such as the water plant and generating stations, exist only by my tolerance.


  “I repeat my simple terms: one million credits to be deposited with agents whom I shall name, your militia to be disbanded, your anti-aircraft cannon dismantled. If you say that will put you at my mercy, let me point out that you are at my mercy now. Finally, three hostages are to be given me as a guarantee that no new defense munitions will be retained here after the usual traffic with Earth at the next conjunction. Thereafter, one million credits a year . . .”


  For ten minutes he spoke, gesticulating freely, his voice rising at times in a frenzy of threats. Caldwell snorted in the midst of it and helped himself to more snuff. Martan frowned blackly and Widrin fidgeted.


  SUDDENLY it was over. The image remained, signifying that Harl Tolos awaited a reply, but it was silent. A second Venusian appeared, saluted Tolos, and spoke. His words rattled unintelligibly.


  “He’s got that damned scrambler connected now,” explained Caldwell.


  Widrin tremblingly replaced the telephone into which he had spoken briefly. “The council stands seven to three against giving in.”


  “Make it eight,” growled Caldwell. “If I’d thought they would vote differently I wouldn’t have left them.”


  “Quiet!” said Andress suddenly. A sub-officer had appeared on the screen beside Tolos, and the leader was speaking again. A cacaphony of sound roared from the speakers. Andress hastily snapped them off. The black machine hummed by his side. Margot held her breath.


  “What did he say?” whispered Caldwell the instant Tolos ceased to speak.


  Andress was as though he had not heard. He sat staring at the image. Caldwell seized his shoulder roughly.


  “Did you get it or not? Speak up, man!”


  Andress seemed to shake himself back to a realization of time and place. He stared at the four of them.


  “I got it,” he said slowly. “Every word of it. Harl Tolos just said: ‘We’ll give the swine fifteen minutes to think it over, then take off. Our ally has promised that the militia will be sent to guard the generating stations at Sors Evrum, shortly after my broadcast. I threatened those stations just now, which should make his work all the easier. We shall, of course, attack elsewhere’.”


  Silence swept down and sealed the words.


  It was Caldwell who first found voice. “His ally. So there is somebody—Martan! By the seven hells, Martan! You were all for guarding the generating stations this morning. You’re the man who could best be of use to Tolos! You’ve played into Tolos’ hands right along. You, Martan!”


  The militia captain licked his lips. All color had fled from his florid face.


  “That’s a lie!” he said hoarsely. “I’ve always taken the militia where we three or the council decided it should go. You agreed with me about the generating stations this morning.” He swung furiously upon Andress. “This is a plot to discredit me. The machine’s a fake. You’re making this up. You’re the one who’s in Harl Tolos’ pay!”


  ANDRESS rose to his feet, laid down the headband carefully. Widrin stared from each man to the next in an agony of indecision.


  “You’re overlooking one thing, Martan,” growled Caldwell. “Twenty minutes ago we three agreed the militia was to go to Sors Evrum—we three, in secret. If Andress is making this up, how did he know where your company is to be sent?”


  There was the silence that follows a bombshell. In the midst of it Harl Tolos again spoke briefly to his officer. Andress moved to pick up the headband he had laid down, but Caldwell’s hand restrained him.


  “Wait! We’ve enough to go on now. Before you say another word, we have a traitor to deal with.”


  Andress, staring at the image on the screen, reluctantly released the headband. As Caldwell stepped back, a compact, deadly little electro-gun appeared in his hand as if by magic.


  “Put your hands up, Martan! Andress, take his gun—keep them up!”


  Andress jerked his eyes from the screen just in time to see Caldwell fire. Close beside Captain Martan metal cracked and crumpled under the impact of the bullet. The militia captain froze where he stood, and Andress snatched his gun from its holster. Two militiamen appeared in response to Caldwell’s pressing of a button.


  “Take Captain Martan into custody. The charge is treason,” he said, holstering his weapon. “We four are witnesses—Andress! Are you mad?”


  The gun in Andress’ hand was pointed steadily at the Chief of Council. “Stand by until Governor Widrin gives you orders,” he told the perplexed soldiers. “Your Excellency, Captain Martan is innocent. I did not tell you all that Harl Tolos said. The rest was: ‘We can depend upon Caldwell to see that the militia goes to Sors Evrum. I shall announce the objective of our raid in a few minutes. After what happens today Caldwell will find it easy to reverse his stand before the council. He will admit that he sees the folly of further resistance, and advise that my terms be met. His example will throw the whole council out of gear. In a few days Terella will be ours.


  “Your Excellency, it is Chief Caldwell who is the traitor. He permitted my attempt because it was vital to him that he be present if such an attempt to read Harl Tolos’ mind was to be made. If it were successful, he was armed and ready to act. He hoped to save himself and disorganize the militia by accusing Captain Martan as he quick-wittedly did. You will notice that the shot he fired at such close range missed the captain, but struck my thought-detector squarely. Chief Caldwell evidently has heard quite enough from that instrument!”


  The governor stared at the wreckage of the ugly little machine, incredulity and shock mirrored in his pink face.


  “Clever, but quite fantastic,” remarked Caldwell calmly. “This fellow and Martan must be working together. We all saw Tolos speak, and he certainly didn’t have time to say all that Andress claims during the few seconds Andress was using his machine. You know that too, Widrin.”


  The argument produced a visible impression. “But he spoke again, later on,” the governor pointed out doubtfully.


  “When Andress wasn’t wearing that headband!” Caldwell added triumphantly. “Plain proof that he’s lying. I’ll even grant that I may be mistaken about Martan, as Andress is obviously a fraud.”


  THE governor turned ponderously upon Andress.


  “What have you to say? Do you withdraw the accusation?”


  Andress shook his head earnestly. A lock of sandy hair that fell over one temple gave him an incongruously boyish appearance.


  “No, sir, I confirm it. Chief Caldwell is the traitor named by Harl Tolos himself. I’ll stake my life on it.”


  The governor gasped. “Dammit, man, we all saw you lay down that head contraption of yours. Tolos said only a few words while you wore it. You don’t claim you can read his mind without the machine?”


  Andress squared his shoulders; the gun in his hand never wavered from Caldwell’s chest. “Your Excellency, the headband was only a few feet away. My wearing it had already sensitized me to Harl Tolos’ thought. The rapport had been established. That was enough. I believe I am now sufficiently sensitive to receive his thought even without the instrument Caldwell has destroyed.


  “The mind itself is the actual receptor, the machine a mere channel for thought impulses. Let me try to read Harl Tolos’ orders for the impending raid, and let Captain Martan move his militia accordingly while I remain here under guard. If my information proves wrong, you can inflict any penalty you deem proper. But if I am right, the militia can smash Harl Tolos’ single ship and his whole scheme against the colony.”


  “You’ll play into Tolos’ hands if you agree,” raged Caldwell. “Can’t you see Andress is trying to make a fool of you, Widrin? Sors Evrum must be the last place Tolos wants the militia to guard. Probably he means to attack there!”


  The governor’s indecision was only too patent upon his flabby face. Margot had turned paper-white.


  “By Jupiter, I believe Andress!” growled Martan, so unexpectedly that every eye in the room turned to him. “You’re overlooking your own argument, Caldwell. If Andress were a fraud, how could he know we ever meant to send my company to Sors Evrum? Give him his chance, your Excellency! We can’t be any worse off than we have been the last six days. As I remember, our discussions always ended by sending the militia where Caldwell wanted it to go!” Widrin looked thoughtful. “That’s so, Captain. Very well, Andress. You will surrender that gun. Nobody is to leave this room until I permit.”


  ANDRESS promptly returned the gun to Martan, who kept a truculent watch on Caldwell. The chief of council smiled coldly. For five long minutes no one spoke. The image of Harl Tolos, huge upon the televisor screen, presided over that grim silence like the sneering figure of a sacrificial god.


  And then the image came to life, spoke, while Andress stood before the screen in deep, almost painful concentration, his eyes wide and staring, his hands clenched to white fists. Venusian rebel officers appeared briefly beside their commander, listened, saluted, and vanished.


  Again Harl Tolos faced the transmitting grid alone, grimly silent.


  “Where?” asked Martan tensely.


  It seemed that nobody breathed for that moment. Two spots of color glowed harshly in Andress’ pale cheeks. His voice was a harsh whisper. “The Power Depot—incendiary and fulmarite bombs. Nothing is to be left standing. Tolos counts upon the militia being unable to reach the Depot in time, even after the first news of the attack is sent to Sors Evrum. If he destroys the Depot—”


  Every man present finished the thought for himself. An Earth, long dependent upon the atomic energy stored by the Power Depot’s solar ionic generators, would scarcely survive the Depot’s destruction. It meant the end of Earth supremacy in the System, the beginning of new and bloody wars for empire. And Earth would not even be aware of its plight until the renewal of interplanetary travel and communication at the next conjunction, months away.


  Martan swore a great oath. “He’ll never touch it! The spot’s ideal on account of the Depot’s cloud dispersers. We’ll spot Tolos’ ship before it gets within range and blast it—”


  A gun snapped. The militia captain gasped and dropped the automatic with which he had been covering Caldwell, who now stood with his own forgotten weapon in hand. From Martan’s wrist dribbled a thin stream of blood.


  “Nobody move!” rasped the chief of council. “I’d gladly kill any of you.”


  The gun spoke again, and Tolos’ image faded from the wrecked screen. “Maybe that isn’t enough—maybe you can read his mind even without that, eh, Andress? You’re much too clever, and you’ve lived much too long.”


  The gun shifted a fraction of an inch to fall in line with Andress’ stomach. A bullet screamed briefly. But it was Caldwell who slumped to the floor, dead before he fell.


  Margot swayed beside one of the militiamen, his gun slipping from her limp fingers.


  “He was—going to kill you—David . . .” Scarcely were the words out when her knees gave way. The militiaman caught her before she could fall.


  From the televisor screen in the Council Hall, two levels below the governor’s chambers, glowered the living image of Harl Tolos. It was twenty minutes since Caldwell had died. With the ten remaining members of the council were Widrin, Margot and Andress. Martan had left to take command of his company.


  Of a sudden Tolos faced the transmitting grid squarely. His words came clearly from the loudspeakers, harsh, uncompromising, breathing death.


  “Members of the Civil Council of Terella, you will shortly have more cause than you dream to regret that you did not accept my generous terms before this. Your single defense unit will prove again pitifully ineffective against the might I shall loose upon you. This will be the heaviest blow I have yet struck. Beware of forcing me to strike still more deadly ones.”


  A gong rang softly. The governor lifted a radiophone to his ears. There was both hope and dread in his eyes as he replaced the instrument on its cradle.


  “Captain Martan’s unit is concealed within the Power Depot enclosure. Pray God this is no mistake!” he said solemnly.


  Brooding silence fell. All eyes watched Harl Tolos nod as a jumble of words issued from a small communicator beside him. Again he spoke.


  “We are within sight of our objective. Within seconds the first bomb will fall. It will be followed by scores of others.” His voice rose to an impassioned pitch as he sketched a picture of destruction, interspersed with threats of still greater havoc to come and boasts of his own invincibility.


  In mid-speech a sudden change came over the arrogant face. The thin lips hung open in an idiotic expression of astonishment. He made a sudden clutch for the arm of his chair and started up as a metallic thud issued from the loudspeakers.


  It was Harl Tolos’ last gesture. With ghastly suddenness the wall behind him seemed to disintegrate, to shatter into broad ribbons. A spiral of metal curved grotesquely downward to impale him by the throat. His scream ended in a bubbling cry as scarlet blood encarnadined the yellow of his uniform. Then, as though it were a scene directed by a master dramatist, the picture vanished in a single bursting flash of yellow flame that left the screen blank.


  “THE Power Depot wasn’t touched,” Governor Widrin announced shortly after again listening to the radiophone. “Captain Martan made three direct hits, the last of which exploded the ship in midair by touching off its fulmarite bombs. Luckily it was too high to damage the Depot, although fragments fell everywhere. We saw Harl Tolos perish with his ship. It would seem that he felt Caldwell’s treachery assured his own safety during the attacks—as it would have but for you, Andress. Needless to say, you’ll be rewarded.”


  Andress blushed boyishly as the entire council crowded around to shake his hand. When Martan returned with a first-hand account of the destruction of Tolos’ ship the whole round of congratulation began anew. It was a full hour before Andress was able to slip away with Margot.


  In silence they walked along the familiar halls, she gazing quizzically sidewise at him, he staring straight ahead.


  “Haven’t you something to tell me, David?” she asked finally.


  He did not meet her eyes. “I—I thought it had all been told.”


  “Not quite,” she said significantly. “David, why did you lie about the machine?”


  He stopped. “So you did know! I was afraid you did—but you spoke up for me. And you saved my life!”


  “But I knew the machine wasn’t a thought receptor,” she said softly. “I remembered it. I picked this up so that nobody else would learn.”


  It was a bit of painted metal, scarred and aged until the gilt lettering was scarcely legible. A corner had been sheared off. Upon what was left appeared:


  —odascope 16 mm. projector model J.


  Below was a series of patent numbers.


  “That was the thing you tried to show me the motion pictures with, David. Why did you pretend?”


  He gulped. “It was what I thought looked most as though it might be a thought detector. The headband was from a primitive radio receiver. I—I couldn’t have told the truth. They would have laughed as they always laugh when I talk about the ancient things. They wouldn’t have let me see Harl Tolos. I had to have an instrument of some kind to make it plausible. And I thought you might be angry.”


  It was her turn to be astonished. “But why, David?”


  “Because—because it was on account of you,” he blurted. “I used to imagine things—you and I living in the old days, when Earth had settled to peace after the second World War. I guess I’m a romantic fool, but that has always seemed to me Earth’s golden age. The world was younger—so much lay ahead. I liked to think of us there—together.”


  HIS eyes suddenly locked with hers and held them. As though the flood tide of words had torn away restraining bonds, he felt the upwelling of sentiments, the mere utterance of which had once seemed sheer impossible audacity. He uttered them now, swiftly, fluently—and satisfactorily.


  Later, in his arms, she looked up and whispered: “Now you can finish—about you and me in the old days.” The shadow of a frown passed over his face. “It wasn’t perfect. You couldn’t have spoken, and couldn’t have heard me speak. The artificial larynx wasn’t perfected until five hundred years later. Aural surgery was in a primitive state. We could have communicated only in writing, I thought, and I began to hate the age that would have been so cruel to us.


  “And then, in an old book, I found described a method by which we could have spoken, a method lost since modern means superseded it five hundred years ago. It restored the dream. I learned to use it; I became so interested I even applied it to the Venusian language. Do you know you have lovely lips?”


  “David!” she protested, uncomprehending. “Women are very curious creatures. I still want to know how you read Harl Tolos’ thoughts!”


  “I’ve just told you what inspired me,” he answered. “We had overlooked something the ancients knew, and of course Harl Tolos never thought of it—an old forgotten art by which I could tell, not what he thought, but the very words he spoke. The ancients called it lip reading.”


  GENESIS!


  R.R. Winterbotham


  Renzu was mad. Certainly! From Venus’ lifeless clay he dreamed of moulding a mighty race; a new Creation; with himself as God!


  THE unreal silence of outer space closed in about The Traveler. In front of the huge atom-powered space rocket hung the sun’s dazzling disc and behind the pale, silver face of the earth echoed the light. Captain Vic Arlen was a god in the heavens; Dave McFerson, the engineer, was a demi-god. And what was Harry Renzu? It was hard to call a great scientist a devil.


  There was Gheal—neither god nor devil, only a poor, hideous, half-human slave that had been brought with Renzu to the earth from a previous expedition to Venus. Captain Arlen quit trying to classify himself and his passengers. They were neither gods nor devils. Not even men, taking the group as a whole.


  An ominous chill seemed to reach through the beryllium hull of the ship from outer space, caressing Arlen’s backbone. A faint cry sounded in the passageway that led to the sleeping quarters behind the control room.


  The captain tripped the controls into neutral. The acceleration was complete and from now until the braking rockets were fired, the craft would follow its carefully calculated orbit.


  Again came the cry, a groan of pain and a moaning sob. The captain strode into the passage.


  “Gheal!” he called, recognizing the Venusian’s hoarse voice. “Gheal! What’s the matter?”


  A repetition of the cry was the only answer. The passageway was open, but the sobs seemed to be coming from the cabin of Harry Renzu, the scientist who had chartered the moon rocket for his second expedition to Venus.


  The captain paused before the cabin door, listening. The cry came again and he pushed open the door.


  The hideous Venusian was on the floor, looking upward with his two light-sensitive eye-glands at Renzu, who stood over him with an upraised cane.


  Gheal’s rubbery, lipless mouth was agape, revealing his long, sharp teeth. He had raised one of his long, rope-muscled arms to catch the descending blow. His hairless, leathery body trembled slightly with pain.


  “You dumb, dim-witted chunk of Venusian protoplasm!” Renzu snarled as he brought the cane crashing over the monster’s shoulders. “When I want a thing done, I want it done!”


  Arlen pushed into the room and seized Renzu’s arm before the scientist could strike again.


  “Hold on, Renzu!” Arlen commanded, pushing the scientist back and seizing the cane. “Lay off! Can’t you treat this miserable wretch with decency.”


  Renzu’s face flushed angrily. His deep-set eyes burned with fury.


  “This is none of your affair!” Renzu snapped. “Go back to your business of running this ship. I didn’t hire you to run my business.”


  “This may be your expedition,” Arlen replied stubbornly, “but while we’re in space, I’m the captain of this ship and my orders are to be obeyed. My orders are to give this Venusian beast humane treatment.”


  A whimpering sob broke from the throat of the brute on the floor.


  Renzu sullenly twisted his arm loose from the captain’s grasp. He appeared more calm now.


  “You are right, Arlen,” he said. “Your orders are to be obeyed. But you aren’t a scientist. You don’t know Gheal. He’s not like the animals we know on the earth. He has to be beaten.”


  “Not while we’re in space. I won’t stand for it.”


  “You can’t stand in the way of science, Arlen. I shall whip Gheal, if I deem it necessary.” Renzu ended his words with a suggestive snap of his fingers in Gheal’s direction. The monster cringed into a corner of the stateroom.


  “Come with me, Gheal,” Arlen ordered, beckoning to the monster.


  The creature, seeming to understand, rose to his feet and followed Arlen out of the door.


  THE captain took the Venusian forward into the control room, where he daubed the welts on the creature’s naked shoulders with arnica.


  McFerson, easy-going, but dependable old spaceman, watched the operation critically. Gheal winced as the arnica touched his skin. He squirmed and tried to resist.


  “Hold on a minute Cap,” McFerson said. “Look at the right shoulder, where you put the arnica; it’s red and inflamed.”


  “So it is, but arnica ought to help.”


  “Look at the left shoulder, where you haven’t put any arnica.”


  “Great guns! It’s almost healed!”


  “I’d say maybe arnica wasn’t the best treatment.”


  Captain Arlen corked the bottle and put it aside. “Gheal looks like a man. Sometimes he acts like a man. Yet he’s entirely different most of the time.


  “I’ve been watching him, Cap. I somehow get the idea that Gheal finds it unhandy, most of the time, to be built like a man.”


  The captain laughed. He took Gheal’s arm and held it up. “Look at that. Good, human bones, but the body of a monster.


  I wish you could talk, Gheal. I wish you could tell us more about yourself. Why are you almost a man yet the farthest point south?”


  Gheal uttered a sort of deep-throated growl.


  “Renzu says you can be vicious—that you’re a killer at heart. Renzu said one of your kind killed Jimmy Brooks on the first expedition. You don’t look like a killer. Brooks was a big man. You’d have a hard time killing him.”


  Gheal’s sight-glands stared from Arlen to McFerson.


  Arlen laughed and patted Gheal’s hairless head and pointed to a built-in seat in the corner.


  “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you don’t bother us,” he said.


  Gheal shuffled uneasily and whimpered, but he did not go to the seat. Instead, he turned and moved toward the door. The creature looked ridiculous, clad as he was only in a pair of Renzu’s discarded trousers, which had been rolled at the bottom to fit his stubby legs.


  At the door the Venusian hesitated and glanced back at the captain. Then he slowly turned and shuffled down the passageway.


  “Hey you!” Captain Arlen shouted. “Come back here!”


  Gheal did not stop. He was striding to Renzu’s room. He pushed open the door.


  A fear for Renzu’s safety rushed into the captain’s mind. He ran after the creature and entered Renzu’s cabin. But as he opened the door he gasped in astonishment.


  Gheal was crawling into a corner of the room, while Renzu stood nearby laughing.


  “You see, Arlen,” smiled Renzu, “I’m his master. He recognizes my authority and no one else’s. He would not desert me, no matter how I treated him.”


  Renzu picked up the cane that Arlen had tossed on the bunk a few minutes before. As the scientist shook the stick at Gheal, Arlen thought he saw a look of satisfaction creep into the creature’s face.


  “Just the same,” Arlen said, “I can’t stand your beating him. He may enjoy it. He may be a masochist at heart, but I won’t stand for it.”


  “Your mind is provincially human, Arlen,” said Renzu. “When you look at Renzu you see the product of an entirely different evolution. You see a creature without emotions, without ethics. He’s devoid of every terrestrial feeling, especially gratitude. He may even hate you for taking his side against me.”


  There was a trace of bitterness in Renzu’s voice.


  “I wouldn’t be too sure, Renzu,” Arlen said. “If the laws of physics apply on Venus, as well as the earth, why couldn’t biological and psychological laws apply there also. Even the lowest of creatures show understandable reactions on earth. Why not on Venus?”


  “Because Gheal has been made differently,” Renzu said, with a repulsive grin.


  HOUR by hour Captain Arlen watched Venus grow in size. The planet expanded from a glowing crescent to the size of the moon as seen from the earth; soon it floated large in space, filling half the sky ahead of the ship, a billowing, fluffy ball of shining clouds. Its surface was entirely obscured by its misty atmosphere.


  Arlen began braking the ship and he called Renzu into the control room for a conference on where to pierce the cloud blanket.


  Renzu, huge and muscular, overdid himself in graciousness as he greeted Arlen in the control room. The scientist seemed to radiate exaltation and he strained himself to appear congenial.


  The man was excited, Arlen decided, for Arlen himself was thrilled at the prospect of adventure, of seeing strange sights on a strange planet. But the reaction was different in Arlen. Where Renzu swelled and swaggered, Arlen looked dreamily into the clouds ahead.


  “I’m bringing the ship around to the sunward side,” Arlen said. “It’s best to land about noon—that is the noon point. The planet turns once in thirty hours and that will give us a little more than seven hours of daylight to orient ourselves after the landing.”


  Renzu nodded in agreement. All this had been threshed out before.


  “Very well,” he said, “but it is best that you pierce the clouds at about forty-five degrees north latitude. There’s ocean there that nearly circles the planet and there’s fewer chances of running into mountains beneath the clouds. Once we’re through the cloud belt, we’ll have no difficulty. The clouds are three or four miles above the surface and there’s plenty of room to maneuver beneath them.”


  Arlen twisted the valves and the deceleration became uncomfortably violent. Renzu’s first trip had determined the existence of a breathable atmosphere on the surface of Venus, although the cloud belt was filled with gases given off by Venusian volcanoes, and many of these gases were poisonous to man.


  In a few minutes the rocket ship stood off just above the cloud belt. McFerson checked the landing mechanism and made his final report to the captain. Arlen checked the gravity gauge, which now would be used as an altimeter during the blind flying in the Venusian clouds.


  “Okay!” Captain Arlen called.


  “Okay!” echoed McFerson.


  The Traveler nosed downward into the rolling clouds. A whistling whine arose as the craft struck the atoms of the atmosphere. Repulsion jets set up their thunder and the landing operation began.


  The ship settled slowly through the clouds. The mist completely obscured everything outside the craft and Arlen flew blind, trusting his meteor detection devices to warn him of mountain peaks, which he feared despite Renzu’s assurance that there were no high ranges at this latitude.


  At last the craft dropped through the wispy canopy to float serenely over a calm ocean which bulged upward toward them in the solar flood tide.


  To the northwest was a dim coastline. High mountains were faintly visible against the horizon.


  “Perfect!” said Renzu. “That is my continent—our destination. Sail toward it.”


  The ship zoomed toward the land at the comparatively slow speed of five hundred miles an hour. In a few minutes it was decelerating again, with the continent before them.


  The high mountain range clambered up from a narrow plain that skirted the sea. This plain was sandy, a desert waste, but Renzu indicated it was the spot for the landing.


  Arlen brought The Traveler down gently alongside a broad stream that emptied into the sea. When the dust of the landing cleared away, he looked with dumbfounded amazement at the Venusian scene.


  As far as his eyes could see were barren rocks and sand: there were no trees, no grass, no signs of life. The planet was as sterile as an antiseptic solution. Even seaweed and mosses were missing from the seashore.


  “Maybe you know what you’re doing, Renzu,” Arlen said, “but it looks to me as if you’ve directed us to the edge of a desert.”


  “ ’Tain’t no small desert, either,” chimed McFerson.


  “My dear Arlen,” Renzu replied, cracking his lips in another of his irritating smiles, “this is one of the most fertile spots on the entire planet. You must remember, Venus is much different from the earth.”


  IMMEDIATELY after the landing all hands, including Renzu, were busy with the routine duties that the expedition required. Gheal was given simple tasks, such as unpacking boxes of equipment to be used by the expedition, but the Venusian seemed to attend to these in a preoccupied manner. He worked in sort of a daze, frequently whimpering like a sick dog, and turning his globular eyes from time to time out of the porthole at the landscape of his native planet.


  “He’s homesick,” McFerson suggested to Arlen. “But look! What’s he got in his hand?”


  It was a long white bar of metal. Arlen quickly seized the bar and examined it. It was pure silver. Gheal had been unjacking a box crammed with silver bars of assorted lengths and thicknesses, ranging from the size of small wire up to rods half an inch thick and a foot or more in length. A fortune in silver had been transported to Venus.


  “Well, that’s Renzu’s business, not mine,” Arlen decided.


  He returned to his duties. There was much to do: the engines had to be recharged, preparatory to a quick takeoff, should conditions arise to make the planet untenable for earthmen.


  Tests of the soil revealed utter sterility of all forms of life. It was baffling. Some sort of bacteria should have been in the soil, even though the place was only a desert.


  Arlen opened the arms chest and issued small but powerful atomic disintegrators to McFerson, Renzu and himself. He did not give Gheal one of the weapons, for Gheal did not appear to have the skill necessary to operate it. His uncanny ignorance was so obvious.


  The disintegrators were simple magnetic mechanisms capable of collapsing atoms of atmosphere and sending the resultant force of energy in a directed stream toward a target. Fire from disintegrators could melt large rocks almost instantly and it could destroy any living creature known to man.


  Renzu strapped his weapon at his side and turned to Arlen.


  “I’m going outside for a walk with Gheal,” he said. “Gheal seems nervous and uneasy. Perhaps his actions are due to his return to his native land. A walk might make him happier, in his own peculiar way.”


  Arlen nodded and went back to the control room to talk to McFerson. He found the engineer looking out of a porthole.


  “Look!” McFerson said, pointing out the porthole.


  Trudging along the beach, carrying the case containing the silver rods, were Renzu and Gheal. The Venusian was walking with difficulty, but as he faltered, Renzu would kick him unmercifully and force him on.


  “The devil!” Captain Arlen said. “He doesn’t dare beat Gheal when he knows I’m watching.”


  McFerson shook his head.


  “Maybe he’s right, treating Gheal that way,” he said. “After all, Renzu is a scientist and he knows more about Gheal than we do. Maybe he’s right in saying beating is the only treatment Gheal understands. Besides, I don’t know if I trust Gheal. Since we’ve landed he’s acted like a tiger in a cage. Gheal’s a Venusian and Venusians are supposed to have murdered Renzu’s partner on the first expedition.”


  “But even the worst creature on earth—except man, perhaps—doesn’t kill without a reason. And even man sometimes has a reason, when apparently he hasn’t.”


  Darkness descended rapidly on Venus and Renzu did not return. The two spacemen decided it was unnecessary to stand guard and turned in. Renzu knew how to operate the space locks from the outside of the ship and could enter when he returned. Gheal, whose clumsy fingers were too unweildly even to operate a disintegrator gun, would not be able to operate the locks, nor would any creature like him.


  It was still dark when Arlen awakened. The long, fifteen-hour Venusian night was completed and still Renzu had not returned.


  The captain awakened McFerson. They ate a light breakfast and did minor chores on the ship until daylight suddenly lighted the landscape.


  “Do you suppose we ought to look for them? Maybe Gheal went haywire. Maybe something’s happened.”


  Arlen considered. Renzu was armed, while Gheal was not. Renzu claimed complete mastery over the Venusian, yet something might have happened to give Gheal the upper hand. Not that Renzu didn’t deserve it.


  “I’ll go outside and look around,” Arlen said.


  Arlen stepped through the locks. The warm Venusian air was invigorating. He took a deep breath.


  A shuffling sound behind him caused the captain to turn. There, rounding the end of the ship was a creature, fully naked, staring at him with gland-like eyes and baring his teeth in a vicious snarl.


  “Gheal!” Arlen cried. “Gheal! Where’s Renzu?”


  The creature did not reply. Instead, it advanced slowly with a shuffling crouch, stretching his arms menacingly toward Arlen.


  ARLEN’S hand went to his disintegrator. The creature resembled Gheal, but it did not act like Gheal. The captain’s eyes swept over the animal again. No, it wasn’t Gheal. There were differences. It was another of Gheal’s race.


  Arlen hesitated to kill the creature. If there were a tribe of the creatures in the vicinity, such an act would arouse enmity. It would lead to complications that would endanger Renzu, who was away from the ship. Yet, Arlen could not be sure what reaction would follow a slaying. Renzu had said that Venusians had no emotions, in the sense that man has them. But Gheal certainly had been nostalgic on the day before. That at least was understandable in a human sense.


  Arlen leveled his pistol. Suddenly another figure appeared.


  A low-voiced whine sounded as the second figure darted forward.


  It was the real Gheal. He was still wearing Renzu’s trousers.


  The first Venusian turned. He hesitated stupidly, undecided whether to continue his charge toward Arlen, or to meet the foe who came from behind. Finally, the beast apparently decided that Arlen was the most tempting.


  The animal sprang at the captain.


  Arlen held his gun ready to fire, but the Venusian had acted with a swiftness that belied his clumsy appearance. Before Arlen could fire, a heavy, rubbery arm crashed down on his skull. A meteor shower seemed to flash through Arlen’s brain, and then darkness closed in about him as he tumbled to the sandy beach.


  Arlen opened his eyes. He had no way of telling how long he had lain on the ground. On Venus one never sees the sun; daylight appears and daylight fades, but there is no way of telling the time of day from the position of the sun overhead.


  The captain’s head ached as he lifted himself from the ground. He shook his head to clear away the haze and he stretched his arms to rise. His fingers struck something leathery and cold.


  There at his side lay the Venusian monster who had attacked him. A wave of nausea swept over him as he saw the lifeless body horribly mutilated and tom. The sandy soil of the beach was torn with the struggle that had taken place.


  Arlen forgot his aching head as he examined the dead Venusian. His disintegrator had not slain the Venusian; clearly Gheal had done the job.


  “So Gheal came to my rescue!” Arlen exclaimed. “Renzu must have been wrong. These Venusians do have gratitude.”


  His eyes saw something else as they traveled over the body.


  Protruding from the body was a silver rod. Gingerly Arlen tried to pull the rod from the animal’s body, but it would not budge. Was it a weapon?


  Arlen saw other rods sticking from the animal, covered with blood. All of them seemed firmly set in the body of the Venusian.


  Arlen looked behind him. The locks of the space ship were open. He moved wearily to the door and stuck his head inside.


  “McFerson!” he called.


  There was no answer.


  Arlen entered the ship. He carried his disintegrator in his hand. Venusians might have entered the ship ahead of him. Lights were still burning in the living quarters, but McFerson was gone.


  Arlen moved on; he searched each cabin, but there was no sign of McFerson, until he reached the control room. There furniture had been overturned, instruments smashed, and a pool of ‘blood lay on the floor.


  Gheal had done this. Arlen was sure that no other Venusian could have entered the ship and crept up on McFerson without arousing suspicion. McFerson’s disintegrator lay on the floor beside the pool of blood, indicating that McFerson had grown suspicious too late. The gun had not been discharged.


  The first thing Arlen had to do was to protect himself from further attack. He drew his own gun and closed the outer locks. The next thing would be to decide what had happened and what to do.


  Renzu probably had suffered the same fate as McFerson, Arlen decided. He was alone, in a strange world, face to face with a race of mankilling monsters. The only thing in his favor was that one of these monsters had befriended him. But how long and how far could Arlen trust this friendship?


  There was, however, a chance that McPerson or Renzu still might be living. He had to know for sure about this before he did anything else. And the only way to learn was to investigate.


  He left the ship, carefully closing the locks and fastening them behind him. He found many tracks leading away from the ship, along the banks of the stream that flowed from the mountains.


  Front among the tracks he picked out Renzu’s bootprints. There were tracks of Gheal going away, coming back, and going away again. He distinguished the two sets of Gheal’s prints leading toward the mountains by the fact that one set was more deeply imprinted in the moist sand than the other. Gheal had been carrying McFerson’s body.


  But what was this? There was another set of tracks coming toward the space ship. They were not Gheal’s prints, for they were three toed. Gheal had five toes. Gheal and the creature who had attacked Arlen were different—one had three, the other five toes.


  Gheal might not have rescued Arlen out of gratitude after all. A natural enmity might have existed between the two races of Venusians. Arlen’s rescue might have been an accident.


  Arlen studied. There was something else that fitted into the picture. If he could fit it correctly, he would have the answer. Somehow’, now, he doubted if Gheal had rescued him out of gratitude; yet, he doubted if the rescue had been purely accidental.


  Arlen returned to the space ship and loaded a haversack with food. He was going into the mountains to get to the bottom of the mystery. He scribbled a note and left it in the control cabin in case Renzu or McFerson returned; if either were alive.


  THE captain followed the stream into a deep-walled canyon opening into the mountains. A short distance from the ship he found Gheal’s discarded trousers, indicating beyond a doubt that the Venusian had come this way after Arlen had been knocked unconscious in the sand.


  A mile or so farther on he saw a print where Gheal had placed McFerson on the ground. Then, a thrill of gratitude swept over Arlen, another set of boot prints appeared on the trail. McFerson was not dead. He was walking.


  The daylight was fading and Arlen realized he would not have much more time to follow the tracks without the aid of his flashlight. The walls of the gorge were almost perpendicular now and nearly a mile high on each side of the stream. The river boiled and churned over the barren rocks, but its movement was the only animation of the scene. Nowhere were there signs of life, excepting the footprints on the trail.


  At last the trail forked upward from the stream, following a narrow ledge of rock along the canyon wall. The footprints of the slain Venusian now were wide apart and deeply imprinted in the sand, indicating that the creature had run rapidly down the path.


  “He probably spotted our ship landing and headed toward us right away,” muttered Arlen. “His presence outside the craft may have been what made Gheal so uneasy yesterday. Gheal sensed an enemy near at hand.” But this didn’t seem to be the answer, either.


  Beyond the next curve the canyon walls slid back and the ledge widened into a gentle slope leading to the top of the canyon. As Arlen climbed over the rim he found himself on a plateau.


  It was dark now, but the place was lighted by a huge campfire not far away. Huddled around the campfire were four figures. In the still air of the night, Arlen heard guttural grunts of Venusians and above these tones he heard the sharp voice of Harry Renzu issuing commands to these alien beasts.


  Arlen crept forward and concealed himself behind a rock. There were three Venusians. He saw something else, too. McFerson, his head swathed in bandages, was sitting in the shadow of a huge square stone.


  Arlen watched. He could not hear Renzu’s words and he moved forward to obtain a better view, when his hand sank into a sticky mass of slime.


  “Ugh!” he grunted in disgust, lifting his hand.


  It was covered with a thick, viscous jelly. It was sticky and as he turned his flashlight on the stuff he saw that it was colorless and translucent. It was not a plant or an animal. It did not move, it was cold, and had no structure, nor roots.


  Shielding his light so that it could not be seen from the campfire, Arlen examined the ground around him. There were other small pools of the stuff in the hollows of rocks and in thick masses on the ground.


  The captain examined the material more closely. It looked strangely familiar, and some of the text-book science he had learned in college came back to him. He remembered examining stuff like this once under a microscope. It was not petroleum, but something vastly different—something that was synonymous with life.


  It was protoplasm!


  VIC ARLEN gasped.


  “Protoplasm! Inanimate protoplasm!”


  He forgot he had been nauseated by the slime a moment before and began to examine the stuff closely. Of course, it was protoplasm, it couldn’t be anything else. Vic Arlen had studied it. He knew. Nothing could hold water granules in suspension in exactly the same way; nothing had the same baffling construction.


  But there was a question: scientists admitted life could not exist without protoplasm, but could protoplasm exist without life?


  In living protoplasm, death alters the structure. But other processes than life could, conceivably, preserve the stability of the substance. This would explain the existence of inanimate protoplasm on Venus.


  And why didn’t inanimate protoplasm exist on the earth? Arlen thought for a moment and had the answer for that too. Animal life lives on protoplasm, as well as being protoplasm itself. Animate protoplasm can reproduce its kind, but the inanimate kind can neither fight back nor replace its losses. The inanimate protoplasm on the earth had disappeared with the appearance of the first animal life. The coming of the first microbes had caused it to “decay.”


  If protoplasm existed on the face of Venus it meant there were no bacteria, no genus of any sort—no life!


  How could Arlen explain Gheal without evolution from the simple to the complex? Was evolution working differently on Venus? Again Arlen had run up a blind alley.


  The campfire cast a flickering red glow against the clouds. In spots above the skies were tinted with other glows from the craters of Venusian volcanoes. It was not absolutely dark, but it was far from being as light as a moonlit night on the earth.


  Arlen crept closer to the scene. He could see the Venusians plainly now. Two of them had three toes, while one had five. The five-toed one was Gheal.


  Renzu stood before them, grasping his cane. He would make sharp commands and the Venusians would rise. If they disobeyed, he would strike them with the cane. They would shriek with pain. At last these maneuvers ceased and Renzu turned to McFerson.


  “They have to be taught everything,” he said. “They have no reflex actions, no emotions, no instinct—nothing that the lowest creatures on earth may have. Yet they have everything that makes those things in the creatures of the earth.”


  McFerson did not reply. He was watching with staring eyes; eyes filled with horror.


  Renzu reached behind a rock. He drew what appeared to be a human skeleton from the shadow. As Arlen looked a second time, he saw that it was not a human skeleton, but an imitation built of the silver rods and wires that Renzu had transported to Venus. The truth was dawning on Arlen, but it was unnecessary now, for Renzu was explaining.


  “I have created life, McFerson. I have moulded a human likeness out of protoplasm and fitted it over bones of silver. An electrical device I have made starts the biological processes going and the protoplasm, working with chemical exactitude, reforms itself into glands, organs, muscles and nerves. The product is a beast, inferior to man but superior to the highest animal on earth, except that he is totally devoid of such things as reflexes, instincts, emotions and other survival psychological processes.”


  As he spoke, Renzu was moulding some of the protoplasm over the framework of bones. Arlen understood now why the silver rods had protruded from the Venusian he had found on the beach. Those pieces of silver had been the creature’s bones.


  “I made four of the creatures on my previous expedition. Brooks helped me construct three of them, including the creature that attacked and killed Arlen on the beach. I made Gheal myself. Gheal was a masterpiece. He was almost, but not quite human. That is why I took him to earth with me.”


  “You’re inhuman, Renzu!” McFerson managed to say. ‘You’re less human than Gheal!”


  “Gheal was more human than you think, McFerson. Brooks, you know, was killed by one of his creations. The same monster that killed Arlen accounted for him. Yet that monster, in some ways, was above average. At least he had the beginnings of an instinct. He wanted to kill. After Brooks was killed, I used his bones for Gheal’s skeleton.”


  Arlen stared in speechless horror and amazement.


  “And that isn’t all. I’m going to use Arlen’s bones for a creature more human than Gheal. Perhaps, McFerson, your bones may be used for something greater still. I will make other men, and women, from silver wire and protoplasm, and create a race of Venusians that will bring life to this planet. Think of a planet that has evolution beginning with man and ending with something greater than man has ever dreamed. And I, McFerson, will lie the god of this race!”


  McFerson tried to rise, but Gheal rose with a low throated growl, and the spaceman sank back on the ground.


  RENZU had finished moulding the protoplasm over the silver bones. With the help of one of the Venusians he lifted the still form into the air and placed it carefully inside the stone behind McFerson.


  The stone had been hollowed to form a rock sarcophagus.


  Arlen saw in the firelight that electric wires ran from a small battery beside the box.


  Renzu touched the switch.


  There was a flash of blinding light and sparks flew over the box. Then Renzu turned off the current and opened the sarcophagus. He worked rapidly with his hands and then stepped back, holding his cane before him.


  From the box emerged another Venusian. A replica of Gheal’s three-toed companions.


  For a moment the creature stood motionless, staring from the sight glands at his surroundings. Renzu struck the monster sharply with his cane. The brute moved. Again Renzu struck and the creature moved. At last it seemed to understand, after Renzu struck it repeatedly. The beast got out of the box.


  Renzu belabored his creation unmercifully with the cane, each movement had to be directed.


  “They have to be taught everything,” Renzu said. “They understand nothing but pain. I have to beat instincts and reflexes into their dumb brains, for they have no inherited ones.”


  That also explained why Renzu was a complete master over Gheal. The Venusian depended on Renzu for everything.


  So interested was Arlen watching Renzu train the newly made Venusian, that the captain did not hear the scrape of a leathery hide on the rocks behind him. He was unaware of the danger until a ropy cord of some vile, repulsive tentacle seized him, pulled him off his feet to the ground and dragged him toward the camp fire.


  The rays of the firelight revealed Arlen’s captor: a serpent as large as a python which held him in the crushing folds of its body as it moved deliberately toward Renzu.


  Renzu was amazed at the sight of Arlen.


  “I thought you were dead!” he gasped.


  “No,” Arlen said. “Your creation didn’t quite succeed in killing me.”


  Renzu smiled. “But I see that you did bring your fine bones to me after all!” He struck the serpent sharply with his cane and the monster released his grip on Arlen. “The animal that caught you, captain, was one of our first experiments. It was by-charging a string of protoplasm with electricity, that we discovered that we could make it live. The result was the pseudo-python, who makes a good watchdog, if nothing else. It’s entirely harmless, since it feeds entirely on inanimate protoplasm. Unfortunately for Brooks, it was this creature that caught him and held him while No. 3—the Venusian—killed him.”


  “It was deliberate murder,” said Arlen. “Perhaps terrestrial law would define it as murder,” Renzu said. “But here on Venus there is no law. It was a scientific experiment.”


  “And you will murder McFerson and me?”


  “I need your skeletons. They will be a fine heritage for future races of Venusians. Think how you and McFerson will be glorified in Venusian mythology.” Renzu’s eyes were glowing in the firelight with madness. Arlen looked at the hideous Venusians, seated nearby, watching idiotically. It was diabolical!


  “Now comes an important decision. Shall I use you, or McFerson, first?”


  McFERSON closed his eyes.


  “The man’s insane, Cap!”


  Arlen looked about him. The python was nearby, coiled neatly beside a rock, ready to spring if he tried to escape.


  One of the Venusians rose and threw some shale on the fire. It was crude petroleum shale. An idea came to Arlen. If he could put out the fire, he might be able to escape in the darkness.


  Then Arlen remembered. His disintegrator was still in his pocket. Renzu, interested in his experiment, had forgotten to search him, believing perhaps that Arlen had been disarmed in the attack on the beach.


  Arlen was tempted to use the weapon now, and to blast Renzu and his hideous tribe of monsters out of existence. But to kill a man without giving him a chance was not Arlen’s way of doing things. The Venusians, too, now had a right to live. Had they attacked, Arlen would not have hesitated to kill, but Arlen realized that the only vicious Venusian was dead. Perhaps Renzu himself had taught that single Venusian how to kill.


  “McFerson,” spoke Arlen, “are you all right? Did Gheal hurt you?”


  “He bloodied my nose and knocked me out,” McFerson said. “He didn’t mean to harm me. Gheal really is gentle as a kitten.”


  “I think I will use your bones first, Arlen,” said Renzu. “You may sit down beside McFerson. I may as well warn you that there is no chance of escape. The python guards the only way back and my Venusians enjoy the creation of another of their kind. They won’t let a chance to see it be spoiled.”


  Renzu began filling some woven baskets with the inanimate protoplasm as Arlen sat down beside his companion.


  “Could you run for it, if I knocked out the campfire?” Arlen asked.


  “I can run, but how will you knock out the fire?”


  Vic Arlen acted quickly. His hand brought the disintegrator out of his pocket and he fired straight into the center of the campfire. The atomic blast instantly consumed the inflammable material in the fire and the plateau was dark.


  “Run!” Arlen cried. “And look out for the python.”


  Arlen sprang forward. He heard a leathery scrape ahead of him. It was the serpent. He dodged back. Suddenly from behind came a hoarse cry.


  Arlen turned, ready to blast the Venusian that had shouted. But the Venusian did not attack. Instead, it darted forward, and with a flying leap it sprang upon the python. A roar came from the Venusian’s throat.


  It was Gheal. Arlen would have recognized the voice anywhere.


  The faint glow from the volcanoes showed him the edge of the plateau.


  Renzu was screaming behind him and he heard the pad-pad of the running feet of the three remaining Venusians. But Arlen was clear and McFerson was running beside him.


  Arlen took his flashlight from his pocket and used it to follow the narrow ledge down the mountain into the canyon. Behind the two men, sounds of pursuit grew fainter.


  “We’re safe,” Arlen said, slackening his pace. “Renzu won’t follow us as long as he knows we’re armed.”


  “He’s armed, too,” McFerson said.


  “He wants our bones too badly to use a disintegrator on us,” Arlen laughed.


  The two men traveled on. The Venusian dawn came swiftly.


  “You see, Mac,” Arlen went on, “we’re not human beings to Renzu, but part of an experiment. Science has overshadowed Renzu’s sense of values. Perhaps he murdered Jimmy Brooks; we know he would have murdered us to perfect an experiment. Renzu was creating life, and he would kill to do it. He wanted to be the god of a world that started with a complex organism instead of a simple microbe.”


  “The only trouble is that the life lacked instincts that it took terrestrial animals millions of years to acquire,” McFerson added.


  “That’s what creation may be, Mac,” said Arlen. “We did more in a few minutes than Renzu did with all his scientific knowledge. Gheal learned the meaning of gratitude. I treated him kindly, and he repaid me by helping us escape.”


  They reached the ship. The sea was boiling over the sands. Here and there, along the water’s edge as the dawn broke over Venus, they saw globose formations of inanimate Venusian protoplasm, seemingly awaiting the spark that would turn them into living organisms.


  Venus was in an azoic age, but life was beginning to appear. It was life created by a human god, who also was a human devil, a monster. Future generations of Venusians might worship Harry Renzu, unknowing that it was the lowly Gheal that brought the first worthwhile instinct to their race.


  Somewhere, far behind in the canyon, were four hideous monsters and a beast that resembled a serpent. This stampede of protoplasmic creation was led by its mad god, driven onward by the lust of this insane demiurgos for the bones of his fellow deities.


  “Okay!” said Arlen, priming the rockets.


  “Okay!” shouted McFerson.


  The Traveler was ready to rocket home.


  INTERPLANETARY REPORTER


  Leigh Brackett


  The Systems Ruthless Wars Kill Barton’s Ideals—Till a Martian Girl Makes Him Fight for His Dead Beliefs!


  THE news broke just after Chris Barton left the Stellar Queen at Vhia, the trade city for Venus. He stood on the steps of the spaceport. Looking out over the white city under its pearly dome, he breathed the cooled, scented air. As he listened, his thin mouth was set in a bitter smile of complete cynicism.


  Silence had settled over Vhia, a silence of pent breath and tautened nerves, of ears strained to catch every word from the great newscasters in every green square. People were converging in soft-footed multitudes on the three-dimensional, full-color television screens. The marts that supplied all Venus with the treasures of the Solar System had stopped in midcareer, to listen.


  “I could have told them,” Chris Barton thought. “I saw it coming, out in the asteroids. I can smell it the way a vulture smells death.”


  Still the men on the vision screens talked on, curiously low and hurried. The people of Vhia stood frozen in a kind of incredulous daze, through which realization began to seep like pain through a new wound.


  “Jupiter has declared war on Venus! Instructions will be given to the civilian population as soon as possible. Military classes will report at once . . .”


  “For what?” muttered Chris Barton. “These people are like sheep. They can’t fight. Most of them aren’t even Venusians. Poor fools, they’d better just run, because Vhia is the first place the Jovians will lay eggs on. Hang it, I’ve got to stay and watch!”


  HE went down the steps. Among the stunned, unmoving mob, he walked like a lean old he-wolf among domestic cattle.


  Something about him seemed to penetrate the stricken daze that held them. Perhaps it was his careless, piratical dress, or the hard-bitten arrogance of his walk. It might have been that the outland suns which had burned his skin to dark leather had also burned out all the soft places and left only the steel. Whatever it was, he attracted their eyes, and they drew back from him. He heard his name, tossed between white lips.


  “Chris Barton, war correspondent for Interplanetary Press, the Sexton Syndicate. Wherever he goes, it means trouble.”


  Chris Barton smiled—bird of ill-omen, vulture of pain. Beyond the dome of pearly glass, on the other side of Venus, lay the swamp where he had left his boyish illusions, covering the Leng campaigns. Out beyond the steamy canopy of clouds was Mars, where he had stood by a tele-transmitter until it was blown up under him, covering the Martian World War of 2504.


  There was Earth, where he had dodged bullets and poisoned darts to inform the people of the Solar System how the Dark Invasion was going. And there was the Asteroid Belt, where he had just televised a vicious, small-scale war.


  Forty-three years of life, and he was alone. The men who had started with him were dead, but his fatalistic contempt of death had pulled him through. There was not a man in the news world who didn’t resent or dislike him. There had never been a woman.


  Chris Barton stopped. An I. P. man pictured above his head was rehashing the situation—the Venusian defenses, the population of the Jovian moons, the boundaries of the Jovian Mandate in the Asteroid Belt, where the trouble had started. The same words, with different names, that he himself had said so many times.


  Standing on the feathery Venusian grass, under the dome of a city listening to its death sentence, Barton felt the weight of those forty-three years increase to a hundred. The sordidness of them made him sick.


  Battle, news, death, and more news, endlessly. For what? Though he was a legend in newspaperdom, for all the thrills he had given the boobs, he was a pariah.


  Fear-whitened faces. Voices tight with hysteria. Newscasters droning out death and suffering. They tripped a spring somewhere in Barton’s mind, brought to light the worm that had been gnawing at his subconscious. He was tired, old and alone. And there was another war on, which only Chris Bartois could give to the people.


  His hard, light-blue eyes narrowed. He went on again, across the breathless city, with a sort of grim ruthlessness. He knew quite suddenly what he was going to say. Sanger could take his war and go to blazes with it.


  The fine white building that housed the Venusian headquarters of the Sexton Syndicate was in chaos. Reporters, rewrite men, telecasters, copy boys, technicians—wherever possible, the Syndicate employs native men—were swarming out into the streets, to find loved ones, to report for duty. Down below, where the great silent presses turned out the indispensable papers in the universal language of the trade cities, it was the same. Only the robot teletypists remained.


  Barton shouldered through the mob, heading for the office of John Sanger, I. P. head for Venus. Halfway across the anteroom, he stopped. For a moment he didn’t know why. Then his mind, fixed on one urgent goal, registered dimly.


  It was a woman who had swung from a window at his entrance. She was tall and wide-shouldered and lithe, dressed in a spaceman’s dark coverall. Barton saw green, slanting Martian eyes set startlingly in a tanned, heart-shaped face, and hair that was the soft white-gold of Venus.


  Confusedly he knew that she was familiar, yet he knew he had never seen her before. His eyes met hers, held them. For one electric instant he was lost, disoriented, charged with a queer fascination. Then the bitter urge in his heart drove him on without speaking, and the thread was broken. The closing of Sanger’s door behind him shut her out of his mind.


  “Sanger,” said Chris Barton grimly, “I quit.”


  JOHN SANGER froze, half risen in welcome. A well built, well kept man, his dark hair had gone gray at the temples, and his clean-cut face was scored deep with weariness. He sank back into his chair.


  “Why, Barton? What’s the reason?”


  Barton’s lips twisted. “Getting old, I guess. Cracking at the seams. Anyway, I’m through.”


  “With reporting?”


  “With the whole rotten game!” John Sanger was silent, looking into Barton’s bitter, stubborn face. Then he shook his head in bewilderment.


  “You can’t quit. I don’t know what’s the matter with you, but you’re a newspaper man. You have your duty, as well as a job. There’s a war on. The people have a right . . .”


  “Blast the people!” snarled Chris Barton. “A bunch of fat fools, getting a thrill out of other people’s suffering and hating you when the thrill comes home to them. No need to preach, Sanger. I learned all about the sanctity of the press with my ABCs—and forgot about it with my second war. I’m sorry if it leaves you in a hole, but I’m finished.”


  “Be sensible, Barton!” said Sanger irritably. “You’ve been in this too long. It’s all you know. You wouldn’t fit anywhere else.”


  “You let me worry about that.”


  Sanger suddenly looked what he was, a tired man. He passed a hand across his eyes.


  “I was counting on you. I’ve got a newspaper to run, and I’m going to have to do it almost single-handed. There’s no one else. . . .” He broke off and shook himself erect. “Why not? There were reporters before you were born!”


  He flipped a connection open, and Barton knew his voice was booming out along the empty corridors.


  “Bobby Lance! Report to Sanger’s office, at once!”


  Barton shrugged and turned away. As he did so, a picture on a paper spread on Sanger’s desk caught his eye. Picking it up unceremoniously, he stood staring at it.


  Slanting green eyes looked back at him out of a heart-shaped face. Pale-gold Venusian hair fell to wide, coverall-clad shoulders. The three-dimensional, natural-color photograph brought her almost to life. The caption read:


  Kei Volhan, socialite adventuress of Vhia, who, it is rumored, is prepared for a takeoff despite the Venusian Space Committee’s injunction. She will try to shatter the existing record for a three-point, non-stop flight—Venus, Earth, Mars, and back.


  That was where he had seen her. In the brief lulls between wars and their rumors, he had read casually of her wild exploits along the spaceways. He had put her down as a featherbrained brat, product of the soft, over-stimulated trade cities, and forgotten her. Now he knew he couldn’t forget her again.


  “What’s she doing out there?” he asked abruptly.


  Sanger shrugged. “Came to raise a fuss about that story. The war changes all that, anyway. She’ll probably take it out on young Lance. They’re engaged to be married.”


  Still the enigmatic phantom pulled at Barton. He knew dimly that it wanted him to stay, because of Kei Volhan.


  “I still quit!” he grunted, flinging the paper down.


  YANKING his piratical old hat down over his eyes, he started out. He was through, finished, fed up. He hated himself and the world. He was going to get drunk, or die, or both. What difference did a green-eyed girl make?


  The door opened before he reached it. She was there, and a tall young man was with her, his arm about her waist. Chris Barton stopped.


  “Come in, Lance,” Sanger said. “You too, Miss Volhan, if you wish.” Those disturbing green eyes met Barton’s again, held them, sent an almost electric current through his blood. Something in the girl rose to the emotions in him that everyone else turned away from. It was strange how strongly he felt that, because he didn’t know women, didn’t like them. He wrenched his gaze away, let it waver back.


  It was then that the first Jovian bomb struck!


  The instant his ears registered the first reverberations, Barton realized that the Jovians must have had a fleet waiting, invisible somehow from the charted space-lanes. Briefly he wondered how. With the growing tension in the Asteroids, each world had kept a doubly sharp watch, and there had not been even the rumor of a fleet. But it must have been there. With the declaration of war it had swooped, catching the peaceable Venusians unprepared.


  There was a splintering crash as the dome was ruptured, a vast ripping sound as the tough glassite starred and cracked away from the hole. The office windows rattled with the change of pressure, as the wet, heavy outer air rushed into the cooler, thinner Vhian atmosphere. Then the shell burst. Chris Barton fell in a shower of plaster.


  From the sound, Barton knew that the shell had struck on the far side of the city. Three more of them came in quick succession. The power of the sub-atomic explosive was strong enough to rock the heavy I. P. building like a cardboard toy. He nodded a brief acknowledgment of Jovian marksmanship. The invaders were out beyond the atmosphere, sending the heavy eggs down with a self-contained direction unit.


  “Sanger!” he called out. “Have you got a cellar?”


  The I. P. head pulled himself up from behind the desk, bleeding from a nasty gash over the eye.


  “You know quite well there are cellars,” he grunted. Glaring upward, he added: “This is the lowest, dirty-dog trick anyone’s pulled in a century!”


  “I’d still like to know where they hid their fleet.”


  Barton scrambled up, coughing, and gave his hand to Kei Volhan. She didn’t need his help, but she held his hand and looked at him while she rose. He knew that she was no more afraid than he was. Sanger joined them, wiping blood from his face.


  “Hurry up. The skunks’ll shell Hades out of us before the Venusian fleet wakes up. Hey, Bobby, are you hurt?”


  BARTON had forgotten Bobby Lance. He was half-crouched against the wall, his gray eyes dazed and staring in a bloodless face. For an instant Barton thought he was hurt, and was vaguely sorry. Lance looked like a promising youngster, well built, with a keen, intelligent face. But he wasn’t hurt. He got up jerkily, bending his head to hide his face, running shaky hands through his dusty yellow hair.


  “Come on, Kei,” he muttered, and started for the door.


  Barton knew, then. Lance was scared. Barton shrugged cynically as they hurried down the corridor. Lance was young. Eventually you either got the fear hammered out of you, or you let it get you. Either way, it didn’t matter, for the System didn’t give a hang. All it wanted was thrills at a distance.


  They didn’t dare use the lifts. Bombs began to fall again, cracking the steps under them as they ran down. Already the temperature was rising as the hot Venusian air steamed in. Barton thought of all the soft Vhians who had never been beyond the dome. They looked upon the hardy outsiders as barbarians, while they built their own polyglot civilization in a manufactured comfort. It was the same on all the planets. The trade cities are alien, a law and a race unto themselves. Vhia, at last, was going to get a taste of the real Venus.


  “Nuts!” cried Sanger abruptly. “The summer rains are on Outside. With the dome broken, Vhia will be flooded out!”


  “Perhaps,” said Bobby Lance too loudly, “the cellars aren’t such a good idea, after all.”


  “Perhaps,” suggested Kei Volhan, “you ought to join the refugees. They’ll be evacuating women and children.”


  Chris Barton’s thin brows went up at the savage contempt in her voice. She didn’t sound much in love with Lance. Lance looked at her. There was something in his gray eyes that penetrated even Barton’s armor.


  “That’s not fair, Kei. You know I won’t leave. There’s the newspaper. There’ll be a battle up there. Somebody’s got to take the ship up and televise it.”


  “Why?” demanded Barton. His harsh voice brought Kei’s green eyes around, and he felt that stimulating leap along his veins.


  “Why?” said Lance simply. “The news has to be broadcast. The people have a right to know what’s going on.”


  Chris Barton laughed, a sardonic bark. Kei’s fingers fastened on his wrist. He felt the tingling strength of them answered in himself. Her brown, heart-shaped face was level with his own.


  “You’ll take the ship up, Chris Barton,” she said.


  For some reason, he didn’t tell her he was through with reporting. His hard, dark face went quizzical.


  “Who’d fly me?” he demanded, knowing the answer. “I couldn’t do it all alone.”


  “I will,” said Kei Volhan.


  “Kei!”


  Incredulous hurt bleated almost comically in Lance’s cry. But he wasn’t comical. Barton had seen it before—a kid under fire for the first time, having a hard enough time without his girl going back on him, But those were the breaks. You had to take them, beat them down and go on, or quit. It was up to Lance.


  Barton’s gaze held Kei’s. His world had exploded in his face. Why not have a last fling? Besides, those green eyes promised something. He didn’t know what, but he wanted to find out.


  “Okay, sister,” he said. “I might as well die that way as any other.”


  Three steps below them, still running down, Sanger laughed.


  THE I.P. newscasting ship was in a hangar at the Dehra Spaceport, a private field beyond the dome. Normally it was an easy half-mile jaunt in a car.


  “Take it up if you can get it, Barton,” Sanger said. “I’ve got to stay here.”


  They stood in a side entrance at street level, staring out. Barton’s harsh face was grim. The pearly dome was cracked and shattered. Through the breaks, the outer air poured in like fog, smelling of jungle and swamp and lush-grassed uplands. There were growing pools of water where the hot rain splashed through. Barton could see smoke and broken buildings to the south, where the heaviest bombing had been. Rain was falling in torrents through a vast hole in the dome.


  Refugees jammed the streets, pushing toward the outlets and safety. Men who handled the System’s trade with Venus. Women whose lives had been smooth, easy and unruffled. People who had worked in peace and plenty, and ignored the storm signals too long. Barton had coldly seen it a hundred times before, yet this time it made him feel as he had felt in the square—old, tired and alone in a system that was doubly ugly, with this cowardly brutality of the Jovians.


  He sighed. Then he saw Kei’s tumbled pale-gold hair, the brown arrogance of her heart-shaped face, and felt life stealing through him again.


  “Come on,” he said, “if you’re not afraid.”


  She laughed at him like a Martian cat. She must have forgotten Bobby Lance, for she started when he spoke.


  “I’m coming, too!”


  Barton stared at him. Years of judging kings, dictators and presidents, warlords and treaty-makers, had given him a clinical insight into people. His cold, impersonal judgment managed to be uncannily accurate. When he had first seen Bobby Lance in the doorway with Kei, he had seen only a good-looking young masculine body. After the bombing, he had seen a youngster scared half out of his wits by his first taste of war.


  Now he saw a man, disheveled and pale as death, his muscles jerking involuntarily as though with a high-tension current. Sick with fear, he was even sicker with rage against Kei Volhan, for turning her back on him because he was afraid. He raged against Barton as any man would hate the object of his fiancee’s sudden favor.


  Barton smiled. It was the first time any man had had occasion to feel that way about him. It was a stimulating experience, made him feel as though he were not really dead. He felt that Kei was being hard on Lance, and yet he could understand it. It was his own cynical ruthlessness, the impersonal harshness of a nature that asked no quarter and could see no reason for giving it. Kei had no fear, and she was savagely disappointed in Lance.


  “I’m going, too,” repeated the young man stubbornly, and his jaw was set and ugly.


  “Why?” demanded Kei. “You—”


  Her words were drowned in a thundering fury of sound. Great jagged pieces of the dome showered down, meeting an upflung geyser of plastic and concrete where two whole blocks vanished in oily smoke. It was close. Debris fell in the streets around the I. P. building. People screamed and fell, broken like dolls, and the whole mass of refugees surged forward in a frantic wave, mad with fear.


  LANCE was whiter than the cracked white terrace he lay on. He didn’t seem to realize the time-lag between her question and his answer.


  “It’s my job. All this is happening. The people have a right to know the truth. The ship needs three—one to fly, one to broadcast, one to handle the equipment. There’s no one else, even if it weren’t my job.”


  Rising cautiously from the rocking terrace, Chris Barton stopped long enough to meet Lance’s gaze.


  “I didn’t know they still made people like you,” he grunted, shaking his head. “Idealism’s a bad thing. Quicker you get over it, the better. Not so tough, then. The boobs can’t hurt you.”


  The barrage had started again, and this time it was too close for comfort. Barton saw. water running in ominous little rivers down the streets. Vhia, without gutters or storm drains, was in for a wetting.


  “You can’t stay, Sanger,” he said abruptly. “Even if the bombs didn’t smash this place to glory, you’d drown in the cellars.”


  John Sanger sighed. “You’re right. I’d hoped. . . . Oh, well, I can probably get over to Lhash. Our nearest branch is there, and I can carry on all right from it, thanks to you.” Unexpectedly he gripped Barton’s hand. “I knew you’d realize you couldn’t quit. Good luck, Chris, and thanks.”


  He plunged out into the rushing human sea before Barton could open his mouth.


  “Well?” snapped Bobby Lance. “Are we going?”


  Barton was still staring after Sanger.


  “What?” he muttered absently. Then, jerking himself back, he rasped: “Come on!”


  He led the way off the terrace. It was nightmarish, that struggle toward Dehra Spaceport. The three kept close together, Barton’s shoulder touching Kei’s. Water ran deeper and deeper in the streets as more of the dome fell in. Bombs were razing Vhia behind them.


  The wild stampede slackened somewhat, slowed by the rain. Barton knew that it was thinning out. Most of those untouched by the first bombings had got out. He prayed they hadn’t taken the I. P. ship for transport. Then, remembering that it only held two besides the pilot, he decided they probably wouldn’t.


  They came to the smashed pressure-lock in the base of the riven dome, and were carried through with the outgoing press of people. Over in the main hangars and out on the field, people were fighting for space on any kind of ship going anywhere, away from Vhia. Barton’s eyes went anxiously to the little private combination hangar and launching rack. He saw with relief that it was still locked.


  “This way!” he called, and battled across the stream.


  Kei squared her shoulders like a man, staying at his side. Lance was taking out some of his inner turmoil with his fists. They won clear at last and broke into a run. The mob, intent upon escape, never noticed them.


  In five minutes, Kei Volhan had the retractable plastic roof slid back, the motors roaring to life. The trim little Fitts-Sothern quivered on the launching rack. Then it shot up through the rain, past the miles-thick layers of steaming clouds, out into the star-shot black of space.


  IN those brief moments of acceleration, Barton’s lungs felt crushed, his eyeballs bursting. The seat straps were cutting his flesh. He cursed himself, wondering why a green-eyed girl had been able to make him do something he had sworn never to do again. He was used to having his brain clear, like a cold, accurate machine. Since he had stood in the square in Vhia, feeling the Old Man of the Sea that was his life fasten on his shoulders, his mind had been confused. Kei hadn’t helped any. It gave him an angry feeling of helplessness, as though he no longer controlled his actions.


  The pressure slacked abruptly, and he could see again. The Fitts-Sothern was a sweet little ship. Sanger had evidently wanted the most modern newscasting ship in his territory.


  Electronic cameras of the newest type were mounted in nose and keel. The transmitter was compact and powerful, operating on an ultra-short wave controlled beam. Tight and strong enough to pierce the heavy Venusian atmosphere, it would be comparatively unaffected by ionization in the upper layers. Automatic full-color, three-dimensional cameras were mounted with the electronics, along with sound-recording apparatus to make a permanent record of what the reporter sent out to the world.


  An extra, independent camera was in the pilot’s bay, to be used at the reporter’s discretion. All had infra-red and ultra-violet filters to take care of various conditions of light, as well as long-range lenses and telescopic sights.


  Barton unstrapped himself, for they were in free space now. He went up beside Kei, noting that Lance, still pale and grimly silent, was already at the instrument panel. Looking out, he frowned.


  “Where are the blighters?” he grunted.


  Space was black and empty, except for the stars and the great cloudy ball of Venus. There was no fleet, no sign of anything at all. But the meteoric mass-detectors on the board showed the close presence of a small metallic body.


  “What the—” shouted Chris Barton.


  He was flung back violently, striking against the transmitter panel. Lance was already crumpled brutally against the stern bulkhead. Barton felt the wild, reverberant shuddering of the ship’s metal sides.


  “Space torpedo!” groaned Lance.


  Strapped in her seat, Kei fought the ship to an even keel, shot away in a screaming tangent. Barton got to his feet shakily, hugging his bruised ribs and swearing. That had been much too close, and it had come from nowhere.


  “Something funny,” Kei said evenly. “Why can’t we see the ship?”


  “I don’t know.”


  The pilot’s bay gave full vision, and there was absolutely no ship. On an impulse, Barton switched on the infrared projector, a lamp which shot a powerful beam of “black light” that helped in taking pictures in world-shadow areas or heavy atmosphere. It was a nasty feeling, waiting for another torpedo to fly out of nothing. This time it might not be a miss.


  The little visi-plate of the infrabeam showed a small, dim shape, off to sunward of them, lying still in space. It showed another, a tiny shape, streaking. . . .


  “Kei!” Barton almost screamed. “Ahead, fast!”


  THE Fitts-Sothern shrieked in agony at the sudden acceleration, but they made it. They were bathed in the red flare of the torpedo that had been fired by a timing device.


  Bobby Lance spoke from the transmitter panel. It had taken him a long time to get there. He sat straight in his chair, gripping the arms, and his young face was bone-white under his tumbled yellow hair.


  “Can’t they see our badge?” he asked flatly.


  All news ships carried a broad band of white paint, to mark them plainly as non-combatant neutrals. If the reporter were cautious, he could televise his battle from a distance in reasonable safety. Barton knew from experience that an incautious correspondent took the same risks as anyone else.


  “Yes,” he answered. “Sure they can see it.”


  Whoever they were, they had a reason for ignoring it. Finding them again with the infra-beam, he flipped on the cameras and motioned to Lance. The young man’s fingers quivered on the dials and verniers, but in a moment Barton’s screen came clear. The man at the I. P. station at Lhash was speaking.


  “You’ve got a System-wide hookup.


  Go ahead, but watch out for the Venusian fleet. It’s on its way up. After what the Jovians did to Vhia, I hope we knock the devil out of ’em!”


  “Okay.”


  Barton flipped the connection over, cuddled the mike in his palm. Then, with his eyes still glued to that enigmatic little blot of darkness in the lens, his mind began to race perversely.


  “No more torpedoes,” he thought. “Ship’s no bigger than ours. No room for more. Why don’t I hate this? I hated it back in Vhia. Was Sanger right? It was Kei that made me come, but why did Kei make any difference? And I don’t understand young Lance. Could I have understood him once? Did I ever feel that way?”


  Then his mind was hard and clear again. There was news, a story in that strange black ship.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Solar System!” he began. His voice went on, almost of itself, pouring out those short, electric sentences that had kept people glued to their televisors for twenty years, whenever something exciting was going on.


  Pale but unshaken, Kei sent the ship arcing toward the black one in obedience to his gesture. Infra-red beams and filters were raking it, pinning it indelibly to sensitive film. Abruptly its rocket tubes burst into flame.


  “They know we’ve seen them,” said Barton. “They’ve been quiet up to now, hoping to destroy us without betraying their position. They didn’t count on the infra-red beam. Now. . . . Hold on. They’re not Jovians! Their rocket gases—”


  A bolt of vivid violet shot away from the black ship. Kei lurched the ship violently aside, but there was no escaping. The purple light was drawn to them. Before Barton could finish his sentence, it struck with a blinding flare of electric blue. In airless space, there was no sound, but the light lasted so long that Barton had an eerie feeling of fire. Fire in space?


  “Lance, try to contact Lhash!”


  The young man’s face was ghastly. Barton hadn’t believed fear could produce that gray, deathly pallor. Lance’s fingers fumbled uncertainly.


  Barton heard Kei’s bitter little snort of disgust.


  “It’s dead,” Lance whispered. “Antenna fused.”


  BARTON grunted. No more broadcasting, so the boobs would have to do without their thrill.


  “What did you mean, Chris?” Kei spoke over her shoulder, watching the rocket flare of the black ship intently.


  “Jovian ships use a fuel mixture that produces a red exhaust flare. If you’ll notice, this is yellow. What fuel makes a yellow exhaust?”


  “The Martian liquid-hydrogen mixture! You don’t mean. . . .”


  “I mean that’s a Martian ship,” Barton said, evenly. “The Jovians didn’t bomb Vhia.”


  “Martians!” The enormity of the thing gradually took shape. Kei was half Martian, but she was Venusian-born. “They’ve been fighting us over water prices. They claim we victimize them, because they’re dependent on us for water. So that’s it—revenge!” Barton shook his head. “There’s more to it than that. You are pretty hard on them, you know. They need water badly, especially with these new reclaimed areas. The Jovian mandate in the Asteroid Belt contains three of the wettest little worlds in the System. If she could get hold of those, Mars would be practically independent.”


  “They’ll be coming for us as soon as they break their orbital drag,” said Kei quietly. “What should I do?” Venus loomed, a vast cloudy disc, beside them. Barton shrugged.


  “Run like fury. We can’t fight ’em.” Bobby Lance spoke behind them. They both started at the vehemence of his labored whisper.


  “You can’t run. We still have a camera and the infra-beam. The cameras outside are ruined, and so are the films. That bolt of electricity—they planned on a camera ship. But we’ve got to take pictures of them that will prove the Jovians had nothing to do with Vhia!”


  “If we did,” said Barton slowly, “it would change the whole aspect of the war. Jupiter wants territory. That’s where the fight started. Mars wants water, and Jupiter has it. So Mars deliberately infuriates Venus against Jupiter by committing such an outrage that even peace-loving Venus will never quit until Jupiter is licked.


  “Now Mars can either abrogate her trade treaty with Jupiter in return for the Jovian mandate, which Venus will hand over after the war is won. Or, if Jupiter looks like winning, she can give active aid to Venus in return for the Jovian asteroids and water rights here. Either way, it’s a filthy business. Vhia didn’t have a chance. And Venus is out to smash Jupiter for good because of it.”


  “That’s it. We’ve got to put the blame where it belongs. Perhaps we can save millions of people from dying.” Lance dragged himself erect. “You’ve got to do it, Barton. Will you?”


  Barton’s hard, light eyes pinned him, trying to see through him.


  “We’d be crazy to try. They’re armed, we’re not. What about Kei?”


  The boy looked stubbornly past him at nothing.


  “Kei got herself into this. And we have a duty to the world.”


  So Lance could be ruthless on his own account. Barton’s thin, harsh face creased in a puzzled frown. What was it about Lance and Kei that set all his values askew?


  “They’re gaining speed,” said Kei. “We haven’t all day.”


  Barton cursed the new confusion of his brain, hesitated.


  SUDDENLY Bobby Lance was gripping his shoulders with fingers that hurt, shouting at him in a hoarse, strangled voice.


  “Curse you, Barton, haven’t you got a heart? Why are you a newspaperman, if the truth doesn’t mean anything to you?”


  “It may mean your death.”


  “I don’t care. We’ve got to try. . . .” He fell abruptly, huddled at Barton’s feet.


  “They’ll have enough velocity for fighting in a minute now,” Kei said. “We won’t be able to run much longer. What’ll I do, Chris?” She hadn’t noticed Lance’s fall.


  “Hang on a second longer.” He was staring down at Lance. Could the kid be right? “Nuts!” he snarled, kneeling. “What does he know? Passing out that way from fright.”


  He lay on his face. Barton caught his shoulder, pulled him over. Then Barton caught his breath with a sudden hiss, and ran his hand along Lance’s side.


  “Kei, we’re both heels,” he said, rising slowly.


  “Why?”


  The ship lurched upward in a shuddering arc. Something yellow and vicious licked past the starboard ports—just a practice stab with a heat beam, but it showed that the Martians were getting deadly serious.


  “Lance is a star-spangled hero,” rasped Barton wryly. “He was scared stiff, but he came, anyway. He’s stuck to his job, egged me on to be a noble little boy. And all this time, half his ribs were stove in. The first torpedo did it.”


  Kei dared not leave the controls, but she looked over her shoulder. Barton saw her heart-shaped face, suddenly pale in spite of the tan, the fire softened and misty in her green eyes. Chris Barton nodded.


  “You’ll make him a good wife, Kei. He needs your strength and you need his idealism. You’re too much like me. That’s why we’re so drawn to one another. But it wouldn’t work, even if you didn’t love Lance. We’d bring out the worst in each other. Well,” he added irritably, “what are you waiting for? The Martians’ll blow us out of the sky if you don’t wake up. I’ve got some pictures to take before that happens.”


  They had a chance, Barton knew—a long one, but a chance. The atomic heat ray was mounted in the nose of the Martian ship, and a good pilot could keep clear for awhile. The Jovian fleet wasn’t due from its base on Ceres for an hour or so, and the man at Lhash had said the Venusian fleet was coming up. With luck, he could get his pictures and make a run for it.


  He could guess the first plan of the Martian raiders. They had meant to lie still, protected by their black paint, until the two fleets met in battle. After that, the flare of their rockets would not have been noticed. The I. P. ship had blundered too close. They had tried to finish it with torpedoes. Failing that, they had cut off communications and were out to prevent any word from getting back, even by word of mouth. But they had to work fast, because of the Venusian fleet.


  BARTON grinned. “Go get ’em, Kei—for Bobby!”


  The rockets roared into full power as he knelt again beside Bobby Lance. Not daring to lift him into a seat, because of the broken ribs, Barton wedged him under the transmitter panel.


  Acceleration squeezed Barton like a giant press. He fought his way into the seat behind the remaining camera, mounted inside the pilot’s bay. The infra-red beam still probed the sky, but they could follow the black ship now by its exhaust flare.


  ,The Martian was equally good as pilot and bomber. Pulling his ship over in a skidding turn, he raked the Fitts-Sothern so closely with his heat beam, the hull glowed cherry-red along one side. Barton saw Kei’s face settle into a hard grin. Her strong hands were firm on the controls, her green eyes a bright emerald. Barton nodded and turned all his attention to his camera. If anyone could bring them out alive it was Kei.


  Infra-red beam, filters on the camera, black light pinning a black ship to three-dimensional, all-revealing color film. Barton got some striking shots as the two ships wheeled and arced across space under the vast bluish disc of Venus. Time and again the heat beam touched them, so close to destroying them that the hull went almost incandescent. But the Fitts-Sothern had a tough skin, built to resist the heat of atmospheric friction. The beam never found a real chance to eat through.


  “Glory!” whispered Barton. “How the boobs will love this!”


  Kei cried out, a shrill whoop of sheer excitement. The Martian had risked breaking the back of his ship to turn her in her own length. Now he was on. their tail, with their already overheated rocket tubes square in his sights. One tube blown or fused, and he could finish them off at his leisure.


  Barton tensed his lean body against the sudden pressure. Kei was calling the final ounce of power, the last shred of endurance from the camera ship. Metal groaned and rang. The shuddering roar of the rockets was brain-numbing in the sealed air of the cabin. Back and up they went, in a shrieking arc that took them right over the black ship, so close that Barton felt he could have touched it. He saw something shining through the black paint, like water marks on silk.


  The twin circles of Mars, emblem of her two moons. . . .


  “Kei,” he yelled. “There’s our proof! Anybody might use Martian fuel, but not a Martian ship. I’ve got to get that shot. It’ll be the biggest scoop in three centuries. Can you do it again?”


  “Watch me!”


  The Martian could not have been expecting that mad attack. Kei looped over, through the thinning flare of his rockets, shot under his belly and up in a tight curve, right across his nose. Barton went white, but his eyes never left the camera finder. Every rivet, every seam, every strut in the ship seemed ready to burst apart. And there came the heat beam—


  BUT the Martian’s hand was a second slow on the trigger. The beam caught one rocket tube as they shot past. Kei shut off the fuel stream before the metal was fused, and their momentum carried them over before the remaining rockets could force them off. Barton got his picture, clear and unmistakable.


  Now they were finished, though. The Fitts-Sothern was too crippled for any quick maneuvering. Barton gripped Kei’s shoulder, and she smiled at him.


  Neither spoke.


  The Martian swung around slowly, as though savoring his triumph. He could take his time now. Then he suddenly wavered.


  “The Venusian fleet,” Barton said coolly. “One more try, Kei.”


  Kei blasted her remaining rockets just as the heat beam licked out, then shut off her fuel. The tubes fused as the Martian ray caught them, but the unchecked velocity carried them wide. Then the black ship had no more time. Venusian ships were pouring out of the cloudy disc beside them, their sunward sides flashing. The black ship raced away. It was over. They were safe.


  After awhile Barton’s hand found Kei’s.


  “For the honor of the Fourth Estate,” he muttered. “I’m all confused. It isn’t easy for a man to change his ideas all at once. You and Bobby have shown me things I’d forgotten existed. Maybe those things make all the rest worthwhile—loving someone, believing in something. I think I’ve been alone too much. I think I’ve seen too much of the ugly things, with nothing to take the taste out of my mouth. I think I need friends, and perhaps . . .”


  Kei turned her lovely face to him, and her green eyes were smiling. Barton kissed her, was surprised at what it did to him.


  “Oh, yes,” said Chris Barton. “I’m going to have to learn to live all over again!”


  JITTERBUG


  R.R. Winterbotham


  There is usually truth behind every legend. The Pied Piper of Hamlin was one which the space-ship from Venus verified.


  A SAD-EYED individual, whose nose seemed to have forsaken him, trudged slowly down the street. He wore a heavy overcoat, although it was a warm spring day. His head was half covered with a parka that bulged on each side, suggesting ear-muffs beneath it.


  He was a queer looking duck, but no one seemed to mind, for Utropolis was a blase city, where the wise guys were utterly devoid of curiosity. Sad eyes were nothing new, and maybe no nose was a distinct advantage. Besides, who gave a whoop how somebody dressed?


  On the corner a newsboy tested the sonic effects of his voice with the tall buildings as a sounding board.


  “Huxtra, final, four-star papuh ye-ha. Huxtra papuh. Readall abowtit. Huxtra. Venus space ship lands! Huxtra-ah! Readall abowtit.”


  The tall buildings gave a beautiful, uncanny, delicious ring to the catchy little chant. The sad-eyed person halted and seemed to listen. He raised his arm with a rather peculiar motion. Had anyone been watching, he might have noted that human joints do not permit one to lift an arm behind his shoulder to take off a hat, or even a parka. But no one watched. The sad-eyed one might have undressed without attracting a crowd.


  The left side of the parka was lifted exposing, not ear-muffs, but an ear as large as an old-fashioned stove lid.


  “Huxtra, final, four-star . . .”


  The enormous ear wriggled with delight. Big Ears sauntered forward and touched the newsboy on the shoulder.


  “Papah?”


  The newsboy turned as he asked the question. He blinked his eyes. His mouth gaped, in what Hollywood calls a delayed take, at the sight of a huge ear dangling on one side of a noseless, sad-eyed head.


  “Oh!”


  The bundle of papers sailed high into the ear. The newsboy scrammed like a frightened hare.


  The saucer-eyes grew sadder for an instant. Then with an agile flip of his arms, Big Ears caught the papers as they fell toward the pavement. He placed them in a neat pile beside the curb and sat on them.


  From the pocket of his heavy overcoat—which on close examination appeared to be a rather unusual style, without buttons, more like a cape—he drew a small metal tripod. The apex of the tripod he inserted in his small, round mouth. His fingers sought small holes in the sides of the legs. It was a musical instrument.


  A drone issued from the pipes. Suddenly, from the sides of the tall building, echoed an eerie chant: “Huxtra, final, four-star papuh ye-ha! Readall abowtit!”


  The sad eyes rolled as the chant continued. A busy Utropolitan, his thoughts on stocks and bonds, was hieing hither. The businessman’s hand darted into his pocket, brought out three pennies and dropped them on the pavement beside Big Ears. “Gimme paper,” said the man. Suddenly he realized things were not quite right.


  ,“Huh?” he said. “Say—what is this?”


  He started to laugh. Decided that the large pink ear that wiggled was too real to be laughed at. He stood speechless and watched.


  “Huxtra, final, four-star . . .”


  “Why it’s a tune he’s playin’ on that flute!” The busy man turned and caught a passer-by by the arm. “Looky! Jeez! It’s a Whatzis!”


  “Leggo my arm, buddy!” The passer-by was a burly individual with a crimson face. “Who yuh grabbin’ anyhow?”


  “Look! Look!” gulped the businessman.


  “Oh!” said Red Face. “Oh. Oh!”


  “Venus space ship lands . . .”


  “I got it,” said the businessman. “He’s one of them Venusians.”


  Red Face nodded dreamily. There was something about that chant that made him want to listen.


  Others were beginning to notice it, too. From across the street, a small, timid-looking gentleman was making his way through the traffic. He moved like a man in a trance.


  A pretty little stenographer, who had been adjusting her makeup through her reflection in a store window, turned and moved closer to Big Ears.


  These late arrivals did not seem astonished at the sight of the large, sad eyes, the big ear, and the nonexistent nose. They watched the snake-like fingers—there were seven of them on each hand—dance over the stops in the pipes.


  “Huxtra! Readall abowtit . . .”


  A blue uniform appeared in the background.


  “Hey! Move on there! You can’t block traffic like this—oh!”


  The police officer joined the throng of entranced listeners.


  THE RHYTHM seemed to change.


  The small, timid man turned and swung his fist to the jaw of Red Face, who crumpled in a heap on the sidewalk and lay there, shivering in fear.


  The police officer turned and beckoned for pedestrians on the opposite side of the street to come across and join the throng. The businessman picked the pocket of the timid man and a pickpocket, who was one of the late comers, returned the stenographer’s purse. The stenographer was rubbing off her makeup.


  “Titwoba lladaer! Artxuh . . .” The words were no longer intelligible, but they seemed to command the throng to do things utterly alien to each individual’s nature.


  The antics of his audience seemed to please Big Ear, but he presently ceased blowing the pipes, arose from the curb and began strolling down the street.


  One by one the listeners returned to their normal selves. The stenographer dodged into a doorway to restore her makeup. The thief picked the businessman’s pocket of the timid man’s purse. The policeman began to blow his whistle furiously to clear the traffic jam. The timid man, realizing that he had knocked Red Face down, began to retreat in the direction Big Ear had taken. Red Face rose to his feet, and began to pursue.


  Out of the tangled throng darted a cherub-faced young man with large horn-rimmed glasses. He looked knowingly at the jam of traffic, spied the officer and made his way to the place where the policeman stood, alternately blowing his whistle and shouting invective at the human herd that was trying to rationalize its recent actions and unjam the traffic simultaneously.


  “Pardon me, officer,” began the newcomer, “but which way did he go?”


  The policeman arched his back like an angry cat.


  “Which way did who go? Get back outa the street! Look where you’re going! Who do yuh think yuh are?” The explosive sentences were punctuated with blasts from the whistle.


  “I mean the Venusian,” the newcomer held a copy of the newspaper in front of the policeman’s eyes and pointed to the headline. The officer tore the paper away from his field of vision and cut loose with some very unmannerly remarks about truck drivers. “You see,” the newcomer went on, “I’m Professor Dominicus Erkle of Delvaney College. I’m supposed to be Swix’s escort. Swix, of course, is the Venusian—he undoubtedly caused this traffic jam. It’s the seventh he’s caused since he got away from me an hour ago.”


  The officer jerked his thumb.


  “He went that way,” he said, plopping the whistle into his mouth. “Get outa the street! Beat it! Quit bothering me.”


  Professor Dominicus Erkle of Delvaney College hurried off with a swish of his coattails. What could Swix be doing? Swix, rather oddly built perhaps, was hardly a big enough freak to tie up traffic for blocks. There were many human beings who walked the streets every day that might do a better job. There was a woman just ahead of Professor Erkle who was pigeon-toed and who had a body like a figure 5, and was certainly far funnier than Swix.


  Erkle rounded a corner. Bobbing along toward a fountain in a park across the street was a parka and a cape-like overcoat. The professor heaved a sigh of relief. There was Swix.


  Close behind the Venusian trotted a pale-faced, slender man, who glanced apprehensively over his shoulder at a third figure, a man with a beefy red face, who shook a clenched fist at the smaller figure.


  “Sock me when I wasn’t lookin’, will ya!” the red-faced man shouted. “Why, yuh little shrimp! I’ll moider yuh!”


  The roar of rage echoed from the row of tall buildings flanking the park.


  Swix whirled. With a graceful, circling motion, his arm rose and lifted the parka from the huge, piesized ear. The other hand dropped into the pocket of the cape and brought forth the pipes.


  “I’ll moider yuh!” sang the pipes.


  The slender man ran around behind Swix.


  “Save me!” he pleaded.


  Swix suddenly caught sight of Professor Erkle. From the pipes came a long, eerie note.


  The world turned topsy-turvy for Professor Erkle. His conscious mind seemed to disconnect itself from the rest of his body. He could think, analyze; his senses were intact; yet he seemed to have no control over himself.


  He looked at his legs and found himself walking across the street toward Swix.


  On all sides of him the world suddenly ceased motion. Brakes of motor cars, trucks and busses screamed to a halt. Pedestrians stood dead in their tracks.


  Beefy-face had stopped his charge and stood with hating eyes fixed on the slender man behind Swix.


  Only Professor Erkle moved. But his movement was not his own. The professor suddenly realized that the men of Venus who had come by space ship to the earth might appear goofy as a radio comedian, but they were endowed with a power that could not be matched by anything man had developed.


  Could it be mass hypnotism? Professor Erkle rejected the idea. Perhaps there was a hypnotic principle at the base of this power, but it was something more.


  The pipes had something to do with this funny business. It was an eerie sort of music that Swix was playing now. There was a recognizable melody that might be written out, but that was not all. It was the overtones and undertones that seemed to control the professor’s movements.


  A sudden thought flashed across the professor’s mind. Supersonics! That was it.


  Swix took the pipes from his mouth and ducked his head with a grin, like a bashful child.


  PROFESSOR Erkle became himself again.


  “You certainly had me worried, Swix,” he said. “Where on earth have you been?”


  Swix raised the pipes to his mouth. They seemed to speak I “There . . . and there . . . and there . . .”


  As the words shrilled from the instrument, Professor Erkle visualized the places and traffic jams.


  The process was cut short by a roar from behind as Beefy-face charged toward the timid man.


  “He did it!” cried the timid man, pointing at Swix. “He made me hit you.”


  Beefy-face skidded to a stop, directly in front of Swix.


  “Lissen, Strange-as-it-Seems! What yuh tryin’ to pull off around here?” The pipes shrilled again:


  “Pull in your ears, Wise Guy!”


  Beefy-face’s ears suddenly curled into rolls on each side of his head. Beefy-face roared and drew up his fist for a swing at Swix, The pipes gave a faint little tweep. Beefy-face froze into rigidity.


  Swix played a little tune on the pipes and started walking toward the street. Professor Erkle found that he and the timid man were following.


  It was reminiscent of the Pied Piper, this little procession led by the noseless man with big ears, and the professor wondered if there might be a basis of truth in this folk tale. Perhaps there had been a previous visit of Venusians to the earth—but of course this was pure fancy with no evidence to support it.


  “Don’t you think you’ve disrupted things about enough for today?” the professor asked Swix, “Couldn’t we go someplace where we can talk things over, quietly?”


  “A good idea, my friend,” Swix played on his pipes. He stopped at the street. A taxi swerved to the curb and the three boarded. Professor Erkle had not expected the timid man to come along and the timid man revealed by his expression that ha had not expected to come along either.


  “Really,” he said, “I hate to leave you, but I must. I live in the suburbs—in Wyland Park—and I’ve already missed my regular train—” Ha reached into his hip pocket. An expression of horror swept his face as he found his billfold missing. “Goodness! I’ve been robbed.”


  “Forget it!” Swix commanded on his pipes.


  The worried look disappeared.


  The taxi driver turned. “Where youse want to go?” he asked.


  “We might go to my place,” Professor Erkle suggested. “I can accommodate us all.”


  “Okay,” tweeped Swix.


  Professor Erkle gave the address. As the taxi leaped forward the professor noticed that the flag on the taxi meter was still up.


  “We ought to tell him about it,” he said to Swix. The Venusian nodded and the professor spoke to the driver. “Of course, we’d like a free ride, but the fare means more to you than it does to us.”


  “All right, buddy, if you insist,” the driver said, slamming down the flag.


  Swix nodded. The sad eyes closed and he seemed to doze. The professor watched him. When he was certain Swix was asleep, he turned to the timid man.


  “I think introductions are in order,” he said. “As long as we are in the same boat.”


  “Oh! I forgot you did not know me, Professor Erkle,” said the timid man. “I’ve heard you speak so often at educational meetings that I feel acquainted with you. My name is Smytlewaite—Herbert Smytlewaite. I’m a teacher at Brookings school.”


  “M-m-m!” The name of the school sounded familiar and the professor did not wish to offend the man by asking what sort of a school it was.


  “DO YOU REALIZE, Mr. Smytlewaite, that we, perhaps, stand between civilization and chaos?”


  Smytlewaite started. “Is it really as bad as this? I thought Swix was just playful.”


  “If he were only playful, we’d have nothing to fear,” the professor said. “But I sense something wrong. Things are getting out of control. Swix is playful like a lion—he’s all right until he gets hungry.”


  “Perhaps we’d better feed him,” Smytlewaite suggested.


  “No, I was speaking figuratively. This Venusian expedition to the earth probably was attempted with a profit motive. While Swix and his people resemble human beings—”


  “Hardly!” Smytlewaite glanced at the huge ear protruding from beneath the parka, the saucer-like eyes, and the absent nose.


  “—Well more human than anything else,” the professor went on. “Anyhow, we can expect them to have human faults. With his pipes he can bring the world to his feet. He has a weapon mightier than the sword, mightier than the pen, mightier than anything ever invented. He can make man more of a fool than he is already!”


  “You seem to know more about this creature than I,” Smytlewaite said.


  “I was sent to the space ship by my college this afternoon to investigate the Venusians,” the professor explained. “I invited Swix, the leader of the expedition, to visit the college. There are three other Venusians, all technicians, on the ship. Swix eluded me in the city and caused considerable havoc. If the other three Venusians can rule man with a flute, and if they’re loose, mankind will be a race of slaves tomorrow morning.”


  Smytlewaite shook his head sadly. “Why is it that every time someone mentions an interplanetary trip to the earth, one thinks about the invader as trying to make slaves of humanity. Couldn’t a visitor come here for purely scientific purposes?”


  “Swix has shown absolutely no interest in anything scientific.”


  “What is the basis of the power Swix has?” Smytlewaite said.


  “I’ve concluded that there’s some supersonic overtones behind the audible sounds made by the pipes,” Professor Erkle said. “The Venusian atmosphere probably is different from ours and naturally the aural development of the Venusians would be different. We can expect them to be able to hear and to produce overtones and sounds that man can’t hear.


  “Now, we know that music has powers that are not completely known. Take that song—I forget the name of it—that caused so many suicides in Hungary a few years back. We know that music can ‘pep you up’ or let you down; thrill you or bora you. Music can affect a man’s mood, change his disposition—do a lot of things. We know that Caruso could break a glass with vibration from his voice. Rhythm can destroy buildings and wreck bridges. It can cure special types of insanity.


  “In addition to the music we hear, there is music we cannot hear. There are notes too low and too high for the human ear to pick up, but those notes exist. Man has used this kind of music—supersonic music—to kill disease germs, to detect submarines in wartime, to fight and control certain blood diseases, and to break down chemicals. We know such music exists because we have detected it and manufactured it with electrical devices.”


  “How?” asked Smytlewaite.


  “Well, the most usual method is to run an electric current through a crystal. The crystal changes length under influence of the current. By interrupting the current at regular intervals it can be made to vibrate. By making the crystal vibrate many thousand times a second a supersonic note is produced. Swix probably produces the supersonics in a different manner—bats can make supersonic cries here on earth and there’s no reason why Swix couldn’t do it here and on Venus.”


  The taxi suddenly came to a halt in front of Professor Erkle’s home. Swix awakened and got out of the car. So did Smytlewaite. Professor Erkle waited while the cab driver looked at the meter.


  IN THE professor’s apartment, Swix grew wide awake. Professor Erkle opened a can of beans and warmed them, and prepared coffee for the group. When the three had eaten, the professor lit his pipe. He turned accusingly on Swix, who had put away his pipes.


  “You came here for a purpose,” Swix!” the professor said. “You came to earth on a mission of conquest! You want to make humanity your slaves! It’s a war of the worlds!” Swix blinked. He reached into his pocket and brought out the pipes. His answer didn’t come in English words, but the thought seemed to thread through the music, perfectly clear to the listeners.


  “Then the record of our previous visit still exists?” Swix asked.


  “Your previous visit?”


  “Thousands of years ago one of our expeditions landed on earth—near a place called Hamlin—”


  “The Pied Piper!” chorused Erkle and Smytlewaite.


  “Ah! You know the story? We did make a few slaves that time, but we regretted it. It was a cruel thing to do.”


  “What are you going to do this time?”


  “You misjudge the Venusians, professor. We are a peaceful race and our motive of visiting you is to trade. We wish to trade some of our sounds for some of yours.”


  “Sounds?”


  “Sounds are a commodity on Venus. We use our music to heal. We have brought about remarkable physical transitions through the use of sounds. Many of the sounds made by the captives of our first expedition have been preserved in records and we have discovered some remarkable healing properties in the class of sounds you call music. We came for more of your sounds. In exchange, we will give you some of ours.”


  “Heaven forbid!” muttered Smytlewaite.


  “We’d gladly give you any of our sounds,” Professor Erkle said, “but it so happens that most of our modern music is copyright. We’d have to deal with the copyright owners for the Venusian rights. I don’t know if they’d exchange their songs for yours or not. And how would you take the music to Venus without taking the instruments that play the music?”


  “We have a recording machine,” Swix tootled.


  “Of course! No doubt like our phonograph!”


  “Ahem,” interrupted Smytlewaite. “May I suggest that the exchange of sounds be made at my school, Brookings, for obvious reasons?”


  Professor Erkle stared at Smytlewaite. Of course, why hadn’t he thought of it before? Brookings school was a school for the deaf. If Swix had any ulterior motive behind his visit, it would fail if his music could not be heard.


  THERE was little difficulty in finding a music publisher willing to exchange his latest copyrights for unpublished Venusian music.


  “This Swix claims his people supplied the original Pied Piper,” the professor said. “You know the old saying: ‘Invent a better mouse trap and the world will beat a bath to your door.’ It’s a short-cut to riches, sir!” The idea seemed to impress the publisher.


  “Of course, if his music can really catch rodents—”


  “It might even catch bed-bugs, and lice, and cockroaches!”


  “M-m-. Maybe we could trade him a little Stephen Foster—it’s in the public domain and maybe Swix wouldn’t know the difference—”


  “But wouldn’t that be dishonest?” the professor asked.


  “Oh, no. That’s only good business. After all, he doesn’t know any Stephen Foster music, does he? We’re giving him something.”


  The argument didn’t seem just right, but the professor had never been in the publishing business and so he couldn’t tell whether the proposition was good business or bad ethics.


  SWIX appeared for the recording at Brookings college after a week of trying experiences. Frequently the Venusian had managed to escape from Professor Erkle’s apartment and wander through town, causing people to do utterly ridiculous things. But now Swix was perfectly quiet and agreeable.


  The Venusian seemed impressed by the students, smiling, congenial and young. But he did not know they could not hear the compliments he played on his pipes. Later when he tried some of his supersonics he grew angry because the students refused to obey the musical commands.


  Professor Erkle and Mr. Smytlewaite, their ears stuffed with cotton, addressed the Venusian.


  “Now you understand, Mr. Swix,” said the professor, “we want music to catch mice—and rats. You don’t need to give us fancy stuff at first, but just a good old rodent-catching swing. That, is the bread and butter load that the publisher wants. After that you can fill up the records with something of scientific value.”


  “I seem to have lost my touch,” Swix sang on his pipes. “My music doesn’t have any effect on these young people. Maybe we’d better call off the deal?”


  “Oh, no! These young people are especially trained. They are unaffected by tonal disturbances. I’m sure your music will work on the rats.”


  “Um. I’ll make it good and strong,” Swix said.


  Swix stood before the microphone. The mutes adjusted the recording machinery and the professor and Smytlewaite took up posts behind a glass panel outside the room.


  Strange chords of supersonic melody rattled the walls of the building. Rats crawled from their holes and died horribly.


  Swix’s fingers flew with lightning rapidity over his pipes. The watchers felt the molecules of their blood bubble against the walls of their veins and their hair stood on end and swayed with the rhythm.


  Swix’s wide eyes grew wider. His face turned red as he puffed his cheeks. The expression was one of amazement and later of anger as he watched the students go methodically about their tasks, undisturbed by the beat of the pipes.


  All about insects, disease germs, rats, mice, bacteria and even grass outside the building died. But the human beings remained intact. The students did not understand the Venusian’s anger, and they paid no attention to it. They did not know the strangeness of the music, for none had ever heard music.


  Swix played on until he dropped into a chair from exhaustion. He gave up. He fell asleep. An ambulance carried him back to the space ship.


  As Venusian technicians dragged their leader into the craft, Swix placed the pipes to his lips and voiced a strange, wordless command:


  “Get away from this damned place!”


  “HEAVENS! What do you suppose is the matter with Swix?” asked the professor, as a taxi sped them back to the music publisher’s.


  “He probably was angry because his audience was unappreciative,” said Smytlewaite. “I’ve heard that artists are that way. But I really feel that Swix intended some harm to my pupils. Since we’ve figured out that he was. of the race that bred the Pied Piper, I haven’t trusted him.”


  “I should like to hear his music.”


  “Do you think it’s safe?” Smytlewaite asked timidly.


  The discs were taken into a soundp1roof room in the music publisher’s headquarters. Professor Erkle adjusted a phonograph and started the record.


  There was a scratching noise and then a chant began:


  “Huxtra, final, four-star. . . .”


  A strange feeling came over Smytlewaite. He felt as though the cells of his body were churning over and over. Quickly he withdrew and closed the door, leaving Professor Erkle alone in the room.


  An hour later, the professor had not emerged. Two hours passed. Still the door did not open. Smytlewaite grew uneasy and spoke to the publisher.


  “Perhaps we’d better see—”


  “Oh, he’s all right. You know these crazy scientists.”


  But Smytlewaite noticed the publisher was nervous.


  More minutes sped by. On the street below came the cry of a newsboy:


  “Huxtra, final, four star. Hiya! Venusian ship crashes on moon! Readall abowtit! Huxtra.”


  “Frustration! The Venusians wanted to do something and failed. They lost control of themselves and their ship!” Smytlewaite said. He dashed toward the soundp1roof room to tell the professor.


  There was a scraping noise inside the room. The place was a mass of wreckage.


  Seated on top of a pile of broken discs, chewing the wax pieces, sat a big brown rat, wearing horn-rimmed spectacles.


  “I wanna go to Venus,” said the rat. “They’ve got men on Venus, but there aren’t any rats. Not even a little mouse.”


  The voice sounded strangely like Professor Erkle’s.


  SPAWN OF THE VENUS SEA


  Harry Walton


  What was this ghastly inhabitant of Venus’ Dead Sea—this multiple-life monstrosity


  WITH a tremendous snap, the taut steel cable humming in over the stern sheaves suddenly leaped high. The winch screamed briefly as the cable skipped its guides. Before power could be shut off it had snarled badly, and the frayed end of it had thrashed a splintery dent into the Mermaid’s deck.


  By this time, Second Mate Stanley Kort reflected grimly, the net itself had probably bottomed on the floor of Venus’s largest ocean—the Molo Ivrum, or Deadly Sea, thus named for the paradoxical reason that it teemed with life, most of it decidedly unpleasant.


  Hands clenched, Kort stared from the plaskon windows of the wheelhouse. Through the thin haze blanketing the deck he could see net tenders and seamen stolidly staring forward. The cable lay in a vicious tangle between winch house and stern. Nobody looked at it.


  They were waiting for orders, as they always waited when Kort held deck command. Were Hodge up here, or even Pratt, the third mate, the net tenders would have laid-hold of the snarled steel by now. With Kort it was different.


  Or was it he who was different, he who hadn’t been trained in the hard school of this sort of seamanship? A man who’d won his papers in passenger service wasn’t wanted aboard a floating cannery. Kort wished he had known a month ago how it would be. He should have left Venus after being discharged from the Corinthia, instead of trying to start anew in the cannery service.


  His clenched fist opened.


  “Break out a magnetic!” The deck speakers amplified his voice to stentorian volume, galvanized the crew into sullen action. Men untangled the steel, spliced a new length to it, and swung the magnetic grapple over the side.


  With the grapple magnets drawing two hundred amps, the ship swung in a clumsy circle. Half an hour passed, marked only by the screech of cannery boilers popping off every five minutes. From forward came the stench of cleaning platforms, the “clop-plop” of trimming machinery.


  Then the rain, pelting down in drops big as grapes. They splashed roaringly upon the deck, drummed upon the wheel-house windows like furious fingers. The Mermaid seemed to squat lower in the water under the weight of the storm.


  Abruptly a red lamp flashed. Kort was out of the pilot house almost before the engine room, answering his signal, had reversed the turbines. In helmet and plaskon overalls he fought his way aft.


  At the stern rail Kort watched the cable come in, dripping steel curl itself over the drums. Finally the grapple broke the frothy surface of the sea. To it clung the lost net, and Kort felt a moment of amazed gratitude for that bit of luck. For once the Mermaid had been fortunate. Ships sometimes spent hours in futile grappling.


  Tenders seized the net, spread it as the winch hauled in. It was nine tenths up when Kort, watching for anything that might jam the rollers, signaled the winch-man to stop.


  THE thing might have been a giant slug. Thick as a man’s arm, it was so entangled in the net that any estimate of its length was sheer guesswork. One end tapered to a featureless snout, the other flattened to a broad, finned tail. Its color was a dingy, bloodless white. Kort had never seen anything like it before.


  “Get a trident, Simms!” he bawled over the fury of the storm, and the man obediently lifted one of the implements from its rack. Simultaneously a net tender climbed over the rail and, clinging to the mesh, lowered himself hand over hand. The man with the trident looked gravely on. Kort felt himself flush, yet hesitated to order the other man back. Possibly the thing in the net was familiar to the others, its disposal a simple matter which his interference might make difficult.


  The tender leaned down, chopped at the white monstrosity with a heavy knife. There was a solid thunk of metal as the edge bit chain mesh. Kort would almost have sworn that the thing moved. It was incredible that the man could have missed it otherwise.


  Suddenly uneasy, Kort drew his electrogun. With a grimace the tender leaned farther over, raised his knife again.


  Before it fell, before anyone could move or shout warning, the white trunk flashed out, magically freed itself from the net, coiled about the man, and in one convulsive movement vanished with him beneath the sea. There was a single sharp splash, muted by the drumming rain.


  Kort had not dared to fire. Incredulously he stared at the spot where the thing had been enmeshed an instant before. The undamaged net, slimy with the detritus of the sea, hung empty under the ship’s stern.


  IT was still raining, but, as though some oceanic deity had accepted a living sacrifice, the Mermaid’s luck had changed. Nets came up laden with the Molo Ivrum’s rampant life. Sorters tossed the edible, bulbous gwai upon conveyor belts for the cannery machines to clean and pack. The remainder of the catch was thrown back into the sea. The finless, two-mouthed gwai alone was wanted for its incredible nutritive value, twice that of the finest synthetic foodstuffs, which had made this tiny denizen of Venusian seas a staple article of diet wherever supplies had to be taken in concentrated form.


  Kort watched the work somberly, feeling himself responsible for the tender’s death. Even Pratt would have ordered the man back. The men were right; he was a gold brick, not worth his salt aboard the Mermaid. He’d have to get off. Not that there could be any going back to the passenger runs for him, after the tragedy of the Corinthia. They allowed a man only one mistake there. He had made his by failing to report a brother officer unfit for duty.


  A steward brought his lunch—fried gwai, native tapioca, and strong synthetic coffee. While he was eating Hodge entered. The first mate poured himself a cup of the brew and dismissed the idle helmsman with a nod. The Mermaid lay becalmed in the downpour.


  Kort felt the Mate’s eyes upon him. Hodge was a grizzled giant of a man, at least thirty years older than he.


  “Taking it a bit hard, aren’t you, son?”


  “I should have ordered him back,” said Kort tightly.


  “Maybe,” retorted Hodge, stuffing a biscuit between his teeth. “And maybe he shouldn’t have played the fool. Never give the sea bigger odds than you can help. They do say the critter was all tangled up with the net to the last second—and then it wasn’t.”


  “That’s true.”


  “Reminds me of them native magicians you can see in Dana T’resa. But the sea’s full of surprises. We’ll never outguess her—well, D’loo?”


  The pilot house door had been flung open as by a tempest. One of the stokers, a squat green-skinned Venusian, stood breathless and wild eyed before the two officers.


  “Steady, boy,” rumbled Hodge. “What’s up?”


  The native’s broad ears twitched. “Twahna ekeh-il! Twahna is dead!” He lapsed into chattering dialect, his eyes almost idiotic with fright.


  “He says Twahna was killed by the ghost-snake,” muttered Hodge. “Sounds like a lie to cover up some liquor stealing, but we’d better go see. Have Pratt take over; it’s almost his watch anyway.”


  The third officer, flushed of face and glaring resentfully, answered Kort’s telephoned summons by appearing on the bridge. He slouched on the leather bench behind the wheel, pulled a bottle from his hip even before the others left.


  The chattering Venusian led them to the second forecastle reserved for native seamen. Half a dozen other natives, all off duty for the present, were huddled in the passageway outside. The low room was deserted. A single fluorescent bulb glowed bluishly between the tiers of bunks. Almost directly beneath sprawled Twahna.


  His face was cupped in both hands as though to shut out the sight of death. Kort rolled him over and got the shock of his life. The Venusian was dead white, his flesh drained of color. His hands stayed up before his face and Kort tried to put them down.


  “He’s frozen!” Kort marveled. “Frozen stiff. Feel him.”


  Hodge touched the man. “It wasn’t liquor,” he rumbled. “Alcohol will kill a native quick enough, but it won’t do that. D’loo says a snake came through the bulkhead while they were getting dressed for their watch, and wrapped itself around Twahna. It was between D’loo and the door, so he had to stay until the thing went back through the bulkhead. And he’s too scared to be lying.”


  There was a clatter of footsteps on the ladder. Kort looked up into the flushed face of Pratt, and knew there was more trouble. Nothing less could have induced him to leave the comfort of the wheel-house.


  “Well, mister?” asked Hodge.


  “A—a net tender’s been killed,” the third mate stuttered. “They say—they say he’s the second.”


  “The third, mister,” said Hodge harshly. “Anything queer about the net tender?”


  “Yes—yes, he was frozen. Frozen blue. I thought I’d better call you.”


  THEY went up together, leaving behind them a sorely frightened group of Venusians. The moment they reached the deck Kort knew that something else had happened since Pratt had left. It had stopped raining, although the last of the water was still sluicing from the scuppers. But not a man was in sight. Winch house, stern deck, and sorting platforms were deserted.


  Yet not utterly, for just forward of the main net locker swayed the creature from the depths, a sinuous tapering trunk, its snout uplifted like a hound’s nose scenting game.


  “Two of them!” gasped Pratt, pointing to a second one atop the pilot house.


  “And one makes three!” muttered Hodge, for still another had appeared magically beside the first. Pratt pulled his electro-gun from its holster. Its heavy bullet splintered a hatch cover just behind the thing, but the creature showed no harm. Kort drew his own weapon and joined Pratt in pumping bullets. Wood splintered and metal clanged where the projectiles struck, but the sea slugs remained unharmed.


  It seemed to Kort that the things flickered, faded from view, at the very instant he fired, only to reappear so quickly as to make him doubt his senses. Pratt was reloading furiously. He went down on all fours, crawled along one of the conveyor belts until he was no more than twelve feet from one of the things. Prone on the deck, he fired at point blank range. The soft nosed bullet smashed into planking directly behind the swaying trunk. Kort saw splinters fly at the impact, but again the sea slug had seemed to vanish for an instant, like a candle flame almost blown out by a sudden draft.


  In drunken anger, Pratt seized a trident from the rail, sprang to his feet, leaped at the thing. Kort shouted warning to which the man paid no heed. Spear-like he hurled the trident; the prongs sank a full inch into the wooden deck. The swaying trunk reared, became ominously still. Kort cried out again as Pratt, howling drunken defiance, emptied his gun at it.


  Like the pounce of lightning the creature struck. One instant it was upreared before Pratt, the next its fatal helix enclosed the man. He staggered, screamed once, a howl of sheer animal pain that struck Kort like a whip across the face. It was Hodge who restrained him from tackling the thing with fists and knife.


  “Too late!” the older man said grimly. “No use throwing yourself after him.”


  There was no sound from Pratt now. In ghastly silence the sea creature had settled down with him, his body rigid in its coiled grip, protruding eyes mirroring agony, yet already glazed with approaching death, his face slowly turning the purple of asphyxiation. Once more the gun blasted before it fell from twitching fingers. To the watchers it seemed an age before the tortured body at last went limp.


  “Time the captain heard about this!” growled Hodge, “Although it ain’t likely to do any good.” His iron grip aroused Kort from the stupefaction of horror into which the sight of Pratt’s death had plunged him. Together they went forward, giving the monsters a wide berth, past the cannery deck where most of the deck crew were gathered, to the captain’s cabin.


  One glimpse of the master told Kort no help might be expected from him. Spate’s huge body overflowed the bunk; he was more stupefied than asleep. The cabin reeked of liquor. Hodge slammed the door on it.


  “Might’ve known it,” he grumbled. “He won’t be good for thirty hours, like that. We’re putting back to port, catch or no catch.”


  They reached the forward wheelhouse from below deck, leaving the one aft in possession of the sea monsters. Hodge pushed over the engine room telegraph. At the wheel, Kort awaited the first throb of propellers to drive the ship ahead.


  For a moment there was no movement but the slow roll of the Mermaid in the trough of the waves. Then the interphone crackled.


  “Wellson, engine room. We have no pressure on the boilers down here. Chief Starr has gone aft to see about it. I can give you quarter speed for a few minutes.”


  “Quarter speed!” barked Hodge. The vessel trembled to the surge of the screws, forged slowly ahead. That moment too came the first of the wind. Kort found his hands full keeping the ship on course in the face of it.


  Once he looked aft, just in time to see the last trunk vanish from atop the aft pilot house. It did not plunge overboard, but faded from sight as abruptly as a projected image when the light is snapped off.


  Briefly grateful that the things had gone, he bent all efforts to keeping the Mermaid on course in the face of freshening wind. Through the deck he could feel the whine of turbines inexorably slowing down.


  “No steerageway, sir,” he said finally, as the ship yawed.


  Hodge rang the interphone savagely, without result.


  “Better see what’s wrong,” he told Kort. “Wait—take this.”


  He thrust an electro-gun renewal clip into Kort’s hand. With the weapon in hand Kort descended ladder after ladder to the engine deck. Amid disquieting silence something within him grew coldly alert.


  The engine room was empty. Giant mercury turbines spun lazily under a pressure head far too low to drive them at normal speed. A chill swept him at sight of the pressure gauges. In the dim glow of failing fluorescents he headed for the stokehole.


  A nameless sense of menace cautioned him. He passed the great bunkers full of kwahna wood, the rich, oily fuel that drove the Mermaid and her kind across the planet’s five oceans. In the last bulkhead the stokehole door stood wide, somehow sounding a chill note of warning.


  Without entering he called Wellson and Star. The names echoed hollowly from the dim reaches of the ship, but in response came only the faint roar of a blower left at half speed.


  The thought that Wellson and Starr must have gone through that same door determined him against doing so. Instead he climbed to the deck above, coming out on a catwalk above the boilers, from which he could see into the stokehole.


  Five men sprawled on the deck plates in the contorted postures of those dead by violence, knees drawn high, arms out-flung, fingers bent into claws. By the light of his pocket flash Kort recognized the distorted features of Starr. A reddish glow from an open firebox illumined those of Wellson. The other men were native stokers. When Kort moved the flash beam horror tightened its clutch upon him. The stokehole pit seemed full of sea slugs.


  By actual count he found there were five of them, alert, weaving, posturing as though to sense new victims, Oddly enough the light brought no response from them, even when flashed directly upon their dingy white bodies.


  Suddenly the electro gun seemed to burn in Kort’s hand. He lifted away a section of the catwalk grid to fire through the opening thus left. Bullets howled, ricocheting from deck plates and bulkheads below. Occasionally one of the creatures seemed to flicker before a shot.


  When the gun was empty Kort got to his feet. His fire had been without effect. He felt a sick sense of futility as he climbed back to the wheelhouse, where Hodge soberly listened to the tale of death he had to tell.


  “We’ve got to get them, son,” said the first mate grimly. “It’s them or us. Look aport.”


  The sky was aflame over the horizon. Twisted ribbons of light swirled between sea and heavens, shot through now and again with flashes of crimson. Across the waters came, faintly, the rumble of thunder.


  “Kilwanni!” grunted Hodge. “From the looks of that borealis, it’s headed this way. If we lie here much longer we’ll be blown out of the water.”


  “With the anti-grids?” Kort protested.


  “Without them,” Hodge answered dryly. “What’re you going to use for juice? The lightning generators have almost stopped, and you can’t turn the anti-grid generators on flat boilers, nor use battery juice either.”


  He jerked his head significantly at the wheelhouse lamps, hardly more than aglow.


  “Looks like we have to lick the things or else! No good wasting more bullets, either. The things dodge ’em. See how they flicker when you put a bullet close? No wonder D’loo calls them the ghost snakes.”


  Kort nodded, and yet it seemed to him that Hodge’s appraisal was wrong, in some vague way he couldn’t himself put a finger on.


  “If they dodge the bullets,” the first mate went on, “then they must see ’em coming. Maybe we need something faster than bullets—a bolt blaster, maybe.”


  “And Spale’s got one!” finished Kort.


  “Only one aboard,” finished Hodge. “He had a mutiny once, and a blaster saved his fat neck for him. Since then he won’t let anybody else keep one aboard, curse him. I reckon we’ll have to find his.”


  FIVE minutes later the two men trod softly away from Spale’s cabin, the precious blaster, clumsy with its huge capacitor drum, ridged barrel, and pointed electrode, in Hodge’s hands. Yet Kort was haunted by an unreasonable premonition of failure. Perhaps, he told himself, repeated failure had sold him on the belief that the sea slugs were invulnerable. Certainly the blaster was no common weapon. It shot a bolt of non-oscillating high amperage current, a single shattering projectile of pure energy, with the speed of light itself. What living thing could sense the approach of that flashing death?


  They entered upon the catwalk after Kort’s light had shown it clear of the creatures. The stokehole fluorescents were mere luminous streaks against encroaching darkness. Only dying embers glowed behind the open fire door. But the flash beam revealed four white trunks grouped before the boilers, as though attracted by the warmth. Purple faces of the dead glared up in the pallid light of the torch.


  Hodge swore feelingly, leveled the blaster. The weapon spat a lurid, creamy-white bolt that pierced the nearest trunk. Kort held his breath. The flash seared his sight, seeming of longer duration than it really was, and limned the sea thing starkly against the blackness of the stokehole. The light of his torch seemed feeble after it.


  But in that light the creature swayed, unhurt, untouched. Hodge cursed it furiously, fired again and again. The crash of bolts was thunderous in that confined space. Fringes of electrical fire leaped from metal at their touch. Ozone stung Kort’s nostrils.


  But when the blaster clicked emptily not four, but five trunks swayed languidly before the boilers, curving their supple bodies in undulating motion that at times gave them the shape of huge, animated question marks.


  “Drum’s empty,” said Hodge quietly. “Let’s go topside.”


  Kort felt his calmness in strange contrast to the fury raging within himself—fury that mindless things from the sea should set at nought the intelligence and courage of some fifty men. What price intelligence? An ameoba, incapable of sensing the approach of death, was better off than they who could foresee, and fear, and do nothing at all to escape, extinction. What was the Kilwanni—the coming storm—but a conglomeration of ions, dead and unintelligent, possessed of no will either benevolent or malevolent, yet destined for all that to shatter the Mermaid, and commit them to death in the freezing sea—those who escaped a fiery but swifter death from the storm itself.


  He followed Hodge silently back to the pilot house. Two seamen waited there, grim faced.


  “Three of them by the cannery boilers,” one man said. “They got Sanderson before he could clear out.”


  That was all. They stared at Hodge, waiting for him to speak. The grizzled first mate shook his head.


  “I know,” said Kort suddenly, and all eyes turned to him. “The bullets were too slow—but the blaster was too fast. A bolt lasts only a few micro-seconds.”


  “How d’you mean?”


  “You remember when D’loo first talked about a ghost snake? He hadn’t seen the one on the net, but only the one that killed Twahna, and nobody had fired a shot at it.”


  “But he saw it come through the bulkhead,” Hodge pointed out.


  “That’s what threw us off the track, but that wasn’t the only reason D’loo called it the ‘ghost snake.’ Nor was it because they flicker before bullets. Have you ever known a native who cared to see ordinary cinema films?”


  “Nope,” grunted Hodge, plainly mystified. “Nor one who’d let a newsreel man photograph him. They call ’em the ghost pictures. Say—!”


  “There you are. They fight shy of the films because they don’t get the illusion of motion, as we do. All they see is a quickfading succession of stills, because the natives don’t have persistence of vision, as we have. The films don’t fool them as they do us. Nor do those things out there. To us they look solid. To D’loo they flicker constantly—ninety-nine percent of the time they literally aren’t there. They have a vibratory existence, like the image we seem to see on the cinema screen. Back in the twentieth century it was shown that the probability wave representing an electron extended, theoretically, to infinity. In these things free will—the life force—enters to control that mathematical probability. They can literally be two places at once—on the bottom, three miles down, and on our deck—at the same time.


  “They’re here only at intervals, and persistence of vision bridges the time gap between those intervals. The blaster bolts last only a few micro-seconds, a far shorter time than their natural period. A bolt comes and goes while the thing you fire at actually isn’t there. It would be sheer luck if the bolt should coincide to hit it at the instant it’s actually materialized—sheer luck, because our eyes can’t help us. Even a Venusian wouldn’t be able to synchronize a bolt—there isn’t that quick co-ordination between brain and muscle. The odds would always be against us.”


  THE seamen looked blank. Hodge drummed the chart table with a huge fist. “If you’re right, we need a faster bullet or a slower bolt.”


  “Or timing!” finished Kort. “Have Sparks rig a stroboscope out of spare parts. You know how moving parts can be made to look as if they’re standing still, in an intermittent light that flashes only when they are at one point in their movement. With all other lights off, a stroboscope wouldn’t show us the things at all, except when we have it exactly synchronized with their vibratory period. Rig the blaster in series with the light circuit, and it would have to fire at exactly the right time. That’ll get them.”


  One of the seamen cleared his throat. “Maybe it would—or maybe not. This is no time for theories. We’re speaking for all the men now. We don’t mean to stay aboard to be blasted by the Kilwanni or strangled by these damned snakes. We want to take the launches.”


  “Supposin’ you did,” Hodge countered. “You’d last just till the Mermaid’s hit. Then the potential would flatten out, with the launches stickin’ up in it like sore thumbs. There ain’t no anti-grids on them, and you couldn’t get away quick enough.”


  “We’d rather take our chances than go down with this tub,” snarled the other man. “You ain’t going to stop us!” Hodge shrugged, then stared in amazement at Kort, who stood by the door with a leveled electro-gun.


  “I’m stopping you. Listen—you won’t last five minutes out there in the launches, without anti-grids. Give Sparks an hour to rig a stroboscope and we can get back into the stokehole. With pressure on the boilers we can charge the anti-grids and the storm won’t touch us.”


  The men looked black rage at him, but made no move. Hodge’s right hand hovered over his own gun.


  “Don’t draw!” snapped Kort. “I don’t Want to hurt you, Hodge, but this means the life of all of us, not just one or two.”


  “Forgettin’ something, ain’t you?” asked Hodge dryly. “I’d be all for you, if we had an hour to spare. Take a look at the grids.”


  Kort risked a glance aloft, through the wheelhouse windows. Against a dark, sultry sky the spiral network of the antigrids already glowed with faint pricklings of St. Elmo’s light—harmless prologue to the storm to come. Any weather-wise sailor could read the menace in those flaming curtains to port, swirling in fiery splendor, very tapestries of hell.


  “Won’t take them but forty minutes, maybe, to get here,” continued Hodge inexorably. “And after you’ve got your stroboscope, and killed the critters, it’ll take thirty minutes to get pressure on the boilers. Not a chance your way. Better stow the gun and go along in the launches.”


  It was like a pit opening before Kort’s feet. Bitterly he realized his mistake—he had forgotten those all-important thirty minutes needed to get enough pressure for the anti-grid generators. Actually there remained perhaps ten minutes to defeat the sea monsters and regain the stokehole. He’d been making a fool of himself, delaying the men’s last forlorn dash for life.


  Sheepishly he holstered his gun while the seamen stalked out. Seconds later came the groan of pulleys as the first launch swung out from the davits.


  Hodge slouched over the chart table, stared out at the activity on deck. The third launch splashed noisily into the sea. Men scrambled down the davit lines. Far in the bow swayed, unheeded, one of the blind, deadly creatures from the depths.


  “Few hours ago,” Hodge rumbled, “all we worried about was getting a catch aboard. But the sea changes things before you know it. Take this ship—ought to be fit to ride out any kilwanni. Now she ain’t, all on account of the sea. Kilwanni’s part of the sea too—never get ’em over the land. Bolts fat as the mainmast and red hot, lastin’ ten seconds, some of ’em. Melt the chocks right off the deck—”


  “Damn!” exclaimed Kort. “Why didn’t I—”


  “Steady, son. Too late now. The last launch’s gone.”


  “Why didn’t I think of it before?” asked Kort wildly. “How many drums has the captain got for that blaster?” Hodge chuckled. “If I know Spale, he’s got twenty or thirty. Spale! Holy cheroot, we forgot all about him!”


  WITHOUT a word they rushed together to the captain’s cabin. Hodge flung the door wide. Spale lay as they had left him, motionless in his bunk. But at sight of his face Kort turned cold within. The normally flushed features were a dull purple.


  “Critters got him too,” Hodge said calmly. “Probably never felt a thing, the shape he was in.” He stooped over the desk in the far corner, tossed a jumble of bottles, pipes, pencils and other miscellany out of one drawer after another, at last uttered a triumphant grunt.


  “Here!” Kort snatched the squat black cylinder Hodge tossed to him. The first mate delved further. “Plenty more in here—sure you want ’em, son?”


  “All of them,” said Kort breathlessly, tearing the discharged drum from the blaster and fitting the new one in its place. While the mate’s back was turned he ripped away a small black box affixed beneath the weapon’s chunky barrel, and twisted together the raw ends of the wires thus exposed. Furtively he looked up to see whether Hodge had noticed, but the later was still bent over the desk.


  Suddenly the blaster seemed to turn ice cold in Kort’s hand. For a moment, he doubted his ability to press the trigger. His nerves seemed frozen, incapable of action in the dread need of the moment.


  As though a hand other than his own had loosed it, he saw the bolt stab white-hot across the cabin, its crash far louder than in the stokehole, the tang of ozone sharp instantly after.


  Hodge leaped wildly, spun around in open mouthed astonishment. Silently Kort pointed to the bunk, behind which the painted bulkhead showed a sear of flame.


  Sprawled across Spale’s body lay the dingy white carcass of a sea slug, streaked and blackened by the bolt.


  “It came through the bulkhead,” said Kort tensely. “Maybe it was the one that got Spale. There wasn’t time to warn you.”


  “Thanks, son. Dying by the kilwanni would be a pleasure compared to making a meal for that. But how come?”


  “I took a chance,” Kort said slowly. “I took the choke condenser off. That’s what limits each bolt to a twentieth of the drum’s capacity and damps out all oscillation. Without it the whole drum fired at once, and because the charge oscillated it lasted about a hundred times as long as before—long enough to bridge the thing’s vibratory period. The bolt hit while it was there, and killed it.”


  Hodge snatched up the drums and stuffed them into his pockets. “Come on! We’ll roast out the rest of ’em—what’s wrong, son?”


  Kort laid the blaster wearily upon the desk. “Look at it. The full drum charge burnt out the electrode tube.” His voice was bitter. “I forgot that, too. We’d need a new blaster for each one!”


  Hodge’s ruddy, wind-roughened face paled to grayness. He threw the drums alongside the ruined weapon, cursing steadily.


  Idly Kort prodded the dingy white carcass with the barrel of his electro gun. It was quite solid, indubitably dead. He pushed it off Spale, and it landed with a thunk on the floor.


  “Hodge!” he said suddenly. “Come with me.”


  He ran from the cabin. His flashlight, lighting the pitch dark passages of the deserted ship, found the catwalk above the stokehole.


  “Well, I’m blessed!” murmured Hodge a moment later.


  Five bodies lay in the black pit below. There was still a faint glow of embers in the firebox. But although Kort flashed the light everywhere, there was no sign of the sea slugs.


  “What are we waitin’ for?” demanded Hodge fiercely.


  It was he who led now. Seconds later, log after log of the furiously inflammable kwahna was disappearing into the fireboxes. Blowers, powered by auxiliary batteries, shrieked at full speed. Mercury surged and simmered within the tubes. Behind the fire doors infernos raged.


  Once Hodge vanished briefly to close the anti-grid switches and open the throttles of the high potential shield generators. Kort steadily kept on feeding the voracious boilers. There was as yet no pressure to turn the lighting dynamos. He worked by the gleam of flames alone.


  “Run topside, son,” gasped the older man at last. “See if you can signal the launches—we’ll never make it by ourselves.”


  In two minutes Kort gained the deck. The first thing his eyes sought was the mainmast grid. It had struck an aurora, no longer the pale blue of ten minutes ago, by a hot, bright yellow signifying that the arresters were bypassing current to the sea. How long before they would break down under the rising potential?


  He ran to the starboard rail at the sound of voices, the bump of a boat touching the ship’s side, and almost collided with a grinning, brawny stoker. The launches were back!


  Men slapped him jubilantly on the back, dignity, discipline and all else forgotten. Smoke from the Mermaid’s funnel had announced to them the conquest of the creatures from the sea.


  Ten minutes later the thin blue thread was a belching cloud. Below decks turbogenerators whined at speed, and aloft the anti-potential grids gleamed with the soft green halos of the protective repulsion fields.


  HER sodium fog lights boring yellow tunnels through the night mist, the Mermaid scudded over the Molo Ivrum at her maximum of twenty knots. In the wheelhouse Hodge noisily sucked his pipe, staring the while at Kort, who had the wheel.


  “Wouldn’t figure on staying on this tub with me, would you?” Hodge asked suddenly. “I’m in line for the captain’s berth, but damned if I can think of anybody to recommend for my first mate. Exceptin’ you.”


  “I—I hadn’t said I was leaving,” Kort replied.


  “You hadn’t said—but you were thinkin’ plain out,” murmured Hodge. “Noticed in the last few hours how the men are acting?”


  A grin touched his grizzled face as Kort made no answer. “Haven’t noticed how they jump when you give an order now, son? You’re a blinkin’ hero, by Jerusalem. Weren’t for you they’d be scrapin’ ribs with the sharks by now, and they know it.”


  Kort flushed in silence but said nothing.


  “Only thing I couldn’t tell ’em,” complained Hodge, “was how you knew the things would have left the ship after you killed just that one.”


  “That was a wild guess,” admitted Kort, spinning the wheel briefly. “That one was no more solid than the others—until it was dead. I wondered where it was when it wasn’t there. And suddenly the answer came—all over the ship, of course. During that part of its period when it wasn’t in the cabin it was in the stokehole and on deck and maybe on the bottom, three miles down, besides. Because it wasn’t several, but all one. Just one thing, with the power of being several places at once.” He paused, then continued.


  “You thought it fed on heat energy and oxygen. Well, there’s precious little of both three miles down. It could absorb more of what there was by splitting itself up—probably had to, to survive. By projecting ten images of itself, all capable of feeding for the common benefit—it had ten chances for food instead of one. When I killed it in the cabin it materialized there and disappeared elsewhere, because its vibratory form depended on life, that is, on will or instinct.”


  Hodge rapped the pipe on the palm of his hand. “Wouldn’t surprise me if you doped it right all the way through, son. And I can’t say I don’t believe it. Sea’s so full of surprises she never quite does surprise me.”


  He moved to the door, paused. “You think over that first mate’s berth. I think this is one crew that would be proud to have a gold brick mate. Because you don’t want to forget, son, that a gold brick is a pretty fine thing to have—if it’s genuine clean through.”


  VENDETTA ON VENUS


  Kerry Lash


  For twenty thousand years the Super-Egos of Venus had been stalemated—until a tiny-brained Earthman came along and was given a command secret even from himself!


  TOM MATTHEWS, round faced veteran Cartographer of the Venusian Survey, bobbed his head forward on his neck and stared at the instrument panel of the speeding Triplecath plane. With the dancing red point of the altimeter as a focus, a little picture had formed on the panel. Little black demons hopped around and around, protruding miniature tongues at Matthews.


  The Cartographer stared in horror for a second, until sudden realization made him curse softly. He had been partially hypnotized again!


  Matthews spun around on the control seat and glared at the grinning rookie attending the Cenax topographic recorder.


  “Listen, Mind Master,” growled Matthews. “None of your questionable Psychic Research Institute jokes. This job is important.”


  “Keep your mental shirt on, Chief,” said young Alan Trevor with the informality of the Survey branch of the Space Service. “I’m just trying to illustrate a hunch.”


  “A hunch?” queried Matthews suspiciously. The veteran could not quite tag this new recruit who had set the entire personnel of Drome No. 6 of the Survey in the colonial capital of Terrestria, by the ears with his telepathic pranks.


  “Yes, a hunch,” replied Trevor. “This Mirage Peaks mystery,” he added, “the phenomena that has us stumped—this shifting of mountains and valleys—cannot be due to atmospheric refraction. The Cenax plates would record genuine mirages. As it is, we see the Solars in this sector one way, the Cenax scanner eye sees them differently.”


  “That doesn’t come under the heading of news!” muttered Matthews, sliding a look out of the glassene cowling of the plane.


  THE fast little Triplecath flyer was driving east alongside the summits of a stupendous range. For fifteen Ter ran miles did these mountains, the Solars, climb out of the steaming muck of the Venusian sea levels, to hump their shoulders into clean air, into the yellow light of the great luminary forever invisible to the denizens of the jungle spawn of the planet.


  Matthews said: “Just what are you getting at, son?”


  Trevor shrugged. By chance, during his apprenticeship on Earth, the young spaceman had gained a smattering of 24th Century principles of cerebral wave projection, a knowledge with which he had amused himself and his comrades. Matthews was definitely of the old school and would scoff at connecting a harmless trick of hypnosis with the Mirage Peaks mystery.


  “I get a feeling,” said Trevor finally. “Of some great intangible mental force that plays about in this Mirage Peaks region. It might be,” he added, “that we never see the panoramas the Cenax records because we are hypnotized into seeing something else.” At Matthews’ snort of incredulity young Trevor became pugnacious in defense of his theory.


  “Why can’t it be? Why couldn’t some great mentality produce a mirage in our brains—”


  He did not finish the line of argument. He was violently interrupted.


  Neither Trevor nor Matthews actually saw the long quick stabbing lance of greenish flame that drove up from the tumble of peaks below to strike the Triplecath flyer. But both were thrown with stunning force, when fused jet rims, along the plane’s power keel, kicked back the cathion drive.


  TREVOR recovered first. Finding his bearings in the rapidly gyrating cabin, the rookie scrambled over Matthews’ prostrate form to the controls—but found that the lobbing flyer could not be maneuvered.


  The summits of the Solars were driving up past them like great fangs. They crashed.


  The impact, fortunately was glancing—a sliding continuous collision aslant a long bare slope. Trevor, jammed in the control seat, was braced for the shock. Like a huge sled, ripping open its power keel and bottom, the plane slewed over the mountain face. An outjut of rock sent it careening—a narrow ravine yawned and the crumbling flyer nosed abruptly down, gouged a basalt like wall of the cleft, and settled.


  The silence, then, after the long drawn screaming of tortured metal, seemed painful. On the smoking, buckled floor of the plane cabin Tom Matthews stirred and cursed, lifting his hand to a bump the size of a goose egg on his forehead. Trevor, who had jammed his face into the instrument board at the last sharp impact, shook his head to clear it, untangled himself from the control seat. The rookie kicked open the fuselage door, lifted Matthews and went out.


  Still somewhat mechanical in his motions, Trevor carried his chief down the ravine. Matthews kicked his legs. “What the—?” the Cartographer said. “What goes on?”


  Trevor dropped the veteran abruptly, as he saw the apparition. Trevor just stood there, staring.


  The rocky ravine was steep sided, narrow, but opening up in the distance to a strange vista—a tableland held on the flanks of three peaks. On the level were the ruins of a city. For the moment, however, Trevor noted few details of the far view. His gaze was focussed on the Figure that had appeared, not thirty feet from the two Terrans.


  “Hey!” growled Matthews, getting up to his knees. Then he saw the form ahead and his jaw went slack. “Great balls of Jovian fire!” whispered Matthews. “I’ve gone bugs. I’m seeing Buddhas!”


  “He does look like Buddha, at that,” muttered young Trevor, his muscles taut, his right hand moving toward the deadly little Brei beam gun at his belt.


  The Figure was huge, almost filling the narrow gorge. A great bronze colored shape with crossed lower limbs, an apparition that rested on—nothing. Immense arms were folded over the huge torso which was topped by head and features of proportionate size. The features were blandly amused, conveying a vast self assurance and the large eyes were so jet black that Trevor had a feeling of vertigo looking into them.


  The most disturbing characteristic of the Figure, however, was that Trevor could see through it.


  Matthews was on both knees now. “A trick!” he whispered. “Our friend is a phantom. Some projection rig—”


  “Earthlings—your confused thoughts are idle. You deal now with Great Hob.”


  Matthews jumped to his feet. The words had sounded inside his head but the Cartographer’s mind worked in familiar ways. “An amplifier,” he muttered. “They’re ribbing us!”


  “Who are they?” asked Trevor, flicking his gaze over the surroundings.


  Above the right wall of the ravine was nothing but a slope that climbed and climbed. That vast mountain face, on which nothing moved, was curiously scarred as if a great blow torch had played over it and Trevor, in his swift appraisal, had a sense of distortion. Plants grew here and there, totally unlike the fauna of any world—little stems, fused, and polished leaves, glowing like colored glass in the sun, like the fanciful creations of some mighty mind!


  To the left the ravine wall shut out all view but ahead, past the ghostly Great Hob and the weird rubble of a city, far off over the mountain shoulders and down, could be seen the steaming mists of the jungle lowlands.


  Trevor said: “The growth around here—it seems—artificial.”


  “This whole region is cockeyed,” growled Matthews, increasingly uneasy.


  “We should try beaming Hob, just to get his reaction,” suggested the younger man. Scarcely were the words out of Trevor’s mouth when his arm jerked. He drew the Brei beam pistol out of his belt. And threw the weapon with great force, over the left wall of the gorge!


  “Are you crazy?” indignantly demanded Matthews. And immediately repeated Trevor’s action.


  Then the Cartographer really began to sweat.


  TREVOR said: “What do you think of my hunch now? Hypnotism, superhypnotism—that’s what we’re up against. We both blindly obeyed a mentally projected order—”


  Matthews’ reply was still somewhat pugnaciously skeptical, but his eyes were widening.


  “Earthlings,” said the weird voice in their skulls, “I have use for one of you.”


  “What use?” asked Trevor.


  “As a pawn,” answered the voice of Great Hob. “As my pawn in destroying the Super-Ego, Hoburu.”


  “Where is this Super-Ego?” asked Trevor, his mind racing.


  “Hoburu sits facing me across the Gorge of Meditations,” replied the apparition in the ravine. “For twice ten thousand of your Terran years has Hoburu striven to best me, Great Hob. His hyper-intellect has gone from refinement to refinement of strategy in mental combat. Now I will trick him by a simple device—the use of a Minus-Ego.”


  “What is all this?” growled Matthews. “Boy—he’s insulting you!”


  “Hoburu does not know,” chuckled the fantastic voice in the heads of the two Terrans, “that I have set my cerebro shields to Stasis X 4, Defensive and under cover of electronic veiling, taken this astral excursion down the mountain to meet you.”


  “A mad Buddha!” muttered Matthews. “Talking of a feud twenty thousand years old. Astral excursions. Gibberish!”


  The Cartographer was talking to hear his own reassuring voice. Inwardly Matthews was more and more uneasy. He had never even heard of any such creature as the one before him and his physically trained mind was baffled to account for the situation. Matthews’ thoughts began to focus on a strong desire to get away quickly.


  “Let’s leg it,” he said.


  “Suits me,” agreed Trevor, pivoting. “I don’t like the look in our astral friend’s eyes. Run!” he yelled.


  Both started to sprint, back toward the wrecked flyer. And both, after the first spurt, began to tread thin air!


  “Hey!” yelled Matthews, pumping his legs futilely. He was drifting. Then the motion slowed. Matthews was left suspended in midair. Quickly turning his head, the Cartographer saw Trevor drawn in the opposite direction and held by some eerie levitative force directly before Great Hob.


  Trevor ceased his futile muscular efforts, waited.


  “You are an impudent one, Earthling,” said Hob. “Courage lies in your minute ego.”


  “Be careful—he’s up to no good,” shouted Matthews.


  “I will make a bargain with you, Earthling,” said Hob. “Your safety and your transportation along with your small brained companion back to Terrestria, in exchange for a simple act of volition. You are to walk, of your own will, to the site of the City of Hoob, and around the mountain to the Gorge of Meditations. Of your own will, then, you are to approach the Super-Ego, Hoburu.”


  Trevor knew he had to gain time to think. Matthews was yelling to him to make no bargain. But that Figure, the projection of some weird creature waiting somewhere beyond the ruined city, possessed power enough to levitate matter. It was plain that Great Hob, whatever and wherever he was, could kill them both by an act of will alone.


  Trevor had no choice. “I agree,” he said. “Lead on, Great Hob, to Hoburu.”


  “Impudent, for a pawn,” chuckled the voice in his head. “Impudent.”


  GREAT HOB vanished—the immense, seated figure simply blanked out. “Now,” yelled Matthews, “Is our chance!” But both Terrans were still gripped in the intangible but powerful levitative force—a force that closed them around, lifted them, up to the right rim of the ravine. And then began a fantastic progression.


  Trevor, once on the gorge wall, found all his muscles responsive again to his own will. But Matthews was not set down. The Cartographer’s legs remained drawn up, his arms were forcibly folded across his chest. Thus, his language very pungent, Matthews floated on nothing.


  Trevor made a try to get back to his companion. But immediately as he turned the compulsion of Hob’s will was upon him. He found, by experiment, that he was free to move of his own volition only in one direction—toward the tableland to the south, toward the sprawl of the ruined city under the three peaks.


  “Tom,” Trevor called over his shoulder, “stop fighting this thing—now.” But Matthews still cursed as he slowly floated forward.


  “Your companion,” said the ghost voice of Hob, “will from this moment be an audio-apparatus.” And Trevor, feeling slightly chill, looking over his shoulder, saw all expression blank out of the Cartographer’s face.


  Trevor snapped: “If harm comes to my friend, Hob—the bargain is off.”


  To his surprise it was Matthews who spoke, in a strange mechanical recitative tone.


  “Impudent One—your mind is still seeking explanations—you were not prepared to encounter any such creatures as the Super-Egos. In Terrestria and On Earth the belief is general that the highest forms of Venusian life are the swamp amphibia and the creeping Beachers that live on the motile protein weeds of the tidal muds of the planet. Your biologists,” the mechanical voice added, “have not come upon the evidence of the one, unique line of Venusian evolutionary ascent.” Trevor, slowly walking, shifted his gaze, from the scene ahead, back to the transformed Matthews—he said: “The Venusian tree of life has but one branch, that culminated in this city, Hoob?”


  “The Super-Egos are the culmination, Earthling.”


  Set faced, Trevor moved, nearer and nearer to the ruins of Hoob. Matthews no longer spoke, but Great Hob adopted another means of communicating with his pawn. Trevor began to see visions, mental visions superimposed upon the actual sunlit scene.


  He saw life evolve, ages before, in the lowlands of Equatoria. Out of the spawn of the swamps came curious chordates and vetebrates, transforming through the epochs into a species of highland bipeds. Then came a civilization of one region, of one city, with a bizarre, grim climax.


  With a mighty effort of will, Trevor shook off the trooping visions. As the Terran turned, to face the shell that was Matthews, he could feel the beat of the great yellow sun in the sky. His long repressed feelings broke in the rookie. “Tom!” he yelled. “Tom!”


  The Cartographer dropped, abruptly—he was a struggling heap on the ground. Trevor reached him in three quick leaps. Around them was profound silence. Nothing moved.


  “Tom!” snapped Trevor. “This—Hob—he knows the location of Terrestria, he is familiar with conditions on Earth. And—”


  “He’s a mass killer,” nodded Matthews. The Cartographer, still plainly dazed, looked around. “It was Hob and Hoburu themselves who helped destroy the civilization which produced them.”


  Matthews, too, had evidently seen the trooping visions. Now the Cartographer pointed. “Look!” he said in a swift low whisper.


  Trevor, turning, focussing his gaze, saw them—the Two. Beyond the ruined city, to the north. There the tableland fell away and between its rim and the mountain cliffs was a yawning space filled with bluish fog. Over this eerie mist they sat, broad bronze backs to the sheer walls overlooking the gorge. Hob and Hoburu.


  COMPULSION returned upon the Terrans. “Earthlings,” said the ghost voice of Hob. “Approach!”


  They walked slowly. The rookie’s jaw set, Matthews cursing. “Evolution on Venus,” said Trevor, “went haywire. Strangely enough, in that lies our hope. These Beings are the culmination of a distorted development—”


  “Impudent One,” warned the voice of Hob, “remember the bargain!”


  Trevor flashed his glance over the ruins of Hoob, over the mountain sides that were everywhere scarred and spotted with flora that seemed the stuff of careless dreams. “Hob,” said Trevor. “Was my vision true? Did you, then, know Hoob millenia ago?”


  “Yes, Earthling. The evolutionary forces of our world, that had produced the City, found expression in the genius of a great scientist. By short wave manipulation of the genes of our unique lineage, this ancient scientist bred the Select Ones—twelve males—a great mutation.”


  “You destroyed Hoob?” said Matthews hoarsely.


  “As the Select Ones grew to full mental powers, we saw that the achievements of our race were puny. We wasted no energy in trying for mass progress through the use of machinery. We destroyed the City and the small brained ones who were our ancestors and devoted ourselves to ourselves. We accelerated variation and yet kept the change in control—we achieved immortality—”


  “But the other Super-Egos?” asked Trevor.


  “Dead. Destroyed. Destroyed by a process of elimination in mental war, a war that lasted ages, till finally but I, Great Hob, and also Hoburu, were left. And for twice ten thousand Terran years have we two sought for the supreme, culminating mastery.”


  “What an anti-climax!” muttered Trevor. The abberant life force of Venus had ended fantastically in a blind alley of immense egoism. Beings with collosal powers had used these powers in a gigantic contest of wills, had more and more withdrawn from the order of Nature—


  “Little Earthling,” said Great Hob’s voice severely, “you cannot comprehend our immense intelligences. Nor can a Minus-Ego ever conceive of the ambitions of a Super-Ego to reign alone. Think of the ambitions of your greatest Terrans, of your historical figures—think of Caesar, a Napoleon, a Hitler—”


  “You think of them,” said Trevor. “On Earth we are trying hard enough to forget them!”


  A CHILL of disapproval was in his mind, like a cold wind. Trevor controlled his thoughts, silently he walked. Again the visions came to him.


  The most stupendous of battles had been fought in these mountains. A battle of—phantoms.


  Two titanic intellects had here contended. Wills that somehow had a direct connection to the gravitic warp of matter were able to levitate masses. They could send cerebro-bolts of pure energy for miles. But neither, with actual weapons had been able to penetrate the force shields each cast around himself. The feud had grown increasingly mental, and increasingly tremendous.


  The great minds of Hob and Hoburu had knowledge of events and forces throughout the Solar System. They ranged over space and time in search of inspiration, conjuring against one another all manners and troopings of apparitions, phantoms with so much potential that other phantoms had to successfully counter them to repel the assault upon the Will.


  Thus, up the long bolt scarred slopes, over the shards of the long dead city, had come Red Berserkers of Mars. Phalanx after phalanx charging toward Hob, to be met by horses of fierce Jovian Tholks. Monster tanks of the Ganymedean Tech-men, hurled by Hoburu across the tableland, were cut down by cathion flyers of Io conjured by Hob. When Hoburu, assembling a truly gigantic force compounded of levies from every inhabited planet, selected the Terran Alexander the Great as commander in chief, Hob countered with an array as gigantic led by Julius Caesar. In the vanguard of Hoburu’s host rode Jenghis Khan, straight into the artillery fire of Napoleon’s Old Guard.


  So for millenia the hosts had fought, gaining or losing ground according to the mental forces exerted by the weird cerebral Titans that Trevor could now clearly see seated cross legged, impassive, over the blue mists of the Gorge of Meditations.


  THE Terrans, walking in the beat of the yellow sun, were now well around the ruined city. The cursing Matthews asked, “What’s the matter, Alan? What’s wrong?”


  Trevor shook his head as if to clear it. Around them the silence was heavy. But inside Trevor’s head was a curious disturbance. He seemed to feel Hob’s mighty will probing in his, Trevor’s mind. He knew suddenly, queerly, that Hob had given him a strong command but that the Super-Ego, by some weird technic of brain cell control had sealed that command beyond the comprehension of the very mind that held it.


  “We’ve got to try another break,” said Matthews, sweating.


  They were nearing Hoburu.


  Ahead of them, an esplanade of fused black rock lay like a dark ribbon flung across the perpendicular fall of the cliffs. Proceeding along this esplanade they saw ever more and more clearly the two Buddha like figures squatted on the blue vapor of the gorge under the rock walls. Twin figures, apparently identical—but somehow Trevor recognized Great Hob.


  Hob was across the gorge, furthest from them, facing them. Hoburu was now not thirty yards away, visible in profile, a seated bronze giant. From the Super-Ego’s great forehead streamed faintly visible banners and bolts of light that flicked continually across the gorge, corruscating against a shimmering aura that enveloped Hob.


  Behind Trevor, Matthews yelled. Whirling, the rookie saw that his chief had been slammed around and down, seated forcibly on the esplanade, powerless to rise.


  “Don’t go any nearer those overgrown superiority complexes!” shouted the Cartographer.


  “Silence, Cricket Brain!” sounded a new, arrogant mental voice that left Matthews staring, his jaw sagging. The voice of Hoburu!


  Trevor, balanced on the balls of his feet, debated procedures.


  “What kind of feeble strategy is this, Great Hob?” asked the new mental presence. “What sort of petty diversion, to throw yourself into Stasis Defensive and summon these Minus-Egos I blasted down?”


  “So it was you who beamed our plane?” growled Matthews, scowling.


  Trevor reached a decision. He could feel a malignancy in Hoburu—at any moment the Super-Ego might kill him. He had but one card to play-r-acting on the terms of his bargain with Hob. Trevor walked in the strong sunlight, his jaw set, his young muscles tensed and all damp with sweat. And his tension increased as he felt Hoburu’s malignant, searching presence in his brain and noted certain details of the two fantastic figures seated over the gorge.


  “Brains, that’s all they are—blobs of brains!” Matthews muttered, fighting futilely to rise.


  Trevor’s lips pressed together. The Buddha shapes of the Super-Egos were illusions. In the sunlight the actuality of them was visible—each was merely a huge dome with convoluted surfaces from which hung a tracery of opaqueness.


  This macabre actuality was proof of the whole fantastic story of abberant evolution on Venus.


  Trevor controlled his thoughts, listened in, to a storm of imprecations which the Super-Egos were hurling at one another.


  “These Minus-Egos,” said Hob, “will judge between us. As you perceive, the nearest is under no compulsion.”


  It was the very audacity of the trick that was working. Hoburu could see no threat in the mortals. But in Trevor’s head surged great tides—movements of Hoburu’s super suspicions.


  Matthews was silent now, in a great anxiety. Hob said: “I wearied of your feeble efforts and sought new toys—toys of Nature, Hoburu.” With a serpent’s cunning Hob continued. “Examine his brain, cell by cell, fibre by fibre. Open every nodule of his Unconscious. Perhaps I have tricked you, Hoburu.”


  Curiosity was a gigantic passion in Hoburu—instantly that curious challenge was accepted. A thousand tiny feelers were immediately at work in Trevor’s head. Steadily, set faced, cursing inwardly, the young Terran walked. He was within ten feet of the huge dome and the shadowy Buddha shape.


  Then the ghostly probing fingers of Hoburu’s intellect found the knot tied in the recesses of Trevor’s mind by Hob. They instantly unraveled the knot.


  A mighty, imperious, irresistible command surged through Trevor’s consciousness. “Leap! Strike!”


  THE Survey rookie jumped. One great bound.


  At that instant greenish banners of streaming flame, pale in the sunlight streamed from the head of Hob across the gorge. The glowing field that enveloped Hoburu was momentarily neutralized.


  Trevor’s body crossed the distance. He reached Hoburu. He kicked out, striking with terrific force that plexus, the nerve ganglion that hung from the huge brain of the Super-Ego.


  The Terran was slapped, then, by a whirlwind of forces. He was tossed like a flake in strong gales, far out over the void of the gorge. Through the blue mists, headlong, he fell.


  “Alan! Alan!” Dimly he heard Matthews’ voice. The Cartographer had regained power of movement. He was running along the esplanade, a bug figure, high up.


  “Hob!” shouted Trevor. “The bargain!”


  “Well done, Impudent One,” chuckled a sardonic voice in his brain. He was halted in midair by the grip of eerie forces. And high above him Matthews was still visible, running aimlessly, shaking his fist at Hob. Great Hob was now seated alone over the gorge. Hoburu had vanished. Only thin wisps of yellow vapor marked the annihilation of that titanic and malevolent Ego.


  “For ages,” chuckled the ghostly voice of Hob, “we were fairly matched and checkmated. The force of one Ego could not surmount the defenses of the other. But the Super-Ego that was, finally met defeat because I stored away part of my force in the living brain of a creature of so low an offensive mental potential that Hoburu could not conceive how its approach could be part of any strategy. Yet you were the deciding factor, Impudent One. Stunned by your blow, Hoburu dimmed his Stasis Normal—and was annihilated.”


  Trevor’s thoughts were very emphatic, but he controlled them. “So now you rule the realms of Super-Mind, alone?” he asked.


  “Now I depart this planet,” replied Hob. “And the System. I am weary of them.”


  Hob was rising. A seated bizarre figure, the Super-Ego drifted up toward the stupendous peaks of the Solars. Up on the esplanade Matthews craned his neck, then suddenly yelled. He was swept out and over the gorge!


  TREVOR surged up to meet him, slung by impalpable force. Together to the accompaniment of rising eloquence from the Cartographer, they were whooshed over the mountain slopes, southward, down, across the steaming jungles of Equatoria. Not ten minutes later they were both deposited, quite gently, on the small tarmac of Drome 6 of the Survey, on the edge of Terrestria, under the reddish glow of the Oxygen Layer.


  Matthews was voluble all that day, but his words alone would never have convinced the skeptical Survey personnel. The whole Drome, however, was thrown into confusion after the fantastic arrival of the rookie and the Cartographer.


  “Hypnosis—hyper-hypnosis,” chuckled the irrepressible Trevor, enjoying the situation that ensued. “You see,” he explained, “Matthews’ mind served for a long spell, while he drifted behind me on the borders of Hoob, as a mediumwfor Hob’s will and his neo-pallium is “now charged with power.”


  Matthews voiced loud denials, but he became, for a week, an object of strong suspicion. For a week spacemen around the Drome emerged to service planes they heard and saw but which were not there, ran into walls where they saw doors.


  Matthews set out seriously to control all his thoughts. But at night he dreamed. And not merely the Drome personnel, but all of Terrestria, dreamed with him. The entire colony became familiar with a curious vision.


  A vision of a strange, bronze-colored Figure far out in illimitable void, scudding on and on, beyond the Sun . . .


  THE END


  THE VICTORY OF KLON


  Wilbur S. Peackock


  “Behold, I bring my people light!” But it was a deadly triumph for Klon, wriggling, slimy lord of eternally-veiled Venus.


  KLON fled from fern to fern like a drifting shadow, circling the new clearing that had been torn in the steamy jungle by the gleaming monster that had come from the eternal fog that clothed his world. He halted now and then, slipped into the stagnant water that covered nine tenths of the planet, and listened for the slightest sound that would warn him of a hidden watcher spying on his movements.


  Satisfied that he was alone in the jungle swamp, he edged closer to the clearing whose edge was a charred and ragged circle. His lidless eye gleamed phosphorescently in the darkness that never changed, bringing into sharp detail the shadows that were two shades of blackness for there were no colors on his earth.


  He slipped over the burned ground, wincing at the bruises given him by the unaccustomed hardness beneath his body. He hissed a bit in anger that he should suffer so, then went rigid as the thing happened again.


  An amazingly light shadow had suddenly come into being on the roundness of the gleaming visitor from somewhere above.


  Klon wanted that shadow, wanted that thing that was brighter than anything he had ever seen—and his purpose was to gain it in any way possible. For possession of that light shadow would make him greater than anyone else on the planet. Mightier even than Valok.


  Klon knew that his time was growing short; the nation would declare their new leader within a very short while, and he knew that possession of that light shadow was the one thing that would assure him of victory over his rival for leadership.


  His gills opened and closed automatically, involuntary muscles working even when his lungs worked on the damp air. He winced a bit from the lightness of the shadow, for never had his eye seen one that was so without blackness.


  And then Klon was at the roundness of the thing, the touch of its coolness sending a thrill of dread through his heart. He moved slowly until he was just below the circle of lightness, then climbed upwards with his sucker-discs.


  Slowly, carefully, instantly ready for flight to safety, he lifted his head until his eye was pressed against the light shadow. He felt tiny pains running through his eye, back into his head, and down into his body, but he gave it no heed.


  For he was seeing something that none other of his race had had the courage to face. He saw things but dimly, and the hideousness of the scene almost made him lose his hold.


  For nightmarish creatures moved within the gleaming thing, moving on stiff tentacles, gesturing with others, while above, on a thin neck, fanged mouths opened and closed in sickening motions. And the shadows of their skins were of shades of lightness and darkness that were terrifying to Klon’s senses that had never met the like before.


  He gasped audibly, swung back from the circle of lightness, shaking with horror at what he had seen.


  INSIDE the gleaming space ship, three men were seated on the collapsible bunks. Kurt Overland, his muscular body unclad except for shorts, was speaking in his even tone.


  “Well,” he said cheerfully, even his steady voice failing to conceal the burning eagerness within him, “we’re finally ready. I’ve just made the last repair on the things broken by landing.”


  Frank Barker grinned at him from across the cell-like room, stretched his six feet of blond-topped, lanky strength happily.


  “Suits me,” he said, “I’m tired of being cooped in this animated bullet that’s been home for so long.”


  “We had to wait,” Gray-haired Professor Kent said mildly, “After all, if we are met by hostile beings, we want to be able to escape.”


  Kurt Overland grinned. “Maybe you’re right, Professor,” he said, “But I’d hate to return to Earth and say that we’d been run off before we had a chance to bring back proof of our expedition’s success.”


  “That would be a calamity,” Barker broke in. “Remember what a devil of a time we had getting permission to make this flight through space. The President told me, just before we took off, that because of the many deaths in faulty rockets a law was being passed to forbid any more flights. He said that it was only his influence that made it possible for us to leave Earth on a trip to Venus, and that if we failed to make good there would probably be no more flights for, possibly, hundreds of years.”


  “So! Professor Kent nodded his head.


  “Then I am glad that we did not fail; for it is apparent that we are the vanguard of a new phase of our civilization.”


  Kurt Overland stood, flexed his arms. “Well, come on, let’s go,” he said, “It’s time we took a look around.”


  The three of them slipped into their space suits, each of them tight-breathed with eagerness to explore the second of the planets. They were strangely silent as they dressed.


  “Better slip the cover over that radi-light,” Professor Kent tried to keep his tone even. “There may be poisonous insects outside that would be attracted by it. We will go outside without lights, then switch them on when the port is closed.”


  Frank Barker moved toward the radi-light, slipped the cover over its eternal brightness with a gloved hand. Then he joined the other two at the port. For a long second the three of them stood shoulder to shoulder.


  “Professor Kent,” Kurt Overland said softly, “please go first. It is your right that you should be the first to step onto a world made accessible only by your genius.”


  Professor Albert Kent’s shoulders shook silently for a moment in great emotion, then straightened with pride. He nodded, swung shut his visor plate, dogged it securely.


  Barker and Overland followed suit, clicked on their radio receivers. They waited patiently for their leader, knowing the feelings that must have been his at the moment.


  And then, unsealing the port, clutching the American flag gently in his left hand ready for its planting on Venus, Professor Kent stepped through the port, the first human to land on the veiled planet. Behind him, following with a clumsy speed, came Frank Barker and Kurt Overland.


  “We three—” Professor Albert Kent began.


  KLON dropped from the side of the ship.


  He paused for a moment over the lifeless bodies of the three intrepid explorers, then moved away, disgusted by his closeness to the horrible creatures he had slain so swiftly and casually.


  His every sense was alert for the slightest movement on the long gleaming thing beside him to retaliate in quick vengeance for the slaying of the things that lived within its belly.


  Klon crouched there for moments, then moved toward the ship. He climbed into the port entrance, leaving a thick trail of slime in his wake. He moved eagerly toward the small hole in the opposite wall, his heart thudding with bursting eagerness.


  He had seen Frank Barker slip the shield over the shadow that was so unlike anything on his earth. And now he moved through the darkness of the space ship, slipping surely through a darkness that was natural to him and his fellow creatures.


  He lifted the small box from its recess, turned and sped from the ship, vague terror and superstition overcoming the courage that had taken so long to build to a white heat. He rushed past the men who slept the eternal sleep before the port of their ship, slipped into the warm water at the edge of the clearing, began his long journey to the meeting place at which a leader would be chosen.


  He clasped the box close to him as he raced through the swampy jungle, afraid that it might disappear before he could reach his destination. He did not pause to examine his prize, knowing that the time was growing short, feeling certain a longer wait would only make the globe of lightness more thrilling.


  THE people of Klon’s nation were gathered in the Council Clearing, silent as each of the candidates for leader extolled his own virtues and explained his qualification for the position as their leader.


  Hisses of approval and sounds of disapproval greeted each candidate as he placed himself on the stone at the clearing’s center.


  And then Klon slipped into the clearing. He hissed greetings as he made his way to the central stone. Still clutching the box tightly to his body, he climbed to the top of the stone, faced his nation.


  A respectful silence fell as his powerful body loomed high in the air over the heads of his people.


  Klon stood for a moment, silently considering the short speech he intended to make. He caught the glance of Valok’s eye, looked away. His gaze travelled over the clearing, making out familiar features of his people.


  The crowd was not large, for Klon’s nation was a small one. It was large in the sense that no other group on the planet was as large. And it was the only race with useful intelligence.


  Klon looked at his people, and pride made his heart beat even faster.


  “I am here to prove to you that I am the mightiest among you,” he hissed. “I have here the thing that will prove what I say.” He lifted the small box so that everyone could see.


  A wave of interested hissing grew in sudden applause, then a respectful silence fell again. Klon hesitated for a moment longer, then continued:


  “I got this thing from the belly of the thing that came from the clouds, killing three horrible creatures single-handedly. Thus I have proved that I am clever, brave and strong.”


  “What is this thing you have brought us, Brave Klon?” Valok’s sneering hiss broke in upon Klon’s words.


  “A thing that is like nothing any of you have ever seen; it is a shadow lighter than anything on this world,” Klon said proudly, and placed the small box on the rock beside himself.


  He paused again, knowing the effect his wait would have on his audience. And then he whisked the cover from the radi-light, slid from the central stone.


  The radi-light flared with a dazzling, gleaming whiteness on the stone, bringing with it a light such as had never penetrated the always-present clouds that veiled Venus. Klon stood proudly to one side, drinking in the hissing applause and hisses of surprise and awe that greeted his showing of the globe of light shadow. He knew then that he had won the coveted leadership of his nation.


  “This,” he hissed over the uproar of his people, “is the—”


  Klon gasped in sudden intolerable agony, fiery fingers of pain tearing at every bit of his body, cutting off his speech almost at its very inception. He crumpled slowly to the ground, dimly conscious that other cries were echoing his own.


  He died then, hearing the agonized hisses of his friends, his last sight of life being that of the globe that burned with a white-hot light on the top of the central stone.


  And slowly, but with increasing speed, his people died too. They fell like tiny trees before a huge storm, falling even as they tried to find a reason for the death around them. Like a wave eddying out from the central stone, death cut its merciless sweep.


  And within seconds there was no life in the clearing. Within seconds an entire nation, every intelligent being on Venus, was dead of the unleashed light rays, the like of which had never penetrated the miles of fog that lay between earth and the sun.


  The radi-light gleamed brightly on the central stone, shedding radiance over the last beings of intelligence ever to be on Venus—perhaps forever!


  WILLIE WINS A WAR


  E.A. Grosser


  Willie was only a thin blue haze of animated Mercurian ions, but he had definite likes and dislikes—and the ability to enforce his opinions!


  “KNOCK, knock!”


  To put it mildly, Bob Courtney was surprised. He knew that he was alone in the communications room of the Electra. Then he realized that the words had come from the radiovisor behind him, and he sighed out loud with relief.


  “Go ’way, Willie,” he said wearily. “If the Captain hears you—”


  “Knock, knock!” The sound was repeated, clearly, even though the radiovisor was turned off.


  “All right—who’s there?” Courtney asked resignedly.


  “Willie,” came the prompt reply.


  “Willie who?”


  “Willie ever get over it?” the voice cackled triumphantly.


  “If you’re speaking of the Captain—no!” said Courtney. “And the same goes for Willie if the Captain ever catches him. Now, scram!”


  “But Willie don’t wanna scram,” clicked the radiovisor aggrievedly. “Willie likes Bob.”


  “Aw, g’wan! I’ll bet you say that to everyone.”


  “No, no! Willie likes Bob.”


  The radiovisor hesitated for Courtney to go into raptures, and when he didn’t, it continued:


  “Willie don’t like the captain.”


  “Neither does Bob, but I don’t think the captain cares much,” growled Courtney.


  “Willie likes Bob!” the radiovisor cackled. “Willie likes Bob! Willie and Bob don’t like the captain! Willie and Bob don’t like the captain! Bob likes—” The radiovisor fell into a leading silence.


  Courtney said nothing. The radiovisor cackled again: “Bob likes—”


  Again it halted suggestively. Still, Courtney said nothing; and he stifled a grin. Then he remembered that Willie couldn’t see, and he smiled.


  “Bob likes—” The radiovisor cackled like a rutted phonograph record.


  “Oh, all right! Bob likes Willie,” Courtney surrendered.


  “Willie likes Bob! Bob likes Willie! Willie and Bob don’t like the captain!” The radiovisor crackled with the joyful words, and Courtney could imagine Willie dancing abandonedly among the wiring. “Willie likes Bob! Bob likes Willie! Willie and Bob don’t like the—”


  “Shhhh!” hissed Courtney as the door of the communications room opened and the captain came in. Courtney came to attention and snapped a salute to his superior.


  CAPTAIN BRISTOW slopped one in return and, frowning, looked around the room. “Who were you talking to?” he snarled.


  “I’m alone, sir,” Courtney evaded.


  Suddenly the tubes of the radiovisor glowed vividly and a burst of static crackled from the speaker and sent jagged angles and whirling spirals of light across the screen. The captain’s eyes widened like a bird-dog’s on a fresh scent, and he dived at the heap of junk.


  “Bob! Bob! Bob! Save me!” crackled the speaker as the captain started yanking out tubes and removable coils like a mad-


  “Help! Help!” cried a faint voice when the captain straightened with a triumphant grin. In his hand he held a vacuum tube. And it was from the tube that the faint voice was coming.


  “Get hiccups on my electricity, will you?” Captain Bristow gloated, careful not to touch the prongs of the tube. He held it delicately by the metallo-glass.


  “Help!” cried the captured Willie. Courtney edged closer to the captain.


  The captain looked at him quickly with a frown.


  “Attention!” he barked.


  Courtney came to attention, eyeing the tube pityingly from the corners of his eyes.


  “Help! Bob, help me!” it cried piteously-


  Captain Bristow grinned like an ogre. “I’ll fix you, you dirty little blue cloud! I’ll toss you out a port personally.” He started toward the door.


  Courtney looked at the vacuum tube, then all of a sudden dropped his stiff pose of attention. He lurched into Captain Bristow, struck his elbow a healthy blow, and the tube fell to the floor to shatter into a thousand bits.


  Captain Bristow dived for it, picked the remnants from the floor, but Willie was gone. Courtney came to attention again, and waited.


  He didn’t have to wait long. Captain Bristow turned the evacuated tube over in his hands, with disappointment plain on his face. Then he threw it away from him with a curse and turned to Courtney.


  “You . . . You . . . You . . . Guard!” he shrieked.


  The leatherneck came at a run, halted and presented his atomic rifle.


  “Arrest this . . . this . . .” Captain Bristow choked with wrath. “Put ’im in the brig!”


  The leatherneck saluted, stepped to Courtney’s rear, and lowered his bayonetted rifle. Courtney marched quickly forward to a safe distance.


  THE heavy door of the brig closed with a suggestively final sound and Courtney slumped discouragedly to the bunk. To save an animated cloud of Mercurian ions, he had tossed away a couple of chevrons and a bright future. He knew Captain Bristow well enough to be sure that one Bob Courtney would never live this down.


  And the U.S.N. Transport Electra, last ship out of Aphrodite, the capitol of Venus, with a full cargo of the invaluable gleba spores and various and curious refugees, would find its appointed place in history without mention of a certain ill-starred Sergeant Bob Courtney.


  The Electra was drilling through space from Venus to Earth as fast as was inhumanly possible. And two days previously Bob Courtney had looked forward to a brilliant future. The expansion of spacial forces necessitated by war with Venus should have kicked him into an officers’ training school and a commission, and a few close shaves should have seen him a captain. But now, all was lost. Just because a pretty little blonde from the Mercurian outposts had had the poor judgement to bring along a pet electric imp . . . and because said electric imp had conceived a case of violent love-at-first-sight with the aforementioned sergeant. It was a kiss of death! That’s what it was, he bemoaned. It was unfair!


  “Willie likes Bob!” simpered the light globe.


  “Oh, go ’way and leave me alone!” moaned Courtney. “Haven’t you caused me enough trouble already?”


  “Willie likes Bob!” the light globe simpered again.


  “All right, then! Bob likes Willie, too. But go ’way! You’re bad news.”


  “News? News? News?” questioned the light globe.


  “Something n—” Courtney started to define, then changed, “Information.”


  Willie maintained a puzzled silence. “I tell you nothing wrong,” he grieved at last.


  “You’re still bad news,” snapped Courtney.


  Willie was silent for a minute or so, then returned to his refrain:


  “Willie likes Bob . . . Willie likes Bob . . . Willie likes Bob.”


  Courtney’s melancholia deepened to a black cloud of despair. On top of everything else, the Mercurian imp seemed determined to make him. He shuddered.


  “Please go away, Willie,” he pleaded. “Isn’t it bad enough that you’ve got me thrown in the brig just when the damnedest war in a hundred years is breaking out. Why, hell! This could have been my big opportunity! But you had to go and spoil everything. Please go away and leave me alone.”


  The light globe maintained a sorrowful silence for several minutes. Courtney had just about decided that Willie had complied with the frenzied request and was getting ready to sigh with relief, when—


  “Willie’s sorry. Willie didn’t mean to hurt Bob. Willie likes Bob.”


  “I don’t give a damn whether you like me or not! Go away!”


  “But Willie likes Bob,” the light globe argued gently. “And so does Missy. Willie likes Bob. Missy likes Bob. Bob likes—” Willie halted suggestively.


  Courtney straightened. Being the object of affection for a cloud of ions, and being the same for a luscious little blueeyed blonde were two different things—decidedly! His eyes lighted with an eager glow.


  “Willie likes Bob,” simpered the light globe,. “Willie likes Bob. Bob likes—”


  “Bob likes Willie,” said Courtney sullenly. “What about Missy?”


  “Missy likes Bob, too. Willie and Missy like Bob. Bob likes—”


  Courtney grinned. “Gee! You sure like to be told often, don’t you? All right, Bob likes Missy and Willie.”


  “Bob likes Missy and Willie! Bob likes Missy and Willie! Willie and Missy like Bob. Willie, and Missy, and Bob don’t like Captain.”


  “Correct—all the way through,” agreed Courtney. Then the glow died out of his eyes when he saw that he was still in the brig. This was a devil of a place to be confined when a lovely little blue-eyed, golden-haired angel was longing for your companionship. He lay back on the bunk and covered his eyes with his arm. There must be a way to get out of here! There had to be!


  “Willie and Missy like Bob,” chortled the light globe. “Bob likes—”


  “Bob likes Missy and Willie,” Courtney replied absently.


  “I tell Missy right away,” promised the globe.


  Courtney came off the bunk in a bound. “Wait a minute!” he shouted. “Willie! Wait!”


  But Willie was gone. The globe was again only an efficient device to furnish light in darkness. Cupid had departed on an errand which to his infinitesimal mind was of all-embracing—practically of cosmic—importance.


  COURTNEY tensed when he felt the generators cut out. He had become so accustomed to them that their humming was hardly audible, until it was gone. He sat up, wondering why the ship was coasting. The Captain was a damn fool, but not such a big one that he would try to save fuel when the whole Venusian fleet was trying to intercept the Electra.


  He went to the door of the brig and peered between the bars. But he didn’t see anything enlightening, and wasn’t disappointed because he had hardly hoped to. The movement had been in the nature of an automatic reaction.


  Then the light globe shrieked: “Venies got us! Venies got us! Venies got us! Willie don’t like Venies!”


  Bob Courtney shuffled back to the bunk and sat down. He was hopeless. Everything seemed to be turning out wrong. Now, if he was lucky, he’d spend the duration of the war in a concentration camp. And if he wasn’t lucky, he’d—But he preferred not to think of that eventuality. Sufficient unto each day, the cares and worries thereof. And after all, death—even relatively slow death such as the Venusians delighted in dealing out—wasn’t so very horrible.


  “Willie don’t like Venies,” wailed the light globe.


  “Neither does Bob,” Courtney echoed bitterly.


  “Willie likes Bob. Willie likes Missy. Missy likes Bob. Bob likes Willie. Bob likes Missy. Willie, Missy and Bob don’t like Captain Bristow. Willie, Missy and Bob don’t like Venies.”


  Willie waited for approval, and when it wasn’t immediately forthcoming, he started all over again.


  “Willie’s right,” said Courtney hastily.


  The light globe again became an ordinary illuminating device, and when Willie spoke again, it was from the metal wall beside Courtney’s head.


  “Willie li-i-ikes Bo-o-ob,” the wall purred.


  “Aw, Willie . . . For God’s sake, shut up! I’m trying to think.”


  “Think? Think? Think?” questioned the wall.


  “Huh, you wouldn’t know anything about that,” grumbled Courtney. “Be quiet for a few minutes, now. I hear someone coming.”


  “Is Captain Bristow,” Willie informed, a faint note of panic in his voice.


  A KEY grated in the lock and the door swung open. Courtney looked up at Captain Bristow and a slate-skinned, very odorous Venusian wearing a lieutenant’s stripes.


  “Come out!” snarled Captain Bristow.


  “To whom do I owe this pleasure?” Courtney inquired formally as he got to his feet and sauntered out of the brig.


  “Not to me, you . . .” snapped Captain Bristow. “Venusian light cruiser, Torronal, got us. We’re turning back to Venus under full acceleration and need every man.”


  “Even me?” asked Courtney sarcastically. Nothing could make his position worse. And Willie had sure told the truth . . . Bob didn’t like Captain Bristow, but emphatically!


  “Ewen yo’ ” hissed the Venusian, jabbing Courtney with his pistol.


  Courtney immediately put more purpose in his movement. Captain Bristow chuckled and leaned against the metal wall of the corridor to let Courtney pass. Then he leaped about three feet into the air with a shriek of pain.


  “Willie don’t like Captain Bristow,” chanted the wall.


  Captain Bristow didn’t like Willie either, and turned the air a delightful azure while he attested the fact. But the tyrant was careful to avoid the wall.


  The Venusian watched and listened with an admiring expression, and there was a bit of envy to be seen on his fishy face. Then the scaly devil cocked his head on one side and eyed the wall questioningly. His hand started out exploringly.


  Captain Bristow started to warn the fellow, but Courtney said “Psst!” and shook his head negatively. The Captain grinned and shut up.


  The Venusian’s finger touched the wall, then he too learned how in six easy lessons as Willie gave him full voltage. He did a super-rapid tap dance with an involute adagio for a finale, to the brilliant accompaniment of his own peculiarly melodious shrieks. Then he lay on the floor of the corridor, moaning half-consciously.


  “Willie don’t like Venies, either,” Willie stated unnecessarily.


  “Whew!” puffed Captain Bristow. “I was lucky. I’m glad you don’t dislike me like that, Willie. You carry quite a jolt.”


  Courtney picked up the pistol that the Venusian had ceased to have any interest in. He checked and found that it was fully loaded, then he stepped to the side of the nearly-unconscious Venusian and with a laying-on of the pistol barrel, made him completely so. In a way, it was an act of mercy. The Venusian ceased to moan and lay very relaxedly.


  CAPTAIN BRISTOW looked curiously at Courtney. His eyes went to the pistol.


  “What do you think you’re going to do?—capture the ship single-handed?”


  “Oh, Willie’s going to help me,” Courtney said confidently. “He can go through walls, and sense people even though he can’t see them. How about it, Willie?”


  But there was no answer. Willie was gone. Probably to tell Missy all about it, Courtney thought as his hopes sagged.


  “All right, Sergeant,” said Captain Bristow, “We’ll do what we can. But it’s pretty hopeless.” They went to the end of the corridor, then halted, facing the closed door. This was where Willie’s aid would have been invaluable, Courtney knew. The little freak could have gone through the metal portal to see if the way was clear. As it was now, every door might be a Waterloo in disguise.


  Courtney stooped and applied his ear to the panel. He held his breath, listening intently. He heard footsteps on the other side of the door. Then:


  “Willie likes Bob!” boomed the panel in his ear.


  The door opened before Courtney could straighten, and he looked up to meet Missy’s blue eyes. Her lips twitched with a smile.


  “What goes on here?” she asked.


  Courtney straightened, feeling rather foolish. He colored.


  “We’re trying to find out if there was anybody out there,” he explained weakly.


  “Only me,” said Missy. Then she looked around curiously. “Willie said there was a lot of fun down here?”


  “He was having the fun,” growled Captain Bristow, regarding the walls suspiciously and moving well away from them. “Did he guide you?”


  “Yes,” said Missy. She seemed to think the Captain hardly worthy of attention, but her eyes went often to Courtney. Courtney knew, because his never left her. He was wondering how talkative Willie had been.


  “Willie!” he called, and there was no answer.


  He muttered a curse. The little fool had run out on them again. The brainless cloud of electricity would have been the best ally possible—if he were dependable. But he wasn’t.


  The Captain seemed relieved, and incautiously stepped off the rubberoid carpet covering the central portion of the corridor. But he leaped back immediately with a hoarse yell.


  “He-he-he!” chuckled the metal floor. “Willie don’t like Captain Bristow. Willie likes Bob. Bob likes Willie. Bob likes Missy. Missy likes—”


  “Willie!” snapped Missy. “Quit playing and help us!”


  “Yeah,” Courtney agreed, glancing at Missy to see if she had heard and understood Willie’s revealing words. But he couldn’t be sure. “Come on, Willie, help us. This is serious.”


  “Serious? Serious? Serious?”


  “Never mind!” Courtney snapped. “Is there anybody in the corridor?”


  There as a moment of silence, then Willie spoke from the door: “No.”


  THEY opened the door and went out.


  Courtney turned to Captain Bristow as they hurried along the passage.


  “How many of them are abroad the Electra?” he asked.


  “About a dozen,” answered the captain. “And the cruiser is pacing us.”


  Courtney chewed his lip as they halted at the door of the control room. He felt a soft hand touch his arm, and looked down into a pair of troubled blue eyes.


  “You better not take a chance,” she warned. “It’s hopeless. Even if we capture the Venies on the Electra, the cruiser still—”


  “We’ve got to try,” said Courtney. “Willie!”


  “Willie likes Bob. Bob likes—”


  “Thank God for that!” Courtney breathed. “Willie, how many Venies are in the control room?”


  There was a moment of silence, during which Captain Bristow kept well away from all metal, then Willie spoke.


  “Three,” he said. “Willie don’t like Venies.”


  “Wait a minute!” Courtney said quickly as Willie’s voice faded. Willie came back more strongly: “Willie likes Bob.”


  “What are they doing?” Courtney asked.


  “Venie stand behind pilot . . . behind navigator . . . behind—behind chart tank. Willie don’t like Venies. . . .” Willie’s voice faded into a low growl.


  “Wait a minute, Willie,” said Courtney. “We’ll handle this. How about their guns?”


  “All got guns,” answered Willie.


  “Sure, but where are they?”


  “All guns in . . . in leather outside pockets,” said Willie hestitantly.


  Courtney straightened and reached for the doorknob with a meaning glance at Captain Bristow. “You stay back out of danger,” he said to Missy.


  She might have been inclined to argue the matter, but he didn’t allow her the necessary time. He opened the door and burst into the control room with Captain Bristow at his heels. But quick as they were, Willie was quicker.


  The Venusians turned to face the intruders, snatching at their holstered weapons in spite of the threat of Courtney’s. Then one after another, the scaly-skinned half-lizards leaped into the air with a pained howl. It seemed that each one of them had acquired a hot-foot. Two of them dropped their pistols and Courtney neatly blasted the third out of the Venie’s clutch.


  Missy and Captain Bristow leaped forward to claim the weapons while Courtney lined the prisoners against the wall. And it was notable that Captain Bristow avoided-contact with metal. Willie was laying in ambush, somewhere.


  COURTNEY and Captain Bristow bound the Venusians’ wrists and legs with lengths of wire while Missy stood back and watched closely, pistol ready in her small hand. Her face was vividly colored by the excitement, and her breathing was fast. Courtney could hardly keep his eyes away from her.


  “Venies coming!” warned Willie from the panel of the door.


  Hastily they completed binding the captured Venusians, then leaped to the sides of the doorway. Courtney gave Missy a healthy brushing aside and she staggered halfway across the control room before coming to a very angry halt.


  “Bob like Missy?” Willie questioned, puzzled at the violence.


  “Sure,” said Courtney. “That’s why Bob wants her to stay out of the way. Will you help, Willie?”


  “Sure,” Willie agreed cheerfully, and an instant later Missy who had started back toward the door, returned to the rubberoid mat around the pilot’s chair with one leap and a yell. She tried to approach from a different direction, and immediately retreated to the insulating mat. Her eyes sparkled with anger.


  “Willie! Let me go!” she snapped.


  “Willie likes Bob. Willie do as Bob say.”


  Courtney chuckled. “Good for you, Willie,” he approved.


  “It’s mutiny,” grinned the Captain as Missy tried again to escape and failed.


  Then the door burst open. A Venusian burst into the control room with a pistol ready in his hand, but before he had a chance to use it Courtney parted his crown of scales with a healthy blow. The Venusian sank to the floor and took no more interest in the proceedings.


  But his scaly body blocked the door so that it couldn’t be closed, and those behind were more cautious, or more intelligent—Courtney didn’t know which. But the effect was discouraging. They remained in the corridor, pot-shooting through the open door. Courtney and Captain Bristow were forced back from the doorway.


  “Willie!” called Courtney.


  “Willie likes Bob.”


  “Good! Then slip out there and take those Venies from the rear, will you?”


  “Willie all tired„”


  “He means he needs a feeding of electricity,” Missy interpreted from her place of safety.


  They looked around for something to replenish their ally. Captain Bristow’s eyes alighted on the chart-tank. It was electrical and drew a large current.


  “Crawl into the chart-tank, Willie,” he suggested. “I’ll turn it on.”


  He stepped forward to help, then jumped backward, cursing.


  “Captain go ’way. Willie don’t like Captain.”


  Missy turned the current on while the two men guarded the door. The ammeter needle flipped away over, but no three-dimensional image appeared in the blackness of the tank. Willie was a voracious feeder—when he had the chance.


  “How’s that . . . uh . . . imp able to talk?” Captain Bristow growled.


  “He feels the vibration in the metal he is inhabiting at the moment, then makes it vibrate magnetically when he wants to answer. He’s really quite intelligent.”


  Captain Bristow grunted unbelievingly and Courtney grinned. He was glad Willie liked him. The little fellow was a bad enemy.


  SUDDENLY there was a shriek of dismay from the corridor and Captain Bristow bounced forward to look out. Courtney pulled him back to safety just in time to save his head from being blown off. But Captain Bristow was chuckling.


  “Willie is a literal soul,” he laughed. “I’ll bet that poor Venie feels like he sat on a hot stove.”


  There was another shriek of pain, and the Captain chuckled nastily. “Two,” he counted gleefully. Another shriek . . . “Three!”


  “That isn’t Willie,” said Missy. “Willie’s still in the tank.”


  Then Captain Bristow screamed shrilly at the same moment that a Venusian cried out with pain.


  “Willie still don’t like Captain Bristow,” the floor rumbled in a very nice bass voice.


  “But Willie’s still in the tank!” cried Missy. “He’s still eating!”


  “The hell he is!” the Captain disagreed. And he looked sympathetically toward the doorway when the next Venie howled.


  Courtney listened intently. There was no more firing. He climbed to his feet just as the floor beneath him purred:


  “Willie likes Bob.”


  An echo from the hall answered: “Willie likes Bob.”


  The chart-tank started, “Willie li—burp—” And the voice became voices which blended into a good duet. “Willie likes Bob.”


  “Three of them!” the Captain cried. “I mean, four!”


  Courtney stood still, thinking. His eyes began to shine with eagerness. “Willie!” he called.


  “Willie likes Bob,” came the chanted reply. One voice from the hall, one from the floor beneath his feet, and four from the chart tank.


  The Captain moaned. “Life’ll be hell,” he cried discouragedly.


  “Willie’s having Little Willies all over the place!” said Courtney excitedly. “Those two in the tank became four.”


  “Willie likes Bob,” came the chant again, and this time there were a lot more than four voices from the chart-tank.


  “Shut it off! Shut it off!” cried the Captain, running forward to sterilize Willie. Then he did a fantastic game of classic dancing cross-bred with hop-scotch, until he achieved the safety of the rubberoid mat around the pilot’s seat. He lay back in the seat breathlessly, arms limp at his sides.


  “Willie reproduces by fission—like an ameba,” said Courtney. “Isn’t that right, Willie?”


  “Willie just eats—then he gets restless, and there are two Willies. Willie likes Bob.”


  “And Bob likes Willie, too,” said Courtney, almost jittering with glee. “Where’s the real Willie?”


  “I am!” they all answered.


  Courtney grinned. “And all Willies like Bob?” he asked. “Will Willies all do as Bob says?”


  “Willie likes Bob,” came the chant of nearly a hundred voices. “Willie do as Bob says.”


  Courtney’s eyes widened at the number of the reply. He looked at Missy and tried not to show his fright. “Better turn it off,” he advised.


  The switch clicked, and for a moment there was silence. Then the chant: “Willie likes Bob.”


  “Yeah, and Bob’s damned glad Willie does,” Courtney breathed. His hands were shaking. Buck fever!—he snorted with disgust at himself. “How about those Venies outside?”


  “Venies all lay still,” came the multiple chant.


  “Good!” Courtney approved.


  “What d’ya mean, ‘Good?’ ” Captain Bristow snarled. “I’d rather have the Venies on my neck any day. They’re almost human; but Willie—” He choked with inadequacy.


  Courtney grinned at his superior. “Yeah? But Willie and I are going to win a war,” he boasted.


  HE WENT to the emergency locker and pulled out a space suit and a big-barreled gun that was used to fire a line for rescue work. Courtney detached the reservoir of small, strong rope and tossed it back into the locker. Then he stuffed a box of charges into his pocket and slipped one into the breach of the rifle. Then he rummaged through the locker until he had collected about ninety or a hundred assorted bolts, washers, and nuts.


  Missy and Captain Bristow had been watching him intently, and now Captain Bristow snorted with disgust as he moved to the controls of the ship.


  “You’re crazy,” he confided. “What do you think you can do? Lookut! We’re heading down for Aphrodite, now.”


  “Fine,” Courtney approved, winking at Missy. She smiled in return, though somewhat puzzledly.


  Courtney slipped into the space suit, then placed the nuts and bolts and washers on the floor. “Willie!” he called.


  “Willie likes Bob!” came the chant in reply.


  “Fine, Bob likes Willie, too,” said Courtney. “Now, Willie, I want one of you to crawl into each of these nuts, bolts and washers. Then I’ll shoot you at—”


  “B-Bob likes Willie?” the chanters asked doubtfully.


  “Sure, I like you, Willie. It won’t hurt you—not a bit. How can it?”


  “Wilfle don’t know.”


  “Bob likes Willie. Bob wouldn’t hurt Willie,” Courtney assured. “Now, do as Bob says. Then he’ll shoot you at the Venie cruiser, and at the power stations of Aphrodite as we land. Then Willie can eat all the electricity he wants. Won’t that be nice?”


  “No! Willie don’t wanna!”


  “Willie!” Courtney snapped, getting tense with the need for haste. Already the atmosphere of Venus was shrieking around the hull of the Electra as Captain Bristow guided her toward Aphrodite under the guns of the cruiser. “Willie!”


  “Willie l-likes Bob!” the chanters averred.


  “Then Willie will do as Bob asks,” Courtney insisted. “Hurry up.”


  “Willie don’t wanna!” the chanters wailed.


  “Willie has to!” snapped Courtney. “Hurry now, or Bob’ll be mad at Willie. Think of all the nice electricity you’re going to get!”


  “Willie still don’t wanna!” Chanted the nuts and bolts.


  “But Bob wants Willie to, so Willie will,” stated Courtney a lot more confidently than he felt. He gathered the nuts and bolts into a cardboard box, and dropped one into the muzzle of the rifle.


  “Willie will,” the nuts and bolts stated sadly.


  COURTNEY shuffled down the corridor to the air lock. He went inside, closed the inner portal, then opened the outer after he had clipped his suit lines to the safety hooks inside the lock. The Venusian atmosphere swooped into the open lock and fought to lift him out.


  Courtney braced himself. “Remember, Willie: Don’t start eating on the cruiser until we land. That ship is our safe-conduct. They won’t shoot at us as long as we’re under its guns.”


  “Willie won’t,” the imps promised sadly.


  Courtney fired a half dozen slugs at the cruiser, then they were hovering over Aphrodite. The tall, slender spires of the city scratched upward through the steaming clouds like the towers of a fairy city. Thousands, millions of lights made it a brilliant fairyland. Courtney looked at it with regret. Then he raised the rifle and shot at the massive target that was a powerhouse.


  Again, and again, and again, he fired. And utter blackness swept outward from the places he hit, like great invisible waves. Wille was doing himself proud, Courtney thought. There must be millions of the little devil now.


  Then the Electra and the Venusian cruiser were swinging in toward the landing field. Hastily, Courtney fired his last missiles, then closed the lock and sped back to the control room. The Electra landed lightly as he burst in on Missy and Captain Bristow.


  Missy ran to him, threw her arms around his neck and pulled his head down so she could kiss him. “It’s working! It’s working!” she cried happily.


  “Uh-huh,” Courtney agreed, holding her tight and showing some initiative of his own. She flushed and tried to withdraw, but he wouldn’t let her. And shortly, she ceased to try.


  They saw the lights of the cruiser blackout as suddenly and as completely as those of the city, and Courtney faced Captain Bristow.


  “Have Sparks call in the Venusian fleet, will you Captain ?” he asked. “Then when they are out of commission, we’ll call the Earth fleet. This war’s ended almost before it begins.”


  Captain Bristow went to the communicator, relayed the message, then his muscles went rigid and his body almost vibrated to the current going through him. He couldn’t let the communicator go. At last he slumped weakly back to the pilot’s chair as the communicator growled: “Willie don’t like Captain Bristow!”


  “Willie!” said Courtney. “Clean the Venies out of this ship.”


  There was no answer, and Courtney took it for granted that Willie was obeying. He returned his attention to Missy. He nearly lost himself in her blue eyes, and shook his head dazedly.


  “Bob likes Missy . . . Missy likes Bob,” chanted Willie.


  “Willie, go after those Venies,” Courtney ordered.


  “’Bob likes Missy . . . Missy likes Bob,” Willie said again.


  Courtney looked down at Missy. Her soft lips parted in a smile that showed even white teeth.


  “You bet, Willie,” he agreed happily. “Missy likes Bob?” persisted Willie.


  “Yes, Willie. Now do as Bob says.”


  “Willie likes Bob,” stated Willie happily. Then Captain Bristow shouted with pain. “Willie don’t like Captain Bristow. And Willie don’t like Venies!”


  THE END


  TEST OF THE GODS


  Raymond F. Jones


  The Earthmen were taken for gods—but had to act in a way the Venusian reptiles would think godly! And what was the moral sense of a Venusian apt to demand—


  THE VENUSIAN rains spume down from the skies as if there’s nothing in that hell-hound world but water. Warm water. Green, slimy water that trickles through the fern mesh and drips tunelessly onto the oil-soaked roofs of the aborigines’ huts.


  Spud Agill stood slump-shouldered by the open door. His breath was short in the steam that enveloped them. Hot sweat rolled down his forehead into the bush of his eyebrows.


  “We’ve got to break for it tonight,” he muttered decisively. “They’re just waiting for us to die! Can’t you hear them out there? The slimy devils—”


  An echolike chuckle came out of the fog across the hut. “And just where will you go, my good Agill?”


  It was the Deacon talking. “To the north and west are a thousand miles of ocean crawling with ichthyosaurs. To the east is twelve hundred miles of jungle—thick, beautiful jungle, alive with stegosaurs, triceratops—before you get to Aspia. Southward is the swampland. You don’t mean to try that?”


  “We don’t have to!” Spud snapped. “We were fools to leave the ship. We could have starved until we repaired the lifeboat. It was only five days’ job at the most for the three of us. But we can go back to it. Are you with me?”


  “Yes! Yes! Let’s do anything! But let’s get out of this hell!” paunchy Joe Spencer breathed heavily from his corner. His bulk shifted fearfully before the mist of light that was the window across the hut. He shuddered at the scaly forms that oozed out of the fog momentarily, then were folded back into it. “They’re watching us!” he whispered hoarsely. “Maybe it’s too late.”


  The three men watched, haunted by the unending soft hush of rain about them. Rain that condensed rather than fell.


  Three weeks ago they had boarded the Minos, Agill’s dilapidated flier, for a trip to the newly open two hundred thirty-five fields, halfway around the planet from Aspia.


  There was always good pickings in new mining fields—suckers to buy gold bricks, Joe Spencer’s specialty, lucky prospectors to be chiseled out of their finds by guns, fists, or any other means available. Spud Agill wasn’t particular in these matters.


  And the Deacon could manage a good confidence racket behind the flaps of a revival tent in almost any environment.


  But with only twelve hundred miles of their journey behind them, the Minos gave up and dropped them in the depths of the Venusian jungle, where no man of Earth or Mars had ever penetrated, and of which there were only legends and rumors among the more advanced peoples of Venus.


  Making a hunt for food to last until the lifeboat could be repaired, they had been captured by the reptilian inhabitants of the jungle.


  All of the men had seen life in thousands of forms and degrees of intelligence on the three planets they knew, but their captors baffled them. Three-toed, or rather, clawed, they walked upright. Their forms resembled the tyrannosaurus, yet they were only slightly larger than the men. Their bodies were finely scaled or plated, and dripped constantly with foul-smelling water that condensed on their cold forms and absorbed their dank animal odor.


  But they were intelligent. They spoke to each other in high, piping voices, and for three weeks had been patiently teaching the men their weird language. They called themselves Igoroes.


  Joe Spencer came away from the window and resumed his endless pacing across the narrow hut.


  “Agill! You’ve got to get us out of here. It’s driving me crazy. This rain and those slimy, ghostly—”


  “Oh, shut up!” snapped the Deacon. “You know we can’t get past those guards. Besides, we don’t know that they plan to harm us. It seems to me that we’ve been treated rather royally, according to their ideas of royalty—especially after Spud was so anxious to try to prove to them that he was a god. Where’d you get that flash of genius, Spud? Out of those wild yarns you read, or is it just a hidden superiority complex breaking out?”


  “It worked.” Spud thrust his chin out defensively. “They were impressed enough by a few old-fashioned card tricks to feed us the best they’ve got for three weeks—even if it is pig swill—instead of burying our heads in the ground with our feet sticking up.”


  “Yes, maybe they figured your show was worth more ingenious treatment and they’ve spent these three weeks figuring it out.”


  “Stop it!” Joe screamed at them. “Don’t stand there arguing. Do something—let’s get out of here!”


  “Maybe—” The Deacon began, then he closed his mouth and stared silently out the window.


  Through the gray billows of fog and steam a host of scaly forms was moving. The squoosh of their feet in the mud and slime was like the sound of distant, stampeding cattle.


  Still half hidden by the curtains of vapor, the horde paused, then stopped. After a moment, a trio of Igoroes stalked slowly forward.


  “The delegation of honor,” murmured the Deacon. Spud remained silent, jaws clenching and relaxing.


  Joe was in hysteria. “Don’t let them take us! Don’t—”


  “Quiet, you fool!” Spud ordered.


  THE THREE approached the hut. Just outside the door, they carefully laid their hardwood spears on the ground. They knelt on one knee in the doorway.


  “God—and devils, come,” the middle Igoroe hissed. His whole body seemed to quiver as if from extreme nervous tension.


  The Deacon hunched in his corner. “God and devils? Where do they get that stuff? Just because Joe and I can’t do card tricks—”


  “I think we’d better go,” said Spud.


  Joe was near collapse. The Deacon rose with rheumatic stiffness and joined Spud in wrapping a supporting arm around Joe. The three sloshed into the rain ahead of their reptile escorts.


  Stumbling through the mist, they made out the forms of hundreds of assembled Igoroes. Silent and motionless, the horde looked upon them as if in impassive judgment. The occasional lightning flick of their inner eyelids was the only sign of expression.


  The stench of their bodies was sickening.


  “Looks serious,” the Deacon admitted.


  The group began slowly closing in behind. Those in front knelt before the pressing reptiles in back. At last, one of the three escorting Igoroes raised his scaly arms for attention. He began hissing in their sibilant tongue.


  The three Earthmen strained their ears to catch the meaning of the words. To their minds it was:


  “O Igoroes! The greatest of days has befallen us, when the legend of a thousand fathers ago is fulfilled. Our god has come among us, falling from the skies as was foretold. But, even as was also foretold, the two devils have accompanied him.


  “Upon us is the greatest of honors and the most sorrowful of responsibilities since the planets flamed. We must discover which is our god and which are the two devils we must annihilate. If we fail, our god will buy his freedom with us and flee, and the devils will rule over us and our children until the worlds flame again!”


  A shrilling, mingled hiss of approval and heart-tearing despair came from a thousand reptile throats.


  “We must make the test of the gods,” they intoned.


  “What’ll we do? What’ll we do?” Joe moaned over and over again.


  “Figure out how to pass the test of the gods.” The Deacon leered at him.


  “Lay off,” Spud growled. “We’re going to need all we’ve got to get out of this.”


  The Igoroe turned and addressed them. “You know which of you is our god and which are the devils we must destroy. We do not know. May our god forgive us the humiliation of having to make a test to identify him and help overcome those who hold him in power.


  “We will ask three questions, each to be answered by one of you. Only our god can know the answer, because the devils cannot pronounce that which is good.”


  The Earthmen stood in rigid surprise. What kind of aborigines were they? No primitive torture. No pagan ceremonials—only three questions.


  The Deacon glanced about. He sensed in the tense forms of the reptiles that this was the greatest event in the lives of any of them. He silently cursed the fate that had dropped them as ready-made answers to a wild, dream-founded legend. But it had happened before—Cortez and the Incas on Earth—he reflected. Only things were a little backward here on Venus. The Venusians weren’t as gullible as the Incas.


  He looked at his companions. Blubbering Joe, stiff as a corpse with fear. Spud, silent, worried and burning with rage. Only one of them could get-out of this—


  “What is the first question?” Spud asked quietly.


  The lizard man spoke reverently. “The question: What must an Igoroe do if he injures or sees an injured Igoroe?”


  Spud frowned. “That’s a hell of a question,” he said in English.


  But Joe had blossomed like a poppy. “That’s easy. What would a god tell ’em to do? I’ll give that one!”


  He shifted to hissing Igoroe. “The Igoroe must help—”


  Spud slapped a hand against Joe’s mouth. “You damned, brainless idiot, shut up!”


  “Stall for time,” whispered the Deacon. “Get a day.”


  Spud addressed the Igoroe. “None of us will answer now. We require one day. Give us until tomorrow at this time, then come to our hut and receive our answer.”


  A ripple of hissing went through the assemblage. Evidently this was not according to the books. After a moment of consternation the three leading Igoroes conferred in calm, deliberate discussion.


  The Deacon watched through narrowed eyes, studying intently the Igoroe’s reactions.


  He could distinguish males and females side by side in the crowd. Little monsters of baby Igoroes moved restlessly in and out, but even they were attentive and comparatively still. The Deacon observed half a dozen mothers with tiny, squirming lizards in pouches at their waists. An insane cross between reptile and marsupial.


  One fact centered itself in the Deacon’s mind: the lack of frenzy and bloodlust. The Igoroes were on an infinitely higher plane of emotions than their filthy animal surroundings would indicate. At least, judging by Earth standards.


  But another possibility clamored for recognition in his unwilling mind. Perhaps the Igoroes were simply emotionless. Yet that seemed impossible. Fear and excitement left clues in their manner. He shrugged off the idea. The Igoroes were emotional enough. Where was the key to unlock their emotional pattern?


  At last the discussion ended and the Igoroe leader announced: “We will come for our answer and bring the next question in one day. One of you will answer. If it is the answer of a god, he will be asked the next. If it is the answer of a devil, he will be destroyed.”


  Endlessly, the rain sprinkled the steaming soil.


  JOE’S craven fear had vanished, and he blustered confidently. “What is there to worry about? Boy, how you pushed ’em over with those card tricks and that god business. They even went out and dug up an old legend to fit us. All we gotta do now is answer their questions, and one of us will be the head man of the whole mob. The other two will be safe enough, because whatever the head man says goes. Then we’re sitting on top—pick up any crown jewels that might be laying around, fix up the Minos and take off.”


  Spud glanced down at his little fat sweating companion. “The wheels don’t go around often, do they, Joe? But when they do, they sure buzz.”


  “Why? What’s the matter with my idea? Why wouldn’t you let me answer them? Naturally, the nice thing for a god to say would be that when an Igoroe is hurt, the others help him. You haven’t been slitting throats so long you couldn’t figure that out.”


  “How do you know?” grinned the Deacon. “Were you ever god, Joe?”


  “Aw, you’re both crazy. What are von driving at?”


  “Nothing,” said the Deacon, “except I wondered if you’d ever seen a pack of wild dogs turn cannibal when one of them showed blood.”


  “What’s that got to do with this?”


  “Nothing, except that our friends outside might have a similar code of ethics, and it might be the social thing to take a nip out of anybody who is down.”


  Joe paled. “The—Then how are we going to know what answer to give them?”


  The Deacon laughed in Joe’s face, a laugh of wholehearted amusement at the panic this simple thought brought to Joe’s mind in which walls of Earth standards were built so high that Joe was incapable of thinking in any other terms.


  Spud was pacing the room, trying to think logically, but his rage prevented that.


  He stood at the door, wiping the sweat from his face. “Were in for it now. They’re ten deep nil around us. They’ll probably be there all night. I don’t think they ever sleep.”


  “I hope you still aren’t thinking of breaking for it!” exclaimed Joe. “Not with everything working our way.”


  “It would have been a hundred to one chance before. Its zero now. But finding the right answers to their fool questions isn’t, more than one in a million. Out of thirty known races on Mars and Venus, only one has a code of ethics that can be anywhere near duplicated on Earth. A mathematical physicist had no business discovering relativity; it was a sociologist’s job. There’s only one thing in this cockeyed universe more relative than social customs, and that’s ethics.


  “These Igoroes know the ‘right’ answers to these little ethical problems they’re giving us. From a few weeks’ observations of the few specimens we’ve been able to see through this haze and muck we’ve got to identify their whole ethical pattern—or else toss a coin to get the answers. What’s the chances, Deacon?”


  The Deacon had slumped down in his corner, thinking hard. What he was thinking most was that only one of them could survive. There was nothing to fear from Joe, but Spud had to be led off.


  The Deacon’s Ph. D. had come from his work on comparative ethics—before he discovered wits were more lucrative than wisdom. That made him the logical survivor in this insane contest, he reflected.


  Joe cut in with injured dignity. “I don’t care what you think! If they ask me, I’m going to tell them to help the damned, infernal injured Igoroe until he gets well!”


  With that he retired from the discussion.


  “We’ve got to know at least three more factors,” said the Deacon. “First, how does their ethical code rate according to our own standards? Have they any science? Do they believe in an afterlife?”


  His narrowed eyes watched Spud’s face closely.


  “I’d say they were a peculiar mixture,” Spud answered. “They lack developed artifacts, but their lore and natural science are high. Their use of herbs has developed into a fairly good traditional medicine. Geometry and astronomy have probably reached the Euclidean stage. I’d say their ethical system is high according to Earth standards.”


  “Why?”


  “Hunch, maybe. But it seems that way—no howling or war dancing around us out there. Their attitude was one of high devotion rather than fanaticism. And the family-group stuff—did you notice that?


  The Deacon nodded. “I think you’re right about the ethics, but if they had geometry they’d have buildings and artifacts. No, they don’t know anything about the sciences. Just about the reverse of Earth a couple of centuries ago—they’re long on ethics, but short as zero on science.”


  “Perhaps, but in that case their traditional medicine must be advanced. Living in the jungle, having the intelligence they have, they must have a great herbological lore.”


  “You didn’t see any medicine men hanging around our little ceremony out there.”


  “I wouldn’t have known one if I’d seen him. Perhaps they have no concept corresponding to our ‘medicine men.’ But that has no bearing on the question. Medicine men as we think of them are not embryo M. D.’s. They’re priests of superstition. And there’s plenty of that around here. If it weren’t, we wouldn’t be in this jam! But it’s a high mysticism like the great religions of Earth—Buddhism, Christianity, the Inca beliefs.”


  “Then we can take our answer to their question from the pages of our Earth Bibles?”


  Spud shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”


  The Deacon smiled. He didn’t, either—yet. There had to be one more factor. Three points determine a line; three relevant factors determine an ethical pattern—if you interpret them right.


  IN THE NIGHT the guards trebled and the horde of curious, intent Igoroes pressed closer. The stench of their lizard bodies filled the little hut.


  Even Spud knew it would be suicide to venture an escape. Through the lowering dusk he had watched them pressing in, and in the blackness he could hear them shifting, sloshing in the water and muck.


  The rain increased, torrenting down from the sky. It swept the matting loose on the roof and let warm trickles through onto the men.


  Asleep with weariness, they rolled endlessly, trying to keep out of the water, but there was no spot on the dirt floor that was not being drenched.


  Dawn came, drear and lifeless. The Earthmen shifted their aching bodies to upright positions and glanced about. They were sitting in an inch of water.


  “Today’s the day,” muttered Joe. He surveyed himself and his companions. He looked down at his legs, crossed in the water—


  “Gods!” He suddenly burst out laughing. “Funny, isn’t it? Us, gods!” He shook and rocked back and forth.


  “Joe! Joe!” Spud reached over and slapped him across the cheek. “Stop it. Do you hear?”


  Joe subsided after a moment, looking momentarily ashamed, then burst out crying. “Why don’t they kill us and be done with it? What are they waiting for?”


  There was an awkward trampling at the doorway. An Igoroe entered with breakfast.


  “Cheer up. Swill’s on,” said the Deacon. He took the bucket-sized gourd from the Igoroe and smelled the sour mess that seemed to be halfdecomposed fruits and berries.


  Joe turned paler and grabbed at his stomach. The Deacon busied himself with the gourd and casually turned to the Igoroe, who was nearly out the door.


  “Where do Igoroes go when they die?” he asked.


  The scaly face remained expressionless, but the Igoroe hesitated as if in puzzlement before he answered: “Igoroes dead when dead. Never go anywhere.”


  “That’s all I wanted to know,” the Deacon murmured.


  “What does it mean?” asked Spud. The Deacon regarded his companion intently. “It can only mean that they have-no belief in an afterlife,” he said at last. “And races who do not have that belief are invariably Epicureans or debauchees. The Igoroes aren’t debauchees; they’re nothing but a bunch of home bodies, living life for all they can get out of it with a holy zeal.”


  “Then Joe must surely be right,” exclaimed Spud. “The answer to the question is that the Igoroes would help each other when hurt, apply whatever healing herbs they have—which must be plenty—and be generally good Samaritans.”


  The Deacon didn’t want to have to answer that one, and didn’t. He was glancing out the window, and smiled suddenly as a tinny scream shrilled out.


  The three went to the window. Beyond the dim, swirling fog three scaled forms were thrashing the mud in a free-for-all. Their needletoothed jaws gnashed into each other’s flesh. Blood spurted into the rain.


  It was impossible to see the details of the battle. The fighters rolled far beyond the range of vision before the death cries ended. But the Deacon had seen enough.


  IT WAS AFTERNOON when the three Igoroes came again. As if it were part of the ceremony, they carefully laid their hardwood spears on the ground outside. In one palm they held a bowl of clear liquid. Contents of the three bowls were of differing shades of red.


  With deference, but yet with firmness and an aura of antagonism, they quickly surrounded Joe.


  He went white, and sweat began to stream down his face more rapidly. There was no sound from the hundreds of Igoroes outside.


  The shrill piping of the Igoroe burst out. “What must an Igoroe do if he injures or sees an injured Igoroe?”


  Joe opened his mouth, but no words came. He looked with agonized pleading at his companions. Spud and the Deacon stood stiffly in opposite corners of the hut.


  Then Joe’s faltering voice came weakly. “He must help the Igoroe, give him herbs, heal his wounds—” He almost collapsed. Two of the Igoroes gripped his arms. They held their three bowls in front of him as if he were to take his choice. A whispered scream of despair came from the Igoroes outside.


  “Don’t—” Spud began.


  The Deacon said nothing.


  Joe hesitated, until the Igoroes squeezed his arms. He cried out in pain and grasped one of the bowls and downed its contents.


  The Igoroes dropped him to the earth, where he lay gasping.


  Then the Igoroe piped again. “The second question: If an Igoroe finds the possession that another Igoroe has lost, what must he do? Answer by darkness.”


  They left. Spud stared unbelievingly after them. “The second question! Then Joe must have failed! But what was the answer? Where were we wrong?”


  The two stared at Joe, who just sat in the water and muck, not moving, his face expressionless.


  For what seemed hours, Spud looked at him, then turned his face away. “Whatever poison they fed him, we’ve got to forget him. It’s our necks now! Where were we wrong? Why wasn’t that the right answer? What would an Igoroe do if he found another’s spear or little tin bowl, or wife, or diamond stickpin? How can a man think in this heat? Tell me, Deac, what’s the answer? You’ve studied these things, races, psychology. Tell me—”


  He stopped. The Deacon was staring at him.


  “I must be going looney in this heat,” he murmured. Quietly he slumped down in a corner.


  The Deacon remained unmoving. His mind was working swiftly over this new problem. He knew he had gauged the last one correctly. Now the question of property—


  Spud broke in on him. “Stuff must be scarce around here. They’d grab it off and hide it. Isn’t that what they’d do, Deac?”


  “You forget we’re dealing with a race we decided was very moral according to our own—or rather, Earth standards.”


  “Sure, and even though they’d really grab it off, they’d expect their god to tell them it wasn’t the proper thing to do and to give it up, wouldn’t they? That one’s easy!” The Deacon wondered. He thought it was easy, too. It was splitting hairs very fine—the difference between his answer and Spud’s. He’d been watching through the window into the grayness ever since the Igoroes’ departure, hoping for a clue, but he found no more than what he already knew.


  His thoughts were sheared off by the shrill, insane cry that broke from Joe’s throat. Their companion had suddenly risen, tearing at his clothes and beating upon his body. “It’s burning me up! It’s burning me up! Oh, don’t let it burn me!”


  He flung himself full length in the water on the floor, burying his face in the mud. Spud turned away. It took a lot to make his stomach roll over, but it hadn’t been treated very well the last three weeks.


  The Deacon continued staring. “He’s drowning!”


  Joe writhed in terrible pain. Once he raised his head and screamed again. “Don’t bum—”


  “We can’t let him die that way,” said the Deacon. He began tearing at the wall of the hut, and finally jerked away a long pole. Spud had turned back, face white.


  “Do you want to, or shall I?” the Deacon asked.


  “I will.”


  Spud raised the heavy pole and brought it down once.


  IT WAS NOT dark enough to prevent their seeing each other across the but when the Igoroes came again. The Deacon watched them lay their spears on the ground so ceremoniously before the door again. He wondered why they carried them.


  Ho held his breath as they entered. It was not yet his turn.


  They surrounded Spud and piped the question.


  Spud stood stiffly erect, trying to smile at the Deacon. “If an Igoroe finds something belonging to another Igoroe, he gives it back,” he said.


  The three remained motionless. Spud swallowed nervously. “Or does that hurt your conscience—if any—too much?”


  “What does an Igoroe do if he finds another Igoroe’s possession?” the lizard repeated.


  “Gives it back, I said!” Spud shouted.


  The three held out their bowls. Spud bit his lip and stared at them.


  Slowly he raised one to his lips and winked at the Deacon. He brought his arm back swiftly and hurled the bowl with all his might into the open jaws of the Igoroe. He leaped backward beyond the reach of the other two, trying to reach the window.


  But his foot slipped in the mud and the other two Igoroes were upon him with savage force that was more terrible because of their quietness and determination.


  “You will take this one,” one of them hissed.


  They pinned Spud to the floor and poured the contents of one bowl into his mouth. In spite of his sputtering and blowing, most of it trickled down his throat because two scaled claws wedged between his jaws.


  The Igoroes rose and retreated to the door, visibly trembling. There they stood dramatically erect, and one piped the third question: “Can our god die? Answer at light.” Then they were gone.


  Spud got up, shrugging at the effect of the drink. It seemed mildly intoxicating.


  “That’s good stuff,” he said to the Deacon. “We could sell it for five dollars a pint back on Earth.”


  His eyes became faraway. “Back on Earth—”


  Darkness dropped quickly. Still the mob of Igoroes stamped and splashed patiently in the endless falling rain.


  With darkness, Spud felt his senses slipping from him. He grew cold and afraid inside. He had seen Joe just sitting in his corner, finally rising with those horrible screams. But Spud just couldn’t keep awake any longer. He slumped in drowsiness.


  The Deacon’s mind was working with all the furious intensity and cunning that had successfully carried him through thirty years of living by his wits.


  He had been right about the first two questions. Joe and Spud had been stupid not to see that with no belief in an afterlife, with a high morality and an Epicurean outlook on life, suffering would be the height of the intolerable to the Igoroes. It would not be mercy to heal a wounded Igoroe because they had no science with which to heal him. The answer was to kill him as quickly as possible. That was why those two Igoroes had pounced on one of their companions earlier in the day when he had accidentally stumbled into a spear. But, then, Spud and Joe hadn’t seen the accident—


  The second question would have been a longer shot if they’d asked him. But Spud had been right about stuff being scarce. It was so scarce that Spud’s answer had undoubtedly sounded silly to the Igoroes. Returning a found possession was merely a minor matter. With their Puritanical extremes of morality, the important part was that an Igoroe should, in addition, pay for the great privilege of being able to return it. The Deacon knew this was logical because one of the sand races on Mars had just such a morality concerning possessions. Theft of any kind was punished with death. Among the Igoroes it would probably be torture, since death was no punishment among them.


  The only question in the Deacon’s mind was how much the Igoroes considered a finder should pay a loser. He’d have said that he should pay without stipulating any amount and hoped he could get away with it.


  But could their god die? Where were the clues to that one? They didn’t believe in immortality. Did that apply to their god? The obvious answer was that it didn’t. The Deacon was afraid of the obvious.


  He racked his brain, frantically searching the dusty catalogue of races he had studied throughout the universe. All he could find was that races who believe in immortality believe in immortal gods. Those who have no belief in after life seldom believe in gods, but the one or two who deny themselves immortality and still have some concept of a nebulous omnipotent presence at least grant it indestructibility.


  This slim precedent from known races was the only basis to apply to the unknown. Would it?


  Exhausted beyond his endurance, the Deacon sank down against the wall in a daze of half sleep.


  FOR a long time, in the middle of the night’s blackness, he thought he heard a scraping, sawing sound, but his consciousness just wouldn’t rise to meet it. The sound continued for seeming hours, then died, and the Deacon rolled on his back in deep, exhausted sleep.


  When he awoke, dim grayness filled the hut. The fog seemed thicker than ever and was plainly visible swirling in the hut. As the Deacon shook his head and looked about, a swift spasm clenched his insides.


  He saw what the noise in the night had been.


  The body of Spud Agill was sitting upright in a corner. In his hands was his pocketknife. Blood colored the water deeply.


  Spud had amputated his toes one by one, then both feet. And one leg had been nearly cut off at the knee before the blood had drained out of him.


  His face showed that he had felt every searing pain of the knife—that his brain had been powerless to stop his hand from cutting.


  The Deacon felt his mind dim. Blank spots sprang up suddenly in his memory. He groped for a moment for his identity and his location. And there was something terribly important to be done this morning.


  Oh, yes. The third question. Could a god die? That was it.


  But how could he know? He wasn’t a god. None of them were gods. Two of them were dead. He had to be a god or he would die, too.


  But if he were a god he couldn’t die. He was safe, then. He chuckled to himself.


  Outside, the Igoroes, who never seemed to sleep, pressed close. He felt the tenseness that almost radiated from their bodies. They had reason enough to be excited. This was the big day. The day when their god would be enthroned.


  He was that god! He would be the head man from now on, and would he show them!


  But first he had to pass their test. Silly—having to pass an examination to be a god. He chuckled again.


  Then he caught himself. He gritted his teeth. Get hold of yourself, get hold of yourself. There they come. Three anachronistic saurians. Why don’t you go back to your own time? A million years ago. You don’t belong here.


  They came to the door and paused. The Deacon glanced about, panic-stricken for a moment. But there was nothing to worry about. He had the right answer, and after that—


  They stood there, solemn, repulsive. Their little bowls were clawed tightly. The hardwood spears lay on the ground.


  They, too, were under tremendous nervous strain. This being before them had to be their god. The other two had proven devils and had been destroyed. Now—


  “Can our god die?”


  “No! No!” The Deacon hurled the words from him. His whole body functions then seemed to pause awaiting the Igoroes’ reactions.


  Even before they retreated with the little bowls he knew he had given the right answer. The Igoroes outside had relaxed with an audible hissing sigh.


  He turned to the mangled corpse in the corner and shouted, “I’m god, Spud, don’t you hear? I’m god!”


  The endless strain was over. Relief and hysteria flooded over him.


  But something was wrong. The Igoroes outside were not dispersing in jubilance. Instead, they were pressing even closer, and a new intensity filled the air. A shuffling sound at the door turned the Deacon’s head.


  Words collapsed on his lips. The three Igoroes were there. Their little bowls were gone and the hardwood spears were not on the ground.


  They were clenched tightly in the claws of the reptiles, the dull wood showing redly like old rusted steel.


  The Deacon’s eyes opened wide, and he screamed just once, even before they were halfway across the hut, because he knew he couldn’t pass the final test of the gods.


  THE END.


  THE WORLDS OF TOMORROW


  VENUS, THE KEY TO THE PAST


  VENUS, the second planet from the Sun, is today a familiar world to every interplanetary traveler. Nearly everyone in these days is acquainted with its wonders, with its great swampy continents and wide seas; its dangerous Boiling Sea of spouting geysers and unique Sea-Forest whose giant trees grow right up from the ocean bed; its Great South Marsh whose swampy recesses hide a semi-intelligent, amphibian race; its weird Beast-Trees whose haunts are shunned; and its beautiful coastal cities.


  The Venusians themselves, most aesthetic and handsome of all the planetary races and boasting the most beautiful women of the System, may be seen in every cosmopolitan city of the nine worlds. And their self-styled Swamp-men who boldly explore the recesses of the great marshes for valuable timbers and gums and herbs are rightly reckoned among the most hardy adventurers of any planet.


  Submerged Cities


  But perhaps the most important feature of Venus from a scientific or historical viewpoint is the submerged ruined cities that lie deep in the Western Sea. These are almost the oldest ruins in the System, and have been comparatively well preserved by the mild chemical constitution of the Venusian seawater. And it is now known that they are remnants of the most ancient civilization in the System’s history—survivals of the half-legendary first humans of the System, who long ago built a great civilization upon the planets of our Sun.
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  We cannot do better in this respect than to quote from the classic work by Doctor Kas Karo of the Venusian Institute of Planetary Archaeology, entitled, The First Solar Civilization:


  “When the first pioneering space-voyages were made by the Earthmen, Gorham Johnson and Mark Carew, in 1971 et seq.” writes Doctor Karo, “the intrepid explorers were amazed to discover that on every other planet of the System was a native human stock. It had previously been assumed that man had evolved on Earth, and that the other planets could not have human inhabitants. So this sudden revelation of human races on the other planets caused profound mystification.


  “But we feel sure now that man did not originate on Earth. The evolutionary charts which had been constructed by Earthman scientists of the 19th and 20th centuries were greatly in error. They assumed that humanity had evolved from certain sub-human species whose fossils had been found in certain strata of the Earth. We are sure now that the sub-human species referred to were simply atavistic degenerations from the true human stock, a mere offshoot which quickly died out.


  Ancient Civilization


  “For we know now that human races existed, not only upon Earth but upon the other planets also, many hundreds of millions of years ago. And what is even more astounding, that those ancient progenitors of the various planetary races had reached a state of civilization at least almost as high as that of the present advanced age.


  “The first evidence of this unsuspected civilization of the past, which archaeologists now term the First Solar Civilization, came from certain strata of sedimentary rocks in the northern deserts of Mars. In those rocks were found remains of stone and metal implements of high perfection. Calculation of the age of the strata by the familiar means of estimating radioactive degeneration adduced the startling information that these remnants of ancient civilization were at least a billion years old.


  “At first, so overwhelming was the shattering of long-held concepts involved, most scientists refused to accept the evidence. But within a comparatively short time, the discovery of similar fragments in a rock formation deep in the Uranus caves confirmed the result. This time the evidence was beyond question. And planetary archaeologists were faced with the breathtaking fact that human existence in this Solar System went back more than a billion years.


  The Greatest Discovery


  “It was not long after that the greatest discovery of all was made. This was the famous submerged ruins in the southern part of the Western Sea, on Venus. They proved to be the wreck of a city that had been abandoned long ago due to the rising
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  of the Venusian oceans. Since the rise of the sea had been due to the progressive condensation of the planet’s hydrosphere, a simple calculation fixed the date of the city’s life. It was in exact correspondence with the date indicated by the Martian and Uranian finds. This submerged ruined city was a city of more than a billion years ago.


  “The excitement of all planetary archaeologists was intense. From all over the System they came to explore the ruins. Unfortunately, the ruins were in such a depth of ocean that crushing pressures made exploration highly hazardous. Several well-known planetary archaeologists, among them the brilliant Jovian savant, Doctor Eeegor Raz, lost their lives from their scientific enthusiasm.


  “It was not until efficient submarine boats and skilled deep-sea divers were brought from Neptune that the ruins could be explored and photographed on a thorough plan. The extent of the ruins was very great. And while a certain amount of decay had been inevitable, enough remained to shed a comparatively great light upon the First Solar Civilization.


  “Especially, the discovery of many inscribed tablets proved intriguing. It is regrettable that these inscriptions remain still for the most part undeciphered—a challenge to the Champollons of our age. Professor Kenneth Lester, the late Earth authority, was believed to have been close to the solution when his work was ended by his untimely death. Those interested are referred to his fine monograph, Remarks about the Recurrence of Certain Ideoforms in the Venusian Tablets.


  “But enough has been learned from examination of the ruins themselves to shed much illumination on the obscure early past of our race. It is certain that before 1 billion B.C. all the ten planets of our System—for there were then ten—were peopled by an intelligent human race. We do not know on which world that race originated. That problem is utterly beyond our present available evidence.


  Space-Ship Networks


  “But we do know that in that remote age there were cities and civilized people on all our worlds, and that they were connected to one another by a network of space-ships. Their technic may have been greatly dissimilar to that of the present day. It is to be deplored that their metal machinery and instruments have almost without exception rusted away, and that what little we know of their life comes from pictured stones.


  “How long that First Solar Civilization lasted is a moot point. Its decline must have begun well before eight hundred million years ago. And what caused its decline also is a question that must be discussed upon almost purely theoretical grounds.


  “It is assumed that the civilization failed first on certain planets where natural conditions were most adverse. It is certain that the disturbed state of the outer planets in those times must have been a constant threat. In passing, it is pertinent to note that the very fact that those giant outer worlds were colonized argues a high degree of scientific knowledge, since there must have been some way other than the gravitation-equalizer to combat the greater gravity, if whole peoples existed there.


  “As we see it, the First Solar Civilization retrogressed first on one planet and then on another. On Venus, as has been stated, the retrogression was doubtless due to the steady rise of the Venusian seas due to hydrospheric condensation, and the consequent submergence of the more habitable lands. On Earth, the diastrophisms and glaciations of the late Paleozoic era were almost certainly the contributing cause. We are not yet sufficiently informed to hazard a guess as to the other planets, but undoubtedly the finger of decay touched one after another.


  “Looking back with imaginative eyes, we can see the failing of that great civilization in all its pathos—the death-agony of a great empire, as the ships between the worlds became fewer and fewer, as the destroyed cities were rebuilt on an ever-smaller scale, as the technical knowledge and intricate skills died out more and more.


  “So at last, the night of savagery came to grip all the worlds of the System. They forgot almost all the traditions of their great past, and the people of each planet imagined themselves the only humans in the universe. And except for the transitory flashes of revived civilization that briefly light that darkness on Mars and some of the other worlds, that night of isolation.”


  Planetary Secrets


  Thus Doctor Kas Karo, in his scholarly work. It is perhaps necessary to point out, as he himself does, that his picture of the far past is necessarily somewhat theoretical, though of the existence of the First Solar Civilization there can be no doubt.


  Whether or not his picture of our past is altered by future conceptions, it is certain that for a long time to come, planetary archaeologists will be laboring to read the secrets of our System’s youth from the submerged ruins of Venus, the key to the past.


  SERGEANT SHANE OF THE SPACE MARINES


  David Wright O’Brien


  Shane made his biggest mistake when he plucked his eyebrows because of a girl


  “IT can’t be true!” I muttered. “It I just can’t.”


  He was squatting on the edge of his duralloy sleeping cot, a planerium mirror propped up in front of him while he carefully plucked his bushy blond eyebrows with a tweezers.


  I looked at him for almost a minute, fighting back a sudden impulse to konk him on the back of that shaggy tow head of his. It was obvious that he hadn’t heard me come in, for now he broke forth in an off-key, saw-toothed basso.


  “It is looooooove, it is looooooove, that I feeeeeel,” he vocalized. “It is looooooove, it is loooooooove, that is reeeeeeeeal!”


  This was more than I could stand, so I said, making my voice a high treble.


  “All right, dearie, I’ll buy you that precious gingham tunic!”


  Sergeant Shane wheeled, his big adam’s apple bobbing in his leathery throat like an egg in a hose. He made a frantic effort to hide the tweezers under his coat. His face, beneath that shock of tow hair, was as red as a Saturn sunset.


  “What goes, Sarge?” I demanded.


  “Are you practicing to go into Grand Opera, or,” and I looked significantly at the spot where he’d concealed the tweezers, “are you just studying to be a female impersonator?”


  “Heh,” said Sergeant Shane, still crimson, “quit your kiddin’, Corporal Cork. I aaa, ahh, er—”


  “Okay, Lochinvar,” I sighed. “Who is it this time?”


  Shane is as ugly as a Venusian mud fence. But his big pan wrinkled into an expression resembling a cross between sheer ecstasy and stomach pains.


  “Varda,” he said, sighing deeply.


  “Varda?” I sat down on the edge of his bunk. “Who’s this Varda? Never heard you mention her.”


  Shane sighed again like a sick calf.


  “I just met her, this very afternoon.”


  I blinked. We’d only been moored here on Venus since morning. Our big battle wagon, the F.S.S. Western Hemisphere, had put in as part of the Fleet’s much vaunted Good Will Tour of the Interplanetary belt. Shane had already been ashore, carrying a message from the Admiral to our consulate. And evidently he must have run into this Varda wench some where along the line before coming back to the ship.


  “Don’t tell me,” I said. “You met her this morning, after you’d taken the papers to the consulate for old Ironpants. You probably got thirsty and dropped into a joint for a quick nip on the way back to the ship.”


  “Howdja know?” Shane grinned guiltily.


  “My priceless intuition,” I said. Then, catching him off guard, I thrust, “What were you doing with those tweezers?”


  He flushed. “Aw, cut it. Okay, so I was plucking my eyebrows. Is that a crime?”


  “It is for a Space Marine,” I said.


  “Varda,” Sergeant Shane said valiantly, “thinks my big bushy eyebrows mar my naturally handsome appearance.”


  I choked, then managed to say, “So itsy-bitsy Shanesy had to tweak ’em out to please itty-bitty Varda, huh?”


  Sergeant Shane stood up. He has a build like a weight lifter. Long arms with big red paws. Shoulders wide enough to hold a battle wagon on either side of his cauliflowered ears—but only reaches a total of five feet four inches from the floor.


  “So you’d like to make something of it?” he asked.


  “And lose my liberty ticket?” I answered. “Not on your life. I’ve seen too much of that damned brig in the past year. Go pick a scrap with someone who doesn’t care about shore leave.”


  Sergeant Shane scratched his thatch of tow hair, then relaxed.


  “Okay,” he said. “But no more cracks. If you’re a good guy I’ll even let you meet Varda.”


  “Is it true love this time?” I asked.


  Shane put a big paw on my shoulder.


  “Corky, so help me, this is it. There’s not another wen—I mean girl, in the universe to compare with Varda.” His square jaw thrust forth to add an honest emphasis to his statement.


  It was always true love with Shane. Every time. Every port.


  “I can hardly wait,” I told him.


  VARDA was a Venusian cutie, a fact which my chum Sergeant Shane hadn’t mentioned. She had hair that was blacker than black and hung all the way to her pale white—and very lovely—shoulders. Her eyes had the typical almond Venusian slant to them, and were also ebon. She was a looker. There was no doubt about it. And this fact surprised me not a little. Shane generally wound up with something pretty much on the dreadful side.


  We were in the same Venusian joint in which Shane had met Varda that afternoon. It seemed that she was a singer there, and had been sitting around, just about to go to work, when Shane began shooting her a line and buying drinks.


  Varda was just finishing her number as we came into the place. Her voice was pretty mediocre. But to Shane—who has the melody sense of an alarm siren—her voice was magnificent. We took a table near the bar and ordered a couple while watching her do the last chorus.


  She spotted Shane almost instantly, and gave him a come-hither smile through the last notes of her tune. It was the same ditty that Shane had been ripping apart that afternoon.


  “Whatdyuh think of her, Corky?” Shane asked, pleased as punch.


  “She’s a looker,” I said noncommittally.


  Then the girl was over at our table, and Shane was on his feet—something that amazed me—while he said,


  “Varda, I’d like you to meet my best pal, Corporal Cork.”


  I noticed that Shane emphasized the Corporal part of it, while thrusting his tunic sleeve with its Sergeant’s markings conspicuously before her eyes.


  “How do you do, Corporal,” Varda said, taking the chair Shane pulled out for her.


  “Pleased to meetcha,” I grunted and sat down.


  “It must be simply wonderful to be soldiers,” Varda cooed. I glared at her, and she hastily corrected, “I mean sailors.”


  “We’re marines,” I said caustically.


  “But of course,” Varda giggled prettily. “Marines.”


  There was a somewhat uncomfortable silence in which Shane glared at me as though I’d deliberately insulted the wench. Then Varda opened up again.


  “Sergeant Shane was telling me this afternoon what important work his Admiral sends him on,” she said.


  Shane just about gagged on his drink. His little trip to the consulate was hot supposed to have been for publication.


  “Is that right?” I asked, looking over at my red-faced chum. “Do tell me more.”


  Shane broke in hastily.


  “That was a pretty sweet number you just warbled, Varda,” he said. “I was trying to remember it this afternoon.”


  Maybe it was because Shane had picked a beauty, and I was just the friend of the happy couple. Or maybe it was because I’ve never liked the slop they pass off for Venusian liquor. At any rate, I was feeling a little spiteful.


  “Do you notice anything different about Sergeant Shane?” I asked her.


  Varda looked puzzled.


  “I mean, different from this afternoon. Around the head, for instance,” I persisted.


  Shane was redder than a fire-belt asteroid.


  Varda suddenly squealed in delight.


  “Shaaaaaneeeey,” she cried. “You’ve plucked your eyebrows!”


  My chum looked both pleased and embarrassed. Varda’s voice had carrying power, and people at the other tables were looking over at us.


  “I’ll buy a drink,” Shane blurted. Which shows how shaken he was.


  WELL, a minute or so later Varda had to go back and do another number. That left us with a few things to talk about. Shane was first to clear his chest.


  “Look,” he snarled, waving a stubby finger at me. “I don’t want no more cracks about me, y’unnerstand?”


  “You’re certainly a blazer,” I countered. “Telling the little daisy where you’d been, and what you’d done. If the Admiral ever got wise to the fact that you’re a one-man information bureau, he’d break you so fast you wouldn’t hear the crack!”


  “It didn’t make any difference,” Shane said.


  “No. But it’s just the idea that regulations forbid it,” I answered. “You’ll get in hot water someday, with your bag of wind.”


  Shane lapsed into a sullen silence Then Varda was singing again, and a silly expression crept into his eyes, and I knew there would be no sense arguing with him any longer while she was making noise. I ordered a few more for the table. Varda kept coming to the table and going back to sing for the next four or five hours, and we were both getting pretty plushed in the pan.


  “Look,” I remember saying to Shane, some time later, “we only got a ten-hour liberty. We’d better shove outta here.”


  “You go ahead,” Shane said, pleased with the suggestion. “I’ll see to it that Varda gets home safely.”


  “You will not,” I snapped. “You’ll never make it in time. Do you want to get slapped in the brig?”


  “I’ll take Varda home,” Shane said. And I’d heard that stolid, stubborn tone in his voice before.


  “You’ll—” I began. And then Varda was back at the table. She seemed flushed, which was strange considering she hadn’t been drinking. She grabbed Shane by the arm.


  “Please,” the girl said, and her lips were half parted in fear. “Do not look now. But there are two dangerous men here who will probably try to follow me when I leave. I am through after the next number. These men have followed me before, and I am afraid.”


  This was all Shane needed. He glared triumphantly at me.


  “I will see Varda home safely,” he repeated. “Especially now.”


  I was sore.


  “Where are these muggs?” I demanded.


  “Look over my shoulder,” Varda answered breathlessly. “At that table near the wall. The two hard-looking men sitting there.”


  Dubiously, I took a peek. There were two extremely rough-looking gents precisely where Varda had said they would be. This was unexpected. I’d figured it as a gag.


  And—it gave me a slight, unaccountable chill—they were looking fixedly in our direction.


  “Where are they?” Shane demanded, his face creasing in anger. He twisted around in his chair. The two toughs were now looking the other way. Shane started to rise. “I’ll take care of them—”


  “Cut the moon man melodramatics,” I snapped, “and sit down!”


  SURPRISINGLY enough, Shane gave gave me a funny look and resumed his seat. I don’t know why, but I suddenly felt like a Great Mother, a Big Protector. I wanted to take care of chum Shane and see to it that he didn’t get brigged; and in addition, I wanted to make sure that the Varda wench wasn’t roughed by those space bums.


  “Look,” I said. “Shane and I’ll leave as soon as you start your next number. You’ll be through here, when you get done with it, and we’ll be waiting for you just outside.”


  Varda gave me a grateful glance.


  “Thank you,” she whispered, bending close to me. A whiff of the perfume she wore began to make me realize what Sergeant Shane found in her.


  Shane stood up as Varda left the table.


  “Not a bad idea, Corky,” he said to me when she had gone. We plunked our uniform toppers on, left some credits on the table for the bill, and sauntered casually out of the place.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to head back to the ship?” I asked my Sergeant Lochinvar, when we stood outside the tiny dive in the dim light of a narrow, dirty street.


  Shane bristled.


  “With Varda in danger?”


  I sighed. But even so, this was looking up. If it hadn’t been for the two space lugs inside, I’d have been pulling Shane away from the place, even if I had to pop him on the chin when he wasn’t looking. But the prospects of a little trouble—well, that made it different.


  “Okay,” I said. “I’ll stick around, just to see that you keep your ugly snoot out of trouble.”


  “I’d thank you,” Shane muttered ungratefully, “if I didn’t think it might be because you’re going off in a void over Varda.” He eyed me suspiciously.


  “Stop squinting,” I said. “She doesn’t mean a thing to me.”


  “She’d better not,” Shane began, knotting his plucked eyebrows in a frown.


  And then Varda, wearing a rich blue cape over her long flowing red tunic, bustled out the door and over to us.


  “Let us move quickly,” she pleaded. “They’ve gotten up from their table and are following.”


  Shane grabbed her arm and pointed down the dim, dirty little street.


  “Come on!” he said.


  We walked swiftly, all three of us, until we reached the corner at the end of the street. Then, simultaneously, we stopped and faced the direction we’d come from.


  The two thugs were out on the sidewalk, following after us!


  They stopped, suddenly, and stepped into a doorway. I grunted in satisfaction.


  “That’s all we want to know. They’ll play hide and seek at a distance until they get us where they want us.”


  Shane, catching my incipient idea, asked,


  “Where’s the nearest alley?”


  Varda pointed a lovely finger across the street.


  “There’s one right over there,” she said.


  We crossed the street. “Now we’ll pretend to dart down here,” I said. We were hidden from sight by now, and had halted. If you’ve ever been in a Venusian alley, you’ll know what I mean when I say we were standing ankle deep in mud slime.


  Of course, off duty, we weren’t carrying side arms. We had no idea of what the gents following us carried in the way of lethal armaments. But—we’d been like this before.


  Shane, standing protectively before the girl, reached into his tunic pocket and pulled out his set of duralloy knuckles. I did the same. We were never totally unprepared when these knucks were at hand.


  There was a small areaway behind the place we waited. I grabbed Varda’s arm and shoved her back in there.


  “Keep you out of trouble,” I explained.


  WE heard cautious footsteps on the metallic parbulium[1] sidewalk, less than three yards away. Then, two gray forms stepped into the alley, as Shane and I instantly went into action.


  Both space slugs were big. And both were plenty tough. At least mine was. I didn’t have any time to see how Shane was doing. I was far too busy with my own scrap.


  If they had atomic blasters on their persons, they hadn’t been bright enough to have them ready as they stepped into the alley. The big rascal with whom I was tussling had a pair of fists on him like atom drivers, and I was catching plenty from every direction.


  The slime in which we wallowed was an advantage I was playing for. I had a handful of the stuff, and as my hulking opponent lurched in at me again, I let him have the sticky ooze right in the eyes.


  It was like hitting a blind man—but much more enjoyable. While he staggered around, groping at the goo in his eyes, I gave him my Sunday punch and he went out cold.


  I turned, breathing heavily and triumphantly, ready to sail in and give Shane any help that might be needed.


  But Shane, arms folded across his chest, was calmly watching the end of my battle. From the inert lump of human anatomy at his feet, I realized that he’d wound up his battle before I’d even started mine.


  “A dirty way to win a fight, Corporal Cork,” Shane observed disapprovingly.


  “You’re a chum, all right,” I snapped. “How long were you standing by there, watching me tussle with this toughie?”


  “Time,” said Shane, annoyingly smug, “is a relative thing.”


  Varda had come from her refuge.


  “We must hurry, now,” she said. “There may be others!”


  I was still annoyed. I could feel the slime of the alley slogging around in my space boots. An unpleasant sensation.


  “Before we go any farther,” I said with sudden inspiration, “don’t you think we deserve to know what this is all about?”


  Varda said hurriedly,


  “Please, there will be time enough to tell you later. Now we must hurry.”


  “But I want to know,” I said doggedly.


  “Corporal Cork,” Shane said, taking my arm and pushing me back to the street sidewalk, “you heard what the young lady said. We have to wait until we’re safely away from any other dangers. She’ll tell us then, and that should be time enough.”


  “Time,” I snapped, “is a relative thing.”


  “Where do we go from here?” Shane asked Varda, ignoring my insistence.


  “Follow me,” the girl said. “It is not so very far.”


  I grunted disgustedly, and stepped in beside Shane and the girl.


  “Let’s get this thing over with pretty quickly,” I told my chum. “Our liberty will be running out any time now.”


  VENUSIAN streets are just about the most impossibly twisting, annoyingly complicated avenues of travel I’ve ever encountered. You can’t go more than a mile before you get hopelessly snarled up in a sudden flurry of small canals. Then you have to trace your steps back along the firma you’ve traveled, and seek another way out of the puzzle.


  Varda didn’t know her Venus very well. And if the place to which she was taking us was really rather near, she was going by way of Saturn and Jupiter. We must have walked for nearly half an hour.


  “When do we arrive?” I complained.


  “Don’t criticize the girl,” Shane said protectively. “She’s probably trying to throw other pursuers off the track.”


  “I’d rather turn and face them than plod around any longer,” I declared. “I’m a space ship stroller, not a mud marcher.”


  The girl had halted before a squat, long, dirty building on the edge of one of the innumerable reeking canals. It looked a great deal like any of the countless parbulium-pavement mills that pock marked the Venusian scenery—except that this was grim and deserted, as if it hadn’t seen service in at least ten years.


  Now Varda looked cautiously up and down the canal edge. Then she stepped into the shadows of the building, and in another instant had opened a door. She stood there in the light that streamed from the open door.


  “Quick, please come inside,” she ordered.


  “What in the name of all that’s interplanetary is this?” I blurted. “It certainly doesn’t look like a working girl’s home.”


  But chum Shane had already stepped over the threshold, and from the inside he said,


  “Come on, Corporal Cork. Do you want to stand out there all night?”


  I shrugged. There was no reasoning with Sergeant Shane when women were present. I stepped into the building, and Varda slammed and bolted the door after me. For a moment I blinked in the bright lights of the huge room. Shane was doing the same.


  “All right, you two, don’t move!”


  The voice, utterly alien, rang out like a shot, and I found something hard and round—the business end of an atomic pistol—pressed hard against my spine. Turning my head slightly, I saw that a dapper, mustached little fellow in a gray tunic had taken chum Shane in hand, and was keeping the nose of another atomic weapon firm against that worthy’s back!


  “All right, now. Move ahead, slowly, and don’t get ideas,” the same voice that issued the first command—belonging to the invisible gent prodding me from behind—spoke up again.


  “What in the hell is this all about?” I demanded. And now Varda, smiling sweetly, had stepped in front of Shane and me.


  “Do as you are told,” Varda ordered. “You are both such sweet boys that I’d hate to see you killed. Besides, when we’re done with you, the Marine Corps might want you again.”


  THIS was the last straw to a perfect hay ride—to mix a few expressions. We’d walked, no, run, head on into the slickest sort of a trap. But what was it all about? These people, including Varda, were certainly not operating a stick-up racket. If they were, they’d picked pretty poor clients in Shane and myself. Both of us were almost broke by now, and Varda knew it.


  Shane was fuming furiously.


  “You shing shang, jib jang lot of jeck jicks,” he stormed. He was always careful to watch his language in front of ladies. Though by now I scarcely thought it necessary. “What’s the meaning of this?”


  The mustached captor behind him—he had the dark skin of a Saturnite—pushed the nose of his atomic pistol none too gently into Shane’s back.


  “Shut up,” he ordered. “And keep going.”


  A possible meaning for all this suddenly hit me. And it didn’t cool my rancor against my love-sick Sergeant any. I said what I thought.


  “Well, Sarge. It looks as if your conversation of this afternoon has made us both pretty popular.” I was sure that he’d spilled some diplomatic beans to Varda in his afternoon’s blowing, and that—for want of further information—we’d been tricked into this spot by the girl and her henchmen.


  Shane spluttered in my direction.


  “You’re crazy. I didn’t tell her a thing that’d be worth knowing to spies, if that’s what you’re thinking!” Another pleasant thought hit me. “If it makes any difference to you,” I told Shane, “I have just remembered that it is past the time when our liberty tickets expire. And—in case you don’t realize it—we are not back in our comfy berths as per the Admiral’s instructions. We are, to speak facts, Absent Without Leave!”


  Shane groaned aloud.


  “It was nice being a Corporal,” I added. “I hope you had just as much fun from your Sergeant’s job. And I trust we will both enjoy the solitary comfort of the brig for the next three months.”


  Shane groaned dismally again. His stripes meant more to him than his life. So did mine, as a matter of fact.


  They halted us, now, at the foot of a winding staircase. What was up there I hadn’t any idea, until Varda clarified the situation by saying,


  “Up on the roof is our space craft. We know you boys will enjoy the ride we’ve planned for you.”


  FROM the looks of the sleek space ship on the roof, we weren’t going to take just a casual taxi jaunt to another part of the planet. This baby was built for high speed and lightning travel. And when they pushed us into the cabin, my suspicions of a long journey were further confirmed by a quick glance at the Chart Televizor.[2] The chartings on it were for a long trek across the void to an isolated section of tiny asteroids. It was marked for one of these asteroids—obviously our destination)


  We stood helpless in the cabin, while I got my first look at the guy who’d been pushing the atomic pistol into my ribs. He was fat, greasy, and sloppy. He wore a tunic of the same gray material as the little guy watching after Shane.


  All five of us were in the cabin of the space ship now. And Varda rummaged around in the craft’s store locker finally bringing out two long sections of thick Venusian hemp cord.


  Then, while the other two held the pistols on us, Varda trussed our hands behind our backs, and securely bound our feet. During the process I looked at Shane with all the scorn I could register and said,


  “Is this the little cutie you plucked your eyebrows for?”


  The string of interplanetary cussing that followed from Shane’s tongue was enough to make a Martian’s stringy hair curl.


  The big, greasy slob slipped in behind the controls of the ship, and the little mustached fellow sat down near us—we’d been dropped like Christmas packages on the floor—holding both atomic pistols menacingly over our bodies. Varda sat beside the fat slob at the controls.


  Then, while the rockets splatted deafeningly as the ship juiced up atomic power, I lay there with my skull on the metal flooring, thinking of the court martial that would greet us if we would ever return from this scrape. I’m sure Shane was thinking of the same thing. Minutes later, we felt full rockets shake the floor, and we zoomed up off into space.


  WE must have been an hour or so out in space before I finally felt like talking. I did my speechmaking to the wench, Varda.


  “Now that it doesn’t make any difference any longer,” I coaxed, “why don’t you let us in on all this?”


  “For a Marine,” Varda said tauntingly over her shoulder, “you are terribly curious.”


  “This is some sort of a spy racket, isn’t it?” I persisted.


  “It isn’t a kidnaping service,” Shane put in sarcastically.


  “Corporal Cork is correct in his first assumption,” Varda said cheerfully. “This is a spy racket.”


  I turned my eyes as best I could to Shane.


  “Hello, loudmouth,” I reminded him. “Any old plans of the Admiral’s today?”


  “As a matter of fact,” Varda put in conversationally, “you are all wrong in assuming that Sergeant Shane told me anything of value this afternoon. However, we will be able to get plenty of valuable information from the two of you concerning other topics of your work.”


  “You think,” I snarled, forgetting my role of pumper.


  “We know,” Varda corrected us cheerfully. “We are not above a little scientific torture.”


  “That’s no surprise,” Shane snapped.


  “Would it interest you two bold, brave Space Marines to know that you materially aided us, and hindered your Federation when you beat up those two men who followed me this evening?”


  I had almost forgotten the incident, in the ensuing trouble. But something in Varda’s tone gave me an awful premonition that all was not too bad to be worse.


  “Say that again,” I gulped. “And then go on to explain.”


  “The ‘thugs’ to whom you administered such a thorough threshing tonight were your Federation’s own Secret Service Officers,” Varda giggled.


  “Federation Secret Service Officers?” Shane and I screamed the words almost simultaneously.


  Varda was choking with laughter now.


  “Yes. You beat up two of your own Federation’s officers!”


  Things, in the cold sickness that followed, were not bad any longer. They were quite definitely worse!


  “It should be interesting,” Varda was giggling, “to see the esteem in which you two masterful Marines will be held, when your Admiral learns what you have done.”


  I had a mental vision of the Admiral, Old Ironpants, pointing a bony finger at Shane and me and saying,


  “Three hundred years in the brig for you boobs!”


  “Oooohhh,” Shane moaned. “And to think that just a minute ago my only worry was a mere de-ranking and brig sentence for prolonged A.W.O.L.!”


  Both the fat slob and the mustached snake were laughing uproariously with Varda at our mental agony—which didn’t add to the pleasantness of the journey.


  SHANE and I lapsed into a gloomy silence. We didn’t want to know any more. We knew too much already. Another half hour passed, and the mustached snake was paying less and less attention to us. It wasn’t really necessary to watch us closely anyway, for there was nothing we could do in the way of heroics to aid our situation. Varda had tied us neatly and completely.


  During this interval Shane had been twisting uncomfortably every now and then, and I wondered what in the hell this not so spartan display was getting him when I suddenly noticed a tiny metallic gleam beneath the ropes that tied his hands behind his back.


  I choked back a gasp as I saw what the tow headed mutt was doing. He had the tweezers he’d hid that afternoon. and was using them to cut through his bonds!


  It was slow work, and I found it hard to keep my eyes away from Shane as he painstakingly accomplished it. The mustached snake was too stupid to notice what was going on, or Shane was too clever going about it. At any rate, a wink from my buddy told me at last that he was free, insofar as his arms were concerned.


  I edged over close to Shane and somehow managed to take the tweezers from him. Then, sweating star drops, I went to work on my own bonds. After what seemed to be centuries, I had them severed to the point where they’d break with a twist of my wrists.


  Working on our leg wrappings was more difficult. And only when the mustached snake’s attention strayed away from us, were we able to proceed in loosening them. Fortunately, our legs had been tied in a fashion that pulled them up behind our back. We were able to use our free paws in unknotting them.


  We waited our chance, and when the mustached snake stepped up to the pilot’s instrument panel, we jumped to our feet with a whoop and a holler. I’d picked out something to grab. A duralloy fire extinguisher. It worked beautifully as I caught the surprised fat slob over the head with it.


  Shane had grabbed a planerium grappling iron, and the work he did on the mustached little snake was swift and unpleasant. It was a wonder that the guy was still alive as he lay in a bloody heap on the floor. It had been the little guy who held their guns, and I got the satisfaction of stamping a foot down on Varda’s hand when she grabbed for the guns as they hit the floor.


  She fought like a wildcat, and by the time I’d subdued her and trussed her up—you can’t shoot a wench, at least I can’t—Shane had slipped in behind the pilot wheel vacated by the fat slob. I felt like yelling for joy. The tables were now thoroughly turned!


  Shane, at the controls, echoed what I was exultantly thinking at that instant.


  “Corporal Cork,” he shouted happily, “we have not only taken the situation well in hand, but we have vindicated ourselves to boot by the capture of two enemy spies of some sort, plus this wench accomplice of theirs!”


  And with this he swung the nose of the space ship around in an arc that almost threw my heart through my boots.


  “We’re heading back, Corporal. Heading back like the heroes we really are!”


  SOME very unladylike language from Varda interrupted him.


  “Stuff a gag in her mouth, Corporal Cork,” he ordered. “I can’t stand such a disillusioning picture of fair womanhood.”


  “Very well, Sergeant Shane,” I answered, happy to oblige. In another minute Varda was thoroughly silenced.


  “We will land, in the best Marine tradition, on the runways of the F.S.S. Western Hemisphere,” Shane announced. “There we can turn our prisoners over to Old Ironpants personally.”


  “An excellent idea,” I said. And Shane throttled into a full blasting rocket speed. It was well over an hour and a half, but it seemed only seconds later that we were easing down on Venus, while Shane unerringly headed for the runway decks of the F.S.S. Western Hemisphere. We had a full turn out on the main deck of the battle wagon when we climbed out of the space ship dragging our prisoners some ten minutes later.


  Old Ironpants, the Admiral himself, resplendent in crimson and gold tunic, met us at the center of the deck. Marines flanked him on either side.


  “Throw these men into the brig,” were the Admiral’s first words. He had a space-weathered hatchet-face which was now wrathful.


  I couldn’t help grinning at Shane, who grinned back at me, then pointed to the fat slob and the mustached snake whom we’d dropped on the deck.


  “These men, Sir,” Shane said, making a snappy salute, “are enemy spies. We captured them and an accomplice—a girl who’s tied up in the ship—after a tremendous battle and a desperate chase.”


  This was roughly true. Anyway it sounded fine. I grinned at the Admiral, and imitated Shane’s salute. I expected to see Old Ironpants’ expression thaw. But I was disappointed.


  “I am very well aware, Sergeant Shane,” he said testily, “that these men are spies. Our Federation Secret Service has been tailing them for months. They could have apprehended them at any time, had they wanted to.”


  My stomach started to freeze again, and a stricken expression slipped over Shane’s face.


  “However,” and now the Admiral’s voice dripped sarcasm, “we realized they were but pawns working for far more important game than themselves. We wanted to reach their leaders, and so we let them steal some useless papers concerning our battle fleet. In order to frighten the girl—who carried the papers—into going to the main spy base on an undisclosed asteroid, we sent two of our best Secret Service Officers to pretend to harry her.”


  I gulped dismally. Shane merely stood there, jaw stupidly a-slack.


  The Admiral went venomously on.


  “We know of the hideout in the old mill, and of the fact that the girl and the two men had a space ship there. We stationed some of our fastest small space craft in the vicinity. Our purpose in this was to follow their ship the moment that they started to flee to their main base.”


  If there’d been a pin hole in the deck, I’d have slipped through it.


  “This,” Old Ironpants continued, “would have led us to the very door of the secret base they have on some asteroid. Which was primarily what we wanted.”


  I looked sheepishly at Shane, who looked sheepishly at the deck.


  “However,” the Admiral grated sarcastically, “in spite of the fact that you two almost succeeded in murdering our Secret Service Officers in an alley, our ruse was successful. The girl became frightened enough to decide to head back to the asteroid base with the two men.”


  There was acid in Old Ironpants’ voice as he went on.


  “Our ships immediately followed at a distance which would permit them to make the journey unobserved. And then, at precisely the most inopportune moment, you two blasted lunatics escape, bash up the spies, and turn the ship around in the opposite direction—completely and quite utterly ruining our one chance of learning the location of that base!”


  Old Ironpants turned to the Marines.


  “Throw these men in the brig,” he demanded for the second time.


  “But, Sir!” Shane suddenly snapped to excited action.


  “Well?” Old Ironpants glared frostily at him.


  “You have the directions to their secret base,” Shane almost shouted in his feverish excitement. “Right on the chart of the Televizor map screen of their ship!”


  I felt a wild, vast, sweeping sense of relief. Then the Admiral’s testy reply threw me into a slough again.


  “You talk like an ass, Sergeant,” he snapped. “When you turned the ship back in this direction, you charted a new course—which would completely erase their map charts!”


  I felt sick at my stomach. The old man was undeniably right. I tried to vision the rest of my life in the brig. It wasn’t pleasant.


  “Charted a new course.” It was Shane speaking again. “Bah! I learned to pilot a space ship before I could walk. I don’t need those new fangled gadgets. I fly by the seat of my pants. You’ll find that map on the Televizor Chart still intact!”


  “Sergeant,” Old Ironpants said, “if you’re right, you’re a lucky Marine.


  And you’re still Sergeant. But if not—” the implication was ominous.


  But of course I remembered Shane was right. And if I hadn’t been standing on the deck of a battle wagon, I’d have indulged in the luxury of fainting.


  IT WAS WHILE we were writing our reports of the entire affair—the following day—that Sergeant Shane looked up from his laborious notations and said, “About our escape, Corky,” he coughed discreetly, “I don’t think we have to mention those tweezers that did the trick.”


  I looked at the lug for a minute. “No, dearie, there’s no sense in mentioning them. I’ll carry your shameful secret with me to the grave.”


  Shane stood up, face red.


  “And no cracks, y’unnerstand?” he said, waving a finger under my nose. “No cracks!”


  [1] Parbulium is a metal common to Venus, something like copper. It is found in a raw, spongy-state, and when spread on a roadway or walk, and rolled down, forms a satisfactory and durable pavement.—Ed.


  [2] The Chart Televizors are used to map out an interplanetary tour in advance. The screen reproduces the course charted on the Televizor. It stays there as an automatic guide for the duration of the trip, lighting orange every time the ship leaves the course. At the end of the journey its markings are erased by pressing a button. Then another course can be charted.—Ed.


  TRAIL’S END


  John Broome


  Venusian Skill Gives John Kellie a New Face and Freedom-but Surgery Can’t Change a Man’s Heart When a Space-Storm Strikes!


  “PLEASE be qwi-et. It will own-lie be a mi-nut mawr.” The soft-voiced, broken English of the Venusian came muffled through the thick bandage that surrounded John Kellie’s head and face. He felt the marvelously supple fingers of the surgeon unwrapping the gauze with deft, circular movements. A minute more. . . .


  Kellie sat rigid in the heavy medical chair. He had been awaiting this moment for three never-ending weeks, ever since Dr. Awi, the Venusian, had undertaken the operation.


  “There, my dir zorr.”


  John Kellie blinked as the last strip came off and the bright artificial light of the office assailed his eyes. Dr. Awi, smiling like a little yellow Buddha, stood before him, extending a hand-mirror. Kellie’s hand shook as he took the glass. He was almost afraid to look. What if the tales of Venusian plastic surgery had been so much hooey?


  “Good Lord!” he gasped.


  He could hardly credit his eyes. The face in the glass was utterly unrecognizable. The stubby nose and cleft chin, the high cheek-bones and straight hair—it was the face of a stranger. Kellie grunted with involuntary embarrassment. It was staring rudely at someone else. Even his eyes had been changed from pale-blue to jet-black by the Venusian’s wizardry.


  “You ar-re za-tizzfied, zorr?”


  “Swell, Doc,” Kellie muttered huskily. “Swell.”


  He looked at his hands, at the fresh fingertips and the unmarked palms. He had been a pilot and it had been necessary to remove the telltale callouses from his palms. Everything had been done perfectly. Now it was up to him.


  He rose and drew a deep breath into his big chest. From now on John Kellie was dead and gone. There existed only Barron Kirk, with a new passport in his pocket—a passport to a new life! He turned and saw that Dr. Awi was regarding him with a faint smile on his bland face.


  “You think I’m a fugitive, Awi,” John Kellie said slowly. “You’ve thought so all along. Why did you operate?”


  The Venusian shrugged. “It izz not my con-zern what you may be.”


  “I am a fugitive, but for a crime I never committed. That’s the truth, Awi.”


  “That is you’re-re conzern alone, zorr.”


  KELLIE nodded. These Venusians were certainly wonderful people, doing their jobs without asking a lot of questions. Back on Terra or Mars, he would have had to fill out a hundred forms to get this operation. And by that time there would have been Virhac—


  As John Kellie pulled on his new suit of clothes, he thought grimly of the man who for five years had driven him out of every city and across every planet in the System. Ever since he made his escape from William Virhac aboard the convict ship bound for Lune II five years ago, the Patrol officer had never been off his trail.


  Kellie knew why Virhac hunted him with such tenacity. His escape was the only serious blot on the Service man’s record. And to a man of Virhac’s stamp, only his own death or his prey’s could serve as an excuse for not erasing that blot.


  Kellie had slept without peace, eaten food without surcease from hunger. For five years he had known only the desperation of the convicted fugitive. The memory made his big jaw harden. Let the famous Patrol Hawk bag him now—if he could recognize him!


  “Here, Doc, and thanks.”


  He handed Awi most of the notes in the crisp wallet. It was the agreed price and cheap at that. It left him little, but that didn’t matter. He ought to be able to land a job now, maybe even as a pilot. He’d been a good pilot once, good enough to handle the New Orion on her maiden voyage out of Los Angeles five years ago. It had been on the Orion’s home trek. . . .


  Kellie shook off the old memories of the accident that had made him a hunted man. He had learned that did nothing but drive him crazy to think of it. He buttoned his coat rapidly and turned to Awi.


  “Good-by, zorr.” The Venusian bowed toward the door. “Bez-zt of luck.”


  John Kellie emerged from the low Venusian dwelling into notorious Judas St. in Venus City. The narrow alley that crawled crookedly through the System’s largest demi-world was now almost empty. In the gathering dusk there were still a few people abroad—lethe runners, penny murderers and fugitives—as he himself had been up to now.


  He merged with the crowd that walked silently, heads low. By force of habit Kellie tucked his chin into his chest and buried his face in the collar of his topcoat. But at once he raised it. There wasn’t any need of his hiding now, he told himself angrily. Not even his mother, if she were alive, would have known him.


  He walked slowly, for he had been flat on his back for three weeks and hadn’t yet got his sea-legs. At the end of Judas St. a broad avenue crossed and led to the space terminal. There the Empress of Cairo, with a hull cargo for New York and some incidental passengers, lay in her steel harness. The Empress was due out in an hour and John Kellie had in his pocket a top-deck ticket under his new name. He walked more buoyantly as he thought of New York. It had been many years.


  “I beg your pardon. Have you a match?”


  Kellie halted and turned impatiently to the slim, dapper little man who had addressed him. He flicked a light and stared by its glow into the sallow, sharp-featured face of William Virhac.


  THE sight of his enemy came as a perceptible blow to Kellie, even though he had known that the Service would trail him to Venus City. He felt no fear, only hatred and a sort of tingling curiosity. Could Virhac pierce Dr. Awi’s creation?


  John Kellie had the creepy sensation that the quick, beady eyes which scanned his face, while Virhac drew on the light between his cupped hands, were more than ordinarily curious. There seemed to be a strange intensity in the Service man’s deliberate gaze.


  “Passport?”


  Virhac showed his Patrol badge at the same time as he clipped out the word.


  “Sure,” Kellie said.


  The voice Awi had given to him still sounded strange to the big Earthman. He pulled out the flat book and handed it over. Virhac opened it.


  “Barron Kirk,” the little man read rapidly. “Occupation stevedore. Ten years in good standing.” He glanced up. “That you?”


  “Of course.”


  Virhac looked back at the passport. A sudden rage almost overcame Kellie as he watched. He could murder Virhac with a single blow of his fist and on Judas St. there was a good chance that he could escape unscathed. The urge to wipe out the human machine before him—the machine that had tracked him as relentlessly as if he were an animal—surged up in John Kellie like a blazing fire. Yet he stayed his hand.


  He was no criminal, but killing Virhac would make him one. In a way it would be playing into dark-skinned devil’s hand. Kellie smiled grimly to himself and stood quiet. Abruptly Virhac handed the book back.


  “Judas Street’s no place for an Earthman,” he said curtly. “I’d advise you to be on your way.”


  With that the Service man passed on.


  Happiness flowed through John Kellie’s veins like strong liquor as he continued toward the space terminal. It must have been his imagination that had seen recognition in the sleuth’s gaze, he told himself. Virhac hadn’t known him, couldn’t possibly have known him. From now on John Kellie—or rather Barron Kirk—was free to go and come as he pleased. And by Antares’ twenty-six moons, he pleased right now to go to Terra just as fast as the leaky old Empress could carry him there!


  Sue had said she would be waiting for him no matter how long it took. Sue wasn’t the kind to break her word. An observer, watching the big Earthman leg it to the Terminal, would scarcely credit the report that John Kellie had spent the last three weeks under a surgeon’s knife.


  THE Empress of Cairo had once been the pride of the Great Starry Fleet. Now, sporting her tenth or eleventh coat of cheap, gilt paint, plus plenty of goo amidships to grease her squeaky struts, she was lugging along on her twentieth hour out of Venus City when John Kellie emerged from his compartment. The ship was rolling somewhat on her beam. Kellie had to use the corridor bulkhead to balance himself as he made his way toward the main salon.


  He felt as refreshed as a man will who has slept nearly the entire clock around. The great salon was hardly a quarter-full when he got there. It was an off season for Venusian touring.


  Kellie quickly scanned the faces of those in the spacious room. There were three or four business men with their families, the usual sprinkling of salesmen and one or two schoolmarms. And in a far corner, near a port, a man sat reading.


  John Kellie’s heart lurched queerly as he caught sight of the thin-lipped, sallow face behind the newspaper. Virhac!


  It needed all Kellie’s strength to prevent a cry of surprise and dismay from escaping his lips. But he gripped himself and deliberately sat down next to a group in full view of the Service man. After all, Virhac’s presence on the Empress might be just a coincidence. To hide now would be senseless.


  “Did you hear that one of the pilots was taken sick this morning?” A fat, red-faced man who looked like a banker had turned and addressed Kellie. “That means there’s only the man on duty now. I think it’s an unholy scandal the way these ships are understaffed. I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to report this to the Investigation Board as soon as we land!”


  The red-faced man puffed pompously. He was the kind that thought nothing of making trouble for the crew, but he was really frightened now. Kellie could see that. His fear had infected the others, including his own family. One of his children, a little, fair-haired boy, was pulling at his knee and wailing:


  “Daddy, what’s the matter? What is it, Daddy?”


  “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.” Kellie tried to be reassuring. “One man can pilot a ship for twenty-four hours, if necessary. Why, I—”


  He had been about to mention that he himself had held the Orion’s controls for a stretch of fifty-one hours, but he caught himself. He was not John Kellie any more. He must train himself to remember that. He was Barron Kirk, stevedore. A single slip might render Awi’s elaborate work worse than useless.


  “I’m certain there’s nothing to worry about, mister,” he finished lamely.


  The banker looked down the length of his nose at Kellie, as if questioning Kellie’s right to have opinions on anything.


  “Well, I think there is something to worry about,” he snapped. “I pay taxes. Where in blazes does our money go, if it doesn’t provide for extra pilots to insure our safety?”


  Kellie shrugged and moved only his eyes toward the salon’s far corner. He saw that Virhac had lowered his paper now and was regarding him steadily. When their eyes met, the Service man acknowledged their previous meeting with a short, quick nod and Kellie replied in kind. But for a long moment Virhac did not relinquish the gaze. Again John Kellie felt the queer, stabbing certainty that Virhac knew. He struggled hard with the overpowering sensation before throwing it off.


  “Nerves!” he berated himself. “He can’t know me. I’m still jittery from all that neo-coc old Awi shot into my spinal column.”


  WHEN dinner was served, Kellie sat next to the red-faced banker at the long dining salon table. The banker was more agitated than ever. The Empress had run into a little stormy ether. Every time the ship lurched slightly, Kellie thought the fat man would collapse. He was worse than any woman, yet there was always at least one of his type aboard every ship.


  Kellie raised his eyes and found that Virhac was staring at him across the long table. He raged inwardly. What did Virhac expect to do—X-ray Barron Kirk with his eyes and discover John Kellie underneath?


  Kellie grinned deliberately into Virhac’s face. Let the black devil think what he wanted. No one could prove that John Kellie existed, so long as Barron Kirk denied it. That was the thing to remember.


  The ether got worse as the meal progressed and the diners had to use the table slots to keep their plates from shooting around. By this time the two children of the red-faced banker were crying loudly and their nurse had to take them to their compartment.


  Kellie frowned as he saw them go. If necessary, men and women could always escape in the emergency boats. Their grown bodies could withstand the pressure of the little craft even for twenty-four hours, but it would be torture for the little ones. Kellie had seen children who had been too long in a dory rocket. It wasn’t a pleasant memory.


  This was a real ion-storm, all right. Kellie could feel the light-weight beryl-steel frame of the Empress shiver in time with the concentrated energy waves striking her hull broadside. The pilot was doing his best to outride the storm, he knew. All stern and fin rockets were working wide throttle.


  “The blasted fool!” Kellie thought. “Why doesn’t he change his course and head into the storm? It’s the quickest way to lose it.”


  Then he remembered with sudden apprehension that the pilot had been alone for the last fifteen hours. “He must be groggy as blazes by now.”


  It needed a thoroughly wide-awake man at the controls in a storm like this.


  Everybody had stopped making any pretense of eating and a current of suppressed anxiety filled the room. Only Virhac continued methodically and calmly with his meal. Didn’t the Service man realize the danger? If so, he gave no sign. Kellie looked at the cold, sallow face of his enemy with something akin to admiration. Virhac might be nothing but a mechanical bloodhound, as rumor described him, but he was certainly no weak sister.


  Suddenly, as if everybody had been awaiting it, the old Empress came through with a crazy lurch that threw Kellie off his chair and almost sprawled him full-length on the carpet. When he jumped up, the ship was still rocking jerkily and there was bedlam in the salon. Everyone was crawling to his feet and yelling at the same time.


  “What happened?” the two-school-ma’ams were screaming.


  “The emergency boats!” the redfaced banker was shouting hoarsely. “Get us to the emergency boats at once!”


  A WHITE-JACKETED steward slipped into the salon from the forward gangway. Kellie saw Virhac stop him and flash his badge. The steward said something to the Service man that Kellie couldn’t catch through the noise. Virhac nodded and mounted a chair.


  “Quiet, please!” His unhurried tone cut through the hysterical din. “The steward has something to tell us.”


  All eyes in the salon turned in hope toward the white-jacketed figure whose brow was creased worriedly.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” the steward began quickly, “we must all keep our heads. I have just come from the control room. The pilot was injured slightly by the last shock and—


  “Please!” he cried through the sudden wave of moans. “There must be order. The pilot will keep his place until the ship is empty. Everybody must go at once to the boat assigned to his compartment. A crew member at each station will see that the boats are launched according to number.”


  John Kellie shook his head, frowning.


  “But we’re too far out,” he protested. “The children won’t have a chance.”


  The steward’s distressed gaze turned toward the big passenger. It was clear to Kellie that the whitejacket knew too well the fate awaiting the children aboard.


  “Can’t be helped, sir,” the steward replied thickly. “We’d all go in a few minutes. The pilot can’t last longer than that.”


  He turned away. Virhac, standing by, caught the white-jacket by the arm.


  “But, steward,” the service man said, “if there were a licensed pilot on board, he could relieve the man on duty, couldn’t he?”


  His words were addressed to the steward, but his eyes were looking straight at John Kellie.


  “He knows,” Kellie thought.


  This time there was no doubt in his mind. The steward nodded in response to Virhac’s question, but shrugged helplessly, indicating that he expected no such piece of luck.


  “If there were a pilot aboard,” Virhac repeated.


  The cold contempt in his voice as he looked at John Kellie was like the bite of an icy wind.


  “A trap,” Kellie thought. “The devil is laying a trap for me.”


  Aloud he grunted in a low voice: “No chance of that, I guess.”


  The steward nodded hopelessly.


  “Then it’s the emergency boats for everyone. It had better be quick.”


  Kellie picked his way slowly along the heaving salon floor to the other side of the room. From there he watched with a strange numbness as the preparations were made to abandon ship. The crew, moving with great rapidity, was assembling the necessary provisions at each boat station. The steward was doing his best to keep the panicky passengers in order.


  THE red-faced banker lurched into the salon, loaded down by three heavy grips. It would have to be left, of course, but he didn’t know that. Nor, apparently, did he know what the twelve-hour trip to the nearest port in a dory rocket would do to his kids. Maybe he didn’t care about anything, so long as he himself got away.


  The children came out next, tears streaming down their frightened faces. Kellie thought that already he could see the frail, little bodies mangled and torn, with blood spurting from their mouths, crushed by the fierce pressure in the small boats. A child under six might survive an hour or two in a dory, but never half a day. They were rushing out to their death.


  John Kellie felt his new palms rubbing together restlessly, tormentedly. He knew that from somewhere in the room Virhac was still watching him, but he didn’t want to meet the little man’s gaze now. He kept his head low, staring straight out before him.


  “Don’t be a fool now,” a voice within him whispered. “Not now, after five years, when you’re safe. Sue and a new life lie ahead of you once you get into a dory. To blazes with a couple of brats! Think of yourself. You’ve gone through plenty. Barron Kirk is a dock-walloper, no pilot.”


  “But John Kellie is,” another voice came from deep inside him. “Sue wouldn’t want you if she knew the price of your freedom. Sue had faith in John Kellie. She believed in him and still does. Barron Kirk won’t be able to tell her that he let a dozen children go to a pressure-death. It will be a guilty secret he’ll have to carry to his grave alone.”


  John Kellie blinked and something snapped inside him. He hardly knew he had crossed the salon until the steward stood before him. He grabbed the man by the shoulder.


  “Take me for’ard!”


  “What—” the white-jacket began uncomprehendingly.


  “Don’t ask questions,” Kellie snapped. “Take me to the control room.”


  Something in his voice caused the steward to drop the water jugs in his hands as if they were white-hot. He led the big passenger along the gangway into the pilot’s cabin. Kellie tapped the green-uniformed back of the man at the controls.


  “Okay bud, move over. I’ll take her from here.”


  The pilot looked over his shoulder, smiled weakly and nodded. He moved along the leather bench to the far side of the cabin. Almost immediately his body slumped in the seat. There was an ugly gash along his forehead, where he must have struck the panel when the ship lurched. John Kellie noticed it only briefly, because he had grabbed the firing wheel the moment the pilot let it go.


  The hard wheel felt oddly familiar under his hands. It had been many years since he had sat behind controls. Could he still pilot? The question hadn’t occurred to him back in the salon. Now there wasn’t time to think. There were only the fiery ionic cascades against the broad port in front of him, the ship under him, storm-struck and quivering crazily.


  HE strove to bring into play long unused muscles and a half-forgotten sense of balance, gripping the wheel so tightly that his new skin was soon ripped and bleeding. But he did not notice his hands. Slowly the feel of the ship was coming to him. The skin on his fingers and hands was not his, but the muscles and nerves inside still belonged to the man who had been called the best pilot between Jove City and Menagon, Mercury.


  Kellie fought the old Empress, striving to head her into a wild torrent of ions that seemed to come from all sides at once. He forgot everything but himself and the ship. In the whole, wide Universe there was nothing but him and the crotchety Empress, whose crazy pulse he was holding under his hands.


  Her rockets fired late and each set had a slightly different timing. Kellie wasn’t used to them. It needed split-second firing to avert the heaviest blasts before they opened a seam or burst a bulkhead. Suddenly he despaired and cursed himself as a murderer. At least, if he had kept quiet, the men and women aboard would have been saved.


  It was not too late to call the steward and tell him it was no go. They could still abandon ship in the dories. But John Kellie couldn’t drive the image of the mangled children from his eyes.


  He had to bring the Empress through!


  The storm was almost weird in its intensity, one of those disturbances that make a pilot think there’s something alive and vicious in space. Kellie thought of a trick he had once tried and got away with. It was dangerous, but it seemed the only thing left.


  He rang for the steward.


  “Have everyone fasten themselves to the emergency hooks in the cabins,” he told the white-jacket. “Do it quick!”


  The steward nodded and exited hurriedly. After counting off a full minute on the dial chronometer, Kellie kicked off the rockets and the trembling ship went dead. Only the soft thrum of the grav-generators remained.


  The Empress was now at the complete mercy of the storm. A whirlpool or a bad cross-current would wreak havoc on her. Yet the maneuver did one thing. It prevented the old lady’s own vibrations from helping to tear her to pieces.


  In haughty silence the Empress rocketed through the darkness in frictionless fall. She gave no further resistance to the buffeting currents and surrendered to every fiery burst.


  They’d get through, Kellie thought, if they didn’t catch a twister—a supercluster of ions, revolving at incredible speed. He kept his hand on the controls and watched hard. If he saw one coming, he could still try a burst, though it wouldn’t do much good.


  “Come on, lady,” he addressed his unvoiced plea to the ship. “Stay away from twisters and head for calm ether. It’s up to you.”


  THE Empress obliged. With her skirts tight about her ankles, like the dainty old lady she was, the old ship rode out the storm in fine style. Kellie could have kissed her face plates in affection. Tiredly he kicked down on the slats and the rockets burst out strong as they cleared the tail-end of the storm.


  “That was a fine bit of piloting—Kirk.”


  Kellie didn’t have to turn to know who had entered the cabin. He had forgotten about Virhac for the last few hours, but now reality flooded back over him with the unpleasant shock of an icy shower. He kept his face forward to hide its grim bitterness from the ferret.


  The long chase was over and he had lost.


  “You know,” the low voice behind him was saying, “I thought only one man could have brought this ship through the way you did. Pilot by the name of John Kellie. Too bad about him, though. He turned into a criminal and became a convicted fugitive.”


  There was a pause. Kellie sat deathly still. Then Virhac added in a low, intense tone:


  “He was a criminal—a hard, ruthless murderer.”


  Somehow John Kellie got the curious idea that the man behind him wasn’t stating the words. He was asking, pleading to be contradicted. It was an odd thought that Virhac should doubt now, after five years. The knuckles on the firing wheel tightened.


  “I knew this fellow Kellie,” the pilot said huskily. “He was innocent. He never killed that man. The D.A. railroaded him because it looked like an easy conviction.”


  “Yes?” Virhac replied slowly. “I remember his story. Kellie said his co-pilot was drunk and raising the devil in the Orion’s cabin. He said he had to hit him. The man fell and struck his head badly. That was Kellie’s story.”


  “It was true, Virhac.”


  “But the D.A. found that both men were in love with the same girl, a certain Sue Arnold. He also discovered that the two men had always hated each other.”


  The hidden, pleading note seemed to beg for the truth, as if Virhac wanted badly to believe. John Kellie answered it earnestly.


  “Maybe they didn’t like each other, but neither one was a murderer. John Kellie was no murderer, Virhac.”


  “Was he the type of man who couldn’t bear to see a little child die needlessly?”


  “I—I think he was,” John Kellie said.


  In the silence that followed, Kellie almost felt the man behind him swaying. It must have been hard, he knew, for Virhac to admit he was wrong. It would take a real man to change a mind set in one way for five years.


  “I’m glad you told me this, Kirk,” Virhac said suddenly. The voice was changed now. It was brisk, as if the Service man had put a laborious decision behind him. “I suppose you know Kellie’s dead. Yes, he fell from a crag near Venus City while climbing. Too bad, eh? The body hasn’t been reclaimed, but there were native witnesses. I’m going home to make a report on it.”


  The man at the wheel could hardly believe his ears. Was this Virhac speaking? Was he serious? If he was—John Kellie felt cool relief running through him like balm.


  “By the way, Kirk,” Virhac added, “before Kellie died, he paid a plastic surgeon to disguise him. It was a food job, but he made one mistake, if I were wanted by the Service, Kirk, and I decided to change my identity and pose as—say, a stevedore—the first thing I’d do is make sure the doc didn’t leave me with hands like an infant’s. Dock-wallopers don’t sport rosy palms, Kirk. When a man holds up a match, it’s easy to look at his hands.”


  SILENCE followed, then the sound of footsteps going out of the cabin and down the gangway. Virhac was gone.


  Kellie sat dumbly, only one thought in his mind. Virhac had given him back his life and tossed away five years, all in a few seconds. Gratitude and admiration for his enemy welled up in Kellie.


  Virhac was hard but honest, a real Service man!


  He lifted his hands. So that was why Virhac had become suspicious. But his hands weren’t like a newborn’s any longer. They were solid mats of blood.


  He gripped the wheel again and almost enjoyed the pain.


  “Come on, baby,” John Kellie whispered to the ship. “We’re going to Terra and Sue.”


  Flattered, the Empress kicked out on all her rockets, as if she were an upstart stripling instead of a grand old dame of twenty-five winters.


  YOU CAN’T WIN


  Malcolm Jameson


  When a big-time crooked gambler runs up against a space navigator’s computation of curves as applied to gambling devices—he can’t win!


  IT’s tough to be broke on Venus! They never . . . well, hardly ever . . . give you a break there. It’s always the old army game.


  Larry Hoyt was the first to come to. And for a long time he wished he hadn’t, for his head ached abominably, his mouth was filled with fuzz that tasted like Eros swamp water, and he knew that those hot pains down in his belly could only come from an injection of concentrated lye. But after a while he ungummed one eye and blearily looked around.


  For a minute or so the smoke-filled, dank air revealed nothing; then he saw he was in a flophouse—one of the joints down in the Asiatic quarter. The walls were lined with bunks, and every bunk held an inert form, stentoriously and alcoholically snoring. The soggy floor was paved with other prone forms—last night’s sweep-up of the better—or shall we say, less bad—dives. A bartender with a conscience or with some glimmering of pride in the reputation of his house must have, in each case, called in one of the harpies waiting outside and flung him a quarter of a sol to take care of the souse until he woke up again. It was Venus’ only concession to decency, but made virtually necessary by the deplorable tendency of men to die when bounced unconscious out into the soup-paved dark alley of the City of Love. The scavenger squad—public health service to you—complained bitterly whenever the night’s take of corpses exceeded a hundred.


  Hoyt looked, gagged violently, then fell back, weak and jittery. The men in the other bunks were all yellow, red or brown. His pal Jimmy Elkins was not among them. Unless, of course, he was in the bunk underneath; and Hoyt, in his dizzy condition, dared not risk leaning out far enough to look into that. He lay for a little while trying to piece things together, but try as he would, the fog always closed in just as he was about to snatch a scene from the lurid evening before.


  Presently an attendant came—an almond-eyed, ocher-faced old man wearing a robe of cheap blue cotton cloth.


  “Makee wakeside, huh?” he demanded, prodding Hoyt in the arm. “Oklay, now makee outside.’Nother man need bunk.”


  Hoyt groaned and sat up. That time he saw Jimmy Elkins in a far corner of the room, weaving uncertainly on his feet and trying to button up the only buttonable garment left to him—his khaki shorts. Otherwise he was dressed only in a mud-spattered singlet.


  “Hey, Jimmy,” called Hoyt feebly, “what’s the dope? How did we get here?”


  “A-a-arh,” growled Elkins, “another of your bright ideas. Nothing would do you but we go to the Flying Dragon. The usual thing happened, that’s all. You dropped a couple of hundred at the conjunction layout and then balked. So they sicked a couple of cuties on us, and like a damn fool I went with you into the booth. Then—well, blotto. Old stuff.”


  “Hell,” said Hoyt. He had just discovered that his clothes were as incomplete as those of Elkins, and the pants pockets were turned wrong side out.


  “Yeah,” affirmed Elkins, whose own eyes looked like two fried beets, “and now we gotta get down to the ship—looking like this!”


  “We’d better stop off and get a shave first,” said Hoyt, rubbing his hand thoughtfully over his quarter-inch beard, “and a raincoat to cover us up with—”


  “What with?” snorted Elkins. “We’re clean. There’s not a sou between us. What’s more, the old Clarissa may hop off any minute. God knows what time it is—or day, for that matter. Those Mickey Finns the Dragon dishes out are pretty potent.”


  Hoyt completed his sketchy dressing in meek silence. Then the pair of them followed the silent Oriental to the door. A moment later they were ankle-deep in Venusburg’s slime, trudging along through the scalding drizzle that prevailed three hundred days out of three hundred.


  “Nope,” said the man at the spaceport gate when they finally reached it. They looked more like studies purloined from a sculptor’s studio than men. Wet clay caked them from head to foot. “Your ship—or what you claim was your ship—soared out two days ago. This is Wednesday, you know.”


  “What!” gasped Hoyt. According to his reckoning, it should have been Monday. “B-but they couldn’t. I’m the chief engineer and this is the junior astragator—”


  “Was, you mean,” snapped the gatekeeper. “These shippers don’t monkey around on Venus. You get back on time or else. Get going, you bums, or I’ll have you locked up.”


  “You don’t understand,” intervened Jimmy Elkins. “The Matilda ought to be landing about now. We can explain everything to the skipper and go back on her; she’s of the same line, you know.”


  “Git!” said the gatekeeper, loosening his blaster in its holster.


  THE COMPANY’s agents in the Adonis Building were adamant. A rule is a rule, they said. If they started making exceptions, they would never lift another ship off Venus. It was tough, of course, the clerk commiserated, but you have made your bed—now lie in it. Hoyt and Elkins exchanged miserable glances and then slopped their way through the filthy streets to the Terrestrian consulate general.


  “Sorry,” said the smug messenger, for the two bedraggled specimens were not permitted to enter the office, “but they can’t be bothered. If the consul general undertook to help such cases, he’d have no time for serious work. Sober up, get a job, and then pay your own passage home. It’s the only way.”


  “Damn,” remarked Hoyt fervently. They had no choice but to turn away, for a swarthy Sikh cop was making unmistakable gestures with the heavy hardwood club he carried. Venus has small time for those who cannot take it.


  “Now what?” asked Elkins. “You’ve always set yourself up as the brains of this pair. What does the master mind produce to get us out of this?”


  “Aw, shut up,” growled Hoyt, but he led the way out into the rain. At the next corner he turned to the right and plunged down a sloppy ravine that led to the swamp’s edge. They slipped, slid and floundered, but they did not stop until they reached the door of the Flying Dragon, now strangely tawdry in the orange light of Venus’ daytime. By night it had—or seemed to have—glamour. Now it was unspeakably cheap and shoddy—a dump, in short.


  “Just one more bounce,” sighed Elkins as the third series of rappings on the barricaded door brought no response. “That leech Rooney wouldn’t give you—”


  “Well, what is it?” snarled a voice to one side of them. A hard blue eye was regarding them through a peephole. It was the eye of Mugs Rooney, proprietor of the palace of pleasure known to spacemen of the nine planets as the Flying Dragon.


  “I want to talk with you, Rooney,” said Hoyt, with as much authority as he could put into his voice. It was a ludicrous attempt from such a disreputable figure. Rooney laughed a short, hard laugh.


  “Money talks with Rooney,” he snarled. “Show me some and you get in, otherwise I’ll call the patrol and have you rounded up as vagrants. Five years in the swamps ye’ll get for that. We have bums enough on Venus as it is.”


  The peephole cover began to close.


  “Hold it, Rooney, I’m no bum!” shouted Hoyt, thoroughly angry and cold sober now. “I was here the other night with more than five thousand sols, and before I could spend two hundred of it your thieves drugged me and took it away. I want it, or enough of it to get off this damn planet on. And I mean to have it—”


  “Or else?” sneered Rooney with one final show of the eye. Then the peephole closed with a vicious snap. Hoyt stood quivering with impotent rage in the hot rain and cursed the man and all his kind.


  “You think of brighter and brighter things every hour,” commented Elkins caustically. “What did you hope to get by that? If you had been halfway civil, we might have had a shot and a sandwich for a handout. The worst of them will do that—once. At least it would have pulled us through the day.”


  “Ah, skip it,” muttered Hoyt disgustedly.


  Then he turned and began the long, slithering climb back up the gully. His anger and disgust were chiefly at himself, for he was too old a spaceman not to know what to expect in a joint like Rooney’s. To go, carrying a whole year’s pay in his pocket, was no less than rank insanity. Suddenly he sat down in the mud and dropped his face to his hands. Elkins sank helplessly beside him. He was a good kid, in a routine way, but no good in a situation as bad as theirs. Once down on Venus, and a man was out.


  “I’m thinking,” mumbled Hoyt when Elkins nudged him once and suggested casting about for something to eat.


  The enormity of their position was more apparent every moment. Discharged and black-listed by the spaceship company, they could not hope to get out by working their way. It would take money, and lots of it. Moreover, Hoyt was seething with the desire to avenge his damaged ego. For a man of his experience to be put through the wringer like the rawest rooky or greenhorn cadet! It was intolerable. He wanted to make Rooney pay, and pay through the nose. He wanted to run him out of business. He wanted that worse than to get clear of Venus.


  “Let’s go see Eddie,” he said at last, rising and whipping some of the muck off his legs. He had a plan. It was rudimentary, but a plan.


  “Eddie?”


  “Yes, Eddie Charlton, master mechanic over at the sky yards. We were buddies at school together, and since then I’ve thrown him lots of repair jobs.”


  “That ‘buddies at school business wears pretty thin after a few years on Venus,” reminded Elkins, his pessimism deepened by the growing gnawing in his stomach, “but let’s go. It’s our only chance, as I see it.”


  THEY GOT their first small break at the gate of the sky yard. The gateman would not let them in, but he sent for Charlton and he came out. One look at the miserable pair told him the whole story, and he shook his head sadly.


  “Sorry, Larry,” he said, interrupting the other almost as he began. “I know it backward. It happens every month, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I only make so much, and I simply cannot carry double. Here’s a five-spot for the both of you, and it has to be the last one—”


  “Wait, Eddie,” implored Hoyt, “you don’t understand. I don’t want a handout. I want a stake. Enough credit in your shops for a small machine tool job. Do you remember when we studied mechanics and all that stuff about gears and roller bearings and the other parts that went into primitive machinery?”


  “Vaguely—under old Professor Tinkham, that was.”


  “Well, listen—”


  Larry Hoyt drew Charlton aside and for fifteen minutes poured forth exposition and impassioned plea. Charlton frowned at first, then nodded from time to time.


  “Yes, yes,” he agreed, “I see it, but what’s the payoff?”


  “Rooney will fall for it. It’s a gambling gadget, and he’ll go nuts over it as soon as it’s proved to him that a sucker can’t win at it. The beauty of it is that it’s strictly on the level.”


  “I see where Rooney makes a lot of dough, but where do we get off after the manufacturing profit?”


  “We won’t sell it to him outright—we’ll lease it on a royalty basis.”


  “So you hope to get even with Rooney by making him richer than ever?”


  “He won’t get as rich as he thinks,” said Hoyt cryptically.


  Charlton thought it over for a moment. “O.K. You two fellows come in and get cleaned up. You’ll look better with those whiskers off and minus a few layers of mud.” Hoyt winked solemnly at Jimmy Elkins.


  “First we go to the cleaners, then we go back and take Rooney.”


  “You tried that the other night,” said Elkins sourly.


  “I wasn’t tooled for it then,” laughed Hoyt. Despite his mud-incrusted skin, his aching head, and his complaining insides, he was feeling positively good by then.


  “THERE she is,” said Charlton a bare four weeks later.


  They stood in the assembly room of Shop No. 5. Before them sat a huge silvery bowl, breast-high, and some six feet in diameter. It had a small hole in its bottom, leading to a bucketlike catching basin; its cover was a convex glassite dome. Inside the dome was a cunningly contrived two-armed crane capable of manipulation from the outside. Beside the contraption stood many open boxes containing small balls of uniform size, all highly polished, but of obviously different materials. Some were gold, some were copper, some steel. Others were of white ivory, still others of clear crystal.


  “Fine,” exclaimed Hoyt.


  He was a very different-looking man than when he had first entered the plant. He no longer wore the horribly soiled remnants of the blue space officer’s uniform, but the trim brown business suit invariably affected by Terrestrial traveling salesmen. Where he had formerly been what was meant to be clean-shaven, he now wore a snappy mustache. Only people who had known him long and intimately would have been likely to recognize him.


  “She’s true as a die,” expatiated Charlton, “a precision job if we ever turned one out. That bottom curve is mathematically correct to within a few wave lengths of light. She’s been buffed until the coefficient of friction is so near zero that you can forget about it. The gilhickey on the side is a vacuum pump that keeps the interior completely exhausted. And we topped it off by putting that continuous camera on the side so that you have a photographic record of both the start and finish. It’s strictly on the level, and it can’t be monkeyed with.”


  Larry Hoyt examined it again. He smiled approvingly at the inverse curve that formed the bottom. Most people would have taken it for the lower half of an ellipse. He picked up a couple of balls at random and fed them to the clutching fingers of the small extensible cranes through the air-lock slots available for the purpose. He worked the crane, placing them at random, and let them drop. They rolled down the incline and toward the hole in the bottom. There was a single gentle bong as they hit the concealed bell below.


  “Fair enough,” said Hoyt. “Load her on a tractor and start her down. I’ll go ahead to the Flying Dragon in a rick.”


  “Good luck to you,” wished Charlton with hearty sincerity. “That little job stands us three thousand sols. If your scheme doesn’t jell, my head’s in the bucket along with yours. We may go to the swamps together.”


  “Not a chance,” laughed Hoyt, and picked up his professional-looking sales kit.


  In it were elaborate plates of the equipment that was about to follow him to Rooney’s place. Not only that, but he had taken the precaution to have business cards printed, styling himself “Mr. Hoyt, Interplanetary Representative of the Tellurian Novelty Co.”


  A half-hour later he was seated in the inner den of the notorious Mugs Rooney, face to face with that slippery gentleman himself. Rooney was studying a placard placed before him. His gorillalike eyebrows were puckered into a scowl, and he chewed his stumpy black cigar viciously. The placard was headed with heavy, bold face type. It read:


  YOU CAN’T WIN!


  Positively no magnets or house interference—you do everything—you pick the balls—you place them—you start them off—you say which one is running for the house and which for you—you judge the finish. YOUR BALL CAN’T WIN!


  Ten sols a throw—try your skill and judgment. A no-limit game by special arrangement. Come on! If you insist on being a sucker—here’s your game.


  Because


  YOU CAN’T WIN!


  “It don’t make sense,” growled Mugs Rooney, shaking his head dubiously. “It’s bum psychology. Why should I clutter up my floor with a machine nobody’ll play when I’ve got to make every square foot pay, what with protection and all? Sure, they’re suckers, but where’s the percentage in reminding ’em?”


  “Did you ever figure how many dimes people feed into the pin games?” countered Hoyt. “And what do they win? Practically nothing. But they keep coming back. Because they hope they will do better next time. It’s like that.”


  “Nope,” said Rooney with an air of finality. “Now if you could rig it so that a sucker could win once in a while—”


  “That would spoil the whole appeal,” said Hoyt. He jerked his chair closer and assumed the air he so often watched in action in the dining saloons of the great Interplanetary liners. “Now, Mr. Rooney, my company is favoring you with a rare opportunity. The machine I am bringing here is the only one of its kind in existence. You will have exclusive rights. We admit that after a while the novelty will wear oil and the customers will stop playing it, but it will be at least a year before the news gets around. For that reason we are not proposing to sell it to you, but lease it. You give us fifty percent of your winnings and you keep the rest. As soon as the take falls below a certain amount we remove the machine. Isn’t that fair?”


  Rooney scowled some more.


  “What about the losses?”


  Larry Hoyt smiled indulgently.


  “How can there be losses? You don’t bet you can win—you simply bet the sucker that he can’t win. On this machine nobody wins. It’s always a tie.”


  “Can’t see it,” grunted Mugs Rooney, rising.


  “It’s on the way,” insisted Hoyt. “Here’s a counter proposition. Let me install it and operate it for three nights. I’ll pay you a flat floor rental of a grand a night, banking the game myself. You take over any time you sign the contract.”


  “Have you got the thousand?” asked Rooney, brightening.


  Hoyt dragged it out. It was the last of the stake Charlton had advanced him, less a ten-spot just to cover incidentals. It left him a skinny margin with which to bank a fast gambling game, but he thought it would be enough.


  “Bring her in and set her up,” said Rooney, pocketing the grand note.


  He clapped his hands for the bartender.


  “A coupla slugs, Al, for the gent and me. The private stock, you know.”


  THE BALL Race was the attraction of the evening. After all, a ten-spot was regarded as chicken feed in the Flying Dragon. Human curiosity being what it is, man after man came up and looked at the machine and wondered why it was unbeatable. So he took a chance. And having taken a chance, he took four or five or ten more. And some very persistent and optimistic drunks took twenty to a hundred.


  A typical example was the spare, gray-haired old man who kept strictly sober the whole evening. He seemed to be a student of systems, for he carried notebooks with him and jotted down the play of the machines. For a long time he had been recording the outcome of the Conjunction game—that futuristic offspring of roulette—where nine circles, representing the planets, wheeled at varying speeds and were brought to a halt by chance. The game paid high odds for exact conjunctions, oppositions, quadratures and quincuxes, depending upon the number of planets so related, and lesser odds on approximations within ten degrees. But when he saw the “You can’t win,” sign he abandoned that table and came over to it.


  He watched the game a while, then selected a pair of balls. One was of Venusian mock-ivory, as light as pith; the other of platinum, heavy and compact. He planked down his ten-spot and fed the balls into the machine. The heavier he placed, using the delicate little cranes, at the very top edge of the bowl; the lighter about an inch from the central hole. He released them simultaneously. The heavy ball dropped swiftly, almost straight down, and gained velocity as it sped across the steadily but more slowly declining path. The lighter ball stood almost stationary at the start; then, beginning to move, it rolled lazily toward the hole. The heavier ball caught up with it at the very lip, and they dropped through with a single “Bong!”


  “Player fails to win,” chanted the croupier in his monotonous tones. “He chose the lighter one.”


  The old man frowned and coughed up another fee. This time he interchanged the balls. The result was identical. lie tried two platinum balls, discarding the ivory one. It made no difference. He tried a platinum and a copper one, each placed at an equal height, halfway up the slope. The result was the same.


  “It can’t be,” he muttered, and dug down into his wallet for more funds.


  He spent one hundred and eighty sols before he gave it up, baffled. No matter what the initial starting point, or of what material the balls, they always reached the hole at the same instant and fell upon the bell below with a single “Bong!”


  So it went. The more they were stumped, the harder they tried.


  “Here’s your thousand for tomorrow night,” said Hoyt as the last jaded player staggered from the room. It was a one-grand note he had peeled off from the outside of his roll.


  “To hell with it!” said Mugs Rooney, “I’m not interested in chicken feed. Here’s your contract. I’ll take over. You’ve got something there, brother.”


  “I thought so,” chuckled Hoyt.


  That morning he paid his shipyard bill in full. Then he went out and hired an auditor—a man to stand by the machine each night and count the take. Every dawn that man collected the Hoyt half, deducted his own commission, and delivered it.


  By the end of the week, Hoyt was not only out of debt, but positively rich. That was when he went into a second huddle with Charlton, and he did not miss having a few words in private with Jimmy Elkins, who he had been supporting in the interim.


  “I don’t see it, but I can make ’em,” was what Charlton said.


  “You’re a damn fool, but it’s your money,” was the Elkins response.


  All the reply Larry Hoyt made was a wide and cheerful grin.


  IT WAS a night after that Hoyt and Elkins showed up in the Flying Dragon. Hoyt had shaved off his dapper mustache and was once more dressed in the standard blue of a spaceship engineer; Elkins wore the uniform he was accustomed to. Neither had been seen in that make-up since the night of their original downfall; and no one, not even the proprietor, took notice of them. The Venusburg joints were one-shot affairs. They either cleaned you out and wrecked you so that you couldn’t come back, or they gave you such a liberal education you rarely ever chose to come back. So they didn’t bother to look for old customers at the door.


  Both the boys had taken the precaution to stop by the Cupidon bar and have a few, so that they were equipped with an authentic breath appropriated to the time, place and occasion. They affected a slight stagger as they walked.


  They each dallied with the Conjunction game awhile, losing several hundred net, despite one brief killing made by Elkins. Then they ambled over to the Ball-Race game, about which were clustered a group of gaping suckers. Hoyt bought a pair of balls and lost. He bought several pair more, with identical results. He quit, apparently disgusted, and the seemingly soused Elkins followed suit. Then Hoyt backed away and reread the sign. It had been amended as he had originally suggested. Tacked to the bottom of the insolent invitation to play was the following addendum:


  IF YOU DON’T TRUST THE HOUSE’S BALLS, BRING YOUR OWN. THERE IS A VENDER JUST OUTSIDE. WE CHARGE FIFTY SOLS FOR VERIFYING THEM. THEY MUST BE OF STANDARD DIAMETER AND WEIGH THE SAME AS OUR BALLS OF SIMILAR MATERIAL


  “Jush-h a minute,” slobbered Hoyt, leering at the croupier. “I think I’ll try the outside balls. O.K.?”


  “Sure,” said the croupier, negligently. “But you can’t win.”


  “We . . . hic . . . we’ll shee,” gulped Hoyt, and staggered for the door.


  Presently he was back. In the meantime the chief inspector of Venusian police had come in, accompanied by a couple of deputies. They stood in the background, watching.


  “Here’s a gol’ ball—genuine gold,” floundered Hoyt, producing one from his left-hand vest pocket. “I’ll back it against anything you’ve got. Pick your own ball.”


  “Nothing simpler,” said the croupier easily, “but we won’t take advantage of you. Commissioner, won’t you please pick a ball—any ball—and place it anywhere? I call on you to be a witness to the fairness of this game.”


  “Sure,” agreed the commissioner, and he picked a bright-red copper ball and placed it. Hoyt set his at random and released the crane grips.


  Everybody in the place gasped. For they had just watched the cashier caliper the ball for diameter, and weigh it on micrometer scales with a standard gold ball of the house in the other pan. They matched to the milligram. Yet Hoyt’s ball had lost! That time, for the first time in the local knowledge of the game there had been two bongs on the bell—the first when the house’s copper ball had hit it, the other when the slower golden ball had struck.


  “Think of that,” murmured Hoyt, soddenly, “and I thought I had a sure thing.”


  He retrieved his ball and stuck it back into his vest pocket. Then he pulled out a flask and took a big drag, glaring all the while at the silver bowl that had robbed him of another sixty sols.


  “Hey, wait a minute!” he yelled, suddenly, “I’ve been gypped. I didn’t put it in the right spot. I wanna try again—”


  “Why, certainly, sir,” said the obliging croupier, reaching out for the cash.


  “But this time I’m goin’ to win—see? Gimme the manager. I wanna shoot the works.” He fished out the ball again.


  “Just a minute,” said the croupier, suddenly hard as nails. “Let’s see if that is the same ball.”


  Hoyt handed him the ball, blindly, and paid no attention while it was being measured and tested. In the meantime Mugs Rooney came up.


  “What’s the squawk?” he asked, roughly.


  “The guy’s lost a dime or so. Now he wants the sky for a top.”


  “Shoot,” said the proprietor of the Flying Dragon. Then, sharply to Hoyt, “Where’s the dough?”


  Larry Hoyt fumbled with his coat, then produced a fat wallet. He slapped it down on the table.


  “Never mind counting it,” said Rooney, in an off-hand way, with one eye on the police inspector. “We’ll do that in the morning when we’re making up the deposit. The guy can’t win. You know that, don’t you, fellow?”


  Hoyt cocked a bleary eye.


  “Sure, shoot!” he said. The inspector came closer to the table.


  Hoyt set the two balls with fumbling hands, then wavered backward and asked Rooney if the house was satisfied.


  “Anything’s all right,” said Rooney, indifferently. “Drop ’em.”


  IN THE MOMENT of pandemonium that followed, Elkins had a chance to lean over and have a few words with Hoyt.


  “How? How did you do it?” he asked, in frank bewilderment. “It was the same ball, I’ll swear to that. Once it lost, now it won—”


  “I had two balls,” whispered Hoyt, “but they were up to specifications. They were the identical diameter, weight, and had the same degree of polish. Only they were not homogeneous.


  “You see, the contour of the bottom of that bowl is that of an inverted cycloid. That is a curve that has the peculiar property of being a tautochrone—that is, any freely rotating object released at any point on its surface and actuated upon by nothing but gravity, will reach the lowest point in exactly the same time as if released from any other point. That is why a platinum ball and a pith ball take the same time, whether let go from the top or at the very brink of the hole.”


  “Yes,” nodded Elkins, “but once your ball went slower and you lost. This time it went faster and you won. How come?”


  Hoyt smiled. People were milling about and Rooney looked flustered. He was busy counting the contents of the wallet under the watchful eye of the police inspector. But there was still a moment to talk.


  “They weren’t homogeneous balls,” explained Hoyt. “The total weight was correct, but the first ball had a hollow center, a platinum shell, and a thin plating of gold outside. The other had a solid core, thin pith around it, plus the same outside plating. See? It’s all a matter of inertia.”


  “Inertia?”


  “Yes. The sole force acting on the balls was gravity. It could employ itself one of two ways, or a combination of both. It could either impart translation or rotation. On a dense core ball, the resulting movement is chiefly translation, as there is less leverage consumed in the rotation. On the hollow ball most of the energy went into rolling the ball over, and therefore there was little left available to give it forward speed. Therefore the difference in speed. In homogeneous balls the proportion is the same, whatever the total mass.”


  “Why, sure. But I wouldn’t have thought of that!”


  “I figured Rooney wouldn’t. I think he is in a jam.”


  ROONEY was in a jam. He had counted out the contents of the wallet three times and he sat like a fish out of water, gasping helplessly.


  “B-b-but I haven’t that much,” he stammered, “even if I throw the house in.”


  “You know what we do with welshers in Venusburg,” reminded the inspector, sternly.


  “Yeah,” wailed Mugs Rooney, “but the guy tricked me. Somehow. It’s not fair.”


  “Too bad,” remarked the inspector, signaling one of his assistants to produce the irons. “Every man has his turn—you’ve had plenty. Read the sign up there—”


  Rooney, feeling the grip of steel on his wrists for the first time, turned and gazed at his own sign. It said starkly:


  YOU CAN’T WIN!


  THE END


  SALVAGE JOB


  Leslie A. Croutch


  Beetle was the best undersea worker on Venus. But Beetle loved the bottle. Not wisely and much too well. Hogan thought he had the problem nicely solved until the time came when Beetle would go down into those boiling waters sober and come up stewed to the gills. A little tale to tickle your funnybone.


  “NOW REMEMBER, you little squirt, you may think you’re good, and you are, but, by God, you pull any of your shenanigans on this job, and, so help me Hannah, I’ll bust you so flat they’ll think a steam-roller ran over you!” Hogan, the salvage boss, spat forcibly on the dirty deck, and glared at the smaller man, as if he could, by main force, drive his threat home.


  The other grinned, and cocked a pop-eye at him. He wiggled his ears derisively, chuckled deep down in his scrawny throat. That always got the other—wiggling his ears that way.


  “And you quit wigglin’ your ears, you little imp of satan!” roared Hogan, expelling the bedraggled weed with a sound like a cork popping out of a bottle of kick. “You tend to your work this trip, and get them firestones up without any funny business.”


  The crew chuckled. They enjoyed these perpetual tiffs between Hogan and his diminutive diver.


  Percival Selwyn Brewster, London born, motioned for the men to place the helmet. Lugubrious he looked, in the bulky suit necessary for diving in the warm Venusian seas. Seas that would almost boil a man red as a lobster but for the protection of the special Bergen suit.


  Over the side, standing on the little metal platform, they swung him, and he started on his long trip to the sunken wreck below. Hogan leaned over the rail, watched the descent with a practiced eye.


  The clump of a heavy foot behind him drew him from his reverie. Turning, he spied his first mate, who halted, made a perfunctory salute, and handed him a suspicious-looking black bottle. Hogan snatched it with a growl.


  “Why the little rum-guzzler!” he growled.


  Hogan sniffed at the bottle. “Hmmm, the little mutt’s got taste, anyway! Good kick, this. Costs like the devil!”


  He tilted the bottle, and let a delicious drop dribble down his throat. The mate watched him with a slight grin, and two of the crew nudged and winked. Hogan lowered the bottle, and roared.


  “Well, what are you all starin’ at? Get to work!”


  He hurled the bottle far out into the sparkling sunlight, to fall in the heaving depths of the hot sea.


  “Just wait till I get my hands on that little rum-hound,” he threatened, striving to keep from noticing the smirks of his men.


  “Listen, Riley,” he said, turning to his mate. “You keep a watch on him. We’ll keep that little runt sober if it kills him—at least, until the fire-stones are all hauled up, then he can drown himsell in the junk.”


  Riley grinned, draped himself over the rail, to stare pensively down into the murky depths.


  A diver can stay down only half an hour at very shallow depths in chose treacherous waters. By then his suit feels hot enough to fry an egg on, and the inside isn’t much cooler. Many men pass out under such working conditions. That is why Brewster, or Beetle, as he is called, because of his absurd little round paunch, spindly limbs, and beady eyes that make you think of some little black bug, is a regular jewel in uncouth form. He can stay down, and be the most active of any man on Venus, where strong men are the order of the day rather than the exception.


  The half hour was up, and they were hauling Beetle up with a will.


  THE water broke, and the rounded expanse of Beetle’s helmet came into view. Something about the way the diminutive diver held onto the stays caused the boss of the salvage crew to order haste.


  “Looks like he’s caved in this time,” he exclaimed, as Beetle staggered off the platform, and sat down heavily:


  With great haste, they unbolted his helmet, and lifted the unwieldy thing off.


  “Are you all right, man?” demanded Hogan, anxiously. If anything happened to Beetle they were sunk, figuratively and literally. He was the best man on Venus, by the time another had come out from earth, it would be well right impossible to salvage the treasure below. The powerful convection currents of the mighty oceans would have broken up the hulk.


  Beetle opened his eyes, stared at the other. He smirked, wiggled both ears, and closed his eyes again.


  Hogan shook him.


  “Allsh shright!” Beetle murmured, in a mushy tone. “Feelish goodsh. Ver’ goodsh!”


  “If I didn’t know he couldn’t be tight, I’d swear he was!” Riley muttered, paradoxically.


  Hogan grunted. “Probably too much oxygen. They get that way sometimes.” Riley snorted. “You know damned well it’s not too much oxygen, Hogan. You’re just trying to side-step the issue.”


  Beetle stepped from his diving suit. He staggered, tried to do a ludicrous step-dance, which ended up with him in a pretzel-tangle on the deck. From there he surveyed his feet with great intensity, then tried to get up. He failed miserably; so he just lay back, and broke into a ribald song.


  Hogan leaned down, hooking his fingers into the other’s collar, jerked him to his feet. He shoved his not too insignificant nose into the other’s face, and sniffed deeply.


  “By all the little imps, he is drunk, Riley! Smell his breath.”


  Riley did, and voiced the verdict.


  “But, how could he, sir?” He wasn’t drunk when he went down. He couldn’t get a drink down there. So how can he?”


  “I dunno. But he is, or else we’re tight! Here—” to one of the men. “Put him to bed. Sweat this outta him if ya gotta kill the little gutter snipe!”


  They searched Beetle’s suit for a hidden pocket holding a hidden flask of the forbidden. But no luck. They searched him when he went down the next time. Still no luck. But when he came up the second time, he was drunker than he was the first! Hogan swore, the crew heard a few choice epithets they’d never even suspected existed, let alone heard.


  Down Beetle went, sober. He’d work like a beaver the first fifteen minutes, and the firestones came up by the bucketful. Then Beetle would be very quiet. Up on the salvage ship they would wait, and wonder. Hogan would roar, and spit bechewed cigars about until the crew complained about the filthy condition of the deck. Then, up would come Beetle. Staggering, singing, reeking of Venusian kick, a nickname given a vile mixture derived by squeezing the stem of the giant Venusian carnivorous lily, and then allowing the collected sap to ferment.


  “I’m fed up,” roared Hogan one day when the job was about finished. “I’m going down this time instead of that little bottle-sucker. I’m goin’ to find out what happens down there or—or—” As he didn’t know what he could do, he shut up, rather than incriminate himself by making threats he couldn’t keep.


  HOGAN took the first trip down that day. They had to dig up a larger suit from the hold, as Beetle’s was many sizes too small for his huge frame. He sent up his share of the uncut stones mined on the Venusian blue mountains. Then he hunted, and searched; and he swore. Finally, his half hour up, he sent up the signal for them to haul up the platform.


  It was just as his helmet was breaking surface that it happened. One of the men let loose a yell, and pointed excitedly to the east. Riley whipped up his glasses to see what was breaking the surface of the sea. He stared a moment, then, his face paling above the thin black moustache that graced his upper lip, he whirled, and, barking forth orders, ran for the long-barreled automatic cannon that was carried as protection against the fierce denizens that haunted the seas.


  In their haste to haul Hogan up in the least possible time, they snarled the cables and the blocks jammed, leaving him standing in the sea up to his neck, helpless.


  Riley sighted the gun and fired. There was no report, as these were the latest things sent out from earth on the last supply ship. Working by super-heated steam under immense pressure, they fired a slim, dart-like projectile that was about the only thing that seemed at all effective against the tremendously tough skin of the finny things that swam the deep.


  Suddenly an ugly head reared above the water. Serpentine in appearance, heavily scaled for a short distance down the neck, it looked somewhat like the old-time sea-serpents that allegedly had haunted the traffic lanes in earth’s oceans. A long, forked tongue shot in and out, and—something no self-respecting snake ever had—several long, gleaming fangs that reflected the light.


  Hogan, seeing the excited pointing and glances of the crew, had turned clumsily; now he, too, could see the approaching monster. Awkwardly, vainly, he tried to climb the cables to the ship’s deck, but his weight was too great for effective movement above water.


  Riley was firing steadily, but apparently without much effect, if any. Several of the men had rushed to the rail, rifles in hands, and were taking aim. Leaving three to attempt the untanglement of the snarl at the blocks, the remainder were making ready to lower a makeshift affair, somewhat like a basket-seat, to the helpless man on the diving platform. And, all this time, the fantastic thing was steadily drawing closer.


  It halted. Had a dart finally taken effect? But, no. It had sighted the man, and, lowering its head, was edging closer.


  Hogan stumbled back, almost fell over the edge of his support. Riley, sweat bedewing his ashy brow, was firing steadily. Darts from the rifles were churning the sea about the monster, now moving in an erratic manner and throwing their aims off. The temporary seat was being lowered as rapidly as was possible, but it was plainly manifest that it would not reach the doomed man in time to effect his rescue. The blocks were still jammed. It was evident that, unless a miracle happened, Hogan was doomed.


  Suddenly, through the air, flashed a round, white body, legs splayed out and arms bowed, looking like an immense frog diving into the cool depths of its. own private pool.


  THE figure disappeared into the sea, to reappear immediately. Shaking its head to clear its eyes, it started to swim not away, but toward the approaching ulth, for such it was. Riley suddenly depressed the barrel of the cannon, and shouted to the men to halt their firing.


  “It’s Beetle!” someone yelled.


  “Going to his death to save a friend. Boozer or not, he’s got guts, and plenty of them!”


  Beetle was carrying something in one hand, which slowed up his speed somewhat. Riley whipped up his glasses to ascertain what manner of weapon the little diver was risking his life on.


  “Damn—is the man crazy? Carrying a bottle to fight an ulth?”


  Man and monster were within a dozen yards of one another when the former halted, and, treading water, managed to rise up in a lunge, and throw the black bottle straight at the oncoming thing. Then with out waiting to ascertain the results of his attack, turned, and began swimming back to the ship.


  Riley gasped, and stared unbelievingly. Forgotten was Hogan; forgotten the little man risking his life in the hot waters which would likely give him a good broiling. Foe the bottle, sailing through the morning air, had struck the monster, whether by luck or remarkable aiming, squarely on the head. It burst. For a moment nothing happened, then the ulth reared, shook its head blindly, leaped high into the air and disappeared into the depths, to reappear a moment later swimming away in an erratic fashion, exactly as though attempting its escape from some unseen enemy.


  They helped poor Beetle up before they did Hogan, for the latter was protected by the suit. The diminutive diver was a lobster red; the doctor hurried him off to the sick bay to treat him for extensive scalds. The man was literally half-cooked from end to end!


  Hogan came into the radio shack the other night. He was grinnin’ like the kitty that’d licked up the spilt cream, and ate the canary for lunch.


  “I was down to see Beetle, Sparks,” he said. “He told me a few things that will make the crew chuckle when they hear them.”


  I pricked up my ears. “Yes, sir?” I asked, respectfully.


  “Yeah.” He smiled, reminiscently. “He was telling me about the kick, and the ulth.”


  I pricked up my ears at that. I was wondering, as was everyone, about how Beetle had got drunk, and what was in the bottle he threw at the ulth.


  “Yeah. Beetle says he found a case down there in the captain’s cabin. Swears he smelled the stuff on the way down.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” I grunted. “That guy could smell liquor for a hundred miles!”


  “Yeah, that’s why I believe him when he said he found it so easy. Well, it seems when the boat went down, there was a lot of air caught in the cabin. The pressure of the water kept it prisoned there. Beetle swears he’d open his helmet, and drink a bottle or two, sittin’ on the table with his head in the air!”


  I stared at him.


  “He—what?”


  Hogan grinned.


  “Hard to believe, isn’t it? And then the ulth—remember where those lilies grow?”


  “Sure, in swamps—say—you don’t mean those ulths hate kick that bad? They’ll run from it like I would from a skunk?”


  He nodded. “Well, son, I never saw you run from a skunk, but that’s the general idea.”


  1942


  THERE SHALL BE DARKNESS


  C.L. Moore


  Earth Empire was crumbling—and the captain knew it as he was ordered back, with the last of the troops stationed on Venus. The last civilization of the Solar System was falling into eternal darkness, as Mars and Jupiter had before it And Venus could not be roused—


  Blue Venusian twilight filled the room where Quanna sat combing her hair before the glass. It was very quiet here. Quanna drew the long, pale strands through her comb with a somnolent rhythm, meeting her own eyes in the mirror. Reflected there she could see the windows behind her, blowing curtains that veiled the tremendous blue peaks which walled in Darva from the world. From far away a thunderous echo of avalanche shook the evening air a little and rumbled into silence.


  No one—not even another Venusian—could have guessed what was going on behind the pale, translucent oval of Quanna’s face, the unchanging dark eyes. She wore a blue-green robe the color of the evening sky over Darva, and in the blue dusk her hair took on a faintly greenish cast. She was thinking of murder.


  Behind her the door creaked. A man in uniform came into the room wearily, running his fingers through his black hair. The green star of Earth glittered on his tunic. He grinned at Quanna.


  “Give me a drink, will you?” he asked her in English. “Lord, how tired I am!”


  Quanna was on her feet in a rustle of satin and a cloud of faint perfume. Her green-blond hair was so fine it seemed to float upon the air as she turned. If ever there was any betrayal of feeling upon Quanna’s pale Venusian face, it showed tenderness when she looked at James Douglas, commander of the last Terrestrial Patrol left on Venus.


  “Come and lie down,” she said in her gentlest voice. Her English was almost as easy as his own. “You do need a drink, poor darling. You’ve been working late again, Jamie?”


  He nodded, letting her draw him to the deep couch below the windows which opened upon the high blue mountains and the roofs of Darva. She stood for a moment watching his face as he relaxed with a sigh upon the cushions. The couch creaked a little beneath him, for Douglas was a big man, built in the tradition of his Scottish ancestors upon another world, almost a giant among the slim Venusians. He was barrel-chested, thick through the shoulders; and his heavy black hair had gone frosty at the temples quite definitely in the last few months. Jamie Douglas had had much to think about, in solitude, since the last dispatches from Base came in.


  He buried his crooked nose in the glass Quanna brought and drank thirstily, letting the cool, watered whiskey go burning down his throat.


  “Nothing like segir,” he grinned up at the girl. “I’ll miss it when—” he caught himself—“if I’m ever recalled to Earth.”


  Quanna’s eyes veiled. An Earth woman would have pounced upon the implication in that remark and dragged it into daylight. The Venusian girl waited. They both knew she would weave it into conversation perhaps hours later, worming the forbidden information out of him irresistibly, imperceptibly, as she had so often done in the past. Douglas cursed himself silently and gulped segir again.


  Quanna’s gaze lingered on his face as he drank. Twenty years under the flowing cloud-tides of Venus had not bleached his dark skin to pallor, but they had set their own marks upon his face. The broken nose was a memory of a mountain ambush in his subaltern days, and the long, fading scar above one ear an insignia of the fight in which he had won his captaincy. Even as long ago as that Imperial Earth had begun to feel her fingers slip upon her colonial worlds, and there had been fierce fighting in the mountains of Venus. There still was, but it would not last much longer—


  Douglas held out his emptied glass. “Another,” he said, and loosened his tunic collar. “I’m tired.”


  Quanna laid a long, cool hand upon his forehead in a gesture of reticent tenderness before she turned away to the little pantry where the ice and the segir was. The long folds of her robe hid what she was doing, but she did not drop a tablet into the drink this time. There had been enough in the first, and besides—besides she had information to draw out of him before she went away.


  She pulled up a hassock and took her monochord harp from the wall after he had begun on the second drink, and began to pluck a plaintive melody from the single string, stopping it against its movable bridges with an intricate fingering. Douglas nodded in time with the music and began to hum, smiling at her.


  “Funny,” he mused. “You’re a cosmopolitan, my dea, even if you’ve never stepped a foot off Venus. Scottish ballad on a Martian harp, transposed to Venusian melody. What an old song it is, Quanna.” He began to sing the worlds softly, his voice unmusical:


  
    “The Otterburn’s bonny burn,


    It’s pleasant there to be


    But there is naught on Otterburn


    To feed my men and me—”

  


  He shook himself a little and quieted. Quanna saw something dark and unhappy move across his face, and she struck one of two quivering notes from the string and said in a voice pitched to the music, so that it scarcely broke the silence at all:


  “I’d like to see Earth, Jamie. Could I go back with you?”


  “I wish you could,” he answered in a low voice. “It won’t be easy my dear—I’ll miss so much on Venus. I—” He sat up suddenly and scowled at her under black brows. “That wasn’t fair, Quanna! You wouldn’t catch me like that if I weren’t tired. Oh, yes, damn it, I suppose you’ll have to know soon, anyhow. Orders came today. We’re going back.”


  “The last of the Patrols,” murmured Quanna, still stroking the harp to faint music. “Venus will be free again, Jamie?”


  His heavy brows drew down again above the crooked nose. “Free?” he said bitterly. “Oh, yes, free for Vastari and his cutthroats, if that’s what you’re thinking of. There’ll be no more safety anywhere on Venus, if that’s what freedom means to you. All this culture we’ve tried to build up in our three hundred years will crash in—oh, three hundred days, or less, once the protection of the Patrol fails. You’ll have barbarism back again, my sweet. Is that what freedom means to a Venusian?”


  She smiled at him, her face pale in the gathering twilight.


  “Jamie, Jamie,” she rebuked him gently. “Our ways were good enough before the Earthmen came. And you’ll be going home—”


  He sat down his glass half emptied, as if the thought had closed his throat. Looking out between the long, swaying draperies, he said heavily: “Oh, sure—I was born there, forty-odd years ago. I suppose it’s home. But—I’ll miss Venus, Quanna.” He reached out for her hand. “I’ll miss you—I . . . I’m sleepy, Quanna. Play ‘Otterburn’ again, will you, my dear? I think I’ll have a nap before dinner.”


  When Douglas was breathing evenly, Quanna put a pillow straighter under his black head, pulled a light coverlet over him and hung the harp away. In her bedroom she took down a velvet cloak of deep emerald-green and changed her sandals to riding boots of soft leather.


  With the dark cloak hooding her, she paused by the door and touched a panel that slid inward without a sound. Not even the Earthman who designed the house knew about that panel, or about many other secret things which the Venusian workmen had built into the headquarters of the Terrestrial Patrol.


  Quanna took a pistol from a shelf inside the panel and buckled it about her waist over the satin gown she wore. Her fingers lingered on a long, flat box on the shelf and she drew it out hesitantly, glancing over her shoulder around the empty room.


  Inside the box, bedded in velvet, lay a dagger with a silver haft and a long glass blade. Quanna took it out of its nest and tilted the crystal to the light. Venusian characters were traced in water colors on the blade. On one side they declared in crimson, “Vastari Shall Be King,” and on the other were the simple characters that spelled a name, “James Douglas.” By a coincidence, the Venusian name for Douglas had the same meaning as his Scottish patronym in the ancient Gaelic—Dhu Glas. Both meant “the dark man.”


  The dagger Quanna held was a ceremonial weapon, that could be used only once. It had never been used—yet. The crimson lettering would wash off at the first touch of any moisture. And the blade would splinter in its wound. It was meant to splinter. It had been given to Quanna six months past, with great ceremony. She should have used it long ago.


  She laid it back in its box and closed the panel quickly. She woke in the blue night sometimes, trembling, out of dreams about that glass dagger.


  She drew the green cloak about her and went out swiftly. No one but the Venusian servants saw her pass, and they made furtive obeisance and looked after her with reverent eyes. So did the grooms in the stable where her saddled horse stood waiting. One of them said, “The waterfall cave, lady, up toward Thunder Range,” and gave her the grave salute due Venusian rank. Quanna nodded and took the reins.


  The Earth officer on duty at the outer gate never saw her pass. His men drew his attention away just long enough for the cloaked figure on the padding dark horse to slip like a shadow out of the gate, and the young Earthman could have sworn afterward that no one had gone that way.


  The horse took to the rising trail outside Darva with its padded gait that has a rocking-chair smoothness. Even the horses of Venus go furtively, on silent feet. This one climbed steadily up the twisting trail through the blue dusk which passes for night in the zone where Darva lies.


  Night and day have only rough equivalent terms in the Venusian tongues, but there is a slow rhythm of thermals over a broad belt of Dayside, caused by the libration of the planet, that gives something corresponding to them. There are periods of dim-blue chill, and periods of opalescent noons when the sun is a liquid blaze behind high mists. The intervals are months long in some parts of Dayside, but here the tremendous mountains create air currents of their own, and the cloud-tides have a much briefer rhythm, though still too varied to make Venusians clearly understand night and day.


  The great blue mountains loomed purple and violet in the dusk as Quanna rode up the trail. She could hear countless waterfalls tinkling and trickling away like music all around her, a background to the slow, far-off thunder of a rockslide that shook the cliffs with its echoes.


  The lifting crags that rushed straight up thousand feet into the clouds were shocking to Earth eyes even after a lifetime on Venus, but Quanna scarecely noticed the familiar sheer cliffs of purple rock hanging like doom itself above her as she climbed. She had been born among these cliffs, but she did not mean to die here. If she had her way, she would die on another planet and be buried under the smooth green soil of Earth, where sunlight and starlight and moonlight changed in a clear sky she could not quite imagine, for all the tales she had heard.


  The cavern she was seeking lay two hours high in the towering peaks above Darva. No one but a Venusian could have found it in less than days. Both Quanna and her horse knew the path well enough, but it was a difficult climb even for them, and when they came out into the cathedral-walled canyon where a thin waterfall swayed like smoke, the horse’s sides were heaving with the steepness of the climb.


  In these narrow walls the waterfall made a thunderous music. Quanna drew her cloak over her face and rode straight through the smoking veil of water, into the Gothic arch of the cavern beyond. She whistled three clear, liquid notes as she came, and heard answering music from the walls, piercing the roar of the waterfall.


  Around two bends firelight flickered. Quanna slid off the horse into the waiting arms of servants, and went down a sparkling sandy slope toward the fire. Light danced bewilderingly upon a fairyland of crystalline columns which slow centuries had built of dripping water here. It was an Aladdin cave of flashing jewels in the firelight.


  Of the group by the fire, all but one man rose as Quanna came forward, her scarlet boots showing and fading with delicate precision beneath her emerald cloak. Quanna had been trained meticulously in every rite that befits a Venusian woman, and ceremonious behavior was not the least of her knowledge. Even her gait was traditional as she approached the men before the fire.


  They had risen—all but the hooded old one—not in deference to her rank or her womanhood, for women are not held highly on Venus, but because she was an important emissary bringing news of the enemy. And had they had reason to think her news would be bad or her prestige in the enemy camp lowered, they would not have risen. Under the elaborate ceremony of Venusian courts is a basis of dog-eat-dog which shocks Earthmen. Venusians scorn the unsuccessful and toady to the strong with a certain courtliness which ingratiates even as it repels.


  The richly colored robes of the men made points of jewel colors dance along the crystalline walls as they moved. A young man pushed impatiently out among them and came forward, his crimson cloak swinging from supple shoulders, his long fair hair swinging, too, as he came to meet the girl. The two of them were as alike in looks as blood relation can make man and woman.


  Quanna took both his hands with the exact degree of deference which was due from her temporary man-status as important spy. Vastari’s face blazed with impatient eagerness as Quanna exchanged the proper ceremonious greetings with the group of tribe leaders around the fire. It amused her a little to let her royal brother wait upon her. She met the fierce stares of the other men composedly, too accustomed all her life to seeing that avid hope for disaster in every face to notice it much now. No Venusian rises to influence without knowing very well the eager, searching stare of rivals hungry for a sign of weakness.


  Last of all she smiled at the hooded figure by the fire, who gave her back a greeting in a harsh, hissing voice that was very pleasant to her ears.


  “Well?” demanded Vastari, pulling her to a seat upon the cushions by the fire as the last ceremonies fell silent and the leaders grouped wolfishly around to listen. “Well, how goes it, sister? Is the glass knife broken yet?”


  “Not yet,” said Quanna, making her voice low and confident. “The Earthmen have a fable about a goose that laid golden eggs. It’s still too soon to kill ours, brother. The Dark Man gave me great news only a few hours ago.” She used a Venusian term of time measurement which is so complex that few Earthmen ever master it. Watching the avid eyes fixed upon her all around the fire, she went on: “The last Patrol is leaving Venus. The orders came in today.”


  Vastari smacked his ringed hands together and cried out something exultant in a voice too choked for articulation. The fire always smoldering behind his eyes blazed up with all but perceptible violence.


  “Leaving!” he cried. “So they’ve come to it at last. Do you hear, all of you? That means freedom! Venus under Venusian rule, after three hundred years of Earth tyranny! Is it true, Quanna?”


  “True enough, surely,” said a harsh voice behind him. They all turned. The cloaked figure at the fireside had thrown back his hood from a crest of white hair and was smiling at them sadly now, horny lids drooping over his eyes. “I’ve seen it coming all my life, children. Mars was great once, too, you see.” He lifted bony shoulders in a shrug.


  “But aren’t you glad, Ghej?” Vastari spun toward him, scarlet cloak flying with the motion. Everything he did had a quicksilver volatility. “The freedom we were fighting for, put right in our hands? No more hiding in the mountains for us, Ghej! No more Earth laws! A free Venus, after three hundred years of tyranny!”


  The old Martian lifted his peaked brows.


  “Is freedom always good, then? Freedom can mean anarchy, my boy.”


  Vastari snapped his fingers impatiently. “Out of anarchy, something may grow,” he said. “Under tyranny, nothing can. You’ll help us, won’t you, Ghej?”


  Ghej looked up somberly under his triangular lids. “Against Earth? You don’t need help against the Imperial Planet, son. Earth has brought her own ruin upon her, and nothing we can do will affect that. I know. I saw Mars fall.”


  He put his chin in his hands and stared into the fire under heavy lids. Ghej had a strange way of talking about the past of millenniums ago as if he himself had been present. It was the result of the vivid three-dimensional pictorial records by which all Martians learn their history in childhood.


  Vastari’s face, as he turned away, was unconsciously eloquent with the impatience of the young for the dreaming old.


  One of the tribe leaders leaned forward, jutting a scarred, wolfish face above his robe of apricot velvet. His eyes glittered at Quanna.


  “She brings news the old Martian could have told us years ago,” he declared, his voice jealous and eager. “That same news my own spies will bring me tomorrow from the city. What other reasons has she for calling herself our equal? I say, let her kill the Earthman and go back to the harem where she belongs.”


  There was a rising of voices around the fire, some few in agreement, most deprecating not so much the sentiment as the crude way in which it had been put. The true Venusian prefers his malice more deftly expressed.


  Quanna faced them equably. Showing no resentment—it did not behoove a woman to resent openly anything a man might say—she declared in a voice pitched low:


  “To us in the city it doesn’t look so simple, lord. With the right knowledge, we may glean much from the Earthmen before they go.”


  The scarred hillman pounded his velvet knee with a clenched fist. “I say fight as we planned!” he roared. “Fight and conquer and loot, before they can get away from us! It was good enough for our fathers, wasn’t it? What do we want a new plan for? Kill and loot, and all this waiting be damned!”


  A babble of voices echoed him around the fire, cut off in a moment by the brilliant scarlet of Vastari’s leap, his red cloak streaming. There was a flash of glittering colors in one swift arc and a thud of weapon on flesh, all too quick for the eye or the brain to follow clearly.


  Then Vastari was standing over the huddled hillman, the scarlet cloak settling in bright folds about him and his wickedly jewel-studded blackjack swinging ready for another blow. The hillman nursed his smashed nose, blood running down beneath his hand to spatter upon apricot velvet.


  Vastari’s eyes glittered dangerously up at the rest under lowered brows as he stood above the silenced rebel, head sunk between his shoulders. The bloody blackjack swung in short, twitching arcs that caught the firelight in jeweled glints.


  “Has Ystri any friends here?” he demanded softly. No one spoke. Vastari bent and deliberately slapped Ystri’s face twice, heavy blows that rocked his head. The hillman was nearly twice Vastari’s size, but he made no move to retaliate, only crouched there masking his broken nose behind a bunched hand and glaring up with reluctant respect in his eyes.


  The same respect showed in every subdued face around the fire as Vastari turned away with a certain swagger, hooking the blackjack back in his belt, careless of the blood smear upon his satin tunic.


  “This isn’t the way to freedom,” Vastari said, reseating himself beside Quanna. “If we quarrel among ourselves, we’ll go the way so many went before us. We’re no guerrilla band, squabbling for loot! Freedom is worth a little sacrifice today if we can take all Venus tomorrow! It was not under slavery that Earthmen conquered their empire. They were free men, fighting for themselves. We must be free, too, if we can hope to conquer Venus. Free of Earth rule and free of all petty greeds among ourselves. We aren’t children, snatching at toys. We’re free-born leaders fighting to drive Earthmen off our soil and rule Venus under Venusian law.”


  The fire of the crusader kindled in Vastari’s voice as he went on. “If Ystri had his way, he’d attack Darva and die. The Earthmen have weapon we can’t hope to conquer. And even if we did—what would happen? Ystri and his kind would loot and run back to the mountains, each to his separate stronghold, each with all he could carry. And presently each would envy his neighbor’s loot, and in a little while you’d all be back where I found you, little nations too busy with your petty squabbles to unite against Earth rule or the raiders from Darkside or anything else that threatens you. Fools like Ystri made Earth tyranny possible on Venus. Fools like Ystri will bring it on us again if they ever return, unless I can unite us all. Union and freedom! Think of it, men!”


  Vastari stood up and began to pace the shining floor with long, nervous strides. The heads of his hearers turned to follow his as if hypnotized. His voice shook and glowed with his passionate sincerity, and the bright light of avarice kindled in the eyes that followed his pacing.


  “I tell you, it will be worth fighting for! We must be rid of the Earthman, but we mustn’t ruin ourselves to drive him out. There will be much to do after he’s gone—leaving his weapons behind him. We must have those weapons! We can’t conquer Venus without them. And that’s why Quanna must go back to Darva and learn more of their plans. Somehow, we must possess what the Earthmen now possess, if we intend to rule Venus as they did. That will take courage—cunning and courage. And after that—” Vastari paused, looking up into the glittering shadows of the ceiling with eyes that saw something far away and wonderful. “After that—freedom and Venus will be ours! The Earthmen fought for freedom long ago—and won it and conquered the stars with it! Our turn is next. When the Earthmen were first fighting against tyranny they sang an old battle song whose words might be our own. Quanna learned it from her Earthman. I’d like you all to hear it. Quanna—”


  She bent her smooth fair head becomingly and began in a low, clear voice to chant as well as she could in Venusian to the tune of a very old drinking song of Earth, once the battle anthem of a nation that had fallen long ago. The listening men sat silent, firelight glittering in their eyes. It was a curious scene; surely the song had never been sung in a stranger setting than this crystalline ice cvern with its pale, sparkling shadows, to these wolfish men in their gorgeously colored robes.


  “Oh, thus be it ever when free men shall stand


  Between their loves homes and the tyrant’s oppression,”


  sang Quanna. Vastari’s fanatic young face lighted up at the words; his lips moved soundlessly, mouthing them.


  “The conquer we must,


  For our cause, it is just,


  And this be our motto: ‘In God is our trust!’


  And the Star-Spangled Banner in triumph shall wave


  O’er the land of the free, and the home of the brave!”


  Behind the group the gray Martian listened enigmatically, his leathery face sad.


  James Douglas wakened to a room translucent with the blue twilight of the ebbing cloud-tide. His mind was clear and relaxed for a moment, as tranquil as the twilight in the room. The memory came back, and the familiar heaviness of spirit, and he sat up slowly, the crease deepening between his black brows. Quanna sat by the window where the breeze just lifted her fine, pale hair. When she heard him stir she turned, tranquility in every gentle motion she made.


  “How well you slept,” she murmured, rising. “I couldn’t bear to wake you, Jamie, you were so soundly asleep. You must have been very tired, dear.”


  He leaned forward on the edge of the couch, forearms crossed on knees so big his shoulders hunched. He looked up at her under his brows rather as Vastari had looked up in the crystal cavern, but with all the difference in the world in his dark, weary face.


  “I had a dream,” he said somberly. “I thought I was back in Norristown, at the edge of the Twilight Belt, and the mountaineers were attacking. I thought a spear went through me, right here—” He laid a hand on his tunic just above the belt buckle. “It was so real it still hurt for a moment after I woke up. But in the dream it didn’t hurt at all. I thought it nailed me to the wall, and I pulled it out and—” He laughed and hesitated. “Dreams are silly things. I thought I led a charge brandishing that bloody spear, and we drove the attackers back.” He laughed again, but looked up at her under the black brows with a dark and somber gaze, no laughter in his eyes.


  Quanna shivered a little under her blue-green gown. “Don’t look at me like that,” she said lightly. “It was only a dream. Wouldn’t you like some coffee, Jamie dear? You missed dinner, you know.”


  He ignored the quesyion. “What was it you were playing before I fell asleep? ‘Otterburn,’ wasn’t it?” He hummed the tune, and words came back to his memory.


  
    “Oh, I have dreamed a dreary dream


    Beyond the Isle of Skye;


    I saw a dead man win a fight,


    And I think that man was I—”

  


  “The Isle of Skye,” he repeated after a long moment. “I wonder! The old Isle of Skye’s on Earth, but you and I are on a new one now, Quanna. From Earth, wouldn’t Venus be the Isle of Skye?”


  She shook her head, the fine hair clouding about her face. “I can’t picture it all. Stars! Shall I ever see them, Jamie?”


  “Not from Venus. And Earth’s no safe place to be just now, my dear. No, you’re safer on your Isle of Skye. As for me—” He shook his black head. “Now if I believed in dreams as my people used to do, I’d take that for an omen.” He stood up. “Did you say something about coffee? Lord, how I must have slept!”


  Quanna’s smile as she rose had the clarity of uttermost innocence. When she opened the door the tall figure standing there with knuckles lifted to knock made her jump a little.


  “Lieutenant!” she laughed. “You startled me.”


  “Commander here?” Lieutenant Morgan, second in command of Darva Post, gave her an impassive stare from sleepy, brown eyes.


  “Come in, Morgan,” called Jamie from the room beyond. “All right, Quanna. Run along and bring that coffee.”


  Morgan entered with the loose-jointed, deceptive laziness that colored everything he did.


  “Don’t like that girl,” he said, looking at the closed door under his lids.


  Jamie laughed. “You don’t like any Venusian.”


  “Damn right I don’t. You’ll wake up with a knife in your ribs some day, commander.”


  Douglas said: “Not Quanna’s knife.”


  “Think not?” Morgan shrugged. “By the way, Vastari was up in the hills last night.” He glanced out of the window toward the great leaning cliffs above Darva, where the light was broadening as the morning cloud-tide thinned. A long rumble of rockslide shook the window frames as he spoke.


  “Attack?” asked Jamie.


  “No, just a powwow. They’re up to something, commander.”


  “Oh, I suppose so. They usually are. Any ideas?”


  “Two to one they know we’re leaving. That means ambush somewhere on the way out.”


  “Or attack here?”


  “Morgan shook his head. “Too risky. Vastari’s no fool.”


  “Maybe not open attack. But they’ll hate to see us leaving with all our artillery. Vastari’d like that for his campaigns in the mountains. He’ll try to get it, and he’ll try hard.”


  “Preferably by foul means,” put in Morgan with a grin. “He—”


  A gentle tap at the door interrupted him. Quanna looked in deprecatingly.


  “A caller, commander,” she said. “The Martian trader, Ghej—”


  Jamie stood up quickly. “Ghej! Come in, come in! It’s good to see you. Quanna, how about coffee for us all?”


  The cloaked gray figure came in with the odd little shuffle in his gait that is so typically Martian. Jamie had a sudden Scots premonition that vanished in a moment and left him deriding himself, but in that moment the gray-robed figure had looked like Death shuffling in to greet him, holding out its hand. He remembered his dream, and the buried Celtic credulity of his forebears rose into the light just long enough for him to wonder if he were to leave Venus after all, if his longing to stay were to be granted more grimly than he had bargained for. The Isle of Skye, the morning star—


  
    “I saw a dead man win a fight,


    And I think that man was I—”

  


  “Superstitious fool!” he apostrophized himself half angrily, and held out his hand to Ghej.


  “I would not have liked to miss you, commander,” said the Martian in his precise English, accepting the chair Morgan pushed forward. “I hear you are leaving Venus soon.”


  Jamie threw up his hands in a gesture of despair. “Half Venus seems to have heard about it already.”


  Ghej’s pointed upper lip drew down in his beak-like smile. “I have been liquidating my assets for over a year now,” he told them, “preparing for this day.” The smile grew one-sided and twisted down a bit sadly at the corners. With his left hand he made the crook-sign of ancient Mars in the air. “Remember?” he asked. “It happened to Mars, too. I know about Rome and America and the other great fallen empires of Earth. I could see this coming from a long way off. As you could see it, commander.”


  There was unconscious sadness in Jamie’s own smile. “Officially this is known as ‘temporary consolidation,’ ” he told the Martian. Ghej lifted deprecating brows and pulled the long upper lip down in a grimace. He was too polite to say what all three men in the room were thinking.


  This is the end of the Solar Empire of Earth. This is the last Patrol, out of all the strong network that once bound the worlds together by unbreakable chains of men. The links are loosening; the Empire is falling apart. Earth evacuates the planet it has ruled for three hundred years. The Green Star of Earth is an outworn emblem now. Barbarian hordes from the outer world are pouring down upon the Imperial Planet, armed with weapons Earth taught them to make, that Earth might be destroyed. Little by little her grasp has let go. One by one the Patrols go home to defend the mother world. This is the last.


  “Venus will be a different world without you,” said Ghej, smoothing his cloak over one knee. “It will be interesting to see what happens to the Terrestrialized cities—all the clean, broad streets, the markets, the busy shops—how long will they last?”


  “Just as long as it takes Vastari to burn them,” Morgan declared bitterly.


  Ghej nodded. “Vastari probably justifies himself in his own mind. They say he has reason to hate Earth, you know. He’ll want to destroy everything on Venus that has a Terrestrial background.”


  “Three hundred years of Earth rule,” mused Jamie. “Three hours in the life of the race! Sometimes I wonder if twenty centuries would have been enough to make an impression on these people. Sometimes I wonder if everything we’ve done on Venus hasn’t been wholly in vain for both worlds. Six months after we’ve gone, the Terrestrialized cities will be gone, too. What the fire leaves the jungles will take over. Cementine huts will rise where cementine huts stood three hundred years ago, and there won’t be a trace left of anything Earthmen tried to do. No more cities where children can grow up in safety. No more protection for the farms that provide against starvation in famine seasons. Oh, damn Vastari!”


  “He can’t help being a Venusian,” said Ghej mildly.


  Jamie slapped his chair arms with impatient palms. “I know. It’s just that—well, I’ve been on Venus a long time now. I fought at the second siege of Norristown when I was twenty. I flew with Cressy when he explored the Twilight Belt. Here at Darva I’ve seen the city grow into something to be proud of. I got the appropriations myself to build the storehouses that tided three whole tribes over the last famine season. When I think of Vastari wiping it all out the moment my back’s turned, I could strangle him with my bare hands!”


  “The Venusians are like quicksilver, commander,” Ghej said thoughtfully. “They slip away from contact with the logic of other worlds.”


  “I know. It’s because they’re still barbarians, isn’t it? Perhaps they’ll always be barbarians. They have no words in any of their languages for ‘loyalty’ or ‘honor’ or any of the high-sounding ideals we live by. They have no values above the selfish animal values of survival. They’re incapable of civilized thoughts as we define civilization. I tell you, Venus is stagnant already, for all her rawness. There’s barbarism at both ends of the social scale, you know, and the men of Venus have gone from one barbarism to the other with no interval of true civilization between.” Jamie slapped the chair arms again.


  “Think of Norris, colonizing Venus. Can you imagine any Venusian enduring such hardships, simply for an ideal? Remember the first siege of Norristown? The colonists could have taken ships for home at any time that year, and abandoned Venus and everything Norris and his men died to establish. But they didn’t. They stuck it out until the rescue ships came, a whole year late. Did you ever read the story of that siege, Ghej? Unceasing attack from the swamps and the seas, unceasing fevers and disease from the unknown plagues of Venus. But the colonists had a greater fever than anything Venus could inflict—the feverish dream of empire that was sweeping the Solar System then.


  “The soldiers died on the walls one by one, and the civilians took up the battle. When the spaceship came in at last with provisions, they found the women and children, the invalids and the wounded manning the guns, and not one able-bodied fighting man left on his feet.


  “That burning idealism has no roots in Venusian minds. And yet, you know, there’s something irresistibly fascinating about the planet and the people. It’s raw and lusty. It’s the future. Venus from Earth is the morning star, and I think that’s more than symbolism now.”


  Jamie got up and walked to the window, looking out over the roofs of Darva toward the tremendous blue mountains where the cloud-tide thinned to let brightening daylight through.


  “Back on Earth I’ll be a misfit. An outlander, Earth is a world of orderly gardens and tamed seas and landscaped mountain ranges. The people are set in a pattern. You know to a syllable just how they’ll react to a given situation. It makes you yawn to think of it when you’ve spent twenty years on Venus under these gigantic mountains, where the people are as wild and unpredictable as the cloudbursts.


  “I’ve forgotten the polite formulas of Earth that cover every possible situation. They’ve got a tight little society there and I won’t fit into it anywhere.”


  Jamie was silent, and for a long moment no one spoke. Jamie’s mind went on:


  “Not that it matters how Earth accepts any of us colonials. I have an idea we’ve seen the last of our little play-paradises with their formal rules. They don’t tell us much here on Venus, but the last news I heard was of barbarian bases spotted through Earth like a plague, and barbarian invaders pouring down out of the sky in ships we taught them how to build, with weapons we put into their hands many years ago.”


  He couldn’t say it aloud, not even to Morgan. Certainly not to an outworld trader, however well he knew Ghej. He couldn’t say what had burned in his mind for so many months now, the terrible fear that had come to him and to the civilized world generations too late to save it.


  For the era of civilized man was ending. Jamie almost wished he hadn’t had the leisure to see it coming. He wished he hadn’t read the old books, for he could see the cycle closing as it had closed for other cultures long ago.


  “They say we’re ‘temporarily consolidating’,” he thought, staring out at the great cloud-marbled mountains. “I know better. I’ve got a perspective here they don’t have at home, or won’t admit having. I know the signs of rottenness, and the signs are plain on Earth. It’ll take a better race than modern man to win back what we’re letting go.


  “And there is no such race. The Venusians might have done it—but they won’t now. Another few centuries and we might have instilled some conception of what idealism means into those slippery quicksilver minds. I don’t know. We’ll never do it now. And the Venusians were our last hope.


  “No other race remains. The barbarians who are conquering Earth are decadent barbarians. The other worlds of the empire are either old civilizations, more tired even than we, or subhuman tribes which no amount of teaching could lift much above apehood.


  “And so the greatest empire that mankind ever knew is crumbling from within, without a hope of rebirth.”


  The strong fragrance of coffee entering the room like a tangible presence broke the little silence that had fallen upon the three men. Quanna came in smiling, followed by servants with trays. Her deep, quiet eyes saw everything readable on the faces before her, though no eyes caught her looking. She poured the coffee deftly.


  When she handed Ghej his cup she set a small silver platter of bread at his elbow, according to the ceremonious Venusian custom, observed even among outworld people on Venus. There, as on Earth, bread symbolizes the staff of life, and guests are served with it whenever food is served and whether they intend to taste it or not.


  Ghej’s horny-lidded eyes flickered at the plate and then slanted a glance up at Quanna. She caught it wonderingly. Something was afoot, then. Something concerning Jamie, for in the elaborate symbolism which governs all Venusian living, bread is the emblem for leader or head of the household.


  “I think you misunderstand Vastari, commander,” said Ghej, sipping his coffee. “It’s true that no Venusian seems to comprehend what other worlds call idealism. But, in his own mind, Vastari is probably quite sure of his rightness. He talks of freedom, you know.”


  “Freedom to loot and burn, and starve afterward!”


  “Perhaps,” Ghej nodded, and began to toy with the silver knife that lay across the bread platter. “I think so. But then I represent the past, gentlemen. My world died millenniums ago. You yourselves are the present; your world is passing. Vastari is the future. What he does with it only the future can show. You and I will not be here to see.” He shook his crested head and picking up the knife, drove it idly halfway through the loaf of bread beside him. Under the horny lids he flickered a glance up at Quanna.


  “As a trader among the mountain tribes, commander,” he remarked irrelevantly, “it has been my business for many years to fathom Venusian mentalities as nearly as any outworlder can. I’ve seen a hillman, for instance, take revenge for a blow by striking not at his attacker but at his attacker’s enemy, in the dead of night. None but a Venusian could clearly understand the tangle of motives behind such a revenge—


  “Excellent coffee, my dear Quanna. May I have another cup?”


  In the blue twilight of Jamie’s bedroom nothing moved but the softly blowing curtains. Jamie’s bedroom nothing moved but the softly blowing curtains. Jamie’s regular, hoarse breathing was the only sound except for an occasional, far-away thunder of rockslide and the receding footsteps of the sentry who paced outside the commander’s quarters.


  Jamie’s sleep was deep. Quanna had seen to that with the nightcap she had served him. Now she sat in the farthest corner of the room, where the shadows hung as blue as if in some submarine cavern, far down under Venusian seas. She sat in perfect stillness, unwinking eyes fixed upon the window beyond which the shadow and the footsteps of the sentry passed and repassed.


  She was grateful to Ghej. She was not sure how he could have guessed about her feeling for the commander, but she knew he had guessed. He was fit, almost, to be a Venusian in his sensitive perception of nuances. She knew, too, how it had amused him to tell her by symbolism and indirection under the very noses of an oblivious audience that Ystri planned to murder Jamie. Yes, Ghej had lived long enough on Venus to think almost like a Venusian himself.


  As she waited here in the twilight for the assassin she was not unduly perturbed. She knew enough of her race in general and Ystri in particular to be sure he would come alone. He could not wholly trust an coplotter not to betray him to Vastari, and he would want the glory alone if he succeeded.


  The sentry’s feet gritted up and down on the pavement outside; Jamie’s heavy breathing measured the silence in the room. Quanna sat unwinking and waited.


  She could not have said what warned her when the time came. Certainly no sound. But when the sentry’s tread approached the far end of his beat and a shadow slid up to the thin grille that masked the windows, Quanna was at the grille and crouching low against it before the shadow itself was aware of her. It must have been something of a shock to the newcomer to find a second figure six inches away just inside the screen. The shadow started back with a muffled gasp.


  Quanna breathed, “Ystri—look!” and let the light from the gateway shine for an instant on the snub-nosed gun she held.


  “Quick!” whispered Ystri, speaking indistinctly because of his injured nose. “Let me in! The sentry—”


  “No.” Quanna’s voice was flat. “I know what you want. Not tonight, Ystri.”


  “Let me in,” Ystri demanded fiercely, “or the commander will know tomorrow that you are a spy.”


  Quanna thought he meant that. His prestige had been severely damaged by Vastari’s blow; he might do anything to discredit her and Vastari through her.


  “Not tonight,” she temporized. “I have plans—Afterward, you may kill him.”


  “I don’t trust you!”


  “Tomorrow—”


  “Traitress!” hissed Ystri. “Let me in! With him dead, there’ll be confusion enough to steal weapons, even take the town! In Vastari’s name, let me in!”


  “Not tonight! Tomorrow I’ll prove myself—kill him if you can, then. But not here.”


  “Where then? You’re lying.”


  “It’s the truth. Tomorrow I’ll bring him into a trap for you. The mangrove forest, say? At cloud-ebb tomorrow?”


  Ystri peered at her doubtfully in the blue dimness through the grille. The sentry’s returning feet grew louder on the pavement, but Ystri hesitated for one last mistrustful moment.


  “Is this the truth? Do you swear it by Vastari?”


  “I swear. I’ll bring him into the mangrove forest tomorrow, to kill if you can.”


  Ystri scowled at her in the twilight, seeing a certain sincerity upon her face that made him accept the promise reluctantly. That, and the gun gleaming dully in reflected light.


  “Tomorrow at cloud-ebb, then—or you both die,” he growled, and his shadow melted from the grille without a sound. Quanna sat back on her heels and looked after him, her eyes deep and expressionless.


  “The mangrove forest?” Jamie’s voice was doubtful, but he turned his horse toward the upward path. “That gloomy place? Sure you want to ride that way?”


  Quanna smiled at him under her hood of emerald velvet. “You said I could choose—and it’s our last ride together on Venus, Jamie dear.”


  “Oh, all right. I always get my feet wet there, but—have it your way.”


  “I think it’s a lovely place, Jamie. Listen, Jamie, I’ll sing to you—a going-away song.”


  The Martian monochord harp hung at her saddle. She laid it across her green velvet knee and began a soft Venusian chant with a ringing call at the end of each stanza. Partly it was to amuse Jamie, partly to warn the hiding Ystri of their coming. It would amuse Ystri, too, in a grim sort of way, for this was a going-away song indeed, a Venusian dirge for a man about to die.


  The mangrove forest lay high in a narrow canyon above Darva. Jamie and Quanna had ridden here more than once before, for the pleasure of walking the narrow mossy ways that wound over the water. The forest filled a valley between peaks veined with waterfalls whose music tinkled all around the canyon. It was half swamp, half lake of clear dark water out of which gigantic mangroves rose in arches and columns and long green aisles. The labyrinthine paths wound intricately over the great gnarled roots which stood above the water.


  The glassy surfaces gave back such faithful reflections that the forest seemed double, suspended in green space. It was like walking in a dream to stroll along the winding, mossy ways and watch one’s own reflection swimming dimly underfoot.


  Not even the padding Venusian horses could walk these paths. Jamie and Quanna dismounted at the mouth of the canyon and entered the glassy forest in silence except for the music Quanna stroked now and again from her harp. She was watching for Ystri. He would not be easy to see, she knew. It was not for nothing that she had worn her green cloak today, and he was certain to be green-clad, too, and almost invisible in the bewildering reaches of the forest.


  They had strolled a long way into the mirrory labyrinth before a sliding motion among the trees caught Quanna’s eyes. She had been sure he would come alone, and she could see now that she had not been mistaken. She had been sure, too, that he would not use a gun. He wanted Jamie dead for many reasons. The chiefest was to forestall Vastari of the glory of that murder, and Ystri would want to use the long Venusian dagger for that pleasure. And so he would have to creep close enough to stab Jamie in the back, and there was no danger of a random shot across the water.


  But Ystri was wary. Jamie had an evil reputation among the outlaws and Ystri was not one to risk having this particular quarry turn to face him before his blow drove home. Quanna had to lead the way deeper and deeper into the forest, where the great mangrove roots made paths broad enough so that no reflections showed in the water, before the green moving shadow that was Ystri drew near.


  If Quanna’s heart was beating harder under her emerald robe, no hint of it showed in her face when she decided the time was near to do what must be done.


  “I’ve a surprise for you, Jamie dear,” she said, pausing to face him under a great vaulting arch of green. “Will you wait for me a moment here? I’ll be back in five minutes.” And then, because the danger was near and great just then, she tip-toed and took his dark face between her hands kissed him quickly on the mouth.


  Venusians are not demonstrative people. Jamie stared after her as she turned swiftly away, the green robe swirling. Her long, dark look and the unexpected kiss had carried an air of foreboding that made him loosen the gu in his belt and watch the forest around him with vague uneasiness, for no tangible reason. And that result, perhaps, Quanna had foreseen, too, when she kissed him. There are double motives behind most of the things Venusians do.


  Quanna went swiftly, on soundless feet, along a pathway that twisted out of sight. Her green reflection went with her in the water, smooth and stealthy. She was making a circle as directly as possible in these winding ways, and in a few moments she saw ahead of her another green and stealthy figure moving forward from tree to tree. Quanna smiled.


  Jamie had lighted a cigarette. In the glassy stillness the click of his lighter was audible from far away, and the pungency of the smoke spread through the heavy fragrances of the water jungle. She could see his dark head down an aisle of greenness; he had set his back to a tree and was smoking desultorily, flicking ashes into the water and watching the spreading circles that they made.


  Ahead of her the green shadow of Ystri slipped forward with a sudden rush, quick and deadly. A knife caught the light and glinted.


  Quanna covered the distance at a soft-footed run which the moss hushed. Her green cloak unfolded like a hover of wings behind her and the flash from beneath it rose an instant before the glimmer of steel in Ystri’s fist rose.


  There is no sound quite like the solid thud of a dagger driven hilt-deep into flesh, hard, with a full-armed swing. Jamie knew it from all other sounds and had spun with his gun in his hand before Ystri himself knew quite what had happened to him. Ystri must at first have felt only the heaviness of the blow which even from behind was hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs. He gasped once for air, and whirled to face Quanna, open-mouthed.


  His face contorted with fury when he realized what had happened and his second gasp was for the breath to betray her, but she had struck deftly and a gush of bright blood, startlingly bright, smothered the words on his lips.


  There was no need for explanations. Jamie holstered his gun slowly, seeing that he would not need it. Quanna’s expressionless eyes watched Ystri fall, the glare of fury in his eyes to the last as he mouthed futilely against the torrent of blood frothing over the apricot velvet tunic which his green robe fell back to reveal. There were old bloodstains there, too. It was the same tunic he had worn in the cavern. She thought briefly that the blood-letting which her brother had begun two days ago the sister had finished here.


  Jamie was staring at her questioningly over the body. It lay with one arm dragging in the water; Quanna put out her foot and rolled it over without emotion. It slid into the water with scarcely a splash and the mirrory surface closed over the brilliant colors of apricot and green, bright fresh scarlet and the brown of old blood. Above the spreading circles Quanna looked up at Jamie and smiled.


  “I have saved your life, Jamie,” she said.


  He bit his lip. Lives are not saved gratuitously on Venus. It is a matter of investment, done deliberately with a specific price in mind, and among Venusians if the price is refused the life is forfeit, then and there or at any time thereafter, without penalty of a blood-feud from the victim’s relatives. This relentless code is as near, perhaps, as Venusians come to maintaining an abstract ideal about anything at all.


  “I suppose there’s no use asking what’s behind all this,” said Jamie, nodding at the water which had closed over Ystri’s body.


  Quanna lifted a brow. “Oh, that. I saw him—I had a favor to ask of you. Is there a better way to buy it than this?”


  He knew he would never be told any more of the story than that. No use asking. He lifted his shoulders resignedly.


  “You saved my life,” he acknowledged. “What do you want?”


  “To go back to Earth with you,” she told him promptly. “You’ll take me, Jamie?”


  He squinted a curious glance at her. She might have asked for money, weapons, anything but an intangible like this. An intangible he could not give her.


  “Quanna,” he said gently, “don’t you think I’d take you if I could?”


  “You are commander. What can stop you?”


  “Look, dear.” He stepped forward over the bloodstains on the moss and laid his hands on her shoulders. “Earth’s a . . . an armed camp. No one’s safe there now. You never saw cities bombed—you can’t imagine the life you’d have to lead if you came back with me.”


  “I’m not a child, Jamie.” She lifted unfathomable dark eyes to his.


  “I know—I know.” He tried helplessly to make her understand. “But I’m not going home for pleasure, Quanna. I’m going to fight. I think we’ll have to go on fighting there as long as . . . as long as we can. If I took you along, you’d be in constant danger. There’d be forced march after forced march, front-line duty—life under siege at the very best. And at worst—without me, what would become of you?”


  “I’m willing to risk all that, Jamie dear.”


  He let his hands fall. “I can’t, Quanna. Even if I could let you risk it, I’m not free to handicap myself with a woman. I’m going home to fight, my dear. Don’t you understand? Earth is calling us back because of desperate need. I’m a soldier of the Imperial Planet—I have no right to divide my efficiency in half because I’ve a woman to look out for everywhere I go—”


  “But why must you go at all, Jamie?” She said it very gently. “What can one man mean among so many? Why not stay here on Venus, with me?”


  His black brows met above the crooked nose.


  “If I could make you understand that, my dear,” he said wryly, “I wouldn’t half so much mind going.”


  And so it went on, for a long while. To Quanna the words that Jamie used were often as meaningless as the motives behind them. She wondered afterward that she had not used the dagger which tradition gave her the right to use, upon this dark and stubborn Terrestrial who was so intent upon destroying her happiness and his own.


  Long and hotly they debated, standing over the bloodstain on the moss with the forest glassily quivering all around them. When they turned home at last along the reflecting pathways, Quanna went submissively, her hooded head bent at the angle suitable to a Venusian woman in the presence of her lord, but she had not surrendered.


  She would have to change her plan; that was all. If he could not take her of his free will, then she would force him to it. She would find some lever stronger than the one which had just failed her. For he knew and she knew that she would not take the life she had saved. She had not killed Ystri for that.


  Yes, she would find a lever, and she would have no mercy in her use of it, for it would take some intolerable force indeed to swerve Jamie from his course.


  When the blue twilight was deepest over Darva and the Terrestrialized city slept, Quanna went up the winding stair which led to the roof of the commander’s quarters. It was the dark of the cloud-flow, but she carried no light. Artificial lighting is rare on Venus, which never know true darkness on Dayside. Quanna moved unerringly through the blue gloom upon the roof.


  She carried a sheaf of slender, hollow rods under her arm, and in one hand a basket of decaying flowers. The heavy, noxiously sweet fragrance of their dissolution is irresistible to several species of Venus’ flying creatures, most of them poisonous.


  Quanna joined her hollow rods together until she had a long, slender pole, about whose upper end she twined garlands of the heavy-smelling, rotting blossoms, working deftly in the near-darkness. Darva was hushes below her. From the mountains behind her to the mountains before blew the fragrances of jungle canyons; and the rumble of rockslides thundered from far away.


  Darva was built like a medieval fortress, a walled plateau guarded by crenelated mural towers at regular intervals all around the city. The commander’s quarters were built into the upper end of the wall, one with it, so that the roof upon which Quanna stood looked down sheerly over wall and plateau edge, toward the tremendous blue mountains beyond the river. She had taken refuge in a battlement and was waving her long, flower-twined pole in slow circles.


  In an incredibly short time a whir of wings sounded in the deep, blue twilight and a night-flying shape swept out of the dimness toward the pole. Quanna braced herself against the battlement and continued to fish the air streams blowing toward the cliffs. More wings—more swooping, dim shapes out of the twilight as the cruising nocturnal creatures of the mountains began to catch that intoxicating odor on the wind. Presently she was the center of a whirling, dipping swarm of silent things, all making circles around the decayed flowers like moths around a light, all in the uttermost silence except for the beat of wings.


  When she saw what she wanted, she lowered the pole until the flowery tip was within reach, and she put out an intrepid hand into the midst of the hovering creatures and seized a dark, winged horror by the neck. It beat at her furiously with scaled pinions a yard long, and its thick, muscular, serpent body lashed at her face. Composedly—she had handled the winged snakes since childhood—she put down the pole and went deftly to work over the threshing thing whose great blue-scaled wings winnowed the air. The blue, reptilian body wound and rewound about her forearms and venomous hissing punctuated the wing beats. Quanna paid no attention. Deadly poison though the winged snakes are, they can be safely handled by those who know how. This one bore a small, pale brand on its flat head as token that it had been handled before.


  When Quanna tossed it into the air a moment later it shook outraged wings, dived at her once or twice with fierce hissings, and then hurled itself once more into the group still circling about the rotted blossoms on the pole.


  Quanna went forward confidently, hesitated a moment, then reached out to seize another of the circling things out of the flutter and confusion around the flowers. This one she stroked with long, rhythmic motions until its scaled and writhing body quieted in hypnotized inertia and the great wings folded into stillness. She wrapped a scarf around them and then went forward to beat off the rest of the swarm and cover the flowers with her cloak.


  In a few minutes, when the sick-sweet fragrance had dissipated upon the air, the noxious flying coven of poison things began to disband, great, dark shapes sailing and swooping out in widening circles until the blueness of the twilight swallowed them. Quanna smoothed her disheveled hair and began to dismantle her fishing rod.


  She knew that when the light began to broaden again over the mountains the branded flying snake she had released would return to its home in the cliff above the hidden fortress where she had been born. It would not be long before Vastari had the message she had bound beneath its blue-scaled wing.


  And then—if Vastari trusted her enough—a certain species of hell would be unleashed upon the citadel which Jamie Douglas still held for Imperial Earth.


  When the alarm sirens exploded into sudden brazen wailing over Darva one twilight two days later, Quanna knew that Vastari still trusted her. She stood by Jamie’s mirror, watching him buckle on the cuirass without which no one dared walk the battlements when Venusian spearmen were below, and her dark gaze was somber.


  Jamie, ducking into the breast-armor, was as excited as she could remember seeing him. A Venusian attack was always exciting; the rippling drums and the shrill, high keening of the seven-toned pipes get into the listeners’ blood and quicken the heartbeats in time with that wild, tuneless rhythm. Venusians do not shout in battle. The pipes and drums are the only sounds of attack, clear, inhuman music as if not men but something wild and rhythmic were attacking the city.


  “Damned fools,” declared Jamie, struggling with the straps of his cuirass. “Here, help me, Quanna. Attacking with spears and slings—must be something behind this. Recognize any of ’em, Quanna? Is Vastari there? Lord, I’d like to see him over a Knute before I go!”


  Her eyes veiled. “You hate him, Jamie?”


  “Hate?” He paused to look at her, smiling a little grimly. “Well, hardly that. He’s a symbol, Quanna—a symbol of barbarism. If I could see him dead before I go, I’d be sure of one enemy less against Venusian civilization. Him and his babble about freedom!” Jamie snorted. “There might be safety a little longer for the people we leave behind if Vastari should die this evening. Well—” He shrugged and swung away. Quanna followed him smoothly, her satin skirts whispering along the floor as she walked.


  They stepped out into the cool evening light, into a subdued, hushed murmur of activity. Except for the shrill, inhuman rhythm of the music outside, even battle, on Venus, was—hushed. And the music was dying now as the attackers went grimly into action.


  Lieutenant Morgan was waiting by the Armory door, a file of armed Earthmen with him. The great, solid block of the Armory, and the lower walls of Darva, were the work of Earthmen’s hands only and their secrets known only to Terrestrials. The Armory—heart and brain of Earth domination—was unlocked only in the presence of the commanding officer, and it was not unlocked with keys. There was no chance that Venusians might gain access to this vital ganglion of defense, or Quanna would not have resorted to this last dangerous expedient of inviting attack that the Armory be opened to her.


  There was no hope even of tricking the guarded combination of the door out of the few officers who knew it, for strictly speaking, it was unknown even to them. The elaborate precautions that guarded that secret were eloquent of its importance. It had been implanted in the subconscious minds of a very few Terrestrials while under the influence of neo-curare.


  Morgan had just finished making a hypodermic injection into the arm of one of his men as Quanna and Jamie came up. Neo-curare, dulling the conscious mind, releasing the subconscious—


  “Ready?” asked Jamie crisply.


  Morgan glanced at his watch. “Ready, sir.” He slid aside a tiny panel in the door, uncovering a dial. The hands of the drugged soldier hid it; his dulled eyes did not change, but his fingers began to move as Morgan said: “Armory combination.” This was the effective lock that guarded Earth weapons, the lock for which no key could be stolen.


  Even if Vastari could have kidnaped one of the key men, neither he nor any Venusian knew the ingredients of the drug or the proper dosage to administer. Yes—an effective lock. But not wholly proof against traitors, Quanna told herself as she watched the weapons being brought out with rapid efficiency.


  One of the Knute vibrators was being taken out of the Armory now. It looked like a thick, closed umbrella. The crew of four—three to operate, one to aim—handled the yard-long device with the carelessness born of long practice. Quanna had watched that practice more than once, from hiding places that only Venusians knew.


  The Knute vibrator was a device attuned to the delicate vibrations of the brain, a wave-thrower that could disrupt the molecules of the mind, causing a mental explosion that resulted in death. Quanna had learned the simple devices that operated it during her first weeks in Darva. More important, she had learned of the safety device, the vitally significant Gilson inert fuse. Eavesdropping in the violet twilight one evening she had heard Lieutenant Morgan excoriate a crew for testing the vibrator with the inert fuse in place.


  “It’s the difference between bullets and blanks,” his angry voice had floated up to her out of the practice yard. “Once you put the Gilson in, you’ve got dynamite in your hands.” There had been much more, and Quanna remembered it faithfully.


  Without the inert fuse, the Knute vibrator was not deadly. It threw off a vibration that had the same effect as inaudible sound, causing reasonless confusion and terror in its victims. Dangerous wild beasts could be driven off by its use, or killed with the Gilson inert fuse in place.


  Quanna followed the crew that carried a Knute to the wall. They wore the usual outfit of wall defenders, metal cuirasses, helmets, face masks with heavily glassed goggles swinging at their belts.


  “There is dust on your lenses, men,” she said, pointing to the nearest mask.


  The soldiers grinned down at her, a little flattered by the notice that she usually reserved entirely for the commander. Quanna reached for a mask and polished the eyepieces with a corner of the rainbow scarf that veiled her hair.


  “You may need to see clearly soon,” she told them with a serene upward glance. “Let me have your mask, soldier . . . Thank you.”


  Afterward she fell back and watched the men move up to the battlemented tower top and unfold the vibrator. She was not smiling; it had been easy enough, but she did not feel like smiling this evening. The masks were well rubbed now with a secretion from certain spiderlike insects of the high mountains. Like some Terrestrial creatures, the arachnid paralyzes its victims so that its larvae can feed at leisure. It is the fumes that paralyze, and they would work swiftly after the men had donned their masks and body-heat released the poison for the mucous eye membrane to absorb.


  After that, paralysis, instant and effective. But paralysis of the body, not the brain. Because of that, Quanna knew that her hours in Darva were numbered.


  She paused for a moment in the door of the commander’s quarter to look back over Darva, which she might never see again. The walled city was in a hum of ordered activity as guns were rushed to the walls and defenders to positions in the mural towers. And always, she saw, it was Terrestrials who did the ordering, Venusians who scurried obediently into place. She could picture what Darva would look like in the first attack after the Earthmen left. Terror, confusion, inefficiency. She was not sure even in her own mind if she were glad for Vastari’s sake or sorry for Jamie’s that this should be so.


  But there was no time now for loitering. She went in swiftly, moving on silent feet through the hurried confusion of indoors. There was a certain tapestry-hung angle of a hallway in which she paused while two servants hurried downstairs; then her fingers were flattening against the smooth surface behind the tapestry and a panel slid open without a sound. The Earthmen might suspect, but they could not know of the hidden passages which Venusian masons had built into Darva.


  She went upward in darkness, even her cat-vision almost blind here. Halfway up she paused to find a long, scarf-wrapped bundle in a cubby-hole. The bundle squirmed faintly, giving off the musk scent of all night-flying things on Venus, where no definite evolutionary cleavage has ever been made between reptile and bird.


  At the head of the dark stairs she found another panel, and a little slit of light widened in the wall. Blue twilight poured through, and the vague sounds of Venusian battle. She could hear the heart-quickening beat of the tripping drums below, the keening of the seven-toned pipes where Vastari’s men were making a desperate effort to scale the walls before the Earthmen’s invincible weapons could be turned upon them.


  Quanna looked out on the turret where the Knute vibrator was being set up. From here it could rake the base of the walls with crossfire. The crew had not yet donned their masks, she saw. They were unfolding the umbrellalike weapon, till on a high tripod of meshed wires stood a conical torpedo of glass, mounted on a universal joint. From equidistant points at the base of the tripod wires led out to control boxes, each with a red push button.


  “The Gilson,” said one of the men, and was handed the inert fuse, a short pencillike rod. Quanna watched him slip it into place. “Power.”


  A red button was pushed. The mesh base of the Knute began to quiver—but only one section of it. Slowly the wavelike motion spread out, till the whole section was shimmering like a veil.


  “Now!”


  The next man pushed his button. The shimmer crawled on to his section. Then the third—


  Quanna noticed that whenever one of the panels slowed in its rippling dance, the guardian of that section pressed his button again, replenishing the power. The three men bent over their tasks. The fourth handled the aiming of the projector.


  It was not difficult. Quanna could not see its effect from her position, but she read the faces of the men, and heard the shouts of the Venusians from below the tower. A spear clattered against the battlement.


  “Masks,” one of the men said, and slipped his into place. The others obeyed. Quanna hugged the vaguely squirming bundle under her arm and waited tensely.


  She did not have a long wait. At the end of it she stepped out onto the tower top, walking delicately among the inert but conscious men, lying awkwardly in the attitudes in which they had fallen, unable to stir or speak. They watched her with wide, glassy eyes.


  She waited for the vibrations of the Knute to subside. The arms folded up into place easily enough and the device was not heavy to lift. As serenely as if the shocked and horrified men were not watching, she unwrapped her scarf from the great, scaled wings and serpent body of the flying creature she had captured several twilights ago. A harness was already buckled around it; she fastened the Knute into place as quickly as she could, for by now the silencing of this tower’s defense must already have been noticed.


  She tossed the freed serpent thing into the air. It hissed furiously and beat its broad, iridescent wings against the weight of the thing lashed to it. It would not fly far with that drag upon it, but there was no need of gaining distance now. Heedless of arrows, she leaned over the parapet to watch what happened.


  Shouts rang out from below and from the wall defenders. Both sides had seen it now. Quanna held her breath. The flying snake was stronger than she had thought. It was carrying its burden out over the heads of the attackers, sinking slowly, but forging grimly ahead. Now it was clear of the last tower—and it was fluttering, confused falling. Another Knute had been focused upon it, she realized.


  It dropped. A rush of Venusians, heedless of danger from above, closed over the threshing, scaly wings, hiding them from view. The pipes suddenly shrilled high and triumphantly. Quanna let her breath out in a long sigh.


  Then Jamie’s voice, clear and resonant, shouted: “They’ve got a Knute! Open the gates—”


  She flattened herself to the wall, straining to see the little troop of earthmen charging outward in a wedge toward the precious weapon. Quanna heard footsteps hurrying up the stairway toward her, but she did not move. Would Vastari obey? With this chance of killing Jamie—would he remember the surer plan and escape with the deadly vibrator?


  No—not deadly. But Vastari would not know that. He would not guess the purpose of the Gilson inert fuse, or that Quanna had removed the little tube and hidden it. But as for Jamie—fighting forward toward the Knute—


  A swarm of Venusians closed in between the Terrestrial wedge and the vibrator. She could not see clearly what was happening, and the footsteps were very close behind her now. She gave one last, despairing glance over the parapet and whirled toward her panel. The paralyzed Earthmen watched her go.


  She was leaving few secrets behind her, she reflected as she hurried down the dark steps inside. When the gun crew recovered—But this had been the only way. And she must remain hidden now in some other of the secret places in the walls until she could escape after the gates were opened. It was a risky thing to trust Vastari with the weapon, but not even in peace time could she have walked out of Darva carrying a Knute; nor, of course, could she have captured the weapon except in the confusion and emergency of attack.


  And this was only the beginning of the elaborate and cruel plan she had laid against Jamie. She should be thinking of that now, but she was not. She was seeing the battlefield as she had last glimpsed it, Jamie’s bare, dark head forging forward among the attackers, and the pipes shrilling triumph. Briefly she remembered Jamie’s ominous dream.


  The rumble of a far-away landslide made slow thunder through the streets of Darva as Jamie stood in the door of his quarters, drawing on his gloves and watching the last Terrestrials upon Venus form into marching order down the street. He did not look up at the high blue mountains or out over the familiar roofs and terraces below. He would remember Darva, he knew, with an aching sort of memory that would last as long as he did. But he was not letting himself think at all. He was glad of Ghej beside him, to keep his mind turned outward.


  “Sure you won’t join us?” he asked for the last time, and again received the beaky smile and the headshake with which the old Martian had answered that question before.


  “No, I’ll stay. The Solar System isn’t too good a place to live in these days, but I think Venus will be the least turbulent in our lifetime. It’s the last refuge from the barbarians, anyhow. I don’t expect them on Venus yet awhile, perhaps not during my life span—but they’ll come, commander. They’ll come.” He pressed his lips together and squinted under his triangular, horny lids as if into a future he did not like at all. After a moment he shrugged. “No, I’ll stay. I’m adjusted here well enough.” He touched the small gun that showed at his belt when they gray robe swung back. “They respect me here.”


  Jamie smiled. He knew the old Martian was unexpectedly swift and accurate with that small weapon.


  “You’ll get along,” he acknowledged, and then hesitated over a question he had to ask and dreaded. “Do you . . . have you—About Quanna, I mean—”


  Ghej nodded. “Once I’ve seen her. In Vastari’s camp. She’s very unhappy, commander. Venusians seldom show emotion, but I know. I think you haven’t seen the last of Quanna.”


  Jamie’s black brows met. “Lord, I hope I have! Though even now, I can’t quite believe she’d—” He let the sentence die. “I wish I could get my hands on Vastari before I leave!”


  “Other leaders would rise in his place,” Ghej shrugged. “What Venus really needs is—oh, some common trouble to draw them all together. Here at the end, it just occurs to me that if the Terrestrials had really oppressed Venusians, it might have been the salvation of the race.” He smiled dryly. “Too late now.”


  A horn sounded in the street below them. It was time to go.


  The calm-faced Home Guard watched them marching away. There was a wild, curiously sad tempo to the music of the seven-toned pipes which played them out of Darva. Jamie saw the first shadow of decay even before they reached the gate. For the Home Guard, today, was not the fine line of soldiers he had reviewed last week. Nothing blatant, of course—just a tunic loosened at the throat, a helmet askew here, an unpolished buckle there, boots with dust on the toes—He looked away.


  Another distant rockslide shook its low thunder through the air as they reached the gate. Jamie thought fancifully that the familiar, slow rumble was like the sound of the crumbling Solar Empire which was letting go its last world colony today. Behind them the wild, sad skirl of piping died away. Before them the road wound up through foothills toward the pass. And so the last legion rode out of Darva, not looking back.


  Jamie thought they would all hear that skirling music until they died, and the long, low rumble of sliding rocks above peaceful Darva, and see the high blue mountains whenever they closed their eyes. These last Terrestrials had been a long time on Venus now.


  There was decadence even in the marching of the Earthmen out of Darva, for a spaceport had once kept the city in touch with the outside worlds. It closed a year ago, when they moved the Seventeenth over nearer Darkside and the cost of the port became prohibitive. And so the last Terrestrial Patrol left Venus afoot, its officers mounted on padding horses, by a slow trail through the mountains over which Earth’s ships had once glided on sleek wings.


  Civilization had overreached itself in so many ways, thought Jamie. When the planes began to fail for lack of material from home, they had realized one serious gap, too late to bridge now. They had never needed surface transportation when the air was theirs, and now that the ships had failed—well, they tramped the roads as if their race had never mastered the drive of wheels.


  Jamie was thinking inevitably of Quanna as they mounted the steep trail. He knew that one stolen Knute would not be enough to satisfy Vastari; there would be ambush somewhere along the way to the spaceport. He had come to personify in Vastari now all the qualities about Venus that irritated him most, and Quanna’s shocking defection—he could scarcely believe even now that she had done what she had done—he, somehow, blamed Vastari, too, with the unreason of the subconscious. There was much he could not understand even yet; he was not sure he hoped more to see her or not to see her again before they left Venus.


  The sheer, turquoise heights of the mountains were leaning above them now. They could look down, as they marched, over cloud-veiled distances at Darva showing and vanishing and showing again through gaps, each time farther away, smaller, more like a memory that recedes as time goes on.


  Bright reptiles squirmed from their path, scaled, flying things swept more noiselessly than owls from their high nests as the Earthmen passed. The sound of falling water was all around them, and the low, shaking thunder of distant landslides.


  It was a long journey over the mountain route toward the port. Somewhere along the way, Vastari must certainly strike in a last, desperate effort to take their weapons for himself. But, in spite of the difficulty and danger of the journey, Jamie thought none of them was wholly sorry that it was long. They were, for the last few days of their lives, alone in a high, blue world of turquoise rock beneath the slow surge of the cloud-tide, and all of them knew they were spending their last days on a world they loved and would not see again.


  For none of them had any illusions about the world they were returning to. The barbarians of the outer worlds were, thought Jamie ruefully, the last plague that Earthmen would have to suffer, a latter-day Black Plague which neither Earth civilization nor Earthmen would survive.


  Suspense tightened as they drew nearer and nearer the end of their journey, and still Vastari had not struck. Jamie had fantastic dreams in which he thought Quanna had killed her brother to save the Earthmen, but his rational mind knew better. That she had had more than one motive in stealing the Knute he was sure, but he did not expect to feel pleasure when he learned what it was.


  Darva was far behind. Each day that passed drove it farther and farther into memory. They all gave themselves up to the timeless present, knowing that each succeeding moment of peace might be the last. And still Vastari delayed.


  There is a valley in the peaks a few hours this side of Port City. Countless tortuous ravines run up from its floor through the steep cliffs around. Earthmen did a little mining there in the old days, but nothing remains today except the great scars upon the cliff faces and the long, dark blasts the rocketships left—marks upon Venus that will far outlast the race that made them.


  It was so obvious a place for ambush that Jamie had been fairly sure Vastari would not use it. That was probably one of the devious reasons behind the fact that he did.


  Jamie, riding at the head of the column, eyed the labyrinth of ravines around him with wary eyes as they entered the valley. The ravines looked curiously confusing. There was a shimmer over the whole valley that reminded him suddenly of Mars. If he had not known himself on Venus, he would have thought that heat waves were dancing between the honeycombed walls of the valley.


  Then the shimmer began to spread, and a violet blindness closed softly across Jamie’s eyes; the sound of falling water from the peaks faded into a ringing silence, and the valley was full of terror and confusion. Little mindless horrors chased one another like ripples across his consciousness.


  This was it. Even knowing that, it was incredibly hard to shout across his shoulder: “Knute helmets!” and to fumble at his saddle for the limp pack of his own. The horse was beginning to shiver under him, though the Knute vibrations were still too high to do more than touch its animal brain. But for Jamie there was terror in everything, even in the feel of the helmet he was shaking out of its pack. He had to grind his teeth together to get the courage to pull it down over his head—he had the dreadful certainty that it would smother him when he did.


  The soft, metallic cloth went on smoothly, its woven coils hugging his skull. There was a moment more of blindness and the unpleasant ringing silence that might be hiding all sorts of terrible sounds. Then something like warmth in the very brain began to ooze inward from the helmet, and the world came back into focus.


  His first conscious thought after that, as he tried to quiet his uneasy horse, was that the Knute had not been turned to killing power—yet. The helmets were protection against the lesser power of the vibrator, but they would not hold out long when the Gilson fuse turned the Knute into a death weapon. Before that happened they would have to find and silence it.


  He swung his excited horse around, shouting commands in a voice that echoed thinly in his own ears through the helmet, knowing that though it would be a matter of moments to locate the source of the vibrations, storming it up these twisting ravines in the face of what might at any moment become deadly waves would be quite another matter.


  Everything still shimmered a little—the hills, the waterfalls, the face of Morgan hurrying up to give him the location of the Knute.


  “That ravine, sir,” he said, squinting over his lifted arm. “Between the waterfalls, see?” His voice was thin and quivering through the helmet. There was a strangely dreamlike air to the whole scene, as there always was under the fire of a Knute. Everything seemed so unreal that it was hard to bring his mind seriously to bear upon the problem of attack.


  It was probably in a dream that Jamie thought he saw Quanna come down the slanting valley, picking her way with delicate steps and holding her familiar green velvet cloak up to clear her scarlet shoes. She was carrying a white scarf like a flag.


  Unexpectedly the rainbow shimmering of the Knute began to fade. The illusion of unreality trembled a moment longer over the valley and was gone, and Jamie blinked to see the illusion of Quanna still there, looking up at him diffidently under her emerald hood and holding the white scarf up like a banner.


  He kicked his horse into a trot and went forward a little way to meet her, not at all sure what he would say when he did. He could feel Morgan’s eyes on his back and was angrier at her just now for making him a fool before Morgan than for anything she had done before.


  He reined in silently and sat looking down at her without a word. His black-browed scowl was forbidding. Quanna put all the delicate submissiveness she could summon into her voice. She was twisting the improvised white flag between her hands with a nervousness that might or might not be assumed.


  “Lord, will you hear a message from Vastari?”


  Her voice was very sweet. There had been a time when Jamie might have softened to hear it; lethargy was all that possessed him now. He said nothing, only nodded shortly.


  “I have persuaded Vastari,” she said, “that because I saved your life once and still hold an unfulfilled promise from you, and because you have had a warning already from the Knute, you will put down all your weapons if Vastari lets you go free to the spaceport.”


  Jamie laughed harshly. “How far do you think I trust Vastari—or you?”


  “He could kill you,” she reminded him in her sweet, reflective voice. “You, and most of your men. The Knute is too well hidden to find soon, and too well barricaded to take in time, even if you found it. I know how weak the helmets are against the killing strength of the Knute. No, you must bargain, Jamie dear. But not with Vastari.” She came forward with a lovely, swaying motion to lay both narrow pale hands upon his knee, tilting up her face.


  “I can’t let you go without me, Jamie dear.” Her voice quivered as musically as a harp string. “This is the only way I know to make you listen. Jamie, if you take me back to Earth with you, I can save you from Vastari. No, listen!” Her fingers clasped his knee as she saw anger darken the face above her. “Listen, Jamie! If you won’t listen for your own sake, remember your men. Earth needs them, Jamie—you’ve told me about that! Let me go back to Vastari and say you’ll give your weapons up—at the spaceport! I can make him believe that. Let me ride with you. When we reach Port City—”


  “What’s to prevent him killing us then?” demanded Jamie, his voice harsh. “He won’t let us out of range, for all your lies.”


  “Oh, Jamie, believe me! Would I risk your life now, when I’ve saved it? I can control Vastari—I can! But I can’t tell you how. Jamie, I’ll ride with you . . . would I do that if there was any danger? Jamie . . . I . . . I—”


  Her face and her voice both quivered suddenly. He saw her lift her hands to her eyes and a look of terror and confusion went over her features. The whole valley began to swim again in a rainbow shimmer, and sound and sight distorted faintly even with the helmet’s protection. Vastari had turned the Knute on—on Quanna and the Earthmen.


  Bewilderment made Jamie’s mind blank for a moment. Why would even Vastari risk so safe a bargain as he thought his sister was making, sacrifice her wantonly with the Earthmen for no reason at all? For no reason—


  Then he saw his own men moving to the left against the swaying backdrop of the waterfalls that flanked Vastari’s ravine, heard the shouts of their officers, and kenw that someone had blundered inexcusably. Morgan? Morgan who distrusted Quanna and the commander’s weakness, and had taken fatal advantage of the delay to attempt storming the Knute up the ravine?


  Jamie had no way of knowing, and in spite of himself was savagely glad that Morgan had done it—if he had. The weight was off Jamie now—he had no impossible decision to make—whether to trust Quanna, whether to risk his men, whether to surrender to her pleading as he wanted to do and dared not.


  He spurred his restive horse and swung violently around to the ravine, shouting to her over his shoulder: “I’ll make my own bargain with Vastari!”


  Quanna reeled back in a shower of sand from the padded hoofs, screaming above the shouts of the charging soldiers: “Jamie . . . Jamie, wait! He can’t hurt you, Jamie! The Gilson—I have it! Jamie, Jamie, you’ll be killed!”


  But if he heard any of that illogical cry he did not believe or heed it. The soft thudding of hoofbeats in sand, and Jamie’s shouts mingling with the voices of his men, were all that came back to her. She stood staring as the last Terrestrial Patrol on Venus made its last sortie into the mountains in pursuit of outlaw natives.


  The range of the Knute followed them. Her own terror and confusion faded as the vibrations died around her, but they did not fade entirely. She watched until the last man vanished up the ravine between the waterfalls. Then, for lack of anything else to do, she began to brush the sand from her cloak with long, unconscious motions.


  If Venusians were given to tears, Quanna would have wept then. It had all gone so well up to this vital point. The plan itself had been simple enough—to give Vastari the emasculated Knute and let him ambush the Terrestrials, thinking he could kill them with the vibrations when he chose. Vastari had not wanted to bargain with the Earthmen, but she had convinced him of that necessity, too, in the end. And she had been sure Jamie would surrender. She had seen it in his face, deep down, under the anger and distrust—because he must take his men back to earth. He could not throw their lives away here for an ideal, and he had known he must surrender in the end, even if it meant lies and a broken bargain at the spaceport.


  Neither he nor Vastari, of course, had guessed that the Knute was harmless to kill. She had not trusted Vastari that far, and she had been right indeed. Anger shook her briefly out of her lethargy. Vastari had been ready to sacrifice her, then—if he must—her usefulness was ended now. He had no way of knowing that under her robe she was clutching the Gilson fuse which made his weapon only a dangerous toy.


  She smiled a thin, malicious smile even in the midts of her anxiety over Jamie. Vastari must be an astonished man just now. His deadly weapon powerless, enemies charging up the ravine, his men scattering before the gunfire of the Terrestrials—Vastari would be retreating already. With the Knute or without it. The Venusians would not stand long against Earthmen suddenly and uncannily impervious to the supposedly deadly vibrations of the Knute.


  But it might be long enough to ruin all that Quanna had planned for. It might be long enough for an arrow or a spear to find a chink of Jamie’s cuirass. Vastari’s men were such excellent spearmen—


  And she could do nothing now but wait.


  Faintly, far up among the twisting ravines, the noises of battle reached a climax and wore themselves out. Quanna sat down on a flat stone close beside one of the waterfalls, hearing the thin threnody of its music above the diminishing sounds from overhead.


  She did not hear the nearer padding of a horse’s hoofs coming up the valley until it was nearly upon her, and a harsh, hissing voice said:


  “Quanna!” There was a subtle excitement in the voice that was not wholly explicable.


  She looked up, startled almost—but not quite—out of her self-possession. Then she cried: “Ghej! What . . . why—”


  He smiled. “So Vastari did attack here,” he nodded, glancing about the trampled valley floor where the Terrestrials had thrown off their packs for fighting in the mountains. “I was almost sure he would. The old cave’s so near, for one thing. What happened?”


  She told him, keeping her voice level. He sat listening, his hands folded on the saddlebow and his opaque, old eyes piercing under the horny lids. When she had finished he nodded gravely.


  “Yes—I knew it would be something like that the day you stole the Knute. There had to be something other than simple theft in what you did. So it was all a bluff, eh? Well—” He slanted an upward glance toward the labyrinth of ravines above them, and then swung off his horse a little stiffly. “I’ll wait with you until—something happens.”


  “But why did you come?” Quanna returned belatedly to her first questions.


  Ghej shook his crested head.


  “Something’s happened—I can’t tell you yet.”


  She looked at him curiously from under her lashes, and saw now on the leathery, old face the same repressed excitement she had heard in his voice. Excitement, and something like dread. But she knew there was no use in questioning him.


  She did not move again until she heard voices and sliding footsteps up in the ravine. The she got up and stood quite still in her green cloak against the thin, green veil of the waterfall, waiting.


  By twos and threes, carrying their wounded, the Terrestrials came straggling back to the valley. Jamie was not among them.


  He was almost the last to return. He came very wearily, alone, one arm hanging in the improvised sling of his unbuttoned tunic and the blood still dripping from what was probably an arrow wound.


  Quanna took one involuntary step toward him and then stopped. Jamie looked at her phlegmatically, saying nothing. She saw in his face that he had ceased to believe or trust anything she might do, and he was clinging to the protection his lethargy offered him.


  Then he saw Ghej, and his face came alive again.


  “Ghej? What’s happened? Did you change your mind? I—”


  “Tell me first how the battle went,” Ghej suggested. “And let Quanna dress your arm. Were the arrows poisoned, Quanna?”


  “Some were,” said Quanna. “May I help you, Jamie? Please.”


  He shrugged and sat down on the flat stone. “All right. Dressings in any of the packs. There’s one lying over there.”


  She went humbly to get it. When she returned Jamie was talking in a tired monotone to the Martian. He submitted to her swabbing and bandaging without notice except for a caught breath now and then.


  “They got away, of course,” he was saying. “With the Knute. Had it barricaded up the ravine, but not well enough. Depending on the vibrations, I suppose, but the damned fools didn’t know about the inert fuse and couldn’t step it up beyond the first strength.”


  “I know,” Ghej nodded. “Quanna has just told me—she had the Gilson fuse herself, commander.”


  Quanna looked up over the bandage she was fastening and met Jamie’s startled eyes, an uncertain little smile on her lips.


  “I tried to tell you,” she reminded him gently. “You see, I really didn’t mean to have you killed.”


  His black scowl at her was mostly bewilderment now. “But you said . . . I thought . . . I’m sorry, Quanna. But I still don’t understand why—”


  “Don’t try now.” She laid a cool hand on his cheek. “No fever yet? Then I think there was no poison. You’ll be able to ride on to Port City, Jamie dear. What about me?”


  He frowned a little and took the hand in his. “Not yet, Quanna. Before I go I’ve got one score to settle. I’m going to find Vastari and get back that Knute if it’s the last thing I ever do.”


  Surprisingly, part of the unconscious tension that showed on Ghej’s face suddenly relaxed. “Of course!” he exclaimed. “Find Vastari! Commander, I think I can lead you to him.”


  Quanna and Jamie stared at the old Martian incredulously. He had been in the confidence of both enemy camps for so long, and each side had come to trust so thoroughly in his impartial neutrality—After a moment Jamie said:


  “Did I understand you, Ghej?”


  “I want to lead you to Vastari,” reiterated the Martian impatiently. “I think I know where he’s gone. Venusians always scatter after a rout and meet again later at the leader’s hiding place. Vastari will have gone to an old cave near here where he used to play as a boy. He’s used it before for a rallying point. But he should be alone there now for an hour or more. I know the place well—it’s quite near here. I’ll—”


  “But, Ghej,” interrupted Jamie, “I’m going to kill him. Don’t you understand? I know Vastari’s your friend.”


  “I’ll lead you to him,” Ghej persisted stubbornly.


  “Forgive me,” hesitated Jamie, “but I’ve had too much treachery lately—or thought I had.” He flashed a glance at Quanna. “You’ve never interfered with either side in this business, Ghej. I don’t—”


  “There’ll be no treachery,” Ghej promised him. “I swear that, commander. I’ll lead you, alone, to Vastari. I promise he’ll be alone, too. I promise that no Venusians will interfere on his behalf. I promise all that by the symbol of old Mars”—and he sketched the ancient crook-sign in the air.


  Jamie pinched his lip and stared at the old man under black brows. There was something elaborately wrong here. He had been aware of the subtle excitement in Ghej’s manner ever since they had met, and he knew the Martian was concealing something important. If Ghej was suddenly forsaking Vastari, there was every reason to expect that he might betray Jamie, too—


  And yet to meet Vastari face to face before he left Venus was worth a risk. And he had never known a Martian to lie by the sacred crook-symbol of the old world. Sudden recklessness made him shrug and say:


  “I’ll risk it, Ghej. Only I’ll warn my men first. They’ll be after me if I’m not back soon. You must tell me where the cave is, Ghej, so they can follow if I don’t come back.”


  Ghej nodded. “I can trust you in that.”


  Quanna’s eyes had been following the conversation from face to face. All this talk of promises and trust seemed foolhardy, particularly with the stakes involved. She was utterly bewildered by Ghej’s sudden about-face after a life of neutrality, but she could see clearly enough that there was some strong motive behind it.


  All this was unimportant. The heartbreaking thing was that she had failed. She had played her last trick upon Jamie and lost the game. There was no longer any lever she could use to force her way upon the ship that would take him back to Earth, unless—unless—


  And then a sudden, blazing idea burst upon her, and she saw how simply and easily she might have gained her one desire by a means so simple it had never occurred to her. For once Vastari knew she had deliberately betrayed him to Jamie, her life would not be safe upon Venus and Jamie would be bound in duty to take her away with him. The simplicity of it was beautiful. Only—there must be witnesses to her treachery, so that the story would spread among Vastari’s men. Or else Vastari himself must not die—


  “Let me go with you,” she asked the two men softly, her mind already spinning with devious plans. They gave her a look of doubtful scrutiny. “I won’t interfere,” she promised. “I’ve no love for Vastari, after what he tried to do to me in the valley. Please let me go.” Her voice took on the note of irresistible pleading sweetness that Jamie remembered well, and he grinned suddenly. But before he could speak:


  “Very well,” said Ghej, after a moment of hesitation. “It might be well to have you there.” She knew by that he was fitting her into whatever scheme was in his own mind. She lowered her lids demurely and thanked them both.


  Vastari’s hiding place was a narrow cavern high up in the scarred valley wall, its mouth veiled by green vines thickly abloom with purple trumpet flowers. Ghej left his two companions behind an outcropping and went in alone. The two waited in silence for his return, each too deeply immersed in speculation to speak yet about what still had to be said between them.


  Jamie was too much exulted by the prospect of meeting Vastari at alst to think as much as he should of Ghej’s inexplicable conduct, or of his own weariness or the pain of his wounded arm. He had never performed an execution before, but he felt no scruple now about shotting down an unsuspecting man in cold blood. It would not be a man he killed in the cavern—it would be Venusian anarchy itself. It would mean a little longer peace for the people of Darva and Port City and the other Terrestrial settlements of these mountains. Since he could not leave the cities those weapons which Earth must have, he could at least remove the organized menace which made the weapons necessary.


  He was having a daydream. He was thinking that perhaps with Vastari dead, no new leader would rise soon—Perhaps the Terrestrialized cities inside their fortifications would be proof against scattered raids; perhaps in the face of necessity those skilled workmen who had labored under Terrestrial orders might labor of their own volition to reproduce the weapons Earth used to furnish them. Perhaps—


  “Commander!” It was Ghej’s whisper from beyond their shelter. “He’s alone. He has the Knute with him. Follow me, commander.”


  Belated caution made Jamie hesitate for one last moment. There was still that look of intense, suppressed excitement about the old Martian, and the undernote of sadness in his voice that Jamie had never heard before. He had a sudden memory of that dream of his, and the curious notion which had followed it that Ghej was gray-cloaked Death reaching out its hand for him.


  “Hurry!” Ghej was at the cave mouth, beckoning. Jamie shrugged off all his wisdom and shouldered after him through the fragrant, purple-flowered curtain into the cool dimness beyond. Ghej was just ahead of him, Quanna just behind.


  The cavern was heavy with the fragrance of trumpet flowers and tremulous with green light filtering through the leaves. A man in a scarlet cloak sat dejectedly upon a ledge opposite them, cradling the folded umbrella of the Knute across his knees.


  Vastari looked up, startled, as the three figures blocked light from the cave mouth. He could not quite make out who the other two were against the brightness, and he blinked for a moment, trusting Ghej from long experience and not greatly alarmed.


  Jamie slid sidewise to put himself out of silhouette against the light, and his gun hand rose so that green light glittered on the barrel.


  “In the name of the Imperial Planet,” he said clearly, his voice hollow and echoing between the walls, “I condemn you to death, Vastari.”


  Ghej, flattened to the wall halfway between them, laughed suddenly and said: “No!” in the hissing Martian syllable of negation. His hand came out from under his cloak with murderous speed, and the gun in it was not for Vastari, but for Jamie.


  The commander stared down incredulously.


  “Drop your gun, commander!” said Ghej, jerking his own weapon ominously.


  Jamie let his fingers loosen. He was too bewildered for a moment even to speak as his gun thudded to the sand. He had been half expecting something like this, but it didn’t make sense. Vastari’s quick Venusian brain, trained in trickery, leaped to swifter understanding.


  “Oh, no you don’t!” he cried, and was in midair before the words were finished. His red cloak and fair hair streamed as he sprang straight at Ghej. A bright grin of triumph lighted his face as his ringed hand clawed at the Martian’s gun.


  Ghej stepped sidewise half a pace and his other hand flashed out from beneath his cloak, moving almost too quickly for the eye to see that a small Venusian blackjack swung in his fist. It struck Vastari an accurately glancing blow.


  The scarlet figure plunged past Ghej and sprawled upon the sandy floor. Across it Ghej’s gun rose to fix Jamie with a black-muzzled stare.


  With one lifted hand Jamie sketched the old crook-symbol of Mars in the air. He said bitterly: “Remember? But I might have known—”


  “I mean it,” Ghej declared, his voice strained and shaking a little. “Wait.”


  Vastari was sitting up, spitting out sand and vivid Venusian curses.


  “Get up,” ordered Ghej. “Quanna, help him. Go back to the ledge, you two. Commander, Vastari—I have something to say to you both.”


  Vastari spat a series of highly colored oaths at him.


  “I’ve gone to great trouble to save your life, my boy,” Ghej reminded him mildly. “I shall expect something more from you than curses.”


  Jamie’s brows rose. He was beginning to understand at least a little. Vastari’s attack upon his rescuer was clear now—no Venusian willingly allows himself to be so obligated if he can avoid it, particularly by a trick as flagrant as Ghej’s had been.


  “You owe me a promise now, Vastari,” Ghej went on. “Part of it is this—listen in peace to what I have to tell you. Commander, this concerns you, too. I followed you from Darva the day after you left. I rode very fast. Certain news had arrived which you must know before you leave Venus. Vastari, you must hear, too.” He hesitated a moment. Then he drew a deep breath and said quietly: “The barbarians have come.”


  There was a long moment of silence in the cave. This time it was Jamie whose mind moved quicker. Vastari said: “Barbarians? But what—” Jamie’s monosyllable interrupted. “Where?”


  “At Yvaca. You know it, the walled valley? They landed secretly a week ago and took the city. Word had just come over the mountains when I left.”


  “Who are they?”


  “The worst of the lot, commander. Mixed breeds from half a dozen worlds. The vanguard of no one knows how many other shiploads.”


  “The first plague spot,” said Jamie. There was silence a moment more. Then Vastari’s voice, slurred a little as if he were still bewildered from the blow:


  “But what is it, Ghej? I—”


  “I’ve tricked you both,” Ghej told them, still holding his gun to meet any sudden impulse on the part of either man. “You’ve been enemies for a long while, but you have a common enemy now and you must listen to me.


  “Vastari, the barbarians have come. Venus is being attacked by outworld raiders for the first time in three hundred years.”


  “We’ll drive them out,” said Vastari simply.


  “These same barbarians are attacking Earth,” Ghej reminded him. “If the Imperial Planet can’t keep them off, what can Venus do?”


  “Fight,” said Vastari, his eyes on Ghej’s gun.


  “Not alone. These aren’t Terrestrials bent on conquest, my boy. They’re bloodthirsty degenerates of a hundred races with nothing but destruction and loot in their minds. And they have weapons that even Earth can’t improve on, because it was Earth who gave them away, long ago. No, there’s no hope for Venus at all now, unless—” He looked appealingly at Jamie. “Commander—”


  Jamie shrugged. “They need me at home, Ghej.”


  “They need you here. I saw all this happen to Mars, commander. I know the signs. We’ve never spoken of this before, although the thought has been between us whenever we met. This is the twilight for you and me and Imperial Earth. Do you honestly think civilization can survive what’s happening on Earth now? There’s no germ of it in the decadent barbarians who are conquering there. Their future is far in the past. Earth gave them a brief new grip on the tools of conquest, and they’re using them to destroy Earth, but when it’s done they’ll go on decaying. They don’t understand anything but destruction.


  “My world died of an ill like this, commander. Your world is dying of it. But perhaps we can save Venus. If we can’t, then this is the twilight of civilized man and he will not rise again.”


  “Venus?” echoed Jamie scornfully. “It’s twilight for Venus, too. What does Venus know about civilization?”


  Vastari stared uncomprehendingly from one to the other, waiting his chance to spring at Ghej’s gun. Ghej said heatedly:


  “Do you remember what I said when we parted at Darva, commander? This is the one peril that might be strong enough to draw all Venusians together against a common enemy—teach them the value of unity and civilization. It’s as if the gods were giving us one last chance. But the barbarians won’t wait, commander. Venus isn’t ready. If you could only stay, just for a little while—just long enough to teach them how to fight—”


  “Teach us how to fight!” roared Vastari, springing to his feet. “Why, you dried shell of an outworlder, we were born fighting! This is some trick of the Earthmen to lure my men into the open. Why should we join with them just as we’re winning our freedom? We’ll—”


  “Freedom!” Jamie derided him. “Freedom to loot and kill! What do you know about freedom?”


  “It’s the right to live as we choose!” declared Vastari fiercely. “The same right your people fought for. Not to have tyrants making our laws, policing our towns, collecting our taxes! We don’t want you back, Earthman! We’ll take our chances against invaders—if that isn’t another trick of Ghej’s.”


  “Trick?” Ghej echoed sadly. “My boy, will you have to lose your freedom before you really know the meaning of the word? You must earn freedom before you can control it. You’d destroy yourself if you had what you call freedom now. Wait until the barbarians come with their weapons. The barbarians are destruction itself—wait until that overtakes you, my boy, and then remember what you had under the Earthmen!”


  “Lies!” shouted Vastari. “Why should we trust you or anyone in league with the tyrant Terrestrials? We can fight for ourselves!”


  All this, to Quanna, was wasted breath. The Venusian mind wanders when talk turns to the abstracts, and Quanna had an urgent problem of her own to solve. Under her velvet robe she was clutching the Gilson fuse that would turn the Knute on the ledge into a deadly weapon. She thought she had found the way now to coerce Jamie—that was all her mind had room for.


  She was going to turn the killing force of the vibrator upon Vastari. It would take a moment or two before the violence of the vibrations shook his brain cells apart; in that time he would realize that she was a traitor and her life thereafter would be forfeit upon Venus, for Jamie’s sake. He would have to take her back with him.


  True, Vastari might die. She did not much care if he did. After all, he had been equally ruthless when she stood in his way in the valley among the Earthmen. If he died, then she would shout what she had done to the echoing peaks around the cave, where she knew Vastari’s men were hiding. Some of them would hear. It would amount to a burning of bridges that would leave Jamie no choice but to take her.


  Imperceptibly she had been edging the folded Knute onto her knee as Vastari shouted his defiance and hatred of Earthmen and the Solar Empire. Ghej and Jamie were absorbed, too. In the green gloom of the cavern her green robe made her a shadow on the wall. If Ghej saw her slip past, he did not heed her. He was too deep in his hopeless argument with Vastari. And Jamie’s back was turned.


  The Knute was heavy. She slid along the wall and passed the curtain of flowering vines, breathing a little swiftly now. She was putting all hope in this last, desperate cast.


  The Knute was not too difficult to set up. She had watched the Darva men do it any times. Here, beyond the cave mouth, across a stretch of sand, was a parapet behind which she could shelter long enough to do what she must without interruption. She had the glass Gilson fuse ready to slip into place. And now—now—


  A long shudder swept the purple flower trumpets before the cave. The the rainbow shimmer of the Knute settled down and all that stretch of wall and vine and cave became unreal, a figment of dream dancing unsteadily before the eyes. She knew that confused terror was invading the minds of the three men inside. She called clearly, yet softly:


  “Ghej, send out Vastari. I am going to kill him.”


  There was stunned silence for a moment from inside the cave. Then Ghej’s voice, quavering with the mind-shaking effect of the vibration:


  “Quanna . . . Quanna, have you gone mad?”


  “I mean it!” she called fiercely. “Send him out or I’ll kill you all. I’ve got the Gilson fuse, you know!” And she smiled secretly. Jamie would not die, even if the full force of the Knute were turned into the cave. For Jamie still wore his helmet, and it would resist the killing vibrations for the few moments it took the others to die. She would be sorry to kill Ghej, but—


  There was silence in the unreal cavern, shimmering behind its shimmering vines. Too long a silence. They were planning something.


  “Send him out!” she called. “Send him now! I’m putting in the Gilson fuse, Ghej! Commander! Do you want to die with him?”


  Still silence.


  Quanna found the socket for the little glass pencil of the fuse. She fumbled a bit, putting it in. It stuck the first time. Then there was a small click and she felt a subtle change in the vibration of the Knute. Deeper, heavier. The purple trumpets of the vine began to wilt, folding softly upon their stems. The leaves crumpled. Death was pouring into the cave.


  “The fuse is in,” called Quanna. “Are you ready to die, Vastari?”


  There was a heavy step upon the cave floor. The curtain of withering vines swept aside and a man stood in the doorway looking up at her. Jamie. His black head bare of the shielding helmet. He stood in silence, feet planted wide, frowning at her somberly under heavy brows. He was like a figure in a dream, shimmering in the full bath of the killing rays.


  “Jamie, Jamie!” Quanna sobbed, and hurled the Knute backward off the parapet. Its rays swept up across the cliff in a shimmering rainbow and the machine clattered down the slope in an avalanche of pebbles, its death ray fanning the clouds.


  Quanna could not remember afterward stumbling down the rocks toward the cave. Her first conscious awareness was of Jamie fending her unsteadily off his wounded arm as he leaned against the cave wall with closed eyes, waiting for his brain to stop shaking with the force of the Knute.


  In the cave, Ghej and Vastari sat with heads in hands, blind and sick, as the vibrations faded slowly inside their skulls. Quanna was abstractly glad that they still lived. Now her treachery was established without the need for outside evidence. But it had been a near thing—too near, for Jamie. She shivered a little, guiding him to a seat on the ledge.


  After a while Vastari lifted his head unsteadily and gave Quanna a poisonous glare. She met it opaquely. His eyes shifted to Jamie and he said in a bitter voice:


  “Damn you, Earthman—I owe you my life! Now what did you want badly enough to take that risk for me?”


  “Nothing,” Jamie said wearily, not lifting his head. “Don’t bother me.”


  There was something so electric in the breathless silence that followed that in a moment Jamie looked up to see what was causing it. He met Vastari’s look of blank amazement.


  “Nothing?” echoed Vastari in an incredulous voice. “Then why—”


  “Oh, sure—I came here to kill you.” Jamie spoke in a tired and indifferent voice. “But things are different now. Venus is going to need her leaders.”


  “But—you risked your life! No one ever does that without a reason!”


  Jamie looked at him in silence. He was not sure himself just why he had done it. And there was no hope of making this Venusian understand how he felt about the world to which he had given twenty years and all his hopes and interests, the world upon which mankind might have found its ultimate future—


  “You could command me to join forces with you, if you wanted that.” Vastari was still groping.


  “You’d be no good to me at the point of a gun,” Jamie shrugged. “Fighting the barbarians will be a full-time job. I wouldn’t want an ally I won like that.”


  Vastari sat very still, considering Jamie with fathomless eyes. Perhaps Ghej’s warnings had frightened him more than his pride had let him admit. Perhaps he had been waiting for a chance to surrender gracefully. Perhaps this first encounter with genuine selflessness honestly impressed him. There was no guessing what went on behind that expressionless face. But at last Vastari said slowly:


  “My life belongs to you until I redeem it, Earthman. I am pledged to Ghej, too. Will it satisfy you both if I offer my men and myself as your sworn allies until the invaders are driven away?”


  Ghej’s hooded head came up for the first time since the vibrations had filled the cave. He stared long and unblinkingly at the young Venusian. Jamie was staring, too. Presently Jamie’s eyes shifted to Ghej, and the two exchanged a long, questioning look in which hope was slowly dawning. After a moment Ghej said in a shaken voice:


  “Venus is the morning star from Earth this time of year.”


  Jamie smiled. It was his own figure of speech, coming spontaneously into the Martian’s mind. But he only said practically:


  “It would mean much hard work, Vastari. Much sacrifice.”


  Vastari said with dignity: “Tell me what you need.”


  “More than you can give, perhaps. You can’t fight the barbarians with spears. Even if you drove this group out by a miracle, there’ll be more. You’ll need modern weapons. There are men in the Terrestrialized cities who know how to make them, but they need supplies. That’ll mean law and order, Vastari. You can’t get raw materials or transport them in an anarchy where every brawling tribe has the ‘freedom’ to do as it likes. You’ll have to forget all quarrels, forget personal jealousies, forget greed and looting and fighting. It’ll mean back-breaking labor, night and day. You’ve got to work the mines and machines again, hard and fast. We’ll help all we can. We’ll see that your trained workmen are taught what little else they may need to know, before we leave. But we must leave soon, Vastari.”


  Vastari was watching the Earthman’s face with narrowed eyes, searching for some sign of the trickery he could not yet believe wholly absent. His quicksilver mind was turning the points over as Jamie brought them up, but nowhere, apparently, could he find anything that might be two-edged. Finally he nodded, still with that puzzled look.


  “Very well, it shall be done.”


  Yes, thought Jamie, with Ghej’s help it might yet be done, after all. The Venusians were so childlike in so many ways, irresponsible, unable to see beyond the needs of the next moment. But Vastari, with his dream of freedom, distorted though it was, proved them more capable of pursuing an ideal than Jamie would ever have believed. And if the barbarians frightened them enough, perhaps they might work together to destroy them. And the work together, the common danger—would it be enough to build a civilization on? Jamie knew he would never hear the answer to that question.


  The walled valley of Yvaca was doubly walled with flame. From the last Terrestrial spaceship left on Venus, slanting down toward it on broad, steel wings, it looked like the valley of hell. Only the high-walled Terrestrial city of Yvaca remained now; all around it the native village that filled the valley had been fired by the invaders to keep the Venusians at bay. But there was one ship left on Venus, and Yvaca was still vulnerable from the air.


  In the deep night twilight flame lapped high about the city walls and lighted the low clouds over Yvaca with a sullen, sulphurous glow. Looking down from that height as the ship slid down a long aërial incline above the peaks, Jamie could not see the Venusian mountaineers ringing Yvaca. But he knew they were there. He spoke into a microphone and felt the floor slant more sharply as Yvaca seemed to rise at a tilted angle in the port before him.


  In the heart of the city, ringed by blackened ruins, lay the invaders’ spaceship. They had brought it down in one careless sliding crash that demolished three city blocks. A pale stab of light shot upward from the city as the barbarians sighted the swooping ship; Jamie could see small, distorted figures running for their ruin-cradled vessel, and his teeth showed in a hard grin as lightning flamed downward from the ship. There was something horrible about the barbarians even from this height; their warped, degenerate shapes were vicious parodies of men.


  Blue fire fanned downward again from the Earth ship and touched the other vessel with a gout of flame. Half of it flew into glittering flinders that made the air sparkle over Yvaca. And now, thought Jamie, there was one ship left on Venus. The first of them had come from Earth for conquest. This last, he told himself, would set Venusians free of more than Earthly domination before it left.


  The pale, stabbing ray of the barbarians’ weapon shot skyward again, and the Terrestrial ship slid deftly sidewise as the ray shaved it, raking the city below with fingers of blue light that were tipped with flame wherever they touched Yvaca.


  From this height there was silence in the vessel. Jamie knew that below him, in the red inferno of the valley, cliff echoed to bellowing cliff with the roar of gunfire and the crash of sliding walls and the deep-throated soughing of flame. But he would never hear the sounds of Venus any more. Already the city below was afire. Those who escaped would find Venusians waiting in a grim circle around the valley. The first plague spot of the malady that was killing Earth was being wiped out here in flame.


  There would be other spots, perhaps very soon. It might be well for Venus if they came soon, to keep the knowledge of peril fresh in careless minds. For Venus would have to meet the next attacks unaided. Remembering the feverish activity now in progress among the mountain cities, Jamie thought Venus might meet them well. He could not be sure about that, of course. He would have to leave Venus, never knowing.


  He spoke again into the microphone and the ship banked for the last time over flaming Yvaca under the glowing clouds. No more rays leaped skyward from the city. The barbarians were in full flight. His work was done.


  Cool hands upon his cheeks roused Jamie from his contemplation of the inferno below as the ship swung away. He looked up and smiled wearily into Quanna’s face.


  “Your last look at Venus, my dear,” he told her, nodding down. She gave him a puzzled, little frown under delicate brows.


  “It’s not too late yet, Jamie. Oh, why wouldn’t you stay? It would have been so easy to let the rest go on. You and I and Venus might have ruled the world!”


  He shook his head helplessly. “I’m not a free man, Quanna. Less now than ever. I’ve a duty to Venus as well as to Earth—I’ve got to help hold the barbarians off until Venus is ready for them. Earth needs every man and every gun, but not to save herself. Earth doesn’t know it, and I don’t suppose she ever will, but her duty now is to keep the barbarians busy for Venus’ sake—” He looked up at the girl’s uncomprehending face and smiled. “Never mind. Go get your harp, Quanna, and sing to me, will you? We’ll sit here and watch the last of Venus—Look, we’re coming into daylight already.”


  Far behind them the sullen glow of burning Yvaca faded as they neared the edge of the cloud-tide. Diluted sunlight was pouring down upon the tremendous turquois mountains and the leaning cliffs astream with waterfalls, all the high, blue country they would never see again. Quanna strummed her Martian harp softly.


  “I’ll probably be court-martialed,” Jamie mused, his eyes on the mountains falling away below. “Or—maybe not. Maybe they’ll need fighting men too badly for that. I’m doing you no service, Quanna, or myself, either. For your sake I wish you could have stayed.”


  “Hush,” said Quanna, and struck her harp string. I’ll sing you ‘Otterburn’ again. Forget about all that, my dear. Listen.” And her thin, sweet voice took up the ballad.


  
    “The Otterburn’s a bonny burn,


    It’s pleasant there to be,


    But there is naught on Otterburn


    To feed my men and me—”

  


  Jamie laughed suddenly, but he shook his head when she lifted questioning eyes. He had remembered his dream again, and unexpectedly it made fantastic sense that perhaps only a Celt might have read into the dream and the song that had inspired it. He hummed the stanza again:


  
    “Oh, I have dreamed a dreamy dream


    Beyond the Isle of Skye,


    For I saw a dead man win a fight


    And I think that man was I.”

  


  The clouds below were thickening now between him and the great blue mountains of Venus that slanted away below. The Isle of Skye, the morning star. The hope of civilized man. He was leaving the future behind him, if mankind had any future at all. James Douglas was a dead man indeed, sailing out into the nighttime of space toward a dying world where nothing but death waited for him. But he left the Isle of Skye behind, and on it a battle won against the powers of evil. If ever a dead man won a fight, thought Jamie, I think that man was I.


  The ship drove on into darkness.


  THE THING OF VENUS


  Wilbur Peacock


  On far-off steaming Venus, three Earthlings faced awful death. And the only man who could save them from the veiled planet’s unknown THING was Kenton—disgraced, dope-sodden ex-Space Patrolman.


  THE gailang gas hung in low soft waves over the motley crowd of the tiny, hidden gailang den. Laughter rose hysterically from the trio of women slummers, as the gas tore their natural reserves and modesty into shreds. A scarred space-pirate drooled over a handful of Martian moon-diamonds, the disruptor gun handy to his gnarled fist. The gas-tender, his flat nose buried in a tiny mask, watched the crowd of inscrutable eyes, his hands flickering, now and then, over the pet-cock studded panel before him.


  Val Kenton lolled back in his padded booth, his eyes glazed with the drugging gas, his right hand fumbling aimlessly at the pipe resting on the battered table. His face was slack and whiskered, but even two months of lying drugged could not take the firmness from his mouth or the squareness from his jaw.


  He didn’t see the two men wearing the blue uniforms of the S.P. come in, nor did he feel their heavy hands as they lifted him between them. He was smiling slightly in his sleep, his subconscious completely concerned with a Martian dancing flower, when the two men tossed him into the rear seat of a cruiser and sent it speeding toward the grim forbidding walls of the S.P.’s prison.


  VAL KENTON came to with the acrid bite of neutralizing gas twisting his stomach in violent nausea. He retched, turned on his side, reaching automatically for the gas-pipe. His hand encountered nothing, and he opened dazed eyes, stared uneomprehendingly around.


  “Leave me alone!” he snarled, “I paid your bloody money for a private booth!”


  A heavy palm smashed across his face, brought him, raging, to his feet. He lashed out with both hands, felt a grip of steel on his shoulder whirl him and throw him back to the laced-steel bunk.


  “Sober up, Kenton,” a hard voice snapped, “I haven’t got time to waste.”


  Val Kenton came slowly to a sitting position, rubbed his aching forehead with his hand, finally forced his bleary eyes to focus on the uniformed man standing so grimly before him.


  The man was blocky, his grizzled hair a stiff shock above a craggy face. He wore the uniform of an S.P. colonel, with the triple bars that only a charter member of the Space Patrol could wear. His eyes were unfriendly as he stared at the unshaven, younger man before him, but deep in their gray depths was a terrified panic that he could not completely conceal.


  “Snap out of it, Kenton,” he barked.


  Val Kenton swayed drunkenly to his feet, saluted insolently.


  “Captain Val Kenton, of the Cruiser Pegasus, reporting for duty, sir,” he said blurrily, mockingly, “Day’s orders, sir?”


  He stared about the cell, hate growing in his eyes, the jut of his chin becoming even more stubborn. His hand fumbled for a cigarette, and he lit it with a glow-lighter, as his gaze grew speculative.


  “Well?” he prompted nastily.


  “Look, Val,” the colonel sat on the bunk edge. “I need your help.”


  Val Kenton laughed, and there was a deep hate and bitterness in the tones that brought the blood rushing to the patrolman’s features.


  “You go to hell, you damned, snobbish, slave-driver,” Val Kenton snapped coldly, “you got me cashiered out of the Patrol; now I wouldn’t like anything better than to push a disruptor into your belt and press the firing stud!”


  The blocky patrolman’s knuckles were white, the muscles ridged and taut, but he kept his voice even and unruffled.


  “I’m not asking for myself,” he said grimly, “this is for Elise.”


  “Elise? What have I got to do with her any more?”


  “She’s marooned somewhere on Venus—may be dead on one of the islands.” The colonel’s voice broke despite his iron control. “For God’s sake, Val,” he finished desperately, “you’ve got to find her and bring her back!”


  But Val Kenton was not listening. His mind was far away, drawing back the memories of long languorous nights beneath a tropical moon, remembering the soft shush-shush of waves lapping at the shore, of the whisper of the trade winds through tree fronds. He was recalling the lithe grace of Elise’s slender body as they whirled to the muted strains of a hidden orchestra. He was conjuring back again the perfume of her hair and the softness of her voice as she whispered to him of her love and her plans.


  And then he was back in the present, feeling the solid grip upon his shoulders, seeing the fear reflected in Matthew Barber’s eyes. He felt the first twinge of fear himself, and his face hardened and grew stiff.


  “Elise on Venus?” he asked, “what the devil is she doing there?”


  “She went with Tony Andrews. He was finishing the job you started, and she stowed away in his ship. When I found the note she left, it was too late to do anything.”


  The blur of hate in Val Kenton’s mind then was a savage thing that seemed to drain all strength from his body. He whirled, faced the gray stone wall, afraid the other would see the murder-lust that lay so near the surface of his eyes.


  “To hell with Tony,” he grated between set jaws, “he was the one who squealed on me!”


  Colonel Barber’s mouth tightened in distaste, and for one interminable second his hand toyed with the butt of his disruptor pistol; and then he was his old competent self again.


  “He only did his duty, Val,” he said slowly, “after all, you broke your oath and the Interplanetary laws, when you smuggled those drugs and gasses from Mars.”


  VAL KENTON turned, blazing eyed, and so twisted were his features that the patrolman took an involuntary step backward.


  “I swore I’d get him for that!” he spat sibilantly, “I swore I’d get revenge for what he did to me! And now this is my chance.” He shook his head. “I’ll not help rescue him,” he stated flatly.


  “But Lord, Val, you can’t let Elise and Johnson, the chemist, die just because of an insane hate against a man who did not harm you maliciously!”


  “I can and I will! Hell, what do I care what happens to them? Tony betrayed me, got me sent up for trial. Elise dropped me like a red-hot comet. And you cast the deciding vote that kicked me out of the service with a reputation that keeps me out of any ship that flies.” His hand moved forcibly. “No, I’ll never lift a hand to save any of you from anything!” He slumped to the bunk, sucked absently on the cigarette, his wide shoulders shaking from the violent emotions that sped through his turbulent mind. He heard the sudden indrawn gasp of the colonel’s breath, nurtured a turgid satisfaction that the other was in trouble with which he could not cope.


  “You absolutely refuse to help find the girl you loved, and to endeavor to rescue her and the others?” Barber said tensely.


  Sudden vicious slyness darkened Val Kenton’s eyes. “I didn’t say that,” he countered, “before I make a definite decision, we’ve got a little talking to do.”


  “I’ll promise anything within reason.”


  “I want back my old rating; I want command of the finest ship in the service; and I want a Presidential pardon.”


  Colonel Barber’s face had aged twenty years; he was suddenly an old broken man. He shook his head slowly, defeat in his gray features.


  “I can’t do any of those things, Val,” he said slowly, “and you know it. But I will bring all the weight I can swing your way, to clear your name and give you a new start.”


  Val Kenton laughed, but there was no amusement in his eyes or features. ‘I’ve got you over a barrel,” he snapped, “you’ve got to play my way, I’m the only living man who has ever penetrated Venus’ cloud envelope, the only human who can find those islands and effect a rescue before Elise and Tony and Johnson starve to death—or are killed by attacking Venusians. And you’ve heard my demands; either meet them, or the whole Patrol can’t find them in time to save their lives.”


  Colonel Barber shifted ponderously, his face like chiseled granite. “That is your final word?”


  “That’s my final word.”


  “But, Val—?”


  “Get out, and leave me alone! Come back when everything is settled, and we’ll talk business. Until then, don’t bother me.”


  “You dirty, slimy little rat!” Colonel Barber slapped Val Kenton squarely across the mouth. “I thought maybe Elise was right, and that you had just gone crooked for a moment; but now I can see just what kind of a man you really are.” He spat directly into the seated man’s face. “I’ll go myself, before I get on my knees to you!”


  Val Kenton came lithely to his feet, and his driving fist rocked the old patrolman hard against the wall. He followed his advantage, smashing with both hands, his eyes sullen and hate-filling. He laughed aloud as blood spurted from Barber’s face.


  And then the patrolman rallied, striking back with the power and precision that came from forty years of Patrol work. His right hand slashed out, drove the lighter man aside, his left darting in for a neck blow that partially paralyzed Kenton’s left arm.


  They stood and slugged for seconds, their breathing harsh and strained, their hands like brutal bludgeons smashing—smashing—smashing.


  And Colonel Barber’s physical condition gave him the edge. He took the offensive, driving Val Kenton before him, releasing his grief and terror in a wild flurry of blows that stretched the other on the cement flooring.


  Val Kenton went down, tried to force his arms to lift him again. There was a dull respect in his mind for the other man, but it vanished almost instantly as agony from the patrolman’s blows flooded his body. He shoved again with both hands on the floor, then crumpled into a fold of blackness that closed instantly over everything.


  Colonel Barber leaned gaspingly against the wall, his eyes calmly speculative as he watched the feeble twitching of the unconscious Kenton. After a bit, he moved to the cell door, pounded for attention, gave quick orders when the guard arrived. Moments later, four guards carried Val Kenton’s slack body out of the cell and up the ramp that led to the outside.


  They placed Val Kenton as directed, then left silently, their eyes puzzled as they glanced at Colonel Barber bent over the notebook in the bright glow of the landing-field lights. Three minutes later, a scout cruiser fled with roaring jets into the blackness of star-sprinkled space. It took a high trajectory for seconds, then curved into a flattened arc that pointed a few degrees ahead of the green speck of light that was Venus, in the direction of the planet’s flight.


  Slowly, the rocket-blast dwindled in size until it was a tiny reddish speck in space. After a bit, even that was gone—and there was only the blackness of nothing, against which the stars shone like tiny diamonds on a black velvet drape.


  VAL KENTON came slowly back to consciousness, his senses blurred and distorted. He opened his eyes, blinked dazedly when they caught sight of shiny familiar instruments on the panel before him. He tried to move, found that he was strapped to the cushions of the pilot seat. He licked dry lips, shook his head, wondering if the beating he had taken had driven him insane. He felt the steady rhythmic vibration of the pounding rockets in the ship, and he relaxed as suddenly as if a dam had broken within his mind.


  He saw the note then, for the first time. It was clipped to the instrument panel, and was evidently a sheet of paper torn from a note book. He scowled thoughtfully, lifted it from the clip, tilted it a bit so that he could read it in the radi-light’s glow.


  “Val, (he read) you have no choice now. By the time you read this, I will have issued orders for you to be shot on sight as a traitor. Your only chance to save your life lies in rescuing Elise and the others. I’m sorry that I must use this method of forcing you to do what you would do if you had not let your hate warp your mind as it has done.


  “Elise and the others are marooned on an island they said was shaped like a turtle. Their radio went dead immediately after the single message.


  “Find them and bring them back, Val, and I’ll do everything in my power to clear your name.”


  BARBER.”


  VAL KENTON sat for a long time, reading and rereading the note, really understanding the gravity of the situation for the first time. He crumpled the note in his capable hand, gazed unseeingly about the tiny cabin.


  And then anger drew white lines down his face, and his hands reached out to the controls to swing the ship toward Mars. He knew only too well how hopeless the task was that had been given him; not one man in a million had a chance to bring it to a successful conclusion.


  His hands slowly relaxed then, dropping from the control studs, sinking back to his lap. He knew that he had no choice in the matter, for, should he not try, he would be disrupted into disassociated atoms by the first Patrol ship that sighted him and his tiny cruiser.


  Slowly, the anger faded from his mind, and clear reasoning came in its place. His forehead washboarded with thought, and memories took a coherent pattern.


  He remembered the turtle-shaped island now recalling that it moved in the current of what he had called the North Flow. As to the present position, that could be found only by searching.


  Val Kenton swore bitterly, tiredly.


  Five years before, he would have welcomed the adventure and danger that faced him—but then he had had a brilliant future to look forward to, and he had had the vitality of youth with which to combat any danger. Now, he was but the hulk of the man he had been, his body shattered by the drugs he had used in ever increasing quantities for months. He had no future now, that is, a future of the type and quality that might have been his; instead with his record, he could look forward to only a future of smuggling and piloting pirate craft, with a blasting death waiting for his first wrong move.


  His expedition had been the last attempt to explore the water world of Venus. Five big expeditions had failed before him, their survivors never leaving the planet they had sought to conquer. He had succeeded in searching Venus and returning, only because he had never landed his ship on any of the floating islands that made up the only stable landing fields anywhere in the great wastes of water.


  He had followed the currents of waters, mapping them as best he could, charting the islands that rode them like great boats, but some deep instinct had kept him from landing his ship. He had seen no signs of life on the planet, had found no traces of the expeditions that had preceded him. At last, satisfied that he could make a larger and more complete examination at a later date, he had swung out of the Venusian clouds and sent the rocket roaring toward his base on Mars. It was on his return to Earth from Mars that he had smuggled the drugs and gasses whose discovery had brought him before the Court Martial, where his rank and reputation had been stripped from him forever.


  He recalled those memories now, and his features were hard and bitter. Then, as suddenly as though it had never been, the expression faded from his face, and he was grinning ruefully at his blurred reflection in the shiny surface of the cabin wall.


  His deep eyes flicked almost casually over the complex instruments before him on the panel, and his mind instantly figured his position. His hands moved deftly over the studs, adjusting a few errors made by Colonel Barber in his haste; then he set the robot control and swung his pilot seat around to face the rear wall of the cabin.


  He slid open a cabinet door, loosened his chest strap so that he might bend forward. He worked a cream into his stubbled face, used a paper towel to wipe away his beard. Then as best he could, using water sparingly, he gave himself a quick bath. Refreshed, he closed the cabinet, opened another at the first one’s side. He ate ravenously of the condensed food, finally leaning back with a sigh of repletion. He felt better now, felt better than he had in months. He had the pounding hull of a Patrol Cruiser beneath his feet, and he had a definite mission to complete—and it was only now that he realized how much he had missed both.


  He refused to think upon the fact that he was a patrolman again only by virtue of his imagination, instead, preferring to forget the years that had passed so horribly since he had had any command.


  He reached out, gave a half turn to the inner pane of the polaroid, quartzite port, felt contentment filling his mind when he gazed into the nothingness of space. He saw the swinging of the stars, caught sight of the blue Earth far behind. His hand fumbled for a cigarette, and he smoked it slowly, relishing the moment, feeling a presentiment that its equal might never come again.


  He checked the automatic pilot again, then stretched back in his padded seat. His fingers fumbled at the switch that would flick on the “sleep” rays. For an interminable moment, he thought regretfully of the chaos he had made of his life. Then his finger tightened on the switch, and, as the nimbus of light swelled and pulsated from the protected globe above his head, drifted into a dreamless slumber that would end only when the cruiser was within the gravity field of Venus.


  VENUS was no longer a green point of light; it loomed ahead like some cottony ball whirling in space. The Patrol Cruiser circled it warily, Val Kenton’s fingers resting lightly on the control studs of the instrument panel. He whistled tunelessly, as he brought the ship in closer and closer.


  He pressed a firing stud, and the rocket ship nosed down toward the clouds below. For the first time in hours, there was a sense of movement as the batts of clouds rushed up to meet the ship. Now there was something breath-taking in the way that the cruiser seemed to be dropping.


  The first tendrils of hazy clouds whipped about the ship. The thrumming of the rockets rose to a higher crescendo, and the force-screen’s voltmeter leaped higher as the friction of the clouds tried to cremate the flashing ship.


  And then there was only a gray darkness, all of the light of space nullified by the thicknesses of clouds.


  Val Kenton sent the ship lower, his fingers playing over the studs like a master pianist playing a piano. He handled the ship with the instinctive ability that had made him famous as a patrolman.


  Moments flowed one into the other, and the clouds seemed to press against the quartzite ports with a visible strength. Then the ship was through the clouds, and a thousand feet below the majestic ocean tossed and tumbled in a silent display of strength and ruthlessness that was spine-tingling to see.


  Val Kenton’s breath exploded with a tiny sigh of relief.


  He felt again that sense of silent awe at the unreality of the scene below. For contrary to general belief, there was light on the surface of Venus. Because of the miles-deep thicknesses of clouds, scientists had long stated that there could be no illumination on the water-planet’s surface.


  On his first trip to Venus, Val Kenton had dispelled that conjecture; he had discovered that the sea was alive with an incredibly tiny marine worm. These worms glowed with the will o’ the wisp paleness of a firefly, and the light generated by the billions of worms was reflected back from the low clouds with a pale brilliance that was startling.


  Val Kenton remembered his first sight of the glowing ocean, felt again the thrill that had first touched his heart. He swung the space cruiser toward the north pole, peered tensely from the port. Beneath him, the milky ocean was a shifting, white-capped wash of silvery light, gleaming with a phosphorescent sheen, its turbulence a shifting kalaedoscope of shattered, intermingled colors glowing with every tint of the spectrum.


  Val Kenton gasped suddenly; for, exploding from the water in a spray that resembled fire, a scaly blunt something suddenly appeared. For one second, its three hundred foot body was black against the water, and then, majestically, it slid from sight into the depths again.


  Val Kenton whistled soundlessly, tensed with sudden horror, realizing how horrible an antagonist the creature could make against the puny frailty of a human.


  He sent the ship hurtling northward, ever, ever faster, eyes seeking for one of the few islands that dotted the boundless ocean. For more than an hour, he sped, a thousand feet in the air, feeling fatigue clutching at him, his eyes growing strained and tired.


  In the second hour of flight, he sighted the first island. He circled it warily, eagerly looking for the expedition’s ship, feeling futility beating at him when he found nothing in the green, luxuriant jungle growth to show that humans had ever landed there.


  He spun the ship in a tight circle, sent it flashing to the west, toward a low bit of blackness that hugged the water line. His eyes lighted, when he finally made out the turtle-like outline of the island. His lips were firm and his gaze intent as he circled the island slowly, searching for the blot of brightness that would be the terrestial ship.


  He saw it at last, tucked beneath the fronds of gigantic ferns, sent the cruiser roaring over it several times, hoping the rockets’ echoes would bring any survivors into the open. His features tightened, when no one appeared, and he peered about for a landing place for his ship.


  And as he turned, his sleeve caught on a knife switch, pulled it open.


  There was an instant, gargantuan explosion of auxiliary rockets, and the Patrol cruiser went corkscrewing toward the island in an insane dive.


  Val Kenton went utterly white, his hands darting for the controls, panic driving every bit of expression from his face. He cut all rockets with a swoop of one hand, then fired the two nose tubes in a frantic attempt to spin the ship into the air again.


  He sensed, rather than saw, the upward rush of the tangled plants below. One second, he had, in which to regret the lack of precision caused by his drug-steeped body, and then the cruiser plowed into the jungle-like growth.


  He was wrenched from his seat, the safety belts parting like rotten thread, and then he was smashed against the forward bulkhead. His hands groped feebly for support, and then he sagged unconscious, his body tossed back and forth in the tiny cabin as the ship plowed through the interlaced branches and vines to the muddy ground two hundred feet below.


  With one final bounce, the Patrol ship struck the ground, slid on its side for a few yards, then came to a grinding halt, its nose crumpling a trifle as it smashed into the great trunk of a tree.


  VAL KENTON groaned feebly, opened his eyes to stare uncomprehendingly about the cabin of the rocket ship. He lay for seconds against the curved wall, utterly unnerved by the horror of that last flashing moment. He was afraid to move, certain that his injuries would be such that he would have been better off had he died in the crash.


  At last, he moved his arms and legs tentatively, swearing amazedly when he found that, other than terrible aching bruises, he was unhurt. He came to his feet, examined the instrument panel, marvelling that his last conscious act had been the closing of switches on the panel.


  He moved slowly, unscrewed the back panel, wriggled into the confines of the rocket chambers in the tail of the ship. He shook his head dully, when he discovered the fused catalyst feed. So seldom was such an accident, the ship’s repair locker held-nothing that could replace the feed.


  He crawled back into the control cabin, slumped in the pilot’s seat, fumbled for a cigarette. He felt whipped then, felt beaten in a way that he had never sensed. And then, moments later, he ground out the cigarette, opened the weapon cabinet.


  He buckled on the twin hand guns at his waist, slung a disruptor rifle over his shoulder, then filled his pockets with condensed food. He filled a canteen, looped it over his free shoulder, stood for a long moment peering around the safety of the cabin.


  Then he uncogged the entrance port, dropped lightly to the spongy ground. He crouched where he had fallen, his eyes flicking through the tangled growth, the twin guns in his hands, as he waited for the slight sound that might betoken a hidden enemy. He felt perspiration gathering on his forehead, dashed it away with the back of one hand. The air was sweet in his nostrils after the renewed air of the ship, and when he came slowly to his feet, he felt a surge of power in his body such as he had never known, due to the weakness of the gravity.


  He moved from the safety of the ship, flicked the control of one gun until it gave only a narrow, slicing beam. He used the gun as an Earth native might use a bush knife, the pale beam cutting a path soundlessly before him. He moved swiftly along the path he created, alert for the first signs of danger, glancing now and then at the compass strapped to his wrist.


  For minute after minute he walked, his mind intent with the problem that faced him. No longer was it a simple attempt to rescue three people from an unfriendly planet; now, if he failed, his life would be forfeit along with the others. His only chance of success lay in finding the others’ ship and removing its catalyst feed for replacement of his wrecked one. That is, if the expedition’s ship was so damaged that it could not fly, which was self-evident.


  Val Kenton spat thoughtfully, paced steadily forward. He sensed vague superstitious terror tugging at his mind when he felt the matted jungle pressing at him from all sides. He peered about, wonder in his eyes, when he saw the gigantic ferns and strange unreal trees that grew in lush aboriginal splendor. He stopped in horror, when the blood-red blossom of a monster plant bent toward him, recognizing that it must be some weirdly evolved cousin of the fly-trap plant on Earth.


  He side-stepped instinctively, stopped with his back against the scaly trunk of a giant fern. For the plant stretched toward him to the full extent of its pale stem, and he could see, deep within the orifice of the crimson blossom, an oozing of juices from back in the cup.


  Val Kenton gagged at the simple horror of the blind insensate greed of the plant. He lifted his disruptor, drew the knife edge of its beam in a slashing movement across the stem. There was the faint vibration of a shrill note from the plant, then sap spurted from the severed stem—pumping as though from a beating heart!


  “My God!” Val Kenton whispered to himself. “It’s alive—like an animal.”


  And then, even as he watched, corruption bloated the carnivore plant and it collapsed into itself. Val Kenton grimaced, turned away. He swung his disruptor, clearing more path, jumped startledly when he felt something clutch at his ankle. He sprang aside, whirled, his weapon ready. He froze again into motionlessness.


  For the monster plant was growing with incredible speed from the roots still imbedded in the swampy ground. A blind creeper swung like a cobra’s head in a stealthy search for its prey, and then lifted high, a new monster blossom springing into being from the tip of the creeper. Within seconds, another flower surged against its stem in a futile attempt to reach the Earthman.


  Val Kenton wiped the perspiration from his face, backed away from the plant. He shuddered involuntarily, blasted the entire plant out of existence with a sudden movement of his disruptor. Then, his eyes searching the jungle for more alien dangers, he began again to cut a path toward the expedition ship far across the island.


  A shadow crossed his vision, and he glanced up to see something that looked like a cross between a fish and a bat flash between the heavy fronds of the fern-tops high overhead. He watched it for a moment, wondering if it were dangerous, then shrugged ruefully. If it were vicious, he would find out about it sooner or later.


  His disruptor cleared a path then into a small clearing. He stepped out of the jungle, rested for a moment from the heavy walking, rechecking his compass bearing. It was then that he heard the startled cracks of high-powered disruptor rifles firing from a short distance away.


  WHIRLING, he went in the direction of the sound, his twin guns clearing tangled vines and creepers from his path so swiftly that he went forward at a run. Cold sweat bathed his body, but his mind seemed to be a detached entity that watched the entire happening with a calm unhurried interest.


  He didn’t know why he ran; he had no particular reason to race to the rescue of the Earthpeople ahead—but the instinctive reactions of years of being a patrolman would not be denied.


  He stumbled as lie ran, his feet slipping and sliding in the ooze that lay but a few inches beneath the surface of the ground. His breath grew ragged in his throat, and a pain knifed at his side, but he kept up his steady running for minutes.


  At last, he burst from the matted jungle into a clearing that led to the water’s edge. He came to a stop, the sudden cessation of movement sending him to his hands and knees. From that position, he rolled until he was sitting, and the twin guns roared a steady stream of death at the fantastic creatures surging toward the half-buried space ship close at hand.


  The Venusian creatures were like things out of a nightmare. They scuttled toward the ship like crabs on great jointed legs. Their bodies were covered with hair, and the marine worms within the hair made the beasts glow like great fluorescent lights.


  Each had a globular body, from which a great pupilless eye stared blindly at the ship. They attacked in wave after wave, their numbers rolling from the turbulent sea in an apparently inexhaustible stream. The only sound they made was an almost inaudible scream that drove through Val Kenton’s brain like a needle of fire.


  He swung his guns, blasting creature after creature out of existence, shuddering at the horribleness of the scene, wondering if the creatures could ever be stopped.


  Disruptors roared from the ship; but the angle made by the ship’s landing was such that accurate firing was impossible. The shots flashing from the control cabin’s ports could cover but a small portion of the attackers.


  Val Kenton fired with increasing speed, the disruptor ray clearing a ragged hole in the monsters. In a detached sort of way, he saw one of the furry crabs clamber up the side of the ship. He saw it squat and a blue liquid pour from its body. He blew the creature into atoms, gaped in amazement when he saw the hole the liquid had eaten in the Permalloy metal of the ship. Incredulity lay deep in his eyes—for he knew only too well that even hydrofluoric acid had no effect on the metal of which patrol cruisers were made.


  And then he was too busy to think. The Venusian beasts turned as though by an instinctive command and hurtled toward himself. He lifted his guns, erased the leaders as fast as they came. One gun went dead in his hand, and the ray of the other paled into redness. He came to his feet, dropped the hand guns, whipped the rifle from his back. He drew the muzzle flame like a spray of water across the screaming horrors that plunged at him, his mouth open in a soundless snarl, his eyes narrowed and vicious.


  And so suddenly that he did not comprehend it for a moment, the attack was over, the nightmarish Venusians streaming back into the sea. Within a split-second, except for the obscene twitching of dead beasts on the steaming ground, the beach was empty.


  VAL KENTON sank onto his heels, undamped his stiff fingers from the rifle. He fumbled for a cigarette, lit it, his breath hard and shallow. He felt reaction set in, and momentarily wished that he had a whiff of gailang gas to steady his nerves.


  There was the clanging of metal on metal from the ship, and a man’s head came cautiously into view. It stayed that way for a moment, and then a man in the uniform of a Patrol Captain clambered out of the port.


  “Good God!” the Earthman heard the Captain say, “It’s Val Kenton who was doing the damage outside!”


  Val Kenton laughed then, chuckled with a dryness that was rather horrible to hear. Never, had he expected again to find himself a welcome friend of a Space Patrolman. And the fact that he had this Captain owing him gratitude struck him as ironically amusing.


  But his laughter stilled almost instantly, when he saw the remembered features of the Captain. And the hate that had lain so deep within him for years flared into a white heat that seemed to cramp the muscles of his body.


  “It’s Val Kenton,” he called. “And you owe me your life, you damned squealer!”


  In that one instant, it took every bit of his self-control not to lift the rifle in his lap and blow the other into nothingness.


  And then the moment was over, and he was coming to his feet, feeling the thudding of his heart in his chest, as Elise Barber came through the port and dropped lightly to the ground.


  “Val!” Elise cried, and the gladness of her tone brought an agony of pain to the emotion he had thought he had stifled forever.


  Val Kenton picked up his dropped guns, holstered them. He went forward slowly, the rifle swinging in one relaxed hand. Despite himself, he felt a thrill of companionship at the warmth of Tony Andrew’s handshake.


  “Hello, Tony,” he said quietly.


  “Hello, Val,” the Patrolman answered. “Man, it’s good to see you!”


  Elise caught Val Kenton’s hand, drew him toward the ship.


  “Let’s not stand out here,” she said impulsively. “Come inside, where we can talk.” She drew a deep breath, her blue eyes sparkling. “Oh, it’s good for the three of us to be together again!”


  Val Kenton’s smile was stiff and mechanical, as they clambered through the port into the ship’s interior. He, too, felt the completeness of the moment; yet, deep in his mind, he knew that the old days of friendly camaraderie were gone forever.


  THEY sat in the comparatively large cabin of the expedition ship, cigarettes glowing, each trying to ease the tension that lay within them all. Val Kenton sat in the co-pilot’s seat, the lines of five years of dissipation clearly etched in his tired face, his clothes torn and stained. He talked jerkily, trying to avoid the bad points of the past few days, striving to make the situation appear more bearable.


  “It will be a fairly simple job to fix my cruiser,” he said slowly. “Tony and I will use the catalyst feed from this ship to replace my fused one.”


  Tony Andrews grinned, laughter wrinkles in the corners of his clear eyes. He was trim and fit in his uniform, and there was an air of competence and adventurousness in his compact body.


  “We could use this entire ship for spare parts,” he said ruefully. “It will never fly again, after the damage those blasted Venusians did to it with that super digestive juice they discharged.”


  Johnson, the expedition’s chemist, glanced up from a sheet of notes he had taken from his pocket. His eyes were mild and calm as he peered at Val Kenton.


  “Most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” he commented. “The digestive juices of those crab-creatures will eat through glass as fast as water will move through tissue paper.” He frowned. “It’s just possible,” he finished, thoughtfully, “that the liquid is in the nature of a weapon—particularly so, since those animals used it in an effort to reach us within the ship.”


  Elise shuddered. “Please,” she said, “talk about something more cheerful! I can still see those hideous eyes staring at us just the way they did during that attack.”


  Val Kenton nodded cheerfully, filling his senses with the beauty and radiance of the girl. It came to him now as never before how much he had lost when he had turned traitor to himself and his oath.


  “Well, for a starter, what did you discover before you were disabled?”


  Johnson came to his feet, picked up a rifle. “I’ll take a look at some of those bodies outside,” he said. “I’m just a chemist, but maybe I can pick up a few facts that will be of some use to the next expedition to visit here.”


  He clambered through the port, the sounds of his shoes on the metal strangely loud. Behind him, he left a rather strained silence, which was broken at last by Tony Andrews.


  “This is the story,” he began quietly. “The trip to Venus was just routine. We dropped through the clouds, following,” he nodded at Val Kenton, “your directions. We were over such a sea as we had never seen before. There was no sign of life or land. I dropped floats, to determine the currents, and then swung the ship toward the North. We found the first island within an hour. I landed the ship, intending to explore, and such was our incredible luck landed almost on top of the first expedition ship to touch Venus.” Val Kenton drew in a sharp breath. “What did you find inside?”


  Tony Andrews shook his head ruefully. “Not a thing,” he admitted, “I searched the ship, which was split and ruptured beyond description, and didn’t find a scrap of paper or clothing—or a vestige of human remains.”


  “The crabs?” Val Kenton asked.


  Tony Andrews shrugged. “It’s possible! Well, the discovery excited us, and we took the ship aloft again, without exploring the island further. For hours, we went from island to island, seeking for signs of life. We found the wrecked remains of three other ships, and all of them as completely empty as the first. We didn’t know what to make of it; we couldn’t figure out any logical reason for the ships having been so completely gutted.”


  “You don’t think the survivors could have set up a hidden camp somewhere to wait for rescue?” Val Kenton asked grimly.


  “No! In the first place, the ships made better living places than any they could build; and second, we found no signs of such a habitation on any of the islands.”


  “What happened on this island, that you should become marooned?”


  “It happened so fast, I couldn’t avoid it. We landed on this beach, and were making preparations to explore, when those crabs attacked for the first time. We found out that we weren’t safe, only when a great section of the rocket-tube housing gave way because of the powerful, acidlike juice the crabs exuded. I radioed for help immediately, and then the radio went dead. For the past five days, we’ve been fighting off those beasts at regular intervals.”


  Elise sighed deeply in relief, smiled at Val Kenton. “Thank heaven, it’s over now,” she said feelingly. “Now, after fixing the other ship, we can get back to Earth—and none too soon to please me!”


  Tony Andrews flicked ashes from his cigarette, grinned. “What rescue ship did you bring, Val, one of the freighters?” he asked.


  Val Kenton shook his head, his eyes diamond hard. He watched the tiny smile of happiness about Elise’s curved lips for a moment, then swung his gaze to the Patrolman’s hardening face.


  “It’s a scout cruiser, Tony,” he said easily. “It was the only ship I could get.”


  Val Kenton laughed inwardly to himself then, laughed at the irony of the situation, knowing the horror that must be spreading through the other’s mind. He rocked a bit from his inner mirth, and a savage satisfaction filled his mind momentarily.


  For both he and Tony Andrews knew that, even with the full power of the rocket tubes, the single man cruiser could never carry four passengers back to safety. It might be able to lift into space with three people cramped into the one man cabin—but never with four!


  One person must be left behind!


  And Val Kenton had already decided who that person must be! It was to be Tony Andrews who was to be marooned to a certain death—left on Venus because of the hate Val Kenton felt for him because of the report he had made to the Patrol five years before.


  MOMENTS passed, moments in which no one spoke, and in which Val Kenton could see dreadful realization growing in the Patrolman’s eyes. Val Kenton laughed even more to himself, seeing the fear rising in the other man, knowing the horrible terror that the other must be experiencing.


  Elise sensed but dimly the thoughts that were racing through the minds of the men seated before her. She gazed from one to the other with eyes that grew wide and slightly fearful.


  “Is something wrong?” she asked suddenly, “Can’t the rescue ship be fixed?” Tony Andrews smiled then, smiled with stiff lips, his eyes bright and confident. “Nothing is wrong,” he said, “we’ll be safe on Earth before you know it.”


  A disruptor rifle cracked loudly, the sound whipping in through the open port.


  Tony Andrews snapped to his feet. “Trouble!” he barked, “Elise, you stay here; come on, Val!”


  Val Kenton paused only long enough to slip newly charged loads into his guns, then swung through the port after the fleet patrolman. He dropped from the port onto the spongy ground, crouched there, his eyes searching the edge of the water for signs of the charging crab-beasts.


  He straightened slowly, seeing no signs of danger, stared at Johnson and Andrews nearby.


  “Sorry, to startle you like that,” Johnson said, “one of those crabs stuck a pincer out of the water, and I took a snapshot at him.”


  Val Kenton laughed, relaxed with a sigh of pent-up air. “Glad it wasn’t any worse than that,” he said relievedly, “I’m not much in a mood for a fight.”


  Tony Andrews’ gun snapped to his shoulder, and the concussion of the shot sounded strangely flat and deadly. In the water’s edge, a furry crab floundered and threshed in savage death throes.


  And then the water seemed to come alive with the Venusian crabs. They scuttled onto the bank from the silver water, their bodies glowing with eerie phosphorescent sheen, their cries ear-piercing.


  Val Kenton laughed aloud, swung his twin hand guns into line, flicked their power onto full force. He stood shoulder to shoulder with Johnson and Andrews, and the combined fire of their guns cut a swathe of death in the charging ranks that broke the attack almost at its onset.


  “Remember Mars, when we cleaned out the Truds?” Tony Andrews yelled over the blasting of the guns.


  Val Kenton grinned, said nothing, but he felt a sharp nostalgia for those days so long gone in which he and Tony had fought side by side on far-off planets.


  And then another gun added its fire from the port of the ship; and the crabs scuttled back toward the water.


  “Hurrah for us!” Elise cried gaily from over their heads, and then her voice broke in sudden horror.


  For rising from the ocean, coming out of the water as though the water itself was rising in a great lump, came SOMETHING!


  It had no shape, no arms, no features—yet it was alive. It moved sluggishly toward the bank like a great solidified wave that towered a hundred feet in the air. It glowed with the phosphorescent fire of the ocean, and preceding it came a tangible aura of unspeakable menace.


  “God!” Johnson croaked, “what is it?”


  Val Kenton holstered his handguns, caught up his rifle, blasted a charge of unleashed energy into the vast bulk rising from the ocean. The thing seemed to jump, and the flame of the shot glowed deep within its bulk.


  Then it settled again, without sound, moved closer to the beach.


  “It’s alive!” Val Kenton gasped, and knew instinctively why the other expeditions’ ships were crushed and empty hulls on Venus.


  The thing was a great blob of gelatinous substance that quivered and shook as it approached the land. Val Kenton fired twice more, gaped in incredulous surprise when the atomic fire did absolutely nothing in the way of stopping it.


  He backed slowly from the water’s edge, the other men moving backward as though by common consent; and they stopped only when their shoulders touched the ship.


  The sea-thing was almost at the beach now. It halted its forward movement momentarily; and a pseudopod flicked from its glowing surface and settled over the shattered body of a great crab. One second the pseudopod settled there, and then was withdrawn with incredible speed.


  And where the crab had been was nothing.


  “Protoplasm!” Johnson gasped, “it’s living protoplasm!”


  Val Kenton felt a dull horror clutching at his heart. He had seen experiments with tiny bits of living protoplasm, and he knew the insatiable appetite of the mindless thing. But never in even his most horrible of dreams had he visioned a blob of sentient life that was fully a hundred yards in diameter and which must have weighed hundreds of tons.


  The protoplasm touched the beach, seemed to flow out of the water. Living ropes of itself flipped out of itself, settled over the living and dead crabs; and an instant later the pseudopods flipped back and the ground was bare and sterile.


  Val Kenton fired again and again, then stopped in sheer futility. For although his shots had blown bits of the creature away—each of the bits moved with insatiable greed the moment it lit, always flowing toward the nearest source of food.


  And then the crabs were gone, and the protoplasm was flowing like warm, whitely-glowing tar toward the four Earth people and their ship.


  VAL KENTON whirled, took charge of the situation as though he was still the patrolman he had once been. He jerked his head toward the open port.


  “Tony,” he snapped, “get inside and bring out that catalyst feed. We can’t fight this thing for long; we’ve got to make a run for it.”


  The patrolman moved without hesitation, swinging into the port, leaving his guns outside. His face was strained and white as he cast one last look at the hungry horror that moved so slowly, so implacably, up the beach.


  Val Kenton set the control on his rifle. “Set your guns for flame,” he said sharply, whirled and helped Elise to the ground, “we haven’t enough power for atomic fire for any length of time; our only hope lies in holding that thing at bay until Tony gets the feed.”


  They stood, the three of them, shoulder to shoulder at the ship’s side, and their guns hissed like high pressure jets as they fired in unison at the insensate monster.


  Steam rose and swelled from the protoplasm, and the great blob seemed to draw back. Val Kenton felt a flame of exultation flare momentarily in his heart.


  “Maybe?” he whispered to himself.


  Then the weird cohesive slime surged forward again. The three guns raved and wailed with unleashed power, and the steam and horrible odor filled the air. Great areas of the protoplasm disappeared under the continuous fire, but the power of the guns was not enough to stop the horror from its relentless advance.


  It moved faster now, seeming to have had new energy released within it from the dozens of crab bodies it had assimililated, and its pseudopods were great flicking blind loops of death questing before it for further sustenance.


  The rifles went dead, and the two men and the girl lifted the hand guns. The flame from the guns did not have the power of the rifles, and the terror moved even closer. A four foot blob of protoplasm shot from the main body, smashed into the ship, dropped toward the three below. Johnson flicked it out of existence with full power from his gun, and the gun went dead.


  “Tony!” Val Kenton yelled, fighting the fear that cramped at his muscles, when he saw the instant holes eaten in the ship’s side.


  And then Tony Andrews was dropping from the port, and they were sprinting toward the tunnel Val Kenton had disrupted in the jungle two hours before.


  They gasped as they ran, their feet stumbling on the vine and creepers that had grown with incredible speed in the tunnel. They glanced back in time to see the tunnel’s end blocked off by the surging protoplasm. There was the rending sound of trees and ferns being crushed behind them, and they ran ever faster.


  “It can move almost as fast as we,” Val gasped.


  Elise fell, was brought to her feet by Johnson’s clutching hand. The entire group ran as they had never run before in their lives, fighting their way through the jungle, blood spurting from innumerable cuts, their lungs clamoring for air.


  And then they were in a tiny clearing, and Val Kenton was clutching Tony Andrews’ sleeve.


  “Let them go on,” he half-screamed, “Johnson can fit the feed; we’ll try to hold that thing back for a moment or two.”


  Tony Andrews nodded, gasped out instructions for Johnson to follow. Elise whirled when she heard the orders, came close to the Patrolman, held him tight.


  “Hurry, Tony,” she cried. “Don’t take any more chances than you must.” Tears sparkled in her eyes. “You know that I’d hate to lose a husband on our honeymoon.”


  “Husband?” Val Kenton gasped incredulously.


  Tony Andrews nodded. “Yes, we were married just before we started; this was to be our honeymoon.”


  Val Kenton didn’t move, but his hate then was a terrible thing that shook him with its intensity. Now he had a double reason for slaying this dishevelled man who stood at his side. He forced his voice to remain comparatively calm, seeking to hide the feelings that tortured him.


  “Run,” he said to Elise and Johnson, “we haven’t much time.”


  And then Val Kenton and Tony Andrews were alone in the clearing, and the sounds of the flowing death behind them grew louder as the seconds passed.


  Val Kenton backed to one side, watched with flame-bright eyes as the Patrolman lifted his gun in a futile attempt to stall the monster for precious seconds. He lifted his own gun, centered it on the Patrolman’s broad back, and his finger tightened on the firing stud.


  He fired—and in the same split second that he fired, a great crimson hood flashed down over his head and body and tightened about his waist, pinning his arms to his sides.


  VAL KENTON screamed then, his cry reverberating into his ears as the monster, carnivorous flower tightened its grasp. He smelled the sickly sweet odor of the blossom, and giddiness tugged at his senses. His body surged again and again in a futile attempt to break the rubbery-like tension of the plant, fought agoniziedly when he felt the first exquisite agony of the digestive juice biting into his shoulder.


  Then he was free, retching in the clean air, his body being helped erect by Tony Andrews’ firm hands.


  “Whew!” Tony Andrews breathed raggedly, “I thought you were a goner for a moment!”


  Val Kenton straightened then, reading something in the clear eyes of his former friend that he had thought he would never see again in the eyes of any man. He fought the lump in his throat for seconds, then whirled.


  “Let’s get to the ship,” he said. “It’s foolish to try and do anything here.”


  They dodged down the path, the fetid odor of the pursuing protoplasm following them on the light wind. Val Kenton thought many things then, the thoughts racing through is mind with quicksilverlike speed. And in those flashing seconds, he found the answers to many things that he had refused to face in the past.


  And then they were at the ship, and Elise was waiting at the port.


  “Tony,” she called, “Johnson can’t make the adjustment; he needs your help.”


  Val Kenton caught the Patrolman’s arm in a grip of steel. “Give me your coat and cap,” he snapped, “and get into the pilot’s seat.” He swallowed heavily.


  “Get Johnson into the control cabin with you. I’m going into the rear emergency port, and repair that jet. I don’t know if the ship will carry all of us, but you’ve got to make the try. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, but—” Tony Andrews began puzzledly.


  “No time for talk,” Val Kenton snapped. “I’ll brace myself in that repair space, and tap when I’m ready. After that, it’s up to you.”


  He shrugged into the Patrolman’s coat and cap, straightened his shoulders in the familiar set of the coat.


  He spun on one heel, went toward the emergency port, then retraced his steps. “Will you shake hands, Tony?” he asked.


  A moment later, he climbed into the port, his eyes blurred because of his emotion at the warm pressure of Tony Andrews’ hand. He squirmed into position, fought with the stubborn catalyst feed. Within seconds, he had it fixed. He drew a deep breath, then pounded the agreed signal on the metal bulkhead.


  THE Patrol cruiser staggered a bit in its upward flight, then fled for the clouds high over the water world. And at the moment of its takeoff, the monster blob of protoplasm burst through the surrounding trees, halted as though it knew its prey had escaped. Then it moved a bit, and a blind pseudopod came questing from its body.


  Val Kenton watched it move toward him, and he waited its coming unflinchingly. He stood straight and proud, the Patrol cap cocked jauntily on his head, his shoulders square in the blue coat that bore the crossed comets of the Patrol Service.


  He lit a cigarette, watched the protoplasm coming ever closer. He fired the last charge in his gun, laughed aloud at the instant withdrawal of the pseudopod.


  He saluted gravely, as he had done years before. Then, the cigarette canted in firm lips, he went forward—a Captain in the Space Patrol moving forward, never backward, facing danger as tradition demanded.


  VOYAGE INTO THE LIGHTNING


  Robert Moore Williams


  What horror lay beyond this weird lightning, and why was it on Earth as well as on Venus?


  CHAPTER I


  “NO!” Captain John Parker snapped. “The Star Girl is not for sale. Have I made myself clear, Reedy? This ship is not for sale, either now or at any future time.”


  Parker emphasized his words by bringing his fist down on the desk at which he was sitting.


  “I—uh—really, Captain,” Reedy said. He was a little nervous rat of a man, apparently always apprehensive that violence was about to be done to him. He looked at the size of the fist resting on the desk top and gulped, “I—ah—There was no offense intended, Captain. I was merely instructed to inquire if you would consider selling the ship of which you are owner and captain. Really—”


  “Who instructed you?” Parker demanded. He knew and thoroughly disliked the man sitting opposite him. Reedy was another of the get-rich-quick tribe of sharpsters and tricksters that had given Venus City its name of being the toughest spot known to exist on the three planets, Earth, Mars, and Venus. With no regular occupation, Reedy apparently made a precarious living acting as agent for anybody who wanted to buy anything and who was willing to engage his services. It was Parker’s private opinion, gained during the hard years he had flown in and out of Venus City, that Reedy was not above rolling a drunk in an alley. Certainly this was the first time anybody had ever heard of him trying to buy a space ship.


  “I—really—” Reedy was still looking at Parker’s fist. “I cannot reveal the name of the person who retained me—”


  “Very well,” Parker interrupted. “We are about ready to blast off. Good-bye.”


  He rose to his feet, signifying that the interview was over.


  “Is your decision final, Captain?” Reedy insisted. “After all you might find it wise to sell—”


  A red flag waved in. front of a bull would not have produced a more violent reaction. Parker’s face turned red. Sell the Star Girl! He had worked for years learning all the million and one details essential to the efficient operation of a space ship. He had worked for more years scrimping and saving in an effort to raise the credits necessary to buy one, and only an inheritance from an uncle on earth had enabled him, at the age of 31, to raise the necessary funds. True, the Star Girl was only a tramp, and equally true, he was only using her for short hops on Venus, but she was the first of a line of ships that would fly the spaces between the planets, if Parker’s dreams came true. He could see them now, sleek passenger liners blasting off from earth, first stop, Mars; freighters coming home with cargos not from the seven seas but from the worlds of space! The Parker Line—All these splendid dream ships would be the sons and grandsons of the Star Girl.


  He controlled his temper with an effort of will. He was a big man. The tailors who made his uniforms never bothered with padding the shoulders. There had been the faintest trace of irritated bluster in his voice. The bluster disappeared. His voice became suave and soft.


  “Are you threatening me, Reedy?” he said.


  Reedy was not a good judge of character. He thought the soft suave voice showed fear. This made him bold. “Well, not exactly,” he said. “But I suggest you will find it wise to consider my proposition—


  Rip!


  Parker was on his feet. The big hand went out across the desk, the fingers closed around Reedy’s throat. The ripping sound came from tearing cloth.


  Reedy squealed like a trapped rat.


  Parker held him in one hand and shook him. “Who’s trying to buy my ship?” he demanded. “What’s back of this?”


  “I don’t know anything,” Reedy shrilled. “Let me go.”


  “Who sent you to me?”


  “I don’t know who he was. He came up to me and said he had heard the Star Girl was for sale and asked me to go see what the price was. That’s all I know.”


  “You’re a liar.”


  “I’m telling the truth,” Reedy insisted. “I don’t know who he was.”


  The man was lying, Parker was convinced. Somebody, for some reason, wanted the Star Girl. He didn’t know who or why. It would be easier for him to deliver his heart on a silver platter than to part with his ship. Reedy knew more than he was telling and Parker’s simple intention was to shake the truth out of him. He started to do this.


  Bang!


  THE chime in the cabin throbbed musically. It was the takeoff signal. Simultaneously the loud speaker hidden in a wall niche clicked softly and the stentorian voice of Red Welsh, mate of the Star Girl, came rolling through the ship. “Allll aaaaboaaard. We will blast off in five minutes. Alll aaaboarrd. Visitors, if any, please vacate at once.”


  “That means me,” Reedy quavered. “I’ve got to get off. The ship is going to blast.”


  “The ship is going to blast off all right,” Parker said evenly. “But that doesn’t mean you.”


  “But I can’t stay. I haven’t a ticket.”


  “Don’t let it bother you. You can be the guest of the ship.”


  “But—”


  “We’ll be back in Venus City in three days,” Parker assured him. “I haven’t time to continue our conversation just at present but during the next three days you and I must have a nice little talk—with you doing most of the talking. As for the expenses, don’t let that worry you. It won’t cost you a cent.” Parker’s voice was still soft and suave. His eyes twinkled merrily. Reedy shuddered. He tried to argue but his protests were waved aside. “I trust you don’t mind if I lock you in here,” Parker said, as he closed and locked the door.


  Somebody wants the Star Girl, Parker thought as he went forward to take over the controls and blast off. Somebody wants this ship bad enough to try threats to get her.


  Since he would have parted with his right arm quicker than he would have parted with his ship and since Reedy probably knew more than he was telling.


  Parker was taking the obvious course. He was holding Reedy. The little rat would talk.


  In the control room Red Welsh grinned at him. “Hiyah, Boss,” Red said. “Everything ready to blast. Locks closed and sealed. Fuel tanks full. Cargo all abroad and stowed. Crew at stations. One man from the engine room gang failed to show up and I had to sign on a new man to take his place. Got four passengers for this jump. I checked ’em on board myself. Three men and one Oh-boy-you-ought-to see-her-Cap woman.”


  Red Welsh rolled his eyes and made motions with his hands to indicate the woman passenger was indeed something to look at. Besides being mate of the ship, Welsh was Parker’s best friend. He was a thoroughly efficient but entirely disrespectful first officer.


  “Five,” Parker corrected.


  “Only four,” the mate insisted. “I counted ’em myself. Here’s the list if you don’t believe me.”


  “Five,” Parker repeated, waving aside the proffered passenger list. He explained about Reedy. “The devil!” Welsh gasped. “You’re not fixing on selling, are you, Cap?”


  “Not in a million years,” Parker snorted. He settled himself into the control chair, picked up the microphone of the loud speaker system used in the ship. “Engine room?”


  “All ready to blast, sir,” the answer came.


  “Very well. We’re taking off.” His hands moved over the controls. This was the heart of the ship, this control room. Set under the nose, it provided a view of everything that lay ahead. Directly under the hands of the pilot were the thousand and one controls, meters, gauges that controlled and recorded the operation of everything from the amount of fuel being fed to the rockets, and hence the speed of the ship, to the temperature of the air inside the vessel. Driving rockets, steering tubes, everything was controlled from here.


  THUNDEROUS roars echoed through the space port of Venus City as the Star Girl took to the air. Night was falling swiftly under the eternal cloud bank of the Veiled Planet. Like a lady crossing a muddy street, the Star Girl lifted her skirts and dived headfirst into the night, poking her blunt nose into the mists that rose over the Hotlands as she angled for altitude. Parker always took her off and landed her himself, but when she had her altitude and her speed, he turned the controls over to Red Welsh and prepared to make his routine inspection of the ship.


  “Oh, hel-lo!” a voice said from the door of the control room.


  Parker looked up. A girl stood there. Involuntarily his mouth dropped open.


  “Are you Captain Parker?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Parker answered, finding his voice. He had not seen a girl like this in many a day and the sight almost stunned him. “I assume you are Miss Jones.”


  “Oh, you needn’t call me Miss Jones,” the girl answered, laughing. “My name is really Mildred but everybody calls me Mitsie. I don’t know why they call me that unless it’s because I’m so small.” She drew herself up to her full height of five feet and no inches and looked coyly at him as if to emphasize that while she wasn’t very big in some ways she was big enough in others.


  “Very well, Mit—” Parker, aware that the eye of Red Welsh was on him, abruptly checked himself. It had occurred to him that this girl looked distinctly cuddly but he also knew he had no business thinking about cuddling this or any other girl, not for a few more years anyhow. When his line of ships was a going concern—


  “What can I do for you?” he asked.


  “I was wondering what time we will get to Ross City?” she said.


  Ross City, a mining town in a distant range of Hotland hills, was the first stop of the ship.


  “Seven o’clock in the morning,” Parker answered.


  “Oh, thank you,” Mitsie Jones said, smiling again. “Thank you ever so much.” Then, as if for good measure, as she went out the door she smiled again, over her shoulder this time.


  It was exactly the kind of a smile that all mothers warn their daughters never to use on a man.


  Her high heels thumped on the composition flooring in the direction of the main lounge.


  CAPTAIN PARKER stared after her. He was still staring after her several moments later when he realized he was hearing a voice. It was the voice of Red Welsh, who had witnessed this little scene.


  “Well, well, well—” the voice was saying.


  Parker flushed. “You go to hell,” he said hotly.


  The mate grinned. “Just between you and me, Skipper, I would like to know what that cute little bit of business is going to do in Ross City.”


  Parker had been wondering about the same thing. He knew Ross City. It was a mining town, hot, tough, and terrible. To his knowledge, there were only six women in the town. Three of them were wives of mining officials. The other three followed another profession. Parker shook his head. He preferred to think about something else.


  “What about the other passengers?” he demanded.


  “Besides Mitsie, there are three others. One of them, by the way, is big-shotty as hell. Vardon. Elliott Vardon. Ever hear of him?”


  “Ever hear of him?” Parker whistled. Who had not heard of Elliott Vardon! The man was a multi-millionaire, and becoming bored with himself, had turned to big game hunting for a thrill. His picture, and pictures of the trophies he had brought back from the four corners of space, had occupied more space in the Sunday supplements than all the Miss Americas put together. Parker remembered a picture he had seen of Vardon’s trophy room. It contained heads not only of all the dangerous wild animals that remained on earth but of the far more dangerous and deadly beasts of Mars. There had also been trophies from Venus, all the important ones, with the single exception, Parker remembered, of the great bear of Venus. And even Vardon would not be likely to go after that!


  “What’s he doing here?” Parker asked.


  “After more heads, I suppose,” the mate answered. “He loaded a special amphibian tank aboard that he claims will practically dig its way through the worst kind of jungle. It’s the damnedest looking contraption you ever saw.”


  “The damned fool will lose his own head if he goes poking around in these jungles,” Parker muttered. “Those Hotland natives are tough customers. What about the other passengers?”


  “Fellow by the name of Burger, a geologist, and a Venusian by the name of Tom Leek. Skipper, I am not one to tell tales out of school but there is something funny about this Tom Leek. I was talking to one of the boys from the Sun Queen. She landed yesterday direct from earth. Leek was on her. He was being deported from earth.”


  “The devil!” Parker gasped. This was news. Venusians were strictly forbidden to land on earth. The reason was simple. The first space ship to Venus had brought back a few natives to earth. This was quite all right, except that the Venusians had brought with them some kind of a plague germ. The disease was not particularly dangerous on Venus but on earth it stirred up merry hell. Thousands of deaths resulted before the plague was brought under control. The result had been a law: no Venusians on earth.


  “How did he get to earth in the first place?” Parker questioned.


  The mate shrugged. “I’m no Quiz Kid, Cap. The story, as I got it, was that he was picked up some place in South America. Naturally, the cops put the bounce on him.”


  “Possibly he stowed away on a ship, hid out during the voyage, and slipped away without being seen when the ship landed on earth,” Parker hazarded. It didn’t much matter, so far as he could see. He had other things to think about, including a routine inspection of the ship and Reedy. The inspection came first. Reedy would have to wait. He began his inspection.


  IN THE port observation room a man was staring through the heavy glassite windows. The ship was over the Hotlands. Outside the night was as black as the tunnel to hell.


  “Good evening,” Parker said.


  The man turned quickly, glanced at the uniform. “Ah. I assume you are Captain Parker? I am George Burger. “Oh, yes. The geologist.”


  “Quite right.” Burger was a reedy, nervous individual, with horn-rimmed glasses. Something about him made Parker think of a neurotic rabbit that has been frightened by a swooping hawk and now imagines that every moving shadow is another hawk. “I’m glad you came in, Captain,” Burger continued. “There is something I would like to ask you.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “What do you know about that?” Burger asked, gesturing toward the heavy glassite observation window.


  “What do I know about what?” Parker answered. He was slightly nettled. There was nothing to be seen outside. They were flying in the lower fringe of the cloud belt that covers Venus like a blanket. Mist was streaking the glass of the port. Parker knew what was down below them. Swamp, jungle, the damnedest mass of interwoven creepers ever seen by human eyes—and death.


  “Watch closely,” Burger answered. “There! That’s what I mean.”


  A flicker of light had fingered through the darkness below them.


  “Oh,” Parker said. “That’s swamp lightning.”


  “But what causes it?”


  “I don’t know. What causes lightning on earth? Cloud masses generate static electricity and when enough is generated, the lightning follows.”


  “In that case,” Burger said, “the flashes should appear all over Venus. Do they?”


  “Why—” Parker thought about the matter, trying to remember. “As I recall, they don’t. This particular lightning seems to occur only in one spot. Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen the discharges anywhere else. You can see them here all the time, a flash occurring every few minutes.”


  “Ah!” said Burger. “Does that mean anything to you, Captain?”


  “I’m afraid it doesn’t,” Parker answered. He was mystified. “Is it supposed to mean something?”


  “It certainly is,” Burger answered. “What would you say, Captain, if I told you that within the last ten years exactly the same kind of lightning has been appearing in the Catatumbo region in Venezuela?”


  Parker stared at the man, wondering what this was all about. “What are you driving at?” he demanded.


  “I’m driving at—” Burger stopped in mid-sentence. He was looking behind Parker, at the door of the observation room. Fear showed on his face. He looked like a rabbit that is now certain it has seen a hawk and is too frightened to move.


  Parker turned.


  A Venusian was standing in the door.


  ALTHOUGH the temperature of the ship was very comfortable by earth standards, the Venusian was covered from head to foot in heavy furs.[*]


  “Good evening,” Parker said. “I assume you are Tom Leek.”


  “Yes,” the Venusian nodded. “Assumption quite correct, sir captain.”


  “Is there anything I can do for you Mr. Leek?”


  “No, sir captain, thank you. I come to room merely to observe.”


  “That’s what it’s for,” Parker said. “Look all you want. Now if you will excuse me,” his nod included both Burger and Tom Leek, “I have a ship inspection to complete.” He started to leave the room.


  “But Captain Parker—” it was Burger speaking.


  “What is it, Mr. Burger?”


  “This Venusian! Surely you don’t permit him to have the freedom of the ship!”


  “Surely I do,” Parker grunted. “You are new here, Mr. Burger? In that case, you must remember we are on Venus, not on earth. Incidentally, if you are really curious about swamp lightning, here is the very person who will know about it if anybody does.” He gestured toward Tom Leek.


  “Lightning!” said Leek. Living under eternal cloud banks, the faces of the natives of Venus are milky white and almost completely expressionless. But startled surprise showed on the face of Tom Leek when Parker mentioned lightning.


  It was gone almost as soon as it appeared. “Very glad to talk about lightning,” Leek said. “Not much is known, however. Are you a scientist?” he questioned, looking at Burger.


  “N—no,” Burger answered. “No. I’m not a scientist. I just saw the lightning and wondered—wondered about it.” He tried to smile, then passed a hand to his forehead. “I—I think I am becoming a little ship sick. If you will excuse me—”


  Almost running, he darted out of the observation room. Parker stared curiously after him. “What the devil is eating him?” he wondered. He glanced at Tom Leek, but the face of the Venusian was impassive Parker shrugged. He had an inspection to make. As he went out of the room, he saw that Tom Leek had turned and was staring out the window. In the far distance the swamp lightning flashed again, momentarily illumining the chalk white face of the Venusian.


  In the main lounge, he found two passengers. One of them was Mitsie Jones. The other, Parker knew without asking, was Elliott Vardon. The big game hunter was tanned a mahogany brown. He looked sleek and fit. The two were drinking champagne cocktails prepared by the only steward the ship possessed. Vardon was apparently relating one of his hunting exploits for the benefit of Miss Jones.


  “The beast was charging and there was I with only a. single shot left in my gun,” Vardon was saying.


  Mitsie was hanging on every word, listening breathlessly.


  “I threw up my rifle and fired without taking aim,” Vardon said. He paused to let the effect of his words sink in on his listener.


  “Oh, Mr. Vardon, tell me what happened!” Mitsie cried.


  “Got him straight through the heart,” Vardon said nonchalantly.


  “Oh!” Mitsie gasped. “That was simply wonderful. You do the most thrilling things, Mr. Vardon.”


  Obviously flattered, the hunter began to recount another exploit. There was something about the scene that thoroughly disgusted Parker. He stalked through the lounge without speaking.


  An hour later, he had finished his inspection of the ship. Everything was working perfectly, everything was shipshape.


  “Now for Reedy,” he said to himself.


  He went forward to his cabin, unlocked the door, and entered.


  “I’m ready to listen to you now,” he said, stepping into the room.


  If he had run into a solid wall he would not have stopped quicker. His eyes widened in startled surprise.


  Reedy was waiting for him all right. He was lying on the floor, face down, one arm under his head. Sticking out of his back was the hilt of a heavy knife. A red stain had discolored his coat and had run ground his body, spreading itself over the floor. Blood.


  “Holy jumping devils!” Parker gasped. “The man’s been murdered.”


  CHAPTER II


  The Fate of the Star Girl


  THERE was no doubt that Reedy had been murdered. The position of the knife in the middle of the back removed all possibility of suicide. Reedy had been stabbed from behind by someone who had secured entry to the cabin. And—the door had been locked.


  But the locked door, Parker instantly realized, was not very important. The lock was as old as the ship, its mechanism simple. A finger nail file or a hair pin, used by someone who knew how to do it, would open the lock. The important question was—why had Reedy been murdered? Who, would want to kill this insignificant little rat?


  Parker swiftly examined the man. The blow had been delivered with considerable force, and the knife had passed straight into the heart. It had been a coward’s blow that had struck this man down, but because it had been delivered from behind, it had been no less effective.


  Parker carefully refrained from touching the handle of the knife. There might be fingerprints on the handle, and while fingerprints were strictly outside his province, there was a police force of a sort in Ross City that might be able to dust for prints. It was to the police in Ross City that this murder would have to be reported. In the meantime—it gave Parker a shock to realize that in the meantime the murderer would be aboard.


  He walked over to his desk. There was a telephone connection between his cabin and the control room. He intended to use the phone to warn Red Welsh that there was a murderer aboard.


  As he started toward the desk, the lights went out in the cabin. One second the room was brilliantly illuminated. The next second, without any warning whatsoever, the room was plunged into utter blackness.


  “What the hell—” Parker gasped. Perhaps a fuse had blown. His first panicky thought was that something had happened to the ship. The muted purr of the rockets reassured him. As long as the rockets roared the ship was in no danger. A burned out fuse could account for the failure of the lights in his cabin. He fumbled his way to the desk, found the telephone.


  “Red!” his voice jabbed into the mouthpiece. The line was always open, to provide for the swift transmission of information in an emergency. “Red. Call the engine room and send somebody up to check the fuse block. My lights are out.”


  He waited for an answer.


  It didn’t come.


  “Red!” His voice was harsh now as some sixth sense scented the existence of an emergency.


  He knew his voice was throbbing from the speaker in the control room. He waited for Welsh to answer. Under no circumstances would the mate leave the control room while the ship was in flight. Somebody had to be there, and on the Star Girl, short manned for the overnight Venus hops, either the mate or the captain, or both, were in the control room.


  Then the mate answered.


  “Go to hell!” Over the open phone system, Parker heard Red Welsh snarl the words. His first startled thought was that the mate was speaking to him.


  “What the hell, Red?” he demanded.


  “That this, Damn you!” Welsh said.


  Thud!


  ONLY one thing could produce the thud that echoed through the speaker. Two things, rather. A fist meeting yielding flesh. A fist savagely ramming home against a body.


  The sound come from the control room! It meant, could only mean, one thing.


  Red Welsh was in a fight! He had hit somebody.


  Crack!


  No sound of a fist, that! It was a crunching blow, like the sound made by a blackjack meeting bone.


  Over the loudspeaker came a rasp of a man groaning. Whether it was Welsh who had groaned or his unknown assailant, Parker did not know. He did not wait to find out. Diving across the cabin, he fumbled for the doorknob, found it, jerked open the door and dived into the runway that led forward from his cabin to the control room. He expected to find lights burning here. They weren’t.


  In the darkness he could hear someone swearing. From the direction of the main lounge came the sound of a woman’s scream. Suddenly, without warning, an alarm siren began to moan in the ship. This siren was automatic in its operation. The instant anything went seriously wrong with the propulsion equipment, the siren would begin to sound.


  It was sounding now, its note a rising crescendo of harsh screaming roaring through the ship.


  Simultaneously, the rockets stopped firing.


  Parker’s heart turned a double flip-flop and jumped up into his mouth.


  The rockets had quit!


  Whether they had been turned off or had stopped because of some fault in the firing mechanism, he did not know. What had happened did not greatly matter. The thing that did matter was that without the rockets, the ship would dive nose first into the green hell that lay below. Space ships didn’t crash often. The same one never crashed twice. Sometimes there were survivors.


  Usually there weren’t.


  Cursing like a madman, Parker raced along the passageway that led to the control room. The odds were nine to one that the rockets had stopped because of what had happened there. If the ship were to be saved from crashing, he had to get to the control room. In the darkness, Parker slipped and fell headlong, ramming his head into a steel wall. Stars exploded before his eyes.


  He tried to drag himself to his feet, but his legs folded under him. All he could do was crawl. He crawled.


  THE ship was a bedlam of sound The siren was screaming like some shrill-voiced monster warning of coming death. There were only four passengers on board. Six crew men, one steward, Welsh and Parker completed the roster. On short hops the ship did not need the large crew she would have needed to cross space. But Parker had the impression he could hear all four of the passengers screaming at the same time.


  He could imagine the horrible hell of the engine room, especially if the lights were out down there too. There were plenty of flashlights available in the engine room for just such an emergency as this, but even if the black gang did have light, they were in trouble. Duty would keep them to their posts, trying to correct whatever was wrong, until the last moment, but they were faced with the horrible knowledge that the engine room, in the bottom of the ship, would be smashed to flinders when they crashed. The passengers might have a chance to emerge alive. But the crew—


  The ship had been flying low. She would fall in one hell of a hurry. In two minutes, maybe less, she would dive into the swamps unless the rockets came on.


  “Damn it, Red,” Parker heard himself screaming. “Start those rockets—”


  He managed to lurch to his feet, staggered forward. The control room was not much farther. If he could get there in time. If—


  He was there. His fingers closed around the knob of the door. Fiercely he twisted the knob, yanked at the door.


  It wouldn’t come open.


  It was either stuck or locked.


  He beat at it with his fists.


  “Red!” He was yelling and crying at the same time. Stunned by the wall he had run into, he was a little out of his mind. Everything kept going in circles, coming back to the single thought. The ship will crash. The Star Girl will crash.


  He backed off, hurled himself against the door. Under the battering ram shock of his body, the door gave. He backed off to drive at it again.


  Thrrrummm!


  With a thunderous roar the rockets came on!


  Parker’s breath stuck in his throat. The rockets were firing again. In the last split second they had come on. With that sixth sense for distance that all fliers develop, Parker knew that the rockets had come on just in the nick of time. Another ten seconds would have been too late. Maybe another five.


  The lights in the corridor blinked redly, then glowed brightly.


  The lights were on! He could see.


  Thrrrummm! The throbbing roar of the rockets was continuous. It was the sweetest sound Parker had ever heard. He steadied himself, dived again at the door of the control room. Somehow Red had managed to get the blasts going again. Or possibly the crew had worked an emergency hookup.


  The lights flickered, glowed redly for a moment, then flashed white again. And went out!


  The roar of the rockets went abruptly into silence.


  The nose of the ship, that had lifted slightly when the rockets came on, went down again. Parker could feel it tilt under his feet.


  At the same split instant thundering crashes sounded outside the ship. His heart stopped beating when he heard the sound. It could have only one meaning. The ship was smashing its way through the tree tops. The crashes came from breaking trees. The Star Girl was plowing her way through the intense swamp vegetation of Venus.


  “Rockets!” Parker screamed.


  The rockets didn’t come on. The Star Girl ducked her nose. For a split second, like a diver taking a deep breath before going under water, she skirted the surface of the ground. Then, with a thundering crash that was a tremendous roar of sound, she struck.


  Parker was catapulted head first into the door. He didn’t hear the final shuddering smash, the snap of steel girders breaking, the screaming shrieks as steel plates buckled, the tremendous splash as the ship struck. He was out, cold.


  CHAPTER III


  Marooned


  FOR a second, as consciousness returned, Parker didn’t remember what had happened. He thought he had been asleep in his bunk and had been having a nightmare. In dreams, somehow, the worst thing that can possibly happen, always does happen. The worst thing that could happen to him would be the crashing of his ship. Obviously, since he seemed to remember this happening, he must be dreaming.


  He groaned and tried to sit up. Something was holding him down. He couldn’t sit up. His head was threatening to break wide open. He ran an exploratory hand over his head, found a bump as big as a goose egg there. The bump throbbed painfully at his touch and the pain brought back the memory of what had happened.


  The ship had crashed. This was no nightmare, no dream. This was real, as real as that person he could hear screaming. Somewhere, somebody was badly hurt or badly scared, or both. The screams were shrill and terrible.


  Again Parker tried to get up. Again something seemed to hold him down. For an instant he was sick, terribly sick, as his stomach seemed to turn over. He retched and cold sweat bathed his body. He struck a match. A girder lay across his legs, pinning him down. He managed to slide out from under it and rose to his feet, surprised that his legs would support him. Logically it seemed his legs should be broken. But they apparently weren’t. The door of the control room hung on its hinges. Lighting another match he groped his way forward.


  Red Welsh was all tangled up in the shattered mass of equipment that controlled the ship.


  “Red!” Parker gasped. “Red! Are you all right, man?”


  The mate’s eyelids fluttered.


  “Hi yah, Cap,” he muttered.


  Parker took him by the shoulder, shook him gently.


  “Oh, god, don’t do that!” Red gasped. “I’m all torn to pieces. Don’t touch me.”


  “Where are you hurt, Red?” Parker whispered. He was desperately afraid he knew the answer without asking.


  “Ain’t hurt,” Red said, contradictorily. “Feel fine. Never felt better in my life.” The eyes focused on the match Parker was holding. “Whatcha using a match for, Cap?” the mate said. “Why don’tcha turn on the lights?” Parker’s clenched teeth bit into his tongue. Welsh was out of his head.


  “Where does it hurt most, Red?” he questioned.


  The mate ignored the question. When Parker first touched him he screamed with pain but now he seemed not to realize he was hurt. His eyes focused on the captain’s face.


  “Look, Cap,” he said. “You get the dirty son———who did this.”


  “What?” Parker gasped.


  “A gun stuck in my face was the first thing I knew,” the mate wheezed. “—Said the ship was being taken over and told me where I was to land her—”


  THE words were coming with obvious effort. “I jerked off the lights and slugged out. Then I got popped over the head. It almost knocked me out. I fell across the controls and accidentally cut off the rockets. Sorry, Cap—” Welsh wheezed. “But I wasn’t going to let anybody take over your ship without a scrap.”


  “Who was it?” Parker whispered fiercely. Somewhere inside of him a blast furnace had leaped into operation. Somebody had tried to steal his ship.


  “Funny thing,” Welsh wheezed. “I knew I oughta get the rockets turned on. I laid there and thought about it but no matter how I tried, I couldn’t push the switches. Arms just wouldn’t work—”


  He had been hit on the head and almost paralyzed, Parker saw. Even then he had tried to keep the ship moving.


  “Who was it?” Parker rasped. “I’ll kill him with my bare hands!”


  “I guess I never would have got the rockets started,” Welsh said musingly, “if I hadn’t heard you yelling at me. Somehow, when I heard you yelling, my arms seemed to work a little. I got the juice turned on. Lights on too. But, Cap, I just couldn’t keep her working—”


  The mate sighed heavily.


  The sound of Parker’s voice, fiercely ordering him to turn on the rockets, had somehow put strength into his arms. He had started the rockets. But—he hadn’t been able to close the switches all the way. His mind had wandered from its task and the rockets had cut off again.


  “Sorry, Cap. I tried—”


  The eyes blinked shut.


  “Who was it?” Parker demanded. It was too late to prevent the catastrophe but it was not too late to exact vengeance for it.


  The mate’s eyes opened. They groped for Parker, tried to focus on him. “Oh—” he sound was a faint whisper. “It was—” The whisper died into silence. The eyes closed again.


  For a minute Parker was too grief-stricken to curse. He stood there, holding a match in one hand, the other hand clasping and unclasping as he tried to tell himself over and over again that Red Welsh was not dead, could not be dead, couldn’t be—


  But the mate’s eyes didn’t open again. A swift examination revealed that he wasn’t dead. But—he had suffered several broken bones and almost certainly a fractured skull. He was unconscious and likely to remain unconscious until—“Gotta get him to a hospital,” Parker told himself. “Gotta get him to a hospital.”


  Not until then did he fully realize that they had crashed in the heart of the Hotlands and that the nearest hospital was hundreds of miles away.


  ALL through the hot night the swamp lightning of Venus illumined the scene of the tragedy as Parker, working desperately, dug his way through the wreckage of the Star Girl in a frantic effort to rescue those who were still alive. Squalls of hot rain streaked intermittently down into the jungle. From the darkness came squawking sounds as the plentiful swamp life fought and mated, ignoring the plight of the humans in the ship. The Star Girl had come to rest in a shallow pool of water. Under the water was soft mud, the bottomless mud of Venus, and the ship was slowly sinking.


  This was the end of the trail for the Star Girl. No more would she fly the spaces between the planets. Even if the shattered propulsion equipment could have been repaired, there was no chance to lift the ship out of the muddy hole in which she had landed. She died here, and in all probability, the Parker Line died with her.


  The dawn revealed six humans and one Venusian alive. Tom Leek had shed his woolens and his furs. Rain streaked his pale white skin. To humans, this jungle was death, but to Tom Leek it was home. All during the night he had worked side by side with Parker, rescuing the wounded, removing equipment from the ship. He seemed to gain strength from the rain and the heat.


  Parker ran his eye over the little group that had survived. They had gained the shelter of a little knoll, where heavy trees protected them from the rain. Red Welsh was lying on the ground, breathing slowly and laboriously, every breath an effort. He had not regained consciousness. Mitsie Jones had salvaged a pillow from somewhere and was placing it under the mate’s head. In the middle of the group, Burger squatted on the ground, looking like a rabbit overtaken by calamity. There was a bruise on his face and his clothing was torn. Beside him the one member of the crew that had survived was sucking at a wet cigarette. The man had said his name was Anson. He was the new man Welsh had signed on before leaving Venus City. His eyes were nervously darting from Parker to the jungle. There was dried blood on his forehead.


  Of the seven who had survived, Vardon was the only one who seemed uninjured. And he had lost all of his nonchalance. The big game hunter had salvaged one of his elephant guns from the wreck and he was nervously fingering it as he stared at the jungle around them.


  “I WON’T try to keep the worst from you,” Parker said. He had stripped down to a pair of pants. A heavy pistol was holstered on a strap around his waist. “We’re in a spot.”


  He paused and let his eye run over them.


  “Can’t we call help by radio?” Burger nervously asked.


  “The radio is smashed to hell and gone,” Parker answered.


  “When we don’t arrive on schedule, won’t they send out a rescue expedition looking for us?” This was Vardon speaking. Vardon no longer looked tan and fit.


  “Yep,” Parker answered. “When they get around to it, they’ll send a ship out looking for us. The ship may even find us, but it won’t do a damned bit of good because no ship can land and take off out here in this hell hole.”


  He knew that any rescue ship that might be sent out would be sent out only because there was a chance they might be found within a few miles of Venus City or Ross City. In this case, a rescue party might be sent through the swamps after them.


  “If we get out of here alive, we’ve got to do it ourselves,” Parker continued. “I don’t mind telling you that I don’t think we have a chance in a hundred of making it on foot. I know a little about these Hotlands. If the natives don’t get us, the swamps will.” He looked at Tom Leek. “And the natives out here don’t like humans.”


  Leek stared impersonally back at him but said nothing. Leek was the only one who had an excellent chance of coming out alive. This was home to him.


  “We’ve got one chance,” Parker continued. He was aware that everyone looked eagerly at him when he spoke the words. He turned to Vardon. “The mate told me just after we took off that you had stowed some kind of a swamp buggy aboard. Is that correct?” Vardon’s face showed utter confusion. “My god, yes, captain,” he gasped. “How could I have forgotten it? It’s a special amphibian tank designed to operate in these jungles. The very thing we need, Captain, the very thing. If we can only remove it from the ship—”


  “We’ll get it out of the ship if we have to blast,” Parker said grimly.


  And get it out they did. It was a beautiful thing, a cigar-shaped body made of shining chrome steel, with a small rounded dome at the front. The driver sat there. Powered by a semi-diesel, it ran on caterpillar tracks shielded on all sides by rounded fenders. At the rear was a small but strongly constructed paddle wheel.


  “Better than a propeller,” Vardon explained, indicating the paddle wheel. “Propellers only choke up weeds. Besides they have to have two or three feet of water to operate and this paddle wheel will push the tank wherever it will float.”


  It was a dream tank for jungle operation. The pointed nose would push its way through heavy vegetation and the slender body would pass through places where a more bulky machine would have been unable to go. Moreover it was already stocked with food and fuel. Vardon had laid in his supplies before leaving Venus City.


  It was the very thing they needed. With this tank, they could cross the Venus jungles. Without it, they would have been stranded. There was triumph in Parker’s shout.


  They were saved.


  “IT’S a damned lucky thing we had you on board this trip,” he said to Vardon. “If we get out of here, we’ll owe our lives to you. And with this tank, we will get out. No question about that.”


  His spirits were rising. This tank would take them to safety. It would take Red Welsh to a hospital.


  The tank, with Vardon at the controls, churned its way to shore. The castaways gathered around it. There was hope in their eyes now. Even Burger looked less frightened. Only Tom Leek remained impassive. Tom Leek and Vardon. Vardon looked scared, even more scared than he had been before they had secured the tank from the ship.


  “What’s the matter with you?” Parker demanded. “Isn’t there enough fuel for the engine? If there isn’t, we can get plenty of oil from the Star Girl and diesels will run on anything.”


  “There’s plenty of fuel,” Vardon muttered. He didn’t look at Parker.


  A sudden qualm of uneasiness ran through the captain. “Then what is it?” he snapped. “Is there something wrong with the tank?”


  “The tank is all right,” Vardon said. He had picked up the elephant gun and was holding it at the ready. “There’s only one thing wrong: there are seven of us here, and the tank is only designed to hold two passengers. Even if we throw away all the stores, there won’t be room for more than three!”


  His words rang in Parker’s mind like hammers of doom. He looked again at the body of the tank. That slender cigar-shaped hull was perfectly designed to force its way through the jungles, but the same design that made it perfect for its purpose also strictly limited the room inside the hull.


  There were seven people here, including Tom Leek, who could be eliminated. The jungle held little danger for him. That left six humans. Three of them might escape alive in the tank.


  But what about the other three?


  CHAPTER IV


  The Defiance of Mitsie


  IN Parker’s mind two thoughts were alternating. The first thought was that there was a murderer here. Although events had forced the memory into the back of his mind, he had not forgotten Reedy. The little chiseler had died and in all probability his killer was here. It was unlikely that any member of the crew had killed him, which left this group wide open to suspicion.


  Also, the Star Girl had crashed as the result of an attempted holdup. Parker was not likely to forget that. The holdup would have had every chance of succeeding if Red Welsh had not put up a fight. Locked in the control room, the holdup man could have forced the mate to land the ship where he pleased.


  A murder, an attempted holdup—two factors in a mad equation. Down in the engine room all but one of the crew had died in the crash. They, too, had been murdered. Parker’s teeth clinched at the thought. He knew those men who had died in the engine room, every one of them. Good men, honest and loyal.


  Why should anyone have wanted the Star Girl badly enough to attempt to take her by force?


  Who had killed Reedy?


  Parker put the questions out of his mind. They would have to wait. The important thing now, the only thing that really mattered, was to stay alive. For the three people who went in the tank that would be comparatively simple. For the other three, it would be exceedingly difficult.


  “One thing is certain,” Parker said slowly. “There will be no argument about one person who will ride in that tank.”


  His words were forceful. He meant them to be that way.


  They looked at him, this motley group of assorted humans, resentment on their faces. They looked from him to the tank and at each other. They knew that three would live and three would die.


  “I suppose you mean yourself.” This was Anson, the substitute oiler, speaking.


  “Shut up!” Parker snapped.


  “I won’t shut up. Just because you were captain of the ship, you think you can run things still. You’re not captain any longer and your rank don’t mean a thing.”


  “Either shut up or I’ll shut you up!” Parker said. He stepped forward. Anson drew back. “I’m still captain,” Parker said. “I’m running this show and what I say goes. Anybody got anything to say about that?”


  He looked around the group. Nobody said anything. Burger looked as if he wanted to say something and didn’t quite dare. Mitsie Jones smiled at him. She was very much bedraggled this morning, her clothing torn, hair awry, all make-up washed from her face. Parker wondered if she was trying to smile herself into a berth in the tank. Women and children first. That law was old before men sailed the seas of space.


  “I mean Red Welsh,” Parker said, his voice fiat and hard.


  FOR a moment, no one said anything. Then Burger spoke. “I don’t see the reason in attempting to take him. He’s as good as dead already.”


  “That is as it may be,” Parker said. “I’ll knock the teeth out of any man who says Red Welsh doesn’t go in that tank. If anybody wants to challenge me, now’s the time.”


  There were no challenges. Burger, having screwed up nerve to make the statement, was apparently terrified at the reaction to what he had said. The geologist was trembling all over. “No—” he stammered. “I mean—of course—if you say so, Mr. Welsh goes.”


  “I say so,” Parker answered.


  “Of course he goes,” Mitsie Jones said, looking angrily at Burger. “He’s helpless and we have to take care of him.”


  “Thank you,” Parker said. He wondered if he had judged this girl incorrectly. “The second passenger in the tank, I think, should be Miss Jones.”


  “That’s a bunch of hooey!” It was Anson speaking again. “She ain’t got any better right in the tank than any of the rest of us.”


  “Women first—”


  “To hell with that bunk. I say she ain’t got any more right than the rest of us, if that much. You know what she is? She’s a little tramp, that’s what she is. She used to work in a dive in Venus City. I knew her there. She’s nothing but a tramp. We ought to leave her out here in this damned jungle—”


  Smack!


  Parker knocked Anson sprawling. He was already sick inside, but the things the oiler had said made him a little sicker. This girl—a tramp?


  “Sorry,” he apologized to her.


  Her face had whitened at the oiler’s words. A tiny pulse was throbbing in her throat and her eyes were fastened on Parker’s face imploringly.


  “Get up,” he said to Anson. “And say you’re sorry for what you said.”


  “I’m not sorry,” Anson muttered. “It’s the truth.”


  Parker stepped forward. The oiler had risen to one knee. Parker yanked him to his feet. “A lady is a lady,” he said, shaking the man. “Do you understand? Miss Jones will be the second passenger in the tank.”


  “Y—yes.”


  “All right,” said Parker.


  “No,” said Mitsie Jones.


  HER tone drew the eyes of everyone.


  “Just because I’m a woman doesn’t mean a thing,” she said angrily. “I’ll take my chances with the rest of you. I’m no better than anybody else.”


  She looked like a tiny white kitten spitting defiance at a circle of mastiffs.


  “You have every right to a place in the tank,” Parker said.


  “I won’t take it,” she blazed, bursting into tears. A tiny foot stamped angrily on the ground. “Oh, you men—I hate you all!” She turned and started to run away.


  Parker overtook her in a stride. She flung his restraining hand off her shoulder. “Leave me alone! Why don’t you draw straws to see who goes in the tank? I won’t accept a place in it just because I’m a w—woman.”


  Draw straws? It was an idea. There was no better method of determining who should be left behind than by casting lots. Let fate decide who should live and who should die.


  “Very well,” said Parker. “We’ll draw straws.”


  Anson showed sullen resentment at the suggestion and Burger oscillated between hope and trembling fear. Tom Leek remained imperturbable and Parker wondered what he was thinking.


  “He probably thinks we are a bunch of cowards,” Parker thought. Whatever might be true of the Venusians, they were not cowards. Something about their environment seemed to toughen them up, to make them hard. Fear was almost an unknown emotion with them.


  “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Vardon asked, as Parker cut a branch from a tree and began to fashion thin slivers of wood that would serve as straws.


  “Probably,” Parker said. “What have you got on your mind?”


  “Aren’t you forgetting that this tank is mine? I had it designed, paid for it, brought it here, and it belongs to me. You’re forgetting about that, aren’t you?”


  “What the hell difference does that make?”


  The big game hunter shrugged. “It makes a great deal of difference.”


  “What?” Parker challenged.


  “This,” said Vardon defiantly. “This tank is mine. And I’m not going to draw straws to see if I win a place in it. I own it and I’m going to be one passenger in it whether you like it or not. That goes for the rest of you as well.”


  Backing against the tank, he brought the elephant gun to his shoulder.


  “Well, I’m damned!” Parker gasped. He had completely forgotten that Vardon owned the tank and therefore had at least a theoretical right to use it. If Parker had owned the tank, he would have drawn straws with the rest. But Vardon was apparently another customer.


  “Nuts on that stuff,” he heard Anson snarl.


  “The mere fact of ownership does not, under these circumstances, justify priority,” Burger said. “Legally, it is very doubtful if you own the tank. It can be classified as flotsam from a wrecked ship, in which case it belongs equally to all of us, since we all assisted in salvaging it. I believe the courts will uphold my contention.”


  As a bluff, it was one of the best Parker had ever heard, and coming from the meek Burger, it was especially surprising. He had not thought that Burger had the guts to try to run a bluff. There was no legal basis for his contention. The tank belonged to Vardon, wrecked ship or no wrecked ship.


  “Nuts!” said Vardon.


  “I believe you do not fully realize your position,” Burger persisted. “You are taking the tank by what amounts to force. If you leave us here, and if, by some miracle, we do escape alive, you will not only be open to a suit for heavy damages, but your reputation will suffer. The papers will eat up the story. Elliott Vardon, millionaire hunter of big game, abandons companions to death—”


  THE shot went home. Supposing he did force them to grant them priority in the tank and then the story got out? He would be a heel on three planets. Not that he wasn’t already a heel but until now no one had known it. Parker could see him turning the thought over in his mind. The hunter was looking at the jungle and then at them and licking his lips. He did not relax his watchfulness nor let the rifle muzzle sag.


  “If you escape alive—” Vardon muttered, thinking aloud. “The point is—you won’t escape.” His voice changed, became raspy and brittle. “I can take one other passenger. Not two. If I take two I will have to throw away my supplies. One. Mitsie—”


  He nodded at the girl. “Come along, Mitsie.”


  Parker started to speak and the words choked his throat. Vardon was refusing to take Red Welsh. He was not only abandoning them but he was refusing to take the badly injured mate. “Damn you—”


  “Keep your hands away from that pistol!” Vardon snapped, swinging the rifle toward Parker. “I don’t need to tell you that I’ll shoot. And I never miss.”


  Parker jerked his hand away from the pistol holstered on his belt. That elephant gun would tear a hole in him as big as a hat. And Vardon would not hesitate to shoot. He cursed beneath his breath. Veins were throbbing in his temples. He wanted, desperately he wanted, to jump that rifle, and then to kick Vardon’s teeth down his throat, but he strongly suspected the hunter was an expert with that gun.


  “Come along, Mitsie,” Vardon said. “Women first—”


  “You go to hell!” said Mitsie Jones. Her fists were clenched defiantly and she looked as if any moment she was going to fly at Vardon, scratching and kicking.


  The hunter looked as if he didn’t believe his own ears.


  “But you can’t stay here.”


  “Why can’t I?”


  “Because—you’ll die here. What’s the matter, Mitsie? Don’t—”


  “Miss Jones to you.”


  For a moment Vardon stared at her. Under the tan his face was whitening with rage. “But—”


  “I saw your picture in the paper so many times, I thought you were something wonderful,” Mitsie Jones said. “Hereafter you better do your hunting in the rotogravure sections. In a picture, you look like a man.” The words were stinging with scorn. “But when you get in a pinch all you look like is a first-class heel. All I can say is get in that buggy of yours and move along.”


  “All right,” said Vardon. “You little tramp, I’ll move along.”


  Parker had knocked one man down for calling her a tramp. He would have gladly given Vardon the same treatment if the rifle had not menaced him.


  His face white with anger, but never for an instant relaxing his alertness, the hunter reached behind him and opened the door of the tank. He backed into the vehicle, slammed shut the heavy door.


  PARKER leaped straight for the front of the tank, his hand flashing to the pistol at his hip. His plan was simplicity itself. Vardon would have to enter the driver’s seat to operate the tank. The cramped quarters would not give the hunter room to manipulate the rifle. Parker, with his pistol, would be able to get the drop on the hunter through the windows that enabled the driver to see. The hull of the tank, made of chrome steel, would turn a bullet. But a man on the outside could shoot through the windows. Parker would shoot, if Vardon refused to surrender, and shoot gladly.


  “Hands up!” he shouted. Inside he could see Vardon slipping into the driver’s seat. “If you touch those controls, I’ll put a bullet through you.” Startled, the hunter looked up. His eyes popped open with amazement as he saw the pistol pointed at him. He was still holding his own weapon in one hand but in the cramped quarters, he could not bring it to his shoulder.


  “Drop that gun!” Parker ordered. “And crawl backwards out of there.”


  Vardon made no move to obey.


  “I’m counting to three and if you’re not backing out there, I’ll put a bullet between your eyes.”


  He meant every word he said. Shooting a man in cold blood was not something he liked, but in this case he would shoot and shoot without hesitation.


  In answer, Vardon’s fingers jabbed at the controls. He must have pressed the starter with his foot for the semi-diesel began to grind.


  Parker pulled the trigger.


  His hand jerked as the heavy pistol exploded.


  The starter continued grinding. The motor coughed, took hold, ran for a second, then died. The starter gears whined again as Vardon pressed the button.


  Dumbfounded, Parker stared at the hunter. By all rights, Vardon ought to be dead. Not six feet separated them. Although he was shooting through glass, there was not a chance that he would miss.


  Then he saw what had happened. The round windows of the tank were filled with bullet-proof glass! The slug from his pistol had dug a small hole in the glass and had flattened itself. Thousands of tiny lines radiated out from the place where it had struck.


  No wonder Vardon had dared to start the motor. Protected by bullet-proof glass, he was completely safe.


  With a roar, the motor caught. Vardon’s fingers stabbed at the gear control lever. Thundering, the tank lurched forward—straight toward Parker.


  NEVER, in a lifetime of adventure, had he been closer to death. If the treads of that tank rolled over him, the weight of the monster would flatten him out like a stepped-on angle worm.


  He hurled himself to one side. The tank struck him a glancing blow, knocked him sprawling. The direction of his leap was away from the vehicle. This saved him. As he fell, he heard the tank crash past him. He hit and rolled along the ground like an animated rubber ball, to the protection of the trees. He was vaguely aware that Mitsie Jones, Burger, Ansen, Tom Leek, were crouching beside him.


  Vardon whirled the tank in a circle, the treads revolving in opposite directions. He started to charge toward them but changed his mind when he saw the size of the trees behind which they were hiding. The tank turned, and like a monstrous alligator, rolled into the water. The paddle wheel began to spin. Throwing a bow wave, it moved across the muddy pool, climbed the opposite bank, and tearing reeds, went out of sight.


  The roar of the motor drifted back long after the tank was gone. Then that sound too, went into stillness. In the stifled silence Parker could hear the muffled drip, drip, drip of the eternal Venus rain from the leaves of the trees.


  That was the only sound, that and Red Welsh moaning softly.


  Then Anson began to curse.


  “That dirty, low down———Parker let the man swear. He was too dazed and too weak to curse himself. He looked at Mitsie Jones.


  “Nice weather, we’re having,” Mitsie said conversationally. “Do you think it will rain?”


  In spite of himself Parker laughed. Tom Leek was staring in the direction in which the tank had disappeared. “Sir Captain,” he said, turning to Parker. “I will consider it an honor to dedicate my life to killing that man in the tank.”


  “You and me both,” Parker said. “If I ever see him again—The hell of it is, I won’t.”


  “I think you will,” said Tom Leek enigmatically. “I think at least some of us will see him again.


  Had Vardon murdered Reedy, Parker wondered. Had the hunter attempted to buy the ship, and failing in that, had he tried to take it by force? It seemed incredible. Vardon was a multi-millionaire. He did not need to resort to piracy to get what he wanted. But—somebody had killed Reedy, somebody had tried to steal the Star Girl. And Vardon had brought along his tank. Had he anticipated the possibility that he might need such a vehicle, and made preparations in advance?


  One thing was certain. Vardon would not hesitate at murder. His action in marooning them here proved that.


  “I don’t think we have a ghost of a chance,” Parker said. “But our best bet is to stay here near the ship. If a rescue expedition sights it from the air, they may be able to drop supplies to us that will keep us alive until a party can reach us through the swamps.”


  He was only talking to hear himself talk, and he knew it. There was no chance of a rescue expedition coming to their aid.


  CHAPTER V


  Murder Outs


  A MAN was screaming at the top of his voice.


  Parker awakened with that sound in his ears. The murky light of a Venus dawn was brightening over the swamp, which meant that day had come. They had spent the preceding day removing things they might need from the still settling Star Girl and at night had retired to the wooded knoll to sleep. Now the night was over. And in the dawn a man was screaming as if he was trying to tear out his throat muscles.


  Captain Parker leaped to his feet. Around him the others, aroused by the sound, were stirring. Burger was there, Tom Leek, Mitsie Jones. Welsh, still unconscious, lay where they had placed him the night before. Only Anson was missing. It was the oiler who was doing the screaming. His voice came again.


  “Hey, Captain! Come here, quick! Parker—”


  Parker ran toward the voice. His first thought was that some wild animal was attacking the oiler. There were plenty of beasts of prey in these jungles but fortunately the knoll on which they had taken refuge was surrounded by water, which kept the beasts away. Or had kept them away.


  Anson was standing on the shore.


  “What is it, man? What’s happened?”


  Out from shore, veiling the morning mists, lay the wreck of the Star Girl and Parker had the impression that Anson was pointing at the ship.


  “Up there!” the oiler said, pointing at the sky.


  Parker looked up. He saw nothing. It was misty overhead. In the mist was a vague fluttering sound, like the hush-hush-hush of some gigantic fan. It was coming closer.


  Anson cupped his hands and screamed at the sky.


  Parker saw it then, swimming through the mists. A gigantic bird! Soaring on extended wings, it was floating through the air, like some tremendous roc.


  It wasn’t a bird, couldn’t be a bird. No bird that big had ever taken to the air on Venus or anywhere else. A bird that big was incredible here. But equally incredible was the thought that this was an airplane. No ship depending on air for support of flight had ever been used on Venus. The human race used rocket fliers and the Venusians had never invented airplanes.


  It was absolutely impossible that this could be an airplane. But that was what it was. No ordinary airplane, either. A helicopter, with short, blunt wings, rounded at the tips, and gigantic whirling vanes that kept the ship aloft.


  No space ship could land in this jungle, nor could an ordinary airplane. But this helicopter could land. Its pilot had seemingly sighted the wreck of the space ship. The helicopter was dropping slowly and steadily to the water beside it, the vanes whispering hush-hush-hush as they turned. There was no roar of motors from the ship, none of the throb that accompanies the operation of an internal combustion engine. The only sound was the whisper of the turning vanes.


  “An airplane!” Mitsie Jones gasped. She and Burger had come to the shore and were watching the plane land. Her voice was vibrant with joy. Parker turned to look at her. Her face was alive with eagerness, her eyes glowing. He knew what this ship meant to her—life. It meant the same to all of them. Parker could feel his own heart pounding. They weren’t going to die here. Impossible as it had seemed, they were going to be rescued. This helicopter, wherever it had come from, could only be a rescue ship.


  IT LANDED with scarcely a splash, turned toward the shore. There were two occupants of the control cabin but their faces were hidden by goggles and Parker could not see who they were. The pontoons slid into the soft mud that lined the shore. The helicopter came to rest.


  “I’ll take your gun,” a voice said in Parker’s ear.


  He had been staring at the helicopter, eating it up with his eyes. Now something was jabbing him in the back and a voice was saying in a brittle, raspy tone.


  “Keep your hands up or I’ll blow you in two.”


  He raised his hands slowly, looked down and around. Burger was standing just behind him. Burger was holding a snub-nosed revolver against his back.


  “What the hell—” Parker said. He felt Burger pull his gun out of its holster, saw the little geologist slip the weapon into his own pocket.


  “You!” Parker choked.


  “I’m the man who tried to buy your ship,” Burger said. “If it will relieve your curiosity, I don’t mind telling you that when I learned you wouldn’t sell—I had a little conference with Reedy before he died—I tried to take your ship by force. Unfortunately that blundering mate of yours caused my plan to miscarry.” Jets of flame danced in the geologist’s eyes when he mentioned the mate.


  Parker was too surprised to move. This little rat of a man, this shivering, frightened rabbit, had attempted piracy! It was ridiculous. Burger didn’t have enough guts to approach a dish of ice cream without flinching.


  Then he saw that Burger no longer looked like a frightened rabbit. He seemed to have taken on height. All timidness was gone from him.


  Was it possible that Burger had been putting on an act, had been pretending to be scared half to death when he wasn’t frightened at all?


  “You—you killed Reedy?” Parker gasped.


  Burger shrugged. “He would have talked and I didn’t want him to talk. I was watching for him to leave the ship and when he didn’t leave, I went looking for him.” He shrugged again. “I don’t mind telling you, now that the information will do you no good, that I put the quietus on Reedy.”


  “You!” Fierce anger sent a surge of blood through Parker’s veins. This rat had wrecked the Star Girl, trying to steal her. He had slugged Red Welsh. Involuntarily Parker stepped toward him.


  Burger stepped back. The gun in his hand centered itself on the captain’s heart. “If you want it now,” Burger said, “it’s all right with me.”


  His voice was as cold as ice. There was no mistaking his meaning. He would shoot, and shoot without compunction. There was death in his eyes, death in the steadiness with which he held the gun. Parker lifted his hands.


  Burger studied him for a moment. Then he took Parker’s gun out of his pocket and handed it to Tom Leek, who accepted it.


  “If he moves, shoot him,” Burger said. His face expressionless, the Venusian nodded.


  “You too?” Parker said bitterly. He remembered the scene in the observation room of the Star Girl when Burger had asked him about the swamp lightning. The Venusian had put in an appearance and Burger had seemed terribly frightened. His fright had been assumed, Parker knew now. It had been an act put on for his benefit.


  The two pilots climbed out of the helicopter. They were Venusians. Burger turned to them.


  “What the hell kept you so long?” he demanded.


  PARKER was past the point where he could feel surprise. To him the fact that Burger knew these two Venusians, that they had been coming for him, was no more startling than the incredible events that had already taken place.


  “Sir leader,” one of the pilots said. “The ship did not land where we were expecting it. We had to search for it, sir leader. It was not our fault that we were slow in finding it.”


  “You fools!” Burger raged. “Of course the ship did not land where you were expecting it. Our plans miscarried and the ship crashed. But that does not excuse your slowness in finding us.” He cursed them soundly. They cringed before him.


  “Get into the helicopter!” Burger ordered. The sweep of his pistol meant that he intended to include Parker, Mitsie, Anson, and Tom Leek. They started to obey.


  “What about Red Welsh?” Parker demanded.


  “Leave him here,” Burger ordered. Parker had started toward the airplane. He stopped now and faced Burger. “I don’t know who you are or what you’re trying to do,” he said. “But you won’t leave Red Welsh here.” Again the pistol centered itself on Parker’s heart.


  “Get into the ship,” Burger ordered. “No.” Parker was wondering if he dared try to hurl himself at the geologist. He didn’t have a chance in a thousand of succeeding. But Red Welsh was his best friend. He tensed himself to leap. If he could jerk the pistol from Burger’s hand before the geologist could fire, and then hold Burger in front of him as a shield to keep Tom Leek from firing—if he could do all that without getting himself killed, he might have a chance to get the drop on the whole crowd. It was a mad plan, he knew as quickly as it popped into his mind, but it was his only hope.


  “All right,” said Burger. “Of course we’ll take the mate.” He grinned. “As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t think of leaving him behind. It has occurred to me that I have a use for him. So don’t try to jump me, Parker. You’ll only get yourself killed. I am willing to admit that I don’t want to kill you if I can help it.” He grinned again. “I have a use for you too.”


  Parker stopped himself just in time. Under the compelling menace of the gun he and the girl were herded into the helicopter. There was bewildered fear on the girl’s face. “W—what is this?” she whispered. “W—what’s Burger going to do with us?”


  Parker shook his head. He could not answer her questions. There were other questions he couldn’t answer either. Where had this helicopter come from? Who had built it? The Hotland peoples? The Hotlands had never been even partly explored he knew, but so far as was known the natives of Venus were not capable of building planes. Apparently they had built this one. Certainly no helicopters had ever been imported from earth.


  SLUGGISH under the added load, the plane rose into the air. Mist swirled around it, hiding the sight of the ground below, but the pilots seemed to know where they were going. They held the ship on a bee line which eventually took them to a range of hills. Cleverly hidden by the vegetation below them, but becoming more and more visible as the ship slid toward the ground, over the rounded hills sprawled—a city.


  “Besides myself, you are the first humans ever to see this place,” Burger said, grinning at Parker’s amazement. “Even most of the Hotland tribes don’t know it exists. It is the supreme achievement of the Venusians, their holy of holies, their sacred city.”


  There was contempt in his voice. “For a bunch of savages, I admit they are pretty far advanced,” he continued, “That gadget up there on top of the highest hill took some pretty sharp thinking.”


  Parker followed the gesture of Burger’s hand. Through the mist, he could barely see a structure of some kind on the hill top. As he looked at it, a beam of light flashed out, winking through the mist like an air-mail beacon in the night. It was tremendously powerful. Even in the daylight, the flash of light was clearly visible.


  “That,” said Burger, “is what you called swamp lightning. I wanted to know if anybody on Venus had ever become sufficiently curious to try to investigate this strange form of lightning, so I asked you about it to see if you knew anything. You kindly told me it was swamp lightning and that nobody knew anything about it, or cared. Only it isn’t lightning at all. It’s a beam of radiation developed by the Venusians and it has the curious quality not only of precipitating almost continuous rainfall but it also accelerates the growth of vegetation to a tremendous degree. The Venusians have been operating it for centuries, maybe longer. This planet was always largely jungle, but even so, it didn’t have enough swamps to suit the natives, until they invented this radiation that you thought was swamp lightning.” He grinned. “With it in operation, they have built up enough swamps to suit even them.”


  “The devil!” Parker gasped. This was startling news. There had always been swamps on Venus, of course, but the hellish Hotlands had not been created by nature. The Venusians themselves had created these impenetrable jungles. And now, like some gigantic leprous growth, the jungles sprawled over most of the planet, smothering it with heat, drowning it with rain. That was what the Venusians liked—heat and rain, hot steaming jungles, swamps.


  Then another thought struck Parker. “But you said that during the past ten years the same kind of lightning had been observed somewhere in South America, on earth!”


  “Yes,” Burger answered quietly. “That was what I said.”


  Making a sound like a gigantic fan slowly coming to a stop, the helicopter slid down to a landing in an open courtyard. Armed Venusian guards in trim uniforms came running and stood smartly at attention as Burger descended from the ship.


  “Lock these three up,” he ordered jerking his thumb to indicate his captives.


  The guards surrounded them, marched them across the open space toward a low building.


  “Look!” said Mitsie Jones suddenly.


  Parker followed the line of her pointing finger. Drawn up beside the building, mud-spattered, its bright steel discolored, was Vardon’s tank.


  CHAPTER VI


  Secret of the Swamp Lightning


  VARDON himself was in the same cell into which they were thrust. He looked up quickly when he heard someone entering, but when he saw who it was, he turned his eyes away. Apparently he had been manhandled for his clothing was torn and there were bruises on his face. All of his sleek, man of the world manner was gone.


  “How did you get here?” Parker asked.


  “I got out of the tank to look the country over and the damned natives jumped me,” Vardon answered sullenly. “I didn’t have a chance.”


  “I’m surprised,” Mitsie said. “How many natives were there? Four or five thousand?”


  Vardon flushed at her tone. He didn’t answer.


  “Leave him alone,” Parker said.


  “All right if you say so,” the girl answered. “Excuse me if I seem to kick a rat when he’s down but after those stories he told me, I just couldn’t help wondering how such a big shot hunter ever let himself be trapped by a few simple natives.”


  “You seemed to enjoy listening to those stories,” Parker said, remembering the scene he had witnessed in the lounge of the Star Girl. She looked hotly at him but clamped her mouth shut.


  “We’re all in this together,” Vardon suggested. “Let’s forget everything that has happened. If we want to escape from this mess alive, we have to stick together.”


  There was good, sound sense in what he said. “Okay,” said Parker. He looked at Vardon and his voice grew hard. “With this exception: that if we ever do escape alive, I have a little business to discuss with you.”


  His hands balled into fists. He had not forgotten that Vardon had deserted them and the business he had with the hunter was to thrash him soundly—if they ever escaped. It would be a pleasure to beat hell out of this rat from the Sunday supplements. But that would have to come later—if it ever came at all.


  The door of the cell opened. Burger and Tom Leek and six of the uniformed guards entered. The geologist had donned a uniform similar to that worn by the guards, except that this chest was covered with metals and his uniform was more gaudy. At a word from him the guards snapped to attention near the door.


  “What do you want?” Parker asked.


  The geologist wasted no time. “A space ship,” he answered. “Failing to buy your vessel, and failing to secure her by other means, I am left with no choice but to adopt other methods of obtaining a ship.”


  “Why do you want a ship?”


  Burger grinned. He seemed to relish what he was about to say. “To carry supplies and colonists between Venus and the colony of Venusians now established in South America. In the past we smuggled them on board the regular liners but that method will not accommodate the numbers I am now ready to place on earth, and since our little business must be conducted in secrecy for several more years, the only alternative is to secure a space ship to make secret voyages between Venus and earth.”


  THERE was a colony of Venusians on earth! Parker had halfway expected to hear this. Everything pointed in that direction, the swamp lightning that Burger had said was now appearing in the Catatumbo region in South America, the fact that Tom Leek had been picked up on the headwaters of the Amazon, indicated the possibility that a colony of Venusians had been secretly established on earth. But in spite of the fact that he was expecting it, Parker was startled by the news.


  “So what?” he said. “So there is a colony on earth! As soon as it is discovered—and it will be discovered—the air force will bomb hell out of it. “Where will the colony be then?” Burger continued grinning. “You forget that you are now in a city on Venus that has been undiscovered since the first space ship landed here. I admit no one was looking for this city, but even if anyone did want to find it, the best air force in the world might hunt for it for a generation without finding it. Earth, of course, is a different planet. Things can be found there. But you are possibly also forgetting what I told you about the lightning in the Catatumbo region. That section of South America has always been a jungle. In a few more years, with the radiation constantly bathing the area, it will be an impenetrable jungle, constantly covered by clouds, with vegetation growing ten times faster than it ever grew on earth before. Then the colony won’t be found.” There was triumph in his words, in the tone of his voice.


  “Is that lightning in South America the same as the lightning—” Parker choked, appalled at the thought.


  “Of course,” Burger said. “The Venusians plan to create a replica of their Hollands there. Since they can’t change to suit their environment, they are changing the environment to suit them. A very ingenious idea, I might add.”


  It was more than ingenious. It was hellish! The Venusians, discovering that Venus was being colonized, very much against their will, had started to do some colonization of their own. But their colonization system consisted of changing the weather of a whole planet to suit their needs. They started in South America, in a natural jungle, and by means of the radiation they had discovered, increased rainfall and intensified the growth of vegetation. Nor would this process be long confined to South America. It would soon be transferred to Africa, then to the more temperate regions of Europe and North America. The colder areas nearer the poles of earth would unquestionably slow the growth of vegetation and prevent their scheme from completely succeeding but the tropic and temperate zones of earth could and would be turned into replicas of the Hotlands of Venus—steaming swamps where hot rain fell constantly, where weeds grew a foot overnight, where trees towered hundreds of feet above the ground, reaching that height in less than a year. And—practically all of the cities of earth, all of the natural granaries, most of the sources of raw materials, were in the temperate zones.


  THERE was silence in the room when Burger finished speaking. Mitsie seemed to have stopped breathing. Her face had turned as white as the face of a native of Venus. Anson had backed into a corner. Only Vardon was unaffected. He was thoughtfully watching Burger.


  Burger was grinning. For the first time Parker understood the complex that motivated the geologist. He was a little man, and probably because of that, his dreams were Napoleonic. Once a man named Hitler had tried to subjugate the world. It was a breed that did not die out easily. Burger was another Hitler. If Burger’s plans seemed impossible of realization, so in the beginning had Hitler’s plans seemed the dreams of a madman. But they had proved none the less terrible because of that.


  “In a way,” Burger said, looking at Parker, “it is fortunate that I fell in with you. I have needed a man who is familiar with the operation of space ships. You will fill my needs. I will supply you with sufficient funds to go to earth and make a down payment on a liner. As to the other payments, you need not worry about them.” He grinned again, like a rat deep in cheese. “They will not be made, once the ship is in our possession. You will return here with the ship, where you will receive further instructions.”


  His manner, his voice, was that of a further delivering instructions to a subordinate, of a man who will brook no opposition to his plans. Somewhere deep in the little rabbit of a man was a dictator complex. It was riding him now, riding him hard.


  “No,” said Parker bluntly.


  “What?” There was no pleasure in the single word.


  “You go to hell!” said Parker. “You will get no ship through me.”


  The grin vanished from Burger’s face. Anger replaced it. For a moment the brawny captain thought the geologist was going to fly at him, clawing and scratching. Then Burger controlled his anger.


  “I might mention that the rewards will be lucrative,” he said. “Those who serve me will be well paid.”


  Parker shook his head.


  “You mean that?” asked Burger doubtfully. “Remember I have means to force you to do as I wish.”


  “The hell you have!” the captain blurted out. “All you can do is kill me. I will provide you with no space ship.”


  He meant what he said. Then another thought occurred to him. Why shouldn’t he pretend to agree to Burger’s request, and when he reached earth, betray the scoundrel?


  “You forget,” Burger said slowly, “that I have a man by the name of Welsh, in my power. My surgeons are working on his injuries at present. They can either cure him or they can let him die. What they will do depends entirely on you. So just make up your mind, Captain Parker.”


  The geologist grinned again. Parker understood now why he had said he had a use for Red Welsh. He did have a use for him.


  “I plan to keep him here until you return with the ship,” Burger continued. “With him in my power, you will not betray me. If you don’t do what I wish, Welsh dies. Also,” he nodded toward Mitsie, “I have noticed that you have an interest in this girl. While I would regret seeing so fair a flower perish, if you don’t do as I command,—


  HE left the sentence unfinished but the captain knew what he meant. “Tell him to go to hell,” said Mitsie. “He’s bluffing.”


  Parker flashed her a glance of gratitude.


  “I’m bluffing, am I?” Burger questioned softly.


  “You sure are,” Mitsie answered. “You’re not going to kill anybody. You haven’t got the guts. And you’re not scaring anybody with your threats. So you might as well put us in that helicopter and send us back to Venus City. We’ve got your number.”


  Her defiance was beautiful.


  “Ah,” said Burger. “I see that a demonstration is necessary.” His eyes roved over the room, came to rest on the oiler. “Anson,” he said.


  The sailor had drawn back into a corner. He hadn’t spoken since they had been brought here. When Burger spoke to him he started shaking.


  “Anson, you were an associate of Reedy, were you not?” Burger said. “You were placed on the Star Girl to spy on me, weren’t you? You were to discover what I was doing and then you and Reedy planned to blackmail me, didn’t you? Ah—I thought so.”


  “N—no!” Anson gasped. “Mr. Burger, it wasn’t anything like that at all. Reedy just said I should keep an eye on you—I didn’t mean that. I didn’t know what I was doing.”


  “Ah,” said Burger in a satisfied tone of voice, “I’m glad you’re here, Anson. You enable me to kill two birds with one stone. Not only do you provide me with a means of convincing this stubborn captain that I mean what I say but you enable me to demonstrate what happens to spies. Guards!”


  Three of the Venusians stepped forward. With the courage of a cornered rat, the oiler struck at them. His resistance was futile. They knocked him down, dragged him to the center of the room.


  “Executioners!” Burger shouted.


  Into the room stepped two Venusians. Unlike the guards, they did not wear uniforms and instead of carrying weapons, they carried clubs. Burger silently pointed at the man on the floor and with equal silence they stepped toward him.


  Crack! The two clubs descended as one.


  Anson screamed in sudden pain. The blows from the clubs had broken both legs!


  Smack!


  PARKER had not known what was going to happen until it happened. The instant the clubs came down, he leaped. His fist connected solidly with the jaw of the nearest executioner, knocking the Venusian sprawling.


  “Guards!” Burger yelled.


  Instantly four of the guards leaped at Parker. He knocked the first one head over heels but the other three grabbed him. They made no effort to harm him but merely held him.


  “All you have to do is watch,” said Burger. He nodded at the executioner who remained on his feet.


  Parker tried to break free from the Venusians who held him but they hung on like leeches and when he did not cease struggling, tripped him and piled on top, swarming over him until he couldn’t move. He shut his eyes and wished he could shut his ears.


  He could hear the executioner methodically wielding the club. Anson screamed. With two broken legs, he could not get to his feet. The executioner broke both arms, then methodically broke every other bone in the oiler’s body. Anson’s screams died into gurgling silence.


  “Now,” said Burger, “Will you get the ship I want or will you watch the same thing happen to Welsh and to Miss Jones?”


  “I’ll get your ship,” Parker groaned. He was licked and he knew it. He could have faced torture himself but he could not stand idly by and see Red Welsh and Mitsie Jones beaten to death. That was what the executioner had done to Anson—beaten him to death.


  “Good,” said Burger. “I’ll send you to Venus City in one of the helicopters tomorrow morning.”


  CHAPTER VII


  The Horror that Walked by Night


  “DON’T feel too badly,” Mitsie Jones said. “You can’t help yourself. That rat has you and if you don’t do what he wants, he will simply have you beaten to death and get somebody else. Here, have a cigarette.”


  There were rings under her eyes and hollows in her cheeks. Her face was pinched and haggard. That came of watching a man die.


  “Thanks,” said Parker. He took the cigarette.


  “If you really want to tell Burger to go to hell,” Mitsie continued, “don’t let his threat about me stop you. I’m not scared of the louse. And I’m not scared of dying.”


  “Mitsie!” Vardon gasped. The three had been placed in another, slightly more comfortable cell. “You don’t know what you’re saying. Burger means what he says. He’ll have you beaten to death if—if you don’t do what he wants.”


  She glanced at the hunter and casually blew a smoke ring. “So what?” she said. “So I have to die sometime and it might as well be now as later. Also,” she looked at Vardon, “I thought I told you to call me Miss Jones.”


  “But—”


  “Shut up,” said Mitsie. She turned to Parker. “When you get to Venus City, you go to the authorities with what you know. They will check up on that colony on earth, and when they find you’re right, hell will pop. Burger will find he has bit off more than he can chew.”


  Parker looked at her. He saw the hollows under her eyes, the pinched look on her cheeks. She smiled at him. There was no coquetry in the smile now. It was honest, and it came straight from the heart.


  “You’re a brave girl,” said Parker. “If—” He checked himself. There was no point in saying what her smile made him want to say. If the situation was different—But the situation was hopeless.


  With a soft click, the door of the cell opened. Tom Leek entered. He paused, his eyes going over the three of them. “Sir captain,” he said, “I should like to talk to you.”


  “I suppose you came to make final arrangements for my leaving,” Parker said bitterly. “Well, go ahead and talk.”


  “That is right,” the Venusian said. “I came to make arrangements for you to leave—tonight.”


  “Tonight!” Parker echoed. “I thought Burger said in the morning.”


  “So he did,” the Venusian suavely answered. “But if you are willing, plans have been made for you and your companions to leave tonight—without Burger’s knowledge!”


  LIKE a lion in a cage, Parker had been pacing the floor. The tone of voice in which Leek spoke, even more than the words, brought him to an abrupt halt, his breath catching in his throat.


  “You mean—” he choked.


  “I mean, sir captain,” Tom Leek said, “that among us, Burger has enemies. I mean that the time has come at last to defy him. I mean that, if it is possible, we plan to help you escape.”


  “But—” Parker whispered. He heard the words but somehow they did not seem to carry meaning to his mind. It seemed incredible that Tom Leek was offering to betray Burger.


  “Years ago,” the Venusian said, “we planted a colony on earth. At the time, I admit I was in favor of it. We even hoped to over-run your planet in years to come. Burger discovered our colony. He joined us, became in time our leaded. But—we discovered that earth is not the same as Venus. The gravity is uncomfortable. Even in the tropics your planet is too cold for us. Your world has diseases to which we are not immune. Our first colonists died. We sent others. Eventually we were able to establish a small group there, but even with our storm lightning causing constant rain we were not comfortable. Some of us wished to abandon the venture. We didn’t belong on earth and we wished to withdraw our colony. Burger wouldn’t let us.”


  The Venusian paused and a look of anger crossed his expressionless face. “Those guards you saw, the ones in uniforms. Burger had given them titles, promised them wealth from the conquest of earth. They had became fanatically devoted to him. He owned them, completely. And when we wished to withdraw from earth, the guards upheld Burger. They killed many of us, put down all signs of revolt. We had no choice but to continue our attempted conquest, and to obey Burger.”


  Burger had adopted the old technique of the dictators of establishing an elite guard, loyal only to one man, false to everyone else. When the Venusians had wanted to abandon their colonization plan, Burger had objected—and his guards stuck to him.


  Was Tom Leek lying? Was this a trick, a trap?


  “You were captured on earth,” Parker said slowly. “Why didn’t you warn the authorities? They would have stopped Burger.”


  “Because I wanted to save our colonists,” the Venusian said simply. “If I warned your people, they would have been scared and angry. They would have bombed our colony, mercilessly. Our people would have been killed.”


  “But if you help us to escape, we will warn earth and the same thing will happen.”


  “We are helping you to escape on the condition that you keep silent, secure a space ship, for which we will provide funds, and make a secret trip from earth to Venus, returning our colonists safely. What is your answer, sir captain? If we help you escape, will you save our people now on earth?”


  “Will I?” said Parker. “You’re damned right I will.” Making a secret voyage between earth and Venus would be on the illegal side, he knew, but to hell with that. He would be helping the Venusian colonists return home and they would not be likely to make another attempt. The letter of the law would be violated, but no harm would be done.


  “When do we start?”


  “Tonight,” said Tom Leek. “I will come for you.”


  The door clicked shut behind him as he left the room.


  IT was late at night when the Venusian, after leading them through interminal dark tunnels, brought them to an open square. Rain was pouring in sullen floods from a black sky, illumined by constantly recurring flashes of the swamp lightning.


  “One of my men is in charge of the generator that produces the lightning,” Tom Leek explained. “I instructed him to step up the flashes and cause a storm, thus giving you a better chance to escape.”


  From the open square came the hush-hush of the turning vanes of a helicopter.


  “Everything is ready,” the Venusian said. “We have brought your mate, Welsh, to the ship. Our surgeons have been working on him. They have bandaged his wounds and he has regained consciousness.”


  “Then let’s go,” said Parker. He was as tense as a cat that suspects the presence of an unseen dog. Their lives depended on what happened in the next few minutes. If the helicopter got safely away, Burger’s guards would never be able to find them. Parker blessed the foresight of the Venusians for having set up the weather regulator to cause a storm. Flashes of real lightning were fingering through the clouds above them and thunder was roaring. Apparently the device that controlled the generation of what he had thought was swamp lightning was working very efficiently. They followed the Venusian across the square to the ship.


  “Hi yah, Cap,” a voice said from the cabin.


  “Red!” Parker gasped. “How are you feeling?”


  “Fine,” Red Welsh answered. “These sawbones sure fixed me up. But what the hell happened, boss?” Welsh continued, in an injured tone. “While I was listening to the birdies a lot of things took place that I don’t know about.”


  “Get into the helicopter,” Tom Leek interrupted. “There is no time to waste.”


  “I’ll explain later, Red,” Parker said. “Mitsie, where are you?”


  “Here,” the girl answered. It was so dark he couldn’t see her but he felt her slip past him and into the ship. “Hi yah, Babe,” he heard Red Welsh whisper. The words made Parker feel good all over. If Red was well enough to kid the girls, he was on the road to recovery. And with Welsh on the mend, with everyone escaping from Burger, well, everything was turning out all right. There would even be a new space ship to replace the Star Girl. A bag of jewels provided by Tom Leek from the treasury of the Venusians would take care of that.


  “Are you inside, Mitsie?” he whispered.


  “Yes.”


  “Okay. Vardon, you’re next.”


  Although Vardon had once abandoned them, they were not leaving him here. Leek had nodded reluctant agreement to Parker’s demand that Vardon be taken along. The Venusian apparently had his own ideas of what ought to be done with the hunter. Parker had his ideas too, but after all, Vardon was human, even if he wasn’t a white man, and possibly deserved a better fate than being left here in the middle of the Venus swamps.


  The hunter did not answer.


  “Vardon! Where are you?” Parker hissed. “We’re waiting on you.”


  It was too dark to see the hunter.


  “Vardon!”


  This was Tom Leek speaking.


  “There they are!” said Vardon. His voice did not come from the spot it would have if he had been standing on the ground. It came from up above, from the dark bulk of a low building on one side of the square.


  INSTANTLY, with the flick of a finger, a bright beam of light stabbed down from the roof of the building, revealing the helicopter, bathing Tom Leek and Parker in a blaze of brilliance.


  “Good work,” Parker heard Burger say, from the roof. “I’ll see that you are rewarded for this, Vardon.” Instantly Burger’s voice changed. “You, down below. My men have you covered. Surrender or I will order them to fire.” Vardon had betrayed them. He had taken advantage of the darkness and had slipped away, warning Burger of the attempt to escape.


  “Damn!” Parker raged. “I should have killed that heel!”


  He was burning with anger. Knowing what Vardon was, he should never have trusted the man. But he had trusted him. And this had happened.


  “Hands up!” Burger snapped. His voice was harsh. “My men will shoot you down like rats.”


  “Do we surrender?” Parker quickly whispered to Tom Leek.


  “For you, to surrender will be all right,” the Venusian answered. “For me, it will mean the clubs of the executioners.”


  The guards knew how to handle a Venusian who was opposed to them. Break his legs, so he can’t run; break his arms, so he can’t crawl. Let him lie in agony for a while, as a lesson to others. Then break his head. This would happen to Tom Leek.


  “Then to hell with surrendering!” Parker snapped. “We’ll fly this kite out of here. Jump in the ship, Tom Leek. We’re taking off.”


  The Venusian did not wait to ask questions. He dived headfirst into the cabin of the helicopter. Parker was right behind him. With a single motion, he shoved the throttles wide open. The vanes were already turning. Instantly they began to bite the thick air, to pick up speed. The ship was sluggish. But it began to rise.


  On the roof top a machine gun began to rat-tat-tat in the night. Slugs bit into the craft, ripped through the cabin, drove through the whirling vanes. The helicopter dipped crazily, then shot into the air. The beam of the searchlight followed it. So did the bullets from the machine gun.


  “Give here more juice, Cap,” Red Welsh said calmly.


  “I’m already giving her all she’s got,” Parker answered. He was aware that Tom Leek had opened a window and was leaning out. He caught a glimpse of the Venusian throwing something.


  Crrump!


  There was a thumping explosion down below. The searchlight went out abruptly and the machine gun stopped clattering.


  “Burger called them hand grenades,” Leek explained, closing the window. “I—ah—appropriated one from his armory. They certainly make a loud noise when they go off.”


  “You get a cigar,” Red Welsh said. “You can also pitch on my baseball team. What I mean is, as a thrower, you’re tops. Cap, give this rowboat the gun,” he said to Parker.


  THE helicopter was lifting raggedly.


  Apparently the slugs from the machine gun had got to it somewhere but they hadn’t got to it enough to keep it from flying. Up into the lightning illumined night it went, up and away, vanes spinning. Parker’s heart rose with it. They were above the hills now. The flashes of lightning were below them.


  “You did it, Cap,” Red Welsh yelled exultantly.


  Rat-tat-tat-tat! Above the whistle of the spinning vanes the sound came, above the drumming of the rain on the cabin. A dark shape hurtled out of the night, rushing toward them.


  It was another helicopter. And it was armed with a machine gun. Tracer bullets were gouging grooves of light in the darkness, swishing like a scythe of death, coming closer with every passing second.


  Parker spun the controls of the helicopter, sent it into a spin. Somewhere in the far distance, it seemed to him, he was aware of a woman screaming. That was Mitsie, he thought. Her nerves had failed at last. He didn’t blame her for the scream. She had been through hell, was still going through hell, and would go through more if he couldn’t dodge this attacking helicopter.


  Thwuck! A tracer bullet drove through the instrument panel in front of him. Sparks splashed. A stream of fire spouted up. He slapped at it with his bare hands. It went out. He spun the controls. The ship didn’t answer. Spinning crazily, it was falling out of control. The vanes were turning slower now.


  The bullet that had struck the instrument panel had smashed the controls. The ship was falling. Lightning was dancing around it. It fell through the lightning zone.


  One beautiful thing about a helicopter is that the vanes will keep it from falling too fast even if they have no power. They act as air brakes. The ship spun crazily. It was unmaneuverable. It struck the hillside within a hundred yards of the gray stone tower from which the lightnings radiated.


  For an instant, after the ship struck, there was stunned silence. Captain Parker couldn’t move, he couldn’t think. In his mind a miserable dirge was beating—he had failed. Even in the darkness, Burger and his guards would soon find them. The guards would bring clubs—


  “All out,” Red Welsh said. “End of the line. All passengers please disembark.”


  In spite of himself, Parker grinned. Nothing daunted Red Welsh. They crawled out of the wrecked ship.


  “Do we have a chance?” Parker asked Tom Leek.


  The Venusian did not answer. Above them the lightning was flashing continuously. Rain was pouring from the sky. And a wind was beginning to howl through the mad darkness.


  “Burger brought machine guns from earth,” Tom Leek said slowly. “He armed his guards with them. They also have strong lights. The storm will make it difficult for them to find us but they will hunt us down in the end—”


  HE sounded hopeless, like a man whose heart has given out and who is only waiting for the end. In all that he said Parker heard only one word, a word that rang a bell in his mind, reminding him of something Tom Leek had said previously, reminding him of his memories of earth. On nights like this on earth, when there was rain and wind and lightning, farmers and dwellers in lonely places went to storm cellars, fearful of a horror that might come through the darkness. Suddenly Parker was shaking Tom Leek and screaming at the top of his voice. “You said your people cause this storm, by increasing the intensity of the lightning. Answer me one question, Tom Leek, answer me one question—”


  He shouted his question.


  The Venusian stared at him. “Once I saw such a thing, when I was on earth,” he said. “They do not exist here naturally. I do not know whether we can create one or not.”


  “But we can try,” Parker shouted. “We can try. If we can kick up enough hell Burger and his boys will be too busy to look for us. While they are saving their own necks, there is a chance in a thousand we can get to Vardon’s tank and make a getaway.”


  A second later he was running up the hill. He was carrying Red Welsh and Tom Leek was carrying Mitsie. Driving rain was splashing in their faces. Wind was roaring through the trees. Down below them, in the Venusian city, lights were moving through the darkness as Burger and his guards began to search for them. The lights moved straight toward the hill where they were climbing.


  There were two Venusians in the stone tower. One of them was a friend of Tom Leek. He admitted them. The other was promptly tied up. Swiftly Parker explained to the Venusian what had to be done. The native’s normally white face turned even whiter when he understood.


  “It is our only chance,” said Tom Leek.


  “Very well,” the Venusian said. “Once something very like the thing you describe happened here. But we managed to stop it in time. I do not know what would have happened if we had not stopped it.” His face was as white as milk as he turned to do Parker’s bidding.


  FROM a round window in the tower of stone Parker watched what happened. He saw the lights form a circle around the hill and begin a thorough search of the underbrush. One cluster of many lights moved slowly up the hill. That was Burger and Vardon, and Burger’s guards, directing the search. Parker’s lips came together in a straight line when he saw them. They knew he was here on this hill somewhere. Would his plan work? He listened. That was how he would know his plan was working—by the sound. He heard the wind roaring past the tower.


  “How long will it take, Cap?” Red Welsh asked.


  “God knows,” Parker answered.


  The circle of lights was closer now, moving up the hill. Suddenly they found the helicopter. Lights clustered quickly around it. Then they began to move straight toward the tower.


  “They’ve found our tracks,” Parker swore.


  He was listening. There was a rumble in the distance. Was it what he was hoping to hear? The artificial lightning of the Venusians was fingering outward in a continuous flare. Natural lightning created by nature was splashing through the darkness. Thunder was rolling back and forth between the hills. Somewhere in the distance was a grumbling roar.


  All of the lights were moving toward the tower. Burger was there, and Vardon, and dozens of the guards. Even the two executioners with their clubs, were on hand.


  Tom Leek came into the room. “My comrade requests me to tell you, sir captain, that it is happening.”


  His voice was calm but his face was as white as paste.


  Parker heard it roaring. Like a thousand freight trains running wild in the night, it was coming, coming, coming.


  Burger and his men heard it. The lights ceased moving toward the tower. They stopped, clustered in a circle. Suddenly they began to run—down the hill.


  The roar in the night went down the scale, played a crescendo in bass, and grew louder. Suddenly the tower began to rock.


  “My god, look!” Parker shouted.


  Freight trains were running in the night, thousands of freight trains, each with two locomotives. Every locomotive had its whistle wide open. And every freight car had square wheels. The roar was a terrible blast of sound smashing at the ear drums. And it was growing louder.


  Lightning was flashing continuously now. The scene outside was as bright as day.


  Burger and his guards were running down the hill. Sweeping after them was a gigantic twisting funnel. It seemed to be made of smoke. It was bigger at the top than at the bottom, and it was black as midnight, as black as death. It was picking up trees, Venusian giants, two hundred feet high, and snapping them like match sticks. It was mowing a swath down the hill.


  It struck the running lights. And the lights went out!


  It didn’t pause in its stride. A thing that could gobble up trees two hundred feet high would not find a mouthful in a man. Or in two men. Or in two men and a dozen Venusians, including two brawny executioners. They didn’t make a good bite for this horror of the night. They didn’t even sweeten its teeth. It gulped them up, swallowed them whole, spat them high into the air. They fell as dismembered limbs, as broken, torn bits of flesh. It caught them as they fell. They didn’t have a chance, the ghost of a chance. It chewed them into grime.


  Then it went racing on into the night, surrounded by lightning.


  “CAP,” said Red Welsh hollowly.


  “When you mix up a batter of tornadoes, you sure do a good job of it.”


  “I didn’t hope that this would happen,” Parker whispered. “All I thought was that if they turned on the juice full force up here, they would cause a tornado. If they could make a storm, they could make a tornado too. A tornado would keep Burger and his boys so busy we would have a chance to escape. But I never dreamed they would get caught in it. My god—” His voice whispered into silence. He was awed at what he had seen happen.


  “I might mention that they deserved it, sir captain,” Tom Leek said. He had regained his composure but no trace of color had returned to his face. “They had defied the gods and the gods turned against them in the end. Your planet and my planet will be better off when all such men are dead.”


  From the stone tower the lightning had ceased to flash. Rain was falling outside, rain in a flood, but it was a gentle rain now, driven by little wind. Off in the distance the tornado was disintegrating. Somewhere off there in the distance bits of flesh that had been Burger and Vardon were falling with the rain.


  It was broad bright daylight the next morning when the three of them emerged from the building where they had spent the night. Venusians were clustering around them, Venusians who dared to smile. Yesterday they had not smiled. But today was another day.


  A helicopter was waiting in the square, its vanes slowly turning.


  Tom Leek helped them enter it. “You will obtain the space ship, sir captain, and bring our colonists back from your planet?” he asked.


  “I certainly will,” Parker answered. “As soon as Red gets well enough to serve as mate.”


  “I’m ready right now,” Welsh answered. Parker scarcely heard him. He was thinking of the ship he would have. The Star Girl was gone. But there would still be the Parker line. That was enough for Parker. Or almost enough. He looked at Mitsie Jones “You know,” he said thoughtfully, “everybody who was on the Star Girl had some reason for being there, except Vardon. Was he lined up with Burger all the time?”


  “No,” said Mitsie. “He was after the only trophy he didn’t have—the great bear of Venus. He was probably the only passenger on the ship who had an honest reason for being there.”


  “The only one?” Parker said, still looking at her.


  SHE faced him. There was no makeup on her face this morning, no rouge, no lipstick. But somehow her complexion was better than it had ever been before, her eyes a deeper blue. “Yes,” she said, “the only one.”


  She hesitated, took a deep breath. “You remember what Anson said about me, that he had seen me working in a dive in Venus City? Well, he was telling the truth. I had been working in a dive—as a waitress. But I got tired of being a waitress. So I did what thousands of other girls have done, bought myself some fine clothes and started on the man hunt. I admit it. If Vardon was after big game, I was after Vardon. He was a millionaire and he could give me the things I had always wanted and couldn’t have . . . She was very near to tears. “I didn’t know anything about men. I had seen his pictures in the paper. How was I to know he was such a heel?”


  She shrugged. “All right,” she said to Parker. “Now you know the truth. I was on the make.” The tears came. Defiantly she wiped them away.


  “So you were on the make for a millionaire?” said Parker slowly. His memory went back to the things this girl had said and done, how she had refused to accept a seat in the tank, how she had kept her chin up and her courage high when everything was going against her. In the only language Parker knew, it was deeds that counted.


  “Yes,” she said. “I was on the make for a millionaire.”


  “Well,” said Parker slowly, “would a space captain do?”


  The tears in her eyes were replaced by stars. “Mister,” she said. “I don’t know anyone else who will ever do!”


  Red Welsh had witnessed this scene. He had seen all he could stand. “Come on and get in this flying buggy,” he said gruffly. “I’ll pilot the darned thing and you two can lallygag all the way back to Venus City.”


  [*] Accustomed through countless generations to the sweltering heat of the Hollands, the Venusians were always cold when in a temperature comfortable to humans. In consequence they swatched themselves in woolens and furs.


  CRISIS!


  C.M. Kornbluth


  When the Diplomacy Bureau at home is composed of hopeless Incompetents, the Venusians are rattling the sabre, and it looks as if an utterly senseless war is going to result, a little screwball stuff can be forgiven—if it works!


  IF THE Karfiness hadn’t cut herself badly while she was trimming her chelae one morning, the whole mess might never have happened. But fashion decreed that the ropy circle of tentacles about the neck of the female Martian would be worn short that year, and everybody in the Matriarchy, from Girl Guide to the Serene Karfiness herself, obeyed without question.


  That was why her temper was short that morning, and why she snapped at the Venusian Plenipotentiary who had come to chat with her concerning the space-mining rights for the following year. The worthy lady glowered at the gentleman from Venus and shrieked, “By the Almighty, if you fish-faced baboons so much as try to lay a flipper on a single free electron between here and Venus I’ll blow your waterlogged planet out of space!” And, unfortunately for the Venusians, she had the navy with which to do it.


  The principles of compensation operated almost immediately; the Plenipotentiary ethered back to Venus, and Venus severed diplomatic relations with Earth. Should you fail to grasp the train of events, stop worrying. Those are the facts; the Karfiness cut herself and Venus made warlike noises at Earth.


  Earth was in a very peculiar situation. Only a century ago it had begun really intensive spacing, with freight exchanges and mining. Venus and Mars, and in a smaller way Jupiter, had been a space culture for millennia. Earth had not had the elaborate machineries of foreign offices and consulates, embassies and delegates and envoys that the other planets maintained. Terra had gone into the complicated mess of astropolitics with her eyes serenely closed and the naive conviction that right would prevail.


  TO THE cloistered Bureau of Protocol in Alaska came a message under diplomatic seal from the Ambassador to Venus, right into the office of Code Clerk Weems.


  Carefully he scanned the tape and lead that closed the pouch. “At it again,” he said finally. “I sometimes wonder if the whole thing wouldn’t go smash if we read our own mail before every other great power in space.”


  Dr. Helen Carewe, his highly privileged assistant, opened the pouch with a paper knife and a shrug. “Take it easy, career man,” she advised. “Your daddy had the same trouble before they promoted him to Washington State. We get all the dirty work here in Nome—have to explain how and when and why the inviolable mail sacks arrive open and read.” She scanned the messages heavily typed on official paper. “What,” she asked, “does ‘Aristotle’ mean?”


  “Inexcusable outrages on the dignity of a representative of Terra,” said Weems after consulting the code book. “Sounds bad.”


  “It is. Oh, but it is! They took Ambassador Malcolm and painted him bright blue, then drove him naked through the streets of Venusport.”


  “Whew!” whistled Weems. “That’s an ‘Aristotle’ if ever I heard one! What do we do now?” He was already reaching for the phone.


  “Cut that out!” snapped Dr. Carewe. She could speak to him like that—or even more firmly—because she was more than old enough to be his mother. The number of career men she had coached through the Alaska Receiving Station would fill half the consulates in space—and with damned good men. Brow wrinkled, she brooded aloud, “While this isn’t definitely spy stuff, we ought to know whether they have a line on our phones. Don’t get Washington; try Intelligence in Wyoming.”


  MEEKLY, Weems rang the Central Intelligence Division. After a hasty conversation he turned to Dr. Carewe. “They say that we’re being tapped—probably by Martians. What do I do?”


  “Thank the man nicely and hang up.” Weems obliged.


  “Now,” said Dr. Carewe, “the sooner Washington hears of this, the better. And if the Martians hear of this later, much better. What we have to avoid is the Martians’ being able to let the Venusians know with any degree of credibility that Earth is very, very angry about the Aristotle. Because that will get Venus very angry and virtuous. Which will get Earth very dignified and offensive—snotty, I might even say.”


  “I notice,” commented Weems, “that Mars is practically out of the picture. Except as a silent purveyor of fighting ships to both sides, is that it?”


  “It is. You learn quickly and cleanly. We’ll have to go to Washington ourselves with the pouch.”


  “And report,” said Weems, “to—Oh, my God!—Osgood!”


  “Exactly,” said she. “Oh-my-God Osgood.”


  And there was good and sufficient reason for the alarm in her voice.


  IN THE chaste marble structure that housed the diminutive Foreign Office that Terra thought it sufficient to maintain, there were to be found persons who would be kicked out of any other department of the government in two seconds flat. But because astropolitics was something new to Earth, and because there had to be some place made for the halfwitted offspring of the great legislative families, this chaste marble structure housed a gallery of subnormals that made St. Elizabeth’s look like the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton on a sunny day. Or so the junior members thought. Not the least of these half-witted great ones was Jowett Osgood, the direct superior of Weems, to whom he would naturally report.


  Weems and Carewe were announced with a strange pomp and circumstance; they entered the big office and found Osgood rudely buried in what was supposed to look like work. Weems stood dumbly as Dr. Carewe coughed sharply.


  “Ah?” grunted Osgood, looking up. “What is it?” He was a gross man.


  “A pouch from Venus. We decoded it, and we think it deserves your immediate attention. We didn’t phone the contents because of tappers on the wires.” Weems handed over the decodings, marked very prominently in red: CONFIDENTIAL—MAKE NO COPIES.


  Osgood scanned them and heaved himself to his feet. “Gad!” he grunted. “We must brook no delay—arm to ‘the teeth!” He turned on his dictaphone. “Henry!” he snorted. “Listen to this! To Bureau of Protocol—” Dr. Carewe snapped off the dictaphone and shoved him back into his well-padded chair.


  “This,” she said between her teeth, “is entirely up to you. Take it from us, immediate action is demanded to smooth over this incident. You won’t be able to pass the buck on to some other department; this is right in your lap. And you won’t be able to delay the affair until you’ve forgotten it; even you can see that. Now, what are you going to do?”


  Osgood considered the matter with great dignity for two full minutes. Finally he announced, “I don’t know.”


  “My suggestion is that you appoint Mr. Weems here a sort of goodwill ambassador for special, but very vague, work. And give him an unlimited expense account. This thing mustn’t get any further. Keep it between us three that the message arrived officially on Earth. The fiction will be that it was lost in space and that nobody has received official confirmation of the Aristotle. Any unofficial reports will be considered as sensational tales concocted by newscasters. That’s the only way to keep Earth off the spot. And what a spot it is!”


  “I see,” said Osgood. “Be advised that I shall follow your suggestions—as closely as is compatible with the dignity of this Office.”


  Outside, she informed Weems, “That last was face-saving and nothing else. From here we go to Venus—spreading sweetness and light. Always remember, young man, that our interceptor rockets are pretty good, but that the Venus bombers are pretty damned good.”


  “War,” mused Weems. “Nobody wins, really—it wouldn’t be nice to see New York blown to pieces, even though we could do exactly the same thing to Venusport. Sweetness and light it is.”


  VENUS politics are no joke. The fish-faced little people have at least two parties per acre and the dizziest system of alliances and superalliances that ever bewildered a struggling young diplomat. Typically, there were absolutely no points of agreement among any of the parties as to foreign policy, and yet the Venusian embassies spoke with authority that was backed up by a united planet. Their military forces were likewise held in common by all the countries, but there were “state militias” engaged in intramural activities and constant border fighting.


  Weems knew the language, and that was one very great advantage; also, he spent the long rocket trip to the foggy planet in learning what he could of the political setup. He arrived with a fanfare of trumpets; at the pier he was greeted by a score of minor officials. This was a deliberate insult from the Venusian army, for not a single high-ranking officer was present. He glossed it over for the sake of a splendid ovation from the population of Venusport, who were thoroughly hopped up with esteem for him. He was the shining young man who would assure peace and prosperity for the two inner planets, and the populace was all for him.


  But, he knew very well, if one nasty word came from Earth, officially recognizing the Aristotle, their mood would change suddenly and savagely. And that was what he had to be ready for. He didn’t trust the fat-headed Osgood.


  From city to city he made a grand tour, speaking with very little accent before huge audiences of the little people and meeting few really high-up officials. Everywhere he went he met with disapproval from the public officials.


  “How,” he complained to Dr. Carewe, “they get together on a complicated issue like disliking me, I don’t understand.”


  With a grim look about the hotel room, she explained, “It’s the army. They must be partly in the pay of Mars. You’re the finest thing that’s happened in the way of friendly relations between Earth and Venus. If you take root long enough to get your message over, they won’t be able to pounce on Earth, to the benefit of nobody except the red planet. So they’re trying to cool things off.” Again the nervous glance around the room.


  “What’s that for?”


  “Dictaphones. But I don’t think there are any. So at the risk of getting mushy I’m going to tell you what I think of your job. I think you’re working like a madman, with some of the finest, single-hearted devotion to the cause of peace that I’ve ever seen. If you keep this up and handle the rest of your life the way you’re handling this part you won’t be immortal—not the way Osgood is going to be, with a bust in the rotunda of the capitol and a chapter in the history books.


  “No, you’re going to be something different. There are going to be Venusians—and Martians and Earthmen—who’ll talk about you many, many years from now. About how their fathers and grandfathers stood in the rain to hear you talk.” She looked over her spectacles. “Which reminds me—get out on that balcony and don’t make any slips.”


  He pressed the very old, very great lady’s hand silently, then, mopping his brow, stepped out to the ledge beyond his window. It was in the twilight zone of perpetual rain, and the crowd of white pates and faces before him was hardly visible through the wisps of steam. He looked about uneasily as he turned on the fog-piercing lights that flooded him with a golden glow, so that the Venusians could see their superman. As he began to speak into the mike at his lips, there was a hoot of reproof from the crowd. And then there were others. Something was going the rounds; he could feel it.


  Very distinctly there was a shrill cry from the sea of faces, “Liar!” And others echoed it, again and again. He tried to speak, but was howled down. A firm hand snapped off the lights and closed the window; Dr. Carewe dropped him into a chair, limp and shocked. She handed him a slip of paper that had just been delivered.


  With her lips tightly compressed she said, “They knew before we did. Osgood spilled it—all.”


  THEY SHOT to Mars before assassins could take any tries at them. Weems was completely washed up and discredited on Venus; knew it and felt like it. What had his fine words been in the face of a stern, righteous declaration from the Foreign Office on Earth to the Foreign Office on Venus—gleefully published far and wide by the Mars-bribed officers in the latter—hurling the most frightful accusations of violating diplomatic immunity?


  God only knew, brooded Weems, why Osgood had chosen precisely that moment to sound off. He had said fighting words, too: “—back up our determination to shield the weak with deeds as well as—” Ugh! What was the matter with Osgood? The Martians couldn’t touch Earth’s Foreign Office; they bred them dumb but honest there. Why had Osgood—? Did he want to be an Iron Man? Did he think he could get further faster in time of war? Or did he actually, honestly believe that by this halfwitted note insulting a friendly planet on account of a mere violation of etiquette he was striking a blow for justice and equality?


  It probably was just that, Weems decided. And Dr. Carewe agreed.


  When they landed on the red planet Weems felt very low, and was scarcely given a new lease on life by the warm reception he received from Martian notables. He was welcomed Earth fashion, with a band and speeches from a platform to twenty thousand cheering Martians. They could afford to treat him kindly; he’d failed utterly and miserably to block a new, magnificent source of income to Mars—the onrushing Earth-Venus war.


  Mars wouldn’t get into it. Oh, no! Mars didn’t need colonies or prestige. When you have a navy like the Martian Matriarchal Fleet you don’t need colonies or prestige. You just sit tight and sell the scrappers your second-rate equipment at premium prices.


  At his first official reception he stood nervously among the ladies of the court. He had just received news from the Earth diplomatic colony that Venus had replied to Earth with a note just as stiff, charging that Earth was impeaching the authority of the Venusian Foreign Office with respect to its planetary jurisdiction. In plain language that meant: “Our army is bigger and better than yours. Knock this chip off—if you dare!”


  One of the elegant ladies of the Matriarchal court sidled up to him. “We were presented to each other when you landed,” she said, in French.


  “Of course!” he said delightedly. “I remember you perfectly!” But all Martians looked alike to him.


  “I was wondering, Mr. Weems, whether you would care to attend a party I’m giving tomorrow evening. I feel there would be features extremely entertaining to you.”


  “Delighted, madame!” He beckoned over Dr. Carewe.


  “Your social secretary?” asked the Martian lady. “I’ll give her the details.”


  Then the Karfiness entered regally and all the ladies of the court twiddled their curtailed chelae with deep veneration as she folded up in a basketlike affair.


  “Mr. Weems,” she said graciously. He advanced and bowed, Earth fashion, for all of his encumbering furs. “Mr. Weems, we are delighted to see you here. Such a refreshing change from those slimy little Venusians!” Her English was perfect, though lispy.


  “And I, madame, am delighted to attend. If there is any message I can take back to Earth from you—any word of friendship—you have only to say it.”


  She regarded him amiably. “The people of Earth know well that the people of Mars are wholly committed to a policy of amicable industrial cooperation. Nothing will please me more than to reassure my friends of the third planet that there is no end of this policy in sight.”


  What did that mean? wondered Weems. Was she playing with him?


  “I trust,” he said, “that you are wholeheartedly working in the interests of peace among the planets?”


  “So I have said,” she said simply. “So I shall always say.” Incredible! Did she take him for an imbecile? Or—or “Thank you for this kind assurance,” he said, bowing again and retiring.


  When he had cornered Dr. Carewe he said agitatedly, “I don’t get it at all. I simply don’t understand. Is she lying into my teeth? The least she could have done would have been to turn aside the questions. I never dreamed I’d get an answer at a time like this!”


  “Neither did I,” she said slowly. “Something is rotten in the Matriarchy, and it isn’t the customary scent of senile decay peculiar to dictatorships. The biology of the Martians demands a dictatorship, what with their weird reproductive methods. Unless there were a strong and centralized authority they’d slump back into barbarism after a few thousand years of unrestricted matings. Here’s one dictator who’s loved by the dictatees.”


  She was silent for a moment, then said, “To change the subject, I have the place and time for tomorrow’s party. The lady is—I knew you couldn’t tell one from another—director of a munitions and fabrication syndicate.”


  “Thanks,” he said vaguely, taking the memo. “That’s the perfect spot of irony to top off the evening—in fact this whole damned mission that failed.”


  HE WENT to the party with Dr. Carewe, both thoroughly wrapped up in fur and wool against the Martian indoors ten-below temperature. And, they carried thermos flasks full of hot coffee for an occasional warming nip in a dark corner. Anything but that would be unmannerly.


  His hostess presented Weems to her husband-brother-nephew, an example of the ungodly family relationships into which their anatomy naturally led. The creature was very much smaller than the female, and spoke only Martian, which the Earthman could not handle except sparingly. He got the idea that they were talking about auriferous sand, but how they got onto the subject he did not understand. He excused himself as quickly as he could and retreated for some of the steaming coffee.


  “Earthman, of course!” said a hearty voice.


  He turned to see a curious, stubby person, quite human in his appearance, but with a somehow distorted look—as though he had been squeezed in a hydraulic press. And the person wore elaborately ornamental trappings of a blackish-silver metal.


  “You must be a Jovian,” he said, corking the thermos. “I’ve never seen one of your people before. You’re more—ah—human than these others.”


  “So they say. And you’re the first Earthman I’ve ever seen. You’re very—ah—long.” They both laughed; then the Jovian introduced himself as a pilot on the regular Io-Mars freighters. He waved off Weems’ introduction. “Don’t bother, Weems,” he said. “I know of you.”


  “Indeed?” There was a pause. With the diplomatic instinct to avoid embarrassment whenever possible, the Earthman asked, “Why don’t your people appear more often on Earth? You could chuck some of that osmium you have to wear here on Mars.”


  “This?” the Jovian gestured at his trappings. “A mere drop in the bucket. I have a hundredweight in each shoe. But the reason is that the Earth is relatively undeveloped in its space culture—though, of course, much better developed than Jupiter. There are so few of us—fifty million on the whole planet.” He shrugged whimsically. “We’re growing, of course. There was a polygamy decree a few years ago—did you hear of it?”


  “No—I’m sorry to say I know nothing at all about your planet. I’m in the diplomatic service. Studying Venus, mostly.”


  “So? Perhaps you are the wrong man to come to, then. We know nothing about these matters. Is there a person more appropriate to whom I ought to broach the idea of a rapprochement between our two worlds?”


  WEEMS was rocked back on his heels. Unheard of! Diplomacy as casual as this was tantamount to an interplanetary incident. The Jovian continued as casually as before, “You see, we’ve no navy and don’t need space rights. It’s strictly commercial, so we haven’t got any Foreign Office. We hardly trade at all with Venus and Earth, and our Mars relations are settled by treaty once every four of Mars’ years.”


  “Excuse me,” said Weems abruptly. He had just caught a high sign from Dr. Carewe, who was holding a flimsy like a dead rat. He sidled over to her inconspicuously.


  “Well—what turned up?”


  “The chip,” she said breathlessly, “has been knocked off. I just got this from our Embassy—by messenger. It’s a copy of the note the Earth F.O. just sent to Venus. The Earth F.O. not only assures Venus that not only does Earth impeach the Venus F.O. but that she is prepared to put its jurisdiction to trial.” She handed him the flimsy.


  He scanned it almost unbelievingly. “The so-and-sos,” he commented inaudibly. “That about fixes our little red wagon, Doc. Though we have an ally. Jupiter wants its place in the sun.”


  As the woman stared with amazement, he introduced the Jovian to her and explained the situation. The squat man listened with increasing anxiety as he dilated on the relations that would exist between the two worlds.


  “Will we really,” he asked at length, “need all those men—actually twenty-five on our end!—to handle a little thing like a military alliance?”


  “Lord, yes!” breathed Weems. “Code clerks, secretaries, subsecretaries, second-subsecretaries—lots more.”


  “May I ask,” said the woman, “why this sudden interest in protocol and procedure has come up on Jupiter?”


  The Jovian looked a little embarrassed. “It’s a matter of pride,” he explained. “The three other planets have their own secret codes and messages. We’re the only planet that hasn’t got sealed diplomatic pouches absolutely inviolable in any jurisdiction! And so our Executive Committee decided that if it’s good enough for them it’s good enough for us.”


  “I see,” said Weems thoughtfully. “But how is it that you, the A pilot on a freighter, are their Plenipotentiary without even identification?”


  “As a matter of fact,” confessed the Jovian with some hesitation, “I was given a note, but it seems to be lost. Do things like that really matter?”


  “They do,” said Weems solemnly. “But you were saying—?”


  “Yes. They chose a freight pilot to avoid taking a man off real work. It’s our principle of the economization of kinesis. Without its operation we’d have all sorts of superfluous men who did only half a man’s work. And do not forget that to a people of only fifty million that is no small matter. We need every man, all the time.”


  “As to the treaty necessary,” said the woman, “would you prefer it to be secret or published?”


  “Secret,” promptly replied the Jovian. “It’ll be more fun that way.”


  Up dashed a very young subattache from the Earth Embassy. “Excuse me,” he shrilled, his voice breaking. “But you have to come at once. It’s important as—as the very devil, sir, if you will excuse—” He found himself addressing empty air and an amused Jovian. The two Earth people had flown to their sand car. They had been awaiting the summons.


  THE ambassador was waiting for them, grim and white. He was no fool, this ambassador; his punishment for that was the dusty job on Mars instead of an office on Terra. He had just removed the earphone clamps, they saw; the diplomatic receiver set was on his desk.


  Without waiting for a question from them he said, “The good word is—ultimatum.”


  “God!” said Dr. Carewe, her old face quite white. “When?” snapped Weems, taking out pencil and paper. “Note delivered to Venus F.O.—that’s the note from Earth—and ten minutes or so later lynching of Venusians on the staff of the Earth Embassy by an outraged populace. Foolish defense by Earthmen attached to the Embassy. Several of them killed. Stronger note from Earth. Why didn’t Venus F.O. notify immediately and offer indemnification? Very strong reply from Venus F.O.—chip on the shoulder. Earth knocks off chip. That’s the last you saw at your party. Then ultimatum from Venus giving Earth twelve dicenes to apologize profoundly and offer an indemnity in good faith.”


  “And when is the time up?”


  “The twelve dicenes will come to an end”—the ambassador consulted his watch—“about forty-eight hours from now.”


  There was a long pause, broken at last by a muffled groan from the ambassador. “Damn it—oh, damn it!” he wailed. “Why do the idiots have to fight? There’s trade enough for everybody, isn’t there?”


  “And, of course,” said Weems, “Earth will never back down. Not in a million years. They’re built like that. And if they did back down, Venus would be sure of herself and force a war.”


  “Well,” said the woman quietly, “are you just going to sit here?”


  “Suggestions are in order,” said the young man unhappily.


  “You’ll have to work like hell to stave this off,” warned the woman.


  “Ready and willing, Doctor. Tell me what to do.”


  CONSIDERING that the art of diplomacy is, ultimately reduced, the system found most practical in actual use when stalling for time to rush ahead with military expansion, it is not very remarkable that the two roving delegates did what they did with such neatness. The system was there for them to use.


  Use it they did, to the fullest extent. They shot ethers through to most of the crowned heads of the inner planet; radioed Earth confidentially meanwhile to stand by for the answers from Venus; contacted the Martian Protocol Division regarding an alliance for trade purposes alone. They were so thoroughly efficient in their functioning that after ten hours of this the bureau chiefs back on Earth fell to their knees and prayed for a letup of this lunatic barrage of red tape that came, unasked-for and unanswerable, from a minor embassy on Mars.


  Venus was bally well baffled. At first they made some pretense of replying stiffly to the muted threats from the Embassy on Mars, then gave up and hung onto the ropes, trying to decode the weird messages. It must be code, they decided. How could a message like “Advise your F.O. investigate frog ponds for specious abnormalities” be anything but an uncrackable cipher? They set their experts to work. The experts decided that the message meant: “All Earthmen on Venus are advised to sabotage production machinery and destroy records.” But they were as wrong as they could be, for the message meant just what it said. Its value was on its face.


  The consulate and the staff were drafted by the Embassy to aid in the good work of confusion; the ambassador himself sat for ten hours writing out messages which bore absolutely no relation to each other or the world at large. And if you think that sounds easy—try it!


  Meanwhile the inseparables, Mr. Weems and Dr. Carewe, had been separated. The woman was gathering data from Martian libraries and Weems was paying social calls at the palace, interviewing secretaries without number. Meanwhile, authentic, distressing news releases kept rushing to him, causing him great pain. The first thing after the ultimatum he heard had called in all spacers except those related to navigation—fueling stations, etc. Venus retaliated in kind, and furthermore towed out the gigantic battle islands used to fuel fighting ships. Earth retaliated in kind, and furthermore began skirmishing war games around midway between Terra and Luna.


  By the time the ten hours of lunatic messages were elapsed, the two great fleets of Earth and Venus were face to face midway between the planets, waiting for orders from the home planets to fire when ready.


  “For the love of Heaven,” he pleaded with a secretary to the Karfiness, “they won’t even wait for the ultimatum to elapse. There’s going to be a space war in two hours if I don’t get to see Her Serene Tentaculosity!” The title he bestowed upon her was sheer whimsy; he wasn’t half as upset as he was supposed to be. It was all for effect. He rushed away, distraught, with the information that he couldn’t possibly see the Karfiness, and aware that the munitions interests of Mars would by now be rubbing their chelae with glee.


  He reached a phone and rang up the ambassador. “Okay,” he informed him. “Stop short!”


  The ambassador, badly overworked and upset, stopped short with the messages. Venus and Earth were baffled again, this time because there was nothing to be baffled by. The strange silence that had fallen on the F.O.s was alarming in its implications. The diplomatic mind had already adjusted itself to the abnormal condition; restoration of normality created almost unbearable strain. Messages rushed to the Embassy; the ambassador left them severely alone and went to bed. From that moment anybody who touched a transmitter would be held for treason, he informed his staff. It was as though the Mars Embassy had been blown out of the ground.


  “They are now,” brooded Weems, “ready for anything. Let us hope that Venus hasn’t lost her common sense along with her temper.”


  With that he set himself to the hardest job of all—waiting. He got a couple of hours of sleep, on the edge of a volcano, not knowing whether the lined-up Venus fleet would fire on the opposite Earth fleet before he woke. If it did, it would be all over before he really got started.


  EVEN WEEMS hadn’t imagined how well his plan was taking root. Back on Earth the whole F.O. had gone yellow, trembling at the gills lest they should actually have to fight. And it was perfectly obvious that they would, for when planetary integrity directs, no mere individual might stand in the way.


  There was a great dearth of news; there had been for the past few hours of the crisis. Since that God-awful business from the Mars Embassy stopped and the entire staff there had—presumably—been shot in the back while hard at work fabricating incredible dispatches, there was a mighty and sullen silence over the air, ether and subetheric channels of communication.


  On Venus things were pretty bad, too. A lot of Earthmen had been interned and the whole planet was sitting on edge waiting for something to happen. It did happen, with superb precision, after exactly seven hours of silence and inactivity.


  There was a frantic call from, of all Godforsaken places, Jupiter. Jupiter claimed that the whole business was a feint, and that the major part of the Earth fleet was even now descending on the Jovians to pillage and slay.


  The official broadcast—not a beam dispatch—from Jupiter stated this. Earth promptly denied everything, in a stiff-necked communique.


  Venus grinned out of the corner of her mouth. In an answering communique she stated that since Venus was invariably to be found on the side of the underdog, the Venus Grand Fleet would depart immediately for Jupiter to engage the enemy of her good friends, the Jovians.


  Earth, to demonstrate her good faith, withdrew her own fleet from anywhere near the neighborhood of Jupiter, going clear around to the other side of the Sun for maneuvers.


  Lovers of peace drew great, relieved sighs. The face-to-face had been broken up. The ultimatum had been forgotten in Earth’s righteous stand that she had not invaded Jupiter nor intended to. This made Venus look and feel silly. This made the crisis collapse as though it had never been there at all.


  And just after the Venus fleet had reported to its own home F.O.—this was three hours after the ultimatum had elapsed without being noticed by anybody—there were several people in the Earth Embassy on Mars acting hilariously. There was a Jovian who gurgled over and over:


  “I didn’t know it would be this much fun! We’d have gotten into the game years ago if we’d known.”


  “And I,” said the ambassador, “have the satisfaction of knowing that I’ve given a pretty headache to the best code experts in the system. And all by the simple expedient of sending a code message that means just what it says.”


  “And I,” said Weems, upending a glass, “have aided the cause of peace between the planets. If I can get to the Karfiness and let her know that she’s being played for a sucker by the munitions people—”


  “Let it come later,” said Dr. Carewe. “I wish I could live another eighty years to read about it in the history books. But it really doesn’t matter, because they’ll say something like this:


  “ ‘Toward the end of this year there arose a crisis between Earth and Venus, seemingly over matters of trade. It actually reached a point of ultimatums and reprisals. Fortunately the brilliant, calm and efficient work of the Hon. Secretary of Recession, Jowett Osgood, saved the day. He contracted a defensive alliance with Jupiter, the combined might of the Earth-Jovian fleet crushing any idea of victory that may have been the goal of the Venusians.’ ”


  Dr. Carewe laughed loudly and raucously as she refilled her glass.


  DAUGHTERS OF ETERNITY


  Frederik Pohl


  They were the war lords of the Solar System, with the fate of the ages in their hands, but they forgot one little burning obstacle to the best laid plans in history—men, nations and galaxies may perish, but a dead man’s thoughts may live forever!


  WHAT it finally boiled down to was Earth, Mars and Venus—against the Oberonians.


  Oh, there were other planets and races represented at the Peace Conference. Every nation in the Solar System was there. But the little nations, the minor powers, didn’t count for much. Whatever permanent peace terms came out of the conference, they would be made by Earth, Mars, Venus—and the Oberonians.


  And the Oberonians were out for war. The Great War was just over, leaving every race decimated. I was a press attaché to the Terrestrial delegation—which is really only a nicer way of saying I was a reporter. The fact that I held any kind of newspaper job was, I am proud to say, due to my work alone. But my managing to wangle the career-making assignment of covering the First Interplanetary Peace Conference can probably be traced to the fact that I am the son of Eustis Durand, Earth’s World President.


  None of my associates on the other papers and news services ever seemed unduly respectful to me because of my father’s high position. I didn’t mind; I liked it that way. It gave me a chance to know them better. And one or two of them, such as Barbara King, the Radiovox correspondent, I wanted to know real well.


  Barbara came into my room just as I was eating breakfast on the morning of the fifth day of the conference. She’s tall, red-headed, and has a voice that reminds you of Braunzvvich’s electro-viol when he plays a Chopin nocturne.


  She said, “Move over, Lower-order, and pour me some coffee.”


  Barbara King was liable to call you most anything, in that husky, smooth voice of hers, and make you like it. But “Lower-order” was something out of the usual line of affectionate insult.


  “What do you mean, ‘Lower-order’ ?” I asked. “I like me, even if you don’t.”


  She smiled, showing teeth that were whiter than the rays of Sirius. “Then you haven’t heard the news, I take it? Well, read this!” She flipped a news-transparency into my toast.


  I fished it out, blotted it, and read: “Strictly confidential. Report to Terrestrial delegates. Do not file. Agents operating on Rhea, former colony of Oberonian Empire, report inflammatory speeches being made, seemingly with government approval, if not actual sponsorship. Oberonian racist theories are reemphasized. Many references are made to Terrestrials and Martians as ‘Lower orders of animate matter . . . unfit for rule, good only for slaves to the Oberonian Master race’. This is propaganda in direct conflict with the anti-nationalism clauses of the Armistice. If meetings are held under government approval, would seem to indicate that dissolution of Oberonian Empire was a fraud and that undercover reorganization work is being carried on.”


  I tried to keep my voice steady. “Where did you get this?” I asked. “And why are you showing it to me? Your outfit would like an exclusive story on a piece of news like this. Why cut me in on it?”


  Barbara sighed. “Act your age, Lee,” she said reprovingly. “You won’t send that to your paper any more than I would. Do you think I would have showed it to you if I thought there was any chance of its getting out? I got it from a delegate—a guy who trusts me. Even if it didn’t mean getting him in trouble, I still wouldn’t send that. It’s hot.”


  She was right, of course.


  “Well—” I began—and stopped.


  I drank the last of my coffee and lit a cigarette before I asked, “What are we doing about it?”


  Barbara shrugged. “That I don’t know. ‘If the Oberonians are up to their old tricks, it means that this conference is a failure before it gets well started. And we’re all wasting our time out here.” She glanced at her watch and then rose hastily.


  “I’ve got to get going,” she said. “I’ve got to interview Madame Lafarge—Earth’s only woman delegate. Human interest stuff. I just thought, you ought to know about this. Keep your eyes open when you’re around the Oberonian contingent—and remember this, you owe me a favor for letting you see this.”


  She waved the message at me, then struck a match and ignited it. When it was burned completely she broke up the ash and went out.


  “So long,” she called.


  “So long,” I echoed thoughtfully.


  I LEANED back in my pneumatic chair and drew a deep breath from my cigarette. The heavy Venusian tobacco smoke made excellent smoke rings. I blew one and stared at it, trying to see through it to what lay ahead for humanity.


  The Oberonian Empire had started the last war. The five planets and moons which formed their empire had been the most potent military reservoir in the history of the Solar System. They’d made only one little miscalculation when they set off the fuse that plunged the nine planets into four years of carnage. They hadn’t figured on Earth’s immediate and decisive entrance into the war. Venus and Mars, the original targets for their attack, they could have vanquished within months. But Earth, the untapped reserve of man-power and industries; Earth, the most highly mechanized planet of all, had for once acted with courage and immediate decision.


  The Oberonian drive had been stopped. Then the war had resolved itself into a contest of duration. The planet that could hold out the longest would win. Holding out meant building new rockets to replace those destroyed by enemy fleets; meant keeping up the morale despite constant attacks by raiders, despite occasional major defeats; meant diverting all of the planets’ productive resources into the channels of war.


  The Tri-Planet Confederation—Earth, Mars and Venus—had won. But at a terrific cost. Ten percent of the intelligent life of the Solar System was destroyed. Some planets suffered more than others—Mercury’s frightful toll is too well known to mention. Others, such as the Oberonians themselves, lost comparatively little. But every planet, belligerent or not, felt the effects of that war economically at least. And the economic toll, in the long run, was perhaps even worse than the loss of life.


  The war had ended finally through a palace coup in the Oberonian government. Faced with the inescapable fact that Tri-Planet production was increasing by leaps and bounds, the Oberonians had only one recourse: to stop the war. They stopped it for good and all, it seemed. Popular pressure forced the abdication of the War-minded emperor; no new king succeeded to the throne. The Oberonian Parliament proclaimed the independence of all the colonies, the end of the Empire, and the withdrawal of all the territorial claims that had inspired the war.


  That move saved the skins of the Oberonians. For the traditionally sportsmanlike Earthmen, as was to be expected, showed quick willingness to forget old wounds and to give the new regime a place in the Peace Conference. Nor was that a wrong tiling to do. For the Oberonian Empire had been potent only because it was so large. Split into five separate groups, it was considerably less formidable.


  Only, according to the secret message I had seen, it wasn’t split at all, but was united as ever—probably by secret treaties and agreements which might even have been concluded before the formal announcement of the end of the Empire.


  I lit a new cigarette from the butt of the old and tried to follow the thing through. Why would the Oberonians be anxious for a resumption of hostilities? They’d lost the last war. A new one, so soon after the first, would be hopeless. Everything was the same—wasn’t it?


  No! It wasn’t the same at all!


  For I recalled with a sinking heart the fact that Earth, and to a lesser degree Venus, had already begun the demolition of certain munitions industries. Scores of private space-yachts and freighters, appropriated by the space-navies for the war, were being stripped of their armaments and returned to their owners. The armies and navies were being demobilized, their members returning to civilian life.


  The thing that was different about the present situation was the Peace Conference itself. Where before it had been common knowledge that the Oberonian Empire was a rapacious, martial group of predatory nations, now people had dismissed that menace from their minds. A project of the Conference was to have been total disarmament. Earth’s government had already begun on that. If the Oberonians should fail to follow suit, it would mean . . .


  It might mean almost anything—including a new war which Earth and its allies would lose.


  I flipped my cigarette away and left for the press room. It was nearly time for the day’s session to begin.


  I HAD forgotten my pass and the Press Relations Bureau was very strict about things like that. They made me go back for the pass, which was also my identification. I couldn’t blame them for taking every conceivable precaution to see that unauthorized persons were kept from the council room, but I still felt vaguely angry with someone as I arrived at my sealed-in booth ten minutes late.


  A Martian delegate was speaking on the horrors of war. Purely platitudinous; just one of the things that a politician likes to get on the record. I made sure the recorder-tape was running so that I could send the text to my paper, then proceeded to forget the speaker.


  The Council Hall was probably the largest and most magnificent enclosed room ever built anywhere. The Peace Conference couldn’t meet on any major planet because of the gravity. For political reasons, it was advisable that it not meet on any planet, lest the government of the favored world feel that it was entitled to special favor. So an entire asteroid—Juno—had been hollowed out, fitted with special sealed chambers for the delegates from each world, equipped with the newest and best equipment of every sort for communication, relaxation, comfort and efficiency.


  The representatives of forty-two supposedly sovereign powers were here. Each group had its own gas-tight chamber, as luxuriously furnished as could be, each in the proper style for the beings it contained. The ammonia-men from Jupiter and Saturn sat ponderously in their rotating cells of high-pressure methane gas. The rotation provided them with the gravity to which they were accustomed; by special stroboscopic lighting devices they were able to view the outside scene as well as if they had been motionless.


  The great black metal delegates from the Robot Republic stood utterly motionless in a perfect vacuum. They bad no special gravity-effects; high gravity or low it made no difference to these “descendents” of the intelligent robots that had been banished from Earth and Mars scores of years back.


  The Venusian representatives—there were two groups of them, one from each polar civilization—swam restlessly about in murky, tepid water.


  And the Oberonians were there too, as well as the lesser delegates.


  The Martian had completed his speech with an appeal for disarmament. I kept the tape running, but opened up the switch which kept me connected in direct, automatically coded radio with my paper’s office on Earth. If there were going to be speeches on disarmament, I wanted to be ready to make my commentaries on them. I knew, probably better than any but a half-dozen others, how important that question had suddenly become.


  An Oberonian signalled that he wished the floor. The Chairman for the day, a lank, demon-black Callistan, yielded it to him and the mechano-translators clicked and buzzed as the switch from Martian to Rhean dialect of Oberonian was made.


  The Rhea-Oberonian began to speak. I couldn’t hear his voice, but I had a pretty good idea what it was like—a thin, whining twitter. That was Oberonian language, in whatever dialect. The mechano-translator, of course, made impeccable English of it.


  The Oberonian, viewed in the synchronized stroboscopic lighting, was an impressive sight. That race runs to height, and this member of it was no exception. He was close to fourteen feet tall, and the light gravity of his home world had allowed him to spread out. On Earth he would have weighed close to a thousand pounds.


  Except for the fact that they are a dozen times bigger, Oberonians greatly resemble lemurs. Their skin is furred—a necessity in their cold home worlds. The pattern of their fur reminds me of a North American animal, mephitis mcphitica—skunk.


  That’s what their politics reminded me of, too.


  I was all set to forget about diplomatic secrecy and send through a hot message to my office. The Oberonian, I was sure, would disregard what the previous speaker had said, and try to get the attention of the Conference fixed on some new topic. Disarmament would be something taboo with him—if that secret report had been correct. Perhaps he would talk about it in weasel-words, or he might even denounce it openly, though that wouldn’t be at all in keeping with the Oberonian foreign policy. But it ought to prove interesting.


  So I leaned forward in my chair, listening to the calm, metallic voice of the mechano-translator . . .


  And twenty minutes later, when the Oberonian had finished speaking, I was still leaning forward, in a tense expectation that had somehow gone sour.


  For the Oberonian hadn’t evaded the issue of disarmament. Nor had he denounced it. He had, instead, presented what seemed to be a complete, efficient, and workable plan for disarmament—plus a proposal for an interplanetary police force with full authority to investigate every part of every planet and use any measures necessary to insure that the disarmament agreement was kept.


  There might have been loopholes in the proposal—loopholes that the Oberonians were planning to wriggle out of. There might have been, and by all the evidence I’d ever heard concerning the treachery of Oberonians, there should have been. But I, who was looking for any such loopholes, who knew things that were supposed to be Oberonian state secrets, couldn’t find them.


  It was enough to shake my faith in Oberonian nature. I had a strong impulse to go over and brave the sub-arctic cold of their section to shake the speaker’s hand and ask his apology.


  It was a good thing I didn’t.


  THERE were a lot of other speeches made that day, but none of them counted for much. I walked out on them, after sending my notes and commentaries—minus the secret item—to the paper. I went back to my room and sat down to think. But I didn’t get a chance. Without the formality of a knock, the door opened and Barbara King walked in. She had a companion with her—and the companion was Mercurian!


  Not a live Mercurian, of course. There aren’t any of those; they were exterminated to the last one in the War. This was one of the Mercurian semi-robots, the metal creatures in whose skulls were planted living Mercurian brains. Such brains came from the very highest type of Mercurian—and that was a pretty high type of individual, for the Mercurians were a brainy lot. The honor of having your brains transferred to a metal body took away from you some of the pleasant bodily functions, but it carried some boons too. A fife-expectancy of a thousand of Mercurian years, an average of about fifteen hundred Earth years, went with it, as well as complete freedom from aches, pains, diseases, and all other physical frailties.


  The Mercurian “spoke” first—actually, he communicated by mental telepathy.


  “I had not wished to come,” he said gravely. “It is against the custom of the Conference for delegates of different powers to fraternize. But your young friend here has a certain claim on me, which she exercised.”


  Barbara flushed. “Not against your will,” she reminded him aloud. “This will be to your interest as much as to ours.”


  The Mercurian made no visible motion, but I received an impression of judicious agreement, as though he had nodded his great, spined plastic head.


  “True,” he thought compellingly. “But it is not the habit of our race to violate custom—not even the customs of others.”


  I was still in the dark about the purpose of the visit.


  He began to explain: “Have you noticed the wording of the resolution the Rhean delegate introduced today?” he asked. “No? I thought not. It was not intended to be noticed—one little phrase. The resolution, if enacted, would totally outlaw the construction of all existing types of warships. Those which are already built would be either destroyed or irrevocably converted to peace-use spaceships. And a very efficient policing system would prevent any power from disobeying that law. I have reason to believe that the Oberonians are willing to obey that law implicitly. To the letter of the law. But only that far, no farther!”


  Barbara broke in there, her hazel eyes shaded. “What he is saying, Lee, is that there’s a rider on that definition of a battleship.” She dug in the pocket of her coverall. “I’ll read it to you. The construction is outlawed of ‘all ships constructed in whole or in major part of steel, iron, a similar ferrous metal, or an allotropic form thereof, excepting’—Well, I won’t read the rest. The exceptions are small ships. Do you see the catch?”


  “No,” I said frankly. “You can make passenger and freight ships without steel, because they have pretty easy going. But a battleship needs ray-gun armor, and that has to contain iron alloys. Nothing else is strong enough; Earth has tried practically everything else.”


  “Earth has,” she flashed back. “But does it occur to you that the Oberonian Empire is not Earth? It’s a good deal different—and that difference is important. The Oberonians have developed an allotropic form of mercury. It’s harder than any steel yet devised. It works perfectly for ray screens. It’s lighter than most steel, and it seems to have every necessary quality for making battleships. There’s only one thing wrong with it, from our standpoint. At normal Earthly temperatures it’s a liquid.”


  That was the why of the Oberonian’s actions.


  “Can you prove what you say?” I asked tensely. “How do you know about it?”


  The Mercurian answered that. “We of Mercury have a special power for reading thoughts,” he said obliquely. “It is not used ordinarily, for it would not be courteous. But now and again a situation will call for it. You’ll see the delicacy of trying to prove any such statement. It would be necessary first for me to admit that I had—infringed on the privacy of the Oberonian delegate.”


  And that would not be good. It looked as if the situation called for some tall thinking.


  I was getting ready to try and fill that order when Barbara said, “There’s one thing we haven’t told you yet. Besides finding out about the new construction material, he found out that what we had deduced was true. There is a secret Oberonian Empire. It’s run by a dictator, not the old emperor or any of his successors. The. dictator is an army fanatic, one of the generals who forced the emperor into war. We couldn’t get his name, but we found out one thing. He is in a warship of the new design, somewhere in space, not a hundred thousand miles from here.”


  WE THREE discussed the question for an hour or more without coming to any particular conclusion. The Mercurian, whose intelligence was unquestionable, nevertheless did not seem to be up to the problem of doing anything constructive about our dilemma. He became gloomier and gloomier as the discussion went on. Finally he left, after taking precautions so that he would be unobserved as he went back to his own quarters. He told us not to worry. The intimation was that he would take care of things for us. But I couldn’t see what he could do.


  I said as much to Barbara. She, surprisingly, seemed to put a lot of confidence in him.


  “Don’t forget, Lee, it meant a fight against all his training to come here at all. He said he’d help us and he will. I don’t know what he can do, but mark my words, he’ll do something.”


  He did something, all right. The next morning the news of what he’d done was all over Juno. Sometime during the night he’d taken a helico-ray pistol and destroyed his metal brain-case and the almost immortal brain within.


  Confronted with a problem, his answer had been suicide.


  A special funeral ship brought his remains back to his native planet, and an alternate delegate filled his place in the Conference until a fully accredited one could be sent from Mercury.


  In the three clays that it took for the new delegate to arrive from Mercury, events moved rapidly. The proposal of the Oberonian had been adopted and implemented by codes and rules suggested by delegates from every planet. An interplanetary police force had already been authorized, to be paid for and staffed jointly by all civilized planets. An iron tracer, the military secret of Callisto, had been given to all, particularly to the policing agency mentioned before. With the aid of this device, it was possible to spot an iron-bearing ship within a distance of a half-million miles, and aim your guns at it without even seeing it.


  The outlook for peace would have been rosy . . . If the Oberonians hadn’t managed to develop the new metal. For every bill for disarmament presented to the Conference was only an amplification of the first one drawn up by the Oberonians. And the definition of a warship remained the same.


  I dropped hints right and left to all the Terrestrial delegates I could manage to buttonhole, but my hands were tied. Barbara had asked for and received a promise of secrecy in regard to everything she’d told me. As yet, it was not quite imperative that I act immediately. Full-scale disarmament, including the dismantling of all war rockets, wouldn’t be begun by Earth until the Peace Conference was over and all the agreements signed. Before they were signed, there was no great need for action and I could keep my promise. If the actual signing became imminent without any encouraging sign. I’d have to tell the whole story to any Terrestrial diplomat I could convince.


  I didn’t see much of Barbara in those three days. I tried hard enough but site made herself scarce. And I was kept rather busy too, so I never had a really good chance to get her alone and find out what she was planning to do.


  The new Mercurian delegate came and nothing happened. I was one of the crowd of newsmen of assorted shapes and races who met him at the entrance-porte to the Halls of the Delegates when his ship landed. He was nothing special, I thought, just a typical Mercurian—and probably, I thought bitterly, as worthless as the one before him. He didn’t pause for much of a personal interview, just distributed printed statements to the reporters and went off to his chambers.


  But that night I suddenly found cause to remember him vividly.


  I WOKE to find someone in my room, rummaging through my things. I rose and was about to challenge the intruder when he whirled and stared at me. It was the new Mercurian delegate!


  The mind-power of the Mercurian cannot he overrated. His metal-glass eyes seemed to shine with a weird inner tire as they stared into mine. They enlarged and became more brilliant, and I found myself swirling off to sleep again . . .


  Pure hypnosis, a type impossible for a human being to exercise. But the superior mentality of the Mercurian made it possible for him to dominate my lesser mind so completely that I had to obey his unspoken command to sleep.


  But the command could not have any lasting effect. It wore off, probably in a matter of seconds. As I came to again, I heard the door to my room slide gently shut.


  I leaped out of bed and examined my belongings. I quickly discovered what the Mercurian had been after: my photo-key to the Press Relations Bureau.


  Hastily I climbed into my one-piece coverall and followed.


  No one was in sight in the corridors. I made my way quickly to the Press Relations room. I found the door open, and the night attendant asleep within.


  The hall was almost totally dark, and, except for the Mercurian and myself, empty. I stared through the blurring transparencies and tried to find him. I saw him moving—yes, it was he—walking rapidly through the Callistan section to the Oberonian one beyond.


  I followed. I was totally unequipped for such a venture. The Callistan section, I knew, would be all right. The air pressure would be lower and the atmosphere would have a pungent reek of rare gases, but otherwise it would be much the same as Earth’s.


  But the Oberonian—this was the Rhean division—section would be considerably different. Cold—frightfully cold.


  So I was forced to watch his actions from a distance. He seemed to be doing something—I couldn’t tell what—to the mechano-translator, by the light of a small pocket-torch, to judge by the feeble glow. Then the light went out and I could see his gleaming form coming hack.


  I made myself inconspicuous and allowed him to pass.


  I followed him through the door to the Bureau, slipped past the again unconscious night man, and went back to bed. I immediately fell asleep. When I awoke my light-key was in its accustomed place once more.


  That was the morning of the day the Oberonian Empire died once and for all . . .


  BARBARA KING saw the blow struck. “I was on the way from my room,” she said that night while we were celebrating. “I had a little time to spare and I had an idea of what was coming, so I walked along the promenade. Lucky the Earth-section happened to be facing the right direction then. It was a big, blue flare of light. It blotted out the stars, almost blinded me.”


  “And it killed the Oberonian dictator,” I said. “But I’m still wondering about some of the details.”


  I turned to the steel-bodied Mercurian who stood by, mentally benign. “I realize you could find out everything that was going on in the minds of the Oberonians by thought-reading. That’s how you knew they were in tight-beam radio connection with the dictator on their new allotropic-mercury ship. And when you rigged up that super-heterodyne gadget on their secret transmitter, it started a vibration in the receiver located on the ship. I’ll take your word for it that a vibration of that certain special type is all that’s necessary to destroy one of their ships, by destroying the complex arrangement of the mercury atoms. But what I want to know is—how did you happen to bring the gadget with you?” The Mercurian’s thoughts turned suddenly grave. “For that we owe a debt to my predecessor, the delegate who destroyed himself. Thought transmission is normally carried on only at short distances. But by a special intense effort, thought can be made to reach any individual to whom the sender is attuned, wherever he may be, within hundreds of millions of miles. The consequences of an effort like that cause insanity to the sender.


  “My predecessor—who was also my intimate friend—deliberately forced his brain to destroy itself by working it too hard. His mind reached out to me on Mercury, told me all that had happened. Then, when the first symptoms of degeneration began to be felt, he killed himself. And that served a purpose too. As a substitute for a dead man, my coming aroused no curiosity. As a diplomat, my effects were inviolate. I was able to bring in the ‘gadget’ with impunity.”


  Barbara nodded. “I was pretty sure that the Mercurian would do something.” I leaned back and lit a cigarette, feeling good. These minor powers with their mental powers were mighty handy allies.


  THE MAN WHO KNEW ROGER STANLEY


  Joseph Gilbert


  Somewhere, some place, your children’s children may see him—the man who saved the world—at the price of becoming a space exile forever!


  “YES,” said the man with the bitter blue eyes. “Yes, I knew Roger Stanley.”


  He sat there and said that with the soft green of the Howard-Brazier fluorescents stirring restless, hidden ghosts in the hell-pits that had been magnificent eyes, and casting out in starkest relief the incongruity of sensitive, tortured lips above a jaw that belonged to a fighter. But no one laughed. You didn’t laugh at a man like this; not even if you were one of three students on a vacation from the Interspatial Institution, and were a little drunk and reckless, and spoiling for a fight. So they were silent, waiting, unconscious of the raucous clatter in the spacemen’s den about them.


  “I knew him,” said the man with the blue eyes. “I ate with him, suffered with him, cursed with him, slept with him, fought with him, and knew him as well as anyone ever could or will. You remember Other World Enterprises? It’s dead now, of course, and the men back of it are rotting out their filthy souls in hell. It was they who built the domes on Venus, picked up volunteers to colonize them, and then, to arouse the flagging interest of the public to the point of buying more stock in Other World, appointed Roger Stanley to lead the expedition. Roger Stanley! Even then he was famous as the author of Dawn Shadows, and as the leader of the movement for justice for the then brutally-treated “watchers” of Mars. He was a young idealist then, only twenty-five. eager, immature, but there was that about him that drew men to him, the strange sincerity that belongs to all truly great men.


  “Well, you know what Other World was up to. The colony on Venus was insured for a tremendous sum. If it failed, Other World stood ready to collect thrice what it could ever hope to obtain from the colonists out of the slow culture of the medicinal plants of Venus. What could a sensitive youth like Stanley do against the primal instincts and brutality and raw, cruel force of those men who made up the colony? A little hardship, and they’d bolt on him; they’d mutiny, walk out cursing, and laughing a little, perhaps, at the ineffectuality of this fluttering, helpless fool of an artist. It was a good plan. Fool-proof.


  “They must have chuckled heartily to themselves, these fat vultures, as they stood on the send-off committee’s platform and smiled at the happy, confused young boy waving back at them as the spaceship door swung shut with a hiss and a clang. They must have slapped each other on the back, and shaken hands as that tiny defiant tail of fire vanished into the sky. They couldn’t guess what was to follow, you see . . .


  His voice trailed off. The athletic Larry Miller, dressed in a sleevless tunic that showed off his really admirable muscles as planned, started to say something funny, met the impact of those strange eyes, forgot what he’d intended to say, and was silent. The low, quiet voice began again.


  “They didn’t see Roger Stanley the third night. He was in his room in the dome on Venus, drunk. He had never before taken a drink.


  “He didn’t make any noise, just paced up and down the floor and drank Martian wine—pints of it. Up and down all night long he paced. At dawn he came out. Save for the unsteady way he walked and the color in his usually pale face, he didn’t show a drop of all he had drunk. The men stood and stared at this man who had been Roger Stanley, and was not quite Roger Stanley now, as he strode, quiet and determined, saying nothing, down into the repair room. He picked up a welding torch and, ignoring the astonished men in the room, went up to the entrance of the dome. There were tremendous double doors leading to the metal gates and two guards loafing at the gates. He ordered them off, and they laughed at him. He drew a blaster and repeated the order. They didn’t laugh at that. They would have once, but not at this Roger Stanley; he told them that he’d kill both of them if they didn’t leave, and he meant it. He barred the door behind them, and started to work inside. They heard the torch for about an hour. Then he slipped out through the doors, pushing them shut behind him, and went to the room wherein stood the air-conditioning mechanism, and the technician who took charge of it. The technician left when faced with a blaster, and Roger Stanley stood alone in that room too.


  “Then there came the crowd, shrieking mad things with the coward-courage that is of the mob. They had discovered that Stanley had sealed the entrance to the dome, and they were determined to kill him. ‘Come out, come out!’ bellowed one of the powerful men who had assumed the role of leader. ‘Come out and die! You fool, don’t you know we can open the entrance with another torch in an hour. Come out, you yellow-livered scum, ‘fore we come in after you!’


  “THE roar of the mob shook the I dome. Then another voice rose above it—a powerful voice, the voice of a man who has become something more than a man. The voice of doom will sound like that.


  “ ‘Listen to me!’ it said.


  “The roar of the mob shuddered away, and silence rushed triumphantly in. ‘By the time you smash this door, or contrive to open the entrance,’ said the voice, ‘you shall all be dead. Unless you agree to go back to work, we shall all die together. And die quickly.’


  “ ‘A bluff!’ howled the leader. ‘A bluff! We’re comin’ in to get you, Stanley, and when we—’


  “ ‘Listen!’ cried the voice. ‘Listen for the ventilators!’


  “There was a moment’s silence. ‘They’ve stopped!’ screamed someone. ‘God have mercy on our souls, they’ve stopped!’


  “ ‘We have perhaps ten minutes to live,’ said the voice, very calmly. ‘Now will you agree to go back to work?’


  “They held out five minutes. Then somebody got down on the floor and started making strangling noises, and they gave up. They agreed, these men, and they kept their word. They were hard, but they were honest.


  “Stanley organized those men who were loyal, and things changed. If you worked, you ate. If you refused to work, then starve and be damned to you.


  “They worked. There were some little rebellions, naturally, but the rebels were punished, so that stopped. No, not torture. Simply a strong dose of castor oil, and a long rope to unknot in front of your friends and a strip of adhesive tape across your mouth. No torture could have the effect of being laughed at by your friends. And the culture thrived. But from that day on, Roger Stanley was never again sober. No one ever smelled liquor on him; they smelled mint. He chewed it constantly. It was said in the dome that when you saw a moving cloud of mint approaching you, followed by a dimly perceived man, you knew that Roger Stanley was coming.”


  “That’s true enough,” said slim, spectacled Milton Williams, the serious, competent youth who was writing his thesis on Roger Stanley. “It’s a not very well known fact about Stanley that he incessantly chewed mint. He had it imported all the way from Earth, too.”


  The blue-eyed man smiled, and the smile softened the lines in his hard face, and faded them so that they almost vanished. Then the smile was gone, and the old agony was stark in his eyes again.


  “It was perhaps a month later when he learned of Other World’s plan to destroy the dome with everyone in it. Stanley had backfired on them, so they were taking this way. Some of the technicians found one of the workers setting dynamite to shatter the dome. They didn’t call Stanley just then. They wanted information. They got it. Their methods weren’t very nice, but they were effective. When they had got all they could out of the saboteur, they shot the worker through an airlock into Venus’ atmosphere. And once a man without a space suit hits Venus’ atmosphere, you don’t worry about him any more.


  “They went to Stanley and told him everything. He sat there, looking down at the table top, silent. It was over a minute before he said in a harsh voice, ‘You say he had an accomplice?’


  “ ‘Yeah’, said one of the technicians, ‘but we don’t know who. He wouldn’t tell us.’


  “Stanley, with his eyes on the table, said, ‘Assemble all of the men in the recreation room in twenty minutes.’


  “The order went out over the dome communication system. Men asked questions, received no satisfactory answers, and, puzzled, gathered in the large auditorium where Stanley stood waiting on the stage. He waited until he knew they were all there, then told them of what he had learned from the technicians. ‘The man had an accomplice’. He drew his blaster. ‘That accomplice is going to die now!’


  “A man in the crowd swiftly drew his blaster in what he thought was self-defense. Stanley’s blaster went Blamp, and the man didn’t have a head any more.


  “ ‘That’s all’ said Stanley calmly. ‘You can go back to work now’. And he strode off the stage.


  “This all got back to Other World eventually, but they could hardly squawk about it. So they sat tight and simmered, and the years hurtled by.


  “THEN came the Mars-Earth war of 2022. Mars, you’ll remember, had nearly a thousand tremendous ships, heavy as hell, and almost urunaneuverable. Earth had only 700 battleships and all were several tons lighter than the Martian monsters. But they came out to fight and die, and die they did. It was slaughter!


  “Stanley sat with his jaws tight and listened to the announcer on a televisor ship having hysterics. Then he got up, went to the communications room and put in a call for Other World. When he got the bilious, bloated President Hoag, he told him that he was planning to take the light cruiser ships in the dome and attack the Martian armada. Hoag called him mad, and some other names besides.


  “Funny, isn’t it, how men can remember personal grudges when their world is at stake? Stanley sat there listening to old Hoag rave, and getting madder and madder all the time, though it didn’t show except in the tight way his jaw was clenched. Finally Stanley told the financier exactly what he thought of him. It was ten minutes before Stanley finished and snapped off the televisor. He snapped instructions to the communication room technician.


  “ ‘Get every man to the cruisers’ he said. ‘Two men to a ship. Snap it up’


  “ ‘Pardon me, sir,’ said the man, ‘but what can light ships like ours do against an armada?”


  “Stanley smiled. ‘There was another armada at once, Jack. They called it the Spanish armada’. He went out, with the technician staring after him.


  “It’s history what happened next. The lumbering ships of the Martian armada had absolutely no chance against the small cruisers which were built for speed. The tiny ships sailed over, around, under the enemy, without the Martians ever being able to get a line on ’em so as to be able to shoot them out of space. While they were harassed by the little cruisers, the large Earth fleet had its opportunity. And did they take it! This time the slaughter was on the other side, and when it was over, there were only 317 Martian ships left to surrender. The war was over.


  “People back on earth went crazy. Stanley was a hero as there’d never been a hero before. Tales of what he’d done at the colony came back too, and Stanley became the most celebrated man on Earth.”


  “He still is,” said Williams. “He always will be. Roger Stanley has never been debunked by any modern historian, simply because there’s nothing to debunk. He was that kind of man.”


  Again the man smiled. It changed his face amazingly.


  “Stanley sat by the televisor and listened to the reports come in. They wanted him to make a speech over the televisors. He refused—flatly. And that night he got drunk—roaring, blind drunk. He smashed bottles, laughed and cried and cheered and sobbed in his locked room.


  “Every man in the dome was waiting outside his room when he came out the next morning. He had told them that he was going back to bring Other World to trial. The men started a cheer when he appeared in the door of his room, but it died when they saw his face. He stood in the doorway, talking to himself in a low voice and gazing into space as though they were not there.


  “ ‘I’m going back to Earth’ he said, ‘but it won’t be the same Earth. I had a girl. I promised her I’d be back, and she promised she’d wait—for eternity if need be. And she will. She’ll wait and wait and wait and pray a little and wait and wait and grow old and die unmarried and unmourned—still waiting. For, you see, I’m not going to keep my promise.’


  “The men in the dome dropped their eyes to the floor, tried to think of something to say, could not, and were silent.


  “ ‘Three years have passed since I first came here,’ said Stanley. Three years—and liquor does something to a man’s guts and outsides, too, when he drinks it steady for that long. She sees me, visualizes me as I was when first I left Earth, not as I am now. The idealist, true, but not on the outside anymore. On the inside. That won’t do, you know; it won’t do. She’d keep her promise, because she’s like that, but she wouldn’t be happy. Shattered illusions are hell. Let her keep hers!


  “ ‘I meant to write a book, too. It would have been a damn good book. I’ll never write it now.’ He paused, staring into space, his hands on his belt, speaking softly to himself. ‘What happened to my life? It’s gone, faded like an ephemeral bubble in the heat of the evening sun. I never wanted to do the things I’ve done here. I’m not that kind of person. But they’re done, and my job is almost finished. So I’m going back to Earth.’ He looked at them as if seeing them for the first time. ‘I’m a hero!’ he laughed shortly, bitterly. There was silence. Then he looked directly at them. ‘Good-by,’ he said, and was gone.


  “HE WENT back in a small, two-man cruiser. There were a million people waiting at the field when he returned. Televisors, dignitaries, banners, speeches, a banquet. How those millions cheered when the little rocket settled! The cheer rose to a bellow as a man stepped out of the rocket. Then the cheer died and a puzzled murmur arose as no one followed him. This man wasn’t Stanley!


  “The man stepped forward and raised his hands for silence. He said, ‘Roger Stanley was lost in space.’ Just that. ‘Roger Stanley was lost in space.’ Nothing more. Then, as one, a million people bowed their heads, a myriad of heads were uncovered in silence.


  “This was their tribute to a man who had made history.


  “The trial made history, too. Other World threw everything they had into it, but the evidence was there, and popular opinion was against them, as it had never been against anything before. They all got life on the Earth Space Penal Station, every man of them. And the man who had brought them to justice, the man who had returned alone in the cruiser, vanished. No man ever saw him again, and knew him for what he was.”


  “Until now, eh?” said Larry Miller.


  Williams leaned over the table, staring intently at the man with the bitter blue eyes.


  “You were with him when he died in space? You were with him?”


  “Yes,” said the man. “I was with him. But—you see, he died in space only as the man the people knew. Not a physical death.”


  They stared at him, unspeaking. What can you say when a man tells you that Roger Stanley is not dead?


  The man gazed back at them with weary amusement. “He’s a bum—a space bum, a fugitive from memories, from smashed dreams, shattered illusions. Doing work only a space bum would do. Cleaning holds, scrubbing decks, polishing metal. ‘What do you want done, mister?’ he says. ‘I’ll do it. It won’t cost you anything but meals and board and enough drink to put myself in a coma. Anything. I’ll do it. I’m a space bum . . .’ ”


  “Why?” whispered Williams. “Merciful God, why? The most beloved, worshipped man in the ten worlds. He has only to identify himself, and everything he could ever wish or desire would be his. The ten worlds at his feet. Why shouldn’t—?”


  “Suppose,” said the man in a tired voice, “Napoleon were to return to the people of France who worship him. Would they worship the man himself after they saw this short, ridiculous little fellow with a silly cocked hat and a bulging belly? Suppose Washington were to return. Would America worship a man with wooden false teeth, a terrible temper, a love for liquor, and “a vocabulary that would blow the tubes out of every televisor from here to Mars? Not very romantic, no. Heroes don’t look like heroes, save in people’s minds. That’s why they become heroes after they’re dead, because there’s no annoying original refusing to check with the mental conceptions of the multitudes. If Roger Stanley never comes back, he’ll live in mankind’s memory. If he does—how will this drink-soaked, disillusioned man compare with the upstanding, heroic young idealist most people visualize?


  “Roger Stanley will never come back. After all, of what importance are a few more years when you’re loved by a billion people, when your memory is cherished and treasured, when you can see yourself already a legend?”


  Milton Williams leaned over the table, again staring intently into the stranger’s face.


  “Tell me,” he whispered, “suppose I—or any of us—ran into Roger Stanley. How would we know him? What was his outstanding characteristic?”


  The other looked puzzled for a moment. “His outstanding characteristic, you say? Oh—blue eyes.”


  He stood up, slowly shaking his head as the other seemed about to ask more questions, and strode out of the den, out of their lives, into the dark of the waiting night.


  THE PLANET OF LOVE


  Jep Powell


  Gus and Fuss were mates until the green-eyed monster stepped between them. Then there was hell to pay on Venus—and it wasn’t all love!


  “TROSH!” Captain Angus Craig snorted contemptuously. “Twa hunner poonds I bid, an’ all the slont-eyed birkie offers is a pile o’ glitterin’ trosh.”


  Captain Fumiyoka, sharp Nipponese trader, smiled blandly and dangled a handful of cheap trinkets in front of the bulging green eyes of Jo, froglike Venusian merchant.


  Mate Drayfus Slagg hastened to back up his skipper. “Trash is right. Oh, such wutnless junk. Don’t you bite, Jo. This Jap’s a skunk.”


  The arrogant little Fumiyoka’s lips continued to smile but a dangerous glint crept into his beady black eyes.


  “I beg to differ, please,” he purred venomously. “My goods are exquisite pieces of art.”


  This haggling had been under way, off and on, for several days, Earth reckoning[1], in Jo’s trading shack at the dreary spaceport of Umbawa, remote outpost of Venusian civilization. The bidding was for Jo’s precious stock of bokkamee.[2]


  Captain Craig and Mate Slagg, Gus and Fuss as they had become known along the spaceways, were losing patience. They wanted to get their business over and clear out of Umbawa before the long black night set in. But Jo was in no hurry. Trading, to a Venusian, is a pleasure that must not be rushed.


  Gus and Fuss formed a strange team. Gus, owner-master of the ancient spaceship Lady Maud, was a dour Scot with greying walrus mustache and bleak gray eyes that seldom harbored a twinkle. Fuss, erstwhile desert rat, was a bald-headed, elongate oddity who resembled a melancholy and underfed scarecrow. He always talked in rhyme, but this was because of a peculiar lingual abnormality. His verse was unintentional, as spontaneous as a hiccup.


  “Twa hunner, twenny poonds,” Gus upped painfully. “All in minted gold.”


  Jo shifted his vile stogie to the other corner of his wide mouth, scratched his rusty, hairless head with a claw-tipped finger, and looked inquiringly at Fumiyoka. The Jap nodded and one of his four flunkies dumped another heap of gimcracks on the counter. Fumiyoka beamed magnanimously.


  “Let’s hit the trail,” Fuss groaned to Gus. “We ain’t got a look in. An’ let this frawg wail when he finds hisself took in.” Then in a final appeal to the Venusian. “Look, Jo, don’t be a sap. Don’t have no truck with that slinky J—”


  His last work died a-borning as a comely, plumpish Earthwoman in her middle thirties entered and stood demurely at the counter. She wore a transparent slicker over riding breeches and sweater that stretched taut in places. She was bareheaded, and droplets of Venusian mist on her auburn ringlets formed a jeweled tiara. Her very large, very blue eyes looked friendly. Fuss sighed audibly.


  FUMIYOKA strutted over to her like a bantam rooster. He touched his cap and bowed low. “Ah-h-h,” he murmured through a toothy smile. “How is it the lovely Earth flower is transplanted to this dismal Venusian garden?”


  She gave him a quick, uneasy smile and tried to move away. The hackles stiffened on Fuss’s scrawny neck.


  “Wait,” purred the Jap. “Captain Fumiyoka admires the exquisite Earth flower. See?” He looped a string of cheap beads around her neck and gave her an intimate pinch.


  She uttered a panicky whimper and glanced around appealingly. Fuss rose to the occasion with a vicious back-hand swipe that sent the Jap spinning into a corner.


  Fumiyoka came up with an automatic in his hand. But he never fired it. A barking six-shooter seemed to leap into Fuss’s hand from its holster. Fumiyoka dropped his gun and grabbed his arm. He bared his teeth in a stoic grin.


  “We meet again soon, eh?” he hissed meaningly. “Until then, I bid Captain Craig and his honorable Mate good day.”


  “Next time, you’d better try jujitsu, or somep’n else that fits you,” Fuss growled. “I could make a six-gun talk long before I learnt to walk.”


  Fumiyoka and his men departed for their spaceship to patch up the wounded flipper.


  “Wheest!” groaned us. “Noo ye’ve done it. The slont-eyed roscal will be oot to get us baith.”


  “Yez,” Jo croaked solemnly. He snuffed out his cigar and dropped it into the pocket of a pair of faded shorts, his only garment. “Jap trader iz one bad guy. Long time come but he no vorget. Iz dangerouz guy.”


  The full import of this warning smote Fuss like an icy blast from the Sierras. Goose pimples sprouted on his back. In a moment of brash heroics he had incurred the enmity of one of the most dangerous scoundrels of the spaceways. Fumiyoka’s reputation was universal.


  Fuss feared no creature who fought in the open, but ethical battle was not Fumiyoka’s style. A blade or a bullet in the back was his trade-mark.


  Fuss shivered. Then he looked down into a pair of very large, very blue eyes and felt new courage surge into his lean breast.


  “Oh-h-h, you’re so bur-rave,” she cooed. “I don’t know how to thank you, Mr.—uh.”


  “Dreyfus Slagg, at your service, ma’am. I don’t brag’bout how brave I am but when a lady’s in distress, then an’ there, I must confess, danger’s somep’n I don’t shun. Anyway, my duty was all I done.”


  “How charmingly quixotic,” she gasped. “And a poet, too.”


  “They call me the Bard o’ Hellcat Hole, back home in the good ol’ U.S.A. But I declare upon my soul, I don’t try to rhyme the things I say.” Fuss paused for an awkward moment. Then, “If this gun-play got you alarmed, I’ll gladly take you home unharmed. As a matter of pure unvarnished fact, I’d downright sure enjoy the act.”


  She smiled fetchingly, made her purchase, then took the lank arm Fuss proffered. They marched out into the misty drizzle, leaving Gus to continue his dickering with Jo.


  “NICE weather,” she commented, not as a conversation-opener but as an observation of fact. Relatively, it was indeed nice weather. The mild drizzle was a welcome respite from the heavy rains. It rains almost continuously on the cloud-blanketed planet of Venus, and when water is not falling it is rising in steamy mists. Then the gaspy mugginess is worse than the rain.


  Cynthia Lowell was her name, she said, not her real name, but her nom de plume. She had always wanted to be a writer, so when her husband died two years previously, leaving her with some means, she had left America in search of exotic backgrounds for her literary labors. Hence her presence in Umbawa. None of her writings had seen print, she admitted. She also did poems occasionally.


  They walked along the narrow, muddy footpath that was the main thoroughfare. It took them past Big Mama’s place, the only two-story house in Umbawa. Here Big Mama, an ebon Alabama lady of great enterprise and greater avoirdupois, conducted a combination inn and hot spot.


  The hostesses in Big Mama’s dance salon were strictly local talent. After she fitted wigs’ over their hairless noggins, lavished make-up on their faces, and ensconced them in clingy dresses that draped down to hide their webbed feet, the little aboks[3] made right passable partners in terpsichore.


  Big Mama’s juke organ was giving out blatantly.


  “You don’t go there, do you?” Cynthia asked, casting a disapproving glance at the imposing edifice.


  “Me go there?” Fuss scoffed. “That cheap, notorious dump. I don’t care for that kind of—”


  “Yooo-hoooo! Howdy, Mr. Fuss,” Big Mama whinnied from a window. A white-toothed grin split her round, black face. She lifted a meaty arm and waved.


  Fuss and Cynthia walked on in embarrassed silence.


  “Well, here we are.” Cynthia halted in front of a small cottage on stilts. “I don’t know how to tell you how gurrateful I am for your—uh, gallantry.” She paused pensively. “I wanted to ask you for tea tomorrow, and to listen to some of my poor verse, but I suppose you’d rather—” She shot a significant look in the direction of Big Mama’s.


  “Oh-h-h-h!” Fuss groaned deprecatingly. “Please don’t think I like that dive. I was there just once, sure as I’m alive.”


  “We-ell,” she considered. “May I expect you at four?”


  “I’ll be here sure, come mist or hail or driving rain. I can hardly endure the hours till I see you again.”


  “You’re so-o-o romantic,” Cynthia sighed. Her eyelids fluttered and Fuss experienced a delightful attack of vertigo. He left her beatific presence like one in a dream. His usually melancholy visage now was wreathed in a comic radiance. In all his forty-odd years, none of the fair sex ever had touched his callous heart. But this angelic bundle of blue eyes and sweet plumpness not merely had touched it—she had captured it. At just one tiny word, he felt, he would eagerly plunge his horny fist into his breast, rip out his heart by the roots, and tender it to her, quivering and drippy.


  CAPTAIN GUS stood beside the airlock of Lady Maud and glowered through the steamy fog at the little yellow figures who scurried about like ants, polishing the gleaming sides of Fumiyoka’s powerful ship on the other side of the spaceport. The sleek oriental craft outshone the aged Lady Maud like a new dime beside a rusty penny.


  Lady Maud once had been a de luxe spaceliner and Gus was a cabin boy aboard her. They never parted company. Newer, speedier and more luxurious liners had displaced her and now she was a lowly tramp freighter. Gus owned her and loved her—loved her like a living creature. Indeed, there were times when she was remarkably like a proud and whimsical old lady, aloof toward all save her worshipful skipper.


  Gus patted her mottled plates and sighed reverently. He shot another scornful look at the shiny Nipponese ship. “Yon tin boiler glistens like’er laithsome moster,” he grunted.


  Fuss snapped out of a pleasant reverie. “What about that slinky little Nippon snipe, has he been back to Jo’s with his gaudy tripe?”


  “Nay, an’ that’s whut’s a-botherin’ me. He wants that bokkamee an’ a triflin’ flesh wound wudna stop ’im fra barterin’. Belike the roscal’s plonnin some dostardly trick.”


  Gus paused to chew on a wisp of his mustache. “Aye, he’s up to dirty work, an’ a-waitin’ furr the darkness to set in. If I cud ony goad Jo into dickerin’, we’d be oot o’ here afore the night comes.” Love, it is said, obscures one’s sense of danger. Then Fuss was in total eclipse. He was in no hurry to leave Umbawa.


  “What’s a day or so, more or less? We’ve wiggled out of many a mess. If darkness comes, then let it come. I ain’t skeered of that slant-eyed bum.” He looked at his anciept watch and thought of tea for two at four. “I got to go see a guy about a mule. Meanwhile, don’t get het up. Keep calm and cool.”


  He strode jauntily away, leaving a puzzled Gus tugging at his ragged mustache.


  FUSS marveled at Cynthia’s cool loveliness in a crisp organdie frock, while he sat simmering in his own juice.


  So great was the humidity, he was sure he could wring water out of the air.


  He listened for an hour to her poems about moon and June, about love and stars above. Finally she suggested that he recite one of his poems.


  “O, Cynthia—” he began.


  “Yes, go on,” she urged.


  “O, Cynthia—” He got no further. All his life he had spouted effortless rhyme, but now he was inarticulate. He sputtered miserably and gave up.


  Cynthia suggested a boat ride. She called Oggo, her Venusian all-purpose servant, and told him to get her boat.


  It was only a muddy bateau on a murky Umbawan slough but, to Fuss, it was a gondola on a moonlit Venetian canal; and Oggo, who ripped out an occasional stomachy grunt as he poled them along, was a golden-throated gondolier.


  Into the wide bayou they drifted and Cynthia began to croon a Jovian love song. As she finished, she dropped her eyes to the water, then came up with a slow, sidelong glance that sent a bee—a precious honey bee—crawling up Fuss’s spine.


  Cynthia let her hand dangle over the side of the boat and plucked a water hyacinth. She smelled it—Or did she touch it to her lovely lips?—and tossed it to Fuss.


  He held it to his long proboscis and his nostrils quivered like those of a rabbit sniffing a juicy carrot. Then he crushed the flower to his lean bosom.


  “O, Cynthia—” he tried again. “O, Cynthia—Aw-w-w-nuts! I—I can’t rhyme no more. The Muse has forsook me.”


  “I believe you’re bashful, Dreyfus,” she smiled. She noticed it was growing late and told Oggo to take them to Jo’s store.


  All the way there Fuss was wretchedly silent. His tongue had failed him—nay, tricked him—at a time when he most needed his rhyme.


  Leaving Jo’s store they met a naked little abok mother carrying her saucereyed bokkin on her back, his tiny arms clasped tightly around her neck. She sidled off the path.


  “Oh-h-h, isn’t he cu-te?” Cynthia exclaimed. “Please let me hold him.”


  The shy little abok yielded reluctantly.


  “Isn’t he a little angel?” Cynthia gushed. She cuddled the mud-crusted angel to her breast.


  Venusian babies, all head and practically no body, like animated apostrophes, reminded Fuss of tadpoles—not angels.


  “Kitchy koo,” Cynthia gurgled, chucking the bokkin under the chin. The little angel uttered a hellish screech and struggled frantically to squirm from his alien captor. His little claws tore at her hands and arms. His mother reclaimed him and hurried away.


  “I love babies,” Cynthia sighed wistfully. “I never had one.”


  FUSS was touched profoundly. He took her hand tenderly and dabbed at the scratches left by the frightened little bokkin. Then he kissed her hand and felt it flutter.


  “O, Cynthia,” he blurted. “Somep’n’s hit me hard inside. My heart is burstin’ open wide with love an’ joy an’ ecstasy. Please say you feel the same towards me. I’m hot, I’m cold, I’m all agog. Come fly with me from this dismal bog.”


  “Why, Dreyfus,” she whispered. “This is so sudden. I don’t know what to—Oh, there’s your captain. Yoo-hoo!” She waved.


  Gus, headed toward Jo’s, paused uncertainly, then came toward them. Fuss gave him an unwelcome look.


  “Please don’t think me bold, Captain,” Cynthia said coyly. “I—I greeted you before it occurred to me that we hadn’t met. But Mr. Slagg and I have become such good friends that I—uh—” She registered charming embarrassment. “I almost felt that I knew you, too.”


  Gus started to salute, doffed his cap instead, and fumbled it awkwardly.


  “Anyway,” Cynthia rattled on. “I think fellow Earthmen’way out here in the heavens should be congenial, don’t you?” She smiled sweetly and gave him the works with her blue eyes.


  “Aye,” Gus agreed, running a finger around his collar. “Aye, ye’re richt indeed, modom.”


  Fuss, unable to recall the time Gus had wasted more than a syllable on the opposite sex, did not like this sudden loquacity.


  “How long have you been in space, Captain?” Cynthia asked.


  “Thirty-odd years,” Gus replied. Then he added proudly, “I’m practically a pioneer.”


  “How thur-rilling!” she exclaimed. “You must have had some marvelous experiences. Space pioneers are so-o-o interesting.”


  Fuss suddenly decided they were boors, Gus especially.


  “Why don’t you boys come over to my house for tea and sandwiches?” Cynthia suggested. “Look,” she held up a rusty tin. “I’ve got ham. Real Virginia ham.”


  “Sure,” Fuss said. “I’ll be more’n glad to, but I reckon Gus couldn’t if he had to. He’s got a pressing deal with Jo. Well, so long, Gus—Come on, Cynthia, let’s go.”


  “Nonsense!” Cynthia pouted. “Couldn’t your old business wait just a teeny weeny while, Captain?”


  “Aweel,” Gus said with a tone of eagerness.


  “Still an’ all, that boat’s so small,” Fuss put in weakly.


  “We’ll walk,” Cynthia declared. She gave her groceries to Oggo and sent him home with the bateau.


  “I feel so-o-o safe now,” she sighed, squeezing two bony arms simultaneously as the trio moved along the narrow path. “Two brave, strong men to protect little me.”


  GUS and Fuss were not on speaking terms at breakfast. The scintillating but vacillating Cynthia had alternately thur-rilled to Gus’s grossly exaggerated travelogues and adored Fuss’s ebullient rhymes.


  They, in turn, had divided their time between calf-eyed glances at the fetching widow and sour stares at each other. The old Green-Eyed-Monster—Jealousy—had reared its ugly head between them.


  After breakfast Fuss kept to his cabin for hours, glowering at the monotonous rain. The grey clouds were growing steadily darker, marking the end of the long Venusian day. The stygian night was just a few hours away.


  An acute emptiness gnawed at his innards as he recalled the wonderment in Cynthia’s eyes as she listened to Gus’s yarns of space adventure. The feeling of emptiness was accompanied by thoughts of Cynthia’s tea and sandwiches. He sighed deeply—and hungrily—and reached for his boots and slicker.


  He stopped short in the corridor and lifted his long nose to sniff like a giraffe sampling the wind. He turned back and followed the scent to Gus’s cabin, whence wafted the heavy fragrance of cologne, lavishly splashed. Gus stood in front of a mirror pruning his walrus mustache. His face, shaved twice over and painfully close, shone like a freshly-spanked papoose, and his salt-and-pepper hair, slicked down with pomade from the trade goods, was reminiscent of a drenched’possum. He was gurgling a tune:


  “. . . a lossie, a bonnie, bonnie lossie.


  “She’s as fairrr as a lily in the . . .”


  “Brrrrraaaaak!” Fuss broke in with the sound of canvas ripping. “You danged ol’ dodderin’, clownish fop. Where you goin’ with face all shined an’ ears a-lop?”


  “Where ye gang?” Gus retorted. “All dinket oot in boots an’ sleeker. It’s no use if ye’re a-headin’ furr Cynthy’s hoose. That wha’ I’m a-boond.”


  “Wh—wh—” Again Fuss’s tongue failed him.


  “Aye,” Gus said airily. “She osked me furr a boat ride.”


  Fuss was speechless for one moment of stabbing agony. Then words poured forth in a scathing torrent. “You double-crossin’, sneakin’ love pirate. Skunks are a dang sight better’n I rate the lowdown varmint you turned out to be. Once you was a man, but now you’re just a snake to me.” He twisted his lips and spat as if the very sight of Gus put a bad taste in his mouth. Serpent, viper and even wuss. I’m off, I’m through, I’m quittin’ you, Gus.”


  “Gude riddance,” Gus snarled. “Ye ongrateful, craggit speldron. I took ye in, a droonken skellum, an’ tried to make a mon o’ ye. Now ye turrn on yurr beenefactor.” His mustache quivered angrily. “Oot wi’ ye. Git yurr duffle an’ git’.”


  IN a corner of Jo’s trading shack, the most wretched creature in all the wide reaches of space huddled on a zipper bag that contained all of his belongings.


  “Ware yo bozz man?” Jo asked sympathetically.


  “The danged ol’ coot’s gone plumb insane. To heck with business, it’s wimmin on the brain.”


  “Miz Lowell?” Joe inquired. “Zhe vine lady.”


  Fuss nodded and vented an abysmal sigh.


  “Excuze,” Jo grunted and hopped to the front to greet a customer, an Earthman new to Umbawa.


  “Hiya, chum,” boomed the newcomer. He was robust and pompous, with the hearty smile of a chamber of commerce greeter. “Alfred Hardy’s the name. Just call me Al. Nice little town you got here.” He made a grandiose sweep with his arm to include the whole soggy village.


  Jo beamed proudly.


  “May be just the place I’m looking for.” Al lowered his voice confidentially. “I’m going to open up a subdivision, sell homesites to wealthy people who want to get away from the hustle and bustle of a busy universe. Yep, this may be the spot.”


  He closed his eyes and placed a pudgy finger to his temple. “Hm-m-m. Umbawa, Garden Spot of Venus . . . Umbawa, City of Contentment . . . Live in Quiet, Quaint Umbawa. . . . Yep, it’s got possibilities, chum.”


  “How you come Umbawa?” Jo asked.


  “On my yacht, the Golden Gull,” Al said. “She’s anchored there in the bay. I’ve been cruising all over this planet, looking for just such a glorious spot as this.”


  Fuss edged to a window and peered through the rain at the Golden Gull. It was a gross libel against any bird, a rusty, mustard-colored craft, slightly alist, that resembled a decrepit garbage scow.


  “Stranger, you’re shore a puzzle. What sort of stuff you guzzle that makes all things you see look as bright as bright can be?”


  “Eh? I didn’t see you there in the corner, chum,” Al chuckled. “Things are always as you see ’em. Yep, I only look at the silver linings. What’s your angle in Umbawa?”


  “I’m what you might call on the loose. I had a job but it wasn’t no use. My boss, he up an’ stole my gal. Now I’m open for propositions, pal.”


  “Hm-m-m,” Al hummed. “Might be able to use you. Yep, just the man I need. Good slogan man. You’re hired, chum.”


  He paused and gave Fuss a sympathetic look. “From your droopy look, I’d guess said heart snatch was recent, huh? You need something to cheer you up. Know any place where we could take on a couple of snorts?”


  “There’s just one spot, it’s quite a dive. The swamp rum’s hot, an’ so’s the jive. I’ll go along and show you where, but I won’t poke my face in there.”


  “Don’t you like that,” Al scoffed. “Look, I might be able to patch things up for you with the little lady. Yep, I’m sure I could, and put your rival in the grease. Let’s go to this joint and talk it over.”


  FUSS sipped cautiously at the potent hooch as he unburdened his woe to the sympathetic Al.


  “Don’t you worry, chum. I can handle this as smooth as silk,” Al assured. “Yep, just tell me where the lady lives. I’ll call on her when I leave here, and you’ll be the fair-haired boy again in no time.”


  Fuss felt better. A vengeful scheme began to hatch in his noodle as he watched several of Fumiyoka’s crewmen spending good money like proverbial sailors. All he needed was Big Mama’s cooperation. He sought that worthy lady.


  Big Mama wiggled her head as Fuss unfolded his plan.


  “It sounds screwy to me,” she declared. “Once my gals git dey claws on dat no’count trash, dey won’t want to turn it loose.” Big Mama always called her little abok hostesses her “girls” and gave them fancy names few of them could pronounce.


  “Ain’t you the boss of this jive crew?” Fuss demanded. “An’ can’t you tell ’em what to do?”


  “I sho is, an’ I sho kin,” she declared emphatically.


  “That’s swell,” Fuss said. “Well?”


  “Awright, Big Shorty. I’ll do it’cause I always likes to he’p folks dat come fum where I come fum.”


  One by one she called her hostesses and told them to accept no more cash from the Japs for drinks and dances, but to require payment in trinkets. Then, one by one, the Japansese slipped away, only to return later with pockets bulging.


  Soon Fuss was bending a willing elbow and a benign feeling of good fellowship stole over him. He looked for his new friend, Al, and found him in a booth in a close huddle with a blonde-wigged mulok[4] named Esmerelda. Fuss did not disturb them. He appraised the hostesses in their sleazy dresses and garish make-up. How could he pick out just one dancing partner from so glamorous a bevy? He decided to play the field.


  “Yippee!” he whooped. “Crank up that box, I’ll feed the slot. Pick me a tune, an’ pick it hot. Come here, Toots, you in brown. Grab aholt, we’re goin’ to town.”


  Several dances and many drinks later Fuss decided to go other places and see new things. Just where was not exactly clear to him—nor was anything else. He reeled out of Big Mama’s in high glee, followed by two aboks alarmed about his safety.


  He reared back and fractured the Umbawan quiet with a blood-curdling Comanche yell, then plunged into the darkness and rain. He mistook a rickety pier for a path beside the slough.


  “Yeee—aaaa-hooo! Yippee! Yee—”


  SPLASH!


  The two aboks dived to his rescue as he threshed about in shallow water like a wounded flamingo. They helped him to his feet and he stood knee-deep in water, an arm around each. The water was tepid, but it was wet—and sobering.


  A bateau hove alongside. Two figures in it cuddled cozily under a large umbrella.


  “Howdedoo, Mister Slagg,” Gus chuckled evilly. “Forget yurr bathin’ suit?”


  Fuss stammered for a fitting retort, failed to find it. He looked at Cynthia with the hangdog expression of a kid caught in the cookie jar. She lifted her chin and turned her head disdainfully. The bateau drifted on. Oggo, squatting on the stern, ripped out a cheery grunt.


  Fuss stood there for one awful moment, long arms outstretched toward the departing boat. Then his arms dropped heavily to his sides and he sloshed up the slough like a dejected crane.


  AFTER an eternity of aimless wandering, Fuss found himself near the Lady Maud. He had not come there purposefully, he was merely aware that she lay only a few yards ahead.


  He was aware, too, that all was not well with Lady Maud. It was only a premonition, but a convincing one—and sinister. He peered anxiously at the dim light in the airlock and started stealthily toward it. Suddenly he stopped, realizing that he had severed relations with Lady Maud and her love-pilfering captain. Yet something urged him on.


  His hand reached for his six-gun. But it was not there. He had “checked” it in compliance with Big Mama’s safety rule.


  He paused outside the open airlock and strained his ears. He heard nothing, not even crewmen swapping yarns or wrangling over a crap game. Where was the guard? The airlock was never left open without a guard.


  Fuss eased off his squshy shoes, tiptoed into the ship, and made for the main corridor.


  “Hands up, please,” hissed a familiar voice behind him. “And turn around.”.


  Fuss raised his hands slowly and turned.


  The automatic in Fumiyoka’s hand did not waver.


  “Blaze awfiy!” Fuss snarled without rhyme.


  “No hurry,” Fumiyoka murmured. He barked a command in Japanese and two husky aides came from the power room.


  “The Honorable Fussy would like to try jujitsu, eh?” Fumiyoka purred. “So be it.”


  One of his aides crouched and sprang. Fuss suddenly found himself in mid-air, long arms and legs imitating a Dutch windmill in a tornado. His feet hit the ceiling and his head clunked against the floor. He took off again and executed a dizzy loop. As he headed in for another one-point landing, frantically clawing the air like a cat going over Niagara, his fingers seized a hold on his tormentor’s uniform—and held.


  The two went down together, with Fuss desperately gathering the wiry Jap into a bony embrace, determined to carry along a hunk of Nipponese ballast if he took off again. But another take-off seemed unlikely. The Jap was struggling weakly and gasping like a beached fish, his windpipe squeezed shut by Fuss’s long arm.


  Then Fumiyoka’s other aide moved in. He brought his pistol down in a crunching blow. Fuss sailed away again—but this time he floated instead of hurtling. He was vaguely conscious of the gun smashing against his head again, and again, as he drifted into oblivion.


  CAPTAIN GUS, torn from Cynthia’s blissful presence by news of havoc on his ship, gazed sorrowfully at the battered Fuss.


  “Kilt!” he gulped. “Kilt whilst defendin’ the Lady Maud.” His eyes blurred and his whiskers trembled. “By Crivens, that murderin’, slont-eyed spawn o’ hell will not get away wi’ it.”


  He gripped his pistol and stomped toward the airlock.


  “Hold on, Cap’n Gus,” urged Buzz Crawford, ship’s cosmophone operator. “Hadn’t you better call the Venusian authorities?”


  “Sheugh!” Gus spat. “Venoosian justice? Like treakle in cauld weather. I’ll hondle this—” He was interrupted by a feeble, quavery song:


  
    “Crank up that box, I’ll feed the slot,


    “Pick me a tune, an’ pick it hot.


    “I’m rootin’, tootin’ sportin’ guy


    “Hell-bent for fun an’ feelin’ spry.”

  


  “Wheest!,” Gus gasped. “Whut’s that?”


  “It—it’s him,” Crawford stammered, pointing shakily.


  “Ma sainted minny,” Gus whispered. “Be ye alive, mon?”


  Fuss only groaned.


  Gus knelt and peered anxiously into Fuss’s bloody visage. “Speak agin’, Fuss.”


  No reply.


  “Onswer me,” Gus choked. “It’s me, gus, yurr auld crony.”


  Crawford returned with the brandy. Gus opened the bottle and Fuss’s long nose twitched. He tilted the bottle to Fuss’s swollen lips.


  “Ah-h-h,” Fuss breathed weakly but appreciatively. “I never tasted nothin’ better’n that. Now tell me where the heck I’m at.” He blinked woozily.


  “On the gude ship Lady Maud,” Gus said with relief. He explained that the crew had been drugged. Crawford believed the Japs had used trichlorethylene gas to put them out temporarily. Fuss had been attacked when he entered the ship after the Japs had damaged the power converters.


  “Oh, yes, now I recall, I met ’em in this hall,” Fuss groaned. “Then come that jujitsu stuff, which is wuss than playin’ rough. They had me doin’ loop the loops, an’ spins’, an’ dives, an’ oopsie doops. They bopped an’ bopped me on the head, an’ left me layin’ here for dead.”


  “I’m fair hoppy ye ain’t,” Gus declared with feeling.


  “Gee, Gus, I shore am glad. You’re the best pal I ever had. Let’s me an’ you bury the hatchet. Here, shake my hand, hurry an’ snatch it.”


  THEY shook and Gus honked loudly into a handkerchief.


  “We’ll go to Cynthia’s like a pair of men,” Fuss continued. “Tell her we love her there an’ then. Let her name the one her own heart picks. The other steps aside without no kicks.”


  “Aye,” Gus agreed. “It’s the monly thing to—”


  The rest was drowned out by the deafening roar of Fumiyoka’s ship blasting off. Gus and Fuss exchanged puzzled looks.


  “Och!” Gus groaned. “The feelthy heathen’s blostin’ off wi’ the bokkamee. He was a-dealin’ wi’ Jo whilst we—”


  “Oh, no, I hardly think so,” Fuss cut in. “Just as shore as my name’s Slagg, that bokkamee is in the bag. Big Mama copped the cheap trade junk from that schemin’ oriental punk.”


  “Losh! Ye mean—?”


  “The stuff was swiped by Fumiyoka’s men to pay their bill at Mama’s hotcha den. Now she sells all the trash to me, an’ I trade it for the bokkamee. The aboks’ll buy it back from Jo again, an’ he’ll be happy enough to go insane.”


  It didn’t make sense—except on Venus. Jo could have achieved the same ultimate end by accepting Gus’s money at the start. But that would have robbed him of the fun of much trading—and bargaining is a sheer delight on Venus.


  Fuss seemed to enjoy his shrewdness. “I planned this deal to do you dirt,” he admitted. “But now, pal, you could have my shirt. I’ll be your agent an’ put the deal through an’ you get the bokkamee like you started to.”


  Gus tugged thoughtfully at his mustache. “Say,” he declared. “We’ll split the profits between us.”


  They shook hands again.


  Gus suddenly muttered a strangled Gaelic oath. “The murrderous scoondrel meant for us to get the bokkamee. An’ when we limp away wi’ it in a crippled ship, he plons to swoop on us, seize the bokkamee an’ scuttle us. That way, he gets the goods withoot payin’ furr ’em.”


  His dire hunch sounded logical. Fuss cogitated. Then—


  “A huntin’ trick I learnt as a boy was how to lure game with a fake decoy. Now it seems to me a decoy’s a ruse that the hunted as well as the hunter could use.”


  Gus eyed him silently, awaiting elucidation.


  “Our cosmophone’s like the call of a bird. It’ll reveal our position when it’s heard. We could hightail for home, leave the phone behind with Buzz at the mike to act as a blind.”


  “Loshtie me!” Gus exclaimed. “It might worrk.”


  “It will,” Buzz Crawford said. “The Japs will stay far enough outside of Venus’ territorial ether not to spot the Lady Maud when she blasts off. And they wouldn’t be on the lookout for her if our cosmophone indicated she was still in port. But—” He looked at Gus shrewdly. “But I’ll have to get six months pay as a bonus for staying.”


  “Aweel,” Gus agreed reluctantly. Then to Fuss, “In anither day, belike ye’ll be a-feelin’ well enough for our veesit wi’ Cynthy?”


  “Another day? Where do you get that stuff? I’m fit as a fiddle an’ up to snuff. I’ll wash off this gore an’ get my hat, an’ be ready before you can say scat.”


  GUS and Fuss each harbored secret sympathy for the other as they groped their way through the darkness to Cynthia’s cottage. Gus was confident the episode in front of Big Mama’s had put Fuss in the dog house for keeps. But Fuss, having deep faith in the glib tongue of Al Hardy, was equally confident.


  Gus hesitated on the porch, then rapped lightly.


  Cynthia opened the door and peered out.


  “Oh, it’s—Why, Dreyfus, what happened to you?”


  Fuss rhymed his latest heroics with becoming modesty.


  “Well, uh—won’t you boys come in?” she asked with some embarrassment.


  “Hiya, chum,” boomed a hearty voice. “Hiya, Captain. Come right in and make yourselves at home.”


  Hardy was slouched in Cynthia’s easiest chair.


  “Come on in,” he repeated. “My little chickadee and I were just talking about you fellows. Yep, going to invite you to the wedding.”


  “W—wed—? You sneakin’coyote!” Fuss sputtered without semblance of rhyme.


  “Aw now, chum, don’t take it that way,” Al beamed. “The little girl and I sorta fell for each other like a ton of bricks, didn’t we Snookums?” He put a possessive arm around her.


  “I—uh—your arm, AI.” Cynthia blushed.


  “Aw, Sugarlumps, don’t mind them. They’re friends,” Al chuckled. He swept her into his lap and snuggled his cheeck against hers.


  “Oh-h-h, Al, you’re so masterful,” she sighed.


  Gus and Fuss looked at each other with the utter despair of two marooned sailors who had just missed the rescue ship. Wordlessly they turned and walked into the Umbawan night.


  “Wimmin!” Fuss snorted. “They gimme an awful pain. I’ll never look at one again. You’re the only human I give a dang about. Let’s be podners from here on out.”


  Gus reached out, found Fuss’s hand, shook it.


  “Aye,” he said solemnly. “Ony the twa—thegither.”


  [1] Because of the great length of Venusian days and nights, periods of time throughout this narrative are measured by Earth standards.


  [2] Bokkamee, the dried and crushed bodies of a rare insect found only in certain areas of the planet, Venus, is made into an expensive perfume.


  [3] Aboks are female Venusians. The males are boks.


  [4] A mulok is a half-breed. Esmerelda’s mother was a Venusian, her father an Earthman.


  MYE DAY


  Donald A. Wolheim


  A throne for Ajax Calkins at last, a gleaming Venus throne! But there were drawbacks . . .!


  I WAS disconsolate. There I sat, in the cabin of my space ship Destiny II, rolling along in a tight orbit between Earth and Venus, with nothing to do. And all the time my boundless ambition hammered at the barriers of my will and urged me on to the shaping of the immortal destiny which I know to be mine.


  The problem was to regain my rightful place amongst the people of the solar system. That is first place, that is the place of ruler, leader. My throne of Aurora had been snatched from me by villainous pretence. The empire of Midplanet still awaited my return to its head; only fate and the police-force of the Interplanetary Union thwarted me. But an Ajax Calkins will not be halted. I sat in the cabin of my ship and sought a throne.


  The radio had been playing for an hour or so, North Pole Colony on Venus broadcasting music and song. Idly I had listened while pondering my future; I scarcely noticed when the music went off and was replaced by a talk by the Colonial Chamber of Commerce oh the advantages for Terrestrials to emigrate to the cloudy planet. Suddenly I sat bolt upright. A phrase of his talk caught my ear. He was speaking, I noticed, about the unexplored parts of the planet and the opportunities that might await the industrious settler. What caught me was this:


  “The southern hemisphere of our planet is as yet still mostly unknown. Due to the lack of land at the South Polar region, the only temperate section, no colonies have ever been set up. The equator, that region of incredible heat and impassable morass, has never been crossed. There exist only a few fragmentary accounts of the life of the land regions of the south. Their very locations are still uncertain due to the eternal cloud.


  “One interesting account was given many years ago by an explorer, who landed through the clouds, of a tribe of almost manlike beings. Intelligent creatures with a humanoid culture who in no wise resemble the reptilian men of the northern hemisphere. It was claimed that these people elected their supreme ruler regularly after a series of contests. However nothing more is known. The Interplanetary Union, it will be a matter of interest, does not claim sovereignty over the southern half of Venus, considering it for practical reasons as a separate world.”


  Hastily I turned the radio off. In my body I could feel the pulse of empire stirring. A pounding revealed that I had been given, as by divine intervention, the clue to my destiny. I rushed to the controls, broke the orbit, and headed for Venus.


  Three days later I eased my ship down through the eternal clouds that cover the second planet and docked it at a public terminal at North Pole Colony. Leaving it, I proceeded by rickshaw to the Colonial Library of Information. There, passing myself off as a student of proto-anthropology, I sought out information on the humanoids described as living in the south. After much trouble a manuscript book was given me purporting to be the account of the explorer who had visited these people.


  This manuscript I read carefully, making notes. The explorer had picked a sector of the veiled mysterious cloud-covered hemisphere and had plunged down. Landing on a high, verdant, and pleasant plateau, he had found a large tribe of these curious people. They numbered thousands, were very industrious, fairly friendly, and had buildings and artifacts of the standards of ancient Egypt or Mayapan. Their odd custom of electing at set periods their jagdab was described. jagdab was a term which he variously interpreted as ruler, chief, king; in any case, the jagdab had absolute sovereignty and was virtually worshipped as a semi-god.


  Excitedly I read the description of the tests. As I read I felt that here was indeed the fate-chosen throne of Ajax Calkins. The tests were merely tests of strength, speed, endurance. Why any Earthman should be able to surpass the Venusians at it! Here on Venus, which is slightly smaller than Terra, I, a 140-pound man, weighed only about 110. That meant that I could lift thirty pounds before I was strained as much as if I were not loaded at all; I was far stronger than any Venusian of equal stature. And these humanoids, they were called the Mye, were somewhat smaller than Earthlings!


  Rapidly I copied down the small vocabulary of Mye words given, worked out the location of the plateau, and returned to my ship.


  ON OVER the wide, never-ending expanse of rolling grey cloud that eternally blankets the second planet. Below me I knew passed the deep jungles of the north with their loathsome beasts and slimy snakish Venusians in their swamp cities. Later I could tell by the churning that I passed the terrible volcanic and boiling equatorial belt and then on over the unknown hemisphere I sped. It was mostly water and hot seas but somewhere there was my plateau and the kingdom awaiting me.


  Several times I plunged down through the fogs to emerge above patches of sea or areas of deep mephitic swamp. At last I swooped beneath and came out under the clouds to find myself planing over a wonderful rolling country, green with growth and lush with flowers and fern-trees.


  Soon I came to a large area where hundreds of globular houses, propped up on poles, were set out in great converging circles. I landed the Destiny II just outside the city.


  I emerged to find that my arrival was pretty much ignored. Figures were going about their work, toiling in the fields, carrying goods, cleaning the streets, and so forth. But none came to welcome me; I assumed that they merely showed good breeding and discipline and proceeded into the town.


  Advancing into the city, I was quite impressed with the culture of the place. There was little dirt, the industry and ability of the people were quite clear. As for the Mye themselves, they were not bad.


  They were quite like humans. They had two arms, two legs, stood upright; their head was on a neck atop and between their shoulders. Their features were odd but not too inhuman. Their noses tended towards being sharp bird-like beaks, the mouths were small and circular, their eyes set very wide apart.


  Their most unique feature is this. Rather than skin, they seemed to be covered with hard overlapping plates of horny growth. Hard brown breastplates was the skin of their chest. Hard bone structures made up their features, their hands were three-fingered and glistening brown. They resembled lobsters in one way and armadillos in others.


  Nonetheless they were friendly and capable. While they did not volunteer information they replied to questions with interest and enthusiasm. It was clear that they were rigidly disciplined and did not leave their work unless another bid it. They would stop work readily enough when I asked them.


  AS I PROCEEDED to the center of the city, I was impressed by the absence of women and children. I saw no small ones and no females. Since these people wore nothing save a leather breech cloth, I should fancy I would recognize females easily. But there were none to be seen.


  The early explorer had said nothing of this but it was probably easily explainable. It might be the women were all inside the globular houses or else that they lived at a village somewhere else. It was quite possible.


  The central globe was considerably larger. Very, very much larger than the other globes. It towered over them as befits a palace. I was pleased again although I determined that as jagdab, I should have windows placed in it. These people seemed to care little for ventilation.


  Before the ramp leading into the globe were stationed several Mye armed with long spears. Guards, I thought. As I approached the globe they crossed their weapons and closed the path to me. I could not enter the palace. I stepped up to one, he looked friendly, and interested enough, and spoke to him in the limited halting manner I was forced to use.


  I asked him why I could not enter the palace.


  He replied to the effect that only the jagdab and a name which I assumed meant attendants could enter it. I asked him then when the next election of a jagdab would take place. He seemed puzzled and I repeated my question more carefully. Then he became all excited.


  One guard said something to another. They began to rush around shouting and people came out of nearby houses and rushed around. Then others came and began to set up scaffolds about the side of the palace. Then they began to paint it a bright red instead of the yellow it had been.


  I was quite puzzled and amazed. Why all this excitement just because I had asked a question? Catching hold of the guardsman who had started all this, I tried to question him.


  I gathered from him that elections were held whenever seven contestants appeared demanding the right to become a new jagdab. Six, he said, had already made known their entry and I made the seventh. That I had not made such a challenge puzzled me until it occurred to me that perhaps the form for such a challenge was just what I had done—to ask a guard about the next election. These are quite serious and sacred. What I had done was about the equivalent of Luther nailing a manifesto on the door of a church.


  Well, I was not worried. My immortal destiny was watching over me. The way had been cleared without trouble. I was in the running for the contest.


  I MADE my way with the crowd out to the edge of the city. There I saw a platform on which six of the Mye were already standing. I made my way to it and the tests were ready.


  My opponents were all smaller than I and did not look as if they could beat me. They were squat and sturdy and their horny faces were enigmatic.


  A crowd that must have numbered the entire population of the city was gathered now in a great oval about us. I noticed again that no females were in sight, that no children were to be seen.


  Well did I thrill as I looked over them. These would be my citizens, these brave, sturdy Mye!


  It was fortunate for me that the instructions for the tests had been written out in full by the old explorer and that the guards repeated them in a sort of ritual chant just before the signal.


  What had become of the old jagdab? I did not know or care. Died, perhaps. Made away with. Exiled. What should it mean to me what happened to my predecessors? Ajax Calkins does not concern himself with the past.


  The first test was a simple running match; in point of fact the whole affair was much like a great track meet. The seven contestants were to run the length of the field, pick up a red spear that was there and run back planting it in the ground.


  They were probably fair runners, those Mye, but after all I was better. Had I not won races at the Fourth Level High School in Greater N’York? And consider my extra size and strength; I was back at the starting point with the spear when the six had only just reached the other end of the field.


  The Mye were unresponsive folk, I noted. There were no cheers or comments. More than ever I felt the whole affair fraught with religious and social significance.


  The second was running broad jump. I won that easily. The third test was weight lifting. Each got an opportunity to lift a set of carved stone cylinders and here for a while I was worried. You cannot tell about the ability of armored people to lift things. But after great effort I defeated them there too.


  The thing was in the bag. I had not heard of any other test and apparently there were none.


  The guards seemed to consult for a moment but I was not afraid. There couldn’t be any decision other than me. I was right.


  After a while, the guards came marching over to me, thrust the six others aside, and started to escort me towards the great palace. Behind followed the crowd, humming rhythmically.


  I had triumphed! I had become jagdab! Ruler, chief, King of Mye!


  UP THE ramp of the palace we went, the crowd stopping outside humming. Finally they ceased and returned to their work.


  Inside I realized that I was indeed complete ruler of the country. Everything was cleared for me. The palace was many-storied and heavily staffed with Mye going about various enigmatic duties.


  I was escorted to a large central room and made comfortable upon a tremendous mass of soft stuff and cushions. Food of many kinds and in an unceasing flow was brought me.


  I ate as much as I pleased and was vaguely annoyed and delighted to find that they did not ever stop the feast. Though I waved the procession bearing edibles aside, still they insisted on bringing it before me and acted upset when I refused it. They would stand around holding it and waiting apparently for me to get hungry again.


  What a glutton the last king must have been! He had certainly trained his cooks!


  I pondered out various changes that would be made in the organization of my kingdom. Obviously a regular army would have to be developed and given proper military equipment. Then, I fancied, machinery and airplanes could be had. I supposed that the Mye would have something they could trade for them.


  At the proper time, I would make known the independence and power of the Mye and demand my rightful place in the company of the rulers of the solar system. Perhaps. I should demand the recognition of my rightful claim to Midplanet.


  And certainly the Mye could claim to be a more proper governing race on Venus than the ugly reptilians of the North; the North Pole Terrestrial Colony was only a gang of interlopers. They could be gotten rid of after we finished with the snake-men.


  Naturally United Venus under King Ajax would leave the Interplanetary Union. No more tribute to Earthly officials. What if the population of the Earth was about ten times that of Venus? Eventually that would be overcome and then perhaps we might teach the earthlings a lesson. A few years under the iron hand of Ajax, King of the Mye, Protector of the Cosmos, would teach them discipline.


  Lazily I pondered thusly on the rights and wrongs of the universe. I noticed another annoyance was making itself noticeable.


  About a dozen or so Mye had come in and were always hanging around me, trying to nuzzle up to me. It was irritating until I examined them more closely. They must be females, I thought, after a while, though there was not much difference noticeable. They were smaller and far lighter in color than the regular Mye and seemed curiously stupid. They were clearly obsessed with hanging around me, humming for my attention, and poking at me.


  This was becoming a nuisance. Surely I was not supposed to take care of the last jagdab’s harem? Every time I shooed them out, they came relentlessly trooping back. The food carriers were getting confused and beginning to mill around likewise.


  I felt a gradually rising confusion in the palace. Guards, workers, caterers, and the pale small ones, were all milling around my throne room and acting as if distressed and upset.


  Finally I got up and strode through the halls with the whole gang tagging after me in obvious concern and worry. My actions seemed to be driving them wild. They were too incoherent to answer questions. At the door, I found the guard I had first talked to. I stopped him and ordered him to chase the crowd away.


  He stared at me in horror and refused to do so. Then I became angry and, seizing him by the horny shoulder, demanded to know what was up.


  He stared at me again. Then he said: “They are expecting you to do your duty as jagdab.”


  I scowled: “Well, what is my duty?”


  The Mye looked at me and said: “You are to lay eggs.”


  “What!” I staggered back aghast. In my mind, things were beginning to click into place. Suddenly all was clear.


  With my usual presence of mind, I rushed down the ramp and down the street. Behind me came the confused workers and guards, but I outraced them. I reached my ship, rushed through the door, leaped to the controls and was off. Off into the clouds, into space to resume my search for a future.


  Why hadn’t I guessed? The Mye were a race resembling man only in outward form. But their culture was an insect culture!


  The only males I had seen were those weak pale creatures that had tried to hang around me in the palace. Drones! All the rest were females, neuter females as all working ants and bees are! The test was between those who wanted to succeed the last jagdab, the last mother of the tribe!


  The jagdab did nothing but lay eggs all day, endlessly. Even as the queen bee, the queen ant, and the queen termite. And I, I, Ajax Calkins, had fought for and won the role of jagdab. No king, this role. The cursed early explorer had not interpreted that word right. Ruler, chief, yes. But not king; I was supposed to lay eggs, to mother the entire tribe.


  I had been elected Queen of the Mye!


  FOUR STAR PLANET


  Richard Wilson


  Feldman didn’t mind paying through the nose for the rocketry expert’s services—after all, a four star picture can’t be made for nothing—but when the professor made a genuine interplanetary ship instead of a stage rocket—!!!


  THE ASSOCIATE producer of Superior Pictures, Inc., looked at his boss incredulously.


  “You’re not going to make that turkey, are you, G.L.?” he asked. “Why, the plot’s been kicking around the quickies for years.”


  Gabriel Longstreet Feldman caressed the leather-covered script of Mars Calling with a pudgy hand.


  “It’s a good story, and a new theme. This guy goes to Mars, see—and the girl is a stowaway. When they get there they help the emperor fight off his enemies. They’re colossal animals; we’ll use the King Kong technique.”


  “It’s kid stuff,” protested Nat Spivak. “A fifteen episode serial that you could make in a month, maybe. But a feature picture, G.L., no.”


  “I think seventy-five thousand,” said Feldman impassively. “We’ll get Jorgens to direct. I wonder should we do it in Technicolor—with Roy Mason to star?”


  Spivak groaned.


  When G.L. Feldman did things they were done in a big way. He spoke over the telephone for five minutes and the biggest names in Hollywood stood ready to give their all for Superior Pictures—and Superior Pictures’ many-figured checks.


  Alexander Jorgens, fresh from his triumph in Many a Slip, was chosen as director of Mars Calling. Roy Mason, once virile but still photogenic and a tried and true matinee idol, was to star. Opposite him Lee Franklin, imported from Broadway, where she had starred in a hit play.


  To insure the technical end being all that a Feldman Production should be, G.L. wired Hans Spael to grab a plane out of Philadelphia first thing and act as advisory director. That was where he made his first mistake. Not that the Herr Professor Spael, late of Berlin, didn’t know his onions. He had been president of the Interstellar Society of that city before Germany cracked down on non-Aryans, laymen and scientists alike. He got out of the country barely in time to escape being thrust into a concentration camp and took up residence with relatives in the City of Brotherly Love. Here the American Interplanetary Society hunted him out and appointed him their secretary.


  But Spael, as it turned out, was a mite overzealous. He dropped his roly-poly body into a chair, blinked at Feldman through thick spectacles, chatted with him for a minute or two, then trotted off to Superior’s Special Effects department.


  Provided with a pad of vouchers and a fountain pen, Spael went on a buying spree. A rocket ship they wanted, hein? Well, he would give them one. Orders went out to machine shops. Back came gleaming silver sheets, curved, ready for riveting. In the studio lab placed at his disposal Spael made other impressive-looking gadgets, checking from time to time with voluminous notes he had brought west from Philadelphia.


  Hans Spael had been building miniature rocket ships since his days at Heidelberg and now that he had been given the chance he made the most of it.


  So much so, in fact, that soon G.L. Feldman stormed into his little office with a sheaf of papers in his fist.


  “What’s this, professor?” he cried. “My God! When I hired you I expected you to spend a little money—but you don’t have to run Superior Pictures into the ground!”


  Hans Spael gave a Nordic shrug. “All I know, Mr. Feldman, is that you want a rocket ship. So—I give you one. Money? What is money? Come. I show you the ship.”


  The ship, lying almost finished on an outdoor set between a Texas saloon and a tropical jungle, looked realistic enough, but Feldman wasn’t satisfied. He was, in fact, annoyed.


  “Look, Prof,” he said. “In the motion picture industry we don’t need a whole space ship. I gave you the specifications. All we need is half of it. How the hell are we going to set up the cameras for interior shots?”


  Herr Professor Spael took a deep breath and launched into a strong argument, liberally interspersed with German invective. The gist of it was that he had been hired to do a certain job and that he was doing it to the best of his ability and that if Feldman didn’t like it he’d take himself and his ability over to Magna-Stupendous Productions, where The Girl from Venus was being canned. Spael had learned a thing or two in his brief Hollywood sojourn.


  Feldman sighed, bethought himself of the thousands he had already sunk into Mars Calling and decided to let matters ride. After all, Hans Spael’s name would look good in the screen credits—and the publicity department had already sent out releases with his name splattered all over them.


  HANS SPAEL, in his scientific thoroughness, had taken so long to put what he called the touching finishes on his space ship that Director Jorgens had gone ahead, shooting around the take-off scenes.


  They had just filmed the mob scene at the spaceport where Roy Mason, amid the plaudits of the multitude, waved farewell to Earth and sealed himself into the silver craft. The ship was larger than Feldman had thought necessary, since Spael was a stickler for accuracy. So there was enough room inside for a camera to shoot the follow-up scene where the hero discovered the female stowaway.


  Mason and Lee Franklin were waiting for their cues. The cameraman adjusted his lens carefully as an electrician cursed softly, trying to maneuver his lights into positions where they wouldn’t cast the shadows of the mass of equipment Spael had had riveted immovably into place. Jorgens, in riding breeches, windbreaker and scarf, sat in the canvas director’s chair, eating peppermints. The script girl chewed on the end of her pencil. Spael stood by the thick round door of the ship, out of camera range. There was room for no one else.


  Jorgens turned impatiently to the cameraman: “Ready, Burnett?”


  “Ready.”


  “The light’s okay, Harvey. Mason—take it from ‘Virginia! What are you doing here?’ ”


  The star nodded and cleared his throat.


  “Roll ’em!”


  The camera ground noiselessly. The movie folk, intent on their business, did not see Hans Spael ease the door shut. Those outside the ship assumed that the action was part of the script.


  Then everything happened at once. There was a deafening roar and the floor jerked under their feet. Lee Franklin fell into Mason’s arms; Mason sat down heavily. Jorgens and the script girl toppled over backwards in their chairs. The spotlight gave way and dropped on Burnett’s head, knocking him unconscious. Harvey, the electrician, clung perilously to a support, his feet kicking wildly in the air.


  Jorgens rose to his feet, spitting peppermint. He ran up the tilted floor, now vibrating strangely. The heavy door refused to open.


  He shouted above the din. “Where’s that fool professor?”


  Mason leaned Lee Franklin against one of the windowless steel walls.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Wait a minute—what’s that?”


  That was a ladder leading up to a circular hole in the ceiling. Jorgens scrambled up. His head disappeared from view. He reappeared a moment later, his hand over his nose. Blood was trickling off his chin.


  Lee pushed dark hair out of her eyes. “What happened?” she cried.


  Jorgens sat down on the bottom rung of the ladder and dabbed at his nose with the end of his scarf.


  “He kicked me,” he said, looking dazed.


  “What’s going on up there?” asked Mason.


  “He was jumping around pulling levers and talking German to himself. Then he saw me and let me have it.” Jorgens felt his nose tenderly.


  The script girl made her way to them up the tilted floor.


  “Did you see anything else?”


  “I saw clouds. It looked like the cabin of a transcontinental airliner.”


  The little electrician had revived Burnett. The two joined the group at foot of the ladder.


  “What is this?” asked Burnett, shaking his blond head painfully. “A kidnap?”


  “It looks that way,” replied Lee. “I think we’re in the hands of a madman.”


  Abruptly the floor became vertical and the six slid to the rear of the compartment amid the tangle of the camera and lighting equipment. Burnett extricated his big body from the mass of machinery and human beings.


  “This has gone far enough,” he said.


  He made his way to the ladder, pulling himself along by a rail fastened to tire steel wall. With a bit of maneuvering he navigated the now horizontal ladder and vanished from their sight.


  Burnett hauled his body into the control room and lay there, panting, his feet propped against a stanchion, one hand grasping the top of the ladder. With his other hand he raked damp hair out of his eyes.


  He saw Hans Spael, strapped in a pivot chair before a bank of instruments, his hands-dancing nimbly over them. The man seemed absorbed in his work and glanced only occasionally through the great glass shield in front of him.


  It was getting dark. Burnett craned his neck to look out a window that—normally—would have been above him. He saw gray masses of clouds; nothing more.


  “Hey, you,” called Burnett.


  Spael frowned over his shoulder, then again gave his attention to the instrument panel.


  “Stay right there,” warned the German. “For your own safety I warn you.”


  “Don’t worry,” said the cameraman. He had found his body strangely heavy, its weight many times normal, since down and across had changed places. He added, almost conversationally: “What’s it all about, prof? Gonna hold us for ransom?”


  “Don’t be childish. This is a scientific eggsperiment.”


  “Yeah. But we don’t like being guinea pigs. Let us in on the secret, why don’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Spael over his shoulder. “In a moment. Soon Ewig-Weibliche will be able to fly herself. Then I will eggsplain everything.”


  Spael relaxed with a sigh, flicked over a final lever and stood up easily. It took Burnett a minute to readjust his perspective. The German advisory director of Mars Calling stood upright without difficulty and polished his glasses. Burnett felt a trifle foolish lying on the floor. He got up.


  “Spael’s Gravity,” said the professor patronizingly. “Now let us descend to talk with your friends.”


  THE group in the lower room was sitting uneasily on the floor, talking in hushed voices. Harvey was shaking his head over his kleig lights and coiling wire gloomily. Mason and Lee Franklin were engaged in a subdued argument. The script girl was wiping the last of the blood from Jorgens’ upper lip. All looked up as Spael and Burnett clumped down the metal ladder. The director jumped forward.


  “All right, Spael. We’ve had enough of this. Take us back to Hollywood.”


  “Yeah,” said Harvey. “I got a date tonight.”


  “I’m afraid it will be impossible,” soothed Spael. “We are thousands of miles from Earth at this moment.”


  Lee, for some reason, looked a trifle amused. Not so Mason, who seemed not only annoyed but a bit scared. He spoke as if Spael were a maniac.


  “Look here, Spael,” he said. “You can’t do this sort of thing. Just because we’re making Mars Calling you have no right to pop off and take us there against our will.” Burnett laughed an interruption. “Aren’t you being a little silly, Mason? Suppose we listen to the professor tor a while. We might learn something.”


  Spael spoke to them quietly but forcefully. Gradually any doubts they might have had about his sanity were dispelled. He was a man possessed of a burning ideal, but his mind-was clear and lucid. For many years he had been working on the theory of transspatial travel. He had made calculations and models almost without number, corresponded with other men similarly convinced throughout the world, exchanging information, plans and theories.


  He knew he was right and only awaited an opportunity to make his dreams an actuality. Superior Pictures had done that, providing not only the opportunity but quite a bit of the cash. Spael’s cronies chipped in liberally when they got wind of his slightly unethical but highly scientific scheme.


  “And so, with the safety of six innocent people far from your mind,” sneered Mason, in no way mollified, “you put your daft plan into action. Mars, indeed!”


  Spael smiled indulgently.


  “But we don’t go to Mars, Mr. Mason,” he said. “At the moment Venus is much nearer. And also warmer. So we go there. Does this make you happier?”


  Mason scowled and turned away.


  Spael added a word of friendly advice. “I shouldn’t do anything like—violence, or sabotage. Remember only I can get you back to your homes.”


  The Ewig-Weibliche, or The Eternal Feminine, as Spael called the space ship, after Goethe, was a not too roomy craft, but there was room for all to bed down comfortably with a little left over to provide occasional necessary privacy.


  Shortly afterward Spael took Burnett into his confidence by teaching him some of the fundamentals of navigation. The two spent many hours closeted together in the control room.


  Don Harvey and Bertha Buchanan, the pert blonde script girl, were to be discovered in odd corners practically anytime exchanging reminiscences and getting along nicely, thank you.


  Alexander Jorgens divided his time into three parts: a) writing a play, b) playing solitaire, and cheating, and c) sleeping. He was also raising a beard, for years a secret ambition.


  Roy Mason went around hating people. He also hated the phonograph Hans Spael had brought along.


  It seemed that among the things Spael picked up in America was a taste for Boogie Woogie. He had made a collection of about two dozen piano recordings which he, Stan and Lee would sometimes play for hours at a time, sitting entranced as the eight-to-the-bar rhythm tinkled and pounded.


  Thus, aboard the Ewig-Weibliche, the weeks passed in montonous harmony.


  DURING one of the arbitrary divisions of time they called days aboard The Eternal Feminine, Hans Spael called Stan Burnett into the control room and pointed out a hazy, ill-defined mass of white far ahead of them.


  “Venus,” he said succinctly. “In two days we’ll reach it.”


  Stan reassembled his camera near a porthole and shot a few hundred feet of the uninspiring but historical view.


  Spael busied himself checking over crates full of mysterious apparatus in a tiny compartment and peering through a built-in telescope in the nose of the ship.


  Venus grew larger, seemingly less substantial, as they approached it. Soon vagrant wisps of white mists tore past the windows.


  Spael gave a “hang on” warning and set the ship on its tail. The gravity of the second planet gripped them. There was a shudder as the rockets began their tympanic throb.


  Stan and Lee watched as Spael, strapped in the control chair, bent the ship to his will, sighting below through a periscopic arrangement of mirrors, adjusting the blasts from the rear and side jets, keeping its bow pointed upward as it settled to the surface of Venus through the dense, almost impenetrable atmosphere.


  They had come to admire the skill and courage of this little, rotund German refugee, whose previous experience in the field of rocketry had been limited to experiments with relatively tiny, almost toy-like models.


  Lee sighted green vegetation-covered water below’, stretching in all directions as far as the mists permitted her to See. She nudged Stan, who called to Spael.


  “Ja wohl,” the pilot replied. “I see it.”


  There was a shock as the tail of the craft hit the water. The ship sank almost to its nose, then bobbed to the surface, where it floated half-submerged on its side. A slimy, green growth streaked the observation window’.


  Spael shut off the rockets. He stretched luxuriously.


  “We have accomplished what is most difficult. Now we will make tests of the atmosphere.”


  Back in Hollywood, Earth, the newspapers finally realized that the disappearance of Roy Mason, Lee Franklin and Alexander Jorgens was no publicity stunt on the part of Superior Pictures and splashed the story over their front pages, surmounted by screaming black headlines.


  Gabriel Longstreet Feldman lost no time in cashing in on the free advertising. Soon thousands of theaters throughout the nation were showing the startlingly incomplete Mars Calling to capacity houses.


  Outside of a slight pang of sympathy that no one really noticed, G.L.‘s only apprehension was that the rocket ship might be found in the Nevada desert, or washed up on the Pacific shore before the movie had lived out its highly profitable life-span. Like all showmen, Feldman was deathly afraid of the cry, “Fraud!”


  HANS SPAEL drew the little box back through the double airlock. The unofficial crew waited impatiently as he checked over his figures. Finally he looked up with an excusable smile of self satisfaction.


  “Air breathable, although heavily saturated with moisture. Temperature 93° Fahrenheit. We can start eggsploring as soon as we find land.”


  “If we find land,” muttered Mason surlily.


  “We’ll find it,” said Stan. “This is no wild goose chase. But how do we get to it, professor?”


  “We turn Ewig-Weibliche into a water launch. The rocket jets will serve as propellors.”


  Spael hurried back to his control chair. Since chance alone would determine in which direction land lay nearest, he merely started the blast motor, letting the ship nose straight ahead through the water. It was necessary to make frequent stops to clear away the slimy plant life from the bow observation window, where it was tossed by the waves slapping against the speeding craft.


  Occasionally, off to one side, a weird giant sea-beast would leap from the water, to shake its pallid body in the diffused sunlight before sinking back beneath the surface.


  Hours later they came upon land. For as far as they could see there towered giant trees, which grew to the water’s edge. Hanging from the trees were vines and creepers in profusion. Bushes and ragged grass fought their way between the towering trunks. The landscape presented a seemingly intraversable barrier to any overland journey.


  Spael was forced to drive the ship many miles along the shore before he found a spot that would give a landing party a foothold. It was a miniature harbor with a narrow neck. Rocky land sloped to meet the water.


  Spael jockeyed the ship to shore and threw open the circular port. A wave of hot, humid air rushed in on them. The first thing they heard was a deep, penetrating buzzing of insects in the jungle. A threnody of sound that rose and fell, everpresent.


  Stan Burnett and Don Harvey leapt ashore and made the ship fast by passing ropes around a thick-trunked tree on the slope.


  It was with an intangible feeling of awe that the party of seven stood on the solid land of Venus, looking about them. The soggy, verdant barrier before them, the green-covered sea stretching endlessly to the near horizon and above the bright, cloud-white sky that seemed to press down on them.


  “Well,” said Lee, breaking a long silence, “now what?”


  “Now,” said Stan, “you wish that the first words spoken on Venus had been something a bit more dramatic. But to answer your question, suppose we ask them,” and he nodded to one side.


  Silently, unobserved, two strange little creatures had crept through the bushes atop the slope and stood regarding them with interest. They were small—four-feet-five, Stan thought—covered with brown hair, standing on two bent, stubby legs, with arms that dangled below their knees.


  “Oh look,” said Bertha. “Monkeys!”


  Hans Spael raised his hand in a gesture of friendship. Then he made come-on-over motions. The little brown men seemed to confer, but made no move to flee or come closer.


  Spael and Stan climbed the rocky slope toward them.


  THEY STOPPED six feet away. The Venetians made no move, but stood still, looking at the Earthmen under their hairy brow’s. They looked intelligent, more manlike than simian. They wore no clothing, but were amply provided with fur.


  On impulse Stan reached into the pocket of his once-white slacks, produced a shiny quarter and offered it to them. The nearer creature accepted it gravely, examined it carefully, turning it over and over in a pink hand, then handed it to his companion. He picked a pebble from the ground and handed it to Stan.


  Stan bowed, then broke into a smile. The Venetians smiled back, disclosing large, white teeth.


  There was silence, broken only by the drone of the insects that flew around them, and the lapping of the waves on the rocky shore.


  Suddenly one of the little men broke into a quick, barking speech and pointed into the jungle. He moved off a few feet with his companion, and beckoned.


  Spael and Stan exchanged glances. Spael nodded. Stan yelled “Come on!” to the rest of the party, who stood watching them. They came.


  The natives were evidently leading them to their home. At first they had swung through the trees with a swiftness and agility that soon left the Earth people far behind, floundering in the weed-choked jungle.


  On seeing their difficulty, however, they turned back and led the way along a trail that wound among the trunks of giant trees. At times they were forced to stoop under low-hanging branches, or skirt water-filled holes in the path, but for the most part they encountered no trouble.


  Stan Burnett and Hans Spael went first, after their guides, then Lee, Harvey and Bertha, followed by Jorgens and Mason. Roy Mason was doing a good deal of cursing and ineffective swatting at the horde of insects that droned about them. Harvey had brought a portable camera along and was busily shooting everything in sight.


  At length they came to a point in the trail where it breasted a hill. From the peak they could see a walled village nestling in the valley beneath. Their Venerian leaders chattered excitedly. It appeared to be their home.


  Halfway down the hill there was a cry from Lee. Stan spun around.


  Behind them, on the trail, four great green-skinned things were making off with Jorgens and Mason. Stan caught only a glimpse of them. Spael pulled out a gun and fired—futilely. The abductors had vanished.


  Stan and Harvey were all for going after them, but Spael pointed out the utter hopelessness of it in this totally unfamiliar jungle, suggesting that they go on to the village first. Reluctantly they agreed with him.


  As they approached the village across a cultivated plain, the log gates swung open. The people from Earth were met by a crowd of chattering brothers and sisters of their guides and ushered inside.


  The little village proved a surprise. They were amazed to find evidence of a fairly high order of civilization here. Well built wooden houses, rudimentary streets, markets, a general air of friendship—and, what surprised them most: cleanliness.


  The houses were all one storied, built of crudely cut timber, with open-shuttered windows. With one exception. In the center of the town was a house of unfinished wood that rose proudly above its neighbors. A plaque over the door in a kind of script seemed to proclaim that here lived the chief of these little people.


  Their two guides ushered them up a short flight of steps and inside. When their eyes became accustomed to the light they made out a throne-like chair at one end of the room, on a little dais. On it sat a figure that seemed, at first glance, little different from the others. He was clothed in brown fur, but his hair and beard were white.


  It was a human being!


  IT WOULD be difficult to say which was more astonished—the group from The Eternal Feminine or the man on the rude throne.


  The man stood up when he saw his visitors. He hobbled forward, his hand outstretched, his old eyes shining, a smile of joy on his lined face.


  Spael grasped his hand and shook it heartily, a stunned look on his face. No one spoke for some moments. Then questions poured out in a torrent of words.


  The old man held up a hand. “Just a moment, my friends,” he said slowly, as if it were only with an effort that he was again able to speak a terrestrial language. “Please sit down; then I’ll tell you my story. Oh, it is so good to see you!


  “My name is James Block. I am an American. Many years ago—in 1926. . . . how long has it been?”


  “Fifteen years,” supplied Stan Burnett. “In 1926 I was a millionaire, retired from business, without a family, bored. With too much money for any one man to have. I decided to spend it in the most useful way possible. I was then sixty. I gathered about me scientific men from throughout the world. Together, for two years, we worked secretly on my estate in Sullivan County, New York.


  “Often I had read that travel between the planets was possible—if only enough money could be raised. I had the money, but not the brains. So I hired them. For two years we worked ceaselessly, experimenting, testing, discarding. Finally, in May, 1927, we were ready to embark. Only four of us could go. There was room for no more. The others were sworn to secrecy. I made them promise to say nothing until we returned.”


  The old man ran a bony hand through his hair.


  “Our trip was a partial success,” he went on. “We reached Venus safely. That is, we got into the gravitational pull of the planet without difficulty. It was when we tried to land that disaster overtook us. The ship crashed. My companions were killed. Only I remained alive, although I was severely injured.


  “I was found by these friendly brown people, who set my broken bones and nursed me back to health. Then, in gratitude for the little things I was able to teach them, they made me their chief. I have been here since.”


  There was silence when James Block finished his story.


  “Your secret was well kept,” said Hans Spael after a time.


  James Block smiled. “And now tell me how you came to make your journey.”


  Spael glanced at the others, who looked back at him significantly. He smiled and told his story quickly, leaving out nothing. Finally, telling his tale chronologically, he mentioned the half-seen green beings that had made off with Mason and Jorgens.


  Block leaned forward. “Green, you say? And they captured two of your friends? Why didn’t you speak of them before?”


  Spael shrugged. “To tell the truth, I had forgotten.”


  “Come with me,” said James Block, taking down a cane from the wall and hobbling stiffly through the door. “Those green devils, eh? I’ll fix ’em!”


  THEY followed the mumbling old man down the native street. A chattering crowd of little Venetians ran after them till they felt like part of a procession. Their host stopped under an immense tree—one that towered high above any of its neighbors—whose thick branches were thrust out in all directions. Steps were cut into the living side of the tree, extending upward as far as they could see.


  “This is our jungle transportation company. Lines from the Grandfather Tree, as it is called, stretch in every direction to connect it with other villages and food supply stations. The longest line is a trifle under two miles. That’s the one you’re going to take.”


  “Not me,” said Bertha, looking up dizzily.


  James Block laughed. “No, not you. I suggest Mr. Burnett and Mr. Harvey. Four of my people will accompany you.” He gave them a few brief instructions about the line-cars, adding orders to the little brown folk in their own language. Spael shoved his automatic into Stan’s hand.


  “He’ll fix ’em, eh? So were elected,” muttered Harvey bitterly, looking over his shoulder at the dots that were their friends far below. “The old goat. Those green things can tear Mason and Jorgens to little pieces for all I care.”


  “A very uncharitable outlook. When all the human beings on this planet can be counted on the toes of two feet it pays to keep track of ’em,” said Stan. “Damn these gnats.”


  They had reached a long wooden platform built firmly into the tree.


  “Little white scallions!” murmured Harvey. “An El station!”


  It was, literally, an elevated terminal. A wooden car, seating six, was waiting for them. It was attached to a wooden rail above by three large wooden wheels. There was no support below. The rail, which seemed to be made of a single plank of wood—probably from such a tall tree as they were now in—stretched in a long arc to the next tree, and so on.


  With a wave of his hand Stan signalled that they were ready. The car sped out of its terminus and down the incline, a rope attached snaking along behind, by which means the car could be hauled back.


  “Woo!” cried Don Harvey, pulling his head back over the side. “Don’t look down. It gives flip-flops.”


  The ride was a nightmare. The car swayed from side to side and bored its way through high curtains of green with dizzying speed. The wooden wheels that held it to the rail clacked away in a ghoulish chuckle. The four brown men seemed to be enjoying themselves hugely, which only increased the Earthmen’s discomfort.


  Finally their speed slackened as the car went up an incline. The Venetians grabbed ropes hanging from the tree that marked the end of the line, made the car fast. They clambered out. Harvey and Stan followed them down another flight of hewed steps that wound around the trunk of the tree.


  There was a trail at its base. They followed it, slapping at a thousand undernourished bugs. At length their native guides went more cautiously, with a good deal of subdued chattering among themselves. Soon they motioned the Earthmen to silence and squatted down behind some bushes at the edge of a clearing.


  Stan and Harvey pushed aside a branch and peered out.


  In the center of the clearing was a large flat building of gray steel, built half underground. It was windowless, but a door faced them. Next to it, as if on guard, they could make out a tall green figure.


  Stan fished in his pocket, got out a telescopic lens camera-attachment and looked through.


  “What’s so funny?” asked Harvey, as the other doubled up with laughter.


  Stan passed him the glass. “Look for yourself.”


  What Don Harvey saw was a green, semihuman figure, like the ones that had carried off Jorgens and Mason, leaning nonchalantly against the steel wall, a tall weapon by its side. It seemed to be reading a book—through a pair of strictly tellurian spectacles set incongruously on what appeared to be its nose.


  “WHAT is it?” asked Don.


  “Looks like something out of Alice in Wonderland,” said Stan. Suddenly he noticed that they were alone. Their brown guards had vanished. Almost immediately he saw the reason.


  He poked Don in the ribs.


  Standing in the trail were three big brothers to the monstrosity they’d been spying on. Seven feet tall, green, covered with scales, they looked like men in alligator costumes—but without tails. They walked on their hind feet. Their eyesockets, set deep in their great heads, seemed vacant. In their forepaws, or hands, they carried ugly longnosed weapons, unfamiliar, but nonetheless deadly looking.


  The Earthmen got up slowly. The green beasts motioned them toward the building. They walked to it without a word. The guard they had been observing made some sort of salute as they approached, and threw open the steel door. Stan caught a glimpse of the book it had been studying. It was The How of Writing Plays. It and the glasses had belonged to Alexander Jorgens. They walked down a short flight of stairs.


  The room was large; filled with meaningless though evidently highly scientific apparatus. Another monster entered from a door at the far end. He was identical with their captors.


  Stan Burnett and Don Harvey had been in the movie game a good many years and it took a lot to amaze them. But this latest development in their life had them completely floored.


  The green being signalled and their captors vanished the way they had come, taking their weapons with them. The one that remained was unarmed.


  HE WAS gesturing to them with a horny finger. They approached. He bade them look into a bowl of what seemed to be mercury. The bowl was set into a metal base from which wires coiled, trailing to a humming black-and-silver machine behind it.


  Harvey and Stan looked at each other, wondering, then bent over the bowl. A sworl of color gave way to a series of images that swiftly succeeded each other on the surface. No. . . . not on the surface. They were deep, three dimensional. And they were infinitely more real than any motion pictures could have been.


  Stan realized that this bowl condensed the thoughts of the green one, transmuting them into images. Or, perhaps, the image existed only in the mind of the sender and the receivers—the bowl acting merely as a focal point.


  So absolute was the illusion, however, that the two men seemed to sink beneath the surface of a heaving, green sea. Down, down. . . . Through immense sea-gates they went, into a city, subaquatic, sprawling, crowded with people. But still not people. They were gray in color, vaguely manlike bipeds, with tiny heads and glowing eyes. . . .


  There was a confused sensation as of time passing swiftly. They saw a new activity among the people. An undersea craft was being built. Upon its completion it was launched and sent out with its crew through the sea-gates—across the ocean—to land. A look into the ship’s interior showed the gray people getting into heavy suits of green armor to protect them not only from the powerful. rays of the sun, but from insect bites as well.


  An experimental laboratory was set up on shore. Specimens of plant, insect and animal life were examined, dissected, analyzed. Among the animals was a race of brown, shaggy people who offered great resistance to their capture.


  In the bowl Stan and Don saw their own space ship plummet into view from the cloud layer of Venus. . . . the trip across the plant-covered sea. . . . the trek inland to the village. . . .the abduction of Jorgens and Mason.


  STAN looked up. He could see now that the green of the Venerian who stood before him was an artificial skin. By looking deep into the eye-sockets he could see shining intelligent eyes.


  He looked back into the bowl. It was blank, until their—host?—again looked into it. Another scene was there. He saw Jorgens and Mason, unharmed, sitting on steel benches in a small room, looking dejectedly at the floor. A green-armored man was standing guard near the door, looking at them with interest.


  They saw answers to their questions in the bowl before they were aware that the thoughts had left their minds. In picture-words they learned that this strange race from the sea-bottoms of Venus was not warlike, save in self-defense, and had no interest in the brown men other than a purely scientific one. To be sure, one or two had been slaughtered, even as Earth scientists dissected animals for experimental purposes. The sea-folk, recognizing the visitors to their planet as belonging to an obviously higher type of civilization, intended them no harm. On the contrary, they offered to collaborate in research—to probe the mysteries of this upperworld that they had discovered almost simultaneously.


  Again the scene changed. They saw the trail leading to the village. From out of the trees dropped the four little men that had acted as guides to Stan and Don. They raced through the gates and into the chief’s house. Soon Hans Spael, James Block, Lee and Bertha ran out. Stan saw anxiety written on their faces. Spael seemed to be arguing with the others. He ran to the Grandfather Tree and began to climb up.


  The bowl again became a whorl of color. Stan and Don looked at their host.


  “Collaboration?” said Stan. “Sure!” He looked at Don, who nodded. He extended his hand. The green one, understanding, took it. Then he turned and motioned them to follow him.


  Mason and Jorgens looked up as they entered the room.


  “Did they get you, too?” Mason asked gloomily.


  “What do you mean—get us?” asked Don. “We’re not prisoners.”


  “Certainly not,” said Stan. “Didn’t they let you peer into the little crystal ball?”


  “I’m afraid we were uncooperative captives,” said Jorgens. “We fought and kicked.”


  “Well, these people are all right,” said Don. “We found that out.”


  “We’ll explain later,” interrupted Stan. “As I see it, we have a job to do. We have to head off Spael before he does anything foolish. That right?”


  He turned instinctively to the Venerian who had “talked” to them through the color-bowl. He nodded his great head. Stan looked surprised.


  “Can you understand me?” he asked.


  The Venerian rumbled out a short, hissing answer.


  Stan shook his head. “Sorry,” he said. “The shoe’s on the other foot there. But listen. That fellow, Spael, who’s on his way, is more your type of man. He’ll understand a lot of stuff that probably went over my head. Suppose I go out and keep him from stepping into something up to his neck. Okay?”


  The Venerian acquiesced.


  Stan Burnett and Don Harvey met Hans Spael as he arrived, puffing, at the clearing. His little brown companions remained behind in the jungle, afraid to venture farther.


  “Take it easy, professor,” said Stan. “Everything’s fine—nobody’s hurt. Come in; we’ve got a surprise for you.”


  Spael’s curiosity was aroused by the sight of the gray steel building. He followed them without a word. He was rather taken aback when the green Venerian extended his horny hand in a gesture of friendship instead of hitting him with it. Spael shook it eagerly and the two went over to the bowl.


  “This is where we came in,” said Don. “What say we go outside for a smoke and try to get some of the woozies out of our brains?”


  “As I see it,” said Stan, inhaling deeply on his cigaret and tossing the match to the damp grass, “this race has a greater intelligence than we have. While not exactly flattering, it’s pretty amazing. Take Oswald there.”


  He waved a thumb at the guard at the door, who had stopped perusing Jorgens’ play-writing handbook and was peering nearsightedly through Jorgens’ glasses at the smoke issuing from the men’s nostrils.


  “He probably understands everything we’re saying.” Stan turned to him. “Do you make anything of that book you’re reading?”


  The Venerian nodded his head in vociferous assent and hissed a reply.


  “May I see your gun?” asked Don; futilely, he thought.


  The green one handed it over eagerly, evidently positive that Don meant him no harm. The men examined the weapon with interest. There was a long barrel, fine wood stock, but no breech and no trigger. He handed it back to the Venerian, puzzled.


  The other took it back. He propped it on the ground with the barrel pointing harmlessly toward the sky and stood off from it six feet or so. Then, concentrating on it with an intensity that lasted less than two seconds, the gun went off. There was a burst of soundless flame.


  “I’ll be damned,” said Stan softly. “A thought-gun!”


  Hans Spael came through the doorway, holding a one-sided conversation with his green-clad host. Mason and Jorgens also appeared, looking somewhat dazed.


  “We should return to James Block now,” said Spael, squinting at the darkening sky. “We’ll be back tomorrow.”


  “Takes it in his stride, doesn’t he?” said Don. “As if this sort of thing, happened every day.”


  They collected the little brown folk at the edge of the clearing and waved good bye to the green one in his doorway.


  THE DAYS passed swiftly after that.


  Spael was to be found at the undersea people’s laboratory almost continually during the daylight hours. It took a lot of persuading to get James Block to pay a visit to what he had come to consider his sworn enemies, but the scientific mind that had been slumbering for thirteen years finally made him as enthusiastic a visitor to the gray steel house in the clearing as was Spael. When the brown folk learned that no further harm would befall them from their planetmen, they too swarmed over, making gentle nuisances of themselves.


  At Stan’s insistence, Spael reluctantly took time off from his collaboration with the Venetians to give him further instruction in piloting the Ewig-Weibliche. Lee Franklin, who seemed only recently to have discovered sterling hidden qualities in the tall blond cameraman, tagged along, taking it all in. Jorgens went on writing his play, seemingly content with life on Venus now that he’d got his glasses and book back. Roy Mason got more and more irritable, the more so when the cigaret supply ran out. Don and Bertha took no note of the passage of time and wandered blissfully around the jungle trails together.


  One day Mason strode angrily up to Spael.


  “When are we going to get out of this place?” he cried. “It may be all right for you people, but I’m a man of imagination and I want to get back to civilization—”


  Lee snickered.


  Hans Spael took a deep breath. He had been fearing this moment.


  “I suppose it is only fair,” he said. “I have been so concerned with my work that I have given no thought to the feelings of others. However, I have been instructing Mr. Burnett in space navigation, and now he is as proficient as I am. Which,” he laughed, “is not difficult to believe.”


  “I’d kinda like to get back, too, come to think of it,” said Don dreamily. “Back to cities and farms and people. . . .autos. . . . churches. . . .” He looked at Bertha, who blushed.


  “Do you mean you’re going to stay here?” Lee asked Spael.


  “Yes. There is much to interest me here. I have much work to do yet. And Mr. Block must not be left alone.”


  “I thought he would come back with us,” said Jorgens. “I should imagine he’d jump at the chance.”


  “On the contrary,” smiled Spael. “He has become so used to the place that it would hurt him to leave it. Thirteen years is a long time. And he is an old man. . . . I have just thought of another good reason for me to stay. Is there not a law in California which says kidnapping is punishable by firing squad? And am I not a kidnapper?”


  Preparations for the return journey took place during the next two days. Hans Spael, in tete-a-tete with the undersea men of Venus, had drawn up a huge list of things he wanted sent—as he optimistically put it—on the next space ship.


  “You know,” said Stan, “I may pilot that next ship back here myself. I’m going to try pretty damn hard.”


  “You may find yourself with a stowaway,” said Lee, sticking her dark head in the doorway. “Just like in Mars Calling.” Stan blew a kiss to her.


  Spael sighed. “I suppose the time has come. Let us start down to the ship.”


  THE END


  MONOPOLY


  Vic Phillips


  Sheer efficiency and good management can make a monopoly grow into being. And once it grows, someone with tyrant mind is going to try to use it as a weapon if he can—


  “That all. chief? Gonna quit now?”


  Brian Hanson looked disgustedly at Pete Brent, his lanky assistant. That was the first sign of animation he had displayed all day.


  “I am, but you’re not,” Hanson told him grimly. “Get your notes straightened up. Run those centrifuge tests and set up the still so we can get at that vitamin count early in the morning.”


  “Tomorrow morning? Aw, for gosh sakes, chief, why don’t you take a day off sometime, or better yet, a night off. It’d do you good to relax. Boy, I know a swell blonde you could go for. Wait a minute, I’ve got her radiophone number somewhere—just ask for Myrtle.”


  Hanson shrugged himself out of his smock.


  “Never mind Myrtle, just have that equipment set up for the morning. Good night.” He strode out of the huge laboratory, but his mind was still on the vitamin research they had been conducting, he barely heard the remarks that followed him.


  “One of these days the chief is going to have his glands catch up with him.”


  “Not a chance,” Pete Brent grunted.


  Brian Hanson wondered dispassionately for a moment how his assistants could fail to be as absorbed as he was by the work they were doing, then he let it go as he stepped outside the research building.


  He paused and let his eyes lift to the buildings that surrounded the compound. This was the administrative heart of Venus City. Out here, alone, he let his only known emotion sweep through him, pride. He had an important role in the building of this great new city. As head of the Venus Consolidated Research Organization, he was in large part responsible for the prosperity of this vigorous, young world. Venus Consolidated had built up this city and practically everything else that amounted to anything on this planet. True, there had been others, pioneers, before the company came, who objected to the expansion of the monopolistic control. But, if they could not realize that the company’s regime served the best interests of the planet, they would just have to suffer the consequences of their own ignorance. There had been rumors of revolution among the disgruntled older families.


  He heard there had been killings, but that was nonsense. Venus Consolidated police had only powers of arrest. Anything involving executions had to be referred to the Interplanetary Council on Earth. He dismissed the whole business as he did everything else that did not directly influence his own department.


  He ignored the surface transport system and walked to his own apartment. This walk was part of a regular routine of physical exercise that kept his body hard and resilient in spite of long hours spent in the laboratory. As he opened the door of his apartment he heard the water running into his bath. Perfect timing. He was making that walk in precisely seven minutes, four and four-fifths seconds. He undressed and climbed into the tub, relaxing luxuriously in the exhilaration of irradiated water.


  He let all the problems of his work drift away, his mind was a peaceful blank. Then someone was hammering on his head. He struggled reluctantly awake. It was the door that was being attacked, not his head. The battering thunder continued persistently. He swore and sat up.


  “What do you want?”


  There was no answer; the hammering continued.


  “All right! All right! I’m coming!” He yelled, crawled out of the tub and reached for his bathrobe. It wasn’t there. He swore some more and grabbed a towel, wrapping it inadequately around him; it didn’t quite meet astern. He paddled wetly across the floor sounding like a flock of ducks on parade.


  Retaining the towel with one hand he inched the door cautiously open.


  “What the devil—” He stopped abruptly at the sight of a policeman’s uniform.


  “Sorry, sir, but one of those rebels is loose in the Administration Center somewhere. We’re making a check-up of all the apartments.”


  “Well, you can check out; I haven’t got any blasted rebels in here.” The policeman’s face hardened, then relaxed knowingly.


  “Oh, I see, sir. No rebels, of course. Sorry to have disturbed you. Have a good—Good night, sir,” he saluted and left.


  Brian closed the door in puzzlement. What the devil had that flat-foot been smirking about? Well, maybe he could get his bath now.


  Hanson turned away from the door and froze in amazement. Through the open door of his bedroom he could see his bed neatly turned down as it should be, but the outline under the counterpane and the luxuriant mass of platinum-blond hair on the pillow was certainly no part of his regular routine.


  “Hello.” The voice matched the calm alertness of a pair of deep-blue eyes. Brian just stared at her in numbed fascination. That was what the policeman had meant with his insinuating smirk.


  “Just ask for Myrtle.” Pete Brent’s joking words flashed back to him. Now he got it. This was probably the young fool’s idea of a joke. He’d soon fix that.


  “All right, joke’s over, you can beat it now.”


  “Joke? I don’t see anything funny, unless it’s you and that suggestive towel. You should either abandon it or get one that goes all the way round.”


  Brian slowly acquired a complexion suitable for painting fire plugs.


  “Shut up and throw me my dressing gown.” He gritted.


  The girl swung her legs out of bed and Brian blinked; she was fully dressed. The snug, zippered overall suit she wore did nothing to conceal the fact that she was a female. He wrapped his bathrobe austerely around him.


  “Well, now what?” she asked and looked at him questioningly.


  “Well, what do you think?” he burst out angrily. “I’m going to finish my bath and I’d suggest you go down to the laboratory and hold hands with Pete. He’d appreciate it.” He got the impression that the girl was struggling heroically to refrain from laughing and that didn’t help his dignity any. He strode into the bathroom, slammed the door and climbed back into the bath.


  The door opened a little.


  “Well, good-by now.” The girl said sweetly. “Remember me to the police force.”


  “Get out of here!” he yelled and the door shut abruptly on a rippling burst of laughter. Damn women! It was getting so a man had to pack a gun with him or something. And Pete Brent. He thought with grim satisfaction of the unending extra work that was going to occur around the laboratory from now on. He sank back into the soothing liquid embrace of the bath and deliberately set his mind loose to wander in complete relaxation.


  A hammering thunder burst on the outer door. He sat up with a groan.


  “Lay off, you crazy apes!” he yelled furiously, but the pounding continued steadily. He struggled out of the bath, wrapped his damp bathrobe clammily around him and marched to the door with a seething fury of righteous anger burning within him. He flung the door wide, his mouth all set for a withering barrage, but he didn’t get a chance. Four police constables and a sergeant swarmed into the room, shoving him away from the door.


  “Say! What the—”


  “Where is she?” the sergeant demanded.


  “Wherethehell’swho?”


  “Quit stallin’, bud. You know who. That female rebel who was in here.”


  “Rebel? You’re crazy! That was just . . . Pete said . . . rebel? Did you say rebel?”


  “Yeah. I said rebel, an’ where is she?”


  “She . . . why . . . why . . . she left, of course. You don’t think I was going to have women running around in here, do you?”


  “She wuz in his bed when I seen her, sarge,” one of the guards contributed. “But she ain’t there now.”


  “You don’t think that I—”


  “Listen, bud, we don’t do the thinkin’ around here. You come on along and see the chief.”


  Brian, had had about enough. “I’m not going anywhere to see anybody. Maybe you don’t know who I am. You can’t arrest me.”


  Brian Hanson, Chief of Research for Venus Consolidated, as dignified as possible in a damp bathrobe, glared out through the bars at a slightly bewildered Pete Brent.


  “What the devil do you want? Haven’t you caused enough blasted trouble already?”


  “Me? For gosh sakes, chief—”


  “Yes, you! If sending that damn blonde to my apartment and getting me arrested is your idea of a joke—”


  “But, my gosh, I didn’t send anybody, chief. And this is no joke. That wasn’t Myrtle, that was Crystal James, old man James’ daughter. They’re about the oldest family on Venus. Police have been after her for months; she’s a rebel and she’s sure been raising plenty of hell around here. She got in and blew out the main communications control panel last night. Communications been tied up all day.” Pete lowered his voice to an appreciative whisper, “Gosh, chief, I didn’t know you had it in you. How long have you been in with that bunch? Is that girl as good-looking as they say she is?”


  “Now listen here, Brent. I don’t know—”


  “Oh, it’s all right, chief. You can trust me. I won’t give you away.”


  “There’s nothing to give away, you fool!” Brian bellowed. “I don’t know anything about any damn rebels. All I want is to get out of here—”


  “Gotcha, chief,” Brent whispered understandingly. “I’ll see if I can pass the word along.”


  “Come here, you idiot!” Brian screamed after his erstwhile assistant.


  “Pipe down there, bud,” a guard’s voice cut in chillingly.


  Brian retired to his cell bunk and clutched his aching head in frustrated fury.


  For the nineteenth time Brian Hanson strode to the door of his cell and rattled the bars.


  “Listen here, guard, you’ve got to take a message to McHague. You can’t hold me here indefinitely.”


  “Shut up. Nobody ain’t takin’ no message to McHague. I don’t care if you are—”


  Brian’s eyes almost popped out as he saw a gloved hand reach around the guard’s neck and jam a rag over his nose and mouth. Swift shadows moved expertly before his astonished gaze. Another guard was caught and silenced as he came around the end of the corridor. Someone was outside his cell door, a hooded figure which seemed, somehow, familiar.


  “Hello, pantless!” a voice breathed.


  He knew that voice!


  “What the devil are you doing here?”


  “Somebody by the name of Pete Brent tipped us off that you were in trouble because of me. But don’t worry, we’re going to get you out.”


  “Damn that fool kid! Leave me alone. I don’t want to get out of here that way!” he yelled wildly. “Guards! Help!”


  “Shut up! Do you want to get us shot?”


  “Sure I do. Guards! Guards!”


  Someone came running.


  “Guards are coming,” a voice warned.


  He could hear the girl struggling with the lock.


  “Damn,” she swore viciously. “This is the wrong key! Your goose is sure cooked now. Whether you like it or not, you’ll hang with us when they find us trying to get you out of here.”


  Brian felt as though something had kicked him in the stomach. She was right! He had to get out now. He wouldn’t be able to explain this away.


  “Give me that key,” he hissed and grabbed for it.


  He snapped two of the coigns off in the lock and went to work with the rest of the key. He had designed these escape-proof locks himself. In a few seconds the door swung open and they were fleeing silently down the jail corridor.


  The girl paused doubtfully at a crossing passage.


  “This way,” he snarled and took the lead. He knew the ground plan of this jail perfectly. He had a moment of wonder at the crazy spectacle of himself, the fair-haired boy of Venus Consolidated, in his flapping bathrobe, leading a band of escaping rebels out of the company’s best jail.


  They burst around a corner onto a startled guard.


  “They’re just ahead of us,” Brian yelled. “Come on!”


  “Right with you,” the guard snapped and ran a few steps with them before a blackjack caught up with him and he folded into a corner.


  “Down this way, it’s a short cut,” Brian led the way to a heavily barred side door.


  The electric eye tripped a screaming alarm, but the. broken key in Brian’s hands opened the complicated lock in a matter of seconds. They were outside the jail on a side street, the door closed and the lock jammed immovably behind them.


  Sirens wailed. The alarm was out! The street suddenly burst into brilliance as the floodlights snapped on. Brian faltered to a stop and Crystal James pushed past him.


  “We’ve got reinforcements down here,” she said, then skidded to a halt. Two guards barred the street ahead of them.


  Brian felt as though his stomach had fallen down around his ankles and was tying his feet up. He couldn’t move. The door was jammed shut behind them, they’d have to surrender and there’d be no explaining this break. He started mentally cursing Pete Brent, when a projector beam slashed viciously by him. These guards weren’t fooling! He heard a gasping grunt of pain as one of the rebels went down. They were shooting to kill.


  He saw a sudden, convulsive movement from the girl. A black object curved out against the lights. The sharp, ripping blast of an atomite bomb thundered along the street and slammed them to the ground. The glare left them blinded. He struggled to his feet. The guards had vanished, a shallow crater yawned in the road where they had been.


  “We’ve got to run!” the girl shouted.


  He started after her. Two surface transport vehicles waited around the corner. Brian and the rebels bundled into them and took away with a roar. The chase wasn’t organized yet, and they soon lost themselves in the orderly rush of Venus City traffic.


  The two carloads of rebels cruised nonchalantly past the Administration Center and pulled into a private garage a little beyond.


  “What are we stopping here for?” Brian demanded. “We’ve got to get away.”


  “That’s just what we’re doing,” Crystal snapped. “Everybody out.”


  The rebels piled out and the cars pulled away to become innocuous parts of the traffic stream. The rebels seemed to know where they were going and that gave them the edge on Brian. They followed Crystal down into the garage’s repair pit.


  She fumbled in the darkness a moment, then a darker patch showed as a door swung open in the side of the pit. They filed into the solid blackness after her and the door thudded shut. The beam of a torch stabbed through the darkness and they clambered precariously down a steep, steel stairway.


  “Where the dickens are we?” Brian whispered hoarsely.


  “Oh, you don’t have to whisper, we’re safe enough here. This is one of the air shafts leading down to the old mines.”


  “Old mines? What old mines?”


  “That’s something you newcomers don’t know anything about. This whole area was worked out long before Venus Consolidated came to the planet. These old tunnels run all under the city.”


  They went five hundred feet down the air shaft before they reached a level tunnel.


  “What do we do? Hide here?”


  “I should say not. Serono Zeburzac, head of McHague’s secret police will be after us now. We won’t be safe anywhere near Venus City.”


  “Don’t be crazy. That Serono Zeburzac stuff is just a legend McHague keeps up to scare people with.”


  “That’s what you think,” Crystal snapped. “McHague’s legend got my father and he’ll get all of us unless we run the whole company right off the planet.”


  “Well, what the dickens does he look like?” Brian asked doubtfully.


  “I don’t know, but his left hand is missing. Dad did some good shooting before he died,” she said grimly.


  Brian was startled at the icy hardness of her voice.


  Two of the rebels pulled a screening tarpaulin aside and revealed one of the old-type ore cars that must have been used in the ancient mines. A brand-new atomic motor gleamed incongruously at one end. The rebels crowded into it and they went rumbling swiftly down the echoing passage. The lights of the car showed the old working, rotten and crumbling, fallen in in some places and signs of new work where the rebels had cleared away the debris of years.


  Brian struggled into a zippered overall suit as they followed a twisting, tortuous course for half an hour, switching from one tunnel to another repeatedly until he had lost all conception of direction. Crystal James, at the controls, seemed to know exactly where they were going.


  The tunnel emerged in a huge cavern that gloomed darkly away in every direction. The towering, massive remains of old machinery, eroded and rotten with age crouched like ancient, watching skeletons.


  “These were the old stamp mills,” the girl said, and her voice seemed to be swallowed to a whisper in the vast, echoing darkness.


  Between two rows of sentinel ruins they came suddenly on two slim Venusian atmospheric ships. Dim light spilled over them from a ragged gash in the wall of the cavern. Brian followed Crystal into the smaller of the two ships and the rest of the rebels manned the other.


  “Wait a minute, how_ do we get out of here?” Brian demanded.


  “Through that hole up there,” the girl said matter-of-factly.


  “You’re crazy, you can’t get through there.”


  “Oh, yeah? Just watch this.” The ship thundered to life beneath them and leaped off in a full-throttled take-off.


  “We’re going to crash! That gap isn’t wide enough!”


  The sides of the gap rushed in on the tips of the stubby wings. Brian braced himself for the crash, but it didn’t come. At the last possible second, the ship rolled smoothly over. At the moment it flashed through the opening it was stood vertically on edge.


  Crystal held the ship in its roll and completed the maneuver outside the mountain while Brian struggled to get his internal economy back into some semblance of order.


  “That’s some flying,” he said as soon as he could speak.


  Crystal looked at him in surprise. “That’s nothing. We Venusians fly almost as soon as we can walk.”


  “Oh—I see,” Brien said weakly and a few moments later he really did see. Two big, fast, green ships, carrying the insignia of the Venus Consolidated police, cruised suddenly out from a mountain air station.


  An aerial torpedo exploded in front of the rebel ship. Crystal’s face set in grim lines as she pulled the ship up in a screaming climb. Brian got up off the floor.


  “You don’t have to get excited like that,” he complained. “They weren’t trying to hit us.”


  “That’s what you think,” Crystal muttered. “Those children don’t play for peanuts.”


  “But, girl, they’re just Venus Consolidated police. They haven’t got any authority to shoot anyone.”


  “Authority doesn’t make much difference to them,” Crystal snapped bitterly. “They’ve been killing people all over the planet. What do you think this revolution is about?”


  “You must be mistak—” He slumped to the floor as Crystal threw the ship into a mad, rolling spin. A tremendous crash thundered close astern.


  “I guess that was a mistake!” Crystal yelled as she fought the controls.


  Brian almost got to his feet when another wild maneuver hurled him back to the floor. The police ship was right on their tail. The girl gunned her craft into a snap Immelmann and swept back on their pursuers, slicing in close over the ship. Brian’s eyes bulged as he saw a long streak of paint and metal ripped off the wing of the police ship. He saw the crew battling their controls in startled terror. The ship slipped frantically away and fell into a spin.


  “That’s them,” Crystal said with satisfaction. “How are the others doing?”


  “Look! They’re hit!” Brian felt sick.


  The slower rebel freight ship staggered drunkenly as a torpedo caught it and ripped away half a wing. It plunged down in flames with the white flowers of half a dozen parachutes blossoming around it. Brian watched in horror as the police ship came deliberately about. They heard its forward guns go into action. The bodies of the parachutists jerked and jumped like crazy marionettes as the bullets smashed into them. It was over in a few moments. The dead rebels drifted down into the mist-shrouded depths of the valley.


  “The dirty, murdering rats!” Brian’s voice ripped out in a fury of outrage. “They didn’t have a chance!”


  “Don’t get excited,” Crystal told him in a dead, flat voice. “That’s just normal practice. If you’d stuck your nose out of your laboratory once in a while, you’d have heard of these things.”


  “But why—” He ducked away instinctively as a flight of bullets spanged through the fuselage. “They’re after us now!”


  Crystal’s answer was to yank the ship into a rocketing climb. The police were watching for that. The big ship roared up after them.


  “Just follow along, suckers,” Crystal invited grimly.


  She snapped the ship into a whip stall. For one nauseating moment they hung on nothing, then the ship fell over on its back and they screamed down in a terminal velocity dive, heading for the safety of the lower valley mists. The heavier police ship, with its higher wingloading, could not match the maneuver. The rebel craft plunged down through the blinding fog. Half-seen, ghostly fingers of stone clutched up at them, talons of gray rock missed and fell away again as Crystal nursed the ship out of its dive.


  “Phew!” Brian gasped. “Well, we got away that time. How in thunder can you do it?”


  “Well, you don’t do it on faith. Take a look at that fuel gauge!


  We may get as far as our headquarters—or we may not.”


  For twenty long minutes they groped blindly through the fog, flying solely by instruments and dead reckoning. The needle of the fuel gauge flickered closer and closer to the danger point. They tore loose from the clinging fog as it swung firmly to “Empty.” The drive sputtered and coughed and died.


  “That’s figuring it nice and close,” Crystal said in satisfaction. “We can glide in from here.”


  “Into where?” Brian demanded. All he could see immediately ahead was the huge bulk of a mountain which blocked the entire width of the valley and soared sheer up to the high-cloud level. His eyes followed it up and up—


  “Look! Police ships. They’ve seen us!”


  “Maybe they haven’t. Anyway, there’s only one place we can land.”


  The ship lunged straight for the mountain wall!


  “Are you crazy? Watch out—we’ll crash!”


  “You leave the flying to me,” Crystal snapped.


  She held the ship in its glide, aiming directly for the tangled foliage of the mountain face. Brian yelped and cowered instinctively back. The lush green of the mountainside swirled up to meet them. They ripped through the foliage—there was no crash. They burst through into a huge, brilliantly lighted cavern and settled to a perfect landing. Men came running. Crystal tumbled out of her ship.


  “Douse those lights,” she shouted. “The police are outside.”


  A tall, lean man with bulbous eyes and a face like a startled horse, rushed up to Crystal.


  “What do you mean by leading them here?” he yelled, waving his hands.


  “They jumped us when we had no fuel, and quit acting like an idiot.”


  The man was shaking, his eyes looked wild. “They’ll kill us. We’ve got to get out of here.”


  “Wait, you fool. They may not even have seen us.” But he was gone, running toward a group of ships lined up at the end of the cavern.


  “Who was that crazy coot and what is this place?” Brian demanded.


  “That was Gort Sterling, our leader,” the girl said bitterly. “And this is our headquarters.” One of the ships at the back of the cavern thundered to life, streaked across the floor and burst out through the opening Crystal’s ship had left. “He hasn’t got a chance! We’ll be spotted for sure, now.”


  The other rebels waited uncertainly, but not for long. There was the crescendoing roar of ships in a dive followed by the terrific crash of an explosion.


  “They got him!” Crystal’s voice was a moan. “Oh, the fool, the fool!”


  “Sounded like more than one ship. They’ll be after us, now. Is there any other way of getting out of this place?”


  “Not for ships. We’ll have to walk and they’ll follow us.”


  “We’ve got to slow them down some way, then. I wonder how the devil they traced us? I thought we lost them in that fog.”


  “It’s that Serono Zeburzac, the traitor. He knows these mountains as well as we do.”


  “How come?”


  “The Zeburzacs are one of the old families, but he sold out to McHague.”


  “Well, what do we do now? Just stand here? It looks like everybody’s leaving.”


  “We might as well just wait,” Crystal said hopelessly. “It won’t do us any good to run out into the hills. Zeburzac and his men will follow.”


  “We could slow them down some by swinging a couple of those ships around so their rocket exhausts sweep the entrance to the cavern,” Brian suggested doubtfully. She looked at him steadily.


  “You sound like the only good rebel left. We can try it, anyway.”


  They ran two ships out into the middle of the cavern, gunned them around and jockeyed them into position—not a moment too soon.


  Half a dozen police showed in brief silhouette as they slipped cautiously into the cavern, guns ready, expecting resistance. They met a dead silence. A score or more followed them without any attempt at concealment. Then Brian and Crystal cut loose with the drives of the two ships.


  Startled screams of agony burst from the crowded group of police as they were caught in the annihilating cross fire of roaring flame. They crisped and twisted, cooked to scorched horrors before they fell. A burst; of thick, greasy smoke rushed out of the cavern. Two of the police, their clothes and flesh scorched and flaming, plunged as shrieking, living torches down the mountainside.


  Crystal was white and shaking, her face set in a mask of horror, as she climbed blindly from her ship.


  “Let’s get away! I can smell them burning,” she shuddered and covered her face with her hands.


  Brian grabbed her and shook her.


  “Snap out of it,” he barked. “That’s no worse than shooting helpless men in parachutes. We can’t go, yet; we’re not finished here.”


  “Oh, let them shoot us! I can’t go through that again!”


  “You don’t have to. Wait here.”


  He climbed back into one of the ships and cut the richness of the fuel mixture down till the exhaust was a lambent, shuddering stutter, verging on extinction. He dashed to the other ship and repeated the maneuver, fussing with the throttle till he had the fuel mixture adjusted to critical fineness. The beat of the stuttering exhaust seemed to catch up to the other and built to an aching pulsation. In a moment the whole mass of air in the cavern hit the frequency with a subtle, intangible thunder of vibration.


  Crystal screamed. “Brian! There’s more police cutting in around the entrance.”


  Brian clambered out of the ship and glanced at the glowing points in the rock where the police were cutting their way through outside the line of the exhaust flames. The pulsating thunder in the cavern cresendoed to an intolerable pitch. A huge mass of stalactites crashed to the floor.


  “It’s time to check out,” Brian shouted.


  Crystal led the way as they fled down the escape tunnel. The roaring crash of falling rock was a continuous, increasing avalanche of sound in the cavern behind them.


  They emerged from the tunnel on the face of the mountain, several hundred yards to the east of the cavern entrance. The ground shook and heaved beneath them.


  “The whole side of the mountain’s sliding,” Crystal screamed.


  “Run!” Brian shoved her and they plunged madly through the thick tangle of jungle away from the slide.


  Huge boulders leaped and smashed through the matted bush around them. Crystal went down as the ground slipped from under her. Brian grabbed her and a tree at the same time. The tree leaned and crashed down the slope, the whole jungle muttered and groaned and came to life as it joined the roaring rush of the slide. They were tumbled irresistibly downward, riding the edge of the slide for terrifying minutes till it stilled and left them bruised and shaken in a tangle of torn vegetation.


  The remains of two police ships, caught without warning in the rush as they attempted to land, stuck up grotesquely out of the foot of the slide. The dust was settling away. A flock of brilliant blue, gliding lizards barking in raucous terror, fled down the valley. Then they were gone and the primeval silence settled back into place.


  Brian and Crystal struggled painfully to solid ground. Crystal gazed with a feeling of awe at the devastated mountainside.


  “How did you do it?”


  “It’s a matter of harmonics,” Brian explained. “If you hit the right vibratory combination, you can shake anything down. But now that we’ve made a mess of the old homestead, what do we do?”


  “Walk,” Crystal said laconically. She led the way as they started scrambling through the jungle up the mountainside.


  “Where are we heading for?” Brian grunted as he struggled along.


  “The headquarters of the Carlton family. They’re the closest people we can depend on. They’ve kept out of the rebellion, but they’re on our side. They’ve helped us before.”


  Two days later, Crystal and Brian, weary, bedraggled and bushworn, stumbled on a rocky trail that twisted up through a narrow valley toward the Carlton place. Trails were scarce in the terrific Venusian mountain country where nearly all communication was by air.


  Crystal knew this path.


  “We’re almost there,” she said, and they pushed along faster.


  “Listen! What’s that?” Brian stopped and they both heard the sound of aircraft taking off. The pulsing roar of the rocket drives approached and a V formation of five ships swept by overhead.


  Crystal looked at Brian with dawning horror behind her eyes. “Police!”


  “Good. They’re just leaving; they were probably just checking up on the Carltons.”


  Crystal shivered. “When Serono Zeburzac checks up on someone, there usually isn’t much left. Come on.” She started at a run down the trail.


  They slowed at the sight of a clearing ahead. A faint sound reached them, a sobbing, inarticulate moan of unexpressible agony that froze them in their tracks.


  “What’s that?” Brian gasped. Crystal’s face was dead-white as they moved cautiously forward. They stared out into the clearing in dumb horror. The huge, rambling Carlton mansion was a smoking heap of ruins. A giant Venus thorn bush in front of the house was scorched and charred by the flames. One of its murderous, yard-long spikes carried a terribly gruesome burden. Crystal whimpered and stumbled forward before Brian could stop her. She collapsed in a sobbing heap in front of the gray-haired man impaled on the giant thorn. The figure stirred feebly.


  “He’s alive,” Brian muttered. “Crystal! Snap out of it. Get up and give me a hand. We’ll cut him down.”


  With Crystal’s help Brian hacked off the thorn and gently eased the frail, old man to the ground. His breath fluttered out between lips flecked with pink-tinged froth. His eyes tried to smile his thanks through their haze of pain.


  Crystal held the weakly gripping hands. “Who did this to you?”


  The gray lips moved and worked, struggling painfully to form words. The whisper was almost inaudible:


  “Serono . . . Zeburzac.”


  Crystal’s face hardened to a mask of vicious cruelty as she fought her emotions down.


  “We’ll get him.”


  “No.” The elder Carlton seemed to gather strength. “Get away—escape.”


  Crystal gripped his hands and seemed to hold him back from the edge of Eternity by sheer strength of will.


  “Where? Where can we go?” The eyes fluttered open again, the shadow of death lurked in their depths. “Go . . . the place where the Five Valleys meet . . . beware . . . Zeburzac.”


  His breath drifted out in an effortless sigh. The tortured body was still. Crystal rose unsteadily to her feet. She turned blindly and Brian took her in his arms, trying to comfort her as her wild sobbing got out of control. He patted her shoulder awkwardly.


  “Take it easy, kid,” he muttered helplessly. His laboratory experience hadn’t covered any such contingency as this.


  “Brian, take me away. I can’t stand this. Hide me somewhere before that fiend comes back.”


  “I thought we were part of a revolution that was going to clean them off the planet,” Brian reminded her grimly.


  “We can’t fight this. We haven’t got a chance. Zeburzac has everything.”


  “He hasn’t got us yet. Where’s this Five Valleys place? Can we get there?”


  “Yes, but it will be no use. I want to quit now.”


  Brian’s arms tightened around her. His voice was bleak and cold. “I’m not quitting. I’m going to get Serono Zeburzac.”


  The girl in his arms was still for a moment. Then she let go a long, trembling sigh of weary resignation.


  “All right, I’m with you. Let’s start traveling.”


  “The place where Five Valleys meet.” Crystal waved her arm out toward the tremendous green bowl of emptiness that curved away all round them.


  The sides of the gigantic cup had been cracked and split by some cataclysmic upheaval in the turbulent youth of the young planet. They stood at the mouth of one of the sheer, ragged slashes that had given the place its name. The other four were streaks of darker green against the distant walls. Beneath the eternal-nigh cloud level the air was clear.


  Directly across from them a tremendous, sharp-prowed promontory sheered up from the depths. Capping it, against the somber green of the valley walls, the snow-white structure of a dream palace rose in airy splendor. In the dark setting, the walls were radiant with breath-taking beauty, so perfect in balance and line that it concealed the huge massiveness of the buildings, postponed for a moment the realization that the great structure was a glorious ruin.


  Brian let his breath go. “I didn’t know there was anything like that on Venus,” he said in open admiration. “Who built it?”


  “The Martins. They used to operate the mines in this district, but they were worked out years ago and the family scattered. They still own this place. Nobody lives in it officially, but there must be some help here or Grenville Carlton, wouldn’t have told us to come. Maybe the rebels are using the old hangars.”


  “Well, there’s only one way to find out. We gotta climb.”


  “There’s somebody here, all right,” Brian said as they entered the great courtyard through a ruined gateway. “Look, there’s a couple of ships over there.”


  “And they’re our people, too.” There was a lilt in Crystal’s voice. “That far ship is Jimmy Thornton’s—I’d know it anywhere.” They approached the huge main doors of the great, white mansion.


  One door swung partly open and a swarthy, powerful man. stepped hastily out. He carried an atomic projector.


  “Halt!” he commanded. “Who are you?”


  “Oh, you don’t need to get excited, we’re rebels, too,” Crystal told him. “Who’s here?”


  “Who is it, Max?” a pleasant voice inquired from the dim hallway.


  “Two more of the rebels, sir,” the guard replied woodenly.


  “Oh—rebels? Oh, yes, of course. Show them in, Max.” The guard stood respectfully aside as Crystal and Brian entered the huge, echoing chamber.


  “To your right,” the guard directed and they entered a small, exquisite room. The man behind the desk seemed to fit perfectly into this cultured setting, he was small and neat, silver hair frosted his temples, framing gentle, delicate features. He smiled with pleasant, disarming frankness as he rose to greet them.


  “You’ll have to excuse Max, we didn’t know you were coming, of course. Just make yourselves at home. Young Jim Thornton arrived a short while ago. You’ll be able to see him presently. You’ll be hungry, of course. Max, bring some refreshment.”


  “Have many of us arrived?” Crystal asked anxiously.


  “I’m sorry to say, very few. Just Jim Thornton and his party and you and Mr. Hanson.”


  Brian started. “How do you now my name?” he asked in surprise.


  “Oh, we’ve all heard of you, Mr. Hanson, and how you got Miss James out of Venus City. Brilliant work, I must say, and the way you routed the police in the caverns was truly a remarkable accomplishment. But—what made you come to this place? We’ve not been established here long.”


  “Grenville Carlton told us about it,” Crystal said briefly.


  “Carlton? Old Grenville. How is he?”


  “He’s dead.” Crystal’s face hardened to a white mask of hatred at the memory. “We found him impaled on a thorn bush in front of the ruins of his own house.” Her words were brutally blunt with the tremendous surge of emotion behind them.


  “Impaled . . . tut tut tut . . . my goodness, how terrible! Do you know who could have done it?”


  “Yes. We found Carlton before he died. It was that rat Serono Zeburzac who killed him.”


  “Oh—do you know what this Serono Zeburzac looks like?”


  “We’ve never seen him,” Crystal cut in grimly, “but my father did, over the sights of an atomic flame projector. Serono Zeburzac has no left hand.”


  “Oh—” The gray-haired man behind the desk was interrupted by a terrible scream of human agony.


  “No . . . NO—” The words rose in a tortured frenzy, “Oh, God! . . . Not that again. . . . AAAAaaaaa—”


  Crystal leaped to her feet.


  “Jim—that was Jim Thornton! What’s happened—” Her eyes turned in startled question to the slight, calm figure behind the desk. His benign expression of quiet peace had not been disturbed in the slightest by the soul-rending cry. He placed his fingertips precisely together.


  “Are you sure Zeburzac was missing his left hand?”—he flexed the fingers of his own left hand for emphasis—“and not—his right?” There was a sickening click in the sudden, dead stillness of the room as he twisted at his right hand. It came away at the wrist, the thumb dropped lifelessly down. The fingers of his left hand curled around it. The wrist of the severed member was pointed toward them. In fascinated horror they stared down the muzzle of a tiny, short-range, atomic projector concealed in the artificial hand.


  Crystal recoiled, one faltering step.


  “Serono—Grenville was trying to warn us!”


  Brian caught her before she fell.


  “There is no cause for excitement. Sit down, please.” The quiet courtesy of Serono’s voice did not alter, but the steel thread of command was subtly woven into his words. “You have been very clever, Hanson, too clever. I thought, almost, you had escaped me, but no one ever does. My enemies are delivered into my hands; soon there will be none on Venus.”


  The moment of shock passed. Brian’s superlatively keen faculties keyed acutely to the emergency. They needed time first.


  “How do we rate as your enemies?” he stalled.


  “Mr. Hanson, we are not children. You know why you are my enemy. I recognized you years ago, you are far too brilliant a man to have against me, and you would never be with me. Your loyalty to Venus Consolidated made you dangerous.”


  “My loyalty? What about yours? I thought you were working with McHague and the company.”


  “Oh, of course, as long as it suits my purpose.”


  “Suppose someone got word to the Earth Council. You wouldn’t last long, then.”


  “Perhaps not, but Venus Consolidated controls all communication with Earth and soon I will control Venus Consolidated. But I’m sure you must be tired. Max will show you to your quarters.” The guard ushered them out with the muzzle of a projector.


  They started across the huge, ruined hall. Crystal stumbled blindly over a fragment of broken masonry. She sagged to her knees. The guard stopped abruptly.


  “Don’t try nothin’, you guys,” he snarled warningly.


  “Quit being a fool, you idiot,” Brian barked to cover Crystal’s quick whisper of instructions. “This girl’s sick. Give me a hand. You take her feet,” he directed, as he lifted her shoulders. The guard hesitated doubtfully; his instructions didn’t cover this.


  “O.K., but just don’t try nothin’.” He hung the projector on his belt and bent down. One startled yelp gurgled and died in his throat as Crystal’s feet slammed into his jaw and Brian’s clenched hands rabbit-punched down on the back of his neck.


  “That ought to hold him,” Crystal muttered as she struggled to her feet.


  Brian picked up the projector. He recognized it; it was a new model, two of this type had been sent to his laboratory for testing before the company invested in them.


  “Well, what are we waiting for? C’mon, we’ll go shoot Serono’s other hand off,” Crystal suggested grimly.


  “D’you think that’d stop them? Us with one projector against what they’ve got?”


  “Well, it would make it interesting for a while. You don’t think we have a chance of getting away from here, do you?”


  “I don’t know,” Brian said thoughtfully. “But when we were testing this model projector one of them kind of blew up in our face. I think it developed a short that converted it into the old-type regenerative circuit. We never were sure about it; there wasn’t enough left to find out. Those old regeneratives are always dangerous, they were liable to heat up and explode at any time if you didn’t watch them. If we’d been testing the model with a full charge of fuel, I wouldn’t be here in this mess now.” He slid back the inspection cover of the projector’s compactly complicated ignition circuit and started poking experimentally at the system of tiny coils and delicate wires.


  “Damn!” He swore briefly as a white-hot spark jabbed at his fingers, but he held on and the wires fused together. “That should do it. Now we’re all set. Where’s a hole to get out through?”


  “How do you like that one?” Crystal suggested, indicating a ragged gap in the broken, ancient wall of the hall. “That’s big enough to fly through and there’s two guards out there in the courtyard with nice, shiny, new projectors ready to make smoke out of us. Want to go and interview them?”


  “No. If we make enough noise here, they’ll come and see us,” Brian muttered as he closed the firing switch of the projector. There was no stab of flame from the muzzle. He heaved the weapon back into the middle of the hall. “As soon as that warms up there should be considerable distraction taking place in here.”


  “Why? What’s going to happen?” Crystal asked.


  “C’mon. Get over by the wall and be ready to run.”


  They started for the gap in the wall. A dull, heavy rumble got under way behind them. It built to a terrific, thundering crash as the universe split in a sheet of roaring flame. They were lifted and hurled bodily outward. They sprawled in a tangled heap on the pavement. Brian struggled to his feet in a choking swirl of dust and yanked Crystal with him. The progressive explosion of the projector’s fuel battered the ancient structure, the wall bulged and cracked. The startled guards gawped stupidly at the two figures that had erupted so violently.


  Masonry crashed to the pavement. The guards climbed over each other in a mad scramble to escape. Crystal and Brian staggered groggily after them, heading for Jim Thornton’s ship. Brian boosted Crystal in, scrambled after her and slammed the hatch shut. The drive spluttered and roared to life, the ship ripped crazily into the air.


  Arnold McHague, Director in Chief of Venus Consolidated, swung his heavy body around in fearful expectancy. Just a faint snick as though a lock had sprung, but there was no door on that wall. A panel slipped noiselessly aside.


  “Serono—” The half-voiced question hung on a note of fear.


  “No, it’s not Serono, McHague.” A tall, ragged figure, followed by a smaller one, stepped from the opening.


  “Hanson!” A surge of relief sounded in McHague’s voice, then died out. Brian Hanson was a rebel. He fumbled vaguely for the panel of call buttons on his desk, but his hand froze as he saw the projector trained on his expansive middle.


  “I couldn’t miss your stomach from here,” Brian told him softly.


  “What do you want?”


  “I want to get to Earth and I want your private getaway ship.”


  “I don’t know anything about any ship.”


  “It’s no good, McHague. The drive tests for that ship were run in my laboratory.”


  “There’s no fuel on board. It’s in no condition to fly,” McHague said hopelessly.


  “It had better be ready to take off. Serono doesn’t trust you any more than you trust him. About your only chance of living is for me to get to Earth and bring enough of the Planetary Patrol to head Serono off.”


  “I can’t help you. I’m in this with Zeburzac. If the police get him, they’ve got me.”


  “You can be on our side. The way I’ll tell it on Earth you were just stringing Serono along till I could get clear.”


  McHague shook his head. “I wouldn’t live for a day if I helped you. You don’t know Zeburzac. His family ran Venus in the old days. He means to restore that rule with himself as absolute dictator. I wouldn’t be safe even on Earth.”


  “You’ll just have to take that chance.”


  “We’re wasting time,” Crystal cut in sharply anxious. “Come on.


  Her words brought McHague reluctantly to his feet. “I’ll do it,” he muttered thickly. “Come with me.”


  The misty gloom of a Venusian night shrouded the jungle as three figures forced their way along an almost completely overgrown trail. The lights of Venus City gleamed dimly through the night murk behind them. McHague stumbled and swore in the lead as the trail twisted down the steepness of the ridge. He came to a halt on a long, level bench.


  “This is the place.”


  “I don’t see anything,” Crystal said doubtfully.


  “You didn’t think I was going to leave the ship where Zeburzac could find it, did you?”


  McHague scrabbled around in the roots of a bush, found what he wanted, a metal lever hardly distinguishable in the tangle, and yanked it up. His action was followed by a slight vibration underfoot, a heavy, dull ripping of roots sounded in front of them as the ground parted before their eyes. Two balanced sections tilted upward, away from each other, revealing the Stygian blackness of a pit.


  “It’s a ventilating shaft of one of the old mines. The ship’s down there about two hundred feet. It’s got a Nordenfeldt control panel. Can you handle it?”


  “Sure, but how can I get down?”


  “There’s a ladder—but wait a minute, Hanson.” McHague’s heavy-jowled face was ghastly in the dim light. “You’ve got to play this straight, see. I’m giving you a chance and you’ve got to stand by me. If Serono knew I was doing this—You’ve got to get those police here—”


  “Don’t worry,” Brian told him grimly. “Serono is no friend of mine, either. Where’s this ladder?”


  “Just over the edge on this side.”


  Crystal laid her hand on Brian’s arm.


  “Good luck.” She started to smile encouragingly, but she couldn’t quite make it. “Brian—” Her voice choked up. “Oh, Brian, be careful—” It was almost a sob. Then she was in his arms. He held her for a moment and buried his face in the soft, silver glory of her hair.


  “I’ll be all right. You take care of yourself till I get back. I won’t be long, then we’ll get this mess cleaned up.”


  He disengaged himself gently. Crystal watched in silence as Brian clambered over the edge and disappeared into the blackness of the shaft. Minutes dragged slowly by.


  “Oh, I hope he makes it,” Crystal murmured.


  “He probably will. Mr. Hanson is a very resourceful man.”


  The soft, quiet voice was just behind her. Crystal turned in slow, hopeless terror.


  “Serono—”


  McHague’s breath sucked in in a startled gasp of horror.


  “Zeburzac!”


  “But, of course. I wanted to be here to wish Mr. Hanson bon voyage. I hope he has a pleasant flight—although it will be a short one.”


  “What do you mean?” McHague whispered.


  “Why, McHague, my dear friend, you didn’t think I would overlook a simple think like this?”


  “You knew?”


  “Oh, yes. I visited this place several times. I supposed you might be leaving me some time, so, of course, I made arrangements.” The silky softness of Serono’s voice, changed to a sinister rasp, “That ship will be blown apart fifty seconds after it takes off!”


  “No—” Crystal screamed, “Brian!” She turned and stumbled toward the shaft, then staggered back as a tremendous, roaring rush of flame fountained madly upward behind the screaming flight of the escaping ship. The exhaust trail towered magnificently into the night, arching gracefully over as the ship swung smoothly into its first acceleration orbit.


  “Brian . . . Brian—” Crystal sobbed hopelessly.


  The burning streak of fire traced steadily across the sky—then abruptly it ended in a bursting nova of flaming incandescence. The light faded slowly into the twilight darkness.


  “He’s gone,” McHague whimpered.


  Serono laughed softly.


  “Oh, don’t sound so disappointed, McHague. You’ll soon be with him.” The dry click of Serono’s artificial hand crisped in McHague’s ears.


  “No . . . no . . . Serono . . . wait . . . wait a minute—” McHague babbled. Half paralyzed with terror, lie sidled desperately away from the hideous weapon in Serono’s hand. “He held a gun on me . . . I had to—” McHague’s stumbling words trailed off as he read “Death” in Serono’s eyes. His terrified scream ripped out as he turned blindly and plunged down the yawning blackness of the shaft.


  Serono’s dry chuckle stirred like the rustling wings of a bat.


  “And now, Crystal James—” He turned. There was nothing but the impassive stillness of the jungle; the girl was not in sight.


  “—and that, gentlemen, completes my report on the present status of Venus. This folder contains the vital statistics for the period since your last inspection. You will find there the reason for me presenting this report instead of Governor McHague. He was killed, together with Mr. Hanson, Chief of Research for Venus Consolidated, in an explosion during an experiment in rocketry which Mr. Hanson was conducting.”


  “Ah, thank you, Zeburzac.” Chief Inspector Nathan accepted the final folio of the voluminous annual report on Venus. He sat with the other members of the Board of Inspection in the governor’s offices as they carefully sorted through the stacks of report form and record sheets. “Hm-m-m—I see you have a Crystal James listed here as killed in an aircraft accident. Was she one of the old Venusian family of James?”


  Serono nodded regretfully. “Yes, I believe she was the last of them. I knew them well.”


  “That is too bad,” Inspector Nathan said softly. “They were a fine, old family. Well, that cleans up the report, Zeburzac; everything seems to be perfectly in order.”


  “Thank you, inspector.” Of course, it was. He had spent three months on those reports and everything had run smoothly on schedule. In a few more hours this inquisitive crew of inspectors would be gone and Venus would be his.


  The mild gentleness of Serono’s face revealed nothing of his dictatorial intentions as he listened to Inspector Nathan’s closing remarks. In a moment they would be offering him the governorship, legalizing the power he already possessed. With Venus in his hands to be forged into a weapon, the easygoing democracy of Earth would be no serious obstacle. What one clever man could do—Nathan was speaking.


  “There is one item here, however, that seriously affects several of these reports. This Mr. Hanson—”


  “Hanson? Yes, I think I mentioned, he died. A very violent explosion.”


  Chief Inspector Nathan’s formal politeness melted abruptly in the sudden fire of his rage.


  “Explosion? I know all about that explosion, you blundering murderer. Come in here, Hanson!”


  “Hanson!” Serono stared in shocked unbelief at the grim figure of a man who should have died, but only for a moment. Then he leaned back and relaxed, his fingertips met and tapped rhythmically.


  “Mr. Hanson—hm-m-m—this is almost unbelievable.”


  “Next time you plant a time bomb in a ship, don’t connect it through the lighting circuit, it shows on the ammeter,” Brian told him grimly. “And if you want to keep people on Venus, you should watch your freight ships more closely.”


  “Oh, I wasn’t as careless as you might think. That trap was set for McHague. I would have made other arrangements if I had known you were to be present. As it was I thought I had got you. However, I can remedy that slight omission almost immediately.”


  Serono twisted abruptly to his feet. His right hand snatched at his left. The spluttering crackle of a projector flame lashed out. Serono screamed as he dropped the red-hot wreckage of his artificial hand.


  “We’d been told about that, too, and I can still shoot,” Inspector Nathan growled.


  Serono stared stupidly at the empty socket on his left arm. His face grayed lividly. He staggered against the desk, threw out his hand for support and vanished. There was a moment of stunned silence in the room.


  “It’s a trapdoor!” Brian yelled and leaped for the opening. He caught a glimpse of a descending chute as the section of floor swung solidly back into place.


  “Where does that lead to?” Nathan barked.


  Brian didn’t answer; he was already on his way. Nathan and the rest of the Board of Inspectors pounded along behind him. They thudded down two flights of stairs.


  “There he goes!” The pack of inspectors let out a howl and raced down the corridor behind Brian.


  Zeburzac, racing for his life, started to draw away from them. They saw him stop. There were men in the corridor ahead of him, half a dozen of them. They were on him!


  Serono screamed terribly, once, as a swinging knife ripped him open. He was slammed to the floor, his head beaten in by the vicious blows of his assailants. One of them lunged viciously at the prostrate form. Brian felt sick as he saw the crushed and bloody form of Zeburzac stabbed through the middle with the yard-long spike of a giant Venusian thorn bush.


  Having finished their business the killers calmly faced the projectors in the hands of Inspector Nathan and his crew.


  “Who are you?” Nathan demanded.


  “My name’s Carlton. We’re rebels. You better hurry up and shoot, it’ll save you trouble.”


  “These men are all right,” Brian defended hastily. “Serono murdered some of the Carltons.”


  Nathan grunted. “Well, thanks, boys. You saved us a job.” He slipped his atomic projector back into its holster. “We’re inspectors from Earth. We’ll have to arrest you for murder, but I guess it’s up to Governor Hanson here to decide what to do with you.”


  “Governor?”


  “Yeah. That was decided before we left Earth. Where was Zeburzac heading? Where does this corridor lead to?”


  “To his apartments. Maybe he had something there. I’ll go and see.” Brian started down the corridor.


  Governor! Governor of this young, green frontier planet. There should have been a thrill in it somewhere but he felt as though he had come to the end of a pointless journey. He opened the door of Serono’s apartment and stepped inside.


  There was no one in the luxurious room. Brian’s scalp tingled; he felt that he was not alone. He shuddered as he remembered Serono’s ghastly death, then stepped quickly to the bedroom door. He opened it cautiously, then moved in and shut it noiselessly behind him. He stiffened as something prodded him in the middle of his spine.


  “Don’t move!” The voice was thin and vicious with hate. It stopped incredulously—“Brian!”


  He swung around in amazement, and in synchronism as perfect as a trained chorus, he and Crystal James cried: “You! I thought you were dead!”


  Their next moves were in perfect synchronism, too.


  THE END.


  AIRSHIP OF VENUS


  Henry Gade


  What kind of aircraft would we find on Venus? Its science, Its materials, are limited. It must be a primitive craft . . .


  ON THE back cover of this magazine, artist James B. Settles has depicted the kind of airplane that would be scientifically possible on a primitive world such as science says Venus must be. He has pictured it in the form of a giant bird, fashioned of skins and light wood braces.


  Venus, being close to the sun, is a tropical world, but it has the advantage of a tremendously thick cloud blanket which surrounds its entire hemisphere at all times, which screens the surface from the tremendous heat that would otherwise destroy all living things.


  But this condition means that its peoples are still in the early planetary stage, and are comparable to the creatures who might have lived on Earth during the carboniferous period.


  Yet, Venus is not so much a younger planet, and the mental stage of advancement on Venus is probably at a much further 9tage than it had been on Earth during the day of the giant fern, and the dinosaur.


  So, we can assume that the man from Venus, half-human, half-fish (because his planet has very much water), knows enough to invent a ship that can travel through the air, beneath his cloud blanket.


  However, he would be faced with a problem. Metals, naturally, would be beyond his comprehension, and he would have to build his airship of the light forms of wood (perhaps greatly similar to bamboo) and the skins of birds and lizards.


  Lighter-than-air wood on Venus might not be so strange a thing, considering the very dense atmosphere. It is conceivable that certain plants could contain, as part of their makeup, hollow items filled with a gas that would buoy them up in the heavy atmospheric blanket, and prevent them from sinking into the morass.


  Building his plane of this material, covering it with skins, the Venusian would find himself possessing a craft that could be floated at a medium height over the surface of his world. Its ceiling would be quite low, perhaps only a few hundred feet. But it would be easily handled, in spite of its bulk, because of the very fluidity of the air.


  He would soon find that he could cause its wings to flap as do the wings of the bird, or of the flying lizard. He would discover how to rig them up so that the crew could manipulate them much as the slave galleys of the Mediterranean were propelled by oars.


  Turning would be a simple matter of a rudder. And the pilot would be stationed at the fore-part of the ship, controlling its direction by means of cables which he would operate by hand.


  In case of accident, a fall would rarely be fatal, since the descent would be so slow in the thick atmosphere. Also, it is quite possible that the Venusian would think nothing of a dive into the sea from as high as a hundred feet.


  The surface of Venus is probably ninety percent water, and all flights would be over the sea. And to land there would be exactly as safe as a church, in a literal manner. The Venusian is at home in the water, whether it be a thousand miles from shore, or a dozen yards.


  It would be necessary for the Venusian airship to be so balanced in regards to its buoyance that when not in actual flight, with its wings flapping, it would settle very slowly to sea-level pressure. Thus, it would not be a balloon, or dirigible in direct principle, being incapable of floating aloft and escaping.


  When stopping, and making a descent, the crew would simply cease their efforts at the wing-flapping devices, and the ship would settle slowly downward until it reached sea-level.


  However, air travel on Venus would not be the main method of transportation, since a journey in the craft would be a very slow process. Its top speed would probably be only five miles per hour. Its value would be in traversing the gumbo-swamp areas of Venus where the amphibian Venusian could not swim, or use his surface craft.


  Scientists believe that Venus does not rotate on its axis more than once in its circuit of the sun. Therefore, there is no change to day and night, and the only area where temperature changes would result in atmospheric movement would be the twilight areas. Here the Venusian would not venture with his aircraft, because it would collapse under the force of the ponderous moving masses of air.
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  AS IT WAS


  Carlton Smith


  Backward through the ages Baird sent his Time Machine, until he stood alone—Mankind yet unspawned—and watched the awful cataclysm of a Universe being born.


  WHILE Venus and Earth went merrily to war, isolationist Doctor Archimedes Baird carefully and quietly withdrew himself from the area of conflict. He had shouted his views over the television. He had composed articles and whole books on the subject. He had told the press it was the business of Earth to withdraw its peoples and interests from Venus, and leave the Venusians in peace. He, himself, was in the last war. It was a bloody, useless nuisance. He came out of it with shattered nerves and leaky valves. He believed in the future of mankind and war had no place in that future. So then came the war—and Doctor Archimedes Baird was an isolationist and would die an isolationist.


  He converted his spaceship into a laboratory. It now floated a million or so miles inside the asteroid belt, orbiting slowly around the Sun. Within it, isolationist Baird went grimly to work. He entirely divorced himself from humanity. He did not care what happened to Earth or its peoples. Thought of the future absorbed him, and he dreamed a passionate dream of a journey to the future.


  The slow years passed. He pattered about his well-stocked ship, a stringy figure, unclothed sometimes, unshaved and unclean for long periods. It was amazing how he changed. His eyes drew up slightly at the outer corners, and in them a slow incandescence began to burn. He talked to himself. He sang to himself. He never realized it. Nor did he take the time to scan himself in a mirror, to realize that he had become a fanatic, an eccentric whose sole desire it was to work.


  One day his dream was realized. He stood looking at the time unit, a lump in his throat, mumbling to himself his joy as he rubbed his long, thin bony fingers together. Thrice he experimented. He projected objects a dozen hours into the future. Promptly on the dot, they appeared on his scarred lab table. The machine was a success.


  Isolation had done its work on his soul. He had become an egoist. Who was there to praise him? He thought about it for hours that day. He moved slowly through the lonely corridors, hands behind his back, face blank with thought; stopped in the galley to make himself a pot of coffee, and warm up a can of concentrates; threw himself into an armchair in the lounge, biting at his thin, hairy lip in concentration.


  To another man, the problem would have presented no difficulties. But to isolationist Baird, the very thought of once more contacting humanity, even by a radiographed message, was hard to grasp. Still, he did grasp it, and forthwith laboriously tapped out his message, trusting to somebody, somewhere, to pick it up and transmit it to its addressee, that damned, supercilious, jeering Professor Hawkes of Lisbon University. He began to smile his smug delight. When Hawkes understood that Baird had accomplished a task which Hawkes had sneered at as being impossible, Hawkes would be miserably crestfallen; he would have a new respect for Baird. Too, Hawkes had been one of those rabid war-mongers who shouted down Baird’s isolationist theories. Baird scowled, and threw the message into the ether a dozen times.


  “That’ll teach you,” he scowled.


  HE did not know that Professor Hawkes had been scattered to the winds in an air raid two years ago.


  Nor did he know that within short hours the Chief Officer of the Venusian war council was frowning at the translated message, which a warship had picked up and transmitted. This alien, reptilian being believed that a peculiar significance lay in that message. On the strength of the belief, he called a meeting of his war councilors.


  Those individuals, however, saw nothing of importance in the radiogram.


  “This Archimedes Baird, no doubt, did send the message. That he invented such a thing as a time unit is probably absurd. He was something of a crackpot. Before the war started, he made a fool of himself with his isolationist theories. His present location, as calculated by the warship commander, is of no importance to use, and merely clears up the minor matter of his disappearance.”


  “None-the-less, I do not intend to slide over this without some investigation. The war drags on. Now, obviously, we cannot send a warship to pick up Baird. At the first sign of violence, he would destroy his improbable time unit. I’m going to put Kobar Di-Pisk on this job.”


  The voluble member of the council was shocked. “But Di-Pisk is an isolationist himself! Furthermore, since you threw him in jail, he has more than once blashphemed Venusians as a whole. He couldn’t be trusted.”


  “I think he could,” the other said gently. “Di-Pisk wants his freedom. Having that, he will rapidly lose his isolationist tendencies, as would any Venusian. He realizes, with the rest of us, that this is a war to the death. Once I talk with him, I think I can convince him of that. Our trump, however, will consist of the fact that this Baird will consider Di-Pisk a cultural equal, and, therefore, a friend. I have a plan in mind which Di-Pisk certainly is clever enough to follow out.


  “Send for Kobar Di-Pisk.”


  AND so it was that the alien creature whose name was Di-Pisk got himself into a small rocket ship, arc-jumped the Sun, and soon was approaching Doctor Archimedes Baird’s cylindrically shaped laboratory ship. More peace lover than isolationist was Di-Pisk, now that the war had dragged on for weary years, and peace was his aim. Peace! It would be wonderful!


  A thin little scrawny man, Doctor Archimedes Baird was at work. His soot-black smock flowed out behind him as he urged himself down the echoing corridors of his ship, trailing extension wires. His eyes shone. It had been two weeks since he transmitted his message. He hoped that Hawkes had received it. In the meantime, he could imagine Hawkes’ disappointment and envy, and could delight in the thought, and could work at the problem of wiring the ship for its journey into the glorious future.


  Abaft from the control room sounded then a gong. Baird could hardly believe his ears. Someone was signaling, which meant that that someone was within a thousand miles of his ship. Hawkes? Absurd.


  Nonetheless, he scuttled forward, threw over the television and audio switch. The plate lighted, swirled for a fractional second with chaotic shadows which then smoothed out, dropping quickly into place to form the two-dimensional image of a seven-foot, flippered, long-tailed, scaly Venusian.


  “A Venusian,” gasped Baird. All his instinctive repulsion for the reptilian creatures completely throttled the hard-won, semantic realization that they were, after all, just people.


  Kobar Di-Pisk’s leathery, prehensible face writhed in embarrassment.


  “Please,” he begged in accented English. “Don’t loog at me lige that.” Baird pointed a shaking finger. “You’re a Venusian,” he panted. “Go away. I don’t want to have anything to do with a Venusian. Earth and Venus are at war . . . say! Is the war over?” His jaw dropped.


  Di-Pisk regarded him sadly. He had oblate, dark-trimmed eyes. “No, indeed,” he sighed. “The war is not over.”


  “Then you’re an enemy!”


  Di-Pisk’s scaly, bifurcated flippers rubbed at each other worriedly. “No such thing. My friend, do not ouzt me until you discover my purpose. I am a Venusian, nazherally. But you will be interezted to know that my name is Kobar Di-Pizk!”


  Baird rubbed the name with heightening amazement around on his lips. “Di-Pisk. Di-Pisk. Why, say! But how wonderful! You mean you’re the Di-Pisk?” A covert, eager joy began to shine from his overly bright eyes, and when Di-Pisk happily admitted to his identity, Baird threw open the doors of his mind. By some long chance, the one creature in the universe whom Baird could or would stand had presented himself.


  “Come in,” cried Baird. “Come on in!”


  DI-PISK parked his small ship a half hundred feet distant. Baird threw out a life-line and dragged him in. So eagerly hospitable to Di-Pisk had he become, that he helped Di-Pisk off with his space-suit. The Venusian exuded a slight, but not too unpleasant odor. Still, completely alien though Di-Pisk might be, he alone possessed mental attributes which might conceivably compare with those of Baird. The smell was well worth it.


  Baird took him to the lounge, Di-Pisk meanwhile speaking apologetically of his visit.


  “I have long admired your attitude,” he explained. “What a pity that your people did not lizzen to you. The logical argumentz you advanced should have been appreziated.”


  Baird glowed. “But your speeches! What masterpieces; And in the face of all this, Earth went ahead and started the war anyway!


  “You are wrong, my friend,” said Di-Pisk sadly. “It was Venuz which ztarted the war—my zavage, war-mongering planet.”


  A hideous scowl swept across his face which, Baird noted, was criss-crossed with certain scars. Di-Pisk plopped himself down into a deep chair, from which a cloud of dust rose. Baird sat on the other side of the room, on the edge of the chair.


  Di-Pisk added, apparently still in the grip of some terrible memory, “But let uz not argue about the guilt of our zeparate worlds. That they are at war is the guilt of both, and their greatez’ guilt is that they did not lizzen to uz. Had they but read my treatizes with an open mind, or your boog, The Plea To Reason—Oh, peaze! It would be wonderful!”


  “Of courze, it is obviouz to you in what manner I learned of your logation,


  my great friend. Being a peaze-lover—” he scowled again “—I was thrown in jail by my zavage people, and even now I bear the whip zcars of their terrible brutality. These pazt weekz my hatred for my people has grown terribly, and I had withdrawn myzelf into zpaze; partly an exile, I admit, as I refused to join the warring rangz. I rezeived your mezzage to Prezzor Hawgez of Lisbon Univerzity. I toog the liberty of reading the mezzage, ezpezhially when I noted your name. Your presenze in zpaze exzited me. I have always felt that in zpite of our different origins, we were brothers in thought, and wizhed to meet you.”


  Baird rubbed his long, thin bony fingers together, his bright eyes showing his interest. “I’ve felt the same way. Exactly! Here Eve lived, for almost three years, absolutely alone. I’ve worked—how I’ve worked. I swore I’d never suffer an interruption. To work. Ah, that is the great thing!”


  “Peaze!” sighed Di-Pisk, in accents longing. “Peaze! It would be wonderful!”


  “That and work,” was Baird’s enthusiastic agreement. “Di-Pisk, if you and I could work together—if we could—”


  “That is it!” exclaimed Di-Pisk, arising and plopping up and down the floor with his brilliantly wrapped tail dragging behind. “That is it! If we gould worg together. If we gould bring about peaze. Peaze to our warring planetz. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? And that is another reason why I visit you, my great friend. I have read your boogs, your artigles—I have conzumed them! There is but one creature who gould worg with me in thiz great mizzion—and that is you.”


  He hitched up one of the broad, bright belts that supported the sagging folds of his great body.


  “We—you and I—we want peaze! That is what we muzt bring about. My great friend, your mezzage—thiz referenze to a time mazhine—you and I have the wonderful anzwer to a lazting peaze!”


  Baird sat on the edge of his chair, stringy hair falling down around his unwashed ears, brushing sometimes at his blade of a nose. He pushed himself erect.


  “Time machine,” he said guardedly.


  “Yez, yez! Don’t you zee? We gan go into the pazt. We gan change things.” He stood over Baird, breathing heavily in his excitement.


  Baird said, “Of course. I have got a time machine. I’ve been figuring on a jaunt into the future, thousands, perhaps millions of years from now, when humanity would meet my ideals. But the past?”


  The very idea stunned him. And yet, there was something magnificent about it. To stop the war! It was silly of him not to think about that. Why, here he was with a time machine. Here he was, Archimedes Baird, the great man of the ages, able to bring about peace with a simple alteration of the recent past.


  His bright eyes moved back to Di-Pisk, held there shrewdly for long seconds.


  “Di-Pisk,” he charged, “you came here with a plan!”


  Di-Pisk’s face squirmed. “Yez, yez! I admit it. But it is zuch a wonderful plan—to bring peaze!”


  “Who,” said Baird, “would win?”


  A terrible scowl contorted Di-Pisk’s face, and he touched at the whip-scars on his skin. He said throatily, “My friend, you don’t know what I’ve zuflfered at the hands of my people! Such agonies of mind and body.” He leered. “I promise you that it will not be Earth who tastes defeat.


  “Nor,” he added, “zhall we change the gourze of human hiztory an iota! A few monthz ago there was a battle in the zwamps of Zenuz—the Battle of Zector E, they gall it—whigh, had the Earth peoples won it, the war would have ended, the egzpertz zay—”


  “I see,” said Baird, looking at Di-Pisk’s scars askance. “Then we would first of all go to Venus. The rest of your plan—” He pursed his lips questioningly.


  Di-Pisk blinked a troubled eye. “I have already promized that Earth would not know defeat,” he said doubtfully. “Perhaps it would be more to the point if we dizgover whether or not the mazhine worgz, or if it will go into the pazt.”


  Baird’s vanity was wounded. He glared at Di-Pisk.


  “Well, then,” Di-Pisk added hastily, “there is our means of logomotion. If in zome manner we gould use your zhip—” He gestured around at the cables arcing loosely from the walls. Baird vaguely brought his attention back to the wiring job he had been working on up to the time of Di-Pisk’s arrival.


  “Good!” exclaimed Di-Pisk, when Baird imparted the information. “I will help you!” and so it was that Baird’s last doubts were resolved, and he and Di-Pisk became partners in a momentous undertaking.


  THEY brought the ship down through the cloud-layers of Venus two weeks later. Below them was jungle swamp, vast ferns rising lushly side by side with spraying conifers and crinoids—at least, such they seemed to Baird. He had never been on Venus. A great bat-winged creature bored in from the twilight, went nose up in the path of the ship and fell to one side.


  “Didn’t know they had those on Venus,” breathed Baird.


  “A common feature of thiz planet,” Di-Pisk observed mildly. “Now,” he added, “we will make another journey into the past.”


  Baird was startled. “What?”


  Di-Pisk turned a surprised reptilian eye on him. “It is part of the plan,” he explained.


  “Oh,” said Baird. “Oh.” Then he got angry. “Now see here, Di-Pisk. You’ve told me the merest details of this plan. What happened to the Battle of Sector E?


  “Oh, that!” said Di-Pisk. “That comes later. My friend, I wizh you would not—that is—” He hesitated, plainly ill at ease. “It is simply that—well, my great desire for peaze leads me to make a dezision whigh I am afraid would mage you azhamed of me. I would not want that. Therefore—” He stopped imploringly.


  Baird pursed his lips once or twice in a thoughtful, pouting gesture. Good heavens, what was the reptile up to? He nervously played with the buttons of his dirty smock, and Di-Pisk eagerly seized on his lack of a reply as assent. He set the time-buttons into a complex pattern. There was a burst of incandescence in the temporum tube. Di-Pisk absently screwed in a new tube as he leaned forward in excitement to observe the new landscape.


  The landscape was old, definitely old. Of life there was nothing visible save slimy giant-size creepers polluting a greasy swamp. Steam rose. The cloud layer had thickened.


  Baird darted one harried glance at the time unit and the square of time-buttons. The buttons had already snapped up. Nonetheless,


  “This must be a hundred million Venusian years ago,” Baird gasped. He was chattering in his excitement. “You’re going too far, Di-Pisk. Better let me handle it.”


  He placed his hands against Di-Pisk’s odorous shoulder. He might as well have tried to dislodge a house from its foundations. Di-Pisk eagerly set his buttons. Another tube burned out.


  “Better let me handle this!” screeched Baird vainly. He gulped. His jaw hung slack. “Where are we?” he whispered. Di-Pisk said solemnly, “Before life!” It was true. This was a planet in upheaval. Whimsies of visible gas gusted through canyons full of cauldron fire. The horizon was ringed with yellow flame.


  “We’ve gone too far,” said Di-Pisk. Another tube blackened itself as the ship spurted forward some million years. The volcanic fury was gone. There was a plain of charred and lifeless rock. Baird was held rooted, his bright eyes wild.


  “Better let me take over,” he whispered through parched lips.


  Di-Pisk sent the ship at increasing speed over the dead plain, his tail twiching nervously. “We muzt find life again,” he muttered.


  “Life? Life? Why?”


  “We muzt find the beginnings of life,” said Di-Pisk.


  “But I thought—”


  “We muzt find,” Di-Pisk interrupted gutturally, “the primordial puddle!”


  BACK in his room that night—and it was truly night outside—Baird sat on the edge of his bed, thin hands clasped between his thin knees. The full awfulness of what Di-Pisk was attempting came to him for the first time. The primordial puddle! The puddle from which all Venusian life originated! The primordial self-dividing cell, the amoeba—the first amoebaic colony!


  For hours on end, Di-Pisk had sat there, grimly occupied with the task he had revealed for the first time. Edging the ship upward along the time-trail. Skirting the planet. Looking for a trace of life in tidal arms that reached in from the vast ocean. Adding a few years here as he discovered no traces of life anywhere; subtracting a few as he discovered life rampant. Narrowing the circle down to the ultimate origin.


  Baird sat there, trembling with a sort of dread. Why was Di-Pisk searching for the primordial puddle? Baird thought he knew. He jumped up from the bed, walking quietly up and down the room, picking at his finger-nails. His step became more and more excited.


  “He’s going to do it,” he panted. “The dirty, slimy reptile! He’s going to do it—his own people!”


  And yet Baird was not appalled. The thought struck a strange sadistic note in his breast—it was the realization of that which he dreaded. What had those years out in space done to him? He was a monster, as much a monster as Di-Pisk, perhaps. He remembered now how Professor Hawkes had scathingly insisted that the Venusians were reptiles, cunning, treacherous; their very mental processes uncharted psychological swamps. Well, by heaven, Kobar Di-Pisk, years ago an isolationist who dreaded war, was now proving that last statement. A psychological swamp! For what reason could Kobar Di-Pisk contemplate this awful thing?


  Baird’s fanatic eyes burned. He pattered back and forth across the width of his room, chewing at two fingers at once. By heaven! “Peaze! It would be wonderful!”


  The clouds hung heavily on the noonday sky, swathing the planet with their ominous weight. A dark sea rolled mightily into the shadowed horizon. Fingers of ocean touched at the grotesque lava of the shoreline, clawing out miniature gorges and basins. An oppressive wind poured down from the far, young mountains and made a wild sad moan across a ruptured plain.


  Two creatures stood on the edge of the shoreline. They were looking down at the primordial puddle. This was about a billion years ago.


  Doctor Archimedes Baird drew his eyes away from the puddle with an almost physical effort. He paled. “You intend to kill your people,” he whispered, unable to meet Di-Pisk’s oblate eyes. “Di-Pisk—why?”


  Di-Pisk said, “You and I gan underztand that, Dogtor Baird!”


  Baird swung about, amazed. “I can?”


  “Yez, Yez, of courze. Are we not both peaze-lovers? Dogtor Baird, my very great friend, I gan underztand and you gan underztand the terrible rezponzibilities that weigh our very zouls. Aren’t both of uz aware of the hatred that exists between our peoples? Thiz is no ordinary war. Our peoples are psychotic in their intenzity. Fully, they intend to deztroy eagh other! Ah!” He shook his great reptilian head sadly. “The war gan end in but one way—the extermination of one of the warring parties. As I have told you, I conzider my people rezponzible for this awful thing. Thuz, I have chosen my courze. Do you blame me?”


  “Well—” said Baird.


  Kobard Di-Pisk cried hoarsely, triumphantly, “You do not blame me! You yourzelf would sacrifize your own people if you thought there gould be peaze! Oh, peaze! It would be wonderful at any prize! Anzwer me, Baird.”


  “Well,” said Baird.


  “Of courze you would!” cried Di-Pisk. “Of course I would,” mumbled Baird, somewhat taken aback. Then, seeing Di-Pisk’s pleading expression, he buttressed the statement. His eyes burned. “You’re damn right I would, Di-Pisk,” he said staunchly. “Any old time—anything for peace—it’s wonderful!”


  Di-Pisk made a moaning sound and magically produced a shiny, bulge-barrelled thermospray. He thrust it at Baird. “Take it,” he choked. He turned his back.


  Baird looked at the thermospray, gulping. Sweat started washing furrows in his grimed face. A cold numbness took hold of him. The thermospray weighed a ton. The cells of his brain went into a mad dance.


  “Why,” he gasped, “I can’t!”


  “Do it!” choked Di-Pisk. “Do it for me!


  The honor, the glory, all are yours.”


  The honor . . . the glory . . . thought Baird. Madly danced his brain. A psychotic war . . . the last man . . . or the last Venusian.


  He raised the thermospray’s barrel, looking at the primordial puddle, so quiet, so immeasurably potent.


  The surging clouds, the wild sad wind, the rolling sea—these all paused in their disorderly gyrations as a puff of steam rose from a puddle on the ocean shore about a billion years ago.


  THE following day they went forward in hope of a million years. Life never evolved. The planet was as dead as dead could be. Di-Pisk was watching Baird strangely. Baird looked back at him as strangely. Di-Pisk performed a human shrug.


  “It was nezezzary,” said Di-Pisk, looking at Baird warily.


  Baird was wearing a desperate, idiotic, half-smile. He was hounded by a murderer’s conscience.


  “Ah, peaze,” sighed Di-Pisk. “It’s wonderful.”


  The cloud layers thinned out after a half-billion years. Di-Pisk watched Baird uneasily as the ship thundered along. The night was flooded with stars. Life had never evolved.


  Baird screamed “Look!” He raised a petrified arm toward a full moon.


  Immediately, Di-Pisk jumped to his feet, edged to a point behind Baird, licking at his lips with a sharp pointed tongue. “Well, yez,” he said. “How beautiful!”


  Baird turned and pounded him madly on his odorous chest. “It’s the Moon. It’s Earth’s Moon. Venus hasn’t got a moon. We’ve made a mistake. You said this was Venus. It isn’t. It’s Earth. That’s Earth’s Moon up there.”


  He fell back, molten fire in his throat. Di-Pisk said angrily, half comically, “What’z that? What’z that? I zaid thiz was Venuz? Why, Baird, how absurd.”


  “You knew this was Earth,” yelled Baird, half mad.


  “Now zee here,” uttered Di-Pisk, scowling. “What’z thiz you’re accuzing me of? Of courze, I knew it was Earth. Didn’t you? You didn’t?” He appeared shocked. “Why, my great friend! Didn’t you underzstand that it was Earth we landed on—the Earth of a hundred million years in our pazt? The Earth of the carboniferouz period. Why, how unfortunate that Earth of that time and Venuz of my present should be zo zimilar.”


  He appeared to consider this shocking revelation.


  “How very, very unfortunate,” he said cautiously. Then he brightened. He said with encouragement, “But did not you yourzelf zay that you would extinguizh your zpeziez if given the chanze? It was for that reason only that I azged you to tage my plaze!


  “Peaze!” he exclaimed. “Peaze!”


  Doctor Archimedes Baird said gutturally, “You said that Earth would not taste defeat!”


  “They haven’t,” uttered Di-Pisk reassuringly. “Humanity never existed.”


  “You said, that the course of human history would not be changed an iota.”


  “Well! Was it? It was lopped off gleanly!”


  “You said you would bring peace between our peoples!” Baird mouthed. He knew the answer to that one, though. He jumped at Di-Pisk, his hands extended. He intended, of course, to throttle Di-Pisk. Di-Pisk knocked him unconscious with a flipper, and Baird curled up in a corner.


  Di-Pisk sighed and smiled and made various hissing noises as he went back to his controls and zoomed the ship up out of the atmosphere. They were once more back in the present. Now he would go back to his people. He sighed gustily. Peace! The price was worthwhile, considering the result.


  How wonderful would be the homecoming.


  Tottering into the control room came Baird when the ship was but a half hour out from the cloud-laced capital city. He was pale and thin and he had a mad cast in his eye. He seated himself at Di-Pisk’s smelly side. He watched as the cloud-layers enclosed the ship.


  Di-Pisk felt very sorry for him. “You’ll get over thiz,” he promised. “After all, what is there of value in the univerze zave worg? My people will lay materials and tools without number at your feet. Worg! Ah, it’s wonderful!”


  Di-Pisk was happy as they burst through the lower cloud layer. He hummed out a guttural Venusian hymn, carefully keeping the ship in the air. Suddenly he heard Baird laughing thinly, unnaturally. Poor Baird, thought Di-Pisk—until he saw what Baird was laughing at so madly.


  He went very quiet. He no longer hummed. A stricken expression worked at his face.


  Very gently he brought the ship down to a soft landing. Baird continued to laugh, monotonously. Di-Pisk got up and opened the air-lock. He stepped outside, walking up and down on the hard rock, vainly trying to catch the scent of vegetation or the throaty squawk of some flying reptile.


  He came back into the ship after a while. He looked at Baird.


  He said casually, “Wasn’t there a zcientizt on your Earth onze who was named Arrheniuz?”


  Baird dumbly nodded his head, in between his quiet chuckles.


  Di-Pisk went outside again. He thought he might see the tall ferns of his native planet. Then he returned. He cleared his throat to attract Baird’s attention. Di-Pisk was making a vast effort to control himself. A horrible event had occurred. He said, “This Arrheniuz—was it not he who formed a hypothezez that the germs of life are garried on the wings of light from planet to planet?”


  Baird leered at him. “That’s true.”


  Di-Pisk went out again. This time when he returned, he stayed. His prehensile face quivered with emotion. “The hypotheziz was a fact, my great friend,” he whispered. “Venuz is as devoid of life as Earth itzelf. All the life, vegetable and animal, originated from a zingle primordial puddle. It is all over. Forgive me, my friend, for a great blunder.”


  He choked. But he soon got himself in hand. He arose. He cried indomitably, “But in our way, we have zucceeded. You have your worg. I have my peaze.”


  Whereupon Doctor Archimedes Baird raised the thermospray and boiled Kobar Di-Pisk’s brains in his skull.


  He stood in the airlock, squinting down the barrel of the thermospray. “Peace!” he agreed, happily, smiling with his wild-bright eyes. “Peace!”


  THE STAR-MASTER


  Ray Cummings


  Docile, decadent Venus was easy pickings for that twenty-first century Hitler’s dream of cosmic empire.


  MY name is Arthur Frane. You who read this story now, of course are familiar with momentous events into which I was unexpectedly plunged—momentous for all mankind.


  I write this narrative now to add the true details to what you have all read and heard blared by the newscasters around the world. I have been extolled as a hero although I did nothing except try to keep from getting killed.


  I was twenty-six years old last summer, in June of 2003, when fate so strangely brought Venta and me together. My family is wealthy, as you have heard. Do not envy me for that. An income of ten thousand decimars, however nice it may seem in theory, is in reality no advantage to a young man of twenty-six. I am a big blond fellow whom the newscasters have been pleased to call Vikinglike and handsome as a god. I’m much obliged. But whatever truth there is in it, that too has been a disadvantage.


  The weird events began in July, last summer, when with Jim Gregg I went hunting in that Adirondac forest. Jim and I were in Government College together. I left to spend my income and become a dawdler—the disadvantage of money; and Jim joined the Crime Prevention Bureau of the New York Shadow Squad. We got a one-day hunting permit. Jim took his official crime-tracker equipment, with an extra flash-gun for me; we flew to the Adirondac mountain slope which our permit named and hopefully set out on foot to try our luck.


  But we had no luck. A few birds, which even the minimum pencil-ray flash had all but burned to a crisp, were all we had bagged. Evening came, with twilight settling so that the forest glades were deepening into purple. And then suddenly it seemed that we heard a rustling in the underbrush—a rustling which ought to be a deer.


  We crouched in a thicket, waiting. The sound stopped. “Let’s try the listener,” I whispered.


  Jim got out his little eavesdropping gadget. But he had no time to connect it. The rustling began again. It was obviously up a short slope no more than a hundred feet from us—some wild animal which seemed now to be retreating.


  “I’ll take a chance,” I muttered. “If that’s a deer, we’ll lose it if I can’t drill it now.”


  We knew it could not be a human, since our permit for today barred anyone else from the twenty square miles of Government preserve allotted to us. I fired at the sound, with my violet pencil-flash eating through the underbrush at the top of the slope.


  There was a startled, weird outcry; and from the summit of the little rise a shape broke cover. A girl! She came bursting from a thicket no more than three feet to the side of the swath my flash had burned, and for a second or two she stood poised on a rock with the open evening sky a background above and behind her. A slim shape of bare legs and arms with a brief drape from shoulders to her thighs. The starlight and fading daylight gleamed on her bronzed skin as though she were a metal statue.


  “Well—I say—” Jim muttered.


  THOUGHTS are instant things. There was in my mind the vague idea that here, by some wild circumstances, was a girl in a fancy-dress party costume or something of the kind. But the thought, and Jim’s muttered words of astonishment, were in another second stricken away. She paused for that instant on the rock, and then she leaped. Amazing, incredible leap! It carried her in a flat arc some ten or fifteen feet above the ground and twenty feet away, where light as a faun she landed on the toes of her bare feet. Nearer to us now; and seeing us, perhaps for the first time, she stood and stared.


  I could see the silvery streaks running through the black hair that framed her face. It was a queerly beautiful face, apparently devoid of normal cosmetic-make-up. Negroid? Oriental? In that second I had the thought that it was neither—nor anything else that I could name. A girl with a mysterious wild beauty which stirred my pulses.


  “Well—good Lord—” Jim muttered again. He too was staring, with a hand in his shock of bristling red hair, and I can imagine the look of numbed astonishment on his freckled, pug-nosed face. “Good Lord, how did she jump like that?” I heard myself stammering, “You—up there—what in the devil—”


  Like a terrified fugitive the girl abruptly swept a look behind her; and then she leaped again, and landed almost beside us.


  “You—you—Oh you mus’ help me! There was a flash that tried to kill me—” English! With weird, indescribable intonation, she gasped the English words.


  “I—shot at you,” I stammered. “Sorry—we thought you were an animal. No human is allowed here today but us.”


  Somehow it seemed futile, incongruous that I should try to explain anything rational to a girl so weird as this.


  But she smiled. “Oh—I thought—I thought—”


  “Someone is after you?” Jim said quickly.


  “Yes. I thought—but I guess not now. Oh you are good Earthmen—not like Curtmann. I escaped, and I have come long long a way from my poor terrified people.”


  I saw Jim glance at me significantly. We both had the same thought, of course. A girl demented; with painted skin and fancy dress—trappings of insanity; and she had escaped from some asylum?


  But those leaps were far beyond the power of any trained athlete!


  “What’s your name?” I murmured.


  “Venta. I was a prisoner—and now I have to tell someone of importance here on Earth. I did escape when I was brought here by Curtmann.” She babbled it out, breathless, terrified. “I did not know what to do, he is so bad to my people—to the Midge—to all of us. And I—I do not love him. I am afraid of him. In Shan he rules—and my family now are all in the great Forest City. And Curtmann will capture that too.”


  Blankly Jim and I exchanged glances. And suddenly with a muttered oath, Jim gasped,


  “My God, Art! Look at that—thing! There—behind you!”


  I whirled. But whatever he had seen, or thought he saw, was gone.


  “Behind me? What?”


  “Why—why—” Jim could only gasp. The girl was staring at us blankly. Jim was stupified into incoherency. “Why—why—a little thing—it ran—” And then he raised his left wrist with another muttered gasp.


  “What in the devil?” I demanded. “Are you crazy too?”


  “Electro-eavesdropper on us! Look—” An eavesdropper detector was on his wrist, connected with his watch. Part of his S.S. equipment and he always wore it. The underplate was glowing now, its warmth against his flesh attracting his attention.


  An eavesdropper being used against us! I knew it was illegal for anyone but a Federal Man to have one; but criminals had them, and most of the other S.S. devices and weapons, of course. Some criminal was near here, listening to us now!


  “Someone not far away!” Jim gasped. “Look at that dial!”


  His little detector-needle was swaying violently, in the range of one to two hundred feet. Then it swung back to normal as the ray evidently was shut off.


  I snatched out my flash-gun. Jim and I crouched with the numbed, terrified girl between us.


  “Oh—” she muttered. “They have come, and they will kill us.”


  “There it is again!” Jim’s hand gripped my arm. “My God—that little thing!”


  THE purple shadows of night were deepening in the forest now. But in the gloom I saw it. On the bole of a tree no more than six or eight feet from us a tiny figure stood peering at us. The glistening, brown-bronze figure of a man; a broad-shouldered, stocky little figure no more than a foot high! I had an instant glimpse of a powerfully-muscled body, a tiny, hairless round head, then the creature leaped to the ground, recovered its balance and ran. In another second it was lost in the gloom.


  The girl too, had seen it. “A Midge! Here? Why—then Curtmann’s men are here, too!”


  She stopped abruptly. From the leafy darkness something hurtled into a tree beside us. There was the faint tinkling of fragile glass, then a sickening sweet smell assailed us, and sticky liquid splattered on us.


  “Anasthesia-bomb!” Jim gasped. “Get away from here—grab the girl!”


  My head was reeling, with senses fading so that the dim scene was blurring around me. Jim and I dragged the girl through the thickets. Then came a shot at us, the sizzling flash just missing us, shriveling the foliage over our heads. Jim’s shot answered it. I saw a skulking figure by a nearby tree, and fired quickly. My shot caught him full; he went down.


  In front of me, Jim had dropped prone into the brush. His voice warned: “They’re here. Get down.”


  We had no chance to fight them off. I drilled a shape that appeared in front of me; but another pounced on my shoulders as I crouched. Blurred by the drug, I squirmed, reached up and grabbed him by the throat. But another man was on us. Jim’s shot sounded again; and then as I fought, I saw several dark shapes leaping on him. His panting oaths mingled with the girl’s scream.


  In the melee glass hit my face, breaking with the sticky drug oozing out on me. A man’s fist followed it, with a crack that made my head burst into roaring light before I drifted off into an abyss of nothingness. . . .


  II


  I CAME to with the sound of distant throbbing in my ears. It seemed that I was lying on a metal grid-floor; and as I stirred, a familiar voice sounded.


  “Thank the Lord, you’re coming out of it at last.”


  It was Jim, here on the floor with me, bending anxiously over me in a luminous darkness. His pug-nosed face grinned down at me.


  “I sure thought you might never come back, Art. You been a day, sleeping off that damned drug.”


  Dizzily I tried to sit up as he held me. “What—what happened? Where the devil are we?” Then I remembered the fight. “Venta—” I murmured.


  “She’s all right. I’ve seen her, and talked with her.”


  I could see that Jim and I were alone in a small, triangular metal apartment. A closed door was to one side. And to the other, there was a round bull’s-eye window. It was black out there, with bright white points of stars. The thrumming was a faint distant electronic throb, off in this strange interior.


  I could feel my strength rapidly coming back. I sat up, shoving Jim away. “I’m all right now. Where are we?”


  He grinned wryly. “Hold your breath for a shock. We’re out in Space, plenty far. I guess, by now, we’re on our way to Venus!”


  Out in Space! How often, like everyone else in our modern world of science, I had envisaged it, and wondered why it had never been made possible.


  “On the way to Venus?”


  “So they tell me, an’ Lord knows I wouldn’t doubt it. If you don’t believe me, come take a look.”


  With his arm around me, I staggered dizzily to the bull’s-eye porte. It was an amazing scene! The Heavens everywhere were a black vault, strewn with myriad white gems of the blazing worlds. Filling one whole side, the familiar Earth hung motionless. It was mottled with clouds, beneath which the configurations of the oceans and continents were plainly visible.


  I stared, awed, wordless; and then, still weak and dizzy with the cold sweat of the drug chilling me, I was glad enough to sit down on the couch, with Jim beside me.


  “Who’s got us?” I asked presently.


  “A fellow named Curtmann and his band. A dozen or more of them here on board. I’ve talked with one of them—they’re all Earthmen—this ship was built on Earth. Would you believe it? A damned scientist from mid-Europe built it secretly. He never told the world about it, but gathered a bunch of crooks and beat it off.”


  “Not so fast,” I murmured. “Don’t get incoherent.”


  I TRIED to sort it out as he breathlessly told me what he had learned. Some eight or ten years ago, among the captive people of mid-Europe under police domination of the Anglo-American Federation, a fellow named Karl Curtmann had built this hundred foot cylindrical space-flyer. The same old urge for world conquest. But this fellow Curtmann had known that on Earth he had no chance. This was not 1915, nor 1939. And so he had gathered others like himself; all English-speaking, since their racial language had been banned by the Federation before they were born, and with his ship and his men, they had adventured into Space.


  “Seems they landed on Venus,” Jim was saying. “It was a fertile field for a world-conqueror, by what I hear! Peaceful, simple people, with these Earth cutthroats jumping on them. They used a bunch of our Shadow Squad weapons, which was enough and plenty.”


  Once established there as a conqueror, Curtmann had gone back to Earth on several trips, for supplies and more weapons and men.


  “I guess there are several hundred of ’em on Venus now,” Jim went on. “Built themselves a little city, and made slaves out of the Venus-people. You can imagine what this style Earthman would do when he’s a conqueror with nothing to challenge him! And the Venus-people are on the down-grade. Dying out, except for the Midges.”


  “Midges?”


  “They’re the little people of Venus. They serve. They believe that all Earth men are gods, or something.” Jim shrugged. “Don’t ask me. We’ll find out soon enough.”


  The Midge! I remembered that little bronze man-figure which had peered at us. “And Venta?” I prompted.


  “Her father—No, I guess it’s her grandfather—he’s a leader on Venus. Religious leader, or something. He and some others have escaped to a Forest City. Curtmann had Venta. Venta says he’s just trying to make her love him—make her see how wonderful he is. Curtmann, the Man of Destiny—I can’t wait to meet him!”


  He had taken Venta on one of his forays to Earth, and she had escaped from him. “An’ they got us along with her,” Jim finished wryly. “Damned lucky we didn’t get killed. We will yet, most probably.” A little rasp here in the darkness made us turn. A doorslide had opened; a man’s heavy-featured face scowled in at us.


  “At last you have recovered,” he said to me. His voice was the heavy, guttural timber of a mid-European. He was a villainous-looking fellow, his slack-jowled face bluish with a week’s growth of beard.


  “Yes,” I said. “Fortunately for me. Are you Curtmann?”


  “He’s Frantz,” Jim put in. “He’s been feeding me.”


  “Tell your master I want to see him,” I said. “And take me to the girl, Venta.” The fellow leered. “You talk like you own the ship,” he commented.


  The doorslide closed. His footsteps retreated, but presently they came back. He opened the door. “The Great-Master says, bring you,” he said with an ironic grin. “Come on. You can both come.”


  SILENTLY we followed him down a narrow metal corridor.


  “This way—” I saw our captor now as a bulky six-foot fellow clad incongruously in a crudely plaited robe of dried vegetable fibre, draped upon him like a Roman toga. He stood aside at an oval doorway; and Jim and I went into a small triangular room. Starlight filtered into it from a side bull’s-eye.


  Clad still in her brief garment, Venta sat on a square pad on the floor. As we entered she flung me a look, and then stared straight ahead.


  “So? This is the fellow who thought he would steal my little Venta? Come in, Frane. Stand over there; I want to look you over.”


  Karl Curtmann. He was seated in a small, straight-backed armchair. He was a smallish, slim fellow, not over forty perhaps. A vivid blue toga encased him; sandals were on his feet. At our entrance he raised one of his bare ornamented arms with a gesture.


  The costume was queerly incongruous to a modern Earthman; but upon Curtmann there was an immense dignity, a sense of the consciousness of his own greatness. More than mere conceit, it seemed to radiate from him. On his heavy, square-jawed face there was a look of amused contempt as he regarded me.


  “My little Venta has asked me not to kill you,” he added. His voice was soft and suave. English was his native language, taught him exclusively by Government decree. But the inherited timbre was guttural. “That is fortunate, is it not?”


  “Yes,” I agreed. “Very. I thank her.” His eyes twinkled; his immaculate hands with jeweled fingers, brushed his crisp blond hair. “You can also thank me. I am permitting you to join our life. You know now, of course, that I am Master of Venus? It is their good fortune. Always I shall protect them from any harm, and teach them the life that is good for them.”


  He was utterly sincere. His eyes were gleaming with his fervour. Man of Destiny. He believed it with the faith of a child. And now his gaze went to Venta.


  “Her people—” He was still talking to me, though he stared at her. “Some of them still are misguided. Old Pry tan, her grandfather, is a very wicked old man, Frane. He has fled to the Forest City. He defies my rule. I shall have to punish that Forest City.”


  Suddenly his face contorted; his arm shook as he pounded his fist on his chair. “I shall not tolerate it. They are all to die. Nor in the city of Shan itself will I have rebellion. I am a man of peace—there shall be no strife. And each year,


  from Earth, more of my men will come to mate with the Venus women. The new race. The new Empire of Curtmann. Is it not a wonderful future, Venta? I shall make you Empress.”


  “Yes,” she murmured.


  “Race of the Gods,” he said. “And I—Karl Curtmann—”


  He checked himself. There was a little sound of beating wings here in the dim starlit room. I turned as through the door a tiny shape came like a fluttering bird through the air. A footlong bronze man-shape. One of the Midge! Again my mind leaped back to that little figure in the Adirondac forest. It had had wings, though then I had not noticed them.


  This one came and poised on the arm of Curtmann’s chair. “What is it, Rahn?” he said.


  The Midge’s voice was tiny, but clear. “The flight-master has asked that you come now to check his calculations of our course.” The English words, taught to this Midge, were quaintly intoned. The voice was gentle, humble.


  Curtmann stood up. “All right. I shall go.” He waved an arm at the burly Frantz who was standing silently to one side. “Our captives can remain here, Frantz.”


  He turned, smiled gently at Venta, and strode from the room.


  AS the days passed we were allowed a fair freedom of movement. A freedom to plan—what? I must confess that Jim and I had no conception of what we might do in circumstances like these.


  Once Venta had whispered to me, “We shall escape from here—it can be done.” Escape from this Curtmann, join Venta’s grandfather—old Prytan—out there in the Venus Forest City. . . . Certainly it was all that Jim and I could hope for. And then came that night when the misty lead-grey ball of Venus had grown to a monstrous disc beneath us, with the cone of its shadow blotting out the Sun as we dropped down into the heavy Venus atmosphere. There came a moment when Venta, Jim and I were alone, and from the dim corridor with a little beat of wings, Rhan, the Midge, came to join us. Fie was carrying an oxo-hydro heat-torch. Amazing little man-shape. The alumite torch was as big as himself, and heavier. His diaphanous, dragonfly wings struggled with it. Like a giant flying ant, with an ant’s monstrous strength in proportion to its size. Panting, he fluttered heavily and laid it at my feet.


  “You, the Great God,” he said. “I serve you. Here it is.”


  He stood now by the torch he had brought. The muscles on his broad chest heaved under the sleek bronzed skin with his panting breath.


  “For you,” he added. “No one saw me. I got it for you. I did well, Seyla Venta?”


  “Oh yes. Thank you, Rhan.” Venta was trembling now with excitement. “When we get lower into the atmosphere, we’ll go to one of the pressure-portes at the bottom of the hull. There are space suits there, if we can get to them.”


  “Let’s close this door,” Jim said quickly. “Not so loud, Venta.”


  We planned it, as the ship settled down through the heavy, sullen-looking Venus clouds and then burst out into the lower atmosphere with the dark surface of Venus far down beneath us. Rhan watched and reported that Curtmann and most of his men were forward by the control turret. Then Jim, Venta and I were able to get down through one of the dim corridors, down a little catwalk ladder into the lower hull. The metal pressure porte door was locked.


  I stood at the bottom of the ladder. Above me the voices of Curtmann’s ruffians were audible. Every moment I expected that we would be missed.


  “Hurry it,” I murmured.


  The porte doorlock melted as Jim held the torch upon it. We slid into the porte, closed the door after us. Venta, on the voyage to Earth, had been trained by Curtmann in the use of these pressure-suits, and in a moment we stood in them, helmeted, with the air bloating the suits so that we were shapeless monsters.


  I opened the outer doorslide. A little at first, and then wider. In the rarified atmosphere of Venus at this fifty mile height, the air of the little porte went out with a rush. It blew us out with it. I had a sickening sensation of falling into nothingness. Then it seemed that my head steadied. I fumbled with a hand upon the anti-gravity mechanisms by which the fall could be guided.


  Above me the dark finned shape of Curtmann’s space ship was drawing swiftly upward and away. Head down, with the bloated shapes of Jim and Venta beside me, we plummeted like falling meteorites through the sub-stratosphere darkness.


  III


  “A RAINBOW storm is coming,” old Prytan said. “We shall have to wait until it is passed before trying to get to the broken city.”


  We were in the depths of an orange-blue forest of giant, spindly vegetation that rose in fantastic shapes from the soft, porous ground five hundred feet or more into the air. Pods and vines hung upon the lacery of trees. There were huge vivid flowers, redolent with a perfume exotic, cloying in the heavy humid air.


  Everything, particularly at first, to me was heavy, oppressive. Venus is denser than the Earth, and the gravity is a full third heavier. It made walking, to us Earthmen, a panting labor. I felt that I weighed, not my normal hundred and eighty pounds, but almost two hundred and fifty. For us to run seemed impossible.


  I had seen but little of this Forest City. It was a group of perhaps a thousand dwellings, all seemingly built of slabs of the porous forest trees, with walls and roofs of thatch. The houses nestled between the great fantastic trees. Some were like birds’ nests in the branches, with vine-ladders from the ground leading up to them. The colors of the thatch were vivid blue, red and yellow.


  It was a fairyland of woodland fantasy, peopled by the humans of this scattered, futile Venus-race. I had seen gaping groups of them as Venta and I pushed through them, heading for old Prytan’s dwelling. Men, women and children crowded the flower-lined, crooked little city streets. They were all gaudily-dressed in toga-like fabrics made from the vivid-colored, dried vegetable fibres. A few of them had fled here from Shan where they had picked up a little English from the Earth-conquerors. But most of them babbled at me in their own weird tongue. They were a gentle people. The lack of struggle, lack of accomplishment for generations now, had stamped them with a futility. Here in the benign climate of Venus they had grown content with simple wants. Love-making, music—that was enough for them. The Midge attended their every want.


  Decadence perhaps, but who shall say but what it is to be preferred to the bloody upward struggles of our own Earth’s history? All that too, had been upon Venus. Far ahead of Earth in the life-cycle of its humans, there had been great scientific civilizations here. The science of war had risen into all its ghastly power and then had destroyed itself, with mankind at last coming to realize its tragic futility. There were ruins of great cities here, with the silt of centuries upon them and the forests growing lush amid their wreckage.


  “You two Earthmen are not quite like Curtmann and his fellows,” old Prytan said to me. His eyes twinkled beneath his shaggy white brows. His seamed old face wrinkled with a smile.


  “No,” I said. “We hope not.”


  “But your Earth still struggles, with each man wanting more than his neighbor.”


  We were in a room of a huge, crudely-built dwelling of thatch. A thousand Midges had woven it in a day. Venta was here; and draped on the floor at her feet was the graceful, gaudily-clad figure of a young Venusman. His name was Jahnt. He was her cousin, I understood. A handsome fellow with longish, bushy dark hair; an oval face with pointed chin, hawk nose and eyes with an almost Oriental slant. He spoke English as fluently as Venta. I don’t know why I took an instant dislike to him, save that he always seemed to want to be beside Venta.


  A rainbow storm was coming. I could see the premonitory signs of it. The room here was lighted with little braziers—seemingly the caged bodies of tiny insects which were luminous as fireflies. Through the oval window-openings the night outside was turgidly dark. But wind now was pattering the trees, and there were distant flares of weird opalescent lightning.


  A tenseness was here in this room of old Pry tan’s home—and it was everywhere about the little city. Like an aura of terror it seemed to envelope us. All this day that had passed, Midges by hundreds had been flying in from Shan. And now, this evening, the big people themselves had begun coming. Fugitives. Terrified people who had escaped from Shan; rebellious, wanting to do something to rid Venus of these cruel conquerors, coming to Prytan as their leader; helplessly throwing themselves upon him, asking him what they should do. Groups of people milled in the streets, eyed the coming storm. Rebellion against the Earth-conquerors. But it was more than that. Among us all, here in this eerie opalescent room there was the feeling of impending disaster. Curtmann had returned to Shan. In a rage at the loss of Venta, he had learned that the rebellion against him was growing. Would he wait for old Prytan to organize some attack? Certainly I doubted it. And my mind swept back so that again I seemed to hear his grim words: “I shall have to punish that Forest City!”


  Was Curtmann planning to strike at us now?


  “. . . but until the storm is over we can do nothing,” old Prytan was saying.


  Even then, what could we do? In somber voices that seemed to echo dully through the rustic room and mingled with the weird storm-noises outside, we discussed it. One of the great broken cities of by-gone days was only some ten miles away. In it there was hidden away a cache of ancient weapons of science.


  “I have kept them workable,” Prytan said grimly. “And my father before me also attended them. And before him, his father. But never did we really think the horrible time would come when they should be used.”


  BUT whatever we could do, certainly must be done soon. The news from Shan every moment was more serious. Upon Curtmann’s return, open disorder had broken out in the capital city. As punishment, a thousand or more of the young Venusmen of the city had been summarily killed by the diabolic flashguns of the Earthmen. “Only our men he kills,” young Jahnt put in ironically. “Why not? Our women are very beautiful. Like you, is it not so, Venta?”


  I tensed at the glance with which he swept her. “I shall bring in the supper,” Venta said. His gaze followed her as she rose and left us.


  “I tell you all this about our hidden weapons,” Prytan was saying to me in his cracked treble voice. “We can trust you, even though you are Earthmen?”


  “Yes,” I agreed.


  “Listen,” Jim put in. “These young men you’ve got here—well, no offense meant—on Earth we’d call them ladylike.” His gaze barely touched the gaudy figure of Jahnt and then went back to Prytan. “My business, sir, on Earth is to deal with criminals. I’m pretty good in a fight. You just give me some of your weapons.”


  “I trust you,” Prytan agreed. “Never, until tonight, has anyone but myself known about the weapons. If Curtmann knew it—”


  “Fie won’t,” I said. “We’ll get them tonight. We—”


  I checked myself. The beat of wings sounded, and a Midge came through the window, and landed on Prytan’s shoulder.


  “Well, Meeta,” he said, “you come with more bad news?”


  A female Midge. It was the first one I had seen except at a distance. She was a fairylike little creature—a ten-inch high miniature of Venta. Her flesh was like pink-white satin, glistening in the insect-light. Her wings thrummed to balance her as she poised.


  “English?” she said in her tiny voice.


  “Yes,” Prytan nodded. “These are good Earthmen.”


  Her pixie-like, tiny face turned toward me. I saw then, in those tiny glowing eyes, the leap of her instinctive adoration for my giant size. Here a new God for her to worship and serve.


  “English, yes,” she agreed. “Master, there have been still more killings. They kill our men now for no reason; and those of the women who are young and beautiful they have herded together into a harem.”


  Prytan’s old body trembled with anger. “We must stop it. And Meeta, have you told the Midge to meet us in the broken city?”


  “Master, yes. They will be there when the storm is passed. We cannot fly in the wind, and even now it is very strong.”


  I could hear it, crackling through the giant foliage outside. Then there was a monstrous flare of color as though a rainbow had burst around us.


  “It gets bad,” young Jahnt muttered. He went to one of the windows; then sauntered to a door-oval and disappeared.


  Meeta, I understood now, was one of the leaders of the Midge. It was her brother who had aided us to escape from Curtmann’s ship. I told her about it now as she perched on my hand, with her soft eyes roaming my face and her tiny lips parted with eager breath as she listened.


  “Oh I am glad of that. Rahn so wants to do what is right in serving our Gods. But it is confusing, Gods here on Venus who fight with one another—”


  Through the window, upon a blast of storm-wind another little figure came fluttering. Another female Midge, like Meeta. With beating wings she hovered a second and then fell to the floor at our feet.


  “Mela!” old Prytan gasped. “What is it?”


  The storm had tossed her against a tree. One of her wings was broken; blood was on her body. But she had struggled on to us, bringing her news.


  “What is it?” old Prytan demanded.


  “Curtmann comes! He and all his men—his army, coming now to attack the Forest City!”


  Curtmann coming to attack us! A dozen little male Midges here on the floor of the room heard it and scurried away.


  “Curtmann coming?” Prytan gasped.


  “Why—why we will not be ready for him.”


  It stunned us. Within a minute, out in the city, the news was spreading with cries of the frightened people. A panic was beginning here. That would have to be controlled.


  “They’ve left Shan already?” I demanded of the little Midge.


  “No. Perhaps not. But they are ready—the storm may hold them off.”


  I WAS on my feet. Old Prytan was trembling with the palsy of his confused terror. By what Jim and I had seen of the young men of the Forest City, there was not one who could be counted on to do anything constructive in this crisis. If the Venus-people were to have any leadership, it would have to be Jim and me.


  “Send word that the women and children are to stay in their homes,” I said. “There must be no panic. Have the young men come here. Storm or no storm we shall have to get to the broken city, and get those Venus-weapons.”


  “How far is it from here to Shan?” Jim put in.


  “Twenty Earth-miles perhaps,” old Prytan stammered. “If Curtmann and his men should start now—”


  “Maybe they won’t,” I said. “The storm is still going strong.”


  “Where is Venta?” Prytan stared helplessly about the room. “She said she would bring us food. What use of that? We have no time to eat it now.” He suddenly raised his shaking old voice. “Venta. Venta, where are you?”


  There was no answer from the nearby interior door-oval through which Venta had gone. Just blank, stark silence. Horror struck at me.


  Jim and I were on our feet. Jim gasped, “I’ll go see.” But before he could move, we heard a woman’s moan, followed again by silence!


  Jim broke it with an oath. I tossed little Meeta into the air with a flip of my hand as I ran toward the crude kitchen, out there beyond the dim door-oval. Thank God, it was not Venta. On the packed loam of the floor an old serving woman lay sprawled. Her throat was a ghastly welter of crimson, and near her a Midge lay dead.


  The old woman was still alive. She tried faintly to gasp in English as I bent over her.


  “He—took her—Venta—”


  “Who took her?”


  “Jahnt—he—”


  The blood choked her. But I had no interest in hearing more. Jahnt!


  “Why—he’s got the secret of those weapons now!” Jim gasped. “Get the idea, Art?”


  The commotion had brought others. They all stood milling, helpless, frightened. Jim and I shoved them away.


  “He’d probably head for the broken city,” Jim said. “It’s much closer to here.”


  “That he might do,” Pry tan agreed. “And where is his Midge—you people—you have seen little Ort lately?”


  “Jahnt could send that Midge flying to Slianga to tell Curtmann about the weapons,” I suggested.


  Old Prytan could only stammer assent to the possibility. And if Curtmann and his ruffians got to that cache before we could get there, that indeed would be the end of any possibility of overcoming him.


  “Where is Meeta?” I demanded. “Meeta knows the location of the broken city.”


  She fluttered from behind me at the sound of my voice. “Master I am here.


  What I can do to serve?”


  “We’re going after Jahnt,” Jim said.


  “He can’t have gotten far.”


  “But you run so heavily,” old Prytan murmured. “My young men here—” They were all standing looking frightened and confused. Jim swept them with a glance and drew me past them. It occurred to me that we might use the three space-suits in which we had escaped from Curtmann. With their anti-gravity mechanisms and tiny rocket-streams we could propel ourselves over the forest. But we found now that they were gone.


  Precious minutes were passing. We would have to go on foot. At the door we paused, appalled by the wind and a chromatic burst of glaring light. Meeta fluttered in the air beside my head, and as the wind hit her she was tossed back.


  “You can’t fly out into that, Meeta?”


  “No, I am afraid it’s not possible now. But you can carry me.”


  She fluttered to my shoulder, crouching with a tiny hand gripping my coat collar. With Jim beside me we plunged out into the roaring riot of the rainbow storm.


  IV


  “GUESS we’ll have to wait a bit longer,” Jim murmured. “But it seems to be easing, don’t you think?”


  In a sheltered recess of the forest we were crouching, forced to wait for the weird storm to pass. There had been no possible chance of finding the fleeing Jahnt. We could only hope now that he would go on to the broken city. The storm seemed to be lessening but still it was a roar of wind which cracked through the spindly giant trees, often bringing down great segments of branches which it had torn loose.


  A lull came at last, and through a ragged, littered forest Jim and I pushed our tortuous way. Meeta could fly now. She guided us, and with little forays hummed ahead and to the sides, seeking some signs of Jahnt and Venta. But there were none.


  The storm had been a torture of delay. In my heart now I had no thought that we would be able to locate Jahnt and Venta. I could only hope that they might be in the broken city. Had Curtmann received news of the Venus weapons? My mind was upon Venta, but still I could envisage that bloodthirsty band of Earth cutthroats advancing upon the Forest City.


  “I say, is it much further?” Jim demanded suddenly of Meeta. “This is tough going for us.”


  “Master, no. It is ahead, just down that slope.”


  The dim forest glade was descending into a great shallow area of deeper shadow. And presently we could see the ruins of tumbled, broken buildings lying here, half buried by the rank forest growth. In the turgid dimness, with a faint orange luminosity that seemed inherent to the great trees, it was an eerie place of colored shadows. Great buildings were everywhere around us now, weird of shape and substance, some of them still partly erect with the spindly trees growing through them.


  It was a place of the ghosts of Venus’ past.


  “It is down in here,” Meeta said, pointing.


  A littered rocky depression was before us. A ruined amphitheatre, with its walls almost gone and the forest like a monstrous clump in its middle. We descended into it. The ground in places was rocky. Some natural cataclysm must have torn this ground since the original arena was built.


  Then we saw the cache of weapons. It was half a demolished room in some broken structure that now was unrecognizable; an apartment partly open at the top, of some two hundred feet diameter. A little light filtered down from the lurid greenish-yellow storm-clouds high overhead.


  “No one here ahead of us, Jim?” In the darkness, with Meeta perched again upon my shoulder, we stood peering and listening. There was only silence.


  “Where are the weapons?” Jim demanded.


  Meeta led us. “There in that little recess, Master. Many old broken boxes are filled with them.”


  We stood before the rock-shelves, numbed with disappointment and horror. The crumbling old metal boxes were here. But they were strewn about; broken open; empty! The weapons were gone!


  “GONE!” Jim gasped. “That damned Jahnt!”


  Abruptly Meeta cried, “Look! He is over there!”


  With his hiding place discovered, Jahnt leaped suddenly erect from the shadows of a rocky niche. A knife was in his hand. I was nearest to him. I leaped. But I had miscalculated my abnormal heaviness. I hit the rocks a few feet short of him, stumbled, almost went down. As my arms flailed I saw him over me, his pointed face demoniac with lustful triumph, his knife stabbing at my chest.


  There was a whirring of wings, and a glistening body went past my head. Meeta. The ten inches of her elfin form flapped and struck Jahnt in the face. He hit wildly at her with his left hand, went off balance, with his knife-thrust going wild; and collided against me so that I was able to fling my arms around him. Then my left hand caught his wrist, twisted and the knife fell away. We went down, locked together, rolling. And suddenly I felt the knife hit my hand. Meeta with swift agility had retrieved it and brought it to me. The lithe Jahnt, far stronger than he looked, was momentarily on top of me. I seized the knife, stabbed upward into his chest; and with a choked cry he went limp, fell forward on me.


  I scrambled to my feet. Jahnt wasn’t quite dead, but obviously dying. Jim and I bent over him.


  “You got away with the weapons?” Jim muttered. “Or are they still around here?”


  “Curtmann has them. My little Midge flew to him, and came back with some of Curtmann’s men. They left just a little while ago. I—showed them how to use the weapons. You will—be defeated by Curtmann. You damned—”


  Again little Meeta suddenly called us. “Here! Here is Venta!”


  She was lying, bound and gagged, but unharmed in the recess of some crags nearby. Jim and I rushed to her.


  The three spacesuits were with her. Jim had gone back to the dying Jahnt and he called me. Blood was gushing now from Jahnt’s mouth; he was gasping, but still he was trying ironically to smile.


  “I—did not tell Curtmann’s men that I had Venta. Why should I be in the battle? I just thought I would stay here with Venta, and if Curtmann won, then I would join him.”


  “Has he started from Shan?” Jim demanded.


  “Oh—yes. He and his men must be half way to the Forest City by now. I am sorry now I did not go with them.”


  I had a sudden thought. “Is he planning to use that spaceship of his?”


  Jahnt was choking now with the blood in his throat. Then he gasped, “No—his men said they—could not handle it—so close to the ground—such a—short distance. They are on foot—in the forest—” Venta was with us now, bending down over the dying Jahnt. His glazing eyes saw her, and he murmured, “You—if you had loved me—this would not have happened. I’m dying—you’ll all die when—Curtmann uses those weapons against you. I’m—glad of that—”


  His body twitched. Horribly the blood rattled in his throat, choking him; and then in another moment he was gone.


  “They’re half way to the Forest City,” Jim muttered. “Good Lord, we’ve got to stop them. But how? How can we do it, Art?”


  Venta was standing apart from us, with the tiny Meeta on her shoulder. They were murmuring together, and abruptly Meeta flew to me.


  “She says it is right and it can be done. We Midges—serve the Gods, and surely now we know the good Gods from the evil.”


  AN army of the Little People! Jim and I stood blankly listening while Venta told us what she and Meeta had been planning. A myriad of Midges could be rallied now. And they had human intelligence . . . Only a foot high, or less. But, especially the females, they could fly with the agility of humming birds.


  “And we can be armed,” Meeta cried. She hummed away, came back in a moment. In her tiny hand there was a thorn. It was no more than two inches long, but to her it was a sword, stiff and sharp as a needle.


  “The poisoned enta-thorn!” Venta exclaimed. “But I did not know that any of the enta-shrub was near here.”


  “I found it,” Meeta said proudly.


  “There is much of it.”


  “What’s that noise?” Jim abruptly demanded.


  With my nerves taut, I stood tense. A faint thrumming was audible. We had left the cave where the weapons had been hidden, and were out in the broken amphitheatre with the ruined ancient buildings like spectres around us. Far overhead there was a little starlight, straggling faintly down. The thrumming grew louder. A tiny blurred shape came down through the darkness. . . . And then another—and another.


  The Midges were arriving from Shan, expecting to carry the Venus-weapons from here to the Forest City. In a moment a dozen were here, then a hundred. They came in little groups, males and females, keeping separate in the flight. Like huge insects they thrummed around us, and then settled and stood awaiting our commands. Then Meeta was among them, telling what had happened and explaining that they must fight for the lives of the Forest City people.


  For a moment there was awed silence; then a tiny blended chorus of voices, and little shapes humming away to get the thorns.


  Jim gripped me. “By the Lord, it’s our only chance! You can see that, Art.”


  “Yes. You and I in the space-suits, if we can maneuver them. An army in the air—the Midges and you and I to plan their battle—direct them.”


  “And I shall be with you,” Venta cried.


  Vaguely I had thought to leave her here, or send her off to the Forest City on foot. She persuaded me at last.


  “You talk of planning the battle,” she cried. “But almost none of the Midges speak your language. I shall give your commands to them.”


  Once we had decided, a desperate haste was on us. Midges were arriving here now from the Forest City. Some of them had seen the oncoming columns of Curtmann’s men, down in the forest. They were more than half way from Shan. Occasionally their Earth-flash weapons would stab into the forest ahead of them.


  Within ten minutes or so we were ready. I had sent a few of the swiftest-flying Midges back to the Forest City to tell Prytan what had happened. His young men were to arm themselves as best they could, and take position. In a ring around the city, prepared to make a last stand, if we should fail. All the Midges now in the Forest City were to arm themselves with the poisoned thorns, and come to join us in the battle as fast as they could.


  Then Venta, Jim and I had donned the spacesuits. No need to inflate them now; we only needed the anti-gravity mechanisms, and the rocket-streams for balancing and for lateral movement.


  We rose presently into the air, up into the starlight with the ruined piles of the broken buildings and the forest dropping away beneath us. At five hundred feet we poised. In thrumming groups the Midges, more than two thousand of them now, circled around us. Then, with Jim, Venta and me leading, our bodies in the baggy spacesuits poised almost horizontal in the air and the Midges strung out in long thin lines like insects behind us, we plunged forward to the battle.


  V


  “THERE they are!” Jim called.


  Five hundred feet below us the forest tree-tops were a fantastic matted mass of vivid vegetation. And suddenly, down in a glade, the line of Curtmann’s men was visible. More than I had thought—there seemed a full four hundred of them. In two columns they plodded slowly forward. With them was a great wheeled cart, like a clumsy barge. Evidently Curtmann had built it in Shan. It toiled forward, with the marching men in advance of it and behind it. We could see that it was drawn by harnessed lines of Midges—hundreds of the tiny figures plodding on the ground, bending hunched as they pulled the huge creaking vehicle. The top of the cart was uncovered and a dozen men were riding in it. Groups of them were seated, around a little raised platform on which was mounted what seemed a huge projector.


  “Keep the Midges high,” I called to Venta who was near me. “Wait until I give the signal.”


  Our Midges were circling, wildly excited now that the enemy was in sight beneath them. Jim and I had discussed our tactics. In groups of about a hundred we would send the Midges plummeting down. Each would try to stab one of Curtmann’s men and then come up again. The enta-poison, Venta had told us, was deadly—sure death if enough of it got into the blood-stream. But it did not act at once; five minutes or more was necessary before the victim would feel its lethal effect.


  We made a great sweeping half-circle, plunging down as though to attack and leveling at above two hundred feet. As we passed over the lines of watching men and the cart, two or three bolts stabbed up, fell short. Then a man’s voice roared orders to withhold the fire.


  Curtmann. As we passed at the lower altitude over the cart I saw him standing on a raised platform near its front. We swept past, and up again.


  “We better swoop now,” Jim urged. “This is as good a place to attack as any we’ll ever get.”


  That was obvious. The lines of men were in an open glade. A few hundred feet ahead of them, the forest was dense again. It would be far more difficult for our Midges to swoop down and attack amid the enveloping lacery of vegetation.


  And Curtmann, even though probably he had not as yet the least fear of us, already was starting to advance again. The men in front were marching on. Orders were being roared at the harnessed Midges. The cart went into motion. And the Forest City certainly was no more than a few miles ahead. Curtmann’s murderous band would be there in an hour or two.


  But still I hesitated to give the signal.


  Little Meeta hovered before me. “The Master-God will order us down now?” she pleaded. “We will serve you well.”


  My heart was pounding. I nodded, with a lump in my throat that choked my voice as I shouted the signal sending so many of them to die.


  A DESIGNATED quarter of them swooped down. From up at this height, Venta, Jim and I hovered, with the rest of the Midges in a gathered group around us. All of us staring down.


  The cloud of some five hundred Midges swooped, circled, and then plummeted. For a second or two the startled Curtmann men merely seemed to stare upward. Then the Midges were upon them, fluttering into their faces, jabbing at them. The men’s arms wildly failed to fend off the viciously attacking little bodies.


  Some of the Midges were caught, bashed into pulp and hurled away with a single flailing blow. Some were caught in huge hands, squeezed to death and flung to the ground. The oaths of the startled men came up, mingled with the cries of the Midges, then the tiny fluttering shapes were rising again. A shot stabbed at them, its crackling bolt stabbing through a group of them. It was like a monstrous blow-torch stabbing into fluttering moths. It left a trail of wisps of light as their bodies were consumed.


  The rest of them came up and joined us, panting, flopping.


  “Good enough,” Jim murmured. “Five minutes more and we’ll see what really happened.”


  But I was cold inside. No more than half the Midges had come back. Two hundred or more of them gone already. And here in the air, some of them, wounded, were bravely struggling not to fall.


  The men and the huge cart down in the glade had started forward again. Suddenly it was apparent that the harnessed lines of Midges on the ground were in revolt. They milled in confusion, struggling to cast off the lines that held them. We heard Curtmann roaring threats at them. And then he fired a bolt horizontally through them. It cut a ghastly swath; a burst of trailing little wisps of fire. Beside me, Venta gasped in horror; and Jim murmured,


  “Fool! With what’s left of those Midges that heavy cart will never move again.”


  The cart had stopped. Curtmann, doubtless regretting his shot of exasperation, was roaring more orders. The straggling columns of his men came toward the cart, and all of them bunched around it in a solid group, out there in the center of the open glade.


  “Got them stalled,” Jim said grimly. “Much better for us.”


  If the poison would work. But would it? At three hundred feet we were still circling in great humming sweeps while again I withheld my signal. Did I dare send the Midges down for a general attack? Every shot cut them so horribly into nothingness. Off to the side, in the direction of the Forest City, other Midges were appearing now. Little groups of them, males and females, humming toward us, joining our circling ranks. Reinforcements. In a minute or two it seemed that a new thousand were here to swell our weird little army.


  “Look!” Jim suddenly cried triumphantly. “The enta-poison!”


  Up to now, in these tentative exchanges, Curtmann and his men doubtless had contemptuously figured that this engagement was harassing, but certainly nothing worse. Some of his men had been stabbed by little thorns. What of it? But down there now a new confusion was apparent. One of his men on the ground beside the cart suddenly staggered and fell. Then another. In the cart a group of them called with startled questions. Two of them by the big projector abruptly slumped in their seats with their fellows bending anxiously over them.


  A moment of startled confusion. A dozen stricken men. And then others. What was happening must have dawned on Curtmann. In the starlit dimness down there on the cart we saw the blob of his figure leap erect.


  And then Curtmann, at last realizing the deadliness of this menace, went into action! From the cart there was a little puff, with the hissing, popping sound of it coming up to us a few seconds later. A small round blob rose toward us, went harmlessly through us and burst up in the starlight. An electrolite-flare. It glared with a lurid, prismatic splash of color in the sky, illumined brightly the tiny flying dots of our Midges.


  Just that few seconds and then the great projector hurled its missile at us—a blob coming slowly up in an arc. The blob burst. It seemed as though suddenly there was an earthquake in the air—split columns of air rushing together with a deafening thunderclap. The air rocked me, hurled me sidewise; the brief roar was deafening.


  “A thunder-thrower!” Venta gasped as she clung to me.


  In the cataclysm of air the cloud of Midges was hurled into chaos, their bodies knocked together, whirling end over end, some of them dropping with broken wings.


  Just a few seconds, and now the blue-white starlit night had been transformed into a chaos of glaring light and roaring, clapping sound. Flares were bursting everywhere; the cracking thunderclaps came one upon the other in a chaos of prismatic horror. Curtmann’s hand-flashes were stabbing recklessly up through it. One of longer range burned a wide swath with the bodies of Midges bursting into a myriad pin-points of light.


  In the rocking turmoil I heard Jim shouting, “Good God, we can’t stay up here!”


  HALF our Midges already were gone!


  Everywhere little broken dots were drifting or falling down.


  “Down!” I shouted. “Venta—Meeta—tell them! Everyone down. Don’t come back up—everyone for himself, now!” In the roaring chaos of pyrotechnic glare what was left of our Midges swooped to the attack. With the rocket-streams at last righting my whirling body, head down I plummeted. The glare from above revealed Curtmann’s men far more plainly now. Everywhere the men were staggering. In the cart some of them had fallen, but others were still erect, frantically working the projectors and stabbing with the hand heat-flashes. Our Midges were among them now, desperate fluttering little figures, stabbing at their faces. On the ground some of the staggering men were trying to get into the forest underbrush. I plummeted toward a group of them.


  I hit the ground in the midst of a staggering group, with a thump that all but knocked the breath from me. Two of the men staggered at me. I was unarmed. My fist knocked one down, and I gripped the other as he half fell upon me. He was still clutching his flashgun. I seized it, knocked him away and rose again into the roaring tumult of the air. “Art! You got a gun? So did I.”


  Jim was here with me; side by side we rose. I saw the cart directly underneath me. His figure painted lurid, the desperate Curtmann was still erect. Almost the last one now. And I saw that he was struggling with a projector which had not yet been in use. A tiny figure flapped against my face. Little Meeta. She gripped my shoulder, clung, and her tiny voice gasped in my ear.


  “That weapon Curtmann has—the big molecule-melter—very long-range—the Forest City.”


  With a burst of numbing horror I understood it. This projector would cut the forest and the ground into a leprous molten swath, out to the Forest City itself.


  I plummeted down, with Meeta still clinging desperately to my neck. Curtmann saw me coming. With a wild oath he dropped the projector and fired at me with a hand-flash. It missed. There was just a second when I leveled off, heading horizontally at him. The glare was on his sweat-bathed face, contorted with his lust; but I saw a look of despairing terror there as my flash drilled him and he fell as I swooped close over him.


  We rose at last, high into the starlight. So pitifully few of us, gathering in a little broken, circling group. Beneath us now there was only a lurid red-yellow fire-pit of molten bubbling rocks where the forest glade had been. Then the heavy turgid smoke and gas-fumes settled upon it like a shroud.


  Almost silently we struggled back through the starlight to the Forest City. Jim and Venta and little Meeta were here with me, but our little Midges were struggling to keep aloft. Dozens of them were clustering upon Jim and Venta and me. Their tiny, gasping voices were horrible. And we were the victors! It came to me then that surely whatever has been said and written of the futility of human killing, can never adequately picture it.


  *     *    *     *


  I think that is all I need recount. You have all heard how we returned to Earth, and the stir that my news brought. I should have been considered a charlatan perhaps, with my wild tale. But there was the spaceship; and Jim, Venta, and little Meeta. Scientists have inspected Venta now. It was an ordeal. But mostly they have been interested in Meeta.


  That is passed. There are others on Venus like Venta, and others like our little Midge. We are living now on Earth, with Jim near us. Certainly neither here, nor on Venus, do we want any turmoil.


  With Jim for my friend, and the adoration of little Meeta who thinks me in very truth, a God—and the love of my dear wife—certainly I am a mortal very singularly blessed.


  VENUS ENSLAVED


  Manly Wade Wellman


  What chance had the castaway Earthman and his crossbow-weaponed Amazons against the mighty Frogmasters of the Veiled Planet?


  BLACK velvet infinity all around, punctured and patterned with the many-hued jewels of space—comforting, somehow, because they made the same constellation patterns you used to see on Earth. There was the Dipper, there Scorpio, there Orion. But the twinkle was shut off, as though every star had turned cold and silently watchful toward your impudent invasion of emptiness.


  So big was the universe that the little recess which did duty for control-room, observation-point and living-cabin seemed even smaller than it was; which was very small indeed. Planter forgot the dizzy lightness of head and body, here beyond gravity, and turned his wondering eyes outward from where he lay strapped in his spring-jointed hammock, toward the firmament, and decided that there was nothing in all his past life that he would change if he could.


  “Check blast-tempo,” came the voice of Disbro just beyond his head, a high, harsh, commanding voice. “Check lubrication-loss and check sun-direction. Then brace yourself. We may land quicker than we thought.”


  Planter leaned toward the instrument panel that covered most of the bulkhead to the right of his hammock. The pale glow from the dials highlighted his face, young, bony, intent. “Blast-tempo adequate,” he called back to Disbro. “Lubrication-loss about seven point two. Three point nine six degrees off sunward. Air loss nil.”


  “Who asked for air loss?” snubbed Disbro from his hammock forward. He was leaner than Planter, taller, older. Even in his insulated coveralls, bulking against whatever temperature or pressure danger might be threatened by the outer space, he was of a dangerous elegance of figure and attitude. His face, framed in tight, cushioned helmet, was so narrow that it seemed compressed sidewise—dark eyes crowded together with only a disdainful blade of nose between them, a mouth short but strong, a chin like the pointed toe of a stylish boot, a cropped black mustache. Back on lost Earth, Disbro had frightened men and fascinated women. His cunning crime-administration had been almost too neat for the police, but not quite; or he would not have been here, with his life barely held in his elegant fingertips.


  “Venus plumb center ahead,” he told Planter. “Have a look.”


  That last as if he were granting a favor. Planter twisted in the hammock. He saw the taut-slung cocoon that would be Disbro’s netted body, the control board like a bigger, more complex typewriter where Disbro could reach and strike key-combinations to steer, speed or otherwise maneuver the ship.


  Beyond, a great round port, at its middle a disk the size of a table-top. Against the black, airless sky, most of that disk looked as blue as the thinnest of milk. One smooth edge was brightened to cream—the sunward limb of Venus. But even the dimmer expanse showed fluffy and gently rippling, a swaddling of opaque cloud.


  “That,” said Disbro, “is our little gray home in the west.”


  “I wonder what’s underneath the clouds,” mused Planter, for the millionth time.


  “All those science-pots, sitting home on the seats of their expensive striped pants, wonder that,” snarled Disbro. “That’s why they sent eight rockets before us, smack into the cloud. That’s why, with eight silences out of a possible eight, they rigged this ninth. That’s why, when nobody was fool enough to volunteer, they dug up three convicts who were all neatly earmarked to be killed anyway, and gave them a bang at the job.”


  Three convicts—Planter, Disbro, and Max. Planter had forgotten Max, as everyone was apt to, including Max himself. For Max had been a sturdy athlete, a coming heavyweight champion, until too many gaily-accepted blows had done something to his mind. Doctors said some concussion unbalanced him, but not far enough so that he didn’t know right and wrong apart when he killed his manager for cheating on certain gate receipts. And so, prison and a sentence to the chair with the reprieve that came by recommendation of the Rocket Foundation on March 30, 2082. Now Max was in the compartment aft, keeping the levers kicking that ran the rocket engines. Show Max how to do a thing and he’d keep right on doing it until you pulled him away, or until he dropped.


  What would Max’s last name be, wondered Planter. He studied the face of Venus. He sang to himself, softly:


  “Oh, thou sublime sweet evening star. . . .”


  Softly, but not too softly for Disbro’s excellent ears. Disbro chuckled.


  “You know opera, Planter? Pretty fancy for an ex-con.”


  “I know that piece,” said Planter shortly.


  “Wolfram’s hymn to Venus, from Tanruhauser.”


  IT had started him thinking again. Gwen had played it so often on her violin. Played it and sung it. Those were the days he hadn’t known she was married, down in her red-and-gold apartment in the Artists Quarter. He’d been sculptoring her—she’d had the second best figure he ever saw. Then he found out about her husband, for the husband burst in upon them. The husband had tried to kill Planter, but Planter had killed the husband. And Gwen had sworn his life away. “Check elapsed time,” Disbro bade him. “Fifty-eight days nine hours and fifty-four minutes point seven,” rejoined Planter at once.


  “Prompt, aren’t you? We’ll be on Venus before the sixty-fourth day.” Planter saw Disbro shift over in his hammock. “I’m going to shave. Then eat.” Disbro turned a stud in the wall. His electric razor began to hum. Planter opened a locker-valve and brought forth his own rations—a package of concentrated solid, compounded of chocolate, meat extract, several vitamin agents. It would sustain him for hours, but was anything but a fill to his hunger. He chewed it slowly to make it last longer, and sipped from a snipe-nosed container of water, slightly effervescent and acidulated. A few drops escaped between snout and lip, and swam lazily in the gravityless air of the cabin, like shiny little bubbles.


  “Planter,” said Disbro, suddenly pleasant, “we’re going to fool ’em.”


  He shut off his razor. Planter took another nibble. “Yes, Disbro?”


  “We’ll land at the north pole.”


  Planter shook his head. “We can’t. This rocket is set at mid-point on the Venusian disk.”


  “We can. I’ve tinkered with the controls. A break for us, no break for the Foundationeers at home. They’re watching us through telescopes. What they want is our crash on Venus, with a great up-flare of the exploding fuel. Then they’ll know that we landed, and can shake hands all’round on a successful advancement. But we’re curving away, then in. I’ve fixed that. We’ll not blow off and make any signal; but we’ll live.”


  “North pole,” mused Planter, pensively.


  “No spin to Venus up there. We’ll land solidly. We’ll land where it’s coolest, and none too cool. Her equator must be two degrees hotter than Satan’s reception hall. The pole may be endurable.”


  “What then?” asked Planter.


  “We’ll live, I say. Don’t you want to live?”


  Planter hadn’t thought about it lately. But suddenly he knew that he did want to live. His was a family of considerable longevity. His grandfather had attained the age of one hundred and seven, and had claimed to remember the end of the Second World War.


  “Six days to study it over,” Disbro was saying. “Then we’ll have a try. If we land alive, we’ll laugh. If we die trying, we’ll have nothing to worry about. Float up here, will you? Take over. I’m going to have a little sleep.”


  THROUGH choking steam, white and ever-swirling, drove the silvery cigar that was the ninth rocket ship to attempt to voyage across space. From its snout blossomed sudden flame, blue and red and blue again—rocket counter-blasts that were designed to act as brakes. They worked, somewhat. The speed cut from bullet-rate to falling-rate. From falling-rate to flying-rate. Then, of a sudden, partial clarity around it. Within an upper envelope of blinding vapors, Venus had a thinner atmosphere, partially transparent. Below showed a surface of fluffy greens, all sorts of greens—lettuce, apple, olive, emerald, spinach, sea greens. Vegetation, plainly, and lots of it. The ship, steadying in its plunge like a skilled diver, nosed across toward a wet, slate-dark patch that must be open ground. From the stern, where rocket tubes had ceased blazing, broke out a massive expanse of fabric—a parachute. Another and another. Down floated the craft, thudding, at last, upon its resting place.


  Planter felt a cramping pain. He realized that to feel pain one must be alive. Then his head throbbed—it hung head downward. Gravity was back. He groped for his hammock fastenings, loosened them, and lowered himself to a standing position beneath, on the round port that had been forward. Disbro hung in his hammock, motionless but moaning faintly.


  Planter hurriedly freed him and laid him flat on his back. He fumbled a locker open, brought out a water-pot. A little spurt between Disbro’s short, scornful lips brought him back to consciousness.


  “We made it,” was Disbro’s first comment, full of triumph and savagery. “Help me up. Thanks. Whoooh! We seem to have socked in somewhere, nose first.”


  He was right. No sign of light or open air showed through the forward port, nor the side ports from which Planter had been wont to study the reaches of space. Disbro looked up. The after bulkhead, now their ceiling, had a hatchway. “Hoist me,” he said to Planter, who made a stirrup of his hands and obliged. The slightly lesser gravitational pull of Venus made Disbro more active than on Earth. He caught Planter’s hammock, got his foot on a side-bracket for steadiness, and climbed up to the hatch. A tug at the clamps opened it, and he wriggled through.


  “Wake up, you big buffalo,” Planter heard him snarling. Max was evidently unconscious up there. Planter, without a helper to lift him, made shift by climbing Disbro’s hammock, then his own, to gain the compartment above.


  “He’d have died if he had an ounce of brains,” commented Disbro, pointing. Max lay crumpled against the bulkhead, close to the great bank of levers he had been working. In his hands were grasped broken pieces of network from his hammock.


  “He was out of the lashings when we landed,” Disbro went on. “We were about to hit, and he grabbed hold. Must have passed out. But the big lump’s single-minded—abnormally so. He hung on without knowing, and the breaking of those strands kept him from crashing full force.”


  Planter knelt and pulled Max straight. Max was tremendous, a burly troll in his coveralls. His shoulders were almost a yard wide, his hands like oversize gloves. His big face, with its broad jaw, heavy dark brows and ruddy cheeks, might have been handsome, was not the nose smashed in by a blow taken in some old ring battle.


  “Don’t waste water,” cautioned Disbro as Planter hunted for the food-locker.


  “I’ll bring him out of it.” He knelt and slapped the inert face sharply.


  Max’s mouth opened, showing a gap where his front teeth had been beaten out. He gave a grumbling yell, then sprang erect so suddenly that Disbro, starting away, almost fell through the hatchway. Max saw Planter, scowled and snorted, then fell into a boxing stance. He inched forward, his mighty fists fiddling hypnotically.


  “Time!” yelled Planter at once. “This isn’t a fight, Max! We’ve landed—safe and alive—on Venus!”


  Max’s eyes widened a little. He grinned loosely, and pulled off his helmet. His skull was thatched with bushy, black hair. “Uhh,” he said, in a deep, chiding tone. “I forgot. Uhhh.”


  “Forgot!” echoed Disbro scornfully. “He sounds as if he had the ability to remember.”


  Planter studied the ports in this compartment. They, too, were obscured by wet-looking grail soil. The ship must be well buried in the crust of Venus. What if it was completely submerged, a tomb for them? He glanced upward to another hatchway, one that would lead past the rocket engines.


  “Don’t go up,” Max cautioned him throatily. “Hot up there.”


  “Brilliant,” was Disbro’s ill-humored rejoinder. “Max actually knows that the engines will be hot.”


  Planter clapped Max on the big shoulder. “It’ll be all right,” he reassured the giant. “Get me a wrench, will you? That long-shanked one for tightening tube-housings will do.”


  HE scrambled up along the levers, which made a ladder of sorts. The hatch to the engines had to be loosened with the wrench. Beyond, as Max had sagely warned him, it was stiflingly hot. He avoided gleaming, sweltering tubes and housings, scrambling to where a four-foot circle of nuts showed in the bulkheading. This would be the plate that closed the central stern, among the rear rocket-jets. He began to loosen one.


  “Stop that, you fool!” It was Disbro, who had climbed after him and was watching. “Who knows about this lower atmosphere of Venus?”


  “I’m going to find out about it,” replied Planter, a little roughly, for he did not like Disbro’s manner. He gave the nut another turn.


  “Wait, wait,” cautioned Disbro. He climbed all the way into view, holding up a glass flask with a neck attachment of gauges and pipings. “I got a sample, through the lock-panel—plenty of air-bubbles were carried down with us. Let me work it out before you do anything heroic.”


  Disbro was right. He was usually right, about technologies. Planter mopped his brow on the sleeve of his coverall, and waited.


  “Yes,” Disbro was commenting. “Oxygen—nice article of that, and plenty. Nitrogen, too. Just like Earth. Quite a bit of carbon dioxide. It’ll be from all that vegetation. Certified breathable. Go on and unship that plate.”


  Planter did so. He loosed the last net, and pushed against the plate. It stirred easily—the after part of the ship would still be in the open. Disbro, climbing after him, caught his elbow.


  “I go out first,” he announced. “They marked me down as senior of the expedition. One side.”


  Planter stared quizzically, and once again did as Disbro told him. The lean man thrust up the plate like a trapdoor, and crept out.


  “At last!” he yelled back. “Men on Venus! Come on, Planter!”


  Planter called back to Max, who was bringing up a bundle of articles Disbro had chosen for the venture outside—two repeating rifles, two pistols, several tools, and tins of food, coils of rope. Planter helped him with the load, and they got outside with it.


  Disbro had slid down the step bulge of the hull. He clung to a grab-iron, his feet just above the gray muck into which they had plunged. He stared up.


  “First man to set foot on Venus,” he was saying. “Who was second of you two?”


  “We didn’t stop to bother,” Planter replied. “What now?”


  He stared around, to answer his own question. Venus was dull, like a very cloudy day at home. The air was moist, but fresh, and little wreaths and veils of mist kept one from seeing far. But he made out that they had found lodgment in a sterile-looking clearing with a muddy floor that might or might not sustain a man’s weight. All around was a crowded wall of vegetation—towering high above the range of his vision into upper fog, tight grown as a hedge, and vigorously fat of twig and leaf. Planter, no botanist, yet was aware at once of strangeness beyond his power to describe. He knew that specimens should be gathered and preserved to take home.


  To take home? Home to Earth? But the ship was almost buried in this mud. He remembered Disbro’s dry comment—“Our little gray home in the west.” They were on Venus. Undoubtedly to stay.


  Max, beside him, gave a sort of gurgling bellow of surprise and fear.


  “Uhhh! Something’s got Mr. Disbro!”


  FOR once, Max was being articulate. For once, Disbro was being silent. Glancing down, Planter saw the slender, elegant figure writhed close against the metal hull, clutching with both hands the grab-iron. Disbro stared groundwards, and what could be seen of his face was as white as a wood-boring grub. One of his legs was drawn up, knee bracing upon the plates, the other stretched out grotesquely, as if to point a toe at something in the muck.


  It took a second staring study to realize that a whiplike strand of something that gleamed and tightened was snapped around Disbro’s ankle.


  “Rope, Max,” snapped Planter. He made a quick hitch around a rocket-tube, and lowered himself in a rush. His free hand grasped a heavy automatic pistol. He paused in his descent just above Disbro, studying the black, shiny tether.


  It protruded from the semi-glutinous mud, which stirred and quivered around the protrusion. A sense was there of rigid grasp and slowly contracting pressure. It was squeezing the captured ankle, it was shortening itself to pull Disbro down. Disbro said nothing because he had caught his breath for an effort at wrenching free. But he could not do that. His strong, lean fingers were beginning to slip on the grab iron. He turned horror-widened eyes toward Planter.


  “Hang on,” muttered Planter, and aimed his pistol. No sure shot, he nevertheless was close to his target. He fired a .50 caliber slug, another and another. Two of them hit the tall, tentacle or proboscis.


  At once it let go of Disbro, gesticulating wildly. Blood sprang forth on its shiny integument—Venusian blood was red, mused Planter, even as Venusian herbage was green. Disbro gave a choking gurgle that might have been thanks, relief or effort. A moment later he was swarming up Planter’s rope like a monkey.


  But Planter did not follow. The appendage he had wounded was drawing out of sight, like a worm into its hole; but two more just like it had fastened upon his foot and knee.


  He lost his grip and fell into the mud. It was like a dip into thick gravy. The stuff lapped and closed over his head, and he let go of the pistol to try to swim. A couple of laborious strokes brought him back to the surface, gasping and blowing away thick lumps from nose and mouth. A moment later two more tentacles were groping and seizing at his shoulder and waist. Four bonds now tightened upon him, like lariats.


  Planter seemed to be thinking in two compartments. One set of thoughts dictated his floundering, desperate struggle. The other considered the situation with a curiosity dispassionate and almost mild. The creature that snared him was just what he might have expected—something on the octopus order. How many science fiction stories had dealt with such monsters on strange worlds? The creepy writhings of tentacles appealed to fantasy writers—the neat, simple, active structure of the brute was logical to the great mechanic who devised Nature. The thing had him, in any case, if he could not kick or struggle or cut free.


  Cut free! That was it. He had a knife, in the side pocket of his coveralls.


  He dug for it, almost dropped it from his muddy fingers, then yanked open the biggest blade. He slashed at the nearest tentacle, the one around his waist. It parted like a cane-stalk before a machete. The other arms quivered and slackened, plainly shocked by pain. Planter rolled out of their grip, started to swim away anywhere.


  He looked over his shoulder and saw his enemy as it humped itself partially into view.


  Not such an octopus, after all.


  The dispassionate part of Planter’s brain called the thing an animated hall tree. The slender tentacles sprouted from a thicker trunk, that could curve and writhe and wallow, but not so readily. It was of a rubbery gray-brown, and at the upper end, nested among the tentacle-roots, was what must be its mouth. That mouth opened and shut in almost wistful hunger. Planter swam furiously. He wanted to reach and climb the stern of the rocket ship, but the thing knew his wish, and moved to head him off. He kicked and fought his way toward the far mass of leaves that bordered this mud-pit.


  From among those leaves glowed for an instant a sort of splinter of yellow light. A small object sang over Planter’s helmeted head like a bee, and struck behind him with a little chock. It must have found lodgment against the hall-tree thing, which paused in its pursuit to flop and spatter the mud with its tentacles. Planter blessed the diversion, whatever it was, and strove nearer to the shore.


  The forest was alive, he suddenly decided. Out of its misty tangle a great leafy branch swung knowingly toward him. He clutched at it, brought away a fat, moist handful of strange-shaped leaves. His other hand made good its hold on the branch itself, and with the last of his strength he dragged himself to where roots hummocked above the mud.


  Then he saw where the branch had come from. A slim, active figure stood among the stems, pressing with both hands upon the base of the branch to make it move into the open. As Planter scrambled to safety, the figure relaxed its helpful shoving, and the branch moved back toward the perpendicular.


  Planter gazed in utter lost unbelief at this stranger.


  It was a woman, young, fair, fine-limbed. She wore the briefest of garments, belted around with strange weapons, and her feet were shod in cross-gartered buskins. Upon her tumble of golden curls rode a metal helmet that reminded him of Grecian antiquity. Her bare arms, round but strong, cradled something with a stock and butt of a musket, but with a short, tight-strung bow at its muzzle—surely the pattern of a medieval crossbow.


  Her face was of a flawless pink-and-white beauty, just now stamped with utter disdain. Its short, rosy mouth opened, and formed words.


  Words that Planter understood!


  “You fool,” said the girl with the crossbow. “You scurvy fool.”


  DISBRO, barely able to stir for shock and weariness, climbed only a few hand’s breadths out of danger before he must stop and wheeze for breath. At last he could make himself heard:


  “Max! You pighead, help me!”


  “Uhh,” came the grunt of ascent from above, as the big fellow slid down in turn. He slipped a thick arm around Disbro, hoisting the tall, slender body as if it were a bundle of old clothes, and slid it across a shoulder like the jut of a crag. Then Max scaled the rope once again, to the safe top of the nosed-over rocket ship.


  Disbro found his own feet, and shakily wiped his clear-cut face, still pale from exertion and terror. “That was close.”


  “Say,” ventured Max, “Mr. Planter, he’s gone.”


  Disbro looked around. The mud expanse around them was stirred up as if by boiling struggles, but there was no sign of Planter or the thing with the tentacles.


  “That thing got him,” decided Disbro, but Max shook his heavy head.


  “Huh-uh,” he demurred. “No. The girl, she got him.”


  “Girl?” echoed Disbro, and scowled. “What girl?”


  Max pointed with a finger like the haft of a hammer. “She was in the trees. Got him.”


  Disbro peered at the trees, then at Max. His scowl deepened. “What are you drivelling about?”


  “The girl,” said Max.


  Disbro snorted and skinned his teeth in scorn.


  “How,” he demanded of the misty skies, “do I get mixed up with minus quantities like this? A girl, the man says! Here on Venus!”


  “A girl,” repeated Max firmly.


  Disbro wheeled upon him.


  “Come off of that!” he commanded sharply. “Planter’s gone. Dead. You’re all I have to associate with. You’ll act sane, whether you are or not.”


  Max’s big, pained eyes faltered before the glittering accusation of Disbro’s gaze. “All right,” he conceded.


  “There wasn’t any girl there, you idiot!” Max nodded. “I saw—”


  “Shut up!” Disbro cut him off. “No girl, I said!”


  “No girl,” repeated Max obediently. Rain began to fall, fat drops the size of marbles.


  “Back inside,” commanded Disbro. “There’ll be lots of this kind of weather. We’ll have something to eat, then study another way to reach the trees yonder.”


  “No girl,” said Max. “But I saw.”


  THE rain that drove Disbro and Max back into their shelter filtered through layers of leafage, beginning to wash the mud from Planter’s clothing. He stared again at his rescuer.


  “I seem to have understood what you said,” he managed at last.


  “Isn’t so strange, that?” she flung back, in words somehow run together. “E’en though you’re mad enow to sport with yonder muck-worm,” and her wide, bright blue eyes flicked toward the danger he had lately avoided, you’ll have the tongue of mankind. Art no man?”


  “Man enough, young woman,” rejoined Planter, a little nettled. “I suppose it’s like the fantasies—we can read each other’s minds, or something.”


  “Something,” she echoed, as if humoring a child.


  “And I owe you thanks for saving my life.”


  “Oh, ’twas no great matter.” She shouldered the crossbrow. “Come, for the Skygors will be about our heels.”


  She picked her way rapidly among the steam, with the surest and cleverest of feet. Women on Earth were never so graceful or sure, decided Planter, hurrying after. He was aware that he did not step on the muddy surface of Venus, but upon a matted over-floor, of roots, fallen stems, ground-vines, sometimes great sturdy leaves like lily-pads grown to the size of double mattresses. “Wait, young lady,” he called, “who are the Skygors, you mentioned and why should they be after us?” She halted again, swung and studied him with more of that disdainful curiosity. “Tis a gruel-brained idiot,” she decided, as if to herself. “For that they cast him out. Methought ’twas strange that a man should flee, of himself, from sure shelter and victual.”


  It was raining harder. The great roof of vegetation only partially broke that downpour. It sluiced away the coating of mud from Planter, and soaked his stout garments through. He felt miserable in the dampness, but his girl guide throve, if anything, in the drops that struck and rolled down her bare arms and shoulders.


  He saw, too, that she followed something of a trail among the stalks and stems. It was barely wider than his own stalwart shoulders could pass, and wound crazily here and there; but one must stick to it, for to right and left the jungle grew thicker than a basket. He called out again. “Miss! Young lady!”


  She turned, as before. “What now?”


  “This path—what is it? Did you make it? Tell me things.” He made a gesture of appeal, for she was putting on that look of contempt once more. “You see, I’m no more than an hour old on this planet—”


  “Oh so! Your brain is younger than that. Leave me, I have no time for idiots.” Abruptly she stiffened, widened her eyes, lifted a finger to her red lips for silence. The two of them stood close together in the misty rain, their ears sharpened. Planter heard what she had heard—a rustling, crunching approach, along some other angle of the jungle path.


  The girl wrenched apart two sappy lengths of vine, and with a jerk of her head bade Planter slip through into the great thicket. He did so, and she followed. Turning, her lithe body close against his, she brought her crossbow to the ready.


  “Danger?” whispered Planter, and she nodded bleakly.


  The approach was coming near. Planter judged that whatever threatened them was two-legged, weighty, and great-lunged—many yards off, it wheezed like a faulty engine. His companion’s ears were better than his, or more experienced. She gauged the nearness of the stranger, and the crossbow went to her shoulder like a rifle. Planter saw that it operated on a spring trigger that would trip a latch and release the string. The bow, violently recovering from its bending, would force the missile along a groove in the top of the stock. All parts—stock, bow, and string—were of some massive dark metal, apparently treated with grease to save it from the constant dampness. The missile itself was not an arrow, but seemed the size and shape of a silvery fountain pen. Planter burned to ask questions about it; but the enemy was in sight by now, something of mottled green and black that shouldered upright along the way between the thickets.


  Planter felt his companion’s body grow tense against his shoulder. Her finger touched the trigger lightly. The metal string twanged, and with a waspy hum the missile leaped toward its target. At the same time, a little burst of flame showed from it, bright yellow. Chock! the shot went home, as that other shot against the thing called a muck-worm.


  Down floundered the green-spotted form. At once the girl was out of hiding, and stooping above her quarry.


  Planter, following, peered with wonder and caution. He saw a body larger than himself, and grotesquely of the same build. A dumpy torso on massive back-bent legs like a cricket’s; wide flapper feet, a round, low head with a monstrous slash of mouth, big eyes now filming with death, no nose at all—the creature was very like a nightmare frog. But this frog wore garments, of linked and plaited metal wire and rubbery-looking fabric. It had a silver belt, with pouches and holsters. These pouches and holsters the girl was now plundering.


  “Quick,” she snapped at Planter over her rosy shoulder. “Take the spoil. He will have friends, and they must not find us.”


  HER tone was still reminiscent of Disbro speaking to Max. Planter’s ravenous curiosity was at last completely overridden. “Young lady,” he said flatly. “I’m not prepared to endure any more—” She suddenly screamed, not like a warrior but like any girl who is mortally frightened.


  Planter had the time to realize that she saw something just beyond him. He pivoted and set himself as another of the froggy beings charged.


  “More Skygors!” he heard a cry behind him, and he knew that it was Skygors he faced.


  Planter was a boxer of sorts, strong if not brilliant, and his unthinking reflex was to plant his feet, bend his knees, and crouch for attack or defense. That reflex shortened his height by several inches, and saved his life The Skygors that rushed him had pointed a pistol-form weapon, from which came yellow flame as from the crossbow. A silvery object meant to scatter his brains only sang above his head with millimeters to spare. Before the pistol-like weapon could aim and spit again, Planter had charged in.


  It was all he could do, but it was enough. He jabbed viciously with his left fist, followed with his right to the abdomen. The left knuckles slashed soft flesh about the wide mouth, his right hand almost broke on a hard belt-buckle. Both blows were staggering to the wheezing adversary, who dropped its pistol and yelled with a voice like a steam whistle. It made words, each of them almost deafening to Planter. To silence it more than anything else, Planter drove in closer still and lifted an uppercut as though it were a shovelful of gravel.


  It found the point where a Terrestrial man would have a chin. Down floundered the clumsy body, and Planter, with no thought of referees or rules, set his heavy boot on the face and bashed it in. He stepped across the subsiding form, in time to encounter another.


  This one got great flappy hands upon him. Their grip was knowing, powerful, wicked. The Skygor plucked him close, its mouth grinned into a gape. It had teeth, it was going to bite.


  He was held by the shoulders, and doubted if he could break away. Instead of trying, he put his own hands to the thing’s elbows, drew his right knee tight to his chest and planted a toe in a metal-clad midriff. Then, even as the open paw sought to seize his face, he threw himself backward. Landing flat on his shoulder blades, he drew down with his hands and hoisted with his feet.


  His opponent somersaulted in air, and fell with a heavy squashing thump upon the root-tangled floor of the trail. In a flash, Planter was up. He jumped with both feet. Bones broke under the impact. A second Skygor was down—dead or dying—


  “Aside!” the girl was calling, and he obeyed, flattening against a cross-weaving of vine stems. She was risen upon one knee, crossbrow to shoulder. It twanged, flashed, and once again its successful charge sounded its chock. Planter glanced down the trail in time to see a fourth and last Skygor drop down.


  He found that he was gasping for air, and trembling as though the danger were still to come instead of past. The girl rose, came to him, and touched his arm. She smiled, her eyes shone. Gone was the contempt, the superiority. She only admired, completely and frankly.


  “Sink me, you’re a fighter,” she said. “Ecod! I saw only the flight of fists, and a Skygor went down, and another! You saved my life—and we have four Skygors to strip, with none to boom about where we went from here. Your name, friend?”


  “Planter,” he said. “David Planter.”


  “David Planter,” she repeated. Her “A” was very broad, so that she made the name almost “Dyvid.” Again she smiled. “A king’s name, is’t not? I am called Mara. Come, help me take what is valuable from this carrion.”


  Planter’s heart warmed to her. “Thanks for your kind words,” he smiled back. “But I did what any man would do.”


  “All men are slaves,” she surprised him by saying. “You will amaze the other girl-warriors, when I bring you to the Nest.”


  DISBRO, standing on the glass port-pane that was now floor for the control-room, labored and cursed at his keyboard. He pressed one, two, an octave. The nosed-over ship stirred, but did not rise.


  “Max!” bawled Disbro to the upper hatch. “Pressure!”


  “Giving you all there is,” Max informed him timidly.


  Disbro turned from his controls, shrugging in disgust.


  “Those bow-tubes are jammed or displaced,” he cursed. “We can’t clear off till we get her up and clean them—and we can’t get her up and clean them until they work. Huhh!”


  Max’s big, diffident face framed itself in the hatchway, registering a small hope.


  “We’re floating,” he volunteered. “Close to those trees and things.”


  Disbro showed interest. “Then we’ll get our feet on solid ground, or nearly solid. That tentacle-thing won’t be sloshing around.” He beckoned. “Come down.” Max obeyed. From a locker Disbro took a pressure squirt of waterproofing liquid. He sprayed Max’s clothes, then his own. “That’ll shed rain,” he said. “Buckle on a pistol, if you’re smart enough to use one. And give me two.”


  Once more the hammocks in the lower chamber, and the levers in the higher, gave them a ladder-way up. Disbro, emerging first into the damp, warm mist, saw at once that they had visitors.


  The ship, as Max said, floated close to the mat of growth that fringed the muddy pool. Here the jungle consisted of meaty stems, straight, thick and close-set, with tangled fermiform foliage. A little above mud-level, gnarled roots wove into a firm footing, and upon it, pressing from the thickets toward the ship, were huge biped creatures in gleaming metal harness.


  These had chopped down spongy trunks and branches, on which to venture over the mud-surface as on rafts. Coming near the ship, they had passed cables of grease-clotted metal wire around it, mooring it fast to thicker trunks. As Disbro stared down, several of them began to converse in tones that rang and boomed like great gongs. Half-deafened, Disbro still could perceive that their voices had inflection and sense. Harness, concerted action, tools, a language—here was a master race, comparable to Terrestrial humanity.


  One of them turned a bulging black eye upward, and saw Disbro. Its flat face split across, and a mouth like an open Gladstone bag shouted its discovery. One green paw, webbed but prehensile, snatched a weapon from a metal-linked waist belt, and aimed it at the Terrestial.


  But Disbro, too, was quick on the draw. His gang-rule on Earth had necessitated shooting skill as well as leadership. His own automatic sprang into his hand. “No, you don’t!” he snapped, and shot the weapon out of the Venusian’s flipper.


  It screamed in a voice that vibrated the steamy air, and its companions started and shrank back in startled wonder. Disbro drew a second pistol, leveling it at them.


  “I’ll shoot the first one that moves,” he promised, as if they could understand; and understand they did. Up went shaky flipper-hands.


  “No! No!” they boomed in thunderous humility. “Don’t! Don’t!”


  He had not the time to wonder that they spoke words he knew. He swung his weapons in swift arcs, covering them all. Max, behind, had sense enough to level the long barrel of a repeating rifle. “Please!” roared a Venusian who seemed to be a leader. “We do naught to you!”


  “Better not,” cautioned Disbro loftily. “We’re more profitable as friends than as enemies.”


  “Friends!” agreed the leader. “Friends!”


  “If you try any funny business—” went on Disbro. “Well, watch!”


  He snapped his right-hand gun up and fired. The bullet snipped away a leaf the size of an opened umbrella. As the great green blob drifted down, Disbro fired again and again, until, ripped to rags, the leaf fell limply among the Venusians. They moaned, like awe-struck fog horns.


  “Understand?” taunted Disbro. “Savvy? I could kill you all as easy as look at you.”


  “Friends!” promised the leader again. “Max,” muttered Disbro, “these birds quit very easily without a fight. But keep me covered from up here.”


  Planter’s rope still dangled along the hull. Disbro slid down, coming to his feet on the raft-heap below. The Venusians gave back in wary confusion. Disbro allowed himself to smile upward.


  “See what an ape you are, Max?” he chuckled. “You got a look at one of these, and thought it was a girl! You’re not much of a picker, Max.”


  To the Venusian chief he said: “I think I’ll muscle in on your territory.”


  MARA, the crossbow-girl, brought Planter to the place she called the Nest.


  It was hollowed out in the thickest part of the towering jungle, as a rabbit’s form is hollowed among tall grasses. The floor was of plaited and pressed withes, supported on stumps and roots of many tall growths. Rounding upward and outward from this were walls, also of wooden poles and twigs, woven into the growing tangle.


  The roof was similarly made, but strengthened and waterproofed with earth, dried and baked by some sort of intense heat.


  The space thus blocked off was shaped like the rough inside of a hollow pumpkin, and in size was comparable to the auditorium of a large theater. Within it were set up smaller huts and bowers. There were common cooking-fires, in ovens of stone and mud-brick, and a great common light suspended from the ceiling by a long heavy chain. This was a metal lamp, fed by oily sap from some sort of tree.


  Finding the Nest was difficult. Mara had picked a careful way through mazes of thick vegetation, paying special attention to the rearranging of leaves and branches behind them. Sagely she explained that the Skygors, when hunting her kind, were thus completely lost. Even at the very doorstep of the Nest, the tangled vines, branches and leaf-sprays obscured any hint of such a place at hand.


  The dwellers in the Nest were all women.


  They came cautiously forward, twenty or so, as Mara ushered Planter inside. They were active specimens, dressed scantily and attractively, like Mara. Most of them were young, several comely. All were fair of skin and hair, a logical condition in the cloudy air of Venus. They wore daggers, hatchets, ammunition pouches. Even at home, they all carried crossbows.


  “What does this man here?” demanded a lean, harsh-faced woman of middle age. “Is he not content with servitude?”


  Mara shook her head. “He’s like none we know. He fights more fiercely than we—Ecod, shouldst have seen him! Barehanded, he o’ercame two Skygors. I slew two more. Look at our trove!”


  She opened a parcel of great leaves, and showed dozens of the silver pens that were ammunition for both the Skygor pistols and the human crossbows. Planter also showed what he had brought from the battlefield—several belts, numerous harness fastenings, and two of the guns. These latter made the crossbow-girls nervous.


  “We stand by these,” Mara said, tapping her crossbow.


  Planter fiddled with a pistol. Its mechanism was strange but understandable, and he flattered himself that he could learn to use it. As for the pen-missiles, they seemed to contain a charge that burned violently on exposure to air. The trigger-mechanism, whether of pistol or crossbow, punctured it, set it afire, and the vehemence of combustion not only propelled it but destroyed the target completely.


  The older woman, whose name was Mantha, nodded her head over a decision.


  “Let the man have the dag,” she granted, with an air of authority. “If he fights as Mara says, he may be of aid. Yet he is unlike those we know, in hue and aspect.” True enough, Planter was dark of complexion, with black curls and ruddy tan jaws. He spoke to Mantha, respectfully, for the others called her “Mother” and treated her as a commander.


  “I’m not of your people,” he said. “I come from another planet. Earth.”


  “Earth?” she repeated. “You come from there? Why, so do we all.”


  * * *


  Down a trail went a patrol of Skygors. Among them, not much under them in size, tramped Max. His broad shoulders bore a great burden of supplies from the ship. At the head of the procession, next to the chief, walked Disbro.


  As someone else was saying to Planter at almost the same moment, the chief Skygor boomed to Disbro: “You are not like men we know.”


  “Naturally not,” agreed Disbro. “Your race is more like a bunch of freak reptiles.”


  “Not my race,” demurred the chief Skygor. “Men. Slaves.”


  Disbro understood only part, and took exception to that. “I’m no slave of yours,” he warned.


  “No. Equal. We have long needed equal men, to kill off the wild girls.”


  “You see, Mr. Disbro?” chimed in Max from behind.


  DAVID PLANTER was embarrassed.


  Inside the Nest, he sat on a crude chair opposite Mantha, the Mother. The overhead light burned dim, and damp-banishing fires in the ovens mingled red glows. Planter asked questions, but was distracted by the crossbow-girls, who watched him with round eyes, whispering and giggling. Mara, near by, scowled at the noise-makers.


  “This Venus world has much that’s unknown,” Mantha said. “Here in the north can we dwell. Not many days off the steam is thick, the heat horrid, the jungle dreadful. None go there and return.”


  “Mother, if you are called that, enlighten me,” begged Planter. “You say you come from Earth.”


  “Our fathers came. Lifetimes agone.” Planter’s good-looking face showed his amazement. Interworld flight was new, he had thought. But some unknown expedition might have tried it, succeeded, and then never returned to report.


  “ ‘Twas for fear of black Cromwell,” Mantha enlarged.


  “Cromwell!” echoed Planter. “The Puritan leader who fought and wiped out the English Cavaliers?”


  Mantha seized on one word. “Cavaliers. Yes. Our lives were forfeit. We flew hither.”


  It explained everything—human beings in a world never meant for anything but amphibians, their fair complexions, their quaint but understandable speech, the crossbows that would be familiar weapons to Shakespere, Drake or Captain John Smith. Yes, it explained everything, except how pre-machine age Britishers could succeed on a voyage where eight space-ships before Planter’s had failed.


  “How did you fly?” demanded Planter, amazed.


  Mantha shook her graying locks. “Nay, I know not. ’twas long ago, and all records are held in the Skygor fastness.”


  “They stole from you?”


  “After our fathers made landfall, there was war,” Mantha said, her voice bitter. “The Skygors were many, and would have slain all, but thought to hold slaves. And as slaves our fathers dwelt and died, and their children after them.”


  “But you aren’t slaves,” protested Planter.


  “ ‘Tis Skygor fashion to keep all men, and such women as are hale enow for toil. Others who seem weak they cast forth to die, like us!”


  “Who did not die,” chimed in Mara, plucking her bowstring. “We found fruits, meat, shelter, and joined. Now we slay Skygors for their metals and shot. Lately they slay weaklings, lest they join us.” Planter whistled. This was a harsh proof of human tenacity. The Skygors discarding unprofitable servants and finding them a menace. “None of you are weaklings,” he said.


  “Freedom brings health,” replied Mantha sententiously. “Yet they are many more than we, well fortified, and have a strange spell to whelm those who attack.” She grimaced in distaste. “We but lurk and linger, fighting when we must and fleeing when we may. As the last of us dies—”


  Things began to happen.


  A tall, robust girl, very handsome, had been hitching her woven chair close to Planter. With a pert boldness she touched his hand.


  “I’ve seen no man since I was driven forth, a child,” she informed him. “I like you. I am Sala.”


  Mara rose from her own seat, swore a rather Elizabethan oath, and slapped Sala’s face resoundingly.


  Sala, too, sprang up. Larger than Mara, she clutched her assailant’s shoulders and tripped her over a neatly extended foot. Mara spun sidewise in falling, broke Sala’s hold, came to her feet with a drawn dagger.


  This happened silently and swiftly, with none of the screaming and fumbling that marks the rare battles between Terrestrial women. Planter stared, half aghast and half admiring. Another girl whispered behind him: “Let them fight, send them ill days! Look at me, I am not ugly.”


  Perhaps to flee this new admirer, Planter threw himself between the two fighters. As Mara attempted to stab Sala, Painter caught her weapon wrist and wrenched the knife from her. Meanwhile, Sala snatched up a crossbow. Leaving Mara, Planter struck the thing out of aiming line just in time. The pen-missile tore through the baskety wall of the Nest, and Planter gained possession of the crossbow, not without trouble.


  “Are you girls fighting over me?” he demanded.


  “Egad, what else?” challenged Mantha, who had also sprung forward. “Art a man of height and presence. For any man these my manless girls would contend.”


  “Aye, would we,” agreed one of the bevy, with frightening candor.


  “He’s mine,” snapped Mara, holding her own crossbow at the ready. “Step forth who will, and I speak true.”


  “Pm nobody’s,” exploded Planter. “Anyway, I’m going—I’ve two friends near here that I’ve got to find, and soon!”


  “More men!” ejaculated Sala, forgetting her anger.


  “Fighters, with weapons,” said Planter, ignoring her. “They’ll help you smoke out these Skygors and set free your kinsmen.” Happy cries greeted his words.


  “I’ll guide you home, David Planter,” offered Mara, and Mantha gestured approval.


  Mara and Planter left the Nest by a new jungle trail. Mara explained that these tunnels were made by great floundering beasts, and served as runways for smaller land life. The girl trod the green, fog-filled labyrinths with assurance. Within minutes they reached the pool where Disbro had landed the ship.


  At the edge floated the limp, dead thing that Mara had killed to save Planter. Small flutterers, like gross-winged flies but as large as gulls, swarmed to dig out morsels. Mara called the creature a krau, the flying scavengers ghrols. “Skygor words, for ugly beasts,” she commented. “Neither is good for food.”


  Planter picked his way from root to root toward the ship. “Disbro!” he called. “Max!”


  There was no answer. He scrambled up and inside, then out again. “Something’s happened,” he said gravely.


  Mara studied the massed logs that made a rough raft. “Skygor work. And eke the rope of wires about your ship.”


  “They’ve been captured by Skygors? For slaves?” Planter had climbed down again. His hand sought the Skygor pistol at his belt, his face was tense and pale. “I’ll get them back. Where’s this swamp-city you mention?”


  She pointed. “Not far. But the way is perilous. The trails throng with Skygors, and there is the spell.”


  “That sounds like some old superstition,” snorted Planter. “Pm not afraid of Skygors. I killed two today.”


  “Aye,” she smiled. “They are not great fighters in these parts. But there are more than two at the city . . . come along.”


  “You can go back to the Nest.”


  She smiled more broadly. “How else will you find the way, my David? For you are my David.”


  “Don’t start that again,” he bade her, more roughly than he felt. “Lead the way.”


  MARA took a nearby jungle trail.


  After some time, she paused and studied the matted footing. “Tracks,” she pronounced. “Certain Skygors, and two pairs of feet shod like yours.”


  Planter looked at the muddled marks thus diagnosed by the skilled trail-eye of Mara. “My friends and their captors?”


  “Aye, that. They went this way. Come.” She slipped aside through the close-set stems. Planter did likewise. Mara slung her crossbow behind her, and climbed a trunk as a beetle scales a flower-stalk. “ ‘Tis safer from Skygors up here,” she told him over her shoulder “Follow me carefully.”


  Planter did so, with difficulty. He was a vigorous climber, and the lesser gravity of Venus made him more agile. But Mara, some forty feet overhead, swung through the criss-cross of limbs and vines like a squirrel. “Wait!” he called, striving to catch up.


  She paused, finger to lips. As he came near, she said softly: “Not so loud! We come close. Feel you the spell?”


  Hanging quietly, Planter did feel it. Uneasiness came, chilling his back despite the steamy warmth. His hair stirred on his head, his teeth gritted, and he could not reason himself out of the mood. Mara moved ahead, and he followed. Growing accustomed to the climbing, he made progress. But the uncomfortable sense of peril grew rather than diminished.


  Once in their strange journey Mara paused, and from a belt-pouch produced food. It consisted of fire-dried fruits, strange to Planter but tasty and substantial; also two meat-dumplings, made by wrapping a nut-flavored dough around morsels of flesh. For drink she plucked long spearlike leaves from a vine, and Planter found them full of pungent juice. While they munched, he heard boomings in the distance, which Mara identified as Skygor speech.


  “We are almost there,” she whispered. “Look well.”


  She rose, and again they took up the journey. After a time she paused again, and pointed.


  Just beyond them the branches thinned out over a great open space in the jungle. Under a far-flung canopy of white vapors lay the swamp-city of the Skygors.


  PLANTER, gazing in wonder at the strange city, thought of old Venice, or of a beaver colony in a diked pond. Before and beneath him was a quiet greeny-clear body of water. Around its rim grew shrubs, bushes and huge reeds, their roots clasping the great facing of white rock which apparently paved the banks and bottom of the pool. In the water itself, poking above the surface in little pointed clusters and plainly visible where they extended beneath, were the houses of the Skygors.


  They were of some kind of soil or clay that had been processed to a concrete hardness, and were tinted in various colors. Some of the smaller dwellings were roughly spherical, and crowned with cone-shaped roofs. Others, larger, protruded well above the water in cylindrical form. Here and there travel-ways connected the clustered groups.


  But it was beneath the surface that the town was complex and great. It seemed to lie tier above tier, closely built and grouped, with here and there protruding arms or wings of building, like coral budded from the main mass. In those depths swam myriads of Skygors, plainly at home under water. More of them, at the window-holes of the upper towers or paddling on the surface, boomed and roared to each other in their deafening language. From on high, Planter saw them as smaller and less to be dreaded. They might have been slight fantasy things, water-elves or super-intelligent frogs.


  “Look you, David Planter,” prompted Mara, at his elbow.


  From a tunnel-like hole in the jungle, a group of Skygors emerged. Among them were two human figures, clad like Planter in loose overalls and helmets.


  “Your friends?” Mara questioned. “Right,” snapped Planter grimly. He drew the pistol-weapon and glared.


  Disbro and Max, the latter stooping under a great bale of goods from the ship, had paused on the brink of the water. A Skygor was thundering to them, in words of English which Planter, across the water, found hard to catch. Other Skygors motioned at the pool, and one or two jumped in and struck out for nearby buildings.


  “They want your friends to dive,” Mara informed him. “See, the slim one shakes his head.”


  Planter rested the pistol on his forearm, and sighted on the Skygor who harangued Disbro. Meanwhile, other Skygors were bringing up what appeared to be a small, inflated boat, that operated with a paddle-wheel arrangement behind.


  Mara saw what Planter was doing. “No!” she gasped. “Don’t, David!”


  “I’m going to,” he told her.


  “We’ll be next!”


  “Nonsense! Those flapper-footed devils can’t climb! They’re too heavy, too clumsy!”


  She caught at his weapon wrist, but he had fired.


  The Skygor weapon was a wondrous one. Even an indifferent shot like Planter could not miss with it. The Skygor beside Disbro seemed to burst into flame around his flat, bushel-mouthed face, and then he collapsed and lay still. His companions swarmed to his side, rending the air with their horrid yells.


  Planter chuckled, and Mara moaned. The man moved forward among the branches, to a place where he could be seen.


  “Hai, Disbro!” he trumpeted, as loudly as any Skygor. “Max! It’s David Planter! Run while you have the chance, I’ll pick those toads off!”


  But neither of his friends offered to escape. They only stood and gazed at him.


  “You idiots!” blazed Planter, and then saw that two of the Skygors on the inflated boat were aiming weapons at him. He sent a silver pen at their craft, and it melted abruptly as its air escaped from the puncture. A third shot took one of the Skygors splashing in the water. “Run, you two!” Planter bade his companions once more.


  He felt a grip on his ankle, and glanced down. Mara had crouched low, was trying to pull him back from view. As soon as she had his eye, she let him go, and thrust both fingers into her ears in some sort of a sign he did not comprehend.


  Understanding dawned suddenly, and too late.


  The mist trembled and swirled at a sudden outburst of sound louder than even a Skygor chorus. Planter dropped his weapon, began to lift his hands to his ears in imitation of Mara. But he could not!


  The noise possessed him, as a rush of electric current might course through a body, paralyzing and agonizing it. He swayed and floundered among the branches. His hair bristled, his ears rang, his blood coursed, every fiber of him vibrated. Yet something about it was vaguely familiar, as though it was something he had experienced, or a magnification of such a something.


  Yes, of course . . . the uneasiness that Mara called the “spell.” Some device made a noise-vibration, normally sub-audible but unpleasant enough to warn aliens away. In a time like this, when attack came, it could be intensified to the point of striking the enemy stupid.


  Meanwhile, he was falling, through branches and leafage, to splash clumsily into the water of the pool. Abruptly the noise ceased. The Skygors were around him, their flipper-hands fastening upon him, and he was too wrung out, too grateful for silence, to resist.


  HE may have fainted. Later on, he could not be sure. But his next clear memory was of lying in one of the inflated paddle-boats, in which sat Skygors with weapons. There also sat Disbro, watching him intently.


  “Disbro!” muttered Planter. “They got you, too?”


  “No, they didn’t get me, too,” mimicked Disbro. “I’m in the racket with them, understand?”


  Planter sat up, and two Skygors half-drew their weapons to warn him. “I thought you were captured,” he mumbled.


  “Not me. I do things neatly. Showed I could be an enemy, but would rather be a friend. You butted in, killing two of them. Someone says you got two others earlier today. They’re holding you a prisoner, and probably you’ll be killed.”


  Planter studied Disbro. “Easy does it,” he said softly. “Better not act as if you know me. You might get mixed up in—”


  “No chance!” snarled Disbro. “I told them that you were an enemy of mine. I’m not mixed up in anything.”


  Planter subsided. Plainly Disbro was able to take care of himself. Plainly Planter must do the same, with no help from anyone. He wondered about Mara, with a sudden chilled pang. The brave girl had guided him here, despite her knowledge that Skygor country was dangerous. She had done it to please him, because she liked him. He wondered what had happened to her.


  He lounged under the Skygor guns, thinking of Mara. In his mind he saw the light of her steady blue eyes, felt the touch of her slim, strong hand. His heart quickened.


  “Hang it,” he told himself, “you aren’t in love with her. She’s a savage, and you only met her a few hours ago! You’re only worried because you feel responsibility.”


  But he knew he lied.


  The boat brought them to an entrance-hole at water-level, in a large cylindrical structure. Disbro swaggered inside, with his new friends. A guard prodded Planter with his pistol-barrel to follow. As Planter obeyed, he saw behind him another boat, in which rode Max with all the baggage he had been carrying. Skygors sat with Max, plainly on good terms. Max saw Planter, too, and his face twitched and scowled as in an effort to rationalize.


  Inside, he found himself in a large bare room with dry, rough-cast walls. Disbro waited there, with a Skygor whose elaborate chain-mail suggested that he was an officer.


  “Disbro,” boomed this individual cordially, “You say this is your enemy? What shall be done to him?”


  “I leave that to you, Phra,” answered Disbro, with the grand manner of bestowing gifts. “You have your own ways of handling such problems. I am content.” Another Skygor approached, and the officer discussed the case in deafening Skygor language. Then, facing Planter, he resumed English:


  “Your life is forfeit, but you look strong. Perhaps you can prove yourself worth keeping. Join the slaves.”


  He struck his webbed hands together. A human man ran in.


  Like Mara and the other crossbow-girls, this man was blond, but the resemblance ended there. He wore loose, brief garments of elastic fabric, no weapons, and his face was mild and servile. Phra pointed to Planter.


  “Below with him! Put him to the spring mill!”


  The slave beckoned, and led Planter away, studying him curiously.


  Planter spoke at once: “You have many friends here, in slavery? Perhaps I can get you out of this.”


  “Out of this!” The echo was horrified. “To starve in the jungle? Marry, sir, art mad or sick to say such a thing! Come, down these stairs.”


  PLANTER obeyed his new companion.


  They went down a dim, stone stairway, lighted with green bulbs. From below came sounds of mechanical action.


  “What’s your name?” Planter asked the slave.


  “Glanfil. And you?”


  “David Planter. How many slaves are there here? Human slaves?”


  “Two hundred, belike. Half as many as the Skygors.”


  That was a new thought to Planter. On Earth, races were numbered in the millions—here, by the scores. Of course, this might not be the only Skygor city. Mara had mentioned the difficulty of exploring any distance from this habitable pole. For a moment he felt the thirst for knowledge. Wasn’t this world as large as his own planet? Might it not have continents, oceans, mountain ranges, whole genera of strange species, perhaps other civilizations and climates? Then he remembered. He was a slave. And a booming voice drove the memory home.


  “Below, men,” thundered a Skygor guard. “You are not fed and lodged to be idle.”


  “Pardon,” mumbled Glanfil, and quickened his descent. Planter followed, beating down a rage of battle at the rough shouting of the guard.


  The under-water levels were not flooded, though the walls were gloomily damp. Planter found himself in a great rambling chamber, bordered and cumbered with machines, at which men toiled. Glanfil was presenting him to a Skygor, who made notes with a crayon-like instrument on a board. “New?” he questioned in his ear-dulling roar. “Whence came he? Never stop to answer—show him how to work your machine.”


  Glanfil led him to a cylindrical appliance against a wall. It had a multitude of levers and push-buttons, and lights shone in its glassed forefront. Most of these were green, but one turned red as they approached. Glanfil pushed a button and turned a lever. The light switched to green again.


  “The red means a faulty rhythm somewhere in the light system,” explained Glanfil. “Fix it by manipulating the buttons and levers near the red lights—yes, so. It takes not skill, but wary watching.”


  Planter took over. He found time to observe the rest of the slave-teemed basement.


  Some operated a treadmill, others wound at keys or turned cranks. The machines were strange but not mysterious. He judged that they pumped, elevated, and modelled. Glanfil answered his questions:


  “ ‘Tis the Skygor method. We supply power by our labors. Springs, levers, such things, are worked.”


  “Springs and levers?” repeated Planter. “Is this a clockwork town? Why not fuel? Steam?”


  Glanfil shook his head. “We men make small fires, but the Skygors not. Their nature is moist, they want such things not. As you say, clockwork is the use of this place.”


  “If you refuse to do this slave work, what then?”


  Glanfil shrugged, and shuddered. “If the sin is not too great, you go to a level below this. Men drag upon a capstan, to wind the mightiest of springs for town works.”


  “Like rowing in a galley!” Planter summed up wrathfully. “But if the sin is pretty sinful?”


  A Skygor overseer came close, saw that Planter had learned the simple machine, and called Glanfil to some other task. Planter worked until such time as a raucous voice bade another shift take over. Marshalled with twenty or more slaves, he was led away to a musty vault, one side of which was lined with cell-like sleeping quarters. Here was a brick oven—perhaps those in the Nest were designed from it—over which two sturdy women toiled at cookery. As the slaves entered, these women quickly passed out stone plates and metal spoons. Into these were poured generous portions of hot, appetizing stew.


  “They feed you well, these Skygors,” commented Planter to Glanfil as he finished his plateful.


  “Tis their fashion. They seek to make us happy.”


  Planter went to the kettles for another helping of stew, and ate more slowly. “I’d rather eat in freedom,” he commented, half to himself.


  “Freedom?” echoed Glanfil, as if scornful. “We hear of what freedom can be. Scant commons, rough beds, danger and damp. Better to toil honestly and fare well.”


  “Aye,” said a bigger slave, with a spade beard of reddish tinge. “Did not the Skygors help our first fathers, stranger, as now they help you?”


  “I’ve heard otherwise,” Planter rejoined. “It seems there was a fight—the men were licked—the survivors made captive and put to work. That’s what happened to me.”


  “Best be silent,” murmured Glanfil, bending close. “That talk makes few friends.”


  PLANTER changed the subject, asking various questions about Venus. His companions eyed him strangely as he displayed his ignorance, but made cheerful answer.


  The noise that had overwhelmed him was a vibrating metal instrument, they said. Their description made it sound like an organ of sorts. As he had surmised, it was always in some sort of operation, and could be turned on full force if need be. The Skygors, with senses meant to endure great noises, were not hurt by such a din, but human ears would be tortured if not quickly closed. “Our labors give the instrument power,” informed Glanfil, rather proudly.


  Planter thought over his experiences of the day. “The Skygors have many human devices,” he ventured.


  “Aye, that,” agreed the big bearded one. “In the first days, our fathers brought many articles, which the Skygors developed and used.”


  “There’s what I’m driving at!” Planter broke in, forgetting Glanfil’s council to be cautious. “They not only enslaved you, they took your ideas and improved themselves. I’ll wager they were savages to begin with! And you’re actually grateful for the chance to crawl at their big, webbed feet!”


  “This world belongs to the Skygors,” spoke up one of the women as she washed dishes. “Without them we would be shelterless and foodless, like the weaklings they drove forth.”


  Planter refrained to tell what he knew of the crossbow-girls. Plainly he was up against an attitude of content from which it would be hard to free his new companions—harder than to free them from guards and prison walls.


  He slept that night in a hammock-like bed, and next day worked at the machine. His toil was long, but not sapping, and food was good. Once a Skygor came to take his clothing, shoes and possessions, giving him a sleeveless shirt and shorts instead. Otherwise he was not bothered by the masters of the city. For days—perhaps ten—he followed this routine, masking his feeling of revolt.


  Then came a Skygor messenger to lead him away along underwater corridors to someone who had sent. At the end of the journey he entered an office. There sat the person he least expected to see.


  Disbro.


  “You rat,” Planter began, but Disbro waved the insult aside.


  “Don’t be a bigger ape than usual,” he sniffed. “I’ve been able to do you a favor.”


  “You didn’t do me much of a one when I was captured,” reminded Planter.


  “How could I?” argued Disbro, in the charming fashion he could sometimes achieve. “I was only on probation. If I’d tried to help you then, we’d both be dead, instead of both on top of this Turkish Bath world. Sit down.” They took stools on opposite sides of a heavy, wooden table. “Planter, how would you like to help me run Venus?”


  “You’re going to get away from these Skygors?”


  Again Disbro waved the words away. “Why should I? I’ll run them, too. Look, we landed safely, didn’t we? Observations on Earth will show that, won’t they?”


  “Right,” agreed Planter, mystified. “There’ll be more ships coming, to look for us and maybe set up a colony.”


  “That’s it. We’ll ambush those ships.”


  “Ambush?” repeated Planter sharply. “Losing your mind, Disbro?”


  “No. Pm only thinking for all of us. Ships will come, I say. Loaded with supplies, valuables all sorts of things. We can overwhelm them as they land. Some of their crews will join us—the others can be rubbed out. And the law can’t touch us, Planter! Not for a minute!”


  “What are you driving at?” Planter demanded.


  “I’m the law,” said Disbro, tapping his chest. “Just now I string with the Skygors. Later I may knock ’em off. But anyway, I’m the commander of the first expedition to land on Venus. I have a right to take possession, in my own name.” He got up, his voice rising clear and proud. “Possession, like Columbus! Not of a continent—of a whole world!”


  PLANTER, leaning forward on his stool, clutched the edge of the table so strongly that his knuckles whitened.


  “And what,” he asked slowly and quietly, “do you want me to do?”


  “I’m coming to that,” said Disbro, smiling with superior craftiness. “You’re going to help me solidify these loudmouthed Skygors.”


  “They hold me for a slave,” reminded Planter harshly, for he did not like the life as well as Glanfil and the others who toiled among the clockwork. But Disbro brushed the complaint aside.


  “That’s because they don’t know what I know. Your lady friends, I mean.” Planter glanced up sharply. Disbro chuckled.


  “I talk a lot with these Skygors. Not bad fellows, if you muffle your ears. Anyway, they tell me about a herd of wild girls that bushwacks them constantly, and which they hope I’ll find and destroy. Lately some of those girls have been scouting around, yelling for something. The Skygors haven’t the best of English, and don’t know what the words mean. But I do. Those girls are calling your name. David Planter.”


  Mara had come back for him, then. She braved the terrors of the Skygor fortress, trying to get him back. Planter felt warmth around his heart. He faced Disbro and shook his head.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “You must be getting drunk with your Skygor friends.”


  “They don’t have any kind of liquor, only some sort of sniff-powder I wouldn’t touch. And you’re a cheerful liar, Planter. You know all about those girls, and you’re probably good friends with them. Don’t be a fool, I’m offering you a slice of my empire!”


  “Empire!” echoed Planter, honestly scornful. “You really think you’ll go through with this idea of grabbing Venus for yourself?”


  “I know all the angles. Back on Earth I was boss of quite an organization.”


  “And ended up in jail, buying your way out by gambling your life on this voyage!” Planter rushed those words into speech, but made them clear, biting and passionate. “You’re a case for brain doctors, not jail wardens. I don’t know why I listen to you.”


  “I know why,” hurled back Disbro. “Because I’m already quite a pot among these Skygors. I can kill you or save you. Meanwhile, we’re changing the subject. I want you to lead me to these wild girls, and after we’re solid with them, a bunch of Skygors will come—”


  “Nothing doing!”


  “In other words, you now admit that there is such a group! And you’ll take orders, Planter. I’m still chief of the expedition.”


  Planter shook his head. “I can give you arguments on that. You’ve betrayed the trust of the Foundation back home. That lets you out. You don’t have authority over me.”


  He rose abruptly. “Send me back to the basement, Disbro.”


  Disbro, too, jumped up. He held something in his hand. It was a gun, not a Skygor curiosity but a Terrestial-made automatic.


  “You don’t get off that easy, Planter. I need you badly. And you need your insides badly. Knuckle down, before I blow them out!”


  Planter smiled, broadly and rather sunnily. Suddenly he lifted a toe. He kicked over the table against and upon Disbro. Down went the elegant, lean figure, and a bullet sang over Planter’s head as he dived in to grapple and fight.


  Disbro, the lighter of the two, was wondrously agile. Almost before he struck the concrete floor, he was wriggling clear of the table. Planter’s weight threw him flat again, but he struck savage, choppy blows with the pistol he still held. Half-dazed, Planter could not get a tight grip, and Disbro got away and up. Planter, shaking the mist from his battered head, staggered after him, caught his weapon wrist and wrung the gun away. It clanged down at their feet.


  “All right, Planter, if you want it that way,” muttered Disbro savagely, and took a long stride backward. He got time to fall on guard like the accomplished boxer he was.


  Planter sprang after him. Disbro met him with a neat left jab, followed it with a hook that bobbed Planter’s head back, and easily slid away from a powerful but clumsy return. When Planter faced him again, he stood out of danger, smiling and lifting a little on his toes.


  “How do you like it?” he laughed. “Didn’t know I was a fancy Dan, eh?”


  Planter charged again. Disbro slipped right and left tries at his jaw, returned a smart peg to Planter’s belly, and then let the bigger man blunder past and fetch up against a wall. Planter was forced to lean there a nauseous moment, and Disbro hooked him hard under the ear. A moment later, Planter was crouching and backing away, sheltering his bruised head with crossed arms. He heard Disbro laugh again. “This is fun,” pronounced Disbro. “I’ve been taught by professionals, Planter. Good ones, not washouts like poor Max.”


  Planter clinched at last, but Disbro’s wiry body spun loose. The two faced each other, and Planter felt some of his strength and wit come back.


  He realized that he was being beaten. He must change tactics. He remembered what he could of fist-science, and abruptly crouched. Again he advanced, but not in a rush. Inch by inch he shuffled in, head sunk between his shoulders, hands lifted to strike or defend.


  “You look like a turtle,” mocked Disbro, and tried with a left. It glanced off of Planter’s forehead, and Planter sidled to his left, away from Disbro’s more dangerous right. Bobbing and weaving lower still, he baffled more efforts to sting him.


  A moment later, Disbro was backing, and Planter had him in a corner, close in.


  He struck, not for Disbro’s adroit head, but for his body. His left found the pit of the stomach, just within the apex of the shallow, inverted V where ribs slope down from breastbone. Disbro grunted in pain, and Planter put all his shoulders behind a short, heavy peg under the heart. Again to the belly, twice—thrice—he felt Disbro sag. A hook glanced from Planter’s jowl, but it was weak and shaky. Disbro managed to slip out of the corner, but Planter was now the stronger and surer. Across the room he followed his enemy, playing ever for the body—kidneys, abdomen, heart. Disbro was hanging on, his breath came in choking grunts. Planter struggled loose, and sank one clean, hard right uppercut.


  Disbro spun off of his feet, fell across the overturned table, and lay moaning and gasping.


  “Had enough?” Planter challenged.


  Disbro was crawling on the floor, trying to grab the pistol. Planter sprang in, stamped on Disbro’s knuckles. Disbro had only the strength and breath for one scream, and collapsed.


  Abruptly Skygors entered, Skygors with hard eyes and leveled weapons. “What,” demanded one, “is this?”


  Disbro, helped to his shaky feet, pointed to Planter. “He-he—refused,” he managed to wheeze out.


  Disbro nodded, and Planter felt a sudden rush of joy. They would drive him forth, as they used to drive forth unprofitable female slaves. And he would find the Nest again, and Mara.


  He was being herded along a passage, up stairs. The Skygors who guarded him kept their weapons close against his ribs. “No escape,” they promised him balefully.


  He wondered at that, but only a little. Now they had brought him out upon an open, railed bridge between two buildings. Below was water, above the thick Venusian mist. “Jump,” a Skygor bade him.


  “I need no second chance,” Planter replied, breezily, and dived in.


  He still wore the scanty costume of a slave, and it allowed him to strike out easily for the edge of the pool. Behind him the Skygors were discussing him, but in their own guttural tongue which he could not understand. As he swam, he studied the city beneath the water.


  He meant to come back and assail that city some time, and there must be worthwhile secrets to note. For instance, he was now aware that this pool was artificial—he made out the sluices and gates of a large dam. To one side was a spacious submarine chamber that must be the clockwork-jammed cellar where his erstwhile companions, the slaves, worked.


  But something else was under water, something that moved darkly, but had arms and legs, though it was as vast as an elephant. It was approaching him swiftly, knowingly.


  Now he knew why he had been told, with such a voice of doom, to jump into the water.


  PLANTER’S blood was still up because of that brisk battle with Disbro. He was young, strong, in gilt-edge condition. His new impulse was to keep on fighting, against the thing which had the size, the intention, and apparently the appetite, to engulf him.


  The huge swimmer was a Skygor, of tremendous size. Logic in the back of Planter’s head bade him not to be amazed; on this damp, fecund world, monsters of such sort were not too unthinkable. As it broke surface, he heard a hubbub like many steam sirens. The smaller Skygors, on house-tops and bridges, were all chanting some sort of ear-bursting litany, waving their flippers in unison. Plainly they worshiped this giant of their race. He, Planter, was a gift—a sacrifice.


  He swam speedily, but his pursuer was speedier still. With ponderous overhand strokes it overhauled him. An arm as long as his body, with a flipper-hand like a tremendous scoop shovel, extended to clutch at him. A mouth like an open trunk gaped, large enough to gulp him bodily.


  Only one thing to do. He did it—dived at once, turning under water and darting below and in an opposite direction from the great swimmer. By pure, happy chance, his kicking feet struck the soft cushion of its mighty belly, and he heard the thrumming gasp of the wind he knocked out of it. Coming up beyond, he swam desperately toward a nearby building. If he could climb up, away, from this huge, hungry being.


  “No, not here!” That was a Skygor, poking its ugly smirking face from a window-hole. He tried to seize the sill to draw himself out of the water, and it lifted a dagger to slash at his knuckles.


  But then it gasped, wriggled. The paw opened, the knife fell. Planter managed to catch it as it struck the water. A moment later he saw what had happened—big human hands were fastened on the slimy throat from behind. The Skygor, struggling, was pulled back out of sight. In its place showed the flat, simple features of Max.


  “Huhh!” gurgled Max. “You in trouble, Mr. Planter?”


  He put out a hand to help. At the same moment a monstrous flipper struck at Planter, driving him deep under water.


  He filled his lungs with air at the last moment, spun and tried to kick away. His enemy had its hooked claws in his clothing and was drawing him toward the dark cavern of its mouth. Planter struck with the knife he had snatched, and buried the blade in the slimy-green lower lip of the creature. It let go, and a cloud of blood—red as the blood of Earths’ creatures—suddenly obscured the water, so that Planter could attempt another escape.


  Fie reached the top once again. The giant held itself half out of the water, big and grotesque as some barbaric sculpture, one webbed hand held against its wounded mouth. As Planter came into view, its big, bitter eyes caught sight of him. Dropping its hand, it howled at him. All the Skygors at their watch-points echoed that howl and began to repeat their uncouth litany once again. The monster pursued as before.


  But from his watch-window, Max threw his burly pugilist’s body.


  Coarsely built Max might have been. Stupid he undoubtedly was. Cowardly and clumsy he was not. As he flung himself into space, he shifted so that his feet were down. He drove them hard between the shoulders of the huge Skygor demon, and the impact of his flying weight drove it under water.


  “Get out of here!” yelled Max at Planter. “Get out!”


  He had time for no more, for he, too, submerged. Planter clasped his knife in his teeth, and turned in the water. He could not desert that plucky rescuer.


  LIGHTING itself, the big Skygor grimaced under the troubled, gory surface. It was having trouble—more trouble than ever before in its freakish, idle, overstuffed life as deity and champion of the community. Two alien dwarfs, of a species it had looked on hitherto as only enticing meat, were viciously attacking and wounding it. Hunger was overlaid by a stern lust for vengeance.


  It spied one of the enemy very close, swimming away. Max was not as much at home in the water as Planter, and he could not dodge its grasping talons. Treading water, the thing hoisted him clear, as a child might lift a kitten. Its other paw struck him, with openwebbed palm, hard as a mule’s kick.


  Max went limp. Once again that awful mouth opened to its full extent.


  “No, you don’t!” cried Planter, battling his way close. For a second time he drove with the knife, sheathing it to the hilt in a slate-colored chest, close to one armpit.


  A fountain of blood sprang forth, drenching his face and weapon hand. He dragged strongly downward, felt his weapon point grating on bone, then coming free. That was a terrible wound, but not a disabling one. In a frenzy of pain and rage, the Skygor giant threw Max far away into the water, and whirled to look for its other tormentor.


  But Planter had dived yet again. The fresh blood obscured his passage as before. He came up, panted for air, and seized the limp wrist of Max. As he kicked away for shore, he heard the whine and splat of a missile.


  The Skygors were shooting at him.


  He bobbed under, bringing Max with him. As he. fought through the water, he felt his friend quiver and beat with his hands. He felt fierce joy. Max was alive, he too, would escape. He had to come up.


  “Duck down, Planter,” Max told him at once. “They’re going to give us another volley.”


  His voice was suddenly intelligent, his words sensible and articulate. Planter took the advice, swam forward again. “Shore’s that way,” said Max, when they came up. “Can you make it? Give me your hand.”


  The ex-pugilist was climbing over a tangle of roots, to solid ground at last. Planter made shift to follow him.


  “What—happened—” Planter barely whispered.


  Max laughed, very cheerfully. “What a wallop that sea-elephant has! I guess it knocked my senses back into me. Another belt dizzied me back on Earth. So it’s logical that—”


  Yes, logical. . . . Max was no longer a dim, stupid child in a big man’s body.


  Planter felt himself weakening. He had fought himself out. Even as he turned toward the jungle, he stumbled and fell, rolled over on his back.


  He could see the whole surface of the water-city. Skygors were coming in throngs to recapture him, crowded aboard their inflated boats, or swimming. For ahead of them, something like an awful goblin was scrambling out—the mighty freak he and Max had dodged up to now. It stood erect on powerful, awkward legs, its eyes probing here and there to pick up the trail of its prey.


  Planter tried to tell Max to run, but his strength and breath were spent. He could only lie and watch. Max had torn up a kind of sapling, whirled it aloft like a club. The tottering colossus approached them, heavily and grimly. It grinned relentlessly, its bloody muzzle opened and slavered.


  Out of the jungle moved another figure. A smaller Skygor? No—Mara!


  She sprang across the prostrate form of Planter. He managed to rise to an elbow, just as she planted herself in the way of the oncoming destruction. It loomed high above her, paws lifted to seize and crush her. But she had lifted her crossbow.


  Pale fire flashed. The string hummed. At a scant five feet of distance she slammed a pen-missile full into the thing’s immense chest.


  It staggered back from her, its face gone into a terrible oversize mask of awful pain. Those great legs, lice dark, gnarled stumps, bowed and bent. It fell uncouthly, supported itself on spread hands. Planter could see the hole Mara had burned in it, a great red raw pit the size of a bushel basket. Then it was down, motionless. Dead.


  Max had helped Planter up. “Can you run?” he was demanding.


  “No! No!” Mara interposed, hurrying back to them. “Not run! Fight!”


  “Fight?” Planter echoed, rather idiotically.


  “Fight the Skygors! See, your friends have come!”


  Through the jungle to the water’s edge pressed other human figures, in Terrestrial overalls and helmets.


  A SLIM, square-faced man in the neatest of overall costumes had grabbed Planter’s elbow. It was beginning to rain again. Thunder sounded, like Skygors grumbling high in the mist. “Quick!” said the square-faced man. “You’re Planter, aren’t you? And that other man—but where’s Disbro.”


  Planter pointed toward the water-city. “Who are you?” he demanded, as if they had all day.


  “Dr. Hommerson. Commanding this new expedition. Ten of us in the big new ship started when they reported you landing safely. We cracked up, not far from where your ship bogged down. This girl found us, said—”


  “Whatever she said was true!” cut in Planter. “Quick, defend yourself against those Skygors.”


  “They’ll defend themselves against us,” rejoined Dr. Hommerson bleakly. “If they’re smart, and if they’re lucky.”


  His companions had formed a sort of skirmish line among the thickest stems at the water’s edge. With a variety of weapons—force-rifles, machine guns, one or two portable grenade throwers—they had opened on the Skygors.


  The amphibian dwellers in the water-city had started to chase Planter and Max, but the destruction of their giant kinsman had daunted and immobilized them. Now they had something else to shake their courage, which was never too great. Well-aimed shots were picking them off, in the boats, in the water, on the housetops and bridges.


  “Don’t show yourselves more than is necessary!” Dr. Hommerson was barking. “If they know there’s only a handful of us, they might—” He unlimbered a patent pistol, one with a long barrel, a magazine of fourteen rounds in the stock, and a wooden holster that could fit into a slot and form a makeshift butt like that of a rifle. Lifting this to his shoulder, he began to shoot at such of the Skygors as still showed themselves.


  Mara had rushed to Planter’s side. “They’re retreating!” she cried. “The spell—remember the spell!”


  True enough, he’d forgotten. That wild, unmanning storm of noise that defended Skygor country, that had knocked him into their webbed fingers as a captive and slave, might begin at any moment. Even now the Skygors were retiring inside their buildings, but with a certain purposeful orderliness. As Planter watched, Max ran up to his other.


  “She’s telling the truth. I know all about that thing they sound off,” he said breathlessly in his new, knowing voice. “When I was with Disbro—working for him—I had a look at it.”


  “Stop your ears,” Mara was bidding. “Quick! A tag from your garment will do!”


  She ripped away part of Planter’s shirt, tore the piece in two, and thrust wads into his ears with her forefinger. Max was plugging his own ears. Then the sound began.


  When it began, nobody could say. Suddenly, it was there, filling space with itself as though it were a crushing solid thing.


  Planter, even with his ears partially muffled, almost collapsed. His body vibrated as before in every fiber, only not unendurably. He saw Max reel, but stay on his feet. Dr. Hommerson’s men, a moment ago almost in the victor’s position, were down, floundering in half-crazy agony. Planter understood, in that rear compartment of his mind that was always diagnosing strange things, even in the moment of worst danger.


  The Skygors were ill-cultured, poor of spirit, prospered chiefly by ideas stolen from the human beings they enslaved. But they understood sound waves, could use them roughly as an electrician might use electric vibrations. There were all the tales he had heard, of a chord on the organ that shattered window panes, of certain orators who could employ voice-frequencies to spellbind and impassion their audiences. This was something like that, only more so.


  Then he saw that Mara, who had thought of saving his ears, was down at his feet.


  “Mara!” he cried, though nobody could have heard him. He knelt, ripping away more rags of his shirt. He crammed them furiously into her ears. She stirred, got to her knees. She, too, could endure it now, and she smiled at him, drawnly.


  “I knew you would come back,” her lips formed words. “David Planter—my David Planter—”


  Then she was up, crossbow at the ready.


  Because back came the Skygors, a wave of them in boats and as swimmers. Sure of their victory through sound, they were going to mop up the attackers.


  Max had a rifle. He lifted it, but on inspiration Planter leaped at him and gestured for him to hold fire. From beside one of the fallen Terrestrials he caught a grenade thrower. It was a simple amplification of an ordinary rifle. Upon the muzzle fitted a metal device like a bottomless bottle, the neck clamping tight to the barrel. Into the spread body of the bottle could be slid a cylindrical grenade, the size and shape of a condensed-milk tin. The grenade was pierced with a hole, and the gun, if fired, would send its bullet through that hole, while the gases of the exploding powder operated to hurl the grenade far and forcefully and accurately.


  PLANTER had never used one, but he had seen them used. A quick check showed him that the rifle’s magazine was full. From the belt of the fallen man he twitched a grenade, slipped it into place. He knelt, placed the rifle butt on the soggy mass of rotting vegetation that made up the shoreside jungle floor. By guess, he slanted his weapon about forty-five degrees forward. The foremost press of Skygors approached.


  Bang! At Planter’s trigger-touch, the grenade rose upward. For a moment the three conscious watchers could see it, outlined against the upper mists at the hesitating apex of its flight. Then it fell, too far to demoralize the first ranks of Skygors, but smashing two inflated boats in its explosion and tossing several slimy-green forms like chips through the air.


  Planter slid in another grenade, worked the rifle-bolt, and raised the weapon to his shoulder.


  It spoke again, louder even than the din of the noisemaker Mara called the “spell.” This time it struck water among the leading Skygors, and exploded on contact. Three or four sank abruptly, several more thrashed the water into pinky-red foam in the pain of bad wounds, the rest wavered.


  Now Max opened fire with his rifle, and Mara with her crossbow. Both scored hits, and the Skygors gave back. Something was going wrong, they were realizing. The destroying sound was not paralyzing their enemy. Meanwhile, it was best to take cover. Some ducked under the water, others fell back toward the buildings.


  “Dynamite ’em!” cried Planter, forgetting that he could not be heard. Stooping, he stripped away the whole beltful of grenades from its helpless owner. He whirled it around his head as though he were throwing a hammer on an athletic field, and sent it flying out over the water. The shock of its fall into the depths set it off—all grenades at once. Skygors came bounding to the top, twitching feebly. The explosion had destroyed them, as fish are destroyed by the shock of detonating dynamite in nearby waters.


  Then the paralyzing noise stopped.


  Hommerson was the first man up. He was dazed and groggy, but fight was the first impulse that woke in him. Mara, Max and Planter dragged others to their feet, shook and shouted their senses back into them.


  “They’re retreating!” Planter yelled. “Let’s counter-attack!”


  Close in to shore drifted one of the abandoned boats. Max had run into the water, dragging it closer. The Terrestrials tumbled aboard, and one of them got the paddle-wheel running. Planter, at the bow directing fire at any Skygors who showed their heads, saw that Mara had not come along. He worried a moment, then worried no more. She was shouting in the jungle, and other voices—feminine voices—answered her. More of the crossbow-girls were coming to help.


  The boat made a landing at the building where Planter had first been dragged to slavery. It was not made for defense, and the invaders split into small parties, ranging the corridors and outer bridges. Planter, hurrying downstairs, heard the spat of the Skygor pen-missiles, with the replying crackle of gunfire. After a while, Mara and other girls began to shout and chatter. They had also found a boat and had come over.


  On the floor, above the basement where the slaves worked, he came face to face with a Skygor, who lifted his arms appealingly, in the surrender gesture that must be universal among all creatures who have arms. “I want no fight,” begged this one. “You are master.”


  “Then come downstairs,” snapped Planter. He clattered down, among the slaves. “Stop work!” he bawled, almost as loudly as a Skygor, and the men, bred to obey big voices, did so.


  “Outside!” was Planter’s next command. One or two moved to obey, others hung back.


  “Outside,” the surrendered Skygor echoed Planter, and they came obediently. Planter hurried them to their quarters, then slammed the door to the big workshop.


  “That closes down your power plants,” he commented to the Skygor. “Now, quick! Which way to the controls of the dam?”


  “Dam?” the Skygor repeated stupidly.


  Planter caught the green shoulders and shook the creature roughly. It was larger than he, but cowered. “I will show,” it yielded, and led him away. In a nearby corridor were huge handles, three of them, like pivoted clinker-bars. Planter seized one, pulled it down. He heard waters roaring. He pulled another.


  “You will drain the pool,” protested the Skygor.


  “I want to drain the pool,” Planter said.


  “Then—” The Skygor caught the third lever and pulled it down.


  Planter hurried upstairs again. His prisoner kept at his heels.


  “Why did you help me?” he asked it.


  “Because you conquer,” was the booming reply. “The conquered must obey.”


  “I think you believe that stuff, like the slaves,” Planter sniffed.


  “Of course, I believe,” responded the Skygor.


  From the upper levels came Hommerson’s voice:


  “Planter! This frog-folk are giving up! They haven’t any fight left in them!”


  But Planter paused, on a landing. He looked into a small office, where two human figures stood close together.


  One was Max. The other was Disbro. Max had Disbro by the throat, not shaking or wrestling him. Only squeezing.


  “Max!” called Planter. “Why—”


  “Why not?” countered Max plausibly. “Planter, I think maybe you were the thick-headed one. You always tried to get along with Disbro, as if he was honest.


  I was a crazy-house case, but from the first I knew he was wrong. It took the return of sense to understand that the only thing to do was this.”


  He let go, and Disbro fell on the floor like an empty suit of clothes.


  Max brushed his hands together, as if to clear them of dust.


  “I wonder how long I’ve wanted to do that,” he said. “Let’s go up and watch the final mop-up.”


  OUT of the mud pool where once a snake-armed krau had pursued Planter, the combined strength of many arms was hoisting the bogged ship. Cables had been rove through pulley-blocks at the tops of the biggest and strongest poolside stems. Free men of Venus, once slaves, hauled on these cables in brief, concerted rhythms. Here and there in the rope-gangs toiled a Skygor, accepting defeat and companionship with the same mild grace. Women—free women—laughed and encouraged, and now and again threw themselves into the tugging labor that was a game, Max oversaw everything.


  Near by, machete had hewn a little clearing. Here a waterproof tent over a beehive framework sheltered Planter and Dr. Hommerson. They watched as the ship, its bow-rockets toiling to help the tugging cables, finally stirred out of its bed.


  Hommerson smiled. “Time to hold a sort of recapitulation, isn’t it? As in old-fashioned mystery yarns, when the case is solved and the danger done away with? Of course, it all happened suddenly, but we can say this much:


  “The Skygor mistake was that of every softened master setup. They had a half-rigged defense against mild dangers, and never looked for real trouble. They beat that Seventeenth Century space-expedition simply because Terrestrials of that day hadn’t the proper weapons. Otherwise, man might have been ruling here for four hundred years and more.”


  “The Skygors did have one tremendous device,” observed Planter. “That supersiren that deadens you by sound waves.” Hommerson laughed. “And which providentially did what all clockwork mechanisms are apt to do—ran down. It’s dismantled now, anyway. We’re a fuel-engine civilization, and the Skygors will have to wonder and admire a while before they steal our new tricks.”


  Planter fingered another trophy of the battle, a great brass-bound log book, old and yellowed, but still readable. “This answers more riddles,” he put in. “The record of those ancient fugitives from Cromwell. Who’d have thought that their times could produce a successful flight from planet to planet?”


  “It was a great century,” reminded Hommerson. “Don’t forget that they also invented the microscope, the balloon, the principle of maneuverable armies. Their century began with Francis Bacon and ended with Sir Isaac Newton. That rocket fuel, which the Skygors only half understood and used for ammunition—”


  “Doctor!” broke in Planter. “Do you remember the old Puritan tales of witches, flying on what seemed like broomsticks?”


  “And Cyrano de Bergerac, in France about 1640, writing a tale of a rocket to the moon? We simply forgot that they had something then. The real complete knowledge flew here to Venus, and waited for our age to develop it again from the beginning.”


  It was so. Planter pondered awhile, and while he pondered one of the expedition came in to make a report.


  “We can send back three in this ship when it’s set,” he said to Hommerson. “Who are you taking, sir?”


  “These two who survived the earlier flight, Planter and his big, tough friend. The rest of you can wait and develop a landing field.”


  Planter spoke: “Did you see the girl called Mara out there?”


  “She was watching us,” said the man. “Finally she went into the jungle.”


  “With no message for me?”


  “No message for anybody.”


  “Dr. Hommerson,” said Planter, “pick someone else instead of me. Here I stay.” Hommerson looked up sharply. “Until the next ship comes?”


  “Here I stay,” repeated Planter. “From now on.”


  He sought a certain jungle trail, one he had traversed before. “Mara!” he called down it.


  She was not hard to catch up with, for she was not walking fast. As he came alongside, she looked at him with eyes too bright to be dry.


  “You came to bid goodbye,” she suggested.


  He shook his head. The mist seemed less than ever before on Venus. “No. Never goodbye.”


  “Isn’t the ship leaving?”


  “Leaving, all right. But not with me in it. This is home now.”


  She looked down at her sandalled feet, and one hand played with the dagger in her belt. “Methought you would be glad to regain Earth.”


  “Earth? Other people gained it long ago.” He pulled her hand away from the dagger-hilt. “Stop fiddling with that stabbing-iron, there’s no fighting to be done just now.


  “You said I was yours,” he told her furiously. “You said it just as if you’d won me in a game of some sort.”


  “And you brushed it aside without answering me. You had none of it.”


  “Hang it, Mara, a man decides those things! And I’ve been deciding them. You’re the bravest creature I ever knew—the most graceful—the most honest. You did love me once. Have you stopped?”


  “I have not stopped,” she said. “But why have you waited to say these words?”


  “I haven’t had time, and I’m going to have little time for a while, what with organization and building and food-hunting and colonizing. But—”


  Her mouth, close at hand, was too delectable. He kissed her fiercely. She jumped away, startled, then uttered a little breathless laugh.


  “That likes me well,” she told him. “Let us do it again.”


  VOICE FROM THE VOID


  Harl Vincent


  Deadly ships from Venus were on their trail, and Wally Martin mooned over a girl’s voice!


  “DID you hear that?” Wally Martin asked me, goofy-like.


  “Hear what?” I replied, keeping an eye on the vision screen full of pursuit jobs in our wake. “Your report?”


  “No,” Wally sort of yodeled. “Her voice. Ever hear anything like it? Every word a song—”


  It must be I was staring at him with my jaw hanging or something because Wally broke off and looked kind of sheepish.


  “Voice!” I yammered. “You’re thinking about a voice when the whole of space is full of Venies after our scalps. Whose voice?”


  “Hers. The operator’s,” mooned Wally.


  It seemed then I could recall the rich throaty tones of it and the almost caressing way it had come through the sound grid. No vision flash, of course; central operators weren’t allowed to put their mugs on the vision wave. But to go daffy over a voice!


  “Wally,” I said, severe like, “you must be going nuts, which is no wonder after knocking off a couple of hundred Venies and a billion in war supplies. With all the swell femmes you’ve turned down, to go and fall for a voice. The laughing academy for you, buddy.”


  But Wally only stared into space with that half smile around his lips and said nothing. I could see he was hit hard.


  For me to tell you Wally Martin was a lady-killer would be giving you a wrong slant. What I mean is he never went for that stuff at all, whether in the big burgs of Terra where they sort of stood around and bugged longing eyes at him or in the pleasure cities of Mars where even the top-notch hostesses went for him in a big way, giving it up as a bad job only after desperate use of their best glamor tactics. It was just that Wally was that kind of a big he-man good-looker they all fell for. But he wouldn’t give any of them a tumble.


  And me, with my honest but ugly pan, itching all the time for just one of the classy dames to hand me as much as a how-do-you-do. That’s the way it is with me and the other way with Wally.


  Which made it all the tougher, what finally happened to him. Wally had to learn the hard way.


  It was after the two of us had raided the Venusian base at Lin-Tarig and had their whole damn space navy on our tail. I was shoving our little atomic blaster toward her Terra base with everything she had when Wally made the etherphone call to G.H.Q. To report what we’d done, of course. And this voice was from a central operator who got the connection through for him.


  WALLY’S smile faded when our thinly screened blaster shivered to a heavy jolt. One of the Venies had gotten a shot through. So I locked the controls in automatic with five gravities acceleration and the two of us lurched astern, hanging onto everything in sight.


  The alarm board showed that one of our spare atmosphere units had been put out of commission and its compartment sealed off. So far not bad. Wally and I climbed up to the stern gun turret in a rush.


  Two of the swifter Venies were back there, just within range, and were blasting away at us wildly.


  “Let me at those sights,” growled Wally. “This is my meat.”


  It was his meat; he was a much better shot than I. So I let him take it, though itching to have a flyer at those birds myself. Meanwhile, I remote-controlled the spare generator and brought it up to speed, switching the extra power into our stern screens. The Venie’s blasts were splattering harmlessly against the unseen barrier after that, bright flashes against the black of the void.


  Wally grunted when he let fly with his fist. Then: “A hit, Eustace!” he whooped.


  Yes, my name’s Eustace. Eustace Cunningham, which doesn’t fit my fighting pan at all. But, could I help what they tagged me? Anyway, Wally was right; it was a hit. One of the Venies splashed out into a beautiful sunburst of light and then was gone. The other started a wide arc in space, whether to take a new firing position or to try and get away I’ll never tell you. Whatever its pilot’s idea, he was goofy and didn’t know anything about Wally’s marksmanship. Because the second blast caught him amidships and he just went “poof” like the first one. The rest of the Venies were too far astern to worry about, so we went back to the control room.


  “That means I’ll have to report again to G.H.Q.,” gloated Wally, diving for the etherphone.


  He couldn’t kid me of course; I knew why he was so anxious to call. And it was kind of sad, seeing him this way, nuts about a voice. But this was only the beginning I I didn’t know anything yet.


  SURE enough, the same dame answered his flicker. And she did have a voice you’d remember, sort of cooing-like and cultured like a top-notch actress. I listened close this time and got a kick out of it myself. Even before she sprung the surprise.


  “Congratulations,” were her first words on plugging in, “on the way you took over those enemy ships.”


  That gave Wally a jolt. Me too.


  “Why—why,” he stammered, “how did you know about it?”


  You could almost hear that gal blushing. “I had a spy beam on you,” she admitted. “I saw the battle.”


  “Well, fry my hide,” laid Wally. “So your supervisor wasn’t around. And, if that’s so, what do you say you give me a vision flash of yourself?”


  “No, no; I couldn’t do that. Really I couldn’t.” The voice from the void was obviously agitated. “You know it’s a strict rule always, especially since the war.”


  “So are the spy beams forbidden to you,” countered Wally.


  “Uh—well, that’s different.” The voice seemed panicky to me but I could tell by the calf eyes my buddy was making that he still thought it was the swellest voice he’d ever heard.


  “Maybe you’ll tell me your name then,” he volunteered. “Mine’s Wally Martin.”


  “Oh I know your name.” That voice blushed again, sure as I’m a space wrangler. “Mine is Elsa Vaughn. There, now I’ve told you. It is G.H.Q. you wanted again?”


  “Yes but wait; I want to talk to you,” jabbered Wally.


  “Can’t do it—Wally. I—” Tome, that rich voice was once more panicky. The girl seemed sorry she’d told him what she had. Scared of something, that dame. “Here’s your connection.”


  Old Tompkins’s fat jowls faded into the vision screen then and Wally started to sputter out his report to the top hat at G.H.Q.


  “Get yourself together and start all over,” the old boy told him after a few cockeyed words.


  And then Wally got hold of himself and told about the dog fight we’d just had. After old Tompkins gave us the “good boys” line and clicked off, this loony pal of mine tried for a half an hour to raise that voice again. Finally he did get the supervisor at the Terra Central and was told to keep off the ether if he had no G.H.Q. calls to make. Regulations, she said primly. And of course the love-sick galoot didn’t have nerve to ask where was Elsa Vaughn. He’d have been a genuine crackpot if he had.


  “Damn!” he swore feelingly and went off grumpily to his bunk.


  WE’D been ordered in to Terra base, which was at a Long Island port I can’t tell you about, and Wally had the jim-jams all the way in. It was three days run from that last dog-fight and wasn’t a damn bit funny to me. The guy would hardly talk and when he did you couldn’t help but know he was somewhere else with his thoughts. Where?—I’ll give you three guesses.


  Finally the indicators warned us we were getting close to the Heaviside Layer and I plugged in the search ray swarm on the radio telescope and took a look-see ahead. After a while I spotted, big as life, four Venie blasters streaking in from God knows where.


  “Hey, Wally!” I yelped, “take a gander at this.”


  He eyed the disc and it looked as if he’d forgotten her voice, at least for the time. “At ’em, Yoost!” he whooped and was up the companionway for the forward gun turret.


  Yoost—how do you like that? This moniker of mine is one you can’t even nickname decently.


  Anyway, I gave our ship the gun and went driving for those four Venies, knowing my buddy was handling the persuader up top. But the sly Venies split up into two pairs, one pair coming in to meet us and the other pair circling to take us from the stern.


  Wally’s voice bellowed out of the intercom speaker: “Put her in automatic, full acceleration and get up there to the aft turret. And don’t miss, fellow.”


  So I did what he said and scrammed, muttering some kind of a prayer that I’d be able to see those sights and keep my hands from shaking. This was it!


  Those devils were really after us this time, what I mean. I switched all the reserve power we had into the screens and threw them out as far fore and aft as I dared. And then those two were closing in to get the range on our stern. I couldn’t see what my pal was doing in the forward turret but knew I could depend on him to get his two. How about me?


  My first blast missed a mile and a big splash tore through the screen out there and almost reached me where I sat. Or did I sit? I guess I was jumping around in that little cubby like a monkey.


  The Venies poured their stuff in after me then and I was sending it back at them just as fast as I could. But their screens and ours were holding out pretty well at this range and they couldn’t seem to gain enough on us to get in closer. So neither side could score.


  “Got one of mine!” Wally yelped through the intercom. “How’re you doing, Cunning?”


  Another of those nicknames that give me a pain. I told him I wasn’t doing so good but it wasn’t my fault.


  And just then one of those damn Venies put on a burst of speed and plunked us so hard it knocked me off the gun seat. There was a keening wail below as a generator let loose and then the clatter of a million pieces smacking the steel bulkheads. The panel light for number seven spare blinked out and the Venies began to get through plenty as the stern screens weakened. The generator compartment held, though, and the Venies were missing in their excitement.


  “Give it to ’em!” screeched Wally. “Quick; we’re near the Heaviside.”


  I’D FORGOTTEN about that. You never know what that queer layer of pounding electrical forces is going to do to you when you dive through. The pinch we were in must have steadied my eye and my mitt, because my next shot blew the nearer Venie to kingdom come.


  So it was my turn to whoop. “Got one, Wally!”


  “Attaboy!”


  Then we began to roll and go jittery like a guy with the horrors coming on. You couldn’t hit a flock of barns with the blasters. I scrambled down to the control room and nosed into the layer at the proper angle.


  And Wally corked off his second Venie just as I got the ship straightened away. He came roaring through the control room toward the stern gun.


  “Hold her as steady as you can,” he told me.


  Just like that. Well, if you think it’s easy just try it once yourself. We took one corking beating for the next few minutes and I had all I could do to keep us in one piece, let alone holding to a steady course.


  But Wally got the last Venie while we were still in the grip of old Heaviside, so we were all right. Or were we?


  The alarm panel was ringing all over the place and I couldn’t count the red lights that blinked on. One of our bulkheads had sprung a leak for one thing. Half our air apparatus had conked off for another. And our keel rocket ignition was completely haywire. How the hell to land?


  “Some fun,” commented Wally, coming in and regarding the alarm panel with his fists on his hips. “Some fun.”


  GRAVITY was tugging like the devil and I flattened off and took a swooping spiral around Terra, decelerating full five gravities which was all we could stand. Wally went below to see what he could do with the ignition down there.


  When I sighted Long Island we were still doing a couple thousand miles an hour, so I circled way out to sea with the nose rockets still roaring full blast. I called frantically for a couple of rescue tugs to bring us in and, as I crossed the island again, saw a swarm of them coming up. But we weren’t down to anything like landing speed yet and were losing altitude rapidly. Those tug wranglers simply couldn’t catch up with us.


  So we crashed about five miles from Base and that’s the last I remembered till I woke up in the hospital.


  “How’s Wally?” I asked the nurse who had soft fingers on my pulse and was looking at her wrist watch.


  After the time was up she wrote a figure on a chart and said brightly, “Well, you are all right outside of a goose egg on that thick skull of yours. I’ll find out about your buddy. And you can get up if you’re not too dizzy.” She skittered out then.


  You can’t kill an old wrangler like me. I got out of that nice white bed and I was a little rocky on my pins. But I made it to the closet and all that was hanging there was a frilly bath robe. They had my clothes in the fumigator, I guess. Anyway, I put on the silly robe and sat around waiting for the nurse.


  It got me nervous after a while and I was just going to take a stroll for myself whether they liked it or not when in breezed old Tompkins, from G.H.Q., and a doctor who looked more like an undertaker.


  “You all right, Cunningham?” the top hat asked.


  “Sure, I’m okay. But how’s Wally?”


  Tompkins looked grave and the doc dropped his eyes. “He’s in bad shape, my boy,” said the top hat. “One of the landing rockets exploded right in his face and he was badly burned. Beside broken bones mostly all over his body. But we hope he’ll recover.”


  This was one for the book. I sat down hard on the steel chair to think this over. They couldn’t do this to Wally, not to my pal.


  “How good are his chances, Doc?” I asked. “Honestly now.”


  “I’d say about one in five,” was the solemn answer.


  “Holy Mackerel! Can I do anything? A transfusion or anything?” It just wasn’t right that I was sitting here about as good as new and Wally was—like that.


  “No, there’s nothing you can do,” said the long-faced doc.


  “Well, can I see him?”


  “He’s still unconscious and he’s all wrapped up in bandages, so it would do you no good. Better get along home and come back here tomorrow. We may be able to let you see him then.” Old Tompkins gave me ten days furlough and told me there was a bonus waiting for me at Base. But what good was that with Wally in this shape?


  They went out and the nurse came in and handed me my clothes. I must have put them on, though I don’t remember doing it, because there I was dressed pretty soon. So I wandered out in the hall and got checked out by another pretty who sat in white starched uniform at a desk.


  “There was a phone call for you,” said this little de-icer.


  “A phone call!” Who’d be calling me?


  “It was a Miss Vaughn,” the nurse was explaining. “She tried to get Wallace Martin first and then left her number for you to call when I told her he couldn’t be communicated with.”


  “Thanks, Baby,” I told the nurse and she gave me a dirty look that sent me off to the corner drug store fast.


  So I called up Elsa Vaughn.


  “HELLO,” came that swell voice over the wire. I say it was swell and it was, but I could just feel the fear it carried. “Oh, Mr. Cunningham, I know you’ll tell me the truth. You can’t find out anything from the hospital. How is Wal—Mr. Martin?”


  “Why, they didn’t tell me so very much either,” I told her, “but it’s got me sort of worried. He was burned badly for one thing and has a lot of broken bones too. He won’t be up and around for a while.”


  I didn’t want to tell the poor kid how bad I really thought he was and how black the sawbones had painted it. “Oh dear,” wailed the voice, “I wish I could do something. I’m all upset and just have to talk to somebody. I—”


  “Can’t I come and see you?” I asked her, curious to know if she was as beautiful as her voice. And maybe she wouldn’t think I was so bad myself; you never can tell about these operators.


  “No’—oh, no.” The voice was panicky once more. “No, I can’t see anybody.”


  “Say,” I objected, “what’s wrong? I’m Wally’s pal and I know from what happened that you’re interested in him. And I’ll tell you right now he’s nuts about you without ever seeing you. Why should I want to get fresh?”


  “It—it isn’t that.” The voice trailed off and was silent for a minute. Then: “All right. I might as well see you. Then you’ll know. And you’ll know why I never can see Wally; why he’ll have to forget me when he’s well again.”


  How do you like that? The whole thing looked screwy to me. This dame wasn’t on the up and up or something. Maybe she was a married gal already.


  She was giving me her address and I had a job writing it down on an old envelope in the dark booth. But I told her I’d be right over, so I went away from there.


  The antigrav cab I grabbed whirled me the length of the island and into Queens in nothing flat, planting me right on the landing roof of a good class apartment building. I didn’t have much of a time finding 36-T, which was her apartment.


  And did I get a jolt when a slim little femme with a thick black veil over her puss met me at the door.


  “Miss Vaughn?” I asked, as calm as possible with the mourning effect staring at me.


  “Yes; come in, Mr. Cunningham,” said the golden voice from back of the veil.


  It made me feel spooky. In a kind of a daze, I followed her as she indicated one of those low down deep arm chairs into which I plunked thinking I’d never be able to get out of it. She sat down across from me, still with that black thing hiding her.


  “Why the make-up?” I asked to start the ball rolling.


  “This is the way I always have to appear in public and this is why I can never see or know Wally Martin,” she said sadly. Then she swept the veil and said, “Look at me.”


  I looked. And, if I never leave ground again, she bore the slave mark of Mercury! The lower half of her face was as green as that stuff they call grass that grows between the cities.


  TEARS trembled on the longest lashes I ever saw on the swellest big blue eyes in the world. The gal’s features were perfect, her figure was perfect, and she’d have been a dream if it weren’t for that damn mark of the tyrant of the inner planet.


  She threw her head back proudly. “It’s the mark of disgrace and it’s there to stay, but I’m not—I wasn’t—”


  “I believe you,” I said. “Forget it.”


  “I’ll not forget it; I can’t,” she retorted. “I was captured and I was marked for his slave harem. But I escaped and finally got to a rescue ship without—”


  “Forget it,” I said. She was making me nervous. Hell, you couldn’t help but believe this girl. She was every inch a lady, every inch a queen. “And I don’t think it’d make any difference with Wally, knowing him as I do,” I told her. And I meant it.


  “Maybe not,” she agreed, “not personally. But don’t you see I could never be anything to him. Never marry him, even if he wanted me. I can never marry any man; I’d be too much of a drawback. Any man who’d be willing to take me would be cut off from all of his friends, from his old life entirely. He’d have to go into ignominious hiding with me. It’s just impossible. But I do—I do think a great deal of Wally. I’ve watched and watched him when he didn’t know.”


  The rich red lips were trembling and the tears were frankly oozing now. “Why, you poor kid!” I had to say. “You poor kid.”


  “Don’t pity me,” she begged, drying her tears. “I hate to be pitied.”


  “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” I said, getting an idea that I hated to think of myself. “Wally’s been badly burned about his face, the doc tells me. He’s all bandaged up now. Suppose now he should be—marked. Would that make any difference?”


  A flash of hope made those big eyes two blue stars. “Why, why, it might.” Then the glad light died out. “Oh, but that can’t happen to Wally. It can’t. The surgeons do such marvelous things now. He’ll be all right.”


  I wished then that I thought he would. Of course I couldn’t believe Wally wouldn’t get well but I had an awful feeling about him in the middle of me. And here this girl was bursting her heart for him. I felt damn useless all of a sudden and got out of that deep chair a lot easier than I’d ever have believed.


  “Well, I guess I’ll have to leave, Miss Vaughn,” I drooled, feeling helpless as a rabbit all of a sudden. “But I’ll call you first thing tomorrow when I find out how he’s coming. All right?”


  “That’s fine of you,” she said, dropping her veil again. “I work tonight but will be in any time after eight in the morning.”


  And that’s the way we left things.


  THEY called me from the hospital before six next morning, asking me to get there as soon as I could. Scared as a Venusian deserter, I beat it for there as fast as ever I moved.


  Wally was in delirium and was calling for Elsa, they told me. Who was Elsa? Where could they locate her? Wally was dying, but there was a chance he might pull through if only they could get her to his bedside. It might renew his will to live, they believed.


  So I went in and sat by him and listened to the poor guy call for her, sick at the stomach myself and chewing my nails until eight o’clock when I could call the gal. He even began moaning for me to bring her to him. Me! Bless him; even in the fevered mind he relied on his old buddy. And me worrying how the hell this was going to work out, worrying about him getting well at all and about what would happen when and if he did.


  Elsa Vaughn answered her phone at eight on the dot and I spilled her the news. She was crying when I finished.


  “You say his eyes are bandaged and have to stay that way for a few days?” she sobbed. “He can’t see me?”


  “That’s right,” I gulped, almost as sorry for her as for Wally.


  “I’ll come out then,” she resolved. “At least I can do that for him.”


  So she came and she took my place at Wally’s side and she held his hand and talked with him in that soothing voice until she had him in his right mind again. And the doctors and the nurses, tip-toeing in and out, shook their heads and marveled at the miracle that was taking place before their eyes. It took about three hours until he drifted off into a natural sleep and Elsa Vaughn glided out at the doc’s beckoning. I sneaked a look at Wally’s chart and saw his temperature was down from a high of 104.2 to just a little over a hundred. How do you like that?


  The girl told her story to the doc and he promised that her secret would be kept from the patient. She agreed when he asked her to come every day while the bandages were over his eyes but would go no further. There was a kind look to the doc’s sour mug that made me like him better.


  I saw Elsa Vaughn home after that, proud as hell of her on the way, veil or no veil.


  SHE kept her word and spent more and more time at Wally’s side. I don’t know when the girl ever got any sleep, working nights and being there days.


  And the way Wally made love to her was something to see. It made me get up and out most of the time, especially when he’d stroke her hair and eyes and run his fingers over her face saying over and over, “You’re beautiful, beautiful. I can’t wait till I can see you, dear.” The girl would have to wipe away her tears as fast as they’d start running down her cheeks so he couldn’t feel them. And that was just too much for an old hard-bitten cuss like me.


  After about eight days the doc said he was going to unbandage Wally’s face, so Elsa and I waited in the lounge for word from inside. When it came it was another jolt. A tough one.


  The doc looked like an undertaker again. “He’s blind,” he told us. “Not marked, but totally blind.”


  Then Elsa Vaughn did break down. And I had to take a stroll again while the nurse tried to get her feeling better. I can see a guy get blown to bits—if he isn’t a buddy—without batting an eye, but damned if I can stand a femme turning on the weeps. When they’re real—like these were. But I was soon back with Elsa.


  She quit crying quick-like and a shine came into those big eyes. “I can; I will,” she exulted. “Oh, don’t you see?—it’s my chance. I’ll marry him and love him and be his eyes. I’ll see for him and do for him and he’ll never know about my—about how I look.”


  There was a girl. She bounced into Wally’s room and spilled the good news to him, laughing and crying in turn. Baring her heart and soul to the guy and him turning his head away from her caresses and words. It was no good.


  Why? Because Wally wouldn’t listen to making himself a burden to anyone, especially a beautiful young girl. No, he’d spend the rest of his useless life in a veteran’s hospital dreaming of what might have been. Go away, Elsa—forget. Beat it, Yoost. His bitterness got to me, what I mean.


  The girl just stood there with a look in her eyes like a kicked dog. Her chin quivered.


  “I suppose I was a fool,” she whispered, “to hope even that.” She bent down swiftly then and kissed the poor guy on the corner of his mouth you could see.


  “Go, please,” he choked, “before I go completely nuts. Both of you.”


  With a tearing little sob, the girl turned and reeled blindly out of the door as if she hardly had strength to make it.


  I stood there like a dumb ox for a minute and even the pretty nurse’s melting looks didn’t register with me at all.


  “Scram, Yoost,” said Wally. “I know you’re there and I want to be alone. I mean it, boy.”


  So there was nothing to do but beat it.


  THEN was when I started going haywire. I was disgusted with life and suddenly mad clear through. Why in hell did things like this have to happen to perfectly swell folks like Wally and Elsa, to two kids who were so much in love and who could have been so damn happy together if things had been different? I was going to do something about it, so help me.


  My first stop was G.H.Q. and I barged into Tompkins’ office, knocking over chairs and things like a bull in a china shop. The top hat stiffened when he saw me but I didn’t even salute, I was so riled up.


  “Has any other doc examined Wally’s eyes?” I demanded.


  Tompkins forgot to be sore at me. “Eyes?” he asked.


  “Don’t you know the guy’s blind?” I yowled. “They saved him from a badly scarred mug but let him lose his sight. My buddy!”


  Tompkins actually paled. “Why, I didn’t know,” he sort of apologized. And he reached for the phone. “Get me the hospital,” he told his secretary.


  In a minute he was shooting rapid-fire questions at the doc and was looking graver and graver at the answers he was getting. When he hung up he was as gloomy as the doc himself.


  “There’s no chance for him,” he sighed heavily. His beefy face was still white and his jowls twitched with emotion. “The only man in the solar system who could possibly restore his sight isn’t available.”


  “Who’s that?” I demanded. “And why isn’t he available?”


  They may have called me Eustace but that didn’t keep me from inheriting the nerve of a Mercurian fire-lizard.


  “The only man is Dr. Goodspeed, the famous eye surgeon, and he’s in the Martian drylands, dying of T.B.”


  I do get an idea once in a while. “Hell,” I said, “what’s to hinder one of his associates here doing it under instructions by etherphone? It’s been done before—other kinds of operations.”


  Tompkins’ color returned and his heels clattered to the floor, giving me the jumps. “By George, maybe you’ve got something there,” he admitted.


  And then he got going like a house on fire. I never saw the top hat move so fast and didn’t think it was in him. He just about dragged me with him as he made a bee line for the hospital. And there he had the whole staff running around like maniacs in no time at all.


  They wheeled more apparatus into Wally’s room than is in the central automatic relay room of a space liner. Doctors began arriving from all over the map. And they soon had Doc Goodspeed on the etherphone. He didn’t look so bad to me; the drylands were doing him a lot of good, you could see that.


  Wally got kind of excited at all the commotion and was worse when they began shining lights into his sightless eyes. Told them they were burning out his lamps. So they gave him a shot in the arm that put him sleepy-bye.


  Well, to make a long story short, this Goodspeed examined his eyes inside out—through forty million miles of space—deciding the job could be done by using a special technique of his own. A Dr. Holcomb, who, the nurses told me was the best eye man outside of Goodspeed himself in the solar system, was picked to do the actual work. And an appointment was made for a full hour etherphone connection at ten that same night. They’d operate then, long distance. Which made me wonder if Elsa Vaughn would be at Central to clear the important connection. I’d give her a ring anyway and give her the good news.


  So I had to go away from there to a phone booth and let myself in for a lot more grief.


  ELSA was home all right and cried some more when I told her what was going on. But she’d made up her mind to leave Terra and just go out of Wally’s life for keeps. She was happy as the devil over what the doctors had said but more than ever sure she had no chance at all with Wally. The ailment she had was more a disgrace than anything else and a disfigurement besides. The doctors couldn’t do anything for her. No one could do anything. So she had quit her job and was packing. Yes, she’d stay around until she heard the result of the operation but there was no use of me trying to see her or to persuade her to remain and try again. I knew she meant it, too, when she finally hung up.


  How do you like that? I was so upset and muddled I didn’t know what to do with the hours that were left until ten that night. So I went down to the shore and looked up the old Martian quarter where I knew I could get a couple of shots of good old dryland chulco. I needed them.


  When I get a couple of hookers of that triple-powered redeye under my belt it always calls for a couple hundred. So I wound up with a roaring but dignified skin-full by ten-thirty. I hadn’t forgotten the operation, not for a minute, so I laid off the stuff and hung on the phone until it was over.


  The operation was a success. Wally’d see again! And that called for still more chulco.


  So, feeling so good about my buddy and so bad about Elsa Vaughn, I eventually graduated to the stage of a crying jag. And I found myself crying on the shoulders, first one and then the other, of a dignified little Mercurian who wasn’t squiffed at all—or hardly at all. He would be, though, if he tried to keep up with me.


  “What is thees trouble you so greatly deplore?” he inquired politely. “Perhaps it is that I could be of assistance.”


  Since Terra cleaned up the planet of those little babies they’d been like that when they settled here. And lots of the better ones did settle amongst us, those that were sick of tyranny anyway.


  So I spilled the whole thing to this guy—Yeoto, his name was, or something that sounded like that—and he got jittery with some excitement he didn’t want to talk about in public.


  “It is, fortunately, within Yeoto’s power to help you,” he swore. “But come with me to my quarters and elucidation shall be made.”


  For all I knew or cared, this might have been a blind for a good old fashioned rolling. Anyway, I walked right into whatever it was. And that was my lucky night.


  This bird turned out to be an expert dermatologist—funny, I can spell that now but couldn’t even say it then—who’d been exiled from Mercury. Guess what for? For removing those supposedly permanent green slave-marks!


  HE HAD the evidence, too. Color photos—you know, the before and after kind. And he talked to me about pigmentation until I began to feel green in the puss myself. Maybe I was at that; he kept on feeding me chulco and that’s liable to do anything to you.


  Anyway, he wanted two grand for the job, which wasn’t hay. It just happened that I had a little over two thousand saved up, which I didn’t care any more for than I do for my right arm. But, what the hell; I wanted to see Wally and the girl happy, didn’t I?


  So I snaggled onto this Yeoto and, making him bring his bag of tools and dope along, grabbed a cab for. Elsa’s apartment.


  She had left, bag and baggage!


  After that I remember dimly asking a lot of questions of a sleepy-eyed but pompous doorman, of starting for the Terra-Mars Spaceport with Yeoto, and of catching the girl just when she was boarding the liner that took off in a few hours from then. I must have made a scene and I was certainly getting pretty well along the road to a pass-out. Anyway, the cops gathered around in no time at all and they gathered me in. One of them must have conked me because the next I knew I was tossing in a hospital bed with a head on me that was something, what I mean. It was daylight.


  As the fog cleared a little, I managed to sit up and take a look around. This wasn’t any jail house; it wasn’t even a funny ward. It wasn’t a ward at all but a private room. How come?


  Seeing a bell push, I squeezed it till my thumb was sore. And all it brought was a grinning orderly.


  “So you came to,” he cracked. “How do you feel?”


  “How do you think?” I back-cracked. “What day is it?”


  “Your lucky one,” he said. “Your girl’s waiting to see you.”


  “My girl. Don’t be foolish, fellow. They don’t make any that’d fall for me.”


  “Well, she paid for your room last night. A Miss Vaughn.”


  “Elsa!” I gasped, beginning to remember. “How long have I been out?”


  The guy looked at his watch. “Twelve hours,” he announced.


  “Time’s wasting,” I yawped, tumbling out of bed and diving for the bath room. “Give me five minutes to shave and dress and I’ll be ready for visitors—or to go out.”


  The guy beat it, grinning like a fuzz-wit.


  WELL, the rest you can just about guess. All but the first and best part of what happened.


  Elsa came in with a breezing rush. And was she a dream! No celluloid glamor gal could be more of a knock out. And I hope to turn all the colors of the rainbow if there was a tinge of green in her skin. It was the skin of a baby, smooth and pink and—mmmm!


  She kissed me smack on the place you’re supposed to be kissed. And then she talked a blue streak, thanking me over and over.


  Boiled as I’d been, it seemed as if I’d done the right thing through it all. Yeoto put over his sales talk and had fixed her up. Wally was doing great and would be up in a couple of weeks when his fractures were healed. They were to be married as soon as this was a fact. And I was to be best man.


  How do you like that?


  “Swell,” I told her, wishing my split skull wouldn’t keep opening and shutting like an inquisitive oyster. “Everybody’s happy, even me. Now I can go back into the Service and not have a screwball hanging around the etherphone going batty over a voice.”


  The voice rippled out a silvery tinkle of laughter. “That’s what you think,” said Elsa Vaughn. “I’ve already signed up in the Service myself and General Tompkins, the old dear, assigned me to the new ship you and Wally are getting. I’ll be your etherphone operator and Mess Sergeant as well.”


  And that was that. All I have left to say is that my two Gs were well spent. But don’t tell Elsa or Wally about that, will you?


  THUNDER TO VENUS


  Joseph J. Millard


  Titus Conway, Ruthless Tycoon, Blacklists Lane Shannon and Banishes Him from the Spaceways! An Ace Pilot Suddenly Returns to Call for a Grim Showdown in the Trackless Void!


  CHAPTER I


  The Take-off


  THE Turtle squatted in her blast-off cradle, old and ungraceful Eternal Venusian fog writhed with tendrils of dirty cream around her bulbous glassite nose, enclosing her stark ugliness and her flaring sides in an opaque shroud.


  She sat like a poor relation, screened by the fog from the Administration Building and the sprawling acreage of Venus City Spaceport. Once, about eight years in the past, the Turtle had been known as the most modern rocket ferry in the System.


  Now she was a tub, one of five that made up Trans-Venus Ferries, smallest and least important of Titus Conway’s vast spaceline holdings. This subsidiary line bridged the nine-hundred-mile fogbound swamp between Venus City and Swampedge, on the South Highland.


  Technically, the Turtle was the CC-4, also known to the disillusioned pilots of the line as Conway Coffin Number Four, Designed and constructed on Venus to fly the soupy Venusian atmosphere, she was not a spaceship and had never seen the sun. She was simply an ugly, utilitarian old ferry boat.


  But to Lane Shannon, standing high on the pilot’s catwalk like a disembodied spirit in the fog, she was the most beautiful craft ever flown. She was his first command.


  Ignoring the eternal drip and the steamy heat, Lane Shannon stood stiff and proud outside the control cabin, looking down at the line of passengers who materialized out of the fog to vanish into the big hulk. Vro planters and their families, salesmen, buyers, inspectors: all were bound for the culture plantations on South Highland. All were entrusting their lives to Lane Shannon’s skill and ability.


  Not bad, Shannon thought, grinning. Not bad at all for a young, guy of twenty-five, fresh from a junior berth on a Lunar freighter. And six months from now he’d be given full command of a big Conway cargo ship on the Earth-Venus run. This ferry line was the intermediate step, the proving ground for Conway captains of tomorrow.


  Beyond Shannon, shadowy inside the control cabin, Tubby Martin, maintenance chief, was completing tests, hand-pumping each plunger of the multiple throttle bank. Down at the Turtle’s tail, mechanics in glistening rubberoid coveralls were watching as each individual tube spat its tongue of flame into the inverted cup of a Johnson Repulsometer, to test for proper pressure.


  A whistle bleated, its echoes swallowed by the thick mist. The last passenger ducked into the hull and the gangplank rode eerily away. Down below, mechanics wheeled the Repulsometer away and ducked for the protection of the splash-awnings. Mack Drummond, Trans-Venus dispatcher, came out on Shannon’s cat-walk, lumpy in his glistening slicker.


  “Your floating palace is ready to scram, sucker,” he grinned at Shannon. “And need I remind you that this hunk of rusty scrap iron costs quite a couple of dollars and is only valuable when fully assembled in one piece. Treat it kindly. A dollar doesn’t mean a bit more to Titus Conway than his right eye, both arms and his only daughter.”


  “I’ll treasure It,” Shannon chuckled, half seriously, and reached for the sign-out book. “Any special orders?”


  “Nope. Except to keep the high trajectory over Moulin Range. Besides fifty-three paying passengers and five dead-heads, you’re hauling eighteen caterocket tractors on the keel flat, which is about ten thousand pounds’ overload. And don’t get excited if the beam cuts out on you a time or two.


  “Old ‘Tight-Pants’ Conway’ll spend a million bucks to steal somebody’s freight line legally—but try and get the fifty bucks I, need to repair my transmitter! If the beam dies, just hold your course and it’ll come back as fast as I can fix it.”


  “Okay,” Shannon nodded. “But try not to cut me out over Morgreb Gap. That cross-wind through there must hit at least three hundred miles an hour.”


  TUBBY MARTIN, climbing out onto the walk beside them, made a grimace.


  “Three-twenty, measured velocity,” he growled. “And how these crates will drift when that crosswind hits ’em! Your motors check okay—by Conway standards, which ignore a little matter of eight per cent pressure loss on Number Four Ring and tubes a thousand hours overdue for grinding.”


  “How’s my mush?” Shannon asked. “Rotten,” Martin said flatly. “Every other outfit in the System has switched to that new High-X Superfuel. When they threw out their old Standard mush, Conway bought it up at a bargain and we’re stuck with it. It’s five years old, lumpy and full of, mush-bugs.


  “But what’s that against a dollar-ten-a-hundred discount? If a lump clogs your main jet feed, you’ll be hunting for the bottom of Bottomless Swamp. Good luck, anyhow,” he added sourly.


  “Thanks,” Shannon opened the door to the control cabin.


  “How’s the fever now?” Drummond asked seriously. “Did you do what I told you to?”


  Shannon nodded. Recovering from the usual newcomer’s attack of Venus fever, he still suffered occasional spasms of wracking chills.


  “Yeah, I slipped back of your communibeam panel and took a healthy snort of bak-bak, as you suggested. Man, that’s liquid fire!”


  “Okay. But I hope none of Conway’s spotters saw you. He loves to fire pilots for drinking on duty, because then the law gives him the right to snatch their pension fund. Well, happy blasting, sucker.”


  Still grinning, Shannon dogged home the glassite port, glanced over his controls and settled himself into the pilot’s bucket. Drummond and Martin vanished into the fog, followed a moment later by the retreating cat-walk. On the control board, a buzzer whirred and a red light glowed. Shannon cut in the ignition and felt the shudder as the tubes fired. He idled them a moment, waiting.


  The buzzer stopped and the red light turned to green. With excitement tightening his throat, Shannon shoved in the Bolton bar that simultaneously depressed the thirty-six individual tube throttles. With a roar of choked thunder, the big ferry seemed to crouch, trembling, and then hurl itself up into the wall of fog. They were off—off on the maiden flight of Lane Shannon’s first command.


  *   *   *   *   *


  The sharpest thrill wore off in half an hour. There was really nothing to do. The beam-activated robot pilot handled controls, maintaining course and altitude. There was no scenery to watch, nothing but eternal dirty fog on all sides.


  Shannon yawned, slid open the control room door and looked down at his passengers. Fifty-eight people sleeping, visiting, reading with calm confidence in their pilot.


  He turned back, grinning to himself—and the whole picture had changed. The fog, no longer meeting the rocket ferry head-on, was whipping furiously across the Turtle’s path, slashing wetly at the glassite nose with a force that rocked the ship. The soft whine of the beam signal was suddenly rising and falling as the old tub yawed off course and was constantly jerked back by the robot.


  “Morgreb Gap,” Shannon whispered. “Beam, don’t fail me now!”


  He laid a sensitive hand on the manual controls, ready to take over in an instant. There would be two hundred miles of this howling fury, then quiet again beyond Moulin Range.


  HIS mind pictured the two-hundred-mile chasm, gaping a thousand miles across the face of Venus, dividing the horrors of Bottomless Swamp from the unclimbed heights of Moulin Range. A gigantic funnel that gathered, all the roaring winds of one hemisphere and hurled them shrieking across to the other.


  Too long to be encircled, Morgreb Gap had to be crossed for regular service between Venus City and the South Highlands. A mad maelstrom, where incredible winds yelled through the swamp and the jutting rocks. Where no human foot had ever trod. Where, so far, thanks to the fear-born skill of Conway pilots, no ferry had ever landed.


  Shannon sat tensely, remembering everything his instructor had taught him on the previous guided trip to acquaint him with his new run. There wasn’t anything to do, actually, unless the beam died—


  It did! With no warning at all, the drone signal blanked out and the controls bucked under Shannon’s hand. Deprived of its invisible track, the ship screamed off on a wide tangent, driven by the wind, fog shredding away before its nose.


  Shannon knew a moment of icy panic. Then he was hunched in the bucket, fighting the controls, kicking the left nose-jet bar to swing back onto the lost course. Eventually, flying by instruments, he could find and hold the narrow channel of the pass. But long before then, the broken transmitter should be repaired, taking over the job for him. Nothing to worry about yet, beyond some lost time—


  And then the stern rockets went dead!


  They stuttered, blurped, fired spasmodically for a few seconds and then quit cold. Tubby Martin’s fear of a clog in the feed line, due to lumpy mush, had been justified. Deprived of driving force, the big ferry slanted down, pitching and rolling as the wind clawed at its atmosphere vanes.


  With his throat dry, Shannon jazzed the Bolton bar with his right hand while his left pumped frantically at the emergency ignition booster, building up an arc that would flame through the obstruction and clear the feed line.


  They were tail to the wind now, screaming down Morgreb Gap, losing altitude. The booster arc cut in, flamed, heated the lump of age-hardened fuel to incandescence. The stern tubes blew out the clog with a thunderous roar—and the tail wind caught the flaming gasses and drove them back into the tubes.


  With a single, shuddering rumble the whole rocket assembly blew out.


  In the screaming silence that followed, Shannon heard the frightened cries of his passengers blending with the storm’s banshee wail. Someone pounded on the locked control cabin door and a man’s voice, hoarse with terror, bawled incoherent questions. A woman’s scream lifted shrilly as the ferry, out of control, lurched into a side roll.


  Shannon ignored the cries, wrestling furiously with the sluggish air-vane levers. Though the big wings were designed only as auxiliaries, to take some of the load off the rockets, they did enable Shannon finally to stop the roll and achieve a steep glide. Beyond that, there was nothing to do.


  Fog misted the glassite panes. Panting and sweating, Shannon slid one open, taking the beating fury of the hot vapor in his face as he tried to look ahead.


  THANK heaven, the wind was astern! To have opened the port while facing that steaming hurricane would have been suicide. As it was, Shannon was nearly suffocated but he had to see—to try to see—what the fogged panes concealed.


  A crash was inevitable. But if he could glimpse the nature of the ground in time, he might ease the impact with still-usable nose jets. The initial momentum of the big craft had carried them beyond the center of Morgreb Gap and the gale was less violent now.


  Suddenly a wall of darkness loomed ahead. For a moment Shannon thought it was a rock escarpment and braced for a crash.


  Then they plowed into it and he saw that it, too, was fog. But like no fog he had ever seen. It was a dark, ugly green, thick and oily, pouring sluggishly up from some fissure in the weird land below. It swirled around the ship, clinging with thick, sensate fingers. It boiled in through the open observation pane before Shannon could slam the panel. It crawled, thick and alien and vaguely sweet, over Lane Shannon’s face and into his nostrils.


  There was an instant of swirling, nauseous darkness. The pilot’s seat under Shannon tilted sharply, pressing him back, and then fell away. He felt the ship strike solidity with a jarring impact, slow and grind to a halt.


  He opened his eyes and something was wrong. Everything was wrong. Nothing was the same. The seat beneath him, those little round ports where glassite panels had been a moment before, the cabin walls, the spidery limbs of a landing cradle stretching up outside—they were all different.


  He looked down—


  And he wasn’t in the CC-4 at all! This was the tiny ten-passenger lifeboat and he was in it alone!


  Lane Shannon choked, caught at the seat rail, fighting the whirling blackness that clawed at his throbbing brain. He was dimly aware that behind him the port door was being pried open, that figures were crowding the opening.


  From a long way off he heard the voice of Mack Drummond.


  “It’s Four’s lifeboat, all right, but—Heaven above, it’s Shannon!”


  They crowded in, catching him, lifting him from the seat.


  “Lane! Lane! Are you all right? What happened? Where’s the ship? What happened to your passengers?” Shannon found a fragment of voice. “Wh-where am I?”


  “Why, back at Venus City Spaceport!” Drummond exclaimed. “But where have you been for the last five weeks?”


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Branded


  


  


  THEY put Lane Shannon in the Venus City hospital. Trans-Venus paid the bills. Trans-Venus also supplied the best nurses and doctors, gave Shannon a private suite and treated him like a royal invalid. Though beyond weakness and mild shock, he seemed in excellent health.


  This wasn’t like Trans-Venus or Titus Conway at all. Generosity was not a Conway failing. Five days’ sick leave for a fractured skull would be more in character.


  It took Shannon several days to realize what they were doing to him.


  They gave him a lot of time alone. Time to think about what had happened. Time to realize that, somehow, five weeks had completely vanished out of his life. Incredibly, time had telescoped itself for him and the most important period of his life was missing.


  One moment he had been landing in the CC-4. The next moment, he had landed—but in a lifeboat, five weeks and four hundred miles away. There wasn’t even a recognizable gap in his memory, beyond that moment of blackness when he braced himself for the crash.


  Several times a day men came to ask questions and listen, while Shannon repeated his story. Search ships were still combing Morgreb Gap for the wreckage and the bodies of fifty-eight passengers they felt sure must have died in the crash. The search was hopeless. Fog prevented visual observation, the swamp was impenetrable on foot, and mineral deposits underneath blocked the use of detectors sensitive to metallic ores.


  Day after day they came to Shannon, asking the same question but wording it differently, so that for some time he did not suspect what they were really doing.


  Finally he understood.


  “Confound you!” Shannon shouted furiously. “Are you trying to imply that I know where the wreck is and won’t tell? Do you believe I’m responsible for the crash, that I’m afraid to let you find it and discover proof of something I did wrong? Do you think—”


  The questioners rose to leave. One was Jacobson, inspector for the Department of Interplanetary Commerce. The other was Ivan Morse, one of Titus Conway’s technical stooges.


  “What we think doesn’t matter, Shannon,” Morse said stiffly. “The Board of Inquiry, meeting tomorrow, will hear the evidence and decide where the blame lies. Our only interest was in saving—in trying to save—fifty-eight human lives. But if you won’t help—”


  The official inquiry was a farce and a mockery. The board, with Jacobson, the IC man, as chairman, consisted of six pliable little puppets, who danced and bowed and nodded whenever Titus Conway pulled the strings.


  Conway himself flew up for the trial. He sat with his stooges behind an ornate Venusian kao-nut table, a gaunt and gray-haired giant with mean lips and hard, shrewd eyes. A predatory vulture, Conway. An uncrowned king, who ran the inquiry as he had always run everything money could buy.


  Morse, Conway’s spokesman at the inquiry, summed it all up very neatly.


  “Gentlemen, you have heard the evidence presented. You have heard medical experts testify that Lane Shannon showed no trace of brain injury in either shock or damaged cortex—which would account for a form of amnesia absolutely unknown to medical science.


  “You heard, and Shannon has admitted, that he took a drink of powerful liquor just prior to the ill-fated blastoff. How big a drink, or how many, we do not know. We do know that the alibi of Venus fever, like the old-fashioned snakebite, is too often merely an excuse for drunkenness.


  SHANNON glared at him in futile protest.


  “You have. heard the insinuation that Trans-Venus was responsible for the crash, because of alleged beam failure and inferior fuel. Gentlemen, as to the beam failure, you have just heard testimony proving that the beam was off exactly four and one-half minutes—not long enough to endanger a ship in the hands of a competent pilot.


  “As to the fuel, the charge is ridiculous! Standard-X mush, while admittedly second to the newly-developed Super-X, was nevertheless good enough to power the ships that discovered and colonized these worlds. It was, for five years, the only fuel used by the major spacelines of the System.


  “Standard-X has been amply safe in the shells of Trans-Venus ferries—until Lane Shannon came along. Need I say any more regarding this insult to your intelligence?”


  The verdict was no surprise to anyone, least of all to Lane Shannon when he faced Inspector Jacobson at the end.


  “Shannon,” the IC man said, speaking slowly so the newsbeams could pick up every word, “there is not one iota of concrete evidence to prove that you were intoxicated when you blasted off the CC-4 with a load of passengers and freight.


  “There is no evidence that you, through criminal negligence, caused the loss of that ship and its entrusted lives; no evidence that you deliberately affected your own escape at the expense of the passengers you left behind—or that you let them die rather than reveal the location of the wreck.”


  He paused, glancing toward Titus-Conway for approval. Shannon was too stunned to protest.


  “Because there is no concrete evidence,” Jacobson continued, “you are facing a private inquiry instead of criminal prosecution, Lane Shannon. Later you will face something infinitely worse—the finger of hatred and scorn leveled at you by the peoples of the Solar System.


  “We, here, have no power to administer fitting punishment. We can only act within our sphere, in the best interests of space travel and the public we serve. It is with that goal and those limitations in mind that we render our decision,” Jacobson purred hypocritically.


  “You, Lane Shannon, will hand over to this board your pilot’s license and rocket emblem. Unfortunately, you will leave this room in a moment, a free man. But never again, as long as you shall live, will you be permitted to pilot a flying vehicle of any kind—either for yourself or others, through space or through atmosphere.


  “That is the verdict of this board. Have you anything to say, Lane Shannon, before the inquiry is adjourned?”


  Lane Shannon shook his head slowly. Then he laughed. It was not the laugh of a young fellow of twenty-five. He laughed and it was Titus Conway’s red-veined eyes that shifted away.


  Still laughing softly, Shannon slapped his license tab down on the table. He unpinned the tiny moon-metal rocket emblem, a miniature stem-tube assembly, from his lapel and laid it beside the license.


  Then, head erect, shoulders back and laughter still bubbling mockingly from his thinned lips, Lane Shannon walked out into the thick eternal Venus fog.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Gift of Trouble


  


  


  IT WAS an old building and not too well sound-proofed. Standing in the small, barren reception room, Lane Shannon could hear all the multitudinous noises of the great Earth terminal, muffled but not deadened by the ageing walls.


  Subconsciously, his ears caught and sifted the familiar sounds. The rhythmic slup-wheeze, slup-wheeze of hydraulic pistons lifting a blast-off cradle. The dreary, endless drone of multiple jet-grinders chewing at the encrustations on the inside of a tube assembly: stern tubes as indicated by the deep, hollow whoo-oo-oom of the diamond wheels.


  Somewhere across the blast-pitted cup of the spaceport, a Marek training rocket roared monotonously up and down its cable with a rookie pilot in the bucket seat. The sound pervaded everything, even the filtered air of the office and the acrid incense of mush as it was pumped into fuel shells by a crew of “jet-monkeys,” or maintenance men.


  From the nearby dispatcher’s tower, a whistle shrilled the “stand-away.” A moment later a rocket blasted off with a thunder that shook the very foundations of the building. Shannon threw back his head, staring blindly at the cracked ceiling, his ears following the thin scream of the projectile’s flight until it dwindled to nothingness. For a moment his face was twisted, bitter, a sneering mask around the pain in his eyes.


  When he looked down again, the girl was there.


  She had come out of an inner office to stand quietly by the chrome railing, slim and cool and unbelievably graceful, completely feminine yet calmly capable. Shannon blinked at the vision of chestnut hair framing a slender, vital face. Unaccountably, he felt his cheeks burn at the impact of level gray eyes that took him apart, weighed him, analyzed his motives.


  He steeled himself and bowed curtly.


  “How do you do. I am—”


  “I know,” she said quietly. “You’re Mr. Shannon, the new owner of Venus Freight Line. Come in. I’m Marla Wylie. I was private secretary to Mr. Leverance, the former owner here, until he—until his death.”


  “Oh!” Shannon looked at her with renewed interest. “The agents who handled the sale told me to listen to you. They said you really ran the business. Knew more about interplanetary freighting problems than anyone else here.”


  “I’ll help all I can.” Something in her tone made Shannon feel like a spanked child. “Mr. Leverance was ill so much these last two years that a great deal of the management fell to me.


  Shannon followed her through the gate in the railing and stopped, staring around the barren room. A few files, a table loaded with dusty records, three desks standing empty and unused—that was the equipment. Only the reception desk and visiphone switchboard by the railing showed signs of recent occupancy. Probably, Shannon thought, that was Marla Wylie’s post.


  Four private offices opened off this larger room. Two of them had solid walls and ground-glass doors. One was unmarked. The other bore the single word “President” under a smear where the name of the former owner had been inexpertly scraped away.


  The other two offices were visible through open glassite partitions. In one, Shannon saw a small, dark-faced man peering out at him from a maze of etherad, communibeam and telewire equipment. Gold leaf on the door read: “Communications—Allen Spaine.”


  Adjoining this was a larger office with two solid walls covered by blueprints, rocket diagrams and typed lists. According to the door legend, the thin, bald, space-bronzed man behind the littered desk was “M. Killmer, Operations Manager.”


  MARLA WYLIE interrupted Shannon’s inspection.


  “Venus Line,” she said, “was neither large nor prosperous. I guess you knew that when you bought it from the estate at such a ridiculous figure. Dad—I mean, Mr. Leverance, tried to keep what equipment he did have as up-to-date as possible.”


  “Dad?” Shannon arched his brows in surprise. “Was he your—your father?”


  “No. John Leverance was simply ‘Dad’ to everyone who knew him. He”—there was an almost imperceptible catch in her voice—“he was a fine, fierce, lovable old man. He had a dream, but this was as far as it ever got. He wanted to see Venus Lines the nucleus of a whole interplanetary freighting service—a second Spaceways Express. He—”


  She broke off suddenly and the fire died out of her eyes.


  “You’ll want to meet the other employees,” she suggested listlessly.


  “Later.” Shannon waved his hand. “I want to know more about the setup first. Tell me about them.”


  “Mr. Spaine, there, handles communications, maintains contact with our ships, coordinates our schedules with those of the field dispatcher and relays interplanetary conditions to our customers. It’s a two-man job anywhere else.”


  “Sounds like it,” Shannon admitted, conscious of the sneering hostility on Spaine’s thin face beyond the glassite partition. “Who else?”


  “Mike Killmer is chief pilot and operations manager. His responsibility is to maintain schedules and keep ships flying. Of late, he’s handled traffic management, too.”


  “How many pilots?”


  “Three—now. Marquard has the G-two at Venusport this week, picking up a load of benrusite. Anderson was to blast off from Lunopolis this morning with a load of farm implements for the Venus Highland farmers. He’ll bring Vro leaves back on the return trip. He’s flying a new ‘Heavy Six’, our newest and best ship.


  “Ohrbeck is on the schedule board to blast off with a load of Farnham beryl drills for the Moon mines as soon as his G-three is overhauled. He’s around somewhere now. Probably down in the cradle house, fighting with Tubby Martin, our maintenance man.”


  “Martin?” Shannon barked, wheeling around with a new flame in his eyes. “Tubby Martin, did you say?”


  “Why, yes. He’s anxious to see you, I believe.”


  “Tubby Martin.” Shannon whispered again to himself and his eyes clouded. “I wonder—” He dismissed the problem. “I’ll dig him out later. About Venus Freight, were those you mentioned all the ship’s the outfit owned?”


  “All the company operated. There’s another old G-ship racked behind the cradle house for emergencies, but it’s so old the meteor screen won’t stay on. All except the big G-six are old and slow, but they were all Venus could afford and—”


  “Never mind,” Shannon cut her off, his eyes glittering. “They’re exactly what I need. Exactly.” He nodded briskly at the former owner’s office. “Let’s go in there. I’d like to see the operating statements and ask some more questions.”


  He followed the girl through the ground-glass door into a small, bare private office. The carpet on the floor was old and faded, the littered desk scuffed and worn. The only new thing in the office was a large three-dimensional portrait of a grizzled, square-jawed old man. Shannon scowled at the portrait.


  “Who’s that?”


  “Dad—Mr. Leverance. When he died, the employees had that portrait made. It—was like having him around. We didn’t know what would become of Venus Freight Line then. I’ll have it taken down immediately, Mr. Shannon.”


  SHANNON had been about to order the uncomfortably lifelike picture removed. Suddenly, for no accountable reason, he changed his mind.


  “Don’t. Let it stay where it is.”


  He turned away, stamped to the daylight window, pressing the stud that turned the polarized panes to transparency. Warm sunlight flooded in and he could see the whole west end of the rocket field spread below.


  A quarter of a mile away, around the curve of the railed walk that circled the blast-off cup, spectators were watching a Lunar ferry load. Beyond that, a great silver dome glistened under the sunlight, the conditioning chamber where incoming passengers on the Martian liners were slowly accustomed to terrestrial atmosphere and gravity. A red-checkered flag, hanging limply over the dispatcher’s tower, warned of meteor swarms drifting inside the Lunar orbit.


  Everywhere Shannon looked, men were busy making reality out of mankind’s oldest dream. He’d shared that dream once, had been on the way toward contributing his part to the saga of far worlds. Now that was gone, ruined, smashed forever by one man’s unconscionable greed.


  The old bitterness came back into Shannon’s eyes, twisted the natural good humor off his lips. He snapped the stud again, blotting out the aching scene. He had what he had wanted, now—what he had worked and slaved and dared death for, after three bitter years. But something was wrong, something that spoiled the first thrill of triumph.


  Something he could riot put a finger on.


  He turned sharply. The operating statement and audit figures lay on the desk, ready for his inspection. But Marla Wylie stood there, her back to the desk, fingers white against the scuffed rim. There was an expression in her eyes that Shannon could not fathom. Suddenly he thought he had it, thought he knew why she seemed upset.


  “I’m sorry,” he said briskly. “I guess I forgot to mention an obvious fact. You’re staying on, of course. All the staff. And effective at once, you’ll all draw a twenty-five per cent increase in salary. Later, when things are—”


  “Mr. Shannon,” Marla said very quietly, “why did you buy Venus Freight Line?”


  “Because I wanted a line and this was for sale at a price I could afford.” Shannon hesitated, studying her through narrowed eyes.


  “You don’t like me very well, do you?” he said suddenly. “You don’t like the idea of working for Lane Shannon, the rat who was grounded for life because he—”


  “Please answer my question,” Marla insisted quietly.


  “All right,” Shannon snapped. He dropped into the worn chair, leaned knotted fists on the desk. “I’ll tell you why I bought it. Three years ago, Titus Conway smashed the only dreams I ever had, cut me off from the only future I ever wanted.


  “All my life I’d dreamed of space travel. Nights I’d go out and watch the stars and tell myself that some day I’d be flying up to them, helping establish spacelines to them, fitting into the biggest and grandest adventure mankind ever knew. That was my own personal goal.”


  He got up and stood with his back to the window.


  “I lost that goal. A new one took its place. These past three years I’ve lived for just one thing—to hand back to Titus Conway just one small measure of what he handed me,” Shannon’s fists clenched angrily.


  “Oh, I thought for awhile that I could beat fate and clear myself, somehow. I saved money and tried to hire a pilot to fly me back through Morgreb Gap. I thought maybe I could find the wreck of the CC-4 and prove that I wasn’t to blame. Besides, I was haunted by my own lost five weeks, always wondering where I’d been and what I’d done during that time.”


  SHANNON’S eyes were bitter.


  “But that failed. Conway and Trans-Venus couldn’t afford to have anyone find the wreck and see what really happened. They bought the Morgreb Gap area and closed it to outside ships—under ‘government’ order. Got it condemned as dangerous to flying. They rerouted their own run to cross Moulin Range a hundred miles farther west.


  “Then I tried to go through on foot. Well, I nearly died in the swamp and the wind. I knew then I was bucking fate. So I gave up and concentrated on the one thing left to me—hitting back!”


  Shannon whirled, driving a clenched fist into his palm.


  “I can’t smash Titus Conway. He owns half the Solar System. What he can’t buy, he gets by intimidation and outright theft. His legal staff sits up nights to twist the law so he can get by with murder. I can’t smash him—but I can hurt him so he’ll never forget it!


  “I’ve made my plans, but that took money. There was only one way for an outcast to get money fast—the Vedalian deposits on Pluto. One man in a thousand who tries to find them comes back alive. One in ten thousand strikes it rich.


  “I was that one, Miss Wylie. I nearly died, but hate wouldn’t let me. I came back with a small fortune, enough to buy a line that competed with Titus Conway.”


  “You—you can’t match Venus Freight Line against Conway Cargoes,” Marla Wylie whispered, whitefaced. “These old ships against a fleet of modern freighters—impossible! He only let Venus exist because we were too small to hurt him.”


  Shannon whirled to face her. He grinned and the expression was a humorless grimace.


  “It is a laugh, isn’t it?” he said harshly. “Four old tubs against Titus Conway—the Titus Conway. Oh, he’ll smash me and he’ll smash Venus Line eventually—but he’ll carry the scars of that fight to his grave.”


  For a few moments, Lane Shannon had been completely swept away by the fury of his dark ambition. For a few moments he had forgot the sensation of wrongness that had nagged him. Suddenly the sight of Marla Wylie’s strained, white face brought it back.


  She was standing midway between the desk and the door, facing him, her head up and her eyes blazing a strange, deep fire.


  “Mr. Shannon.” The very softness of Marla’s words made them cut like a knife. “You won’t understand what I’m going to tell you, I’m afraid. But I can only try. Please listen to me. Four years ago, Dad Leverance organized Venus Freight Line to crystallize a dream of his own. Most of us started with him then, shared his dream, helped him fight the battle he was never destined to win.


  “I don’t expect you to understand, Mr. Shannon. I’m not blaming you. But we talked this over when the news of the sale came through, and we guessed you bought Venus for some such purpose.


  “We made our decision then. I—I’m tendering my two weeks’ notice now. The others will do the same when you’re ready to see them. Meanwhile, we’ll cooperate all we can to help you get a new staff assembled and functioning. You may ring if you want me.”


  She went out, closing the door quietly behind her.


  Shannon stood rigid for a full minute, staring at the wall. Then he turned and groped his way heavily to the old desk. He knew now what had seemed wrong, what had dulled the sharp edge of his first triumph.


  He knew that Titus Conway wasn’t the only enemy he faced. There was another—a ghost.


  The ghost of John Leverance, who had also once dreamed dreams.


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Rebellion


  


  


  LANE SHANNON paced the worn carpet, slapping clenched fists against his thighs, fighting to suppress the rage that was building up inside him. Beyond the desk, ten feet away from him, stood the four men who were temporarily his employees.


  There was Al Spaine, dark and sneering; Mike Killmer, thin and coldly unfriendly; little “Mitie” Ohrbeck, his boyish face white and tense. Of the four, only Tubby Martin had shaken Shannon’s hand. Even his greeting had been strained, almost elaborately casual. He was standing back silently now, his eyes watchful.


  Shannon stopped his pacing and leaned white-knuckled fists on the desktop.


  “You’re fools!” he snarled with blunt harshness. “You can’t eat dead dreams. I’m offering twice what you’d make with anyone else—even offering to deposit a year’s salary to your accounts in any bank you designate, so you’ll know your hay is safe.


  “What more do you want? Venus Line is a washout anyhow. You couldn’t have kept it going. You’d have ended up slaving for Conway’s peanuts, eventually taking what I got. This way, you work a little longer, clear some money and end in a blaze of glory.”


  “Yeah,” Allen Spaine said with carefully cultivated nastiness. “I can dimly remember something about fifty-eight people who probably ended in a blaze—but not of glory.”


  Shannon flushed, then went white. For a moment he fought the impulse to smash his fists into that dark, sardonic, taunting face. He swallowed with an effort.


  “All right.” He spread his hands in a hopeless gesture. “The woods are full of spacemen with sense. If you won’t stick, you won’t stick, that’s all. My money will buy a new crew.”


  “Nothing else would,” Mike Killmer drawled. “People don’t give loyalty to a heel.”


  That hurt Shannon, hurt worse than any taunts or insults he had taken in his three years as an outcast. Loyalty to a heel! Was that what he was asking of proud, capable men? He thrust the doubt aside. Titus Conway bought what he wanted with money. While it lasted, Lane Shannon’s money was as good.


  He whirled toward the silent Tubby Martin.


  “How about you? Are you riding or walking, Tubby? I haven’t heard the details but I can guess you’ve no reason to love Conway. You’re too good a maintenance man to be throwing in with a bankrupt outfit like Venus, unless you’d been blacklisted among the big companies. That’s just one of the tricks of lovable old Titus Conway.”


  “Right,” Martin said flatly. “Mack Drummond and I had an idea maybe a certain kid pilot deserved a break. We sent bottles of that old Standard mush around to some independent testing laboratories, figuring a report on how bad it was might persuade the Board of Inquiry to reopen the probe of the CC-4.”


  He grinned lopsidedly, without humor.


  “The ‘independent’ labs weren’t independent after all,” Martin explained. “How could we know Conway owned them, too? We had our choice of crawling on our little pink tummies or getting out. I got out. Mack had a family to support. He crawled. So they split his pay and put him to flying the oldest tub on the Swampedge run.”


  “I knew you’d play along, Tubby,” Shannon said, almost happily. “Maybe we can pull Mack down to take over communi—”


  “Hold the jets, Lane,” Martin interrupted, his gaze level. “I’ve been waiting three years to ask one question. Was that amnesia story completely on the level?”


  SHANNON’S eyes were as level as Martin’s.


  “Absolutely, Tubby.”


  “Okay. I’m glad about that, Lane. Mack and I never knew for sure. Lying to a court or an inquiry board isn’t like lying to your friends.”


  “Then I can count on you?” Martin’s gaze slid away.


  “I don’t know—yet. Let me think about it until tomorrow.”


  “All right.” Shannon sat down heavily, waved a hand without looking up. “See me tomorrow, Tubby. That’s all, for all of you.”


  He sat for a long time after the door had closed, brooding at the desktop, plowing trembling fingers through his hair. At last he turned and looked up at the face of the man he had never known—John Leverance. It was a blunt, honest face, with smile crinkles edging the wide eyes and the faintest upward quirk touching the wide lips.


  “Confound you!” Shannon whispered fiercely.


  He turned, snapped the visiphone. Marla Wylie’s voice came on instantly, cool, crisp and impersonal.


  “Get me the head of employment over at the Spacemen’s Association.” He did not bother to thumb on the televisor screen connection. After a moment a masculine voice came on the line.


  “Spacemen’s?” Shannon barked. “This is Venus Freight Line. We need some good men and need ’em fast. A traffic expert, a good beam operator who knows dispatching, a couple of pilots—Oh, yes,” Shannon swallowed a sudden tightness in his throat, “and a first-class private secretary who knows the interplanetary freight game. We’ll pay fifty per cent over the standard salary for the right girl—”


  “Hold on,” the voice cut in sharply. “Venus Line, did you say? Well, now I’d like to accommodate you, mister. But the fact of the matter is, we haven’t any available help right now.”


  “What?” Shannon roared, strangling the instrument. “Don’t give me that tube-wash! You’ve got fifty men over there, crying for jobs. All right. Seventy-five per cent above—”


  “Sorry. Nobody available right now. Try us again in maybe sixty days or so. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”


  The line went dead. Shannon slammed up the instrument, sat staring at the wall, breathing heavily. The war was on. He’d won the first encounter by snatching Venus Freight Line from under Conway’s nose. But it began to look as though Titus Conway was taking the second engagement.


  The enormity of the goal Shannon had set for himself began to filter into his mind and to shake his confidence. He had started with a million and a quarter profits from the sale of his Vedalian concession to Pluto Enterprises. Half of this came to him in cash, and most of that went to buy Venus. The second half was due in six months. Beyond that, there was nothing.


  Maybe he was licked before he could even start.


  “No, by Jupiter!” Shannon swore and slammed a hard fist onto the desktop. “I beat him to Venus and I’ll beat him again.”


  He whirled, thumbed through a ragged directory and called a number. This time he snapped on the televisor screen. Presently it brought him the image of a square bulldog face under straight black hair. The square jaw moved and thin lips parted.


  “Mulbach Detective Agency. Hanson Mulbach speaking.”


  Shannon studied the face for a moment.


  “How about it? Has your outfit the nerve to go up against Titus Conway?”


  Hard eyes narrowed under jutting black brows.


  “How about it?” Mulbach snapped back. “Have you the dough to pay for that kind of nerve?”


  “I have.”


  “Then stop handing out insults and get down to business. My time is valuable.”


  LANE SHANNON chuckled mirthlessly.


  “Good. Here’s what I want. I want a list of spacemen—pilots, maintenance, operations, clerical—whom Titus Conway has ruined. Men he’s kicked out on framed charges, blacklisted around the spaceports, men who hate the very air Titus Conway breathes. Men who’d give what little they have left for a chance to hit back at Conway, no matter what the price.


  “I want to know who they are, where they are—and I want them notified that Venus Freight Line is hiring. I want that and I want it in five—no, four days. No longer.”


  “You might get a fine collection of broken-down has-beens, potential murderers and frustrated rats,” Mulbach growled. “When Conway kicks a man down, he kicks him all the way.”


  “Right,” Shannon snapped. “That’s exactly what I want. Get to work!” He switched off.


  A moment later his office door suddenly slammed open and Tubby Martin burst through. The chunky little maintenance man’s face was wet with tears, his lips worked wildly and there was plain fury in his brimming eyes. Shannon went around his desk in two strides, caught Martin’s coat in hard fists.


  “Tubby! What is it? What happened?”


  “Mack!” Tubby Martin burst out. “Mack; the best doggone white man in the Solar System! He loved every wire and coil of that mess of junk they called a transmitter, but-what did Trans-Venus do? They jerked him out and made him pilot a ferry at half pay. Well, he won’t take their kicking around any longer. His ship was overloaded, couldn’t clear Nason Peak on the new route over Moulin Range this morning.”


  “Dead?” Shannon said huskily.


  “They took him out in pieces, but he saved their payload. The newsbeam just brought it through.”


  Martin jerked away from Lane Shannon’s grip, faced him with blazing eyes.


  “You want an answer to what you asked a while ago? I’ll give it to you—right now! You bet I’m with you. With you and ahead of you. Mack was the best friend I ever had. Give me one good chance to smash Titus Conway and it’s all I’ll ever ask!”


  “Good!” Shannon whirled to his desk, punching the call key.


  Marla Wylie appeared in the door. “I transferred some money to the Venus account this morning,” Shannon said. “Start spending some of it. Call somebody and make arrangements for a trust fund to be set up, with regular monthly payments for life to Mrs. Macklin Drummond. Get her address from Tubby. She’ll never draw a nickel compensation out of Trans-Venus. That’s what Titus Conway hires lawyers for. And there was a child, wasn’t there?”


  “One,” Martin choked. “A boy, going on two years old.”


  “Include an educational fund for the boy, to see him through whatever technical training he decides on later. And keep my name out of it entirely. Okay?”


  Tubby Martin was staring at Shannon, chewing at his lip. Marla Wylie gave him a long, level look that seemed somehow less impersonal than before. She started to leave and suddenly turned back.


  “I’m sorry. I almost forgot, Mr. Shannon. There’s a call for you. Mr. Titus Conway is calling.”


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Strategy of War


  


  


  SHANNON’S eyes flashed fire. “Cut him in,” he ordered. “Tubby, sit over there, out of range of the scanner, and don’t miss any tricks.”


  Forcing himself to any icy calm, Shannon thumbed the receptor stud. The screen flickered, cleared. The face of Titus Conway appeared.


  Three years had made little change in the all-powerful spaceways tycoon, beyond a deepening of the leathery furrows around his thin lips, a graying of complexion and hair. The restless energy still flamed in. the pale eyes, and there was the same electric crackle in his domineering voice when he spoke. He was still Titus Conway, Rex.


  “What do you want?” Shannon demanded harshly.


  “To look at you. I’m always interested in the biggest of everything—even fools.” He studied Shannon narrowly, wolfishly, showing food-soiled fangs below the curl of his lip. “You feel pretty puffed up about snatching Venus Freight Line from under my nose, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” Shannon said flatly. “I’m a jump ahead and I mean to stay that way. No one else ever stood up to you and won even the first skirmish. It’s an omen. And it proves you’re human—and vulnerable.”


  “So you think you’ll take business away from Conway Cargoes on the Earth-Venus run?” the man sneered.


  Shannon laughed.


  “No. But your heaviest tonnage on that line is in perishable freight—costly Vro leaves, agraba roots, fresh swamp-fruit and mist-apples. Stuff that fresh is worth more than its weight in gold; spoiled, it isn’t worth a Martian pfeg. You tell me how much of that business you’ll hold when word gets out that a below-the-belt freight war is on, with no holds barred!”


  From across the room, Shannon heard Tubby Martin’s breath sucked in sharply. Titus Conway’s face was expressionless, so expressionless that Shannon knew behind the cold mask his brain was whirling furiously, weighing and measuring the impact of the blow.


  “Your idea might hurt,” Conway admitted at last, “except for one thing. It doesn’t matter much to my customers whether a buyer pays for their load or the insurance company foots the bill, so long as they get their money.”


  Shannon grinned and took his time lighting a cigarette before answering.


  “I happen to know you don’t hold a majority block of stock in any insurance company,” he said at last. “Maybe that’s why you aren’t so familiar with Department of Interplanetary commerce insurance rules. A company that operates safely and soundly gets coverage at a standard rate. But because of the uncertainties of interplanetary transportation, an outfit that has trouble loses that privilege.


  “After three full claims are paid, the premium rate doubles, because then you’re no longer considered a safe risk. I took the trouble to find out that Conway Cargoes had two claims adjusted inside the last contract period. One more and your insurance rate doubles.”


  “All right,” Conway growled, breathing heavily. “I can pay it. I’ll pay more than that to smash you.”


  “You will,” Shannon agreed pleasantly. “After five claims, your insurance is canceled entirely. Forgot that?”


  He laughed and blew a thick cloud of smoke at the screen. Instinctively, although miles of distance separated them, Titus Conway blinked in reflex at the spurting vapors. Chuckling, Shannon snapped the switch on that vision—Titus Conway, flinching.


  “Lane!” Tubby Martin gasped, mopping his face. “That I should ever live to see the day!”


  Shannon mashed out his cigarette, reached up and patted Tubby Martin’s arm.


  “Half my battle is to keep him worried, Tubby. This is only the beginning. Listen.”


  HE turned to the visiphone, put in a low-voiced call and snapped on the screen. An obsequious clerk with pencil-line mustache came into view.


  “Alderny, Keene and Company.”


  “Tom Keene,” Shannon said. Then, in an aside to Tubby Martin: “The biggest stock brokers in the country. I contacted them yesterday, as soon as I knew my purchase of Venus was airtight.”


  A thin-faced man came into the screen.


  “Ah, how do you do, Mr. Shannon.”


  “How are you coming on my order to buy all outstanding stock in System Mutual Cargo Insurance Company?” Shannon asked.


  “Splendidly. We already have all but a few outstanding shares and we’ll get those today. Spaceline Insurance has a wonderful future, but it’s still too uncertain for most investors today. They demand more security. I am indeed happy that you—”


  “Freeze onto it,” Shannon cut in. “There’ll be a buying rush on it within twenty-four hours. I’ll sell—when the price reaches double what I’ve paid. Is that clear?”


  “Double?” Keene looked startled. “Y-yes, sir. But isn’t that expecting a great deal of the market when—”


  “Double, or don’t sell. And my name must never appear in any transaction. Keep me posted.”.


  He cleared the screen, swung toward Tubby Martin. That individual’s eyes were glowing.


  “Lane, you’re doing it! You’ve scared Titus Conway into grabbing for control of an insurance company and you’re making him finance you to get it. But what if he meets your price and gets control? Then your plan to beat him through insurance costs is blown up.”


  Shannon chuckled comfortably.


  “Not exactly. There’s one block of stock frozen where neither Conway nor I can get it. It belongs to a man who’s gone on a space expedition and can’t be located or reached for a year. Without that block, nobody can secure a controlling interest. I paid plenty to bury that information where Conway won’t find it until it’s too late, when he’s already grabbed my stock.


  “I’m rushing him now, not giving him time to dig up all the angles before he acts. That’s the essence of my plan—to get him on the griddle and keep him there, hopping like a singed flea.”


  “Now I am scared!” Tubby whispered.


  “Why?”


  “It just ain’t logical, Lane. You’re taking Titus Conway, hitting him on three or four fronts and connecting on every blow. Something’s bound to go wrong.”


  Shannon’s jaw hardened.


  “Oh, he’ll hit back, all right, and hit back hard and dirty,” he agreed. “I’m waiting for that. I want him to. Because when he does, then I’ve a legitimate excuse to turn the wolves loose and take off the kid gloves. So far, I’m only sparring. Wait till we start to fight!”


  *   *   *   *   *


  Shannon stayed in his office through the lunch hour, scrawling endless rows of figures or staring fixedly at the dingy walls. Twice he got up to pace the floor, beating his fists together, whistling softly to himself. He was drunk—intoxicated by the first heady draft of success. He had met Titus Conway and had matched his ruthlessness with a cunning that promised success.


  Presently Shannon was sitting behind his desk again, adding columns of figures, when his office door bounced open. Two men came through. One of them glanced casually at him and flipped a beefy hand.


  “Hi, friend. Pardon the intrusion. We’ll be out of your way in a couple of minutes.”


  TURNING his back, the man led his companion to the inner corner of the office, brought out a flexilite tape measure and began to stretch it along the wall.


  “Now, you tear this old partition out,” he said to his companion, “and you can—”


  “Hey, hey!” Shannon came around his desk, fists doubled. “What’s the big idea of barging in here? This is a private office. What are you doing, anyhow?”


  “Doing?” The red-faced man turned around, shoved his hat back off a bald head. “Why, measurin’ the joint up for some improvements the boss wants made before he moves in.”


  “Moves in?” Shannon gaped. “What’s the gag? Who are you?”


  “Me?” It was the smaller man who answered. “I’m Ben Carlson, of Moon-Tour Lines. I leased this property an hour ago from the guy who owns it—Titus Conway.”


  He rocked on his heels, grinning at Shannon around the frayed stump of a cigar.


  “You’ll be cleared out by the first of the week, of course. I’m putting a crew of decorators in Monday morning.”


  


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Tooth and Nail


  


  


  THE words stopped Shannon cold. “Say—that—again!”


  “Sure. I said I leased this property from Titus Conway an hour ago. The lease is air-tight, in case you got ideas, fellow. But all I know is, I’ve been wanting bigger quarters. About an hour ago, Conway’s agent called and offered me this place at a bargain, so I grabbed it. If there’s any gripe, see Conway.”


  “There’s plenty gripe,” Shannon said through his teeth. “I happen to hold a lease on this property myself. You’re trespassing. Get out!”


  “I’ll handle this, Ben,” the beefy man said, nudging his smaller companion aside.


  He faced Shannon, holding up fists the size and color of boiled hams, and grinned.


  “So we’re trespassing, friend. Put us off.”


  He was about an inch over Shannon’s six feet, with at least thirty pounds more beef and bone than Shannon’s lean one-seventy. He was also fast for so big a man. But not quite fast enough.


  Shannon slid under a sizzling haymaker, buried his left fist in a paunch that hadn’t had time to set itself, used his right to mash an already shapeless nose. The big man rocked back, trying to get breath enough to roar. When the roar came, Shannon was there to drive it back down his throat, along with a couple of teeth.


  The big man went away from Shannon, walking on his heels, shaking his head with bewilderment. No one had ever told him what a couple of years of fighting for life on Pluto does to a man’s muscles and reflexes.


  He tried filling the air with aimless fists. A few connected but Shannon rolled with the worst ones, robbing them of a satisfyingly solid impact, though his face gradually began to change shape and color under the blows. The big man could have smashed him any time if he could only have caught his breath. What little he did get, whistled like a carboned tube. It wasn’t much, because Shannon concentrated on his middle.


  Drawn by the commotion, Al Sphine and Mike Killmer came barging through the door, in time to see the smaller man, Ben Carlson, gripping a chair and maneuvering for the back of Shannon’s head.


  Al Spaine, being nearest, hit him first. The smaller man went down and his companion fell on him. Neither one showed any great eagerness to get up and resume hostilities. At a gesture from Shannon, they got as far as hands and knees and made a distinctly ungraceful exit.


  Shannon fell against his desk, panting.


  “Thanks,” he told the little communications man.


  “Go to the devil!” Spaine said coldly. “I’m just not like you. I don’t want to see everybody I dislike mopped off the earth.”


  He turned and stalked out. Mike Killmer, following, stopped in the doorway long enough to eye Shannon critically.


  “You better go over to the field hospital and let Doc Seitz shove that face of yours in the de-coagulator for twenty minutes. If I’ve got to work here another two weeks, I’d like outsiders to think you’re human.” Shannon snorted, sank into his chair behind the desk, got his clothing straightened, his cut face mopped somewhat and his hair combed. Then he rang for Marla Wylie. She came in, her attitude still impersonal.


  “I think we lost a trick,” Shannon told her. “Who’s the landlord of this property?”


  “The Henry Welsh Estates, managed by Ernst and Kummer.”


  “Not any more, I’m certain of that. How much back rent does Venus owe?”


  “Why, none.” She looked startled. “Mr. Leverance always managed to meet the rent within the current period. This current month hasn’t been paid yet, but this is only the eighth of the month and—”


  “I knew it,” Shannon groaned. “Bring me the lease—fast!”


  HE motioned for her to wait while he read the document. At last he slapped it down on the desk disgustedly.


  “Tubby warned me to be sure my own back fences were tight. We’re stuck. A joker in the lease gives the landlord the right to evict a tenant whose rent is more than seven days past due. Ours was due on the first. This is the eighth.”


  He stared at the wall, thinking furiously.


  “Know of any property, for rent around the field?”


  Marla Wylie shook her head.


  “I’ll check on it, if you like.”


  “Go ahead. But there won’t be. Dollars to mush, Conway’s grabbed every available space. And it would take us months and cost a fortune to build and equip a private field somewhere else.”


  “Then—then that means you’re through? With no base of operations, you can’t operate ships.”


  “No, it doesn’t mean I’m through!” Shannon said violently. “It means I’ve got to think fast, that’s all. There’s a way out somewhere. There’s always a way out if you can find it—”


  “Mr. Shannon,” Marla interrupted. She had risen, stood facing him tensely across the desk. “Why don’t you give lip?”


  “What?” Shannon exclaimed. “Let Venus go smash now, when the fight is just beginning?”


  “Not that.” Marla shook her head. “I mean, give up this bitter, inhuman purpose behind your fighting. Tubby Martin told us how you outguessed and outmaneuvered Titus Conway this afternoon. You’ll do it again after this setback, I know. You have brains and courage, qualities that would earn you a loyalty you’ll never buy.”


  Shannon leaned his bruised chin on his fists and stared at her.


  “All right. You tell me what I should do.”


  “Keep on fighting, but fight for an ideal,” Marla told him. “John Leverance had one. He saw the Solar System as one big utopian unit, with mankind spreading out among the nine worlds to share the products of the System with one another. He used to look on every ton of freight that blasted off, not as so many dollars’ profit in his pocket or from someone else’s pocket, but as one more foothold carved out of a rich wilderness.


  “You may not believe this, Mr. Shannon, when I tell you that those men out there, Allen Spaine and Mike Killmer and the pilots, don’t want to leave. Set up a goal and let them share in it and I’m almost certain—”


  “How about you?” Shannon asked flatly.


  Marla’s eyes shifted away. She started to speak, stopped and looked up over Shannon’s head, toward the portrait of old John Leverance who had had a noble vision.


  Shannon got up suddenly, so abruptly that his chair slammed over backward.


  “Never mind. I get it.” He faced the girl, letting the bitterness slip out onto his battered face. “You think John Leverance had any copyright on that dream? I had a future once, too. But I lost it. It’s up on Venus, somewhere under the fog and the wind, tangled up in a pile of rusty metal and broken bones.


  “Go find that lost future, if you want me to believe in Santa Claus. Get me back the right to fly again, if you want me to care whether, other men fly.”


  He stopped, drew in a deep breath. The flames died out of his eyes.


  “I’m going over to the field hospital,” he said huskily, “to get these bruises rayed out. When I come back, I’ll have a way figured out to beat this eviction.”


  He went out, slamming the door. He did not look back again at Marla’s white, strained face. Lane Shannon knew that if he looked at her again, just then, he might weaken.


  RETURNING from the hospital, his face almost normal from the de-coagulator lamps that had dissolved and floated away the dark blood from bruised veins and capillaries, Shannon saw that something was wrong the moment he entered the building.


  Tubby Martin had returned and, with the other men and Marla Wylie, was crowded into the tiny Communications Room. They were watching the televisor screen over Al Spaine’s shoulder. Shannon could see a sort of dull horror reflected on their faces.


  Cold fingers clawed at his nerves. He slammed through the railing, drove into the little room with desperate fury.


  “What’s wrong? What happened?”


  Al Spaine told him, without looking around.


  “Your lovely little war kicked back on you, heel. It’s getting ready to murder Billy Anderson, the finest spaceman who ever pushed a Bolton bar.”


  


  


  CHAPTER VII


  Change of Heart


  


  


  BEYOND Spaine’s stiff, angry shoulders, Shannon could see the glowing screen. It held a face that was strange to him, the face of a youngster, blond and pink-cheeked. He must have been about twenty, alive with the laughter and buoyancy of youth.


  But there was no laughter on his face now. It was pale, strained, dotted with glittering droplets of perspiration. Haunted eyes lifted, focused on Lane Shannon.


  “You’re the new chief, aren’t you?” he said huskily. “Then for God’s sake, throw your weight around down there. Get the field dispatcher quick and tell him to cut me off the beam.”


  “Off the beam?” Shannon gasped. “I don’t get it. What’s—”


  “Hurry up!” Billy Anderson choked. “I’m heading for Earth under constant acceleration. Both my braking tubes and steering jets are dead. I can’t slow, stop or steer and that beam is pulling me straight down toward the Field Headquarters Building. If I hit it at this speed, I’ll smash everything and everybody to bits.”


  “If the beam lets go,” Mike Killmer raged, “you’ll fly off at a tangent and never see Earth again. The sun’ll pull you in before we can catch up with a grappling crew and that’ll be the end.”


  “So what?” Anderson shouted, half in tears. “What’s one old ship and one bum pilot against a crackup that would tie up interplanetary commerce for months? Cut-off—that—beam!” Allen Spaine twisted around, glaring at Shannon. There were tears on his cheeks.


  “Go ahead, cut him off. Throw him to the wolves. What’s one life more or less when you wipe ’em out wholesale! I hope you’re enjoying your war, Shannon. Those tubes blew out because somebody monkeyed with them. You asked for sabotage—and you got it! What do you care who gets killed? You won’t be exposing your yellow spine to any real danger!”


  Shannon was cold, rigid, barely hearing the furious tirade. His mind was painting pictures, sickening visions. Tons of steel and explosive fuel would smash down, at thousands of miles per hour, on the huge Headquarters structure.


  The three or four hundred persons working in the building could be out in time, of course. But nothing could save the priceless records, the nerve centers of control and communication that had taken interplanetary traffic out of the by-guess-and-by-gosh groove and standardized it.


  As long as the Lunar beam stayed on, the runaway ship would be inexorably drawn down to the center of the building. The crash might even wreck surrounding structures, the entire field.


  But none of these factors loomed as achingly monstrous in Shannon’s mind as the white face of Billy Anderson.


  Something snapped in Shannon’s brain, brought a flame into his cold eyes.


  “Get out of that chair!” he roared.


  When Al Spaine gaped without moving, Shannon caught him in a furious grip, lifted his slender body and literally hurled it back against Killmer and Tubby Martin. Before anyone could move, Shannon was in Spaine’s chair, leaning toward the transmitter.


  “Anderson!” he barked. “Get this and get it the first time. How far out are you now?”


  “Four hours. But kill that beam, you fool! Another half hour and it’ll be too late for me to miss Earth. I’ll smash into some city, maybe slaughter a hundred people.”


  “Shut up and listen! The beam is staying on and you’re coming into this field—alive. Are your stern tubes cool?”


  “Yes, but—”


  SHANNON gestured impatiently.


  “Then grab your emergency tool kit and climb back into the housing,” he ordered. “You’ve got to work fast on this or you’re licked. I know the tube, assembly on those Heavy Six jobs. Each tube is separately mounted and supported by short V-braces leading to a tube saddle. This saddle is made up of a stack of thin metallite shims, so that if a tube gets out of alignment, it can be shimmed, back to true without tearing down the whole assembly. Got that?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Shut up! Squirm back there and start knocking shims out of the saddles on one side and wedging them in on the other. Do that with every individual tube on the inner three rings. Let the outer rings alone, but shim every one of the tubes in the inner three as far out of line as you can—but all in the same direction.”


  “I get it, but—Wait! You mean maybe I can use the inner rings as steering tubes?” Anderson exclaimed.


  “Of course. Even if they’re only a sixteenth out of line, if they all fire in the same direction and keep firing long enough, you’ll turn your ship completely around. It’s only a question of having time enough to make the swing. Get going!”


  A tight grin eased the strain of Anderson’s face.


  “I’ve gone! Stand by for a report.” The screen cleared. Shannon let out his breath in a long whistling sigh, conscious for the first time that he had been holding it until his lungs ached. He sat numbly, staring with dull curiosity at half moons, of crimson blood where his fists had clenched, driving nails into the palms of his hands. He was seeing the face of Billy Anderson, turning from agony to hope.


  But he was hearing, over and over again, the words of Allen Spaine. You asked for sabotage and you got it. What do you care who gets killed? He cleared his brain of the bitter words by sheer force of will, drove himself to concentrate on the one slim hope.


  Thank God this wasn’t one of the older G-class crates, with rigid tube-mounts permanently attached to the tubes by intermolecular lacing. For the first time, Shannon found a reason to be glad that circumstances had made him learn rocket ships the hard way.


  Lacking the capital to finance his training, he had earned his way to a pilot’s license by working part time in the Ranger Factory, afterward builders of the Heavy Six freighters. He knew the tube-mounting principle on which Ranger success had been founded. But neither he nor the manufacturers had ever envisioned this use of the construction feature.


  It Was such a desperate gamble. Suppose the blast couldn’t be turned far enough to swing the ship in the remaining time. They wouldn’t know until it was too late to try anything else.


  Suppose the uneven blast pressure burned out the tubes. Suppose, even if the ship could be turned, that setting it down on its tail jets without the aid of steering rockets might prove impossible. Shannon groaned and tore his mind away from the nagging doubts.


  “How did this happen?” he demanded. “I thought Anderson blasted off for Venus hours ago.”


  “He was supposed to,” Killmer said. “But Conway cut his freight rate in half this morning and stole every load. There was no sense in going on empty, so I told Billy to come home. He blasted out to mid-point, tried to decelerate and discovered his whole bow ignition had been deliberately smashed. Sabotage—”


  “Hi, Chief!” Anderson appeared in the televisor, grinning through a mask of carbon and grease. “I did it. Gained almost an eighth-inch misalignment. I should be able to waltz this crate with a sideblast like that.”


  LANE SHANNON swallowed the tightness in his throat.


  “Good boy,” he said. “Now start blasting those rings, but watch tube temperature every second. You’ve got to find the point of highest possible Acceleration the tubes will stand, and then use it. Every second counts, because you’ll be fighting both inertia and the pull of the beam.”


  “I get you, Chief.”


  “And give us fifteen-minute readings on a couple of fixed stars, so we can figure your rate of turn.”


  Anderson saluted arid vanished. After a moment, the receiver brought the growing thunder of the tubes. The sound rose and fell for a time and finally settled to a dull rumble.


  “A shade over three-quarter throttle,” Anderson reported shortly. “I may have to pull it a time or two to keep the heat down, but I’ll keep all I can. Now stand by while I watch stars shift.”


  “I’ll take the figures,” Mike Killmer snapped.


  After tense moments of listening and figuring, he raised a haggard face.


  “We can’t be sure on this, but I don’t like it. I want to see a measurable safety margin and it isn’t there. If he makes it, he’ll just make it, and that’s all.”


  “I heard that,” Anderson cut in. “I’ll keep trying, but if you see I can’t make it, let me know in time to kick out the hold-back valves on the feed line. I can at least blow this crate into small enough pieces so they won’t hurt anybody when they land.” Behind Shannon, Marla Wylie choked back a sob. Al Spaine was whispering curses in a mumbling monotone. The electric computator clicked and whirred, feeding back figures to check Killmer’s data. Ohrbeck was silent, gnawing his fists. Shannon could see Tubby Martin’s round face from the corner of his eye. It was white, strained, unnatural.


  Tubby Martin wasn’t seeing a kid named Billy Anderson. He was still seeing Mack Drummond, smeared out on a mountain on Venus. His best friend.


  An hour rocketed past, the minutes slipping through Shannon’s clutching fingers. Tension was a solid, aching thing that beat at his brain. He was vaguely aware that someone was clutching his shoulder, kneading it with unconscious ferocity.


  A hand set a glass of water before him, arid he gulped it without turning to identify the donor. Sweat blurred his vision and when he finally dashed it away, two more precious minutes had fled.


  More readings came in. Suddenly Mike Killmer hurled away his computation sheets.


  “He can’t make it. He can’t! His time is half gone and he’s only swung eighty-three point four degrees. He’ll come in at an angle and crash.”


  Suddenly it seemed as though all the weariness in the universe swept over Lane Shannon. He slumped forward against the transmitter, feeling the strength wash out of nerves and muscles. It was a physical effort to speak and his voice, when it did come, was scarcely more than a whisper.


  “No, he won’t. He’ll make it, now. He’s won. He only had to fight halfway. Beyond ninety degrees, the Lunar beam stops fighting him and starts pulling him back into line again. The beam doesn’t cafe which way his ship’s pointing, as long as it’s in line.


  “That was what I figured on. Didn’t dare cut him off first ninety degrees to make it easier. If he—lost the beam—he’d never get back on again without steering jets—”


  Everything blurred for Shannon then. He knew dimly that voices were shouting and hands were pounding his back and shoulders. Someone was squeezing his arm, pumping it. Through the blur in his eyes, that someone looked like Allen Spaine, but that couldn’t be.


  “Easy! Easy!”


  SHANNON found his voice at last. “He isn’t in the clear until he lands. Someone go tell the dispatcher what’s up. Have him clear everybody off the field. Have him cut me in here on the field line.


  “When I give the word, tell him to break the beam. Then run like blazes. The rest of you clear out. When the beam lets go, that ship will spray jet-blast all over this end of North America, trying to sit down on her tail.”


  It was Al Spaine who answered for them all.


  “I’ll see the dispatcher. But we’re sticking this out.”


  There was no time to argue. Time was leaping toward the crisis. Shannon began to talk quietly, earnestly, calmingly, discussing the problem of landing the big ship, suggesting shifts to increase tail-heaviness. Darkness closed in.


  Someone touched the button that rolled back a section of roof, leaving only glassite panes between them and the northern sky.


  “I’ve stopped turning,” Anderson said suddenly. And a few minutes later: “Hull temperature rising: That means atmosphere. One way or another, you should see me soon.”


  “Grit your teeth,” Shannon said, “and start decelerating.”


  THE blast roared in the speaker, spurted and died.


  “There he is!”


  All saw it simultaneously, a pin-streak of flame crawling fitfully down the black vault of the sky. Anderson came back to the screen, white-faced, dull-eyed, wiping a trickle of blood from his mouth and nostrils.


  “I can stop her,” he panted. “If my teeth don’t fly out the top of my skull.”


  It was brutal punishment, cramming thousands of miles of deceleration into half a dozen, but Billy Anderson took it somehow and his piloting was superb.


  Down! Down!


  At a thousand feet they could see the tubes, white-hot pencils of lashing fury, separated from shells of high-explosive fuel only by thin bulkheads. If the landing split those guarding walls, drove the hot tubes into the mush—


  “You’ll hear me cut out the beam in a second,” Shannon said. “Stand ready to give ten seconds’ full blast through the bent tubes, to throw the ship out of line with the building. Then come down. And Billy. If you overbalance and come in on your side—”


  Anderson found the ghost of a grin.


  “I can take it, Chief.


  “Then—Cut beam!”


  The big ship plumed a boiling maelstrom of crimson fury. The blast of it pattered on the glass overhead, seared the upturned faces. There was no perceptible lateral shift but the rocket ship was coming down, beating its wings of flame against the cup of the field, painting the surrounding buildings with its lurid glare.


  “Stay level,” Shannon prayed. “Stay level.”


  The night was all flame and thunder, blinding them, battering the universe.


  Shannon squeezed his eyes tight against the agony of the flame.


  The thunder stopped. There was a sharp, crunching thud, then the heavy clangor of falling metal. But no explosion.


  Somehow Shannon was out in the screaming echoes of the night, racing beside Killmer and Spaine and Marla and Tubby Martin. Field lights came on, bathing the dust-wrapped giant. Other men were running toward the crash.


  A siren was screaming.


  Nobody ran away, Shannon thought. Spacemen don’t run away when help is needed.


  Figures plunged into the dust and smoke.


  There came the rip of protesting metal. Then the figures were coming back.


  Not carrying him. Helping him stand and walk between them.


  LANE SHANNON heard Marla Wylie sob, heard Al Spaine curse happily. Then he was facing Billy Anderson, a trickle of blood across the youngster’s forehead, burns and blisters and a sick whiteness. Internes came running from the ambulance. Anderson opened his eyes, grinned weakly at Shannon. One hand fumbled out, groping.


  “Hi, Chief! I made it. You’re tops in my book, any day.”


  Shannon took the kid’s hand, fought the lump in his throat as they led the boy away.


  Al Spaine moved up beside the man he had despised.


  “My tricycle’s parked over on traffic level, boss. Can I give you a lift to your hotel?”


  


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  Disaster


  


  


  THEY were all in the office when Lane Shannon arrived the next morning. He came in, walking on air. Billy Anderson would be out and flying in a week. A new tube assembly and some patching would put the Heavy Six back in service. And things were changed—


  “Good morning,” they all said.


  But something wasn’t quite right—yet. There was a tension, a strain on their faces and in their eyes. Shannon thought he knew what caused it and what to do about it. He had lain awake planning instead of sleeping.


  He went through into his own office and sat down behind the desk. It felt more like his own now. The serpentine coils of a newstape lay in front of him, with its uppermost items circled in red crayon. Something about the freight fight that Marla Wylie wanted him to see.


  He glanced at the strip without actually seeing it, then crumpled it in his hand. What news could be as important this morning as the news he was about to reveal?


  Shannon twisted around to grin up at the face of John Leverance.


  “You win,” he whispered. “Do you mind if I borrow your dream?”


  The portrait of John Leverance seemed to smile.


  Shannon snapped the communicator stud.


  “Everybody in my office for a talk.” He faced them, the newstape crumpled in his fist. For a moment he was silent, framing his words with care.


  “I don’t quite know how to say this,” he began finally. “Or how you’ll take it. But—something happened last night to me. Marla was right. I have no right to smash men and their dreams for a twisted hatred.


  “Last night I found a new goal to fight for—Venus Freight Line. I’ll keep on fighting, but not for revenge. For the finest little spaceline in the System! I’m going after business—hard and honestly. It won’t be easy, because I’ve got to go back three years and clear my own name.


  “But I know now that our little enterprise will win out. On that basis, will you stick and help?”


  Nobody cheered. Marla Wylie finally broke the silence with a tight, choked sound that might have been a sob. She whirled to the door, snatched it open and ran blindly out.


  Shannon frowned in bewilderment. Nerves, probably. This whole crazy time must have been a terrible strain. He faced the others again.


  “You heard how Conway levered us out of our space here at the field. I’ve hit back on that—by leasing better space where he didn’t expect me. On the Moon. We’ll leave someone here to maintain a pickup office, and make Lunopolis our headquarters. It’s a better location, anyhow.


  “Then we’ll need new ships. I’m placing an order for four of the newest A-class carriers, giving the factory an assignment of my next payment from Pluto in lieu of cash. And—”


  “Hold your bar a minute, Shannon,” Mike Killmer said, studying him narrowly. “Is this an act? Or don’t you know what that thing you’re waving around is?”


  He nodded toward the crumpled newstape. Shannon gaped at it, conscious that they were watching him like hawks. Finally he dropped into his chair, smoothed the tape and read the curt lines of the latest news flashes received.


  PLUTO ENTERPRISES ATTACKED . . . CONWAY CARGOES IN SURPRISE MOVE CHARGE PLUTO ENTERPRISES WITH MISMANAGEMENT OF MINE EARNINGS . . . DEMAND COMPLETE INVESTIGATION . . . INTERPLANETARY COURT ISSUES INJUNCTION FREEZING PLUTO ENTERPRISES BANK ACCOUNTS PENDING COMPLETE INVESTIGATION OF CHARGES . . . VEDALIAN DISCOVERERS AND INVESTORS HIT BY TIE-UP OF COMPANY FUNDS.


  The strip fluttered out of Shannon’s fingers. He was stunned, shocked beyond coherent thought. He had underestimated Titus Conway’s power in the System, and this was the bitter penalty.


  HE had a little cash left from his purchase of Venus Freight Line. Two or three thousand, at most. The remainder of the million and a half he had planned for working capital—fighting capital—was frozen on Pluto.


  Eventually he’d get all or most of it. But not until Conway’s experts had dragged in every known and unknown trick to delay the investigation and final settlement. Meanwhile, his holdings weren’t good for even a dollar’s worth of credit.


  A light burst in Shannon’s brain. “You people—Marla—You thought I knew about this, and was only changing my tactics to recoup some of my loss on freight income. That was why she ran out?”


  Mike Killmer answered for them all. “I guess maybe it was just our turn to be wrong, boss. We’ll stick—to what’s left.”


  Tubby Martin made a strangled sound. His face was twisted, streaked with angry tears. His eyes were wild, feverish.


  “I’m not sticking! Go ahead and haul your freight. Forget Mack Drummond. Slap Titus Conway’s wrist and call it a fight, if you want to. Mack was my friend! The rat who murdered him is still walking and breathing and ruling the entire universe.


  “Go ahead and send some more men out to be slaughtered by sabotage and rotten mush and overloaded ships! I’ll wipe the slate clean my way!”


  He whirled, sobbing, and raced for the door.


  “Tubby!” Shannon roared. “Stop him! He’s out of his head!”


  Killmer and Spaine lunged frantically. The chunky figure sidestepped, kicked furiously and was gone. A door slammed and a tricycle car roared away outside.


  “Jupiter!” Killmer picked himself up, white-faced. “There goes murder looking for a place to happen.”


  “Try to stop him, head him off,” Shannon snapped. “I’ve ordered a crew in to handle packing and moving. There’s enough money left for that, at least. Where did Marla go?”


  Spaine shook his head.


  “Who knows? She said before you came that if you didn’t take this new move the right way, she wouldn’t be back.”


  Shannon groaned.


  “Try to catch Tubby. I’ll keep this end up and put out a hunt for her. Venus Freight Line is just about kicking now, and that’s all. One more body punch from Conway while we’re disorganized like this and the fight will be over. Get going!”


  *   *   *   *   *


  Spaine and Killmer came back in the afternoon, shaking their heads. Tubby Martin, completely unbalanced by his friend’s death and the nerve strain of the night before, could not be found. Shannon, in turn, had been unable to locate Marla Wylie. She had vacated her apartment without leaving a forwarding address.


  Despite his gnawing anxiety, Shannon had forced himself to keep a grip on the job at hand. He learned that the full repair bill of the damaged Heavy Six would amount to just under nineteen hundred dollars. When he had written a check, his bank balance was less than four hundred. Not even enough to complete the move to Moon City and meet the next payrolls.


  There would be nothing left for overhauls, establishment of a branch office on Earth, equipment of shops and cradle house at Moon City, purchase of fuel reserves.


  At the darkest time, Keene, the stock broker, switched in on the visiphone.


  “Mr. Shannon. The bid is up three-quarters on that insurance stock and leveling off. Do you still insist we hold it?”


  “No!” Shannon roared. “Sell, as fast as you can. Are you sure the holdings-are scattered so single ownership won’t be suspected?”


  “Absolutely, Mr. Shannon. You can trust our judgment.”


  Shannon cut the switch. Meanwhile they’d been given orders to get off the premises that afternoon.


  AT THREE o’clock a squad of armed deputies moved in. At three-fifteen, Venus Freight Line and its personnel—with the exception of Marla Wylie and Tubby Martin—blasted off for the Moon. They flew Mitie Ohrbeck’s overhauled G-3, with Killmer at the controls and all their files and equipment stored in the hold. Ohrbeck himself stayed behind to bring up the Heavy Six as soon as repairs were completed.


  They left the old, discarded G-1 on its rack. Despite their desperate need for ships, Shannon ruled it unsafe and ordered it sold for junk. Weakened hull segments caused a constant twisting during flight that cracked off the plastic energy-transferring meteor shield in great chunks. And they needed the few hundred dollars’ cash it would bring.


  There was one break. Marquard, the pilot whom Shannon had yet to meet, had loaded arid cleared Venus City Spaceport before the Conway lid clamped down. He was blasting down to meet them at Moon City the next afternoon. Spaine and Killmer assured Shannon that Marquard, too, would stick with Venus Line. Shannon felt better.


  The beam pulled them down into their leased cradle at Moon City Spaceport during the early morning hours, terrestrial time. Moon City itself was a flat, dark blister on the wall of Maurolycus Crater, most of its enterprises stretching deep into the caverns or lined along the great subterranean highways to Stofler and Pitiscus and the Cuvier Crater mines.


  The retractable cradle dropped them down into the vast air-conditioned under-pits, into a beehive of activity. The artificial sun was on and repair shops, freight terminals and loading docks were going full blast. A pneumatube car sped them to roomy, comfortable quarters Shannon had leased by televisor before Conway thought of shutting off this area to his enemy. A crew went to work with quiet efficiency, unloading and setting up the equipment of office and shop.


  “We’ve got to locate a new maintenance man,” Shannon said sadly. “And a new secretary, too, I guess.”


  He paced the floor, biting his lips. Al Spaine wandered to a purring news-beam receiver and read the jutting tape. Suddenly he yelped, clawed off the strip and whirled toward Shannon. His eyes were bulging, wild.


  “Shannon! He did it! The crazy wild man did it!”


  Shannon spun around.


  “Who? Did what?” he demanded. “Tubby Martin. Right after we blasted off, he ran wild. Broke into Conway’s place, shot down two guards and kidnaped Titus Conway and his daughter. He got clear away and blasted off in our old condemned G-One, with half the patrol ships and I.B.I. men on Earth trying to cut him off.”


  “Good Lord!” Shannon sagged against the wall, feeling his whole world tumbling around his head. “The poor, cracked—Wait! Call Service to jam new fuel shells in our ship and swing it around for blast-off—quick. I’ve got to go after him. I know where he’s headed, what he’s planning to do. And nobody can block him but me.”


  “Lane! Stop it!” Spaine and Killmer fell on Shannon, pinning his arms, wrestling him back from the door. “You can’t fly. You’re grounded and the penalty for breaking ground-order is two years on ‘The Ball’—two years on Penal Asteroid!”


  “Let go!” Shannon demanded, struggling. “I’ve got to go alone. He’ll kill himself and Conway and that innocent girl. I tell you, I know how that warped brain, of his is working. I know where he’s heading—” From the doorway, a crisp voice interrupted.


  “We’re glad to hear that, Shannon. You come on over to Headquarters and give us the dope and we’ll do the. stopping.”


  He was a powerfully built man in official uniform, with belt and buckle around his waist, insignia denoting his rank on his shoulder straps and a grayish plastic helmet. His right hand gripped a stubby blast pistol.


  Behind him stood two subordinates, similarly uniformed and equally determined.


  “Bentley,” the big man said, “and two of my assistants. Interplanetary Bureau of Investigation. The Earth office wants to know what connection there might be between your open war with Titus Conway and this kidnaping by one of your employees. I’m afraid you three are under arrest.”


  


  


  CHAPTER IX


  Fugitive Flight


  


  


  SHANNON’S breath exploded noisely. For a fleeting instant he saw again the white, strained face of Tubby Martin, the crawling madness in his eyes. Madness he, Lane Shannon, had helped nourish.


  “Wait!” Shannon pleaded desperately. “You don’t understand. Here, let me show you—”


  He took a step forward. His hand thrust out, caught the blast pistol, twisted it aside.


  “Pile in, gang!” he shouted.


  Even as his right hand balled up and exploded against the big I.B.I. man’s square jaw, Spaine and Killmer sprang into action. Like a couple of football men, they charged across the room to tackle the other two officers.


  As the I.B.I. leader reeled back from Shannon’s unexpected blow, to sag to the floor, one of his aides, who had drawn his own blast pistol, threatened to break up the proceedings.


  In that desperate moment, Mike Killmer caught him about the legs. The two went down in a fighting, smashing heap, as the gun flew from the I.B.I. man’s hand. Killmer swore roundly, grabbed the officer by the throat and bounced his head against the floor. The man’s helmet was not enough to protect him. His eyes rolled back dazedly, and Killmer put him to sleep with a hard left jab.


  The second officer had meanwhile sidestepped Allen Spaine’s lunge. He too tried for his blast pistol. But Spaine spun to face him and grabbed him tightly about the middle. He squeezed, hard, so that the aide’s arms were pinioned to his sides, the air whistling harshly from his lungs.


  Lane Shannon finished the fight with a looping right uppercut. He caught the man’s body as it sagged forward and lowered it to the floor.


  “Hold these fellows!” he said, panting, as Spaine and Killmer glanced at their handiwork uncertainly. “Keep them quiet until I’ve cleared the cradle. If an alarm gets out now, I’ll shoot my way clear. And listen to me! I’m going after Tubby.


  “If I fail to stop him, I won’t be back and Venus Freight Line will be yours—yours and Marla’s and the others.”


  “Well,” Mike Killmer roared at him, “what are you hanging around here gabbing for?”


  “Twenty minutes,” Shannon snapped. “I’ve got to have twenty minutes to blast clear. You call Service about the ship.”


  He ran out the door, forced himself down to a brisk walk when he reached the street corridor. It would never do to draw attention by running. The street might be crowded with I.B.I. men. There might already be guards on their ship to prevent escape.


  At a corner, Shannon snatched out coins, fed them into a humming news machine and grabbed at the latest tape. He read it without slowing, catching the items with anxious eyes. Tubby Martin had vanished. The G-1 had been unguarded. No one remembered that Venus Freight Line kept it fueled for emergency use. As a consequence, Martin got it away before other ships could blast off. Once beyond atmosphere, blasting free of the beam, he had the whole vast emptiness of space in which to elude discovery.


  Once upon a time, Shannon thought wildly, another poor devil as much of a fool as himself got into a mess like this. A guy named Frankenstein, who built a monster he couldn’t control.


  A guy named Frankenstein—


  Shannon knew that he had to be right. There was only one place for Tubby Martin to go, only one vengeance that would satisfy his mad hatred. Back to Venus, to cloud-filled, wind-battered Morgreb Pass, and towering Nason Peak in the Moulin Range, where Mack Drummond had lost his life but saved his payload. A rocket splitting the wind, roaring down under full blast. A peal of mad, triumphant laughter above the thunder.


  Then the end. The crash on Nason Peak, where Mack Drummond had crashed. Tubby Martin, Titus Conway, his daughter, the future of Venus Freight Line and of Lane Shannon, crashing in the clouds of Venus.


  Shannon shook his head to clear the dread vision.


  A miracle came to pass. The G-3 lay in her cradle, fueled and ready, with cradle-crew tense at the controls to send her up to blast-off level. A miracle did it. A miracle named Mike Killmer.


  “Up! Fast!” Shannon roared and plunged into the hold.


  The port lock slammed and he dogged it shut, leaped for the empty bucket seat as the cradle tilted and rumbled underneath. Shannon’s hands were shaking until they touched the controls, found the old steadiness he had lost with his license, three years ago.


  They were snapping him up. The red light flashed and almost instantly cut to green. Good men on the Moon cradles. Fuel. Ignition. Kick the booster, shove the Bolton home. Ride the thunder to Venus.


  It was a blast-off that would have killed a pilot on Earth. Here, under the Moon’s lesser pull, it only blacked out Shannon’s senses and beat his body with a thousand mighty hammers.


  WHEN he came to, the beam carrier receiver was spluttering. He snapped it on.


  “Shannon! Lane Shannon, come back here and submit to arrest. You’re only making things tougher for yourself and your men by fleeing. You can’t dodge the Space Patrol—”


  The receiver continued to whine, warning Shannon of his peril. He snapped it off. Back toward the dark bubble of the Moon, streaks of thin crimson were darting upward—patrol ships, seeking him. Faster ships than the G-3, these patrol vessels, armed and equipped with detectors, authorized by law to blast him out of the sky if he failed to heed a stop order.


  He had to shake off pursuit, keep out of detector range. Tubby Martin had done it, somehow. Shannon sent the G-3 hurtling off at an angle, away from the Earth-Moon routes, completely away from the Venus track. Then he began to throw it into a systematic, dizzy zigzag course that was the more bewildering because it took full advantage of three-dimensional space.


  The detectors might catch him at times by accident, but they’d have to be good to hold him long enough for the Space Patrol to get a line.


  Presently the receiver stopped whining and the crimson splinters were no longer visible from the ports. Shannon adjusted his controls for robot operation, set a course for Venus. Then he slumped back into the bucket seat, laid his head against the padded rest and slept for the first time in forty-eight hours.


  He awoke with an aching body but a mind clearer and reasonably refreshed. It was a shock to realize that he had slept through nearly seven hours of unguarded flight. A dozen perils might have menaced him during the period, but apparently none had. Earth was just another planet in the blackness behind.


  Shannon moved around to limber cramped muscles, snapped on the private televisor on the bare chance Al Spaine or Mike Killmer might get a chance to call on the Venus transmitter. Marquard would be down by this time and probably in custody, as surely would Ohrbeck back on Earth. The stark slenderness of his hope, the desperation of his mad gamble swept down on Shannon then with a strangling fear.


  To fight off the grim doubts, he set about getting his location and speed. This necessitated digging clear back into his student-pilot days, dredging up rusty bits of astrogation he had all but forgot in the longer experience of flying under beam control. He shot fixed stars from the port windows and worked out his position. Then, to make sure, he shot again and reworked the figures.


  There was a hopeless divergence in his two results. Shannon groaned, gritted his teeth and went through the racking task once more. This time he got an agreement with the second figure, found the error that had thrown his first calculation off. With time and location and a knowledge of his speed under full blast, he could calculate a probable arrival at Venus in about eighteen hours.


  Then came the calculation he dreaded to make—his established speed against Tubby Martin’s possible time. Even with the two ships flashing along similar courses, pointing a narrowing trajectory at the same eventual focus, there was not one chance in millions of actually sighting the G-1 in space. His only hope of success lay in beating Martin to Morgreb Pass, somehow intercepting and stopping him there. A futile, well, nigh impossible hope.


  SHANNON finished his calculations and sat gnawing at his fists. He should be able to beat the G-1 by a slender margin—if he had correctly guessed how much time Tubby Martin lost shaking off pursuit before he set his direct course. That was the blind factor, the unknown “X” in the formula. The slender margin between life and death.


  When the televisor screen suddenly hummed and flickered with a clearing image, Shannon’s heart nearly pounded itself out of his chest. The screen was set on Venus Freight Line’s own private wave. A signal there meant either the I.B.I. was cutting in to deliver a threat—or one of the Venusmen had been free and able to reach a transmitter.


  The image flickered and cleared. Shannon’s pulses raced, then slowed to icy calm. This is it, he thought. Success or failure.


  Tubby Martin’s face was on the screen, glassy eyes staring out at Lane Shannon, flicking away, returning to stare again. Sight of the puffy, mottled face, the mad eyes, the twitching lips with raw marks of worrying teeth, tore at Shannon’s heart.


  This is your handiwork, Shannon thought. Look at it. The bugs of madness might have been there before. But you set them crawling, nourished them on your own warped hatred.


  “You,” Tubby Martin said at last, hoarsely. “You’re not at the office. Where are you?”


  Careful, Shannon’s mind shrieked at him. Everything depends on your answers now. Words are your only weapon. Words and the tone of your voice.


  This was why he had dared punishment to fly again, in the face of his revoked license. This was why he had left Al Spaine and Mike Killmer and the I.B.I. man behind. Because the only hope of success lay with Shannon alone. Because no one but Lane Shannon could hope to make the madman believe the lie he had to tell. The lie that might save lives.


  “Not at the office, Tubby,” he said gently, carefully. “I’m out in space, flying again, close enough to you right now to reach out and touch you.”


  “You can’t stop me! You can’t stop me!” Martin’s face screwed up craftily. “You know what I’m going to do?”


  “Of course. It’s the only thing to do, Tubby. Poetic justice. Take him up there where Mack Drummond is waiting and wipe the slate clean.”


  “You’re not going to stop me, Lane. You can’t stop me.”


  “Of course not, Tubby. I’m going along. Mack was my friend, too. Remember that morning I blasted off with the Turtle? How he risked his job to give me that drink that drove out the chills and fever? Mack’s waiting for me too, Tubby.”


  Tears welled grotesquely out of the other’s glazed eyes.


  “But you said you weren’t interested in squaring things for Mack any more. You said it was freight you were fighting for.”


  “You saw through that, didn’t you?” Shannon asked. “They were trying to make me stop fighting altogether. I had to fool them so I could keep on, trick them into helping me.”


  He hesitated, watching the expressions swirl across Tubby Martin’s face. At last he asked the question that had been beating at his brain. “You haven’t—haven’t done any thing to them yet, have you?”


  “Oh, no. Only telling them about Mack and me and how we’re going to meet him soon. Wait, I’ll show you.”


  Martin’s hands came toward the screen, blurred out of focus as he fumbled with the scanner setting. The scene began to slide across the receiver plate, to reveal a corner of the ancient, rusty cabin. The image paused, tilted, focused at last on the two bound figures lying on the floor plates.


  LANE SHANNON could see old A Titus Conway’s face, still cold and hard. Only his eyes showed the fear that must be a living agony inside him. He looked up at Shannon on the screen and hope came into his face.


  Shannon knew Tubby Martin was watching him, probing his every facial expression. He dared not give any sign of assurance.


  He looked beyond Conway at the girl, his daughter. Suddenly the cabin, the screen, the flickering image, all were reeling and blurring before his eyes. He blinked desperately, looked again. It was mad, impossible, but—


  Dear heaven, the girl was Marla Wylie!


  “Tubby! Listen to me. You’ve made a ghastly mistake. That—that’s Marla, Tubby. Marla Wylie!”


  Tubby Martin laughed and the grating cacophony clawed at Shannon’s nerves.


  “Sure it is, Lane. Didn’t you know? Marla Wylie is Titus Conway’s daughter. You didn’t know that, eh? Al Spaine and Mike Killmer didn’t know it, either. But I knew it, Lane. I followed her to his office and heard the whole thing. That’s why she’s going with us—going to join Mack up there on Nason Peak.”


  


  


  CHAPTER X


  The Crucial Hour


  


  


  SHANNON fought to control his nerves, fought until he felt empty and sick, until cold perspiration soaked his clothing and ran into his eyes. He fought, and somewhere found the strength to keep his face blank and his voice level.


  “I didn’t know that, Tubby. You’re certain?”


  “Dead certain. She admits it, in fact. They both admit it. You liked her a lot, didn’t you, Lane? I could see it in your eyes. She’d have made you stop fighting after a while. . . .”


  “Shannon, listen to me!” Titus Conway was straining against his bonds, hurling his parched voice at the screen pickup. “I’ve never crawled to any man before in my life, but I’ll crawl now if crawling will save my girl. Not for myself, but for her. She ran away from me, changed her name, went to work for one of my competitors because she couldn’t see my way of fighting, for what I wanted. She hates my insides, but—”


  “Dad, I don’t!” Marla’s choked cry of protest clawed at Shannon’s heart. “I simply couldn’t stay and watch you trample on other men’s lives and dreams to fatten your purse. I told you that. But even when you almost had Billy Anderson murdered, I couldn’t hate:—”


  “What?” Titus Conway bawled. “I didn’t order his tubes smashed. Don’t you read the newstapes? I ordered his ignition fixed so it would cut out and leave him drifting a few days, time enough for me to snap up all the available payloads.


  “But I didn’t order that. If I had any killing to do, I’d do it myself. The man who took it on himself to smash those steering and brake tubes is in jail right now—where I put him and where I’ll keep him!”


  “I—I’m glad,” Marla breathed softly. “I should have known, Dad.” Shannon barely heard the words. He was fighting to control his facial expressions, to keep them cold and unrelenting. If he let any warmth creep into his eyes, let Tubby Martin guess how he really felt, the madman would guess the trap that was being laid. Shannon deliberately looked away from both Conway and Marla.


  Out of sight of the scanner he fumbled at the controls, easing in the steering throttles, keeping their rumble below the thunder of the stern tubes.


  They were light blasts, but under their drive the G-3 was veering, turning, swinging slowly in a great spiral. Shannon’s eyes were glued to the image on the screen, his ears strained for every variation in the pitch and volume of Tubby Martin’s voice.


  Unknown to the madman, Shannon was making the G-3 a directional antenna, swinging it until variations in sound and image gave him a point on the other ship., It took an unbearably long time but eventually he got it. There was a minute but unmistakable maximum, that told him the G-3 was pointing its nose straight at the G-1.


  Shannon’s breath hissed out and some of the knots went out of his nerves. As near as he could estimate without an accurate bearing, Tubby Martin’s ship was behind the G-3 by a slight margin. He swung off, back to a Venus course, to conserve that slender lead and prevent possible collision.


  “We’re getting close to Venus, Tubby,” Shannon said then. “Let’s stop talking for awhile and concentrate on the controls. I’ll meet you at the north edge of Morgreb Gap on the old Trans-Venus beam route.”


  “You’re going to crash with us, Lane?”


  Shannon chewed at the inside of his cheek.


  “Of course I am, Tubby.”


  THE rolling clouds were reaching up hungrily now. Shannon was decelerating dangerously, rocking the ship with terrible, shuddering brake blasts that strained the plates and pounded him with the furies of all agony. He drove down, biting his lips, praying that Martin’s old G-1 would take the brake blasts without falling apart, praying that the madness had not robbed Martin’s hands of their skill at the controls.


  They were flying close together now, on parallel paths, with the G-3 still leading. Shortly they thundered over Venus City, buried in the fog blanket two miles below. Shannon could tell by the zone of quiet, then resumption of the guide-beam signals on a different note.


  “Follow the beam, Tubby.”


  “I’m following it, Lane.”


  Shannon began to sweat again. This was it. Whatever was going to happen would happen within the next twenty minutes at the most.


  He knew what he had to do. Had to do. Steady your nerves, calm your voice, Shannon. Marla and those other two will live or die by what you say now and how you say it.


  “Tubby!”


  “Yes, Lane.”


  “Allen Spaine and Mike Killmer and the rest—they’re our friends, yours and mine.”


  “I know.”


  “Tubby, that old G-One you’re flying—it doesn’t mean anything to them. It’s an old discarded crate. They’ll never miss it. I’d ordered it sold for junk, anyhow.”


  Tubby Martin laughed hoarsely. “It’ll be junk, Lane!”


  “But Tubby, this G-Three I’m flying is a good ship. They need it to carry on. Without it, those boys will be hurt. Maybe lose the company, find themselves ruined. That would be selfish of me.”


  “You can’t turn back now. You’d hurt Mack’s feelings.”


  “I don’t want to turn back,” Shannon said soothingly. “I want to go with you—to Nason Peak to meet Mack, Tubby. But I don’t want to smash up the G-Three and hurt our friends. I want to come over and join you. We’ll all meet Mack together, wipe the slate clean all at once.” Martin’s face twitched.


  “But you can’t, Lane. You’re out there and we’re here—”


  “I can, Tubby. I’ve figured out how. You remember when I crashed the Turtle?”


  “I remember. That was Titus Conway’s fault, too.”


  “I know. Listen, Tubby. Out there in Morgreb Gap, where I crashed, there’s a nice island in the swamp. An easy spot to land on. Let’s land there, you and I. I’ll show you the way. It’s easy to find by that patch of green fog. We’ll land there and I’ll beam Venus Spaceport where we are and tell them to come and pick up the G-Three.


  “But meantime, I’ll rush over and get into your ship and we’ll blast off again—off for Nason Peak and Mack.”


  Shannon held his breath until his lungs ached. The G-3 quivered to the tension of his hands on the manual controls. He could see Tubby Martin’s face twisting, working, trying to figure it out.


  “You can’t find it, Lane. And Mack doesn’t want me to delay. He’s telling me to hurry. I’ll go on alone—”


  “No, wait! How about those fifty-eight passengers Titus Conway murdered when his rotten mush crashed the Turtle? Are you going to let him forget them? We’ll land on my island, show him how fifty-eight people look who died hating him, cursing him. He won’t want you to land there, Tubby, because he’ll be afraid!”


  “That’s right, Lane. Fifty-eight ghosts ought to have a chance to see him tremble and hear him scream for mercy. You show me where, Lane. I’ll come down.”


  Shannon was trembling, shaking so that he could hardly control himself. He’d done it. Tubby Martin was going to land. Please heaven, there is an island there to land on arid Tubby can hit it, Shannon prayed.


  “Down, Tubby,” he said, as though to a child. “Down under five hundred and fight the wind. It’s awful in Morgreb Gap. Remember? Pump out your air vanes and ride them downwind. I’m going down now. You follow.”


  “I’m following, Lane.”


  DOWN! Down! Thundering jets and suddenly the big ship heeling over, twisting to the tug of the screaming wind. Fog shredding away, making crazy, demoniac figures in the gray light, dancing and posturing, beckoning Shannon down the chasm of the Gap.


  He held a cross-wind course, fighting drift and lashing wind, to reach the calmer area at the south rim. Guiding Tubby Martin with low-voiced encouragement and advice.


  Everything was memory, now. Shannon had to remember just where he was, just how hard the wind blasted at him when he had at last turned east before it. The green fop; might not be there any more. It might be such a narrow patch that they could thunder past only a few yards from its edge and never see it.


  “Downwind now, Tubby. Ride the wind and decelerate to a bare lift-velocity. Watch for the green fog.”


  It was there before Shannon realized it—that seething wall of ugly, poisonous green. He barely had time to do the thing he was doing at the moment. Then he was wriggling hurriedly into his bulging space-suit, clamping down the helmet, opening air valves.


  Shannon got the face-plate shut and sealed a moment before the G-3 plowed into the blinding fog. He had already cut off his own screen, maintaining contact with Tubby Martin through the audio unit.


  “I’m in the fog, Tubby. In the green fog. Going down for a landing. The moment you hit the fog, nose down and brake. Come in as gently as you can. I’ll be waiting for you—in the fog.”


  Heaven, put some solid ground under my keel, Shannon prayed. Then—


  “I see the fog, Lane. I’m diving into it now.”


  Shannon jumped. He hadn’t realized Tubby Martin was as close to his tail. If he had guessed wrong now, it was the end of everything.


  Shannon brake-blasted once more, felt the big ship ride almost motionless and then drop. There was a grinding thud, an impact that jarred his teeth.


  He was down, safe, resting on level ground.


  “I’m coming down, Lane.”


  Flame and fury burst out of the green wall above and behind Shannon. The blunt, scarred nose of the G-1 poised, then dropped. The transmitter cut out. Shannon could hear nothing, but through the port he could see the shadowy space-craft plowing along the ground, spurting green-tinged flame. It stopped at last no more than a hundred feet away.


  The fog down here was not as thick as Shannon had first believed. But suppose the green fog was a deadly poison. Suppose they were all dead or dying in the G-1 from its effects. But that could hardly be, for Shannon himself had lived through it—somehow.


  He tumbled out of his ship, encumbered by the bulky suit, and went staggering across broken, rocky ground. Fingers of the green fog danced and writhed from tiny cracks and fissures around him. He thought he saw forms, human forms, darting through the green fog close by.


  Then the G-1’s port was opening, the blank face of Tubby Martin appearing. He stood in the port, clutching at the lock seals, swaying a little. Shannon gathered all his muscles, ran a dozen shambling steps and launched himself at the reeling figure.


  He crashed into Tubby Martin, fumbling with gauntleted, steel-shod hands to pinion the madman’s flailing arms. He could see Martin’s mouth open around screams he could not hear. They went backward, crashing to the G-1’s floor with Shannon on top.


  The madness lent Tubby Martin a terrific strength. Shannon was hampered by his bulging space-suit. They rolled and fought. Martin lashed out with kicks and blows, his mouth shaping ghastly, silent shrieks, his eyes wide and flame-filled.


  SOMEHOW, a lucky kick rolled Shannon aside. Tubby Martin tore loose, got to his feet and raced out the port. Shannon scrambled upright, staggered after him. He could see the chunky figure vanishing into the wall of green fog. Saw it waver, fling up its arms and then vanish—straight down.


  Shannon got there moments later. It made him a little sick to see where Tubby Martin had disappeared in the bubbling, seething quicksand that rolled endlessly against the lip of the rocky island. In a moment, the bubbles stopped coming up to the surface of the mud.


  Shannon turned arid stumbled back to the G-1. Tears were streaming down his face, burning his cheeks inside the helmet. But it was better this way. Back on Earth, there would always be the shadow of those two guards shot down in the kidnaping. Nothing could have wiped that deed away. Maybe Mack Drummond wasn’t up on Nason Peak, after all. Maybe he’d come down to meet his friend halfway.


  


  


  CHAPTER XI


  Journey’s End


  


  


  MARLA and Titus Conway lay on the cabin floor, staring up at Lane Shannon, shaping soundless words with their lips. Shannon shook his head, closed the G-1’s locks and began to exhaust the air inside.


  When the air had been completely changed and every filament of green gas sucked out, he opened his face-plate.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Yes, oh yes! Lane! Lane! You saved our lives!”


  “Uh-huh.” Shannon’s face was suddenly cold, his bearing noncommittal. He found a knife and cut away the ropes from their wrists and ankles.


  Titus Conway was trying to speak, getting only incoherent croaks through his emotion-dried throat. Shannon ignored him, beyond helping them both stand up.


  “You don’t feel any ill effects from the gas?”


  “The green fog, you mean?” Marla asked, wincing at the pain of returning circulation. “No. „ Except that the sweetish smell is a little sickening. What is it?”


  Shannon shook his head.


  “I don’t know. Someone who knows chemistry will have to answer that one. But it seems to act the way some of those old-time barbiturate drugs used to, not dulling consciousness while you’re in it but wiping out all memories of that period afterward.


  “I figured it had to be something like that, because I must have spent nearly five weeks in it and couldn’t remember a thing. Still, I couldn’t take chances, so I wore my suit and breathed canned oxygen until I was sure.”


  “This—” Titus Conway found fragments of his voice. “This is where the CC-Four crashed? You actually couldn’t remember?”


  Shannon ignored the question.


  “If you two are all right,” he said coldly, “I’m opening the lock again. We’re going for a little walk outside.”


  He led them out into the green fog again, stumbling across the smoking plain, leading them toward something he had glimpsed only vaguely while chasing Tubby Martin. They came to it presently.


  It was the Turtle, the old CC-4. Not smashed into twisted girders and buckled plates but resting quietly, whole and undamaged, except for the blast-torn stern assembly of its gigantic body.


  Titus Conway made strangled noises in his throat, gaping at the apparition. Marla gasped sharply, then moved toward the big space ferry, watching Lane Shannon from the corner of her eye.


  A side port of the ferry was open, leading into the keel space, where hooded tractors stood nose-to-tail in the gloom. Up a steel ladder, a hatch was open into the passenger deck. Shannon began to climb this “ladder and the others followed.


  They reached the passenger deck and stepped out onto the rusty floor plates. A tattered, bearded scarecrow popped up from one of the seats, stared and began to shriek.


  “Saved! Saved! They found us! We’re saved at last!”


  More scarecrows appeared, stumbling out of the darkness to swirl around Shannon and his companions, pumping his hand, beating him feebly on the back.


  “We thought you’d crashed, man,” one of the figures croaked. “We waited and waited for the help you were going to bring.”


  “What?” Shannon’s legs were suddenly shaking under him. He leaned against a broken seat, feverishly counting the figures. Forty-three men and women—forty-three of the fifty-eight passengers who had trusted him on his maiden flight.


  “What?” he gasped again. “You mean I went for help? In the lifeboat? You’d better tell me about it. This fog—it blanks out memories. I couldn’t remember where I’d been or how I got back.”


  A GAUNT giant whistled.


  “No wonder!” he exclaimed. “We landed here safely but hard enough to wreck the communibeam transmitter. Exploring, we found this was a little patch of solid ground, an island in the midst of quicksand with no way to get off.


  “You were the only one who could fly, so you went for help. Nobody went with you, because we couldn’t be sure you’d make it against the wind. We’ve been waiting ever since, penned here by this devilish mud.”


  “But food!” Marla gasped. “How did you—”


  The scarecrow nodded toward Shannon.


  “He did it. Rigged a condenser to get water from the fog out beyond this green stuff. For food, he showed us a whole cargo of canned edibles meant for the plantations. We cut it thin and made it last.”


  Conway was clutching at Shannon’s arm.


  “Shannon, listen to me! You’ll get your flying license back and there won’t be any prosecution over piloting illegally. I’ll give you a job in my organization—”


  “The evidence of this ship and these people,” Shannon cut in coldly, “will get my license back. And I don’t want a job. I already have one—beating you to a standstill on Venus freight. We’re at war. Remember?


  “This interlude is an armistice, maybe—but not a treaty of peace! I’ve come to know you too well, Conway. But there’s something you can do, if you want to save yourself a lot of trouble about all this.”


  “Wh-what is it?”


  “I’m getting a list of men you kicked out, blacklisted the way you did me, and for no more reason. They’re bitter, but most of them are good men. I’m hiring all I can. I’ll send the rest over to you to get their jobs back.”


  Purple began to wash up over Conway’s jowls and his neck corded. Then the anger subsided and a crafty look slid into his eyes.


  “All right,” he said agreeably. “I’ll hire them back—and compensate them for the time they were off.”


  Shannon ignored the sly look. He turned away, herded the shabby castaways back out of earshot. For a long time he talked earnestly, while Marla stared and her father fidgeted. Finally he came back, still woodenfaced. Marla stepped in front of him and put the palms of her hands against his jacket, looking up at him.


  “Lane, you know now I wasn’t at Venus Freight Line as a spy. Do you think I’m quitting now, switching my allegiance to the other side, just because I still love my father?”


  An incredulous light was growing in Shannon’s eyes.


  “You’re not quitting? There’s a fight ahead, tougher than any we’ve yet faced. I’m going to make Venus the strongest freight line in interplanetary commerce, but it’ll mean war every step of the way. Your father is ready to promise anything now, but wolves don’t turn into lambs. Once back on solid ground and we’ll be fight where we started.”


  “I don’t care,” Marla told him. “As long as it’s a clean fight, a fight for the right dream, I want to be a part of it—oh your side, Lane.”


  Shannon suddenly laughed exultantly. He turned, put a gauntleted hand against Titus Conway’s furious face—and pushed.


  “Beat it! Marla and I are taking the weaker folks back to Venus City. We’ll bring help for the rest. Meanwhile, you stay here and write out the fancy promises you’ve been making. I know what you figured, Conway. Once outside this fog, none of us would remember what was said here. We won’t—but we’ll still be able to read!”


  “I’ll smash you!” Conway snarled, shaking with anger. “The fight you got before will be nothing to what you’ll get now! You didn’t know it, but I’ve already set the wheels in motion to grab every piece of Venus freighting. I’ll run at a dead loss for six months, if necessary. Let’s see you hang on that long without a penny’s worth of business! I’ve got the money to beat you.”


  SHANNON chuckled pleasantly. “You’ll have quite a bit less when you pay these people for Morgreb Gap.”


  “What?” Conway roared. “You imbecile! I own Morgreb Gap! I own it! Bought it from the government for a song and—”


  “The government,” Shannon said placidly, “sold it illegally. They didn’t own it. Morgreb Gap belongs to these passengers. To get ownership you’ll have to buy it again, from them—at their price. Maybe you aren’t familiar with Venus land claim laws, Conway. Anyone who spends one year on a piece of property becomes the legal owner.


  “These people spent three years here—the first to ever set foot in the Gap. They’d already earned title before you got the bright idea of buying it.”


  “It’s a trick!” Conway howled furiously. “I won’t buy it. I won’t pay them a nickel. Let ’em keep their fool property!”


  “Good!” Shannon whirled briskly on the grinning scarecrows. “You heard that. He rejects your offer to sell. That leaves you people in full possession and ownership of the Gap. You can either accept my cash offer or hold it for exploitation. My advice is to hang on.


  “There’s a fortune for everyone in this green gas. Back on Earth, it will revolutionize medicine and surgery. Our best science hasn’t produced an anesthetic to equal it. You exploit it and Venus Freight Line will carry it. There’s enough business in transporting it alone to outfit Venus with the latest ships and show a profit, whether we get any other business or not.


  “Come over to the ship and we’ll draw up contracts—No. wait a minute! There’s something more important that comes first.”


  Shannon whirled, tipping back his helmet, and took Marla’s arm.


  “I had three years to figure out what happened here and how the green fog must act. I was sure I hadn’t crashed, because your Dad’s own doctors couldn’t find a bump or bruise on me.


  “That was why I led Tubby Martin here. It was the only place I knew where there might be safe landing, yet wouldn’t make him suspicious of a trick. Finding the passengers like this was more than I dared hope for. But I was right about how the green fog acts!”


  And then for the first time Lane Shannon grinned, almost shyly.


  “I’m going to kiss you now, Marla. You won’t remember it afterward, so you can’t hold it against me. Maybe you’ll never give me another chance, but—”


  Marla’s eyes were glowing. She blushed furiously, disengaged her arm and then gave Shannon a gentle shove.


  “Let’s go back to the ship. And for fear you won’t remember this afterward, I want everything you’re going to say to me put down in writing!” Titus Conway watched them disappear into the fog. There was a frustrated scowl on his face, but a light of grudging admiration shone in his eyes.


  TOOLS


  Clifford D. Simak


  “Life as we know it” is a rather meaningless phrase, really; we know the life forms of one planet, life forms that, almost certainly, started from one particularly successful primal bit of jelly that succeeded in destroying its competitors. On another planet, with terrifically different basic conditions—


  Venus had broken many men. Now it was breaking Harvey Boone, and the worst of it was that Boone knew it was breaking him and couldn’t do a thing about it.


  Although it wasn’t entirely Venus. Partly it was Archie—Archie, the thing in the talking jar. Perhaps it wasn’t right calling Archie just a “thing.” Archie might have been an “it” or “they.” No one knew. In fact, no one knew much of anything about Archie despite the fact men had talked to him and studied him for almost a hundred years.


  Harvey Boone was official observer for the Solar Institute, and his reports, sent back with every rocketload of radium that streaked out to Earth, were adding to the voluminous mass of data assembled on Archie. Data that told almost nothing at all.


  Venus itself was bad enough. Men died when a suit cracked or radium shields broke down. Although that wasn’t the usual way the planet killed. Venus had a better—perhaps, more accurately—a worse way.


  Any alien planet is hard to live on and stay sane. Strangeness is a word that doesn’t have much meaning until a man stands face to face with it and then it smacks him straight between the eyes.


  Venus was alien—plus. One always had a sense that eyes were watching him, watching all the time. And waiting. Although one didn’t have the least idea what they were waiting for.


  On Venus, something always stalked a man—something that trod just on the outer edge of shadow. A sense of not belonging, of being out of place, of being an intruder. A baffling psychological something that drove men to their deaths or to living deaths that were even worse.


  Harvey Boone huddled on a chair in one corner of the laboratory, nursing a whiskey bottle, while Archie chuckled at him.


  “Nerves,” said Archie. “Your nerves are shot to hell.”


  Boone’s hand shook as he tilted the whiskey bottle up. His hate-filled eyes glared at the lead-glass jar even as he gulped.


  Boone knew what Archie said was true. Even through his drink-fogged brain, the one fact stood out in bright relief—he was going crazy. He had seen Johnny Garrison, commander of the dome, watching him. And Doc Steele. Doc was the psychologist, and when Doc started watching one it was time to pull up and try to straighten oneself out. For Doc’s word was law. It had to be law.


  A knock sounded on the door and Boone called out an invitation. Doc Steele strode in.


  “Good morning, Boone,” he said. “Hello, Archie.”


  Archie’s voice, mechanical and toneless, returned the greeting.


  “Have a drink,” said Boone.


  Doc shook his head, took a cigar from his pocket and with a knife cut it neatly in two. One half he stuck back in his pocket, the other half in his mouth.


  “Don’t you ever light those things?” demanded Boone irritably.


  “Nope,” Doc replied cheerfully. “Always dry-smoke them.”


  He said to Archie: “How are you today, Archie?”


  Despite its mechanical whir, Archie’s reply sounded almost querulous: “Why do you always ask me that, doctor? You know there’s nothing wrong with me. There never could be. I’m always all right.”


  Doc chuckled. “I seem to keep forgetting about you. Wish the human race was like that. Then there wouldn’t be any need for chaps like me.”


  “I’m glad you came,” Archie grated. “I like to talk to you. You never make me feel you’re trying to find out something.”


  “He says that to get my goat,” snapped Boone.


  “I wouldn’t let him do it,” Doc declared. To Archie he said: “I suppose it does get tiresome after a hundred years or so. But it doesn’t seem to have done much good. No one seems to have found out much about you.”


  He swiveled the cigar across his face. “Maybe they tried too hard.”


  “That,” said Archie, “might be true. You remind me of Masterson. You’re different from the ones who come out to watch me now.”


  “You don’t like them?” Doc winked at Boone and Boone glowered back.


  “Why should I like them?” asked Archie. “They regard me as a freak, a curiosity, something to be observed, an assignment to be done. Masterson thought of me as life, as a fellow entity. And so do you.”


  “Why, bless my soul,” said Doc, “and so I do.”


  “The others pity me,” Archie stated.


  “You don’t catch me pitying you,” Doc declared. “Sometimes I catch myself wishing I were you. I suspect I might enjoy your kind of philosophy.”


  “The human race,” protested Archie, “couldn’t understand my philosophy. I doubt if I could explain it to them. The language doesn’t have the words. Just as I had a hard time understanding a lot of your Terrestrial philosophy and economics. I’ve studied your history and your economics and your political science. I’ve kept up with your current events. And sometimes, many times, it doesn’t make sense to me. Sometimes I think it’s stupid, but I try to tell myself that it may be because I don’t understand. I miss something, perhaps. Some vital quirk of mind, some underlying factor.”


  Doc sobered. “I don’t think you miss much, Archie. A lot of the things we do are stupid, even by our own standards. We lack foresight so often.”


  Doc lifted his eyes to the large oil portrait that hung on the wall above Boone’s desk, and he had quite forgotten Boone. From the portrait, kindly gray eyes smiled out of the face. The brows were furrowed, the wavy white hair looked like a silver crown.


  “We need more men like him,” said Doc. “More men with vision.” The portrait was of Masterson, the man who had discovered intelligent life existing in the great clouds of radon that hung over the vast beds of radium ore. Masterson had been more than a man of vision. He had been a genius and a glutton for work.


  From the moment he had discerned, by accident, what he thought were lifelike properties in some radon he was studying, he had labored unceasingly with but one end in view. In this very laboratory he had carried out his life work, and there, in the lead-glass jar on the table, lay the end product—Archie.


  Masterson had confined radon under pressure in a shielded jar equipped with a delicate system of controls. Failing time after time, never admitting defeat, he had taught radon in the jar to recognize certain electrical impulses set up within the jar. And the radon, recognizing these impulses as intelligent symbols, finally had learned to manipulate the controls which produced the voice by which it spoke.


  It had not been as easy as it sounded, however. It took many grueling years. For both Masterson and Archie were groping in the dark, working without comparable experience, without even a comparable understanding or a comparable mode of thinking. Two alien minds—


  “Does it seem a long time, Archie?” Doc asked.


  “That’s hard to say,” the speaker boomed. “Time doesn’t have a great deal of meaning to something that goes on and on.”


  “You mean you are immortal?”


  “No, perhaps not immortal.”


  “But do you know?” snapped Doc.


  Archie did, then, the thing which had driven observer after observer close to madness. He simply didn’t answer.


  Silence thrummed in the room. Doc heard the click of sliding doors elsewhere in the dome, the low hum of powerful machinery.


  “That’s the way he is,” yelled Boone. “That’s the way he always is. Shuts up like a clam. Sometimes I’d like to—”


  “Break it up, Archie,” commanded Doc. “You don’t have to play dead with me. I’m not here to question you. I’m just here to pass the time of day. Is there anything I can do for you?”


  “You might bring in the latest newspapers and read to me,” said Archie.


  “That,” declared Doc, “would be a downright privilege.”


  “But not the funnies,” cautioned Archie. “Somehow I can’t appreciate the funnies.”


  Outside the dome, the week-long night had fallen and it was snowing again—great, white sheets driven by gusty blasts of wind. Not real snow, but paraformaldehyde, solidified formaldehyde. For that was the stuff of which the mighty cloud banks which forever shielded the planet from space were composed.


  Harvey Boone, clad in space gear, stood on the barren ridge above the dome and looked down at the scene spread before his eyes.


  There lay the dome, with the flicker of shadows playing over it as the great batteries of lamps set in the radium pits swung to and fro.


  In the pits labored mighty machines—specialized machines operating with “radon brains,” using, in simplified form, the same principles of control as were used to communicate with Archie. Brains that could receive and understand orders, execute them through the medium of the machinery which they controlled—but which, unlike Archie, did not hold human knowledge accumulated over the course of a hundred years.


  Here and there were men. Men incased in shining crystal armor to protect them against the hell’s brew that was Venus’ atmosphere. Carbon dioxide and not a trace of oxygen. Once there had been plenty of free oxygen, some water vapor. But the oxygen had gone to form carbon dioxide and formaldehyde, and the water vapor had combined to solidify the formaldehyde.


  Harvey Boone shivered as a blast of hot wind swirled a blanket of solidified formaldehyde around him, shutting off the view. For a moment he stood isolated in a world of swirling white and through the whiteness something seemed to stalk him. Something that might have been fear, and yet more stark than fear, more subtle than panic, more agonizing than terror.


  Boone was on the verge of cringing horror before the wind whipped the cloud of snow away. The gale hooted and howled at him. The dancing snow made ghostly patterns in the air. The banks of lights in the pits below weaved fantastically against the sweeping, wind-driven clouds of white.


  Unaccountable panic gripped him tight. Mocking whispers danced along the wind. The rising wind shrieked malignantly and a burst of snow swished at him.


  Harvey Boone screamed and ran, unseen terror trotting at his heels.


  But the closing lock did not shut out the horror of the outdoors. It wasn’t something one could get rid of as easily as that.


  Stripped of space gear, he found his hands were shaking.


  “I need a drink,” he told himself.


  In the laboratory he took the bottle out of his desk, tilted it.


  A mocking laugh sounded behind him. Nerves on edge, he whirled about.


  A face was leering at him from the glass jar on the table. And that was wrong. For there wasn’t any face. There wasn’t anything one could see inside the jar. Nothing but Archie—radon under pressure. One doesn’t see radon—not unless one looks at it through a spectroscope.


  Boone passed his hand swiftly before his eyes and looked again. The face was gone.


  Archie chortled at him. “I’m getting you. I almost got you then. You’ll crack up pretty soon. What are you waiting for? Why are you hanging on? In the end I’ll get you!”


  Boone strangled with rage.


  “You’re wrong,” he mouthed. “I’m the one that’s got you.” He slapped a pile of notes that lay on his desk. “I’m the one who’s going to crack you. I’ll bust you wide open. I’ll let them know what you really are.”


  “Oh, yeah!” crowed Archie.


  Boone set down the bottle. “Damn you,” he said thickly, “I have half a notion to settle you once and for all. You’ve deviled me long enough. I’m going to let you die.”


  “You’ll do what?” demanded Archie.


  “I’ll let you die,” stormed Boone. “All I have to do is forget to pump more radon in. In another week you’ll be polonium and—”


  “You wouldn’t dare,” taunted Archie. “You know what would happen to you then. The Institute would have your scalp for that.”


  The face was in the jar again. A terrible face. One that sent fear and loathing and terrifying anger surging through the scientist.


  With a shriek of rage, Boone grabbed the bottle off the desk and hurled it. It missed Archie, shattered against the wall, spraying the glass jar with liquor.


  Archie tittered and a hand materialized before the face, waggling its fingers in an obscene gesture.


  With a hoarse whoop, Boone leaped forward and snatched up a heavy stool. Archie’s laughter rang through the room—terrible laughter.


  Boone screamed in insane rage and babbled. The stool came up and smashed downward. The jar splintered under the crashing impact.


  Searing radiations lanced through the room. The spectrographic detectors flamed faintly. Fans whined, rose to a piercing shriek, sweeping the air, throwing the radon outside the dome. Atmosphere hissed and roared.


  But Harvey Boone knew none of this, for Harvey Boone was dead. Incredible pain had lashed at him in one searing second and he had dropped, his face and hands burned to a fiery red, his eyes mere staring holes.


  Radon, in its pure state, weight for weight, is one hundred thousand times as active as radium.


  “But Archie couldn’t have had anything to do with it,” protested Johnny Garrison. “Hypnotism! That’s incredible. He couldn’t hypnotize a person. There’s nothing to support such a belief. We’ve observed Archie for a hundred years—”


  “Let’s not forget one thing,” interrupted Doc. “In Archie we were observing something that was intelligent. Just how intelligent we had no way of knowing. But we do know this: His intelligence was not human intelligence. It couldn’t be. True, we bridged the gap, we talked with him. But the talk was carried on in human terms, upon a human basis.”


  Doc’s cigar traveled from east to west. “Does that suggest anything to you?”


  The dome commander’s face was white. “I’d never thought of that. But it means—it would have to mean—that Archie was intelligent enough to force his thought processes into human channels.”


  Doc nodded. “Could man have done the same? Could man have forced himself to think the way Archie thinks? I doubt it. Archie’s thought processes probably would be too alien for us to even grasp. What is more, Archie recognized this. It all boils down to this: We furnished the mechanical set-up, Archie furnished the mental set-up.”


  “You make it sound frightening,” said Garrison.


  “It is frightening,” Doc assured him.


  Garrison stood up. “There’s no use beating around the bush. Both of us are thinking the same thing.”


  Doc said: “I’m afraid so. There’s nothing else to think.”


  “All of them know,” said Garrison, “all of them, or it, or whatever is out there—they know as much as Archie knew.”


  “I’m sure they do,” Doc agreed. “Archie never lost his identity, even though we had to pump in new radon every few days. It was always the same Archie. Tests with the radon brains on the machines, however, revealed merely an intelligence very poorly versed in human knowledge. The same radon, mind you, and yet the radon that was used to replenish Archie becomes Archie, while all the other radon remained an intelligence that had none of Archie’s human knowledge.”


  “And now,” said Garrison, “it’s all Archie. I told Mac he’d have to shut down the machines when the radon ran low in the brains. We simply can’t take a chance. There’ll be hell to pay. R.C. will blast space wide open. We’re behind schedule now—”


  He stared out the port with haggard face, watching the snow sweep by.


  “Take it easy, Johnny,” counseled Doc. “The home office has been riding you again. You’re behind schedule and you’re getting jumpy. You’re remembering some of the things you’ve seen happen to men who couldn’t keep the wheels of industry moving and the banners of Radium, Inc., waving high. You’re thinking of R.C.’s secret police and charges of sabotage and God knows what.”


  “Look, Doc,” said Garrison desperately, almost pleadingly, “this is my big chance—my last chance. I’m not too young any more, and this chance has to click. Make good here on Venus and I’m set for life. No more third-rate wilderness posts out on the Jovian moons, no more stinking tricks on the Martian desert. It’ll be Earth for me—Earth and an easy-chair.”


  “I know how it is,” said Doc. “It’s the old system of fear. You’re afraid of the big boys and Mac is afraid of you and the men are afraid of Mac. And all of us are afraid of Venus. Radium, Inc., owns the Solar System, body and soul. The radium monopoly, holding companies, interlocking directories—it all adds up to invisible government, not too invisible at that. R.C. Webster owns us all. He owns us by virtue of Streeter’s secret police and his spies. He owns us because radium is power and he owns the radium. He owns us because there isn’t a government that won’t jump when he snaps his fingers. His father and grandfather owned us before this, and his son and grandson will own us after a while.”


  He chuckled. “You needn’t look so horrified, Johnny. You’re the only one that’s hearing me, and you won’t say a word. But you know it’s the truth as well as I. Radium is the basis of the power that holds the Solar System in thrall. The wheels of the System depend on radium from Venus. It was the price the people of Earth had to pay for solar expansion, for a solar empire. Just the cost of wheeling a ship from one planet to another is tremendous. It takes capital to develop a solar empire, and when capital is called on it always has a price. We paid that price, and this is what we got.”


  Garrison reached out with trembling hands to pick up a bottle of brandy. The liquor splashed as he poured it in a tumbler.


  “What are we going to do, Doc?”


  “I wish I knew,” said Doc.


  A bell jangled and Garrison lifted the phone.


  The voice of the chief engineer shouted at him.


  “Chief, we have to fill those brains again. Either that or shut down. The radon is running low.”


  “I thought I told you to shut them down,” yelled Garrison. “We can’t take a chance. We can’t turn those machines over to Archie.”


  Mac howled in anguish. “But we’re way behind schedule. Shut them down and—”


  “Shut them down!” roared Garrison. “Sparks is trying to get through to Earth. I’ll let you know.”


  He hung the speaker back in its cradle, lifted it again and dialed the communications room.


  “How’s the call to Earth coming?”


  “I’m trying,” yelped Sparks, “but I’m afraid. We’re nearing the Sun, you know. Space is all chopped . . . Hey, wait a minute. Here we are. I’ll tie you in—”


  Static crackled and snapped. A thin voice was shouting.


  “That you, Garrison? Hello, Garrison!”


  Garrison recognized the voice, distorted as it was, and grimaced. He could envision R.C. Webster, president of Radium, Inc., bouncing up and down in his chair, furious at the prospect of more trouble on Venus. “Yes, R.C., this is Garrison.”


  “Well,” piped R.C., “what’s the trouble now? Speak up, man, what’s gone wrong this time?”


  Swiftly Garrison told him. Twice static blotted out the tight beam and Sparks worked like a demon to re-establish contact.


  “And what are you afraid of?” shrieked the man on Earth.


  “Simply this,” explained Garrison, wishing it didn’t sound so silly. “Archie has escaped. That means all the radon knows as much as he did. If we pump new radon into the brains, we’ll be pumping in intelligence radon—that is, radon that knows about us—that is—”


  “Poppycock,” yelled R.C. “That’s the biggest lot of damn foolishness I’ve ever heard.”


  “But, R.C.—”


  “Look here, young man,” fumed the voice, “we’re behind schedule, aren’t we? You’re out there to dig radium, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” admitted Garrison, hopelessly.


  “All right, then, dig radium. Get back on schedule. Fill up those brains and tear into it—”


  “But you don’t understand—!”


  “I said to fill up those brains and get to work. And keep working!”


  “Those are orders?” asked Garrison.


  “Those are orders!” snapped R.C.


  Static howled at them derisively.


  Garrison watched the ship roar away from the surface, lose itself in the driving whiteness of solidified formaldehyde. Beside him, Mac rubbed armored hands together in exultation.


  “That almost puts us on schedule,” he announced.


  Garrison nodded, staring moodily out over the field. It was night again, and little wind devils of formaldehyde danced and jigged across the ground. Night and a snowstorm, and the mercury at one hundred forty degrees above Fahrenheit. During the week-long day it got hotter.


  He heard the clicking of the mighty brain-controlled machines as they dug ore in the pits, the whine of wind around the dome and in the jagged hills, the snicking of the refrigerator units in his suit.


  “How soon will you have Archie’s jar done, Mac?” he asked. “The new Institute observer is getting anxious to see what he can get out of him.”


  “Just a few hours more,” said Mac. “It took us a long time to figure out some of the things about it, but I’ve had the robots on it steady.”


  “Rush it over soon as you get it done. We’ve tried to talk to some of the radon brains in the machines, but it’s no dice.”


  “There’s just one thing bothers me,” said Mac.


  “What is that?” Garrison asked sharply.


  “Well, we didn’t figure out exactly all the angles on that jar. Some of the working parts are mighty complicated and delicate, you know. But we thought we’d get started at least and let the Institute stooge take over when he got here. But when those robots—”


  “Yes?” said Garrison.


  “When those robots got to the things we couldn’t understand, they tossed the blueprints to one side and went right ahead. So help me, they didn’t even fumble.”


  The two men looked at one another, faces stolid.


  “I don’t like it,” Mac declared.


  “Neither do I,” said Garrison.


  He turned and walked slowly toward the dome, while Mac went back to the pits.


  In Garrison’s office, Doc had cornered Roger Chester, the new Institute observer.


  “The Institute has mountains of reports,” Chester was saying. “I tried to go through them before I came out. Night and day almost. Ever since I knew I was going to replace Boone.”


  Doc carefully halved a new cigar, tucked one piece in his pocket, the other in his mouth.


  “What were you looking for?” he asked.


  “A clue. You see, I knew Boone. For years. He wasn’t the kind of fellow who would break. It would have taken more than Venus. But I didn’t find a thing.”


  “Boone himself might have furnished that clue,” Doc suggested quietly. “Did you look through his reports?”


  “I read them over and over,” Chester admitted. “There was nothing there. Some of his reports were missing. The last few days—”


  “Those last few days can be canceled out,” said Doc. “The lad wasn’t himself. I wouldn’t be surprised he didn’t write any reports those last few days.”


  Chester said: “That would have been unlike him.”


  Doc wrangled the cigar viciously. “Find anything else?”


  “Not much. Not much more than Masterson knew. Even now—after all these years, it’s hard to believe—that radon could be alive.”


  “If any gas could live,” said Doc, “it would be radon. It’s heavy. Molecular weight of 222. One hundred eleven times as heavy as hydrogen, five times as heavy as carbon dioxide. Not complicated from a molecular standpoint, but atomically one of the most complicated known. Complicated enough for life. And if you’re looking for the unbalance necessary for life, it’s radioactive. Chemically inert, perhaps, but terrifically unstable physically—”


  The door of the office opened and Garrison walked in.


  “Still chewing the fat about Archie?” he asked.


  He strode to his desk and took out a bottle and glasses.


  “It’s been two weeks since Archie got away,” he said. “And nothing’s happened. We’re sitting on top of a volcano, waiting for it to go sky high. And nothing happens. What is Archie doing? What is he waiting for?”


  “That’s a big order, Garrison,” declared Chester. “Let us try to envision a life which had no tools because it couldn’t make them, would be useless to it even if it did have them because it couldn’t use them. Man’s rise, you must remember, is largely, if not entirely, attributable to his use of tools. An accident that made his thumb opposing gave him a running start—”


  The phone on the desk blared. Garrison snatched it up, and Mac’s voice shrieked at him.


  “Chief, those damn robots are running away! So are the machines in the pit—”


  Cold fingers seemed to clamp around the commander’s throat.


  Mac’s voice was almost sobbing. “—hell for leather out here. But they left Archie’s jar. Must have forgotten that.”


  “Mac,” yelled Garrison, “jump into a tractor and try to follow them. Find out where they’re going.”


  “But, chief—”


  “Follow them!” shouted Garrison.


  He slammed down the hand piece, lifted it and dialed.


  “Sparks, get hold of Earth!”


  “No soap,” said Sparks laconically.


  “Damn it, try to get them. It’s a matter of life and death!”


  “I can’t,” wailed Sparks. “We’re around the Sun. We can’t get through.”


  “Get the ship, then.”


  “It won’t do any good,” yelped Sparks. “They’re hugging the Sun to cut down distance. It’ll be days before they can relay a message.”


  “O.K.,” said Garrison wearily. “Forget it.”


  He hung up and faced Chester.


  “You don’t have to imagine Archie without tools any longer,” he said. “He has them now. He just stole them from us.”


  Mac dragged in hours later.


  “I didn’t find a thing,” he reported. “Not a single thing.”


  Garrison studied him, red-eyed from worry. “That’s all right, Mac. I didn’t think you would. Five miles from here and you’re on unknown ground.”


  “What are we going to do now, chief?”


  Garrison shook his head. “I don’t know. Sparks finally got a message through. Managed to pick up Mercury, just coming around the Sun. Probably they’ll shoot it out to Mars to be relayed to Earth.”


  Chester came out of the laboratory and sat down.


  Doc swiveled his cigar.


  “What has Archie to say?” he asked.


  Chester’s face grew red. “I pumped the radon into the jar. But there was no response. Practically none, that is. Told me to go to hell.”


  Doc chuckled at the man’s discomfiture. “Don’t let Archie get you down. That’s what he did to Boone. Got on his nerves. Drove him insane. Archie had to get out some way, you see. He couldn’t do anything while he was shut up in one place. So he forced Boone to let him out. Boone didn’t know what was going on, but Archie did—”


  “But what is Archie doing now?” exploded Garrison.


  “He’s playing a game of nerves,” said Doc. “He’s softening us up. We’ll be ready to meet his terms when he’s ready to make them.”


  “But why terms? What could Archie want?”


  Doc’s cigar swished back and forth. “How should I know? We might not even recognize what Archie is fighting for—and, again, we might. He might be fighting for his existence. His life depends upon those radium beds. No more radium, no more radon, no more Archie.”


  “Nonsense,” Chester broke in. “We could have dug those beds for a million years and not made a dent in them.”


  “A million years,” objected Doc, “might be only a minute or two for Archie.”


  “Damn you, Doc,” snapped Garrison, “what are you grinning for? What is so funny about it?”


  “It’s amusing,” Doc explained. “Something I’ve often wondered about—just what Earthmen would do if they ran up against something that had them licked forty ways from Sunday.”


  “But he hasn’t got us licked,” yelled Mac. “Not yet.”


  “Anything that can keep radium from Earth can lick us,” Doc declared. “And Archie can do that—don’t you ever kid yourself.”


  “But he’ll ruin the Solar System,” shouted Garrison. “Machines will have to shut down. Mines and factories will be idle. Spaceships will stop running. Planets will have to be evacuated—”


  “What you mean,” Doc pointed out, “is that he’ll ruin Radium, Inc. Not the Solar System. The System can get along without Radium, Inc. Probably even without radium. It did for thousands of years, you know. The only trouble now is that the System is keyed to radium. If there isn’t any radium, it means the economic framework that was built on radium must be swept away or some substitute must be found. And if no substitute is found, we must start over again and find some other way of life—perhaps a better way—”


  Chester leaped to his feet.


  “That’s treason!” he shouted.


  Silence struck the room like a thunderclap. Three pairs of eyes stared at the standing man. The air seemed to crackle with an electric aliveness.


  “Sit down,” Doc snapped.


  Chester sank slowly into his chair. Mac’s hands opened and closed, as if he were kneading someone’s throat.


  Doc nodded. “One of R.C.’s agents. He didn’t smell quite like an Institute man to me. He said it was hard to believe radon could be alive. With an Institute man that wouldn’t be belief, it would be knowledge.”


  “A dirty, snooping stooge,” said Mac. “Sent out to see what was wrong on Venus.”


  “But not too good a one,” Doc observed. “He lets his enthusiasm for Radium, Inc., run away with him. Of course, all of us were taught that enthusiasm ourselves—in school. But we soon got over it.”


  Chester ran his tongue over his lips.


  “When Radium, Inc., can monkey with the Institute,” said Doc, “it means one of two things. R.C. is getting pretty sure of himself or he’s getting desperate. The Institute was the one thing that stood out against him. Up to now he hasn’t dared to lay a finger on it.”


  Garrison had said nothing, but now he spoke: “By rights, Chester, we ought to kill you.”


  “You wouldn’t dare,” said Chester thinly.


  “What difference does it make?” asked Garrison. “If we don’t, another one of R.C.’s men will. You’ve slipped up. And R.C. doesn’t give his men a chance to slip a second time.”


  “But you were talking treason,” Chester insisted.


  “Call it treason,” snarled Garrison. “Call it anything you like. It’s the language that’s being talked up and down the System. Wherever men work out their hearts and strangle their conscience in hope of scraps thrown from Radium, Inc.’s table, they’re saying the same thing we are saying.”


  The phone blared and Garrison put forth his hand, lifted the set and spoke.


  “It’s R.C.” Sparks yelled at the other end. “It’s sort of weak, but maybe you can hear. Mars and Mercury are relaying.”


  “Hello, R.C.,” said Garrison.


  Static screamed in deafening whoops, and then R.C.’s voice sifted through, disjointed and reedy.


  “—sit tight. We’re sending men, ten shiploads of them.”


  “Men!” yelped Garrison. “What will we do with men?”


  “Machines, too,” scratched R.C.’s voice. “Manually operated machines—” More howls and screeches drowned out the rest.


  “But R.C., you can’t do that,” yelled Garrison. “The men will die like flies. It’ll be mass murder. It’ll be like it was before—in the early days, before Masterson developed the radon brains. Men can’t work in those radium pits—not work and live.”


  “That’s a lot of damn tripe,” raved R.C. “They’ll work—”


  “They’ll revolt!” shrieked Garrison.


  “Oh, no, they won’t. I’m sending police along.”


  “Police!” stormed Garrison. “Some of Streeter’s bloody butchers?”


  “I’m sending Streeter himself. Streeter and some of his picked men. They’ll keep order—”


  “Look, R.C.,” said Garrison bitterly, “you’d better send a new commander, too. I’ll be damned if I’ll work with Streeter.”


  “Take it easy, Garrison. You’re doing all right. Just a bunch of bad breaks. You’ll make out all right.”


  “I won’t work those men,” snapped Garrison. “Not the way they’ll have to work. Radium isn’t worth it.”


  “You will,” yelled R.C., “or I’ll have Streeter sock you down in the pits yourself. Radium has to move. We have to have it.”


  “By the way,” said Garrison, suddenly calm, his eyes on Chester, “you remember that Institute chap who came to replace Boone?”


  “Yes, I seem to remember—”


  “He’s lost,” said Garrison. “Walked out into the hills. We’ve combed them, but there’s no sign of him.”


  Chester rose from the chair in a smooth leap, hurling himself at Garrison, one hand snatching at the phone. The impact of his body staggered Garrison, but the commander sent him reeling with a shove. “What was that you said, R.C.? I didn’t hear. The static.”


  “I said to hell with him. Don’t waste time looking for him. There are more important things.”


  Chester was charging in again on Garrison, intent on getting the phone. Mac moved with the speed of lightning, one huge fist knotted and pulled far back. It traveled in a looping, powerful arc, caught the charging man flush on the chin. Chester’s head snapped back, his feet surged clear of the floor, his body smashed against the wall. He slid into a heap, like a doll someone had tossed into a corner.


  Doc crossed the room and knelt beside him.


  “You bit too hard,” he said.


  “I meant to hit hard,” growled Mac.


  “He’s dead,” said Doc. “You broke his neck.”


  Outside, the eternal snowstorm howled, sweeping the jagged hills and lamp-lighted pits.


  Doc stood in front of a port and watched the scurrying activity that boiled within the mine. Hundreds of armored men and hundreds of laboring machines. Three spaceships, stationed beside the stock pile, were being loaded. Streeter’s police, with ready guns, patrolled the sentry towers that loomed above the pits.


  The door opened and Garrison came in with dragging feet.


  “How many this shift?” asked Doc.


  “Seven,” Garrison answered hoarsely. “A screen blew up.”


  Doc sucked at the dead cigar. “This has to stop, Johnny. It has to stop or something is bound to crack. It’s a death sentence for any man to be sent out here. The last replacements were criminals, men shanghaied off the street.”


  Garrison angrily sloshed the liquor in his glass.


  “Don’t look at me,” he snapped. “It’s out of my hands now. I’m acting only in an administrative capacity. Those are the exact words. Administrative capacity. Streeter is the works out here. He’s the one that’s running the show. He’s the one that’s working the men to death. And when they start to raise a little hell, those babies of his up in the towers open up on them.”


  “I know all that,” admitted Doc. “I wasn’t trying to blame you, Johnny. After all, we needn’t kid ourselves. If we don’t walk the line, Streeter will open up on us as well.”


  “You’re telling me,” said Garrison. He gulped the liquor. “Streeter knows that something happened to Chester. That yarn about his being lost out in the hills simply didn’t click.”


  “We never meant it should,” Doc declared. “But so long as we serve our purpose, so long as we throw no monkey wrenches, so long as we’re good little boys, we can go on living.”


  Archie’s voice grated from beyond the open laboratory door. “Doctor, will you please come here?”


  “Sure, Archie, sure. What can I do for you?”


  “I would like to talk to Captain Streeter.”


  “Captain Streeter,” warned Doc, “isn’t a nice man. If I were you, I’d keep away from him.”


  “But nevertheless,” persisted Archie, “I would like to talk to him. I have something that I’m sure will interest him. Will you call him, please?”


  “Certainly,” agreed Doc.


  He strode out into the office and dialed the phone.


  “Streeter speaking,” said a voice.


  “Archie wants to talk to you,” said the Doc.


  “Archie!” stormed Streeter. “Tell that lousy little hunk of gas to go chase himself.”


  “Streeter,” said Doc, “it doesn’t make any difference to me what you do; but, if I were in your place, I would talk to Archie. In fact, I’d come running when he called me.”


  Doc replaced the phone, cutting off the sounds of rage coming from the other end.


  “Well?” asked Garrison.


  “He’ll come.” said Doc.


  Ten minutes later Streeter did come, cold anger in his eyes.


  “I wish you gentlemen would tend to small details yourselves,” he snarled.


  Doc jerked his thumb toward the open door. “In there,” he said. Boots clumping angrily, Streeter strode into the laboratory.


  “What is it?” his voice boomed.


  “Captain Streeter,” grated Archie’s voice, “I don’t like your way of doing things. I don’t like Radium, Inc.’s way of doing things.”


  “Oh, so you don’t,” said Streeter, words silky with rage.


  “So,” continued Archie, “I’m giving you and your men half an hour to get out of here. Out of the mine and off this planet.”


  There were strangling sounds as the police captain fought to speak. Finally he rasped: “And if we don’t?”


  “If you don’t,” said Archie, “I shall force you to move. If the mine is not vacated within half an hour, I shall start bombardment.”


  “Bombardment!”


  “Exactly. This place is ringed with cannon. It is a barbaric thing to do, but it’s the only way you’d understand. I could use other methods, but the cannon probably are the best.”


  “You’re bluffing,” shrieked Streeter. “You haven’t any cannon.”


  “Very well,” said Archie. “Do what you wish. It’s immaterial to me. You have thirty minutes.”


  Streeter swung around and stamped out into the office.


  “You heard?” he asked.


  Doc nodded. “If I were you, Streeter, I’d pull stakes. Archie isn’t fooling.”


  “Cannon!” snorted the captain.


  “Exactly,” said Garrison. “And don’t you ever think Archie doesn’t have them. When the machines ran away they took along our tools.”


  Streeter’s face hardened. “Let’s say he has them, then. All right, he has them. So have we. We’ll fight him!”


  Doc laughed. “You’ll play hell. Fighting Archie is a joke. Where are you going to find him? How are you going to corner him? There isn’t any way to hit him, no way to come to grips with him. You can’t defeat him. You can’t destroy him. So long as there are radium beds there will always be an Archie.”


  “I’m calling Earth,” said Streeter, grimly. “It’s time the army took over.”


  “Call in your army,” said Doc, “but remember one thing. The only thing you can fight is Archie’s weapons. You may destroy his guns, but you can’t hurt Archie. All he has to do is build some more. And those weapons won’t be easy to hit. Because, you see, those guns will be intelligent. They won’t depend on brass hats and military orders. They’ll have brains of their own. You’ll be fighting deadly intelligent machines. I tell you, Streeter, you haven’t got a chance!”


  Streeter turned to Garrison with bleak eyes.


  “You think the same?” he challenged and the menace in his voice was scarcely hidden.


  “Archie isn’t bluffing,” Garrison insisted. “He can make guns, tanks, ships . . . in fact, he can duplicate anything we have—with improvements. He’s got our tools and our knowledge and he’s got something we haven’t got. That’s his knowledge, the knowledge he never shared with us.”


  “You both are under technical arrest,” snapped Streeter. “You will remain inside the dome. If you venture out—”


  “Get out of here,” yelled Garrison. “Get out of here before I break your neck!”


  Streeter got out, with Garrison’s laughter ringing in his ears.


  Doc glanced at his watch. “Fifteen minutes gone. I wonder what Streeter will do.”


  “He won’t do anything,” Garrison predicted. “He’s pigheaded. He’ll put in a call to Earth, have an expeditionary force sent out as a precautionary measure. But even now he doesn’t believe what Archie told him.”


  “I do,” said Doc. “You better put in a call to Mac. Tell him to hustle over here. I’d hate to have him get caught in the fireworks.”


  Garrison nodded and reached for the phone. Doc got up and walked into the laboratory.


  “Well, Archie, how are you feeling now?”


  “Why do you always ask me that, doctor?” Archie demanded irritably. “I’m feeling all right. I always feel all right. There’s nothing to go wrong with me.”


  “Thought you might feel a bit different—starting a war.”


  “It isn’t a war,” insisted Archie. “It isn’t even an adventure. At least, not the kind of an adventure the human race would understand. It is a part of a carefully studied plan.”


  “But why are you doing it, Archie? Why are you messing into this at all? The human race can’t touch you. You could, if you wanted to, just go on disregarding them.”


  “You might be able to understand,” said Archie.


  “I sure would try,” Doc promised.


  “You know about me,” said Archie. “You probably can imagine the sort of life I lived before the Earthmen came. For eons I was a thing without physical life. My life was mental. I developed mentally. I specialized in mentality, you see, because I didn’t have a body to worry about. I thought and speculated and that was all right, because it was the only kind of life I knew. It was a good life, too, free of so many of the worries and annoyances of physical being. Sometimes I wish it could have continued.


  “I didn’t have any enemies. I didn’t even have neighbors to fight with. For I could be one or I could be many; I was sufficient to myself.


  “I realized there was such a thing as physical being, of course, because I observed the few tiny animals that are able to survive on Venus. Pitifully inadequate physical life as compared with the life on Earth, but physical life nevertheless.


  “I wondered about that life. I attempted to formulate a behavioristic pattern for such a type of life endowed with my mentality. Starting with small imaginings, I built that idea up into the pattern of a hypothetical civilization, a civilization that paralleled Earth’s in some ways, differed from it vastly in others. It couldn’t be the same, you know, because my philosophy was a far cry from the kind of thought that you developed.”


  The grating voice died and then began again—“I, myself, of course, can never live a life like that.”


  “But Earthmen could,” suggested Doc, the cigar dangling in his mouth.


  “You’re right, doctor,” Archie said. “Earthmen could.”


  “If you could force them to.”


  “I will force no one to do anything,” Archie grated. “I am experimenting.”


  “But would the experiment be good for Earth? Would your way of life, your hypothetical civilization, be the right one for Earth to follow?”


  “Frankly, doctor,” said Archie, “I don’t give a damn.”


  “Well, well,” said Doc.


  “There’s something else, doctor,” said Archie. “You and Garrison and Mac are in trouble.”


  “Trouble,” admitted Doc, “doesn’t rightly express it. We’re in a mess clear up to our ears.”


  “There is a ship waiting for you,” said Archie. “Back in the hills north of the dome. It is the fastest thing ever built for space.”


  “A ship!” cried Doc. “Where did the ship come from?”


  “I built it,” Archie said.


  “You—”


  What Doc had meant to say was engulfed by a wave of sound that seemed to rock the dome.


  “There it goes!” yelled Garrison.


  Doc ran into the office and through the port he saw debris still flying through the air—the tangled wreckage of machines and blasted ore.


  The radium pits disrupted in another flash of blue-white flame and again thunder blanketed and rocked the dome. The two remaining watch towers vanished in the upheaval and disintegrated in the blast, losing their identity in the clouts of flung-up earth.


  “He’s using high explosives,” yelled Garrison.


  “Of course,” gasped Doc. “He wouldn’t dare use radioactive stuff or he’d blast the planet to bits. No one would dare use anything but high explosives in a war on Venus.”


  The door swung open and Mac stumbled in.


  “Thanks for the call,” he said.


  Men were running now out in the pits, scurrying like frightened ants, heading for the one spaceship which had escaped the shells.


  The dust settled slowly over the battered field, now plunged in gloom with the shattering of the lights. And, as if by signal, the howling wind swept a sheet of snow down to blot out the sight.


  When the snow cleared, the pits were empty of life—there was no movement in the blasted gouges. Fire spurted from the launching rockets of the one undamaged spaceship, the dome vibrating to the monster’s take-off. Momentarily a trail of flame climbed into the clouds and then silence and grayness clamped down over the deserted mine and dome.


  “That settles it,” Mac commented. “We’re left alone. We’ll have to wait until the military comes and then—”


  “You’re wrong,” said Doc. “There’s a ship waiting out north in the hills for you two fellows. A ship that Archie built. Better take Sparks along with you. He’s probably still around.”


  “For the two of us?” asked Mac. “Why not all of us?”


  “I can’t go,” said Doc, “I have to stay. I have a job to do.”


  “Forget it, Doc,” urged Garrison. “Archie really built that ship for you. You were the one he liked. You were the only one he liked.”


  Doc shook his head stubbornly. “No, I’ve thought it out. I can’t go along. Archie says the ship is fast. If I were you, I’d head for the asteroids. Stick around there for a while. Maybe after a time you can come out. Things are apt to be different then.”


  “You’re afraid of what R.C. would do to you if he caught you,” jeered Mac.


  “No. I’m not afraid of that,” Doc protested. “He couldn’t do any more to me then than if he had me now. And, anyhow, R.C. is through. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s through for good and all.”


  “Mac,” said Garrison, “let’s tie the stubborn old fool up and take him along whether he wants to go or not.”


  “Look, Johnny,” declared Doc. “I’d never forgive you if you did. Take my word for it. I have to stay.”


  “O.K.,” said Mac. “If the benighted old goat doesn’t want to go, let the rest of us get moving. I’ll go hunt up Sparks. We don’t want to have that war fleet Streeter called for pick us up as they are coming in.”


  Garrison nodded dumbly and moved toward the door. With the knob in his hand, he turned back.


  “I don’t suppose I’ll be seeing you again, Doc.”


  “I don’t imagine you will. I’m sorry the way things turned out, Johnny. It was a dirty shame. And you so near to Earth and that easy-chair.”


  “Aw, hell,” said Garrison, “who cares for easy-chairs?”


  Doc watched through the port until he saw the flare of a ship painting the northern hills. His gaze followed the streak of flame that climbed up and out toward the Sun.


  Up and out toward the Sun. Out where one could see the stars. Out to take their place with a race that could conquer those stars. A race that could stretch out its hand and handiwork to the farthest reaches of the Universe. A race that could trace new pathways between the galaxies. A race that could hang its signposts on distant solar systems.


  But a race that needed leadership to do it—a leadership that would strike off its shackles, shackles such as Radium, Inc., would weave. Shackles born of hate and greed and jealousies.


  Perhaps Man had gotten off on the wrong foot. Perhaps his philosophy had been all wrong even from the start. Perhaps a bit of alien philosophy, weird as it might seem at first, would be good for him.


  With a sigh, Doc turned back to the room.


  A mournful silence hung there. Machinery still throbbed and occasionally there was a whine of fans, but aside from that there was no other sound.


  Doc selected a fresh cigar from his vest pocket and carefully cut it in two. One half he stuck in his mouth, the other went back into the pocket.


  He headed for the laboratory, shutting the door behind him.


  “Howdy, Archie,” he said.


  “You’re a fool,” said Archie.


  “What’s the matter now?”


  “I gave you a chance,” rasped Archie. “You threw it away. Don’t blame me for anything that happens now.”


  “I had to have a little talk with you,” said Doc.


  “You could have had it before.”


  “No,” persisted Doc. “This one had to be private. No chance for anyone to hear.”


  “All right,” said Archie, impatiently, “go ahead and spill it.”


  “I just wanted to tell you something,” Doc explained. “Something that might make you easy in your mind. I destroyed those notes Boone made before he died.”


  “You did what?”


  “I destroyed them. I didn’t want to see you vulnerable. Because as soon as anything becomes vulnerable to the human race it’s a goner, sure as shooting.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” Archie rumbled.


  “Because I couldn’t make up my mind,” Doc told him. “I had to think it out.”


  “You had a long time to make it up.”


  Doc swiveled the cigar from east to west. “Yeah, that’s right. But somehow I couldn’t seem to do it. I made the decision just a little while ago.”


  “What decided you?”


  “A spaceship,” said Doc. “A spaceship that you made.”


  “I understand,” said Archie.


  “You aren’t as tough as you would like to have us think,” declared Doc. “You might not have had them before, but since Masterson found you, you’ve absorbed some conception of human emotions. The spaceship proved it.”


  “I like you, doctor,” Archie said. “You remind me of Masterson.”


  “I’m giving you the human race to carry out your experiment,” said Doc. “It can be a great experiment. You have good material to work with. All you need to do is handle it right. Point it toward the stars and keep it going straight. I’m backing you against Radium, Inc. I think the human race will get a better break from you. Don’t disappoint me, Archie.”


  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Archie rumbled. “Maybe your race does deserve a break.”


  “They aren’t such bad folks. And, anyhow,” Doc chuckled, “if they don’t like the way you do things they can turn their backs on you. If they don’t insist on radium, you have no hold on them. But if Radium, Inc., could beat you, there’d be no hope for them. They’d only fall deeper and deeper into slavery.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” Archie grumbled. “You had the knowledge that would have broken me. You haven’t used it. You say you aren’t going to. Why not let it go at that?”


  “If you were a man,” declared Doc, “I’d slap you down for that. I’m not trying to pose as a hero. There is something else.”


  “Yes?”


  “Look, Boone was the only man who stumbled on the clue. Even he, perhaps, didn’t realize all he had. But he might have. Given time, he certainly would have. But you killed him first. You had intended to all along as a means of escaping yourself. But his stumbling on the clue made you hurry up the job.”


  “I was defending myself,” Archie declared.


  “Those notes were dangerous,” said Doc. “They gave the human race an angle for attack.”


  “But you destroyed the notes. I’m safe now.”


  Doc shook his head. “No, Archie, you aren’t. For, you see, I know.”


  “But you wouldn’t tell.”


  “Oh, yes, I would,” said Doc. “I couldn’t help but tell. R.C.’s police have ways to make one talk. Slick ways. Unpleasant ways. I’m a psychologist. I should know. And they suspect I may know more than I’ve ever told. Chester was curious about Boone’s reports—”


  “But if you had escaped with the others, you could have hidden—”


  “Even then, there would have been the chance they would have found me,” Doc declared. “Just an outside chance—but in a thing like this you can’t take any chance at all.”


  He walked across the room, picked up the heavy stool.


  “This is the only way to do it, Archie. There’s no other thing to do. It’s the only way we can fool them—you and I.”


  Archie’s voice was cold, mechanical. “You don’t have to do it that way, doctor. There are other ways.”


  Doc chuckled. “Psychological effect, Archie. First Boone, now me. Makes you sinister. After two accidents like this no one will want to study you too much—or too closely.”


  He weighed the heavy stool in his hand, getting the feel of it.


  His cigar traveled across his face. He lifted the stool and crashed it down.


  THE END.


  VENUSIAN SLAVE SMUGGLERS


  Jep Powell


  The Heliotrope took aboard a load of trouble when she shipped these abok slaves of Venus. And she took still more aboard with this young American who had ideas like Lincoln about slave trading, and carried them out too!


  THE Heliotrope settled down easily on the spongy muck bank, that was the landing field of Umbawa, dreariest spaceport on the dreary planet Venus.


  Captain Ogden reached for his heavy slicker and boots without looking outside. He did not need to look. If it were not raining, he would think he had hit the wrong port.


  I followed suit, along with four others. We stepped out into a steady warm drizzle.


  A wild-eyed Earthman broke through a clump of naked, timid natives and raced down the slippery footpath to meet us. He came on recklessly, frantically.


  “Thank God! Oh, thank—a ship—an Earth ship at last—thank God!” he babbled crazily, half laughing, half crying.


  He was not much over twenty and his clothes and clean shave showed his effort at neatness, a virtue that stamps a man as a tenderfoot in this languid, careless region. His accent stamped him as an American.


  What was an American doing here in this out-of-the-way place?


  “Give me a berth—please!” he begged. “I know a little astrogation but I’ll scrub plates, polish tubes, anything to get back to Earth. I don’t want any pay. I’ll even pay you. I’ve got a little money.”


  I thought he was going to grovel in the mud.


  There’s something about seeing a man in straits like that. Something that rouses both pity and disgust. If a man can’t take it, he shouldn’t be batting around the planets—especially Venus. Venus is a tough world.


  “Please take me on! Take me away from here!” he begged.


  I suppose it was natural that he addressed his plea to Ogden. In spite of his slovenliness, Ogden had the air of a boss about him. His nickname, Shag, described him. Huge and hairy, with pugnacious red mane and a neglected beard that failed to conceal his cruel features.


  Shag bored him with a steady stare, but the young fellow did not flinch. Shag spat out of the side of his mouth without turning his head. “What’s your name, sonny? How long you been here?”


  The stranger did not like the “sonny” but let it go. “My name’s Walton Bryant and I’m from Illinois. I don’t know how long I’ve been here. I lost track—these eternal days and nights.”


  With a name like that, I thought, the kid already had two strikes on him in Shag’s estimation.


  “Where you been holin’ in?” Shag asked.


  “Big Mama’s. It’s the only rooming house . . .”


  Shag smiled obscenely and winked. “No, no!” the kid declared. “I couldn’t touch . . . ugh!”


  Shag gave him a knowing nudge. “Get on in the ship and tell Con Morris I said sign you on.”


  I was surprised. Sympathy was an unknown word in Ogden’s vocabulary. But he was as unpredictable as he was mean. Maybe he had a motive—certainly not a good one. I had a feeling that this was a sad day for the youngster.


  AS WE moved toward the settlement of shacks on stilts, some of the froglike natives dived into the slough beside the path and stayed under. Others hopped off the path and stood belly deep in the murky water, eyeing us apprehensively.


  We were not a sextet to inspire confidence. There was Engineer Luis Ruiz, swart and slinky, with a deep scar running from mouth to ear that gave him a perpetual leer; Tyler Taylor, cockney Englisher, whose sunken lids of an empty eyesocket did not enhance his cross-hatched visage; Alex Robikov, sad-eyed Muscovite, whose size alone was awesome; and Max Gensler, carefree krautkopf who fought for the sheer love of it. I was the only misfit, a rolypoly runt with scarcely enough bravado to scat a kitten.


  Ogden led the procession to a small building covered with asphalt roll roofing. A grinning native trader, wearing only a pair of faded trunks, sat cross-legged on the roofless porch, heedless of the rain. He stood up lazily and greeted us, then followed us inside.


  “Hi, Jo, how’s trade?” Shag asked, offering a vile cigar.


  “Zhot to hell.” Jo beamed as if happy about it. “Got zome fine bokkamee.[1] Want to zee?”


  “I’ll look at it later. Seen anybody I know?”


  “Long time no zee him,” Jo replied significantly.


  “I’ll ask Big Mama,” Shag grunted. “Come on, gang.”


  We slogged over toward the most pretentious house in Umbawa. A couple of the fellows quickened step eagerly.


  As we shucked off slickers and boots on Big Mama’s porch, the door opened and a tawny-topped creature ducked down the hall, uttering a funny little squeal. We went inside.


  “Shag! Lawd bless yo’ sinful heart. Come in, Honey,” Big Mama whinnied. A white-toothed grin split her round, black face but she made no effort to remove her amazing bulk from the large chair into which it was wedged. “When dey tole me it was de Heliotripe landed I was happy enough to shout.”


  Shag gave her a fond slap on the shoulder and a ripple traveled over her vast expanse.


  “Where is Florabelle?” Ruiz demanded.


  “She upstairs primpin’. Dey all is.” A tawdry little abok[2] sidled shyly in the door. She was wearing a sleazy gown of bilious yellow that swept the floor, hiding her spindly legs and webbed feet. Her hairless, froggish head was ensconced in a wig of flaming ringlets.


  Big Mama always dressed her aboks in Earth styles, some of forgotten vintage. She called them her “girls” and gave them fancy sounding names.


  “Come on in, Elvira,” she invited. “Meet de gentmuns. Dey’s fun where I come fum. Why n’t somebody oil dat juke awgin?”


  SOMEBODY put a coin in the slot and music blared. Two more garish aboks entered. They were Anastasia and Theodosia.


  “Bring on some drinks,” Shag ordered. He leaned over and mumbled something to Big Mama.


  “Dat no’count Wog?” she snorted contemptuously. “I ain’t seen ’im in a coon’s age. Don’t keer if I never . . .”


  “Eh, Capitan, what is this?” Ruiz cut in. “You are looking for that slavemonger, Wog? For sure you are not. . . .”


  “What if I am?” Shag growled. “Live cargo pays plenty.”


  “I do not like it,” Ruiz declared. “I did not sign on this trip to smuggle slaves. It is dangerous business.”


  “ ’E’s right, Cap’n,” Taylor chimed in. “If the blinkin’ Venusian government caught us, we’d all’ang for it.”


  “So what?” Shag challenged, his beard jutting menacingly.


  “So I jump ship,” Ruiz retorted. “I did not sign on to . . .”


  Shag dropped him with a crunching haymaker and turned on the others, huge fists ready. “Any more of you mangy space rats got mutinous ideas?” He glared especially at Taylor.


  Ty moistened his lips, started to speak, then stopped.


  I was thinking about young Bryant. My lips must have framed a protest unconsciously.


  “What the hell you got to say about it, Sawbones?”


  “I was thinking about the kid you just signed on,” I managed weakly. “Surely you wouldn’t ring him in on . . .”


  “He didn’t ask no questions when he signed, did he?” Shag spat. “He’ll share ship’s luck same as the rest.”


  CHAPTER II


  Nostalgia vs. Lack of Guts


  I’M NO saint. Far from it. I was kicked out of the association for what it considered unethical practices. Then my license was revoked. That’s how I came to be ship’s doctor on a disreputable tramp like the Heliotrope. Probably my record appealed to Shag. But I had something left where my conscience ought to be. So I slipped away from Big Mama’s and went back to the ship to warn the new kid about Shag’s slave-running plan.


  “Son,” I said after the introduction was disposed of. “Son, this is a pretty tough gang on the Heliotrope. Half of the crew probably are ‘wanted’ somewhere or other. Not a very nice bunch for a likely young fellow like you to travel with. And Captain Ogden’s no better than the rest. Trading and hauling miscellaneous freight is his business, ostensibly, but I wouldn’t put it past him to turn his hand to anything that would bring in money.” Somehow that was as close to the real truth as I could come. Somehow? I may as well admit that it was a shuddery fear of Shag that held me back.


  “But you’re with them, Doctor—er.”


  “Just call me Doc,” I said. “Yes, but I’m not proud of it. It isn’t so bad for an old has-been like me, but you’ve got your life ahead of you.”


  “I’m just signing on for a trip back to Earth,” he said. “Do you know how long I’ve been in this God-forsaken hole? Of course not. Neither do I. Lost track of time. Days that last forever. I don’t know how many of them. I spent most of them looking at that eternal cloud blanket up there. Just looking and hoping for an Earth ship to come.


  “And these long black nights.” He shivered. “If I could just look into a starlit sky and see Earth shining up there, maybe I wouldn’t feel so lonely, so utterly cut off from the universe. I’ve got to get back to good old Earth.” He paused, then added. “I’ve got a girl back there.”


  “M-m-m,” I commented. “What brought you here, son?”


  “Did you ever lie on your back in your front yard or somewhere and gaze up at the night sky, feeling an overwhelming longing to visit the planets?” he asked earnestly.


  “Never did,” I replied. “But I think I understand.”


  “I just had to come,” he explained. “Jane and I talked it over—we’re engaged, Jane and I. Not formally, but we’ve agreed. I told her about this yearning to make a space trip, just one. We decided it would be better for me to take it before we were married. I wanted this one trip to cure me, give me a bellyful. So I came here.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve got a bellyful, all right. Now I’ve got to get back.


  “She’s a Georgia girl, Doc, the swellest girl in all the world. Well, that’s my story,” he finished. “Now do you see why I’ve got to leave on the Heliotrope?”


  I sat there hating myself for not telling the whole truth. This boy was no ordinary drifter stranded in an out-of-the-way port. He had good stuff in him. I could see that. Good, clean features and earnest grey eyes. I guess he was handsome in a way. Good height and athletic. And I could see that Georgia girl yearning her little heart out just to tangle her fingers in his reddish brown hair that wouldn’t stay put.


  “Son, there may be another ship in here soon, a better one,” I persisted weakly. I knew nothing but the truth about Shag’s slave-running scheme would stop him—even if that would—and I knew I didn’t have guts enough to tell him that; didn’t have guts enough to cross up Shag.


  “Except for a couple of battered old Martian boilers headed out the wrong way, there hasn’t been a ship here since I came,” he declared. “No, Doc, I wouldn’t trade my berth on this ship for a gold mine.”


  CHAPTER III


  Wog’s Jealousy


  SHAG’S cut-throat space rats quickly reconciled themselves to the slave-running idea. Live cargo would be far more profitable than the bokkamee and medicinal swamp roots we would be able to pick up. And the crew would share in the bigger profits.


  The big danger lay in getting the illicit cargo out of Venus’ territorial ether, and fear of this danger dwindled as Big Mama’s supply of caustic Venusian hooch diminished. Once outside the perpetual clouds that surround the planet, Shag assured them, not a ship in the Venusian space patrol could catch the fast, albeit outwardly decrepit Heliotrope.


  Time is cheap on Venus and appointments-are made by the calendar, not by the clock. The Venusian day is a month, measured in Earth time.


  We waited three whole Earth days for Wog, the slavemonger, and for three Earth days[3] Big Mama’s juke organ grated its tinny tunes as steadily as the rain pattered.


  Except for a quick trip to Big Mama’s to transfer his few clothes and things, young Bryant stuck to the ship as if he feared it might run away and leave him. None of the crew took time to tell him about the slave running. They were too busy enjoying themselves at Big Mama’s.


  On the fourth day, Wog arrived, a foppish mulok[4] garbed in a screaming plaid suit, spats, soiled grey derby, and carrying a jaunty cane.


  Wog strutted into Big Mama’s but the aboks ignored him in spite of his finery. Florabelle was the only one who ever noticed him and she now was clinched with Ruiz in a somewhat dubious bit of ballroom terpsichore.


  Wog scowled and strode toward the struggling couple.


  Taylor nudged me. “Maybe trouble. Wog’s soft on’er, ’e is.”


  Wog snatched Florabelle’s shoulder and spun her around to face him. “Wog here now,” he announced arrogantly.


  The next moment he and Ruiz were grappling on the floor. Sharp curses and throaty grunts were punctuated by shrill abok screeches. Twice Wog’s sharp claws raked Ruiz’s face and brought blood. Ruiz wriggled free and gained his feet. He plunged his hand into his shirt and drew an ugly dirk.


  Shag’s hairy hand shot out and seized the knife arm. His other fist smashed into Ruiz’s mouth. Ruiz staggered backward and sat heavily in a corner. He spat out a tooth and glared murderously at Shag through slitted eyes.


  “Next time you start your knife play, you oily spig, don’t pick somebody I got a deal with,” Shag growled.


  CHAPTER IV


  Bogs, Banshees and Blood


  RUIZ did not make the trip inland to pick up the slaves. Shag wanted no trouble between him and Wog. He stayed on ship with Con Morris, the captain’s right-hand thug.


  Before leaving, I cautiously slipped Ruiz a couple of pills. As ship’s doctor, I was the only one aboard who knew Ruiz was a needle pusher. Following a tube explosion on a previous voyage he had stayed under the influence of morphine for weeks. He became an addict.


  Shag armed us to the teeth and split us into two large collapsible bateaux he had stowed in the ship. I was in the bateau with Bryant. Still thinking it was a trading expedition, he was puzzled about all the arms.


  Outboard motors, popping deafeningly in the heavy atmosphere, shoved us up the bayou and into a narrow, shallow creek. The rain had stopped and a steamy mist was rising. When water is not falling on Venus, it is rising, always causing a suffocating mugginess.


  Into the festering swamp we pushed toward Kabog, dismal realm of the planet’s most aboriginal tribes. Our staccato kickers drove chattering birds to the air and small saurians splashing for the banks. Progress was slow, as we had to push our way through islands of floating hyacinths and stop many times to untangle their rubbery stems from our propellers.


  With each turn in the stream the gloomy swamp grew more foreboding. Most of us had visited Venus many times and some had stopped at Umbawa before, but none of us—indeed few Earthmen—had ever ventured into the fetid Kabog wilderness. We were jittery and silent. Even Wog, squatting in the front bateau, seemed nervous.


  The lead boat came to a crunchy stop on a mud bar and we swerved just in time to avoid ramming it. We, too, slid onto the bar. Our propellers churned the dirty water frantically but futilely. We were stuck. We cut our motors and an eerie silence seemed to close in about us.


  Wog lifted his head and trumpeted an abysmal croak that echoed mournfully through the swamp. Presently a faint answer penetrated the gloom.


  “We wait,” Wog announced. He closed his popeyes and dozed.


  “Blimey hif I wouldn’t swap places with any doomed bloke in death row,” Taylor quavered. “It’s downright gharstly’ere.”


  Bryant was shivering like a wet pup, but he pressed his lips together into a grim line. Then, “What is there to be afraid of?” he managed in an almost even voice.


  None of us answered. I suppose we were afraid our teeth would chatter. The kid gained some respect, then and there.


  What was there to fear? Possibly a band of screeching, clawing boks, attacking like submarines, upsetting our bateaux and tearing us to pieces in the water. Or a herd of large carnivorous sauirans. But Ty Taylor had expressed it well: The place was downright ghastly.


  Shag took a furtive swig from a pocket flask.


  There was a splash up the creek and our guns came up, trigger fingers twitching. Wog set up a guttural chatter. An answer came through the foliage.


  “All okay,” Wog told us.


  TWELVE bulging eyes appeared in a row above the surface not twenty feet in front of us. Wog beckoned. Six boks stood up but ventured no closer. The water reached only to their hips. Wog beckoned again. They looked at us uncertainly.


  At a sharp croak from an unseen commander, they waded to the bateaux and tugged us off the bar. Then they towed us a few hundred yards upstream where the creek became too narrow for the boats. We tied up to two small palmettoes.


  The unseen commander now appeared, wearing nothing but an important air to distinguish him from the others. He and Wog engaged in a brief exchange of grunts.


  “He zay you got zalt?” Wog asked Shag.


  “Plenty of salt. Also some fine jewelry and other stuff.”


  The commander croaked and his six followers unloaded the trade goods.


  They sloshed into the marshy jungle and we trudged behind. It was raining again but we did not bother to unroll our slickers.


  A short march brought us to the soggy village of King Wunka Unga. His proud name really was as long as my arm but no one ever bothered with more than the last two grunts.


  The village comprised thirty-odd squat mud and straw huts arranged in a circle, in the center of which a crowd of natives were gathered around a gay umbrella such as one might see on the sands of Palm Beach.


  As we neared, the crowd parted and we beheld His Majesty waiting for us in elegant style. Under the beach umbrella, he lolled regally in a white enameled barber chair. Not a strand of natural hair on the whole planet, yet here was a deluxe model barber chair. Its upholstery had rotted away and it was rusty in spots but it was a throne, no less.


  After much bowing had been indulged in, old Double Grunt decided it was time to get down to business. He grunted at Wog.


  Wog turned to Shag. “He zay he got zixty fine bok.”


  “Trot ’em out,” Shag ordered.


  The sixty boks were paraded, all young and strong, captives of enemy tribes. Shap opened a box of trinkets and a bag of salt, offered them for the lot.


  Wunka Unga broke off a big lump of salt and nibbled it thoughtfully. He pointed at the other box and bag.


  Shag haggled. Both knew that, in the end, Shag would take the sixty boks and leave all the trade goods, but trading is a ceremony on Venus. It must not be done hastily.


  Half a day was spent haggling, during which I was afraid Walt was going to make trouble. He seemed content with making many protests, all of which were ignored by both sides. Finally Shag threw up his hands in a gesture of defeat and passed over all the goods. Old Wunka seemed mightily pleased.


  “And not a wench in the lot,” Shag grumbled.


  “You want aboks?” Wog asked quickly.


  “If they’re young an’ frisky. Let’s see ’em.”


  Wog relayed the message. Wunka shook his head.


  Shag unrolled his slicker and produced a large bottle of mellow rum. He opened it and passed it under Wunka’s nose.


  THE royal nostrils trembled and Wunka sighed thirstily. He trumpeted a name and a plump little abok stepped from the crowd, her large eyes growing larger with fright. Wunka pointed and another stepped out. Finally five scared little creatures trembled under Shag’s predatory gaze.


  A murmur of protest rose from the crowd. These young things were members of their own tribe, not captive enemies.


  Shag reached out and gave one an intimate pinch. She screeched piteously and the protest from her tribe rose to a throaty chatter.


  Old Wunka eyed the bottle wistfully but bowed to the wishes of his subjects. He ordered the young aboks back to the crowd.


  Wog leaped in front of the old king, chattering and gesticulating wildly, but Wunka stood firm. Wog’s tone grew insulting. Rage crept into the king’s face. His wide mouth gathered into a pucker and he spat upon his villifier. Wog swung his cane and it landed on the royal noggin with a hollow clunk. Then hell broke loose.


  Screeching natives closed in on us like a horde of frenzied banshees, ripping at us with their deadly claws. Some were swinging clubs. It was a club that put me out.


  Before I went down I saw Ty Taylor, the cross-hatched pattern of his face revised by a vicious swipe, cursing hideously and firing wildly as blood filled his one good eye. I saw young Bryant standing shoulder to shoulder with Shag, coolly blasting down the wild frogmen. Alex Robikov was felled with a club and blood geysered as a native clawed into his carotid artery. Then I went down.


  CHAPTER V


  Kabog Death Ritual


  I WOKE feeling as any man must feel when he suffers, as we so quaintly put it, severe contusions and concussion. In the language of the layman, I was woozy, my head was bigger than a barrel, and a trip hammer inside was trying to get out.


  Gradually I became aware of a hellish screeching. Painfully I opened my eyes. Blurry figures danced before me. Lights flared here and there. Now the figures became more distinct. They were natives. Some carried torches. But fire is not commonplace among the savages of Venus. Dry fuel is too scarce. I was delirious, I reasoned. I tried to put my hand to my eyes, but my hands were bound behind me. Then I realized I was in an upright position, tied to a tree or a stake, my knees sagging uselessly. Only my bonds held me up.


  The eerie din continued to grate on my eardrums. When I could focus my eyes better, I saw a large pile of brush around which the natives were hopping and chanting an unholy ritual. Victory celebration, I supposed. I wondered if we had walked into a total massacre. Well, almost total. It probably would be when they finished with me.


  There was a weak groan near me. I strained my head around and saw young Bryant bound to a recently driven stake, his head lolling forward. He groaned again.


  “Easy, son,” I whispered. “Are you hurt badly?”


  “Hi, Doc,” he mumbled through bloody lips. “I—I think my back’s broken—maybe every bone in my body. But I guess it doesn’t matter. We’re done for. They l-left us.”


  “Who, Shag and the crew?”


  “Not all of them. Some are in that pile.”


  I followed his eyes and saw a pile of bodies stacked like cord wood. Most of the feet were webbed but there were three pairs of boots sticking out. The largest were Robikov’s.


  “Captain Ogden got away with the slaves,” Walt said. “Made them wade down the creek ahead of the boats, I guess. He didn’t get the aboks, though.” He paused a moment. “I might have gotten away, too, if I’d kept on firing at these creatures. I—I shot some. Then I just couldn’t pull the trigger any more. It was like buck fever. You know, Doc, I hope those sixty boks escape before he gets them back to the ship.”


  The brush pile was blazing now. Four natives lifted one of their dead fellows and laid him tenderly on the pile. Old Wunka muttered some mum-bojumbo and a blood-chilling chorus rose from his followers. He then came toward us, reeking of rum and reeling under the weight of spurious trade jewels. He ogled us evilly and pointed to Bryant.


  Four of his boks advanced and tore Walt’s jacket and shirt off with their claws. Wunka confronted the kid and drew a knife that had been included in the trade goods. He fingered its sharp blade caressingly.


  “Good God no!” I blurted. “Wait!” He ignored me.


  WITH a touch as delicate as a surgeon’s, Wunka drew the blade horizontally across Walt’s chest, just penetrating the skin. He stepped back and watched a line of tiny red beads form. His subjects screeched wildly. Wunka stepped to the kid again and lifted his knife.


  “Wun—King!” I gasped. “Take me. I’m a worthless old . . .”


  Now the knife started downward, cleanly and evenly at a right angle with the first incision. Walt’s lips were compressed and his stomach muscles tightened but he made no cry. Again Wunka stepped back and his subjects cheered. Their howl was interrupted by excited croaks from the boks lifting bodies from the pile. All eyes swung toward them.


  One of the Heliotrope crew whom I knew only as Lefty had squirmed out of the pile and raised himself to his hands and knees, swaying like a stuck bull. The natives backed away. They wanted no truck with spirits that came back to reclaim their bodies. Wunka was too well fortified with another kind of spirits to share their fear. He staggered over to Lefty and eyed him goofily. Then he thumped his chest bravely and kicked Lefty on his back.


  Wunka went into a huddle with four of his bravest boks. After some squawking and gesticulating, the four lifted Lefty and carried him to a stake.


  The strong stench of burning flesh now began to saturate the swamp air. Bryant retched terribly.


  Wunka squared off before the bared chest of Lefty. Cheered on by his subjects, he repeated the surgery he had performed on Walt. Then he hunched close to his victim and I could not see him work. Finally he stepped back and waved a sheet of skin twice as big as my hand. He mumbled an incantation over it and laid it on the pyre. Again they went to work on Lefty’s chest. Lefty did not flinch. He was barely alive. But as long as life remained he, literally, was being skinned alive. Walt shuddered and fainted. I envied him.


  I had to quit watching. Wunka peeled assiduously and the crowd cheered lustily. When I finally looked again, the job was nearly completed. Lefty was dead.


  As Wunka was about to resume his surgery on Walt, a young abok flung herself between them, shielding the kid. Then she sank to her knees in front of her king and splashed great tears at his feet while she gurgled prayerfully.


  Wunka stepped back in speechless astonishment. Then he pushed the abok aside. Again she rushed between them. Wunka’s cheeks puffed and he bellowed a command but the tearful little creature held her ground, trembling.


  NOW a wrinkled old abok hobbled up and laid a respectful but firm hand on Wunka’s arm. She jabbered assertively and emphasized her remarks with sagacious wags of her rusty head. Wunka relented sullenly.


  Bryant was cut from the stake and he slumped to the ground. His little protector cradled his head in her lap and fanned him with a palmetto frond. At last he blinked hazily.


  “Cassandra!” he gasped. “Wh-what happened?”


  “You vree, Wawt,” she sighed softly. Her large green eyes filled with admiration. She licked the blood from his chest and helped him to his feet.


  “Oh-oh,” I thought. “The kid’s won a new lease on life but he may have won something else he doesn’t want.” Someone threw a large wreath of water hyacinths around their shoulders and the crowd set up a gleeful howl. The screeching changed from a dirge to a wedding song. Old Wunka confronted them and waited for the din to subside.


  Poor Walt worked his lips but no words came. He looked appealingly at me, then up at the heavy skies. His little abok clung to him for one long, blissful minute, shivering with pure joy. Suddenly her face saddened and, with a sharp little sob, she ducked out of the wreath and fled.


  CHAPTER VI


  Trouble at Big Mama’s


  THE Kaboggans’ thirst for revenge is short-lived. They like their demonstrations, but they prefer them happy. Less than twelve hours after Walt and I had fought them in a battle in which a score of their tribe was killed, Wunka Unga and his subjects slogged down to the creek to bid us farewell on our trip back to Umbawa.


  Old Double Grunt had spared Walt’s life because a tearful little abok had pleaded for it. He spared mine because Walt pleaded for it, although Wunka understood not a single word of Walt’s eloquence. He ordered his boks to help us build a crude raft of large, light fungus boles and assigned four boks to pole us down the shallow stream. Now all of his subjects, including saucereyed bokkins[5] that seemed to be all head and no body, were at the creek to wish us well.


  “Come on, Walt, hurry,” I urged after many goodbyes had been said. I was frantic to get back to Umbawa before Shag blasted off for Earth. He still had enough men for a skeleton crew. “For God’s sake hurry, man!”


  But Walt seemed not to hear. His eyes searched the crowd of Kaboggans. He leaped from the raft, elbowed his way through the throng and found Cassandra leaning against a tree, sobbing her little heart out.


  Walt put his arm around her and patted her shoulder. He fumbled at his wrist and knelt gallantly to offer his diamond studded chronometer as a parting gift, a gift worth more than all the trinkets Shag had traded to Wunka.


  “Who’s your Pocahontas?” I asked when we were under way. In our hurry to leave, I had failed to ask him.


  “Cassandra?” She was a—er, hostess at Big Mama’s for a while,” he said. “I protected her from a Jovian bully once.”


  Of course. Where else would she have gotten that name?


  Walt lapsed into a grim silence.


  With two natives on the front of the raft sweeping aside the matted hyacinths and the other two poling our craft, we probably were making as good time as Shag’s bateaux had made upstream but, to my jittery mind, we seemed anchored. Each moment I expected to hear the shrieking blast that would send the Heliotrope Earthward and leave us stranded. I seized a pole from one of the boks and went to work feverishly. It was no help to our progress but it eased my nerves.


  Walt also took a pole. His eagerness surprised me. For one opposed to participation in the slave-running voyage, his action seemed inconsistent. However, I said nothing.


  At last we reached the widening bayou and I strained my eyes to penetrate the mist. There it was! Umbawa squatted on the horizon like a mirage. And to one side, like a big, fat cigar in a tarnished foil wrapper, lay the Heliotrope—God Bless her—the most welcome sight I ever beheld. The boks now were poling the raft and I urged them to work faster, but they actually slowed down. They looked apprehensively toward the settlement and appealingly at Walt. Plainly they had no desire to go further but their eyes seemed to say they would go if he demanded it. Somehow, the kid had a way with Venusians.


  Solemnly Walt shook hands with each of them and gave each a small gold coin which they knew they could exchange at Jo’s store for merchandise. Of course they would not venture near the settlement till after the departure of the great metal fish that dives into the clouds, leaving a roaring tail of fire behind it. They popped the coins into their wide mouths and dived off the back of the raft. We never saw them again.


  ON REACHING Umbawa we naturally made straight for the Heliotrope. But there was no activity about the ship, no gaping, excited natives waiting for something to happen. Walt halted abruptly, turned on his heel and marched toward Big Mama’s in long, determined strides. I trotted along, somewhat puzzled.


  There was an ominous silence about Big Mama’s place. At least the juke box was not going and that constitutes ominous silence when space rats are around.


  We met Ty Taylor coming out of the place.


  “Well, blarst me soul!” Ty gasped through his bandages. “We thought you was goners, we did.’Owd you get here?”


  Walt skipped the question. “Captain Ogden in there?”


  “ ’E’s in there right enough, mitey. Roarin’ drunk an’ in as foul a mood as I ever seen ’im.”


  Walt stalked in without removing his boots.


  “Easy, son,” I cautioned.


  Five of the crew were playing a silent game of spit in the ocean. Shag sat unsteadily on a low stool, his right hand gripping a bottle of whisky, his left twisting the dial of a sputtering cosmophone. The aboks were conspicuously absent.


  “Bless God!” Big Mama bleated. “Dere’s my boy.”


  Walt strode straight to the captain. Shag swayed backward and scowled, squinting for better focus. “Well, blow my tubes! Where in hell . . .”


  “Captain Ogden,” Welt said calmly. “I demand the immediate release of those sixty Venusians.”


  “You wh—?” Shag’s mouth sagged open. “Wotchu say, sonny?”


  Walt bit his lip and repeated the demand.


  Shag rose unsteadily, bushy brows meeting in an ominous black line above his bleary eyes. He thrust his beard forward. It bristled belligerently. The poker game stopped.


  “Insubordination!” he growled. “I got only one answer to insubordination—an’ here it is!” He gripped his bottle, clublike. Then his lips curled in a sneering, cocky smile and he tossed the bottle aside. In almost the same motion, he threw his great hairy fist in a vicious swing.


  Walt ducked neatly, slammed a thudding right to Shag’s bulging middle. sent a left to the chin and a slashing right to the cheek that brought blood. One-two-three!”


  Utter astonishment flashed momentarily over Shag’s ugly face, changed quickly to murderous rage. He lowered his head and charged, fists flailing. Walt danced to one side, straightened him up with a jarring uppercut and rocked him back on his heels with a short, solid right.


  “Fancy, huh?” Shag panted. “I’ll tear off one of them gigolo props an’ beat your fool brains out with the bloody end of it.” He plunged in to make good his gory threat.


  Walt back-pedaled, his rapid-fire left flicking into Shag’s face monotonously. His right hand was cocked. Waiting. Waiting. Then he let it go, a cruel smash to Shag’s lop-sided nose. Shag dropped to his knees. Blood spurted.


  “Hallelujah!” Big Mama shouted.


  SHAG stayed down a few seconds to shake the fog out of his head. Walt stepped back and waited. Then Shag lunged from his crouch. This alley type of attack caught the kid off guard. Shag sank his head into Walt’s stomach and clinched. He brought his knee up viciously. A sharp groan escaped Walt’s lips and blood drained from his face.


  “Foul!” I cried. “Stop him. Somebody stop him.”


  Now they were on the floor. Shag was on top. His paws clutched at Walt’s throat. Hooked thumbs dug in.


  “I’ll rip your goozle out,” he snarled.


  Somehow, Walt managed to draw one foot up into Shag’s stomach. He gave a weak push but it was enough to topple Shag to one side. The infuriated captain’s hand touched the discarded bottle, closed on it.


  “Now!” he bellowed.


  Big Mama soared out of her chair like a blimp torn from its moorings. A razor appeared in her hand as if by magic. She landed on Shag and pinned him beneath her tonnage.


  “You leave dat chile’lone, you bushy baboon!” She waved her razor in front of his face. “I cut yo’ filthy heart out an’ th’ow it to de catfishes. You heah me, Shag Ogden?”


  “Oooooof!” he replied in a wheezy grunt.


  CHAPTER VII


  Bad Tidings from Home


  THE cosmophone blared out as if suddenly awakened by the commotion: “. . . troversy over the use of Venusian boks in coal mines of Illinois and Indiana has split Congress wide open.


  “The miners’ union accuses the operators of slavery. The operators retort that the Venusians are not men and cannot be slaves under our constitution. A test case is being rushed in order to get a Supreme Court definition of their status.


  “Meanwhile, the government has enacted both an embargo and immigration restrictions to prevent the entrance of other Venusians until the issue is settled.


  “More than a dozen Illinois and Indiana mines, long idle because of deadlocks in strike negotiations, have been reopened with bok labor. Several of the mines have been picketed, but this action has proven futile. The boks stay below and seem to thrive in the dark, damp underground passages. Anticipating picketing, mine operators permitted the boks to take their aboks below with them. Also operators installed secret pneumatic tubes through which to send food down into the shafts. So the work goes on unhampered by pickets.


  “Back in Washington, Senator Josh Wimbley, outspoken legislator from Georgia, stunned the Senate and gallery with a fiery demand for emancipation. At the height of his argument Senator Wimbley shouted, quote: Give the damned Yankees a taste of their own medicine. Free these slaves just as the North freed our slaves a hundred and fifty years ago. Turn them loose to rob and rape and . . . yes, to vote and hold office. Unquote.


  “The Atlanta Enquirer, influential Southern newspaper, said this morning in a bitter editorial . . .


  “Lawd Goddamighty!” Big Mama yowled. “Dey gonna free clem frawgs to mix an’ mingle wid our peoples? I was countin’ on goin’ back to Alabama one o’ dese days, but if dey’mancipates dem critters—” She wagged her head sadly. “An’, Shag, you gonna git yo’sef in a mess o’ trouble, snugglin’ dem sixty boks down dere. You better turn ’em loose now.”


  Shag opened his mouth several times like a goldfish, but no words came. Big Mama eased her weight, watching him cautiously. But there was no battle left in him. He dragged himself painfully to his stool in front of the cosmophone. He sat there for hours, pulling hard on the bottle and muttering curses that would make a top sergeant’s most sulphurous language seem like polite banter.


  THE slavery question was the topic of the hour and the newscasters were giving it a ride.


  There was talk of secession, but there were no clearly defined sectional lines such as between the North and South during the Civil War. The slave states were in the very heart of the nation. These were Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, Pennsylvania and West Virginia, with a couple of Rocky Mountain states in the “doubtful” column. But sentiment was divided even in these states. There was talk of war, but it pointed toward revolution.


  A bulletin told of the wholesale lynching in West Virginia of Elmer Hoskins and ten followers. Hoskins, styling himself a Twenty-First Century John Brown, was touring the mining areas with a band of “disciples,” inciting Venusians to revolt. Ironically, Hoskins was from Kansas, locale of the original John Brown’s first activities in pre-Civil War days.


  For the first time, it was revealed that an anti-slavery faction were helping Venusians to escape from owners and spiriting them to “free” states and even to Mexico. Borrowing a pre-Civil War term, this organization called itself the “Underground Railroad.”


  THE first issue of the LIBERATOR, whose avowed sole purpose was to campaign against slavery, made its appearance in Philadelphia. Its masthead resembled that of William Lloyd Garrison’s famous Abolitionist paper of the same name. Publisher Thomas E. Pennock’s sanctum was invaded promptly and he was dragged through the streets a la Garrison.


  How long had this trouble been brewing? When we left the States there had been one or two local “incidents” over the use of bok labor, but nothing serious. The lid must have blown off suddenly—and explosively.


  Shag’s face was a fixed scowl, a scowl that grew darker with each lift of the bottle.


  The next bulletin struck closer: “Air Secretary Baker announced that the blockade against Venusians will be tightened. Ships of the Stratosphere Guard will patrol the outer air in crisscross lanes, weaving an impenetrable net. Forty Space Fleet destroyers have been called in from . . .”


  “Gott!” Gensler exclaimed. “Drubble gets vurse yet, Captain. Maybe ve bedder turn looze dem toadhoppers, ya?”


  SHAG let out a roar and staggered off his stool. “The yellow-bellied rat that believes Shag Ogden is afraid of a few news bulletins is a liar for even thinkin’ it.” He slammed his fist into the dial of the cosmophone. “I got the richest cargo I ever stowed and them panty-waist home guards back there in the States ain’t gonna stop me.”


  He hefted his bottle menacingly. “An’ if any of you skunks feel like crawfishin’, just step up an’ resign.”


  “You kin risk yo’ fool neck if you want to, Shag Ogden,” Big Mama declared, “but you ain’t takin’ dis boy. He kin stay here to doomsday if he want to, an’ dey ain’t no man livin’ gonna tech him. You mout as well git dat thoo yo’ bushy head.” She draped a mighty arm around Walt’s shoulders.


  “Thanks, Big Mama,” Walt said gratefully. Then he added slowly and purposefully, “But I’m going on the Heliotrope.”


  CHAPTER VIII


  The “Lions’ ” Den


  “ALL set?” Shag asked.


  “We haven’t announced our take-off and trajectory,” Con Morris replied.


  “An’ we ain’t goin’ to. We’re just blastin’ off sudden.”


  “But other ships out there,” Morris protested, pointing at the heavy clouds. “We might . . .”


  “To hell with ’em!” Shag barked. “We’ll blast and trust to luck. If we bump, we bump. All set?”


  Morris hesitated. Then, “All set.”


  “Give ‘er the gun!”


  Morris slapped the rocket room telegraph all the way over. There was a screaming roar and the Heliotrope leaped out toward space. We plunged into the thick, pea-soup clouds. They seemed to press in upon us like a great fluffy blanket, trying to hold us back and smother us. Even the conditioned air inside the ship seemed oppressive.


  I wished I were one of the crew, unaware that we were streaking out blindly with visibility at minus zero.


  Morris turned his back upon the instrument panel and conning screen. They were meaningless now. If a crash came, it would come without warning. And we would never know it. I thanked God for that. Con plucked nervously at a hangnail. Shag held up crossed fingers and managed a grin. We waited.


  Then, as a train emerges from a tunnel, we shot out into open space.


  Shag was staggering drunk when we blasted off. Now, only seconds later, he was as sober as a Tibetan lama. He chuckled triumphantly. “Now let’s see them damned Venusian ships try to catch Shag Ogden. I’ll leave ’em so far behind they’ll think they’re anchored. Then all I got to do is sneak past them panty-waist cadets of the States patrol and I’m sittin’ pretty.”


  He hummed a few notes. “I’ll give this old boiler a rest for a month or so while I take Broadway apart to see what makes it tick. There’s a show there I wanta see. Got a lot of cussin’ in it.


  “Tobacco Road?” Morris asked.


  “Yeah, that’s it. They say it may not run much longer.”


  There was no Venusian ship in pursuit. By the simple but dangerous expedient of blasting off unannounced, Shag had eluded them, if, indeed, any of them suspected he was carrying illicit cargo.


  We soared on into gravity-free space, Morris calculated his bearings and pointed the Heliotrope’s nose toward Earth.


  LIFE on the Heliotrope became the usual humdrum routine of a space voyage. Shag kept the cosmophone shut off most of the time and there was no news from the planets. There were petty quarrels among the crew members. Everyone was touchy.


  The Heliotrope was a 15-mile[6] ship, faster than many at that time, but that meant a three-week trip between Venus and Earth even at perigee. We were scheduled to make the flight in about twenty-four days.


  On the eighth day off Venus, Shag and Con Morris were growling over a pinochle game. I was watching. Ty Taylor burst into the control room.


  “Sye, Cap’n,” he said excitedly. “Them blighters back in the freight bins is garspin’ and puffin’ somethin’’orrible.”


  “Hells bells!” Shag groaned. “I don’t want any of them devils croakin’ on me. They’re valuable. Come on, Doc.”


  He plunged aft with me in his wake.


  The poor devils were gasping like fish in a boat.


  “You’ll have to get them out of here,” I announced after taking one look at them and sniffing the air.


  “Get ’em out?” Shag barked. “Where can I put ’em?”


  “That’s your problem.”


  “Look, couldn’t you just fix ’em up some medicine?”


  “I’m an M.D., not a veterinarian,” I informed him. “But anyone can see they’re suffocating. The heat back here from the tubes, the dry air and fumes will kill every one of them in another day or two. They’ve had all they can take.” I was telling him what to do and I was enjoying it.


  We moved them into the rocket room over the violent protests of Luis Ruiz. They were as docile as sick sheep but Shag kept them chained together for safety, and Ruiz chained them to stanchions. There was so little space they would have to take turns lying down. The temperature was not bad but they would need plenty of moisture. I told Ruiz to shoot a little steam into the air at times.


  He nodded, then gave Shag one of his venomous scowls. I’d hate to have a Latin glare at me as Ruiz often glared at Shag.


  Shag ignored it. “Now everything’s hunkydory,” he said.


  But everything was not hunkydory up in the control room. A couple of crew members were craning their necks into the door as we approached. There was a commotion inside.


  We reached the door just in time to see Morris pick himself off the floor and stagger toward Walt in a fighting crouch. Shag swung a roundhouse from behind that spun Walt across the room before he could put Morris down again.


  “What the hell’s goin’ on here?” Shag demanded.


  “He . . . tipped ’em . . . off,” Morris panted.


  “He wha-a-at?” Shag brayed.


  “Your game’s up, Captain Ogden,” Walt said in an almost steady voice, fingering a fresh cut on his cheek. “I just sent out a message that this ship is loaded with slaves. I gave our trajectory and destination. Your game is up.”


  “Filthy schwein!” Gensler growled from the door. “Yust let me get mein handts on . . .” He moved toward Walt.


  “Dirty squealer!” another of the crew shouted.


  “Kill the rat!” howled still another. “Halt!” Shag commanded. There was an automatic in his fist. “He’s my meat, the skunk. I’m gonna finish ’im off in my own way.” His voice was calmer than I had ever heard it, ominously so. “Call Ruiz and a couple of his black gang.”


  HE TURNED suddenly on Morris.


  “Change course! Veer off in any direction till I tell you to head for Earth again. Every man to his station. Hop to it!”


  “They’ll get you anyway,” Walt declared.


  “If they do, they won’t find you here, you rat.”


  Ruiz and two of his men appeared at the door.


  “Did the fellows tell you about this stinkin’ stool?” Shag blared. Ruiz nodded.


  “Take Jim back to your dump an’ chain ’im up with them damned boks. An’ give ’em my apologies for tossin’ such a louse in with ’em,” Shag ordered. Then he grinned nastily. “Soon as they perk up a bit they’ll take care of ’im. Then you can throw what’s left of ’im, if anything, through the disposal chute with the rest of the garbage.”


  Even the thought of it nauseated me. I couldn’t even look at the kid when Ruiz and his men stepped in to claim him. I walked back to my cubbyhole “office” for a stiff drink. I don’t know how long I stayed there or how many drinks I took. They didn’t have any effect on me. After a while, I decided Ruiz might need a shot, so I started back to the rocket room with a pill.


  I didn’t have to go to that room, and I didn’t want to. I could have waited for Ruiz to come to me. But some indescribable fascination seemed to pull me there.


  I took a deep breath and entered. There was Walt, sitting calmly among the boks, who seemed to have accepted him as a fellow sufferer. One of them was licking the cut on his cheek. If Walt felt any squeamishness about such ministration, he managed not to reveal it. The scene reminded me of a picture of Daniel in the lions’ den.


  “Walt!” I gasped. “You—you’re not. hurt!”


  “They pity me,” he smiled wryly. “They’re condescending.”


  “Listen, son, why did you do it—send out that message?”


  HE did not answer immediately. Finally he spoke slowly, weighing his words. “For two reasons—one of them is selfish. First, I pity these poor creatures. They may not be human, anthropologically speaking, but they have the same emotions we have, love and jealousy, sympathy, pride. They have some really admirable traits. I’ve lived with them for months and I’ve grown to like them, in a way.


  “Now, the selfish reason. Ever read much about the slavery row that led to the Civil War? I have. Families were split over it, brothers fought brothers, husbands and wives were separated, sweethearts estranged. I know Jane is opposed to enslaving these creatures, and I wanted her to know I feel the same way. My father owns a large newspaper and he is capitalistically inclined. I have a strong feeling he is supporting slavery. So I sent the message as a means of going on record. I gave my name.”


  A futile gesture, I thought. Shag would never let him live to set foot on Earth again.


  He looked at me as if reading my thoughts. Then, “I—I may never see her again,” he said sadly, “but she’ll always know how I felt.”


  CHAPTER IX


  Race with Space Patrol


  INSTEAD of raging when he found Walt unharmed among the boks, Shag roared in laughter that almost rocked the ship.


  “Haw, haw!” he brayed. “As nice a set of boks as I ever seen. I believe I’ll shave your head an’ sell you with the lot. Nobody’d ever know the difference. Haw, haw!”


  Walt was smart enough to feign great discomfort, and the pretense won at least a temporary reprieve for him. Shag returned frequently to hurl insulting jibes at him and it was clear that he did not intend to deprive himself of this sport until the voyage was nearly over.


  Then one day as we neared the moon’s orbit a news report snapped Shag to attention. A mob of Illinois miners had slain forty Venusians, the announcer said. A hundred of the miners were arrested for destroying private property but were held without bond pending determination of the Venusians’ legal status. This placed the miners in a predicament. Some of the men held were high officials in I he union. If the courts decided the Venusians were men, these officials, along with many miners, would face murder charges. On the other hand, if the Venusians were found to be beasts, the slavery issue would have to be dropped and widespread unemployment would follow increased use of bok labor. Undoubtedly, bok labor would spread to other industries.


  Prominent anthropologists, biologists and psychologists were called before a Congressional committee investigating the festering situation but, as usual, the experts could not agree. Classification of the Venusians remained a perplexing puzzle.


  Meanwhile, the announcer said, as public feeling grew more intense, Air Secretary Baker ordered a further tightening of the Venusian blockade.


  “Oh, yeah?” Shag growled. “We oughta be past the outer patrol by now, eh Con? Maybe that damned squealer’s message didn’t get through.” Before Morris could answer, the inter-ship loudspeaker began sputtering. Then a voice came clearly. “Halt, Heliotrope. United States Patrol Ship Two-Eleven commanding Heliotrope to halt. Halt before we . . .”


  “In a pig’s eye!” Shag roared. “Open ‘er up, Con. We’ll show ’em some maneuverin’ that’ll make their eyes bug.”


  Con flashed the full-speed signal to the rocket room and sent the ship into a tight loop.


  “Level’er off at a hundred and eighty degrees, then kick’er around in a U-turn to port. Then do something else, anything, but do it so fast it’ll make ’em dizzy to watch us,” Shag ordered. He was hunched over the conning screen. Perspiration popped out on his forehead.


  “See them?” Morris asked.


  “Nope. And they may not see us. Maybe they’re bluffin’.”


  “Neat little display of astrobatics, Ogden,” said the loudspeaker. “Neat but futile. We’ll get you.”


  Shag’s eyes were glued to a dial. “Like hell they will,” he muttered. “I’ve got their position now. They’re not even close. Level off again, Con, and streak straight ahead for a few thousand miles.”


  “Patrol Ships Two-Oh-Four and Two-Oh-Nine,” the loudspeaker blared. “Two-Eleven calling Two-Oh-Four and Two-Oh-Nine.” The voice gave the Heliotrope’s position and direction. Morris veered off at a right angle without instructions. “Patrol Ships Two-Oh-Nine and Two-Oh-Six . . .


  “Damn ’em to hell!” Shag howled. “Have they got the whole Space Fleet after us? They may catch us, but—” An ugly light crept into his eyes. “Signal Ruiz to come in here.”


  HE LAPSED into an ugly silence.


  Morris used his own judgment in changing course again. Ruiz came into the room.


  “Looey,” Shag began. “How many of them boks can you cram into the incinerator at one time?”


  “Buenos Dios!” Ruiz gasped. “You don’t mean . . .”


  “Answer my question, you chicken-livered spig!” Shag snapped. “I ain’t gonna lose my cargo unless I have to, but I’ll be damned if I’ll be caught with ’em aboard.”


  Ruiz eyed Shag darkly, then shrugged. “Maybe four, maybe five at a time.”


  “Make it five. How long will it take to cremate five?”


  Ruiz looked as if he wanted to be sick. “Three-four minutes, maybe, if I step up the heat.”


  “Tie ’em up in bunches of five,” Shag ordered. “Conk ’em with a wrench if you have to. Be ready to get rid of ’em the minute I give you the word. Tie that stinkin’ squealer up with ’em. If them damned patrollers do catch me, they won’t find any evidence on board, or anywhere else. There won’t be any, except a few ashes driftin’ out there in space. See, Looey?”


  I caught Ruiz’ eye and shook my head, giving my arm a significant pinch and thumbing an imaginary needle. “Well?” Shag barked.


  Ruiz shrugged. “As you say, Capitan.”


  The Heliotrope looped and twisted and spiraled like a meteor gone beserk. Shag gripped a stanchion with one hand and a bottle with the other, yelling orders between gulps. Now a patrol ship would come into view in the conning screen, then we would lose it. But the voice-from Two-Eleven continued with maddening coolness. “Two-Oh-One and Two-Oh-Six converge. Two-Oh-Four dead ahead at full speed. Some fun, eh, Ogden? Two-Oh-Three and Two-Oh-Eight.


  “Shuddup!” Shag bellowed, hurling his bottle at the loudspeaker and missing.


  “Steady, fella,” Morris grunted. “Steady?” Shag howled. “Them dirty sons are closin’ in on us. There’s a million of ’em. I could shake one or two so quick they’d think they was seein’ things. But—signal Ruiz to start unloadin’. Where the hell you goin’, Sawbones?”


  “I—I was just going back to see the kid before . . .”


  “Well, just don’t!” he snapped. “Stay right here.”


  SILENTLY I watched the chronometer with sickening horror while the Heliotrope continued its wild flight. Five minutes, and five fewer Venusians. Ten minutes. Shag was spouting a stream of acrid curses. He never paused, never repeated. Gradually the patrol ships were drawing nearer. Morris put the Heliotrope through every trick known in astrobatics, invented some new ones, but the pursuers would not be shaken off.


  “They’re closing in,” Morris muttered as he put the ship into another dizzy roll. “They’re within range.” Shag flung a wild glance at the chronometer. “Keep it up,” he ordered. “Another ten minutes and we’ll be rid of the evidence. Then they can catch us and be damned.”


  Ten more minutes. Walt probably would be with that last group of doomed boks, I reasoned. There was still time to save him if—if I only knew some way to do it.


  Shag seemed to know what I was thinking. “Keep your shirt on, Sawbones,” he said. “It’ll all be over in a few minutes.”


  There was an explosion nearby and the Heliotrope shuddered from nose to stern. “Halt, Heliotrope!” came the voice over the loudspeaker. “Halt, or we’ll blast you out of the sky.”


  “Keep it up a few minutes longer, Con,” Shag panted. Then to me, “Hop back an’ see if Ruiz is through unloadin’. Wait! I’ll go, myself.” Nevertheless, I followed him.


  We reached the rocket room just in time to see the incinerator door close on a bunch of webbed feet. Ruiz shoved a bolt home and opened the jets.


  Shag looked around the room. “That the last of ’em?”


  “That was the last,” Ruiz said. He avoided my eyes.


  Shag released a deep sigh and rushed back to the control room. A moment later the Heliotrope’s screaming rockets were silent. We drifted smoothly through space.


  CHAPTER X


  Latin Laughs Last


  SHAG’S face was an ugly scowl as Two-Eleven’s airlock meshed with ours and nattily uniformed patrolmen swarmed into the Heliotrope.


  “Where’s Captain Ogden?” demanded the squadron commander. “Oh, there you are. Where are those Venusians?”


  “Me no spik Englis,” Shag leered. “An’ besides, what’s the idea of haltin’ a law-abidin’ ship out here in high space? I wasn’t doin’ nothin’ but takin’ a little joy ride.”


  “Where are those Venusians?” the officer repeated.


  “I don’t know what the hell you’re talkin’ about.”


  “Search the ship, men,” the commander ordered.


  I wanted to tell him it would be a futile search, wanted to tell everything, but a murderous look from Shag stopped me.


  Shag chuckled gloatingly as each pair of searchers returned to report to their puzzled officer.


  “They’ve got to be somewhere,” the officer insisted. “Where is Walton Bryant, the man who sent the message?”


  “Ain’t no such animal,” Shag declared. “One of my crew was playin’ a prank. Used a phoney name. If I ever find out who it was, I’ll kick his teeth out.”


  “You’re a liar!” the officer gritted. “There were Venusians aboard this ship. And, if they aren’t here now—” His voice lowered to a growl. “You dirty killer!”


  “Prove it,” Shag taunted.


  The officer eyed him loathingly. “You win,” he snapped. “But we’ll get you, Ogden. You mark my words, we’ll . . .”


  “Maybe you wish to search my rocket room again, eh?”


  Ruiz stood in the door. His question was addressed to the officer, but he glared at Shag with hatred in his eyes.


  “Damn you!” Shag blurted, snatching out his automatic. “If you’ve double-crossed me, I’ll . . .”


  Patrolman seized and disarmed him. “I enjoy seeing you squirm, Capitan,” Ruiz hissed. “But you will squirm more before this is over.”


  We all followed him to the rocket room. There was no evidence of slave-running there, none of the chains or ropes, nothing. Ruiz seemed to enjoy the puzzled look on our faces. He winked at one of his black gang and asked for a wrench with the air of a magician calling for a prop.


  “Be patient,” he smiled. Then he crawled atop a water tank and unbolted its cover. He slid back the cover. “There!”


  Standing in water over their heads were the missing boks, packed in the tank like asparagus tips in a can. Ruiz pulled one out by the scruff of the neck. The bok’s eyes blinked with fright and bewilderment but he seemed much refreshed by the baptism.


  Shag sputtered in a choking rage.


  “Maybe the Capitan needs a drink of water,” Ruiz grinned. He drew a cupful from the tank and offered it.


  “B—but I s-saw you—” I stammered at Ruiz.


  “They were already dead,” Ruiz explained. “Four of them. They died of fright during our mad joy ride. I tied them up and waited for the Capitan. I knew he would come. And when he came—” He finished with a shrug.


  “Where’s Walt?” I shouted.


  “Senor Bryant?” Ruiz asked blandly.


  “Well done, Ruiz,” chuckled one of the black gang. “But I can’t carry on the act any longer.” It was Walt, garbed in the asbestos coveralls and hood of a black ganger.


  THAT’S how I happened to know Walton Bryant, who, unless I miss my guess, has made a name for himself in history.


  His plea to Congress in behalf of the Venusians already is being called a classic. His plan for the government to buy all of the Venusian slaves at original purchase price and return them to their native planet, I believe, was the only thing that averted revolution in this country.


  Sure, others thought of it, but they didn’t sell the idea. He did. I said once the boy had a way with Venusians. He has a way with men, too, and with a certain little girl in Georgia.


  Shag? He’s where he belongs. The last I heard of him, the government was digging up additional charges against him—enough to keep him in storage till his beard is snowy white, if they let him wear a beard.


  [1] Bokkamee, the crushed and dried bodies of a rare insect found only in certain regions of Venus, is made into an expensive perfume.


  [2] Abok is the female Venusian. Bok is the male.—ED.


  [3] From this point throughout the narrative, time will be reckoned in Earth days and hours.—ED.


  [4] Wog’s mother was an abok and his father was a man, Hence he was a mulok, a hybrid despised by men and Venusians alike.—ED.


  [5] Bokkins are Venusian babies.—ED.


  [6] The speed necessary to break away from Earth’s gravity is seven miles per second. Heliotrope, a 15-miIe-per-second ship, could rise from any planet in the System except Jupiter.—ED.


  WRECKERS OF THE STAR PATROL


  Malcolm Jameson


  Fugitive from one world, hostage for another, Bob Hartwell faced a ring of snarling foes and heard the verdict of Venus toward a captain who has lost his ship: “Die in the lethal chamber—or prove you are worthy of your command!”


  Chapter One


  Venus—World of Slavery!


  “WHY should I hire you?” bellowed Captain Fennery, bunching his shaggy eyebrows into a heavy scowl. “We want no namby-pamby sissies in the Hyperion!” Bob Hartwell merely flushed and stood a little straighter. If his need had not been so great, his answer to that would have been a straight right to the jaw. Moreover, he had just told the man why he was there—of his having been in command of the neat packet, Mary Sue, of the Venus-Tellurian Line, and how that company had blown up and left him stranded on Venus.


  But he restrained himself. Distasteful as working for Stellar Transport was, it was preferable to remaining in Venusport, broke and on the beach. An epidemic of paludal fever was sweeping the planet, and the crimps who supplied the swamp plantations with cheap labor were taking a heavy nightly toll. He must get off Venus at any cost.


  There was an unexpected diversion, The Hyperion’s second mate, a cadaverous individual of sour and spiteful mien, chose the moment to pluck his skipper’s sleeve. Then he leaned over and whispered slyly in his ear. The captain shrugged his shoulders, but the mate kept on talking, smiling crookedly as he did. Presently Fennery lifted his eyes and fixed them on the young man before him with some glint of growing interest.


  “Umph, may be so,” he grunted, pushing the mate away. “I’ll think on the matter.” Then, regarding Hartwell with a curiously disturbing air of hard appraisal, he said to him, “Come back tomorrow with your duds and papers. I may be able to use you as a first after all.”


  “Thanks,” said Hartwell briefly, and strode out of the ship.


  The Stellar outfit had a bad reputation, but it was his only means of escaping the plague or slavery. He would gladly have shipped as quartermaster—or even an ALB—to get to another planet. To go as first mate was something he had not had the optimism to hope for.


  So he walked with a lighter heart away from the rusty and battered old tub that lay in her launching skids, and crossed the saggy sky port to the portmaster’s office where he had left his master’s certificate and his dunnage.


  “You’re crazy—stark, raving crazy,” snorted that official, a grizzled veteran of the spaceways whom Hartwell had known for a long time. “The Stellar is a gyp gang and always will be. You’d better chance the fever and the swamp crimps and wait for something safer. I never knew ’em to hire a decent man except to use him as a goat. You may come out of it with your life, but you can bet your last button that you won’t come out of it with your reputation.”


  “I can take care of myself,” said Bob Hartwell a little stiffly. He knew that every word his old friend had said was gospel, but then . . .


  “Have you looked over that Hyperion?” stormed the portmaster. “She’s hung together with paper clips, sealing wax and baling wire! The underwriters’ inspector just certified her for the voyage to Mars, but I’m thinking he’s the richer man today on that account—not that his employers know it.”


  “I’ve looked at her,” said Hartwell, still defensive. “Sure, she’s no yacht. But if she stays together long enough for me to get to Mars, that’s good enough for me.”


  “But the chow, man!” exploded the other. “It’s condemned Patrol stores. Even the officers have to pick the weevils out. And speaking of officers, that Fennery and his mate Quorquel are a disgrace to the skylanes. Fennery is a bulldozing old sundowner and Quorquel’s a slimy, conniving trickster. The only officer on the tub worth a tinker’s damn is the first—hey! Didn’t you say you were going as first? They’ve got a first mate!”


  “I dunno,” replied Hartwell, uncertainly. “All he said was ‘maybe’.”


  “Watch it, son,” was the portmaster’s last warning. Then he shut up and put his endorsement on Hartwell’s papers. Fools came and fools went. If a man ignored good advice, there was nothing an oldtimer could do.


  WHEN Bob Hartwell reached the Hyperion’s berth the next day, after a night of hectic dreams, he noted that her tubes were hot and that her cargo ports were shut and sealed. The ground crew were getting clear of the searing blasts to come, but before the entry port stood Captain Fennery and beside him the portmaster with a sheaf of papers.


  “Glad to see you, Hartwell,” said Captain Fennery with surprising cordiality. “We’re being withheld clearance for the lack of a first mate. Our Mr. Owsley indiscreetly got into a brawl with some natives in a tavern last night. The gendarmes picked him up this morning with a cut throat. Will you sign the articles quickly, please, so this gentleman will let us clear?”


  The shocking news of the demise of his predecessor gave Hartwell pause, for it was confirmation of the gloomy predictions made the day before by the friendly portmaster. It matched the foreboding dreams that had kept him tossing throughout the hot, dank night. The most ominous aspect of it was that Fennery himself—perhaps Quorquel—had foreknowledge of it. Or else what did, “Come back tomorrow—may need a first” mean otherwise?


  Had Owsley’s death been arranged?


  But Hartwell was reluctant to back out now. He had scoffed away good advice and disregarded his own better judgment. It was also not his habit to back out of commitments. So he lost but a moment in darkling consideration, then reached for the articles and signed.


  A miserable specimen of the dock-rats that the Stellar Transport hired for crews was already carrying his belongings on board, and the klaxons for the take-off were screaming. He hurriedly shook the portmaster’s hand, then ran into the entry port.


  Once the ship was up and away, and the fleecy ball that was Venus began fading to a small bright disk astern, his misgivings began to leave him. Captain Fennery, though gruff and taciturn, made no attempt to ride him, and the odious Quorquel took out his quite obvious personal dislike in half-hidden, taunting sneers. The only other officer was the engineer—one Larsen—who kept surlily to himself, as if making the best of a dirty job that could not be evaded, wanting neither blame nor sympathy. As for the crew, Hartwell ignored them—they were the scum of the sky ports of a score of planetoids. He did pick up the trick of accompanying his orders with a slug to the jaw or a pointed thrust of a booted foot; that was the way the sullen slaves of Stellar expected to be handled.


  The tubes of the Hyperion were worn. At intervals one of the super-chargers would choice up and die, requiring cleaning out and repriming, but the old tub plodded on. He was amazed to see the ancient Mark I geodesic integrator still in use, but on trying it found its clumsy machinery workable and amazingly accurate. That uncouth sky-dog Fennery was a good astragator, too, he learned, as he checked the trajectory when shiny blue Tellus was abeam. They would reach Mars, all right, with their cheap freight load of Venusian teak and kegs of Attar of Loridol. And should they not, there was a well-equipped lifeboat with places for all the officers and men stowed in a blister-like compartment on the roof plate.


  The Hyperion was not so hard to take.


  At that, Bob Hartwell did not like the ship or anyone in her. He had already made up his mind to jump her as soon as cargo was discharged. Surely Fennery would not object, for in the dives of Ares City he could find scores of jobless mates more congenial to his ship’s way of life. But object or not, his newest officer’s mind was made up. Despite his frequent self-assurances to the contrary, he could not permanently down the presentment that something sinister was in the brewing.


  Hartwell’s mind was made up—yes.


  But the plans of men do not always come to fruition; the Fates take a hand.


  THIRTY hours before they were due to land on Mars, Captain Fennery came bursting into his room, glowing with pleasure. He had an ethergram in his hand. Hartwell was off watch, since it was he who would have to dock her, but he sat up to hear the news. It was good news for him as well as Fennery. Stellar Transport was dropping him from its service—there would be no trouble about it after all!


  “It’s this way,” explained the captain, showing extraordinary excitement for a man so blunt and cynical. “The company has decided this ship is not worth refitting, so they are disposing of her. They have their eye on one now lying at Mars and mean to buy it if my report of her condition is satisfactory. I’m to have command of her and I intend to take Quorquel and this crew with me as a unit. I’m sorry to have to leave you out, but the higher-ups have already promised the new first’s job to one of their old hands. But never fear—I’ll see that you have a berth in due time.”


  Hartwell could only blink. Had Stellar’s vile reputation all this time been nothing but rumor? And Fennery’s? Why, he couldn’t have planned better himself!


  The Hyperion was going to the junk pile, where she belonged—would probably be towed to one of the Scrappo asteroids where derelicts and other tough old hulks were dumped. And he was getting put out of the company with a commendation instead of the usual kick and curse. He grinned as he thought of the letter he was going to write that portmaster on Venus.


  But the skipper hadn’t finished with his news.


  “I’ve got to keep you on the rolls for a week or so, though,” Fennery was saying. “They want me to inspect that new ship, but I’ve got too much else to do. You know ships, so I’m sending you. She’s lying at Moloch—that’s about two hundred miles from Ares, in the Western Desert. You’ll have to go by camel train, as there is a strike on among the ‘coptor pilots, but you can telegraph back what you think. By the time you get back I’ll have disposed of this ship and cargo and have a berth waiting for you.”


  “Thanks,” said Bob Hartwell, wondering if miracles would ever cease.


  The captain’s apparent personal interest and the line’s generosity were so out of keeping with the standard practice of even the well-run lines, that he could not help a twinge of suspicion as to what it was all about. It was strange that the Stellar people would buy, sight unseen, an old ship on the say-so of a one-voyage mate. It was stranger that a thug like Fennery would lift a hand to help any man.


  And what of Quorquel, always flitting about in the background with his contemptuous sneer and crooked smile?


  But try as he might, Hartwell could not dope out how they could hook him. So, once on Mars, he made the hard overland journey to Moloch and went over the Wanderer carefully. She was sound and well found. He reported so, taking great care to include her minor defects. She was far from new, but she would be a vast improvement over the sluggish Hyperion. Thus, he reported her, and recommended her purchase. Then he took the windy, sandy trail back to Ares.


  It was at the sky port that the utmost in miracles occurred. Once more he approached the Hyperion as she lay in a launching cradle, and again her tubes glowed and smoke curled idly from them. Again her cargo-ports were closed and sealed for a voyage, and again Captain Fennery stood anxiously at her entry port alongside the local portmaster with clearance papers in his hand. Obviously she was waiting for some final matter to be cleared up and then she would soar. Then he quickened his pace. All his belongings but the clothes he wore were aboard!


  “Figured you’d arrive about now,” drawled Fennery, sticking out the glad hand that Hartwell heartily distrusted, “so everything’s ready.”


  “What do you mean, ready?” Hartwell asked, puzzled. He had understood the Hyperion was to go to the junk pile.


  “Loaded, provisioned, fueled, cargo and crew on board, certified and itching to go,” answered Fennery. “She’s been sold to the Trans-Asteroid Haulage Corporation. All she’s waiting for is her skipper.”


  “So what?” demanded Hartwell. “I want my clothes! He’ll have to hold off until I get them out.”


  “Hey, don’t you understand?” laughed Fennery, with a bluff slap on the back. “She’s had an overhaul—she’s staying in service—they wanted a skipper that knew her. I recommended you. You’re the captain of the Hyperion!”


  “I’m damned,” said Bob Hartwell, softly.


  Chapter Two


  Promotion to—Sabotage!


  HE WAS damned, but not in the way he meant. All the alarm bells in his nervous system began jangling, warning as Fennery held out a paper for him to sign. It was a receipt for the Hyperion, in good repair, fully loaded and cleared for the void. Fennery insisted it was but a formality.


  “Sure,” said Hartwell shortly, and brushed by into the port. He wanted to have a look around before he signed anything. Things might be all right. Or they might not.


  He hurried first to the tube room. It had been repaired, as Fennery had said. Three of the main driving tubes had new liners and injectors. The brightwork had been shined and there was fresh paint on the bulkheads.


  It was the same way in the control room, where fresh star charts took the place of the dog-eared old ones. Hartwell examined the log, saw that there were two thousand tons of scrondium pentaluminate in the holds and provisions and fuel had been brought aboard. The invoice for the cargo hung on a hook, as did the receipts for the provisions. Everything was regular.


  “I even did this for you,” said Fennery, who had followed him in and was watching his inspection with satisfaction. He held out a paper. “Here’s your trajectory, worked out as of five o’clock today. Callisto is your destination, and this course skips all the asteroids in between—providing you leave on the hour.”


  “Uh-huh,” mumbled Hartwell, taking the figures. His head was swirling.


  On the face of it everything was all right. His quick eye had checked it in many ways during his swift inspection. When he saw that scrondium pentaluminate was the cargo, he had glanced automatically at the holds’ pressure gauges. They stood at two atmospheres—adequate to keep the volatile compound from evaporating. That was added evidence that the pentaluminate was actually in the sealed holds, for no one would have built up such a pressure for ordinary cargo.


  Yet seals could be faked and invoices forged. He wondered.


  “What’s the tearing hurry?” he demanded, facing Fennery suddenly.


  “Bonus—bonus and penalties, that’s all,” said he. “The Callisto refinery wants this stuff now. If it’s there by the fourteenth, swell. If it’s there before the fourteenth, you get a bonus of so much a day. If it’s late, there’ll be hell to pay, because there is a penalty for every day lost over schedule. Trans-Asteroid had the chance and snapped it up. All they lacked was a captain familiar with the handling of the ship. That’s you.”


  Hartwell was still regarding him dubiously. It lacked but a few minutes of five o’clock and he knew standard running times to Callisto well enough to know that if he didn’t start then they’d never be there on time.


  “Suit yourself,” said Fennery, indifferently, half-turning, as if to go. “I thought I was doing you a favor—now you can go to hell. Trans-Asteroid isn’t going to be tickled at being let down like this, and it isn’t going to keep mum about it. You can pack your bag and get out of here and hunt your own job. As for me, I’m through—through with this bucket and through with you!”


  “Wait,” called Hartwell, as the stocky captain strode toward the port, “I’ll take it and—well, thanks.”


  Fennery grunted, shook hands limply and went out. In his pocket he had Hartwell’s signed receipt for the ship and contents.


  Hartwell stared at his retreating back in a daze. He couldn’t be sure whether he had been befriended, or high-pressured into making a sucker of himself. All the lurid stories of Stellar’s practices and Fennery’s slipperiness again flashed before his mind. Yet he had no personal grievance against company or man.


  Moreover, he had signed the papers.


  He snapped out of it. If there was deviltry afoot, he would have time to sniff it out before he entered the danger zone of the little planetoids. His new mates, all strangers, stood by, awaiting orders. They looked reasonably competent, and the crew was at least no worse than the hands Fennery had taken with him.


  “Take the void!” yelled Hartwell, really glad to have a command under his feet again, even if it was only the lowly, painted-up Hyperion.


  The port clanged shut, the rockets swelled and roared and then came the savage lurch as the ship began to climb. Hartwell clung to the acceleration resistorstraps and watched his gauges with a critical eye. She was going up very smartly, faster than he had thought she would. She handled as daintily as if she had been in ballast.


  He frowned at that thought, but then remembered the three new tubes and accessories. Of course! She would feel light.


  The moment they were clear of Mars, Hartwell hastened to check the course handed him by Fennery, for the responsibility for safe navigation was his, not the former captain’s. He checked it both by integrator and by hand. It was a good trajectory. Any fears he might have had that it was a trick to crash him against an asteroid vanished. Moreover, it was the shortest possible curve on which to reach Callisto, and would hit its destination smack on the nose two days before the deadline.


  A more minute inspection of the ship itself uncovered nothing to give concern. As he suspected, the so-called repairs were largely superficial, but there was no evidence of sabotage, or anywhere a time bomb could be planted and not be discovered. The better things looked, the more he was mystified. He would have actually felt relieved if he could have found some deviltry that would explain Fennery’s geniality.


  However, he soon found other grounds for suspicion and worry—his officers and crew.


  They were a disgruntled, grousing lot, all former employees of the Stellar Company, and they whispered much among themselves. He also observed that when he looked at one unexpectedly, he was quite likely to find the man regarding him with a sneer—a sneer that was always instantly erased. It was as if they regarded Hartwell as the fall-guy for some trick so obvious that no capable man would fall for it. He learned, too, that all had excellent and imperative reasons for wanting to get out of Mars—mostly concerning the police.


  THEY were well past the asteroid belt when the first overt act of the crew came to his attention. In prowling about looking for trouble, Hartwell happened into the compartment where the lifeboat was stowed. To his surprise, he found his second mate and a working party of four men busily stocking it with extra water, air-flasks, and provisions. It was not a thing he had ordered.


  “What’s going on here?” he demanded.


  “Seeing the boat’s ready, that’s all,” answered the mate, sullenly.


  “For what?” asked Hartwell, angrily, choosing for the moment to overlook the omission of the “sir.” He had discovered days before that Fennery had either left him no blaster, or else the crew had concealed it before he came on board.


  “For anything,” answered the mate.


  “It’s an old Stellar custom.”


  “Knock it off,” said Hartwell, hotly. “You’re working for Trans-Asteroid now.”


  The mate laughed. “Hear that?” he said to the men, who were standing by, grinning. “We’re working for Trans-Asteroid! Well, well, what a difference!”


  A crunching blow to the jaw sent him sprawling, and the first of the three men who leaped at Hartwell was promptly jarred up against the far bulkhead and promptly went to sleep. The others decided to leave things as they were. “Pick ’em up and carry ’em down to their bunks,” said Hartwell harshly, and went below.


  There was no aftermath to that incident, but Hartwell was all on edge again.


  He took down his almanacs and planetary tables and began checking the terminal spiral segment of his trajectory, with utmost attention to the time factor. Again everything seemed perfect—all but one item.


  He discovered that their course would intersect the orbit of Hebe—the outermost of Jupiter’s satellites—at exactly the moment when the little forty-mile lump of iron would arrive at the same spot.


  He might have changed course then and there, but he refrained. A footnote regarding Hebe remarked that the planetoid was erratic in its motions due to the perturbations caused by its bigger sisters, and that the values given in the tables must be used with discretion. That bit of information made the advisability of changing course too soon a risky business, for he had no idea whether Hebe would be late, early, or on time at the rendezvous. And since she was so small, the change of course could be made long after she had been sighted.


  Hebe came into plain view the very next day, and Hartwell began an intense study of her. After about four hours he came to the conclusion that she was slightly behind her schedule and that he would probably pass the point of collision before she arrived. He could have made certain of it by going ahead then on his main driving tubes, but since he was far into his deceleration for the planetfall on Callisto, he wanted to avoid adding momentum if he could. It would be better to wait until they were closer. Then a touch of a steering jet would throw the ship one way or the other, as needed.


  He slept for four hours, for after entering the Jovian System he would dare sleep no longer, cluttered up as it was with minor moons so insignificant as not to be charted. When he woke, he saw that his predictions as to the position of Hebe were correct. Or almost, for she was on his port bow and very slowly drawing aft. He computed that the only collision danger was with her forward edge. A brief blast ahead, accompanied by a brief blast to port, would kick him ahead and to the right. The resulting delay would be insignificant.


  “Blow main tubes—full speed forward!” he ordered.


  They were cold and took longer than they should. But at length they sputtered into full blast and the ship began to gather more way. But the delay meant more of a turn to the right, so he yelled:


  “Turn right—full power!”


  “Aye,” grumbled the mate at the control board. He pressed a stud. For a moment there was no response; then the shudder of the ship told that a wing tube had fired. Hartwell was watching the on rolling planetoid closely, waiting for the ship’s inertia to be overcome and to see the image drop away as the ship’s nose veered off to the right.


  Hartwell sucked in his breath with a horrified gasp. The ship was beginning to swing all right, but the wrong way. Her bow was crawling slowly to port. Hebe was dead ahead!


  The onrolling lump of iron would be at the intersection just when the Hyperion would. The ship was diving straight for her middle at full throttle!


  “Right, I said, damn you!” shouted Hartwell.


  “Right she is—right deflector jetting full,” echoed the mate, half rising and staring at the visiscreen. Then he screamed and jabbed the general alarm, and before Hartwell could grab him, he ran out of the room yelling, “Abandon ship—collision!”


  Hartwell sprang to the board, for there was still ample time to reverse the error. But jab as he would at the control buttons, there was no response. The crew had fled their stations as one man.


  He muttered a curse and ran after the last of the echoing footsteps. He could not possibly handle the ship alone, and since she was doomed, he did not mean to die with her. He wanted very earnestly to stay alive and find out why this thing had been done to him.


  By the time he reached the lifeboat its tubes were glowing and the panel that closed the compartment was beginning to open to the outside. He just had time to squeeze in behind the last man and get into the boat. He thrust the intervening men aside, yanked the first mate from the controls, hurled him behind him. Then he seated himself and launched the boat with a grim face.


  It shot clear, and that first lashing blast blew it ten miles before he managed to set it into a rough orbit of comparative safety. It was not until then that he had time to glance at the vessel he had just left. The Hyperion was in a screaming full-power dive—or what would have been a screaming one if Hebe had had air to shrill the scream. She struck, and on the instant disappeared as a puff of vivid green flame.


  He despairingly circled the tiny planet once, passing over the spot where the ship had died.


  All that was to be seen were acres of glittering metal fragments. Of the two thousand tons of pentaluminate there was not a trace. There could not have been for the crystals would have flown to powder at the impact, and being under zero pressure, would have volatilized into nothingness in seconds.


  Chapter Three


  Cold-World Contest


  BOB HARTWELL languished for three bleak months in Ionopolis’ jail. He was fettered with chains, such being the barbarous custom of the harsh Ionians—descendants of Terrestrial adventurers and deportees of three centuries before.


  A roving Ionian patrol vessel had witnessed the premature abandonment of the Hyperion and her crash. Within the hour they had picked up the boat, questioned its crew, and brought them all to Io. Hartwell could learn nothing more except that he was being held on the charge of barratry.


  In due time the day of the trial came. It would be unfair to call the trial a farce, since the judges were upright men who conducted the proceedings with dignity. But Hartwell knew before it started that the cards were stacked against him. All parties to it were hostile to him, and he learned, to his dismay, that the one chance he might have had—cross-examination of the witnesses—had been lost. The members of the crew, pleading that they were under the necessity of making a living, had been allowed to leave depositions and depart. Their stories had agreed in every detail. By now they were scattered far and wide.


  The further things proceeded, the more apparent was the deadly dilemma Hartwell found himself facing. For the prosecution was aimed not at him, but over him. A battle of giants was raging, in which he was but a miserable pawn. Counsel for the Interplanetary Underwriters tried vigorously to prove that the destruction of the Hyperion had been planned and ordered by Stellar—who, it developed, owned the dummy company which was the beneficiary of vast sums of insurance on the wreck.


  Stellar, on the contrary, claimed they were lily white. Their error, if any, was in hiring a man who later proved to be incompetent.


  Fennery and Quorquel, who had just a second load of scrondium pentaluminate to Callisto in their Wanderer, testified to Hartwell’s “passably good” performance on the trip from Venus, but added that they recommended him to replace them solely because the ship had to leave and they could find no better. They regretted it now, but that was the way it was.


  That was it. Hartwell had the hard choice of being declared incompetent or criminal. If the former, Stellar collected—if the latter, I.U. won.


  Stellar won, for the I.U. man was unable to produce a scintilla of testimony showing collusion or unlawful intent. The statements left by the crew were unanimous that Hartwell got rattled when he saw Hebe loom up before him; gave conflicting orders, and then precipitately fled the ship.


  In the end, Hartwell was allowed to tell his own story. The judges heard him out and, after a brief retirement, rendered the decision. They must have been impressed by his bearing, for they did not order his license cancelled. The ship was lost, they said, through “bad judgment in delaying too late to take appropriate action in the face of an emergency.” That was all. The case was closed, and there could be no appeal. The damning sentence was endorsed on Hartwell’s ticket in red ink. Then he was dismissed—a free man.


  A free man! He walked down the marble stairs of the Tellurian Building in Ionopolis in a daze.


  Free to do what—starve? Red ink on a ticket never got a man a job. He walked past the sumptuous office suites of the Tellurian Legation without noticing them, out into the dim-lit street of the city. He walked to the jail and retrieved the small amount of money that happened to be in his pockets when the crash occurred. It was all he had. After that he found a cheap lodging house near the sky port and slept on a bed of sorts for the first time in many nights.


  THE events of the next day confirmed his worst fears. It was the same story everywhere. No vacancies . . . sorry, we don’t hire strangers. We have men of our own waiting on the bench . . . will let you know. Always a turndown, but never the real reason. It was not a command he had been asking for, or even a first’s berth, but anything. He would have gone as a quartermaster or a tubeman, and he knew the traffic about the Jovian planets was heavy.


  Late in the afternoon, when Io turned away from great, glowing Jupiter and was lit only by the pallid beams of the sun, he was told why he could not get a job on Io—or anywhere else, ever. It was a tough old skydog who; told him—a man who ran an obscure hiring hall near the sky port.


  “Naw,” he said, “ ‘tain’t only because you did a hitch with Stellar. Er lost a ship. Both them things hev been done before ‘thout ruinin’ a man. It’s the I.U.‘s new policy. You might ez well git wise to yourself. You’re done!”


  “But once I’m back home, where people know me,” protested Hartwell, “I can—”


  “Nope,” said the old man, “ ‘twouldn’t make not a mite of difference. I just told you I can’t give you a job as a groundcrew hand. I doubt if you could even get aboard a ship as a passenger, if they knew you. You’re on I.U.‘s secret new blacklist. They been stuck so often and so hard they’re puttin’ a new clause in all their policies. Clause 88. Says the insurance is null and void if the insured company employs a man that has ever caused the I.U. loss—in any capacity. Even if one of your old companies believed your story, you’d still be too expensive for ’em.”


  Hartwell stared back at the old skydog in blank astonishment, but he knew he had heard the truth. The companies that had refused him as a tubeman in the morning had hired other tubemen in the afternoon.


  All he could do was mumble his thanks and crawl back home.


  The next day a cop picked him up.


  Later in the day another, and another. They wanted to know what he did for a living. All right. Get a job within three days, or else. Io, it appeared, was as tough a place as Venus.


  By the third day he had the job. He signed on with an agency to be a cowhand, the Ionian version of a cattle puncher. He would be taken to the Simpson ranch, shown how to ride a tame ochtosaur, then turned loose on the range to ride herd on the wild ones. At slaughtering time he would be expected to help with the rendering of the smelly dragon fat and the tanning of the tough hides. The pay was nominal, but grub and outfit were furnished. He took it in preference to the chain gang. But it was not to be for long, for his soul burned now with but a single desire—to find Fennery and strangle the truth out of him, then go for the Stellar Transport Company.


  IT WAS for longer than he thought, for old man Simpson also ran a store and managed to keep all his employees in debt to him. But one day, as Hartwell was riding range, plodding along on the cumbersome, eight-footed, plated beast that looked like a drunk’s delirious dream of a double-rhinoceros with bat wings, he became aware of something uncanny happening overhead. He looked skyward and saw them coming, at first by ones and twos, then in scores. Strange little craft of the skies that had no business being there. And they were all trying frantically to get to Ionopolis, judging from the ruinous flare of their exhausts.


  Some were small inter-satellite ships and ferries, but most were tiny sky-port craft, such as tugs, yachts and tenders.


  More amazing, there were planes—planes designed only for atmosphereborne flight, yet bearing the characteristic markings of Callisto and Ganymede. He saw that they had boat rockets lashed to their struts and guessed it was by means of those that they had spanned the void between the Jovian planets. One flew low enough for him to see the terror in the faces of its occupants. It was a panic! What were they fleeing from?


  Presently a Callistan stratoliner got into difficulties. Its narrow wings, good enough for Callisto’s heavier air, would not hold it up over Io. It staggered a moment, then fell fluttering groundward at a dangerous speed. It struck not a mile from where he sat on his steed, cradled in the natural saddle between the och’s two wings and astride the dorsal hump. It flung its passengers right and left and immediately burst into flames.


  Hartwell flicked on his electric goad and applied the heat to his clumsy mount’s shoulder plate. The animal squalled, then flapped its bat-like wings and slowly got off the ground. In a few minutes Hartwell had dismounted and was bending over the sole survivor of the smash. He was badly hurt and had little time to live.


  “Urans,” the dying man gasped, trying to point back to where they had come from. “The Urans are raiding . . . burning, slaying, looting . . . warn.”


  That was all. The man’s eyes glazed and he tried to roll over on his face. But it was enough. The Urans had not raided in two generations, but there was not a man, woman or child that did not know about them. They were a non-human race, living on dark Uranus—and they were irresistible.


  They were quasi-anthropoid, resembling gorillas, except that they were covered with short feathers and had highly redeveloped brains. They had science enough to build spaceships and weapons superior to man’s, but they were savages nevertheless. They never attempted to conquer or colonize. They only made forays. Two three times a century they would descend on the outposts of Saturn or Jupiter, harrying and burning, carrying away heads, loot and women. Why they took the women alive no one could explain, though perhaps it was for sacrificial purposes. What men they encountered they invariably slew, and carried away their heads and skins as trophies.


  Hartwell remounted with a bound. He jerked his steed about and forced it into ungainly flight. He cared little for the Simpsons, but they were human, and there was Adele, the schoolteacher at the ranch. She had been very kind to him on the few occasions he had been there. It was unthinkable that she fall captive to the fiends from the outer planet. He must get there quickly.


  The och he rode flew with exasperating slowness, and when he topped the last rise, his heart sank. A stumpy black ship was just taking off, leaving behind it huge billows of smoke mushrooming up out of the Simpson house and the hide warehouse. But there was still another on the ground, a much smaller one of reddish color. That meant that a Uran chieftain had stayed behind for some bit of last minute loot.


  Then Hartwell saw what that “loot” was. Smoke began to curl from the eaves of the schoolhouse, and out of it stepped the huge Uran, bearing lightly in his arms the form of an unconscious woman. Adele! That time the och jumped, for the hot goad was applied full force.


  As the och fluttered panting to the ground inside the body-strewn compound, Bob Hartwell was off in one bound, jerking his blaster out as he leaped. He knew the weapon was useless against the monster’s thick hide, but it might draw his attention. The Uran was on the threshold of his ship; in a moment he would be gone.


  HARTWELL took careful aim and fired. The ray struck the creature squarely in the back, searing away a patch of feathers.


  The Uran vented a howl of rage and threw his burden down, then whirled and glared about to see where the attack had come from. He spotted Hartwell and charged, roaring, flailing his great arms. There were weird and lethal weapons hanging to the belt he wore about his middle, but Hartwell did not expect him to use them. The Urans gloried in their fierce strength, and preferred to clasp their victims to them and with one twist of their gigantic hands wring the head from the body. So Hartwell awaited the onslaught, armed only with a cast-off och-shoe he picked up from the ground beside him. He had tossed the useless blaster away, since no man-devised ray could pierce the Uran hide.


  The och-shoe was an iron affair, shaped much like a giant thumb-tack, only the pointed part was a spiral screw which worked up into the animal’s horny leg. The shoe proper was a disc of iron, roughly a foot in diameter. Hartwell held it loosely behind his back until the charging foe was almost upon him. The Uran leaped, grimacing and screaming, with outstretched arms to grasp his prey.


  In that brief instant, while the monster was in mid-air, Hartwell flicked the shoe to the front and planted it squarely on his own middle, set his stomach muscles, and tensed for the creature’s bone-cracking grip. He ducked just as the heavy, feathered chest hit his, and felt the wind knocked out of him as he went over backward with the steel bands of arms encircling him and squeezing. For a moment things went black, and then the Uran ululated horribly and Hartwell felt the icy orange body juice of the monster oozing out upon him. He had tricked the creature into doing something he had not the strength himself to do—puncture his softest part with a shaft of twisted steel. It had been a desperate gamble—but it won!


  As they rolled apart, Hartwell snatched a weapon from the Uran’s belt. The chieftain staggered to his feet, clutching at his torn belly and screaming. By then Hartwell had found out how to operate the gun in his hand, and let drive with it. There was a hissing sound, a sharp kick, and the Uran’s upper half silently disappeared. Hartwell left the still kicking legs on the ground behind him and darted toward the grounded ship.


  Another Uran poked his snout out, only to receive the fire from his dead chieftain’s gun. Hartwell blasted two more before he reached the prostrate form of Adele, but though he sprang past her and on into the ship, he saw no more. He stood for a moment in the entry port, alert for a rush. None came. He took a hasty look at the interior of the craft.


  Uran science had developed on peculiar lines. Hartwell understood nothing he saw, except the nauseous bin filled with human hides and heads lately torn from their owners. He saw also the piles of booty, and selected from one of them a double handful of Saturn stones, each worth a fortune. In the emergency that lay ahead it would be well to have at hand some instantly negotiable assets. Then he opened the spigot of what seemed to be a drum of lubricant and let its contents flow out. He set the gummy liquid on fire, then ran out, caught up the unconscious Adele, and staggered through the smoke to where his och was waiting. Now to get to Ionopolis—if it could be done.


  IT TOOK them four days to reach the city. The clumsy och, despite all goading, stubbornly refused to fly carrying double, so the journey was at a plodding walk.


  For the first two days of the trek, the sky was full of refugee ships hurrying to what they hoped was safety. Only a few Uran ships were to be seen, only the vanguard of the horde that was sure to come as soon as they had done their vileness elsewhere. Io, it appeared, was the last place on their list.


  The gates of Ionopolis were closed, and hard-faced Ionian guards turned back all but native Ionians. A clamorous mob of Tellurians, Venusians, and Martians were begging for admission within the walls, but the guards were obdurate. The city was jammed already. Io could look out only for her own.


  Hartwell shouldered his way through the crowd, dragging Adele behind him. At last he got to the brutish officer in charge and whispered something to him. At first he got an angry shake of the head, but there was a flash from hand to hand, and the guard officer became more civil. The exchange of the Saturn stone had been so quickly and discreetly done that none standing by saw it. But there was a wild clamor of indignation raised by those left behind when they saw the guard summon a subordinate and have the lately arrived pair ushered through a small postern gate.


  “Safety—for awhile, at least,” breathed Hartwell, as they emerged inside.


  Adele shuddered. She could not forget the horrible scene at the ranch.


  They walked on, noticing that the city was crowded. Almost every house was shuttered up, and most had signs on them saying there was no lodging or food to be had inside. Then Hartwell spied a soldier tacking up a bulletin, and saw the crowd surge up behind him to read what the latest bad news was. He left Adele at the fringe and bucked his way in until he could see for himself. As he read it, the lines of his face tightened grimly. They had fallen out of the frying pan into the fire!


  It was a proclamation by the viceroy. “Owing to the impending siege, the overcrowded condition of the city, and the shortage of food, it was imperative, the order said, for the city to rid itself at once of all non-citizens. Those foreigners who could manage to find room on board ships bound for the Inner Planets were advised to leave, but no one could be allowed into the sky port without an exit visa. All other foreigners found in the city after noon tomorrow would be given their choice of the lethal chamber or being thrust outside to take their chances with the Urans. It was a harsh measure, concluded His Excellency, but necessary. He had, however, arranged for a few ‘mercy ships.’ ”


  Hartwell backed away. Again he seized Adele by the hand, and hastened forward. The streets were packed and the going hard, but they made some progress. They had to detour four blocks to get by the Martian Embassy, for the frantic Martians were equally affected by the order, and all the ten thousand of them were trying to get passports at once. It was a foretaste of what to expect at their own legation.


  There, an even larger crowd were frantically besieging the guards to let them in, and among them many aristocrats in their purple tunics, and bankers with their white and gold robes. Immense sums of money were being openly offered as bribes.


  It looked like a hard nut to crack, but Hartwell cracked it. He found a back door—the one he had been taken through as a prisoner—where the crowd was small and relatively poor, and after a good deal of hushed dickering was admitted. The cost was four of the precious Saturn stones.


  Two hours later he and Adele were ushered into the office of the Third Secretary. That exquisite gentleman looked Hartwell over insolently and favored Adele with a similar disdainful look. Hartwell returned the look with interest. It had been this very secretary who had committed him on the day of his arrival.


  “How did you get in, you scum?” asked the secretary, in a silky voice.


  “I walked in,” said Hartwell, restraining himself. It was no time to display temperament. “We want visas to Tellus. Here are our passports.”


  The secretary did not so much as glance at them. He lay back dreamily in his chair.


  “My dear fellow, don’t you know there are only three ships going out tomorrow and that they are already booked to two hundred per cent capacity? There may be a third, but there are many ahead of you. Fine people, powerful people, wealthy people . . .”


  Hartwell suppressed his craving to commit murder and drew out his remaining store of Saturn stones. There were six left. He selected a good one and held it out. The rest had to be saved for the greedy “mercy ship” people. The secretary displayed his interest by the gleam in his eyes, but, “You do not understand my friend,” he said weakly. “Visas are not to be purchased.” He paused and scratched his head thoughtfully. “However, I might use my influence for, shall we say, five more?”


  The secretary never knew what hit him. He slithered down into his well-cushioned chair until his weight rested on the nape of his neck. And there he slept gently while the grim-faced ex-astragator rummaged his desk until he found his stamps and seals.


  A moment later the passports were in order.


  “Come,” he said to the wide-eyed Adele, “let’s go.”


  But he paused a moment to select the least valuable of the stones—a pale amber one of low grade, yet worth ten years’ salary to its recipient. He stooped and placed it in the sleeper’s hands and gently folded the fingers to encompass it.


  “Appeasement,” whispered Hartwell to Adele, as they tiptoed out the back door of the room. Four hours later they were on the skyfield, camped with the other lucky ones, about the fires lit near the cradles. There was one more hurdle to be jumped, but that would have to wait until the ships came in.


  Chapter Four


  Fugitive from the Slave-world


  WHEN dawn came the Ionian soldiers routed out the half-frozen sleepers and herded them to one side of the field. The three “mercy ships” were about to land. They were three good-sized liners sent from Mars at the urgent request of the Jovian viceroy. It took them about an hour to get settled and the slag to cool enough for the people to approach. Then the grand rush began. The first ship open was immediately engulfed by a throng of frenzied refugees, each fighting to be the first in.


  Two thousand of them must have been taken in when its great port clanged shut. The same thing occurred at the second, but by the time the third’s turn for loading came, the soldiers had established some semblance of order. The crowd had thinned to manageable proportions, though it was evident that the remaining ship could not possibly hold more than half of them. With clubs and drawn blasters, the soldiers forced the frightened crowd to form orderly lines. Then the final loading began.


  Hartwell and Adele were within a hundred places of the head of the line when the last refugee disappeared within the ship. Hartwell entertained the thought of trying to strong-arm his way forward, but a glance about at the determined military told him that that was out. It looked very much as if he were beaten again. The same thought must have occurred to many others, for the crowd began to melt and drift back toward the city. The idea of many was to secure breakfast, if food was to be had.


  “Stick around,” said Hartwell to Adele, as she, too, suggested they had better think of something else. “That skunk said at least three ships. There may be others.” He lied when he said it, for what the secretary had said was that there would be only three ships and that they were booked to double capacity. But he hoped against hope that there might be another. If so, they would be on the ground. At any rate, only death lay behind them.


  All the eager crowd had gone but a scant four or five hundred when the flare of breaking rockets was seen overhead. There was a scampering to get clear of the incoming ship, then a brief anxious wait, and the surge forward.


  “But it’s blistering my feet,” wailed Adele, as they hurried across the still smoking ground.


  “Damn the feet!” muttered Hartwell, picking her up and carrying her. “I can do without feet, but not without a head.” They were among the first to approach the newcomer, and already the soldiers had taken charge and formed a line. This time there were only a few dozen ahead, and Hartwell knew they would get in. He saw the name of the vessel painted in fresh white letters over the entry port. It was the White Swan of Juno. It was not a liner, but an old scow of a freighter, very similar in its lines to the Wanderer he had inspected at Moloch, on Mars. As the line crawled closer, he could see a man sitting at a desk beside the port, another standing beside him with a drawn blaster, and still another armed man at the port itself.


  AT LAST Hartwell and Adele reached third place. By then he had taken in the situation. The man at the desk was Fennery, with a box before him and a large basket on the ground beside him. The box was half filled with gems and uranium briquettes, the basket with Tellurian gold-backed radium certificates. The man on guard over him was Larsen, the quartermaster; the man at the port was Quorquel. The ship was the Wanderer, as closer scrutiny of the false name showed. Underneath the paint the embossed permanent name could still be read by an inquisitive eye.


  Another dilemma. Behind lay the choice of lethal chamber or sacrifice to the Urans. Ahead lay certain treachery, though the nature of it was unpredictable. But ahead also were the very men Hartwell wanted to come to grips with, and this time he was forewarned. He could not hope to cope with the forces behind him, but he might attempt once more to match wits with these crooks. He resolved to take the chance, though he realized he was involving the innocent Adele in his gamble.


  “This is hay!” he heard Fennery bellow out contemptuously to a sputtering, indignant banker, who had offered a bale of countless Jovian talents. “First-water jewels, or good Tellurian cash . . . no junk goes.”


  “B-b-but,” stammered the banker, despair in the face.


  “G’wan,” ordered Larsen, twirling his blaster. The Ionian soldier at the head of the line pushed the banker roughly out onto the field. It took real money to get aboard the merciful White Swan.


  The next man up had good collateral. A pint of good Martian super-diamonds and a couple hundred thousand sols of Earth-guaranteed currency. Fennery took it all, then demanded more.


  “That’s all I’ve got,” protested the man. “It’s a fortune.”


  “Okay,” said Fennery, indifferently, “but you’ll be searched at the entry. What they find on you’ll be extra fare for lying.”


  Hartwell knew that was so, for he had noticed Quorquel frisking each one as he went in, and there was another box and basket by his side. So when he confronted Fennery, he held all five of his remaining Saturn stones in his hand.


  “Don’t waste my time, you bum,” snorted Fennery, recognizing him. He made a gesture to the soldier.


  “Wait,” said Hartwell, and displayed the stones. “For two, me and the young lady.” He shoved Adele past him and in front.


  “Not enough,” grunted Fennery.


  “It’s twice as much per head as the guy ahead just gave you.” Hartwell shot a knowing look at the Ionian soldier and delivered a friendly wink. The soldier grinned. That was enough for Hartwell. He tossed the five stones into Fennery’s box and started to walk on in.


  “Hey,” shouted Fennery, “it’s not enough, I said.” But his bluster began to fade as the Ionian soldier moved forward with a threatening look. Even an Ionian can stand just so much. “But,” Fennery finished lamely, “I happen to be short a mate. The stones go for her; you can work your way. Okay?”


  “Okay,” said Hartwell. Fennery had saved face, but at the cost of his insurance, if that was the racket this time. Also it would enable Hartwell to have access to the operating parts of the ship, a privilege which would be denied him as a paying passenger.


  Hartwell underwent the loathsome Quorquel’s search without batting an eye. Then he took Adele by the arm and stepped into the dark lock of the old Wanderer. Anything connected with Fennery and Quorquel was smelly; but why had they changed the old tub’s name? Something most definitely stank.


  “Watch your step every instant from now on,” he whispered to Adele, as he led her into the musty interior. “This ship’s dynamite and the personnel’s poison.”


  MARS was the supposed destination, but the course Fennery set led far afield from the usual one.


  He explained it by saying the normal course was badly cluttered with some of the tiniest of the cosmic gravel, which was very hard to predict and avoid. They would straighten up after they had pierced the Belt.


  Conditions on board could only be described as awful. There was food enough, thanks to the forehold being crammed with Callistan frajiman, a sort of copra made from cactus plants. It had a vile taste and odor, but was rich in food value and vitamins. But the air was bad, and from the outset the water was rationed in driblets. Knowing Stellar’s parsimonious policy in general, and that this trip was an impromptu one, Hartwell had serious doubts that many of those on board would reach the destination alive, whatever it was.


  It was the living quarters that were the worst. In order to accommodate as many refugees as possible, Fennery had evidently jettisoned part of his cargo in space so that he could use the afterhold for a barracks. Hartwell recognized the odor the moment he stepped into the place. It was ochtosaur oil, which not only has a nauseous odor, but is gummy and sticky, and the drums it is transported in invariably leak. In that hold, which was always insufferably hot, due to its proximity to the driving tubes, standee bunks four tiers high had been erected. The narrow aisles that ran between could not hold all the passengers at once, so that they were compelled to lie abed. The place was almost a second Black Hole of Calcutta.


  Hartwell had been given the second mate’s room, which he promptly turned over to Adele and three other women. The room was designed for one occupant, but crowded as it was, it was palatial as compared with the afterhold. He himself slept, when off duty, in the deck of the passage just outside the control room. He was put to work immediately, standing control watches with Larsen as helper, while Fennery and Quorquel took the other trick.


  He took pains to make friends with Larsen, for he judged the fellow to have a decent streak, for all his sullen obedience to every order given him.


  “There’s dirty work going on here,” observed Hartwell, the second night out. “It’s going to be tough on that pack of suckers back aft.”


  Larsen grinned sourly.


  “There’s always dirty work afoot on a Stellar ship,” he said sourly. Then added with disgust, “But this is too dirty. I’m sick of it already.”


  “What’s the payoff?”


  “I—don’t—know,” said Larsen, dragging the words out worriedly. “We were three days out of Callisto with barely enough fuel to reach Mars, short of water, and short of air, what with keeping those holds up to pressure on the trip out. Then Fennery gets the S.O.S., sees dough in it, dumps the och oil over the side, and high-tails it back for Io. We couldn’t get to Mars if we wanted to.”


  “Why did they change the name of the ship?”


  “I don’t know that, either.”


  Hartwell puckered his brow. He was going to have to do some detective work and do it fast. He did not mean to be too late, like last time.


  “You going to string along?” he asked.


  “Guess so. I’ll have to. It’s a dog’s life, but they always take care of you. If you play with ’em, they cover you. If you don’t—well, it’s just too bad.”


  “I found that out.”


  “Yeah. There wasn’t any pentaluminate on that ship you crashed. Stellar bought it, all right, and paid for it. But you went out empty. Then he loaded it and came on after. Good clean up that—my share was a grand.”


  “How do they split?”


  “Stellar takes half; Fennery splits a third with Quorquel; we get the rest. That crew that double-crossed you got a grand apiece, too. Fennery figured you to be a good captain and that you would do just what you did. He knows Hebe like a sister, and just where she would be. It was as easy as that.”


  Hartwell laughed mirthlessly. Yes, it was as easy as that!


  WHEN he went off watch, Hartwell turned in after a bite to eat and pretended to be asleep. But not for long. He had previously abstracted the key to the lifeboat compartment long enough to make a copy. With that in his hand, he stole up a ladder, crossed the ship, and climbed another ladder. He unlocked the door, flicked on the light, and went in.


  He was prepared for a well-stocked lifeboat—wasn’t it an old Stellar custom?—but nothing like what he found. The seats for the fourteen crew members had been torn out and stacked at one side. Where they had been, there was, instead, an assemblage of packing cases and gas containers. Food, food, and more food. Spare space suits. Bottles of air at high pressures. Plenty of extra fuel. A field radio set. And seats left for only two men!


  He searched further. He found a fat envelope, sealed. He weighed it in his hand, then remembered that there were plenty of such envelopes he could get at to replace it with. He tore it open and squinted at the contents. There were the insurance policies—the ship’s copy of them. But more amazing, there was the Wanderer’s original log worked out for five days to come! He had no time to examine it, but thrust it back into the envelope and laid it away. He hunted for the jewels and money, but those evidently had not been brought up yet. Nor the blasters or ammunition. But among the tanks and boxes were the sky chests of both Fennery and Quorquel. It was to be a two-man take-off, and devil take those left behind!


  For one brief moment a great and almost overpowering temptation came to him. The ship was doomed—it had inadequate air and fuel, and the water was perilously low. Those in it were either wastrels or scoundrels for the most part. Why shouldn’t he slip down and quietly call Adele, and the two of them escape now while the chance was at hand?


  But another thought pushed the evil one out of his head. It was not the way he wanted to deal with Fennery, nor would it exonerate him. It was easy to run, but he preferred to stay and fight. So he stopped and stood in thought for a moment. Then he resolved on his course of action. The first steps were clear, the end clouded with doubt; but it did not involve running away.


  He lost no time in getting back down below. He found Larsen and shook him awake. He told him hastily—while between them they made up a dummy package to replace the stolen log and policies—roughly what was afoot.


  “They take care of you, huh?” he finished. “Come, I want to show you something.”


  Larsen gritted his teeth when he saw, then cursed his captain and first mate fluently and at length.


  “They’re wary as foxes, damn ’em,” he said finally, “and they’ve got the blasters. What can we do?”


  “Plenty,” said Hartwell, grimly. He had had a peep at the log he’d found and he knew he had a few days. He also was not unfamiliar with the Belt. “Gimme a hand.”


  That was the beginning. While Fennery and Quorquel stood their own watch together, Hartwell and Larsen were working like beavers, shuttling up and down ladders. The provision cases were broached, one by one, emptied and resealed. Their contents were stacked in Hartwell’s room, much to the discomfort of the four women living there. But they were told to help themselves. Fennery’s choice chow beat frajiman forty ways.


  The same with water. The two stealthy rectifiers of wrong brought down all the full breakers and replaced them with others that were also full—but not of water. Ditto the air flasks. They bled several into the polluted air of the ship at large, and took them back empty. The others they switched for the ones emptied on the voyage out. They also stole most of the boat’s fuel and hid it in appropriate places. The radio they did not dare remove, for there was no replacement for it, and the theft would be noticed. They contented themselves with disabling it.


  “They won’t enjoy their cruise, I’m thinking,” remarked Larsen gleefully. He was doing something he had yearned to do for years.


  “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” said Hartwell, and produced a small welder. He put the deflector fins of the boat hard over and welded them that way. Then he took a wrench and cast loose the control lever, set it as if midships, and tightened it up.


  That was the end of the fourth night’s work. Hartwell checked over his elaborate piece of sabotage and found it good. There was one item left undone—to recover the money and jewels. It might be done, or might not.


  It was the twentieth hour of the next day that Hartwell and Larsen relieved their superiors for what they knew was to be the final watch. They took over the controls as stolidly as if they had really been the dupes Fennery thought them to be. But the echoes of the steps down the corridor had hardly faded away when Hartwell jumped up.


  “Remember,” he warned, “if they come back and ask for me, tell ’em I got sick and had to go to the head.”


  Then Hartwell was off. Fennery had gone, he knew, to his room where the stuff was in the safe. Where Quorquel had gone, he could not guess. But he hurried up to the boat compartment, went in and locked the door behind him, and hid on the far side of the boat.


  Presently he heard the grating of a key in the lock. Then Fennery came in. Hartwell crouched and listened. He heard the gems clink in their carrying bags as Fennery carefully stowed them underneath the seat that was to be his. After doing that, he went out.


  “The money, of course,” thought Hartwell, realizing that there was so much of the booty that it could not all be carried on one trip. Well, let the money go—a dozen of the best stones was worth all of it. And, he thought with sardonic satisfaction, possessing a few millions in money would add a little fillip to their discomfort while starving in the void. Moreover, he did not want to be in the boat compartment when the boat’s blast was fired. He scrabbled up the jewel bags and hurried out.


  He had to squeeze into the shadow of a stanchion as he heard both men coming. Both were wheezing and heavy laden, and so intent on placing their feet that they did not see him. Hartwell let them pass, then scurried on below. He had just reached the control deck when he heard the dull boom of the boat’s kickoff and felt the faint tremor that shook the ship. They were on their way!


  And at that moment, also, the Wanderer’s own tubes sputtered, misfired, and died out. In that last ten minutes, Quorquel had been attending to a small job of sabotage of his own. Well, he was fiendishly thorough, so there was no use in hurrying about it. A minute or so would make no difference.


  Hartwell dropped the jewel bags into the hands of the expectant girls.


  “Stick ’em under the mattress,” he directed, “and one of you be lying on it all the time. Hope it don’t put kinks in your backs.” And with that he was gone.


  He hurriedly gave Larsen the high spots. There was no point in keeping up the watch now. If the ship was going to hit something, she would hit it, and that was that. Together they combed the vessel for what Quorquel had done.


  It was plenty. The radio was smashed beyond repair, even in a sky yard. The last message that had come in was one telling of the fall of Io. The injectors and superheaters of the main driving tubes were hopelessly damaged. The momentum they had was what they would always have, neither more nor less, until they locked horns with some wandering hunk, of cosmic debris. But no, not necessarily, for they found the antiquated bow tubes still in working condition. Quorquel had not thought it necessary to spend time on them. They were smaller than the main drive and of a different model. Their injectors could not be modified to fit the rear tubes.


  Hartwell learned some other discouraging facts. The retrieved water supply was so small as to help hardly at all, though there was plenty of everything else except air. The best that could be said about that was that it would support life—a headachey, listless sort of life. If he had water enough, he could electrolyze some and make air; but he hadn’t. So, beyond issuing a slightly better food ration, he could do nothing to help the passengers. He did not even tell them of their predicament.


  He did select six of the ablest men and call them forward. Two were engineers and one a chemist; two were in the mercantile business, but they had been enthusiastic sky-yachtsmen. The other was superintendent of a scrondium refinery. Hartwell told them something about the situation and berthed them, three in Quorquel’s room, and three in Larsen’s. He and Larsen, since they would be on opposite watches thereafter, moved into the skipper’s cabin. That relieved the congestion aft a trifle, and gave him some helpers—if he could find any way to utilize their help.


  Then he began a feverish study of the Ephemerides of the Asteroids. The more he searched the more dejected he got. There was not a single inhabited asteroid they could reach in their present condition. In ten days more the water would be gone. After that? Well, he’d have to think up something else.


  Chapter Five


  Two Must Die!


  IRONICALLY enough, he found an asteroid to lie dead ahead. They would crash on it inevitably unless he could work some miracle—and his fagged brain had ran out of what it takes to make miracles. The planetoid was one of the Scrappos-Scrappo IV, to be precise. It was a graveyard for ships, a handy junk pile for the disposition of derelicts so obsolete as to be not worth the cost of breaking up. From his calculations, it looked to Hartwell very much as if the weary Wanderer was about to add her rusty bones to the pile.


  He scratched his head, then sent for his newly appointed civilian staff.


  “In exactly seven days,” he told them, “we smash on Scrappo IV. I don’t think we’ll actually crack up, but these freighters are cranky to handle under bow tubes alone. Then what? Any ideas?”


  There was a long silence. After a bit, one of the engineers spoke up.


  “I visited one of the Scrappos once. We could do worse. A great many derelicts have been dumped on them without much done in the way of stripping. Of course, space tramps visit the dumps every now and then and pick about, but we might find something worthwhile—a tube fitting here, another there, and so on. I vote we go on.”


  “We are going on,” said Hartwell, with a grimness that was more telling than a flood of oratory could have been, “but let’s not deceive ourselves. There may be spare parts enough, if we can find them. But our water will give out a day or so after our arrival. I’m not hopeful of finding that. In the meantime, you fellows circulate among the other passengers and dig out some men for working parties, if you can find any real ones among that batch of pampered aristocrats. If they talk back and tell you how much this voyage has already cost ’em, just tell ’em that from here out it’ll be ‘root hog, or die!’ There’ll be no more water for shirkers.”


  Hartwell resumed his anxious study of the skies ahead.


  Ultimately the hour came when he had to begin deceleration. His new aides proved good men, and handled the tubes well. All in all, it was a trying maneuver, for the Scrappo was a dazzling white object, despite its heavy freckling of wreckage, and there were moments when Hartwell thought he would go blind.


  But he grounded the ship in what appeared to be a blinding fog—but turned out to be particles of white dust kicked up by the blast. It stayed up for a long time, but eventually settled back to the ground, for there was no air to sustain it. But Scrappo’s gravity was not so great, either, and the white dust was in no hurry to come down.


  Hartwell mustered two work parties. That was all he could send out at one time, for there were only a dozen space suits on board. The engineer, Ellison, led one, and Larsen the other. Hartwell watched them leave, but without optimism. There was less than ten gallons of water left, and more than two hundred persons to divide it among. He had won, but he had lost. It looked like the end of the road, for this desolate white planetoid was the driest of deserts—soft, snowy powder.


  LARSEN sent two men back after a bit. They carried a strange burden. Each had a huge bag of dried clumps of rootlets with dead stems hanging limply from them. They were air plants of the genus Carnivore Veneris, insatiable consumers of carbon dioxide, formerly used on ships as air conditioners. They never died—all these needed was soaking in water and placing in foul air. Then they would burgeon gloriously until whatever hold they were placed in would look like a glen in a Venusian valley. Hartwell looked at them dubiously. It would take a quarter of the water store to revive them. Much as they needed fresh air, he told the men to dump them in the control room.


  Then Ellison returned, delighted. The third ship he had visited was of the Wanderer’s type, badly smashed forward, but with rear tubes intact. The fittings on at least four of them might be used, though they were somewhat larger. He thought that by interposing reducers—which could be made from other casual junk—they might be made to work.


  In the meantime the chemist had been prowling around in the near vicinity. He came back looking as if he had been in a snow storm, but there was a gleam of delight in his eyes. He held out a handful of the white surface stuff of Scrappo IV.


  “Here’s water,” he said, “enough to drown ourselves in. This stuff is gypsum. All you’ve got to do is heat it and rig a retort to catch the water in.”


  The statement galvanized his listeners to action. Ellison knew at once what to do. They would construct a huge oven under the stern of the wrecked ship with the serviceable tubes, using a tube to furnish the heat. Collector hoods, which could be made from old bulkheads, would lead the vapor to an old water tank. The passengers could turn to with improvised shovels, providing the ovens with raw gypsum, and cleaning the dehydrated stuff out at times. He thought he could do it in not more than two days.


  He did. Four days later the Wanderer’s tanks were overflowing. Everyone had bathed and had drunk his fill. The airplants cluttered the overhead of the ship throughout, and were spreading their tendrils farther. Now they had air and water, as well as food. They could not find a radio that could be made to work, but they did find a great quantity of rocket fuel. A half-drum here, a quarter-drum there, but the sum of them was more than enough to fill the ship’s bunkers.


  It was exactly a week after their landing that Hartwell lifted the Wanderer and pointed her Earthward. That was the ultimate destination of most on board, and he saw no point in going on to Mars. It was a longer voyage, but, aside from overcrowding, all on board were happy. The flabby men that had come aboard whimpering with terror were now transformed. All hands looked on the last leg of the trip as a great lark.


  HARTWELL spent the last day bringing his log up to date—the true log of the Wanderer. That log had been signed every day by Fennery until his desertion, and it began the day he turned back to Io. In it he had put the truth, excepting a fairy tale involving the change of name.


  The other log, the one Fennery meant to take with him in the boat, was a mass of clever falsification. It made no mention of turning back after they had left Callisto. On the contrary, it was full of the details of the voyage to Mars until the very date of the desertion. As of that date there was a lurid account of an explosion in the tube room and the killing of most of the crew. A fierce fire instantly swept the ship and the officers were forced to abandon it.


  Hartwell smiled a hard smile of joy. Here he had incontrovertible evidence, written in his enemy’s own hand, of the vile scheme. Fennery had planned not only to double-cross the I.U. again, at the sacrifice of his crew and passengers, but his crooked company as well.


  What Hartwell and Larsen had taken out of the boat was proof of that. Fennery and Quorquel had meant to go to some chosen asteroid, cache their gems and money. Then they would take the void again with only the false log and the insurance papers, and thereby give the impression of being the shipwrecked mariners they pretended to be. The company would collect the insurance, give them their cut; then they could come back and pick up their hoard.


  But Hartwell had the hoard, and those who had contributed it as witnesses. Moreover, there was Larsen, now a changed man.


  Luna was astern now, and the ship well down into the Earth’s stratosphere. Hartwell put her into a glide until he was over the great sky port of New New York.


  He landed her at quarantine, and promptly went to the office of the Director of Astronautics. In a few words he gave the outline of his story, then waited until the president of the Interplanetary Underwriters could come.


  He laid the two logs on the table and told his story—both stories, that of the Hyperion as well as the Wanderer. He produced the bags of jewels.


  The Director of Astronautics leaned forward and pressed a button.


  “Cancel the charter of Stellar Transport,” he barked into the transmitter. “Ground all ships, arrest all employees from the president down. Report back.”


  He turned to Hartwell.


  “What else do you want?”


  “I want a full exoneration in the Hyperion affair and removal from I.U.‘s blacklist.”


  “Done,” said the president of the I.U. It was his turn to grab the transmitter.


  “Now to pick up Fennery and Quorquel,” continued the Director. “What was their point of departure, course and speed? How much supplies did they have?”


  Hartwell calmly gave the coordinates of the place of desertion. “The course?” he said, screwing up his nose. “Why, a tight, incurring spiral, with a tendency to drift in our wake. Speed? Just enough to get well clear. There was fuel enough for the initial blast, no food, no water, and what air they happened to have in their helmets.”


  “Why, man,” exclaimed the Director, aghast, “they must be dead by now!”


  “Quite probably,” said Hartwell.


  VENGEANCE ON VENUS


  William P. McGivern


  There was only one way to find out how these prisoners were escaping from the Venus penal colony—g0 there as an actual convicted man!


  DARKNESS was settling swiftly as Lieutenant Blake Richardson strode across Panetoid 7’s flaky surface toward the towering height of the Penal Administration Building.


  When he reached the portals of the building he paused and glanced up at the fog-enshrouded planet of Venus, only a few thousand miles away.


  Against the jet black of the void Venus was a globe of lambent blue beauty, and the last rays of the dropping sun tinged its mists with a brilliant flaming halo.


  Lieutenant Richardson was not impressed by the planet’s beauty. His eyes were hard and cold and thoughtful, and when he turned and entered the Administration Building, there was a determined angle to his jaw.


  An elatu.be flashed him up to the top of the building where the offices of his chief, Commander Evans, were located.


  Commander Evans turned from the window as Blake entered and closed the door behind him.


  “Sit down, Blake,” he said. “What was it you wanted to see me about?”


  “Something rather serious, sir,” Blake answered. He remained standing. His tall, well-muscled body was taut and strained. There was a restrained anger in his lean face and in his cold gray eyes.


  Commander Evans sat down at his desk and looked thoughtfully at Blake Richardson.


  “You seem upset,” he said drily. “Suppose you tell me what’s on your mind.”


  Blake ran a hand through his kinky hair in a gesture of helpless disgust.


  “I’m certain, sir,” he said in a hard-clipped voice, “that the prisoners we send to Venus are being released and given their liberty. I’m convinced that a deliberate and systematic organization has worked out a plan to take these prisoners from Venus and ship them to other planets in the Universe. Whoever or whatever this organization is, I’m sure it’s working in collusion with the prison authorities on Venus.”


  Commander Evans hunched forward in his chair and his square face was set in hard lines. His ice-blue eyes snapped.


  “Can you prove these statements?” he demanded.


  Blake shook his head bitterly.


  Commander Evans settled back in his chair and a faint rare grin touched his mouth.


  “You may not be able to,” he said, “but,” he paused an instant and looked steadily at Blake, “I think I can!”


  BLAKE wasn’t sure for a moment that he heard correctly. He stared incredulously at his commander.


  “Then,” he said slowly, “you know—”


  “Not everything,” Commander Evans said. He leaned forward, his hard eyes boring into Blake’s.


  “I’ve been suspicious for several months,” he said. “I haven’t said or done a thing because it might ruin our chances. I’ve been waiting for definite proof. I don’t have it yet, but I will, you can damn well bet on that.”


  Blake drew a relieved breath.


  “This makes things a lot easier, sir. I was afraid I’d have the job of convincing you that my suspicions weren’t groundless. But, as usual, you’re several jumps ahead of me.”


  Commander Evans smiled faintly.


  “That’s my job, Blake. Tell me, just what have you found out?”


  “When I took the last load of Earth prisoners to Venus,” Blake said, “I asked Macy, the super, to let me see one of the men I’d brought up on a previous trip. Macy said it was impossible. When I asked him why, he told me that the man had died. That seemed odd because this particular prisoner had been in perfect health when I delivered him a month before. So I did a little snooping through the records and I discovered that quite a few important, wealthy prisoners had ‘died’ in the past six months. That started me thinking. I checked the prison crematory then, and I discovered that more men had ‘died’ than had been cremated.”


  “Did you say anything to Macy about that?” Commander Evans asked. “Not a thing.”


  “Good. That might have put him on his guard. It’s obvious that something phony is going on there. Just how it’s being done, I couldn’t say.”


  The commander stood up and nervously paced the floor.


  “We’ve got to stop this thing,” he said harshly. “It means that all the work being done on Earth, and all our work is completely useless, if prisoners can escape from Venus after we put them there. But the only way we can get the information we need is from the inside.”


  HE STOPPED and looked sharply at Blake, then he shook his head. “No,” he muttered, half to himself, “The danger—”


  “Please, sir,” Blake said, “I believe I know what you were thinking. The same idea has occurred to me.” He leaned forward and gripped the edge of the desk with his hands and his face was flushed with excitement. “Send me to Venus as an Earth prisoner. It’s the only way we can find out what we must know!”


  Commander Evans frowned.


  “I don’t like it,” he growled. “It’s putting you on a mighty hot spot. I won’t be able to help you. You’ll be absolutely on your own.”


  “That’s just why it might work,” Blake said. “If Macy thought I was being sent there to spy on him I’d never learn a thing.”


  “We’ll have to fake a case against you,” Commander Evans said, “and sentence you to a regular life sentence on Venus. Your commission will be officially revoked. But,” he smiled faintly, “I will personally guarantee that when that commission is reissued you’ll be wearing an additional stripe on your sleeves.”


  “If I can do the job, that’ll be reward enough,” Blake said.


  “Your first job will be to determine what kind of bribe the prisoners use on the prison officials. I’d imagine that regular solar cash would be the most logical.” Commander Evans drummed thoughtfully on the top of his desk with his blunt fingers. “Here is what I’ll do. After you’ve been there several weeks I’ll arrange to send you a parcel containing marked solar bills. If you can bribe your way out, we’ll have the complete information on how it’s done, right down to the last detail.”


  Blake nodded.


  “When can I leave, sir?”


  “Almost immediately,” Commander Evans said. “There is just the unpleasant necessity of your trial and conviction to get out of the way. That shouldn’t take long. And I’ll attach a complete explanation of this entire situation to the court reports. Then if anything should happen to me there won’t be any misunderstanding about your status.”


  Blake grinned faintly.


  “Thanks. That’ll make me feel a little easier about sticking my head into the lion’s mouth.”


  THIS is a very dangerous thing you’re attempting,” Commander Evans said soberly. “If the officials on Venus discovered why you were there, you wouldn’t have a chance to get out alive. But, dangerous as it is, it’s the only way we can possibly get the information we need. The entire Penal Administration system will become a joke if we can’t stop the leak of men from Venus. If anybody with the means can buy his way out of there, all that we’ve been fighting for will be lost.”


  The commander ran his hand wearily across his eyes. His shoulders seemed to be bearing a tremendous invisible weight.


  Blake looked at the older man with concern.


  “It’s none of my business, sir,” he said, “but don’t you think you ought to ease up a bit? You’ve been driving yourself like an engine for the past six months. You can’t possibly last at the rate you’re going. You’ve worked ’till midnight almost every night. And those long hops to Jupiter and Saturn you take every week by yourself are enough to wear out any man.”


  “I know, I know,” Commander Evans said wryly, “but we’ve been short of pilots lately. And I’d rather take the controls myself, than to add another burden to our regular pilots. It’s a situation that can’t be helped, Blake. Everyone’s got to make sacrifices and I don’t consider myself an exception to that rule.”


  “I see, sir,” Blake said. He realized that nothing he could say would make his chief slow down his almost suicidal pace. It was that fact that made Commander Evans one of the most universally respected and admired officers in Penal Administration.


  He stood up and stepped around his desk.


  “Don’t worry about me, son,” he said. “You’ve got enough to worry about yourself.” He extended his hand. “Good luck.”


  That was all the commander said, but Blake could sense the emotion that was concealed by the simple, almost brusque words.


  “Thank you, sir,” he said.


  The two men shook hands warmly and then Blake turned and strode from the room.


  CHAPTER II


  Venus!


  ONE month later a black prison ship eased through the damp misty atmosphere of Venus and set its blunt nose into a mooring tower constructed within sight of the massive gray walls of the Venusian prison.


  An air clamp hissed faintly and two side doors of the hermetically sealed ship slid back. The ship was moored alongside a metal ramp, on which two men stood waiting.


  “All right,” one of them yelled. “Come on outa there.”


  Blake Richardson opened his eyes and looked around. The three prisoners to whom he was shackled were still asleep, sprawled tiredly on the floor. Blake glanced down at his rough gray work clothes and ran a hand over his shaven head. He saw the open doors of the ship and the heavy gray murk which drifted in from the outside. There was no doubt that they had arrived at Venus. He yawned and shook the man beside him.


  “This is it, boys,” he said.


  A man stepped into the ship. He was heavily built, with brutal jaws and hot dark eyes. He carried a doubled whip in one big hand. His eyes raked over the four men on the floor.


  “Didn’t you gentlemen hear me?” he asked softly. His voice had a dangerous purr. “I told you to get outa here. Are you waiting for engraved invitations?”


  The man beside Blake, a tough bitten, dark haired little man, looked up insolently.


  “We ain’t in no hurry,” he said. “We got all the time in the world.”


  The man with the whip stepped forward. His lips were flattened over his big white teeth in an animal snarl. There was a gleam of sadistic anticipation in his close-set eyes.


  “Damn you,” he said softly.


  His right arm rose and fell. The whip cracked like a pistol shot. Its lashing tip slashed across the face of the man who had spoken, opening it from eyes to jaw.


  The man shrieked and fell forward, his hands tearing at the fiery agony in his eyes.


  “All right, gentlemen,” the guard said, doubling the whip in his hands. “Get outa here. I hope the rest of you aren’t as gabby as him.”


  BLAKE climbed to his feet, wooden faced. The man with the slashed face got to one knee and then painfully straightened up. The four men filed slowly out of the ship onto the metal ramp, where another guard waited for them, impassive and hardeyed.


  The four prisoners were fastened together by a chain that was fastened to individual leg irons. The guards inspected their irons carefully.


  Blake glanced about at the bleak landscape. The prison buildings, gray and chilling, were the only structures to break the desolate monotony of the Venusian planet.


  The murky atmosphere of the planet condensed continually showering the planet with a gray misty rain; the vegetation was composed chiefly of spongy, slimy fungus that covered the surface of the planet like a damp mold.


  Blake shivered involuntarily. The penetrating dampness of the air seemed to bite into his very bones.


  The heavy, brutal jawed guard who had wielded the whip so viciously walked over to Blake and surveyed him from head to foot.


  “You Blake Richardson?” he demanded.


  “That’s right,” Blake said.


  The guard inspected him for a moment and then his lips curled in a sneer.


  “You sent a lot of men here, in your time, didn’t you?”


  “I suppose so,” Blake said.


  “Well your days as a bloodhound are over,” the guard jeered. “From now on you take the orders instead of giving them. Is that clear?”


  “Perfectly,” Blake said.


  The guard scowled at him for an instant, apparently nonplussed by Blake’s civil answer.


  Blake smiled to himself. He didn’t intend to give anyone the opportunity to use a whip on him. Not for a while . . .


  The guard bent suddenly and unfastened the chain that coupled Blake to the convict in front of him.


  “Come with me,” he ordered. “The super wants to see you.”


  Blake stepped out of line and followed the guard down the concrete ramp. The leg irons only allowed him a step of about eight inches, but as he shuffled along, a grim smile touched his lips. He wasn’t in any particular hurry. Not yet . . .


  THE guard stopped before a solid steel door in the interior of the prison. He knocked once and a thin, high-pitched voice answered impatiently, “Come in.”


  The guard opened the door and stepped into the room, motioning Blake to follow him.


  “This is the fellow you wanted to see,” he said to a small man sitting behind a bare desk. “I brought him along as soon as he got here, Macy.” The man behind the desk looked up and smiled. He was slight and thin and his eyes blinked rapidly. His thinning straight hair stood up almost straight from his pink scalp.


  This was Macy, super of Venusian prisons.


  He rubbed his blue-veined hands together and beamed at Blake.


  “Nice to have you, Richardson. So seldom we receive such distinguished—eh—guests.”


  “Thanks,” Blake said drily. “Now you can cut out the mularkey, Macy. You’ve always hated my guts and now you have me just where you want me. So we needn’t bother being polite.” There was a subtle change in Macy’s face. The softness around his lips hardened and his eyes narrowed into cold slits. Everything about him seemed suddenly to freeze into hard, edged lines.


  “No,” he said, and his voice was husky with constrained emotion, “we don’t need to be polite, Richardson. When I read of your trial and conviction I was the happiest man in the Universe. The brilliant Lieutenant Richardson sentenced to my prison for seditious activities! No, we needn’t be polite any longer.”


  Macy stood up, flushed, eyes gleaming.


  “I am your master now, Richardson,” he said, in a voice so low that the words were only a whisper. “As you value your hide, don’t give me the opportunity to use my authority. It wouldn’t be pleasant—for you.”


  Blake couldn’t resist a mocking grin. “Nice, progressive place you run here,” he said with bitter irony. “I suppose you have all the most advanced implements. Rack, thumbscrews, flogging posts—”


  “Stop,” Macy said quietly. There was a deadly undercurrent of venom in his voice that was as chilling as death. “I don’t appreciate your levity.”


  “Shall I teach him a lesson?”


  The brutal-jawed guard, standing to the left and slightly behind Blake, asked the question. He moved closer as he spoke, flexing the heavy hide whip in his hands.


  “No,” Macy said tonelessly. “Take him to his cell. Your chance will come later, Mortain.”


  “Come on,” the guard addressed as Mortain snapped. He grabbed Blake by the shoulder and shoved him toward the open door.


  Blake’s eyes narrowed and his eyes were like chips of blue ice, but no word passed his tightly locked jaws.


  “I shall make it a point to see you often,” Macy said softly.


  Blake looked at the man for a full instant, then he shuffled from the room. Mortain followed him.


  CHAPTER III


  Prison


  MORTAIN led Blake through the cheerless gray corridors of the Venusian prison, until he reached a cell whose door was standing open.


  “This is your palace from now on,” he said mockingly. “The last guy we put in here died in two weeks. I hope you’re tougher than that.”


  Blake looked at the man steadily. “You can count on me lasting longer than that,” he said, and his voice was like thin ice breaking.


  Mortain’s lips twisted in an ugly grin.


  “I hope so,” he said softly. “Now, get in.”


  Blake stepped into the black doorway, and Mortain shoved him, suddenly, viciously, from behind. He staggered forward and fell to the hard stone floor. He heard Mortain’s mocking laugh, then the heavy iron clang of the door.


  Blake crawled slowly to his feet and fought down the black anger that burned in his whole body like some ravaging disease. He stumbled over to the wall and explored with his hands until he found a lumpy narrow cot. Stretching out he tried to relax and calm his thoughts.


  Above his head was a narrow, barred window, through which the steamy, damp atmosphere of Venus streamed into the cell. The air was cold and damp.


  Blake pulled his coarse jacket closer about his neck. He wondered when the money from Commander Evans would arrive. Until it did he could do nothing but wait.


  The next morning Blake was introduced to Venusian prison routine. With a group of eight he was led from the prison stockade into the lush swampy areas that surrounded the prison. They were equipped with heavy axes and the apparent purpose of their work was to clear the spongy water-soaked vegetation from the soggy soil.


  Why, Blake couldn’t guess. The labor was pointless and unproductive, but it was something to do. Standing ankle deep in scummy green water, Blake hacked at the fibrous plant life in grim silence. And he watched the actions of the guards and prisoners carefully.


  At darkness they were returned to their cells. Blake stood with his blistered hands gripping the bars of his window, staring bleakly out over the steaming, humid land, wondering . . .


  A MONTH passed. A month in which Blake grew thin and ragged and desperate. He was soul-sick of the brutality of the guards, the bleak horror of the existence, the terrible punishments meted out to the convicts for the least infraction of the rules.


  But he had learned nothing. He hadn’t seen Macy since the day he’d arrived.


  One night, six weeks after his arrival on the sweltering prison planet, Mortain stopped at the door of his cell.


  “On your feet,” he growled. “You’ve got a visitor.”


  Blake felt his heart hammering with excitement. He stood up and shoved his unkempt, mud-caked hair from his eyes, as the cell door swung open. A shaft of light fell onto the cell floor. Mortain stepped aside and a figure filled the doorway.


  “Hello, Richardson,” the man in the doorway said.


  Blake’s hands tightened convulsively at the sound of that familiar voice.


  “Commander Evans!” he breathed.


  The commander stepped into the cell and Mortain followed him, whip in hand.


  “We’ve got to watch him, Commander,” Mortain said. “He’s a bad one.” Blake now had a look at his chief’s face, as the corridor light flooded the cell. It was impassive and stern.


  “You may wait outside,” the commander said to Mortain. “I’ll call if I need you.”


  “All right, sir,” Mortain said. He looked dubiously at Blake, then turned and left the cell.


  The commander glanced after him, then turned quickly to Blake. His face was still expressionless, but there was an urgent gleam in his eyes.


  He said loudly, “You got just what you deserved, Richardson. Don’t expect any sympathy from me.” But his hand dug into the front of his tunic and he shoved a slim packet into Blake’s hands.


  Dazedly, Blake fingered the package, and then as realization came, he hurriedly stuffed it into the front of his shirt. Relief flooded over him in a reviving wave.


  “Thank—”


  “I can do nothing for you,” the commander said in a harsh tone that completely drowned out Blake’s voice.


  Without another word he turned and strode from the cell. Blake heard him say something to Mortain, then the cell door clanged and Blake heard their retreating footsteps.


  HE WAS left alone in the darkness.


  After a few moments he took the packet from his shirt front and carefully opened it. His fingers felt crisp slips of paper. Moving to the faint light from the window he saw that the package contained a sheaf of solar notes, redeemable anywhere in the Universe. They added up to an impressive figure.


  Blake stood in the darkness of his cell, until he heard Mortain’s footsteps coming back down the corridor. He stepped to the narrow slit in the cell door and whistled softly.


  Mortain stopped and then walked slowly toward Blake’s cell. Blake could see his ugly brutal face in the dim light of the corridor and the cold gleam in his close-set eyes.


  “What do you want?” he growled.


  “Macy,” Blake said shortly.


  “You’re crazy. Get into your bunk and shut up.”


  Blake peeled off one of the bills and shoved it through the slit.


  “Tell him it’s important,” he said.


  Mortain took the bill and his heavy face clouded with a greedy suspicion. He stared at the note for an instant then shoved it hurriedly into his pocket.


  “Where’d you get that?” he demanded.


  “Never mind. Do I see Macy, or don’t I?”


  Mortain hesitated for a moment, his piggish eyes shifting uncertainly. Finally he shrugged.


  “I’ll tell him,” he said.


  Blake felt a dizzying relief as Mortain moved away. The first step had been taken. Where it might lead he had no idea.


  Fifteen minutes passed and Blake’s nerves jumped at every tiny noise. He paced the narrow length of the cell like a caged leopard. His hands opened and closed spasmodically. Finally he heard footsteps in the corridor. He sprang to the door of the cell and peered out the narrow slit.


  In the dim illumination of the corridor he saw Macy, the prison super, walking softly in the direction of his cell.


  There was a faint, enigmatic smile on his face, and his blue eyes were wide and bright. His hands were in his pockets and his thin shoulders were hunched about his neck.


  “Well, well,” he said softly, as he stopped before Blake’s door, “the mountain comes to Mahomet. You should be gratified—eh—Mr. Richardson. What is on your mind?”


  BLAKE studied the man carefully.


  Macy knew he had money, Mortain would tell him that. Therefore, there was nothing to be gained stalling.


  “I’m fed up here,” he said quietly.


  “Most of my prisoners are,” Macy smiled.


  “Most of your prisoners can’t buy their way out,” Blake said. “I can.”


  Macy looked up and down the corridor, pursing his lips.


  “Maybe,” he said. “Give me the money.”


  “What assurance do I have that you’ll keep the bargain?” Blake demanded.


  “None,” Macy said. “And you are hardly in a position to bargain.”


  Blake realized that Macy spoke the truth. His moist fingers tightened on the slim bundle of currency. It was his only weapon. Once gone and he would have nothing, but it was a chance he had to take.


  He handed the currency through the slit, and Macy’s slim hand closed over it greedily.


  “Thank you,” he whispered softly. With a mocking smile he turned and slowly walked away.


  Blake listened until his footsteps had died away, then he turned away from the door and flung himself on the cot. A fierce exultation was leaping through him. In another twenty-four hours he might have all the proof he’d need.


  But he didn’t have to wait that long. In the middle of the night he was awakened from a fitful sleep by a furtive tapping on the door. Instantly alert, he stood up quickly, every nerve tingling. The tapping was repeated.


  He stepped to the door, his stockinged feet muffling the sound of his steps. Mortain’s broad, brutal face was at the narrow aperture.


  “What’s up?” Blake asked.


  “Not so loud. Get dressed, you’re leaving.”


  Blake’s fingers trembled with suppressed excitement. He nodded and stepped back to his bunk. It was the work of a moment to slip into his shoes and pull his coarse jerkin over his head. He returned to the door.


  “Ready,” he whispered.


  He heard a key grate in the door’s lock, the next second the door opened. Mortain’s bulky figure was almost completely covered with an ankle-length oiled coat, and he carried an automatic flare in one hand and an electric pistol in the other.


  HE MOTIONED Blake to follow him, then lead the way down the poorly lit corridor. At an intersection he turned at right angles and continued along another corridor until he came to a locked, steel door. This he opened. It led to a winding staircase that led, Blake knew, to the central stockade.


  Mortain went down the steps quickly and Blake followed at his heels. At the base of the steps Mortain opened another door and the damp, murky atmosphere of the planet billowed in about them. Mortain stepped through the door into the main stockade, a cleared area, several hundred feet square, surrounded by the prison’s electrically charged fences.


  Blake followed Mortain across this clearing toward the central gate. There was no furtiveness or hesitation in Mortain’s attitude. Blake realized that this was probably not a new procedure for the guard.


  When they reached the gate, Mortain signalled to the guard in the tower and the gate swung open. The two men stepped through and it closed behind them immediately. Obviously the tower guards were old hands at this. Blake smiled grimly. When and if he reached Commander Evans again, he’d have dynamite stored up to blow this corrupt administration sky-high.


  Mortain removed the metal shield from his flare and it instantly blazed into light, throwing a brilliant illumination yards about them. The flares were composed of a chemical substance that reacted with the aqueous atmosphere and produced a steady, unquenchable flame.


  Without speaking Mortain struck out into the swampy depths of Venus. Blake followed, churning knee-deep in the slimy underfooting. The water laden air seemed to press in on him, making breathing difficult. His clothes were soaking wet within a hundred yards and he was covered with muck and slime to his hips, but he didn’t mind. He was free and he was on the trail of the information that would smash this rottenly corrupt penal system.


  That was all that mattered.


  CHAPTER IV


  Into the Swamp


  FOR two hours they slopped through the swampy ooze of the planet, crashing and stumbling through the fibrous foliage and sinking to their hips in the treacherous bogs and pits. Blake’s breath was a sharp pain in his throat and the muscles of his legs ached intolerably.


  But eventually Blake sighted a light in the distance. Mortain obviously noticed it too, for he changed his course slightly to head directly for it and he pressed on at even greater speed.


  “Is that our destination?” Blake gasped.


  Mortain grunted something unintelligible and sloshed on without answering.


  In another fifteen minutes they reached the light. It was an automatic flare erected in the center of a small clearing. By its glaring illumination Blake saw a small, crudely built structure and a small space mooring tower.


  He studied the scene with dawning realization. This was obviously the rendezvous where the liberated prisoners met the ships that carried them off to the far points of the Universe.


  Mortain stopped in the center of the clearing, breathing heavily. He looked around and then, apparently satisfied, he turned to face Blake.


  “What now? Blake asked.


  Mortain grinned unpleasantly. There was a sadistic anticipation in his dark, brutal-jawed face, as he very slowly swung the barrel of his gun up to cover Blake.


  “This is the end of the line for you,” he said harshly.


  Blake heard the words with horrible clearness, but it took a full minute for their impact to penetrate.


  “Don’t try anything foolish,” Mortain said softly, “unless you’re in a hurry to keep your date with eternity.” He lifted his voice. “All right, Macy.”


  Blake’s eyes swung to the door of the small structure as Macy appeared there, his soft features twisted in a gloating smile. He watched in a trancelike daze as Macy stepped through the doorway and walked slowly across the clearing.


  “Neatly done, Mortain,” he purred.


  “Shall I give it to him?” Mortain asked. The barrel of his electric gun was unwaveringly centered on Blake’s chest and his finger was trembling with eagerness.


  “Don’t be impatient,” Macy said, with a soft smile. “I’m rather enjoying this little scene. Perhaps Mr. Richardson has something to say before he—eh—leaves us.”


  BLAKE’S hot gaze swung from Mortain’s brutal leering face to Macy’s smiling features. A blazing rage was coursing through his body like a red flame.


  “Damn you!” he grated.


  Macy chuckled gently and rubbed his thin hands together.


  “How melodramatic you become in your anger. As a matter of fact I staged this little party just to make your last moments as uncomfortable as possible—eh—Mr. Richardson. I knew there would be little solace in your realizing that we have been aware of your little plan since the day you entered the prison. We have all been vastly amused by your stupid subterfuge. Now it is our regrettable duty to kill you—kill you as you are attempting to make an escape. That, at least, will be the story for the official records. I couldn’t resist the opportunity of telling you this much myself. That is why I had Mortain go to the considerable trouble of bringing you out to our transfer station. I am leaving soon on a rather important trip but I wanted to witness your last uncomfortable moments before leaving.”


  As Macy stopped speaking he nodded briefly to Mortain.


  “I think you may proceed,” he said. “As long as Mr. Richardson has nothing to add to this little drama we might as well get on with the climax.”


  Mortain shifted the gun slightly and Blake felt his stomach muscles contract in anticipation of the blasting bolt that was sure to come.


  Suddenly Blake heard a sound above his head. Instinctively his eyes raised. In the murky gloom of the atmosphere he saw a small, blunt-nosed space ship drifting down toward the mooring tower.


  “Right on time,” he heard Macy say.


  Blake glanced at Mortain then and saw that the guard had also glanced up at the settling ship—and that the gun in his hand had veered carelessly to one side.


  With every atom of his lithe strength Blake sprang—not for Mortain—but to the side toward the blazing flare. He heard Macy yell and before the echo of the cry had died Mortain’s electric gun hissed spitefully. A searing pellet of live fire burned through the sleeve of his jumper, branding the flesh of his arm with excruciating pain.


  His hand closed on the shaft of the flare. Jerking it from the ground he rolled to one side as Mortain’s gun spat flame again. The pellet missed, but its hot breath fanned his cheek in passing.


  Then he was on his feet, out of the line of Mortain’s fire. With a savage swing he hurled the blazing flare straight at his face. Mortain screamed and dropped to one knee, but he was not quick enough. The flaming flare grazed his head, knocking him onto his back.


  Blake dove onto his threshing figure, grappling for the gun that was clenched in his hands. With a scream of pain and fury Mortain fought to jam the muzzle of the gun against Blake’s body, but Blake’s hold on his wrist doubled the gun back against his own stomach.


  Blake heard Macy’s feet scuffling behind him, but before he could move, something crashed into the back of his head with sickening force.


  HE FELL forward, blinded with pain, a thousand pinwheels of brilliant lights exploding in his head. His weight pressed against the electric gun beneath him and he dimly heard its sudden sputtering blast.


  A scream tore from Mortain’s lips and he threshed wildly beneath Blake’s sagging weight. Blake rolled to one side and his face fell into a pool of green murky water.


  The shock cleared his numbed brain. He rolled painfully to his side and saw Mortain’s body grotesquely sprawled on the soggy ground, a hideous scorched hole burned through his middle.


  Macy was scrambling in the mud for the gun. Blake climbed to his knees and lunged at him, his right fist chopping down at his jaw in a vicious axelike stroke.


  Macy sprawled to the ground, a hoarse gasp of horror tearing from his throat. His eyes were wild with fear as he scrambled to his feet and started to run.


  Blake caught him in three strides. His hand fastened in Macy’s coat, jerked him about with a savage wrench.


  Macy fell to his knees, slobbering in his fear.


  “Please—please—” he gasped.


  Blake jerked him to his feet and struck him with all his strength across the jaw. Macy’s head snapped back and he fell to the ground in a queer twisted position. A horrible gurgle sounded in his throat; froth flecked his lips; then he was still.


  Blake looked down at him and, as the red mist of rage drifted from his brain, he realized that the blow had broken Macy’s neck.


  He stood there for an instant and he felt no pity or sorrow for the thing that lay sprawled in the slimy muck before him.


  The clearing was completely quiet. Blake took a deep breath and glanced around and it was then that he saw that the snub-nosed space ship had moored. A door had opened in its black side but there was no evidence that the ship was occupied.


  Blake walked over to where Mortain lay, found the electric gun and stuck it in his belt. He looked grimly at the two bodies sprawled in the clearing and then headed for the mooring tower.


  Cautiously, he ascended the iron ladder that led to the boarding ramp.


  A quick inspection of the main body of the ship convinced him it was unoccupied. The door leading to the control room was locked. He noticed then that the automatic visilights were glowing from the ceiling and he realized that the controls of the ship were set for a return trip.


  But to where?


  CHAPTER V


  Time for Action


  BLAKE had a feeling that he hadn’t yet completely uncovered the mystery and corruption on the prison planet. For an instant he stood irresolute in the center of the small cabin, then he made a quick decision. He slammed the cabin door and adjusted the device that hermetically sealed the ship. Almost instantly he heard a faint hum as the rear propulsion rockets throbbed into life. The tiny space craft shuddered as the hymn of power built slowly into a mighty symphony of pulsing sound.


  Blake sat down on the only chair in the small cabin and waited. There were no port windows in the body of the ship. He was completely enclosed.


  A minute passed and then the nose of the ship tipped from the mooring socket and with a sudden burst of power the tiny space ship blasted upward and outward, void-bound.


  For an hour the ship roared through the trackless depths of outer space and Blake was as helpless as a blind man. He hadn’t the slightest idea where the ship was taking him. And he couldn’t guess. That he was heading for trouble he felt sure, but how and when were unanswerable questions.


  An hour later the throbbing roar of the rockets diminished slightly, and a few minutes after Blake noticed that, he felt the jarring impact of the fore repulsion rockets.


  The ship was slowing and braking for a stop. Soon he heard a banshee screech as the nose of the ship slashed through heavy atmosphere. Blake knew that the ship was nearing its destination. His hands balled into tight fists and he stood up and faced the cabin door of the ship.


  The forward motion of the ship stopped completely and Blake heard a faint scraping sound, as if the side of the craft were brushing a metal wall. He waited, tense, hardly breathing.


  The sealing cylinders released with a gasp of pressured air, and the side door of the ship slid back with a clang. Blake stepped forward uncertainly. He was facing a smooth steel surface, but even as he took another step forward, he saw it was sliding back, revealing a short, lighted corridor.


  Blake stepped from the ship into the corridor and paused. The corridor was only a narrow passage, hardly six-feet long, leading to another steel door.


  With infinite caution he approached this second door. When he was within a foot of its gleaming surface it swung suddenly open, revealing a spacious, luxuriously furnished office.


  THERE was a figure seated at the massive desk but his back was to Blake and in the deepening gloom of the office it was impossible to see more than the outlines of his bulky form.


  Blake stared at the office and a numb feeling of horror caught at his throat. It couldn’t—


  “Is that you, Macy?” the figure at the desk asked. He did not turn his head. “Is Richardson out of the way for good?”


  The sound of the voice crystallized Blake’s half-formed suspicions. Suddenly he seemed to see a complete picture, bits of the puzzle fell into place with magical rapidity and he knew suddenly who was responsible for the corruption on the prison planet Venus.


  He drew a slow breath.


  “No, it’s not Macy,” he said softly, “and Richardson is far from being out of the way.”


  His voice loud in the still quietness of the room. The figure at the desk wheeled and stared at the door in which Blake stood.


  “God!” he whispered. His hand touched a light on the desk and the room was bathed in sudden white brilliance from two overhead lights. He stared at Blake’s bleeding, mud-grimed, figure as if he were seeing a ghost.


  “You’ve been very clever, Commander Evans,” Blake said harshly. He stared at the white-faced figure of his chief and his eyes were like hot pools of blazing fire.


  “You’ve got the wrong idea,” Commander Evans said, almost hysterically.


  “No I haven’t,” Blake said quietly, “I’ve just got the right idea. You were expecting Macy here tonight. That accounts for your night work these past six months. You had to meet Macy for the split, didn’t you? I don’t know why you bothered to give me the money at the prison. Maybe that was your idea of a joke.”


  SOME of the color was seeping back into Commander Evans’ face.


  “It’s a good story you’ve cooked up,” he said, “but who do you expect to believe it. It will be my word against yours and as an escaped convict your word isn’t worth a damn. Supposing I was running the escape racket on Venus? You can’t prove it and you’ll only cause trouble for yourself if you try. Now if you’re smart I can fix it so you’ll do all right for yourself. It’s a sweet business and there’s room for another clever—”


  “Stand up, Evans,” Blake said.


  A fleeting gleam of panic brushed the officer’s eyes. He moistened his lips with his tongue.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Kill you,” Blake said, without a quaver of emotion in his voice.


  “Y—you can’t,” Evans said hoarsely. He started to rise from his chair. “I’m unarmed. You can’t shoot a man in cold blood.”


  “There’s a gun in your desk,” Blake said, “Use it.”


  The commander’s voice broke, “No! I can’t. Listen to me. I—” His voice trailed off as he read his doom in the cold, implacable fury in Blake Richardson’s eyes.


  With a sudden lunge he jerked open the drawer of his desk and whipped out a gun.


  Blake reached for the gun at his belt with icy deliberation.


  The commander swung around and the gun in his hand blasted twice. Both shots were wild. The commander fired again, hysterically, and then Blake raised his own gun and shot him twice through the head.


  There was no expression on his face as the commander swayed and pitched forward across the desk, arms and legs sprawled grotesquely.


  He shoved the gun back into his belt and walked over to the desk. A five minutes search revealed the secret drawer in which the commander had kept a complete record of his nefarious dealings with prison officials on Venus.


  When he had flipped through the incriminating sheaf of papers, he picked up the radio phone and flashed HQ on Earth. When the connection was established Blake spoke.


  “You’d better send a delegation here.” He paused and glanced at the lifeless body of the commander and he thought of Macy and Mortain.


  “There’s been a little trouble on Venus,” he said thoughtfully. Then he replaced the transmitter.


  THE BEAST


  L. Ron Hubbard


  He was a professional Government hunter, and he had to get that strange beast—not simply because it was his ordinary duty, but because it had stolen from him something without which life was impossible—


  The crash and the scream which reverberated through the stinking gloom of the Venusian night brought Ginger Cranston to a startled halt upon the trail, held there for an instant by the swirl of panicked blues which made up the safari of the white hunter.


  Something had happened to the head of the line, something sudden, inexplicable in this foggy blackness.


  Ginger Cranston did not long remain motionless for the blues had dumped their packages and had vanished, leaving the narrow trail, which wandered aimlessly through the giant trees, clear of men.


  He took one step forward, gun balanced at ready in the crook of his arm and then the thing happened to him which would make his life a nightmare.


  From above and behind something struck him, struck him with a fury and a savageness which sent him flat into the muck, which began to claw and rake and beat at him with a singleness of intent which would have no ending short of death.


  The white hunter rolled in the slime and beat back with futile fists, kicking out with his heavy boots, smothering under the gagging odor of a wild animal, so strong that it penetrated through the filters of his swamp mask, the only thing which was saving his face from the sabers this thing had for claws.


  Fighting it back, the hunter’s hands could find no grip upon the slimy fur; he could see nothing of it because of the dark and the fact that the blues had dropped their torches to a man. Ginger luridly cursed the blues, cursed this thing, cursed the muck and the agony which was being hammered into him.


  He lurched to his knees, striking out blindly with all his might. The thing was driven back from him for an instant and Ginger’s hands raked the mud around him for some weapon, preferably his lost gun. When he could not find it he leaped all the way to his feet and ripped away the swamp mask. He could not see. He could hear the snarling grunts of the thing as it gathered itself for a second charge.


  Something in the unexpectedness of the attack, something in the ferocity of the beast, shook Ginger’s courage, a courage which was a byword where hunters gathered. For a moment he could think of nothing but trying to escape this death which would again be upon him in an instant. He whirled and fumbled his way through the trees. If he could find some place where he could make a stand, if he could grasp a precious instant to get out and unclasp his knife—


  There was a roaring sound hard by, the sound of battered water. Ginger knew this continent better than to go so far off a trail and he knew he must here make that stand. He gathered his courage about him like armor. He unclasped the knife. He could feel the beast not two yards away from him but in the dense gloom he could not see anything but the vague shapes of trees.


  It struck. It struck from behind with a strength which brought them crashing into the mud and branches. One cruel paw was crooked to feel out with ins sabers the eyes of its victim, the others scored Ginger’s back and side.


  Rolling in a red agony, strong beyond any past strength. Ginger tried to slam his assailant back against a tree. He could not grip the slimy, elusive paw but he could brace it away from him with his forearm.


  A roaring sound was loud in Ginger’s ears and before he could halt the last roll he had managed, beast and hunter were over the lip and into black and greedy space. A shattering cry came from the beast as it fell away.


  Ginger tried to see, tried to twist in the air and then he was gagged by the thick sirup of the depths and twisted like a chip in the strength of a whirlpool. He struck upward and then could not orient himself. His lungs began to burn and the sirup of the river seared his throat. The whirlpool flung him out, battered him against a rock and then left him to crawl, stunned and aching, from the stream.


  He lay on the rocks, deafened by the roar of the water, trying to find strength enough to scan the space around him in search of the beast.


  Two hours later the frightened blues, grouped in a hollow ring for security, found the white hunter by the river and placed him in a sling. One of the trackers nervously examined a nearby track and then cried, “Da juju! Da juju!” Hastily the carriers lifted the sling and bore its inert burden back to the trail and along it to the village which had been Ginger Cranston’s goal.


  Ginger Cranston woke slowly into the oppressive odor of a blue village from the tangled terror of his dreams. The heated ink of the Venusian night eddied through his tent, clung clammily to his face, smothered the native fires which burned across the clearing. Ginger Cranston woke into a new sensation, a feeling of loss, and for a little while could not bring organization into thought. It was hard for him to bring back the successive shocks which had placed him here, helpless in this bed, and he began to know things which it had never before occurred to him that it would be important to know.


  He had always been a brave man. As government hunter of this continent, relentlessly wiping out the ponderous and stupid game which threatened the settlements and their crops, he had been considered all about as a man without peer in the lists of courage. So certain had he been in his possession of this confidence that he had never wondered about fear, had found only contempt for those who were so weak as to feel that lowly emotion.


  And now Ginger Cranston woke up afraid.


  The shocks, wreaked upon another, would have brought madness. To have been struck twice from behind by a raging beast, to have tasted death between the claws of such fury, would have wrecked the usual nervous system. But Ginger Cranston was not a usual person and, never having been other than his gay, confident self, he had no standards.


  He had lost his courage.


  In its place was a sick nausea.


  And Ginger Cranston, out of shame, was no help to himself but stood away from his battered body and gazed with lip-curled contempt upon this sniveling hulk which shook at the brink of recalling that which had brought this about. He had no sympathy for himself and had no reasons with which to excuse his state.


  He was ill and his spirits, as in anyone ill, were low. He had been expecting the same stupid, many-tonned brutes which he had thought to constitute the only game of this continent. He had been set upon by a thing wholly unknown to him at a time when he had expected nothing and he had been mauled badly in the process. But he offered himself none of these. He was afraid, afraid of an unknown, cunning something, the memory of which was real in this dark tent.


  “Ambu!” he yelled.


  A Venusian of wary step and worried eyes slunk into the tent. Ambu had done his bungling best with these wounds, hurling the offer of help back into the teeth of the village doctor—a person who preferred a ghost rattle to a bottle of iodine. Ambu was of uncertain age, uncertain bearing. He was half in and half out of two worlds—that of the whites in Yorkville on the coast, that of the blues in the somber depths of this continent. He believed in ghosts. But he knew that iodine prevented infection. He belonged to a white, had been indifferently schooled by the whites. But he was a blue.


  Ambu hung the lantern on the pole of the tent and looked uneasily at his white man. He was not encouraged by that strange expression in the hunter’s eyes, but the fact that Lord Ginger had come back to consciousness was cheering.


  Ginger was feeling a strange relief at having light. He smiled unconvincingly. When he spoke his voice was carefully controlled.


  “Well, Ambu! I’m not dead yet, you see.”


  “Ambu is very happy, Lord Ginger.” He looked worried.


  “What . . . er . . . what happened out there when . . . well, what happened?” said Ginger with another smile.


  Ambu looked into the dark corners of the tent, looked out into the compound and then sank on his dull haunches at the side of the cot.


  “Devils,” said Ambu.


  “Nonsense,” said Ginger in careful carelessness.


  “Devils,” said Ambu. “There was a pit. I have never before seen such a pit. It was dug deep with claw marks on the digging. It was covered over with branches and mud like a roof; when the trackers stepped upon it they fell through.


  There were sharpened stakes at the bottom to receive them. They do not live, Lord Ginger.”


  “A deadfall?” gaped Ginger. And then, because there was a resulting emotion which clamored to be felt, he spoke swiftly, carelessly, and smothered it. “Nonsense. There’s nothing like a deadfall in the arts of the blues. There have been no hostile blues for thirty years or more.”


  “Devils,” said Ambu. “Devils of the dark, not blues. I have never seen nor heard of such a trap, Lord Ginger.”


  “I’ll have to see it before I believe it,” said Ginger. “Er . . . Ambu, bring me a drink.”


  Ambu was perceptive. He knew Lord Ginger did not mean water even though Lord Ginger never drank except to be polite or when ill with fever. He poured from a flat metal bottle into a metal cup and the two chattered together.


  “Very cold tonight,” said Ambu, sweating.


  “Very cold,” said Ginger, drinking quickly.


  The beasts of this continent weighed many tons. They were of many kinds, some of them carnivorous, all of them stupid, slothful swamp creatures which did damage because they were clumsy not because they were vicious. It was a government hunter’s job to kill them because a man had to be skilled to rend apart enough flesh and muscle and bone to keep the brutes from traveling. There were no small animals like leopards or lynxes. On all Venus there was nothing which weighed four hundred pounds and had claws, was cloaked in slimy fur—


  “It knew,” said Ambu. “It knew Lord Ginger would stop in just that place when the line halted. And it was on a tree limb above Lord Ginger waiting for him to stop. It knew.”


  “Rot and nonsense,” grinned Ginger carefully. “I have never heard of a beast with that much intelligence.”


  “No beast,” said Ambu with rare conviction for him. “Probably devil. No doubt devil. Forest devil. Drink again, Lord Ginger?”


  Ginger drank again and some of the numb horror began to retreat before the warmth of the liquor. “Well, maybe we’ll take a crack at hunting it when we’ve disposed of this ‘juju’ thing the village is troubled about.”


  “The devil is ‘da juju’,” said Ambu. “That is the thing for which they wanted Lord Ginger. That was ‘da juju’ !”


  “The white lord is well?” said a new voice, a tired and hopeless voice, in the entrance to the tent.


  Ambu started up guiltily and began to protest to the chief in blue that the white lord was well enough but would talk to no one.


  “Never mind, Ambu. Invite him in,” said Ginger. He knew he would get the full impact of this thing now, would remember all about it, would receive the hopelessness of this gloomy forest chief like one receives an immersion in ink. “Greetings,” said Ginger in blue.


  “Greetings to the white lord,” said the chief tiredly. “He lives and the village Tohyvo is happy that he lives. The white hunter is great and his fame is mighty. He comes and all things flee in horror before him. The blues beat their heads against the earth in submission and hide their eyes before the dazzling brilliance of the mighty lord.” He sighed and sank upon an ammunition box.


  “Greetings to the star of his people,” said Ginger, mechanically. “His name carries the storms of his wrath across the jungle and his power is as the raging torrent. A flash of his glance is the lightning across the storm.” He took a cup of liquor from Ambu and handed it to the dispirited, sodden little chief.


  “You met da juju,” said the chief.


  “We did,” said Ginger with a timed smile. “On the next meeting da juju will be dead.”


  “Ah,” said the chief.


  “You have had some trouble with this thing?” said Ginger.


  “My best warriors are gutted and mangled corpses in the forest depths. Women going to the river have never returned. Children are snatched from play. And always the dark swallows this thing, always there is only the silent forest to mock. In my long life I have never heard of such a beast. But you have said it will be killed. It is good. It is ended. The mighty hunter gives me back my sleep.”


  “Wait,” said Ginger. “You say it makes raids on your village?”


  “Yes, mighty warrior.”


  “How does it do this?”


  “It rides down from the sky. It vanishes back into the sky.”


  “You mean the trees,” said Ginger.


  “It is the same,” sighed the chief, eyeing the liquor bottle.


  “How do your warriors die?”


  The chief squirmed. “They fall into pits cunningly placed on the trail and covered over. They are attacked from behind and torn to bits. Da juju has even been known to wrest from their hands their spears and knives and transfix them with their own weapons.”


  Ambu was shivering. He stood on one foot, then on the other. He scratched his back nervously and in the next second scratched his head. His eyes, flicking back and forth from the chief to the white hunter were like a prisoner’s under torture.


  “Maybe devils,” said Ambu.


  “Devils,” muttered the old chief. “The mighty white warrior has come. All will be well. All will be well.” He looked dispiritedly at Ginger and crept out of the tent.


  Ambu pointed to a case which contained a radiophone. “Lord Ginger talk Yorkville and ask for men?”


  Ginger startled himself by almost agreeing. He had never asked for help. He was Ginger Cranston. He looked at the radio case like a desert-stranded man might gaze thirstily at a cup of water before he did the incredible thing of pouring it out on the ground.


  “We won’t need any help,” said Ginger with a smile. “All I need is a night’s sleep. Have the chief throw out beaters in the morning and pick up the beast’s track. Meantime, good night. NO!” he added quickly and then calmed his voice. “No, leave the lantern there, Ambu. I . . . I have some notes to make.”


  Ambu looked uncertainly at his white master and then sidled from the tent.


  The giant trees stood an infinity into the sky, tops lost in the gray dark of swirling vapors. Great tendrils of fog crept ghostily, low past the trunks, to blot with their evil odor of sulphur and rot what visibility the faint light might have permitted. It was an atmosphere in which men unconsciously speak in whispers and look cautiously around each bend before venturing farther along the trail.


  The beaters had come back with news that da juju had left tracks in a clearing two kilometers from the village and they added to It the usual blue exaggeration that it was certain da juju was wounded from his encounter with the mighty white hunter.


  The party stepped cautiously past an open space where some wrecked and forgotten space liner, which furnished the natives with metal, showed a series of battered ports through the swirling gloom, a ship to be avoided since its dryness offered refuge to snakes.


  Weak and feverish, Ginger occasionally stopped and leaned against a tree. He would have liked the help of Ambu’s arm, but could not, in his present agitated state, bring himself to ask for it.


  Step by step, turn by turn of the trail, a thing was growing inside Ginger Cranston, a thing which was like a lash upon his nerves. His back was slashed with the wounds he had received and the wounds burned, burned with memory.


  His back was cringing away from the thing it had experienced and as the minutes went the feeling increased. At each or any instant he expected to have upon him once again the shock of attack, from behind, fraught with agony and terror. He tried to sweep it from him. He tried to reassure himself by inspecting the low-hanging limbs under which they passed; but the memory was there. He told himself that if it did happen he would not scream. He would whirl and begin to shoot. He would smash the thing against a tree trunk and shatter it with flame and copper.


  He was being careful to discount any tendency toward weakness and when, on a halt, he had found that each time he had pressed his back solidly against a tree he thereafter turned his back to the trail and faced the tree.


  Ambu was worried. He padded beside Lord Ginger, carrying the spare gun, wanting to offer his help, wanting to somehow comfort this huge man who was now so changed.


  “Hot, eh?” said Ginger with a smile.


  “Hot,” said Ambu.


  “Ask the trackers if we are almost there.”


  Ambu chattered to the men ahead and then shrugged. “They say a little way now.”


  “Good,” said Ginger, carefully careless.


  The trail began to widen and the river of sirup which ran in it began to shoal. The clearing was about them before they could see that it was and then the only sign was a certain lightness to the fog.


  “Tracks!” cried the blue in advance.


  Ginger went up to him. He wiped his face beneath his swamp mask and put the handkerchief carefully away. He knelt casually, taking care that his thigh boots did not ship mud and water over their tops. Impersonally he regarded the tracks.


  There were six of them in sets of two. The first were clearly claws; two and a half feet behind them the second set showed no claws; two and a half feet back from these the third and last set showed claws again. The weight of the thing must be less than three hundred pounds.


  A prickle of knowing went up the back of Ginger’s spine. These tracks were perfect. They had been placed in a spot where they would retain their impressions. And from here they led away into the trees; but to this place they did not exist.


  “Devil,” chattered Ambu.


  A devil was very nearly an acceptable explanation to Ginger. No six-tracked animal was known to him, either on this planet or any other.


  Suddenly he stood up, no longer able to bear the feeling of attack from behind. He turned slowly. The dark vapors curled and drifted like veils through the clearing.


  “Get on the track of it,” said Ginger in blue.


  The trackers trotted out, too swiftly for Ginger to keep up without extreme effort, but Ginger made no protest.


  He told himself that the fever made him this way; but he had had fever before. Deep within he knew that the beast had a thing which belonged to Ginger, a thing which Ginger had never imagined could be stolen. And until he met that beast and killed that beast, he would not recover his own.


  The tracks led on a broad way, clear in the mud, with a straight course. Uneasily, Ginger watched behind him, recalling the words of the chief that the thing often backtracked. But there were no overhanging branches in this part and that gave some relief for they had come up a gradual grade and the trail was flanked with tall, limber trees which barred no light. Here the ground was more solid even if covered with thick masses of rot and the combination of greater light and better footing caused a weight to gradually lift from Ginger’s back.


  And then it happened. There was a swishing, swooping sound and a scream from Ambu! Ginger spun about to scan the back trail—and to find nothing. Ambu was gone.


  Ginger looked up. In a cunningly manufactured sling, not unlike a rabbit snare, held by one foot, was Ambu, thirty feet from the ground, obviously dead, his head smashed in from its contact with the trunk of the tree which, springing upright, had lifted him.


  After a few moments Ginger said in a controlled voice, “Cut him down.”


  And some hours later the group crawled back into the compound, carrying Ambu, Ginger still walking by himself despite the grayness of his face and the strange tightness about his mouth.


  With each passing day the lines on Ginger Cranston’s face deepened and the hollows beneath his eyes grew darker. It was harder now to bring a proper note of cheerfulness into his commands, to reassure when all chances of success diminished with each casualty to the hunting party.


  There came, one dull, drab day the final break with the blues. Ginger Cranston had seen it coming, had known that his own power had grown less and less in their eyes, that their faith in the great white hunter had slimmed to a hopeless dejection. Da juju had sapped the bulwark of morale and now the battlement came sliding down like a bank of soupy, Venusian mud. Ginger Cranston woke to empty tents. The villagers said nothing for there was nothing to say. The great white hunter was defeated. It was inevitable that the remainder of his crew would desert and it was not necessary that the way of their going be told, for the blazing mouths of guns could not have driven them back. Seven had died. Five remained to flee and the five had fled.


  “Bring me trackers,” said the haggard white man.


  The chief looked at the mud and regarded it with intensity. He looked at a pegunt rooting there as though he had seen such an animal for the first time. He looked at a tree with searching interest.


  “I said trackers!” said Ginger Cranston.


  The chief scratched himself and began to sidle away, still without meeting the eyes of the white man.


  Ginger struck out and the chief crumpled into a muddy, moaning pile.


  “TRACKERS!” said Ginger.


  The chief turned his face into the slime and whimpered. In all the village not one blue could be observed, but one felt that all the village had seen and now dispiritedly sank into a dull apathy as though this act of brutality, borne out of temper, was not a thing to be blamed but merely a thing which proved that the great white hunter was no longer great. With all the rest, da juju had him, had his heart and soul, which was far worse than merely having his life.


  Ginger turned away, ashamed and shaken. He pushed his way into his tent and mechanically wiped the rain from his face, discovering abruptly that he wept. He could not now gain back the thing which da juju had. His means were gone with his men. He could hear the chief whimpering out there in the mud, could hear a wind in the great trees all around the place, mixed with the toneless mutter of the drizzle upon the canvas.


  In the metal mirror which hung on the pole, steamed though it was, Ginger caught a glimpse of his countenance. He started, for that which he saw was not in the least Ginger Cranston; it was as though even the bone structure had somehow shifted to complete another identity. He had no impulse to strike the mirror down—he was tired, achingly, horribly tired. He wanted to crawl into his bed and lie there with his face to the blank wall of canvas and never move again.


  Shame was the only active emotion now, shame for the thing he had done just now, for the chief hardly came to his shoulder and the mud-colored body was twisted by accident and illness into a caricature of a blue. Ginger took a bottle from a case and went out again into the rain.


  He knelt beside the chief and sought to turn him over and make him look. But the resistless shoulder was a thing which could not be turned and the low, moaning whimper was not a thing which would stop.


  “I am sorry,” said Ginger.


  But there was no change. Ginger set the bottle down in the mud beside the head and went back into his tent.


  Slowly, soddenly, he sank upon the rubber cover of his bunk looking fixedly and unseeingly at his fouled boots. Da juju. The devil, Ambu had called him. Had not Ambu been right? For what animal could do these things and remain out of the range of a hunter’s guns? Da juju—


  There was a slithering, harsh sound and Ginger, blenched white, came shaking to his feet, his light gun swinging toward the movement, sweat starting from him. But there was no target. The thrown-back flap of his tent had slipped into place, moved by the wind.


  He was nauseated and for seconds the feeling of claws digging into his back would not abate. He struggled with his pent sanity, sought nervously for the key of control which, more and more, was ever beyond the reach of mental fingers. The scream died unvoiced, the gun slipped to the bunk and lay there with its muzzle like a fixed, accusing eye. Hypnotically, Ginger Cranston looked at that muzzle. It threw a twenty-millimeter slug and would tear half a head from a Mamodon bull; the bullet came out when the trigger was pressed, came out with a roar of savage flame, came out with oblivion as its command. Limply Ginger regarded it. He knew very little about death, he a hunter who should have known so much. Was death a quiet and untroubled sleep which went on forever or was death a passing to another existence? Would the wings of death carry something that was really Ginger Cranston out of this compound, away from these trees, this fog, this constant rain, this . . . this beast?


  Funny he had never before considered death, odd how little he knew, he who had been so sure and proud of knowing so very much.


  Death was a final conclusion—or was it a beginning? And if he took it now—Suddenly he saw where his thought led him and drew back in terror from the lip of the chasm. Then, as one wonders how far he would have fallen had he slipped, he crept cautiously back and thoughtfully regarded the bottomless, unknowable deep, finding within himself at this strange moment a power to regard such a thing with a detached attitude, to dispassionately weigh a thing which he believed it to be in his hand to choose.


  He seemed to fall away from himself in body and yet stand there, an untouchable, uncaring personality who had but to extend a crooking finger and call unto himself all there was to know. Suspended in time, in action, in human thought, he regarded all he was, had been, would be. There were no words to express this identity, this timelessness, only a feeling of actually existing for the first time; layer upon layer of a nameless something had been peeled away to leave a naked, knowing thing; a mask was gone from his eyes. But when he again came to himself, still standing beside his bed, still staring at the gun, he was muddy, weary Ginger Cranston once again who could feel that something had happened but could not express even in nebulous thought any part of the occurrence. Something had changed. A decision had been born. A plan of action, a somber, solemn plan was his.


  About his waist he buckled a flame pistol and into that belt he thrust a short skinning knife. He pulled up his collar and strapped his swamp mask to it. He picked up his gun and looked into its magazine.


  When Ginger stepped from the tent the chief was gone but the bottle sat upright in the mud, untouched, a reproof which would have reached Ginger a few minutes before but which could not touch him now. For perhaps an hour, even a day, nothing could touch him, neither sadness nor triumph. He was still within himself, waiting for a thing he knew would come, a thing much greater than shame or sorrow. He had chosen his death for he had found it to be within his realm of choice and having chosen it he was dead. It mattered little what happened now. It mattered much that da juju would end. But it did not matter emotionally. It was a clear concern, undiluted by self.


  Walking quietly through the mud he came to the trail which led upward to the series of knolls where the trees were thinner and the ground a degree more solid. This time he was not tracking. He gave no heed to the ground for he was within the role of the hunted, not that of the hunter. He knew with a clarity not born of reason that he would be found.


  Along the crest of a small hill, looking out across the foggy depths of the forest, touched faintly by the gloomy sun, he walked and knew he could be seen against the sky. He stopped a little while and dispassionately regarded the forest tops again, noting for the first time that gray was not the color there as he had always supposed but drab green rust red, dark blue and smoky yellow. It was a little thing to notice but it seemed important. He turned and walked slowly back along the crest, gun held in the crook of his arm, his body relaxed. From this end he could see the impression of the village, a vacant space in the trees, a small knoll itself, wrapped in blue-yellow cotton batting which restively shifted pattern.


  About him the clouds thickened blindingly and the lenses of his swamp mask fogged. For a brief instant terror was in him before he pressed it gently down, out of sight, and buried it somewhere within him once more. The cloud lifted and curved easily away. For a little while then the sun was almost bright and it was this time upon which he had counted. He could be seen for a kilometer or more against the sky, blackly etched, motionless, waiting.


  The atmosphere thickened, darkened, grew soggier with spurts of rain; the sun and any trace of it vanished even to Ginger’s shadow. The time was here. He would walk slowly, leaving deep tracks, putting aside any impulse to step on stone and so break his trail. He knew it would follow.


  He took his time, now and then pausing to arrange some imagined opening in his coat or his mask, occasionally pulling off the mask altogether and lighting his pipe, to sit on a rotten log until the tobacco was wholly burned.


  He had no plan of walking save that he stayed in the trees where the great branches leaned out above him like grasping hands, only half seen in the gloom.


  When the dark began to settle he did not return to the village, but kept upon his circuitous way, vaguely aware that the compound was somewhere upon his right, caring very little about it.


  When he could no longer see clearly he groped to the base of a great tree; he could sit here now, waiting with dull patience for the thing to happen. From his pocket he took his pipe and pouch. From his face he pulled the swamp mask. Steadying his gun against the trunk beside him he proceeded to prepare his smoke.


  It happened suddenly, silently, efficiently. The vine-woven net dropped soundlessly over his head, slithered to his feet and then with swift ferocity, yanked tight and brought him with a crash into the mud!


  There was a scurrying about him as though something leaped up and down, darted back and forth to swiftly study the situation so as to require a minimum of effort in the final kill.


  Ginger’s right hand sought to grip the flame pistol at his thigh, but he could not bend his arm; his left hand clawed insensately at the net and a scream of terror welled up in his throat. He stilled the beating of the hand. He pressed back the scream. He reached to his belt and drew the knife with a deliberate swiftness and an economy of effort. The keen edge bit into the tough fibers of the vine, cleared it away from half his side, began to slice it off his ankles. And then the thing struck!


  The foul animal smell of it assailed him, more acute than the bite of the claws which went through his jacket and into his side like a set of bayonets.


  He sensed the downward drive of the other claws and caught a blurred glimpse of the thing. The slimy fur of the leg was in his fingers and the striking paw missed his face.


  Ginger jabbed upward with the knife and felt it saw vainly into the thing. With a scream the beast twisted away and with it went the knife.


  There was a brief interval before the next, more savage attack, and in that space Ginger cleared his feet of the net. When it struck him again, like a battering-ram with force enough to smash in his ribs, he was able to come to his knees and fumble for his flame pistol while fending with his left arm. He had no more than drawn the gun when a scrambling kick sent it flying into the mud, far from reach.


  A cold piece of metal banged Ginger in the mouth and he snatched hungrily for the haft of his flesh-imbedded knife. Slippery as his fingers were, he retained it, drew it forth. He kicked out with his feet and then drove the keen steel deep into the body of the thing!


  With a shudder it fell back, a claw weakly seeking to strike again and then falling away. There was a threshing, rattling sound and Ginger drew away, trying to clear his sight, fumbling with the other hand for his gun which he knew had been at the base of the tree. He had the weapon in his hand before he could see. There was water in a footprint which his hand had touched and he quickly bathed his eyes.


  The light was faint, too faint to show more than a dark blob stretched in the muck, a blob which didn’t move now. Ginger warily skirted it, keeping it covered, fumbling for a flash inside his waterproof coat.


  The cold, impersonal beam played upon the object, raked it from end to end and then strayed uncertainly back to the head.


  Ginger knelt and unfastened the straps of the frayed, worn leatherlike suit that clothed the corpse and laboriously turned it over. Metal-tipped space gloves clicked as the arms flopped against each other. There was an almost illegible trace of lettering on the back, fouled with mud and blood, torn in spots. “SP—E SHII—” it said, before a gouge tore out the ship’s name. Below, “Spacepo—Lowry, U-A.”


  It stank with dried and rotted blood and meat of long-gone kills, and the unwashed body of its occupant.


  Ginger turned it back and looked again at the face. Identification was hopeless. The disastrous landing had gouged and torn the face half away; there was a deep dent in the forehead where the skull had been broken inward, and an angry, seamed and cross-seamed welt told of slow healing without the slightest rudiments of attention.


  Ginger straightened slowly, gathered his things from the ground, and squelched off on his back-trail. Native bearers would have to carry that beast home. The beast some unknown and probably unknowable crash of a small tramp spacer had made from a man. A ruthless, pure animal—with all the cunning of human intelligence still left in the damaged brain.


  Ginger swung along the trail in the long, easy strides of a huntsman of standing. There were bruises, and certain scratches that twinged a bit, but that sort of damage was of no importance. The great thing was—a thing Ginger now scarcely realized—that he had recaptured that quite intangible reality that had been stolen from him.


  THE END.


  FLIGHT FROM FARISHA


  David Wright O’Brien


  Farisha’s heavily fortified base was doomed and the legions of Venus rushed toward victory, but . . .


  THE savage onslaught against the heavily fortified Federation interplanetary base on Farisha began on the morning of May second, at ten o’clock, in the year 2130 A.D., when the special radios announced excitedly that the Venusians had established their first footholds on six small asteroids surrounding the base.


  To the breathlessly waiting universe, and especially to the Federation G.H.Q. on Earth, the news of this attack on the far flung and supposedly impregnable interplanetary outpost came as a shock. For even though the Venusians, since the outbreak of the Fourth Inter planetary War six weeks previously, had already succeeded in swarming over more than three-fourths of the interplanetary belt against which their first treacherous attack was launched, Farisha had been considered by all as the one vital garrison which would check the aggressors until a counteroffensive could be launched.


  None could believe that it stood in danger of falling.


  Farisha was an unconquerable bulwark; everyone knew it was. And none was more certain of this fact than the military garrison and civilian population on Farisha itself. None save Space General Roger J. Selwin, who had arrived on Farisha to take command of the garrison less than two days after the outbreak of the war, realized the sickening truth of the matter.


  “God knows how long we can hold out,” General Selwin said on the morning after the Venusians had established their preliminary footholds.


  However, he didn’t say this publicly, for it would have been giving assurance and comfort to the enemy. He said it in the privacy of his headquarters office on Farisha, and said it to one man.


  That man was First Mate Harlan Dawson, of the luxury space liner, Astera, which was then moored in Farisha’s space harbor.


  Dawson was a big man, in his early thirties, with massive shoulders and ebon black hair. His eyes were so brown as to be almost black, and had the hard glitter of coal to them. His crooked, cynical grin and brutal handsomeness masked one of the shrewdest spacefaring minds in the eastern interplanetary belt.


  Harlan Dawson listened to this statement from the Space General in command of the outpost, and lighted a thin, small, junovian cigar.


  “Your predecessor was certainly asleep at the switch,” Dawson remarked, the cigar bobbing between his even, white teeth. “Hell, your own round-up of Venusians on the base itself showed that more than a thousand were in our midst when the war broke out.”


  Space General Selwin sighed. “Asleep is no word for it, Dawson. It was negligence, criminal negligence. But, I suppose he was hampered as badly as I’ve been. The moment I arrived and looked the situation over, I space-radioed for at least another ten squadrons of space combat fighters and heavy space bombers. My space-radiogram has yet to be answered. We could use those bombers and fighters now, God knows.”


  “Can’t shake ’em loose, eh?” Dawson said, referring to the Venusian invaders who’d established footholds on the six surrounding asteroids.


  GENERAL SELWIN’S jaw was grim. “We can’t even try. We have but two space combat squadrons on Farisha, here. We don’t have a single space bomber less than ten years old. Do you realize what that means, Dawson? Do you realize the hideous implications of it?”


  Harlan Dawson nodded soberly. “I’ve realized it for some time, General. But hell, I’m just a civilian. I’d never have had a chance of rousing any of the military bigwigs here to action. I saw the first glimmerings of Venusian interplanetary ambitions over eight years ago. Hell, I was Master of a space freighter running between Earth and Venus when I was twenty-three. I quit when Venusian capital bought controlling interest in the company I worked under.”


  “I know your record exceptionally well, Dawson,” Space General Selwin said. “Undoubtedly I know phases of it which you yourself have forgotten, or would like to forget. When you quit that berth you just mentioned, you went out on your own, running electraguns and munitions through the blockade to beleaguered little Stevensa.[*] You risked the wrath of the Federation to do so, even though the Federation was remaining completely neutral while Venus overran and seized their neighboring little independent asteroid.”


  Dawson looked silently down at the knuckles of his big hand. He shifted the thin little cigar in his teeth, then looked up at the Space General.


  “How did you know that?” he asked.


  “I’ve checked your record, completely,” Space General Selwin replied. “I had to, before I was certain that you’d do for the job I have.”


  Dawson removed his cigar and leaned back, his big frame relaxed in his chair. He exhaled a cloud of blue smoke through his nostrils.


  “I’m glad you’re satisfied,” he said. “Now tell me more about this job you’re assigning to me. How do you know I’ll take it?”


  “You’ll take it,” Space General Selwin declared positively, “because the fate of the Federation, of Earth itself, might well hang on the success or failure of the task.”


  “That’s a good enough reason,” Dawson admitted softly. “Go on.”


  “Your vessel, the Astera,” the Space General began, “is the fastest craft of its size harbored at Farisha. It’s the fourth fastest vessel in the eastern interplanetary belt. Surrounded as we are by a Venusian space battle fleet of God knows how many craft, it becomes increasingly evident that any effort to run their hostile blockade will be extremely hazardous, even dubious. Our own space battle strength here in the harbor couldn’t hope to meet the Venusians on anything but tragically unequal terms. And although they’re well gunned, they aren’t fast enough to make a run for it.”


  Dawson’s heavy black brows went up a notch. “You’re planning an evacuation?” he asked.


  General Selwin shook his head. “Not in a military sense. You also realize that most of our civilian population disregarded my warning to leave a few weeks back. They are all still too complacent to avail themselves of any such chance, even if it still remained. And expect in this instance, thee chance no longer remains. You see, I have ordered certain valuable men in the Federation’s diplomatic and state corps here on Farisha to leave immediately with you on the Astera. It is in my power to order them to do so, though I doubt if they would realize the danger strongly enough to leave unless I forced them to.”


  DAWSON nodded. “You’re right on that,” he admitted. “But I’m a little bit behind your line of planning. I’m not the Master of the Astera. I’m merely the First Officer. Have you confided in my Skipper, Benson?”


  Space General Selwin shook his head again. “I’ve ordered your line to transfer Benson to inactive duty. When the Astera leaves, you’ll be Master.”


  Dawson whistled. “You ordered that?”


  The General nodded. “Benson is a good man, but he doesn’t know this interplanetary belt half as well as you do. I don’t have the confidence in him that I have in you. He’s fine as the Master of an interplanetary luxury liner, which the Astera certainly is. And during times of peace he knows his job well. But this isn’t a peaceful task I have in mind. It’s a dangerous assignment, as I’ve said before. Benson is over sixty. You’re young, and you’re a fighter. You’re the only man in the Merchant Space Service in this interplanetary belt whom I consider capable of getting the Astera through.”


  Dawson considered this soberly. Then he asked:


  “And aside from members of the state and diplomatic staff, who else will be aboard the Astera?”


  “There’ll be a scattering of interplanetary merchants and their wives. Most of the wives and children of the Federation space soldiers stationed here—I ordered them to leave. And any other civilian residents who wish to take advantage of my last offer for their escape.”


  Dawson nodded. “There won’t be many of the latter,” he predicted. “Everyone on this damned base is far too smug and sure of its utter invulnerability.”


  “I know,” Space General Selwin agreed gravely. “But there’s little I can do about it.”


  “Supposing,” Dawson said, “that Farisha doesn’t fall? Supposing by some miracle it can stave off the Venusians until relief can arrive? Supposing still further that I fail to bring the Astera through the Venusian gauntlet, and that my vessel and all aboard are lost to the enemy? Do you realize what a spot that would put your neck in? Do you realize that people all over the universe will say that you should have known the human beings you ordered from the base here would have been far safer in remaining?”


  “I know that,” Selwin said quietly. “And I might add that my daughter will be aboard the Astera when you leave port. I am taking the same risk with her safety as I am with the others. And so help me God, it’s the only thing to do. Farisha is doomed!”


  THE door of the room on the fourth floor of the Royal Hotel in Farisha was slightly ajar, and the thin, middle-sized, beady-eyed man in the light linen tunic, knocked once on it briefly, then pushed into the room without waiting for an answer.


  The slim, raven-haired girl standing before the traveling bag opened on the bed, whirled swiftly to face the intruder. She was wearing merely brief undergarments, and the linen smock tunic spread on the bed gave further evidence that she was in the process of dressing.


  “Oh,” she said briefly. “It’s you.”


  The beady-eyed man coughed slightly into a handkerchief, then mopped the perspiration from his bald head. His sharp features were horizontally marked by a small black moustache waxed at the tips.


  “It’s like I thought,” he said. His voice was tenor, with a slight whine to it. “The Astera is gonna make a run for it.”


  THE girl struggled into her fresh linen tunic smock. Then she was smoothing it out, and adjusting her raven locks before a duralloy mirror on the wall. She answered him over her shoulder, fluffing her hair as she spoke.


  “Then you’ve booked our passage?” she asked.


  The sharp featured chap sat down on the bed, coughing again into his handkerchief. He glanced down idly into the open traveling case, then answered in a weary half whine.


  “Yeah. Of course. What didja think I’d do?”


  “Any trouble?” the girl asked.


  “I’m a small interplanetary merchant,” the man said smirkingly. “Don’t you remember? What you think I been running that stinking little shop here on Farisha for the last six months for?” He laughed. “For the same reason you been dancing in that cheap joint for the same length of time.”


  “They certainly plan in advance,” the girl remarked.


  “They’re smart, that’s all. That’s why the Federation’ll never lick ’em in a million years,” the man answered. “We’re on the winning team this time, baby.”


  The girl turned to face him, her features troubled. “You think they’ll take Farisha?” she asked.


  The beady-eyed man smirked. “What do you think?” he asked. The signs of worried indecision increased on the girl’s features.


  “But what about the civilian population here on Farisha?” she asked. “What sort of treatment will they receive from the Venusian invaders?”


  The man shrugged indifferently. “They didn’t leave when old Selwin gave them the hint. What they’ll get now will be their own fault.”


  The girl seemed to shudder slightly, and she turned back to the mirror.


  “You’re not going soft, are you baby?” the man asked.


  The girl whirled to face him, brown eyes blazing. “Who said I was?”


  The beady-eyed man grinned, mopping his bald head again with his handkerchief.


  “No one. No one said you was,” he declared. “Only—”


  The girl broke in suspiciously. “Only what?” she demanded.


  “Only I just wanta make sure you don’t go soft on this job. Especially when I tell you that your old chum,” the bald headed man paused to give the last word a leering implication, “Harlan Dawson is gonna be aboard the Astera as Master.”


  “Dawson!” The girl gasped the name.


  “Yeah,” said the man, watching her carefully. “Yeah, that’s what I said, Dawson.”


  “I hate his guts,” the girl said softly.


  “Thought you kinda went for him once.”


  “Maybe I did,” she said quickly. “Maybe I was space-dazed.”


  “A lot of dames have been spaced-dazed by Dawson,” the man said. The girl didn’t answer.


  “And you say you hate his guts,” the man declared.


  The girl’s face went suddenly hard. “You bet I do,” she said.


  “That’s all I wanted to make sure about,” the beady-eyed chap told her. “Because you’re gonna have to play up to him. He’ll have papers that we’re getting plenty good Venusian dough to grab. We gotta see to it that he doesn’t burn them when the vessel is brought to a halt.”


  “The vessel will be stopped?” the girl asked.


  Her companion nodded. “That’s my job. I’ve men placed in the crew. Your job’ll be to keep an eye on the papers, and Dawson.”


  “Don’t worry about my end of it,” the girl told him . . .


  Chapter II


  IN the Master’s stateroom aboard the luxury liner Astera, Harlan Dawson, still clad in the wrinkled linen tunic that he had worn that morning during his conversation with Space General Selwin, was at work.


  A bottle of junovian brandy was at his elbow, and a space chart was stretched before him on the table where he sat. Spread out on the fresh surface of his space bunk at the other side of the room was his officer’s tunic, whitely immaculate and gleaming with gold braid.


  Dawson’s even white teeth were clamped, as usual, over a thin, small, junovian cigar which he rolled from one corner of his mouth to the other as he frowned intently at’ the chart before him.


  A knock sounded on the bulkhead door of his stateroom.


  Dawson looked up.


  “Come in!” he shouted. His voice was deep, rich.


  A young, blond, Second Officer entered, his cheeks pink, his eyes eager. He was perfectly turned out in his white uniform tunic. He seemed slightly surprised by his skipper’s appearance.


  “I’m Keller, sir. Your new Second,” he explained self-consciously.


  Dawson grinned amiably.


  “Pull ulna chair, Mister. I’d like you to look over this course I’ve just prepared.”


  Second Officer Keller awkwardly pulled a chair over to the table and perched himself, uneasily on the edge of its seat. He craned his neck toward the chart before Dawson, trying to see its details.


  “I had you shifted from your old berth to this liner because I had reason to believe you’re a good man, Keller,” Dawson said casually. “Just in case you wondered what promoted you to service on the Astera so suddenly.”


  Second Officer Keller flushed in genuine modesty. “Thank you, sir. I needn’t say how pleased I was to learn that you wanted me as Second aboard the Astera. I was on packet duty, as a First, when I got my orders to report here at noon today.”


  Dawson nodded briefly. “Yes. I know. And as you are probably aware, this is my first voyage as Master on the Astera. We’re running a dangerous gauntlet. The Second Officer whose place you took has a wife and six kids. I wouldn’t let him come along, even though he wanted to do so.”


  He pushed the chart around under the nose of the young Second, who stared thoughtfully at it in silence for several minutes. Dawson sat back, watching the youth. Pink-cheeked, all right, he reflected. Plenty callow in some respects, perhaps. But a damned efficient record for coolness and brains under the toughest conditions of convoy packet duty.


  Young Keller looked up. His glance was admiring. “This is most cleverly charted, sir. I see you have taken in every possibility of change that might become necessary.”


  “Have to,” Dawson said. “We’ll have to keep ’em guessing. For it’s certain that we won’t leave port without their being notified of it by fifth column work here on Farisha.”


  Second Officer Keller’s youthful features went grim. And there was a sudden remarkable transition in his appearance. He looked quite hard and thoroughly competent.


  Dawson rose, pushing the chart across to Keller.


  “Take this up to the bridge with you,” he said. “Place it under lock in the chart cabinets. Warn First Officer Reynolds not to let anyone but the three of us within reach of it. That’s all. We’re getting under way when darkness falls.”


  Young Keller snapped a salute, and Dawson returned it, smiling.


  WHEN Keller had gone, Dawson poured himself a hooker of junovian brandy, downed it in a gulp, and smacked his lips appreciatively. He walked over to his bunk where his uniform lay spread for him. Casually, he ran his fingers over the gold braid on the sleeves, indicating his Master’s rating. He grinned, then, and began to peel his wrinkled linen tunic top from his massively muscular torso.


  Dawson had just removed the tunic top and tossed it casually to the corner of his bunk when another knock sounded on his stateroom door. He sighed.


  “Come in,” he called.


  A Space Marine, one of the members of two divisions of them stationed at Farisha, entered the stateroom. He held a portfolio in his left hand, and snapped a salute with the other.


  “From General Selwin, sir,” he said.


  Dawson, frowning, took the portfolio, and the Marine left. Moving back to the big table in the center of his stateroom, Dawson placed the portfolio on it, and opened a small, sealed envelope which had been attached to the front of the case. There was a note.


  “Dear Captain Dawson:


  Place these papers in the safest place conceivable. They are exceedingly valuable and must not fall into enemy hands should you fail in your mission. In such event, I feel confident that I can count on you to destroy them whatever the risk.


  Best of good luck,


  S. Gen. R.J. Selwin, F.S.A.”


  Dawson reread the note gravely, then tore it meticulously into tiny fragments. He dropped these into the basket by his chart desk and picked up the portfolio. He looked around the room for a moment, then stepped over to the bulkhead of his stateroom where a picture hung innocently.


  Pushing the picture away, Dawson revealed a small, square, reinforced duralloy compartment which was slotted with numbers in a one line sequence. He ran his fingers along the numbers, pressing six of them several times in this operation. The duralloy door slid automatically open, revealing the interior of a tiny safe. Dawson placed the papers in there, closed the door, and slid the picture back in place after making certain that the panel was fast.


  He was frowning as he moved back to his bunk to resume his dressing. Frowning still, as he tried to imagine what invaluable information that portfolio contained . . .


  The waiting room in Farisha’s space port was crowded with women, children, soldiers, and a few serious faced, intent gentlemen from the state and diplomacy corps of the interplanetary base.


  At one end of the room was a wide ramp, fronted by a wharf from which small space launches picked up passengers to carry them out across the harbor to the waiting bulk of the luxury liner Astera.


  The scenes of parting were for the most part grimly restrained as soldiers bade farewell to wives and children. Occasionally, however, over the intense hum of strained conversation throughout the depot, there came the sound of a woman’s sobs, or a child’s crying.


  PERHAPS fifty yards from the embarkation ramp, Space General Roger J. Selwin stood quietly talking to a tall, slim, gray-eyed girl, who was wearing a red tunic smock that contrasted attractively with her long, ash-blonde hair.


  “This is the best thing, Dana,” the Space General was saying gravely. “I hate to see you go, and I’d never have brought you along when I took this command, had I imagined the situation would turn out as it did.”


  Dana Selwin’s clear gray eyes were understanding, her piquant features lovely and sympathetic. Her voice, when she answered her father, was low and coolly liquid.


  “That’s all right, Dad. I understand perfectly. I—I’d like to stick by—no matter what happens. And I do feel somehow as if I’m running out on you. But since this is the only way you’ll have it, the only way that will please you, I’ll carry out your orders like a space trooper. I ought to have enough family heritage from the fighting Selwin clan to do that.” She made an effort at a smile.


  General Selwin put his arm fondly around the girl’s shoulder.


  “You’re as grand a little trooper as your mother was, Dana,” the General said huskily.


  Through the address system from the ramp, a voice boomed with mechanical monotony.


  “Group Seven! Group Seven! Group Seven! Aboard!”


  Dana looked up quickly. An empty space launch, manned by its nattily-clad crew, was sliding up to the ramp on its return from its last load to the Astera.


  Her father saw it.


  “Your traveling gear all checked with the stewards, Dana?” he asked.


  The gray-eyed, ash-blonde beauty nodded. Then, suddenly, she threw her arms warmly around the General, brushing a kiss across his cheek and burying her head against his military tunic to keep her tears from him.


  “Good luck, Dad. Give ’em the very hottest hell!” she said muffledly.


  The General’s eyes were moist, and he was thankful that his daughter couldn’t see it. He patted her fondly on the back.


  “You bet we will, Dana darling. We’ll give ’em every last bit of hell at our disposal. Goodbye, now, darling. You’d better hurry, or you’ll miss a seat in your launch group.”


  Dana Selwin looked up swiftly, forcing a smile through her tears, and kissed her father resoundingly on the cheek. Then she was moving swiftly away from him toward the ramp, looking back over her shoulder to wave every other step.


  Space General Selwin choked back the lump in his throat as he waved back at his daughter when she paused before entering the space launch. He was still waving as the launch left the ramp. His eyes were moist . . .


  ON the glassicade enclosed promenade deck of the luxury space liner, Astera, a man and a woman stood side by side, looking out over the railing at the small space launches darting up to the reception ramp.


  They were the two who had conversed earlier that day in the girl’s room in Farisha’s Royal Hotel.


  “There’s more of them than I imagined,” the girl said in an oddly soft voice. “And I didn’t think there’d be so many children.”


  The thin, beady-eyed man with the sharp features and the black, waxed moustache, glanced worriedly at the girl.


  “Don’t let it throw you,” he advised scornfully.


  “You’re sure that nothing will happen to these wives and children?” the girl asked, disregarding his comment. “You’re sure that the ship’ll just be stopped, searched, the papers taken and that’s all?”


  The beady-eyed chap glared at her. “Of course. I told you that a dozen times already. Stop going gray over it.”


  “I’m not. It’s just that, well—I’d die if I thought those poor little tykes would be—”


  Her companion cut in. “That’s a laugh. Sally Lester gone soft and motherly alluva sudden!” He chuckled harshly.


  The girl’s dark eyes blazed at him. “What we’re doing, I have reasons for doing. Or at least my conscience isn’t bothered much by it. But if I thought that what we were doing would put the lives of those kids in—”


  The sharp faced chap cut in again. “Can it, Sally. I told you straight about it, so forget it.”


  The girl’s eyes were still wrathful. “By God, Jed Tolber, if you’ve lied to me, you’ll not live long to regret it!”


  The man she’d called Tolber forced a smile. His pale eyes went slate yellow. He touched the waxed tips of his black moustache.


  “Calm down, baby. I gave you the straight dope.”


  This seemed to reassure Sally Lester. She stared silently out through-Mille glassicade enclosure.


  Jed Tolber cleared his throat after a moment.


  “How about Dawson?” he asked. “Doncha think you oughtta get to work on him as soon as possible?”


  “Don’t worry about that,” the girl said evenly.


  “It’ll take a little time,” Tolber protested. “Why doncha get started now?”


  “It won’t take much time.”


  “But I thought you hated his guts,” Tolber said. “I thought the last time you and him were together you both had a blowup!”


  “I didn’t say that,” Sally said quietly. “I just said I hated his guts. We never had a blowup. I was the one who blew up, not Dawson.”


  “You gave him the air?”


  Sally Lester shook her head. “It wasn’t that. I wish to God it had been, though. I wish he’d been mine so that I could have given him the air, the louse!”


  “Ahhh,” Tolber smirked. His silence was a leer.


  “That’s right,” the girl said softly. “I was wild about him, and got the idea he felt the same. He didn’t. I’ve hated him ever since.”


  Tolber’s expression changed. “Then how’ll you get to first base with him now?” he demanded.


  “He likes me a lot,” Sally Lester’s voice emphasized the verb with acute distaste. “He’ll be glad to see me. I know that much. I’ll take care of the rest.”


  Jed Tolber considered this thoughtfully. His voice was definitely menacing when he finally spoke.


  “You better, baby. You better take care of the rest.”


  Sally Lester, staring moodily out over the railing, didn’t reply.


  Jed Tolber coughed harshly, choking it off with his handkerchief. He turned to leave.


  “See you at dinner, baby,” he said. Sally Lester didn’t turn to watch him leave . . .


  Chapter III


  THE main dining salon on the luxury liner, Astera, was devoid of its old grandeur and sparkling glitter on the evening of the giant space ship’s departure from Farisha.


  Where once had been exquisite martian silver service and immaculate linen nappery, there was now but row upon row of bare wooden tables flanked by benches of the same grim nakedness. Where before there had been scraping and bowing stewards and waiters, turned out in splendid tunics of crimson and silver braid, there were now only grim, khaki-tunicked mess attendants who served rations to all in the vast salon in impartial portions.


  This large dining place had once been reserved exclusively for the first class passengers of the Astera, and there had been other and less elaborate eating salons for second and third class voyagers. But the latter had been converted into sleeping quarters for those unfortunate enough to have made reservations on the vessel too late, and this huge salon was now serving as a community mess hall.


  There was one resemblance to former custom, however, and that was in the five “ship’s” tables that were presided over, in descending rank, by the Captain, his First Officer, Second Officer, Third Officer, and Chief Steward.


  These tables were near the front of the hall, fronting a podium which had once borne a dance orchestra. The Captain’s table, the smallest and foremost of this group, was, at the moment, devoid of its presiding spirit, Harlan Dawson. But even though he had not yet arrived, the dozen or so who had been selected to dine there were already engaged in pleasantly casual conversation.


  There were several members of the state and diplomatic service at this table, three or four merchants who had previously been prominent residents of Farisha; and four women, three of whom were middle aged and dowdy, and the fourth of whom was the lovely, ash-blonde daughter of General Selwin.


  Dana Selwin, of course, was the center of masculine attention. For not only was she young and beautiful, but also, as the daughter of the commander of Farisha, a source of highly authentic opinion on the state of Farisha in general, and the attitude of its defenders in particular.


  “I really couldn’t see any reason for undue anxiety about the situation,” a pale young man, a member of the diplomacy staff, was saying intensely to the girl. “We overestimate the Venusian mind.”


  “The Venusian mind,” said Dana quietly and a little wearily, “is cunning, swift to seize advantage of a situation, and schooled to treachery. It is not a good mind, in the moral sense of the word, but it is most certainly a dangerous mind to have against one as an enemy.”


  “I can’t agree with that, Miss Selwin,” one of the merchants, red-faced, sixtiesh, and pot-bellied, declared in a bull-like voice. “There were many Venusians on Farisha engaged in business there. Time after time I found my contemporaries and I were far quicker and more mentally agile than the Venusians in the business dealings we had with them. They are a stupid lot. We overestimate them.”


  DANA SELWIN was about to reply to this when a voice broke in behind her.


  “You’re quite definitely full of wind, my friend,” said the voice. It was deep, rich, powerful. “You and countless other smug asses on Farisha were victims of the most subtle form of Venusian propaganda. For years, while you made money from the Venusians on the base in business dealings, and developed a friendly, warm tolerance toward them because you could gain from them in commerce, they were laughing up the sleeves of their tunics, gathering countless thousands of bits of information about you, the Federation, and Farisha itself. They were spies. The money you made from their business bungling was deliberately lost by them to lure you into false complacency and a smug contempt for their ability. It was worth it to them to lose that money to spread their propaganda and gain precious information.”


  The speaker behind Dana had moved around to the front of the table as he talked. And he delivered his last sentences facing them all, smiling affably, before pulling back his chair and seating himself at their head. He was Harlan Dawson, Master of the Astera, resplendent, now, in his fresh white linen tunic and glittering gold braid.


  There was a moment of silence from all. The merchant who’d been contradicted by the Captain was gaping in stunned, flushed confusion. His eyes appraised Dawson with embarrassment and a grudging admiration at the unquestionably impressive mien of the man who had so humbled him verbally. Dawson broke the silence by flashing a white grin at Dana Selwin.


  “Don’t you agree with me, Miss Selwin? I feel that was what you might have replied if you hadn’t been restricted by the fact that you’re a lady.”


  Dana Selwin suddenly smiled back. She liked this big shouldered man with the ebon black hair and the crooked grin. There was something very genuine about him. Something very clean.


  “Yes, Captain,” she agreed. “I’m afraid I’d have had to answer a little less explicitly.”


  “Just as I thought,” Dawson smiled. He turned to the red faced merchant. “Miss Selwin is an unusually reliable source of information concerning Farisha, you see. And, incidentally, if you hold the Venusian mind and ability in such contempt, my friend, why are you now aboard a vessel that is fleeing the base?”


  The pale young man from the diplomacy staff spoke up.


  “As for me, I’d still be on Farisha this moment if I hadn’t received orders to the contrary.” His tone was indignant.


  Dawson’s dark eyes flashed, lanced with the pale young man’s, as he stared the speaker down.


  “Some people invariably have to be told what to do,” Dawson declared matter-of-factly. “And it’s a good thing for them, at times, that they must respond to orders.”


  The pale young man flushed and returned to his food. A middle-aged woman tittered. There was a low hum of conversation, in the middle of which the merchant Dawson had censured, rose and pushed back his plate.


  “In the future, Captain Dawson,” he said angrily, glaring around the table, “I’d appreciate it if I were seated at some other table.”


  Dawson grinned. “Sure,” he said. “Why not?”


  The merchant strode angrily off. The pale young man from the diplomacy corps looked as if he were about to say something, then he seemed to change his mind and returned to his food.


  DAWSON looked around the table, the crooked grin still on his face. His eyes returned to Dana Selwin.


  “I’ve served aboard the Astera for only six voyages,” he explained. “Somehow I don’t seem to fit into the social pattern necessary for an officer on a luxury space liner.” His statement was one of amused self-analysis, not apology.


  Dana Selwin smiled. “I always thought it was so unfortunate that so many first rate space officers never rose to the posts they deserved because they weren’t grooved to pink tea patterns.”


  Dawson nodded agreement. “Always one of my pet peeves,” he said. “They get their officer material from the hardest, toughest sort of background. Men who learn their trade from the bottom up. They’re scarred and seamy by the time they’re ready for big commands, but find themselves passed over for lack of dancing ability.” He looked around the huge salon. “But this situation,” he waved his hand to indicate the bare, grim aspect of the room, “is different. Hence you find yours truly, a packet and tramp ship skipper if there ever was one, in command.”


  Dana Selwin laughed. “You aren’t so terribly seamy, Captain. And I rather have a hunch that you can be very well aware of the social niceties whenever it pleases you.”


  Dawson’s eyes twinkled.


  “I’ll take that as a compliment, even though I’m not at all certain that it is one.”


  He rose suddenly, bowed an apology. “I’m afraid that you’ll have to excuse me. We’re about ready to get under way.” He addressed his words to the group at his table, but his eyes were on Dana. “I’ll see you all later,” he concluded.


  Dawson turned and made his way out of the salon, and as he moved through the rows of tables filled with passengers, he was conscious of the stares that followed his progress.


  “I don’t blame them,” Dawson told himself. “They’re trying to figure out what sort of a guy holds their life in his hands.”


  When he stepped out onto the deck, Dawson could already feel the vibration of the huge atomic motors in the bowels of the ship. He moved quickly along the dimly lighted promenade deck until he came to the companionway leading to the bridge.


  A sailor was stationed at the foot of the companionway, an atomic pistol strapped to his side, and he saluted as Dawson passed him and started up the steps to the bridge.


  Dawson realized that young Keller had probably placed the guard before the bridge companionway, and made a mental note in favor of the young Second Officer’s competence.


  Keller was waiting for him when Dawson stepped onto the bridge. The young Second was bending over a chart table, checking course bearings against the maze of instruments on the teleflash panels before which sat three space guidesmen.


  “Ready to get under way, sir,” Keller said, turning.


  “Good,” Dawson told Mm. “Are your checks made?”


  Keller nodded. “Yes, sir. All but our infra-blue running lights have been extinguished. The Chief Atomic Engineer is standing by for signal.”


  Dawson moved behind the three separate sets of directional controls behind which the three space guidesmen sat. He glanced over the shoulder of each, briefly checking the instruments before them. Then he turned back to Keller.


  “Signal,” he ordered.


  Keller’s hand found the communication signal switch, and an instant later the tremendous power of forward atomic speed hummed to life.


  DAWSON stepped before a luminous, level course board. On its surface was shown a radio-reflection of the space harbor and the vessels in it. The Astera, largest of the ships in the harbor, moved blackly forward on the course board toward the harbor exit. Dawson studied the progress of his craft.


  “Up speed,” Dawson commanded quietly an instant later.


  Keller touched a second signal switch, and the response from the Atomic Engine Room was instantaneous. The black radio-reflection on the course board moved more swiftly through the harbor.


  “Check with First Officer Reynolds on the forward station,” Dawson commanded. “Get his harbor clearing readings. We’re moving out.”


  Swiftly, competently, young Keller stepped across to a communico-board. An instant later he was talking with the First Officer from the forward station, relaying the clearing readings to the space guidesmen at their stations.


  Dawson smiled quietly to himself as the black outline that represented the Astera moved easily through the space harbor lock. He had a good crew, he reflected. Practically hand-picked. And beneath him was one of the fastest ships in this interplanetary belt. He turned to Keller.


  “Up full speed,” he commanded.


  Young Second Officer Keller touched the last signal switch, and the Astera woke into furious life as it screamed out through the harbor locks and into the blackness of the void . . .


  Chapter IV


  IN Sally Lester’s quarters, several hours after mess had been served to the Astera’s passengers in the main dining salon, Jed Tolber paced nervously back and forth before the lounge on which the raven haired girl sat.


  “Dawson will be coming off the bridge pretty soon,” Tolber declared in his nasal tenor. “He’ll probably go right to his quarters. That’ll be your chance.”


  “You’re certain he has the papers there?” Sally Lester asked.


  Tolber nodded. “Of course. It’s the most likely place of all. I know they were delivered to him there before the Astera left port. He’s not the kind to trust their safekeeping to the ship’s safe, and I’ll give odds that he’s taken personal charge of ’em.”


  “And how am I supposed to crack his safe?” the girl demanded.


  Tolber gave her a scornful glance. “How’re you supposed to?” He snorted. “Listen, baby, that’s your job. You’ll have a necklace you want him to keep personally for you until the trip is over. Get it? You tell him you never trusted ship’s safes, and besides you’d like it if he’d do you the favor of tucking it away in his own quarters.”


  “Dawson isn’t stupid,” the girl said. Tolber’s expression grew angry. “But you ain’t either, baby,” he said. “Or at least you’re not supposed to be. Remember that. It’s going to be strictly up to you to get those papers.”


  “How about the Venusian interception of the Astera?” the girl asked. Tolber looked cunning. “That’s all arranged. Matter of hours. I’ve taken care of it. Dawson’ll be plenty surprised to find out that in spite of his clever course plotting and super-fast ship his hand has already been tipped.”


  “How?” Sally Lester asked.


  Tolber grinned. “That ain’t your end of the deal, baby. How I arranged it was my job. Now you do yours.”


  “Why don’t the Venusians who’ll intercept the Astera crack Dawson’s stateroom safe, if you’re certain that the papers are there?”


  Tolber touched the waxed tips of his black mustache in impatient annoyance.


  “Any attempt to crack that safe would mean that the papers inside would be destroyed by chemicals before you could get to ’em. That’s why we gotta do it this way.”


  “And when I get the papers?” the girl asked.


  Tolber stopped pacing. He faced the girl, his eyes cold.


  “How many times do you have to bring up that theme?” he demanded. “If I told you once I told you a hundred times that nothing’s gonna happen. The Astera’s passengers and crew won’t get hurt none if they behave themselves. All that matters is the papers.”


  “Dawson won’t take the interception lying down,” the girl said.


  Tolber nodded, smirking. “Supposing he doesn’t?” he demanded. “That’s his worry. And besides, his hide shouldn’t be no concern of yours, baby. Don’t forget, you hate his guts.”


  The girl rose. Her eyes were suddenly hard.


  “You aren’t fooling,” she said grimly. Tolber seemed pleased. He eyed the girl speculatively.


  “That’s the way I like to hear you talk,” he told her.


  Tolber turned and moved to the door, then. He stood there a moment, smiling as if at some secret joke.


  “I’ll leave now,” he said. “You wait here a little longer, then take a stroll up to Dawson’s quarters. He should be off the bridge by then. Good luck, baby.”


  He paused an instant to put a small paper packet on the table by the door.


  “You’ll need these,” he said, “for Dawson’s drink.”


  Tolber left.


  Sally Lester moved slowly over to the table. She picked up the small paper packet. There were three tiny, round pills in it. She stared at it speculatively a moment, turning it over in her hand. Then she broke it open and slipped two of the pills into her tunic blouse pocket. She walked over to the mirror above the lounge and began to arrange her raven hair. Her hands were a trifle unsteady.


  “It’s been a long time, Harlan Dawson, you lousy lug,” she muttered between set, white teeth. “A very long time.”


  She picked up a package of cigarettes and lighted one none too steadily. The first few draughts composed her somewhat . . .


  HARLAN DAWSON entered his cabin stateroom tiredly, closing the door behind him and moving over to the small, duralloy bar cabinet in the corner.


  He brought forth a glass and a bottle of junovian brandy, taking them over to the table in the center of the room. Stripping off his white tunic coat, Dawson threw it carelessly on his bunk, pulled up a chair before the table, then moved over to the picture on the stateroom bulkhead where his personal safe was concealed.


  He moved the picture back, revealing the safe. He ran his fingers along the number sequence slots, pressing the combination digits, and the duralloy door of the reinforced compartment swung automatically and noiselessly open.


  Dawson stepped to his bunk and picked up his tunic coat, bringing it back with him to the safe. There he took several envelopes of small portfolio size from the pockets, removed several more from the interior of the safe, sorted them a moment, transferred several, and then threw his tunic coat back onto the bunk.


  He was in the process of shutting the safe panel when a knock sounded on his stateroom door.


  Dawson had barely framed the words, “Just a moment,” when the stateroom door opened without further hesitation.


  A girl stood there. A raven haired girl, with a slim lovely figure and attractive features that were a trifle too hard.


  “Sally!” Dawson exclaimed. “Sally Lester—well I’ll be damned!”


  Sally Lester smiled.


  “Hello Har,” she said. “It’s been a long time, eh?”


  Dawson suddenly remembered the safe. He grinned from it to the girl.


  “Just a moment, kid. Take a seat. You caught me in the act of being very secretive. I was closing this thing.”


  “I won’t peek,” Sally Lester smiled. “If you think you can’t trust me. But can’t you drop your big responsibilities long enough to buy a girl a drink?” Her tone was taunting.


  Dawson slid the picture back over the still open safe.


  The girl moved to meet him, one hand outstretched.


  “Shake hands,” she said, “like friends. Remember? You said that’s what we were going to be to one another. Just friends.”


  Dawson took her outstretched hand and drew her toward him.


  “I can still kiss you like a sister, Sally,” he laughed. “Especially since it’s been so long.”


  He planted a kiss on the girl’s temple and released her, waving to the table. “Sit down, kid. Sit down and tell me all about yourself. What’ve you been doing since I saw you last? Hell, I hadn’t any idea you were aboard. Why didn’t you let me know sooner?” He picked up a chair and swung it over to the other side of the table, went to the bar and brought forth another glass. Apparently not aware that the girl hadn’t answered him yet, Dawson took a seat across from her.


  “Still dancing, kid?” he asked.


  Sally nodded. “I still have my act, Har. But now I’m like everyone else aboard, getting out of Farisha while the getting’s good.”


  Dawson filled two glasses and chuckled.


  “Here’s to you, kid,” he told her. “Remember that sweet parting we had in Kruzar, two years ago?”


  Sally Lester smiled. “I caught you on the shoulder with a bottle of this stuff,” she said, raising her glass. “I told you I never wanted to see your big grinning mug again in all my life.” She laughed.


  Dawson rubbed his shoulder ruefully. “Kid, you were at a boiling pitch. What was it about?”


  Sally Lester’s eyebrows raised faintly, but she forced a smile. “Don’t you remember?”


  DAWSON laughed. “Oh, sure. That’s right. Now I recall. You’d gotten a sudden complex for wedding bells, wasn’t that it? You got some damned idea that you were nuts about Har Dawson.” He laughed again. “I’ll bet that was like the rest of your moods, kid. It probably didn’t last any longer than the next day.”


  “It lasted a little longer than that, Har,” Sally said quietly.


  But Dawson hadn’t noticed the expression in her eyes that accompanied the words. He was still reminiscing.


  “I remember I decided that I’d save you from yourself. I got a berth as a Second on the Ventura the next morning and shipped out of Kruzar the next noon. Hell, kid, that was funny, wasn’t it?”


  Sally Lester nodded, her laugh imperceptibly brittle.


  “I was awfully sore that night, you lug.”


  “When I hit Kruzar again,” Dawson continued, “you’d left. I couldn’t find out for where to save my life. Checked everywhere. They all said they didn’t know where you’d gone. I was afraid then that you might have still been in your wedding bell mood and picked another mug about like me to get emotional over.”


  Sally shook her head, taking a long drink from her glass.


  “No, Har.” she told him. “There wasn’t another mug.”


  Dawson refilled their glasses. “That’s swell, kid. I’m glad to hear it. Here’s to the fact that you’re still eligible to make some lucky guy a helluva fine wife.”


  “You mean that, Har?” Sally asked, raising her glass and her gaze to meet Dawson’s.


  Harlan Dawson nodded soberly. “I mean it, Sally. You’re a peach of a kid. You know I’ve always thought that. Nothing would make me happier than to know that you found a man good enough to deserve you. And, honey,” he concluded, “when that day comes, I’ll be space burned and void crazy if you don’t have me there as best man.”


  Something that had flickered into Sally Lester’s eyes for that brief instant now faded.


  “Thanks, Har,” she said thinly. Her smile was forced. “I’ll issue a special invitation to you.”


  “No one in mind as yet?” Dawson asked, downing his second drink. Sally Lester shook her head. “No one as yet, Har.” She drained her drink, coughing slightly.


  “Whatever made you come to Farisha in the first place, kid?” Dawson asked.


  Sally continued to cough.


  “Can’t you get me a wash for this, Har?” she asked suddenly. “You ought to know that I was never as good at downing this stuff as you were.”


  Dawson rose, grinning apologetically. “Sure, Sally. Sorry I didn’t think of it. Hold on a minute and I’ll soothe that throat of yours.” He turned away, starting for the cabinet bar in the corner of the stateroom.


  Sally Lester’s hand suddenly went to her tunic blouse pocket, bringing forth two tiny white pills. Swiftly, her glance on Dawson’s back as he bent to bring a bottle from the cabinet, she dropped the round pills into his glass.


  Dawson returned with the bottle, and Sally Lester was lighting a cigarette, her eyes purposely avoiding his.


  He sat down again, opening the bottle and pouring some of it into the girl’s glass.


  “This is smooth carbonate, kid,” he said. “Makes the lousiest liquor go down like nectar. A swell mix. I picked up a couple of cases of it in Neprokla a few months back.”


  Sally lifted her glass, tasted her drink. She smiled at Dawson.


  “That’s swell, Har. Thanks. More like it.” She no longer coughed.


  DAWSON found a small, thin junovian cigar and lighted it, sitting back, smiling crookedly.


  “You don’t know how swell it is to see you again, kid,” he said. “I’ve thought about you a lot. We had a lot of good times together, eh?” His hand went to his glass, and he turned it around on the table several times, looking at the girl.


  “You haven’t changed a lot,” Dawson decided. “A little thinner, perhaps. A trace of strain on your face that wasn’t there before. Everything been going all right?”


  “It’s been fine, Har,” the girl said quickly. “Everything’s been swell. Honestly. The—the war, and everything gets everyone these days, I guess.” She was making an effort to keep her eyes from Dawson’s glass.


  “It’s a helluva mess,” Dawson agreed. “Misery for the innocent and the helpless. Always has to be that way. But, by God, those little Venusian swine will pay through their flat noses this time.”


  Sally Lester raised her glass.


  “Here’s to victory,” she said. Dawson raised his glass to hers. “To the Federation,” he said.


  Holding her own glass to her lips, the girl watched Dawson down his drink in a swift gulp. Then Dawson had brought his empty glass back hard upon the table and was looking at her in surprise.


  “Toasts ought to be simultaneous, kid,” he said in mock rebuke.


  Sally Lester flushed, and in a gesture almost comparable to Dawson’s threw her head back and drained her drink in a long, steady gulp.


  “Atta girl,” Dawson grinned. “A trifle late, but all there.”


  He reached for the brandy bottle and refilled both glasses, spilling a little when he came to his own. His hand shook slightly as he put the bottle back on the table, and even more so as he reached for the carbonate bottle to complete the girl’s drink.


  Sally Lester watched him breathlessly now.


  Dawson’s face had gone flushed, and now was paling rapidly. He put his hand to his tunic shirt collar.


  “It’s hot in here,” he said. “Hot as hell. Notice it?”


  Sally Lester shook her head.


  “What’s wrong?” Dawson said. His words were getting thick now. “What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?”


  He pushed back the table suddenly and rose lurchingly to his feet.


  Sally Lester rose with him, standing back, watching Dawson teeter uncertainly, his big hands fast to the table for support.


  “What’s wrong?” Dawson grunted, his words now almost unintelligible. He released his grip on the table and swayed toward Sally, both hands outstretched, trying to place them on her shoulders.


  “Sally!” Dawson mumbled. “Good God, kid, what’ve—”


  The words trailed off meaninglessly and he half stumbled toward the girl, his arms suddenly around her, his head buried on her shoulder.


  Neither the girl nor Dawson heard the knocking on the stateroom door. And it was repeated several times before the door opened inward.


  THEN Dawson, the room whirling and a thick fog enveloping his last fragments of consciousness, saw the blurred outline of the girl standing in the doorway. The blurred outline focused, then, just long enough for Dawson to see Dana Selwin’s shocked, slightly disgusted features.


  Sally Lester had half turned as she heard the door open.


  And now she, too, was aware of the lovely blonde girl looking at them in amazed disgust. Sally’s arms were around Dawson now, and she was making every effort to keep him on his feet.


  In the door, Dana Selwin regarded the spectacle, the table, the bottles and glasses, Dawson and the raven haired girl.


  “I’m very sorry,” she said tightly. “I had no idea I would interrupt.”


  Then she was gone, the stateroom door slamming behind her.


  Dawson mumbled thickly, “Sally. . . . Dana . . .”


  And then he slipped sidewards from the girl’s exhausted arms and crashed unconscious to the floor.


  Sally. Lester stood looking down at him, her body trembling, her eyes moist and frightened.


  “Oh, Har, Har,” she murmured. “You big fool. You big unsuspecting fool!”


  Then she stepped quickly to the wall safe, moving the. picture back to reveal the open safe compartment. Quickly she withdrew all its contents, some three or four portfolio envelopes.


  She glanced at these hurriedly, frightenedly, face white in growing panic. Then she opened her tunic blouse slightly, concealed them there, and buttoned it again.


  Sally Lester paused once at the door of the stateroom to gaze down at the unconscious figure of Harlan Dawson sprawled there on the floor.


  Then she opened the door, stepping out onto the enclosed deck section, adjusted the catch lock mechanism, and closed it hard behind her.


  She turned, then, and hurried off down the deck . . .


  Chapter V


  JED TOLBER, in his stateroom quarters, nervously crushed out his sixth cigarette in less than an hour and looked up sharply as he heard footsteps once again sounding on the deck outside.


  He crossed to the door, waiting tensely there as the steps grew louder. The footsteps stopped, and two sharp knocks sounded on the door.


  “Yes?” Tolber demanded.


  A girl’s voice, faint but recognizable, answered in obviously strained agitation.


  “Hurry. Let me in.”


  Tolber opened the door a crack, and Sally Lester pushed it wider, striding quickly past him into the room.


  Tolber slammed the door shut and wheeled to face the girl.


  “You have them?” he demanded. Sally Lester nodded, white-faced, turning her back a moment.


  When she turned back again, she had four portfolio envelopes in her hand. She gave them to Tolber who glanced at them in swift satisfaction.


  “They were all in the safe,” she said. “I took them all, rather than run the risk of getting the wrong ones.”


  “Good,” Tolber nodded in satisfaction. He shoved them into his tunic pocket.


  The girl lighted a cigarette with swift, jerky unsteadiness. She began to pace the floor agitatedly.


  Tolber watched her a moment, a smirk touching the corners of his thin mouth.


  “What about Dawson?” he asked.


  “Out cold,” the girl said. “He’s on the floor of his cabin.”


  Tolber nodded a second time in satisfaction. Then, smirking more obviously, he said: “You don’t seem too happy about it all, baby.”


  Sally Lester stopped pacing to glare at him.


  “What the hell do you think I’d be?” she demanded. “I was in love with him—once. This will ruin him. This will break him. He’ll never get another command after this.”


  Tolber shrugged, still smirking. “So what? What could be better from your viewpoint?”


  The girl looked at him levelly for an instant, her eyes mirroring smouldering anguish.


  “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I don’t know.”


  Tolber stepped to the door, opening it and peering out up and down the enclosed decks. Then he stepped back in and spoke to the girl.


  “Get back to your own quarters,” he said. “Stay there until I come to get you. Don’t come out onto the decks no matter what seems to be breaking. Get me?”


  Sally Lester nodded.


  “There’s gonna be plenty breaking inside of another hour,” Tolber promised her. “One of the men aboard has been in touch with the Venusian ship on secret band for the last two hours.”


  THE girl stopped. “The Venusians are near us?” she asked.


  Tolber smiled unpleasantly.


  “Very near. Much nearer than your friend Dawson has any idea. It’s a Venusian patrol cruiser. Fast enough to cut us off by slicing in on the Astera’s course. Heavily enough armed to make the crew of the Astera give up any ideas about using their small cannon power to make a fight of it.”


  The girl went faintly pale. “There—there won’t be any bloodshed, Jed?” she asked.


  Tolber shrugged. “For the last time, I’ll tell you. No one’ll get hurt who behaves.”


  The girl hesitated a moment before stepping out the door. The glance she gave Tolber was determined.


  “By God, Jed,” she said, “you’d better be telling the truth!”


  When the girl had gone, Tolber closed the door behind her and removed the portfolio envelopes from his pocket to glance again at them briefly. His cold pale eyes glittered triumphantly as he placed them back in his pocket. Stepping over to his bunk, Tolber took an atomic pistol out from under the matting and, opening his tunic coat briefly, shoved it into a shoulder holster. Then he mopped his bald head with a handkerchief, coughed hackingly into it an instant later, and started in the direction of his stateroom door . . .


  YOUNG Second Officer Keller knocked once on the door of Captain Dawson’s stateroom and waited patiently for an answer. There was none.


  Keller knocked again, this time more loudly.


  Still there was no answer from inside.


  Frowning, the young Second Officer tried the knob, pressing in with his shoulder. The door refused to yield.


  Keller stood there a moment, undecided, then stepped back a pace and lunged hard against the door. The tough duralloy plating was, of course, practically impregnable. And the lock mechanism almost equally so.


  The young Second opened his uniform tunic coat and drew an atomic pistol from the holster at his waist.


  He held the muzzle of the gun level with the lock mechanism and fired three times. Nothing remained, then, but a smouldering orange gap in the duralloy metal.


  Keller pushed the door swiftly open and stepped into his Captain’s stateroom, almost stumbling over Dawson’s inert figure sprawled there by the door.


  The young Second choked off a startled cry of amazement and turned swiftly to shut the door behind him. Then he was on one knee beside the unconscious figure of his skipper, turning Dawson’s big frame over so that he lay on his back.


  The odor of brandy, and a sweetish smell of something more than that, came immediately to the young officer’s nostrils. Lips tight, Keller looked up at the table on which the bottles and the two glasses still remained.


  He rose then, stepping over to the table.


  Keller held the open brandy bottle to his nose, put it down, repeated the process on the carbonate bottle, then went on to the glasses.


  After smelling Dawson’s glass, the young Second put it back on the table moved swiftly to the cabinet bar, secured a fresh glass, and returned to the table with it. He filled this to the brim with brandy, then, and moved back to his skipper’s side.


  Kneeling beside Dawson once again, Keller raised the captain’s head until it was almost upright, forcing the brandy glass against the unconscious lips until the slack jaw fell open limply and the liquid in the glass literally poured down Dawson’s throat.


  Half the liquor spilled over Dawson’s shirtfront, but the other half gagged down his throat, bringing back consciousness with gasping, choking effect. Spluttering and shaking his head sickly from side to side, Harlan Dawson opened his eyes.


  For a moment he stared uncomprehendingly around the room, and then up into his young Second Officer’s face. “Are you all right, sir?” Keller pleaded anxiously.


  Suddenly Dawson cursed, struggling to get to his feet.


  “Easy, sir,” Keller implored. “You’ll pass out again if you try to rise too quickly. You’ve been drugged, sir.” Dawson, face white with sickness and rage, permitted Keller to assist him in rising.


  “I know I have, Keller,” he said thickly. “Damn, I’ve been a fool!” He shook his head, driving the cobwebs of stupor from it, clinging to the table for support while his Second watched anxiously.


  “Cold towels, Keller, and ammonia. You’ll find them both in that cabinet,” Dawson said.


  “Damn her,” Dawson muttered through set teeth while Keller stepped away to get the towels and ammonia.


  “Damn her conniving little hide. She can’t get away with this. There isn’t a chance in the world for her to slip off the Astera. Did she think I was crazy? Or was she?”


  KELLER returned, and Dawson pressed the iced towels to his face and forehead, inhaling freely from the ammonia valve as he did so.


  Then, still a trifle unsteadily, Dawson made his way over to the wall safe. He slid back the picture to reveal the narrow little safe compartment. It was quite empty.


  Keller, who had been watching his commanding officer tautly, cleared his throat.


  “Shall I sound an immediate search alarm, sir?” he asked.


  Dawson shook his head and staggered weakly over to his bunk. There he picked up his uniform tunic from the place where he’d carelessly thrown it. Quickly, he searched through the inner pockets.


  He brought forth a small portfolio envelope, looked at it carefully, and grinned grimly.


  “Try again, baby,” he muttered. “You didn’t look in the right place.”


  “What was that, sir?” Dawson demanded.


  “Someone,” Dawson answered tightly, “didn’t get what she made so much trouble over.”


  “Do you want me to send out an arrest order, Captain?” young Keller asked.


  Dawson shook his head. “Not yet,” he told the puzzled junior officer. “I have to get any additional angles there might be on this thing first.”


  “Is there anything can do, sir?” Keller asked bewideredly.


  Dawson nodded. “Get me some paper. Over there, atop the cabinet.” Keller brought him the sheaf of pa per he’d indicated, and a pen.


  Dawson sat down before the table and began to write swiftly.


  
    “My Dear Miss Selwin:


    I am entrusting this envelope to your possession in the knowledge that you will have some fairly certain idea of what it contains. No one, save my Second Officer, will have any idea that it is in your possession. I am sure I can trust you to remember that any disclosure of its whereabouts, under any circumstance whatsoever, will seriously endanger the Federation.


    Destroy this letter, and conceal the envelope somewhere in your stateroom, or on your person


    Sincerely,


    Harlan Dawson,


    Captain, F.S.L. Astera”

  


  Dawson folded the note, sealed it in an envelope, and handed it, with the small portfolio envelope, to his Second.


  “Take this to Dana Selwin immediately,” Dawson said. “You know her stateroom location, don’t you?”


  Second Officer Keller nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  “No one is to know of this matter, Keller,” Dawson warned him. “Under any and all circumstances. Is that clear?”


  Young Keller nodded, saluting. “Yes, sir. It is perfectly clear, sir.”


  “Report to me the moment you deliver it,” Dawson concluded. “I’ll be on the bridge.”


  His expression was grim as he watched Keller leave.


  DAWSON waited a moment after the door closed behind Keller. He rose, then and moved to his bunk, picking up his uniform tunic coat. Before donning it, he stepped to a desk table beside the bunk, opened a drawer and brought forth an atomic pistol and holster belt.


  He strapped the belt and holstered weapon to his waist, then, and slipped into his coat. At the door of his stateroom, Dawson paused a moment, remembering the wall safe. He stepped over to it, moved the picture back, touched the number sequence slots and watched it close automatically. Then he dropped the picture back in place and let the stateroom.


  In the dim light of the glassicade enclosed deck outside, Dawson, hesitated a moment, looking up and down the promenade. He turned to the right, then, moving up the deck toward the bridge companionway.


  At the foot of the companionway Dawson halted, frowning. The man Keller had had stationed on guard there before was now nowhere in evidence.


  Quickly, Dawson started up the companionway, his mind suddenly filled with a hundred ominous suspicions.


  At the bridge entrance he stopped sharply, drawing in his breath in sudden horror at the scene before him.


  Reynolds, the First Officer, lay dead at his feet, a blue hole burned through his forehead by an atomic pistol. Reynolds lay dead, and at the three directional controls, three spaceguidesmen slumped lifelessly forward in their seats!


  Dawson didn’t hesitate, he leaped toward the general alarm signal siren.


  And it was at that instant that he heard the noise behind him. Heard the noise but was unable to turn swiftly enough to avoid the descending barrel of an atomic pistol which crashed down hard on the side of his skull.


  Dawson felt a moment of blinding, flashing pain, and then a nausea of blackness curtained off consciousness. He fell heavily to the floor of the bridge . . .


  Chapter VI


  JED TOBLER, standing at the bridge entrance, smiled thinly.


  “Good work,” he told the burly spaceman standing over the inert figure of the Astera’s captain.


  There were two other spacemen behind Tolber, and now on a signal from him, they stepped around Dawson’s body and moved the space-radio control board at the corner of the bridge. Tolber stepped over to the luminous course board, glancing down at it briefly.


  There on its surface was reflected a moving black tube which represented the Asters. In the upper corner of the board was a slightly smaller tube-like silhouette. It was moving rapidly toward a point at which it would meet the big luxury liner.


  Tolber smiled.


  “All on course,” he declared. “We should meet the Venusian cruiser in another fifteen minutes. Send out the proper space-radio signals.”


  Tolber drew a small, thin code book from his inner pocket and handed it to the spaceman at the radio controls. He turned back to the burly spacemen who had felled Dawson from behind.


  “Get down there and see that the round-up of passengers moves along all right,” he told him.


  “Everyone?” the burly spaceman demanded.


  “Of course,” Tolber snapped. “Gather them together in the dining salon. Take the diplomatic staff representatives, the General’s daughter, and any of the ship’s officers still alive into the captain’s quarters. They’ll be held apart from the rest, of course. They’ll be in for some heavy questioning.”


  The burly spaceman nodded.


  WHEN young Second Officer Keller left Dana Selwin’s stateroom, he stopped at his own quarters for several minutes before going to meet Captain Dawson on the bridge.


  It was this delay, perhaps, which saved him from the fate of First Officer Reynolds.


  On emerging from his stateroom, Keller saw the trio of oilers from the atomic engine room mustering the frightened women passengers from the cabins out onto the deck.


  The young Second didn’t hesitate.


  His atomic pistol was in his hand instantly, and he took only the precaution of calling out to the oilers and making certain of their hostile intent when their first shots blasted at him.


  Then Keller was on one knee, half concealed by a passageway turn, atomic pistol flashing through the semi-darkness as he picked off the nearest of the oilers.


  Above the screams of the women and the startled curses of the remaining oilers, Keller could hear the beginning of similar confusion everywhere on the vessel.


  The oilers had taken concealment behind a lifecraft after Keller’s first shots had picked off their companion. And the women had taken refuge in the cabin from which they’d been driven.


  Keller held fire, then, waiting for the first flash from the atomic pistols of the oilers.


  Half a minute passed, and the young Second warily exposed a shoulder around the passageway turn. Both oilers fired, revealing their position, and Keller, deliberately taking aim, answered with four blasts.


  One sharp scream indicated a hit, and the young Second Officer’s lips went tight in satisfaction. There was another thirty seconds of silence. Then another series of shots from the remaining oiler. Keller screamed shrilly with the third.


  Silence. Keller held his breath.


  A minute passed. Cautiously, then, the oiler appeared around the edge of the lifecraft, moving toward Keller. The young Second waited until the oiler was less than ten feet away.


  His shot caught the oiler squarely in the face, and the latter pitched forward to the deck.


  Keller rose, then, stepping out from the passageway to the deck, gun still in hand. He moved around the body of the oiler.


  He heard steps behind him. Heard the steps and wheeled too late. The butt of an electrorifle in the hands of the huge spaceman who had slipped out from an alcove to come up silently behind crashed brutally down on the young Second Officer’s skull.


  He slumped limply to the deck . . .


  DANA SELWIN reread Dawson’s note for the second time after young Second Officer Keller, had left her stateroom. An anxious frown was on her lovely features, and her gray eyes were troubled.


  Then she turned again to the portfolio envelope the young Second had also delivered and regarded it appraisingly.


  After a moment’s hesitation, Dana picked up the small portfolio envelope and took it over to a small handbag lying on her stateroom writing desk.


  She placed the envelope in the bag and snapped it firmly shut.


  DANA spent the next several minutes pacing restlessly back and forth in the narrow confines of her stateroom, her frown even deeper and the worry in her lovely eyes more pronounced.


  Suddenly, as if on a split second resolve, she turned and stepped to the door. Her hand was on the knob when she paused, seemingly remembering the handbag still on the table desk.


  She crossed the room swiftly, picked it up, and started toward the door a second time.


  Then it was that she heard the shots. They were unmistakable—definitely the sound of atomic pistol fire.


  Shrill cries then, feminine and terrified, came faintly to her.


  There was a sudden silence, while the girl, wide-eyed and frozen, stood indecisively there at the door.


  Silence, still. Then two shots, answered by four more.


  A sharp, masculine scream followed the fourth shot. Then there was silence once again. Seconds passed, and another series of shots blasted forth.


  This time another shrill cry of a man in anguish.


  Again silence. A minute passed, still half a minute more. Whitely, Dana waited.


  A single shot roared out. Faintly, Dana heard the thud of-a falling body. Then footsteps.


  She hesitated no longer. She threw open the door and stepped out onto the deck. Looking to the right, the girl saw a sudden, frightful tableau. A huge, burly spaceman, his back to her, was raising an electrorifle butt high above his head before bringing it down on the skull of an unsuspecting Space Officer.


  Dana had barely time to see the officer’s white young face as he wheeled—it happened so sickeningly fast. And then the gun butt crashed down on his skull and he slipped sidewards to the deck.


  Dana had half formed her instinctive scream of alarm when burly arms wrapped tightly around her from behind, and a thick, accented voice said grimly:


  “Easy, sister, you’re coming along with me.”


  Dana Selwin tried to struggle, but it was futile . . .


  SALLY Lester crushed out another cigarette nervously on the stand by her lounge. Her features were pale, drawn, tightly tensed. Her hands worked agitated patterns on the handkerchief she carried.


  The sounds of confusion, struggle, sporadic firing had been going on now for more than ten minutes. And it was obvious that they were rapidly making the girl more than distraught.


  Several times she stepped toward the door of her cabin, only to turn away again, biting her full, ripe underlip in an anxiety of denial.


  Once, when she heard the sharp cry of a small child, her body had tensed, then trembled uncontrollably while she fought to regain possession of her nerves.


  At length the sounds of confusion and conflict died down, or faded away—she wasn’t certain which—to be replaced by another and more ominous sound.


  Somewhere in the blackness of the void surrounding the luxury liner Astera, another space craft was approaching. And Sally didn’t need the peculiar rocket vibration of that alien craft to identify it for her.


  “They’re coming,” she told herself again and again. “They’re coming. Oh, God, and I’m responsible for part of this hell that’s loose!”


  A knock sounded on her door, finally, and when she answered, Jed Tolber swaggered into the stateroom. His thin lips were smirking, and in his pale eyes there was a savagery the girl had never seen there till now.


  “The Astera is ours, baby,” he announced in his nasal whine. “It was as easy as shooting sparrows.”


  The girl put her hand to her mouth. “How many?” she demanded hoarsely.


  Tolber shrugged indifferently.


  “Ten, twenty,” he said.


  The girl shuddered. “Women, or kids?”


  Tolber’s grin was slyly suggestive. “They weren’t all crew members who acted up.”


  There was loathing and bitter self-accusation in Sally’s voice as she answered.


  “You didn’t have to kill them,” she said huskily. “Oh, God, your swine didn’t have to shoot down helpless kids.”


  Tolber’s face flushed with sudden anger.


  “Listen, baby,” he said harshly, “there were only sixteen of us, counting you. We were placed at the right spot and at the right moment. We weren’t yellow. We took our chances. Six of us were killed in taking over this ship.”


  “You had the nerve centers of the ship sabotaged,” the girl cried. “They didn’t have a chance to resist. There was nothing but sneaking cowardice in your attack. There was no need to kill!”


  Tolber’s face was still flushed with anger. His pale eyes flashed cruelly, and he stepped swiftly up to the girl, catching her across the face with an open-palmed slap that rocked her back. “Shut up!” he snarled. “Shut up before I decide I don’t need you no more.”


  THE girl backed away, eyes fixed in horror on the gun Tolber had suddenly drawn. There was a red splotch where his slap had marked her pale features.


  “You wouldn’t dare!” she choked. Tolber laughed harshly, waving the barrel of the atomic pistol in his hand. “The hell I wouldn’t!” he told her. “I’m no punk agent any more. I’m a big shot. I engineered this thing, and don’t think I won’t be the little white-haired boy in Venus for it. There’ll be plenty of pay-back coming to me for this little feat, baby. Plenty.”


  “You’re crazy,” the girl said softly. “You’re out of your mind. You can’t play around with rattlesnakes for long before they’ll decide to bite you.”


  Tolber laughed chokingly, and suddenly began to cough. He reached for his handkerchief, spit into it, and put it back into his tunic pocket.


  “You’d better change that tune, baby,” he said menacingly. “I’m getting sick of it. And if I tell our chums certain things about you when we’re boarded, they won’t let you hang around alive long.”


  “You’re a renegade louse,” the girl spat. “A traitorous scum. Do you think that the Venusians will give a damn for you now that you’ve served your purpose?”


  Tolber stepped in swiftly and slapped her hard across the mouth.


  “Shut up!” he shrilled. “Who the hell do you think you are? A Federation Girl Scout? Do you think you’re any less traitor than me? Do you think you aren’t a renegade?”


  The girl began to sob chokingly. Tolber gave her a contemptuous glance and stepped over to a liquor cabinet. He poured a stiff hooker of brandy into a fat tumbler, downed it in a gulp, and began to cough raspingly again.


  He pulled out his handkerchief, spat into it once more and placed it back in his tunic pocket. Then he poured himself another large hooker of brandy. He drank this a little more cautiously, wiping his mouth on his linen tunic sleeve after he had finished.


  Tolber shoved the atomic pistol into his holster, then, and turned back to the girl.


  “Pull yourself together, baby,” he said harshly. “I’m willing to forget that little outburst if it don’t happen no more.”


  Sally Lester stood there unhearing, her face buried in her hands, her shoulders shaking with sobs.


  A knock sounded on the stateroom door. Tolber stepped to it and opened it several feet. A burly spaceman, armed to the teeth, stood grinning in the semi-darkness of the deck.


  “The Venusian cruiser is coming up to close quarters,” he declared. “We better get our reception party ready for ’em.”


  Tolber nodded.


  “You’ve taken those I told you about down to Dawson’s stateroom?” he asked.


  The spaceman nodded.


  “No more resistance aboard?” Tolber asked.


  “We’ve got the rest, crew and passengers, under guard in the main dining salon,” the spaceman said.


  Tolber smirked. “Good. I’ll be out on deck in a minute.


  He closed the door and turned back to the girl. He grabbed her by the hair and lifted her head from her hands.


  He slapped her for the third time.


  “Get under control,” he snarled. “This is just starting.”


  Chapter VII


  THE black gulf of pain that seared around Dawson’s brain was growing grayish, and the fog was lifting. There was a splitting sensation of sudden nausea that passed swiftly to be followed by showering sparks of light which danced into a whirling pattern that grew larger and larger until at last Dawson blinked into consciousness.


  He was aware that he lay on the bridge deck, and that a guard was standing over him. And then he raised his aching head.


  The guard was a thick shouldered, blue jowled fellow. He held an electrorifle in his hands and it was pointed at Dawson’s midriff. Dawson realized, then, that the Astera’s atomic motors had stopped, and that the vessel was motionless, held only by the turbines of its degravitation mechanism.


  The bodies of the spaceguidesmen had been removed from the seats behind the directional controls, and save for the guard and Dawson, the bridge was deserted.


  Dawson tried weakly to rise, supporting himself with one hand as he managed to get to one knee.


  The burly guard acted viciously and without warning, bringing the butt of his electrorifle smashing down on Dawson’s shoulder, knocking him to the deck once more.


  “Stay there,” the guard snarled. “You’re less likely to make trouble that way!”


  Footsteps sounded, coming up the bridge ladder.


  Another hulking spaceman appeared at the bridge entrance. He was armed with two atomic pistols, strapped to either side of his waist.


  “Orders are to bring this one down to his stateroom,” the new arrival told Dawson’s guard.


  The man with the electrorifle stepped back, grinning at Dawson mockingly. “Now get up,” he told him.


  Dawson rose painfully, swaying slightly, one hand pressed to the angry gash on his head.


  The guard with the rifle gestured, stepping aside.


  “Move ahead of me,” he commanded. “And don’t try no tricks.”


  Still swaying somewhat, Dawson lurched forward and the man with the electrorifle stepped behind him, prodding the muzzle of the weapon into his back.


  The spaceman with the twin atomic pistols stepped aside as Dawson neared the bridge entrance.


  “You go ahead with this one,” he said. “I’ll follow and make double certain there isn’t no funny stuff.”


  At the bridge ladder, Dawson hesitated an instant, holding to the duralloy side rails while he tried to summon strength enough to fight off the dizziness assailing him.


  And then he caught his first sight of the Venusian cruiser.


  It was lying half a mile abeam of the Astera, sleek, black, ominous. Even from where Dawson stood at the bridge entrance, he could make out the grim silhouettes of the heavy guns aboard the enemy craft. They were guns which could deciminate the huge but unprotected Astera inside of five minutes, and undoubtedly they were at that moment trained on the big luxury space liner. Dawson cursed bitterly.


  His guard prodded him viciously with the point of the electrorifle and laughed harshly.


  “You got visitors, Captain,” he chortled. There was mockery in the title he used.


  Dawson steeled himself, lips tight, and started down the bridge ladder. His guard followed close behind.


  WHEN Dawson stepped from the ladder to the deck there was another armed spaceman waiting, and he joined his two comrades as they escorted Dawson along the dimly lighted promenade to his stateroom.


  Dawson’s stateroom door was ajar when they arrived there. Light poured forth from the room, and the sound of voices could be heard. His guard prodded Dawson through the doorway, and he stood there in the room an instant blinking, trying to focus his eyes to the sudden glare.


  “Well, well, Captain Dawson,” a nasal voice greeted him smirkingly. “So nice of you to join us.”


  Dawson saw the speaker, then. He was a thin, waspish man, with sharp, rat-like features and a black, waxed moustache. His head was bald, and he mopped it with a handkerchief as he spoke.


  There were others in the room, most of them cowed, badly frightened. Some six of them Dawson recognized as members of Farisha’s diplomatic staff. There were two women, one standing near the thin, waspish moustached chap, and the other in the group of diplomatic officials. The first, looking at him wide-eyed and uncertainly, was Sally Lester; the second, coolly composed and apparently less frightened than the men around her, was Dana Selwin.


  Dawson saw young Keller, then. The Second Officer was seated alone on the bunk side. His eyes and whitely tensed expression showed the anguish and rage he felt.


  “I’m Jed Tolber, Captain Dawson,” the sharp-featured, moustached fellow smirked.


  “What the hell is this all about?” Dawson said evenly.


  Tolber laughed. “I thought it would be so obvious you wouldn’t havta ask,” he said. “I—me and the boys—have taken over the Astera to welcome a few visitors.”


  Dawson stared past Tolber at Sally Lester.


  “You’re keeping lovely company, aren’t you, kid?” he asked softly.


  The girl turned away, her white teeth biting deep into her red underlip.


  Dawson’s eyes flicked briefly to those of Dana Selwin, and the glance they exchanged was studiously noncommittal. Then he looked back at Tolber.


  “The party,” Tolber said nasally, “is about to begin. I hear them coming.”


  He stepped to the stateroom door, pushing it open, and there was the sudden sound of footsteps coming along the deck to the cabin. Tolber was out side, now, and those in the room heard the footsteps halt and a voice, thick in Venusian accent.


  “You are Tolber?”


  The renegade murmured a respectful answer almost inaudibly, and the footsteps started again. Suddenly a purple tunicked delegation of Venusian Officers entered the stateroom. At their fore, beside Tolber, was a squat, thick-moustached, swarthy Venusian Vice Commander.


  The group, three under officers, the Vice Commander, and Tolber, halted suddenly as the Vice Commander’s eyes swept the room.


  “You are Captain Dawson?” he asked, addressing Dawson.


  Dawson didn’t answer, but he met the swarthy Venusian’s stare with cold contempt.


  “Please,” the Venusian Vice Commander declared silkenly, “do not be discourteous. It will make matters difficult.”


  He turned to Tolber.


  “Give me the papers.”


  Eyes bright in triumph, Tolber reached into his inner tunic pocket and brought forth several small portfolio envelopes.


  “The information is in one of these envelopes,” he whined eagerly.


  THE Vice Commander snatched the envelopes from his grasp. The silence in the room was electric while the squat Venusian Officer opened the first envelope. He looked up at Tolber, after glancing over the papers, and made a small grimace of impatience, tossing them carelessly to the floor. Then he opened the second envelope. The process was repeated, and the glance Tolber received this time was one of definite annoyance.


  The Vice Commander opened the third envelope. His face went rigid in controlled rage as he threw it aside and whirled on the ashen faced Tolber.


  “Fool! None of those is what I want. Give me the correct papers instantly. I want no more of this stupid suspense!”


  Tolber’s mouth opened and closed in horrified amazement. His voice was a croak.


  “Th—there ain’t any others. Those’re the papers we got. They have to be the right ones!”


  The Vice Commander’s gesture was lightning swift. He reached out, grabbing the renegade by the tunic collar with one hand, and smashing him with an open-palmed blow across the mouth with the other.


  “Bungling dolt!” he raged.


  He released his grasp on Tolber’s collar and swung to face Dawson.


  “Since he did not obtain the papers we desire, it is evident that they are in your possession,” he told him.


  DAWSON shrugged. “Perhaps.”


  The Vice Commander’s face was livid. “Give them to me,” he snapped, “at once.”


  Dawson regarded him contemptuously. “Go to hell, space flea.”


  The Venusian trembled with wrathful indignation. He turned to one of his three under officers, giving a swift, angry command in his own tongue. The under officer saluted and left the stateroom. The Vice Commander turned back to Dawson.


  “I think you should change your mind, Captain, at once,” he said. “Otherwise I will be forced to secure the information concerning those papers in a most unpleasant fashion.”


  “Keep talking, space flea,” Dawson told him. “You’re really amusing.” The Venusian’s features went rigid in rage. His small eyes glinted.


  “Very well,” he rasped. “You like to be amused. We will try to please you.”


  The Venusian under officer returned to the stateroom, then. In his arms was a space helmet and an oxygen compression tank to which it was attached. He placed it on the floor beside the feet of the Vice Commander.


  The Vice Commander turned to the two spacemen who had brought Dawson from the bridge.


  “Place him in that chair, and hold him fast,” he commanded, indicating Dawson.


  The burly spacemen placed their weapons aside and advanced on Dawson. Had they expected resistance, they were disappointed. Dawson watched them a moment, shrugged, stepped to the chair the Venusian had indicated and sat down.


  “I could prolong this,” he said, “but a few shots might go astray around this room. It’s less complicated this way.”


  THE spacemen stepped behind the chair on which he sat and seized his arms, holding them back tightly.


  “Now the helmet,” the Vice Commander directed. The under officer who had brought it into the stateroom picked it up and moved over to Dawson. He slipped the reinforced glassicade turret down over Dawson’s head, fastening the learubber collar tightly around his massive shoulders so that no air could escape. Then he placed the oxygen compression tank on the floor beside the chair. In another moment, he had connected the pressure hoses leading from the tank to the space helmet. He stepped back, then, his glance on his Vice Commander, who moved over beside Dawson.


  The Venusian paused, his arm on Dawson’s shoulder, his eyes moving around the room at the white-faced captives.


  “Too much pressure in a space helmet is a nightmare of cerebral pain,” he said. “We are going to apply just such pressure, in increasing doses, on Captain Dawson. If any of you should have any information which the so foolish Captain refuses to disclose, now would be an excellent time to come forth with it.”


  There was a silence. Then Keller’s voice, hoarse, anguished, broke forth. “You damned swine!”


  The Venusian Vice Commander smiled contemptuously at the young Second Officer. Keller had risen to his feet.


  “Perhaps you have such information?” he asked.


  “You won’t get anything from him,” Keller shouted. “You’d never understand why. He’s got guts. He won’t talk if he dies in that damned torture!”


  The Vice Commander raised his eyebrows. “We shall see,” he declared. “And for the benefit of the rest of you, I must add that, should I fail to get the desired information from Captain Dawson, you will all have your turns in the helmet.”


  At a signal from the Venusian, then, an under officer stepped forward and picked up the compression tank. Swiftly, he adjusted the valve outlet until a steady pressure was pouring into the space helmet over Dawson.


  There was silence, unbroken save for the hiss of the valve pressure as it entered the helmet. All eyes in the room were fastened on Dawson as he sat there helplessly, his expression still a crooked grin of defiance.


  The tension mounted with the pressure of the oxygen entering the torture helmet. Dawson’s brow was beaded with sweat now, and the crooked, defiant grin was fixed. Only his eyes betrayed the mounting pain, and they were beginning to glaze.


  Suddenly the Venusian Vice Commander signaled the under officer to cut the pressure. The hissing of the valve stopped abruptly. The Vice Commander tapped on the glassicade turret of Dawson’s helmet. His gestures asked his question.


  Slowly, painfully, Dawson shook his head negatively.


  The Vice Commander barked another order to his under officer and the hissing of the valve began again.


  The grin was fading from Dawson’s face now, slowly, as if the very pressure itself were forcing the corners of his mouth into a twisted pattern of pain.


  A girl’s voice knifed the air then in sharp anguish.


  “Stop it, for God’s sake. Stop it. I’ll tell you what you want to know!” The Venusian Vice Commander barked an order to his under officer. The hissing ceased. He turned to face the girl, who now stood forward, her lovely features etched in sharp lines of anguish, her eyes welling the torment of her heart.


  “So?” the Venusian asked. “Please say more.”


  Dana Selwin bit deep into her under-lip before she spoke.


  “I have the papers,” she choked. “Here. In my handbag!”


  Chapter VIII


  THE Venusian Vice Commander smiled triumphantly. He turned to his under officer.


  “Remove the helmet,” he directed. Then he stepped toward Dana Selwin, who was fumbling in her handbag and bringing forth a small portfolio envelope.


  The under officer swiftly took the torture helmet from Dawson’s head, and the spacemen holding his arms released them as he slumped forward only half-conscious.


  “This is more sensible,” the Venusian said. He extended his hand toward Dana. “Give them to me.”


  Dana had the envelope out of the bag now, and she held it in a strangely awkward fashion toward the Vice Commander. He stepped forward to take it.


  At that instant the girl let the envelope flutter to the floor, and in the next instant, almost before anyone saw the small, snub-nosed atomic pistol in her hand, she had fired twice, straight into the chest of the Venusian.


  He crumpled forward to the floor as the girl turned almost simultaneously and sent a third burst of flame at the under officer who stood by Dawson’s chair. He hadn’t time to drop the helmet which he still held in his arms and his mouth opened in a scream that never reached voice as he pitched face forward, dead.


  It was Keller who leaped toward the abandoned electrorifle which had been set aside by one of the spacemen who’d held Dawson. And it was Keller who, in the space of split-seconds, turned it, club-fashion, on the totally off-guard Venusian officers. He caught the first squarely on the skull with the butt of the weapon, and, even as the fellow’s slumped back against the wall, turned and brought the barrel of the rifle smashing in a vicious sideswipe against the remaining under officer’s temple. The room was a bedlam of shouts and curses, then, as the diplomatic officials leaped into the melee to grapple with the burly spacemen.


  Dawson was on his feet, swaying weakly and hanging to the chair for support as his head began to clear. Through the dazed blur of pain that still befogged him, he could see Jed Tolber, unnoticed in the confusion, slipping around the side of the room toward the door.


  Dawson cursed thickly and staggered after him. Tolber glanced over his shoulder momentarily, and saw Dawson. The atomic pistol in his hand centered on his pursuer.


  Dawson saw the weapon and lurched toward Tolber heedless of it.


  There was a flash of white, an anguished female scream buried in the blast of the gun, and Sally Lester, clinging weakly to Tolber’s pistol arm, slumped slowly to the floor. Her white tunic was splashed red with her own blood. The shot she’d stopped, the shot meant for Dawson, had torn gruesomely through her right side.


  Tolber, his weapon held fiercely in the girl’s death grip, cursed wildly, trying to free his arm from her grasp. He released the pistol an instant later, realizing it was the only way he could free himself, turned and dashed toward the door.


  DAWSON stared shakenly down at the crumpled body of the girl.


  And then he was on his knees beside her, lifting her head to his arms, staring sickly into her white, pain-twisted features. Her eyes fluttered open briefly and she recognized him. She tried to speak, but her words were sporadic, broken.


  “Tolber . . . the code book . . . Venusian . . . has it . . . message . . . get him, Har.”


  Her eyes closed and she went limp in his arms. Dawson knew that she was dead. Gently, he released her. Then he rose. Young Keller, electrorifle still in his hands, came up to him.


  “Are you all right, sir?”


  Dawson looked dully around the room. The Venusians lay dead or unconscious. The renegade spacemen were subdued. The diplomats now carried the arms they’d seized from their captors. Eyes bright, tunics torn, they looked almost ridiculously out of place in their unfamiliar roles.


  Dawson turned back to Keller.


  “I’ve an idea that we’ve still a chance to get clear of this mess, in spite of the fact that the Venusian cruiser still lies out there with all guns trained on the Astera. There are still a few renegade spacemen loose who’ll have to be mopped up. I’m counting on you to take care of that quickly, and without any action that will arouse the suspicions of the Venusians aboard that cruiser. Meet me on the bridge the instant you have the ship under our control again.”


  Dawson moved to the door. He paused there an instant, his eyes meeting those of Dana Selwin.


  “Thanks,” he said briefly. “Even for a General’s daughter, you’re one hell of a cool customer in a pinch. But don’t take any more chances. Please stay here in the stateroom until we have this thing under control.”


  Then Dawson stepped from the stateroom and was moving swiftly down the promenade deck toward the bridge ladder. Tolber would be on the bridge, he knew. Tolber frantically trying to establish a space-radio communication band that would enable him to summon help from the Venusian cruiser. Tolber unaware that the highly complicated space-radio apparatus of the Astera was impossible to operate without two-man control.


  Reaching the bridge ladder, Dawson began its ascent with silent swiftness. And even as he neared the top, he could hear the sounds of the renegade Tolber’s hysterical efforts to set the space-radio in operation.


  Tolber didn’t see Dawson as the latter stepped through the bridge entrance. He was too frantically en, grossed in his futile efforts to set the space-radio apparatus into operation.


  Dawson stood there an instant, regarding the other grimly.


  “Tolber!” he spat suddenly.


  The thin, rat-faced renegade wheeled. His fear twisted features went ashen at the sight of Dawson. His pale eyes were wide with terror.


  Dawson advanced slowly toward him. “Damn you,” Tolber croaked. “They’ve all their guns trained on this ship, and if you think you’ll escape being blown to fragments you’re crazy.” Dawson continued his approach, his big hands working in convulsive rage.


  “How do you want to die, Tolber?” Dawson asked evenly. “I can break your neck or beat your brains out against a bulkhead. Take your choice.”


  “Don’t come any nearer!” Tolber suddenly screeched. He was back hard against the space-radio panel, his hands pressed flat against its surface.


  DAWSON was less than three feet from him, when Tolber’s lightning gesture caught him unprepared. In a split second the renegade’s hand had flashed to his right pocket, and suddenly it came forth holding a razor-sharp, long bladed junovian brush knife.


  Dawson hadn’t time to step aside, and he had a swift sensation of burning pain as the knife hurled by Tolber sank deep into his right shoulder.


  Then the renegade had leaped swiftly, savagely in at Dawson to follow up his momentary advantage. His claw-like hand was grasping frantically for the knife handle as Dawson staggered back.


  Dawson had just time enough to bring a sweeping left squarely into Tolber’s face. But the blow, delivered off balance, stayed the lunge of the renegade for only an instant. Then Tolber’s hand found the knife handle, and in a twisting movement he ripped it free from Dawson’s shoulder.


  He stood back, then, breathing heavily, eyes flashing insanely, the bloody blade in his hand.


  Tolber’s next lunge at Dawson came immediately. But Dawson met it with a perfectly timed kick which caught the renegade’s knife hand squarely at the wrist. His howl of pain was simultaneous with the clatter of the knife to the duralloy deck.


  Then Dawson, able to use only his left hand, closed in on Tolber, catching him flush on the mouth with a vicious hook. Tolber slumped to his knees, his mouth a crimson blot from which he spat fragments of his teeth. He pawed out wildly for the knife, which lay several feet from him on the floor. Pawed out wildly and tried to rise, only to be caught in the face again by a sledge hammer left uppercut from Dawson.


  Tolber slumped forward on his face, unconscious.


  Breathing heavily, his shoulder a widening stain of red, Dawson bent swiftly over Tolber and searched through the renegade’s tunic coat. He found the small Venusian code book he sought and rose to his feet.


  Footsteps sounded coming up the bridge ladder, and Dawson turned to see Keller enter. With him were several members of the crew, heavily armed and grinning.


  “Mopped up, sir,” Keller said. “The Astera is under our control again.” Dawson touched Tolber’s inert form with his foot.


  “Remove this,” he told the crew members. Then he turned to Keller. “Get with me on the space-radio controls here. We’re sending a message to the Venusians on the cruiser, in their own code. Here,” he handed the code book to Keller, “you translate it. I’ve only one good arm to handle my end of the controls.”


  Keller took the book, frowning. “But, sir, a message to their cruiser—” he began bewilderedly.


  “Tell them,” Dawson said, moving to the nearest dual seat before the space-radio control board, “that everything has proceeded satisfactorily. Tell them that the Vice Commander and under officers are remaining on board the Astera to supervise the renegades who will act as a prize crew to bring the ship into the nearest Venusian port. Tell them to move at once to space lanes forty-three-nine seven.”


  Keller looked up, a grin breaking forth.


  “But that is a Federation mine field,” he said.


  “Precisely,” Dawson answered. “They’ll blow their damned cruiser to bits trying to enter it.” He paused to reflect a moment. “Tell them to proceed to that space lane designation immediately, and that we will follow them and meet them there. From that point on, they can convoy the Astera into one of their ports.”


  Grinning broadly now. Keller took his place at the space-radio dual controls, and with Dawson working in conjunction with him, the apparatus was crackling forth on a communication band in the next few minutes.


  Working from the code book, Keller rapidly transmitted the message.


  Moments of anxious silence passed, then, while they waited for reply. It came crackling back to them in the same code some two minutes later.


  “Orders received. We are proceeding to designated lanes immediately. Congratulations.”


  “Thank God for the unquestioning obedience of the Venusian forces,” Dawson grinned. Keller joined his laughter . . .


  HOURS later, after the Astera resumed the originally charted course, somewhere off in the void there came the faint thunder of what quite conceivably could have been the explosion of a Venusian cruiser barging unwittingly into the death trap of a Federation mine field.


  And hours after that, a scant two clays before the Astera arrived safely at Earth Port, Harlan Dawson, Captain of the vessel, and Dana Selwin stood quietly together in the semi-darkness of a deserted after deck.


  “Keller told me that you insisted on taking part in the mopping up,” Dawson told the girl. “For a General’s daughter, you ought also to have been able to obey orders. I told you to stay in the stateroom.”


  Dana Selwin smiled. “But even a General’s daughter is a woman. Women are very undisciplined.” She paused. “And I’ve a further confession to make. I peeked into those papers.”


  Dawson grinned. “And you found out that they informed Earth Federation authorities that there was a fortune in gold bullion hidden in the Astera’s hold, eh? The bullion carted out of Farisha before the Venusians could get it.”


  Dana Selwin nodded. “That’s a precious cargo to carry.”


  Dawson shrugged. “The Astera’s carrying an even greater treasure than that.”


  “Where?” the girl asked wide-eyed. “What?”


  “Here,” Dawson explained, taking her in his arms. “You.”


  [*] Stevensa—A small asteroid lying at the edge of the interplanetary belt dominated by Venus. From its discovery in 2094, it had been an independent democracy. In 2123, however, Venus—in line with its long range plan of aggression—seized and sacked this little asteroid, setting it up as a puppet unit of the Venusian State. The universe at that time, weary of the recent carnage of the Third Interplanetary War, although in sympathy with the struggle of the little state, held a hands-off policy, permitting it to be swallowed by Venus.


  MINUS SIGN


  Will Stewart


  They sought a chance to study minus matter—contraterrene stuff that was the electrical inverse of normal matter. But the planetoid they visited was more strange even than that!


  I


  Pallas didn’t turn on Mandate time. This five o’clock, it was midnight over Pallasport. Rick Drake strode down the curving street of glaring fluorescent signs and gaudy glass-and-metal fronts with the black sky reflected on his face.


  “Hi, engineer!”


  Karen Hood called her eager greeting from the corner where she had been waiting for him in front of the huge, magnificent Interplanet Building. In sheer black dress-pajamas, Karen was a red-haired cataclysm. Now he thought her warm, husky voice sounded a little too deliberately light and gay.


  “Hello, Kay.” A lean, space-bronzed giant, he towered over her slim tallness. The way her tawny hair struck back a sign’s red-changing glow somehow made a sharp little pain in his throat. In a low, careful voice, he said, “On the phone you just said you wanted to see me after work. What’s up?”


  “I’m taking you to dinner”—she slipped a bare white arm through his and her high-cheeked face, smiling, took his breath—“because I’ve something to tell you. No, I insist on paying the bill, this time, because I think you won’t like what I have to say. Shall we go to the. Mandate House?”


  She saw the protest on his spare, space-bronzed face. The Mandate House was the exclusive, expensive haunt of the High Space Mandate politicians and the high-priced executives of Inter-planet and the other corporations, and Rick Drake no longer felt at home there. Karen didn’t give him time to object.


  “Make it the Beacon Lunch,” she amended quickly. “Please, let’s don’t quarrel.”


  The sign of the Beacon Lunch was the big iron wheel of a meteor-drift marker, mirrors flashing as it spun unceasingly. The colored warning flicker made Rick think of his father, the stooped and shrunken elder giant. His big shoulders lifted for a moment, triumphantly, as he remembered how old Seetee Drake had moved Freedonia. Then, trying to cover the trouble she gave him, he smiled at the red-haired girl.


  “I couldn’t quarrel with you, Kay. What’s the bad news?”


  “Wait till we’ve eaten.” Her soft voice was dimly apprehensive. “This is serious, Rick.”


  He followed her to a booth in the rear of the long, bare eating place. A card on the cheap nickel table invited: TRY OUR SEETEE SPECIAL—THE KICK OF A CONTRATERRENE METEOR! He picked it up with a wry brown grin. The kicking agent, he knew from experience, was some 30cc. of synthetic alcohol. That wouldn’t help matters with Karen. His face turned moody, and she asked softly:


  “What hit you, Rick?”


  He crushed the little card, slowly, with tanned powerful fingers. “It makes me think of too many things.” His blue eyes looked up at her, wistful and unhappy. “Of all the difference between us.”


  Then the amiable, beaming Venusian-Cantonese waiter brought the menu. They ordered the Blue Plate. Rick sat staring gloomily at Karen’s fair, vivid face, now puzzled and grave. Suddenly she seemed out of place in this plain, noisy room, with the smell of cooking and the stevedores eating at the counter. With a rush of feeling, he blurted:


  “I’m sorry, Kay. You don’t belong in a joint like this, and I shouldn’t have let you come.” He gulped, half incoherent. “I mean,’ you’re too—exquisite. You belong at the Mandate House, or back in a roof garden at Panama City. You’re too . . . too fine for life on this frontier.”


  He leaned over the little metal table. His big bronze hand fumbled awkwardly with a water glass, trembling so he spilled a little of it. His stumbling voice was low and earnest.


  “That’s all the trouble—it’s no use pretending. I was born on a pebble-size planet, millions of kilometers from the nearest doctor. I’m just a native asterite—even if I have learned spatial engineering and got to be acting director of the Interplanet lab. But you were born with an Interplanet coupon in your mouth.”


  “Stop it!” Karen’s nostrils widened and the white skin of her high-cheeked face was turning pink and her blue eyes were dilating. He saw that his words had changed her puzzlement to a sharp resentment.


  “You’re unfair,” she protested softly. “I know you were born on little Obania, but your mother came from a wealthy Interplanet family and she sent you back to Panatra City for your education. And you know that I work for a living.”


  “I know.” His grin was gently ironic. “You’re secretary to Max Vickers, at fifteen hundred a month plus bonus. Oh, maybe you earn it—but don’t forget you got the job by being the niece of Chief Commissioner Hood.”


  “I’m counting ten.” Her throaty voice was restrained, not really angry. “You’re jumping to conclusions—and I’m really a very efficient secretary. I’m almost the acting branch manager. And I’m not out here just because I happened to be born in the High Space Mandate. I like it.”


  Now her flashing eyes were almost black. Rick thought that her mounting wrath was very becoming, but he decided not to mention it. She gulped, with an entrancing pulsation of her fine throat.


  “I could have stayed in Panama City,” she went on warmly. “I had money—and plenty of chances to marry more, thank you. But I don’t like penthouses and roof gardens. I didn’t want to be the toy of some playboy planetaire. If you think this frontier is too rough for women—well, you just don’t know what you’re talking about. Really, women have a lot higher position out here. I’ve worked hard to make a place for myself in the Mandate, and earn my own way. I like it. And please don’t sneer about my uncle—even if he did get me the job.”


  “I see—and please forgive me,” Rick said contritely. “Is that what you wanted to tell me?”


  “No, that’s something more important.” The flash of anger had cooled, and her triangular face was almost anxious. “I’ll tell you after dinner—and I didn’t mean to quarrel, really.”


  The grinning Venusian brought the Blue Plates. Rick noticed they were three dollars each, with coffee fifty cents extra. He couldn’t help thinking that the whole meal wouldn’t cost fifty cents, back in Panama City. The way the commissioners kept the asterites dependent on expensive food imports was just another example of the selfish Mandate politics. But he didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to quarrel. At last, when they were sipping the coffee, Karen began very quietly:


  “I think you’ve been rather unwise. Rick. It seems you still don’t know very much about practical politics. But you really should have learned to be careful on the photophone.”


  “Eh?” He gulped, and tried not to show the little pang of fear that stabbed him. Karen was leaning urgently over the table. Liquid fire flowed distractingly in her hair, and it was hard to remember that she belonged to a different world.


  “I’ve seen a transcription of your photophone conversation with your father, this morning,” she explained gravely. “I know how he moved the asteroid Freedonia, with a contraterrene meteor for fuel and the empty terraforming shaft for a sort of rocket gun.”


  Rick put in eagerly, “And that was quite a feat!”


  “It was,” she agreed without enthusiasm. “It took a great deal of cleverness and skill and courage. Your father succeeded in blasting the unclaimed asteroid off its collision orbit, and consequently the Mandate has to grant him title to it. But still it wasn’t wise, Rick—any more than your photophone talk about it.” Red lights danced as she shook her head gravely. “Contraterrene matter is dangerous to handle—in more ways than one.”


  Of course he knew seetee was dangerous. It was matter inside-out, with orbital positrons instead of orbital electrons, and when it touched normal matter the result was spectacular atomic annihilation. Spacemen called it hell in chunks, but his father’s old and mighty dream had been to tame it to serve the needs of men. Danger hadn’t mattered.


  Stubbornly, Rick protested, “I don’t know what you mean.”


  Her fine white shoulders tossed impatiently.


  “Don’t be silly, Rick. Anybody could see through your reference to a metallurgy lab. It was pretty clear that your father and his partner want that rock for a contraterrene laboratory. And you even spoke of leaving Interplanet, when your contract expires next month, to help them build it.” Her voice fell, husky and urgent. “Please, Rick—you won’t think of that?”


  Rick sipped his coffee, confused and unhappy. He heard his father’s voice again as it had come this morning over the thin light-thread of the photophone from far-off little Obania.


  “Think it over, Rick.” For all his splendid triumph, in moving the rock, the mighty elder giant had seemed gruff and choked with feeling. “Better keep your job and save your pay and watch your tongue. I’ve been drawing up some estimates on what we’ll need for that metallurgy lab, and they run to something like four million dollars. Rob McGee will be coming to Pallasport and you can talk to him. But there’s nothing much that we can do without a lot of money.”


  Rick had thought their talk sounded innocent enough. But evidently an Interplanet agent had been listening in, and Karen understood. Her eyes were dark and anxious now, and her low voice begged:


  “Rick, you couldn’t! And you must get them to drop it. Once I met your father and his partner, you know.” She smiled faintly. “When we first came out from Earth, and they came here to Pallasport in that quaint little tug. I like your father. He’s so strong and sure, so really great. And his partner, too . . . what’s his name . . . the ugly, funny little man who always knew the time without looking at a watch?”


  “Rob McGee Rick told her softly, thinking of that odd little spaceman.


  “I like them both,” Karen said earnestly. “They’re the real pioneers of space. I don’t want anything to happen to them, Rick—or to you. Can’t you persuade them to let seetee alone?”


  Rick couldn’t meet her dark, pleading eyes. He wanted to tell her about his father’s old, splendid dream, but he knew she wouldn’t understand. It wasn’t any use to talk, because he knew they would only quarrel—and he felt he couldn’t stand to quarrel with her. He managed a brown, cheerful grin.


  “I’ll think about it,” he promised. “But let’s forget it, for tonight. After all, Red, my contract doesn’t expire till March 24th—and there’s dancing tonight at the Silver Moon.”


  “Smile when you call me Red!” Karen challenged gayly, equally anxious not to quarrel.


  Rick let her pay for the Blue Plates because of her red-haired resolution, and then they danced at the Silver Moon. She was light in his arms and beautiful, and he forgot his objection to the Mandate House long enough to take her there for a drink. When they said good night, March 24, 2191, seemed faraway in the future.


  Next morning, however, when Rick woke up alone in his tiny expensive apartment, it didn’t seem so far ahead. Karen’s perfume clung faintly to his coat, and her red hair was still in his mind, but he couldn’t help remembering that she was part of a world he had to leave. He began to wonder, rather grimly, how anybody ever made four million dollars.


  Max Vickers telephoned him at the lab that afternoon. The loud, impatient voice brought Rick a picture of the branch manager—shrewd and driving, powerful in spite of his bulk and his paunch, with a black expensive cigar clamped unlit in the corner of his big, aggressive mouth even while he spoke.


  “Meaning to call you, Drake. Good record as acting director, since Hawksbee went home. Good record. Going to make you the new director when we renew your contract. Raise; you’ve earned it. Ten thousand a year.”


  Ten thousand wasn’t four million.


  “Thanks, Mr. Vickers, but—”


  Vickers didn’t listen.


  “Meaning to speak about your father. Know he’s a native asterite. Understand he’s trying to experiment with seetee. Crazy notion. Crazy notion, Drake. Interplanet doesn’t like it. Better break with him, Drake, if you want to succeed with Interplanet.”


  Rick was speechless, vaguely frightened.


  “Got a new job for you, Drake,” the loud voice pounded on. “Going to manufacture a new range finder for the Guard. Guard engineer is coming here to work out the final design with you.”


  “Why here?”


  Rick was puzzled. His laboratory was equipped only to fight the war of space, the endless battles of gravity and atmosphere and temperature and radiation. The High Space Guard, he knew, maintained a great ordnance laboratory, out on Pallas II.


  “Espionage,” Vickers told him curtly. “Anders says the Guard arsenal is full of Martian spies—Anders is the engineer.”


  Vickers hung up. Sitting with his feet on the desk, Rick kept wondering gloomily how anybody made four million. He didn’t know, unless by inheriting a few shares of Interplanet or pulling off a clever deal in Mandate politics. His mother’s people had cut her off for eloping with a native asterite. And Rick had no taste for graft.


  No, there wasn’t any way to make four million. But Rick had come to share his father’s mighty dream, and he began exploring the library for everything about the contraterrene drift. He found very little, for most men had tried merely to avoid its scraps of latent hell.


  Captain Anders appeared unexpectedly one morning in early March, with Karen Hood for a guide. Rick was absorbed in the ponderous effort of a Martian-German astronomer to explain how a great contraterrene comet had shattered the then fourth planet, in the cosmic cataclysm whose debris made the asteroids and the seetee drift. He looked up with surprise to find Karen and the tall, graceful stranger already in the bright-walled metal office. He shut the book with a guilty start.


  “Here he is, Paul.” Karen’s voice was a husky melody. Even in her trim green business suit she made a shattering impression. “Rick, this is Captain Anders. He landed on the Planetania two hours ago. I’m sure you two will get on with your research together, splendidly.”


  Rick put out a big, awkward hand and managed a space-burned grin. For an acquaintance of only two hours, he thought with a private bitterness, Karen and the captain were doing very nicely. He wasn’t sure he and Anders would get on so splendidly.


  Almost as tall as Rick, Anders stood spare and straight, and yet, somehow, wore his trim black uniform with an air of negligent ease. His luxuriant hair was wavy and dark and his piercing eyes had the gray of steel. Handsome as he smiled, he gave Rick a hand as brown and powerful as his own.


  “Drake.” His soft, careless-seeming voice carried an Earthman’s accent, clipped and rapid. He swung a black brief case to the sleek glass desk, and his quick eyes caught the titles of the books Rick had piled there—it was too late to move them now.


  “Inter’stin’ to meet you.” The smile on his severe and intellectual face showed a possible brief amusement. “Karen tells me you’re something of an expert on the seetee drift.”


  Rick caught his breath and tried to seem at ease.


  “Not at all.” He looked awkwardly at the accusing volumes. “I mean—I was just reading a little on it to pass the time.”


  Anders covered his amusement—if he was amused. “B’lieve your father recently made a spectac’lar use of seetee power.”


  “He did.” Rick gulped uncomfortably. “But such a desperate, reckless feat is a long way from a real working seetee machine—” He bit his tongue. “It doesn’t mean a thing.”


  “P’raps not.” The blurred soft voice was a veil for thought. Anders turned easily to the tall, bright-haired girl, answering her smile. “Kind of you, Karen. You’ll be at your uncle’s reception, tonight?”


  Karen said she would be, and Rick was numbed with a sudden jealous pain. Although he didn’t like the Mandate House set, now he felt a surge of bitter regret that a junior spatial engineer didn’t earn enough to belong to it. He tried to melt his stiff face into a smile, as Karen went out, without much success.


  “S’prise!” Anders had followed her exit with dark brows appreciatively arched. “Always thought Mandate women would be scarce and uncouth. My mistake!” His brown hands snapped the brief case open and his clipped voice dropped to business. “Now, Drake, y’ see our first problem—”


  Rick cleared off the betraying books and they went to work. The tall, suave Earthman said nothing more about seetee. His fire-predictor, Rick quickly realized, was at least something more than a blind. Actually a robot-gunner, the device used klystron beams to train spatial rifles so that their shells could find a moving target, perhaps a thousand miles away and minutes in the future. Based on long-known principles, the instrument had a simplicity and accuracy that showed Anders to be a brilliant engineer.


  Although the Earthman kept up his courteous, urbane reserve, as they worked day after day at drawing board and testing bench, Rick learned a good deal about him. Obviously he came of a family generations old in the tight, privileged aristocracy of Interplanet—such poised assurance, Rick knew, was never created in a single lifetime.


  He had traveled on all the major planets. No situation ever found him at a loss. He belonged to the world of Karen Hood.


  Rick’s mother had come from that same proud elite minority, and he had been educated to be a member of it. But, before he left little Obania, he had already learned the equally proud ideals of frontier democracy.


  Now Rick felt lost between two conflicting worlds. He had to choose between them, and the choice wasn’t easy. Half of him was eager to go back to his father, to attack the exciting problems of contraterrene research. But Karen Hood, in his troubled indecision, had come to stand for all the world that another rebellious part of him desired. More than a charming, self-willed redhead and a gay, lighthearted companion, she was clothed in all the stately power and the opulence of Interplanet. It wouldn’t be easy to leave her.


  On the last evening before his contract expired, Rick telephoned Karen’s apartment, hopefully. He found that she was out somewhere with Captain Anders. Depressed and uncertain of himself, he walked away alone into the rocky wilderness outside the town to think his problem out.


  Built on a barren, rounded hill, Pallasport was terraformed with a local unit at the bottom of a shaft only a few miles deep. As he left it behind him, its pull was back instead of down. The gravitation of Pallas itself was very slight. As the direction of attraction changed, the whole starlit desert seemed to tip. At last he was climbing up the cragged dark face of a world turned vertical.


  A lonely, seeking giant, he climbed on until the city on the terraformed hill was only a glittering knob of metal and glowing glass, far down the dark wall of the upended landscape behind.


  The air grew thin for he had mounted almost out of the paragravity field that held it. He stopped to catch his breath. Clinging with both hands to the dark, toppling cliff, he turned his head to gaze out and up and down into the black, mysterious gulf of open space. If he fell it seemed that he would drop forever and forever into that dark, illimitable chasm of far diamond suns.


  He shivered, and his fingers tensed. Yet he enjoyed this eerie sensation—it was what he had climbed to seek. For this was the other half of him. He had learned in childhood to love the splendor and the peril of this strange new frontier against the stars.


  Something stirred deep in him, wild and free. He could feel in himself the beginning urge of human might, responding to this dark, tremendous challenge. The call of space was in his blood, as old as his love for his mother, stronger than his love for Earth and Interplanet and even Karen Hood.


  He clung there a long time, breathing consciously and deeply to keep alive in the chill thin air. All his confusion seemed washed away in this dark and boundless spatial sea. He felt strong again, strong to say good-by to everything he must.


  He was ready to climb down when he saw the new star.


  It blazed out suddenly where no star had been—more swiftly, he thought, than any nova could. Hot and blue-white, it dimmed and drowned the other stars. It hurt his eyes and flattened the mystery of this dark, toppled wilderness, and cast harsh shadows.


  The new star grew brighter, he thought, than any remote nova could be. The hot sting of its radiation brought him a pang of fear, for he had no leaden spatial armor. He crouched back into the shadow of the cliff.


  After a few more seconds, however, it began to fade. It disappeared as suddenly as it had come. At last his dazzled eyes could see the other stars again, but it had left no trace. No nova, he was certain, would have vanished so quickly. He couldn’t understand it.


  He shivered again. The dark spatial night had reached out to touch his heart with the bright and chilling finger of its veiled eternal mystery. He felt its awe and dread, yet somehow he was stirred and lifted with a sense of human might and human daring. Humbly, he shared the human greatness that had begun to conquer worlds never meant for men.


  Then his icy fingers slipped on the rock and he was conscious of a giddy weakness. He had forgotten to breathe—and the carbon dioxide, at this low pressure, escaped from the lungs too swiftly to stimulate unconscious breathing. He fought for oxygen and strength, and climbed slowly down toward Pallasport again.


  II


  Rick’s own vexing problems seemed to grow again as he climbed down from that giddy, fictitious height above the town. Karen’s blue-eyed smile came back to haunt his resolution. By the time he reached his small apartment he had forgotten that oddly temporary star. The telephone roused him, early next morning, from a tired, uneasy sleep.


  “Scuse me, Drake.” It was Anders. “Can you come right down to the lab?”


  That was all the Earthman said, but his slurred voice had an imperative undertone. Rick omitted breakfast and hurried to the laboratory, just under the crown of the terraformed hill. Still in the dress uniform that he had worn somewhere with Karen, Anders hadn’t been to bed.


  “G’day, Drake.” He was swiftly gathering all their notes and plans for the fire-predictor. “My gadget’s got to wait, ‘cause we’ve got another job. S’pose you heard about the star last night?”


  “I saw it, and wondered—”


  Rick’s voice trailed off, for Anders had snapped the brief case shut and suddenly he stared at Rick with some searching question in his hard gray eyes.


  “And what d’you think it was?”


  “I don’t know.” Rick moved awkwardly, under that cool, piercing gaze. “When the contraterrene drift strikes a normal body the explosion makes a flash. But that looked big enough to have been predicted—”


  “But you did know it was seetee?”


  “What’s the matter?” Rick heard the snap of anger in his own voice and envied the tall officer’s self-possession. “I don’t know anything. I just happened to see something like a star that flared up and went out.”


  The dark, suave smile of Anders made him feel a fool.


  “No ‘fense, Drake.” His eyes flickered toward the row of books he had caught Rick poring over. “But our mysterious little nova was a contraterrene asteroid. That’s why I called you down.”


  “Why me?” Rick felt puzzled and uneasy.


  “As a seetee engineer,” Anders said, “I hoped you could solve a riddle for us.”


  “I’m not a seetee engineer,” Rick told him. “But what’s the riddle?”


  The steel eyes of Anders dropped to some notations on a card.


  “You only saw the flash? Well, it came from the seetee seetee asteroid, HSM CT-445-N-812, now about forty million kilometers from Pallas. The Ephemeris & Register lists it as thirteen hundred meters in diameter, with a dagger to indicate it’s probably contraterrene iron.”


  “But what did it hit?”


  “That’s part of the riddle,” Anders told him. “Happens the area was under observation from the Guard Observatory on Pallas I. Young chap at the three-meter camera was watching through the guide’scope. This seetee asteroid was in the field, and he could see the flash of the blinker. The glare of that explosion ruined his last plate—and nearly blinded him. But the other plates should have showed anything else in the vicinity, down to twenty meters. There’s nothing.”


  Rick’s big brown fingers had begun an absent drumming on the end of the bright glass desk. Anders looked annoyed, and he stopped himself awkwardly. “What do the telescopes show now?” he inquired. “Is the surface still glowing?”


  Anders looked at him for half a minute before he said softly, “By no means, Drake. The first bolometer readings were taken less than fifteen minutes after that flash. They average about seventy absolute—two hundred degrees below zero.”


  Rick caught his breath in speechless perplexity.


  “The’scope gave us a few more surprises,” Anders went on. “Difference in shape and surface markings. New estimates of mean diameter fifteen hundred meters, instead of thirteen hundred. A change in the orbit—now it’s on a sharp parabola, shooting out of the System at forty-five kilometers a second.” His hard eyes were almost accusing. “What do you make of all that?”


  “It doesn’t mean a thing to me,” Rick blurted. “And I don’t know why you think it should!”


  Anders didn’t say why. His bland aplomb made Rick feel uncomfortable. Balancing the black brief case on the corner of the desk, he announced deliberately:


  “Drake, we’re going to solve this little problem. I have authority to requisition an armed cruiser from the Guard base on Pallas II. I expect to leave tonight, with a picked staff of engineers. I’ll arrange with Mr. Vickers for you to come with me.”


  Rick felt another flush of needless anger. “Vickers can’t arrange it.” He tried to keep the ridiculous quiver out of his voice. “You see, my contract with Interplanet expires today. I don’t intend to sign another.”


  The gray eyes of Anders narrowed with a watchful I-thought-so expression. “I’d been wondering, Drake.” His slurred rapid voice didn’t change. “If you quit Interplanet, what are you going to do?”


  “That’s my business.”


  “Don’t get angry.” With a half-amused smile, Anders offered a long cigarette. “Though p’raps you’ve reason to be.” His voice dropped with an affable candor. “As you may have suspected, my real business here is to investigate the milit’ry possibilities of seetee.”


  “I had an idea,” Rick admitted. “But I don’t know anything about seetee.”


  “Prob’ly you know as much as anybody,” Anders assured him blandly. “If it’s money, I’ll see that Vickers pays you anything in reason.”


  Rick shook his head, not trusting his voice. “S’long, Drake, if that’s the way you want it.” Anders shrugged, a meaningless graceful gesture. “Hate to see a good engineer go wrong, but I’ve got things to do.”


  He took up the brief case and went quickly out. Alone, Rick sprawled across the end of the desk, lost in an anxious study. Anders worried him. Backed by the Interplanet billions, he might win the race to conquer seetee.


  Rick’s uneasy thoughts turned to the runaway asteroid. Its contradictory riddle fascinated him. He could see no possible rational explanation. He tried to dismiss it for his own unsettled affairs, but his mind refused to put it down.


  “Rick.” Karen spoke behind him, a vivid picture framed in the metal doorway. Her highcheeked face was bright with color, but her husky voice seemed troubled. “Paul just phoned. He says you’re leaving Interplanet.”


  Rick tried to smile, and gestured at his own chair. But she came to the end of the desk, so near he caught her expensive perfume. Her eyes were somber pools. His decision was going to be hard to defend.


  “Why, Rick?” Something made her breathless. “Did you quarrel with—Captain Anders.”


  “Call him Paul.” He managed a brown, feeble grin. “He admitted he came here to spy on me, but still I rather like him. He’s what I’ve been trying to be, Kay.” His big shoulders shrugged. “Just seems I’m not.”


  “He’s loyal to Earth and Interplanet.” Under the flame-red hair her face was a tense triangle. “I thought you were, Rick.”


  Her vital nearness was a twisting pain.


  “Please try to understand.” He drew a long slow breath and envied the finished ease of Anders. “I’ve tried to be an Earthman, Kay, but I was born out here. You can’t be loyal to everything. I’m going into partnership with my father and old Rob McGee. Please, Kay—I tried.”


  Her red mouth looked hurt, and her voice was scarcely a whisper. “I’m afraid I can’t understand. You’re doing well with Interplanet. Vickers will give you nearly anything you want. Paul says you have a brilliant future—if you’ll only wake up.”


  “I have waked up.” His tense voice quivered. “When I came out here, five years ago, I thought Interplanet was the shining benefactor of the human race. I had ideals, about the calling of a spatial engineer. I wanted to turn these dead little rocks into gardens for men.”


  Karen stared at him. Her pointed face had turned a little pale, and something cold was glinting in her eyes, and he knew she didn’t understand.


  “Ideals aren’t what you need in Interplanet.” His voice dropped to a bitter rasp. “Get all you can as soon as you can. Sweat and tax and graft the last dollar out of the damned asterites, and take it back to buy a penthouse and a mistress and the gout in Panama City.” Her face went white, as if he had struck it. “Well, that’s not for me. I’m sick of Interplanet, and the rotten Mandate politics—sick of spying and intrigue and corruption. I’m quitting, now.”


  Then he saw that she was crying, blinking at her angry tears and biting her full, trembling lip. He relaxed his tanned awkward hands from gigantic fists and said more gently:


  “I’m sorry, Kay. I didn’t mean to tell you all that—but it’s still the truth. I don’t belong in your world. I’m just another asterite, and I’m going back to Obania with old Rob McGee.”


  The girl clung with white fingers to the corner of the desk. She tossed a flame-colored strand out of her wet face with an angry gesture and mopped with a useless little handkerchief.


  “You’re unjust, Rick—dreadfully unjust.” Her hurt set a numb longing in him. “Such talk is almost treason. Interplanet needs you, Rick. It needs us all, now when the rebel planets are scheming for another war, to wipe it out this time. I know some men are selfish grafters. But there have been, and will be, others loyal and noble enough to die for Interplanet. I thought you’d be one of them.”


  She looked at him with blue-black eyes, angry but yet hopeful. He shrugged unhappily. It wasn’t really any use to speak, because he knew she would never understand. But he tried.


  “You have to feel that way,” he said, “because that’s the world you belong to. And I don’t.” Awkwardly, he caught her small tense hand. “I’m sorry, Kay. I really tried to be an Earthman, but it isn’t any use.”


  She freed her cold hand and turned away from him. He thought she was going to run out of the room. He took a long, impulsive stride after her.


  “Wait, Kay. I mean . . . I’ll see you again before I go?”


  She paused in the doorway, mechanically pushing back the stray bright wisp of hair. Her eyes were dark and thoughtful, dry again.


  “I don’t suppose it matters.” Her voice was dull and husky. “I’m having lunch with Paul.” She caught her breath and came back a step. “Rick, why don’t you go out with him—out to study this runaway rock?”


  “My contract expires today.”


  “Please, Rick!” Her tone of urgent appeal set a slow pain in him. “That rock’s a danger to Earth and Interplanet. It seems to be breaking all the known laws of science. Because, Paul says, it obeys an unknown law. And that unknown law may be a key to power.”


  Her eyes were dark and imploring.


  “Interplanet is still in terrible danger, Rick, because the Treaty of Space didn’t really end the war. All the Mandate is torn with a secret battle for power between us and the Martians and Venusians and Jovians, and even the Free Space Party of the asterites.” Her low voice trembled. “Won’t you go out with Paul?”


  Rick wanted to go. The runaway fascinated him and Karen was hard to refuse. She saw him hesitate, and the hope on her bright, pointed face caught his breath. He gulped.


  “No, Kay.” Her expression hurt like a wound. “I guess I belong with the Free Space Party.”


  “Traitor!” She sobbed the word and ran.


  Rick slumped wearily behind the glass desk and tried to be a philosopher. After all, he told himself, you can’t have everything. But philosophy began to crumple. Perhaps he could join Anders without signing a new contract. He was reaching for the telephone to call Karen at the office when it rang.


  “Richard Drake?” he heard the operator. “Photophone calling you from the Good-by Jane. Will you receive the call—five dollars for two minutes?” He said he would. “Then please stand by, sir. It will be a few minutes, for the ship is nearly forty million kilometers away.”


  Rick stood by, wondering. He had supposed that Rob McGee would come straight to Pallasport—what could have carried him so far away? Memory, while he waited, brought a picture of the thickset little spaceman, brown and squinted, with a black pipe clamped in the middle of a square, stubborn face.


  “Hello, Rick.” The gentle drawling voice came at last along the endless thread of light. “I think your Interplanet contract expires today, and your father says you want to be a partner in our own little firm of spatial engineers. So welcome to Drake, McGee & Drake!


  “We really need you, Rick. I’ve been Jim Drake’s partner since before the war. I think we’ve made a good team, too, though I’m just a plain rock rat and he’s the engineer. But now we’re getting old, and your father’s plans will want a man—the sort of man we think you are. “But two minutes isn’t long, and this is why I called you, Rick.” The soft, quiet voice seemed to hurry and it held a tired excitement. “Something’s happened. I left Obania with a cargo of bad news for you. I started out to tell you that Drake & McGee were ruined and we didn’t have a chance to build that metallurgy lab. But something happened, on the way, and things are different now.”


  Rick sat up and listened desperately.


  “I can’t tell you much about it now,” the hurried drawl continued. “But you know your father’s estimate on the cost of the metallurgy lab. Well, it seems that you and I have got a chance to make some money, Rick—all the money we’ll need.


  “I can’t tell you everything.” Rick thought he was trying to speak indirectly for the benefit of spies. “But I’ll be landing at Pallasport tonight. Better get your space bag packed and kiss your girl good-by, because it’s quite a job that you and I have to do!”


  Rick caught his breath. The rustle of interference reminded, him that McGee was forty million kilometers away, and he couldn’t possibly be landing tonight. The ancient little tug would take something like a week to cover such a distance. He gripped the receiver, frowning.


  “You’ll come to understand why I can’t tell you everything,” McGee hastened on. “You wouldn’t believe it if I tried. But there’s a fortune waiting for us on that runaway rock. We’ll have to solve the riddle of it and beat out Captain A.


  “It’s really quite a job, but don’t give up too soon. Remember that the last shall be first, and first the last. I may even stare and say I didn’t call you, but pay no attention to that. Because the prize is waiting for us. Perhaps we’ll meet more riddles, but we can finally crack them all.” The two minutes were gone and McGee finished hastily: “Better not reply.”


  The receiver snapped and Rick heard the operator:


  “Do you wish to call back, sir?”


  “Eh?” Rick muttered vaguely. “No, there’s no reply.”


  A mused and wondering giant, he sat with elbows propped on the bare glass desk. He didn’t understand. But he gave up any idea of joining Captain Anders. Even if the Good-by Jane couldn’t possibly arrive tonight, Rick intended to be waiting with his space bag packed.


  III


  The telephone blurred again. Karen’s small, stifled voice set a hopeless ache in his throat. “Rick? Mr. Vickers wants to talk to you.”


  He waited for the loud, impatient voice of Vickers.


  “Drake, Miss Hood tells me that you’re going to leave us. I have no time to argue with you, but I believe you’re still in our employ till six o’clock today. There’s one more job for you to do.”


  “What’s that, Mr. Vickers?”


  “Change the tuning diamonds in the terraforming units on Pallas IV,” Vickers said. “A prison tender will call for you at the spaceport in an hour. That will give you time to pick up the new diamonds here.” Vickers hung up.


  Pallas IV was one of six small terraformed rocks which had been moved into stable positions, sixty degrees apart in the same close orbit, as trailing moons of the minor planet. They served as outposts and bases, and Pallas IV was also site of the Mandate prison.


  Rick found a kit of tools and went to the huge blue-glass-and-platinum-plate Interplanet Building to get the extra diamonds. The job was not difficult, and he wondered why it hadn’t been left to the prison engineer.


  Karen Hood, at her own important-looking desk in the manager’s outer office, was dictating into a machine. She looked up with a pale, empty smile, and silently handed him the order for the diamonds. Rick wanted to say something friendly but she turned quickly back to the machine.


  He took the order to the supply-room wicket. Under the eyes of a guard he had to sign a receipt for the three small diamonds, value seventy-five hundred dollars. They were clear natural octahedral crystals. He dropped them into the little black pouch the clerk gave him and strode toward the spaceport on the crown of the hill.


  Their cold soapy glitter reminded him of McGee’s promise of a fortune waiting on the runaway rock, but he shrugged off the thought of a diamond strike, Men had no use for contraterrene diamonds.


  An ugly black torpedo, the prison tender was already standing on the convex pavement of the field. An alert, polite young subaltern met him at the Guard office and ushered him aboard. Half an hour later they were landing on the prison asteroid.


  Pallas IV was a thousand-meter block of dark nickel-iron. Marker lights picked out the landing field and it had an atmosphere. But the guns and the barracks, and even the prison itself, were all hidden in its natural armor.


  They left the ship. Beyond a hidden doorway a guarded elevator dropped them to the terra-former room at the center of gravity. There, between the polar elements, their bodies had no weight, and hand lines were strung about the machinery. Rick asked the young subaltern:


  “Which unit is giving the trouble?”


  “None of them.” The officer gave him a friendly smile. “You’re to change all the crystals. The warden’s orders. A safety measure.”


  That seemed odd. The tuning diamonds were sometimes ruined by accidental short circuits, but they simply didn’t wear out. The news ones would be no safer than the old. Rick changed them, however, one by one. He reset and tested the units and gathered up his tools and nodded at the alert subaltern.


  “Finished?” the guardsman asked cheerfully. “Say, care to see the prison while you’re here? I must report to the warden and it will save us time if you come with me.”


  “Just as you like,” Rick agreed, though he wasn’t anxious to see the prison. He showed the little pouch of used diamonds, all as good as new. “But I’m responsible for these, remember.”


  “They’ll be safe,” the subaltern assured him. “We’re only walking through the political cell block.”


  A double set of clanging steel doors let them into a wide gallery, cut deep in the living iron. Faced with open bars, the cells were three levels high. Gray steel ladders and catwalks reached the upper tiers. The light from the translucent ceiling was a chill blue glare. There was a stagnant reek of human confinement. A glimpse of dead-white faces peering stupidly through the bars made Rick hurry his long stride uncomfortably.


  “Slow,” his guide warned softly. “You might get shot.” Rick checked himself, suddenly conscious of the guns looking out of armored slots. Trying to soften his evident discomfort, the subaltern told him in a brisk undertone:


  “This isn’t so bad. These men aren’t abused. This is our model block, really. Political prisoners, you know. They aren’t forced to work. The food is good enough, and we give them all the liberties possible. They leave the cells for meals. They are allowed books and stationery. They get two hours of exercise a day.” His lowered voice had a ring of professional pride. “Modern penology, you know—justice, discipline, and reconstruction.”


  Rick managed a sickly grin. “That doesn’t appeal to me—”


  “Drake!”


  It was a penetrating scream. Startled, Rick turned to see a hollow ghastly face peering at him through the bars of a second-level cell. Thin, bloodless hands rattled the locked door furiously, almost drowning that cracked and terrible voice. “Drake—have you seen my Mary?”


  Rick had stopped, but the subaltern touched his arm.


  “Come along,” he urged quietly. “You aren’t allowed to talk.”


  “I don’t know him.” Rick hurried on again, trying to shake off the agony of that dry scream. “I never saw him.”


  That blade-thin voice slashed after him: “Wait, Drake! My Mary—is she dead?” Rick strode on, hot and breathless. The voice turned thick and foul, cursing him. Then it was thinned again with a frantic mental agony. “Speak to me, damn you, Seetee Drake!”


  Rick went on, but now he understood. Old Jim Drake was roan and shrunken now, stooped with sixty years. But the prisoner must have known him long ago when he was as erect and powerful as his bronze-haired son.


  “I’m sure you couldn’t know him,” the brisk young subaltern was agreeing. “Because he has been here nearly fifteen years. Life, on a treason charge—he was convicted of membership in the Free Space Party.”


  The dry voice cursed again, despairingly. “Gone simple,” the subaltern said. “He thinks this Seetee Drake is going to make weapons out of the contraterrene drift to overthrow the Mandate.”


  Rick shot him a startled glance, but his pink young face was innocent. “Seems there really is an old meteor rat named Seetee Drake,” he went on. “But I guess there’s really no danger he’ll work the drift—or the Guard would have him in here with his friends.”


  Silent, Rick tried not to shiver. He felt a little ill from the sharp prison fetor and the harsh blue glare and the crushing weight of the living iron above. That dry scream kept ringing in his mind. He couldn’t help wondering why his guide had brought him this way.


  He tried not to hurry. He forced himself to listen to casual statistics, about the prison bake shop and the laundry and the ventilating system. At last they were outside the clanging gates again in air that he could breathe.


  “Sorry for that disturbance,” the subaltern said briskly. “Unfortunate. Forget it. Wait here just a moment while I see the warden. Have you back at Pallasport in plenty of time for lunch.”


  Rick waited before a silent guard. The subaltern chatted innocently on the way to Pallasport. Rick hurried to the Interplanet Building to unburden himself of the diamonds. Returning his receipt, the clerk at the window said:


  “A message for you, Mr. Drake—you are to see Miss Hood.”


  Lifted with a wild hope that Karen had recovered from her hurt and anger, he burst eagerly into her office. Beyond the huge busy desk, she seemed small and tired. Her pale triangular face looked up, unsmiling. Her small remote voice crushed his hope.


  “Rick, my uncle wants you to have lunch with him.”


  Rick was astonished. “Mr. Hood?”


  Her flaming head made a spiritless little nod. “One o’clock, at the Mandate House—if you are free?”


  “People are usually free to lunch with the chief commissioner.” Rick managed a hopeful grin, but still she didn’t smile. “Tell him I’ll be there.”


  Rick went out awkwardly and stopped at a bar for a whiskey-soda—because there was nothing else to do about Karen’s hurt coolness toward him. Back at his apartment, he tried to bathe off that sour prison odor and put on a clean shirt for the chief commissioner. He felt a bleak envy of Captain Anders’ finished social form for he knew that Austin Hood was the most important man in the Mandate.


  Still he was puzzled about the invitation. Perhaps Hood was taking time to persuade him to sign a new contract—though Rick didn’t feel that important. Anyhow, he grimly told himself, they all belonged to an enemy world. Even Karen. The prison had convinced him of that.


  At toe o’clock he was striding through the ornate golden portals of the Mandate House, a tall and resolute giant. Just across the curving street from the capitol buildings, that expensive bar and grill catered to officialdom. The cost of living was high in all the Mandate, because the commissioners refused to let the asterites make themselves independent of imported food supplies. And prices at the Mandate House were fantastic.


  Rick paused in the doorway of the bar for he wanted another drink to help ease his social awkwardness. The long room was dimly lit through a red glass ceiling, and paneled with expensive black Venusian ebony. The air was thick with smoke and alcohol and guarded talk in four languages.


  The surface atmosphere was friendly, but Rick could sense a watchful tension. The blond, sunburned attaches of the Martian commissioner were gathered at the table of a grim-jawed, bullet-headed visiting general. Nursing heavy steins, all very stiff and courteous, they seemed withdrawn to themselves. Huge, bearded men from the Jovian Soviet were industriously drinking vodka, cheerful and noisy and yet alert. The Venusians, at a table of their own, were sipping rice wine and tea with an air of bland secretiveness.


  A group of Earthmen were drinking whiskey-sodas at the bar and they seemed to Rick a little too confident and loud. One of them, a very junior official, beckoned him to join them. After he felt the tension of veiled mistrust in the long, smoky room, however, he decided to keep himself alert to deal with Commissioner Hood.


  He waited in the garish, crowded lobby until Hood arrived with Commissioner Rand—Earth held two of the five commission seats. Several uniformed aids accompanied them, but Hood left the group and came across to Rick. He was a heavy, ruddy man, with a thin fringe of red hair around his balding head.


  “Glad to see you, Drake.” Karen once had introduced them and he had a politician’s memory for faces. “If you don’t mind, let’s eat alone. We’ve got business to discuss—but not till after lunch.”


  Bluff as some old hard-rock miner, he waved affably at his overmannered aids and Rick followed him into a luxurious private room. The order seemed important as a government decision; he finally selected capon with dry Martian wines.


  At first Rick felt stiff and diffident. Perhaps the wine helped to melt his awe; as the meal went on he began to regard his host with a mixture of admiration, amusement and unexpected liking. Hood’s qualifications for his difficult position seemed to consist of an excellent digestion, a ruthless political cunning, and a stock of improper anecdotes. Digestion, evidently, came first.


  “You think I’m a hearty man, Drake?” he boomed happily. “Well, it takes a hearty man to fight the war all over again, every day, in the commission chamber. The last three chief commissioners went home with peptic ulcers. It takes a hearty man!”


  Rick still wondered what he wanted. He said nothing of any business until the wine was finished and they had lighted rich blond Cuban cigars. Then, in a loud genial voice, he inquired surprisingly:


  “Young man, why don’t you marry my niece?”


  “Better ask Captain Anders.” Rick had gulped and his tone was slightly bitter. “They’re eating in the grill right now. She’s a little cool to me.”


  “Nonsense!” boomed the hearty commissioner. “You’ve simply hurt her feelings. She talked to me this morning. Tell her you’re going on with Interplanet and she’ll forgive you in a minute. Why not, Drake? She has looks and money and brains. Her father, if I may speak—”


  “I know what she has.” Rick was too violent. “But she belongs to a different world.”


  “Her world owns the Mandate and the System.” Hood was pink and ominous. “I believe you saw another world this morning—out on Pallas IV.”


  “Did Kay—” Rick gasped.


  “No, it was my idea.” Genial again, Hood exhaled blue smoke. “For your own good, Drake. I want you to see the consequences of your insanity before it’s too late to change your mind.” Rick caught his breath. This revelation was a jolt to his new liking, yet in the face of Hood’s genial humor he couldn’t feel very angry. He said gravely, “I don’t intend to change my mind.”


  The politician gestured amiably with his blond cigar.


  “Wait until you’ve heard my proposition, Drake,” he urged. “I’ve talked with Vickers and Anders and my niece, and they’re all agreed that you’re the sort of man that Interplanet needs. And Interplanet will meet your price.”


  Rick was not surprised to hear him speak for Interplanet. Officially, he represented the Earth-Moon government, but that government was only a veil for Interplanet’s power.


  “These times are unsettled,” he went on. “Uranium is getting scarce, you know, and there’s a scramble for what’s left. The Mandate is only a sort of referee for a four-cornered fight—or five, if you still count the Free Space Party.”


  Rick listened uncomfortably. He wasn’t used to smoking much, for Earth-grown tobacco was an expensive luxury, and he decided to abandon the strong cigar.


  “Now there’s talk of seetee,” Hood went on. “I thought it was impossible. But Anders says the Martians are experimenting with seetee bombs, and probably the Jovians, too—for they have shot some good intelligence agents. Interplanet is being left behind. We need a good contraterrene engineer. You’re the man I want.”


  Resolutely, Rick began: “I don’t know anything—”


  “You’ll be paid to learn.” The blond cigar gestured expansively. “Write your own budget—and I’ll see that it isn’t audited. Interplanet expects to pay for services rendered. You can put a million in the bank—or ten million—if you can give us seetee bombs before the Martians get them.”


  “I’m a spatial engineer, Mr. Hood.” Rick stood up at the table, blurting the words in a tight, angered voice. “I came out here to terraform worlds for men to live on—and not to graft a fortune.”


  Hood leaned back to watch him with an air of mild curiosity, the bright small eyes interested and shrewd.


  “Some things you can’t lock up forever, Mr. Hood.” The surge of long-pent feelings wouldn’t let him stop. “You can keep men buried alive on Pallas IV—but not the ideals of freedom and democracy and right.”


  Hood’s small eyes had narrowed, but he plunged on recklessly: “If you were wise, Mr. Commissioner, you would take the brakes off progress in the Mandate. You would let men terraform these rocks and make hydroponic gardens. You would give the asteroids political equality and a seat on the commission. That would change the Mandate from a powder magazine to the beginning of a real union for interplanetary peace.”


  “That sounds like treason.” Flushed and angry, Hood stood up. “That’s the program of the Free Space Party. You had better remember what you saw on Pallas IV.” He gulped his anger suddenly and put on a politician’s ready smile. “But I’m grateful for your candor and you won’t suffer for it. I only hope you reconsider your rash opinions before they lead you into some action you’ll regret.”


  His eyes, however, were not quite so kindly reassuring as his genial voice, and Rick felt apprehensive as they left the private room. Hood went back to his waiting group. Lost and uneasy, Rick returned to the laboratory to wait for six o’clock.


  An unfamiliar guard met Rick at the door and watched suspiciously while he cleared a few personal effects out of the big glass desk. He kept fighting down an impulse to call Karen Hood again because it seemed that there was nothing more for him to say.


  No, he couldn’t kiss his girl good-by. At five minutes of eight, however, he was striding into the spaceport waiting room, carrying a big plastic bag packed for several weeks at space. Watching the clock tick off Mandate time, he waited for the impossible to happen.


  It did. At one minute of eight a speaker suddenly blasted: “Landing from Obania, the space tug Good-by Jane, Captain McGee. Now coming in to Berth 81.”


  Rick burst eagerly out of the room to stare into the blue-black sky whose Sun stood near the zenith—few of the minor planets fitted their days and nights to Mandate time. He found the Good-by Jane, dropping gently toward the convex field. It resembled an oblong box of rusty steel, turned on end. It touched and swayed on creaking ground gear, beyond the yellow ropes.


  The air lock opened as Rick came up and Captain Rob McGee descended the accommodation steps on small, nimble legs. He wore the same mildew-green spacecoat that Rick remembered seeing five years ago, and his sturdy shoulders looked heavy with trouble. His square leather face made an effort to smile.


  “Glad to see you, Cap’n Rob.” Rick dropped the bag to grip his stubby hand. “I got your call this morning and you see my space bag’s packed. Now can you tell me—”


  Rick’s voice faded suddenly, for the little spaceman blinked and a blank bewilderment came into his squinted red-brown eyes. “My call, you say?” His gentle drawl was puzzled. “But I never called you, Rick. Bad news will keep and I had none worth good money to tell.”


  IV


  Concern, overcame Rick’s first shock of wonder for he knew the consuming danger of the contraterrene drift. “Bad news?” he repeated anxiously. “Has anything happened to—my father?”


  “It’s only worry,” drawled little Rob McGee. “He’s been working day and night designing machines to work the drift—but he’s not too old for that. It’s worry that’s killing him now, because we’re about to lose Freedonia.”


  “How can that be?” whispered Rick. “Didn’t they grant the title?”


  “They had to.” McGee’s shaggy yellow head shook bitterly. “But they didn’t want to give it to us and they found a way to take it back again. Taxes! At first the revenue office sent a notice that they would be two hundred dollars a quarter. Last week we got another notice. The new assessment is forty thousand a year—and now they say the other was a clerical error. The first ten thousand is due March 31st with only ten days’ grace.” Rick said angrily, “That’s out of reason!”


  “Tell that to the revenue office,” McGee said gently. “It’s plain confiscation—but no asterite ever won an appeal.” His face was a taut leather mask. “If we don’t find ten thousand dollars by April 10th we lose Freedonia.”


  “I have a few thousand,” Rick offered. “What do you lack?”


  McGee spread his short, space-burned hands in a hopeless gesture. “We’re flat,” he said. “Ann O’Banion put in nine thousand, but that’s all gone.” He hesitated. “But there’s one way that you might pull us through.”


  Rick said promptly, “I’ll do anything I can.”


  “Your father’s idea,” McGee said slowly. “He thought you wanted to go on with Interplanet. He said you might make enough to pay the taxes while we look for money to build the lab.” Rick looked down at the little spaceman, kicking uncomfortably at the pavement. His big shoulders drew erect, and his bronze head lifted to the velvet blackness beyond the red sunlit hull of the Good-by Jane. His face broke slowly into a hard brown smile.


  “No, I’m through with Interplanet.” His voice had a ring of decision. “I’m going to help you work seetee.”


  “I’m glad you feel that way.” McGee gave him a space-beaten smile that faded into worry. “Though I don’t see much that we can do. Even if we could pay the taxes we need millions more to build the shop your father’s planning.”


  “We can race Captain Anders after that runaway rock,” he said, “and look for the fortune you said was waiting there.”


  McGee shook his straw-colored head blankly. “I said?” he protested gently. “I’ve been watching that rock—and I can’t understand it. I don’t know anything about a fortune on it—and what could you do with a fortune on a seetee rock?”


  Rick stared back. “You aren’t—joking?”


  “I like mathematical puzzles.” The little spaceman was serious as a child. “But I never just joke. I saw that rock—the seetee rock that flamed up like a nova, when nothing the size of your fist was near enough to collide, and then went out like a light you turn off and started streaking away from the Sun. But I didn’t call you, Rick—and I certainly don’t know where to find a fortune.”


  Rick stepped back a little, frowning.


  “It was a peculiar call,” he muttered. “The operator said you were nearly forty million kilometers away. And you told me to pay no attention if you said you hadn’t called.” He made a baffled shrug. “Maybe I was dreaming—I don’t know. What about it?”


  McGee’s squinted eyes looked suddenly away. “Who’s your military friend?” he asked softly. “A man as tall as you are, Rick!”


  Turning, Rick saw Captain Anders striding across the convex pavement from the Guard station. Behind him, trucks were unloading supplies at the air lock of a slim two-gun cruiser. Camouflaged a lifeless black, its tall torpedo shape was only a shadow against the blue-black sky. Vaulting a yellow rope, Anders came to them.


  “H’lo, Drake.” The tall Earthman was careless and assured. He wore Interplanet’s ancient greatness, Rick thought, like a cloak of invisible power. His handsome face broke into a cool, friendly smile, and he looked expectantly at McGee.


  “Captain Rob McGee.” Against the armor of that long-bred superiority, Rick felt almost naked and he blurted the introduction awkwardly. “Captain Paul Anders, of the Guard.”


  “G’day, McGee.” He wasted no title on the master of a mere civilian tug. McGee winced from the pressure of his powerful hand. His steel eyes came back to Rick, casual and yet watchful. “We’re taking off shortly,” he said. “Last chance to join us.”


  “Thanks, no.” Rick waited, thinking that Anders must have really come for something else. The hard gray eyes flickered sharply at little Rob McGee.


  “P’raps you’ve got plans of your own?” Rick could sense the cool alertness behind that easy, friendly voice. “Might int’rest you to know that I have a transcription of that rather curious photo-phone call you made at nine this morning.”


  “But I didrk—” McGee gulped and checked his protest.


  Rick felt a chilly tingle along his spine. Then the call hadn’t been a dream—but still he couldn’t understand it. If somebody had been imitating McGee’s voice—for what reason Rick couldn’t imagine—Anders evidently knew nothing of the plot.


  “S’prised to find you here, McGee.” The sleek assurance of the black-uniformed officer seemed to cover a wary vigilance. “Our agent reported that your call came from a point within a few million kilometers of the runaway. How did you get here?”


  Rob McGee had turned into a brown, impassive image.


  “I made no call.” Rick was struck with admiration for his serene calm. Anders wore Interplanet’s power like a mantle of supremacy. But the little asterite seemed to have learned the eternal quiet of the stars he knew. He squinted affectionately at the square, drift-pocked hull of the Good-by Jane. “I haven’t been beyond Obania.”


  “Prob’ly the photophone office made an error in position.” The cool, slurred tone of Anders said that McGee was a liar. A shrug of his black, magnificent shoulders dismissed the little spaceman and he swung back to Rick. “S’pose I’m your Captain A.” His questions had a brittle snap. “You think you’ve got a clue to the mystery of that rock? You expect to beat me to the answer—and get a fortune out of it?”


  Rob McGee was shaking his head in blank protest. But Rick caught his breath and his brown face lit with a stern fighting smile.


  “Why not?” The ring of new purpose in his voice stilled McGee’s protest. “The Ephemeris lists that rock as unclaimed. We’ve got as much right to put our notice on it as anybody—if we can get there first.”


  Anders nodded. “But the Ephemeris also lists it as seetee.”


  Under his hard, wakeful eyes, Rick merely shrugged—for he knew no answer to that.


  “Course you’ve got a right to try.” Anders turned carelessly friendly again, like a veteran actor changing roles. “But please step over here and let me show you exactly what you’re going up against.”


  They followed Anders away from the rusty little tug to a point that gave a good view of the tall black cruiser. The two long spatial rifles, counterpoised in two opposite turret blisters so their recoils wouldn’t spin the ship, lay flat and ugly against the hull.


  “Look at that—and that!” His handsome, scornful head jerked back toward the stubby Good-by Jane. “We can overtake that rock several days ahead of you with twenty men—several of them competent engineers. What chance have you two got?”


  “I don’t know.” Rick found a perverse encouragement in the very effort to dissuade him and that hard fighting smile came back to his eyes. “Maybe you’ll get there first, but the first shall be last, remember?”


  Anders returned the smile and Rick wondered if anything could ever crack his iron assurance. “How does that apply?”


  Rick didn’t know, but he merely shrugged again. Anders fired a long cigarette with a gesture of careless ease but Rick could hear the frosty snap of danger in his voice.


  “Follow if you like—it makes no difference to me. But I intend establishing a military sphere about the runaway as soon as our guns are in position to enforce it. Civilians will not be allowed within a hundred kilometers. Think that over.”


  Rick thought it over with a glance at Rob McGee’s square uneasy face. After five years of submission to Interplanet, it was oddly pleasant to make a gesture of defiance; and the inexplicable behavior of the runaway was still a lure that drew him.


  “I think we’ll come along,” he said. “We’ve nothing else to do.”


  “As you like.” Anders contained his feelings beneath a friendly indifference. “S’long.” He waved the long cigarette. “Prob’ly we’ll meet you on our way back.” His hard military heels clicked away toward the tall black warship.


  Little Rob McGee shook his head again, protesting:


  “No matter what they heard, I didn’t make that call.”


  “It sounded like you.” Rick grinned suddenly. “Anyhow, it has Anders worried as much as we are. Just put it down as one more item in the puzzle we’ve got to solve.”


  McGee peered at him. “You really mean to go?”


  “Why not? The solution to the puzzle of the rock might be worth the fortune you didn’t say it was. Maybe we can beat Anders. If you’re willing, I’ve got money for expenses. We’ve really nothing else to do.”


  McGee’s leather face crinkled. Without a word he put out his hand.


  “Then we’ve got no time to waste.” A tall and eager giant, Rick gripped the hand so hard he winced again. “The runaway is already more than forty million kilometers away. At a guess—”


  “There’s no need to guess,” McGee said softly. “At this moment the rock is forty-two million seven hundred sixty-one kilometers from Pallas. Present velocity is forty-six point four kilometers a second, well above the velocity of escape from the System. If we start by midnight we can over take it in five days, eighteen hours and twenty minutes. That cruiser is more than twice as fast as the Jane—Anders can reach the rock in about two days.”


  Rick opened his mouth and shut it again. He had almost forgotten Rob McGee’s peculiar gift. But he had known the quiet little spaceman when he was a child on Obania; and now he remembered that McGee always knew what time it was, to the split second, without looking at a watch. “Check those figures if you like.” McGee saw his astonishment. “You’ll find them right. Things like that—distances and velocities and accelerations—they’re just plain to me.” He seemed to grope for words. “I just—know them.”


  “I remember now.” Rick’s voice held a wondering admiration. “Rob stands for Robot.”


  “Please, Rick—forget that.” The squinted eyes looked hurt. “They pinned that on me when I was a boy and still fool enough to show off. I was discovered by a Martian scientific expedition. They gave me a lot of idiotic tests and wanted to take me back to New Heidelberg like a specimen in a jar. One psychologist wrote a paper about me—with a long German title that means something about ray-born mutant spaceman.”


  Little McGee was kicking unhappily at the pavement.


  “Please forget it, Rick.” His low voice was suddenly bitter. “I know I’m different. Not smarter—I can see I’m not as smart as some people. Just different. And it’s pretty lonely.” He coughed and looked away. “Go ahead and call me Rob, but please forget what it means.”


  “I’m sorry,” Rick said awkwardly. “I mean—if that’s the way you feel about it. But I think you should be proud.”


  Turning back toward the rust-stained tug, Rob McGee gently changed the subject. “If we’re going to leave by midnight we’ve got things to do. We need supplies and the separator-manifold is nearly burned out—I’ll have to install a new one.” But Rick wasn’t listening. He was staring across the bulge of the field at a flame-colored head. For Karen Hood had stopped her little blue electric runabout against the ropes beyond the black cruiser. She was devastating in green sports pajamas, and Captain Anders Nyas kissing her good-by.


  “Eh?” Rick muttered bleakly. “What did you say?”


  V


  They went aboard the Good-by Jane, and Rob McGee made a list of supplies and repairs for the ship. “Put down a portable prospecting drill,” Rick told him. “With tantalum and oxyhydrogen heads. And a peegee finder, too.”


  McGee’s squinted stare expressed the skepticism of the old hard-rock man for that newfangled paragravity divining rod, but he put it on the list. Rick took the order to the Inter-planet office at the edge of the field and wrote a check that used up the most of his savings. He sent a mechanic to help repair the engine.


  Now the cruiser had gone and he met Karen whipping her blue runabout away from the field. Rick stopped and waved an awkward hand, but she drove on by him with only a stiff little nod. It was hard to put her hurt, accusing face out of his mind.


  His own dirigible armor was hanging in the field locker room. He climbed into the clumsy-seeming steel-and-lead-and-plastic gear and drove it like a tiny peegee ship into the open air lock of the tug. Emerging awkwardly through the zipper front he saw the sick face of Rob McGee.


  “We aren’t going anywhere.” McGee made a tired little shrug and his soft voice held bitterness. “The Interplanet truck didn’t deliver the new manifold, and now the night clerk says it’s out of stock. It’s just another run-around, like they gave us when we tried to buy the terraforming unit for Freedonia.”


  Rick’s blue eyes blazed with wrath.


  “But they won’t get away with it—not this time.”


  He strode across the field to the impressive new white-glass building of the Jovian trading monopoly. The sleepy night man seemed to speak no English. He pointed to an empty shelf when Rick drew a picture of the manifold and explained in passionate Russian.


  Repairs for such obsolete ships were very expensive, declared the fat blond man in the office of the Martian corporation, but he knew of a manifold that could be bought privately for two thousand dollars. He ducked an impulsive left hook and Rick went across to the Venusian company.


  The slant-eyed Venusian night clerk had no manifolds to fit the Good-by Jane. But he remembered an occasion in the Lotus Flower Bar when Rick had helped to settle a rather bloody discussion of race with a gang of sunburned Aryans from the Martian Embassy; and he confided that his stock had just been purchased by an Interplanet clerk.


  “Fresh lot three-four days,” the little yellow man said cheerfully. “Hold one special for you, please?”


  “Thanks, but that would be too late.”


  Rick climbed heavily back over the curve of the terraformed hill with his anger ebbing into bleak despondency. This seemed to him a remarkably petty and ignoble abuse of Interplanet’s ancient might. But he could think of nothing more to do about it.


  He found Karen Hood’s small blue car parked against a yellow barrier. In a black evening gown that took his breath she was stumbling across the field beyond, carrying a heavy, angular package. He overtook her just as she heaved it into the open air lock of the Good-by Jane.


  The setting sun was burning in her hair—it was almost midnight, Mandate time. A broad streak of grease made a black wound across the white flesh of her shoulder. Her flushed and breathless loveliness struck Rick like a meteor.


  “Swell of you to come,” he called eagerly. “I wanted so much to see you, Kay—”


  She swung to face him, leaning back against the huge rusty springs and levers of the ground gear. He was about to take her long body in his arms.


  “There!” she whispered wrathfully. “Take it!”


  Anger was becoming to her. It colored her highcheeked face and turned her eyes a bright, frosty blue. Rick was staring in stupid admiration with a choking ache in his throat. She jerked an impatient thumb at the bulky package.


  “Your damn manifold.”


  “Kay!” Rick felt as if a vacuum had drawn the pain out of his throat. Tears stung his eyes, and he stepped quickly toward her. “Kay—you’re wonderful.”


  “Don’t thank me.” Her brittle voice stopped him, gasping. “I believe you ordered a manifold from Interplanet. Now it has been delivered. And Paul isn’t to blame—he doesn’t need to use such tricks; his orders must have been misunderstood.”


  He caught her arm. “Kay, please—”


  “You have it.” He saw the angry glitter of her tears. “Take it and go.”


  She twisted savagely against his grasping arm but Rick was strong enough to hold her. He dropped his other arm to pen her against the rust-red steel. He gulped to speak, and his voice came rough and incoherent:


  “Please, Kay—listen. I can’t go on with Interplanet, but you ought to know I love you. Please give me a chance. I must seem like a traitor, but please try to understand. It was swell of you to do this, Kay. I mean, it shows you’re different from the rest. Please!”


  She made no other struggle against his tall might. Relaxed against the huge bars of steel, she looked pale and lifeless. The bright flame of her hair was all incongruous. Her voice came spiritless, exhausted:


  “It’s no use, Rick.” Very white under the velvet straps and the smear of grease, her shoulders made a bitter shrug. “I may as well tell you—tonight I promised to marry Paul whenever he comes back from that runaway rock.”


  The words were a blow. They numbed Rick and took his breath, and made a cold sickness in his stomach. He took away his arm and let her go. Dazed and mute, he stood staring after her.


  At first she walked stiffly, with none of her old vital grace. Suddenly she ran, the black skirt flying. The blue car swept her over the curve of the hill and her bright hair was gone.


  A slow and awkward giant, Rick carried the manifold up to the engine room. The old manifold had broken to gray shards when they removed it. Rob McGee had sent the mechanic home and gone to sleep in his cabin. Rick called him down to help install and test the new one. A few minutes after four they were ready to take off.


  “—four hours late!” They were in the low, gray-padded pilothouse at the top of the boxlike ship; and McGee’s voice came muffled from the black periscope hood as he stood at the controls.


  “Which gives Captain Anders about seven hours’ start.” Rick grinned cheerfully. “But the first shall be last, as you didn’t say!”


  For a time he felt elated. He had been taking orders for too many years and it was exciting to be driving through open space on the trail of the mystery rock. He watched the gray tiny point in the dark field of the periscope until it came to stand for all the ultimate enigma of timeless space, until his gaunt frame tensed with eagerness to meet its contradictory challenge.


  A gray loneliness grew upon him, however, and he had to fight a bleak depression. Karen’s bright image came to urge that the expedition was expensive folly. But he made little McGee tell about the life and work of old Jim Drake. He learned to run the ship and helped in the galley, and once even offered to brew a pot of the weak bitter tea that the little spaceman drank incessantly—but that, McGee gently insisted, was an art beyond teaching.


  Hopefully, he turned to the books of his father’s he found on a shelf in the narrow wardroom, dealing with the seetee drift. They were two days out, and he was plowing grimly through a ponderous old speculation on the mathematically possible types of nonterrene matter when he heard the buzz of the ship’s photophone.


  “Tug Good-by Jane, of Obania.” He listened to Rob McGee’s soft-spoken identification. “Hello, Captain Anders. I thought you would be already out—” Silence, and then he heard a bewildered protest: “Eh? What men? . . . Injured or not, I don’t know anything about them. . . . No, we certainly didn’t speak you yesterday. . . . How should I know who they are? . . . All right, I’ll let you talk to Drake.”


  Rick climbed the ladder into the square gray pilothouse. Little Rob McGee was standing with the photophone receiver in his hand. Silently, he held it out to Rick. His brown leather face had a blank expression. Wondering, Rick took the receiver.


  “Drake speaking.”


  “H’lo, Drake, this is Captain Anders.” The curt, slurred voice snapped back with no perceptible interval. That meant that Anders was somewhere within a few thousand kilometers—though the runaway was still thirty million kilometers ahead. “Where did you get those men?”


  “Eh?” Rick was utterly bewildered. “What men?”


  The thread of light brought him a low, sardonic chuckle.


  “I don’t quite get it, Drake,” came the slurred purr of Anders. “But we’re in firing range, you know, and I’d advise you to explain.” His voice fell, cold and dangerous. “Where did you get those men?”


  For a moment Rick couldn’t answer. He listened dazedly to the whisper of cosmic interference in the photophone receiver—to the muted murmuring of the nebula, and the far-off drumming of pulsing suns. At last he stammered awkwardly:


  “I don’t quite . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Then I’ll refresh your memory.” The Earth-man’s voice seemed hard and alert, but he didn’t lose his tempered assurance. “You spoke us, twenty hours ago, when we were more than halfway out to that rock. How you got there is something I intend to find out—I still b’lieve you burn seetee in that old can!”


  “Not yet!” Rick said. “And we didn’t speak you.”


  “You’ve forgotten that you called us?” The brittle voice was sarcastic. “You’ve forgotten that we decelerated and gave you a pipe, and took off eighteen injured men because you didn’t have hospital facilities? And you don’t remember where you found them?”


  “No,” Rick protested sharply. “We didn’t!” Half a minute passed and there was only the dry whisper of the stars. Then the voice of Anders came again, oddly hesitant, and Rick knew he was afraid.


  “Drake—who are those men?”


  “I don’t know,” Rick said patiently. “We don’t know anything about them.”


  “Say what you please, Drake.” Anders clung to his old self-possession. “I’m not going to arrest you now. We’ve not time to decelerate again, and I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt. But I warn you that I have full military authority and I intend to use it. Please think what you’re doing, Drake. It would be painful to your friends at Pallasport to learn you were on Pallas IV.”


  Little Rob McGee took the dead receiver and replaced it on the hook. His rayburned face asked a mute, bewildered question. Rick Drake shook his head.


  “Either Anders has gone crazy—which isn’t very likely—or else there’s a reasonable facsimile of the Jane floating around between here and the runaway with our doubles aboard.” His lean face broke into a sudden brown grin. “Must have been your double that called me at Pallasport!”


  “Please, Rick,” protested McGee, “this is nothing to joke about. We’ve got too much at stake. Think of your father, and all he hopes to do with seetee. We can’t let Anders send us all to the prison rock.”


  “No,” Rick agreed very soberly, “that wouldn’t be a joke.”


  Silence hung in the cramped gray room, disturbed only by the muted vibration of the engine and the soft occasional click of relays in the pilot-robot. The eternal silence of space was getting on Rick’s nerves. He had envied the serene calm of Rob McGee, but now the little spaceman himself seemed unquiet. He fumbled for his pipe and Rick reminded him that he had left it down in his cabin. But he didn’t go after it.


  “Rick, I don’t like this.” His squinted eyes were dark with strange foreboding. “I’ve lived all my life in high space and I’ve seen my share of mystery and wonder and terror.” His voice fell to a husky whisper. “But this is—impossible.”


  “It’s a riddle,” Rick assured him cheerfully. “I know it has an answer—some very simple and obvious fact—if we can only find it.”


  McGee looked almost ill.


  “I don’t like things I can’t understand.” His leather face twisted as he seemed to grope for words. “Because I can always feel the position and the speed of every rock that I can see—I know exactly what it is going to do, without thinking. Only this runaway—it doesn’t fit.”


  His yellow head made a slow, baffled shake.


  “I can’t explain, but the feel of it is somehow—wrong. Besides, there’s this call I didn’t make, and now Anders is talking about these men we never saw. But the feel of the rock is the worst. I can’t quite explain, but it hurts.”


  Rick nodded slowly. He thought he understood. McGee’s remarkable perception was far more delicate than any sense of his own. Like any other fine instrument, it was easily disturbed by shock. “But let’s carry on, Cap’n Rob.” He attempted an encouraging grin. “Anders seems as much upset as we are.”
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  Three days later—by the ship’s calendar-chronometer, it was seven on the morning of March 30th—they were less than half a million kilometers from the runaway, decelerating. Standing with his head in the periscope hood, eagerly studying the dark angular rock, Rick didn’t hear the photophone. McGee tapped his shoulder and gave him the receiver.


  “H’lo, Drake.” He heard the clipped, careless voice of Anders, imperturbed as ever. “S’pose you don’t remember those men, yet? Well, that doesn’t matter now. But since your memories are so short I must remind you not to get too near that rock. I’m setting up a military sphere around it. If you approach within a hundred kilometers the gunners will have orders to fire. Is that clear?”


  “I suppose so,” Rick said.


  “Don’t forget it.” Then Anders took a friendly tone again. “I’m not unreasonable, Drake. I like you, personally, and I understand your asterite sympathies. I admit frankly that I have no more than suspicion and circumstantial evidence against you, so far. And I know that you have very influential friends in the Mandate government. If you are willing to surrender and explain the things you’ve done, you can be sure of a pardon. What y’ say?”


  “No,” Rick said desperately. “I mean, I’ve done nothing to explain.”


  “As you please.” Anders dropped the sympathetic role. “But watch your step.”


  The receiver clicked and Rick hung it up.


  McGee whispered uneasily, “What did he want?”


  “Information,” Rick said. “Somehow he thinks we know a lot more about the rock than we do. I believe he’s afraid of us. I think he was trying to bluff us into talking.”


  “Maybe.” McGee looked uncomfortable. “But asterites have been arrested—and sentenced to life on Pallas IV—on no more than suspicion and circumstantial evidence.”


  Rick said nothing. For a time the only sound in the low gray room was the dull, irregular click of the pilot-robot. The stillness of space became a smothering oppression. Rick caught himself tapping at the calculator keys just to make a noise.


  At last McGee shuffled down the ladder to make himself some tea, and Rick turned back to the periscope. He found the blue and orange stern lights of the cruiser. They dimmed among the steady diamond stars ahead and presently he lost them.


  Hour by hour the runaway grew until it became a dark, angular boulder, spinning slowly in its flight through the frost-pointed chasm of eye-aching blackness. Not round at all, it was jaggedly hewn by accidental fracture planes. As they drew nearer, the gray color of it separated into dark volcanic blues and the red and black of iron, splotched with brilliant ochers.


  By late afternoon, Mandate time, deceleration had dropped them without five hundred kilometers of its rugged and swarthy enigma. Rick found the red and green bow lights of the cruiser beyond it, sliding down a spiral.


  “What now?” inquired Rob McGee.


  “Let’s swing into an orbit—say two hundred kilometers out,” Rick suggested. “That’s outside the military sphere and near enough so we can see what goes on.” He tried not to seem discouraged. “That’s all that we can do.”


  With a silent, vaguely apprehensive nod, McGee stood to the controls. Clearly, he had lost his relish for the adventure. Still unable to explain exactly what violated his sensitive perception, he seemed acutely miserable.


  “Do you mind?” Rick asked uncertainly, wondering if he wanted to turn back.


  “It still feels wrong.” McGee’s voice came slow and faint from the muffling hood. “It makes my head hurt. But I’ll stay with you so long as you think we’ve got a chance to beat Anders to the answer.”


  Half an hour later they were hanging two hundred kilometers to Sunward of the runaway. With his head in the periscope hood, Rick watched the somber-colored rock. The Sun struck its knife-sharp peaks and ridges with a painful glare that drowned the stars beyond. Shadows black as space itself clung mysterious in every airless hollow, and crawled and dwindled as the rock turned, and always clotted thick again.


  The riddle of it held him fascinated. Every asteroid had its own spell of wonder—a tiny world, complete, unchanged by erosion or decay since the dawn of human knowledge, untrodden since its cataclysmic birth. The contraterrene meteors, invaders from the far unknown beyond, held the strong allure of bright and sudden danger. But this one dark little world was now a mystery beyond all others.


  Unaccountably it had flared into a nova and quenched itself again. It had changed its shape inexplicably. It fled from the drawing Sun. In Rick’s eager, baffled mind, it had come to stand for all the dark illimitable challenge of the Universe to the young, audacious race of spatial engineers.


  “There!” He caught his breath sharply. “I see . . . I thought I saw something moving. It was tiny as a man in dirigible armor. The Sun was bright on it for a moment, but now it has gone back into the shadow.”


  Reluctantly, he yielded the periscope to Rob McGee, who found nothing. “It couldn’t have been a man—not on a seetee rock,” he protested gently. “And the cruiser is still forty-one kilometers beyond the rock.”


  He gave back the instrument. Adjusting his eyes from the dazzle of the rock, Rick saw the double star, red-and-green, swimming in the dark infinity. To his normal eyes it looked as far away as any binary—or as near. A yellow flash swallowed it.


  “They’re firing!” Rick was startled. “But we’re outside their military sphere.”


  “A test shot, probably,” McGee said calmly. “If it is, the flash should come in about twelve seconds. Watch for it.” He didn’t need to look at the chronometer. “Now!”


  Contact, Rick knew, was the only test for contraterrene matter, and a gun was usually the most convenient testing instrument. If a test shell exploded against an uncharted rock like a shipload of tritonite, then the rock needed marking with a seetee blinker. Watching intently, he reported:


  “No flash!”


  “Maybe,” McGee suggested cautiously, “the shot struck the other side.”


  For a time he merely watched. He lost the cruiser’s light, and eye fatigue made the field a flat black curtain. Turning in slow motion, the rock hung close against it. Jagged peaks struck back the Sun with a sullen, dazzling glare. Shadows flowed and shifted, like pools of viscid ink.


  “Look—do you see that?” He pushed McGee at the periscope. “In that hollow at the west limb—below the V-shaped blue patch—just coming out of the shadow—what is it?”


  “I don’t see it,” protested McGee. “Wait—it looks like a ship!”


  “It is a ship—or the wreck of one!” Rick exclaimed. “That means the rock isn’t seetee, after all! That must have been changed, too—along with everything else that happened to it.”


  He restrained a fierce impulse to drag Rob McGee away from the instrument. At last he stepped aside, and Rick thrust his head back into the hood. Now the rock’s rotation had brought the object fully out of the black shadow lake. Lying in a crater-pocked, ocher-yellow hollow, it was unmistakably a wrecked spaceship. Its lean black hull was torn and battered, and now apparently veiled with a thin cloud of condensing vapor.


  “It’s still smoking,” he whispered, breathless. “And I think it has the outline of an M-4 cruiser. Has Anders—crashed?”


  “No,” said Rob McGee, “because I hear him trying to speak to the wreck.”


  With tense fingers Rick swung the periscope away from the glaring asteroid. In a moment he could see the stars again. He found the unsteady flicker of the Guard cruiser’s photophone, and he could hear the tiny voice in McGee’s receiver:


  “H’lo, cruiser aground.” It was the brittle voice of Captain Anders, rising with impatience. “Can you identify yourself? Can you hear me? Make any signal if you hear me. . . . H’lo, cruiser aground! Can you identify—”


  The wreck answered then but not with any friendly signal. One of its flat turrets was crumpled underneath, but the other moved. A long spatial rifle pointed its black finger at that flickering light and the wreck was covered with a sheet of reddish incandescence.


  With his face against the lenses, Rick had felt so near that it almost surprised him not to hear the gun. But there was only the thin voice of Anders in the photophone receiver, sharp and angry now.


  “You’re firing on us! What’s the meaning of this? Piracy and treason, I s’pose? A damned asterite plot to work seetee and rebel against the Mandate? Please inform Richard Drake that traitors should be clever. Your ship is obviously a captured Guard cruiser. I demand your immediate surrender or we’ll return the fire.”


  The answer was a second shot.


  The tight voice of Anders abruptly ceased. Searching again, Rick couldn’t find the cruiser’s lights. For one dazed instant he thought it must have been hit. Then he realized that Anders was merely taking advantage of his black camouflage.


  For the ship at space began firing. It was invisible between shots, though kylstron beams might have followed it. Rick knew that it was twisting through complicated dodging maneuvers, for each sudden mushroom of fading yellow flame came from a new position.


  Against the ocher hollow the wreck made a black bull’s-eye. The single gun in the uppermost turret, however, continued the unequal battle. The first shots from space, Rick thought, fell strangely wild. But Anders’ gunners soon found the range and the yellow hollow became an erupting crate dust and flame.


  The cruiser at space fired twenty salvos. The wreck ceased to reply. When the smoke and dust of battle cleared, however, Rick was surprised to see that it was standing upright on its ground gear.


  Its crew, no doubt, had made a frantic effort to get it away to the safety of open space. That effort had failed; yet, so far as he could see, it had survived the bombardment with no new damage. In fact it looked more spaceworthy than he had first thought. The photophone upon its black tapered snout began flickering furiously.


  “Listen!” Rick urged breathlessly. “See if you can tell who they are.”


  McGee listened. An expression of dull bewilderment came over his square, deep-furrowed face. With a little shrug of half-frightened bafflement he handed the receiver to Rick.


  “See if you can understand ’em!”


  Rick took the receiver—and felt a chilly spine-tingling.


  “Sounds human—almost human—but there’s not a word I know.” His bronze head shook in slow, dazed wonderment. “I can understand just enough Russian and German and Chinese so I know it’s none of them.”


  “This is getting me, Rick.” McGee took the receiver back and listened with a numbed expression. His voice was sick. “This is all insane. What explanation is possible?”


  “We’ve come to find out.”


  Avoiding the terror brooding in McGee’s squinted eyes, Rick turned back to the periscope to watch the grounded cruiser. The photophone light continued to flicker at brief intervals with that weirdly semihuman voice. The ship at space replied, for McGee picked up the tight voice of Anders:


  “Better speak English if you want to surrender.”


  Rick reported presently: “I see figures coming out of the air lock.” His voice was slow and puzzled. “Men in regulation armor, maybe. But there’s something . . . something wrong about them. It’s so far you can’t quite make them out, not even with the highest power. But there’s something—queer.” McGee was beside him, anxious for a look, but he said: “They’re gone now. They went over the south rim in a hurry.”


  He gave McGee a turn at the instrument, but those minute, puzzling figures failed to come back. In less than an hour the rock’s rapid rotation had drowned the ship once more in ink-black shadow.


  “Here!” McGee’s soft, breathless voice was muffled in the black hood. “It’s Anders, coming in to land. All the lights are out again, but you can see the ship against the rock. He must be trying a surprise approach on the blind side of the enemy.”


  Rick mastered his impatience until at last McGee stepped aside. He found the cruiser dropping across the field, a black silhouette against that dark-hued, sullen landscape. Then its shadow came across the rim of the airless rock, sharp and black as the ship itself.


  The cruiser dropped lower. Ship and shadow raced together as it approached the glaring surface. Then Rick caught a gasping breath and tried not to shudder to the icy chill of fear. Because the ship and the shadow came together—and vanished!


  VII


  Little Rob McGee made a shocked protest. “You’re mistaken, Rick—you must be mistaken! Perhaps it’s some trick of the lenses. We’re two hundred kilometers away, remember, and the cruiser’s painted to make it hard to see. Six thousand tons of fighting steel can’t just disappear.”


  “But that’s what happened,” Rick insisted. “I know it was something more than just illusion. Because the ship was clear and black against the glare of the rock. I’m certain . . . anyhow, almost certain—”


  His voice trailed into, a vague abyss of uneasy wonderment. All the tantalizing riddles about this contradictory planetoid were condensing into a sinister threat. Rick Drake didn’t like to say so, but he was afraid.


  Anders had believed that he was attacking a nest of asterite pirates or rebels. If he had been altogether wrong, then who was the enemy? The subtle wrongness of that unintelligible voice suggested something no more than pseudohuman.


  And what had caused the cruiser to vanish? Did the crew of that disabled vessel possess some unknown weapon, efficient enough to annihilate a modern fighting ship without even a flash of light?


  Rick looked at Rob McGee. He seemed gray and ill, with a wet glisten of nervous perspiration on his face. Better not to speak to him about semihuman contraterrene monsters and their problematic weapons.


  “Maybe I was wrong.” Rick tried not to seem alarmed. “Maybe it dropped into some shadow, or slipped back out to space. Will you try the photophone and see if Anders answers?”


  Rick tried the photophone but Anders didn’t answer.


  Rick kept his aching eyes against the periscope. He couldn’t find the cruiser’s lights. The rock turned again and black shadows flowed. But the cruiser didn’t come to view.


  “Here’s that yellow hollow,” he whispered at last. “The hollow where the wreck was—just coming out of the shadow.” His breath exhaled slowly. “And it’s gone, too!”


  “They must have of it repaired,” McGee suggested. “It wasn’t so badly damaged as we first thought. They took off from the night side—they wouldn’t want to risk being caught on the ground again.”


  “Probably.” Rick nodded, somehow not quite convinced.


  The rock plunged on toward the limits of the system. They followed, hanging two hundred kilometers behind it, a bare four seconds. McGee called into the photophone until his throat was dry, but the only answer was the eternal voiceless whisper of the stars.


  Rick stared into the periscope until his burning eyes saw double. Twice he thought he glimpsed some tiny figure moving. It might have been a man in dirigible armor—or only a trick of his tortured vision.


  That night was an age of anxious strain. Little McGee went down to the galley to brew his tea. Unwillingly, Rick left the periscope to gulp a hurried snack. Exhaustion forced them each to sleep a few hours while the other watched.


  Next day had no ending. The rock slowly turned ahead, but its darkly mottled face showed nothing new. The vanished ships didn’t come back. McGee called Anders on the photophone, but only the stars replied.


  It was April 1st—1:04, Mandate time—that Rick decided to attempt a landing. They both had slept a little more, but McGee’s squinted eyes were bloodshot with exhaustion. He looked pale and ill, and Rick knew that he wasn’t anxious to invade the military sphere that Anders had declared. But he stood to the controls without a word to bring them down.


  No challenge met them.


  “Dead as any seetee rock,” whispered Rob McGee. They were circling again, three kilometers aloft. His voice was tight and dry. “We had better make a test.”


  And Rick took his heavy, antiquated space pistol—the only sort of weapon that an asterite could get license to carry under the Mandate. He put on his stiff dirigible armor and went out through the air lock. Clinging to the safety rail he stared down through his face plate.


  His mind knew the size and the distance of the rock, dark-mottled and yet dazzling against the black of space. Because he lacked McGee’s perception, however, it seemed to him at one moment a bright pebble that he could take in his glove, and the next a mighty planet of incredible mountains.


  He pointed McGee’s old revolver at a broad patch of blue ground and squeezed the trigger. It jerked in his hand and belched expanding smoke, but made no sound. He counted three seconds, waiting uneasily for the bullet to explode like a ton of tritonite.


  But there was no explosion. He emptied the cylinder, peppering the tiny plain. There was no flash of annihilated matter. He went back aboard and mounted the ladder like a silver-armored giant.


  “O.K., Cap’n Rob,” he said through the open face plate. “Not even a spark.”


  “It was seetee,” insisted McGee, still uneasy.


  “But not any more.” Rick was eager now. “Set her down—there’s a little valley at the south pole where we’ll be hidden in the shadow if Anders comes back again—or the ship he fought.”


  McGee nodded mutely. As if heavy with misgivings, he turned slowly back to the periscope and the controls below it. But Rick’s voice quickened with a half-suppressed excitement.


  “That blue ground is interesting—especially where it’s near outcropping iron. According to what the old professors used to say, that was Nature’s way of forming carbon crystals—if carbon happened to be present. I’m going to try the finder—”


  McGee didn’t answer. The black hood coverer his face and Rick supposed that his silence was due to the mistrust of the old hard-rock man for Academic theories and for all such modern gadget as the paragravity finder.


  Rick himself sensed nothing unusual. Shut it padded walls of lead and steel, there was nothing he could see. He felt the tug bump and sway on the ground gear, and lurched a little to the added weight as McGee snapped on the peegee anchor.


  “We’re down,” said McGee.


  It was a choking whisper. He stumbled badly out of the hood, and Rick saw that his face was a wet gray mask. His hands came up to his temples in a gesture of pain. Rick caught him as he fell.


  “What . . . what is it, Cap’n Rob?”


  But he was unconscious. Rick carried him down to his tiny cabin where his few belongings were all arranged in a fussy order and laid him on the narrow berth. Breath and pulse were slow and his skin felt damp and cold.


  Rick had taken one semester of spatial medicine, back at Panama City; but that, like his prospecting, was academic and untried. Obviously, McGee was suffering from something more serious and unusual than a simple attack of spaceman’s colic, but he had no idea what to do.


  McGee’s faint whisper relieved him vastly:


  “I’m O.K., Rick.” The sick, perspiring face tried to grin. “Didn’t mean to fold up on you Go ahead and find your diamond mine.”


  “You’re pretty sick.” Rick was disturbed am incoherent. “I mean I think we ought to do something. What do you think’s the matter?”


  “My head,” whispered McGee. “When landed it split wide open. I don’t know why—except everything is spinning and confused am terribly wrong.” He drew a long, ragged breath “The worst part—I don’t know what time it is.”


  Rick looked automatically at the dial on till back of his armored wrist before he dimly realized what that simple statement must mean for Rob McGee. Nothing was wrong with the little chronometer.


  “It’s one forty—” He caught his breath. “01 . . . I see . . . maybe we should take off again.”


  “No, I’m not that bad.” McGee managed to sic up in protest though he was tense and white. “Get me a couple of aspirins—and go out and try your finder.”


  Rick yielded, for that glimpse of blue clay an outcropping iron had set a kind of fever in him. Men had made a few flawed imperfect diamonds in long centuries of effort. But no man could wait the million years or so that it took to form a perfect tuning crystal—and a handful of them would be enough to buy achievement of his father’s old dream.


  “I’ll hurry.” He found aspirins. McGee gulped them and lay weakly back on the pillow. He seemed barely conscious. Yet, as Rick hastily hooked up the peegee finder on the table in the adjoining wardroom he could feel the stubborn skepticism beneath that gray mask of suffering.


  The finder made use of the same selective characteristic of the paragravity field that separated the power isotope from uranium. Rick connected the compact batteries, adjusted the vernier knobs. Under its glass bell the sensitive needle spun uncertainly until he found the exact frequency of crystalline carbon. Then it dipped to point confidently downward.


  Rick restrained a whoop of joy. He read the bearings, moved the finder to the other end of the wardroom to get a second reading, and started to plot a triangulation. His eager face abruptly fell.


  “I’d better take it outside,” he told McGee with a sheepish grin. “The thing has discovered the tuning diamond in our main drive unit.”


  “Go ahead.” McGee’s voice seemed a little stronger. “I’m feeling better now.”


  Rick went out through the air lock again. It took both his armored hands to operate the finder and he drove the flying armor with his teeth on the padded helmet stick. A tiny spaceship, of steel and lead and sealing plastic, with its own peegee drive, the suit lifted him toward the nearest Sun-struck peak.


  He hovered in its icy shadow to survey the stark landscape beyond. The small hot Sun struck every point with blistering fire and the glare killed all the stars. Every shadow was a pool of darkness, utterly black as the sky. The whole rock was desolate, riven, terrible with every mark of planet-bursting cataclysm—yet, to Rick, it was smiling with incredible promise.


  For he saw masses of hard blue clay, streaked with ocher and sullen red. He saw the dark scars of volcanic fire and a black outcrop of living iron. Yes, this must once have been a natural crucible.


  This was diamond ground!


  His hands stiff and awkward in the armored gloves, he set up the finder again. The little needle spun uncertainly and refused to come to rest. Cold with disappointment, he remembered the dusty voice of his old professor of spatial petrology:


  “All those things are merely indications. Sometimes there was no free carbon present. Sometimes the temperature and the pressure were not exactly right, through the ages that it takes, and all you get is graphite.”


  But he went on, stubbornly. He kept cautiously to the night side of the rock, but its quick rotation brought the whole surface to him. He must have stopped to try the finder a hundred times before the needle came to rest.


  Then it pointed at a gray-black wall of living iron, splotched and stained with reddish oxides. He took a dozen readings and plotted them with anxious haste. The point of intersection lay nearly two meters beyond the face of the cliff.


  With the stub of a fluorescent pencil he marked the place to set the drill. His fingers trembled so that he could hardly write, but he scrawled a blue-glowing notice:


  Mining Claim


  Richard Drake and Rob McGee


  April 1, 2191


  He soared eagerly back to tell Rob McGee and couldn’t find the Good-by Jane. It was gone from the hollow at the pole! For a moment he felt terribly bewildered and afraid. Even the shape of the hollow had changed. He was caught in a new trap of the enigmatic rock.


  He was sick and utterly lost. But that was impossible, he told himself grimly; no fool could lose himself on a world not two kilometers through. He looked resolutely away at the stars, and suddenly his orientation shifted again. He had come to the north pole of the rock instead of the south.


  A stupid blunder. He steered the armor south again and passed the shallow yellow hollow where the crippled ship had been with its unknown crew, and found the Good-by Jane safe in the pit of darkness where he had left it.


  Gratefully he dropped toward the open lock. But still he couldn’t shake off an uncomfortable turned-around feeling. The rock seemed to be rotating in the wrong direction now. He thought that he had begun to sense something of the wrongness about it that made McGee so ill—and he wondered uneasily if he could find the claim again.


  McGee was still unable to leave his berth though he insisted that he felt a little better. He listened silently to Rick’s breathless story, but Rick could see that he was still skeptical about the peegee finder.


  “Of course, it may be graphite,” Rick admitted. “That draws the needle, too, on the same setting, only not so strongly. It would take something like a ton of graphite to cause that much deflection, but only a few kilograms of diamonds. And this is diamond ground.”


  He hesitated.


  “I marked the claim, Cap’n Rob. With only the battery drill it would take me about a day to cut through two meters of iron. If you aren’t able to wait I’ll take you home to Obania and come back and—”


  “Nonsense!” McGee sat up in a jerky effort to discount his illness. “This rock is flying out of the System, remember—and we have only nine days left to pay the taxes on Freedonia. If you think you’ve got diamonds, mine ’em while you can. I’m not going to die.”


  Rick took time to brew him a pot of tea—which he wasn’t able to drink, though he said it wasn’t bad. And Rick himself gulped down a soapy yellow bar of a food-formula, trade-named Ambrosia, supposed to digest without giving the eater spaceman’s colic.


  He unpacked the drill. With a mass of nearly two tons it was still portable here. There were two sets of batteries. He set one to charging on the ship’s generator and hooked the other to the oxyhydrogen cutter-head. Towing the machine like an ant with some disproportionate burden, he set out to look for the claim.


  At first he couldn’t find it. So long as he took his direction from the brilliant stars he couldn’t shake off the uneasy sense of being lost. But as soon as he ventured upon the day side of the rock its glare put out the guiding stars, and his orientation shifted, and he recognized the blue plain ahead.


  Just beyond the line of shadow he found his claim notice shining blue on the black iron cliff. He towed the drill into place beside his mark and welded the bedplate to the iron, and set the oxyhydrogen head to cut a forty-centimeter core.


  By the time the flames bit into the stubborn iron the brief night was almost gone. Afraid of being seen from space, he found a loose boulder whose sluggish mass must have been a hundred tons, and towed it laboriously to a place where its shadow would hide the drill.


  Then he had only to watch the machine. When he quit moving about, a flood of tiredness came over him. In spite of his ravening impatience it was hard to keep awake. Yet he dared not sleep, lest the jet get out of adjustment and let molten iron freeze the drill.


  In six hours he cut a little more than a meter. The batteries were exhausted. He towed them back to the ship and set them to charging, and brought back the other set—this time, careful to watch landmarks, he got back without difficulty.


  He had planned to take out a core extending half a meter beyond the point indicated by the finder. The diamonds, he hoped, would be embedded in the iron; and they would remain when it was dissolved away with acid. Just before the gauge showed two meters, however, the core broke loose.


  It wasn’t necessary to use the section head. He cut the jets and removed the core. The end of it was dark and irregular and he saw no gleam of diamond. Disappointment came over him, a wave of slow, cold sickness.


  Stiff and awkward, he stooped to let his helmet light shine into the bore. He could see something black and dusty. The natural crucible held carbon, no doubt; but some factor had been wrong. It was only a pocket of worthless graphite.


  He groped mechanically for a long cleaning tool and reached to scrape out its ladle full of that brittle dusty stuff. He stirred it with a stiff metal finger—and the breath went out of him.


  For the black matrix powdered away from hard smooth faces. Dark empty crystals drank the rays of space and filled with rich fluorescent splendor. Rick turned cold and he could hardly breathe again.


  Diamonds! He rubbed them out of the dark, brittle matrix where they must have grown through unguessed aeons. None was very large. A few were flawed. Others, cubes and a few with more than eight faces, were valuable only as gems. But fully half of them, he estimated, were perfect octahedral tuning crystals—diamonds too precious for jewels!


  Careful not to lose them through sudden movement—for the rock’s gravity was too slight to hold them safely in his palm—he dropped them into a stout little ore sack. Men had tried, since Moissan’s time, but only the iron heart of a living world could shape such stones as these.


  Suddenly, Rick wasn’t awkward any longer. Careful and deliberate, he reached again with the long steel spoon for another handful of black powder that shattered into incredible fire. He filled the first little bag and tied it securely to his belt and found another.


  Diamonds by the sack! The cavity was larger than his helmet. It filled three small bags. Allowing for the bulk of the worthless matrix and the flawed and misshaped stones, he thought there must be three or four kilograms of perfect terra-former crystals, worth eight thousand dollars a gram.


  Staggering wealth—but Rick, rather to his own surprise, didn’t feel staggered at all. He had accepted the common idea that sudden millions brought a crazed intoxication. But now he found himself sober and calm, grave with new responsibility, strong with new confidence.


  In this victorious moment, it seemed to Rick, he was really growing up. He had been torn between two conflicting worlds, at home in neither of them. But now they both were ended, it came to him; and he was helping build a new world on their ruins.


  For these diamonds would be the key to unlock contraterrene matter. They would pay the taxes on Freedonia and buy equipment for the seetee shop. If shrewdly spent they might even purchase immunity from the Mandate government—Rick had begun to consider himself a political realist.


  He glanced at the timepiece at his wrist and felt a little startled to see that midnight had passed. Already it was April 2nd. They had only eight days left to get back to Pallasport, and sell diamonds enough to save Freedonia. Time enough—but none to spare.


  With a cautious eye to spaceward he scraped the last dusty diamonds from their womb of iron and tied them in the last sack. He hastily dismounted the drill and towed it back across the night face of the rock toward the hidden ship.


  In the wan starlight it seemed just as he had left it. The air lock was still open. He got the drill back aboard and slid gratefully out of his stiff, confining armor. It was good to feel the ship’s paragravity again. The normal air pressure eased a dull discomfort in his middle. He was ravenously hungry.


  “Cap’n Rob!” His eager voice pealed up the ladder well. “I’ve got the diamonds—kilograms of them! We can take right off. We’ll be back to Pallas in plenty of time—”


  The stillness was suddenly ominous. Alarm sank cold talons into his throat. Clutching the three precious little bags by the strings, he clambered apprehensively up the narrow ladder shaft.


  They were waiting for him in the wardroom.


  VIII.


  They had made the silence. One stood behind the table, and one was on his knees, and one stood in the galley door. Their big automatic guns all were pointing at the ladder, ready for him. Dazed and stupid, Rick spelled out the white-stenciled legend across the breast of a black steel suit, HIGH SPACE GUARD.


  “H’lo, Drake.” The slurred brisk voice of Captain Anders came out of Rob McGee’s silent cabin. “ ’Vise you not to make any fuss—my men will shoot to kill. Just stand where you are and let me see your diamonds.”


  Rick Drake had always enjoyed a fight. There was elation and escape in the hard game of swiftly traded blows. Now he caught his breath and crouched and weighed the diamonds for a club. But he saw he had no chance before those ready guns and he let the voice of Anders stop him:


  “I wouldn’t, Drake—they’ll cut you to cat meat.” He let his arm relax and whispered to a sudden fear:


  “Captain McGee . . . what have you done to him?”


  “ ’Sleep,” said the cool and careless voice of Anders. “We didn’t want to take the chance that he would warn you, so I gave him twenty milligrams of ametine. He’ll wake up soon enough.”


  “He was already ill!” Rick flared. “You shouldn’t have—”


  Impulsively, he thrust toward the tall, black-armored giant in the doorway, but Anders stopped him with the quiet gesture of a gun—and Rick saw that it was McGee’s old space pistol.


  “Keep your head,” Anders warned. “There’s nothing you can do. Leroux, take his bags.”


  The kneeling man rose alertly and snatched the three small bags from his fingers. Anders untied one of them and lifted out a handful of black dust and frozen light. In the frame of the black helmet his handsome face went stiff with awe.


  “Kilograms of diamonds,” he whispered. “Millions—so that was your game!”


  A covert glance told Rick that the man behind the table and the man in the galley doorway still had their eyes and their guns upon him. Anyhow, he warned himself bitterly, he couldn’t fight—that would only turn suspicion into certainty.


  “But they’re mine.” His helpless eyes followed the diamonds, and his protesting voice came hoarse and flat. “McGee’s and mine. You can see our claim notice on the cliff where I dug them out. You’ve no right to take them.”


  “We don’t intend to rob you.” Anders tied the bag and returned it to Leroux. “But you landed here in violation of an established military sphere and I expect to develop more serious charges against you—if I can prove the connection I suspect between you and the stolen cruiser that attacked us.”


  He swayed ominously forward, a towering robot of black-painted steel. Rick gulped to protest, but he found no voice.


  “I’m placing you under arrest,” the Earthman went on. “The courts can settle the ownership of these diamonds—and you may need them to pay your fines for treason before you go to Pallas IV. Meantime, I’m going to hold them as evidence of your activities here.”


  Rick’s brown fists balled impotently.


  “We’d nothing to do with that other ship,” he bitterly insisted. “We’re not guilty of any treason. I knew you had declared a military sphere—but your cruiser had been gone for more than twenty-four hours before we landed, and we assumed that it was void.”


  “And so it would have been.” Anders turned sarcastic. “That story will save your diamonds if you can convince the judges.” His sardonic brows arched. “But it’s not six hours since we shelled your allies here.”


  Stunned, Rick could only shake his head.


  “Now think up something for the judges.” The Earthman’s voice was biting. “I’ll leave these men aboard to see you back to Pallasport. You and McGee will be confined to your quarters—”


  The hollow clang of the air lock sounded up the ladder well, interrupting him. Another guardsman in black armor came clawing up the rungs in frantic haste. He slammed his face plate up.


  “Captain Anders!” He was breathless, obviously frightened. “Commander Hauptman sent me, sir. It’s that enemy cruiser, sir—coming back! They’re calling on the photophone again—in that same language that ain’t quite human! Commander Hauptman wants to know, sir—”


  Even at that tense and bitter moment Rick had time to feel a grudging admiration for Captain Anders. For the schooling of aristocratic generations didn’t fail him. He met this new emergency with instant hard decision.


  “We must get back at once.” His steel eyes flickered at Rick. “You are still under arrest, but I’ll leave you to look after McGee.” A black and resolute automaton, he rapped curt orders at his men: “Disable this ship. Denvers, cut the photophone. Chiang, smash the engine.”


  “Please!” Rick protested desperately. “There’s no need for that—”


  “Leroux, take the diamonds.” Anders wasn’t listening. “Have the warrant officer lock them in the safe and bring a receipt to me.”


  “Aye, sir!” The guardsman snatched the three precious bags and dropped down the ladder well. Another mounted into the pilothouse and dropped back with the photophone receiver and a length of cut wire. Rick shuddered to the brittle smash from the engine room, Anders was the last to leave.


  “S’long, Drake.” He waved McGee’s old revolver in a mocking little gesture of farewell. But don’t go’way.”


  He stepped into the shaft. Below, he didn’t wait to use the economy pump. Rick heard a double clang and knew that he and McGee were left alone upon the murdered ship.


  Shaking away the daze of disaster, Rick stumbled into the silent cabin. There had been no struggle, for the fussy array of pipes and cleaners and humidors was undisturbed. Under the blankets, McGee lay gray and still.


  The ship was ghastly quiet. The terrible fear shook Rick that Rob McGee was dead. For he lay utterly still. His hands were stiff and cold. He had no pulse that Rick could find.


  Ametine—Rick groped through his sketchy knowledge of spatial medicine. That powerful drug, he knew, slowed metabolism vastly. The survivors in wrecks at space often took it as a last resort to stop the agony of asphyxiation and stretch their dwindling oxygen. It had saved many lives, but an overdose could kill.


  He ran back to the emergency cabinet in the wardroom wall and found a stethoscope. It brought the faint slow flutter of McGee’s heart—only sixteen beats a minute.


  “Well, Cap’n Rob, that gives you a fair chance to wake up.” In his uneasy relief, Rick spoke half aloud. “Now I’m going out to see what that mysterious enemy does to Anders—because, if anything happens to him, we’re left in a pretty bad spot.”


  The wan sleeper didn’t move.


  Rick went heavily down the ladder well. One glance, as he passed the engine room, showed him that the brittle refractory shell of the separator-manifold had been smashed beyond repair.


  “No, Anders,” he muttered bitterly, “we won’t go’way!”


  He thrust his tired limbs back into the cramping stiffness of the armor, sealed it, started the air unit and pushed wearily out through the air lock. Anders and his men were gone beyond the near starlit horizon. He launched out upon a cautious search for their cruiser.


  Drugged with shock and fatigue, Rick had to fight a sense of baffled defeat. The perplexing riddles of the runaway asteroid had come to seem a fantastic, deadly web. The rock rewarded every human effort, he thought, with inexplicable frustration.


  He had little hope of ever recovering the diamonds. Anders himself seemed honest enough—genuinely convinced that he was implicated in some treasonable cabal—but Rick knew that such a tempting prize would never escape the clutches of the Mandate bureaucrats.


  Now, however, the stake was more than diamonds.


  His mind sorted bits of the puzzle in desperate search for a common denominator. That novalike flash that turned a contraterrene rock into this one. That photophone call that Rob McGee hadn’t made, with its hint of a fortune waiting here—the diamonds, of course!


  But what of the eighteen injured men? The enemy cruiser? The not-quite-human voices? What had caused the Guard cruiser to vanish and return—when Anders didn’t seem aware that it had been gone at all?


  Rick wanted the answers desperately—because he thought they should demolish the suspicion of Anders, and recover the diamonds, and end the threat of the prison rock. But he couldn’t find them.


  Soaring high over the night side of the rock, he searched for the cruiser’s shape by starlight. He failed to discover it. Dropping lower, he approached the Sunward face, darting cautiously from shadow to shadow. At last, hovering behind a jagged point of iron, he found the cruiser.


  Beyond the peak that hid him lay a shallow hollow. The ship stood tall and black on the tiny plain of yellow clay. He glimpsed an armored man just disappearing into the air lock in its stern, the last of the crew returning aboard.


  The photophone light above the tapered nose was pointed into space but he could see the flicker against its rim. The cells in his helmet picked up, faintly, a voice with a harsh Martian accent—that would be Commander Hauptman.


  “Cruiser at space, identify yourself!” The voice was tight and blustering. “Our range finders can follow you in spite of your shadow paint. If you can understand English, answer—”


  Rick lost that harsh, uneasy voice as his eyes followed the direction of the pointing light into space. The peak beside him hid the Sun; the dazzle of the landscape faded from his eyes and he could see the stars. But he found no flicker of an answering photophone. Instead, he saw a yellow-red flare—the flash of spatial guns.


  The cruiser’s officers must have seen it, too, at their periscopes. For the photophone went abruptly dark, and the vessel lurched spaceward in a hurried take-off. Its ground gear must have lifted a dozen meters above the ocher clay before the shells arrived.


  A hit! He saw the instant eruption of fire and debris from the ugly pointed snout, and the ship was battered back against the rock. Then the hollow became a fantastic inferno of dust and smoke and lurid flame.


  Rick lay flat behind the ledge of iron to protect himself from flying splinters. Unchecked by air or gravity, the cloud of dust and expanding vapor made a thin pale veil across the stars. He could feel the shuddering of the iron, but there was no sound.


  He had thought he was out of danger. But the last salvo from space went oddly wild, so that one shell burst far behind him. Splinters thudded against his armor. He listened for the deadly hiss of escaping air, but the tough steel had held.


  Now the flash of guns had ceased in space, but Rick saw the fitful gleam of a ship’s photophone. He caught it in his helmet receiver—and shivered to its strangeness for it was that same unintelligible and scarcely human voice that he had heard before.


  He crept back to where he could see the Guard cruiser. Amid deep shell craters in the yellow clay it lay battered and helpless on its side. At least three direct hits had pierced the black hull. Air escaping from an ugly hole amidships still made a frosty, dissipating mist. One turret blister was crushed underneath; but the other moved, as he watched, to fire two defiant shots into space.


  Rick retreated again, expecting the enemy to reply. No shots came, but he lay motionless for a long time in the flowing shadow of the iron peak. He was afraid to move again, cold with a dread that the unknown enemy would discover him when they came to examine their unwarned victim.


  But the enemy didn’t come. The photophone light went out and the unknown attacker was lost in the black of space. At last, when the concealing night had flowed over the wrecked Guard cruiser in the hollow, Rick slipped down to it.


  His hopes fell as he inspected the damage by white starlight. The bow compartment was caved in. A shell had penetrated amidships, exploding inside the engine room. Another hit, near the stern, had wrecked the air lock so that it seemed impossible to get aboard. But the ship was obviously crippled beyond repair—as completely disabled as the Good-by Jane.


  It was difficult to hope that any of the crew survived. But he knew that men had lived to fire those two final shots. He found a loose steel bar in the twisted wreckage of the ground gear, and began tapping desperate signals in the Interplanet code.


  Empty space carries no sound. He pressed his helmet against the black steel to listen for an answer. When none came he thought that he and Rob McGee were the last men living on the rock—and doomed themselves to slow asphyxiation as the strange runaway carried them four million kilometers a day into the interstellar abyss.


  At last, however, near the battered stern, he heard a feeble tapping, spelling slow words: “Who are you?”


  “Drake.” That brought no immediate reply and Rick added thoughtfully: “I know nothing about attacker. Enemy has gone. You know McGee and I unarmed, helpless. Can we help each other?”


  An answer came at last, the taps slower and more faint:


  “No provocation for attack. Can’t understand—if you are innocent—pardon. Eighteen men alive, but air equipment wrecked. All taking ametine to await relief. Signal aid if possible. Anders.”


  Rick tapped back: “If I can repair photophone.”


  That brought no reply. He heard no other sound from within the ship. Anders had fallen with the last of his men, Rick supposed, into drugged pseudodeath. He knew that the sleep of ametine would postpone their death from oxygen thirst, perhaps for many days.


  Rick returned to the Good-by Jane. He found Rob McGee unmoved. Hopefully he climbed into the pilothouse to see if the photophone could be repaired. It couldn’t—for the guardsman had carried away the receiver and there was no extra.


  Dull with exhaustion and defeat, Rick went down again to McGee’s silent cabin. The grayfaced spaceman lay appallingly cold and still but the stethoscope found his pulse again—now risen to twenty beats a minute.


  “Well, Cap’n Rob, you aren’t missing much.” Rick tried to grin, but he couldn’t shake off the burden of inexplicable disaster. “Anders grounded the Jane, and now our mysterious friends have grounded him.”


  He kept on talking for his voice seemed to push that dead silence back.


  “So we’re both marooned. Anders has got our photophone receiver aboard the wreck, along with our bags of diamonds. We can’t signal and we can’t get away.” He groped resolutely for the one hope left. “But the Guard will surely send out a relief ship when they don’t hear from Anders in—”


  He caught his breath and anxiously stooped. For McGee’s eyelids had flickered. The gray, square face furrowed with a slow agony of effort. Shining sweat misted the forehead. At last the squinted eyes came open. Dilated to the whites, they were black wells of desperate mute purpose.


  “It’s all right, Cap’n Rob.” Rick could feel his terror, like a ghastly presence, and he tried to reassure him. “Anders won’t cause us any more trouble. The cruiser’s crippled and he has taken ametine with all his men.”


  But McGee still fought desperately to speak.


  “Take it easy, Cap’n Rob,” Rick urged him cheerfully. “All we’ve got to do is wait. I’m going to keep awake in case anybody comes near enough to pick up my helmet photophone. But maybe you had better take another shot of ametine. Because we’ll have to shut down the peegee field to save the batteries. They’ll run the air machine for another week or so. But then things will be a little dreary. You’re better off asleep.”


  But McGee’s yellow head shook in the pillow in feeble slow motion. He drew a long, rasping breath. His wet gray face creased with a frown of desperate effort. And Rick knelt beside the berth to listen.


  “Don’t . . . don’t wait.” Out of that drugged abyss his whisper came thin and labored and queerly slow. “For help—won’t come. Now I understand—everything. Too weak—to explain. But no help—is possible. And enemy—won’t—come back. You must—get us off—yourself, Rick. Try to rescue—Anders. Save the men. But get away—before . . . before April 10th. Because the rock—is going—to collide.”


  The whisper was slower, now, and scarcely audible. But Rick had dismissed the idea that McGee might be out of his head for those tortured words somehow carried a terrible, sane conviction.


  “Proof—you can do it—that call I didn’t make—yet.” McGee fought through long seconds to draw another breath. Leaning closer, Rick barely distinguished the fading words: “You must—repair—the Jane.”


  Then the dry lips ceased moving. The dilated eyes had closed again. McGee’s wet hands felt stiff and cold and Rick couldn’t tell that he was breathing. He listened with the stethoscope again. The pulse rate had fallen back to eighteen beats a minute.


  IX.


  That singular message, whispered with such anguish from the depths of McGee’s drugged sleep, increased Rick’s own dull bewilderment. He couldn’t guess how McGee might have solved the riddle of the rock. Yet, remembering the little spaceman’s uncanny perception, he dared not question the warning.


  It was impossible to repair the ship. He knew it was—for the emergency batteries were far too weak to drive it, and the engine wouldn’t run without a manifold. He thought hopefully of the charged set of batteries for the drill, but even they would hardly lift the ship.


  Yet, facing implacable difficulty, Rick Drake found within himself a gigantic stubborn strength. It came down from his father, the red-haired giant of his memory. It was the old unvanquishable might of the spatial engineers, the spark of human greatness born to claim this new frontier from the night of space.


  He attacked the impossible.


  The time that came was a long nightmare of work and weariness and pain. He went back to the wreck and studied its damage again and made a plan. The air lock, he convinced himself, was battered beyond possible use. The hole where the shell had gone in, amidships, was too small to admit his armored body. He brought the prospecting drill and began cutting his way to the cruiser’s engines.


  The armor was hard to cut. Forged of toughened steel laminated with refractory alloy, it was meant to withstand armor-piercing projectiles and nickel-iron meteors and even the contraterrene drift.


  The little drill was never designed for such a task. The tantalum points could scarcely cut the surface of hardened steel, and the oxyhydrogen flame burned in vain against the layers of heatproof alloy.


  At the beginning he had only one set of fully charged batteries and no way to recharge them. To get the utmost current from the cells he had to stop often to let them recuperate. Waiting for the batteries to rest, he worked with a little hand drill and even with hammer and chisel.


  Several times he went back to the Good-by Jane. Rob McGee was still fast in drugged pseudodeath, his pulse rate never more than twenty. Rick knew nothing to do for him.


  The little ship was cold and silent. The air was damp and stagnant, growing foul already, for he had turned down the air unit to save the emergency batteries. He had turned off the heaters and shut down the paragravity field. He couldn’t help thinking that the ship was already like a square steel coffin.


  He slept a little, waiting for the batteries to recover. But his lank body was clammy with the penetrating cold and the bad air made him restless, and the continual want of weight filled him with uneasy discomfort. He began to feel a gnawing hunger but he dared eat only a little of the soaplike stuff misnamed Ambrosia for fear that the long hours in his armor would give him spaceman’s colic.


  The batteries in his armor failed for want of recharging. He replaced them with the power pack from McGee’s smaller suit and returned to the impossible job.


  Then a time came when both sets of drill batteries, hooked in parallel now, failed to recuperate. Recklessly, he went back to the Good-by Jane and tore out half the emergency cells. With their last precious strength he cut through the base of the last triangular flap of shell-twisted metal that had barred his way.


  He crept through the ragged hole into the wreck. By the dimming glow of his helmet light he explored the shambles that had been the engine room. He had hoped to find the engines intact, but the confined explosion of the shell had done frightful damage. The forward engine was simply gone.


  Sick with discouragement, Rick turned aft. Even the after engine was no more than a shapeless mass of metal. The multiple boilers had blown up and the massive lead hood had been ripped away by the explosion of ammonia and steam and sodium vapor and disintegrating U-235.


  With little hope he cleared away the twisted wreckage. A sudden elation took his breath. Somehow, shielded by the heavy mechanism of injector and disintegration chamber, the brittle shell of the manifold had escaped destruction. He removed it with a care and skill he thought had gone from his stiff, weary hands, and carried it eagerly back to the Good-by Jane.


  Disappointment shattered his hope again. The manifold nipple was three times too large to fit the injector on the ancient engine of the little tug. He had no refractory gaskets—and molten uranium, flowing at 1900° Centigrade, wasn’t easy to confine.


  But he remembered a patch of gray clay that he had seen while he was looking for the diamonds. He found it again and ground a clod of it, and molded a dozen wet little rings and left them in the air lock for the vacuum of space to suck the water from them. One of them didn’t crack. It stood the test of the oxyhydrogen jet. He used it to seal the manifold against the injector.


  With tired hands he slid a new ingot of fuel uranium into the feeder tube and started the oxyhydrogen flames under the manifold. Then he had only to wait. For all his dread of the explosive splash of molten metal spilling it was hard to keep awake.


  But the gasket held. The fuel-metal flowed through the manifold and the peegee field drew a thin stream of pure U-235 into the injector again. Under the great lead hood, atomic fire burned. The ancient boilers heated and the whispering turbines spun. The murdered ship came back to electric life.


  The exhausted batteries charged again. It was good to feel the comforting weight of his long body in the ship’s internal field. Rick climbed back to the wardroom and started the heaters and turned up the air unit. Standing in front of its silent fan, he sucked his lungs full of the first good air he had breathed for days—and went to sleep.


  Then Rob McGee was calling him in a voice of frantic urgency. The call came from far away so that he couldn’t distinguish the words. But “he could sense the little spaceman’s fear, and a terrible pressure of time. He struggled out of sleep and found himself sprawled stiff on the wardroom floor.


  “Cap’n Rob?” His voice came thick with sleep. He clambered to his feet and stumbled into McGee’s tiny cabin. “What’s the matter—didn’t you call me?”


  It was hard to believe that the call had been a dream. But McGee lay still under the blankets in that same dead sleep. His pulse was only twenty.


  But how much time was left? Drugged himself with the poison of fatigue, absorbed in that long impossible task, Rick had lost the count of days. He climbed heavily into the pilothouse to look at the ship’s chronometer. The date on the calendar-wheel surprised him. It was four in the morning of April 9th.


  It was the last day. Tomorrow, McGee had warned him, the rock was going to collide. He didn’t know what it would collide with. A collision didn’t seem unlikely for a body plunging out across the meteor belt at four million kilometers a day. How McGee had managed to predict the time of it, in his drugged slumber, he couldn’t understand. But Rick trusted the old spaceman’s sanity and his strange perception.


  They must leave the rock today.


  Tomorrow, he remembered, would be also the last day of grace to pay the taxes on Freedonia. But no use to think of that, he advised himself bitterly, because the diamonds were somewhere aboard the wreck and Pallasport was by now at least eight days away.


  Freedonia was lost.


  But no use to worry over that. Human life came first and he had enough to do today. A glance at the engine showed that it was running smoothly, the batteries aboard almost fully recharged. He climbed into the pilothouse and lifted the little vessel out of the pit of shadow by the pole.


  Rick landed again in that shell-torn yellow hollow with the tug’s air lock beside the jagged opening in the wreck. He set the drill batteries to recharging and turned at once to the task of rescue.


  The emergency pipe was a wide tube of airtight fabric. A pressure ring sealed one end to the outer rim of the tug’s air lock. The other end was more difficult to secure. He pushed it through that ragged hole and used emergency patches to seal it to the cruiser’s plastifoam lining. Five pounds of oxyhelium distended it to a rigid tunnel from ship to ship.


  That pressure was still too little to unlock the automatic bulkhead doors. He had to cut the bolts with the drill before he could enter the after compartment where the survivors were.


  The first glimpse made him feel ill. The wreck lay on its side and the rock’s feeble gravity had brought the men to rest in grotesque attitudes against the lower walls. Most of them were naked to the waist, soiled with smoke and blood and vomit. A few wore sodden bandages. Ashen faces were fixed in expressions of agony and peace and silent mirth. Fast in the sleep of ametine, they all looked like dead men. Only the stethoscope assured him that they lived.


  Rick carried them out, one by one, through the engine room and the fabric pipe and laid them side by side in the holds of the Good-by Jane.


  Captain Anders was the last he came to—still clutching McGee’s ancient pistol, which he must have used to tap his signals through the hull. Rick took him to his own berth.


  And now the diamonds—for the chronometer told him that the afternoon and evening of April 9th remained before they had to go. Since he hadn’t found the diamonds in the compartments he had explored, he supposed they must be somewhere in the caved-in bow.


  He put on his armor again and closed the air lock behind him. The purring economy pump salvaged most of the precious oxyhelium from the pipe and the cruiser while he moved the little drill to the forward bulkhead.


  The force of the explosion had jammed the automatic doors. But now the batteries were strong again and the metal wall cut like butter. He explored the crushed-in bow compartments. In the control room he found two frozen, space-dried mummies—the one with the platinum star had doubtless been Commander Haupman.


  At last the glow of his helmet light found the cruiser’s safe, built into the after bulkhead of die astragation room. It was locked. The men who had known the combination were unconscious or dead. Suddenly regretful of a comparatively blameless past, Rick brought the little drill forward to attack it.


  The metal of it was hard and refractory, as the hull had been, and no armor-piercing shell had opened the way for him. Peering through a dark shield at the glowing metal that drank the heat of his pointed flame without yielding, Rick thought wistfully of his father’s old dream. A bar of any contraterrene metal would slice into this stubborn steel like incandescent iron thrust into ice. But men had never worked seetee—and perhaps they never would, if he failed to get the diamonds.


  Grudgingly, at last, the tough metal flowed. Beneath, however, was a layer of something even more refractory. He attacked that with a tantalum point. When the drill could do no more he found a live shell in the cruiser’s magazine and gingerly unscrewed the fuse to get at the contents.


  A few minutes before midnight he lifted the thick safe door out of its frame with a judicious forty grams of propellent tritonite. The job looked almost professional, he thought with a certain pride; and then reflected that the evidence of it might easily send him to the prison rock.


  The three small ore bags were neatly stacked in the bottom compartment of the little safe. Beside them, surprisingly, was the missing photophone receiver. To each item was wired a neat little label, signed by the cruiser’s warrant officer, reading:


  Rick gathered them up. He ignored a cash box and bundles of papers and the cruiser’s logbook and the black brief case


  Exhibits


  Mandate vs. Drake & McGee


  that Anders had carried. Towing the little drill, he hastened back aboard the Good-by Jane.


  “Well, Cap’n Rob!” he shouted cheerfully into the doorway of McGee’s small cabin. “We’ve got the diamonds back.”


  McGee was awake again, his dilated eyes black and strange. He quivered with the effort of a long, slow-motion breath. His gray wet face furrowed with the pain of his struggle to speak. Rick stooped to listen.


  “Take off—now!” That faint and labored whisper was hoarse with a dreadful urgency. “No time—to waste. Collision—with seetee rock—minutes now. Get away—from this rock—far away.”


  His glistening ashen face went lax again, unconscious.


  Rick clambered up the ladder well into the pilothouse. Still his homemade gasket held. They had the diamonds and Anders and his men. They were ready to go. Standing with his head in the periscope hood, he opened the main drive field.


  They lifted out to space again.


  He found the small gray fleck of Pallas, back behind the runaway, hanging beside the misty golden spindle of the zodiacal light, and swung the vessel toward it. Then he turned the periscope again to search the diamond-pointed spaceward void for whatever the runaway was going to hit.


  He found nothing, queerly. There wasn’t even the flash of a seetee blinker. He made a search in the Ephemeris for any body the rock might strike on its mad flight out of the System—and still found nothing.


  The hours passed. Dwindling in the periscope’s dark field, the runaway presented the same tawny and ominous face of shocking, insoluble mystery. There had been no collision. He made an impatient effort to shrug the riddle away. After all, they had the diamonds, he told himself; and the riddle didn’t matter.


  But it did.


  He set up the calculator to find a dead-reckoning position: from the known position of the original contraterrene asteroid, HSM CT-445-N-812, determined from the Ephemeris for ten o’clock on the evening of March 23rd; and the observed direction and velocity of the rock’s inexplicable spaceward flight, taking into account the diminishing gravitational drag of the Sun and the planets, from which it was so swiftly escaping.


  He swung the periscope to check his bearings on Pallas—and Pallas wasn’t there. In a moment he found the bright, ragged little crescent again—but fully twenty degrees from where the calculator said it ought to be.


  He lacked Rob McGee’s uncanny gift for celestial measurements. So far as his eye could tell, Pallas looked as distant as any of the stars. But it struck him that its broken half circle was still surprisingly large.


  He stared accusingly at the calculator and then swung the solar sextant behind the periscope lenses to get a reading on the radial distance. He twisted the vernier knobs to make the shadow disk fit the darkened image of the Sun and looked at the scale. The result made him whistle.


  For the dead-reckoning position was seventy million kilometers off! According to the sextant the rock must have been carrying them back toward the Sun at four million kilometers a day, instead of out of space ever since they landed on it.


  But that was sheer nonsense. He tried to find something wrong with the sextant but the well-worn instrument seemed in perfect order. Hopefully, he took another reading. It was the same. He began to wonder if the rock had done something to his sanity.


  Wait! He remembered an imaginative chapter from the treatise on possible types of nonterrene matter. The answer to the whole riddle dawned in his dazed and spinning brain—almost too astounding to be accepted.


  He snatched the recovered photophone receiver with awkward, trembling fingers and spliced the cut wires. Now everything was swiftly dropping into a pattern of simplicity, but still he didn’t dare believe. He didn’t trust the chronometer. He wanted to ask what day it was.


  Then he heard a clatter in the galley.


  X.


  Rob McGee was busy at the galley stove. He seemed a little pale and drawn, but he greeted Rick with a cheerful, squinted smile. “Leave her on the pilot-robot,” he invited, “and have some breakfast with me.”


  Relieved, Rick said, “Then you’re all right again?”


  McGee sipped hot tea with a spaceburned smile of deep contentment. “Since we got off the rock,” he said softly. “The time has come back to me—and that was all the trouble. Except I’m starving now. You look a little lank yourself. Set another plate.”


  Bacon was crackling fragrantly on the tiny electric stove. Rick didn’t know how long it was since he had eaten anything more than a bar of soaplike spaceman’s rations. His mouth began to water, but there was one thing he had to know: “The date—what day is it?”


  “March 24th.” Grinning happily, McGee was breaking eggs into the pan. “Now I know what time it is. It’s eight forty-nine and fourteen seconds in the morning—no matter what the chronometer says—and that means breakfast.”


  “The calendar-wheel says April 10th,” Rick made a dazed little shrug. “But I had begun to wonder since I tried to read the sextant—and I remember, in that book of dad’s on nonterrene matter, the author works out the mathematics for a type of matter with a negative coefficient of time. I thought it was just a crazy daydream then.” His blue eyes frowned at McGee, still half bewildered. “Wasn’t that it, Cap’n Rob—something wrong with time?”


  McGee nodded slowly and his eyes went dark for a moment as if with the painful memory of the strange illness he had suffered. “That was what upset me, Rick—I couldn’t tell what time it was. That was what laid me out more than the ametine. I wasn’t altogether asleep and I felt a little better as soon as I got it figured out—except I was afraid we couldn’t get away before the collision, and the drug made it so hard to speak to you. The headache stopped as soon as we got off the rock.” His square, ugly face was smiling with a child’s glad smile. “Because I knew the time again.”


  “There wasn’t any collision,” Rick protested, still deeply puzzled. “Anyhow, none that I could see—I watched for hours after we got away.”


  “But there was,” McGee said gently. “At ten on the evening of March 23rd—not quite five hours ago. That nova you saw from Pallasport—remember? If we had been delayed another hour on the rock—well, we wouldn’t be talking about it.”


  “Eh!” Rick tried not to shudder, but he felt as if the puzzle of the runaway planetoid was still a net of contradictions set to snare his very sanity. “The whole thing seems too impossible—maybe just because I haven’t got your special sense of space and time. It’s hard for me to put it all together—and I can’t believe it when I do. Won’t you please explain it all to me, Cap’n Rob?”


  “Later.” McGee set down his empty teacup and started toward the ladder well. “Now I’ve got a sort of appointment to make a very important photophone call. I don’t believe in defying fate. If I didn’t make this call we might have to land on that rock again.” Some dread made a brief tremor in his voice. “Watch the eggs, will you?”


  Nimble as ever, he mounted into the pilothouse. Rick watched the eggs and set another plate on the wardroom table. He had left the three bags of diamonds there, and now he saw that McGee had poured a little mound of black dust and limpid fire from one of them. He pushed the treasure back against the wall—and then hurried to take up the eggs and drop a huge slice of ham into the sizzling pan.


  At last McGee came back down the ladder with a singular smile in his squinted brownish eyes. He said softly, “I’ve just made that call to you at Pallasport, Rick—the one I hadn’t made before. I told you to have your space bag packed and tried to warn you what to expect—without saying anything you wouldn’t believe.” With a brown, quizzical grin, he added: “That’s how I knew we were going to escape that collision. I simply had to be alive to make that call!”


  “Oh—” Rick’s mouth fell open but he recovered suddenly. “Of course!” He caught his breath. “And those eighteen men below—I suppose we’ll meet Anders in about two days, and let him take them back to Pallasport?”


  McGee nodded. Seating himself at the table he stirred a million dollars’ worth of diamonds with a stubby forefinger and poured himself another cup of tea. He grinned appreciatively. “No wonder he tried to find out where we got them!”


  “Please tell me how it all happened, Cap’n Rob.” Rick was frowning again in baffled concentration. “I can see that the rock must have carried us back a week or so in time while the chronometer was running forward. But still it’s hard to understand all that happened.”


  McGee tore the wrapper off a box of dry space biscuit and heaped his plate with eggs and bacon. His fork wavered in the air while his tanned brow creased with his search for words.


  “You’ve seen movie film run backward,” he said at last. “So that broken dishes seem to put themselves together and a burned match is whole again and divers come out of the water and float back to the springboard?”


  Rick nodded, breathless.


  “That’s what was happening, all the way.” The fork still wavered. “The rock was simply moving the other way in time. I don’t see how such a thing is possible—I haven’t read the book. That’s what upset me. But that single fact is the answer to everything that happened.”


  “I see,” Rick put in eagerly—though he wasn’t quite sure he did. “There must be parts of the Universe—stars or maybe even galaxies—made of the minus-time matter the old professor was guessing about. And that rock was just a stray fragment, out of some blown-up minus-time planet!”


  “No doubt it was.” Reluctantly, McGee put down his fork. “It must have been drifting through space for millions of years—of our future and its past. It came plunging into our system. At ten on the evening of March 23rd, it happened to collide with the seetee asteroid, HSM CT-445-N-812. Since the invader was normal matter they were both annihilated.”


  Rick was leaning across the table, hunger forgotten.


  “That collision was the last moment in the history of the minus-time rock,” McGee’s soft voice went on, quietly confident. “But we were looking at it in reverse, like a film threaded wrong, so that collision seemed the beginning of it to us, instead of the end.”


  “I see!” Rick’s bronze head nodded. “After the collision it seemed to be plunging out of the System instead of coming in, just because we were looking at it backward.”


  “Until we landed on it.” Frowning at something, McGee sipped his bitter tea. “Then something happened to us. Then we were carried back through time, along with the rock—back toward the collision on March 23rd. I don’t know how.”


  “Some kind of induction effect,” Rick suggested. “In the book, the old professor works out a theory that time is just another sort of force, on the same order as magnetism and paragravity. If he’s right the rock would be surrounded with a minus-time field, extending out for several radii. That field simply carried us along.”


  “Must be.” McGee rediscovered his plate and reached for his fork again. “That explains the whole thing.”


  “Wait!” Rick protested. “There’s still a lot I don’t see. For instance, how did the Guard cruiser come to vanish? . . . Oh, I see!” He answered his own question. “When it dropped into the minus-time field of course it was carried back in time, while the plus-time of our own system swept us on ahead. And that shadow—that black outline I thought was a shadow—that was really the cruiser, too, beginning its backward loop in time. And . . . eh?”


  Rick gasped for breath, half rising.


  “So that’s what it was!” He stared at little McGee, with an expression of dazed comprehension. “That other cruiser—the one Anders fought—weren’t they really both the same?”


  With a mild gleam of enjoyment in his squinted eyes, the little spaceman calmly set down his teacup. “Yes, I’m afraid Captain Anders had the misfortune to attack his own ship,” Rob McGee said softly. “Since he was going to land on the rock he was already there when he arrived.”


  “Say that again,” Rick demanded. “Slow!”


  “Captain Anders evidently found it a little confusing, too.” McGee grinned. “He was following the customary Guard procedure, of asking questions first and shooting when he failed to get a satisfactory answer. But, since the film was running backward for the cruiser that happened to be going the other way in time, the order of events was reversed in each case. The shooting came first and then the questions. And even when the questions did come nobody could understand them—any more than you can understand a sound-track in reverse.”


  “Oh—” Rick caught his breath again. “So that was the unknown language?”


  McGee nodded cheerfully.


  “Captain Anders just got himself involved in a kind of vicious circle. He fired on his own ship because his ship was firing on him.” McGee grinned in pleased expectation. “He’ll be a little upset, I imagine, when he comes out of the ametine and finds what day it is.”


  “Let him figure it out for himself.” Rick’s drawn, bronze-stubbled face broke into a slow answering grin. “When the cruiser was burned up in that collision the evidence of my safecracking job must have gone along with it. He couldn’t prove we’ve got the diamonds back.”


  “He was a little too cocky, anyhow,” McGee solemnly agreed. “Best thing in the world for a smart young man to meet something he can never be certain about. But now I’m starving and my eggs are getting cold.”


  He attacked his plate, but Rick was too thoughtful to eat. His brown finger stirred the little pile of dust and diamonds. In the dull soapy glitter of the uncut stones he could see the rising outlines of future great machines to harness and subdue the hostile wonder of contraterrene matter. He could see a thousand airless rocks, terraformed with these same diamonds to make the rich, inviting islands of tomorrow’s brave empire. Again Rick Drake was the spatial engineer, a young and daring giant reaching out to push the new frontier of men one farther step against the challenge of the stars.


  Late next day their photophone calls brought acknowledgment from the Guard cruiser, driving out to meet them from the ragged new moon of Pallas. Anders seemed puzzled and disturbed to speak them here, and at first he didn’t want to stop.


  “Never mind how we got here.” Rob McGee was quietly serene. “But we’ve got eighteen men aboard, the survivors of a wrecked Guard cruiser. Some of them are injured and they’re all under ametine. You had better take them back to Pallas.”


  “Impossible.” Anders was annoyed and curt. “What cruiser, and how was it wrecked?”


  “You had better ask the men when they wake up,” McGee told him softly. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But they’re in urgent need of hospitalization, captain, and you have speed enough to get them back to Pallasport two full days ahead of us.”


  “We’re on an important special mission,” Anders rapped. “Refuse to be delayed by any tricks.”


  “This isn’t our trick,” McGee assured him gravely. “And the lives of these men are in danger unless they get attention. One of them is a very important officer. When you find out who he is you won’t regret stopping.”


  “I must refuse.” But Anders seemed a little worried. “I’m sorry but we can’t take the time—”


  “But you can,” McGee interrupted cheerfully. “I happen to know you’re going to stop. Perhaps you’d better talk to Drake.”


  Rick listened to his questions.


  “No, Captain McGee hasn’t lost his mind,” Rick insisted. “And we didn’t need seetee power to beat you here from Pallas—even if we were twice delayed on account of a separator-manifold. But you had better take these eighteen men. They really need attention. We can’t tell you anything about them, but I believe they know something about the runaway rock.”


  “Then we’ll take them,” Anders snapped at last. He put the cruiser’s astragation officer on the photophone to fix the rendezvous. Six hours later the two ships came gently together. Men from the cruiser sealed a fabric pipe between the air locks. Rick saw some of them staring, with half recognition on white, sick faces, at the deathlike forms they carried out of the holds.


  “I’d swear, Mike,” he heard a spaceman mutter fearfully, “one o’ them half-stiffs is a ringer for you.” And the other answered, “Hell, Smitty, that one’s you!”


  Anders mounted the ladder into the tug’s pilothouse. Rick and little McGee listened calmly to his brittle-voiced demands for information. Who were these drugged men, he wanted to know, and what had happened to their ship?


  “Since when,” Rick asked hotly, “is it a crime to rescue the survivors from a wreck at space?” McGee spoke more softly, urging: “They’ll soon be waking up, captain. They can tell you all about it. It wasn’t us that wrecked their ship.”


  “Then who did?” Anders demanded.


  They didn’t tell him. When he refused to believe that the Good-by Jane could have got here without seetee power, however, McGee let him inspect the ancient uranium—and his brown face turned hard when he saw the patched-on manifold. He muttered one grim word:


  “Wreckers!”


  “No,” said McGee. “We didn’t do it—the men will tell you that.”


  Anders was in a hurry, and even a secondhand manifold was not conclusive evidence. When an ill-looking rating told him that all the men had been transferred aboard, he went down the ladder. But he wasn’t satisfied.


  XI.


  It was four more days back to Pallasport for the drift-pocked tug. Rick and McGee spent them sifting the dusty black gangue from the diamonds, sorting out the perfect tuning crystals and weighing them into discreetly small parcels. Rick tried to estimate the total value.


  “It’s hard to believe!” His voice was awed. “Even if we have to sell the most of them for half what they’re worth on the black exchanges, they bring enough to build the seetee shop—with plenty left over for taxes and graft.”


  Early on the morning of March 30th, the Good-by Jane landed on the terraformed hill of Pallasport. Shaved again, rested from his long ordeal on the rock, a tall, spaceburned giant in crisp white slacks, Rick walked across the curving street from the spaceport to the Guard hospital. He found a worried-looking nurse at the reception desk and inquired about the survivors from the wreck.


  “Do you know them, sir?” Her expression was oddly haunted. “You see, sir—they have upset the whole hospital. They’re beginning to wake up from the ametine—” Her voice turned shrill and breathless. “And—what do you think, sir—they claim to be the crew of the same ship that brought them here! Some of them have identification—it’s all very peculiar!”


  “I know Captain Anders,” Rick told her. “May I speak to him?”


  “I’m afraid not today.” She made a troubled shrug. “There’s one of them that says he’s Captain Anders. But—well, you see, sir—” Her haunted eyes darted back along the corridor, and she dropped her uneasy nasal voice. “Confidentially, sir—they’re all displaying mental symptoms. Collective hallucination, the doctors say, due to ametine shock. Our psychiatrists have them under observation. I’m afraid that Captain Anders—if he is Captain Anders—can’t be allowed to receive any visitors for several days at least.”


  That afternoon Rick took the first small parcel of diamonds to the office of the Venusian Trading Co. He was afraid of trouble because the Mandate government strangled all private business in red tape to favor the great monopolies. He half expected arrest and seizure of the diamonds for the want of some license or permit.


  The Venusians and the Jovians and the Martians, however, and even the agents of mighty Interplanet, were all in savage competition. And terraformer crystals were the vital key to further conquest. The delicate task proved easier than Rick had expected. All the buyers were eager to pay eight thousand dollars a gram with a winking assurance of secrecy.


  Next morning Rick put through a photophone call to his father on Obania. His mind could see the roan-haired elder giant, gaunt and stooped perhaps, but yet a giant. His eager voice was breathless and a little incoherent.


  “Hello, dad! I just called to tell you that Cap’n Rob got here—well, a few days ago. And I’m really leaving Interplanet. We’ll be starting back to Obania as soon as we get a few things done.”


  He tried to veil his words with caution.


  “By the way, dad, I’ve just paid up the taxes on Freedonia. And we’ve got a little money left. I mean, there’ll be plenty to build that metallurgy lab. So you can start making out the orders for all the new machines we’ll need to buy—for Drake, McGee & Drake.”


  Next day a hospital orderly brought a brief monogrammed note to the Good-by Jane, begging Rick to call at the hospital on Captain Paul Anders. Walking slowly across from the spaceport, Rick prepared himself for a fighting interview.


  He didn’t know what Anders wanted. But a Jovian diamond buyer had told him the rumor of a court-martial pending to investigate the cruiser’s loss. Did Anders intend to press his charges against him and McGee—of wrecking and treason? Rick wondered uneasily how much he could explain without losing the diamonds to the greedy hands of a Mandate court.


  At the hospital a nurse showed him to a large private room. The first thing that caught his eye was the name engraved on the card beside a huge vase of expensive hydroponic flowers: Karen Hood.


  Rick hadn’t seen Karen and he didn’t mean to see her. He had put her declining world behind him, resolutely. Now, however, the flame of a huge Venusian orchid brought back the color of her hair, and with it all the ache of longing he had been trying to forget. He looked hastily away, glad that Anders hadn’t read the bleak pain on his face.


  For the tall guardsman, propped in a reclining chair, had his back to the door. He was staring out across the cruel landscape of uneroded mountains beyond the huge window. Because the hospital was well down the slope of the terraformed hill, that cragged desert seemed to tip insanely. Every peak was a flat cut-out of savage incandescence, edged with ink-black shadow.


  Rick spoke and Anders started nervously. He looked pale and stern, one arm was slung, and his brooding eyes seemed to reflect the ominous sky. Unexpectedly, Rick felt a little sorry for him. For all his evident bitterness, however, he hadn’t lost his old self-command.


  “H’lo, Drake.” He waved easily at a chair beside the window, motioned at the nurse to leave them and deftly mixed two whiskey-sodas—all with the unslung arm. Rick set down the drink and waited, on his guard.


  “Good of you to come.” Anders read the implications of the untasted drink and smiled as he explained: “I asked you for two reasons. One is gratitude—because I gather you must have saved our lives?” Rick didn’t respond to that half interrogation. “The other is that I’d like to ask some questions.”


  Rick felt surprised to find himself at ease. Still Anders seemed a dangerous opponent, for nothing had shattered his iron assurance. But, somehow, out on that runaway rock, Rick had discovered a new self-confidence of his own.


  “No, captain, you don’t owe us anything,” he said gravely. “The rumors about your rescue are all a little confusing, but I understand you were brought in by a Guard cruiser—under your own command.”


  “That’s what I’m told.” Anders smiled slightly, “And what I want to ask about.”


  “I’m afraid your questions will have to wait until McGee and I have hired a lawyer.”


  But Anders didn’t wait and the first question took Rick’s breath. Watching him with hard steel eyes, the Earthman put it in a slurred, careless voice:


  “Un’erstand you’re selling diamonds?”


  “A few.” Rick tried to conceal his consternation. “Family heirlooms.”


  “No business of mine”—Anders actually grinned—“because I’m in your debt on several counts. All apologies, if you’ll just answer my questions. I admit that I was stupid. But I’ve been thinking—since they managed to convince me of the date.” With a sardonic little chuckle, Anders moved his dark head at a calendar on the wall. Rick saw that the first day of April was surrounded with a heavy black mark. He could feel the growing, anxious tension under that careless-seeming voice.


  “Just tell me if I’m right, Drake, and you won’t need a lawyer. The answer won’t be used against you. Maybe you heard the talk of a court-martial. But I imagine it would be a little hard to get all this through the brass hats, and I managed to pull the wires to get it killed.”


  Rick felt relieved. Trying not to wonder if Karen had been one of the wires to the chief commissioner, he obeyed a friendly impulse. “What do you want to know?”


  “I remember something you said about the first and the last.” Anders was leaning forward, and his self-control seemed almost desperate. “Tell me, Drake—” He hesitated, steel eyes searching. “There on the rock, when we fought that other cruiser—were we fighting ourselves?”


  “I’m afraid you were,” Rick said. “It seems that time on the rock was negative, and we all made a circle. Seems you failed to recognize yourself when you met yourself coming back.” Helpfully, he added, “There’s a book on nonterrene types of matter—”


  With quizzical brows lifted, Anders pointed his good arm at a copy of that ponderous work—on the stand beside Karen’s flowers. Rick felt an unexpected liking. Kay might be very happy with him.


  “Thanks,” Anders said. “That accounts for all my evidence against you—and I regret your arrest and the damage to your vessel. But I think anybody might have been confused.”


  Rick nodded, gratefully, and sternly reminded himself that Anders still belonged to an enemy world. He mustn’t talk too much. The lean Earthman stared out into the blue-black sky above the dazzle of the toppling landscape, frowning.


  “Circles,” he said at last, perplexingly. “Eddies in causation.” He turned back to Rick with a slow, apologetic smile. “Scuse me, Drake. Seems you won the game. And the medicos are sending me back home on six months’ leave. How’s your drink?”


  Rick took up his neglected glass. “Your health, captain!”


  Anders poured himself another drink. “Here’s Drake, McGee & Drake,” he proposed cordially. Then, with a quiet in the careless-seeming voice, he added: “Case you’re interested, I’m taking that leave alone.”


  Rick was interested—but he wouldn’t admit it.


  That afternoon Rick was offering another parcel of tuning diamonds to Interplanet. An office boy showed him into the luxurious hush of an expensive private room to wait for the buyer. Sitting at an exquisite silver table too small for a giant, he spread the diamonds on a square of black velvet. Twenty perfect crystals, weighing nearly thirteen grams. He determined not to be talked below a hundred thousand Mandate dollars.


  “Hello, Rick.” Karen Hood came through the glass-curtained doorway. Emotion flushed her high-cheeked face, and her hair was vivid flame. She came slowly toward him, soundless on the deep rug, carrying a blue envelope. Her eyes were dark and repentant and shining.


  “Nice to see you, Kay.” But he hadn’t meant to see her and the sight was a stabbing blade. Still it wasn’t easy to leave her world behind—or her. He rose beside the toylike silver table, awkward and uncertain.


  “But you weren’t going to.” Hurt silence for half a minute. He saw her red lip quiver—and tried not to want so much to take her in his arms. Her velvet voice was crushed, pleading. “Please, won’t you forgive me for calling you a traitor?”


  “Of course, Kay.” The weakness was a throbbing ache in him. He caught his breath and towered like a bronze and mighty giant above her. His voice turned deep with purpose. “But still I’m leaving Interplanet.”


  Her flame head nodded, meekly unprotesting.


  “I know you are.” Her voice was low and grave. “That’s why I’ve come to ask you for a job—with Drake, McGee & Drake.”


  Rick stared at her. His bronze head made a little disbelieving jerk. But his heart was suddenly pounding so that he couldn’t speak.


  “I mean it,” she said. “I’m leaving Interplanet, too. Because I think you need a business manager for your new metallurgy lab—whatever that is going to be. Here’s my letter of introduction.” With a breathless little smile she laid the blue envelope beside the row of diamonds on the silver table. Rick leaned down to touch it stupidly.


  “It’s the transcripts of all your photophone conversations with your father and McGee from the secret files of Interplanet.” Her voice had an odd catch, half gay and half alarmed. “You’ll have to hire me, Rick—to keep you and all your friends out of Pallas IV.”


  “Honest, Kay?” He gulped, incoherent. “I mean . . . would you . . . really—”


  “I really would.” Her smiling eyes were wet. “I’ve been thinking while you were gone.” The flash of anger came back in her voice. “You said some cruel things—but we’ll have plenty of time to quarrel over that. You know I came to space because I didn’t like what Interplanet had made of Earth, and now you’ve made me see that the Mandate is only a temporary makeshift. If you really think you and your asterites can start something better, Rick, I’m willing to help you try.” Her clear voice turned as husky as his own. “That is—if you still want me—”


  He did. He shook away his awkwardness and came around the table. They didn’t see the diamond buyer, standing in the glass-curtained doorway. But that dealer’s shrewd face smiled. His agate eyes turned soft again, perhaps with some forgotten memory of the green Earth and youth. He left them alone.


  THE END.


  PARROTS OF VENUS


  Walter Kubilius


  “Somewhere on this planet is a parrot with a message which can answer the strangest riddle of our times—for the man who will hear that parrot talk will become the richest man in the world!”


  IRRITATED, and nerves drawn taut by the hot summer heat of Venus, Robinson stared listlessly at the drink he swirled in his glass. Drawn to the planet, like all the others, by the promise of easy fortune in rich S.3 mines that were there for the taking, he had found only hard work and drudgery. True, others had found riches—for who could deny that rich seams of precious ore lay under the surface of Venus?—but they were in the minority, a fortunate few that succeeded where millions failed.


  The door of the Venus Hotel was wide open, but it did little to cool the stifling heat. Through the open windows he could see the gaily colored parrots that infested the planet, their shrill, falsetto voices cutting what would be the silence of the night.


  One of the parrots, a beautiful bird of bright, shining blue and yellow, suddenly swooped down from the limb of a tree.


  Robinson heard the beating of its wings and turned to see the bird sail through the open door of the Venus Hotel. It fluttered for a moment in midair and then came to a graceful stop on the table in front of Robinson.


  “In heaven’s name, Benny,” it shrieked at him, “be more careful!”


  Robinson’s name was not Benny. He looked around for a clerk who would throw the damned bird out, but there were none. Apparently he would have to sit and listen to its gibberish unless he got rid of it himself.


  “Push over that microscope,” it babbled, “will you, Barrister old boy? This looks like a good specimen.”


  It may have heard those words yesterday, or it may have heard them ten years ago. It did not matter, for the mind of a Venusian parrot was like a phonograph record that never lost an impression. Only chance decided where the needle would be placed to unlock the store of human voices that it did not understand.


  As Robinson’s vexation grew, one of the men detached himself from the bar and walked slowly toward his table, listening.


  “Why don’t you take one of the slides and check the results with me? You’ll notice that the cells, instead of being gray-white in color, have a distinct touch of red. This is due, I think, to certain inorganic—”


  The parrot did not finish, for just then Robinson’s hand struck out in annoyance, flinging the bird against the wall.


  Its wings fluttered violently. Recovering from the momentarily stunning blow, it flew out of the room shrieking its babble of nonsense.


  When Robinson dealt the blow, the stranger’s face paled. His powerful hand reached out, grabbed Robinson’s shoulder and pulled him to his feet. A deadly, twisted face, white with fury, loomed over the astonished Robinson.


  “You almost killed that parrot!” the stranger shouted at him. “Never do that again, you understand? Never! Never!”


  Robinson was bewildered. Parrots were as common as flies on Venus. He must be a crank, Robinson thought, or else he’s gone crazy! But soon the stranger’s grip relaxed and the anger drained from his face.


  “Sorry,” he mumbled apologetically, “I—I forgot myself. Forgive me.”


  “Quite all right,” Robinson said, adjusting his clothes. “Was that your pet?” he asked.


  The man looked oddly at the doorway through which the bird had flown. “No,” he said softly, “that was just another parrot.” He paused, as if hesitating to say more. Robinson sensed that he was waiting for something.


  “Have a drink on me,” he offered, “and sit down.”


  “Thanks.”


  WHEN the cooling drink of moon tea had refreshed them and made the stifling heat of Venus more bearable, the stranger began his story.


  “Are you looking for S.3?” he asked, not waiting for Robinson’s nod. “Yes, I suppose you are. That’s what we all come here for, the drifters and riff-raff of the universe. Each of us is out to strike it rich or die.


  “Lister, Barrows and myself came to Venus about ten years ago on the same transport. Somebody walked off with funds raised for dimensional experiments conducted by Lister. He took the blame and came here hoping to make enough to pay off those who invested their last pennies.


  “Barrows had a girl he wanted to forget. As for myself, I no longer remember why I came.


  “We three worked together when the Trust was broken and all Venusian land was declared open to homesteaders and ore hunters. We divided whatever streaks of ore we found in the South Polar region and whenever winter came we would venture northward towards the equator.


  “I didn’t care so much for the money part of it, but that was all that Barrows wanted, ‘Money is everything,’ he said, ‘once you have money all the other things, like love and a home and children, will come along too.’ ”


  The man shifted in his chair.


  “Barrows had only two friends in the world, and these friends were his pets—two gorgeous, brightly colored parrots.


  “He would spend nights talking to them. The two parrots would sit there, listening, and when Barrows finished they would repeat his words for hours. The ordinary Venusian parrots babble on and on. Barrows had his trained to repeat a whole day’s conversation without once jumbling the words, or mixing in last week’s talk with the one they were repeating now.


  “It soon got on our nerves. Believe me, it was enough to have the wild jungle parrots screaming all over us without having two tame ones right in the midst of our camp. When you’re slopping all day through dense growths and becoming more bitter with each day’s failure and seeing nothing but parrots, parrots and more parrots, it begins to wear on your nerves to have two of them screeching last week’s discussion on archaeological discoveries in your ears.


  “ ‘Barrows,’ I said finally, ‘it’s either the parrots or you. Which is it?’


  “He didn’t answer me, but slowly began to pack his bag and take one third of the equipment. There was only one bottle of iodine—he left it. Lister and I weren’t sorry to see him go. If we came across an S.3 strike now, it would be divided two ways instead of three. Barrows headed south, a parrot on each shoulder, and we turned north.


  “We never came across Barrows again. It was as if the planet had swallowed him and his two parrots.


  “Our luck turned bad. We spent some years drifting from one part of the planet to another. Mars became independent. Jupiter was finally reached and colonized. Men on Earth stopped making buildings reach toward the sky—instead they burrowed beneath the surface. S.3 doubled, trebled and quadrupled in value but still we did not find the ores that would make us rich. It was a dog’s life, but there was no way out of it. A small streak that we uncovered now and then would give us money to buy more supplies to continue.


  “Lister and I began searching in the Mid-Eastern hemisphere. We had picked up a rumor in New York II that a block of S.3, an inch thick, had been dropped by a parrot in one of the suburbs. It may have been just another one of the many stories that float around, but we decided to try our luck. If it was true, it meant that there was some exposed layer of S.3 on the continent so rich that even a bird could pick up the rocks to play with them.


  “We spent three burning days in the Lamense jungle and found nothing. The despair and futility of it all began to get on our nerves. Each of us would find something with which to humiliate and mock the other. I played practical jokes on Lister. He beat me in little contests and games. It gave him a kick.


  “We came to an open clearing several hundred feet long and wide. It was a rare thing on Venus. We camped there for the day and amused ourselves by practicing on our rifles and clipping off branches with single shots.


  “Lister pointed excitedly to two parrots, their yellow and blue wings dazzling with the sunlight, that settled on a bushtop about sixty yards away.


  “ ‘I’ll take the one on the left, you take the one on the right,’ he said, “double or nothing. Agreed?’


  “What fools we were!


  “I WAS the better marksman. Whatever I lacked in keenness of sight I made up for in steadiness of hand. But Lister could not take defeat and he owed me too much already. It is not safe to make your partner your debtor as well.


  “Yes,” I said, determining to lose—for this was my chance to end the contest evenly.


  “I notched the sight of my gun one degree. At sixty yards that would mean a miss of five feet, a safe enough margin. We aimed and, at his word, fired.


  My bird flew up into the sky, unhurt. Lister’s target fluttered down. He had won. I could have easily brought down the bird on the wing, but I did not want Lister to know that I had purposely allowed him to win.


  “Gloating, he ran toward the fallen parrot and I followed. It was still alive, kicking wildly. A crimson splotch blurred the bright coloring of its wings. Lister picked up the dying bird. There was a small package, insecurely tied around its claw.


  “What’s this?” I asked, untying it and opening the package.


  “A stone of pure S.3 dropped into my hand!


  “Not a single flaw marred the clear surface of the rock. What was more, it had one rough, straight edge, indicating that it had been broken off from a still larger piece!


  “We carried the bird to our camp, dabbed the wound and tried to save it. In our excitement we forgot all about the other that sat on the bush with this one.


  “The bird recovered for a while and this is the story we heard:


  In heaven’s name, stranger, if you hear this bird—listen to it! Don’t go away. I’ve trained these two parrots to repeat every single word I utter. If you hear them, listen. There is yet time. I still may be saved.


  My name is Barrows. I am an Earthman, just one of the ore hunters who wander around this planet in search of wealth. I have found it, all right. It is the richest and most gigantic layer of S.3 ever discovered on Venus! The soundings I have taken show it to be several miles in length and breadth. It is the shape of a giant diamond, mountain size, buried in the earth of Venus with only the smallest tip exposed above the surface. There is enough S.3 here in a pure state to supply Earth with power for a century.


  Perhaps you don’t believe me? I am breaking off two particles from the exposed rock. I am tying one around the left leg of each bird. Take this rock and have it examined by an assayist. He will tell you that this is pure, unrefined S.3, the richest ore on Venus.


  I came across the layer quite accidentally after having left New York II two months ago. The brush and growth here so cover the surface that unless one knows the exact spot, finding the exposed rock is almost impossible.


  Come quickly. There is not much time. When I set up camp, a tiny thorn scratched its way across my leg. Infection began. When I broke with my two partners I forgot only one thing—a small


  bottle of iodine. Infection has turned to gangrene. The flesh on my foot rots and corrupts away. It eats away the body and the live tissues become dead. Hurry then, tomorrow or the day after may be too late. But if I die, let the mine be yours. Come quickly.


  As for the mine’s location, I know my calculations to be exact. I have just rechecked the figures. My position is latitude. . . .


  THE last few words of the parrot could scarcely be heard. It fluttered weakly. A slight tremor shook its body and suddenly the parrot died.


  “Lister and myself searched for the other parrot but nowhere could we find it.”


  The man was silent for a long time as if thinking what might have been had the parrot lived a few seconds longer. He carefully took from his pocket a little cloth-bound package and slowly unwrapped it.


  “This was the rock we found on the parrot’s foot,” he said, gently holding the shining stone in the palm of his hand.


  “See how it shines, almost as if with a light of its own.” The stone seemed to hold the promise of the world within its luminous body.


  He tenderly replaced it within the package.


  “Barrows is dead now,” he said, “yet somewhere on this planet is a parrot who knows where his body is, and where the mine is. The man who will hear that parrot talk will become the richest man in the world. Now do you wonder why I became angry when you struck that bird?”


  “Yes,” Robinson said, “now I know.”


  They talked for a while of the many strange things that had happened on Venus, of the undreamed of wealth that lay hidden in the mouthings of babbling parrots.


  When nightfall came, Robinson bid the man good-by. He walked through the rutted streets of the city, past the park and to his own sad and dingy, poverty-marked room.


  While he walked he kept listening to the babbling of the parrots that infested the planet.


  One of them. . . .


  Somewhere.


  PLANET OF NO-RETURN


  Wilbur S. Peacock


  The orders were explicit: “Destroy the ‘THING’ of Venus.” But Patrolmen Kerry Blane and Splinter Wood, their space-ship wrecked, could not follow orders—their weapons were useless on the Water-world.


  OLD Kerry Blane exploded.


  “Damn it!” he roared. “I don’t like you; and I don’t like this ship; and I don’t like the assignment; and I don’t like those infernal pills you keep eating; and I—”


  “Splinter” Wood grinned.


  “Seems to me, Kerry,” he remarked humorously, “that you don’t like much of anything!”


  Kerry Blane growled unintelligibly, batted the injector lever with a calloused hand. His grizzled hair was a stiff wiry mop on his small head, and his oversize jaw was thrust belligerently forward. But deep within his eyes, where he hoped it was hidden, was a friendly twinkle that gave the lie to his speech.


  “You’re a squirt!” he snapped disagreeably. “You’re not dry behind the ears, yet. You’re like the rest of these kids who call themselves pilots—only more so! And why the hell the chief had to sic you on me, on an exploration trip this important—well, I’ll never understand.”


  Splinter rolled his six foot three of lanky body into a more comfortable position on the air-bunk. He yawned tremendously, fumbled a small box from his shirt pocket, and removed a marble-like capsule.


  “Better take one of these,” he warned. “You’re liable to get the space bends at any moment.”


  Old Kerry Blane snorted, batted the box aside impatiently, scowled moodily at the capsules that bounced for a moment against the pilot room’s walls before hanging motionless in the air.


  “Mister Wood,” he said icily, “I was flying a space ship while they were changing your pants twenty times a day. When I want advice on how to fly a ship, how to cure space bends, how to handle a Zelta ray, or how to spit—I’ll ask you! Until then, you and your bloody marbles can go plumb straight to the devil!”


  “Tsk! Tsk! Tsk!” Splinter reached out lazily, plucked the capsules from the air, one by one.


  Kerry Blane lit one of the five alloted cigarettes of the day.


  “Don’t ‘tsk’ me, you young squirt,” he grunted around a mouthful of fragrant smoke. “I know all the arguments you can put up; ain’t that all I been hearing for a week? You take your vitamins A, B, C, D, all you want, but you leave me alone—or I’ll stuff your head down your throat, P.D.Q.!”


  “All right, all right!” Splinter tucked the capsule box back into his pocket, grinned mockingly. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you. With this shielded ship, and with no sunlight reaching Venus’ surface, you’re gonna be begging for some of my vitamin, super-concentrated pills before we get back to Earth.”


  Kerry Blane made a rich, ripe noise with his mouth.


  “Pfuii!” he said very distinctly.


  “Gracious!” Splinter said in mock horror.


  THEY made a strange contrast as they lay in their air bunks. Splinter was fully a head taller than the dour Irishman, and his lanky build gave a false impression of awkwardness. While the vitriolic Kerry Blane was short and compact, strength and quickness evident in every movement.


  Kerry Blane had flown every type of ship that rode in space. In the passing years, he had flight-tested almost every new experimental ship, had flown them with increasing skill, had earned a reputation as a trouble shooter on any kind of craft.


  But even Kerry Blane had to retire eventually.


  A great retirement banquet had been given in his honor by the Interplanetary Squadron. There had been the usual speeches and presentations; and Kerry Blane had heard them all, had thanked the donors of the gifts. But it was not until the next morning, when he was dressed in civilian clothes for the first time in forty years, that he realized the enormity of the thing that had happened to his life.


  Something died within Kerry Blane’s heart that morning, shriveled and passed away, leaving him suddenly shrunken and old. He had become like a rusty old freighter couched between the gleaming bodies of great space warriors.


  Finally, as a last resort so that he would not be thrown entirely aside, he had taken a desk job in the squadron offices. For six years he had dry-rotted there, waiting hopefully for the moment when his active services would be needed again.


  It was there that he had met and liked the ungainly Splinter Wood. There was something in the boy that had found a kindred spirit in Kerry Blane’s heart, and he had taken the youngster in hand to give him the benefits of experience that had become legendary.


  Splinter Wood was a probationary pilot, had been admitted to the Interplanetary Squadron because of his inherent skill, even though his formal education had been fairly well neglected.


  NOW, the two of them rode the pounding jets of a DX cruiser, bound for Venus to make a personal survey of its floating islands for the Interplanetary Squadron’s Medical Division.


  “Ten to one we don’t get back!” Splinter said pessimistically.


  Kerry Blane scrubbed out his cigarette, scowled bleakly at the instrument panel. He sensed the faint thread of fear in the youngster’s tone, and a nostalgic twinge touched his heart, for he was remembering the days of his youth when he had a full life to look forward to.


  “If you’re afraid, you can get out and walk back,” he snapped disagreeably.


  A grin lifted the corners of Splinter’s long mouth, spread into his eyes. His hand unconsciously came up, touched the tiny squadron pin on his lapel.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, glory grabber,” he said mockingly, “but I’ve got definite orders to take care of you.”


  “Me! You’ve got orders to take care of me?” Kerry Blane choked incoherently for a moment, red tiding cholerically upward from his loosened collar.


  “Of course!” Splinter grinned.


  Kerry Blane exploded, words spewing volcanically forth. Splinter relaxed, his booted foot beating out a dull rhythm to the colorful language learned through almost fifty years of spacing. And at last, when Kerry Blane had quieted until he but smoldered, he leaned over and touched the old spacer on the sleeve.


  “Seventy-eight!” he remarked pleasantly. “Seventy-eight what?” Kerry Blane asked sullenly, the old twinkle beginning to light again deep in his eyes.


  “Seventy-eight new words—and you swore them beautifully!” Splinter beamed. “Some day you can teach them to me.”


  They laughed then, Old Kerry Blane and young Splinter Wood, and the warmth of their friendship was a tangible thing in the small control-room of the cruiser.


  And in the midst of their laughter, Old Kerry Blane choked in agony, surged desperately against his bunk straps.


  He screamed unknowingly, feeling only the horrible excruciating agony of his body, tasting the blood that gushed from his mouth and nostrils. His muscles were knotted cords that he could not loosen, and his blood was a surging stream that pounded at his throbbing temples. The air he breathed seemed to be molten flame.


  His body arced again and again against the restraining straps, and his mouth was open in a soundless scream. He sensed dimly that his partner had wrenched open a wall door, removed metal medicine kits, and was fumbling through their contents. He felt the bite of the hypodermic, felt a deadly numbness replace the raging torment that had been his for seconds. He swallowed three capsules automatically, passed into a coma-like sleep, woke hours later to stare clear-eyed into Splinter’s concerned face.


  “Close, wasn’t it?” he said weakly, conversationally.


  “Close enough!” Splinter agreed relievedly. “If you had followed my advice and taken those vitamin capsules, you’d never have had the bends.”


  Kerry Blane grinned, winced when he felt the dull ache in his body.


  “I’ve had the bends before, and lived through them!” he said, still weakly defiant.


  “That’s the past,” Splinter said quietly. “This is the present, and you take your pills every day, just as I do—from now on.”


  “All right—and thanks!”


  “Forget it!” Splinter flushed in quick embarrassment.


  A buzzer sounded from the instrument panel, and a tiny light glowed redly.


  “Six hours more,” Splinter said, turned to the instrument panel.


  His long hands played over the instrument panel, checking, controlling the rocket fire, adjusting delicate instruments to hairline marks. Kerry Blane nodded in silent approval.


  They could feel the first tug of gravity on their bodies, and through the vision port could see the greenish ball that was cloud-covered Venus. Excitement lifted their spirits, brought light to their eyes as they peered eagerly ahead.


  “What’s it really like?” Splinter asked impatiently.


  Kerry Blane yawned, settled back luxuriously. “I’ll tell you later,” he said, “I’m going to take a nap and try to ease this bellyache of mine. Wake me up so that I can take over, when we land; Venus is a tricky place to set a ship on.”


  He yawned again, drifted instantly into sleep, relaxing with the ability of a spaceman who sleeps when and if he can. Splinter smiled down at his sleeping partner, then turned back to the quartzite port. He shook his head a bit, remembering the stories he had heard about the water planet, wondering—wondering—


  II


  VENUS was a fluffy cotton ball hanging motionless in bottomless space. Far to the left, Mercury gleamed like a polished diamond in the sunlight. Kerry Blane cut the driving rockets, let the cruiser sink into a fast gravity-dive, guiding it only now and then by a brief flicker of a side jet.


  Splinter Wood watched breathlessly from the vision port, his long face eager and reckless, his eyes seeking to pierce the clouds that roiled and twisted uneasily over the surface of the planet.


  Kerry Blane glanced tolerantly at his young companion, felt a nostalgic tug at his heart when he remembered the first time he had approached the water-planet years before. Then, he had been a young and reckless firebrand, his fame already spreading, an unquenchable fire of adventure flaming in his heart.


  Now, his aged but steady fingers rested lightly on the controls, brought the patrol cruiser closer to the cloud-banks on the line of demarcation between the sunward and sunless sides of the planet. He hummed tunelessly, strangely happy, as he peered ahead.


  “Val Kenton died there,” Splinter whispered softly, “Died to save the lives of three other people!”


  Kerry Blane nodded. “Yes,” he agreed, and his voice changed subtly. “Val was a blackguard, a criminal; but he died in the best traditions of the service.” He sighed. “He never had a chance.”


  “Murdered!”


  Kerry Blane smiled grimly. “I guess I used too broad an interpretation of the word,” he said gently. “Anyway, one of our main tasks is to destroy the thing that killed him.”


  His lean fingers tightened unconsciously.


  “I’d like nothing better than to turn a Zelta-blaster on that chunk of living proto plasm and cremate it.”


  Splinters shivered slightly. “Do you think we’ll find it?” he asked.


  Kerry Blane nodded. “I think it will find us; after all, it’s just an animated appetite looking for food.”


  He turned back to the controls, flipped a switch, and the cutting of the nose rocket dropped the ship in an angling glide toward the clouds a few miles below. Gravity was full strength now, and although not as great as Earth’s, was still strong enough to bring a sense of giddiness to the men.


  “Here we go!” Splinter said tonelessly.


  The great cottony batts of roiling clouds rushed up to meet the ship, bringing the first sense of violent movement in more than a week of flying. There was something awesome and breath-taking in the speed with which the ship dropped toward the planet.


  Tendrils of vapor touched the ports, were whipped aside, then were replaced by heavier fingers of cloud. Kerry Blane pressed a firing stud, and nose rockets thrummed in a rising crescendo as the free fall of the cruiser was checked. Heat rose in the cabin from the friction of the outer air, then dissipated, as the force-screen voltometer leaped higher.


  Then, as though it had never been, the sun disappeared, and there was only a gray blankness pressing about the ship. Gone was all sense of movement, and the ship seemed to hover in a gray nothingness.


  Kerry Blane crouched over the control panel, his hands moving deftly, his eyes flicking from one instrument to another. Tiny lines of concentration etched themselves about his mouth, and perspiration beaded his forehead. He rode that cruiser through the miles of clouds through sheer instinctive ability, seeming to fly it as though he were an integral part of the ship.


  Splinter Wood watched him with awe in his eyes, seeing for the first time the incredible instinct that had made Kerry Blane the idol of a billion people. He relaxed visibly, all instinctive fear allayed by the brilliant competence of his companion.


  Seconds flowed into moments, and the moments merged into one another, and still the clouds pressed with a visible strength against the ports. The rockets drummed steadily, holding the ship aloft, dropping it slowly toward the planet below. Then the clouds thinned, and, incredibly, were permeated with a dim and glowing light. A second later, and the clouds were gone, and a thousand feet below tumbled and tossed in a majestic display of ruthless strength an ocean that seemed to be composed of liquid fluorescence.


  Kerry Blane heard Splinter’s instant sigh of unbelief.


  “Good Lord!” Splinter said, “What—”


  His voice stilled, and he was silent, his eyes drinking in the weird incredible scene below.


  THE ocean was a shifting, white-capped wash of silvery light that gleamed with a bright phosphorescence of a hundred, intermingled, kaleidoscopic colors. And the unreal, unearthly light continued unbroken everywhere, reflected from the low-hanging clouds, reaching to the far horizon, bathing every detail of the planet in a brilliance more bright than moonlight.


  Splinter turned a wondering face. “But the official reports say that there is no light on Venus,” he exclaimed. “That was one of the reasons given when exploration was forbidden!”


  Kerry Blane nodded. “That was merely a pretext to keep foolhardy spacemen from losing their lives on the planet. In reality, the ocean is alive with an incredibly tiny marine worm that glows phosphorescently. The light generated from those billions of worms is reflected back from the clouds, makes Venus eternally lighted.” He turned the ship to the North, relaxed a bit on the air bunk. He felt tired and worn, his body aching from the space bends of a few hours before.


  “Take over,” he said wearily. “Take the ship North, and watch for any island.”


  Splinter nodded, rested his long hands on the controls. The space cruiser lifted a bit in a sudden spurt of speed, and the rocket-sound was a solid thrum of unleashed power.


  Kerry Blane lit a cigarette, leaned toward a vision port. He felt again that thrill he had experienced when he had first flashed his single-man cruiser through the clouds years before. Then the breath caught in his throat, and he tapped his companion’s arm.


  “Take a look!” he called excitedly.


  They fought in the ocean below, fought in a never-ending splashing of what seemed to be liquid fire. It was like watching a tri-dim screen of a news event, except for the utter lack of sound.


  One was scaly, while the other was skinned, and both were fully three hundred feet long. Great scimitars of teeth flashed in the light, and blood gouted and stained the water crimson whenever a slashing blow was struck. They threshed in a mad paroxysm of rage, whirling and spinning in the phosphorescent water like beings from a nightmare, exploding out of their element time and again, only to fall back in a gargantuan spray of fluorescence.


  And then the scaly monster flashed in a half-turn, drove forward with jaws agape, wrenched and ripped at the smooth black throat of the other creature. The second creature rippled and undulated in agony, whipping the ocean to foam, then went limp. The victorious monster circled the body of its dead foe, then, majestically, plunged from sight into the ocean’s depths. An instant later, the water frothed, as hundreds of lesser marine monsters attacked and fed on the floating corpse.


  “Brrrr!” Splinter shivered in sudden horror.


  Kerry Blane chuckled dryly. “Feel like going for a swim?” he asked conversationally.


  Splinter shook his head, watched the scene disappear from view to the rear of the line of flight, then sank back onto his bunk.


  “Not me!” he said deprecatingly.


  Kerry Blane chuckled again, swung the cruiser toward the tiny smudge of black on the horizon. Glowing water flashed beneath the ship, seeming to smooth into a gleaming mirror shot with dancing colors. There was no sign of life anywhere.


  Thirty minutes later, Kerry Blane circled the island that floated free in the phosphorescent ocean. His keen eyes searched the tangled luxuriant growth of the jungle below, searching for some indication that the protoplasmic monster he seeked was there.


  “I don’t see anything suspicious,” Splinter contributed.


  “There’s nothing special to see,” Kerry Blane said shortly. “As I understand it, anyway, this chunk of animated appetite hangs around an island shaped like a turtle. However, our orders are to investigate every island, just in case there might be more than one of the monsters.”


  Splinter buckled on his dis-gun, excitement flaring in his eyes.


  “Let’s do a little exploring?” he said eagerly.


  Kerry Blane shook his head, swung the cruiser north again.


  “Plenty of time for that later,” he said mildly. “We’ll find this turtle-island, make a landing, and take a look around. Later, if we’re lucky enough to blow our objective to Kingdom Come, we’ll do a little exploring of the other islands.”


  “Hell!” Splinter scowled in mock disgust. “An old woman like you should be taking in knitting for a living!”


  “Orders are orders!” Kerry Blane shrugged.


  HE swung the cruiser in a wide arc to the north, trebling the flying speed within minutes, handling the controls with a familiar dexterity. He said nothing, searched the gleaming ocean for the smudge of blackness that would denote another island. His gaze flicked amusedly, now and then, to the lanky Splinter who scowled moodily and toyed with the dis-gun in his long, hands.


  “Cheer up, lad,” Kerry Blane said finally. “I think you’ll find plenty to occupy your time shortly.”


  “Maybe?” Splinter said gloomily.


  He idly swallowed another vitamin capsule, grinned, when he saw Kerry Blane’s automatic grimace of distaste. Then he yawned hugely, twisted into a comfortable position, dozed sleepily.


  Kerry Blane rode the controls for the next three hours, searching the limitless ocean for the few specks of islands that followed the slow currents of the water planet. Always, there was the same misty light surrounding the ship, never dimming, giving a sense of unreality to the scene below. Nowhere was there the slightest sign of life until, in the fourth hour of flight, a tiny dot of blackness came slowly over the horizon’s water line.


  Kerry Blane spun the ship in a tight circle, sent it flashing to the west. His keen eyes lighted, when he finally made out the turtle-like outline of the island, and he whistled softly, off-key, as he nudged the snoring Splinter.


  “This is it, Sleeping Beauty,” he called. “Snap out of it!”


  “Huh? Whuzzat?” Splinter grunted, rolled to his elbow.


  “Here’s the island.”


  “Oh!” Splinter swung his feet from the bunk, peered from the vision port, sleepiness instantly erased from his face.


  “Hot damn!” he chortled. “Now we’ll see a little action!”


  Kerry Blane grinned, tried to conceal, the excitement he felt. He shook his head, his fingers flickering over the control studs.


  “Don’t get your hopes too high, lad,”, he counseled. “With those super Zelta guns, it won’t take ten minutes to wipe out that monster.”


  Splinter rubbed his hands together, sighed like a boy seeing his first circus. “Listen, for ten minutes of that, I’d ride this chunk of metal for a year!”


  “Could be!” Kerry Blane agreed.


  He peered through the port, seeking any spot clear enough for a landing field. Except for a strip of open beach, the island was a solid mass of heavy fern-like growth.


  “Belt yourself,” Kerry Blane warned. “If that beach isn’t solid, I’ll have to lift the ship in a hell of a hurry.”


  “Right!” Splinter’s fingers were all thumbs in his excitement.


  Kerry Blane set the controls for a shallow glide, his fingers moving like a concert pianist’s. The cruiser yawed slightly, settled slowly in a flat shallow glide.


  “We’re going in,” Kerry Blane said quietly.


  He closed a knife switch, seeing too late the vitamin capsule that was lodged in the slot. There was the sharp splutter of a short-circuit, and a thin tendril of smoke drifted upward.


  “Damn!” Kerry Blane swore briefly.


  There was an instant, terrific explosion of the stern jets, and the cruiser hurtled toward the beach like a gravity-crazed comet.


  Kerry Blane said absolutely nothing, his breath driven from him by the suck of inertia. His hands darted for the controls, seeking to balance the forces that threw the ship about like a toy. He cut all rockets with a smashing swoop of his hand, tried to fire the bow rockets. But the short had ruined the entire control system.


  For one interminable second, he saw the uncanny uprush of the island below. He flicked his gaze about, saw the instant terror that wiped all other expression from his young companion’s face. Then the cruiser plowed into the silvery sand.


  Belts parted like rotten string; they were thrown forward with crushing force against the control panel. They groped feebly for support, their bodies twisting involuntarily, as the ship cartwheeled a dozen times in a few seconds. Almost instantly, consciousness was battered from them.


  With one final, grinding bounce, the cruiser rolled to its side, twisted over and over for a hundred yards, then came to a metal-ripping stop against a moss-grown boulder at the water’s edge.


  III


  KERRY BLANE choked, tried to turn his head from the water that trickled into his face. He opened his eyes, stared blankly, uncomprehendingly into the bloody features of the man bending over him. “What happened?” he gasped.


  Splinter Wood laughed, almost hysterically, mopped at his forehead with a wet handkerchief.


  “I thought you were dead!” he said simply.


  Kerry Blane moved his arm experimentally, felt broken bones grate in an exquisite wave of pain. He fought back the nausea, gazed about the cabin, realized the ship lay on its side.


  “Maybe I am,” he said ruefully. “No man could live through that crash.” Splinter moved away, sat down tiredly on the edge of a bunk. He shook his head dazedly, inspected the long cut on his leg.


  “We seem to have done it,” he said dully.


  Kerry Blane nodded, clambered to his feet, favoring his broken arm. He leaned over the control panel, inspecting the dials with a worried gaze. Slowly, his eyes lightened, and his voice was almost cheerful as he swung about.


  “Everything is more or less okay,” he said. “The board will have to be rewired, but nothing else seems to be damaged so that repairs are needed.”


  Splinter looked up from his task of bandaging his leg. “What caused the crash?” the asked. “One minute, everything was all right; the next, Blooey!” Anger suddenly mottled Kerry Blane’s face; he swore monotonously and bitterly for a moment.


  “Those gol-damned pills you been taking caused the crash!” he roared. “One of them broke and shorted out the control board.” He scowled at the incredulous Splinter. “By the three tails of a Martian sand-pup, I ought to cram the rest of them down your throat, boxes and all!” Splinter flushed, seemed to be fumbling for words. After a bit, Kerry Blane grinned.


  “Forget it, lad,” he said more kindly, “those things happen. Now, if you’ll bind a splint about my arm, we’ll see what we can do about righting the ship.”


  Splinter nodded, opened the medical locker, worked with tape and splints for minutes. Great beads of perspiration stood out in high relief on Kerry Blane’s forehead, but he made no sound. At last, Splinter finished, tucked the supplies away. “Now what?” he asked subduedly. “Let’s take a look outside, maybe set up the Zelta guns. Can’t tell but what that protoplasmic nightmare might take a notion to pay us a visit in the near future!”


  “Right!” Splinter unscrewed the port cogs, swung the portal back.


  He swung lithely from the portal, reached down a hand to help the older man. After much puffing and grunting, Kerry Blane managed to clamber through the port. They stood for a moment in silent wonder, staring at the long lazy rollers of milky fluorescence that rolled endlessly toward the beach, then turned to gaze at the great fern-like trees that towered two hundred feet into the air.


  “How big do you feel now?” Kerry Blane asked quietly.


  Splinter Wood was silent, awed by the beauty and the tremendous size of the growths on the water world.


  Kerry Blane walked the length of the cruiser, examining the slight damage done by the crash, evaluating the situation with a practiced gaze. He nodded slowly, retraced his steps, and stood looking at the furrow plowed in the sand.


  “Won’t be any trouble at all to lift the ship,” he called. “After rewiring the board, we’ll turn the ship with an underjet, swing it about, and head her toward the sea.”


  Splinter nodded, dropped into the open port. A moment later, he flipped a rope ladder outside, where it dangled to the ground, then climbed out himself, carrying the two Zelta guns.


  “We’d better test these,” he said. “We don’t want any slip-ups when we do go into action.”


  He climbed down the ladder, laid the guns aside, then reached up a hand to aid Kerry Blane’s descent. Kerry Blane came down slowly and awkwardly, jumped the last few feet. He felt surprisingly light and strong in the lesser gravity.


  He stood, leaning against the ship, watching as Splinter picked up the first gun and leveled it at a gigantic tree. Splinter sighted carefully, winked at the older man, then pressed the firing stud.


  Nothing happened; there was no hissing crackle of released energy.


  Kerry Blane strode forward, puzzlement on his lined face, his hand outstretched toward the defective weapon. Splinter gaped at the gun in his hands, held it out wordlessly.


  “The crash must have broken something,” Kerry Blane said slowly.


  Splinter shook his head. “There’s only one moving part,” he said, “and that’s the force gate on the firing stud.”


  “Try the other,” Kerry Blane said slowly.


  “Okay!”


  Splinter lifted the second gun, pressed the stud, gazed white-faced at his companion.


  “It won’t work, either,” he said stupidly. “I don’t get it? The source of power is limitless. Solar rays never—”


  Old Kerry Blane dropped the first gun to his side, swore harshly.


  “Damn it,” he said. “They didn’t think of it; you didn’t think of it; and I most certainly forgot! Solar rays can’t penetrate the miles of clouds on Venus. Those guns are utterly useless as weapons!”


  NEITHER of them moved for a long moment, then their eyes swung automatically toward the restless ocean. Kerry Blane jerked his head toward the ship.


  “Get in there,” he ordered, “and start that rewiring job. I’ll stand guard out here, and, if anything shows up, use the hand guns we’ve got.”


  “But—” Splinter began.


  “Damn it!” Command was in the old man’s tone. “If we’re attacked, we won’t stand a chance without the big guns. There are animals on this world that have digestive juices more corrosive than hydrofluoric acid—they could wreck the cruiser in ten minutes.”


  Splinter darted to the rope ladder, swarmed upward. He paused at the port, his youthful face concerned.


  “I’m sorry about causing the short,” he said. “I didn’t—”


  “Get that job done,” Kerry Blane snapped. “You’re not to blame for anything that has happened.”


  He watched the younger man disappear within the port, then shook his head slowly, peered about the long stretch of silver beach. He swore bitterly for a moment, realizing the full import of the stupid line of reasoning that had equipped them with the wrong style of weapons on their expedition. Should they be attacked by the monster of insatiable protoplasm, their chances of survival were almost none.


  He swung in a slow circle, studying the forest edge, seeking any sign that would indicate the presence of an alien danger. Tree fronds moved gently in the soft breeze, giving an uncanny life to the vines and creepers whose tips lay on the silvery sand. He had the weird prescience that he was being watched, but could not detect the watcher.


  He turned to face the ocean, sat on the dry sand, a dis-gun clutched within the curl of the fingers of his good hand. His broken arm throbbed unmercifully, a slow streak of pain traveling into his shoulder. He sighed unconsciously, lit a cigarette, then gripped his weapon again, the slim cigarette canted upward in his firm mouth.


  Sand rustled a bit a dozen feet away. The old space-pilot watched the sand bulging slightly, then sliding softly to one side as a blunt, scaly head poked through into the atmosphere. He lifted the gun a bit, felt the skin crawl on his back, as a scaly lid peeled back from a single eye which stared at him with unwinking malevolence.


  The head emerged from the sand, was followed by the sinuous length of a snakelike body. Eight tiny legs made little scraping sounds in the sand. Feelers, like thick antennae, unfolded from cavities in the head, flicked slowly back and forth. The creature hissed suddenly, moved slowly toward the seated pilot.


  Kerry Blane blasted it into nothingness with full power of the dis-gun. A few flakes of smoking ashes drifted lazily in the breeze for a moment, and the odor of charred flesh was a dank miasma.


  “Holy Hell!” Kerry Blane ejaculated, wiped quick perspiration from his face.


  He felt the slight tap on his shoulder then, turned with a quick shake of his head. “Listen, Splinter—” he began, felt a terrifying horror draining all strength from his compact body.


  He tried to swing the dis-gun up, felt the double band of rubbery-like creeper flip about his shoulders, pinning his arms to his chest. Terror constricted his throat, as his gaze followed the line of creeper to its parent plant that waited with blossom agape like some bloody, sucking mouth.


  He whirled to one side in a diving plunge, surged with a desperate strength against the coil of creeping vine that was coiled so tightly about his body, was brought to a bone-shaking halt with a suddenness that jarred his injured arm with a force that cramped him with nausea.


  His gun went flying to the sand, lay there, out of reach of his straining fingertips.


  And now the creeper contracted with a deadly purpose and inevitability. Kerry Blane fought with braced feet to pull away, felt himself dragged toward the avid blossom.


  He screamed then, called with every bit of power in his body, hoped that Splinter would hear him within the dungeon of the ship. He strained, tried to whirl, fought again and again against the uncanny strength of the creeper.


  A dis-gun sang briefly; the creeper tightened as though in pain, then dropped to the sand where it writhed like the severed body of a boa-constrictor. Splinter, white faced, leaned out of the cruiser’s port, blasted the parent flower out of existence with a hissing discharge of dis-rays.


  “What the devil happened?” he asked. “What was that thing?”


  Kerry Blane came shakily to his feet, retrieved his gun, kicked moodily at the now-silent length of creeper.


  “Some aggravated form of the Earth’s Venus-fly-trap plant,” he explained. “I was plenty lucky it didn’t get me by the throat, for then I couldn’t have made a sound.”


  “Yeah, sure!” Splinter’s freckles were dark against the sickly white of his skin.


  Kerry Blane grinned reassuringly. “Better get back on the job,” he said. “I’ll make damned certain that nothing sneaks up on me this time!”


  Splinter shook his head. “We might as well eat something,” he said, some of the color stealing back into his features. “I’ve got some wire-plastic cooking; it’ll be another ten minutes before it’s ready.”


  “Bring the stuff out here, where we can eat and watch at the same time.”


  “Right!” Splinter disappeared into the port, reappeared a moment later with several cans and boxes in the crook of his left arm.


  HE dropped down the ladder, squatted at Kerry Blane’s side, opened the cans with twists of their keys. More composed now, he handed several boxes to Kerry Blane, grinned at the old pilot.


  “Take several of those capsules, first,” he ordered.


  Kerry Blane grunted disagreeably, took a gelatin capsule from each of the boxes, then dropped the containers into his pockets. He popped the vitamin pills into his mouth, swallowed convulsively.


  “Satisfied?” he snapped.


  Splinter laughed aloud, followed the other’s example. Then he handed a can of food and another of water to Kerry Blane, found cans for himself.


  They ate for minutes, finding themselves strangely hungry, their eyes drinking in the strange beauty of the phosphorescent ocean, feeling contentment softening the terror and action of the past hours.


  “It’s just like a picnic,” Kerry Blane commented whimsically, tossed a can toward the water’s edge.


  And then they were on their feet, cans spilling from their laps, their dis-guns alert.


  The Venusian creatures were like visions out of a drunkard’s dreams. They scuttled from the water on great, jointed legs, their crab-like bodies glowing from the millions of phosphorescent sea-organisms captured in the stiff hair that covered them. They screamed in. a pitch so high the sound was like a knife blade cutting into the terrestrials’ minds.


  “This is it!” Kerry Blane yelled, dropped one of the creatures with a blasting streak of energy to its single, pupil-less eye.


  Splinter grinned woodenly, handling his twin guns with an inherent skill, dropping crab after crab, dull horror mounting in his eyes, as the creatures surged nearer.


  The attack seemed endless. The sand was slippery with a greenish blood; and the crabs fed on smoking carcasses. Kerry’s and Splinter’s disrupters roared in increasing fury, blasting ragged holes in the vanguard of the attackers. A crab leaped through, knocked Splinter to his knees, was blasted into a quivering heap by Kerry Blane’s instant shot.


  “Back to the ship,” Kerry Blane grated.


  They retreated, their guns hot in their hands, seeing the crabs erupting from the ocean in a never-ending stream. Their breath was hot in their straining chests, and the high-pitched scream of the savage monsters was like a physical pain when it struck, their ears.


  Splinter went up the ladder first, climbing with one hand, firing with the other.


  Kerry Blane hooked his good arm through the ladder, braced his feet on a bottom loop, was hauled instantly upward. At the port, both turned and fired with a desperate, accurate fire.


  THE entire world seemed to have come alive. Sinuous creepers flashed from the jungle, growing, uncurling with a fantastic speed, each capturing a dead crab, then pulling it back to the parent plant in the jungle. Scaly monsters bored up from within the sand, feasted on the shattered bodies of the sea beasts, pausing now and then to fight away the crabs that attacked them. From somewhere came a flying creature that appeared to be half fish, half animal, which swooped, then mounted sluggishly into the air, a crab’s phosphorescent body dangling from its claws.


  Kerry Blane shifted on his feet slightly, cleared four crabs from beneath the ladder, turned a sweating face toward his companion.


  “How long will it take to fix the control panel?” he gasped.


  “Thirty minutes, at least.”


  “Get in there and fix it.”


  “And leave you here, alone? To hell with you!”


  Kerry Blane drew the ray of his single gun like a hose across a horde of attackers, grinned mirthlessly as they fell in convulsive heaps.


  “I’m your superior,” he grated. “Get in there!”


  “This is no time for technicalities!”


  A tiny smile etched itself around Kerry Blane’s mouth, was instantly erased. He heard Splinter’s gasp, felt terror driving him back a full step.


  It came out of the water with a deceptive speed, great loops of itself flicking toward the crabs that scuttled wildly to escape. It had no definite shape, no arms, no features, yet is was alive! It surged up on the beach like a congealed mass of glowing syrup that rose a full hundred feet into the air. It had no eyes, yet seemed to see the entire scene with an uncanny intelligence.


  “My God!” Splinter said wonderingly. “Is that the thing we were supposed to destroy?”


  “That’s it,” Kerry Blane said tonelessly.


  “And us with only four hand-guns!” And even as he spoke, his gun went dead in his hand.


  IV


  THE sea Thing was almost out of the water now, its pseudopods flicking to the bodies of the slain beasts, resting momentarily, then drawing back into the main bulk. Almost instantly, the bodies had been dissolved and assimilated; so fast, indeed, that there was no appreciable interval of time between the flicking of the pseudopod and the assimilation.


  “Get in that ship,” Kerry Blane barked. “Get the panel fixed the best you can. Fix up a jury-rig. But fix it so that this ship can move within seconds.”


  “But—” Startled knowledge came into Splinter’s eyes.


  Kerry Blane twisted at the gun in Splinter’s right hand, tucked it into his belt, pulled at the second. His face was like chiseled stone, and he seemed strangely youthful again.


  “No heroics!” he said coldly. “One of us has to get back. I’ve lived my life.”


  “Listen, Kerry—”


  “Get going! If you fix things in time, I’ll come aboard. If that creature ever reaches the ship, neither of us will escape.” Splinter nodded, his eyes filled with tears of mingled bafflement and rage. He touched Kerry Blane gently on the arm, then dropped through the port. Kerry Blane watched him go, shivered slightly, then lifted the port and clanged it shut. His mouth was a thin gash, as he turned to face the Venusian monster.


  He felt no regrets; it was a good way to go, with flaming guns and the surge of excitement deep in his heart. Far better than to die unsung and unwanted in some bed on Earth.


  He fired directly into the slimy body of the gelatinous mass, laughed aloud as the flame of the shot pulsed redly deep with the monster’s bulk. The gigantic blob of protoplasm seemed to draw back a bit, then flowed silently forward again.


  Kerry Blane half-slid, half-climbed down the ladder, raced along the beach to the left of the monster. He dodged the great blob of protoplasm that was spat at his running figure, felt a sick faintness creeping into his mind, when he saw the mindless horror move unerringly toward the ruptured body of a crab.


  He paused at a safe distance, blasted shot after shot of rending energy into the glowing bulk. A crab scuttled past him, plunged into the ocean, sank immediately to safety. The protoplasmic monster moved like glowing tar over the beach, seeking fresh food.


  Kerry Blane emptied the charge of one gun, felt a sick futility beating at his mind when he saw how little damage had been done to the insatiable slime. He tossed the gun to one side, drew the second, knew its charge was already half gone.


  The protoplasm flowed toward the ship, flicking loops of itself at the few remaining bodies, then stilled to motionlessness.


  Kerry Blane approached its bulk slowly, knowing he had to attract the cohesive slime his way, if Splinter was to have enough time to finish his repairs and make his escape.


  He flicked the dis-gun aside, fumbled for a cigarette, laughed in sudden ironic mirth when his fingers touched the boxes of vitamin capsules. He opened one box, flipped the amber balls straight into the protoplasm.


  “A balanced diet is the thing you need,” he cried aloud, felt the first fingers of insanity plucking at his reason.


  The monster surged forward, great loops of itself questing for Kerry Blane. He dodged one, felt a second touch his jacket lightly. He tore his jacket off instantly, hurled it savagely at the towering death.


  “Let’s get it over with!” he screamed.


  And walked directly forward into the sea-Thing.


  IN the ship, Splinter finished his wiring of the panel, wiped his tear-streaked face with the back of a dirty hand. He tested the installments, found they were satisfactory, turned the ship on its belly with a brief roar of an under jet. Then he peered from the vision port.


  He swore briefly, harshly, when he saw that, except for the gargantuan monster, the beach was empty. His hands were clenched until the muscle-ache traveled into his shoulders.


  “Damn, oh damn!” he sobbed in futile rage and regret.


  He knew now how much he had revered the old man, how much faith and reliance the years had given him in the other’s judgment. He felt then that he had lost more than he could ever regain.


  “That’s the trouble with the service now,” a voice said disagreeably. “Too damned many, wet-diapered squirts! Sitting around, balling, when they should be tailing it toward home!”


  Splinter turned incredulous eyes toward the side port, stared blankly at the grinning face of Kerry Blane.


  “What the—”


  Kerry Blane wriggled through the port, adjusted his broken arm into a comfortable position, then went directly to the medicine cabinet. He opened the door, ignored the other’s amazement, proceeded to swallow half a box of vitamin capsules.


  “Bellyache!” he said succinctly.


  “I thought you were dead,” Splinter whispered.


  “Should be,” Kerry Blane admitted. “But decided to live. Guns went back on me, I had to figure out something else.” He frowned. “That’s the trouble with you young squirts, you never figure out anything!” he finished accusingly.


  “What happened?” Splinter asked slowly.


  Kerry Blane jerked his head toward the vision port. “Gave that thing a bellyache,” he explained. “It assimilated two hundred vitamin D capsules. And Vitamin D, which is concentrated sunshine, is as fatal to its sunshine-denied life as arsenic would be. to yours.”


  Splinter gulped. “But why are you taking so many yourself?”


  Kerry Blane grinned. “Just in case,” he said succinctly, “that baby’s got a brother who gets a bite at me. My pills and me will give it the damnedest bellyache this solar system ever saw.”


  They laughed then, laughed in relief and in quick, ironic amusement; and there was a mutual liking and understanding in their eyes that could never be quenched.


  “Let’s be getting home,” Kerry Blane said. “Our assignment’s finished.”


  Splinter nodded happily, reached for the controls.


  THE SILVER COIL


  John Russell Fearn


  A startling thing came out of the weird box Bill Dawlish found on Venus. What was its grim purpose?


  THE feting and speechifying were over—and Bill Dawlish looked heartily thankful for it. “Damned good job I don’t go to Venus and back every day!” he grinned, seated at the head of our reunion dinner table. “Spencer got to the Moon and back in 1970; I’ve made this trip ten years later. And in another ten years . . .?” He shrugged off the speculation and went on with his meal.


  There were four of us present—Bill Dawlish himself; his taciturn, strong-necked co-explorer Ralph Trent; myself—Bob Hansen, as the inventor of the machine that had done the trick; and Madge, my wife. Here we were in a little quartet, safe from the public gaze, in my quiet New Jersey home.


  “If the truth were told,” Ralph Trent commented presently, “Bill here is holding out on us. He found something on the Dark Terminator of Venus that’s enormously valuable. So he says! But he won’t tell us what it is.”


  Bill grinned. “Not yet. Somebody might want to frisk it, and I want to see what happens first. Nobody’s to know a thing.”


  “It” was a steel-bound box, heavily combination locked, which had gone up with the rest of Bill’s luggage to his room. I remembered how I wondered at the time what the thing was . . .


  “To be frank, I don’t like it,” Ralph persisted, his dark eyes smoldering rather resentfully. “I shared the dangers with you; Bob here sank his money in the venture—What right have you to keep back anything?”


  I waited, rather surprised. Deep down I’d never really liked Ralph Trent. Courageous, yes—but aggressive, even sinister. That he was piqued by not knowing what was in the steel box from the Twilight Belt[1] was plain.


  “I have the right of discovery,” Bill said quietly. “Before I show it to the world I want to be sure of something. Believe me, it’s for everybody’s good.”


  Ralph hesitated, then went on sullenly with his meal. Altogether, it seemed that Bill’s secret had cast a blight over the proceedings for the rest of the evening passed in merely matter-of-fact anecdotes instead of ribald celebration. And so, finally, tired with the events of the day, we went to bed early.


  “Just what,” Madge asked me, yawning, “do you think he has found?”


  “Lord knows! Mineral probably. If it comes to that, anything from Venus is enormously valuable because of its very rarity. I guess he’s making too much out of nothing . . .”


  There the subject dropped and we composed ourselves for slumber—but about an hour later we were both jerked upright and awake by the most unearthly scream ringing through the quietness of the house. It had come from somewhere along the corridor where Bill and Ralph had their rooms.


  In an instant I was in my robe and slippers, and racing to the door. On the corridor gushed a flood of light; Bill’s door was wide open. I hurried to it, then stopped dead just inside the threshold. It was an appalling sight which met my eyes.


  There was Ralph Trent, fully dressed and pale as death, with a massive poker in his hand. On the floor in front of him, sprawled out with a ghastly wound across his forehead, lay poor Bill! That he was dead was instantly evident.


  With an effort I mastered myself, turned just in time to push Madge back into the corridor.


  “What—? Why?” she asked, startled.


  “Something pretty bad,” I told her tensely. “Murder, maybe. Go back to the room—for the moment anyway . . .” Then I hurried back into Bill’s room, slammed and locked the door, grabbed Ralph’s arm and whirled him round.


  “In God’s name, Ralph, what have you done?”


  “Eh? What?” He looked at me as though he were half stunned. Then he eyed the poker stupidly. “I—I didn’t do anything,” he whispered.


  “Then what do you call this?” I snatched the poker from him, but as I gazed at it I noticed something. It was unmarked; not the least sign to show he’d committed violent assault with it.


  “I—I came in here to smash open that steel box,” he said, getting a grip on himself. “I know Bill took sleeping tablets tonight to steady his nerves after today’s activities: I figured he wouldn’t wake. That was why I brought the poker, to prise the lock. But—but the room was dark when I got in. I switched on the light—there was a horrible scream—and I saw Bill lying there . . . just like that. It’s true! You’ve got to believe it!”


  I never saw a man so desperately anxious to be credited. For a moment I stared at him grimly, then I dropped beside the poor mangled wreck that had been Bill. From this lower vantage point my gaze shifted under the bed.


  A start shook me. That solid steel-bound box was blown apart! No other words can describe it. It looked as an old tin will look when hopelessly mangled. And something more—the lid had been ripped clean off its hinges and flung several feet away.


  “Okay,” I breathed, getting up and clutching Ralph’s arm; “I believe you. You couldn’t have smashed the box like this anyway—But what in God’s name was in it? Certainly not explosive, else there’d have been a fire.”


  I tugged the box out. Inside was a curious smell, rather like ozone. And now, for the first time, we both noticed it had tiny air holes drilled along the top!


  “Whatever was in this was—alive!” I cried incredulously.


  Ralph caught the box in his strong hands. I saw his face go grim and set.


  “I never noticed the ventilation before, either. I figured that Bill had gotten some special carbon deposits or something, and I felt I was right in demanding a share. You, too. But something alive! I never even suspected . . . The strength the thing must have had!” He paused, staring down at the dead body of Bill Dawlish.


  “We’d better send for the police?” he said finally.


  “Not until we know what really killed him,” I snapped. “It must be around some place. We’ll put him on the bed and then take a look—”


  The rest of my sentence froze off as from somewhere in the corridor we both heard Madge give a desperate scream. Like a shot I was through the doorway and pelting to our bedroom. I found her holding her throat in horror, struggling to keep herself from fainting. When she saw me, and Ralph right behind me, she sank weakly into a chair.


  “What—what was it?” she questioned hoarsely.


  “What did you see?” I demanded, shaking her forcibly. “Madge! What scared you so?”


  “Something—something like a silver coil,” she panted. “It moved at an incredible speed—suddenly shot toward me from somewhere in the corridor as I stood waiting for you to appear. I saw it gleaming. I screamed, jumped in here, and it went downstairs I think . . .” Fighting for composure she got to her feet again. “Bob, what was it?” she insisted.


  I glanced at Ralph sharply. “You know? You’ve seen Venus and we haven’t—”


  “If it’s what I think it is we’ve got to find it damned quick,” he broke in anxiously. “I told you the light was off when I got into Bill’s room; I remember hearing a sound in the open doorway behind me as I switched the light on. It was this light in here that saved you, Madge,” he finished, looking at her. Then he hurried on, “No time for explanations now. We must track it down, and the first place to look is the icebox, I think . . .”


  He swung away, and I followed him after stopping only long enough to grab a revolver from the dressing table drawer. I motioned to Madge to stay behind, but she isn’t that sort of a girl. She tailed along beside me as I followed Ralph down the staircase.


  We went cautiously, all lights full on—but no sounds came to us from the lower quarters of the house. Not at first, that is—then as we neared the kitchen regions there was a distinct, odd buzzing sound. It was pretty close to unearthly, sounded like a strong-winged bird imprisoned in a tinder box. It made a noise that was crossed between a rattle and a whir.


  “Easy!” Ralph cautioned, and edged his hand through the slightly open kitchen door, flicked on the light.


  At that things happened—incredible things! From inside the kitchen came a whizzing, whirring din, the sound of smashing crockery and glass—then something struck the inner side of the door with staggering force and came clean through the woodwork! We fell flat automatically and over our heads sailed a long, twisted torpedo of iridescent silver.


  In a sense it was beautiful, coiled like a corkscrew, and it moved with a bewildering rapidity which dazzled the vision. For a time it kept up its eye-numbing whirring flying—then it made a beeline for the darkness of the shadows near the door of my laboratory.


  Then—Wham! And it had gone through the door into the dark laboratory interior.


  I got up, my mouth dry, helped Madge to her feet.


  “For God’s sake, Ralph, what is it?” I nearly shrieked.


  “Blind force,” he answered enigmatically; then led the way into the kitchen. And we saw as we went the other hole the thing had made in the door upon its entry.


  Madge nearly burst into tears at the chaos in her domain. Plates and glasses were smashed to hell. The solid steel of the ice-box was warped and bent and the food inside it, though untouched, was mixed in an unholy jumble.


  “The silver coil, as you named it, Madge, is a denizen of Venus’ Twilight Belt,” Ralph stated grimly, turning. “It lives in eternally dark caves and extreme cold. Ordinarily, it seems torpid. On Venus, Bill and I explored the Twilight Mountains and found thousands of these motionless silvery coils lying frozen stiff in the dark. We figured they were dead or asleep, even as the tortoise hibernates for the winter. I warned Bill against having anything to do with them—but it’s clear what must have happened. Without my knowing it he took one as specimen, thinking to make a fortune from the Earthly zoologists—God, if only he’d listened to me and kept away!”


  Because I knew Ralph was a better scientist than Bill had ever been I believed him.


  “Yes, blind force,” he repeated. “On Venus I found obvious signs that the lower classes of Venusian life, instead of being protoplasmic are of force, crystallized.[2]


  Why? Because the energy of the Sun, so much closer to Venus than to Earth, is infused into all the life structures of Venus. The creatures of the Twilight Belt however are the lowest class, akin to our protoplasm. Of course, though the Twilight Belt is out of range of actual sunlight, the Sun’s energy permeates every inch of the planet . . . It’s obvious that the warmth of the bedroom stirred this thing into life. It burst its bonds, attacked and killed Ralph and, I believe, was going to use him for food—though its normal food as I see it would be in our range of poisons. Then, as I guessed, sudden light chased it off and it looked for the coldest, darkest spot—the icebox. But definitely it is carnivorous and will try and attack us for food’s sake—it’s the only aim in life. We’ll be unpalatable for it, but better than nothing.”


  “But surely we can kill it?” I demanded. “Shoot it?”


  He smiled bitterly. “Might as well try and shoot solid steel! It’s force, man! Darkness will quieten it but won’t kill it. Light will frighten it, but also won’t kill it. Yet we’ve got to nail it somehow . . .”


  He thought, then braced himself. “We’ve a fight on our hands, Bob,” he announced, his jaw set. “Let’s see what we can do. You’d better stay here, Madge.”


  She nodded, but I doubted if she’d obey . . .


  RALPH and I started off from the kitchen and cautiously entered the laboratory. We advanced quietly, then, as hell had it, I stumbled. That loose board by the doorway had a habit of tripping me up. I straightened, sweating and listening. All was silent. Through the hole in the door streamed the light of the hall in a narrow cone.


  “If we stay in the dark we can’t see to get at it!” I objected.


  Ralph mumbled an assent and put the light on. Nothing happened, but some chemical jars had been overturned. Salts of lemon were strewn on the floor and some had clearly been consumed. Ralph gave me a significant glance.


  “That’s the kind of thing it likes! Poison! Now, where is it?”


  Gathering a little courage we advanced, only to swing round in alarm as Madge came in.


  “Shut the door, quick!” Ralph blazed at her; and she did, fumbling with the key. We hadn’t told her to lock it, but evidently she thought the precaution necessary. Then she gave a horrified gasp, lunged forward—There was a remote clink.


  “What?” I barked at her, tense with anxiety.


  “The—the key!” she replied huskily. “I’ve dropped it—It went down this crack by the loose board . . .”


  “Good God, Madge, do you realize we’re trapped in here?” I yelped. “This laboratory door has an inner lining of steel: we can’t smash it down even if the Silver Coil can . . . And the windows are too small to get through—”


  “Shut up!” Ralph interrupted sharply; then as we froze into silence his big hand closed round a girder-spanner on the bench. He advanced with infinite caution to a shadowy part of the laboratory in the corner. There, I remembered, I kept a lot of other loose chemicals some of which were no doubt edible for this blind, merciless thing from Venus. I stood waiting, Madge clutched to me, both of us in thrall at Ralph’s iron nerves.


  The door of the corner chemical cupboard, steel faced, was slightly ajar. In any case I never bothered to lock it—In a lightning movement Ralph suddenly flung himself at it, slammed it shut and swung the heavy bolt in place. Then he relaxed and mopped his dewed face.


  “Got it for the moment,” he grinned breathlessly. “Now we’ve got to figure out something to put an end to it. It is afraid of light—that we know. I suppose there is a chance that a light intense enough might kill it. Got anything?”


  “I’ve a two-thousand watt film projector,” I said quickly. “Carbon arc light. That might do it.”


  “Good!”


  He followed me as I hurried over to it. We swung it round on its tripod and directed the lens toward the steel door—but at that identical moment things happened again. The steel of the door began to warp and flake! Speechless with amazement we could only gaze at it, watching the outwardly bulging dents; then like an aerial torpedo that corkscrew of living horror slammed out to freedom, pieces of steel hurtling with shrapnel force in all directions.


  “Get down!” Ralph screamed—and we all dropped flat, watching in desperate fear. And this time we saw the Venusian horror more clearly as it whirled round with dizzying speed seeking shelter from the electric light.


  It had a face of sorts—a blind expressionless face with no eyes and seemed to be all tightly clamped mouth. It was for all the world like a perpetually coiled snake, only in the style of an earthly electric eel it gave off a silvery glow. More than that indeed, for it sparkled and crackled like a living bolt of lightning when it struck metal! Despite my horror, I found time to admire the diversity of Nature who had conceived such a mass of supernaturally powerful destruction, obviously with the intent of making it able to master its normal rigorous environment.


  Finally it hurtled into a corner behind a workbench and was still again.


  Gently Ralph got up, edged his way round to the film projector and fumbled with it. Madge and I could see his face was set in hard resolution. Finally he flicked the button on the machine. The motor started up and with it the blinding glare of carbon arc light casting a flour-white beam on the opposite wall.


  “Here,” Ralph said, and slid across to me the wrench he had been holding. “If it dives this way I am out at it. Our only chance, I guess. I’m going to drive it out.”


  He wheeled the projector forward on its rubber wheels, swung the beam so it flooded the corner. There was an instant response as that heinous thing was stung into action. It sailed through the air towards me.


  I ducked, straightened again, then whizzed the wrench with all the power of my arms. It was like trying to hit a flash of lightning! I missed hopelessly and went flying. Madge wriggled under the heavy bench for safety. I recovered my balance and raced to Ralph’s side as he swung the projector round, using it as a searchlight.


  Tormented by the brilliance the Venusian horror hurled itself at the walls, the fittings, the glass bottles—Then it dived towards Madge! She gave a frantic scream—but thank God it missed her.


  Ralph’s jaws tightened at the narrow shave, and with admirable courage he moved forward, slowly pinning the thrashing monstrosity into a corner of blinding brilliance.


  “It’s obviously hungry,” he tossed out. “And but for this damned light it would make a meal off us right now, even if we are not right in its line of menu. Keep the light on long enough and it may die, like a fish out of water—”


  He broke off with a gasp as the carbon light fizzed and flickered abruptly. The snowy effulgence changed to yellow, then deep purple. Savagely he adjusted the carbon points, struggling to rebuild the right resistance between them—but in those seconds of momentary diminution the thing was done.


  Freed from its light prison the monster leapt. It hit me a glancing blow but it was like a wallop from a five-ton truck. I went staggering backwards helplessly and struck the wall with a force that nearly knocked me silly.


  I straightened again, only to feel paralysing horror pump through me. For Ralph was struggling with the thing—and it was the most ungodly sight I’d ever seen! His coat and vest were practically torn off, to reveal gaping wounds where the monster had cleaved with the force of a welder into his flesh. It was only his iron strength that kept him going—and even that was failing.


  Madge—small wonder—had fainted clean away. Sick with fright, I snatched up the wrench and dealt the thing a terrific blow. All I got for that was a backlash, half electrical, through my fingers that made me shout with anguish. It had been like hitting a steel wall with a steel rod.


  And Ralph? He had relaxed now, moving weakly, horribly mangled. The ghost of a grin was on his dark, powerful face, then it froze into the granitelike grin of death. There was blood on the floor. Hardly conscious of what I was doing I groped my way to the projector and, being used to its tricks, had the carbons at full blaze instantly. Immediately the serpent flew to a shadowy corner for safety.


  I looked at the mangled ruin that had been Ralph, took down a smock from the door and threw it over him. Then, breathing hard, I tried to get some sort of control over myself. This thing had got to be slain! But what methods? Light only scared it—immobilized it, but didn’t kill it. How about an electric shock? If I could remove the electrodes from one of my disrupter globes and attack it with them.


  Not much use, probably. I didn’t even know if it were electricity as we understand it, or whether it was the embodiment of basic force which we definitely do not understand. Besides, attacking electricity with electricity might blow me to Hades!


  Then as I stood thinking furiously a weak cry swung me round. I had almost forgotten about Madge. Gently I helped her to her feet and she clung to me tightly.


  “Is it—?” she whispered hopefully.


  “No,” I told her grimly. “It’s behind that bench at the moment, sheltering from these arcs—Good God, if only we could get out of here! We must!” I finished desperately. “Come on—we’ll rip up the floorboards and try and find that key. Should have done it at first . . .”


  With my wrench we pried up the boards and I fumbled below. I could feel nothing. I got a torch and flashed it in the gap. I saw the key finally, a goodish distance away.


  “Hang on,” I told Madge tensely. “I’ll go below and get it.”


  “All right—but hurry up!” And her eyes went nervously towards that deadly corner still pinned by the projector beam.


  Down I scrambled, edged along on my stomach with the floor beams pressing down on my shoulders—then just when I was within an ace of grabbing that infernal key there came a violent commotion from above. There was the sound of smashing glassware and a scream from Madge, followed by her running feet some place over my head.


  Her voice screamed huskily. “Bob quick! Quick!”


  I couldn’t even answer her. The dust from the flooring had choked and blinded me. I jerked my head up and caught it a resounding crack on one of the beams. The torch dropped from my hand and went rolling out on the concrete foundation. Desperately, I made a final grope in the dark for that key, and couldn’t find it—Then I wormed my way round and back to the hole in the lab floor as quickly as I could.


  Madge was out of sight, the bench was overturned, bottles were strewn in all directions. Some of them had had corrosive acid in them and now it was swilled smokingly on the floor. The Venusian horror was hurling itself with gigantic force at the only remaining steel cabinet where I kept my filing records. Since Madge was not in sight she’d obviously screwed herself in there for safety. As for the Thing’s escape—those damned carbon arcs had faded again!


  I dived for the projector, forced them into action and hurled blinding light at the thing—but only for a second or so for the acid swirling on the floor suddenly nipped the flex cable right through and the light died out of the lamphouse! Sweat broke out all over me as I realized I was defenseless.


  Almost involuntarily I picked up the entire projector and hurled it at the Coil. Evidently it was hurt for it flew away from the cabinet door. Instantly I jumped forward, yanked the door open and got Madge out—then we dashed for safety behind the overturned bench. Temporary safety, anyway . . .


  I began to think desperately. Since that projector’s mass weight had hurt it, it might be possible to damage it with violent blows after all! My eye roamed from its present quiescence—no doubt while it recovered—to the heavy vice I often used. It was electrically operated too. If I could only get the Coil in that!


  No sooner had I thought of the idea than I thought of something else. It had shown its liking for salts of lemon, and there was still some left on the floor. I wriggled towards the stuff, got a handful of it and sprinkled it on the plate in front of the vice, afterwards springing the vice-jaws wide open. Then I crawled to the switchboard whence it was operated.


  “This may do it,” I breathed to the horrified Madge. “Worth a try, anyway!”


  She watched, wide-eyed. Picking up a bottle, I hurled it at the thing, stung it into life again. It flew round in circles, missing us—then as I had hoped its blind avidity drove it towards the salts instead of Madge and me. It settled—and, thank God, as we tensely watched it, it unwittingly lowered the back half of its corkscrew form into the open jaws!


  It was a glorious moment! I was nearly chuckling with relief as I closed the switch on the board. In a flash those jaws closed with inexorable power, pinned the Coil mercilessly. It made no sound but its wild, frantic lashings instantly showed how much it was incommoded.


  “Now!” I panted, straightening. “Here comes the showdown!”


  For the last time, as I hoped, I picked my wrench up and moved towards it, no longer nervous. Instead a cool sort of bravado was upon me, and like a fool I paused a moment to study it now it was powerless to hurt me . . .


  The more I looked at its blind, ferocious little face the more I shuddered to think so beautiful a world as the Evening Star could produce such a thing of evil.


  “Kill it, Bob!” Madge implored me weakly. “Don’t stand there!”


  Her voice jerked me into life. I raised the wrench and swung it in preparation for the blow—but those seconds of idle curiosity had lost me the initiative, for with a sudden violent effort the thing literally tore itself in pieces—four distinct chunks that were as brittle as though soaked in liquid air.


  But they didn’t snap as they fell. Instead they coiled up and writhed with life. Nothing was left but that one immovable piece clamped in the vise. Then as I stared in bewilderment the four pieces started swelling—growing—!


  “Fission!” I yelped, understanding. “It’s—reproduced! Like a protoplasm divides into a new individual; this thing does it by breaking itself. Either because of the danger or else because it was ripe for it anyway after the food—Lord!”


  I dropped my wrench with a crash as the four little devils swelled and grew with incredible metabolism. Hurriedly I gained Madge’s side.


  “Bob, what on earth do we do?” she nearly screamed at me. “Now we’ve four of them to tackle—! We can’t do it! We’re finished!”


  “Easy,” I panted; and my eyes flashed to the hole in the floorboards where I’d searched for the key. “Down there!” I said abruptly. “Only way—Come on!”


  We scrambled forward and I bundled Madge down the hole first. Already those four children of the Coil were nearing adult size and would then start their endless blind search for food—human or chemical. I blundered into the hole after Madge, dragged down the boards as best I could. For a while we lay in the dark, shivering in fear, listening to the rising commotion above.


  Then Madge began dragging herself away slowly, presently gave a little cry.


  “What?” I panted, reaching her.


  “Acid, on my hand,” she said. “Must have seeped through the boards.”


  “Put your handkerchief round it; all we can do now. Damnation!” I exploded. “Where’s that torch I dropped?”


  I floundered past her, searching for it. Over our heads there was now a veritable hurricane of energy going on. Bottles were flying, instruments being overturned—then, as I still searched for the torch, I stopped and sniffed. Smoke was distinctly noticeable!


  “It can’t be—fire?” Madge whispered hoarsely; then she broke off with a horrified scream. “It is fire! Look!”


  I was looking. Further away from us on our floor-ceiling was a smoky red glow. Either the fuming acid or else the fused electric cable had started it—What in hell did that matter? It had started and we were stuck down here!


  “What do we do?” Madge cried, clutching me. “Bob, Bob, think of something! Those things above—and us down here—We’ll be burned to death!”


  I never thought so furiously before. Then in the midst of it, putting my hand down, I landed right on the torch. Instantly I yanked it up, flashed it on. I don’t know if it was Providence that directed the beam to a wire running under the floorboards, but it certainly happened.


  “What? What?” Madge implored, seeing I was frowning.


  “That’s the fire alarm emergency wire,” I told her quickly. “As you know I have the lab wired in case of sudden combustion without my knowledge. It should go off and warn the fire station as the temperature rises—But we’re not waiting that long!” I snapped; and seizing the wire I pulled it with all my strength. Though we heard nothing I knew the alarm had gone at the fire station.


  “That ought to fetch ’em,” I panted. “And we’ve got to chance those flying horrors just in case. A minute—the key . . .”


  I found it, then held it in my teeth as we turned and inched back to the hole in the floor. It wasn’t so easy. Smoke was around us in choking clouds; I had to half drag Madge as she coughed and spluttered . . . But at last I gained the roughly covered hole and thrust my head against the boards.


  Just as quickly I ducked back. The four flying coils, as large now as their parent had been, dived for my unprotected head. They struck the boards with rending impact—so I used my torch to keep them off.


  Smoke was now suffocating me, filling my lungs. I dragged Madge up, half fainting, beside me, and she revived in the clearer air. The torch still kept them off somewhat. The ordinary lights had gone out, but the glare of the fire was sufficient to show me my way.


  The door seemed infinitely far off—but I’d got to chance it. I left Madge directing the torch, blundered to the door and turned the key in the lock. At the same time the scream of the fire-engine’s siren came from somewhere outside. I remember opening the steel door—then I guess I must have fainted.


  I came to myself to find I was lying beside Madge in an ambulance. A fireman was smiling at us grimly.


  “Nice blaze you had there, sir,” he commented briefly. “But we got it under—Okay, take it easy. You’re all right, and your wife too. Only shock. Say,” he added, “we managed to save one of these from your lab. Figured it might be important.”


  From his oilskins he pulled a twisted coil.


  “Take it away!” I screamed involuntarily; then as he eyed me queerly and I saw it didn’t move I added slowly, “Let me look . . .”


  Madge, recovering, stared at it too. It was one of the four Venusian coils without doubt, but it was as useless as petrified stone and still damp. Damp! I began to laugh hysterically.


  “Of course!” I yelled. “The water from the hoses! Why in God’s name did we never think of it? Electricity—water—short circuit—Death! A glass of water could have saved us!”


  Madge stared at me for a moment, then she joined me in my laughing. The fireman stared at us dubiously, probably wondering if he’d saved a couple of lunatics. Well, maybe he had at that!


  The End


  [1] The Twilight Belt of Venus, immune to the 20-hour day and night.


  [2] The whole universe can be defined as either energy (force) or matter. Matter can be changed to energy (an example: the burning of coal in a steam engine, which produces steam power, and in which much energy is wasted in the form of flame, smoke, friction, etc.), or conversely, energy can be changed to matter (theoretically, although we do not have any practical evidence of this except perhaps in the formation of the odd “fungus” we find on battery terminals, etc.). Neither is ever lost. Thus, here, we have a proposition we cannot basically deny; the possibility of a form of matter made up of energy which has been thus transformed from force. The indication here is that the “force” is merely crystallized, and would eventually revert back to its original state.
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  SAILING SHIP OF VENUS


  Morris J. Steele


  The sailing vessel of the watery world of Venus is constructed wholly of wood, even to the sails


  VENUS is the second largest of the inner planets of the solar system, being only 300 miles less in diameter than Earth itself. It is also the second planet from the sun, being only 67,000,000 miles away from the parent body.


  Therefore, it receives a greater proportion of the sun’s heat than does the Earth, which results in a surface temperature a good deal higher than Earth. Yet, astronomers tell us that Venus contains a great deal of water in its atmospheric blanket, which results in a tremendously thick cloud bank which protects the surface from the direct rays of the sun, which otherwise might be of burning intensity, and therefore dangerous to animal or human life.


  Because of the presence of this great cloud layer, we can safely assume that the surface is covered, to a major extent, with huge seas and oceans. Therefore, the most logical means of travel on Venus is by boat.


  But Venus, being nearer the sun, and as large as Earth, is far behind Earth in its development. No such civilization as we have here has had a chance to develop. Its inhabitants, akin to the fish, are mostly amphibian, and have developed no great scientific capacities.


  They are also handicapped by the lack of metals, and the primitiveness of the land areas that do exist, on one count because of the continual washing of the sea which prohibits any permanent growths, and on the other count by the extreme heat of the planet, which fosters jungle growth rather than any sort of controlled growth.


  The result is simple; there is an ample supply of extremely light woods, which can be used in the construction of ships. Let us picture this ship of Venus.


  It is a vessel constructed entirely of wood, and very light in spite of comparatively huge size. Its hull is built of thick planks from a type of jungle tree almost as light as cork, but as strong as pine. It is wide-bottomed, provided with ample space for stone ballast to pull it down in water to provide stability. Because of the lightness and softness of the wood, the hull is surrounded by a type of outrigger bar which fends off direct contact with wharves and with rocks. This outrigger is made of extremely springy, almost steel-like wood, especially suited for this purpose.


  The ship is constructed along extremely simple lines, due to the limited intelligence of the inhabitants of Venus. It is clumsy and slow, and hard to steer, this being done by peculiar rudders located on each side of the ship rather than at the rear.


  The ship contains no motors, naturally, but depends on the action of the wind alone for its propulsion power. Winds on Venus are very intense, and very steady, following the heated areas of the cloud envelop as the rotation of the planet causes the sun to march across its surface. It is strictly a sailing ship.


  The sails are the most unique part of the ship. It is impossible to raise and lower, or rig a ship made entirely of wood, therefore, it must be a fixed sail. Yet, if this were done, a strong wind would be fatal, causing the ship to capsize, or cause the sails to shatter under the pressure.


  Thus we find that the Venusians have devised sails of a similar type to our Earth Venetian blinds. They can be regulated, louvre-like, so as to either offer a flat surface to the wind, or to allow it to pass through the vertical plane of each slat in the sail.


  The speed of the ship can be very easily regulated by the simple expedient of closing a definite number of the slats of the “blinds.” Due to the regularity of the winds of Venus, it is possible to proceed on a very definite schedule. Sailors of Venus are undoubtedly excellent in this respect, being able to control their progress to a very exact degree.


  Navigation, of course, is much different from that of Earth, since sailing by the stars is impossible. The stars are never seen on Venus. But they do sail by the “winds.” Certain winds on Venus change direction almost to the second as the temperature of the cloud blanket changes with the rotation of the planet under the direct beams of the sun.


  Storm areas on Venus are definitely defined, and they rarely pass certain boundaries, or occur at unscheduled times. Therefore, the sailor of Venus has definitely scheduled routes, which avoid these areas. He is accustomed to voyages of as much as 20,000 miles without fear of sinking, or of getting lost.


  On Earth, such a ship would be very dangerous indeed, but on Venus, it is the last word in transportation.


  PLANET ALONE


  Walter Kubilius


  Earth did not intend that the Venus colony should enjoy its hard-won independence, did not consider the planet lost to Terrestrial interests. Venus was a harsh world, and there were ways of destroying the new regime without sending out Terrestrial ships and troops . . .


  CHAIRMAN PHILIP of the Venus Council looked up as his secretary entered. “If that’s Barton,” he said, indicating the call light which had just flashed, “show him in right away.” The secretary bowed his way out, and, a moment later, Fred Barton entered, hat in hand and a box under his arm.


  “Come in!” Philip welcomed him, standing up. “It’s good to see you. I heard about your escape in the papers; it must have been terrible.”


  “It was,” replied the other. “I was knocked out during the battle and the Taros must have thought me dead.


  “You know the story, of course. An entire caravan bound for the free lands ambushed and wiped out. It was only a miracle that I escaped.”


  The chairman nodded. “I know, I wanted to speak to you right away, but thought I’d wait until you recovered. There are a few things I want to know.”


  “That’s why I came.”


  “Did you examine the bodies?”


  The other nodded.


  Philip grasped the man’s shoulder. “What did you find? What weapons are the Taros using?”


  Barton shook his head. “The scavangers were too thick. You know how it is in the jungles here; they won’t touch anything alive, but once a creature is dead, it’s only a matter of minutes. I must have been out for hours.


  “But I .stumbled across something just the same. Here it is.”


  He placed the box upon the desk and opened it. Carefully he lifted up the shining thing inside, gave it to the Chairman. Philip blinked, took it in his arms and examined it.


  “A Peterson 45 Ray Gun,” he whispered. The other nodded again. “Exactly.” Philip looked up questioningly to Barton’s eyes.


  “Taro?” he asked.


  “What else? No one in our caravan had such a gun. We might have had a chance if the Taros weren’t so well armed.”


  “Perhaps,” the Chairman said, “it was taken from another caravan that was attacked. It might even have been stolen from some one in Venusity. There’s always that chance.”


  “Yes, there is the chance. All the weapons we had were taken. But look at this.” He pointed to the small letters on the underside of the barrel.


  Philip looked at them and read, “Manufactured, Detroit, Mich., Earth, 2145.”


  “The gun is only three years old.”


  “I couldn’t have believed it,” the Chairman said, slumping in his seat, dejection written upon his face. “Do the records check?”


  “Yes. I’ve been through them all. Not a single carload of Peterson Guns came to Venus since 2140.”


  “Gun smuggling.”


  “Nothing else.”


  “But,” added Barton, “isn’t it possible that Earth has built another space-ship and that’s the one that’s being used, not Marvin’s?”


  “No,” Philip said, wearily, “our telescopes, few as they are, have combed the skies. There are no new ships. Marvin’s Venus-Earth transport is the only rocket in space. There are no others. It takes fifteen years to build a ship. And there’s twelve years to go before another Earth ship goes off into space.


  “Then the guns are being smuggled behind our backs to the Taro by Earth on that single rocket ship!”


  “Yes.”


  “Good God, man! You can’t sit by and let this go on! Demand that Earth stop the gun-smuggling! We’re at peace. Earth has recognized our independence since the Special War.”


  “If it were that easy, Barton!” the Chairman smiled bitterly. “But it doesn’t work out that way. Earth can get more by selling guns to radium-ore mining Taros that by trading with starving, rebellious colonists on Venus.”


  “Then what can be done?”


  “The transport unloads tonight. Sooner or later there’ll be another showdown between Earth and her colony on Venus.”


  IN the privacy of his office, Preston, Commander of Trade, met his distinguished visitor from Earth.


  “Good day, Commander,” the Captain of the only remaining space-ship in the skies, said. Marvin was a small fat man smoking a thin Venetian cigarette. A slight sarcastic smile continually played upon his lips.


  “Good day to you, Marvin,” the Commander said, uneasily. Clever as he was, Marvin was even cleverer. A man who captioned the only rocket ship left was not a man to be trifled with.


  Still smiling, Marvin watched the nervous Preston move back and forth. Neither trusted the other. Both needed the other. Marvin raised quizzical eyebrows.


  “What now?” he asked.


  “This might be the last shipment,” Preston said. “Venusity is becoming suspicious.”


  “But hopeless.”


  “Not quite. Suppose something should happen to the space-ship while it is away from Venus? What will happen to us? Sooner or later Venusity will find out that the Taro has been supplied with arms by Earth. Then all of us here, all of us who’ve been loyal to Earth, will be trapped.”


  “What would you want?”


  “I think I should be allowed to enter Earth,” he said, then added after a thought, “I have been of service.”


  “No,” smiled Marvin, “you don’t go to Earth yet. You’re useful here. Just remember one thing, Preston, there’s only one space-ship in the skies, and that belongs to Earth. When the Independent Colonists have been replaced by the more obliging Taro, then we can speak about your return to Earth. Not now.”


  “Then never mind,” Preston said, back in his place. “How much have you brought?”


  “Sixty-eight carloads of Peterson Guns. Forty-one carloads of assorted weapons including a new gas specially developed for use on Venus by our scientists.”


  “Then when the Taro receives these he can strike! The Colonist government will go up like smoke!”


  “Yes, Preston, and you’ll be sitting pretty. But getting back to plans. What have you ready?”


  “Thirty tons of radium ore. The samples ire the richest I’ve seen.”


  Marvin whistled. “Where is it?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Preston replied, frowning. “The Taro chieftain will not inform me until the guns have been delivered.”


  “If there is a double-cross—”


  “There won’t be,” Preston broke in, shaking his head quickly, “I’ll pledge myself on that.”


  “It’s not much,” Marvin smiled, “for a transport of arms.”


  “You unload tonight,” Preston continued. “When the wagons enter the jungle and are taken over by the Taro, we will be informed as to where the ore is located. My men will bring them to the transport. By the time of the next shipment the Taro will be ready!”


  “Will there be a check-up during the unloading?”


  “As usual. Our men will be in all important positions.”


  “The sighed receipts for the Independent Colonists?”


  “Yes,” Preston smiled, “for ‘agricultural machinery’.”


  WHEN darkness had settled upon Venusity the unloading of the Earth Venus transport began. From a distance Barton, the Chairman and an old soldier, watched.


  Huge cranes, heavy feet solid upon the surface of the planet, grinded as their talon-like fingers reached into the bowls of the ship. Grasping the heavy cargo boxes with their iron hands they lifted them up, carried them over the heads of the laborers and placed them in the waiting wagons.


  The works was done quietly and quickly. Only the incessant murmur of the transport’s power lines could be heard. Even though the work was swift and sure, an undercurrent of uneasiness ran among the men.


  They moved nervously, backing up the wagons to the cranes. Here they waited till the crates were placed within, and then moved slowly off, the hoofs of the deer-horse teams quietly clop-clopping down the road.


  The Venusity Chairman, Barton and the old soldier, moved to one of the drivers and stopped him.


  “What are you carrying?” he asked.


  “Agricultural machinery tor the Taros,” the driver said, angrily.


  “Let’s see your papers.”


  “What’s your authority?” he demanded.


  “Chairman of Venusity.”


  “Okay,” he said reluctantly and took out a sheaf of papers from under his grimy shirt. He passed them over to Philip. The Chairman took them and read.


  “Approved by Earth Council, Captain Marvin and Commander Preston of Venus.”


  He handed them back to the driver, “They’re in order,” he said. “You can pass.”


  “Damn right I can pass,” the driver said as he drove on.


  The soldier turned angrily to the Chairman.


  “You let him go by like that!” he said, “By a dammen galaxy!”


  “What could we do?” he asked. “Stop him? There’d be just another incident. That space-ship would come back next month laden with bombs and Venusity would be destroyed. We can take care of the Taro—but when Earth joins in open warfare we re lost.”


  “It still sounds mighty stupid to me,” the soldier said.


  “That’s politics.”


  “It’s a trap.”


  “Exactly. Instead of wiping out the Earth colony themselves, they smuggle guns to the Taro so he could do the job. You would think that Earth would help her children instead of destroying them. But there’s no friendship when trade in radium ore is at stake. The Taro is immune to poisoning, we’re not. That’s the hell of it.


  We can’t mine it and we’re useless as far as Earth is concerned.”


  A sudden crackling sound ripped the stillness of that night. A driver and guide, laboriously leading a team of deer-horses, looked up in sudden fright. A great box was careening crazily in the air above them. Its wooden sides, like match boxes being crushed by a man, were crumbling to the pressure of the chains around it.


  The crane engineer shifted his levers in frantic haste. He drew back the arm of the crane, hoping to save the men underneath.


  “Look out!” some men began to shout uselessly. The chain snapped without warning. The wooden crate fell straight down upon the two working men underneath. Both driver and guide ran to escape, but both were caught as two tons of metal crushed them.


  All unloading ceased immediately. From every corner of the transport and warehouse the working men rushed to the scene of the accident. The huge landing field, in the shadow of the transport, was filled almost immediately with the unloaders and the men and women of the city who had heard the crash.


  They stood around the broken box in awed silence. A group of men tore apart the wreckage in search of the bodies.


  A HUGE battered square of wood, loosely hanging together by slender strands of wire, was lifted up and carried away. On one side it bore the words “agricultural machinery.”


  From the rooftop of the warehouse a spotlight was thrown upon the wreckage to aid the searchers. A gasp of astonishment was wrenched from the crowd as they saw before them, not the wreckage of plow’s and tractors but the mangled piles of Peterson Ray Guns.


  Instantly every suspicion of the crowd was corroborated. After the moment of dead silence one single thought rushed through the colonists. Gun smuggling to the taro! Mother Earth had broken its agreement not to supply guns to the Taros!


  The colonists roared in sudden anger and the mobs on the field, like huge wobbly monsters, began to move in the direction of the transport and the warehouse.


  Every crate in every corner of the warehouse was seized, ripped open and its contents passed around. Each of them was labelled “agricultural machinery.” Each of them contained the guns that were so rare and precious on Venus.


  Marvin, peering through a window of the transport, saw the crowd moving toward it.


  “Close doors!” he shouted suddenly, leaning backward and away from view.


  Like an animal withdrawing into itself, the giant transport snapped shut all its open doors and windows. The mob, now gigantic and furious in its anger, hammered and shot uselessly against the metal plates of the ship.


  From the Council Building Preston could see the landing field become alive with thousands of colonists. He watched for a few minutes, still undecided, but when he saw the spark of the ray guns as they struck the plates of the ship he knew the break had come.


  Immediately he turned away to his desk and dialed the visor-number of the transport.


  “Give me Marvin,” he said.


  The space-ship captain’s hard cold face came into view.


  “It’s happened,” Preston said. “Have they broken in?”


  “No. Our portholes are safely closed. The Ray Guns can’t pierce our walls.”


  “This means war.”


  “Of course.”


  “I’ll be over in twenty minutes. When I arrive, instruct your, men to admit me. I will come under a flag of truce, saving that I demand an explanation. When I can get there we can shove off.”


  “Just a moment!” Marvin said as Preston was about to turn off the visor.


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Don’t waste your time, Preston,” he told him coldly. “You’re on your own now. My orders are to return immediately to Earth in case of any eventuality. We leave in fifteen minutes.”


  “Don’t be a fool, Marvin!” he said, “I’ll never get out alive once they start checking the shipments and find that I’ve okayed them all! I won’t be able to hold out until you come here armed!”


  “That’s your hard luck,” Marvin said. “So long.”


  Preston watched the televisor become a blank. Nervously he brushed the sweat from his brow. Already he could hear the angry steps of the infuriated mob in the corridor.


  THE occasional flare of a Ray Gun as it struck the sides of the transport lit up the faces of Barton, the Chairman and the old soldier.


  “Ray Guns can’t do a thing against space ships,” the old veteran snorted. “We learned that in the Spacial War.”


  “You can hear him building up power in the ship. It will sail inside of fifteen minutes,” the Chairman said, despondently.


  “Is he armed?”


  “He may be for all we know. Once he gets up in the air the city is helpless before him.”


  “What about our weapons? What about our defenses? Haven’t we anything?”


  “No,” the Chairman said, “we haven’t anything. We were stripped of arms, our industries wiped out, our defenses useless. Venus may nave been a power once, but not now.”


  “And Venus without a single armed space-ship!”


  “Heh! Heh!” laughed the veteran, “Be you thinking of pursuing it and stopping it? That isn’t so easy, even when you have space-ships, which you haven’t now. We learned that in the last war. Why, the Spacial War. . . .”


  The Chairman turned, exasperated, to Barton, “Does he go on and on like that?” The old soldier was hurt. He looked angrily at the Chairman.


  “I don’t see you doing much here,” he snapped.


  “There’s nothing we can do. We’ve been so busy fighting back the Taro that we neglected the possibility of another war with Earth. Now it’s coming.”


  “If it’s coming, you big fool, why don’t you use the same tactics?”


  “What tactics?”


  The old veteran smiled. This was the ice in the hole that had long been forgotten.


  “You might remember,” he drawled lazily, motioning casually with his head toward the transport, “how that ship escaped being destroyed in the Spacial War?”


  “No.”


  “The ships that were destroyed were blown up on the first day of the war. Each side had secretly dynamited the fields of the other! Heh! Heh!”


  The Chairman and Barton glanced at each other and then looked at the soldier. “What are you saying?”


  The veteran suddenly stopped his clowning.


  “The dynamite is still there.”


  “Holy Venus!” Barton muttered. “Then this field was secretly prepared for explosion like all the others! Only it never went off—then the dynamite must still be there!”


  “No one’s ever stolen it, hah! hah!”


  “Do you know where it is?” the Chairman asked excitedly.


  “Of course!”


  “Then lead to it!”


  They jostled their way through the crowd, pushing, struggling, shouting.


  “Clear the field!” the Chairman ordered, “Clear the field!”


  IN A corner of the Council Building, for all the world like a little room in which the waste of a shop was thrown, they found the control room from which radiated the wires to the stored dynamite underneath the field.


  The small inconspicuous switch-board was laden with dust. A lever was pulled, the switch-board proved to be false as it slid down showing a small wheel with red and black arrows pointing the direction in which it must turn.


  “Is that it?” the Chairman asked, incredulous that such a powerful force should be so carelessly laid away.


  “Yes, heh! heh!” the veteran laughed. “This is it! It was built just one year before the War with Earth. Everybody knew it was coming and each side prepared. The idea, heh! heh! was to blow up the enemy’s space force on the day of war-beginning, thus paralyzing his strength. But what each one didn’t know, heh! heh! was that the other side had the same idea! And so they blew each other’s fleets to pieces! This one on Venus got away because the guards were caught by accident the day before war. The location of the room was left to me—I had a hunch it would come in handy some day!”


  “And this wheel controls all?”


  “Yes. Designed for maximum efficiency—to be ready on a moment’s notice. One pull and poooph!”


  “It would be a terrible thing,” the Chairman said slowly.


  “There’s a visor here,” the soldier said, leading him to the other end of the little room. “You can call Marvin.”


  “Dial him. Maybe we can compromise somehow.”


  In a moment Marvin’s face came upon the screen. He looked into the Chairman’s eyes with humorous suspicion.


  “What do you want?” he asked, “Conversation?”


  “No,” the Chairman said, “We’re asking your unconditional surrender.”


  “Ha!”


  “You won’t get away with this. The field is still laden with dynamite from the last Spacial War. I’m in the control room now. We demand your immediate surrender.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “No.”


  “It’s no use, Chairman, we can see through you. If there was dynamite here our agents would know about it. This field was never prepared, that’s why it escaped. And besides,” he laughed, “assuming that there was dynamite under us, you wouldn’t dare to blow us up. It would mean a war the likes of you’ve never seen. In ten years the space-ships Earth is building will be ready. And then?”


  “Listen, Marvin,” he said, “Venus is our home. We can’t allow Earth to ship guns to the Taro to wipe us out. If we allow you to go now you will come back armed to destroy us. We can’t take the chance. One minute.”


  “Don’t be a fool,” Marvin said quickly. “This is an Earthian ship. If you blow this up, Earth will never forget it. There’ll come a time when are space-ships will land on Venus again. Ana nothing that you may say or do will save you. You’ll be wiped out to a man. Let us go and we will intervene on your behalf. As a Captain I promise you that.”


  “Nothing doing.”


  “You’re in the spot, Chairman,” Marvin said, “not I. If this ship goes up Earth will be revenged some years from now. Even though you did come from Earth, we’ll never forget the Spacial War.”


  “He’s stalling for time!” Barton whispered fiercely.


  “God damm it, Marvin! Surrender!”


  “Go to hell! You don’t dare and you know it!”


  Despairingly, the Chairman nodded his head to the soldier. The latter ran to the back of the room and quickly turned the wheel. An ear-breaking whistle rang out and then a sudden roar. The control room was rocked to its very foundations. Cracks appeared in the walls and one whole side came crashing down into ruins.


  Barton and the Chairman shook the dust from themselves and walked out to the open. The old veteran weakly followed them, hand upon his hip.


  A huge cavernous hole in the ground stood where the space-ship had been. Slowly one or two people came to the edge of the abyss and stared down into the center where there were scraps of metal, all that remained of the ship.


  “There goes out last contact with Earth,” the Mayor whispered softly.


  High above them the mother planet shone like a bright star. Ten years from now, twenty perhaps, the space-ships of Earth would come to Venus again. And then?


  The smoke still rose from the gaping mouth.


  CLASH BY NIGHT


  Henry Kuttner and C.L. Moore


  THE whole system of which he was a part was doomed, he knew—a mercenary army that fought other mercenary armies for cities that lay beneath the seas of Venus. Yet—there was a fascination and a reasonless loyalty to that futile system that held him.


  INTRODUCTION


  A half mile beneath the shallow Venusian Sea the black impervium dome that protects Montana Keep rests frowningly on the bottom. Within the Keep is carnival, for the Montanans celebrate the four-hundred-year anniversary of Earthman’s landing on Venus. Under the great dome that houses the city all is light and color and gaiety. Masked men and women, bright in celoflex and silks, wander through the broad streets, laughing, drinking the strong native wines of Venus. The sea bottom has been combed like the hydroponic tanks, for rare delicacies to grace the tables of the nobles.


  Through the festival grim shadows stalk, men whose faces mark them unmistakably as members of a Free Company. Their finery cannot disguise that stamp, hard-won through years of battle. Under the domino masks their mouths are hard and harsh. Unlike the undersea dwellers, their skins are burned black with the ultraviolet rays that filter through the cloud layer of Venus. They are skeletons at the feast. They are respected but resented. They are Free Companions—


  We are on Venus, nine hundred years ago, beneath the Sea of Shoals, not much north of the equator. But there is a wide range in time and space. All over the cloud planet the underwater Keeps are dotted, and life will not change for many centuries. Looking back, as we do now, from the civilized days of the Thirty-fourth Century, it is too easy to regard the men of the Keeps as savages, groping, stupid and brutal. The Free Companies have long since vanished. The islands and continents of Venus have been tamed, and there is no war.


  But in periods of transition, of desperate rivalry, there is always war. The Keeps fought among themselves, each striving to draw the fangs of the others by depriving them of their reserves of korium, the power source of the day. Students of that era find pleasure in sifting the legends and winnowing out the basic social and geopolitical truths. It is fairly well known that only one factor saved the Keeps from annihilating one another—the gentlemen’s agreement that left war to the warriors, and allowed the undersea cities to develop their science and social cultures. That particular compromise was, perhaps, inevitable. And it caused the organization of the Free Companies, the roving bands of mercenaries, highly trained for their duties, who hired themselves out to fight for whatever Keeps were attacked or unshed to attack.


  Ap Towrn, in his monumental “Cycle of Venus” tells the saga through symbolic legends. Many historians have recorded the sober truth, which, unfortunately, seems often Mars-dry. But it is not generally realized that the Free Companions were almost directly responsible for our present high culture. War, because of them, was not permitted to usurp the place of peace-time social and scientific work. Fighting was highly specialized, and, because of technical advances, manpower was no longer important. Each band of Free Companions numbered a few thousand, seldom more.


  It was a strange, lonely life they must have led, shut out from the normal life of the Keeps. They were vestigian but necessary, like the fangs of the marsupians who eventually evolved into Homo sapiens. But without those warriors, the Keeps would have been plunged completely into total war, with fatally destructive results.


  Harsh, gallant, indomitable, serving the god of battles so that it might be destroyed—working toward their own obliteration—the Free Companies roar down the pages of history, the banner of Mars streaming above them in the misty air of Venus. They were doomed as Tyrannosaur Rex was doomed, and they fought on as he did, serving, in their strange way, the shape of Minerva that stood behind Mars.


  Now they are gone. We can learn much by studying the place they held in the Undersea Period. For, because of them, civilization rose again to the heights it had once reached on Earth, and far beyond.


  
    “These lords shall light the mystery


    Of mastery or victory,


    And these ride high in history,


    But these shall not return.”

  


  The Free Companions hold their place in interplanetary literature. They are a legend now, archaic and strange. For they were fighters, and war has gone with unification. But we can understand them a little more than could the people of the Keeps.


  This story, built on legends and fact, is about a typical warrior of the period—Captain Brian Scott of Doone’s Free Companions. He may never have existed—


  I


  
    O, it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’


    “Tommy, go away”;


    But it’s “Thank you, Mr. Atkins when the


    band begins to play,


    The band begins to play, my boys, the band


    begins to play—


    O, it’s “Thank you, Mr. Atkins” when the


    band begins to play.


    —R. Kipling circa 1900

  


  Scott drank stinging uisqueplus and glowered across the smoky tavern. He was a hard, stocky man, with thick gray-shot brown hair and the scar of an old wound crinkling his chin. He was thirty-odd, looking like the veteran he was, and he had sense enough to wear a plain suit of blue celoflex, rather than the garish silks and rainbow fabrics that were all around him.


  Outside, through the transparent walls, a laughing throng was carried to and fro along the movable ways. But in the tavern it was silent, except for the low voice of a harpman as he chanted some old ballad, accompanying himself on his complicated instrument. The song came to an end. There was scattered applause, and from the hot-box overhead the blaring music of an orchestra burst out. Instantly the restraint was gone. In the booths and at the bar men and women began to laugh and talk with casual unrestraint. Couples were dancing now.


  The girl beside Scott, a slim, tan-skinned figure with glossy black ringlets cascading to her shoulders, turned inquiring eyes to him.


  “Want to, Brian?”


  Scott’s mouth twisted in a wry grimace. “Suppose so, Jeana. Eh?” He rose, and she came gracefully into his arms. Brian did not dance too well, but what he lacked in practice he made up in integration. Jeana’s heart-shaped face, with its high cheekbones and vividly crimson lips, lifted to him.


  “Forget Bienne. He’s just trying to ride you.”


  Scott glanced toward a distant booth, where two girls sat with a man—Commander Fredric Bienne of the Doones. He was a gaunt, tall, bitter-faced man, his regular features twisted into a perpetual sneer, his eyes somber under heavy dark brows. He was pointing, now, toward the couple on the floor.


  “I know,” Scott said. “He’s doing it, too. Well, the hell with him. So I’m a captain now and he’s still a commander. That’s tough. Next time he’ll obey orders and not send his ship out of the line, trying to ram.”


  “That was it, eh?” Jeana asked. “I wasn’t sure. There’s plenty of talk.”


  “There always is. Oh, Bienne’s hated me for years. I reciprocate. We simply don’t get on together. Never did. Every time I got a promotion, he chewed his nails. Figured he had a longer service record than I had, and deserved to move up faster. But he’s too much of an individualist—at the wrong times.”


  “He’s drinking a lot,” Jeana said.


  “Let him. Three months we’ve been in Montana Keep. The boys get tired of inaction—being treated like this.” Scott nodded toward the door, where a Free Companion was arguing with the keeper. “No noncoms allowed in here. Well, the devil with it.”


  They could not hear the conversation above the hubbub, but its importance was evident. Presently the soldier shrugged, his mouth forming a curse, and departed. A fat man in scarlet silks shouted encouragement.


  “—want any . . . Companions here!”


  Scott saw Commander Bienne, his eyes half closed, get up and walk toward the fat man’s booth. His shoulder moved in an imperceptible shrug. The hell with civilians, anyhow. Serve the lug right if Bienne smashed his greasy face. And that seemed the probable outcome. For the fat man was accompanied by a girl, and obviously wasn’t going to back down, though Bienne, standing too close to him, was saying something insulting, apparently.


  The auxiliary hot-box snapped some quick syllables, lost in the general tumult. But Scott’s trained ear caught the words. He nodded to Jeana, made a significant clicking noise with his tongue, and said, “This is it.”


  She, too, had heard. She let Scott go. He headed toward the fat man’s booth just in time to see the beginning of a brawl. The civilian, red as a turkey cock, had struck out suddenly, landing purely by accident on Bienne’s gaunt cheek. The commander, grinning tightly, stepped back a pace, his fist clenching. Scott caught the other’s arm.


  “Hold it, commander.”


  Bienne swung around, glaring. “What business is it of yours? Let—”


  The fat man, seeing his opponent’s attention distracted, acquired more courage and came in swinging. Scott reached past Bienne, planted his open hand in the civilian’s face, and pushed hard. The fat man almost fell backward on his table.


  As he rebounded, he saw a gun in Scott’s hand. The captain said curtly, “ ’Tend to your knitting, mister.”


  The civilian licked his lips, hesitated, and sat down. Under his breath he muttered something about too-damn-cocky Free Companions.


  Bienne was trying to break free, ready to swing on the captain. Scott holstered his gun. “Orders,” he told the other, jerking his head toward the hot-box. “Get it?”


  “—mobilization. Doonemen report to headquarters. Captain Scott to Administration. Immediate mobilization—”


  “Oh,” Bienne said, though he still scowled. “O.K. I’ll take over. There was time for me to take a crack at that louse, though.”


  “You know what instant mobilization means,” Scott grunted. “We may have to leave at an instant’s notice. Orders, commander.”


  Bienne saluted halfheartedly and turned away. Scott went back to his own booth. Jeana had already gathered her purse and gloves and was applying lip juice.


  She met his eyes calmly enough.


  “I’ll be at the apartment, Brian. Luck.”


  He kissed her briefly, conscious of a surging excitement at the prospect of a new venture. Jeana understood his emotion. She gave him a quick, wry smile, touched his hair lightly, and rose. They went out into the gay tumult of the ways.


  Perfumed wind blew into Scott’s face. He wrinkled his nose disgustedly. During carnival seasons the Keeps were less pleasant to the Free Companions than otherwise; they felt more keenly the gulf that lay between them and the undersea dwellers. Scott pushed his way through the crowd and took Jeana across the ways to the center fast-speed strip. They found seats.


  At a clover-leaf intersection Scott left the girl, heading toward Administration, the cluster of taller buildings in the city’s center. The technical and political headquarters were centered here, except for the laboratories’, which were in the suburbs near the base of the Dome. There were a few small test-domes a mile or so distant from the city, but these were used only for more precarious experiments. Glancing up, Scott was reminded of the catastrophe that had unified science into something like a freemasonry. Above him, hanging without gravity over a central plaza, was the globe of the Earth, half shrouded by the folds of a black plastic pall. In every Keep on Venus there was a similar ever-present reminder of the lost mother planet.


  Scott’s gaze went up farther, to the Dome, as though he could penetrate the impervium and the mile-deep layer of water and the clouded atmosphere to the white star that hung in space, one quarter as brilliant as the Sun. A star—all that remained of Earth, since atomic power had been unleashed there two centuries ago. The scourge had spread like flame, melting continents and leveling mountains. In the libraries there were wire-tape pictorial records of the Holocaust. A religious cult—Men of the New Judgment-had sprung up, and advocated the complete destruction of science; followers of that dogma still existed here and there. But the cult’s teeth had been drawn when technicians unified, outlawing experiments with atomic power forever, making use of that force punishable by death, and permitting no one to join their society without taking the Minervan Oath.


  “—to work for the ultimate good of mankind . . . taking all precaution against harming humanity and science . . . requiring permission from those in authority before undertaking any experiment involving peril to the race . . . remembering always the extent of the trust placed in us and remembering forever the death of the mother planet through misuse of knowledge—”


  The Earth. A strange sort of world it must have been, Scott thought. Sunlight, for one thing, unfiltered by the cloud layer. In the old days, there had been few unexplored areas left on Earth. But here on Venus, where the continents had not yet been conquered—there was no need, of course, since everything necessary to life could be produced under the Domes—here on Venus, there was still a frontier. In the Keeps, a highly specialized social culture. Above the surface, a primeval world, where only the Free Companions had their fortresses and navies—the navies for fighting, the forts to house the technicians who provided the latter-day sinews of war, science instead of money. The Keeps tolerated visits from the Free Companions, but would not offer them headquarters, so violent the feeling, so sharp the schism, in the public mind, between war and cultural progress.


  Under Scott’s feet the sliding way turned into an escalator, carrying him into the Administration Building. He stepped to another way which took him to a lift, and, a moment or two later, was facing the door-curtain bearing the face of President Dane Crosby of Montana Keep.


  Crosby’s voice said, “Come in, captain,” and Scott brushed through the curtain, finding himself in a medium-sized room with muraled walls and a great window overlooking the city. Crosby, a white-haired, thin figure in blue silks, was at his desk. He looked like a tired old clerk out of Dickens, Scott thought suddenly, entirely undistinguished and ordinary. Yet Crosby was one of the greatest socio-politicians on Venus.


  Cinc Rhys, leader of Doone’s Free Companions, was sitting in a relaxer, the apparent antithesis of Crosby. All the moisture in Rhys’ body seemed to have been sucked out of him years ago by ultraviolet actinic, leaving a mummy of brown leather and whipcord sinew. There was no softness in the man. His smile was a grimace. Muscles lay like wire under the swarthy cheeks.


  Scott saluted. Rhys waved him to a relaxer. The look of subdued eagerness in the cinc’s eyes was significant—an eagle poising himself, smelling blood. Crosby sensed that, and a wry grin showed on his pale face.


  “Every man to his trade,” he remarked, semi-ironically. “I suppose I’d be bored stiff if I had too long a vacation. But you’ll have quite a battle on your hands this time, Cinc Rhys.”


  Scott’s stocky body tensed automatically. Rhys glanced at him. “Virginia Keep is attacking, captain. They’ve hired the Hell-divers—Flynn’s outfit.”


  There was a pause. Both Free Companions were anxious to discuss the angles, but unwilling to do so in the presence of a civilian, even the president of Montana Keep. Crosby rose.


  “The money settlement’s satisfactory, then?”


  Rhys nodded. “Yes, that’s all right. I expect the battle will take place in a couple of days. In the neighborhood of Venus Deep, at a rough guess.”


  “Good. I’ve a favor to ask, so if you’ll excuse me for a few minutes, I’ll—” He left the sentence unfinished and went out through the door-curtain. Rhys offered Scott a cigarette.


  “You get the implications, captain—the Helldivers?”


  “Yes, sir. Thanks. We can’t do it alone.”


  “Right. We’re short on manpower and armament both. And the Helldivers recently merged with O’Brien’s Legion, after O’Brien was killed in that polar scrap. They’re a strong outfit, plenty strong. Then they’ve got their specialty—submarine attack. I’d say we’ll have to use H-plan 7.”


  Scott closed his eyes, remembering the files. Each Free Company kept up-to-date plans of attack suited to the merits of every other Company of Venus. Frequently revised as new advances were made, as groups merged, and as the balance of power changed on each side, the plans were so detailed that they could be carried into action at literally a moment’s notice. H-plan 7, Scott recalled, involved enlisting the aid of the Mob, a small but well-organized band of Free Companions led by Cinc Tom Mendez.


  “Right,” Scott said. “Can you get him?”


  “I think so. We haven’t agreed yet on the bonus. I’ve been telaudioing him on a tight beam, but he keeps putting me off—waiting till the last moment—when he can dictate his own terms.”


  “What’s he asking, sir?”


  “Fifty thousand cash and a fifty percent cut on the loot.”


  “I’d say thirty percent would be about right.”


  Rhys nodded. “I’ve offered him thirty-five. I may send you to his fort—carte blanche. We can get another Company, but Mendez has got beautiful sub-detectors—which would come in handy against the Helldivers. Maybe I can settle things by audio. If not, you’ll have to fly over to Mendez and buy his services, at less than fifty per if you can.”


  Scott rubbed the old scar on his chin with a calloused forefinger. “Meantime Commander Bienne’s in charge of mobilization. When—”


  “I telaudioed our fort. Air transports are on the way now.”


  “It’ll be quite a scrap,” Scott said, and the eyes of the two men met in perfect understanding. Rhys chuckled dryly.


  “And good profits. Virginia Keep has a big supply of korium . . . dunno how much, but plenty.”


  “What started the fracas this time?”


  “The usual thing, I suppose,” Rhys said disinterestedly. “Imperialism. Somebody in Virginia Keep worked out a new plan for annexing the rest of the Keeps. Same as usual.”


  They stood up as the door-curtain swung back, admitting President Crosby, another man, and a girl. The man looked young, his boyish face not yet toughened under actinic burn. The girl was lovely in the manner of a plastic figurine, lit from within by vibrant life. Her blond hair was cropped in the prevalent mode, and her eyes, Scott saw, were an unusual shade of green. She was more than merely pretty—she was instantly exciting.


  Crosby said, “My niece, Ilene Kane—and my nephew, Norman Kane.” He performed introductions, and they found seats.


  “What about drinks?” Ilene suggested. “This is rather revoltingly formal. The fight hasn’t started yet, after all.”


  Crosby shook his head at her. “You weren’t invited here anyway. Don’t try to turn this into a party—there isn’t too much time, under the circumstances.”


  “O.K.,” Ilene murmured. “I can wait.” She eyed Scott interestedly.


  Norman Kane broke in. “I’d like to join Doone’s Free Companions, sir. I’ve already applied, but now that there’s a battle coming up, I hate to wait till my application’s approved. So I thought—” Crosby looked at Cinc Rhys. “A personal favor, but the decision’s up to you. My nephew’s a misfit—a romanticist. Never liked the life of a Keep. A year ago he went off and joined Starling’s outfit.”


  Rhys raised an eyebrow. “That gang? It’s not a recommendation, Kane. They’re not even classed as Free Companions. More like a band of guerrillas, and entirely without ethics. There’ve even been rumors they’re messing around with atomic power.” Crosby looked startled. “I hadn’t heard that.”


  “It’s no more than a rumor. If it’s ever proved, the Free Companions—all of them—will get together and smash Starling in a hurry.”


  Norman Kane looked slightly uncomfortable. “I suppose I was rather a fool. But I wanted to get in the fighting game, and Starling’s group appealed to me—”


  The cinc made a sound in his throat. “They would. Swashbuckling romantics, with no idea of what war means. They’ve not more than a dozen technicians. And they’ve no discipline—it’s like a pirate outfit. War today, Kane, isn’t won by romantic animals dashing at forlorn hopes. The modern soldier is a tactician who knows how to think, integrate, and obey. If you join our Company, you’ll have to forget what you learned with Starling.”


  “Will you take me, sir?”


  “I think it would be unwise. You need the training course.”


  “I’ve had experience—”


  Crosby said, “It would be a favor, Cinc Rhys, if you’d skip the red tape. I’d appreciate it. Since my nephew wants to be a soldier, I’d much prefer to see him with the Doones.”


  Rhys shrugged. “Very well. Captain Scott will give you your orders, Kane. Remember that discipline is vitally important with us.”


  The boy tried to force back a delighted grin. “Thank you, sir.”


  “Captain—”


  Scott rose and nodded to Kane. They went out together. In the anteroom was a telaudio set, and Scott called the Doone’s local headquarters in Montana Keep. An integrator answered, his face looking inquiringly from the screen.


  “Captain Scott calling, subject induction.”


  “Yes, sir. Ready to record.”


  Scott drew Kane forward. “Photosnap this man. He’ll report to headquarters immediately. Name, Norman Kane. Enlist him without training course—special orders from Cinc Rhys.”


  “Acknowledged, sir.”


  Scott broke the connection. Kane couldn’t quite repress his grin.


  “All right,” the captain grunted, a sympathetic gleam in his eyes. “That fixes it. They’ll put you in my command. What’s your specialty?”


  “Flitterboats, sir.”


  “Good. One more thing. Don’t forget what Cinc Rhys said, Kane. Discipline is damned important, and you may not have realized that yet. This isn’t a cloak-and-sword war. There are no Charges of Light Brigades. No grandstand plays—that stuff went out with the Crusades. Just obey orders, and you’ll have no trouble. Good luck.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Kane saluted and strode out with a perceptible swagger. Scott grinned. The kid would have that knocked out of him pretty soon.


  A voice at his side made him turn quickly. Ilene Kane was standing there, slim and lovely in her celoflex gown.


  “You seem pretty human after all, captain,” she said. “I heard what you told Norman.”


  Scott shrugged. “I did that for his own good—and the good of the Company. One man off the beam can cause plenty of trouble, Mistress Kane.”


  “I envy Norman,” she said. “It must be a fascinating life you lead. I’d like it—for a while. Not for long. I’m one of the useless offshoots of this civilization, not much good for anything. So I’ve perfected one talent.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Oh, hedonism, I suppose you’d call it. I enjoy myself. It’s not often too boring. But I’m a bit bored now. I’d like to talk to you, captain.”


  “Well, I’m listening,” Scott said.


  Ilene Kane made a small grimace. “Wrong semantic term. I’d like to get inside of you psychologically. But painlessly. Dinner and dancing. Can do?”


  “There’s no time,” Scott told her. “We may get our orders any moment.” He wasn’t sure he wanted to go out with this girl of the Keeps, though there was definitely a subtle fascination for him, an appeal he could not analyze. She typified the most pleasurable part of a world he did not know. The other facets of that world could not impinge on him; geopolitics or nonmilitary science held no appeal, were too alien. But all worlds touch at one point—pleasure. Scott could understand the relaxations of the undersea groups, as he could not understand or feel sympathy for their work or their social impulses.


  Cinc Rhys came through the door-curtain, his eyes narrowed. “I’ve some telaudioing to do, captain,” he said. Scott knew what implications the words held: the incipient bargain with Cinc Mendez. He nodded.


  “Yes, sir. Shall I report to headquarters?”


  Rhys’ harsh face seemed to relax suddenly as he looked from Ilene to Scott. “You’re free till dawn. I won’t need you till then, but report to me at six a.m. No doubt you’ve a few details to clean up.”


  “Very well, sir.” Scott watched Rhys go out. The cinc had meant Jeana, of course. But Ilene did not know that.


  “So?” she asked. “Do I get a turn-down? You might buy me a drink, anyway.”


  There was plenty of time. Scott said, “It’ll be a pleasure,” and Ilene linked her arm with his. They took the dropper to ground-level.


  As they came out on one of the ways, Ilene turned her head and caught Scott’s glance. “I forgot something, captain. You may have a previous engagement. I didn’t realize—”


  “There’s nothing,” he said. “Nothing important.”


  It was true; he felt a mild gratitude toward Jeana at the realization. His relationship with her was the peculiar one rendered advisable by his career. Free-marriage was the word for it; Jeana was neither his wife nor his mistress, but something midway between. The Free Companions had no firmly grounded foundation for social life; in the Keeps they were visitors, and in their coastal forts they were—well, soldiers. One would no more bring a woman to a fort than aboard a ship of the line. So the women of the Free Companions lived in the Keeps, moving from one to another as their men did; and because of the ever-present shadow of death, ties were purposely left loose. Jeana and Scott had been free-married for five years now. Neither made demands on the other. No one expected fidelity of a Free Companion. Soldiers lived under such iron disciplines that when they were released, during the brief peacetimes, the pendulum often swung far in the opposite direction.


  To Scott, Ilene Kane was a key that might unlock the doors of the Keep—doors that opened to a world of which he was not a part, and which he could not quite understand.


  II


  
    I, a stranger and afraid


    In a world I never made.


    —Housman

  


  There were nuances, Scott found, which he had never known existed. A hedonist like Ilene devoted her life to such nuances; they were her career. Such minor matters as making the powerful, insipid Moonflower Cocktails more palatable by filtering them through lime-soaked sugar held between the teeth. Scott was a uisqueplus man, having the average soldier’s contempt for what he termed hydroponic drinks, but the cocktails Ilene suggested were quite as effective as acrid, burning amber uisqueplus. She taught him, that night, such tricks as pausing between glasses to sniff lightly at happy-gas, to mingle sensual excitement with mental by trying the amusement rides designed to give one the violent physical intoxication of breathless speed. Nuances all, which only a girl with Ilene’s background could know. She was not representative of Keep life. As she had said, she was an offshoot, a casual and useless flower on the great vine that struck up inexorably to the skies, its strength in its tough, reaching tendrils—scientists and technicians and socio-politicians. She was doomed in her own way, as Scott was in his. The undersea folk served Minerva; Scott served Mars; and Ilene served Aphrodite—not purely the sexual goddess, but the patron of arts and pleasure. Between Scott and Ilene was the difference between Wagner and Strauss; the difference between crashing chords and tinkling arpeggios. In both was a muted bittersweet sadness, seldom realized by either. But that undertone was brought out by their contact. The sense of dim hopelessness in each responded to the other.


  It was carnival, but neither Ilene nor Scott wore masks. Their faces were masks enough, and both had been trained to reserve, though in different ways. Scott’s hard mouth kept its tight grimness even when he smiled. And Ilene’s smiles came so often that they were meaningless.


  Through her, Scott was able to understand more of the undersea life than he had ever done before. She was for him a catalyst. A tacit understanding grew between them, not needing words. Both realized that, in the course of progress, they would eventually die out. Mankind tolerated them because that was necessary for a little time. Each responded differently. Scott served Mars; he served actively; and the girl, who was passive, was attracted by the antithesis.


  Scott’s drunkenness struck psychically deep. He did not show it. His stiff silver-brown hair was not disarranged, and his hard, burned face was impassive as ever. But when his brown eyes met Ilene’s green ones a spark of—something—met between them.


  Color and light and sound. They began to form a pattern now, were not quite meaningless to Scott. They were, long past midnight, sitting in an Olympus, which was a private cosmos. The walls of the room in which they were seemed nonexistent. The gusty tides of gray, faintly luminous clouds seemed to drive chaotically past them, and, dimly, they could hear the muffled screaming of an artificial wind. They had the isolation of the gods.


  And the Earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep—That was, of course, the theory of the Olympus room. No one existed, no world existed, outside of the chamber; values automatically shifted, and inhibitions seemed absurd.


  Scott relaxed on a translucent cushion like a cloud. Beside him, Ilene lifted the bit of a happy-gas tube to his nostrils. He shook his head.


  “Not now, Ilene.”


  She let the tube slide back into its reel. “Nor I. Too much of anything is unsatisfactory, Brian. There should always be something untasted, some anticipation left—You have that. I haven’t.”


  “How?”


  “Pleasures—well, there’s a limit. There’s a limit to human endurance. And eventually I build up a resistance psychically, as I do physically, to everything. With you, there’s always the last adventure. You never know when death will come. You can’t plan. Plans are dull; it’s the unexpected that’s important.”


  Scott shook his head slightly. “Death isn’t important either. It’s an automatic cancellation of values. Or, rather—” He hesitated, seeking words. “In this life you can plan, you can work out values, because they’re all based on certain conditions. On—let’s say—arithmetic. Death is a change to a different plane of conditions, quite unknown. Arithmetical rules don’t apply as such to geometry.”


  “You think death has its rules?”


  “It may be a lack of rules, Ilene. One lives realizing that life is subject to death; civilization is based on that. That’s why civilization concentrates on the race instead of the individual. Social self-preservation.”


  She looked at him gravely. “I didn’t think a Free Companion could theorize that way.”


  Scott closed his eyes, relaxing. “The Keeps know nothing about Free Companions. They don’t want to. We’re men. Intelligent men. Our technicians are as great as the scientists under the Domes.”


  “But they work for war.”


  “War’s necessary,” Scott said. “Now, anyway.”


  “How did you get into it? Should I ask?”


  He laughed a little at that. “Oh, I’ve no dark secrets in my past. I’m not a runaway murderer. One—drifts. I was born in Australia Keep. My father was a tech, but my grandfather had been a soldier. I guess it was in my blood. I tried various trades and professions. Meaningless. I wanted something that . . . hell, I don’t know. Something, maybe, that needs all of a man. Fighting does. It’s like a religion. Those cultists—Men of the New Judgment—they’re fanatics, but you can see that their religion is the only thing that matters to them.”


  “Bearded, dirty men with twisted minds, though.”


  “It happens to be a religion based on false premises. There are others, appealing to different types. But religion was too passive for me, in these days.”


  Ilene examined his harsh face. “You’d have preferred the church militant—the Knights of Malta, fighting Saracens.”


  “I suppose. I had no values. Anyhow, I’m a fighter.”


  “Just how important is it to you? The Free Companions?”


  Scott opened his eyes and grinned at the girl. He looked unexpectedly boyish.


  “Damn little, really. It has emotional appeal. Intellectually, I know that it’s a huge fake. Always has been. As absurd as the Men of the New Judgment. Fighting’s doomed. So we’ve no real purpose. I suppose most of us know there’s no future for the Free Companions. In a few hundred years—well!”


  “And still you go on. Why? It isn’t money.”


  “No. There is a . . . a drunkenness to it. The ancient Norsemen had their berserker madness. We have something similar. To a Dooneman, his group is father, mother, child, and God Almighty. He fights the other Free Companions when he’s paid to do so, but he doesn’t hate the others. They serve the same toppling idol. And it is toppling, Ilene. Each battle we win or lose brings us closer to the end. We fight to protect the culture that eventually will wipe us out. The Keeps—when they finally unify, will they need a military arm? I can see the trend. If war was an essential part of civilization, each Keep would maintain its own military.


  But they shut us out—a necessary evil. If they would end war now!” Scott’s fist unconsciously clenched. “So many men would find happier places in Venus—undersea. But as long as the Free Companions exist, there’ll be new recruits.”


  Ilene sipped her cocktail, watching the gray chaos of clouds flow like a tide around them. In the dimly luminous light Scott’s face seemed like dark stone, flecks of brightness showing in his eyes. She touched his hand gently.


  “You’re a soldier, Brian. You wouldn’t change.”


  His laugh was intensely bitter. “Like hell I wouldn’t, Mistress Ilene Kane! Do you think fighting’s just pulling a trigger? I’m a military strategist. That took ten years. Harder cramming than I’d have had in a Keep Tech-Institute. I have to know everything about war from trajectories to mass psychology. This is the greatest science the System has ever known, and the most useless. Because war will die in a few centuries at most. Ilene—you’ve never seen a Free Company’s fort. It’s science, marvelous science, aimed at military ends only. We have our psych-specialists. We have our engineers, who plan everything from ordnance to the frictional quotient on flitterboats. We have the foundries and mills. Each fortress is a city made for war, as the Keeps are made for social progress.”


  “As complicated as that?”


  “Beautifully complicated and beautifully useless. There are so many of us who realize that. Oh, we fight—it’s a poison. We worship the Company—that is an emotional poison. But we live only during wartime. It’s an incomplete life. Men in the Keeps have full lives; they have their work, and their relaxations are geared to fit them. We don’t fit.”


  “Not all the undersea races,” Ilene said. “There’s always the fringe that doesn’t fit. At least you have a raison d’etre. You’re a soldier. I can’t make a lifework out of pleasure. But there’s nothing else for me.”


  Scott’s fingers tightened on hers. “You’re the product of a civilization, at least. I’m left out.”


  “With you, Brian, it might be better. For a while. I don’t think it would last for long.”


  “It might.”


  “You think so now. It’s quite a horrible thing, feeling yourself a shadow.”


  “I know.”


  “I want you, Brian,” Ilene said, turning to face him. “I want you to come to Montana Keep and stay here. Until our experiment fails. I think it’ll fail presently. But, perhaps, not for some time. I need your strength. I can show you how to get the most out of this sort of life—how to enter into it. True hedonism. You can give me—companionship perhaps. For me the companionship of hedonists who know nothing else isn’t enough.”


  Scott was silent. Ilene watched him for a while.


  “Is war so important?” she asked at last.


  “No,” he said, “it isn’t at all. It’s a balloon. And it’s empty, I know that. Honor of the regiment!” Scott laughed. “I’m not hesitating, really. I’ve been shut out for a long time. A social unit shouldn’t be founded on an obviously doomed fallacy. Men and women are important, nothing else, I suppose.”


  “Men and women—or the race?”


  “Not the race,” he said with abrupt violence. “Damn the race! It’s done nothing for me. I can fit myself into a new life. Not necessarily hedonism. I’m an expert in several lines; I have to be. I can find work in Montana Keep.”


  “If you like. I’ve never tried. I’m more of a fatalist, I suppose. But . . . what about it, Brian?”


  Her eyes were almost luminous, like shining emerald, in the ghostly light.


  “Yes,” Scott said. “I’ll come back. To stay.”


  Ilene said, “Come back? Why not stay now?”


  “Because I’m a complete fool, I guess. I’m a key man, and Cinc Rhys needs me just now.”


  “Is it Rhys or the Company?”


  Scott smiled crookedly. “Not the Company. It’s just a job I have to do. When I think how many years I’ve been slaving, pretending absurdities were important, knowing that I was bowing to a straw dummy—No! I want your life—the sort of life I didn’t know could exist in the Keeps. I’ll be back, Ilene. It’s something more important than love. Separately we’re halves. Together we may be a complete whole.”


  She didn’t answer. Her eyes were steady on Scott’s. He kissed her.


  Before morning bell he was back in the apartment. Jeana had already packed the necessary light equipment. She was asleep, her dark hair cascading over the pillow, and Scott did not waken her. Quietly he shaved, showered, and dressed. A heavy, waiting silence seemed to fill the city like a cup brimmed with stillness.


  As he emerged from the bathroom, buttoning his tunic, he saw the table had been let down and two places set at it. Jeana came in, wearing a cool morning frock. She set cups down and poured coffee.


  “Morning, soldier,” she said. “You’ve time for this, haven’t you?”


  “Uh-huh.” Scott kissed her, a bit hesitantly. Up till this moment, the breaking with Jeana had seemed easy enough. She would raise no objections. That was the chief reason for free-marriage. However—


  She was sitting in the relaxer, sweeting the coffee, opening a fresh celopack of cigarettes. “Hung over?”


  “No. I vitamized. Feel pretty good.” Most bars had a vitamizing chamber to nullify the effects of too much stimulant. Scott was, in fact, feeling fresh and keenly alert. He was wondering how to broach the subject of Ilene to Jeana.


  She saved him the trouble.


  “If it’s a girl, Brian, just take it easy. No use doing anything till this war’s over. How long will it take?”


  “Oh, not long. A week at most. One battle may settle it, you know. The girl—”


  “She’s not a Keep girl.”


  “Yes.”


  Jeana looked up, startled. “You’re crazy.”


  “I started to tell you,” Scott said impatiently. “It isn’t just—her. I’m sick of the Doones. I’m going to quit.”


  “Hm-m-m. Like that?”


  “Like that.”


  Jeana shook her head. “Keep women aren’t tough.”


  “They don’t need to be. Their men aren’t soldiers.”


  “Have it your own way. I’ll wait till you get back. Maybe I’ve got a hunch. You see, Brian, we’ve been together for five years. We fit. Not because of anything like philosophy or psychology—it’s a lot more personal. It’s just us. As man and woman, we get along comfortably. There’s love, too. Those close emotional feelings are more important, really, than the long view. You can get excited about futures, but you can’t live them.”


  Scott shrugged. “Could be I’m starting to forget about futures. Concentrating on Brian Scott.”


  “More coffee . . . there. Well, for five years now I’ve gone with you from Keep to Keep, waiting every time you went off to war, wondering if you’d come back, knowing that I was just a part of your life, but—I sometimes thought—the most important part. Soldiering’s seventy-five percent. I’m the other quarter. I think you need that quarter—you need the whole thing, in that proportion, actually. You could find another woman, but she’d have to be willing to take twenty-five percent.”


  Scott didn’t answer. Jeana blew smoke through her nostrils.


  “O.K., Brian. I’ll wait.”


  “It isn’t the girl so much. She happens to fit into the pattern of what I want. You—”


  “I’d never be able to fit that pattern,” Jeana said softly. “The Free Companions need women who are willing to be soldiers’ wives. Free-wives, if you like. Chiefly it’s a matter of not being too demanding. But there are other things. No, Brian. Even if you wanted that, I couldn’t make myself over into one of the Keep people. It wouldn’t be me. I wouldn’t respect myself, living a life that’d be false to me; and you wouldn’t like me that way either. I couldn’t and wouldn’t change. I’ll have to stay as I am. A soldier’s wife. As long as you’re a Dooneman, you’ll need me. But if you change—” She didn’t finish.


  Scott lit a cigarette, scowling. “It’s hard to know, exactly.”


  “I may not understand you, but I don’t ask questions and I don’t try to change you. As long as you want that, you can have it from me. I’ve nothing else to offer you. It’s enough for a Free Companion. It’s not enough—or too much—for a Keep-dweller.”


  “I’ll miss you,” he said.


  “That’ll depend, too. I’ll miss you.” Under the table her fingers writhed together, but her face did not change. “It’s getting late. Here, let me check your chronometer.” Jeana leaned across the table, lifted Scott’s wrist, and compared his watch with the central-time clock on the wall. “O.K. On your way, soldier.”


  Scott stood up, tightening his belt. He bent to kiss Jeana, and, though she began to turn her face away, after a moment she raised her lips to his.


  They didn’t speak. Scott went out quickly, and the girl sat motionless, the cigarette smoldering out unheeded between her fingers. Somehow it did not matter so much, now, that Brian was leaving her for another woman and another life. As always, the one thing of real importance was that he was going into danger.


  Guard him from harm, she thought, not knowing that she was praying. Guard him from harm!


  And now there would be silence, and waiting. That, at least, had not changed. Her eyes turned to the clock.


  Already the minutes were longer.


  III


  
    ’E’s the kind of a giddy harumfrodite—soldier an sailor too!


    —Kipling

  


  Commander Bienne was superintending the embarkation of the last Dooneman when Scott arrived at headquarters. He saluted the captain briskly, apparently untired by his night’s work of handling the transportation routine.


  “All checked, sir.”


  Scott nodded. “Good. Is Cinc Rhys here?”


  “He just arrived.” Bienne nodded toward a door-curtain. As Scott moved away, the other followed.


  “What’s up, commander?”


  Bienne pitched his voice low. “Bronson’s laid up with endemic fever.” He forgot to say “sir.”


  “He was to handle the left wing of the fleet. I’d appreciate that job.”


  “I’ll see if I can do it.”


  Bienne’s lips tightened, but he said nothing more. He turned back to his men, and Scott went on into the cinc’s office. Rhys was at the telaudio. He looked up, his eyes narrowed.


  “Morning, captain. I’ve just heard from Mendez.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “He’s still holding out for a fifty percent cut on the korium ransom from Virginia Keep. You’ll have to see him. Try and get the Mob for less than fifty if you can. Telaudio me from Mendez’s fort.”


  “Check, sir.”


  “Another thing. Bronson’s in sick bay.”


  “I heard that. If I may suggest Commander Bienne to take his place at left-wing command—”


  But Cinc Rhys raised his hand. “Not this time. We can’t afford individualism. The commander tried to play a lone hand in the last war. You know we can’t risk it till he’s back in fine—thinking of the Doones instead of Fredric Bienne.”


  “He’s a good man, sir. A fine strategist.”


  “But not yet a good integrating factor. Perhaps next time. Put Commander Geer on the left wing. Keep Bienne with you. He needs discipline. And—take a flitterboat to Mendez.”


  “Not a plane?”


  “One of the technicians just finished a new tight-beam camouflager for communications. I’m having it installed immediately on all our planes and gliders. Use the boat; it isn’t far to the Mob’s fort—that long peninsula on the coast of Southern Hell.”


  Even on the charts that continent was named Hell—for obvious reasons. Heat was only one of them. And, even with the best equipment, a party exploring the jungle there would soon find itself suffering the tortures of the damned. On the land of Venus, flora and fauna combined diabolically to make the place uninhabitable to Earthmen. Many of the plants even exhaled poisonous gases. Only the protected coastal forts of the Free Companies could exist—and that was because they were forts.


  Cinc Rhys frowned at Scott. “We’ll use H-plan 7 if we can get the Mob. Otherwise we’ll have to fall back on another outfit, and I don’t want to do that. The Helldivers have too many subs, and we haven’t enough detectors. So do your damnedest.”


  Scott saluted. “I’ll do that, sir.” Rhys waved him away, and he went out into the next room, finding Commander Bienne alone. The officer turned an inquiring look toward him.


  “Sorry,” Scott said. “Geer gets the left-wing command this time.”


  Bienne’s sour face turned dark red. “I’m sorry I didn’t take a crack at you before mobilization,” he said. “You hate competition, don’t you?”


  Scott’s nostrils flared. “If it had been up to me, you’d have got that command, Bienne.”


  “Sure. I’ll bet. All right, captain. Where’s my bunk? A flitterboat?”


  “You’ll be on right wing, with me. Control ship Flintlock


  “With you. Under you, you mean,” Bienne said tightly. His eyes were blazing. “Yeah.”


  Scott’s dark cheeks were flushed too. “Orders, commander,” he snapped. “Get me a flitterboat pilot. I’m going topside.”


  Without a word Bienne turned to the telaudio. Scott, a tight, furious knot in his stomach, stamped out of headquarters, trying to fight down his anger. Bienne was a jackass. A lot he cared about the Doones—


  Scott caught himself and grinned sheepishly. Well, he cared little about the Doones himself. But while he was in the Company, discipline was important—integration with the smoothly running fighting machine. No place for individualism. One thing he and Bienne had in common; neither had any sentiment about the Company.


  He took a lift to the ceiling of the Dome. Beneath him Montana Keep dropped away, shrinking to doll size. Somewhere down there, he thought, was Ilene. He’d be back. Perhaps this war would be a short one—not that they were ever much longer than a week, except in unusual cases where a Company developed new strategies.


  He was conducted through an air lock into a bubble, a tough, transparent sphere with a central vertical core through which the cable ran. Except for Scott, the bubble was empty. After a moment it started up with a slight jar. Gradually the water outside the curving walls changed from black to deep green, and thence to translucent chartreuse. Sea creatures were visible, but they were nothing new to Scott; he scarcely saw them.


  The bubble broke surface. Since air pressure had been constant, there was no possibility of the bends, and Scott opened the panel and stepped out on one of the buoyant floats that dotted the water above Montana Keep. A few sightseers crowded into the chamber he had left, and presently it was drawn down, out of sight.


  In the distance Free Companions were embarking from a larger float to an air ferry. Scott glanced up with a weather eye. No storm, he saw, though the low ceiling was, as usual, tom and twisted into boiling currents by the winds. He remembered, suddenly, that the battle would probably take place over Venus Deep. That would make it somewhat harder for the gliders—there would be few of the thermals found, for instance, above the Sea of Shallows here.


  A flitterboat, low, fast, and beautifully maneuverable, shot in toward the quay. The pilot flipped back the overhead shell and saluted Scott. It was Norman Kane, looking shipshape in his tight-fitting gray uniform, and apparently ready to grin at the slightest provocation.


  Scott jumped lightly down into the craft and seated himself beside the pilot. Kane drew the transparent shell back over them. He looked at Scott.


  “Orders, captain?”


  “Know where the Mob’s fort is? Good. Head there. Fast.”


  Kane shot the flitterboat out from the float with a curtain of v-shaped spray rising from the bow. Drawing little water, maneuverable, incredibly fast, these tiny craft were invaluable in naval battle. It was difficult to hit one, they moved so fast. They had no armor to slow them down. They carried high-explosive bullets fired from small-caliber guns, and were, as a rule, two-man craft. They complemented the heavier ordnance of the battle-wagons and destroyers.


  Scott handed Kane a cigarette. The boy hesitated.


  “Were not under fire,” the captain chuckled. “Discipline clamps down during a battle, but it’s O.K. for you to have a smoke with me. Here!” He lit the white tube for Kane.


  “Thanks, sir. I guess I’m a bit—over-anxious?”


  “Well, war has its rules. Not many, but they mustn’t be broken.” Both men were silent for a while, watching the blank gray surface of the ocean ahead. A transport plane passed them, flying low.


  “Is Ilene Kane your sister?” Scott asked presently.


  Kane nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  “Thought so. If she’d been a man, I imagine she’d have been a Free Companion.”


  The boy shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. She doesn’t have the—I don’t know. She’d consider it too much effort. She doesn’t like discipline.”


  “Do you?”


  “It’s fighting that’s important to me. Sir.” That was an afterthought. “Winning, really.”


  “You can lose a battle even though you win it,” Scott said rather somberly.


  “Well, I’d rather be a Free Companion than do anything else I know of. Not that I’ve had much experience—”


  “You’ve had experience of war with Starling’s outfit, but you probably learned some dangerous stuff at the same time. War isn’t swashbuckling piracy these days. If the Doones tried to win battles by that sort of thing, there’d be no more Doones in a week or so.”


  “But—” Kane hesitated. “Isn’t that sort of thing rather necessary? Taking blind chances, I mean—”


  “There are desperate chances,” Scott told him, “but there are no blind chances in war—not to a good soldier. When I was green in the service, I ran a cruiser out of the line to ram. I was demoted, for a very good reason. The enemy ship I rammed wasn’t as important to the enemy as our cruiser was to us. If I’d stayed on course, I’d have helped sink three or four ships instead of disabling one and putting my cruiser out of action. It’s the great god integration we worship, Kane. It’s much more important now than it ever was on Earth, because the military has consolidated. Army, navy, air, undersea—they’re all part of one organization now. I suppose the only important change was in the air.”


  “Gliders, you mean? I knew powered planes couldn’t be used in battle.”


  “Not in the atmosphere of Venus,” Scott agreed. “Once powered planes get up in the cloud strata, they’re fighting crosscurrents and pockets so much they’ve got no time to do accurate firing. If they’re armored, they’re slow. If they’re light, detectors can spot them and antiaircraft can smash them. Unpowered gliders are valuable not for bombing but for directing attacks. They get into the clouds, stay hidden, and use infrared telecameras which are broadcast on a tight beam back to the control ships. They’re the eyes of the fleet. They can tell us—White water ahead, Kane! Swerve!”


  The pilot had already seen the ominous boiling froth foaming out in front of the bow. Instinctively he swung the flitterboat in a wrenching turn. The craft heeled sidewise, throwing its occupants almost out of their seats.


  “Sea beast?” Scott asked, and answered his own question. “No, not with those spouts. It’s volcanic. And its spreading fast.”


  “I can circle it, sir,” Kane suggested.


  Scott shook his head. “Too dangerous. Backtrack.”


  Obediently the boy sent the flitterboat racing out of the area of danger. Scott had been right about the extent of the danger; the boiling turmoil was widening almost faster than the tiny ship could flee. Suddenly the line of white water caught up with them. The flitterboat jounced like a chip, the wheel being nearly torn from Kane’s grip. Scott reached over and helped steady it. Even with two men handling the wheel, there was a possibility that it might wrench itself free. Steam rose in veils beyond the transparent shell. The water had turned a scummy brown under the froth.


  Kane jammed on the power. The flitterboat sprang forward like a ricocheting bullet, dancing over the surface of the seething waves. Once they plunged head-on into a swell, and a screaming of outraged metal vibrated through the craft. Kane, tight-lipped, instantly slammed in the auxiliary, cutting out the smashed motor unit. Then, unexpectedly, they were in clear water, cutting back toward Montana Keep.


  Scott grinned. “Nice handling. Lucky you didn’t try to circle. We’d never have made it.”


  “Yes, sir.” Kane took a deep breath. His eyes were bright with excitement.


  “Circle now. Here.” He thrust a lighted cigarette between the boy’s lips. “You’ll be a good Dooneman, Kane. Your reactions are good and fast.”


  “Thanks, sir.”


  Scott smoked silently for a while. He glanced toward the north, but, with the poor visibility, he could not make out the towering range of volcanic peaks that were the backbone of Southern Hell. Venus was a comparatively young planet, the internal fires still bursting forth unexpectedly. Which was why no forts were ever built on islands—they had an unhappy habit of disappearing without warning!


  The flitterboat rode hard, at this speed, despite the insulating system of springs and shock absorbers. After a ride in one of these “spankers”—the irreverent name the soldiers had for them—a man needed arnica if not a chiropractor. Scott shifted his weight on the soft air cushions under him, which felt like cement.


  Under his breath he hummed:


  
    “It ain’t the ‘eavy’aulin that’urts the’orses’ oofs,


    It’s the ‘ammer, ‘ammer,’ammer on the’ard’ighway!”

  


  The flitterboat scooted on, surrounded by monotonous sea and cloud, till finally the rampart of the coast grew before the bow, bursting suddenly from the fog-veiled horizon. Scott glanced at his chronometer and sighed with relief. They had made good time, in spite of the slight delay caused by the subsea volcano.


  The fortress of the Mob was a huge metal and stone castle on the tip of the peninsula. The narrow strip that separated it from the mainland had been cleared, and the pockmarks of shell craters showed where guns had driven back onslaughts from the jungle—the reptilian, ferocious giants of Venus, partially intelligent but absolutely untractable because of the gulf that existed between their methods of thinking and the culture of mankind. Overtures had been made often enough; but it had been found that the reptile-folk were better left alone. They would not parley. They were blindly bestial savages, with whom it was impossible to make truce. They stayed in the jungle, emerging only to hurl furious attacks at the forts—attacks doomed to failure, since fang and talon were matched against lead-jacketed bullet and high explosive.


  As the flitterboat shot in to a jetty, Scott kept his eyes straight ahead—it was not considered good form for a Free Companion to seem too curious when visiting the fort of another Company. Several men were on the quay, apparently waiting for him. They saluted as Scott stepped out of the boat.


  He gave his name and rank. A corporal stepped forward.


  “Cinc Mendez is expecting you, sir. Cinc Rhys telaudioed an hour or so back. If you’ll come this way—”


  “All right, corporal. My pilot—”


  “He’ll be taken care of, sir. A rubdown and a drink, perhaps, after a spanker ride.”


  Scott nodded and followed the other into the bastion that thrust out from the overhanging wall of the fort. The sea gate was open, and he walked swiftly through the courtyard in the corporal’s wake, passing a door-curtain, mounting an escalator, and finding himself, presently, before another curtain that bore the face of Cinc Mendez, plump, hoglike, and bald as a bullet.


  Entering, he saw Mendez himself at the head of a long table, where nearly a dozen officers of the Mob were also seated. In person Mendez was somewhat more prepossessing than in effigy. He looked like a boar rather than a pig—a fighter, not a gourmand. His sharp black eyes seemed to drive into Scott with the impact of a physical blow.


  He stood up, his officers following suit. “Sit down, captain. There’s a place at the foot of the table. No reflections on rank, but I prefer to be face to face with the man I’m dealing with. But first—you just arrived? If you’d like a quick rubdown, we’ll be glad to wait.”


  Scott took his place. “Thank you, no, Cinc Mendez. I’d prefer not to lose time.”


  “Then we’ll waste none on introductions. However, you can probably stand a drink.” He spoke to the orderly at the door, and presently a filled glass stood at Scott’s elbow.


  His quick gaze ran along the rows of faces. Good soldiers, he thought—tough, well trained, and experienced. They had been under fire. A small outfit, the Mob, but a powerful one.


  Cinc Mendez sipped his own drink. “To business. The Doonemen wish to hire our help in fighting the Helldivers. Virginia Keep has bought the services of the Helldivers to attack Montana Keep.” He enumerated on stubby fingers. “You offer us fifty thousand cash and thirty-five percent of the korium ransom. So?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “We ask fifty percent.”


  “It’s high. The Doones have superior manpower and equipment.”


  “To us, not to the Helldivers. Besides, the percentage is contingent. If we should lose, we get only the cash payment.”


  Scott nodded. “That’s correct, but the only real danger from the Helldivers is their submarine corps. The Doones have plenty of surface and air equipment. We might lick the Helldivers without you.”


  “I don’t think so.” Mendez shook his bald head. “They have some new underwater torpedoes that make hash out of heavy armor plate. But we have new sub-detectors. We can blast the Helldivers’ subs for you before they get within torpedo range.” Scott said bluntly, “You’ve been stalling, Cinc Mendez. We’re not that bad off. If we can’t get you, we’ll find another outfit.”


  “With sub-detectors?”


  “Yardley’s Company is good at undersea work.”


  A major near the head of the table spoke up. “That’s true, sir.


  They have suicide subs—not too dependable, but they have them.”


  Cinc Mendez wiped his bald head with his palms in a slow circular motion. “Hm-m-m. Well, captain, I don’t know. Yardley’s Company isn’t as good as ours for this job.”


  “All right,” Scott said, “I’ve carte blanche. We don’t know how much korium Virginia Keep has in her vaults. How would this proposition strike you: the Mob gets fifty percent of the korium ransom up to a quarter of a million; thirty-five percent above that.”


  “Forty-five.”


  “Forty, above a quarter of a million; forty-five below that sum.”


  “Gentlemen?” Cinc Mendez asked, looking down the table. “Your vote?”


  There were several ayes, and a scattering of nays. Mendez shrugged.


  “Then I have the deciding vote. Very well. We get forty-five percent of the Virginia Keep ransom up to a quarter of a million; forty percent on any amount above that. Agreed. We’ll drink to it.”


  Orderlies served drinks. As Mendez rose, the others followed his example. The cinc nodded to Scott.


  “Will you propose a toast, captain?”


  “With pleasure. Nelson’s toast, then—a willing foe and sea room!”


  They drank to that, as Free Companions had always drunk that toast on the eve of battle. As they seated themselves once more, Mendez said, “Major Matson, please telaudio Cinc Rhys and arrange details. We must know his plans.”


  “Yes; sir.”


  Mendez glanced at Scott. “Now how else may I serve you?”


  “Nothing else. I’ll get back to our fort. Details can be worked out on the telaudio, on tight beam.”


  “If you’re going back in that flitterboat,” Mendez said sardonically, “I strongly advise a rubdown. There’s time to spare, now we’ve come to an agreement.”


  Scott hesitated. “Very well. I’m . . . uh . . . starting to ache.” He stood up. “Oh, one thing I forgot. We’ve heard rumors that Starling’s outfit is using atomic power.”


  Mendez’s mouth twisted into a grimace of distaste. “Hadn’t heard that. Know anything about it, gentlemen?”


  Heads were shaken. One officer said, “I’ve heard a little talk about it, but only talk, so far.”


  Mendez said, “After this war, we’ll investigate further. If there’s truth in the story, we’ll join you, of course, in mopping up the Starlings. No court-martial is necessary for that crime!”


  “Thanks. I’ll get in touch with other Companies and see what they’ve heard. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”


  He saluted and went out, exultation flaming within him. The bargain had been a good one—for the Doonemen badly needed the Mob’s help against the Helldivers. Cinc Rhys would be satisfied with the arrangement.


  An orderly took him to the baths, where a rubdown relaxed his aching muscles. Presently he was on the quay again, climbing into the flitterboat. A glance behind him showed that the gears of war were beginning to grind. There was little he could see, but men were moving about through the courtyard with purposeful strides, to the shops, to administration, to the laboratories. The battlewagons were anchored down the coast, Scott knew, in a protected bay, but they would soon move out to their rendezvous with the Doones.


  Kane, at the controls of the flitterboat, said, “They repaired the auxiliary unit for us, sir.”


  “Courtesies of the trade.” Scott lifted a friendly hand to the men on the quay as the boat slid toward open water. “The Doone fort, now. Know it?”


  “Yes, sir. Are . . . are the Mob fighting with us, if I may ask?”


  “They are. And they’re a grand lot of fighters. You’re going to see action, Kane. When you hear battle stations next, it’s going to mean one of the sweetest scraps that happened on Venus. Push down that throttle—we’re in a hurry!”


  The flitterboat raced southwest at top speed, its course marked by the flying V of spray.


  “One last fight,” Scott thought to himself. “I’m glad it’s going to be a good one.”


  IV


  
    We eat and drink our own damnation.


    —The Book of Common Prayer

  


  The motor failed when they were about eight miles from the Doone fort.


  It was a catastrophe rather than merely a failure. The overstrained and overheated engine, running at top speed, blew back.. The previous accident, at the subsea volcano, had brought out hidden flaws in the alloy which the Mob’s repair men had failed to detect, when they replaced the smashed single unit. Sheer luck had the flitterboat poised on a swell when the crack-up happened. The engine blew out and down, ripping the bow to shreds. Had they been bow-deep, the blast would have been unfortunate for Scott and the pilot—more so than it was.


  They were perhaps a half mile from the shore. Scott was deafened by the explosion and simultaneously saw the horizon swinging in a drunken swoop. The boat turned turtle, the shell smacking into water with a loud cracking sound. But the plastic held. Both men were tangled together on what had been their ceiling, sliding forward as the flitterboat began to sink bow first. Steam sizzled from the ruined engine.


  Kane managed to touch one of the emergency buttons. The shell was, of course, jammed, but a few of the segments slid aside, admitting a gush of acrid sea water. For a moment they struggled there, fighting the crosscurrents till the air had been displaced. Scott, peering through cloudy green gloom, saw Kane’s dark shadow twist and kick out through a gap. He followed.


  Beneath him the black bulk of the boat dropped slowly and was gone. His head broke surface, and he gasped for breath, shaking droplets from his lashes and glancing around. Where was Kane?


  The boy appeared, his helmet gone, sleek hair plastered to his forehead. Scott caught his eye and pulled the trigger on his life vest, the inflatable undergarment which was always worn under the blouse on sea duty. As chemicals mixed, light gas rushed into the vest, lifting Scott higher in the water. He felt the collar cushion inflate against the back of his head—the skull-fitting pillow that allowed shipwrecked men to float and rest without danger of drowning in their sleep. But he had no need for this now.


  Kane, he saw, had triggered his own life vest. Scott hurled himself up, searching for signs of life. There weren’t any. The gray-green sea lay desolate to the misty horizon. A half mile away was a mottled chartreuse wall that marked the jungle. Above and beyond that dim sulphurous red lit the clouds.


  Scott got out his leaf-bladed smatchet, gesturing for Kane to do the same. The boy did not seem worried. No doubt this was merely an exciting adventure for him, Scott thought wryly. Oh, well.


  Gripping the smatchet between his teeth, the captain began to swim shoreward. Kane kept at his side. Once Scott warned his companion to stillness and bent forward, burying his face in the water and peering down at a great dim shadow that coiled away and was gone—a sea snake, but, luckily, not hungry. The oceans of Venus were perilous with teeming, ferocious life. Precautions were fairly useless. When a man was once in the water, it was up to him to get out of it as rapidly as possible.


  Scott touched a small cylinder attached to his belt and felt bubbles rushing against his palm. He was slightly relieved. When he had inflated the vest, this tube of compressed gas had automatically begun to release, sending out a foul-smelling vapor that permeated the water for some distance around. The principle was that of the skunk adjusted to the environment of the squid, and dangerous undersea life was supposed to be driven away by the Mellison tubes; but it didn’t work with carrion eaters like the snakes. Scott averted his nose. The gadgets were named Mellison tubes, but the men called them Stinkers, a far more appropriate term.


  Tides on Venus are unpredictable. The clouded planet has no moon, but it is closer to the Sun than Earth. As a rule the tides are mild, except during volcanic activity, when tidal waves sweep the shores. Scott, keeping a weather eye out for danger, rode the waves in toward the beach, searching the strip of dull blackness for signs of life.


  Nothing.


  He scrambled out at last, shaking himself like a dog, and instantly changed the clip in his automatic for high explosive. The weapon, of course, was watertight—a necessity on Venus. As Kane sat down with a grunt and deflated his vest, Scott stood eying the wall of jungle thirty feet away. It stopped there abruptly, for nothing could grow on black sand.


  The rush and whisper of the waves made the only sound. Most of the trees were liana-like, eking out a precarious existence, as the saying went, by taking in each other’s washing. The moment one of them showed signs of solidity, it was immediately assailed by parasitic vines flinging themselves madly upward to reach the filtered sunlight of Venus. The leaves did not begin for thirty feet above the ground; they made a regular roof up there, lying like crazy shingles, and would have shut out all light had they not been of light translucent green. Whitish tendrils crawled like reaching serpents from tree to tree, tentacles of vegetable octopi. There were two types of Venusian fauna: the giants who could crash through the forest, and the supple, small ground-dwellers—insects and reptiles mostly—who depended on poison sacs for self-protection. Neither kind was pleasant company.


  There were flying creatures, too, but these lived in the upper strata, among the leaves. And there were ambiguous horrors that lived in the deep mud and the stagnant pools under the forest, but no one knew much about these.


  “Well,” Scott said, “that’s that.”


  Kane nodded. “I guess I should have checked the motors.”


  “You wouldn’t have found anything. Latent flaws—it would have taken black night to bring ’em out. Just one of those things. Keep your gas mask handy, now. If we get anywhere near poison flowers and the wind’s blowing this way, we’re apt to keel over like that.” Scott opened a waterproof wallet and took out a strip of sensitized litmus, which he clipped to his wrist. “If this turns blue, that means gas, even if we don’t smell it.”


  “Yes, sir. What now?”


  “We-el—the boat’s gone. We can’t telaudio for help.” Scott fingered the blade of his smatchet and slipped it into the belt sheath. “We head for the fort. Eight miles. Two hours, if we can stick to the beach and if we don’t run into trouble. More than that if Signal Rock’s ahead of us, because we’ll have to detour inland in that case.” He drew out a collapsible single-lenser telescope and looked southwest along the shore. “Uh-huh. We detour.”


  A breath of sickening sweetness gusted down from the jungle roof. From above, Scott knew, the forest looked surprisingly lovely. It always reminded him of an antique candlewick spread he had once bought Jeana—immense rainbow flowers scattered over a background of pale green. Even among the flora competition was keen; the plants vied in producing colors and scents that would attract the winged carriers of pollen.


  There would always be frontiers, Scott thought. But they might remain unconquered for a long time, here on Venus. The Keeps were enough for the undersea folk; they were self-sustaining. And the Free Companions had no need to carve out empires on the continents. They were fighters, not agrarians. Land hunger was no longer a part of the race. It might come again, but not in the time of the Keeps.


  The jungles of Venus held secrets he would never know. Men can conquer lands from the air, but they cannot hold them by that method. It would take a long, slow period of encroachment, during which the forest and all it represented would be driven back, step by painful step—and that belonged to a day to come, a time Scott would not know. The savage world would be tamed. But not now—not yet.


  At the moment it was untamed and very dangerous. Scott stripped off his tunic and wrung water from it. His clothing would not dry in this saturated air, despite the winds. His trousers clung to him stickily, clammy coldness in their folds.


  “Ready, Kane?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Then let’s go.”


  They went southwest, along the beach, at a steady, easy lope that devoured miles. Speed and alertness were necessary in equal proportion. From time to time Scott scanned the sea with his telescope, hoping to sight a vessel. He saw nothing. The ships would be in harbor, readying for the battle; and planes would be grounded for installation of the new telaudio device Cinc Rhys had mentioned.


  Signal Rock loomed ahead, an outthrust crag with eroded, unscalable sides towering two hundred feet and more. The black strip of sand ended there. From the rock there was a straight drop into deep water, cut up by a turmoil of currents. It was impossible to take the sea detour; there was nothing else for it but to swerve inland, a dangerous but inevitable course. Scott postponed the plunge as long as possible, till the scarp of Signal Rock, jet black with leprous silvery patches on its surface, barred the way. With a quizzical look at Kane he turned sharply to his right and headed for the jungle.


  “Half a mile of forest equals a hundred miles of beach hiking,” he remarked.


  “That bad, sir? I’ve never tackled it.”


  “Nobody does, unless they have to. Keep your eyes open and your gun ready. Don’t wade through water, even when you can see bottom. There are some little devils that are pretty nearly transparent—vampire fish. If a few of those fasten on you, you’ll need a transfusion in less than a minute. I wish the volcanoes would kick up a racket. The beasties generally lie low when that happens.”


  Under a tree Scott stopped, seeking a straight, long limb. It took a while to find a suitable one, in that tangle of coiling lianas, but finally he succeeded, using his smatchet blade to hack himself a light five-foot pole. Kane at his heels, he moved on into the gathering gloom.


  “We may be stalked,” he told the boy. “Don’t forget to guard the rear.”


  The sand had given place to sticky whitish mud that plastered the men to their calves before a few moments had passed. A patina of slickness seemed to overlay the ground. The grass was colored so much like the mud itself that it was practically invisible, except by its added slipperiness. Scott slowly advanced keeping close to the wall of rock on his left where the tangle was not so thick. Nevertheless he had to use the smatchet more than once to cut a passage through vines.


  He stopped, raising his hand, and the squelch of Kane’s feet in the mud paused. Silently Scott pointed. Ahead of them in the cliff base, was the mouth of a burrow.


  The captain bent down, found a small stone, and threw it toward the den. He waited, one hand lightly on his gun, ready to see something flash out of that burrow and race toward them. In the utter silence a new sound made itself heard—tiny goblin drums, erratic and resonant in a faraway fashion. Water, dropping from leaf to leaf, in the soaked jungle ceiling above them. Tinky tink, tink-tink, fink, tink-tink—


  “O.K.,” Scott said quietly. “Watch it, though.” He went on, gun drawn, till they were level with the mouth of the burrow. “Turn, Kane. Keep your eye on it till I tell you to stop.” He gripped the boy’s arm and guided him, holstering his own weapon. The pole, till now held between biceps and body, slipped into his hand. He used it to probe the slick surface of the mud ahead. Sinkhole and quicksands were frequent, and so were traps, camouflaged pits built by mud-wolves—which, of course, were not wolves, and belonged to no known genus. On Venus, the fauna had more subdivisions than on old Earth, and lines of demarcation were more subtle.


  “All right now.”


  Kane, sighing with relief, turned his face forward again. “What was it?”


  “You never know what may come out of those holes,” Scott told him. “They come fast, and they’re usually poisonous. So you can’t take chances with the critters. Slow down here. I don’t like the looks of that patch ahead.”


  Clearings were unusual in the forest. There was one here, twenty feet wide, slightly saucer-shaped. Scott gingerly extended the pole and probed. A faint ripple shook the white mud, and almost before it had appeared the captain had unholstered his pistol and was blasting shot after shot at the movement.


  “Shoot, Kane!” he snapped. “Quick! Shoot at it!”


  Kane obeyed, though he had to guess at his target. Mud geysered up, suddenly crimson-stained. Scott, still firing, gripped the boy’s arm and ran him back at a breakneck pace.


  The echoes died. Once more the distant elfin drums whispered through the green gloom.


  “We got it,” Scott said, after a pause.


  “We did?” the other asked blankly. “What—”


  “Mud-wolf, I think. The only way to kill those things is to get ’em before they get out of the mud. They’re fast and they die hard. However—” He warily went forward. There was nothing to see. The mud had collapsed into a deeper saucer, but the holes blasted by the high-x bullets had filled in. Here and there were traces of thready crimson.


  “Never a dull moment,” Scott remarked. His crooked grin eased the tension. Kane chuckled and followed the captain’s example in replacing his half-used clip with a full one.


  The narrow spine of Signal Rock extended inland for a quarter mile before it became scalable. They reached that point finally, helping each other climb, and finding themselves, at the summit, still well below the leafy ceiling of the trees. The black surface of the rock was painfully hot, stinging their palms as they climbed, and even striking through their shoe soles.


  “Halfway point, captain?”


  “Yeah. But don’t let that cheer you. It doesn’t get any better till we hit the beach again. We’ll probably need some fever shots when we reach the fort, just in case. Oh-oh. Mask, Kane, quick.” Scott lifted his arm. On his wrist the band of litmus had turned blue.


  With trained accuracy they donned the respirators. Scott felt a faint stinging on his exposed skin, but that wasn’t serious. Still, it would be painful later. He beckoned to Kane, slid down the face of the rock, used the pole to test the mud below, and jumped lightly. He dropped in the sticky whiteness and rolled over hastily, plastering himself from head to foot. Kane did the same. Mud wouldn’t neutralize the poison flowers’ gas, but it would absorb most of it before it reached the skin.


  Scott headed toward the beach, a grotesque figure. Mud dripped on the eye plate, and he scrubbed it away with a handful of white grass. He used the pole constantly to test the footing ahead.


  Nevertheless the mud betrayed him. The pole broke through suddenly, and as Scott automatically threw his weight back, the ground fell away under his feet. He had time for a crazy feeling of relief that this was quicksand, not a mud-wolf’s den, and then the clinging, treacherous stuff had sucked him down knee-deep. He fell back, keeping his grip on the pole and swinging the other end in an arc toward Kane.


  The boy seized it in both hands and threw himself flat. His foot hooked over an exposed root. Scott, craning his neck at a painfully awkward angle and trying to see through the mud-smeared vision plates, kept a rattrap grip on his end of the pole, hoping its slickness would not slip through his fingers.


  He was drawn down farther, and then Kane’s anchorage began to help. The boy tried to pull the pole toward him, hand over hand. Scott shook his head. He was a good deal stronger than Kane, and the latter would need all his strength to keep a tight grip on the pole.


  Something stirred in the shadows behind Kane. Scott instinctively let go with one hand, and, with the other, got out his gun. It had a sealed mechanism, so the mud hadn’t harmed the firing, and the muzzle had a one-way trap. He fired at the movement behind Kane, heard a muffled tumult, and waited till it had died. The boy, after a startled look behind him, had not stirred.


  After that, rescue was comparatively easy. Scott simply climbed along the pole, spreading his weight over the surface of the quicksand. The really tough part was pulling his legs free of that deadly grip. Scott had to rest for five minutes after that.


  But he got out. That was the important thing.


  Kane pointed inquiringly into the bushes where the creature had been shot, but Scott shook his head. The nature of the beast wasn’t a question worth deciding, as long as it was apparently hors de combat. Readjusting his mask, Scott turned toward the beach, circling the quicksand, and Kane kept at his heels.


  Their luck had changed. They reached the shore with no further difficulty and collapsed on the black sand to rest. Presently Scott used a litmus, saw that the gas had dissipated, and removed his mask. He took a deep breath.


  “Thanks, Kane,” he said. “You can take a dip now if you want to wash off that mud. But stay close inshore. No, don’t strip. There’s no time.”


  The mud clung like glue and the black sand scratched like pumice. Still, Scott felt a good deal cleaner after a few minutes in the surf, while Kane stayed on guard. Slightly refreshed, they resumed the march.


  An hour later a convoy plane, testing, sighted them, telaudioed the fort, and a flitterboat came racing out to pick them up. What Scott appreciated most of all was the stiff shot of uisqueplus the pilot gave him.


  Yeah. It was a dog’s life, all right!


  He passed the flask to Kane.


  Presently the fort loomed ahead, guarding Doone Harbor.


  Large as the landlocked bay was, it could scarcely accommodate the fleet. Scott watched the activity visible with an approving eye. The flitterboat rounded the sea wall, built for protection against tidal waves, and shot toward a jetty. Its almost inaudible motor died; the shell swung back.


  Scott got out, beckoning to an orderly.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “See that this soldier gets what he needs. We’ve been in the jungle.”


  The man didn’t whistle sympathetically, but his mouth pursed. He saluted and helped Kane climb out of the flitterboat. As Scott hurried along the quay, he could hear an outburst of friendly profanity from the men on the dock, gathering around Kane.


  He nodded imperceptibly. The boy would make a good Free Companion—always granted that he could stand the gaff under fire. That was the acid test. Discipline was tightened then to the snapping point. If it snapped—well, the human factor always remained a variable, in spite of all the psychologists could do.


  He went directly to his quarters, switching on the telaudio to call Cinc Rhys. The cinc’s seamed, leathery face resolved itself on the screen.


  “Captain Scott reporting for duty, sir.”


  Rhys looked at him sharply. “What happened?”


  “Flitterboat crack-up. Had to make it in here on foot.”


  The cinc called on his God in a mild voice. “Glad you made it. Any accident?”


  “No, sir. The pilot’s unharmed, too. I’m ready to take over, after I’ve cleaned up.”


  “Better take a rejuvenation—you probably need it. Everything’s going like clockwork. You did a good job with Mendez—a better bargain than I’d hoped for. I’ve been talking with him on the telaudio, integrating our forces. We’ll go into that later, though. Clean up and then make general inspection.”


  “Check, sir.”


  Rhys clicked off. Scott turned to face his orderly.


  “Hello, Briggs. Help me off with these duds. You’ll probably have to cut ’em off.”


  “Glad to see you back, sir. I don’t think it’ll be necessary to cut—” Blunt fingers flew deftly over zippers and clasps. “You were in the jungle?”


  Scott grinned wryly. “Do I look as if I’d been gliding?”


  “Not all the way, sir—no.”


  Briggs was like an old bulldog—one of those men who proved the truth of the saying: “Old soldiers never die; they only fade away.” Briggs could have been pensioned off ten years ago, but he hadn’t wanted that. There was always a place for old soldiers in the Free Companies, even those who were unskilled. Some became technicians; others, military instructors; the rest, orderlies. The forts were their homes. Had they retired to one of the Keeps, they would have died for lack of interests.


  Briggs, now—he had never risen above the ranks, and knew nothing of military strategy, ordnance, or anything except plain fighting. But he had been a Dooneman for forty years, twenty-five of them on active service. He was sixty-odd now, his squat figure slightly stooped like an elderly bear, his ugly face masked with scar tissue.


  “All right. Start the shower, will you?”


  Briggs stumped off, and Scott, stripped of his filthy, sodden garments, followed. He luxuriated under the stinging spray, first hot soapy water, then alcomix, and after that plain water, first hot, then cold. That was the last task he had to do himself. Briggs took over, as Scott relaxed on the slab, dropping lotion into the captain’s burning eyes, giving him a deft but murderous rubdown, combining osteopathic and chiropractic treatment, adjusting revitalizing lamps, and measuring a hypo shot to nullify fatigue toxins. When the orderly was finished, Scott was ready to resume his duties with a clear brain and a refreshed body.


  Briggs appeared with fresh clothing. “I’ll have the old uniform cleaned, sir. No use throwing it away.”


  “You can’t clean that,” Scott remarked, slipping into a singlet. “Not after I rolled in mud. But suit yourself. I won’t be needing it for long.”


  The orderly’s fingers, buttoning Scott’s tunic, stopped briefly and then resumed their motion. “Is that so, sir?”


  “Yeah. I’m taking out discharge papers.”


  “Another Company, sir?”


  “Don’t get on your high horse,” Scott told the orderly. “It’s not that. What would you do if it were? Court-martial me yourself and shoot me at sunrise?”


  “No, sir. Begging your pardon, sir, I’d just think you were crazy.”


  “Why I stand you only the Lord knows,” Scott remarked. “You’re too damn independent. There’s no room for new ideas in that plastic skull of yours. You’re the quintessence of dogmatism.”


  Briggs nodded. “Probably, sir. When a man’s lived by one set of rules for as long as I have, and those rules work out, I suppose he might get dogmatic.”


  “Forty years for you—about twelve for me.”


  “You came up fast, captain. You’ll be cinc here yet.”


  “That’s what you think.”


  “You’re next in line after Cinc Rhys.”


  “But I’ll be out of the Doones,” Scott pointed out. “Keep that under your belt, Briggs.”


  The orderly grunted. “Can’t see it, sir. If you don’t join another Company, where’ll you go?”


  “Ever heard of the Keeps?”


  Briggs permitted himself a respectful snort. “Sure. They’re fine for a binge, but—”


  “I’m going to live in one. Montana Keep.”


  “The Keeps were built with men and machines. I helped at the building of Doone fort. Bloods mixed with the plastic here. We had to hold back the jungle while the technicians were working. Eight months, sir, and never a day passed without some sort of attack. And attacks always meant casualties then. We had only breastworks. The ships laid down a barrage, but barrages aren’t impassable. That was a fight, captain.”


  Scott thrust out a leg so that Briggs could lace his boots. “And a damn good one. I know.” He looked down at the orderly’s baldish, brown head where white hairs straggled.


  “You know, but you weren’t there, captain. I was. First we dynamited. We cleared a half circle where we could dig in behind breastworks. Behind us were the techs, throwing up a plastic wall as fast as they could. The guns were brought in on barges. Lying offshore were the battlewagons. We could hear the shells go whistling over our heads—it sounded pretty good, because we knew things were O.K. as long as the barrage kept up. But it couldn’t be kept up day and night. The jungle broke through. For months the smell of blood hung here, and that drew the enemy.”


  “But you held them off.”


  “Sure, we did. Addison Doone was cinc then—he’d formed the Company years before, but we hadn’t a fort. Doone fought with us. Saved my life once, in fact. Anyhow—we got the fort built, or rather the techs did. I won’t forget the kick I got out of it when the first big gun blasted off from the wall behind us. There was a lot to do after that, but when that shell was fired, we knew we’d done the job.”


  Scott nodded. “You feel a proprietary interest in the fort, I guess.”


  Briggs looked puzzled. “The fort? Why, that doesn’t mean much, captain. There are lots of forts. It’s something more than that; I don’t quite know what it is. It’s seeing the fleet out there breaking in the rookies—giving the old toasts at mess—knowing that—” He stopped, at a loss.


  Scott’s lips twisted wryly. “You don’t really know, do you, Briggs?”


  “Know what, sir?”


  “Why you stay here. Why you can’t believe I’d quit.”


  Briggs gave a little shrug. “Well—it’s the Doones,” he said. “That’s all, captain. It’s just that.”


  “And what the devil will it matter, in a few hundred years?”


  “I suppose it won’t. No, sir. But it isn’t our business to think about that. We’re Doonemen, that’s all.”


  Scott didn’t answer. He could easily have pointed out the fallacy of Briggs’ argument, but what was the use? He stood up, the orderly whisking invisible dust off his tunic.


  “All set, sir. Shipshape.”


  “Check, Briggs. Well, I’ve one more scrap, anyhow. I’ll bring you back a souvenir, eh?”


  The orderly saluted, grinning. Scott went out, feeling good. Inwardly he was chuckling rather sardonically at the false values he was supposed to take seriously. Of course many men had died when Doone fort had been built. But did that, in itself, make a tradition? What good was the fort? In a few centuries it would have outlived its usefulness. Then it would be a relic of the past. Civilization moved on, and, these days, civilization merely tolerated the military.


  So—what was the use? Sentiment needed a valid reason for its existence. The Free Companions fought, bitterly, doggedly, with insane valor, in order to destroy themselves. The ancient motives for war had vanished.


  What was the use? All over Venus the lights of the great forts were going out—and, this time, they would never be lit again—not in a thousand lifetimes!


  V


  
    And we are here as on a darkling plain


    Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,


    Where ignorant armies clash by night.


    —Arnold circa 1870

  


  The fort was a completely self-contained unit, military rather than social. There was no need for any agrarian development, since a state of complete siege never existed. Food could be brought in from the Keeps by water and air.


  But military production was important, and, in the life of the fort, the techs played an important part, from the experimental physicist to the spot welder. There were always replacements to be made, for, in battle, there were always casualties. And it was necessary to keep the weapons up-to-date, continually striving to perfect new ones. But strategy and armament were of equal importance. An outnumbered fleet had been known to conquer a stronger one by the use of practical psychology.


  Scott found Commander Bienne at the docks, watching the launching of a new sub. Apparently Bienne hadn’t yet got over his anger, for he turned a scowling, somber face to the captain as he saluted.


  “Hello, commander,” Scott said. “I’m making an inspection. Are you free?”


  Bienne nodded. “There’s not much to do.”


  “Well—routine. We got that sub finished just in time, eh?”


  “Yes.” Bienne couldn’t repress his pleasure at sight of the trim, sleek vessel beginning to slide down the ways. Scott, too, felt his pulses heighten as the sub slipped into the water, raising a mighty splash, and then settling down to a smooth, steady riding on the waves. He looked out to where the great battlewagons stood at anchor, twelve of them, gray-green monsters of plated metal. Each of them carried launching equipment for gliders, but the collapsible aircraft were stowed away out of sight as yet. Smaller destroyers lay like lean-flanked wolves among the battleships. There were two fast carriers, loaded with gliders and flitterboats. There were torpedo boats and one low-riding monitor, impregnable, powerfully armed, but slow. Only a direct hit could disable a monitor, but the behemoths had their disadvantages. The battle was usually over before they lumbered into sight. Like all monitors, this one—the Armageddon—was constructed on the principle of a razorback hog, covered, except for the firing ports, by a tureen-shaped shield, strongly braced from within. The Armageddon was divided into groups of compartments and had several auxiliary engines, so that, unlike the legendary Rover, when a monitor died, it did not die all over. It was, in effect, a dinosaur. You could blow off the monster’s head, and it would continue to fight with talons and lashing tail. Its heavy guns made up in mobility for the giant’s unwieldiness—but the trouble was to get the monitor into battle. It was painfully slow.


  Scott scowled. “We’re fighting over Venus Deep, eh?”


  “Yes,” Bienne nodded. “That still goes. The Helldivers are already heading toward Montana Keep, and we’ll intercept them over the Deep.”


  “When’s zero hour?”


  “Midnight tonight.”


  Scott closed his eyes, visualizing their course on a mental chart. Not so good. When battle was joined near island groups, it was sometimes possible for a monitor to slip up under cover of the islets, but that trick wouldn’t work now. Too bad—for the Helldivers were a strong outfit, more so since their recent merger with O’Brien’s Legion. Even with the Mob to help, the outcome of the scrap would be anyone’s guess. The Armageddon might be the decisive factor.


  “I wonder—” Scott said. “No. It’d be impossible.”


  “What?”


  “Camouflaging the Armageddon. If the Helldivers see the monitor coming, they’ll lead the fight away from it, faster than that tub can follow. I was thinking we might get her into the battle without the enemy realizing it.”


  “She’s camouflaged now.”


  “Paint, that’s all. She can be spotted. I had some screwy idea about disguising her as an island or a dead whale.”


  “She’s too big for a whale and floating islands look a bit suspicious.”


  “Yeah. But if we could slip the Armageddon in without scaring off the enemy—Hm-m-m. Monitors have a habit of turning turtle, don’t they?”


  “Right. They’re top-heavy. But a monitor can’t fight upside down. It’s not such a bright idea, captain.” Briefly Bienne’s sunken eyes gleamed with sneering mockery. Scott grunted and turned away.


  “All right. Let’s take a look around.”


  The fleet was shipshape. Scott went to the shops. He learned that several new hulls were under way, but would not be completed by zero hour. With Bienne, he continued to the laboratory offices. Nothing new. No slip-ups; no surprises. The machine was running smoothly.


  By the time inspection was completed, Scott had an idea. He told Bienne to carry on and went to find Cinc Rhys. The cinc was in his office, just clicking off the telaudio as Scott appeared.


  “That was Mendez,” Rhys said. “The Mob’s meeting our fleet a hundred miles off the coast. They’ll be under our orders, of course. A good man, Mendez, but I don’t entirely trust him.”


  “You’re not thinking of a double cross, sir?”


  Cinc Rhys made disparaging noises. “Brutus is an honorable man. No, he’ll stick to his bargain. But I wouldn’t cut cards with Mendez. As a Free Companion, he’s trustworthy. Personally—Well, how do things look?”


  “Very good, sir. I’ve an idea about the Armageddon.”


  “I wish I had,” Rhys said frankly. “We can’t get that damned scow into the battle in any way I can figure out. The Helldivers will see it coming, and lead the fight away.”


  “I’m thinking of camouflage.”


  “A monitors a monitor. It’s unmistakable. You can’t make it look like anything else.”


  “With one exception, sir. You can make it look like a disabled monitor.”


  Rhys sat back, giving Scott a startled glance. “That’s interesting. Go on.”


  “Look here, sir.” The captain used a stylo to sketch the outline of a monitor on a convenient pad. “Above the surface, the Armageddons dome-shaped. Below, it’s a bit different, chiefly because of the keel. Why can’t we put a fake superstructure on the monitor—build a false keel on it, so it’ll seem capsized?”


  “It’s possible.”


  “Everybody knows a monitor’s weak spot—that it turns turtle under fire sometimes. If the Helldivers saw an apparently capsized Armageddon drifting toward them, they’d naturally figure the tub was disabled.”


  “It’s crazy,” Rhys said. “One of those crazy ideas that might work.” He used the local telaudio to issue crisp orders. “Got it? Good. Get the Armageddon under way as soon as the equipment’s aboard. Alterations will be made at sea. We can’t waste time. If we had them made in the yards, she’d never catch up with the fleet.”


  The cinc broke the connection, his seamed, leathery face twisting into a grin. “I hope it works. We’ll see.”


  He snapped his fingers. “Almost forgot. President Crosby’s nephew—Kane?—he was with you when you cracked up, wasn’t he? I’ve been wondering whether I should have waived training for him. How did he show up in the jungle?”


  “Quite well,” Scott said. “I had my eye on him. He’ll make a good soldier.”


  Rhys looked keenly at the captain. “What about discipline? I felt that was his weak spot.”


  “I’ve no complaint to make.”


  “So. Well, maybe. Starling’s outfit is bad training for anyone—especially a raw kid. Speaking of Starling, did Cinc Mendez know anything about his using atomic power?”


  “No, sir. If Starlings doing that, he’s keeping it plenty quiet.”


  “We’ll investigate after the battle. Can’t afford that sort of thing—we don’t want another holocaust. It was bad enough to lose Earth. It decimated the race. If it happened again, it’d wipe the race out.”


  “I don’t think there’s much danger of that. On Earth, it was the big atomic-power stations that got out of control. At worst, Starling can’t have more than hand weapons.”


  “True. You can’t blow up a world with those. But you know the law—no atomic power on Venus.”


  Scott nodded.


  “Well, that’s all.” Rhys waved him away. “Clear weather.” Which, on this perpetually clouded world, had a tinge of irony.


  After mess Scott returned to his quarters, for a smoke and a brief rest. He waved away Briggs’ suggestion of a rubdown and sent the orderly to the commissary for fresh tobacco. “Be sure to get Twenty Star,” he cautioned. “I don’t want that green hydroponic cabbage.”


  “I know the brand, sir.” Briggs looked hurt and departed. Scott settled back in his relaxer, sighing.


  Zero hour at twelve. The last zero hour he’d ever know. All through the day he had been conscious that he was fulfilling his duties for the last time.


  His mind went back to Montana Keep. He was living again those other-worldly moments in the cloud-wrapped Olympus with Ilene. Curiously, he found it difficult to visualize the girl’s features. Perhaps she was a symbol—her appearance did not matter. Yet she was very lovely.


  In a different way from Jeana. Scott glanced at Jeana’s picture on the desk, three-dimensional and tinted after life. By pressing a button on the frame, he could have given it sound and motion. He leaned forward and touched the tiny stud. In the depths of the picture the figure of Jeana stirred, smiling. The red lips parted.


  Her voice, though soft, was quite natural.


  “Hello, Brian,” the recording said. “Wish I were with you now. Here’s a present, darling.” The image blew him a kiss, and then faded back to immobility.


  Scott sighed again. Jeana was a comfortable sort of person. But—Oh, hell! She wasn’t willing to change. Very likely she couldn’t. Ilene perhaps was equally dogmatic, but she represented the life of the Keeps—and that was what Scott wanted now.


  It was an artificial life Ilene lived, but she was honest about it. She knew its values were false. At least she didn’t pretend, like the Free Companions, that there were ideals worth dying for. Scott remembered Briggs. The fact that men had been killed during the building of Doone fort meant a lot to the old orderly. He never asked himself-why? Why had they died? Why was Doone fort built in the first place? For war. And war was doomed.


  One had to believe in an ideal before devoting one’s life to it. One had to feel he was helping the ideal to survive—watering the plant with his blood so eventually it would come to flower. The red flower of Mars had long since blown. How did that old poem go?


  
    One thing is certain, and the rest is lies;


    The flower that once has blown forever dies.

  


  It was true. But the Free Companions blindly pretended that the flower was still in blazing scarlet bloom, refusing to admit that even the roots were withered and useless, scarcely able now to suck up the blood sacrificed to its hopeless thirst.


  New flowers bloomed; new buds opened. But in the Keeps, not in the great doomed forts. It was the winter cycle, and, as the last seasons blossoms faded, the buds of the next stirred into life. Life questing and intolerant. Life that fed on the rotting petals of the rose of war.


  But the pretense went on, in the coastal forts that guarded the Keeps. Scott made a grimace of distaste. Blind, stupid folly! He was a man first, not a soldier. And man is essentially a hedonist, whether he identifies himself with the race or not.


  Scott could not. He was not part of the undersea culture, and he could never be. But he could lose himself in the hedonistic backwash of the Keeps, the froth that always overlies any social unit. With Ilene, he could, at least, seek happiness, without the bitter self-mockery he had known for so long. Mockery at his own emotional weaknesses in which he did not believe.


  Ilene was honest. She knew she was damned, because unluckily she had intelligence.


  So—Scott thought—they would make a good pair.


  Scott looked up as Commander Bienne came into the room. Bienne’s sour, mahogany face was flushed deep red under the bronze. His lids were heavy over angry eyes. He swung the door-curtain shut after him and stood rocking on his heels, glowering at Scott.


  He called Scott something unprintable.


  The captain rose, an icy knot of fury in his stomach. Very softly he said, “You’re drunk, Bienne. Get out. Get back to your quarters.”


  “Sure—you little tinhorn soldier. You like to give orders, don’t you? You like to chisel, too. The way you chiseled me out of that left-wing command today. I’m pretty sick of it, Captain Brian Scott.”


  “Don’t be a damned fool! I don’t like you personally any more than you like me, but that’s got nothing to do with the Company. I recommended you for that command.”


  “You lie,” Bienne said, swaying. “And I hate your guts.”


  Scott went pale, the scar on his cheek flaming red. Bienne came forward. He wasn’t too drunk to co-ordinate. His fist lashed out suddenly and connected agonizingly with Scott’s molar.


  The captain’s reach was less than Bienne’s. He ducked inside of the next swing and carefully smashed a blow home on the point of the other’s jaw. Bienne was driven back, crashing against the wall and sliding down in a limp heap, his head lolling forward.


  Scott, rubbing his knuckles, looked down, considering. Presently he knelt and made a quick examination. A knockout, that was all.


  Oh, well.


  Briggs appeared, showing no surprise at sight of Bienne’s motionless body. The perfect orderly walked across to the table and began to refill the humidor with the tobacco he had brought.


  Scott almost chuckled.


  “Briggs.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Commander Bienne’s had a slight accident. He—slipped. Hit his chin on something. He’s a bit tight, too. Fix him up, will you?”


  “With pleasure, sir.” Briggs hoisted Bienne’s body across his brawny shoulders.


  “Zero hour’s at twelve. The commander must be aboard the Flintlock by then. And sober. Can do?”


  “Certainly, sir,” Briggs said, and went out.


  Scott returned to his chair, filling his pipe. He should have confined Bienne to his quarters, of course. But—well, this was a personal matter. One could afford to stretch a point, especially since Bienne was a valuable man to have aboard during action.


  Scott vaguely hoped the commander would get his thick head blown off.


  After a time he tapped the dottle from his pipe and went off for a final inspection.


  At midnight the fleet hoisted anchor.


  By dawn the Doones were nearing the Venus Deep.


  The ships of the Mob had already joined them, seven battleships, and assorted cruisers, destroyers, and one carrier. No monitor. The Mob didn’t own one—it had capsized two months before, and was still undergoing repairs.


  The combined fleets sailed in crescent formation, the left wing, commanded by Scott, composed of his own ship, the Flintlock, and the Arquebus, the Arrow, and the Misericordia, all Doone battlewagons. There were two Mob ships with him, the Navaho and the Zuni, the latter commanded by Cinc Mendez. Scott had one carrier with him, the other being at right wing. Besides these, there were the lighter craft.


  In the center were the battleships Arbalest, Lance, Gatling, and Mace, as well as three of Mendez’s. Cinc Rhys was aboard the Lance, controlling operations. The camouflaged monitor Armageddon was puffing away valiantly far behind, well out of sight in the mists.


  Scott was in his control room, surrounded by telaudio screens and switchboards. Six operators were perched on stools before the controls, ready to jump to action when orders came through their earphones. In the din of battle spoken commands often went unheard, which was why Scott wore a hush-mike strapped to his chest.


  His eyes roved over the semicircle of screens before him.


  “Any report from the gliders yet?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Get me air-spotting command.”


  One of the screens flamed to life; a face snapped into view on it.


  “Report.”


  “Nothing yet, captain. Wait.” There was a distant thunder. “Detectors clamped on a telaudio tight-beam directly overhead.”


  “Enemy glider in the clouds?”


  “Apparently. It’s out of the focus now.”


  “Try to relocate it.”


  A lot of good that would do. Motored planes could easily be detected overhead, but a glider was another matter. The only way to spot one was by clamping a detector focus directly on the gliders telaudio beam—worse than a needle in a haystack. Luckily the crates didn’t carry bombs.


  “Report coming in, sir. One of our gliders.”


  Another screen showed a face. “Pilot reporting, sir. Located enemy.”


  “Good. Switch in the telaudio, infra. What sector?”


  “V. D. eight hundred seven northwest twenty-one.”


  Scott said into his hush-mike, “Get Cinc Rhys and Commander Geer on tight-beam. And Cinc Mendez.”


  Three more screens lit up, showing the faces of the three officers.


  “Cut in the pilot.”


  Somewhere over Venus Deep the glider pilot was arcing his plane through the cloud-layer, the automatic telaudio-camera, lensed to infrared, penetrating the murk and revealing the ocean below. On the screen ships showed, driving forward in battle formation.


  Scott recognized and enumerated them mentally. The Orion, the Sirius, the Vega, the Polaris—uh-huh. Lighter ships. Plenty of them. The scanner swept on.


  Cinc Rhys said, “We’re outnumbered badly. Cinc Mendez, are your sub-detectors in operation?”


  “They are. Nothing yet.”


  “We’ll join battle in half an hour, I judge. We’ve located them, and they’ve no doubt located us.”


  “Check.”


  The screens blanked out. Scott settled back, alertly at ease. Nothing to do now but wait, keeping ready for the unexpected. The Orion and the Vega were the Helldivers’ biggest battleships, larger than anything in the line of the Doones—or the Mob. Cinc Flynn was no doubt aboard the Orion. The Helldivers owned a monitor, but it had not showed on the infrared aerial scanner. Probably the behemoth wouldn’t even show up in time for the battle.


  But even without the monitor, the Helldivers had an overwhelming surface display. Moreover, their undersea fleet was an important factor. The sub-detectors of Cinc Mendez might—probably would—cut down the odds. But possibly not enough.


  The Armageddon, Scott thought, might be the point of decision, the ultimate argument. And, as yet, the camouflaged monitor was lumbering through the waves far in the wake of the Doones.


  Commander Bienne appeared on a screen. He had frozen into a disciplined, trained robot, personal animosities forgotten for the time. Active duty did that to a man.


  Scott expected nothing different, however, and his voice was completely impersonal as he acknowledged Bienne’s call.


  “The flitterboats are ready to go, captain.”


  “Send them out in fifteen minutes. Relay to left wing, all ships carrying flitters.”


  “Check.”


  For a while there was silence. A booming explosion brought Scott to instant alertness. He glanced up at the screens.


  A new face appeared. “Helldivers opening up. Testing for range. They must have gliders overhead. We can’t spot ’em.”


  “Get the men under cover. Send up a test barrage. Prepare to return fire. Contact our pilots over the Helldivers.”


  It was beginning now—the incessant, racking thunder that would continue till the last shot was fired. Scott cut in to Cinc Rhys as the latter signaled.


  “Reporting, sir.”


  “Harry the enemy. We can’t do much yet. Change to R-8 formation.”


  Cinc Mendez said, “We’ve got three enemy subs. Our detectors are tuned up to high pitch.”


  “Limit the range so our subs will be outside the sphere of influence.”


  “Already did that. The enemy’s using magnetic depth charges, laying an undersea barrage as they advance.”


  “I’ll talk to the sub command.” Rhys cut off. Scott listened to the increasing fury of explosions. He could not yet hear the distinctive clap-clap of heat rays, but the quarters were not yet close enough for those undependable, though powerful, weapons. It took time for a heat ray to warm up, and during that period a well-aimed bullet could smash the projector lens.


  “Casualty, sir. Direct hit aboard destroyer Bayonet.”


  “Extent of damage?”


  “Not disabled. Complete report later.”


  After a while a glider pilot came in on the beam.


  “Shell landed on the Polaris, sir.”


  “Use the scanner.”


  It showed the Helldivers’ battlewagon, part of the superstructure carried away, but obviously still in fighting trim. Scott nodded. Both sides were getting the range now. The hazy clouds still hid each fleet from the other, but they were nearing.


  The sound of artillery increased. Problems of trajectory were increased by the violent winds of Venus, but accurate aiming was possible. Scott nodded grimly as a crash shook the Flintlock.


  They were getting it now. Here, in the brain of the ship, he was as close to the battle as any member of a firing crew. The screens were his eyes.


  They had the advantage of being able to use infrared, so that Scott, buried here, could see more than he could have on deck, with his naked eye. Something loomed out of the murk and Scotts breath stopped before he recognized the lines of the Doone battlewagon Misericordia. She was off course. The captain used his hush-mike to snap a quick reprimand.


  Flitterboats were going out now, speedy hornets that would harry the enemy fleet. In one of them, Scott remembered, was Norman Kane. He thought of Ilene and thrust the thought back, out of his mind. No time for that now.


  Battle stations allowed no time for wool gathering.


  The distant vanguard of the Helldivers came into sight on the screens. Cinc Mendez called.


  “Eleven more subs. One got through. Seems to be near the Flintlock. Drop depth bombs.”


  Scott nodded and obeyed. Shuddering concussions shook the ship. Presently a report came in: fuel slick to starboard.


  Good. A few well-placed torpedoes could do a lot of damage.


  The Flintlock heeled incessantly under the action of the heavy guns. Heat rays were lancing out. The big ships could not easily avoid the searing blasts that could melt solid metal, but the flitterboats, dancing around like angry insects, sent a rain of bullets at the projectors. But even that took integration. The rays themselves were invisible, and could only be traced from their targets. The camera crews were working overtime, snapping shots of the enemy ships, tracing the rays’ points of origin, and telaudioing the information to the flitterboats.


  “Helldivers’ Rigel out of action.”


  On the screen the big destroyer swung around, bow pointing forward. She was going to ram. Scott snapped orders. The Flintlock went hard over, guns pouring death into the doomed Rigel.


  The ships passed, so close that men on the Flintlock’s decks could see the destroyer lurching through the haze. Scott judged her course and tried desperately to get Mendez. There was a delay.


  “QM—QM—emergency! Get the Zuni!”


  “Here she answers, sir.”


  Scott snapped, “Change course. QM. Destroyer Rigel bearing down on you.”


  “Check.” The screen blanked. Scott used a scanner. He groaned at the sight. The Zuni was swinging fast, but the Rigel was too close—too damned close.


  She rammed.


  Scott said, “Hell.” That put the Zuni out of action. He reported to Cinc Rhys.


  “All right, captain. Continue R-8 formation.”


  Mendez appeared on a screen. “Captain Scott. Were disabled. I’m coming aboard. Have to direct sub-strafing operations. Can you give me a control board?”


  “Yes, sir. Land at Port Sector 7.”


  Hidden in the mist, the fleets swept on in parallel courses, the big battlewagons keeping steady formation, pouring heat rays and shells across the gap. The lighter ships strayed out of line at times, but the flitterboats swarmed like midges, dog-fighting when they were not harrying the larger craft. Gliders were useless now, at such close quarters.


  The thunder crashed and boomed. Shudders rocked the Flintlock.


  “Hit on Helldivers’ Orion. Hit on Sirius.”


  “Hit on Mob ship Apache.”


  “Four more enemy subs destroyed.”


  “Doone sub X-16 fails to report.”


  “Helldivers’ Polaris seems disabled.”


  “Send out auxiliary flitterboats, units nine and twenty.”


  Cinc Mendez came in, breathing hard. Scott waved him to an auxiliary control unit seat.


  “Hit on Lance. Wait a minute. Cinc Rhys a casualty, sir.”


  Scott froze. “Details.”


  “One moment—Dead, sir.”


  “Very well,” Scott said after a moment. “I’m assuming command. Pass it along.”


  He caught a sidelong glance from Mendez. When a Company’s cinc was killed, one of two things happened—promotion of a new cinc, or a merger with another Company. In this case Scott was required, by his rank, to assume temporarily the fleet’s command. Later, at the Doone fort, there would be a meeting and a final decision.


  He scarcely thought of that now. Rhys dead! Tough, unemotional old Rhys, killed in action. Rhys had a free-wife in some Keep, Scott remembered. The Company would pension her. Scott had never seen the woman. Oddly, he wondered what she was like. The question had never occurred to him before.


  The screens were flashing. Double duty now—or triple. Scott forgot everything else in directing the battle.


  It was like first-stage anaesthesia—it was difficult to judge time. It might have been an hour or six since the battle had started. Or less than an hour, for that matter.


  “Destroyer disabled. Cruiser disabled. Three enemy subs out of action . . .”


  It went on, endlessly. At the auxiliaries Mendez was directing substrafing operations. Where in hells the Armageddon, Scott thought? The fight would be over before that overgrown tortoise arrived.


  Abruptly a screen flashed QM. The lean, beak-nosed face of Cinc Flynn of the Helldivers showed.


  “Calling Doone command.”


  “Acknowledging,” Scott said. “Captain Scott, emergency command.”


  Why was Flynn calling? Enemy fleets in action never communicated, except to surrender.


  Flynn said curtly, “You’re using atomic power. Explanation, please.”


  Mendez jerked around. Scott felt a tight band around his stomach.


  “Done without my knowledge or approval, of course, Cinc Flynn. My apologies. Details?”


  “One of your flitterboats fired an atomic-powered pistol at the Orion.”


  “Damage?”


  “One seven-unit gun disabled.”


  “One of ours, of the same caliber, will be taken out of action immediately. Further details, sir?”


  “Use your scanner, captain, on Sector Mobile 18 south Orion. Your apology is accepted. The incident will be erased from our records.”


  Flynn clicked off. Scott used the scanner, catching a Doone flitterboat in its focus. He used the enlarger.


  The little boat was fleeing from enemy fire, racing back toward the Doone fleet, heading directly toward the Flintlock, Scott saw. Through the transparent shell he saw the bombardier slumped motionless, his head blown half off. The pilot, still gripping an atomic-fire pistol in one hand, was Norman Kane. Blood streaked his boyish, strained face.


  So Starling’s outfit did have atomic power, then. Kane must have smuggled the weapon out with him when he left. And, in the excitement of battle, he had used it against the enemy.


  Scott said coldly, “Gun crews starboard. Flitterboat Z-19-4. Blast it.”


  Almost immediately a shell burst near the little craft. On the screen Kane looked up, startled by his own side firing upon him. Comprehension showed on his face. He swung the flitterboat off course, zigzagging, trying desperately to dodge the barrage.


  Scott watched, his lips grimly tight. The flitterboat exploded in a rain of spray and debris.


  Automatic court-martial.


  After the battle, the Companies would band together and smash Starling’s outfit.


  Meantime, this was action. Scott returned to his screens, erasing the incident from his mind.


  Very gradually, the balance of power was increasing with the Helldivers. Both sides were losing ships, put out of action rather than sunk, and Scott thought more and more often of the monitor Armageddon. She could turn the battle now. But she was still far astern.


  Scott never felt the explosion that wrecked the control room. His senses blacked out without warning.


  He could not have been unconscious for long. When he opened his eyes, he stared up at a shambles. He seemed to be the only man left alive. But it could not have been a direct hit, or he would not have survived either.


  He was lying on his back, pinned down by a heavy crossbeam. But no bones were broken. Blind, incredible luck had helped him there. The brunt of the damage had been borne by the operators. They were dead, Scott saw at a glance.


  He tried to crawl out from under the beam, but that was impossible. In the thunder of battle his voice could not be heard.


  There was a movement across the room, halfway to the door. Cinc Mendez stumbled up and stared around, blinking. Red smeared his plump cheeks.


  He saw Scott and stood, rocking back and forth, staring.


  Then he put his hand on the butt of his pistol.


  Scott could very easily read the other’s mind. If the Doone captain died now, the chances were that Mendez could merge with the Doones and assume control. The politico-military balance lay that way.


  If Scott lived, it was probable that he would be elected cinc.


  It was, therefore, decidedly to Mendez’s advantage to kill the imprisoned man.


  A shadow crossed the doorway. Mendez, his back to the newcomer, did not see Commander Bienne halt on the threshold, scowling at the tableau. Scott knew that Bienne understood the situation as well as he himself did. The commander realized that in a very few moments Mendez would draw his gun and fire.


  Scott waited. The cinc’s fingers tightened on his gun butt. Bienne, grinning crookedly, said, “I thought that shell had finished you, sir. Guess it’s hard to kill a Dooneman.”


  Mendez took his hand off the gun, instantly regaining his poise. He turned to Bienne.


  “I’m glad you’re here, commander. It’ll probably take both of us to move that beam.”


  “Shall we try, sir?”


  Between the two of them, they managed to shift the weight off Scott’s torso. Briefly the latter’s eyes met Bienne’s. There was still no friendliness in them, but there was a look of wry self-mockery.


  Bienne hadn’t saved Scott’s life, exactly. It was, rather, a question of being a Dooneman. For Bienne was, first of all, a soldier, and a member of the Free Company.


  Scott tested his limbs; they worked.


  “How long was I out, commander?”


  “Ten minutes, sir. The Armageddon s in sight.”


  “Good. Are the Helldivers veering off?”


  Bienne shook his head. “So far they’re not suspicious.”


  Scott grunted and made his way to the door, the others at his heels. Mendez said, “We’ll need another control ship.”


  “All right. The Arquebus. Commander, take over here. Cinc Mendez—”


  A flitterboat took them to the Arquebus, which was still in good fighting trim. The monitor Armageddon, Scott saw, was rolling helplessly in the trough of the waves. In accordance with the battle plan, the Doone ships were leading the Helldivers toward the apparently capsized giant. The technicians had done a good job; the false keel looked shockingly convincing.


  Aboard the Arquebus, Scott took over, giving Mendez the auxiliary control for his substrafers. The Cinc beamed at Scott over his shoulder.


  “Wait till that monitor opens up, captain.”


  “Yeah . . . we’re in bad shape, though.”


  Neither man mentioned the incident that was in both their minds. It was tacitly forgotten—the only thing to do now.


  Guns were still bellowing. The Helldivers were pouring their fire into the Doone formation, and they were winning. Scott scowled at the screens. If he waited too long, it would be just too bad.


  Presently he put a beam on the Armageddon. She was in a beautiful position now, midway between two of the Helldivers’ largest battleships.


  “Unmask. Open fire.”


  Firing ports opened on the monitor. The sea titans huge guns snouted into view. Almost simultaneously they blasted, the thunder drowning out the noise of the lighter guns.


  “All Doone ships attack,” Scott said. “Plan R-7.”


  This was it. This was it!


  The Doones raced in to the kill. Blasting, bellowing, shouting, the guns tried to make themselves heard above the roaring of the monitor. They could not succeed, but that savage, invincible onslaught won the battle.


  It was nearly impossible to maneuver a monitor into battle formation, but, once that was accomplished, the only thing that could stop the monster was atomic power.


  But the Helldivers fought on, trying strategic formation. They could not succeed. The big battlewagons could not get out of range of the Armageddon s guns. And that meant—


  Cinc Flynn’s face showed on the screen.


  “Capitulation, sir. Cease firing.”


  Scott gave orders. The roar of the guns died into humming, incredible silence.


  “You gave us a great battle, cinc.”


  “Thanks. So did you. Your strategy with the monitor was excellent.”


  So—that was that. Scott felt something go limp inside of him. Flynn’s routine words were meaningless; Scott was drained of the vital excitement that had kept him going till now.


  The rest was pure formula.


  Token depth charges would be dropped over Virginia Keep. They would not harm the Dome, but they were the rule. There would be the ransom, paid always by the Keep which backed the losing side. A supply of korium, or its negotiable equivalent. The Doone treasury would be swelled. Part of the money would go into replacements and new keels. The life of the forts would go on.


  Alone at the rail of the Arquebus, heading for Virginia Keep, Scott watched slow darkness change the clouds from pearl to gray, and then to invisibility. He was alone in the night. The wash of waves came up to him softly as the Arquebus rushed to her destination, three hundred miles away.


  Warm yellow lights gleamed from ports behind him, but he did not turn. This, he thought, was like the cloud-wrapped Olympus in Montana Keep, where he had promised Ilene—many things.


  Yet there was a difference. In an Olympus a man was like a god, shut away completely from the living world. Here, in the unbroken dark, there was no sense of alienage. Nothing could be seen—Venus has no moon, and the clouds hid the stars. And the seas are not phosphorescent.


  Beneath these waters stand the Keeps, Scott thought. They hold the future. Such battles as were fought today are fought so that the Keeps may not be destroyed.


  And men will sacrifice. Men have always sacrificed, for a social organization or a military unit. Man must create his own ideal. “If there had been no God, man would have created Him.”


  Bienne had sacrificed today, in a queer, twisted way of loyalty to his fetish. Yet Bienne still hated him, Scott knew.


  The Doones meant nothing. Their idea was a false one. Yet, because men were faithful to that ideal, civilization would rise again from the guarded Keeps. A civilization that would forget its doomed guardians, the watchers of the seas of Venus, the Free Companions yelling their mad, futile battle cry as they drove on—as this ship was driving—into a night that would have no dawn.


  Ilene.


  Jeana.


  It was no such simple choice. It was, in fact, no real choice at all. For Scott knew, very definitely, that he could never, as long as he lived, believe wholeheartedly in the Free Companions. Always a sardonic devil deep within him would be laughing in bitter self-mockery.


  The whisper of the waves drifted up.


  It wasn’t sensible. It was sentimental, crazy, stupid, sloppy thinking.


  But Scott knew, now, that he wasn’t going back to Ilene.


  He was a fool.


  But he was a soldier.


  THE END.


  SHADOW OF THE SPIDER


  Leroy Yerxa


  Clouds of tiny black spiders dropped out of the sky and when a woman was bitten, she died. It meant Man’s end, unless . . .


  THE big space freighter, U4 was tipped half over on its side in the slimy, stinking mud. At the bottom of the filth-covered ladder that climbed the space ship’s flank, Bob Nolon wallowed knee deep in the muddy scum of the pit.


  Within the U4, every motor was straining. The mud sucker puffed and sputtered eagerly under the hull of the ship. The tube attached to it sent a steady stream of mud and digested junk out the other side of the ship.


  For the past twenty-four hours Nolon had been waiting for the rusted sides of the treasure ship, U30 to appear above the mud where it lay buried. Now, one side was revealed.


  Good natured “Slim” Jarvis struggled from the hatch of the U4 and crossed the deck to where he could get a clear view of Nolon and the pit below.


  “How’s she look?” he shouted.


  Nolon turned and his boots sucked out of the mud.


  “Great,” he admitted. “But I hope the next time they crack up a shipload of gold they pick a nice high hill with plenty of dry sand. Wish we had some of those mythical Spider Men supposed to be on this planet to help us.”


  He rubbed a sweaty hand across his chin. It left his face streaked with black. He climbed the ladder slowly.


  “Oughta be able to open her up by morning.” Slim observed the progress that had already been made.


  Nolon looked back at the rusted, corroded side of the U30 with a satisfied grin. Then he stretched out on the deck, legs crossed and arms locked under his neck. Down below the mud sucker went on about its filthy task.


  “A foggy night, miscalculation and another ship captain sent his boat into the slithering old mud pot, Venus.”


  “According to the treasure maps,” Slim said, “looks like Nolon Enterprises will be in the money again when we take that old tub apart.”


  “Venus,” Nolon groaned. “How those oldtimers could call this baked mud pie a ‘twin’ planet to Earth, I’ll never know.”


  Slim Jarvis laughed. “You and I have brought treasure back from every hole between the Sargasso and the rings of Saturn. Let’s finish this job up next week and head for Long Island and a Turkish bath.”


  Nolon didn’t answer. His mind was already on the boardwalk, with a lovely little wheat-headed girl at his side.


  Then abruptly, Loo Wung, the solemn-faced Martian cook poked his turnip-shaped head above the hatch. His voice was soft and toneless.


  “Master come pronto—radio try make talk—can no understand.”


  NOLON got to his feet hurriedly, crossed the deck and dropped down the hatchway. Inside, fans hummed softly. It was much cooler. Why should New York be putting through an unscheduled call on the private wave?


  Loo Wung stepped aside at radio room door and Nolon ran in, flopping hurriedly into the chair before the telascreen. The incoming blinker was flashing wildly.


  He flipped up the receiving lever and watched the worried image of Ward Lake, the New York manager, etch itself across the screen.


  “Good God! Nolon!” Ward Lake’s face was strained and white. “I’ve had an awful time reaching you. Something terrible has happened. You’ll have to return home at once.”


  “Take it easy, Ward,” Nolon cautioned. “It can’t be as terrible going slowly mad with the heat out here on this globe of mush.”


  “Listen, Bob.” Lake only called Nolon by his first name when some crisis was close. “Yesterday a terrible epidemic hit Earth. It’s killing every last one of our women. Spiders, clouds of them, in the air. Their bite is . . .”


  His voice broke in anguish.


  “My wife,” he continued haltingly. “We buried her and a hundred others last night, here in New York alone.”


  “Good Lord, Lake, I can’t believe . . .”


  Ward Lake was talking swiftly again. Talking as though the words were there and came without his bidding.


  “Earth scientists don’t know where these killers are coming from. They are about the size of your little finger nail. Every city on Earth has suffered from the first attack. It seems as though someone is making a deliberate attempt to sterilize our race.”


  Loo Wung left the door and shuffled slowly away down the galley.


  Nolon said slowly.


  “You need me? How about Sylvia? Is she safe?”


  Lake’s lips quivered, his mind full of his own loved one dead but a few hours.


  “Sylvia is safe for the time being at City Hospital. Doctors have taken command. All women have been barricaded within health centers and cleanup squads are trying to kill the pests. It’s an impossible job!”


  “Look for us at the field in forty hours,” Nolon snapped. “We’ll leave the coffer dam here and pull everything for a quick flight.”


  Ward Lake’s face relaxed.


  “Thanks, Chief,” he said. “I don’t know what you can do to help, but I’ll feel better with you here. If anything happened to Sylvia I’d never forgive myself.”


  THE screen blanked. Nolon turned toward the door. Slim Jarvis was already gone. Nolon heard him in the distant deck housing, giving low, tense commands to the crew. Nolon went directly to the control cabin. The control crew were at their stations. A thinfaced rocket man approached him with a sharp salute.


  “We’ve all heard what happened,” the rocket man said in a low voice. “We’ve got wives and kids at home. There’ll be no time lost.”


  Nolon put a hand on his shoulder.


  “Keep your nose clean,” he said gruffly. “Everything is going to be all right.”


  FIVE hundred miles above the tiny strip of yellow and green that was Long Island a sleek black space ship leveled for a landing. Rain had washed the mud from the U4 and its sides glistened.


  They were well within the gravity pull. Nolon stood by the main control board, watching Slim Jarvis closely.


  “Ready for the descent.” Jarvis lifted his tired eyes from the map. “We’re on the beam.”


  His head dropped again. Nolon nodded slightly, tossed away a cigarette that had hung between his lips. The freighter dipped its nose and went plummeting downward.


  “Spotlight on, Mister,” Nolon said tersely. “Shock gear down.”


  The crew worked swiftly. Great shock springs dropped under the ship’s nose. The spotlight top-side broke into a powerful searching glare that outlined the dock now a scant five miles below.


  A hiss of excitement went through the cabin. Nolon turned toward the observation glass, his face blanching white.


  “My God!”


  “A giant spider!” Slim caught his breath.


  On the landing dock, full in the center of the beam of light, walked a huge black spider. It was at least five hundred feet from the fearful hairy head to the last grim, dragging leg. Then, slowly, a chagrined look of realization replaced the momentary look of horror on Bob Nolon’s face.


  “The spotlight!” His voice was relieved. “Must have picked up one of the little devils on the lens. It’s magnified by the distance.”


  His deduction proved itself as they came in quickly for the landing. The shadow spider grew smaller, fading from sight entirely as they nosed into the dock.


  The mystery had been good for the crew. When he dismissed his men, Nolon found them chuckling among themselves over the incident. This, he thought grimly, was better than having a group of discouraged, frightened husbands on his hands.


  A single plasticoupe awaited him on toward it, hesitated as Slim Jarvis came the deserted field. He started to walk toward him.


  “I’ve asked the men to find out about their families, and then to report to the union room.”


  “Thanks,” Nolon said quietly. Their hands met in a silent grip. “Good luck, Jarvis. If your wife is safe, meet me at City Hospital this afternoon. I’ve a hunch we’ll be busy and the crew may as well work together. We’re accustomed to each other.”


  Jarvis nodded, strode away through the darkness.


  WARD LAKE, the slim sober-faced New York manager, was already waiting for Nolon, his foot balanced on the side of the coupe. They shook hands silently, and in spite of himself, Nolon felt that Ward Lake may have been more alarmed than there was any reason to be. Thus far there had been no spiders, except the one on the spotlight. The field was entirely normal, though deserted.


  “I came as soon as I could,” Nolon said simply. “Did Sylvia come with you?”


  A heavy, masculine voice came from the darkened car.


  “Are you crazy, young fellow, or don’t you realize what you’re up against?”


  Nolon’s face lighted.


  “Doc Franklin! So damned dark, I didn’t see you, sir.”


  The doctor, a middle-aged man with silvered hair and carefully trimmed Vandyke climbed stiffly from the car. He shook Nolon’s hand with both of his and lectured at the same time.


  “I assure you, Bob, things are even worse than Ward told you. But, come. I’ll be needed at City Hospital. Sylvia is waiting for you there.”


  They climbed into the car hurriedly. The coupe flashed over the smooth field and up the turnpike that led toward glowing skyscrapers.


  “Where are these damned spiders?” Nolon asked impatiently. “What’s the story?”


  “You’ll see soon enough,” Doctor Franklin said bitterly. “It will be clear to you that all Earth faces a crisis. Much too clear for your peace of mind.”


  Then, as they passed the last space ship dock and entered the three lane traffic highway, all the utter terror of Ward Lake’s telascreen message made itself evident. At first Nolon saw only the thick carpet of crawling, hairy things on the road. The coupe hit them as it would hit a snowdrift, plowing ahead slowly. The air was full of weird, white clouds. They drifted down slowly and Nolon saw they were giant spider webs, covered with thousands of the small wriggling death spiders.


  They floated down in great masses, obscuring the moon with a silvery shining blanket of death. Spiders swarmed across the highway in waves, covering the fields, climbing eagerly over every man-made object they met.


  Nolon shuddered.


  “You say these things can kill a woman with a single bite and yet are harmless to men?”


  Doc Franklin nodded helplessly.


  “Sylvia, or any woman for that matter, isn’t safe outside the established protection zones. Thus far the invasion has confined itself to highly populated sections only. We’ve rushed the female population into safety spots and protected them as best we could. I tell you, Bob, this thing has to be stopped before we have no more women. No power to live, fight, or reproduce.”


  His head dropped forward wearily, a man trying to fight odds that had already overcome him.


  Ward Lake swung around in his seat, his mouth bitter and frightened by all he had seen during the past terrible two days.


  “We haven’t been able to stop it,” he muttered. “They’ll never stop this invasion. It was planned by the devil himself. It’s killed my wife and it will kill all the others before it stops.”


  DOCTOR FRANKLIN made no attempt to answer. His head had dropped forward, motionless, and he slept from sheer exhaustion.


  They were in the outskirts of New York now. Here, the spider army was even worse. Webs hung like growths of Spanish moss from every building, every immovable object. The streets were crawling with the things.


  They plowed steadily ahead, at times reaching almost open sections of pavement where clean up squads were at work. The men of the city were equipped with gas masks, insect killers of every known type, and shovels. With these pitiful instruments, Earth was attempting to protect itself against an invading army so ghastly that even now few realized what they really fought. Nolon realized and his heart sank within him at the size of the task ahead.


  The plasticoupe halted before the door of City Hospital.


  “Ten thousand women inside that building,” Franklin said, and climbed stiffly out of the coupe. “Already spiders are finding their way through unprotected crevices. Dozens of women have died in this building alone, since last night. Every hour the slaughter grows worse.”


  Nolon’s boots crunched into the swarming mass as they climbed the steps to the main entrance. He kicked his way through them.


  They entered the main lobby, followed Doctor Franklin toward a wide shower of liquid stuff that shot from makeshift pipes against the ceiling.


  “Emergency showers have been constructed,” Ward Lake explained. “After we’ve been sprayed by insect killer we’ll get into the hospital proper. Not before.


  SYLVIA FRANKLIN was a fragile-seeming, small-boned girl. Neatly arrayed in a starched nurse’s uniform she caught Nolon’s eye at once. She ran toward him.


  “Bob!”


  In three long steps he met her, and she was in his arms. Her smooth, cool cheek pressed to his.


  “I’m so glad you’ve come.” Her voice was low and sincere.


  “I left Venus as soon as Ward called,” he said, releasing her. “I’m glad you’re safe.”


  F6r the first time, tears welled into her eyes. She brushed them away impatiently, put her small hand in his big, brown fingers.


  “Bob,” Sylvia said, “I don’t know what we’ll do. The thing is here and we’ll have to go on fighting, until . . .”


  Her voice broke into a little sob and again she was in his arms.


  “I’m frightened—horribly.”


  A shudder coursed through her slim body. Nolon swore softly under his breath. A slow, forced smile covered his face.


  “Wait a minute, fella’,” he put a finger under her chin and tipped her head back until his eyes looked straight into her own. “Where’s that Franklin chin? There are a lot of brains working on this thing. Keep your chin out for a few hours until science has the answer. This thing is going to work out all right.”


  The sun broke through and her face lightened.


  “And what will you be doing?” she asked.


  For an instant Nolon was stumped. What should he do? He remembered with some misgivings, Lake’s words when they talked on the telascreen.


  “I don’t know what you can do to help.”


  Then he remembered the cleanup squads that were working in every city street.


  “I’m going to organize a cleanup squad from my crew,” he explained. “At least we’ll be doing something to help.”


  She smiled bravely.


  “Then you’d better get started,” she suggested. “I’m supposed to be on duty in the sick ward. We can’t tell when those horrible creatures may find their way in. Some of the patients are unable to give warning.”


  He bent over and holding her shoulders firmly, planted a kiss on her chin. Then her shoes clicked firmly on the stone corridor and she was out of sight behind the white swinging doors. Nolon turned on his heel and started for the lobby. He wondered dully if he would ever see the girl alive again.


  THE cleanup job wasn’t a pleasant one. Nolon had his men spread across the pavement, moving slowly ahead. The insect spray guns came first, and behind them the shovels and carts that carried away wriggling death by the hundred pounds. The job was a hopeless one. As soon as one shovelful of dazed and dying insects were scooped up, another horde swept in to take its place. Nolon swore, and slapped at his body as they swarmed over him, biting and clawing at his flesh.


  The spiders dropped about them from every object. They swarmed and tumbled wave on wave across rooftops and over the streets. They seemed cursed with an uncanny faculty of finding the women. City Hospital was a wall of black, hairy terror holding back death for no one knew how many more hours.


  Several times during the day, Nolon had seen long lines of coffins roll by the truckload away from the alley entrance of the hospital.


  Toward midnight, exhausted and discouraged with the little his men were accomplishing, he leaned on his shovel and motioned for Slim Jarvis. The whole vast area of sky above New York was a layer of white, pulsating webs. Slim kicked and swore as he made his way through the ever increasing waves of killers.


  “Pretty hopeless job,” Nolon said. “Slim! Can’t we do better than this? Shoveling up these spiders won’t help. We’ve got to get to the bottom of the problem. Kill them at the source. This way the job is impossible.”


  Jarvis wiped his face with a sweep of his arm. His face was streaked and bitter.


  “Scientists are all right,” he said. “But they have to work slowly. To make sure what they are doing. Bob, I think this job was made for us. We can dive into it headfirst and think about it later.”


  They retreated to a fairly clear spot inside an office door and sat down.


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking for the past ten hours,” Nolon admitted. “Look, Slim, this was planned. These spiders couldn’t have drifted into the gravity pull, at least not so many of them, without some assistance. If we can find out where they came from, then we can put pressure on the source and get somewhere.”


  “Suppose someone in outer space is dumping them out to weaken earth for an attack?” Slim searched his pockets, found a cigarette and puffed at it eagerly.


  Nolon groaned.


  “That’s just it. We haven’t the slightest idea of where to start looking. Yet, allowing this thing to go on is nothing but slow suicide.”


  He accepted a puff of Slim’s cigarette, inhaled deeply and exhaled a faint blue smoke ring. Then he sat up as though shocked into a new line of thought. With an oath Nolon was on his feet.


  “That spider shadow we saw,” he said excitedly. “Why didn’t I think . . .”


  “What’s burning you?” Slim was at his side. He followed as Nolon turned and started hurriedly toward the hospital. “What about that shadow?”


  THEY reached the hospital doors and Nolon rang the alarm bell impatiently. As they waited, he turned.


  “The shadow of the spider that we made on the space dock,” he answered. “If we had hit that spider coming in for a landing it would have been crushed. It must have been under the lens of the spotlight.”


  Slow realization dawned on Slim’s face. Somewhere inside footsteps approached hurriedly. The doors opened and Nolon spoke to the lantern-jawed nurse who waited just inside.


  “Please get Doctor Franklin at once. Tell him Bob Nolon wants to speak to him. That it’s important.”


  She nodded and turned away. The safety doors closed again with a bang.


  Slim Jarvis looked as though he had seen a large and unfriendly ghost.


  “I had that spotlight all torn down last week, when we were on the U30 job,” he almost whispered.


  “Then,” Nolon said slowly, “we must have picked up that single killer on Venus.”


  “There ain’t a spider on that muck-bank,” Slim protested. “Nothing but water and gumbo.”


  “Did you ever hear of the Spider Men?” Nolon shot out. “On the opposite side of Venus there is a rank growth of swamp and jungle. The Spider Men are a direct line growth from their smaller brethren. They haven’t the brains, imagination, or strength to fight a battle. They are a helpless and brow-beaten people.”


  “Then why worry,” Jarvis asked. “Could a gang of animals like that do us any harm?”


  Doctor Franklin’s footsteps echoed in a far corridor.


  “Let’s assume that someone who did have brains were to lead this race. Suppose that they decided they deserved a better world to live in. A world where man had already provided every comfort:”


  “Then,” Slim agreed, “They’d probably use something that was powerful enough to overcome us, and pick up the bones later.”


  “What’s this?” Doctor Franklin’s dignified figure forced itself quickly through the door. “Hello, Bob, what can I . . .”


  Nolon took the doctor’s hand quickly, his eyes were bright now, and eager for the quest.


  “We’ve hit on something that may be a hot lead,” he explained. “We’re going back to Venus.”


  Franklin’s face mirrored his disappointment.


  “But!” he stammered, “under the circumstances, don’t you think your place is here?”


  Slim Jarvis intervened.


  “Don’t get us wrong, Doc,” he begged. “We’re not backing out. Bob thinks these spiders may come from Venus. He believes the Spider Men may be at the bottom of this thing.” In spite of himself, Franklin chuckled.


  “Those hollow headed animals?” he protested. “What makes you think they’d have the brains . . .?”


  Nolon interrupted. He told Franklin quickly, the same thing he had just finished telling Slim Jarvis.


  “So you see,” he added, “it seems important enough to merit a try. If we fail, there is very little lost.”


  Franklin nodded.


  “I’m afraid you’re right, son,” he answered. “Go ahead, and God bless you.”


  Nolon said, “There’s one more thing.”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t let Sylvia know until we’ve left Earth. I can’t take a chance, and I hate to say goodbye. It would be hard, the way things are.”


  WHEN the U4 took the air, its rocket chambers had been cleaned and reloaded for a long trip. It shot up swiftly through the clinging cloud of webs that had now drifted over the city for as far as the eye could reach.


  “Slim!” Nolon’s voice was hard again. “Set your course for the site of the U30. When we get in close, follow the curve of the planet and keep just off surface. Watch for likely landing spots in the jungle land and have the crew stay alert for any sign of life. Call me the moment anything strange is sighted.”


  Slim nodded a little sleepily.


  “Right! Get forty winks and I’ll knock off for a few minutes later on. We can take care of things until the trouble starts.”


  Nolon took one look back through the sights, at a tiny Earth drifting lazily below them. He opened the control room door, went out and pushed it closed behind him. Opposite the galley door he hesitated. Loo Wung was carrying on a heated argument with someone inside the tiny kitchen. Nolon went forward on tiptoe and looked around the edge of the door.


  Sylvia Franklin was standing just inside, her back turned to him, arms akimbo. She threatened the Martian cook with a huge soup ladle.


  “And if you tell a soul . . .” Her voice drifted away as she twisted around, following Loo Wung’s gaze.


  “Don’t let me bother you two,” Nolon said.


  “Bob, oh! My goodness!”


  “Your goodness has nothing to do with this,” Nolon answered. “You are supposed to be on Earth. This is no place for a girl, even if I do love her and she’s worth her weight in gold.”


  Sylvia’s eyes flashed defiantly.


  “I don’t care if I am a stowaway,” she said. “I’m just as safe here as I was at City Hospital.”


  “There are opinions to the contrary,” he said. “But skip it. We can’t turn back now.”


  Her pretty face clouded.


  “Oh! Bob, I didn’t mean to hurt you. It was—well—I just couldn’t let you go away alone. Dad acted funny and I threatened him until he confessed the whole thing.”


  She came close to him, her eyes pleading warmly.


  “Would it help if I were to show you how I can be made safe. How I can go right among those spiders and not be harmed.”


  He nodded, putting one arm around her waist.


  “That’s the object of the whole trip. To make you all safe.”


  She kissed him, fully on the lips. Nolon’s arms went around the girl, crushing her to him. Behind them, Loo Wung tittered in amusement.


  “Boss man have arms like space octopus!” Then the Martian cook made a mad dash for the galley pantry, escaping by a hair the heavy frying pan that Nolon sent crashing after him.


  “Come with me,” Sylvia urged. “I’ll show you something.”


  They went toward the store room and she made him wait in the silent hall until she emerged. She was safely encased in one of the light plia-metal diving suits Nolon used for tough air diving jobs. Within its shining, grotesque folds she looked like some strange under air creature from the stranger planets.


  Sylvia’s voice came muffled through the communication slit.


  “I saw this suit when I was on your ship last year. There isn’t a spider in the world that can bite me now. Am I a welcome passenger?”


  Nolon put his arms around her and gave the heavy suit a bear hug.


  “It’s a little tough on my love making,” he admitted. “I guess you’ve got all the answers, so be a good girl and I won’t pitch you overboard.”


  HOURS later Nolon was watching the muddy side of Venus as it came up slowly on the map-glass.


  “We’re about a thousand miles out from the U30. Right?”


  “Right!” confirmed Jarvis.


  “Good,” Nolon said. “Change course and start to circle the planet. Have all lookouts posted and let me know the minute anything suspicious is sighted.” Under Nolon’s direction the U4 sank down swiftly and started to cruise over the muddy, bubbling crust of the planet. Hours passed. The ship’s atmosphere grew hot and the fans and air cooler units were turned on.


  The night closed in thick and heavy. The U4 went forward at half speed, keeping just above the fog that arose from below. Nolon allowed them to burn no lights.


  “Ship dead ahead—cut your speed!” The sharp outcry echoed over the ship’s speaker system from the forward watch. Nolon jumped, slammed the quarter speed levers down with a bang. He whipped around.


  “Sylvia, get into that space suit and stick with Slim Jarvis. Slim, you supervise the controls personally. I’m going forward. Keep your ears glued to that speaker. Post more watches so we won’t find ourselves in a trap.”


  The control room seethed quietly with the new activity. Nolon slammed the door and dashed the length of the ship’s nose. He twisted up the forward hatch and dropped into the transparent bubble of glassine beside the watch.


  The man pointed ahead through the darkness. His face was set in that odd way that indicated grim success after a long day of failure.


  “I take it to be an earth freighter. The type the city used to have for garbage. There’s a low, underslung section that tips out for the disposal of junk. We’ve been on her tail for several minutes. At first I wasn’t sure.” Nolon tapped his shoulder.


  “Good work. Now, get back and have forty winks. You’ve done a good job. I’ll take over.”


  “Thanks, Captain!” The man went up and out of the bubble slowly.


  Nolon was already on the phone.


  “Slim!”


  “Aye, sir,” Jarvis was cold, businesslike once more.


  “Speed up slightly. Have you spotted her on the map glass yet?”


  “She’s right in line,” Slim admitted. “Can’t see her well enough to gauge the distance yet. What do you make of it, Bob.


  “It’s an earth ship. Type was junked twenty years ago. Built for dumping garbage.”


  “Or spiders?”


  “That’s what I’m thinking,” Nolon admitted.


  The ship ahead burned a single red light. It picked up speed now, and suddenly disappeared from sight. The light blinked out.


  “Full speed!” Nolon shouted. “All rockets open wide for twenty miles.”


  The U4 jerked ahead with one jet of flame.


  “Cut!” Nolon shouted.


  THE ship went silent and drifted just above the spot where the strange freighter had disappeared. Below, faintly visible against the dark ground, four tiny green lights blinked in a large square. As he watched, they went out abruptly.


  “Did you see that?” Slim shouted. “Looks like a landing field below.”


  “Right,” Nolon made a quick decision. “Sink down slowly. Stay at the edge of the jungle and away from where those signals were burning. At the first alarm, come back out like a hornet.”


  “How about the girl,” Jarvis asked a little grimly.


  Nolon’s face was wet.


  “She’s fairly safe in the space suit,” he answered. “She’ll have to take the same chances we do.”


  The phone went dead. The U4 started to sink down slowly into what seemed a blank of tangled, blackened jungle.


  Hurrying back toward the control room, Nolon heard the hurried voices of the crew as they went about their jobs within the ship. He personally supervised the opening of the main hatch and saw that a fire gun was laid out for each crew member.


  The U4 touched the ground softly, bounced a few feet and settled into lush grass. The jungle had been cleared away from an area of perhaps a mile. Nothing was visible except the faint glow of the wet meadow. Through the darkness of the ship, Nolon rounded up his men.


  “I’m going outside and look around,” he said as they gathered on the deck. “You men all are armed. Stay here and Jarvis will be in command. He knows my signal.”


  “What about that freighter that landed?” Sylvia Franklin came through the hatch, clothed in the cumbersome space suit. “This may be a trap.” Nolon nodded.


  “I’m afraid of just that. That’s why I don’t want us to leave the U4 until we are sure. Slim, you know the whippoorwill whistle. If you hear it, you can all come after me, but silently. Otherwise, wait until I return.”


  “I’ll be there with my little hatchet.” Nolon let his feet hang loose over the edge of the rounded ship, pushed away from its side and jumped. He hit the soft ground with a bounce and his knees jerked up painfully. Ahead a few yards one of the lauding lights stood dark and high against the dark grass land. He worked toward it slowly.


  Behind him, against the side of the ship there was the sudden rough, grating sound of a boarding axe. He froze upright, knowing the meaning of the sound. Footsteps, stealthy and smooth sounded on all sides. He started to dash back toward the U4 and tripped over something in the high, rank grass. Nolon pitched forward flat on his face, a shout of warning jerked from his lips. Something hit his back like a ton of bricks and at the same time the field went white with powerful light.


  NOLON twisted and turned, trying to fight his way from under the spider men who held him pinioned to the grass. A high-pitched scream of horror cut the night. Dully he could see what took place on the high deck of the U4. They were dragging Sylvia Franklin over the rail. His men had been overcome by force of numbers.


  Cursing loudly, he managed to turn over on his back, stared up at the three hairy, spider-like monsters who held him. Their limbs were thin. The entire body was covered with thick, black hair. The face was a pair of fuzzy beaked claws that opened and closed spasmodically.[*]


  Nolon tried to force himself upright under their combined weight and felt himself slowly pushed down again, his shoulders against the grass. Something came down hard and solid against his skull and bright lights whirled crazily inside his head. Like a man going under ether, the hubbub of sound grew far away and metallic, like the noise of a worn-out record. His body went limp under his captors.


  The low, smoking tunnel through which the spider men dragged Nolon seemed like something from a cave man’s nightmare. The spot on his head felt as though a truck had hit him. He opened his eyes again and stared around. He was hanging head down, hands and feet bound to a long pole. The pole was slung over the shoulders of four spider men who were careless of the human cargo they carried. With difficulty, he managed to lift his aching head to the level of his body. The tunnel widened into an open, sandy cave and he was dropped rudely. A commanding voice came from ahead of him, behind the blaze of wall torches.


  Nolon felt the hairy, fumbling hands ripping away his bonds. He tried to stand up and fell back weakly into the dirt. Rough arms jerked him upright. He lifted his head and shook the hair away from his face. He drew his arms away from the men who held him and stood still, staring with wonder about the cave.


  It was a rough-walled circle of about thirty feet in width. Into the walls were thrust heavy torches that sent out a brilliant flow of flame. Smoke from the fire covered the roof and everything in sight with a heavy coating of soot. Spider Men sat in a huge circle about him. At the far end of the cave, sitting on a raised chair made of logs and spun rope was the leader. The man was short and greasy with fat. The hair that stood stiffly away from his body was dirty and a faded gray.


  His head was squat and his beaks were oiled with a recent meal. Yet, the man on the rough throne had eyes that were not dull and listless like the others. They sparked like tiny dynamos of energy as he addressed Nolon.


  “You are wondering many things,” the voice snapped out sharp and eagerly. “Ask your questions. I will answer.”


  He sat back, leaning against the logs that held his rounded back upright. Two great torches burned on either side of his throne.


  NOLON took a step forward and the place came alive with threatening sounds. The leader muttered quick, unintelligible threats and the spider men were silent.


  Nolon reached for a cigarette. He started to light a match, but the leader raised his arm and shouted sharply.


  “Stop!” His eyes were glittering-dangerous. “My people fear fire. I have only recently gained their trust, that they live with torches for light. If you were to light that match I might not be able to save you from their anger.”


  Nolon let the unlighted match fall from his fingers.


  “Sort of a keeper of the light, are you?”


  The men around him didn’t understand his words, but they detected at once that his voice was tinged with something they did not like. The leader was forced to raise his arm again. The spider man stood up and came toward Nolon. He walked on all fours. He stood upright before Nolon’s startled face.


  “Your men and the girl are our prisoners.” His hairy jaws were close to Nolon’s face. “You will all die before the sun shall rise again.”


  Nolon felt the cigarette, still unlighted between his lips, go suddenly dry and tasteless. He spat it from his mouth.


  “If that’s the plan,” he asked sourly, “why the midnight stage show?”


  The leader seemed for a moment about to strike him down. The jaws worked furiously. Then the man got control of himself and his words were low and earnest.


  “Because you are the first man I have met to whom I can tell my story and be appreciated. Every person who has been to your civilized world is proud to be able to talk to others of his accomplishments. My own are so many, and I have little chance to be appreciated.”


  The conceit of this creature was as wonderful as it was disgusting, Nolon thought. Perhaps if he could stall for a while . . .? It was, strangely enough, beginning to make sense. Here were a mud-drenched, jungle-trained race without imagination who had no wish to better themselves. Yet, this creature was leading them to Earth. Forcing himself, through them, into power over all men. He shuddered at the idea of these hairy, claw-faced creatures swarming over Earth cities.


  The spider man was talking swiftly, as though eager to brag of his accomplishments.


  “My name is Larus. You are a brilliant young man.” His jaws worked up and down automatically. “We lured you into our land because we knew you could cause us trouble.”


  “That freighter?” Nolon asked. “It is the same type you have used to dump your death cargoes on Earth?”


  Larus chuckled. His eyes were like brittle steel.


  “We have a thousand such ships, all salvaged from your junk yards. They are ideal cargo carriers. With them we are ready to escape this hell hole of our ancestors.”


  NOLON was aware of a mounting tension in the cave. Spider men arose, and a widening circle appeared around the throne. Far away down the tunnel from whence he had come there was a scratching, dragging sound as though something heavy was being drawn through the sand.


  “I imagine you realize that our campaign is progressing well?” Larus said.


  Nolon nodded. The spider leader returned to his throne and sat down cross-legged. He started to speak swiftly, like liquid pouring from a tight-lipped bottle.


  “My people have lived in blackness for centuries. No one feared them because they lacked imagination. You cannot insert imagination into an empty brain. I, through clever disguise, went among your people. I found that they were prepared for any war of armaments. They have one weak spot. Your medical men, as usual, are behind in seeing a way to fight unexpected uprisings of disease. Since time began you have been unable to stop the Black Plagues that have come down on you. They have run their course and left you weak and frightened. This time you will have no chance to build up what you lose. There will be no way to build. Your women will all be dead.”


  His voice droned on like slow, sinister music. The spider men were nervous. They began to mill about the cave, watching the entrance of the tunnel. The heavy, scraping sounds were close. The cave became unbearably hot. Nolon dried his sweating face on his shirt sleeve and listened to Larus as he droned on.


  “We have been dumping freighter loads of our little pets on your cities. In a few hours we will attack, seize your weakest points and get weapons to carry on a complete war. Your men will not have the strength or heart to fight back.”


  Nolon jerked around toward the tunnel, his muscles taut. His back was suddenly pinioned to the wall. A high-pitched gibber of voices stuttered through the cave. Larus was on his feet, head held high, as the approaching spider men came into the room.


  Five of them went toward the throne, dragging a huge glass case over the rocky ground. The case was made up of two sections. It looked like a strange fish bowl with an inner and outer container.


  Through the haze of shimmering heat Nolon’s heart froze and his blood started to pound maddenly. Completely nude, her body slouched on the floor of the inner case, was Sylvia Franklin. Her hair was shining strangely under the light of the torches, and it dropped in long, even lines, almost hiding the upper part of her body. Her eyes, as they caught his, were horror stricken.


  Then Nolon realized the reason for the spider men’s excitement. The outer case, with only thin glass to keep it away from the girl, was full of crawling, flowing spiders. Only a small, tightly closed trap door kept the insects from swarming in over her bare flesh.


  SWEAT poured down Nolon’s face. His fists clamped into balls of hate, but his arms hung at his side like the dead weight of lead.


  One move and they would fight him to death against the rough walls of the cave.


  Then he knew the spider men had started a low-pitched chant of victory. The sound grew and swelled until the cave was a fury of sound. Others were entering. Slim Jarvis came first, and his crew followed and lined themselves around the wall. There were two spider men with each of Nolon’s crew. Larus arose and the cave became silent again. The leader’s voice was calm, but his beaks worked up and down in pleasure.


  “I can realize the beauty of an Earth woman,” he said. “But to my people she is but a sacrifice to the Spider God.


  Nolon’s answer was bitter.


  “You could have no God,” he said evenly. “He could not allow you to punish women and children as you have done.”


  Larus chuckled, and it was like the rough grating of glass against the cave floor.


  “We have a God,” Larus screamed. “May his body rest on the coals of the sun. We have a God; the Spider God who is greater than us all—may his hair singe from the heat of the fire.”


  Nolon saw now, for the first time, the real fear of the spider people. He saw their hatred for fire and their fear of a Spider God, whom they despised mightily.


  His eyes caught Slim’s. The thin one stood beneath one of the heavy torches that had been thrust into the wall.


  “I gather,” Nolon said icily, “that this God of yours is a pretty dangerous character. That if he returned, you’d have some worrying to do.”


  Larus chuckled.


  “It is not easy to kill superstition. This Spider God is nothing but an old legend. He is real to my people, but to me, only a dream of long past centuries. He can harm no one now.”


  “You have little to fear,” Nolon said bitterly, “After all, Larus, the woman killer is a brave man.”


  The words had their desired effect. The spider leader crouched forward, his eyes blazing.


  “Enough of your insults,” he growled. “You have seen the clever device we have arranged for the sacrifice of your woman. Her appearance has put ice into your veins. My people demand her death to the Spider God, and I am only too willing to be rid of her so easily. When all women on Earth have died as she will die, we will take your knowledge and let your men die, to be reproduced no more.”


  THE room was dense with smoke and the sickening smell of spider bodies. Sylvia Franklin sensed that something was about to happen. Her face turned pale and her eyes were for Nolon alone.


  Slim Jarvis was following her gaze. Nolon looked directly at him and started to whistle in a low tone. It was the signal of the whippoorwill. Larus shot a look of suspicion at Nolon and then ignored him. Slim was standing tense and still against the wall, waiting for some sign. Nolon’s crew knew something was in the air. They waited.


  “For people who fear fire,” Nolon said in a harsh voice, “the idea of successfully conquering Earth sounds a little far-fetched.”


  Slim’s eyes darted upward at the flame over his head, and a slow grin cornered his mouth. The men of Nolon’s crew understood that his words had been meant for them.


  “Let the sacrifice proceed.” Larus waved an arm at the waiting spider men and one of them approached the glass case eagerly. Larus spoke in the language of his people, seemingly reciting some sort of prayer to their God. The chant spread through the crowd quickly. The spider man by the case stood ready. Sylvia Franklin’s body went stiff and frightened. She crouched away from the trap door, her smooth, bronze back where it would catch the first spiders as they dropped on her helpless form.


  A skinny, hairless arm searched eagerly for the release of the trap door. Nolon jerked away with all his weight and almost fell as he dashed toward Larus.


  At the same time he shouted at the top of his voice, “We’ll fight fire with fire.”


  Slim Jarvis whipped an arm upward and snatched the big torch over his head. His arm shot straight out and the fire ball sang loudly as it shot across the cave. The spider man at the sacrifice case went hurtling backward, the torch in his chest. A high-pitched scream of fear and pain cut from his beak-like mouth. There was the stench of burning hair as his body burst into flame.


  THE cave was a madhouse. Nolon’s men grasped torches in both hands and waded in. With Sylvia safe for the moment, Nolon crouched before Larus, waiting for him to move. For that one instant the spider leader was silent, eyes wide with what had happened. Then, swiftly as a crawling snake, he slipped from the chair. His body went low and he caught Nolon around the neck, his scrawny fingers closing about the Earthman’s throat. Nolon fell backward, tripped over a rock and they rolled over and over in the mass of burning spider men that already carpeted the floor.


  Nolon came up on top, and his muscular arms pushed Larus down until the finger hold was broken. Nolon tried to avoid the two great claw lips that were seeking a hold on his body. He lifted one fist and sent it flying into the ugly black face. It came away red with blood. He sent it crashing down again, but Larus twisted quickly, avoiding the full blow. With a terrific push the spider leader sent him flying to one side, and Nolon felt the jaws close tightly on his bare shoulder.


  Blood spurted from the Earthman’s arm and it hung helpless at his side. With superhuman effort he tore himself away, pivoted and sent a handful of knuckles tearing into the spider man’s midsection. As the man Larus crumpled forward, Nolon caught him full on the jaws with a twisting uppercut. Larus went flying back, his neck hanging on one side. He died before he hit the floor and thick, dark blood oozed from his opened jaws.


  Nolon swung around, found another spider man bearing down upon him with upraised club.


  “Bob!” It was Slim’s shout.


  Nolon turned and caught a fire torch as it came through the air from the slim one’s hand. He poked it full into the spider man’s chest. The room was beginning to clear.


  The army of Larus, spider leader, was gone. Realizing their leader was dead, they fled down the tunnel shaft as though the devil himself were in pursuit.


  Nolon shouted.


  “Quick, Jarvis, down the tunnel. Make sure they don’t get a chance to attack again. I’m getting Sylvia out.”


  The crew needed no orders. They were already out of sight, torches waving above their heads.


  “Make it snappy, Bob.” Slim’s face was streaked with soot. “I’ll hold the tunnel open for you. The girl’s pretty well under.”


  Nolon was already at the side of the case. It was built with a single glass on the bottom. There was a door there where the girl had been forced into the thing. Air holes were covered as long as it remained on the ground.


  Swiftly but carefully he turned the case over on its side and watched with relief as she pressed her face to the air hole. He snatched up a cudgel of a burned-out torch and motioned her away from the glass. Bringing the club down gently, he cracked the glass and drew a section of it away. The stench of burning flesh within the chamber was unbearable. He took her in his arms and went swiftly down the tunnel.


  HALFWAY toward the entrance, Nolon hesitated. His face lighted as Slim and the crew members came back toward him and the girl.


  “Did they escape?” he called.


  Slim’s face was a mask of concern. “Those we killed in the cave were only a small part of the group,” he confessed. “Right now there are a thousand freighters full of fighting spider men, headed for Earth. Bob, we couldn’t stop them without an entire attacking force.”


  “What about Earth’s army?”


  “Every able-bodied man is in that spider fight up to his neck. It would take a two-day warning to turn those cleanup squads back into their rightful places with the fighting forces. These devils will land without warning.” Nolon’s face clouded with thought. Sylvia Franklin had recovered. He put her down gently, gave her his shirt to put about her slim body.


  “Wait for me in the ship,” he ordered. “Have the U4 ready for the fastest trip it has ever taken. I’ve got to pay a last visit to our friend Larus.” Before the girl could protest, he was running hurriedly back toward the shambles in the cave. At the spider case he stopped, picked up a club and sent it crashing into the section that held the killers. Quickly he steeled himself and drew out a handful of the hairy, crawling spiders. He opened his cigarette case and pushed several of them into it. He snapped the lid and slipped it into his pocket.


  With one last look at the crushed body of Larus, spider leader who tried to kill Earth’s women, he turned with a shudder of hate and made his way to the U4.


  THE freighter U4 swept away from Venus with all rocket tubes open wide. Nolon’s mind worked coolly now, yet the plan there was so fantastic that even he doubted the sanity of it. They were within ten thousand miles of Earth before he took command of the control room.


  “I still can’t understand why they didn’t steal the U4, when they took the other ships.” Sylvia felt much better now. She took no chances, however, and had donned the space suit as soon as she came aboard.


  “Simple,” Slim said. “The chief made the U4 safe from any piracy. There isn’t a man alive that knows how she really runs. All I know is that you pull a lever here and there. Nolon knows what happens at the other end of those levers, and it’s just as well.”


  Nolon smiled.


  “You talk like I was a mystery man,” he said. “So I’m going to try and justify it. Cut your motors and drift. I’m going topside.”


  A murmur of protest swept through the cabin.


  Slim’s jaw dropped.


  “We can’t waste much time with those murdering sons of spider webs so close to Earth.”


  Nolon was already at the main hatch.


  “And if we don’t waste enough time to make my idea work, it can do absolutely no good to pursue them. What chance would the U4 have against a thousand ships?”


  The ship drifted. Men waited with bated breath as Nolon went topside, a shining cigarette case in his hand. His face was glowing with the expression of a man who hopes and prays that he has done the right thing, when he reentered the cabin in five minutes. The group turned eagerly as he came in.


  “All hatches closed!” he ordered curtly.


  “Aye, sir!”


  Nolon turned toward the members of the crew within the control cabin. His face was set and hard.


  “You men have been with me for years,” he said slowly. “There is only one way I know to stop this invasion. If we landed in New York you’d all fight like hell, and you’d lose the battle.”


  “You win,” Slim Jarvis admitted.


  “We’re sticking with you. What do we do?”


  “Good,” Nolon answered. “Set your course straight for Earth. Pick up the invading fleet, but don’t get close to them. Stay away and tail them in to within five thousand miles. Then I’ll take over.


  Slim looked puzzled.


  “Don’t we get a chance to fight?”


  Nolon bent forward, looking the thin one straight in the eye.


  “You’ll have the biggest fight you’ve ever tackled.” His eyes were deep with the certainty that he was doing right. “The U4 is going to rout a fleet of a thousand ships.”


  FOR the next eight hours, the U4 plunged straight on its course. The men were fearing for Nolon’s sanity, but they obeyed without question. The gravity gauge indicated they must be close to five thousand miles from the Earth. Darkness was close and black around the glistening ship, but with the aid of the night glass Slim Jarvis picked up the invading spider fleet. The rush of sound against the speeding deck of the U4 seemed to whisper of trouble ahead. Slim turned from the plot map finally, and wiped his face with a tired arm.


  “Take over, Bob. They’re on the range now. Coming in over Europe in the shape of a large circle.”


  Nolon nodded.


  “That’s what I figured,” he admitted. “The population is heaviest in that area. More harm has been done. They’ll take the area that comprised all the ancient countries of Germany, Italy, England and the small fry. With the weapons they capture, an invasion of the Americas will follow if we can’t stop them before they get started.


  “I wouldn’t have wished this mess even on the old Hitlers and Mussos,” Slim said dryly. “Your plan better be good.”


  Nolon took a hurried look through the night glass.


  “We haven’t time to waste,” he said. “Jarvis, keep the U4 drifting on an even keel. Keep our nose on the spider fleet. Men, stand by for a fast dive if it’s necessary. This might look like the end of the world until you get used to it.”


  His lips were a tight line of hope as he sprang to the control board. He jerked down the huge lever that controlled the super-light on topside. He prayed that the light would have enough power to do the trick.


  “Good God,” Slim Jarvis stuttered. “Look at Earth.”


  Sylvia Franklin shrank to Nolon’s side, her eyes wide with fright.


  “Bob—what . . .?”


  Nolon’s hand was steady. He drew the light lever down as far as it would go. The ship’s power plant set up a terrific din. Dynamos hummed and stuttered powerfully and the lights within the cabin dimmed and went out.


  Spread out across the green and brown of Earth, a huge black spider stretched its hairy legs and moved a few inches. A whisper of fright went through the cabin. Slim Jarvis, still holding the U4 on its course, let a grin slit his dry lips.


  “I’ll be damned,” he said, and stared as though hypnotized at the beast that strode across the world’s surface.


  THE image was clear now. It covered countries as though they were nothing but outlines on a map-like circle of green and brown paper. Its great legs twisted and crawled back and forth slowly. It was like some terrible symbolic spirit of old Germany.


  It wasn’t the spider that Nolon watched with eager eyes. The ships of the spider men were turning back.


  To those hairy, beak-faced men in the ships below them, this giant spider was the Spider God, whose return they dreaded worse than death itself. The great circular fleet of spider freighters broke wildly, gyrating and twisting away from their goal. The invading fleet had been routed completely. It organized itself to a degree and swept away from Earth wildly, seeking any place to be rid of the great God who had returned to haunt their first invasion of Earth.


  A sigh escaped Bob Nolon’s lips.


  “The Spider God has returned,” he said. “The image of a spider the size of my finger tip. A search light to throw its shadow against Earth and we’ve put the fear of our God into a million bloody savages.”


  No sound disturbed the cabin. The light went out slowly and the spider faded. The regular breathing of the girl at his side told Bob Nolon that he had proven himself worthy of her love.


  “All motors on. Dive straight in and set a course for Long Island.” He put an arm around her shoulder. “I don’t think we’ll have further trouble.”


  [*] The Spider Men of Venus demand no great amount of explanation. Their existence of course is well known. Only one thing prevented their being destroyed long before Nolon saw them. The race of Spider Men were of a low mental and physical order. Unlike man, their evolution was retarded. This section of Venus was at first a steaming jungle with spiders as Its only inhabitants. Gradually, through natural evolution, they changed. Their bodies took partially the form of men. However, they never developed mentally. Their life was simple and they lived on the lower members of their own race. They knew no better life and therefore did not wish for better than they had.


  Professor J. R. Higgerbothon of the New London Laboratories describes the spider man as follows: “He is a low type mentally, usually ranging about five feet tall. His body is not unlike the ape, with arms that reach the ground. However, unlike the ape, his limbs are slim and covered with a stiff hairy stuff. He has no face as we understand it. In place of a mouth, the spider man had developed two claw-like jaws that move continually when he is excited. A saliva-like stuff drools from his mouth and hardens into the same material that usually is found in spider webs.”—ED.
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  CHAPTER I


  Join or Die


  ALL afternoon Dan Mannion had gone about his lonely work with ears cocked toward the north and eyes sweeping the shifting wall of fog that closed him in. The long gray Venusian day was giving way to the inky Venusian night. Still they had not come.


  For the tenth time, Dan Mannion’s eyes dropped to the message. It had clicked in on the machine some time around noon, while he was out killing the deadly parasitic vampire roots that constantly strove to creep into his fields of bulbous Vro plants. The message had been waiting, neatly printed on the receptor tape, when he returned for lunch. He read it again with that same shivery thrill of excitement and anticipation.


  Dan Mannion: This afternoon you are to have visitors. The Lafferty-World South Venus Swamp Expedition will pass your farm, en route to explore the interior of the Flatland Swamp. This expedition, headed by the famous explorer, Thane Lafferty, is sponsored by the World Congress For Interplanetary Development. Six men, travelling in three of the latest type mud-tractors, will spend from six months to a year in the unknown interior of the swamp. They will chart the land and catalogue the natural resources with an eye toward future exploitation.


  It is the earnest wish of the governments involved that you extend the expedition every courtesy and render any assistance within your power. Your co-operation will be appreciated by all the governments of Earth.


  (Signed) Molineaux,


  Venus City Patrol Headquarters


  Dan Mannion snorted and tossed the tape back onto the table.


  “Huh,” he said aloud. “Brother, stick yourself away out here for four months, without a sight of a stranger, and see if you have to have a government order to make you welcome visitors.”


  A grin crinkled his lean, bronzed face and excitement lighted tiny fires in the depths of his gray eyes. He moved surely and swiftly around his little prefabricated steelite bungalow, making sure that everything was ready to welcome the expedition. The table was set for seven. His choicest stock of frozen earth delicacies was thawing for a quick preparation and the refrigerator was filled with containers of his best Boo-jak wine.


  HE ONLY hoped Lafferty and his men would not be too tired to sit up and gossip for a few hours. Until this message came, he hadn’t realized how lonely he was or how hungry for the small talk of earth doings.


  Dan Mannion had been an engineer on Earth but the fever of far frontiers had been in his blood. Tales of the wealth to be wrested from newly-opened Venus had fired his imagination and whetted his appetite for adventure. When the government offered a stake to Vro cultivators, he had jumped at the chance. With seven others he had accepted a shack, a tractor, a grant of swamp and a year’s supplies to come to Venus and begin the cultivation of the Vro whose pulpy bladders held valuable drugs.


  It was a lonely life for a young bachelor. Yet, the alien land exerted a weird fascination over his mind and Mannion had come to like it. With the radio he could gossip with Venus City and his fellow planters to the south. By means of the fast, light tractor, he could even visit his neighbors on rare occasions. And every six months he journeyed north for a few days to that sprawling frontier settlement, Venus City.


  The work was not hard. It brought promise of finishing his first year with the government, advance repaid and a fat profit besides. Dan Mannion was growing contented. Now the prospect of visitors from earth gave added spice to this new existence.


  Mannion grinned boyishly at his own enthusiasm and then sobered. A half hour of gloomy daylight remained—time enough to do a needed job. One of the deadly parasitic Vampire roots had crept into a patch of ripening Vro behind the shack. He could listen for the purr of tractors while he routed out the invader.


  He turned on the small generator-transmitter to full power. Then, taking down his telescoping killer-rod, he let himself out into the steamy dusk. At the door of his dome-like steelite “shack” he paused, staring proudly at the network of steelite footpaths radiating in all directions like the spokes of a giant wheel. This gave him ready access to every part of his fields. Smiling, he cut around the shack and took a path leading off into the weaving fog.


  A brisk walk of a minute on the clattering apron brought him to the center of his prized Vro patch. Around him, the heaving mud was thick with the pale green plants. They were leafless, almost rootless. Each had dozens of thread-like filaments terminating in spongy bladders of vivid scarlet. These bladders lay everywhere, like a rich carpet hiding the green slime of the swamp, fattening and ripening for the coming harvest.


  Mannion walked on a few steps and then stopped grimly. There, a few yards from the walk, something had carved a winding gash through the thick blanket of bladders, ending in a round patch of mangled Vro. What looked like a mud-smeared purple rope lay coiled in this patch.


  Lips tight, Mannion pressed the button that shot his telescoping killer rod to full length. He turned up the power stud on the butt, leaned out and poked the slender, divided tip at the quiescent coil in the mud.


  The twin electrodes touched the ropey object. There was a burst of angry flame as the rod drew radiated energy from the distant generator, pouring it in a murderous arc. The rope-like coil exploded into movement. It sprang out of the mud. For a moment like an impaled snake, it wriggled and jerked convulsively. Then it fell back limply and lay still. A faint, acrid haze drifted away and vanished. The Vampire root lay still, slowly fading from purple to a scorched brown. Its rows of tiny, murderous sucker-discs visibly had shriveled in death.


  “Filthy pests!” said Mannion, under his breath. “Wait until I get my charged barricade up. I’ll fix you.”


  He compressed the rod, turned and tramped back to his shack. For the moment he had forgotten the expected visitors.


  As Mannion rounded his shack near the door, he heard the faint rumble of machinery from the north. He stiffened, fighting down an impulse to yell boyishly, and waited.


  Soon the first tractor poked its blunt snout out of the wall of fog and waddled toward him, its bucket drive churning the mud. Behind it came a second. And a third.


  Mannion waved his arms. Men sitting in the opened turrets on the turtlebacks returned his greeting. He could see them perched there watchfully, one man at the controls, the other behind him with explosive rifle ready. No one knew what eerie dangers lurked in the unexplored swamp. The expedition seemed ready for any emergency.


  ONE after another the three armored monsters clanked to the edge of Mannion’s steelite apron “front yard” and halted. The men rose, stretching cramped muscles, clambering down over the drive belts as he trotted to meet them.


  “Hello!” Mannion shouted, his voice flattened by the blanketing fog. “Welcome to Castle Mannion. Come in and have a drink.”


  A tall hawk-faced man in perva-cloth coveralls, stripped a helmet from a shock of black hair. He stepped forward, shifting his rifle to his left hand.


  “So you’re Dan Mannion, eh?” he said, with a stare. “I’m Thane Lafferty and these are my men. Westerlund over there, with the hair mattress on his face. Shorty Burke, or should I say Professor Alderny Burke, the naturalist? Tom Millickan, the physicist. Mark Stoll, my right-hand man and the Martian, here, is Distro, my driver. You knew we were coming?”


  “Got the message this noon,” Mannion grinned, shaking hands. “You don’t know what visitors mean to an exile out here in the swamps.”


  They moved toward Mannion’s shack and he had a chance to appraise the Lafferty-World Expedition. At first glance, he felt a vague sense of disappointment and uneasiness.


  Physically, they were typical of adventurous explorers—lean and weathered and bronzed by alien suns. Poised and sure-footed, they exuded an air of competency. The weapons each carried, rifle and pistol and sheathed electro-knife, were not ornaments but part of each man himself, part of the rugged hair-trigger life each led.


  That much Mannion had anticipated. But beyond it he discerned something else, something vaguely menacing. It emanated alike from the big-framed Westerlund, the wiry Stoll and the cat-like Distro. A feverish, cruel glint seemed to flash in every eye as they watched Dan Mannion.


  He felt perplexed and confused. It took some of the edge off his pleasure at their visit. Then he dismissed the idea. He remembered the vague fears which had beset him when he first settled on Venus, the outgrowth of too lonely a life. This was only another expedition, sponsored by the greatest minds of Science. He set about making these men welcome.


  “Hope you don’t mind sitting on boxes, some of you,” he grinned, as he led his visitors into the shack. “The government that equipped me didn’t allow for guests. But we’ll make out. Wash up, if you like, while I start the radiation stove and break out the drinks. You haven’t lived until you’ve tasted my own blend of Boo-Jak wine.”


  “Put a glass in my hand,” chuckled Westerlund, “and I’ll sit on the stove and be comfortable.”


  Mannion had to relax under their friendliness. Then all his first uneasiness flooded back as he noticed certain things. He was not deceived by the casual way they fanned out to investigate his shack. Millickan made a pretense of stumbling against the door of the storage room. By the time he recovered and shut the door, his sharp eyes had catalogued everything Mannion owned. In a casual manner Burke opened the arms chest and glanced inside. Stoll shoved a box against the outer door and seated himself on it, laying his rifle on his knees.


  Mannion glanced at Westerlund, who hung around, close to his shoulder watching every move.


  “Make yourself at home. Don’t mind me. I only own this shack.”


  “No offense, friend,” grinned Westerlund. “We’re just looking around to see how pioneers live.”


  DISTRO, the feline Martian, laughed harshly. He curled himself up close to the stove and flexed his claw hands. His stare was hot, unwinking.


  Lafferty had gone straight to Mannion’s radio equipment and was studying the assembly.


  “Two-way communication,” he commented. “How far can you reach with this, Mannion?”


  “Not far,” Mannion answered, forcing himself to be civil. “It’s only made to reach Venus City and the seven plantations south of me. I get some Earth programs rebroadcast from Venus City but nothing direct.”


  “Seven other plantations?” Lafferty whirled, and looked at Mannion. “Is that all there are in this swamp? Where are they situated?”


  All of the visitors stared at Mannion, hanging on his answer. He finished pouring the rich green wine, controlling his temper.


  “There are only seven other Vro plantations so far,” he answered at last. “There’s a rough map of this section of swamp edge, over on the wall. You can see how the higher ground pokes deep into the swamp in a series of parallel ridges or fingers around the curve of this side. Each plantation is on one of those fingers. I’m on the first one. Roger Dane and his wife have the second. Ellenson and his two sons have the third, and so on, south.”


  “How far to the nearest plantation?” asked Westerlund.


  “Two miles through the swamp from my south boundary,” replied Mannion. “That is, to Dane’s north path. But we don’t try to cross the swamp there. When I visit Dane, I take the tractor about twelve miles around the rim.”


  The others exchanged glances and sipped their drinks. Silence brooded in the room. Mannion snapped off the radiation cookers and set about dishing out the meal. While he was doing this a buzzer purred and a red light winked above the door. Lafferty jumped up and came toward Mannion baring yellow teeth.


  “What’s that?”


  Mannion glanced out the porthole window.


  “Vogs,” snapped Mannion. Then, relenting, he elaborated. “The native race that lives in the swamp mud. They look fierce, but they’re fairly intelligent, shy and friendly. We get on fine. They bring me native roots in exchange for salt. That red light means some of them are up on the back apron after some salt tablets I laid out a while ago.”


  “Vogs?” Westerlund shouldered Mannion aside to press his face to the rear port. His brows knotted. “They look like crocodiles with babies’ heads. Ever have any trouble with ’em?”


  “Why should I?” demanded Mannion sharply. “I told you they were intelligent, not primitives. I treat them all right and we get along. They’re not far advanced from a standpoint of scientific attainment or culture, simply because their whole life is wrapped up in a world of mud and mud plants they use for food. I attended one of their ceremonial mud dances last week and it’s something to watch. There are thousands of them, divided into clans, living in the swamp and when the dance-drum beats, they all gather for a frolic. They trust me now, and I’ve picked up quite a bit of their language.”


  “Let’s go outside,” suggested Lafferty. “I want to hear you talk to those things.”


  Again a vague tingle of warning touched Mannion’s spine but again it was too nebulous to pin down. He hesitated briefly, then led the way to the door. His visitors followed, shifting their rifles to a more convenient position.


  Outside, four Vogs sprawled on the steelite. They raised babyish heads in alarm at the sight of the strangers. Through the shifting veil of the fog, they resembled greenish-bronze seals with rubbery human legs where the tail flippers should be and round, solemn eyes in their infantile faces. They dropped a little bundle of salt tablets they were wrapping in Kantak leaves and slithered back toward the apron’s edge.


  “Wait here,” Mannion told the explorers. “I’ll reassure them.”


  He stepped forward, lifting one hand. One Vog, larger than its companions, uttered a queer, chirping whistle. Mannion responded with a soft volley of grunts. The retreat stopped. Mannion dropped to one knee and for a few moments they all grunted and whistled and chirped in unison.


  Mannion looked back toward Lafferty.


  “Come up slowly and let them have a look at you,” he said. “I’ve told them you’re going into the swamp and that your intentions are peaceful.”


  ALL six visitors moved forward, again, exchanging those same puzzling glances that seemed so full of meaning, yet so incomprehensible to Mannion. On impulse, Mannion whirled and grunted a short warning to old Un-got, the Vog leader.


  “Be careful. These men pretend friendship, but I do not trust them too far.”


  “What’s that barking?” snarled Lafferty, as the Vogs swerved away warily. “What’d you say, Mannion, that made ’em all back up?”


  Mannion stood up, hunting for an answer. From the corner of his eye he saw Westerlund and Stoll hurrying to flank the Vogs. There was something cold and deadly in Lafferty’s eyes, something that crystallized all the vague uneasiness of the last half hour into complete, bald suspicion.


  “I told them . . .” Mannion began slowly.


  And then it happened!


  Mannion caught a flurry of movement to his left. Before he could turn, a radium pistol slammed twice and the echoes blended into a gurgling screech of agony. He whirled and saw Westerlund, pistol in hand. Purple smoke curled away. Westerlund grinned down at the threshing body of a dying Vog. A second was slipping from sight in the mud, leaving a trail of bubbling greenish blood.


  Old Un-got and the fourth Vog were slithering wildly toward the apron’s edge, the old clan chief slowed by aging muscles, the younger one sticking protectively at his side. Westerlund, with a ferocious smile, leveled his pistol at the younger Vog. Millickan and Burke launched themselves headlong onto the back of old Un-got.


  “You demons!” bellowed Mannion and sprang.


  He got a fleeting glimpse of Burke and Millickan, clawing and fighting to hold the struggling Vog chief. Then his left hand smashed Westerlund’s pistol aside as his right drove with sledge-hammer force to the bearded jaw.


  Westerlund grunted. The pistol clattered down and he reeled back with glazed eyes and rubbery legs. Snarling, Mannion sprang toward the pair struggling to hold Un-got.


  He took one step and then Lafferty and Distro leaped on his back. They pinioned his arms, crushing him down to the steel apron with their weight. Now Westerlund, regained his feet. Staggering forward and rocked Mannion’s helpless head with an awkward blow. He was setting himself for another one when Lafferty caught his arm.


  “Grow up, Wes,” the hawk-faced man growled. “Don’t let pleasure interfere with business.”


  “I’ll tear that Vro puddler apart!” Westerlund raged.


  “Stop it!” Lafferty barked. “I’m leader here. Get inside, all of you. Throw the rubber swamp rat in a specimen cage of my tractor. We’ll take care of it later. You, Mannion, march back to the shack and behave. Now that the lid’s blown off, we’re going to have a showdown right now!”


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Millions in Mud


  


  


  MANNION smothered his helpless fury. “We sure are,” he raged. “I told you those weren’t beasts but intelligent beings. They’ve been friendly to Vro farmers, willing to help colonists settle in their swamp. Heaven knows what they’ll do now. Senseless slaughter doesn’t strike me as Science.”


  “Shut up and get inside,” snarled Lafferty, all the false geniality gone from his face. “Let the polywogs send a protest to Interplanet Institute if they don’t like it.”


  The angry visitors forced Mannion back into the shack and slammed him into a chair. Stoll and Westerlund stood over him, fingering their radium guns. Burke and Millickan waited grimly at one side. Distro licked his lips and caressed his deadly talons. Lafferty faced Mannion, his eyes cold.


  “Will you be good, now,” he sneered, “or do we have to get really tough?”


  “What’s the idea?” choked Mannion. “I’ve tried to give you fellows hospitality and make you welcome. What does this all mean?”


  “Skip the tears,” broke in Lafferty. “Listen for a minute, Mannion, and keep your head. Our coming here can be a good thing or a bad thing from your standpoint. It’s up to you.”


  “I don’t get that. Didn’t World Congress send you out to explore Flatland Swamp?”


  “Sure!” Lafferty bared his teeth in a leer. “That’s what they thought. We got other ideas. World furnished the equipment, hauled us to Venus and paid the bills. Swell! But we’re the boys who’re going to lick the gravy platter and to heck with World Congress.” His tone changed. “Do you know what Radicite is, Mannion?” Radicite! Mannnion knew very well. Radicite was that strange element, alien to earth, which acted as a perfect control for atomic disintegration. It was the inhibiting catalyst, the check valve, that enabled mankind to safely harness and use the fury of bursting atoms. Until the discovery of Radicite, atomic power was only a dream, a dangerous and tantalizing laboratory toy without practical value.


  It had been discovered on Mars in infinitesimal quantities. A ton of Radicon ore, reduced in earth furnaces, yielded less than a gram of pure Radicite. The stuff was priceless, beyond valuation.


  “Good,” snapped Lafferty when Mannion nodded. “Then you’ll know what it means when I tell you this oozing Venusian swamp contains beds of almost pure Radicite, needing only the crudest reduction. Burke, here, discovered them a few months ago and tippd me. We didn’t have the dough to cash in on the find so we fixed up this expedition gag to get backing. Now we’re taking over. We’ll vanish into the swamp, spend a few months refining Radicite and come out with enough to buy and sell the Solar System twice over.”


  His eyes began to glitter with a mad flame. A muscle twitched in his gaunt cheek. The same wild lust burned in the eyes of the rest as they watched Mannion.


  “But we need a few months to set things up,” Lafferty continued. “We will just disappear. Nobody must find us until we’re ready to be found. After the stuff is ours, we can thumb our noses at the world.”


  Mannion shook his head.


  “I know lots of snake holes out there which would suit you fellows,” he sneered.


  Rage flamed in Lafferty’s eyes. He stepped forward, then forced himself to a measure of calm.


  “You don’t get me, Mannion, or you wouldn’t smart out that way. We’re going to run this universe and nothing can stop us. You know these Vogs and talk their language. Okay, we can use you. You can trap a few hundred of those lizards and put ’em to work, digging mud. We’ll even let you be foreman of the gang, with a share in all profits.”


  “Otherwise?” demanded Mannion, lips clamped tight.


  Lafferty sliced a finger across his own throat—an expressive gesture.


  “Otherwise, ex-Vro planter!” he said. “Wes plugged those Vogs at my order. The idea is to start an uprising, just like the old Indian uprisings on Earth, several hundred years ago. With the Vogs on the warpath, nobody’ll ask questions about those other seven farmers.”


  “Those others?” gasped Mannion. “You mean you intend to kill the planters?”


  “Why not?” Lafferty demanded. “We can’t take chances on outsiders discovering where we are. We’re cutting straight across from here, taking care of them as we go. Then we turn and head back into the swamp. You were in line for the same treatment until we found out you could talk to those lizards. So we’re offering you a chance to join us. Join or die! But make up your mind in a hurry, fellow. We want your answer and we want it now!”


  DAN MANNION remained silent, masking the cold horror inside him. There was no doubt about their murderous intention. Maybe Lafferty had once been an honest explorer but the possibility of universal power and domination had stripped away the thin veneer of civilization. The others were stripped of any attributes but ruthlessness and brutal courage. It would take men like these to carve out an empire like that.


  There was nothing new or startling in the pattern. The whole history of Earth was a history of explorers gone mad with the lust for treasure and power, trampling on the weaker primitives in their relentless march of conquest. Cortez in Mexico, Pizarro in Peru, Stafford on Jupiter, and even Zembo’s famed flight to Uranus, which had long thrilled schoolboy history students. The old story repeated on an interplanetary scale. Men with small power lusting for greater. This meant the end of friendship with the native Venusians of the swamp. It also meant the end of peaceful settlement and colonization, the end of Venus as a frontier of mankind.


  And it was the end of Dan Mannion unless he became part of that ruthless dream.


  Mannion raised his head. “What about old Un-got?”


  “Un-what?” Lafferty stared.


  “Un-got, the Vog you captured. He’s a clan chief and laying violent hands on him will tear this swamp wide open.”


  “So?” Lafferty nodded musingly. “I figured he was somebody from his size and the way the others looked to him. That’s why I ordered the boys to grab him, or it. He’s our hostage. If the Vogs play ball, he won’t be hurt. You know their gabble so you’ll pass that word along for us. After we’ve picked up a bit of their chatter, we’ll have him order in a force of workers to dig mud for us.”


  “It’s madness,” cried Mannion. “Greed and selfishness have turned your brains. “Your plan would bring about an uprising no Interplanetary Patrol could stop.” He stifled his repugnance and, to throw them off guard, nodded his head thoughtfully. “Nevertheless, it might work.”


  “You bet it would,” cried Lafferty. “So you’re coming in with us, Manion?”


  “I am not.”


  As Mannion spoke he sprang from his chair.


  He came out of it fast, with head down and hard fists chopping.


  His head caught Lafferty in the middle and folded him up like a limp rag. His left fist knocked Westerlund off balance. His swinging right struck Stoll, whose gun was rising. Stoll went flipping backwards, dead to the world.


  Mannion did not linger. He snatched a Radium pistol from Westerlund’s belt, slammed Burke against the wall with a jarring thud, leaped over rolling bodies, and raced for the door. A rifle flamed behind him. The bursting slug sprayed Mannion with white hot shell fragments as he ducked through the door.


  Free!


  He sprinted toward the south walk. Behind him guns chattered and bullets hissed. Mannion ran fast, bent low. Yet he kept twisting and dodging to spoil their aim. He heard heavy steps pounding in pursuit and caught a glimpse of Westerlund a dozen yards behind. The bearded man stopped and raised his rifle. He was too close to miss.


  Mannion hurled himself flat on the walk. He spun to one side, whirled, bringing up the captured pistol. It bucked in his hand and Westerlund stopped as if rammed by a tractor. The whole top of his head seemed to lift and disintegrate from the bursting slug.


  BOUNCING up again, Mannion ran on, straight into the heart of the swamp. No human being had ever gone more than a few yards beyond the end of the steelite footpaths but it was his only chance of getting to Roger Dane’s farm.


  Crash! Back in the hut Mannion heard the loud pop of Helium tubes exploding like Yennite shells and the crash of metal snapping.


  “There goes my radio set,” moaned Mannion as he danced from dripping mound to mound, in the midst of the oozing bog. The fog had closed in behind, hiding him from view. The firing had stopped. The mist also interfered with visibility. Suddenly he pitched off a greasy lump of dried mud and landed face down in the clinging muck of the swamp. When he struggled to his feet again, the gun in his hand was useless, clogged with viscous, gummy mud. He hurled it away with a half sob and bent his knees to begin the long, impossible drive through that treacherous alien element.


  Around him, the heaving mass came to life. It seemed to gurgle gleefully at the prospect of a helpless, hunted victim.


  Panting, staggering, cursing, tripping he staggered onward. Coiling vampire roots kept sending him sprawling face downward in the rank green ooze. Then he got up to labor a few yards more.


  Sometimes the mud was only ankle deep. Then he managed a shambling travesty of a run. Sometimes it was waist-deep, fighting his inch-by-inch progress. And sometimes it was incalculably deeper—bottomless, perhaps. Then he would lie flat on the viscous surface and draw himself along by the squirming roots. But every minute his life was in danger.


  Soon the green ooze had coated him from head to foot. The indescribable stench of it proved to be a fearful obstacle. That odor actually seemed to tear at his stomach with every quivering breath. The fog, eternal Venusian fog, seemed only a little less viscid than the ooze beneath it. It parted unwillingly before the fugitive’s lurching progress. It closed in sluggishly behind him as if to cut off any thought of retreat.


  As if there could be any retreat, now.


  Yet life existed in the swamp. Life that only the steaming Venus could spawn! Hideous throes of nightmare creation. Plants that were animals and animals that were plants. Ugly, vicious things nosed slobberingly through streamers of mist. Foul reptiles coiled their way through native slime. Mannion began to sweat with fear.


  Men he saw that were not men. Disembodied sounds quavered nearby. Maniac creatures pounced and killed. Then fled unseen.


  Thickets of Cat-Eye plants goggled unblinkingly at the fugitive, at unexpected moments. Their queerly-paired phosphorescent blooms seemed to gloat at him like the eyes of hungry jungle beasts. Vampire roots flung themselves at him with deadly intent. They writhed in futile fury when the fugitive managed to dodge their vicious sucker-discs.


  The swamp itself sobbed and gurgled incessantly. Mannion could have sworn it chuckled at his blundering progress. Sinister chuckle. For Mannion knew well those thousand whispering voices were the cumulative voice of Death. The swamp was alive, the fog was alive and the promise of Death was everywhere.


  One sound grew persistent. He heard it with dread in his heart.


  THOOM—thoom—thoom—thoom! THOOM—thoom—thoom—thoom!


  Like drums but not drums. The sound of drums, serving the purpose of drums, but not instruments made and played by human hands.


  “The Vogs,” Mannion choked, with a shiver. “That means the end of every planter on Venus.”


  He knew those sounds for what they were, the resonant impact of scaly green flappers against distended, fish-white bellies. Hideous, man-like things lying in the deepest mud of the swamp, drumming. That rumble spelled the doom of Earth beings who had dared invade an alien realm.


  Vogs! Once those grotesque mockeries of rubbery scaled flesh may have possessed true human forms until the eternal steamy fog had seeped corrosively in and softened their bones.


  Mannion could visualize what was happening. He had witnessed their ceremonial mud-dances and had watched the drummers beat out the slow, intoxicating cadences of their rhythms.


  THIS beat was like none he had heard before. It was a hot, choked, hate-filled throbbing. A savage war-beat. For the first time since mankind set foot on Venus had the terrible sound been lifted from the swamps.


  The drumming seeped in from a dozen scattered points, ahead and to the side. Unseen watchers were closing in around him, closing the jaws of a trap. This left Mannion no choice but to go on.


  Suddenly the drumming lifted, quickened, and then stopped. An ominous silence followed. Then Mannion heard another sound. For him it was no less terrible than the war beat.


  A high, shrill peeping quavered. It was thin, faint, pitched so high not many human ears would have detected it at all. But the fugitive heard it and shuddered.


  “A psych-finder!” he moaned. “Lafferty’s bunch have brought out mud tractors equipped with psych-finders. There goes my last hope.”


  This new sound tore chances of escape to ribbons. The Regnold Directional Psychotector was a radio bloodhound whose delicate beam would cling to the faint radiations of Mannion’s body no matter where he fled or how he tried to hide. The instrument was grim, merciless, horribly efficient. Only a matter of time until they caught him! No human legs could outrun a purring mud-tractor, no human ingenuity trick the psych-finder.


  The menace of the angry Vogs meant little to the men pursuing Dan Mannion. They could afford to ignore such things. Protected by their armored tractor with its speed, power, impregnability, Lafferty and his friends had nothing to fear. Deadly weapons in the machines would enable them to beat off any attack.


  Somewhere ahead, across miles of swamp, were the homes of seven other Earth pioneers. These men, women and children would not know what the reverberating drum-beats meant. They would fall easy victims to the avenging Vogs.


  If by some chance the Vogs did not attack them at once, those seven homes lay squarely in the path of Lafferty and his cruel aides. Having slain Dan Mannion they would roll on through the swamp to kill and kill again until not an Earthman remained alive to menace their mad dream of empire.


  That knowledge made Dan Mannion struggle on. Somewhere ahead lay Roger Dane’s steelite bungalow. Inside was a radio with which he hoped to notify the patrol station at Venus City and then warn the other colonists. Seven families and the future of Venusian colonization depended on Dan Mannion getting through.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Death at Dane’s


  


  


  EONS upon eons of running, staggering, falling, and getting up again. Mannion had done all this so often that somehow time had lost all meaning. The events at his Vro plantation might have taken place months or years ago, instead of three short hours. Mannion’s mind became a swimming chaos, his body a solid mass of agony. He skirted so close to death so many times in those hours that death became meaningless. Even his goal faded into nothing but the terrible need to go on.


  The tractors had not overtaken him yet. They came but slowly. Lafferty did not know the swamp. The machines had to move carefully, picking their way around great massed aerial roots, skirting quicksand pools. Unknowingly, Mannion’s progress had been weaving and erratic. His pursuers were constantly forced to shift bearings in order to follow the jiggling needle of the Regnold psych-finder. Accident and not design was the reason why Mannion had kept ahead of them for so long.


  But they were close. So close he could see the faint reflection of their searchlight on the weaving curtain of fog around him. Suddenly he tripped over something hard and sprawled forward. His hands slapped stingingly against slatted metal. A yell burst from his lips.


  He had reached his first objective, the end of one of the steelite paths, from the north boundary of Roger Dane’s farm. Some of the weariness and numbing agony slipped from Dan Mannion. He crawled erect and went pounding along the path.


  Abruptly, the fog ahead glowed. Golden radiance bathed the yard from the light above Dane’s door. The dome of the shack itself came into view, its windows like orange eyes in a monstrous head.


  Mannion saw other things, too. They rocked him to a dead stop and tore a groan of despair from his lips.


  Something lay huddled on the slats before the closed door, something grotesque, shapeless. Puddles of dark glinting substance surrounded it and trickled away into mud. Clinging to the form were a few tattered remnants of Roger Dane’s clothing.


  Mannion knelt beside the body. Then he turned his head and looked out beyond the edge of the apron. A flutter of white, which could have been a woman’s dress, showed above the black mud. Mannion’s breath gusted out and he stood up horrified.


  The Vogs had claimed their first victims. Roger Dane and his wife. Only scaled, rubbery flippers could so beat a human body into shapeless pulp. Dan Mannion had arrived too late. Perhaps the other six colonists had also fallen victim to the avenging rage of the swamp creatures and the cold ruthless calculations of Lafferty and his mad followers.


  The thought of Lafferty and the rising chirps of the psych-finder awoke Mannion to his own danger. He left Dane’s body and drove his shoulder against the bulkhead door of the shack. Inside were weapons and a chance to barricade himself against pursuers, until he radioed Venus City and the other plantations.


  The door stuck, resisting his weight. He tried to force it again and failed. Then numbly he prodded at the release switch. Still it did not give. The door was locked from the inside. He remembered that Dane and his wife lived here alone, and that they were both dead.


  Bewildered, Mannion thumbed the call button, bent over the communicator grill beside the door and called breathlessly:


  “Who’s in there? Let me in, quick!”


  The communicator rattled. A pause. Then came a strained answer.


  “Who—who is it?” said a frightened feminine voice.


  “Dan Mannion.”


  “Are you a human being? Are you an Earth man?”


  “Of course,” Mannion snapped. “I’m a neighbor from north. Hurry. Let me in, will you?”


  “All right. Just a minute.”


  The lock mechanism whirred and the door swung open. Mannion darted into the lighted shack, slammed the door and dogged it tight. Then he turned around and stared with astonishment.


  A girl faced him across the tiny room. She was small and delicately formed. Blue-black hair cascaded down over her shoulders, framing a tense white face. Her eyes glared with terror and grief but an explosive rifle in her hands was centered immovably on Dan Mannion’s breast.


  FOR a long moment they inspected one another. At last the girl seemed satisfied. She slowly lowered the rifle.


  “I believe I can trust you,” she whispered. “I have been afraid. I thought it might be a trick of those monsters out there in the swamp.”


  “What monsters?” demanded Mannion. Nerve tension roughened his voice. “Who are you? What are you doing here in Dane’s shack?”


  “I’m Ruth Dane, Roger’s younger sister. I came from Earth to visit Rog and Clara. This morning a tractor met me at Venus City and brought me here. Then tonight some hideous, slimy things squirmed out of the swamp and—killed them.”


  She was beginning to tremble, on the verge of hysterics.


  “Stop it,” said Mannion. Removing the rifle from her limp hands, he gently eased her into a chair. “Of course I know how you feel and I’m sorry. But we can’t afford to give way to our feelings right now. Our lives depend upon keeping our heads. Those monsters are Venusian Vogs, intelligent beings. They have been Earth men, monsters ten times worse than any Vogs out there in the swamps.”


  He sketched the story of Lafferty and the Radicite expedition, his own flight through the swamp and the fate of them both when the pursuers arrived. As Mannion talked, the hysteria left Ruth Dane’s eyes and color flowed back into her cheeks. As the tense lines left her face Mannion began to realize her unusual beauty and high courage. Despite the shock of her brother’s death she was not ready to quit yet.


  “Sit still,” he ordered. “I’ll get on the radio and see what’s happened at the other places. Then we’ll talk about our chances.”


  He sat down, flipped the switch and called Ellenson’s plantation. A gruff voice answered.


  “Ellenson on. Who is it?”


  Mannion identified himself and repeated his story.


  “I’ll be danged,” said the old man. “Ain’t been a sign of trouble here so far. The boys are inside with me and we’ll stay put until further notice. You say them Vogs are waitin’ to brain us the minute we open the door?”


  “Yes,” said Mannion. “You say you haven’t been outside lately. That probably saved your lives. I imagine the Vogs are watching your shack now. It’s lucky they aren’t able to break in.”


  He flipped the switch and called again. At two plantations he could get no reply. The Markridges answered their call. An overwhelming party of Vogs had appeared a half-hour before, pulled down the youngest boy and dragged him into the swamp. The remainder of the family had retreated inside and barricaded themselves. Since then they had been watching the mud around the shack fill with writhing figures. The last farm south, that of Anton Streck and his young wife, remained mute for a long time. At last when the blue reception tube flickered into response, all Mannion could get was a hysterical babble from Streck’s wife. Streck was dead. She was locked in the shack. He obtained that much information. But she raved so wildly he could not be sure she understood his orders to remain inside. He clicked off the receptor and spoke to Ruth Dane who stood beside him.


  “It’s the best we can do,” he said, switching over to the Venus City channel. “Now we’ll try to rouse up a rocket patrol. Let’s hope we can make them listen. These shacks are supposed to be attack proof, but the designers didn’t anticipate Lafferty and his gang. I don’t know how they’ll stand up against tractors. Lucky for us, we have plenty of food and water.”


  He called Venus City.


  “Locker, Patrol Captain,” came a crisp response to his signal.


  MANNION repeated his story again. He made it brief and to the point.


  “How about sending a rocket here in a hurry?” he suggested to the patrol officer. “We hope to stand off the Vogs but I don’t know about the Lafferty gang. But step on it, man. Every moment counts.”


  “Who is this talking?” demanded the patrol officer. “Your voice sounds familiar.”


  “Didn’t I mention that?” cried Mannion, in surprise. “I’m Dan Mannion. I’m holed up here in Roger Dane’s shack on Blogduk Swamp.”


  “Jumping Jeepers!” cried the voice at the other end of the radio. “You did mention your name but I didn’t catch it. Dan Mannion, eh? Well, this is Bill Locker, your former ekko-watcher when we were patrolling Jupiter. Remember?”


  “Sure do,” said Mannion. “Now what about the rocket ship, Bill?”


  “Sorry about that, Dan,” answered Locker, in worried tones. “The trouble is the rocket has gone. Martin took a force to the north gap to hunt a Hak-ox rancher who is lost in the mountains.”


  “What can you do, then, Bill? There’s a girl here with me. We’re in a pretty bad jam.”


  “The only thing I can do is to send a detachment into the swamps by fast tractor,” said Locker. “But they won’t arrive before mid-morning, tomorrow. Can you hold out that long?”


  “Don’t know,” answered Mannion, grimly. “Guess it’ll have to do. But don’t stop to pick any Vro-flowers on the way.”


  He repeated the news to other plantations. Then he snapped the set on to a robot receiver and turned to face Ruth Dane. She was peering out one of the porthole windows. In her hand gleamed one of Dane’s pistols. Something in her tense posture caused Mannion to run to a porthole and peer out also. Only weaving fog met his gaze.


  “What is it?” Mannion asked sharply. “Are they here?”


  “A tractor,” said the girl. “It drove right up onto the apron out there. Two more have come up behind it.”


  “Lafferty has arrived then,” said Mannion bitterly. “I wonder . . .” He broke off as something thudded heavily against the locked door. A moment later the communicator signal purred. Mannion pressed the stud beside the unit on the wall.


  “Okay, Lafferty,” he barked. “Start lying!”


  “Mannion!” It was Lafferty’s voice, all right. “You made it through that swamp, eh? That’s fine. We thought you were dead. It proves we could use a man like you. Would a bigger cut bring you to terms?”


  “A cut at your throat would help,” growled Mannion.


  “So? Too bad. It’s your funeral. I picked up your calls on the tractor set. We like to know what’s going on. The Vogs are messing things up, aren’t they? Doing half our job for us. And you won’t get Patrol help before tomorrow. Sad, isn’t it? That gives us plenty of time to break in and and finish you and that girl. Then the other planters come next oh the list. What you blabbed to the patrol is awkward but not fatal. We can still lose ourselves in the swamp. Once armed with Radicite we can laugh at resistance. But first we’re coming after you!”


  “Come ahead!” invited Mannion, through his teeth. “These walls and ports are shell-proof. What kind of can opener do you plan to use?”


  A burst of harsh laughter crackled from the speaker grill.


  “Didn’t you know, Mannion? Before long you’ll be glad to open the door. You met Millickan. Did I forget to tell you that one of his little gadgets is a stepped-up radiation cooker that beams a concentrated heat ray for a hundred yards? It’s a beauty. In half an hour, we’ll turn that tin fortress of yours into a white hot stove. So long.”


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Invasion from Below


  


  


  HEAT! Mannion swung away from the grill. He dared not look at Ruth Dane. His eyes swung up toward the low, metallic roof, curving so close over their heads. If Lafferty had a heat beam, he had not exaggerated what it would do. The tiny metal shack had no protective insulation. It was constructed of light steelite and algaman, perfect heat conductors. Ruth Dane and he would be roasted alive. Lafferty would be watching the only means of escape, the door.


  For himself, Mannion could take his chances. But the thought of Ruth Dane wilting under reddening walls and floor seemed unendurable. He reached for the stud of the communicator.


  “Wait, Lafferty!” yelled Mannion. “You win. We’ll make a bargain.”


  “No!”


  Ruth Dane had reached forward and snapped open the switch, cutting off communication with the outside.


  Eyes bright and cheeks flaming, she pushed Mannion away from the door.


  “I won’t have it,” she cried. “You’re planning to bargain for my life. It won’t do, Dan.”


  Dan Mannion stared at her, agony in his gaze.


  “Do you know what it means if I don’t?” he asked. “These walls will turn red, then white and Anally start to run. You’ll feel your hair shrivel on your head, your skin crack open, and your nerves writhe with pain. You can’t imagine anything so terrible. I can.”


  “If you can stand it, so can I,” she answered, in steady tones. “We would be mad to trust those men. They’re ruthless. No promise of theirs would be good. Any kind of death would be better than they. Also, we must think of the other planters. Every minute we hold Lafferty here delays them that much. We can’t quit, Dan Mannion.”


  Mannion watched her for a moment in silence. He was trying to measure her.


  “What would you suggest?” he asked.


  “This!” answered Ruth Dane.


  She whirled and snapped open the guard plate on a port hole. Thrusting out a radium pistol, she triggered it three times. From outside came the clatters of shells bursting against the tractors. Then wild yells and curses. Ruth peered out of the opening into the mist.


  “They’re moving back the tractors,” she said. As she spoke they heard and felt the rumble as the big machines clanked off to a safer distance.


  Mannion had been held motionless with astonishment. Now he uttered a yell, snatched up another of the peculiar shaped pistols and sprang to a second porthole near her.


  “Atta girl!” he yelled. “We’ll give ’em hot stuff.”


  He stared through the narrow slit, saw an opportunity and sent three deadly slugs in the direction of a faint form moving near one of the trucks. The figure uttered a shriek, grabbed an arm and went dodging away. Streamers of fog cut off the view. But from the wall of yellowish mist came profane threats. Mannion peered for a time longer but no further targets came into view. At last he snapped shut the sliding cover with a grimace of disgust.


  “You’re all right,” he said to the girl. “With your kind of nerve, we may pull through yet. There’s no time to tell you how wonderful you are, Ruth.”


  Ruth Dane managed a smile. “Fight first. Then perhaps I’ll be anxious to listen.”


  BURSTING of rifle shells against the side ports caused them to whirl around. Mannion scowled at the spider-web of cracks covering one of the transparent discs. Shells continued to hit and more lines developed.


  “Snap off the light, Ruth,” he suggested. “Once in a while a piece of that armorglass turns brittle from the atmospheric gases on Venus, Lafferty’s crowd will have a harder time hitting it with the lights out.”


  A switch clicked. Darkness enveloped the interior of the shack. Mannion moved to a port and looked out. Soon, as his eyes accustomed themselves to the darkness, he made out the lumbering shape of a tractor backing slowly away. He poked a rifle out, aimed and fired. Bright flashes from the bursting shells illuminated the turret for a moment. A squatty figure which he recognized pitched off in the undergrowth without a sound.


  “Distro,” Mannion said with satisfaction. “Those Martians are bad medicine. I’m glad I got him.”


  “I can’t see the large tractor any longer. Maybe they didn’t bring it. Perhaps it’s stuck out there in the swamps.”


  “No such luck,” said Mannion. “If the heat beam works at a hundred yards, we’re goners. They can hide out there and roast us in perfect safety.”


  He fired again, moving the rifle in a flat arc between shots. But there was no indication that the shells had struck any vital target. Mannion desisted finally to conserve ammunition.


  “Dan,” whispered Ruth suddenly. “What is that terrible thudding?”


  “Vogs. They drum that way by beating on their bodies,” Mannion told her. “It’s a sort of signal system. They’re sensitive to vibrations carried through the mud. Many times I’ve seen them suddenly quiver, jump into the swamp and vanish. A long time later I’d hear the drum-beats, miles away. Their whole lives in that soft ooze seem to be governed by vibrations.”


  “What will happen to the Vogs, after this?” asked Ruth.


  “I don’t know, and I hate to guess,” replied Mannion. “I’d give anything to stop this uprising. If they keep on, Earth will send an expedition, heavily armed, and wipe them out. It isn’t their fault. They make the finest kind of neighbors. But I’m afraid getting their attention now is hopeless.”


  “Look there, Dan,” cried Ruth. “The wall is becoming red hot.” Mannion’s gaze followed her pointing hand and he stifled an exclamation of dismay. A large circular patch on the steelite wall had grown incandescent under the invisible bombardment of concentrated infra-red rays. Only a short time would intervene before the whole shack glowed with heat Death loomed uncomfortably near.


  Lafferty had not been bluffing. In an hour or so Mannion would be only too glad to open the door and stagger out into a rain of bullets from the relentless besiegers.


  “Ruth, you’re going to be stuffed into the refrigerator, whether you like it or not,” said Mannion. “With the door open an inch or so for air, you may be able to stick it out.”


  “Not alone, Dan. Not without you.”


  “Pipe down,” growled Mannion. “I’m too big for that thing. And big enough to give you orders and see that they’re obeyed.”


  The heat grew more stifling. Crouched at opposite portholes, Mannion and the girl watched hopelessly. Lafferty remained out of sight. His cruel patience seemed endless.


  “Let’s slip out the door and make a run for the swamp,” Ruth suggested. “Anything is better than this.”


  “No, the moment the door is opened, they’ll pour in a hail of shells and that will mean the end of us.”


  “What can we do, Dan?”


  “I don’t know,” said Mannion. “Maybe I can figure something out.”


  ACROSS the room, the radio bonged loudly. An incoming call! Mannion strode across the sizzling floor plates and snapped the switch.


  “Mannion, at the Dane station.”


  “Dan,” roared Dave Ellenson’s voice from his distant plantation. “Dan, them things are after us!”


  “Stay inside,” Mannion bawled. “They can’t get at you inside the shack.”


  “The heck they can’t,” choked Ellenson. “The walls are solid but the floor’s only thin plate laid over the mud. The Vogs have tunnelled under the shack and they’re ready to come up through the floor. Already the plates are pushed all out of shape. Men the boys are perched on tables with our rifles ready. We’ll get as many as we can before they get us. There must be hundreds outside.”


  “Don’t!” Dan shouted sharply. “Don’t shoot them, Dave. Get out your killer-rods, the ones you use to kill Vampire roots. Turn them back to low power and use them to shock the Vogs as they come through. That won’t injure them. You must not kill them. Mind what I say.”


  Mannion snapped the switch before Ellenson could raise objections. Prom across the darkened room, came Ruth’s voice came, choked and faint. “Dan! Help me!”


  He heard a thud as she pitched to the floor unconscious. Mannion sprang across the room to her side and knelt down. Then he looked up in amazement.


  A moment before she had been invisible in the pitch darkness. Now he could see her faintly. The walls around them were no longer dark but a dull, cherry red. Even as he watched, the glow grew brighter.


  Outside, the voice of Thane Lafferty rose, tauntingly.


  “Any time, now, Mannion. We’re waiting for you!”


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Beat of the Drums


  


  


  MANNION broke the paralysis of shock. He caught up Ruth Dane’s limp figure and beat out patches of smouldering cloth where the hot floor had ignited her dress. Holding her, he kicked open the refrigerator door, swept out its contents and thrust her small figure into the narrow interior.


  Mannion left the door ajar and reeled away. It was almost impossible to breathe now, and even shallow gulps he was forced to take seared his throat and lungs with liquid agony. His feet were no more than numb clubs and he stared dully for a moment at the red lumps of blister that had once been his hands. His scorched skin quivered with pain. It was supreme torture to keep his eyes open against the fury of the whitening wall.


  But he drove himself to forget the agony and go on. An idea had come to him while listening to Ellenson on the radio. A desperate plan which might work. At least it offered hope.


  Now he feared he might collapse before the idea could be put into execution.


  His mind had begun to wander, making it desperately hard to cling to his purpose. What was it? Something about old Un-got, a prisoner in Lafferty’s tractor, about the Vogs tunnelling up through Ellenson’s floor, heat baking the mud, a pinch bar, a water cooler . . .


  Stumbling and choking, he got the tool locker open. The pinch bar was there, with its claw of sharp, tough algamite. Then Dane’s flat mud-shovel. Mannion hauled these implements close to the wall, farthest from the single door and the point of impact of the heat ray. Then he attacked the thin steelite floor plates with grim desperation.


  He had buckled and peeled back a section of flooring, revealing the baked mud below. Ruth Dane revived and called to him in warning.


  “Watch out for the Vogs, Dan! They’re coming to kill us too!


  “Not yet,” croaked Mannion, hacking at the heat-baked mud surface. “They moved on after killing the Danes. I’ve got to bring them back. It’s our one chance of escape.”


  “Bring them back?”


  “Their chief is Lafferty’s prisoner,” panted Mannion. “Can’t stop to explain, but it’s our only hope now!” Under his frenzied efforts a large excavation rapidly developed in the half dried ooze under the shack. Here the heat helped him. Otherwise the hole would have filled instantly with water.


  He crawled out of his excavation, dragged the squat water cooler from its stand and hammered it apart with the bar. It took an agonized eternity. Finally he reduced it to wreckage, leaving only the inner cylinder of thin steelite, closed at one end. Then he dropped back into the hole.


  “Stay inside,” he told Ruth again. “Stay there and pray.”


  Squatting down he began to beat the flat of the mud shovel against the baked mud. It struck with a dull whump! Not loud but enough to send sound waves circling out to the sensitive receptor nerves of nearby Vogs. He struck again, striving to hold his mind on the tricky drum rhythms he had heard old Un-got use to call his clan, fitting in the little triple-riffle that seemed to be the signature of Un-got, the trade mark of his clan.


  Whump! Thud-thud-thud! Whump! Da-da-da—thud—thud—thud!


  Over and over, swaying to the rhythm, beating out the call he prayed would make the Vogs think their chief was summoning them. But he dared not drum too long. If they came too soon Mannion and Ruth would share in the senseless fury of the Vogs.


  Timing, now, was everything.


  Mannion stopped his beating and hacked the sharp edge of the shovel at the cracks in the heat-baked mud. It broke away, exposing the thin, viscid ooze beneath. Mannion sank in to his knees, dug in with the shovel and forced himself down waist-deep.


  Then, with a wave to Ruth, he slid the water cooler cylinder over his head like a helmet, gulped in a last searing breath of superheated air and ducked under the mud.


  He went down into blackness and stench and ooze—mud that was wondrously cool to his tortured flesh. The mud was like a million hands clutching at him, holding him back, but the crude helmet kept it from his eyes and nostrils.


  HUNCHING forward, keeping his head erect, he forced his body forward under the hard crust, inching along in a travesty of a swim. This way the apron was narrowest. Five feet of progress would see him beyond it and free to come up in the swamp, among the Vro bladders.


  It was unlikely Lafferty or his men would anticipate such an escape or even attempt to guard the swamp. His greatest danger lay in running into blood-crazed Vogs. Ruth, for the moment, was safe enough because the refrigerator tempered the worst heat and that heat was a barrier against a Vog invasion of the shack.


  Mannion plowed and wriggled and clawed his way on and on and suddenly there was no hard surface above him. He raised up carefully and felt the sucking mud fall away from his head and shoulders. He tugged off the helmet and sucked thankfully at the steamy, blessed air.


  He was in the swamp, two feet beyond the apron’s edge, with the dome of the shack between him and the tractors. The whole shack now glowed eerily. As he rose, Mannion heard Lafferty’s voice just ending some taunt he had been shouting.


  “I’ll change that laugh, Mannion promised grimly. “The laugh and the face it came out of.”


  Bending low, he circled the apron, keeping down in the gurgling shadows of the swamp. He headed toward the faint sounds that betrayed the presence of the tractors, invisible beyond the wall of fog. As he moved, Mannion got Dane’s pistol from inside his clothing, wiped it free of moisture, tested its workings and grunted with satisfaction. Now to try out the touchiest part of his plan.


  No Vogs in sight! He wondered if they really knew what had become of their ancient leader. Possibly they believed him dead. Otherwise why hadn’t they attacked the tractors long before?


  Suddenly the tractors loomed out of the fog, a great bowl-shaped device glowing dully from the turret of the center machine. The heat-ray generator. Sight of it brought to Mannion a vision of Ruth Dane enduring torments in the shack.


  Tense with rage Mannion raised the pistol. He squeezed the trigger twice. The small gun barked sharply. The boom of bursting shells blended into a ringing clatter as part of the heat generator collapsed. There were wild yells from Lafferty as the red glow winked out.


  “Over there,” Lafferty’s voice rose shrilly. “It’s Mannion! Must be! Get him!”


  A beam of light flamed in Mannion’s eyes. A rifle shell burst in front of him, plastering him with mud. He fired once in reply and flung himself aside, out of the radiance.


  THE searchlight was mounted on the nearer tractor. Back of the device the thick bulk of Stoll was visible, swinging it frantically to follow Mannion’s moves. Stoll expected Mannion to dive back toward safety and threw the beam that way. Instead Manion hurled himself forward. Before Stoll could find him again, Mannion’s pistol barked. The light went out in a blaze of greenish flame and Stoll’s body rolled off the turret side, to hang motionless.


  Mannion plunged onward, then dropped flat as shadowy figures appeared each side of the tractor, firing wildly. The mud was full of flaming geysers as the shells burst around Mannion’s floundering form. Something ripped his leg as a shell burst under his feet. He jumped up, twisted aside and fired again. Burke’s voice rose in a choking yell. Then it stopped.


  Stoll and Burke and Distro gone. That left Lafferty and Millickan.


  A figure showed briefly. Gunfire quested through the shadows where Mannion lay. He sent back screaming slugs. The gun flamed viciously. Then the weapon gave a sputter as the ignition zipped through an empty clip.


  “His gun’s empty!” bawled Lafferty at the sound. “Rush him! Don’t give him time to reload! We’ve got him now!”


  They came around the tractor in a slogging run. Rifles menaced Mannion, lowered and ready. His lips twisted at the idea of reloading. He had no more shells. He hurled himself away striving to get back to Ruth in the shack.


  His wounded leg buckled treacherously and he fell with a splash.


  “There he is!” Millickan roared. “I’ve got him!”


  He ran forward, reversing the rifle. Lifting it high he aimed a smashing blow at Mannion’s head. Mannion dodged and the blow missed. Lafferty cut in from the side. He lifted his gun ready to fire.


  This seemed to be the finish!


  Suddenly the swamp around Mannion boiled and gurgled. Then it reared up in spouting waves. A group of these billows whirled over Mannion. They struck Millickan and bore him backward and down. There was a series of sharp, slapping thuds and a chorus of gurgling whistles.


  “The Vogs!” Mannion bawled aloud in sudden understanding. “They’ve come!”


  He saw Lafferty dancing back, yelling and cursing. Vainly he swung his rifle, trying to elude the ghastly mud-spectres that pursued him. Other Vogs popped up to throw themselves at Mannion. He felt the stunning impact of terrible flippers.


  “Wait, Vogs,” he pleaded, trying to fit his seared throat to the alien sounds of the Vog tongue. “Inside the tractor. Un-got alive. Un-got prisoner.


  Get him out.”


  He shouted the sounds several times as he tried to shield his face from a renewed attack. Dimly he saw the figure of Lafferty lurching into mud, beaten down by attacking Vogs. All Mannion’s fury and hatred burst forth as he caught sight of Lafferty.


  With a mighty effort, he burst through the attacking Vogs. Forgetting all else, he threw himself on Lafferty. Suddenly there were no Vogs around him. Only Lafferty, snarling and disheveled, only Lafferty, disciple of cruelty and death.


  MANNION swung and his fist crunched home on giving flesh. Lafferty returned the blow but Mannion seemed to be made of iron. He burrowed in, swinging savagely, wild with rage. Mannion’s muscles had been toughened to steel thews through hours of bitter toil in the steaming fog, day after day. Every blow had the impact of a pile driver.


  Lafferty wilted, falling loose in the green ooze. But Mannion, roaring with fury, dragged him erect again. Once more the planter’s fist smashed hard on the other man’s face. Once more Lafferty fell, this time loosely, as if his bones had turned to jelly. His face had flattened out into a shapeless mass.


  Still Mannion was not satisfied. He propped Lafferty up against a clump of tangled vines and vegetation and slugged him twice more with all the frenzied strength of his muscular arms. Lafferty offered no defense. His head rolled loosely.


  This brought Mannion to his senses. The red veil lifted from his brain and his mind came back to normal. Stepping back, he glared at the unconscious man, and passed a trembling palm across his own forehead.


  “I shouldn’t have hit when he was helpless,” he panted in dazed tones, as if to justify his blunder. “But he deserved it. I was thinking of Ruth. Yes, he deserved it.”


  Then panting from his tremendous exertions, he glanced about him.


  He found he was encircled by staring Vogs. The aged Un-got sat on the greasy mud, goggling at the limp form of Lafferty. The scaled and rubbery chief suddenly nodded his babyish head with satisfaction.


  “It is good,” Un-got grunted. “Our friends live, our enemies die. We are at peace again.”


  “Peace!” Mannion studied the old chief. “The other planters are your friends, too.”


  Again Un-got nodded.


  “You learned our tongue. We have not the throats to speak yours, but we know friends from enemies. There will be no more warfare. Our enemies are dead.”


  “All but this one,” said Mannion, and stopped.


  The limp, unconscious figure of Lafferty no longer lay in the mud. He looked away and saw a group of Vogs squirming away into the darkness, hauling something shapeless behind them. Mannion commenced to limp toward the shack.


  Ruth Dane, a tattered, distrait figure, met him on the apron.


  “I came out,” she gasped, dropping the rifle from her scorched hands. When the shooting stopped, I had to find you.”


  She swayed forward into his arms.


  “It’s all right,” Mannion whispered. “Everything’s all right. That sly old devil, Un-got, has guessed what Lafferty’s crowd planned to do. The uprising is over forever. Listen!”


  Out in the mud, Un-got wriggled deep into the comforting ooze, puffed up his white belly and began to drum. It was a dance-beat, a call to celebration. Ruth Dane sighed against Mannion’s chest. He looked down at her. “Pro planting here on Venus is a lonely life. Terribly lonely!”


  She smiled tiredly.


  “Not for two farmers—or maybe three—or four.” Suddenly she straightened. “What do you mean, Vro planting? With a backyard full of Radicite? Hello, Mister Millionaire.”


  “Hello, Mrs. Millionaire,” murmered Mannion. Then he bent over her upturned face.
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  Two men and a girl—against the assault of a hundred Venusian war-rockets, with the fate of a Solar System as the prize!


  CHAPTER ONE


  The White Feathers


  MONK McCALL, his battered sun hat pulled well down over his eyes, glanced uneasily at his friend and employer as their course led them from the quieter streets of Kennaubaala to a major, busy thoroughfare.


  “Look, Lee,” he suggested dubiously, “wouldn’t it be a good idea if we was to stick to the back streets, sort of? I mean, there’s a helluva lot of uniforms gallopin’ around these parts lately an’ feelings is runnin’ pretty high—”


  Lee Greenwell said, “Nonsense!” sharply.


  Almost too sharply, as a matter of fact. It was not his nature to be so curt. The very brusqueness of his tone, coupled with the set of his jaw, gave evidence of the mental strain under which he was laboring.


  “Nonsense!” he repeated half angrily. “We have just as much right on the streets as they have. There is no reason for us to skulk through the back streets and alleys like—”


  “ ’Course not!” agreed Monk hastily. “The streets is open to anybody. All I meant was that maybe it’d create less commotion if we was to stay in the background, but I don’t mind if you don’t, though.”


  “I,” said Greenwell doggedly, “most certainly do not mind. What people think or say about me does not bother me a bit. Come on!”


  He led the way onto the central avenue of Kennaubaala, capital city of Mercury.


  But as he strode along, head lifted perhaps a trifle too deliberately high, shoulders a bit too square, his keen gaze noted the vast change which had come over the city since his last trip in from the Hotlands and a breath of uncertainty trembled through him.


  No longer was Kennaubaala a gay, bright-lighted city geared for fun and frolic, ready to welcome free-spending miners in from the torturing ore fields. There brooded over the once noisy avenues a grim tenseness—an ominous foreboding of trouble not yet come, but in the offing.


  Mercury was not at war, but war’s gaunt specter made its presence known in the capital city of the planet. Stores once warm with cheerful invitation, gaudy with paint and neon placards, now huddled in darkened silence with doorways dully agape like sullen mouths. High office buildings stretched like fingers to the golden sky of Mercury, but within them the workers labored behind closed blinds.


  Fewer pleasure vehicles roamed the streets. In their stead prowled blunt military motorcars. Behind their rayproof panes were hard-eyed men in uniforms.


  Mercury was ready—or trying to make ready, in its feeble way—for the dreaded blow which might at any moment come: active participation in the war.


  Six months ago—Solar Constant Time—the Venusians had precipitated interplanetary war with an unprovoked attack on the asteroid Iris. “Liberation of an oppressed Venusian minority” was the catch-phrase excuse offered by the Venusian government’s propaganda minister in his official proclamation.


  But everyone knew the act represented a deliberate challenge to the democratic planet, Earth. Comfortably content with fat reserves of raw materials and plenty of fertile colonies, Earth had been complacently satisfied to loll back, espousing the aged dream of “universal peace”, for more than ten decades.


  THE diplomatic eyes of every planet had swung Earthward questioningly. Iris was a member of the Solar Union, an alliance fostered and sponsored by Earth itself at the end of the Fontanaland Rebellion in 2083 A.D., a power pact designed to end interplanetary strife for all time. A militarily strong Earth had forged that union. It was a weak Earth which was called upon to honor it.


  Would Terra respect its obligations—or would it meekly accept this insult?


  Earth answered that question instantly and gallantly. Within the same hour the first Venusian ray scorched the soil of Iris, an Earth ultimatum was winging the void to the moist planet. When at the end of twenty-four Solar Constant hours no reply was forthcoming, Earth’s tiny militia went into action. A space fleet consisting of thirty ancient spacecruisers, five modern Patrolmen-o’-war and twenty over-age destroyers hurtled to the relief of beleaguered Iris.


  The result of that quixotic gesture was catastrophic!


  Too late, Earthmen discovered that Venus had been preparing for just such an engagement for years. Only a score of Venusian vessels engaged the Earth armada—but these twenty were armed to the jets with every latest achievement of military science.


  The Battle of Iris Basin took its place in history as one with other gallant but hopeless causes—Lepanto, Balaclava, the Alamo, Pearl Harbor. Nine-tenths of the Earth fleet was destroyed in that single engagement. The remainder, outclassed, was forced to withdraw. Of the glittering fleet that had lifted from Earth’s spaceports, only a handful ever returned—and half of these were blistered wrecks manned by men whose eyes were blank with the agony of horror.


  And of course the Venusians had then been in a position not only to consolidate their gains on Iris, but expand into other desirable objectives of the asteroid belt. Vesta had fallen to the invaders, so had Ceres, Pallas and Juno—a dozen others. Hidalgo, in whose ports lay half the Jovian space fleet, did not succumb since it was at the farthest end of its orbit, nearer Saturn than any other planet. But Eros, most strategically vital of all the asteroids because it approached Earth within 14,000,000 miles—closer than any cosmic body save Earth’s own moon—fell after a single night’s conflict.


  BUT if Earth, in that first staggering defeat, lost most of its fleet and many important bases, it did not lose everything. In at least one respect it gained immeasurably. It rose to new heights in the estimation of its Solar neighbors. The hearts of freemen the universe over responded to Earth’s demand that the obligations of the Solar Union Pact be met—and as the hearts of the people dictated, so voted the various governments.


  Mars was the first to honor the alliance. Jupiter was but a few hours less speedy, and its horde of satellites ranged themselves with the parent planet. Io, Ganymede, Europa, Callisto. The populations of these worlds were small, but their courage was great.


  Saturn confirmed the pact, and with it Mimas, Titan and Enceladus. The other six Saturnian satellites joined in the Alliance automatically, since they had dominion governments under the mother world.


  Uranus was the last of the major planets to join the Alliance. A delicate situation obtained on this outer world. Originally settled by Venusians, its people were torn between love of motherland and love of freedom. But eventually honor overcame instinct, and Uranus, too, confirmed the pact. This completed the wall of strength arrayed against the traitor planet, since Neptune and Pluto, being still territories under the control of the Interplanetary Council, had no independent governments.


  So it was Venus against the remainder of the System. Except for one world—Mercury.


  Here no vote had been taken—not because the Mercurians were not willing to do so, but because the Alliance itself had suggested it. The inner world had been asked to refrain from immediate action, maintaining neutrality as long as possible.


  The reason for this was easy to see. Nearest of all the planets to Venus, Mercury was militarily indefensible. Its incredibly rich store of vital ores and raw materials would be an easy prey for the Venusian pirates should they decide to invade.


  As a neutral, Mercury would have to maintain diplomatic relations with the enemy, true. It would also be called upon to supply an increased amount of material to the Venusian war machine, and it would no doubt be compelled to serve as a supply depot for Venusian merchantmen.


  But it was better to suffer these indignities than to become a forthright victim of Venusian aggression. And, reasoned the Alliance Command rightly, were Venus to take over the smaller planet, turning its inhabitants to slave labor, ten times as much military equipment would be forthcoming from its Hotland mines.


  SO neutral Mercury, sole noncombatant in a universe for six months at war, clung feverishly to a precarious neutrality, entertaining upon its soil diplomats of both commands, feeling the war tension mount with each passing day, hourly expecting the invasion which would hurl it completely into the enemy camp.


  And a crying shame, too, thought Lee Greenwell. Nowhere in the universe was a lovelier city than Kennaubaala. Its majestic towers, spiraling to the sky, were like a glimpse of fairyland. Its broad streets and bannered avenues were, in peacetime, a vision to stir the senses with delight.


  Earthmen had built Kennaubaala. Earthmen, far from home and nostalgic for its beauty, had constructed the city, and tried to reconstruct their dreams of the mother planet.


  The Mercurian natives could never have built the capital which they now claimed. Tiny creatures, weak-muscled and spindling, they had been content to dwell in thick-walled mud hovels, until space-adventurers had come to raise their standard of living.


  But now things were changed.


  Now still another race of space-adventurers threatened to come. Not with plowshares and pick-axes, but with sword and flame—


  “OH!” gasped Greenwell, startled from his reverie, “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”


  He had collided with a young lady. A very beautiful young lady, he discovered to his chagrin. An Earth girl, tawny-gold of hair, blue of eye, fair of skin despite the incessant blazing sun of Mercury.


  “I—I’m afraid I wasn’t looking where I was going,” he confessed. “I hope I didn’t hurt you?”


  “Not at all,” smiled the girl. “Perhaps it was I who got in your way. You were going in—here?”


  She nodded significantly to the doorway before which they stood. It was a small building which had once housed a restaurant. Now it offered fare of a hardier sort.


  Its portals were draped with the crimson, gold and blue colors of the Alliance, and in its window hung a huge poster depicting a bruised and battered Alliance spaceman with outstretched arms, demanding:


  “WAS OUR SACRIFICE IN VAIN?”


  Avenge Iris Basin!


  FREEMEN DEMAND FREEDOM


  Join the Alliance Forces


  NOW!


  A QUEUE was lined before the doorway. It comprised a cross-section of civilization. Earthmen were in that line, and lean, wiry Martians—Jovian “runts” whose stunted bodies were imbued with bull-like strength, Saturnian “greenies” and even a few diminutive Mercurians. Upon attaining an age-old dream—space-flight—Earthmen had discovered one odd truth. Though physical characteristics differed somewhat in the races of the solar universe, fundamentally the children born of Sol’s empire were more or less the same. Height and build differed, skin coloration varied and sometimes environment created strange physical adaptations—as the furred ruffs on Martian throats and the scaly hides of aquatic Venusians—but by and large evolution had followed an identical pattern on all the planets of the universe.


  “Well?” queried the girl.


  Lee Greenwell shook his head and smiled.


  “No,” he said. “Sorry, miss. I’m not a soldier. I am a professional miner.”


  “So,” hinted the girl, “were most of these others—before Iris Basin. But they’re signing up, now, to fight for their homelands and for freedom. Don’t you want to do the same?”


  Others were beginning to stare at the curious tableau. The girl was making no effort to lower her voice. On the contrary, it seemed to Greenwell that she was speaking deliberately loud. It occurred to him, suddenly, that maybe their collision had not been an accident, after all. She was no doubt a planted, unofficial recruiting agent . . .


  A trifle impatiently he said again, “I’m sorry, miss. Now if you’ll excuse me—”


  “What’s the matter, miner?” asked the girl. “Afraid to fight?”


  Someone in the listening crowd snickered, and Lee’s cheeks burned slightly. McCall, ranging up beside him, said to the girl, “Look, sis, you better run along. We ain’t got time to listen to—”


  “Never mind, Monk,” interrupted Lee. “Don’t argue about it. Let’s get on about our business.”


  He attempted to brush past the girl. But once more she sidestepped, holding her place before him insistently.


  “Very well, stranger,” she said. “If you won’t, you won’t. But before you go. I’ve got a little present for you.”


  Lee stared at her curiously.


  “Present?”


  “Yes. With the compliments of every freedom-loving woman in the galaxy. Here.”


  She pressed something into his palm, turned and handed something to Monk—then whirled and was gone.


  Lee stared after her in blank bewilderment as the crowd engulfed her. A present? It surely didn’t make sense.


  “Hey!” snorted Monk. “Hey, what the hell is this?”


  His sun-crimsoned countenance was a shade redder. The wattles of his beefy throat were as well with anger as he stared at the downy “present” in his hand.


  Lee glanced at his own gift—and felt a quick, cold, biting anger chill his veins even as his color flamed to match that of his comrade. The Earth girl’s present was—


  A white feather!


  CHAPTER TWO


  “Cargo: Death!”


  THE snickering of the onlookers, which had formed a background for the tableau, now swelled to undisguised laughter.


  From the shuffling queue a voice catcalled, “Put it in your buttonhole, Bud, and show the world where you stand!” Another watcher suggested derisively, “Sew it on your sleeve, big boy! That makes you a sergeant in the Stay-at-home Guards!”


  Monk McCall’s brawny fists knotted at his sides; he took a swift step toward the foremost of the speakers. But for the second time that afternoon Lee halted him.


  “Never mind, Monk! We’ve got business to attend to. Come on!”


  Unheeding of the shouts which echoed after them, they pressed through the surrounding group and on down the street. Lee said nothing more to Monk who, though his eyes were sultry, followed obediently. There was nothing he could say, and he himself was almost inarticulate with emotions.


  The white feather! The age-old and universal symbol of cowardice!


  Anger was leaden within him that he should be thus publicly branded before brave men, fighting men—and by a mere slip of a girl, whose white hands had never known the bite of a rotor-gun grip, the burning backlash of a Haemholtz pistol!


  Glancing at his palm through eyes blinded by red rage he discovered that he still held the downy symbol. He started to hurl it from him; then, restrained by an instinct he could not identify, reconsidered and jammed it angrily in his reefer pocket.


  Then Monk was calling his name. “Lee!”


  “Yes? What is it?”


  “That guy—he’s either trailin’ or tryin’ to catch up with us.”


  “Guy?” Lee’s head swiveled abruptly. “What guy?”


  But the stranger’s quickened approach left no doubt as to his intentions. He was not spying on them, but hastening to overtake them. He lifted an arm in greeting as Lee and Monk slowed down. Curiously the two mining engineers eyed him.


  “He looks like—” began Monk wonderingly—“Hey, Lee! He is! He’s a water-rat!”


  A water-rat—the spaceman’s derisive term for Venusians. As the stranger drew nearer, Greenwell saw Monk was right. The approaching fellow’s hands were palish green and covered with the fine scales of the moist planet’s people, thinly webbed between the lower finger joints. His cranium was high and bulging above the brows, thinly covered with a hint of soft, fine hair. The Venusians were physically incapable of growing long tresses. Like the Amerindians they had no facial hair at all.


  “Water-rat!” repeated Lee wonderingly. “What does he want with us? Why—”


  THEN there was time for no further speculation, for their hailer was at hand, panting for breath.


  “If you prease, gentremen—”


  His husky voice was soft, ingratiating, typically Venusian. Another stigmata of the water-worldites was their inability to sound the consonant, “l”, generally substituting the “r” sound. In this, it occurred to Lee, the Venusian vandals had another point in common with a race which centuries before had set the example with the same kind of dastardly surprise attack.


  “If you prease, gentremen, I desire a word with you.”


  “It ain’t mutual,” growled Monk. “Run along.”


  Lee shot his friend a swift, warning glance.


  “Well?” he asked.


  The Venusian smiled a toothy smile.


  “I happened to witness the incident back there—” he nodded—“by the Arriance recruting station.”


  “So?” demanded Monk truculently.


  The Venusian ignored McCall, addressing himself to the more receptive Greenwell.


  “I am a member of the Venusian dipromatic corps here in Mercury. It made me most happy to see that there remain a few interrigent Earthmen whose common sense has not been swept away by berrigerent emotionarism.”


  Greenwell said bluntly, “Look here, Kru—” He hesitated after the salutation, the Venusian equivalent of Earth’s “Mr”.


  The stranger supplied his name.


  “Taor-U. Jota Taor-U, at your service.”


  “Look here, Kru Taor-U, don’t draw false conclusions from what you just saw. Just because we refused to be coaxed into supplying ourselves as cannon fodder for the Alliance doesn’t mean we’re sympathetic to the Venusian cause. We are Earthmen, after all.”


  “But,” smiled Taor-U blandly, “you are interrigent Earthmen. You show good, sound reasoning abirity in refusing to permit emotionarism to undermine your judgment. That is why I have taken the riberty of forrowing you. Venus is eager to maintain its former friendship with Earthmen rike you.”


  He hesitated briefly, and despite every effort to remain completely noncommittal, Lee Greenwell’s nostrils dilated as he sensed a hidden meaning behind the diplomat’s innocent words.


  “There is no reason,” said Lee reasonably, “why all men of all planets should not be friendly.”


  “Exactry!” declaimed the Venusian. “That is precisery what our race has contended from the day hostirities began. There is no reason for this strife and warfare. Earth and Venus should be friends. What does it matter if we of the superior races take over the government of a few tiny, scattered pranetoids? There are too many of them, anyway, unimportant motes in the Garaxy.”


  “Get to the point,” broke in Monk crisply. “What’s on your mind, Taor-U?” The coldness of his voice drew Taor-U’s gaze. For a moment the veil of suave companionship dropped from his eyes. The glance he directed at McCall was hard, hot, venomous.


  In another instant it was gone, though, and again he spoke to Lee.


  “In the presence of your friend, here,” he said, “it is not easy to converse. However, Earthman, I berieve if you and I could meet privatery for a chat, I might have something interesting to discuss with you. Would you visit our Embassy some time?”


  “Why,” said Lee puzzledly. “I suppose I could. But, really, I don’t see what—”


  “Suppose,” suggested the Venusian, “you ret me worry about that? Good. How about tomorrow at this same hour?” Lee frowned. “Well, I don’t know. I’m only in town for a short time. Came in for a few supplies. I’ve got to get back to my diggings—”


  “If it is a matter of finances,” smiled Taor-U, “you wirr be adequatry compensated for any rost time. I think we can make it up to you. You may set your own price, but after you have heard our proposition, I do not berieve we wirr have any disagreement. Tomorrow, then?”


  “Very well,” agreed Lee. “Tomorrow.” Then, as the Venusian bowed and turned to go. “But, wait a minute. Don’t you want to know my name? I am—” Taor-U glanced back over his shoulder and smiled.


  “That,” he said, “is unnecessary. We know your name, Mr. Greenwerr!”


  And he strode away.


  GREENWELL stared at McCall, and Monk stared back at his employer-pal.


  “Well, I’ll be damned!” said Lee flatly. “He knows my name! Say, that must be some espionage system the Venusians have.”


  “Did you ever think any different?” grunted McCall. “Them guys lurk in cracks and crevices. We been tucked away in the Mercurian sticks for more months than I got calluses to prove it. But the first time we meander into town, out pops a water-rat who knows your fambly tree from sap to nuts!


  “You—” he stared at Lee anxiously—“you ain’t really serious about keepin’ that tetty-tet with them skunks tomorrow, are you?”


  Greenwell shrugged.


  “Why not?”


  “Why not! Pal, what do you think the other Earthmen on this planet will say if you pay a visit to the Venusian embassy with the sitchyation what it is!”


  “Lee Greenwell,” said Lee Greenwell doggedly, “came to this planet for one purpose, Monk—to make money in the easiest and quickest way. Honestly, if necessary, and by the sweat of his brow if no simpler way presented itself—but to make money! Judging from Kru Taor-U’s not-too-subtle approach, there is money to be earned by contacting the Venusians. Such being the case—”


  McCall stared at his comrade in blank astonishment.


  “You mean—” he stammered. “But, Lee, you wouldn’t. Hell’s bells, chum, you can’t do a thing like that! Anyway, where do I come in? I wasn’t included in that invitation, you know.”


  Lee smiled thinly.


  “No. As usual, Monk, you let your tongue wag you into disfavor. But just because you talked yourself out of a good thing doesn’t mean I’ve got to pass it up too. Yes, my friend, tomorrow at this time I shall present myself at the Venusian embassy and listen with great interest to whatever proposition they have to offer.”


  Monk shrugged disgruntledly.


  “Okay. It’s your neck,” he grumbled. “Stick it out if you want to. But you’re askin’ for trouble, that’s all I got to say. And you’ll get it, too—”


  “Monk!” Lee’s cry interrupted the other man’s glum prediction. “Look out for God’s sake!”


  In a single blinding movement he clutched his pal’s arm, half dragged, half hurled him into the shelter of an adjacent doorway before himself.


  Monk, knocked completely off balance, fell to his knees. In that position, he did not see the juggernaut of destruction which a split second later hurtled over the very spot upon which he and Lee had been standing!


  He only heard its thunderous roar, and felt the whiplash of concussion as the runaway object struck a barrier farther down the street . . .


  He lurched to his feet, wide-eyed with wonderment.


  “Wh-what—”


  “A truck!” rapped Greenwell swiftly.


  “One of those big army vans. Driver must have lost control. Ran up on the pavement—oh, Lord!” He was at the doorway now. “Monk, it smashed headlong into that line of enlisting men—jammed the entrance to the shop—and now it’s on fire!”


  HE STARTED to leap from their pseudo-shelter. Monk seized him from behind, wrestled with him.


  “Wait, you damn fool! Where do you think you’re goin’ ?”


  “Where? Why, down there to help, of course!”


  “Stand still! Don’t you see the color of that there truck? Red! Lee—that’s a munitions van, loaded with high explosives!”


  Greenwell slashed at his friend’s hands, broke free.


  “Do you think I’m blind? I know what it is. But it may let go at any moment—and there are brave men down there trapped like rats! A woman—perhaps dying!”


  The last words came fleetingly, for Lee was racing down the street furiously. Monk, because he was Monk McCall, was right behind him.


  The scene of the accident was a shambles. Where had been standing a queue of laughing, fearless men, now circled a shaking mob impotent for lack of leadership.


  The alarm had been given, and most of the crowd had leaped to safety before the van struck. A few had not. The ponderous wheels had dragged to a stop over a mound of broken bodies; the pavement matched the color of the blazing truck, with sickening rivulets that drained into an unsightly gutter.


  Lee fought his way through the throng, clambered to the running-board of the truck, wrenched open the door to its cab. The closed compartment was foul with fumes from the spluttering motor. As Lee groped for the controls a body toppled from the driver’s seat and fell against his shoulder; a starkly grinning face leered up at him in ghastly camaraderie.


  Lee stared at the dead man for a stricken moment, then with new grimness set about his self-appointed task of clearing the truck from the recruiting station doorway.


  Straddling the gruesome thing which was his companion, he tugged at the controls. Within the blazing engine a purr heightened to a throb—a roar.


  Lee tossed a prayerful whisper skyward. Motor still operating; thank God for that! He kicked the clutch into reverse, felt the van roll sluggishly away, bump down off the curbing . . .


  Monk’s face was at the thick glass pane beside him. His mouth was working frantically.


  “Come out of there, you idiot! The doorway’s clear! But this buggy’s goin’ by-by any minute—”


  “Coming!” shouted Lee, and smashed open the door. A moment later he was on the street, charging toward the shop. Figures were staggering from within, choking, gasping, half-asphyxiated by the noisome fumes of the burning van. Men in Alliance uniform . . . half-stripped recruits . . . a woman.


  It was to the girl’s side Lee Greenwell raced. He tossed a strong arm about her shoulders, half carrying her as the trio fled down the street. Her eyes streamed with tears of hurt; she could not see where she was going or who guided her, but blindly obeyed.


  A block away, Lee ducked into the doorway of a huge stone building.


  “Ought to be far enough!” he panted. “Stay back out of the doorway, Monk! And lie down! When that van lets go, the concussion will flatten everything—”


  He hurled the girl to the floor, covering her slim body with his stronger, heavier one. Monk needed no second admonition. He too fell prone in the angle of a wall . . .


  And at that moment—the van let go!


  CHAPTER THREE


  The Impossible Salient


  THERE came an ear-splitting blast that hammered at Lee’s eardrums like a bellow of a thousand Niagaras. The hard marble floors on which he and his companions lay trembled with a retching ague, and with a sharp, explosive sound one wall of the building in which they had sought refuge cracked from top to bottom.


  A shower of plaster sifted down from the ceiling. The tinkle of broken glass filtered from a dozen sides, and the oblong of the doorway became a fierce hell of flame for a blinding instant.


  Then—it was over.


  It was over, and they lived!


  Lee pulled himself awkwardly to his feet. Monk had risen too, and was peering cautiously around the door jamb at the holocaust they had escaped. His turning eyes met Lee’s anxious gaze, and he shook his head, wetting white lips.


  “It—it’s just as well she can’t see, Lee. Get her away from here. Don’t let her look.”


  But the girl had recovered, now, and was staring at her rescuers starkly. Her eyes were still reddened with the smart of smoke, but quick with understanding.


  She said, “It’s that bad?”


  Monk nodded somberly. “The entire block flattened like a pancake. Them that didn’t hightail it when we did—”


  There was no need to finish the sentence. All knew the force and fury of modern HE armaments. The liberation of isotopic uranium’s energy . . .


  Lee said abruptly, “Yes. We must get you home. If you will tell us where—”


  “The Army garrison,” said the girl dully. “I live at the Alliance post. I am Coral Blaine. My father is Major Blaine, commanding officer—”


  She caught her breath sharply, recognizing her two companions for the first time. “But, you—you are the men—”


  Monk snorted, and Lee grimaced wryly.


  “That’s right, Miss Blaine. We are the two men you presented with ‘gifts’ a short time ago. My name is Greenwell, Lee Greenwell. This is my buddy, Monk McCall.”


  The embarrassment was now complete. The girl flushed scarlet. Her eyes fell.


  In a faltering voice she said, “I owe you my life. For what I did a little while ago, I—I’m sorry.”


  “Forget it!” suggested Lee roughly. “You did what you thought was right. The only thing you forgot was that we are a free people. Every Earthman has a right to follow his own beliefs—and I happen to be one of those who disbelieve in war, that’s all.”


  “You mean,” echoed the girl, “you’re a conscientious objector? But—but I thought that disappeared two hundred years ago.”


  “Not with my people it didn’t,” retorted Greenwell. “My family is an old Quaker line. We’ve never believed in armed strife, never will. But—” he shrugged—“that doesn’t matter now. May we take you home?”


  AN HOUR later, having been completely unable to locate a public vehicle in the turmoiled streets of Kennaubaala, the footsore trio entered the gates of Fort Chennault, Earth’s army post on the innermost planet.


  It was Coral Blaine who supplied the password which allowed them to enter. For six months Fort Chennault had been on a “preparedness” basis, anticipating any eventuality. But never had it seemed quite so hectic as at this moment. The two visiting strangers could almost feel the tenseness, the air of electric suspense which permeated the encampment.


  Apparently even when vouched for by the daughter of the C.O. they were not entirely free of suspicion, for scarcely had they passed the charged portals when a trim, sprightly figure in Army field-green stepped briskly across the parade grounds to meet them.


  Lee Greenwell did not need to spot the leaves on the commandant’s shoulders to know who he was. His features were an older, leaner, tougher replica of those of the girl, Coral Blaine. Major Blaine said, almost sharply, “Coral, who are these two Earthmen? You know better—”


  Coral laughed reproachfully.


  “Daddy, please! You know I wouldn’t have disobeyed orders unless there were a good reason. But these gentlemen are our friends. I owe them a great debt. You see—they saved my life.”


  “Saved—” Major Blaine’s features tightened with alarm, then relaxed. “Coral, you weren’t in that explosion? Lord, we just got a report on it. It must have been frightful. The worst accident since—”


  “No,” interposed Lee quietly. “It wasn’t an accident, Major Blaine.”


  The C.O. glanced at him sharply. “Eh? What’s that? Be careful what you say, young man. I sympathize with your natural feelings, but we here on Mercury are attempting to maintain a very delicate status quo. It is not wise to make insinuations against our enemies. Officially, the wreckage of that explosives van must be considered an accident.”


  “In which case,” Lee pointed out, “the fault was yours, Major. It was extremely careless of you to send out a truck under the guidance of a man in the condition of that driver.”


  Major Blaine’s trim figure stiffened with affront.


  “I beg your pardon, sir! Do you mean to imply that driver was intoxicated?”


  “Not at all,” replied Greenwell gently. “The driver was—dead! I saw him in the cab of the van before he was cremated in the explosion. Major Blaine, his body was scorched black with the unmistakable burns of a Venusian needle-gun!”


  A moment’s startled silence greeted his pronouncement. Then, above the girl’s gasp and Monk’s grunt, Blaine spoke starkly.


  “You—you are quite sure of that, sir?”


  “I would stake my life on it, Major.”


  “Then—” whispered the C.O., more to himself than to his audience—“then it has started in earnest! At last! They have struck. And now, God only knows—”


  A voice, crying across the parade grounds, stopped him. The voice of a subaltern racing toward their group on the double-quick, holding in his hand a flimsy from the wireless control.


  “Major! Major Blaine! Double-A seal report! Just came in!”


  Blaine opened the flimsy, scanned it swiftly. They who watched saw the ruddiness drain from beneath his leathery coat of space tan, leaving his cheeks a sallow ash. His lips pressed thin and fine as parchment.


  “Daddy?” cried Coral. “What is it?”


  The commandant’s shoulders tensed as under a blow. And then, “My apologies, sir,” he said to Lee. “You were absolutely right. It has started. This message—”


  “Yes?”


  “From our observation control rocket circling this planet. A fleet has been sighted, only hours distant. It is a Venusian war fleet coming to take over Mercury!”


  BLAINE went into action. Every man garrisoned at the fort was ordered to battle station. Previous defense plans were hauled out, studied, and in emergency conference recalled to each staff officer at the post.


  Ordnance was checked, untarpaulined, prepared to go into instant action. All leaves were cancelled; men on leave were summoned to their posts from wherever they were. Back from Kennaubaala they came and from the Shadow Club in the Twilight Zone, from hunting expeditions on Darkside and from exploration trips into the Hotlands. By car and plane and rocketcraft they came, the wanderers of the wasteland, the fun-loving, hard-fighting, hard-drinking, hard-living Earthmen in whose all-too-few hands rested the defense of the last neutral world.


  “But I’m afraid,” said Major Blaine some time later, in a rare breathing spell, “I’m afraid we are just preparing for a suicide stand. Gentlemen, I might as well be frank about it.


  “From a military standpoint, Mercury is practically indefensible. We are outnumbered, outshipped, and our supply lines are more than twice as long as those of the Venusians. So—we will fall, as Iris fell, and a dozen of the other asteroids. As Lima may soon fall, if the siege of New Chicago does not soon turn in our favor. But—” his jaw set grimly—“I promise you we will give a good account of ourselves.”


  “If you are so certain of losing,” asked Lee Greenwell, “why resist and fight at all, Major?”


  Blaine’s eyes widened in mute bewilderment.


  “Eh? Why fight?”


  “Mr. Greenwell,” interrupted Coral hastily, “doesn’t believe in fighting, Daddy. He is a Quaker.”


  “Oh—a conchie!” Blaine nodded. “In that case, I won’t ask what I was going to, Greenwell. I was on the verge of asking if you and your friend would care to sign up with us. We’re shorthanded here, as you have seen. It’s a damned bad proposition, anyway. I offer you nothing but the chance to fight—and die.”


  “Why not,” asked Greenwell, “surrender without putting up a battle? It will save lives. According to the Interplanetary Rules of War the Venusians will be obliged to treat you decently as prisoners. And there will come a day when the tables will be turned. That is unavoidable—as certain as fate. Even thought the Venusians have scored all the early successes in this struggle, the superior number and reserves of the Alliance forces will win out in the end. Already Earth is springing to all-out war production . . . the Martians have seventy million men in training . . . the outer planets are building a gigantic space fleet—”


  “Because,” rasped Major Blaine in some exasperation, “that is not the way we of Earth’s Foreign Army do things.


  We are soldiers, Green well, not turncoats. Even though the odds are overwhelmingly against us, we must fight. It would be neither honest nor honorable to lay down our arms without making any resistance.


  “Furthermore—and this is even more important—we who garrison Fort Chennault have an important mission to fulfill, though we die in the accomplishment. We must delay the enemy! Every hour we can keep them fighting, every Venusian we can destroy, brings us that much nearer to the day when our armies can turn to the offensive.


  “We are expendable! Our lives are worth minutes, weapons, men—to the enemy. But I do not expect you to understand that. You are a conscientious objector.”


  “I am a miner,” said Lee Greenwell simply. “I came to Mercury to make a living. I am caught in the middle of a war of which I want no part.”


  MAJOR Blaine bit back the retort on his lip, and turned to McCall. “And you? Will you fight with us? Or—”


  McCall said stolidly, “I think you got the right idea, Major. I’m with you—in spirit; I admire your guts. But Lee Greenwell’s my buddy and my boss. Where he goes, I go.”


  “Very well!” nodded Blaine. In a tone he could not restrain from showing contempt, “Then I would suggest that you both leave the fort now. Within a few short hours it may be very disagreeable here for men of your pacifist temperaments.”


  Lee said stolidly, “As you wish, sir. Well, Monk?”


  “Coming,” said Monk. To the commander, “Good luck, Major,” he said.


  “Thank you.” Major Blaine appeared to have been wrestling with another problem. Now he lifted his head suddenly.


  “Just a moment. There is one thing you can do for me—if you will.”


  “Certainly, sir.”


  “My daughter—” began Blaine. “She is not a member of the armed forces. There is no reason she should endure that which is to come. If you would be kind enough to take her with you, keep her in comparative safety—”


  “No!” cried Coral Blaine. “No! I will not leave!”


  “Excuse me, my dear,” said Major Blaine quietly, “but you will leave. I am speaking now not as a father who loves you, but as the military commandant of this fort. You will accompany these gentlemen—if they will take you.”


  “Certainly,” said Greenwell. “We will be glad—”


  “Good! Then that is settled. I think you will be safe in the city. It has no military objectives, a point we will make clear to the Venusians as soon as we can contact them by ultra wave. We will declare Kennaubaala an open city, and spare it the—”


  He stopped abruptly. “Then, au revoir, my dear. I will see you later.”


  “No, Daddy! No!” Coral was sobbing openly. “I won’t leave you. I won’t!”


  “Mr. Greenwell—” Major Blaine looked tortured—“If you will be so kind—”


  Lee placed his arms about the girl’s shoulders.


  “Come, Coral,” he coaxed. “Your father is right—you must come with us. It will do no good for you to stay.”


  Major Blaine accompanied them to the gate. To the sentry there he said, “These two Earthmen are to have freedom of the fort, do you understand? It is a special order.”


  The sentry said, “Yes, sir!” automatically. Then, his eyes identifying the duo, he exclaimed, “Excuse me, sir. These two?”


  “Yes, soldier. Why do you ask?”


  “Because, sir,” declared the sentry in ringing tones, “I just returned from leave in the city. I saw these two just a few hours ago, deep in conversation with an attache of the Venusian embassy. And this one agreed to visit the embassy tomorrow!”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Miner’s Pay Lode


  LEE GREENWELL’S heart gave a sudden, convulsive lurch and missed a beat. This was trouble—plenty of trouble! In such a moment as this the soldier’s accusation meant only one thing—death! He and Monk had been seen conversing with a Venusian and had now roamed Fort Chennault, studying its most secret installations . . .


  There was but one thing to do—and that swiftly. A cry left his lips.


  “Okay, Monk! Take the major!”


  And as he shouted the order, he took the sentry. A whirling leap, battering down the soldier’s ray gun—a left to the midsection, doubling the man up; a haymaker right to the jaw—and the sentry crumpled to the ground before he knew what had happened.


  Monk moved as swiftly, and with equal effectiveness. His brawny fist met the major’s jaw with a meaty chunk! and the commandant collapsed.


  It all happened so quickly that Coral Blaine didn’t have time to scream before Lee covered her mouth with his palm, lifted her under his arm and raced for a small motor speedster parked by the gate.


  Into this he and his friend tumbled. As Monk kicked the motor into life he groaned, “Now the fat’s really in the fire! Damn it, Lee, I don’t know why I pal around with you. You can get into the worst messes.”


  “Let’s talk about that,” suggested Lee, “later.” To the girl he said, “We’re out of earshot of the fort now. If I remove my hand, will you behave yourself?”


  Her eyes scored him with withering disdain, but she nodded angrily. He removed his hand. She spat contemptuously, as if his touch had repelled her.


  “So!” she blazed. “The ‘conscientious objector’ is nothing but an enemy Quisling, masquerading under the guise of a coward.”


  “Think what you want,” said Lee grimly. “I did what had to be done to save my life.”


  “Your pitiful, worthless life!”


  “Maybe so,” grunted Lee, “but I like it too well to lose it against a wall before a firing squad.”


  “Never mind all that,” said Monk. “Where shall I take this buggy, Lee? Our camp?”


  “No. The city.”


  “City! Are you crazy! That fleet will be landing in jigtime. Our lives won’t be worth a tinker’s dam—”


  “Blast your stubborn hide,” roared Lee. “Do as I say! Drive to the Venusian embassy!”


  “Venu—” The girl stared at him in sick contempt. Then she turned away. Throughout the remainder of the ride she would not again turn her eyes even to look upon his face.


  THE Venusian embassy was seething with activity. A guard met them at the door, studied them suspiciously when Lee asked for Taor-U, but ushered them inside. There they were joined a few minutes later by the Venusian. He did not seem altogether pleased to see them.


  “Mr. Greenwerr,” he began impatiently, “we arranged to meet tomorrow, not today! And I specificarry requested you to come arone. This friend of yours I do not rike. And this woman—”


  “That’s neither here nor there,” said Lee hurriedly. “We came because we had to. Because your embassy is the one place in Kennaubaala we can be safe until the military situation here is completely under control. You see, we were apprehended and nearly arrested by the Earth forces. We escaped the fort only after shooting and killing Major Blaine and one of his staff officers. This young lady is Miss Coral Blaine, the major’s daughter. We seized her as hostage.”


  As he spoke, Coral’s eyes had opened wider and wider, matching the widening of her lips. Now she cried amazedly, “You—you shot my father—”


  It was tough going, but again Lee was forced to act swiftly. In a fashion he knew his Venusian friend would approve, he spun and coldly slapped the spluttering girl across the mouth.


  “Silence!” he rasped. “I warned you to keep a still tongue in your head! Well, Taor-U?”


  The attaché was smiling pleasedly.


  “I knew I made no mistake in serecting you, Greenwerr,” he purred. “You have made a very fine start. I presume you know what we have pranned for you to do?”


  “I have guessed. The Mercurians like Earthmen more than Venusians. When your fleet lands and takes over Mercury you want to set me up as puppet governor of the planet. Is that right?”


  “Exactry! The natives wirr be more receptive to orders emanating from an Earthman. You wirr do it?”


  “Would I be here,” demanded Lee, “if I wouldn’t?”


  Taor-U nodded, satisfied.


  “Very good! You are an interrigent man, Greenwerr. Our espionage agents reported that you were such. But these companions of yours?”


  “I will be responsible for them.” Greenwell smiled meaningfully. “McCall is headstrong, but can be trusted. As for the girl—I have plans for her.”


  Taor-U nodded understandingly. “I see. We have no desire to intrude on your private affairs, Greenwerr. Now, come with me. We must see that you are protected against any accident during the attack.”


  “Attack?” repeated Lee. “Oh, I should have told you—the fleet need not attack Kennaubaala. Major Blaine told us it would be declared an open city.”


  “So?” Taor-U smiled carelessly. “Perhaps not. But we wirr take no chances. The Mercurians are stubborn. They may decide to fight, and we cannot risk an attack from our rear when we attack the fort. Anyway, our High Command wants to try out our new weapon. It is the onry way we can study its effectiveness in combat.”


  “New weapon?”


  “Yes. A most interesting one, recently deveroped in our raboratories. An anaesthetic gas which immediatery puts to sreep its victims. That is why you must wear spacesuits. Our warriors wirr be so equipped. It promises to be most entertaining.”


  Coral Blaine stared at the Venusian with loathing in her eyes. “Water-rat!” she spat. “Warriors? Dirty beasts, you mean!”


  Greenwell turned to her harshly. “That will do!” he snapped. “You will begin learning to respect the masters of the new order now, or—”


  Then, to the Venusian, “Whenever you are ready, Kru Taor-U. We would like to get our equipment now, so we can leave.”


  “Reave?”


  “Yes. I think it wisest that we hide out in my camp until the hostilities have ended. If it can be demonstrated to the Mercurians that I took no active part in the fighting, but came to them as a ‘protector’ out of the wilderness—”


  Taor-U pondered the suggestion, came to a decision. “Yes, that is a good idea, Greenwerr. Ret it be so. When we have subdued the enemy, we wirr send for you.”


  “AND now?” demanded Monk McCall.


  In the speedster they had stolen from Fort Chennault the three Earthlings were flashing across unbroken metallic plateaus toward the mining camp wherein Lee and Monk had labored for so many months. They were almost there. More than an hour had elapsed since, equipped with protective bulgers, they had departed the Venusian embassy. There had been signs of battle even as they left the city. The foremost of the Venusian ships had arrived over Kennaubaala, there to be intercepted by Earth vessels. After a brief skirmish, in the course of which four Earth ships of ancient model were destroyed and one Venusian ship slightly damaged, the remaining defenders had been forced to withdraw to Fort Chennault. It was obvious the Earth cause was doomed.


  “And now,” said Lee Greenwell grimly, “we contact Major Blaine and tell him what we have learned!”


  Coral Blaine said feebly, “I—I don’t understand! Are you a man, Lee Greenwell, or a pin wheel? You shift with every breeze! You deliberately attacked my father—yet you lied to Taor-U and told him you had killed the commandant at the fort! You refused to fight—promised to aid the Venusians—yet now you are planning to reveal their secrets.”


  “You,” snapped Lee curtly, “talk too much! There’s an old adage you seem never to have heard: ‘All’s fair in war’. I pretended to side with the Venusians because it was my duty to do so, part of a plan devised many months ago. Do you think Monk and I hid ourselves away in the Mercurian Hotlands for six solid months because we enjoyed it?”


  “To—to earn a living, I suppose. You are miners.”


  “Miners!” McCall snorted. “Troubleshooters is the word! You might as well know now, this guy you’ve been scornin’ and disdainin’ and hangin’ white feathers on ain’t plain Lee Greenwell, miner. He’s Captain Lee Greenwell of the Solar Space Patrol!”


  “Captain!” The girl’s eyes widened with recollection. “I remember now! The patrolman who was court-martialed for insubordination and dereliction of duty, drummed out of the service . . .”


  “Right!” grunted Greenwell. “Except that the court-martial was part of the build-up, too. We knew the Venusians had spies on Earth who would report me as a likely prospect for their Mercurian Quisling.


  “But—” he ended his explanation abruptly—“that can wait. We’ve got a job to do now. And here’s the camp. Get the Sally warmed up, Monk!”


  “The—the Sally?” repeated the girl dazedly.


  “Our ship,” said Lee. “Yeah, I know. Maybe it looks like an old bulk. It should. It took a crew of experts three weeks to make it look like that. But beneath the rust and grime is the smothest, toughest little patrolship you ever lifted gravs in! Get going, Monk!”


  “Right!” said Monk, and hurried into the airlock of the dilapidated little scouter beside which they had stopped.


  “And now,” said Lee, “to get in touch with your dad!”


  HE LED the way to the control turret of the scouter, snapped on the ultrawave radio, dialed it to the private Army wavelength and contacted Fort Chennault. Within minutes he had Major Blaine on the screen. Blaine’s swollen jaw dropped when he saw who had audioed him, and identified his daughter standing beside the speaker.


  “Greenwell—you! And Coral! Where are you?”


  “Skip all that!” commanded Lee. “Identification code word: Triumphant!”


  “Gad!” Major Blaine started violently. “You’re the Patrolman! Our instructions are to cooperate with you in every possible way. What do you want to know?”


  “The situation—quickly. How are things going?”


  “Badly. The entire Venusian fleet has landed on the Kennaubaala spaceport. The city’s radio has gone off the air. We don’t know why.”


  “I do!” grunted Lee. “Anaesthetic gas. Go on! Are they already laying siege to the fort?”


  “Anaes—” Blaine gulped and continued. “Yes. We are encircled. They’re beginning to haul up heavy armament. Can’t get to us from above, you know, because of our aerial force-shield. But they can crack our shield by steady ground bombardment, and that’s their plan. It—it looks hopeless, Greenwell.”


  “A fight is never hopeless,” gritted Lee, “till the last man’s dead. Hold tight, and give ’em all you’ve got until we get there! We’re hitting them from the rear. If you see them begin to crumple, send up every ship you’ve got. Do you understand?”


  “Yes. We’ll do our best.”


  “Good! Then that’s all. No—wait! Another thing. If you see a large meteorite approaching Mercury, don’t try to disrupt it! This is important!”


  “Large meteorite? But I don’t under—”


  “You will! It’s on its way now. See you later!”


  And Lee broke the connection. As he did so, there sounded Monk’s voice over the intercommunicating system. His words were quick and tense.


  “O.Q., Cap! Hypoeshot!”


  “Good. Lift gravs!”


  With a whine of surging hypatomics, the Sally rose from its cradle and flashed toward Kennaubaala.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Intrigue on the Inner World


  “YOU know what this means, Lee?” said Monk McCall anxiously. “We’re one against twenty. If the lump doesn’t get here in time—”


  “It will,” said Greenwell. “It has to. They promised it would.”


  “Lump?” repeated Coral. “What are you talking about?”


  “You’ll see,” Lee told her. “O.Q., Monk. We’re almost there. Hop the rotor!”


  “Right!” said Monk. He turned to the girl. “Sure you can handle this jalopy?”


  Coral laughed aloud. “I was born on a spacecruiser, teethed on a dixie-rod and learned my ABC’s from a control panel. I can handle anything that ever blasted a jet.”


  “You’ll have a chance to prove it,” said Lee. “Monk and I will have to work the rotors, and you’ve got to fly the Sally. Your gun cold, Monk?”


  “Icy!”


  “Good! Mine’s hot. Coordinates are checked O.Q.? Then we’re ready, I guess.”


  Coral Blaine said wonderingly, “I thought I knew all the tricks of space warfare, but this is a new one on me. One twin-rotor fires an intensely hot beam, its mate fires a beam of absolute zero. What’s the idea?”


  “A little stunt Monk and I dreamed up in our spare time. It’s never been tried in actual battle, but we’ve used it experimentally, and from a theoretical point of view it’s the only way to smash Venusian defenses.


  “You see, coming from a normally torrid planet, the Venusians have developed spacesuits which are invulnerable to heat rays such as those fired by the usual rotor gun. Their force-shields simply absorb extremes of temperature. Ditto their superquartzite head-globes, which are designed to withstand with equal ease the terrible heat of rays and the frightful cold of space.


  “But matter has its limitations! One of these is that a thing can’t expand with heat and contract with cold at one and the same time! Therefore, we use a double gun on them—one firing a stream of heat, the other shooting freezing cold. When the two strike at the same time—snappo! There goes the head globe, the most vulnerable spot of the bulger!”


  “And—and it will work?”


  “That,” said Lee tautly, “we will know in the next few minutes. Because there’s our first objective—that troop of marching water-rats! Bring her down, Coral! We’ll strafe ’em from fifty feet. Ready, Monk?”


  “Let’er rip!”


  So flashed the Sally into battle. For the time being the little fighter had things all her own way. The Venusian fleet, supremely confident, had cradled. Its troops had disembarked and were marching for frontal assault on Fort Chennault. There was no time to hurl ships into the sky to meet the single, menacing combat craft which appeared from nowhere.


  As the Sally flashed groundward, the bulger-garbed leader of the foremost attack force whirled, saw it coming, and shouted swift commands to his followers. What orders he issued will never be known. What defense hand guns could have offered against the heavier rotors is dubious, anyhow.


  But whatever frantic plan spawned in his batrachian mind at the last moment was never put into execution. Even as he turned to shout, the double beam of the twin-rotors smashed squarely into his supposedly invulnerable headpiece. Shards of superquartzite splintered and fell as the headpiece broke into a million fragments.


  And the leader fell, victim of a horrid death, his body blasted by heat, shriveled with cold, seared by those same gases his own people had liberated over the slumbering city of Kennaubaala.


  HE WAS but the first. The Sally dipped, swooped, glided like a winging bird. Where its beams lashed down upon the invaders, piles of bodies toppled in gruesome windrows. One whole troop was lost to a man. Another decimated; a third scythed with the twin rays of doom . . .


  It was more than even brave men could stand, and the Venusians were not brave when confronted with superior force. Their valor was greatest when they had the odds strongly in their favor. The ranks trembled—wavered—broke.


  Terrified units shattered into motes which were frightened individuals, racing, scrambling, crawling for any spot which offered shelter from the dreadful aerial attack.


  “We’re gettin’ ’em!” howled Monk with enthusiasm. “By jumpin’ Jupiter, we’re lickin’ ’em single-handed, Cap! It works—and how it works! Boy, look at ’em run!”


  “And here come the ships from the fort,” cried Coral from her bucketseat at the control panel. “We’re not alone any more.”


  “No!” called Lee. “The fort’s craft must not lift! Contact them immediately, Coral—order them down!”


  “But—but why? Together we can clean out the entire rat’s nest.”


  “Do as I say! They’ll be destroyed. See—the Venusian fleet is manned at last! Here they come, a dozen of their finest cruisers.”


  Monk twisted sidewise, glanced once and understanding at his friend and superior officer.


  “Oh-oh! Then this is it, pal? Lights out?”


  “I’m afraid so. I was hoping the Lump would arrive in time, but I guess it wasn’t as fast as the experts figured it would be. Well—” he shrugged—“it was a good fight while it lasted, anyway. There’s only one thing I regret.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Coral. I’m sorry she had to get mixed up in this.”


  Having called the fort, Coral was beside the two men with whom she had fought. Her voice was level, unafraid.


  “Do you think that bothers me, Lee Greenwell? From the moment we lifted gravs I knew we might never drop again. But what difference does that make? We have all fought for what we believe in. We have delayed the enemy. That is what counts most. I, too, have one regret, though. I can never apologize for the things I have said to you, Lee. Worse yet, I can never apologize for the things I have thought about you. But maybe it will help to know that, had there ever been a chance for us to live our normal lives, I would have spent my lifetime trying to make up for the wrong I did you.


  “It’s funny, isn’t it, Lee? I’ve known you and Monk for less than one day, but of all the men in the many worlds I know you two best. I like Monk. And you—I think I love you.”


  “Coral!” cried Lee. “Coral, you don’t know what you are saying! You’re—”


  “Completely in my right mind,” said Coral a little sadly. “Yes, Lee. If only things were different—oh!” She broke off with a tiny scream. “Your rotors—quick! Here they come!”


  Greenwell whirled to his weapon. As she had warned, the Venusian fleet was almost upon them. Within scant seconds they would be within firing range. He fingered the butt of his rotor, preparing to sell his life for the highest possible price.


  THEN, his eyes lifting to the golden skies of Mercury for a glimpse of the space for whose freedom Earthmen fought, he too cried aloud, and his cry was a paean of joy.


  “The Lump! Look, Monk—the Lump! It’s come!”


  Monk said, “God!” and his tone was not sacrilegious. It was fraught with awe, as well it might be, at the sight of a tremendous meteorite flaming down upon them from space.


  At such speed was it traveling that a fine veil of shimmering flame seemed to quiver about its surface. It had a thin, fiery tail that stretched out behind it for countless miles.


  “It—it’s a meteorite!” screamed the girl. “No, it’s an asteroid! A rogue asteroid!”


  “No!” roared Lee Greenwell triumphantly. “It’s a spaceship! The first of a whole fleet of its kind, the newest and greatest invention of Alliance military genius! An asteroid hollowed out, equipped with super-hypatomics, and built into a gigantic, invulnerable, unbeatable man-o’-war! We’re saved! And Mercury is still free!”


  “Which bein’ the case,” yelped Monk exuberantly, “we scram out o’ range before the Lump turns loose. We’ve done our part. Like Shakespeare says, ‘Them that fights and pulls their freight, will live to fight some other date!’ Home, James!”


  He jammed the studs that whirled the Sally forward.


  LATER, when Major Blaine had completed the task of incarcerating the sorely beaten Venusian prisoners, the leaders of the Alliance freedom army were gathered in the now-peaceful headquarters of Fort Chennault.


  Colonel Ring Ballard, commander of the meteorite-spaceship, said genially, “I’m terribly sorry we were late, Greenwell. But we ran afoul of a little trouble off Luna. Ambushed by a fleet of Venusians, and we had to take time out to smash them. You’ll be glad to learn, though, that the siege of New Chicago has been lifted. From now on the enemy is on the defensive. There are a hundred more Leopards under construction.”


  “The Leopard,” grinned Lee. “That’s what you’ve named your ship?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, that’s O.Q. for the official records. But to me, she’ll be the Lump.”


  “Speaking of which,” interrupted Coral Blaine, “I have been meaning to ask you something for quite a while. Who—er—who named your ship?”


  “Who? Why, I did, of course.”


  “That,” said Coral suspiciously, “is what I thought. And just who is Sally?”


  “Who was Sally, you mean.”


  “What? You mean you named a ship after an old girl of yours?”


  Both men snorted. Monk said, “Old girl! Boy, he’d turn over in his grave to hear that!”


  “H-he? Sally—a he?”


  “The Sally,” said Lee gravely, “was named after Salvation Smith, one of the grandest old guys who ever packed a prayer book and a gun. He didn’t believe in fighting—but, when he had to, could fight like a dozen wildcats.”


  “Oh!” said Coral bleakly. “I see. A—a relative of yours?”


  Lee grinned. And despite the presence of a startled Major Blaine, and the colonel, took the girl into his arms.


  “A relative of ours,” he corrected.


  THE MERCHANT OF VENUS


  David Wright O’Brien


  This guy certainly had something to sell! Just pills, they seemed to be, but it was what they did that was terrific. Usually love is a grand thing, but the emotion these pills aroused—wow!


  THIS guy came walking into my office and my life at four o’clock that afternoon. He wore a bowler bat, a celluloid collar and an air of timid respectability. He looked around the single room that comprised the quarters of the Atlas Advertising Agency until his glance found me sitting behind a typewriter on the only desk in the place.


  He smiled faintly and nodded politely.


  “Are you Mr. Boswell?” he inquired. On the door, underneath the Atlas Advertising Agency slug I am listed as Stephen B. Boswell: President.


  “Yes,” I admitted. “I’m Boswell.” He gave me another faint smile and nodded again.


  “I am Peter P. Paxton,” he said, “and I am here on business.”


  He didn’t look like a bill collector. They don’t send people who look like Peter P. Paxton around to frighten debtors like Stephen B. Boswell. Maybe—just maybe—he was a client. I crossed my fingers.


  “Advertising business?” I asked.


  Peter P. Paxton nodded eagerly.


  “You want me to place some advertising for you, Mr. Paxton?” I found the courage to ask.


  He nodded. He seemed to nod to anything said in his direction.


  “Yes, advertising business,” he said.


  I stood up and beamed, extending my hand and leaning toward him with a ghoulishly cordial grin.


  “Pull up a chair, Mr. Paxton,” I told him. “Pull up a chair!”


  His handshake was like bread sopped in milk. He smiled again and nodded again, saw the chair beside the desk, pulled it around and sat down, plunking the brief case he carried onto his knees.


  “Your, ah, work,” he began. “Are you sure I wasn’t interfering with—”


  I looked down quickly at the sheet of paper that was still in the typewriter. It was the beginning of a nasty reply to a nasty creditor. I took it out quickly, hid it under a stack of papers and grinned again at Mr. Peter P. Paxton.


  “Not at all,” I said assuringly. “Just a little detail work on an account I’m handling.”


  Mr. Peter P. Paxton seemed relieved. He smiled and nodded. Then he opened his mouth and closed it quickly again. He didn’t seem to know where to begin.


  “Have you ever placed any advertising before, Mr. Paxton?” I asked. Obviously, he hadn’t. Otherwise he wouldn’t be coming to the Atlas Agency with his business.


  “Ah, no. No, not exactly,” he said, confirming what I’d guessed.


  I smiled, trying not to look like a cat munching the last wing bone of a canary. I now had Mr. Peter P. Paxton placed in my personal category of clients. I had him in class number two. You see, class number one is comprised of fly-by-night business who want quack advertising placed for quick and generally illicit returns. No financially solvent agency will bother handling their accounts. I got a lot of them. Class two comprise the dumb-bells and the ginks who didn’t know any better than to come to a jerk agency like mine with their business.


  PETER P. PAXTON didn’t look like the proprietor of a fly-by-night racket. He looked like a member of the dumb-bell group. Hence my classification of him.


  “Then you aren’t particularly well acquainted with the services a small, friendly, personally interested agency like Atlas can offer you, eh?” I asked.


  “I know,” said Mr. Paxton, saying the words as if he’d memorized them from a textbook, “that advertising means everything to the success of any business venture.”


  “That’s good,” I beamed. “Then I won’t have to waste your time and mine proving what advertising can do for your business. Incidentally, Mr. Paxton, what is your business?”


  “Potions,” my client answered. “The Peter P. Paxton Potion Company.”


  I was surprised. I don’t know why. “Potions, eh? So you’re a chemist? Or perhaps a drug firm?”


  Mr. Paxton shook his head.


  “Not exactly,” he said. “Just, ah, plain potions. Potions to bring good luck. Potions to bring happiness. Potions to bring, ah, riches, and all that sort of thing.”


  I suddenly went bug-eyed. Not at his racket, but at the fact that I’d misjudged the guy so. He was a racketeer, a quackeroo of the first water, and I’d been so taken in by his appearance that I’d placed him in the respectable-but-dumb category!


  “Potions, huh?” I repeated automatically, while my mental gears went rapidly into reverse on my opinion of the harmless-looking little guy.


  “Pills, too,” he put in. “Pills and Potions by Peter P. Paxton. I think that would make some sort of a slogan, don’t you?”


  “Oh,” I said. “I see. Pills, too, eh?”


  Mr. Paxton nodded. “Pills to bring good weather. Pills to perk you up. Pills to, ah, give you confidence, and all that sort of thing.”


  “Ummhum,” I nodded. “I see. I see perfectly. But you say you never advertised before. How come?”


  Mr. Paxton nodded. “I have not been in business long,” he declared. “I, ah, have just lately been prompted to the conclusion that advertising would, ah, boom my products beyond my wildest dreams.”


  His business was his business. If he peddled the stuff from door to door previously, it was none of my concern. All that mattered to me was the fact that a small time quack wanted to branch out and reach his suckers through the printed word. That was my medium, and if he wanted to open an account—excellent.


  “What sort of advertising do you figure on starting with, Mr. Paxton?” I asked. “I mean in financial layout, of course.”


  Mr. Peter P. Paxton seemed to have figured this out pretty well. At any rate his answer was quick enough.


  “Oh, four or five thousand dollars worth in the first month or so,” he said.


  This was a surprise—and a pleasant one.


  “Ah, yes. I see. I see you are a smart man, Mr. Paxton. You want to make a big, quick, dean—ah, boom in your product, eh?” I oozed.


  Mr. Paxton beamed and nodded.


  “Exactly Mr. Boswell. You see, I’d like to feature my latest potion-pill above all the others. I would like to focus, ah, all the attention on this latest pill. I have decided that an advertising campaign based around this latest potion-pill should put my entire business into a boom.”


  HE PICKED up his brief case from his knees and began to open it. I went into a cheery stream of chatter, thinking what a nice size of moola fifteen percent of four or five grand would be to the Atlas Advertising Agency and its practically penniless president.


  “I think that’s a top-notch idea,” I said. “You see, Paxton, too many bandi—ah, business men in your type of rack—ah, enterprise, try too hard to sell all their products at once. They don’t have brains enough to concentrate. Why, would you believe it, a client just the other day—” And I went into the mythical details of an imaginary argument with a nonexistent client who didn’t have sense enough to do as Paxton wanted to do. But Paxton didn’t seem to be paying much attention. He was digging around in his brief case.


  “Ah,” he exclaimed suddenly, pulling out a small glass vial and holding it up for me to see. “This is it!”


  I looked at the vial. It had a cork stopper on the top, and contained four, round, candy-ish looking pills inside. Each was about half the size of a marble.


  “Very nice,” I said. “What goes?”


  “This is my latest potion-pill, the Paxton product I would like to feature in the advertising scheme—” Paxton began.


  “Oh. Sure. Sure, of course,” I broke in. “That’s fine. What are those potion-pills supposed to do?”


  My client colored like a schoolboy.


  “They, ah, bring love, and all that sort of thing,” he explained. He handed the vial to me.


  “How nice,” I grinned, glancing at the label that had been pasted on the vial. “And what a clever title you have for the potion.”


  “Casanova Capsules?” beamed Mr. Paxton eagerly.”


  “You like that title?”


  “Not bad,” I admitted. “You could call it the Venus Vial of Casanova Capsules.”


  Mr. Paxton gurgled his glee at this suggestion.


  “Wonderful, Mr. Boswell. Wonderful!”


  “Thanks„” I said. I put the vial down on the desk. “Now, if you’re gonna feature this Venus Vial of Casanova Capsules, guaranteed to bring romance, what’ll be the sales hook, I mean line, to go with it? I’d appreciate it if you’d outline a little more of what you want for your four or five grand worth of advertising.”


  “Certainly,” Paxton nodded seriously. This latest potion-pill I have developed, is guaranteed to make the person who swallows it fall madly in love with the first person of the opposite sex he or she encounters. Of course, the purpose of the pill is to enable young men and women to win the love of their choice by administering the pill personally to the selected party. Then, said selected party, on unknowingly swallowing the pill, looks up to see the person who has administered it, promptly falling in love with that person.”


  I held up my hand.


  “Wait a minute,” I begged. “You mean that if I gave this pill to, say, a dame I was nuts about and wasn’t getting anywhere with, she’d look up after swallowing the pill and be instantly in love with me?”


  MR. Paxton beamed.


  “That is right.”


  I gave him a look of disgust.


  “Too juvenile,” I said. “Mumbo-jumbo is too heavy. Have to be pretty big suckers to stomach that sort of advertising hogwash. Why don’t you just plan your sales line on some general talk about how the pills, if taken by the purchaser, will make said purchaser irresistible to members of the opposite sex?”


  “But that would be reversing it,” Mr. Paxton objected in a strangely shocked tone. “The pill does not work on the purchaser, for it is not to be consumed by the purchaser. It is to be administered by the purchaser to the person from whom he wants love. Don’t you see?”


  “Sure I see,” I said, a trifle irritated. “I see the line you’ve worked out, all right. But I’m just giving you my professional advice on the matter. If you use my sales line in your ad copy, you’ll sell a hell of a lot more pills. Customers won’t go for that mumbo-jumbo as you have it now!”


  “But my dear Mr. Boswell—” Paxton began.


  I cut him off. “Do as you please,” I shrugged irritatedly. “I’ll work out a scheme on any line you desire. But I’m just giving you advice with my service, that’s all. After all, it’s your four or five thousand dollars that’s going into this account, not mine.”


  “But if the purchaser were to take the pill himself, or, ah, herself,” Paxton said, “it would not result in his or her becoming quite irresistible to the opposite sex. Don’t you see?”


  I looked at him in amazement.


  “Of course I see. Do you think I’m nuts?”


  Mr. Paxton colored. “What I mean is, if the purchaser of a Venus Vial were to take a Casanova Capsule, he or she would immediately fall in love with the first person enconntered of the opposite sex.” His voice took on a pleading note. “Therefore, I cannot see why you insist that I run the advertisement advising the purchaser to put the pills to such a potentially dangerous self-use.”


  I could only frown bewilderedly at the guy.


  “Look,” I said. “Maybe you know what you’re saying, Paxton. But it doesn’t make sense to me. You talk like the thing was a reality or something. But that’s neither here nor there. You just tell me how you want the copy, and I’ll write it anyway you say. I’m tired of trying to argue for your own good. After all, like I say, it’s your four or five thousand bucks, and it’s up to you to get what you want from it.”


  THE look that came suddenly into the eyes of Peter P. Paxton should have warned me. It should have, but it didn’t. Maybe it didn’t because what was to follow had never happened to me in all my days operating even the cheapest of agencies. At any rate, his next words spilled the beans and caused the sick shock that grabbed my stomach.


  “Ah, that matter of four or five thousand dollars, Mr. Boswell,” Paxton said apologetically, “is something I had better discuss with you now. Don’t you think?”


  Even then I didn’t get it. I grinned.


  “Sure. If you’d like to make a deposit before I swing into your account for you, that’s certainly all right with me. Ha, ha, ha!”


  Mr. Paxton shook his head anxiously.


  “Ah, that isn’t quite what I meant, ah, exactly, Mr. Boswell,” he said. “I meant that I was hoping that your advertising agency could, ah, back my product by putting up the money for the first four or five thousand dollars worth of advertising. I’d pay you back with, ah, the profits from the campaign after the first month or so.”


  I could only gape at the guy in horrified astonishment.


  “I’m sure that advertising would, ah, put my product over, Mr. Boswell. Then you wouldn’t regret having backed me. No sir, you wouldn’t. You’d profit handsomely, yes you would.”


  At last I found words. Many words. Hard words. Nasty words. Words that somehow escaped the attention of decent dictionaries. I let Mr. Peter P. Paxton have them all. If he had been a foot shorter and if I had been in better shape, I’d have let him have a fistful of knucks. And then I wound up wild and wrathful.


  “Get out of here you cheap, nervy, lousy little grafter! Get out!”


  But Peter P. Paxton was already halfway to the door, his face white and frightened. He got the idea.


  “You are making a great mistake, Mr. Boswell,” he said in shrill terror. “You are sending a great profit away from your door!”


  I started across the office.


  “Get!” I told him.


  He got.


  WHEN the door dosed behind Paxton I unleashed any words I might missed in my first rash of rage. Then I lighted a cigarette and went gloomily back to my desk.


  I sat there a while, thinking mad thoughts, then sad ones. I picked up the stall-off letter I’d been starting to one of my innumerable creditors and snarled at it. I rolled it up into a ball in my fist and threw it across the room.


  Sickly, I thought of the quick mental spending I’d done of my fifteen percent of Paxton’s advertising outlay. A few months back office rent, two weeks back room rent, a watch out of the pawn shop. Just a few little items on which I’d spent that nonexistent profit.


  I looked at the cheap dollar watch I kept on my desk. Half the afternoon shot. Well, not exactly shot. That is, I didn’t have anything to do except turn out a letter on a small account. I decided to have a little snort.


  And then I saw the Venus Vial of Casanova Capsules. It was still on my desk. Pseudo-client Paxton had forgotten to take it along with him, since his exit had been so hasty.


  I shrugged, picking it up. Pills, just pills. I tossed it back on the desk and got my hat . . .


  AT ERIC’S bar, located right next to my office building, I was greeted with additionally cheering evidence of my status on Wall Street.


  Nick, the day bartender, was polite but firm when I ordered a rye with a water wash.


  “It’ll have to be cash, Steve,” he told me.


  I glared at him.


  “Since when is my credit here so lousy?” I demanded.


  “Since this morning, when Eric was in,” Nick said. Eric owned the joint. “He told me that we’d have to close off your credit until you made an effort to clear up a little of your back bar bill.”


  In my mental state at that moment I didn’t even have the dignity to take my business elsewhere.


  “I should depart in a huff,” I said angrily.


  “Sure,” Nick grinned. “Sure you should, Steve.”


  I threw a half a dollar on the bar.


  “But my feet are tired,” I added. “Now give me that drink.”


  “Sure, Steve,” Nick said cheerfully.


  He brought the bottle, shot glass, and water over to me. I poured a rye, and he took the bottle away. I was too low even to resent the insulting implications of that gesture.


  Babs Cartier came into the bar, then. Babs was a neat little blonde number who worked in the chorus at the Gaiety burlesque a block down the street. She had a form that had been made to be stared at. Her face was as pretty as a diamond, and as hard. She gave me a weary smile and took a seat next to me at the bar.


  “How’s the advertising big shot?” she asked.


  “If you expect a drink,” I said. “That type of gag won’t get it. In fact, it wouldn’t get it even if tight-fisted Eric hadn’t cut off my credit as of this morning.”


  Bab tsked sympathetically.


  “When you start paying cash for drinks, things must be low,” she said.


  “Sister,” I said, “you’re getting the idea.”


  Nick came over, and took Babs’ order for a stinger. When he went away to mix it, Babs said: “Well, Stevie, you’re looking at a little gal who is of today among the unemployed.”


  “Huh? You mean you’ve quit the Gaiety?” I demanded.


  “Cold,” Babs said. “I told George Slonski he could take his job and the measly forty bucks a week and—”


  “Sure, sure,” I said, cutting her off. “I get the picture. But what happened. Why the itch to become footloose from cash?”


  Babs laughed, and it was not temple bells tinkling, if you know what I mean.


  “Remember Terry Fortescue?” she asked.


  I REMEMBERED Terry Fortescu.


  He was a heavy-sugared, wet nosed young playboy who had supported practically every swank night club in town single-handed for the last two years. I remembered, too, that Bahs had mentioned several times of having been squired by young Fortescue to said swank bistros.


  “I seem to recall your having mentioned once or twice that you would like to sink your red nails into some of his fortune,” I said. “But I don’t remember anything to the effect that you were getting anywhere with your plans.”


  Again Babs laughed. This time in knowing triumph.


  “I ain’t seen you since last week, Stevie,” she said. “A lot can happen inna week. I think Terry is definitely getting that way about a certain young chorine who is me.”


  My eyes widened. Babs was a smart young wench. Cold and more than calculating, she knew damned well what she had always longed tor in life. She had always longed for a life that was spelled with a big dollar sign in front of it. It wasn’t likely that she’d bandy such statements around without reason. And if she said she was getting close to the Fortescue millions, maybe there was something to it.


  “Well,” I said. “Well, I’m damned. You kidding, Babs?”


  “Why you think I quit my job, Stevie?” Babs asked.


  “Huh?” I asked. “Has he—”


  Babs cut me off. “Oh no. Not that, Stevie. Don’t jump at no conclusions like that. I don’t want that part of the Fortescue cash. I want to be Missus Fortescue, nothing else. Guys like Terry find it a lot tougher to shake a dame they marry than a dame they just get mink coats for. A lot tougher, and more expensive. So I’m shooting for the Missus Fortescue role.”


  “But quitting your job,” I said, “sounds like you figure you are practically walking down the aisle with Terry Fortescue right now. Has he mentioned anything similar to that?”


  Babs shook her head. “Not quite. But he has invited me along on a cruise on his yotch tonight, no less. We will watch the New Yawk dimout from the rails of said yotch and speak romantic lingo to each other, and I think I will hook him then and there.”


  I whistled. “Baby, if you can swing that young moneybags into a wedding ring, you’ll—”


  Babs cut me off. “An’ that’s why I quit my job today, see? My boss, Georgie Slonski, insisted what I should work tonight when I, wanted the evening off for Terry’s yotch party, see? Nacherly, I told Slonski what to do with his job.”


  “Naturally,” I agreed. “A shot at a million or more bucks doesn’t stand a chance against a mere job.” I sighed, thinking of how I might have been born a wise, hard, pretty wench like Babs instead of a guy who had to make his own million.


  Nick came back with Babs’ stinger, and I pulled out a half dollar and paid for it.


  Babs looked at me in surprise. “You said you was broke,” she said.


  “I am,” I agreed. “And that represents the second drink I was going to have for myself. But, what the hell, it isn’t every day I get a chance to make a friendly gesture with a potential millionnairess.”


  “I will recollect you,” Babs said with dignity, “in my will, my good man.”


  “Just remember me in the divorce courts, baby,” I said, “in case you want some first rate publicity. I’ll probably be down to that by then.”


  “Toojeers lamoor!” Babs said, raising her drink.


  “Same to you,” I nodded gloomily, picking up my hat. “And good luck, baby.”


  THERE wasn’t much to do but go back to the office, although it was now almost six in the evening, and all respectable working offices had closed their doors. I’d decided against dinner, since I might need the dough if I got back to my rooming house and found myself locked out.


  When I went back up to my office I found the lights on inside and the door halfway open. I could hear the scrape of things being moved and mops being wielded, and I realized that the night cleaning women were at work tidying up the offices of the building.


  I went into the office to see what sort of rearranging Becky—she’s the hatchet-faced, huge-bosomed scrub woman who generally supervised the cleaning of the offices on my floor—had done to the usual welter of papers and magazines on my desk.


  She inevitably deplored the wild arrangement of everything on my desk, and invariably succeeded in dumping half the papers into the waste basket by the time she made them shipshape.


  I could see her big broad back bent busily over my desk as I stepped into the office. And undoubtedly she had heard my entrance; for she straightened up swiftly, guiltily.


  “Hello, Becky. Messing up my desk again?” I asked, mixing jollity with truth.


  But Becky didn’t turn around. She began, instead, to cough. A quick, gagging, choking cough.


  I stepped swiftly over to the desk, thinking to pound her on her broad back; since her coughing sounded as if she’d something caught in her throat.


  And at that instant she stopped coughing and turned—her hatchet face crimson—to face me.


  Her face was crimson from coughing. But there was the damnedest look in her eyes. Almost a guilty look. And then I saw why.


  The bottle of Casanova Capsules, the Venus Vial, stood open on my desk, cork stopper beside it—and there were only three pills left where once there had been four.


  Becky had been sampling, and almost choked to death on one of the pills when I came into the room and interrupted said sampling.


  I suddenly began to laugh at her expression. It was the startled glance of a frightened horse. And it was something else I couldn’t quite place, but which was equally hilarious.


  I continued to guffaw, while Becky caught her breath and fought for a return to her usually bovine calm.


  Her breath returned. But her bovine calm just wasn’t. There was something else. Something shining naked and unashamed from her blue, saucer-big eyes. Something that looked awfully like—admiration and breathless awe. But in an instant, I realized that it wasn’t either awe or admiration. It was adoration, In short, love!


  “Mister Boswell!” Becky exclaimed, wringing her big red mitts as coyly as a schoolgirl. “Mister Boswell, you frightened me!”


  Then, so help me God, she flicked the pale lashes of her baggy eyes up and down rapidly and shot me an oh-you-marvelous-man stare!


  I was crazy. I was certain I was crazy. But I stepped back out of range of Becky’s immediate clutches. I couldn’t be certain what her next reaction would be.


  “Heh—heh,” I muttered. “Sorry. Sorry I frightened you. But, everything looks spic and span; yes, it does. You, er, won’t have to touch another thing. You, er, can just run along to the next office eh?”


  BECKY took a step toward me, almost putting her size twelve foot into her scrub bucket. She simpered cutely at this near miss and batted her lashless lids at me again.


  “I always try like to keep things spic and span, Mister Boswell,” she cooed. “That’s the way I keep homes. Clean like. I cook good, too.”


  I ran a finger around my collar and stepped back another pace. I recalled that Becky was married to a middle-aged giant in excellent shape who stoked flaming hearths in some steel mill.


  “That’s fine,” I choked. “Your husband is a lucky man. Now, er, if you’ll just excuse me, I think I’ll get to work.” But Becky didn’t seem willing to let the sordid matters of toil tarnish her new-found emotions. She moved toward me again, batting those unglamorous lids coyly.


  “Mr. Boswell,” she said huskily, “I think that I love you!”


  I stepped quickly back, putting out my hands in self-defense. After all, Becky was at least five feet eleven and two hundred and forty pounds worth of women, and I wouldn’t have much chance if she suddenly wanted to neck.


  “Now look,” I began. “You have a husband and a home, Becky. Undoubtedly you have children as old as I am, or, anyway, almost as old. I, er, just don’t think any romance between the two of us would er, be appropriate under those circumstances. Do you?” Becky sighed, her huge bosom heaving ponderously.


  “I know I am loving you, Mister Boswell!” she husked throatily. “And nothing in the way of love stands!”


  “Very nicely put,” I muttered, making for the door.


  Becky made a lunge for me, and I grabbed hard for the door handle to swing it open and make my escape. I missed, and Becky sailed headlong toward me in a massive rush of love-bent exertion. I ducked and scooted off to one side. She collided heavily against the door.


  But that didn’t stop her. She turned around, realigning her directions, and spied me trying to get behind the shelter of my desk. She beamed lovingly and sailed forth for the desk. I held my dash; keeping the desk between the two of us would be my best chance. Or so I reasoned.


  Becky reached the desk, and I was on the other side. She started to her left, and I started around to my left, keeping a nice space of mahogany between us. She chortled coyly. Obviously, to her, we were playing a gay little game—a sort of lovers’ romp.


  But the romp had more than usual complications. For I now found myself wedged in between the desk and the wall, and realized that Becky was shoving the desk harder and harder into my stomach to trap me where I stood!


  “Nothing,” she said huskily again, “in the way of love stands!”


  I tried desperately to squirm loose and make a dash for the door. But it was no use. I couldn’t budge. And now Becky, lovelight glowing in her bovine blue eyes, held the desk fast with one hand and proceeded cautiously around the side toward me.


  I made a gurgling cry of despair, and closed my eyes.


  It was at that instant that I heard the door open, and the startled gasp that followed it.


  OPENED my eyes. Martha, a thin, dour scrubwoman who teamed with Becky, stood on the threshold staring at the scene bug-eyed.


  “Becky!” she bleated. “And Mister Boswell!”


  It broke the spell for Becky. Or, at least, it intruded enough on her private little love chase to make her crimson in sudden embarrassment and break into a fit of cowish sounds that were intended for girlish giggles. She released the pressure against the desk, and I was able to push it back and breathe freely.


  Martha still surveyed the scene with wonder, her thin, sour little features grimacing in bewilderment.


  “Heh-heh,” I tried for Martha’s benefit, “I was just showing Becky a dusty spot she missed on the floor.”


  But big Becky didn’t help matters a bit. She repeated her giggling salvo at this, blinking her lashes—practically nonexistent—coyly in my direction.


  But I’d already had enough. Martha’s sudden appearance had been a Godsend, and I was determined to take advantage of her presence to make my escape. I mopped my brow quickly with a handkerchief, grabbed up the Venus Vial, pushed the cork stopper into it, slipped it into my pocket and headed for the door. . . .


  OUT in the street in front of the office building I stopped and caught my breath. My knees were knocking and my palms were moist. And a gradual realization of the cause for what had happened was creeping up on me. When it hit, it almost commandoed me into a coma.


  I had had a subconscious realization of the cause of Becky’s actions right from the minute I saw the open Venus Vial and realized that she’d popped a pill into her mouth. But her actions from that minute on hadn’t given me any time for any further rationalization. I’d been too busy avoiding her clutches to give any thought to the reason behind them.


  But now I knew. Knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Peter P. Paxton’s Venus Vial of Casanova Capsules had been the one and only cause for the sudden love for Stephen B. Boswell which had been inspired in the heart of Becky the behemoth scrublady.


  And little inventor Paxton’s words concerning the action of his Casanova Capsules came back coherently enough to make me aware that I had undoubtedly been the first person poor Becky encountered after trying the pill. The result—as little Paxton had predicted—was Becky’s whole-hearted affection for me.


  In short, the damned pills weren’t phony. They were the genuine article, the very thing Paxton had said they were!


  I pulled the Venus Vial out of my coat pocket and looked at it closely, unbelievingly, beneath the street lamp. I shook my head, awed, frightened a little but damned well convinced of the strictly weird powers they possessed.


  Dropping the Venus Vial back in my pocket, I turned right, which took me straight into Eric’s saloon.


  Nick, who had only been the daytime bartender, was off duty by now. In his place for the hour before the other bartender came onto night shift, was Eric himself, owner of the joint. The man who had issued instructions to Nick that very morning that I was to be given no more credit.


  “Hello, Eric,” I said cheerfully, taking a stool at the bar.


  Eric is blonde, thin, with a creased face that always looks suspiciously at the world. He nodded his answer to my greeting glumly.


  “I’ll have a rye and water,” I said. I really needed it, now that I was fully aware of the Venus Vials’ incredible value.


  “I am sorry I cannot let you have no more credit, Steve,” Eric said. He didn’t sound a bit sorry. “You want a drink, it will have to be cash you pay for it.”


  “I already know that,” I said. “I was in once already today.” I threw a half dollar on the bar. “Hustle along a rye and water.”


  Eric looked at the half dollar as if he wanted to bite it to make sure of its silver content. Then he moved off to get a bottle and the glasses.


  I touched the outline of the vial lying there in my coat pocket, and a chill ran along my spine. My God—a guy who could make pills with powers like that was worth a million bucks a minute. I was already going over some tricky legal clauses in my mind. Legal nooses with which I planned to tie up Peter P. Paxton the minute I got my hands on him again.


  For I was going to see him again, all right. Even if I had to turn out the entire town in a search for him. I was going to find that little guy and drag him back into the office with a tractor, if necessary, and take him up on the offer he had made that very afternoon.


  Through my mind was running a recollection of some of the other pills and potions he’d mentioned. Pills to bring wealth. Pills to bring good luck. Potions to bring happiness, etc. It was staggering to think of. Supposing all the other pills and potions he’d mentioned were just as effective as his Venus Vial of Casanova Capsules?


  ERIC brought back the bottle, shot glass, and water glass and scooped up the half dollar. He gave me a sour grimace as I filled the shot glass with an unsteady hand.


  “Boozing it up?” he asked nastily.


  Some of the rye slopped over the shot glass and onto the bar. Eric glared even more balefully at this. And then I had a sudden, wonderful idea.


  “Pedro and Juanita on duty upstairs?” I asked.


  Pedro and Juanita were the Cuban couple who served as chef and waitress in the tiny alcove dicing room Eric maintained upstairs on the second floor of his place.


  Eric nodded glumly. “They just came on duty. I had to give that Pedro hell for being late again. How he thinks I can work up any food trade when he’s never around—”


  Eric, as usual, was just grousing for the hell of it. He, and everyone else, knew that his joint’s dinner trade didn’t exist, and that the only function of his food service was for late sandwiches and snacks for his drinking trade.


  But I grinned at his saying he gave Pedro hell. Pedro was a huge, angry giant of a Latin with a temper like a volcano. He was also too fine a chef to risk losin’ by a bawling out.


  “Have a drink, Eric?” I asked pleasantly, thinking of this.


  Eric nodded quickly, a false smile sliding onto his sour pan. He grabbed a bottle of the very best brandy, took a glass, and filled himself a snifter which he spoiled with added soda.


  “That’s six-bits, Stevie,” Eric said happily.


  I reached into my wallet, pulled out a worn dollar bill, and tossed it on the bar. I cocked my head to one side, pretending to be listening.


  “Say, isn’t your telephone ringing?” I asked.


  Eric had his telephone in a small room behind the bar. He cocked his head to one side.


  “Don’t think so,” he said. He took up my dollar bill, rang up the cash register, and gave me back a quarter.


  “Sure it is,” I said.


  Eric frowned, put his glass of brandy and soda on the bar, and went back into the tiny telephone room.


  I got out the Venus Vial but quick. I took out a Casanova Capsule and dropped it into his brandy and soda. I didn’t have to stir it. It dissolved like water, almost instantly.


  Eric came back from the telephone room just as I popped the Venus Dial back into my pocket. He looked annoyed.


  “Party musta hung up,” he announced. “Least, they weren’t ringing any when I got to the telephone.”


  Eric, fortunately, was a trifle deaf. His ear had been too long attuned only to cash registers.


  I watched him pick up his brandy and soda. He took a long swig on it, smacking his lips. Then he frowned, looked at the glass, took another long swig, and put it on the bar.


  “Funny,” he said. “This doesn’t taste quite right.”


  “Maybe,” I suggested, “you watered the bottle too much.”


  HE glared at me and picked up his glass for another long swig. It might have tasted like hell, to him, but he wasn’t going to waste it. Again he frowned and smacked his lips. The glass was now almost empty. He shook his head doubtfully, lifted the glass, and drained the last of the contents.


  “I’ll steer clear of that bottle,” I smirked. “If it’s that bad.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with my stock—” Eric began.


  And then I cocked my head to one side again, pretending to listen.


  “Say,” I said. “Your pretty waitress, Pedro’s wife, is calling you.”


  Eric frowned. “I don’t hear any call for anybody.”


  “That was Juanita’s voice,” I said. “I’d swear to it. Anyway, it came from upstairs and it said something about something being broken.”


  This was all Eric needed. “Broken?” he bleated. “Those stupid oafs ain’t gonna smash stuff without it is deduct from their pay!”


  I watched him move around to the front of the bar and start headlong for the staircase leading to the second floor dining alcove. He was carrying the contents of one Casanova Capsule inside him, and rushing up to confront the rather attractive waitress wife of a giant Cuban with a temper like a cobra and a pair of arms like twin pythons.


  I grinned happily.


  “Cut off my credit, will yuh?” I gloated.


  I heard Eric’s voice begin an angry sentence that suddenly changed to a sentence that was anything but angry. I heard Juanita’s voice rise sharply in amazement. Then there was the crash of dishes and the sound of a loud slap. This was followed instantly by a shrill scream from Juanita. A scream for vengeance from her giant-chef husband.


  My grin became Cheshire, and widened even more when my ears heard a bull-throated bellow from Pedro, arriving on the scene between his wife and Eric.


  The sounds after that were faint, furious, tremendous. It seemed as if something like a sack of wheat was being thrown carelessly back and forth across the dining room alcove, smashing whatever it happened to land on.


  Eric had undoubtedly fallen madly in love with Juanita on seeing her—the guaranteed result of a Casanova Capsule. And Pedro, her husband, had come down to lend physical resentment to Juanita’s vocal disdain of Eric’s newly born affection for her.


  The sounds went on for another four or five minutes, in which time Eric’s night bartender arrived to ask me what in the hell was going on upstairs. I shrugged, and told him that maybe he’d better wait until it was over, and that perhaps he might call the police and an ambulance.


  While the night bartender got frantically on the telephone, Eric suddenly came down the staircase without touching a single step. He literally flew, like something hurled by a weight thrower. The weight thrower and his pretty and indignant wife clumped angrily down the stairs after their exemployer a minute later. Both Pedro and Juanita wore their hats and coats and were far too irate to draw any back salary before severing connections with Eric’s establishment. They stormed out of the door in a tempest of Latin verbs.


  I looked happily at Eric’s quite unconscious form lying there at the bottom of the staircase. Then I went over, rolled him on one side, and held him that way long enough to remove seventy-five cents from his pocket.


  THE night bartender, white-faced and frightened, came back from the telephone an instant later. He saw his boss and almost fainted.


  “Maybe you better prepare to take over the management of this place completely for the rest of the night,” I suggested. “Eric doesn’t look like he’ll be able to be much of a boss for at least the remainder of the evening.”


  “What am I gonna tell the cops when they come?” the night barkeep worriedly wondered.


  I explained—with kind tact—that since Eric had been beaten up by Pedro because he’d gotten fresh with Pedro’s wife, that it might be wise to skip that end of it entirely.


  “Eric wouldn’t want anything like that in the papers,” I amplified. “I’m sure, if he were conscious, he wouldn’t want any part of the mess to get to the ears of the cops. They’d drag Pedro and Juanita in, and there’d be a big stink. Better just say he fell down the stairs.”


  Which, as it developed ten minutes later when the cops and the ambulance arrived almost simultaneously, was just what the night bartender told. I chimed in as a witness, and they carried Eric off on a stretcher, convinced that he had had a most unusual fall down a remarkably short flight of stairs. . . .


  OF COURSE, until other patrons began to float into the bar about a half hour later, Rollie—that was the night bartender’s name—and I had considerable small talk over the unfortunate happenstance of Eric’s. And the excited small talk called for buying drinks back and forth. This was easy enough to do, since Eric hadn’t had time to tell Rollie that I wasn’t to have any more credit. So Rollie and I got along famously, and he cheerfully marked up my chits on the pad beside the cash register, unaware that his boss would have lost his mind had he witnessed it.


  For Stephen B. Boswell, life was indeed resuming its rosily cheerful tinge.


  In my pocket was proof that one Peter P. Paxton was a chemical genius beyond even the wildest dreams of druids or alchemists. A genius who, I was firmly confident, would make Stephen B. Boswell the richest man in the world beginning promptly on the morrow.


  What small qualms I might have had about his willingness to accept my backing, inasmuch as I had called him unpleasant names and tossed him out of my office, were easily dispersed by the realization that I would be dealing with a genius who was, fortunately, an utter, babbling ass.


  He most certainly bad to be a mental zero, I reasoned, to be walking around town at large with his incredible pills and potions, unable to make a nickel off them. No one but a nitwit would have taken such an approach to the problem of getting backing for the inventions of the age. No one but a hopelessly insipid little jerk like Peter P. Paxton would have thought of confining his sales appeal to cheap, fraudulent-sounding advertisements in obscure newspapers and magazines.


  Paxton was a genius, no doubt of that. But he was also a dimwit who needed the guiding light of a Big Mind to lead him. And Stephen B. Boswell was going to be that guide.


  It occurred to me then, that I might as well begin lining myself up a campaign of promotion for the Paxton Pills and Potions. And it occurred to me, also, that I might just as well begin to figure exactly how and where I was going to raise the fat hunk of cash which would be necessary to launch such a promotion.


  Over my sixth or eighth rye and water, I began to do a little thinking on the matter.


  There was, quite naturally, no one in the United States who would advance a stitch of credit to one Stephen B. Boswell. I couldn’t blame anyone for this sound national attitude, of course, but it wasn’t going to help matters any.


  It was clear, nevertheless, that Stephen B. Boswell in control of a potential million billion bucks worth of chemical genius was an entirely different guy than Stephen B. Boswell, who was one jump ahead of the wolf, in a bottom rung, one-man advertising agency. On the strength of little Paxton, therefore, rested the lever with which I should be able to pry loose enough cash to get tire thing rolling.


  Any bank, any promoter, any—well, anyone with the dough and good sense, would advance all the cash you needed to promote Peter P. Paxton’s Pills and Potions. All you had to do was tell them what you had and sit back and wait for the dough. Simple.


  I GRINNED confidently at my glass and dipped my snoot for a short snort. It was simple, yessir.


  Or was it?


  It suddenly occurred to me what a hell of a time little Peter P. Paxton must have had making the rounds with his pills and potions. And it occurred to me that walking into a reputable bank, business office, or promotion den to announce that you’d developed pills and potions to win love, riches, good health, etc. would not be quite the simple task it seemed. You would, of necessity, encounter a great deal of skepticism. Skepticism such as I met Paxton with. The throw-em-out-immediately sort of skepticism.


  But then, I reasoned, Paxton had been a dimwit, a mouse. A Great Mind, such as Steve Boswell for example, would be much more smooth in breaking the ice to announce the astonishing truth of the potent pills.


  I was nodding emphatically to myself over this when I heard a voice at my side. I turned. It was Babs Cartier, the blonde baby who was supposed to be digging her claws into Terry Fortescue’s million dollar heart at that moment.


  “Hello,” was all she’d said. Her hard, pretty little face was as dour as crepe at a wake.


  “Well, well,” I replied. “Fancy seeing you here. I thought you were supposedly yachting tonight with a million dollars and more.”


  “Hah!” snorted Babs Cartier unmusically. “Bah!”


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “The old stand up,” Babs answered savagely. “The old bunkola. The heave-ho. A telephone call from little Terry Fortescue himself telling me how sorry he was to say that the yotch party was off.”


  “Sort of last minute-ish, wasn’t it?” I observed.


  “Hah!” Babs said again. She reached into her purse and pulled out a clipping from a local gossip column. She pointed to a paragraph in the column. “Read that,” she commanded.


  I read it. It was interesting reading, and—from Babs’ point of view—strictly tragic information.


  “The unexpected arrival of Marlene Marsh, Boston socialite beauty, today, had Terry Fortescue, young man about millions, in quite a dither. Young Fortescue, as you all know, has long been considered matrimony-proofs But friends of Miss Marsh and the young millionaire have long predicted an eventual merger between the two. All this column can say to such talk is that young Fortescue has definitely cancelled all other engagements while Miss Marsh is here.”


  I handed the clipping back to her.


  “Ugh!” I grunted. “Right below the heart.”


  Babs put the clipping back into her purse.


  “The stinker,” she said. “The lousy double-crossing stinker.”


  “Have a drink,” I invited her, “and cool off.” I signaled Rollie the bartender. “A stinger for Miss Cartier,” I said.


  “I thought you was broke,” Babs said suspiciously.


  I waved my hand expansively. “My dear young lady, that is the way fortune changes. I am now by way of being close to several million dollars.”


  ROLLIE came over with her stinger and Babs took a sip. “Don’t tell me that,” she said. “A horse musta come in for you in the last race.”


  I smiled tolerantly. I could afford to be tolerant. Besides, I was getting a little tight.


  “As you wish, young lady. But tonight the liquor is on me.”


  And it was precisely that. Every drop of it—which must have totalled gallons. I really celebrated, on credit of course, it must have been around three or four in the morning when they finally poured me out of the place and into a taxi. I was drunk-smart enough to borrow ten bucks from the bartender and have it put on my bill.


  If the landlady had waited up to catch me for my back room rent, she’d given up the ghost by the time I stumbled up to my room. At any rate, she wasn’t there with her hand out, and I was able to fall into bed undisturbed by crass problems of finance.


  I remember that my last muddled thought before falling off into a dead sleep concerned the irony of Fate which had so reversed the scheme of things to smile on Babs one moment and me the next. . . .


  THE morning of my first day of search for Peter P. Paxton, the eccentric little merchant of Venus, dawned bright and late. It was almost noon before I came out of my alcoholic slumber. The reconstruction of the previous night’s happenings was quick and complete up to the point where the fog set in in the wee hours at Eric’s bar.


  I looked in the pocket of my coat immediately, and sighed in relief to find the Venus Vial still there. Two pills were left, since Becky had eaten one, and I’d slipped the other maliciously to Eric.


  However, the amount of pills left wasn’t really important in face of the fact that I’d have all—and all types—I wanted as soon as I located little Peter Paxton.


  I managed to slip out of my room without running into the landlady, and I had a light breakfast of tomato juice and bromo seltzer in a nearby drugstore. There I plotted my first moves in the hunt for Paxton.


  Several advertisements in the personal columns of the daily papers would be the first step. Then I could discreetly contact all the agencies to which Paxton had probably gone before he came to mine, in the hope that he might have left his address and telephone number with one of them before getting thrown out on his ear.


  I got to a telephone and called the dailies, inserting an ad to run two days in each, simultaneously.


  
    “P.P. Paxton,” it said briefly, “get in touch with Boswell Advertising Agency at once. To your profit.”

  


  If he saw it, or if anyone who knew him saw it, it would bring results. Feeling good about having begun my chase, I headed for the office.


  There was no mail at the office. But there was a sheet of note paper, folded and scented with coarse soap, which had been shoved through the letter slot on the door.


  I picked it up, curious, and opened it. It was a personal note written in a huge, scrawly hand with a smudgy pencil stub.


  Deer Stivun:


  Nothing in tha wey uv luve stans.


  Yrs jerever,


  Becky.


  I sighed and tossed the note in the wastebasket, wondering how long the force of the Casanova Capsule was supposed to last, and making a mental note to be out of the office that evening before Becky arrived for cleaning.


  Then I got on the telephone and began check calls to all the advertising agencies or promotional outfits Paxton might have tried before he ended up at my office.


  AFTER more than an hour of this, one rather strange fact was clear. Peter P. Paxton hadn’t visited another advertising or promotion outfit in town. Mine had been the first, and apparently only, place he’d come!


  Damned puzzled, I’d left word with each place that, should a jerk answering to his name and description wander in, they should send him immediately to my office. I knew that they’d all do so only too willingly.


  My head was still splitting a trifle, and I decided on a little of the hair of the dog that bit me. I went down to Eric’s bar. Nick was on duty behind the spigots.


  “How’s Eric?” I asked him.


  Nick’s expression became pained. He shook his head in genuine bewilderment.


  “They let him out of the hospital at eight this morning, and whatta you think he done?”


  I shrugged.


  “He headed over to the house where Pedro and Juanita live,” Nick said in awe. “Can you imagine that?”


  “What for, to have them arrested?” I asked.


  Nick spread his hands wide in futile dismay. “Not on your life. He went over there to try to take Juanita away from Pedro—the nut!”


  Again I wondered how long the Paxton Venus Vial Casanova Capsule held effect.


  “Where is Eric now?” I asked.


  “Back in the hospital,” Nick said despairingly. “Banged up even worse this time.”


  I hid a grin behind a yawn.


  “A rye and water, Nick,” I said . . .


  FOR two days I waited patiently for results from either my personal-column ads or my calls to places Paxton might visit with his pills. But nothing happened, aside from the fact that Eric got out of the hospital once more and tried to woo Juanita, only to get sent back to said hospital by the now thoroughly incensed Pedro. And, oh yes, Becky left me two more notes, pretty much like the first, and I thought I saw her prowling around the neighborhood of my rooming house on the second night.


  But as for Peter P. Paxton—no soap.


  I was getting a little bit desperate but not completely so, if you know what I mean. Calmly, I reasoned that such a search would take a little time. Maybe three days, or four, or even five.


  But I cooked up a scheme to put into action on the third day, if I still hadn’t found Paxton. And when the end of the third day came along with no merchant of Venus, I put it into effect.


  I went to a police station and registered a complaint of robbery and assault. Then I described Peter P. Paxton as accurately as I could remember him, and said that that was the description of the bandit assailant.


  Which started the gendarmes searching for my man.


  They didn’t seem to be doing much good, but I renewed the personal column pleas for another two days, and made another check on all the agencies and promotion spots I’d tried at first. No. They still hadn’t seen a sign of anyone answering to that description or name.


  By the fourth day the furrows in my brow looked like plow ruts. There was still not a trace of Paxton. I thought of hiring a private gumshoe agency to get on Paxton’s trail. But aside from not having nearly enough dough to cover such a costly search, I wasn’t sure that they could do more than the cops could.


  There was nothing to do but wait, and grow gray.


  Eric made the newspapers on the fifth day. He had tried to see Juanita after getting out of the hospital again, and Pedro, after mauling him to beat hell, had called he cops. They tossed him into a hospital, where he waited hearing on a malice count sponsored by both Juanita and Pedro. But I was too worried to appreciate the fine good humor of this.


  There were flowers, weedy things, in a glass jar on my desk that fourth morning. Around the wilting stem of each was wrapped a love note from Becky the scrubwoman.


  By the end of the fifth day, I was beating my brow to a pulp with my palm. My nails were gnawed to bloody stumps, and my nerves were as frayed as a pair of pants in the Reich. I had to do something, inasmuch as every passing minute proved more and more conclusively that Peter P. Paxton didn’t seem to want to be found. But what could I do that I hadn’t done already?


  It was then that the horrible suspicion hit me. Supposing Peter P. Paxton couldn’t be located because of the simple fact that someone, some promoter or guy wiser than I’d been, had listened to him, found out the incredible truth about Paxton’s potions and pills, and signed him up tighter than a drum?


  The thought made me want to vomit. And yet, the more it tugged at the sleeve of my mind, the more I was forced to admit that it was not too illogical. After all, Peter P. Paxtons don’t just disappear into thin air. And the methods I’d used to locate him were as thorough as any fairly inventive mind with no income could concoct.


  I felt like a guy tied to a chair and forced to watch millions of dollars used to light an idiot’s cigars. For millions of dollars would certainly be mine if I could corral the Paxton phantom. But every minute that passed without my finding him, meant more and more of my dream dough going up in smoke.


  MAYBE it was because I was beginning to resign myself to the fact I wouldn’t find Paxton, or maybe it was because I was feeling more and more certain that somebody else already had Paxton—but at any rate, on the morning of the sixth day I went to a chemical analysis outfit with the Venus Vial in my pocket.


  There I turned over one of the remaining pills, telling them that I wanted the thing broken into a thousand atoms, if possible, to find out precisely what its contents were.


  If I couldn’t find Paxton I could at least make an effort to find out the secret of one of his most incredible potion-pills. That would be certainly better than nothing.


  I sat in the waiting room of the chemical analysis company going quietly mad while a tall, bespectacled young man in a stained smock put the pill through their deductive analysis lab.


  The wait was over an hour. Finally, however, the tall, somber young chemist came out and blinked at me through his horn rimmed specs. He was shaking his head wonderingly, and a trifle apologetically.


  “Well?” I bleated, my voice cracking like a choir boy’s. “Well, did you discover what’s in it?”


  The young man sighed.


  “I have absolutely no idea, sir. It is the strangest stuff I’ve ever seen. I can’t begin to tell you what elements, chemical or otherwise, are contained in that pill. We put it through every sort of test. We broke it down to ground dust and tested that. Still no results. Our final test, a solution immersion process, dissolved the dust utterly.”


  I groaned feebly.


  “Perhaps,” said the young man, “you could give us another one of those pills and we could run a second test. Maybe that would disclose something.”


  I shook my head hysterically. “No,” I gurgled. “No. Absolutely no. It’s the last one I have left!”


  The young chemist stared at me in astonishment.


  “Very well, sir. Just as you like. It’s entirely up to you.”


  I left the joint at practically a dead run. The single Casanova Capsule left in the Venus Vial bounced tauntingly around in my pocket.


  The rest of the day I spent checking most futilely my trap lines on Paxton. Of course there was nothing doing. Not a sign, not a trace, of the maddening little man.


  In the meantime I went through the torments of the damned wondering about the chemical analysis that had been made on the pill. I wondered if the chemists had known their stuff. I wondered if perhaps they hadn’t blundered in testing the pill. I wondered if another chemical analysis company might not succeed where they had failed. I thought of submitting the last pill to such a test. But of course, I didn’t dare. For if they gummed up the works on the analysis, I’d have nothing left. For, even with just one pill remaining to my name, there was some fragment of hope left for me in case I couldn’t find Paxton. And all the handwriting on any wall pointed to the fact that it didn’t look like I’d ever find him.


  I WENT into Eric’s bar about six o’clock that night, badly in need of the stimulant I sought.


  Rollie was on duty, and the only other customer in the place—with whom Rollie was discussing Eric’s coming malice trial worriedly—was Babs Cartier.


  I slid onto a stool before the bar.


  “The usual thing,” I croaked. “Only double.”


  Babs turned, a woeful pair of brown eyes on me.


  “Well, well,” she said listlessly. “For a guy who was buying for the house the last time I saw you, you don’t look so gay. What become of that million dollar deal you was yapping about all that night, palsie?”


  I grunted dismally, sliding the verbal knife turn-about into her ribs.


  “You have nothing to wheeze about,” I said. “How’s your ex-boy friend and millionaire catch you were sure of about that same time? Has he gotten engaged to Marlene Marsh of the Boston Marshes yet?”


  Babs Cartier sighed. But her brown eyes were angry.


  “I’d like to fix that louse good,” she said. She picked up a newspaper at her elbow. “He cost me a lot of dough.”


  “Dream dough,” I said. “His dough. Dough that you were already spending before you landed the fish.”


  Babs had opened the newspaper to the society pages. She pointed to a picture spread two-column in the center. Atop the pix was the caption: “Engagement Announcement Tonight.”


  I recognized the soft, rather nice-looking guy in the pix as no one other than Terry Fortescue himself. The girl, a lean, hungry-looking dame—in the approved Vogue style—with a horsey, society caste to her features, was unknown to me. But the blurb beneath the picture identified her as Marlene Marsh of Boston.


  To one side of the two column spread of the picture, there was another two column spread of newsprint dealing with nothing but the fact that the engagement of Miss Marsh to Mr. Fortescue was to be announced that very evening on his yacht. A special party for the occasion was, of course, in order. And all the intimate friends and family members of both the prospective groom and bride would be there.


  My eyes widened, and I gulped the double rye Rollie brought me. I turned to Babs.


  “Well, do you concede defeat!” I asked.


  She nodded glumly. “What else could I concede—victory?”


  “The Marsh dame’s victory,” I pointed out.


  “Ah, and I had the whole thing planned so perfect-like,” Babs snorted disgustedly. “I figgered two or three months as Missus Terry Fortescue, buying up all the clothes and cars and things I wanted—”


  “Not cars,” I reminded her.


  She ignored this, going on with a recounting of her thwarted plans. “I figgered after a few months robbing the till fer all it was worth I could head fer Reno on a wave of big time publicity,” she said despondently. “Think what alia publicity, photos an all, would mean to my stage ambitions, and such, after the divorce,” she ended lamely.


  “Not to mention,” I added by way of adding to her remorse, “the neat stack of dough you could have collected by way of a divorce settlement. Why, I’ll bet it would have amounted to at least six or eight hundred grand!”


  “Yeah,” said Babs tiredly. “I think I’ll have another stinger on that.”


  WHILE she ordered her drink, I took a squint at the picture of the Marsh dame again. She looked to be strictly the hunt club and pain in the neck type, if you get what I mean. I suddenly felt a little sorry for the poor little rich boy Terry Fortescue. Even if the Marsh dame hadn’t stepped in, he probably would have been hooked by Babs, or some hard, chiseling little creature like her. He couldn’t win no. matter which may he turned.


  After the next drink, Babs and I dropped our mutual verbal rub-it-ins. We drank for another hour in silence for the most part, each of us wrapped up in his own problem.


  Me, I was turning over my woes about Patxon and his apparent nonexistence again and again in my mind. The more I knocked myself out with these worries, the more certain I became that my sum total in assets from Paxton would never amount to any more than the one Casanova Capsule I still had left in the Venus Vial.


  And the more I realized this fact, the sicker and sicker I got. What could I do with one pill—even if it was the incredible potion that I knew it to be?


  I could sell it at auction, I told myself with bitter bad humor. Or I could use the Venus Vial, capsule inside, as a paper weight and everlasting reminder of the fact that I once almost had a million bucks in my hands. Or I could down it with my next rye and water and shoot myself for falling in love with Babs Cartier. Oh, yes, I could do all of those things. But where could I make a nickle from it?


  There didn’t seem to be any answer to that one. And another hour of mutual silence passed while Babs and I drowned our sorrows.


  “I wish,” Babs broke the silence long enough to observe as she lifted her sixth stinger, “that I could be on that damn yotch of his tonight. I’d scratch that Marsh dame’s eyes out, and kick that Fortescue-you-know-where. Where’s she figger she’s so much? She probably has ideas on his moola just like I had.”


  I shrugged, taking my mind momentarily from the problems of pills, potions and missing Paxtons.


  “She’s rich as hell, probably, baby. She isn’t after his dough,” I answered.


  Babs eyebrows went up angrily. “Rich, is she? Why, the greedy little minx. She’s got dough and wants more, that’s her trouble!”


  I managed a weak grin at this reasoning.


  “I just wish I could be there, though,” Babs repeated. “I’d raise some hell they’d never forget.”


  “It’s a pity they didn’t invite you,” I said. “It must have been an oversight, undoubtedly. After all, you’re more or less of an intimate friend of the groom, and it said in the newspaper that—”


  My voice trailed off and my eyes must have started blinking like beacons. For it was in the middle of that last sentence that the Great Idea hit me in the cranium.


  “Babs!” I blurted, grabbing her arm. “Babs—we got something, baby!”


  She blinked at me as if I’d lost my mind. But I had climbed off the bar stool, and still had hold of her arm.


  “Come on upstairs to the dining room alcove, baby. We’ll be able to talk this over alone up there. It’s terrific!”


  “Listen—” Babs began petulantly. But the gleam in my eye and the excitement in my voice brought out her female curiosity.


  “Okay, okay,” she said. “Only don’t break my arm in that bear trap clutch.”


  I RELEASED her arm and started upstairs to the dining room, Babs right behind me. There was no one in the alcove, so we had all the privacy our conversation would need.


  “Listen,” I said, pushing her into a chair, and pulling up another across the table from her, “you said you’d like to be on board that boat tonight, didn’t you?”


  “Huh?” Babs asked, blinking bewilderedly.


  “You said you’d like to be aboard Terry Fortescue’s yacht tonight for the party which is to announce his engagement to Marlene Marsh, didn’t you?”


  Babs’ jaw went hard and her eyes cold.


  “Brother, you’re talking,” she agreed emphatically.


  “Now look,” I said, putting a hand on her arm to brace her for the coming shock, “how’d you like not only to be aboard, but to wind up this evening engaged to Terry Fortescue?”


  “You’re outta your mind!” Babs said.


  “How’d you like that?” I persisted. “How’d you like it, eh? Engaged to him by the time the party is over tonight, and married to him inside of another day. How’d you like to have that happen?”


  “How do cats like canaries?” Babs inquired by way of answer. “But let’s cut out this reefer talk. What’re you driving at?”


  “Now listen,” I said. “You gotta listen, and you gotta trust me. You gotta have faith and confidence. Blind faith. Is being Mrs. Terry Fortescue worth the risk of a little blind faith in me?” I demanded.


  “Brother,” Babs said, “I’d believe in Santa Claus if it could make me Terry Fortescue’s wife!”


  “All right,” I said excitedly. “That’s swell. That’s fine. That’s magnificent.


  You gotta remember, then, that you’re to do everything like I say. If you do, I promise a Mrs. Fortescue rating for you, baby.”


  Suddenly Babs’ eyes narrowed.


  “Wait a minute,” she said. “Before we go any farther, tell me what’s in all this charity for you?”


  I grinned. “Frankly, baby, there’s plenty in it for me. You see, if I fix it so you marry the young billionaire, you kick back lots of the take to me the minute the wedding bells have stopped ringing, get it?”


  “How much of the take?” Babs asked.


  I closed my eyes and thought.


  “A hundred thousand smackers, baby,” I said.


  “Are you nuts?” she asked impolitely.


  I shook my head confidently. “Not a bit, baby. As Mrs. T. Fortescue you could put your paws on that dough inside of two days after your marriage. Why, he’ll probably give you a wedding present of a few hundred grand in your name, just as a starter. And if it isn’t worth that much to you, why—” I spread my hands expressively.


  Babs’ eyes glittered.


  “I still think that what you think you can do as a splicer between I and Terry is a pipe dream, dearie,” she said. “But if you can do what you say you can, you get the hundred grand. Only,” she paused, her eyes speculative, “how do you know I won’t welsh on you?”


  “I’ve figured that out, too,” I said. “Before we get going on my plan you’ll scratch out a brief, informal, but strictly legal promise to pay me a hundred grand on completion of our bargain. It’ll hold in any court, and annul your marriage without a cent if you try to welsh and I produce it as evidence.”


  Babs nodded. She had gained some confidence in my yet undisclosed scheme just by the fact that I was sold on it to the extent of thinking so far ahead.


  “Okay,” she said. “Now shoot. What’s the dope? Spill it, brother, before I have a heart attack.”


  I TOOK a deep breath and a firm grip on the edges of the table, and spilled it. Spilled most of it, that is. Among the things I didn’t mention was the name of Peter P. Paxton, my attitude, ambitions and search in regard for said character. I just stressed the angle of the Casanova Capsule and what it could do when it was used according to instructions. Only I didn’t call it the Casanova Capsule, or mention that it was contained in the Venus Vial, or any of that stuff that would have hooked it up to the point where it was too damned phony for her shrewd but dumb noodle to grasp.


  Of course, my first rendition didn’t cut any grooves in Babs’ enthusiasm. She just listened open-mouthed, staring at me as if I were giving her a pep talk for my candidacy for president. But I’d expected this, and I tore into my talk again, fitting it a little more closely to suit what I’d gathered of her attitude from her first reactions.


  “Listen,” I repeated, “you got to have confidence in what I’m telling you. Utter confidence.”


  “I gotta be crazy,” Babs said. “But tell it all to me again, slowly.”


  Once more I spilled my Big Idea, explaining as much as needed about the pill as I went along. When I finished she looked dubious, which was a distinct improvement over her first reactions. I took a deep breath, then, and went through it all again.


  “It’s simple,” I concluded. “You’ve been on his boat before. You know how you can start enough of a scene to get him away from his party. You can probably get him to take you to his cabin, so’s you won’t embarrass him in front of everyone. Then you insist that you’re gonna break up the whole thing, and he pleads with you not to be so silly. Then you have a crying jag, see? And when that’s over, you dry your tears, smile bravely, and admit that you’ve been silly and a bum sport. You say you’ll leave the yacht right away, and that pleases him no end. But you add that he’ll have to promise to have one last drink with you for old time’s sake, then and there. The rest is easy. You know how to slip a pill in a guy’s drink, certainly. You’ve worked as a hostess. Once he’s slipped the pill, he’s hooked. He’s yours.” I paused to catch my breath, then added lamely, “See?”


  There was a long silence in which Babs regarded me soberly and intently. Then she spoke.


  “Okay,” she said. “I understand it all. Every bit of it. And I can carry it out. But what about the pill? Are you sure you aren’t off your trolley on what that’ll do to him?”


  “That,” I said, “is where you gotta have confidence.”


  There was another long silence while Babs made up her mind, or rather, her brain. Then she nodded suddenly.


  “It’s a go. We’d better get started pronto, Stevie.”


  SHE rose, picking up her purse, her eyes filled with the unmistakable fever glint of gold. As for me, my palms were moist. But I wasn’t too excited to be asleep at the switch.


  “Just a minute, baby,” I said, pulling out a big white envelope from my pocket. On the back of the envelope I scratched a brief, legally tying agreement concerning the hundred thousand bucks reward I was to get as Cupid on the forthcoming Babs vs. Fortescue match.


  “Sign just below,” I said, shoving her the paper and handing her my pen.


  She did so, her pink tongue thrust out of the corner of her mouth at the literary effort involved in spelling her name correctly. Then I signed under that, and took the envelope back, stuffing it into my wallet.


  “Incidentally, baby,” I asked. “You got about twenty bucks?”


  Babs looked surprised, then angry. “Listen,” she began. “What’s the—” I cut her off, oozing diplomacy. “Frankly, I’m broke, baby. We’re gonna need dough for a cab to the pier, and more dough to hire the motorboat to take you out to Fortescue’s yacht. After all, you’ll be worth millions in a day or two.”


  The last did it. She opened her purse and pulled out a couple of tens which she tossed haughtily onto the table in the manner of a duchess.


  “That makes only ninety-nine thousant, nine hunnert and eighty bucks I owe you on that contrack,” she said.


  “Babs!” I protested, “millionaires don’t act cheap like that!”


  “Hah!” she snorted shrewdly. “That’s how they stay millionaires, brother!”


  IT WAS a little after ten o’clock when we piled into a cab outside of Eric’s saloon. And it wasn’t more than twenty minutes after that when we’d crossed town and arrived at the pier where I knew a guy who rented motor boats. It took me fully five minutes for me to explain to him what I wanted done.


  And then he looked skeptical.


  “I dunno,” he said. “It’s strictly against regulations, y’know.”


  “Sure I know,” I said. “And I know you get about two bucks ordinarily for such a trip. I’m willing to hand you ten for your trouble.”


  He looked at Babs, eyes narrowing.


  “You say the young lady’ll wanta have me wait alongside fer her?” he asked. “Running a risk agin getting picked up by harbor patrol, thataway,” he said.


  “She’ll come back with you, or give you a message to send to me,” I said. “In either case, you’re to wait.”


  “Dunno,” said the man who rented motor boats. “Dunno if it’s worth the chance of getting myself in trouble.”


  “Fifteen bucks,” I said, “and that’s our last offer.”


  The man who rented motor boats held out his hand.


  “You said it was the Fortescue yacht?” he asked.


  I gave him the money. Then I turned to Babs. I took out the Venus Vial in which the last Casanova Capsule remained. I handed it to her.


  “Keep it in this vial until time to slip it into his drink,” I hissed. “That way there’s no chance of losing it. And don’t forget. Try to get back here, but if he insists on your staying later, send word back with the motor boat skipper here. Good luck, baby. Remember, I knew you when.”


  I took her hand and gave it a tight squeeze. The motorboat man was walking out along the damp planks of the wharf to the spot where a speedboat was tied. Babs grinned, nodded, turned and followed after him.


  I reached into my pockets for a cigarette. When I lighted it I realized for the first time how badly my hands could shake when they wanted to.


  A ferryboat hooted in the harbor, and the motorboat man, already behind the wheel of his craft, helped Babs into it from the slippery pier.


  I took a deep drag on the cigarette and tried to remember how to pray. One hundred grand. One hundred thousand bucks. It made me dizzy to think of . . .


  TIME passed. A lot of time. I couldn’t tell how much. Four cigarettes worth of time. That was about half an hour, maybe. Maybe longer. I had smoked them chain-fashion down to quarter inch stubs.


  It was chilly by the water. But I was cold sweat all over. The ferryboats hooted out in the harbor and over on the rivers. I told myself that every second passing was a better and better sign that Babs was playing it right.


  I began to wonder if she’d try to welsh on that hundred thousand bucks. This gave me something else to think about, and helped pass a little more time.


  A little later and I’d smoked up two more cigarettes.


  Then I heard the sound of the motorboat coming back toward the wharf. I held my breath and tried to decide if it was the one that would mean everything. I couldn’t tell. But the sound of the motor got closer and closer and I was able to see it through the darkness, then.


  It was the boat with Babs, all right!


  I ran down on the wharf, almost breaking my neck on a slippery spot. By the time I’d picked myself up, the motorboat was less than twenty feet from the mooring, and sliding in purringly at low speed to the wharf.


  “Baby!” I yelled, for I couldn’t stand the suspense any longer. “Baby—is it set?”


  Babs stood up in the back of the motor boat. Her voice rang loud and shrill and angry.


  “You blankety blank sonuva blank-blank!” she shrieked.


  I almost fell headlong into the water. Sick nausea grabbed at my stomach and I leaned back weakly against the boathouse for support. My knees were turning to water and everything was taking on a gray blur before my eyes. I was but barely conscious that the motorboat was now being tied up expertly, the owner jumping out, and that Babs was being helped up to the wharfside.


  I remember trying to keep my knees starched, and that the wet wharf was determined to make my feet go out from under me. I heard the voice of the guy who rented motorboats yelling.


  “Derned fool—lookout, ye’ll bang yer head on that piling!”


  And then I must have banged my head on “that piling,” for something cracked the back of my head with sharp, nasty, blackening explosiveness. . . .


  SOMEONE was cursing steadily, unmusically, in my ear. And my aching head was being jounced from side to side. I opened my eyes, and after a minute became conscious of the fact that I was propped up in a taxi, beside Babs. Babs, of course, was making with the nasty words.


  And suddenly, in spite of aching dome and all, I got red-eyed mad. I sat bolt upright and glared at her.


  “So, you’ve come around, you—” she began wrath fully.


  I gnashed my teeth, and cut her off with my own tirade.


  “You thick-witted little bundle of blond bovinity!” I snarled. “How in the name of LaGuardia did you mess it up?”


  She bared her pearlies in an answering snarl.


  “I messed it up!” she choked. “I messed it up? Why, you blank blank descendent of a blank-blank-blank, I carried the whole thing off like perfect! I got on the yotch. I damn near broke up the party carrying on and yowling for Terry. Just like we plan, I get him off in private and carry the rest of the deal out, so that finally he is mixing us a couple of drinks. I put the lousy pill in his glass when he wasn’t looking, and then, before either of us takes a sip from our drinks, I manoover him out onto the moonlighted deck where we’re alone with our drinks next to a lifeboat, gazing romantic-like over the rail at the harbor.”


  I gnashed my teeth again. “That makes it worse!” I cut in. “If you got that far and messed it up, that makes it a hundred times worse than before!”


  “Listen, you lying louse!” Babs flashed back, eyes blazing. “I didn’t mess nothing up! I did everything like you say I should. I have even got him out there, like I said, on the deck in the moonshine and all. He’s got his glass in his hand, and in that glass is the fake pill, just like I have put it there.”


  “Fake pill!” I broke in indignantly. “Where do you get that fake pill business?”


  “Because it don’t work, that’s how I get that fake pill business, you liar!” Babs shrilled.


  “Listen,” I snarled in seething rage, “if you used the pill I gave you, it wasn’t fake. It was the pill that would make him your set-up for good!”


  “Yeah, sure!” Babs laughed in harsh sarcasm. “It sure did. I am standing there in the moonshine with him and my back is to the rail and he is standing before me, raising his glass for his first sip. He says to wish him luck and happiness with that Marsh dame. He says we’ll make a toast out of the drink to our future fren’ship. Then he lifts his glass inna long, gulpin’ swallow of the stuff.”


  I forgot my rage long enough to blurt: “Then what?”


  “Then he coughs a little, and looks up quickly,” Babs went on. “But he don’t catch my eye, even though I tried to catch his. He looks over my shoulder, staring, kind of, not even noticing me, his glims glued to something out in the harbor. ‘My God!’ he says suddenly, his voice real funny-like, ‘She’s the most beautiful creature in the world!’ ”


  “He said that?” I bleated. “Terry Fortescue said that about you? Then what did you do, you bungling idiot?” Babs’ voice was strident. “He wasn’t saying that about me!” she yelled. “You big jerk, he wasn’t saying that about me at all. The damn fool was saying that about what he saw over my shoulder out there in the harbor moonlight.”


  “Well what in the hell did he see in the harbor?” I bellowed frantically.


  BABS’ lips went grim. “That’s what I wondered. I turned around to look. There was nothing out there that he couldda been staring at but the Statue of Liberty!”


  “The Statue of Liberty?” I gasped. “You mean he’d been staring at the Statue of Liberty and said ‘she’ was the most beautiful creature in the world?” I demanded.


  “Nothing else but,” Babs said in grim fury. “In other words, you lying faker, that pill didn’t do anything at all other than make his mind wander. For he jest stared at the Statue of Liberty like I wasn’t even there. And then he repeated that crazy talk about it being the most beautiful creature in the world. I tried like crazy to get his mind back on me, but I might as wella been in Asia. He didn’t even know I was there. And then, when he started the crazy talk at the end, I ran off screaming mad and got back in the motorboat waiting alongside.”


  “Crazy talk?” I asked sickly. “You mean what he said about the most beautiful creature being the Statue of Liberty?”


  “Kinda like that,” Babs snapped. “Oney more so. He blabbed to hisself about how ‘she’—meaning the Statue—was gonna be his oney girl, his oney sweetheart, his oney wife until ‘she’ was rescued from her defamers, or something like that.”


  I shook my head slowly from side to side. It had never ached more. For it was all dear now. All terribly clear. The Goddess of Liberty there in the harbor had been the first female to meet For fescue’s eyes when he’d swigged down the pill. And he’d fallen in love with the statue!


  Babs was still shrilling on indignantly about what a louse and liar Steve Boswell was, and loudly demanding her twenty dollars back right then and there. But I was in no mood for explanations, or rebuttals. I leaned forward and told the driver to stop the cab. Then I got out, while Babs screeched indignantly from the cab that she wasn’t going to get stuck with the bill.


  It had started to rain, so she didn’t get out and chase after me, for which I was faintly happy. The rain felt good on my aching head as I walked along the deserted sidestreet.


  I could see the headlines in the papers of the following morning. I knew they’d feature the break-off of the Fortescue engagement. And of course they would double-spread his enlistment in the U.S. Armed Forces.


  But no one would ever know the story behind the idle young rich boy’s sudden carrying of the torch for an ideal called Liberty. Terry Fortescue himself wouldn’t know, and neither would his jilted society sweetheart or Babs Cartier the little burlesque chorine, or Peter P. Paxton who’d disappeared into nowhere.


  Stephen B. Boswell would know, however. Oh, my yes, he’d know! He’d know and ache inside and out every time he thought in terms of the big dough he was never gonna have.


  And Becky the scrubwoman—even though she wouldn’t know—would be still babbling the theory that explained the thing most briefly. Babbling it in her own quaint way. I could just hear her.


  “Nothing in the way of love stands,” she’d say. . . .


  THE END


  OPEN SECRET


  Henry Kuttner


  NOTHING secret at all. Walk in their office any time. Only—somehow the word couldn’t be spread, the world couldn’t understand—


  Mike Jerrold was the only passenger in the elevator when the operator passed out. He saw the man gasp, double up in pain, and stab out blindly at the stop button. Pressure against his soles decreased. Jerrold jumped forward and tried to catch the falling man, but didn’t quite make it.


  The lips looked cyanosed; that meant heart attack. Jerrold’s degree was for psychiatry, not medicine, so he was at a loss. Scattered bits of half-forgotten first aid whirled into his mind and out again like a kaleidoscope. He stared around, realizing abruptly the shortcoming of an elevator aside from its functional use. Not that it was a bad elevator, per se. It was quite modern, in one of New York’s best skyscrapers, and, once you were inside and the door closed, you had no way of knowing, till it opened again, whether you were ten, twenty, or thirty stories above ground level. A grab-bag sort of arrangement, though without the element of chance. The random factor could not enter into the question—as long as the operator controlled the elevator.


  He’d passed out now. Jerrold grimaced, touched a button by guesswork, and felt the cage begin to rise again. The fifteenth floor, it was. In a moment the door slid noiselessly open as the car settled pneumatically into position. Jerrold looked at a plainly furnished office with a receptionist’s window in the farther wall. There was a door near it, a brown carpet on the floor, but no chairs. Nor was the receptionist visible.


  Jerrold started out and then, struck by a new thought, paused to drag the operator with him. He vaguely mistrusted elevators. Sometimes they started by themselves. He went to the window and said, “Hey.” Nobody answered. There was no switchboard; just a comfortable chair, a desk, and a pile of magazines. Jerrold turned to the door and opened it. It swung inward, away from him. He was facing a robot.


  The robot, roughly man-shaped, was sliding—he had wheels instead of feet—back and forth on the other side of a table covered with a relief map of a section of Manhattan Island, from about Fiftieth Street to the Village, and bounded by the rivers. Twinkling dots of light glimmered like fireflies all over the map. The robot had four arms, each extended into innumerable wiry cilia. He, or it, would touch one of these wires to each light that flashed, keeping that position for a variable period, sometimes a split second, sometimes much longer. The robot had no face, but a grid of shimmering wires. It was certainly alive, certainly intelligent; and Jerrold’s dark, ugly face went gray. Through an open door he could see another robot working presumably at a similar task.


  He backed up, slowly and noiselessly. The robot ignored him. He closed the door. Instantly he had a feeling of illusion.


  The receptionist’s window was still vacant. Jerrold pulled the operator back into the elevator and thumbed the main-floor button. The car dropped sickeningly. Jerrold felt an uneasiness in his stomach. He forced himself to think only about the man at his feet.


  When the panel slid open, Jerrold shouted at the starter and relinquished his charge to more capable hands. After that, he went into another elevator and this time completed his trip to the twenty-first floor, where Dr. Rob Vaneman had his offices. The girl said to go right in.


  Vaneman was a big man, red-faced, bluff, gray-haired, and overwhelming. He boomed jovially at Jerrold, shook hands, and dragged out a bottle. “No,” he said, putting it back. “Not yet. Let’s get the business over with first, eh, Mike? Strip down and let me check that blood pressure of yours.”


  Jerrold obeyed. “I just got in town yesterday. Research for the U. Be here a month or so, I guess. How’s tricks?”


  “Fair enough. They keep me busy. I moved lately, you know.”


  “No, I—How’s the blood pressure?”


  “Up a bit. Let’s try your heart.” Vaneman listened and glanced at Jerrold sharply. “Been dodging taxicabs?”


  “I’ve been—I ran into something funny. Tell you later. Let’s get this done first.” Silently Vaneman completed the examination. “You’re sound. You didn’t need to come to New York for a check-up, Mike.”


  “I didn’t. Research. I told you. But while I’m here—you know my metabolism and my allergies.” Jerrold adjusted his tie. “Who’s got the fifteenth floor in this building?”


  “I dunno.” Vaneman relaxed with a grunt, poured drinks, and lit a cigar. “We’re not exactly next-door neighbors. Look on the board downstairs, or ask the starter. Why?”


  “I got off there just now. What I saw—” Jerrold explained. “Don’t tell me I made a mistake. I know the difference between a robot and a . . . a gadget.”


  The physician grinned. “Do you? It takes a robot to fire the big navy guns—or what amounts to one. You sound medieval. Trot off to the Westinghouse labs and you’ll realize that science has come a long way in a few years. My diagnosis is spinach.”


  Jerrold said stubbornly, “Those weren’t machines. They were robots. Their coordination wasn’t mechanical. One look convinced me.”


  “Then you’d better take another look.” The Dictograph buzzed. Vaneman listened, spoke briefly, and sighed. “One more patient, and I’ll be through for today. Want to meet me in the bar downstairs?”


  “Right.” Jerrold got up. “See you later, Rob. We’ve a lot to talk about.”


  “Six months’ worth of accumulated trivia. Including robots. Saluda.”


  Jerrold went out and took the elevator downstairs to the bar. He had a drink. Then he searched for the address board and looked in vain for any firm listed on the fifteenth floor. The starter supplied a little more information.


  “That’s occupied by William Scott & Co., Research Engineers.”


  “Thanks,” Jerrold said, and found a telephone book. William Scott & Co. wasn’t listed. He fortified himself with another sidecar and took the elevator to the fifteenth floor, unable to suppress a mad feeling that the entire story might have softly and suddenly vanished away. “Like a Boojum,” he murmured, evading the glance of the operator. “Uh . . . fifteen, please.”


  But the Snark wasn’t a Boojum. The reception office was unchanged, and this time a girl was sitting beyond the window, a pretty redhead with pleasant green eyes and a smartlooking dress. The green eyes opened slightly, Jerrold noticed. Was the presence of a visitor that surprising?


  “Good morning,” she said. “Can I help you?” Her voice was low-pitched and unaffected.


  Jerrold heard the elevator door slip shut behind him. He walked forward and leaned his elbows on the window ledge. “Maybe,” he said. And stopped.


  What the hell could he ask?


  “Do you have robots here?” he said at last.


  “Yes,” the girl told him.


  So that was that. Jerrold looked at her blankly, “Intelligent robots?”


  “What would you like?” she inquired, quite pleasantly.


  Jerrold felt snubbed. He glanced at the cryptically closed door. Beyond it—


  He was definitely afraid of what lay beyond it. They might be listening even now.


  “I’d like to have a drink with you,” he said, “if you don’t mind. My name’s Mike Jerrold. I’m a psychiatrist. I can give you references.” He grinned. “May I offer drinks, dinner, or both?”


  He expected her to refuse, but she didn’t. The green eyes showed humor.


  “Thanks, Mr. Jerrold. But I work here—till five thirty.”


  “May I come back—at five thirty?”


  “Uh-huh. I’m Betty Andrews. Good-by.” She turned back to her magazine. Jerrold nibbled his lower lip and retreated, ringing for the elevator. The office was quite silent. The robots seemed to be noiseless.


  The dreamlike quality of the situation impressed him violently as he rode the car down. Seeing the robots was shocking enough. But the girl’s casual admission that they existed was subtly horrible. It was like a woolly dog story, like the yarn about the man who, discovering a talking horse, mentioned the matter to its owner, and was told, “Oh, my horse tells that story to everybody who’ll listen.” As a gag it was funny. In real life it was not at all amusing.


  Dr. Vaneman was waiting in the bar. He leered at Jerrold over the rim of his glass. “Find your robots?” he inquired ironically.


  “Yeah. The receptionist up there admitted it. Well?”


  “She has a sense of humor. I hope you’re not serious, Mike. Do I have to waste half an hour talking logic to you? I prefer illogic. It’s more restful.”


  “Talk all you want,” Jerrold growled, waving to the waiter. “I just happen to be firmly convinced that you’ve got robots on the fifteenth floor of this building, right here in New York.”


  “Better than termites, anyway,” Vaneman said into his highball. “What harm can robots do? They’re useful little folk, from all I hear.”


  “Could be. Nobody’s ever made a real robot—one with a thinking brain. Unless—” Jerrold frowned. “I wish I knew who’s running those robots and why. The human colloid brain’s physically limited, Rob. It’s incapable of pure, disciplined thought, because it is in a human body. A robot could lay out a thought matrix and carry it through to a conclusion you or I couldn’t hope to approach.”


  “So they could square a circle. Let ’em. First, I don’t believe there are robots upstairs. Second, if there were, what of it? Third, I want another drink.”


  “Your damned complacence,” Jerrold said. “You’re molded by your environment so perfectly you’ve come to believe implicitly in that environment. You’ll admit the existence of the impossible, but you’ll rationalize it till it seems possible. If the Empire State disappeared overnight, you’d say it was a quick job of moving.”


  “The Empire State couldn’t disappear overnight.”


  “True enough. That’d be much too obvious. If supermen existed now, they wouldn’t do anything as overt as making a building vanish. Why should they tip their hands?”


  “Mike,” Vaneman said with slow emphasis, “tell me this: How could a lot of robots live on the fifteenth floor without anyone knowing about it?”


  “Who’d know about it?”


  “There are thousands of people riding those elevators daily—”


  “Yeah,” Jerrold said. “They ride ’em. Up and down. But not to the fifteenth floor. Do you realize, Rob, that once you’re in one of the elevators, you can’t look out till you reach the floor you want? Plenty of people go right past the fifteenth floor—past! See? It’s a perfect camouflage.”


  “Some people get off there.”


  “There’s that reception clerk. She takes care of solicitors. Come to think of it, peddlers and agents aren’t allowed in this building.”


  “Cleaning women are.”


  “Right. Maybe they don’t get past the outer office. I’m going to see the girl tonight, the receptionist.”


  Vaneman leered significantly. “I get it.” But Jerrold didn’t trouble to reply. He drank his sidecar, a queer, troubled worry moving at the back of his brain.


  He arrived an hour early for his appointment, and spent the time standing in the foyer, watching the elevator indicator dials. The ring of lights glowed in quick progression as the cars rose and fell. A panel would slide open; people would enter the car; the door would shut. Jerrold’s eyes would lift to the dial. One. Two. Three. It paused at three. Then four. Five. A pause at seven. Eight. Nine—fourteen, fifteen, sixteen. Stop at sixteen. Stop at fourteen. Stop at any floor but the fifteenth.


  Nobody, in that hour, got on or off at the fifteenth floor.


  Jerrold kept a record in his notebook, intending later to check the variables against the names of the firms on the various floors. Then he realized that that didn’t matter. It was only the fact that no elevator stopped at the fifteenth that mattered.


  He told the starter vaguely that he was making a survey, but the man kept watching him from time to time. Jerrold was relieved at five thirty when he saw the indicator button, for the first time, light up at fifteen. As he expected, Betty Andrews got out of the elevator. Jerrold put his notebook away.


  “Hello,” she said at sight of him. “Been waiting long?”


  “Not long. How about that drink?”


  “Swell.” She led the way into the cocktail bar. “Old-fashion for me.”


  Later, he looked at her across the dimness, wondering what lay behind the maskless mask of her face.


  She set down her glass, ran the tip of a pointed tongue across her lips, and said, “Well, Mr. Mike Jerrold?”


  “Well?”


  “Question. Are you trying to make me?”


  He said, “No,” with a frankness that was disarmingly inoffensive.


  “That’s good. You see, Mr. Mike Jerrold, I’m hoping I’ll get a taxi ride home. I live in Brooklyn. If you’ve ever been on the Brighton Express at the rush hour—”


  “Taxi it is. Drinks, dinner, and a ride home. Does that suit?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  It was a cool, dim hideaway place, Jerrold reflected, sipping his sidecar and feeling the tingling warmth move slowly through his body. Seldom was it possible to get out of the world. At times these moments came. Outside was New York; here was nothing but the moment. There was—as yet, anyway—


  nothing sexual about the situation, nothing to stimulate Jerrold; rather it was the delicious feeling of being able to stop, to rest on his oars and drift. The girl’s presence was subtly effective; she, too, had stopped. For the moment, the driving force that makes up life had ceased. They relaxed in the twilight.


  Then Jerrold began to talk. He tried to do it casually, but he sensed that Betty wasn’t deceived. She wasn’t loath to answer his disguised questions, either. As a practicing psychiatrist, Jerrold had learned tact and diplomacy, but the sidewise approach was not necessary now.


  How long had she been in New York? Oh, about five years. She’d been lucky to land a good job almost immediately. Yes, with William Scott & Co., on the fifteenth floor. “He’s an engineer, isn’t he?”


  “He doesn’t exist. How did you know there were robots up there?”


  “I . . . I walked in. You weren’t there.”


  “Oh.”


  “They didn’t notice me.”


  “They will,” Betty chuckled. “They have more senses than we have, but not quite the same ones. They don’t know what happens in the same room with them; they don’t care. It’s what happens outside the fifteenth floor that they know all about.”


  Jerrold said slowly, “I’m interested, naturally. If you don’t think I’m prying into secrets—”


  “It’s not that sort of secret. They don’t care how many people find out, because not many can find out.”


  “That door wasn’t even locked. I walked right in. Betty, do you realize what we’re talking about? Are you handing me a line?” She shook her head, green eyes serious. “No, I’m not, not at all. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t tell you all about it, if you want to know. They don’t care.”


  “The robots? Why don’t they?”


  “You won’t do anything about it.”


  “I might tell someone else.”


  “He wouldn’t do anything about it.”


  “He might tell the chief of police.”


  “The chief wouldn’t do anything about it. It’s like a stone thrown into a pond. I’ve seen it happen before. The ripples go out—and then they stop. The robots have all the power in the world, Mr. Mike Jerrold.”


  Unthinking impulse made the man look up. “Eh?”


  “They run things. They make people do what they want. They’ve done it to me, too. When I found out first about them, I was scared. They processed me. It’s painless—” She smiled a little. “You don’t even realize it’s happening. You think you’ve made your own decision. Your relative values simply shift. I was going to quit. I was processed. I realized that it was a good job, paying well, that I wouldn’t be harmed, and that nothing I could do would alter things. So here I am.”


  “What are they?” Jerrold said in a tight voice. “I won’t believe you—” He paused. “No. I saw them. They were intelligent, weren’t they?”


  “Sure. And they’ve been around for quite a while. History’s full of attempts to make robots. The Golem, the homunculi—I had a good liberal education. For ages people have tried to make intelligent robots. Not too long ago someone succeeded. Or a number of technicians succeeded; I’m not sure. But the world never heard about it. Can you guess why?”


  “Wait a minute.” Jerrold rubbed his jaw. “You mean the perfect solvent?”


  “Of course. Suppose you make the perfect solvent. What would happen? It would dissolve anything you put it in. You could make it, but you couldn’t keep it. Intelligent robots are like that. If they’re successful at all, it’s because they have the right sort of brain—one that can think. And necessarily it’s also unlimited in its scope. It’s far more intelligent than we are. Look”—Betty tapped the table—“let’s say, Dr. Jones makes a robot. The robot can think faster than light, a lot faster. From its creation it’s brainier than its creator. What would it do?”


  “It wouldn’t remain a laboratory subject.”


  “Course not. It didn’t. It processed the scientist, so Dr. Jones thought he’d failed; it left another, useless robot in its place, and it went out and hid. It didn’t like this world. It wanted something different. So it simply set out to change the world, through the tools at hand.”


  “Tools. People?”


  “Uh-huh. I think there’ve been lots of successful robots made, and I’ve an idea that they’ve made others, to help them change the world. The office upstairs isn’t the only one, you know. It only handles a section of New York. There are other robot offices, in Washington, Chicago, Boston, Los Angeles, in Europe and Asia, too. And Africa. Wherever there’s a natural social control center, the robots have an office.”


  “That’s plain crazy,” Jerrold said. “How could a secret like that be kept?”


  Betty’s eyes were very serious. “Mr. Mike Jerrold, listen to me. The robots don’t even try to keep their secret. They don’t have to. You’re not the first man to walk into the office and see them. There are plenty of people going around today who know there are robots on the fifteenth floor here. The same goes for Washington and Frisco—everywhere.”


  “That doesn’t make sense. Why don’t they talk?”


  “They’ve been processed. When the robots get around to it, they do something to the guy’s mind. It doesn’t hurt. He never knows it’s happened. He still realizes that there are intelligent robots, and pretty often he knows what they’re doing. But that’s locked in his mind. He can never tell anyone, never pass on what he knows.”


  Jerrold pounced on a flaw. “You’re telling me about it.”


  She gestured wearily. “I tell you, they don’t care. They just never bothered in my case. It doesn’t matter who I talk to. Eventually that person will come under the robots’ observation, and he’ll be processed. The same goes for anybody he might talk to—anybody he might convince.”


  “It’s no way to keep a secret. Damn it! It . . . it seems as if those devils are so selfconfident that they don’t even bother to . . . to—”


  Betty finished her drink. “Another, please. Thanks. Why talk about it, Mike? It’ll only upset you, until you’re processed.”


  “They won’t process me,” Jerrold said grimly.


  “Hm-m-m.” Betty looked unconvinced. “I told you they can control minds at a distance.”


  “Telepathy? Impossible. Selectivity—”


  “It’s not telepathy. They use a mechanism. Look, suppose you wanted to check up on a lot of people. What would you do? No detectives.”


  “Dictaphones—eh?”


  “Call it that. And suppose you wanted to give them orders, too. Just vocal orders—limit it to humanity, for the example.”


  “A two-way radio.”


  “And suppose you didn’t want those people to know what you were doing. You’d hide the radio, wouldn’t you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Where would you hide it?”


  Jerrold started to answer, paused, and looked sharply at the girl. She nodded.


  “The Purloined Letter. In plain sight, but disguised. And disguised so no one could possibly discover it was a radio.”


  “What?”


  Betty smiled crookedly. “If you were clever enough, you could disguise it as a vacuum tube and put it in a radio. You’d sell it openly—as a vacuum tube. People would buy it for one purpose, but it’d really serve two.”


  “It’s not a radio—”


  “No, it’s not. But it’s something everybody uses, and uses often. Built into it is a device that seems to serve a perfectly natural mechanical purpose. It does serve that purpose. But it also keeps open a connection with the robots. It keeps them in mental touch with anyone who uses that particular device.”


  “What is it?”


  “Telephone,” Betty said. “Some time ago a certain improvement was made on phones, and almost all of them have it now. The robots saw to that. Humans make the . . . the gadget, of course, and they make it to fulfill one obvious mechanical purpose. They don’t know that the structure of the gadget makes it also a tool for the robots. That’s right, Mike. All over the world there are control offices, manned by robots. They listen in on telephone conversations—not the oral ones, but the mental. They read thoughts, through that little gadget in the phone, the gadget that really belongs there to make the phone work. They issue orders through it. They process minds. They make people do what they want. They manipulate stocks, swing business deals, start wars and stop them. They run the earth, Mr. Mike Jerrold. You know that now, and they don’t care if you know, because you can’t stop them.”


  Jerrold said, “What are they trying to do?”


  “I don’t know,” Betty told him. “I couldn’t understand. They don’t think the way we do. They want the world different, but I don’t know how. But they’re getting it the way they want. It may be swell for humans, and then again it may not. It doesn’t matter a hell of a lot, does it?”


  Jerrold didn’t say anything. Something within him rose up in furious revolt against the thought of irrevocable future, the negation of free will. It was like driving beasts into a trap. Some would break for freedom, some would balk, some would fight. But eventually the trappers would get what they wanted. It was the sum total that counted, and Jerrold knew that telepathic control, at the right points and places, would affect the whole of humanity.


  He looked at Betty again. Her skin had a pearly pallor in the dimness, and her eyes were shadowy, strange. There was an incongruity about the scene.


  Jerrold said, “Excuse me,” and got up. He ordered another round of drinks on his way out. In the lobby, he entered an elevator and got off at the fifteenth floor.


  The receptionist’s window was closed now. But the door was still unlocked.


  Jerrold went into the adjoining room. The robot was wheeling itself smoothly about the table, its wire-fingered hands manipulating the lights on the relief map of midtown Manhattan. Jerrold’s stomach dropped, and a band of coldness circumscribed his middle. He stood there, waiting for the thing to notice him.


  It ignored him completely.


  It was man-size, but with a horrible functionalism man did not possess. It was alien. It went about its business, with sublime self-confidence, and its intelligence was obvious. The cilia touched the lights; sometimes they lingered, and Jerrold knew why. Processing—He skirted the robot at last and went into the next room. It was identical with the first, though the robot was dissimilar. Its head was a gleaming ball, featureless, and it moved on three jointed legs. It worked on a relief map of the lower tip of Manhattan, from the Battery to Wall Street.


  Wall Street—


  There were many rooms; there were robots in all of them, each somewhat different, each working on a different sector of the five boroughs. Jerrold had a feeling that they never stopped; that they would stop only when they had achieved their goal. He had a brief, perverse hope that one of them would notice him. It was discomforting to be ignored, like a . . . gnat.


  He went back to the first office and gingerly touched the map. Nothing happened. He gripped the tower of the Empire State and tried to snap it off; it was impossible. The plastic was unbreakable.


  Jerrold, sweat beads on his face, took hold of the robot’s arm. He tried to move that, too. He was dragged around in the creature’s wake, quite unable to force the arm into the slightest deviation from its course.


  They worked; they were invulnerable. That was the sum total of Jerrold’s findings. Whether or not they would be invulnerable to a really powerful weapon, or to acid—


  Betty was waiting when he got back to the bar. Jerrold sat down, and they drank in silence.


  “It doesn’t do any good, really,” she said at last. “I know you can’t help feeling as you do. But after you’re processed, you’ll be much happier about all this.”


  “I had to find out,” he said. “Convince myself.”


  “And you’re convinced.”


  “Yeah. Damn those things! They—”


  “It was our own mistake, trying to build intelligent robots. Quite as silly as having a contest to see who can stay longest under water without breathing. The one who wins—drowns.”


  Jerrold held out his hand; it was trembling slightly. He made a grimace of worried uneasiness.


  “The bottom’s dropped out.”


  “You thought the ice was solid all the way down. That’s why. But it doesn’t matter, Mike. It doesn’t matter, really.”


  “Those inhuman devils, forcing humanity into a social pattern to suit their own needs—No!”


  Betty moved her shoulders, settling herself like a cat. “We might have followed that pattern anyway, without the robots. You know that, don’t you?”


  “I’ve got to think this out.” Jerrold tried to focus his mind; it was curiously difficult. As he had said, the bottom had dropped out. He’d discovered that he had an incurable disease, and the psychological result was the same.


  In a way it was odd how convinced he was of the robots’ invulnerability. Their self-confidence was sublime. They did not try to protect themselves. Protection was automatically a part of their plan to remold the world into—into what?


  Jerrold didn’t want to find out. He didn’t much care. Humanity has developed on a belief in free will. Men know they can make their own ultimate decisions, and they feel that those decisions may be important. For want of a nail—


  The part influences the whole. Otherwise, there was futility. It was not pleasant to feel that the part had no slightest influence upon the whole, that, inevitably, the herd would be driven into the predestined trap, that, no matter how the fish might flop and wriggle, the net was unalterably lifting and closing. A man might aim at a star—well and good. If his motives coincided with the aims of the robots, he’d be allowed to fulfill his plan. On the other hand—Jerrold met Betty’s quiet gaze.


  “ ‘Nor all your tears wash out a word of it,’ ” she said. “It’s no use, Mr. Mike Jerrold.”


  “The moving finger’s anthropomorphic. We wouldn’t object so much to that. Man made God in his own image. It’s the reason men are willing to obey kings—they know that kings are flesh and blood like themselves, and want much the same things. There’s the same common denominator. There isn’t with those damned creatures upstairs.”


  “They’re not made in our own image. If you’d only realize that in a little while you won’t care—”


  Jerrold set down his glass with a bang. He stood up, face strained, lips tight. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I don’t like the feeling of being watched.”


  Betty went out with him, a rather quizzical smile on her lips. They hailed a taxi and found a restaurant. Jerrold didn’t eat much. His mind went like a squirrel in a cage.


  Afterward, they danced at a roof garden. Beneath them lay New York. Jerrold guided Betty to a terrace, and they stood alone, looking out into the dim city below.


  “We’re on top,” he said at last. “Like humanity. But it’s a long way down.”


  She drew the wrap closer about her shoulders. “We won’t know it. It may not even be down.”


  “Guided. No, not even that. Led. Driven. Without realizing that we’re not the masters.” He searched for the faint lights of Brooklyn. “All over the world, people making plans, struggling and suffering and being crucified, because they think it’s worth while. Fighting for what they think they want. And if they eventually get it, it’ll only be because the robots want the same thing. We’re blind in darkness. Blinder than the blind. If only—” His gaze went up to the empty sky, seeking an answer where there was none.


  “What will happen? Man won’t conquer the stars. That’s one dream he’ll never fulfill. But the robots will. They’ll have no trouble in building spaceships. Maybe they can do that now, only they’re not ready. And we thought the super-race would be a mutation of man!”


  Betty didn’t answer. When Jerrold turned to her, she lifted her face as though expecting his mouth to seek hers. There was no passion in the kiss; there was something deeper, a blind, desperate search for reassurance, a hunger that could never be sated. It was a man’s hunger for the unattainable. And it was bitter.


  He drew back suddenly. Betty’s eyes glowed with a faint reflection of the lights beyond them. She was warm, human, attainable—and it did not matter.


  “I’m . . . awfully credulous,” Jerrold said unsteadily.


  “You saw them. They make you believe. It’s because they’re what they are.”


  “I suppose so. That’s why I feel it’s hopeless to try to do anything.”


  “Quite hopeless.”


  “Just the same—”


  There was silence. After a time Jerrold said, “Aren’t there places in the world where their power doesn’t reach?”


  “The unimportant places. The ones that don’t matter. They control only the key spots; that’s all that’s necessary.” She moved into his arms, her gaze holding his. “I’m very lonely, Mr. Mike Jerrold. I like you to hold me. Do you know what may happen to us?”


  “What?” he asked softly.


  “Marriage,” she said, shrugging a little. “Or not. It doesn’t matter. You’ll be processed. That’s inevitable. You won’t be able to tell anyone about the robots. It would be nice to be with you as long as this lasts. I can afford to tell the truth, because I know there’s no time to waste.”


  “I’m going to fight,” Jerrold said. “The robots can’t be invulnerable. Somehow, somewhere, there must be a way—”


  “There is no way.” She shivered. “Take me home, please. I’m not afraid. I can’t be afraid; I was processed against it. It’s just that—Take me home.”


  Jerrold did, and her face stayed with him during the long ride back to Manhattan. She had become a symbol, perhaps a symbol of humanity, resigned, going down to an unknown but predestined doom. In the background the inhuman silhouettes of the robots loomed. They were alien. There was not even a standard matrix for them. Their shape did not matter, as long as they were functionally designed to fulfill their tasks.


  Jerrold did not sleep that night. It rained, the hot, sticky rain of the New York summer, and he walked the streets, his steps inevitably returning to the building where Betty worked. On the fifteenth floor, without lights—they needed none—the robots worked untiringly, directing the destinies of mankind. Through—something—in all the telephones of the five boroughs they listened to thoughts and molded those thoughts. And men believed that their decisions were their own!


  In most cases they were. But not the important ones, not the judgments that helped to work out the robot plan. Sacrifice and gallantry were words. The net lifted and closed, and there was no possible escape. For man himself had woven that net.


  The hot rain pelted against Jerrold’s gaunt cheeks. His footsteps rang hollow, echoing softly through the canyonlike streets.


  He went back to his apartment and yanked the telephone from its cord, dropping the instrument into a closet. Then he found his automatic, loaded it, and picked up a light traveling bag. The chance was worth taking.


  He knew where to buy the strong corrosive acid he wanted, and, to make certain, he got several quarts. Then he waited till morning.


  At eight he was entering the foyer of the building, just in time to catch a glimpse of Betty Andrews disappearing into the elevator. Suddenly Jerrold felt cold. He sprinted forward, shouting the girl’s name, but he was too late; the panel slid shut.


  The starter touched his arm. “Next car, please.”


  “Yeah . . . yeah.”


  Jerrold’s eyes lifted to the indicator. The lights slid swiftly around the dial. Two. Three. Four—Fifteen. It stopped there, and then descended again.


  Jerrold went into the next car. “Fifteen,” he said.


  He got off at fifteen. Betty was sitting behind the window, and there was no surprise in her eyes when she saw him.


  “Hello, Mike,” she said.


  “Hello. I’m going in there.” He looked toward the door.


  “They won’t hurt you.”


  “Do you think—” Jerrold’s lips clamped together. “Listen,” he said. “I’d like to take you and go off somewhere, in the backwoods, maybe, where those devils can’t reach us. Would you go with me?”


  “It’s no use.” Her voice was calm with acceptance of an inevitable reality.


  “Don’t be a fool. They’ve got you hypnotized.”


  “They don’t need to use hypnotism. No, Mike. They’re not hard masters. They’d let us do anything we wanted, because we couldn’t want anything that would harm them. If you want me, I’ll be here. And if you want me, you’ll come back. Only you won’t feel the same way then. About the robots, I mean. You’ll have been processed.”


  Jerrold made a hoarse, inarticulate sound and swung away, thrusting the door open. The robot was still there, gliding noiselessly around the relief map on the table, its fingers busy.


  Jerrold took out his gun and emptied it at the robot. He aimed carefully. The wire grid that served for a face looked most vulnerable.


  He’d expected bullets to fail, so he wasn’t too disappointed. He set down the bag, opened it, and took out the acid.


  It was strong acid. But it harmed neither the robot nor the relief map.


  Jerrold went out, carefully closing the door behind him. He didn’t look at Betty, though he could feel her eyes on him as he rang for the elevator, stepped into the car, and turned. He saw her then, a brief glimpse when the panel closed.


  “Twenty-first,” he said to the operator.


  Vaneman wasn’t in his office.


  “If you’ll wait, Mr. Jerrold—”


  “Yeah. O.K.” He didn’t want to wait in the anteroom, with the girl stealing glances at his mussed hair, his untidy clothes. He walked into Vaneman’s private office, and the receptionist, after a startled jerk, made no move to stop him.


  Jerrold was halfway across the room when the telephone rang. He was not really conscious of lifting the receiver to his ear. He heard the receptionist’s voice saying, “Dr. Vaneman is on the wire, Mr. Jerrold.”


  Jerrold said, “Yeah?”


  “ ‘Lo, Mike,” Vaneman’s deep rumble came. “I’ll be delayed about half an hour. The girl said you’d just come in. Wait for me, eh?”


  “O.K.”


  Jerrold cradled the receiver. His face was gray, and an empty sickness was in his stomach. He stepped back, staring at the telephone.


  The gadget—


  The robots controlled telephones. A moment ago, they had been en rapport with his mind, listening, ready to issue their commands. It had been a mistake to pick up the receiver. Jerrold had done that automatically.


  And he had not been processed.


  His sense of relative values remained unaltered. His plans were the same. He still intended to convince Vaneman of the truth, to show the physician what was in the suite on the fifteenth floor, to induce Vaneman to use his influence with the authorities. He still planned to fight the robots by publicizing their activities.


  He had not been processed. Which meant, obviously, that Betty had lied on one point. The rest had been truth. Only one vital factor was a lie.


  The instrument the robots used was not a telephone.


  Perhaps Betty thought it was. She had been processed. The robots controlled her mind. Naturally they would not let her reveal the secret of their power—the nature of their weapon.


  It was not a telephone.


  “It’s something everybody uses, and uses often. Built into it is a device that seems to serve a perfectly natural mechanical purpose. It does serve that purpose. But it also keeps open a connection with the robots. It keeps them in mental touch with anyone who uses that particular device.”


  Betty had said that.


  Something everybody uses—


  Jerrold backed up against the desk and let his gaze swing slowly, probingly, around the room. He looked carefully at every object. In the end, he was no wiser.


  Not a telephone. But what—


  Jerrold’s nails dug into his sweaty palms. He stared around again, feeling the net closing about him. Not a telephone. What, then—


  He’d find out, of course. But he’d never know it.


  THE END.


  SUBTERFUGE


  Ray Bradbury


  “The Venusians are attacking, and we cannot hope to fight them off. Gentlemen, Earth is doomed—unless every Earthman dies!”


  IT WAS Tuesday morning, June 11th, in the year 2087.


  Down the empty streets of Phoenix a breeze stirred softly. Nothing else in sight moved except a small Scottie dog that came to an alert while padding across the avenue.


  The dog heard footsteps coming. It scampered in the direction of the sound, yelping eagerly.


  From far away and far above a faint echo sounded, rising and fading. Hanging poised in the sky like silver needles were a dozen alien projectiles. They hovered in a warm, humming motion over the quiet town.


  The deep fabric of silence was slashed down the middle. Fat legs pounded the open avenue. An alien jolted heavily through the warm hush, a swarm of military men in his wake.


  Armu of Venus stalked to the City Hall, strode long-leggedly up a silent rampway. There he paused and cursed the deathlike tranquility that had clasped the city.


  “Is this the fruit of invasion?” bellowed Armu. “Is there no city left alive? Are they all like New York, Chicago and Phoenix?”


  Echo voices answered back in mockery from the stone faces of tall buildings. All like New York, New York, New York. All like New York!


  And then, a more subtle mockery, a voiceless teasing, You thought to conquer, Armu. But Earth saw you coming and escaped. How did Earth escape, Armu? How did Earth escape?


  The Venusian glowered at his generals, as if to make them responsible.


  “We’ll tell you, Armu—we, the voices of two billion. Earth committed suicide!”


  THE bitter sound of those words, the keen knife of reality, impaled Armu. His carefully integrated plan of invasion, to capture the women of Earth as breeders of the new Venusian culture, crumbled into dry rot and pestilence.


  Three thousand star-ships idled above Earth, awaiting orders from Armu.


  The orders he would be forced to give had a poisonous flavor.


  Where were the fighting Earthlings—the men of battles and bullets and soft white flesh? Why had they given up so easily, preferring death shrouds to lightninglike war to the end?


  Armu had so very much expected a nice, bloody Armageddon.


  Armu’s second-in-command gagged on the thin air. “Earth is no good to us this way,” he choked out. “We don’t want its cold climate, its naked atmosphere, its bad soil. We wanted productive protoplasm—and that is self-annihilated!”


  The Venusians stood there, looking at the mute city. Dead; complete suicide. But Earthmen don’t commit suicide. They aren’t made that way. Not one man, woman or child alive—an impossible task.


  Could there have been all that horror and agony just to escape Armu?


  Looking around, one believed it. Here and there a shadow fluttered, a cat arched its back and prowled a fence; the little Scottie dog that had scampered eagerly to investigate, thinking its master had returned, now turned tail and scuttled away quickly at the sight of the invaders.


  Armu grumbled, “I did not think it of the Earthlings. I did not think they could do it.” He strode back down the avenue to the immense ship that was grounded in a plaza.


  “Search and keep on searching!” ordered Armu. “There must be someone alive!”


  The battle fleet of Armu jetted across the sky. It roared over a dead Earth, over dead cities, dead oceans.


  This was an entirely different globe.


  It was another world that had existed four years previously, on Tune 11th, 2083.


  “THAT is, without doubt, the most trivial statement ever made before us,” said Manhardt.


  “Not only is it not trivial, it is crucial!” Harler retorted. He pressed forward against the desk, his clean, bright eyes wandering from face to face of the assembled men. “We’ve got one chance. Only one. Now—do we take it, or do we let the world die?”


  “It’s childish,” said Manhardt.


  Harler bristled. “So is the idea of an invasion, of being made slaves, of Venusians attacking to ruin the world. Good God, Manhardt, I know such things belong in books. I know. But you can’t sing away facts. You can’t whistle away weapons! My solution to the problem may sound ridiculous, but it’s the only way—”


  The conference had dragged on for weeks. Someone stood up in the back of the hall.


  “A question, please.”


  Harler nodded.


  “You have definite proof,” the man asked, “that there really will be an invasion?”


  “Yes. I tuned in on secret meetings when I was presenting myself diplomatically at the Venusian capitol. They didn’t know I heard. They didn’t know I saw certain weapons.”


  “You mentioned one weapon particularly—”


  “Yes. A weapon that can paralyze or annihilate, according to the way it is focused. It’s made from Venusian metal, which makes it impossible for us to duplicate it. They can sweep Earth with it. We’d be helpless. We have only one weapon to fight them with and that is—readjustment to a new environment. We can’t hide; we can’t run away. But we can do the unexpected. We can survive right under the nose of the invader.”


  “That sounds paradoxical. And anyway, how are you going to get the public to swallow your plan?”


  “They’ll have to. It’s nothing but adaptation, a subterfuge.”


  “You speak of mass suicide glibly, Harler.”


  “And mass suicide it will be. But planned and orderly, with reincarnation for some, the Great Sleep for others.”


  “You can’t do it!”


  “If I can’t do it—the Venusians will do worse!”


  Harler was done. “It’s up to you, gentlemen. It’ll be the biggest change ever come to Earth. It means the end of luxuries and even some necessities. It means simplification of our over-complicated lives. What will it be, gentlemen? A little—or none?”


  He sat down. Grimly he fumbled with the reports he had handed to the council of two hundred scientists and politicians from all nations.


  He remembered the day a year ago. when the first Venusian ship had arrived with only six aliens on it—a diplomatic envoy. How he had gone back to Venus with them to study space-flight problems. How he had accidentally stumbled across Venusian plans—


  But there was one point in their favor—on this day, June 11th, 2083, there were no Venusian spies on Earth. Earth was working against time. She had, at the most, four years to prepare for invasion of superior forces. And Earth had the advantage of working in secrecy—


  A murmur touched the air. The president arose. “I’m calling for a vote. Either we try to fight a futile war with airplanes against spaceships, or we take the path suggested by Dr. Harler. Everyone favoring combat say Aye.”


  “Aye—aye.” A mutter went around the table—sparse, intermittent. Harler stiffened, eyes widening, as the president noted the vote.


  Then: “All in favor of Harler’s plan?” One man rose. “Aye.”


  A second, and a third and a fourth. Then, like grim, decided machines, all down the line, nearly every man, the council voted, “Aye—aye!”


  Fifty, sixty, seventy, eighty—and a majority!


  “The vote is carried,” said the president. He turned solemnly to Dr. Harler.


  Something gleamed on Harler’s cheek. He brushed it off as he left his chair, as he faced his fellowmen.


  He said, “You will not be sorry, gentlemen. Believe me, you will not be sorry.”


  “AND so, as you hear your numbers drawn and your names called, you’ll know your places in the world of next year and the world of ten years from now—”


  The television reporter droned on. “In the capital today, Dr. William Harler declared that no more than five hundred million people will remain ‘aware and alive’. As many more must sleep to be awakened sometime in the future, perhaps never. The others—well, the others must be sacrificed. That means that one half of the world must die to insure the existence of the remaining half.


  “A certain percentage of the population will be chosen by lottery, giving an element of fair play to the plan. But the rest, to insure intellectual and psychological stamina, will be selected scientifically for the survival of the fit.


  “This is a time of unlimited emergency. Co-operate by listening each night, and by restraining hysterical outbursts. This much is certain: the Venusians are attacking. God grant we may be ready when they arrive. Signing off!”


  It was on every lip—like honey and poison, like good and bad. There was argument, killing, acceptance, denial and ruthless insubordination. There was cooperation and sabotage. And the days rotted on the vine, dripping away into nothingness.


  What a day for Earth. The dismal hours and months that followed extended inevitably into four years. The mobilization of doctors and machines, of men and beasts, of acceptance and patience. There was a tremendous rebuilding afoot. Secret caches were made of certain new foods. Caches that would never be discovered because they were too obvious. The finest minds slaved day after day, operated surgically and manipulated mighty machines that did things to mankind never done before.


  On the television: Why We Are Fighting this Silent War.


  “Because Venusians wish to interbreed with the women of Earth, the fertility of Venus having fallen away to zero; because the combined races would produce children of horror; because all of those found sterile would be slain. Only our women would survive to live a life of terrified shame. This we cannot allow. Therefore we work—and work again.”


  The final days drew near. The battle fleets of Venus were even now gathering in the misty vapor of Venus’ atmosphere. One Venusian ship flew over Earth in reconnaissance but noticed nothing out of place—nothing except the furious activity that had always been a part of Earth.


  Harler spoke again.


  “Tomorrow we shall know whether we succeed or fail in our mass-production subterfuge. Tomorrow will be the first change of one million experiments. And every day thereafter, in increasing numbers, up to five or ten million a day.


  “We have thought of everything. Man will reproduce himself intelligently. The question is largely one of psychological adaptation to new surroundings, arts, tastes and hungers, to new homes and new viewpoints.


  “Some have said this generation will not be able to reproduce, that intellect will not be passed on. They lie! Intellect will live. The mentality of man will live. The race of men and women will perish, but the precious ego, the power of life, will be retained in the seed we have perfected by experiment.”


  AND then the furious final days when egos, brains were dissected, boxed, stored. They were the Sleepers—the slumbering brains who were no more than brains, lying inert and helpless, waiting for the day when the living ones would awaken them.


  “Five hundred million will take the brain sleep. We promise you that we shall awaken you—if we survive.”


  There was a great deal of singing and quavering laughter and tears. And then compact, hidden slumber.


  It is sad that nowhere was any of this transcribed. Not a word of print was ever laid to ink about the Change. Not a word as to the euthanasia, sleeping brains, the mysterious living ones.


  The Venusians must never know about the living ones, or Earth would be completely doomed. The living ones remained alive to keep the world ticking until the Venusians had come, seen, and gone away for good and all.


  Harler was interviewed on the television.


  Harler: “The Venusian culture, without new blood and new bodies, will die within forty years. Then we of Earth may come out of hiding!”


  Question: “Will we actually ever return?”


  Harler: “No—not for a long time, if ever. The cities must fall as they are. We can rebuild them to our needs later, after Venus and its madmen are gone.” It was punishable by instant death to even write it in a letter or diary that the Venusians might find and read later. Nothing in print! Newspapers and book publishers were ordered to cease publication.


  Riots occurred in Chicago, London, Tokyo. Ten million died in riots over a four-year period. A civil war raged in China and in India and the Continental Mop Squads roared in and broke it up to the tune of fifteen million dead.


  Earth was combed from North Pole to South. No one must be left alive. All men and women must be dead and buried. Orders came by radio.


  Joe Leighton got his.


  “There it is, Alice. June 1st, four o’clock. A simple statement that puts an end to you and me.”


  “At least we’ll be one of the last ones.”


  “We’ll be one of the last, sure. And this—poison—they say it’s good stuff. Hell! I was going to get a promotion next month. Huh.”


  “Will the plan work, Joe? Will everyone be dead?”


  “All except the others, who’ll keep on running, all five hundred million of them. They’ll see to it we don’t refuse to take our poison at the last moment.” He shook his head. “There’s a coroner to each block. He checks everyone. He makes sure everyone is accounted for. If there’s a mistake, it’ll be corrected.”


  “Will the others survive?”


  “Who’d suspect them?”


  “No one, I guess. And intelligence will survive with them through reproduction—”


  “Sure. Years ago you couldn’t have done it. It would’ve taken a million years to produce the effect any other way. But you leave things to the scientists; they do anything with synthetic protoplasm.”


  “I’m—I’m glad our children are sleeping, Joe, instead of dying. I’m glad they’ll wake up and have a chance.”


  “Yeah. Yeah. Nice for them, eh? Well—bottoms up!”


  Harler was one of the last ones in the Change.


  “Street wardens,” he directed over the television. “Time is short. You have twelve hours to complete your rounds. The Venusian fleet is just off the orbit of the moon. All the others in the sound of my voice will receive verbal communications from time to time by word of mouth. Spread out; scatter. Don’t be seen together. Roam alone. Eat and sleep alone. Take to the hills and valleys and deserts, but keep near running water. That’s all. Good-by to all of you. You’ve done splendidly. May our prayers be answered. Signing off!”


  HARLER stood alone on a high hill, as the Venusian ships hurled down from the sky. He was in the town, unnoticed, when the Venusians swirled through.


  He saw the bewilderment, amazement, the growing apprehension and terror of the Venusians as they found the world in death . . .


  Armu, leader of the Venusian horde, gave orders.


  “Tell ships to capture New York, Chicago and London first! Land everywhere that there are huge populations!”


  “What about those reports from Paris, Bombay and Tokyo, Armu?”


  Armu scowled. “Widely separated cases. We will have our slaves yet; do not fear!”


  But reports boiled in. Denver, Singapore, New York, Cairo. Dead, dead, dead. Sprawled, buried, killed. Shot, poisoned, euthanasia.


  Frustration.


  Armu roared from the steps of City Hall in New York, from the steps of City Hall in Los Angeles. He scanned them with quick purple flicks of his staring eyes.


  Streets deserted except for a few stray alley-cats or unkempt dogs ambling, or perhaps a few birds fluttering across the sky. And silence—a great quantity of silence.


  After two weeks of rummaging, of growing fury, Armu ordered his fleet to about face and head for Venus. This climate was bad, and the silence and death were damaging to morale.


  Defeated, the Venusians poured into the sky. They never returned.


  HARLER saw them go. Manhardt saw them go. The president of the States saw them go. Five hundred million pairs of eyes watched the invaders vanish in hopeless fury.


  What a fantastic life this is, thought Harler. And yet our children will take the Change, the new arts, the new customs as natural. Our next flesh will be stronger, better shaped, better adapted. The Venusians are gone for good!


  Harler looked at the sky, seeing new-color. Impossible a century ago, reality today. New homes, new foods for us all. New bodies. New synthetic bodies formed to imitate others, but new and capable of reproducing intelligence in themselves.


  He stood upon the hill again, overlooking Los Angeles.


  He raised his voice and chilled himself to hear the sound he made.


  And now’, beside a river, running, skipping, panting toward him, came a pack of dogs. Fine-furred, lean, gray, supple-footed, bright-eyed animals. Unsuspected animals. Dogs that roamed streets under the very feet of the invaders. Dogs that had brushed the invaders’ bodies.


  They had seemingly wandered, looking for their dead masters, and they had been ignored and kicked aside. Running and laughing, a new breed of animal, molded from synthetic flesh and human brain.


  Simplification. Adaptation. Subterfuge.


  Harler ran to meet them, thinking, God, but it is strange to run on four feet. It is strange the way the sun warms my fur, and the sound of my paws on the grass and my change of hunger and thoughts and demands!


  But most of all, as he hurtled down to join Manhardt, the president, Jane Smith and all the rest, he thought, Well, I’ve kept my promise. The Venusians were misdirected. Earth has won!


  And, glowing with elation, he loped down into the valley.


  SWIMMING LESSON


  Raymond F. Jones


  THE quick way to teach a man to swim is to heave him in deep water. And the quick way to learn that Venus meant War, and that they had that impossible Artificial Sky—was to be caught and roast under it!


  “I remember when I was a kid,” said Boris Hardin, “my father gave me my first swimming lesson. He threw me in ten feet of water and walked away.”


  Pete Wilson averted his eyes from his superior. In a way he felt sorry for the military clique here at Astronaval. They had taken a hard beating during a half century of peace.


  He looked back. Hardin was still drilling him with those eyes that held simultaneous fierce pleading and bitter command.


  “I don’t see what you’re getting at, sir,” said Pete. “The swimming lesson—”


  Hardin’s eyes looked up. But his head was down like that of a truculent bulldog who knew he was going to be hit and was making no move but to clench his jaws tighter before the blow fell.


  “Listen to me, you fool.” Hardin’s mouth was a straight line, alternately widening and thinning. “Inside of six months you’re going to get exactly that same kind of a swimming lesson. You and everyone on Radiation Asteroid. Some morning you’ll wake up and the sun will look twice as large as it did the day before. It’ll burn down with four times the energy. The open huts on the Asteroid will crisp and burn with you and the five hundred others in them—perhaps a few will make it to the radiation pits, but that won’t help long. By nightfall—if they are merciful enough to give you a night—your skin will be a sheet of desiccated leather. And then will come the blizzards and howling wind and blowing snow. If there’s any life left in you then, you’ll call your miserable researchers to their laboratories and try to find a way through the Artificial Sky before that burning sun rises again, ten times as hot as before. That will be your swimming lesson!”


  Pete endured an embarrassed silence. “No one outside Astronaval seems to agree with you on that point, sir,” he said thinly.


  “No one outside Astronaval knows a thing about it.”


  “Our State Department—”


  “Our State nursery! The Military Intelligence has proof that the Venusian Korphs have already set machinery in motion to attack us within six months. We’ve got proof of it.


  Copies of their plans and orders are in our files. Radiation Asteroid is the first outpost on their list.”


  “Then why don’t you move to forestall them?”


  “We have. We will.”


  Boris Hardin set his jaw again as if to await the blow. “But they have the Artificial Sky.”


  Pete Wilson reddened. He felt it rising to his ears and into the surface of his scalp.


  “I beg your pardon, sir. But there is no Artificial Sky.”


  “No Artificial Sky, eh? I suppose I didn’t see the burned and frozen corpses of a million people covered with the frost crystals of their own atmosphere after the Artificial Sky was removed.”


  “Sir, it was—”


  “Never mind that ‘sir’ stuff. Say what you think. Let’s get down to some healthy name calling so I can tell you what I think of you and all the pink-eared, long-haired researchers of your ilk. You haven’t got the brains and guts of a new pup.


  “You twiddle dials and stare through eyepieces and come up pop-eyed with ecstasy over the fact that the hectographical dimunation of the Plutonian graphosphere is one milli-wham more than it was previously thought to be.”


  “We’re—”


  “Shut up! I know what you’re doing out there on Radiation Asteroid. I’ve got all your papers and reports for the last five years. Here they are.”


  He swept a mass of papers from his desk to the wastebasket. “A beautiful mess they are. The greatest achievement you describe is the variation of a couple of spectra by an angstrom or two. The least is the astounding discovery that the jiptus bug can exist in a temperature range of eight hundred degrees. Stupendous!”


  The veins at the side of Pete’s head were visibly puking, dark and purplish. His fist rested on the edge of the desk and he leaned toward Boris Hardin, Scientific Chief of Astronaval.


  “All right, here it is then. You’re a stupid ass, Hardin. Why don’t you fire me and get someone who’ll jump when you call? You could, you know—incompetence or something like that. But you won’t because you know damned well it was my discovery of the variation in the solar spectra that made a twenty percent increase in the ray range of your newest guns possible. You know that the five hundred of us on Radiation Asteroid are the only hope you have. It’s only through the byproducts of our discoveries that you can manage to perpetuate the obsolescence of your militarism. Your weapons are the shavings, the scraps that come from our scientific work. You and all the rest of those in Astronaval are nothing but parasites on civilization. Why Earth tolerates you is more than I can understand. Why the government permits you to exercise a nominal control over the activities of a thousand researchers who were splitting atoms before you could count to four is plain insanity. One of these days soon that will be changed.”


  Hardin rose, his face like a chunk of meteorite floating in space. But Pete swept on.


  “Utopia is here, Hardin, and you’re blind to it. There will never be another war. Sure, I know about the Korphs and the Titans and the Phobosians and the Ganymedians. I was on the commission that drew up the treaty—or had you forgotten? We inspected the corpses you wax so sentimental over. It was our verdict that they were defeated and killed in a just defense for their unprovoked attack on the Korphs. I know the treaty was just. I met and lived with the Korph delegation for six months.


  “The Solar System has seen the last of war. Earth herself has had no conflict with any source for over fifty years. Civilization has come of age and you and your clique of militarists are trying to drag us back to the Dark Ages.


  “As for the Artificial Sky—it’s nothing more than a militarist’s dream of the perfect weapon. It’s a physical impossibility. Sometime when I have a day to waste, I’ll show you the proof.”


  For about twenty seconds Boris Hardin looked into Pete Wilson’s eyes. He scanned the young physicist’s face, a face built of vertical lines and planes in contrast to the horizontal development of his eyes.


  With microscopic precision he viewed Pete’s high, thin forehead with its slightly receding hairline, his deep-set, brown eyes.


  “There must be something besides purple mush between those ears—there’s got to be,” he murmured fervently. “There’s just got to be.” Then, “Come here,” he ordered.


  Reluctantly, Pete turned and followed slowly to the other side of the war scientist’s office. There, a section of the wall was slid back and Hardin drew out a heavy metal base loaded with a hookup of gadgets utterly foreign to Pete.


  “What’s that? Something a retired general put together in a nightmare?”


  Hardin made no answer but set the equipment on a table and went back to his desk. He returned with an apple. Tying a string to the stem, he suspended the apple from the ceiling directly over the strange equipment. Then he plugged a heavy lead into the wall and made some critical adjustments.


  Nothing visible occurred. “Maybe you forgot to say abadaba,” suggested Pete.


  Then it happened. About the apple appeared a coppery sphere.


  “What’s that?”


  “Here.” Hardin picked up a pair of pistols. “The best solid shot and the best ray projector we’ve been able to salve out of the scraps from your sanctified table. Put a hole in the apple.”


  A bit uncertainly Pete took the guns from his chief. He lifted the ray projector. His smile waned as his arm steadied the heavy pistol. He pressed the trigger.


  A flood of burning energy flowed out of the crystal refractor in the nose. It touched the copper sphere and illuminated it like an intense flashlight beam—the ray that Pete knew would pierce ten inches of the best steel on Earth.


  Dismayed, he lowered the projector and lifted the solid-shot pistol. He fired once. Then amazement clouded his face. There, inches from the sphere, the bullet slowed to a crawl. With barely perceptible motion, it closed in the last fractions of an inch, then hung immobile a quarter of an inch from the copper sphere.


  “Well, I’ll be damned! That’s a hell of a neat toy you’ve got there, Hardin. Where’d it come from?”


  “It’s a present from the Korphs, direct from Venus. Eighteen of our best agents died in the delivery of it, but there it is, all for you.”


  “But what is it?” Pete approached closer and peered at the hazy outlines of the sphere.


  “It’s the Artificial Sky, you ass. The apple inside is Radiation Asteroid, and the bullet hanging there is us trying to get in to you—or you trying to get out—take your pick. Suppose you take the rest of the day off and show me that little proof you had that the Artificial Sky can not exist.”


  Pete turned slowly. He looked down to the head-shorter height of the dogged militarist. “Name calling is about your speed, isn’t it, Hardin? No more wars to fight. No real authority that you can be sure the government will back. I feel sorry for you and your gang in Astronaval. Why don’t you just die?


  “As for this little toy here, do you think I’m going to waste my time tinkering with that? The dumbest assistant on Radiation Asteroid could duplicate that effect a hundred different ways. And they’d all be tricks as good as this one.”


  Boris Hardin raised his eyes and set his jaw. “So it’s a trick, eh? All right, Pete. One last trick, then. You take that little toy back to Radiation Asteroid with you and produce something that will pierce the Artificial Sky within four months or I’ll take the little authority I do have and close up Radiation Asteroid. I’ll take you five hundred low-grade morons and scatter you to the ends of the Solar System. And for those four months I will sit here and just think—think of a place suitable for you, personally, if you fail.”


  Pete Wilson started to grin mockingly again. Then something in the little man’s eyes restrained him. He saw a depth of passion, and a blind, unreasoning hatred lurking there that gave him a sickening sensation of suddenly peering over the edge of a volcano.


  He knew that the destruction of his entire life’s work could be triggered by a half dozen more careless words from him. For Boris Hardin held that power of destruction and Pete knew his war madness had at last brought his mind to the thin borderline of sanity.


  “Sure, I’ll see what I can do,” he muttered uncertainly. “Have the thing crated and put aboard the Eros. I’ll be taking off at seventeen.”


  Astronaval was an ugly, archaic block, a hangover from the long-gone Utilitarian period of architecture. It was hidden deep in the almost forgotten center of the city where no other government office could be driven into it. Pete hated the ugly, bedraggled bluntness of the thing. It reminded him of the men who worked in it—dreaming and planning only war and destruction.


  He shrugged off the atmosphere of the building as he stepped out into the sunlight. He wondered what it would be like to have a mind like Hardin’s—living a lifetime in the shadow of a mental fantasy of war.


  “Hello, there. I thought you were never coming. Did you see Dogpuss?”


  Pete turned at the pleasant sound of the voice. “Hello, Marla. I hoped you would wait, but it took longer than I expected.”


  “What happened?” Instantly, she knew she should not have asked. His face still registered the effects of Boris Hardin’s threat and the peril into which his own carelessness had nearly thrust all of Radiation Asteroid’s “family.”


  “I’ll tell you when we get under way,” he said. “Let’s get back to the ship. How was your day?”


  “Swunderful. I got the baby things Mrs. Ames wanted, and that new dress I promised Jackson’s wife. And you should see the frozen corsage I got Bill to give to Helen. She’ll go into a twelfth-level spin when she sees it.”


  It amazed Pete. This ordinary redhead on his arm, babbling like a schoolgirl. It amazed him constantly that she was the second-best man in radiation research on the Asteroid—next to himself. But then it wasn’t true that she was just an ordinary redhead. He’d have to make it a point to tell her that—sometime.


  The others were gathered at the field when Pete and Marla arrived after a late luncheon. They were a gay holiday group, the twenty whose turn it was to be on the monthly business trip and shopping spree to Earth. Pete always regretted when necessity forced him to be on one of the trips. It seemed like so much time wasted. But time had not dragged this trip. Marla was responsible for that, he admitted to himself.


  Sam Underhill, captain of the Eros, waited stiffly precise at the port. He saluted Pete.


  “Everyone’s here, sir. We can take off any time.”


  “Fine. The sooner, the better. Oh—Sam, was there a crate or package delivered here from Astronaval?”


  “In the instrument hold, sir. Instructions were that it was your personal property and was to be given the special Gravitmount in transit.”


  “They would be—” Pete muttered. “Pardon, sir?”


  But Pete was already within the ship, following Marla Ipson down the corridor. He went immediately to his stateroom for a bath and change of clothing.


  No sense of motion disturbed his bath as the Eros took off. Pete took pride in that. The Eros was only an old battle tub that the brain pool in Astronaval had condescended to commission for the use of the scientists on Radiation Asteroid. But Pete had fixed it up more luxuriously than the most palatial of the regular liners. It was his hobby. And it was tremendous satisfaction to know that the Eros was the only ship in space in which a man could indulge in a shower bath during take-off.


  Marla Ipson was lounging in a deck chair on the observation deck when Pete found her. She looked as clean and cool as a comet’s tail, which was exactly the effect she had planned.


  “You must have a split personality,” said Pete. “No woman could be the radiation expert you are and dress like that.”


  “Now that that’s over you can tell me what happened today when you saw Dogpuss,” she said with cautious flippancy.


  He dropped into a chair beside her. “Can’t we just talk about the pleasant things of life? Or maybe you could close your eyes and just let me sit here and look at you. Day after tomorrow you’ll have your overalls on and be smeared clear up to here and jiptus bugs know when I’ll see you like this again.”


  “Give.” Her crystal eyes held him with blue smiling insistence. “I want to know whether I can finish my research during this next year or whether they’re going to scatter us to the twenty-eighth dimension.”


  “All right.” Pete sighed and related the details of the interview. “And so we’re headed back to Radiation Asteroid carrying this little magic-lantern outfit that Hardin dug up from some place known only to the master minds of Astronaval.”


  He straightened suddenly. “Say, I hadn’t thought of it, but maybe you’d like to take a fling at it. It’s sort of down your alley. Hardin would accept your report on it. All you have to do is find out how the thing ticks.”


  “No, thanks, brother.” Marla fanned her face with her hand. “I’m steering clear of Boris Hardin’s gadgets. I remember the time he wanted some crackpot’s radiation range finder examined. I nearly blew up the Asteroid.”


  “I’ll pan it off on somebody—or shelve it permanently somehow. Damned if I’ll waste my good time on the thing with all the projects I’ve got lined up.”


  “Seriously, Pete”—Marla’s voice became suddenly anxious as she turned to face him directly—“I’m beginning to be a little worried about what Astronaval keeps saying about the Korphs. What if they’re right?”


  “They’re not right. I tell you I’ve lived with those Korphs. I know their psychology. I know how they live and think and feel. As a race, they’ve got a whale of an inferiority complex. They compensate for it by associating with the superior peoples of Earth, and get a sort of reflected glory out of our commerce and intercourse with them. They would never think of warring with those they regard as their masters, as they do us.”


  “But can you be sure? You’re a physicist. You know nothing of psychology.”


  “I know enough of the scientific method,” he said, a trifle stiffly, “to be a far better judge of the Korphs than the militarists, whose entire existence is one of perpetual frustration—looking for a war and not finding one within their grasp. It’s no wonder they drive themselves into a frenzy over any tiny occurrence that might give them an excuse to start a war.


  “It’s too bad they couldn’t have picked on somebody besides the Korphs, though. It would be hard to find a more inoffensive race.”


  “But this rumor of the Artificial Sky—the model Hardin gave you. What about that?”


  “In what age hasn’t there been the dream of the perfect weapon? And when in the last four hundred years hasn’t there been a rumor of a ray screen or energy field that would block all penetration, mechanical, radiative, or otherwise?”


  “I know, but—”


  “You know that such a field, screen, or what-have-you is impossible. You’ve stumbled across the proof yourself a hundred times, showing that no such field is possible. The Artificial Sky is supposed to be such a field. Therefore, the Artificial Sky is impossible.”


  “But there must be something,” Marla insisted.


  “There is. There’s a compartment unhinged in the mind of every militarist where such concepts are bred and nurtured. This Sky is supposed to have an artificial sun attached to it, the radiation of which is controlled. The sun ran be made to burn a planet to a crisp or freeze it colder than Pluto’s pants by changing in some miraculous manner to the perfect Black Body. It’s all so silly it’s an insult for Hardin to order us to spend time on it.”


  “Dinner is served, sir.”


  They looked up at the abrupt sound of the voice. Captain Sam Underhill stood smiling and trim. “I hope I have the honor of your presence at the captain’s table.”


  “Sure, Sam—provided you make the cook prepare some of our old favorite, Venusian swamp turtle. I don’t think Marla has tasted that lately. Have you?”


  He offered his hand, and the girl took it mechanically, but her eyes were staring in sudden horror. Pete saw and grinned.


  Sam Underhill’s cap, which he constantly wore low on his head, had become a trifle upset and the entire upper lobes of his ears could be seen. Lobes that extended an inch above the level of his temples.


  “We’re having just that,” he said. “Choicest turtles Venus ever grew. I hope you’ll enjoy them.”


  “Captain Underhill”—Marla’s voice trembled—“I didn’t know you are part Korph—” He bowed low as if acknowledging a great compliment. “My great-grandfather was the first of his race to receive the Earth explorers and open the world of Venus to interstellar commerce. I thought everyone knew. It’s an ancestry of which I am very proud.”


  “Yes, I should imagine—”


  They began walking toward the dining room.


  “You see,” Captain Sam Underhill went on, “in those days my father’s people were a very backward race. All Venus was divided into! little tribes, each one selfishly clinging to its own traditions and accomplishments like adolescent children. It was not until the Earthmen came that they saw the advantages of the exchange of ideas. It was not until then that they understood the advantages of—shall I say learning?—in contrast to then-old ways of conserving the tiny, insignificant accomplishments they had built up through centuries—most of them built on error, as are almost all traditions.”


  “Venus is pretty grateful to Earth for changes that have resulted through this new contact, isn’t she?” said Pete.


  “Indeed—that’s why the day of the landing of the first spaceship from Earth is a national Venusian holiday. The Korphs give tribute to the Earthmen who came and showed them a vision of new worlds. But here we are . . . the dining room is ready.”


  Radiation Asteroid is a tiny, man-made outpost a hundred miles in diameter. It swings in Earth’s orbit a hundred and eighty degrees away. It was built during the first and only interstellar war involving Earth, the Martian conflict of half a century ago. Then it was a military outpost.


  After the war the military command at Astronaval designated the asteroid a research post in radiation. That was their fatal mistake. Never since had it been possible to convince the pacific-minded Council that the asteroid should be refortified, and it swung invitingly—to the minds of the military—as a stepping-stone in any invasion from the outer reaches of space. Even the Korphs would seize it first, should they declare war, because it presented a serious threat of rear attack should strong Earth forces ever occupy it.


  To Pete and Marla and the others who looked down upon the Asteroid three days later it looked as if they were returning to Earth. The tiny world had been laid out to conform to the topography of Earth.


  The Eros set a course for headquarters—the Kansas City of the little American continent.


  Pete and Marla were watching the landing. Beside them stood blond Hank Peterson and Norma, his wife. They had been married while on the visit to Earth.


  “It looks so peaceful,” said Norma. “I must be just a small-town gal, because Earth always seems too big for me. I seem to fit about right on Radiation Asteroid.”


  “I wonder how long it will remain peaceful,” said Marla, “if Boris Hardin should prove correct in his beliefs—”


  “Stop it!” snapped Pete. “We’ve all got important work to do down there. We can’t be gumming up our brains with such crazy notions. I don’t want to hear Boris Hardin’s name mentioned after we land. That’s an order to everyone on this ship.”


  “Yes, master,” murmured Marla so that only Pete heard. He glared down at her whimsical smile.


  The sun came up every twenty-four hours just as it did on Earth. The Asteroid had been set at the same inclination, given the same period of rotation and the same strength of gravity. It was even a rooster crowing that wakened Pete Wilson the next morning.


  The scientists and their families who occupied Radiation Asteroid were a bunch of rustics by their own admission. South America was a cattle ranch, while Europe supported truck crops and chickens. The rest of the continents were devoted to laboratories.


  Life on Radiation Asteroid was as utopian as the smell of earth farming and atomic transmutation could make it.


  Pete blinked hard at the blazing sunlight streaming in the window. Then he sprang up anxiously, remembering that he was back home and that a laboratory full of endless research was waiting.


  He blinked hard again at the clock built into the foot of his bed. Powered by a milligram of U-235 it should have run exactly on time for at least a dozen more centuries before it needed repowering. But it was apparently slow this morning. It was light as midmorning outside, but the clock said only 4 a. m.


  He dressed and ate quickly and left the building without seeing anyone. He stepped out on the fixed walk toward the laboratory, eager to get to work until he suddenly remembered Boris Hardin’s model machine that was waiting for his attention. Still, he had to admit to himself that the thing was clever. He wondered exactly how the effect of slowing down the bullet was produced. It was a neat trick and probably of some value—as the militarists viewed values.


  The sun was halfway over the near horizon. He watched it between a couple of distant buildings that seemed to tip toward it on the sharp curvature of the tiny world.


  Then he stopped. He stared at the rising disk until it blinded him and forced his eyes shut. When he could see again, he looked up at the sky, at the burnished sky that domed over him like an incandescent copper bowl. And in that terrible heat that began to assail him, he felt a chill.


  He knew his clock had not been wrong. The sun was not due to rise for an hour yet. This thing that was edging over the horizon was no sun; it was a monstrous atomic flame that was licking the planetoid clean of life like a welding torch advancing over an ant hill.


  He ran. The burning air cut in and out of his lungs, drying his body with each breath that was like the blast of a curing oven. In the distance now he could see the rising tempo of activity as the city’s inhabitants began milling about, seeking their stations in their laboratories to measure the monster.


  There was a sudden whir in the air beside Wilson and a transparent Egg the length of a man appeared. A section slid down as the Egg floated a foot above the ground.


  “Want a lift, Pete? I got a call from the lab. Hank says hell’s loose on the other side of the Asteroid. Thought I’d better get over in the Egg instead of walking.”


  It was Bill Ames, First Assistant in the Radiation Section.


  “Any details?” snapped Pete.


  “Nothing except that this blazing ball appeared in the sky about a quarter of an hour ago and has been rotating around us like a sun. It’s about three thousand miles away. Any idea what it is?”


  Pete knew what it could be, but his mind refused to believe that it was the Artificial Sky. He had proof, indisputable equations that showed the Artificial Sky was an absolute impossibility. Besides, six months Hardin had said the Korphs planned.


  “I don’t know, but if it’s doing an orbit around us there’s no use trying to keep everyone here to work on it. We’ll evacuate to Earth as soon as we can get ships enough and investigate from space.”


  The Egg quickly reached the city and Bill nosed it skillfully to the roof landing over their office. They dropped to the tenth floor by elevator and entered their office. Marla was already there.


  Her copper hair shown even more brightly in the gleam that was coming through the window. It was awry over one eyebrow as she hunched before the communicator.


  “Calcutta . . . Kansas City calling Calcutta—”


  She looked up as the two men entered. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been trying to raise, you and so has everyone else on this Asteroid. I can’t get half the communication centers. Even the central transmitter at New York is out.”


  The central transmitter was the giant beam sender that connected Radiation Asteroid with Earth.


  “Never mind that,” said Pete. “We’re going to evacuate the Asteroid. We’ve got to have ships. The Eros can take one load and take word if nothing else can be done. I’ll see to that while you get out an emergency warning. Order everyone into the radiation pits and prepare to leave for Earth.”


  Marla stood erect, defiant. “Pete! Come to your senses! You can’t get through! That’s the Artificial Sky out there. Our precious equations and little air-tight theories are just so much scrap paper. The Korphs have struck. Where is your proof now that the Artificial Sky can’t exist?”


  The two men tightened their jaws. Marla had spoken the fears that were in the mind of every man and woman on Radiation Asteroid.


  “Our equations are right,” Pete stated flatly. “Whatever that is out there—Artificial Sky or not—no such impenetrable force field as that is supposed to be can exist.”


  Marla whirled away.


  “If she’s right, the Korphs must be attacking Earth, too,” said Bill. “I wonder if we could get through on the multilevel transmitter on the Eros.”


  “I’ll see if I can get hold of Underhill.” Pete stepped to the communicator. In a moment, the field attendant’s face appeared on the screen. “Space field. . . . Hello, Pete. I’ve been looking all over for you. I’ve got a box I was supposed to deliver to your lab personally, but I couldn’t find you last night or this morning. Marla said she didn’t—”


  That would be Boris Hardin’s model. Pete had wished that it had become lost, but now it became of vital importance to have that model. There was something there—


  “I know—I just got here. I want that box, Arnold, and I want it safe. Guard it with your life. Bring it to me at once. Is the Eros ready to fly? And is Captain Underhill anywhere around?”


  “That long-eared Venie hasn’t been around since the Eros landed. Why don’t you put him in the mummy tank, Pete? I don’t trust him. He’s too damn polite—and the Eros can go any time.”


  “I’ll be the judge of Captain Underhill’s loyalty. Get that case over here at once!”


  “Before you can switch off!”


  The screen went blank, but almost instantly it lighted again. The frantic face of Eggers, operator at the central transmitter, appeared.


  “Pete—that you? I’ve been trying for an hour to get you. Something went wrong here. I can’t figure out what. But just before this blazing ball rode into the sky I got a message from Boris Hardin for you.


  “He said: ‘War declared. Earth surrounded by Artificial Sky. Swim, damn you, swim!’ That’s all.”


  The screen blanked and Pete stood staring with unseeing eyes at the vacant surface for a long minute.


  “What did Hardin mean by ‘swim’ ?” Bill asked. “Some sort of code message?”


  “Yes—” Pete nodded slowly at last. “A little code check word between me and Boris Hardin. It means that we’re going to fry like fish in an oven if we don’t find a way out of here. We’re on our own, now.”


  But Marla was bitter. She stared as if at some horror out of a nightmare.


  “We were wrong,” she said flatly, “and the militarists were right. Only Boris Hardin said it would be six months. It wasn’t even six days. And all our theories—our utopias—now you can see why the militarists can afford to wait patiently through the long years of peace. They can wait because they’re sure of victory in the end. There’ll always be war to justify their profession!”


  Pete turned away from her. “Snap out of it, Marla! You continue as before. Take charge of getting everyone into the radiation pits. See that food and water and sanitary provisions are in order. Bill, you send up one of our sounding rockets and see if you can get it through that ‘Sky’ or whatever it is. I won’t believe it’s impenetrable until I prove it. Check with the main observatory and get a curve on the rocket’s flight.”


  “Check.”


  Bill jumped to carry out his duties, and Marla was already at the intercommunication screen that connected with the emergency warning system.


  Pete strode into the main laboratory where a dozen of the researchers were intent upon measurements of the phenomena.


  Grizzled Doc Johnson, head of the division, looked up from his recorder. “We’ve turned every kind of beam we know how to generate on that Sky. Its reflection is one hundred percent.”


  “Regular communication beams and the new attack beams as well?”


  Doc Johnson nodded. “From one end of the spectrum to the other. Nothing gets through. It’s utterly inconceivable.”


  “I know. But it’s there. It may be that there is a specific and unique angle of refraction. Try to find it. Check on that sun, too.”


  “That’s nothing but an ordinary controlled-reaction nucleus. But I’d like to know where the control is—”


  “Report as soon as you find anything. I’ll have something to show you in a minute.” Pete raced down the corridor outside the laboratory toward the elevator. He was growing anxious over the model Hardin had given him. Arnold should have been there with it long ago. That model, he felt, was utterly necessary to their existence, now. If anything happened to it—


  “Hey, Pete!”


  Bill emerged from the door of the auxiliary observatory room. “Want to see the results on the run?”


  Wordlessly, Pete entered the observatory. There on a screen hung the image of the two-foot sounding rocket used for making radiation soundings into the space around the Asteroid.


  “Just hanging there,” said Bill. “It’s still moving about ten feet an hour, but it will soon be stationary at the rate it’s decelerating.” Together, the two scientists stared at the imperceptibly moving rocket. Finally, Pete shook his head. “Got any ideas?”


  “Total blank. Here’s something, though. Look at this curve, showing rate of deceleration.”


  Bill opened the lid of an automatic integrator that was attached to the telescopes focused on the rocket. The pen was drawing a long sloping curve gently approaching an asymptote.


  “Hyperbolic,” said Bill. “If that’s correct, it means that the rocket will never become quite stationary, but will continue to move at an infinitely decreasing speed.”


  “Not likely. Too much error in this integrator. There’s got to be a line of discontinuity somewhere. That thing can’t just park up there and move forever.”


  “Don’t forget it isn’t just parked up there. It’s locked tight in a force field that is supposed to be absolutely impossible. We’re handling something entirely new. I’ve got a hunch it’s approaching that field in a true hyperbolic function with respect to velocity. That means it’s forever approaching, but never reaching the field—like Zeno’s tortise, or was it his rabbit? I forget which.”


  “Got a check on the height?”


  “Two thousand eight hundred and eighty miles and some odd pieces.”


  “O.K. Keep the’scope on it. I’m going out to the field and pick up Hardin’s model. Maybe it would be a good idea if you came along.”


  Together, they entered the tiny Egg on the roof and took off. The field was four miles away in the deserts of Arizona.


  They had made Radiation Asteroid as exact a duplicate of Earth as possible, and no imagination had been spared in making the desert Southwest a replica of the burning oven it was in reality. Dust whirls rose and sped upward on adiabatic wings. Cumulus formed overhead, above the low mountains.


  “We could have a good thunderstorm if we shot some Gulf air in here,” mused Bill.


  “The entire Asteroid is going to be one ball of fire, and lightning and all the weather controls we’ve got won’t stop it if this heat goes on another twenty-four hours. Have you thought what it’s going to do with that impenetrable Sky overhead—the greenhouse effect?”


  Bill paled. “I’d never thought of it.” He made a hasty mental calculation. “That means that with no outward radiation the temperature will rise to at least a hundred and eighty degrees in twenty-four hours!”


  “Right. You can see how many days we’ve got to work this thing out.”


  They circled low over the field. It lay shimmering dust-brown in the baking heat. On the north side, the hangar and repair shop looked deserted. Pete felt a chill of premonition. “I don’t like the looks of this.”


  “Possibly everyone left under Marla’s instructions to hit for the pits. There’s no reason why anyone should stay on duty here.” The Egg floated silently to Earth in front of the hangar where the Eros lay. They stepped from the brilliance of the flaming sun into the half darkness of the building and stumbled against the burned wreckage just inside the doorway.


  It was an Egg that looked as if it had been blasted in midair just as it rose to a take-off. The outer shell was half burned away. The inner contents were a mass of charred and twisted metal—and flesh.


  “Who is it?” gasped Bill.


  “It’s Arnold’s Egg,” said Pete flatly. His voice was impersonal toward the man who had died in there, but only because of the secret, numbing fear that foamed up within him.


  His fear was confirmed when he pried open the melted storage compartment of the Egg. Within lay the charred remains of a crate and a blackened base covered with alien electrical devices now fused in an indistinguishable mass.


  “It’s Hardin’s model. Someone got Arnold just as he took off to bring it to me.”


  Pete’s voice bespoke none of the shock that went through him, the near-nausea that took hold of him.


  He had no illusions now about the power that sought their destruction. For the first time in his life he had seen murder, and it was the more horrible because he knew that it had not been directed merely at Arnold. The man had been only an obstruction, his murder only a tool in a complicated web of events directed at Pete and the colony of scientists on Radiation Asteroid.


  He shook himself. “Let’s get back to the labs. Nothing can be accomplished here. We’ll send someone for Arnold’s body.”


  “I suppose it’s really useless, but don’t you want to try the Eros’ transmitter? Look!”


  Bill gave a sudden gasp and jerked an arm wildly toward the graceful ship.


  Yellow fingers of light were beckoning through the portholes all the way from the lower reaction chambers to the bow more than a hundred feet above their heads.


  “She’s on fire—every level! If she goes, we’ll never get off this Asteroid!”


  Pete whirled and started on a run toward the elevator that led to the top of the ship. If he could make the control chamber, run the ship out to the Gulf and flood it—He wondered why the automatic fire system had failed. Sabotage?


  Then he saw the wreckage of the elevator. It was all but toppling on top of them.


  “The Egg!” he yelled. “Let’s get to the top in her.”


  The ports were now solid yellow circles of wavering light. The men knew the entire inside of the ship must be gutted.


  “It’s no use,” said Bill. “She’s a total loss right now.”


  “If she is, so are we. Come on!”


  The fragile shell rose over the inferno of the spaceship. A dull explosion shook the hangar. A spurt of flame jutted from a port near the base.


  Swiftly, Bill jockeyed the Egg to the nose of the Eros. Pete slipped the panel down and reached for the emergency outside entrance lock. He drew the port open and the roar of a blast furnace greeted their ears.


  “You’re crazy, Pete, if you think you can go in there and live. Let’s get away before she blows again.”


  But Bill was talking to empty air. Pete had already leaped into the mouth of the furnace. Billowing fumes hid him from view.


  Cursing, the assistant set the controls of the Egg and followed. He leaped into the blinding inferno and groped. His hands caught Pete’s arm. Then, through a clearing in the smoke, they saw a figure across the chamber from them.


  It was Sam Underhill, the half-breed captain of the Eros.


  “So—I get more than I bargained for. The mighty genius, Pete Wilson, and his shadow, Bill Ames. My grandparent will rejoice exceedingly.”


  “What are you talking about? Drop that gun!” Pete ordered.


  “Go ahead—beg for your lives, pitiful little Earthmen. Before you die you shall know that I have fulfilled my destiny. I was born to destroy Earthmen and their creations. There are many thousands of us, born of unwilling Earth mothers, who were ordained to this high destiny in the plan conceived by my grandfather the day the first Earthman landed on Venus. Ah, yes, that day is our national holiday, but not for the reason you stupid fools have always thought—not to celebrate the coming of the Earthmen, but to celebrate the day they would be destroyed and driven from Venus and the universe. Our plans have been long, but we have been patient. Now, our reward is near. And you, Earthmen, shall presently become frozen cinders spinning through space on a dead asteroid.”


  With a catlike move, the sleek Venusian was across the room and poised in the opening. He turned and aimed the gun into the heart of the floating Egg. Flame exploded and the little ship plummeted to the floor of the hangar.


  Then, with an unholy light in his eyes, Sam Underhill leaped outward.


  With no second thought for the traitorous captain, Pete whirled to the controls of the Eros before the half-breed’s body had completed the hundred-foot fall.


  He tripped the starting button that activated the ignitors. No answering indication appeared on the dials above the button. The power was dead. Yet, cautiously, he advanced the fuel-feed lever, half hoping the motors would catch hold by some miracle.


  No sound came but the roaring of the flames below and about them.


  “Not a chance,” said Bill. “It’s the last trick—and that damned half-breed Korph has taken it—”


  Desperately, he opened a companionway hatch. A smothering blast of burning gas leaped at them, enveloping Bill. He staggered back and the hatch slammed shut. Singed flesh and hair scented the air.


  “Not that way. The Eros is done for, all right. We’ll try to get out in the lifeboats. Take the starboard; I’ll take the port.”


  Bill nodded agreement. It was the one final chance of escape from the disintegrating ship.


  A narrow escape hatch led directly from each side of the control chamber to the respective lifeboats. They opened these and found the flames had not yet penetrated the nacelles where the craft lay.


  Pete dropped down the chute; he glimpsed Bill’s head disappearing below the floor level opposite him. The walls of the chute were unbearable to the touch and the air in the narrow confines was like a Bessemer blast. But the lifeboat seemed to be safe.


  It was dark in the chamber. Sweat pouring from his body, Pete searched in the blackness for the handle of the door. He found it at last and crept within the lifeboat.


  Instantly, the lights and air-conditioning equipment went into action. A cool breeze fanned over his body and Pete felt new life surge into him. He checked the controls briefly. The half-breed traitor had obviously forgotten all about the lifeboats, taking it for granted that they would be destroyed with the rest of the ship.


  Pete pressed the lever that operated the port through which the life craft would burst from the side of the Eros. The lever swung to the limit of its arc.


  Nothing happened.


  Sweat burst anew on Pete’s forehead. If the lifeboat couldn’t get out of the nacelle, he was as bad off as ever. He left the ship and went out to inspect the port. In the darkness, his fingers passed over the lock mechanism.


  Then he knew that Sam Underhill had not overlooked the life craft. The mechanism was irreparably jammed. That had been easier for the saboteur than wrecking the ships. He had taken no chance that any last-minute salvaging would save any usable flier. There was no means whatever of leaving Radiation Asteroid, now.


  But neither was there any way for the men to leave the lonely, black and sweltering nacelles where they were trapped.


  In the pit that nestled like a heat-raised blister in the side of the Eros, Pete gave way to despair. He pictured Bill on the other side of the ship in the same trap. They were doomed. If the heat didn’t broil them alive, the explosion of the igniter chambers would soon get them, for the flames must be nearly through the fuel cavities.


  Explosion!


  The thought blasted in his mind. He whirled and raced back into the life craft and sealed the door. Then steadily and slowly he opened the igniter jets and left the power off. A faint hissing came to his ears as the powerful thyolite escaped into the nacelle. He checked the pressure at three atmospheres on the testing dial connected with the exterior of the ship.


  Now was the moment. In an instant, if the lock mechanism of the nacelle proved weaker than the hull plates of the life craft, he would be free. Otherwise—it would be over, in that same brief instant—


  He pressed the power switch and rammed home the fuel lever.


  Thunder rocked the universe. The tiny craft twisted and hurled about as if thrown by a mighty hand. A slashing blow glanced off the side and flung it away in a new direction. Then, abruptly, all was calmness. The lights were out, but through the ports came the copper blaze of the Artificial Sky as the blazing pseudo sun burned in upon Pete.


  He rocked in the pilot chair and shook his head. The craft was flying slowly at five hundred feet above the surface. The explosion had blown the nacelle port wide open and hurled him through the roof of the hangar. Flames were now leaping through it and licking at the structure.


  He looked frantically about the sky for signs of Bill in the other ship. Nothing was visible except the city in the distance, lying staggered by the heat.


  Pete turned toward it. There was nothing humanly possible that he could do for Bill, trapped in the other nacelle. He bowed his head an instant and pressed his jaws tightly, and went on.


  Then, at that instant, a terrific explosion roared below him and the hangar spewed flame. And in its midst rose a tiny ship, soaring toward the sky. It reeled crazily and spun end over end. Then at last it righted and sped off parallel to the surface.


  The blast of Pete’s escape had inspired Bill to the same tactics.


  A voice was rising in the radiation pit. It needled out through the long, staggered corridor in the fifty-foot lead walls.


  “It’s the vengeance of God! Do you think for one moment that He would have given the Korphs power over us if we had lived as we should? You all know the answer to that. Therefore, let us repent. Let us pray that it may not be too late to be worthy of some small mercy.”


  “Mamma, please—” Little Jed Murphy, assistant in the biological section, tugged timidly at the vast periphery of his wife’s skirt. “Sit down, Mamma. Everybody’s looking at you.”


  “Sure, they are, Jed. They know I’m talking the truth, and when death is close to a body, he likes to hear the truth. Isn’t that so?”


  “Sure, it is, Mamma Murphy. Keep on talking to us.” A pale young woman with a baby in her arms smiled from across the chamber.


  Every person on Radiation Asteroid had been the subject of Mamma Murphy’s mothering or scolding at one time or another. And none would deny her the right to her hell-and-damnation preaching which she pursued vigorously. She had been married to a militant evangelist before she married Jed Murphy, and this was her day. The fifty who were gathered in this pit would hear preaching such as had never been heard before.


  “What shall we do to repent?” called Ted Innes, field chemist.


  Her recommendations were interrupted. Out of the tiny corridor stepped Pete Wilson and Marla Ipson. Their eyes were bloodshot and their faces burned, but they looked around the room with reassurance.


  “Looks like everything is going all right down here,” smiled Marla.


  “Just as right as can be, honey,” said Mamma Murphy boisterously. “Shall we tell ’em we’re all right, folks?”


  A chorus of assents responded.


  “How is everything coming?” asked Jed. “Isn’t there anything any of us can do?”


  Pete shook his head. “It’s a job for the radiation crew. Just as soon as anyone is needed, he’ll be called. There’s plenty of room in some of the other pits if anyone is crowded here.”


  “Seems like it’s getting pretty hot,” said Ted.


  “You should see it outside,” replied Pete grimly. “A hundred and sixty.”


  A hush fell over the group. “We can’t hold out long at that rate,” someone breathed.


  “Nonsense!” exclaimed Mamma Murphy. “We’ll have some healthy preaching and repenting down here while they work upstairs, and we’ll see just how long we can hold out.” Pete patted her on the back. “Keep it up, Mamma, and we’ll be O.K.”


  “These equations are right!” Pete slapped the sheaf of papers in front of him. “They prove that no such force field can exist; therefore, it doesn’t exist.”


  “All right, all right,” said Bill wearily. “I’ll take your word for it. But what is that out there that’s cutting us off?”


  “That’s what I’m going to find out. I’m taking up one of the life craft from the Eros and get as close as I can to the Sky.”


  “It’s too dangerous! How do you know when it grabs hold? We’ve tried shooting rockets to just graze it and bring down readings on it. Not one has returned when it got within ten miles of the Sky. You’ll probably get caught and hang there until your skeleton falls apart. If only we had Hardin’s model!” Pete grunted unintelligibly and began checking off the list of equipment to be carried aloft.


  It was late in the afternoon when they finished loading. The temperature had begun to fall off rapidly and was down to a hundred and thirty-five. The humidity of sixty percent made it impossible for a man to work more than five or six minutes in the atmosphere without protection.


  Pete settled himself in the cockpit of the twelve-man ship and caught a radio check from Bill.


  “Three meters—check.”


  “Three meters—check.”


  The ship lifted from the roof and stabbed into the burning air. It could have covered the distance to the Artificial Sky in short minutes if Pete had let it out, but he dared not increase the speed much beyond fifteen hundred miles an hour.


  He stared behind at the burning Asteroid. Reports from outlying centers had indicated nearly all the animals dead. Titanic thunderstorms had broken loose from the weather controls in some sectors and had wreaked havoc among the flimsy open-air huts, especially in South America.


  The real sun was entirely invisible through the copper sky. The artificial sun was fading below the horizon, but becoming visible again as the lifeboat soared upward.


  At twenty-seven hundred miles he switched on the constant-tone beam for a check with Bill.


  “How’s the temperature?” he called. The surface below was invisible now, hidden in the shadow of night.


  “Dropping. It’s down to seventy. There’s a terrific wind springing up. The weather control can’t touch it. What do you suppose we’re in for?”


  Pete remembered the words of Boris Hardin: “—and then will come the blizzards, and howling wind and blowing snow.”


  He gritted his teeth to choke down the bitter flame of hate and anger that rose up within him.


  But now there was no time for that. The indicators showed he was rapidly approaching the limit of safety in his flight.


  “I’m at the top,” he said. “Keep your’scopes on me and check my position. I’m right underneath the first test rocket we sent up. It’s about sixty miles up.”


  “Take it easy,” said Bill. “Your speed is beginning to cut down along the hyperbolic right now.”


  Pete glanced at his dials. “You’re crazy. I just cut it manually. It couldn’t show anything but a straight line. I’ve got gravity cut.”


  “Then this integrator is completely haywire. What’s the matter with your voice? You sound like you’re talking from the third subbasement. I can hardly understand you.”


  “I was going to ask the same thing. You sound like a super-soprano murdering an aria. Bill! What’s wrong?”


  “You’re slowing down—just like the rock—”


  His voice whined beyond the point of audibility and vanished. And then Pete noticed that the constant-frequency beam had likewise disappeared. Frantically, he punched the volume indicator. The beam was still on.


  This inexplicable effect of the Sky had cut him completely off from the Asteroid below, yet he felt no untoward physical effects. The ship was cruising at normal speed; all instruments were functioning perfectly. He shelved the mystery for the moment and turned to the maze of recorders that surrounded him in the cabin.


  He shot a high-frequency beam directly overhead into the Artificial Sky. By means of the reflected beam he measured the distance to the reflecting layer. According to his calculations it should be less than fifteen miles away.


  It was over one hundred miles above him.


  The artificial sun was still visible. But now, instead of the copper ball, there was a brilliant blue-white disk. He mistrusted the evidence of his vision and checked the frequency of the radiation. It was into the blue-white well enough.


  Abruptly the disk vanished behind the Asteroid. Pete cautiously advanced the ship upward, edging closer to the impenetrable layer. So far there was no indication of its impenetrability. No force had slowed the ship in any degree. It cruised about in a slow circle beneath the suspended test rocket.


  But now Pete noticed that the test rocket itself was rising. He checked it with the instruments. Its velocity was over a hundred times the slow creeping that had been barely detectable before he took off. What force had started the motion?


  Impulsively, Pete nosed the ship up to overtake the test rocket, but a warning premonition overcame him. He remembered the sight of that rocket hanging there during the long burning hours of the day with no perceptible motion.


  The automatic recorders in the various instruments did their work swiftly on all the phenomena within range of the life craft. Yet Pete had not encountered a single fact that shed light on the mystery of the Sky. Nothing he could see or sense except a sort of dull grayness far above him could be connected in any way with their imprisonment. As far as he knew, the ship was free to plunge on up into the depths of space just as the test rocket was now doing.


  Only the gnawing fear kept him from following. Reluctantly, he turned the ship downward again.


  Eager to begin analyzing the records, he turned up the speed. Four, five, six thousand miles an hour. That was the safe limit so close to the Asteroid.


  He was surprised, minutes later, to see the violet tinge of dawn appear around the curve of the Asteroid. Then the blazing blue-white sun burst upon him again. At the start of his ascent that sun had been in a steady twenty-four-hour period of rotation. Yet it had accomplished half a revolution in less than an hour.


  The landscape he looked down upon made him catch his breath. It was blinding white. For a moment, he thought it was merely the unaccustomed light after he had been in darkness. Then he recognized it for what it was. Snow.


  Something incredible had happened while he had been gone.


  He reached for the radio switch once more in a vain hope of reaching Bill.


  “Lifeboat No. 1—Pete Wilson—calling Bill Ames. Calling Bill Ames.”


  The receiver responded with an eerie high-pitched howl that wavered meaninglessly up and down the scale. Then, suddenly, the beam frequency came on, so high that it hurt the eardrums. But slowly it was descending the scale. After an interminable time it approached normal frequency.


  Then the radio boomed out with Bill’s urgent voice: “Calling Lifeboat No. 1, calling—”


  “Bill! What happened? Is everything all right down there?”


  “Pete! You’re safe—” It was Marla’s voice. “Sure, I’m safe. Had a pleasant little trip up here. But what about you?”


  “We thought you’d never come back,” said Bill. “After six hours of watching you hang there beneath the test rocket—”


  “Six hours! You’re crazy. It’s been less than three since I took off.”


  “It’s been exactly eleven and a half!”


  Pete stared in bewilderment at the atomic clock. Something was wrong. No field could affect that mechanism. Besides, he had passed through no field. And in addition to the atomic clock there were at least twenty others in the form of the automatic recorders. They wouldn’t all show the same deviation—provided there had been deviation. Besides, he knew he hadn’t been gone eleven hours.


  “Why don’t you come down faster?” asked Bill. “Is anything wrong with the ship?”


  “Faster? Man, I’d go clear on through the Asteroid. I’m up to sixty-eight hundred now.” Pete heard a gasp and an unintelligible whispering of voices behind the microphone. A sudden unaccountable chill went over him. There was something queer. Something that Bill and Marla knew that he didn’t.


  “Pete, you’d better check your gauges again,” said Bill. “You are coming down at a rate of exactly five hundred and six miles per hour. It’ll be another four hours before you get here at that rate. Can’t you put on a little more speed?”


  The lifeboat speared out of the sunlight—sunlight that had become to Pete its old hue of burned copper instead of the blinding blue-violet.


  He shot at uncontrollable speed over the roof of the radiation laboratory and sped into the air again. Twice more he overshot the roof, then succeeded in a landing on the snow-covered surface.


  The snow was two feet deep but melting in torrents under the flaming sun.


  Bill and Marla met him, but there was restraint in their manner. He noticed it in Doc Johnson and the others in the laboratory.


  “What’s the matter with everyone?” he half snarled. “Have I got a plague or something?”


  “No—it’s nothing like that, Pete,” said Marla. “It’s got us all, I guess. It’s Mamma Murphy.”


  “Mamma Murphy? What about her?”


  “After it got dark the blizzard came and along about midnight Mamma Murphy started shouting and preaching again. It got so bad we had to take her to a room by herself, but she got away and said that since we wouldn’t repent she would accept the call to atone for us all. She broke away and went out into the blizzard. She froze to death before she got a hundred feet away.”


  It was a new and terrible feeling, the yearning for vengeance that pervaded Pete. His life had been spent in the laboratory, as free as possible from destructive emotion. Now rage and frustration stormed through him, and, it was a bitter experience.


  The heat rose stifling again, smothering like a contraction of space itself. The staff of the laboratory worked up the charts and analyzed their curves that told the story of Pete’s flight to the Artificial Sky.


  The first result was that every record made a perfect time check. Not a clock showed any appreciable deviation.


  “There’s the clue to the whole thing,” said Pete, “but I can’t grasp it. It hovers in my mind like a half-forgotten equation—all there except the critical factors. What happened, anyway? Was it purely a subjective, psychological illusion caused by the Sky, or does it have physical meaning?”


  “It could hardly be subjective or psychological, since we experienced it at both ends,” said Bill. “Except that it was sort of in reverse.


  Radio signals from here became so high pitched you couldn’t hear them and yours became so low we couldn’t understand them. Then the matter of your velocity. You thought you were traveling at a much greater speed than we measured for you. And the test rocket—you thought it speeded up while our records’ show that it has constantly declined in velocity.”


  Pete nodded thoughtfully. “Even the speed of the artificial sun’s revolution. You swear that it came up normally, yet my clock showed a night of only a little more than an hour. There ought to be a common denominator for all those phenomena.”


  He paced back and forth in the room, staring at the recorder charts in his hand. Then he stopped and looked up slowly.


  “There is a common denominator,” he said with suppressed emotion. “Don’t you see it? It’s the time rate of change. In every instance, the same phenomena appeared to me to take place at a higher time rate than it did to you.”


  “You’re right!” exclaimed Marla. “That would explain—”


  “I’ll say I’m right! We proved mathematically that no such electromagnetic field as the Artificial Sky was supposed to be could exist. It’s nothing like that at all. It’s an altered time field. Once inside the field, an observer doesn’t even know he is there because his own perceptive processes are slowed down.”


  Sweat suddenly broke out on his forehead. “If I hadn’t turned back when I did—”


  “You’d have been sitting up there thinking you were traveling at half the speed of light and actually getting nowhere. It’s funny you wouldn’t notice the difference in astronomical motions.”


  “I did—the increased velocity of rotation of the artificial sun, but I didn’t connect it up.”


  “How can we get through the altered time field then,” asked Marla, “or, rather, why can’t we just load up with fuel and plow through it? It would take a long time, maybe, but eventually we’d get through.”


  “Not if the velocity constantly approached zero as a limit, as it seems to be doing,” said Bill. “We would never get through. But how is this time alteration generated?”


  “Ever hear of the Kittredge Distortion?” asked Pete.


  “No.”


  “It’s an obscure effect discovered by an obscure researcher more than fifty years ago. He found that the speed of the common reaction between sulphuric acid and sodium hydroxide was measurably accelerated when in the presence of the delta element of cosmic rays which had been polarized along the r axis. You don’t hear much of it any more.”


  “What’s that got to do with this?”


  “The Kittredge Distortion is definitely an alteration of the time field. I proved that in some work I did a couple of years ago. What we’ve got here in that Artificial Sky is nothing but a vast development of the Kittredge Distortion, I’ll be willing to bet.”


  The sun set and rose again, a day of raging heat and howling, roaring blizzards that finally destroyed the weather controls and swept unhindered around the little planet. Every structure was flattened and shattered except the great laboratory buildings in which the population huddled.


  Food shortage grew because it had been nearly time for the harvest of farm crops and little had been stored away for emergency use.


  There was wonder and fear and hopelessness in the minds of the scientists as they pictured Earth with a great barrier sphere about her and an artificial sun inside it slowly broiling the life out of all living things on the home planet.


  Under Pete’s leadership they worked unceasingly, but where they occasionally caught a few minutes of sleep, he worked straight through for sixty hours without stopping.


  At the end of that time he had the equations of the Kittredge Distortion engraved on an integrator control plate.


  “We’re right, Bill,” he said at last. “It’s the old Kittredge effect all right. What it does is accelerate the flow of time, as it were, through a given space and creates a time jam. Any movement or action occurring there has to plow through that denser time zone, and, since rate is inversely proportional to time, the apparent rate falls off as the time to be overcome increases.”


  Marla listened, wide-eyed, then shook her head. “I can’t picture that—speaking of time as if it were a mud puddle to wade through and the stickier it got, the slower you went.”


  “Nevertheless, that’s the closest you’ll ever get to a mechanical explanation of a phenomenon that can only be understood in terms of mathematical symbols.”


  “It accounts for the relative slowing down of all motion within the influence of the time jam,” said Bill.


  “But how are we to get through it?” asked Marla. “Two more days under the Artificial Sky will finish us. Three more are in the hospital, and Jed Murphy is probably beyond hope, since Mamma died. None of them can stand it much longer.” Marla’s face was white and drawn.


  Pete’s own bloodshot eyes looked down at her. “Take it easy. We’ll get out of this jam, and when we do there’ll be payment for the lives of Mamma Murphy and Bud Arnold.” He turned to Bill. “In crude mechanical terms, time is curved exactly as space is curved. What’s happening out there in the Sky is, in effect, a revolution of time. All the time that ever has or will exist is spinning like a wheel about us. Don’t try to understand that or you’ll go bats. But, anyway, the object is to find the point on the time field that corresponds to our present, clamp onto it as it comes around and go through the field riding it.”


  “I’ll take your word for it,” said Bill. “How do we find the point and clamp on it?”


  “We can built a synchronizer that will do the trick, now that we know the equations of the time jam.


  “We must establish a certain motion outside the time jam and a corresponding motion inside. At one of an infinity of instants they will coincide. When that happens, the present will exist in the field and we will ride through. Send me a couple of draftsmen, and Doaks out of the electrical lab.”


  The quiet scholarship and intellectual nonchalance of the laboratories vanished. Under the direction of Pete Wilson’s brain, a score of. intricate, interworking mechanisms took shape.


  The men of Radiation Asteroid were used to making their own equipment for their experiments, but there was hardly ever any hurry. Always there was a luxury of time to study the details of the problem at hand.


  Now, the Artificial Sky with its sun and winds and blizzards was a whip that drove them to a mad frenzy of activity. There was no time to theorize and check and build, then abandon and start all over again if failure came. They had to be right the first time.


  Pete knew they were right. The flame of his intellect was fueled by the deep, burning bitterness and hatred that lay within his soul.


  Forty-eight hours later the night had left ten-foot snowdrifts atop the laboratory roof, but the rising sun would soon sublime the ice. Only in insulated spacesuits could the men venture into the open now.


  The lifeboats of the Eros had been brought inside and both equipped with the time synchronizer. But they could not be tested. The only test would be the actual operation against the Sky.


  “I’ll take it up this afternoon,” said Pete, “but I’ve got to get some sleep first or I won’t be able to tell which way I’m going. I’ll take a couple of hours.”


  “Yes, you’d better take time off for a while. Get some sleep and we’ll call you,” said Bill.


  “See that you do.”


  As soon as Pete had gone and was safely asleep, Bill began to make the final preparations on the life craft.


  “What’s the idea?” asked Marla.


  “If I told you, you might get the idea I was becoming noble. But you know as well as I do that this thing might flop. If it does and Pete’s in it, who’s left to tackle the problem again? You get the idea.”


  “Pete’ll knock your head off when you come down. But you’re a swell guy, Bill. I get the idea. The rest of us here won’t forget it.”


  “O.K. Check me on the radio.”


  Marla watched the disappearing speck. It vanished and she picked it up on the screen, watching it grow smaller and smaller against the copper Sky.


  She knew that the synchronizer the ship was bearing aloft held the hope of the Earth. And she knew, too, that there was not another intellect in the System that could have produced it with as slim clues and short time as Pete Wilson had. She had sat across the table as the integrator clicked out equations and results of relationships that were obvious to Pete, but might have required months of research on the part of any other radiphysicist she knew.


  It was understandable that the authorities in Astronaval should rate him the most valuable man that any government controlled in the field of military research. She prayed that his invention of the synchronizer had come quickly enough.


  Her meditation was interrupted by Bill’s booming voice. “Are you still there? I’ve reached the top.”


  Marla brought the interior of his ship to a focus. “Everything checks here.”


  “O.K. I’m going to release the synchrounit. Wish us luck.”


  From the undercarriage of the ship a small torpedo-shaped projectile sped into the heart of the time jam. Burning atomic energy furiously, it plunged at terrific acceleration. But at less than fifty miles it slowed and came to a near stop.


  Bill checked his instruments and threw a switch on the control panel.


  “The synchronizer is in control now. As soon as it finds a point where the present exists, it will fire all the power this ship has got. The next voice you hear will be that of Bill Ames, describing the outside of the Artificial Sky—providing I can get back in once I get out—”


  He had scarcely spoken when there was a whine of straining atomics, pouring their furious energies into the drive of the ship. The screen went instantly blank.


  A wave of paralyzing relief swept through Marla. The ship had plunged through. Now there need be no fear of the Korphs or what they could do to Earth. The synchronizer was a success.


  Marla wondered how long it would take for Bill to return. Theoretically, it should be possible to come back immediately. She focused the scanning beam upward and explored at random near the spot where he had vanished.


  Then she uttered a sudden, sharp, involuntary cry. She hung to the controls. There, barely visible in the yellow light, the shadowy outline of a life craft hung motionless in space, as if frozen in a block of ice.


  It was Bill, beyond doubt. He was locked, eternally trapped within the time jam. The synchronizer had somehow failed.


  Marla laid her head on the table in front of the screen and gave way to sobs. Then, after a time, she reached beneath the table and opened a hidden compartment. She pressed a control and began calling the name most hated on Radiation Asteroid.


  Pete slept soundly, but the alarm clock of his nervous system would not allow him very long. It was no more than two hours after he left the lab that he was walking down the corridor toward it again. He felt refreshed for any emergency the synchronizer might hand him.


  He halted before the door of the laboratory as the sound of Marla’s sobbing came through. He stiffened. The blood drained from his face as he heard snatches of her words: “—can’t stand it much longer . . . will try . . . synchronizer was a failure . . . maybe some other method . . . doubtful . . . ready for him if he ever comes through—”


  It was like a physical blow. Marla, It swept over him in a great engulfing wave how much she had come to mean to him. Marla—a part of this murderous plot.


  He burst through the door.


  “Where’s the synchronizer?” he demanded. “Bill—”


  Chokingly, she explained the flight and failure of the ship. “You can see the shadow up there now. I . . . I was just watching it when you came in.”


  Quickly he went to the screen and focused according to her direction. There was the shadow. Like a grim echo from a land of fantasy, the land beyond the Artificial Sky.


  Pete stared at it, then lowered his head and beat it sharply with the palm of his hand. “What a double-headed fool I am! I should have known there’d be more than one single layer of the time-jammed space. There are probably at least three, with the center one traveling opposite to the other two.”


  Marla stood frozen by the corner of the panel. “Then . . . there is no hope?”


  He turned slowly toward her, and the deliberateness of his motion was a terrible thing to see. Almost hypnotized, she watched him rise—and cowered before him. Then she read his eyes.


  Her own opened wide. “You heard—”


  “Yes, I heard. I heard you talking through the Artificial Sky. No beam we know of can penetrate it. How did you do it? Whom were you talking to?”


  He reached for her, but she ducked under his arm. Her foot swung out and smashed into the entrails of the transmitter—the secret added circuits that only she had known.


  “You devil!” Pete swore hoarsely. His fist caught her on the point of the jaw.


  He stood over her where she slumped. The bitterness drained out of him and he stooped tenderly and picked her up.


  “Marla . . . Marla—”


  He couldn’t comprehend the horror of the thing that had happened. She had lived on Radiation Asteroid over five years, had known and loved its people—Jed and Mamma Murphy, Arnold, Doc Johnson—


  He called Jenny Harold of the nurses staff and turned Marla over to her. “See that she has everything she needs, but she is to be held under guard until further word from me.”


  Pete sank down before the integrator, pursued by a total weariness of body and mind that told him that whatever he did would be of no use.


  Absently, his fingers touched the keys and he set up the equations for the Kittredge Distortion. It was like a familiar Wagnerian composition and he knew it by memory.


  When the factors were set up in the mechanism, he turned from his melancholy contemplation and all the intensity of his probing intellect shifted to the analyzation of the problem of a normal and a reverse time jam and any possible combination of these.


  The hellish sun went down and the white knives of wind-driven snow gashed at the windows of the laboratory. Pete worked until midnight. When he was through, he had created a rough sketch of a little four-inch-square switch. Attached to the synchronizer, this would reset the mechanism instantly and make it active upon any secondary time jam, regardless of intensity or direction.


  Pete sent a rough drawing and specifications into the shop.


  When this was done, he sat alone, staring out the window into the awesome night. Constantly, in the vortex of ice needles, he seemed to see the face of Marla. He wanted to go to her, ask her why she had done this thing, tell her what she meant to him.


  But it would accomplish nothing, he told himself. There would be time enough for retributions and the healing of old wounds when he came back from his trip through the Artificial Sky—if he came back. Perhaps in another few hours he would be locked for eternity beside Bill. Perhaps in some future day, if mankind did not succeed in wiping itself out with this terrible weapon, a greater intellect than his would find a way to pierce the Sky and discover the floating corpses that had spent eternity in the grip of timelessness.


  It was morbid. He threw the thought from him and turned back to the instrument panels in the room. On the switchboard he set up a circuit and shot a probing beam into the Sky, toward Bill’s ship. He had in mind to determine, if possible, the alteration of time flow about the obstacle.


  The beam, when shifted from right to left, indicated a strange ripplelike distortion in the time jam. Bill’s ship acted like a point source of emission, but there was interference present in the pattern as if the secondary wave were beating with another wave traveling outward from the Asteroid.


  Pete stared at the instruments uncomprehendingly, checking them and rechecking them for possible significance.


  When it came, it was like a flash of atomic fire.


  He was at the point source for the polarized delta components of the cosmic rays required by the Kittredge equations.


  He checked again. The figures showed a point of origin less than one hundred feet below him.


  White-faced, he grabbed an indicator and raced from the room. By elevator, he dropped the hundred feet in seconds and came up against a thick, fireproof door.


  He was almost certain of his destination. The room was an old storeroom, a glorified junk box, containing uncounted numbers of pieces of equipment, generators, and tools of all kinds. Special equipment and apparatus of failed and abandoned experiments were stored in there, and no one entered the place except to throw some piece of junked equipment “where it might come in handy sometime.”


  He found the light switch inside the door and walked down the aisles with the indicator, peering between the stacked shelves and bins.


  Any sort of electromagnetic disturbance would register on the indicator.


  Even so, it took thirty minutes to locate the generator so well was it hidden beneath a pile of boxes of tubes and transformers.


  A long, heavy cable snaked out from the pile to the nearest power outlet. This had been revised and heavy-capacity conduits installed.


  The generator did not surprise Pete. Its form was familiar, a heavy metal base covered with unknown pieces of apparatus. What surprised him was that such a tiny machine had power to inclose the entire Asteroid in a time jam.


  A feeling of omniscient power for destruction filled him as he raised a heavy transformer above his head with both hands. One blow and the Asteroid would again be free and open to the natural sun and the clear stars. Its “family” would be released from the prison. Pete’s arms started a downward arc—


  His fingers released the mass of iron and wire—then desperately his arms slashed out to retrieve the transformer before it hit the generator.


  It missed by a fraction of an inch, and cold sweat beaded on Pete’s forehead.


  He had forgotten Bill.


  Should the generator be destroyed, Bill would be flung backward or forward in time endless millennia, according to whatever instant of time he occupied at the moment of destruction. There had to be an attempt to save Bill before the generator was destroyed.


  Pete knew what he had to do: go through, the time jam and drag Bill out with him. But that was an impossibility. If he ever got lodged in there, he would never be able to determine which way to swing the ship when the door of the present time swung open before them. Nor could he—


  There was only one angle—destroy the time jam at the instant that Bill was at one of the infinity of presents.


  It was night and the blizzards were raging below. The temperature had gone down to eighty below in its daily widening swing from the maximum of two hundred and eight degrees.


  Pete looked down upon the ghostly, frozen Asteroid. A nostalgic wave swept over him. Radiation Asteroid—that he had helped build with his own hands—represented everything that was desirable to the heart of man. Its laboratories and farms were home and the five hundred who lived and worked there were family to him.


  If he failed this night’s work, he and Bill would never glimpse their miniature world again. But regardless of his success the others would never know another night such as this one.


  Doc Johnson was the only one that knew Pete was on his way, and Doc had his instructions. If Pete did not return or communicate within an hour, the time-jam mechanism was to be destroyed.


  Once, when he was a boy, Pete had broken through an ice sheet while skating on a lake and floated away from the hole and under the ice. That moment of frozen loneliness was repeated as he looked up at the dull night-grayness of the sheet above him.


  He felt reasonably sure he would get through it.


  His enemies cursed his arrogance and his friends praised his sureness, but he knew that he deserved neither. He had determined the percentage of error in his thinking processes and used them well within the limits of that error.


  He knew, too, that if he ever got through he was going to have vengeance for the death and hardship that had come to Radiation Asteroid.


  He fingered the pair of guns that lay on the control panel as the ship neared its ceiling.


  Abruptly, a warning sounded and he knew he was at the critical level. He flung a lever and turned full control over to the synchronizer which would hurl him through the triplelayered time jam, or lock him eternally in some unknown vista of time.


  He waited a breathless moment of hesitation, then there was a sudden strain as if each of the infinity of points in his body had been caught in a sliding door. Then a whine rose from the straining atomics as every foot-pound of energy available flooded into the converters.


  He thought for an infinitesimal instant that he detected a double twist and jarring as the ship was torn through the oppositely turning layers of time. But he was never quite sure, for it all happened too fast.


  The next real impression was of blessed starlit space, cold and clear—and the immense burnished surface rapidly receding behind him.


  Now—where were those whom Marla had instructed to wait for him if he got through? Where were those to whom she had talked through the time jam? He touched a hand to the pair of guns, and felt his breath come uncontrollably hot and fast.


  But there was Bill yet. Pete knew that the time jam was traversible now. It remained to effect Bill’s release. He searched on the screen until he found the first life craft again, reposing ghostlike in the depths of the time jam. He sent the auxiliary unit at high velocity boring into the reverse side of the Artificial Sky until it rested beside Bill’s ship.


  He made a slight adjustment to the synchonizer, then set an additional switch attached to the communicator and waited.


  The result was instantaneous. The Artificial Sky vanished like a pricked balloon. The hellish sphere of the artificial sun, the controlled-reaction nucleus, slid into the dimension of nonexistence. The terrific heat and cold on opposite sides of the Asteroid began flowing toward equilibrium.


  And Bill’s ship darted with comet speed out toward the depths of space.


  Pete didn’t wait to see what happened to Bill. He knew the assistant would return, probably unaware of having been locked in a time jam.


  Several other things happened in the same instant. Six great warships of Earth, previously hidden by the curvature of the Artificial Sky, were now hurtling toward the surface of the frozen, desolated Asteroid.


  But one ship was not diving.


  Pete knew that ship, the monstrous war leviathan, flagship of the atavists of Astronaval.


  Boris Hardin would be aboard that ship.


  Pete hung quietly in the void, waiting contact. As the vast war vessel closed in upon him, he slipped the twin guns in his side pockets. Then the metallic clang of a boarding tube jarred his ears.


  There was a moment while the magnetic coupling was made firm, then the opening of the warship’s port—the hissing of air into the tube—and the cracking of the emergency exit port on the life craft.


  A uniformed sailor thrust cautiously into the room. “Hello . . . anybody—”


  He spied Pete standing immobile by the controls. “You’re all right!”


  “Yes—I’m all quite all right. But Mamma Murphy isn’t.”


  “What—”


  “Never mind. You wouldn’t know about her. Take me aboard.”


  “That was our orders. The commander will see you if you are available.”


  “He knew damned well I was available—or there wouldn’t have been any ship coming through.”


  The sailor stood aside and now Pete saw an honor guard of a dozen more sailors standing in the tube and back in the warship.


  “After you, please,” said the sailor.


  Pete moved slowly toward the tube. As his foot crossed the threshold a swift motion across the transine port caught his eye. He uttered a low gasp. It was an Egg, soaring through space toward them, Pete sucked in his breath sharply. There was only one person in the universe fool enough to take an Egg into space.


  An Egg was never built to leave the surface. Its power was insufficient to enable a return, and its shell was too fragile to stand the terrific internal pressure.


  “Get going!” Pete snapped. “What are you standing around for?”


  The sailors stiffened, their military form outraged, but gave way before his charging gait down the tube.


  He knew where he was going. He had been forced many times to study the ship minutely in order to make some complicated change in design until he felt now that he could draw a plan of the ship in his sleep.


  Deep in the interior, almost at the ship’s center of gravity, he came to the great lead-and-bronze doors of the space-war laboratory.


  He paused while the guard identified him. Then he stepped into the gray metal room.


  Boris Hardin was sitting behind the desk, arms outspread amid neatly piled papers. He looked up and his head seemed to rise higher than usual as he surveyed Pete without expression.


  But Pete saw it at once—the tremendous change that had come into Hardin’s face. No longer was there the beaten look of resigned fear. There was pride and calm assurance.


  “I am glad to see that you are well,” said Hardin flatly. “I sincerely hope all the others are no worse than you.”


  “They aren’t—the ones that are alive.”


  “I’m sorry—terribly sorry for those who died—and for you.”


  Pete’s entire body was tight like a muscle carrying a high-voltage current. Then he loosed. He leaped from the doorway to the side of the room. Simultaneously, both hands dipped into his pockets. His right hand held a menacing gun stiffly. His left flung the other weapon to the desk in front of Hardin.


  “All the sorrow your twisted heart can hold will not pay for the lives that ended down there because of your insanity. Defend yourself!”


  Hardin made no move. Only his lips twitched sorrowfully.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Pete watched the sailors at the door. Then Hardin’s hand moved slowly toward the gun. Pete stiffened and concentrated his gaze on the militarist.


  That was the signal. The foremost guard plunged in a line tackle for Pete’s knees. The next one tore his arm back and spun the gun across the room. Boris Hardin rose slowly and recovered it.


  “Thanks, men. You may leave us now. You see, Pete, that is these men’s business—personal combat. They excel in it to the same degree that you do in figure work and physical principles. It was a very poor estimate of your opposition to think you could pull something like that in here, but I knew you would do it.”


  Pete’s eyes lowered and he cursed himself in self-condemnation. He knew that every word Hardin spoke was true.


  “I suppose you know what I could do to you for this attempt?” Hardin said when the guards had gone.


  “I know what you could do—and that you aren’t going to do it, because you want the secret of my synchronizer and point-source location system too badly. I’d just as soon let it die with me as give it to you.”


  Hardin’s answer was interrupted by the hurried entrance of an orderly. He spoke something audible only to Hardin.


  The latter nodded in assent. “Some friends of yours,” he said to Pete. “Quite a party we’ll have here soon.”


  The orderly departed and returned in a moment. Into the room he ushered Bill Ames and Marla Ipson—Marla who had dared space in an Egg to escape from Radiation Asteroid.


  She flashed a friendly smile, but Pete reflected it away with an icy mask. Only Bill was voluble.


  “Pete! How did you get here? Last I knew you were asleep, and when I come busting through the Artificial Sky, the whole squad of sailors are waiting to pick me up. And then I bump into Marla on the way here. What is this, anyway? How did you two get here?”


  Boris Hardin held up a hand. “That can wait, Bill. Pete, here, was just on the point of delivering himself of an oration, I think. It would probably be interesting to hear. Do you care to go ahead, Pete?”


  “You’re damned right I do. I don’t care what kind of stupid military procedure you take against me. I’m going to tell you now what I think of your guts. They’re made of steel and ice. Your only standard of existence is a vast, dreamlike military necessity and all other values are to be sacrificed to it. Where other men talk of peace you talk of war. It’s not merely a profession; it’s an atavistic tendency found in the few of your kind that are left in Astronaval.


  “As other men dream of utopia, you dream of the perfect weapon that will win all wars, kill all enemies, make you masters of the universe. And just as men have almost arrived at utopia, you have found your perfect weapon in the depths of your hellish brains.


  “But there was just one defect in it. You had no defense against it. You could not go through the Artificial Sky. And you couldn’t find a way through, yourselves. So you thought you could force the brains of the researchers on Radiation Asteroid to do the job for you. You knew we’d never do it cheerfully and willingly and we’d never do it at all if we could dawdle along and keep putting you off.


  “So you invented a war that never existed, and turned your weapon on us—”


  “Wait a minute!” Bill’s voice burst out. “What are you talking about? Inventing a war—”


  “Ask the military man here about the war.”


  Boris Hardin nodded slowly and solemnly. “Pete’s right. There is no war.”


  Bill stood staring, utterly uncomprehending. “I don’t get it. You turned the Artificial Sky on us yourself. Mamma Murphy, Jed—the others. You dirty murderer—”


  “Tell him when there will be a war,” said Pete.


  “There will be no war at all,” said Hardin. “The military factors between Earth and Venus have reached critical equilibrium once more, due to your discovery of a defense against the Artificial Sky. Until that balance is overthrown again, there will be peace.”


  “You are forgetting one thing,” said Pete. “While your sailors and technicians may be even now dismantling the synchronizer in my life craft and tearing our laboratory on the Asteroid apart, the secret of the defense against the Artificial Sky is locked in my brain. It can’t be found in the equipment we built. You shall never have it!”


  Marla spoke now for the first time since she had entered. Her voice was soft and filled with a deep sense of pain.


  “Why don’t you listen for a moment to the other side of the story?”


  “Sure, we’ll listen. If Hardin’s got anything to say, it ought to be good. I’d like to know why a man has tried to murder me,” said Bill.


  “You can’t say I didn’t give you fair warning, Pete,” said Hardin. “I told you the story of how my father gave me my first swimming lesson. That should have been clue enough for you.


  “No amount of bribes, threats, or promises would force a successful defense against the Sky out of you—in any reasonable time limit. You have admitted that, yourself. You say I shall not have it even now.


  “I understand the reasons behind your actions. While some omnipotent, misguided providence has blessed you with the best brains on Earth in the field of theoretical physics, you have been left total blanks with regard to any conception of the economic or political factors which exist between the peoples of the universe. You blind yourselves to the actual existence of an explosive war potential between the Korphs and Earth.


  “The Korphs did invent the Artificial Sky and we did lose eighteen agents in the theft of the working model which I gave you. We were faced with the actuality of attack and the inclosure of the entire Earth within an Artificial Sky on a date not six months from now. We had to have a defense against it. You were the only single brain capable of delivering it, Pete, that we know of. But the scientific utopian in you refused to allow that brain to act for us. We had to force you to do it, to save the Earth.”


  “How noble of me! But your melodramatics aren’t very convincing.”


  “Then maybe this will be!” Marla tossed a little metal can on Hardin’s desk.


  All of the men recognized it as a container for an Inscription Disk.


  Hardin gasped. “Is it—”


  “Underhill’s agreement.”


  “You found it!” Hardin cried. “I knew that fool would carry one. He never trusted any of his superiors.”


  “I thought Pete and Bill might like to see it. The half-breed had it hidden under his skin on his back. I found it after his body was burned in the fire in the hangar.”


  Hardin turned to Pete in triumph. “Just how have you explained the actions of Sam Underhill, the half-breed, to yourself? I should think you’d find that hard to do, taking the position you do.”


  “It’s simple. Probably hypnosis. You had him act the part of a Korph plotter so that he could destroy the Eros and the fake model of the time-jam generator so that I wouldn’t detect that Marla smuggled a real one in and set it in operation.”


  “You think, then, that we deliberately murdered an innocent man in order to carry out our plans?”


  “Men,” corrected Pete, “and don’t forget Mamma Murphy.”


  Silently, Boris Hardin opened the can and inserted the three-inch square into a playback on his desk.


  Instantly, the room was filled with the presence of three ominous figures. Pete instinctively crouched before them, for their presence was the very essence of evil.


  With their presence Pete’s entire world tottered and crashed. The infinite evil the figures brought was the result of the infallible identification aura which the disk carried.


  The figures began speaking. It was Krulgen, Full Regent of the Korphs. The room was a secret council chamber on Venus. He addressed Sam Underhill and the other figure—and Pete suddenly uttered a cry of confused emotion—despair, wonder, frustration.


  The third figure was Marla.


  Impassively, now, the real Marla watched the panorama in which her unreal self was an unholy player.


  “You have come to the fulfillment of your destiny,” the Full Regent stated in the short, monosyllabic Korph tongue. He was talking directly to Sam Underhill. “You shall perform the work for which your father destined you even before you were born. You know the date on which we strike at Earth. It is absolutely essential that the outpost, Radiation Asteroid, be destroyed at the beginning of the attack. You, personally, will see that it is done—but we do not trust you. You are only half Korph. We cannot tell when you might become Earthman rather than Korph. So we appoint to watch and assist you Murla Eepsone, full-blooded third-generation Terra-Korph. Your covenant!”


  The Full Regent drew out a small tube from a drawer and pressed it momentarily to the left shoulder of Underhill and the girl. The scene vanished.


  “We tricked Underhill into believing the attack had started. It was his part to destroy the fake model of the generator—but it was not intended that he should kill Arnold. We regret that accident. But if you are still not convinced—” Boris Hardin beckoned to Marla.


  She stepped forward and the militarist pressed a small circular key to her shoulder. It changed to a blinding white glow.


  “The mark of the secret council of the Korphs. Now do you believe?”


  Pete could only nod. The misery of his shattered illusions would die later, but the wound was too raw now.


  “There will always be war,” said Marla softly, “as long as there are men with chaotic, unharnessed minds and sick souls. But this day will not last forever, and when the dream of peace and Utopia does come it will be through the men of science and not the men of war and politics. You are sure of your triumph in the end, though it may be long in coming.”


  Pete looked at her long, absorbing her words and the depth of her thought. “I hope you are right. I would like to know exactly where you fit in all this mess,” he said at last.


  Boris Hardin grinned. “Haven’t you guessed? She’s number one man in our Intelligence Division. Our ace agent. We put her on Radiation Asteroid five years ago against the day when we’d have to use your brains against your will. For five years she studied you and when the time came it was her plan we used against you. Third generation Terra-Korph or not, she’s true Terrestrial. We couldn’t have picked a better one for the job on the Asteroid, could we?”


  Marla flashed Pete a warm smile, a plea of forgiveness and an invitation to start back where they were before Boris Hardin’s drastic swimming lesson.


  Slowly, Pete answered in the affirmative with a smile of his own. “You’re right there.”


  THE END.


  VENUS STATION


  Arthur Leo Zagat


  Strange was the web Fate wove over Venus Station, lonely frontier where Gort Higgin came seeking vengeance on the son of Stohr Penger, the man who had framed him. For the one aboard young Arnim Penger’s space-yacht was the last person in the galaxy Higgin wanted to harm. And he found himself trapped between the ruthless forces of the law, and the brutal murder-lust of his prison-warped companions!


  CHAPTER I


  A SUDDEN metallic chatter, from the space-radio set, whirled Dari Rand to it. As he picked up the thin tape of magnetic alloy that flowed out of the set’s side, Chris Haldane shoved up from the edge of his bunk and walked softly toward Dari.


  “It’s an all-station flash from the Interplanetary Control Board,” Dari said.


  “More grief, I’ll bet.”


  Down the center of the gleaming tape a lustreless, wavering line was traced. To the uninitiated it would seem a mere flaw in the foil, but for the two staring at it, every jog and dip was a letter formed by etheric impulses that had traveled some thirty million miles from their home planet. Q de I C B. That demanded instant attention from Earth’s far-flung colonies, from all her spawn of space-ships weaving their web of commerce across the trackless void. Then: All ships and stations are warned to be on guard against—


  Abruptly the teletape stopped moving, hung limp from the silent machine. In the hush, Haldane was suddenly aware of the incessant low burr of the motors that maintained within these windowless dural walls an approximation of terrestrial climate. Rand cursed under his breath, flicked open an inch-square slide in the instrument’s side.


  In the niche thus revealed, a miniature filament glowed steadily. “Circuits are okay,” Dari grunted. “It’s ‘Nick’ all right.”


  ‘Nick’ was their private abbreviation of the polysyllabic label by which the Physicians tagged, but did not explain, the curious ionic disturbance that intermittently isolates Venus from all communication with the rest of the System. “Wonder what they’re fussed about.”


  Till it lifted as, unpredictably as it had closed down, they were as effectually cut off as if the miracle of the Tau wave had never been discovered. “Magnetic Hurricane, d’you think?”


  “I don’t think so,” Rand replied. “But if it is, young Arnim Penger’s going to have something to worry about.”


  “Him and that space-yacht of his,” Chris frowned.


  “Just what will give if we tell those insects to go skim their own gliders?”


  Rand shrugged. “Maybe nothing. Or maybe we’ll find ourselves shifted to some stinking rock in the Asteroid Belt.”


  “I don’t believe it! I don’t believe even old man Stohr Penger would dare shunt you after you’ve upped the banta output seventeen per cent in the four years you’ve run Venus station, an’ kept th’ Weenies peaceful as Jupiter pups in th’ bargain. He may be the Big Cheese of T.D.S., but he’s still accountable to th’ Board for how he runs th’ concessions, an’ they have a way of askin’ embarrassin’ questions.”


  “Yes.” Lines traced by wind and weather deepened in Rand’s leathery countenance. “The I.C.B. has a way of asking questions. But Penger has his own way of answering them.”


  His calloused hands closed into fists at his sides. “Ever hear of a man named Gort Higgin, Chris?”


  “HIGGIN? Isn’t he th’ traitor who was caught red-handed plottin’ to hand over this very Station to Mars Interstellar?”


  “The letter to Rustom of Mitco that convicted him was forged. The perjured spaceman who swore to it did turn over a letter to Stohr Penger—a letter from Gort to Penger’s wife, Coralee.


  “Higgin was my friend, Chris. He told me the real story when they let me see him before they shipped him off to the Moon. And now Coralee Penger is dead, and the perjurer is floating somewhere in Space, his ship pithed by a meteorite. And Gort Higgin must be dead, too—or driven stark, raving mad by what they do to men in that pit of Hell called the Lunar Penal Colony.”


  Rand’s lips twisted into a bitter grin. “If you spill a word of it to anyone, Chris Haldane, I shall most certainly break your neck. And now,” he gestured to the clock that kept track of Earth-time for them, “get moving. You’re due out to relieve young Fran.”


  “Okay, but you don’t have to go official on me.” He started across to the lockers on the other side of the austere room, flat muscles sliding under tawny skin. “Say! If that Penger party’s got any females in it, I’m hidin’ out till they leave.”


  His Chief didn’t answer. Haldane shrugged, pulled on hip-boots of shiny black neoprene, stamped his feet down and buckled them about his waist. Rand stirred.


  “Look, Chris,” he said. “Soon as you take over from the kid, I want you to test the Curtain.”


  “Expect trouble?”


  “No, the only reason I have is that my pet scar’s itching.” He thumbed the old ray burn, that cut a purple swathe through the black hair matting his belly. “But I’d give a lot if (Nick) had held off long enough to let the rest of that spacecast through.”


  CHAPTER II


  AS CHRIS HALDANE carefully shut the inner door of the Station Hut’s entrance lock, oven heat started beads of sweat on his brow. From a shelf bracketed to one wall of the tiny foyer, he took a featherweight transparent globe and inserted his head into it. He zipped shut the hermetic closure to his coverall’s neck, pulled a deep breath into his lungs, exhaled violently.


  Then, satisfied, he twisted the latch of the outer door and went through.


  He stopped short, gasping, realizing that he would never become wholly steeled to this first moment’s contact with the world that lay around the Hut.


  A dreamy, dim world it was, a world perpetually drowned in twilight. Literally drowned, for Venus’ atmosphere is more water than air. This was as fair weather as the planet ever knows, a heavy drizzle sifted interminably down from a cloud-sky in which a Sun one-third again larger than Earth’s glowed crimson. Out of the viscous, yellow mud a steamy fog rose to receive it, rose, swirled and eddied around-half-seen shadow shapes peopling the Compound. Closing them in was the encompassing loom of the jungle.


  Chris stood motionless, peering into the obscurant mists, swearing softly to himself.


  Fran Melton should be here, eager for relief from his eight-hour tour of duty. Where—One of the shapes, magnified to spectral enormity by the fog, was moving this way—but its course changed. It was not Fran.


  “Where the blazes is that cub?” Haldane muttered. He lipped between his teeth an inch-long metal tube that penetrated the helmet’s surface in a tiny valved orifice, blew into this breath deftly controlled by his tongue-tip. No sound resulted that would be perceptible to the unaided Terrestrial ear, but the blurred shape veered again and came toward him.


  It dwindled as its outlines firmed, becaming more nearly Haldane’s own size. He heard the slop, slop of enormously splayed, webbed feet in the mud, discerned spindly, jointless legs, a pigeon-breasted torso whose dark, turtle-like skin dripped moisture, a head topped by a pointed and hairless scalp.


  “Seewee, Toom,” Chris made his whistle emit the greeting of one equal to another. “Seewee leet.” The Venusian who halted before him acted as a sort of foreman over the workers in the Compound but among his own people he was a king and very proud.


  Seewee leet, Beess Haldane.” Toom’s countenance, all great, goggling eyes and vast crescent mouth, was incapable of expression, but the straited gill-flaps that formed its cheeks pulsed in rhythm that betokened pleasure. “Leet seewee.” The helmet’s filter-membranes lowered Toom’s voice a full octave but it was still painfully shrill.


  “I am looking for Beess Mellton,” Haldane used the whistle to tell him in his own language. “Have you seen him?”


  “He has gone into the gweelen. Alone.”


  “Alone into the jungle!” This was against the strictest of the Station’s rules. “How long ago was that?”


  “Two reeleh.” A little more than half an hour. “I wished to send Gree with him, but he refused. He had to do a very important thing, no doubt, and one that must not be known to us.”


  That was, Haldane knew, the nearest the Venusian would permit himself to unfavorable comment on a Terrestrian’s acts. “No doubt,” he agreed, “but it should not have taken him more than one reeleh. It would perhaps be wise if we go and search for him.”


  “Eem, Beess.” If Toom had considered Chris above him, he would have said, ‘mee,’ which means ‘I obey you.’ “I shall take Gree and search for Beess Mellton.”


  “I’ll go along.”


  THE extended soles of Haldane’s boots carried him snowshoe-like over the quivering mud toward vague bulks that became huge piles of banta fibre awaiting baling and shipment to Earth. It was the rest period; only two or three Weenies were in evidence here but Toom, halting, called one of them to him.


  Gree was shorter than his chieftain, his tough skin lighter in hue, but he was just as innocent of any shred of clothing. Haldane had long ago got over any notion that this habitual nudeness stigmatised the Venusians as aboriginal. They were, in fact, infinitely more civilised than the fur-swathed dog-men of Jupiter. Their kreels, as they called their towns, were clean and orderly; their social organization highly complex; their laws stringently obeyed. Since the Venusian temperature never dropped below ninety, even during its two-Earthweek long night, and her people are monosexual, neither comfort nor modesty required them to cover themselves.


  “Mee,” Gree shrilled in acknowledgment of the king’s inaudible order, and darted off in the mists. Toom’s boneless fingers tugged at Haldane’s sleeve. “Come, Beess. He will meet us where Beess Mellton went into the gweelen.”


  As they went on, the fog seemed to darken ahead of them. Chris spied a coppery gleam high overhead—the dripping, horizontal wires of the Curtain that encircled the Compound. Then he was at the edge of the jungle.


  The Terrestrians call it that out of habit, but the gweelen is no such jungle as was ever seen on Earth. There were no trees, no looping vines, no rustling leaves. Immense fungi towered fifty, seventy-five, a hundred feet into the steaming air; trunks and thick branches grotesquely contorted. Instead of foliage there were the fringed umbrellas of monstrous toadstools; instead of underbrush, coiled, pallid stems and crumpled clumps of membranous stuff resembling diseased seaweed.


  The colors of the gweenlen were orange and purple, a sickly white and the gray-yellow of corruption, but never green. And in the gweelen a thick silence brooded always, relieved only by the eternal drip of moisture from its dark roof.


  Gree appeared out of the haze. A cord of twisted banta now suspended from his neck—a two-foot, hollow cylinder out of the open top of which protruded the gum-blackened sharp points of a half-dozen throw-sticks. He handed a second, similar quiver to Toom, and then they were on the move again.


  The Earthman could not make out how the natives knew which way Fran had gone. Not that the kid was an expert woodsman or had taken pains to conceal his route. It was the gweelen itself that had obliterated the traces of his passage. The stump of a branch Chris broke off in passing was sending out a new tentacle almost before the fragment reached the ground; a spore-ball burst and its spill of black dust turned scarlet at once with cilia of new growth to blot out his footmarks.


  The light faded to a lurid semidarkness. The Weenies went swiftly and Chris could only follow them. There was no sound save the soft thud of his own boots and the incessant patter of rain, and the three from the Station were the only sentient beings in this obscurity.


  Then two! Abruptly there was only Toom, five paces ahead. Gree had silently vanished.


  Before Haldane could get his whistle between his teeth, the remaining Venusian was concealed by a huge yellow bole. Chris shoved past this, was confronted by a clearing whose ground was clotted by a black-and-gray spotted low thicket of something resembling kelp.


  Toom, too, had disappeared. Chris Haldane was alone in the gweelen.


  Not quite alone. A vagrant beam of light glinted on vitrolene, deep in that thicket. It was the curved surface of a helmet, and the splotched, dark mass sprawled beneath it had a grim travesty of human shape.


  Toom had kept his word. He’d found the cub of Venus Station. But—


  Chris dropped flat! Through the space where he’d been, something whizzed, thudded into the yellow bole. Most of it was buried in the tough fungus, but the part that still protruded was the quivering shaft of a Venusian’s poison-tipped throwstick.


  CHAPTER III


  IN THAT same spurt of motion Chris Haldane had rolled under an eavelike excrescence circling the saffron trunk a halfyard up from his base. He was shielded now from behind and above. “Nice,” he muttered. “Lovely.” Then his brow furrowed.


  He’d realized, abruptly, that he’d not ducked down out of the throwstick’s path because of anything he’d heard or seen, even subconsciously. That he’d been thrown down by—by something not physical at all—as if some unseen guardian had tripped him to save him from the death that had taken Fran Mellton. Peering through the splotched kelp, Chris could make out the butt of a poisontipped dart sticking out of the still, dark shape. Fran had walked into a trap; he, Haldane, was caught now; and Dari—sooner or later he would be lured out here to his death!


  Chris’s muscles tautened as an earpiercing scream froze him!


  Out there where it had come from, a slender, bluish stalk shook as though something had crashed violently into it. It split across, halfway up, and toppled. A shadow darted toward Haldane, met a dark form swooping down from above.


  Toom’s spindly legs bent to spring his weight as he landed. “Come out, Beess Haldane,” he piped. “Safe now to come out.”


  Chris expelled held breath. This might be a ruse, but if it were, cowering under the fungoid eave would merely delay the inevitable. “Safe now,” the Venusian repeated. “There was only one.”


  Haldane pushed himself into the open, lifted erect. Poker-faced, he demanded, “Only one what?”


  Toom pointed to where Gree looked down at something sprawled among the blue stalk’s smashed fragments. The motionless body of another Venusian, smaller than any Chris had ever met with, lay there. The top of his skull was less definitely pointed; his limbs and torso were differently proportioned. “A Neelah,” Toom piped. “Of the people who live beyond the Great Hole.”


  VENUS is almost as large as Earth, but while Terra’s seas cover nearly three-fourths of her surface, that of her sister planet is virtually all water. Only the one small patch of land on which Venus Station has been established rises above the steamy flood, an irregular circle some three hundred miles in diameter. The “Great Hole” to which Toom referred is an immensely deep canyon that cleaves almost completely across this island, about a hundred miles from the T.D.S. Compound. “He’s pretty far from home,” Chris grunted.


  “Yes, Beess,” the Venusian agreed. “This is the only Neel eh that in my remembering has ever crossed to our gweelen.”


  “That’s the second time you’ve said there’s only one. What makes you so sure?”


  The tiny orifices that served the Venusian for nostrils quivered. “If there were another near, we should smell him as we smelled this one.”


  “You smelled—So that is why Gree left the trail!”


  “Yes, Beess, but we dared not speak aloud to warn you lest we also warn him that he was discovered. Gree made a circuit to come on him from behind—”


  “While we held his attention. A good plan, Toom. But if I had not tripped just at that instant I would be as dead now as he is.”


  “I did not forget, Beess Haldane, that you trusted yourself to me,” Toom said with simple dignity. “Your escape was not a thing that happened without my will.”


  Haldane stared. “You! How did you throw me without being anywhere within reach of me?”


  “How do your little black sticks, held in the hand, burn to nothingness a man or beast as far as one can see? How do you talk to the land in the sky from where you come? May not we have a knowledge, too, that is beyond your understanding?”


  “You win,” Chris grinned wryly. “Have you a knowledge, perhaps, that tells you what brought this Neeleh here?”


  The other’s gills pulsed thoughtfully. “That I have not. There was a war between us and the Neeleh once, but in the time of my father’s father it was agreed that they should keep to their gweelen and we to ours; since then there has been peace. It is very strange that one of them should come now to hunt us or our friends.”


  “Tee Toom,” Gree put in. “If I may speak?”


  “Speak, son. What are thy thoughts?”


  “These, my tee. When I came upon the Neeleh, he seemed not like one who hunts, but like one who is hunted and kills to save himself. There was no fierceness about him, only terror.”


  “Who would hunt him?—Heelah!” Toom stiffened, looked up at the jungle roof, above which the almost imperceptible vibration that had cut him off deepened to a distant thunder. “A typheen!”


  “No, Toom.” This, at least, was something Chris knew about. “It is not a storm. It is only a ship from our land beyond the sky.” Arnim Penger’s yacht, of course, entering the stratosphere to begin the descending circuit, about the planet, with which a space-pilot thirsty of fuel slows his craft to a speed safe for landing. “See. The thunder has ended already. Now we’d better carry Beese Mellton’s body back to the Compound and do our talking there.”


  “Eem, Beess Mellton,” the Weenie agreed. “Beess Rand is very wise in these matters. He will solve the riddle.”


  BUT Dari Rand had no more idea what it was about than they. “Except that what Gree said about the way he acted it sounds as if this Neeleh were spying on the Compound,” he mused. “He was caught at it by Fran and killed the cub to silence him.”


  Chris blinked. “Why should anyone spy on us? Mitco made peace long ago an’ there’s no other outfit buckin’ T.D.S.”


  “Something’s starting, Chris, out there in the jungle. I don’t know what, but till I find out I’m closing down the Station.” He turned to Toom. “Veed tee,” he whistled. “Friend king. I ask that you take all your people to your kreel, or at least out of the Compound.”


  The Venusian’s gills pulsed once, stilled. “You do not trust us, Beess Rand?”


  “I trust you and yours, veed tee, as I trust Beess Haldane here, but trouble threatens us and there is no need that you share it. Within our Curtain we shall be safe, and you in your kreel. That is best for all of us.”


  For a long moment Toom faced him, silent, motionless. Then, “Eem, Beess Rand. It shall be as you wish. Before a reeleh has passed the Compound shall be empty of me and mine.”


  He glided off, Gree following. “There goes four years’ work,” Haldane grunted. “You’ll never trade another ounce of banta with Toom or his Weepies.”


  “Maybe not, but you know what the Regulations provide in a case like this. ‘If hostilities with natives appear imminent, all Station grounds must at once be cleared of any but Syndicate personnel.’ ”


  “Is that what it says?” Chris drawled, the taut lines about his mouth easing. “That gives me an idea. Penger an’ his friends aren’t Syndicate personnel, are they?”


  “Got you,” Dari chuckled. Death, however sudden or gruesome, is a hazard of the Outworlder’s trade. If it comes—well, no one can live forever; it must be taken in stride. So Rand shut out of his mind the fungus-marred young body in the storage shed. “ ‘Nick’s’ still on, but they must be beneath it by now. We’ll go in and break the bad news to them. But first we’re switching on the Curtain.”


  They went around the corner of the Hut, slopped through mud to the entrance lock. Set into the wall beside its door was a frosted vitrolene screen, mar-high and twice as wide. In its dural frame was a vertical row of pushbuttons, two white, the top one scarlet.


  Dari thumbed the central button and a faint zizzing underlry the drip, drip of drizzle.


  The sound came from an octagonal structure of vitrolene and dural atop the Hut. As Haldane looked up at this, the sound deepened, became a low burr.


  “Set,” he reported.


  There was a click under the ball of Chris’s thumb, and the red button stayed deep in its socket as he turned his back on it. For an instant nothing happened, then a single red filament threaded the reddish haze, curving, twenty yards above the Station’s border, left and right as far as he could see. A sudden shower spattered, out there, ceased almost at once. The mists cleared away for a space either side of the line. The gweelen, better defined, seemed to have closed in on them.


  That was all, but Chris Haldane knew that Venus Station was encircled new by an invisible wall of ferce-stress through which no living being, no missile, could penetrate. Nevid Onegir’s Electronic Curtain!


  “That’s that,” he sighed, “Now let’s get inside an’ inform Mr. Arnim Penger we’re not receivin’ this p. m.”


  FREEDOM from his helmet’s confinement, the clear air within the Hut, were grateful. “Try ‘Nick’ first,” Dari called to him as he flapped towards the radio. “If it’s lifted, we’ll have to report through to Terra right away.”


  Chris got hold of the sending key, rapped it. Waited. Tried again. “No soap,” he grunted. “It’s still nickin’ away full force. What’s that call?”


  Rand was already fluttering the pages of a Call Book. “Penger,” he muttered. “M. . . . O. . . . Here it is. Penger, Arnim. Y-C, for Yatch Comet.”


  “Comet, huh?” Haldane’s wrist flexed, sending; Y-C, Y-C, Y-C De V-S. “Wouldn’t be any oxygen out of my tanks if it had a hyperbolic orbit an’ skidded clear out of th’ System—Oke! They’ve got me.” The teletape had chattered into movement, the hills and valleys of the line tracing its center crisp now, clear-cut. V-S, he read. The impulses forming them were coming from thousands, not millions, of miles away. V-S De Y-C Go ahead.


  “How’ll I put it, Dari?”


  “This way.” The corners of Rand’s mouth twitched. “Y-C from V-S. Regret inform you hostilities with natives developing, therefore am required by section one-three-t-wo, paragraph 8, Regulations I.B.C. to forbid you to land on Venus. Rand, Chief Venus Station.”


  “Here’s more, Dari.” Chris read from the tape. “Am landing your field estimated forty-five minutes from now. Despite your solieitude, have no choice because out of fuel. Penger, Yacht Comet.”


  Rand’s blunt jaw ridged with knotting muscles. “Send him this, Haldane. Ready?”


  “Ready.”


  “Y-C from Rand, V-S. You may land for emergency refuelling but must blast off as soon as completed. Will await you landing field to expedite operation.”


  By the time Haldane got the message off, Dari was already out of the Hut. Haldane got his helmet on and hurried after him, but didn’t catch up with his chief until the latter had reached the towering tanks at the other end of the Compound.


  Something in Rand’s posture, as he stood spraddle-legged before the one whose green paint indicated that it held oxygen, brought a quick, “What’s up?” from the other Earthman. Dari didn’t answer in words. He merely pointed to the gage at which he stared.


  Chris Haldane’s nostrils flared. The needle on that gage stood at zero. The tank was empty and the nozzle of its outlet pipe was white with hoar frost to show that it had been emptied within the hour.


  The grin he essayed didn’t quite come off. “If Penger’s tellin’ the truth about bein’ out of gas,” he said softly, “We’re goin’ to have the Comet with us quite a while.”


  Dari Rand’s voice, transposed by the filter-membranes, boomed in his ears. “Maybe that is precisely the idea.”


  CHAPTER IV


  “THIS,” Chris Haldane said, “clears up one point, anyway. Evidently Fran heard or saw somethin’ tipped him off there was a prowler around, went off into the gweelen to tackle him, alone. But if you’re right that the Neeleh gutted our oxygen to keep the Comet here, how’d he get wind she’s comin’? More. Why, if they’re workin’ up an attack on th’ Station, should they make sure there’ll be extra Earthmen here to help us fight ’em off? It just don’t make sense?” Rand turned to him, sultry-eyed. “I’ve run into happenstances before, on the Out-Planets, that didn’t seem to make sense. We’re in for it, Chris.”


  “Well,” Chris murmured. “We won’t have long to wait. Here she comes.”


  He’d glimpsed a shadow drifting in the depths of the cloud-sky, a wraith more guessed at than seen. It darkened, broke through the glowering ceiling, was bathed by ruby light. Breath caught in Haldane’s throat.


  “Gad!” he whispered. “Is that somethin’ !”


  The rocket-tubes that had blasted her across thirty million miles of airless emptiness silent now, graceful wide wings unfolded out of a stellite hull that flamed crimson from bluntly rounded nose to swallow-tailed stern, the space-yacht seemed fashioned from fire. Sentinent, one felt her, endowed with a life not of Earth, nor of any other planet, but stemming out of the Sun direct, ultimate sources of all life. Weary with the long journey that lay behind her and with infinite grace sinking to rest.


  She just touched the mud of Venus Station at the end of a curve so nicely calculated, so deftly helmed, that with the last whisper of motion left to her she slid less than a hundred feet before she stopped—exactly in the center of the field.


  “Beautiful!” was Dari Rand’s grudging tribute.


  A black circle, eight feet in diameter and flat at the bottom, traced itself on the yacht’s flank. The section it demarked extruded itself from the stellite surface, swung slowly and ponderously aside on gargantuan hinges. In the aperture it had vacated, there appeared a figure bloated by a space-suit, its head a sphere similar to the Stationmen’s helmets, save that it was composed of dural. Only its face-plate was vitrolene, so thick that the countenance within was a mere pallid blur.


  “Which is Mr. Rand?” demanded a metallic, intonationless voice that issued from the chest of his apparition.


  “I am.” Dari stepped forward. “Who are you?”


  “Penger. While your assistant refuels my ship, I wish you to send a message to Earth for me.” Mechanical-sounding as it was, the voice held a stiff arrogance that brought a hot flush of resentment to Haldane’s cheeks. “I seem to be able to raise no one but you on my own set. Something has apparently gone wrong with it.”


  “No, Mr. Penger,” Rand drawled. “Nothing has gone wrong; no set will get a message off Venus as long as ‘Nick’ lasts.”


  “ ‘Nick’ ?”


  “The geoprismic devolution of the ionic balance of the troposphere, if you must know its full name. It cut us off, an hour or two ago, in the middle of an I.B.C. spacecast whose full text I happen to be somewhat anxious to learn. May I see your teletape record, please?”


  “I have none. I have been reading signals aurally.”


  “Then would you mind telling me what that flash said?”


  “I WOULDN’T mind, Mr. Rand, if I had listened to it. Unfortunately, just as it began to come over, my main feed-line cut out, and since I was approaching your planet head-on at some ten miles per second, it seemed more advisable that I valve in the reserve tank to give me control. By the time I returned to the navigation cabin, the message had ended.”


  “I’ll be—” Dari checked himself. “Look, mister,” he resumed more calmly. “Didn’t you realize that was a Q call from I C B? They’re damned important. You didn’t need more than one pair of hands to shunt a feed, did you?”


  “No,” Penger acknowledged. “But it happens that is all I possess.”


  “Are you trying to tell me that you flew from Earth alone? It can’t be done!”


  “So someone was rash enough to bet me, but it looks very much as if I’ve done it.” A triumphant laugh grated from the ’phone concealed in the space-suit, mocking Dari’s goggling eyes, Haldane’s dropped jaw. “Since it appears that you can’t radio confirmation, I shall want you to sign a written statement as to the day and time I landed here on Venus.”


  “Hold on,” Chris was struck by a sudden thought. “Something’s screwy here. T.D.S. Terra radioed us to prepare to receive Arnim Penger and a party of friends. What are you tryin’ to put over on us?”


  The dural helmet turned to him. “Nothing, Mr.—”


  “Haldane’s my name. Chris Haldane.”


  “I am putting nothing over on you, Mr. Haldane, as you will find if you inspect the Comet. The one I deceived was my father. He wouldn’t have permitted me to make this little trip if he had suspected I intended to do it alone.”


  “If I know Stohr Penger, he’ll tan your bottom for even thinking of a fool stunt like that, when and if you get home,” Dari growled.


  “You see,” he gestured to the green tank, “we’ve just learned that we’re fresh out of oxygen. We can’t refuel you till ‘Nick’ lifts and permits us to ask for a new supply so I rather imagine that you will be with us for quite awhile.”


  “No!” One of the steel-claws that served the space-suit for hands flew to the face-plate of the helmet in a curiously juvenile gesture of consternation. “I can’t—I won’t stay here.”


  “I’m afraid you have no choice,” Dari clipped. “You can’t fly a spaceship with empty tanks.”


  “I have some left. Maybe enough to blast me off into Space, from where I could radio Dad to have a tanker meet and refuel me on the fly.” Penger whirled, vanished into the yacht’s dark interior.


  Rand stood motionless, gazing after him. “The damned brat,” he growled.


  “Yeah. But you’ve got to admit he’s got guts—” Chris checked, turned towards the Compound’s fog-veiled border, beyond the tanks. “What’s that?” he demanded, sharply. “What’s that noise?”


  THE sounds that came faintly to him from the depths of the gweenlen would in a terrestrial countryside have been noticeable only by their absence. On this hushed planet they were startling. “D’you hear it, Dari?”


  “Yes.”


  It was a thin, shrill chorus such as the cicadas raise on an Earthly summer night; a myriad piping questions, a myriad tiny voices answering in uneven, runic rhythm. “What is it?” Chris asked again. “I’ve never heard anything like it on Venus.”


  “I have.” There was a grimness in Rand’s low response of which even the filter-membranes could not rob it. “When Gort Higgins and I were the cubs of the crew building this Station. Hearing it, we dropped our tools and grabbed for our Wellsen guns. It was the leeyas we heard, the war pipes of the Neeleh.”


  “But that was only twenty years ago,” Haldane exclaimed. “Look. Was Toom kiddin’ me when he said they haven’t showed this side of the Great Hole since his grandfather’s reign?”


  “You forget that the Weenies mature when they’re ten years old. Earth-years.


  “Toom’s grandfather was tee then, and since we hadn’t set up the Curtain yet, if it weren’t for the help he and his people gave us, we should all have been wiped out. Which would have been the best thing that could have happened to Gort Higgin and probably to the girl who became Coralee Penger.”


  “Don’t tell me you had females with you.”


  “We had one, worse luck. Coralee’s father’s ship had been pithed by a meteorite and she was the only one who managed to escape from that wreck. We picked her up on our trip here, a couple hundred thousand miles out. Our craft remained here as a barracks for our work-party, so she had to stay here too. Gort fell for her hard and she—well, we thought she fell for him. But Stohr Penger came along on an inspection trip and took her to Earth with him. By the time Higgin wangled a furlough she was Penger’s wife and a mother.”


  “Mr. Rand!” Penger’s metallic voice interrupted. “Mr. Rand.” He was back in the Comet’s air-lock. “What’s your velocity of escape here?”


  Dari turned to him. “Barely less than Terra’s, Mr. Penger. You’ll have to hit better than six and a quarter miles per second to get free of Venus’ gravity.”


  “There isn’t enough left in the tanks to accelerate to anywhere near that.”


  “That’s too bad.” Rand’s intonation showed that his regret was altogether sincere. “I’m sorrier than you are, but now that’s settled. We’ve wasted enough time fooling around out here. Come on, let’s get started to the Hut.”


  The space-suited figure stiffened. “I shall be quite comfortable here in my ship, thank you. I shall remain in it until I can leave.”


  “Wrong.” Despite the insect-like shrilling that rang menacingly in his ears, Chris couldn’t help grinning as Rand’s syllables got hard, clipped. “Get this straight, right now. Your father may be president of Transearth Development Syndicate, but I am Chief of Venus Station and as long as you’re within its boundaries you will obey my orders without argument or delay. Understand?”


  “I understand that you are being intolerably officious,” Penger snapped back. “You can have no reason for objecting—”


  “I not only can, but do have. This Station is, or soon will be, under attack by hostile natives; I’m going to have enough on my mind without having to worry about your safety alone out here. You will either obey my orders without question or use what fuel you have left to remove your ship from this Compound. There is plenty of room outside of the Curtain, where I’ll have no responsibility for you.”


  “But—But I—”


  “Do you know what hostile Weenies will do to an Earthman they catch alone? Has your father ever told you what a corpse looks like, after they and the jungle get through with it?”


  Penger shrank against the side of the lock. Even through his ’phone his tones were choked. “I’ll do as you say.”


  “Very well. Get your skids on, or you’ll bog down in this mud. Make it snappy.”


  PENGER ducked inside once more, reappeared almost at once, his feet now fitted with the wide extension soles with which every spacesuit is provided against the need for travel on the depthless snows of Jupiter or Mercury’s half-molten lava. He jumped down. The three started off across the morass.


  They did not speak, but the sound of the leevas followed them and it seemed to Chris that it was perceptibly nearer. He glanced gratefully at the high red glow the wires traced against the jungle’s ominous dark loom and tried to imagine what it must have been like here before the Curtain was up, listening to that shrill antiphonic threat close in. The Hut took form in the fog and then they were tramping into its entrance lock.


  Dari closed the outer door. The fluortube came on to light up the cramped vestibule. “You can shuck out of that helmet now,” Haldane told their unwelcome visitor, “and get some clean air into your lungs.”


  Unzipping his own headgear, he turned to lift it off and put it in its place on the shelf. A choked exclamation from Rand brought him around again.


  Where the dural spheroid had been, he gaped now at a shock of ringlets black as the void of Interspace, the pale oval of a face across the bridge of whose tip-tilted little nose a handful of freckles was dusted and long-lashed gray eyes that met his with a sort of fear-filled challenge.


  Dari’s hoarse voice inanely stated the obvious. “You—you’re not Arnim Penger.”


  “No. I’m Laola Penger.”


  CHAPTER V


  CHRIS turned to the lock-door as Rand entered, his coverall dripping. “What’s new, Dari?”


  “Nothing.” He pulled from his shoulder strap that slung to it a rectangular black box. “Funny thing, though. The gweelen’s swarming with Neeleh, but not one showed near enough the Curtain for the Kappa beam to spot.” He started to unbuckle the belt in which his Wellsen was holstered. “I can’t make out why they haven’t tried to come through, even once. They can’t see it, and they shouldn’t know about it since we drove ’em back across the Great Hole before it was installed.”


  “Do you think our own Weenies could have tipped them off?”


  “That’s what it looks like, though I hate to think Toom’s in cahoots with them. Well, whatever the answer is, you’d better get out there and start your sentry-go.”


  “Right!” Chris thrust his own Wellsen into its scabbard, sat down to pull on his boots. “You look deadbeat, fellah. You better take yourself a snooze.”


  “That’s precisely what I intend to do, if Miss Penger will retreat into her cubby and give me a chance to dry off.” He turned to the girl. “Can I rely on you to get me up the instant you get a buzz from Chris?”


  Her fingers tightened on the tarpaulin to which she had retreated. “I’m not quite an imbecile, Mr. Rand.” She jerked the canvas folds together in front of her, but from behind them came something very much like a stifled sob.


  Dari looked dismayed but Chris chuckled, picking up his gun belt and the black box as he rose. “Now you’ve gone an’ hurt her feelin’s,” he drawled, ambling toward the exit. “You ought t’ be more careful, y’know.”


  Rand caught up with him, put a hand on his arm. “Watch yourself, lad,” he said, low-toned. “Looks and cute little ways—that gal’s the image of Coralee Penger.”


  “But I’m no Gort Higgin,” Haldane grinned. “Don’t worry, she could be a Weenie for all the heart-throb she gives me. I’ll buzz you if anything turns up.”


  “Do that, and be careful of your footing, guy. It’s gotten pretty sloppy out.”


  “Sloppy” was a euphemism. The drizzle, through which Chris had started out on his search for Fran Mellton, had become a heavy downpour that made of the Compound a lake inch-deep in yellow, muddied water. The cloud canopy had lowered till it seemed to rest on top of the Hut, and the ruddy glow of Venus’ days-long sunset had given place to a leaden dusk.


  The sun itself, in the twenty hours since the Comet’s landing, had lowered until, a gigantic, dull orb scarcely discernible, it silhouetted the tallest of the gweelen’s macabre growths. Within the jungle the leeyas screeched, shrill and unending, defying sun and the pounding drum of the rain, menacing the aliens who’d dared to trespass on the planet.


  CHRIS stopped short in his tracks, fingers closing the butt of his Wellsen.


  The shadow he was not quite sure he’d glimpsed in the torrential downpour darkened, and a thin, far-off cry pierced his helmet. “Beess,” it broke into words. “Come quick, Beess!” A Venusian’s shrill plea for help! “Quick, Beess, quick.”


  Chris threw a glance at the visiscreen, fixed in his mind the point on the Compound’s margin where a light-spot had suddenly bloomed, was off toward it on the run. His right hand drew his gun as he went, his left went to the black box slung from his shoulder, pressed the button that would release wireless impulses to actuate the alarm buzzer within the Hut.


  Water drummed on his helmet, sloshed about his ankles. The gweelen was very near now, and backgrounded by it, a Venusian’s dark form knelt; spidery arms flung out along the Curtain’s invisible surface that was all that kept him from collapsing utterly, fish-mouth agape, as though still emitting its cry for help though sound no longer came from it.


  Gree! It was Gree, his gills distended with pain and in the jungle behind him the leeyas shrilled nearer and toppling stalks crashed as the pursuit closed in.


  Chris tried to stop himself, slid in the mud, brought up against the wall that upheld the Weenis; solidity unseeable, impenetrable. “All right,” he gasped, thrusting himself back from it. “All right, fellow, I’ll have you safe in a second,” forgetting to get the whistle between his teeth, forgetting that Gree could neither hear nor understand him. Then, down on his knees in the mud, he had the black box in front of him, as though it were a camera with which he was taking the Venusian’s picture. It was humming, between his left palm and the butt of the Wellsen he held in his right hand; it was emitting the complex series of etheric waves to which its coils were tuned.


  Where Gree leaned against the Curtain there was a shimmer. Abruptly the Weenie was falling forward through the invisible barrier. “Pull your legs in,” Chris whistled, imperatively. “Pull them in over the line.” Movement beyond caught his eye. A Neeleh’s rounded head popped out from behind an orange bole. A tenticular arm flung up to hurl a throwstick.


  The Wellsen jerked. Hissed. Head, arm, blazed brilliant, vanished. Where they had been a whorl of bluish smoke hung for an instant, was dissolved by the rain.


  Gree had somehow writhed over the line. In Chris’s hands the black box went lifeless. The Curtain was whole again and Haldane was free to spring to his feet and to twist the quivering Venusian.


  The great round eyes were glazing, the gills barely palpitant, but from the crescent mouth came a whisper.


  Haldane bent close. “The Neeleh,” he made out, “drove us—from our kreels. Killed many—Tee Toom sent me—tell you—Neeleh are led by—by—” The whisper died away, its last word inaudible.


  “By whom, Gree?” Haldane demanded. “Who’s leading them, fellow? You can’t pass out till you tell


  “No use, Chris.” Haldane hadn’t noticed Rand come up. “He can’t answer you. He’s gone.


  “But he’s managed to tell us, even if he did die before he could get the words out. Look.” Dari Rand pointed down at the form that lay so terribly still in the water-layered mud. “Look at the wound that killed him.”


  Chris Haldane looked, and his skin tightened, was an icy sheath for his body. “A ray-burn,” he whispered. “It just glanced his side, but that was enough. That means—it has to mean—that the Neeleh are led by an Earthman!”


  “Right,” a new voice boomed, from behind them. “A hundred per cent right. No, my friends, don’t go for your Wellsens. I’ve got you covered with mine!”


   


  CHAPTER VI


  “HOLD it,” Dari Rand’s low injunction stopped Haldane. “He’ll blast us both before you can turn.”


  “Lift your arms,” rumbled the intruder who incredibly had penetrated the impenetrable Curtain. “Lift them.” Chris saw that Dari obeyed, imitated him.


  Heroics could accomplish nothing. But this thing was hard to take.


  Water sloshed behind him and an arm slid around his side, sleeved in the dark, dripping fabric of a spacesuit, to pluck with its ingenious metal hand his gun from its holsters. It vanished. The strap of the Key to the Curtain slid down his arm. Sleeve and jointed hand reappeared, disarming Dari. Footfalls sloshed again, retreating.


  “You can turn now, but take it slow. I don’t want to have to burn you.”


  Complying, Haldane saw, spraddled on columnar legs three paces away, a form as tall as himself, burlier than Dari Rand. The fellow wore a spacesuit, but instead of a dural headpiece he wore one of vitrolene.


  It was splotched with gray-black fungus! It was Fran’s helmet that Chris had ripped from the cub’s shoulders and left out in the gweelen.


  A steel claw touched it. “Sorry about this,” its owner rumbled. “For more reasons than one. I had nothing against the cub in the first place, and in the second the Neeleh’s finding the corpse of their tribesman have put them completely out of hand.”


  “Yeah,” Chris growled. “That must break your heart.”


  The rain was dwindling, rapidly, so that he could make out the face inside the helmet; skin, dark with a stubble of beard, shrunk tight over a heavyboned skull, eyes deep-sunk in sockets like black wells. There was no triumph in that cadaverous visage, but pain not wholly physical, and the hair that crowned it was pure white. “I know I’ve changed plenty, Dari,” the man was saying, “since you saw me last, but I didn’t think I’d changed so much that you don’t know me.”


  Rand groaned. “Gort! Gort Higgin, by all that’s—How in the name of the seven Pleiades did you get here?”


  “Patched some spare coils and bulbs together to make a key to the Curtain.” He jerked his chin at a crude box in the mud beside him. “I ought to know its combination if anyone does, seeing that I sweat blood setting it up.”


  “I don’t mean that. You were condemned to the Lunar Penal Colony—Don’t tell me you’ve been pardoned!”


  “No. I haven’t been pardoned. Not yet.”


  “But no one has ever escaped from the Moon.”


  “No one, till I figured how to do it. Loading the tri-monthly freighter with stellite, four of us stowed away, showed up after it blasted off and—silenced—the crew. Interspace is big, Dari. There’s plenty of room to hide a ship in the void, especially when you’ve had a couple of weeks to get off the Spaceways before the I.B.C. patrol starts looking for you.”


  “Weeks! Don’t the keepers check their prisoners—?”


  “Not if the prisoners don’t want to be checked. Not if they’ve drawn lots to see who shall go, and who shall stay behind to keep news of the others’ going from reaching Earth until the ship they went in has had time to vanish.” An odd, tense shrillness that edged Higgin’s voice, the throb, throb of the blue veins bulging his brow, abruptly reminded Chris of something that sent a cold shiver through him. “Once they’ve condemned you to that hell-hole, they can’t do anything more to you than kill you, and death’s something you pray for.


  “Death’s something you pray for,” Higgin repeated, his voice thinning even more, “unless you’ve got a reason to keep on living. Unless you’ve got an account to settle with a man who has robbed you of the woman you loved, and of the work that let you forget her for a little while, with the man who has branded you a traitor and sent you to burn in a living hell. Where’s Arnim Penger, Dari? That’s all I want from you. Where’s Stohr Penger’s son?”


  BLOOD pounded in Haldane’s wrists, but Rand’s answer was even-toned, calm. “What do you want Arnim for, Gort? He never did anything to you.”


  “He’s flesh and blood of Stohr Penger.” The way he spat the name was a curse in itself. “What do I want him for?” he said more calmly. “Why, that should be as plain to you, Dari, as it was to the three convicts who escaped with me, when I explained to them why we must come here. Stohr Penger’s powerful, and his son is the apple of his eye. He’d do anything to get him back, safe and sound, wouldn’t he? He’d even wangle a full pardon for them and clear my name for me. You’re my friend, Dari. You want my name cleared, don’t you?”


  “Of course, Gort.”


  “Then you’ll help me. You’ll hand Arnim Penger over to me.”


  “Why shouldn’t I? I’m your friend and I hate Stohr Penger for what he did to you. Why shouldn’t I want to help you clear your name by handing his brat over to you?


  “The only trouble, Gort, is that I can’t. He isn’t here.”


  “You lie!” Higgin screamed, his Wellsen jabbing at Dari. “You’re lying to me, Dari Rand!”


  There was nothing in Rand’s tone, in his stance, to show that he knew his life hung on the twitch of a trigger. “You’ve known me a long time, Gort Higgin. Do you think I would lie to you?”


  The searing blast did not leap from the gun in Gort Higgin’s hand. Rand’s calm tone, his complete assurance, held it suspended! The moment ended and a puzzled voice was mumbling, “But I read the message, in the old T. D. S. code, telling you that he was coming to Venus. That’s why I brought my ship here. And the Neeleh spies told me they saw his spaceyacht land, that they even saw him—There it is!” Higgin’s gun pointed past them, suddenly, toward the landing field that in this one brief instant of time between the ending of the storm and the rising from the mud of the vapors it had beaten down could be discerned from here. “The silver ship they saw—Damn you, Rand.” The Wellsen sliced back to pointblank aim at Dari. “You did lie—”


  Chris left his feet in a lunging, low dive under the hiss of the ray gun, flung arms about legs and put all his strength of shoulders, torso, in a twisting tackle that rocked the legs.


  Half-dazed at the impact, he scraped away enough mud to regain sight, made out a blurred, heaving mass that went still in that same moment, resolved itself into a sprawled, yellow mound and a mire-plastered form.


  “You all right, boy?” It was Dari! “You still in one piece?”


  “Seems as if; are you okay?”


  Dari nodded. “You jolted him hard enough to make him miss, and then I pounded the Wellsen out of his grip with one fist and whaled the other at his jaw. That wasn’t as dumb as it sounds, because it smashed his helmet and he started choking. Even then he gave me a battle. Gort always did have the strength of an ox.” Rand turned to the recumbent Higgin. “Come on. Help me get him into the Hut before he drowns.”


  “He’s got it coming to him.”


  “He’s still my friend, Chris, in spite of what the hell he’s been through has made of him.”


  Chris collected the guns and the two Keys to the Curtain and caught up with Dari. For a moment they went along silently, then, trying to regain normalcy, Chris observed, “One good thing, we don’t have to worry about that I.B.C. spacecast any more. It was the alarm for Higgin an’ his friends.”


  “Probably.” A rolling rumble blanketed Rand’s last syllable. He glanced up. “Do you hear that, Chris?”


  “Yeah. Wonder how th’ I.B.C. patrol spotted that they’re here so quick.”


  “They haven’t. That wasn’t a spaceship, passing over. Look at the sky.” Haldane looked. Luminance was again suffusing the Compound’s vaporous ceiling, but it was not the ruddy glow that had pervaded it before. This was yellower in tinge and the vast, overarching cloud appeared to stir with a promise of enormous movement. “I see. You think there’s a typheen brewin?”


  “You’ll notice that the leeyas are dying down,” said Dari. “They’re seeking shelter.”


  “Swell! If you’re right, they and Higgin’s pals are goin’ to be kept too busy for awhile lookin’ out for their own precious skins to pester us. Meantime, the storm’s pretty sure to break up th’ ‘Nick’ an’ let us get word out of what’s goin’ on. Our troubles are over, fellah.”


  “Maybe.”


  Another rumble of thunder seemed to confirm him.


  CHAPTER VII


  THE Hut shuddered constantly, so that the reflections from the fluortubes quivered eerily on the gleaming walls. Pots chattered where Laola Penger bent over the little stellite stove of which she’d insisted on taking charge. For hours, now, the typheen had held Venus Station in its grip, tearing at it with almost solid wind, hurling at its island foundation the battering rams of unimaginable waves.


  Chris Haldane prowled, tensely silent, about the windowless enclosure, from lock-door to that from behind which the conditioning machine kept up its incessant low burr, and back again. He wondered how Dari Rand could sit so stolidly at his desk beside the radio-set, adding column after column of figures in the Station account book, swarthy face shadowed, expressionless. He stared at the gaunt form that lay motionless on Dari’s bunk and envied the deep slumber of exhaustion into which Gort Higgin had dropped at once when they had succeeded in resuscitating him.


  Dari had said something odd when Haldane had protested that it would be more merciful to let the man die than send him back to the Moon. “I’d agree with you except for one thing.”


  He’d refused to explain what he meant.


  Chris started for the radio. Halted. He was being absurd. The ‘Nick’ couldn’t have lifted in the five minutes since the last time he’d tested it.


  “Ouch!” Laola jerked a finger into her mouth. A muscle knotted in Chris’s cheek. “Burn yourself?”


  “Coralee!” A hoarse croak swung them both around. Higgin was shoving up in his bunk, the chain that tethered him to it clinking, and his skull-like countenance was alight with a strange and terrible joy. “I’ve had a dreadful nightmare, Coralee. I dreamed that you were—you . . .” His voice was slowing, was losing its glad ring. “But—it wasn’t, it couldn’t have been, a dream . . .”


  “No, Gort.” Dari was on his feet. “It was no dream, arid this isn’t Coralee.” He was beckoning the girl to him. She left Chris’s side, went slowly across the floor, the back of her hand at her lips. “Not Coralee, Gort, but her daughter. Her daughter Laola.”


  “Laola,” Higgin whispered, the light not quite faded from his countenance as he peered at his old friend and the daughter of his old love. “Not Coralee, but so like. So very like. Come nearer, my dear. Don’t be afraid; I just want to see you clear. I—yes, you’re the very image of—of your mother, as I last saw her right here in this very Hut. You wouldn’t believe, would you, to look at me now that a girl like you could ever have loved me?”


  This then, Chris realized, was why Rand had not let Higgin die, so that he could show him the woman he’d loved alive again in the daughter of the man who’d condemned him to hell.


  “Of course I believe it,” Laola was saying, infinite compassion in her low tones. “Mother told me, just before she died, how handsome you were, how strong and how good. She told me there must have been some mistake at your trial, that you could not possibly ever have been a traitor.”


  “She told you that!” Dari’s broad back blocked his view now, but Chris didn’t need to see Higgin’s face to know what was in it. “Coralee knew—”


  THE crackle of the radio cut across that glad cry. “It’s lifted!” Haldane exclaimed, springing to it. “The ‘Nick’s’ lifted at last.” He snatched at the teletape, watched the signals form on it. F-S, F-S, F-S. No signature. That was queer. Come in V-S. The line’s crests and hollows very sharp, as though the sender were very near. F-S, F-S, come in, V-S.


  He grabbed the key, rapped out. De V-S. De V-S. Who are you? Go ahead.


  Never mind who we are. Where’s Gort Higgin?


  “Looks like a message from your pals, Higgin,” Chris drawled. “They want to know what’s happened to you.” De V-S, he sent as he spoke; De F-S. Higgin our prisoner. “I’m goin’ to throw a little bluff. I’m sendin’, ‘Advise—you—to—come—to—Curtain—unarmed—and—surrender. I.B.C.—Patrol—advised—your—presence. Will—arrive—shortly.’ ” Laola and Dari were beside him, tensely watching the tape.


  V-S, it chattered. Bull. We know patrol nor nobody off Venus can get your signals. “Well,” Chris shrugged, “it didn’t hurt to try.”


  Higgin’s double-cross don’t get over. We’re coming for Penger. Ta Ta F-S. We’ll be seeing you.


  The set was silent. “Now it’s they who’re bluffing,” Rand grunted.


  “No, Dari.” Higgin, who’d evidently read the message aurally, called from his bunk. “No, they’re not. They—”


  “Don’t tell me you gave them the Curtain combination.” Rand wheeled to him.


  The tethered man’s face was ashen. “No. I didn’t. But—”


  “But nothing. Without it, they can’t get through the Curtain even if they have fifty Wellsens.”


  “They’re not coming through, Dari, but over the Curtain. We had it all figured in case I was wrong thinking I remembered the key. They’re going to plane their ship over the Curtain, and you can’t stop them.”


  “Holy—!”


  “Only reason we didn’t do it that way right off was because I talked them out of it, knowing you’d fight us if we did and they’d kill you. I thought I could sneak in, snatch Arnim—God above! It’s not Arnim they’ll snatch, but Laola.” Higgin sprang from the bunk, was dragged back by the chain that had been locked around his waist. “If that scum of the System ever lay hands on her—”


  “Hold it,” Chris interrupted. “Hold everythin’, the two of you. There’s no need rushin’ around like a bunch of headless Mercs; we’ve got plenty of time to figure an out. Even a space-ship can’t plane through a typheen, can it?”


  Dari’s response was quiet-toned and devastating. “No. But you might have noticed, if you hadn’t been busy otherwise, that the Hut stopped shaking ten minutes ago. Which means—Okay, Chris, climb into your boots.” He was already pulling on his own. “Their Wellsens can burn into the Hut, but we’ll keep them from getting this far. They’ve got to pass the outhouses from the landing field, and I know a couple that are ideal for an ambush.”


  “That’s the ticket! Those bozos are in for a hot—Hey! What the devil are you in boots an’ coverall for?”


  “I’M GOING out there with you and Dari.” Laola smiled at him, almost blithely, though white lines had drawn themselves around her mouth. “You wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for me, and I’m not letting you go out there to fight for me while I skulk in here, safe.”


  “That’s insane,” Haldane protested. “It’s—”


  “A fool stunt only a female would pull? Well, I’m a female and I’m pulling it.”


  “The hell you are!” He started for her, was stopped short by the sudden threat of the Wellsen she’d snatched from the wall rack. “What—!”


  “I’ll meet you outside.” She darted to the lock-door before he recovered from his amazement, was out through it.


  It slammed shut. “Dari!” Chris heard behind him. “Dari!” Gort Higgin’s voice, thin again but somehow differently from what it had been out on the Compound. “Let me loose. If you were ever my friend, unlock this chain so I can go out there and fight for her.”


  Fat chance, Chris thought as he fought with the door; his fingers clumsy. The convict’s chain clinked as the portal yielded, but he had no time to hear Dari’s refusal, and then the door shut off sound from inside the Hut.


  The lock’s other door banged closed in the same instant. The tiny vestibule was empty.


  Chris’s blood pounded in his veins as he twisted to the shelf on the sidewall and snatched a helmet from it. “Th’ bantam,” he murmured as he zipped it to his coverall. “She sure has what it takes.” Not waiting to test the filter membranes, he got urgent fingers on the handle of the outer door, jarred it open and lunged out—


  Into a blinding burst of light that lanced his eyes with pain!


  He locked his lids against the blaze. A hand laid itself on his arm. “Look,” Laola whispered. “Open your eyes and look.” He pried them open.


  The wind though still strong was dying, but the tornado had broken the eternal cloud-pall that brooded over Venus, had rifted colossal valleys between towering vapor mountains that changed ceaselessly in form, that rolled in upon themselves, merged, separated, seethed with swift transformations slow-seeming only because of the enormity of the masses they involved.


  Unmasked at long last, the gigantic sun imbrued these awesome heights with color so vivid as to be almost unbearable; purple and orange and a deep, deep blue; or laid in their momentary ravines vast cerulean shadows that flamed instantly crimson . . .


  Chris Haldane was dwarfed abruptly, abruptly his joys and sorrows, his ambitions and frustrations, were of less importance than the dancing of a dust mote in a flashlight’s beam. This loss of significance, this sudden scaling of self against a cosmic rule, was beyond endurance. For relief from it, he fled to the human who shared it with him.


  “Laola,” he said her name. “Laola, girl,” and could say no more because there was so much to be said and no words in which to say it.


  “Chris.” She came around to face him.


  “I know what you and Dari think of me; I don’t blame you. But will you let me tell you something now, something which may put a different light on it all?”


  He searched her face again; there was nothing of the spoiled playgirl in her eyes now. “Yes,” he answered. “Tell me.”


  “Arnim Penger is my half brother, Chris—but—” she hesitated. “But I’ve known him all my life; I know he’s capable of being something fine if it can only be brought out. There’s no risk I wouldn’t take for that.”


  Chris blinked. “But what has all that to do with this madcap dash across space?”


  “More than you realize. You see, Chris, Arnim has one quality which all his wildness has never touched; he’s a man of his word; he’s never broken it. No matter what the conditions were under which it was made, he’s always come through.


  “I got him very drunk one night, then tried to persuade him to do something for himself; it ended up to his betting me I didn’t dare make the jump from Terra to Venus alone. You know the fantastic way a person’s mind jumps from one thing to another when they’re drunk?”


  Chris whistled softly. “I think I’m beginning to get it; you bet him you could do this thing alone; if you won, he’d put himself under your direction.”


  “That’s it—only, now I’ve just succeeded in being a nuisance to you and Mr. Rand in an emergency . . .”


  Her hands were somehow in his and they were trembling as his were trembling—Thunder rumbled between them. Not thunder, but—“The prison ship,” Dari’s voice boomed in Haldane’s ears. “They’re blasting off. They’ll be here in minutes.”


  RAND was just stepping out of the Hut—Another helmeted figure followed him! “Higgin!” Chris exclaimed. “You—you’re nuts, Dari. You can’t—”


  “Since when are you telling me what I can or can’t do?—Get going. We haven’t much time left.”


  No use arguing. He was Chief of Venus Station, his command absolute. Chris started after him, still clinging to Laola’s hand, Gort Higgin behind. They hurried along the Hut’s wall, around its farther corner—


  Dari stopped short. Haldane came alongside him, saw what had halted him, what was wrenching from him a sound half curse, half groan.


  The paste-like mud was piled against this side of the Hut to its roof. The mud, drifted like dune sand by the typheen’s terrific pressure, had mounded over every one of the Station’s smaller structures, had obliterated them. The Compound was a sea of gigantic yellow waves frozen motionless, and there was no place for them to lie in ambush, no cover that would hide them from the convicts’ ship that, altitude gained now and tubes silent, planed to the attack.


  “Pretty,” Chris grunted. “What do we do now?”


  “All that’s left is to get back in the Hut and make a stand there.”


  “A lot of good that’ll do us. Their Wellsen-beams will bore through its walls like a hot iron through butter an’ we won’t even be able to see where they are, to fire back. We’ll die like rats—Look, Dari!” An idea struck him. “Why can’t we make a dash for th’ Comet an’ blast off? Her lock’s to leeward an’ will be clear of mud. With th’ fuel she’s got left we could maybe hop her up through th’ ‘Nick’ an’ send an SOS, pray there’s an I.B.C. patrol ship near enough—”


  “No good. That’s a prison-ship, remember, undoubtedly carries a couple of Tracy cannon. They’ll blast us out of the sky with a million volts—”


  “Maybe not. How about it, Gort? Have they—? Hey!” Higgin wasn’t behind them. “Where—?” Seventy-five yards away he was just reaching the crest of a mud-dune. “Th’ dog’s beatin’ us to th’ yacht!” Chris grabbed his Wellsen from its scabbard. “But I can stop—”


  “No, you fool!” Dari’s fist pounded the gun from Haldane’s grip. “Don’t you see that he’s going to—” A sudden shadow closed his throat. It flitted past, but he was staring up at the thing that cast it, at the black shape that was limned against the crimson sky.


  Spread-winged, the hawk ship was still distant but it grew swiftly, sweeping across that stupendous sky. In moments now it would swoop down—


  Not more than a mile off, it was huge now over the gweelen. It was slanting down to land—Enormous thunder blasted from it—Not from the convicts’ craft but from the Compound. A silver shape leaped into the sun’s blaze, a wingless projectile that trailed blue flame as it hurtled straight for the black vessel.


  “The Comet!” Chris gasped. “By the rings of Saturn, it’s th’ Comet!”


  And the two ships met.


  A second sun blazed in the sky. A giant fist smashed girl and man flat. Silence crashed down and Laola was in Chris’s arms and he was quivering.


  “He saved us.” It was as though someone else said that, but the words came from his lips. “Gort Higgin saved us. That’s why he was running—”


  “Exactly, you blasted young idiot,” Dari boomed. “And if I hadn’t jumped you, you’d have stopped him. I didn’t know what he was up to, but I knew he’d thought of some way to save his daughter—Holy blithering apes,” he caught himself. “Now I’ve done it! I ought to kick myself from here to Sirius—”


  “Not because of me, Mr. Rand.” Laola struggled up to a sitting posture. “In our last talk together, Mother told me that Gert Higgin was my father. I—She made me promise that I’d never let him know I knew.” There were tears in her voice, but there was a strange joy in it too. “I—That was one reason I didn’t care much what happened to me on my flight alone across Space, but now I know I was wrong. I understand them now, after these hours I’ve just lived through. After I’ve heard the leeyas . . .”


  “They were very young,” Dari Rand said softly as her voice trailed away. “And death, screeching in the jungle, was very near. They never saw each other again.”


  “Never!” Chris exclaimed. “But Higgin’s letter, Dari, that you told me about—”


  “Asked for news of the child he knew was his but had never set eyes on.”


  “Then when it was turned over to him, Stohr Penger must have learned—”


  “No. It was written in such a way that only Coralee could understand its real meaning. Penger discovered only that there was some secret intimacy between his wife and Gort Higgin, but that was enough to make him do what he did.”


  “Look, Chris. Look there.” The wind was gone and the clouds were rolling together again to blanket Venus Station, but there was still a patch of blue sky where Laola pointed. In this a wisp of vapor torn from the roiled masses was radiant with crimson light. “It looks like a space-ship,” she whispered. “Like the wraith of the Comet taking Gort Higgin to the sun.”


  CHRIS smiled suddenly. “Laola,” he said. “I’ve been a heel about you. It’s not your fault we’re at different ends of the social ladder; you have courage, and you’re human. If this were a popular romance, I suppose we’d be in each other’s arms now.”


  There was something in her eyes that tugged at his heart. “We can make it a popular romance.”


  For an instant, the smile of her infected him, then he remembered Gort Higgin and remembered Venus Station. “Uh-uh,” he grinned. “I’m all-out for happy endings, and it just wouldn’t work out that way with you and me.


  “If we should ever meet again, we’ll remember and be friends, kid.”


  She looked at him, the light gone from her eyes now. Then a different kind of smile crossed her face—the kind she knew he’d prefer seeing. She held out a mittened hand. “Thanks—pal—”


  Very faintly in the hush, they heard from within the Hut the chatter of a radio message that could come only from outer Space—from Earth, thirty million miles away.


  The ‘Nick’ had lifted at last.


  —THE END—


  ALCATRAZ OF THE STARWAYS


  Henry Hasse


  Venus was a world enslaved. And then, like an avenging angel, fanning the flames of raging revolt, came a warrior-princess in whose mind lay dread knowledge—the knowledge of a weapon so terrible it had been used but once in the history of the universe.


  “PURPLE!” Mark Denning almost sobbed. A “purple Josmian!” Forgetting the sweat in his eyes and the insufferable heat about him, his clutching hand held up the mud-dripping globe the size of a baseball, iridescent in the Venusian night.


  The phosphorescent glow that bathed the endless swamp in ghastly green, struck myriad shimmering rainbows from the dark sphere.


  “Two more of those and you’re free, lower species!” It was an ironic voice, with the resonant sweetness of a cello in its depths, that issued from the haze nearby.


  Frantically Mark reached down into the tepid mud, where he had felt the swaying stems of Josmian lilies whip about his knees. Another globe met his hand. He tugged and twisted until it tore from the stem, but when he raised it to the surface, it was white.


  Immediately it began to shrink. It would continue until it became the size of a small marble, when it would either rot, as the majority did, or begin to crystallize into a priceless Venusian pearl. But that happened only with one in ten thousand. It was different with the purple ones, they never failed to crystallize into a violet globe of unearthly beauty and incalculable value. Less than a hundred of the purple had ever been found. They were so rare that any prisoner who harvested three, was granted freedom.


  “Pretty!” the cello voice taunted, behind Mark. “In a few hours it will be rotting and stinking to high heaven!”


  “Cut it, Aladdo!” Mark growled. He tossed the white Josmian into the basket he pushed before him across the mud; the purple one he placed carefully in his trouser pocket. He pushed on, searching the pungent-smelling mud that came up to his thighs.


  Suddenly the warm ooze rose to his waist and crept inexorably higher. For an instant, Mark clawed at the mud. It was surging up to his armpits now, as he floundered in the tenacious sink hole. He shook his head to get the sweat out of his eyes and the numbness from his brain. He stopped thrashing about, for he knew that was futile. He threw back his head and gave a shout in which was more than a note of sheer terror.


  At least a dozen men were moving near him, waist deep in the Venusian mud. At his cry, they stooped and stared at him dully, fatalistically. They could easily have formed a chain and pulled him out, but none moved. They’d seen too many repetitions of this tragedy to care anymore. It happened every day; a new man, a little careless, caught in one of the deadly sink holes . . . it happened even to the veterans of this Venusian prison camp, sometimes deliberately, as they became weary of a hopeless existence.


  The mud was almost to Mark’s chin now; only his forearms and his blond head were visible. Hatred came into his eyes as he glared at the men about him, most of them Earthmen like himself, who would not help him. Again he struggled, tried to hoist himself upward.


  “Don’t struggle, you fool!” came the resonant voice from behind him. “Be still; every movement helps to sink you!” Then in an undertone “No human was ever able to think clearly, anyway.”


  Mark smiled despite his predicament, then he urged: “Hurry Aladdo—hurry!”


  OVER the expanse of hellish, green-lit muck, a tiny figure inched toward Mark. Scarely five feet in height, Aladdo’s arms and legs were now outspread, to distribute his weight over as much area as possible. The rescuing figure was like an imp from hades, clad as it was in a tight-fitting garment of metallic blue, which even the clinging mud failed to dull; while membraneous wings of a lighter hue began at its wrists, joined to the entire under-arm and the sides of its body all the way to its feet, much as the wings of a bat.


  Swiftly it crawled and wriggled toward the Earthman, and without a word grasped him with both tiny hands by the arms. It braced itself on its wings, and heaved. A few inches of Mark Denning emerged from the mud with a sucking sound. Again Aladdo made a prodigious effort, and again the Earthman came up from the mud a few more inches.


  The winged figure held him there, while it gasped for breath. “Now, spread your arms on the mud and stiffen your neck, sub-species!” The winged one laughed.


  Swiftly it cupped its seemingly fragile hands under Mark’s chin, and slowly but surely began to pull him back and out. Most of an hour went by before the Earthman’s superb torso had emerged and was able to help the rescuer. At last he was out of the sink hole, panting, almost exhausted and half nude.


  He still found strength to feel at his trouser pocket, and was gratified to find his purple Josmian still there. It was now about half its original size, and soon would cease its shrinkage and begin to crystallize.


  Mark gazed into the oval face, panting next to his. The heavily fringed eyes were closed as it breathed in labored gasps, and the slender, fragile form shook now and then with nervous spasms. Mark never ceased to wonder at the beauty of the Venusians, nor at their absolute and maddening conviction that theirs was the only true intelligence in the Universe. Now to these qualities Mark added that of indomitable courage, as he gazed at Aladdo and marvelled.


  “Well, Aladdo, thanks seems sort of a stupid word in a case like this; I owe you my life. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay the debt. . . .” Mark’s eyes roved over the weird scene, taking in the soulless, hopeless hulks that had once been men. And it suddenly occurred to him that he’d had enough of this hellish corner of Venus; he had been here two months and already he was unable to think clearly, he was becoming identified with the living death of the Venusian Prison Swamp. His mission apparently had failed. What he had come to learn, remained a secret, and he was slowly becoming like these shells of men who prowled the ocean of mud, eventually to disappear beneath it.


  “No need to thank me, middle order, I would have missed our discussions had you gone.” The Venusian grinned impishly.


  “What? I’ve been promoted! You must be ill, to call me anything above a ‘lower order’ or a ‘sub-species’ !” Mark smiled too, but seriously wondered what crime had condemned Aladdo to a prison reserved only for the most hardened and hopeless criminals, or for political prisoners whose existence was a threat to the Tri-Planetary League.


  “At times, you’re almost intelligent,” the Venusian replied placidly. “Any one of these other men would have struggled had they been in your place, and I would have been helpless.”


  “Why didn’t you use your brain,” Mark couldn’t resist prodding the other, “and by flying above me, get to me quicker, instead of crawling all that distance?”


  The winged figure laughed mirthlessly, and for an answer held up its arms. The azure membranes that were its wings, hung in limp folds.


  “Useless, you see,” he said quietly. “The tendons have been cut. Otherwise I could fly up and out of this swamp, despite its five hundred mile width.”


  MARK could find no words to say.


  Since being assigned at his own request to this last grim haven of the damned, by the Tri-Planetary Prison Bureau, on a special mission, there had been moments when the horror of it all had made him doubt the wisdom of maintaining such a ghastly place. He knew, of course, the tremendous deterrent influence its existence exerted, besides the important revenue derived from Venusian pearls; still it all seemed too inhuman.


  “You don’t seem criminal, Earthman!” the cello-like voice introduced on Mark’s thoughts. “I fail to catch the typical vibrations of the killers and ravagers. Your crime . . . was it political?”


  “Why, yes!” Mark assented hurriedly. It wouldn’t do for this Venusian to suspect he was an operative. “To put it briefly, I am classified as too individualistic for the new order of ‘controlled endeavor’. Also typed as irreconcilable—and you know what that means!”


  “Perfectly!” The enigmatic smile hovering on the Venusian’s lips faded slowly. “I, too, am a ‘political’. My father was Bedrim, the Liberator. All we of Venus asked was real independence instead of the mock freedom your Earth grants us; in reality we are a vassal state with no voice but Earth’s.”


  “Bedrim!” Mark exclaimed, aghast. For more than a decade that name had made history, engulfing three planets in a suicidal struggle that had ended in a stalemate. Bedrim was dead now, Mark knew; but in Venus and even on Mars, the name was a glorious legend. It was only with the greatest effort and vigilance that Earth was able to enforce the peace.


  “So this is what became of you!” Mark said slowly, softly. “The three worlds do not know, they still wonder—” Then he caught himself and bit his lip.


  “Yes,” Aladdo murmured bitterly. “The worlds do not know. I was to be given amnesty, I was so young; but your inner Council decided that as long as I lived I would be a rallying point for irreeoncilables of Venus, and so I was hunted from planet to planet until . . . well, here I am on my own world, but as far away from my people as if I were on Betelgeuse. Here I do not live.”


  “But surely there must be some way of convincing the Council that you’re harmless! And if that fails, well . . . of getting you out of here!”


  “Out of Paradim?” Aladdo’s smile had all the despairing bitterness of a soul damned for all eternity; all the tears and the anguish and the wracking sorrow of the condemned since the world began seemed to be frozen for an instant in that smile. “Look about you, Earthman!”


  It was true. Mark had to acknowledge the psychological genius who had devised the Venusian Prison System. For five hundred miles the swamp Paradim extended in either direction, impassable, pitted with sink holes into which a man would disappear without trace. And beyond were the impenetrable jungles, alive with lurking carnivora, lurking monsters of the night, red in tooth and claw. Only on the opposite hemisphere were the two larger and hospital continents of Venus.


  Here, on this tiny continent, the prison ship came once a month, to hover over the tiny islet in the middle of the swamp, the only spot of firm ground for untold miles. Here it dropped supplies and food, and occasionally picked up the little heaps of fabulous Venusian pearls. There were no guards and none were needed, for at night when the awful humidity increased, the men worked or died. With night came the dreaded fog, lurid in the ghostly illumination of the igniis fatui, the phosphorescent radiance of this vast graveyard. And the idle died. Decomposition of the blood set in; essential salts within their bodies were dissolved, cellular activity ceased, and their bodies bloated. Not many, however, were idle.


  Escape? For years it had been thought a virtual impossibility. The very thought would have brought smiles to the grim faces of that august body, the Tri-Planetary Bureau of Prisons. And yet—a notorious killer who had been sent to this swamp only a year ago, had recently been found dead—out in space!


  A PATROL ship had found the body floating a few thousand miles off Callisto, an atom-blast hole drilled neatly through the forehead. There was not the slightest doubt that this was the same man. How had this criminal been able to escape the swamp and travel to Callisto, millions of miles away? It was a mystery and above all, a challenge. Apparently the Venus Prison had ceased to be impregnable. And that was why Mark Denning, the Prison Bureau’s leading investigator, was here.


  “Guard your pearl, middle species,” Aladdo’s voice was ironic once more. “Escape, and with it you may buy a pardon!” Without a backward glance, the Venusian moved on with nightmare slowness through the swirling mists, pushing his basket into which the Josmian globes were loaded.


  Escape, Mark thought, following the Venusian. He did not need to escape, he could signal the prison ship to pick him up the next time it arrived. He wondered if he should. He had been here two months, and they were an eternity that dwarfed any concept of hell. But he hadn’t any clue to the mystery of the escaping convicts, and he could hardly return with a confession of failure.


  He looked ahead through the mists, at the slender body of Aladdo in its tight-fitting sheath of metallic blue. “I would miss Aladdo,” Mark whispered to himself; “and if he can stand it here, I should be able to!”


  “What are you mumbling about to yourself?” Aladdo’s mocking voice came back to him. “That lowers you from the middle species to the sub species again.” He held up a Josmian globe against the greenish swamp glow. “White,” he said contemptuously and threw it into the basket.


  Pushing through the muck with his tremendous strength, Mark cut the distance that separated them. “You may have my purple one, Aladdo. I will not need it, and perhaps you . . . with it you might. . . .”


  “If I were to gather a hundred purple ones, I could not buy my release.” The Venusian was staring at Mark peculiarly, as if wondering why he should have made that offer. “Do you suppose, Earthman, any of the other men saw you find it? They would kill you for it—cheerfully.”


  “No, I think not; no one saw me bring it up but you.”


  “Then guard it.” Aladdo eyed Mark’s powerful frame critically. “Guard it with your life, for you may have to fight for it soon.”


  “Telepathy! You’ve caught someone’s thought vibrations?” Mark asked in a whisper. He well knew that telepathy, although not commonly used, was an established fact among the Venusians.


  But Aladdo’s long lashes rested against pallid cheeks, veiling eyes that were abrim with something Mark could not understand. “No,” the winged one said at last, “it wasn’t a thought vibration—not that clear—perhaps a vibration of evil! Be alert, Earthman. I can say no more.”


  “All right, thanks, Aladdo.” But inwardly Mark cursed the inherent Venusian mania for ultra-reserve, for making a mystery of even the most commonplace affairs. “Let’s head for the island, it’s almost dawn.”


  Above, the cloud-cap was prismatic with color as the sun tried feebly to penetrate the grayness and then gave up the attempt, as if it had tried many times before and failed. Slowly the vast swamp’s contours came into view, with their small island a faint green line against the horizon’s rim. And as the grayish dawn light increased, suffusing the grim morass, Mark and Aladdo made their slow way toward it.


  II


  “UP you go!” Mark’s long muscles corded as he heaved and Aladdo’s body left the mud with a sucking sound, to sprawl on the solid ground of the island. Presently the Earthman joined him, and for a few seconds they rested silently.


  All around them the vegetation surged, lush and matted, inextricably tangled with parasitic vines. Whereas the expanse of swamp was bare of the myriad growths of Venus, for some unknown chemical reason, the island itself was riotous with them. It was as if every inch of terra firma were precious. The humid air was hot and stagnant, heavy with the overpowering fragrance of flowers. Even after two months of conditioning, Mark had difficulty in breathing, as the odors of this alien world increased as the temperature rose.


  “Arrgh, what a world!” Mark said disgustedly, as he rose to his feet. “I’m going to bathe, before the gang arrives. You’d better come too.” Together they went up the vine-entangled path toward the barracks, and, rounding a corner of the building, followed another path to where a small spring gushed from an elevation; it fell in a sparkling shower and then meandered a few feet to lose itself in the swamp.


  Aladdo, as usual, merely let the water flow over the metallic suit that sheathed the slender body. By the time they had finished bathing, the rest of the convicts began to emerge from radiating paths, to dump their swamp pearls onto the growing heap by the side of their barracks. Some of the men threw themselves on the ground, exhausted in minds and bodies, and were almost instantly asleep. A few sat against the barracks wall and chewed the deadly tsith stems, their eyes vacant, their faces gray. Tsith was awful stuff, even if it did banish pain. Mark knew that these men wouldn’t last long, but he wondered if perhaps they weren’t the wiser ones after all!


  Returning from his bath to the barracks, Mark found that Aladdo had disappeared. He entered, and donned a thin rubberoid garment from among his meager store of personal belongings. It resembled one of the ancient woolen suits that Earthmen had used against the cold many centuries before; but there was a great difference. Mark’s garment was impervious to cold or heat, highly flexible, yet the interlining of allurium mesh could intercept anything short of a ray blast.


  When Mark emerged, he found Aladdo talking in very low tones, with a tall, Martian-Venusian half-breed. This man was fantastic. He had the slenderness of the Venusians, and the finely chiseled features, but his eyes were Martian—deep purple and immense, far too large for the face. The breadth of shoulder and barrel chest was Martian too, ludicrous in comparison with the wasp waist and slender thighs.


  Mark had seen this half-breed about the swamp before, and wondered who he was. Now Aladdo, glancing up, called to him. Mark walked over to them.


  “This is Luhor, Earthman,” the Venusian crossed both hands at the wrists in the immemorial Venusian gesture indicating that a friend was being introduced. “Luhor, the Earthman’s name is Mark. He is the one I told you about. Note the muscular power of the body, the intelligence of the face, no less than middle-order. I think you shall find him most useful.”


  MARK felt as if he were on the auction block, as Aladdo calmly pointed out his physical attributes. He was mystified. At the back of his mind a vague memory strove to emerge; it was barely a sense of having seen this man Luhor before, moving among the torpid convicts and whispering to them briefly. Perhaps it had been an allusion of the swamp’s night glow, and yet, the feeling persisted. Mark extended his hand to the Maritan-Venusian, who eyed him silently, expressionless, without grasping the proffered hand. Around them, the atmosphere was electric.


  At last Luhor spoke. “Only fifteen can go. They have been picked out!” His was a rumbling voice, emotionless—cold.


  “Eliminate one then,” Aladdo said imperiously.


  “How? They’ll fight like Ocelandians; they already know they’ve been picked, O Alaadian!”


  Then Mark Denning understood. Escape was being planned. Aladdo was one of those to go, and was trying to induce Luhor to include him! Mark’s heart was pounding, he knew that it was now or never; he must be among those who escaped. He would never again be so close to the solution of the mysteries he had been sent here to solve.


  “Pm new here,” Mark spoke hurriedly. “Look at my arms, my chest. I have tremendous strength and endurance. My vitality has not been sapped by the swamp as yet. Take me also, Luhor, I’ll repay you beyond anything you can dream of!”


  The half-breed’s mouth twisted slowly into a cold sneer as he gazed at the Earthman, then he shrugged his shoulders. It might have meant anything, but Mark thought it meant denial. In silence Luhor bowed to Aladdo and strode off toward a group of several men. It was odd, Mark thought—a half-breed convict showing such a mark of respect to another convict. But perhaps it was because Luhor was half Venusian, and Bedrim had been Aladdo’s father. Mark turned questioningly to Aladdo.


  He was amazed to see sudden alarm leap into the Venusian’s eyes, together with a warning cry.


  Mark stepped lithely aside, but not in time to avoid a terrific blow between his shoulder-blades that left a burning point of fire in his flesh. He half fell to his knees, but whirled around to confront a bestial face, maddened now by blood-lust. In the attacker’s hand was the haft and a piece of broken blade from what had evidently been a smuggled knife. It was useless now, shattered against the allurium mesh interlining of Mark’s suit.


  With a cry of baffled rage the attacking Earthman hurled the broken weapon into Mark’s face, and launched himself close behind it. Mark rolled slightly aside, then gained his feet and whirled to face his attacker. Mark was icy calm now, He awaited the convict’s next rush, then sent a straight left unerringly to the man’s head, driving him off-balance. Mark kept facing him, balanced lightly on his toes as the man came boring back in tenaciously. Mark’s right arm was a peg upon which he hung the convict’s blow, while he used the boxer’s left, long and weaving, throwing it swiftly three times like a cat sparring with a mouse.


  The killer rushed, aggressive and eager. Mark let his heels touch the ground this time, refused to give way. He took a murderous hook to the stomach without flinching, countered with a quick left to the face and then a vicious right-cross. The convict’s face seemed to lose contour, its features blurred as the face went gory; his feet crossed and his knees went suddenly rubbery, he fell with a crash and didn’t get up.


  MARK towered above him, breathing heavily, only now aware of the little group of interested men who had watched.


  “You fight like a Venusian Ocelandian—as ruthless, and as methodical.” It was Luhor who stepped forward and spoke; he was grinning twistedly as he surveyed Mark’s handiwork.


  “Now I wonder why he wanted to eliminate me?” Mark gestured puzzledly.


  For an answer Aladdo, standing close by him, tapped the spot where in a hidden, inner pocket reposed the purple pearl. The gesture went unnoticed by Luhor, but Mark suddenly understood.


  “What do you care?” Luhor waved a hand as if dismissing the fallen foe. “He was one of the chosen. You may take his place, Earthman, since you have so neatly disabled him.” His large weird eyes took in Mark’s physique with a new interest.


  To Aladdo he said, “You have your wish.” Again there was that odd note of deference in his voice. He bowed slightly and turned away again to the gathered little group of men.


  “When do we start?” Mark whispered eagerly to Aladdo.


  But the Venusian’s eyes were preternaturally bright. A frail hand was held up for silence. Mark stood tense, listening. The brightness of Aladdo’s eyes seemed to increase.


  And then Mark heard it. They all heard it. It was unbelievable.


  The low, powerful hum of a repulsion beam rent the stillness. It was faint and far away at first, but became steadily louder. This, Mark knew, was not the hornet’s hum of the tiny craft the Prison Bureau sent with supplies; this was the unmistakable vibration of a Spacer hovering above them!


  Soon the immense bulk of the spaceship dropped slowly from the cloud banks above, like a silvery ghost descending. It hovered fifty feet above the islet, the powerful repulsion beam humming its deafening drone. An under-hull lock opened. A long flexible ladder rushed uncoiling through the murky atmosphere until it struck the ground a dozen paces from the barracks.


  “Back!” Luhor’s voice crackled like an icy javelin as an avalanche of humanity scrambled toward the ladder, clawing, tearing and screaming. In his hand he held an atom-blast capable of annihilating that entire snarling group. They saw it and halted uncertainly. Luhor strode calmly toward the ladder and again shouted, “Back, you vermin!” He brought the weapon up as if to fire, and the tattered dregs who had been human beings still prized life enough to retreat sullenly.


  In a cold voice Luhor called names from a list in his hand. His huge purple orbs inspected each man to step forward, then he waved them toward the ladder. Aladdo was first, and Mark’s heart leaped as the Venusian scrambled up the weaving ladder, grasping the metal rungs with fragile hands. One by one, fifteen convicts were called. Mark was among the last, and he heard Luhor ordering the remaining convicts into the swamp. Two disobeyed and leaped forward desperately. Luhor’s atom-blast spat, one man dropped in his tracks and the other went scrambling back. Cries, imprecations, curses and pleadings dwindled as the men retreated to the mud.


  It was then that Luhor himself began to ascend the rungs, as the ladder was slowly pulled up. A rush of maddened convicts clawed at empty air as the stairway to freedom rose above their heads. Luhor laughed mocking’y down at them. Mark, just above, suddenly hated Luhor for that.


  INSIDE the Spacer, with the air-lock closed, Luhor turned to the waiting men. His rumbling voice rose commandingly. “Anyone with weapons, whatever they are, throw them on the floor before you; if you refuse, or we have to search you and find them, you’ll be dropped through the air-lock into the swamp. Choose!”


  The absolute cold finality of his tone left no doubt. A veritable arsenal of sharpened rocks, crude metal knives, and bent wires coated with deadly poison from Venusian plants, showered down.


  “All through?” The half-breed’s purple eyes ranged down the line of men, as if he could see into their minds. There was a moment of silence, then one of the men hesitantly dropped an outmoded heat-gun, old-fashioned but deadly. Luhor’s eyebrows went up, and he smiled thinly. “All right,” he told a member of the crew, “gather up this junk and toss it out. You new men follow me. First you’ll sluice off the mud and put on some decent clothes. Afterwards you’ll see the Commander; and,” he added, “the Commander will see you!” A fleeting smile hovered on his lips as if he had a little joke all his own.


  Mark was amazed at the spaciousness of the ship, and at the luxury of its appointments. It was apparent at once that this was no ordinary Spacer, for it was a fighting craft as well—a long, slim torpedo of death modern beyond anything he’d ever seen. He only obtained a glimpse of a few of the craft’s weapons, but they looked formidable enough to tackle anything the Tri-Planetary ships could muster. He tried not to appear too curious, however; he knew that just now his best bet was to look dazed and docile.


  He glanced around for Aladdo, but the little Venusian had disappeared. Mark wasn’t too surprised. He was satisfied to know that Aladdo was on the ship, and that eventually he would appear.


  The men scrubbed themselves with soap under needles of warm water, and achieved cleanliness for the first time in many months. Dressed in clean trousers and tunics, they were ready at last to go before the Commander. The men moved restlessly and whispered among themselves. None knew where they were going, or why. They only knew that a miracle had happened and they had been delivered from the great swamp. It didn’t occur to any of them as yet that there could be a situation even remotely as bad as their living death in the swamp.


  One by one, they were called, as they waited in the ship’s comfortable leisure-room. At its far end was an automatic beryllium door, and as each man’s name was called through an amplifier, the door would open to permit a man to go through. Already nine men had passed through, and none had emerged.


  Mark could hardly restrain his impatience. Behind that door was the solution of a great mystery—a mystery which had grown in importance beyond anything the Prison Bureau officials had dreamed of, Mark realized, considering the perilous super-efficiency of this spaceship, now speeding away from Venus!


  MARK’S name was called last, and he tried to achieve a careless nonchalance as he walked toward the door that opened silently for him. He would not have been too surprised to find that Aladdo was the Commander of this ship; that thought had occurred to him. As he entered the huge compartment, however, he had only a confused impression of brilliant lighting and indiscriminate luxury. Magnificent, ceiling-high tapestries covered the metal walls; beneath his feet, the resilient pile of an imperial Martian rug was a splash of varicolored splendour. Ornaments from three planets were everywhere, some of them museum pieces, like the desk of extinct Martian Majagua wood, inlaid with miniature mosaics of semi-precious stones.


  “Loot from the spacelanes!” Mark exclaimed inwardly. And then he was beyond all amazement as his gaze went across the bright room, and he saw the two people present.


  One was Luhor, dressed resplendently now, the shadow of a smile upturning the corners of his mouth. He was standing. Seated at a desk beside him was a girl. She was clad in a close-fitting uniform of a white, gleaming material like watered silk.


  Mark slowly let out his breath, and then he crossed the room. He wondered if she were really that beautiful, or if it was just the garish lights and surroundings.


  She spoke first. “If you must be amazed, please do it quickly. I am weary of these interviews.”


  Mark looked at her eyes that were blue but unsmiling, and lips that smiled thinly but didn’t mean it. Her slightly turned-up nose would have been amusing ordinarily but wasn’t now. Coppery brown hair was brushed smoothly back from her forehead, to fall in waves to her shoulders. Mark wished she would smile with her eyes as well as her lips.


  His own smile faded, he took a deep breath and said, “I am sufficiently amazed.”


  “Good. Then we can proceed. Luhor, is this the last one?”


  “Yes. He’s the one I was telling you about.”


  She turned her cold blue eyes upon Mark again. Her voice was emotionless, almost a monotone. “Luhor tells me you were exceedingly anxious to leave the Venus swamp. Why?”


  “Why!” Mark repeated in amazement. “Why does any man want to leave there? It’s a living death—and I was slowly going crazy.”


  “You had only been there a few months?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Why were you sent there?”


  Mark hesitated for a split second, and decided he had better stick to the same story he’d told Aladdo. “I’m a ‘political’,” he said.


  She nodded, as though satisfied. “I have never been actually in the swamp. I understand that you worked hard there?”


  “Yes, very hard. We had to, to stay alive.”


  “You will work very hard for me—for the same reason. Perhaps you will wish you had stayed in the swamp. What can you do?”


  Mark brightened. “Around a spaceship? I can handle rocket-tubes, or controls. Also probably any weapon you care to mention. Calculations and differential equations are pretty easy. I could almost quote you the entire Advanced Principles of Space Navigation. . . .” With a rush of nostalgia Mark was remembering all the mechanics and mathematics of his four years in Government Spacer School. He went on with cool confidence, “I could take one of your atomotors apart, jumble the pieces and put it together again. I’m really a mechanic rather than a spaceman. Spacery’s only a hobby of mine. . . .”


  She swung her eyes over to the halfbreed. Luhor nodded, grinning with huge amusement. She said to Mark:


  “You will work at the mines, where you are going. You can make that a hobby of yours. I do not like men with me in space who know more about a ship than I do.”


  Mark slowly seethed, but said nothing. She waved a slim hand in dismissal. Luhor, still grinning, showed Mark the door by which to go out.


  III


  MARK awakened suddenly, aware that someone was shaking him. Intense light almost blinded him as he opened his eyes, and he shut them hurriedly. He lay for a few seconds enjoying the luxury of the berth on which he had slept. It had been long since he’d felt the yielding comfort of a coil-pad beneath his body, or cool Lynon sheets against his flesh.


  “Rouse yourself,-sluggard!” The voice was mocking, familiar, rich with golden overtones. “Get that deficient brain of yours to working, lower order!”


  “Aladdo! You Venusian demon—where have you been?” In his delight Mark grabbed Aladdo’s slender hands and almost crushed them. “I was beginning to think I’d have to tear this ship apart to find you!”


  “My hands!” Aladdo exclaimed in alarm and withdrew them. But there was shining joy in his smile. Perched on the edge of the berth, the tiny Venusian regarded the giant Earthman with laughing eyes, bluer even than the azure wings that hung like a cloak. But it was a subtly different Aladdo; glowing and clean until the exquisitely chiseled face was like alabaster, the curling close-cropped hair blue-black and gleaming.


  Dressed in a soft gray tunic and tight white trousers, the wings were vivid in contrast, almost iridescent. The tiny feet were encased in bootlets of red Ocelandian fur, and a belt of platinum links circled the narrow waist, holding a holster with a small short-range atom-blast.


  Surprised, Mark flicked a forefinger at the weapon and looked inquiringly at Aladdo. “They let you have this?”


  “Yes,” the Venusian nodded. “Remember, Bedrim was my father; I can be most useful to them. Although my father’s dead, there are still followers on three planets, ready at a moment’s notice to rally behind a leader. I could be that leader—or at least appear to be. I am a guest of honor on this cruiser—a prisoner, of course,” Aladdo smiled ironically, “but shown every courtesy. I even have my own private quarters instead of sleeping here with the crew.”


  “But what is it all about, Aladdo?” Mark was exasperated as the mystery grew. “What’s the purpose behind all this? Ruthless criminals salvaged from a Venusian Prison swamp, and now this super-cruiser built to withstand anything! And who is that girl? I—” But the Venusian interrupted him.


  “No time now. You’ll learn everything presently. Dress quickly and come with me.


  “I’m dressed,” Mark answered, springing up. He zipped on light, insulated shoes and followed Aladdo to the main cabin. The rest of the men were already there, clustered about the starboard ports in an excited group. The light in this room was blazing. Mark could feel the gentle vibration of the atomotors somewhere deep in the spaceship, and again the question overwhelmed him: where were they going?


  HE was soon to learn. Recklessly he gazed out into space. Instantly he pivoted away, as if a gigantic hand had spun him. He had looked almost directly into the sun!


  It was a sun vast beyond imagining, tongues of flame flickering slowly out for thousands of miles. He knew it was only the thickness of the Crystyte ports that saved the men’s eyes. Slowly Mark’s eyes became accustomed to the fierce glare and by shading them obliquely he could discern the object of the men’s excitement—a dark little speck of a planet sweeping in its orbit just beyond the sun’s rim. It rapidly grew larger as the spaceship moved inward on a long tangent.


  “Mercury!” Mark exclaimed, staring. “No, we crossed the orbit of Mercury two hours ago.” It was Aladdo who spoke beside him.


  “Then, that must be . . . but it’s impossible!” Mark laughed a little wildly. “How long since we left Venus?”


  “Ten hours, Earthman. It is possible. That is the planet Vulcan.”


  “Unbelievable,” Mark almost whispered. “Why, it takes the fastest Patrol cruiser forty-eight hours to reach Mercury’s orbit from Venus. Lord! What sort of speed has this Spacer?”


  But Aladdo didn’t answer. A door had opened and Luhor stepped in.


  “Vulcan,” he said tonelessly. “As we approach, even the thickness of these ports won’t be enough. Put on these.”


  He handed the men pairs of Crystyte goggles, the lenses specially processed.


  “Does this mean we’re actually going to attempt a landing on Vulcan?” Mark asked the half-breed. “It’s madness! It has never been done!”


  “But it has been done.” Luhor gazed at Mark frigidly. “You merely have never heard of it.”


  “Who’s at the controls?” Mark struggled to subdue the excitement in his voice.


  “Why, the Commander, naturally—assisted by myself.” Luhor’s vast chest arched with pride. “Observe closely, Earthman, and you will be treated to as masterly a feat of navigation as you’re likely ever to see again!” His purple orbs roved over the men, clean-dressed, and rested, the haunted look beginning to fade from their eyes. He nodded approval, as he turned and left.


  “A base at Vulcan!” Mark was repeating inwardly. And a cold fear at this growing mystery grew apace within him.


  It was not only a masterly feat of navigation—it was incredible as the hurtling spaceship continued along its tangent, until Vulcan, slightly smaller than Mercury, came swinging around to bisect their trajectory.


  Very neatly, their speed was manipulated to allow the planet to come between them and the sun; then the great Spacer began to pursue a direct course. Mark noticed that Vulcan kept one side eternally sunwards. Swiftly the spaceship approached the dark, outward side. Actually it was not “dark” but it could be called so in comparison with the molten sunward side.


  Mark realized the almost insurmountable difficulty of keeping the Spacer on a trajectory, with the sun’s tremendous gravitational pull so dangerously near; the slightest deviation now would send them hurtling past Vulcan and into that flaming hecotomb. He knew, as well, that there could be no atmosphere on Vulcan to help them brake.


  BUT even as these thoughts were racing through his mind, Vulcan came rushing up at them with the fury of a miniature hell running rampant. Its surface was lividly aglow, with the flaming curve of the sun as a backdrop blotting out the horizon. Suddenly they were leveling over its surface, at a speed that to Mark spelled disaster. He saw the fore-jets flaming over a wide terrain of what might have been lava or pumice, but that didn’t seem to check their reckless speed at all. Directly ahead black mountain ranges sheered upward as if to disembowel the ship on jagged summits. Mark merely closed his eyes, awaiting the crash that seemed inevitable. No ship he knew could ever brake in time at that suicidal speed.


  A terrific force jarred him to the floor. A profound nausea made him retch. Then Luhor was touching his shoulder, and Mark opened his eyes.


  “All out, we’re home!” the half-breed grinned. “You’re lucky that the synchronized magnetic fields minimize deceleration, Earthman.” Doors were opening, voices were drifting into the ship. The vibration of the atomotors had ceased.


  White-faced and shaken, the men debarked into a wide corridor hewn out of solid rock, into which the ship had berthed. Glancing back, Mark saw metal doors of titanic proportions now hermetically closed; ahead were similar doors. Then he heard the deep, far-away throbbing of generators and he knew that he was in an air-lock built on a gigantic scale. A few seconds later the inner doors slid open.


  As they walked forward Luhor turned to Mark with a proud smile. “You won’t find that type of navigation in the ‘Advanced Principles,’ eh, Earthman?”


  “No, indeed not,” Mark admitted. “But I still don’t understand that braking process!”


  Luhor pointed to colossal sets of coils, in niches along each side of the vast corridor. “Synchronized magnetic degravitation fields; they arrest mass and speed synchronously, finally stopping the spacer in a graduating net of force. Similar coils to these exist for a mile along the gorge back there, through which we came. Even so it is a very delicate and precise process.”


  They stepped into a grotto so vast as to dwarf anything Mark had ever imagined. It extended for miles, sheltering an entire little city! Mark saw rows of stone dwellings, stream-lined, ultra-modern. From larger buildings came the sounds of blast furnaces and an occasional flash of ruddy glow. Groups of workmen hurried past, glanced curiously at the new arrivals but didn’t stop to fraternize. And then Mark saw Carston.


  Ernest Carston! One of the very highest men among the Tri-Planetary Prison Bureau officials I The surprise stopped Mark Denning in his tracks, but fortunately, thanks to his training, he managed to keep his face impassive as they recognized each other simultaneously. Carston flashed him a quick look that seemed to say, “Later!”


  Then the newcomers were marching in silence to a spacious building, where they were assigned rooms. The furnishings were simple, but comfortable, and Luhor led them to the rear of the building where the dining-room was located.


  They ate with the famished eagerness of men who had long subsisted on compressed synthetic rations. Then they were issued cigarettes. To the men who had been doomed on Venus only a few hours previously, it was like awakening in heaven from a nightmare in hell.


  Through Mark’s mind ran an ancient saying: “Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow . . .”


  IV


  STANDING in the doorway, the girl of the unsmiling blue eyes surveyed the new men silently. Her trim, aloof figure instantly commanded their attention, and their respect as well.


  “I cannot waste words on you,” she said abruptly, “for my time is limited. I know all of your names, so you shall know mine as well, although it will mean nothing to you. I am Cynthia Marnik, but you will address me always as Commander. You will obey me implicitly in ah things here. Second to me, you will obey Luhor.


  “All of you volunteered to come. Now that you’re here, you are part of our scheme of things and you will work as hard as you did in the swamp. It is dangerous work, but you will have ample remuneration. Idlers and grumblers will be done away with, I promise you. Your lives were forfeit in the swamp, and that is not altered by your being on Vulcan.” She paused as if waiting for objections, but every man was silent.


  “Very well; Luhor will explain later what you’re here for. Meanwhile you are free to go anywhere you like within the city, but be ready to work about eight earth-hours from now.” As abruptly as she had come, Commander Cynthia Marnik turned and was gone.


  The men smoked and talked among themselves, speculating what their tasks might be. The memory of the Prison Swamp was too recent for them to care much.


  Mark rose quietly and stepped out of the dining-room. He’d noticed that Aladdo was absent from the meal, and he wondered if his Venusian friend was still an ‘honored guest. Deciding to inspect the city, Mark tried to retrace his steps to those buildings where he had heard the blast furnaces; but at the first crosscorridor Ernest Carston stepped out and walked beside him. He smiled at Mark Denning, but held a warning finger to his lips.


  They walked in silence, while the corridors became rockier and more dimly lighted. At last, far away from the city, Carston stopped under an immense jutting rock and quietly gripped Mark’s hand. There was a world of feeling in his voice as he said barely whispering:


  “I’d lost hope of ever seeing any of you again!”


  “How did you get here?” Mark asked the question that had been burning in his mind. “Did they pick you up at the swamp, too?”


  “Yes. We’re both on the same trail—and here the trail ends.”


  “But I had no idea you’d preceded me,” Mark told him. “It must have been considered a far more important assignment than I was told, to send you to the Swamp!”


  “We didn’t know, we weren’t certain,” Carston said thoughtfully. “But we received a bit of information which, if true, was of the greatest importance. It seemed impossible, fantastic, but the hazard was so great, that even what amounted to a vague rumor warranted my going. You were to follow in a few months, without knowing I had gone ahead. Well, you already know most of the rest; but Earth’s government doesn’t even suspect the deadly peril it will soon have to face!”


  “I’m afraid,” Mark stated frankly, “that there are a lot of gaps in what I do know. I can tell, of course, that something mighty big is going on here. But what was that bit of information you received?”


  “It goes back nearly a quarter of a century,” Carston replied slowly, “and concerns a man named George Marnik. He, and his young wife, were among the first pioneers to venture out to Callisto. Those were the ruthless years, when the great Earth Monopolies stopped at nothing, were very often lawless, and usually got what they wanted.” Carston paused to light a cigarette.


  “GEORGE MARNIK,” he went on, discovered one of the richest palladium veins on Callisto, and was developing it slowly. But—one of the Monopolies decided that it wanted Marnik’s rich vein. In an ensuing struggle with some of the Monopoly’s hired hoodlums, Marnik’s wife was burned down brutally with an electrogun. She left a daughter, about five years old, whom they had named Cynthia . . . do you follow me?”


  “Go on,” Mark said in a cold, dry voice.


  “Well, after the tragedy, George Marnik disappeared. He was never heard of again—except by the Earth Monopolies. They heard of him plenty. He terrorized the spacelanes for years, and more than one Monopoly went under, bankrupt by the incessant attacks on their ships by an enemy who had achieved a ruthlessness greater even than theirs. It was rumored that Marnik had vowed never to set foot on Earth again, and that his life was dedicated to the destruction of the Monopolies. He almost achieved his task, except that the Earth’s government finally stepped in and dissolved the Monopolies.” Carston paused and drew in a long breath.


  “And then?” Mark urged, as if fascinated by this saga of another day.


  “Why, then as you know, Emperor Bedrim of Venus achieved his famous alliance with Dar Vaajo of Mars, and together they sought to end Earth’s domination and exploitation of their planets. You know about the bitter ten years’ war—that’s history. But when the Tri-Planetary Patrol was formed, during the truce that followed at the death of Bedrim, half the Solar System was searched for George Marnik’s base and the rich plunder he was reputed to have there. It was all in vain. You can now see why! The Patrol has never been able to land on Vulcan.”


  “But if I remember correctly,” Mark Denning said reminiscently, “George Marnik was certified as dead, as the years went by and piracy ceased. The records gave no information as to his daughter Cynthia, she was merely marked ‘Missing’.”


  “Precisely!” Carston assented.


  “Then that vital bit of information you received must have concerned this base on Vulcan!”


  “No. Worse! It concerned that George Marnik was alive and planning to end the Inter-Planetary Truce, to loose bitter war upon three worlds again!”


  “Good Lord!” Mark was stunned. “But how? Venus and Mars were disarmed under Earth’s dictated peace!”


  “Yes, true. Mars is a small and dying race and not to be greatly feared. But Venus has never become reconciled. You know their unholy pride and their utter conviction that theirs are the greatest minds in our universe. Underneath the apparently peaceful surface, revolt’s smoldering.”


  “Revolt fanned by Marnik?”


  “Yes,” Carston went on. “If George Marnik did have some fantastic plan in mind, Venus would be the likeliest place for him to find backing and followers.


  On the face of it, it seemed absurd, of course. But when the supply of Venusian Pearls dwindled to a mere trickle, and a criminal from the swamp was found dead millions of miles away, in the vicinity of Callisto, we knew then that there was a definite tie-up. It was time to investigate. George Marnik, the last space pirate, is alive—an ancient, embittered wreck living on hate!” Carston fell silent.


  “AND Commander Cynthia, his daughter,” Mark whispered musingly, “is the one in charge now!”


  “Yes. You wouldn’t have believed it possible, eh? But remember, during those reckless years when her father was the most hunted man in the universe, Cynthia grew up with him, constantly at his side, learning all the tricks of a master at piracy. She must share her father’s hatred for a world that only brought them tragedy and sorrow. Marnik’s psychopathic, of course, his mind’s warped; she must share his views, although at times I wonder . . . sometimes when I look at her . . . His voice dwindled.


  “So it all boils down to one thing,” Mark’s analytical mind had already absorbed all the facts. “That Spacer that brought us here is a menace to civilization. Its speed alone is beyond anything we have at present; a fleet of them could wreak havoc on Earth’s forces. Earth must be warned at all costs, Carston!”


  Ernest Carston looked at Mark pityingly, lines of weariness and anxiety creasing his face. “Do you think,” he said slowly, “if there were any way out, I would be here? Vulcan and the Venus Swamp both have a thing in common: there’s no escape, escape through Marnik.


  Commander Cynthia only carries out his orders.”


  “But she’s a woman, Carston. If she could be made to realize what another Inter-Planetary war means—the awful carnage, the destruction—perhaps she could somehow be reached!”


  “I wish that were possible!” Carston exclaimed fervently. “But she’s like a being that’s hypnotized. George Marnik must dominate her completely, old and decrepit as he must be. Remember, it’s the only life she’s ever known. He must be the only being she’s ever loved.”


  “Have you any concrete knowledge of their plans?”


  “No. Only deductions. Dar Vaajo, ruler of Mars, was here three weeks ago. Cynthia brought him. For hours he was with Marnik in the latter’s palace. That can only mean one thing, of course. And then there’s the new metal. That is the real problem and the real menace!”


  “Metal? A new alloy?” Mark Denning was all interest.


  “Nothing so simple as that,” Carston explained with tragic calm. “A metal unique in the universe! A new, allotropic form of beryllium which beyond a certain temperature reacts by hardening in direct ratio to pressure and heat! Once cast, it is literally heat and blast proof, and so light that it triples efficiency in relation to fuel consumption. And George Marnik’s building, has been building, a fleet of these Super-Spacers!”


  “I suppose they’re mining that metal here?” Mark’s face was white.


  “Yes, on the sunward side of Vulcan! That’s what swamp convicts are brought here for.”


  “And I suppose either the ore, or the smelted metal’s being shipped to secret bases on Mars and Venus?” Mark’s voice was strained and opaque.


  “Not yet, Earthman!” The alien voice was at once like a whiplash and like a fragment of music. Both men whirled about.


  OUT of the shadows, as if emerging from the bizarre scene of tortured rocks and twisted cavern-walls, stepped a slender figure with pendant wings.


  “Aladdo!” Mark felt a curious tingling at sight of his Venusian friend, as he went forward with hands outstretched.


  It was nothing compared to the shock mirrored on Carston’s face. “Aladdian!” he too exclaimed, a mixture of despair and impotent rage in his voice.


  “Peace, lower order!” Aladdo laughed, but hiding his hands behind his back as he addressed Mark. “I shall not trust my hands to you again. It is enough to have crippled wings!” The Venusian stared full into Carston’s eyes as he uttered the last words significantly, and the latter’s face turned deep red.


  “Are you still a guest? Where are they keeping you? I’ve missed you . . .” Mark turned to Carston, his face alight. “Aladdo saved my life in the swamp!”


  “I’m staying with the Commander and her father. It is a small universe after all,” he added, turning to Carston, “eh, Colonel?”


  “You know each other?” Mark asked, surprised.


  Carston’s face reddened and then paled. “I’m a servant of my Government,” he answered the Venusian stiffly. “My duty is to obey, not to question orders, Princess!”


  “What is all this? What do you mean, ‘Princess’ ? Will someone explain?” Mark was exasperated.


  “Aladdian’s the daughter of the late Emperor Bedrim of Venus,” Carston said, then fell silent.


  A look at the Venusian’s smiling face told Mark it was true. His own face was ludicrous, his mouth partly open, for the moment speechless. Then a dark flush of anger swept up like a tide to the roots of his hair.


  “A girl . . . a defenseless girl that’s never committed a crime in her life, condemned to that Venus Swamp! To the most ghastly, the most cruel living-death in the universe . . .” Words failed him as he shook with rage. “What was Earth’s Government thinking of? The Council must have been mad!” Mark Denning choked.


  “Careful!” Ernest Carston warned. “Remember you’re an Earthman, Denning. To question the Council is treason!”


  “Treason be damned, and the Council too!” Mark raged. “There are limits! There’s no reason for that Prison Swamp except greed. Better atom-blast habitual criminals than to condemn them there; that is worse than any crime!” He towered above Carston, a formidable engine of destruction, his face a mask of fury.


  Then a tiny, fragile hand was on his arm and the Venusian’s calm voice rose in the brief silence, “It is too late to remould the past. But we can refashion the immediate future, Mark Denning.”


  “Can we? How? It seems that Marnik and Commander Cynthia hold all the cards!”


  “Not all,” Aladdian shook her exquisite head. “They have perfected their plans for the immediate future—but we can be the element of the unpredictable!”


  “You mean . . . you’re not in sympathy with their plans? That you won’t serve as a rallying point to sway the masses of Venus?” Carston looked bewildered. “I thought when I saw you, that was the reason they’d brought you here! We know that your people would revolt at a word from you, Princess! That’s what our Government feared.”


  “I know. And I will not lead my people to an hecatomb in space. But neither will the Earth continue to exploit my planet and debouch my people. This time, there will be a peace and it will be equitable.” Aladdian had drawn herself to a full four feet eleven inches, and there was an imperious note in her voice. Carston stood silent and grim.


  MARK, looking at his Venusian friend anew, thought irrelevantly that, with the spike-heeled sandals of Earth, Aladdian would be only slightly under the average height of an Earth girl. He shook his head irritably. This was no time to ponder inconsequential things.


  “Aladdian,” he said, “do you know much of their plans and what is being done with this new metal?”


  “Partly. We have discussed ways and means since my arrival here. George Marnik is very impatient; I think he fears he may die before he can see his plans carried through. First he will equip a fleet equal or superior to Earth’s forces. Then he will take over Callisto, the new Gibraltar, between the inner and outer planets, after which he will complete an alliance with Venus and Mars. He does not plan to conquer Earth, he knows it would take years; but his scheme would bottle your planet, relegate it to the status of a minor power, without inter-planetary colonies, without outer revenues. Venus and Mars alone would expand in the Solar System.”


  “For a while,” Mark said laconically. “Mars would never be content with anything short of complete rule, as long as Dar Vaajo lives! And the metal? . . .”


  “It is smelted here under a secret process, and parts for the space cruisers and special rockets manufactured. Then they are stored in one of the asteroids where they will be assembled later into a fleet. That is all the data I have now.”


  “But this Luhor,” Mark asked, “what is his real status? Commander Cynthia seems to trust him implicitly.”


  “She does,” Aladdian replied. “He’s an old friend of George Marnik, one of his trusted lieutenants from the pirate days. But he’s a cold devil—combines the worst from both Venusian and Martian. Don’t under-estimate him . . . he can be deadly!”


  “I’ve had occasion to see that,”. Mark said dryly.


  “They’re all deadly in this deadly little planet!” Carston said vehemently. He looked far older than his scant thirty years, his face was bleak and haggard.


  “But this is heaven in comparison with the Prison Swamp,” Aladdian told him coldly. She seemed to have a determined animosity toward the high-ranking Earth official.


  “It wasn’t I who sent you there!”


  “No. It was only your relentless pursuit that eventually resulted in my capture,” the Venusian answered, “and it was only you who cut the tendons of my wings. Oh, I know—you were only acting under orders.”


  Aladdian was smiling again as she turned back to Mark. “We had better all go back to our quarters now, but it would be best if we did not return together.” She moved away, then added: “Watch Luhor, Mark; I am not sure, but I think he too is part of the ‘unpredictable.’ ”


  Mark watched her slim figure, with the azure wings and tight-curling, blue-black hair, melt away into the shadows.


  “I will see you tomorrow,” her voice floated back like a golden molten stream.


  V


  “ONLY twenty-two men, Luhor?”


  Commander Cynthia Marnik stood very straight and very slim in the center of the airlock, surveying the new men plus a sprinkling of others, preparatory to the trip outside. “Even less than the last trip!” Annoyance creased a frown between her blue eyes.


  “All we can spare, Commander. Every available man’s at the furnaces; your father has ordered it so.” Turning to the waiting men, Luhor began to instruct them in the operation of their metal surface suits.


  “As you can see, they’re two suits in one,” he explained tersely, “operating on the vacuum principle. Here’s the cooling device between each metal sheathing. You’ll have to bear more heat than you’ve ever endured, but don’t get panicky. Here’s where you regulate the oxygen flow into the helmet.” He indicated a little dial.


  Each man was assigned to a wide, flat-bottomed sled which he was to pull behind him. They were also equipped with curious, spur-like picks. Mark failed to understand the reason for such primitive methods, but remained discreetly silent.


  “You men who have made the trip before, help the new arrivals,” Luhor ordered curtly. Mark noted that Luhor himself was not going to accompany them, but Cynthia Marnik was already encased in her suit. Ernest Carston went over to help her adjust the helmet.


  “I can manage quite all right, thank you,” she said. But it did not escape Mark that her voice was soft and that she smiled at Carston. Carston came over to give Mark a hand. He smiled reassuringly through his helmet’s visiplate, then flicking on Mark’s radio-phone, said briefly:


  “Stay close to me! I’m one of the veterans.”


  “Bring Vulc, we’re about ready,” the Commander’s voice sounded startlingly inside Mark’s headpiece.


  “Who’s Vulc?” Mark asked Carston in a whisper.


  Before the latter could answer, there was a sudden unearthly rumbling behind them. Mark turned, stared, then froze in his tracks. A huge, awesome apparition was lumbering in a straight line for the Commander. It was vaguely human in that it possessed a head, torso, four limbs of elephantine proportions, and it waddled upright. But the human resemblance went no further.


  The creature’s skin, if skin it was, gleamed silvery metallic and gave the impression of being fluid! It reminded Mark of nothing so much as an immense blob of mercury that might at any moment collapse into a puddle and spread over the floor.


  But Vulc didn’t collapse. He approached the Commander and stood docilely waiting. She patted the creature’s arm and then landed him a package of something. Vulc rumbled his appreciation and poured the contents into a gash that appeared in his face. Then he waddled contentedly to a large sled and took up the reins.


  “Wow! Where did you ever dig up that?” Mark turned white-faced to Carston.


  “Vulc? He’s a native of this planet, but more than that, he’s our ambassador of peace!”


  The Commander’s crisp voice made further conversation impossible. “Single file, you men. Stay as close to each other as the sleds will permit. Carston, you stay in the middle, as usual, and watch out for the Blitzees. If you men work hard, we should be back within ten hours.”


  Silently the outer door of the lock slid open and the men began to file out, with the gigantic Vulc at the head. The brightness was intense, although they were on the planet’s “dark side.” Shimmering waves of heat danced before them over the flat terrain.


  At the very end of the line Commander Cynthia kept pace with them.


  “WHAT did you mean by ‘ambassador of peace,’ Carston?” Mark had purposefully fallen into line next to him.


  “Adjust your radio-phone to its shortest distance communication,” Carston directed him, “so it will be inaudible to anyone else.” As Mark did so, Carston continued, “We couldn’t get out the metal we’re after, without Vulc. His home is on the Neutral strip where we’re going—that part of the planet where the outward and sunward side meet. All of Vulc’s kin are there, and they resent us. They have attacked us before. We bring Vulc as an evidence of friendly intentions; they have a speech of sorts, and Vulc’s supposed to pacify them.”


  “What was it the Commander gave him before we left?”


  “Powdered metal, filings, and tiny scraps from the factories. That’s what’s in those big sacks up there on Vulc’s sled—a peace offering for his people.”


  “They subsist on metal!” Mark Denning was aghast.


  “Everything on this planet does—that is, everything native to it. And they’re impervious to heat, of course. If Vulc had not been captured by George Marnik almost immediately after it was born, it would never have been conditioned to the comparatively cool atmosphere of the Base.”


  In silence they trudged mile after mile, following the same line of black hills that housed their Base. Mark marvelled at how comfortable the vacuum suits were, but he knew the real heat hadn’t started yet.


  It came presently, as they veered further outward from the hills. The heat increased steadily and became more intense than anything Mark had ever experienced. Perspiration dripped stickily within his suit. He wanted to wipe his face but couldn’t; he could only shake his head to keep the sweat from his eyes.


  But there was no keeping the mirages from his eyes. In every direction the terrain rocked and rolled under huge undulating hazes of heat. Horizons leaped at him in wave after wave, and fled away again. The men ahead seemed to do fantastic dances.


  They no longer trod on rock. The ground beneath was soft, white and leprous looking, powdery almost as dust. Mark felt it hot around his metal-clad ankles. Now he realized the reason for the flat-bottomed sleds. He knew, too, that a spaceship could never venture over here and get back safely; compasses and magniplates and everything else would go haywire. Peering ahead, he discerned Vulc’s fantastic bulk which now had turned a glowing cherry red! He shuddered at the thought of what would happen to a man suddenly bereft of the protecting vacuum suit.


  Out of the silence, a vast rumbling sound rose like magnified thunder. Mark saw Carston fumble with his radio-phone then peer all about into the haze.


  “Blitzees coming!” he yelled into his instrument.


  Everyone stopped. Mark followed Carston’s line of sight, but he couldn’t see a thing.


  “Swarm coming from the left!” Carston yelled again.


  The Commander moved hurriedly along the line. “Lie down everyone, face to the left! Upend your sleds and if you value your lives, stay behind them!”


  For a second all was confusion as the men flung themselves to the powdery soil; then a metal barrier sprang up as the sleds came end to end. Still nothing could be seen.


  SUDDENLY then they came. The air was blue from crackling sparks as dozens of the Blitzees struck the sleds with the impact of bullets. A sound like the humming of millions of hornets was in their ears, as the greater part of the swarm passed overhead. Mark had a confused vision of electric blue streaks that writhed and zig-zagged, landed and leaped again, propelling themselves blindly. As suddenly as it had come, the danger was over.


  The men arose somewhat shakily. The ground about them was strewn with the snake-like Blitzees. Mark picked one up and found it to be metallic, about five inches in length, transparent blue in color. The head was triangular, eyeless; along its back Mark felt a thin, wiry sort of filament!


  “They’re like living bolts of electricity,” Carston told him. “They seem to short-circuit themselves when they strike the sleds.” The caravan continued.


  Hours later they arrived at their destination, a small rise in the terrain before them, covered with glittering crystals in huge, boulder-like lumps. The sides of the little hill was composed of the same ore, apparently in limitless amount.


  But as if guarding it against them, rows of reddy-glowing Vulcs stood motionless, elephantine, facing them. Mark couldn’t tell whether they were friendly or hostile. To him there was no expression to be seen on those fluid heads. But Commander Cynthia’s Vulc went over to his henchmen and jabbered in rumbling noises, pointing to the huge sacks on his own sled. Presently three of the Vulcs came over and snatched at the sacks, opened them and grabbed handfuls of the metallic filings. Seemingly satisfied, the trio lumbered off followed by the rest, bearing the sacks.


  The men began to work then, loading the ore on the sleds and breaking it with their small hand-picks. Even to have come here was bad enough, and to breathe was an agony—but to work, in this inferno of unimaginable heat and blinding glare, was a nightmare. More than once Mark felt himself sway, and stood quite still until the dizziness passed. One of the men pitched forward and lay still.


  Commander Cynthia examined the fallen man. She gestured to Vulc who grasped him and stretched him over the ore in his own sled. The Commander’s face was drawn and white through the visiplate, and her eyes were tragic. Mark was seeing evidences today that she was not entirely cold and heartless, as he had at first thought.


  It seemed an eternity before they were through with their task. At last the sleds were loaded to capacity, and they rested a while before starting the return journey.


  They could only pull the heavy sleds slowly now, and only the knowledge that every mile brought them nearer to the Base, away from this suffocating hell, spurred them on.


  After a while the Commander called a halt, and the men sank down against their sleds like puppets whose strings have been cut. There was a strange absence of curses and rebellion against the appalling experience they were undergoing; there was not enough strength left for that.


  Then Mark saw Commander Cynthia suddenly stand up. Through the visiplate her eyes were wide, and they mirrored horror!


  VI


  “UP on your feet, every man of you! Test your oxygen tanks—quickly!” Her voice was tense with suppressed emotion.


  Something in her tone seemed to cut a path through the heat-ridden lethargy of their minds, for the men staggered to their feet, hands fumbling for the testing buttons.


  Mark found his, and his eyes darted to the tiny dial inside his helmet. The pointer swung and registered one hour. Frantically he pressed the button again; once more the pointer inexorably indicated the same period of time.


  “One hour!” he breathed, stunned. That was barely a third of the time it would take to return to the Base! Out of the dancing mirage before him the alabaster face of Aladdian seemed to float and smile. With infinite, pain-laden regret Mark realized that unless a miracle happened he would never see her again, and now for the first time it dawned on him how much he wanted to.


  Around him the men were milling in confusion, panic-stricken. Their few hours’ stay at the Base had been like a brief taste of heaven, and life had become precious once more.


  “All of us can’t get back,” the Commander was saying. “But there’s enough oxygen among us to permit seven, at most eight, to do so. I’m willing to draw lots with the rest of you. But decide quickly! Every instant is precious!”


  “No!” a man screamed hysterically, near the breaking point. “I’d rather take my chances. . . .” His voice ended in a hoarse sob.


  Then a strange thing happened. Ernest Carston, white-faced and unsteady, stepped forward.


  “You can take my supply, Commander Cynthia,” he offered. “You need not draw lots; let the men do that.”


  She waved him aside and shook her head, but her eyes softened gratefully. She glanced at the teletimer at her wrist. “I will give you men just thirty seconds to make your decision; otherwise I will be forced to make it.”


  But from the group came no decision, only sullen argument and frantic babbling. Some of them measured the distance between them and the girl, eying hungrily the atom-blast guns at either side of her wrist.


  “What a woman!” Carston murmured to himself, lost in admiration. But Mark heard him.


  “Yes, she is magnificent,” he agreed in a dry croak. “A pity all that courage and . . .” He checked himself and fell dully silent again.


  It was then that Mark saw something or thought he did, far away, shimmering through the dancing heat. He wiped the sparkling dust from his visiplate and strained his eyes desperately, praying that it was not a mirage. He clutched at Carston and pointed.


  “The hills . . . are those the hills? Our hills!”


  Carston nodded dumbly. At last he managed to croak, “Yes, but the entrance is miles away . . . at the other end.”


  “But there may be a chance! Remember Aladdian, the corridors—a honeycomb of caverns? Commander!” Mark turned up his radio-phone, his voice drowning out the babble of the men. “How far is that range of hills, Commander?”


  She followed his pointing arm. “A little less than an hour, at its closest point.”


  “And the system of caverns—how far does it extend? Aren’t those hills practically honeycombed their entire length? We might find—”


  “Wait!” The word came explosively, as her mind darted into the past, down the corridor of years. “Yes, I remember . . . some of the caverns did lead out to this side, and father sealed them to make the Base airtight. . . .” She gazed at the distant hills as if trying to recapture a forgotten scene. And a bulky shape hurtled forward, clawing for the weapons at her waist.


  But Carston had been watching. He thrust out a metal-shod foot and the convict went sprawling ludicrously into the swirling white dust.


  “Thank you, again!” the Commander said in a whisper. “This trip has been a revelation—in so many ways.” Her face was as white as the powdery soil underfoot, and she was near collapse; but from some unknown source she still drew from enough strength reserve to maintain her authority. Hands on her atom-blast guns, she faced the men.


  “Into line as before. We’ve got to make the hills in less than one hour. Leave the sleds. It’s the hills or your lives!”


  The effect was miraculous. Suddenly they were docile, grasping at the slender hope she offered them and content to have her bear the burden. Quickly they fell into line, with Vulc leading the way again. The men needed no urging; the knowledge that they only had one more hour of oxygen was enough.


  IF their trek up to now had been a nightmare, this latter stage surpassed even the most secret refinements of a Martian torture-chamber. In an agony of slowness the minutes lengthened and seemed to stand still. The low range of hills seemed to dance mockingly and recede into the distance beyond the horizon’s endless rim. In addition now to the heat in their brains and the glare in their eyes, their lungs were tortured as they regulated the oxygen intake-valves to the barest minimum.


  After an eternity in which even memory seemed to have fled, they were walking on rock and the heat began imperceptibly to abate. Directly before them, the hills rose out of the torturing blaze. Cries that were little more than miserable croakings echoed through the radio-phones as the men broke ranks; they staggered on, holding to each other for support.


  Mark looked around for the Commander, and saw her clutching at Carston’s shoulder for support, while his arm was about her waist, half-holding her up. The girl disengaged herself and by sheer will-power drove toward the base of the low-lying cliffs before them.


  “Wait!” she ordered.


  She stopped, and the men halted behind her, weaving on their feet. She stared around us as if desperately trying to recall something deeply imbedded in the matrix of the past; then she veered to the right, waving for Vulc and the men to follow.


  Mark tested his oxygen tank and glanced at the dial again. It read “ten minutes.” It was a race with time which now, perversely, seemed to be rushing by on flying feet.


  Thirty yards further, the cliffs curved in sharply. Rounding it, the Commander gave a glad cry. In the center was a gigantic metal door, hermetically sealing what had once been the entrance to a cave. The men staggered forward, some of them clawing feebly at the barrier. Others sank wordlessly to the rocky ground. They weren’t even sure that beyond that metal wall they would find life-giving air.


  The Commander had drawn both atom-pistols, and stood there surveying the barrier as if paralyzed.


  “What are you waiting for?” Mark pressed forward. “In minutes, the men will be dying! Blast an opening!”


  For the very first time, Mark saw her hesitant, indecisive, as if unable to think. “But the air. . . .” she managed to gasp. “It will escape from the caves, clear back to the Base! All those men there . . . and father . . . their lives are more important than ours!”


  IN those brief seconds Mark admired her. Despite the deadly threat to the Earth she embodied, he admired her for her humanity and loyalty to the men at the Base. But there was no time to lose. He made her decision superfluous.


  “We’ve got to chance it!” With a swift, darting movement he wrested an atom-blast gun from her hand and discharged it steadily at the metal door, at a point just above the ground. A second later she was helping him with the other gun. Instantly the metal turned fiery red, then white, and finally a circular section fell outward with a hissing rush of air.


  “Dive in, men!” With the dregs of a strength he didn’t know he still possessed, Mark grasped the men and pushed them toward the aperture, helped shove them through. “Throw your helmets back!” he shouted. “In you go,” he told the Commander, and despite her protests he lifted her off her feet, almost handing her through the blasted entrance.


  Only Vulc and Mark were left. As the Earthman crawled through, he motioned for Vulc to follow. The metallic being dropped to all fours and pushed in his arms, his head, his massive shoulders. His sides scraped the still hot edges of the aperture. And there he stuck. The men inside grasped his arms and pulled, but in vain. Vulc gazed ludicrously from side to side and heaved prodigiously, but in vain. The Vulcanian seemed molded to the hole.


  “Wait! Tell him not to struggle, not to move!” Mark was exultant as he turned to the girl. “The air’s no longer rushing away; if he’ll only remain there until we can get back with equipment lo seal that hole, the danger’s over!”


  Vulc seemed to be pondering; his limbs sprawled like a distorted swastika, and on his usually blank, fluid face was something like surprise. In the dim recesses of his alien mind he could find no parallel to this.


  The Commander spoke to him slowly, with desperate emphasis; reaching into a pocket of her suit, she brought out another package of powdered metal which Vulc promptly stuffed into his mouth. “He understands,” she said at last. “But I’ll leave one of you here with him, to be certain he does.”


  For a while they rested, lying prone, helmets thrown back, luxuriating in the comparative coolness and the draughts of pure air. All were thirsty, their throats parched and aching. But the nightmare was over. Presently the Commander rose to her feet and gave the order to march. She was almost her usual self again, detached, impersonal. But she was white to the lips and her eyes were electric as she said:


  “Luhor will pay for this!”


  She barely breathed it, but Mark heard her. And he knew what she meant. It was Luhor who had prepared the units of oxygen for the suits.


  VII


  UNDER the dim illumination maintained even as far as these outlying caves, the group went grimly on. Their passage through the tortuous corridors was dotted by discarded vacuum suits. But no echoes drifted back to them from the activity of the Base.


  Twice they lost their way, ending up against blank rock walls and retracing their steps. But at last the inter-connecting tunnel chain became familiar to the Commander.


  “She blames Luhor for the oxygen business!” Mark murmured to Carston walking beside him.


  “Should!” Carston exclaimed laconically, grimly. “Aladdian warned us against Luhor, remember? There’ll be hell to pay when we get back! Any monkey-wrench thrown into the machinery of their plans, helps the Earth. I hope . . .”


  He broke off, staring moodily ahead.


  “She’s far more human than you think,” Mark Denning said softly.


  “Yes, I noticed that today.” Carston’s voice sounded glad. “It’s only the Spartan training she learned while cruising the spacelanes with her piratical father that keeps her up—that, and the old man’s insane will, driving her on through a sense of loyalty to him.”


  They were so near to the Base now that Mark expected momentarily to hear the clang of metal in the factories, the voices of workmen. His heart quickened at the thought of seeing Aladdian, and he forgot his weariness in embroidering upon that thought.


  But the ominous stillness remained unbroken.


  They entered the final corridor leading to the vast central chamber. The Commander ran forward, with the anxious men close behind her. They entered the grotto. The subterranean Base extended into the distance before their startled, unbelieving eyes.


  “What—” Cynthia began bewilderedly.


  It was a dead city, soundless and inert. Under the distant cavern roof it had the air of a ghost town drained of all life.


  Mark’s heart leaped into his mouth. “Aladdian!” he cried involuntarily, and his hands clenched in an agony of anxiety of helpless rage.


  Commander Cynthia was already running toward the palace, a deathly fear mirrored in her eyes.


  The men had stopped uncertainly, too weary and exhausted to understand. Then driven by a single thought, they staggered off to their building in search of water and food.


  Scarcely had the echoes of Mark’s cry stopped reverberating, when from the shadows of a transverse corridor emerged the elfin figure of the Venusian.


  Aladdian gazed at Mark as if he had returned from the dead. She closed her eyes, swayed a little. Mark caught her in his arms. He too was silent. No words would serve.


  “To the palace!” she finally breathed, gently disengaging herself. Followed by Carston, they hurried to the imposing building where old George Marnik reigned. Aladdian led them swiftly through the panelled outer hall, through the magnificent salon where the loot from many years was a fabulous welter of wealth. Mark had no eyes for it now. They did not stop until they reached the inner chambers and finally came to George Marnik’s room, where no one but Cynthia was ever permitted.


  LYING grotesquely twisted on the priceless Martian tapestry that covered the bed, the ancient pirate was dead. Cynthia Marnik was kneeling beside him, weeping softly. There was no doubt as to the manner of his death. The pencil-thin opening through his temple could only have been done by an atom-blast.


  “Luhor,” Aladdian said, indicating the wound with a gesture.


  They withdrew, leaving Cynthia alone with her grief. The two men followed the Venusian girl to the immense palace dining-room. With her own hands she served them food and drink, asking no questions, uttering no words until their vast hunger and thirst were appeased. Then she sat down.


  “And so,” she began without preamble, “the unpredictable has entered.” At their rush of questions she held up a hand. “Let me explain,” she begged. “I can do it briefly if you are silent. After you left, Luhor ordered every man here to go aboard the Spacer. He blasted down two or three who refused; you will find them in the air-lock. Previous to that, I heard him arguing with George Marnik. He atom-blasted Marnik from behind. I know, because I deliberately contacted his mind, although the effort nearly drove me mad; it is not easy for us to tune to an alien intellect, but Luhor being partly Venusian helped.”


  “The miracle is that he didn’t take you with him,” Carston ventured. “You were too valuable to leave behind!”


  “When we came here yesterday,” she said simply, “I studied the plans of these caverns. When I learned what was in Luhor’s mind, I hid in a maze of abandoned corridors. They searched for me a while, but since he plans to return, he gave up the search for the present. He had no time to waste! The Patrol has been to the Prison Swamp; failing to find either of you, and learning of my disappearance, Earth has mobilised its fleet!!’


  “How—how do you know this?” Both men leaned tensely forward.


  “Through the ethero-magnum George Marnik has in his laboratory here—the most powerful receiving and transmission instrument I’ve ever seen, greater even than the ethero-magnum we have on Venus!”


  “So that’s how he kept always a step ahead of the Patrol,” Carston mused. “The scientists he used to kidnap from space-liners—he must have forced them to perfect scientific inventions here!”


  “Yes,” the Venusian girl nodded, “but I haven’t told you the most important part, Luhor’s plan. If he succeeds, there will be no peace. He has taken the men to the asteroid where Marnik’s new fleet of space vessels are to be assembled. But worse than that—they are also to fit gigantic rockets to the asteroid itself! It is very dense, and greatly pitted, which simplifies things. With the rockets of this new metal he can guide the asteroid’s course! It will be the terror of space, literally invulnerable, with banks of immense electro-cannon and atom-blasts, and cradling a swarm of the new Spacers!”


  Ernest Carston could only hold his head in his hands. Earth’s greatest enemy had died in Marnik, but a greater, more ruthless one had arisen in Luhor!


  “Go on, Aladdian, please,” Mark’s tones were reassuring.


  “Luhor does not suspect that I contacted his mind. He believes all of you have died in the wastes—I got that from his mind, too. Since he will return, because Vulcan’s to be the seat of his empire, and he wants me, we have time to plan how we are going to receive him. He’s persuaded that the only living being on Vulcan now is a defenseless girl.” She smiled enigmatically.


  “But that asteroid! That hellish threat to Earth!” Carston was beside himself.


  “And to Venus, and Mars,” Aladdian reminded him gently. “It will take months for those rockets to be installed, Earthman. He will be here long before that, I am certain of it—as only a woman can be certain.” She raised her eyes and gazed at the doorway.


  FRAMED at the entrance to the diningroom, Cynthia Marnik stood looking somberly and dry-eyed. Aladdian rose swiftly and went over to her.


  “My dear. . . .” the Venusian said softly, a world of compassion in her voice. Cynthia smiled wanly and took the tumbler of water that Carston extended to her. She drank dazedly and then sat down with the inexpressible weariness of one whose world has come tumbling down about her head. Aladdian darted to the kitchen and upon returning made the Earth girl drink a cup of concentrate, then led her away, to her bedroom. “You must sleep,” Aladdian was saying softly, monotonously, with a hypnotic cadence in her voice.


  “I wonder if it will be safe to arm the men?” Carston questioned thoughtfully, his mind grappling with the problem.


  “That’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Mark Denning replied. “A few among them are not really hardened criminals, but are politicals, as you know. I think they will all fight for us, provided we can offer them freedom when, and if, we win.”


  “I can make them no promises not sanctioned by the Earth Council,” Carston said stiffly. “Remember, their lives are forfeit!”


  “And so will ours be, if you don’t snap out of that single-track rut in which you’ve grooved your brain!” Mark exclaimed acidly. “Council or no Council, the Earth, Venus, Mars and the colonies must be saved! This is no time to quibble about ethics. A hell of a lot will be left of your Council if we don’t stop Luhor!”


  “You startle me some times, Mark Denning. You do not sound as a true servant of the Earth State!”


  “Because to you,” Mark said slowly, “the State is the few decrepit members calling themselves the Council, and the top-heavy Government of Earth. But to me, the ‘State’ are the millions and billions of human beings whose destinies are ruled by a self-appointed few, and who are now facing even a worse slavery if we don’t succeed in being what Aladdian calls ‘the unpredictable!’ ”


  Carston’s face flushed with anger. He drew himself to his full height as he said, “I represent the Government of Earth, which rules the Planets—and I am your superior officer!”


  “You’re wrong!” Mark Denning countered, rising too. “I’m a free agent as of this moment, and recognize no superior. I’ll not be hamstrung by rules and regulations which can’t serve us now, Carston!”


  “No need to quarrel,” Aladdian spoke placidly from the doorway where, unnoticed, she had been listening. “Because only I and Cynthia can make terms with Earth, if we survive.”


  “You and Commander Cynthia?” Carston exclaimed. “Both of your lives have been forfeit. I doubt if the Council will be willing to listen to any terms coming from you.”


  Mark Denning’s face was stained by a dull flush, and he took a step forward; but Aladdian laid her hand lightly on his arm and stopped him.


  “The Colonel belongs to the old order,” she said very softly, “it is difficult for him to adjust himself to a changing universe. But this time it is beyond his control.”


  “Why?” Carston uttered the word grimly.


  “Because through the ethero-magnum I have already warned Venus and Mars. My planet is being mobilized. Mars will soon take the necessary steps. But the most important reason of all, is that Earth has no means of landing a fleet on Vulcan, does not know the location of Luhor’s asteroid, and does not even suspect the existence of the new allotropic metal.”


  Carston looked baffled as the Venusian girl spoke, then turned to Mark Denning with the expression of a man who for once felt hopelessly lost.


  “I can promise the men who aid us a fortune to each,” Aladdian continued, “and the leisure to spend it—on Venus. As for the Earth,” she said thoughtfully—“only Commander Cynthia and I know the formula for the new metal, and the location of the asteroid!”


  “I WILL talk to the men!” Mark said with a finality that left no doubt. “Let them rest for a few hours, then I’ll see to it that they’re on our side. I know how to rouse them. Wait until they learn that Luhor short-changed them on oxygen! How much backing can you expect from Venus, Aladdian?”


  “To the last man,” she said quietly. “They have already seen me through the ethero-magnum, and heard my story. I intercepted the Tri-Planetary Beam as the Earth broadcast, and transmitted our beam along their channel. By the time Earth’s Government set out their interceptor to neutralize my beam, it was already too late; the three planets are seething!”


  “And Luhor? Wouldn’t he have picked up your beam on the Spacer and heard you?”


  Aladdian shrugged. “He knows I’m here. The confusion created by my broadcast only served to aid his plans for the moment. He has nothing to fear, as far as he knows. A war between the planets would only make his conquest simpler.”


  “And knowing that,” Carston spoke bitterly, “you still broadcast your story and let your image be seen! Do you suppose Venus will ever be content now with anything short of war?”


  “Yes, I do. We are intelligent beings, not Martian atavisms, nor do we have your Earth’s insane will to Power. We only want peace and with it freedom. But the game is ruthless, Carston, the universe is the stake!” Aladdian turned to leave.


  “Mark,” she said gently from the doorway, “Cynthia can show you where the arsenal is located; you’ll find every imaginable weapon. Also, you had better study the combination that opens the air-locks, and the synchronized degravitators. I suspect that Luhor will be back here soon—very soon.”


  Suddenly the terrific reaction of that day hit Mark with sickening impact. He was hardly able to rise to his feet. Carston was slumped over the table; Mark went over and shook him gently, and somehow aided the older man to his feet. Together they went into the fabulously furnished salon, and unable to go any further, threw themselves on couches piled with priceless rugs and embroidered scarves from the various planets. Carston instantly was asleep.


  Despite his utter weariness, Mark slept fitfully, awakening and dropping back to sleep as the hours passed in their eternal caravan. Something clamored at the back of his brain, something he had forgotten because of the major crisis they’d had to confront on their return to the Base.


  And suddenly he sat upright. The overhead lights had automatically dimmed, no one was stirring. With a shock, Mark had remembered Vulc and the man they had left to watch him! He leaped to his feet, aching in every bone, and ran to the building where the men were quartered.


  “If Vulc gets tired of waiting and wriggles through that hole! . . .” He tried not to think of the rest.


  He burst into the building and roused the men. “Up, on your feet, there’s no time to waste!” His terrible urgency instilled them with a nameless fear, prodding them as nothing else would have done.


  “Your lives are at stake,” he told them bluntly, and reminded them of Vulc. “At any moment he might decide he’s waited long enough. Who among you knows how to repair that breach?”


  Three of the men came forward. “All right,” Mark told them, “hurry to the shops and get what instruments and materials you need—but hurry!”


  THE men could not return to sleep now, knowing that at any moment the Base’s life-giving air might go rushing away. This emergency, following so close upon the other hardships of the day, seemed too much. Mark saw that they were all very near the breaking point. Now was the psychological moment to speak to them, and by giving them the entire picture, lift them above the present crisis as well as inspire them with hope for the future.


  Calmly he told of Luhor’s treachery in giving them a short oxygen supply, with the intention of murdering them all. Deliberately, with calculated phrases, he aroused their hatred and thirst for revenge.


  Mark paused, letting it sink in, giving time for their dark passions to reach a peak. Then he told of Luhor’s asteroid, and the threat to the planets. He dangled before their eyes the promise of untold wealth, and freedom on Venus for the rest of their lives. To give his promises authority and weight, he made no bones about the fact that he was a high operative of the Tri-Planetary Bureau of Prisons—but he climaxed it with the guarantee of a blanket pardon from the Earth Council itself.


  “You will see and hear the Council on the ethero-magnum, but we shall be making the terms,” Mark Denning said forcefully. “There’s no trick in this, you have everything to gain and nothing to lose! In the Swamp, your lives were forfeit; they were forfeit here on Vulcan too. I promise you wealth on Venus, and the freedom you’ll never have any other way! Who’s with me?”


  He need not have asked, for the clamor that answered him was affirmative and unanimous. Gone for the moment was their fatigue, as they embroidered upon the possibilities of the days to come.


  Not until the trio returned from repairing the breach, bringing Vulc with them, did the men return to their sleep with the first and only hope they had had in years. Only Mark Denning realized the trials to come. These few men had been won over easily. Not so easy would be the negotiated terms with Earth. The Earth Government had won its dominance over the System the hard way, only after a bitter ten-years’ inter-planetary war, and it would not easily relinquish its position.


  VIII


  THE days that followed were eternities to the little group left stranded on Vulcan Base. Nerves were taut and tempers were short. Every man there, as well as the two women, realized that their very lives as well as the fate of the System depended on the day of Luhor’s return from the asteroid.


  Mark had aroused the men too well. They were impatient and restless. They didn’t want their freedom handed to them on a silver platter, they wanted to fight for it. Aladdian had said Luhor would be back soon—very soon. Mark questioned her about it.


  “Even with that fast Spacer,” Aladdian replied, “it will take him several days to get out to that asteroid and back, again. Cynthia tells me her father sent a crew of men there a month ago, to assemble the new Spacers. Luhor will undoubtedly win them all to his side, and bring half of them back to continue the work here. Cynthia says—”


  “Cynthia seems to have confided a lot in you!” Mark exclaimed with a sudden, unexplainable suspicion.


  Aladdian smiled wearily, and slowly shook her head. “You are demoted back to the lower order, Mark Denning,” she said with a hint of the same mockery Mark had known in the Swamp. “Cynthia Marnik needs our help now. She only carried out her father’s orders, but now that the dynasty is crumbling about her ears, she’s bewildered and a little frightened. Something else has happened to her too, for the first time in her life.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Never mind,” Aladdian said enigmatically. “Ernest Carston knows. It will turn out all right. Meanwhile you had better put the men here to work, it will help pass the time. Goodbye . . . Mark.” Like an azure-winged elf she hurried back to the laboratory where she spent most of her time.


  That was the first instance Mark could remember when Aladdian had called him by his first name, and he liked it.


  He called the men together and assigned them to posts at the furnaces, where they continued to turn out the metal that would be fashioned into the super rocket-tubes. Earth was massing its fleet and Venus was mobilizing. Mark realized that if a truce could not be called, they would need every one of the outlaw Spacers on the asteroid, and others as well. He took a few of the men with him to the arsenal, where they began to get every available weapon in readiness for the Tri-Planetary showdown that was sure to come.


  “TELL the men to stop work,” Aladdian said to Mark two days later, “then bring them to the laboratory. They have as much right as we to know what is happening. I have been working on the ethero-magnum sender, and I shall try to contact both Venus and Earth.” They gathered in the magnificent laboratory George Marnik had erected. Here, various machines were arranged in preponderant array, but all were dwarfed by the imposing ethero-magnum in the center of the room. Hidden atomo-motors hummed a smooth and powerful threnody. The control panel, as tall as Aladdian herself, connected to huge coils of radical design which themselves led to the televise, a huge sensitized sheet of metal reaching clear up to the ceiling.


  Carston, an Earth patriot to the end, watched these activities with misgivings. But he was silent, curiously so, and Mark wondered at it.


  Mark was soon to know the reason for Carston’s silence, and to realize that the Earth official did not give up so easily. . . .


  “I want you all to stand back against the walls,” Aladdian said, “out of range of the televise. Luhor may pick this up, and he must not know there is anyone here but me.”


  She operated the dials quickly, surely, with tendril-like fingers. A faint, far away voice was heard droning monotonously. “Earth is sending to Venus now,” Aladdian said, never once removing her gaze from the dancing dials before her. “If I can intercept the Earth beam, I can get my message to Venus through that channel, by drowning them out. I did it once before.”


  The sound of the voice increased, and words became distinguishable. They were haranguing, dictatorial—undoubtedly one of the Earth Council speaking to Venus. At the same time the huge metallic sheet above Aladdian’s head took on a silvery glow, and a wavering scene began to appear. The scene was a crowded city square, with thousands of faces upturned to a televise screen atop one of the buildings.


  “That is N’Vaarl, Capitol City of Venus,” Aladdian murmured. “They are listening to the Earth broadcast. Now I wall let them see me.” Automatically her hand reached out, and grasped a lever which she threw downward. The atomo-motors shrieked as they absorbed the increased power, and soon the sound rose above the audible. At the same time the Earth voice was drowned out, and the scene at N’Vaarl became very clear to the watchers in the room.


  On the huge public televise screen at N’Vaarl, the image of Aladdian, Princess of Venus and daughter of Bedrim the Liberator, became visible. The crowd did not cheer, but awaited her message, knowing that at any moment the Earth would throw off the beam when it realized what was happening.


  “Greetings, my people!” Aladdian spoke quickly. “As I told you before, Earth is mobilizing its fleet and I know that you are preparing for any contingency. That is well, but I entreat you not to act in any manner until you have heard further from me! There is a greater danger than that of Earth! I am safe and well, I cannot come to you now, but soon—”


  IN that moment the Earth beam ceased, and the scene on the televise blanked out. Aladdian turned with a satisfied smile to Mark and Cynthia and the others. “It is enough that they saw me. My people will not act now without word from me. I hope I shall never have to give that word.”


  “Aladdian,” Mark spoke worriedly, “isn’t it a risk for you to broadcast at all? The Earth Government doesn’t know your present whereabouts, but if they were to send out tracer beams and learn you were operating from Vulcan . . . well, it’s true that no Patrol ship is equipped to land on Vulcan, but they could bottle us up here—”


  Ernest Carston, who had been silent but eternally watchful, became suddenly tense at Mark’s words.


  “They have sent out tracer beams,” Aladdian replied, “but with this instrument I can neutralize them all.” Fondly she touched the ethero-magnum by her side. “Anyway, the immediate danger is not from Earth, but from Luhor. Let us not forget that! And I must warn Earth, must make them understand.”


  She turned to the dialed panel again, and even as her fingers made swift connections, she continued to speak. “It may not be easy to establish a direct channel from here to Earth, but I think I have completed a new trans-telector beam on which George Marnik was working. It should do away with the magnetic disturbance caused by our close proximity to the sun. We shall see.”


  Again the atomo-motors whined and ascended the scale. This time, there was a new exultant note. Minutes passed, then the overhead screen began to take on a hazy, shifting blur. Aladdian’s fingers moved unerringly on the dials. The blur came suddenly, sharply into focus.


  Carston, standing against the far wall next to Mark Denning, leaned tensely forward, his eyes aglow. The scene on the televise was the Earth Council. Carston almost leaped forward in his excitement, but Mark gripped his arm tightly.


  Aladdian was speaking to the Council. In slow, matter-of-fact tones she told of George Marnik, of the new metal, of Luhor and Luhor’s plans. She told of the asteroid and the fleet being assembled there, without revealing the asteroid’s position. She described the properties of the new metal but was careful not to hint of its source.


  “I seek to warn you,” Aladdian’s voice came fervent and clear. “You are plunging into disaster. It is not my people I think of now, but the Tri-Planet Federation! If you continue to mobilize your fleet I am not sure I can control the Irreconcilables among my people—I certainly cannot control Dar Vaajo of Mars, who is headstrong beyond reason. It will mean an hecatomb in space, with Luhor holding his asteroid in readiness for the final blow!”


  “This Luhor and the formidable asteroid of which you speak,” came the cold, sneering voice of the Earth Co-ordinator. “Tell us more of them. Give us the location of the asteroid.”


  Aladdian hesitated for an instant. “No. That I cannot do.”


  “You cannot, because no such asteroid and no such metal exists! You would try to frighten us with this story of a demon asteroid and a super space fleet! It would not be that you seek to gain time for your people to rally to you, now that they know you have escaped the Prison Swamp? Or perhaps you need time in which to co-ordinate your resources with those of Dar Vaajo of Mars! Let us advise you, Aladdian, that within a week the main body of our fleet will be at Venus, and it will not go well with your Irreconcilables. We shall know how to handle them this time, we shall not be so lenient as before! Perhaps, in order to spare them, you will wish to give yourself up to us, daughter of Bedrim!”


  Aladdian’s slender body grew taut as though struck by a whip lash. With a single sweep of the control lever she cut off the beam. Dazedly she crossed the room, oblivious to the murmurs of the others; her usually alabaster face was now chalk white beneath her curling blue-black hair, her lips were pressed tight but they trembled nevertheless.


  At the laboratory door Mark caught her arm, walked beside her. “Aladdian,” he choked. “I—”


  She became aware of him then, smiled up at him through her bitterness.


  “Aladdian, I am—I just wanted to say—I’m sorry I’m an Earthman!”


  She stopped suddenly, faced him, took one of his hands in both of hers. “No, Mark! Do not say that, do not ever say it. For you are more than that . . . much more . . .”


  IX


  IT was night, and the overhead lights in the corridors were dimmed. Ernest Carston tossed restlessly in his bed. He could not sleep, he had been unable to sleep since seeing and hearing the Earth Council on the ethero-magnum.


  Carston arose, and dressed quickly. Silently he crossed the room to the outer door, and stepped out into the corridor. He paced slowly, aimlessly, his brow knit in deep thought. Finally he made a decision, and turned his footsteps in the direction of the palace and the laboratory. He was still an Earth official; he had known all the time that he would have to take matters here into his own hands.


  Before he reached the corridor leading to the laboratory, however, he heard the soft shuffle of footsteps. Carston leaped back into the shadows just as a lone figure emerged from one of the transverse corridors. It passed very close to him, and he saw that it was Cynthia Marnik; her face seemed very white, and her steps were hurried.


  Carston’s heart quickened a pace, as he followed her at a safe distance, keeping to the shadows. She continued along the main corridor, past the men’s quarters and past the furnaces. With a shock, Carston realized she was heading for the outer air-lock.


  He reached there in time to see the huge door slide open, then Cynthia stepped through, and the door dosed. Carston waited, giving her time to leave the tunnel, before he followed. Finally he entered the tunnel himself, having long since learned how to operate the mechanism of these doors. Cynthia was gone; the outer doors were closed.


  Carston hurried down the long tunnel. The magnetic degravitizing coils along each side were silent now, would remain so until the Spacer’s return. Carston reached the racks of vacuum suits near the outer door, quickly donned one and was soon outside the Base.


  Against the sun-swept horizon, a hundred yards away, he could easily discern Cynthia’s metal-encased figure. She kept close to the shadows at the foot of the low lying cliffs. Not once did she look back. A quarter of a mile further, she turned sharply, entered a narrow, steep-walled canyon.


  Puzzled, Carston hurried forward. He reached the canyon and entered it, realizing that this must be one of the few places on Vulcan’s surface where there was anything simulating night; it wasn’t really dark, but sort of a twilight gloom between the rock cliffs sheering upward.


  And he saw Cynthia. She hadn’t gone far. Her vacuum-suited figure stood very still, and she seemed to be staring up at the immensity of space. Carston crept closer, came very near indeed, until he could see the profiled whiteness of her face beneath the helmet.


  Carston stared too, following her gaze. At first he didn’t see a thing. Then, high on the horizon, out of the sun’s glare, right between the canyon walls . . . he caught the bright blue glint of a star. He suddenly realized what it was, and with a sharp intake of breath he whispered: “Earth!”


  SHE must have had her helmet phones on. She turned slowly to face him, and Carston was startled at the clear-cut radiance of her face.


  “It’s the Earth, yes . . . it’s beautiful. There’s no other place on this planet where you can see it like that, and then only when the position is right. Sometimes not for months. . . .”


  Carston stepped quickly to her side. Cynthia averted her face, but not before he saw the glint of tears in her eyes, and the lengthening glimmer of one that rolled down her cheek beneath the transparent helmet.


  For an instant, Carston was dumbfounded. Then a vast exultation surged within him. “I knew it!” he whispered fiercely. “Almost from the first moment I saw you, I sensed there was something artificial beneath your mask of hardness. This is it! You don’t hate Earth at all, Cynthia, you’ve never hated it!”


  “Yes,” she spoke softly, her voice deepening. “I’ve never hated Earth. It was only father—” Abruptly she stopped, and her gaze strayed to where the blue star shone like an aquamarine ablaze. “I can’t remember clearly; it’s like a vague dream—but I have a dim vision of green fields and golden light, and clouds in an unreal blue sky; and trees beside a wide lake, with a crisp tang of air, different from the air here. To me, that’s Earth. I was born there.” Her voice faded, and as if from a great distance Carston heard her say, “Oh perhaps it’s just a dream.”


  “No, it’s not a dream,” Carston whispered, standing very close to her now. “It’s part of you, it belongs to you! All Earthians feel that out here, a yearning to get back. Cynthia, I’ve loved you from the very first . . . didn’t you know? Let me take you back with me, out of this madness that can only mean death for us all!” He stopped, at the sight of her upturned face, white and wan.


  “I guessed. Yes, I know. I’ve been waiting a long time to hear you say this. And I’d go with you, Carston, but how is it possible now? My life’s forfeit, you yourself said so!”


  Now Carston was very sure of himself. “No, my dear,” he said softly, trying to filter the triumph from his voice. “Your life’s not forfeit if you help prevent the carnage and destruction that Aladdian’s mad dream will bring about. She doesn’t know, she can’t know the awful power of Earth’s fleet. Luhor’s vaunted super-cruisers will be so many leaves scattered in the void. This allotropic metal on which his hope of invincibility is based, can be neutralized and destroyed!”


  “But how? What can we do?” Cynthia’s voice held a note of despair, as her hand unconsciously went out to his.


  “We can give Earth the location of Luhor’s asteroid, and the secret of Vulcan!” He said it so softly, so insinuatingly that it was little more than a thought. “I can promise you an absolute pardon, my dear—more! I can promise you honor for aiding Earth. The Council knows how to reward, as it knows how to punish.”


  “But Aladdian and Mark? Would it not mean death, or worse, for them both?” She shuddered, as a vision of the Swamp came before her eyes. “I could never condemn them to that,” she thought aloud.


  “With my influence, I can get amnesty for them—leniency at least,” Carston said with the glibness of one to whom nothing mattered but the ultimate task that must be accomplished at all costs. “All Earth wants is to avoid another war. If we make it possible for Earth’s fleet to capture Luhor and neutralize the asteroid, I’m certain the Council will pardon Aladdian and Mark.” He pressed her hand confidently in both of his.


  She seemed to hesitate, but Carston knew she had already made up her mind. “If you’re sure you can obtain the pardon—and stop this senseless war—yes—yes, my dear, I’ll give the Earth Council any information you wish—”


  Her voice dwindled and stopped as Carston took her into his arms. He, himself, was white and trembling with the reaction of having accomplished his task. Over her shoulder he could see the twinkling blue dot of Earth. He smiled, and it was a very smug smile. His breath was long and trembling, but his intense emotion at the moment was not akin to love.


  X


  “SOON, now.” Carston’s murmur echoed eerily against the shrill hum of the atomo-motors in the upper scales. The phantasmal glow of the selector screens suffused the chamber. Selenic cells poured additional power into the trans-telector beam as Cynthia’s fingers trembled over the shining dials. Carston, standing beside her, was white-faced and tense.


  Slowly a shifting blur materialized on the huge televise of the ethero-magnum. It focused, and the thin-lipped, ascetic features of the Earth Coordinator materialized in the immense Council room of Earth. The Council in full session surrounded him. All were intent on their receiving screens, on which Carston and Cynthia were reflected.


  Cynthia stepped nervously aside, and Carston came forward. He bowed low. Then his voice, hoarse with uncontrollable elation, rose in greeting.


  “Your Beneficence, and Elders of the Council! I am speaking from Vulcan, the long-sought base of Captain George Marnik, where I have been a prisoner for many months! But no longer. This,” he gestured hesitantly, “is Cynthia, George Marnik’s daughter, for whom I beseech the Coordinator’s and the Council’s clemency for the service she is about to do.”


  Then in slow and measured words Carston told in detail all that had happened, beginning with his own release from the Swamp by Cynthia, relating Luhor’s murder of Marnik, and finally telling of the asteroid where Luhor’s space cruisers were being assembled, and of the new allotropic metal being mined on Vulcan. Then he motioned for Cynthia to come forward.


  The Coordinator had listened in silence, his grim face impassive. Every eye in the Council room was unwaveringly on the screen, and the silence lay heavy between two distant worlds. Slowly, Cynthia walked toward the ethero-magnum sender, a sheaf of note paper in her hand. She smiled wanly, but confidently at Carston. Then in a colorless voice she read her mathematical figures giving the position of the asteroid in space, and the formula for the shortest approach from Vulcan, as the key for computation of the trajectory from Earth. Without animation, she gave the formula for the allotropic metal process, and the secret of the entrance to Vulcan.


  Then she fell silent. As if she didn’t know what to do, she turned to Carston and caught for a fleeting instant the smug smile of triumph on his lips; but before she could comprehend its meaning, it was gone.


  “Will . . . will I be pardoned?” Cynthia questioned aloud, more to Carston than to the Coordinator on the screen.


  But the silence in the Council room of Earth persisted, as busy mathematicians already were furiously computing the mathematical formulae. A thin, contemptuous smile had parted the Coordinator’s lips. It was the first time Carston had ever seen him smile, and the room where he and Cynthia stood, although millions of miles distant, seemed colder suddenly as that glacial glimmer came through the screen.


  Carston opened his lips to speak. “Your Beneficence,” he began—


  BUT suddenly, catapulted from the deepening darkness of the corridors, an azure-winged figure with curved hands outstretched fell like an avenging fury upon Carston’s back! Dainty hands, suddenly transformed into claws, dug like spikes of steel; a supple body too ethereal for strength, now seemed made of metal as the Venusian girl attacked him with a savagery that brought every man of Earth’s distant Council room to his feet!


  Close on her heels Mark Denning had barely time to separate the tangled figures. Carston’s face dripped blood where Aladdian’s fingernails had furrowed deep. Cynthia seemed rooted to the spot. So incredibly swift had it been, that the battle was over in seconds. Aladdian’s eyes were pools of fire as she faced the Council. Her streaming hair seemed to shimmer as she spat her venom into the screen.


  “Very well, send your space fleet, you clumsy fools! Let your madness condemn the planets to a bath of blood! Yes, you have the formula for the allotropic metal—but what good is it to you without a source of supply? You have the location of the asteroid—but do you suppose your fleet can stand against such a mobile fortress as Luhor will make it? But it’s a waste of words, I know I can never convince you. Only death and destruction can. But this I do tell you! Never, never again will you enslave Venus! Never again will you imprison me in that inhuman Swamp, and never will you land on Vulcan! For I have one weapon left, one which only we of Venus possess. We have used it once on Mars, once in our history only, for we are not warlike. But before Luhor and thee Martian hordes overrun my planet and yours as he certainly can, I will use this weapon, Earthian!”


  On the screen, the Coordinator’s face was livid. “Arrest her,” he said across the immense distance to Carston. “In the name of the Supreme Council of the Tri-Planetary Federation, arrest her! Her life’s forfeit!”


  But Carston stood motionless, pale as death, suddenly confronted by the grim figure of Mark who gripped an electropistol in his hand.


  At this veritable moment, out of the void, cutting in on the beam like the disembodied cachination of some strange creature, wave upon wave of gigantic mirth poured on two worlds! And as every participant of this drama stood tense, watching their screens, there slowly emerged the half-breed figure of Luhor, his gargantuan laughter still roaring in uncontrollable paroxysms.


  “So that’s it!” Luhor managed to choke between spasms. “What entertainment you have provided me with—and what information! And to think, Aladdian, that I’d planned to make you my empress. Why, my little dove has claws!” he exclaimed admiringly. His immense, ugly bulk dominated the entire screen, as his bellowing laughter began again.


  The Earth Coordinator, almost beside himself, threw a master switch; the televise screens of two worlds flickered and went blank, the pulsing whine of the atomo-motors was like a dirge.


  Cynthia passed a trembling hand across her eyes, and her gaze wavered before Aladdian’s accusing stare. She glanced briefly at Carston with a slowly dawning wonderment, as if an awareness of his aims had begun to awaken within her.


  “I—I’m afraid I’ve made a mess of things,” she said in a slow, deep voice. “Ever since father’s death, I seem to have lost my grip. I’m so sorry, Aladdian, I thought it was for the best; Carston assured me we’d be pardoned. . . .” Her voice trailed off as she turned her face away from them all.


  “I should burn you!” Mark Denning said to Carston in a cold, tight voice, and Carston went white. “You’ve managed to wreck our plans about as completely as possible. If the Earth blasts Luhor out of space, we face surrender or slow starvation. If Luhor wins, he can starve us out or blast his way in here with his allotropic cruisers, now that he’s forewarned by you. Either way we lose—but I guarantee you, Carston, you won’t come out of this easily!” Each word was like ice, and Aladdian nodded slowly at Mark’s words, a strange light in her brilliant eyes.


  “WE haven’t lost yet, Mark.” With a swift motion she crossed to the ethero-magnum again, and turned it on. “Remember, I have still a weapon. My people are behind me.”


  “But Venus doesn’t have a fleet! Earth has seen to that.”


  “Wait.” Her unerring precision brought the screen to life in a burst of light. A scene took place, alien, exotic the imperial palace on Venus. A great crowd stood before it in silence, extending into the distance, as if the park-like expanse had become a place of pilgrimage. In eternal vigil all faced the televise screen that rose from the floor level to the top of the palace. Fantastic blue-green mountains filled the background, dwarfing the small fragile figure that materialized on the receiving screen.


  “My people, I speak to you for the third, perhaps for the last time—” There was a world of yearning in the cello-like voice as Aladdian opened her arms toward them. A cyclonic roar burst forth in tribute and greeting, but quickly died down as they awaited her message.


  “When I last spoke, I told you not to act without word from me. I hoped I would never have to give that word, but now I fear I must. The hour is almost here. What I will ask of you, is the supreme sacrifice. You know what that means. I, too, am prepared to make it. There is no other way. Many will die, but only that the others may avoid an even worse slavery than they now endure, and that we may attain our rightful inheritance, an equal place in the Planetary Federation.” The voice rose like a stream of music, and tears were in Aladdian’s eyes. “The choice is yours, my people!”


  When the thunderous response had died down in waves of overpowering sound, Aladdian stood in silence for several moments; in silence, too, the Venusian multitude remained with upturned faces. Mark had an eerie feeling that a Planet was in tune with the fragile, winged figure.


  When the connection had been broken, and once more the laboratory had reverted to semi-gloom, Mark turned to Carston and removed his weapons from him. “I can’t take any chances with you now,” he said coldly, “after what you’ve done. You wanted to become a hero in the eyes of the Earth Council. Well, from now on you’ll dance to my tune.”


  “But not for long!” Carston sneered openly, recovering his poise and confidence. “The game’s up, Denning; you’re a renegade to Earth and shall be treated as such. It’ll be child’s play for Earth’s fleet to bum Luhor and his asteroid to a crisp. After that—” He stopped and grinned contemptuously.


  “After that, we’ll be taken care of?” It was Aladdian who spoke, and her voice was soft like dark molten gold. “Careful, Mark,” she interposed quickly, placing her hand on Mark’s arm as his grip tightened on the electro.


  “I don’t deserve any lenience,” Cynthia said dully. “I’ve been a fool.”


  Aladdian gazed at the Earth-girl with a universe of pity in her eyes, and a great understanding. “No, my dear,” she said softly, “not a fool. Only a girl in love.”


  “But you!” she lashed at Carston. “You shall reap the whirlwind; and I assure you, a Venusian whirlwind is beyond your ken!”


  XI


  “NO sign of the asteroid!” Mark Denning’s voice was harsh as he addressed the restless group of men milling in front of the laboratory. “We’ve picked up Earth’s fleet, that is all; it’s now proceeding beyond the orbit of Mars. Come in and watch if you wish, but it may be hours yet.”


  The clang and clamor of the furnaces had long ago ceased, as Vulcan awaited the outcome of the space struggle that would mean so much to them all. Since Carston’s betrayal had become known, the men had discussed the situation from every angle. Paradoxically they hoped for Luhor’s victory, so that they could deal with the Martian half-breed. At the very worst, death was better than Paradim, which surely awaited them again if Earth won in this crisis.


  As Earth’s fleet in awesome array, advanced toward the asteroid’s position which Cynthia had given, Aladdian kept a ceaseless vigil at the televise. In far off N’Vaarl, the palace grounds were a sea of upturned Venusian faces intent upon their screen. Dar Vaajo sat brooding on his barbaric throne on Mars, his craggy face dark with passion, thinking of the upstart Luhor who had wrecked his plans. Within the austere Council chamber of Earth, the Coordinator paced to and fro before the screen, while the awed Council didn’t dare to stir. It hadn’t been hard for the ethero-screens of each world to pick out the flaming majesty of Earth’s fleet, and they had followed its progresses for hours. The meteoric speed seemed a snail’s pace, across the respective televise panels.


  “Look!” Aladdian cried, spilling the cup of hot concentrate Cynthia had brought to her.


  With electrifying suddenness, the scene in the panel had leaped to vivid life. Concentric whorls of green, disintegrating light flashed from all units of Earth’s fleet simultaneously, merging into a single appalling cloud that preceded the fleet itself. To the watchers, the spread of the light seemed slow, but it must have encompassed thousands of miles.


  “But why?” Aladdian breathed, even as she twisted the dials trying to center the scene more perfectly. “They’re not within hours of the asteroid belt, and they will only give their position away to Luhor!”


  Carston, Mark and the others had come crowding into the room to watch the scene. Carston whispered, exultantly, “That green light is radio-active disintegrating energy! It merges with whatever it touches, unbalancing the atomic structure of metal. Wait’ll they envelop Luhor’s asteroid in that!”


  “Yes, I know it well,” Aladdian murmured. “They used it in the long war against Venus. But there is a neutralizing force now, which even Earth does not know. George Marnik developed it, right here on Vulcan Base.”


  Carston’s lips curled, but he said nothing. The sight of Earth’s mighty armada sweeping forward on its mission had instilled him with a swaggering confidence. They continued to watch the scene in silence, even as the Earth Council and the people of Venus and Dar Vaajo on Mars were watching.


  Still the Fleet swept forward. Minutes passed. The greenish half-circle of light preceded it, beating back the darkness, expanding unimaginable distances as though reaching out greedy hands.


  Then suddenly Aladdian’s words came true.


  FROM a point in space far in advance of the Fleet, a tiny white beam of light became visible. It reached out like a slashing saber, swiftly expanding and closing the gap of darkness. It came from the asteroid itself, now revealed to the watchers for the first time—merely a tiny dark mass that seemed to move forward with infinite caution against the Fleet.


  “There it is!” Mark breathed. “Luhor’s carried his plan through! He’s made a rogue asteroid of it, moved it clear out of the belt—”


  Words ceased, as they watched the preliminary maneuvers. The asteroid’s slashing saber of white touched the disintegrating power of the green. But it was the green that disintegrated! Slowly, almost carressingly, the pale beam moved across the advancing blanket of light. Where it touched, the green dissolved magically as though it had never been: “That’s what I meant. The etheric inertia ray!” Aladdian’s murmur was tinged with exultation, as she sensed Carston standing beside her taut with surprise.


  Still the Earth Fleet moved forward in battle formation, in staggered horizontal tiers. Impelled by the terrific momentum, it depended upon maneuverability to escape the impending danger. But, inexorably, the asteroid moved forward also, as if hungry to meet its enemy. Limned behind its own ghastly light, it was revealed as a leisurely rotating mass of rock and mineral, with jagged pinnacles reaching out and deep black gullies agape.


  A blinding lance of electric blue lashed from Earth’s Flagship, like a probing finger searching for a weak point. It stabbed Luhor’s white ray and ended in a corruscating upheaval of incandescent light. The asteroid was very close now; it seemed as if nothing could prevent that sidereal mass, some ten miles in diameter, from plowing through the tiers of Earth Spacers.


  But in that veritable moment when disaster seemed certain, Earth’s massed fleet executed one of the most spectacular feats of navigation the Universe had ever witnessed. The units literally broke apart and moved outward into a perfect conelike formation, with the base, or open end, toward the asteroid. Again the green radiance, from all sides now, went out to envelop the asteroid in a glaucous sheath, as the dark mass drifted into the trap.


  “This is it!” Carston gloated hoarsely. “Now watch your asteroid crumble!” The others said nothing. All were tense, as the tiny ten-mile world entered the open end of the cone to what seemed certain destruction. Now the white etheric inertia ray lashed out savagely again, sweeping in swift arcs, but failed to dispel the concentrated waves of green fire.


  Then from the surface of the dark world, Luhor’s own space fleet arose—six cruisers only, dwarfed in size by some of Earth’s larger ships. With blinding speed, the six allotropic cruisers headed for the closing jaws of the trap.


  THE Earth Commander was not prepared for such acceleration. It was unbelievable. He had little time to think, as Luhor’s cruisers blasted with the raking fire of electro-cannon at close range. Three Earth ships went hurtling end over end through the void, ripped from stern to bow. Impervious to the wild fire of Earth’s Fleet, the allotropic cruisers plowed on. Two Earth cruisers at the jaws of the trap were unable to maneuver in time. Luhor’s ships in a straight line hit them head-on, plowed through them and out again, leaving behind a tangled wreck of twisted girders and scattered debris.


  Luhor’s six ships were out of the trap now, and they wheeled in a mighty arc.


  hung chain-poised as though to watch.


  Behind, the now glowing asteroid erupted the real destruction. This had been Luhor’s plan from the first. The balance of men taken from Paradim Swamp, left on the bleak little world to fight for their lives, now released hidden rocket tubes that blasted in perfectly spaced rotation. The rocky world began to spin, as it plunged ponderously forward. Bank upon bank of electro-cannon lashed out like uncurled blue lightning. Atomite bombs burst among Earth’s fleet which surrounded this deadly pinwheel. In less than a minute Earth’s vast armada was completely disorganized, space became a shambles of ripped metal plates, twisted rocket tubes and blasted hulls.


  Like a livid, craggy corner of hell running rampant, the rogue asteroid spun faster and faster, spewing annihilation. But this was its death throes. The concentrated disintegrating glow had taken effect, and could not now be stopped. The craggy world began to crumble in great masses of rock and metal like a leprous organism. The few remaining units of the Earthian fleet tried desperately to escape the disintegrating lethal mass—but behind them now, at a safe distance from it all, Luhor’s ships barred the way. Pitilessly his electro-cannon raked them, impervious to their erratic salvos. His Flagship with its impossible speed darted among them like a cosmic scimitar, until barely half a dozen of Earth’s former armada were able to flee in scattered disarray.


  Half a dozen, out of more than a hundred. Contemptuously, Luhor did not even deign to pursue.


  Where an immense battle fleet and a dwarf world had battled for supremacy in space, now only shattered metal fragments and a disintegrtaed rain of mineral and rock remained veiled by cosmic darkness.


  XII


  IT had been too much and too sudden for speech. Aladdian was on her feet now, even she was still gripped by the awe of the vast debacle. Mark watched Ernest Carston stumble dazedly from the Laboratory room, the appalling horror in his eyes betraying how intimately Earth’s tragedy was his. He’d sent them out there to conquer, and they had remained to die. No one spoke. The crowding men who’d hoped for a victory by Luhor, even turned away before the magnitude of his power.


  The laboratory on Vulcan reflected in miniature the shocked silence of four worlds. They’d seen the mightiest armada of all time reduced to nothing in a space of minutes.


  Aladdian was the first to act. With the same beam, through which they’d watched the holocaust, she contacted Earth. She tuned the Council chamber where gray faces looked to the Coordinator in bewilderment and fear. But the Coordinator, stricken to the depths of his narrow soul, was incapable of speech. In the oppressive silence Aladdian’s winged figure materialized on the screen.


  “I greet you, Earthians, for the last time.” Her molten voice had overtones of sadness. “You have seen your mighty fleet destroyed. Earth is defenseless. Luhor is on his way to Earth.”


  “How—how do you know?” The Coordinator was moved to speech now, galvanized into life by a more immediate fear!


  “How? Because I am right now in telepathic contact with Luhor’s mind.”


  “We shall fight to the end!”


  “Yes, I expected that of you. You would condemn Earth to the same fate as your Fleet. Awaken, Earthmen! No weapon that you have can destroy allotropic metal. You have seen Luhor’s ships slice through your vessels as if they were paper. You’re at his mercy now.” Aladdian allowed her words to sink while she widened the beam to include Mars and Venus as well as Earth, that her voice might carry to the entire Federation.


  “I am not speaking to you only, now, but to three worlds whose fate depends on your decision. Agree to what I ask, and the danger from Luhor will be eliminated.”


  “What do you ask?” The Coordinator’s voice came through as a mere whisper.


  “Three things only. Absolute liberation of Venus and Mars, which means equal representation at the Tri-Planetary Federation Council. Complete abolishment of the inhuman Swamp of Paradim.


  And Venus to retain Vulcan with its allotcopic metal as a measure of final safety. Agree to these points before the assembled peoples of the inhabited planets who are listening now, and Luhor shall never reach Earth.”


  On Mars and Earth and Venus her winged figures were reflected, while her voice cadenced in the ears of untold millions.


  “First,” came the Coordinator’s voice, “how are you to prevent that fiend Luhor from pursuing his course? And second, what guarantees will we have that Venus will not build more of the allotropic cruisers to attack?” Although white and shaken, the Coordinator could still snarl.


  “I will answer your second question first. As you well know, Venus has never in all her history resorted to war. Rather than kill,” her voice became bitter, “we submitted to Earth’s cruel domination. We saw the inhuman Prison Swamp spring into being, for greed of the Josmian pearls; death and persecution for the sake of power. I even personally suffered this!” She held up her wings whose tendons had been cut. “Yet despite it all, history does not record murder by Venusians. That, Earthian, is your guarantee that we shall keep the peace. As to Luhor, I and I alone can stop him now. This is an offered chance you may take or leave. Remember, Luhor’s fleet has ten times the speed of Earth’s fastest vessel, and will be there sooner than you suppose. Think fast, Earthian!”


  “Think also,” Mark interposed in a voice of steel, “that here on Vulcan we have the allotropic metal, the means to work it, and the men to build our own cruisers if we so desire!”


  “I accept,” the Coordinator said sullenly. Despite his fear and helpless rage, he could only envisage defeat and destruction should Luhor arrive at Earth. As for Aladdian on Vulcan stopping the mad half-breed, he did not see how it was possible; but he had nothing further to lose by agreeing. With a gesture, he ordered the Council to draw up a pact.


  Four worlds watched the signatures grow one by one. Then, and not until then, did Aladdian play her last card as she brought Venus into focus.


  “NOW!”


  THE single word was the last she uttered as she opened her arms. Her people were ready. They knew the sacrifice.


  Millions of miles away an entire Planet, as if it had been a single cosmic mind, concentrated on Luhor’s fleet. A mighty stream of thought flowed out, vast but intangible. Wave upon wave, directed by Aladdian, the accumulated thought-vibrations beat ceaselessly upon the minds of Luhor and his men. And on Venus, slowly, here and there a winged figure fell and lay still, its mind sapped by the prodigious effort that knew no bounds. But the knowledge that Aladdian, their Princess, who directed the combined flow, was under an infinitely greater mental strain than any of them individually, gave them added inspiration.


  Aladdian had long since made all the others, even Mark, leave the Laboratory. She maintained her vigil and efforts alone. On her magnum screen, which had shifted to cosmic space, the six invulnerable vessels continued their purposeful route toward Earth. Serenely they sped.


  But suddenly, with an odd twist, one of the Spacers plunged headlong without warning into a sister ship. Both exploded into a cataract of flame. Another wavered, wheeled, then plunged toward outer space at vertiginous speed, to disappear in a dwindling dot of silver. Of the remaining three, one began to fire broadsides against the others, then rotated over and over out of control, while airlocks opened and figures leaped out to instantaneous death in the frigidity of space. It was a scene of silent horror.


  But while scores died in space, hundreds died on Venus at the magnitude of the effort. Still the Venusian populace of millions concentrated in purposeful silence.


  A sense of madness unleashed stole into the laboratory room where Aladdian stood alone, motionless and white-faced. She scarcely breathed. Her blue eyes were dilated. On the screen now only one cruiser remained. Not until then did Aladdian move, her hand reaching out automatically to the dials. A second later the interior of Luhor’s cruiser lay revealed.


  The huge half-breed had held out to the last. He’d realized what was happening, knew that the thought-power of an entire telepathic nation was reaching out across vast distances of space, the ghastly vibration of madness battering against the brains of his men. Now even Luhor began to succumb, his brutal face contorted by spasms of demoniac evil. His crew of men around him were already insane. A few sobbed monotonously on their knees, rocking from side to side. Others were already dead. One crewman was absorbed in daintily flaying another with a bright, keen penknife, while the rest were systematically destroying the ship and each other.


  In the midst of the scene, Luhor’s face went suddenly grey and blank. He drew his electro-pistol and like a man possessed, used it methodically about him until only he remained alive. It was then that Aladdian used her last remaining strength, directing Luhor like an automaton to the controls, where he remained frozen. The vessel heeled in space and changed course, heading away from Earth now, speeding directly sunward toward Vulcan Base.


  Within the laboratory room, Aladdian swayed, her face whiter than death; she grasped at the instrument panel for support, but her fingers closed on air, as she crumpled to the floor.


  XIII


  SHE was barely conscious of Mark and Cynthia and Carston seconds later, bursting into the room. And of Mark’s face mirroring his anxiety as he hurried to her.


  In the same instant she knew that her people’s accumulative vibration had reached an apex of power, and like an avenging fury was turning their way—centering on one person in that laboratory room! Desperately Aladdian tried to stop it, but she was too near exhaustion and too late.


  Like a concentrated, cosmic javelin of death, that stream of madness reached Carston alone. He shrieked but once, and leaped wildly, hands clutching at his temples; then he crumpled to the floor. He had been blasted to death as suddenly as if a gigantic atom-blast had drilled him between the eyes.


  Not until then, could Aladdian rise wearily to her feet, assisted by Mark. Sorrowfully she looked at the figure of Carston. Already on Venus, she knew, thousands lay dead, and perhaps hundreds more had died in this final vengeful effort.


  “They could not forget,” she said sadly, “that it was Carston who hounded me throughout the System to result in my imprisonment at Paradim; and that it was he who cut the tendons of my wings.”


  She still clung to Mark’s arm, half-supported by him. But despite her utter weariness and all she had gone through, Aladdian still had eyes for Cynthia, who stood there, a forlorn, shattered figure, staring down at the body of Carston.


  “Do not mind too much, my dear.” Aladdian’s voice and heart went out in pity to the Earth girl. “In a short time you will forget all that has happened here. Come with us to Venus, I know you will find happiness there.”


  “With us?” It was Mark who spoke, his voice a bare whisper of hope.


  “Yes, Mark.” Aladdian smiled at him, the impish smile he had known in Paradim. Then from the recesses of her tunic she drew forth a gleaming, iridescent pearl.


  “The purple Josmian!” Mark gasped. “The one I found in the Swamp. I’d forgotten about it!”


  “I kept it for you, Mark, knowing I would need it for this moment. From lower species to middle order,” her smile was impish again, “is not bad for an Earthman. Take the Josmian now, it’s yours; with it I elevate you to the highest order and—”


  But she said no more, for within Mark’s arms she was deciding he wasn’t much taller than the average Venusian; no, not a great deal taller, at all.


  MENACE OF THE MISTS


  H.L. Gold


  A nameless horror poured from the sea-bottoms of Venus, driven by a soulless intelligence that could not be beaten. Four Earthmen stood in the way of the voracious horde, knowing they could not escape—but swearing they would not admit defeat.


  MACALOON rose in the stirrups of his saddle-lizard. His guide, a Venusian fishman, trembled nervously at the mount’s side and pointed straight ahead. MacAloon followed the direction of the quivering four-jointed, scaly arm.


  “See, bossmac?” the reptilian native hissed in fright. “Bosslimpy speak truth. Cen’pedes ready to march. Soon they attack us. Then is all over.”


  On the other lizard, little Al Birchall tried to peer through the bright white fog of Venus. It was like attempting to gaze through a bedsheet.


  MacAloon lifted a pair of infra-red binoculars to his eyes. Instantly, the glasses dispelled the blinding mist.


  “See anything, Mac?” Birchall asked.


  Mac stared ahead without answering. Before him lay the black, motionless ocean which covered all the planet except a few hundred large islands. At the shore he saw movement, an enormous inky wave that flowed ponderously up over the land and steadily inched forward.


  Countless thousands of foot-long creatures were swarming out of the water and falling into dense marching ranks. The beasts, like huge centipedes, each had dozens of swift legs. The front half was legless, though, and looked like the human part of a centaur. It wasn’t only the posture that made the resemblance. They had round heads, shaped like skulls, with deadly manibles; and clever arms and hands grew out of their shoulders.


  Centaurpedes—even more than the heat, the mud and the fog, they were man’s most murderous enemy on Venus.


  Silently, Mac handed the binoculars to Al Birchall.


  “Bossmac,” the Ashman pleaded, “we go’way, not fight cen’pedes? They kill and eat us; nothing we can do.”


  Mac watched Al lower the glasses from his eyes. He did it very slowly at first, then grinned when he caught Mac’s gaze, and flipped the binoculars across.


  “They sure look dangerous,” he said.


  “They are,” Mac answered quietly. “They can strip the flesh off our bones in three minutes flat.”


  Below them, between the tall bulk of the two mounts, the Ashman’s long, flat head turned from Mac’s face to Al’s.


  “Bossal, tell bossmac we not able fight cen’pedes,” he begged sibilantly. “They come—” The thin, scaled hands waved excitedly, “like biggest army you ever see, make war on mine. You kill and kill, more come. Please, we go to man city!”


  MacAloon jerked his lizard’s reins around in the direction of the mine. Al’s mount came alongside. The fishman groaned, then began trotting before them on swift webbed feet. They splashed over the eternal mud, through the ever-present white fog.


  Should they give up the fight against the shrewd, heartbreakingly persistent vermin? If they did, they would have to abandon the mine which had become their life-work. They would have to blow up the place before retreating.


  For all life on Venus was amphibious, but centaurpedes were deliberately trying to quit the water, knowing their semi-civilization could reach its mechanistic goal only on land.


  Unable to prop the porous native rock with the brittle, primitive plastics they used instead of metals, they were striving to take over an iron mine that had already been started by human engineers. Then, with the metal they could produce, they would make tools and raise cities . . . and manufacture weapons with which to push men clear off the planet.


  Their forays had forced a number of mines out of existence. Two years ago, before Al Birchall became the fourth partner here, an undersea colony of’pedes swarmed down on this place. Surrounded on all sides, the men had put up a long, bitter fight. If Adonis City, half around the globe, hadn’t finally sent a rocket ship, they would have been lost.


  In the rocket, Mac had tried flame-strafing with the bow jets, swooping back and forth across the black mass of besiegers. But the wily animals merely dug deep in the mud and waited till he passed overhead, then continued the attack. Since he couldn’t be everywhere at once, part of the army was always surging forward. At best, the strafing only slowed down the assault.


  But then Limpy Austin, up in the lookout tower, sighted foraging parties in the rear, dragging up food supplies in the form of gigantic dead meat-eaters. Mac had rocketed over the rear of the army, burning the food into useless charred fragments. Starving, the attackers were at last forced to retreat to their ocean city, but only until they could figure out new strategy.


  Mac said, “We’ll stick.”


  Otherwise, he knew, he’d have to go back to ferrying fruit boats between South America and Antarctica. Birchall would revert to his old confidence games all over the System. Swede Steffansen would have to manipulate a freight crane on Mercury again. And Limpy Austin—well, there wasn’t much a semi-cripple could do, outside of being lookout and radio operator for his friends.


  THE two riders approached the mine enclosure which struggled into visibility through the smothering haze. The fishman, fleeter than the lumbering saddle-lizards, had already reached the high wire fence. He gestured wildly at the guard nearest him, an alert armed Venusian who stood on a stilt-platform that overlooked the fence to the mud flats beyond.


  The guard pressed a button that opened a gate in the wire barricade. The mounted men pounded through, and over the wide muddy stretch to the concrete wall.


  Deeply embedded in the ooze, with the rock bed for a foundation, the wall paralleled the outer fence and closed in the entire mining grounds. Its polished outer face was deeply indented, like a sharply curved concave lens. No joints showed in the smooth surface.


  But Limpy Austin, up in the glass-walled lookout room atop the stilt blockade house, saw them. He opened a tightly fitting door in the concrete rampart. They rode through into the compound, dismounted near the closed-cabin freight tractor that stood beside the smelter.


  “The’pedes are coming, aren’t they?” asked a slow, heavy voice behind them. Swede Steffansen came around the lizards. He was a big, placid man, but his sky-blue eyes—blue as the heaven of Earth, not this white hell—were troubled now. He said: “I could tell by the way the pack animals are acting. They’re touchy.”


  “They caught the scent,” Mac answered. “The attack’s due in about two hours. Let all the animals out. We don’t want them stampeding during the battle.”


  Swede nodded, slogged off toward the corral.


  “Tell the fishmen we’re in for a fight with’pedes,” Mac ordered Birchall. “Weed out the weak sisters. They’d only get in our way, anyhow.”


  Stepping high to avoid splashing, Al bounded off in the direction of the tipple at the mine entry. MacAloon went into the blockade house and climbed to the lookout room.


  Limpy Austin was standing at the infra-red glass wall. His left arm and leg were shriveled, and one side of his face was twisted up in a sardonic leer. Mercurian Paralysis, that strange disease which immobilizes either half of a person depending on whether it is contracted at the Day or Night Side, had made a hopeless cripple of him.


  He turned around when Mac came in. “Well?” he asked.


  “They’re coming, all right,” Mac grunted. He leaned over the control panel, pushed the button that clanged the cease-work alarm down in the mine. Then he threw the lever that halted the ore cars to bring the men to the surface.


  “How do things look?” Limpy pursued.


  Mac shrugged. “We ought to have a better chance than before. There are four of us this time.”


  Limpy shuffled to the radio. With his slender, sensitive right hand, he twisted the dials.


  “Adonis City,” he said harshly into the microphone. “Limpy Austin calling Adonis City . . .”


  There was a squeal of static. “Adonis City,” replied a harried voice. “Come in, Austin, but make it short!”


  “What’s up?”


  “ ’Pede attack on every damned mine. How about you? Aren’t they—”


  “Yeah,” Limpy cut in. “That’s why I’m calling. Send over a ship. Ours is wrecked.”


  The weary voice cursed. “I can’t, Austin. We figured you had a boat, so we shipped them all to the other mines.”


  “Okay,” Limpy shrugged. “Then we’ll have to do without.”


  “Why don’t you guys blow up the place and leave?”


  “Maybe we’ll have to. I don’t know. When you get a chance—”


  “Yeah,” the man replied hastily. “The first ship that comes in, you guys get. So long, and good luck!”


  Limpy switched off and glanced inquiringly at Mac, his paralyzed grin a slash of seemingly pure evil.


  “Looks bad, Mac.”


  “Maybe,” MacAloon said curtly. “If we can hold out till they give us a boat, we’ll come through all right.”


  Nevertheless, he frowned, worried by the simultaneous attacks. There was something ominous behind them—and he didn’t know what.


  LIMPY was sullen; the more the right side of his face drew down in anger, the more sardonically leered the frozen left side. Swede’s placid features showed no emotion, but his clenched fists did. Mac alone tried to appear cheerful, though his mind was furiously analyzing their grave situation. While Birchall said nothing, peering absently into space.


  Silently, the men pulled on steel-soled shoes, lead-fiber gloves and infra-red goggles. On their backs they strapped compact battery-radios with short antennae, a fixed microphone at the chest. The loudspeaker atop each small set, at neck level, could be heard in anything short of a vacuum or explosion. Then the defenders armed themselves with flame-throwers and machine guns that shot steel-piercing bomb bullets.


  Straightening, Mac asked: “How many fishmen are staying?”


  “Twenty-one,” snarled Birchall.


  Mac grinned wryly. “Cheer up, Al. That’s better than I figured on.” He turned. “Limpy, stay up at lookout. Warn me when the’pedes are getting close. Swede, you and Al set up ammunition dumps in the compound. Then make sure the explosives and contacts will work fast if we have to blow up the place in a hurry.” While the others dispersed, Mac gathered a squad of fishmen, armed with flame-throwers and led them outside the high fence. Methodically, they burned down all vegetation for a distance of several hundred yards, to prevent the centaurpedes from creeping up close under cover.


  When Mac and his detachment were returning, Limpy opened a sluice from the central control tower. Oil poured into the shallow water-filled moat that ringed the wire barrier. A thick, greasy film spread over the water.


  Meanwhile, the rest of the fishmen had been deployed around the inside of the fence. They stood nervously holding their flame-throwers, their membrane-covered eyes bulging anxiously. Up on the stik towers, the best native marksmen pressed their quivering scaled shoulders against the stocks of mounted machine-guns.


  Mac felt a pang of gratitude. He knew what their decision to stay had meant. All life on Venus dreaded the centaurpede with a blind, wild terror.


  “Hey!” Limpy’s voice grated through the radio. “Come up to the lookout room!”


  MacAloon rushed through the mud and climbed to the glass-walled chamber. He glanced questioningly at Limpy. The lookout man wordlessly handed him a pair of binoculars and pointed to the coast.


  Swede and Al burst in, as usual, asked no questions. But Birchall was babbling at a terrific rate.


  “Shut up!” Limpy said tensely.


  Mac stared at the ocean. His jaw muscles suddenly bunched into hard knots. At wide intervals, six black waves were lapping over the shore and rolling down on the mine like a flood—a deluge with gigantic mandibles and fiendish cunning, a torrent miles long and spread far over the muddy plain.


  “That’s never happened before,” Limpy whispered. “It was always one colony to a mine.”


  Swede and Al took turns at the binoculars. No change came over Swede’s face. Birchall’s, though, contracted in horror.


  “They got together!” he yapped. “We’re done for, Mac! We can’t fight six colonies all at once, and without a boat!”


  Scowling, Mac jammed his hands into his pockets. “They’re using holding attacks on the other mines to tie up help from Adonis City. Meanwhile, they’re concentrating their main force here.”


  “Smart little devils,” rumbled Swede.


  “We ought to quit!” Al chattered. “We can’t lick them!”


  His face whiter and more contorted than ever, Limpy said: “Why don’t you guys beat it?”


  Mac’s head jerked up sharply. Swede looked at Limpy in mild surprise. Al Birchall’s chin dropped.


  “What do you mean—us guys?” Al demanded. “What about you?”


  Both sides of Limpy’s face grinned sardonically. “No boat, all the animals set free—you’ll have to run for it. And me? Well, I’m not much good at running. But you three can escape, if I’m not along to hold you back.”


  “I’m a heel,” snarled Birchall. “Forget what I said.”


  “Sure, Limpy,” Swede added with clumsy joviality. “This little ape is always talking before he thinks. We’re sticking—all of us.”


  “Cut it out!” snapped Limpy. “Somebody has to stay here to throw the dynamite switch. I don’t need any help.”


  “Nobody’s throwing any switch,” Mac declared. “This is our mine, and no damned vermin are taking it over!”


  “But you’ll never beat them,” pleaded Limpy. “And even if you did, they’d only keep coming back until they got the place. You can’t wipe them out once and for all.”


  “Someday, somebody will,” Mac said. “In the meantime, we can fight like hell.’Pedes haven’t any more intelligence than a bee, but even they get tired of being slaughtered.”


  “A bee?” Al asked. “I thought’pedes were smart devils.”


  “Not individually, according to Graves, the old-time biologist.”


  “Then how can they plan and act all together?”


  “They have some way of coordinating, Graves claimed. How does a beehive act as a unit? We don’t know, but it does just the same.”


  “Can’t I talk you fellows into leaving?” begged Limpy.


  “No!” Al stated flatly.


  Limpy shrugged. Shuffling over to the window, he pointed down at the closed-cabin tractor beside the smelter.


  “Then how about letting me use that as a tank?” he asked. “I’m not much good here, anyhow. The’pedes wouldn’t be able to get at me, inside the cabin, and I could crush and burn them down till they quit.”


  “That was tried once at a mine,” said Mac. “The’pedes dug tank traps. The driver killed himself after being stuck in one for a week. It didn’t matter; he’d have died soon enough. But even when he skipped the traps, the’pedes dodged the treads. They don’t just stand around and wait to be crushed.”


  The right side of Limpy’s face drew down in disappointment. “You guys are suckers to stick around. I’m just a rubber cog.”


  “Rubber cog, huh?” Al yelped. “How do you think we’re going to fight without a lookout man?”


  “Don’t talk like a sap, Limpy,” added Mac with gruff gentleness. “We need you a lot more than you need us.”


  A slow, sad smile spread over Limpy’s twisted features.


  “Okay, if that’s how you feel about it.”


  “That’s how we feel about it,” Swede answered.


  They went down to their stations within the enclosure. In deadly silence, the camp waited for the first blow.


  IT came when the tension was almost unbearable. Through his infra-red goggles, MacAloon could see a vast, dark smear, advancing inexorably, like the ominous march of a black glacier. Before the ordered ranks came the expected stampede of animals.


  As if they had studied the break-through tactics of the extinct Nazis, the’pedes were driving huge beasts ahead of them, living tanks that were meant to smash down the mine’s fortifications. Enormous meat-eaters were thundering along on vast legs, crushing smaller carnivores in their frenzied flight. Fleet, timid vegetarians raced beside their killers, but neither thought of anything except the hideously lethal creatures close behind them.


  When the animals were close to the fence, Mac snapped an order into his microphone. Instantly, flame-throwers spat at the pool of oil surrounding the mine. A fierce blaze sprang up.


  The demented rabble scattered right and left—all but the meat-eaters, the biggest beasts on Venus. Too stupid to fear fire, they were the greatest danger. In idiot terror, they crashed toward the fence.


  Somehow, the fishmen stood their ground. Mac knew how they felt. It was a sensation of unnerving horror to watch a gigantic animal plunging toward you, to stare at the enormous fangs in the slavering yard-wide mouth, to feel the ground trembling beneath their tremendous feet. . . .


  MacAloon opened fire. From every side of the camp, he heard answering blasts. The pounding of the machine-guns made a furious clatter. Bullets exploded savagely in the great bodies. Then horrible bellows of agony drowned every other sound.


  For minutes after a man managed to pump an endless burst of slugs into a meat-eater, and saw the flesh erupt in bloody blobs, he couldn’t help shaking, though he knew the monster was already dead on its feet. Then the vast beast collapsed into the mud with a deafening splash, and he wondered if he could ever forget the terrifying sight.


  When the thick, oily smoke thinned out, the smaller animals had fled into the fog. Mac sent out a squadron of Ashmen, who destroyed the dying meat-eaters. If the bodies had been allowed to remain, the’pedes would have used them as a food supply.


  The Ashmen came back inside, and all the fog-wrapped world was silent. On noiseless feet, the oncoming army moved with impossible precision toward the camp.


  Twenty-Ave defenders against uncounted millions, with only a web of wiring and a concrete wall between them and the jaws of doom. And even if they won, victory would be no more than a truce. . . .


  THE six armies of centaurpedes met and fused. Narrower and narrower grew the gap between the mine and the unending wave of repulsive vermin. Then, when they were almost at the fence, the main army suddenly slowed down, and the two wings broke into double-swift march, advancing on both sides of the barrier.


  “Turn on the juice!” Mac snapped into his microphone.


  Abruptly, the fence began shooting off big blue sparks in the wet air. The main body of centaurpedes halted a few yards away and remained impassive. Inside, the Ashmen stood frozen, staring in terror at the long, multi-legged animals, the round, intelligent-looking heads, the huge mandibles, and the upright shoulders with pairs of clever hands and arms.


  Behind the camp, the encircling wings met and joined. More advanced until the surrounding army was uniform in depth. Then, with a single movement, the black cataract flooded straight at the wire fence.


  “Hold your Are!” Mac yelled at his Ashmen.


  Around the compound, he heard Swede and Al shouting the same order. But it was too much to expect of fear-tightened native nerves. Spasmodic bursts of Are spurted out. Undaunted, the horde pressed on against the fence.


  Crackling and flashing, the electrified wire suddenly flung out great streamers of sparks. The moist chitinous bodies shriveled into ashes. A stink of burned flesh polluted the heavy fog.


  Apparently at an inaudible signal, the entire mass of’pedes fell back out of danger. MacAloon was awed. He knew that the rear of a human army, unable to see what was happening up front, would keep pushing forward. But a secret knowledge, impossible to men, made the centaurpedes act as a single entity.


  Looking along the fence, Mac could see detachments of’pedes scouts, moving warily toward the sparking barrier. While the army watched, the reconnoiterers experimentally touched the wire. A flash and they were destroyed, but not before serving their purpose. They had given the army a chance to analyze the fence’s properties.


  Again the entire force moved forward, this time with more caution than before. MacAloon looked on anxiously, knowing they were aware of the danger.


  “Mac!” cried Al’s voice. “What’re they going to do?”


  “They’re too smart to keep electrocuting themselves,” said MacAloon tersely. “They must have a plan.”


  “But what is it?”


  “I don’t know,” Mac admitted.


  The first ten lines halted within a foot of the flashing barricade. The next nine marched forward and mounted the backs of the first lines. Then each succeeding rank climbed those in front.


  “A pyramid!” Al yapped.


  The Ashmen gaped up at Mac, then back at the’pedes. They were close to cracking.


  “Wait!” Mac ordered. “Wait till bosslimpy says they’re almost to the top of the fence. Then Are low. Don’t keep firing after the pyramid falls!”


  The sporadic firing ceased. Immense gaps had appeared in the pyramid, but the fence had heated red. The drain on the generators would be enormous, and this MacAloon had feared more than the few invaders that might drop across.


  Swiftly, the pyramid grew until it was as high as the fence. Then, up in the lookout room, Limpy barked a signal.


  Flame leaped out at the lowest line of’pedes, slashed back and forth. All in an instant, the pyramid collapsed. The centaurpedes retreated, leaving a ring of charred bodies around the fence. But the survivors were as numberless as ever.


  In the sudden silence, agonized shrieks rang out across the compound.


  What’s wrong, Limpy?” demanded MacAloon.


  “It’s Al, but I can’t see what happened!”


  “Stay where you are, Swede!”-Mac ordered. “Keep the fishmen fighting!”


  He raced to Birchall’s station, saw that Al’s flame-thrower had jammed. Hundreds of centaurpedes had hurled themselves over the fence and surrounded two natives. Others had brought up a tree trunk and hammered a big hole in the wire. Through the gap, a full regiment was pouring into the enclosure.


  “Take care of the ones inside!” Al shrieked. “I’ll stop them!”


  “Don’t be a fool!” shouted Mac. “Fall back and get another flame-thrower!”


  Unheeding, Al smashed a path to the fence with the butt of his weapon.’Pedes were already climbing up his body and wasting no time. He bit his lip and charged on. The trickle of blood running down his chin was the smallest one flowing from his torn flesh. In a last desperate lunge, he grabbed the ends of the broken fence.


  “Al!” Mac cried out.


  He was too late. A sheet of blue flame had sprung up. There was a piercing scream of pain beyond endurance. Then Birchall hung limply, caught, as he had intended, by the jagged ends of wire. His mangled, lifeless body, through which the current flowed, had closed the gap.


  A sudden film spoiled Mac’s vision.


  Savagely, he blinked it away. With vicious fury, he burned down the swiftly crawling centaurpedes around him. The two fishmen, no longer surrounded, shuddered free of their fright and began to help. Under the fierce heat, all the animals in the enclosure curled and died.


  Murderously calm, Mac fired a steady blast through the fence at the pyramid outside. Sizzling and frying, the formation fell to the ground.


  In spite of that, the’pedes had won this battle. They had unleashed a new weapon while the defenders had turned to watch the struggle. A rain of vermin seemed to come from the sky. For, thrust deep into the mud outside the fence, were whip-like catapults. Ten animals were drawing back each slingshot, flinging a’pede into the enclosure!


  Dismayed, MacAloon watched them hurtle over the wire in unbelievable numbers. Shooting wildly at them, yet fixed to the ground they were defending, the fishmen were desperately near panic.


  “Stop firing!” Mac shouted.


  His order was ignored. He cursed and pulled half of the natives away, giving their flame-throwers to the remaining guards. The first half he sent inside the compound with snapped instructions. The others he placed just before the concrete rampart. Armed with two weapons instead of one, each fishmen had double firing power.


  “Let them reform their ranks inside the camp,” Mac ordered. “Then let them have it!”


  Limpy communicated the command to Swede on the other side of the compound. The haphazard blasts stopped. Undisturbed now, the centaurpedes well into military formation, as Mac had expected. When their lines were twenty deep, they advanced, a black, tight unit with champing mandibles.


  “Now!” MacAloon roared.


  A withering wall of flame lashed out, burning down the invaders by the hundreds. But reinforcements kept flying over the blue-flashing fence. And under cover of the air invasion, the pyramids were being built again! The fishmen, backed up against the curved concrete barricade, were unable to reach this new threat with a stream of fire.


  Obeying his previous instructions, a squad of fishmen came staggering through the doors in the wall. They dragged oxygen and hydrogen tanks that were connected in pairs by flexible, insulated hoses with triggered nozzles.


  “Forward!” Mac commanded.


  Limpy passed the word around the besieged mine, and Ashmen advanced with blazing flame-throwers. Behind them, the reserves hauled up the tanks. Slowly, stubbornly, the tide of centaurpedes was driven back into the fence. An ear-splitting crackle, and they were gone, a smoking pile of cinders.


  Even after the camp was clear, Mac did not rest. He drove the reserves to the fence and kept them firing at the enemy beyond.


  “Not the’pedes!” he shouted. They looked up, bewildered, wondering why ammunition should be used, if not to burn down the foe. “Melt the catapults!” he ordered.


  Idle natives understood at last that the hand-weapons were too feeble to reduce the crude plastic slingshots, but that the tank flame-throwers were not. They blasted out at the catapults.


  But the centaurpedes were damnably shrewd. In half the time it had taken the Ashmen to comprehend, the vermin had begun pulling up their slingshots and retreating out of range.


  Harrying his forces to get the catapults, Mac glanced aside and swore viciously. In the gaps between his widely spaced crew, more pyramids were forming.


  “Forget the slingshots!” he yelled. “They can wait till later!”


  The revised order didn’t make sense to the Ashmen. They couldn’t see that, while their attention was diverted, the main army could pour over the fence on a secure pyramid. They blasted away at the slingshots and ignored the wall of’pedes.


  The deadly animals saw their chance and acted. With quick cunning, they sent over a torrent of invaders. Chattering in fear, the Ashmen switched their attack to the pyramids, but they were too late. They were being driven back by the vermin inside the fence, and more and more were coming over.


  “I can’t hold them, Mac,” came Swede’s unalarmed voice.


  “I can’t either,” Mac said tensely. “Get the Ashmen and fuel tanks into the compound.”


  Shrill screams erupted from the natives. Faced by alert, precise ranks marching toward them, they threw down their weapons and rushed for the concrete wall.


  MAC ran forward, cursing. He grabbed an oxy tank and pulled it to safety. Most of the thrower fuel was safe in the camp, but the tanks outside would be badly needed if the attack continued in force. But regiments of’pedes had bypassed the ammunition and posted guards to prevent their being rescued.


  Hard-faced, Mac ordered a Ashmen to go out into the enclosure with him. While Mac kept back the horde with a hail of Are, the shivering native pulled a tank into the compound. Mac increased the size of the raiding parties. Again and again they sallied out, until the bulk of the abandoned fuel was saved.


  Sweating, Mac signaled to Limpy in the blockade house. The hermetic doors in the wall slid shut. The natives stood on the ledge on the inner side of the rampart, watching with horror-filled eyes as the fiendish beasts tried to scale the concave surface.


  Mac called Swede by radio, then trudged through the mud to the blockade house. The three men met in the lookout room.


  Seeing Swede, Mac realized for the first time how dirty, wet and exhausted he was himself. They were both blackened with mud and flame blasts, their clothing grimy and sopping.


  Limpy’s good eye was harrowed, the frozen side of his face contorted in an evil grin.


  “Poor Al,” muttered Swede. He sank down ponderously on a chair. “He was a game little fellow. I’ll miss him.”


  Without replying, Limpy turned around. He stared sightlessly through the infrared windows at the white fog and the eternal mud, the seething mass of centaurpedes and the shaking, gabbling Ashmen. All around the mine, seeming to reach every horizon, stretched the completely encircling army of vermin. But that was not what Limpy was seeing.


  Mac came over to the window. “I saw Al die, too,” he said in a harshly gentle voice. “If I have to kick off that way, I hope I’ll be as brave as he was.”


  “Maybe you’ll get your chance sooner than you think,” Limpy snarled. “Six armies against us, one dead, our boat no good, the fence useless, the fishmen demoralized—” He whirled. “What are we waiting for? Why don’t we blow up the place and quit?”


  “Because we still have a chance,” Mac answered. “They’ve taken our first line of defense, but we still have the second.”


  “The wall?” Swede grunted. “Think that’ll stop them long?”


  “Long enough,” promised Mac. “It’s thirty times as high as they are, and three feet out of plumb-line with the bottom. Before they figure out how to get across, maybe Adonis City’ll be able to send us a rocket. Get them on the radio, anyhow, Limpy. We’re carrying the whole weight of the attack. They’ve got to give us a ship.”


  Limpy shuffled to the panel. He set the dials, then spoke mechanically into the microphone: “Adonis City. Limpy Austin calling Adonis City. . . .” Several minutes went by. He looked up. “They don’t answer.”


  “Keep trying,” Mac said. “Everybody must be calling them from all the other mines.”


  “That’s what I mean,” Swede put in earnestly. “We fight; the other mines fight. Sometimes we win; sometimes the’pedes do. Whatever happens, it’s never finished. We spoil their old tricks, so they figure out new ones. They’re devils, Mac. We can never lick them for good.”


  “Someday, somebody will,” Mac said stubbornly.


  He gripped the sill and stared out through the infra-red glass. In the outer compound was a black fester of centaurpedes, crawling like gigantic lice before the concrete barricade.


  “Nothing can stop them,” Swede said beside him. “They’ll find a way of getting over. They always do. And then—” Mac’s skin began to creep. To be eaten, the flesh stripped off your bones while you’re alive and screaming. . . . The fence had halted them, and they’d built pyramids. When flame-throwers cut down the pyramids, they used catapults. Now the wall was holding them back, but they’d work out some method of hurtling over.


  Then those armored bodies would push back the defenders until they could retreat no farther. Before those steel-hard mandibles, one man after another would go down, a living skeleton, covered with black, crawling vermin. . . .


  Mac shuddered. “As long as that wall holds them,” he said, “it isn’t hopeless. But the sooner the boat gets here, the better off we’ll be. Are you trying Adonis City, Limpy?”


  “All over the dial!” Limpy groaned. “They don’t answer!”


  Swede shook his head. “The fishmen know what the odds are. Look at that.” Mac saw three natives fling up their arms, claw over the wall and throw themselves into the’pedes’ jaws. They fought to their feet and raced toward the fence, but their fleetness didn’t save them. Long before they reached the wire, they were black and shapeless, covered from head to foot with clinging, rending animals.


  “The fence,” Swede explained quietly. “That’s why they went crazy.”


  FAR to the right, a corps of centaurpede engineers had hauled up the huge tree trunk. Using it as a battering ram again, they smashed down a section of the barrier. Now they were rushing in, tearing the chargeless fence to pieces. As the two men watched tensely, another section collapsed with a splash into the mud. Instantly, the’pedes began moving it toward the concrete wall.


  “I knew they’d find a way,” said Swede. “They’re going to use the fence segments as ladders.” He turned away.


  Mac, continuing to stare down, suddenly stiffened. The’pedes were acting queerly, moving around sluggishly, as if they had lost interest in their task! He frowned and faced his companions.


  “That’s funny,” he muttered. “They’re stopping—they seem confused.”


  Limpy shrugged and went on twirling the dials. Swede glanced out, then looked at Mac with upraised eyebrows.


  “They look the same to me,” he said slowly. “You seeing things, Mac?” Startled, MacAloon shot his gaze back to the scene below. Swede was right! The’pedes had resumed their work! Mac stood still for a moment, his mind racing swiftly, trying to grasp the significance of that momentary halt. Then he whirled, facing Limpy.


  “What were you doing just a moment ago?”


  Limpy raised his head from the dials. “Trying all the wave lengths. Adonis City isn’t on its usual—”


  “I thought so!” Mac yelled triumphantly. “Get back to the length you had before!”


  “But there wasn’t any answer.”


  “They’re halfway to the wall,” Swede muttered abstractedly.


  “Get that wave length again!” Mac snapped.


  Limpy’s right shoulder shrugged. He twisted the dial gently while MacAloon turned back to the window and stared out tensely.


  “Hold it!” he suddenly ordered. “Don’t touch those dials!”


  Swede and Limpy looked at him puzzedly. He pointed down at the swarming enclosure. Limpy shuffled over to him, followed the direction of his finger.


  “They’ve dropped the fence,” whispered the lookout. “They don’t seem to know what they’re doing.”


  “Yah,” Swede said in an awed voice. Below, the centaurpedes were moving about aimlessly, as if they had forgotten their orders. They had completely lost their terrible machine-like precision!


  “I don’t get it,” Swede complained in bewilderment. “What’s wrong with them?” Mac’s grin was hard and tight. “They’re directed by a central brain, a sort of queen’pede which coordinates their actions by ultra-short-wave commands, the way a queen bee directs a beehive. That’s the secret of their synchronization!”


  “And I was working the ultra-short—” Limpy stopped, stunned.


  “That’s the idea,” Mac nodded. “Our signals blanket theirs! They can’t get orders from the main intelligence, so they don’t know what to do!”


  For a moment, the men were silent. Slowly, then, Swede said: “Now all we have to do is kill the brain.”


  “Yeah,” Limpy agreed bitterly. “What a chance of getting through! Where’s the queen’pede, or the brain, or whatever it is?”


  Mac squinted through a pair of binoculars. He gazed along that meandering tangle of disorganized vermin. Abruptly, he halted. A mile beyond the ravaged fence was a small patch of integrated activity, a regiment of centaurpedes that still functioned in unison.


  “There’s the truth,” he muttered. “Or more likely, there are six of them, one from each undersea colony. They probably formed a council of war to attack us. That’s why we almost lost.”


  “Almost?” Swede echoed. “But we can’t fight them now!”


  Mac shook his head. “We won’t lose,” he said grimly. “I’m going to kill the council of war.”


  “You’re crazy!” Limpy cried. “You’d have to run through a mile of mud and’pedes. Brain or no brain to direct them, they’ll pull you down instinctively. Mac, you won’t have a chance!”


  MacAloon looked out at the wandering army. “I think I will,” he said. He went to the door. “They won’t attack together. Open the wall, Limpy. Don’t mind if a few’pedes get through. You can take care of them. Just keep that ultra-short-wave blanket clamped down over their minds. So long.”


  HE ran down the metal steps and across the mud toward the smelter. Tearing open the door of the closed-cabin tractor, he jumped inside and slammed the port shut. He started the motor, drove past the blockade house. Swede and Limpy were at the window. Mac waved.


  A door in the wall swung wide for him. He tooled through, the door closed and he was among the centaurpedes. Infinitely disgusting things, a few individuals attacked the tractor in blind rage, clamping their mandibles on the steel parts and clinging senselessly. Others gaped up in blank wonder as the machine bore down on them. He heard them crack and squish beneath the threads.


  Pie drove straight at the fence. It went down and he was out of the enclosure, entirely surrounded by vermin. On all sides, farther than he could see, were purposeless animals, no longer in orderly ranks, obeying a single dictate. How long would they remain severed from the controlling brains?


  Desperately, Mac fixed in his mind the position of the place where he had seen unified activity. He headed directly for the war council of intelligent centaurpedes. The treads of his tractors made sucking, splashing sounds through the mud.’Pedes, not bright enough by themselves to get out of the way of danger, died by the thousands under the grinding chains.


  He was drawing closer, into the thickest cluster of all. The vermin here were also wandering around, but they seemed to be trying to make up their minds. Mac knew the blanketing wave was weaker here, that the council of queens’pedes was struggling to get its nearer minions under control again. Before that happened, they had to be destroyed.


  But where were they? Two hundred yards away was a great battle square of centaurpedes, setting themselves with idiot bravery to stop his invincible machine. Mandibles opened wide, they crouched back, ready to spring and rend the indestructible steel.


  Were the’pede dictators in the center of that battalion? Theoretically, they should be, but Mac knew better than to expect the obvious. Were they brain-like, sluglike, or did they hide their vast significance behind protective disguises of mediocrity, pretending to be nothing but ordinary centaurpedes?


  The tractor lumbered on across the mud, smashed into that wall of nauseating bodies. The cracking and squashing made his stomach heave, yet he kept grinding ahead.


  “Damn your murdering hearts, where are you?” he bit out.


  He crashed through the battalion, started to turn back for another charge. Instead, he clamped his teeth together and continued savagely. Far before him, he had seen several’pedes, identical with the rest, racing in different directions toward the ocean. They had set up a rear guard to cover their retreat.


  He wrenched the wheel aside. Crack!


  “One!” he gloated.


  Another was scampering furiously twenty feet ahead. He drove down on it, exulted when he heard the treads crush the hard chitinous shell.


  “Two!”


  “Three!”


  The revolting beasts were fleet, but the tractor was swifter. One after another, he ran them down, his lips twisting in a fierce grin each time he heard one squash beneath his treads.


  At last, two miles from camp, he stopped. He had destroyed the last’pede trying to escape to the ocean. But had he killed the brains that had directed this gigantic assault on the mine?


  HE pivoted and started back to the compound. The’pedes were still ambling around, following their single purposes. He could never have got through if the ultra-short wave hadn’t actually blanketed the brains’ commands. But were the animals merely disorganized only as long as the broadcast continued, or had their rulers really been killed?


  Mac reached the mine. Limpy opened a gate in the concrete wall, and he drove through. A moment later, he was in the lookout wall, standing beside his two partners, gazing out the window.


  “Did you get them?” Limpy asked breathlessly.


  Mac leaned forward and watched with intent eyes. Slowly, like brainless creatures gradually coming to a decision, the endless mob of centaurpedes began moving away. They didn’t march, as they had advanced to the attack. They wandered off in the general direction of the sea from which they had sprung.


  “I got them,” Mac said. He straightened and turned around wearily. “Get in touch with Adonis City, Limpy. Give them the wave length that blankets the queen’pedes’ instructions. Tell them to relay the information to mines that are under siege.”


  “We’ve won?” asked Swede incredulously.


  “Yes,” Mac replied. “And this time it’s for good. We’ll be able to beat off every attack from now on. Only, I don’t think they’ll go on fighting much longer. They’ll have to quit.”


  Swede sat down ponderously. “I’m glad, Mac. Not for us; for Al. He didn’t die uselessly.”


  “No,” Mac said. “He didn’t.”


  Fumbling with the radio dials, Limpy grinned. None but his close friends could know that grief made his grin wider and more evil-looking than ever.


  STRANGER FROM SPACE


  Hannes Bok


  She prayed that a God would come from the skies and carry her away to bright adventures. But when he came in a metal globe, she knew only disappointment—for his godliness was oddly strange!


  IT was twilight on Venus—the rusty red that the eyes notice when their closed lids are raised to light. Against the glow, fantastically twisted trees spread claws of spiky leaves, and a group of clay huts thrust up sharp edges of shadow, like the abandoned toy blocks of a gigantic child. There was no sign of clear sky and stars—the heavens were roofed by a perpetual ceiling of dust-clouds.


  A light glimmered in one of the huts. Feminine voices rippled across the clearing and into the jungle. There was laughter, then someone’s faint and wistful sigh. One of the voices mourned, in the twittering Venusian speech, “How I envy you, Koroby! I wish I were being married tonight, like you!”


  Koroby stared defiantly at the laughing faces of her bridesmaids. She shrugged hopelessly. “I don’t care,” she said slowly. “It will be nice to have Yasak for a husband—yes. And perhaps I do love him. I don’t know.” She tightened her lips as she reflected on it.


  She left them, moving gracefully to the door. Venus-girls were generally of truly elfin proportions, so delicately slim that they seemed incapable of the slightest exertion. But Koroby’s body was—compared to her friends’—voluptuous.


  She rested against the door-frame, watching the red of the afterglow deepen to purple. “I want romance,” she said, so softly that the girls had to strain forward to hear her. “I wish that there were other worlds than this—and that someone would drop out of the skies and claim me . . . and take me away from here, away from all this—this monotony!”


  She turned back to her friends, went to them, one of her hands, patting the head of the kneeling one. She eyed herself in the mirror.


  “Well—heigh-ho! There don’t seem to be any other worlds, and nobody is going to steal me away from Yasak, so I might as well get on with my preparations. The men with the litter will be here soon to carry me to the Stone City.”


  She ran slim hands down her sides, smoothing the blue sarong; she fondled her dark braids. “Trossa, how about some flowers at my ears—or do you think that it would look a little too much—?” Her eyes sought the mirror, and her lips parted in an irreprehensible smile. She trilled softly to herself, “Yes, I am beautiful tonight—the loveliest woman Yasak will ever see!” And then, regretfully, sullenly, “But oh, if only He would come . . . the man of my dreams!”


  There was a rap at the doorway; they turned. One of the litter-bearers loomed darker than the gloomy sky. “Are you ready?” he asked.


  Koroby twirled before the mirror, criticizing her appearance. “Yes, ready,” she said.


  “Ready!” the girls cried. Then there was a little silence.


  “Shall we go now?” Koroby asked, and the litter-carrier nodded. Koroby kissed the girls, one after another. “Here, Shonka—you can have this bracelet you’ve always liked. And this is for you, Lolla. And here, Trossa—and you, Shia. Goodbye, darlings, goodbye—come and see me whenever you can!”


  “Goodbye, Koroby!”


  “Goodbye! Goodbye!” They crowded around her, embracing, babbling farewells, shreds of advice. Trossa began to cry. Finally Koroby broke away from them, went to the door. She took a last look at the interior of the little hut, dim in the lamplight—at the hard bed of laced gnau-hide strips, the crude but beautifully-carved charts and chests. Then she turned and stepped out into the night.


  “This way,” the litter-carrier announced, touching the girl’s arm. They stumbled over the rutted clearing toward the twinkling sparks that were the lights of the other litter-bearers, colored sparks as befitted a wedding-conveyance. The winking lights were enclosed in shells of colored glass for another reason—the danger of their firing the papery jungle verdure.


  IT was not a new litter, built especially for the occasion—Yasak was too practical a man to sanction any kind of waste. It was the same old litter that Koroby had been watching come and go ever since she was a little girl, a canopied framework of gaudily-painted carvings. She had wondered, watching it pass, whether its cushioned floor was soft, and now, as she stepped into the litter, she patted the padding experimentally. Yes, it was soft . . . And fragrant, too—a shade too fragrant. It smelled stale, hinting of other occupants, other brides being borne to other weddings . . .


  Garlands of flowers occupied a good deal of space in it. Settled among them, she felt like a bird in a strange nest. She leaned back among them; they rustled dryly. Too bad—it had been such a dry year—


  “You’re comfortable?” the litter bearer asked. Koroby nodded, and the litter was lifted, was carried along the path.


  The procession filed into the jungle, into a tunnel of arched branches, of elephanteared leaves. Above the monotonous music came the hiss of the torches, the occasional startled cry of a wakened bird. The glow of the flames, in the dusty air, hung around the party, sharply defined, like a cloak of light. At times a breeze would shake the ceiling of foliage, producing the sound of rolling surf.


  Koroby fingered the flowers around her throat, her eyes rapt on the passing trees. Her lips moved in the barest murmur: “If only—!” and again, “Oh, if only—!” But the music trickled on, and nothing happened; the litter seemed to float along—none of the bearers even stumbled.


  They came to a cleared space of waist-high grass. It was like a canyon steeply walled by cliffs of verdure. The litter jerked as it glided along, and Koroby heard one of the bearers exclaim gruffly, “Listen!” Then the litter resumed its dreamlike floating on the backs of the men.


  “What was it?” another bearer asked.


  “Thought I heard something,” the other replied. “Shrill and high—like something screaming—”


  Koroby peered out. “A gnau?” she asked.


  “I don’t know,” the bearer volunteered.


  Koroby lifted a hand. “Stop the litter,” she said.


  THE conveyance halted. Koroby leaning out, the men peering around them, they listened. One of the bearers shouted at the musicians; the music ceased. There was nothing to be heard except the whisper of the breeze in the grass.


  Then the girl heard it—a shrill, distant whine, dying away, then growing louder— and louder—it seemed to be approaching—from the sky—


  All the faces were lifted up now, worriedly. The whine grew louder—Koroby’s hands clenched nervously on the wreaths at her throat—


  Then, far ahead, a series of bright flashes, like the lighting of the dust-storms, but brilliantly green. A silence, then staccatto reports, certainly not thunder—unlike any sound that Koroby had ever heard.


  There was a babble of voices as the musicians crowded together, asking what had it been, and where—just exactly—could one suppose it had happened, that thunder—was it going to storm!


  They waited, but nothing further happened—there were no more stabs of green light nor detonations. The bearers stooped to lift the litter’s poles to their shoulders. “Shall we go on?” one of them asked Koroby.


  She waved a hand. “Yes, go on.”


  The litter resumed its gentle swaying, but the music did not start again. Then, from the direction of the light-flashes, a glow appeared, shining steadily, green as the flashes had been. Noticing it, Koroby frowned. Then the path bent, and the glow swung to one side.


  Suddenly Koroby reached out, tapped the shoulder of the closet bearer. “Go toward the light.”


  His face swung up to hers. “But—there’s no path that way—”


  “I don’t care,” she said. “Take me there.” Her order had reached the others’ ears, and they slowed their pace.


  “Lady—believe me—it’s impossible. There’s nothing but matted jungle in that direction—we’d have to hack our way as we go along. And who knows how far away that light is? Besides, you’re on your way to be married.”


  “Take me to that light!” she persisted.


  They set the litter down. “We can’t do that,” one man said to another.


  Koroby stepped out to the path, straightened up, her eves on the glow. “You’d better,” she said ominously. “Otherwise, I’ll make a complaint to Yasak—”


  The men eyed each other, mentally shrugging. “Well—” one yielded.


  The girl whirled impatiently on the others. “Hurry!” she cried. “If you won’t take me, I’ll go by myself. I must get to that fire, whatever it is!” She put a hand to her heart. “I must! I must!” Then she faced the green glare again, smiling to herself.


  “You can’t do that!” a carrier cried.


  “Well, then, you take me,” she said over her shoulder.


  Grumbling, they bent to the conveyance’s poles, and Koroby lithely slipped to the cushions. They turned off the path, plodded through the deep grass toward the light. The litter lurched violently as their feet caught in the tangled grass, and clouds of fine dust arose from the disturbed blades.


  BY the time they reached the source of the light, they were quite demoralized. The musicians had not accompanied them, preferring to carry the message to Yasak in the Stone City that his prospective bride had gone off on a mad journey. The bearers were powdered grey with dust, striped with blood where the dry grass-stems had cut them. They were exhausted and panting. Koroby was walking beside them, for they had abandoned the litter finally. Her blue drapery was ripped and rumpled; her carefully-arranged braids had fallen loose; dust on her face had hid its youthful color, aging her.


  The expedition emerged from the jungle on a sandy stretch of barren land. A thousand feet away a gigantic metal object lay on the sand, crumpled as though it had dropped from a great distance. It had been globular before the crash, and was pierced with holes like windows. What could it possibly be? A house? But whoever heard of a metal house? Why, who could forge such a thing! Yasak’s house in the City had iron doors, and they were considered one of the most wonderful things of the age. It would take a giant to make such a ponderous thing as this.


  A house, fallen from the sky? The green lights poured out of its crumpled part, and a strange bubbling and hissing filled the air.


  Koroby stopped short, clasping her hands and involuntarily uttering a squeal of joyful excitement, for between her and the blaze, his eyes on the destruction, stood a man . . .


  He was very tall, and his shoulders were very wide. Oh, but he looked like a man, and stood like one—even though his hands were folded behind his back and he was probably dejected. A man in a house from the sky—


  Koroby hastily grasped a corner of her gown, moistened it with saliva, and scrubbed her face. She rearranged her hair, and stepped forward.


  “Don’t go there—it’s magic—he’ll cast a spell—!” one of the bearers whispered urgently, reaching after her, but Koroby pushed him away. The litter-carriers watched the girl go, unconsciously huddling together as if feeling the need for combined strength. They withdrew into the jungle’s shadows, and waited there anxiously, ready at any moment to run away.


  But Koroby, with supreme confidence, walked toward the stranger, her lovely body graceful as a cat’s, her face radiant. The man did not hear her. She halted behind him, waited silent, expectant, excited—but he did not turn. The green fire sputtered upward. At last the girl stepped to the man’s side and gently touched him again. He turned, and her heart faltered: she swayed with bliss.


  He was probably a god. Not even handsome Yasak looked like this. Here was a face so finely-chiseled, so perfectly proportioned, that it was almost frightening, unhuman, mechanical. It was unlined and without expression, somehow unreal. Mysterious, compelling.


  He was clothed very peculiarly. A wonderfully-made metallic garment enclosed his whole body—legs and all, unlike the Venus-men’s tunics. Even his feet were covered. Perhaps it was armor—though the Venus-men usually wore only breastplate and greaves. And a helmet hid all of the man’s head except his face. Around his waist was a belt with many incomprehensible objects dangling from it. If he was so well armored, why was he not carrying a sword—a dagger at least! Of what use were those things on his belt—for instance, that notched L-shaped thing? It would not even make a decent club!


  The stranger did not speak, merely gazed deeply into Koroby’s eyes. And she, returning the gaze, wondered if he was peering into her very soul. The words of a folk-ballad came to her:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “—He’ll smile and touch my cheek,


            And maybe more;

            And though we’ll neither speak,

            We’ll know the score—”

          
        

      
    

  


  SUDDENLY he put his hands to her cheeks and bent close to her, his eyes peering into hers as though he were searching for something he had lost in them. She spoke her thought: “What are you doing? You seem to be reading my mind!”


  Without removing hands, he nodded.


  “Reading—mind.” He stared long into her eyes. His dispassionate, too-perfect face began to frighten her. She slipped back from him, her hand clutching her throat.


  He straightened up and spoke—haltingly at first, then with growing assurance. “Don’t be afraid. I mean you no harm.” She trembled. It was such a wonderful voice—it was as she had always dreamed it! But she had never really believed in the dream . . .


  He was looking at the wrecked globe of metal. “So there are people on Venus!” he said slowly.


  Koroby watched him, forgot her fear, and went eagerly to him, took his arm. “Who are you?” she asked. “Tell me your name!”


  He turned his mask of a face to her. “My name? I have none,” he said.


  “No name? But who are you? Where are you from? And what is that?” She pointed at the metal globe.


  “The vehicle by which I came here from a land beyond the sky,” he said. She had no concept of stars or space, and he could not fully explain. “From a world known as Terra.”


  She was silent a moment, stunned. So there was another world! Then she asked, “Is it far? Have you come to take me there?”


  Here the similarity between her dream and actual experience ended. What was he thinking as he eyed her for a long moment? She had no way of guessing. He said, “No, I am not going to take you back there.” Her mouth gaped in surprise, and he continued, “As for the distance to Terra—it is incredibly far away.”


  The glare was beginning to die, the green flames’ hissing fading to a whisper. They watched the melting globe sag on the sand. Then Koroby said, “But if it is so far away, how could you speak my language? There are some tribes beyond the jungle whose language is unlike ours—”


  “I read your mind,” he explained indifferently. “I have a remarkable memory.”


  “Remarkable indeed!” she mocked. “No one here could do that.”


  “But my race is infinitely superior to yours,” he said blandly. “You little people—ah—” He gestured airily.


  Her lips tightened and her eyes narrowed. “And I?”


  His voice sounded almost surprised. “What about you?”


  “You see nothing about me worthy of your respect? Are you infinitely superior to me—me?”


  He looked her up and down. “Of course!”


  Her eyes jerked wide open and she took a deep breath. “And just who do you think you are? A god?”


  He shook his head. “No. Just better informed, for one thing. And—”


  Koroby cut him short. “What’s your name?”


  “I have none.”


  “What do you mean, you have none?”


  He seemed just a trifle bored. “We gave up names long ago on my world. We are concerned with more weighty things than our own selves. But I have a personal problem now,” he said, making a peculiar sound that was not quite a sigh. “Here I am stranded on Venus, my ship utterly wrecked, and I’m due at the Reisezek Convention in two weeks. You”—he gripped Koroby’s shoulder, and his strength made her wince—“tell me, where is the nearest city? I must communicate with my people at once.”


  She pointed. “The Stone City’s that way.”


  “Good,” he said. “Let’s go there.”


  They took another glance at the metal globe and the green fire, which by now had died to a fitful glimmer. Then the stranger and the girl started toward the jungle, where the litter-bearers awaited them.


  AS the party was struggling through the prairie’s tall grass, the man said to Koroby, “I realize from the pictures in your mind that there is no means in your city of communicating directly with my people. But it seems that there are materials which I can utilize in building a signal—”


  He was walking along, head erect, apparently quite at ease, while the litter bearers and Koroby could barely drag themselves with him. The girl’s garment was a tattered ruin: Her skin was gritty with dust, and she was bleeding from many scratches. She tripped over tangled roots and exclaimed in pain. Then the man took one of the strange implements from his belt, pressed a knob on it, and light appeared as if by magic! He handed the stick to Koroby, but she was afraid to touch it. This was a strange light that gave no heat, nor flickered in the breeze. Finally she accepted it from him, but carried it gingerly at arm’s length.


  She refused to believe that he had no name, and so he named himself. “Call me Robert. It is an ancient name on Terra.”


  “Robert,” she said, and, “Robert.”


  But at last she could go no farther. She had forced herself along because she wanted to impress this indifferent man that she was not as inferior as he might think—but now she could not go on. With a little cry almost of relief, she sank to the ground and lay semi-conscious, so weary that the very pain of it seemed on the point of pleasure.


  Robert dipped down, scooped her up, and carried her.


  Lights glimmered ahead; shouts reached them. It was a searching party, Yasak in it. The litter-carriers who could still speak blurted out what had happened. “A green light—loud sounds—fire—this man there—” and then dropped into sleep.


  “Someone carry these men,” Yasak ordered. To Robert he said, “We’re not very far from the path to the City now. Shall I carry the girl!”


  “It makes no difference,” Robert said.


  “You will stay with me while you are in the City, of course,” Yasak said, as they walked. He eyed this handsome stranger speculatively, and then turned to shout an necessary order. “You, there, keep in line!” He glanced at Robert furtively to see if this had impressed him at all.


  IT was day. Koroby sat up in bed and scanned her surroundings. She was in Yasak’s house. The bed was very soft, the coverlets of the finest weave. The furniture was elegantly carved and painted; there were even paintings on the walls.


  A woman came to the bed. She was stocky and wore drab grey: the blue circles tattooed on her cheeks proclaimed her a slave. “How do you feel?” she asked.


  “Fairly well. How long have I been ill?” Koroby asked, sweetly weak.


  “You haven’t been ill. They brought you in last night.”


  “Oh,” Koroby said disappointedly, and sat upright. “I feel as if I’d been lying here for weeks. Where’s Yasak? Where’s the strange man in armor?”


  “Yasak’s out somewhere. The stranger man is in the room at the end of the hall.”


  “Fetch me something to wear—that’s good enough,” the girl accepted the mantle offered by the slave. “Quick, some water—I must wash.”


  In a few minutes she was lightly running down the hall; she knocked on the door of Robert’s room. “May I come in?” He did not answer. She waited a little and went in. He was seated on one of the carved chairs, fussing over some scraps of metal on the table. He did not look up.


  “Thank you for carrying me, Robert.” He did not reply. “Robert—I dreamed of you last night. I dreamed you built another round house and that we both flew away in it. Yasak had to stay behind, and he was furious. Robert! Aren’t you listening?”


  “I hear you.”


  “Don’t you think it was an exciting dream?” He shook his head. “But why? Robert”—she laid longing hands on his shoulders—“can’t you see that I’m in love with you?” He shrugged. “I believe you don’t know what love is!”


  “I had a faint idea of it when I looked into your mind,” he said. “I’m afraid I haven’t any use for it. Where I come from, there, is no love, and there shouldn’t be here, either. It’s a waste of time.”


  “Robert—I’m mad about you! I’ve dreamed of your coming—all my life! Don’t be so cruel—so cold to me! You mock me, say that I’m nothing, that I’m not worthy of you—”


  She stepped back from him, clenching her hands. “Oh, I hate you—hate you! You don’t care the least bit about me—and I’ve shamed myself in front of you—I, supposed to be Yasak’s wife by now!” She began to cry, hid her face in suddenly lax fingers. She looked up fiercely. “I could kill you!” Robert stood immobile, no trace of feeling marring the perfection of his face. “I could kill you, and I will kill you!” she sprang at him.


  “You’ll hurt yourself,” he admonished kindly, and after she had pummeled his chest, bruising her fingers on his armor, she turned away.


  “And now if you’re through playing your incomprehensible little scene,” Robert said, “I hope you will excuse me. I regret that I have no emotions—I was never allowed them. But it is an esthetic regret. I must go back to my wrecked ship now and arrange the signals there.” He did not wait for her leave, but strode out of the room.


  Koroby huddled on a chair, sobbing. Then she dried her eyes on the backs of her hands. She went to the narrow slits that served as windows and unfastened the translucent shutter of one. Down in the City street, Robert was walking away. Her eyes hardened, and her fingers spread into ugly claws. Without bothering to pull the shutter in place she hurried out of the room, ran eagerly down the hall. She stopped at the armor-rack at the main hall on her way outside, and snatched up a siatcha—a firestone. Then she slipped outside and down the street.


  THE City’s wall was not far behind.


  Robert was visible in the distance, striding toward his sky-ship, a widening cloud of dust rising behind him like the spreading wake of a boat. Koroby stood on tip-toe, waving and calling after him, “Robert! Robert! Come back!” but he did not seem to hear.


  She watched him a little longer. Then she deliberately stooped and drew the firestone out of its sheath. She touched it to a blade of the tall grass. A little orange flame licked up, slowly quested along the blade, down to the ground and lip another stem. It slipped over to another stem, and another, growing larger, hotter—Koroby stepped back from the writhing fire, her hand protectively over her face.


  The flames crackled at first—like the crumpling of thin paper. Then, as they widened and began climbing hand over hand up an invisible ladder, they roared. Koroby was running back toward the City now, away from the heat. The fire spread in a long line over the prairie. Above its roar came shouts from the City. The flames rose in a monstrous twisting pillar,


  brighter than even the dust-palled sky, lighting the buildings and the prairie. The heat was dreadful.


  Koroby reached the City wall, panted through the gate into a shrieking crowd. Someone grasped her roughly—she was too breathless to do more than gasp for air—and shook her violently. “You fool, you utter fool! What did you think you were doing?” Others clamored around her, reaching for her. Then she heard Yasak’s voice. Face stern, he pushed through the crowd, pressed her to him. “Let her alone—Let her alone, I say!” They watched the conflagration, Yasak and Koroby, from a higher part of the wall than where the others were gathered. They could glimpse Robert now and then. He was running, trying to outrace the flames. Then they swept around him, circling him—his arms flailed frantically.


  THE fire had passed over the horizon.


  The air was blue with smoke, difficult to breathe, and ashes were drifting lightly down like dove-colored snow. Yasak, watery eyed, a cloth pressed to his nose, was walking with several others over the smoking earth and still warm ashes up to his knees. In one hand he held a stick. He stopped and pointed. “He fell about here,” he said, and began to probe the ashes with the stick.


  He struck something. “Here he is!” he cried. The others hurried to the spot and scooped ashes away, dog-fashion, until Robert’s remains were laid clear. There were exclamations of amazement and perplexity from the people.


  It was a metal skeleton, and the fragments of complicated machinery, caked with soot.


  “He wasn’t human at all!” Yasak marvelled. “He was some kind of a toy made to look like a man—that’s why he wore armor, and his face never changed expression—”


  “Magic!” someone cried, and backed away.


  “Magic!” the others repeated, and edged back . . . and that was the end of one of those robots which had been fashioned as servants for Terrestial men, made in Mans likeness to appease Man’s vanity, then conquered him.


  RAIN, RAIDS AND RAYS


  Jep Powell


  Captain Ty Martin Sets an Ingenious Death Ray in Motion—to Repel Invasion as Earth Colonists on Venus Battle a Jovian Blitz!


  “RAIN, rain, rain!” grumbled Colonel Sir Clive Bailey as the warm Venusian drizzle drummed monotonously on his tin-roofed headquarters shanty. He slammed his hand down on the desk. “And these infernal, eternal black nights!”


  Sir Clive had served too long as Commandant-Governor of New Terra, the Earth settlement of this dismal outpost on the dreary planet, Venus. It was beginning to tell on him.


  The overcast, drippy days, a month long by Earth reckoning, were bad enough, but the nights were maddening. They were equally as long, and as devoid of moonlight or starlight as some abysmal dungeon.


  “It’ll be daylight soon,” Captain Tyler Marlin placated.


  Sir Clive did not answer. He sighed wearily, propped his elbows on the desk, and dropped his face into cupped hands.


  Captain Marlin shook his head sympathetically and rubbed his right fist into his other palm.


  Ty Marlin, husky American just beginning his thirties, had something to look forward to in the long day ahead. It was dawning as Venus reached perigee, and tourist ships from Earth would be arriving at the spaceport at Kronk, only six hundred miles away. It would mark the opening of the “social season.”


  For Marlin, every off-duty moment would be packed with gaiety—that is, if the troublesome Jovians across the Gulf of Ungo would tend to their own knitting for a while. But to Sir Clive, it meant added responsibilities and parties that bored him.


  The jaded colonel had hinted to the Federation of Earth Democracies that he would like to be relieved of his command, but nothing ever was done about it. The Federation took little hand in the affairs of the Settlement, inhabited chiefly by employees of the Earth syndicate that controlled the vast medicinal herb farms in the swampy hinterlands.


  True, the syndicate enjoyed a Federation subsidy and was, technically, under Federal regulations, but the stockholders pulled political strings and had things their own way. They liked Sir Clive’s lax administration and kept him in office.


  THE Venusian government, having granted the Federation full administration rights in the colony, maintained a hands-off-policy. However, the Venusian quarter across the canal, occupied by the froglike natives who worked for the syndicate, was governed by a Venusian commissioner.


  An excited guardsman entered the shanty. Sir Clive looked up indifferently.


  “We found another body, sir,” the guardsman gulped. “Another native on the Groot claim.”


  Sir Clive made a strangling noise and stood up slowly.


  “Rain, rain, rain,” he mumbled, stalking past the bewildered guardsman and out of the door.


  Jack Leslie, the colonel’s Cockney orderly, grabbed the colonel’s cap and slicker and followed him into the night.


  “The strain’s getting him,” Marlin sighed. Then to the guardsman, “That makes three, all on Hans Groot’s farm.


  Did you bring in the body?”


  “The natives took it, sir.”


  “Hang it, man!” Ty blared. “There ought to be an autopsy. Twice might be a coincidence, but three times . . . Where’d they take the body?”


  “Wherever they took the other two. Somewhere in the swamps for a tribal ceremony. And they don’t like it, sir.”


  “Neither do I,” Marlin growled. “We can’t afford any trouble with those natives.”


  Captain Peter Cole entered and heard Marlin’s last remark.


  “Why bother about a few dead frogs?” he demanded.


  “Frogs?” Ty barked. “I’ve seen you dancing with one in a cafe at Kronk.”


  “But she’s civilized,” Cole declared. “And these poor creatures out here are aborgines, but they all belong to the same race. They’ve got feelings and are entitled to—” Marlin stopped and eyed Cole suspiciously. “Who released that body to the natives?”


  “I did. The doctor said he died naturally. So what?”


  “So—don’t—do—it—again,” Marlin grated, slapping his fist into his palm. “If it happens again, I want a thorough autopsy.”


  “You want an autopsy?” Cole retorted. “The colonel never fretted about these scummy—”


  Marlin’s jutting jaw silenced him. “Have you forgotten that I rank you, Captain Cole?”


  Cole shrugged sullenly.


  There was a noise on the porch. Sergeant Wong scraped mud off his boots, entered and saluted.


  “Please, sir, beg to report two guardsmen capture equivalent number snoopy Jovians in Venusian quarter. What to do with same, sir, please?”


  “What were the rats doing?” Marlin demanded.


  “Said rodents maintain silence,” Wong replied. “But Wong search them and appropriate this.” He handed over a chart of New Terra harbor.


  “Bring ’em here,” Ty snapped. “I’ll make ’em talk.”


  “Captain Marlin,” Cole said mockingly, “I feel it my duty to remind my superior that the commandant would take no harsh action.”


  MARLIN bit his lip and massaged his fist. Cole was right. Though Jovians across the gulf were chronic trouble-makers, they enjoyed the same rights as the Earth colony, and Sir Clive was extremely careful not to provoke an “incident.”


  It was no secret that the Jovians had covetous eyes on New Terra with its private road to Kronk. The road would save them many a perilous voyage around Cape Brog on the reef-studded Green Sea.


  They had petitioned the Venusian government repeatedly for joint use of the road. But the Earth syndicate had dredged a drainage canal and built the private road on its spoilbank, and the Venusian government steadfastly refused the Jovian demand. So the Jovians had resorted to efforts at arousing the natives against the Earthmen.


  “Moreover,” Cole pursued, “our men have no right policing Frogtown. The natives have their own police. And what’s wrong with a harbor chart? You can buy them at any marine store.”


  Wong opened his mouth, then clamped it shut.


  “What is it, Sergeant Wong?” Marlin prompted.


  “Please, sir, did Captain Marlin observe cross mark of lead pencil on chart? Cross shows where is power plant.”


  “Lock them up!” Ty ordered. “I’m going to find Sir Clive.”


  Jack Leslie met him in the door, still carrying Sir Clive’s cap and slicker.


  “The g-guv’nor, sir,” he stammered. “ ’E’s balmy as a blinkin’ bedbug.”


  “You’re crazy!” Marlin shouted. “Myebe so, sir,” Leslie gulped. “H’at least one of us is.”


  “Take me to him,” Ty commanded. A few minutes later they found the colonel, barefooted, wading in a shallow slough beside the narrow, slippery path that served as a side street. “Sir Clive!” Ty blurted.


  “Eh, who is that—Marlin?” Sir Clive giggled.


  “Hadn’t you better go home, sir?” Ty asked. “We’ll take—”


  “Home?” Sir Clive scoffed. “Don’t be stupid. This is fun.”


  “Look, Sir Clive, those dirty Jovians are up to something. I’m going to send a couple of men over there to—”


  “Now, now, Ty,” Sir Clive interrupted. “Mustn’t send anyone to spy on good Jovian neighbors.”


  “But Colonel—”


  “It wouldn’t be cricket,” Sir Clive chuckled.


  “As you say, sir,” Ty muttered through clenched teeth.


  He slogged off through the mud, mauling his fist into his palm and wondering if he, too, would remain in service on that cheerless planet until finally claimed by senile decay.


  He vowed, if he ever got back to a civilized world again that he would start a movement to limit a planetary guardsman’s term to eight years. He had been there ten, and had a bellyful of it—shut off in a soggy world wrapped in a perpetual cloud blanket. Ten years without a glimpse of another planet or star, for no light could penetrate those leaden clouds except that of the Sun, whose rays filtered through in a murky haze that the natives happily called daylight.


  If the farmers had depended on natural sunshine, they would have gone bankrupt. They had to use ultra-violet rays to stimulate the growth of their precious herbs. If an Earthman wanted a sunbath, he sprawled under a lamp.


  “And the rain,” Ty growled.


  It rained almost continuously. And when rain was not falling, it was rising in fetid mists.


  MARLIN stamped into the shack he called “home” and shouted for Egoo, his Venusian houseboy. Egoo, absorbed in a book, did not answer. Ty stormed into the kitchen. “Egoo!”


  Egoo rolled his bulging green eyes at his master and scratched his rusty, hairless head with a claw-tipped finger.


  “Why the devil don’t you answer me?” Ty demanded.


  “Got new name,” Egoo announced solemnly, pointing to his history book. “Name Zezar Roozevelt now.”


  “So that’s it,” Ty grunted. “Well, Caesar Roosevelt is too long. I’ll call you Cero.”


  “Zero?”


  “That’ll do,” Ty laughed. “Been studying anything else?”


  “Yezzir. Learning Morze interplanetary code.”


  “Listen, Zero, we’re going on a trip,” Ty said. Then to himself, “I’ll obey orders. I won’t send anyone over there, I’m going.”


  “Zir?”


  “Nothing. This may be dangerous, Zero.”


  “Zero not avraid iv bozz man there.”


  “Good boy.” Ty smiled, giving him a fond slap on the back. “Go out and get a small skiff, one with an electric motor. They’re noiseless. Then meet me at the big canal. . . .


  Before long Marlin, dressed as a settlement farmer, stood on the canal bank playing his flashlight. Something caught the light and reflected it like the gleaming eyes of a crocodile.


  “Egoo?” Ty Marlin whispered.


  “Zero,” came the answer.


  “Your gleaming eyes startled me,” Ty admitted, stepping into the skiff.


  “Venuzian can zee in dark,” Zero grunted.


  The skiff slipped quietly out of the harbor and headed for the Jovian colony. Marlin was silent, pondering the meaning of the harbor chart. If the power plant were wrecked, the syndicate would have to suspend operations. And the natives, thrown out of employment, might easily be aroused against the Earthmen. It could lead to a break between the Venusian government and the Earth Federation.


  Whatever they planned, they surely would try it during darkness, and daylight was not far away.


  Ty slammed his fist into his palm. Sir Clive’s milksop tolerance irked him. The Jovian rats should be put in their places. They were loathsome, treacherous lot—squat, duck-legged ogres with foul-smelling oily hides, ratlike noses and snaky eyes.


  A dim light ahead showed that Zero had steered unerringly for the nearest and largest Jovian island.


  “Head for that desolate beach north of their harbor,” Ty whispered. “We’ll beach the skiff and sneak down to an old net-mender’s hut. He’s a gossipy scoundrel and keeps up with things. Get him full, and he’d betray his own mother.” Ty patted a hip pocket.


  Zero cut the motor and the skiff drifted on its momentum. Gentle waves lapping at the boat made the only sound. Presently the keel crunched against sand and the skiff listed to one side.


  Suddenly a dozen searchlights flashed on along the shore.


  “Swim for it!” Ty barked, racing for deep water, and diving.


  WHEN he came up for air, he looked for Zero. Though searchlights played on every foot of the surface, Zero was not in sight. And Marlin knew he would stay out of sight. Amphibian Venusians can remain under Water indefinitely.


  A machine-gun peppered the water and Ty dived again. For once he envied the Venusians. Given frequent rests while floating, he might swim the twelve miles back, but he would never make it if he must keep diving and surfacing like a porpoise.


  He came up for a quick gulp of air, ducked again and removed his boots. Under water came the throbs of motor-driven Jovian fishing dories. That spelled curtains. The dories carried strong spotlights, and some mounted harpoon guns.


  Ty came up again and took several powerful crawl strokes. With his boots gone, he could make some progress. He might have a chance—one in a hundred. He submerged and wriggled out of his cumbersome coveralls.


  As he broke the surface again, a dory was bearing down on him. He gulped for air, expecting to feel a harpoon. But the boat veered and a Jovian in the bow swung a large throw-net, like tossing a lasso. Ty felt it closing about him as its heavy sinkers plummeted.


  There was a sharp jerk and Ty, caught like a mullet Was hauled into the dory. The Jovians trussed him up without removing the smelly net.


  He noticed, wonderingly, that they buckled themselves into safety belts before heading for port. Then he recalled that Jovians, on whose home planet the gravitational pull was two and eighty-six hundredths times that of Venus, had trouble keeping their balance in the lighter gravity. Even Earthmen found difficulty at first, as Venus’ gravity is only nine-tenths that of Earth.


  The dory chugged into port and drew alongside a trawler. Marlin was hoisted up on deck, untrussed and dumped out of the net. A flashlight glared in his face.


  “What you doing here?” rasped a Jovian.


  “I got lost,” Marlin lied, getting to his feet slowly.


  “You lie!” snarled the Jovian. “Filthy Frogman was with you. Frogmen no get lost in dark.”


  Marlin kneaded his knuckles into his palm and squinted past the flashlight’s glare to see what odds were against him. At least twenty Jovians pressed around him. The situation called for wits, not wallops.


  “Well, you see—” Ty began.


  He was interrupted by a familiar stomachy grunt from overside. His eyes anxiously sought the direction of the cheering burp, spied two tiny blobs of light, like live coals dancing on the water. One light blinked out, the other began a series of winks.


  DOT-DASH-DASH-DASH DOT-DOT-DASH DASH-DASH DOT-DASH-DASH-DOT


  “J-U-M-P,” Marlin spelled. “Good old E—Zero.”


  He crouched and ploughed into the Jovians. Easily overbalanced and caught off guard, they were bowled over like tenpins. Ty vaulted the rail and hit the water in a belly-whopper.


  He was seized by one arm and a hoarse voice whispered:


  “Zuck lung vull air.”


  THE next moment Zero was speeding under water with his master in tow. Marlin stood it until his lungs almost burst. Zero veered abruptly and pulled up under the stern of another trawler.


  Angry cries rang across the water. The dories were going into action again. Huddled in the shadow of the trawler, Ty watched searchlights sweeping the harbor.


  “Planes!” he whispered. “Two amphibians.”


  Zero nodded. “We go again.”


  Under they went, with Ty puzzled about the airplanes. The Jovians never used planes. Except in the ridiculously irregular schedules between Kronk and the capital city of Eroz, airplanes were almost unknown on Venus.


  Zero brought Ty up for a breather beside another boat.


  “Look!” Ty gasped. “The dories. They’re dropping nets across the mouth of the harbor. We’re trapped!”


  “Me no vizh!” Zero croaked angrily. “We go.”


  He gripped Ty’s arm and swam furiously toward the nets. Ty could envision being snared again, this time to be butchered with fish knives.


  Presently his lungs were aching again. He wished for a strong ebbtide to help their speed, but there is almost no tide on the moonless planet.


  Zero suddenly plunged deeper. He reached bottom, lifted a net and pushed Marlin under. Then he followed, jerked the net vigorously, and towed his master toward open water. They surfaced only a few yards away and had nothing behind which to hide. But the Jovians, busy hauling in their nets, did not see them.


  Two more efforts took them to a mud flat well outside the harbor. They lay on the mud to rest, watching the Jovians patiently tending their nets again, while lights played inside the harbor.


  “Waz two vunny boat in harbor,” Zero grunted. “Like zauzage with toothpick ztuck in middle.”


  “Toothp—Periscopes!” Ty gasped. “Planes and submarines. Let’s get going. I’ll try it on my own power now. . . .”


  Hours later Marlin trudged into his home and found an urgent message to phone Howard Crosby, syndicate boss. He called and found the usually cocky Crosby in a jittery dither.


  “I’ve looked everywhere for you,” Crosby howled. “Two more dead natives were found on Groot’s farm, and there’s the devil to pay in Frogtown.”


  “Blast it, I want an autop—”


  “Look!” Crosby blurted. “An autopsy won’t stop those crazy natives. Doc Burnand has the bodies. Maybe he’s making an autopsy. But what we need now is action.”


  Marlin hesitated. “Where’s Sir Clive?”


  “In the hospital. Meanwhile, you’re in command.”


  “Where’s Captain Cole?”


  “Hopped up higher’n a space buoy,” Crosby yowled. “Been chewing loco root again. He released those two Jovians and they scrammed back to Frogtown. They had a lot of rum hidden somewhere. Now they’ve got the natives drunk and raising cain.”


  “Meet me at headquarters,” Ty growled. “As quick as you can get there.”


  *    *    *    *    *


  AND that’s the picture, gentlemen,” Marlin solemnly told a grim group of men at headquarters. “Those Jovian rats are coming over.” Dr. Anton Burnand uttered a formal cough. “That sounds like a matter for the Settlement Guards,” he said. “If you’ll let me have my say, I’ll get it over quickly and hurry back to the hospital.”


  Marlin nodded.


  “Those natives on the Groot farm did not die naturally,” Dr. Burnand said. “The doctors who examined the bodies were not thorough. A cursory examination indicated a condition like anemia. The doctors let it go at that. But—”


  He lifted a test tube.


  “But those natives were killed by the electric rays Groot uses on his plants. Ultra-violet rays, like solar rays, activate chemical processes. In this case, the chemical action was violent. It instantly destroyed the haemoglobin, the oxygen-carrying element of the bloodstream. It would kill us as quickly.”


  “Wha-a-at?” Marlin brayed. “Then every ray machine in the outfit—”


  “Oh, no,” Dr. Burnand cut in. “Groot’s is the only one so adjusted. He had tampered with it, trying to get better results. He accidentally stumbled upon a lethal combination of rays.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I must get back to the hospital. Mr. Adams can answer any other technical questions.”


  “Bombard” Adams, head of the research lab, started to speak.


  “That can wait,” Marlin told him. “Now here’s the way it looks. The Jovians are capitalizing on those deaths to arouse the natives. When we have our hands full of trouble, the Jovians move in. If they succeed, the Venusian government is confronted with a fait accompli. The Jovians will claim they came to protect the natives. And the natives, hooched up on rotgut and bribed with temporary favors, will corroborate the claim.”


  “What’ll we do?” wailed Crosby.


  “We’ll give them the hottest reception they ever bumped into,” Marlin declared, massaging his fist. “We’ve got to get ready quick. They’ll strike before daylight. That’s only ten hours away.”


  “Can’t we get help from the Venusian government?” Crosby quavered.


  “Not in time. We’ll have to do it ourselves. Every able-bodied man will have to volunteer. Even then, we’ll be outnumbered.”


  “But what about the women and children?” Crosby whined. “They ought to be evacuated.”


  Marlin glared at him. “You’d be on the first truck! But we haven’t half enough trucks. It’s tough, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”


  Adams wet his lips.


  “Wait, Bombard,” Marlin said impatiently. “We’ll listen to your scientific findings after, and if, we stop those—”


  “But listen,” Adams persisted. “The farmers ought to be warned immediately about tampering with those rays. They’re dangerous. Groot’s will penetrate stone and steel just like nothing. I took a guinea pig to Groot’s place and tested it on him. It got him all right. But it also went through a brick and steel drying kiln and killed a hippo[*] two hundred yards away.


  “It wh—what?” Marlin sputtered. Then he snapped his fingers. “And the other rays could be adjusted the same way?”


  “Easily. Too easily. It’s a combination of wave frequencies at the upper end of the spectrum, both velocities lying between the thirty-sixth and fifty-seventh octaves. Anybody tampering—”


  “Never mind that part,” Marlin interrupted. “How far will it shoot? I mean, will the beam carry?”


  Adams shrugged. “How would I know? What’s to stop it? I wouldn’t want it tested on me at a mile—not even at five miles—unless I was under water. It won’t penetrate water. I tried it through a water tank. Nothing happened.”


  “Get busy converting those rays!” Ty yapped.


  “You mean—”


  “I mean to use them as weapons—I hope. . . .”


  RED-EYED and dog-tired, Marlin sat on headquarters porch supervising the arming of volunteers. A thermos jug of strong coffee stood at his elbow. Crosby fidgeted nearby.


  The screeches from the native quarter suddenly rose to a crescendo, like a horde of anguished banshees in chorus.


  “Send these two squads to the native quarter,” Ty told a sergeant. He eyed the awkward recruits dubiously. “But no shooting unless absolutely necessary.”


  “How long before daylight?” Crosby groaned. “This suspense is awful.”


  “You’d better pray for more suspense,” Ty told him. “We need time.” The phone rang. Ty looked up wearily. Crosby went inside and answered it.


  “Bombard has the rays adjusted and set up as you ordered,” Crosby announced.


  “Good. Tell him to get busy on the eels.”


  “Eels?”


  “Yes, eels!” Marlin bellowed.


  Crosby came out a minute later and eyed Marlin anxiously.


  “I told him what you said. Eels. Look, Captain, you aren’t getting—well, like Sir Clive?”


  Ty tried to scowl, but it turned into a grin.


  “Before the drainage canals were dredged,” he said. “We used galvanic machines to drive the snakes out of the swamps so the farmers could go in and work. We called the machines electric eels. They charged the water with electricity and chased the snakes away.”


  “But there aren’t any sna—”


  “Oh, yes there are,” Marlin declared, smacking his fist into his palm. “Across the gulf. And if they get in our harbor, they may get a shock. We’ll divert all power in the Settlement to the rays and eels. It’s a good idea to blackout, anyway. And, for once, I’d welcome a fog—a good old Venusian pea-soup. Wa-a-i-t! Call Bombard and ask him if he can make fog.”


  “Now look, Marlin,” Crosby begged.


  “Don’t joke—”


  “Call him!” Ty barked.


  Crosby came back with a strange look on his face.


  “He said he could mix chlorsulphonic acid with sulphur trichloride and give you all the fog you want.”


  “Old trick,” Ty grunted. “Used back on Earth as early as World War One. Now all we can do is keep those natives in line, and wait.”


  It was a jittery wait. The uprising in the native quarter was getting out of hand. The two Jovian agitators had been caught and jailed, but the excited natives were carrying on with increasing fury.


  Ty, tormented by inane questions from well-meaning volunteers, had moved his headquarters to the roof of a building overlooking the harbor but behind the range of the electric rays. Headquarters consisted of a folding chair and a table.


  Marlin did not mind the rain. It had slowed to a drizzle. But he did mind the panicky Crosby. He thought enviously of Sir Clive in a nice hospital bed, oblivious of it all.


  Bombard’s home-made fog was eddying through the Settlement and drifting out over the harbor.


  Ty jerked alert at the sound of a plane. He pounced on his emergency phone and began spitting commands.


  ALL Settlement lights went out.


  Voices of subordinate officers rang out, relaying Ty’s orders.


  The plane zoomed over New Terra and circled several times as if uncertain about its bearings. Rooftop snipers took pot-shots at it in the dark. The plane headed back for its base.


  “The rays,” Ty groaned. “Why didn’t they get him?”


  He grabbed his phone and called for Bombard Adams.


  Adams doubted that the rays had struck the plane. They were unwieldy things, not easily aimed. They swung readily enough, back and forth along a certain path, like a beacon’s beam, but adjustments were necessary to divert them from their paths.


  “He’ll be back,” Marlin told Adams. “Use enough rays, so he’s bound to run into one of them.”


  Eerie screeches of natives mingled with lusty curses of guardsmen in street fighting as the frogmen slipped across the canal in the blackout.


  Marlin leaped to his feet, pounding his fist into his palm, then sat down with a groan and fumbled for his coffee jug.


  Another plane, or the same one, now was roaring across the gulf, and from farther away came the chorus of many motors, the Jovian fishing fleet.


  “Here they come!” Marlin warned. “It’s an all-out attack.” The plane swooped and skimmed low with open throttle. Several yellowish flares immediately sprang up in the Settlement.


  “Incendiaries!” Crosby quavered. “The rays!” Marlin moaned. “Maybe they won’t work.”


  The plane circled over a swamp and headed back for New Terra. Again it swooped and leveled off. Then suddenly it nosed into a power dive and crashed in the western outskirts.


  “Got him!” Marlin yelled. “Now let ’em come, blast ’em!”


  They were coming. Over the low drone of the approaching Jovian fleet, sounded the sharp exhaust of another plane.


  “Come on!” Ty growled. “Come on, you rats!”


  As if answering his challenge, the plane’s motors revved up to a defiant roar. It was flying high and straight. The purplish exhaust flames now were visible against the black sky.


  Marlin held his breath.


  The plane seemed to falter. Its motors labored as if in a vertical stall. It dipped dizzily and spiraled downward like a spent rocket, plunging into the gulf just outside the harbor. Water and flame geysered momentarily like an illuminated fountain. Then the scene was swallowed in darkness.


  Ty Marlin released his breath in a fluttery sigh of relief.


  “That takes care of their air fleet,” he declared.


  But his relief was short-lived. The Jovians answered with a fusillade of machine-gun and rifle fire from their boats. A bullet whined past Marlin’s ear. He grabbed his phone and ducked behind a chimney.


  “Turn all rays on the water,” he yelled into the phone. “And work those eels.”


  NEW TERRA’S defenders opened fire, shooting blindly across the water, and the Jovians answered with a shell that burst near Ty’s temporary headquarters.


  “Shells!” shrieked Crosby. “They’ve got everything.”


  “Nothing they’ve got will count if they don’t hit our power plant,” Marlin declared. “But if they do”—he paused—“it’ll mean hand-to-hand fighting when they get here.”


  Another shell whined overhead.


  “The rays are failing,” Crosby whimpered. “We’re done for.”


  “Shut up!” Ty snapped, rubbing his knuckles. “Come with me and get a gun. If they land, I’m going to get my share of the rats. And it’s up to you to—” He stopped and frowned. “Something’s happened. I don’t hear any guns but ours. Maybe—” He leaped for his phone. “Cease firing! But keep those rays and eels going!”


  The firing subsided to a few scattered shots, then it ceased altogether. An eerie stillness prevailed.


  A dull glow was beginning to seep through the clouds to the east. Day was dawning. A fresh breezy was rolling Adams’ chemical fog away.


  “Look!” Crosby whispered.


  The mouth of the harbor was alive with phosphorescent lights that presented a weird phantasmagoria. Unreal and awesome, the lights took the form of glowing crosses that bobbed and swayed with the gentle rhythm of the water.


  “It’s the boats!” Ty gasped. “The Jovian fleet.”


  The metal jury masts of the boats that had reached the highly charged harbor glowed as if ablaze with St. Elmo’s fire.


  Marlin and Crosby gazed in silent awe till the fantastic spectacle began to fade as daylight grew stronger. Now two small, crude submarines were visible in the harbor, one with belly upturned like a dead fish. Outside the harbor, other vessels began to take shape, nodding and nudging each other like helpless bits of flotsam.


  “It’s a rout!” Crosby said with relief.


  “It’s annihilation,” Ty Marlin said soberly.


  Bombard Adams and Jack Leslie climbed on the roof.


  “All’s quiet,” commented Adams.


  “Like a tomb,” Ty agreed. “Wh—what about the natives? I haven’t heard a squawk from them in ten minutes.”


  “Your’ouseboy quieted ’em, sir,” said Leslie.


  “Zero? How?”


  “I don’t know, sir. ’E went around preachin’ to ’em in their lingo, an’ blyme hif they didn’t shut up like bloody clams. Then’e’urried off, sayin’’e’ad to fix something for you, sir.”


  “I hope he’s fixing coffee,” Ty said.


  “Cawvee iz coming up,” came a cheerful grunt as Zero’s rusty head showed at the top of the ladder.


  “Good boy!” shouted Ty. “But how did you get those—your brothers quiet?”


  “Told ’em hiztory,” Zero said modestly. “Told ’em Jovianz with vree rum waz Trojan Horzez. Told ’em they waz Quizlingz to do what Jovianz zay. They no like that. Quizling mean louze in Venuzian tongue.”


  “It means louse in any tongue,” Ty grunted.


  CROSBY cleared his throat with suddenly regained importance. “Captain Marlin,” he said, “it is a pleasure to commend you on your brilliant defense of New Terra. If Sir Clive still wishes to retire, I shall recommend to the Federation that you be made Commandant-Governor. Also I shall change New Terra’s principal street to Marlin Boulevard.”


  “Name it Adams Avenue,” Marlin said. “He’s the one who stopped the Jovians. And don’t forget Zero. He’s a hero . . . Where’s that little hoptoad? Come here, Zero.”


  Zero, squatting several feet away, paid no attention.


  “Zero! Didn’t you hear me?”


  Zero ogled his master owlishly. “Name iz Egoo. Been reading new book. Learn Zero mean abzolutely nothing.”


  Captain Peter Cole climbed on the roof and walked unsteadily toward the group.


  “I told you to keep to your quarters,” Marlin growled, massaging his fist. “You’re under technical arrest.”


  “Oh yeah?” Cole retorted. “Well, I broke arrest.”


  Marlin’s fist smashed into his teeth. Cole slumped quietly to the roof.


  Ty patted his knuckles caressingly. “I’ve needed to take a poke at somebody,” he grinned. Then eh squinted at the lachrymose skies. “Better make Cole your commandant. He’s the type you can manage. As for me, I’m going back to a sane world soon, as Captain Marlin, Retired.”


  [*] Venusian draft animal closely resembling Earth’s hippopotamus.


  WARRIORS OF OTHER WORLDS: VENUS


  Raymond A. Palmer


  The warrior of Venus, which is mostly a world of water, would do most of his fighting on the sea, facing savage sea-air creatures spawned by an almost landless planet.


  (See Back Cover)


  VENUS is a world very much like our own in almost all respects. It is only slightly smaller, its gravity is about the same, and it is slightly closer to the sun than we are. It seems logical that civilization must have developed on this world almost along the same stage of development as on ours.


  There are several basic differences, not of any spectacular nature, however, which would make for a different sort of civilization, and a different sort of inhabitant, and bring to bear a different sort of physical circumstances which would make it strange to us.


  First, the lack of land would give precedence to the evolution of creatures of the sea. It isn’t too much to imagine, as artist Malcolm Smith has in his vivid painting reproduced on our back cover, that a form of life, springing directly from the amoeba, has developed a creature capable of living in the two predominant elements of its world, air and water. A giant specialized creature.


  We can safely assume that this creature is as at home in the air as in the water, since the atmosphere of Venus is so filled with water vapor, that to a human being, it might almost be like trying to breathe under water. Thus, the sea creature of Venus might find it a very easy jump up the ladder of evolution to becoming an air creature as well as a water creature.


  Perhaps, as seems to be the case, human life, with its greater brain capacity, would have developed on Venus to almost as great an extent as on earth, but with the difference that its civilization would proceed along lines dictated by the presence of more water than land. In other words, they would be a sea-going race. Their means of travel would be mostly by water. Even their cities might be built on water.


  Because of this encroachment on the domain of the strictly water creature, friction would eventually result, and warfare would be carried on between the two forms of life.


  It is this warfare, and the warrior it develops, that we deal with here.


  Let’s picture a battle between the humans of Venus and the amoebic denizens of the sea and air who fight to repel the invaders from their own element.


  The humans have developed fast, sleek, streamlined type ships of war, ships which are possibly partially surface ships, and partially submersibles.


  These ships have been commissioned to clear a certain area of seascape from the amoeba creatures so that a new floating city may be built.


  Our fleet sallys forth, invades the area in question. The challenge is met and accepted, and bursting from the water, the amoeba people imitate the flying fish of earth, and soar toward the ships to the attack.


  They are not a primitive race, by any means, having developed for ages, and they have weapons which are quite effective. We might imagine them to be powerful water pistols and guns—even giant water cannons, firing a pellet of water as destructive as a shell on earth, enhanced by the explosive force of water suddenly converted to steam.


  Several of the humans’ ships are hit by water cannon, and even by water torpedoes launched from the ocean floor. Humans abandon ship, and the more or less hand to hand battle begins.


  Ungracefully the amoeba people fly toward them, assail them with small water guns. A water pellet, on the head of a victim, is as dangerous and effective as a bullet.


  The amoeba people fight “hand-to-hand” too, using their heavy, strong octopus-like tentacles to strangle, and to drag helpless, victims into the water, where the struggle becomes an unequal one in the favor of the amoeba.


  Of course, our humans would not have attacked if they did not have a change to conquer. Depth bombs, fired from other ships, catch reinforcing amoeba brigades while still under water, stunning them by the hundreds. Bodies rise to the surface, and are picked off by rifle fire of the humans. Small speed boats take off from the larger ships and sweep around, killing all amoebas in sight, either in the water or in the air.


  When the battle is over, and the humans have won, the area taken over is protected by powerful nets, and by mine fields which serve to keep out raiders from under the surface. Submarine ships hold constant vigil. The danger of attack from the air: is less, because the amoeba is not naturally a denizen of the air, and his attack is clumsy from that element.


  Perhaps it happens, too, that the amoeba people manage to break through the nets, escape the depth bombs, and sink human cities by blasting at them from beneath. Yes, warfare on Venus is a grim business too!


  ASSIGNMENT ON VENUS


  Carl Jacobi


  Simms had the toughest assignment of his career. He must fight his way through Venusian intrigue to deliver a sealed cylinder—a cylinder that held his dishonorable discharge from the service.


  SIMMS RESTED his paddle across the thwart and let the clumsy jagua drift. Ahead, where the indigo swamp growth thinned, an abutment of white metal projected from the water, its near end forming a wafer-like conning tower.


  Half-way Jetty at last! Two grueling weeks through Venus’ Blue Mold Swamp were behind him. Even if he knew that this station marked the half way point to his final disgrace and humiliation, he could at least rest here, free from the incredible dangers of the marsh.


  He swung the dugout to a landing, wearily stretched cramped legs and headed down the catwalk. Before him the door of the jetty opened and three men appeared in the entrance.


  Earthmen!


  “Halleck! Gately! Sterns!” Simms cried. “What the devil are you doing here?”


  The taller of the men held the door open wider. “Come in, Simms,” he said. “We’ve been expecting you.”


  Inside the spherical room the air was warm and dry. Simms unhooked his dehydration mask and surveyed the three quietly.


  They weren’t a lovely trio. Halleck was tall and swarthy with dark eyes and thin lips. He wore a stained rain-helmet and flexible swamp boots. Gately undoubtedly had Martian blood in his veins. And Sterns, a typical space-rat from the slums of Venus City, bore an old heat-gun scar across his face.


  “I thought the Halleck Development Company was heading north,” Simms said. “That’s what you told the Commandante at Post One.”


  Halleck smiled. “We told your Commandante a lot of things that suited our purpose.”


  Simms stirred uneasily. “You also said you were geologists, looking for sedimentary deposits.”


  “Part of which is quite true.” Halleck lit a cigarette deliberately, then nodded to Gately who drew from his pocket a small bag. The man jerked the draw string and permitted a dozen yellowish lumps to spill out on the table.


  “Deleon Salts,” Halleck said shortly.


  Ice touched Simms’ spine. He had of course seen these ochre crystals before, while on patrol duty in native Kamali villages. But in the possession of Earth men . . .


  “Deleon Salts,” Halleck said again, blowing a shaft of smoke ceilingward. “The stuff that holds the secret of rejuvenation for the Kamalis. We’re going to get a lot of it, ship it back to Earth and sell it for a high price.”


  “But . . . but good Lord, you can’t do that . . .”


  “I know what you’re going to say,” interrupted Halleck, “that although these salts enable the Kamalis to maintain eternal life, they mean instant death to a person of Earth. Well, we’ve taken care of that. We’ve worked out a process that makes them harmless for a year.”


  “And after that . . .?” Simms persisted. Halleck shrugged. “After that we’ll have made our pile. We’re simply selling a drug guaranteed to erase the ravages of time. It’ll go like wildfire.”


  UP on the wall a mercury clock pulsed rhythmically, and below the floor level sounded the faint drone of the dehydrators. Motionless, Simms sat there. Like wildfire, Plalleck had said. And the words were only too true. The quest for perpetual youth was eternal. Earth men still envied the two hundred year old Martians, the three hundred year old Jovians. Tell them that these Deleon Salts were both harmless and effective, and the results would be cataclysmic.


  Every person on Earth would demand some of the crystals. And in a year . . .


  “Where did you get these salts?” Simms asked.


  For answer Halleck reached forward and plucked something from the Venusian Service man’s belt before the latter could restrain him. Capped and sealed at both ends, it was an official mold-proof message cylinder.


  “Three weeks ago,” Halleck said, tapping the cylinder with his finger, “you left Post One with this tube bound for Venusian headquarters at BeTaba. You were sent in person because any radio or visiscreen communication would of course be intercepted by the Kamali Oligarchs.


  “The tube contains two messages. One asks for reinforcements at the Post because of a recent epidemic of Mold Fever. The other demands your resignation because of insubordination. Insubordination—refusing to obey orders. Right, isn’t it?” A knife of bitterness cut through Simms. Yes, it was right, every word of it.


  He had come here to Venus direct from the Inner-Planet Military School on Earth. At Venus City he had waited six months before receiving his appointment to the Venusian Colonial Service. And then, without preamble, he had been sent to the most remote garrison in the Blue Swamp mold country—Post One.


  A week after his arrival the Commandante had ordered him to ferret out a certain Kamali native who had rebelled against the Government, and disable him with a paralysis gun. Somehow when Simms had come face to face with the web-footed creature, his conscience had rebelled. Shooting in self-defense was one thing, but crippling in cold blood didn’t seem human. He had let the Kamali go unharmed.


  And a week later that same Kamali had sneaked through the impentration walls of the Post and murdered two Service men.


  “The point is,” Halleck continued, “we know where you stand, and we know we’ve got a good proposition ourselves. We’ve located a big Deleon mine near Xenthar village. That’s deep mold country. All we have to do is start a little rebellion among the Kamali tribes, wait until they go on an expedition of war, then slip in and work the mine.”


  The man’s eyes gleamed sardonically. But it was Gately who put the final offer into words.


  “Now then, Simms,” he said huskily, “you’re getting a lousy deal from the government anyway. If you deliver that message, you’ll only lose your commission. String alone with us, and we’ll treat you right. What do you say?”


  Simms’ face masked the battle that was waging in his soul.


  “I’ll think it over,” he said at length.


  THREE hours later Simms lay in one of the wall bunks, wide awake. The jetty room was in semi-darkness, lit only by the soft glow that filtered through the ports. From the bunks opposite came the regular breathing of Halleck and Sterns. Gately sat by the table, smoking a cigarette.


  The situation was quite clear to Simms now. He was a prisoner. The slightest attempt on his part to escape would result in the space-rats taking action. For it was to their interest that his message did not get through. Post One had asked for reinforcements. Those reinforcements coming back through the swamp would interfere with their plans to get the rejuvenation salts.


  On the other hand Halleck had spoken the truth when he said that Simms was heading straight into disaster. Delivery of that sealed message cylinder would mean his immediate dismissal from the Venusian Colonial Service.


  His hands dug into the blankets. Suppose he did throw in with these three. Halleck would see that a tribal war of large proportion got under way among the Kamalis at once. That would mean every garrison in Blue Swamp would be in danger of complete annihilation. Post One with its flimsy impetration walls and its men weakened by Mold Fever would be wiped out.


  All because of a few crystals. For two generations those Deleon Salts had been a mystery to Earthmen who colonized Venus. Chemists only knew that the Kamalis used the drug to rejuvenate their bodies and prolong life.


  Once in ages past the Kamalis had been a great race with a high culture. Then through some great catastrophe their numbers had been decimated and made sterile. Gradually they had migrated into Blue Swamp, and it was here no doubt that they had developed their webbed feet and their elongated ears. Yet while the Deleon Salts served to rejuvenate their bodies, their minds had gradually atrophied. Only the ruling Oligarchs knew the secret of using the drug without harm to their mental powers.


  Abruptly Simms tensed. Across the room Gately’s head nodded in sleep. The Venusian Service man slid to his feet, stole noiselessly across to the three ports and closed them. From his pocket he took a small paralysis-fume pellet, lit it and tossed it under the table.


  Back in his own bunk, he pulled on his dehydration mask and waited tensely. In sixty seconds a grey fog of vapor was swirling through the room. In sixty seconds more Gately’s body had become rigid, his right arm suspended in space over the table.


  Simms made sure his message-tube was in its place in his belt holster. Then he crossed unchallenged to the door. An instant later he was outside, advancing along the catwalk.


  He leaped into his jagua and began to paddle madly, intent only on putting distance between himself and the jetty.


  He had two alternatives: to continue on to GHQ at BeTaba, or to head into forbidden mold country and warn Xenthar village. Either way his own future was doomed. But without hesitation he chose the latter.


  MILE after mile Simms fought his way along hidden channels, each of which resembled its predecessor. At first he had no idea where Xenthar village lay. Then, in his mind’s eye, he saw again that relief-map of the Blue Country which all Venusian Service men must commit to memory. Xenthar lay to the east in an unexplored district.


  Huge blue priest trees bowed before him and sang their aeolian litanies as he passed. Living serpent-kelp clutched at his dugout and tried to prevent his passage. He moved by his watch. Overhead, at exact thirty minute intervals, successive hordes of Poleidons—Ithiosyoria—roared past in great blue clouds. As each migration came he ceased paddling and sat motionless. The slightest movement would have sent those flying lizard birds down to attack him.


  Even his dehydration mask failed to keep out the odor of mold. Mold balls, two feet across, floated through the air like great puffs of bluish cotton. Simms kept a wary eye trained to see that none fell on the jagua. Had one done so, the sacrophytic spores would have taken root and over-run the boat in a matter of seconds.


  On and on he went through the incessant rain. Once a huge waterskipper came, leaped over the surface of the water, its huge center eye open, its mouth a slavering slit of orange. He dug his paddle deep and pushed into the blue rip grass until the monster had passed.


  And finally he saw it—a rectangular floating platform, constructed of mud and thatch, anchored by a network of vine cables.


  He made a landing at a small wharf and began to stride along a matting path. Twenty feet forward, and he came face to face with a Kamali. The little man stopped short on his webbed feet, and his huge ears flapped ludicrously. With a low cry he turned and ran.


  “I’m in for it now,” Simms muttered. “That devil will warn the whole village.”


  His words were a prediction. Before he had gone fifty yards more a squad of Kamali guardsmen advanced upon him. They wore skins of Chabla cat and red headdresses formed of patani, the Venusian swamp flower.


  But Simms, though new to the Service, had had experience with interior villages before. Quietly he handed over his heat gun, let his wrists be bound, permitted himself to be escorted down the walk.


  The village opened before him. Simms saw a double row of rectangular huts formed of white carponium. In the center a round hut marked the quarters of the Oligarch and before this structure a taller Kamali stood, wearing a headdress formed of some brownish plastic.


  Simms bowed and held his message-tube in his bound hands before him in the formality expected.


  “Lieutenant Simms,” he said, “Sixth Venusian Colonials, bound Post One to general headquarters at BeTaba. I bring you information, oh mighty one, which it will pay you to hear.”


  The Oligarch’s eyes contracted. He motioned Simms to continue.


  “Three Earth men,” the lieutenant said, “are headed for your village. They . . .”


  His voice died off. Behind the Oligarch three familiar figures suddenly appeared in the doorway. In the foreground stood Halleck, smoking a cigarette, eyes filled with triumph. Behind him lounged Gately and Sterns. The heat-gun scar on the latter’s face seemed deeper and redder than before.


  “I’m afraid you’re too late, Simms,” Halleck said. “I’ve already explained to his highness that you’ve come to this village to steal his Deleon Salts. I think you know what that means.”


  Gately laughed harshly. “You were pretty smooth back at the Jetty,” he said. “But you forgot that the dehydrators would dispose of the fumes from your paralysis-pellet in a few moments. You forgot also that we travel by hydrocar.”


  Simms’ fists clenched. Suddenly an overpowering urge to smash Halleck’s sneering face blinded all his reason. Before the Kamali guards could restrain him, he threw.


  himself forward and planted a driving blow into the space-rat’s jaw with his two lashed fists.


  But that was as far as Simms got. The Oligarch spoke a quick command then, and a rush of webbed feet sounded. Something heavy crashed down on the lieutenant’s skull. He felt himself falling—into a pit of blackness.


  CURIOUSLY, he was aware of no lapse of time when he opened his eyes. He lay on the floor of the a low ceilinged room that was bare of furnishings.


  Dizziness claimed him, and it was several minutes before he could gather sufficient strength to stand erect. He headed first for the door. It was locked, and the two circular windows were both grilled with stout metal bars. For the second time in a few hours Simms was a prisoner.


  He turned, surveyed the room with eyes of growing despair. An antiquated paralysis gun hang from a peg on one wall. He tore it free and flipped open the charge chamber. But as he had expected, it was green with mold and quite useless.


  The circular windows opened out on the extreme end of the village. Peering between the bars, Simms saw an endless line of Kamalis padding in from the other side of a vine screen, depositing the contents of baskets on a growing pile of black slag. A dozen Kamalis squatted there, pounding pieces of the slag with little flat-nosed hammers.


  This then was the Deleon Salt industry, the secret of which was so jealously guarded.


  Abruptly Simms found his gaze focused on a larger conical building he had not noticed before. Even as he stared at its smooth windowless sides, a sound emerged from it. A low drone at first, it rapidly mounted the octaves until it became a high-pitched siren-like shriek. The sound pulsed through the walls of the hut, bludgeoned against the lieutenant’s eardrums, seemed to eat into his very brain.


  Higher and higher it mounted, until presently it had gone beyond the hearing range. But Simms got the impression it was still climbing into the supersonic range.


  He saw then a native cross the square and head toward his hut, carrying a dish of food. The lieutenant glanced at the old-fashioned lock on the door, and a thought struck him. Feverishly he searched his pockets, drew forth his watch. Made for use on all planets, the timepiece had a magno-shielded case.


  Quickly Simms unscrewed the back cover. The door creaked open, and the Kamali thrust the dish of food inside. But in the instant before the door clicked into position again, Simms had slipped the watch cover between the latch and the magnetic face plate.


  The intervening hours until the light outside gradually faded seemed interminable. At length, however the square outside the hut was blanketed in deep gloom. Simms boldly opened the door and emerged onto the street.


  WITHOUT a plan of any kind he headed instinctively toward the slag pile and the tower from which that strange vibration had come. He had reached the extreme end of the village when voices reached his ears. Quickly Simms darted into the doorway of a near hut. The men were Halleck and Gately!


  “Why take chances?” Gately was saying. “We’ve got all the time in the world, and we might as well give those salts a longer vibration exposure. That way the Earth people who take the stuff won’t feel any bad effects for maybe two years.”


  Halleck swore in reply. “You fool,” he said. “Don’t you realize we’re working on counted time. The I.P. men are after me now on Mars and Jupiter. We’ve got to work fast. Have you convinced the Oligarch?”


  Gately grunted. “Yes, the whole village sets out on an expedition of war tomorrow night.”


  “You told the Oligarch that neighboring tribes had been tampering with his Deleon mine?” There was growing satisfaction in Halleck’s voice.


  “Sure, I told him. Sterns told him, too, and the fool would be alive now if he’d taken precautions . . .”


  The voices became inaudible then as the men passed on. Simms stood in his tracks undecidedly. Then a glimmer of flare lightning in the sodden sky illuminated that strange tower just ahead. Like a magnet it drew him forward with its power.


  Crouching low, he reached its cylindrical sides. He was groping for the entrance when his hands touched something soft and yielding. Chilled, he waited for a second lightning flare.


  It came, and it revealed the body of the third space-rat, Sterns. The man was dead. His eyes were bulging and streams of blood were issuing from either ear.


  Bewildered, yet careful not to disturb the body, Simms completed his circle of the tower and found the entrance. Inside he felt rather than saw a spiral staircase leading upward. With the utmost caution he began to climb.


  He was breathing hard when he reached the top. A door barred his way. Simms pushed it open and stood staring on the threshold.


  A bluish radite lamp was suspended from the ceiling. Occupying a good half of the chamber was a huge parabolic horn, its small end converging on a platform upon which a circular disc slowly revolved. In the center of the disc was a rounded heap of yellow crystals.


  The left wall was taken up by a switchboard, with a series of dials staggered across a corbite panel. At the right wall, facing the open end of the parabolic horn, was a large wire cage.


  Simms strode forward. The crystals on the revolving disc were Deleon Salts. But what was the meaning of this other apparatus?


  He peered inside the cage and stared, incredulously. Hudrites! The cage was filled with hundreds of the Venusian swamp insects.


  And then abruptly something clicked in his brain like a puzzle piece fitting into a slot. This chamber housed the mechanism that made the rejuvenation salts adaptable to the Kamalis. The secret was vibration, a bombardment of supersonic waves, causing a basic mutation of the crystals’ molecular structure.


  The Hudrites were the Venus equivalent of the Earth cricket. But where a cricket gave off vibrations of 8,000 a second, the frequency of a Hudrite had never been measured. It was said to be more than two million cycles.


  The vibrations from these insects were picked up by the parabolic horn and a sensitive detector and stepped up by a cyclestat. When the sound waves struck the crystals, they responded to it at their frequency and by its vibrations gave rise to a varying voltage. The sound waves of the Hudrites were thereby converted into electrical vibrations and these electrical waves amplified with the aid of vacuum tubes.


  The two were then united, and this bombardment of supersonic and electrical waves changed the structure of the Deleon crystals. No doubt the Kamali Oligarchs had discovered through long experiment just how long a vibration exposure was necessary to make the salts potent and still not effect their mental powers. The process undoubtedly took months of Venus time.


  But the space-rats, Halleck and Gately, had no intention of waiting that long. They planned to expose the crystals for the shortest possible time and then sell them to unsuspecting citizens of Earth.


  Another thought struck Simms. Sterns! What had killed him?


  HE HAD the answer an instant later.


  Up on the wall a warning bell sounded and a red light flashed off and on. From a microtone speaker sounded that same deep-toned drone. Again it began to mount swiftly up the octaves, rising steadily to a high-pitched shriek preparing the way for the supersonic vibrations of the Hudrites. The lieutenant clapped his hands to his ears, fell to the floor in writhing agony.


  Stabbing lancets of pain darted through his brain. He felt his eyes protruding; his head seemed ready to explode. With a mighty effort he managed to jerk on his dehydration mask, slide the protective ear-caps into place. Even then the sensation was only partly relieved, and he stood, heart pounding, waiting for the mad vibration to stop.


  When at length it came to an end, a glance at the Deleon salts showed him they had colored from a light yellow to a deep orange. Tiny facets of iridescent flame now played over their surfaces.


  Whatever method of utilizing the supersonic field the Kamalis used, it was a deadly one. As the body of Sterns proved, the action of those piezo-electric crystals was fatal to the unprotected human organism.


  Simms moved to the control panel. He had the secret of the Deleon Salts now. But what good would it do him. In a short time his escape would be detected and . . .


  But even as his gaze sped over the. dials, a thought struck him. One of those dials must control the intervals of time between each supersonic bombardment. Another must control the frequency of, the vibrations.


  Boldly Simms seized a rheostat and shoved it over to its farthest marking. He found the time dial and pushed that upward too, guessing at the length of increase.


  Then he was descending swiftly the spiral staircase to the ground level. He skirted the main street of the village and groped his way through inky blackness to the swamp shore.


  In the gloom he made out his jagua. But he didn’t stop here. He ran blindly a hundred yards along the matting shore until a squat beetle-like shape materialized out of the darkness. The space-rats’ hydrocar.


  In a half minute he had the mooring line unfastened. And then splitting the darkness about him came a shaft of white light. Simultaneously Halleck’s voice yelled:


  “Get him before he gets into the car!”


  There was a dull report like a melon striking, and something soft and fuzzy whizzed past Simms’ head to hit the water with a hollow plop. A mold gun! In the relentless light of Halleck’s search lamp, the lieutenant saw the living fungus erupt into a hundred wriggling spores that germinated in a matter of seconds.


  Simms leaped into the cabin and fumbled for the starter switch. Once a dozen years before he had driven a hydrocar on a pleasure cruise a short distance up the Martian Central Canal. Now his fingers touched the stud, and the motor roared into life.


  But before he could press the trigger out into the swamp, he saw Halleck leap through the water and hurl himself onto the car’s hood. The man broke the windscreen into a hundred glass fragments and thrust a mold gun through the aperture straight into Simms’ face.


  But before he could press the trigger something happened. Back in Xenthar village a mighty wailing scream pierced the air. Like a frightened banshee the sound raced into the upper register, leaped to a grinding, ear-shattering shriek.


  Halleck dropped the mold gun and clapped his hands to his ears. On shore the Kamalis uttered cries of pain and fell groveling as the sound mounted into the supersonic range and the piezo-electric crystals began their action.


  With a jerk Simms swung the wheel, throwing Halleck off balance and plummeting him into the water. The hydrocar roared out into the swamp like a runaway comet.


  ALL night Simms drove, wearing through aisles of man-high rip grass, circling denser groves of blue priest trees and ardaleptic ferns.


  At dawn he drew up at a small island, built a fire and cooked some of the food he found packed away in a rear compartment of the hydrocar. He rested half an hour, reentered the car and drove on at a more leisurely speed.


  There remained now only to go to GHQ at BeTaba, give his report and hand over his message-cylinder. And when the tube was opened, he would be through on Venus. Dismissed from the Service for insubordination. Wherever he went, that report would follow him.


  His lips compressed. There was a girl waiting for him back on Earth—waiting until he had completed his hitch in the Service and could graduate to the spaceways.


  Abruptly his hand, reaching to his belt, stopped, and an electric shock ran through him.


  His message cylinder was gone! He must have lost it when he rested at the little island.


  For a moment he sat motionless, a cold numbness sweeping over him. He must have that cylinder when he reported at BeTaba. That part of the message pertaining to reenforcements for the garrison would be given orally, of course. But the section regarding himself was different. If he failed to deliver that letter, sooner or later he would be accused of throwing it away. It would mean another case of—insubordination.


  Suddenly he threw over the wheel and sent the hydrocar racing back in the direction from which it had just come.


  The Great Swamp faded out of his vision now. He drove with his thoughts. And then as familiar landmarks began to rise up before him, he realized what he was doing.


  It was selfishness that had driven him along the back trail. He was returning for a kind of personal satisfaction. Deliberately taking chances when the stakes were higher than himself or his own feelings.


  But the island lay just ahead. It would be mad to turn back now that he had come this far. He ran the hydrocar into a little inlet, switched off the motor and climbed out.


  The coals of his campfire were still glowing. Carefully he began to search the trampled grass. A fern writhed in the sodden wind, and a glint of metal caught his eye. The official tube lay where it had fallen, close to the shore.


  But as Simms strode forward, a footstep sounded behind him. He stiffened and turned. An Earth man stood there on the little beach, hands resting triumphantly on hips, watching him.


  “Halleck!”


  In the swamp back of the space-rat lay a long akimla canoe, filled with Kamali tribesmen, drawn by three waterskippers, their ugly beetle-like bodies lashed with an intricate network of harness.


  There was a mold gun in Halleck’s hands, and he had it leveled before him.


  Out of the corner of his eye the lieutenant was searching desperately for a way of escape. Above him his upraised hands touched the spreading branch of a priest tree, and he saw that its farther extremity hung within a foot of Halleck’s gun hand.


  Simms seized the branch and gave it a powerful downward jerk. And in the instant that the space-rat’s weapon was pushed out of aim, he threw himself forward in a flying tackle.


  He fought desperately, aware that he had seconds in which to act and no more. A heavy kick in the groin sent a wave of nausea surging through him. Then his hands closed about the mold gun. He tore it free and pounded a hard blow into the space-rat’s jaw. Twice he stuck. Then as Halleck slumped backward, he stumbled erect and trained the weapon on the advancing Kamalis, finger tight on trigger.


  “Back!” he snapped. “One move, and I fire. Get into that jitterbug chariot of yours and get going!”


  TWO days later a mud-stained’, mold-encrusted hydrocar swung up to the jetty at BeTaba, Venusian Colonial Headquarters on the outer edge of Blue Swamp. Two haggard Earthmen climbed out, one still gripping a Kamali mold gun, the other, his hands bound behind him.


  They paced down the catwalk, entered the lock, and a moment later stood before the Post Major. Simms saluted and began a graphic description of all that had occurred.


  “Post One needs help sir,” he concluded. “There were twelve cases of Mold Fever when I left, and the impentration walls are badly in need of repair. The Kamalis are on the verge of an intertribal war.” The Major looked the prisoner over and nodded. All the defiance was gone from Halleck now. He stood there, lips twisted in a sullen snarl, eyes mirroring defeat.


  “The I.P. men have been after this rat for a long time,” the Major said “And now, Lieutenant, I’ll have your official report.”


  Silently Simms handed the message cylinder across the desk.


  The Major opened the cylinder and glanced at the scroll inside. A moment passed in silence as he read the message.


  “Lieutenant,” he said at length, looking up, “how long have you been at Post One?”


  “Six weeks, sir.”


  The Major opened a humidor and took out a Martian cheroot. “It so happens your Commandante is a very shrewd person. Lieutenant, take a look at this letter.” Slowly Simms picked up the scroll and read:


  . . . and am sending this letter by Lieutenant Simms, a newcomer to Post One. The boy had the usual case of nerves brought about by the damnable solitude, the rain and the constant dangers here at the post, and I’m taking the usual method of curing it. Let him rest over at BeTaba for a month. Then send him back. He has the makings . . .


  And across the desk the Major puffed his Martian cheroot and smiled.


  THE IRON STANDARD


  Henry Kuttner


  Padgett presents a neat problem in how to earn a living in a rigidly frozen economy. The explorers had inventions to sell—but there was a law against inventions!


  “So the ghost won’t walk for a year—Venusian time,” Thirkell said, spooning up cold beans with a disgusted air.


  Rufus Munn, the captain, looked up briefly from his task of de-cock-roaching the soup. “Dunno why we had to import these. A year plus four weeks, Steve. There’ll be a month at space before we hit Earth again.”


  Thirkell’s round, pudgy face grew solemn. “What happens in the meantime? Do we starve on cold beans?”


  Munn sighed, glancing through the open, screened port of the spaceship Goodwill to where dim figures moved in the mists outside. But he didn’t answer. Barton Underhill, supercargo and handy man, who had wangled his passage by virtue of his father’s wealth, grinned tightly and said, “What d’you expect? We don’t dare use fuel. There’s just enough to get us home. So it’s cold beans or nothing.”


  “Soon it will be nothing,” Thirkell said solemnly. “We have been spendthrifts. Wasting our substance in riotous living.”


  “Riotous living!” Munn growled. “We gave most of our grub to the Venusians.”


  “Well,” Underhill murmured, “they fed us—for a month.”


  “Not now. There’s an embargo. What do they have against us, anyhow?”


  Munn thrust back his stool with sudden decision. “That’s something we’ll have to figure out. Things can’t go on like this. We simply haven’t enough food to last us a year. And we can’t live off the land—” He stopped as someone unzipped the valve screen and entered, a squat man with high cheekbones and a beak of a nose in a red-bronze face.


  “Find anything, Redskin?” Underhill asked.


  Mike Soaring Eagle tossed a plastisac on the table. “Six mushrooms. No wonder the Venusians use hydroponics. They have to. Only fungi will grow in this sponge of a world, and most of that’s poisonous. No use, skipper.”


  Munn’s mouth tightened. “Yeah. Where’s Bronson?”


  “Panhandling. But he won’t get a fal.” The Navaho nodded toward the port. “Here he comes now.” After a moment the others heard Bronson’s slow footsteps. The engineer came in, his face red as his hair. “Don’t ask me,” he murmured.


  “Don’t say a word, anybody. Me, a Kerry man, trying to bum a lousy fal from a shagreen-skinned so-and-so with an iron ring in his nose like a Ubangi savage. Think of it! The shame will stay with me forever.”


  “My sympathy,” Thirkell said. “But did you get any fals?”


  Bronson glared at him. “Would I have taken his dirty coins if he’d offered them?” the engineer yelled, his eyes bloodshot. “I’d have flung them in his slimy face, and you can take my word for it. I touch their rotten money? Give me some beans.” He seized a plate and morosely began to eat.


  Thirkell exchanged glances with Underhill. “He didn’t get any money,” the latter said.


  Bronson started back with a snort. “He asked me if I belonged to the Beggars’ Guild! Even tramps have to join a union on this planet!” Captain Munn scowled thoughtfully. “No, it isn’t a union, Bronson, or even much like the medieval guilds. The tarkomars are a lot more powerful and a lot less principled. Unions grew out of a definite social and economic background, and they fill a purpose—a check-and-balance system that keeps building. I’m not talking about unions; on Earth some of ’em are good—like the Air Transport—and some are graft-ridden, like Undersea Dredgers. The tarkomars are different. They don’t fulfill any productive purpose. They just keep the Venusian system in its backwater.”


  “Yes,” Thirkell said, “and unless we’re members, we aren’t allowed to work—at anything. And we can’t be members till we pay the initiation fee—a thousand sofals.”


  “Easy on those beans,” Underhill cautioned. “We’ve only ten more cans.”


  There was silence. Presently Munn passed cigarettes.


  “We’ve got to do something, that’s certain,” he said. “We can’t get food except from the Venusians, and they won’t give it to us. One thing in our favor: the laws are so arbitrary that they can’t refuse to sell us grub—it’s illegal to refuse legal tender.”


  Mike Soaring Eagle glumly sorted his six mushrooms. “Yeah. If we can get our hands on legal tender. We’re broke—broke on Venus—and we’ll soon be starving to death. If anybody can figure out an answer to that one—”


  This was in 1964, three years after the first successful flight to Mars, five years since Dooley and Hastings had brought their ship down in Mare Imbrium. The Moon, of course, was uninhabited, save by active but unintelligent algae. The big-chested, alert Martians, with their high metabolism and their brilliant, erratic minds, had been friendly, and it was certain that the cultures of Mars and Earth would not clash. As for Venus, till now, no ship had landed there.


  The Goodwill was the ambassador. It was an experiment, like the earlier Martian voyage, for no one knew whether or not there was intelligent life on Venus, Supplies for more than a year were stowed aboard, dehydrates, plastibulbs, concentrates, and vitamin foods, but every man of the crew had a sneaking hunch that food would be found in plenty on Venus.


  There was food—yes. The Venusians grew it, in their hydroponic tanks under the cities. But on the surface of the planet grew nothing edible at all. There was little animal or bird life, so hunting was impossible, even had the Earthmen been allowed to retain their weapons. And in the beginning it had seemed like a gala holiday after the arduous space trip—a year-long fete and carnival in an alien, fascinating civilization.


  It was alien, all right. The Venusians were conservative. What was good enough for their remote ancestors was quite good enough for them. They didn’t want changes, it seemed. Their current set-up had worked O.K. for centuries; why alter it now?


  The Earthmen meant change—that was obvious.


  Result: a boycott of the Earthmen.


  It was all quite passive. The first month had brought no trouble; Captain Munn had been presented with the keys of the capital city, Vyring, on the outskirts of which the Goodwill now rested, and the Venusians brought food in plenty—odd but tasty dishes from the hydroponic gardens. In return, the Earthmen were lavish with their own stores, depleting them dangerously.


  And the Venusian food spoiled quickly. There was no need to preserve it, for the hydroponic tanks turned out a steady, unfailing supply. In the end the Earthmen were left with a few weeks’ stock of the food they had brought with them, and a vast pile of garbage that had been lusciously appetizing a few days before.


  Then the Venusians stopped bringing their quick-spoiling fruits, vegetables, and meat-mushrooms and clamped down. The party was over. They had no intention of harming the Earthmen; they remained carefully friendly. But from now on it was Pay as You’re Served—and no checks cashed. A big meat-mushroom, enough for four hungry men, cost ten fals.


  Since the Earthmen had no fals, they got no meat-mushrooms—nor anything else.


  In the beginning it hadn’t seemed important. Not until they got down to cases and began to wonder exactly how they could get food.


  There was no way.


  So they sat in the Goodwill eating cold beans and looking like five of the Seven Dwarfs, a quintet of stocky, short, husky men, big-boned and muscular, especially chosen for their physiques to stand the rigors of space flight—and their brains, also specially chosen, couldn’t help them now.


  It was a simple problem—simple and primitive. They, the representatives of Earth’s mightiest culture, were hungry. They would soon be hungrier.


  And they didn’t have a fal—nothing but worthless gold, silver and paper currency. There was metal in the ship, but none of the pure metal they needed, except in alloys that couldn’t be broken down.


  Venus was on the iron standard.


  “—there’s got to be an answer,” Munn said stubbornly, his hard-bitten, harsh face somber. He pushed back his plate with an angry gesture. “I’m going to see the Council again.”


  “What good will that do?” Thirkell wanted to know. “We’re on the spot, there’s no getting around it. Money talks.”


  “Just the same, I’m going to talk to Jorust,” the captain growled. “She’s no fool.”


  “Exactly,” Thirkell said cryptically.


  Munn stared at him, beckoned to Mike Soaring Eagle, and turned toward the valve. Underhill jumped up eagerly.


  “May I go?”


  Bronson gloomily toyed with his beans. “Why do you want to go? You couldn’t even play a slot machine in Vyring’s skid row—if they had slot machines. Maybe you think if you tell ’em your old man’s a Tycoon of Amalgamated Ores, they’ll break down and hand out meal tickets—eh?”


  But his tone was friendly enough, and Underhill merely grinned. Captain Munn said, “Come along, if you want, but hurry up.” The three men went out into the steaming mists, their feet sloshing through sticky mud.


  It wasn’t uncomfortably hot; the high winds of Venus provided for quick evaporation, a natural air conditioning that kept the men from feeling the humidity. Munn referred to his compass. The outskirts of Vyring were half a mile away, but the fog was, as usual, like pea soup. On Venus it is always bird-walking weather. Silently the trio slogged on.


  “I thought Indians knew how to live off the land,” Underhill presently remarked to the Navaho. Mike Soaring Eagle looked at him quizzically.


  “I’m not a Venusian Indian.” he explained. “Maybe I could make a bow and arrow and bring down a Venusian—but that wouldn’t help, unless he had a lot of sofals in his purse.”


  “We might eat him,” Underhill murmured. “Wonder what roast Venusian would taste like?”


  “Find out and you can write a best seller when you get back home,” Munn remarked. “If you get back home. Vyring’s got a police force, chum.”


  “Oh, well,” Underhill said, and left it at that. “Here’s the Water Gate. Lord—I smell somebody’s dinner!”


  “So do I,” the Navaho grunted, “but I hoped nobody would mention it. Shut up and keep walking.”


  The wall around Vyring was in the nature of a dike, not a fortification, Venus was both civilized and unified; there were, apparently, no wars and no tariffs—a natural development for a world state. Air transports made sizzling noises as they shot past, out of sight in the fog overhead. Mist shrouded the streets, torn into tatters by occasional huge fans. Vyring, shielded from the winds, was unpleasantly hot, except indoors where artificial air conditioning could be brought into use.


  Underhill was reminded of Venice: the streets were canals. Water craft of various shapes and sizes drifted, glided, or raced past. Even the beggars traveled by water. There were rutted, muddy footpaths beside the canals, but no one with a fal to his name ever walked.


  The Earthmen walked, cursing fervently as they splashed through the muck. They were, for the most part, ignored.


  A water taxi scooted toward the bank, its pilot, wearing the blue badge of his tarkomar, hailing them. “May I escort you?” he wanted to know.


  Underhill exhibited a silver dollar. “If you’ll take this—sure.” All the Earthmen had learned Venusian quickly; they were good linguists, having been chosen for this as well as other transplanetary virtues. The phonetic Venusian tongue was far from difficult.


  It was no trouble at all to understand the taxi pilot when he said no.


  “Toss you for it,” Underhill said hopefully. “Double or nothing.”


  But the Venusians weren’t gamblers. “Double what?” the pilot inquired. “That coin? It’s silver.” He indicated the silver, rococo filigree on the prow of his craft. “Junk!”


  “This would be a swell place for Benjamin Franklin,” Mike Soaring Eagle remarked. “His false teeth were made of iron, weren’t they?”


  “If they were, he had a Venusian fortune in his mouth,” Underhill said.


  “Not quite.”


  “If it could buy a full-course dinner, it’s a fortune,” Underhill insisted.


  The pilot, eying the Earthmen scornfully, drifted off in search of wealthier fares. Munn, doggedly plodding on, wiped sweat from his forehead. Swell place, Vyring, he thought. Swell place to starve to death.


  Half an hour of difficult hiking roused Munn to a slow, dull anger. If Jorust refused to see him, he thought, there was going to be trouble, even though they’d taken away his guns. He felt capable of tearing down Vyring with his teeth. And eating the more edible portions.


  Luckily, Jorust was available. The Earthmen were ushered into her office, a big, luxurious room high above the city, with windows open to the cooling breezes. Jorust was skittering around the room on a high chair, equipped with wheels and some sort of motor. Along the walls ran a slanting shelf, like a desk and presumably serving the same function. It was shoulder-high, but Jorust’s chair raised her to its level. She probably started in one corner in the morning, Munn thought, and worked her way around the room during the day.


  Jorust was a slim, gray-haired Venusian woman with a skin the texture of fine shagreen, and alert black eyes that were wary now. She climbed down from her chair, gestured the men to seats, and took one herself. She lit a pipe that looked like an oversized cigarette holder, stuffing it with a cylinder of pressed yellow herbs. Aromatic smoke drifted up. Underhill sniffed wistfully.


  “May you be worthy of your fathers,” Jorust said politely, extending her six-fingered hand in greeting. “What brings you?”


  “Hunger,” Munn said bluntly. “I think it’s about time for a showdown.”


  Jorust watched him inscrutably. “Well?”


  “We don’t like being pushed around.”


  “Have we harmed you?” the Council head asked.


  Munn looked at her. “Let’s put our cards on the table. We’re getting the squeeze play. You’re a big shot here, and you’re either responsible or you know why. How about it?”


  “No,” Jorust said after a pause, “no, I’m not as powerful as you seem to think. I am one of the administrators. I do not make the laws. I merely see that they are carried out. We are not enemies.”


  “That might happen,” Munn said grimly. “If another expedition comes from Earth and finds us dead—”


  “We would not kill you. It is untraditional.”


  “You could starve us to death, though.”


  Jorust narrowed her eyes. “Buy food. Any man can do that, no matter what his race.”


  “And what do we use for money?” Munn asked. “You won’t take our currency. We haven’t any of yours.”


  “Your currency is worthless,” Jorust explained. “We have gold and silver for the mining—it is common here. A difal—twelve fats—will buy a good deal of food. A sofa! will buy even more than that.”


  She was right, of course, Munn knew. A sofal was one thousand seven hundred twenty-eight fah. Yeah!


  “And how do you expect us to get any of your iron money?” he snapped.


  “Work for it, as our own people do. The fact that you are from another world does not dispose of your obligatory duty to create through labor.”


  “All right,” Munn pursued, “we’re willing. Get us a job.”


  “What kind?”


  “Dredging canals! Anything!”


  “Are you a member of the canal dredgers’ tarkomar?”


  “No,” Munn said. “How could I have forgotten to join?”


  Jorust ignored the sarcasm. “You must join. All trades here have their tarkomars.”


  “Lend me a thousand sofals and I’ll join one.”


  “You have tried that before,” Jorust told him. “Our moneylenders report that your collateral was worthless.”


  “Worthless! D’you mean to say we’ve nothing in our ship worth a thousand sofals to your race? It’s a squeeze play and you know it. Our water purifier alone is worth six times that to you.”


  Jorust seemed affronted. “For a thousand years we have cleansed our water with charcoal. If we changed now, we would be naming our ancestors fools. They were not fools; they were great and wise.”


  “What about progress?”


  “I see no need for it,” Jorust said. “Our civilization is a perfect unit as it stands. Even the beggars are well-fed. There is no unhappiness on Venus. The ways of our ancestors have been tested and found good. So why change?”


  “But—”


  “We would merely upset the status quo if we altered the balance,” Jorust said decisively, rising. “May you be worthy of your fathers’ names.”


  “Listen—” Munn began.


  But Jorust was back on her chair, no longer listening.


  The three Earthmen looked at one another, shrugged, and went out. The answer was definitely no.


  “And that,” Munn said, as they descended in the elevator, “is emphatically that. Jorust plans to have us starve to death. The word’s out.”


  Underhill was inclined to disagree.


  “She’s all right. As she said, she’s just an administrator. It’s the tarkomars who are the pressure group here. They’re a powerful bloc.”


  “They run Venus. I know.” Munn grimaced. “It’s difficult to understand the psychology of these people. They seem unalterably opposed to change. We represent change. So they figure they’ll simply ignore us.”


  “It won’t work,” Underhill said. “Even if we starve to death, there’ll be more Earth ships later.”


  “The same gag could work on them, too.”


  “Starvation? But—”


  “Passive resistance. There’s no law compelling Venusians to treat with Earthmen. They can simply adopt a closed-door policy, and there’s not a thing we can do about it. There’s no welcome mat on Venus.”


  Mike Soaring Eagle broke a long silence as they emerged to the canal bank. “It’s a variation of ancestor worship, their psychology. Transferred egotism, perhaps—a racial inferiority complex.”


  Munn shook his head. “You’re drawing it a bit fine.”


  “All right, maybe I am.


  But it boils down to worship of the past. And fear. Their present social culture has worked for centuries. They want no intrusions. It’s logical. If you had a machine that worked perfectly at the job for which it had been designed, would you want improvements?”


  “Why not?” Munn said. “Certainly I would.”


  “Why?”


  “Well—to save time. If a new attachment would make the machine double its production, I’d want that.”


  The Navaho looked thoughtful. “Suppose it turned out—say—refrigerators. There’d be repercussions. You’d need less labor, which would upset the economic structure.”


  “Microscopically.”


  “In that case. But there’d also be a change in the consumer’s angle. More people would have refrigerators. More people would make homemade ice cream. Sales on ice cream would drop—retail sales. The wholesalers would buy less milk. The farmers would—”


  “I know,” Munn said. “For want of a nail the kingdom was lost. You’re speaking of microcosms. Even if you weren’t, there are automatic adjustments—there always are.”


  “An experimental, growing civilization is willing to stand for such adjustments,” Mike Soaring Eagle pointed out. “The Venusians are ultraconservative. They figure they don’t need to grow or change any more. Their system has worked for centuries. It’s perfectly integrated. Intrusion of anything might upset the apple cart. The tarkomars have the power, and they intend to keep it.”


  “So we starve,” Underhill put in.


  The Indian grinned at him.


  “Looks like it. Unless we can dope out some way of making money.”


  “We ought to,” Munn said. “We were chosen for our I.Q., among other things.”


  “Our talents aren’t too suitable,” Mike Soaring Eagle remarked, kicking a stone into the canal. “You’re a physicist. I’m a naturalist. Bronson’s an engineer, and Steve Thirkell’s a sawbones. You, my useless young friend, are a rich man’s son.”


  Underhill smiled in an embarrassed fashion. “Well, dad came up the hard way. He knew how to make money. That’s what we need now, isn’t it?”


  “How did he clean up?”


  “Stock market.”


  “That helps a lot,” Munn said. “I think our best plan is to find some process the Venusians really need, and then sell it to them.”


  “If we could wireless back to Earth for help—” Underhill began.


  “—then we’d have nothing to worry about.” the Navaho ended. “Unfortunately Venus has a Heaviside layer, so we can’t wireless. You’d better try your hand at inventing something, skipper. But whether or not the Venusians will want it afterwards, I don’t know.” Munn brooded. “The status quo can’t remain permanently that way. It ain’t sensible, as my grandfather used to say about practically everything. There are always inventors. New processes—they’ve got to be assimilated into the social set-up. I should be able to dope out a gadget.


  Even a good preservative for foods might do it.”


  “Not with the hydroponic gardens producing as they do.”


  “Um-m. A better mousetrap—something useless but intriguing. A one-armed bandit—”


  “They’d pass a law against it.”


  “Well, you suggest something.”


  “The Venusians don’t seem to know much about genetics. If I could produce some unusual foods by crossbreeding . . . eh?”


  “Maybe,” Munn said. “Maybe.”


  Steve Thirkell’s pudgy face looked into the port. The rest, of the party were seated at the table, scribbling on stylopads and drinking weak coffee.


  “I have an idea,” Thirkell said.


  Munn grunted. “I know your ideas. What is it now?”


  “Very simple. A plague strikes the Venusians and I find an antivirus that will save them. They will be grateful—”


  “—and you’ll marry Jorust and rule the planet,” Munn finished. “Ha!”


  “Not exactly,” Thirkell went on imperturbably. “If they’re not grateful, we’ll simply bold out on the antitoxin till they pay up.”


  “The only thing wrong with that brainstorm is that the. Venusians don’t seem to be suffering from a plague,” Mike Soaring Eagle pointed out. “Otherwise it’s perfect.”


  Thirkell sighed. “I was afraid you’d mention that. Maybe we could be unethical—just a little, you know—and start a plague. Typhoid or something.”


  “What a man!” the Navaho said admiringly. “You’d make a grand murderer, Steve.”


  “I have often thought so. But I didn’t intend to go as far as murder. A painful, incapacitating disease—”


  “Such as?” Munn asked. “Diphtheria?” the murderous physician suggested hopefully.


  “A cheerful prospect,” Mike Soaring Eagle muttered. “You sound like an Apache.”


  “Diphtheria, beriberi, leprosy, bubonic plague,” Pat Bronson said violently. “I vote for all of ’em. Give the nasty little frogs a taste of their own medicine. Wallop ’em good.”


  “Suppose we let you start a mild plague,” Munn said. “Something that couldn’t conceivably be fatal—how would you go about it?”


  “Pollute the water supply or something . . . eh?”


  “What with?”


  Thirkell suddenly looked heartbroken. “Oh! Oh!”


  Munn nodded. “The Goodwill isn’t stocked for that sort of thing. We’re germless. Antiseptic inside and out. Have you forgotten the physical treatment they gave us before we left?”


  Bronson cursed. “Never will I forget that—a hypo every hour! Antitoxins, shots, ultraviolet X rays, till my bones turned green.”


  “Exactly,” Munn said. “We’re practically germless. It’s a precaution they had to take, to prevent our starting a plague on Venus.”


  “But we want to start a plague,” Thirkell said plaintively.


  “You couldn’t even give a Venusian a head cold,” Munn told him. “So that’s out. What about Venusian anaesthetics? Are they as good as ours?”


  “Better,” the physician admitted. “Not that they need them, except for the children. Their synapses are funny. They’ve mastered selfhypnosis so they can block pain when it’s necessary.”


  “Sulfa drugs?”


  “I’ve thought of that. They’ve got those, too.”


  “My idea,” Bronson broke in, “is water power. Or dams. Whenever it rains, there’s a flood.”


  “There’s good drainage, though,” Munn said. “The canals take care of that.”


  “Now let me finish! Those fishskinned so-and-sos have hydro-power, but it isn’t efficient. There’s so much fast water all over the place that they build plants wherever it seems best—thousands of them—and half the time they’re useless, when the rains concentrate on another district. Half of the plants are inoperable all the time. Which costs money. If they’d build dams, they’d have a steady source of power without the terrific overhead.”


  “It’s a thought,” Munn acknowledged.


  Mike Soaring Eagle said, “I’ll stick to my crossbreeds in the hydroponic gardens. I can raise beef-steak-mushrooms to taste of Worcestershire sauce or something. An appeal to the palate, you know—”


  “Fair enough. Steve?”


  Thirkell rumpled his hair. “I’ll think of an angle. Don’t rush me.” Munn looked at Underhill. “Any flashes of intellect, chum?”


  The youngster grimaced. “Not just now. All I can think of is manipulating the stock market.”


  “Without money?”


  “That’s the trouble.”


  Munn nodded. “Well, my own idea is advertising. As a physicist, it’s in my line.”


  “How?” Bronson wanted to know. “Demonstrating atom-smashing? A strong-man act?”


  “Pipe down. Advertising isn’t known on Venus, though commerce is. That’s funny. I should think the retailers would jump at the chance.”


  “They’ve got radio commercials.”


  “Stylized and ritualistic. Their televisors are ready-made for splash advertising. A visual blurb . . . yeah. Trick gadgets I could make to demonstrate the products. Why not?”


  “I think I’ll build an X-ray machine,” Thirkell said suddenly, “if you’ll help me, skipper.”


  Munn said sure. “We’ve got the equipment—and the blueprints. Tomorrow we’ll start. It must be pretty late.”


  It was, though there was no sunset on Venus. The quintet retired, to dream of full-course dinners—all but Thirkell, who dreamed he was eating a roast chicken that abruptly turned into a Venusian and began to devour him, starting at the feet.


  He woke up sweating and cursing, took some nembutyl, and finally slept again.


  The next morning they scattered. Mike Soaring Eagle took a microscope and other gadgets to the nearest hydroponic center and went to work. He wasn’t allowed to carry spores back to the Goodwill, but there was no objection to his experimenting in Vyring itself. He made cultures and used forced-growth vitamin complexes and hoped for the best.


  Pat Bronson went to see Skottery, head of Water Power. Skottery was a tall, saturnine Venusian who knew a lot about engineering and insisted on showing Bronson the models in his office before they settled down to a talk.


  “How many power stations do you have?” Bronson asked.


  “Third power twelve times four dozens. Forty-two dozen in this district.”


  Nearly a million altogether, Bronson made it. “How many in actual operation now?” he carried on.


  “About seventeen dozen.”


  “That means three hundred idle—twenty-five dozen, that is. Isn’t the upkeep a factor?”


  “Quite a factor,” Skottery acknowledged. “Aside from the fact that some of those stations are now permanently inoperable. The terrain changes rapidly. Erosion, you know. We’ll build one station on a gorge one year, and the next the water will be faking a different route. We build about a dozen a day. But we salvage something from the old ones, of course.” Bronson had a brainstorm. “No watershed?”


  “Eh?”


  The Earthman explained. Skottery shook his shoulders in negation.


  “We have a different type of vegetation here. There’s so much water that roots don’t have to strike deeply.”


  “But they need soil?”


  “No. The elements they need are in suspension in the water.” Bronson described how watersheds worked. “Suppose you imported Earth plants and trees and forested the mountains. And built dams to retain your water. You’d have power all the time, and you’d need only a few big stations. And they’d be permanent.”


  Skottery thought that over. “We have all the power we need.”


  “But look at the expense!”


  “Our rates cover that.”


  “You could make more money—difals and sofals—”


  “We have made exactly the same profits for three hundred years.” Skottery explained. “Our net remains constant. It works perfectly. You fail to understand our economic system, I see. Since we have everything we need, there’s no use making more money—not even a fal more.”


  “Your competitors—”


  “We have only three, and they are satisfied with their profits.”


  “Suppose I interest them in my plan?”


  “But you couldn’t,” Skottery said patiently. “They wouldn’t be interested any more than I am. I’m glad you dropped in. May you be worthy of your father’s name.”


  “Ye soulless fish!” Bronson yelled, losing his temper. “Is there no red blood in your green-skinned carcass? Does no one on this world know what fight means?” He hammered a fist into his palm. “I wouldn’t be worthy of the old Seumas Bronson’s name unless I took a poke at that ugly phiz of yours right now—”


  Skottery had pressed a button. Two large Venusians appeared. The head of Water Power pointed to Bronson.


  “Remove it,” he said.


  Captain Rufus Munn was in one of the telecasting studios with Bart Underhill. They were sitting beside Hakkapuy, owner of Veetsy—which might be freely translated as Wet Tingles. They were watching the telecast commercial plug for Hakkapuy’s product, on the’visor screen high on the wall.


  A Venusian faded in, legs wide apart, arms akimbo. He raised one hand, six fingers spread wide.


  “AH men drink water. Water is good. Life needs water. Veetsy is good also. Four fals buys a globe of Veetsy. That is all.”


  He vanished. Colors rippled across the screen and music played in off-beat rhythm. Munn turned to Hakkapuy.


  “That isn’t advertising. You can’t get customers that way.”


  “Well, it’s traditional,” Hakkapuy said weakly.


  Munn opened the pack at his feet, brought out a tall glass beaker, and asked for a globe of Veetsy. It was given him, and he emptied the green fluid into his beaker. After that, he dropped in a half dozen colored balls and added a chunk of dry ice, which sank to the bottom. The balls went up and down rapidly.


  “See?” Munn said, “Visual effect. The marbles are only slightly heavier than Veetsy. It’s the visual equivalent of Wet Tingles. Show that on the televisor, with a good sales talk, and see how your sales curve jumps.”


  Hakkapuy looked interested. “I’m not sure—”


  Munn dragged out a sheaf of papers and hammered at the breach in the wall. After a time a fat Venusian came in and said, “May you be worthy of your ancestors’ names.” Hakkapuy introduced him as Lorish.


  “I thought Lorish had better see this. Would you mind going over it again?”


  “Sure,” Munn said. “Now the principle of display windows—”


  When he had finished, Hakkapuy looked at Lorish, who shook his shoulders slowly.


  “No,” he said.


  Hakkapuy blew out his lips. “It would sell more Veetsy.”


  “And upset the economy charts.” Lorish said. “No.”


  Munn glared at him. “Why not? Hakkapuy owns Veetsy, doesn’t he? Who are you, anyhow—a censor?”


  “I represent the advertisers’ tarkomar,” Lorish explained. “You see. advertising on Venus is strongly ritual. It is never changed. Why should it be? If we let Hakkapuy use your ideas, it would be unfair to other makers of soft drinks.”


  “They could do the same thing,” Munn pointed out.


  “A pyramiding competition leading to ultimate collapse. Hakkapuy makes enough money. Don’t you, Hakkapuy?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “Are you questioning the motives of the tarkomars?”


  Hakkapuy gulped. “No,” he said hastily. “No, no, no! You’re perfectly right.”


  Lorish looked at him. “Very well. As for you, Earthman, you had better not waste your time pursuing this—scheme—further.”


  Munn reddened. “Are you threatening me?”


  “Of course not. I simply mean that no advertiser could use your idea without consulting my tarkomar, and we would veto it.”


  “Sure,” Munn said. “O.K. Come on, Bert. Let’s get out of here.”


  They departed, to stroll along a canal bank and confer. Underhill was thoughtful.


  “The tarkomars have held the balance of power for a long time, it looks like. They want things to stay as they are. That’s obvious.”


  Munn growled.


  Underhill went on, “We’d have to upset the whole apple cart to get anywhere. There’s one thing in our favor, though.”


  “What?”


  “The laws.”


  “How do you figure that out?” Munn asked. “They’re all against us.”


  “So far—yes. But they’re traditionally rigid and unswerving. A decision made three hundred years ago can’t be changed except by a long court process. If we can find a loophole in those laws, they can’t touch us.”


  “All right, find the loophole,” Munn said grumpily. “I’m going back to the ship and help Steve build an X-ray machine.”


  “I think I’ll go down to the stock exchange and snoop,” Underhill said. “It’s just possible—”


  After a week, the X-ray device was finished. Munn and Thirkell looked through the Vyring law records and found they were permitted to sell a self-created device without belonging to a tarkomar, provided they obeyed certain trivial restrictions. Leaflets were printed and strewed around the city, and the Venusians came to watch Munn and Thirkell demonstrating the merits of Roentgen rays.


  Mike Soaring Eagle knocked off work for the day and recklessly smoked a dozen cigarettes from his scanty store, burning with dull fury as he puffed. He had run into trouble with his hydroponic cultures.


  “Crazy!” he told Bronson. “Luther Burbank would have gone nuts—the way I’m going. How the devil can I cross-pollenate those ambiguous specimens of Venusian flora?”


  “Well, it doesn’t seem exactly fair,” Bronson consoled. “Eighteen sexes, eh?”


  “Eighteen so far. And four varieties that apparently haven’t any sex at all. How can you crossbreed those perverted mushrooms? You’d have to exhibit the result in a side show.”


  “You’re getting nowhere?”


  “Oil, I’m getting places,” Mike Soaring Eagle said bitterly. “I’m getting all sorts of results. The trouble is nothing stays constant. I get a rum-flavored fungus one day, and it doesn’t breed true—its spores turn into something that tastes like turpentine. So you see.”


  Bronson looked sympathetic. “Can’t you swipe some grub when they’re not looking? That way the job wouldn’t be a complete washout.”


  “They search me,” the Navaho said.


  “The dirty skunks,” Bronson yelped. “What do they think we are? Crooks?”


  “Mph. Something’s going on outside. Let’s take a look.”


  They went out of the Goodwill to find Munn arguing passionately with Jorust, who had come in person to examine the X-ray machine. A crowd of Venusians watched avidly. Munn’s face was crimson.


  “I looked it up,” he was saying. “You can’t stop me this time, Jorust. It’s perfectly legal to build a machine and sell it outside the city limits.”


  “Certainly,” Jorust said. “I’m not complaining about that.”


  “Well? We’re not breaking any law.”


  The woman beckoned, and a fat Vensuian waddled forward. “Patent three gross squared fourteen two dozen, issued to Metzi-Stang of Mylosh year fourth power twelve, subject sensitized plates.”


  “What’s that?” Munn asked.


  “It’s a patent,” Jorust told him.


  “It was issued some time ago to a Venusian inventor named Metzi-Stang. A tarkomar bought and suppressed the process, but it’s still illegal to infringe on it.”


  “You mean somebody’s already invented an X-ray machine on Venus?”


  “No. Merely sensitized film. But that’s part of your device, so you can’t sell it.”


  Thirkell pushed forward. “I don’t need film—”


  The fat Venusian said, “Vibrationary patent three gross two dozen and seven—”


  “What now?” Munn broke in.


  Jorust smiled. “Machines employing vibration must not infringe on that patent.”


  “This is an X-ray machine,” Thirkell snapped.


  “Light is vibration,” Jorust told him. “You can’t sell it without buying permission from the tarkomar now owning that patent. It should cost—let’s see—five thousand sofals or so.”


  Thirkell turned abruptly and went into the ship, where he mixed a whiskey-and-soda and thought wistfully about diphtheria germs. After a time the others appeared, looking disconsolate.


  “Can she do it?” Thirkell asked.


  Munn nodded. “She can do it, chum. She’s done it.”


  “We’re not infringing on their patents.”


  “We’re not on Earth. The patent laws here are so wide that if a man invents a gun, nobody else can make telescopic sights. We’re rooked again.”


  Underhill said, “It’s the tarkomars again. When they see a new process or invention that might mean change, they buy it up and suppress it. I can’t think of any gadget we could make that wouldn’t be an infringement on some Venusian patent or other.”


  “They stay within the law,” Munn pointed out. “Their law. So we can’t even challenge them. As long as we’re on Venus, we’re subject to their jurisprudence.”


  “The beans are getting low,” Thirkell said morosely.


  “Everything is,” the captain told him. “Any ideas, somebody?” There was silence. Presently Underhill took out a globe of Veetsy and put it on the table.


  “Where’d you get that?” Bronson asked. “It costs four fats.”


  “It’s empty,” Underhill said. “I found it in an ash can. I’ve been investigating glassite—the stuff they use for things like this.”


  “What about it?”


  “I found out how they make it. It’s a difficult, expensive process. It’s no better than our flexiglass, and a lot harder to make. If we had a flexiglass factory here—”


  “Well?”


  “The bottom would drop out of Amalgamated Glassite.”


  “I don’t get it,” Bronson said. “So what?”


  “Ever heard of a whispering campaign?” Underhill asked. “My father wangled many an election that way, the old devil. Suppose we passed the word around that there was a new process for making a cheaper, better substitute for glassite? Wouldn’t Amalgamated stock drop?”


  “Possibly,” Munn said.


  “We could clean up.”


  “What with?”


  “Oh.” Underhill was silent. “It takes money to make money.”


  “Always.”


  “I wonder. Here’s another idea. Venus is on the iron standard. Iron’s cheap on Earth. Suppose we talked about bringing in iron here—strewing it broadcast. There’d be a panic, wouldn’t there?”


  “Not without some iron to strew around,” Munn said. “Counterpropaganda would be telecast; we couldn’t compete with it. Our whispering campaign would be squashed before we got it started. The Venusian government—the tarkomars—would simply deny that Earth had unlimited iron supplies. We wouldn’t profit, anyway.”


  “There must be some angle,” Underhill scowled. “There’s got to be. Let’s see. What’s the basis of the Venusian system?”


  “No competition,” Mike Soaring Eagle said. “Everybody has all he wants.”


  “Maybe. At the top. But the competitive instinct is too strong to be suppressed like that. I’ll bet plenty of Venusians would like to make a few extra fals.”


  “Where does that get us?” Munn wanted to know.


  “The way my father did it . . .


  Hm-m-m. He manipulated, pulled the wires, made people come to him. What’s the weak spot in Venusian economy?”


  Munn hesitated. “Nothing we can strike at—we’re too handicapped.”


  Underhill shut his eyes. “The basis of an economic and social system is—what?”


  “Money,” Bronson said.


  “No. Earth’s on the radium standard. Years ago it was gold or silver. Venus is on iron. And there’s the barter system, too. Money’s a variable.”


  “Money represents natural resources—” Thirkell began.


  “Man-hours,” Munn put in quietly.


  Underhill jumped. “That’s it! Of course—man-hours! That’s the constant. The amount of production a man can turn out in an hour represents an arbitrary constant—two dollars, a dozen difals, or whatever it is. That’s the base for any economic set-up. And it’s the base we’ve got to hit. The ancestor worship. the power of the tarkomars—they’re superficial really. Once the basic system is challenged, they’ll go down.”


  “I don’t see where it gets us,” Thirkell said.


  “Make the man-hours variable.” Underhill explained. “Once we do that, anything can happen.”


  “Something had better happen.” Bronson said, “and quick. We’ve little food left.”


  “Shut up,” Munn said. “I think the kid’s got the right angle. Alter the man-hour constant, eh? How can we do that? Specialized training? Train a Venusian to turn out twice as much stuff in the same period of time? Skilled labor?”


  “They’ve got skilled labor.” Underhill said. “If we could make ’em work faster, or increase their stamina—”


  “Benzedrine plus,” Thirkell interrupted. “With enough caffeine, vitamin complex, and riboflavin—I could whip up a speeder-upper, all right.”


  Munn nodded slowly. “Pills, not shots. If this works out, we’ll have to do it undercover after a while.”


  “What the devil will it get us to make the Venusians work faster?” Bronson asked.


  Underhill snapped his lingers. “Don’t you see? Venus is ultraconservative. The economic system is frozen static. It isn’t adapted to change. There’ll be hell popping!”


  Munn said, “We’ll need advertising to arouse public interest first of all. A practical demonstration.” He looked around the table, his gaze settling on Mike Soaring Eagle. “Looks like you’re elected, Redskin. You’ve more stamina than any of us, according to the tests we took back on Earth.”


  “All right,” the Navaho said. “What do I do?”


  “Work!” Underhill told him. “Work till you drop!”


  It began early the next morning in the main plaza of Vyring. Munn had checked up carefully, determined to make sure nothing would go wrong, and had learned that a recreation building was to be constructed on the site of the plaza. “Work won’t start for several weeks,” Jorust said. “Why?”


  “We want to dig a hole there,” Munn said. “Is it legal?”


  The Venusian smiled. “Why, of course. That’s public domain—until the contractors begin. But a demonstration of your muscular prowess won’t help you, I’m afraid.”


  “Eh?”


  “I’m not a fool. You’re trying to land a job. You hope to do that by advertising your abilities. But why do it in just this way? Anybody can dig a hole. It isn’t specialized.”


  Munn grunted. If Jorust wanted to jump at that conclusion, swell. He said, “It pays to advertise. Put a steam shovel to work, back on Earth, and a crowd will gather to watch it. We don’t have a steam shovel, but—”


  “Well, whatever you like. Legally you’re within your rights. Nevertheless you can’t hold a job without joining a tarkomar.”


  “Sometimes I think your planet would be a lot better off without the tarkomars,” Munn said bluntly.


  Jorust moved her shoulders. “Between ourselves, I have often thought so. I am merely an administrator, however. I have no real power. I do what I’m told to do. If I were permitted, I would be glad to lend you the money you need—”


  “What?” Munn looked at her. “I thought—”


  The woman froze. “It is not permitted. Tradition is not always wisdom, but I can do nothing about it. To defy the tarkomars is unthinkable and useless. I am sorry.”


  Munn felt a little better after that, somehow. The Venusians weren’t all enemies. The all-powerful tarkomars, jealous of their power, fanatically desirous of preserving the status quo, were responsible for this mess.


  When he got back to the plaza, the others were waiting. Bronson had rigged up a scoreboard, in phonetic Venusian, and had laid out mattock, pick, shovel, wheelbarrow and boards for the Navaho, who stood, a brawny, red-bronze figure, stripped to the waist in the cool wind. A few canalboats had stopped to watch.


  Munn looked at his watch. “O.K., Redskin. Let’s go. Steve can start—”


  Underhill began to beat a drum. Bronson put figures on the scoreboard: 4:03:00, Venusian Vyring Time. Thirkell went to a nearby camp table, littered with bottles and medical equipment, shook from a vial one of the stimulant pills he had concocted, and gave it to Mike Soaring Eagle. The Indian ate it, heaved up the mattock, and went to work.


  That was all.


  A man digging a hole. Just why the spectacle should be so fascinating no one has ever figured out. The principle remains the same, whether it’s a steam shovel scooping out half a ton of earth at a bite, or a sweating, stocky Navaho wielding shovel and pick. The boats grew thicker.


  Mike Soaring Eagle kept working. An hour passed. Another. There were regular, brief rest periods, and Mike kept rotating his tools, to get all his muscles into play. After breaking earth for a while with the mattock, he would shovel it into the wheelbarrow, roll his burden up a plank and dump it on an ever-growing pile some distance away. Three hours. Four. Mike knocked off for a brief lunch. Bronson kept track of the time on his scoreboard.


  Thirkell gave the Navajo another pill. “How’re you doing?”


  “Fine. I’m tough enough.”


  “I know, but these stimulants—they’ll help.”


  Underhill was at a typewriter. He had already ground out a tremendous lot of copy, for he had been working since Mike Soaring Eagle started. Bronson had discovered a long-forgotten talent and was juggling makeshift Indian clubs and colored balls. He’d been keeping that up for quite a while, too.


  Captain Rufus Munn was working a sewing machine. He didn’t especially like the task, but it was precision work, and therefore helpful to the plan. All the. party except Thirkell was doing something, and the physician was busy administering pills and trying to look like an alchemist.


  Occasionally he visited Munn and Underhill, collected stacks of paper and carefully sewn scraps of cloth, and deposited them in various boxes near the canal, labeled, “Take One.” On the cloth a legend was machine-embroidered in Venusian: “A Souvenir from Earth.” The crowds thickened.


  The Earthmen worked on. Bronson kept juggling, with pauses for refreshment. Eventually he experimented with coin and card tricks. Mike Soaring Eagle kept digging. Munn sewed. Underhill continued to type—and the Venusians read what his flying fingers turned out.


  “Free! Free! Free!” the leaflets said. “Souvenir pillowcase covers from Earth! A free show! Watch the Earthmen demonstrate stamina, dexterity and precision in four separate ways. How long can they keep it up? With the aid of POWER PILLS—indefinitely!


  Their output is doubled and their precision increased by POWER PILLS—they pep you up! A medical product of Earth that can make any man worth twice his weight in sofals!”


  It went on like that. The old army game—with variations. The Venusians couldn’t resist. Word got around. The mob thickened. How long could the Earthmen keep up the pace?


  They kept it up. Thirkell’s stimulant pills—as well as the complex shots he had given his companions that morning—seemed to be working. Mike Soaring Eagle dug like a beaver. Sweat poured from his shining red-bronze torso. He drank prodigiously and ate salt tablets.


  Munn kept sewing, without missing a stitch. He knew that his products were being scanned closely for signs of sloppy workmanship. Bronson kept juggling and doing coin tricks, never missing. Underhill typed with aching fingers.


  Five hours. Six hours. Even with the rest periods, it was grueling. They had brought food from the Goodwill, but it wasn’t too palatable. Still, Thirkell had selected it carefully for caloric.


  Seven hours. Eight hours. The crowds made the canals impassable. A policeman came along and argued with Thirkell, who told him to see Jorust. Jorust must have put a flea in his ear, for he came back to watch, but not to interfere.


  Nine hours. Ten hours. Ten hours of Herculean effort. The men were exhausted—but they kept going.


  They had made their point by then, though, for a few Venusians approached Thirkell and inquired about the Power Pills. What were they? Did they really make you work faster? How could they buy the—


  The policeman appeared to stand beside Thirkell. “I’ve a message from the medical tarkomar,” he announced. “If you try to sell any of those things, you go to jail.”


  “Wouldn’t think of it,” Thirkell said. “We’re giving away free samples. Here, buddy.” He dug into a sack and tossed the nearest Venusian a Power Pill. “Two days’ work in that instead of your usual one. Come back for more tomorrow. Want one, pal? Here. You, too. Catch.”


  “Wait a minute—” the policeman said.


  “Go get a warrant,” Thirkell told him. “There’s no law against making presents.”


  Jorust appeared with a burly, intolerant-looking Venusian. She introduced the latter as head of the Vyring tarkomars.


  “And I’m here to tell you to stop this,” the Venusian said.


  Thirkell knew what to say. His companions kept on with their work, but he felt them watching and listening.


  “What rule do you invoke?”


  “Why . . . why, peddling.”


  “I’m not selling anything. This is public domain; we’re putting on a free show.”


  “Those . . . ah . . . Power Pills—”


  “Free gifts,” Thirkell said. “Listen, pal. When we gave all our food to you Venusian crooks, did you squaw? No, you took it. And then clamped down. When we asked for our grub back, you just told us that we had no legal recourse; possession is nine points of the law, and we had a perfect right to make free gifts. That’s what we’re doing now—giving presents. So what?”


  Jorust’s eyes were twinkling, but she hooded them swiftly. “I fear he speaks the truth. The law protects him. It is no great harm.”


  Thirkell, watching her, wondered. Had Jorust guessed the right answer? Was she on their side? The tarkomar leader turned dark green, hesitated, swung on his heel, and went away. Jorust gave the Earthmen a long, enigmatic look, moved her shoulders, and followed.


  “I’m still stiff,” Mike Soaring Eagle said a week later in the Goodwill. “Hungry, too. When do we get grub?”


  Thirkell, at the valve, handed out a Power Pill to a Venusian and came back rubbing his hands and grinning. “Wait. Just wait. What’s going on, skipper?”


  Munn nodded toward Underhill. “Ask the kid. He got back from Vyring a few minutes ago.”


  Underhill chuckled. “There was hell popping. All in a week, too. We’ve certainly struck at the economic base. Every Venusian who labors on a piecework basis wants our pills, so he can speed up his production and make more fals. It’s the competitive instinct—which is universal.”


  “Well?” Bronson asked. “How do the lizard-faced big shots like that?”


  “They don’t like it. It’s hit the economic set-up they’ve had for centuries. Till now, one Venusian would make exactly ten sofals a week—say—by turning out five thousand bottle caps. With the pills Steve made up, he’s turning out eight or ten thousand and making correspondingly more dough. The guy at the next bench says what the hell, and comes to us for a Power Pill for himself. Thus it goes. And the lovely part is that not all the labor is on piecework basis. It can’t be. You need tangibles for piecework. Running a weather machine has got to be measured by time—not by how many raindrops you make in a day.”


  Munn nodded. “Jealousy, you mean?”


  Underhill said, “Well, look. A weather-machine operator has been making ten sofals a week, the same as a bottle capper on piecework. Now the bottle capper’s making twenty sofals. The weather-machine man doesn’t see the point. He’s willing to take Power Pills, too, but that won’t step up his production. He asks for a raise. If he gets it, the economy is upset even more. If he doesn’t, other weather-machine operators get together with him and figure it’s unfair discrimination. They get mad at the tarkomars. They strike!”


  Mike Soaring Eagle said, “The tarkomars have forbidden work to any Venusian taking Power Pills.”


  “And still the Venusians ask us for Power Pills. So what? How can you prove a man’s been swallowing them? His production steps up, sure, but the tarkomars can’t clamp down on everybody with a good turnout. They tried that, and a lot of guys who never tried the Power Pills got mad. They were fast workers, that was all.”


  “The demonstration we put on was a good idea,” Thirkell said. “It was convincing. I’ve had to cut down the strength of the pills—we’re running low—but the power of suggestion helps us.”


  Underhill grinned. “So the base—the man-hour unit—had gone cockeyed. One little monkey wrench, thrown where it’ll do the most good. It’s spreading, too. Not only Vyring. The news is going all over Venus, and the workers in the other cities are asking why half of Vyring’s laborers should get better pay. That’s where the equal standard of exchange helps us—one monetary system all over Venus. Nothing has ever been off par here for centuries. Now—”


  Munn said, “Now the system’s toppling. It’s a natural fault in a perfectly integrated, rigid set-up. For want of a nail the tarkomars are losing their grip. They’ve forgotten how to adjust.”


  “It’ll spread,” Underhill said confidently. “It’ll spread. Steve, here comes another customer.”


  Underhill was wrong. Jorust and the Vyring tarkomar leader came in. “May you be worthy of your ancestors’ names,” Munn said politely. “Drag up a chair and have a drink. We’ve still got a few bulbs of beer left.”


  Jorust obeyed, but the Venusian rocked on his feet and glowered. The woman said, “Malsi is distressed. These Power Pills are causing trouble.”


  “I don’t know why,” Munn said. “They increase production, don’t they?”


  Malsi grimaced. “This is a trick! A stratagem! You are abusing our hospitality!”


  “What hospitality?” Bronson wanted to know.


  “You threatened the system,” Malsi plunged on doggedly. “On Venus there is no change. There must be none.”


  “Why not?” Underhill asked. “There’s only one real reason, and you know it. Any advances might upset the tarkomars—threaten the power they hold. You racketeers have had the whip hand for centuries. You’ve suppressed inventions, kept Venus in a backwater, tried to drive initiative out of the race, just so you could stay on top. It can’t be done. Changes happen; they always do. If we hadn’t come, there’d have been an internal explosion eventually.”


  Malsi glared at him. “You will stop making these Power Pills.”


  “Point of law,” Thirkell said softly. “Show precedent.”


  Jorust said, “The right of free gift is one of the oldest on Venus. That law could be changed, Malsi, but I don’t think the people would like it.”


  Munn grinned. “No. They wouldn’t. That would be the tip-off. Venusians have learned it’s possible to make more money. Take that chance away from them, and the tarkomars won’t be the benevolent rulers any more.”


  Malsi turned darker green. “We have power—”


  “Jorust, you’re an administrator. Are we protected by your laws?” Underhill asked.


  She moved her shoulders. “Yes. you are. The laws are sacrosanct. Perhaps because they have always been designed to protect the tarkomars.”


  Malsi swung toward her. “Are you siding with the Earthmen?”


  “Why, of course not, Malsi. I’m merely upholding the law, according to my oath of office. Without prejudice—that’s it, isn’t it?”


  Munn said, “We’ll stop making the Power Pills if you like, but I warn you that it’s only a respite. You can’t halt progress.”


  Malsi seemed unconvinced. “You’ll stop?”


  “Sure. If you pay us.”


  “We cannot pay you,” Malsi said stubbornly. “You belong to no tarkomar. It would be illegal.”


  Jorust murmured, “You might give them a free gift of—say—ten thousand sofals.”


  “Ten thousand!” Malsi yelped. “Ridiculous!”


  “So it is,” Underhill said. “Fifty thousand is more like it. We can live well for a year on that.”


  “No.”


  A Venusian came to the valve, peeped in, and said: “I made twice as many difals today. May I have another Power Pill?” He saw Malsi and vanished with a small shriek.


  Munn shrugged. “Suit yourself. Pay up, or we go on handing out Power Pills—and you’ll have to adjust a rigid social economy. I don’t think you can do it.”


  Jorust touched Malsi’s arm. “There is no other way.”


  “I—” The Venusian by now was almost black with impotent rage. “All right,” he capitulated, spitting the words between his teeth. “I won’t forget this, Jorust.”


  “But I must administer the laws,” the woman said. “Why, Malsi! The rule of the tarkomars has always been unswerving honesty.” Malsi didn’t answer. He scribbled a credit check for fifty thousand sofals, validated it, and gave the tag to Munn. After that he sent a parting glare around the cabin and stamped out.


  “Well!” Bronson said. “Fifty grand! Tonight we eat!”


  “May you be worthy of your fathers’ names,” Jorust murmured. At the valve she turned. “I’m afraid you’ve upset Malsi.”


  “Too bad,” Munn said hypocritically.


  Jorust moved her shoulders slightly. “Yes. You’ve upset Malsi. And Malsi represents the tarkomars—”


  “What can he do about it?” Underhill asked.


  “Nothing. The laws won’t let him. But—it’s nice to know the tarkomars aren’t infallible. I think the word will get around.”


  Jorust winked gravely at Munn and departed, looking as innocent as a cat, and as potentially dangerous.


  “Well!” Munn said. “What does that mean? The end of the tarkomars’ rule, maybe?”


  “Maybe,” Bronson said. “I don’t give a damn. I’m hungry and I want a beefsteak-mushroom. Where can we cash a check for fifty grand?”


  THE END.


  1944


  OUTLAW QUEEN OF VENUS


  Wallace West


  The destiny of every downtrodden man on Venus hung on the woman’s wit of Sadie Thompson, tough gamin of a tougher world!


  “SO YOU’RE on the Venus run, eh?” Old Tom polished the Moon Station Cafe bar and squinted at the nervous youth in Space Patrol uniform who was nursing along his “ham and” as though it might be his last.


  “Yeh.”


  “Goin’ to Wildoatia, eh, captain,” persisted the counter man.


  “Yeh.” His customer looked up slowly. “Why?”


  “Oh, a fellow just gets lonesome to talk to somebody. How are things back home?”


  “Dull.”


  “They finished that Sahara irrigation job yet?”


  “How’d you know?” The youngster jumped up, overturning his chair.


  “Don’t know nothin,’ sir . . . Want some more coffee’fore you fire off? You won’t get much of it out there.”


  “You mean . . .?” The other righted his chair and sat down on the edge of it.


  “Oh, there’s plenty of food . . . if you’re lucky, but it usually tastes like nothing a human should eat.”


  “You sound as if you’d been on Venus.”


  “Have.” Tom was polishing the spotless bar again.


  “You . . . you didn’t make your fortune, then?”


  “Made it, and lost it.”


  “Look,” said the captain when the silence became unbearable, “would you mind telling me what you found? I . . . I never met anybody before that’s been to Wildoatia. Read a lot of stories, but . . .”


  Old Tom stuffed his cloth under the bar and drew himself a cup of black coffee.


  “No,” he said after due consideration. “They won’t let me . . . Want some pie?”


  “I—I guess so. Apple.”


  “Here y’are . . . How old would you say I am?”


  “Oh,” the officer was trying to be polite, “about sixty.”


  “Forty-one!”


  “Gee!”


  “Twenty years ago I was working on the Sahara Project . . . They’d just started it. I was a high-strung kid with plenty of hail: and a flat belly and given to reading Stevenson and Asher and Kipling’stead of spending my nights studying engineering. I can remember as if it were yesterday how I used to dream about pirates and wars and stratosphere dog fights like they had in the good old days. You know what I mean?”


  “Yeh.” The youngster prodded his canned he thoughtfully. “And beautiful wicked women and pleasure cities and making a million francs at roulette and blowing it in at the races. Sure. Go on.”


  “They used to talk about how conquering the Sahara was man’s greatest adventure since he’d reached the planets . . . how the next job was to make the poles blossom.” Tom eyed his guest sharply. “But it didn’t stick, did it?” The other fell into the trap.


  “Uh huh. Every day you go out and burn that channel another mile through the sand. And every night you come back dead tired and have to study, study, study to keep from lagging behind the rest of the crew. No wars . . . Not even a Bedouin left. No excitement except in books and telies. You blame me for getting fed up too?”


  “Nope,” said the other. “You’re just an atavar like I used to be. Can’t help yourself. Don’t fit into this collectivized solar system any more than you do into that uniform . . . Now, now! Put up that gun! I won’t turn you in and somebody might get suspicious if they saw you wavin’ it around.”


  “Guess if you’d wanted to turn me in I couldn’t have stopped you,” muttered the kid as he shoved his automatic back into a shoulder holster. “I reckon you’re right about my being an atavar. The Commissioner said so too. Talked to me like a Dutch Uncle for hours. Tried to get me to see the error of my ways. When I kept insisting I wanted to go to Venus and sow some wild oats he finally had to make me a pass with a one-year return privilege.”


  “FAT chance you’ll ever get to come back. The Big Shots will see to that. Say, how come the government didn’t ship you out on a freighter like they do the rest of the incorrigibles?”


  “They were going to, but I . . .” His mouth snapped shut.


  “You nicked a uniform and a patrol boat in some repair yard. And now you’re holding your breath while she’s being refueled for fear they’ll discover it and helio you down. Well, I wish you luck.”


  “You almost sound as if you’d like to go along . . . There’s room.”


  “Nope. I’m too old. Heart can’t stand the acceleration any more. I’m stuck here for life. But you have my thanks just the same, Mr.——”


  “Name’s Frank.”


  “Well look, Frank. You got any money?”


  “Money? You mean . . .?”


  “Yeh. Money. Spelled m-o-n-e-y—Gold. Silver. In other words, cash.”


  “Where’d I get money? It hasn’t been used for 200 years.”


  “It’s being used every day on Venus. Know what they do to incors who land without any? Chuck ’em in a concentration camp and make ’em work like Billy-be-damned for a year—until their return pass expires—and then they work ’em some more, just for luck.”


  “But I thought . . .”


  “So did I. But Wildoatia’s no land of chivalry, ladies in distress and knights on horseback,’cepting one that’s sort of a legend. Not any more. Times are tough there. And the Big Shots are tough. Tougher’n anybody you ever ran up against, even the commissars. You’ve got to be tough too, or you go under.”


  “Excepting one? What’s that?”


  “Oh, they tell of a gal dressed in red, wearing a mask, toting a gun and riding hell-bent-for-leather on a winged horse. Hell, there never was a horse on Venus, much less a winged nag!”


  “It’s a strange world . . .” said Frank dubiously.


  Old Tom snorted. “Not that legend. I know. But to get back to real things. About you now . . .”


  “But what’ll I do? I can’t quit now. The fellows would laugh me off the earth.”


  “Stick around.” Old Tom climbed off his stool and moved heavily through a swinging door which led to his living quarters. He returned shortly and tossed a clinking money belt onto the bar. “There you are. My fortune, as you called it. Five thousand smackers. Never knew why I brought ’em back. No good to me on Earth or the Moon.”


  “Gee. Thanks.”


  “Now look.” The counter man was all business. “If you land with a patrol ship and that money for a stake you’ll have a chance—to survive, at least. But you won’t be there five hours before someone’ll try to take them both away from you, see? It’s tooth and claw, free competition, no holds barred and devil take the hindmost on Venus . . . Can you handle that gun?”


  “Pretty well. I used to practice drawing and shooting when I should have been studying.”


  “Fine. First man that makes a pass at you, don’t argue and don’t wait for him to draw . . . Shoot him between the eyes.”


  A door banged open and a grease-smeared mechanic stuck his head into the lunchroom.


  “Ship’s ready for blasting, captain,” he called.


  “Two things more, son.” Old Tom leaned over the counter and gripped his new friend’s shoulder. “First, remember that hate, greed, envy and suspicion are cardinal virtues in Wildoatia and that pity and honesty are unforgivable sins, while murder is the only logical end to a quarrel. Second, if the going gets too tough, look up Sadie Thomp at Venusport City and whisper to her that Tom Griggs—that’s me—is a friend of yours. Happy landings.”


  FEELING as though he had just been tossed into an icy pool, Frank trudged slowly out of the lunch room and into the vast hemispherical hangar. There his little globe-shaped space patrol lay in the smallest cradle, aimed at the automatic “shutter” which served both as a means of egress and to keep out the cold of space.


  “All ready, captain.” The chief mechanic saluted Frank’s stolen uniform. “The orbit’s almost perfect. You won’t have to make more than a one degree correction when you wake. Blast off in ten minutes. Correct, sir?”


  “Correct.” He saluted in return, then climbed into the cramped cabin, laced himself carefully into the anti-shock hammock and swallowed three Suspenso tablets.[*]


  As the drug took effect and his heartbeats became fainter and farther apart Frank thought hazily of Tom Grigg’s concluding words. The adventure telies had never pictured anything like this. No wonder the government frowned on them. Had the Old West and the Last War been like that too? Looked as if he’d made a bad mistake. Oh, well . . . Should have written down that—name—Sadie—Thompson . . . Some blousy boarding house keeper, probably—with heart of gold . . . Mustn’t forget—between—the—eyes.


  When he came out from under the Suspenso the chronometer indicated that thirty-two days had passed. Moving as stiffly as a rusty hinge, he unlaced himself from the cradle and staggered weakly to the observation port. The forward rockets were spurting at two-minute intervals and Venus’ mysterious, cloud-covered surface blotted out all but a narrow margin of the round, cross-haired window.


  He studied the charts carefully. The Moonport super had said he would need to make a one-degree correction. He shifted the quadrants gingerly until the disc below was exactly centered. Then he slumped into a chair and reached for a can of tomatoes to stay his ravening thirst and hunger. This at least was a lot simpler than blasting off from Earth, where he had had no cradle to start from and had streaked all over the sky before managing to chart a course for the Moon.


  If the super was right, the patrol ship would break through the cloud barrier directly over Venusport landing field, but—he sat up with a start—did he want to land at Venusport? Old Tom’s warning rang in his ears: “You won’t be there five hours before someone’ll try to take them both away from you, see?”


  Slowly his hand reached out and shifted the quadrants. Might as well take no chances. An out-of-the-way field was safer.


  FIVE hours later he plunged into those clouds—clouds that floated so many leagues above the planet that all water vapor was frozen in them, a fact which had delayed exploration for decades because astronomers insisted that no life would be found beneath.


  The observation port went gray. Down, down the ship sank, still decelerating so fast that Frank felt as though he weighed a ton. What if the cloud bank went right down to the ground, he wondered. Would the automatic land her, or would she be flattened like a pancake?


  Just as the suspense threatened to drive him mad, the woolly blanket whipped away and he caught sight of a weird, half-lighted world below.


  Master of the situation once more, he cut out the automatics and drifted her down by hand to ground with a sodden thud at last in a thicket of sickly-yellow shrubs at the edge of an incredible, slowly writhing forest.


  Panic threatened to seize him again. What lurking terrors were outside? This land of mist and deceptive, wavering distances bore some resemblance to the Hollywood-inspired-and-produced adventure telies, with their papier-mâché reptiles threshing through animated jungles. The only things missing were the frowning fortresses and glittering pleasure cities which should have dotted the landscape, and the thrill of adventure which Griggs had jolted out of him.


  Grimly he slipped into a bullet-resistant cape, took his prized possession, a forbidden sub-machine gun, set the air lock spinning open and put foot on Wildoatia with all the boldness he could muster.


  “Whang!”


  A giant hand seemed to grip him by the shoulder and spin him round. He slipped to his knees, then sprawled face downward, still gripping the gun in his unparalyzed hand. That bullet had come from the edge of the slime-coated forest, and, but for his cape, would have broken his shoulder. He waited with pumping heart.


  Minutes later a face peered from behind one of the nearer trees.


  “Rat! Tat! Tat!”


  The face vanished.


  Again he waited. Nothing happened so he crawled forward. Soon he was kneeling beside a sprawled, bloody and almost naked—girl.


  As he stared at his handiwork a white tentacle slid out of the mud and curled lovingly around the stranger’s ankle. Another followed to fasten itself on her wrist.


  As the roots bit into her flesh the “dead” girl came back to her senses and screamed as she struggled to escape. Although she must have seen Frank she made no appeal for help. Instead her pale blue eyes focused above him in a sort of gleeful anticipation.


  Sensing some approaching danger, the latter dodged.


  With a whiplike crack a branch flashed through the air and coiled around the place where he had been standing.


  “Damn you,” gasped the girl. “I hoped——” She fainted.


  FRANK ran back to the ship, grabbed a machete and returned to hack at those slowly-contracting roots. They writhed under his attack, let go their holds at last and slooped back into the muck. Snatching the girl in his arms—she was light as a feather—he carried her to the ship. Starting to take her inside, he remembered her unprovoked attack, went through the air lock and came back with a first aid kit.


  The stranger was only creased along the side of the skull and revived quickly.


  “I don’t know nothin’,” she whimpered as she opened those disturbing eyes. “Won’t do no good to torture me.”


  “No one’s going to torture you.”


  “It’s not—it’s not the camp again? I couldn’t—Oh please kill me, mister . . . Please!”


  “Look,” he snapped. “You know this uniform, don’t you?”


  “Sure.” She struggled to sit up and finally made it with his help. “It’s the Space Patrol.”


  “You know the Patrol doesn’t torture people, don’t you?”


  “Yeh—but what are you doin’ way out here? The Patrol has no authority except in the interstellar settlement at Venusport.” She gripped his coat lapels in great excitement.


  “Lost my bearings,” he lied. “Had to land here until . . . Oh no you don’t, you little viper!”


  The girl had whipped his automatic out of its holster but the shot aimed at his heart went wild when he knocked up her arm.


  “Damn it all,” she wailed. “Oh damn it all, why ain’t I a man?” Flinging herself on the yellow grass, she beat it with her fists in an ecstasy of hysteria until a few well-placed smacks brought her back to sniffling sanity.


  “Listen, you young hellcat!” He shook her till her teeth rattled, then stopped shame-facedly as he saw how weak she was. “We can’t go on like this. Are you going to behave yourself?”


  “Why should I?” She grinned at him impishly through her tears. “You’ve got a spaceship and I need it. Only way to keep me from getting it is to shoot me between the eyes.”


  “Why—why that’s what Tom Griggs told me.”


  “Tom Griggs! . . . You said Tom Griggs?” She made a grab for him again but he fended her off.


  “Yes, I said Tom Griggs. Know him?”


  “Uh huh.” She looked down at her dirty toes and wriggled them thoughtfully. “Tell you what,” she began at last, still keeping her eyes averted. “I—I’ve got to go some place in a hurry. If you’ll take me, I won’t steal your lousy ship till tomorrow.”


  Frank started to laugh, but broke off as he saw her fists clench.


  “It’s a bargain,” he choked at last. “Let’s shake on it.”


  “Not on your life!” She put both grimy hands behind her. “You’re not going to get me to break any laws.”


  “How about something to eat, then?”


  “Eat? You mean you’ll actually give me some of your grub? I ain’t got no money.”


  “Of course I’ll give it to you. You look starved.”


  “Stranger.” Her voice was solemn. “You’re not long for this world.”


  SHE wolfed down the canned rations he set out until he thought she would burst. When every plate was clean she leaned back against the ship, patted her round tummy approvingly and lighted one of his cigarettes.


  “I ate too much,” she sighed.


  “Must have been some time since you had a square meal.”


  “Been some time since I met a damned fool,” she grinned.


  “What is this? Back on Earth it’s—”


  “Share and share alike,” she mimicked. “Well, in Wildoatia it’s different, Buddy. The planet was colonized by folks who didn’t like each other. Here you hang on to what you’ve got, which hasn’t been much of late, and swipe whatever you can. Otherwise you get rubbed out, see? Why, that gun I pot-shoted you with . . . I got it by climbing a tree and dropping a rock on a Big Shot’s head.”


  “You said you had to get some place in a rush,” he changed the unpleasant subject. “What’s up your sleeves?”


  “Ain’t got a sleeve,” she grimaced, “or a shirt either, your eyes keep on reminding me.”


  “Sorry,” he flushed. “Here. Take mine.”


  “Thanks, Sir Galahad.” She pulled the proffered garment over her head and tucked the tails into what remained of her shorts. “If you weren’t a sap who believes in honesty and that sort of bunk I wouldn’t tell you what I’m gonna, even if you concentrated me. But here it is: I’ve got a straight tip there’s been a U-235 strike up at Dead Man’s Delta—the first one in three years—I wanna stake a claim.”


  “But——”


  “Oh, I know what you’re thinkin’—the Big Shots get the best claims. But they’re too proud to soil their lily white hands on anything but a bonanza so somebody with a ship, supplies and guns might clean up and get away.”


  “See here, though. If I don’t trust you and you think I’ll double cross you, how can we work together?”


  “Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that. In fact,” she admitted with a disarming wink, “I guess I was still figuring on bumping you off tomorrow.”


  “But if a uranium rush is anything like it’s pictured in the telies, two people working together would have a much better chance of cashing in.” He found himself dropping into her pseudo-western-gangster patois.


  “Yes, but the Big Shots wouldn’t stand for it. If they catch anybody teaming up they blast ’em. Concentrating’s too good for ’em, they say.”


  “We could pretend to be enemies.”


  “Sure. And you, you big dope, would live up to your bargain while I’d be a darned fool if I didn’t shoot you in the back soon as we’d made a pile.” Unexpectedly her face puckered up and she started to cry. Forgetting that she had tricked him before, Frank slipped one arm around her shaking shoulders. She huddled against him and wailed.


  “DON’T men and women ever team up in this god-forsaken world?” he tried again. “After all——”


  “Oh, the Big Shots have their women,” she snarled in sudden fury. “I mean, we’re their women, for a night or a week or a month till they get tired of us. But if we find somebody—somebody like you . . .” and she wailed again, “why the cop says ‘Break it up’ and you gotta . . .”


  “Why?”


  “Why!” She recoiled in amazement. “Because it’s the law, like no handshakes and no kisses and no partnerships.”


  “But doesn’t anyone ever break the law?”


  “A few do . . . once.”


  “I see.” His flesh was crawling. Then: “Who are these Big Shots?”


  “Oh, descendants of the gangsters, fascists, fifth columnists and, well, Big Shots, who were expelled from Earth after the Last War. I’ve heard a lot of people wanted to kill ’em outright but others argued that, like buzzards and scamours and jitbugs, they must have some use or they wouldn’t have been created, so they sent them here to work out their salvation or kill each other off.”


  “So you have to be bora a Big Shot?”


  “Oh no. That’s why the incors keep coming. You just get a million dollars, some way and you’re in, with all rights and privileges.” She brightened up amazingly and rubbed her eyes dry with her knuckles. “You see, that’s why I want to get to Dead Man’s Delta. I’ve already swiped a hundred thousand bucks and I figured that with what I might make out of this strike and your ship . . . Oh! I shouldn’t have said that! She clapped both hands over her mouth.


  “I’ll say you shouldn’t.” He rose and turned toward the air lock. “So long, kid rattlesnake.”


  “Wait!” she gulped. “Please. I . . .”


  “You what?” He wavered.


  “I’ll promise to be bad. I mean I won’t ever touch your old ship if you’ll take me to the Delta and I’ll be your partner even if it does mean I’ll go to hell when I die.”


  For a moment he struggled to understand her weird reversal of right and wrong, then shook his head.


  “Nope. I’d never be sure you weren’t going to double cross me, or that you wouldn’t, well, kind of forget.” She looked at him, perplexed by a problem which evidently never before had confronted her.


  “Well,” she said at last, “if I told you where I’ve got my hundred thousand cached . . .”


  “That would just encourage you to knife me before I might double cross you.”


  “Whew!” She ran slim fingers through her mop of tawny curls. “Can’t you suggest anything?”


  “Do you know Sadie Thompson at Venusport?” he snapped.


  The girl turned white and seemed about to faint again.


  “Y-yes,” she breathed at last.


  “If you’ll post that hundred thousand as bond with her, or something.


  “If you . . . if you’re . . .” She stopped and looked at the twisting forest as though fearful it might hear, then whispered, “If you know Tom Griggs and Sadie Thompson you don’t need any bond. They’d tear me to pieces if I even laid a finger on you.”


  “They? You mean the Big Shots?”


  “You know I don’t mean the Big Shots,” she giggled, jumping to her feet. “Come on if you’re coming. We’re out to beat the mob to Dead Man’s Delta.”


  Marveling, but somehow trusting her implicitly now, Frank followed her toward the lock.


  AS THE ship took the air, climbed and blasted southward just within the fringes of the lowest cloud layer, the waif presented her plan of campaign.


  “Will this thing float?” was her first question.


  “Sure.”


  “Then we’ll blast a hole in the swamp with the forward rockets and hide the ship there. Water and muck will pour back and cover everything but the top hatch so the Big Shot’ll never find her. Then we’ll wait for a rift in the clouds and . . .”


  “But rifts are mighty few, aren’t they?” Frank objected. “We may have to wait for weeks. Why?”


  “You’ll see, greenhorn,” she grinned at him as she tucked some more of his big shirt under her belt. “Even if we wait we’ll be way ahead of the mob. Nobody but Big Shots are allowed to use planes. The prospectors are hoofing it like I was.”


  Three hours later they soared above the steaming delta from which the great Squar River plunged over a thousand foot precipice into the foaming Yellow Sea. Under other circumstances Frank would have been awestruck by the spectacle which dwarfed Niagara to toylike proportions, but now he had become infected with the girl’s evident terror and spent most of his time watching for BS planes.


  “How come it’s called Dead Man’s Delta?” he found leisure to inquire.


  For answer she pointed to a tremendous landslide which at some recent date had forced the river to change its course about ten miles above its mouth.


  “Used to be a big air terminal for the north-south route under there,” she explained. “Lots of dead men . . . and women too, when the slide was over. Now the crazy fools have built the new diggin’s practically in the old channel because it’s so well drained. See it?” Frank looked down as she pointed and saw the settlement, a ragged scar on a valley from which the jungle shrank away as if fearing infection.


  At that moment a blinding rain squall swept without warning over the countryside and blotted out all but its most striking outlines.


  “Now!” cried the girl. “Drop straight and quick into that marsh between the river and the cliffs just above the village. Don’t blast till you’re too low to be seen. The rockets must sound like thunder.”


  “We’ll probably break our necks,” her companion muttered, but did as he was told. The ship whooshed downward through the rubbery atmosphere, brought up short with a spine-shattering jerk as he gunned the forward rockets full blast for the fraction of a second, then squished into the deep muck.


  “NOW what?” Frank rubbed an elbow which he had cracked against the control panel. “Do we hibernate?”


  “No, no.” She was dancing with excitement. “Breaks in the clouds often follow heavy downpours. Let’s get our gear together near the hatch and be ready to make a break for it.”


  “What gear?” He looked about helplessly.


  “Your Tommy gun and my rifle, silly. Canned food. Blankets. Machetes. We may not be able to get back, you see, and we’ll have to pay through the nose for anything we don’t bring with us. Hurry. And get into some other clothes. That uniform will get you shot on sight out here.”


  They made up two heavy packs and leaned them against the short ladder which led to the hatch. Then Frank climbed up, unscrewed the cover and pushed it upward.


  Wham! A yellow tentacle struck the opening a resounding blow, curled like a giant finger and started questing down the ladder. The ship rocked in its bed of ooze and a little water slopped over the edge of the hatch.


  “Quick! Cut it off before it sinks us,” screamed the girl.


  Grabbing machetes, they leaped forward and hacked at the living cable until it parted. The stump snapped back while the severed portion writhed like a dying snake on the control room floor, emitting a nauseous ichor and still trying to strike at them.


  “That was close,” she panted. “I was sure all the nearest ones would be scorched by our rocket blast. We’re safe now, I think.”


  “Hadn’t I better close the hatch? There may be others.”


  “They only strike at moving objects. Besides, with the cover closed we mightn’t be able to see the sun in time.”


  Almost as she finished speaking the hatch seemed to turn itself into the door of a blast furnace. Blinding light and a wave of withering heat smote them like physical blows.


  “The sun’s out,” cried the girl. “Up with you. If there’s enough clear sky we’ll make a break for it.”


  They tumbled up the ladder . . . and beheld a scene of madness.


  All about them the saffron jungle was thrashing and squirming like some protean animal in its death agony. Branches whirled up like mighty arms and, descending, beat the mud into froth. Here and there hairy vines strove with each other, forming epic statuesque groups, remindful of Laocoon. Only where the rocket blast had seared a hole in the matted vegetation was there a semblance of quiet, although deadly reptiles and other creatures too hideous to look upon were twisting and striking at each other in the muck surrounding the ship.


  “My God,” whispered Frank, feeling the hair on his head stir. “Looks like a scene from Revelations . . . Seven heads, ten horns and all the rest of it. What’s going on?”


  “It’s the ultra violet rays in the sunshine. Venusian plant-animals . . . or animal-plants, whichever way you prefer to look at it . . . spend 99 per cent of their lives in deep shadow. So they go positively wild when over-stimulated during periods of clear skies. By the way,” she squinted at a long, jagged tear in the miles-high mass of clouds through which a monstrous sun glared at them, “you’d better wear your heaviest helmet and your darkest glasses when we make our dash. This light will skin you in five minutes if you don’t.”


  “MAKE our dash?” he marveled. “Through that hell?”


  “Sure.” Nonchalantly she slid down the ladder and started adjusting her pack. “They can’t take it. They’ll all be dead drunk before you can shake a lamb’s tail.”


  “But how . . .?” He hooked his arms through the loops of his own fifty-pound load.


  “You’ll see.” She was taking delight in his bewilderment. Then her too-thin, pixie face became dead serious. “When we get ashore, remember we mustn’t be seen together. That would give the game away and we’d be rubbed out with no questions asked. So you take one path and I’ll take the highroad. After that, don’t be surprised at anything that happens.”


  “But what about the claim,” he protested. “How do I go about filing it . . . and how do you mine U-235 anyway?”


  “Well, you are a tenderfoot,” she jeered. “As for the claim, you just drive your stakes where the Big Shots let you and then shoot anybody . . . and I mean anybody . . . who tries to set foot on your land. And don’t bite off a bigger claim than you can defend night and day. As for mining the ore. I thought you were an engineer.”


  “I am, but on Earth we never get 235 without using a cyclotron or klystron on 238.5.” He was feeling foolish at the knowledge displayed by this half-clad, half-starved girl.


  “That’s where the Big Shots struck it rich. After they had looted and then exterminated the unlucky natives, they discovered that Venus had quite a bit of pure isotope 235. They use it as valuta in their interstellar trade. Otherwise the poor goofs would starve, I do believe.”


  “And the earth would have to manufacture its own rocket fuel at ten times the present cost.”


  “Yeh. Might be a good thing, too.”


  “You said Venus had quite a bit of 235. Does that mean it’s used up?”


  “Uh huh. Dead Man’s Delta is the first big strike in years. If it doesn’t pan out, the Big Shots may have to go to work and really develop this planet if they can. They’re down to their last space yachts right now.” She glanced at him as though about to say something more, then quickly changed the subject. “The ore here looks just about the same as ordinary pitchblends and carnotite . . . dark blue with a pitchy feel in igneous rocks or canary yellow specks found in sandstone.”


  “How did you find out about the strike?”


  “None of your business.”


  “Excuse me. How about refining the ore?”


  “Certainly. You can sell your stuff to the Big Shots’ reduction plant or you can fine it yourself and sell them the pure metal. Either way, you’ll get gyped unless you’re robbed outright. The reduction process is fairly simple. You use aqua regia, sodium carbonate and sodium hydroxide. Main thing to remember is to keep pure 235 away from water or moisture of any kind if you want to stay in one piece. As you ought to know, water acts on it like a detonator on a hand grenade. Now come on. Things should have quieted down upstairs.”


  THE silence of death surrounded them when they scrambled up the ladder. The palmlike fronds and massive vines had given over their gymnastics and now lay supine across the mud which already had begun to steam in the goshawful heat.


  “Everything looks cooked . . . or frostbitten,” Frank marveled.


  “Don’t stand there gawking. This sunshine won’t last. Get going.”


  “But how? I’m no mud puppy.”


  “That branch . . . the one we chopped in two. See? It’s lying across the mud with the end almost touching the ship. Jump for it.”


  “And if I miss?”


  “Nothing will bite you. The snakes and scamours are burrowing deep in the mud to escape the sunshine.” Taking a deep breath which he hoped would not be his last, Frank obeyed. Of course his feet slipped on the slimy bark and he jackknifed into the tepid ooze.


  “See if you can do better, you imp of Satan,” he snarled at the laughing girl as he managed to gain a kneeling position on the faintly writhing branch.


  To his astonishment she vaulted over his head, landed on her feet, balanced like a ropewalker despite her pack and started toward “shore” as confidently as though she had been walking a railroad rail. Grimly he edged after her.


  “You’ll never make it that way,” frowned his guide as she mounted the bunch of gelatinous, mouldy leaves into which the base of their branch descended. “The clouds will be back in fifteen minutes and we’ve got an eighth of a mile to go. On your feet, greenhorn, and run, if you know what’s good for you.”


  Wiping the mud off his face, Frank stood erect and did his best. It wouldn’t have been so bad if the branches and vines, many of them a foot thick, had Iain quiet. But they persisted in twitching and flinching in their coma. And frequently they humped themselves up vaguely and dumped him back in the swamp.


  Nevertheless he made fair progress, although the heat and stench of decayed vegetation was now becoming unbearable. Also he could feel the ultraviolet rays beating through his coat, parboiling him and at the same time making him as dizzy as one too many highballs.


  He was within sight of higher ground when the sun switched off like an electric bulb, leaving his contracted pupils almost blinded. A stinging premonition of danger sent him racing along that prostrate fronds like a structural steel worker on a skyscraper skeleton. And, as his sight became normal again, he saw there was reason for his fear. In the shadowy darkness the jungle was coming quickly back to ferocious life.


  “Step on it, greenhorn!” he heard the girl screaming far ahead. At the same moment the gnarled vine which he had been using as a bridge, jerked angrily to one side and he plunged once more into the slime. But now, he found, it was only about a foot deep, so he sloshed ahead rather than searching for firmer footing.


  The jungle was groaning and murmuring like some mammoth, many-lunged animal. Sucking sounds, loud reports and ghostly creakings set his teeth on edge and his hair on end.


  “Hurry! Hurry!” He could see the girl jumping up and down in a frenzy of excitement at the edge of the jungle. “It’s waking up. Step on it.” She was actually wringing her hands.


  Frank called upon his aching muscles for the final dash. He dodged between the dripping fronds which were rising like blades of grass which have been stepped on, hacked wildly at clawing things which rose to bar his path, plunged like a halfback through the last fringe of vegetation . . . and crashed forward on his face as a vice-like grip fastened itself on his ankle!


  DESPERATELY he struggled to retrieve his machete, which had flown from his hand. The rubbery thing which had him let him crawl forward a pace or two. Then it contracted and began dragging him back into the ooze. At the same time a stinging sensation warned him that the tentacle was sucking blood through his skin.


  He became aware of the girl, standing stock still now, not more than ten feet away, but continuing to wring her hands.


  “Kick me the machete,” he panted. “I can cut myself free in no time.”


  She did not answer nor move, but stared over and beyond him along the shore.


  “What’s the matter with you kid?” he croaked as once more a deadly premonition chilled his spine. “We’re partners, you know.”


  Still no answer. But, as he was inched slowly backward, she advanced a step as though pulled by strings.


  The pain in his legs . . . good God, both his legs now . . . was becoming unbearable. He snatched at a nearby bush to stay his inexorable progress only to feel the thing slick through his grasp like a wet glove as it retreated uderground.


  “Help me,” he pleaded.


  “I can’t.” The girl’s voice was firm and clear. “The law says . . . never . . . help . . . people in distress . . . under pain of . . . death.”


  “To hell with such a—There was a sharp tug. He slipped a foot deeper into the jungle. There was mud in his mouth. He strained his neck upward till it cracked and his head was above water. “Sadie,” he coughed. “Sadie . . . Thompson.”


  FRANK recovered consciousness with a start. By all rights he should be drowned, yet the sound of strange voices was in his ears. Through slitted lids he looked up at two men who were laughing harshly as they stared’ at him in his muddy bed at the edge of the swamp.


  “Rolled him!” chortled the square, black-haired gent in flaming yellow shirt and Sam Brown belt. “You say it was just a young—?”


  “Sure. Not over seventeen,” giggled the little moon-faced man in khaki. “You shoulda saw it, Lou.”


  “Shoulda seen it, dope! Mind your gram!”


  “Huh? Yeh. You shoulda seen it. I was just comin’’round that last clump o’ trees an’ I saw . . . seen . . . the kid choppin’ this stiff’s legs free. ‘Mike,’ I says, ‘here’s a crime bein’ committed, sure as you’re a Big Shot. But before I could draw a bead on him, th’ kid dragged thisun outta th’ muck, yanked off his pack, grabbed his gun and hightailed it into the brush, draggin’ th’ stuff after him’cause he wasn’t strong enough to carry it all.”


  “Yeh?” Yellow Shirt bellowed with laughter. “Think you’d rec?”


  “Sure.” (Mike apparently was quite accustomed to his friend’s habit of amputating the ends of sentences.) “He was half-starved. Had red hair. I can find him in no time at the Diggin’s.”


  “Think we ought to search the bod?”


  “Nah. Th’ kid cleaned him right down to th’ hide. Let th’ scamours have him.”


  “Oke, then. Let’s trav.”


  Obediently .the little man followed the big one out of Frank’s field of vision.


  When the sound of their footsteps had died away the “dead” man sat up groggily and studied the situation. So the girl . . . he had never asked her name . . . had double crossed him in spite of her promises. He should have expected it. A half wild thing, brought up to think that theft, murder and the like were virtues, would be unlikely to change its moral code in a few hours.


  She undoubtedly had rifled his pockets too. He felt in one of them and was startled to find his cigarette case. He succeeded in lighting a damp cylinder, then continued his inventory. A second later he yelped with relief as he discovered Tom Grigg’s money belt still firmly hugging his middle. Five thousand gold dollars, worn smooth with age though they were, would buy him a new outfit—keep him a little longer from the Concentration Camp which yawned for him.


  Glumly he staggered to his feet and set off through the gloom, following the footprints which the girl had left on the grey sand. As he abandoned the rush-grown strip which surrounded the swamp and started into the sparsely-wooded upland in the direction where he thought the Diggin’s must lie, a flicker of white attracted his attention. Against a bush, with a strip of his borrowed shirt around the muzzle, leaned his Tommy gun. Beside it was the bandoleer of shells.


  An unreasoning wave of hope . . . and perhaps something more . . . swept over the greenhorn.


  “Hey, kid,” he shouted.


  Not even a sodden echo answered.


  For some time he cast back and forth along the dune, searching for his pack without success. Finally he shrugged and walked on, mouth corners turned down bitterly. Obviously the girl had left his gun only because it was too heavy to carry.


  THE eternal semi-twilight was deepening into wet black velvet when Frank finally reached the Diggin’s. Attracted by a patch of misty light and then by snatches of phonograph music, he squished through the ankle-deep gumbo of a deserted Main Street until an extra-loud burst of noise caused him to turn in at what was plainly the town’s best saloon.


  The double screen doors, designed to bar the planet’s bug population, opened automatically and snapped shut behind him like rickety jaws.


  “Check your gun,” growled a cauliflowered individual inside. “No rods allowed.”


  Regretfully, Frank handed over his weapon, accepted a numbered check in return and paused to survey the layout.


  It looked much like the “set” of a Wild West telie. A mahogany bar, backed by a blotched, fly-specked mirror, ran across one side of the room. In a corner, where the band should have been, a juke box blared the dance tune which had been most popular on Earth a year before. Men, dressed in worn overalls, lounged over the bar, watched the few careful players at the faro and roulette tables or made bored love to scantily-clad and hungry-looking hostesses. At tables along the walls others were playing penny ante and pretending they liked it.


  Yet this was no telie scene. Besides the shabbiness and lack of verve there was another difference, something subtle which Frank strove to define as he leaned against the door frame.


  “Looking for someone, handsome, or will I do?” crooned a blonde in the barest excuse for a scarlet sarong.


  “You’ll do,” he answered warily. “How about a drink?”


  “Sure.” She positively glowed. “Scotch for mine.”


  “Scotch? But . . .”


  “I know it’s two bucks a shot.” The smile faded. “But you’re no piker are you, honey? The local stuff is lousy.”


  “You have Scotch. I’ll take the local stuff. Can’t cut into my grubstake,” said Frank to make conversation, then checked himself as he realized he had probably made too much.


  “Oh, in that case, honey,” beamed the girl . . . he noticed there was a dark streak along the part in her hair . . . “I’ll string along too. (Waiter! Two Gurga Collins.) I always try to give you miners a break even if it is against the law.”


  The liquor wasn’t bad, although it tasted faintly of swamp water. And it quickly pervaded his empty stomach with a rosy glow. As they sipped it, the hostess rubbed her naked shoulder against his invitingly, but seemed at a loss for conversation. Her silence reminded him that the whole crowd was strangely quiet. There was no hum of banter or argument . . . only calls for drinks and cards and the intermittent humming click of roulette wheels.


  “Things seem kind of dead around here,” he ventured.


  “They always do.” Shrug. “It’s the hard times . . . and the mikes.”


  “Mikes?”


  “Yeh. Microphones. Under each table.” Her voice dropped. “They put ’em in at every new diggin’s to size up the mob. Here. I’ll show you.” Her limp fingers sought his and guided them to a perforated lump embedded in the wood. “Get the idea?”


  “Couldn’t we take a walk?” Frank wanted to follow his lead.


  “The jitbugs would eat us alive at this hour. Wait, though. How about coming to my room? I know how to disconnect the mike there so we can talk.” She saw him hesitate and essayed a blush. “Of course, if you don’t want . . .”


  “Why not?” Frank downed the rest of his drink hurriedly. “Lead the way, Miss . . .”


  “Smith,” she supplied as she rose sinuously. “Joan Smith. (Waiter! Send a pitcher of the same up to my room.) Come along, honey.”


  AS THEY turned toward the narrow stairway, the screen doors slapped open and shut to reveal a youth in mosquito hat, khaki shirt and trousers several sizes too large, who stood just inside the entrance, cradling a rifle in the crook of one arm.


  “Check your rod, pard,” croaked the cloakroom attendant. “Check your—”


  “Check nothing!” snarled the newcomer. “That mug by the stairs is making passes at my dame!” The rifle exploded.


  Frank heard the bullet zip past his ear to smash into the maze of fluorescent lights which hung over the bar.


  In the following semi-darkness the dazed tenderfoot had a kaleidoscopic impression of the blonde’s clinging arms, the spatter of glass fragments, the barkeep yelling “Turn out the guard!” into a microphone, the thump of overturned tables as the guests came to life and flung themselves on the floor, and the screams of hostesses.


  The gun spoke again and again. Each time another bank of lights blinked out. Then, as the room went completely dark, the screens gnashed their teeth again above the. bedlam.


  Jerking loose from the covering shadow beside him, Frank sprang for the door. Nobody was going to take potshots at him like that! He made a grab for his gun as he passed the rack, managed to yank it free and went through the doors before they could open.


  “Hey, you!” he yelled. “Stop and fight like a man!”


  He had to stop, himself, at that point to disentangle the wire mesh he had ripped away in his plunge. Instantly his head was surrounded by a cloud of ravening insects, almost as big as bats and reminiscent of those flitting monsters once drawn by Dr. Seuss.


  Half-blinded, he flailed about in agony until a familiar voice said:


  “Here. Smear some of this goo on. It’ll keep them away till we reach cover.”


  “You!” ho gasped, recognizing his fiendish little friend at last, despite her disguise in his spare clothing.


  “Who else,” she grunted, hitching up her baggy pants.


  “But why’d you shoot at me?” He smeared vigorougsly.


  “To keep you from making a damn fool of yourself.” She grabbed his arm and dragged him along the mirey street as they heard the rapid tramp of a guard detail approaching at the double. “That dame’s one of The Shirt’s best pumpers. Recognized her soon as I went in.”


  “Pumpers? The Shirts?”


  “Yeh. The boss’s spies to you, greenhorn. She’d have pumped you dry in half an hour, slipped you a Mickey Finn and got a cut on your money belt after you’d been concentrated.”


  “I’m not that green!”


  “Maybe not.” Her words carried no conviction.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “To a hangout across the tracks. We gotta hurry. They’ll be turning the whole town out after us.”


  THEY had reached dryer ground by this time and the girl was setting a pace which he found hard to match.


  “Halt!” shouted a voice behind them.


  They sprinted frantically, dodging to escape the bullets which felt for them in the darkness and the eternal drizzle. Finally the girl jerked Frank into a narrow, fetid alley. They crept along this for ten minutes or so, slipping and sliding on garbage and probable dead cats until another challenge rang out.


  “Who goes?”


  “Friends of Sadie’s,” panted the girl. “Emergency!”


  “Pass.”


  A dim yellow oblong opened before them and they burst into the empty office of some warehouse.


  “What’s up?” asked the disembodied voice.


  “Rescued this greenhorn from a pumper. The Shirt’s on our tail.”


  “Your number?”


  “Three-oh-four ST.”


  A panel slid aside in what seemed to be a solid brick wall.


  “Through there,” the voice directed. “Bear to your left at every door. They’re all unlocked. Good luck.”


  “Say, what’s all this?” Frank found breath to ask when, half an hour later, they stood somewhere on the outskirts of the Diggin’s, rubbing their shins, which had come in contact with various packing cases during their flight.


  “Several things.” He could feel her grin. “First, as long as I can maintain this disguise, we’ll be known as deadly enemies by the Big Shots.”


  “But won’t they pick us up tomorrow?”


  “Nope. That would be what they call double jeopardy. If you get away in Wildoatia after committing a crime, you can’t be picked up later. That goes even for murder. Of course treason’s quite a different matter.


  “I see,” said Frank, who didn’t. “Go on.”


  “Well, my second point is that any friend of Sadie Thompson is a friend of Them, so——”


  “Them is spelled with a big ‘T’, isn’t it?” he hazarded.


  “I don’t go much on spelling and such things. Guess so.” She tugged at this arm. “Come on, pard. We can’t stand here gassing. I know a shack where we can hole in for the night.”


  “Say, what’s your name . . . pard?” He used the new term with difficulty. “I’ve always forgot to ask you before.”


  “Joan—Joan Smith.”


  “Oh come now.” He stopped threading his way among the chunks of dimly phosphorescent rocks which littered their path. “That’s was the pumpers’ name.”


  “It was, huh? Want to make something out of it?” Her tone was suddenly grim.


  “No, but . . .”


  “But in Wildoatia, folks don’t ask too many personal questions.” She softened and slipped a thin arm through his. “Come on, my wide-eyed boy. We’ve got to get some sleep, so we can jump good claims in the morning.”


  AS it turned out, they didn’t have to jump their claims. When they went out to the actual diggings at dawn they found that “Discovery” and ten plots above and below it were being guarded with rifles by lynx-eyed, gaunt and ragged claimants. The real flood of prospectors had not yet arrived, however, so they were able to stake adjoining claims on a granite outcropping from the low-lying cliffs. The veins looked skimpy to Frank’s unpracticed eye but Joan swore—and that’s no figure of speech—that they were better than anything in sight.


  “Before I stopped your carousing last night I put in an order for drills and other equipment,” she informed her partner. “They’ll be delivered shortly, under separate names, of course. Then about noon we should receive a visit from The Shirt and his shadow. Don’t be surprised if I heave a rock at you when they show up. And whatever they do, don’t put up an argument. You can’t win.”


  “But——”


  “They’ll probably requisition your tommy gun. It’s a new model and they can’t afford to buy them these days. If they take it, however, you’re legally entitled to one of their’s in exchange. Better bury your money belt, but keep a few hundred bucks in your jeans. They’ll beat you half to death if they don’t find any cash . . . Wait a minute, though.” She bit her thumb thoughfully. “If they give you a good licking they may be too tired to bother me . . . Not that I couldn’t take it, but it would be a lot . . . pleasanter if they didn’t discover I’m a girl.”


  “I’ll hide all the money,” he said grimly.


  “Thanks pard. Don’t think it’s because I’m scared of getting hurt. Why, once in camp they broke my arm, but I wouldn’t——”


  “Sun’s coming up,” he interrupted to avoid more horrors. “We’d better get to work before someone sees us talking together.” Resolutely turning his back on her, he walked away and started investigating the seam of ore in the center of his claim.


  A tractor from the village arrived an hour or so later and he paid a goodly portion of his grubstake for dynamite, cheap drills and other shoddy necessities. Starting work in earnest he then built a moisture-proof shelter for extracted ore completely surrounding the vein and, inside it in the sticky heat, began banging away.


  The smash of a rock against the hut, followed by a stream of billingsgate from the other side of the gulch, brought him outside.


  “You filthy blankety-blank and so-and-so,” the young harridan on the next claim was screaming. “Stop trying to undercut my seam or I’ll fill you full of lead.” She was hopping with fury.


  “Go bite a scamour, you sorrel-topped sliver,” he yelled back. “Your seam hasn’t got a seam.”


  “What’s going?” rasped a harsh voice at his elbow. “Don’t you incors do anything but squab?” It was the square man in the yellow shirt who had found him at the edge of the jungle.


  “I’M SORRY, sir.” Frank was on his best behavior. “That squirt on the next claim spends his time thinking up new ways to annoy me. If I didn’t know you needed ore so badly, I’d drill him.”


  “What you mean, we need?” The Shirt took his remark as a personal insult.


  “Why, uh,” Frank fumbled. “I just thought . . .”


  “Incors don’t . . . Paid your summer relief yet?” For once the Big Shot finished a sentence.


  “Summer relief?”


  “Yeh. Two hundred fifty bucks. Hand it over!”


  “But I haven’t got that much. Spent almost all my grubstake for equipment this morning.”


  “Liar!” A hamlike first connected with his jaw. Frank flew through the air, hit the side of the hut with sickening force and collapsed on a heap of rock. His hand started for his holster, then relaxed. For Joan’s sake he’d have to take his beating.


  “All right now, deliv!” snarled his tormentor.


  “I told you,” the other blurted through bleeding lips. “I——”


  The Shirt jerked him to his feet, back him against the hut and hammered him unmercifully until his senses reeled and he crumpled to the ground again, half conscious.


  “Say, Lou,” giggled a second well-remembered voice. “You sure can cut ’em to ribbons when you want to. Ain’t you gonna kick him?”


  The Shirt took the hint and Frank felt a rib crack.


  “Say, Lou.” The giggle seemed to come from miles away now. “Don’t he look kinda familiar layin’ there?”


  “Mike, how many times have I got to? It’s ‘lying’, not ‘layin’.”


  “Sorry, boss.” Mike, his feelings hurt, slouched away to explore the hut. But almost immediately he sang out cheerfully. “Say, Lou. Come lookit this tommy gun. It’s a lulu.”


  Frank wriggled over until his ear was against the wall and listened to them “inspecting” his effects and picking the things which pleased them. Soon both reappeared with sizeable bundles in their arms.


  “You’ve got to leave me a gun of some kind,” their victim managed to gasp.


  He got another kick for his pains, together with a muttered order which caused Mike to lean his own repeater against the door.


  “Gonna take the red-head over there next?” the little fellow then hinted sadistically.


  “My knuckles hurt,” Lou replied. “How about you?”


  “Uh uh!” Mike quailed. “I’d rather watch.”


  “You’re a soft. A regular cryb!”


  “I’ll inspect the redhead tomorrow. Honest I will, boss.” The little fellow was almost in tears. “Today we gotta date with the governor for lunch, remember? We gotta get back and wash up.”


  “Oke. Catch.” Lou tossed his bundle to his helper and the two marched briskly away.


  “FRANK—Did they hurt you much?” Joan’s tearstained face appeared around the corner of the hut a few minutes later.


  “Enough,” he groaned, managing to sit up. “That big dockwalloper! I’ll . . .”


  “No you won’t.” She was bathing his bruised face now. “There’s lots worse Big Shots than The Shirt. Knock him off and we’ll get a real fanatic out here who’ll skin us all.”


  “But——”


  “Don’t worry. Just get the pay dirt out. If I know Mike he’ll forget all about inspecting me tomorrow. There. How do you feel now?”


  “Fine,” he lied as he struggled to his feet. “Thanks, Simon Legree. I’ll get back to the mines.”


  “Uh huh!” sniggered a voice. “Partners! And a skirt too, just like I thought.” They whirled to find Mike, arms akimbo and short legs spread, surveying them in triumph.


  “Just as you thought!” Frank’s retort was automatic. He could have bitten his tongue off for it, but relaxed as he saw The Shirt’s aide wilt before the familiar attack.


  “Yeh,” he flinched. “Just as I thought! But your play-acting on the beach and in the saloon didn’t fool me a minute. Will you come along quiet or do I call the guard?”


  “Aw, gee, Mr. Mike.” Joan shocked her partner by starting to whimper like a frightened child. “Don’t concentrate us just when we’ve got a chance to make a real strike.”


  “Whaddayuh mean, a real strike?” Mike giggled again. “We inspected this outcrop. Ain’t enough ore here to fill a tooth.”


  “That’s what you think,” Joan answered darkly. “What’d you say if I told you—” She clapped hands over her mouth.


  “Told me what?” Mike’s pig eyes were gleaming.


  “What’s The Shirt having lunch with the governor for?” was the startling reply.


  “None of your damned business.” Mike was no longer smiling.


  “Ain’t it? Why everyone in the Diggin’s knows his nibs is here to tell your boss that production of U-235 must be stepped up or there’ll be a purge.”


  “Gee!” Mike was flabbergasted now.


  “Yeh.” Joan strode toward him belligerently. “The new strike’s a flop, aint it? And things are getting tougher and tougher at Venusport, ain’t they? And even the incors are grumbling and starting to organize, so that the camps are full up and overflowing. And——”


  “Stop it, you hell cat!” yelled Mike. “It’s a lie.”


  Joan changed her tack again. “Look,” she said softly. “You Big Shots are in a jam. I suppose I should laugh,’cept I’ve always wanted to be a Big Shot myself. But maybe we can make a deal. You forget about Frank and me breaking the law, give us a break to make our pile and I’ll show you where there’s enough 235 to set Venus spinning backward. Well?”


  “You’ll show me what?”


  “I’ll show you—the Mother Lode.” Jean’s voice was flat.


  “The Mother Lode!” Mike roared with laughter. “Tell me another!”


  For answer, she ran across the gulch, ducked into her hut and reappeared a moment later carrying a little leaden box.


  “Look at these!” she cried triumphantly.


  MIKE’S jaw dropped and his eyes goggled as he pawed at the glowing crystals inside.


  “Pure stuff,” he gabbled. “Pure isotope.”


  “How much are they worth?”


  “Eighty grand—a hundred grand, maybe.” He licked his lips. “Where’d you find them?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know?”


  “It’s my duty to report this to the——”


  “And it’s Frank’s duty to drill you right through the head if you take a step.”


  “You can’t do this to me. Lou will . . .”


  “Forget about Lou, you worm.” She grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “With the stuff I’m going to show you, you’ll be boss of all Wildoatia.”


  “Me? Boss?” Mike shuddered. “Aw, no, I—” His narrow shoulders straightened. “Say, maybe you’re right.” He tried to glare. “Well, where is it?”


  “Not so fast. We want safe conducts and a big enough cut to make us Big Shots too.”


  “You do, huh? There’s ways of making you talk.”


  “Sure! You lay a finger on either of us and I’ll talk so loud the whole Diggin’s will hear. Then where’ll you be?”


  “You got me, pard,” Mike grinned uneasily after a long time out for thought. “What you want me to do?”


  “Go back to town. Don’t say a word about this to The Shirt or the governor. Just say you inspected me and found everything o.k. Then tonight you get safe conducts for us and draw up an agreement on our cut. Come back here around noon tomorrow, making sure you’re not followed, and I’ll show you where the Mother Lode is.”


  “Then this ain’t it?”


  “Of course not. This is a blind. The lode’s—well, I’ll show you where it is when I get those papers, not before. Now beat it, big boy.” She gave him one of her most disarming smiles. “I think we’ll get along all right.”


  “You let him go!” marveled Frank as the little man hurried out of earshot. “How do you know—?”


  “I know a lot of things,” his partner snapped. “I know, for instance, that The Shirt will see right through Mike. When he comes back here tomorrow he’ll be shadowed by forty pumpers.”


  “Then—?”


  “Then somebody not far from here is going to have a heart-to-heart talk with the governor tonight.”


  “Say, am I going crazy?”


  “Everybody’s crazy in Wildoatia.


  Why not you—? Here take a radiogram.” She hugged herself with delight at his bewilderment. “ ‘Chancellor Ebert, Venusport: Mother Lode located at Dead Man’s Delta. Local officials planning doublecross you and jump same around noon. To locate lode, trail party of three leaving Diggin’s that hour. (SIGNED) A friend.’ How’s that? Your job’s to have it sent early tomorrow. The grapevine will have it all over the place in an hour.”


  “I begin to see what you’re up to,” Frank muttered, “but what happens to us when they all pile in here and discover there isn’t any Mother Lode?”


  “My friend—” She hitched up her pants, folded her arms with the aplomb of a Napoleon and let him have it. “I wasn’t kidding. The Mother Lode is right up in these hills, not five miles from where you’re standing. You saw the crystals, didn’t you?”


  “BUT you didn’t mine them. You didn’t have time.” He held his aching head in his hands. “I don’t get it. If you’ve been here before and mined the Lode, why in heaven’s name did you tell the Big Shots about it?”


  “Little boy,” she crooned. “Since you’re so smart, tell me how long we could work such a bonanza without being spotted and highjacked or murdered. If, by some miracle, we weren’t caught at the start, how could we avoid arousing suspicion when we tried to buy enough chemicals and equipment to refine that much metal. And if——”


  “You win,” he groaned. “Although I’d let the stuff stay in the ground forever before I’d turn it over to those, those——”


  Never mind your cusswords. After all, you think I’m a lady. Just follow my lead and you’ll see one of the biggest exhibitions of fireworks in the history of this planet. Couldn’t happen anywhere else, but on Venus, where the Double Cross is the planetary emblem, it may work—yes,” she shook her curly head dubiously, “it just might work.”


  “All right—boss.” Frank surrendered.


  There was no sleep for either of the conspirators that rainy, windswept night. As soon as darkness fell Joan borrowed $500 from her partner, swathed herself in jitbug netting and departed on her visit to the governor. She slipped back about midnight, face and arms scratched and bruised as though she had done some second story work, jubilant as a refrigerator salesman who had just put over a big deal with the Eskimos—and as communicative as a clam.


  Shortly thereafter Frank headed for the Diggin’s. He got a sour look from the dozing radio operator as he presented his message, a startled gasp as the fellow read it, and a distinct feeling that his life wasn’t worth two cents as he departed and dodged back and forth through the winding streets and stinking alleys to outwit possible followers.


  HE DUCKED into his hut just before the hazy daybreak and soon made a great fuss about cooking breakfast and starting work on his claim. As the hours passed he stopped his digging from time to time under the impression that he heard planes passing over. But on each occasion the ship—if there was one—flew so high that it was invisible in the mist.


  Another soupy drizzle was blanketing the valley when Mike arrived. He slid down the cliff to land almost at Frank’s feet in the midst of a miniature avalanche. It was evident the little man had had no sleep either. In fact he was positively jumpy and breathed a loud sigh of relief when none of the adjoining prospectors noticed his precipitate descent.


  “When do we start?” he gulped, glancing nervously over his shoulder.


  “Plenty of time,” smiled Joan as she came across the gulch, cocked rifle cradled under one arm. “Nobody knows a thing about this.”


  “I’m not so sure.” Mike shook a doleful head. “Lou’s mighty smart. He’s been watching me kinda funny all morning.”


  “Bunk. You’re lots smarter than he is. Come on, though. We go up the gulch first.”


  “What about those safe conducts?” ventured Frank.


  “You get them only when I see the Mother Lode.” Mike was trying his best to be tough. “And you’ve both got to leave your guns behind. I don’t trust you.”


  “That goes double.” Joan wasn’t trying. “So you’re planning to bump us off, are you? Uh uh!”


  “Let’s compromise, then.” The little Big Shot was in a spot. “You take your gun. I take mine. But your partner leaves his. That’s fair, ain’t it?”


  “It is if you don’t walk behind me.” Three abreast, with Frank in the middle, they started up the gulch. At first they watched each other like hawks, but soon were so busy dodging boulders, trying to keep their footing in the muddy little stream which poured down the hills and cursing the low visibility which made the yellow trees assume the shapes of crouching animals that they forgot everything else.


  An hour of this and they emerged on a plateau overlooking the river. The sticky heat was a little less oppressive here and the mist thinned until they could see for all of a hundred feet.


  “I think somebody’s followin’ us,” Mike panted as they stopped for a rest. “I kinda feel like people was lookin’ at me.”


  “Boloney,” chuckled the girl. “We waded the stream most of the way and walked on bare rock the rest. Nobody could follow that trail.”


  “What if somebody spotted us from the air with an infra-red beam?”


  “Have you seen any planes?”


  “Naw, but let’s get goin’. We’ve rested enough . . . Yeow! Look behind you!”


  ABOVE the ledge on which they were sitting, a dead grey, swaying head was rising, inch by inch. Its colorless eyes, big as saucers, surveyed them hungrily. Its gash of a mouth slavered in anticipation.


  “Gobble, gobble, gobble?” it inquired.


  Joan shot from the hip. The head disappeared and there was a great thrashing about in the underbrush.


  “Just a scamour,” she grunted. “That’s who was looking.”


  “You shouldn’t have fired.” Mike was brave, now that the danger had passed. “Gave our position dead away.”


  “Pooh. Nobody ever comes here.”


  They hiked for another hour among the sawtoothed hills, Joan moving as confidently as though she had been there before, had memorized the route from a map, or, so it crossed Frank’s mind, was faking the whole thing like a brilliant actress. At last she stopped and pointed dramatically to a tangled curtain of vines and orchids which draped across a cliff face directly ahead.


  “There it is, Mr. Mike,” she said. “Look behind that tangle and you’ll find the wealth of the Indies.”


  “There’s probably more scamours in there,” Mike hesitated. “You show the path.”


  With a groan of disgust she pushed forward, apparently forgetting the Big Shot’s gun. Frank brought up the rear, thankful that he still had an automatic in his shoulder holster.


  Under the green “waterfall” the heat and humidity were almost overpowering. But the girl unearthed a flashlight from her baggy pants and led the way until, in the center of the cliff face, they beheld the telltale oily black seam flecked with yellow spots. It glowed phosphorescently under the flash ray, all of ten feet high and three thick.


  At the sight the little man let out a wild yell of triumph. Forgetting all else, he flung himself at the vein, kissing it, trying to hug it in an ecstacy of avarice. Frank wondered if his hard-boiled partner would seize this opportunity. Instead she merely tapped Mike on the arm.


  “Our safe conducts now, pal,” she snapped.


  “What? Oh, sure.” The other blinked like a man aroused from deep sleep, then handed over the papers. “Thanks,” he mumbled. “I don’t know why you’re doin’ this for me, but I sure appreciates it, an’ . . .”


  “You surely appreciate it,” she corrected him.


  “Oh, yeh, sure.” As his eyes strayed back to the vein, Joan gripped Frank’s arm and whispered, “Come on. Let’s get out of here while the going’s still good.”


  They fought their way directly through the matted vines and broke into the open to behold a strange scene. Misty human figures crouched like beasts of prey, were creeping toward them across the little valley from all directions.


  “Through here and climb.” The girl jerked her friend into a chimney-like crevice in the cliff. “Hell’s going to pop.”


  AT HER words a rifle cracked somewhere to their left. Splinters of stone showered around them. Other guns replied as they began working their way frantically upward. A tommy started puttering not far away. Somewhere, someone turned on an infra red and the battle became general in its lurid, penetrating beams.


  Reaching the top of the cliff, Joan threw herself on the ground, panting, and looked below.


  “Ever hear of the gingham dog and the calico cat?” she inquired nonchalantly. “If we’re lucky there won’t even be any? sawdust left in a few hours.”


  “Nor any meddling incors” snarled a harsh voice. They twisted around to find the square man in the yellow shirt covering them with Frank’s old gun. “Thought I smelled a rat when those planes began piling in this morn.” Lou stalked toward them. “You’ve got to get up awfully early to catch me off-scent.”


  Quick as a cat, Joan rolled over and over toward him. Caught off-guard despite his boast, their enemy stumbled against her hurtling body, recovered and clamped down on the trigger of the tommy just as Frank made a flying tackle. The shots went wild.


  But The Shirt was by no means through. He kicked himself free just as Joan rose and flew at him, scratching and kicking in the places which hurt worst. Then Frank returned to the attack, both fists flying. Lou staggered under the onslaught, struck his heel on a boulder, and slipped backward over the edge of the cliff, gun still clutched in his hand.


  Joan screamed, rushed to the edge, looked over and dodged back before a gush of machine gun bullets and profanity.


  “He’s straddling a bush about ten feet down,” she gasped. We don’t dare lean over or he’ll drill us, but I’ll hit him on the head with a rock if he climbs back.”


  Suddenly, however, the swearing ceased and a note of sick terror crept into the voice of The Shirt.


  “Help,” he yelled. “I can’t . . .”


  Frank peered cautiously over the edge and gasped. Their foe had dropped his gun and was clinging desperately to the bush with both hands. And, in turn, the plant-animal thing he held was twisting and squirming as it endeavored to withdraw into its hole in the cliff.


  “Quick. Quick!” Lou’s spine was proving as yellow as his shirt as he fought to hold on and at the same time find some foothold in the steeply sloping precipice. “Throw me a rope. Anything! I’ll pay well. I’ll make you rich—Big Shots. I can’t die.”


  Joan merely shrugged at this raving. But Frank, unable to bear the stark fear in that harsh voice, ripped off his belt, threw himself flat and dangled it as far over as he could.


  Lou released the bush with one hand, made a grab for the heavy buckle—and missed.


  “Closer!” he yelped. “Closer, you stupid id——”


  The shrub chose that instant to make another bid for freedom.


  And The Shirt fell, turning slowly and screaming, for what seemed an hour before his body disappeared in the mists.


  “SAVED me shooting him when you pulled him up,” grunted Joan. “You’re a hardboiled huzzy!” Frank was struggling to get that dreadful, twisted face out of his mind.


  “Have to be if I stay alive in Wildoatia,” she grinned ruefully. “Sorry, Sir Gallahad. You must think I’m pretty awful.” With a start he saw that there were tears in her eyes.


  “I don’t really, Joan.” He took her rough little hand. “You’re really swell. It’s just that this place gives me the jim willies . . . What do we do next?”


  “Get back to the ship.” Her fingers curled around his warmly.


  “Without benefit of sunshine?”


  “Uh huh. If we follow the top of this ridge about six miles we’ll be looking right down on the place where we left it.”


  “Then what?”


  “Ever do any parachuting?” She asked this over one shoulder as she hurried off.


  “Sure. During my military training. And I’ve bailed out several times since.”


  “Good. I bought two chutes last night and cached them at the top of the cliff. It’ll take some tall slipping to land on the hatch or in the burned area around it. Think you can do it?”


  “I’ll try.”


  “Good boy . . . For that you can hold my hand again if you like.”


  And so they left behind and beneath them the sounds of the battle for the Mother Lode and hiked rapidly southward. When they reached their destination and Frank looked over still another beetling cliff at the black dot in the swamp which marked the resting place of his stolen patrol, he almost regretted his promise. The feat which Joan proposed would have been impossible on Earth, but on Venus with its lesser gravitation and heavier atmosphere, it was barely possible.


  Grimly he slipped into the pack which she unearthed, but she stopped him before he could jump.


  “I’ll go first.” Her voice trembled only slightly. “I’ve done more of this sort of thing than you. I’m pretty sure I can make the hatch. Then, if you miss, I’ll be down there to use a gun on scamours—and things. Frank . . .”


  “Yes?” He could see she was scared. “If neither of us make it, I just want to tell you that for reasons you don’t know, it was necessary to try, anyhow.”


  “I think I understand, a little.”


  “And Frank.” She caught his lapels with her two hands and this time he didn’t try to fend her off. “Since this may be my last chance, I want to tell you that—that I’ll team up with you forever, if we make it—and you want to.”


  Suddenly she was in his arms and he was covering her funny, freckled face with kisses.


  SHE broke away after a while, gave him one more lopsided grin, then turned and leaped far out, pulling the rip cord as she did so.


  The chute expanded like a white blossom and drifted slowly downward under her slight weight. Once it swung her toward the cliff. She was ready and fended herself off with her feet. Again it started drifting downwind, but she caught the cords and slipped it back into position.


  Down, down she went . . . a hundred feet . . . two hundred feet . . . with the chute growing smaller until it reminded Frank of The Shirt’s white face as he fell. A puff of vapor hid her from sight and Frank’s heart almost stopped. Then the air cleared and she was there once more. After an interminable time she landed square on the hatch and was fighting to maintain her balance and spill the air out of the tumbling silken folds before she could be jerked head over heels into the hungry swamp.


  Frank said a prayer and followed.


  He brought up with a sickening jerk as the chute opened late after he had fallen for half the distance, banged himself painfully against the cliff face, lost sight of the hatch as he spun dizzily, discovered it again far to the right, yanked frantically at a handful of cords, managed to spill much too much air, plummeted downward, recovered blindly, grabbed some more cords . . . and splashed sickeningly into the ooze a full thirty feet from the ship.


  “Don’t move. Don’t move!” screamed the girl as he struggled to disentangle himself. “Wait. I’ll throw you a rope.”


  Frank forced himself to relax despite the mounting hysteria that gripped him as he sank to his shoulders in the sucking mud. Then, he discovered to his amazement, he stopped sinking. After a dazed moment he realized that his weight was just balancing the displaced earth and water.


  And now, at the edge of the burned area, a row of slimy, snaggle-toothed heads lifted, surveyed him owlishly, then started forward to investigate. Frank held his breath and tried not to bat an eyelash.


  “Here’s the rope,” screamed Joan as she reappeared on the hatch. A coil slapped down beside him. He snatched at it and felt himself being yanked out of the ooze and dragged slowly toward the ship like a fish on a hook.


  “Gobble!” barked the scamours and started after him in earnest, black paws splashing like canoe paddles. The nearest fastened on the seat of his trousers. The cloth ripped. The next instant he was scrambling up and hull of the ship and turning to beat off the ravening crew with some club which Joan thrust into his hands.


  “SORRY I’m wearing your only other pair of pants,” she twinkled at him when they were safe inside. “Perhaps a towel and a safety pin . . .”


  Frank didn’t think it was funny. “What do you want me to do now, you shameless baggage?”


  “Get back to the lode.”


  He pushed the necessary buttons. Hell broke loose beneath them as the rockets let go. The patrol staggered, groaned, then shot from her mucky bed like a cork out of a champagne bottle.


  They circled the mist-filled alley of the lode close enough to see by means of the infra-red that the Big Shots were still engaged in a bloody free-for-all.


  “Give her the gun!” Joan commanded when they had wheeled back again and were hovering over the center of the fray and not a hundred feet above it.


  Disregarding the fact that a number of those below had now discovered their presence and were firing on the ship, Frank pushed a lever marked


  FREE FALL ACCELERATOR


  WARNING


  NOT TO BE USED IN


  ATMOSPHERE


  A plume of snarling atomic heat burst from the under rockets, struck the ground and spread over it like the flame from a blowtorch.


  Before Frank could drag himself off the floor and force his leaden hands to reverse the switch, the patrol was twenty-five miles high and the outside wall of the control room was glowing cherry red from friction with the air.


  “Whew!” Joan was gasping in the sudden heat and endeavoring to stanch the blood from a nasty cut in her forehead. “Ask the man who owns one!” They drifted down again till the valley was directly beneath the view port. It was now a black expanse with here and there little tongues of flame licking at the scorched vegetation.


  “Poor Mike,” sighed the girl. “I sort of liked the runt.”


  “Now what?” Her companion was striving not to be sick.


  “One more job. Drive her over to that landslide in the river just above the Diggin’s.”


  “But the rockets won’t affect that. And besides . . . the prospectors . . . you wouldn’t . . .”


  “Don’t worry, pard. It’ll be all right—I hope.”


  WHEN they were idling over the tumbled slide which had put a big kink in the river above the village, Joan instructed him to unscrew the viewport. Then she rummaged in her pockets and brought out the little leaden box which he had seen the day previously. She punched several holes in the top, leaned down and dropped the container into the roaring yellow waters beneath.


  “Step on that accelerator again, brother,” she cried, “and don’t spare the horses.”


  This time Frank took the precaution to flatten himself on the floor before the rockets took hold. So, through popping eyes, he was able to see what followed.


  First the waters boiled under the impact of the ship’s blast. Then the U-235 in Joan’s box detonated with atom-destroying force just after it hit the surface of the river. And finally the whole visible surface of Venus disappeared in one vast sheet of flame. Luckily they were going up so fast they outran the force of an explosion which must have rivaled that of a young earthquake.


  “Goodbye the Diggin’s and my one hundred thousand dollars,” said Joan shakily when the game little ship had returned to normal once more. “And goodbye the airfield when the flood hits it in about ten minutes. If any of the Big Shots escaped our strafing in the valley they won’t be able to communicate with Venusport or find a ship to take them home. On the other hand, the incors should have enough warning to get to high ground.”


  “What do we do next, Napoleon?” Frank was awed.


  “Hightail it for Venusport, of course. The government should be thoroughly disorganized by the loss of all its leaders who came tearing up here after the Mother Lode just as I gambled they would. Divide and rule, I calls it. When your friends can’t get together, then split up your enemies. Whoops!” She executed a few dance steps in the crowded cabin, then sank into a chair, completely exhausted.


  “Are They planning to take over?”


  “With bells on! I have a hunch the space patrol will help us, if necessary. They’ve been honing to take a whack at the Big Shots for years, but Washington wouldn’t let ’em so long as cheap fuel was coming in regularly. If the patrol comes in with us, that ought to square you . . . for swiping their ship, I mean.”


  “You said ‘us’ !” He looked at her thoughtfully. “Are you . . .?”


  “Umm!” She closed her eyes wearily. “Sorta wears a fellow down after a while.”


  “In that case, why did you potshot me the first time we met?”


  “Because I needed a ship like yours so bad I could taste it. It would have been only a question of days after the horde of prospectors arrived before the Mother Lode would have been traced and re-discovered. If the Big Shots got it in their clutches, goodbye to all Their Hour plans.


  “But you might have explained.”


  “Maybe. But I figured at first you were a maverick patrolman planning to go over to the Big Shots. That has happened. Excuse it, pard.”


  “Pard.” He savored the word. “Look,” he resumed after he had set the ship’s course straight toward Venusport and more trouble, “if we’re to team up, oughtn’t you tell me your real name. I’m darned sure it’s not Joan Smith.


  “Well, it’s a long story.” She slipped a thin hand into his, thought better of it, and cuddled up on his lap. “Once upon a time a little girl was concentrated. And there was a professor chap there who’d specialized in 20th century literature’fore he came out here—to make his fortune. And he nicknamed the girl Sadie Thompson, like a character in an old book or play or something where it rained all the time and . . .”


  “Sadie Thompson!” Frank almost dropped her.


  “Yeh. But that still wasn’t her real name,” she went on drowsily. “Real name’s Sadie Griggs. Tom Griggs is my dad.”


  THE END


  [*] These tablets make space travel possible by inducing suspended animation and thereby eliminating the necessity for fantastic cargoes of food, water and air.


  VENUSIAN NIGHTMARE


  Oscar J. Friend


  Miriam Montez Embogs Rival Telecasters in the Legendary Secret of the Miasmic, Unexplored Venusian Great Sink!


  ACROSS the flat and rubbery expanse of slimy-looking soil the three men carefully and steadily slogged their way. They dared not halt, even for a minute, because immediately they would start sinking into the semi-viscous stuff, in reality only a slightly harder crust over a sea of gelatinous ooze.


  At first there had been a bit of panic on the part of Morton and Doville. But Carter had quickly straightened them out and started them moving in the right direction.


  For four hours now, they had been struggling onward but it meant death to stop and rest.


  As far as they could see there was nothing save the wettish, broad-leafed plants with their sickly green fuzz and abominable odor of rot and decay. Nothing but fetid odors lifted above the dreary, miasmic level of the Venusian Great Sink.


  Overhead, occasionally glimpsed through the sullenly roiling clouds that constantly veiled the heavens, was the yellowish disk of the sun—considerably larger than as seen from Earth and yet shining dimly like a fog light through a heavy mist.


  The heat was terrific—a cloying, stifling blanket that sapped the very strength of their heartbeats.


  Carter, the Interplanetary Police Officer, glanced at his electronic wrist compass-watch for the hundredth time to make sure of his direction. Hatless and haggard, his blond hair glowed queerly in the eerie light. His face was grim, his blue eyes, bleak.


  He had a triple duty now—to get his two companions safely out of this acute danger and then investigate the cause of their inexplicable disaster. This, on top of his original mission.


  “According to the map,” he panted, “it is only about ten miles farther across this trackless bog to Crowder’s mine. It will be that low-lying hill over there on the horizon. We’ve got to make it before nightfall.”


  “Night couldn’t fall on this crazy spot,” gasped Morton, whipping off the perspiration running from his brown-thatched scalp down across his usually pleasant face. “It would only bog down in this garbage-pail atmosphere and get sucked under this soupy soil crust. How’d we ever get into this mess, anyway?”


  “Don’t you remember?” murmured Doville in faint irony. The third man was slender and wiry, with a shock of vigorous black hair. “We asked for this assignment. Solarcast’s two star newscast men volunteered to cover the iratrum ore strike and the Crowder Process, and then telecast the news to the entire System—if the I-P censors will release it from the tight beam.”


  MORTON grimaced with annoyance.


  “I didn’t mean that,” he grunted, trudging wearily along in the I-P officer’s wake and avoiding Carter’s tracks which were quickly filling in with slimy ooze and blackish water. “Here we are in the middle of nowhere without supplies to keep us alive, much less a single scrap of transmission equipment. We should have stayed with the ship and continued sending out flash signals for help from Venus City.”


  “And sunk into this bottomless morass along with the craft,” added Carter curtly over his shoulder. “We’d have been buried alive in less than an hour. It’s tough on you chaps, but it’s lucky we weren’t forced down sooner. We have an. excellent chance of getting out of this difficulty by hiking on toward our destination on foot. You can telecast your story after we get back to Venus City.”


  “Without projection of actual scenes, personal interviews, and such,” grumbled Morton. “Nice going. I wonder who could have left that fuel line open to strand us out here.”


  “The only person I can think of is that Amazon from Univox,” commented Doville reflectively. “She got all excited last night when she learned we were here on Venus to cover the Crowder story. I could read her like a simple astrogation. She’s here on the same assignment for Univox Service.”


  “Miriam Montez is not an Amazon,” objected Morton instantly. “Just because she couldn’t see your angular and craggy style of beauty in my dazzling presence you needn’t malign her now. And suppose she did try to strand us so she could beat us to Crowder for the news? Haven’t we pulled such—”


  “If our fuel tanks were drained purposely,” interrupted Carter grimly, “it was not done just to strand us. Had we landed closer to the middle of this hellish bog we would have had no chance at all of getting out alive.”


  “Could it have been a Crowder agent, then?” mused Morton.


  “Why would Crowder want to kill the publicity we could give him?” demanded Doville. “This is the greatest iratrum strike anywhere in the System since the Lunar mines started playing out. Coupled with a revolutionizing method of extracting metallic iratex simply and quickly without going through the Bundersohn Process, it will make Amos Crowder the most famous man of the colonized worlds.”


  “If all this is on the level,” added Carter. “The important thing right now is for us to get to the Crowder mine as soon as possible. Lucky there are no dangerous carnivores in this area. All I have in the way of a weapon is a hand ray-gun which won’t even stun a man beyond twenty paces. Your two primitive hunting knives are more of an advantage under the present circumstances.”


  “Why are there no dangerous animals?” asked Doville.


  “There couldn’t be out here on the Great Sink. Anything of weight or substance would sink to death the minute it stopped moving. All animal life of Venus avoids this graveyard which is like a huge sea of quicksand.”


  “You know a lot about Venus, don’t you, Carter?” asked Morton curiously. “Just what is this Great Sink?”


  “I should,” replied the I-P man. “I’ve spent most of my life here. But nobody knows anything about the Great Sink. Discovered in twenty-five eighty-seven by Theodore Voorhees, one of the early pioneers of Venus, the Great Sink comprises an area about one hundred miles wide and two hundred miles long. It consists of a soft, slimy gelatinous mass of sulphurous matter. Over its surface a thin soil of muddy, marshy consistency supports only a peculiar mulleinlike plant with some of the narcotic properties of cannabis indica.


  “The bottom has never been sounded. Its formation or cause of formation is only theorized upon by scientists. The native Venusian legend is that this planet is a living entity and that the Great Sink is its eye. Whatever it is, no man from Earth or Venusian troglodyte has even traversed or explored it—and lived to tell the tale. If we make it to solid ground we will be unique.”


  Morton shuddered slightly. “I hope you don’t believe that native stuff.”


  “Frankly, no. But Venus is a fetid, steamy, lusty green planet that has had less than ten percent of its surface explored. There is no telling what terrible mysteries are hidden by the teeming jungles, seas and dense clouds.


  “Approximately the same geologic age as the Earth and Mars, it has cooled much slower than Earth. As Mars has aged faster than Earth, so Earth has aged faster than Venus. Some day, when I retire from the I-P, I intend to explore on Venus.”


  THEY toiled on, forcing their tiring muscles to respond. Once Doville stepped into an extra soft spot and sank to his waist before Carter and Morton could drag him clear. It was a narrow escape from the odious, bubbling, sucking morass.


  They were trembling and spent as they neared the low hummock of hills which marked the beginning of solid ground. Further conversation languished as they hastened toward salvation.


  In spite of their calm and matter-of-fact of facing things, their present plight was terribly dangerous, and they all three knew it. If their legs gave out, if they stooped to rest, or if night were to overtake them, they were lost.


  Without food or water for more than eight hours, spent and well-nigh exhausted; they neared the rising ground ahead of them just as the queer daylight deepened into murky gloom. To their ears now came the steady thump-thump of some sort of drilling machinery, and the soft ground quivered beneath their feet from the rhythmic vibration.


  They could make out several domeshaped low buildings before them and a dump of ore deposits which had been taken from the ground. There was a magnetic tipple and a steep trestle beyond. But not a living soul was apparent around the mining camp.


  “Look!” exclaimed Morton suddenly, pointing. “What’s that in the cleared space?”


  “A rocket ship!” cried Doville and Carter together.


  “Probably Crowder’s,” added Carter. “Come on, and walk alertly. I may not have told you exactly why I was sent with you, but the truth is that the natives are restless and there is danger of an uprising. My job is to find out why.”


  They approached the rocket ship and felt of its sleek iratex side.


  “This isn’t Crowder’s ship,” announced Carter. “It has the insignia of a sun, star and crescent above its serial number. Isn’t that the Univox emblem?”


  “Miriam Montez!” cried Doville. “So that wench beat us here!”


  “But where is she now?” demanded Morton anxiously. “Where is anybody?”


  “Come on,” ordered Carter, drawing his ray-gun and leading the way to the central dome. “This building must cover the main mine shaft.”


  They encountered neither friend nor foe as they entered the dome. They found the circular room lighted by krypton bulbs overhead, and discovered the source of the machinery noise at the same time.


  This was the powerhouse of the camp, and the huge dynamo was whirring smoothly. The thump-thump sound seemed to be coming up from the elevator shaft. The cage was at the top, deserted and silent.


  A trampled white garment lay on the floor of the lift. Morton uttered a cry and sprang forward to snatch it up. It proved to be a woman’s bolero style jacket.


  “Miriam’s!” cried Morton. “Gods of space! What can have happened here?”


  “There’s plenty wrong,” stated Carter grimly. “The Veenies seem to have deserted the camp. Come on, we’ll go down.”


  The two telecast men glanced at each other and then with one accord followed the I-P man into the cage. Carter gingerly set the mechanism in motion, and the lift smoothly descended the mine shaft:—into what?


  For nearly five hundred feet the cage went down. Just as they were wondering if the descent were to last forever, the automatic relay clicked, and the lift came to rest on the bottom. A krypton-lighted corridor cut out of the living rock led off to their right. The drilling thump-thump, louder than ever, was coming from this stope.


  “Wait!” ordered Carter as Morton started precipitously along the corridor. “If my directions are not confused, that heads straight toward the Great Sink. A hundred yards, and it must plunge through the rock into that slimy sea of ooze.”


  “If it did, this tunnel would be flooded,” argued Morton. “I’m going to see what happened to Miriam.”


  “Take it easy,” cautioned Carter. “Let’s stay together.”


  Slowly and cautiously they advanced for nearly three hundred feet in a straight direction. The thumping grew louder constantly. All at once the tunnel widened into a cavern hewn out of the rock. Sparkling threads of iratrum ore glittered in the walls.


  At the far end of the chamber a gigantic drill was working away automatically in a horizontal bore against the wall. All around was the litter and rubble of unremoved ore.


  BUT what riveted their eyes before all else was the sight of Miriam Montez scantily attired in the rest of her white plastex suit. Bound with rope to a short stone column, the girl, her lovely black hair streaming down over her shoulders, stared out at them in dazed horror.


  At her feet lay the body of Amos Crowder and the. geologist-scientist wasn’t a pretty thing to look at. His head had been beaten into a pulp.


  “The Veenies have revolted,” said Carter quickly. “But where in the name of space imps have they gone?”


  “Jack Morton! Carl Doville!” screamed the girl, arousing at sight of the three men. “Thank God, you’ve come.”


  The two Solarcast men leaped forward to release the Univox representative. Carter peered sharply around the cavern, seeing nothing suspicious. Then he moved forward to examine the monument to which the girl was tied.


  “A Venusian obelisk,” he observed in amazement. “Now, how did that get down here?”


  “The native miners revolted,” explained the girl hysterically. “They left me here as some sort of sacrifice to the Eye. They killed Doctor Crowder, and they fled.”


  “How long have you been here?” asked Morton, sawing away at her bonds.


  “For hours,” the girl sobbed. “The attack came without warning. The natives killed all of Crowder’s assistants and then brought him and me down here. I don’t understand the Venusian dialects very well, but they seemed to be babbling something about invading the socket of the Great Eye in this pursuit of iratrum ore.”


  Doville attacked the bonds on his side. He looked up rather sourly at the captive Univox newswoman. “So you didn’t have time to telecast the Crowder story, huh?”


  “I didn’t even have a chance to set up my equipment,” admitted the girl.


  “Maybe Crowder stalled you along, too, eh?” pursued Doville. “He was expecting Morton and me from Solarcast—not a treacherous female from Univox.”


  “Not now, Doville,” snapped Morton. “Let’s get her out of this mess first.”


  “The devil with not now,” growled Doville. “Look at me, Montez! I’m covered with slime from the waist down. I darn near lost my life in that quagmire out there. She botched our fuel line, didn’t she? We barely escaped the Great Sink.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” cried the girl. “I didn’t know it was that dangerous. I just wanted to get here first. I only meant to delay you men.”


  “You almost overdid yourself, young woman,” stated Carter grimly. “People who don’t know conditions on strange planets should not meddle with matters. If I had met you last night myself, I could have told you what you were up against. This is no job and no place for a woman, anyway.”


  “I resent that,” said the girl with a flash of spirit. “Men and women take equal responsibilities and risks in our present civilization.”


  “And share all the dangers,” added Carter. “Well, we’ve got to get out of here and flash the alarm to Venus City about this uprising. We can settle our personal differences later. I’ve got to shut off this confounded drill somehow.” Doville reeled back on his knees with a strangled cry. “Look!” he shouted. “The end wall is caving!”


  So it was. With a rumbling roar the entire end of the cavern where the drill was grinding away now came crashing down to bury the tool. Like a blast, a foul odor as of rotting fish swept into the chamber, just ahead of a tide of greenish mud and slime.


  Then, before the semi-liquid filth could inundate the cavern, it was stopped as by an obstruction. A crescendo of hissing filled the cave, as though a dozen steam jets were venting.


  AND then, through the gaping hole which had pierced to the Great Sink five hundred feet below the surface, there was framed what appeared to be a terrible face. Glowing greenly in the krypton lights, crowned with writhing tentacles which terminated in the fanged jaws of serpents, the face glared into the cave.


  “Medusa!” whispered Doville in revulsion. “A Venusian Medusa!”


  Morton, mercifully, did not see it. Neither did the girl. Morton severed the last rope which bound her to the obelisk and gathered Miriam up in his arms.


  His face grim and set with horror, Carter crouched behind him and raised his ray-gun. He fired an electron stream of deadly energy pointblank at the fanged red mouth of the apparition.


  “Run for the elevator!” he shouted. “If we don’t get out of here at once we never will.”


  The two Solarcast men staggered back toward the lift. Carter retreated more slowly, continuing to fire his ray-gun. The sibilant hissing of the Great Sink horror rose in greater volume, and a queer muffled screaming issued from the mouth of the thing.


  One taloned flipper, revoltingly suggestive of a human hand, clawed frantically at the edge of the orifice, digging and gouging the hole larger. Save for a blinding and dazzling of the creature, the ray-gun had no more effect than a child’s water-pistol.


  Carter’s last glimpse of the horror was to see his taloned flipper snake on into the cave with an influx of bubbling green slime. Then he was back at the lift, and Doville was operating the controls.


  Madly, the elevator whined up the shaft, followed by a nauseating wave of sulphurous, fishy stench. Something struck the wall of the bottom of the shaft with a mighty thud that made the lift quiver like a live thing. But fortunately the dynamo, the power feed and the cable drums were at the top of the shaft, and the cage was not stopped.


  BY THE time they reached the surface, the three men had regained control of themselves.


  “What—what was it?” faltered the girl.


  “Too bad you missed it,” replied Doville bluntly. “That was the thing you almost sent all three of us down to feed. It was a Venusian model of Medusa, a charming monster of ancient Greek mythology on Earth.”


  “Do you think it will follow us up the shaft?” Morton asked Carter.


  “I don’t know,” admitted the I-P man. “Although I hardly think so. The top of the shaft is above the level of the Great Sink.”


  But they were not yet out of danger. The ground beneath them heaved and tumbled in convulsive waves as they staggered and reeled their way toward the Univox rocket ship. Buildings collapsed and crumbled around them. The ground cracked as though in the throes of an earthquake.


  Shaken and bruised, they tumbled inside the craft, and Carter made his way to the control chamber. As he charged the rockets and blasted off from the trembling ground, a thick geyser of green slime and mud shot upward from the elevator shaft and jetted high in the night sky as though in a final desperate reach for the escaping prey.


  “Good-by to Crowder’s mine and extraction process,” said Doville, gazing back and down from a port viewplate. “Anyway, we learned the Great Sink isn’t an eye. It’s a slimy sea of horrible nightmares.”


  “Maybe everything isn’t lost,” said Miriam, reaching into her waist belt. “Crowder gave me his notes to scan just before we were captured by the natives. It’s only right that I surrender them to you men for saving my life.”


  “What!” exclaimed Morton, grabbing the papers and riffling hurriedly through them. “By Jupiter, you’re right, Montez. Warm up the telecast, Doville. We’ll share this news between us. And this process, if it’s good, will compensate the System for the loss of Crowder’s ore strike. Miriam, you’re a four-square comrade.”


  “Don’t forget to give Carter full credit for what he has done,” said the girl. “He killed the—the Medusa.”


  “He did not,” contradicted Carter over his shoulder. “But don’t worry about me. I’m going back to land that fish with the snaky head as soon as I can get the right equipment together.”


  MAGNETIC MISS METEOR


  Don Wilcox


  This beautiful, heartless woman held a planet in slavery. How could a revolt prevail against her magic?


  IF YOU’VE ever been up to your ears in a rebellion you know that the toughest part of the job is to keep the secret. There’s a right time for a plot to spring. Up to that split second you’ve got to be as dumb and innocent as a clam.


  I was clammy for months before the day, on the planet of Venus, that I thought we’d surely touch off the fireworks. I’d lived the double life—a mild and obedient assistant to a mild and faithful young executive. I, Adam Alonzo Briff, drew my pay coupons each week, earth time, by tending strictly to business, and my immediate superior, Jay Lathrop, likewise received his steady income for obedient service. To whom? To the lady who was the boss of this one and only Venus outpost.


  Together Jay Lathrop and I, along with scores of other rebels, wore our well polished mask of allegiance whenever we paraded in front of the leader we hoped to push into a fiery furnace.


  Take my word for it, Violet Speer, in spite of her name, was no shy little violet. She was a dyed-in-the-wool villainess.


  Consider, for instance, what happened that momentous night, Friday the 13th, earth time. I was standing on a stone step of this somewhat ancient market building on this oppressive Friday afternoon, receiving instructions from Jay Lathrop. It was a normally hot day. If there’s an easy way to escape the oppressive heat of Venus without wallowing in the swamps with the poisonous rajlouts, I don’t know what it is.


  I was listening to Lathrop’s instructions for one of the wrecking crews, and he was pacing the old stone sidewalk with an energetic click of his polished black boots, when up the sidewalk came a uniformed guard bearing an order from Violet Speer.


  “Lend a hand,” he said. “We’ve lost Mr. Grailford. He’s wanted for a special purpose.”


  “What purpose?” asked Jay Lathrop, squinting skeptically and passing his fingers through his bristling sandy hair.


  Guards are known to be peculiarly expressionless. They take for granted that their red and silver uniforms carry an overpowering prestige, and woe unto anyone who gives them any defiance. This guard repeated, as cold as ice, “Lend a hand, men. Grailford is wanted.”


  We went obediently, and I think Lathrop was glad enough to postpone his day’s work. This particular market building, in line for his wrecking crew, was much too beautiful to destroy. Lathrop was bitter over such duties. He had a soft heart tor their fine works of architecture.


  This building was dated 2004, which meant that it was one of the first of the American colony buildings of the twenty-first century Venus expedition. Now, four and a quarter centuries later, these fine structures were being crushed and rolled down into the dust and swamps of the Earth’s sister planet.


  We marched off with the guard, and our wrecking crew also came to lend a hand. Whether we liked it or not we found the lost Mr. Grailford presently, hiding in the building beyond the old market.


  HE WAS a pitiful sight, ill and half starved and scared. The guards slapped him down, then commanded him to come to his feet and march. I happened to know that Grailford had grown too sick to work and consequently had hidden out. For Miss Violet Speer and her red and silver guards were slave drivers in the worst sense of the term.


  “A change of climate for Mr. Grailford,” was the order.


  A change of climate was frequently ordered for workers who were run down—workers who needed the cooler and more healthful air on the other side of the first mountain range. The strange fact was, however, that no one who went over for this change ever came back.


  “This bear is going over the mountain,” Jay Lathrop whispered to me, “to see what he can see.”


  And three of us followed, on this Friday night.


  Without any beasts of burden or vehicles we gingerly held the pace up the long trail, through the semi-darkness into the mountainous region. We kept a mile’s distance between us and the guards. At length we could see that the party had stopped and made a fire. By its light we could see Mr. Grailford bending under the blows of the whips. He was digging. They were forcing him to dig his own grave.


  We came within thirty or forty yards of the scene in time to see-the last blow of the guard’s whip strike him down. He fell into his own grave. He screamed for mercy, but the men threw stones in upon him and covered him up.


  That explained many things to us—things best pondered in silence. We had no heart to return to the post and resume our jobs. So this was how men were treated as soon as their efficiency decreased and it was no longer profitable for Violet Speer to feed them.


  We had long suspected this. Now we knew, and the rumor would spread through the two thousand workers like angry lightning through the sky.


  We were rebels now, as never before. Grailford’s fate would be ours, too, eventually, unless the two thousand of us acted together.


  The third member of our trio that night was a newcomer who had recently landed on the planet of Venus in a ship of his own. He had come expecting to find this landing (a dot on all interplanetary maps) to be a hospitable haven. At once an accident had happened to his space ship.


  One of the hanging meteors had rolled into it, crushing it to matchwood.


  We had not told him at once what that meant But he was advised officially by Miss Violet Speer to get to work if he wished to earn his passage back to the Earth. He was a friendly little fellow, Midget Jupiter by name.


  “You can call me Midge,” he would say pleasantly, “but don’t forget that my last name is Jupiter.”


  Midge didn’t understand these whisperings of revolution at first, but we had promised him he would before he’d lived here very long.


  “And another thing I don’t understand,” Midge said, “This Violet Speer, who you say is the big boss, told me she wanted me to be one of her head executives. But why did she put me to work with a pick and sledge?”


  “Did she actually talk with you?”


  “Oh, we had a very pleasant chat. She’s beautiful, and her gold ornaments and diamonds nearly knocked my eyes out. She was smiling and bowing pleasantly and wearing a beautiful gown—”


  “And so you thought she was a wonderful person . . . which may be true,” Lathrop said, “until she decides you need a change of climate.”


  “Yeah,” Midge growled uncomfortably “Why do we men let things like that happen?”


  “That’s just what I wanted you to say, Midge Jupiter,” said Lathrop. “We haven’t made this trip to the mountains in vain. From now on you’re in on the movement. We’ll tell you all about it on the way back.”


  CHAPTER II


  Hanging Meteoroids


  SO WE started back through the semidarkness of the Venus night, talking of the trouble that was spread before us. And we gave Midge the background of what had happened here.


  We knew this much of the deep past: Four hundred years ago the explorers from the Earth had come several hundred strong and succeeded in establishing an American settlement. These early Venus colonists had endured their share of pioneer hardships. However, they had had one big advantage over the pathfinders of some planets. They had not been opposed by any native creatures intelligent enough to challenge their right to this new land. The highest animals had been found to be rajlouts—denizens of the swamps. The rajlouts—as large as chimpanzees and as curious as penguins, had watched from their swamps while the civilized men built a well-planned space outpost here.


  The best of architects had come, during the twenty-first century, and built a great number of fine stone buildings. An excellent quality of building stone had gone into these architectural masterpieces, and they still stood as solid as Gibraltar. It was a shame to tear them down.


  “But why?” Midge protested. “Why tear them down?”


  “Different people have different conceptions,” said Jay Lathrop, “of what a civilization should be. Those first Venus colonists intended that Venus should be, first of all, a traveler’s haven, a place of peace, an outpost that would serve the coming commerce of the solar system. But most of those colonists or their descendants moved on during the last century or two. They left enough people to hold it, they thought. But you see what has happened. This daring young female conqueror who calls herself Violet Speer, cruised down across these mountains a few Earth years ago and announced that she was to be known henceforth as the Ruler of Venus.”


  “How could she get away with that?”


  “She had beauty and intelligence, as you have already observed,” said Jay Lathrop. “She had the most obedient army of guards I ever saw. In brief, she possessed everything she needed to persuade people to do her will. Most important of all was this single ship, the massive space liner in whose shadow we work. She lives in it, elevated a mile above us, and from this high throne she rules us.”


  Midge conceded that this was a most remarkable arrangement. Not the least curious feature of this organization of ruling power was the fact that the ship had a seemingly magical faculty for gathering unto itself a cluster of meteoroids.


  “You mean those huge balls of stone?” Midge asked. “I’ve been puzzling over those from the day I arrived. What holds them up?”


  “Some secret gravitational forces on the ship itself,” Lathrop explained.


  Since neither of us had ever been aboard this great liner that rested in the air a mile above us, we could only speculate as to who might have invented ways for it to gather these meteoroids on its flight through the skies. But the obvious fact was that the meteoroids hung there, a dozen or more of them—great spheres of stone weighing many tons each, as large as cathedral domes. There were no inside cables to keep them from falling on us. But some strange magnetic lines of force did hold them, as if both drawing and repelling them at once.


  “When the ship cruises away, the hanging meteoroids go with it. Violet Speer is aware that they might have a real protective value in case of trouble.”


  ON another such excursion into the mountains a few days later the three of us had another opportunity to talk over our situation. Midge was right with us in spirit. His eyes were wide open to the challenge that was ushering in our revolution silently, stealthily.


  “What happened,” he asked, “to those people who were left from the earlier colony. Where are they now?”


  “Some of the children of the original Venus colonists moved on to establish outposts on other planets. But a scattered few are still here in our neighborhood. Look across the valley. Do you see those tiny blue lights, little pinpoints against the mountain-sides? Those are the little huts. They’ve moved away from the port to keep out of her reach . . . but they are never out of danger.”


  “And all of you?” Midge asked. “How did you get into this?”


  I, for one, blushed to remember how gullible I had been.


  “We came in answer to her call,” said Lathrop. “She picked us up on the Earth. We left to come to a new land of opportunity. It sounded beautiful in her sales talk. If you’ve ever happened to be around Buffalo or Chicago when she swooped down with her big space boat, you’d know. There were items in the paper about it at the time, too. They all took for granted that Violet Speer was a great leader.”


  “And who is she? Where did she come from?”


  “Maybe the Earth, maybe Mars, maybe the American Colony on Venus. No one knows. Maybe from an outside world.”


  We trudged along. There were some electric lanterns coming now, and so we hid ourselves and waited. For tonight there was to be another burial, and the victim was to be old man Kandaroff.


  CHAPTER III


  Rumors of Deadly Rajlouts


  “WHAT bright, burning eyes the old man has,” Jay whispered, as the guards and their victim paraded past our hiding place. “Those four guards think they’ve got it easy with the old fellow.”


  “Guards! Guards!” I muttered disgustedly. “The walking forms of men with ray-guns for souls—that’s what they are.”


  “Are we going to jump ’em?” Midge asked. “It’s our necks if we muff the job.”


  “We’ll never win our revolution letting them live,” said Jay Lathrop. “They’re virtually automatons of allegiance, for some strange reason. So—here goes. You two men follow them closely, and I’ll run ahead.”


  The plan was simple, quick, and none too safe. But worth a try.


  Lathrop disappeared in the darkness, running silently. Midge and I followed the shine of the electric lanterns as the guards trudged along their familiar path. In a matter of an hour the party came to a halt, and we could see they were examining some tracks that crossed their path.


  “Where’d this barricade of stones come from?” one of the guards was saying. “Who put it there?”


  “The rajlouts must be moving up from the swamp,” said a second guard. “They have a way of banking their paths with stones.”


  “But look at these foot tracks. A man’s bare feet. Some human has had a hand in this.”


  They passed the lights back and forth over the low stumbling blocks of stone which Lathrop had hastily piled in two parallel rows squarely across their path. They were mystified. Could there be rajlouts with the feet and the toes of men? Violet Speer should have the valley swamps explored for signs of enemies.


  Two of them went on with old man Kandaroff and the other two kept on working with their lights. “Come on,” one of the guards called back. “We can play around after our job is done.”


  But the two laggers decided the least they could do was to measure the tracks and take a report back to Violet Speer. So they bent down to compare measurements.


  In that moment we were upon them. We swiftly, cold-heartedly, almost silently, gave it to them. We pounded down with stones and smashed skulls to pulp.


  We dragged the dead bodies to one side. We took the guns and the guards’ red coats, silver belts, and the lights. Equipped with these, Lathrop and I marched forward. Midge followed at a safe distance. He had been a bystander through this action. He cooperated in silence.


  Lathrop and I moved up to overtake the rest of the party. Old man Kandaroff cried out in surprise and jumped to one side. The remaining guards were quick to fall under the blasts of our newly won guns.


  That was all. The job was done. The next party that might come across the mountain would find a warning in the form of four dead compatriots.


  We took all four guns, we made a pack cot for the elderly Kandaroff and bore him back toward home. He was the most grateful man in the world.


  We hid him in a cave and did everything we could in a clandestine way to make life comfortable for him.


  Right away there was a search party of guards who went out to look for their missing brothers. They not only found the bodies. They found the human foot tracks which Lathrop had taken pains to leave imprinted in the mud. They noted the missing guns. They returned with news that must have been disturbing to Miss Violet Speer. She called an assembly of all people who professed to be her loyal subjects and made the boast that all traitors would be sought out and buried alive.


  She was quite a beautiful person, and I was aware that my new friend Midge Jupiter was not the only person among the assembly who caught his breath when she appeared and sighed when she departed.


  Even Jay Lathrop was noticeably affected on these rare occasions when she made her public appearances.


  SHE did not actually come down from her ship and walk among us—though she should have been safe enough, with five hundred armed carmine coats to protect her.


  No, her appearance was through the medium of a great globe—an artificial meteoroid which hung suspended by the mysterious magnetic forces like the others. It contained a screen which mirrored her by television. In this guise she appeared to us, dressed in the loveliest of purple and white gowns, with jewels aglitter. Everyone hushed as if here was something too beautiful to be realized.


  Even when Violet Speer made a speech she kept her distance. That was her way. She preferred to use a television screen that would magnify her before the eyes of her audience.


  This device spared her the annoyance of rubbing elbows with her people. She could keep her distance. Popular feeling being what it was, this was the safer thing to do. The low mumblings of hatred from these enslaved employees could not reach her. She could not see the deep hatreds that burned in the eyes of men whose comrades had been tortured and buried alive.


  But upon this occasion Violet Speer quickly silenced her audience There were signs of a mysterious danger in the land. The people listened intently.


  “My dear subjects! If there is a dangerous breed of rajlouts moving in upon us, I have the means to destroy them. My great ship carries the facilities for wholesale destruction. So do not fear. But let me warn you. If any of you learn of the presence of these creatures and do not report them, you will be held guilty of a crime against our common safety.”


  It was at this point that Violet Speer became most emphatic. There was dynamite in her threat.


  “I promise you that every such offender will die a horrible death. So beware! Do not let yourselves be found in the company of this mysterious breed of poison rajlouts.”


  The audience was pretty well tamed by this speech. It was a clever stroke. Violet Speer wasn’t talking about any swamp-dwelling rajlouts. What she really had in mind would dawn upon everyone sooner or later.


  But for the remainder of that twilight the people returning to their homes preferred to talk in low voices. Some were angry, some were afraid, many were puzzled. Could such a tyrant as Violet Speer become a fairy godmother of protection overnight?


  “I don’t get her angle,” said Midge Jupiter. “What does she get out of all this?”


  “Some people have a hankering to own a big industry, some a whole nation, some a continent,” said Jay Lathrop. “All this pretty little lady wants is to get a good solid choke-hold on a planet. The first great wave of pioneers has gone on. But there’s enormous business ahead: space travel, military outposts, permanent settlers. I think Violet Speer would be satisfied with a complete monopoly.”


  “It’s my opinion,” I said, “that this woman has an insane passion for something called power. And her way of achieving it is through destroying. She may have plans that go beyond Venus.”


  “She may,” said Midge, “intend to take in the Earth eventually.”


  “She’s got a long way to go,” Jay Lathrop laughed. He brought our idle speculations back to the practical and immediate. “She’d better not command me to destroy that old government building. Of all the beautiful architecture! Maybe it doesn’t match the Taj Mahal or the finest cathedrals, but still it’s one of the world’s architectural treasures. And she’ll sacrifice it because it stands in her way.”


  “She’s trying to erase everything the early colonists planted here,” I said, “to strengthen her own claim.”


  As a newcomer. Midget Jupiter was brimful of curiosity on all the whys and wherefores. A soft mist had crept up from the swamps. In the dimly lighted doorways and porches of the ancient stone buildings many little groups were passing the night as we were—talking, wondering, trying to cut into the thick mists of the future to know what meaning life might hold for them here on Venus.


  Midge uncorked another question. “Where’d she ever get such a terrific space ship?”


  CHAPTER IV


  A Girl on the Trail


  “THAT,” said Jay, “is as much a mystery as where it got her. Apparently it was Earth-built. But it contains an amazing secret process for gathering a quantity of little meteoroids out of space. Somehow those masses come, hundreds of tons of them, as if to a magnet. And yet they don’t make contact. There is always that zone of safety. They move along with the ship and yet keep their distance—a hundred yards or so from the ship’s surface.”


  At present there were about twenty of these rounded stony bodies hanging in the air beneath the ship, as if suspended by invisible cables. The ship itself was at least a mile and a half long. It was, to all appearances, a great bar magnet, capable of drawing these stray little heavenly bodies and for keeping them at safe arm’s length.


  When the ship was at rest in the air, as at present, half a mile above the flat space port, the meteoroids clustered around, occasionally sounding off with a low grinding or a crash of thunder when they bumped. Floating balls of dead weight, they might serve as buffers for the ship’s protection. Or, as Violet Speer had so continuously suggested, they might be used as instruments of destruction.


  The big orange-colored ship was said to contain a crew of only forty-five men. In the very near future I had occasion to verify this fact.


  In the whisperings of that night following Violet Speer’s speech the topic of revolution was not neglected. Lathrop knew, and so did I, that her allusion to a dangerous breed of rajlouts was intended as a thrust at rebel organizers. From her vantage point high above us Violet Speer was keeping watch.


  The plan of revolution was known to the inner circle only, and that was a pretty small circle in a population of two thousand workers. There would be about five hundred guards with standard ray-guns who would have to be overcome.


  We had watched repeatedly—we of the inner circle of twenty-five—we had watched and sifted these guards looking for some key man through whom we might get arms. But every man of those five hundred stood as solid for his boss as a fallen meteor.


  That in itself was very surprising. When Midge said, “What kind of dope does she give them to make them that way?” we laughed. But he was hitting pretty close, as we afterward learned.


  And when he said, “Are you aiming to slaughter the whole bunch?” we had to stop and philosophize over the matter It’s always a question, when there’s a cruel but necessary surgical operation to be performed, whether any innocent flesh is going to get hurt. It’s a tough nut to crack when you stop to consider that some of your enemy are persons who by their own bad fortune fell in with the wrong side. It’s a hard decision to say that they have to be bumped off right along with the sinners. But when we talked it over in a dark council meeting a few nights later, Jay Lathrop offered an opinion that stuck:


  “If your leader is so evil that his poison saturates the persons around him, it’s too bad for them. Maybe they didn’t want it that way. But after it’s happened they’re lost. They can’t be redeemed. They’re stumbling blocks to the justice that every honest man fights for. Gentlemen, we’re going to have to kill, capture, or beat into submission exactly five hundred guards.”


  Midge Jupiter said pessimistically, “That oughta be easy. Five hundred of them and two thousand of us—the only thing being that they have the guns.”


  “Our weapons,” said Lathrop, “are our tools—picks, shovels, mauls. They reach no farther than the swing of your arm. Their ray-guns are good for exactly a hundred yards. Did you ever run a hundred yards for a touchdown, Midge? That’s how far you’d have to run to miss the sweep of an atomic gun.”


  OLD man Kandaroff went over our plans with us; said he thought we were in for plenty of difficulty.


  “To mount that ship when she sits up there a half mile in the air isn’t easy. How can you get there in the first place? And when you do, what’s to prevent the guards from turning you into a wisp of smoke with a gun before you ever get on board?”


  “But if we do get on board?” said Lathrop.


  “Once you’re there, the guns wouldn’t go into action so fast. A clear shot inside a ship isn’t easy. I’ve seen those guns work. I well remember one quick flash I saw. The target was a man, and suddenly his left side just wasn’t there. But that wasn’t all. The end of the table behind him wasn’t there. And the wall behind it opened up, and a tree beyond that came bouncing down, and a metal signboard caved in and three fence-posts melted away. Everything that lay in the hundred-yard path disintegrated in a twinkling.”


  This talk was followed by other accounts of the efficiency of ray-guns. We tried to content ourselves that they were positively too destructive to be used on a space ship. But we couldn’t grow comfortable about that. In any event we bade fair to be on the receiving end. When the meeting was over I heard my name called. Kandaroff had something to tell me.


  “See here, Briff, you’ve done a fine job of keeping me supplied with food. But I suggest you let me starve for a while.”


  His words scared me. My first thought was that Violet Speer had got our number.


  “Not yet,” Kandaroff. “But that’s what I’m afraid of. We’ve been watched. Some young girl has picked up the trail to my cave. I saw her watching you yesterday as you went back down the mountain path.”


  “Over that trail?” I asked. “She must be a bear for punishment. Or a mountain goat—”


  “A deer would be a more appropriate figure,” said Kandaroff. “I think you’d better turn hunter on your next trip to make sure she isn’t a spy. If necessary I can go to a new hideout.”


  “Sooner or later,” said Lathrop, “your executioner will find out you’re still alive.”


  “The later the better,” said Kandaroff. “I want to stay alive. I want to see tins revolution through.”


  No one would doubt it, in view of the fierce burning of his eyes. Someone stirred the low embers of the fire, and a few of us carried on. Among us we came to the conclusion that the girl in question must have been a descendant of one of the early Venus colonists. She lived with her parents in a shack about a mile off the brown brick road.


  “Then she won’t be a spy,” said Kandaroff confidently. “These early colonists don’t like this Miss Violet Speer’s rule any better than we do.”


  “Anyway I’ll keep a lookout,” I said. “How old a girl?”


  “Eighteen or nineteen.”


  “I’ll help you keep a lookout, Briff,” said Midge Jupiter.


  CHAPTER V


  Mountain Secrets


  A FEW days later I got acquainted with this girl. She was eighteen, blonde, pretty and amiable. She was an American, of the stock that colonized this planet three and four hundred years ago. You could tell—the very regular features, the archaic accents reminiscent of the old twenty-first century movies, a physical hardihood characteristic of the pioneers.


  Her education was negligible, her interests limited. Her conceptions of the immensity of the world and its affairs were pitifully behind the times. Ideas about time and space had advanced to new levels of complexity since her ancestors struck out on their great pioneering adventure.


  However, when it came to such fundamental matters as honesty and fair play and cooperation with one’s fellow-men, this pretty little girl seemed to be very much up to date. She and her family were generous and hospitable. I should know: the very hour that I met her found me on the way to her home.


  It began with our mountainside conversation. I had turned suddenly to see her bob down behind a boulder. When she peeked around I was there looking down at her.


  “Why are you following me?” I asked.


  “To see where you take the food.”


  “I have a place to take it,” I said. “There is a hungry mouth in the mountains that needs to be fed.”


  She showed an inclination to be superstitious about this. “A hungry mouth in the mountains.” She looked in awe toward the great purple-shadowed craggy slopes. Then she turned to me, laughing. “You are joking. The mountains do not eat food.”


  “The mountains are full of secrets,” I said. “Why do parents think I come to these foothills with food? Have you told them?”


  “My parents say you must have someone in hiding. But I’ll tell them you said there was a mouth in the mountains.” She smiled at me quizzically to know whether she was on the right track.


  I was at once worried over how far this rumor of a fugitive might have travelled. But the girl assured me, in my own words, that the mountains were full of secrets.


  She suggested, then, that I might accompany her to her house and talk with her parents, and I accepted gladly.


  Midge would have been jealous of my good fortune. These homes of the remaining families of Venus colonizers were apart from the city which Violet Speer was making over. We who had been brought in during the decade were usually kept too busy to make friends. Still more to the point of my good fortune, this young girl, Ellen by name, was as charming and pretty as a mountain flower.


  We ascended the steps of a porch that was supported by stilts, and there Ellen’s parents sat, apparently passing the long day by gazing down at the swampy lakes, across to the old city, and up at the mammoth space ship overhead.


  We chatted in a very leisurely manner. They were willing to talk about their ancestors who pioneered here, about the old buildings that were being torn down for a wider space port and a more up-to-date city around it. But upon the burning subject of Miss Violet Speer they would say nothing.


  They watched me suspiciously, and I wondered if they thought I was a spy from our tyrannical ruler.


  What a strange household! These people seemed to have hidden themselves away in the hills for generations. They hardly realized that the achievements of their ancestors were buried under the dust of time.


  A TROPHY that interested me was an ancient three-bladed rotor on the wall. It was a model that I judged had come down the second half of the twentieth century, from the long outmoded heliocopters which people used to jump from roof to roof. In their day they had been the latest and most convenient mode of short individual hops, as from home to the other side of the city or even down town for the groceries. There had been a day when the owners of such vehicles had been the new aristocracy. The forerunners of a more advanced technological age. And that was no doubt the reason that family pride had preserved this relic.


  How curious that these people should have grown so provincial! The spirit of adventure had brought their forefathers to this far-off outpost ahead of the sluggish spread of civilization. Far ahead of the mass of emigrants they had come. Now, with the passing generations, the families had lapsed into a society of stragglers, bound down with a burden of museum pieces from the past, helicopter rotors!


  One could see in their fine, intelligent features the capacity for taking their place with the ranks of the moderns. Circumstances had done this to them.


  When I bade the girl and her family good afternoon I promised to come to see them again. Here were friends who could be trusted completely. It was then, as Ellen walked with me out toward the brown brick roadway, that I stated my confidence: It was no dragon’s mouth or monster that I fed; it was indeed a man who was hiding—hiding because the cruel Violet Speer had meant to kill him.


  “And why?”


  “Because she thinks he is too old to be a good worker. She does not appreciate his years of hard effort.”


  “I wish,” said Ellen, “that someone would send her and her ship to another world.”


  “You mustn’t think such thoughts aloud,” I warned.


  “But all of my people think such thoughts. My father has said that he would gladly fight the red and silver guards who ride up and down from her ship.”


  “Promise that you will tell no one what we have talked about.”


  “I promise—and you must promise that no guard will catch you befriending this man who-is hiding.”


  With these vows we parted company.


  The following day, and the next and the next, we met and talked again. To me it became a double pleasure to do this errand—the pleasure of my talks with Kandaroff, wise old man that he was, and the enjoyment of my visit with this simple girl and her rough and hardy parents.


  One night I said to her, “Ellen, will you go with me tonight, and I will show you where this man lives, so that you may take food to him until I come back again. I may be gone for a long time.”


  So she and her father accompanied me and promised to take Kandaroff into their home during ray absence.


  I could not explain how or why I would not be leaving. I only knew that Jay Lathrop had heard a rumor. There would be a change of climate for the two of us very soon.


  CHAPTER VI


  Ray-Gunning for Sport?


  THE red and silver guards marched up to us in their formal manner and requested us to accompany them. We obeyed on the instant. They led us out across the space port plaza. Midget Jupiter kept trailing along with us, asking where we were going.


  “What does this mean? Hey, what’s the idea? Will you be sure to come back?”


  “He’s a pest. Let’s give him a real change of climate,” one of the guards barked. They snapped an order at him and were about to turn him over to another set of guards when the enlarged image and the amplified voice of Violet Speer set forth a command. The suddenness of her voice alarmed the people in the streets like a fire siren.


  “We may need another man. Bring him along. There will be some deck scrubbing to do, and it will be amusing to use that little short man for a mop.”


  “I may not be much more than a midget,” Midge said under his breath, “but she’d better not forget that I’m a Jupiter too.”


  So he came, right by our side, and the next thing we know we were on the half-mile high elevator, gasping for breath as the cage went sailing up and up. Around us were the great spheres of stone hanging motionless in the air. Above us was the huge orange hull of the space ship.


  The aperture spread black and ominous, to engulf us and our elevator car. A few minutes later we found ourselves in a mammoth parlor high in the sky, looking out at the steamy clouds that brushed past our big ship’s nose.


  “You are my guests for some days to come, gentlemen,” came the voice of the lady of this great ship. A television screen was, as usual, her means of appearing before us. “I welcome you as fellow passengers on a long journey.”


  “Long journey!” Midge groaned for our benefit. “Famous last words.”


  “A space trip,” Lathrop whispered. “Don’t get scared. Act natural.”


  “Under these conditions,” said Midge, “there’s nothing so natural as acting scared. What’s she going to do?” I had an idea she had taken us along for ballast and would drop us off when the time came, but for some reason Jay Lathrop was more hopeful. He preferred, at least, to be optimistic until he saw where the danger lay.


  “In other words,” I relayed my own interpretation to Midge, “Jay and I aren’t going to get nervous until they bump you off.”


  “Don’t. Don’t even say it for a joke,” Midge whispered.


  Lathrop talked to us in a low whisper for fear the very floors might have ears.


  “I think I know why we’ve come. She’s smelled a revolution cooking and she wants to know who the cooks are that are stirring it. It may cool down with us gone.”


  “For our good health,” said Midge, “I hope it keeps stewing.”


  I must admit there was a certain aesthetic pleasure in being here, looking out on the big universe previous to our take-off, looking down on our port where our fellow creatures were struggling. One who hasn’t experienced it can hardly appreciate the different way you suddenly feel about everything. You’ve been grubber of the soil, an industrious earthworm, up to this moment. All at once you find yourself a winged bird with the power to float in the air and study the world beneath you. Too much of this pleasure would be the undoing of a rebel. It puts so much clean distance between himself and the men down there who are getting whipped and led across to other climates.


  VIOLET SPEER came in. She was the slickest dresser you ever saw. She must have had a corner on the world’s finest jewels and most beautiful gowns. I don’t think they could have been fashioned by any of the few artisans gathered at Venus. She was a person who could walk into the room and make all conversations stop off short. I had a dreadful fear that she might be able to kill revolutions as easy as conversations. I mean, here we were, all sworn rebels, and good ones as long as we were on the ground. But up here, with her smiling at us and talking in her quick-witted manner, we could almost believe we were her long-lost friends.


  As to age, anyone’s guess is good. She was as vivacious as a sixteen-year-old, as witty and wise as a grandmother, and as quick to seize an advantage as a spoiled child. She could have easily have been, from her appearance, twenty-five or forty. The more you watched her the more you weren’t sure whether she was really beautiful, or young either. Once when she dropped the remark that this ship had been in the family one hundred and twenty years you had a weird feeling that she might, by some mysterious manner, be remembering back that long.


  She sat down beside Jay Lathrop, and as soon as she had talked with the others of us just long enough to know we were practically speechless in her presence, she turned her attentions to him.


  “If you’ll come to the windows, Mr. Lathrop,” she said, taking him by the hand, “you’ll have a splendid view of the newest meteor. It came to us out of nowhere on our last trip out.”


  “I don’t understand it at all,” said Lathrop. “How do you account for it?”


  Now they went on talking, and their backs were toward us. She was holding to Lathrop’s arm, and I couldn’t help thinking what a wonderful chance for us simply to do what was needed to be done then and there. Midge and I were carrying the small ray pistols we had once taken from guards.


  We exchanged sharp glances. Maybe it was something that Lathrop said just then that stopped us. “It would be a long fall from here.”


  “Yes,” said Miss Speer, “I’ve often thought how unfortunate it would be if anyone should accidentally shoot through this wall and it would melt away under atomic fire. The whole system of gravitational control would collapse if any chambers in the walls were damaged.”


  “It isn’t pleasant to contemplate,” Lathrop said. “Isn’t there some way that such a space ship wall could be made to resist gunfire?”


  “These modern ray-guns play no favorites, you know. But I’ll give your question my best thought, and maybe I’ll turn out an answer.”


  “Then you yourself are an inventor?” Lathrop asked. Midge and I were all ears now.


  “After a fashion,” she smiled, as if being very modest over some great talent. “I turn my attention to such little matters as inventions just for pastime. A pleasant diversion, inventing.”


  “What have you found most diverting recently?” Lathrop asked.


  With a pleased smile Violet Speer took up a pencil and notebook.


  “Let me sketch one of my curious little theories. It is related to such things as walls and atomic gunfire. Here in a line are G, the gun; M, a man; and W, a space ship wall. The idea is, in brief, that one substance that might be treated to resist an attack of gunfire would be human material.”


  “Living persons?” asked Lathrop in astonishment. At the same time Midge and I began to back away. It didn’t sound safe to be around a woman who would talk like that. There wasn’t so much as a hint of sentimentality in her voice to lift the mood of any of her icy theory talk.


  “A rather surprising theory, do you think, Mr. Lathrop?” she asked.


  “Surprising isn’t the word for it,” said Jay Lathrop. “It’s horrifying.”


  “Just as so many theories are until they get past the stage of experimentation.”


  “Have you already begun experimenting along these lines?”


  “Oh, yes, it’s an instructive way to while away one’s time on a trip to another planet.”


  “Just what form does this experimenting take?”


  “You’re sure this won’t bore you, Mr. Lathrop? Or you other gentlemen?” She turned to us, and it seemed to me she was gloating over our discomfort. Very deliberately she told us what this was all about, and we sat there trying to take it in. I began to feel all choked up.


  As she explained it, the general idea was that living tissue could be adapted to endure lots of things, such as to resist diseases, to overcome much poison. It was within the realm of possibility that, if treated with certain substances, this same remarkable human body might even learn to resist atomic fire.


  It was a weird thought, no less so when she stopped to catalogue some of the varied chemical preparations with which she and her assistants had already treated their subjects in the line of experiments.


  Finally Lathrop said, “As I understand it, then, you’ve prepared five different types of chemical solutions which you have termed A, B, C, D and E; and you have bathed a number of persons in each, after which you’ve proceeded to shoot at them with rayguns. But you haven’t told us the results.”


  “If you’re not too impatient,” said Violet Speer, “I could give you a demonstration.”


  “No, no, no, thank you,” said Lathrop.


  “On you, Mr. Jupiter? Wouldn’t you like to experience this ordeal for yourself all in the interests of science, of course?”


  “You mean I’d take a bath in acid or something, and then you’d shoot a gun at me?”


  Violet Speer gave a cruel laugh. “Mr. Jupiter seems a trifle nervous. We’ll wait until he misbehaves before we give him a first-hand demonstration of this experiment.”


  CHAPTER VII


  Over the Earth’s Skyscrapers


  WE TOOK off quietly sometime during that night, and from then on it would seem that we were in a permanent night. The sun was out there doing its best to fill the windows of one side of the ship with light, but it was a thin and sickly effort, coming through the vast sky of almost tangible darkness. With no atmosphere around us to diffuse the light, neither the sun nor the stars could do much to brighten our gloomy way.


  Our routine of days and nights and mealtimes, however, was adhered to on a basis of Earth time. You’ve doubtless followed this custom in your own space travel. It makes for desirable regularity in the details of living. At the same time it admits of flexibility, giving you such added pleasures as come from ignoring the morning alarm clock, for example, and turning over for more sleep.


  My sleep was nothing to brag about. I drifted into gloomy dreams and tossed about like a bouncing meteor. After a night of nightmares I tried to improve my day with a long nap, which turned into a series of daymares.


  That evening we gathered on the observation deck where we could watch the half-lighted meteoroids flow along with us.


  I fired an abrupt question at Violet Speer to re-open the matter of ray-gun mysteries.


  “Tell me, Miss Spear, have you succeeded in equipping any people to live against this gunfire?”


  “Unfortunately, Mr. Briff,” said Violet Speer, casting a cool wink at the two guards sitting across from us, “those subjects that have been dipped in solutions A, B, C and D and then shot at did not live to tell what happened. As to solution E—well I’m not through experimenting.”


  “Oh,” I said. I assumed from her manner that she was spinning a quick lie to taunt me.


  “Perhaps later on this voyage,” she continued, “you shall see. I always take a few extra guests along on these cruises to make sure we’ll not lack for subjects.”


  I didn’t sleep a wink that night. I did some lonely prowling around the ship—enough that the guards began to follow me. So I was forced back into my stateroom. Night and day, night and day, according to the clock, went along with very little visible change in the stellar scenery. The gradual shifting of positions among the closer planets was the all-consuming interest on the observation deck.


  Soon the Earth loomed large and we were moving down upon the wide white foamy blankets of clouds that covered great patches of continent. Like Venus, the Earth had approached as a sphere of misty white; its clear-cut features that stand out boldly on every drawingroom globe were blankets under the opaque covering of atmosphere.


  Our meteoroids were with us, and now they turned into glowing meteors. One could not be sure at what hour or elevation they first took on the soft glow of heat. The friction of passing through the light air was intensified, minute by minute. Soon our meteoric company had become a riot of light.


  NO DOUBT many people on the Earth saw the cluster of brilliant flashes, and the superstitious ones wondered whether so many falling stars did not portend a disaster. I was guessing along the same lines, and superstition had nothing to do with it.


  A few of the meteors burned out. Others stayed lighted like steady candles, and as we crossed through the long zone of night they blazed a luminous path for us. Snow-covered mountaintops reared their brightened points toward us, with shadows falling away on one side and closing in from the other.


  Sometimes a flaming meteor would jump away from our course and shoot off on a tangent of its own, ripping into the forest and burying its white-hot mass in a mountainside.


  What a terrible weapon of destruction! For a moment I could imagine how a city might suffer under such a blow. But it was a magnificent show, and I kept wishing that Ellen were with me. If I ever got back I’d tell her—


  At last! Here we were approaching a city, retarding our speed at such a rate that the sensation was almost sickening.


  High over the tops of buildings in a skyscraper city we came to a stop.


  It was not an invasion. The people of the Earth no longer thought of other planets with invasion terrors. With earth man’s first acquaintance with life from the outside, that bogey had been blasted. Rather, the earth inhabitants had come to realize that visits from the far-off lands usually carried no implication of harm.


  I knew this to be so, because I had been a student of the trends of such opinions. Indeed, it was to get further information along this line that I had originally fallen for Violet Speer’s invitation to Venus.


  As it had happened a few years ago when I myself was enticed away from the Earth, so it happened now.


  That is, the meteors served to attract much attention. As they gently swayed, floating now at a level only fifty yards or so above the tallest skyscrapers, throngs gathered in the streets below. You could see curious people pointing up at them. Would they strike the buildings? Why didn’t they fall?


  It was apparent at once to the streetfuls of crowds that this line of meteors was being controlled from the massive ship a half mile above them. In my own day of seeing this from the earth, I remember; we had marvelled at the delicacy of the controls. What wonders—to maneuver these countless tons of stone safely over the aerials and smokestacks and flagpoles! Now it was just as uncanny to us on the ship who had watched the regularity of this control straight across the heavens.


  But of all this spectacular array the most sensational item was the leading meteor. For it was not a meteor but an artificial one. Violet Speer evidently had had it made to order. Unlike the ten or twelve that followed it, still luminous with sprays of fire, this artificial meteor contained instruments within its metal shell.


  It was equipped with a television receptor which displayed to the city a huge image of Violet Speer.


  That was somewhat deceiving. It was not, as I had once thought, an actual screen enlargement of Miss Speer herself; rather, it was the televised enlargement of a delicately carved statue of her.


  It announced her coming, just as any one of the great blazing sky advertisements of the times might announce their products: with the most attractive devices possible for catching the eye. It was no mean psychology on Violet Speer’s part to employ this statue as her manner of appealing to the crowds. For what could be more attractive than such an exquisite image of herself, in the nude?


  At once the great electrically lighted boards that flashed their news items to the street crowds sent forth the message:


  “Miss Meteor has arrived from Venus. Miss Meteor, with magnetic ship and stellar display, may be seen hovering over the center of the city at this hour.”


  CHAPTER VIII


  Novairre the Wizard


  THE hours of waiting passed quickly, and before I could realize it we were again on our way to Venus.


  I had never stepped my foot off the ship. The reason was obvious, considering what a different story I might tell about Venus from the one that “Magnetic Miss Meteor” must have told.


  None of us three was allowed to talk with the reporters who came upon the ship to interview the engineers, mechanics and guards. It had again become apparent that Lathrop, Midge and I were prisoners.


  What had happened during that stop was that Violet Speer had communicated with the Earth people through the medium of loud speakers. She had paid herself some very pretty compliments. She had implied that she was being kept in power on Venus by the hearty support of her subjects there, and that she was building the happiest kingdom in the solar system. And so—what loyal men and true would go back with her to fill some of the important positions that were now available?


  “I need only men that are highly skilled. In every case they will be given positions of great responsibility; each with hundreds of workers under him.”


  This strained the credulity. It was unlikely that each of these volunteers could become the bosses of three men each, let alone a hundred. But it sounded good, and several men came aboard in the earnest hope that they were going forth for a share in Utopia.


  To five large cities we had gone. Occasionally Violet Speer had called upon some of the guards or crew to testify to her words. From five cities the new men had come up in the elevator cage to fill passenger compartments. Violet Speer had not neglected to add the very attractive lie that there were great numbers of beautiful girls among the native population of Venus, who looked forward to winning their husbands from these loads of passengers.


  The truth was that there had been some intermarrying of this sort, if the remnants of the old American colonists might be called the “native population.”


  But these marriages were rare. The hard work and severe discipline were not conducive to marriages.


  High pay, beautiful living conditions, delightful homes—with these selling points it was no wonder that there were more applicants than the ship could accommodate. And so, loaded down with men and good will, we sailed for Venus.


  On the way back something came up that scared Midget Jupiter so he couldn’t eat.


  When he managed to convey to me what had happened I was so badly jolted I couldn’t talk straight or show my face on the observation deck.


  What happened was that one of the guards came to Midge and told him I wanted to see him in a lower room, number 247. Okay, Midge said, he’d go right down.


  And so he started. Then he took a notion he’d have a look at our stateroom to make sure I hadn’t walked out and left it unlocked (which I never did, but he always thought I would). He looked in, and lo and behold, I was in it!


  “I thought you wanted to see me in 247,” he said.


  “You’ve been dreaming,” I said, “I don’t even know of such a room.”


  H E GAVE me a surprised look and then sauntered out without saying another word. As I thought this over afterward it seemed that he had behaved rather strangely. I wasn’t aware that the moment he closed the door he struck out on a one-man investigation of room 247.


  He knew at once that someone must have wanted him to step into that room. So, of all things, he swiped a brace and bit from a repair kit and edged around to a room adjacent. This turned out to be a part of the individual breakfast nooks along the rear of the dining hall. He timed his strokes to the ship’s rhythmic vibrations and quietly drilled a hole through the wall.


  Luckily he wasn’t discovered. He returned to the stateroom after one quick eyeful of what could be seen through that wall. When he told me about it I wouldn’t believe him until I went down and looked for myself.


  Then the three of us—Lathrop included—took turns looking.


  “I’ve seen them before,” Midge whispered. “They were in the last batch to come aboard.”


  “You’ll never see them again,” said Lathrop.


  Then it was my turn for a glimpse at the strange goings-on.


  What I saw was a ray-gun demonstration. Here was Violet Speer’s experiment involving human beings. Men were being led in as targets and shot down.


  One at a time these subjects were being admitted to the room. I could hear a door open and close. Then a man, inevitably looking like a drowned rat, would stray into view, usually asking the guard what this was all about.


  “They’ve been saturated with a chemical solution,” I whispered. “But it doesn’t have any effect on the gunfire.”


  The guard would wait until the subject had strayed half-way across the room. Then he would pull the trigger. There’d be an instant’s flash, like a straight bar of blue lighting. In that split second the luckless man would melt away.


  The three of us caught our varying impressions of this weird drama. A few minutes later we were back in the comparative safety of our stateroom talking it over.


  “Aside from the unspeakable horror of it,” said Lathrop, “It is an amazing thing.”


  “Amazing? How?” I asked.


  “Amazing that that little wizard scientist could stop the rays with his body.”


  Midge and Lathrop had both seen what I had missed. As we compared observations we knew that the only reason the rays didn’t eat straight through the walls of the ship was that they were caught and absorbed by the naked body of this little withered yellow man.


  “He is the scientific brains of this outfit,” said Lathrop. “I knew these inventions had someone other than Violet Speer back of them. I’ve been keeping an ear to the ground. This little man’s name is Novairre.”


  “You’ve seen him, Briff,” said Midge to me. “Between their descriptions of this little wizard who would promenade the observation deck in a snappy pinstriped suit. They spoke of him as having a highly intelligent look.”


  “The look of a fiend, if you ask me,” I said. Which was our common feeling, now that we had seen him at work. He and a couple of guards had run the whole show. The gun victims were the few new volunteers from the Earth who, once aboard, had shown signs of being hard to manage. Their uncooperative tendencies were evidently taken by Violet Speer to be sufficient cause for ridding herself of them. Some of them, I confess, were pretty hard lots—escaped convicts, Lathrop said. But you never know: a good revolution can sometimes make heroes of persons who have, for one reason or another, fallen into an unfortunate relationship with the law.


  At any rate these men were being brought in one at a time and melted to nothing by the blast of the atomic pistols, and the very blue blast that turned them into thin air would spray harmlessly against the chest of this fiendish little Novairre just back of them. And he never suffered in the slightest.


  Among the three of us we had seen six men lose their lives. That was enough to scare us into a sickness and a panic. Midge and I stuck tight to our stateroom.


  MEANWHILE it was difficult managing for Jay Lathrop, for the reports he brought back to us after a visit with Violet Speer were that she was encouraging him to fall in love with her. In fact, she was spiking her advances with little implied threats that he might lose a couple of friends if he didn’t show more inclination to be sociable.


  “And so I’ve spent the last two hours reading poetry—nice, peaceful love songs and all sorts of refined sentiments—to this magnetic murderess. What a mess we’re in . . . If I ever get back to the rest of the poor devils she’s hounding, I’ll never waste another minute on anything but revolution.”


  Thus spoke the most determined friend I ever knew. And Midge and I were back of him a hundred percent.


  But there were several obstacles, long and short. One of them might take a year to overcome. Another might knock at our door at any moment and turn all our plans to naught.


  There were going to be three thousand of us now instead of two. Lathrop was weighed down by that.


  This new thousand (minus the six or more who would never be accounted for) would be slow to awaken to the need for a revolution. They were coming into the situation blind. That was sure to hamstring us and present any immediate revolutionary play.


  “What a bunch of innocents,” Lathrop groaned. “I’ve tried to talk with some of them, but they think I’m a crank. They’ll have to see things for themselves. It may take years to swing them into line. At present they can’t be organized to listen to our stories, for they’re a scattered bunch of ambitious individuals, not a social group.”


  This was true. They were competitors for the big jobs they thought were waiting. At present they were completely in sympathy with Miss Violet Speer, so they were unlikely to believe that such an attractive woman, showing them her most charming hospitality, could possibly be anything less than a beautiful character.


  “It will take time,” said Jay Lathrop. Then came heavy footsteps and a loud knock at our stateroom door. The voice of a guard called, “One hour until we arrive at Venus. Get your things in order.”


  “We’ll be ready,” Lathrop called back. “It will take a few minutes.”


  “Are the other two men with you?”


  “They’re here,” said Lathrop.


  “They were supposed to report to room 247. Why haven’t they done so?” The words sounded like a death sentence. Neither Midge nor I could utter a syllable.


  “Why haven’t they reported?” the voice barked.


  “They must have missed the order,” Lathrop. “I’ll tell them—”


  “Open up!” the guard shouted. “I’ll conduct them down myself to be sure they get there. Open up!”


  Lathrop opened the door. Not one but four guards in their gaudy red and silver uniforms. They glared in at us with faces as hard as marble.


  “This way, you two! Make it snappy!”


  CHAPTER IX


  A Race from Ray Blasts


  WE CAME to our feet and advanced across the room.


  I wondered, in that brief second, whether the mean-looking ray-guns in the guards’ hands might also contain attachments for shooting old-fashioned steel bullets. I wondered whether they knew that all three of us had guns of our own.


  But no—that was our little surprise, and Jay had the honor of springing it.


  “Come in here, you devils!” Lathrop snapped. His gun was on them.


  For the first time I saw expressions other than insolence in these guards’ faces. Talk about surprise. These uniformed bozos were turned ice-cold in their tracks.


  “You don’t—you don’t dare shoot!” the spokesman of the lot stammered. “The ship can’t take it!”


  “That’s why we’re got you,” Lathrop said, and the way he clipped his words they knew he meant business. “We don’t give a damn about the ship!”


  We were with him, whatever he meant to do. Our guns were ready. And unless these guards had the means to fill us with lead, we could run this bluff just as far as they. Anyhow we thought we could.


  The biggest of the guards, who had done most of the talking, began to curse.


  “Shut up!” said Lathrop, brandishing his gun.


  The four guards began to mumble and whimper, and then they came toward us, and it looked as if our bluff was done.


  “Shall I shoot ’em?” Midge yelled.


  Before Lathrop could give a cue one way or the other our telephone rang. That froze both sides of us momentarily.


  As if I wasn’t already frozen from fear. The thought of a ray-gun battle while we were still out in space was a contemplation of suicide, nothing else. The air within this enclosed shell would leak away in a hurry at the rate we were roaring through space. As for our magnetic properties that carried our meteoroids along, it was anyone’s guess how they might be affected if the walls were blasted through.


  The phone rang a second time, and Lathrop made the big guard answer it.


  “It’s Novairre, the scientist,” said the guard, holding his hand over the mouthpiece. “He wants to know what about these two men.”


  “Tell him they’re on their way down.”


  The guard obeyed and hung up. Instantly the phone rang again.


  “It’s Violet Speer,” said the guard.


  “What does she want?” said Lathrop.


  “You,” said the guard. “You’re to meet her on the observation deck to watch the landing at Venus.”


  “Tell her she can wait for me,” said Lathrop. But the guard hung up.


  “She wants you now. She’s sending a five-guard escort.”


  “So she doesn’t trust me!”


  “You said it!” the guard said. He suddenly opened up, and his three companions smirked knowingly at what he had to say. “She’s got your number, smart boy. She knows you’re heading up a revolution. You’ve already started to work on these new passengers.” Another guard helped him pour it on. “You won’t get far, buddy. She’s got you trapped.”


  And a third put in, “Got any last words, mister? You’ll never get home alive.”


  “In that case—” Lathrop advanced a step with his gun. “Get out of those uniforms. Get out or I’ll shoot.”


  “The hell with you,” said the big guard. “You don’t dare—”


  LATHROP pulled the trigger. The bolt of magic blue lightning went out straight and hard, and in that split second one of the four guards vanished. He was gone, from his last evil breath to his very shoestrings.


  But that wasn’t all that was gone. A chunk of stateroom wall was missing. A section of utility pipes was out. And beyond them more walls blasted. A straight oval tunnel had been cut instantly, clean through the ship.


  The daring deed was done, and for a moment the three remaining guards and the three of us were the only ones on board who knew the meaning of that weird whistling sound that began to echo through the ship.


  That was the sound of the ship’s air supply being dissipated!


  There were well over a thousand persons on board, and each of them would have a goodly amount of breathing to do in the next forty-five minutes. And right now the air was sucking away so fast that in one quick glance I saw a pack of papers, a folding table and two chairs dart into the open tunnel and shoot out into the void.


  All of which happened in hardly more than three or four seconds from the time that Jay Lathrop fired the shot.


  Two more shots were fired. Whether they removed anyone from another deck I wouldn’t know. I was too busy swinging my fists. The three guards had rushed us. Somebody knocked my gun out of aim just as I pulled the trigger and I had a quick vision of a new tunnel overhead that cut through toward a sickly amber sun in a very black sky.


  My fists collided with a jaw and a guard went down. He grabbed the open wall as if bracing himself against a suction. I thought he was out of the picture, then, and I went to Midge’s rescue.


  But suddenly the fallen guard was coming up at me, and there was a raygun in his hands. I was sure it was all over with me then. He kept his distance. I backed away, hands aloft. He had me cut off from the others.


  The last I saw of them they were holding their own in a tooth-and-nail fight. But I was beyond help. The guard ordered me through the door and down the corridor. There was no reason why he shouldn’t shoot me outright. One hole more or less through the hull of the ship couldn’t make much difference now.


  But here it was again—the amazing sense of duty that these guards held toward their superiors. Orders were for me to go into the experimental slaughter-house in room 247, and this guard was going to see that I got there.


  That’s all I wanted to know. I’d go there—but fast. Beginning with the next corner I rounded. Measured step until then. Perfect obedience. Not a sign of any false intentions. Wasn’t I simply a captive with no knowledge of my fate?


  The next corner—ten steps ahead. The scream of escaping air was growing louder. Now an alarm was ringing through the ship. Pandemonium—


  The corner! I flew—two steps and a bound, I was through a door. It slammed behind me like an explosion.


  I thought it would be blasted open, then, with ray-gun fire. But I never stopped to see. I raced ahead through the dark room, crashing against tables and glass tubes. My hands reached out in a vain effort to find something that would offer a hiding place. Still the door did not open. A cool metal wall was before me, its sweating moisture against my groping hands. The top was within reach. If I could climb over swiftly this might be the answer.


  I swung myself over.


  Splash! Down I went into a tank of water! Or was it oil? At any rate I was hidden for the moment. And it was a good thing, for just then the doors began opening—three or four of them from various sides of the room.


  I heard a rush of footsteps, a shouting of orders. From the talk there must have been some individual oxygen tanks stored in this room. Above the clamor from other parts of the ship I could hear the wheels of a small truck rolling out of the room, which meant that a supply of oxygen was on its way to some anxious consumers.


  For my own part I was breathing easily again and I liked the patch of ceiling above me too well to desire a change of scenery.


  CHAPTER X


  Kandaroff on Trial


  THE change came, however, in a very few minutes. The sounds of signals told me that the ship had come to a stop at its old port of Venus, safe if not quite sound.


  It remained only for me to find Midge and Lathrop and get ourselves down to the ground a half mile below in the most comfortable way possible.


  Midge I found within the next hour. He was amazed to find me alive, and observed that I resembled a soaked rat. Together we dodged guards for the next three hours looking for Lathrop.


  He wasn’t to be found. We decided he must have gotten down to the surface somehow. We refused to believe that a ray-gun had claimed him. From all evidences, the obedient guards must have had orders not to shoot inside the ship.


  Our feet were on the solid ground of Venus again, and there they were destined to stay until the next year. Somewhere Ellen was waiting to greet me, and I could hardly wait to tell her all that had happened.


  A year before a revolution could be launched, now that these new men had come?


  A full year, Lathrop had said, would be required. We who were to take over the reins of leadership remembered his words.


  And so a year was allowed to pass, after our return, before our hopes rose and we began to lay out our scheme for this action.


  A year made a wonderful and terrifying difference. Over half of these newcomers were gone. They had just not been able to stand up under Magnetic Miss Meteor’s slave-driving system.


  Many had gone up the mountains for a change of climate. Always one victim at a time, so that there was little chance for any widespread violence.


  Now it was known throughout this workers’ realm what it meant to go over the mountain. Other spies, like ourselves, had followed to see the tragedy for themselves. In more than one case it was the guards who did not come back. As a result, that old stormy warhorse, Kandaroff, was now in the company of fifty of the most savage of rebels; those who, like himself, had escaped the jaws of death. But Kandaroff was no longer spending all his time in solitude. He now had four or five “underground” posts within the main settlement, and here he would meet the various leaders of the revolutionary party.


  In short, in the year, earth time, Kandaroff had risen to a position of prophet and a moving spirit. You could feel the fires of hatred when his eyes looked at you. You could study his deep-lined face and feel the agonies of the whip. He had been through death; he had come back from it determined to deliver us.


  THE ship that hovered over us again was as good as new, according to the rumors. And its tyrannical mistress was as determined as ever to enslave us, or kill us if we would not bend to the yoke.


  Once she sent Novairre down by the half-mile elevator to spy on us. He came on the pretense of studying the meteoroids which hung over our heads like a death sentence.


  Novairre did not stay long. From a distance he commanded a certain respect because of his scientific knowledge. Rumors of his genius would float down to us from time to time. But when he showed his face along the streets within view of the sweating, toiling workmen, his look of dire evil aroused an unrest that foreboded murder.


  Once Novairre inquired the source of certain Ions of fresh earth with which a ravine was being filled. He was openly defied. If Violet Speer wanted to know where that dirt came from, let her come down and inquire—if she dared.


  Novairre returned to his sky laboratories. In his place came Wilhelm Hegoland, the lawyer.


  Hegoland was a big, blustery citizen and in the numerous years that he had been a part of Violet’s society he had been her most outspoken champion. Now it came to Hegoland that these mysterious meetings among the workers could be stopped He set a trap for Kandaroff and caught him.


  “A public trial for Kandaroff!” came the amplified announcement from the space ship hour after hour. “Kandaroff will die; but not until he has revealed who saved his life and murdered the guards.”


  And so the settlement stopped work and gathered in the vast space clearing beneath the lines of meteoroids. They hung oppressively low. Everyone knew they could drop without warning. In the very first of them, the artificial one, was the enormous image of Violet Speer—not the statue, but the heartless reality. She was sitting on her throne on the observation deck. But to all of us assembled she seemed immediately before us as she judged the trial.


  “Kandaroff, who saved your life? Speak up!” Wilhelm Hegoland barked. He and the others stood stiffly in their black boots and red uniforms, the silver belts and epaulettes glistening. Poor old Kandaroff was a shabby creature in contrast. There was deep sadness in his eyes. Before he spoke I was sure that he would never give us away. But it was a pitiful thing to realize what he would do—simply give himself away to save our hope of freedom.


  “I was not rescued by any man,” he said slowly.


  “A woman, then.”


  “What rescued me was no human being,” he said.


  “Explain yourself,” Hegoland snapped.


  “I was rescued by the native animals of this planet, the rajlouts.”


  “You lie. How could a rajlout rescue you?”


  “Have you seen the big ones?” Kandaroff asked “The ones from across the third mountain range, creatures of mighty stature who have the feet of humans?”


  This brought a murmur of wonderment from all listeners, and a thrill of gratefulness from those of us who knew he was lying. Even the expression on the magnified face of Violet Speer took on a look of bafflement.


  “You lie,” said Hegoland steadily. “No man has ever been over the third range. The original colonists here found that the second range was an impassable barrier.”


  “You will find larger rajlouts beyond the third range,” said Kandaroff stubbornly. “They have great feet and legs like men, and the time will come when they will make trouble for this space port.”


  “How so?”


  “They will release impounded waters that will flood this flat land.”


  “What basis have you for these outlandish statements?”


  “I have talked with them.”


  “Impossible! Even if they had a language you couldn’t know it. You’re one with the rest of these workers from the Earth who got hooked into coming here. Aren’t you? Speak up!”


  “You’re wrong I was here.”


  “So—you’re a descendant of the colonists. So much the worse for you, breaking into the peace of our new society. But that lie doesn’t go. You can’t show me any early colonist that claims to talk with rajlouts.”


  “I did not give you my full pedigree,” said Kandaroff defiantly.


  THE lawyer ignored this remark.


  He followed what he thought was his advantage, angling for a demonstration.


  “Rajlout language! Very well, I’ll call before the court a few of these early colonists and see whether any of them can talk it, like you claim you can.”


  Ellen Kenzie was standing beside me, and this suggestion caused her to tremble. These lies of Kandaroff had been an easy evasion at first, but now they threatened to get us into deep water. Suppose Hegoland should decide to call a number of these poor, ignorant citizens into this inquisition. Suppose he should reveal what they thought and felt about Violet Speer’s rule. Our revolution would be lost again, perhaps permanently. Our extra arm, the remaining colonists, might be sliced off and used as a club against us.


  “Can you name two dozen native colonists who can speak a language understood by the swamp monsters?” There was brutal determination in Hegoland’s voice as he cracked the whip of legal prosecude.


  “My people knew the language,” said Kandaroff calmly, “but you would not understand my ancestry.”


  The lawyer turned to the guards. “Go into the crowds or out to the hinterlands and get me the first two dozen sons and daughters of colonists that you can find.”


  CHAPTER XI


  The Lid’s Off!


  “THEY’LL get me!” Ellen whispered. “Don’t let them!”


  “Keep close behind me,” I said. Those of the crowd near us understood and they tightened the ranks around the two of us to keep Ellen hidden.


  Then Hegoland was shouting something at Kandaroff that made every one stop and listen, and the guards stopped their search just as one of them was breaking into our tight cluster with his eyes on Ellen.


  “What’s that?” Hegoland was shouting. “What about your pedigree? You say you’re a half breed?”


  “I am!” Kandaroff shouted, with the surprising power of a lie of desperation. Or was it a lie of desperation?


  “I am only half early colonist. The other half is from an earlier stock—not men!”


  “Then what, if not men?”


  “The half-human breed of rajlouts that held this planet before any man ever came. The traditions are still in my veins. My blood is green, the same as the larger, half-human rajlouts. We owned this planet. And I, the last of them, still own it!”


  It was at once the noblest and most daring lie I had ever heard; it made Hegoland gasp with rage and utter confusion. Then instantly he whipped out a knife and said. “We’ll see whether you’re lying. We’ll see if your blood is green.”


  “I’ll prove it,” said Kandaroff, and he held forth his wrist.


  But as the knife came down toward it, Kandaroff’s steel fingers came up with a vise grip. The knife changed hands in a flash. The crowd gasped. Instantly the blade swung with the swift fire of fury, all of Kandaroff’s power back of it. It plunged square into Hegoland’s throat. Then Kandaroff ran.


  THE guards tried to burst out of the crowd. A squad of eight or ten had stood by when the others had entered the crowd looking for colonists. This free squad swung up with their guns at Kandaroff.


  Nothing could stop them. They melted the old man out of existence quicker than it can be told. But Kandaroff’s work was done.


  Not one of those eight guards lived to boast their deed. Other guns were in play by this time. Those guns from the guards in the crowd had suddenly changed hands. All at once the lid was off. The riot was on, and it was anyone’s guess who might get killed.


  I myself had the pleasure off turning a stream of deadly fire on three of the red uniforms. Midge Jupiter was there to take his toll. If only Jay Lathrop could have been with us!


  Then a whoosh of breeze against our hair told us that the real power was in action. The great weapon of Violet Speer herself: the hanging meteoroids! Into action they went.


  We fled in a hundred directions. They swung their deadly weight like pendulum’s. One of them, touching its curved surface to the ground, swung free of the magnetic power and rambled off straight down the line. Three workers and a gang of boys were rolled under. It crashed on across one of the low buildings a quarter mile beyond.


  “The trenches!” someone cried out. All at once everybody was crying, “The trenches! Take to the trenches!”


  For beneath this great floor the workers had cut tunnels in anticipation of a time when these great death balls might come swinging down at them. Novairre might well have wondered where the heaps of freshly dug dirt had come from.


  In this construction only a thin surface remained as the ceiling of each tunnel—the floor of the space port plane.


  Now, as the second of the meteoroids bounded down at us with a terrific impact, I saw neat rows of these ceilings fall through. The trenches broke into being before our eyes like the work of a well-planned earthquake, their crusted-over surfaces clattering down like thin ice.


  I was holding Ellen’s hand and we raced for the nearest trench, then dodged back to take another, for a great rolling object, the third to strike, was cutting off our path. Almost over us! Its flying debris struck my arm, and the snap against my fingers was like something electric.


  We joined the stampede to our right. As we approached the next trench, the dust of another rolling monster was blowing in our faces. I caught Ellen by the waist and swung her down into the ditch, tumbling in after her just as the great crunching ball swept over us. We came up out of the heap, then, and I brushed the chunks of earth from Ellen’s hair as we ran down the trench.


  Then we were safe. From here we could watch the ire in the face of Violet Speer as she contemplated her troubles. Her soldiers were in for a fight.


  DOWN came the great elevator cage filled with more starchy red and silver guards. Our guns held off until they swished to the ground. When they streamed out of the door, we gave them fire. The straight blue bars of lightning melted everything in their paths. A few of the guards found their way to the trenches, but most of them vanished.


  Up went the cage. We knew that the powers in the ship overhead were caught for a strategy. It gave us a moment for our own to form. Then here came another cage load, forty or more of them, leaning over the sides pouring their fire at our trenches.


  That was a costly deal for us. Our heavy sacrifices had only begun. It appeared that these forty or so would not be unloaded, but would be allowed to swing over one trench after another.


  Here came the cage and the luminous blue gun streams. I yelled at Midge to watch Ellen, for I was going to jump. But he was ahead of me, catching the side of the elevator cage as it swung like a cray pendulum close along the surface. Up it went, a foot off the ground, just as he caught onto it. A cable swung in my direction and I grabbed it. Ellen screamed and tried to pull me back.


  “No! No! No!” I heard her cry.


  I wouldn’t get far unless the gods of luck were with me. I saw one of the guns aim at me. But someone bobbed up beyond me with a stream of fire that cut the gunman through the head and shoulders.


  The pendulum, a moment at rest, began to swing back from the change of course of the great ship overhead. It was then I discovered that Ellen had come up off the ground with me. She was clutching my ankle, swinging in mid air, and we were going up—up—


  She dared not let go now, but it would take a superhuman grip to hold. Suddenly she slipped off, and I had visions of her falling into the ruins of the old government building. The sharp-pointed stones jutted upward only a few yards beneath the path of her fall. How it all happened so quickly I’ll never know. But Midge, bless his heart, somehow kicked one of the dangling loops of the elevator cable. It whipped out to her and she hooked an arm over it.


  In three quick hand-over-hand strokes I was into the car with Midge. Together we tugged at the looped cable. Swiftly, steadily, Ellen came up. Her sun-browned arm caught over the edge of the floor. I caught her wrist and flung an arm to her waist. And then she was with us, safe in the cage. Yes, safe, temporarily. Some of our sharpshooter friends in the trenches had cleared the way for us. The unfriendly arms and heads that had shown themselves above the cage wall were gone. The armless, decapitated bodies which now lay on the cage floor were as harmless as the red and silver uniforms that adorned them.


  “Quick! Get under the red coats!” I yelled.


  We tore off some garments and covered ourselves with them. And then we prayed to the gods of luck again—prayed that the observers from the big ship above us wouldn’t know that they had taken on a trio of revolutionists.


  CHAPTER XII


  Exit Violet


  SOME of the cables that supported us had been cut through from the ray blasts. Now another gave way and we were tipped to one side of the cage. We were going up fast. The engineer was determined to draw the cage in before he lost it completely.


  Hastily we took what guns we could use. We were well supplied by the time we reached the top of the ascent. The blackness of the doorway closed around us.


  A group of guards waited to get in. They wasted hardly a glance on us. The engineer was shouting at them. “You’ll have to wait till I get the elevator fixed. You can’t go down there.”


  “We had our orders from the boss,” one of the guards retorted. “Send us down.”


  “Let the boss give her orders to me,” the engineer retorted.


  The look in that engineer’s eye was good to see. Any quarrel among the high moguls, I figured, was a boost for us. We waited, unnoticed, to catch the lay of the land. Plainly this engineer had been fed up with being run around in circles by the scientific wizard, Novairre.


  “Let Violet give me her orders,” he repeated. “Otherwise the elevator stays right where she is.”


  At that moment Violet appeared. She was in a bad mood, but there was nothing she wanted so much as cooperation from her guards and crew. “What’s the matter here?”


  “I’m running this ship for you,” the engineer said. “I’ll do anything for you. But I’ve had my fill of taking hard-boiled orders from that scientific demon.”


  “I see.” Violet Speer looked worried. “Remember, Novairre was the one that devised all these things. He was the one that formulated the different chemical solutions—”


  “Most of which didn’t work. Your guards are being killed off like flies.”


  “Because they are loyal,” said Violet Speer. “Without solution D, they’d be deserting. Look at them now pour into the fray.”


  “What about these that came back up?” asked the engineer, giving his head a toss in our direction.


  Violet Speer’s amazed stare was on us, a stare that quickly changed to a murderous glare.


  All right, my time had come. At least I’d go down fighting. Furthermore, before I got rubbed out there was a question I wanted answered. What had happened to Jay Lathrop? I knew he was either dead or a prisoner here in the ship all these months past. If he was here, I was damned sure he hadn’t stayed from choice. But I wanted it from Violet Speer’s own lips.


  “It’s you,” she said, as if the discovery amused her. “So you’ve come back to—”


  “To straighten accounts,” I snapped. “Where is he? What did you do with him?”


  MY TWO ray-guns, together with Midge’s and Ellen’s, argued for a quick answer, no fooling. The guards fell back in a huddle. The engineer’s eyes grew wide with dismay. He didn’t like to see his beloved boss threatened.


  “Bring him out,” I repeated. “One false move and I’ll blast you and your damned ship into smithereens. Keep the engineer covered, Midge.”


  “I’ve got him covered,” said Midge, “but he keeps coming.”


  “If you turn that blast on me,” said the engineer, “you’ll lose the only knowledge in existence on how to-maneuver this ship. That damned Novairre don’t know what I know. Your first trip through the skies will bring meteoroids crashing into the hull—”


  “To the devil with the ship!” Midge cried. “Give us Jay Lathrop or we’ll blast the whole business to hell!”


  Violet Speer reached for her gun. I let her have it. It’most killed me to shoot at a woman! Magnetic Miss Meteor, whose visits had electrified the Earth. I shot her—and I thought I saw, if I did not actually see, the horror in the eyes of my beloved Ellen that I would do such a thing. The engineer was lunging at me, but that didn’t stop me. I shot at Violet Speer. The blue death blasted the clothes from her statuesque body, blasted the flesh from her frame—and then—then there was still a living creature that would not melt away I


  It was Violet Speer transformed—Violet Speer no longer feminine! It was Novairre himself!


  “You can’t kill me!” The little wicked yellow face was grinning defiance at death. “I’ve protected myself against this moment.”


  As well as I knew my own name I knew that what he said was true. We had seen him stand against the rays just as he stood now. By some further scientific magic he had concealed his evil self within the likeness of a beautiful woman from time to time through these years of his growing power. Violet Speer—Magnetic Miss Meteor—lie stood revealed before up now.


  Midge’s life, Ellen’s and my own were in the balance. My brazen attack had been foiled, and now a guard—one who stood in a paralysis of amazement, allowed Novairre to seize his ray gun. In that split second the blue death came at me in a sure, straight blast.


  My last thought! A hideous realization that I was leaving Ellen in the hands of this beast. My last thought . . .


  But was death from a ray-gun not instantaneous? Or could it be that my mind went on thinking even as the rays splashed against my chest? I was not dying! Every scrap of clothing disappeared from my shoulders and chest, and still I did not melt away.


  At that moment the engineer, once faithful follower of Violet, unleashed his pent-up hatreds. He plunged forward with all his power and caught the wizard of science by the throat.


  “You’ve played your last trick, Novairre! You’ve whipsawed me and trapped me between hate and love—love for something that didn’t exist: Violet Speer! The ageless, deathless spirit! Deathless? We’ll see!”


  “No! No!” Novairre cried. “We can work together—”


  “Together? You’ve had your chance to show me all about that. If you’ve got any solution to save you from choking to death, now’s the time!”


  Crunch! The outcries of Novairre changed to a low, horrible croaking. That went on, and for some astonishing reason the guards stood by unmoved. They were saturated with a solution of loyalty—a loyalty that was meant for the voice and form of Violet Speer, not the masculine self within.


  Novairre fell lifeless to the floor.


  We stood back wondering what the engineer would do next. Were we friend or foe?


  HE TURNED to us slowly and wept as he spoke. “For all these years I’ve believed Violet Speer’s cruelties were forced upon her by Novairre. She led me on. I saturated myself with the solutions of loyalty—just as you guards did—and now—”


  “Now you’ve won the revolution for us,” came the quiet voice of Jay Lathrop, coming in past the silent guards. “You and these friends of mine who dared to come up.”


  Some of the guards, looking down at the trenches, weren’t so sure.


  “They’re still fighting down there, sir,” one of them said, and the respect with which he addressed Jay Lathrop was notable. “You see, sir, our companions don’t know that she’s gone—I mean he—”


  Another guard suggested, “Can’t you use the television screen, sir, and tell them?”


  These were telltale words. The revolution had been going on all the time up here. I should have known it. Jay Lathrop was the natural leader, the kind that earns loyalty by his fairness. How he had escaped the treacheries of Novairre we might never know. But here he was, very much alive and very much needed.


  Lathrop called down through the amplifier and gave forth with powerful words that terminated all the conflict. That for which the people were fighting was already won! Coming from Jay Lathrop, echoing the unforgotten battlecry of old man Kandaroff, these good tidings jolted the Venus settlement with something more powerful than falling meteors.


  Meanwhile, Ellen recalled that her people had an old legend about a leader named Hitler whose evil heart led him to make depredations upon civilization. “The legend ended,” said Ellen, “in an awful tragedy for him.”


  “Did they finally choke him?” the engineer asked.


  “The whole world moved in upon him and choked the life out of him and his followers.”


  Far down below us the fighting had ceased. Man’s eternal ideas of freedom and good will and fair play were to be restored for this planet’s coming civilization.


  Ellen turned to me, and so did Lathrop. They wanted an explanation. “How was it you escaped death from the atomic gun?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t understand it—unless it was from that time a guard chased me here on the ship, and I tumbled into a vat of liquid.”


  “Solution E!” said Midge. “I wonder if there’s any left. I could use a bath myself. . . . But on second thought, skip it. I might get the wrong bath and turn into a violet.”


  THE END


  JUKE BOX ASTEROID


  Joseph Farrell


  Held Prisoner by Swing-Happy Space Creatures, Steve Burgess Finds There’s Plenty of Hep in a Twentieth Century Music Box Jive!


  STEVE BURGESS gazed thoughtfully through the telescope in the nose of the little space freighter, studying the coffin-shaped asteroid a few miles away. He turned from the instrument as the other half of the two-man crew came in from amidships.


  “Take a look, Pat,” he advised. “Then get a pencil and paper and figure out the value in dollars of that chunk of iron.”


  Pat Kelley put an eye to the lens. The rocket-tender wore the greasy clothes of his profession, but with an added personal touch. Among spacemen, he was famous for the brilliant red suspenders he always wore, and which he snapped proudly as he spoke.


  “Looks like pure iron,” he admitted. “But forget it. It would take capital—with capital letters—to haul that back to Earth. And don’t forget we got a cargo, and a penalty job, at that.”


  “We’re three days ahead of schedule,” Burgess insisted. “Let’s look it over. Maybe we can figure something easy.”


  Kelley grunted.


  “Our chances of getting back to Earth with that iron aren’t worth a plugged Martian nickel. In Met—” He produced a coin. “I’ll give you mine right now. Catch!”


  Grinning, Burgess plucked the coin from the air. He glanced at it, saw that it was indeed a plugged Martian nickel. He shoved it absently into his pocket.


  “Let’s go down anyway,” he suggested. “Lower the landing mats.”


  As they descended, he looked over the rough surfaced asteroid, his eyes bright with thought. They should be able to figure a way to haul this back to Earth, short of using a fleet of tugs. The giant modern steel mills were ever hungry for more iron, and he and Kelley had found a fortune. If they could transport it to market.


  He thought briefly of the cargo in the freighter’s hold. Eight miles of telephone cable, bound for the research station on Ganymede. They were hauling it on a government penalty contract, but had time to spare.


  The vessel settled smoothly on its caterpillar landing mat. A few minutes later the. two men were standing in space suits on the black surface. Burgess kicked at a small outcropping and picked up a loosened piece of metal.


  “Sure enough—it’s just about pure iron. Pat, I thought I saw something over to the left as we came in. Let’s walk over and find out.”


  They moved leisurely, confirming as they went that the ground beneath them was still of high-grade iron. Burgess tried vaguely to imagine a reason. Was this a natural freak? Or was it a cast-off of some ancient race of incredible giants?


  “We ain’t the first ones here,” said Kelley.


  Burgess looked disgustedly at the slender, tapering structure ahead. It was this building he had seen from space—obviously a power station, and of Venusian origin, at that. Silhouetted against the black of space, it vibrated visibly, throbbing with atomic life. There was power there. More than enough power for a small city.


  “Score another for the Venusians,” Burgess shrugged. “They’ve beat us to it Let’s get back to the job, Pat.”


  They trudged back to their freighter. But as they neared the vessel, they stopped to stare upward, where a blaze of something brighter than the stars lighted the sky. Rocket blasts. Their trained eyes identified the ship.


  “Venusian,” said Kelley.


  The Venusian vessel plunged to a landing alongside their own. The two men waited, and watched the crew of Venusians pour from the larger ship. It was the usual mixture of dwarfed natives and their leaders, the arrogant human colonists who ruled Venus.


  The Venusians, like themselves, were heavily space-suited—native and human alike. But from the ship came a half dozen creatures who leaped joyfully over the airless surface without clothing of any kind.


  “Asterites,” said Burgess, in surprise. “What are they doing riding around in a spaceship?”


  ONE of the Venusians, who appeared to be the leader, answered.


  “These are our friends,” he explained, via helmet radio. “You terrestrials exploit these people. Before your coming, they lived in peace and plenty in the countless worlds of the belt. We of Venus will befriend them!”


  There was a twinkle in the man’s eye that showed what he thought of the Asterites. Burgess grunted and started to spit, then remembered he was encased in a space suit.


  “Keep those wretched things away from me,” he ordered. “I don’t like them. Well, we must be going. Goodbye—”


  He stopped, staring into the weapons that had appeared suddenly in the hands of the Venusians.


  “What’s this—piracy?” he demanded. “You can’t—”


  “Nothing like that!” The Venusian looked hurt “We’re merely protecting our rights. We found this valuable asteroid, and we’re going back for equipment to move it. To avoid competition, we’ll see that you stay right here. Lucky we saw you just as we were leaving.”


  “We’ve no designs on your property,” said Burgess. “And we have a job to do. A penalty contract, Put away those guns and let us out of here.”


  The Venusian motioned to several of his natives, and they started to open the airlock of the freighter.


  “In space,” he said, “it’s dog-eat-dog. If we’re interfering with your job, that’s your tough luck.”


  Burgess watched helplessly as the Venusians marched into his ship. He glowered at the guns held by their captors, and at the happy Asterites, who were leaping happily about the surface of the tiny planet, evidently overjoyed to be back in their natural habitat.


  They were puffy, boneless creatures, all muscles and powerful tendons that were designed to make mighty leaps to escape the gravity of a small asteroid. None were ever found on the larger bodies of the belt; they were space-going nomads who moved constantly from one planetoid to another.


  The sun and the comets were their gods, and to an emperor in a remote hollow asteroid they paid vague allegiance. In the few centuries since the first space ship had reached the asteroid belt, they had become a race of clowns, aping the habits and manners of spacemen. Human ways and words were common all along the billion-mile periphery of their world.


  Burgess grimaced, with a spaceman’s natural dislike of the creatures. He knew the Venusians felt the same way. They were using the Asterites only for convenience.


  The Venusians were coming from the freighter. One of them, a native, reported.


  “We are remove engine parrt, sirr,” he trilled. “Ship will not move.”


  “Excellent,” said the Venusian leader. He beckoned to one of the Asterites. “N’ser,” he called.


  The Asterites bounded toward them. The Venusian saluted soberly, and N’ser responded, using a fingerless appendage that normally was employed in locomotion.


  “N’ser,” said the Venusian, “we go now, as planned. While we are gone, you will watch these two Earthmen. See that they do not leave.”


  He motioned for his men to re-enter the space ship. The last one in, he waved mockingly at the two men.


  “Have a nice time,” he called back.


  Burgess watched with a sour expression as the Venusian vessel took off and disappeared into space. He inspected the Asterites who surrounded him and found nothing to make him feel any better. The one known as N’ser pointed toward one end of the bar-shaped asteroid.


  “Go!” he commanded.


  Burgess growled into his faceplate. He and Kelley started marching, still encircled by the waddling. N’ser and his crew.


  “This is kidnapping,” he said angrily. “And to be held by animals like this—”


  “Keep your chin dry,” Kelley advised. “It is ironic, though, isn’t it? Hey, look!”


  Burgess looked. They were nearing the end of the asteroid. The Venusians had built a small glass-domed building presumably containing air. As they came closer, they saw that several more Asterites were inside, engaged in startling activities. He heard Kelley’s amazed voice:


  “Are the critters mad?”


  As N’ser motioned them nearer to the enclosure, Burgess decided that the “critters” must be mad. They were leaping and twisting and flipping in convulsive ecstacy. He saw one Asterite twirling another like a wrestler performing an aeroplane spin. Another couple were violating the law of centrifugal force. Still others were happily engaged in proving that what goes up need not come down; and all were flouting the law of gravity.


  THAT was the clue Burgess needed. “They’re dancing!” he exclaimed. “These beings imitate humans! They’ve learned some ancient tribal dances of Earth, no doubt, and modified them to the slight gravity of the asteroid belt. Wonder what they use for music?”


  A few minutes later he found out. They were brought into the dome through an airlock. In a corner near the entrance was a glittering metal-and-plastic box, taller than a man and provided with garish decorations and slowly revolving soft lights, as well as an imposing control board with many push buttons. From this instrument blared a weird melody.


  The two men regarded this mysterious machine in wonder.


  “Is juky box,” N’ser explained. “Gift from Venus man. He give us much nickel, much jive in can. Put it in nickel, push him button, he make music!”


  And the Asterite, quivering to the rhythm of a battery of clarinets, started feeding nickels to the machine.


  “A juke box!” Burgess repeated. He nodded in understanding. “I’ve seen them in the Smithsonian. They were used in—the Twentieth Century, I believe.”


  He noted the label beside one of the buttons: JIVE PATHETIQUE, by HANK’S HEP CATS.


  “Back in Tschaikowsky’s time, I’d say.”


  The Asterites were crowded expectantly around them.


  “We search,” said N’ser. “You remove it clothes.”


  Burgess started to explode, then shrugged carelessly. He started removing his space suit. While the Asterites searched each item of. clothing as he removed it, his mind continued to ponder the ancient music machine.


  “Wish I could remember just what that museum guide said,” he mused. He stepped out of the last of his heavy space gear, and from force of habit put a hand in his trousers pocket as he thought. “They run on nickels—hmm.”


  He studied the apparatus for operating the instrument. All the push buttons were down, but as he watched, the number being played came to an end, and one of the buttons slid out. A number of nickels were visible through a glass slot. All shiny new nickels.


  In his hand was the battered Martian coin Kelley had supplied. He dropped it into the slot, as he had seen N’ser do, pushed the button and shoved the coin into the machine just as a new number blared out.


  N’ser’s men finished searching. The fingerless limbs of the Asterites suddenly developed prehensile qualities, and the two men were disgusted to see their personal belongings disappear swiftly into the ranks of the greedy beings. Burgess exploded with a curse and tried to snatch back a little black notebook. N’ser poker a gun into his face.


  “I am study Unite-it States history,” the Asterite declared. “To victor belong spoils. Say so in book!”


  “Who read the book to you?” Burgess demanded. “Give that back!”


  The little black notebook disappeared.


  “I am know about black book,” said N’ser, wisely. “Some day maybe visit Earth. Is maybe can use!”


  Burgess knew with sudden insight why mad dogs froth at the mouth. He restrained himself only by concentrating his gaze down the barrel of N’ser’s theta-ray gun. At his side, Kelley was expressing himself with even greater fervor. Their captors had relieved the rocket man of his bright red suspenders, and he was angrily shaking one fist, holding up his trousers with the other.


  The Asterites disregarded their indignation.


  “You dress now,” N’ser ordered. “We make hot jive party, for alley-gators only. You go back your ship.”


  Burgess snatched his space suit, climbed into it in jerky motions. A few minutes later he and Kelley were marching back to the asteroid’s equator. Burgess forgot his own troubles and listened in admiration as Kelley, tripping along beside him, profanely delivered his opinion of the race of asteroid dwellers.


  “At least,” he consoled the rocket man, “we’ll be away from them. They won’t be in our hair now.”


  Kelley exploded again as he lost his footing.


  “They could at least have given me a safety pin,” he growled.


  Inside the freighter, they removed their space suits. While Kelley checked up on the condition of their rocket apparatus, Burgess set up the telescope in the nose, directing it on the Asterites’ dome.


  HE SAW two armed Asterites bounding MM. off in the direction of the power station. The creatures knew enough to guard that vital point, then. But he was certain he could outwit the dull-minded Asterites. If only the Venusians would stay away long enough—


  Kelley came back into the control room. The rocket man was still red hot, though he had put himself together with safety pins.


  “Those back-stabbing Venusians stole the key gyros out of our steering gear,” he reported. “And they took the spares, as well. We can go as far as we want—but only straight ahead!”


  Burgess nodded.


  “Only in one direction, eh? No telling where we’d end up—Andromeda, maybe. Clever, aren’t they?”


  “Clever!” Kelley reached deep into his vocabulary and found the proper name for the Venusians. It was a Martian term, an especially choice aspersion on their ancestry, and he repeated it, rolling the phrase happily on his tongue. That seemed to soothe his feelings. He hitched up his trousers and found a cigarette.


  “Stealing a man’s suspenders is the lowest crime there is,” he stated. “Not much use trying to get away now. You should give me change for that plugged nickel.”


  “You may get a handsome return on that investment yet,” said Burgess. The pilot was watching the dome through the telescope. “Come-see. There’s something going on.”


  Kelley put an eye to the instrument and gazed blankly. He scratched his head.


  “Seems to me,” he said, “that somethin’ AIN’T goin’ on!”


  “That’s right.” Burgess sat down and smoothed out a cigarette. “Might as well sit down for a while. Before our visitors arrive.”


  “What’s up?” Kelley wanted to know.


  Steve Burgess struck a match to his cigarette, grinned through a cloud of smoke.


  “The Asterites are facing a grave crisis,” he said. “The juke box has stopped . . .”


  As he had predicted, a delegation of unhappy Asterites showed up presently. They were allowed in the ship and the two men listened gravely as they recited their troubles.


  Burgess nodded sympathetically. He saw no need to explain that he had recognized the ancient music machine as a counterpart of the one the Smithsonian guide had explained. That museum specimen had contained a gadget that held a defective coin until the turn of a key released it—evidently in the misguided belief that the type of person who would insert a slug would be embarrassed thereby.


  He had recalled this when he had seen the key, partly hidden at one side.


  “So,” N’ser concluded, “is stop juky box. Can maybe fix?”


  His eyes moved pleadingly from Burgess to Kelley and back. Burgess stroked his chin and looked thoughtful. He let the Asterites worry for a few moments while he pretended to ponder the problem. Finally he nodded.


  “Yes,” he said. “Fact is, I kind of expected something like this to happen. I could see your juke box wasn’t imperviously calibrated. This is a case where the influx of ionized amperage wasn’t properly compensated by the iambic pentameter—”


  He delivered a brief lecture on the perils of asphyxiated fungi and carbureted habeas corpi, to which the Asterites nodded intelligently.


  “Is true,” N’ser admitted. “Is very fact, as stopping of juky box prove. But can fix?”


  Burgess rose.


  “Easy. We merely revitalize the incipient effervescence by using a fragmentary faux pas. With cerebral incompetency, of course. It’ll be necessary for you to have cerebral incompetency.”


  He wagged an earnest finger in N’ser’s face, and the Asterite quickly agreed.


  “Most sure thing. Will have much of same. But—can make juky box play?”


  Burgess sighed sadly and jerked a thumb toward their hold.


  “There’s eight hundred miles of wire in there. If that doesn’t make your juke box play, nothing will. Have your boys haul it out.”


  A short time later, the two men stood at the entrance of their space ship and watched the Asterites strain at the task Burgess had assigned them. They had hauled the eight hundred miles of wire around the asteroid eight hundred times, and only a few yards were left.


  BURGESS set his partner to work supervising the Asterites at the task of splicing the ends of the numbered wires; and he and N’ser made a visit to the power station. Sure enough, there were two shards there. The Asterite chief explained, and the guards relaxed.


  The creatures had followed Burgess’ instructions to leave plenty of slack where the cable passed the power-station. He spent some time making his connections, taking care that they were spaced properly over the eight hundred miles of wire. Then he and N’ser started back.


  Mentally, he reviewed the set-up:


  “Kelley’s crew is splicing the beginning of each wire to the end of the one with the next highest number. We have a hundred wires in the cable. So when we connect the beginning of number 100 with the end of number 1—”


  At that moment they came within sight of the ship. Burgess was shocked to see Kelley in the midst of a crowd of milling Asterites.


  As he watched, one of the creatures broke free of the group, Kelley close behind him. The man threw himself forward in a tremendous flying tackle and a moment later the melee had again surrounded the two. Burgess and N’ser rushed forward and tore into the pack.


  Burgess heard Kelley’s jubilant voice in his helmet radio:


  “I got ’em! I got ’em!”


  And the rocket-man emerged at the peak of the pyramid of squirming bodies, holding aloft his red suspenders.


  N’ser broke up the battle. He produced a gun and waved it angrily in Kelley’s face.


  “You are steal!” he shouted angrily. “Is not your thing! You give back!”


  Kelley hugged the suspenders closer to him.


  “You go to the devil,” he told the enraged Asterite.


  Burgess moaned.


  “Give them back, Pat! You’re spoiling everything!”


  He stepped helplessly between the two, silently cursing Kelley’s Gaelic stubbornness that had brought matters to a head too swiftly. He wished fervently that the red suspenders were in the lowest chamber of Hades.


  “It’s the principle of the thing,” Kelley growled.


  Burgess wondered if he could get a good solar plexus punch through the thick space suit, decided it wasn’t possible. And he couldn’t reason with the aroused Kelley. There was only one thing left to do.


  He did it.


  In a swift, unexpected motion, he tore the gun from N’ser’s grip, leveled it on the dozen surprised Asterites.


  “Back,” he ordered. He whirled on Kelley.


  “You stay out of this! Are your wires all spliced? Good! Hook up to the power leads on our ship. Then get inside and—” He broke off to snap a shot at an Asterite who was trying to pull a surprise end run. The steaming theta rays grazed the creature and he rejoined his fellows with a howl.


  The Asterites were gathered in a sullen semicircle before him. He stood tensely, feet wide apart, meeting their hostile eyes. Behind him, Kelley was working with quiet speed, finally sobered to the gravity of the situation.


  “Hurry,” Burgess breathed into his mouthpiece.


  “Another thirty seconds . . .”


  Kelley’s whispered words seemed to drift into the helmet from far away. Because that crouching group of Asterites commanded all Burgess’ attention. His finger tightening on the trigger of his weapon, he faced their glaring eyes. If he could only keep them off for a few minutes—


  A theta ray scraped the ground a few feet from him. The Asterites at the dome had seen, and were firing at him. He moved back a few feet, hoping to reach the cover provided by the ship.


  In that moment, the charge of the Asterites tore him from his feet. Wildly they came, batting the flaming weapon from his grip and almost flattening him. He struck out desperately as he saw the gun sail skyward.


  “It’s all set,” came Kelley’s anxious voice. “I’m throwing the switch! There it goes!” Burgess, battling savagely, saw with part of his mind that the very universe about them was changing. The sun, which had been in a “mid-afternoon” position, moved with a sickening speed behind the far pole of the asteroid. Its illumination became a harsh twilight that outlined every crevice and outcropping of the rough surface.


  The Asterites broke off their assault for a moment, noting with astonishment this new phenomenon. Kelley dashed out of the ship, shouting a great battle cry. Burgess choked in huge gulps of oxygen, turning up the dial on his chest for a greater supply.


  SOMETHING flashed downward before him, struck the surface solidly at his very feet. It was a small chunk of metallic rock. And it didn’t bounce. It stuck fast where it landed.


  Burgess kicked at it. The nickel-iron meteor seemed welded to the surface.


  The Asterites were getting over their amazement, gathering for another charge. Burgess glanced swiftly behind, backed toward the open airlock of the ship. Then the asteroid dwellers again swarmed over him.


  Back to back, he and Kelley struck out in the losing fight. He was borne down by the very numbers of the angered natives. He dodged in desperation as one of them lashed out for his face plate.


  Something whizzed down from above, struck into the soft flesh of the Asterite. The creature stiffened in pain, knocking over one of his fellows. Burgess wriggled halfway to his feet, tripping one of the beings who was trying to kick in Kelley’s face plate.


  Another speeding missile from above plunked into the midst of the struggling natives, causing them to jump aside in fear. Then came another that hit a living target and brought an agonized expression to an Asterite face. They all gazed fearfully spaceward.


  Burgess took time to look hurriedly at the surface of the asteriod. It was becoming marked by small and large pieces of meteoric material that was falling faster and faster from the void.


  The storm was much more intense at the poles of the bar-shaped asteroid, and the Asterites were dashing madly out of their dome and making great leaps into outer space.


  Several more solid pieces of matter struck nearby. The Asterites who were attacking them broke up in panic. They fled, with only one thought—to escape this devilish rain of shrapnel from an unseen source. Using their natural facilities, they sprang from the surface of the deadly asteroid. It was clear that the terrified beings had only one thought. To escape as quickly as possible to a safer portion of the belt.


  Only N’ser remained. He was struggling with a piece of metal that seemed fastened to the surface. Burgess rushed hopelessly forward as N’ser brought up the object.


  It was the gun!


  Burgess knew with a sickening certainty that he was too late. Charging over the still sprawling Kelley, he stared death in the face, down the barrel of the weapon as N’ser sighted at point blank range.


  Something crimson flashed before his eyes.


  Kelley’s suspenders! The elastic twirled around N’ser’s stubby wrist, deflecting the weapon. Kelley, holding the other end, jerked, and the shot went wild. Burgess felt the searing theta ray burn through the sleeve of his space suit.


  N’ser lost the gun. It plunged to the ground and stayed there. The Asterite stared stupidly at it for a few seconds.


  Then he gave up. He followed the example of his companions, leaped into the sky and disappeared.


  The two men helped each other through the airlock. The drumming of tiny particles on the hull of their ship was a rising arpeggio. Burgess staggered to the switch Kelley had rigged and shut off the current.


  The patter died down.


  “I don’t get it,” Kelley moaned, as they removed their space suits. “Will you tell me just what happened?”


  Burgess examined his arm. Not as bad as he had feared—only a first-degree burn.


  He sat down and felt for a cigarette.


  “We put eight hundred turns of wire around this big iron bar,” he explained. “When we hooked up to that power-station and shot electricity through the wire, we made a very efficient electromagnet. We attracted every piece of iron for thousands of miles—and the asteroid belt is full of iron particles.”


  “Don’t I know it,” Kelley said, rubbing his leg where a small piece had struck him. “I remember now—an electromagnet is more effective in open space, isn’t it?”


  “Correct. The first spaceship to escape Earth’s gravity discovered that. With no competition from the force of gravity, the efficiency of an electromagnet multiplies.”


  HE FINISHED slapping a crude dressing on his arm and grinned at Kelley. “So we miss out on our penalty contract. But now we can take this valuable iron mine back to Earth and sell it to the highest bidder for a fortune. A good day’s work, I’d say.”


  Kelley rubbed his leg thoughtfully. His eyes were sad as he peered at the pilot. He shook his head.


  “Did one of those armored raindrops hit you where you think?” he asked.


  Burgess smiled condescendingly.


  “This attraction works two ways,” he explained. “You’ll remember that when you first threw in the switch, the asteroid turned one pole to the sun. That’s because the sun contains iron. Naturally, we couldn’t attract the sun to our magnet, so our magnet went to the sun. Get it?”


  He went back to the telescope and looked in the direction of the domed building. He scratched his chin thoughtfully.


  “Most of the iron was attracted to the poles,” he mused. “That dome must be pretty well shot up. But maybe—”


  Looking worried, he reached for a fresh space suit. Kelley was sitting motionless, staring with a miserable expression. Burgess regarded him with surprise.


  “Something you ate?” he asked politely. Kelley raised his despair-filled eyes. “Don’t you realize what you’ve done?” he demanded. “You’ve got us speeding like the eight hammers directly sunward! We’re dashing madly into the sun—and we can’t escape! It’s suicide!”


  “Oh—that.” Burgess slipped into his space suit and zipped it thoughtfully. “That’s up to you,” he said.


  He picked out a helmet.


  “You’re the rocket expert,” he told Kelley. “You have the material and plenty of time. In this feeble gravity you can take the motors right out and carry them down to the sunward pole. Use them to slow down our speed—you won’t need the steering apparatus.”


  “Oh—I can do that.” Kelley looked relieved for a second. Then the worried expression came back. “But we’ll still be about forty million miles from nowhere.”


  “That’s right up my alley,” said Burgess. “By the time you slow us down, we’ll be near Earth’s orbit. And if I remember correctly, Earth will soon be showing up at about that point. We’ll be close enough for radio communication, and close enough to market to get a good price for this iron.” He pulled the helmet over his head and started out the lock.


  “Hey!” Kelley shouted. “Wait for me!” Burgess opened his face plate.


  “Uh-uh. You can handle that job yourself. I have something else to do.”


  “What?”


  “I want to inspect the damage at that dome. And see if my little black notebook is there. And—”


  He grinned self-consciously.


  “I’ve been remembering more about those juke boxes. I want to find out if that—ah—jive foundry, is still hep to cook up some solid eight-to-the-bar stuff. That museum guide was wrong when he said juke-boxes were extinct!”


  ONE AGAINST THE STARS


  Vaseleos Garson


  Earth’s last hope against the vicious radio-plague. A gleaming ship racing to bring salvation back from Venus. And hidden on the ship a thirteenth man—a plague carrier whose touch brought screaming death.


  THIS was it. Its slim bright shape was Earth’s last hope.


  What matter the sweat, the blood and the tears that had gone into each rivet, every plate? What matter the eyes blurred and dulled with plans, blueprints? What matter the cost.


  This was it.


  It was done.


  They stood there—the riveters, the welders; the draughtsmen, the engineers; the mathematicians, the technicians—and there glowed in their eyes a living flame.


  This was the ship of hope.


  Its rockets flickered into blue flames. Their soft purr of power deepened. Abruptly, the earth was trembling to the throaty roar of rockets.


  In its long steel-rollered cradle, the ship trembled.


  One of the workers, his denim trousers grease-stained, bending down, scooped up a handful of the dust at his feet, flung it at the shining ship.


  “Just for luck,” he said.


  In the glass bulge atop the shining ship, John Bairn, the pilot, licked feverish lips. He brushed the black hair away from his gray eyes. His stubby fingers raced over the keys of the control panel before him.


  His right hand touched—almost reverently—the scarlet handle of the firing lever.


  He pushed the lever forward one notch . . . two . . . three . . .


  He braced himself in the hydraulic-cushioned pilot’s chair.


  “Venus, here we come!”


  The rockets roared faintly even in this sound-proofed cubicle. Then the pounding blood in his ears washed out all other sound. The pounding in his ears grew throatier, louder.


  The 9G acceleration blacked him out.


  That dive was a little too steep, he was thinking, first time I ever blacked out with somebody on my tail. He jerked his head around to see where the butcher was. And then he remembered.


  He looked ahead. The stars were steady white flames in the black pool of space. Ah, there it was! The pale green flame that was Venus.


  Somewhere, there, lay Earth’s salvation.


  Arlington Arden, the metal expert, came into the cubicle then, his blond face pale.


  “Some shove, huh?” he opined.


  Bairn nodded, his gray eyes watched the orientation chart whose red and green and yellow lights were flickering in the rhythm that showed they were on the mathematically-charted course.


  “Think the stuff is really there, Arlie?” Bairn questioned.


  “We’re staking our lives on it, John.”


  “Yeah, and the lives of a billion like us. What if it isn’t?”


  “Venus’ spectrum shows its presence. It’s not an emanation that is easily duplicated. If it isn’t, it’s too much of a grim joke—because the money in this ship could have paid for a thousand experiments. My Mary’s got a touch of blue coloring in her skin—the first symptom, y’know.”


  “Sorry,” Bairn said, and his voice was soft.


  “Beautiful,” Arden said. “I hope Mary can see it sometime.” He was looking out at space, his arms clasped behind him. “It’s not like I thought, though—this being the first humans to see the stars away from earth.” He stopped.


  “It’s so damn’ big and beautiful it hurts,” he said at last.


  “Yeah, I know,” Bairn put in. “It makes guys like us feel cheap and small.”


  “No!” The word was explosive. Bairn jerked around in the pilot’s cradle and stared. Arden had a frown on his forehead.


  “And who in blue blazes are you?” Bairn snapped.


  “Joe,” the big blocky youngster said, as if that explained everything.


  “Joe, huh?” Bairn grunted. “How did you get on this ship?”


  JOE’S brown eyes stared steadily at Bairn, and his big shoulders shrugged. “I stowed away.” And then as the two stared blankly at him, he hurried on:


  “I had to. Really. There’s a legend in our family that a man named Joe will be the first to reach the stars. It was promised way back when. So I had to come. I had to!”


  Bairn grunted again. “Isn’t much we can do about it now, I guess. But you’ll have to earn your way. What can you do?” Joe grinned—a big grin that made Bairn and Arden smile.


  He shrugged and grinned again. “I don’t know. But I’ll be good for something. You’ll see.”


  “All right. Arlie, will you take him down to the rocket room? Maybe the gang can find something for him to do.”


  “Come on, Joe,” Arden said.


  Joe shook his head. “Not just yet,” he answered. “I’d like to tell you something first.” He pointed out toward the stars. “A minute ago, you said”—he nodded at Bairn—“this makes us feel cheap and small.


  “You’re wrong. You’re just afraid. All this is man’s—yours, mine, ours. It’s just so darn big, we don’t realize it. But this is our destiny—that’s what the prophet said a long time ago. It took a disease like that sweeping the Earth now to get us here. But we’re here. The stars are our destiny. No sense in being otherwise. No sense in feeling cheap and small.” He stopped, looked at Bairn and Arden.


  “Don’t you feel it?” Joe asked. “This first time the Earth shackles are loosed? Don’t you feel the power and understanding and strength the stars give you out here?


  “This is where I belong,” Joe said. “Out here where you can see what you’re reaching for. That’s why I had to come.” He stopped and a slow embarrassed flush crept over his face.


  “See what I mean?”


  Surprisingly, it was Bairn who answered:


  “Thanks, kid, you’re good for something all right. I don’t know what it is about you, but you give a guy a sense of—peace, I guess you’d say.”


  “Belonging?” Arden put in. “That it, Johnny?”


  “Yeah, that’s it,” Bairn said, and turned back to his orientation board. “So run along, kid.”


  Arlie Arden, leading the way down the circular staircase that went to the power room, said abruptly:


  “You’re no city man, are you, Joe? I’ve never seen cloth like that made in the cities. That tunic you’re wearing looks like it’s made up for the north forests.”


  “No,” Joe answered shortly, “I’m not a city man. I’m a wooder.” They left the stairway, moved along a tube passage.


  “Not a member of that crazy cult that wants a back-to-the-forests movement?”


  Joe’s denial was quick, and Arden looked at him sharply. The stowaway was looking down at his toes as he walked on. Arden shrugged.


  “Here,” Arden said at last, stopping before a huge oval door that jutted from the tube. He twisted a wheel on the door, pushed the heavy portal open.


  Arden watched the stowaway as he stepped into the power room. Joe stopped and his brown eyes lifted first, then dropped down to rest on the huge generators that were making the air pulse with vibration. Then his eyes moved to the huge dull-metal bulk that occupied the whole far end of the power room. His gaze took in the feeder pipe that evenly cleaved the huge bulk of the machine in half; the long neat rows of switches and valves that broke the austere front of the power plant.


  Joe breathed deep once then turned questioningly to Arden who was watching him.


  “THAT’S what drives the ship, Joe,” Arden said. “Reduced to its simple terms it’s an atom smasher. Hidden deep within that bulky outfit lies a block of uranium, constantly bombarded with electrons made a trifle heavier by running up against a magnetic current operating at right angles to them. The resultant disturbance of the uranium is harnessed and fed into the rocket tubes.”


  Arden glanced at Joe whose eyes were fixed on the feeder pipe.


  “That’s a funny thing, Joe, that pipe you’re looking at.”


  “Why?”


  “Through that pipe comes water.”


  “Water?”


  Arden nodded. “For some reason that not even the technicians who worked on that plant know, microscopic jets of water have to be hurled into the chamber with the bombarding particles to cause proper power.”


  “Water?” Joe asked. “You drive this ship with water?”


  Arden smiled. “Yes, water and the help—not negligible either—of uranium. It’ll take exactly two hundred and twelve gallons of water to drive to Venus, and the same amount back—at least that’s what Black Tom figures.” Arden nodded to the huge dark-skinned, black-haired man in white coveralls who stood by an instrument panel, checking figures off on a clip board he held.


  “Come on, Joe,” Arden said, heading for a ladder that was bolted to the wall at one side of the huge power room. Joe followed up the ladder, was on the heels of Arden as the metal expert crawled through a cubby-hole at the top.


  “See?” Arden said straightening up. “Water.”


  Joe looked at the row of horizontal metal cylinders that stretched before him. The tops of them were a foot taller than his head, and he moved to the side, and counted aloud to eleven before Arden said: “We might starve and go naked, but we’ll never run out of catalyst or get thirsty,” Arden opined. “Each of those tanks holds six hundred gallons and there’re twenty-four of them.”


  Joe moved to the nearest of the tanks, rubbed his hands on the moist surfacing and commented absently:


  “It feels like velvet.”


  Arden laughed a little. “Come on, Joe, I’ll turn you over to Black Tom and he’ll put you to work doing something. He never likes to see anyone idle.”


  They crawled out of the wall cubby and down the ladder. A second white-garbed man had joined the power room head and they were talking together as Arden and Joe approached.


  “That’s Whitey Burnet,” Arden said, and started, for Joe had halted dead in his tracks.


  Black Tom Morrissey and Burnet turned then. Morrissey said, “Hello, Arlie,” briefly and turned back to his gauge panel. Burnet stood rigid for a moment at the sight of Joe.


  Then with three quick strides Burnet was at Joe. He said softly.


  “Damn you, Joe.” And lashed out with a hard fist. The blow caught Joe on the cheek, cutting the skin, and staggering him momentarily.


  Joe started to swing his browned fist up, then slowly he lowered it. He looked at Burnet with quiet brown eyes.


  “I can’t hit you, Paul. You know that.”


  Paul’s face was white. “No,” he said, and he was almost bitter. “I know that.” Then he turned his back on Joe and walked away.


  Arden’s blue eyes watched the by-play, observed:


  “Whitey doesn’t like you very much, huh?”


  Joe’s brown eyes were dull looking as he pulled his gaze from Burnett’s retreating back and looked at Arden.


  “No,” he said, and his voice was flat. “Paul doesn’t like me much.” With an effort he smiled, added: “Shall we find out what I can do?”


  Arden nodded . . .


  Joe Wilding met the rest of the crew at the arbitrary meal that was termed supper.


  JOE came in behind Arden, and unobtrusively slid to one side of the door, and watched the men around the table laughing and joking.


  Arden said:


  “Fellas, I’d like you to meet a new crew member.”


  The laughing and joking stopped, and the eyes of eleven men measured Joe Wilding. Black Tom winked at Joe and went back to his eating. Whitey Burnet, after a brief angry glance, turned back to his plate.


  Arden added: “His name is Joe Wilding.”


  The others at the table smiled, nodded or spoke according to their habits—except one, a nervous redhead, who stared at Joe.


  Then he looked around at the others at the table. He was a little apologetic.


  The redhead said: “I know this guy. I piloted the ship that took him to the Rock for sedition. I don’t think we want him on the ship. He’s one of those wild ones who tried to kidnap the president.”


  Arden grunted: “I thought so.”


  Burnet, his normally ruddy face white, reared to his feet:


  “No!” he shouted. “You’re wrong, Herd. He was pardoned. I know. They found he had nothing to do with the kidnaping.”


  “Maybe so,” Charlie Herd, assistant pilot said, still apologetically. “But I know I took him to the Rock—and I didn’t hear anything after that about him. But he’s the same guy.


  “He was a wild one,” Herd said almost dreamily. “He knocked out two of the guards, grabbed one of the chutes and was almost out of the ship before I rolled the crate over and bashed him against the cabin wall.”


  Whitey Burnet’s face was still white. “Look,” he said. “I don’t like Joe, but it’s something personal. The tribunal found him innocent, so why not give him a chance?”


  Arden turned to Joe who still stood by the side of the door, his handsome bronzed face stiff.


  “Well?” Arden asked.


  Joe smiled. He said, looking at the redheaded Herd:


  “You’re right as far as you went. I was taken to the Rock. I did try to break loose. The tribunal found me not guilty and apologized. I was released. And here I am.”


  Herd looked back at Joe, and then he smiled, half-apologetically:


  “I’ll take you at face value. You look all right.”


  “Thanks,” Joe said.


  Bob and Ronnie Guetschow, the bulky professor twins, broke the ensuing silence with:


  “Come on and eat.” The ice broke silently. Arden motioned Joe toward an empty chair at the table. Joe moved forward, then stopped as his eyes counted the men at the table.


  “Sit down, Joe,” Arden grunted, picking himself a convenient, padded chair.


  Surprisingly, Joe shook his head. “No,” he said, and for the first time he looked embarrassed. There was a slight flush under his tan.


  The table talk stopped again. George Keating, the thin, wiry electrical engineer, said half-jokingly:


  “Afraid you’ll get contaminated?”


  Joe’s tan skin lost its red of embarrassment, twisted strangely.


  “Sorry,” put in Keating hastily. “Only joking.”


  Joe swallowed. Then: “I’m just superstitious, I guess.” The words rushed out. “If I sit down, that’ll make thirteen.”


  ED PARMAN, black-haired assistant to Black Tom, jumped hastily to his feet. “Good gravy, he’s right. You sit down, Joe, I’ll finish my pudding in the corner.”


  Joe said: “Sit down. I’m used to discomfort. I’m a wooder.” He grinned. Parman grinned back, started in on his pudding.


  Joe, the men were to notice in the coming days, seemed to make a point of never eating with the bunch after that. But he did it so smoothly, it wasn’t offensive . . .


  Venus, in the days that followed, grew from a tiny yellow-green flame, that Bairn, the pilot, had noticed in the first hours of the flight, to a white globe, just hinting a tint of blue, that began to fill the heavens before him.


  Joe, on an off hour from the power room, sat quietly in the co-pilot’s chair, drinking in the planet. He and Bairn, usually so taciturn, had talked much in the days of the flight.


  This day, when Joe came in, Bairn looked at him with a strange twist to his mouth. He said nothing for quite a while, the two just sitting there, Joe looking up and ahead, Bairn, apparently preoccupied with figures on his charts.


  Finally Bairn said:


  “Has Arden said anything to you?”


  Joe shook his head. “No,” he said. “Why?”


  Bairn, apparently speaking absent-mindedly, said:


  “Arlie’s wife, Mary, has the radio disease. She’s in the first stage. Has the blue coloring. It means everything to Arlie that this ship gets to Venus and back. Venus has the only radio-active static compound that matches the stuff from the meteorite.”


  “Yes,” Joe said. “I know. It was only luck that scientist, Struthers, had that meteorite in the room with him when he had the disease. It cured him. And then scientists and astronomers searched star spectrums to find a match for the color scheme that they found in the meteorite metal.”


  “This ship,” Bairn put in, “cost billions; it meant the first real cooperative program the world’s nations ever had. It would be ghastly if one man caused the destruction of Earth’s last hope from doom. Wouldn’t it, Joe?”


  Joe’s face was grim as he nodded.


  “How would you feel if you were to blame for drowning out humanity, Joe?”


  Joe stood up, and his body was shaking.


  “Tell me, Joe,” Bairn said quietly. “Why have you kept yourself from eating with the rest of the guys? Why is it when you come here you’re always smelling of antiseptic?”


  There were tears in Joe’s brown eyes when he faced Bairn.


  “Okay, John, What shall I do?”


  “There’s not much harm done yet? Arlie says that in the first stages, it’s only communicable by contact. But once it gets past that first stage, it goes hog wild.


  “Tell me, Joe, when did the nauseous attacks first come?”


  Joe’s brown eyes were dead. “Two days before the ship left.”


  “You were willing to sacrifice mankind just to see the stars yourself, Joe?”


  It was Arlie Arden who came in quietly, then.


  “No,” said Joe, and then he looked at the two of them.


  “Believe me,” he said, and his voice was deep, vibrant. “I was drawn to the ship by a power greater than any of us. I knew the terrible gamble. For if this ship crashes before it gets back to Earth with that Venus ore, it means the end of man.


  “I knew that. Everything my mind said pointed out the consequences. My mind said no in every possible way. But . . . my mind had no chance against the impulse that drove me aboard ship.


  “Somehow I know that my presence on board this ship means the salvation of mankind . . . He shook his head at Arden whose lips were pursed to speak.


  “It’s not egotism or some crack-brained idea. I couldn’t rest until I was aboard ship. I’m chosen to do something to preserve mankind, not destroy it. It’s just as if something bigger than me or you or the universe had taken hold of me, placed me here.”


  Arden said: “Do you know what we’re going to do to you, Joe?”


  Joe looked at him steadily as Arden drew a gun from his pocket. “We’re going to kill you and throw you out in space. It’s the only way to keep you from contaminating the rest of us.”


  Joe said: “You can’t.” Simply, he said it.


  Bairn said quietly. “We will, Joe.”


  Arden lipped: “Do you think we can value one life against Earth’s billions? This is the ship of hope, Joe. This is Earth’s last chance. If we fail, it’s the end. For once the disease starts, there is no stopping it.”


  He leveled the automatic. “Good-bye, Joe.”


  JOE’S BODY slumped, almost in weakness. Then he galvanized into a human whirlwind. The gun cracked but Joe was not there. He’d spun quickly, diving for the cubicle door, flinging a chart as he fled. The flying chart disturbed Arden’s aim. The gun blasted, and Joe felt the wind of the bullet fanning his cheek.


  Then Joe was in the sloping passageway, sliding down the ramp. He heard the crack and the banshee wail as another bullet struck the duralloy wall and ricocheted.


  He hurled his body toward the branch passage that led toward the power room, and then a communications speaker ahead of him cried out, bringing Arden’s voice from the pilot’s cubicle:


  “Kill Joe Wilding—but for your life don’t touch him!”


  Joe stopped running abruptly then.


  He was trapped, for that communications system had outlets all over the ship, and it wouldn’t do to advertise his presence by running. Only the stealth he’d learned in his years of wooding could help him now.


  But what good was all his wood training in this huge hulk of shining metal? No chance for camouflage, no chance to dive into a creek and swim away so that your spoor could be lost in the swirling water.


  And then Joe smiled and began to run softly. He had a place to hide if he could make it. The quick pat of hurrying steps stopped him short and his quick mind hurled his body to the side of the passage and asprawl on the floor where the lights cast a shadow.


  It was Paul Burnet hurrying up the passage, the light glinting on the butt of the automatic belted at his waist. Only for an instant did Burnet hesitate, then he ran on. His voice drifted back softly: “I’m giving you another chance. We’re even now, Joe.”


  Joe rose to his feet and hurried on to the power room. Joe halted, breathing deeply. Black Tom would be too interested in his charts to hear what little sound he might make.


  At the huge oval door leading into the power room. Joe halted, breathing deeply. Then, quietly, easily, he swung open the heavy door, stepped inside, his eyes searching for Black Tom.


  Softly, he pulled the portal closed, stood there breathing in long, quiet breaths. Then he moved across the huge power room, feet moving as cautiously as if he were stalking a deer in the autumn woods.


  Black Tom’s head was bent over a report sheet, his fingers were busy with a pencil. He shook his head, and Joe was motionless. Then a chuckle came from Black Tom’s lips, and under cover of the sound, Joe made for the ladder leading to the water compartment.


  Black Tom’s head lifted as if startled; his head began to turn toward the exit door. Joe went up the ladder like a frightened monkey, fairly blasted himself through the cubbyhole at the top and then rolled quietly inside.


  He lay there, his heart pounding with the quick exertion as he heard Black Tom’s footsteps moving across the floor. He held his breath; Black Tom’s grunt of puzzlement came muted to his ears. The footsteps returned to the chart table, and Joe risked a look to see Black Tom’s head once more bent in study.


  Joe lifted himself to his feet, went over and touched the wet surface of the first of the water cylinders reverently. He walked on down the line, patting each of the huge tanks till he had reached the last.


  His arms reached up, his hands gripped the top of the cylinder and the sinewy muscles in his back and arms lifted himself to the top of it. Then he slid down from the top into the wedge shaped space between the circumference of the tank and the bulwark of the wall.


  This was sanctuary, Joe thought. Like a cave in the forest when the wolf-pack keened out their howls for your blood. Only different. For it was your friends who wanted to kill you.


  In the darkness, Joe’s teeth gleamed in a quick smile.


  Then Joe fell asleep.


  ARDEN was weary when he met John Bairn coming down from his time of duty in the pilot cubicle.


  “He’s gone,” Arden said. “Just as if he had stepped out into space. Now we’re worse off than ever.”


  Bairn nodded, said: “I get it. If he’s on this ship, he’ll have to come in for food; we won’t know what he’s touched. Maybe one of the more susceptible among us with a scratch may touch something he had and won’t know. The infected one will pass like the touch of death among us.”


  Arden said: “Everything we know he might have touched has been destroyed or disinfected, but there may have been something we missed. Damn him!” Arden’s voice was flat, hopeless.


  “It’s hard to imagine Joe as the destroyer he is. I talked to him by the hour.


  I liked him; and even now, when I know what a potential of death he is—that’s what makes me so damn mad.”


  “Tomorrow,” Arden said abruptly. “Tomorrow we’ll know if this cruise is in vain.”


  Bairn amended it: “Tomorrow, we land on Venus; if the stuff’s there, okay. If it isn’t, we won’t have to worry about Joe Wilding any more.”


  JOE didn’t know what time it was when it happened. But he knew the first leg of the journey was over.


  That steady thrumming of the motors that had worked its way into his body so that it had become a part of him drew away gradually and left a sense of emptiness behind.


  Joe climbed down from his hiding place, flexed his cramped muscles and stood erect. He faced the wall, the blank duralloy steel wall and stared as if his eyes could pierce the opaqueness and look out upon Venus.


  He stood there a long time, his hands clenched into hard fists at his side, brighteyed and staring.


  “God!” he whispered.


  How did it look out there on Venus—on that planet when this first earth ship landed? Was it like Earth—friendly, familiar? Or inimical, alien?


  If he came out now, he could see it with his own wondering eyes—and die. If he stayed here, he might never see it. But his mission was not fulfilled. Somehow, quite clearly, he realized that.


  So Joe crawled back into his metal cave, into the darkness.


  The only sound in the quiet water compartment was a muffled sobbing.


  ARDEN it was who closed the heavy door to the chamber.


  “That’s it,” he said, and his voice was a caress. “There’s enough of it in that lead-lined vault to rid the world. It’s up to you, John, to take us safely home.” Some one of the men said: “How about Wilding?”


  A hush came to the room, a silence tight and somehow menacing.


  Arden’s voice was harsh:—“He can’t hurt us now. We have the metal to cure us if he should contaminate us.”


  Whitey Burnet said:


  “Why not cure him?”


  “No,” said Arden. “I have the key to the vault. If one of us is infected, I’ll open it and treat him. But Joe Wilding deserves to die. It wasn’t his fault that we are-still uninfected. He was willing to destroy the Earth in order to be here. That threat is gone now, but he must suffer.”


  “Arlie,” Bairn said softly. “Would Mary want you to let Joe Wilding die?” Arden spoke coldly: “Did Wilding care about Mary when he stowed away on this ship?”


  Bairn had no answer.


  JOE WILDING was restless. Even the fiery fever that racked him could not quiet him. He paced the long water compartment, legs weary but restless. He couldn’t stand it here much longer; he had to get out into the light, out where he could move and see and feel something besides the dampness dripping upon him, the quick mutter of the pumps as they drove the catalyst to the firing chambers.


  He walked to the cubbyhole, looked down into the power room.


  Whitey Burnet was there, alone. Impulsively, Joe Wilding climbed out of the cubby hole and down the ladder. “Paul,” he said softly. “I’m hungry.” Paul Burnet turned slowly.


  “Hello, Joe.”


  They stood there, the two of them. Whitey Burnet, immaculate in his white work clothes; Joe Wilding, a heavy growth of beard on his face, his tunic dirtied, his hair mussed.


  “I gave you your chance, Joe. Just as you gave me mine. We’re even.”


  Burnet turned to the communications phone, then turned back suddenly.


  “Now you know, Joe. Now you know how I felt. You know how it is to be hunted, to be afraid of your own shadow, to know what a despicable creature you are. To be followed by a fear that freezes your guts—”


  “But I’m not afraid, Paul. I’m just hungry, and tired of being alone.”


  “I was alone, Joe.”


  “No, Paul, you weren’t alone, ever. Carol’s thoughts were ever of you. I hunted you the world over; but you always ran away. You never would give me a chance. And Carol’s letters always came back marked: ‘No such person at this address’.”


  Paul’s voice was almost mocking: “Even now you act the gentleman, pretending. I hate your guts, Joe Wilding. But for you, Carol and I would have been married long ago. I liked you once, Joe Wilding, I even thought what a wonderful brother-in-law you’d make. Even now, I find myself liking you a little bit—but God knows I don’t know why.”


  “You’d better call them, Whitey,” Joe said.


  “No, not yet. You saved my life when you dragged me away that day my kidnap plan failed. You carried me, fractured skull and all, away from the greatest chance a man ever had to make this a real world. If we had got the president we could have forced the wildwood doctrine down the people’s throats.”


  Joe shook his head. “The people won’t take forced medicine. They must have sugar-coated pills to cure them and lead them right.”


  Whitey cut in:


  “Then you made me promise I’d quit. And you told Carol of my plot, and she wouldn’t look me in the face when I came.”


  “She cried her eyes out when you left. She asked me to find you and bring you back. But you wouldn’t listen.” Then, softly, “She’s still waiting, Paul. Waiting for you.”


  Paul stood tensely, his eyes searching Joe’s bearded face. The atomic motor thrummed quietly.


  “You’d better call them, Paul.”


  Whitey jumped unexpectedy, as the shrill keening of the danger siren suddenly keened into the power room. Bairn’s voice cracked through the speaker:


  “Grab something, guys. A meteor, and we can’t dodge!”


  Like an exclamation point to his words came the heeling crash.


  JOE and Paul were flung to the floor as the ship rocked and heaved. The lights went out, the motors suddenly cut off. There was a shuddering scream as metal tore; the air turned hot and dry.


  The ship kept rocking as if caught in a great stormy sea. Rolling on the floor, Joe heard a deep roar that was beginning to grow shrill.


  A warning bell was ringing in his head; then he realized it was the bell signaling escaping air. Then he was on his feet, holding himself against the heeling motion of the ship, crying out:


  “Paul, where are you? Paul, Paul, Paul—”


  “Here,” Whitey’s voice was weak, but Joe followed it. He found Paul, heaved him to his shoulders and staggered away toward a wall. It was the wall to the passageway he decided dully and felt along it until he found the door. It opened easily as if pushed by a giant hand. He struggled hard to get across the threshold against the pushing air. He made it, dropped Paul to the passageway. Then he tugged desperately against the pull of the air against the door as he dragged it shut. Somehow, he got it closed, twisted the locking lever.


  He sat down against the wall of the passage and breathed in long, shallow breaths.


  In the darkness, he heard Paul’s voice: “Did you mean that about Carol,” Paul asked, and his heart was in it.


  “Yes,” said Joe. “She’s still waiting for you to come back to her.”


  It was quiet there for a moment, with only the muted ringing of the bell from the power room seeping through the wall.


  Joe said:—“Did I hurt you when I dropped you, Paul?”


  “Not much,” Burnet answered. “My head’s a little dizzy, but it takes more than an easy jar like that to make it dangerous. Forget it.”


  “But how did you get through the physical for the trip? The metal plate in your skull should have barred you.”


  “I’m one of the few who know what the power plant here is like, remember? Besides, the physical wasn’t too steep. And Joe, I’m sorry I was such a heel to sock you when you couldn’t hit me back. You’d have killed with the blow.”


  “I know,” said Joe. He heard Paul breathing in harsh gasps.


  “Paul,” he said anxiously.


  “It’s all right.”


  “But it isn’t! Here, I’ll carry you to the first aid room.” Joe got up, lifted Paul to his shoulders.


  Joe had carried Paul perhaps a hundred feet when lights flickering on the walls and the sound of footsteps signaled the advance of the others.


  “So,” came Arden’s voice as the beam from a flashlight centered on Joe’s face, “the rat came out of his hole.”


  After the blackness, the light hurt Joe’s eyes and he lowered his head.


  Arden came forward quickly, slapped Joe openhanded across the mouth. “I’ve waited a long time for this!” He slapped him again, and Joe felt the blood trickling from his lips.


  Joe lowered Paul Burnet easily to the floor. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand, said:


  “You don’t understand. I’m bringing Paul, he’s hurt. His skull was fractured a long time ago, and it’s reacting.” He knelt beside Burnet, took the hurt man’s wrist. “How are you now, Paul?” Burnet smiled weakly:—“A little better.”


  Arden kicked Joe aside:—“Keep your diseased hands off him, traitor.”


  Joe got wearily to his feet. “Arden,” he said, “Bairn told me how upset you are about your wife. That’s why I excused those slaps. But this—”


  Joe’s right arm drew back swiftly, drove his doubled fist to Arden’s jaw. Arden dropped as if the floor had fallen from under him.


  “That tears it, Joe,” Bairn said. “I’m sorry, Joe. But we have no recourse but to lock you up. You’re a walking plague, and socking Arden was the last straw.” From the floor, Burnet said weakly: “But Arden had it coming . . .”


  “We can’t be the judge of that. Joe is worth no consideration now. Don, lock Joe up in one of the empty storage rooms, but don’t get near him.”


  “Right,” said Timnson, the mathematician. “Come on, Wilding.”


  Joe started to move away, stopped and said:


  “See that one of the twins looks after Paul, will you?”


  “Go on,” said Bairn. Joe went ahead of Timnson.


  THE HEAVY door clanged shut behind Joe, and he was alone in the darkness. The motors were still silent, and he wondered how much damage the meteorite had done to the ship. He felt his way to the communications phone, unhooked it. But the steady hum that signified that it was alive was absent. Even the call speaker gave no sound.


  Wearied, Joe sat down against the wall, and despite the hunger feeling throbbing in his stomach fell asleep.


  It was the overhead light shining into his eyes that awakened him. His ears sought for the sound of the motors, no familiar thrum. The wandering meteor must have done quite a bit of damage.


  The communications phone buzzed. Joe answered.


  “Hello, Joe,” it was Burnet’s voice.


  “How are you, Paul? The dizziness gone.”


  “Right, but I guess it doesn’t do any good. We’re not going anywhere.” Burnet’s voice was a little strained.


  “Why?” put in Joe.


  “That damn meteor knocked hell out of the rear blasting tubes, and some of the fellows are outside trying to replace the busted ones. But even if they get it fixed we’re still derelict. That meteor took all of our water, and I guess you know what that means.”


  Joe was silent. Then: “No catalyst, no move, is that it, Paul?”


  “Uh huh,” Paul answered, “No H-2-0, no go.”


  “The cans,” Joe said, abruptly.


  “Cans?” Paul questioned over the wire. “Cans?”


  “Sure,” said Joe, and he was breathless as he hurried on. “Paul, all that canned food. There’s water in them. And there must be some water left in the pipes to the kitchen and the lav? Have they thought of that?”


  “Yes,” said Paul. “The pipes, I mean, not the cans. Arden and Bairn are having the pipes pumped out now, Doc Guetschow tells me. But I’ll pass along the can suggestion.”


  “Was it really bad?” Joe asked.


  “Sure, they got the power room sealed again. But that water compartment was mashed to junk, and the water just went pftt! It’s a good thing you got out there when you did, or you’d have been pftt! too. I’ll ring you back with any later developments.”


  Joe pronged the receiver. He began to pace the room. He couldn’t stay in here. There must be something he could do out there. But this room was better than any prison. His eyes searched the room.


  Joe’s eyes were sparkling all of a sudden. Bless the planners who laid out this ship!


  He broke the heavy crowbar from the emergency wall chest. He twisted the heavy steel in the locking mechanism on the inner panel of the door. Bracing his feet against the door and drawing the heavy bar toward him, he strained desperately.


  He knew from his meandering around the ship that the locking device was only to insure the doors would not open accidentally. The muscles in his back and shoulders bulged so that the tunic he wore split down the back.


  He tugged until his muscles quivered with the strain. He should break loose now so he could open the door from the inside.


  But nothing happened.


  JOE relaxed, stood back and wiped the sweat from his brow; the lack of food had weakened him. The locking mechanism should have given way.


  Once more he inserted the bar in the device. Once more he called on his wood-trained muscles. He tried desperately this time, exerting all the strength he could summon. Blackness threatened to engulf.


  Then as if in a dream, he heard the muffled cling! That meant the device had snapped. He fell to the floor, his breath coming in sobs. Then he quieted, lifted his body up, and twisted the wheel. It turned easily, and the door pulled open at his tug.


  He came out into the passageway to face Arden, gun drawn.


  Arden cursed softly: “Won’t you stay put, Joe?”


  Joe shrugged. “You need me,” he said. “Need you?” repeated Arden. “Need you to infect us so we can’t get the ship going again.”


  Joe watched Arden, then he said: “Arden, why not cure me; then I won’t be dangerous and I can help?”


  “No.” Arden’s voice was flat. “I’m the only man on ship who knows how to give the treatment, and you’re not getting any. Your life is forfeit for what you almost managed to do.”


  “You won’t stop me, now, Arden,” Joe said. “You can barely see me now, and you’re trying so hard to keep from vomiting out your guts. You’ve got the radio disease; why don’t you cure yourself?” Joe moved back slowly; Arden’s gun followed him hesitantly.


  “You,” Arden said. “You did it. You gave it to me.” The gun steadied.


  “No,” Joe said. “You had it before I ever came aboard ship. But you didn’t know it, did you, Arden? You’re a carrier, and you came to the ship straight from your wife.”


  Arden shook his head weakly. “I took the usual tests; it showed me free of it.”


  “But you know the usual tests, Arden; you know you can’t tell for sure until you get the nausea. And it acts at varying speeds with different people, doesn’t it?”


  Arden’s fingers whitened on the gun; and Joe leapt aside suddenly. The shot blasted out. Then the gun dropped from Arden’s fingers and he fell forward on his face, retching.


  Joe lifted the fallen metal expert almost tenderly, and carried him toward the hospital room.


  When he brought his burden in, Joe saw Burnet sitting on the edge of the bed, slipping on his sandals. Doc Guetschow, one of the professor twins, was remonstrating with him, trying to keep him in bed.


  Burnet shook himself free and stood up. Then he saw Joe placing Arden’s body on the bed.


  “Well!”


  Joe turned and smiled. Then he was serious: “Arden’s got the radio disease.”


  “Your fault, Joe,” Burnet said. “He was right.”


  “No,” Joe said doggedly. “He had it when he came aboard, too. He’s got it bad, too. See what you can do for him, Doc.”


  Then Joe trotted out of the hospital room, and headed for the kitchen storerooms. Wick Wilson, who doubled as cook and metallurgist, was opening cans and draining off the liquid into a tub.


  “Help?” asked Joe.


  Wick Wilson looked at Joe briefly, said: “I thought you were in the brig.” Then, “Sure, lug the tub down to the power room. We’re trying to get enough water out of the juice to make catalyst.”


  Joe hoisted the tub to one shoulder. “How about something to eat?”


  Wick went into the kitchen, pulled a half chicken out of the refrigerator, brought back.


  “Southern fried,” he said. “It’ll hold you together.”


  Joe bit off a chunk and carried the rest in one hand as he balanced the tub of fruit and vegetable juices on one shoulder and strode from the room.


  BLACK TOM was putting the finishing touches on a metal cylinder he had salvaged from some of the shattered tanks.


  As Joe came in the power room door, Black Tom asked: “How does it look? Been a long time since I did any welding, but it’ll hold water.”


  Black Tom and Herd, the assistant pilot, had bolted the jury rigged tank to the floor, and had, through some amateur plumbing work, hooked up a pipe system to the atomic motor.


  Joe jerked his chicken-filled hand at the tub on his shoulder.


  “Where does this juice go?”


  Morrissey apparently had just realized that Joe was free. He looked at him blankly for a moment.


  “Dump it in the tank,” he said, pointing to the metal ladder leaning against the tank. “But keep your distance,” he added. “We don’t want to catch the plague.”


  Joe grinned, stuffed the remainder of the chicken in his mouth, carried the tub up the ladder, and dumped the conglomerated juices into the circular opening at the top of the tank.


  Joe came down the ladder.


  “Got enough yet?” he questioned.


  “Hell, no,” exploded Black Tom. “Look at the gauge we rigged up. Here.”


  Joe looked at the gauge affixed to the side of the tank. It was about two inches below a chalk line Black Tom had drawn.


  “The white line marks the absolute minimum of water we need to get the ship within gravitational pull of the Earth; from there in it’s up to our extensor vanes.”


  “How much do you need yet?” Joe asked.


  Black Tom grunted. “About twelve gallons—and if those juices run out, we’ll have to do some wholesale lemon and orange squeezing.”


  Joe started to turn.


  Black Tom said: “Thanks, Joe, for the can suggestion. It may pull us through.” Joe nodded, went up with his tub for another load of juice.


  When he had dumped the second load in, he said:


  “Wick’s got Whitey, Ronnie Guetschow and Keating squeezing lemons. This is the last of the loose juice.” He shook his head to clear his mind, said briefly, “Excuse me,” and hurriedly left the power room.


  When he came back, his face pale, his limbs shaking from the retching stomach, Bairn and Ed Parman were talking to Black Tom.


  BAIRN looked serious. “Hell,” he said.


  “It would boil down to that. The motor’s okay, Ed says. But I don’t know where in blue blazes we’re going to get enough water. Timnson’s got the hydraulic press from the workroom rigged up squeezing out the garbage we didn’t dump.” He turned to Black Tom: “You’re sure your sand filter will take all the solids out, so it won’t plug up the water jets?”


  Black Tom nodded. It was then Bairn noticed Joe.”


  Bairn said wearily: “Haven’t you caused enough grief, Joe? Arden’s sick with the disease because of you. You’ve been a jinx ever since the trip started. Why don’t you crawl in a hole and die?”


  “I’m trying to help,” Joe said.


  “Nuts,” said Bairn tiredly. Then he turned to Black Tom. “We’ve got gasoline galore for operating the electrical units. Think gas’ll work?”


  “No,” Tom said briefly. Joe’s stomach was beginning to quiver again, and the figures of Tom, Bairn and Parman were weaving. He could feel his pulses pounding raggedly, as if a million drummers were anxious to keep out of tempo.


  He forced himself to walk slowly from the room, but the dizziness caught him at the door and he had to hang on to the lever to keep from keeling over.


  His thoughts were kaleidoscoping, but one finally broke through clearly. It was the answer.


  He pulled himself erect, said through feverish lips:


  “Bairn . . .”


  Bairn said, without turning his head: “Beat it, Joe!”


  “Please, John,” Joe said, “I know where to get more water.” He staggered toward the three men, the floor rocking under him. He felt his mind shouting the words, but his desperate mind couldn’t make his lips move. His eyes wouldn’t focus; his legs wouldn’t work.


  He only half-felt the hurt as his head struck the power room floor.


  “Good,” said Bairn, almost pleased. “That’s taking care of him. Parman, shove him over in the corner. Better put these rubber gloves on.”


  It was a good three hours later when Bairn and Black Tom stood at the gauge measuring the height of the water in the tank.


  “Not good enough,” Black Tom said. “If we don’t crash on the moon, we’ll end up as a satellite. That’s all the water we can squeeze out of it.”


  “Damn,” breathed Bairn, “another gallon would take us home. But there isn’t another lick of water on the ship.” He checked off on his fingers: “The lav, the connecting pipes, the canned food, the garbage, the storage batteries, that does it, guys, I guess.”


  The others stood quietly. Bairn went on: “We might as well get going. Maybe, the fruit juice has got more umph to it than the water, and we might coast-in. But Black Tom says we’ve got enough to reach the moon’s orbit track, but not enough to reach the gravity pull of the Earth.


  “We’ve done all we can,” he said. “Now it’s up to whatever providence watches over people like us.” He licked dry lips and smiled.


  THE MUTED thrumming of the atomic motor gradually worked its way into Joe’s consciousness. He moved wearily, and then his mind, short-circuited by the ravages of the fever, cleared itself and he became aware of his surroundings.


  How long he’d lain there, Joe couldn’t tell as he staggered to his feet and toward the door. He had the answer, if he could make Bairn listen.


  His glazed eyes stared around the power room. There was no one there. He weaved toward the water gauge, stared at it for a long time before it registered.


  Why, his mind said dully, the tank’s almost empty. Joe staggered for the door. The door was a ton weight that fought against him to open it. When it finally opened, he left it that way.


  He got outside in the passageway, and his stomach rebelled. He was very sick for many moments. He crawled and staggered up the circular stairway toward the pilot’s cubicle.


  His body was bruised and hurting from the many times his weak legs had betrayed him before he reached the door to the cubicle. He couldn’t move the lever to the door.


  He tried to shout, but his voice was hoarse, weak. He pounded with both hands against the thick metal. But there was no answer. Once again, he was sick.


  Then wearily he retraced his footsteps, pounded lengthily on each door with his weakened muscles. They couldn’t hear him, a bitter voice nagged at him. He had the answer, and they wouldn’t listen.


  He didn’t feel the pain as he rolled down the circular steps and lay at the bottom in a heap. Somehow he moved on, crawling.


  If they couldn’t listen, he’d have to do it. He reached the door to the power room, lifted his body across the threshold, and then weakness held him motionless.


  Was this it, his heart questioned. This was what he had to do before the radio disease got him, wasn’t it. He couldn’t see, he couldn’t hear, he couldn’t feel. Oh, God, he couldn’t even think.


  Was this it? his heart asked again. Whatever the answer, it was somehow adequate . . . for Joe’s body, weakened by the lifesucking plague moved slowly . . . so very slowly . . .


  “WE’VE nearly reached the last of the VV catalyst, if Black Tom’s figures are right,” Bairn said to the men crowded into the pilot’s cubby.


  “There’s Earth,” Parman said, and his voice was a caress.


  The whole crew was there in the cubby, save for Arden and Burnet and the medical Guetschow twin. Doc Guetschow was down in sick bay with the other two, Burnet’s head having started to act up again after three days without water.


  “Tom, you’re sure your figures are right?” the other Guetschow twin asked.


  “Much as I hate to say it, yes. Only a few hundred miles and we’re finished.” Tom licked his puffed lips.


  It was quiet there in the cubby as the atomic motor drove the ship at tremendous speed through the void.


  “Can’t we coast in?” Parman asked. “We’ve got tremendous acceleration.”


  “But not enough,” Bairn said, “with the moon’s gravitation field to reckon with.”


  All their hearts must have stopped then, when the steady thrum became a staccato beat. “This is it,” Bairn said. The staccato turned to a broken rhythm, hesitated, and finally halted.


  “God,” said Herd, the co-pilot apologetically, “if the moon weren’t around to hold us back.”


  But it was there, looming huge and ugly off the starboard side.


  Parman said: “I can feel it pulling.” The strain made two or three of them giggle. Bairn said as if to a naughty child: “It isn’t that strong, Ed.”


  Bairn’s hand moved to click off the firing lever when the motors suddenly broke into thrumming life.


  The inertia of new flight came to the ship again.


  THEY made a frozen tableau, those men standing in the pilot’s cubby.


  Ed Parman was the first to break the tableau. He slumped to the floor, and lay there, his shoulders shaking convulsively.


  “Herd,” Bairn said suddenly, “Take over. Come on, Tom. Whatever did this is in the power room.”


  “Joe?” Herd asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  The two of them fled, leaving behind them, Parman on his knees staring at the void, the others half-crying, half-laughing.


  Bairn and Black Tom Morrissey came into the power room. They stood awed at what they saw.


  Joe was there.


  Bairn said finally, voice as soft as the night wind over earth:


  “Joe was right. He was good for something after all.”


  Tenderly, he and Black Tom lifted Joe’s dead body down from the tank, laid him gently on the floor.


  “The only thing we forgot, Tom,” Bairn said. “Blood.”


  Crimson still oozed slowly from Joe Wilding’s cut wrists. There was a smile on his dead lips. For it was a man named Joe who was the first to reach the stars—and the roaring rockets had scattered his eternal life across the star trails.


  TERROR OUT OF SPACE


  Leigh Brackett


  An eerie story of a silver land beneath the black Venusian seas. A grim tale of brooding terror whirling out of space to drive men mad, of a menace without name or form, and of the man, Lundy, who fought the horror, his eyes blinded by his will. For to see the terror was to become its slave—a mindless automaton whose only wish was to see behind the shadowed mysterious eyelids of “IT”.


  I


  LUNDY was flying the aero-space convertible by himself. He’d been doing it for a long time. So long that the bottom half of him was dead to the toes and the top half even deader, except for two separate aches like ulcerated teeth; one in his back, one in his head.


  Thick pearly-grey Venusian sky went past the speeding flier in streamers of tom cloud. The rockets throbbed and pounded. Instruments jerked erratically under the swirl of magnetic currents that makes the Venusian atmosphere such a swell place for pilots to go nuts in.


  Jackie Smith was still out cold in the copilot’s seat. From in back, beyond the closed door to the tiny inner cabin, Lundy could hear Farrell screaming and fighting.


  He’d been screaming a long time. Ever since the shot of avertin Lundy had given him after he was taken had begun to wear thin. Fighting the straps and screaming, a hoarse jarring sound with no sense in it.


  Screaming to be free, because of It.


  Somewhere inside of Lundy, inside the rumpled, sweat-soaked black uniform of the Tri-World Police, Special Branch, and the five-foot-six of thick springy muscle under it, there was a knot. It was a large knot, and it was very, very cold in spite of the sweltering heat in the cabin, and it had a nasty habit of yanking itself tight every few minutes, causing Lundy to jerk and sweat as though he’d been spiked.


  Lundy didn’t like that cold tight knot in his belly. It meant he was afraid. He’d been afraid before, plenty of times, and he wasn’t ashamed of it. But right now he needed all the brains and guts he had to get It back to Special headquarters at Vhia, and he didn’t want to have to fight himself, too.


  Fear can screw things for you. It can make you weak when you need to be strong, if you’re going to go on living. You, and the two other guys depending on you.


  Lundy hoped he could keep from getting too much afraid, and too tired—because It was sitting back there in its little strongbox in the safe, waiting for somebody to crack.


  Farrell was cracked wide open, of course, but he was tied down. Jackie Smith had begun to show signs before he passed out, so that Lundy had kept one hand over the anaesthetic needle gun holstered on the side of his chair. And Lundy thought, The hell of it is, you don’t know when It starts to work on you. There’s no set pattern, or if there is we don’t know it. Maybe right now the readings I see on those dials aren’t there at all . . .


  Down below the tom grey clouds he could see occasional small patches of ocean. The black, still, tideless water of Venus, that covers so many secrets of the planet’s past.


  It didn’t help Lundy any. It could be right or wrong, depending on what part of the ocean it was—and there was no way to tell. He hoped nothing would happen to the motors. A guy could get awfully wet, out in the middle of that still black water.


  Farrell went on screaming. His throat seemed to be lined with impervium. Screaming and fighting the straps, because It was locked up and calling for help.


  “I’m cold,” he said. “Hi, Midget.”


  Lundy turned his head. Normally he had a round, fresh, merry face, with bright dark eyes and a white, small-boyish grin. Now he looked like something the waiter had swept out from under a table at four A.M. on New Year’s Day.


  “You’re cold,” he said sourly. He licked sweat off his lips. “Oh, fine! That was all I needed.”


  Jackie Smith stirred slightly, groaned, to joggle himself. His black tunic was open over his chest, showing the white strapping of bandages, and his left hand was thrust in over the locked top of the tunic’s zipper. He was a big man, not any older than Lundy, with big, ugly, pleasant features, a shock of coarse pale hair, and a skin like old leather.


  “On Mercury, where I was born,” he said, “the climate is suitable for human beings. You Old-World pantywaists . . .” He broke off, turned white under the leathery bum, and said through set teeth, “Oil Farrell sure did a good job on me.”


  “You’ll live,” said Lundy. He tried not to think about how nearly both he and Smith had come to not living. Farrell had put up one hell of a fight, when they caught up with him in a native village high up in the Mountains of White Cloud.


  LUNDY still felt sick about that. The bull-meat, the hard boys, you didn’t mind kicking around. But Farrell wasn’t that kind. He was just a nice guy that got trapped by something too big for him.


  A nice guy, crazy blind in love with somebody that didn’t exist. A decent hardworking guy with a wife and two kids who’d lost his mind, heart, and soul to a Thing from outer space, so that he was willing to kill to protect It.


  Oh, hell! thought Lundy wearily, won’t he ever stop screaming?


  The rockets beat and thundered. The torn grey sky whipped past. Jackie Smith sat rigid, with closed eyes, white around the lips and breathing in shallow, careful gasps. And Vhia still a long way off.


  Maybe farther off than he knew. Maybe he wasn’t heading toward Vhia at all. Maybe It was working on him, and he’d never know it till he crashed.


  The cold knot tightened in his belly like a cold blade stabbing.


  Lundy cursed. Thinking things like that was a sure way to punch your ticket right straight to blazes.


  But you couldn’t help thinking, about It. The Thing you had caught in a special net of tight-woven metal mesh, aiming at something Farrell could see but you couldn’t. The Thing you had forced into the glassite box and covered up with a black cloth, because you had been warned not to look at It.


  Lundy’s hands tingled and burned, not unpleasantly. He could still feel the small savage Thing fighting him, hidden in the net. It had felt vaguely cylindrical, and terribly alive.


  Life. Life from outer space, swept out of a cloud of cosmic dust by the gravitic pull of Venus. Since Venus had hit the cloud there had been a wave of strange madness on the planet. Madness like Farrell’s, that had led to murder, and some things even worse.


  Scientists had some ideas about that life from Out There. They’d had a lucky break and found one of The Things, dead, and there were vague stories going around of a crystalline-appearing substance that wasn’t really crystal, about three inches long and magnificently etched and fluted, and supplied with some odd little gadgets nobody would venture an opinion about.


  But the Thing didn’t do them much good, dead. They had to have one alive, if they were going to find out what made it tick and learn how to put a stop to what the telecommentators had chosen to call The Madness from Beyond, or The Vampire Lure.


  One thing about it everybody knew. The guys who suddenly went sluggy and charged off the rails all made it clear that they had met the ultimate Dream Woman of all women and all dreams. Nobody else could see her, but that didn’t bother them any. They saw her, and she was—She. And her eyes were always veiled.


  And She was a whiz at hypnosis and mind-control. That’s why She, or It, hadn’t been caught alive before. Not before Lundy and Smith, with every scientific aid Special could give them, had hacked down Farrell and managed to get the breaks.


  The breaks. Plain fool luck. Lundy moved his throbbing head stiffly on his aching neck, blinked sweat out of his bloodshot eyes, and wished to hell he was home in bed.


  Jackie Smith said suddenly, “Midget, I’m cold. Get me a blanket.”


  Lundy looked at him. His pale green eyes were half open, but not as though they saw anything. He was shivering.


  “I can’t leave the controls, Jackie.”


  “Nuts. I’ve got one hand. I can hang onto this lousy tin fish that long.”


  LUNDY scowled. He knew Smith wasn’t kidding about the cold. The temperatures on Mercury made the first-generation colonists sensitive to anything below the range of an electric furnace. With the wound and all, Smith might wind up with pneumonia if he wasn’t covered.


  “Okay.” Lundy reached out and closed the switch marked A. “But I’ll let Mike do the flying. He can probably last five minutes before he blows his guts out.”


  Iron Mike was just a pattycake when it came to Venusian atmosphere flying. The constant magnetic compensation heated the robot coils to the fusing point in practically no time at all.


  Lundy thought fleetingly that it was nice to know there were still a couple of things men could do better than machinery.


  He got up, feeling like something that had stood outside rusting for four hundred years or so. Smith didn’t turn his head. Lundy growled at him.


  “Next time, sonny, you wear your long woolen undies and let me alone!”


  Then he stopped. The knot jerked tight in his stomach.


  Cold sweat needled him, and his nerves stung in a swift rush of fire.


  Farrell had quit screaming.


  There was silence in the ship. Nothing touched it. The rockets were outside it and didn’t matter. Even Jackie Smith’s careful breathing had stopped. Lundy went forward slowly, toward the door. Two steps.


  It opened. Lundy stopped again, quite still.


  Farrell was standing in the opening. A nice guy with a wife and two kids. His face still looked like that, but the eyes in it were not sane, nor even human.


  Lundy had tied him down to the bunk with four heavy straps. Breast, belly, thighs, and feet. The marks of them were on Farrell. They were cut into his shirt and pants, into his flesh and sinew, deep enough to show his bare white ribs. There was blood. A lot of blood. Farrell didn’t mind.


  “I broke the straps,” he said. He smiled at Lundy. “She called me and I broke the straps.”


  He started to walk to the safe in the corner of the cabin. Lundy gagged and pulled himself up out of a cold black cloud and got his feet to moving.


  Jackie Smith said quietly, “Hold it, Midget. She doesn’t like it there in the safe. She’s cold and she wants to come out.”


  LUNDY looked over his shoulder. Smith was hunched around in his seat, holding the needle-gun from Lundy’s holster on the pilot’s chair. His pale green eyes had a distant, dreamy glow, but Lundy knew better than to trust it.


  He said, without inflection, “You’ve seen her.”


  “No. No, but—I’ve heard her.” Smith’s heavy lips twitched and parted. The breath sucked through between them, hoarse and slow.


  Farrell went down on his knees beside the safe. He put his hands on its blank and gleaming face and turned to Lundy. He was crying.


  “Open it. You’ve got to open it. She wants to come out. She’s frightened.”


  Jackie Smith raised the gun, a fraction of an inch. “Open it, Midget,” he whispered. “She’s cold in there.”


  Lundy stood still. The sweat ran on him and he was colder than a frog’s belly in the rain; and for no reason at all he said thickly, “No. She’s hot. She can’t breathe in there. She’s hot.”


  Then he jerked his head up and yelled. He came around to face Smith, unsteady but fast, and started for him.


  Smith’s ugly face twisted as though he might be going to cry. “Midget! I don’t want to shoot you. Open the safe!”


  Lundy said, “You damned fool,” with no voice at all, and went on.


  Smith hit the firing stud.


  The anaesthetic needles hit Lundy across the chest. They didn’t hurt much. Just a stinging prick. He kept going. No reason. It was just something he seemed to be doing at the time.


  Behind him Farrell whimpered once like a puppy and lay down across the little safe. He didn’t move again. Lundy got down on his hands and knees and reached in a vague sort of way for the controls. Jackie Smith watched him with dazed green eyes.


  Quite suddenly, Iron Mike blew his guts out.


  The control panel let go a burst of blue flame. The glare and heat of it knocked Lundy backward. Things hissed and snarled and ran together, and the convertible began to dance like a leaf in a gale. The automatic safety cut the rockets dead.


  The ship began to fall.


  Smith said something that sounded like She and folded up his chair. Lundy rubbed his hand across his face. The lines of it were blurred and stupid. His dark eyes had no sense in them.


  He began to crawl over the lurching floor toward the safe.


  The clouds outside ripped and tore across the ship’s nose, and presently only water showed. Black, still, tideless water dotted with little islands of floating weed that stirred and slithered with a life of their own.


  Black water, rushing up.


  Lundy didn’t care. He crawled through Farrell’s blood, and he didn’t care about that, either. He pushed Farrell’s body back against the cabin wall and began to scratch at the shiny door, making noises like a hound shut out and not happy about it.


  The ship hit the water with a terrific smack. Spray geysered up, dead white against the black sea, fell back, and closed in. Presently even the ripples went away.


  Dark green weed-islands twined sinuously upon themselves, a flock of small seadragons flapped their jeweled wings down and began to fish, and none of them cared at all about the ship sinking away under them.


  Not even Lundy cared, out cold in the space-tight cabin, with his body wedged up against the safe and tears drying with the sweat on his stubbled cheeks.


  II


  THE first thing Lundy knew about was the stillness. A dead feeling, as though everything in creation had stopped breathing.


  The second thing was his body. It hurt, like hell, and it was hot, and it didn’t like the thick, foul air it was getting. Lundy pushed himself into a sitting position and tried to boot his brain into action. It was hard work, because someone had split his head open four ways with an axe.


  It wasn’t really dark in the cabin. A wavering silver glow almost like moonlight came in through the ports. Lundy could see pretty well. He could see Farrell’s body sprawled out on the floor, and a mess of junk that had once been equipment.


  He could see the safe.


  He looked at it a long time. There wasn’t much to look at. Just an open safe with nothing in it, and a piece of black cloth dropped on the floor.


  “Oh, Lord,” whispered Lundy. “Oh, my Lord!”


  Everything hit him at once then. There wasn’t much in him but his stomach, and that was tied down. But it tried hard to come up. Presently the spasms stopped, and then Lundy heard the knocking.


  It wasn’t very loud. It had a slow, easy rhythm, as though the knocker had a lot of time and didn’t care when he got in. It came from the airlock panel.


  Lundy got up. Slowly, cold as a toad’s belly and as white. His lips drew back from his teeth and stayed there, frozen.


  The knocking kept on. A sleepy kind of sound. The guy outside could afford to wait. Sometime that locked door was going to open, and he could wait. He wasn’t in a hurry. He would never be in a hurry.


  Lundy looked all around the cabin. He didn’t speak. He looked sideways out of the port. There was water out there. The black sea-water of Venus; clear and black, like deep night.


  There was level sand spreading away from the ship. The silver light came up out of it. Some kind of phosphorescence, as bright as moonlight and faintly tinged with green.


  Black sea-water. Silver sand. The guy kept on knocking at the door. Slow and easy. Patient. One—two. One—two. Just off beat with Lundy’s heart.


  Lundy went to the inner cabin, walking steadily He looked around carefully and then went back. He stopped by the lock panel.


  “Okay, Jackie,” he said. “In a minute. In a minute, boy.”


  Then he turned and went very fast to the port locker and got a quart bottle out of its shock cradle, and raised it. It took both hands.


  After a while he dropped the bottle and stood still, not looking at anything, until he stopped shaking. Then he pulled his vac-suit down off its hook and climbed into it. His face was grey and quite blank.


  He took all the oxygen cylinders he could carry, emergency rations, and all the benzedrine in the medicine kit. He put the limit dose of the stimulant down on top of the brandy before he locked his helmet. He didn’t bother with the needle gun. He took the two Service blasters—his own, and Smith’s. The gentle knocking didn’t stop.


  He stood for a moment looking at the open safe and the black cloth dropped beside it. Something cruel came into his face. A tightness, a twitching and setting of the muscles, and a terrible look of patience.


  Being under water wouldn’t bother a Thing from outer space. He reached up and lifted the net of tight-woven metal-mesh down off its hook and fastened it on his belt. Then he walked over and opened the airlock door.


  Black water swirled in around his weighted boots, and then the door opened wide and Jackie Smith came in.


  He’d been waiting in the flooded lock-chamber. Kicking his boots against the inner door, easy, with the slow breathing of the sea. Now the water pushed his feet down and held him upright from behind, so he could walk in and stand looking at Lundy. A big blond man with green eyes, and white bandages strapped under his open black tunic, looking at Lundy. Not long. Only for a second. But long enough.


  Lundy stopped himself after the third scream. He had to, because he knew if he screamed again he’d never stop. By that time the black water had pushed Jackie Smith away, over to the opposite wall, and covered his face.


  “Oh, Lord,” whispered Lundy. “Oh, Lord, what did he see before he drowned?”


  No one answered. The black water pushed at Lundy, rising high around him, trying to take him over to Jackie Smith. Lundy’s mouth began to twitch.


  He shut his teeth on his lower lip, holding it, holding his throat. He began to run, clumsily, fighting the water, and then he stopped that, too. He walked, not looking behind him, out into the flooded lock. The door slid shut behind him, automatically.


  He walked out across the firm green-silver sand, swallowing the blood that ran in his mouth and choked him.


  HE DIDN’T hurry. He was going to be walking for a long, long time. From the position of the ship when it fell he ought to be able to make it to the coast—unless It had been working on him so the figures on the dials hadn’t been there at all.


  He checked his direction, adjusted the pressure-control in his vac-suit, and plodded on in the eerie undersea moonlight. It wasn’t hard going. If he didn’t hit a deep somewhere, or meet something too big to handle, or furnish a meal for some species of hungry Venus-weed, he ought to live to face up to the Old Man at H.Q. and tell him two men were dead, the ship lost, and the job messed to hell and gone.


  It was beautiful down there. Like the dream-worlds you see when you’re doped or delirious. The phosphorescence rose up into the black water and danced there in wavering whorls of cold fire. Fish, queer gaudy little things with jewelled eyes, flicked past Lundy in darts of sudden color, and there were great stands of weed like young forests, spangling the dark water and the phosphorescence glow with huge burning spots of blue and purple and green and silver.


  Flowers. Lundy got too close to some of them once. They reached out and opened round mouths full of spines and sucked at him hungrily. The fish gave them a wide berth. After that, so did Lundy.


  He hadn’t been walking more than half an hour when he hit the road.


  It was a perfectly good road, running straight across the sand. Here and there it was cracked, with some of the huge square blocks pushed up or tipped aside, but it was still a good road, going somewhere.


  Lundy stood looking at it with cold prickles running up and down his spine. He’d heard about things like this. Nobody knew an awful lot about Venus yet. It was a young, tough, be-damned-to-you planet, and it was apt to give the snoopy scientific guys a good swift boot in their store teeth.


  But even a young planet has a long past, and stories get around. Legends, songs, folk tale. It was pretty well accepted that a lot of Venus that was under water now hadn’t been once, and vice versa. The old girl had her little whimsies while doing the preliminary mock-up of her permanent face.


  So once upon a time this road had crossed a plain under a hot pearl-grey sky, going somewhere. Taking caravans from the seacoast, probably. Bales of spices and spider-silk and casks of vakhi from the Nahali canebrakes, and silver-haired slavegirls from the high lands of the Cloud People, going along under sultry green liha—trees to be sold.


  Now it crossed a plain of glowing sand under still black water. The only trees that shadowed it were tall weeds with brilliant, hungry flowers, and the only creatures that followed it were little fish with jewelled eyes. But it was still there, still ready, still going somewhere.


  It was headed the same way Lundy was. It must have made a bend somewhere and turned to meet him. Lundy licked cold sweat off his lips and stepped out on it.


  He stepped slow and careful, like a man coming alone down the aisle of an empty church.


  He walked on the road for a long time. The weeds crowded in thicker along its edges. It seemed to run right through a dense forest of them that spread away as far as Lundy could see on either side. He was glad of the road. It was wide, and if he stayed in the middle of it the flowers couldn’t reach him.


  TT GOT darker outside, because of the weeds covering the sand. Whatever made the phosphorescence didn’t like being crowded that way, and pretty soon it was so dark that Lundy had to switch on the light in the top of his helmet. In the edges of the beam he could see the weed fronds moving lazily with the slow breathing of the sea.


  The flowers were brighter here. They hung like lamps in the black water, burning with a light that seemed to come out of themselves. Sullen reds and angry yellows, and coldly vicious blues.


  Lundy didn’t like them.


  The weeds grew in thicker and closer. They bulged out their roots, in over the stone edges. The flowers opened their bright hungry mouths and yearned at Lundy, reaching.


  Reaching. Not quite touching. Not yet.


  He was tired. The brandy and the benzedrine began to die in him. He changed his oxygen cylinder. That helped, but not much. He took more dope, but he was afraid to go heavy on it lest he drive his heart too hard. His legs turned numb.


  He hadn’t slept for a long time. Tracking Farrell hadn’t been any breeze, and taking him—and It—had been plain and fancy hell. Lundy was only human. He was tired. Bushed. Cooked. Beat to the socks.


  He sat down and rested a while, turning off his light to save the battery. The flowers watched him, glowing in the dark. He closed his eyes, but he could still feel them, watching and waiting.


  After a minute or two he got up and went on.


  The weeds grew thicker, and taller, and heavier with flowers.


  More benzedrine, and damn the heart. The helmet light cut a cold white tunnel through the blackness. He followed it, walking faster. Weed fronds met and interlaced high above him, closing him in. Flowers bent inward, downward. Their petals almost brushed him. Fleshy petals, hungry and alive.


  He started to run, over the wheel-ruts and the worn hollows of the road that still went somewhere, under the black sea.


  Lundy ran clumsily for a long time between the dark and pressing walls. The flowers got closer. They got close enough to catch his vac-suit, like hands grasping and slipping and grasping again. He began using the blaster.


  He burned off a lot of them that way. They didn’t like it. They began swaying in from their roots and down from the laced ceiling over his head. They hurt. They were angry. Lundy ran, sobbing without tears.


  The road did him in. It crossed him up, suddenly, without warning. It ran along smoothly under the tunnel of weeds, and then it was a broken, jumbled mass of huge stone blocks, tipped up and thrown around like something a giant’s kid got tired of playing with.


  And the weeds had found places to stand in between them.


  Lundy tripped and fell, cracking his head against the back of his helmet. For a moment all he could see was bright light flashing. Then that stopped, and he realized he must have jarred a connection loose somewhere because his own light was out.


  He began to crawl over a great tilted block. The flowers burned bright in the darkness. Bright and close. Very close. Lundy opened his mouth. Nothing came out but a hoarse animal whimper. He was still holding a blaster. He fired it off a couple of times, and then he was on top of the block, lying flat on his belly.


  He knew it was the end of the line, because he couldn’t move any more.


  The bright flowers came down through the dark. Lundy lay watching them. His face was quite blank. His dark eyes held a stubborn hatred, but nothing else.


  He watched the flowers fasten on his vac-suit and start working. Then, from up ahead, through the dark close tunnel of the weeds, he saw the light.


  It flared out suddenly, like lightning. A sheet of hot, bright gold cracking out like a whipped banner, lighting the end of the road.


  Lighting the city, and the little procession coming out of it.


  Lundy didn’t believe any of it. He was half dead already, with his mind floating free of his body and beginning to be wrapped up in dark clouds. He watched what he saw incuriously.


  The golden light died down, and then flared out twice more, rhythmically. The road ran smooth again beyond the end of the tunnel, straight across a narrow plain. Beyond that, the city rose.


  Lundy couldn’t see much of it, because of the weeds. But it seemed to be a big city. There was a wall around it, of green marble veined with dusky rose, the edges worn round by centuries of water. There were broad gates of pure untarnished gold, standing open on golden pintles. Beyond them was a vast square paved in cloud-grey quartz, and the buildings rose around it like the castles Lundy remembered from Earth and his childhood, when there were clouds of a certain kind at sunset.


  That’s what the whole place looked like, under the flaring golden light. Cloud-cuckoo land at sunset. Remote, dreaming in beauty, with the black water drawn across it like a veil—something never destroyed because it never existed.


  The creatures who came from between the golden gates and down the road were like tiny wisps of those clouds, tom free by some cold wandering breeze and driven away from the light.


  They came drifting toward Lundy. They didn’t seem to be moving fast, but they must have been because quite suddenly they were among the weeds. There were a lot of them; maybe forty or fifty. They seemed to be between three and four feet tall, and they were all the same sad, blue-grey, twilight color.


  Lundy couldn’t see what they were. They were vaguely man-shaped, and vaguely finny, and something that was more than vaguely something else, only he couldn’t place it.


  He was suddenly beyond caring. The dull black curtain around his mind got a hole in it, and fear came shrieking through it. He could feel the working and pulling of his vac-suit where the flowers were chewing on it as though it were his own skin.


  He could feel sweat running cold on his body. In a minute that would be sea water running, and then . . .


  Lundy began to fight. His lips peeled back off his teeth, but he didn’t make any noise except his heavy breathing. He fought the flowers, partly with the blaster, partly with brute strength. No science, no thought. Just the last blind struggle of an animal that didn’t want to die.


  The flowers held him. They smothered him, crushed him down, wrapped him in lovely burning petals of destruction. He seared a lot of them, but there were always more. Lundy didn’t fight long.


  He lay on his back, knees drawn up a little toward a rigid, knotted belly, blind with sweat, his heart kicking him like a logger’s boot. Cold, tense—waiting.


  And then the flowers went away.


  They didn’t want to. They let go reluctantly, drawing back and snarling like cats robbed of a fat mouse, making small hungry feints at him. But they went.


  LUNDY came nearer fanning off for keeps then than he ever had. Reaction wrung him out like a wet bar-rag. His heart quit beating; his body jerked like something on a string.


  Then, through a mist that might have been sweat, or tears, on the edge of the Hereafter, he saw the little blue-grey people looking down at him.


  They hovered in a cloud above him, holding place with membranes as fluttering and delicate as bird-calls on a windy day. The membranes ran between arm-and leg-members, both of which had thin flat swimming-webs. There were suckers on the legs, about where the heels would have been if they’d had feet.


  Their bodies were slender and supple, and definitely feminine without having any of the usual human characteristics. They were beautiful. They weren’t like anything Lundy had even seen before, or even dreamed about, but they were beautiful.


  They had faces. Queer little pixie things without noses. Their noses were round and tiny and rather sweet, but their eyes were their dominant feature.


  Huge round golden eyes with pupils of deep brown. Soft eyes, gentle, inquiring, it made Lundy feel like crying, and so scared it made him mad.


  The flowers kept weaving around hopefully. When one got too close to Lundy, one of the little people would slap it gently, the way you would a pet dog, and shoo it away.


  “Do you live?”


  III


  LUNDY wasn’t surprised by the telepathic voice. Thought-communication was commoner than speech and a lot simpler in many places on the inhabited worlds. Special gave its men a thorough training in it.


  “I live, thanks to you.”


  There was something in the quality of the brain he touched that puzzled him. It was like nothing he’d ever met before.


  He got to his feet, not very steadily. “You came just in time. How did you know I was here?”


  “Your fear-thoughts carried to us. We know what it is to be afraid. So we came.”


  “There’s nothing I can say but ‘Thank you.’ ”


  “But of course we helped! Why not? You needn’t thank us.”


  Lundy looked at the flowers burning sullenly in the gloom. “How is it you can boss them around? Why don’t they . . .”


  “But they’re not cannibals! Not like—The Others.” There was pure cold dread in that last thought.


  “Cannibals.” Lundy looked up at the cloud of dainty blue-grey woman-things. His skin got cold and a size too small for him.


  Their soft golden eyes smiled down at him. “We’re different from you, yes. Just as we’re different from the fish. What is your thought? Bright things growing—weed—yes, they’re kin to us.”


  Kin, thought Lundy. Yeah. About like we are to the animals. Plants. Living plants were no novelty on Venus. Why not plants with thinking minds? Plants that earned their roots along with them, and watched you with sad soft eyes. “Let’s get out of here,” said Lundy.


  They went down along the dark tunnel and out onto the road, and the flowers yearned like hungry dogs after Lundy but didn’t touch him. He started out across the narrow plain, with the plant-women drifting cloudlike around him.


  Seaweed. Little bits of kelp that could talk to you. It made Lundy feel queer.


  The city made him feel queer, too. It was dark when he first saw it from the plain, with only the moonlight glow of the sand to touch it. It was a big city, stretching away behind its barrier wall. Big and silent and very old, waiting there at the end of its road.


  It was curiously more real in the dim light. Lundy lost trace of the water for a moment. It was like walking toward a sleeping city in the moonlight, feeling the secretive, faintly hostile strength of it laired and leashed, until dawn . . .


  Only there would never be a dawn for this city. Never, any more.


  Lundy wanted suddenly to run away.


  “Don’t be afraid. We live there. It’s safe.”


  Lundy shook his head irritably. Quite suddenly the brilliant light flared out again, three regular flashes. It seemed to come from somewhere to the right, out of a range of undersea mountains. Lundy felt a faint trembling of the sand. A volcanic fissure, probably, opened when the sand sank.


  The golden light changed the city again. Cloud-cuckoo land at sunset—a place where you could set your boots down on a dream.


  When he went in through the gates he was awed, but not afraid. And then, while he stood in the square looking up at the great dim buildings, the thought came drifting down to him out of the cloud of little woman-things.


  “It was safe. It was happy—before She came.”


  AFTER a long moment Lundy said, “She?”


  “We haven’t seen her. But our mates have. She came a little while ago and walked through the streets, and all our mates left us to follow her. They say she’s beautiful beyond any of us, and . . .”


  “And her eyes are hidden, and they have to see them. They have to look into her eyes or go crazy, so they follow her.”


  The sad little blue-grey cloud stirred in the dark water. Golden eyes looked down at him.


  “How did you know? Do you follow her, too?”


  Lundy took a deep, slow breath. The palms of his hands were wet. “Yes. Yes, I followed her, too.”


  “We feel your thought . . . They came down close around him. Their delicate membranes fluttered like fairy wings. Their golden eyes were huge and soft and pleading.


  “Can you help us? Can you bring our mates back safe? They’ve forgotten everything. If The Others should come . . .”


  “The Others?”


  Lundy’s brain was drowned in stark and terrible fear. Pictures came through it. Vague gigantic dreams of nightmare . . .


  “They come, riding the currents that go between the hot cracks in the mountains and the cold deeps. They eat. They destroy.” The little woman-things were shaken suddenly like leaves in a gust of wind.


  “We hide from them in the buildings. We can keep them out, away from our seed and the little new ones. But our mates have forgotten. If The Others come while they follow Her, outside and away from safety, they’ll all be killed. We’ll be left alone, and there’ll be no more seed for us, and no more little new ones.”


  They pressed in close around him, touching him with their small blue-grey forefins.


  “Can you help us? Oh, can you help us?”


  Lundy closed his eyes. His mouth twitched and set. When he opened his eyes again they were hard as agates.


  “I’ll help you,” he said, “or die trying.”


  It was dark in the great square, with only the pale sand-glow seeping through the gates. For a moment the little blue-grey woman-creatures clung around him, not moving, except as the whole mass of them swayed slightly with the slow rhythm of the sea.


  Then they burst away from him, outward, in a wild surge of hope—and Lundy stood with his mouth open, staring.


  They weren’t blue-grey any longer. They glowed suddenly, their wings and their dainty, supple bodies, a warm soft green that had a vibrant pulse of life behind it. And they blossomed.


  The long, slender, living petals must have been retracted, like the fronds of a touch-me-not, while they wore the sad blue-grey. Now they broke out like coronals of flame around their small heads.


  Blue and scarlet and gold, poppy-red and violet and flame, silver-white and warm pink like a morning cloud, streaming in the black water. Streaming from small green bodies that rolled and tumbled high up against the dark, dreaming buildings like the butterflies that had danced there before the sunlight was lost forever.


  Quite suddenly, then, they stopped. They drifted motionless in the water, and their colors dimmed. Lundy said, “Where are they?”


  “Deep in the city, beyond our buildings here—in the streets where only the curious young ones ever go. Oh, bring them back! Please bring them back!”


  He left them hovering in the great dark square and went on into the city.


  HE WALKED down broad paved streets channeled with wheel-ruts and hollowed by generations of sandalled feet. The great water-worn buildings lifted up on either side, lighted by the erratic glare of the distant fissure.


  The window-openings, typical of most Venusian architecture, were covered by grilles of marble and semi-precious stone, intricately hand-pierced like bits of jewelry. The great golden doors stood open on their uncorroded hinges. Through them Lundy could watch the life of the little plant-people being lived.


  In some of the buildings the lower floor had been covered with sand. Plant-women hovered protectively over them, brushing the sand smooth where the water disturbed it. Lundy guessed that these were seed beds.


  In other places there were whole colonies of tiny flower-things still rooted in the sand; a pale spring haze of green in the dimness. They sat in placid rows, nodding their pastel baby coronals and playing solemnly with bits of bright weed and colored stones. Here, too, the plant-women watched and guarded lovingly.


  Several times Lundy saw groups of young plantlings, grown free of the sand, being taught to swim by the woman-creatures, tumbling in the black water like bright petals on a spring wind.


  All the women were the same sad blue-grey, with their blossoms hidden.


  They’d stay that way, unless he, Lundy, could finish the job Special had sent him to do. The job he hadn’t been quite big enough to handle up to now.


  Farrell, with the flesh flayed off his bones, and not feeling it because She was all he could think of. Jackie Smith, drowned in a flooded lock because She wanted to be free and he had helped her.


  Was this Lundy guy so much bigger than Farrell and Smith, and all the other men who had gone crazy over Her? Big enough to catch The Vampire Lure in a net and keep it there, and not go nuts himself?


  Lundy didn’t feel that big. Not anywhere near that big.


  He was remembering things. The first time he’d had It in a net. The last few minutes before the wreck, when he’d heard Her crying for freedom from inside the safe. Jackie Smith’s face when he walked in with the water from the flooded lock, and his, Lundy’s, own question—Oft Lord, what did he see before he drowned?


  The tight cold knot was back in Lundy’s belly again, and this time it had spurs on.


  He left the colony behind him, walking down empty streets lit by the rhythmic flaring of the volcanic fissure. There was damage here. Pavements cracked and twisted with the settling, towers shaken down, the carved stone jalousies split out of the windows. Whole walls had fallen in, in some places, and most of the golden doors were wrecked, jammed wide open or gone entirely.


  A dead city. So dead and silent that you couldn’t breathe with it, and so old it made you crawl inside.


  A swell place to go mad in, following a dream.


  After a long time Lundy saw them—the mates of the little seaweed women. A long, long trail of them like a flight of homing birds, winding between the dark and broken towers.


  They looked like their women. A little bigger, a little coarser, with strong tough dark-green bodies and brilliant coronals. Their golden eyes were fixed on something Lundy couldn’t see, and they looked like the eyes of Lucifer yearning at the gates of Heaven.


  Lundy began to run against the water, cutting across a wide plaza to get under the head of the procession. He unhooked the net from his belt with hands that felt like a couple of dead fish.


  THEN HE staggered suddenly, lost his footing, and went sprawling. It was as though somebody had pushed him with a strong hand. When he tried to get up it pushed him again, hard. The golden glare from the fissure was steadier now, and very bright.


  The trail of little man-things bent suddenly in a long whipping bow, and Lundy knew what was the matter.


  There was a current rising in the city. Rising like the hot white winds that used to howl in from the sea, carrying the rains.


  “They ride the currents that go between the hot cracks in the mountains and the cold deeps. They eat. They destroy.”


  The Others. The Others, who were cannibals . . .


  She led the bright trail of plant-men between the towers, and there was a current rising in the streets.


  Lundy got up. He balanced himself against the thrust of the current and ran, following the procession. It was clumsy work, with the water and his leaded boots. He tried to gauge where It—or She—was from the focus of the plant-men’s eyes.


  The hot light flared up brighter. The water pulled and shoved at him. He looked back once, but he couldn’t see anything in the shadows between the towers. He was scared.


  He shook the net out, and he was scared.


  Funny that It—or She—didn’t see him. Funny It didn’t sense his mind, even though he tried to keep it closed. But he wasn’t a very big object down there in the shadows under the walls, and creating an illusion for that many minds would be a strain on anything, even creature from outer space.


  He’d had the breaks once before, when he caught up with Farrell. He prayed to have them again.


  He got them, for what good it did him.


  The current caught the procession and pulled it down close to Lundy. He watched their eyes. She was still leading them. She had a physical body even if you couldn’t see it, and the current would pull it, no matter how tiny it was.


  He cast his net out, fast.


  It bellied out in the black water and came swooping back to his pull, and there was something in it. Something tiny and cylindrical and vicious. Something alive.


  He drew the net tight, shivering and sweating with nervous excitement. And the plant-men attacked.


  They swooped on him in a brilliant cloud. Their golden eyes burned. There was no sense in them. Their minds shrieked and clamored at him, a formless howl of rage—and fear, for Her.


  They beat at him with their little green fins. Their coronals blazed, hot angry splashes of colored flame against the dark water. They wrenched at the net, tore at it, beating their membranes like wings against the rising current.


  Lundy was a solid, muscular little guy. He snarled and fought for the net like a wolf over a yearling lamb. He lost it anyway. He fell on his face under a small mountain of churning man-things and lay gasping for the breath they knocked out of him, thankful for the vac-suit that saved him from being crushed flat.


  He watched them take the net. They clustered around it in a globe like a swarm of bees, rolling around in the moving water. Their golden eyes had a terrible stricken look.


  They couldn’t open the net. Lundy had drawn it tight and fastened it, and they didn’t have fingers. They stroked and pawed it with their fins, but they couldn’t let her out.


  Lundy got up on his hands and knees. The current quickened. It roared down between the broken towers like a black wind and took the swarm of man-things with it, still clutching the net.


  And then The Others came.


  IV


  LUNDY saw them a long way off. For a moment he didn’t believe it. He thought they must be shadows cast by the fitful glare of the fissure. He braced himself against a building and stood watching.


  Stood watching, and then seeing as the rushing current brought them closer. He didn’t move, except to lift his jaw a little trying to breathe. He simply stood, cold as a dead man’s feet and just as numb.


  They looked something like the giant rays he’d seen back on Earth, only they were plants. Great sleek bulbs of kelp with their leaves spread like wings to the current. Their long teardrop bodies ended in a flange like a fishtail that served as a rudder and they had tentacles for arms.


  They were colored a deep red-brown like dried blood. The golden flare of the fissure made their cold eyes gleam. It showed their round mouth-holes full of sharp hairspines, and the stinging deathly cups on the undersides of their huge tentacles.


  Those arms were long enough and tough enough to pierce even the fabric of a vac-suit. Lundy didn’t know whether they ate flesh or not, but it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t care, after he’d been slapped with one of those tentacles.


  The net with Her in it was getting away from him, and The Others were coming down on top of him. Even if he’d wanted to quit his job right then there wasn’t any place to hide in these ruined, doorless buildings.


  Lundy shot his suit full of precious oxygen and added himself to the creatures riding that black current to hell.


  It swept him like a bubble between the dead towers, but not fast enough. He wasn’t very far ahead of the kelp-things. He tried to swim, to make himself go faster, but it was like racing an oared dinghy against a fleet of sixteen-meter sloops with everything set.


  He could see the cluster of plant-men ahead of him. They hadn’t changed position. They rolled and tumbled in the water, using a lot of the forward push to go around with, so that Lundy was able to overhaul them.


  But not fast enough. Not nearly fast enough.


  The hell of it was he couldn’t see anything to do if he got there. The net was way inside the globe. They weren’t going to let him take it away. And if he did, what would it get anybody? They’d still follow Her, without sense enough to rim away from the kelp-beasts.


  Unless . . .


  It hit Lundy all of a sudden. A hope, a solution. Hit him neatly as the leading kelp-thing climbed up on his heels and brought its leaf-wings in around him, hard.


  Lundy let go an animal howl of fear and kicked wildly, shooting more air into his suit. He went up fast, and the wings grazed his boots but didn’t quite catch him. Lundy rolled over and fed the thing a full charge out of his blaster, right through the eye.


  It began to thrash and flounder like a shot bird. The ones coming right behind it got tangled up with it and then stopped to eat. Pretty soon there were a lot of them tumbling around it and fighting like a flock of gulls over a fish. Lundy swam furiously, cursing the clumsy suit.


  There were a lot of the things that hadn’t stopped, and the ones that had wouldn’t stay long. Lundy kicked and strained and sweated. He was scared. He had the wind up so hard it was blowing his guts out, and it was like swimming in a nightmare, where you’re tied.


  The current seemed to move faster up where he was now. He gathered his thoughts into a tight beam and threw them into the heart of the cluster of plant-men, at the creature in the net.


  I can free you. I’m the only one that can.


  A voice answered him, inside his mind. The voice he had heard once before, back in the cabin of the wrecked flier. A voice as sweet and small as Pan-pipes calling on the Hills of Fay.


  I know. My thought crossed yours . . . The elfin voice broke suddenly, almost on a gasp of pain. Very faintly, Lundy heard:


  Heavy! Heavy! I am slow . . .


  A longing for something beyond his experience stabbed Lundy like the cry of a frightened child. And then the globe of man-things burst apart as though a giant wind had struck them.


  Lundy watched them wake up, out of their dream.


  She had vanished, and now they didn’t know why they were here or what they were doing. They had a heart-shaking memory of some beauty they couldn’t touch, and that was all. They were lost, and frightened.


  Then they saw The Others.


  IT WAS as though someone had hit them a stunning blow with his fist. They hung motionless, swept along by the current, staring back with dazed golden eyes. Their brilliant petals curled inward and vanished, and the green of their bodies dulled almost to black.


  The kelp-beasts spread their wings wide and rushed toward them like great dark birds. And up ahead, under the sullen golden glare, Lundy saw the distant buildings of the colony. Some of the doors were still open, with knots of tiny figures waiting beside them.


  Lundy was still a little ahead of the kelp-things. He grabbed up the floating net and hooked it to his belt, and then steered himself clumsily toward a broken tower jutting up to his right.


  He hurled a wild telepathic shout at the plant-men, trying to make them turn and run, telling them that he’d hold off The Others. They were too scared to hear him. He cursed them, almost crying. On the third try he got through and they came to life in a hurry, rushing away with all the speed they had.


  By that time Lundy was braced on his pinnacle of stone, and the kelp-beasts were right on top of him.


  He got busy with both blasters. He burned down a lot of the things. Pretty soon the water all around him was full of thrashing bodies where the living had stopped to fight over the dead. But he couldn’t get them all, and a few got by him.


  Almost without turning his head he could see the huge red bird-shapes overhauling stragglers, wrapping them in broad wings, and then lying quiet in the rush of the current, feeding.


  They kept the doors, open, those little woman-things. They waited until the last of their mates came home, and then slammed the golden panels on the blunt noses of the kelp-things. Not many of the little men were lost. Only a few small wives would hide their petals and wear their sad blue-grey. Lundy felt good about that.


  It was nice he felt good about something, because Old Mr. Grim was climbing right up on Lundy’s shoulders, showing his teeth. The kelp-beasts had finally found out who was hurting them. Also, now, Lundy was the only food in sight.


  They were ganging up for a rush, wheeling and sideslipping in the spate of black water. Lundy got two more, and then one blaster charge fizzled out, and right after it the other one became dull.


  Lundy stood alone on his broken tower and watched death sweep in around him. And the sweet elfin voice spoke out of the net:


  Let me free. Let me free!


  Lundy set his jaw tight and did the only thing he could think of. He deflated his vac-suit and jumped, plunging down into the black depths of the ruined building.


  The kelp-things folded their leaves back like the wings of a diving bird and came down after him, using their tails for power.


  Fitful flares of light came through broken walls and window openings. Lundy went down a long way. He didn’t have to bother about stairs. The quakes had knocked most of the floors out.


  The kelp-things followed him. Their long sinuous bodies were maneuverable as a shark’s, and they were fast.


  And all the time the little voice cried in his mind, asking for freedom.


  Lundy hit bottom.


  The walls were fairly solid down here, and it was dark, and the place was choked with rubble. Things got a little confused. Lundy’s helmet light was shot, and he wouldn’t have used it anyway because it would have guided the hunters.


  He felt them, swirling and darting around him. He ran, to no place in particular. The broken stones tripped him. Three times great sinewy bodies brushed him, knocking him spinning, but they couldn’t quite find him in the darkness, chiefly because they got in each other’s way.


  Lundy fell through suddenly into a great hall, lying beside whatever room he had been in and a little below it. It was hardly damaged. Golden doors stood open to the water, and there was plenty of light.


  Plenty of light for Lundy to see some more of the kelp-beasts poking hopeful faces in, and plenty of light for them to see Lundy.


  The elfin voice called, Let me out! Let me out!


  LUNDY didn’t have breath enough left to curse. He turned and ran, and the kelp-beasts gave a lazy flirt of their tails and caught up with him in the first thirty feet. They almost laughed in his face.


  The only thing that saved Lundy was that when they opened their leaf-wings to take him they interfered with each other. It slowed them, just for a moment. Just long enough for Lundy to see the door.


  A little door of black stone with no carving on it, standing half-open on a golden pivot, about ten feet away.


  Lundy made for it. He dodged out from under one huge swooping wing, made a wild leap that almost tore him apart, and grabbed the edge of the door with his hands, doubling up and pulling.


  A tentacle tip struck his feet. His lead boots hit the floor, and for a minute he thought his legs were broken. But the surge of water the blow made helped to carry him in through the narrow opening.


  Half a dozen blunt red-brown heads tried to come through after him, and were stopped. Lundy was down on his hands and knees. He was trying to breathe, but somebody had put a heavy building on his chest. Also, it was getting hard to see anything.


  He crawled over and put his shoulder against the door and pushed. It wouldn’t budge. The building had settled and jammed the pivot for keeps. Even the butting kelp-things couldn’t jar it.


  But they kept on trying. Lundy crawled away. After a while some of the weight went off his chest and he could see better.


  A shaft of fitful golden light shot in through a crack about ten feet above him. A small crack, not even big enough to let a baby in and out. It was the only opening other than the door.


  The room was small, too. The stone walls were dead black, without ornament or carving, except on the rear wall.


  There was a square block of jet there, about eight feet long by four wide, hollowed in a peculiar and unpleasantly suggestive fashion. Above it there was a single huge ruby set in the stone, burning red like a foretaste of hell fire.


  Lundy had seen similar small chambers in old cities still on dry land. They were where men had gone to die for crimes against society and the gods.


  Lundy looked at the hungry monsters pushing at the immovable door and laughed. There was no particular humor in it. He fired his last shot, and sat down.


  The brutes might go away sometime, maybe. But unless they went within a very few minutes, it wasn’t going to matter. Lundy’s oxygen was getting low, and it was still a long way to the coast.


  The voice from the net cried out, Let me free!


  “The hell with you,” said Lundy. He was tired. He was so tired he didn’t care much whether he lived or died.


  He made sure the net was fast to his belt, and tightly closed.


  “If I live, you go back to Vhia with me. If I die—well, you won’t be able to hurt anybody again. There’ll be one less devil loose on Venus.”


  Free! Free! Free! I must be free! This heavy weight . . .


  “Sure. Free to lead guys like Farrell into going crazy, and leaving their wives and kids. Free to kill . . .” He looked with sultry eyes at the net. “Jackie Smith was my pal. You think I’d let you go? You think anything you could do would make me let you go?”


  Then he saw her.


  Plight through the net, as though the metal mesh was cellophane. She crouched there in his lap, a tiny thing less than two feet high, doubled over her knees. The curve of her back was something an angel had carved out of a whisp of warm, pearl-pink cloud.


  V


  LUNDY broke into a trembling sweat. He shut his eyes. It didn’t matter. He saw her. He couldn’t help seeing her. He tried to fight his mind, but he was tired . . .


  Her hair hid most of her. It had black night in it, and moonbeams, and glints of fire like a humming-bird’s breast. Hair you dream about. Hair you could smother yourself in, and die happy.


  She raised her head slowly, letting the veil of warm darkness fall away from her. Her eyes were shadowed, hidden under thick lashes. She raised her hands to Lundy, like a child praying.


  But she wasn’t a child. She was a woman, naked as a pearl, and so lovely that Lundy sobbed with it, in shivering ecstasy.


  “No,” he said hoarsely. “No. No!”


  She held her arms up to be free, and didn’t move.


  Lundy tore the net loose from his belt and flung it on the altar block. He got up and went lurching to the door, but the kelp-things were still there, still hungry. He sat down again, in a corner as far away from both places as he could get, and took some benzedrine.


  It was the wrong thing to do. He’d about reached his limit. It made him lightheaded. He couldn’t fight her, couldn’t shut her out. She knelt on the altar with her hands stretched out to him, and a shaft of golden light falling on her like something in a church.


  “Open your eyes,” he said. “Open your eyes and look at me.”


  Let me free. Let me free!


  Freedom Lundy didn’t know anything about. The freedom of outer space, with the whole Milky Way to play in and nothing to hold you back. And with the longing, fear. A blind, stricken terror . . .


  “No!” Lundy said.


  Things got dark for Lundy. Presently he found himself at the altar block, fumbling at the net.


  He wrenched away and went stumbling back to his corner. He was twitching all over like a frightened dog.


  “Why do you want to do it? Why do you have to torture me—drive them crazy for something they can’t have—kill them?”


  Torture? Crazy? Kill? I don’t understand. They worship me. It is pleasant to be worshiped.


  “Pleasant?” Lundy was yelling aloud, and didn’t know it. “Pleasant, damn you! So you kill a good guy like Farrell, and drown Jackie Smith . . .”


  Kill? Wait—give me the thought again . . .


  Something inside Lundy turned cold and still, holding its breath. He sent the thought again. Death. Cessation. Silence, and the dark.


  The tiny glowing figure on the black stone bent over its knees again, and it was sadder than a seabird’s cry at sunset.


  So will I be soon. So will all of us. Why did this planet take us out of space? The weight, the pressure breaks and crushes us, and we can’t get free. In space there was no death, but now we die . . .


  Lundy stood quite still. The blood beat like drums in his temples.


  “You mean that all you creatures out of space are dying? That the—the madness will stop of itself?”


  Soon. Very soon. There was no death in space! There was no pain! We didn’t know about them. Everything here was new, to be tasted and played with. We didn’t know . . .


  “Hell!” said Lundy, and looked at the creatures beating at the crack of the stone door. He sat down.


  You, too, will die.


  LUNDY raised his head slowly. His eyes had a terrible brightness.


  “You like to be worshiped,” he whispered. “Would you like to be worshiped after you die? Would you like to be remembered always as something good and beautiful—a goddess?”


  That would be better than to be forgotten.


  “Will you do what I ask of you, then? You can save my life, if you will. You can save the lives of a lot of those little flower-people. I’ll see to it that everyone knows your true story. Now you’re hated and feared, but after that you’ll be loved.”


  Will you let me free of this net?


  “If you promise to do what I ask?”


  I would rather die at least free of this net. The tiny figure trembled and shook back the veil of dark hair. Hurry. Tell me . . .


  “Lead these creatures away from the door. Lead all of them in the city away, to the fire in the mountain where they’ll be destroyed.”


  They will worship me. It is better than dying in a net. I promise.


  Lundy got up and went to the altar. His feet were not steady. His hands were not steady, either, untying the net. Sweat ran in his eyes. She didn’t have to keep her promise. She didn’t have to . . .


  The net fell away. She stood up on her tiny pink feet.


  Slowly, like a swirl of mist straightening in a little breeze. She threw her head back and smiled. Her mouth was red and sulky, her teeth whiter than new snow. Her lowered lids had faint blue shadows traced on them.


  She began to grow, in the golden shaft of light, like a pillar of cloud rising toward the sun. Lundy’s heart stood still. The clear gleam of her skin, the line of her throat and her young breasts, the supple turn of her flank and thigh . . .


  You worship me, too.


  Lundy stepped back, two lurching steps. “I worship you,” he whispered. “Let me see your eyes.”


  She smiled and turned her head away. She stepped off the altar block, floating past him through the black water. A dream-thing, without weight or substance, and more desirable than all the women Lundy had seen in his life or his dreams.


  He followed her, staggering. He tried to catch her. “Open your eyes! Please open your eyes!”


  She floated on, through the crack of the stone door. The kelp-things didn’t see her. All they saw was Lundy coming toward them.


  “Open your eyes!”


  She turned, then, just before Lundy had stepped out to death in the hall beyond. He stopped, and watched her raise her shadowed lids.


  He screamed, just once, and fell forward onto the black floor.


  He never knew how long he lay there. It couldn’t have been long in time, because he still had barely enough oxygen to make it to the coast when he came to. The kelp-beasts were gone.


  But the time to Lundy was an eternity—an eternity he came out of with whitened hair and bitter lines around his mouth, and a sadness that never left his eyes.


  He’d only had his dream a little while. A few brief moments, already shadowed by death. His mind was drugged and tired, and didn’t feel things as deeply and clearly as it might. That was all that saved him.


  But he knew what Jackie Smith saw before he drowned. He knew why men had died or gone mad forever, when they looked into the eyes of their dream, and by looking, destroyed it.


  Because, behind those shadowed, perfect lids, there was—Nothing.
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  With Civilization at Stake, Space Pilot Phillip Varon Crosses the Dread Jungles of Venus on a Mission of Many Perils!


  CHAPTER I


  Hazardous Venture


  IT WAS over. Incredibly it was over, that humiliating trip to Mars where the malicious courtesy of a bitter people had added to his shame. For Dar Vaajo, emperor of Mars, had never forgotten that Venus had put an end to his dreams of conquest. It was over—and it had ended in failure. Mars remained adamant. The Uranium embargo stood. And the precious isotope that powered Venus’ complex civilization, a civilization opposed to Mars’ predatory program, and Terra’s domination, had dwindled to the danger point. Soon all atomic-powered machines would stop, spacers would be grounded, and hunger would stalk the cities where multitudes already milled in growing fear. Then civilization would crash to ruins.


  Phillip Varon’s space-tanned features dripped perspiration as he stepped out of the airlock of his long, gleaming atomo-plane. To him Venus’ Centralport was an Eden, riotous with fantastic blossoms, which stood out vividly against the purpling ramparts of the distant mountains. Above him, the cloudcap was translucently blue, like a cosmic sheet of sapphirine glass lighted from behind.


  “Excellency, the Council awaits your report. Your plane’s ready.”


  The soft voice was deep and melodious, but slightly halting, as if unaccustomed to speech, for Venusians communicated largely by telepathy, unlike the millions of Terrans on Venus who still had to use speech.


  Phillip Varon glanced at the tiny Venusian, scarcely five feet in height. He noticed the messenger was wearing the star of a palace chamberlain upon his golden tunic, a rich color which blended harmoniously with his brightly colored wings. Varon then observed that his spacer had been surrounded by armed guards.


  Nearby a’copter, its vanes whirring, was awaiting him. He nodded and again inhaled deeply of the moist fragrant air. He remembered Mars, grim and arid, where breathing was a painful process, peopled by grim beings. The memory was not pleasant. A vast anger at Dar Vaajo’s embargo seethed within him, and he shook his yellow head, trying to control himself. What could he tell the Council? True he had not radioed, for there had been nothing to say except the mission had not been successful.


  Varon walked over to the’copter and entered it. Soon the craft soared silently upwards and they were speeding to the palace. Beneath him gleamed Starla, capital city of Venus, with its prismatic domes and buildings of varicolored hetero-plastics. Ahead, fantastic in the blue afternoon light, was the Platinum Palace, all plastic. Its soft silver glory so closely resembled silver that it had been named after the precious metal.


  Varon was at once taken to a room resembling an impregnable cavern of Vulcanite in the palace. In the exact center, there was a table of priceless Jadite, in the shape of a five-pointed star. At the apex sat Empress Aladdian, fragile and lovely. At her right, Mark Denning, the Prince Consort towered above her. Aloof, on her left, stood Romain, the Terran Ambassador, with just the shadow of a smile on his saturnine features. To the lower right point of the star, Cawdor, Ambassador from Mars, grinned sardonically at Varon. Sereno, Minister of State, sat silently at Cawdor’s left. Beyond, the walls were lined with winged figures, the brilliant, winged palace guard.


  VARON stopped before them and gave his report. He was laconic, and a bit ashamed at his failure, for an emphatic “No” had been the essence of Dar Vaajo’s words.


  “And so, your Majesty, and members of the Council, Mars will not lift the embargo on Uranium. Two-thirty-five, pleading an extreme shortage. My life is yours to command.” Thus he finished in the formal manner.


  The Empress turned her gaze on Cawdor. Her exquisite face showed no emotion, but her immense blue eyes were sparkling.


  “It’s strange, Cawdor,” she said in the deep,’cello-like tones that had made her voice famous in four planets. “Strange that a sudden shortage should occur!”


  Cawdor rose and bowed. The quality of his smile grew uglier.


  “Deplorable, your Majesty.” He spread his huge hands deprecatingly. “But what can we do?” He gazed at the Terran Ambassador meaningly. “Of course, if Mars and Terra were permitted to have a voice in the administration of Vulcan—” He left the sentence unfinished.


  The Empress rose to her full height of four feet eleven inches, her face white and strained.


  “Vulcan and its mines of vulcanite are to be exclusively under the administration of Venus, according to treaty!” Her voice rang with emotion. “To invite Mars and Terra to join its administration, and have access to invulnerable Vulcanite, is to invite another suicidal war. Cawdor! That I will never permit!”


  “And without the Uranium isotope, your Majesty,” Cawdor spoke slowly, each word dripping venom, “all atomic activity on Venus will cease, industries will be paralyzed, commerce will become stagnant, interplanetary travel a thing of the past, hunger and disease will decimate your cities, and the jungle will once again claim its lost ground. Then what good will your invulnerable fleets of Vulcanite be? And until we get a share in Vulcan, we shall have a shortage of Uranium!”


  The Terran Ambassador nodded in agreement, a sardonic smile wrinkling his aristocratic features.


  It was now that Mark Denning, the Prince Consort arose.


  “The open Council is ended,” he said harshly. “Your Excellencies are dismissed!”


  Both Cawdor, of Mars, and Romain, of Terra, bowed insolently and withdrew, and behind them they left the unmistakable feeling that it was but a question of time before disaster would strike, and time was very short.


  “Your Majesty, we might return to electrical means for the production of power,” said Sereno, Minister of State. “It is a step backwards, I know, but it would at least prevent disaster.” He spoke softly.


  “Electrical means would be inadequate to supply power to our great industries, Sereno. Besides, there’s no time—there’s no time.”


  The Empress gazed absorbedly at a point in the distance, as if in inward communion. Then she turned her eyes to Phillip Varon, still standing at the base of the great Star.


  “Spacer Varon, you have heard,” she said. “Until recently most of our Uranium Two-thirty-five came from Mars, in exchange for food, jewels and metals. We paid generously, and we have offered to pay even more. When we sent you to Mars, we selected you because you are of the ‘Explorer’ class, the hardiest, the best trained Terran Corps on Venus. And of them all, you have earned the highest honors. Now, not only Mars refuses to continue to supply us, but our passenger spacers are disappearing enroute to various points of the empire. Literally hundreds of searching parties have been sent, and all of them have failed to return.”


  She paused.


  “Venus is your home, as it is for millions of Terrans,” she continued softly, her marvelous voice weaving a melody of tragedy. “Unless we can find what is destroying our spacers and preventing exploration of the jungles of the planet, we will be easy prey for conquest. We must solve the secret of the disappearing spacers. Then our scientists may find hidden deposits of Uranium, or of Radium. It is our only hope.”


  Phillip Varon’s face was both solemn and haggard. Having been to Mars he knew intimately what domination by that bloodthirsty race would mean. Dar Vaajo had hinted as much as he dared. As for Terra, if what little he knew of that verdant, parent planet were true, he had no desire to live there. For all its loveliness he, Phillip Varon, had no intention of submitting to the famous “Controls” until he couldn’t call his soul his own. Instantly he made a decision.


  “Your Majesty, I beg to be permitted to go alone on a journey of exploration. Single-handed, I stand a better chance than with a cumbersome patrol, and I may be fortunate enough to solve the mystery. If I could be shown where the passenger-spacers cease to respond to the radio signals, and how far the searching parties traveled, we might find the answer we seek.”


  The Empress’ eyes softened as she gazed at Varon’s Leander-like shoulders, at his yellow mane bleached by “space stresses,” the strong features of his space-tanned face.


  “You have Our permission,” she said.


  Then, with an impulsive gesture, she took off a priceless red Panagram and placed it on the little finger of his left hand.


  “Sereno will make the necessary arrangements and give you all the information we have,” she added.


  SOON after leaving Empress Aladdian, Phillip Varon departed from the Platinum Palace, disdaining an escort. It was almost evening, and an amethystine haze had supplanted the blue light of day. He walked down the superb avenue, lined with luxurious pleasure resorts and interplanetary hostelries where exquisite foods of four planets were served.


  Slowly, he wended his way to the lower part of the city. Here every known game of chance was offered at a price. Here, also, the warm, fragrant evening was ablaze with a miracle of vari-colored light. As far as the eye could see, an endless succession of theatres, casinos and the more harmless “Vision Palaces” where every dream of a man’s desire was harmlessly induced by hypnotics for a moderate price. Varon paused and smiled.


  For some time he’d had the eerie sensation of being followed, of having eyes watching him. Being a “sensitive,” as all explorers had to be, he knew the sensation to be genuine. Leisuredly he lighted a Venusian cigarette, and gazed aimlessly around, but inwardly all his faculties were alert with that supernal sense of keening that an explorer’s training imparted. It didn’t matter, Phillip Varon thought.


  He was prepared.


  The flexible beryllium-mesh undershirt he wore was impervious to anything less than an atom-blast. He might be able to learn something.


  And then, without further warning, a ferocious attack was launched and he was facing death!


  Varon felt a terrific blow between his shoulder blades that left a burning point of flame in his flesh. The impact almost sent him to his knees. But with cat-like agility he whirled around. Confronting him was a face contorted with the “killing-madness.” The attacker held in his hand a thin shaft of Martian alloy, now bent and twisted as Phillip glimpsed a pair of reddened eyes, the Martian uttered a scream of rage, hurled the shaft into Varon’s face, and sprang!


  Varon rolled slightly aside, still crouching. He was icy calm. As suddenly as the would-be assassin had struck, Varon had become a trained fighting machine, with but a single purpose in his mind. At the Martian’s next rush, he sent a straight left to the man’s heart, driving him off balance. Varon kept facing him, balanced lightly on his toes, as the Martian came boring in tenaciously, his tremendous chest heaving. Varon’s left brushed aside the Martian’s blow, while he used his right, long and weaving, throwing it swiftly three times, like a cat sparring with a mouse. But the killer rushed back, aggressive and eager.


  Varon let his heels touch ground this time, and refused to give way. He took a murderous hook to the stomach without flinching, countered with a quick left to the face and then a vicious right cross with all the power at his command. The Martian’s features lost their contour. They blurred and grew gory. His feet crossed and his knees went suddenly rubbery. He fell with a tremendous crash and didn’t get up. Phillip Varon towered above him, breathing heavily, only now aware of the immense crowd of Venusians and Terrans that surrounded him.


  This attack settled one thing in Varon’s mind. It convinced him that Mars had a great deal more to do with the disappearance of the Spacers than was apparent on the surface. Unfortunately, a quick search of the Martian’s clothing brought no evidence to light. The Martian had no identification papers, and it was impossible to question him. His neck had been broken.


  When the authorities finally arrived, Varon quietly identified himself, and requested being taken to Centralport. Night would be the most propitious time to start his journey. He now realized it was destined to be one of the most dangerous he had ever undertaken.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  A Friend in Need


  


  


  WITHIN the superbly appointed cabin of his Spacer, Phillip Varon pored over the maps furnished him by Sereno, the Minister of State. He should be near the approximate area on Venus where the Transcontinental Spacers ceased to give their position by radio, where the mystery that blanketed their disappearance began.


  Outside, the deep purple of night was almost impenetrable. Beneath lay the immense ocean of virgin jungle that cut the continent in two halves. On the other side of that unexplored, impassable expanse lay Gloria, the greatest industrial center of Venus, and roughly to the north, Paseden, where the plastic miracles of the planet were created secretly. Varon had little concern over the safety of his ship. Its tough Vulcanite hide was impervious to anything, and here in the cabin every known aid of silence had been invoked to minimize stresses on the human body. He had set the nuro-robot, that guided the ship automatically, at a speed almost inducing vertigo, knowing that in losing height he would have time to decelerate.


  One moment he was hurtling through the night and suddenly there was no pressure of acceleration, no gravity. It was startling. He looked at the speedometer, and it showed an unbelievable figure—a drive equal to interplanetary acceleration. And yet, he felt weightless, and as if standing still. He bent over the ethero-magnum intent on reporting this phenomenon, but the instrument was dead. True, the tubes lighted, the banks of keys responded to his agile fingers, but the recorder was motionless, and the familiar ascending whine of the instrument was missing.


  “Well, it’s here, now!” Phillip Varon murmured, his faculties preternaturally clear as he grappled with this unforeseen mystery. An abrupt physical movement made his brain whirl and his stomach shudder with nausea. A sensation as of burning sun tingled along his skin. From these indications, Varon knew he was in mortal peril.


  Swiftly he gave the atomo-plane full power at a dizzy acceleration, and then abruptly shoved in the reverse. There was a jar that shook his bones until they rattled like rice, and his tongue clove to his palate.


  Suddenly the purple shadows outside seemed to dance a saraband as the plane completed a slow but tremendous somersault in space. Then he was out of control, the atomic device dead, and the ship was rushing back over the ground he’d covered at the same time he began to feel a steady pressure on his body, as acceleration returned. It was like the current of a strong wind, but it steadied his nerves, and after the first shock it was bearable.


  He knew he was hurtling out of control and making a wide banking turn which, at the present acceleration, would carry him far off course. But where, and in what direction? All the instruments had gone haywire, and the impenetrable purple murk outside was abysmal. He thought of bailing out, but the idea of getting into contact with the Palace persisted. Perhaps he could, at least, report the exact locality where he had noted the phenomenon, the place where all the instruments had ceased to register and acceleration ceased. He bent over the ethero-magnum and worked furiously against time, dismantling the complex instrument and then carefully replacing its parts. It was not damaged, just neutralized as if by a wave of force.


  There was a rending crash. An upheaval as if the universe had gone mad! Then came darkness!


  Just how long Phillip Varon remained unconscious he never was able to estimate. The impenetrable gloom had not lightened, nor had the “Blue” of Venus’ daytime returned. Varon lay where he had fallen in the cabin, breathing shallowly.


  He felt as though he were exhausted and his body seemed to be a mass of bruises. Full consciousness came back slowly and many minutes passed before his memory returned. With it he re-lived the last few seconds before blackness had engulfed him. But for the mullioning of the tiny spacer’s cabin, he would have been crushed.


  He noticed that the floor of the cabin inclined at a steep angle, and that no vegetation clotted the visports. Through these ports he could catch glimpses of what seemed to be a vast jungle which stretched off into the far distance.


  He crawled slowly to the compact cabinet where the provisions were stored and managed to swallow a few concentrate tablets. After a long interval, his strength began to return and his magnificent body to function normally, despite the awful beating it had received.


  He felt as if he’d been tortured in the Martian “bruja” where each limb of the victim is individually twisted and each especial nerve is maltreated. At last he managed to gain the outer lock and, heaving with all his strength, he opened the door. A fantastic sight met his startled gaze.


  The small atomo-plane, like a tinsel toy, was caught in the branches of a gigantic tree. Or was it a tree? The vast, vegetable thing had bulbous branches, each one thicker than an ordinary tree itself, which were stretched towards the translucent cloud cap. These branches were glistening, viscous black in color, and spiked with murderous daggers two feet long. They were tortured and twisted into a nightmare of monumental size.


  Phillip Varon clambered slowly out of his ship and down the glistening branches, expecting at any moment to be crushed in a ghastly embrace. Finally he gained the iridescent purple mud. All around him, at a respectful distance from the amorphous tree, a riot of scented blossoms, cloying sweet, struggled upward, seeking the diffused blue light from above. Myriad flowering parasitics clambered in twisted profusion, the garlands of each one forming a death-trap to insect or bird. Meanwhile they were choking the life out of the exuberant growths around which they twined.


  TO VARON, gazing upward, it seemed incredible that even this hell-spewed travesty of a tree could arrest and hold the hurtling dive of an atomo-plane out of control. But that was what had happened. Impulsively he tried to slice a sliver from its bark. It was tough and resilient like heavy rubber, almost impossible to cut.


  A feeling of intense loneliness, the loneliness of the hopelessly lost swept over him. The eerie stillness of the expectant jungle was more horrible than the roar of a savage “calamar.” Only the moaning dirge of the wind in the fronds disturbed the silence, and yet, in the back of his mind an idea was forming, as if his senses grasped something that his mind had as yet neither grasped nor analyzed. Was it the wind? Varon stood alert, frowning slightly. His faculties were warning him of some event which might spell danger. And now, fainter than the moaning of the wind he heard a sound a monotonous moaning that had the quality of a death chant.


  That sound came from the jungle wall ahead of him. It was a human voice, he decided. He judged the distance from whence it came as not too far off. The faintness of the voice came rather from exhaustion than anything else, he believed.


  After loosening the atomo-blast at his side, he plunged into the green maze of fronds and parasites and deadly tamarask, more poisonous than a cobra’s venom. He didn’t have far to go.


  In a shallow clearing, where a rock upthrust made a tiny island, he saw a slender form, nude except for a short metallic skirt. It was a girl. She was lying face downward, her long auburn hair concealing her tortured features. Every moment or so those copper-hued tresses billowed as she uttered an agonized moan. The condition of her back shocked Varon. It was bloated and scarred by racking “arrack” claws. He examined the wounds and saw although they’d healed on the surface, the seeping poison had worked underneath the skin until the entire torso of the girl had swollen like a ripe melon.


  Whoever she was, she appeared to be dying in torture and delirium. Her moans were faint and feeble. Varon swept the tangled hair aside and peered at the girl’s face. Her cheeks were flushed with fever but ill as she was, he could see she possessed remarkable beauty. The sweetness of her features, the long heavily fringed eyes, the curve of the lips appealed to Varon deeply.


  “A Terran girl,” he murmured softly. “What can such a lovely creature be doing in the jungle?


  He marveled before he remembered. Thousands upon many thousands had fled to the jungles during the long years of suicidal war between Terra, Mars and Venus, a war which had culminated in the Great Peace. That had come after Aladdian, the Empress imprisoned in the Swamp Paradim, had been taken by pirates to Vulcan, their secret base. While there she’d learned the secret of Vulcanite and the entrance to the fiery planet. The jungle dwellers had never come out. They had grown to be a legend in Venus.


  Phillip Varon saw what had to be done although he shrank from the task. He’d never had to operate on a girl, but it was a matter of life or death. This was not the time to procrastinate. From his tunic he drew an electro-blade, and with a swift slash laid her back open from neck to waist. Then, he turned aside, retching. When he could force himself to resume, he opened his first aid pack and swabbed the wound clean, then tinctured it with “sulfaran” and stitched up the livid wound. He inserted two sulfaran tablets in the girl’s mouth, and bandaged her as best he could. When he’d finished, he lifted her unconscious form and carried it to the base of the stupendous tree where the plane was enmeshed.


  The heat was a cruel torture to his laboring lungs. Perspiration dripped in rivulets down his drawn features. He wondered if he could climb that montsrous tree with the girl on his shoulder. One night in that jungle unconscious, and next morning only her bones, picked bare, would remain. She would die, anyway, he thought bitterly. But if she lived, she might serve as a guide. She was of the jungle and must know the jungle! It was now he saw the “Priestess” sign, a tiny coiled serpent forming a circle with its tail in its mouth tattooed upon her left shoulder. Beneath her hair he also found a jeweled circlet of silver around her head, almost invisible under the cloud of copper tresses.


  “A priestess,” Varon whispered. “What a retrogression. Back to superstitions and mumbo-jumbo—a people who once knew miracles of science.” The wind in the tangle of foliage sounded like faint laughter.


  Although the injuries of the girl had been grievous ones, the healing lotions which Phillip Varon had applied to the wounds were powerful antiseptic medicines. For a day or so she lingered at death’s door. Then her strength and strong constitution gained the upper hand and she began to make a rapid recovery.


  Within a week she was able to talk and to move around a little. He learned that her name was Nareida and obtained some details concerning her history. By accident her back had become infected. This had alarmed her superstitious followers, who feared she was losing her powers as a priestess. When she had grown delirious they had taken her out in the jungle and abandoned her. Once, when she had recovered consciousness for a few minutes, she had prayed to her gods for aid. To Nareida, therefore, her rescue by the tall, tawny-skinned, hazel-eyed giant had been something in the nature of an answer to her prayer.


  ALL this Varon learned during those first talks. But inwardly he was burning with impatience. His mission for Empress Aladdian was of the utmost importance. Momentous issues were at stake. The fate of Venus was resting upon Varon’s shoulders and he was anxious to be gone. Almost he grudged every moment of her illness, for without her he could not hope to find his way out of this vast wilderness of trees and vines. He needed Nareida as a guide, needed her experience out of urgent necessity.


  At the end of a fortnight she had very nearly recovered her full strength. Then he told her what he wished and she had consented to assist him. Together they had climbed down the huge tree and gone forth into the jungle. As soon as they were out of sight of the space ship Nareida began to chant softly. The girl’s low tones seemed to cut through to Varon’s taut nerves like a heated knife.


  “Enough, Nereida!” Phillip Varon’s handsome face was haggard and shiny with sweat as he glanced over his shoulder at the girl.


  He cursed inaudibly. It was enough to drive a man mad. Two weeks! Two precious weeks in the race against Dar Vaajo and the disintegration of the one spot of freedom left in the three great planets. Unconsciously he clenched his strong supple hands, desperate at his helplessness.


  Instantly the moaning chant of the priestess, as low and weird as the shifting chiaroscuro of the swamp that stretched endlessly before them in an ocean of verdure, ceased abruptly, the echoes dwindling down the cathedral-like aisles of fantastic flora.


  Varon turned to glance at the girl. Her priesthood to the Terran and Venusian dwellers of the impenetrable jungle was still a thing of wonderment to him.


  Suddenly, from the virgin depths of the jungle three silent shadows floated swiftly toward Nereida and Varon. Ten feet from leathery wing-tip to wing-tip, their scaled dark-blue bodies gleaming, the razor-clawed reptilians came with the speed of a bullet. Their serpentine necks weaved as they snapped their shearing beaks.


  Nereida’s startled cry was lost in the tremendous whirr of wings as the Arracks beat the torrid air in a final spurt to reach their prey. They weren’t swift enough!


  As Nereida dodged behind the immense bole of a tree, Varon fired his atomo-pistol, sending a continuous charge into the ravenous trio. He hit one arrack in its scaly breast and it disintegrated in mid-air. The one next to it hung suspended, for an instant, beating powerful pinions in an effort to halt its speed. Then the serpentine neck and vulture’s head disappeared, and a gigantic wing fell, sheared completely off, to the ground. The third one in its mad rush, had hurtled into a tree and had been impaled by gigantic thorns. Its raucous screams faded gradually as its lifefluid ebbed.


  “Filthy carrion birds,” Phillip cried still white from the ordeal. “That was a close call, Nereida.”


  “You think so, Golden One!” There was a hint of amused irony in the girl’s eyes, brilliant as emeralds, as she opened the little bag of birdskin that hung from her neck, and extracted a dark-blue arrack scale, and with a few rapid words that Varon failed to understand she cast it towards the east. She had completely recovered, although her face was alabaster-white.


  “Magic?” Phillip Varon’s tone was scornful. “That won’t save you from their claws. I’ll teach you how to fire one of these atomo-pistols—that’ll be more adequate protection.” He grinned at her annoyance. “So, throw away that useless bag of tricks.”


  “My Gona—throw away my Gona!” There was a depth of shocked unbelief in Nereida’s voice. “Oh, no! My Venusian teachers have induced a vibration in each article in the Gona so that they neutralize certain evils. But you wouldn’t understand.” She ended abruptly. A flush glowed brightly in her face.


  Varon was astounded. “Do you believe in that nonsense?” he asked her. “Keep the Gona then.” He shrugged wide shoulders, both amused and irritated.


  Together they moved back to the giant tree where hung the disabled spacer.


  Behind them the eerie screams of the impaled arrack had ceased. As evening fell the blue light deepened until amethyst shadows engulfed them and the teeming jungle awoke. The ghastly heat made a Turkish bath of the atmosphere, and the tepid breeze brought the lusty, primeval odors of the endless swamp. In the distance, the coughing snarl of a calamar came to their ears, as the tiger-like beast with scaly armor instead of fur stalked its prey. They paused beneath the space ship.


  “The shelter awaits, Golden One,” Nereida reminded him, all her jungle instincts warning her to seek cover. “Pakmari’s evil when the ‘blue’ is gone.” She stared upwards at the silvery hull of the atomo-plane in distaste, but it was the lesser of two evils. “Perhaps the ‘Voice from the Air’ you spoke of, will come tonight?”


  “No, Nereida,” Varon explained resignedly for the Nth time. “Not tonight, nor any night. Both the atomo-motor of the plane and ethero-magnum are completely useless now. Only the Voice from the Air on my wrist comes to us, but I can’t speak to them.”


  He stretched out his superbly muscled arm so that the priestess could see the tiny receiving set strapped to his wrist.


  BUT Nereida shrank back. She would have none of this alien magic. Her own, unerring magic was all she wanted. Had it not brought her this unpredictable golden giant from the skies to drain the infection from her back?


  And had not the inexhaustible power in her Gona-bag made him feed her the white magic pebbles that freed her from illness and sent the cleansed blood coursing through her veins?


  “No, Deliverer, my Gona is enough,” she said with conviction. “I have no desire for your magic voice.” Yet, overwhelming curiosity impelled her to gaze with fascinated eyes at the watch-like receiver.


  There was a soft light in Phillip Varon’s eyes as he gazed at her for a moment, noting the long green eyes, the shadowing lashes and the gleaming auburn hair that rippled over her shoulders. By an effort he looked away and turned his attention to the tiny receiving set. He pressed a knob on the wrist-set and the instrument began to hum imperceptibly. By setting the dial, he obtained a faint burst of symphonic music which began to weave a spell of enchantment over their solitude.


  Suddenly without warning, in the midst of a melody that climbed the chromatic scales to a pinnacle of brilliancy, a hurtling shape came coughing raucously. Uttering short, horrible barks, it lunged out of the stygian depths of Pakmari. In the purple night, its saucersized orbs flamed red. For an agonizing instant Varon felt an overpowering numbness which paralyzed his limbs. But not for nothing had he been sent on this desperate mission, on the outcome of which depended the immediate future of a great empire.


  By a tremendous effort of will he shock off the coma and drew himself to one side. As he did so the titanic, armored shape crashed by within arm’s length going at terrific momentum. Varon grabbed Nereida and heaved her unceremoniously up the black tree, while the rhinosaurus dug tremendous claws into the iridescent mud in an effort to brake its sliding rush. A tidal wave of mud was thrown up on either side of its vast bulk.


  And then it turned. It stood motionless for an instant. Its gargantuan head armed with triple rows of saber-like horns swayed from side to side. The flaming orbs were fixed on Varon as if it were puzzled that anything could outlive its onslought. But Phillip Varon was ready. He aimed the atomo-pistol at that cyclopean eye and sent a beam of atomic fire into the beast’s brain. With a thunderous bellow of rage, the rhinosaurus reared skyward and plunged forward like a falling skyscraper. After threshing ponderously for a few moments, it lay still. Then the jungle was silent with the silence of a dead world. Its most fearful and ruthless killer was dead.


  Then, from high among the distorted branches of the Black Tree, came a low, tremulous, ceremonial chant. And Phillip Varon wearily climbed upwards to where Nereida awaited him in the slanting cabin of the imprisoned atomo-plane. As he climbed symphonic harmony still floated from the receiving set on his wrist.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Nightmare Jungle


  


  


  THERE was no sun. Dawn was a paling of the mists as the aquamarine light of Venus’ day flooded the visiports. Phillip Varon stretched his cramped limbs and gazed wistfully at the sleeping form of Nereida. She had fashioned something resembling a couch out of a pile of Martian Ocelandian furs.


  “Awaken, Priestess,” he said, with mock reverence. “The ‘blue’s’ here once more.”


  Arising, he began to prepare a slender breakfast of concentrates and the Venusian brand of transplanted coffee that tasted as if perfume had been mixed in with the grounds. Nereida uncurled when she detected the aroma of the steaming liquid.


  She took her share of vitaminic concentrates and drank the stimulating coffee with pleasure. Her firm graceful shoulders moved with the smooth flowing motions of her arms as she combed out the flowing glory of her hair. For this service, she used a magnificent Nautilus shell she took from a receptable in her metallic skirt. Varon watched her, a tightness in his throat making his voice sound strange to him when he spoke.


  “I think that you’re strong enough to travel,” he said. “We must go today. I need you Nereida.” His tone was quiet. He wondered if she knew how much he really needed her. “I’d like you to guide me. You’ll be richly rewarded and, if you wish, your people, also, although they did cast you out into the jungle to die.”


  “Reward, Golden One?” Her laughter filled the cabin. “What reward is needed? You saved my life, didn’t you? I’ll guide you.” Her smile was radiant. “Serving you will be reward enough!”


  Varon took two steps towards her, but he checked himself, his heart pounding and his veins on fire.


  “Then,” he said quickly, “We start almost immediately. We bear east, for there’s a mystery that should be cleared up and already I may be too late.” The thought worried him and made him wince. “There’s almost no time!”


  At the mention of the word “east,” a slow change came over Nereida’s face. It was a look of awe and terror.


  “East, Golden One?” Her hand fluttered to her throat, and her green eyes widened. “East through Pakmari? My life’s yours, but don’t ask this of me. For there I dare not go!” Varon detected finality in the hushed voice of the girl.


  “Look.” Varon was exasperated. “Passenger Spacers having disappeared without trace, and when searching parties in ships were sent out, they disappeared too! The fuel to provide power for the industries of Venus is almost exhausted and we have no means of obtaining any more. Unless we destroy the menace that is preventing our ships from reaching their destination, unless we can send out exploration parties to find sources of Uranium or radioactive minerals, another great war will be upon us—and we’ll be vanquished. Can’t you understand?”


  In his desperation, Varon was pounding his fist on the Columbian table. He noticed his wrist radio. It gave him an idea. With a swift gesture he loosened the receiving set and had strapped it on Nereida’s arm before she knew what he was about. Then with a wrench he tore the Gona bag from her neck and pocketed it.


  “You have my magic and it will protect you,” he said. “I have your Gona. Now,” we’re inseparable.


  Nereida was deathly white. “You win, O Deliverer,” she whispered bitterly. “So long as you have my Gona, I must remain with you.” She stared with a mixture of fear and desperation at the receiver strapped to her arm. Phillip Varon was filled with shame. He hated himself for having to force her to guide him.


  Trying to ignore her, Varon began to pack all the available supplies of concentrates and vitaminics and medicines, which he placed in a water-proof knap-sack. He added two atomo-torches to light their way and dressed himself in a tight, light suit of beryllium-mesh. Then he wrapped the jacket of one of his beryllium suits around Nereida. And with the girl following him, he descended the Elack Tree.


  As the hours passed, during their journey through the jungle, Nereida’s hysteria seemed to leave her. Unerringly she guided the blond giant through the hidden solid ground that threaded through the hungry swamp. Twice arracks glided overhead, but atomo-blasts sent them whirling into the mud. The great night-roving carnivora slept during the “blue,” but equally fearsome, though smaller, saurians watched from the miles-wide sink-holes.


  Nereida never faltered. She slid through fronds and tangles of parasitic lianas like a shadow. Behind her, Varon strode halfstifled in his beryllium suit, drawing comfort from the fact that aside from his atomo-pistols, he had one precious weapon—a small revolver-like cylinder whose supernal fire could blast or pierce anything. Only the awful destruction it wrought was always a danger to its owner.


  Hour after hour they moved forward. As the afternoon waned, Varon’s body felt as if it were on fire, and the heady incense of the stupendous blossoms had become a torture to his numbed brain. At last Nereida raised a trembling finger. By that time Varon was tottering on his feet. He grasped a limb of a giant frond to steady himself. Abruptly the limb flung itself back violently as a venomous scaly head, jet black, attached to a sleek, green body, reared up. Varon blasted the weaving head into vapor.


  NEREIDA had disappeared. Presently Varon heard the rapid staccato of tiny voices. After a while Nereida reappeared followed by several of the “Little People,” the Venusians of the Jungle. Their eyes were round with wonderment as they gazed at the blond giant. All of them were armed with slender thorns dipped in the green sap of the perilian which Phillip knew to be fatal. There was no known antidote.


  “They’ll provide a water-vessel, Golden One,” Nereida explained. “Now give me my Gona and take your ‘Voice of the Air.’ Into the Forbidden Region I cannot go.”


  There was a great sadness in the girl’s eyes, green as the jungle itself.


  “No, we must go on,” Varon insisted.


  He shook his head wearily. Although every fiber of his being shrieked for rest and surcease from the unbearable heat and miasmic vapors of the swamp, his will was unshaken. Fever was beginning to rim his eyes and a singing hum in his ears made the tiny voices of the Venusians indistinct as they offered to take him with them to safety. When he steadfastly refused their offers, they grew angry. So he flung the metal mesh cowl of his beryllium suit over his head.


  At that same instant he saw the “Little People” place their blow-guns to their lips. He didn’t hear Nereida’s commanding cry: “Don’t!” But she was too late. A shower of deadly thorns thudded against Varon’s cowl, against his chest—and fell harmlessly to the ground. With cries of fear and dismay his pygmy attackers fled into the jungle.


  He nodded to Nereida. “Lead!” he commanded her, and strode forward.


  Inwardly, he hated himself for it, and a burning shame that surpassed his burning fever made him avert his gaze from the girl. But something far greater than Nereida, or for that matter his own life was at stake.


  They hadn’t gone fifty paces when a wall of green rose, seemingly impenetrable, before them, and Varon stooped to crawl through the narrow opening where Nereida had gone through.


  Beyond was a great stream, black as polished onyx. An immense flight of rose-colored garzas rose in a tumult of beating pinions as they emerged on the bank, and scattered grey-backed saurians hurriedly submerged in the black depths. Tied to a protruding-root, a small fleet of carcha boats, fashioned of the feather-light bark of the carcha tree, swayed in the gentle current.


  Varon selected the largest and motioning to Nereida to enter the boat, seated himself at the middle facing the stern. Then he rowed with powerful strokes until they were in the center of the stream. Not until then did he relax, throwing back the beryllium cowl and opening the stifling metal-mesh suit. A rising breeze redolent of a million flowers plucked with elfin fingers at their dripping faces. Once as the frail craft glided noiselessly forward, a bird the size of a small pheasant swished past barely over their heads on outspread wings, uttering three liquid, melancholy notes. Nereida rapidly crossed both of her arms as the magnificent song-bird, flashing like an iridescent blue jewel, sped toward the jungle.


  Varon couldn’t suppress a gasp at the startling beauty of the winged creature. It was like a blue flame over the water and the sweetness of the three notes it had uttered were memorable.


  “That’s the most beautiful bird I’ve ever seen! What is it, Nereida?”


  “The azurine, sacred bird of the gods. It has blessed us, Golden One.” Varon smiled. To these people of the forests, even the simplest things had a mysterious meaning.


  A cloud of insects descended upon them with the coming of night, ravenous, determined. An overpowering weariness cramped Phillip Varon’s muscles, and his eyes began to close of their own volition. Time after time he lighted a Venusian cigarette to keep awake and smoke out the singing swarm, but he knew he could not last long. He nudged Nereida, now huddled at his side.


  “Awaken, Nereida, we cannot stay on the stream all night. We must find a place where we can make camp until the ‘blue’ returns.”


  “Further east,” Nereida replied with a shudder, “there’s a hill that’s hollow. It is the country of the libelulas. There’s no danger, except from the libelulas themselves, for all the jungle fears them and will not go near. At night, the libelulas sleep.”


  The libelulas, Venus’ rainbow-colored dragon flies were insects which converted nectar and pollen into honey. They had glittering, transparent wings and steel-hard stingers an inch long. Their hives, often two stories, high, were gigantic clay honeycombs. To come near them meant death, for as many as three million libelulas inhabited each hive.


  Varon rowed on, every moment a burning agony in his muscles. It seemed to him as if they’d never arrive at the place chosen by the priestess. As if in a dream he heard Nereida speak.


  “Give me the paddles now, Deliverer,” she said. “I know the entrance through a narrow creek. We will save many miles that way.”


  Silently the boat slid under a tangled canopy of foliage, and Varon saw an opening appear in the jungle. Before them was a narrow water-way, jungle-walled on each side. But he saw something else that made him forget his weariness and burning fever. With the impenetrable heart of Pakmari, a resinous torch cast a blood-red light on the left bank of the tributary.


  FOR an instant it flashed then was gone.


  But in that fleeting, nightmare instant Varon had seen the black, polished body of a Janussa warrior outlined in the torch’s illumination. Nereida had seen him also. Janussas, the murderous black tribes of Venus’ jungles!


  With the alacrity of fear Nereida steered to the right bank and leaped out of the boat before it touched shore. Varon drew the fragile carcha vessel up on the bank just as an unearthly scream sounded behind him.


  He whirled and saw Nereida in the grip of a grinning black. The right arm of the savage was lifted for he was in the act of plunging a rhinosaurus horn into her heart.


  Varon had no time to aim and fire his pistol. With a leap he would have thought impossible five minutes before, he tackled the Janussa, bowling him over like a ten-pin. But the savage was up in an instant, poising the murderous horn like a spear. He rushed Varon with a fierce cry of triumph, and was met by a blow that crashed against his jaw with the force of a sledge-hammer. It was as if some force had lifted him and flung him backward. He rolled over and over. Finally he gathered his legs under him and sprang into the creek. Darkness covered his flight.


  “Tell your people there are many of us,” Phillip Varon shouted after him. “Tell them we have magic guns—many guns that will destroy your tribe.” His hoarse shouts echoed and re-echoed in the brooding swamp.


  Nereida, rising from the iridescent mud where she had fallen, gazed at Varon with a great tenderness and pity.


  “The Pakmari fever has made him mad,” she murmured. For where was the army Varon spoke of? With the fatalism of her Venusian environment, she resigned herself to death, it seemed inevitable to her now.


  From the left bank of the creek insane cries, and battle chants made the night hideous. A shower of poisoned slivers came like a rain of death. And then the priestess was treated to a memorable performance by her companion.


  Growling, screaming hoarsely, speaking in various dialects, intermingled with high-pitched commands, Varon was desperately trying a ventriloquist’s trick of producing many voices. He changed places along the bank as fast as he could, firing his atomo-pistol. The blue-green flashes kept spearing Janussas as he ran from spot to spot, to give the illusion of several men firing.


  Screams of rage and agony came from the other side of the river and more poisontipped darts pattered down. Once the entire tribe started to cross, and Varon ran like a man possessed, firing rapidly from different places. As the blacks fell writhing in the stagnant water, the swarm of Janussas fell back, wondering if there were more strangers where they’d seen but two.


  It was then that a miracle came winging out of the depths of Pakmari. Attracted by the blue-green flashes of the atomo-pistol, a swarm of gigantic Venusian fire-flies, their blue-green lights flickering on and off, swept over their heads and across the creek, creating the illusion that hundreds of atomo-flashes were being fired. There was an instant of shocked silence. Then the Janussas fled, leaving their dead and dying behind, convinced that an army faced them on the other bank.


  Human flesh can endure only so much. Phillip Varon, his senses reeling, vaguely knew that he was being guided by the faltering Nereida, as they stumbled through the purple shadows. He didn’t know how long they dragged themselves out of the treacherous quagmires. At last the ground beneath their feet began to feel more solid, and dawn found them in an immense clearing, dotted by the towering hives of greenish clay of the libelulas.


  Varon gently let go of Nareida’s wrist and squatted down by her side. He had fully intended to keep guard, but he was more exhausted than he realized. Soon his head drooped and he fell sound asleep.


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Nareida’s Magic


  


  


  HOURS later, Phillip Varon awoke to a sense of danger with that incredible awareness of the “sensitives.” He raised himself on an elbow and swept the clearing with cautious eyes, it was “blue” again. He reached over and gently shook the girl awake. Again he heard the sound that had roused him from the sleep of exhaustion, the sound of many voices. It was the excited garbling of a party of Janussas returning from nocturnal hunt.


  Quickly he rose, giving Nereida a helping hand, and they raced for concealment behind a libelula hive. But the Janussas, emerging from the jungle, spied them. The savages stood stock still in surprise and then rushed forward with battle-cries, brandishing spears and rhinosaurus’ horns. Varon and Nereida were but a scant three yards from the gigantic hive when the ground began to give under their feet. Nereida lurched against a side of the hive and part of it crumbled into dust under the impact of her body. They raced onward now, away from mortal danger.


  A few libelulas fluttered from the shattered hive to investigate, and then a growing stream of the deadly insects flew out. As Varon and the girl sped away, a tremendous roar—the deafening crescendo of millions of wings—told them the libelulas had attacked the blacks. Harrowing screams and sobbing, babbling cries were drowned in the roar of winged sound. The Janussas had found an enemy they hadn’t bargained for.


  As Varon and Nereida traveled east, they discovered the going was much easier. There were no quagmires, the ground was firm. Varon noted that it was no longer a jungle, but more like Terran forests, in which he had hunted several times. After a while, even the vegetation grew sparse, until the ground was almost arid and a strange green glow seemed to permeate everything. As the glow increased, Nereida began softly to chant the “Death Ceremonial” of Venus known even to the jungle people. Varon tried to reassure her, but the priestess only gave him a wan smile and continued to chant. The green glow was brightening rapidly now, until the few gnarled and twisted trees that remained stood black and fantastic in the ghastly light.


  At last nothing remained but a vast, shimmering expanse of phosphorescent green that stretched before them on all sides. The unbearable radiation which assailed their eyes was like a sea of flame, coruscating in waves of radiant, blinding color. With a cry of wonder Varon drew the cowl of his beryllium-mesh suit over his head and also made Nereida protect her eyes.


  So this was the key to the mystery! An immense lake of radioactive mud, like a cosmic cancer in the jungle’s heart lay before them. No wonder atomo-engines failed. No wonder the most powerful radios went dead. Still, without anything to concentrate and direct the fearful radiations, most of them would be diffused, Varon thought.


  Through the visiplate of the cowl that protected his face, he peered into this fabulous maelstrom, which had brought disaster to the fleets of Venus. Then he discerned the silvery shaft of vulcanian, the only metal that could withstand radioactive bombardment, about fifty yards from the bank. At the very pinnacle of the soaring shaft, an enormous globe of a transparent substance seemed to be filled with swirling green light. A magnetic needle!


  Aghast, Phillip Varon now knew the answer to all the questions which had troubled the Imperial Council. No wonder great passenger spacers were guided to this spot and thrown into inertia, their powerful engines neutralized. He was no longer surprised all had sped to their doom in the umplumbed depths of the radioactive lake of mud. Who was responsible for this devilish contrivance? Who had satanically guided the spacers to the inexhaustible source of atomic power, only to seal them forever to silence?


  At his side, Nereida was kneeling on the ground, with bowed head, chanting the sonorous phrases of the “Ceremonial.”


  “O God of infinite dominion——”


  But Phillip Varon was not listening. He had drawn the odd, revolver-like weapon he had treasured during the ghastly journey through Pakmari and now he had aimed it at the shaft near the base of the structure.


  “Only Mars can be responsible for this,” he was murmuring. “Only those fiends could have compelled suicide squads of workmen to erect this needle of death.”


  He pressed the firing knob, and a stream of awful incandescence, brighter than the green flames themselves, shot out.


  The invulnerable Vulcanite turned blue, then violet, then cherry red. Stubbornly it resisted, even that hellish, disruptive force. But at last the supernal fire from the weapon began to melt the metal under the disrupting barrage. The radioactive lake became convulsed as if by a subterranean upheaval. A tidal wave of the shimmering stuff swept upwards and slowly, unbelievably, a monstrous black shape emerged from the radioactive slime to glare at them from immense, pale yellow eyes.


  It was as if a mountainous Medusa with snaky locks had risen from the depths. Gigantic tentacles waved from the harrowing body of the Martian octopus, similar to the ones infesting the subterranean, mud-caves of Mars where the Uranium deposits, with their U 235 isotope, were found.


  “So they hadn’t forgotten even to place one of their fearful monsters here as some sort of a guardian!” Varon mused grimly.


  Meanwhile the side of the shaft had been eaten through by the stream of disintegrative force and had begun to sway slightly.


  One stupendous tentacle of the Martian creature curled around half-cut shaft, then another and another. Varon then directed his fire at the octopus.


  A SHRILL, ear-shattering scream rose from the “thing.” The radioactive lake was convulsed by the thrashing throes of the dying monster as it sent mountains of the glittering stuff skywards. It braced its hidden tentacles in the mud and sought to pull itself up the shaft, but the weakened structure swayed and then came crashing down.


  Varon did not wait to see any more. He had grasped the shivering form of Nereida and was racing east, away from the fearful upheaval. Nor did he slacken his pace until the radioactive lake was but a faint green glow in the distance.


  It was with a cry of gladness, three days later, that Varon recognized the snow-capped mountains of the Eastern Range in the distance. Blue and purple shadowed, the mighty ramparts of Venus lifted their gleaming crowns of eternal snows into the shimmering sky. They had now entered the park-like country of the “Cave People,” where in accordance with Venusian Law which forbids interference with the normal development of all the peoples of the planet, the white, barbaric race of cave-dwellers led a nomadic existence.


  To cross their domain without permission was dangerous. Phillip Varon and Nereida kept to the trees and tried to make their passage as inconspicuous as possible. But all Varon’s caution and even Nereida’s forestcraft failed them. Silently they were stalked and examined by the barbarians. Nereida they recognized as a great prize, a valued mate for a chieftain. But this great, golden giant who had invaded their domain—what manner of man was he? Surely, he would be a foe worthy of being tested in battle!


  Word sped back to their chief. Mounted on the three-toed horses of Venus, whose single horn make them resemble nothing so much as the fabled unicorn of Terra, messengers carried the tidings to the rocky caverns of the tribes. And suddenly at a bend of the shadowy trail where a park-like clearing made an island of suffused blue light, Varon came face to face with a towering, muscular Venusian. The powerful body of the chief was caparisoned in leather harness, embossed in metals and semi-precious stones. Cold, cruel dark eyes stared at Varon from beneath a gorgeous plumed head-dress. Behind him a group of retainers rested their lances.


  Varon faced the chief with the knowledge he would have to fight. The muscular hand of his opponent was grasping the thick shaft of a gigantic sword. Varon measured the length of the long weapon and, then glanced at the pitifully inadequate three-foot thorn that was all he had to defend himself with. Varon knew most of his strength was gone. His fever wracked and emaciated body was trembling with weakness.


  Then his lips tightened as he remembered the lake of radioactive mud and what it would mean to Venus, harnessed as atomic-power. And what would happen to Nareida, if he were beaten. The thought of her at the mercy of this thick-skulled savage sent a wave of rage surging through him. It seemed a mockery of fate that the pugnaciousness of a barbarian chief should block the path of Nereida and himself when Gloria, the great industrial city, was now within reaching distance. A slow smile parted his lips. With something of the careless gallantry that had always marked his approach to danger, he raised the point of his thorn in the immemorial salute.


  The chief saluted in return, slightly puzzled at the smile. Behind him, his retainers grinned openly. The long-haired golden one would make a worthy foe, and that golden head such a trophy as rival clans had never seen. A hungry look came into their eyes as they watched.


  Without preamble the warrior chief struck, slashing downwards in a mighty blow that should have cleft Phillip Varon in two. But the Terran dodged aside, smiling at the clumsy attack. As he side-stepped, his pointed thorn flicked and the chief’s sword slid along the steel-hard thorn without harm. But the chief had no intention of giving up the attack. He had whirled his sword over his head and again brought it down with enough force to split a tree. But Varon again parried it with such precision that the razorsharp blade slid off, singing, to one side.


  Then Varon closed in. His weapon flickered in and out so rapidly that it barely seemed to touch the brawny forearm of the chief. Yet when it came away it left a deep, flowing gash from elbow to wrist. With a bellow of humiliation and rage that this battered, filth-smeared stranger could have drawn first blood, the chief lunged in a tremendous coup de grace, but his sword-point speared the air. As he tried to recover his balance, Varon’s three-foot thorn tore the bejewelled harness from the chief’s shoulders and slashed the flesh beneath. If he’d had a sword the battle would have ended.


  The chief’s wrath was ominous, all the more so because he had become silent. In his heart burned a single idea—to kill!


  Phillip Varon was staggering from exhaustion. He stared into the hawk-like visage and found no mercy there. Before his eyes floated visions of sudden death, with his mission unfinished. In desperation, once more his thorn feinted to one side, flickered and drove deep into the exposed shoulder of the warrior, leaving a wound from which dark blood flowed over the chief’s bright Venusian spider silks. Perspiration was rolling down Varon’s face. Swiftly Varon tore open his clothing over his chest and inhaled great gulps of air.


  THE chief was circling warily now. He had learned to his utter amazement that he had met a great swordsman, greater even than himself. Save for the disparity in weapons, the chief would have been dead. A terrible anger and admiration struggled for supremacy in his barbaric mind. But he must kill—kill! Else he would not be chief for long! Already his retainers were wavering in their loyalty, and wondering what manner of being was this? The jungle had spewed him out. Yet ill and half-starved, armed only with a long thorn, he had been able to stand up to their great chief. It would make a tale that would long live as a legend around their camp fires.


  The chief must have sensed their scorn, for he charged Varon, whirling the gleaming blade overhead until it flashed like bright silver. Then he brought it down in a mighty slash, intending to shear Varon’s head from his shoulders. Varon leaped back. Summoning what remained of his fast ebbing strength, he engaged the chief’s blade with his thorn. With a strange, Bickering motion, he twisted the thorn and sent the chief’s sword flying through the air. It was the “Machiavelli,” the ancient Italian stroke named after its inventor. But the chief knew nothing of that. He only knew that one moment he had thought he had his opponent vanquished, and the next he’d found himself disarmed! Mingled with his amazement was the thought that death had come upon him. Varon could kill him at will now.


  “Finish him!” It was Nereida speaking in a cold voice.


  At this instant there was a whirr of wings. Out of the skies came hurtling a wondrous bird of translucent blue, an azurine, closely pursued by a screaming hawk that plummeted down like a lightning bolt. With a plaintive note of infinite melancholy, the azurine flew into the open front of Phillip Varon’s beryllium garment, just as the enraged hawk flashed by Varon’s face. It passed so close that powerful pinions raked the Terran’s cheek.


  There was a moment of startled silence. Now before Phillip’s uncomprehending eyes, an amazing transformation took place.


  “The dove of the gods,” the chief said, in awe.


  Taking off his plumed helmet, he threw it on the ground. He had no doubt now why he could not vanquish Phillip Varon. In his eyes, the Terran had supernatural protection. Together with the retainers, he knelt and bowed his head.


  “Go in peace, divine one,” the chief whispered. “At the turn of the road you’ll find our horses, with provisions in the saddle-bags. Take what you need.”


  An instant later the white barbarians were gone silently into the forest, as silently as they had come. Imbedded in the ground, the chief’s sword vibrated in the wind.


  Days later, Phillip Varon lay in bed, recovering from the fever. Nearby hovered Nareida who had been nursing him faithfully. On this particular day Varon was surrounded by the greatest scientists known to Venus. One of these scientists had observed that the receiving set Nereida wore on her arm should be placed in a museum, together with all other items which Varon and she had carried during their momentous journey through the jungles.


  Nereida shook her lovely head emphatically. “I’ll never part with it,” she said.


  “But why, my dear?” Varon inquired. “I can get you another one.”


  “It wouldn’t have the same vibrations,” Nereida told him. “This one has power. You used all my Gona. It is but just that I should use your magic too.”


  “I used your Gona?” Varon echoed in astonishment. “I merely kept your bag as a means to keep you with me—I hope for life.” He grinned. “Anyway, here’s the bag, you can have it back.”


  He extended the small bird-skin bag to the priestess. But Nereida waved it away with a gesture of utter desdain.


  “It isn’t any good now,” she said. “It’s all used up. Open it, Phillip. Look inside.” Her voice was urgent.


  Phillip Varon hesitated, conscious of the amused smiles of his distinguished scientific guests. But there was no denying Nereida. He opened the Gona bag and dumped the entire contents on the bed.


  It contained: three glistening arrack scales, a shard from a rhinosaurus’ horn, a minute carcha boat, a desiccated firefly, a petrified libelula and the exquisite blue feather of an azurine!


  A CAN OF PAINT


  A.E. van Vogt


  All he needed to do was to figure out the properties of a perfect paint—and how to get rid of it before it killed him!


  The landing jets worked like a dream. The small machine settled gently on an open meadow in a long shallow, brilliantly green valley. A few minutes later, the first Tellurian ever to set foot on Venus, stepped gingerly down, and stood on the lush grass beside his cigarshaped spaceship.


  Kilgour drew a deep, slow breath. The air was like wine, a little high in oxygen content, but tinglingly sweet and fresh and warm.


  He had a sudden conviction that he had come to paradise. He pulled out his notebook, and wrote down the impression. Any thoughts like that would be worth gold when he got back to Earth. And he would darn well need the money, too.


  He finished the writing, and he was putting away his notebook, when he saw the cube.


  It was lying on its side on the grass in a slight indentation, as if it had fallen from something not very high. It was a translucent crystalline block with a handle. It was about eight inches square, and it shone with a dull luster like ivory. It seemed to have no purpose.


  Kilgour brought some energy testers from the ship, and touched various parts of the crystal with the wire ends. Electricity: negative; electronic: negative. It was not radioactive, nor did it respond to any of the acids he used. It refused to conduct a current of electricity, and likewise rejected the more feverish advances of the electronic enveloper.


  He put on a rubber glove, and touched the handle. Nothing happened. He slid his gloved fingers caressingly over the cube, and finally gripped the handle tightly. Still there was no response.


  Kilgour hesitated. Then tugged at the thing. It lifted easily; its weight he estimated at about four pounds. He set it down again and, stepping back, surveyed it. A slow excitement was starting in his brain. It tingled thrillingly down to his toes, as the implications of what was here penetrated.


  The cube was a manufactured article. There was intelligent life on Venus.


  He had spent a dreary year in space, wondering, hoping, dreaming about that. And here was evidence. Venus was inhabited.


  Kilgour whirled towards the ship. Have to search for a city, he thought tensely. It didn’t matter any more if he wasted fuel. Replacements were now possible.


  He was still in the act of turning, when he saw the cube out of the corner of his eyes. His enthusiasm suffered a pause.


  What was he going to do with it? It would be foolish to leave it here. Once he departed from this valley, never would he find it again. Wise, though, to be careful about what he took aboard his ship. Suppose the cube had been left here for him to find?


  Ridiculous. The idea was so fantastic that some of his doubts faded. A couple of more tests, he decided, and then—


  He took off his glove, and gingerly touched the handle with his bare finger.


  “I contain paint!” something said into his mind.


  Kilgour jumped backward.


  “Huh!” he gulped.


  He looked around wildly. But he was alone in a green valley that stretched into distance. He returned his attention to the crystal block. Again, he touched the handle.


  “I contain paint.”


  This time there was no doubt. The thought was clear and sharp in his mind.


  Kilgour straightened slowly. He stood, mentally dazzled, staring down at his find. It took a long moment to start his thought on the uphill climb of imagining the technological stature of a race that could turn out such a container.


  His mind soared and soared; and then reluctantly retreated. Amazement came. Because, simple though it was, nothing in the science of man even foreshadowed such a development.


  A container for paint that said—what it had said. A can labeled with a self-identifying thought.


  Kilgour began to grin. His long homely face twisted with good humor. His gray-green eyes lighted up. His lips parted, revealing even, white teeth. He laughed joyously.


  A can of paint! The paint would probably have other ingredients than white lead, linseed oil and a coloring oxide. But that was something to explore later.


  For the moment, possession was enough. No matter what else he discovered on Venus, his trip was already paid for. It was the simple, used-every-day things that made fortunes.


  Briskly, Kilgour reached down, grabbed the handle with his bare hand, and started to lift.


  He had got it off the ground, when a dazzlingly bright liquid squirted from it onto his chest. He spread quickly over his body, clinging like glue, yet running swiftly. It was white when it started, but it changed to red, yellow, blue, violet, then it spread into a myriad of shades.


  He stood finally, his drenched clothes flashing all the colors of “the rainbow. And at first he was furious rather than alarmed.


  He began to strip. He was wearing a pullover sweat shirt and a pair of sport shorts; nothing else. The two pieces sparkled like varicolored fire as, with a synchronized jerk, he unloosed his belt, and pulled the shirt up over his head.


  He could feel the liquid running down over his hare body; and it was not until he had removed his shirt—his shorts had fallen around his ankles—that he noticed an odd fact.


  The paint, which had been mostly on his shirt, had flowed completely off it and onto his skin. Not a drop had fallen to the ground. And his shirt was clean as a whistle.


  All the paint was on his body. It glowed as it thinned out over a greater surface. It sparkled and shimmered like a flame seen through a prism, as he wiped at it with his shirt. But it didn’t come off.


  Frowning, he pushed at it with his hands. It clung to his fingers with a warm stickiness. It bobbed and danced with color, as he shoved it groundward. It went down one place, and came up another.


  It was a unit, of which no portion would separate from any other portion. It flowed so far, then no farther. It assumed every conceivable shape. But always it remained one piece. Like a vivid tinted, immensely flexible shawl draped in various patterns, it altered its form, not its essential oneness.


  After ten minutes, he was still no nearer getting rid of it.


  “ ‘Paint’,” Kilgour read aloud out of his medical book, “ ‘can be removed by applying turpentine.’ ”


  There was turpentine in his storeroom. He secured the bottle, and climbed out of the ship again. He poured a generous measure into the cupped palm of his hand, and applied it vigorously. That is, he started to apply it. The turpentine flowed out of his hand, and onto the ground.


  The paint wouldn’t permit itself to be touched by the liquid.


  It took several attempts to convince the astounded Kilgour. But finally, still determined, he re-entered the ship. In quick succession, he tried gasoline, water, wine, even some of his precious rocket fuel.


  The paint wouldn’t make contact with any of them. He stepped under a shower. The water rained down on the portion of his body that was not covered by paint, a fine stinging spray of wetness. But there was no sensation at all where the paint clung.


  And it definitely didn’t wash off.


  He filled his bathtub, and seated himself in it. The paint shinnied up his neck, and around his chin, and flowed over his mouth and nose. It didn’t go in his nostrils or his mouth, but it covered both apertures.


  Kilgour stopped breathing. He sat there for a moment, stubborn; and then he saw the paint was creeping up towards his eyes. He jumped out of the tub, and ducked his head into the water.


  The paint retreated from his nose, hesitated at his mouth, and then sank back halfway towards the lower end of his chin. It seemed to find some anchor point there, for, no matter how deep or how often he ducked, it refused to go any lower.


  Apparently, having reached his head, it was not prepared to give up that vantage point.


  Kilgour spread a rubber mat on his favorite chair, and sat down to do some hard thinking. The whole business was ridiculous. He’d be the laughing stock of the solar system if it was ever found out that he had got himself into such a fantastic predicament.


  By some accident, a can of Venusian paint had been dropped or lost on this uninhabited meadow; and here he was smeared with the stuff.


  The quick way it had flowed over his mouth and nose showed that, though mindless, it could be deadly. Suppose it had refused to retreat an inch. He would have suffocated in a few minutes, and would now be lying dead in his bathtub.


  Kilgour felt a chill climb his spine. The chill remained even after it struck him that he could easily have forced a funnel into his mouth, and breathed that way. The chill remained because it was only accident that the incredible stuff hadn’t climbed up over his eyes.


  He pictured a blind, suffocating man searching in a roomy storeroom for a funnel.


  It took a long minute for his normally sunny disposition to make a partial comeback. He sat stiff, forcing his mind.


  Paint—that jumped out of a can, showed no sign of drying, yet wasn’t really a liquid, because it wouldn’t soak into clothing or flow according to the law of gravity. And wouldn’t let liquid touch it.


  Kilgour’s mind paused there, in a sudden comprehension. Why, of course. Waterproof. He should have remembered. This was no ordinary paint. It was waterproof, rainproof, liquidproof—the ultimate paint.


  Excitement surged along his nerves. He stood up jerkily, and began to pace the floor.


  For twenty-five years, ever since the first of the super rockets had gushed out to the barren Moon and then to semibarren Mars, Venus had been the goal of explorers. Journeys there, however, had been forbidden until some means was discovered to overcome the danger of ships falling into the Sun.


  That incandescent fate had befallen two ships. And it had been mathematically proven, not merely by cranks, that such a catastrophe would happen to every spaceship until the planets Earth and Venus attained a certain general position with relation to each other and Jupiter.


  The ideal conditions were not due to occur for another twenty-eight years. But six months before Kilgour took off, a famous astronomer had pointed out that some of the conditions would prevail for years. The article caused a sensation among spacemen; and, though the government refused to withdraw its ban, Kilgour had heard that a high patrol officer had privately stated that he would look the other way if anybody started out. And that he would see to it that men of like mind carried out the necessary pre-flight inspections.


  Several expeditions, ostensibly bound for Mars had been busily fitting up when Kilgour launched his small craft into space, Venus-bound.


  Great things were expected of Venus. But not so great as this.


  Kilgour stopped his pacing. A race that could develop a perfect paint, anything perfect, was going to prove worth knowing.


  His thought ended. He had glanced down at his body. And now, he saw something that startled him. The paint, brilliant in its million facets of changing color, was spreading. At the beginning, it had covered about a quarter of his flesh. Now it covered a good third. If it kept on, it would soon overrun him from head to toe, eyes and ears and nose and mouth and all.


  It was time he started figuring ways and means of removal. In earnest.


  Kilgour wrote:


  “A perfect paint should be waterproof and weatherproof as well as beautiful. It should also be easily removable.”


  He stared gloomily at the final sentence. And then, in a fit of temper, he flung down the pencil, and walked over to the bathroom mirror. He peered into it with a nasty smirk on his face.


  “Pretty, aren’t you!” he snarled at his blazing image. “Like a gypsy arrayed in dance finery.”


  The reality, he saw on second glance, was more chromatically splendid than that. He shone in about ninety colors. The various combinations did not blur dully one into the other. They merged with a sharp brightness, that seemed to make even the most subtle shades project with intensity. Yet in some curious fashion the paint was not showy.


  It was bright, but it did not hurt his eyes. It was brilliant, but it failed to jar his sense of good taste. He had come to sneer, but he remained several minutes to appraise its startling beauty.


  He turned away at last. “If,” he thought, “I could get a spoonful loose, I could put it into a retort and analyze it.”


  But he had tried that. He tried it again, with a sudden hope. As before the paint flowed into the spoon willingly, but when he raised the spoon, it flowed back onto his skin.


  Kilgour procured a knife, and tried to hold the paint on his spoon. But when he lifted his hand, the paint slid between the blade and the spoon like so much oil.


  Strength, Kilgour decided, his strength was not sufficient to press the knife tight onto the spoon edge. He headed for the storeroom. There was a small scoop there with a pressure cover. It was too round and too small; he could only force a little bit of the paint into it. And it took more than a minute to tighten the cover nuts with a wrench. But when he lifted the scoop, and opened it, there was a little pool of paint filling the bottom quarter of the scoop.


  Kilgour walked over and sat hastily down in his chair. He had the curious wretched feeling that he was going to be ill. His brain reeled with relief; and it was several minutes before he could even think about his next move.


  Logically, of course, he ought to remove painstakingly, and it would be painstaking, all the paint by the method he had just evolved. But first—He poured the paint in the scoop into a measuring retort. It measured just a little more than a desert spoonful.


  There were, he estimated, at least five hundred such spoonsful on his body, and it would take him—he removed a second scoopful, timing himself—a fraction over two minutes for each operation.


  One thousand minutes! Seventeen hours! Kilgour smiled ruefully, and went into the galley. He’d need food four or five times during such a period of time, and right now was one of the times.


  While he was eating, he pondered the problem with the calmness of a man who has found a solution, and who, therefore, can afford to consider other possibilities.


  Seventeen hours was a long time. Surely, now that he had some free paint, he could go into his small chemical lab, and, in short order, discover a dozen chemical reactions that would remove the entire mess from him in a few minutes.


  Perhaps a larger, more complete laboratory might have yielded results. His was too small. The paint refused to react to any of the elements and solutions that he had. It wouldn’t mix. It wouldn’t combine. It wouldn’t burn. It was immune to acids and metals, and it did not seem to influence anything he used either catalytically or otherwise.


  The paint was inert. Period.


  “Of course,” Kilgour said at last, explosively, to himself, “How could I have forgotten. The stuff would be weatherproof with a capital W. It’s perfect paint.”


  He went to work with the scoop. He developed a dexterity with the wrench in screwing and unscrewing the nuts, that enabled him to remove a spoonful every three-quarters of a minute. He was so intent on maintaining the speed of operation that he had half a pailful of paint before it struck him with it tremendous shock that there was still as much paint as ever on his body.


  Kilgour trembled with the thought that came. Feverishly, he measured the paint in the half-filled pail. And there was no question. He had emptied into the pail approximately as much as the original crystal container had squirted onto him—without affecting the quantity on his body.


  Once applied, the ultimate paint was self-renewing.


  He wrote that down at the bottom of his list of the paint’s qualities. Then grew aware that he was perspiring freely. The sweat stood out in little foamy globules over the unpainted part of his body.


  Kilgour’s brain performed its newest leap of comprehension. He snatched up his notebook, and jotted:


  “The perfect paint is also cold- and heat-proof.”


  Within half an hour, it was impossible to be objective about it. The paint covered fully half of his body. His hard work had warmed him considerably. He was roasting from his own animal heat. And scared.


  He thought shakily: “I’ve got to get out of here. I’ve got to find a Venusian city, and get an antidote for this stuff.”


  It didn’t matter any more whether he was made ridiculous or not.


  In a spasm of panic, he headed for the control board. His hand reached for the launching lever. But paused at the last instant.


  The can! It had said: “I contain paint.” Surely, it would also have directions for use of contents, and for subsequent removal.


  “I’m a pie-eyed nut.” Kilgour whispered to himself, as he ran, “I should have thought of that ages ago.”


  The crystal “can” lay on the grass, where he had left it. He snatched at it.


  “I contain a quarter paint,” it thought at him.


  So he had squirted three quarters of the contents onto himself. It was an important thing to know. He’d be wise not to add the rest to the spreading horror that was enveloping him in an air-tight casing of liquid brilliance.


  Cautiously, taking care not to lift the container from the ground, he fumbled over it with his bare hands.


  Almost instantly, he had his first response:


  “Directions: Fix controllers around area to be painted, then apply. Paint will dry as soon as controlled area is covered. To remove, press darkener over paint for one!!?!!”


  The incomprehensible word seemed to refer to a short period of time.


  “Note,” the thought continued, “darkeners may be purchased at your neighborhood hardware and paint stores.”


  Kilgour said ferociously: “Isn’t that just dandy. I’ll run over right now, and get me one.”


  In spite of his scathing words, he felt amazingly better. It was a practical world he had come to, not a nightmare planet, where creatures with ten eyes and eight legs moaned and yammered with instant alien hatred for human explorers. People who used paint wouldn’t murder him out of hand.


  Actually, that had been obvious all the time. Intelligence implied a semirational outlook, an orderly, organized universe. Naturally, not all nonhuman races would like human beings. But then, human beings had a habit of not liking each other.


  If the container and the paint it had contained were criterions, the civilization of Venus was superior to that of man. Accordingly, the inhabitants would be above petty persecution. The fantastic, ludicrous mess he had gotten himself into, was basically solved by that fact.


  But that didn’t stop him from getting hotter and hotter under his coat of paint. It was time he found himself a Venusian.


  He picked up the container, lifting it with his fingers from underneath. It thought at him:


  “Ingredients of this paint, as per government requirements, are:


  !?!?!—7%


  ?!?!?—13%


  Liquid light—80%


  “Liquid what?” said Kilgour aloud.


  “Warning,” came the thought. “This paint must not be allowed in proximity to volatile substances.” There was no explanation of that, though Kilgour waited for further thoughts. Apparently Venusians knew enough about their government regulations to obey them without question.


  But just a minute. He had tried to put the paint in contact with the volatile substances, turpentine, gasoline, his rocket fuel and a couple of other explosives. And no harm done.


  It seemed a silly regulation, if it didn’t mean anything.


  Kilgour set the can down, and headed once more for the control board. The launching lever was glass smooth to his palm, as he pulled it back until it clicked.


  He sat braced, waiting for the automatic machinery to set off the potent violence of fired tubes. Nothing happened.


  Kilgour had a premonition. He jerked the launching lever back into place, then clicked it again.


  And still there was no explosion.


  His brain was reeling. The premonition was a living force. His whole body was heavy with the strength of it.


  He had poured the rocket fuel back into its great tank after trying to wipe the paint off of his flesh with it. It had only been a few liters, but spacemen practiced queer economies. He had poured it back because the paint had not seemed to affect it in any way.


  “Warning,” the can had said, “This paint must not be allowed in proximity to volatile substances.”


  The inert stuff must have deenergised the eighteen thousand gallons in his one remaining fuel tank.


  Try the radio again. He had started sending out signals when he was a million miles from Venus, and had listened and listened on his receiver. But the great void had been utterly blank.


  Nevertheless, the Venusians must have such a thing. Surely, they would answer an emergency call.


  But they didn’t. Half an hour went by, and his calls went unheeded. His receiver remained silent; not so much as a burst of static came in on any wave length. He was alone in a universe of choking, crowding, growing, maddeningly colorful paint.


  Darkener—liquid light—Perhaps it shone, not only in bright exterior light, so that if he turned off the lights—


  His finger on the switch, he noticed for the first time how dark it was outside. His lock doors were open; and slowly Kilgour walked over to them, and stared out into a night that was unbroken by starlight. The darkness, now that it had come, was intense. The clouds, of course, the eternal clouds of Venus—So bright was the sun at Venus’ distance from it that in daytime the clouds were a protection that yet failed to more than dim the dazzling glare.


  Now, at night, it was different. The clouds inclosed the planet like the walls and ceiling of a dark room. There was light, naturally. No planet near a sun or in the starry universe could be absolutely shut off from light and energy. His seleniometer would probably be registering well down into the hundred thousandths.


  Kilgour brought his gaze down from the sky, and saw that the ground was brilliant with the light from his paint. Startled, he stepped out of the door, away from the interior light pouring out of the door of his ship. In the darkness to one side, his body glowed like a multiflamed but meaningless sign. He was so bright he lighted up the grass with patterns of dazzling color. He would be beautiful in death.


  He pictured himself sprawled on the floor, covered from head to foot with paint. Eventually the Venusian would find him on this lonely meadow. Perhaps they would wonder what he was, where he had come from. It seemed obvious that they had no interplanetary travel.


  Or had they? Kilgour’s mind paused momentarily in its feverish gyrations. Was it possible the Venusians had deliberately refrained from making contact with human beings on Earth?


  His brain couldn’t concentrate on anything so unimportant. He went back into the ship. There was something, he was thinking, something he had been intending to do—He couldn’t remember, unless it was the radio.


  He switched it on. Then jumped jerkily as a mechanical voice came through:


  “Earthman,” it said, “are you there? Earthman, are you there?”


  Kilgour clawed at the broadcaster. “Yes,” he shouted finally. “Yes, I’m here. And in an awful mess. You must come at once.”


  “We know your predicament.” said the flat-toned voice, “but we have no intention of rescuing you.”


  “Huh!” said Kilgour blankly.


  “The container of paint,” the voice went on, “was dropped from an invisible ship at the door of your machine a few moments after you landed. For some thousands of years we, whom you call Venusians, have watched with considerable uneasiness the development of civilization on the third planet of this sun system. Our people are not adventurous, nor is there a single war known to our recorded history. This is not to say that the struggle for survival has not been a bitter one.


  “But we have an immensely more sluggish metabolism. Long ago our psychologists decided that space flight was not for us. We have accordingly concentrated on the development of the purely Venusian way of life, so that when your ship approached our atmosphere, we were confronted with the necessity of deciding under what conditions we would establish relations with human beings.


  “Our decision was to place the container of paint where you would find it. If you had failed to become entangled in the paint, we would have found some other method of testing you.


  “Yes, you heard correctly. You have been, and arc being tested. It seems you are failing the test, which is regrettable because it means that all people of your intelligence level or less will be barred from Venus.


  “It has been very difficult to prepare tests for an alien race. And therefore, unless you can think your way through the test, you must die, so that the others who come after you may be given that or similar tests without knowing they are being tested, a prime requisite, it seems to us.


  “Our intention is to find a human being who can solve the test we give him, after which we shall examine him with our instruments, and use the results as a measure for future visitors to Venus. All those whose intelligence is the same or higher than that of the successful, candidate may come to our planet at will. Such is our unalterable determination.


  “The person tested must also be able to leave Venus without help from us. You will readily see why that is necessary. Later, we shall help human beings to improve their spaceships.


  “We are talking to you on a mechanical voice machine. The simple thoughts of the container were very laboriously impressed upon it by a complicated thought machine. It is so very difficult to establish communication with a non-Venusian brain.


  “But now, good-bye. And, though this may sound strange, good luck still.”


  There was a click. All Kilgour’s juggling with the dials produced no further sound.


  He sat, all the ship’s lights switched off, waiting for death. It was not a quiescent wait. His whole being palpitated with the will to live.


  A darkener! What in the name of the ebony gods could it be?


  The question was not new to Kilgour. For an hour he had sat in a room made fantastic by the blaze of color from his painted body. Had sat with his notebook, frantically going over the data he had.


  A perfect paint made of—eighty percent liquid light. Light was light; the liquid must follow the same laws as the beam. Or must it? And what of it. A perfect paint capable of—


  His mind refused to go through the list of qualities again. He felt physically ill, and time and again he fought off nausea.


  He was so hot, it was like a fever. His feet he dangled in a pan of cold water; the theory of that had been that if his blood had a cold area to run through, it wouldn’t start boiling.


  Actually, he knew that there was little danger of his temperature rising beyond its present almost unbearable point. There was such a thing as a limit to animal heat, particularly since it had penetrated at last that he had better stick to vitamin capsules and leave calories alone. Sheer insanity to take in fuel that manufactured body heat.


  The gravest danger was that, with his body overrun by the paint, his pores would be unable to breath. Death would follow, how quickly Kilgour didn’t know.


  His ignorance didn’t add to his peace of mind. Funny, though, that now he was reluctantly waiting for death, it was slow in coming.


  The thought jarred Kilgour out of his developing incoherence.


  Slow? He leaped to his feet. Because it was slow. He raced for the bathroom mirror. In a dizzy excitement, he peered at his image.


  The paint still covered only half his body. It had not expanded during the past hour. The past hour during which he had sat in darkness, except for the light from the paint.


  The paint, he noted more critically, had not lost ground. It still covered half his body. But, actually, that was natural. It was made to survive the black Venusian night.


  Suppose, however, that he climbed into the greater darkness of his insulated-against-energy, empty fuel tank?


  For half an hour, Kilgour sat in the tank; and then he climbed out again, shaky but still determined. Absolute darkness must be the solution, only he was missing something vital.


  Obvious that if darkness alone was enough, then the fuel in his full fuel tank would by this time have cleared itself of the effects of the paint.


  He tried the launcher; and there was no explosion. There must be something else.


  “The problem,” thought Kilgour, “is to drain off the eighty percent liquid light by providing a sufficient darkness, or by some other means. But it’s almost impossible for darkness to be darker than it is inside that tank. It’s insulated against outside energies. So what’s wrong?”


  The insulation! That was it.


  The light from the paint merely reflected from the walls, and was reabsorbed by the paint. There was no place for the light to escape. Solution: Remove the insulation.


  No, that was wrong. Kilgour’s excitement sagged. With the insulation removed, the light would escape all right, but the outside energies would seep in to replace the escaped quantity. Better test that, though.


  He did. And it was so. He came out, as covered with paint as ever.


  He was standing there, in the grip of hopelessness, when the answer came, dashingly.


  On the way back to Earth a month later, Kilgour ran into the radio signals of another ship approaching Venus. He explained what had happened. He finished:


  “So you’ll have no difficulty landing. The Venusians will give you the keys to their colorful cities.”


  “But just a minute!” came the puzzled reply. “I thought you said they’ll only allow people whose intelligence is the same as, or greater than, that of the person who succeeds in their test. You must be quite a bright lad to have done so. But we’re only a bunch of dumb spacemen. So where does that leave us?”


  “You’re sitting right on top of the world,” Kilgour responded cheerfully. “And I mean Venus. Like most spacemen, I was never noted for my I.Q. My forte has always been vim, vigor and a spirit of adventure.”


  He concluded modestly: “Since I’m the measuring rod for admittance, I would say that, at a conservative estimate, ninety-nine percent of the human race can now visit Venus.”


  “But—”


  Kilgour cut him off. “Don’t ask me why their test was so simple. Maybe you’ll understand when you see them.” He frowned. “You’re not going to like the Venusians, friend. But one look at their many-legged, multiarmed bodies will give you some idea of what they meant when they said it was difficult to figure out tests for alien minds. And now, any more questions?”


  “Yes.” Earnestly. “How did you get rid of that paint?”


  Kilgour grinned. “Photocells. I took a bank of photo-converter cells into the tank with me. They absorbed the light from the paint. The rest, a fine, brownish dust, settled onto the floor; and I was a free man.”


  He laughed joyously. “Tood-leoo! Be seeing you. I’ve got a cargo aboard that must be marketed.”


  “A cargo! Of what?”


  “Paint. Thousands of cans of gorgeous paint. Earth shall in beauty live forevermore. And I’ve got the exclusive agency.”


  The two ships passed in the night of space, on to their separate destinations.


  OVERLORD OF VENUS


  William Lawrence Hamling


  JIM RICE found the missing scientists, but as he watched, they walked into the sea and vanished!


  “THE damn business is getting I out of my hands,” Carley Sloane, Field Director of Terra Mining Projects on Venus, said to Jim Rice, ex-Captain of the Interplanetary Rangers. “Every time one of our scientists starts a project in the lowlands of the Venusian Sea we end up one scientist less.”


  Jim Rice gazed thoughtfully at the pudgy little man. “Who was it this time?” he asked.


  Carley Sloane’s face became a sober mask. “John Brendel.”


  Jim Rice looked aghast. “John Brendel. But he had Marion here at Venus City with him! I talked to them both just last week before I convoyed your ore shipment to Earth—”


  “She’s still with him.”


  “But that’s crazy—John wouldn’t take her on a trip like that!”


  “But he did! You know how Marion is, headstrong, just like her father. She thought it would be a great adventure to tag along.”


  Sloane raised a pudgy hand as Jim Rice opened his mouth to say something. “Don’t blame me, Jim. I did my best to keep her here. So did John. But she wouldn’t see it.” He swore emphatically. “Those damned Venusians; if only we knew what they are and why they won’t let us in the lowlands!”


  Jim Rice nodded and inside his blood boiled. That question had been a headache ever since Earthmen had landed on Venus, for some sixty years, in fact. It had started with the famed Earth Scientist, Arnold Holter the first man to set foot on Venus. He had eventually gone into the lowlands which consisted of a chain of islands in the immensity of the Venusian Sea. He had never returned.


  Since then there had been many others. All had vanished completely. Searching parties had been sent out in force but without success.


  As a Captain of Interplanetary Rangers Jim Rice had led his Patrol into the fog-covered lowlands, without orders, to find a group of. vanished scientists. A number of the ships had crashed into uncharted ridges rising out of the seas as they skimmed over the surface. Men had been killed in the accident and Jim Rice had been kicked out of the Service. Now, though a social outcast, Carley Sloane had him on the Mining Project’s payroll. For it had been Carley Sloane’s men Jim Rice had been trying to find.


  “I’m going out after them, Carley,” Jim Rice said suddenly.


  The Mining Executive shook his head. “Hell, Jim, I didn’t mean for you to go sticking your neck into trouble out there . . .”


  “Don’t worry, Carley, I’m doing it because I want to. You forget that Marion is somewhere out there.”


  Carley Sloane looked at him. “I see. Still feel that way, eh? Yes.” A frown crossed his face. “I can’t give you much to go on, Jim. John kept in contact with me by televisor every hour or so. I checked his position with each contact as close as I could. Then yesterday he was suddenly cut off in the middle of a report. The screen just went blank and I couldn’t raise him again.”


  Jim Rice shrugged. “I’m going to keep in touch with you, Carley. Check every report I send you. Map my position as near as you can. I’ll have to do it alone. If I took help they’d only lay low until we were gone. This way maybe I can bring them out in the open. If I need help, I’ll ask for it, and make sure you send it!”


  Carley Sloane rose and gripped Jim Rice’s hand.


  “Right, Jim. I’ll have plenty of help waiting. We’ve got to make those lowlands safe, Jim. The whole future of Venus rests there. Just make sure you don’t take any unnecessary chances.” He paused, heaving a sigh. “I’m sorry about Marion, Jim.”


  “So am I,” Jim Rice replied grimly. “And so will a lot of Venusians be sorry if anything has happened to her.”


  He walked from the room and Carley Sloane slumped back into his chair. “A hell of a mess,” he muttered.


  FOG gloomy and miserable, hung like a shroud over the Venusian Sea. The lowlands were barely visible through the murky weather and dim light that filtered through the massed cloudbanks. Jim Rice peered from the control room of his strato car at a chain of connected islands stretched in the vastness of water. These were the lowlands, dark, uncharted, forbidding.


  His eyes were grim as he glanced at the wall chart. It checked with the directional beam indicator. Somewhere along this course John Brendel had flown. And somewhere ahead he had set his ship down. Rice clicked over the televisor switch. Carley Sloane’s face sprang onto the plate.


  “Any luck yet, Jim?”


  “None. I wish these clouds would let some light through. I have practically to skim the surface to see anything.” Carley Sloane sighed. “Jim, I don’t like to say it but I’m afraid it’s hopeless. You better turn back—maybe if we notified Earth Government—”


  “Earth Government, hell!” Jim Rice snapped out. “I’m not turning back. I’ll find them if it’s the last thing I do!” He switched off the set savagely and gazed at the dismal terrain below with angry eyes.


  The minutes ticked off slowly. He glanced worriedly at his fuel register.


  The rocket power of the strato car wouldn’t last much longer; and he had to get back to Venus City. Defeat crept into his heart as he studied the murky vastness beneath him. Then suddenly he squinted.


  A level expanse of land stretched off to the right of the ship. Barely visible at the edge of the water was a small dark mass. It was a strato car.


  Jim Rice exclaimed: “That’s it! That must be it!” Then his blood raced. There were two figures moving around the base of the ship.


  Rice whipped his strato car around in a sharp turn. That must be Marion and John Brendel down there. Of course, something had happened to their ship and they were stranded. He kept his eyes on the two shadowy figures as his strato car neared the ground. Then a frown crossed his face.


  The two figures ran from the grounded ship to the edge of the water and disappeared!


  Jim Rice landed his strato car with a blast of rockets beside the other ship. Then he was out of the car and running down the beach to the water’s edge.


  He stopped there as bewilderment flooded his features.


  “Where the hell did they go—?”


  He turned back to the beach and looked at the sand.


  There were two sets of footprints leading down to the water.


  But they weren’t human footprints! They were large damp webfootprints! And then it was clear to Jim Rice. Those figures hadn’t been John and Marion Brendel—they must have been Venusians!


  He ran to the strato car on the beach. One glance inside was enough to tell him it was empty.


  Icy fear struck at Jim Rice’s heart. Since John and Marion Brendel weren’t at the strato car there was only one other place they could have gone—or been taken to! The webbed footprints leading into the water!


  Into the water!


  Jim Rice ran to his strato car. He rummaged in the supply room for a few moments and came out with a mass or rubber fabric, glass headpiece, and shoulder oxygen cylinders. He donned the suit hurriedly, adjusting the valves of the gas cylinders. There was a hiss of air as the headpiece filled with oxygen. He strapped on a knife belt and slipped a proton rifle over his shoulder. Then he was walking down the beach as fast as the cumbersome suit allowed. His feet followed the webfootprints to the edge of the beach until water closed hungrily over his legs.


  The thought struck him as he strode into the depths that he should have contacted Carley Sloane to send help. But it was too late now. Water closed over his glassite headpiece.


  THE surface of Venus had been dimly lit at best. Here in the Sea depths it was almost totally dark. Rice could barely see a few feet in front of him as he walked on. He cursed himself for not bringing a magnesium flash. He’d never find anything he couldn’t see. And the thought grew inside him that maybe others would see him first.


  Something snaky coiled around him from behind.


  Jim Rice felt himself being pulled from his feet and tore futilely at the coiled mass around his waist. His hand sought the knife strapped to his belt. He whipped it free and struck out behind him with a savage thrust. The blade sank deep into soft, yielding flesh. There was a spasmodic threshing behind him and the coils loosened from around his waist.


  Rice twisted, striking out again with the knife. A huge bulbous mass floating in the water behind him. Long thick tentacles writhed in the water. Jim Rice backed hurriedly away. It was a huge Venusian octopus and the blade had found its vital organs in that bulbous mass. A black inky fluid spread in the water around the creature as it writhed in a death agony.


  The slope of the sea bottom was ever downward. The Spaceman plodded on. A myriad of underwater life floated around him; creatures and plant life defying terrestrial description. Something massive loomed ahead.


  Jim Rice approached cautiously; but it was only a huge formation of rock jutting from the sea bottom. He walked up to it and around the base. He stopped.


  A weird creature sat on a lump of rock before him. It had a semihuman shape with webbed projections for arms and legs. Elongated tendrils jutted from its face and head and its eyes were lidless and bulging. A group of similar, smaller creatures moved about gazing up at the other.


  Jim Rice edged back behind the rock formation, his heart pounding. They hadn’t seen him, he was sure. His hand groped for the proton rifle slung over his shoulder. He gripped it and stepped around the rock ready to fire.


  The creatures were gone.


  Jim Rice stared around bewilderedly. It had been only a few seconds since he had discovered them. Where had they gone? Anger coursed through him and he stepped forward. The murky depths suddenly became alive with flashing bodies.


  The proton rifle was pulled from his hands before he had time to swing it around. Webbed arms closed over his body from head to foot. Vainly he sought to free his hand to use his knife. It was useless, One of the creatures tore at the air hose on his back. It pulled away with a hiss of air bubbles.


  Only the automatic check valve kept the water from pouring into the glassite helmet. Jim Rice struggled desperately. They were all around him, grasping, pulling, tearing. Blood pounded in his head as the oxygen still remaining in the headpiece dwindled away. His vision blurred and his struggles became feeble.


  “I’VE expected a visit from the Interplanetary Rangers for a long time, but not from one of its disgraced members. Ex-Captain Rice, isn’t it?”


  The speaker, a tall well-built man with grayed hair and a jutting jaw sat in a large hall filled with green-scaled Venusians. Jim Rice stood swaying unsteadily on his feet. His marine suit was gone as were his weapons. His head still buzzed.


  He glanced around him confusedly, then his gaze centered on the man smiling sardonically at him. Above a large globe hung, emitting a bright dazzling radiance. Its rays formed a sort of halo over the man. The Venusians’ fish-like eyes were fastened on this globe and the man sitting beneath it. There was something pathetic in their gaze. It was as if a weird fascination held them transfixed.


  Rice switched his gaze from the Venusians back to the dais. He gazed closely at the man sitting there. The rugged features were strangely familiar.


  “Yes, I’m Rice,” Jim said slowly. “And if you don’t mind I’d like to know just what this is all about—?” He pointed to the gathered Venusians. The creatures appeared to ignore him, their gaze was rapturously held by the dazzling light.


  “One thing at a time,” the man replied.


  A commotion grew in the rear of the hall. Jim Rice turned. Two green-scaled Venusians were dragging a struggling girl into the room.


  “Marion!” Rice cried out. He dove through the Venusian ranks. His fist crashed into a green face on the girl’s left. The creature slumped to the floor. Behind him a voice shouted. Webbed arms closed about Jim Rice and bore him to the floor. The voice shouted again. The Venusians dragged the two humans forward and shoved them toward the speaker.


  “The age of chivalry reborn,” the voice mocked from beneath the light. Jim Rice edged over to the girl and slipped his arm about her. She was sobbing quietly.


  “Jim, why did you have to come, too? His creatures captured us on the beach . . .” She shuddered, glancing at the Venusians.


  “Captured is a word I prefer not to use. Let us say you are my uninvited guests.”


  “He’s crazy, Jim!” the girl cried out. “He’s going to kill us all—he’s taken Dad away already!”


  Jim Rice forced himself to remain calm. But anger was a fire inside him. His eyes met the steely grey gaze of his captor.


  The man said, “John Brendel is not dead, rest assured. I have more use for him alive. At present the same applies to you, Rice. As to who I am—”


  “He’s Arnold Holter, Jim!” the girl cried out.


  Arnold Holter! Of course! Rice had seen pictures of the famed Earth scientist. But Arnold Holter alive? He had been over fifty years old six decades ago—and this man wasn’t much more than fifty now!


  The steely grey eyes stared at Jim Rice.


  “Yes, I am Arnold Holter. Does my age surprise you? You can’t believe it; but it’s true—and I won’t appear older fifty years from now!”


  Jim Rice gazed at him. “It’s incredible—I remember you as one of the foremost scientists of Earth over a century ago . . .”


  “Not one of the foremost scientists!” Holter snarled. “The foremost! Here in the lowlands I have discovered a new radio-active element that will prolong my life span indefinitely! I can live to rule Venus and eventually the entire Solar System!”


  “You’re crazy, Holter! Do you think you can overcome the might of Earth Science with a band of amphibious creatures?”


  ARNOLD HOLTER laughed. “These Venusians may appear to be unintelligent by your Earth standards, but I can assure you they have developed a highly scientific civilization. They built an underwater city which I have turned to full advantage. You are in a part of it now, a full mile beneath the surface! I have developed atomic hydraulic principles which enable me to raise it to the surface at will. The city is impregnable here on the sea bottom, and no Earthman even guesses at its existence.


  “And I happen to know you have no help coming. I covered every report you televised back to Venus City. Even if you had, what good would it do you now?” He paused letting the words sink in. The sardonic grin was frozen on his face. “As to the might of Earth Science, you’re wrong! The radio-active forces I have discovered will be my greatest weapon! Concentrations of its rays will destroy life utterly! I’ll wipe out Earth Science and resistance before the full realization of what is happening strikes them!”


  “What do you plan to do with us?” Jim Rice asked slowly.


  “That can be left up to you, Rice. I have a use for a man with a thorough knowledge of military tactics. I could make you an important man on Venus. You’d have power and authority. After all, what has allegiance to Earth gained you so far? You’ve been kicked out of the Interplanetary Rangers and your name is on the blacklist of the Earth Government. You see, I am well informed as to what happens outside my marine domain. You’ve got talent and initiative, two qualities I admire. Why not join forces with me? You have everything to gain!”


  “What if I refuse?” Rice asked.


  Holter shrugged. “I have other means of gaining your allegiance if I want it. Just as I mastered the scientists who so conveniently disappeared in my lowlands. A drug injected in the veins will make a man a willing subject to my commands. Unfortunately, “however, the drug suppresses initiative, making a man nothing more than a robot. Since you have no scientific knowledge I can use and since military strategy requires initiative, I won’t waste the drug on you. There’s always death as an answer.” He paused and turned his gaze to Marion Brendel. “Or, of course, there’s always Miss Brendel.”


  Jim Rice breathed heavily. He gazed for a long moment at the girl.


  “Your argument is pretty good, Holter, but I’d like a little time to think it over.”


  Holter gazed coldly at Rice. “Unfortunately there isn’t much time. My plans are nearing completion and I’m ready to act. I’ll give you a few hours for your decision. No more. John Brendel hasn’t seen fit to comply with my advice, so I may have to make him a willing subject. What you decide will affect Miss Brendel as well.”


  Holter turned his gaze to the silent mass of Venusians—still staring at the dazzling globe. A mumble of alien sounds left his lips. Instantly a group of Venusians hustled Rice and the girl from the chamber and out into a huge courtyard.


  JIM RICE stared in awe at the underwater city as they were led forward. Overhead a huge dome curved over the city like a mammoth bubble. The Venusian sea extended above the dome for a full mile to the surface. Low squat buildings comprised the majority of the Venusian dwellings. They ran on for nearly a mile in close formations.


  There were two things that made Jim Rice frown worriedly as they continued on across the courtyard. One of them was the massed rows of trim rocket cruisers that lay off to the left. Sleek little crafts with a long slim barrel set in the nose of each ship. Rice had a vision of death rays spouting from those weapons, annihilating Venus City with a radio-active bombardment. The other thing was the tall structure off to the left of the courtyard. It was a tower that reared above the rest of the city. At its top a huge globe cast a dazzlingly brilliant light over the city. It was a miniature sun, blinding.


  And here again Jim Rice noted the fanatical way the Venusians gazed at the tower—in much the same manner he had noted back in the Overlord’s chamber. It was as if the radiance held a strange influence over them from which they couldn’t tear their gaze.


  A few minutes later they were confined in a room, small and barren. Four blank walls stared at him with only a single barred opening in the ceiling through which light filtered from the tower outside.


  “Jim, what are you going to do?” Marion Brendel asked.


  “You mean about Holter’s ultimatum?—Stall him off as long as I can. Maybe we’ll find a way out of here before . . .”


  “Then you’re going to refuse him?” A gladness spread over her face.


  “Let’s forget about that for awhile.” His face showed concern and he paced the small confines of the room. “If I could only get word back to Carley Sloane . . . Did you notice the way those Venusians kept looking at the light outside and back at Holter? There’s something there that I just don’t get.”


  The girl rested her hand on Jim’s arm. Her lips trembled.


  “Jim, what do you think he’ll do with Dad? Do you really think he has a drug that can make a man a slave—?”


  “He’s probably bluffing.” Rice reached inside his shirt and drew out a cigarette and magnesium lighter. As he raised the lighter to his lips the door burst open and John Brendel was shoved into the cell by two Venusians. The Venusians stood in the doorway for a moment as the girl ran to her father. But they weren’t looking at her; their gaze was fixed on Jim Rice.


  The lighter burned with a small brilliant flame. It was then that Jim Rice noticed the awed expression on the Venusian faces. They were staring at the flame. The lighter clicked off. Instantly the awed expression vanished. Jim Rice stared at the creatures. He switched on the flame again. The awed expression returned to the Venusians. Jim Rice snapped the light off. The Venusians scurried from the room. The door clanged shut behind them. Rice strode over to it and tried it. It was locked. He turned excitedly to John Brendel.


  “Brendel 1 Did you notice—?”


  JOHN BRENDEL held his daughter tightly. He gazed through hopeless eyes at Jim Rice.


  “So he got you, too, Jim. I suppose you know what’s going on here? That it’s only a matter of hours before Earthmen will be wiped from the face of Venus by that madman?”


  Jim Rice nodded grimly. “If he succeeds, yes. I wondered what kind of a hold he had on those Venusians. It didn’t ring true that an Earthman could step in and become overlord of an alien race so easily. I’m sure now that it has something to do with that tower—”


  John Brendel released his daughter and faced Rice. “Of course. I guessed that right away. It’s the dazzling radiance—the Venusians have never seen the sun, you know how dark the surface of the planet is. To their minds a dazzling light has some sort of hypnotic influence, and years ago when Holter first came to the lowlands he discovered that bright light affected the Venusians like a hypnotic drug. He’s used his scientific knowledge to produce that dazzling miniature sun in the tower. With it he holds the Venusians in mute slavery. They’ll do whatever he commands.”


  “What if the light were suddenly taken away—what then?”


  John Brendel stared thoughtfully.


  “I don’t know. The spell might be broken—but what good does it do us? Holter took me on a tour of the city a few hours ago. He even showed me the radio-active ray that he’ll use to destroy Venus City. Those ships outside are equipped with the weapon. When the city rises to the surface, those ships, manned by Venusians will take off. And that time is close. He’s been planning this moment for years. He knows that officials at Venus City are getting more than interested in the lowlands and that soon there’ll be a mass investigation. By acting now his attack will come as a complete surprise.”


  Jim Rice wheeled around. “John, we’ve got to get out of here before then.”


  John Brendel forced a laugh. “That’s easier said than done.”


  “Not quite,” Rice said grimly. “I want you to do exactly what I say.” He took the magnesium lighter from his pocket and handed it to the scientist. “When that door opens and a Venusian sticks his head in, switch on the flame . . .” His voice trailed off as a deep rumbling shook the room. The walls trembled slightly and there was a rocking sensation. A loud hum grew from somewhere below them.


  “What’s happening?” Marion Brendel cried out.


  Brendel’s face was grave. “I’m not sure but I think we’re being raised to the surface. That sounds like the atomic hydraulics Holter spoke about. He’s acting sooner than I expected. We’re too late now.”


  Jim Rice slipped over to the door. He kicked loudly on it. The noise reverberated over the rumbling hum. He continued to kick until there was a scraping outside. Then he stepped back and motioned to the scientist. John Brendel nodded.


  The door opened and an armed Venusian stood in the doorway. Brendel switched on the magnesium lighter. The Venusian stared at the brilliant flame dumbly. Rice sprang from behind the open door. His fist cracked into the Venusian’s face. The creature slumped forward to the floor under the blow. Rice knelt and grasped the weapon from the webbed hand. He glanced swiftly into the narrow passage outside the door. Then he turned back into the room.


  “NOW listen, we’ve got to work fast. It’s a long shot, but it may work. Holter will be ready to send those ships out as soon as we surface. You and Marion stay in this building. Keep your eye on the tower. When that light goes out make a dash for the nearest rocket cruiser out in the courtyard. If you succeed in snatching it, send Carley Sloane a warning over the televisor. Then blast out of here as fast as you can.”


  He handed the gun over to the scientist and took the magnesium lighter. He gazed at them both for a moment and then strode over the unconscious Venusian and out into the corridor. Ahead loomed the entrance to the courtyard.


  Rice paused on the threshold. The courtyard was alive with Venusians. A few hundred yards away stood the tower with its blazing globe. Overhead, beyond the dome, gray waters seethed as the city rose to the surface. Rice took a deep breath and walked into the courtyard.


  He walked slowly and directly toward the tower. It was a few moments before any of the Venusians saw him. Instantly a confused jargon of cries split the air. A number of them ran toward him. Jim Rice continued his advance.


  A group of Venusians were almost upon him when Jim Rice switched on the magnesium lighter. The brilliant white flame spouted as he held it up before him.


  The Venusians stopped in their tracks. Their bulging eyes stared in rapt awe at the flame. There was a grimness around the Spaceman’s mouth as he advanced purposefully through them. They didn’t attempt to stop him, but fell in behind him, their eyes glued to the white magnesium flame.


  Sweat stood out on Rice’s forehead as the distance between him and the tower diminished. His eye was fastened on an open doorway in its base. It was only fifty yards away.


  The magnesium in the lighter burned out.


  Jim Rice swore as the flame vanished. Behind him he heard mixed shouts from the Venusians. They raced down upon him.


  He sprinted the remaining distance to the tower. As he reached the base of the tower, a webbed arm closed over his shoulder. He dove inside dragging the Venusian along with him. His foot slammed the door shut and he struck out savagely with his fist. The Venusian crumpled with a mumbled cry. Even as the creature sagged Jim rammed the lock home on the door. A loud clamor rose outside as the massed Venusians hit the door. It held.


  His breath burning in his throat, Rice turned and raced up a spiral stairway leading to the top of the tower. The door below would only hold for a short time he knew. He reached the top of the stairway and a half open doorway. He swept into the room.


  Holter stood facing him with a proton pistol leveled.


  “I’VE been watching you from up here, Rice. That was a very ingenious method you used to get to the tower. You do have initiative. But Pm afraid you don’t see things my way. I’ll have to dispose of you now. As you see, I’ve advanced my plans somewhat. We’re breaking surface. In a few moments my ships will take off for Venus City. After today I alone will rule on Venus!”


  “You’ll never get away with this, Holter.”


  “Oh, won’t I?” The proton pistol leveled at Jim Rice.


  Rice hurled himself aside. There was a sizzling blast as the weapon discharged. Jim Rice felt a searing pain burn into his side. Then he had moved under the weapon and his fist drove into Holter’s jaw. The man staggered back with a sharp cry. Jim followed it up with a sharp knee kick into Holter’s stomach. Then he wrenched the weapon from Holter’s hand and brought the butt down over the man’s head. Holter fell limply.


  Rice ran swiftly to one of the windows overlooking the courtyard. The city had already surfaced and the curved dome covering it was rolling back. Below in the courtyard Venusians were scurrying toward waiting ships. Directly overhead the huge globe spread its dazzling radiance over the city. Rice looked at it helplessly, the proton gun clutched in his hand. From somewhere below he heard a loud crash. That would be the door to the tower. The Venusians would be pouring in. Even as the thought crossed his mind a green-scaled creature came through the doorway.


  The Venusian stopped short at sight of Holter unconscious on the floor. A loud cry burst from his lips and he charged at Jim Rice.


  One thought pounded in Jim Rice’s mind. The light. He must get the light. Savagely he smashed the glass of the control room with the butt of the weapon. He kicked out at the same time and caught the charging Venusian with his foot. The creature collapsed, writhing. But others poured in through the door. And Holter was stirring on the floor.


  In a single movement Jim Rice leaned out of the window casing and fired the proton gun straight into the dazzling globe. There was a blast of flame as a tremendous explosion disintegrated the globe, showering fragments down the sides of the tower.


  The light vanished.


  It was as if a miniature sun had suddenly been extinguished. The city was instantly plunged into semi-darkness. Only the murky light that filtered through the overhead clouds remained.


  Jim Rice twisted back into the room, the gun held ready.


  It wasn’t necessary. The Venusians stood transfixed. It was as if their life blood were being drained from them with the cessation of the light. There was confusion, bewilderment, and terror in their faces. Then a jargon of sounds came from their throats and they turned, ran.


  The same pandemonium had broken loose in the city below. A few of the ships had taken off, but they were flying in aimless circles over the city. It was as if the directing mind over a powerful body had been suddenly severed leaving the limbs flapping helplessly.


  A hoarse cry burst out behind him. Rice wheeled as a body crashed into him knocking the gun from his hand. Holter, his eyes blazing hatefully, smashed into the spaceman.


  “You’ll die for this!” Holter roared. His fist crashed into Jim Rice’s injured side and the pain was an agony. He fell back weakly over the edge of the window casement. Strong hands grasped at his throat, strangling. The blood pounded in Jim’s head. His back seemed about to break. Jim Rice twisted sideways. He reached down and grasped the overlord behind the knees. Then he butted his head into the scientist’s face. The man relaxed his grip on Jim Rice’s throat for an instant. The spaceman acted. Muscles straining, he pulled savagely upward. The overlord’s body hurtled over his shoulder through the window. A loud scream echoed as he fell. A loud plop stopped it. But Jim Rice wasn’t aware of it. The burn in his side from the overlord’s proton blast engulfed him. Dizziness overwhelmed his senses and a blackness closed over his mind.


  “I STILL don’t see how the devil you got there so fast, Carley.” Jim Rice was sitting in the Mining Executive’s office at Venus City. His side was bandaged in rolls of gauze. John and Marion Brendel sat beside him. Carley Sloane popped his feet atop the desk and waved a pudgy hand in the air.


  “Hell, Jim, when your reports ceased I knew that something had happened. I sent out every ship I could muster. Just before we got to the position of your last televised report we got a message from John through one of the Venusian cruisers. We came in blasting . . . But how you managed to put that city at our mercy before we got there is more than I can understand!”


  Jim Rice let a smile cross his features.


  “The real credit goes to John. He knew that the Venusians were being held under a hypnotic spell by that miniature sun radiance. The Venusians naturally had never seen the sun or any bright light. Holter found out that a brilliant light had a hypnotic influence over them. That’s how he was able to control their city. I guessed that if I could destroy that light before the Venusians took off, the spell would be broken temporarily. With a small magnesium lighter and a hell of a lot of luck I succeeded. And I was right. From now on we won’t have to worry about the lowlands and Earth Government can control the Venusians. You and John can look into that new radio-active element. From what Holter said and evidenced, it will aid Earth in more than one way.”


  Carley Sloane had a satisfied look on his face.


  “I begin to see the light,” he said.


  Jim Rice grinned and walked over to the girl. “Come on, honey, let’s go find a nice quiet place to eat. I’m hungry.”


  They didn’t do much eating.


  BLIND MAN’S BUFF


  Malcolm Jameson


  The Commission had a pie-sounding offer—just show ’em how much of Venus you wanted and it was yours. Trouble was, you had to make a map of the unmappable!


  The bright dot had grown to a disk days before, now it was a dazzling silvery sphere, looming straight ahead. Lorimer, the assistant umpire, sat in the radio booth dozing, his headphone strapped on. Hartley made a few last adjustments to his adored Maggy—the instrument with the X-ray eye—and then walked over to where Travis sat staring into the visi-screen.


  “The big money sure ganged up on us,” remarked Hartley, surveying the outside scene as reflected before them.


  “They’ve got numbers, if that is what you mean,” said Travis, with a grim chuckle, “but I’m not so sure about the brains. The Farrington-Driscoll combine always did do their dirty work statistically. They’re doing it now. Most of those poor devils you see out there won’t be alive this time tomorrow. Driscoll’s game is as simple as the Rule of Three. The mortality of ships trying to land on Venus is roughly a hundred to one. Ergo! He sends a hundred and some odd ships. His competitors—like you and me and old Buck Turner—are playing singletons. All of us combined, if we were combined—which we are not—haven’t a ghost of a show along with his bird dogs.”


  “Unless we’re smarter,” amended Hartley.


  “Yes,” grunted Travis.


  Other ships were to the right and left of them, abreast but curving downward in a great circle that closed forty miles below their keel. The formation centered on the lone cruiser that carried the chief umpire and which followed the base course between the Earth and the planet of their destination. Shortly they would arrive at the point ten diameters distant from Venus, and that was where the take-off would be. After that it would be a free-for-all scramble for the honor—and untold riches—of being the first man clown.


  Most of the ships carried the yellow-and-blue markings of the newly formed Venusian Land Development Co., the Farrington-Driscoll enterprise. Buck Turner’s rusty old tub floated somewhere on the far side of the circle. Nearby were two crazily converted yachts manned by adventure-struck college kids. A quadrant away there were several other independent entries, all of an impractical nature. One was a man who fondly held the theory that the only way to tear away the deadly veil of Venus was to take actual soundings with wire drags and then drop kite balloons with moorings. His idea was to plant buoys, so to speak, to mark the more dangerous crags. Another was a fellow who claimed to be an expert meteorologist, and whose ship was fitted with bins containing, colored flours. By dumping those on the Venusian cirrus he hoped to make stains whose motions he could study. By charting the general circulation of the upper air and noting the presence of updrafts and eddies, he hoped to deduce the locations of the hazards below.


  Travis and Hartley’s own hope was pinned on magnar—the Maggy, as they preferred to call it—a squat machine that embodied all the virtues of super-radar plus, but inverted. Where old-style radio used oscillating electric currents to generate magnetic waves, magnar operated on reverse principles. Surges of magnetrons set up electric strains which reacted from the surroundings. The results were incomparably more satisfactory than with standard electronic equipment since it was penetrative and analytic as well. But marvelous as the instrument was in its tests under terrestrial conditions, its behavior on Venus was yet to be ascertained. Curious magnetic phenomena had been observed there, due probably to the proximity to the fierce radiation of the sun. Auroras were encountered at all latitudes, and there was known to be a low belt practically opaque to all but long waves. But for better or for worse, they intended to depend on their device to get them safely down, and for the later complying with the Strict rules laid down by the Bureau of Genomics in the staking out of their claim.


  A gong struck warningly, and Lorimer came to life.


  “It’s the standby signal,” he said, and cut in the loudspeaker.


  “All ships, attention,” boomed the voice of the chief umpire. “In five minutes we will arrive at the take-off point. Sec that you are not ahead of the station or you will be disqualified. Everyone listen carefully while I refresh you on the rules. Ships will go in with open mikes, so that I can keep track of your whereabouts. Upon making your planetfall you are to ground your ship where it may be, leaving the assistant umpire on board for communication purposes. Set up a radio beacon at once so that if necessary I can visit you to check up. After that you are free to explore the territory about you.”


  There was a pause for acknowledgments up to that point. Travis nodded. He knew the rules. The signals came through loud and clear. Violent earthquakes and torrents of boiling volcanic mud falling as rain drove him away shortly after he landed, but the beacon he left behind served long enough to allow him to regain the stratosphere safely. It ceased sending within the hour, indicating that subsequent earthquakes had destroyed it, but it showed what was possible.


  “After your reconnaissance,” went on the voice from the cruiser, “you should then stake out your claims. Vague descriptions, wooden stakes, blazes on trees, or loosely piled stone cairns will not do. There was too much litigation arising from the careless early surveying of Mars. Good topographic maps must be submitted, tracts described by metes and bounds, and the corners tied to salient landmarks. If possible, the survey should be tied to the planetary grid. In cases of conflict, title will be awarded to the most accurately mapped claim.”


  “Imagine that!” sniffed Hartley. “Expecting good topography in a dense fog. It’s a good thing we have the Maggy.”


  Travis was silent. He was wondering how those clauses happened to be in the conditions. Could it be that Driscoll had a hand in it, knowing their meaninglessness but having devised some way to beat the game? For the term planetary grid implied either a previous triangulation survey or the establishment of circles of latitude and longitude, a manifest impossibility in view of the record. Perhaps Driscoll meant to perform such a survey. He had an army of men, and was known to have taken aboard a great quantity of infrared equipment. Given time and men enough, Venus could be triangulated, using heat detectors and directional walkie-talkies. It was a disturbing thought.


  “Ten seconds to go,” warned the cruiser, after which came the long buzz.


  “Hop to it, and good luck,” were the umpire’s final words.


  The screen was no longer jet-black with the bright silver ball in its center. It was half-and-half silver and black, the velvety star-spangled sky covering the upper part, and the dazzling shell of Venus the lower. The dividing line had been a strongly curving arc—a segment of the upper limb of the planet. But it had flattened little by little until it showed no curvature. It was a straight line—a horizon. What lay below appeared to be an endless, featureless field of snowy white, flat as a floor. It looked like snow, but it was not. It was an expanse of spicules of ice, the frozen upper cirrus that marked the boundary between the stratosphere and the zone of cloud and fog. Travis shifted the controls. He took the ship off its tangent and put it into gently curving “level” flight. The altimeter stood steady now. Its reading was twelve kilometers.


  They had not hurried. At the signal “GO” some of Driscoll’s bird dogs had, as well as the enthusiasts among the other entrants. All wanted to be the first in, as the bursts of violent fire from their reserve tubes showed. But as they fanned out, each toward the assigned section of the Venusian perimeter, Travis hung back. There was no rush. Most of the early birds would die, if history was any guide, and he did not choose to be among them. He saw that Driscoll cagily hung back too, and the strategy of it was plain. The foxy financier would wait to see which of his scouts survived, then follow in on his beam. If none survived—well, he could write the expedition off and go home again. There would always be another time.


  “What do you hear?” snapped Travis, addressing Lorimer, who cringed in the radio booth listening through headphones to the other ships. The man’s face was white and his eyes large and glazed, and at times he shuddered violently.


  “I . . . it is a shambles down there,” he said, licking his lips. “They’re crashing right and left. You hear ’em reporting, then all of a sudden there’s a scream . . . something about a pinnacle looming up in the mist . . . or else no sound but a burst of static . . . oh, sir, don’t you think we’d better turn back?”


  “We’re not as crazy as we look,” said Travis grimly. “But we’re not turning tail yet.”


  He made other adjustments to the ship. Much of the momentum had been braked down by air resistance. Now only one tube was jetting, and that at just a trickle to maintain steerageway. Travis pulled the levers that extruded the vessel’s stubby wings and stabilizer fins. From here in the ship would have to be handled as a glider, but with ample reserve power at the throttle.


  “Warm up the Maggy,” he said, “and start shooting.”


  Hartley turned on the magnetoscope. That was an attachment that converted distances and bearings into light rays. Magnetronic tubes did the trick, throwing the resultant visual image onto a concave screen on the far side of the compartment. For a moment the screen showed nothing but haze, but as fog dissolves and pictures emerge from behind it, the haze melted. What was revealed was truly amazing.


  The layer of frozen cirrus vanished. Several miles below its level there suddenly appeared what seemed to be an azure sea sprinkled with scattered rocky islets, arranged in long, twisting chains. But it was like no ocean man had ever looked upon. Its surface appeared hard and glistening, as if of ice, but that illusion of rigidity rose and fell in mighty pulses, now covering, again revealing more of the rough crags that jutted through it. There was a miragelike quality about the whole scene, for nowhere did any of the islets show shores or beaches, though their jagged outlines expanded and contracted in phase with the heave of the strange crystalline sea.


  “That must be your ionosphere,” ventured Travis, squinting at the astonishing vista. “That is the phenomenon that distorts radio beams, though it seems to stop ours cold. But at least we are able to define it sharply. That is some help.”


  “Go down as close as you can and see what it does,” suggested Hartley. “Maybe the angle of incidence has something to do with it.


  Maybe it will recede or vanish.”


  “Right-o,” said Travis, and nosed the ship over into a dive.


  Inexorably the gleaming surface seemed to rise up to meet them. It did not give an iota, or fade. It was an absolute thing. The magnetoscope version may have been pure illusion, but what met their eyes appeared hard and unyielding. If Travis maintained his angle of dive, it could be but a matter of minutes until the ship would be put to the acid test. It would either crash against reality or else plunge through—what?


  “Stop! Don’t go on down. Please don’t!” wailed Lorimer. Unnoticed he had stolen over and was staring wildly at the screen. “It’s suicide, I tell you.”


  Travis eased off on the controls and halfway flattened out.


  “What do you mean?” he asked, roughly.


  Lorimer was thoroughly frightened. Trembling and whimpering he blurted out what he had been overhearing on the intership. Most of the other entrants were gone—all the independents and scores of Driscoll’s ships. Many shattered themselves against hidden crags, a few reported themselves stuck in morasses that were about to engulf them. A number of the Driscoll vessels had mutinied and turned tail. Only one was down safely, and he was complaining to Driscoll and the umpire of his plight. He was being tossed about on a turbulent ocean and shipping water with every giant wave, for his altimeter had been at fault and he cracked his plates on striking. Venus was living up to her deadly reputation.


  Lorimer never finished his piteous narration. He caught another glimpse of the pseudo-sea over Travis’ shoulder. It was now but a matter of yards away and impact was at hand. Lorimer uttered a little moan and keeled over in a dead faint. Travis shot the slumped figure a contemptuous glance and flicked a lever.


  “Shall I try the chute stunt?” asked Hartley, cheerfully, as Travis pulled the ship into a saving climb.


  Travis shook his head.


  “Too risky. I had rather we stick together. What about supersonic frequencies. Can you tune the Maggy to those? I doubt if anyone ever thought of using them for soundings.”


  “I can try,” said Hartley, and proceeded to alter the magnostat setting. He was not sorry to hear the parachute alternative was out, since it had been a forlorn hope at best. One of them was to jump overboard with the automatic beacon, trusting to luck that he fell near a place where the ship could land. If radio failed there was still hope of sending up messages tied to soundage ballonets. But snaring those, or even seeing them in the upper air would be a tough task for a fast-moving vessel.


  The sonic soundings did work. The Maggy was not geared to convert that data to vision, but Hartley could interpret the echoes.


  “That string of islands to the right,” he said, “terminates in a sheer cliff. What I get from beyond it is very faint and much delayed. I think the precipice is a high escarpment or else the near wall of an immensely wide canyon. Try it there.”


  “Here goes,” said Travis, grimly, and started the hazardous plunge.


  The passing through the mysterious ionosphere was an impressive moment. They winced in spite of themselves at what looked like imminent deadly impact. Then the magnetoscope faded into a blur of milky blue, matching the formless haze of swirling mists that still showed on the standard visi-screen. The terrible uncertainty lasted for a second, and then the picture cleared again, this time with tire strangely oscillating azure surface vaulting close overhead. Stretched out below them was a magnificent vista—incredibly weird, but as open to their gaze as any bird’s-eye view ever obtained on Earth. Magnar had pierced the veil of the promised land. Venus was theirs!


  The terrain was a magnificent jumble of Earth forms. The sierra that formed the crenellated top of the escarpment was lost above the ionosphere, but all else was there for the seeing. Steep talus slopes at the foot of the mighty cliff led down to what on a normal planet would have been a plain. But this plain was broken by scores of volcanic cones, many of which were shrouded in a curious pall of dirty brown—probably volcanic ash turned to falling mud by the ever present moisture. Elsewhere there were badly tilted plateaus and solitary mesas, between which meandered great rivers. Far away and to the right lay the sea. It was a real sea this time, and dappled with islands, great and small, many surrounded by reef-inclosed lagoons. The borderline between the sea and land was a vague marshy area where the rivers lost their identity in a maze of tortuous bayous, deltas and lagoons. Over all, wherever the ground was fairly level, there were vast forests of incredibly high trees.


  Travis cruised along with his eye peeled for the best place to land, for once they were down they would have to leave the ship and proceed as best they might in the amphibious crawler in the hold. Suddenly he caught sight of a curious arrangement of naked stones near the crest of one of the tilted plateaus.


  “That’s a funny outcropping,” he began, “it looks for all the world like—”


  The rest of the sentence died on his lips, for Lorimer came suddenly to life. The man was crazed with fear. He dashed across the room, screaming in hysterical frenzy.


  “I won’t let myself be murdered,” he howled. “You are not going through with this madness!”


  Travis and Hartley hurled themselves at him, but Hartley’s flying tackle and Travis’ vicious uppercut landed too late. The damage was done. Lorimer slumped back into unconsciousness, but it was by the eerie light reflected from the still glowing visi-screen. Everything else was dark. The magnetoscope was dead. Lorimer’s wildly clawing hands had managed to yank half the switches on the panel open. The emergency lights slowly blinked on, but meter pointers still oscillated wildly, especially those having to do with the magnetic circuits. The abrupt interruption of the current had set up magnetronic eddies that would not die down for minutes.


  “Get the supersonics going again if you can,” said Travis between his teeth, “but it looks as if I’ll have to land this baby blind.”


  He cursed fervently, trying to recall all the varied detail of the topography he had been studying. But there was no time for reasoned action. The altimeter reading stood at a bare kilometer, and was dropping fast. Before he could get the vessel under control it lurched heavily to the crackle of snapping branches and the scraping of tree-tops along the underside of the hull. The lurch turned into a bucking forward fall punctuated by many jolts and bumps. For a moment the ship seemed to tear itself clear, but only to go into free fall. There was the briefest sickening instant of thudding impact, and their voyage was ended. With a squishy thud and a lazy roll, the ship came to rest. Travis and Hartley sat up in the respective corners into which they had been pitched and listened. To their ears came the steady lapping of water alongside their keel and the patter of raindrops on the roof.


  “So this is Venus!” said Hartley, wryly.


  “Uh-huh,” grunted Travis, hauling himself to his feet. “So it seems. Better get the beacon set up, I’ll take stock.”


  “Dismal place,” was Hartley’s comment. He was gluey mud to his midriff, having just climbed back into the entry port, Back of him was a curtain of hot rain that splashed to the ground only to rise instantly in clouds of steamy vapor. Dimly seen below was the crawler, itself mired to the hubs of the half-track rotors. Gurgling rivulets of water ran past it toward a larger stream they could hear roaring in the background. Vision stopped five yards away. Beyond that was only uncanny yellowish light, of equally mild intensity in every direction. Sogginess, and a dispiriting sort of amber semi-light was the keynote of Venus.


  “What’s the lay?” asked Travis. A distinctly chastened Lorimer peered over his shoulder.


  “Trees, mostly. Unbelievable trees,” said Hartley. “The California redwoods would be saplings here. If it’s organics they want, we’ve got ’em. Shade doesn’t seem to mean anything here with the light evenly diffused the way it is, because between the big trees there are all sorts of others, some with fruits like melons. And underneath everything is giant brush. Gosh. The going is plenty tough. I’m glad we don’t have to survey this planet inch by inch.”


  “We’d better get going with the Maggy, then,” said Travis. “Lorimer helped me set it up. All we need now is the pantos and your expert assistance.”


  Hartley washed the worst of the mud off him and then followed Travis up the ladder that led to the dome hatch. The instrument rested on the flatter part of the roof, shielded from the downpour by a hastily stretched tarpaulin. By it stood the box that was to receive the scale relief map the Maggy was to construct. It was a three-sided, open-topped affair, made of plates of transparent synthetic crystal. Travis fastened the pantograph’s arms to lugs extending out of the magnar’s side, and attached the quills at their tips. When he finished the rigging, the pantos extended out into the receiving box.


  “We’d be sunk without our Maggy,” said Travis, gazing at the veil of water that poured down on all sides. “Driscoll’s men brought along a flock of infrared equipment and bolometers, but even with those they will find surveying this country a tough job. What the—”


  The ship groaned and trembled beneath them, and they were shaken until their teeth rattled. They had to cling at the swaying stanchions to keep from being tossed off the ship. But the earthquake, though severe, did not last long. It died out in a series of shuddering tremors and then there was quiet again—the watery quiet of splashing rain and gurgling ravines.


  “Log the time of that,” Travis called down the hatch to Lorimer.


  “Ready to ride,” announced Hartley, promptly putting the earthquake out of his mind and going back to the machine. “Let’s make this first try accurate. They’ll be more likely to accept the later abbreviated ones if we show them all our paces. I’ll start with the underlying igneous rocks and fill in above as I go. Use black for that.”


  Travis filled the panto quills with a tarry substance that when exuded hardened quickly into a dark glass. That was the symbol that stood for granite in their code. He had other plastics for the other rocks—dark red for sandstone, olive green for shale, a dirty yellow for limestone, and so on. Hartley cut in the juice.


  It took the Maggy an hour to lay the foundation for their work. The weaving pantos worked in and out in an ever widening arc as directed by the operator, squirting the colored plastics onto those laid before. Where volcanic necks intervened—and there were many—Hartley stepped up the current so as to force the reluctant radiation through, since when it was set to be reflected by basalt it would bounce back from the nearer surface. It took skill and understanding, but in the end they were well pleased with the result.


  What: stood in their box was the skeleton of what was to be a diorama of their surroundings—so far just the naked land on which they rested. One could walk around the crystal box and see just how far down the basic magma lay, and how the stratified rocks above were twisted, folded, and faulted. It was the geologist’s dream come true.


  If they had been interested in ores, they would have had only to adjust the radiation to the proper setting and delineated it neatly in any special color they chose. As it was, in case of challenge, a simple drill rig could verify their claim in a short time.


  Hartley stopped long enough to have a smoke, though the sodden tobacco did not draw well. Then he changed his tuning slightly and ran in the mantle of soil and mud that clothed the bedrock. Toward the sea the alluvial muck was quite deep.


  “Say,” said Travis, “we have to put up with the ship’s shadow, but what is that thing up there?”


  He pointed to a narrow pointed, irregular wedge lying sidewise on the model’s surface. It was a wedge of emptiness, in which nothing had registered. Except for its queer shape, it was the counterpart of the conical hollow in the very center of the model. That was the shadow cast vertically downward by the hull of the ship itself, since no amount of power would push the magnetrons through that thickness of alloy steel.


  Hence the pantos could only build an irregular empty cone topped off by the cigar-shaped tipper contours of the vessel.


  Hartley scrutinized the wedge of vacancy.


  “It may be thrown by a moraine. Who knows, they may have had glaciers here once upon a time. Put the black pigment in and I’ll test for granite.”


  The result he got was surprising.


  “That’s a funny thing,” frowned Travis. “No action of ice or water ever left detritus like that, and I can’t think of any normal upheaval that would cause it.”


  The cause of the shadow was granite, but in a form most unnatural. Far away from any known outcropping, it lay there in thin slabs, In the scale model they were of paper thinness, meaning that actually they were less than a yard thick. They were about ten times wider and occurred in all lengths up to several hundred yards. Not only did the slabs exist contrary to all known laws of granite cleavage, but their disposition was unorthodox. They lay roughly end to end, though by no means continuously since in spots there were wide vacancies. The pattern was that of a circuitous line that sometimes wound around low hills and at others went straight over them.


  “What do you make of it?” asked Hartley. “The remnants of an old wall, perhaps, overthrown by an earthquake?”


  “Too thin for a wall,” shrugged Travis, “but let it go just now. When we extend the survey we will have to go up that way and then we’ll take a look. Let’s get on with the rest of the topography now. The light is getting dimmer and this rain is chilly.”


  Hartley put the Maggy to defining water, and the irregularities of the Venusian surface swiftly filled with clear plastic. Ravines turned into streams and saucerlike depressions into lakes. It was necessary for them to know the depths of the water hazards before they set out later in the crawler. And then, after shifting the quills, the pantos began sketching in the vegetable matter, reporting only what was composed of cellulose. The forests took shape, but not as clusters of individual trees. The scale was too small for that. They came out as masses of greenish glass or as a thin glaze where only grasses were.


  “Hey,” exclaimed Travis, pointing. “What’s that there—another shadow?”


  A clean V-shaped vacancy had been left by the moving arms—a tapering semiconical tunnel through the tree mass where it intersected it, and barrenness beyond. It was far too regular to have occurred in nature.


  The appearance of it puzzled Hartley, for it terminated where it met the face of a mesa he had run in earlier. That would indicate that the unseen obstruction was softer than the sedimentary rocks but harder than wood. Hartley twisted a dial. The shadow persisted. He twisted other dials and stepped up the power. Nothing went through. Whatever it was was exceedingly hard.


  “A ship!” said Travis, as the outlines of it suddenly began to grow under the weaving pantos. It was a cigar-shaped affair, and beside it were a pair of flat objects of the same material. Its lines were familiar. It was Driscoll’s Pathfinder, and the two other objects were his crawlers. Their steel effectively masked what lay beyond them.


  “It must have just landed,” said Hartley. “It couldn’t have been there before or I couldn’t have shown the mesa complete.”


  “He used our beam to come in on, the skunk,” said Travis, huskily, and wheeled toward the hatch. “What are you going to do?”


  “Call up the chief umpire and protest.”


  The umpire answered soothingly. “Now, now, Mr. Travis—there is no need of distressing yourself. Venus is big. Tremendously big. There’s room enough for both of you. I would suggest that you make contact and reach an agreement. One of you go one way, the other the other. After all, Mr. Driscoll has suffered terrific losses in ships and men and you can afford to be generous. As for that, there is nothing in the rules to cover a conflict of this sort. Later you may take your complaint to the courts, but it is beyond my jurisdiction. Moreover, no part of Venus belongs to you yet—not until you have made an adequate survey.”


  “But we have,” insisted Travis, raging. “My partner and I have developed an instrument that maps in total darkness, or through solid barriers for that matter. It is by means of that that we discovered this trespasser. I demand—”


  “Ridiculous,” said the umpire, crisply. “My assistants have reported conditions down there. You are overruled.”


  The click of the severed connection left Travis in a state of sputtering fury. The umpire’s stupid action was not final, of course. A display of the map would show his error. But Driscoll’s intrusion was not only not sportsmanlike, it had an ominous quality. For he had power and the cunning to exploit every technicality. It would have been bad enough to have him on the other side of the planet, for sooner or later they were bound to meet. But to enter into conflict at the very outset was bad. Very bad.


  Travis strode to the safe and took out the rules. He scanned them, fuming, but in the end had to concede that the umpire was partly right. The rules were silent on the point. Everything hinged on the quality of the survey made. The best mapped claim would win, regardless of priority. Travis relaxed a little. In that field the Maggy should win hands down over the clumsy bolometric methods Driscoll would probably employ. Hartley agreed with him in deciding to ignore Driscoll for the time being, and carry on.


  “Tomorrow,” Travis declared that night, as the three of them were at supper, “we will stow the topographic map in the hold, dismantle the Maggy, and move on to the far edge of what we’ve already done and add another sheet from there. Lorimer will have to stay here to maintain outside communications. We’ll keep in touch with him by means of our walkie-talkies.”


  Lorimer nodded agreement, when Travis suddenly sat bolt upright.


  “Psst! Do you hear what I hear?”


  Outside was the rush and hiss of the rain that never stopped falling, but over it was a louder sound—the rumble and grating of heavy gears and the burbling of an exhaust pipe half submerged in slime. A crawler was coming. Then they heard a hail, faint and unintelligible. The crawler noises grew louder, then ceased. Someone was rapping on the hull.


  “In the ship there—ship, ahoy!” came the hail again, Travis rose scowling and spat viciously. The voice was Driscoll’s.


  Under the distress clauses of the interplanetary code, he could not be denied entrance, but Travis’ greeting when he opened the lock was frosty.


  “I can’t keep you out,” he said, “but your gorillas stay in the crawler.”


  He closed the door in the faces of the four strong-arm men that Driscoll carried with him whenever he visited one of the outplanets. “Now what do you want?”


  “I?” laughed Driscoll, with easy politeness. “Why, nothing for myself. I wanted to see if you were all right, that’s all. This is a beastly place, you know.”


  “You know we are all right,” said Travis, sternly. “You followed down on our beam and have doubtless been eavesdropping ever since. Quit beating about the bush and come to the point.”


  Driscoll raised an eyebrow in mild surprise.


  “Your hostility amazes me. However, I did have another purpose in coming. My assistant umpire carelessly came off without a sufficient supply of report forms. He asked me to obtain some from your man.”


  Travis silently indicated Lorimer, who rose and went to his booth. Travis and Hartley looked on with steely eyes as Driscoll followed. Nothing apparently passed between them except the pad of government forms, but there was justification in being profoundly suspicious of anything Driscoll did. Driscoll pocketed the forms and uttered profuse thanks all around, but just as he was about to leave he added,


  “As I am here, we may as well discuss our future relations, since it seems we are the only two to get through.”


  “Now it comes out,” said Travis, with a curl of the lip. “Let’s have it.”


  The two partners listened stonily as the financier unreeled his come-on talk. Venus, he said suavely, was too vast a field to be exploited on a shoestring . . . skyports must be established and immense amounts of capital devoted to transportation alone . . . the orderly development of the immense resources would require an army of technicians and astronomical amounts of specialized equipment. Simple pioneers could not cope with the problem. They simply cluttered up the field and impeded others.


  “All right,” snapped Travis. “So we impede. That is our right.”


  Driscoll was not upset. Look at the history of all such undertakings, he suggested, patiently. When did a pioneer ever cash in on his potentialities? Wouldn’t it be better to accept the honor of having paved the way and then retire gracefully to easier fields? Would a million valors tempt them? Each, that is? No? Five million? Ten? Ten million valors was a lot of money. How much then? There need be no cutthroat race to stake out land. They could become partners in the big company by virtue of the transfer of their rights. Blocks of stock could be had in addition to the cash. Why not see the light?


  “You’re keeping us up,” yawned Travis elaborately. “We’ve had a hard day. Good night.”


  Driscoll never dropped the mask of buttery smoothness, but as he bowed himself out there was an ominous glint in his eye.


  “I never make an offer but once,” he said.


  “Fair enough,” said Travis, and twisted the dogs home with a bang.


  It was the earthquake that woke them up. It came in the middle of the night, just eleven hours after the shock of the afternoon. The din in the ship was terrific as every loose article banged against its neighbor. The dim standing lights flickered on and off and the bunks pitched wildly.


  “We’d better get topside and check on the Maggy,” said Hartley, blinking. “Rouse Lorimer to give us a hand.”


  But Lorimer was not in his bunk. They found him on the roof plate, since they wasted no time getting up there when they saw the hatch was open. It was Travis who was first up. He climbed through the hatch and stepped outside the shaft of light that stabbed upward into the misty haze of night. The beam from his sweeping torch fell upon no magnar or diorama, though the stanchions still stood swaying under the tarpaulin. The ruptured power lead still snaked across the slightly curving dome, but it terminated in a frayed end a yard away. There was nothing but a startled man in night clothes squinting into the flashlight’s rays.


  “I . . . I came up to secure the equipment you left here,” stammered Lorimer. “I . . . it’s not here!”


  “We see it isn’t,” said Travis, grimly. He cast his light down onto the hull plates. They were beaded with moisture and streaked with rivulets, but a wide, glistening smear showed where something heavy had slid over.


  “We’ll have to allow for these earthquakes hereafter. They may be tidal,” he said. His voice was harsh, but he held it rigidly even. There was no hint of reproach or dismay. “It’s too dark to assess the damage now. Let’s go back to bed.”


  Down below, Hartley cautiously closed the door of their room behind them.


  “You took it calmly.”


  “Why not?” asked Travis, wearily. “The rat pushed them over, of course, but there isn’t a vestige of proof. The earthquake might have done it, you know. But it serves to tip us off to what to expect.”


  “Like?”


  “That Driscoll’s preparations for surveying this accursed fogbound land are not so hot . . . that Lorimer is by now on his payroll, and probably tipped him off to the excellent performance of the Maggy . . . that that umpire up in the stratosphere is probably not his creature after all, but just a dope. Otherwise Driscoll wouldn’t have slogged over here through the mud to make us those fancy offers. I knew then that he was afraid of us, but I didn’t expect him to act so quickly. He was slick about it, too. Our evidence is nothing but surmise that would be laughed out of any court in the world.”


  “Then you think we’re licked?”


  Travis gave a short, hard laugh.


  “After we dig the Maggy out of the muck in the morning I’ll tell you more. There’s no use worrying about it now.”


  Neither one of them went to sleep at once. For Travis’ part he felt a sense of relief that the first blow was struck. It was outright warfare now, even if veiled. It served to remove inhibitions. Neither Travis nor Hartley had come to Venus inspired by greed. Their motives were otherwise—a compound of scientific curiosity; pride in their miracle-working machine; and to some extent the love of adventure. Vaguely behind it all there was the sober conviction that the human race must have new frontiers or stifle. They needed money, to be sure, as did everyone, but only in reasonable quantities. Yet Driscoll’s avarice was such that he was attempting to defraud them of even that. Very well. The only retaliation the land shark could appreciate would be in kind. His lies and sabotage must be countered with blows where they hurt—in the pocketbook. Travis considered that angle dreamily, and then dropped off to sleep.


  The severity of their loss did not become apparent until well after the dim, slow-creeping dawn. They found the fragments of the diorama deep in the slush beside the ship. It was broken into three big chunks and marred with jagged cracks. Glumly Hartley fished the pieces out and washed them off. But except for a few chips irretrievably lost, it could be fitted together and cemented back into a serviceable map. The Maggy that lay under it was different—it was beyond salvage.


  It must have fallen first and then received the impact of the heavy mass of glass. Its unique tubes and delicate coils were hopelessly smashed. There were spare parts on board to make good some of the damage, but to fully restore the instrument meant a trip back to Earth. That they could not afford to do. Departure now would forfeit all they had gained.


  “We’re sunk,” said Hartley, gloomily.


  “You’re never sunk until you admit you are,” reminded Travis, grimly. “We still have the helios and the bolos, and a few other tricks up our sleeve.”


  “Like?”


  “I’ve got a hunch I want to play. We’ll talk about that later.”


  They carried the topographic model inside and repaired it. Then they took photographs of it and locked it away in the hold. The Maggy they sadly consigned to a vacant bin. The advantage it gave them was gone. From then on they would have to explore Venus the hard way.


  “Pile our stuff into the crawler, Hartley, and warm the motor up.”.


  Then Travis called the chief umpire by radio. He spoke with restraint, but he was firm in his demands. The umpire had certain duties and he should perform them. The stratosphere was not the place. He should bring his ship down to the surface and park it between the two contestants. Travis went on to report Lorimer’s panic on the flight down, and his subsequent “carelessness” in tumbling their equipment overboard while ostensibly trying to secure it. He wanted Lorimer’s immediate replacement, and a guard for the ship, for he intended leaving it to carry out the required field work. He did not propose to submit tamely to being stabbed in the back while he was gone, and concluded by reminding the umpire what happened to some negligent officials after the scandals on Mars. The umpire sputtered indignantly but said he would come on down.


  An hour later Travis and Hartley piloted the slithering, splashing crawler away. Travis grinned at recalling the umpire’s reaction when they showed him the map. The fellow had been honest in the belief that they could not possibly have accomplished so much in so brief a time. In other respects he was simply a run-of-the-mine civil servant, more afraid of violating the letter of his instructions than any other thing. He was weak and not too bright, but he was not venal. They could go off into the fog and leave him behind as a buffer with a fair degree of confidence, for before leaving they had seen that he sent through to Earth a complete report of progress to date.


  “I still don’t get what you’re driving at,” said Hartley, peering into the dirty yellow mist that had replaced the rain. He was steering. His chart was a photo of the model, his compass a gyro set to an arbitrary base line called “pseudo-north.” He ducked one of the numerous ponds and got back on the course. It led straight to the nearest part of the curious winding granite slab formation.


  “You will,” said Travis cheerfully. He was less depressed by the crippling of the Maggy than his partner. “You thought those pieces of granite were the remnants of a wall. Maybe, but my theory is that they are what is left of a road. Our own ancients built some pretty good roads. It could be that this planet is inhabited, or was. If so, and that long line of broken slabs is a road, all we have to do is follow where it leads and maybe we’ll bump into something that will help us.”


  “Yes, but I still don’t see—” objected Hartley, still puzzled, but he had to pull up suddenly. They had been plowing through the gigantic grasses that rose in clumps to untold heights above them, but for a few moments the visibility happened to be amazingly good. There were instants when they could see all of fifty feet. And there before them lay one of the old slabs.


  It was canted sharply and riven by stalks of the bamboolike growth that had upset it, but it was obvious that Travis’ guess had hit the mark. Despite the slimy moss that clung to the flat, tilted surface, they could not miss the two deep grooves—distinct, parallel furrows, the marks left on a hard road by generations of shod cartwheels. The distance between the treads was just short of six feet, indicating that whatever vehicles had made them were not dissimilar in size to those used by men.


  “This does it,” said Travis, triumphantly. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Do you remember when Lorimer went crazy on the trip down and cut our lights? We were studying some funny rock shades on the top of a plateau. It looked like the ruins of a town to me. If so, it can’t be far from here. In any event, a road always runs from somewhere to somewhere else. Turn right and let’s see where this one takes us.”


  They drove on. Often they lost the load, but for awhile the map set them straight again. As Hartley manipulated the crawler’s heavy wheel, Travis unloaded some of his views.


  “We are required to make a survey. One look around shows how tough that is. Astronomical observations or triangulation as done on Earth are out of the question. We work in a medium that is worse than dark. That means we will have to triangulate by heat beacons, picked up by bolometer or radar or supersonics, all crude methods, A heat source is necessarily large, not a pinpoint like light. Radio is fuzzy in definition except where metal is the target. Supersonics are entirely unreliable in an atmosphere as humid as this. Now that the Maggy is on the blink it’s a case of doing the best we can, and that best has to be better than Driscoll’s.”


  “Well?” said Hartley, sheering to avoid a monster geyser that loomed up ahead. It was one of a row that was spouting boiling water thunderously into an already saturated air. The crawler slumped over into a quagmire and then had to wait other minutes while one of the recurrent earthquakes shook itself out. Simultaneously the thudding roar of a distant crater vomiting into action boomed in their ears.


  “What a planet,” gritted Hartley, hanging on to the bucking wheel. “When you do survey it what have you got? I bet white gobs of this topography comes and goes overnight.”


  “Not improbable,” said Travis, unperturbed. “Which makes it all the more desirable that we establish ourselves geographically—by latitude and longitude—if it could be done. Since that is tough we are left with a bolo survey. How good that will be will depend a lot on how good our base line is. Back there in the jungle where we were, and Driscoll is, it would take a year just to cut out one through those big trees. You would still have to mark the end of the line with a well-defined monument. Now cities are a lot more distinctive than trees or lakes or mountain peaks, and if we can find a few there, we have our corners ready-made. Not only that, but cities promise other rewards—caches of ancient treasure, if the cities are as dead as the condition of this road seems to indicate they are.”


  Hartley nodded his agreement. By then they had progressed to the place where they were about to run off their Maggy built map.


  “Just keep following the road,” said Travis.


  They continued to climb. After a bit the bamboo growth was less dense. It was also less gigantic, and the humid air was. cooler, too, indicating a gain in altitude. The steamy vapor of the forest was replaced by the cold, swirling mists of the plateau. It was better going, and even seeing, in every way.


  “Here we are,” said Hartley, swerving to a stop as a rift in the fog showed what lay ahead, “and the dump is as dead as Babylon, from the looks of it.”


  Wreathed in trailers of clinging mist a high, crenellated wall stood athwart the road, pierced by a single, towered gate. To the left a part of it had been overthrown and tumbled forward into what may have been a moat, and chunks of rubble half-filled the lower part of the gate. But Hartley surveyed it briefly and then slid in the crawler’s gears. The clumsy vehicle grumbled, and then started to climb. In a moment it was through the relative gloom beneath the dark arch of the gate and clattering out into the streets of the dead city.


  “Why, this town is half buried—like old Pompeii,” exclaimed Travis, pointing. On either side there were rows of buildings, their lower floors submerged and with a mixture of mud and rubble masking the sills of the upper windows. “Its city walls have helped to hold the muck in or the rains should have washed it out long ago. No telling what we’ll find when we go to digging.”


  They went on with their exploration. It was a fairly extensive town with many buildings of massive masonry, but it had been a dead city for a very, very long time. In the heart of it they came upon a great open square out of which protruded the upper portion of a sort of pyramid.


  The pyramid was a six-sided affair, and curiously truncated. Slimy moss covered most of it, but they found handholds in crevices and managed to climb to the top. In that slanting surface they found a circular hole about a foot across, the only visible entrance, but when they crouched down and peered into it with sweeping flashlights they saw only a cavernous room half filled with stinking rain water.


  “Well,” said Travis, brightening and straightening up. “It looks as if we had something. Call up the umps on the walkie-talkie and tell him we have established our advanced base, but nothing more. Get it?”


  The days that followed were ones of intensive exploration. They broke into the upper stories of the buried houses and dug out the volcanic ash and mud that filled them. They found bolted doors that had to be forced, but beyond them they discovered passages leading to the nether parts of the house where the doomed Venusians had fled in fright when extinction came upon them.


  Considering the prevalence of moisture, what they found was in a surprisingly good state of preservation. The original catastrophe must have been accompanied by dry heat, for the remains of the Venus creatures had desiccated to mummified cadavers easy to study. They were remarkably anthropoid, differing from man chiefly in that they were taller and more slender and also had six digits to the hand and foot. Beside them were an abundance of artifacts of every description, including weapons and armor. The armor was of incredible richness in many cases, being of gold and silver damascene inlay in hard steel, the whole crusted with gems of rare fire and color. In a single day the boys found wealth enough to satisfy the greediest.


  Travis shortly left the work of cataloguing the archeological finds to Hartley. It was imperative, now that they had come upon this antique city, that they stake out a claim that would stand up against any machination of the Driscoll crowd. Therefore he set up his instruments and began the patient accumulation of recorded data.


  The diffusion of light and heat was practically perfect, and the unaided eye had but the vaguest notion where the sun rose or set or the path it followed. But the helio was an instrument of rare delicacy and Travis felt he could find the sun within an accuracy of a degree or two, The bolometer readings were less satisfactory, since the greatest heat recorded was in midafternoon, but between them he was able to roughly know when it was apparent noon and more or less what the altitude of the sun was. The time of sunrise and sunset was indefinite, in the absence of knowledge as to what the horizons were, so he could not say what was the length of the actual day. But the noon to noon intervals, and the regularity of the tidal earthquakes gave him the length of the mean day. Venus revolved about its axis once in every twenty-two hours and a few minutes.


  It was a triumph, of a sort.


  “The latitude here is about sixty-five degrees,” he told Hartley, jubilantly.


  “Yeh. What about the longitude?”


  “Zero—a hundred—anything I want to call it,” grinned Travis. “Longitude is arbitrary. The first maps at home used the westernmost of the Azores for the kickoff point, thinking the world began there, later the Americans used Washington, the French Paris, and so on until they got together on Greenwich. It doesn’t matter really. The guy that states it first and hollers loudest wins.”


  But Travis’ elation was shortlived. His figures were rough, but they had a clear trend. Every noon’s altitude’ was greater than on the day before. Venus’ axis was also tilted to the ecliptic. She had seasons. The sun was climbing in the sky, which meant it was spring. Travis groaned. He might have expected it, but it was a shock. He would have to track that elusive area of light for a full Venusian year—two-hundred and twenty-five terrestrial days—to establish the full curve. And it would take another year or two on top of that to make sure he was right. It was too long. Driscoll would beat him to the gun with an inferior survey. Once the deeds were passed the jig would be up.


  He frowned as he considered another difficulty. He would win over topography with astronomical latitude, given time, but at that his latitude was fuzzy. Within a degree or so was not good enough.


  It left a probable error of up to a hundred miles. He was wasting time. He had better drop this nonsense and tackle the slow but surer way of piecemeal triangulation. It was when he broke that news to Hartley that Hartley brought better news to him.


  “Say,” he said, “today I found this picture in the cellar of a house. We ought to break into that pyramid.”


  He produced a thin sheet of bronze on which was engraved a view of the central square. The lines were very fine, as if etched, and they depicted the great plaza as it must have looked in its days of glory. The massive pyramid dominated the picture, and throngs of people swarmed in the square, holding their hands up in apparent supplication. A group of what were probably priests stood on the sloping platform made by the truncation, looking down on the masses below. It was apparently the day of some great festival, but the significant feature was that it showed a large portal leading into the pyramid at the level of the street. Its wide doors were open, and men and women were streaming into it.


  Travis studied the etching. The great door was delineated as being on the face of the pyramid immediately below the lowest side of the truncation, a great help.


  “Well,” he said, “this tells where to dig. Let’s get going.”


  Digging in the heavy, compact mud was hard going, but luckily it was not far. They hastened the work by rigging up a scraper and used the crawler for a drag. In the end they also had to employ the clumsy vehicle to batter in the heavy bronze leaves of the door, for they were securely fastened from within. Then the doors crashed inward and the crawler lunged through into the dim interior. They stopped and turned on its spotlight.


  “It’s a temple, not a tomb,” pronounced Hartley.


  If was a huge cubical room, bare of all furnishing except a high altar reached by a flight of wide steps. Above the altar rose a pylon on whose face was a glittering sunburst, evidently of pure gold and richly set with jewels. About the altar stood a few vases, and on the floor lay the smashed remnants of others. From them spilled mounds of gems of all colors that sparkled brilliantly under the beam of light.


  Travis swung the light around and swept the walls. On either side of the pylon were two huge embossed characters of the Venusian language, and around the entire room ran a wide frieze covered with ornamentation of interlaced hexagons and duodecagons. Every square foot of the walls underneath was given to elaborate mosaics. The theme of most were battles, confirming the opinion already reached that the Venusians were a warlike people. One big picture represented a ceremony which might have been a coronation. The most revealing of all was the last they came to.


  It was done in dark-blue glazed tiles, and spangled with diamonds set in tiny silver rayed settings. Across it ran a wavy line of narrow gold ribbon, the highest point of which was adorned with a replica of the sun symbol.


  “As I live and breathe,” shouted Travis. “A map of the sky. I hope whoever laid out that sun track was an astronomer, not an artist,” and he hastily rigged his camera.


  It took hours to give the pyramid a thorough search. By means of winding stairs behind the pylon they came to upper levels, each being smaller than the one below. Most were the living quarters of the priests, and there were some dark cells for the sacrificial prisoners. Some day archeologists would translate the hieroglyphics and learn what those about to die had scribbled on the walls. There were other caches of treasure, too, but the greatest of all was the library. Here they found many scrolls, most of which were still in tubes sealed with wax. The majority were unintelligible, but they took away for study all that furnished clues in the way of illustrations and diagrams.


  The topmost level was barred by another bronze door that defied all their efforts. In the end they had to get dynamite from the crawler and plant a charge. It was well they took ample cover on the floor below, for the aftermath of the explosion was unexpected. A freshet of trapped water came tumbling down the stairs and spread out on the floors of the rooms below. After a little it shrank to a dribble, and they climbed the slick, weedy steps to see the ultimate compartment.


  Here they found another pylon and sunburst, though mossy from the dammed up water, presiding over a flat stone altar faintly illuminated by the light that shone through the hole overhead. Travis cast his flash about. Clinging algae showed the high watermark overhead. In the corners of the room were some strange instruments deeply incrusted with damp verdigris. They proved to be astrolabes, octants and transits of bizarre design, and one was fitted with a rude crystalline lens.


  Travis and Hartley stood for a long time in sober thought, sizing up the place and trying to visualize the rites that had been conducted there.


  “I think I’m beginning to get this,” said Travis, suddenly. “It’s clear enough these people were sunworshipers. This is a combined temple and observatory. The Egyptians did something of the kind, and so did the Aztecs. My hunch is that that hole is set so that at the summer solstice and no other time the sun would shine in here and illuminate this altar. What blood orgies followed then don’t concern us now. The thing is that we have a check on my own orientation—that truncation up there must face south, and, if I can dope out just where that ray hit the altar, I’ll have a verification of the altitude of the sun on that day. It’s not all I need, but it is a help.”


  “The climate must have been a lot different in the old days,” said Hartley, peering up through the gloom at the small, blurry spot of light.


  “Of course it was. Vulcanism is the answer. For awhile this planet was stable, and then another era of mountain building set in. The scrap of geology we got from the Maggy showed us what the last upheavals have done. But it wasn’t only earthquakes and eruptions that did the Venusians in. Extreme volcanic activity heaves a lot of water into the air. Our own ones do. They get it from the core of the earth where it is still held in solution in the general mass. The Venusians were losing cities fast and their skies were getting thicker. So the smarter ones of them got together and tried to escape. There must have been a very few advanced enough to conceive of spaceships—the Venusian Leonardo da Vincis, ahead of their time—but we know they managed it, and with a little better luck their race might have survived.”


  “All right,” agreed Hartley. “But how does that help us?”


  “We’ve got a swell observatory here—for Venus. The sun climbs higher every day. I’ll keep checking it from the outside and you set up some equipment here. If your instruments register with mine the day it hits the solstice, my theory is proved. This will be the key point—longitude zero and whatever we find the latitude to be. Then we’ll move on to another city and get another set of figures. It won’t be long before we’ve whipped this thing.”


  That night they opened a bottle of their medical brandy and had a celebration. Then Hartley remembered that he hadn’t made his routine report of the day. They didn’t want well-meaning rescue parties come fumbling their way. He made the usual report that they were O.K., but finding the going slow.


  “Ask how Driscoll is doing,” prompted Travis, taking another swig.


  “Not so good,” said Hartley when he clicked off. “For us, that is. Umps says that he recalled the ships that got cold feet and deserted him, claiming that since they had not yet actually reached Earth they were still part of his expedition. So now he has scores of more parties out. Umps says he has taken in hundreds of square miles of territory on the other side of ours. They’re even talking of sending for more gangs to start clearing a landing field.”


  “That’s bad,” growled Travis. He wouldn’t have grudged it to any other man, but with Driscoll it was different. Calling in extra help was hitting below the belt. “Did he mention finding any cities?”


  “Nope, but he said that Driscoll looked pretty cocky. He’s probably playing it cagey like we are.”


  “Uh, huh,” grunted Travis. It wasn’t good news. There were plenty of smart men on Driscoll’s payroll, and there was no copyright on unraveling antique mysteries.


  The summer solstice occurred two days later, but it took several days, more to make sure, for the sun declined too imperceptibly to make certain of it with his crude tools. Travis spent the time poring over the documents unearthed in the sacerdotal library and the photostats of those dug up in Persia. The hieroglyphics were quite beyond him except for the numerals. They stopped him for awhile until he angrily noticed that he had persistently overlooked the fact that there were twelve characters employed and not the usual ten.


  “Of course,” he declared sourly, “people with six fingers and toes would, have a duodecimal based numerical system. I should have guessed it from their ornament, the shape of the pyramids, and all.”


  After that it did not take long to unravel the simpler computations left by the ancients, but in the absence of explanatory texts they remained incomprehensible operations in arithmetic.


  Flartley broke open another scroll and unwound it on their makeshift desk.


  “Say—” he shouted.


  “A map!” exclaimed Travis, jumping to him. Then his hopes sank. It was a map, but of what? There was no shorelines or rivers or mountain ranges, nor was it another star map. It partook of the qualities of both. Sprinkled over it was a myriad of little black sunbursts, some smaller, some larger, and they were connected by a network of lines jagged as conventional lightning streaks. Each of the tiny symbols bore a pair of hieroglyphic characters, evidently the name of the place or thing, but he could not read them. Over all there was a light rectangular grid with numerals in fine script at their ends. Four of the horizontal lines were heavier than the others, and between the middle pair and in the center of the map were two double sunbursts done in gold leaf—one just beneath the upper line, one just above the lower.


  They puzzled over the map for hours. Travis got out his code table of numerical values and ran in the translation of the figures. The vertical lines were marked with figures running up to three digits, the values being from zero to 999 on the duodecimal scale—just one short of the cube of the base. The horizontal lines had no number higher than 499 on the same scale. But all the values were consecutive, the horizontal series running from the top down, the vertical ones from right to left. The extreme upper and lower parts of the map were otherwise blank.


  “It is a dead ringer for a Mercator projection,” insisted Hartley.


  “I know . . . wait!” Travis came suddenly out of his gloom into life, then laughed. “This shows what a fixed idea can do to you. We keep thinking in terms of three-hundred and sixty degrees to the circle. These people had a simpler system. They had one thousand seven hundred twenty-eight degrees to the full circle—the cube of twelve! Now it makes sense.”


  He snatched open a drawer and yanked out the photos they had taken inside the pyramid temple. One was the picture of the giant pylon above the main lower altar. He grabbed a pair of reading glasses and gave one to Hartley.


  “See if we can match those characters anywhere. They may stand for the temple or the town. My hunch is that it will be in the middle latitudes, so you take the upper half and I’ll take the lower.”


  In a little while Hartley let out a yelp. He found a matching pair. And a relentless search for the next half hour showed there was not another spot on the map with the same markings. That indicated that each of the small sunbursts stood for a pyramid, and the ragged lines between were probably the connecting highways. What they had was an ecclesiastical map of Venus.


  There was much more to do before Travis was satisfied. He ran and dug out the measurements of the upper sacrificial chamber. He had all along suspected that the slope of the truncated roof was such as to be normal to the midsummer rays. It was twenty-one degrees from the horizontal. He deducted that value from the observed maximum altitude of the sun, sixty-seven. The answer was forty-six. That wasn’t what the figures on the map showed, but the Venusian scheme was different. Latitude according to their convention ran from pole to pole, not from the equator both ways. Travis did some fast subtracting and converting from the tiny Venusian degrees to the fat terrestrial ones. The answer was cheering. It came out to forty-six.


  “It’s in the bag now,” chuckled Travis. “Now it all clears up.


  These golden double sunbursts denote the happy land—the Twice-Blest, so to speak. They get sun in the zenith twice a year inside 4116 tropics, so the priests could have twice as many bloody parties. My money says that the temples there will be flat-topped, too. Way up here they had to tilt the top to let the sun in on the one day a year it did come, and the angle gets worse the closer you get to the poles. Up above the arctic circles there are days they don’t have sun at all, so the temples are few and far between. But now that we have the key, What are we waiting for? Let’s get going.”


  “Where to? The ship?”


  “Not yet. We’ll stop by at the next town and do a little doublecheck.”


  Without the map it would have been easy to have missed the place altogether. It lay in a shallow valley and all that showed above the reedy mud was a sloping piece of flat rock that might easily have passed for an outcropping of bedrock. They unplugged the solar hole of its muck and dropped a suction hose into the sacrificial chamber of the buried pyramid. The crawler’s pump was set to work and soon the dark water was gushing out. The boys ate their lunch, and then went to work with crowbars to enlarge the hole. It was unnecessary to blast their way to the great hall far down in the base. The upper room was also adorned with the temple’s designating characters. They scraped the slime off them and compared them with the map. They tallied.


  When they were tip in the crawler again and sheltered from the rain that had now grown from a steady, miserable drizzle to a roaring torrent, they sat through another spine-wrenching earthquake. They had time to think and appraise the magnitude of the fortune that had befallen them.


  “This means that we own this whole doggoned planet?” asked Hartley, a little awe-struck.


  Travis nodded.


  “Hands down.”


  “But what are we going to do with it? I wouldn’t live here if they gave it to me.”


  “I dunno. Kick Driscoll out and give it to the poor, I guess.”


  He grinned.


  “I wouldn’t live here either.”


  THE END.


  CHIMERA WORLD


  Wilbur S. Peacock


  Don Denton had walked into the weirdest enigma he had ever encountered. Dead men lived, and ships vanished without sound. And to top everything, when he tried to unravel the puzzle—he found that he had been dead for more than a week.


  DON DENTON, trouble shooter for the Inter-World Mining Corporation, watched the sailors stowing the supplies aboard his small scout rocket, checking the items from the manifest sheet as they were packed in the storage compartments.


  “That takes care of that,” he said finally, signing the sheet with his thumbprint. “Now, I’ll be on my way.”


  The Skipper nodded, scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I suppose so,” he agreed. “Are you sure you won’t stay to dinner? I’ve got a cargo of Martian panyanox that should taste plenty good to you after two months of spacing on vitamins.”


  Don Denton grinned, scrubbed a heavy hand through the reddish, curly mop of hair that flamed above his craggy face. He shrugged, the leather jacket growing taut across his deceptively wide shoulders.


  “Nothing I’d like better,” he said, “but I’ve got orders to get to Venus and find out why the Lanka shipments haven’t been coming through on schedule.”


  “Trouble?” Interest flared in the Skipper’s eyes.


  Don Denton laughed. “I doubt it,” he said. “Probably some space tramp landed and sold the men some Martian Ganto seeds. They’re probably nursing such large hangovers that they can’t work. I’ll just take the supplies on, give the boys a pep talk, then head back for Earth.”


  “All loaded, Captain,” a sailor’s voice came from the televisor screen.


  Don Denton lounged to his feet. “So long, Captain,” he said, “I’ll remember that Panyanox invitation, the next time I run into you on Mars.”


  “Sure, sure, of course!” The Skipper flushed. “Er, ah—, Denton?”


  “Yes?” Don Denton turned from the door.


  “I’ve got a passenger I want to transship to Venus.”


  Don Denton grinned, shook his head. “Sorry, Captain,” he said, “but no can do; company rules, you know.”


  “But this passenger—?”


  “No,” Denton said decisively, “In the first place, I can’t carry passengers on the scouter; and in the second place, I haven’t the slightest desire to be holed up with anybody. Sorry, but your passenger will have to get a charter job for the trip.”


  “What I’m trying to tell you,” the Skipper said, “is that Miss Palmer has a Company pass to ride with you.”


  “Miss Palmer!” The trouble shooter frowned belligerently. “Any relation to Palmer who is the manager on Venus?”


  “Daughter, I think.”


  “Well, you can tell Miss Palmer for me that she’s out of luck. Hell, I’ll make a bet she’s one of two kinds of dames: Either she’s the flighty kind who thinks it’s just too too divine to explore another planet, or she’s the needle-nosed kind who’d drive me nuts with her complaints in half a clock-around!”


  “I can assure you that she fits neither of those descriptions,” the Skipper said, smiled. “In fact, she’s about the nicest bit of meteor fluff that’s crossed my rockets in many a day.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” Jean Palmer said amusedly from behind Don Denton. She walked past the trouble shooter, turned to face him squarely. “Woman hater?” she finished quizzically.


  Don Denton flushed, his tan deepening, his startlingly blue eyes evading the mocking, brown eyes of the girl. He shifted nervously from foot to foot, his collar suddenly tight and constricting.


  “Er—no!” he said defensively, “I—er, well, just don’t want any company on my ship.”


  He felt the flush deepening beneath the level glance of the girl, and hot blood was suddenly pounding at his temples.


  The Captain had been right; certainly she didn’t fit either of the descriptions Don Denton had given. She was tall, her softly waved crown of hair almost even with the trouble shooter’s mouth. And the mannish cut of her plastic dress only served to emphasize the femininity of her body.


  BUT DON DENTON was not noticing such minor details; he was conscious only of the incredible redness and smoothness of her lips and of the level appraisal of her eyes. He shivered suddenly, vaguely aware that he was unshaven, gangly, with too prominent teeth and ears.


  “I have a pass to ride with you,” the girl said mockingly, “Do you think you can get around it?” Her tone changed, became suddenly, subtly, frightened and bewildered. “Please,” she finished, “I must go with you! I haven’t heard from my father in three months; I know that something has happened to him!”


  “Well,” Don Denton frowned, was suddenly aware of the dim perfume of her hair. “I guess, if you’ve got a pass, there’s nothing I can do but take you along.”


  “That’s fine!” the Skipper said heartily, a trifle relievedly. “I told Miss Palmer you’d probably be glad to give her a lift.”


  “I knew Mr. Denton wouldn’t let me down,” the girl said quietly, “I’ve heard too many stories of his bravery and gallantry.”


  Don Denton grinned sheepishly, not absolutely certain as to whether the girl was being ironical or not. He searched her face, felt a distinct shock to his nerves when his gaze met with hers.


  “Just routine,” he countered deprecatingly.


  He shrugged, shook hands quickly with the Skipper. “I’ll see you in a couple of months. Thanks for bringing the supplies out of your regular lane; it saved me several weeks of spacing to Earth and back.”


  “That’s all right, Denton,” the Captain said, “I still remember the fight you put up when those Gillies attacked my ship off—”


  “Sure, sure!” Don Denton cut the flow of the other’s words, swung to face the girl. “I’ll have a man put your duffle aboard, Miss Palmer.”


  She smiled, her teeth flashing whitely. “Thank you, but I had them taken aboard half an hour ago.”


  Don Denton blinked in surprise, and the corners of his mobile lips twitched in a wry smile. “All right, then,” he said, “let’s be getting on; if we miss connections, we’ll have to chase Venus halfway round the sun.”


  He led the way down the corridor, his thoughts a maelstrom in his mind. He was not a woman hater, nor did he care for them especially, but there was something about the level-eyed slender girl at his back that stirred him deeply. He shook his head slightly, wished that he had not stopped to pick up the supplies from the freighter. He had a vague premonition that the even tenor of his life was destined to be rudely shattered by an indefinable something that he could not fight with the strength of his rangy body nor the solidness of his fists.


  THE COMET sped in a long parabola from the side of the freighter, a long skid-mark of flaming rocket gas in the darkness behind, and headed obliquely toward Venus which gleamed greenly far ahead.


  Don Denton pressed the last of a series of studs on the control panel, cut in the robot-pilot, then grinned admiringly at Jean Palmer.


  “Sorry I was rude back there,” he apologized.


  The girl’s answering smile was like a ray of light in the cabin. She stretched lazily in the padded seat, brushed a vagrant lock of hair from her eyes.


  “I guess it was my fault,” she admitted. “I never stopped to think that you might not like the job of playing space taxi with me. But,” her eyes were suddenly serious, “I simply have to see if anything is wrong with my father.”


  Don Denton grinned. “There’s nothing to be afraid of on Venus,” he said confidently. “I’ve been there half a dozen times, and all I’ve found was a water world, with very little land. About the only life on the planet is of a fish type, which lives deep in the oceans.”


  “That’s what my father told me.”


  “Well, he was exactly right; it’s about the deadest world I’ve seen. There are nine patches of land, probably mountain tops, and each of them are covered with Lanka plants. I suppose you know that that is what your father is doing there—that is, he’s cutting and rendering the plants for their oil?”


  Jean nodded. “Yes, he told me. But after all—”


  She screamed suddenly, clutched wildly at the arms of her seat. And the motion sent her flying into the air, where she struggled for a balance that wasn’t there.


  “Easy,” Don Denton said, reached out, drew her back to her seat, “It’s that blasted gravity rotor again!”


  HE WENT sideways from his seat, catching a flashlight from a wall-clip as he did so, then pulled himself by the wall hand rail toward the rear of the cabin.


  “I’m going to be ill,” Jean said weakly. “Chin up,” Don Denton said sharply. “I’ll have everything all right in a moment. The clutch on the gravity rotor is about shot, and it quits on me every now and then. When the gravity gets back to normal, you’ll feel all right again.”


  He turned on his back, wedged himself beneath a small metal box clamped to the rear wall, swinging the light of the hand flash into the interior of the box. He made a one-handed adjustment, and normal gravity grasped them again.


  The light of his flash faded, went out, as the gravity became stabilized, then flashed on again the moment the trouble shooter edged from beneath the gravity rotor.


  Jean Palmer gasped, and slowly color came back to her white face. Don Denton nodded to himself, strode back to the pilot’s seat, slumped indolently into its padded depths. He flicked the switch on the flashlight, pushed it into its wall-clip.


  “What made the light go out?” Jean asked curiously.


  Don Denton shrugged. “The rotor creates some sort of an energy shield,” he said, “that blankets out all electrical energy.” He gazed solicitously at the girl. “Feel better now?”


  She nodded. “I think so,” she said. “I just felt so funny—as though everything in me was upside down.”


  Don Denton grinned. “I know,” he said, “I started spacing when a man rode a ship with the seat of his pants; I’ve been plenty sick from lack of gravity. Hah! this new crop of spacers don’t know what it is to live without gravity for months, then find they can’t walk the minute they land on some planet—because of gravity pull.”


  “You’ve done that?” Jean’s eyes were wide with wonder.


  Don Denton grinned self-consciously. “Without bragging,” he said, “I think I’ve just about done everything and seen everything. There’s very little that would surprise me.”


  Jean laughed, and the sound was a tinkling overtone above the dim roar of the rockets. “You know,” she said, “you’re a rather remarkable person!”


  Don Denton flushed, dry-washed his hands in embarrassment. “Aw,” he said self-consciously, “I’m just doing a job.”


  “Well, I like you.”


  Don Denton became very busy with the compact integrator, his hands suddenly all thumbs.


  Jean Palmer leaned over, touched his arm with a slender hand. “I’m glad you’re the one taking me to my father,” she said, “If there is anything wrong, I’m certain you can straighten it out.”


  “I’ll try.” Don Denton met the girl’s eyes squarely. “Now you’d better take a dose of sleep rays; after all, it will be about eighty hours before we land.”


  “Sleep rays on a space ship!”


  “Yes!” Don Denton paused with one hand on a control stud. “You see, a scouter isn’t like a pleasure craft or a freighter. Nine-tenths of the time aboard is spent sleeping—conserves food and oxygen.”


  “All right, Don,” Jean said, relaxed comfortably in the cushions.


  DON DENTON pressed the stud, sighed deeply as the purple ray coned down from the overhead bulb and bathed the girl in its nimbus. He straightened the girl’s arms a trifle, careful not to permit his head to be touched by the rays, then swung back to the integrator. Jean slept peacefully, a slight smile skidding a dimple into sight, the curves of her breasts rising and falling in a gentle rhythm.


  Don Denton shrugged, bent again over the integrator. He set up the combination he desired, pressed keys, glanced absently at the answer. Nodding, he set the course on the robot-pilot, sighed gustily, sank tiredly into the heavy cushions of his seat.


  He sat quietly for moments, the smile going from his eyes, a slight frown thinning his mobile mouth. He was more worried than he would have admitted. For this was the first time in eighteen months that the Lanka shipments had not come through on schedule from Venus.


  The fern-like Lanka plants were of incalculable value to the inhabited worlds, for the oil rendered from the plants was the only perfect cure for cancer and numerous other diseases. Its curative powers had been discovered accidentally by two wrecked spacers on Venus three years before when one of the spacers had been cured of space-tuberculosis by an enforced diet of cooked plants and Venusian fish.


  Don Denton remembered the regularity with which the shipments had been coming through and the worry the head office had felt when the oil had failed to arrive on time two months before. He had been called in as a last resort, because he knew the planet from past experience, arid because of his reputation as a trouble shooter who always got results.


  He was worried now. For despite his assurances to Jean Palmer, he knew that there were dangers on Venus. In the depths of its oceans, great, foul, nightmarish creatures lived sluggish lives, and if some accident should rouse them to action, they might well wipe out an entire camp in a few moments. Then again, because of the incredible value of the oil, space pirates might have raided the base camp, murdered the men. then escaped with the oil already rendered.


  “Damn!” Don Denton said thoughtfully.


  He glanced at the sleeping girl, smiled slightly. He felt a sudden protective instinct in his heart that had never been there before, and his hands clenched unconsciously at the thought of what disappointments and heartaches might lie ahead for her.


  He shrugged then, grinned wryly into space. Well, there was nothing he could do now but wait. If there was some sort of trouble on Venus, he would have enough trouble then in trying to cope with it; there was no sense in worrying himself stiff about it now. He’d know soon enough.


  He clicked on the automatic mechanism of the sleep ray, drifted into dreamless slumber as the purple rays erased all conscious thought from his mind.


  II


  VENUS was no longer a green planet; it loomed ahead like some woolly ball spinning in space. The Comet circled it warily, Don Denton’s fingers resting lightly on the control studs of the instrument panel, his lips pursed a bit as he drove the ship closer to the clouds.


  “It will probably be several hours before we land,” he explained to the wide-eyed Jean at his side, “Trying to find the Lanka camp in that soup down there is quite a job in itself, even after I get the Comet through fifteen miles of cloud banks.”


  Jean was a trifle pale, but there was a spark of confidence in her eyes. “I think,” she said quietly, “I feel like you must have felt the first time you landed here.”


  Don Denton smiled. “There’s no feeling like it,” he admitted, “I felt it first on the Earth’s Moon, and I knew then that I’d never be able to settle down into some routine job. I suppose I’ll end my life still feeling that thrill, still seeking out hidden places in the universe.”


  He pressed a firing stud, and the Comet flashed down toward Venus. For the first time, there was a sense of movement, as the spinning clouds rushed to meet the ship. Always before, with nothing relative to compare their speed with, and because the inertia-field sent all molecules of ship and contents ahead at the same rate of speed, there had been the sensation of staying at rest in the blackness of space. Now, there was something breathtaking in the way that the ship seemed to be dropping.


  Then the first tendrils of cloud whipped lazily about the Comet. There was the thrum of the rockets rising to a higher crescendo, and the force screen’s voltemeter leaped higher to combat the friction of the tenuous air. Another second, and the great cottony batts of cloud pressed with invisible force against the ship.


  And then there was only a grey darkness outside, all light from the sun nullified by the thicknesses of clouds.


  Don Denton drifted the ship lower, his fingers flying over the control studs, handling the ship’s weight as a horseman controls his mount by a light touch of the reins.


  There seemed to be no mental passage of time while the ship was sinking. Moments flowed into each other, and always the clouds seemed to be pressing with a tenuous strength at the quartzite ports.


  Then they were through the clouds, and a thousand feet below the ocean tossed and tumbled with a majestic silence that was thrilling and menacing.


  Don Denton’s breath escaped with a tiny sigh of relief, and his eyes flashed to the girl’s face, then back again to the window. He was conscious of the close scrutiny she had given him during those tense moments, and he wondered, irrelevantly, if he measured up to her standards.


  “Where’s all of the light coming from?” she asked curiously.


  “From some sort of minute animal life in the oceans. The water is so filled with tiny worm-like forms of life that I doubt if you could find one cupful of clear water anywhere. They glow like fireflies, and the light generated is reflected back from the low clouds.” Don Denton grinned. “I used to call Venus the ‘Light bulb planet’ !”


  “It’s beautiful!” Jean breathed in rapture.


  Don Denton nodded, swung the Comet directly North. Beneath them, the ocean was a shifting, white-capped wash of silvery light, gleaming with a phosphorescent sheen, its turbulence a shifting kaleidoscope of shattered colors.


  And then the water was broken, and a scaly, blunt something darted out of the water, fell crashing in a spray of light.


  “What was that?” Jean whispered.


  Don Denton swallowed heavily. “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “Probably some deep sea monster; and he must have been fully three hundred feet long!”


  He sent the Comet flashing ahead, the memory of the scaly monster tensing his broad shoulders in a shiver of disquiet. Jean sat silently at his side, quiet for once, and he felt a quick stab of emotion when he read the worry that lay deep in her eyes.


  They cruised for almost an hour before Don Denton located the base camp. It had moved from island One to island Three, and its earthly regularity in the green of the Lanka jungle was pleasant to see.


  “Five minutes,” Don Denton said cheerfully, “and you can surprise your dad.”


  “Oh, hurry!” Jean said, bent close to the port-window.


  DON DENTON nodded silently, but there was suddenly a great fear in him. For nowhere in the camp below was there a sign of life.


  Smoke was not bulging from the short stack of the rendering plant, and men did not dart from the small shacks to greet the landing ship. The camp appeared to be deserted.


  “I don’t see anyone?” Jean said puzzledly, fearfully.


  Don Denton forced a confident laugh, but his eyes were entirely serious. “They’re all probably out in the jungle grubbing up the best grade of plants. Don’t worry, when they hear the rockets, they’ll come stringing in plenty fast.”


  He set the Comet down squarely in the middle of the clearing, touched studs, and there was an immediate cessation of noise and vibration.


  “This is it,” Don Denton said quietly, “Slip on an oxy-helmet, and we’ll take a look around.”


  He smiled away some of the growing fear in the girl’s eyes, but there was a growing panic in him that he could not quell.


  He could see no one; there was not the slightest sign of life. Yet there should be fifteen men working here? Don Denton shrugged, and there was suddenly a steely gleam in his eyes. He slipped the light helmet over his head, fastened the airtight cloth beneath his chin.


  “Let’s go, Jean,” he said into the tiny transmitter of his helmet, “Be careful not to dislodge your helmet; the air will make you ill unless you are acclimated to it.


  He could see the tiny tremulous smile on her lips, and he held her hand tightly for a moment. Then he spun the cogs of the port-door, felt the slight breeze about his body as the higher compressed air of the ship soughed into the heavy air of Venus.


  He helped the girl to the muddy ground, lifted the ati-gun from his belt, paced slowly toward the main hut, his eyes flashing everywhere for the slightest sign of danger, absolutely certain now that things here were even worse than he had conceived them to be.


  There was an indefinable threat of danger in the stillness of the great clearing that tightened Don Denton’s nerves. Far away, could be heard the dull rumble of the eternal waves on the island’s edge, and closer could be heard the soft hissing of the air through the green Lanka fronds.


  The clearing had been baked brick-hard with an ati-cannon; now its surface was spotted with soupy puddles of green mud where the every-day rains had seeped into some hollow.


  Two freighters squatted near the North edge of the clearing, their dulled sides scabrous with great patches of growing rust, their empty ports like great blank staring eyes watching the two terrestrials slowly approach the main hut.


  “Don,” Jean pressed close to the trouble shooter’s tall body, “where is everybody?”


  Don Denton shook his head, a furry spider of apprehension crawling up his spine, his eyes piercing and searching as he held the ati-gun in a tremorless hand. He walked slowly forward, the eeriness of the silver-lighted scene touching his sensibilities.


  He fired the moment the slug-like creature came from the hut’s door, the wailing hiss of the gun strangely loud. There was a silent scream that crescendoed and titillated in diminishing waves, then the creature collapsed into a protoplasmic mass that quivered horribly for a moment and then was still.


  “Don!” Jean said fearfully.


  The trouble shooter’s face was like chiselled granite, and he stepped to the door of the hut and rayed the stinking mass of bubbly flesh out of existence. He handed the twin ati-gun to the girl, nodded toward the hut’s interior.


  “Stay here,” he snapped, “while I take a look inside. Shoot at anything that moves.”


  He smiled then for the first time, seeing the determination in the lines of the girl’s chin. Then he whirled, stepped within the doorway, his nerves icy cold, the flat muscles of his body ready for instant darting action.


  He stopped, his breathing a startled gasp. Eight men were within the hut, eight men lying in the stillness of death.


  “Good God!” he said, paced swiftly across the floor to the tiers of bunks along the far wall.


  He went from man to man, feeling for a pulse on each man, the cold sweat of terror breaking on his forehead when he was finally convinced that all eight of the hut’s occupants were dead.


  He shivered, backed to the door, his eyes darting about the cabin, a sharp prodding prescience within him that every movement of his was being watched. He closed the door, stood speechlessly beside the girl for a moment.


  “What is it, Don; what did you find?” Jean’s fingers tightened on his biceps.


  DON DENTON swallowed heavily, avoided the girl’s eyes. “Let’s take a look at the other sleeping hut,” he said tonelessly, tried to keep the horror he felt from his expression.


  “There is something wrong; I know it!” Jean went rigid, her breath catching in her throat. “My father’s in there!”


  Don Denton shook his head. “No,” he said sharply, “he isn’t in there; he’s probably in the other hut.” He caught the girl’s arm. “Let’s take a look, before something happens that’s too big for me to handle.”


  They walked swiftly, their guns ready for instant firing, strangely comforted by each other’s presence. At the doorway of the second hut, Jean again stood guard while the trouble shooter entered.


  He stood for a moment within the doorway of the hut, his nerves crawling when he saw an almost exact duplicate of the first scene. The only difference lay in the number of men supine in their bunks: there were but six here.


  Don Denton winced, recognizing a corpse on a lower bunk as the grey-haired father of the girl outside. He felt a sick futility beating at his mind, when he remembered the reassuring words he had spoken to the girl but a few short hours before.


  He moved about the hut, seeking for the slightest clue as to the cause of the men’s deaths, finally turning back to the door, his search unrewarded, his mind a maelstrom of conflicting theories and thoughts.


  “Jean?” he said quietly, closed the door behind him on the horrible scene within.


  Blood drained from his face, leaving it suddenly haggard and drawn. He whirled, with his back to the hut’s wall, the ati-gun jutting nervelessly before him in complete command of the clearing.


  Not a thing moved; there was only the slightest of breezes. He felt the sweat trickling down the flat planes of his cheeks, and the metal of the hut felt incredibly warm against his back.


  “Jean?” he called again, desperately.


  There was only the muffled hollow vibration of the eternal waves pounding against the island. No voice answered his cry.


  Jean Palmer was gone as though she had never been.


  DON DENTON stood rigidly for a moment, a nameless fear tugging at his mind, his blue eyes suddenly black with fear for the safety of the girl.


  “Jean?” he called again, knowing that there would be no answer.


  He ran lithely across the end of the clearing, burst into the first living-hut, made a quick search, dashed back outside, a monstrous fear and hate intermingled in his mind.


  He went more slowly toward the first freighter, slipped within the uncogged port, moved even more slowly as he made a complete search of the shadowy corners of the hold and cabins. He found nothing but the mold and rust that came from the steamy atmosphere.


  The second freighter proved to be empty also. And he stood for a moment outside its rusty length, his lips a thin white line, his eyes narrowed into slits.


  Then, never permitting himself to relax, he made a complete search of the grounds, investigating the huts again, searching the rendering sheds, finally stopping, his heart thudding painfully, in the exact center of the clearing.


  He considered the situation briefly, and his mind came to an abrupt stop against a wall of thought. Either the girl had disappeared into the Lanka jungle because she thought she had seen something or someone there, or she had been captured, silently, by the menace that had murdered the fourteen men who lay in the bunks within the huts.


  Don Denton backed slowly toward the Comet, his ati-gun tight in his hand, never relaxing, ready to fire at the first sign of a living thing that moved. He uncogged the door-port, slipped through, cogged the door shut again. Then he searched the tiny ship from bow to stern, making absolutely certain that he was alone.


  Satisfied that he was safe for the moment, he sagged into the cushions of the pilot’s seat, tried to make sense out of the sudden disappearance of the girl.


  Obviously, there was something wrong with the island. Fourteen men were dead, Lanka plants rotting in the shed, the freighters empty hulks on the clearing’s edge.


  But what could that menace be? He knew, personally, that the only life on Venus was in the oceans, a life that had not progressed far enough to permit it to cope with the brains and skill of men.


  Yet Jean Palmer was gone, taken by the—the things that had slain fourteen men without leaving wounds on their bodies.


  Don Denton swore bitterly, his hands clutching the arms of the seat until the knuckles were like polished bone. It was only too evident that the terror had struck but recently; the men’s bodies were not decomposed in the slightest.


  The trouble shooter came from his seat, slid back the panel of the arms cabinet. He slipped into the silk-like folds of the cellu-ray suit, first discarding the oxy-helmet. Then he fitted on the wide belt that held the super ati-guns, checked them to make certain their loads were at maximum power.


  He felt a slight dizziness from the tainted air that had filled the ship when the port had been opened, shrugged the feeling away with the knowledge that his space-hardened body could easily combat the slight toxic poison without effort.


  He packed a small knapsack with a compact medicine box and food, left a water bottle behind, knowing that he could find rain puddles in the heavy Lanka leaves.


  The rain started then without warning, coming down in a solid smashing sheet, the blasting wind rocking the Comet with titanic strength. Don Denton scowled through the storm, his vision stopped five feet from the quartzite port window by the smashing curtain of water from the low hanging clouds.


  He paced the control room in tight anxiety, feeling the fear mounting within him, conscious of the driving urgency of quick action, but knowing that he could not fight the torrential downpour.


  The rain battered down in a solid sheet for more than an hour.


  And then the rain was over, and there was only the eerie silver light reflected from the clouds. Don Denton uncoiled impatiently from his seat, fitted on the knapsack, slipped the oxy-helmet over his head, tied the bottom strings about his throat.


  He felt a momentary panic at the thought of stepping from the safety of his ship on the land where death might strike unseen. Then he grinned wryly, shrugged broad shoulders. He had his job to do, a job that he had elected for himself. Too, there was the memory of Jean’s presence that drove him on. If for no other reason, he could not desert the girl who had expressed such complete faith in himself.


  He twisted the cogs of the port, set the vibra-ray so that no one else could open the door unless he was along. He slipped a bit on the mud of the clearing, turned, slammed the port shut. Then, with a super ati-gun in his right hand, he started across the clearing toward the break in the jungle that was obviously a path cut by the Lanka hunters.


  It was then that he halted, his eyes widening in surprise, the sound of his breathing loud in his oxy-helmet. He swung in a complete circle, stifling his gasp of wonder, feeling the fear knotting in his stomach, and conscious of the scaly fingers of insanity plucking at his reason.


  For men moved about the rendering hut, and steam spurted from the tall stacks.


  Don Denton half-crouched, and a soundless snarl of amazement twisted his lips. His eyes flashed from the working men around the clearing, blinked bewilderedly at what they saw.


  Or, rather, what they didn’t see.


  For the freighters were gone, vanished from where they had been, only deep gouges in the ground to show that they had ever landed.


  III


  DON DENTON swore soundlessly to himself, and the gun sagged momentarily in his hand. He felt the insane desire to laugh, fought down the feeling with an iron will.


  This was too much; this was carrying things too far. Those men moving about the rendering shed were dead, so dead that there had been no pulse of heart-beats in their veins. Yet they walked and worked with a smooth efficiency about the shed five hundred feet away.


  And the freighters had vanished into the clouds. Yet that, too, was impossible; for the rocket blasts would have created such a roar in the air that he could not have missed their going.


  It was as though his mind had tricked him, had conjured chimeras and mirages out of the air to strip his reason away.


  He stiffened, the gun lifting in his hand, as one of the men working about the shed turned and ran directly down the field. He gasped silently, recognizing the greyed hair and ruddy face of Jim Palmer.


  His hand snapped to a small button on his helmet.


  “Hold it, Palmer, don’t come any closer!” His voice roared from the tiny annunciator built into the top of his helmet.


  Jim Palmer skidded to a stop, menaced by the ati-gun, fell, sprawling in the green mud, as his sudden stop tripped him on the treacherous ground. Amazement made a round O of his mouth, and the glad greeting faded from his eyes.


  “What the hell, Denton?” he said sharply. “Have you gone space batty?” Don Denton laughed without humor, shifted the gun muzzle slightly.


  “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I’m not taking any chances on anything until I find out what’s going on!”


  “What do you mean: ‘What’s going on’ ?” Jim Palmer pushed himself to his feet, wiped slimy mud onto his breeches’ legs. “Hell,” he finished, “all of us thought you were dead!”


  “You—,” Don Denton swallowed, blinked desperately, “You thought I was dead?” he croaked.


  “Why, sure!” Jim Palmer waved an expressive hand. “We tried to get into your ship for more than a week, but couldn’t.


  And we could see you crumpled in the pilot’s seat. So we figured you had died.”


  “Look, Palmer,” Don Denton said, “I like jokes as well as the next spacer. But I don’t like the smell of this one! Now, what’s the set-up here?”


  “Well, it’s just like the one I had on island Seven. I—”


  Don Denton’s voice was like chilled steel. “Keep up that clowning,” he snapped, “And I’ll blow it out of you with an ati-gun blast!”


  Jim Palmer paled, took a backward step. “Now, look, Denton,” he said placatingly, “I’m not looking for a fight with you; I’ve always figured we were friends. If you’ve got some gripe, get it off your chest, and maybe we can get it straightened out!” Don Denton felt insanity growing in his mind. He sucked in a deep breath, never taking his eyes from Palmer’s sweat-streaked face. He didn’t know what was going on, could not find a coherent answer for anything, and the empty feeling it left within him frightened him as he had never felt fear before.


  Less than an hour before, he had locked himself in his ship, after seeing fourteen dead men in the huts and after Jean had disappeared; and now Jim Palmer was telling him that that had happened more than a week before. Too, he was implying that Don Denton was mentally unbalanced.


  Don Denton then felt the prescience of an alien presence at his back.


  He whirled, spun to one side, his finger tight on the firing stud of the atomic gun in his fist.


  Then, his face working in surprise, he turned slowly completely about, finally facing Jim Palmer again. His eyes went wide, when he saw the furtive, fearful steps the other was taking toward the safety of the rendering shed.


  “Well, Denton,” Palmer said worriedly, “I’ll talk to you later.”


  “Stand right where you are!” There was a quiver to the trouble shooter’s voice despite his iron control. “I’ve just started to ask questions. First, where’s Jean?”


  “Why she went back to Earth on the Moonstone, the larger freighter. That was four days ago. She was pretty well broken up when she thought you were dead.”


  Don Denton’s forehead washboarded in thought. “There’s something fishy here that I don’t understand,” he said, “but I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”


  “Look, Denton,” Palmer’s tone was solicitous. “Why don’t you let Carter, the doctor, take a look at you. I mean no offense; but you sound as if you either had a concussion or a touch of space fever.” He gestured comfortingly. “Come on, take off your helmet, and the Doc’ll find out what’s wrong.”


  DON DENTON was fumbling at the lace of his light copper helmet unconsciously, before he realized what he was doing. For some unknown reason, he felt that Palmer might be right and that he might have some brain injury. Then some vague stubbornness filled his mind, driving away his sudden compliance. His free hand snapped to his belt, whipped out the second ati-gun.


  “How is it that you and your men are walking around?” he asked, “I could have sworn you were dead?”


  He waited for the other’s answer, conscious of an agonizing headache that had sprung out of nowhere. He still felt that he and Palmer were not alone, but his quick whirl a moment before had failed to disclose any lurker in the vicinity.


  And now, for the first time, he saw the eyes of Jim Palmer clearly. There was something in them that he could not understand, a pleading to be understood that escaped his senses. And the something that was in them was oddly at variance with the smile on the ruddy face and the reassuring words.


  “You must have seen us when we were asleep,” Jim Palmer explained, “After working on these Lanka plants for so long a time, you get such a slow steady heart action that it takes a stethoscope to find it.”


  “Maybe?” Don Denton said skeptically, “But I still think you were dead.”


  Jim Palmer laughed, the sound a long booming roll of mirth that drew curious glances from the workers at the rendering shed. His lips writhed back, and his shoulders shook with merriment, but his eyes never changed expression.


  “Do we look dead?” he asked mirthfully. “It isn’t what you look like, it’s what you are that counts,” Don Denton countered, “I’ve seen Martian Zombies that got around pretty well.”


  “Yes,” Jim Palmer nodded. “I’ve seen them. But they don’t breathe or eat; and I can assure you that my men and I do both.” He stepped forward, stretched his hand in a friendly gesture. “Come on,” he finished, “put away your guns, and come meet the men. Maybe the Doc had better take a look at you, too; you don’t look so well, you’ve probably got a touch of fever giving you hallucinations.”


  Steam hissed from the muddy ground between them as the trouble shooter fired his left hand gun. “I’m not joking,” he snapped, “Make a move I don’t like, and I’ll be damned certain you’re dead!”


  Jim Palmer sucked in his breath with an audible gasp, and muscles rippled in his heavy shoulders as his arms came up in a threatening gesture.


  “You’re making a mistake, Denton,” he said brittlely.


  And, without warning, his face white and strained, he sprang at the other, his whipping arms smashing the guns aside.


  THE TWIN ati-guns roared in a wailing scream of unleashed power, their released streams of energy charring the ground, as Don Denton’s hands clenched in sudden reflex.


  Then the guns were hammered aside, and the bull-like body of Jim Palmer was straining at the trouble shooter’s lithe strength. For one interminable instant, Don Denton wavered on his feet, then he went backward, carried by the other’s weight, his mind numbed by the paralyzing shock that came from a sledge-like fist hammering at his chest.


  He rolled as he fell, twisted, and his right hand lashed out in a desperate effort to reach one of the fallen guns. A heavy knee pinned his arm to the ground, and he gasped from Palmer’s weight on his chest.


  He arched his body, tossed Palmer to one side, smashed at him with a two-handed attack that hurled the heavy man a dozen feet away. He slipped as he tried to follow his advantage, felt Palmer’s hands tearing at the globe of his oxy-helmet. He felt a lace break below his chin, and then his right hand came up in a vicious right cross.


  Palmer sagged, half unconscious from the blow, went entirely slack, as the trouble shooter crossed his left and then his right.


  Don Denton crouched for a moment, staring into the blank face of the camp manager, his chest heaving, feeling a slight dizziness as the air of Venus mingled with that of his damaged oxy-helmet.


  Then the wailing hiss of an ati-gun brought him to his feet. He dived for his twin guns, turned, raced for the safety of the Comet, feeling the tingle of released energy as his cellu-ray suit dissipated the shock of a direct ati-blast on his back.


  He fired twice, as a warning gesture, at the men streaming from the rendering shed, smiled grimly as the tight knot of pursuers broke into individuals.


  And then he was at his ship, the vibra-ray lock swinging the port open automatically. He spun through the port, cogged it shut behind him, sagged against its solid friendliness, utterly worn with the furious action of the past few minutes.


  Gradually, his breathing slowed to normal, and some of the unnatural fright of the past moments loosened their icy clutch from about his heart. He removed his oxy-helmet, dropped it carelessly to the floor, went slowly to the control room of the ship. He stared from the quartzite port, his brow furrowing in puzzlement.


  Two of the Lanka workers were helping the stunned Palmer to his feet, while the rest of the men gazed woodenly toward the Comet. Then, as though turned by some common command, the entire group whirled, stalked back across the field, disappeared within the rendering shed.


  Don Denton shook his head in bewilderment, sank tiredly into the pilot’s seat, found one of his carefully rationed cigarettes in a panel box. Touching a radi-light to its end, he leaned back in the cushions, drew slowly on the fragrant smoke.


  “Whew!” he sighed explosively, winced when his exploring fingers found the great bruise on his chest where Palmer had struck so viciously.


  He went over the entire, bizarre situation point by point; and as the moments passed he made less sense out of the entire proceedings. He couldn’t figure the slightest of reasons from what was happening. He tried to rationalize the events, ended at a blind alley of thinking.


  First, he had the fact that the Lanka shipments had failed to make their scheduled appearances. So he had been sent to investigate. Jean Palmer had come along, ostensibly to see her father. Then, after landing, he had killed some Venusian slug, and found fourteen dead men in their bunks. Right after that, Jean had disappeared into thin air. An hour and a half later, the dead men were alive, and he had been attacked by Jim Palmer, whose friend he thought he was.


  Don Denton scowled bleakly into space. This set-up was too screwy for him! He thought for a moment of rocketing into space and bringing back the Space Patrol to make a complete investigation.


  His blue eyes narrowed abruptly, as he caught sight of the perpetual calendar on the wall. Hell! It was still the same day as the day he had arrived on Venus.


  Which meant that Jim Palmer had lied.


  He snapped his fingers in sudden thought. Palmer had not tried to injure him, instead, he had merely tried to remove the oxy-helmet.


  And that meant another mystery. For Palmer knew that the faintly tainted air of Venus would not knock out the troubleshooter.


  The trouble shooter growled deep in his throat, crushed out the cigarette, stood and paced to the port window. He frowned from the port, watched the men coming toward the rocket ship. He felt no uneasiness, for he knew that the hull would be impervious to any ati-blasts they might fire in trying to force an entrance.


  Then he stiffened, the blood draining from his face.


  For walking quietly in the middle of the tight group was Jean Palmer.


  Don Denton swore briefly, didn’t move. He watched, as the group came quietly to a halt a hundred feet from the Comet, their tightness melting away as they stopped.


  Then Don Denton saw Jim Palmer lift a heavy strip of leather belt, swing it with a brutal viciousness at the slender shoulders of his daughter.


  Don Denton whipped around, a white hot rage blazing in his mind, his breath a choking mass in his throat, as he dashed for the port door. He uncogged it with trembling hands, pushed it open, dropped through, the ati-guns cold in his sweaty hands.


  He ran toward the silent group, conscious that Palmer’s arms was lifting for another blow. His hand swept up for a snap-shot.


  “Drop that gun, Denton,” Palmer snapped.


  Don Denton snarled soundlessly, squared the muzzle of the ati-blaster on Palmer’s broad chest, squeezed the firing stud.


  Then a great paralysis seemed to fill his rangy body. He came to a dead stop, his guns still jutting before him, but utterly without the will to press the firing studs.


  “Holster both guns, Denton,” Jim Palmer barked.


  Instantly, without a word, the trouble shooter’s hands flicked the twin guns back into their sheaths. He stood rigidly, great veins ridging his temples, then all resistance went from his body as he waited for the other to approach.


  JIM PALMER halted but a few feet from the trouble shooter, the leather strap dangling from his right hand, his feet wide-braced. He bent forward a trifle, stared directly in Don Denton’s eyes.


  “Can you hear me, Denton?” he asked quietly.


  Don Denton fought the unbreakable control that held his mind and body in complete abeyance. Veins stood in high relief on his forehead, and perspiration rolled down his cheeks. He gagged a bit from the noxious air, tried to turn his head from Palmer’s piercing gaze.


  “I can hear you, Palmer,” he said woodenly.


  “Fine.” There was still that something far back in Palmer’s eyes, but there was absolutely no expression on his face. “Now, this is what you are to do: You will act as the pilot on the Moonstone for the rest of us men. We are turning pirates, and intend to set up our headquarters here. Yon will get your instruments and whatever else you need from your ship; we leave within the hour.”


  Don Denton turned without volition, and even the hypnotic control that directed him could not keep the gasp of astonishment from his throat.


  For there on the edge of the clearing, exactly as they had been before, were the two freighters that had vanished so mysteriously thirty minutes before.


  But the astonishment was immediately erased from his mind, and he turned robotlike toward the Comet. He caught one flashing glimpse of the emotionless faces of the men and Jean Palmer, then he paced slowly toward the gaping port of the scouter.


  Jim Palmer walked quietly at his side, staring straight ahead, no emotion touching his ruddy features.


  Don Denton tried to think, but a soft impenetrable band of nothingness seemed to absorb all of his thoughts. His only thought was of the command he had just received, and, strangely, that thought seemed to be a perfectly natural thing.


  “You go in first, Denton,” Palmer said quietly.


  The trouble shooter obeyed silently, climbing through, standing rigidly until the other had joined him. Then he turned, stepped forward. His breath whooshed in a startled gasp, as his right foot stepped squarely on the dropped oxy-helmet, and then he was falling forward, his hands outstretched in a futile effort to regain his balance.


  He felt his head strike the wall, struggled vainly to get back to his feet. Then dull blackness wiped all consciousness from his brain.


  IV


  HE COULDN’T have been out for more than a second. He blinked his eyes shook his head slightly when he saw the tiny box of the gravity-rotor over his head, shifted a bit so that he gazed squarely at Jim Palmer.


  He laughed then, feeling the tight control-band gone from his mind, sensing the advantage that had come back to him. He twisted a bit, still not understanding all that had happened, and his mouth opened in surprise at what he saw.


  There were two of them, two grub-like slugs resting quiescently on the metal floor, each of them the exact duplicate of the thing he had shot upon landing on Venus.


  All of the maelstrom disappeared then from his mind, and his thinking grew crystal clear. He saw Jim Palmer bending toward him, and then the ati-guns were in his hands, and their wailing crescendos of unleashed power filled the Comet with screaming echoes.


  For an interminable instant, the slugs seemed to absorb the ati-rays, then they collapsed into puddles of obscene flesh that disappeared into charred flakes of ash.


  Don Denton lay where he was, the guns silent in his hands, seeing the intelligence that flashed into Jim Palmer’s eyes.


  “Oh, my God!” Jim Palmer said stupidly, stared at the strap he still held in his heavy hand.


  Don Denton rolled from beneath the gravity-rotor, came to his feet, dodged around the dazed man, tugged open the nearest panel in the wall. He took two small, belt gravity-rotors from a shelf, handed one to Palmer, buckled the other about his head.


  “Put that rotor about your head, Palmer,” he ordered, “We’ve got some work to do.”


  He switched on his own rotor, felt nausea cramp at his stomach when the gravity field pulled at his neck muscles. Hooking his foot beneath the ship’s rotor, he helped Palmer fasten the rotor over his greyed hair, then handed the older man one of the ati-guns.


  “Come on,” he said, “We’ve got some hunting to do.”


  He led the way, jumping from the port-door, the gun blasting in his hand, conscious of the Lanka manager’s bulky body at his side.


  They went side by side down the field, the wailing roar of their guns screaming in the air, the slugs dying hideously, one by one.


  And then Jean was in Don Denton’s arms, her slender shoulders shaking in a torrent of sobs, and he was soothing her with a clumsy gentleness that felt strange and good to him.


  THEY sat in the control room of the great freighter, Moonstone, their faces were turned to where Don Denton stood at the control panel. The trouble shooter grinned at the fifteen people that made up his audience, and he summed up all of his thoughts and theories.


  “Those slugs,” he explained, “were little more than animated brains. They lived somewhere in the oceans, and probably discovered the Lanka camps by accident. They had no ways of subduing you men by physical means, because of their grublike bodies, so they took control of your minds. Unluckily, they failed to gain control of one of you men and of both of the freighter pilots; and the three men tried to escape in a small rocket. The rocket crashed, killing all three of the men.”


  Jim Palmer nodded. “That’s what I’ve got figured out,” he said, “But I’ve just got a hazy memory of the past three months.”


  “Well,” Don Denton continued, “these slugs must have got the idea of going to Earth and the other inhabited planets, and taking control of them. But they needed your help and a space pilot to transport you and them. They put all of you in a cataleptic state, while waiting for some space pilot to appear. They left a guard, the slug I shot down the moment I begin searching the camp. But before he died, he sent out a call that brought a single slug into camp.”


  Jean Palmer shivered, held tightly to the trouble shooter’s hand. “I know,” she said, “I took off my helmet to adjust the oxygen valve, and I looked up to see that whitish thing at the corner of the hut. Before I could call out, something seemed to grab my mind—and then I was running toward the jungle. I tried to scream to you, when you found me gone, but I couldn’t move.”


  Don Denton smiled, tightened his strong fingers over the girl’s. “It’s fairly easy to reconstruct from there on,” he said carefully, “The slugs tried to get control of my mind. But because thought is of an electrical nature, absolute control wouldn’t pass through the copper of my oxy-helmet. They set a scene to make me think I was crazy, and sent Palmer to take off my helmet.”


  “I remember that,” Jim Palmer said thoughtfully.


  Don Denton nodded. “Well,” he went on, “their mental control was enough that it played tricks with my mind. They blanked out my vision when I looked at them, and later, they blacked out the sight of the freighters, trying to make me think that I was so crazy I should take off my helmet for an examination.”


  “I escaped from Palmer, went back to the Comet, then raced out of the ship to save Jean from a beating.” He shook his head slightly when he saw the pain on Palmer’s face. “Of course it was just a trick to get me outside without my helmet. Well, I fell for it; and the slugs took control, making me believe that Jim Palmer was the master mind engineering everything. But on entering the Comet, I slipped and fell beneath the ship’s gravity-rotor. The field of gravity-energy neutralized the electricity of the thought waves—just as it blanks out the power of a flashlight—and I was able to think again. I blasted the slugs, got two portable rotors and fastened them to Palmer and myself, and the two of us cleaned out the slugs.”


  Don Denton flicked his gaze about the room. “Now, if you men intend to stay, you’ve got to wear tiny gravity-rotors on your heads. It apparently isn’t the quantity of power put out that blankets the thought waves, it’s possible to use a very weak power. I don’t think the slugs will try anything again, but if they do, you shouldn’t have any trouble getting rid of them.”


  “We’re staying on,” Jim Palmer said grimly, nodded approvingly at the confident glances given him by his men, “And I hope those damned things show up again. I’d like nothing better than to take an ati-blaster to a bunch of those uncanny devils.”


  He grinned suddenly, looked squarely into Don Denton’s eyes.


  “How about staying on for awhile?” he asked, “There might be a little excitement on this planet that you could dig up?”


  Don Denton shook his head. “Sorry,” he said, “but I’ve got a date with some friends of mine on Mars; we’re going to explore some of the new tombs they discovered two months ago. I guess I’ll be getting along.”


  He felt the insistent tugging of Jean’s slender fingers on his. A smile lifted the corners of his lips, and he bent over, kissed her with a quick possessiveness.


  “My mistake,” he said warmly, “we’ll be getting along!”


  He and Jean were smiling into each other’s eyes then, reading there a future that held many promises of adventure and love and—and things that would be utterly nothing to others than themselves.


  DOUBLECROSS


  Frederik Pohl


  Revolt was brewing on Venus, led by the descendant of the first Earthmen to land. Svan was the leader making the final plans—plotting them a bit too well.


  THE Officer of the Deck was pleased as he returned to the main lock. There was no reason why everything shouldn’t have been functioning perfectly, of course, but he was pleased to have it confirmed, all the same. The Executive Officer was moodily smoking a cigarette in the open lock, staring out over the dank Venusian terrain at the native town. He turned.


  “Everything shipshape, I take it!” he commented.


  The OD nodded. “I’ll have a blank log if this keeps up,” he said. “Every man accounted for except the delegation, cargo stowed, drivers ready to lift as soon as they come back.”


  The Exec tossed away his cigarette. “If they come back.”


  “Is there any question?”


  The Exec shrugged. “I don’t know, Lowry,” he said. “This is a funny place. I don’t trust the natives.”


  Lowry lifted his eyebrows. “Oh? But after all, they’re human beings, just like us—”


  “Not any more. Four or five generations ago they were. Lord, they don’t even look human any more. Those white, flabby skins—I don’t like them.”


  “Acclimation,” Lowry said scientifically. “They had to acclimate themselves to Venus’s climate. They’re friendly enough.” The Exec shrugged again. He stared at the wooden shacks that were the outskirts of the native city, dimly visible through the ever-present Venusian mist. The native guard of honor, posted a hundred yards from the Earth ship, stood stolidly at attention with their old-fashioned proton-rifles slung over their backs. A few natives were gazing wonderingly at the great ship, but made no move to pass the line of guards.


  “Of course,” Lowry said suddenly, “there’s a minority who are afraid of us. I was in town yesterday, and I talked with some of the natives. They think there will be hordes of immigrants from Earth, now that we know Venus is habitable. And there’s some sort of a paltry underground group that is spreading the word that the immigrants will drive the native Venusians—the descendants of the first expedition, that is—right down into the mud. Well—” he laughed—“maybe they will. After all, the fittest survive. That’s a basic law of—”


  The annunciator over the open lock clanged vigorously, and a metallic voice rasped: “Officer of the Deck! Post Number One! Instruments reports a spy ray focused on the main lock!”


  Lowry, interrupted in the middle of a word, jerked his head back and stared unbelievingly at the tell-tale next to the annunciator. Sure enough, it was glowing red—might have been glowing for minutes. He snatched at the hand-phone dangling from the wall, shouted into it. “Set up a screen! Notify the delegation! Alert a landing party!” But even while he was giving orders, the warning light flickered suddenly and went out. Stricken, Lowry turned to the Exec.


  The Executive Officer nodded gloomily. He said, “You see!”


  “YOU SEE?” Svan clicked off the listening-machine and turned around. The five others in the room looked apprehensive. “You see?” Svan repeated. “From their own mouths you have heard it. The Council was right.”


  The younger of the two women sighed. She might have been beautiful, in spite of her dead-white skin, if there had been a scrap of hair on her head. “Svan, I’m afraid,” she said. “Who are we to decide if this is a good thing? Our parents came from Earth. Perhaps there will be trouble at first, if colonists come, but we are of the same blood.”


  Svan laughed harshly. “They don’t think so. You heard them. We are not human any more. The officer said it.” The other woman spoke unexpectedly. “The Council was right,” she agreed. “Svan, what must we do?”


  Svan raised his hand, thoughtfully.


  “One moment. Ingra, do you still object?”


  The younger woman shrank back before the glare in his eyes. She looked around at the others, found them reluctant and uneasy, but visibly convinced by Svan.


  “No,” she said slowly. “I do not object.”


  “And the rest of us? Does any of us object?”


  Svan eyed them, each in turn. There was a slow but unanimous gesture of assent.


  “Good,” said Svan. “Then we must act. The Council has told us that we alone will decide our course of action. We have agreed that, if the Earth ship returns, it means disaster for Venus. Therefore, it must not return.”


  An old man shifted restlessly. “But they are strong, Svan,” he complained. “They have weapons. We cannot force them to stay.”


  Svan nodded. “No. They will leave. But they will never get back to Earth.”


  “Never get back to Earth?” the old man gasped. “Has the Council authorized—murder?”


  Svan shrugged. “The Council did not know what we would face. The Councilmen could not come to the city and see what strength the Earth ship has.” He paused dangerously. “Toller,” he said, “do you object?”


  Like the girl, the old man retreated before his eyes. His voice was dull. “What is your plan?” he asked.


  Svan smiled, and it was like a dark flame. He reached to a box at his feet, held up a shiny metal globe. “One of us will plant this in the ship. It will be set by means of this dial—” he touched a spot on the surface of the globe with a pallid finger—“to do nothing for forty hours. Then—it will explode. Atomite.”


  He grinned triumphantly, looking from face to face. The grin faded uncertainly as he saw what was in their eyes—uncertainty, irresolution. Abruptly he set the bomb down, savagely ripped six leaves off a writing tablet on the table next him. He took a pencil and made a mark on one of them, held it up.


  “We will let chance decide who is to do the work,” he said angrily. “Is there anyone here who is afraid? There will be danger, I think. . . .”


  No answer. Svan jerked his head. “Good,” he said. “Ingra, bring me that bowl.”


  Silently the girl picked up an opaque glass bowl from the broad arm of her chair. It had held Venus-tobacco cigarettes; there were a few left. She shook them out and handed the bowl to Svan. who was rapidly creasing the six fatal slips. He dropped them in the bowl, stirred it with his hand, offered it to the girl. “You first, Ingra,” he said.


  She reached in mechanically, her eyes intent on his, took out a slip and held it without opening it. The bowl went the rounds, till Svan himself took the last. All eyes were on him. No one had looked at their slips.


  Svan, too, had left his unopened. He sat at the table, facing them. “This is the plan,” He said. “We will go, all six of us, in my ground car, to look at the Earth ship. No one will suspect—the whole city has been to see it already. One will get out, at the best point we can find. It is almost dusk now. He can hide, surely, in the vegetation. The other five will start back. Something will go wrong with the car—perhaps it will run off the road, start to sink in the swamp. The guards will be called. There will be commotion—that is easy enough, after all; a hysterical woman, a few screams, that’s all there is to it. And the sixth person will have his chance to steal to the side of the ship. The bomb is magnetic. It will not be noticed in the dark—they will take off before sunrise, because they must travel away from the sun to return—in forty hours the danger is removed.”


  There was comprehension in their eyes, Svan saw . . . but still that uncertainty. Impatiently, he crackled: “Look at the slips!”


  Though he had willed his eyes away from it, his fingers had rebelled. Instinctively they had opened the slip, turned it over and over, striving to detect if it was the fatal one. They had felt nothing. . . .


  And his eyes saw nothing. The slip was blank. He gave it but a second’s glance, then looked up to see who had won the lethal game of chance. Almost he was disappointed.


  Each of the others had looked in that same second. And each was looking up now, around at his neighbors. Svan waited impatiently for the chosen one to announce it—a second, ten seconds. . . .


  Then gray understanding came to him. A traitor! his subconscious whispered. A coward! He stared at them in a new light, saw their indecision magnified, became opposition.


  Svan thought faster than ever before in his life. If there was a coward, it would do no good to unmask him. All were wavering, any might be the one who had drawn the fatal slip. He could insist on inspecting every one, but—suppose the coward, cornered, fought back? In fractions of a second, Svan had considered the evidence and reached his decision. Masked by the table, his hand, still holding the pencil, moved swiftly beneath the table, marked his own slip.


  In the palm of his hand, Svan held up the slip he had just marked in secret. His voice was very tired as he said. “I will plant the bomb.”


  THE SIX conspirators in Svan’s old ground car moved slowly along the main street of the native town. Two Earth-ship sailors, unarmed except for deceptively flimsy-looking pistols at their hips, stood before the entrance to the town’s Hall of Justice.


  “Good,” said Svan, observing them “The delegation is still here. We have ample time.”


  He half turned in the broad front seat next the driver, searching the faces of the others in the car. Which was the coward? he wondered. Ingra? Her aunt? One of the men?


  The right answer leaped up at him. They all are, he thought. Not one of them understands what this means. They’re afraid.


  He clamped his lips. “Go faster, Ingra,” he ordered the girl who was driving. “Let’s get this done with.”


  She looked at him, and he was surprised to find compassion in her eyes. Silently she nodded, advanced the fuel-handle so that the clumsy car jolted a trace more rapidly over the corduroy road. It was quite dark now. The car’s driving light flared yellowishly in front of them, illuminating the narrow road and the pale, distorted vegetation of the jungle that surrounded them. Svan noticed it was raining a little. The present shower would deepen and intensify until midnight, then fall off again, to halt before morning. But before then they would be done.


  A proton-bolt lanced across the road in front of them. In the silence that followed its thunderous crash, a man’s voice bellowed: “Halt!”


  The girl, Ingra, gasped something indistinguishable, slammed on the brakes. A Venusian in the trappings of the State Guard advanced on them from the side of the road, proton-rifle held ready to fire again.


  “Where are you going?” he growled. Svan spoke up. “We want to look at the Earth ship,” he said. He opened the door beside him and stepped out, careless of the drizzle. “We heard it was leaving tonight,” he continued, “and we have not seen it. Is that not permitted?”


  The guard shook his head sourly. “No one is allowed near the ship. The order was just issued. It is thought there is danger.”


  Svan stepped closer, his teeth bared in what passed for a smile. “It is urgent,” he purred. His right hand flashed across his chest in a complicated gesture. “Do you understand?”


  Confusion furrowed the guard’s hairless brows, then was replaced by a sudden flare of understanding—and fear. “The Council!” he roared. “By heaven, yes, I understand! You are the swine that caused this—” He strove instinctively to bring the clumsy rifle up, but Svan was faster. His gamble had failed; there was only one course remaining. He hurled his gross white bulk at the guard, bowled him over against the splintery logs of the road. The proton-rifle went flying, and Svan savagely tore at the throat of the guard. Knees, elbows and claw-like nails—Svan battered at the astonished man with every ounce of strength in his body. The guard was as big as Svan, but Svan had the initial advantage . . . and it was only a matter of seconds before the guard lay unconscious, his skull a mass of gore at the back where Svan had ruthlessly pounded it against the road.


  Svan rose, panting, stared around. No one else was in sight, save the petrified five and the ground car. Svan glared at them contemptuously, then reached down and heaved on the senseless body of the guard. Over the shoulder of the road the body went, onto the damp swampland of the jungle. Even while Svan watched the body began to sink. There would be no trace.


  Svan strode back to the car. “Hurry up,” he gasped to the girl. “Now there is danger for all of us, if they discover he is missing. And keep a watch for other guards.”


  VENUS has no moon, and no star can shine through its vast cloud layer. Ensign Lowry, staring anxiously out through the astro-dome in the bow of the Earth-ship, cursed the blackness.


  “Can’t see a thing,” he complained to the Exec, steadily writing away at the computer’s table. “Look—are those lights over there?”


  The Exec looked up wearily. He shrugged. “Probably the guards. Of course, you can’t tell. Might be a raiding partly.”


  Lowry, stung, looked to see if the Exec was smiling, but found no answer in his stolid face. “Don’t joke about it,” he said. “Suppose something happens to the delegation?”


  “Then we’re in the soup,” the Exec said philosophically. “I told you the natives were dangerous. Spy-rays! They’ve been prohibited for the last three hundred years.”


  “It isn’t all the natives,” Lowry said. “Look how they’ve doubled the guard around us. The administration is cooperating every way they know how. You heard the delegation’s report on the intercom. It’s this secret group they call the Council.”


  “And how do you know the guards themselves don’t belong to it?” the Exec retorted. “They’re all the same to me. . . . Look, your light’s gone out now. Must have been the guard. They’re on the wrong side to be coming from the town, anyhow. . . .”


  SVAN HESITATED only a fraction of a second after the girl turned the lights out and stopped the car. Then he reached in the compartment under the seat. If he took a little longer than seemed necessary to get the atomite bomb out of the compartment, none of the others noticed. Certainly it did not occur to them that there had been two bombs in the compartment, though Svan’s hand emerged with only one.


  He got out of the car, holding the sphere. “This will do for me,” he said. “They won’t be expecting anyone to come from behind the ship—we were wise to circle around. Now, you know what you must do?”


  Ingra nodded, while the others remained mute. “We must circle back again,” she parroted. “We are to wait five minutes, then drive the car into the swamp. We will create a commotion, attract the guards.”


  Svan, listening, thought: It’s not much of a plan. The guards would not be drawn away. I am glad I can’t trust these five any more. If they must be destroyed, it is good that their destruction will serve a purpose.


  Aloud, he said, “You understand. If I get through, I will return to the city on foot. No one will suspect anything if I am not caught, because the bomb will not explode until the ship is far out in space. Remember, you are in no danger from the guards.”


  From the guards, his mind echoed. He smiled. At least, they would feel no pain, never know what happened. With the amount of atomite in that bomb in the compartment, they would merely be obliterated in a ground-shaking crash.


  Abruptly he swallowed, reminded of the bomb that was silently counting off the seconds. “Go ahead,” he ordered. “I will wait here.”


  “Svan.” The girl, Ingra, leaned over to him. Impulsively she reached for him, kissed him. “Good luck to you, Svan,” she said.


  “Good luck,” repeated the others. Then silently the electric motor of the car took hold. Skilfully the girl backed it up, turned it around, sent it lumbering back down the road. Only after she had traveled a few hundred feet by the feel of the road did she turn the lights on again.


  Svan looked after them. The kiss had surprised him. What did it mean? Was it an error that the girl should die with the others?


  There was an instant of doubt in his steel-shackled mind, then it was driven away. Perhaps she was loyal, yet certainly she was weak. And since he could not know which was the one who had received the marked slip, and feared to admit it, it was better they all should die.


  He advanced along the midnight road to where the ground rose and the jungle plants thinned out. Ahead, on an elevation, were the rain-dimmed lights of the Earth-ship, set down in the center of a clearing made by its own fierce rockets. Svan’s mist-trained eyes spotted the circling figures of sentries, and knew that these would be the ship’s own. They would not be as easily overcome as the natives, not with those slim-shafted blasters they carried. Only deceit could get him to the side of the ship.


  Svan settled himself at the side of the road, waiting for his chance. He had perhaps three minutes to wait; he reckoned. His fingers went absently to the pouch in his wide belt, closed on the slip of paper. He turned it over without looking at it, wondering who had drawn the first cross, and been a coward. Ingra? One of the men?


  HE BECAME abruptly conscious of a commotion behind him. A ground car was racing along the road. He spun around and was caught in the glare of its blinding driving-light, as it bumped to a slithering stop.


  Paralyzed, he heard the girl’s voice. “Svan! They’re coming! They found the guard’s rifle, and they’re looking for us! Thirty Earthmen, Svan, with those frightful guns. They fired at us, but we got away and came for you. We must flee!”


  He stared unseeingly at the light. “Go away!” he croaked unbelievingly. Then his muscles jerked into action. The time was almost up—the bomb in the car—“Go away!” he shrieked, and turned to run. His fists clenched and swinging at his side, he made a dozen floundering steps before something immense pounded at him from behind. He felt himself lifted from the road, sailing, swooping, dropping with annihilating force onto the hard, charred earth of the clearing. Only then did he hear the sound of the explosion, and as the immense echoes died away he began to feel the pain seeping into him from his hideously racked body. . . .


  The Flight Surgeon rose from beside him. “He’s still alive,” he said callously to Lowry, who had just come up. “It won’t last long, though. What’ve you got there?”


  Lowry, a bewildered expression on his beardless face, held out the two halves of a metallic sphere. Dangling ends of wires showed where a connection had been broken. “He had a bomb,” he said. “A magnetic-type, delayed-action atomite bomb. There must have been another in the car, and it went off. They—they were planning to bomb us.”


  “Amazing,” the surgeon said dryly. “Well, they won’t do any bombing now.”


  Lowry was staring at the huddled, mutilated form of Svan. He shuddered. The surgeon, seeing the shudder, grasped his shoulder.


  “Better them than us,” he said. “It’s poetic justice if I ever saw it. They had it coming. . . .” He paused thoughtfully, staring at a piece of paper between his fingers. “This is the only part I don’t get,” he said.


  “What’s that?” Lowry craned his neck. “A piece of paper with a cross on it? What about it?”


  The surgeon shrugged. “He had it clenched in his hand,” he said. “Had the devil of a time getting it loose from him.” He turned it over slowly, displayed the other side. “Now what in the world would he be doing carrying a scrap of paper with a cross marked on both sides?”
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  FOG OVER VENUS


  Arthur K. Barnes


  Pioneer John Buckmaster Fights Against Heavy Odds to Make a Barren Planet Bloom Anew! A Friend of Humanity Pits Himself Against the Greedy Maneuvers of a Sinister Tycoon!


  CHAPTER I


  Gamble in Pioneering


  The transition, in the history of Venus, from frontier wilderness to progressive civilization, was not the customary gradual process. It was telescoped into a few short years largely by the efforts of one man, John Buckmaster, whose familiar face and form may be seen in immortal bronze in nearly every city and town on Venus’ only continent. Such has been the controversy over the beneficent achievements of this engineer, that his exploits now lie in the realm of myth and legend.


  Universal History, Vol. 3—Hamilton.


  SO MUCH for the poor historian, with his nose to the factual grindstone! Never were his limitations more thoroughly manifest than in this instance when, with his glib and sterile prose, he dismisses as mere mythology one of the most fascinating chapters of Man’s conquest of the worlds.


  As this is written, the author has before him several books—histories, journals, bound newspaper volumes—a bit of an old folksong, the cracked and yellowing scrap of a famous ad-film and a yet unpublished diary. Within them lies a great story, one of struggle and heartbreak and triumph over bitter odds. Its protagonist is a man of heroic proportions. Whether one applauds him or hates him, he demands the attention without equivocation.


  So that future historians will not cheat their readers because of any literary blind spot, the epic of John Buckmaster deserves, however inadequately, to be re-told.


  Where he came from, no one knew. Or if his antecedents were known to anyone, the secret was well kept. He simply materialized one morning through the fetid Venusian mists, moving quietly along the electrified barrier that surrounded the frontier town named, with bitter wit, Venusopolis. As he approached the entrance, the condenser capacity of his body activated a weak lamp. He checked his gun, medipak, and remains of his rations in an outside locker and allowed the photoelectric spy-ray to check him over for concealed weapons.


  Somewhere in the gray fog came a hoarse squeal and angry thrashing as some monster blundered into the protective barrier and got well burned for his carelessness. A handful of armored insects whizzed shrilly past in the murk, snapping through the jungle growth like so many bullets. A hot rain drizzled down, smoking off the coppery roofs of the scattered buildings within the town.


  When it ceased, the air would again become thick with Venus’ thousand and one odors—cloying flower-perfumes, musk-like animal smells, the sweet scent of blood, and the ever-present effluvium of decay. The oily river which moved sluggishly around the town was filled with queerly anonymous chunks of debris, as if the very heart of the continent were rotting to fragments with disease, then crumbling and being washed away.


  Through this drab world of destruction John Buckmaster moved with the unconcern of the experienced pioneer. Having given the right answers to the spy-ray, he entered Venusopolis and stepped into one of the handy quarantine booths. The last lynching in that town had been caused by a botanist who thoughtlessly brought an epidemic with him from the jungle.


  Quickly Buckmaster stripped, allowing antiseptic rays and gases to sterilize clothes and body. Though he was not tall, his shoulders nearly split open the side walls of the little stall. Massive muscles rippled beneath a skin that had “prospectors pallor,” the result of too long a stay under Venus’ clouds without benefit of ultraviolet.


  RITUAL completed, he dressed and entered the town proper, an ugly collection of cheap and cheerless pre-fabs scattered about, with an occasional resort or gin mill. A rickshaw, pulled by a stooped and scaly infected native, rolled through the mud to the largest and gaudiest of these gambling joints. On it was the single word, “Belle’s.” At this hour of day there was only one customer, a tall, lean man in his middle thirties, with the half-worried, half-bored frown of a chow dog. He stood before a roulette lay-out, making a peculiar bet which the croupier seemed to find annoying. He wagered thirty-five chips, worth five credits apiece, placing one on each of the available thirty-seven squares except numbers one and zero. The croupier spun the wheel, flipped the ball.


  “Twenty-two,” he said resignedly. “Twenty-two wins.”


  The lean man’s grin was a brief candle, quickly flashing, then extinguished. At odds of thirty-five to one, including the chip on number twenty-two, he now had thirty-six chips. He was five credits to the good.


  Buckmaster moved quietly alongside. “How long has this been going on?” he asked the croupier.


  The gambler looked sour. “Every morning he does it. Just the one bet. Every day he wins five credits. I ask you, is it sporting?”


  “I’m not here for sport,” said the lean man. “I’m waiting for a friend, and it takes five credits a day to live in this dump. I figured the odds in my favor were pretty good when I started out on this stunt, and so far I haven’t hit the one or the zero yet.”


  “Ah!” said Buckmaster. “The scientific mind.”


  The lean man’s head snapped back, he whirled to look at Buckmaster for the first time.


  “John!” he shouted. This time his smile was more prolonged. “So you really made it.” There was huge relief in his voice.


  Buckmaster nodded. “I said I would. And I did. Fred, have you been wasting your time worrying about me?”


  Fred Carle cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve been roaming through this pest-hole for five straight months—enough to kill off the toughest old sour-dough on the planet.”


  “Forget it I did everything I started out to do. Now we’re ready to go places. Where’s that precious baggage of yours?”


  “Right here at Belle’s. She has the biggest safe in town. And since she’s a woman, I thought even the hard-shelled crew of thugs and murderers hiding out on this rotten globe would think twice before robbing her.”


  “Let’s go.”


  They moved down the long gambling room to the office at the rear. Buckmaster knocked shortly and went in. A blond woman of thirty or so, tall and solidly built and dressed in the immemorial tradition of the gambling queen, looked up from a desk. She was Belle Courtney, best-known and most popular person on a planet rich with rowdy and colorful characters. Her lips curled up in a wide, astonished grin of delight.


  “Well, John!” she cried in a husky voice. “So you really made it.” She wagged her head in admiring wonderment.


  Buckmaster smiled. “Just what Fred said.”


  They shook hands man-fashion, though there was more than just friendship in Belle’s eyes. She looked at Fred Carle.


  “Your stuff’s still in the safe, Fred. Want it?”


  “Please. And thanks a million for keeping it.”


  Belle manipulated the dials and switches of a complicated burglar-proof old-fashioned steel box and withdrew two large, heavy suitcases. The men each took one.


  “On your way?” the woman hazarded.


  Buckmaster nodded. “But we’ll be back soon, with the tools to remodel this whole planet and make it fit for humans. When we return we’ll bring civilization with us.”


  No one smiled at the grandiloquence. There was a quiet, confident power about John Buckmaster that gave his words prophetic meaning. Instead, Belle Courtney poured a toast.


  “To the new Venus, and its master,” she said.


  They drank it solemnly.


  As Buckmaster and Carle turned to leave, Belle spoke again.


  “Fred says you hope to interest Ichabod Devaux.”


  “Right.”


  “You know what kind of a reputation he has?”


  “Thoroughly.” Buckmaster had a nice smile when he wanted to use it. “Look. Surely you’re not worrying about me!”


  “Of course,” Belle said half jokingly. “You know my hopeless infatuation. “You persist in doing such reckless things and Devaux’s mighty bad medicine in his own league, John. Still, I suppose you know your own business.”


  “You may rely on that, Belle. Thanks for the kind thoughts, though.”


  WITH the steaming rain beating against their shoulders, the two men marched through the mud to the government land office. Here Buckmaster filed several applications which he had produced from an airtight wallet.


  The clerk pored over them several minutes. “Two permanent land claims, one for each of you,” he said. “You understand, of course, that a person may own outright only one section of land.”


  Buckmaster agreed.


  “These others, then, are government leases,” the clerk continued. “You understand, also, that these government-owned leases expire within a year unless certain specified improvements are carried out?”


  Buckmaster again agreed. The clerk checked the requested leases on his huge map of Venus. They seemed to follow an irregular course down the entire length of Venus’ only continent. The clerk looked curiously at his customers, but managed to say nothing as he completed and certified the registrations. Then he checked the locations of the two permanent claims. This time his astonishment was too great to be suppressed.


  “But one of these seems to be on the top of Mt. Apollo!” he burst out. “It’s over four miles high, the highest mountain on the planet. Do you mean you actually climbed it, and left your markers and everything?”


  Buckmaster nodded imperturbably.


  “You must be the first Earthman who’s ever managed it, then. And why? You couldn’t pick a more worthless and inaccessible spot on Venus.”


  “Maybe he likes the view,” suggested Carle.


  The baffled clerk gave a shrug. Having become convinced he was dealing with harmless madmen, he finished the filings. As the men turned to go, Carle could not resist one last dig at the bewildered clerk.


  “Mark this date well, young man. In years to come you’ll remember it as one of the red-letter days of your life.”


  Outdoors, the rain had ceased. A sticky breeze brought with it occasional clots of spores and ugly bacteria, rendered harmless as they passed through the protective UV screen which rayed out from a central tower umbrella-fashion. Carle hailed a double rick-shaw, and for the last time they rolled through Venusopolis’ muck. This final trip ended at the space-port, where Buckmaster’s sturdy little Hartz-Cunningham nestled patiently in the starting cradle, completely covered with preservative grease.


  “Not much to look at,” said Buckmaster. “But she’ll be home to us for a few weeks.”


  “Blasting off for Earth right away? Aren’t you going to eat or get some sleep first?”


  “Plenty of time for that en route. As it is, life’s too short for the things that lie ahead of us, Fred. Let’s go.”


  Carle stowed the baggage and made last-minute mechanical checkups in a preoccupied manner. As Buckmaster returned with clearance papers and a pre-plotted course chart from the Port Chief’s office, his friend spoke hesitantly.


  “Belle was right about that Devaux, John,” he said. “I’d enjoy this adventure a lot more if we didn’t have anything to do with that man. Is it absolutely necessary?”


  “No, but I have reasons. I’ll tell you in due time, Fred.”


  Carle strapped himself in place for the blast-off. “I don’t like it,” he said, and shivered suddenly, almost forebodingly.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Vision of Empire


  


  


  ICHABOD DEVAUX was among the ten wealthiest men on Earth. Tall and slender, with iron-gray hair and ice-gray eyes, he looked every inch the wicked financial tycoon. It was whispered that he had made almost as many enemies as dollars, a rumor of which he was proud. He had started with a shoestring and gone straight to the top by kicking his friends in the face. He was that kind of man, and he showed it.


  He stared coldly at John Buckmaster and Fred Carle. “Young men, you have forced your way into my office by hypnotizing my secretary, threatening my bodyguard, and giving everyone you encountered ingenious excuses. I trust all this enterprise and energy is not being wasted in an effort to sell me an encyclopedia.”


  Buckmaster was calmness personified as he sat down in a luxurious Body-line chair. “Not an encyclopedia, Mr. Devaux,” he said. “A partnership.”


  “You’re too generous.”


  Buckmaster ignored the sarcasm. “You’re a big man, Mr. Devaux. Own many properties, wield considerable power.”


  “I treasure your compliments.”


  “But compared with what I’m about to offer you, everything you’ve achieved in a lifetime will look like so much chicken-feed.” Devaux’s eyebrows raised, on the outer edges, to form a shallow V.


  “So?” he said.


  “I hold out to you on a platter—not a fortune, nor even an empire—but a whole world! The planet Venus.”


  Devaux choked and began to laugh. “Venus! A magnificent gift, indeed. Why, it’s nothing but a raw, ill-smelling frontier, a pesthole whose chief products are monsters, disease, and—adventurers. I detest all three.”


  “Exactly, Mr. Devaux. Well put. Venus is an undeveloped pioneer planet today. A place where men take incredible chances in the hope of striking it rich before jungle death cuts them down. For each lucky one, a hundred fail or die. Most people regard it simply as the place where Gerry Carlyle gathered some of her finest specimens for the London Interplanetary Zoo—but believe me, Venus is ripe for exploitation. It’s a plum to be picked off by the first man who offers a solution to the age-old problem of frontier development—transportation.”


  “Um.” Devaux had forgotten his ironies. He ran two fingers along his thin, rapacious nose.


  “No need to tell you that law and civilization always follow transportation in a new world. That’s history. Now at present there’s no sort of transportation on Venus offering economical movement of supplies and passengers. Planes are impossible in the eternal mist. Rocket ships can move over a planet’s surface, of course, but the necessarily constant blasting against gravity makes this impracticable for a business enterprise. Takeoffs and landings are especially prodigal in the expenditure of fuel. Even flimsy passenger crates, guided by radio beam, are fearfully expensive to operate. Rockets would have to carry more fuel than freight, actually. Mathematics will prove that, irrefutably.”


  “Yes, you’ve made your point. But then what? Do I gather that you and your friend have the answer to this knotty problem?”


  “Absolutely.” Quietly but compellingly Buckmaster pictured the Venusian continent as checked by countless orderly plantations, dozens of productive mining ventures, small industries, all neatly linked together by feeder systems to a main transcontinental trunk line. “And as owners of this system, of course, we will be literally the masters of an entire world.”


  Devaux’s eyes had begun to glitter. He was interested.


  “Show me,” he said abruptly.


  The three men went up to the roof garden, where Carle opened the two suitcases and began to set up his demonstration. Buckmaster showed Devaux a multi-celled plaque, about one foot square, constructed of an odd-looking alloy.


  “The Buckmaster Thermocouple. It’s a new conception. I had the original idea, but Carle—he’s an experimental physicist—developed and improved it tremendously. It transforms sunlight into a beam of power which stretches between two broadcasting and receiving towers like a string. See?”


  Carle had placed two spindly structures about twenty yards apart, almost like twin Eiffel Towers. Taking the two model thermocouples, he put them face upward in the sunshine and attached tiny cables from them leading to the towers. Then he took from one of the bags a little vehicle, roughly cigar-shaped with a box-like contrivance sitting atop it like a wart.


  “Show him, Fred,” commanded Buckmaster.


  CARLE ran his fingers through his hair in a worried gesture.


  “This thing on the car is a sort of armature, you might say,” said Carle. “The power beam passes through it. There’s some electrical leakage from the beam, and the leakage is what the armature operates upon.”


  The scientist stooped, put the car in place, moved a tiny switch. Instantly it flashed along the invisible line between the two towers in uncanny fashion, to smack solidly against the further one. There it hung suspended in mid-air, apparently by black magic.


  “This is only a toy, of course,” continued Carle. “You could jerk the model off the beam with a good yank, but with a full-sized car and high power beam, it would be as safe and solid as a monorail and completely immune to Venusian fog or weather.” Devaux’s eyes were definitely predatory now. He inspected the layout closely, trying to see the power beam which was undetectable except for an occasional sparking or hum. He ran the car back and forth several times.


  “You say this is, in effect, a beam of electricity?”


  “No-o. It’s electronic in nature. But to be frank, we’re not exactly sure what it is. The discovery was made almost by accident. More than that we’d rather not say yet.”


  “How much will it cost to operate your full-scale system?”


  “Not a single cent. That’s the beauty of the plan. Our source of power is the Sun, inexhaustible. On Venus, twenty-five million miles nearer the Sun than we, there’s an inconceivable amount of power available just for the taking—given a science that knows just how to take.”


  Devaux walked with nervous jerkiness to the parapet and back again, which was as near to showing excitement as he ever came.


  “There is a bit of a hitch in your scheme as I see it,” he said. “Just how are you going to make use of sunlight through three or four miles of presumably impenetrable Venusian clouds?”


  Carle’s quick grin flashed momentarily, and he looked at his partner. Buckmaster produced a cigarette, lighted it, and blew a perfect smoke ring. He pointed at it.


  “Vortex ring,” he replied. “All the energy in that ring is chained within itself. Similar principle is now used in a small way in factories to disperse soot and smoke and dust high into the upper atmosphere, so as not to contaminate the city air.”


  Devaux stared. “You mean to say you can punch a hole clear through the mists of Venus? Why, it’d take a fantastic amount of power to maintain your openings.”


  Buckmaster shook his head impatiently. “You still don’t grasp the fact, Mr. Devaux, that we have on hand more power than any human being ever dreamed of before. Unlimited. It’s the cheapest and most plentiful element of the entire operation.”


  The financier pondered some more. “True. True. But you won’t have access to that power until you carve at least one hole through the fog. Where will you get the power for that initial carving? Have you bright young men thought of that?” Buckmaster sighed faintly. “You underestimate us, I’m afraid,” he answered. “Have you ever heard of Mt. Apollo? No? It’s the highest point on Venus. So high that it pierces the mists half the time and is exposed to the Sun. This same peak is the one that enabled early astronomers to calculate Venus’ rotation. It will enable us to generate our first power beam without interference and shoot it down to a receiver below.


  “From there on we just run our chain of towers across the continent as far apart as possible without permitting the planet’s curvature to interrupt the beam. With the power from one unit, we open up the clouds and tap the sunlight, then shoot the beam to the next unit, open the clouds again, and so on.”


  Devaux was sold. It could be seen in the excited way he prowled about the roof. Greed and lust for power almost visibly oozed from his skin.


  “If I should go into this proposition—if, mind you—it must be understood, as always in these cases, that the investor retains control of the company,” said Devaux. “At least fifty-one per cent of the stock must be mine.”


  Buckmaster laughed outright. “If I insisted on control, you’d spit on the mere suggestion. That’s the way I feel about your proposition. Fifty-fifty, Mr. Devaux. That’s the only way we can do business, and you know it.”


  FOR A moment something ugly showed in the depths of the millionaire’s eyes. “I see. I put up the money, millions of dollars, no doubt. Whereas you put in the patents for your inventions. That it?”


  “Exactly. Carle will supervise building the scientific equipment, and I’ll engineer the project.”


  “You know a call from me would bring a dozen guards,” Devaux said thinly. “I could relieve you of that thermocouple and your demonstration apparatus and any other designs you may be carrying with you, and be in a position to form my own company. Your energetic assistance would no longer be required, and certainly no law officer would take your word over mine.”


  “Yes, you might be able to get away with that. But you won’t try it.”


  “And why not?”


  “Because I own that vital mountain-top, that’s why,” was Buckmaster’s gentle reply.


  With those words Buckmaster lashed Devaux as if with an invisible glove. In effect he told the millionaire that he had come there expecting treachery and was prepared to counter it. It was a challenge. Devaux’s face tightened so that the bones became prominent. He stared at Buckmaster a long while.


  “I believe you and I can make a deal,” Devaux said at last. “Leave me whatever you have in the way of engineering estimates. Call me Monday morning, about ten.” He smiled.


  It was the smile of a hangman as he adjusts the hood. . . .


  Back in the hotel suite, with the precious inventions secure in a safe-deposit vault, Carle’s accumulated fears and worries burst out.


  “I don’t like it, John,” he said. “Now I’ve seen Devaux, I trust him less than ever. He’s a—a shark. A financial shark. I think we’re fools to have anything to do with him. We’re children compared to him in the world of business. He’ll smash us with about as much mercy as a shark feels for a sardine.


  “Of course he will—if he can.”


  Carle’s eyes widened. “You mean you deliberately went to Devaux, knowing that he’s going to crook us out of the picture?”


  Buckmaster was as calm as Carle was jittery. He was relaxed in a comfortable Flex-air by the room-length window, as if he intended to stay there until Monday morning, imperturbable as a figure carved of stone.


  “Yes,” he replied. “I did. I know, sure as Fate, that Devaux will try to squeeze us out. It’s the man’s nature. He can’t bear to share power equally with anyone else. In fact, I think I can guess how he intends to go about it.”


  “But why, John? Why?” Carle had the jumps in earnest now.


  “Venus is on the verge of great things, Fred. Success will require at first an iron-willed, just ruler. But not Devaux. His greed would wreck everything. Nor can two men rule side by side. No, the coming benevolent despot of Venus can be only one man—John Buckmaster.”


  Carle choked. “You mean you think you can outsmart that old fox at his own game?”


  “Every fox has its hound.”


  The scientist’s brow furrowed in his dog-like expression of concentration as he carefully sought out his friend’s meaning.


  “Then—let me get this straight. You team up with Devaux knowing he’s going to try and steal the whole works from us, because you plan to take it away from him. Your conscience wouldn’t let you do that to an honest partner. But Devaux’s inevitable crookedness makes anything you do justifiable. Is that it?”


  Buckmaster nodded earnestly. “Excellently put. I’ll consider our project complete only on the day Devaux signs over control of the corporation to me.”


  Carle flopped onto a window seat, shaking his head over this curious combination of ruthlessness and high personal integrity.


  “Gosh, what a fight that’s going to be.” Then recollection smote him. “Say! That explains one thing that had me puzzled. When we were on the roof, and you were telling Devaux about your vortex-ring invention, you held something back.”


  They exchanged glances, grinning. But Carle’s amusement slowly died away, and when he looked at Buckmaster again, there was apprehension in his eyes.


  “Sometimes I think I don’t know you at all, John. You’re so—so implacable.”


  What he was trying to express was the vaguely defined fear of the little man caught up in the irresistible and destructive tides of a battle between giants. For it was a duel of giants in the making, man against man and man against Nature, with the greatest of all prizes at stake and the forces of the cosmos itself involved.


  AT THAT very moment Ichabod Devaux was hatching destruction for Buckmaster in his communi-vision conference room, facing five life-size dimensional screens which reflected the transmitted likenesses of five of his most trusted intimates in the subtle art of high financial crime.


  “—to form a dummy company at the start, without my name ever appearing in the picture,” he was saying. “Between the five of you there should be no trouble landing a government concession for the project. Sun-Beam, Incorporated might make a nice name. It will please the romantic Mr. Buckmaster who thinks so highly of himself and so poorly of me.”


  The five second-string financiers looked at one another via the screens uneasily. Someone gulped audibly. They had heard that ugly tone before and knew it boded ill, indeed, for the rash person who had dared defy Ichabod Devaux.


  “However,” pursued the financier, “these government contracts almost invariably have a time-limit clause. Either demonstrate your ability to produce within a year, or bow out. You’re familiar with the procedure, of course. Now it was my thought that Mr. Buckmaster just might fail to beat his time limit. Sabotage, you know?”


  Devaux chuckled with genuine mirth. Actually he found exquisite pleasure in contemplating the ruin of another man.


  “This will leave a mess of partially completed work on Venus, and I have no doubt that the government would be more than willing to accept Ichabod Devaux’s generous offer to complete the visionary project at his own expense. Responsible citizens like myself, you know, have considerable influence with the government.” Everyone laughed this time.


  “So I’ll offer to re-finance the project under my own name, with you gentlemen as silent and invisible partners, taking over everything bodily. As extra insurance, we might arrange the original financing on a minimum scale, so that when Buckmaster fails he will face bankruptcy and be forced to sell the assets of Sun-Beam, Incorporated, to satisfy his creditors. And I will pick up all his debts beforehand, naturally, so no matter what he does I get the Company. In that way we actually lose nothing while easing our two friends out of the picture.” Devaux’s associates nodded. It was a scheme beautifully simple and typically merciless. They discussed briefly its various angles.


  “Do you have a particular person in mind to—ah—guide our policy on Venus?” someone asked. “An undercover operative, so to speak?”


  “Indeed, yes. My son-in-law Loren Hanssen, whom you have all met, is a construction engineer. He’s done a few jobs for me in a dilettante fashion. At least he’s had sufficient experience to know what’s bad for a project like this.”


  The questioner sniggered. “Keeping the dirty work all in the family, eh?”


  “We’ll have to make sure, of course, that Buckmaster includes the blueprints of his thermocouple, armature, and vortex-ring generators in his contribution to the corporation,” urged another voice. “Also the deed to that mountain-top.”


  Devaux smiled sourly. “Trust you, Hostetter, to put the obvious into words,” he replied with customary sarcasm. “Now get this, all of you. I want no mistakes. This thing is big. And believe me, I don’t care to what lengths it’s necessary to go. Ichabod Devaux intends to be the coming master of Venus.”


  “Yes, Mr. Devaux,” came the assenting chorus, accompanied by obsequious noddings, and Devaux cut them off abruptly with a slap of a switch. He leaned back,


  rubbing his hands, quite satisfied with himself. He rather hoped Buckmaster would put up a respectable struggle, just to make it interesting. Devaux enjoyed a fight because the dirty fighter always has the advantage. There would soon be thunder over Venus!


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Skirmish


  


  


  The inimitable John Buckmaster is credited with having pioneered the employment of special types of human beings for special types of work. This refers not to the long-used psychological selection of workers for their proper positions, but the use of men actually biologically different from most, in work making peculiar physical demands.


  For instance, Buckmaster’s famous Venusian project required men who could live and work on Mt. Apollo, many thousands of feet in height. Having this purpose in mind he hired a group of specially trained men native to the Andes, a special climato-physiological variety of the human race known as the “Altitude Man.” They are characterized by large heart, slow pulse rate, great strength, blood with high capacity for combining with oxygen. . . .


  Without such shrewdness in using a special type of human, Buckmaster might never have completed the first and most important unit of his historic project. Under the circumstances, however, the Mt. Apollo job proved simplest of all, as not even John Buckmaster could find a type of man who could work in comfort and complete health in the pest-hole of Venus’ jungles.


  Journal of a Medical Engineer—Squires.


  HONKY-TONK-ON-JETS it was called—saloon, dance hall, gambling joint, complete in one compact structure, all mounted on rocket jets so that it could simply blast off from construction camp to construction camp as Sun-Beam’s mighty project fought its bitter way the length of Venus’ continent. Situated on the edge of Sun-Beam No. 2, in the foothills below Mt. Apollo, under Belle Courtney’s management, it offered rough entertainment and forgetfulness to the hard-fisted workers who took their lives into their hands every minute of the day.


  From her office Belle could see the entire workings, a rough circle of raw earth about a half mile in diameter carved out of the living jungle and kept clear of growth only by constant application of deadly chemical poisons. In the center rose the gleaming metal spider-work of the tower, up, up, clear past visibility in the turgid mists. Hundreds of feet it would rise when complete, bright symbol of Man’s defiance against the storms and decay which were Venus’ deadliest weapons against the intruder.


  Patterned neatly around the edge of the circle were six huge pits, intended as matrices for the vortex-ring machinery which would push aside the eternal curtain of fog. Two were complete with concrete floor and walls, but the men still fought seepage and mud slides in the others. The chug-a-lug of the pumps never was silent, night or day.


  Beside the spindle-work of the tower crouched the massive hydraulic lift, which would raise and lower completely loaded beam-cars to and from the beam without apparent effort. Now it was used to carry the welders and materials up to the unfinished top of the tower.


  Belle sometimes mused, as she stared at the workings out her window, on the quenchless flame which drove men like Buckmaster to advance, to conquer, even in such ugly and cheerless spots as death-ridden Venus. But more often, and with more practicality, she contemplated the fortune she would accumulate by sweeping in the leavings of Sun-Beam’s employees—if the project were successful.


  Suddenly a shriek of mortal fear rang out of the fog. For a single instant all sound and activity was suspended breathlessly.


  “Blunderbird!” came the dreaded shout.


  Everyone began to run. Some fled for shelter. Others, weapons in hand, dashed for the lift platform and were whisked up into invisibility alongside of the tower.


  Too late! Death had struck, suddenly and without warning—devastatingly, as death always struck on Venus.


  Down from the mist-shrouded tower came a shapeless bundle that had once been a man, hurtling with such frightful speed to the ground that a geyser of mud exploded at the impact. Others followed, floating safely down on parachutes, while the hissing crack of proton rifles could be heard three hundred feet overhead.


  Then, dropping out of the gloom like a veritable black angel of the Region of Lost Souls, swooped the blunderbird—a dread creature having twenty-five feet of leathery wing-spread, ten savage claws on each wing, and a beak like the devil’s own scissors. With a weird clasping gesture, it caught up one of the parachutes and ripped it to shreds. Only the fact that the’chutist was a scant ten feet above the soft, marshy ground saved him from a messy finish.


  In senseless fury the monster flopped about seeking more blood to spill. The place was a madhouse of sprinting, yelling men. A girl fled wildly along the balcony walk in front of Belle’s place. Suddenly a marksman got a clear shot. The blunderbird’s head glowed brightly violet for a moment, then disintegrated with a miniature thunderclap. So great was its vitality, however, that it raged about aimlessly for a full minute before smashing into the base of the tower and collapsing into a malodorous, twitching heap.


  Belle Courtney had walked outside. Now she hurried over to where the sharpshooter stood leaning heavily on his weapon. It was Fred Carle. He grinned faintly and extended trembling fingers. “Guess I’m not much of a man of action,” he confessed.


  “Why, I’ve never seen a finer wing shot,” Belle maintained. “At the crucial moment, too!”


  “But not soon enough to save Sanchez’ life. Though it would’ve been a pity to spoil our record.” Carle was bitter. “Not a single day has passed since the construction began that at least one human life hasn’t been lost.”


  BELLE grimaced. “But you’ve equipped the welders with’chutes. Armed guards protect them. What more can you do? Those blunderbirds will always be attracted and enraged by the torches until the tower’s completed.”


  “Oh, it isn’t the monsters so much, though gosh knows we’ve waged a losing war against most of ’em. It’s the disease.” He stared up at Worm Hill, where decaying tombstones were like yellow, loosening teeth in the slimy, receding gums of the soil. Already grave-diggers were scooping out Sanchez’ last resting place. They didn’t allow dead bodies to lie around long. It wouldn’t have been pleasant. Nor did they bother with coffins.


  “When any one of a dozen fevers strikes, no matter what our doctors do, the man has only a fifty-fifty chance to survive. And of those who do, ten per cent are hopeless wrecks for months or years to come.”


  A foul breeze sprang up, like a breath from a crematory, and ugly clusters of spores and bacteria cultures sailed aimlessly through the camp. Belle and Carle scraped them off where they clung nastily to their clothing, hastening back to the shelter of Belle’s amusement resort. Another man awaited them there, a massive, blond young giant whose teeth flashed often and who swaggered just a trifle as he walked. He was Loren Hanssen, assistant engineer in charge of unit B—while Buckmaster handled unit C far to the south—a man who knew only too well how handsome he looked.


  “Well, well, Carle,” he said heartily. “Where’d you drop in from?”


  “The factory, of course. Running short of supplies.”


  “Oh, to be sure. Sorry to greet you with the accident a few minutes ago. Bit of bad luck—that.”


  “You seem to be having quite a number of bits of bad luck here.”


  Unit B had been plagued by an epidemic of misplaced tools and odd breakdowns. Hanssen nodded with portentousness.


  “Er—suppose there’s some technical point I wanted to consult you about on the spur of the moment, Carle,” he said. “How’d I get in touch with you at the factory?”


  Carle sighed. Only two people in the world knew how to reach that hidden laboratory, Carle and Buckmaster. Its radio frequency was a secret. The workmen who built it had been taken there and returned without being given the slightest clue as to where they were. Even the assistants working in the place at that moment didn’t know how to reach civilization. The plant was making the precious thermocouples, the armature for the beam car, and the apparatus with which to push through Venus’ mists to the sunlight.


  “Hanssen, several times you’ve tried to find where that factory is. I’m not telling anyone.”


  “Sounds almost as if you didn’t trust me.”


  “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?”


  Hanssen laughed easily and strode outside to where his men were standing aimlessly around, leaderless, shocked into inactivity by the tragedy. One of them, a swarthy, slender chap, hurried breathlessly up to the engineer.


  “That was my brodder, keeled jost now,” protested the workman. “Why? No protection. We’re human. We got de right to leeve. Why don’t you protect us welders?”


  Hanssen laid a hand on the man’s shoulder.


  “My dear Sanchez, I am grieved at your brother’s death,” he blustered with warm pseudo-sincerity. “Believe me, I am. It hurts me whenever any of my boys is injured. We try to take all possible precautions. Parachutes. Armed guards.”


  “Yah! Chewin’ the rag down below when they should have been up there!” Sanchez waved wildly toward the hidden top of the tower.


  Hanssen shrugged. “Well, slip-ups will happen, you know. After all, boys, I’m just following Mr. Buckmaster’s orders.”


  “Buckmaster,” a voice said. “Lot he cares about a few lives.”


  For an instant the workers’ faces, yellowish from constant use of atabrine and other prophylactic drugs, showed something ugly. A murmur rippled from their lips, a formless threat which had no time for real expression, because Hanssen quickly suggested that they break it up. The group dissolved slowly as the men straggled back to halfhearted work. But the seed of disunity had definitely been planted.


  Carle and Belle Courtney exchanged a long look.


  “A slip-up, he says,” grunted the scientist. “Like the emery dust in the pumping machine. And the girders which are six inches too short. And the low-grade concrete.”


  BELLE answered this with nervous abruptness. “I examined the incorporation papers the other day. Devaux’s name doesn’t appear anywhere. That struck me as—well—ominous, along with the fact that Hanssen is his son-in-law. Does John realize what he’s up against?”


  “Yes. He knows all about it. I think it’s just what he anticipated. It’s no use talking to him about the chances he’s taking.”


  “I know,” she said. “I was just worried.” Carle glanced at the woman shrewdly. “About the project or about John?”


  Belle smiled somberly. “All right, so I have been wearing my heart on my sleeve. Just the same, there’s a nasty situation brewing here, unless things take a turn for the better.”


  But things did not improve. The death rate among the workers crawled slowly upward, as half-trained men replaced those cut down by accident and disease. Buckmaster designed a special helmet with a super-sonic element in the crown, which killed all insect and bacterial life within five feet. Unfortunately, however, few men could endure the inaudible vibration for more than two hours at a stretch. Wearing the helmet longer brought on a mild neuromental disturbance sufficient to incapacitate the worker for two or three days. So the reduction of man-hour losses, due to illness, was not offset.


  After completion of the first stretch there would be infinite power available to bring all science’s weapons to bear in the war against the jungle. The workers would be able to live and work in safety and comfort and health. That was one of the things Buckmaster was fighting for. But until that point was reached, the job had to be done at great cost.


  In the final analysis, Buckmaster had but one weapon against the natural forces opposing him—human lives, prodigally spent.


  To get them, when the lure of high wages proved insufficient, he recruited with a frank advertisement in all the leading tele-film services of the world.


  M-E-N


  Men With Courage       Men With Vision


  No Others Need Apply


  Sun-Beam, Inc. wants he-men construction workers with the above qualifications for its project on Venus. The job is hard and dangerous. Despite safety measures our employees daily risk their lives.


  Our contract with you will be for six months at high wages. After that period of service you will be free to establish yourself, with every assistance and encouragement by the Company, on plantation or mining property of your choosing within reach of the Beam-line. Preferential freight rates will be allowed. With luck, you will be independently wealthy in five years.


  If you have the courage to gamble six months of your life against security and independence, Sun-Beam, Inc. wants you.


  They came.


  Not in great numbers, but in a steady trickle of man-power. Some lasted out their six months’ servitude. Others were shipped back to Earth physically broken. Still more died on Venus. It was like the slaughter on a minor battlefield.


  Even Belle Courtney was once driven to protest in horrified pity.


  “Is it worth the cost, John?” she asked Buckmaster. “After all, what are you achieving that’s worth all this expenditure of blood?”


  Buckmaster’s answer was to set his jaw in iron-willed determination. Eloquent as he was when speaking of his project itself, he could not express the compulsion of those motives which moved deep inside of him. He might have said that just as Man has always fought for freedom without counting the cost, so has he always fought to progress, to expand, to set out for a new horizon as soon as the old one is crossed.


  Progress—Civilization—call it what you will, is one of the most immutable forces of Life. Though John Buckmaster was not in any sense a religious man, he had the singleness of purpose of a fanatic who believes he has an almost deific purpose in attaining some high goal. As the chosen instrument of this force on the planet Venus, what he did was Right, and he dared not be soft or yielding. Utter ruthlessness was his only weapon against the forces opposing him.


  All these things Buckmaster might have said, could he have found the words. Instead, his answer was simple.


  “I just have to go on, Belle,” he said. “I’ve got to.”


  With Buckmaster’s relentless driving force behind them, the crew at Unit C, two hundred miles south of the mountain range, whipped everything the jungle had to offer. At Unit B, however, little delays and accidents continued to happen, so that what commenced as a seemingly easy job to beat the generous government one-year limit, narrowed down to a grim race against time.


  WITH one month remaining, Buckmaster in desperation blasted down the beam to Unit B in his famous, battered old Hartz-Cunningham. He sought out Hanssen, took him aside, and gave it to him straight.


  “Hanssen, you’re Devaux’s inside man on this job.”


  The blond man was wary. “Mr. Devaux gave me the position, yes. He’s my father-in-law, you know. He hasn’t complained about my work, has he?”


  Buckmaster almost laughed. “Hardly. You’ve been doing fine from his standpoint, since your primary purpose here is to sabotage the job so I can’t meet the deadline.”


  Hanssen registered amazed indignation, but Buckmaster paid no attention.


  “Never mind the heroics,” said Buckmaster. “I’ve known your true mission all along. That’s why all the key watchmen and guards are men loyal to me only. But I preferred to have you around because then I’d always know the source of the dirty work. With you fired, if that were possible against Devaux’s wishes, I’d never know where the next knife in the back might come from.”


  Hanssen tried blustering. “I don’t have to take this from you!” he yelled.


  “Shut up. I’m making you a proposition—just cut out the petty little nuisances and save yourself for one big try at ruining the project. After all, it’s to Devaux’s advantage if the work is allowed to reach the verge of completion before being stopped cold at the eleventh hour.”


  Hanssen’s jaw dropped and he goggled, utterly flabbergasted. He started to pretend bewildered innocence, gave it up, tried to act tough, then conceded he couldn’t make that stick, either. Finally he grinned and shook his head.


  “This beats me. I’ve heard everything now. Okay, Buckmaster. Have it your way.”


  This boldness led John Buckmaster into his first mistake—and his last.


  Forty-eight hours later, back at C Unit, the communications man plunged into Buckmaster’s office with a message.


  “The factory!” he bawled. “There’s been an explosion. Only one man escaped. All the rest were killed. Everything else is ruined!”


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Jungle Death


  


  


  BUCKMASTER’S face was set in such lines of naked fury that the radio man flinched. Devaux had caught him napping. He had thought to buy a respite with his unsettling suggestion to Hanssen. Instead, the enemy had struck like lightning, and Buckmaster’s private war had seemingly backfired to kill his dearest friend.


  He grabbed the flimsy. “Where’d this come from?”


  “Unit B,” answered the operator. “The only survivor made it back to camp just a few minutes ago.”


  “Was it Fred?”


  “No, sir. One of the technicians. He made it in Mr. Carle’s ship.”


  Buckmaster ran for the radio shack, snapped on the private beam from the factory. It beeped steadily. Living quarters at the lab, however, were some distance apart, and might have been untouched by any explosion. He rang them, but there was no answer.


  “Any more details?” he rapped at the nervous radio man.


  “No, sir. The survivor, whoever it is, collapsed.”


  Buckmaster slogged through the mud to his ancient Hartz-Cunningham and blasted off at once without even checking his fuel. Straight down the factory’s secret beam he rode, over a nightmare of untracked, seething jungle. A twenty-minute dash brought him to the tiny clearing in the midst of nowhere, and he set his rocket down carefully on its slowly contracting pillars of flame. Then he stared.


  Factory, living quarters, radio shack—everything was untouched, unharmed. Even as he looked, Fred Carle stepped from the lab with an expression of mild surprise and hailed him.


  “What’s up, John?”


  Buckmaster crossed the tiny spaceport. So great was his relief that he could not answer at once. His back, he realized suddenly, was bathed in cold perspiration. He was not quite the unfeeling machine other men believed him to be.


  “Dunno, Fred. A message came through that the place had blown up. No one answered when I called by radio, so I came to find out.”


  “The radio’s in the living quarters, so we can tune in nights for music. No one’s around to listen for your call signal except at the hours we specified for getting in touch with each other.”


  The two technical assistants had trailed out to join Carle.


  “Maybe someone wanted to get you away from camp for some reason or other,” one of them suggested.


  Buckmaster and Carle traded sharp glances.


  “No.” Buckmaster said. “I’m away much of the time, anyhow.”


  The answer to their puzzlement came with stunning suddenness, with the sputtering thunder of another rocket ship as it nosed swiftly down into the clearing. Buckmaster leaped toward the scientist.


  “Guns!” he yelled. “Quick! Where d’you keep ’em?”


  Why—er—what?” Flustered, Carle wasted three precious seconds. “In the living room.”


  “Run for cover!” Buckmaster sprinted like a college boy for the men’s quarters, followed by the bewildered but vaguely alarmed technicians. It was too late. Death’s pale warning seared hissingly against the door as a proton bolt cut between Buckmaster and safety. Shock, transmitted on the ionized air, whirled him, dazed, to the ground. The entire group came to a quick halt, hands upraised.


  From the newly arrived ship, Hanssen stepped out smilingly, carrying a proton rifle with the ease of long practice.


  “Now you’re showing sense,” he observed. Two other gunmen followed him. “Any more of you?”


  “No,” said Buckmaster, staggering to his feet. “What’s the idea?”


  “As if you didn’t know. We trailed you here with radar after making sure you’d come in answer to our slightly inaccurate message.” Hanssen detailed one of his henchmen to poke through the buildings. “I hope Dr. Carle has about completed his labors on the thermocouples and the vortex-ring machinery.”


  Carle’s stricken expression was answer enough. Hanssen laughed.


  “Now just step into my ship, if you please. My colleagues are going to take you on a little journey. I’m staying here to check the work. If any expert help is still needed, you may be brought back. But if everything is shipshape—” He drew one finger across his throat genially.


  Buckmaster clenched his fists in an agony of indecision. Sweat began to run down his nose. His friend, his assistants, Buckmaster himself—all to die because he had underestimated the enemy. Buckmaster had no fear of death, only of the ignominy of dying without a chance to fight. The sole question in his mind was whether to make the break now or later.


  HANSSEN tipped up the slender “barrel” of his gun ominously.


  “Inside!” he ordered, indicating the rocket. “And don’t console yourself with the thought that there’ll be any delay in winding this thing up, as soon as I’ve gone over your contraptions here. No boys in blue are going to dash to your rescue.”


  Buckmaster and the others filed into Hanssen’s ship, and their wrists were lashed tightly behind them. There was a pilot waiting for orders, and the two gunmen. Four to three, since Hanssen was staying. At least the enemy force was weakened to that extent.


  “Okay,” Hanssen said to the pilot. “You know where to go. Ill use Buckmaster’s crate.”


  He slammed the porte. At once the ship began to rise shudderingly, blooming on twin stems of fire, then slid into the steaming fog.


  Buckmaster’s thoughts raced. Should they be taken to some unmapped pinpoint in the jungle, or a remote island, even if they did manage to overpower their captors and escape they would be utterly lost. Their only chance would be to cruise aimlessly about in the fog as long as their fuel lasted, in hopes of miraculously cutting the path of someone’s radio beam. No, the time to act was right now.


  Buckmaster lay back on a narrow couch when the guards’ eyes were momentarily turned away, and drew his knees up to his chin. Contorting himself in acrobatics amazing for so thick-bodied a man, he pushed his bound wrists down as far as possible, then wriggled his feet and legs over the rope. Having thus brought his hands around to the front of his body, he started to work on the bonds with his teeth. One of the gunmen turned.


  “Hey!” he cried, started. “Cut that out!”


  Instantly the captives plunged into action. The two technicians hurled themselves clumsily at the gunmen, bumping them off-balance in a cursing, scrambling melee. Fred Carle without hesitation plunged awkwardly the length of the rocket and leaped, bound arms and all, upon the pilot’s back. The pilot, reacting with amazing swiftness, slid aside and half threw Carle against the instrument panel. There was a blinding stab of electricity as Carle’s body shorted out the controls. His back arched in mortal agony and he screamed once, a last, despairing cry which somehow held a faint echo of final triumph.


  The ship rolled as if torpedoed, and Buckmaster was thrown drunkenly against the escape hatch. Lightly fastened, the door sprang open under the impact and catapulted Buckmaster cleanly out. His last frantic grasp managed to seize the emergency parachute which regulations insist shall be attached to a static line beside all escape hatches. It was this rule which saved Buckmaster’s life. With both hands tied together as they clung to the harness, he could never have pulled a rip-cord himself. But the static line worked perfectly, snapping the chute open just behind the stricken ship.


  For a timeless instant Buckmaster seemed suspended in an infinity of clammy grayness, with no sensation of falling, no visibility, just nothingness. Then, fantastically, the dying rocket ship returned, swinging about the descending parachutist in a weird spiral. The extreme port tube switches were jammed in firing position, throwing the rocket into a circular plunge. Spewing lop-sided fire, it nosed around Buckmaster like a shark making up its mind to strike.


  Buckmaster kicked and struggled to slip his chute toward the center of that deadly spiral. Each time the rocket blazed past, he shouted at the two lab helpers still trapped within.


  “Bail out!” he bellowed. “Bail out!”


  Finally the porte did open, as the ghostly ship materialized once more on its strange course, and two figures tumbled free. But at that instant a broad, wet leaf slapped Buckmaster’s face, and something twitched at the invisible canopy supporting him. He looked down, saw he was but a few feet from the ground. The others had jumped too late. They would smash unsupported into the muck alongside the ship.


  As Buckmaster landed there was a terrific explosion barely fifty yards away, and a searing blast of flame so intense that the fog was perceptibly thinned for several minutes. He collapsed his chute hurriedly, chewed his hands free from the cord which had bound them, and made his way to the wreck.


  The ship had struck so hard that the impact had split it open like a ripe pod, and fire had gutted it from end to end. So fierce had been that short blaze that there was literally nothing recognizable in the ashes. After waiting for the pyre to cool, Buckmaster poked around for quite some time trying to find anything useful, but he failed even to identify any of the six charred bodies.


  EVENTUALLY Buckmaster left the wreckage, walked a few steps, then turned to make a queer half-salute. It was mourning and epitaph in one for the only man he had ever called friend.


  “I won’t forget, Fred,” he murmured. “You didn’t die in vain.”


  Yet even in that tragic moment it was characteristic of Buckmaster that he accepted Carle’s sacrifice as the right and natural thing under the circumstances. After all, Carle’s work was virtually complete, and it was John Buckmaster who was still vital to the completion of the project. Some men would have considered themselves lucky to be sole survivor of such an accident, but Buckmaster’s chief emotions were disgust at having been tricked and fierce determination not to let even this disaster stand in the way of the fulfillment of what he regarded as his predestined mission.


  He took stock of his position, found it had. He was utterly lost in the Venusian jungle without even a compass. He knew he was not far from the factory, but in which direction it lay he had not the faintest idea. So thick were the mists on Venus that not even dawn or sunset could serve a man to orient himself. Light simply came and went in a general diffusion.


  Worse still, although he knew the jungle and had explored much of it, outfitted with gun, food, medicines, and compass, now he was practically without equipment in a land where man has nothing but enemies. All he possessed was the inevitable broad-bladed crab knife, tool-of-all-work carried by most jungle veterans, strapped in the thigh-sheath concealed in the left leg of his trousers. None of his recent captors had suspected the presence of that knife.


  Buckmaster sat down on a fallen log, blade in hand, and listened to the monotonous drip-drip of the sodden undergrowth. It seemed to mock him. From afar came the enraged hunting shriek of the giant whip, tyrannosaurus-like monster with thirty-foot prehensile tongue. Few men lived after meeting up with a whip.


  A land crab scuttled from among some cycads, attracted perhaps by the smoke. Buckmaster cracked it with his heel, then neatly cut it open with his knife. The meat, which amounted to about three mouthfuls, was rubbery and rank-smelling. But it was one of the few bits of edible animal life on the planet. The crab also contained a precious swallow or two of sweetish juice.


  Refreshed, Buckmaster began to meditate, reviewing his predicament from all angles, studying and discarding possible lines of action. Finally he made a decision. He rose and began scrutinizing the fallen log on which he had been seated, poking at it with his knife in various spots.


  “No dice,” he muttered, and circled the wrecked space-ship slowly, searching the jungle for other fallen trees. Twice he found promising ones, attacking them with the knife point, but each time turned away disappointed. But the fourth tree brought different results. It was thoroughly decayed in the center, and Buckmaster disemboweled it with powerful, stabbing strokes. A double handful of gray insects, with two-inch bodies and hammer-shaped heads, spilled free.


  Smiling for the first time in many days, Buckmaster set one of the bugs on the ground. At once it began to crawl directly away from him, and nothing—neither plants nor debris nor puddles of water—could make it deviate more than ever so slightly from its line of march. Buckmaster set two more of the insects down. They, too, began their dogged creeping in the same direction.


  “Compass-bugs, all right,” Buckmaster grunted to himself, scooping them all up and stowing them carefully away in his pockets. “Little sweethearts.”


  For the compass-bug was cousin to that strange tropical insect on Earth which always moves directly to the north, as if there were a lodestone in its tiny skull. Similar insects had saved many a lost prospector on Venus.


  Buckmaster knew well enough that the factory and units B and C formed the points of a rather flat triangle. A line between the two camps would run almost straight north and south, with the factory somewhat to the west and considerably nearer to B unit. More important still, rockets traveling along the beam between the two construction camps stayed close to the ground, and their jet blasts and exhaust gases had indelibly marked the jungle by flame and poison for the eye trained to notice such things. By moving eastward, Buckmaster would inevitably cross that line. If he recognized it, he could then follow it north through a hundred miles of green purgatory, to where Hanssen and his gangsters would await him.


  Buckmaster faced east, lined up three enormous tree-ferns. If he should lose his bearings, one of the little compass-bugs would set him straight again. He contemplated the frightful journey that loomed before him, shivering as he considered the hideous task before him.


  PART of the route would traverse high ground, with impenetrable thickets, and lariat-vines trying to ensnare him, and savage life-forms slinking hungrily at his heels. Part of it would be through swamps whose primeval slime sobbed and gurgled hideously, emitting a sickening stench that turned the stomach. Nightmare, vicious things would nose slobberingly through the ooze. Death would come so near and so often that it would lose all meaning. There would be seeming eons of walking, staggering, falling, and getting up again. His mind would become chaos, his body numb with agony. All this—because of Buckmaster’s fanatical devotion to an ideal.


  The old Chinese proverb came to his mind. “A journey of ten thousand miles begins with a single step.” He took that step, then another, through the thickly clinging mud that subtly drains the strength from even the sturdiest muscles. . . .


  Three hours later, Buckmaster dropped heavily upon a hummock to catch his breath. He was covered with ooze from head to foot, and voracious clots of molds were working on his supposedly mold-proof clothes. He had flushed two more crabs and found a handful of wild tomberries. Now he sliced off the tops of several barrel ferns and drank the juice.


  Rain began to hiss down in fat, dark drops like hot marbles. Buckmaster laved his cheek and hand where inflammation marked the venomous caress of the silk-fang bat. Any kind of gun could keep such minor pests at bay. Without one, a man fought his way bare-handed through perpetual siege.


  The light was beginning insensibly to fade, but nightfall was still some time away. Though his trial had only begun, fiery aches beginning in Buckmaster’s legs and lancing clean up into his head, swelled by the tiny protests of each nerve in between, made movement a torture already. But he figured he could make another few miles before darkness, until its fearsome monsters and unknown terrors of the night, overtook him and drove him to the shelter of the tree-tops.


  All emotions save one had been purged by the grimness of his ordeal. Neither anger, nor fear, nor hate were left to him. In Buckmaster’s soul there was but room for a single flame—his unwavering resolve to return and defeat his power-mad partner in their epic struggle for empire. He was conscious only that he had to get back before it was too late.


  He must hurry—hurry. Devaux’s glacial, mocking eyes seemed to lead him, like marsh fires, as he rose to fight further through the jungle.


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  B for Berserk


  


  


  THE CAMP seethed with rumor and counter-rumor. Work was at a complete standstill. First the news about the factory being destroyed somehow leaked out and set the place in an uproar. Then Hanssen disappeared for hours, and word spread that he had been killed. Finally Hanssen returned in Buckmaster’s rocket ship, maintaining a tight-lipped silence, and the men began to wonder why Buckmaster did not show up. Twice in the next two days Hanssen blasted off into the fog, returning without a word to anyone.


  “Where’s Buckmaster? You’d suppose he’d come around just to keep us on the job, if nothin’ else.”


  “Know what I think? He got blown up along with the factory.”


  “Bosh! I been figurin’ this whole thing out. If you ask me, the whole unit C was wiped out by plague. And that means Sun-Beam’s washed up. Finished. We’re saps to stick around here any longer. I’m gettin’ the next ship out of here.”


  The third day another element was injected into the turbulent situation, a tall, slender stranger who arrived in a sumptuous space yacht. At first the gray-haired man in his immaculate whites, who looked so much like an animate icicle, and who produced a similar feeling of chill down the spine when he looked at anyone, was thought to be a government bureau chief. But soon he was recognized.


  “I seen his picture, I tell yuh. That’s Ichabod Devaux, the multi-millionaire. Regular financial rattlesnake.”


  “Says you. Anyhow, whichever he is, he wouldn’t come around if Buckmaster was still boss. That proves Buckmaster’s through. He’s tossed in his hand and beat it back to Earth, that’s what I believe. Licked.”


  “So what happens to us? Who brings us supplies, or who takes us home if we want to go?” Thus fear and uncertainty were added to the turmoil.


  At that very moment, Ichabod Devaux and Loren Hanssen were conferring in the company offices. Hanssen was grinning complacently.


  “I’ve really been doing a job here. You arrived at the psychological moment.”


  “I made my first ten million by seizing psychological moments.” Devaux’s tongue was acid as ever. “Bring me up to date without too much bragging, please.”


  Hanssen quickly told of his ruse to trap Buckmaster into revealing the location of the laboratory, and of the subsequent fatal accident.


  “I heard the crash and found the wreck a couple hours later with radar. Six corpses, no sign of the seventh man.”


  “Buckmaster?”


  Hanssen shrugged. “The bodies were burned beyond identification. The chances are six to one against Buckmaster being the survivor. But even so, whoever it is, he’s doomed. He’s lost in the jungle without food or instruments, probably without weapons, a hundred miles from here.”


  “But too near the factory.”


  Hanssen snorted. “Believe me, it’s a physical impossibility for a human being to orient himself or find a specific spot in the Venusian jungle with instrument or radio help. The odds would be a thousand to one against the man ever finding the factory. Besides, I’ve been back there twice myself, just in case. I’m the only man alive who knows where it is.”


  Devaux frowned thoughtfully. “If the evidence never comes to light, perhaps it will be for the best. But I never intended that anyone should be killed. Too risky. My hand must never appear in this thing at any stage, else the Government would never allow me to head the subsequent company—the company which will pick up the pieces here when the time comes. What about Carle’s inventions?”


  “All complete. Thermocouples and armature were easy to test. There’s some other apparatus, six contraptions obviously the vortex-ring generators. I don’t understand their workings—it would take a regular super-scientist for that. And there was no power to try ’em out. But they look finished. I’ve left them at the factory, and left the factory’s directional beam going, of course. We can pick up the stuff any time.”


  Devaux nodded. “Well done. However, we better play our hand with the remote possibility of Buckmaster’s return—alive—in view. We must have the project damaged just sufficiently so that, even if he does return, he’ll be unable to repair it in time to beat the deadline. Yet no one must suspect that we had anything to do with it!”


  HANSSEN interrupted eagerly. “Exactly the way I figured. I. haven’t told the men a thing. The silent treatment, you know. But I have three or four stooges circling around spreading all sorts of phoney rumors. No one knows what to believe. The key spots are still controlled by men loyal to Buckmaster, what few there are left. But the minute you say the word, we can coalesce all the vague worries and resentments into a fury that might level the construction work right down to the ground if we’re not careful to keep it within bounds. That means you’ll never need to appear at all. The situation is like a bulging, rotten fruit. One prick of the needle will bust it wide open!” He gestured with his fist.


  Devaux’s pale eyes widened as he stared at his son-in-law.


  “Well! That’s remarkable, my boy. I believe I’ve underestimated your abilities. You’ve outdone yourself, really.”


  Hanssen strutted, grinning. “This is called unit B. It’s where we’ll win a victory.”


  For another twenty-four hours the crisis was allowed to ripen, as Hanssen’s stooges deftly brought the pot of hate to boil. Embittered arguments flared, fights broke out. Finally a delegation of the workers called upon Hanssen and demanded to know the truth about how they stood.


  Hanssen surveyed the men with a swelling sense of power. This was his moment. If he acted his role well, as he told his great falsehood, the whole plot would culminate in a complete triumph for Ichabod Devaux.


  “I guess you might as well know the worst,” he began with an air of resignation. “I haven’t said anything before because I was trying to carry on alone, so that all we’ve achieved wouldn’t be wasted. But it’s no use. Buckmaster kept too many details in his head. Without him I’m helpless. Buckmaster’s pulled up stakes and left. He’s gone.”


  There was a stunned silence. Then, “He’s walked out on us? Why?”


  “I suppose he realized he couldn’t beat the government deadline—and quit.”


  There was subtlety in this. Buckmaster dead would be mourned as a martyred leader, but Buckmaster fleeing in the face of defeat would be despised. Hanssen had a bad moment when he contemplated his position should Buckmaster turn up alive. However, it was a crisis. He had to take a chance just this once.


  “The rat!” A Devaux stooge sounded off. “After we’ve sweat an’ bled and died here by the hundreds! All that goes for nothing, eh?”


  Hanssen shrugged, portraying the strong, embittered man betrayed.


  “Providence sometimes has a way, boys, of wreaking its proper retribution on power-crazed, selfish men like Buckmaster,” he said.


  The false note rang rather sourly in the gathering dusk, but it went unnoticed as another man quickly took his cue.


  “Well, I don’t know about you fellers, but I, for one, don’t intend to leave the job standin’ there untouched as a monument to a yellow, dog!”


  This, too, had a rehearsed air. But hysteria suddenly seized the mob and spread like wildfire, and they streamed in a yelling frenzy up the hill toward the tower and the pits. Night fell, like the dropping of. a shroud, and automatically the orange, insect-repellant lights flickered on.


  It was a scene straight from Dante. Heat, dank and stifling. The dull clank of a pump. The eternal effluvium of decay, the smell of machine oil. Slickly sweating faces unhuman in the weird glow, with hot, glittering eyes alive with the unholy lust to destroy.


  “Nitro!” rose the cry, and the river of men veered toward the explosives shack. The guards were men who had finished their six months’ contract and who, with their future dependent upon Buckmaster’s success, were loyal to him. But they didn’t have a chance against such overwhelming odds. A gun flashed, someone shrieked, and then the entire hut collapsed under the rush. Like locusts the rioters plundered it, then poured onto the knoll.


  A staunch little group of loyal miners and planters, to whom completion of the beam-line meant everything, rallied by Belle Courtney tried to stop the avalanche.


  “Stop, you fools!” she screamed, trying to reason with them. “Listen to me!”


  It was helpless. The wreckers advanced with the inexorability of madmen. Guns were drawn, and for one ugly moment it appeared bloody slaughter would break loose.


  But with exquisite timing one of the ringleaders led the men sharply aside, heading for the nearest of the bell-shaped pits intended to house the vortex-ring machinery.


  “My brother died when this thing caved in last month!” a girl from Belle’s place shouted. “Blast it to pieces.”


  EXPLOSIVES were hurled in, and the rebels surged back. Flame and thunder spouted like a bomb burst in the turgid dimness. The earth trembled, rocking the nearby tower. The lights swayed wildly, and fantastic shadows wheeled and bobbed like phantom fighters in the night. Mud and shattered concrete sprayed the hill with their shrapnel.


  With a fierce yell of exultation, the crowd raced on about the great circle of craters, pausing only to dump the nitro in and then fleeing to the next pit while red destruction roared behind them.


  Then it was done, and the six mighty pits which had cost so much in blood and treasure were collapsed in ruins. Gathering their breath, the rioters eyed the giant tower which speared up far beyond the limits of visibility. Teeth flashed as they moved to the assault. But at that precise instant, as if the cosmos itself were fascinated by the drama being enacted by these hundred insignificant lumps of tormented matter, the mists of Venus shuddered and thinned, drawing back almost like a curtain.


  At the edge of the clearing stood a lone figure, ragged, filthy, and hollow-eyed, barely visible in the inadequate light. Silence came like the stroke of a knife, and even the jungle seemingly held its breath. A single curse rose into the stifling air, echoed there interminably.


  A rioter emitted a hoarse shout.


  “It’s him! It’s Buckmaster!”


  


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Man Against the Cosmos


  


  


  FEAR and hate awaited John Buckmaster as he stepped from the jungle. He saw it in the buttery faces, the insanely watchful eyes, the air of crafty triumph. That hate was almost a tangible thing, that fear a wall, a living pressure that sought to contain him in the world of the dead whence he had returned.


  But Buckmaster gathered his strength and began to walk toward that mob of men, past the shattered ruins of his dream, with the squelching sound of his boots distinct in the stillness. The members of the mob wavered, braced themselves and tried to stare him down, but fell aside as he marched through them and down to where Loren Hanssen stood waiting. The two big men looked at each other wordlessly for long moments. Finally Buckmaster spoke.


  “Hanssen, you are an accessory before and after the fact of the abduction and murder of Fred Carle and his two lab assistants. You didn’t quite have the nerve to do your own dirty work, but here’s one fight you won’t dodge.”


  Buckmaster struck, with all the pent-up grief and fury that had simmered within him during the past four days of torture. Hanssen staggered back, reeling, his face red ruin as a smashed nose spouted blood.


  He came back weaving, fighting with courage and skill, and he was fast for so heavy a man. He moved around lightly, jabbing and hooking with a capable left hand. Once he caught Buckmaster skidding awkwardly in the uncertain footing and clubbed home a right across the temple, knocking his man to his knees in the mud.


  But he had nothing to match the righteous flame that animated his antagonist. Buckmaster walked in slinging his fists as if they were iron weights. When they landed, the sound was that of an ax on a side of beef. Hanssen’s lips burst like mashed grapes. His brows sprouted blue lumps that half-closed his eyes. Several gasp-drawing body blows made him shiver like a stricken oak. Those blows were terrible. They took the spring from his legs, and soon Hanssen was no longer the dancing master. He was forced to exchange punch for punch, with the increasingly horrid feeling that his own punches were bouncing off an impervious mask.


  The end was inevitable. In less than five minutes of brutal slugging, Hanssen was reduced to a shapeless lump of bruised and bleeding flesh, unconscious in the slime. Buckmaster stepped back to draw a long, shuddering breath, and peered around the circle of spectators.


  There were no visible signs of opposition in the workers now. They were a tough crew, quick-tempered, rowdy, even criminal, but no man there had ever witnessed such concentrated savagery as that which had smashed down Loren Hanssen. They drew back, awed and silent.


  “Scum!” Buckmaster lashed at them with words of searing scorn. “Sniveling brats, busting up the toys when you think you can’t play any more! To think that scourings such as you must be depended upon to bring forth into being the vision of this new world that was conceived by my brain!” He spat his contempt.


  “We’re carving the fundamentals of a civilization from the wilderness here,” he continued furiously. “That has always taken blood and suffering. It always will, to the end of Time. Sure, there’s been disease and death. I warned you about that before you signed on. Sure, I’m a slave-driver. I’ve got to be. Look at the penny ante pioneers I’ve had to work with! There’ll be still more ruthlessness and disease and death before this project is finished. But the stakes are higher than any you’ve ever played for before. The risks are always great in a big gamble. No tin-horns are wanted to sit in at this game!” Buckmaster bludgeoned the men with word and glance.


  “Next time you hear I’m washed up, don’t be in such a hurry to believe it. Because nothing—nothing is going to stop John Buckmaster from completing what he started out to do. If any of you punks have lost your spines, you can get your time and take the next rocket out of here. But remember—tonight Buckmaster will be the paymaster!”


  It was big talk, blunt and compelling. A restless mutter rippled over the listeners, but no one moved to take up Buckmaster’s offer. An indefinable change had come over them. There were sheepish grins, shamed head shakings. The Boss was back, and he was still the Boss. No argument.


  Sensing this, Buckmaster turned and cleared his raw, aching throat.


  “Devaux!” he cried out. “Ichabod Devaux, I know you’re somewhere near! Come forth!”


  The crowd surged, parted briefly to allow the slender, white-suited Devaux to enter the churned-up, muddy arena. The financier was as coolly unruffled as if he had just left his valet. Tension began to build up again as he and Buckmaster faced each other expressionlessly, like two poker experts playing for gigantic stakes.


  DEVAUX showed his ace first. “Congratulations, partner, on having handled an awkward situation,” he said in amused and faintly superior tones. “Unfortunately your dramatic return was a bit too late. The men, laboring under a regrettable misunderstanding, have so badly damaged the project that you’ll never be able to finish it in time to meet the government deadline. Only a half month left, you know.” Buckmaster nodded. “Something in what you say, all right. The pits are ruined. On the other hand, you as well as Hanssen are an accessory to the kidnapping and murder charges. You’re not on Earth, remember. Your money and influence are worthless here. You would be tried in a Venusian court presided over by a World League Superior Justice beyond your power to touch.”


  “Mmm.” Devaux seemed unperturbed. “On what evidence? I have been quite careful not to involve myself in this affair. Even your own workmen will admit I had nothing to do with what has happened.”


  “Hanssen’s testimony will be quite sufficient. If you don’t think he’ll testify against his father-in-law, just look at him!”


  They regarded the Swede, who was sitting up dazedly in the mud, listening to the conversation. He flinched at Buckmaster’s mere glance.


  Devaux had never seen a more thoroughly whipped man. He smiled coldly and nodded. Having accepted the obvious truth, his agile brain raced far ahead.


  “Yes, I see your point. He’s not my servant any more. He’s yours. So it’s a stalemate. We each, in a sense, defeat the other. In which case I have a proposition to make.”


  “Make it.”


  “A truce. My intention, of course, was to finance a new corporation under my own name to buy in the incompleted project and recoup, many fold, on the past year’s investment. I’ll still do so, but with you retaining your fifty per cent. Just as we started, coowners. In exchange, you forget the criminal charges. That way, we both come out ahead. Any other way, we both lose. I think you must agree that’s a reasonable offer.”


  “Very. But it’s based on one rather shaky premise. You think I’m stopped here. But I’m not.”


  Devaux’s disdainful eyebrows began to rise. “You believe you can repair those pits in two weeks? I’m disappointed in you, Mr. Buckmaster. That is rank nonsense.”


  “I’ve no intention of repairing the pits now. I have no need of them, never did need them. They were dug so as to lull any suspicions you might have entertained about the authenticity of my so-called vortex-ring machinery. That was strictly romance on my part. The most powerful vortex lings in the System couldn’t begin to clear away the four-mile thickness of clouds on this planet. I tricked you, Devaux, with an elaborate pretense about the importance of the vortexring installation, so that when you and Hanssen struck, it would be at the pits.” Devaux took a step back, and something changed in his face as this depth bomb went off within him. A murmur of wonderment ran round the circle of listeners.


  “But—what about the fog,” the financier said. “You’ve got to clear it somehow.”


  “Sure. Another Carle-Buckmaster invention. Gigantic X-rays, not quite X-rays as you know them, perhaps. Six huge machines. When those super-rays are turned upon the mists, the moisture will be condensed and precipitated out to the extent of the penetration, which will be well beyond the cloud limit. Thus, a hole to the sunlight—just as simple as that.”


  “Then—this vortex ring business, and the pits—all a colossal bluff?”


  “Precisely. Oh, I’ll want the pits eventually as housings for the ray projectors, but they’re not immediately necessary. We can set up on the open ground for the present.” Devaux’s armor cracked a bit. “With my own money you cheat me!” he shouted. “That was my money!”


  Buckmaster grinned, for the first time in many days. “Yeah. Ironic, isn’t it?”


  Devaux snarled, animal-fashion. “You haven’t succeeded yet. There’s no opening in the mist. You haven’t made the beam-car trial run, and until you do you’ve failed to meet the government’s specifications.”


  “Tut, tut, Devaux, don’t be impatient. All in due time.” Buckmaster looked up at the crowd, raised his voice. “You men! Back on the job! Never mind the last few yards that were to have been added to the tower. I want the beam receiver installed up there as is. Tomorrow morning I’m calling Mt. Apollo to shoot the beam down. Now get busy.”


  THE workers dispersed without a word, streaming back to their jobs. Buckmaster called unit C on the handy-talky, explained the situation briefly to a trusted subordinate, reassured him. Then he looked at Hanssen.


  “You! Take my Hartz-Cunningham and go back to Carle’s lab. Get the X-ray projectors. Bring them here at once.”


  Someone put a protesting hand on Buckmaster’s arm. It was Belle Courtney, with her heart shining in her eyes.


  “John, you’ve done wonderfully well,” she said. “Please be careful. Don’t make any mistakes at this stage.”


  “There’s no need to worry about trusting Hanssen. He’ll do exactly as I tell him. Won’t you, Hanssen?” He handled the fellow with his eyes.


  Hanssen wiped his face. “Yes, sir,” he replied, and walked off as if hypnotized, without a look at his father-in-law.


  “As for you, Belle, you can do me a favor. Detail some loyal men to make sure that our distinguished guest here doesn’t try to sneak off in that space yacht of his. Then give me a place to rest and don’t wake me till dawn. I’ve got to sleep.”


  “Yes, John.” Belle fell into step as Buckmaster headed for Honky-tonk-on-Jets. As they parted before the door of a room which was being prepared for him with cot and blankets, she opened her mouth to speak, then changed her mind. Instead, she cuffed him man-fashion across the bicep.


  “You know, John, you’re pretty terrific. In a colossal sort of way.”


  Buckmaster smiled at her. “Glad you think so, Belle.” . . .


  Daybreak appeared, and with it came the cessation of the night’s labors. Exhausted, the men flung themselves down on packing crates or tool chests or even in the mud for precious rest. But if his life had depended on it, not a man there could have forced himself to leave that magic hilltop on the day of all days.


  The last week, with its alarms and excitements, piling climax upon climax, had built up a tremendous feeling of tension. Just to breathe was to feel the tingling tightness that gripped everyone in its spell. Now the drama was being played out to its last act, with even the struggle between Titans being capped as John Buckmaster hurled his strength and his mind against the insensate powers of nature.


  The workers had set the stage with a final burst of pre-dawn energy. Now they lay back to watch history in the making.


  Buckmaster, bathed and breakfasted and refreshed, stepped from Honky-tonk-on-Jets and took in the scene. Ichabod Devaux stood quietly some distance away, stiff as a ramrod, almost as if he had not moved throughout the night. Hanssen, too was nearby. He shambled up to Buckmaster like a faithful dog not quite sure whether he’ll get a bone or a kick from his master.


  “I—I followed your orders, sir. The X-ray stuff is all here. Also the big cable. In your ship.”


  “Good. Set the six machines up in a circle roughly corresponding to the circle of pits. Then send someone up on the hydraulic to attach the heavy cable to the receiver.”


  “Right.” Hanssen began to call orders, and operations proceeded smoothly. Three men piled onto the lift and fastened one end of the seemingly endless black cable to the platform, then shot up into the murk alongside the tower. Snake-like the cable uncoiled in pursuit.


  A small stream of men wrestled the ray projectors into position so that their rays would describe a perfect, straight-walled cylinder through the fog, aimed at the mathematically calculated position of the sun. From a distance they resembled a battery of tremendous searchlights. But when one peered inside, their close resemblance to the conventional X-ray—on a huge scale—was unmistakable.


  Another hour passed while cable connections were made, final adjustments checked. Then Buckmaster, estimating that the sun had risen sufficiently high, turned to Devaux.


  “Well, we’re about ready to move into action,” said Buckmaster. “We’ll know the answers to a lot of questions pretty soon. Maybe good, maybe bad. Exciting, isn’t it?”


  They smiled at each other without mirth.


  Buckmaster called Mt. Apollo on the handy-talky, dictated revised figures on the height of the tower, and told them to switch on the power beam as soon as possible. Apollo replied that the weather was clear, had been so all morning, atop the mountain, and that all was ready for the final test.


  MINUTES loaded with suspense followed. Then the beam came hissing invisibly through the mists to register a perfect bull’s-eye, on the receiver. The contact was made with a crash that shivered the metal spire to its foundations, and a blinding blob of pure energy splattered like fireworks out of the clouds, fell smoking and sizzling into the mud.


  “Power,” observed Buckmaster. “Sheer power. In quantities almost beyond the ability of the ordinary mind to grasp.”


  Quickly now the tempo increased, as Buckmaster briefly tested each projector. All was well. After clearing the mighty circle of all persons, he closed the master switch.


  Silently, the weapons of Man’s ingenuity thrust their unseen challenge against the hitherto immutable and unconquerable shape of Nature itself. At first there was no change. Then, ever so faintly, a drizzle began to drift casually down.


  The drizzle thickened to a light rainfall, and quite suddenly the clouds recoiled, as if a living thing had felt the thrust of a knife. They swirled sluggishly, seeking to repel or evade the force that disintegrated them. In vain. Harder came the rain, pattering steadily, and the form of a tube-shaped opening began to come uncannily into being. Up and up rose the circular aperture, till the entire tower stood completely revealed. Still further the fog retreated under the unceasing hammering of the rays.


  The planet fought back with primitive savagery, marshaling its powers to smash contemptuously at Man’s puny science which dared offer challenge to its supremacy. A torrent of water began to pour from the cleared-out cylinder in the mist. Ditches had been designed to drain off this rainwater, but they quickly filled and began to overflow their banks. The torrent became a flood, scattering the workers like flushed quail, chasing them to shelter in Honkytonk-on-Jets or the barracks or in tall trees, whence they watched the progress of the battle.


  The water rose to such heights that it threatened to inundate the projectors. One of them actually did short out with a sharp splutter and a wisp of smoke, and the others were saved only after a bitter skirmish with sandbags and shovels. Lightning crackled with stunning violence, adding new hazard to the tumult, striking at the tower repeatedly with such fury that it shivered and changed color and gave off an eerie discharge.


  But amid everything John Buckmaster floundered through flood and storm checking and adjusting his apparatus, waging his war with the unimpassioned relentlessness of Juggernaut. Ever and ever upward he thrust his invisible piston against the unwilling vapors.


  The end came, after hours of strife, with startling suddenness. One moment all the world seemed dissolved in storm and thunder and the rush of waters. The next, the last wisp of cloud four miles up had dissolved, and a shaft of blinding sunlight poured down the vertical tunnel to bite searingly into the sodden earth.


  Instantaneously a great cloud of vapor blossomed upward, only to be quickly changed into steam by the rays. A wave of well-night unendurable heat blasted out for a short distance, forcing even Buckmaster away from the hill. More steam arose, in progressively lesser puffs, to be dispersed, and in an amazingly short period all the ground within reach of the sun’s fierce light was baked hard and dry.


  Slowly, by twos and threes, like bemused night creatures drawn irresistibly to the mighty blazing sword of sunlight which stabbed into the virgin soil to cleanse and sterilize its rottenness, the workmen gathered round. They stared upward into that unbelievable tube of brilliance. Its western arc, as the clockwork device to which each projector was attached pushed it imperceptibly along the sun’s path, dripped like a leaky pipe. Once a momentary breeze stirred the mists and a brief shower of golden rain pattered down.


  Slowly realization of the mighty truth dawned upon them. For the first time since the beginning of Creation itself, the light of the sun was touching the surface of Venus. The dynamic vision of one man alone was responsible.


  A cabaret girl, her body in silhouette, stood shielding her eyes from the brilliance.


  “By the seven stars,” she said in awed tones. “He’s really done it;”


  A ragged cheer went up, reluctant at first, then suddenly full-throated and sincere—a mighty shout of triumph. The men rushed to where the battered and mud-stained Buckmaster stood waiting and hoisted him to their shoulders. A wild victory march ensued, clear around the circle of ray projectors, laughing yelling, clumsily dancing in the mud with Belle Courtney and her cabaret girls, improvising verses for the ribald tune that was to immortalize this moment in song. It was a reaction of sheer joy to the violence of the night before.


  SPENT, the celebrants finally released the grinning Buckmaster at the entrance of Honkty-tonk-on-Jets. Ichabod Devaux awaited him there.


  “Well, partner, I’m afraid this is where our trails divide.” Buckmaster drew out his wallet, extracted a much-creased sheet of paper. “This is a little mussy, but after all I’ve been carrying it around almost a year. It’s quite legal—a transferral of all right and title to your share in Sun-Beam, Inc. Or, rather, your control of the dummy holding company whose officers—your pals—have been technically my partners. All it requires is your signature. And oh, yes. Don’t console yourself with the thought that I’m in any financial hole. A successful demonstration will bring bankers fighting for the privilege to invest.”


  Devaux looked around almost sightlessly. “You—you haven’t yet made a trial run of the beam-car.”


  Buckmaster grimaced. “I’m disappointed in you. Twenty-four hours will see the, thermocouples in place and the relayed beam shooting to unit C. The armature can be fastened to any old rocket ship, ready to go through the trial run as soon as the government inspector gets here. And he’s on his way now. You can’t hope for any slipup there. It’s just a formality.”


  Devaux passed, a hand trembling over his face, and his voice was halting, uncertain.


  “Yes, yes, of course,” he said. “A formality. That’s true.”


  “Perhaps the situation is not quite clear. You have two alternatives—sign over the company or go to prison for what would probably be the rest of your life.”


  Devaux rallied himself then, with a faint trace of his old acerbity. “There is no need, young man, to explain fundamentals to me.


  I can take a licking like a man. I know when to concede a six-inch putt. Give me that paper.”


  Spreading the document on his knee, Ichabod Devaux scrawled his signature thereon, returned it to Buckmaster. Then he turned and walked slowly toward his ship. His clothes were shapeless, sagging, as if something inside the man had been broken.


  John Buckmaster wasted no pity on that grasping old man. Devaux had his freedom and most of his wealth—a good bargain. Venus under his domination would have groaned and withered under an economic tyranny. It was good that he was now out of the picture.


  Instead, Buckmaster looked musingly at that history-making paper for a long time. He thought about Fred Carle, who was not there to share in the triumph he had helped so greatly to achieve. He thought of Belle Courtney, handsome, loyal, a staunch partner for any man. Then he thrust these thoughts reluctantly but firmly aside.


  There is neither time nor room for sentiment when a man is overlord of an entire world, and the blood of empire courses his veins.


  


  


  CHAPTER VII


  Other Worlds to Conquer


  


  


  John was a man driven by his belief that the world was a savage thing to be fought and conquered, and that his mission in life was to lead that battle. His nature was defiant—a man born to resist and be alone. Yet this quality which made him great crowded all gentleness out of him and made impossible the deep friendships a man needs. He could have had the devotion of any number of women—yes, including mine—but it was not in him to share.


  He aged rapidly those last few years. The joy of battle was gone, and his horizons closed slowly down. For all that he was a millionaire many times over, benevolent master of a planet and over a million human beings, he was really nothing more than a lonely old man. . . .


  Unpublished Diary—Belle Courtney.


  WERE this fiction, the story of John Buckmaster could end now, with him retiring to live happily ever after. But life seldom comes to so neatly dramatic a period.


  Instead, Buckmaster went on to complete the project and made all of his dreams come true. Mines, industries, plantations sprang into being along the transcontinental pattern of the beam-line. Small cities, completely enclosed in a special glass which filtered out the harmfulness of the sunlight, blossomed near each relay tower. Surrounded by batteries of improved X-ray projectors, residents saw the thick heavens above them open and close morning and night like so many colossal, weeping eyes. Health and prosperity and law and happiness were the gifts of Sun-Beam, Inc. to the colonists.


  Buckmaster himself achieved what few men ever experienced—saw his name honored within his own lifetime. The sculptor Maevsky cast a gigantic bronze statue of Buckmaster in a symbolic resemblance to Prometheus bringing the sun’s fire to Venus, and the original was fittingly erected upon the topmost point of Mt. Apollo.


  Buckmaster also was the focus of a literary tempest, set off when some young self-styled historian debunked him completely as a cruel robber baron and a despot. Others rushed to his defense, hailing him as the greatest of all pioneers. He was either beloved or hated—there was no middle ground. He even became the object of a senatorial investigation.


  But amid all of the furor Buckmaster remained unmoved. He had indeed come upon the winter of his discontent. After a time the excitement of managing his empire of marvels palled. He was no glorified bookkeeper to sit in a sumptuous counting-house calculating his fabulous income. He was born for action, to fight.


  Then one day John Buckmaster vanished.


  It. was just that simple. He went to bed one night as usual, and the next morning his servants found he was gone. There was no farewell note, no signs of struggle, no clue to an utter mystery.


  The disappearance created a terrific sensation on both Venus and Earth. The ether burned with news stories and official communications. High authorities dashed about like rabbits.


  When he felt restless, police learned that Buckmaster often left home at night for hours at a time, without saying where he was going. The dates of these journeys were noted. Then someone reported that the famous old Hartz-Cunningham, long ago retired as obsolescent, had vanished from the annex to the Pioneer Days Museum where it had been enshrined. Finally, a smart reporter recalled that at irregular intervals, in Buckmaster’s home city, the ray projectors had been turned on at night for no discernible reason, and these nights coincided with those of Buckmaster’s roamings.


  An astronomer might have added these things up into the right answer. Officialdom, however, made no progress till they were on the verge of tearing apart Venus’ cities one by one in a search for kidnapers or murderers. This announcement on the telefilm brought a message from Belle Courtney, an invitation to come to her place and learn the truth about Buckmaster’s disappearance.


  Eyebrows raised at this. Bell Courtney was almost as legendary and revered a figure as John Buckmaster. She still ran a night club—the most exotic and luxurious on the planet—and it was still known as Belle’s. A bit more refined, quite a bit more expensive, Belle still dealt in the three G’s of the entertainment world—girl shows, gambling, and good liquor.


  The Venusian High Commissioner himself headed the party that answered that invitation. Belle Courtney, white-haired and queenly, met them in her office and came quickly to the point.


  “Gentlemen, I would have spoken sooner except for a promise to John not to say anything until he had time to pass Earth’s orbit.”


  “Earth’s orbit!” said an investigator. “You mean he’s left Venus?”


  Babble broke out as comprehension dawned. “Not in that old wreck of a Hartz-Cunningham, surely!” protested another.


  “But why past the Earth? Where else can he go?”


  “I can’t understand the reason for making such a mystery of it.”


  BELLE COURTNEY waited for the clamor to die away. “John wanted to take this trip alone. He knew that if he announced his intention beforehand, or let anyone know of his whereabouts before ho got beyond all possibility of interception,


  nosey officialdom would kick up a fuss and try to stop him. Those were his words. It’s difficult for a man as important as he is to drop everything and leave. The only way to do it is quietly, secretly.”


  “But where’s he going?” asked the High Commissioner.


  “I’ll show you, gentlemen.” Belle pressed a button that slid aside the ceiling to reveal only the glass dome of the city above. It was raining lightly. “John left me authority to request the projectors turned at my pleasure. The mist should be cleared shortly. You see, this is where John came on those nights when he couldn’t stand the boredom of his home. He spent those nights right here, in my office.”


  The High Commissioner turned pink, and he coughed delicately. “Were you and Mr. Buckmaster—ah—”


  The woman smiled. “No. To my everlasting regret, no. John had a far greater love than that. He was too big a man for one woman to hold. This is what he wanted.” She pointed upward. “He sat for hours here just looking at what you see there, yearningly.”


  The tunnel through the clouds was complete, and four tiny stars twinkled miraculously. One of them was ever so faintly reddish in color.


  It was the planet Mars.


  LILIES OF LIFE


  Malcolm Jameson


  There was a disease on Venus, and the natives seemed to have a cure. But the symbiosis involved was madder even than the usual madness of Venus’ life-cycles—


  The test tube dropped to the floor with a crash. A wisp of acrid fume trailed up from it.


  Parks, ignoring it and gripping the edge of the table, moaned, “Something’s happened to my schedule—this isn’t due for an hour yet—”


  He broke off, shivering.


  Maxwell looked sharply at him from where he sat, and then glanced at the clock. It was only two.


  Three o’clock was when their next shots were due. But there was no doubt that Parks was working himself into a seizure. Already his hands were twitching and jumping convulsively, and the telltale tics of the deadly Venusian swamp jitters were commencing to go to work. Parks’ face was no longer his own, but a travesty of a human countenance—a wildly leering, alternately staring and squinting mask of agony.


  Maxwell rose and pushed back his chair with a sigh. If Parks was going that way, so soon would he. Unhurriedly he walked to the medicine cabinet and took out two shiny syringes. He filled them both from their supply of ampules. Paracobrine was not much good, but it was the best men knew. Then he laid them by the “wailing wall”—an iron railing firmly secured to heavy stanchions—and went to where the now whimpering Parks huddled on his stool.


  “Come on, old man,” he said gently, “let’s get it over with.”


  Parks allowed himself to be led to the place and long practice did the rest. By the time Maxwell had the needle in and the plunger thrust home Parks was gripping the rail as if he meant to squeeze it flat. Maxwell took a deep breath. It was his turn. He rolled up his sleeve and forced the amber liquid into his own veins.


  For five interminable minutes the two men clung there, writhing and sobbing as the fiery stuff coursed through their bodies—molten iron, searing acid, soul-destroying agony.


  And then it passed. Fingers relaxed their deathlike hold, muscles untensed, and their gasping again became breathing.


  “I . . . won’t . . . go . . . through . . . this . . . again—” began Parks through clenched teeth, “I—”


  “Oh, yes you will,” said Maxwell grimly “We always say that . . . everybody says it . . . but still we go on. You know the alternatives, don’t you?”


  “I know them,” said Parks, dully. Without paracobrine the jitters became a permanent condition, not a recurrent one, and one that ended necessarily in madness. The other course was the rope, or the jump from a high place, or a swifter poison.


  “All right, let’s get back to work then. What was in that tube?”


  “Experiment eleven-o-four. It doesn’t matter now. I used the last of the snooker bark. We haven’t the stuff to duplicate it with. Not unless Hoskins smuggles in another supply.”


  “Forget it then. Let’s have a look in the ward. Maybe eleven-o-three did the trick.”


  Parks followed silently, gradually pulling himself back into his normal self. Next time he would know to advance the clock. Paracobrine was no fun, but it was less hard to take in a calm mood than after the attack had begun.


  The ward brought the usual disappointment. The monkey in the victim cage was gibbering hideously in his last convulsions. Within a minute is would be as dead as the limp piles of inoculated guinea pigs in the pens beyond. The last try at the formula had not worked. Two thirds the human race would have to go on suffering for awhile, for a better answer to the swamp jitters than paracobrine was not yet.


  Maxwell looked at the other cages. There were still some monkeys and guinea pigs, and there were a few other combinations yet to try. Men in vital research must be resilient. A thousand or so failures was nothing. It is a part of the business.


  “I think,” he started to say, “that we had best—”


  “I’ll get the door,” Parks interrupted, as a discreet tapping broke in on them. “Sounds like Hoskins.”


  It was Hoskins, Hoskins the interplanetary smuggler. He carried a heavy satchel and wore a sour grin.


  “Bad news, fellows,” he said, setting down his bag. “No more stuff out of Venus from now on. They’ve trebled the offplanet patrol and tightened up on port inspection. Tony was pinched, and his ship and the stuff for you with it. They threw him in the clink, of course, and burned the cargo. That means you won’t get any more snooker bark, or gizzle bugs, twangi-twangi melons or any other of that stuff. Shan Dhee has chucked his job, which leaves me without a buyer. I’m going out of business. Sorry.”


  “There’s nothing for us?” asked Parks, aghast. He clung fiercely to his theory that the specific for the jitters would be found only in some organic product of Venus, where the disease originated. It would be there, if anywhere, that the virus’ natural enemies would have evolved. But lately other Venusian maladies had been turning up and the quarantine authorities must have ordered a stricter embargo. Without smuggled organics, his and Maxwell’s hands would be tied.


  “I’ve got this stuff,” said Hoskins, opening the bag. “It’s not the sort you usually order, but I happen to have it on hand and want to close it out. It’s loot Shan Dhee got out of a Tombov temple he once robbed. It ought to go to a museum, but the stuff’s hot and they ask too many questions. Could you use it?”


  He dug into the bag and came up with a figurine. It was a piece of the curious coffee-colored semi-jade regarded as a sacred stone by the savage Tombovs, and, considered as Tombov work, was extraordinarily finely executed. Its subject was a rotund, jolly old Tombov godlet, sitting comfortably on a throne with his pudgy hands clasped across his belly. About his neck hung a rope of what appeared to be large pearls, and he was crowned with a chaplet of swamp lilies. Lily plants grew all about the throne, and there the jade had been cunningly colored green by the application of a kind of lacquer—the pale-yellow lilies being similarly tinted.


  “Shan Dhee says it is the Tombov God of Health, and the temple was the big one in Angra Swamp where the Angra tribes hold their orgies.”


  “Ugh!” shuddered Parks. Those who had seen them reported the Tombov ritual was not a pretty thing to watch. “No. it’s no good to us.”


  “I don’t know,” said Maxwell, slowly. “God of Health, you say? Mm-m. Come to think of it, most Tombovs are immune to the jitters, or were until our pioneers went there. Maybe we ought to study it. How much?”


  “Nothing, to you,” said Hoskins. “You’ve been good customers. Take it for cumshaw. But I’ll have to ask money for these.”


  He dug again into the bag and came out with a double handful of beautiful, iridescent spherelets. They were each about the size of a golf ball, and looked for all the world like so many soap bubbles—thin, fragile, and shimmering. Yet when Maxwell examined one he found it to be exceedingly hard, though almost weightless, and it appeared to be made of the toughest imaginable crystal.


  “What are they?”


  “Gems, I guess,” shrugged Hoskins. “They came out of the temple, too. Shan Dhee said they hung around the neck of the big idol like a necklace—roped together with wisps of grass. See, the little idol wears a replica of it.”


  Maxwell considered the jewels, frowning. Hoskins added that the price would be a thousand for the lot. That was a lot of money, but what was money to men doomed to a lingering, fearful death? The baubles were somehow’ linked to the Tombov health rites, and the wild Tombov—though a filthy beast—was notoriously healthy. It was only the civilized ones who withered and died. It was doubtful that the gems themselves had any therapeutic value, but they came out of a temple. Therefore they were symbolic of something or other, a possible clue to the real secret.


  Maxwell hauled a drawer open and swept the glistening spheres into it.


  “Make out a check, Parks. I’m going to play a hunch.”


  Parks, still dazed from his premature seizure, nodded dumbly. And after Hoskins had gone, they took out the spheres again and huddled over them. Then they divided up the work and went at it.


  Tests were applied, with results that were largely negative. The iridescent balls were acid-proof, shatter-proof, and exceedingly hard. But Maxwell managed to saw one in half, and found it empty, though as the saw first bit through the thin shell there was a sharp hissing as trapped inner gases escaped into the room. Parks was quick to catch a sample of the foul-smelling stuff, only to be baffled by the analysis. The organic gases of Venus have most complex molecular structures.


  “Hey,” yelled Maxwell, a little later, taking his eye away from the microscope. “I have some of that sawdust here. It isn’t crystalline at all. It’s definitely a cellular structure. These balls are certainly not minerals, but they are not plant or animal tissue either—not as we know them. They’re just—”


  “Just Venusian,” Parks completed for him, sighing. Anything that lived on Venus was a headache to the investigator. There was no perceptible borderline between flora and fauna, and there were times when both encroached into the mineral zone. Venusian life cycles made those of such devious transformations as the human tapeworm on Earth seem as bleakly simple as the reproductive processes of the amoeba. Parks knew of, to name just one, a sort of aquatic ant that was fertilized by clinging to the skin of eels, and which then crawled ashore and laid its eggs, the eggs subsequently growing up into masses of moss. Weird, featherless birds ate that moss and developed intestinal parasites. Those, upon deserting their host, became crawling ants, sprouted wings, and then took off for the ocean. It was merely the usual Venusian complicated symbiotic set-up; the ants being somehow necessary to the survival of the eels, and in their later forms to the birds, both as food and as digestive enzymes. Scientists who attempted to follow through lost themselves in a maze of yet other ramifications.


  Maxwell and Parks stared at one another.


  “There’s only one thing to do,” said Maxwell. “Hoskins can’t bring any more stuff to us, we’ll have to go to it. I want to know why wild Tomboys don’t have jitters, and why lilies are sacred to them, and what these things are. We’re going to Venus.”


  Their arrival at Port Angra was not a cheerful occasion. Their arms and legs were puffed and aching from scores of prophylactic shots. Moreover, they had had to sign away most of their civil rights. Despite all precautions, white men rarely could remain more than three months on Venus without picking up one or more virulent infections, any of which would prevent his ever returning to sanitary Earth. People therefore went there at their own risk, absolving the government and all others concerned in advance.


  There was also nothing reassuring about their fellow passengers. A few were desperate scientists like themselves, stragglers in the procession that had been going by for years. Others were missionaries, gone to relieve brothers whose three months were about up. For similar reasons there were relief quarantine enforcement officers along, and representatives of the Radioactive Syndicate, come to take their turn at keeping the uranium mines going. Most regarded their assignments with unalloyed distaste.


  They came down in the inevitable sticky, yellow, hot mist, and landed in a clearing made in a lush jungle. Awaiting them was a pathetic sight—rows and rows of grounded palanquins wearing the weathered and mildewing white and red insignia of the Red Cross. In litters lay the men they were coming to relieve, mere wrecks of what they had been a few short weeks before. For not a few of them their coming to the port was no more than a hopeless gesture. Whether they were accepted for the passage home would depend upon the doctors.


  “This is some place,” growled Parks.


  “When the jitters hit you again,” reminded Maxwell grimly, “it won’t matter. Any place you happen to be in will be that.”


  He studied the ranks of tamed Tombovs standing patiently beside the grounded chairs. They were the bearers, the helots of this hole. They stood gaunt and shivering, for they were sick men too, sicker even than the whites. It was thought profitable to keep Earthmen alive by periodic doses of paracobrine, but a waste of good drugs when it came to natives. The swamps were full of them, and the promise of tobacco—the one non-native commodity valued by the savages—always filled up the ranks again. As Maxwell looked, one of the chair hearers jerked into violent convulsions and fell writhing and howling to the muddy ground. No one noticed. It was too routine. Tomorrow, maybe, the scavengers would attend to it.


  The Tombov was remarkably humanoid, grotesquely so, more so than the great apes of Earth. The salient difference was in the feet, huge splayed pedals that served as mudshoes, distributing the body weight over a larger area so that the Tombov could walk safely on the thin crust that topped the viscous mire of the swamplands. They were ducklike feet, mostly membrane spread between long tapering toes.


  The port captain came up and called litters for the new arrivals, one each for the men, and additional ones for their equipment. Then he barked out an order in the harsh Tombov tongue and the bearers picked up their loads and went on splashing away.


  Despite the poor visibility, Maxwell found it an interesting ride. There was a feeling of luxuriousness in being carried along over impossibly sloppy ground on the bare shoulders of a half dozen jogging slaves. And he was interested and at the same time appalled at the riot of vegetation he glimpsed on all sides. There was an infinitude of species of every kind of living thing, an overwhelming field for scientific study. With human mortality rates what they were, man would probably never know much about Venusian life forms. For the animals, if they were animals, that peered out from time to time, were as weird and incredible as the fantastic flowering lianas, smoking bushes, and trees that gave off metallic, cracked-bell clanking sounds.


  His momentary sense of well being abruptly departed from him as their caravan hove into a clearing and trotted past a low mud wall. Over the group of buildings beyond the wall flew the drab banner of the U. M.—United Missions. He saw the corrals into which newly arrived Tombovs were being herded, preparatory to their being “processed” for the slave market. For since Earth men could not work and survive in that vile climate, they had to have natives as the beasts of burden. It was natives who dug the uranium, who did the building, and the hauling. And heathen Tombovs would not do. They were too intractable.


  Maxwell thought cynically on the conversion statistics, of the thousands run through the salvation mills each year. It was not basically an evangelical proposition. It was an economic necessity. For all Earthmen, whatever their faith, agreed on one point—the Tombov in the raw was a lazy, lascivious, irresponsible rascal. The wild native was a chronic liar, a congenital thief, and what displeased him he was prone to kill out of hand, and his means of doing it were rarely nice. He saw no point in working, for natural food was on every hand. He was tough; therefore physical punishment meant nothing. His philosophy was virtually nil, so he was deaf to abstract appeal. In short, to be useful, he had to be Christianized.


  A turn of the road put the mission behind, and its hateful appendage—the labor mart, Ahead were the first straggling huts of Agra. They passed the inevitable dispensary, with its white-coated attendants and wailing wall. Then they stopped at a low building beyond whose sign read:


  Bureau of Research Co-Ordination.


  The doctor in charge was a haggard, sallow man with woebegone eyes. His hopeless expression did not change while Maxwell was outlining his theory. When he stopped the doctor shook his head.


  “A chimera,” he said, “a waste of work. Others have come to Venus with the notion that it was something the Tombovs ate or drank that made them immune to jitters. Every item of their diet has been analyzed many times, even the foul fen air they breathe. The results were always negative. Nor is there any appreciable difference between Tombov blood types and ours, or their vitamin reaction. We think now that the so-called Tombov immunity is due to nothing more mysterious than natural selection. The ones now in the swamps are descendants of those who simply could not be killed by the disease, and therefore have great resistance.”


  “Nonsense,” said Maxwell, nettled by the negativeness of the man. “What becomes of their natural resistance when they are converted baptism has no effects on antibodies. Did it ever occur to you that there may be something they do at their secret rites which makes the difference?”


  “Religion,” said the doctor, stiffly, “is a subject I never discuss, and the less said about the abominable rites of the swamp savages the better. I assure you, sir, if you knew the Tombov as well as we here do—”


  Maxwell snorted and turned away.


  “Let’s go, Parks. It’s the ‘old China hand’ story all over again. When a scientist lets himself be blinded by prejudice he isn’t a scientist any more.”


  At the dispensary they asked the whereabouts of Hoskins’ former scout, Shan Dhee. According to Hoskins, Shan Dhee was a convert who backslid after living with the whites awhile and turned native again. It was because he promptly contracted the jitters and had sense enough to run away. The result of being apostate from both camps was that he became a sort of pariah, tolerated, but distrusted by both races. Yet he served well as a go-between because he was the one heathen Tombov who knew the ways of Earthmen and spoke their language, though Hoskins warned it would be in a variety of code.


  “Shan Dhee?” said the interne, lifting an eyebrow in surprise that a respectable person should inquire about one so shifty and disreputable. “Why, in jail, probably. If not, you’ll find him hanging around one of the dives down at the Edge, loaded to “the gills with zankra. Take my advice and have a patrolman go along, if you have to see him. When a convert goes bad, he’s bad.


  “Oh, we’ll manage,” said Maxwell. The anti-Tombov prejudice seemed well distributed. He was still inclined to rely on Hoskins’ recommendation.


  The zankra joint was not a savory place. It was dark and dirty, and very, very smelly. Its patrons, white men who couldn’t stand the gaff and had been barred from going home by reason of their condition, lay all about on dirty mats. They were dead to the world, even if their muscles did occasionally knot up in spasmodic twitchings. This was the way they chose to ease their doom—they had gone the zankra route. For zankra, though not a cure for anything, brought blissful anaesthesia, being as it was a natural elixir—a blend of protomezyl alcohol and a number of potent alkaloids. It was cheap, too, since the gourds of which it was the juice could be had for a copper coin or so. A gourd of it was just being broached as Maxwell and Parks walked in. They saw a native squat by the door and jab a hole in the fruit so he could insert a sucking quill.


  “We’re Mr. Hoskins’ friends,” Maxwell said to him. “Where can we find Shan Dhee?”


  The Tombov studied him shiftily. There was some hesitation, and then, “Me Shan Dhee.”


  Maxwell had also been studying him. He was gratified to note that the fellow seemed to be magnificently healthy. There was none of the residual tremor that persists even after paracobrine shots. Yet Shan Dhee’s shoulders and arms bore mute testimony that he had been a jitters’ victim at one time. They were covered with the scars of self-inflicted bites, usually a sure sign of an untreated case. The scars were very old, and confirmed in a way what Maxwell wanted to believe. The man had evidently been cured—a thing believed to be impossible. But how? By his reversion to his former pagan practices?


  Shan Dhee turned out to be a poor subject. It was bad enough that he spoke the barbarous pidgin brought by the first missionaries, but he was also suspicious, stubborn, and evasive. By Maxwell’s questions Shan Dhee at once divined that Maxwell knew that he had once robbed a temple, and he knew that if other Tombovs ever found that out he was sure to die horribly.


  “No know what lily flower good for,” he would say, averting his eyes. “Tombov no eat. Tombov wear. Lily flower no good Earthfellow. Kankilona come out of lily flower. Earthfellow kankilona no like. Earthfellow priestfellow say kankilona horres . . . horrejnous monster. Earthfellow priestfellow wantchee kill all kankilona. Kankilona die, Tombov die. Die no good for Tombov. More better Earthfellow no see kankilona.”


  That was that. No amount of questioning could elucidate more. They had to guess at what sort of “horrendous monster” a kankilona might be. On Venus it could be anything from an ambulatory flytrap to a firebreathing dragon. All that was clear was that there was a relation between the lilies and the monsters, that the missionaries did not approve of them, and that the monsters were somehow necessary to Tombov well being.


  Questions as to the iridescent, gas-filled spheres brought little that was comprehensible, though much later it did come to have meaning. Shan Dhee tried desperately to duck the question, for evidently he had lied! about them to Hoskins.


  “Littily shiny balls no gems,” he confessed at last. “Littily shiny ball no good at all. Littily shiny ball one day pretty . . . six, eight day more . . . no more littily shiny ball. All gone. Maybeso littily shiny ball papa-papa-fellow kankilona.”


  “He’s lying,” said Parks. “We’ve got eighteen of ’em at home in our vault. We studied ’em a lot longer than a week, and none of them vanished. I’d call ’em pretty permanent.”


  “K.


  Shan Dhee refused to amplify. Maxwell noted the hinted link to the mysterious kankilona, but let it go and went straight to the purpose of his call. Would Shan Dhee fix it so they could attend a Tombov orgy?


  Shan Dhee’s reaction was close to terror. Tombov temples were strictly tabu to Earthmen at all times. They were even tabu to Tombovs, including the priesthood, except during the days of actual festival. The Tombovs would hardly dare slaughter the Earthmen if they were found desecrating the place—the Tombovs had learned that hard lesson long before—but what they would do to Shan Dhee was too dreadful to think about. Shan Dhee would steal, smuggle, even murder for them—if tobacco enough was to be had—but not that.


  “Don’t Tombov priests like tobacco, too?” Maxwell asked, softly.


  It was a lucky question. It rang the bell. Shan Dhee reconsidered. He sipped zankra and made calculations on his fingers. In the end he yielded.


  “Maybeso can do,” he admitted, uneasily, “Maybeso Tombov priestfellow letchee Shan Dhee hidum Earthfellow godhouse-side, but priestfellow no likee Earthfellow in Tombov godhouse. Earthfellow no likee see Tombov eatchee kankilona. Earthfellow get sick. Earthfellow pukum. Earthfellow get mad. Earthfellow smashee Tombov godhouse. Earthfellow in godhouse no good. More better Earthfellow hidee outside.”


  Both investigators promised faithfully they would watch unseen. They would be the soul of discretion. And they would pay any reasonable price. They were not scoffers or reformers. They wanted only to know the secret of Tombov health. Shan Dhee relaxed. He even grinned a crooked grin.


  “Tombov priestfellow more better Earthfellow priestfellow. Tombov wantchee long life now, swampside. Tombov no wantchee long life bimebye, Heavenside. Heavenside no good. Too far. Swampside more better.”


  Parks and Maxwell smiled. After all, they couldn’t blame the poor devil. How could the warped missionary doctrine preached them be any solace for hard labor and suffering? Better good health now, and let them take their chances on Heaven. So they argued no further, but totted up the quantities of tobacco Chan Dhee said would be required.


  It took three weeks of dreary slogging over slimy mud, sometimes proceeding by dugout canoe, before they came to the place of the Festival of Long Life, Shan Dhee showed them the markers that set off the sacred areas. Until they were removed three days later it was forbidden for ordinary Tomboys to pass them. But Shan Dhee shot the clumsy craft ahead. His coming had been arranged. He directed the canoe on past the tripods of saplings with their warning plumed skulls. The sluggish lagoon narrowed. Presently they came in between two lily fields. Shan Dhee explained that there were only a few places where such lilies grew and that the penalty for taking one off holy ground was death.


  Maxwell studied the plants with interest, but saw little to distinguish them from the Terran variety except their great size and yellow color. And then he was startled to see monstrous hairy creatures crawling around among them. For a long time he got only glimpses, and then he saw one entire. It was a sort of giant tarantula—a horror of mottled silky hair hanging from a bulbous, palpitating body as large as a basketball. There seemed to be a score of arching legs, each hairy and clawed at the tip. There were ugly, knifelike fangs, too, from which a greenish poison drooled. A cluster of luminous eyes were set above them, glaring venomously in shifting reds and violets.


  “Kankrlona,” said Shan Dhee.


  Parks shuddered. It was upsetting even to look on one. Had Shan Dhee said that the Tombovs ate them?


  The lagoon shoaled and narrowed. In a moment Shan Dhee drove the dugout nose up onto a muddy bank. It was the island hummock of the temple grounds. They climbed out and dragged the canoe into the underbrush and hid it under broad leaves. Then they gathered up their baggage and went up onto the hummock.


  It was a glade surrounded by heayy cypress, and under the trees were hundreds of little huts. In the distance stood the temple—an astonishing structure of gray stone, astonishing because the nearest solid ground was more than a hundred miles away. Only stubborn devotion could have carried those massive stones to where they were. But the temple’s great portal was closed and barred. The whole place was deserted.


  Shan Dhee disregarded everything until he could build their hiding place. It was a two-roomed hut he made for them, considerably apart from any other. As a tolerated outcast Shan Dhee said he was permitted to attend the festival, but he must keep his distance from the truly faithful. As it happened, his status was most convenient, for the two Earthmen could live in the rear, watching the show through peepholes, while Shan Dhee sat stolidly in the doorway, sure that no wild Tombov would venture near an untouchable. Shan Dhee said they could see all there was to see from there until the night of the culmination of the revels. By then the Tombovs would be blind drunk and would not notice if they were being spied on from the darkness outside the temple door.


  Maxwell and Parks laid out their gear. There were their food pellets and their store of tobacco twists that must be given to the priests. There was also their scientific paraphernalia—beakers and test tubes and reaction chemicals, and their all-purpose spectrographic camera. But the most essential item was their supply of precious paracobrine, for Parks was slipping fast, and needed shots at hourly intervals. They stowed that safely, and settled down to wait.


  The subsequent week was not especially instructive, nor was it entertaining. During the first days the Tombovs began straggling in, filthy with swamp mud encrusted on them. They brought their women and children with them, and a tremendous number of zankra gourds. Each family settled into its own hut, and then proceeded to the tribal reunion. The affair was much like barbaric gatherings anywhere in the Solar System—attended by the monotonous banging on tomtoms; by wild, uninhibited dancing; by gorgings with food and drink. There were scenes of reckless drunkenness, but until the beginning of the fifth day it was essentially a social gathering. It was not until the fifth day that the priests showed up.


  The activities thereafter took on a different tinge. No longer did the Tombov braves lie around in drunken stupor until midafternoon. They were put to work. And their women were put to work.


  They went out into the swamp, paddling along on their splayed, webbed feet. The men carried curious nets made of twisted small liana. The boys trailed them, bearing roomy cages made of a sort of wicker. For the women’s part, their job seemed to be the gathering of lilies. They stripped the plants methodically, taking blooms and leaves alike, leaving little more than pulpy stubble behind. It was not until evening came and the men came back that Maxwell knew what they had gone for. They returned triumphantly with scores upon scores of captured kankilonas, the trapped arachnids ululating horribly in protest at their restricted movement. The priests opened the temple doors long enough to receive the spiders, and then closed them again.


  That went on for three days more, but as the swamps were stripped of their leafy covering and crawling monsters, Maxwell made an astounding discovery. For a few minutes one day the sun came through—a rarity on cloudy Venus—and as it did a miracle seemed to happen. The dull mudflats became beds of scintillating fire. What he had bought from Hoskins as jewels lay thick everywhere. They were as numerous as the dead leaves of fall. Then the clouds took over again and the glow died.


  “What do you make of it?” asked Parks, who was looking on in wonder. “Could they be lily seed?”


  “Hardly.” said Maxwell. “They are too light and airy. Seeds have to sink into the soil to germinate. Those things won’t even sink in water.”


  At last the final day of the festival came. Men and women dressed themselves in gala garments made from lilies. There were chaplets and leis, garlands and leafy headdresses. And they were drinking zanlcra in colossal doses. All afternoon there was unrestrained dancing. and toward dark the drunken choruses became a bedlam of hideous howling. Then the temple doors were thrown open wide, and torches lit inside.


  “Pretty soon you Hoskins friendfellow see kankilona feast,” remarked Shan Dhee. He looked worried, as if repenting the deal. “No letchee priestfellow catchee looksee,” he warned. Maxwell and Parks repeated their promise.


  It was near midnight when they decided the worshipers were so drunk that nothing would matter. Maxwell and Parks stole out of their hut and across the glade, being careful not to step on the many Tombovs who had already passed out. They stopped close to the great door and looked in. The orgy was at its height. They saw now how the feast was conducted. Two acolytes would hand up a squirming kankilona. stripped of its legs. The high priest would receive it, and then defang it with two swift jerks. The slimy fangs he would hurl into a basket at the foot of the chief idol; the carcass he would throw to the yelling celebrants. There would be a scramble for it, then a howl of disappointment as the unlucky ones watched the favored sink his teeth into the soft venom sac of the mangled tarantula.


  Parks gripped Maxwell’s arms.


  “I . . . I’ve got to go back to the hut,” he gasped.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Maxwell sharply. “Can’t you take it? We’re not squeamish missionaries.”


  “T-that’s not it. I forgot my shot. See how I’m jumping? But you stick around. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”


  Maxwell let him go. It was routine, more or less, and he did not want to miss any unexpected feature of the rites before him. He watched Parks disappear into the dark, and then started to turn his gaze back at the orgies.


  He did not complete the movement. A surprisingly strong arm encircled him, and a husky knee entwined and gripped his. He knew from the wide flat foot that it was a Tombov that assailed him. Then there was a mocking voice in his ear—it was Shan Dhee’s voice, and Shan Dhee was crazy drunk. His breath stank of zankra, and worse.


  “Earthfellow wantchee long life, huh?” he taunted. “Okeh, okeh. Earthfellow catchee long life. Earthfellow catchee kankilona juice.”


  Maxwell felt himself being bent irresistibly backward to the peals of the maddened Tombov’s maniacal laughter. A disgusting gob of hairy, mushy something was slapped down on his face. He could not get his breath. He struggled and tried to cry out. It was what Shan Dhee wanted him to do. His teeth broke the tender membrane of the kankilona’s venom sac. There was a gush of indescribably nauseating oily stuff. It stung his cheeks and shoulders. Maxwell felt utterly defiled and ashamed. He wanted to die then and there. And then something happened to him.


  In one swift instant all the nausea and revulsion was swept away. In its place there was heavenly exhilaration, an exaltation that, exceeded any ecstasy he had ever known. He was no longer a sick man; would never be one again. He was strong, well—a champion among champions. Life was wonderful. It had to be expressed. Maxwell cut loose with a war whoop that shook the glade. Then things went madly round and round. Lights flared up arid faded. The howling within the temple died, dwindling into an infinitude of distance. After that Maxwell did not remember.


  He awoke in what he thought must be the gray dawn of the morning after. He was lying face down in the muck outside the temple door. He lay very still for a moment, wondering when the inescapable headache would begin to rack him, for after the heady intoxication he now faintly remembered, it was unthinkable that there would not be one—and a super one at that. But there was no headache.


  There was no foul taste in the mouth. Maxwell had to admit he felt fine, which, under the circumstances, was humiliating. He wondered if he was altogether sane. He started to get up, gingerly, expecting to find himself full of Charlie horses. There weren’t any. He was. fit as a fiddle. He quit worrying and arose briskly, but promptly regretted it. His head thumped into something, and there was a crash. He stood amazed and aghast at what fell. It was three long sticks of wood lashed together and tied with a bunch of plumes. A skull lay grinning at him from the wreckage. During the night someone had erected that dire symbol over him—the warning that he was tabu—under a curse!


  Maxwell shot a glance at the temple. Its doors were closed and barred. It was that way also in the glade. The huts were empty, the celebrants gone. The festival was over. Now everything was tabu. Maxwell’s wrist watch said it was late afternoon. He had slept more than the night.


  Then his heart jumped as he belatedly remembered Parks. Parks said he would come back. Where was he? Had Shan Dhee assaulted him, too? Maxwell looked around, but there was no sign of him. He started off across the glade in great bounding strides.


  Before the hut he was brought to an abrupt stop. Another tabu tripod stood there. But there was more besides; On a stake nearby there was the grinning newly severed head of a Tombov, and scattered about the foot of the stake were freshly picked bones—near human bones. The head was Shan Dhee’s head. It meant that Shan Dhee had transgressed somehow, and Shan Dhee had paid the penalty. It was ominous. Maxwell feared to think of what he might find inside.


  What was inside was bad enough. Both rooms were a shambles of smashed possessions. Most of the scientific equipment was hopelessly ruined, and food pellets were mixed indiscriminately with spilled chemicals. Every scrap of the tobacco was gone. But far worse, the whole interior reeked of paracobrine. Shattered ampules and broken syringes explained that readily enough. The looters, Nazilike, had destroyed what they did not value themselves.


  At the moment none of that bothered Maxwell overmuch. It was Parks he wanted to find. And find him he did, half hidden beneath a pile of tom clothes. Maxwell uncovered him and knelt beside him, staring at him in bitter dejection. He felt like a murderer, for Parks had never been keen about this wild goose expedition. It was Maxwell who insisted on playing the hunch. Now Parks’ tense face had a deathly pallor, and the few weak tremors were eloquent of the complete exhaustion that must follow a night and day of uncontrolled convulsions. Parks had been late for his shot, and must have fallen, out of control. Maxwell should have foreseen that, and returned with him. Now it was too late. There was no more paracobrine. By morning Parks would be dead.


  Maxwell sat for minutes, torturing himself. Then, of a sudden, a great light dawned on him. Why, be himself had missed at least two shots, and he felt fine! Unbelieving, he stretched out his arm. There was not so much as the hint of a tremor. What . . . why—


  In another instant Maxwell was outside, ransacking abandoned huts. In a little while it would be deep twilight, and he had no time to lose. In the third hut he found a kankilona net. In another a broken cage, which he speedily repaired. Then he set off for the swamp’s edge.


  Maxwell quickly discovered that catching wily kankilonas alive was work that required men in gangs. The first several he spotted eluded him. The fourth one squared off and circled, warily fighting back. Maxwell was in no mood to quibble. Did kankilona venom lose its potency when the spider died? He couldn’t know. But he knew he had to have some—of any strength—and quickly. He hurled his knife into the monster and watched it die. Then, lacking any kind of container, he tore off part of his shirt and dipped it into the ebbing poison. He ran back to Parks with that.


  “Open your mouth, old man,” he coaxed, but there was no response. Maxwell pried the jaws apart and blocked them. Then, drop by drop, he wrung nauseous oil out of the rag. Parks winced and tried to avert his head, but he was too weak. He gulped the stuff down, perforce.


  Maxwell fed it all, then waited.


  The reaction was mercifully quick. Within seconds Parks’ almost imperceptible breathing deepened, and his absent pulse returned. Slowly the iron-set neck muscles softened, the face relaxed, and there was a show of warming pink. In a little while Parks was sleeping peacefully. Maxwell examined him carefully from head to foot. There were no tremors. Not any. Maxwell heaved a big sigh of relief. Then he lit a torch. He had to do something about retrieving those food pellets.


  Miraculous as the newfound remedy was, Parks’ convalescence was slow. Either because he was so far gone in the beginning, or because the venom was not strictly fresh. His complete recovery was a matter of weeks, not hours or days, and in that time Maxwell had the opportunity to observe many things.


  He kept a sharp watch on the swamp. He wanted to see what happened to the crystalline spheres, which Shan Dhee had said would vanish after awhile. He put on mudshoes and gathered a few and stored them in the hut. Then he maintained a vigil at the hummock’s edge.


  Nothing whatever happened for almost a week, and when it did happen, it happened at night. It was by the purest chance that Maxwell couldn’t go to sleep, and walked out into the glade for more air. It was then he saw the shimmering violet light that seemed to pervade the entire swamp area. It was as if the mudflats were a bed of smoldering anthracite, dimly lit by flickering bluish flame. Maxwell went back to the hut for the torch and mudshoes. Then he investigated.


  What he discovered was a horde of sluggish crawlers, creatures not too distantly related to the queer Australian platypus. Many were feeding noisily on the lily stubble, but most just lay, as if entranced, staring at the crystalline spherelets. It was the light of their violet eyes that furnished the illumination, a fact that did not astonish Maxwell. The majority of Venusian fauna had luminous eyes. What did bowl him over was what the light did to the shimmering balls. They shrank, and shrank. They dwindled to mere pellets, hard, and relatively heavy. Then they were no more. There were only bubbles to mark the spot where they had sunk into the mire. Maxwell pocketed several of the shrunken balls just before they disappeared.


  The next day he dissected one. It was now obviously a seed, perhaps a lily seed. It was one more curious example of the deviousness of Nature. Apparently in its first state it was infertile, and therefore of a shape and weight which would keep it on the marsh surface. Then, perhaps by symbiotic impulse, the platypus creatures were attracted to it, gazed upon it with their violet rays, and somehow fertilized it. Whereupon it planted itself by gravity.


  Maxwell followed through on that theory. That night he went into the swamp differently armed. He carried a bundle of dry sticks, and the spectrographic camera. He recorded the exact composition of the violet light, and noted the time it was applied. Then he marked a number of the bubbly places with his sticks. If lilies came up there, the spheres were lily seeds.


  The next day he reversed his camera, making it a projector. He duplicated the platyputiau light and shed it on the crystalline balls he had retrieved first. They did shrink into seed. He had at least one bit of positive proof. Then he planted them at a marked spot.


  Slowly Parks improved. For several days Maxwell sought and found more spiders, but each day they grew scarcer. There came a day when there were none at all. The festival apparently had been timed to coincide with their greatest density. When would the new crop of them come, and from where? Maxwell thought on that, and began the study of the small pile of carcasses piled outside the hut. He hoped to learn something about the reproduction methods of the kankilona.


  All but one of his dissections were negative. In that one he found an object that definitely jolted him. It was obviously an egg. But the kankilona egg was one of those crystalline balls! Fie now had one more link in its life cycle. He would have to wait for the rest of it to develop.


  Fie had to wait for another reason. Parks was gaining, but he would not be able to travel under his own steam for some time to come. On the way back they would not have the assistance of Shan Dhee. Maxwell wondered whether the angry priests had left them the canoe. He dashed off worriedly to investigate.


  The dugout was safe where they had left it. Maxwell eased it into the water and tried it out. And while he was learning the trick of handling it, he paddled it a way down the lagoon. He backed water vigorously as he neared the tripod tabu signs that marked the boundary of the lily reservation. Just beyond there was an encampment of Tombov braves. It was a troubling discovery.


  But a moment later he was a little bit relieved. A Tombov had spotted him just as he sighted them, and for a long minute both men stared at each other. Other Tombovs got up and looked, stolidly inexpressive. They made no outcry or hostile gesture, and as Maxwell turned the dugout about and headed back toward the temple clearing, the savages sat down again, as if the incident was closed.


  It was Parks who guessed the purpose of the outpost. He was strong enough to talk, then, and was following Maxwell’s theories with great interest.


  “This kankilona business is the Tombov’s big secret. They know by now how selfish the Earthman is, and how ruthlessly and wastefully he exploits. They don’t want to kill us—if they had, they would have done it the night they left. But they are not going to let us get back to Angra with a live spider, or its egg, or any other thing they value. If we leave here alive, it will have to be barehanded.”


  “I get it,” said Maxwell, gloomily. “They know, as you and I do, that if our race learned about spider venom, swarms of humans would invade these swamps and exterminate the genus in a single season. There just aren’t enough kankilona. They would go the way of the bison and the dodo. And then we would be in a fix.”


  “Right,” agreed Parks. “What we ought to do of course, is analyze that poison and see what ingredient makes it work. But our stuff is smashed. If we can’t take back a specimen of it, all this has gone for nothing.”


  “We’ll see,” said Maxwell.


  Meantime lily plants were sprouting where the ball-seeds had sunk. Soon the plants would be maturing. Then it would be time for another festival. They wanted to leave before that came, and they had to leave for a still more urgent reason. If they did not get back to Angra soon, their stay would overstretch the six-months time limit. Nothing would convince stupid quarantine officials that they weren’t crawling with every variety of Venusian virus.


  The first lilies were well in bloom the day they climbed into the dug-out for the trip back. Maxwell shunted the canoe over close to a stand of the flowers, and plucked one. It was a very curious blossom, lacking either stamen or pistil. It was a sexless plant. But he observed a fatty swelling in one of the lush petals. He slit it open and laid bare a small tumor. He cut into that. Dozens of tiny black objects scuttered out, like ants from a disturbed hill. They were baby kankilona!


  “Well, that’s that,” said Maxwell, dropping the torn lily into the lagoon, “Now we have the whole story. Lilies beget spiders, spiders lay eggs, friend platypus conies along and the egg becomes a lily seed. That is where we came in.”


  “And,” supplemented Parks, “kankilonas are health-giving, so after they have laid their eggs, the Tombovs come and eat them. The so-called temple jewels, I suppose, are simply a reserve seed crop in case of a drought.”


  “Drought on Venus,” laughed Maxwell. “You’re crazy.” But he got the idea.


  At the edge of the lily swamp the Tombovs looked them over. They were grave and silent, and offered no violence, but they were thorough. Their search of the boat revealed no contraband. A surly chieftain waved in the general direction of Angra. Maxwell dipped his paddle in and thrust the dugout ahead.


  “It’s tough,” remarked Parks, regretfully, “but at least you and I are cured. On another trip we may have better luck.”


  “We’re not cured,” said Maxwell, grimly. “Our cases “are arrested, that’s all. The Tombovs do this twice a year, you know. But we have succeeded better than you know. The proof of it is here.” He tapped the note book where he had noted the spectrum of the platypus gaze.


  “At home,” he said, “we have a lot of kankilona eggs, and we know how to activate them. We can start in a properly humidified hothouse for our first few batches. After that we’ll expand. The world need never know that what they’re taking is a distillation of kankilona poison. They’ll probably label it Nixijit, or something cute like that.”


  “Oh, well,” said Parks, irrelevantly, “I suppose the Congo Valley won’t be so bad.”


  “Nothing is ever as bad as it seems,” said Maxwell.


  A month later he made the same observation in a different form. They were on the homebound liner, and were among the few well enough to sit up and enjoy the lounge. A pest of a missionary came over and dropped into a seat beside him.


  “It’s great to be getting back to God’s footstool,” he wheezed. “What a cross I’ve had to bear working with those beastly Tombovs. Ugh! A race of brutes, steeped in the vilest superstitions and practicing the most abominable rites. Our own primitives had some horrible customs, but the Tombov culture hasn’t a single redeeming feature.”


  “Oh,” said Maxwell, screwing up one eye and smiling faintly, “I wouldn’t say that.”


  THE END.


  THE VANISHING VENUSIANS


  Leigh Brackett


  For years they had wandered the eternal seas of Venus, seeking the home that was their birthright, death walking in their wake. And now they were making their final bid—three of them fighting toward the promised land, battling for a hopeless cause.


  THE BREEZE was steady enough, but it was not in a hurry. It filled the lug sail just hard enough to push the dirty weed-grown hull through the water, and no harder. Matt Harker lay alongside the tiller and counted the trickles of sweat crawling over his nakedness, and stared with sullen, opaque eyes into the indigo night. Anger, leashed and impotent, rose in his throat like bitter vomit.


  The sea—Rory McLaren’s Venusian wife called it the Sea of Morning Opals—lay unstirring, black, streaked with phosphorescence. The sky hung low over it, the thick cloud blanket of Venus that had made the Sun a half-remembered legend to the exiles from Earth. Riding lights burned in the blue gloom, strung out in line. Twelve ships, thirty-eight hundred people, going no place, trapped in the interval between birth and death and not knowing what to do about it.


  Matt Harker glanced upward at the sail and then at the stern lantern of the ship ahead. His face, in the dim glow that lights Venus even at night, was a gaunt oblong of shadows and hard bone, seamed and scarred with living, with wanting and not having, with dying and not being dead. He was a lean man, wiry and not tall, with a snake-like surety of motion.


  Somebody came scrambling quietly aft along the deck, avoiding the sleeping bodies crowded everywhere. Harker said, without emotion, “Hi, Rory.”


  Rory McLaren said, “Hi, Matt.” He sat down. He was young, perhaps half Harker’s age. There was still hope in his face, but it was growing tired. He sat for a while without speaking, looking at nothing, and then said, “Honest to God, Matt, how much longer can we last?”


  “What’s the matter, kid? Starting to crack?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. When are we going to stop somewhere?”


  “When we find a place to stop.”


  “Is there a place to stop? Seems like ever since I was born we’ve been hunting. There’s always something wrong. Hostile natives, or fever, or bad soil, always something, and we go on again. It’s not right. It’s not any way to try to live.”


  Harker said, “I told you not to go having kids.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?”


  “You start worrying. The kid isn’t even here yet, and already you’re worrying.”


  “Sure I am.” McLaren put his head in his hands suddenly and swore. Harker knew he did that to keep from crying. “I’m worried,” McLaren said, “that maybe the same thing’ll happen to my wife and kid that happened to yours. We got fever aboard.”


  Harker’s eyes were like blown coals for an instant. Then he glanced up at the sail and said, “They’d be better off if it didn’t live.”


  “That’s no kind of a thing to say.”


  “It’s the truth. Like you asked me, when are we going to stop somewhere? Maybe never. You bellyache about it ever since you were born. Well, I’ve been at it longer than that. Before you were born I saw our first settlement burned by the Cloud People, and my mother and father crucified in their own vineyard. I was there when this trek to the Promised Land began, back on Earth, and I’m still waiting for the promise.”


  The sinews in Harker’s face were drawn like knots of wire. His voice had a terrible quietness.


  “Your wife and kid would be better off to die now, while Viki’s still young and has hope, and before the child ever opens its eyes.”


  SIM, the big black man, relieved Harker before dawn. He started singing, softly—something mournful and slow as the breeze, and beautiful. Harker cursed him and went up into the bow to sleep, but the song stayed with him. Oh, I looked over Jordan, and what did I see, comin’ for to carry me home . . .


  Harker slept. Presently he began to moan and twitch, and then cry out. People around him woke up. They watched with interest. Harker was a lone wolf awake, ill-tempered and violent. When, at long intervals, he would have one of his spells, no one was anxious to help him out of it. They liked peeping inside of Harker when he wasn’t looking.


  Harker didn’t care. He was playing in the snow again. He was seven years old, and the drifts were high and white, and above them the sky was so blue and clean that he wondered if God mopped it every few days like Mom did the kitchen floor. The sun was shining. It was like a great gold coin, and it made the snow burn like crushed diamonds. He put his arms up to the sun, and the cold air slapped him with clean hands, and he laughed. And then it was all gone . . .


  “By gawd.” somebody said. “Ain’t them tears on his face?”


  “Bawling. Bawling like a little kid. Listen at him.”


  “Hey,” said the first one sheepishly. “Reckon we oughta wake him up?”


  “Hell with him, the old sour-puss. Hey, listen to that . . .!”


  “Dad,” Harker whispered. “Dad, I want to go home.”


  THE DAWN dawn came like a sifting of fire-opals through the layers of pearl-gray cloud. Harker heard the yelling dimly in his sleep. He felt dull and tired, and his eyelids stuck together. The yelling gradually took shape and became the word “Land!” repeated over and over. Harker kicked himself awake and got up.


  The tideless sea glimmered with opaline colors under the mist. Flocks of little jewel-scaled sea-dragons rose up from the ever-present floating islands of weed, and the weed itself, part of it, writhed and stretched with sentient life.


  Ahead there was a long low hummock of muddy ground fading into tangled swamp. Beyond it, rising sheer into the clouds, was a granite cliff, a sweeping escarpment that stood like a wall against the hopeful gaze of the exiles.


  Harker found Rory McLaren standing beside him, his arm around Viki, his wife. Viki was one of several Venusians who had married into the Earth colony. Her skin was clear white, her hair a glowing silver, her lips vividly red. Her eyes were like the sea, changeable, full of hidden life. Just now they had that special look that the eyes of women get when they’re thinking about creation. Harker looked away.


  McLaren said, “It’s land.”


  Harker said, “It’s mud. It’s swamp. It’s fever. It’s like the rest.”


  Viki said, “Can we stop here, just a little while?”


  Harker shrugged. “That’s up to Gibbons.” He wanted to ask what the hell difference it made where the kid was born, but for once he held his tongue. He turned away. Somewhere in the waist a woman was screaming in delirium. There were three shapes wrapped in ragged blankets and laid on planks by the port scuppers. Harker’s mouth twitched in a crooked smile.


  “We’ll probably stop long enough to bury them,” he said. “Maybe that’ll be time enough.”


  He caught a glimpse of McLaren’s face. The hope in it was not tired any more. It was dead. Dead, like the rest of Venus.


  Gibbons called the chief men together aboard his ship—the leaders, the fighters and hunters and seamen, the tough leathery men who were the armor around the soft body of the colony. Harker was there, and McLaren. McLaren was young, but up until lately he had had a quality of optimism that cheered his shipmates, a natural leadership.


  Gibbons was an old man. He was the original guiding spirit of the five thousand colonists who had come out from Earth to a new start on a new world. Time and tragedy, disappointment and betrayal had marked him cruelly, but his head was still high. Harker admired his guts while cursing him for an idealistic fool.


  The inevitable discussion started as to whether they should try a permanent settlement on this mud flat or go on wandering over the endless, chartless seas. Harker said impatiently:


  “For cripesake, look at the place. Remember the last time. Remember the time before that, and stop bleating.”


  Sim, the big black, said quietly, “The people are getting awful tired. A man was meant to have roots some place. There’s going to be trouble pretty soon if we don’t find land.”


  Harker said, “You think you can find some, pal, go to it.”


  Gibbons said heavily, “But he’s right. There’s hysteria, fever, dysentery and boredom, and the boredom’s worst of all.”


  McLaren said, “I vote to settle.”


  Harker laughed. He was leaning by the cabin port, looking out at the cliffs. The gray granite looked clean above the swamp. Harker tried to pierce the clouds that hid the top, but couldn’t. His dark eyes narrowed. The heated voices behind him faded into distance. Suddenly he turned and said, “Sir, I’d like permission to see what’s at the top of those cliffs.”


  There was complete silence. Then Gibbons said slowly, “We’ve lost too many men on journeys like that before, only to find the plateau uninhabitable.”


  “There’s always the chance. Our first settlement was in the high plateaus, remember. Clean air, good soil, no fever.”


  “I remember,” Gibbons said. “I remember.” He was silent for a while, then he gave Harker a shrewd glance. “I know you, Matt. I might as well give permission.”


  HARKER grinned. “You won’t miss me much anyhow. I’m not a good influence anymore.” He started for the door. “Give me three weeks. You’ll take that long to careen and scrape the bottoms anyhow. Maybe I’ll come back with something.”


  McLaren said, “I’m going with you, Matt.”


  Harker gave him a level-eyed stare. “You better stay with Vila.”


  “If there’s good land up there, and anything happens to you so you can’t come back and tell us . . .”


  “Like not bothering to come back, maybe?”


  “I didn’t say that. Like we both won’t come back. But two is better than one.”


  Harker smiled. The smile was enigmatic and not very nice. Gibbons said, “He’s right, Matt.” Harker shrugged. Then Sim stood up.


  “Two is good,” he said, “but three is better.” He turned to Gibbons. “There’s nearly five hundred of us, sir. If there’s new land up there, we ought to share the burden of finding it.”


  Gibbons nodded. Harker said, “You’re crazy, Sim. Why you want to do all that climbing, maybe to no place?”


  Sim smiled. His teeth were unbelievably white in the sweat-polished blackness of his face. “But that’s what my people always done, Matt. A lot of climbing, to no place.”


  They made their preparations and had a last night’s sleep. McLaren said goodbye to Viki. She didn’t cry. She knew why he was going. She kissed him, and all she said was, “Be careful.” All he said was, “I’ll be back before he’s born.”


  They started at dawn, carrying dried fish and sea-berries made into pemmican, and their long knives and ropes for climbing. They had long ago run out of ammunition for their few blasters, and they had no equipment for making more. All were adept at throwing spears, and carried three short ones barbed with bone across their backs.


  It was raining when they crossed the mud flat, wading thigh-deep in heavy mist. Harker led the way through the belt of swamp. He was an old hand at it, with an uncanny quickness in spotting vegetation that was as independently alive and hungry as he was. Venus is one vast hothouse, and the plants have developed into species as varied and marvelous as the reptiles or the mammals, crawling out of the pre-Cambrian seas as primitive flagellates and growing wills of their own, with appetites and motive power to match. The children of the colony learned at an early age not to pick flowers. The blossoms too often bit back.


  The swamp was narrow, and they came out of it safely. A great swamp-dragon, a leshen, screamed not far off, but they hunt by night, and it was too sleepy to chase them. Harker stood finally on firm ground and studied the cliff.


  The rock was roughened by weather, hacked at by ages of erosion, savaged by earthquake. There were stretches of loose shale and great slabs that looked as though they would peel off at a touch, but Harker nodded.


  “We can climb it,” he said. “Question is, how high is up?”


  Sim laughed. “High enough for the Golden City, maybe. Have we all got a clear conscience? Can’t carry no load of sin that far!”


  Rory McLaren looked at Harker.


  Harker said, “All right, I confess. I don’t care if there’s land up there or not. All I wanted was to get the hell out of that damn boat before I went clean nuts. So now you know.”


  McLaren nodded. He didn’t seem surprised. “Let’s climb.”


  BY MORNING of the second day they were in the clouds. They crawled upward through opal-tinted steam, half liquid, hot and unbearable. They crawled for two more days. The first night or two Sim sang during his watch, while they rested on some ledge. After that he was too tired. McLaren began to give out, though he wouldn’t say so. Matt Harker grew more taciturn and ill-tempered, if possible, but otherwise there was no change. The clouds continued to hide the top of the cliff.


  During one rest break McLaren said hoarsely, “Don’t these cliffs ever end?” His skin was yellowish, his eyes glazed with fever.


  “Maybe,” said Harker, “they go right up beyond the sky.” The fever was on him again, too. It lived in the marrow of the exiles, coming out at intervals to shake and sear them, and then retreating. Sometimes it did not retreat, and after nine days there was no need.


  McLaren said, “You wouldn’t care if they did, would you?”


  “I didn’t ask you to come.”


  “But you wouldn’t care.”


  “Ah, shut up.”


  McLaren went for Harker’s throat.


  Harker hit him, with great care and accuracy. McLaren sagged down and took his head in his hands and wept. Sim stayed out of it.


  He shook his head, and after a while he began to sing to himself, or someone beyond himself. “Oh, nobody knows the trouble I see . . .”


  Harker pulled himself up. His ears rang and he shivered uncontrollably, but he could still take some of McLaren’s weight on himself. They were climbing a steep ledge, fairly wide and not difficult.


  “Let’s get on,” said Harker.


  About two hundred feet beyond that point the ledge dipped and began to go down again in a series of broken steps. Overhead the cliff face bulged outward. Only a fly could have climbed it. They stopped. Harker cursed with vicious slowness. Sim closed his eyes and smiled. He was a little crazy with fever himself.


  “Golden City’s at the top. That’s where I’m going.”


  He started off along the ledge, following its decline toward a jutting shoulder, around which it vanished. Harker laughed sardonically. McLaren pulled free of him and went doggedly after Sim. Harker shrugged and followed.


  Around the shoulder the ledge washed out completely.


  They stood still. The steaming clouds shut them in before, and behind was a granite wall hung within thick fleshy creepers. Dead end.


  “Well?” said Harker.


  McLaren sat down. He didn’t cry, or say anything. He just sat. Sim stood with his arms hanging and his chin on his huge black chest. Harker said, “See what I meant, about the Promised Land? Venus is a fixed wheel, and you can’t win.”


  It was then that he noticed the cool air. He had thought it was just a fever chill, but it lifted his hair, and it had a definite pattern on his body. It even had a cool, clean smell to it. It was blowing out through the creepers.


  Harker began ripping with his knife. He broke through into a cave mouth, a jagged rip worn smooth at the bottom by what must once have been a river.


  “That draft is coming from the top of the plateau,” Harker said. “Wind must be blowing up there and pushing it down. There may be a way through.”


  McLaren and Sim both showed a slow, terrible growth of hope. The three of them went without speaking into the tunnel.


  II


  THEY MADE good time. The clean air acted as a tonic, and hope spurred them on. The tunnel sloped upward rather sharply, and presently Harker heard water, a low thunderous murmur as of an underground river up ahead. It was utterly dark, but the smooth channel of stone was easy to follow.


  Sim said, “Isn’t that light up ahead?”


  “Yeah,” said Harker. “Some kind of phosphorescence. I don’t like that river. It may stop us.”


  They went on in silence. The glow grew stronger, the air more damp. Patches of phosphorescent lichen appeared on the walls, glimmering with dim jewel tones like an unhealthy rainbow. The roar of the water was very loud.


  They came upon it suddenly. It flowed across the course of their tunnel in a broad channel worn deep into the rock, so that its level had fallen below its old place and left the tunnel dry. It was a wide river, slow and majestic. Lichen spangled the roof and walls, reflecting in dull glints of color from the water.


  Overhead there was a black chimney going up through the rock, and the cool draft came from there with almost hurricane force, much of which was dissipated in the main river tunnel. Harker judged there was a cliff formation on the surface that siphoned the wind downward. The chimney was completely inaccessible.


  Harker said, “I guess we’ll have to go upstream, along the side.” The rock was eroded enough to make that possible, showing wide ledges at different levels.


  McLaren said, “What if this river doesn’t come from the surface? What if it starts from an underground source?”


  “You stuck your neck out,” Harker said. “Come on.”


  They started. After a while, tumbling like porpoises in the black water, the golden creatures swam by, and saw the men, and stopped, and swam back again.


  They were not very large, the largest about the size of a twelve-year-old child. Their bodies were anthropoid, but adapted to swimming with shimmering webs. They glowed with a golden light, phosphorescent like the lichen, and their eyes were lidless and black, like one huge spreading pupil. Their faces were incredible. Harker could remember, faintly, the golden dandelions that grew on the lawn in summer. The heads and faces of the swimmers were like that, covered with streaming petals that seemed to have independent movements, as though they were sensory organs as well as decoration.


  Harker said, “For cripesake, what are they?”


  “They look like flowers,” McLaren said.


  “They look more like fish,” the black man said.


  Harker laughed. “I’ll bet they’re both. I’ll bet they’re plannies that grew where they had to be amphibious.” The colonists had shortened plant-animal to planimal, and then just planny. “I’ve seen gimmicks in the swamps that weren’t so far away from these. But jeez, get the eyes on ’em! They look human.”


  “The shape’s human, too, almost.” McLaren shivered. “I wish they wouldn’t look at us that way.”


  Sim said, “As long as they just look. I’m not gonna worry . . .”


  They didn’t. They started to close in below the men, swimming effortlessly against the current. Some of them began to clamber out on the low ledge behind them. They were agile and graceful. There was something unpleasantly child-like about them. There were fifteen or twenty of them, and they reminded Harker of a gang of mischievous lads—only the mischief had a queer soulless quality of malevolence.


  Harker led the way faster along the ledge. His knife was drawn and he carried a short spear in his right hand.


  The tone of the river changed. The channel broadened, and up ahead Harker saw that the cavern ended in a vast shadowy place, the water spreading into a dark lake, spilling slowly out over a low wide lip of rock. More of the shining child-things were playing there. They joined their fellows, closing the ring tighter around the three men.


  “I don’t like this,” McLaren said. “If they’d only make a noise!”


  They did, suddenly—a shrill tittering like a blasphemy of childish laughter. Their eyes shone. They rushed in, running wetly along the ledge, reaching up out of the water to claw at ankles, laughing. Inside his tough flat belly Harker’s guts turned over.


  McLAREN yelled and kicked. Claws raked his ankle, spiny needle-sharp things like thorns. Sim ran his spear clean through a golden breast. There were no bones in it. The body was light and membranous, and the blood that ran out was sticky and greenish, like sap. Harker kicked two of the things back in the river, swung his spear like a ball bat and knocked two more off the ledge—they were unbelievably light—and shouted, “Up there, that high ledge. I don’t think they can climb that.”


  He thrust McLaren bodily past him and helped Sim fight a rearguard action while they all climbed a rotten and difficult transit. McLaren crouched at the top and hurled chunks of stone at the attackers. There was a great crack running up and clear across the cavern roof, scar of some ancient earthquake. Presently a small slide started.


  “Okay,” Harker panted. “Quit before you bring the roof down. They can’t follow us.” The plannies were equipped for swimming, not climbing. They clawed angrily and slipped back, and then retreated sullenly to the water. Abruptly they seized the body with Sim’s spear through it and devoured it, quarreling fiercely over it. McLaren leaned over the edge and was sick.


  Harker didn’t feel so good himself. He got up and went on. Sim helped McLaren, whose ankle was bleeding badly.


  This higher ledge angled up and around the wall of the great lake-cavern. It was cooler and drier here, and the lichens thinned out, and vanished, leaving total darkness. Harker yelled once. From the echo of his voice the place was enormous.


  Down below in the black water golden bodies streaked like comets in an ebon universe, going somewhere, going fast. Harker felt his way carefully along. His skin twitched with a nervous impulse of danger, a sense of something unseen, unnatural, and wicked.


  Sim said, “I hear something.”


  They stopped. The blind air lay heavy with a subtle fragrance, spicy and pleasant, yet somehow unclean. The water sighed lazily far below. Somewhere ahead was a smooth rushing noise which Harker guessed was the river inlet. But none of that was what Sim meant.


  He meant the rippling, rustling sound that came from everywhere in the cavern. The black surface of the lake was dotted now with spots of burning phosphorescent color, trailing fiery wakes. The spots grew swiftly, coming nearer, and became carpets of flowers, scarlet and blue and gold and purple. Floating fields of them, and towed by shining swimmers.


  “My God,” said Harker softly. “How big are they?”


  “Enough to make three of me.” Sim was a big man. “Those little ones were children, all right. They went and got their papas. Oh, Lord!”


  The swimmers were very like the smaller ones that attacked them by the river, except for their giant size. They were not cumbersome.


  They were magnificent, supple-limbed and light. Their membranes had spread into great shining wings, each rib tipped with fire. Only the golden dandelion heads had changed.


  They had shed their petals. Their adult heads were crowned with flat, coiled growths having the poisonous and filthy beauty of fungus. And their faces were the faces of men.


  For the first time since childhood Harker was cold.


  The fields of burning flowers were swirled together at the base of the cliff. The golden giants cried out suddenly, a sonorous belling note, and the water was churned to blazing foam as thousands of flower-like bodies broke away and started up the cliff on suckered, spidery legs.


  It didn’t look as though it was worth trying, but Harker said, “Let’s get the hell on!” There was a faint light now, from the army below. He began to run along the ledge, the others close on his heels. The flower-hounds coursed swiftly upward, and their masters swam easily below, watching.


  The ledge dropped. Harker shot along it like a deer. Beyond the lowest dip it plunged into the tunnel whence the river came. A short tunnel, and at the far end . . .


  “Daylight!” Harker shouted. “Daylight!”


  McLaren’s bleeding leg gave out and he fell.


  HARKER caught him. They were at the lowest part of the dip. The flower-beasts were just below, rushing higher. McLaren’s foot was swollen, the calf of his leg discolored. Some swift infection from the planny’s claws. He fought Harker. “Go on,” he said. “Go on!”


  Harker slapped him hard across the temple. He started on, half carrying McLaren, but he saw it wasn’t going to work. McLaren weighed more than he did. He thrust McLaren into Sim’s powerful arms. The big black nodded and ran, carrying the half-conscious man like a child. Harker saw the first of the flower-things flow up onto the ledge in front of them.


  Sim hurdled them. They were not large, and there were only three of them. They rushed to follow and Harker speared them, slashing and striking with the sharp bone tip. Behind him the full tide rushed up. He ran, but they were faster. He drove them back with spear and knife, and ran again, and turned and fought again, and by the time they had reached the tunnel Harker was staggering with weariness.


  Sim stopped. He said, “There’s no way out.”


  Harker glanced over his shoulder. The river fell sheer down a high face of rock—too high and with too much force in the water even for the giant water-plannies to think of attempting. Daylight poured through overhead, warm and welcoming, and it might as well have been on Mars.


  Dead end.


  Then Harker saw the little eroded channel twisting up at the side. Little more than a drain-pipe, and long dry, leading to a passage beside the top of the falls—a crack barely large enough for a small man to crawl through. It was a hell of a ragged hope, but . . .


  Harker pointed, between jabs at the swarming flowers. Sim yelled, “You first.” Because Harker was the best climber, he obeyed, helping the gasping McLaren up behind him. Sim wielded his spear like a lightning brand, guarding the rear, creeping up inch by inch.


  He reached a fairly secure perch, and stopped. His huge chest pumped like a bellows, his arm rose and fell like a polished bar of ebony. Harker shouted to him to come on. He and McLaren were almost at the top.


  Sim laughed. “How you going to get me through that little bitty hole?”


  “Come on, you fool!”


  “You better hurry. I’m about finished.”


  “Sim! Sim, damn you!”


  “Crawl out through that hole, runt, and pull that stringbean with you! I’m a man-sized man, and I got to stay.” Then, furiously, “Hurry up or they’ll drag you back before you’re through.”


  He was right. Harker knew he was right. He went to work pushing and jamming McLaren through the narrow opening. McLaren was groggy and not much help, but he was thin and small-boned, and he made it. He rolled out on a slope covered with green grass, the first Harker had seen since he was a child. He began to struggle after McLaren. He did not look back at Sim.


  The black man was singing, about the glory of the coming of the Lord.


  Harker put his head back into the darkness of the creek. “Sim!”


  “Yeah?” Faintly, hoarse, echoing.


  “There’s land here, Sim. Good land.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Sim, we’ll find a way . . .”


  Sim was singing again. The sound grew fainter, diminishing downward into distance. The words were lost, but not what lay behind them. Matt Harker buried his face in the green grass, and Sim’s voice went with him into the dark.


  THE CLOUDS were turning color with the sinking of the hidden sun. They hung like a canopy of hot gold washed in blood. It was utterly silent, except for the birds. Birds. You never heard birds like that down in the low places. Matt Harker rolled over and sat up slowly. He felt as though he had been beaten. There was a sickness in him, and a shame, and the old dark anger lying coiled and deadly above his heart.


  Before him lay the long slope of grass to the river, which bent away to the left out of sight behind a spur of granite. Beyond the slope was a broad plain and then a forest of gigantic trees. They seemed to float in the coppery haze, their dark branches outspread like wings and starred with flowers. The air was cool, with no taint of mud or rot. The grass was rich, the soil beneath it clean and sweet.


  Rory McLaren moaned softly and Harker turned. His leg looked bad. He was in a sort of stupor, his skin flushed and dry. Harker swore softly, wondering what he was going to do.


  He looked back toward the plain, and he saw the girl.


  He didn’t know how she got there. Perhaps out of the bushes that grew in thick clumps on the slope. She could have been there a long time, watching. She was watching now, standing quite still about forty feet away. A great scarlet butterfly clung to her shoulder, moving its wings with lazy delight.


  She seemed more like a child than a woman. She was naked, small and slender and exquisite. Her skin had a faint translucent hint of green under its whiteness. Her hair, curled short to her head, was deep blue, and her eyes were blue also, and very strange.


  Harker stared at her, and she at him, neither of them moving. A bright bird swooped down and hovered by her lips for a moment, caressing her with its beak. She touched it and smiled, but she did not take her eyes from Harker.


  Harker got to his feet, slowly, easily. He said, “Hello.”


  She did not move, nor make a sound, but quite suddenly a pair of enormous birds, beaked and clawed like eagles and black as sin, made a whistling rush down past Harker’s head and returned, circling. Harker sat down again.


  The girl’s strange eyes moved from him, upward to the crack in the hillside whence he had come. Her lips didn’t move, but her voice—or something—spoke clearly inside Harker’s head.


  “You came from—There.” There had tremendous feeling in it, and none of it nice.


  Harker said, “Yes. A telepath, huh?”


  “But you’re not . . .” A picture of the golden swimmers formed in Harker’s mind. It was recognizable, but hatred and fear had washed out all the beauty, leaving only horror.


  Harker said, “No.” He explained about himself and McLaren. He told about Sim. He knew she was listening carefully to his mind, testing it for truth. He was not worried about what she would find. “My friend is hurt,” he said. “We need food and shelter.”


  For some time there was no answer. The girl was looking at Harker again. His face, the shape and texture of his body, his hair, and then his eyes. He had never been looked at quite that way before. He began to grin. A provocative, be-damned-to-you grin that injected a surprising amount of light and charm into his sardonic personality.


  “Honey,” he said, “you are terrific. Animal, mineral, or vegetable?”


  She tipped her small round head in surprise, and asked his own question right back. Harker laughed. She smiled, her mouth making a small inviting V, and her eyes had sparkles in them. Harker started toward her.


  Instantly the birds warned him back. The girl laughed, a mischievous ripple of merriment. “Come,” she said, and turned away.


  Harker frowned. He leaned over and spoke to McLaren, with peculiar gentleness. He managed to get the boy erect, and then swung him across his shoulders, staggering slightly under the weight. McLaren said distinctly, “I’ll be back before he’s born.”


  Harker waited until the girl had started, keeping his distance. The two black birds followed watchfully. They walked out across the thick grass of the plain, toward the trees. The sky was now the color of blood.


  A light breeze caught the girl’s hair and played with it. Matt Harker saw that the short curled strands were broad and flat, like blue petals.


  III


  IT WAS a long walk to the forest. The top of the plateau seemed to be bowl-shaped, protected by encircling cliffs. Harker, thinking back to that first settlement long ago, decided that this place was infinitely better. It was like the visions he had seen in fever-dreams—the Promised Land. The coolness and cleanness of it were like having weights removed from your lungs and heart and body.


  The rejuvenating air didn’t make up for McLaren’s weight, however. Presently Harker said, “Hold it,” and sat down, tumbling McLaren gently onto the grass. The girl stopped. She came back a little way and watched Harker, who was blowing like a spent horse. He grinned up at her.


  “I’m shot.” he said. “I’ve been too busy for a man of my age. Can’t you get hold of somebody to help me carry him?”


  Again she studied him with puzzled fascination. Night was closing in, a clear indigo, less dark than at sea level. Her eyes had a curious luminosity in the gloom.


  “Why do you do that?” she asked.


  “Do what?”


  “Carry it.”


  By “it” Harker guessed she meant McLaren. He was suddenly, coldly conscious of a chasm between them that no amount of explanation could bridge. “He’s my friend. He’s . . . I have to.”


  She studied his thought and then shook her head. “I don’t understand. It’s spoiled—” her thought-image was a combination of “broken,” “finished,” and “useless”—“Why carry it around?”


  “McLaren’s not an it. He’s a man like me, my friend. He’s hurt, and I have to help him.”


  “I don’t understand.” Her shrug said it was his funeral, also that he was crazy. She started on again, paying no attention to Harker’s call for her to wait. Perforce, Harker picked up McLaren and staggered on again. He wished Sim were here, and immediately wished he hadn’t thought of Sim. He hoped Sim had died quickly before—before what? Oh God, it’s dark and I’m scared and my belly’s all gone to cold water, and that thing trotting ahead of me through the blue haze . . .


  The thing was beautiful, though. Beautifully formed, fascinating, a curved slender gleam of moonlight, a chaliced flower holding the mystic, scented nectar of the unreal, the unknown, the undiscovered. Harker’s blood began, in spite of himself, to throb with a deep excitement.


  They came under the fragrant shadows of the trees. The forest was open, with broad mossy ridges and clearings. There were flowers underfoot, but no brush, and clumps of ferns. The girl stopped and stretched up her hand. A feathery branch, high out of her reach, bent and brushed her face, and she plucked a great pale blossom and set it in her hair.


  She turned and smiled at Harker. He began to tremble, partly with weariness, partly with something else.


  “How do you do that?” he asked.


  She was puzzled. “The branch, you mean? Oh, that!” She laughed. It was the first sound he had heard her make, and it shot through him like warm silver. “I just think I would like a flower, and it comes.”


  Teleportation, telekinetic energy—what did the books call it? Back on Earth they knew something about that, but the colony hadn’t had much time to study even its own meager library. There had been some religious sect that could make roses bend into their hands. Old wisdom, the force behind the Biblical miracles, just the infinite power of thought. Very simple. Yeah. Harker wondered uneasily whether she could work it on him, too. But then, he had a brain of his own. Or did he?


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  She gave a clear, trilled sound. Harker tried to whistle it and gave up. Some sort of tone-language, he guessed, without words as he knew them. It sounded as though they—her people, whatever they were—had copied the birds.


  “I’ll call you Button,” he said. “Bachelor Button—but you wouldn’t know.”


  She picked the image out of his mind and sent it back to him. Blue fringe-topped flowers nodding in his mother’s china bowl. She laughed again and sent her black birds away and led on into the forest, calling out like an oriole. Other voices answered her, and presently, racing the light wind between the trees, her people came.


  THEY were like her. There were males, slender little creatures like young boys, and girls like Button. There were several hundred of them, all naked, all laughing and curious, their lithe pliant bodies flitting moth-fashion through the indigo shadows. They were topped with petals—Harker called them that, though he still wasn’t sure—of all colors from blood-scarlet to pure white.


  They trilled back and forth. Apparently Button was telling them all about how she found Harker and McLaren. The whole mob pushed on slowly through the forest and ended finally in a huge clearing where there were only scattered trees. A spring rose and made a little lake, and then a stream that wandered off among the ferns.


  More of the little people came, and now he saw the young ones. All sizes, from tiny thin creatures on up, replicas of their elders. There were no old ones. There were none with imperfect or injured bodies. Harker, exhausted and on the thin edge of a fever-bout, was not encouraged.


  He set McLaren down by the spring. He drank, gasping like an animal, and bathed his head and shoulders. The forest people stood in a circle, watching. They were silent now. Harker felt coarse and bestial, somehow, as though he had belched loudly in church.


  He turned to McLaren. He bathed him, helped him drink, and set about fixing the leg. He needed light, and he needed flame.


  There were dry leaves, and mats of dead moss in the rocks around the spring. He gathered a pile of these. The forest people watched. Their silent luminous stare got on Harker’s nerves. His hands were shaking so that he made four tries with his flint and steel before he got a spark.


  The tiny flicker made the silent ranks stir sharply. He blew on it. The flames licked up, small and pale at first, then taking hold, growing, crackling. He saw their faces in the springing light, their eyes stretched with terror. A shrill crying broke from them and then they were gone, like rustling leaves before a wind.


  Harker drew his knife. The forest was quiet now. Quiet but not at rest. The skin crawled on Harker’s back, over his scalp, drew tight on his cheekbones. He passed the blade through the flame. McLaren looked up at him. Harker said, “It’s okay, Rory,” and hit him carefully on the point of the jaw. McLaren lay still. Harker stretched out the swollen leg and went to work.


  IT WAS dawn again. He lay by the spring in the cool grass, the ashes of his fire gray and dead beside the dark stains. He felt rested, relaxed, and the fever seemed to have gone out of him. The air was like wine.


  He rolled over on his back. There was a wind blowing. It was a live, strong wind, with a certain smell to it. The trees were rollicking, almost shouting with pleasure. Harker breathed deeply. The smell, the pure clean edge . . .


  Suddenly he realized that the clouds were high, higher than he had ever known them to be. The wind swept them up, and the daylight was bright, so bright that . . .


  Harker sprang up. The blood rushed in him. There was a stinging blur in his eyes. He began to run, toward a tall tree, and he flung himself upward into the branches and climbed, recklessly, into the swaying top.


  The bowl of the valley lay below him, green, rich, and lovely. The gray granite cliffs rose around it, grew higher in the direction from which the wind blew. Higher and higher, and beyond them, far beyond, were mountains, flung towering against the sky.


  On the mountains, showing through the whipping veils of cloud, there was snow, white and cold and blindingly pure, and as Harker watched there was a gleam, so quick and fleeting that he saw it more with his heart than with his eyes . . . Sunlight. Snowfields, and above them, the sun.


  After a long time he clambered down again into the silence of the glade. He stood there, not moving, seeing what he had not had time to see before.


  Rory McLaren was gone. Both packs, with food and climbing ropes and bandages and flint and steel were gone. The short spears were gone. Feeling on his hip, Harker found nothing but bare flesh. His knife and even his breech-clout had been taken.


  A slender, exquisite body moved forward from the shadows of the trees. Huge white blossoms gleamed against the curly blue that crowned the head. Luminous eyes glanced up at Harker, full of mockery and a subtle animation. Button smiled.


  Matt Harker walked toward Button, not hurrying, his hard sinewy face blank of expression. He tried to keep his mind that way, too. “Where is the other one, my friend?”


  “In the finish-place.” She nodded vaguely toward the cliffs near where Harker and McLaren had escaped from the caves. Her thought-image was somewhere between rubbish-heap and cemetery, as nearly as Harker could translate it. It was also completely casual, a little annoyed that time should be wasted on such trifles.


  “Did you . . . is he still alive?”


  “It was when we put it there. It will be all right, it will just wait until it—stops. Like all of them.”


  “Why was he moved? Why did you . . .”


  “It was ugly.” Button shrugged. “It was broken, anyway.” She stretched her arms upward and lifted her head to the wind. A shiver of delight ran through her. She smiled again at Harker, sidelong.


  He tried to keep his anger hidden. He started walking again, not as though he had any purpose in mind, bearing toward the cliffs. His way lay past a bush with yellow flowers and thorny, pliant branches. Suddenly it writhed and whipped him across the belly. He stopped short and doubled over, hearing Button’s laughter.


  When he straightened up she was in front of him. “It’s red,” she said, surprised, and laid little pointed fingers on the scratches left by the thorns. She seemed thrilled and fascinated by the color and feel of his blood. Her fingers moved, probing the shape of his muscles, the texture of his skin and the dark hair on his chest. They drew small lines of fire along his neck, along the ridge of his jaw, touching his features one by one, his eyelids, his black brows.


  “What are you?” whispered her mind to his.


  “This.” Harker put his arms around her, slowly. Her flesh slid cool and strange under his hands, sending an indescribable shudder through him, partly pleasure, partly revulsion. He bent his head. Her eyes deepened, lakes of blue fire, and then he found her lips. They were cool and strange like the rest of her, pliant, scented with spice, the same perfume that came with sudden overpowering sweetness from her curling petals.


  Harker saw movement in the forest aisles, a clustering of bright flower-heads. Button drew back. She took his hand and led him away, off toward the river and the quiet ferny places along its banks. Glancing up, Harker saw that the two black birds were following overhead.


  “YOU ARE really plants, then? Flowers, like those?” He touched the white blossoms on her head.


  “You are really a beast, then? Like the furry, snarling things that climb up through the pass sometimes?”


  They both laughed. The sky above them was the color of clean fleece. The warm earth and crushed ferns were sweet beneath them. “What pass?” asked Harker.


  “Over there.” She pointed off toward the rim of the valley. “It goes down to the sea, I think. Long ago we used to go down there but there’s no need, and the beasts make it dangerous.”


  “Do they,” said Harker, and kissed her in the hollow below her chin. “What happens when the beasts come?”


  Button laughed. Before he could stir Harker was trapped fast in a web of creepers and tough fern, and the black birds were screeching and clashing their sharp beaks in his face.


  “That happens,” Button said. She stroked the ferns. “Our cousins understand us, even better than the birds.”


  Harker lay sweating, even after he was free again. Finally he said, “Those creatures in the underground lake. Are they your cousins?”


  Button’s fear-thought thrust against his mind like hands pushing away. “No, don’t . . . Long, long ago the legend is that this valley was a huge lake, and the Swimmers lived in it. They were a different species from us, entirely. We came from the high gorges, where there are only barren cliffs now. This was long ago. As the lake receded, we grew more numerous and began to come down, and finally there was a battle and we drove the Swimmers over the falls into the black lake. They have tried and tried to get out, to get back to the light, but they can’t. They send their thoughts through to us sometimes. They . . .” She broke off. “I don’t want to talk about them anymore.”


  “How would you fight them if they did get out?” asked Harker easily. “Just with the birds and the growing things?”


  Button was slow in answering. Then she said, “I will show you one way.” She laid her hand across his eyes. For a moment there was only darkness. Then a picture began to form—people, his own people, seen as reflections in a dim and distorted mirror but recognizable. They poured into the valley through a notch in the cliffs, and instantly every bush and tree and blade of grass was bent against them. They fought, slashing with their knives, making headway, but slowly. And then, across the plain, came a sort of fog, a thin drifting curtain of soft white.


  It came closer, moving with force of its own, not heeding the wind. Harker saw that it was thistledown. Seeds, borne on silky wings. It settled over the people trapped in the brush. It was endless and unhurrying, covering them all with a fine fleece. They began to writhe and cry out with pain, with a terrible fear. They struggled, but they couldn’t get away.


  The white down dropped away from them. Their bodies were covered with countless tiny green shoots, sucking the chemicals from the living flesh and already beginning to grow.


  Button’s spoken thought cut across the image. “I have seen your thoughts, some of them, since the moment you came out of the caves. I can’t understand them, but I can see our plains gashed to the raw earth and our trees cut down and everything made ugly. If your kind came here, we would have to go. And the valley belongs to us.”


  Matt Harker’s brain lay still in the darkness of his skull, wary, drawn in upon itself. “It belonged to the Swimmers first.”


  “They couldn’t hold it. We can.”


  “Why did you save me, Button? What do you want of me?”


  “There was no danger from you. You were strange. I wanted to play with you.”


  “Do you love me, Button?” His fingers touched a large smooth stone among the fern roots.


  “Love? What is that?”


  “It’s tomorrow and yesterday. It’s hoping and happiness and pain, the complete self because it’s selfless, the chain that binds you to life and makes living it worthwhile. Do you understand?”


  “No. I grow, I take from the soil and the light, I play with the others, with the birds and the wind and the flowers. When the time comes I am ripe with seed, and after that I go to the finish-place and wait. That’s all I understand. That’s all there is.”


  He looked up into her eyes. A shudder crept over him. “You have no soul, Button. That’s the difference between us. You live, but you have no soul.”


  After that it was not so hard to do what he had to do. To do quickly, very quickly, the thing that was his only faint chance of justifying Sim’s death. The thing that Button may have glimpsed in his mind but could not guard against, because there was no understanding in her of the thought of murder.


  IV


  THE BLACK birds darted at Harker, but the compulsion that sent them flickered out too soon. The ferns and creepers shook, and then were still, and the birds flew heavily away. Matt Harker stood up.


  He thought he might have a little time. The flower-people probably kept in pretty close touch mentally, but perhaps they wouldn’t notice Button’s absence for a while. Perhaps they weren’t prying into his own thoughts, because he was Button’s toy. Perhaps . . .


  He began to run, toward the cliffs where the finish-place was. He kept as much as possible in the open, away from shrubs. He did not look again, before he left, at what lay by his feet.


  He was close to his destination when he knew that he was spotted. The birds returned, rushing down at him on black whistling wings. He picked up a dead branch to beat them off and it crumbled in his hands. Telekinesis, the power of mind over matter. Harker had read once that if you knew how you could always make your point by thinking the dice into position. He wished he could think himself up a blaster. Curved beaks ripped his arms. He covered his face and grabbed one of the birds by the neck and killed it. The other one screamed and this time Harker wasn’t so lucky. By the time he had killed the second one he’d felt claws in him and his face was laid open along the cheekbones. He began to run again.


  Bushes swayed toward him as he passed. Thorny branches stretched. Creepers rose like snakes from the grass, and every green blade was turned knife-like against his feet. But he had already reached the cliffs and there were open rocky spaces and the undergrowth was thin.


  He knew he was near the finish-place because he could smell it. The gentle withered fragrance of flowers past their prime, and under that a dead, sour decay. He shouted McLaren’s name, sick with dread that there might not be an answer, weak with relief when there was one. He raced over tumbled rocks toward the sound. A small creeper tangled his foot and brought him down. He wrenched it by the roots from its shallow crevice and went on. As he glanced back over his shoulder he saw a thin white veil, a tiny patch in the distant air, drifting toward him.


  He came to the finish-place.


  It was a box canyon, quite deep, with high sheer walls, so that it was almost like a wide well. In the bottom of it bodies were thrown in a dry, spongy heap. Colorless flower-bodies, withered and gray, an incredible compost pile.


  Rory McLaren lay on top of it, apparently unhurt. The two packs were beside him, with the weapons. Strewn over the heap, sitting, lying, moving feebly about, were the ones who waited, as Button had put it, to stop. Here were the aged, the faded and worn out, the imperfect and injured, where their ugliness could not offend. They seemed already dead mentally. They paid no attention to the men, nor to each other. Sheer blind vitality kept them going a little longer, as a geranium will bloom long after its cut stalk is desiccated.


  “Matt,” McLaren said. “Oh, God, Matt, I’m glad to see you!”


  “Are you all right?”


  “Sure. My leg even feels pretty good. Can you get me out?”


  “Throw those packs up here.”


  McLaren obeyed. He began to catch Harker’s feverish mood, warned by Harker’s bleeding, ugly face that something nasty was afoot. Harker explained rapidly while he got out one of the ropes and half hauled McLaren out of the pit. The white veil was close now. Very close.


  “Can you walk?” Harker asked.


  McLaren glanced at the fleecy cloud. Harker had told him about it. “I can walk.” he said. “I can run like hell.”


  Harker handed him the rope. “Get around the other side of the canyon. Clear across, see?” He helped McLaren on with his pack. “Stand by with the rope to pull me up. And keep to the bare rocks.”


  McLaren went off. He limped badly, his face twisted with pain. Harker swore. The cloud was so close that now he could see the millions of tiny seeds floating on their silken fibers, thistledown guided by the minds of the flower-people in the valley. He shrugged into his pack straps and began winding bandages and tufts of dead grass around the bone tip of a recovered spear. The edge of the cloud was almost on him when he got a spark into the improvised torch and sprang down onto the heap of dead flower-things in the pit.


  He sank and floundered on the treacherous surface, struggling across it while he applied the torch. The dry, withered substance caught. He raced the flames to the far wall and glanced back. The dying creatures had not stirred, even when the fire engulfed them. Overhead, the edges of the seed-cloud flared and crisped. It moved on blindly over the fire. There was a pale flash of light and the cloud vanished in a puff of smoke.


  “Rory!” Harker yelled. “Rory!”


  FOR A LONG minute he stood there, coughing, strangling in thick smoke, feeling the rushing heat crisp his skin. Then, when it was almost too late, McLaren’s sweating face appeared above him and the rope snaked down. Tongues of flame flicked his backside angrily as he ran monkey-fashion up the wall.


  They got away from there, higher on the rocky ground, slashing occasionally with their knives at brush and creepers they could not avoid. McLaren shuddered.


  “It’s impossible,” he said. “How do they do it?”


  “They’re blood cousins. Or should I say sap. Anyhow, I suppose it’s like radio control—a matter of transmitting the right frequencies. Here, take it easy a minute.”


  McLaren sank down gratefully. Blood was seeping through the tight bandages where Harker had incised his wound. Harker looked back into the valley.


  The flower-people were spread out in a long crescent, their bright multicolored heads clear against the green plain. Harker guessed that they would be guarding the pass. He guessed that they had known what was going on in his mind as well as Button had. New form of communism, one mind for all and all for one mind. He could see that even without McLaren’s disability they couldn’t make it to the pass. Not a mouse could have made it.


  He wondered how soon the next seed-cloud would come.


  “What are we going to do, Matt? Is there any way . . .” McLaren wasn’t thinking about himself. He was looking at the valley like Lucifer yearning at Paradise, and he was thinking of Viki. Not just Viki alone, but Viki as a symbol of thirty-eight hundred wanderers on the face of Venus.


  “I don’t know,” said Harker. “The pass is out, and the caves are out . . . hey! Remember when we were fighting off those critters by the river and you nearly started a cave-in throwing rocks? There was a fault there, right over the edge of the lake. An earthquake split. If we could get at it from the top and shake it down . . .”


  It was a minute before McLaren caught on. His eyes widened. “A slide would dam up the lake . . .”


  “If the level rose enough, the Swimmers could get out.” Harker gazed with sultry eyes at the bobbing flower-heads below.


  “But if the valley’s flooded, Matt, and those critters take over, where does that leave our people?”


  “There wouldn’t be too much of a slide, I don’t think. The rock’s solid on both sides of the fault. And anyway, the weight of the water backed up there would push through anything, even a concrete dam, in a couple of weeks.” Harker studied the valley floor intently. “See the way that slopes there? Even if the slide didn’t wash out, a little digging would drain the flood off down the pass. We’d just be making a new river.”


  “Maybe.” McLaren nodded. “I guess so. But that still leaves the Swimmers. I don’t think they’d be any nicer than these babies about giving up their land.” His tone said he would rather fight Button’s people any day.


  Harker’s mouth twisted in a slow grin. “The Swimmers are water creatures, Rory. Amphibious. Also, they’ve lived underground, in total darkness, for God knows how long. You know what happens to angleworms when you get ’em out in the light. You know what happens to fungus that grows in the dark.” He ran his fingers over his skin, almost with reverence. “Noticed anything about yourself, Rory? Or have you been too busy.”


  McLaren stared. He rubbed his own skin, and winced, and rubbed again, watching his fingers leave streaks of livid white that faded instantly. “Sunburn,” he said wonderingly. “My God. Sunburn!”


  Harker stood up. “Let’s go take a look.” Down below the flower-heads were agitated. “They don’t like that thought, Rory. Maybe it can be done, and they know it.”


  McLaren rose, leaning on a short spear like a cane. “Matt. They won’t let us get away with it.”


  Harker frowned. “Button said there were other ways beside the seed . . .” He turned away. “No use standing here worrying about it.”


  THEY started climbing again, very slowly on account of McLaren. Harker tried to gauge where they were in relation to the cavern beneath. The river made a good guide. The rocks were almost barren of growth here, which was a godsend. He watched, but he couldn’t see anything threatening approaching from the valley. The flower-people were mere dots now, perfectly motionless.


  The rock formation changed abruptly. Ancient quakes had left scars in the shape of twisted strata, great leaning slabs of granite poised like dancers, and cracks that vanished into darkness.


  Harker stopped. “This is it. Listen, Rory. I want you to go off up there, out of the danger area . . .”


  “Matt, I . . .”


  “Shut up. One of us has got to be alive to take word back to the ships as soon as he can get through the valley. There’s no great rush and you’ll be able to travel in three-four days. You . . .”


  “But why me? You’re a better mountain man . . .”


  “You’re married,” said Harker curtly. “It’ll only take one of us to shove a couple of those big slabs down. They’re practically ready to fall of their own weight. Maybe nothing will happen. Maybe I’ll get out all right. But it’s a little silly if both of us take the risk, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. But Matt . . .”


  “Listen, kid.” Harker’s voice was oddly gentle. “I know what I’m doing. Give my regards to Viki and the . . .”


  He broke off with a sharp cry of pain. Looking down incredulously, he saw his body covered with little tentative flames, feeble, flickering, gone, but leaving their red footprints behind them.


  McLaren had the same thing.


  They stared at each other. A helpless terror took Harker by the throat. Telekinesis again. The flower-people turning his own weapon against them. They had seen fire, and what it did, and they were copying the process in their own minds, concentrating, all of them together, the whole mental force of the colony centered on the two men. He could even understand why they focused on the skin. They had taken the sunburn-thought and applied it literally.


  Fire. Spontaneous combustion. A simple, easy reaction, if you knew the trick. There was something about a burning bush . . .


  The attack came again, stronger this time. The flower-people were getting the feel of it now. It hurt. Oh God, it hurt. McLaren screamed. His loincloth and bandages began to smolder.


  What to do, thought Harker, quick, tell me what to do . . .


  The flower-people focus on us through our minds, our conscious minds. Maybe they can’t get the subconscious so easily, because the thoughts are not directed, they’re images, symbols, vague things. Maybe if Rory couldn’t think consciously they couldn’t find him . . .


  Another flare of burning, agonizing pain. In a minute they’ll have the feel of it. They can keep it going . . .


  Without warning, Harker slugged McLaren heavily on the jaw and dragged him away to where the rock was firm. He did it all with astonishing strength and quickness. There was no need to save himself. He wasn’t going to need himself much longer.


  He went away a hundred feet or so, watching McLaren. A third attack struck him, sickened and dazed him so that he nearly fell. Rory McLaren was not touched.


  Harker smiled. He turned and ran back toward the rotten place in the cliffs. A part of his conscious thought was so strongly formed that his body obeyed it automatically, not stopping even when the flames appeared again and again on his flesh, brightening, growing, strengthening as the thought-energies of Button’s people meshed together. He flung down one teetering giant of stone, and the shock jarred another loose. Harker stumbled on to a third, based on a sliding bed of shale, and thrust with all his strength and beyond it, and it went too, with crashing thunder.


  Harker fell. The universe dissolved into shuddering, roaring chaos beyond a bright veil of flame and a smell of burning flesh. By that time there was only one thing clear in Matt Harker’s understanding—the second part of his conscious mind, linked to and even stronger than the first.


  The image he carried with him into death was a tall mountain with snow on its shoulders, blazing in the sun.


  IT WAS NIGHT. Rory McLaren lay prone on a jutting shelf above the valley. Below him the valley was lost in indigo shadows, but there was a new sound in it—the swirl of water, angry and swift.


  There was new life in it, too. It rode the crest of the flood waters, burning gold in the blue night, shining giants returning in vengeance to their own place. Great patches of blazing jewel-toned phosphorescence dotted the water—the flower-hounds, turned loose to hunt. And in between them, rolling and leaping in deadly play, the young of the Swimmers went.


  McLaren watched them hunt the forest people. He watched all night, shivering with dread, while the golden titans exacted payment for the ages they had lived in darkness. By dawn it was all over. And then, through the day, he watched the Swimmers die.


  The river, turned back on itself, barred them from the caves. The strong bright light beat down. The Swimmers turned at first to greet it with a pathetic joy. And then they realized . . .


  McLaren turned away. He waited, resting, until, as Harker had predicted, the block washed away and the backed-up water could flow normally again. The valley was already draining when he found the pass. He looked up at the mountains and breathed the sweet wind, and felt a great shame and humility that he was here to do it.


  He looked back toward the caves where Sim had died, and the cliffs above where he had buried what remained of Matt Harker. It seemed to him that he should say something, but no words came, only that his chest was so full he could hardly breathe. He turned mutely down the rocky pass, toward the Sea of Morning Opals and the thirty-eight hundred wanderers who had found a home.


  VENUS SKY-TRAP


  Ross Rocklynne


  With their rocket-ship caught in a water spout and a girl’s life at stake, Reg Mason and Pirate Aarn take a last slim chance to balk a villain!


  CHAPTER I


  Assignment On Venus


  IN SPITE of the repulse, the girl in the green dress continued her pleas.


  “But Reggie!” she begged. “Why can’t you take me with you? You’re bound for the self-same place I want to go, the water-spout region, where Aarn Logan is hiding out. I demand an answer!”


  Elise Maynard hung onto Lieutenant Reggie Mason’s blue and gray uniformed arm, her high-heeled slippers beating a rapid tattoo on the pavement of Venus City’s main boulevard, as she tried to keep up with his long stride. Around them was the traffic of the busy downtown district, above them, at five hundred feet, loomed the curving supersteel enforced glass dome which protected Venus city from the noxious vapors in the jungle without.


  “It’s just plain silly,” she panted almost tearfully. “Here I am, one of the smartest woman geologists in the Smithsonian, and one of the prettiest, too, I’ll bet, and you’ve got a ship, and I haven’t because I can’t get a grant until next week—and—and you won’t invite me. I don’t even make any impression on you! Well, I know why, all right. It’s your darned old VCPC regulations.” Lieutenant Reggie Mason rolled gray eyes heavenward as if he were praying for strength. Then he stopped, swung about and bent his head until the peak of his officer’s cap was touching the sleekly coiffed golden brown hair which was showing beneath Elise’s flowery bonnet. He waved his finger under her defiantly uptilted nose.


  “When you begin knocking the Venus Control Police Corps, my dear young lady, that’s when you step on my bunions.”


  “And that,” she flared, “is what I wanted to do!”


  “When you realize,” continued Reggie, “that the VCPC built its whole reputation on the strength of its discipline, when you realize that Venus itself would be overrun with gangsters—pirates like Aarn Logan, maybe—when you realize that, you’ll realize that I haven’t any right to ask you along on a dangerous pirate-hunting expedition. This is a one-man job—no women, see? But—” the stem expression dropped from Reggie Mason’s young, tolerant face and he smiled a little “—but I’ll tell you what I’ll do.”


  “Oh!” she gasped, her eyelids fluttering in mock faintness. “Oh, no! Don’t tell me the tyrant is going to unbend.”


  Reggie studied her, a trace of red rising from his tight collar.


  “Sometimes I wander how I ever got along with you, upstart,” he snapped. “Here’s what I was going to suggest. I’m on my way to see my superior, Captain Hudson. You come on with me and we’ll put the problem up to him.”


  Her tearful, angry face underwent a startling transformation. Her eyes grew wide.


  “Oh, Reggie!” she cried. “Captain Hudson? Captain Phil Hudson? Why—why, I know him.”


  REG MASON’S face was a study. No one knew better than he that GHQ would never consent to civilian business being conducted along with VCPC duty. That was why he had suddenly decided to let Hudson quash Elise’s hopes. Heaven knows that Elise had plagued him enough since her arrival on the Earth-Venus transit yesterday. But her knowing Captain Phil Hudson put another aspect on the situation—and not the one she supposed.


  “Well, that makes it a cinch, Lieutenant,” she said, breathing deeply. “Lead the way. Phil’s got a scientific mind just like I have, and he’d never let a bunch of stodgy rules stand in the way of scientific progress—like a certain Lieutenant I know.”


  She tugged at his arm. “Come on,” she laughed. “I’ve got you licked and you know it.”


  He stood rock-still, expression grim. “Wait a minute. How long have you known Hudson?”


  “Phil? I met him at the graduation hop a couple years ago. He always looks me up whenever he gets to Washington. Why?”


  “Because he isn’t the sort of person you should know,” said Reggie coldly. “He’s my commanding officer, and as such I’d take orders from him, but it just so happens that in the case of Aarn Logan—well, Elise,” he finished, looking her square in the eyes, “I happen to know Hudson isn’t everything the daily telecasters might say about him.”


  She frowned, matching the gravity of his expression. Then her lovely lips curled in a gentle, chiding expression. She squeezed his hand affectionately.


  “Silly,” she said softly. “You’re jealous!” She pulled at him and led him down the street at a happy, clicking pace.


  They found Captain Philip Hudson sitting behind one of the intricately exquisite, yet staunch crystal-glass desks which were put out by the famous Glass & Sand Corporation of Mars. A lock of his blond hair fell over his handsome forehead as he scraped back his chair and came to his feet in surprise.


  “Elise!” he cried, striding to meet her. Hudson was only five years Reg Mason’s senior. “Welcome to Venus.”


  “Hello, Phil,” she said, casting a malicious glance at Reg’s set face, as she let Hudson hold her hand after shaking it. “Lieutenant Mason told me you were his commanding officer and I asked him to bring me up.”


  “But this is wonderful,” Hudson said eagerly. His manner was so magnetic that even Reg felt it at times. “Absolutely wonderful that you’re here! Reg, old fellow—how did you ever persuade Elise to make the trip? Tell me you’ll be here long enough to let me show you around.”


  “Long enough to investigate the waterspout region of Venus,” she answered. “I’m here on business. Purely. The Smithsonian wants a paper describing the water-spout region to include in its next annual report. I’m the one they’re sending. And that’s the reason we’re here now. Go ahead, Reggie. Tell him.”


  “Oh,” said Hudson, his smile suddenly disappearing. He drew his tall body erect, his long fingers playing with the insignia on his tunic. “If it’s business I’ll treat it as business.”


  “Miss Maynard,” Reg said, with a casual nod at her, “wishes to accompany me in my police cruiser to the water-spout region, where we know Aarn Logan has been for the last five days, ever since he escaped in a stolen VCPC ship. I told her I’d put the matter before you.”


  “Application refused!” Captain Hudson’s lips grew stubborn as he looked at Elise.


  She started. “But—but Phil!” Her voice betrayed her surprise.


  “I’m sorry, Elise.” He spoke quietly, but she must have seen from the hard glitter of his dark eyes that he’d never yield.


  Her lips tightened. “Why not?” she asked. “I’ve got a right to know why not, haven’t I? I thought you were my friend.”


  “I am your friend.” Hudson’s face was suddenly boyish and pleading. He held out a hand and then let it drop, hopeless of making her understand. “It’s for your own good,” he insisted. “Aarn Logan is dangerous. One of the worst pirates of the last decade. He and his crew of freebooters have been pirating Martian and Venusian as well as Terrestrial shipping for a year. We had him in jail, but he escaped—a dangerous man. Elise—be reasonable.”


  “Never mind,” she said coldly. “I’ll wait for you in the outer office, Reg.” She swished her green skirt around, her face set and angry, and slammed the door viciously behind her.


  HUDSON let out a sigh and sought his desk chair, ruffling through papers.


  “Difficult girl,” he muttered. “Now let’s see, Lieutenant. You’re due to hit heaven at seven A.M. Venus Arbitrary Time. Your ship will be fueled and outfitted and waiting for you at number Ten Sky-Field—that’s under the south-west sky-hatch. Here’s your clearance papers. I think that’s all.”


  Reg Mason took the papers, folded them carefully and put them in an inner pocket.


  “Where shall I bring the prisoner, sir?”


  Hudson continued to look at his desk for an unnecessarily long time. When he glanced up, his eyes were veiled.


  “Here, I suppose.”


  “Very well.”


  Reg turned and started toward the door, but he knew he would never reach it without saying his piece about what he thought concerning the Aarn Logan affair. He knew that as sure as he knew his name was already mud so far as Hudson was concerned. He had a strong sense of fairness and he would never commit an injustice without a protest. So he turned back toward Hudson.


  As if half-expecting that, Hudson was already on his feet, leaning forward a little, the tips of his ten fingers balancing him on the desk, ready and waiting, as if this were a challenge.


  “I had a five-minute talk with Aarn Logan before he escaped, sir,” Reg said coldly. “He told me everything. And I guess I believe him.”


  “You have your orders, Lieutenant,” said Hudson, his voice starting out soft and ending on a knife-edge. “I know you talked with Aarn.”


  “I have my orders, Captain,” said Reg, meeting the baleful eyes. “Don’t worry. I’m enough of a policeman to follow them out. Good-day, sir.”


  He closed the door, but behind him Hudson continued to stare after him.


  CHAPTER II


  The Osmotic Planet


  DUE to changes in temperature of the noxious atmosphere, the outer surface of the long glass dome which overlay Venus City was water-slimy from the constant condensation of vapors. At the south-west end of the dome, about a hundred feet up from the floor of the swampy jungle which ever pressed in toward the city, a circular sky-hatch slid smoothly apart.


  Out of the airlock thus revealed, a spherical ship was ejected forcefully toward the lower cloud bank of Venus. Inside the ship, Reg Mason rocked erratically back and forth in his bucket chair, counting ten, slowly, before his fingers dropped to the console and played on the rocket-control buttons. Just as the ship reached the upward limit of its ride toward the heavens from the sky-catapult, and was about to drop back into the nolapyr-trees, twin rocket flames cut through the gloom and the ship soared, skirting the top of the jungle.


  Reg Mason’s swelling chest relaxed with a sigh, and a slow, relieved grin replaced the tenseness which was always his whenever the electric catapult held his ship in its grip.


  “I feel like the silver-ball in a pin-ball machine just before the customer lets go,” Reg once had wryly told the field machinist just before he climbed into the ship.


  The take-off accomplished, Reg settled down to the business at hand, and some of his satisfaction at having finished with the catapult ordeal faded when he reminded himself of his duty, which was to bring in Aarn Logan. He checked with the triolite-needle once more—the same needle that was reacting with the molecular pattern of a microscopic bit of triolite set into the hull of Logan’s stolen VCPC cruiser and nodded glumly. Aarn’s ship was still there, near the famed water-spout region of Venus. Aarn would be there, too, because even though he went on hunting expeditions, he’d have to make the ship his base—the only source of pure water.


  Reg frowned in bitter distaste for a grimy job. Aarn Logan wasn’t entirely innocent of the charges laid against him, but he wasn’t as guilty as the telecasters had made him out to be. Still, Reg Mason was a policeman. As a policeman he would act. Well, anyway he didn’t have Elise Maynard along to make the business more messy.


  Reg Mason didn’t notice the supply locker door near the humidifier beginning to open. He didn’t see a rather green-faced figure step out He didn’t see the air-suited figure stagger toward him, didn’t see the figure plop against the bulkhead, and slowly, tearfully slide to a sitting position on the cold deck-plates. Didn’t see it until the figure spoke.


  “Reggie,” a voice whimpered. “I’m—I’m sick.”


  “Good grief!” Reg Mason ripped out the expletive and stared with sudden comprehension through the rear-view-plate, before he whirled around in the bucket seat. His temper sizzled. Then he felt like groaning and did.


  “Elise!” he shouted. “Why did you do it? Don’t you realize I can be broken for this? It’s against regulations!”


  “Your darned old r-regulations,” she whimpered. “I suppose it’s regulations to let me d-die.”


  From all appearances, she was about to die. The fresh rosiness of her face had given way to a definite greenish cast. Her long-lashed eyes were bulging. It looked as if one could expect the worst at any time. Reg Mason choked back any other futile thing he might have a mind to say, though he was thinking plenty, and ripped open the door of the medicine chest. He shook soda into a glass, spurted water into the glass from the water tank, and thrust the bubbling stuff to her lips.


  “Drink!” he commanded.


  She rolled her eyes up at him groggily, and he tilted the glass. Most of it went down her throat. She retched and hid her face against the bulkhead. Reg went back and sat in the bucket-seat, watching her, his young face grim. Finally, she levered herself stiff-legged into a chair, and sat there with her head drooping against her chest.


  “That’s the first t-time I was ever thrown from one of those catapult things,” she muttered. “They’ve got more civilized-ways at the regular space-ports. Somebody ought to make an investigation of the inefficient methods of the VCPC. I’ve got half a notion to form a committee myself.”


  “I’m glad you’re beginning to feel better,” said Reg acidly. “Now kindly explain why in the name of the eleven habitable worlds you had the sheer brass nerve to stow yourself away aboard my ship.”


  Her golden brown hair was hanging over her face. Her shaking fingers rearranged it as she brought her head up. Her eyes couldn’t meet his.


  “It didn’t take nerve. You told me exactly where your ship would be when I asked you, and I—I thought you might just barely be inviting me to go along if I got aboard without your kn-knowing it. So I guess it might just barely be—well, your fault as much as mine!”


  SHE straightened her body up primly at the last and stared him straight in the eyes. She was feeling better, all right, thought Reg, with growing indignation. She was throwing the whole thing onto him, and it wouldn’t be any time at all before he would feel he was a heel. He opened his mouth to answer.


  “And besides,” she said, rushing in before he could speak, “nobody has the right to stop the march of science. I have to get out to the water-spout region today—tomorrow at the latest.”


  “Deadline, of course,” Reg said smolderingly, sarcastically. “You know there hasn’t been a water-spout in fifteen years.”


  “Who has a better right to know it than me—than I? Now see what you’re doing, you’re making me forget my grammar. Of course, there hasn’t been a spout in fifteen years. But my—uh—my colleagues at the Smithsonian have got some pretty complete figures to show that the skin of Venus is about to burst again. Another water-spout is due. And I think you’d feel pretty mean, Reginald Mason—” her voice rose severely and she held one white index finger up in the air toward him “—if there was a water-spout and you knew you had kept me from observing it.”


  Reg slowly slid down in his bucket seat until his long, blue and gray clad legs were stretched out before him. He regarded Elise Maynard with disfavor for a long moment. He deliberately swung around toward the console board, made some minute corrections.


  The oblate spheroid that was the ship was skimming along over the top of the grim, absolutely impassable jungle. Twin search beams in the nose of the ship laid down a path of light through the twilight gloom.


  There was always twilight on Venus, no matter whether the side you were on was facing the sun or not. The two cloud layers did that. They were like mirrors, distributing sunlight evenly around the planet, and you never saw the sun from the surface.


  Reg stared glumly through the view-plate. He was defeated. Elise Maynard was a spoiled brat, and she had been spoiled by men, too, particularly Reg Mason.


  “Well?” came Elise’s voice, malicious with knowledge. “What’s the decision?”


  “You know what the decision is,” Reg growled.


  She came forward, sat down on the edge of the instrument board, and her attractive eyes turned almost shy.


  “Reggie, I want to tell you what a swell fellow I think you are for letting me go along.”


  “Thanks,” he said dryly.


  “I mean it. Reggie, you know I always go around telling people I’m a full-fledged geologist. Well, I guess I know as much about it as most people. But—well, Reggie, I never have had a real, honest-to-goodness job and I never will get a real job, a chance to head an expedition, say, unless I do something big, first. They just laugh at me at the Smithsonian because I’m so young. I bulldozed them into giving me this job—well, in the first place they don’t think there’s going to be another water-spout either.”


  She was shamefaced, but beneath that there was defiance, stubborn pride. “I convinced them, though, that I had studied the figures enough to almost prove there was going to be a spout,” she continued. “They let me have my way and told me that even if there wasn’t a spout I could write a paper chi the subject. So this is my big chance.”


  Reg Mason studied her with interest. “Go on,” he said gruffly.


  “Thanks, Reg.” She wet her lips. “You see, ever since the last spout, Venus has been losing water at the rate of fifteen million gallons a day. That’s what the figures prove. They found the figures by taking the daily tidal readings over a number of years.”


  “Maybe it evaporated into space?” Reg hazarded.


  “No, Reg,” she said fiercely. “Don’t you see? Water never gets as far as the upper cloud layer and the upper cloud layer is formaldehyde. The only place that water Has been going is deeper down into the planet. Venus, Reg, is a sort of cosmic mud-ball. It’s soggy all the way through. It’s a sort of celestial example of osmosis—well, you wouldn’t know about that.”


  Reg sat straight up. “Who says I don’t?” he snapped.


  “Well, you never were much of a scientist,” she said defensively.


  “Osmosis,” said Reg balefully, “is the process by which liquids pass through membranes or other porous substances under the influence of molecular forces. After a time, the membranes burst.”


  ELISE applauded him in open admiration and smiled in a dazzling manner.


  “Good, good,” she said. “That’s exactly it. According to the established theory, that’s what happens on Venus. Under the swamps and the oceans, Venus is enclosed in a tight porous membrane formed of the vegetable and animal bodies that have been dying and collecting for millions of years, a membrane that is probably miles thick and almost as solid as limestone. Because of the osmotic principle, water is continually drawn through that membrane and once in awhile the membrane bursts. The reason it bursts where the water-spout region is, is because that’s where the membrane comes closest to the surface. See?”


  Her face was as full of the same animation Reg had seen it exhibit when he had been holding her in his arms and leading her through an intricate dance at some exotic night-spot. Reg regarded her with some awe.


  “Talk about leading a double life,” he cried. He grabbed her hand with affection. “Upstart, I do believe you’ve got everything. But now it dispenses with talk, and it gives with action. In half an hour, we’ll be over the water-spout region, and I’ll be looking for Aarn Logan. I’ve got some adjustments to make on the photo-amplifiers and all I ask is this—that you skip back to the little anteroom aft and powder your nose or sumpin’ while I locate the big bad outlaw. Then you come back here and I’ve got a plan of action for us laid out.”


  “Oh-oh!” she exclaimed. “I don’t like that look in your eye, Reg Mason!” She regarded him with distrust.


  “I’m the captain on this cruise,” Reg said, half flippantly, half sternly.


  Her expression was glum, hut she smiled quickly, stopped and patted him on the cheek.


  “Okay, you’re a good egg—Reg. And don’t worry. I’ll keep the domestic end down while you find the meat.”


  She skipped away and Reg lost his smile as he fitted his mind to the problem of finding Aarn Logan.


  CHAPTER III


  Hudson Plays His Cards


  SWIFTLY the nearly spheroid police cruiser was coming to the edge of the jungle-lands. Before it spread vast swamplands, surrounded by the mystery of unending jagged rows of mountain peaks. An aspect of gloom overlay this land, not entirely the result of the twilight. That swamp-land was intimately connected with the core of the planet, a core wherein even now immense osmotic pressures were building. Those mountains and mist-shaded valleys held what strange secrets, what strange forms of life? They had never been explored. But above all, in what hidden, rocky culvert had Aarn Logan parked his stolen VCPC cruiser? The solution of the problem lay with the photo-amplifiers and the triolite needle.


  Reg Mason depressed the elevator controls, taking the ship at a slow spiral up toward the lower cloud-bank, out of possible sight of Aarn Logan. Reg guided the ship slowly along until the triolite needle was pointed straight downward. So Aarn was—-below.


  The ship was far above a mountain plateau leading to a cliff which in turn dropped off in terraces to the swamplands two miles down. Of course, Reg thought, Aarn would have his ship camouflaged in some impassable, rock-littered culvert. Reg swung the photo-amplifiers from the wall, attached his gaze to the eye-piece. And gasped!


  Aarn Logan had apparently taken no trouble to keep out of sight. His ship, one of the banana-shaped old line patrol wagons, was resting against the cliff-face, on one of the terraced ledges. Reg frowned. A trap? Maybe.


  He took one more look as the plate brought the scene into brighter relief. His eyes lighted with interest. Moving along the narrow trail that led to the ship was a heavy figure. Reg turned a dial and Aarn Logan’s image leaped upward until it seemed he was a bare dozen feet away.


  “Mind if I look?”


  Elise had come into the room and was leaning over his shoulder. Reg turned. Elise’s face was alight with curiosity.


  “Could I keep you from it?” Reg said sarcastically. “Go ahead. Spy-glass view of Aarn Logan, the big bad pirate. Let’s hear what you think of him.”


  She leaned toward the eye-piece breathlessly. Her almost childish delight was lost after a few seconds. Reg, watching with an expression of self-disgust, saw pain forming around her curved lips.


  “Oh, Reg,” she said softly. “He isn’t the way I pictured him at all. He—he looks pathetic. I—I feel sorry for him!”


  She straightened, staring at Reg in bewilderment.


  Reg lighted a cigarette, came to his feet and threw the match forcefully on the deck-plates. He swung on her, his eyes savage.


  “Why?” he charged. “Why should you feel sorry for him when you don’t know about him? Or when you don’t know the truth about Captain Phil Hudson?”


  “There you go again,” she snapped. “Making catty remarks about Phil.”


  Reg Mason snorted.


  “Phil,” she said in mincing tones. “Dear Phil—who happens to be a stockholder in a corporation formed for the purpose of free-booting Jovian shipping.”


  She put her hands on her trim hips and glared at him.


  “You’ll have a hard time making me believe that, Reg Mason. In the first place, an official of the VCPC isn’t allowed to own stock in a civilian enterprise. In the second place, everybody knows the Allied Planets are diplomatically on the outs with the Jovian Worlds, and there’s a sort of war going on all the time, undeclared. The Jovians loot our ships and we loot theirs.”


  Reg wagged his finger at her reprovingly. “Wait a minute, upstart. Don’t go off on a tangent yet. You struck fire with your first objection. Of course, Phil Hudson isn’t allowed to hold stock in a civilian enterprise. But he does. That’s the point—he does! Not only that, he’s a major stockholder, which makes him an official of the corporation. And not only that, he’s the one formed the corporation in the first place. It’s not a big corporation. It’s a small corporation. Its tangible assets were one good, well-armed space-ship, one crew of bloodthirsty roughnecks, and a capable captain—Aarn Logan.


  “Phil Hudson approached Aarn Logan in a frontier mining town on the other side of these very mountains. Aarn was working at a laboring job, trying to get enough money together to go back to Earth and start a cattle ranch. Hudson put an attractive proposition up to him. Hudson and the other stockholders would buy Aarn a ship, pay all the expenses of crew and equipment and supplies. Aarn would become a pirate and plunder Jovian shipping. It would be a fifty-fifty proposition. Aarn agreed. You believe me so far, Elise?”


  UNACCOUTNABLY, her eyes filled with tears.


  “You wouldn’t lie to me, Reg. It’s just that I hate to have my faith in people shattered.”


  “I’m sorry. That isn’t even the worst part of the story. You don’t know how big space is. It’s deep and it’s wide and it’s long, A trillion trillion cubic miles right here in the solar system. Aarn Logan cruised his ship around in space for three months, looking for a Jovian merchant mariner. His crew grew restless. They were used to action. They were getting mental sicknesses. One day they mutinied against him and attacked a Martian ship. They just simply never saw a Jovian ship, and so they plundered this Martian. The next week they jumped a Venusian blunt-noser.


  “The word went out up and down the length of the system that a pirate named Aarn Logan was loose in space. Police cruisers came after the pirates. Aarn Logan himself took command this time, because he had to, to save his own skin. He beat the police off, and after that, of course, it didn’t much matter what he did. He became a pirate, full-fledged, attacking any ship of space the detectors picked up. He sold the plunder, and true to the bargain, delivered fifty percent of the takings to Phil Hudson.


  “Three weeks ago, when Aarn Logan was captured, Phil Hudson threw him into solitary confinement, refusing to allow any in terviews. But I’m a policeman. With a little finagling, I got in to Aarn’s cell and talked with him. That’s how I know all this—and I’ve checked from other sources. Finis.”


  “What will you do with him when you capture Aarn?”


  “What can I do?” Reg scowled. “Nothing. I’ve taken my VCPC oath. I obey the orders of my superiors. I’ll take Aarn back to Hudson—then let the wheels of the law turn as they will—or as Hudson let’s them. That’s as far as my jurisdiction goes.”


  He made an inclusive motion with his hand, then forced a grin. He jogged her under the chin with the tips of his fingers.


  “Smile, baby. You super-geologist We’re going down to take a good look-see at the water-spout region.”


  “Wait a minute,” she said quickly. “What about Aarn Logan?”


  “That’s my business. The water-spout is yours. So we’ll part ways for awhile, upstart. Be quiet!” His voice grew stem as she started talking excitedly. She subsided into a chair open-mouthed.


  “But Reg—” she began weakly, as he sent the ship plummeting down, but he quieted her into helplessness with another look.


  The water-spout region resembled the swamplands from the air. In reality, it was a pitted, gouged mud-flats, bordered by mountain ranges. It had been drying up ever since the last water-spout fifteen years ago.


  Reg Mason landed his spheroidal cruiser on huffing jets of flame. He got up, threw Elise Maynard an air-suit from the lazarette. She looked scared as she slipped it over her own garments. He determinedly opened the air-lock, quietly but firmly shoved her into it. She exploded.


  “I won’t! Reg Mason, you can’t leave me down here all alone.”


  “There’s no living thing in this neighborhood,” Reg interrupted her sternly. “Go on. Remember, you asked for this. I’m following rules and regulations. By the time I come back here with Aarn Logan—and I’ll be back, never fear—you’ll have your business done and so will I. No wasted time, see? Now scoot!”


  A few minutes later he closed the air-lock and went forward. She was standing disconsolately where he could see her through the view-plate. She couldn’t see him, but she waved half-heartedly, then turned and trudged unhappily away. Reg lifted the ship with bursts of power that sent it at increasing speed toward the clouds.


  He took the ship far around the other side of the mountain, fanned it along a bare half-dozen feet from the metallic ground of the humpy plateau and landed it. It was a hundred feet to the cliff edge, and from there a bare thirty feet down to Aarn’s hideout.


  This high above the jungle, Reg would need no air-suit, for the air was breathable. It was cold though, so he struggled into his heavy-duty cover-alls, already weighted down with bandolier and bolstered Hampton projector.


  He went swinging toward the cliff-edge, carrying over one arm a two hundred foot hank of rope. He got to the cliff, stretched himself out flat and looked over. Aarn’s ship was below and the hatchway was open. Reg looped one end of the rope around a metal spur sticking from the ground and let himself down.


  When he got to the ledge, he didn’t even bother to go quietly. He entered the ship and scuffed along the metal catwalk toward the smell of coffee that was wafting from the galley. He drew his Hampton out of the holster.


  WHEN he entered the galley, the man sitting at the tiny mess table raised his disheveled head, looking first at Reg, then at the gun.


  “I go, cop,” he said throatily. “You get no fight from me. I been waiting for this. I t’ink maybe you have a cup of coffee?”


  “No, Aarn,” Reg said gently. “We better go now.”


  “We go now. That’s oil right. I yust t’ink I go back and own up to everything. Then maybe that rat Hudson get what’s coming to him for turning on me, eh?” He rolled bloodshot eyes at Reg pleadingly.


  “Aarn,” Reg said determinedly, “I can’t make any promises for you. Either you give up now or you don’t.”


  “I give up now, don’t worry, Mason,” rumbled Aarn, twisting his red lips into a grin, but only succeeding in grimacing because his broad face was so dirty and full of beard, and his teeth blackened by chewing tobacco. He wiped the back of his hair-matted hand across his mouth, the loose sleeves of his shirt dragging through the saucer he had been drinking hot coffee from. He was a round short man. His shirt was open and his chest was furred like a mountain sheep. He noticed the way Reg was looking at him and made an impudent gesture.


  “Many t’ings happen to me, young man,” he said heavily. “I get so I don’t care. This is not the life for me on this mountain-top. The other life in space—that wasn’t for me. I am not a bad man. I yust a poor Danska, and I should be back on the cattle ranch. We go now, eh?”


  He arose with a heavy, vague sigh, and with many puffings pulled his coveralls around him, leaving his head uncovered.


  “Bring your own air-suit with you, Aarn,” commanded Reg. He only had one on board his own ship—Elise was using the other.


  Aarn Logan draped the suit over his short arm and led the way. He paused beside the tiny engine room for a moment, looked inside as if considering something deeply. Then he shrugged his shoulders.


  Outside, he saw the rope and shook his head.


  “We go around by a path, Mason.”


  He took hold of the rope and jerked it so a wave of the rope traveled up along the cliff face. The upper end of the rope came free. Aarn coiled it with a series of dextrous movements around his left arm. He went ahead again, leading Mason along a precipitous path. They got to the ship in fifteen minutes. In less time than that, Aarn was comfortably seated in the control room, but he was locked to the guide rails. He sat there, his expressive, red-rimmed eyes dismal and unhappy.


  Reg took his time about lifting the ship. Rules dictated that he complete his mission in the smallest possible amount of time, but in this case he felt as if a little rebellion would be good for his soul. Only the stars knew that when he finally delivered Aarn to Hudson the unjustness of the deal would keep him awake more than one night. He smoked two cigarettes, glumly. Well, Elise had been given an hour and a half to look over the water-spout region. He adjusted rocket studs, gave the U-bar a half-turn, and the ship slanted up.


  He leaned back in the bucket-chair, carelessly guiding the ship along with one hand on the U-bar. He lost his lassitude in one second. The ship went haywire, jolted sharply, started dropping like a plummet to the mountain plateau. Reg yelled, threw in all his under pilot-jets. They didn’t respond.


  He didn’t have the slightest idea what had happened. It was as if something had struck the ship. The ship was twirling stem over stern. The mountain plateau came up as if someone were throwing the whole thing at him. At the last second, his madly pounding fingers pressed a stud-combination that flung the ship skimming along the plateau to the cliff edge. The ship dropped again, straight down, for a full mile toward the water-spout region. Then he again got the ship under control, but it was only partial. The vessel continued to drop with a bucking, tossing motion.


  Sweat poured down his contorted face as he madly manipulated the buttons on the console. Half of the rocket-jets were out.


  Aarn Logan was straining against his chains, shouting hoarsely. Reg barely heard him.


  “That rat Hudson! He do this, Mason. He knows I know; and he knows you know. I saw his ship in the plate.”


  Reg didn’t have any time to look in the vision plate except to judge his distance above ground. Off to the left of the cruiser he saw the cliff-face, barely a hundred feet distant. At any moment the ship might bounce on the cliff, bounce off, and that would be that. The wobble was so bad that each time there was a zig-zag, he had to reset the rocket studs completely to allow for the change in direction. He got the ship away from the cliff, and with another blend of skill and nerves set the ship with a crunching jar on the edge of a bowl-shaped depression. The ship balanced there and then rolled down the bottom. But it came right side up.


  REG groggily picked himself off the floor, went reeling around blindly. They had landed on the floor of the water-spout region. Elise shouldn’t be far from here. He grabbed the guide rail to steady himself, to enable him to think clearly. Hudson! Hudson had done this.


  Aarn Logan’s voice boomed at him. “Mason! You hurry—Hudson, he coming now.” Aarn’s chains clanked in rage at his helplessness.


  Reg got the meaning of that. He went for his Hampton, hanging on a peg over the console. Before he could get it, there was the sound of the inner airlock door being slammed open.


  “I wouldn’t. Mason!” a voice snapped. “Get your hands up!”


  Reg started to reach for the gun anyway. He thought better of it, forced his hands up, turned around with a long, bitter sigh.


  No one could doubt that the man holding the lusk-handled VCPC projector had a good, personal reason to shoot if Mason had resisted. Reg got the picture. Hudson had been waiting, far up against the lower cloud-bank, for Reg Mason to lift the ship from the plateau. Then he had dropped straight down, in a direction Mason wouldn’t be looking, and at close quarters had grazed the cruiser with his own ship, shearing away or smashing half the after rocket-jets. When the damaged cruiser finally landed, Hudson had been waiting. He knew the air-lock combination, was inside the air-lock before Reg had picked himself up from the floor. His intentions now were only too evident.


  CHAPTER IV


  Sky-Trap


  WITH unconcealed bitterness Reg Mason faced his commanding officer.


  “So you decided you couldn’t make a showing in a court of law, Captain Hudson,” he said. “We know too much.”


  Aarn Logan strained against the guide rail, never shifting his savage stare from Hudson.


  Hudson’s helmet dropped back from his head as his left hand loosened the fastenings.


  His blond hair was disheveled, sweaty. Despite the control he maintained over his features he could not disguise his deep anxiety.


  “Don’t talk like that, Mason,” he muttered hoarsely. “You can’t know what agonies of mind I’ve gone through. I’m no murderer. I’m fighting for survival. You two are going to be all right. I wouldn’t dream of harming you.”


  “You dream of harming us, oil right,” Aarn Logan shot out. He was staring at Hudson beneath his bushy brows with the terrible glare of a Dane aroused. “You plan this so you get us out here alone. You fix it so I escape. You fix it so Mason come after me. Now you kill us.”


  “I’m not going to kill you,” Hudson shouted, his face wild. “I’ve got an out-of-the-way asteroid stocked up for you two. I’ve been forced to it. I’m taking you there.”


  “Reg!”


  All three men started. Reg’s eyes widened. That had been Elise’s scream. A second after that, the ship seemed to bump up and down as if the ground beneath it had quaked. There was a silence. Their hearts hammered. Then Hudson spoke in the voice of a man dazed with surprise.


  “Elise is here too,” he said blankly.


  “Reg! The spout—I just saw something.” Her voice was faint in their ears.


  “Reg glanced at the view-plate, forgetting Hudson’s weapon. Briefly he saw Elise, running toward the ship. Briefly, because then the ship tilted and Reg spun backward to crash into Hudson. There was a sound like the crashing of worlds and a ripping, earthquake roar. The ship whirled as if on an axis. Loose objects bombarded Reg. He felt a blow and his senses fading, but he had the sense to wrap an arm around a leg of the wrecked humidifier. As he lost consciousness, he was jammed against the deck plates, as if in a rising elevator. The ship was ascending at terrific speed, straight toward the sky . . .


  “Elise,” Reg whispered weakly.


  “Never mind Elise,” a heavy, hugged voice answered. It was Hudson’s voice. “She was outside when the spout broke loose. Poor girl!”


  Elise gone—dead! The agonizing thought poured through Reg’s brain. She was dead, and for the first time, as if the springs to his inner mind had been opened, he knew he loved her, cared for her as he would never care for another human being. The worst part of it all was he had never told her.


  Several moments passed before he could force himself to face the living world again. His eyes opened wearily. The room was a mess and was turned upside down. The control panel was on one “wall,” and Aarn Logan was lying chained to the “floor.” Reg was lying next to Aarn. Aarn was looking at Reg Mason dully.


  “That speut, she got us rolling and bucking around on top of her, Mason. You land the ship where the spout break loose, I t’ink.”


  Reg had trouble getting to his feet. The ship danced erratically, surging upward, dropping, bucking savagely to the side. Reg bit his lip, his face paling. Some of the observed water-spouts of Venus were more than a mile high, some of them a mile and a half.


  Hudson was sitting against the opposite “wall,” still holding his Hampton, but the weapon was drooping listlessly. Hudson appeared to be unhurt, but his face was haggard. Reg looked toward the control board, but Hudson grimaced and shook his head.


  “Never mind them. I tried to work the studs. Transmission’s gone. Besides that, the jets are full of water, and probably cracked. Radio’s out. So’s outside vision.”


  “Why don’t you put that Hampton away?” Reg said in savage tones.


  Hudson shrugged and sheathed the Hampton.


  “I agree with you,” he said quietly. “We’ve no quarrel now. I suggest you free our friend Aarn.”


  “I bane not your friend,” Aarn snarled thickly. Reg stooped, unlocked the chains and Aarn rose, looking with hatred at Hudson.


  “Quiet,” Reg admonished. His set lips relaxed a trifle, and he punched Aarn on his meaty arm. “We’ll work this out together, Aarn. What makes you so sure we’re on top the spout?”


  “What else, Mason?” Aarn tossed his head restlessly. “We go up, bucking around. We never go down. This ship round like a planet. She ride the spout all right, not like as if she was that banana-ship of mine. Sure, we on top the spout.”


  AARN was right, of course. Reg remembered his physics experiment with a paraffin ball suspended cm a jet of water. An irregularly shaped object sluiced itself out of the jet. This ship, being an oblate spheroid, would be held up by evenly dispositioned forces. The ship was resting in a kind of watery cradle. How far was it above the surface of Venus?


  Reg shuddered, closing his eyes. Momentarily, he saw Elise—but he had to thrust her out of his mind.


  Hudson’s voice came through the sound of rushing water—furiously streaming water—speaking in unsteady tones.


  “Our problem is big enough to make us all stick together. I’ve investigated the food situation. We’ve got enough—well, enough to last the three of us a week. After that we’ll begin to starve.” His lips quirked. He fought to keep his face stiff. “These spouts last for weeks—months, some of them. If there’s any way to get down—”


  “—it better be quick,” Reg finished, grimly. “I know.”


  He turned his head upward, toward the airlock, the only opening in the ship. His eyes narrowed, and in the next second, stepping from projection to projection, he was hanging onto the guide rail under the airlock. He turned the valve and the door fell inward. A spray of water, soft as rain, splattered down. The lower cloud-bank of Venus could be seen. Reg dragged his body through the airlock, and perched himself on the edge, on top the askew ship. A forceful, erratic wind was blowing.


  Well, this was the final proof. Petals of water, white, foamy, driven under terrific force, arched away from the ship as if the ship were sitting in the bowl of a tremendous cornucopia. Reg couldn’t see down below, but he caught a glimpse of the mountains that ringed the water-spout area. He remembered landing the ship fairly near the precipitous cliff on which Aarn had parked his ship. He turned in the other direction—and gasped.


  “Well, I’ll be dodgasted!” he muttered.


  His eyes grew big. Sometimes seventy-five—sometimes only one hundred and fifty feet away—was the cliff. On that cliff, on the ledge, directly opposite the petaling top of the spout, was Aarn’s ship! Hope soared in Reg’s breast. Such luck seemed almost miraculous.


  “Baby!” he whispered. “If we can get across, somehow.”


  He dropped down into the interior, blurting out what he had seen.


  Hudson’s fingers worked nervously. “But how can that help us?”


  “I’ll find out,” Reg muttered. He turned away, leaning against the bulkhead, trying to think. How could they bridge that gap to Aarn’s ship? But instead of thinking of that, he couldn’t get the memory of Elise out of his mind.


  “Well,” Hudson said after a long silence, “it isn’t as if we have to figure this thing out in a minute, or an hour. With food enough for a week we’ve plenty of time.”


  Reg whirled on him.


  “It has to be figured out now!” he snapped. He pointed downward with an „ insistently jerking finger. “There’s a lake forming underneath us. Elise may be there, floating around. She’s probably dead by this time, but she may still be alive. If so, every moment counts. She hasn’t got enough food in her suit to last out a week. Don’t stand there like a little tin Buddha, Hudson, contemplating eternity. You’ve got enough sins against you without adding to them. You’re in this too.”


  His tone was scathing. He was talking to an officer who was superior to him no longer.


  Hudson drew himself up contemptuously, the only defense he had against the combined hatred thrown at him by two men. The tableau held for a second, while the oblate spheroid that was the ship leaped and bucked and rolled and tossed, and balanced itself on the top of the water spout.


  Aarn Logan spoke then. “You wait, Mason,” he rumbled. “I got an idea.”


  He laboriouly forced his heavy body up to and through the airlock. After a few minutes, he came down again, his red-rimmed eyes gleaming with satisfaction. He held himself steady with one hand while he shoved a pinch of Copenhagen snuff under his lip.


  “Mason,” Aarn said slowly, “I can lasso that ship.”


  “What?” Reg held his breath, then let it loose. He laughed grimly. “I’ll bet you could.”


  “Sure, I can,” Aarn insisted. He flexed his giant arms. “This water spout, she is bending and leaning, sometimes near, sometimes far from the cliff. When the spout get near, I throw a loop around the after pilot-jet We make a bridge, and there we are.”


  He gestured with his hands to show how simple it was.


  “Oh, it take one, maybe two hours,” he added hastily. “Then I make a lucky throw.”


  HUDSON’S eyes couldn’t help but show their interest, but he kept himself aloof from the conversation. Reg grasped Aarn’s meaty shoulder.


  “You’re pretty sure you can handle it? Oh, shucks!” he caught himself up. “At least there’s no harm in trying.”


  Excitement caused him to shiver as he worked his way back to the lazarette. He took out two heavy coils of pliable rope and threw them to Aarn. Aarn caught them. Reg watched in fascination as Aarn, with penknife and fingers, spliced the two lengths of rope together.


  But as Aarn worked, Reg caught a gleam of calculation in Aarn’s eyes as he looked at Hudson. Reg comprehended. Of course. He threw a glance at Hudson. Hudson was nibbling his lower lip, thoughtfully. Hudson had a problem of his own for escape was a necessity. If they did get back to Venus City, Hudson would have to defend himself against the charges Mason and Aarn would level at him. Hudson, of course, could not allow Mason and Aarn to return with him.


  Aarn finally finished. He surveyed his handiwork with satisfaction. Then he looked at Hudson with mock disconsolateness. He took the bundle of rope and-tossed it aside.


  “I guess I not try to lasso that ship after all, Hudson,” he said simply. “I the only one that can do it, so I guess we stay up here and starve.”


  Reg Mason kept out of it. Hudson looked at Aarn Logan as if the pirate had taken leave of his senses.


  “What do you mean?” he said harshly. Aarn’s expression turned baleful. He took a threatening step toward Hudson.


  “You know what I mean. Hudson!” he thundered. “You get me into this mess where people think I am a pirate. Now you get me out. I don’t t’ink I go back to Venus City and have you lie against me. I t’ink maybe you write on a paper a confession that clears me. You do that, Hudson. Else we all starve.”


  A moment of silence followed. Hudson glared at Aarn. Reg Mason pursed his lips and watched the two men.


  “I think he means that, Hudson,” Reg said at last. “And Fm backing him up.”


  Hudson stood with his back to the bulkhead. both hands tightly gripping the guide rail.


  “You’re a pair of fools,” he sneered. “Do you think TO fall for that. I can stick it out a week, if you want it that way. By that time Elise will surely be dead. You’ll have killed her.”


  Reg shook with inward rage. “Aarn, show this—this rat we mean business,” he said in stifled tones. “Go on back to the galley and bring all the food out here. Then throw it overboard.”


  Hudson sneered.


  “You wouldn’t do anything like,” he said coldly.


  Reg said nothing. Aarn went back to the galley. Reg suddenly took his Hampton out and trained it on Hudson.


  “Just to keep things on an even keel, Hudson.”


  Aarn brought every item of food from the galley, down to the last half tin of coffee. He hefted the bigger box of rations to his shoulder and inched his way up to the airlock. He was grinning widely. Hudson watched with a growing uneasiness.


  “Wait a minute,” he cracked out. “You fools don’t know what you’re doing. What if Logan doesn’t lasso the ship?”


  “Then he doesn’t. Throw it out, Aarn!” Hudson licked his dry lips, watching Aarn pushing himself through the airlock.


  “You see we’ve got more reason to take a chance on starvation than you have,” Reg said coldly. “Even if we do get back to Venus City, you can still pull a fast one that might put both of us behind bars or worse.”


  Aarn came down, started up with the second and last case. At that point, Hudson’s hand shot out.


  “Hold it, Logan,” he said thickly. Aarn looked at him inquiringly. Hudson’s hand shook. “I’ll write you that confession.” Aarn dropped the case of rations.


  “That’s a good t’ing,” he said throatily. “Mason—you dictate to him, eh?”


  Reg’s nerves relaxed. He holstered his Hampton unsteadily. “Okay . . .”


  CHAPTER V


  Going Down!


  AN HOUR later, when Reg gave Aarn a boost up toward the airlock, Aarn had in his pocket a complete, signed document which placed the blame for his piratical activities where they belonged. Reg did not have much doubt as to why Hudson had given in and signed the confession so readily.


  First of all, Hudson must have known that both Reg and Aarn would have welcomed the slow process of starvation because that would have shown Hudson they meant business, as they very obviously did. Throwing all the food out would have hastened matters. Second, Reg suspected that Hudson was holding on to the thin hope that while searching for Elise, or for her body, the confusion would allow him to gain the upper hand again. As for Elise, Reg entertained little hope that she might be alive. Not now, after thinking it over. She must have been caught up by the water-spout, smashed against the ship.


  He blinked rapidly as he tossed the rope coil up to Aarn. Elise, her quips, her sarcasms, the feminine characteristics that were hers—it was hard to think they were gone. She hadn’t even been able to observe the water-spout before it tore her to pieces.


  Aarn Logan’s feet alone projected into the ship. The spout’s flowery tip was moving in a slow circle, caused either by the wind up here or by evenly dispositioned forces at the spout’s source. At times, the spout was only seventy-five feet from the cliff. In the two hours of trial and error that followed, Aarn always chose the moment of proximity to throw the loop.


  He began to mutter balefully in his beard as he repeatedly failed. Then Reg, from below, heard Aarn roar mightily, saw him taking in slack, as the nose pulled tight. Aarn then paid out rope to allow for the to-and-fro motion of the jet, and twirled the near end around the valve wheel of the outer airlock door.


  Aarn dropped into the interior, chuckling to himself.


  “I do it,” he cried, licking his Ups free of streaming water, his eyes bright as fire as they rested on Hudson. “Now Hudson—you go.”


  Hudson blinked. Reg was nonplussed.


  “No, you’d better go first, Aarn,” he said.


  Aarn deliberately shoved Reg out of the way. He swelled his chest threateningly.


  “Listen!” he shouted, his face darkening. “I put the bridge up. I give the orders. You, Hudson, you go first! I take no back talk. I boss this show for awhile.”


  Reg Mason looked at Aarn, tried to divine what plan lay behind those fiery eyes.


  “Okay, Hudson,” he said. “Go ahead. But first I’ll take one precaution.”


  He relieved Hudson of his gun, quickly.


  “Just in case,” he added, stepping back.


  Hudson bent a look of dislike on him, then clambered up through the airlock. Reg followed, watching as Hudson wound himself around the rope, inched his way along like a giant sloth, using his legs as a slide while his hands pulled him.


  By the time Hudson was halfway across, there was a big sag in the rope as the spout came nearer the cliff. Hudson had to hang there, two miles above certain death should he let go. Then the spout retreated, the rope tightened. Hudson started off again. Reg prepared to follow.


  Aarn stuck his head through the airlock and roared over the clamor of water and wind. “You stay back.” he bellowed. “That Hudson, he rat!”


  “What about it?”


  Aarn’s fist on Reg’s knee held him motionless. His fiery eyes held him just as firmly, something in that look made Reg snap out his Hampton. He watched Hudson as he reached the cliff-edge, was pressed against the ship by the wind. Hudson was reaching into his airsuit for something now. In his rage Reg almost jumped from the hatch.


  “The rat!” he roared. “He’s going to cut it.”


  IT WAS true. Hudson had something in his hand that glinted dully. He hacked at the rope with it. The knife went through. The loose rope whipped in the wind.


  Reg fired madly, but in that wind he missed his target. Hudson disappeared behind Aarn’s ship. The bridge to safety was gone.


  Reg Mason didn’t hear Aarn shouting at him. How long he fired at the ledge, he had no idea. Then something happened that drove Hudson’s perfidy, his plan to let them starve atop the spout, out of his mind, made him forget Aarn’s incredible stupidity in letting Hudson go first. Reg Mason suddenly thought he must already be dead, because he heard a voice from the grave, calling his name.


  “Reg!” That pitiful scream rose high above the sound of the wind. It was Elise’s voice!


  Reg turned around in the airlock toward that sound, a mad, impossible hope springing up within him. He choked, and spray from the spout washed at the tears that flooded from his eyes. He threw himself flat, clawed his way from the airlock, across the rough outer surface of the ship—clawed his way down the curve of the ship, unmindful of the winds that strove to lift him and throw him off. He held himself down by any projection he could—grab-rails, stubby pilot jets, periscopic eyes. Finally he saw Elise, hanging with both arms to the main forward rocket jet, washed now and again with spumes of water that threatened to tear her loose.


  Reg reached her, wrapped one powerful hand around her wrist just as she lost her hold. He began to work his way back, slipped, rolled on his back, and caught a grab-rail with the tips of the fingers of his free hand. He lay there, panting. The ship bucked, allowed him to gain a more secure hold. He took complete advantage of that motion, swung Elise in an arc that laid her across the open airlock.


  Aarn was there. He took the girl’s body in his massive arms, and Reg tumbled down through the airlock, and helplessly lay on the deck plates, panting, sobbing, his muscles trembling from his Herculean efforts.


  A half hour later, the flush of life came back to Elise. She lay on the bunk, unsmiling, white-faced, looking up at Reg Mason’s anxiety-twisted features.


  “You thought I was dead?” she whispered. “No, Reg. The spout took me up with the ship. My air suit saved me. When I got my bearings I was pressed into a notch between two jets. The water was coming up and holding me there.”


  “You ban lucky,” Aarn told her.


  Remembrance stiffened her face.


  “Sometimes the spout or the wind tipped the ship and no water hit me,” she said. “Then I hung to the jets. Then the water came again, and almost knocked the life out of me. I knew if the water ever let me alone long enough I’d be able to reach one of the grab-rails, then work my way up to the next jet. The next time the ship really leaned over, I took my chance and just barely made it. I crawled up, and up, and made it. Oh, Reg!”


  REG told her the whole story later on, when they were sitting in the galley and drinking Aarn’s strong coffee. About Hudson, the confusion, his decision to let them starve on the spout.


  Elise quieted her shaking hands.


  “I escaped that so we could starve together up here?” she chattered.


  “No!” The expletive came from Aarn. He pounded his fist. “We don’t starve! Mason, you t’ink me a fool, letting that rat Hudson go first. Eh? No. That’s a good idea. You’ll see, maybe. But first we escape this trap. I show you how. You two game?” He leered.


  Elise shivered. “I trust you, Aarn. Anything for a change of scenery.”


  “Me, too—I guess.” Reg’s assent was halfhearted.


  “Okay! Then I show you how. We flood the ship, and we go—down!”


  They were ready an hour later, airsuits zippered, water-proofed with beeswax, helmets buckled down. Reg had already anticipated Aarn’s plan. He climbed to the control board, hanging onto the bucket seat. He opened the gas-orifices to the rocket jets a degree—and water came spurting up through the floor-plates. Within a few minutes, it was swirling around Elise and Aarn’s ankles, then their knees, their hips.


  Aarn grinned. “The ship, she sinking now, oil right. The spout is flowing around the ship. The sides of the ship just like walls holding us in an elevator shaft.”


  “Right,” said Reg from above, and he couldn’t resist throwing a malicious glance at Elise, who had thought him so bogged down in regulations that he didn’t know his science. “The sides of the spout are pressing us in, because they’re moving up slower than the central core. The slower a current of water—or air or anything—the more pressure it exerts. But the big danger is that as the ship gets heavier, it’ll begin to wobble and maybe break through the walls.”


  The water finally covered Aarn and Elise. They touched little valves in the sides of their air-suits—air-suits which were as good or better than diver’s equipment—and the suits inflated. They floated. When the water started to cover Reg, he opened the gas-orifices all the way, and floated to the top of the ship with them, where there was a pocket of air.


  “The ship, she going down like mad,” Aarn said hoarsely.


  Around them, the water surface was bubbling, tipping, washing over them, then breaking away. The ship was wobbling—badly! It was trying to punch holes in its own confining walls.


  Reg sensed catastrophe before it occurred.


  “Hang on!” he yelled. Everything became scrambled. The ship turned head over heels and so did Reg. There was the sensation of being flung from a catapult, of traveling in a vertiginous arc through unimpeding atmosphere. The ship struck something, paused, fell more slowly, struck again and was quiet.


  Reg swam around in complete darkness. He found an arm that belonged to Elise. He pulled her after him. He reached the airlock door, to discover Aarn ahead of him. They worked the wheel together, the door swung open. Three air-suited figures slowly floated up through the twenty-foot deep lake the spout had created. They broke the surface.


  Around them, big quart-size drops of “rain” fell hollowly. A quarter of a mile away rose the spout, with such compact unhurriedness that it seemed to be a great column of white stone, losing girth as perspective diminished. The top of the spout was a needle-point, far up.


  “Well, I guess I’ve got a paper to write,” said Elise, floating.


  “If we ever get back to civilization,” said Reg.


  Aarn Logan was busy examining the cloudy lake shore. Excitement caused him to splash about wildly.


  “We get back! Look. Hudson’s ship. She beached herself.”


  It was true. Reg looked with interest at the vague shape a mile away. Good. It offered a chance of escape. But other problems were unsettled—big ones.


  “Hudson,” Reg said succinctly. “He’s probably on the way back to Venus City in your ship, Aarn. He’ll be waiting for us, or else have an alarm out to shoot us down on sight.”


  Aarn started to say something, but then Reg heard a sound, like the muted thrum of rocket-jets thrown back from the sky Elise heard it, too, turned her face up.


  “There!” she exclaimed. “It’s Phil, Reg—it’s Phil!”


  Aarn Logan stifled a curse as he followed Elise pointing finger. Reg looked long and hard at the tiny shape of Aarn’s ship. Tiny? It grew in size. It was plummeting down at an unholy speed, apparently straight at them.


  “What’s he—what’s he going to do?” Elise whispered.


  Reg’s voice rose. “That’s easy to surmise. He must have seen our ship sinking down through the spout. He was watching from the cliff edge. Now he’s got us caught in his photo-amplifiers.”


  AARN rolled over in the water, staring up at the descending ship.


  “That Hudson shoot us down, now,” he said dolefully.


  It was evident that something in Aarn’s plan had gone drastically wrong. Reg glumly looked at Hudson’s beached ship. Well, it was nice to know they might have had a chance anyway.


  “Maybe we can sink down to the bottom of the lake,” Elise said faintly.


  “Not enough time to deflate,” Reg said huskily.


  Nor would they have enough time. The banana-ship was coming straight down, as if it were being dropped on a swiftly unwinding cable. The thunder of its rockets rose in a peak of sound that drowned the hollow drumming of “rain” around them. At the last moment, Reg made a frantic attempt to throw his body over Elise’s airsuited figure, to shield her. He vaguely remembered seeing Aarn trying to sit up in the water, vaguely heard his shouted curses, saw his shaking fists.


  The banana-ship suddenly slanted, roared at them down in a steep dive. Reg saw the one-inch Grebbel canon-gun in the nose of the ship spitting flame. Little fountains of water rose some twenty feet away, and the fountains seemed to run toward them, in a straight line.


  “Duck!” Reg screamed senselessly, because there wasn’t any place to duck. He buried his face in water.


  After that there was a sound like the splitting of worlds—an explosion, a tremendous concussion that lifted Reg, threw him in a thirty foot arc and smacked him back onto the surface of the lake again. Wildly he rolled over, thinking of Elise.


  He stared straight up.


  What he saw made him blink.


  The banana-ship had become a fiery, expanding mass of torn and twisted metal. For a second, it hung in the air, riven into no less than ten separate fragments. There was another explosion. The fragments shot away from each other, and Reg automatically curled himself into a tight ball.


  He straightened right away, though. He heard Aarn’s great, roaring shout, saw Elise swimming dazedly around in circles. Of the banana-ship there remained in the air only a lingering cloud of dissipating smoke. There was no banana-ship, no Hudson. Reg reached Elise, held onto her arm, his voice so choked up he couldn’t speak, for a minute.


  “What—what happened?” he finally called at Aarn, who was paddling toward them.


  Aarn’s red lips were grinning widely.


  “You see?” he cried. “I do nothing silly, as you t’ink, Mason. Sure, I make Hudson go across the rope first. I hope he cut it. That fool Hudson!”


  Aarn looked as if he’d spit in disgust if there were a place for such an act inside his helmet.


  “Hudson fix it for me to escape from prison, but the ship is a no-good ship only good for a few hundred miles at a time,” he went on. “Hudson knew I couldn’t get off of Venus, Mason, and I know it, too. So I land ship on the cliff-edge and dry out all the rocket fuel.” He looked triumphant. Reg whistled. Liquid fuel flowed evenly, exploded in small, even bursts. Dry fuel was “spotty,” and as soon as the igniting spark struck it, the first over-size explosion would detonate the rest of it, almost instantaneously.


  “I t’ink that maybe Hudson come for me personally, Mason. So I rig up a detonator connected with the fuel tanks. As soon as Hudson come in ship, I was going to press key and we both die. When you come, it ban different. I no do that to you. When Hudson took ship up off ledge, it travels okay on liquid fuel in jets. When liquid fuel gives out, den it explodes. I guess we don’t worry about Hudson anymore, eh?”


  “Another ten seconds, and we wouldn’t have had to worry about anything,” Reg said wryly. “But it was a good trick.”


  He punched Aarn impulsively on the shoulder. “We’ll give that confession to the proper authorities, Aarn. At the most, you’ll get a couple years—they might even just give you a good talking to and let you go. Whatever it is, your name will be cleared. Which is a relief for me too!”


  He rolled over in the water toward Elise. He grinned at her engagingly.


  “Before you write that scientific paper of yours, upstart, there’s another paper I want to discuss. A marriage license. Any chance for a—” his voice suddenly turned unsteady “—for a fellow that almost lost you once?”


  “You know there is, Reg,” she said quietly. “There always has been.”


  And she hurriedly paddled off. The two men followed, toward the waiting ship.


  THE VOICE FROM VENUS


  Don Wilcox


  Say, for Instance that Venus DID send us an ambassador? How would our State Department accept him? Or would they? It’s an intriguing situation . . .


  SO LONG, Earth folks. I’m rocketing for home. Back to my own planet, as fast as I can go. My mouth is watering for a real dinner from a yellow stone feasting table heaped high with a pyramid of Venus vegetables. And those juicy osserfeli steaks—unrationed; I can hardly wait.


  I am now sailing through the blue, which is rapidly turning black. I’m sitting at the radio microphone. Lots of you Americans are listening, I’m sure.


  Okay, hang on and I’ll give you an earful.


  Hang on, and you’ll hear my voice more dearly right away, I promise you. Just now the accelerators are making a heavy hum. You probably thought it was static. Not so. It will fade out as soon as I hit my cruising speed.


  Some of you listeners are pretty sore at me, I know. You are calling me names, no doubt. Telling your friends I’m a damned kidnapper.


  Kidnapper—that’s an ugly word. I wish I had never heard it. I wish I could have committed this act in complete innocence, without ever knowing that you Americans have federal and state laws—


  All right I’m guilty—in your eyes. But please remember, I committed this act to keep my promise to the Streets of Venus. Try to remember that this kidnap victim is to be your representative to the planet of Venus.


  Believe me, it was not easy to choose.


  The full-lighted Earth is receding from me now—a globe of silver and white hung against the fathomless black velvet of space. It seems a long time since that breathless day when I first approached your Earth.


  I well remember how your massive continents unfolded, showing dimly through the great swelling sphere of milky blue atmosphere. I kept saying to myself, “What kind of demons will I find down there? Ferocious beasts, no doubt.”


  I well remember that sea of luminous white clouds that widened beneath me in the last few minutes before I landed. Three or four purple mountaintops peeked through, and I wondered, were they dead stones—or were they the armored backs of mighty animals—or the menacing heads—or the periscope tails containing spying eyes? What strange terrors bore down upon my imagination in those final minutes of flight!


  Then, through a break in the sea of clouds, I spied below the vast brown and gray mountain landscape. Solid land, heavy with stones and soil, alive with immense patches of blue and green forests.


  The deep purple shadows invited me. They offered a hiding place for my ship. There, high in the crags, I first touched your Earth.


  ONE hour later, after taking all possible precautions against all possibilities of death, I ventured to breathe my first breath of Earth air. You would never guess how it caused my head to whirl with its sweet aroma. I had to take it gradually. The smell of pines and mountain rocks, warm under the sunshine, was so tempting, so sickeningly delicious, that I wanted to breathe more and more.


  You may think it strange, but I spent most of a week convincing myself that the air would not poison me.


  On the sixth day I began to move about on the naked stones. At first I stayed within twenty or thirty feet of the door of my ship, with airlocks left open. You see, visions of monsters continually haunted me. I had not yet seen what manner of animal life dwelt here.


  Soon I ventured farther, and when I saw rabbits and squirrels and deers, I wondered—were these the animal masters of this planet? But no, a new discovery set them aside. I came to the top of a ridge and saw, miles and miles below me, a highway!


  The heart-thump of that moment comes back to me now. What a tiny little speck of movement—that first little black vehicle coasting along the narrow white trail around the mountain. Yet it told me volumes.


  The speck disappeared. I stood trembling, terribly thrilled yet half afraid. There were creatures of intelligence on this planet. The deers hadn’t built that roadway. The rabbits and squirrels hadn’t propelled that black vehicle. Then who?


  I made haste to hide my space ship on a shelf of rock. The shelf would be inaccessible, I was sure, to any but flying animals. However, for a further safeguard, I built screens of boughs to form a green blanket over the ship’s surface.


  I strung a ladder of flexible black fiber down the perpendicular wall of rock so that I could come and go. I memorized several landmarks in the valley below me and the outline of peaks around me until I was confident I would always be able to find my way back to this hiding place. Even if I ventured all the day down to that narrow curving ribbon of highway.


  On the tenth day I came face to face with an Earth man.


  The date of that meeting may someday go down in the school books. It was a historic hour, when you stop to consider. For at no previous time, so far as the records of Venus historians go, had modern Earth men and modern Venus men ever met.


  I knew this; consequently it was a thrill to me—a much more wonderful and awful thrill than even the great Earth man, Columbus, must have felt when he first came face to face with the red man.


  I knew. But the Earth man who faced me didn’t know—and I couldn’t tell him. He gazed at my strange dress. He saw in me a curiously helpless creature, breathing heavily, employing my arms as well as my legs in moving along the steep slope. For I was not yet accustomed to the rarified atmosphere, and my weight seemed to have increased somewhat.


  “Luuuuu,” I greeted in my native tongue. Then I stood with one arm around the trunk of a tree, the other arm extended to show that I had no weapons. He came a few steps closer—long steps they were, for he was a very tall, rangy creature, not built on the sturdy, thick-set lines of Venusians.


  He uttered a variety of interesting sounds from his lips, accompanied by a wobble of the bump in his pebblebrained throat. I could only understand that he was curious about me, as I was about him.


  IT WAS immeasurably satisfying to find him a creature of one head on one body, with two legs and two arms, fingers somewhat similar to my own except that he had only five on each hand. He stared with his two steady blue eyes; and when I showed no signs of advancing or retreating he relaxed the lines of his face and revealed a line of little square teeth. I too spread my lips to show my teeth, widely spaced and sharp-pointed like bird’s beaks. His smile vanished. Had I scared him?


  I might have relieved the awkwardness of this meeting if I had led him to my hidden ship and shown him the chart of planets marked with my course. But I was not ready to do this, and so our exchange of unintelligible words and gestures ended and we each went our separate ways. He looked back, saw me running away. It wasn’t my fear that made me run, but his fear of me.


  On other days we both returned, and sometimes other men accompanied him, and each had his fill of gazing, whether with simple curiosity or fear or an attitude of hatred and suspicion. But this first man claimed me as his own discovery, and as time went on he came more often alone to the rocktop camp where I was living, out of sight of ray ship.


  I would offer him some of the food which I had brought from Venus. And by his gestures I knew he was asking me where in these mountains I could have found such wonderful delicacies. But I was keeping my pledge to the Streets of Venus; my hidden ship must be my own secret. Confidence might come later, but my first task was to learn the language so I could understand the character of these people.


  Soon the bright, new words were coming to life with meanings. It was a game that my new friend enjoyed, for as I later learned he was a schoolteacher.


  “Orange,” he said one day, and took from his pocket a bright-colored fruit. He held it up to my cheek. “Your face is orange.”


  My cheeks and broad forehead were indeed a fair match for the fruit, though my throat and pointed ears and six-fingered hands were a deeper bronze.


  “Clothes,” he said, touching my simple garments of gray fiber. Then he pointed to the spun metal parts of green and purple. “Collar . . . belt . . . cuffs I repeated his words, and my effort to imitate his inflections delighted him. Sizes and shapes and colors came thick and fast. I was short, my shoulders were very broad, my head was extremely large, my voice was deep and full, my teeth were pointed: these facts were made clear to me.


  In turn I tried to explain that my purple hair must all be combed from the right side straight over to the left because of pluuvonng—religion. But as yet we had no common basis for dealing with such abstractions.


  “Where did you come from?” he would ask over and over. The glint in his eye denoted his growing amazement. That I should be so eager to learn and yet so innocent of any knowledge made me a tantalizing mystery.


  HIS name was Frank Prentice. He took me back to his cabin one day and we sat on the porch overlooking the little mining settlement down the slope. Many miles below there stretched a blue valley like a level floor extending endlessly away from the mountains. When night came on, clusters of tiny lights could be seen.


  Frank Prentice taught school a few hours each day. In the late afternoons he would tend his garden of vegetables and give feed to his chickens.


  This, I thought, was what life was like on the Earth. It was a land where slender men lived in log houses and divided their time between teaching children and raising food. Perhaps. I would take Frank Prentice back home to show Venus what the Earth was like.


  I was given a place in Frank Prentice’s log cabin. I ate by his low fire, I slept on one of the big furry skins on the floor, I helped him with the chickens and the garden. Whenever he took up a tool for work I would place my hand on it, and he would let me try the stroke to get it right. Hoeing and raking and spading were new to me and so very interesting.


  “Let George do it,” Prentice would say, smiling. Volunteering continually, I soon acquired the name of George. And thus I began to make a place for myself. My muscles hardened, my lungs adjusted to the light air, I grew accustomed to the hot blasts of sunshine unfiltered by clouds.


  Prentice’s life was simple. As compared to some of the others of his village he was somewhat slow of speech, inclined toward reading and thinking more than talking. He was something of a recluse from the society of the miners and their families, although he was always a patient listener when they came to talk out their troubles, and they valued his quiet judgments.


  Only on dance nights would Frank Prentice cast off his reserved and philosophic nature. He would put away his pipe, don his best clothes, carefully trim the thin line of gray hairs on his upper lip. “The house is yours, George,” he would say, striding off toward the shabby little town hall. On his return he would quickly retire to his books, his first love; yet it was plain that his spirit had been quickened by the evening’s festivities.


  A CAVE-IN occurred in one of the mines one morning, and the miners who weren’t caught worked like fury to rescue the ones who were. I learned a lot about the Earth from that deal. I learned that the old whiskered parson, who preached all those terrifying sermons about the eternal hell that awaited such sinful liquor addicts as Jason Radmolder, was ready to grab a pick and shovel and work all night long to save Jason from suffering an unnecessary hour of hell in the mine.


  I learned that the same rough and ready fighter named Bull Scroggins, who had threatened Jason Radmolder with a meat cleaver only a week before, was willing to sweat blood to keep that same Jason from suffocating in a clogged tunnel. And there were others like Bull and the parson. No matter how hard-boiled they may have talked about each other, you could see that they were really brothers in the face of hard luck.


  I came out of that deal a sort of hero. It seems that my stocky muscles were unusually strong, and my endurance good. The minute Frank Prentice beard the alarm he yelled to me to gather up some digging tools, and away we went.


  “Here’s my hired man!” he yelled to the mine owner. “Just put him to work. He’s good for your toughest job.”


  I raced along the sloping shaft in the wake of the lanterns. The mine owner pointed to the heap of rocks and dirt where the other men were prying at a broken beam. I was short enough to get my shoulder under that beam. A stream of dirt poured down my neck. The beam began to give.


  “Hold it! Get that pole under, quick, men! Now—together. Look out for the rocks!” The mine owner shouted directions so fast I couldn’t see all that happened. But the beam was coming up slowly, and I didn’t mind a few splinters in my shoulder as long as it was going in the right direction. The men heaped rocks under that beam, then we grabbed the shovels and made the dirt fly.


  Another beam to lift and to brace; more debris to clear; another beam, and another—


  Hours may have been consumed in that furious action, but no one counted them. Every minute was so intense, charged with an Earth drama of life and death. Every minute was a proof of the high regard of man for man—of owner for worker—of parson for sinner—of free men for trapped men.


  And I wondered, through it all, if it was not also a historic event that proved the mutual respect between men of the Earth and men of Venus.


  But no one knew. What would they have thought if they had known? I wondered.


  The voice of the foreman sounded through the last barrier of loose earth and stones. He and the others were back there, alive, calling for us to hurry, crying for air.


  “On this rock, George!” the mine owner shouted. “Help him here, men. Get a hitch on it, there. Heave, heave! Make it come . . . No, try it again. Together, now. Look out!”


  The stone came like a stubborn tooth.


  A shower of debris ripped down over my left arm. But the job was done. The gasps of “Thank God!”


  “Air! Air!”


  “Take it easy—hold everything—stay where you are till you get your breath!” and all the other confusing shouts from both sides of the barrier assured me that the crisis was over.


  Then, they tell me, I fainted dead away from loss of blood. That left arm called for some hasty first aid. And after that they carried me out.


  CHAPTER II


  More Than Meets the Eye


  “YOU’LL pull through all right,” Frank Prentice was saying to me when I first came back to consciousness. “You’re a pretty useful fellow, George. If you don’t have anywhere else to go, you’d better spend the winter right here with me.”


  The doctor was working over me, putting some neat patches on my arm. I closed my eyes. Not because of the pain so much as the doctor’s puzzled gaze. I was something new to him.


  “I guess he’s going back to sleep,” Prentice said.


  “The best thing for him,” said the doctor. Then in a low voice that wasn’t intended for my ears, “Where did you say he came from?”


  “He just strayed in from nowhere. I first saw him up above Magnolia Gulch. He seemed to be living there in a camp all alone. He couldn’t talk. He had trouble explaining anything to me, even through the simplest signs. For example, it didn’t mean anything to him, at first, when I beckoned to him. Or when I offered my hand.”


  “He’s definitely abnormal,” the doctor said. “Physically he’s unlike any other human freak I ever saw.”


  Some of these words were only meaningless sounds to my ears, but I tucked them away in my growing storehouse of sounds, determined to find out in time what they meant.


  Prentice told the doctor all about the strange foods which I had offered him in our first meetings. This disturbed the doctor more than ever. How could I have found my way into these mountains, bearing fruits from some foreign land—fruits that were still fresh?


  “All I know,” said Prentice, “is that he is an excellent worker. He’s quick to learn. If he did come from some foreign land, at least he doesn’t show any intention of going back.”


  “You’d better get rid of him,” said the doctor.


  “Why?”


  “He’s probably dangerous. He may have come here for a purpose. He may not be as simple minded as you think.”


  “You heard how he rescued those trapped miners, doctor,” said Prentice.


  “Next,” said the doctor, “I’ll expect to hear how he murdered a schoolteacher named Prentice in the dead of night—”


  “S-s-s-sh.” Prentice didn’t like such talk. He explained his own theory about me. He didn’t think I was an abnormal specimen, mentally speaking. A foreigner—undoubtedly. The chances were that I had been dropped from some passing plane. Planes were falling into the hands of lots of far-off tribes these days. Wasn’t it conceivable that the Hottentots or some primitive society had decided to explore other parts of the Earth, and had dropped off one of their delegates here in the Rocky Mountains?”


  “He doesn’t bear the slightest resemblance to a Hottentot,” said the doctor. “He doesn’t resemble anything. I’ve got a book at home with all the races of the world pictured in it. He isn’t there.”


  “Bring your book over some time, doctor,” said Prentice, unruffled but thoroughly stubborn. “If George isn’t in it, you’d better add a new chapter to your book. Take his picture, listen to his language—”


  “What language?”


  “Oh, he has one, all right, all his own.”


  The doctor came down to me and ruffled my head of purple hair. “How you feeling, George? Want to wake up?”


  I OPENED my eyes. I reached for a comb and straightened the lines of my hair from right to left. To ruffle my hair is to offend and insult the sacred and solemn part of my nature.


  “He’s sensitive about his hair,” Prentice said. “I wouldn’t do that—”


  The doctor repeated his gesture of ruffling me. He did it, laughing. And I slapped him. Hard across his cheek I struck with my good right hand. Without thinking—slap!—what an awful thing to do!


  The blow jolted him. The face wasn’t pleasant to look at, drawn in pained surprise and anger. Instantly I was sorry. But the right words to tell him just weren’t ready. Instead of words, I shook my head, as if to say, “No, no, I didn’t mean it.” Then I slapped myself quick and hard, three times, still shaking my head.


  Anger faded from the doctor’s eyes and he stared at me, fascinated.


  “There’s more here than meets the eye, Prentice,” he said quietly. “This man may be mad, but I’m not so sure. If he had the means to communicate his thoughts to us—”


  I understood this, and I began nodding my head. “Yes, yes,” I said. “When I can talk more, then I tell you more—when you—when you listen more.”


  The doctor rubbed his cheek and managed to smile a little. He asked me a question cautiously, picking up the comb as he spoke. “George, may I comb your hair—the same way you combed it?”


  “Yes, please,” I said.


  He did it, and I smiled and nodded. “That is right,” I said.


  “Why? Why must the hair be combed that way?”


  “Because—pluuvonng!”


  “Pluuvonng? He glanced at my fingers, my stocky shoulders, and again at my purple hair. “Pluuvonng? I never heard of it.”


  He had me repeat the word several times, and he jotted some letters down in a notebook. He turned to Prentice. “Well, this beats me. I’m going right into the university and scan all the latest literature on ethnology. You’ve got something here, but I’m damned if I know what it is. As you say, he’s very undertsanding and cooperative. It seems as if he’s just coming into the first light of knowledge, without any sort of background to make things easier. But he’s learning fast.”


  “You’ve changed your mind, then,” Prentice said in an undertone, “about his being dangerous?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t rub his hair the wrong way,” said the doctor.


  CHAPTER III


  Scientists Baffled


  IT WAS always eager for Frank Prentice to explain the meanings of pictures and printed matter that came to him in the mail. It was marvelous how much he gathered from daily newspapers about happenings all over the Earth.


  Little by little the social and political systems of this new world began to take shape in my mind. Such words as president and congress and prime minister and dictator began to take on the weighted meanings for me that they conveyed to everyone else.


  A newspaper photograph of two very dignified looking gentlemen shaking hands in front of a huge white-columned building took my eye.


  “Who are they?” I asked.


  “This one is the Secretary of State,” said Prentice. “He is extending an official welcome to a new ambassador from a foreign country. You see, when the Secretary of State welcomes an ambassador, that is the official welcome from all of America.”


  “You are part of America,” I said. “And so is the mine owner. And the parson, and the doctor, and Jason Radmolder and Bull Scroggins—”


  “And a hundred and thirty or forty million more,” said Prentice. “That’s the point. We can’t all have the privilege of shaking hands with a new ambassador, so we elect a president, and he appoints the proper men to handle such jobs. He appointed this Secretary of State to represent Americans in this capacity, you see. Or do you?”


  “He is the one to say hello to men from other lands,” I said.


  “That’s it in a nutshell.”


  “I would like to say hello to the Secretary of State,” I said.


  Frank Prentice smiled. “You’re an innocent sort of fellow, aren’t you. No, don’t ask me what I mean by innocent. We’ve had enough questions for today. Just take my word for it, getting an interview with the Secretary of State is pretty complicated.”


  I waited until Prentice had finished his paper before I pursued the topic. Then—


  “What sort of man is the Secretary of State? Is he kind, like you? Or noisy, like Bull Scroggins? Or a drunk, like Jason Radmolder? Or smart, like the doctor?”


  “He’s as smart as a whip,” said Prentice. “Politics may come and go, but you’ll find right down through our American history that the secretaries of state are always men of high intelligence and good judgment. It’s true that not everyone in America will always agree with them in their opinions. But people sometimes forget that a Secretary of State has to spread his good will among a lot of countries.”


  “If some new country appears, will he have any good will left for it?”


  “That’s a strange question,” said Prentice. “Before any new country pops into existence, it’s the Secretary of State’s business to know what’s popping.”


  That clinched it for me. I didn’t tell Prentice so, but I knew from that moment on that the Secretary of State was the man I should see. He would want to know that Venus was popping out toward her sister planet, and that I was the first pop.


  But the more I learned and observed, the more I was convinced that Prentice was right, it wouldn’t be easy. Unless I were well prepared in my new ability to use Earth words, I might fail in my very first courtesies, and then America would not like Venus.


  IF I didn’t confide my secret plans to Prentice it was because I felt that he didn’t quite understand me. He was sympathetic in his way, and I needed every ounce of that sympathy in this tough job of getting my bearings.


  But it was my misfortune to have a physical appearance very different from his own. However handsome I might be considered back in Venus, I was to him a grotesque figure with orange cheeks and pointed ears, stocky stature, purple hair, and six-fingered hands. These characteristics colored his opinion of me much more than he realized.


  He began to think of me as a creature of some mysterious misfortune. All the doctor’s speculations about my belonging to some African or East Indies race didn’t eradicate Prentice’s stubborn conviction. Sometimes I would overhear him stating his beliefs to allay the curiosity of a friend.


  “He must have had a streak of genius in him, the way he’s learning. But I tell you, he started from scratch the day I found him. We’ll probably never know what hard luck retarded him. And of course you never know—he might forget everything all at once some day. But I’m betting on him.”


  This bet was sometimes a bit amusing to me. It would have amazed many of the most important citizens back in Venus to know that I, the man they had honored with the chance to make this historic visit, should be made the beneficiary of an experiment in social salvaging.


  But no better fortune could have befallen me than to have a patient and generous teacher like Prentice gamble his hours on the hope that I would eventually make good.


  I was much more disturbed over my relations with the doctor. My suspicions grew that he was gathering up trouble for me, even though his intentions might be good.


  The next time he returned to bandage my arm, he brought a girl and two strange men along. The girl I had seen before. She was his assistant, not with medicine but with pencils and a notebook.


  The doctor asked me many questions. The girl seemed to be writing down the whole conversation. It made me very cautious about saying anything, especially if I was not sure of my words. My growing reticence made the doctor’s eyes narrow.


  “We’ll have to discount part of what he says,” the doctor instructed. “You can see he has a very primitive mind. Notice how distorted his ideas of distance are.” The doctor turned to me. “Now, George, you have told us that you came from a long, long way off. Do you see that little village down in the valley?”


  “I see it,” I replied.


  “Did you come from that far?”


  “Many times farther.”


  “A hundred times as far?” asked the doctor. “Or a thousand times as far?”


  “Easily a million,” I said.


  The doctor and his secretary exchanged amused smiles, and let it go at that.


  Meanwhile, the two strange men set up little dark boxes on tripods and surprised me with some flashes of light. At this time I didn’t know about photographs.


  NOT long after this day, however, I was startled to see my own picture in a section of the Sunday newspaper. Many of the people in the mining village called that day or the next to ask Prentice if he had seen it.


  There I was, all decked out in bright colors. The picture showed me naked to the waist, just as I had been when the doctor last examined me. The orange of my face was well marked. The bronze of my throat and chest and arms shone like metal. My sharp pointed teeth had been colored yellow to make them more conspicuous. My purple hair was in its brightest glory.


  “Why am I in the paper?” I said, as soon as I could capture my breath from the shock.


  “Lots of people will be interested,” said Prentice.


  “Will the Secretary of State see me?” I said.


  “Ha,” said Prentice dryly. “I doubt if he has time to read the Sunday supplements.”


  “What do the words say?” I had the uncomfortable feeling, in watching the expressions of the villagers who came by to discuss the matter, that that newspaper article didn’t do me any great honor, “Go ahead and read the words to me, Frank.”


  “You wouldn’t like them,” he said. “I don’t like them. I doubt if the doctor himself will feel so hot about this job. They’ve exaggerated his statements.”


  “What does it say about me?”


  “It says that you’re a human puzzle that baffles the scientists. They don’t know what you are. They think you should be in some institution for observation.”


  “If I were in an institution,” I said, “would I get to see the Secretary of State?”


  “Not in the sort of institution they’re talking about. It would be more like a prison, I’m afraid. They raise a lot of questions about you. Some scientists doubt whether any theories of mutations or sports could possibly account for you.”


  “I am afraid I don’t understand your words.”


  “They used the term freak. A rather ugly word, George. You mustn’t let it hurt you. But that isn’t all. Someone has offered the opinion that you couldn’t have just happened. That you must be the result of a scientific hoax. Someone must have altered the character of the hormones responsible for your nature, perhaps through the use of some experimental rays.”


  “What does it all mean, Frank? I don’t quite understand.”


  “There’s danger that you may be taken into a laboratory for more physical examinations. All of those anthropometric measurements that the doctor took, together with X-rays and photographs, may arouse considerable excitement in the world of science. Are you interested in going through with it?”


  “I am interested,” I said, “in going to the capitol at Washington. I would like to see where President Truman and all the Congressmen live. I would like to have my picture taken shaking hands with Secretary of State Stettinius in front of the White House.”


  The following Thursday, while Frank was at school, I saw two cars climbing the mountain road toward the village. They came up to Prentice’s cabin and stopped.


  Several men got out and came toward the door. One of them was the doctor. Others may have been doctors, and others newspaper men. Still others were wearing the light blue uniforms of state policemen.


  They knocked and waited.


  I walked quietly out the back door. I heard them coming around the side of the cabin. I didn’t feel that it would be a dignified thing for the first representative from Venus to the Earth to run. Was it not even less dignified, however, for him to be picked up by policemen and taken to a laboratory? I walked past three clumps of evergreen, past the chicken house, up through a narrow pass between huge boulders, into the thick forest of pines on the upward slope.


  By that time I was ready to respond to the exhilarating mountain air. I wasn’t interested in strange voices that were calling my name from down at the cabin. I felt like exercising. So I ran.


  And I kept up a good pace until I touched my six-fingered hands to the black fiber ladder that led up to my ship.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Wonder Book


  FLYING low in the darkness, I looked in vain for familiar sights. Back in Venus I would have looked for the lights of a continuous street zigzagging across the whole width of the continent. The continent-long Streets of Venus were the back-bone of the social and commercial life in my world.


  But this was the world of Frank Prentice. I had already learned much through conversation and pictures. Now before me was the task of putting together my new store of knowledge with physical and ecological landscapes that met my eye.


  The Earth’s settlements, I was continually reminded, had occurred in clusters dotted all over the land. These were the cities and towns of which Prentice had spoken. Magically lighted by night, they were equally interesting when they daylight came on. The larger cities were continually alive with motor traffic. Such an exhibition of energy being expended hour after hour would have amazed any native Venusian. For in my world there is far less of the mad rush. At certain periods of each day vehicles and factory machines and the most diligent of workers all come to a stop for rest and enjoyment.


  Before the fall weather ended, I made several excursions away from the mountain range to broaden my acquaintance with the life of Frank Prentice’s one hundred and thirty million brothers and sisters. Looking down on there from a safe distance, I wondered how many thousands of them were like him in their natures. Did they enjoy working in schools, mines, shops? Did they enjoy tending chickens, making garden, reading books, attending dances?


  The police ceased to come to Prentice’s cabin after failing several times to find me at home. The doctors forgot me. I was left to my own devices.


  Without ever telling Prentice about my mysterious absences, I gradually extended my excursions to include other continents. A few times I ran the risk of brief, perilous trips over the zones of war. Sometimes I would be spotted by searchlights or observed by patrol planes, and I would have to touch the throttle and race away to avoid an awkward situation. My heart pounded with longing to see more of these foreign places, but I contented myself that explorations would come as soon as I mastered more of the languages and customs.


  A BEAUTIFUL, terrible winter descended, the first I ever saw. It was well that I had taken such pains to cover my hidden ship. Now I understood the functions of log houses and sturdy Earth buildings as never before. The iron rail around Prentice’s wood stove was pleasant warmth against our feet and the blankets we put over the backs of our chairs protected our rears from the chill drafts. Into the night we read books. He would read slowly; I would watch the words and pictures.


  The most wonderful of all books was the mail order catalog. The whole magic world of Earth man and his tools, games, ornaments, and the myriad treasures of his home began to unfold before me. Whenever my work was done I would turn to it.


  “This must be the greatest of all the world’s books,” I said to Frank Prentice.


  He smiled. “If it’s amnesia, yours is a record case. You must have had catalogs where you came from. But it’s plain you’ve forgotten even that.”


  “How could I earn a catalog?”


  “What for?”


  “To take with me.”


  “I didn’t know you were going anywhere.”


  “If I would work in the mines could I earn a catalog?”


  Frank Prentice got up and refilled his pipe and stood by the shelf looking at me. Gradually the lines of curiosity around his eyes relaxed into a patient smile, which was his way when he ran into things inexplicable. I thought I would tell him, then; but he moved the light over to his desk and busied himself with some writing. A few days later a new catalog came by mail, and he assured me it was mine, and free. And so together we read the winter away, and I filled with the wonders of Earth man’s life.


  CHAPTER V


  I Break It Gently


  SUMMER brought two young visitors to this mountain cabin. John Vonada, Prentice’s nephew, was a brisk young lieutenant in the Army Air Corps. His girl friend, Pauline Neff, was a lovely, clear-eyed creature with musical laughter and a faith and a devotion toward John that was interesting to see. This relationship impressed me greater with the passings days, though at first it was the more superficial things that fascinated me: his prince-like uniform, her red nails that matched her red lips, the air of youth and vitality that they brought to Prentice’s lodge. My own appearance, I discovered anew, was more than a little shocking. An hour after these two arrived in their bright yellow automobile, they went into a prolonged aside with Prentice, and they cast many glances in my direction as I went on with the gardening. Prentice must have give them a good report. The three of them came out to see me, and we talked in the friendliest of terms about how the beans flourished and how well the hens laid at this time of year.


  Later in the week John told us all about his air training and he asked very casually, “Do you care for aviation, George, or have you ever been up in a plane?”


  My response was somewhat evasive. “Up? Why do you say up? If you are on the other side of the planet is it up or down when you leave the surface?”


  They laughed, and John said, “Which way would your beans grow on the other side of the planet, up or down?”


  “Both ways,” Pauline said, beating me to the punch. “We’ll leave the aviation to you, John. The rest of us don’t know beans about it, do we?”


  My clothes became a matter for some concern on Pauline’s part during her stay. She did some mending for me and altered some of Prentice’s worn garments, and she and John drove me down to a small city at the foot of the mountains and had some fine new clothing tailored for me. This all called for considerable expenditure, and so, for the first time, I brought forth two small bars of platinum and offered them as pay.


  This offer resulted in another private conference with Frank Prentice, for Pauline and John were much too amazed to accept.


  The three of them came to me. Prentice said, “George, we’re not going to ask where you got these precious metals. But are you quite sure you want to give them away? They’re worth dozens of wardrobes, you know.”


  “Mine to give,” I said, “and I have one for you, too.”


  It was a pleasure to exchange favors, and an experience to leave a lasting impression: that Earth people like Pauline and John and Frank Prentice were unwilling to reach for an unfair advantage. The appreciative faces were to remain in the gallery of my mind as symbols of the warmth between the Earth and Venus, the beginnings of a future commerce that I hoped would always be friendly.


  IN MY new clothes I bore much more resemblance to an Earth man than I had supposed possible, although the exaggerated width of my shoulders, the largeness of my head, and my colorful complexion would always mark me as conspicuous in any crowd. As Pauline put it, I looked much more like the gentleman I was meant to be—but there was still room for improvement.


  “I think you’re making him uncomfortable,” John said. “You should see how we look after a hard day’s flying. We’re a sight.”


  “But his hair is all wrong, John. Help me,” Pauline said.


  They approached me with scissors and combs and an apron to put around my neck, and announced I was in for a tonsorial operation.


  To shake my head for no was one of the first gestures I had learned, and I put it to good use now. My hair dress must not be changed.


  “Why not, George?” Pauline protested. “It will be much more comfortable. All that mop on your left side looks so—so primitive. What is it, a superstition or something?”


  “It’s pluuvonng,” I said. “Pluuvonng?” Pauline and John looked at each other questioningly. They say that Prentice was taking on his puzzled smile.


  “His vocabulary is jumping too fast for me,” Prentice said. “I’ll have to look that one up.”


  Of course the dictionary offered no help; it was up to me to explain myself or lose my hair.


  Pluuvonng is religion. My beliefs command me to wear my hair this way. So if you please—”


  I thought this appeal had won my point, for Prentice gently took the scissors from Pauline’s hands. He suggested that we all go for a walk along the mountain paths.


  As the four of us sauntered along through the pines Frank Prentice began to talk philosophically about the glorious colors of the evening clouds. “God’s world is full of wonders,” he said. “Each of us is free to choose his own way of appreciating what the Creator has given us. And yet—”


  He paused, placed a hand on my shoulder, and gestured toward the broad, beautiful land beyond the foothills.


  “And yet through the centuries we’ve come to agree pretty well, millions of us, upon the best forms for our religious expressions. It’s rather silly, isn’t it, for one person to insist on some pet ostentation just to be distinctive?”


  “Suppose there are millions with my hair dress. Would I be justified?”


  “Fifty million can’t be wrong!” This amused crack came from the young lieutenant. Half facetiously he turned to Pauline. Her father, it seemed, was a professor of social studies at a university. “This is one for your dad, Pauline. Does he know there are millions of people with religion in their hair?”


  It had been my intention to break the news as gently as possible, and now the time had come. I reached up to place a six-fingered hand on Frank Prentice’s shoulder. I gestured toward the land below us, then toward the darkening sky.


  “I mean no offense against the good people of the land,” I said. “But somewhere there are other worlds. I am only a visitor to your Earth. When we first met I lacked the words to tell you this. Where I came from there are millions of people like me. Our pluuvonng demands that we comb our hair this way.”


  “Do you mean to say,” said Prentice, drilling me with a cold, skeptical stare, “that you think you came from somewhere beyond the Earth?”


  I nodded. “I came from the planet you call Venus.”


  CHAPTER VI


  A Friend Turns Cool


  IF THE great mountains had silently broken from their bases and floated into the sky there could have been no more vivid evidence of amazement in the faces of my three good friends. Pauline was first to speak.


  “That explains a lot of things,” she said slowly. “It’s—it’s almost incredible . . . and yet . . . yes, it explains—”


  “How did you get here?” John came toward me with glittering eyes. “You must have flown! How many came with you?”


  “I came alone. It was an experimental flight.”


  “Where is your ship? Why hasn’t the world heard of this?”


  “I was pledged to hide my ship on arriving. It’s within a few miles. I’m sorry I can’t take you to it. Tomorrow I’ll show you a picture.”


  The young lieutenant was on fire with enthusiasm. “So you know all about this aviation business. More than any of us know!”


  He and Pauline bombarded me with questions. Frank Prentice looked on uncomfortably, and I felt that his hospitality was becoming strangely cool.


  As a skilled aviator with his eyes on the future flying, Lieutenant John Vonada was like a blotter for absorbing all the information I could divulge. Our talk continued through the supper hour. Needless to say, Pauline had forgot all about the haircut; her interest was in the history, language, and family customs and artifacts of my people.


  “I can hardly wait, she said, “until father hears of you. He’ll have to know everything. You do have proofs, don’t you? See, his studies are right along this line: races and nationalities and the clashes of culture. I’m afraid you’ll find yourself Exhibit A in the first interplanetary laboratory, or something, when the universities get their hands on you.”


  “I’m here to represent Venus as well as I can,” I said. “I’m sure I’ve had the Earth’s finest teacher to prepare me.”


  “Take a bow, Uncle Frank,” John said. “You’ll go down in history.” Frank Prentice didn’t turn. He was standing by the open window puffing smoke out into the darkness. During all this excitement I had missed his easy smile. Had something been said to hurt him? Could he be disappointed that I was not an unfortunate, an amnesia victim, a vagrant?


  Pauline took his arm and bade us all come to the porch where we could look at the stars while we talked.


  TO ME, that long night of conversation will always serve as a landmark, the beginning of something which may never end, a sharing of understandings between Venus and the Earth. It was a communion for which these two alert youth were ready.


  Frank Prentice, however, chose to remain silent. I knew, then, that I had stung him by keeping my secret all these months. He was a reasonable man, generous, honest, and very proud. Until now he was the only person I had thought of taking back to Venus with me. I wondered.


  On the following day I showed my picture of the ship with officials from the Streets of Venus standing in front of it wishing me a successful voyage. Pauline and John were of course more eager than ever for a glimpse of the ship itself, but were able to take my refusal gracefully.


  Prentice’s only comment concerned the unusual qualities of the photograph.


  “If it came from Venus,” he said, “your people must be well advanced in the arts.”


  “They are, indeed. Our elements are, of course, the same as your own, and it seems that we have found our way into many similar and even identical processes—”


  “If it came from Venus,” Prentice repeated with a disturbing emphasis on the if. “Excuse me, please. I’ll go to the garden . . . No, you needn’t come . . .”


  Thus the distance between my first Earth friend and me promised to grow. I was learning a lesson I would not forget: that good and reasonable Earth men can be grieved by subtle matters to which they are unwilling or unable to give voice. Complicated creatures they are.


  It was time for Prentice’s nephew to leave for the war. Our farewell was full of high hopes. What would the postwar future bring? With good luck he would perhaps fly his own ship to Venus before another decade.


  Before he and Pauline drove away she whispered to me, “How about that haircut, George?”


  I shook my head. “Pluuvonng!”


  “What I really want to say, George, is that you mustn’t mind our Uncle Frank. He’ll get over the shock in time. But you see, his world of knowledge has a solid fence around it and you’ve walked right through it. He sees himself as a teacher—”


  “He’s a splendid one,” I said.


  “Yes. Your own swift learning has proved that. The point is, he can’t readily change to the role of pupil . . . I hope you won’t walk out on him too soon, George. He’s terribly fond of you.”


  “Thank you, Pauline.”


  “That’s all, George.” She gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder. “You’ll be hearing from my father at the university. Good-bye.”


  CHAPTER VII


  Wool Over the Eyes


  A YEAR later my months of study in in the seclusion of the mountains seemed as remote as the stars.


  The passing year had brought tremendous changes in the course of my visit. I was now out in the wide, busy, noisy Earth world, meeting its people.


  Every new day brought me a new audience of two or three hundred persons, and on the big days my crowds numbered in the thousands. This was the fulfillment of my mission. It was, if I have succeeded in my grasp of things important, the process by which Venus must acquaint itself with the Earth, and vice versa.


  The institution which brought me my daily audience was called a carnival. It roved from city to city by motor truck.


  My manager was a very enterprising and persuasive man known as Windy McKean. He had a voice whose quality could not be matched by the least musical voice in Venus. He was a square faced man who used one side of his mouth for shouting and the other for smoking his cigar. The title given to his profession is carnival barker.


  My new life as a part of the carnival was very strenuous; there was no end of noise, much inconvenience of moving from place to place, a complete lack of the pleasant contemplative atmosphere and the privacy I had enjoyed at Frank Prentice’s mountain home.


  But if I sometimes winced from the disagreeable, Windy McKean was always there to give me a walloping slap on the back and reassure me that this was what a fellow had to go through to put himself over on the public.


  “I’ll run ’em in, George,” he would say with a flourish of his red megaphone. “You lecture ’em to your heart’s content. Together we’ll pull a lot of wool over a lot of eyes.”


  That phrase about wool over the eyes mystified me at times. An old carnival man told me that Windy McKean was pulling the wool over my eyes. When I asked Windy what this meant he said it was just an expression. “Plenty of wool is what you need, George. It’s what everyone needs so they can unlax and take it easy when the razzle-dazzle gets too thick.”


  I understood, as time went on, that Windy was being generous toward me with this soothing wool treatment. He was good at explaining troubles and doubts away and making everything crystal clear.


  I MIGHT have doubted whether my fenced-off pen inside this big flapping yellow tent was the ideal working arrangement for the accomplishment of my mission. But Windy McKean was quick with the answers. Did I want to see the people of the Earth? The carnival was the place. Sooner or later everybody came to the carnival. Did I want to gain some insights on the Earth’s governments? All the great governments were democracies. That meant they were made up of all the people. Where could all the people be found at their brightest and best? At the carnival. The Earth’s liveliest music, its art, its physical prowess, its curiosities and wonders? They were all here in abundance.


  So, thanks to Windy McKean, I stuck to my pen with its brown canvas fence inside the big yellow tent with the gaudy paintings on the front.


  Those paintings, by the way, were an unforgettable sample of the art that fascinates the eyes of Earth people. Personally I was disappointed because they were grossly inaccurate. The artist, whether for humor or some esoteric motive, had given my body a width three times as great as my height, a skin color of brilliant red, muscles like gnarled tree trunks, and teeth with hooks like eagles’ beaks. The painting of the space ship bore no resemblance to my craft whatsoever. And that weird sky scene showed Venus hung between the horns of a crescent moon. But whatever the inaccuracies, this work of art had a compelling effect upon the crowds.


  I stuck, and it was a great satisfaction to me to see that many people were impressed by what I had to say.


  Occasionally I would receive a letter from Pauline with news of her flying lieutenant and some mention of Professor Neff’s interest in me.


  Frank Prentice also sometimes wrote. Once he inquired at some length as to whether I was satisfied with my adventures with the great American public, whether I found time to continue my studies, and especially whether my attitudes toward the deeper values of Earth life were changing. On sixteen neatly penned pages he reechoed our many discussions of that second long winter following my Venusian revelation.


  Although he did not ask explicitly whether I had ever cut my hair, I could see he still hoped his missionary efforts had proved effective. For the strain of our friendship in those last months together had come to a focus most often upon our differences in faith. Prentice, ever the teacher, was determined that what he could give me in beliefs and creeds would prove still more valuable than my richest acquisitions from the mail order catalog. For him, my first and most faithful Earth friend, I would have done almost anything; but as a Venusian I couldn’t give up my hair.


  Our tour took us westward across America and eventually we came to the city of Pauline Neff’s university. My heart quickened as I read her brief note: “Put on your best bib and tucker, George. I’m coming tonight and I’ll try to bring father . . .”


  As she entered the tent with the crowd, her eyes shining straight at me, I thought she was the loveliest Earth creature of all my many audiences. And I knew she was the most understanding. She made a funny gesture of surprise at the native garments I wore, complete with green and purple metallic decorations.


  “I tried to bring father,” she whispered as the swarm of onlookers crowded her along the fence. “He may come later.”


  “And your lieutenant?”


  “Overseas, fighting hard. I’ll visit with you after the show.”


  MY LECTURE of that night topped anything I had ever done. Back on Venus I had grown up in the tradition of professional speaking, and had followed it to the neglect of most of my sportive avocations, wrestling excepted. Now my command of the new Earth language, the idioms and inflections and gestures, had matured so that the audience followed me with perfect ease. I could see Pauline applauding me with her eyes.


  I traced my course to the Earth on a chart of the inner planets. I demonstrated the workings of my ship from a diagram. I answered questions.


  For the first time I told a few of the exciting experiences that befell me when I first broke away from mountain solitude and adventured into the cities unheralded. Then I contrasted the cities of the Earth with the continent-wide Streets of Venus, compared our mode of transportation, pointed out similarities in our use of electric power and chemicals and natural resources.


  The crowd went away happy, and Windy McKean bounced in to give me a wallop on the back. Even the skeptics, he said, were half convinced, and if I could keep up the good work—He broke off, widening his eyes at Pauline. He removed his cigar and shoved his hat back and looked pleased as I offered introductions.


  “Say, maybe you’re the reason George spread himself,” Windy grinned. “Maybe we oughta give you a season ticket.”


  Pauline smiled. Then, “Mr. McKean, I hoped my father would come. You didn’t see a very straight, dignified man with thick spectacles?”


  “Yeah. He took a look at the outside and got scared out.”


  “Oh . . .”


  “Or maybe he’ll come in for the next performance after the big tent show lets out.”


  “I’ll wait,” Pauline said.


  I thought I had told everything, but as soon as we got down to visiting over hamburgers and pop I found I’d just begun. Then I took my turn at asking questions, and after she’d finished with the news of John Vonada and Frank Prentice she turned some new spotlights on me by getting out some clippings. There were two or three Sunday supplement articles, differing widely in their revelations about my hidden nature and secret motives and obscure origin, but containing in common some tantalizing questions such as, suppose this freak of nature actually did come from Venus . . . and after all, who knows?


  There was a crisp paragraph from a weekly news magazine’s column of miscellany that described me as a “bronzed, broad-shouldered mountain hermit” whose “delusions of Venusian origin” hadn’t prevented my becoming the town’s most faithful chicken feeder.


  Finally there was an editorial from a big daily newspaper demanding that carnivals should be investigated for propaganda activities, since rumor had it that “so-called men of Venus” were making speeches to undermine American institutions.


  On the surface this was all very amusing, and yet I could see that Pauline was disturbed.


  “These aren’t good publicity,” she said. “They make conservative people dubious. Take father, for example, and his fellow professors in the university. They have to be so careful.”


  “I don’t understand. Is Windy right? Was your father afraid to come in and see me?”


  Pauline crumpled the paper sandwich plate and twisted it in her tinted fingers. “George, I don’t suppose you’ve heard how people laughed at a Martian invasion panic a few years ago. But you can understand that any professor who sticks his neck out to believe something new may get his throat cut.”


  “Lose his job for seeking new knowledge?”


  “It may sound absurd to you, but professors learn to stay with their books and statistics and play safe. Any university board learns to be terribly careful how it spends the taxpayers’ money. So . . .”


  “So your father may not come?” I tried to conceal my disappointment. It wasn’t easy. In my mind I had built the strong hope that Professor Neff, whose job was to be interested in the ways of all different peoples, would be as eager for Venus news as even Windy McKean.


  Pauline and I left the tent by the side entrance, and there, by the line of parked cars, a few yards away, a very straight and dignified middle-aged gentleman was pacing in agitation.


  “It’s my father,” Pauline said. She called, and we met him under the light at the edge of the parking lot.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Windy Has Ideas


  I’M UNCERTAIN whether he ever actually saw me. He seemed rather to be looking through me, staring at something distant which could only be seen through my shoulders; and all the while his words were directed at Pauline.


  “This escapade was a mistake, Pauline.” His voice was low and rather more kindly than his expressionless face. “I trust the faculty won’t hear of it.”


  “Father, this is George that I’ve told you so much about. He’s come to us all the way from Venus. Please talk with him.”


  “Come, Pauline. This is no time or place for professional conferences.”


  “You can at least make an appointment,” she pleaded.


  I added my voice to this suggestion. “I would appreciate that very much, Professor Neff.”


  For a moment he hesitated, and I thought his eyes were going to find a focus on me. Perhaps my voice had only startled him. He took Pauline by the hand. “They’ve just given me another committee, dear. I can’t take on any more responsibilities.”


  There were tears in Pauline’s eyes as she looked back. “Father isn’t usually this way . . . I’m sorry . . . Please don’t give up hope.”


  A few days later she repeated these sentiments through a brief letter. I had come at an especially difficult time. In another year things would be different. I must set my hopes high. The learned men of the country might be slow to recognize me but in time they would elevate me to my rightful place.


  At this I smiled the smile I had learned from Frank Prentice, an answer to things I was not capable of understanding.


  Through the late fall and winter we toured southward. In this past year I’m afraid my performance never again attained the high spirit of that night of Pauline’s visit. There were always skeptics aplenty, and now I turned a more attentive ear to their cruel comments.


  “Fake.” “What they can’t think of to get your quarters.” “Next year they’ll say he’s from Mars.” “If he came from Venus I came from the moon.” “My cousin said he used to be the auctioneer down on the river. He’s painted his face and put on some false hands.” “I wish they’d pay me to give that speech.”


  “Bunkum . . . Hog-wash.”


  What made these remarks endurable were the few eager and curious listeners who would stay to ask questions—small boys, clear thinking adolescents, and occasionally a shabby elderly man with courage and youth in his eye. The youngsters had a strange phobia about invasions and conquests; if I really came from Venus why didn’t I get busy with my ray guns and start blasting the population off the Earth? To this I could only answer that the Earth’s own war populations were already committing destruction beyond any Venusian’s wildest dream. I had come simply to establish an acquaintance between Venus and the Earth. Yes, I planned to go back. When? Well, my hidden ship was ready whenever I felt that my mission had been fulfilled.


  “The whole damned carnival needs a new coat of paint,” Windy McKean said to me one day. “You’re a hellova good show, George, but you and I can’t carry more than two ends of this outfit.”


  TOWARD spring we expected business to improve but it didn’t. War requirements had cut deep, we were short-handed, our muscles worked overtime between performances. Windy was as worried as the big boss himself. The big tent show was limping, and some of the sideshows had become dead weight.


  “We’ve got to pep up the act, George. I wish to gosh you did have a space flivver like the one in your picture. That would pull ’em in.”


  “I do have, but I’m not to display it.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Same words, same tune. We won’t argue that all over.” He chewed his cigar thoughtfully and sifted confetti through his hands. “We gotta think of something. If you could work up a song and dance and say it came from Venus—”


  I assured him that I had chosen neither singing nor dancing for an avocation on Venus. My mission here would be fulfilled only through speaking.


  He gave a sullen growl. “Hell, man, don’t you ever take your mask off? How can you stay so damned serious? You’re among friends. You don’t have to pull no wool over my eyes.”


  “I’d be glad to,” I said, “if the razzle-dazzle of Venus gets too thick for you.” before. I know how we’ll pep up the “Skip it. Go ahead with your act. I’ll never give you away. I’m not a guy to talk, even when I’m drunk . . . Hmmm.” Windy opened his mouth at the wrong side and let his cigar drop. “There. Why didn’t I think of that before. I know how we’ll pep up the act. We’ll prime you with a shot of gin.”


  He was so well satisfied with this plan of action that I was glad to cooperate. That night before the first show I emptied some glasses for him—and such a strange effect! I plunged into my first performance with only a tiny shiver of stage fright, and suddenly I was swaying the crowd with words. Everything was starting off wonderful, and that was the last I remembered.


  Windy awakened me with a dash of water. It was noon, he said, and not a good noon either.


  “Didn’t it work?”


  “Brother, you went off the deep end,” he said dolefully. “You gave them an overdose of Venus mathematics and they left with indigestion.”


  “I can’t imagine what I said.”


  “You had the whole crowd counting in unison on their fingers. The place was a regular convention of centipedes. The worst was you kept saying it was simple. The Venus decimal system, you said, came off of people’s twelve fingers, just like ours came off our ten. Six and six, you said, made a Venus ten. You held up your twelve fingers and said, ‘Ten,’ and the crowd started heckling. ‘Ten times ten on Venus,’ you said, ‘makes a hundred forty-four on the Earth.’ The people got mad but they couldn’t roar you down. You ran it on to the thousands and then millions. That’s when they got their gizzards full and walked out. But by george there was no stopping you. When the last show was done you hounded me through cube and root logarithms, all the time wiggling your devilish fingers, in my face. I finally fell asleep trying to follow you through some problem.”


  “Do you remember the answer?”


  “I remember it ain’t a shot of gin,” said Windy.


  SUMMER rolled around to find the carnival still limping on its course.


  At last we were in the university town again, cramped on the same grounds, stirring up the same dust, and bally-hooing to what might have been the same swarms of potential customers.


  Once again I caught the gleaming eyes of Pauline as she entered with the crowd. My pulse leaped with hope. She had brought her father, and I thought his thick-lensed eyes betrayed a glint of interest in me.


  A tent boy mentioned in passing that a lot of important people were on hand tonight and the new act should go over big.


  The new act! My nerves tightened with an instinctive rebellion. In recent days my pen had been changed. It had iron bars around it now, and in one corner an animal cage containing a chimpanzee. Windy McKean had pepped up the act.


  I caught the tent boy by the sleeve. “Tell Windy I’m not going to wrestle tonight. I’m going to talk. I want all the charts on deck.”


  “I’ll tell him but he won’t like it.”


  A moment later Pauline had found her way to the fence and seized my hand. “George, it’s so good to see you again. Why, you’re in an athletic costume tonight. It’s very becoming. You know that father’s here? . . . No, I didn’t bring him against his will Anyway he’ll see the light when he hears your talk.”


  She rambled on excitedly, and with the sure stimulation of her presence to guile me I suddenly knew that I would speak tonight as I had never spoken before. These people were about to be carried away on a veritable tour of the Streets of Venus.


  Presently Pauline noticed the chimp. “What’s that for?”


  “Just a pet.”


  “John should have one of those. He’s in the jungles now, you know. He sends you his best regards.”


  “Give him mine.”


  “I had hoped we might all have a reunion at the mountain lodge this year. But that will have to wait.”


  “Friends come and go,” I said. “Something came between Prentice and me.”


  “It was your hair, George. You and Frank Prentice are both as stubborn as mules. And I’ll tell him so too. Which reminds me—are all Venusians like you? If so, you aren’t a lot better off than Earth folks.”


  I laughed. “I suspect we’re all made out of the same clay. Won’t the future scientists have a wonderful controversy over whether our evolutions have been distinct or related? . . . There’s my bell. The crowd’s all in.”


  DURING this brief chat Professor Neff had kept his distance. Obviously he was somewhat revolted by the noises and smells and tawdry surroundings and shuffling crowds that made up a carnival. But now he made ready with a notebook and pencil. Pauline pointed this out to me. “You see, I’ve won.”


  So she thought.


  But in the next minute or two while I sorted my charts at the opposite corner, a final check-up before Windy would announce my speech, I caught a wisp of conversation that chilled my Venusian bones to the marrow. Three well dressed, sharp-faced men were talking about Professor Neff.


  “He’s going to take notes.” . . . “How’s this for headlines? University Professor Glorifies Carnival’s Venus Man.” . . . “Why not make it Crackpot Professor?” . . . “How’s this? Tax Dollars Support Sensation Seeking Ethnologist.” . . . “For his daughter’s sake I hate to do it. The minute we build a fire under him he’s on a toboggan.” . . . “Hell, it’s a story—a mine of ’em—rich in political smear—” Overpowering anger swept through me.


  I lifted Windy’s megaphone and sent a whisper to his ear as he entered the pen to make his announcement. He nodded and went into his phonographic roar. I controlled myself, listened.


  “. . . And here he stands, ladies and gentlemen, ready to demonstrate the physical prowess of the Earths sister planet by wrestling a chimpanzee—no, not a gorilla, because he put the only available gorilla out of commission last week—but the strongest and toughest chimp this side of the Rockies—and wrestle him, mind you, with one hand tied behind his back . . .”


  Above the cheering I could imagine a trembling of earth beneath my feet as of an invisible something of great weight being dropped—my speech. But now I was glad. Yes, this would do.


  With one hand tied behind me I wrestled the capricious chimp. Together we gave the funniest and most exciting match of our teamed career. I kept it going until everyone was splitting sides with laughter—everyone but Professor Neff and poor Pauline!


  The professor thrust his notebook in his pocket and walked out. Pauline, on the verge of crying, followed him. That gave me an electric shudder that almost paralyzed me, for I knew she would never have any faith in a venusian again. I kept going, somehow, and finally I locked the chimp in a corner and held him there long enough to cock an ear toward the three reporters.


  “. . . join you birds around the bonfire . . . burn up those no-good headlines . . . You won’t catch Neff falling for any cheap hoax . . .”


  Then I knew everything was all right—for Pauline and her father. As for me—well, it didn’t make any difference.


  Late that night I looked at the planet Venus through the carnival telescope and came to a decision. Homesickness did it.


  CHAPTER IX


  Whom to Kidnap?


  WHOM TO take with me? I knew only a few well enough to justify their consideration: the carnival people—Windy and the big boss and the Polish acrobats and a few other staunch friends; and my mountain friends—Prentice, John Vonada, Pauline and her father. Beyond these, my prospects could be counted on the fingers of one hand.


  My choice may not have been a perfect one. In four years I may not have been treated to a perfectly balanced view of the Earth world.


  I might have chosen Lieutenant John Vonada. Venus couldn’t ask for a finer specimen of Earth’s manhood, a master of skills and daring. But the Earth needed John too much at this time. He couldn’t be spared.


  Nor could I take his sweetheart. She was his great reason for fighting. Together they were a unit of the Earth’s truest happiness, which I hadn’t the heart to break.


  But there was Paline’s father, a man of great learning, who would have much of interest to give my people. I pondered this matter for a long time. The choice wasn’t right. Somehow Professor Neff’s understanding of his own world had been too much pared down by rules of logic and sliced into statistical tables.


  Frank Prentice? A wonderful fellow. But how would he thrive if he were uprooted from his own solid and substantial mountain doorstep? What but punishment would it be to surround him with millions of people imbued with the doctrines of pluuvonng?


  Thus by a process of elimination my choice was made.


  That night I awakened Windy McKean and asked him if he’d like to ramble up the mountain and have a look at my hidden ship.


  There were some taverns along the way, and it was high noon the next day when we reached the black fiber ladder. I followed him up to the shelf.


  “I see you got stout and busted your ladder on that last step,” said Windy as he crawled over the edge of rock.


  “I don’t remember breaking it,” I said. But there was no denying that the fiber had been broken and tied together at the last crossrope. A chill struck my spine. “The ship—is it there?”


  I leaped onto the shelf, raced past Windy, threw aside the first screen of boughs.


  “Must be something holding all those limbs up,” said Windy. “But I’ll still be surprised if you’ve got a ship. Well, blow me down. Live and learn.”


  I tossed the screens of boughs aside, and the familiar metallic gleam met my eyes. There she stood in all her glory, ready to take my passenger and me—but someone else was there!


  “Hello, George. We’re waiting for you. Hope you don’t mind.”


  It was Frank Prentice. He stepped around the nose of the ship and came toward me. Somehow I wasn’t surprised, at least not shocked. Somehow I wanted him to know—to see for himself this space conqueror that I had kept secret from him.


  It was good to see that old friendly smile again. “Frank, how did you know to come here? When did you what I intended to—”


  But now I was surprised, for with him came Pauline and her father, and the doctor who had once bandaged my arm, and two state policemen in blue uniforms, and a newsman with a camera. They swarmed around like a surprise birthday party.


  “A whole carnival crowd,” Windy muttered. “And me with not even a bag of popcorn to sell.”


  I must have been unconsciously retreating toward the ladder, for in the confusion of this moment I remember that Pauline came running toward me, beckoning with both hands and calling to me not to leave.


  “We have big news for you, George. We’ve all had a share in it—Uncle Frank and Dad and all the rest. I think you’ll like it.”


  “I think I know,” I murmured with not much of my deep voice coming through. “You’re going to send me to an institution?”


  “To one of the world’s greatest,” said Frank, smiling. “To the nation’s capital at Washington. You have an appointment with the Secretary of State. He wishes to meet the Ambassador from Venus.”


  For a second time on the Earth I came very near to fainting. Windy had something in a bottle that he poured on a handkerchief to cool my face. Shortly after that I heard him mutter some derogatory remarks about the highbrow society of Washington. No, thanks, he wouldn’t care for the space ship ride with us to meet the Secretary of State. He climbed down the ladder and was gone.


  THE Washington welcome was all that any ambassador from any planet in the universe could ask for. All at once the invitations were pouring in from all sides. The newspapers were screaming their sensational headlines, and the pictures of the Secretary of State and I were everywhere. It was uncanny. The whole world seemed suddenly electrified by the fact that I had cruised through space from Venus to the Earth—the very fact that I had been telling people for months and months! It had filtered through, at last. Once the scientists had feasted their eyes upon my ship (through the courtesy of Frank Prentice) they had wasted not a minute in putting me over with Washington!


  Of the hundreds of photographs that came out of two busy weeks of welcome, my three favorites were, first, the one of Pauline and Prentice standing in amazement behind a table heaped high with mail and telegrams; second, the picture of Windy McKean standing out in front of my carnival tent looking up at the incredible art, trying to convince himself that he had known all along; and third, the photo that I’ve just received by radio of the Secretary of State and myself, snapped as we were stepping aboard for a bit of joyride.


  Well, people of America, please don’t be angry. Any good Washington official deserves a little relaxation now and then. And this secretary was such a congenial gentleman that all at once it came to me that here was the very man to extend official greetings to Venus.


  So we’re merrily on our way. And if you’ll forgive me for this act of kidnapping, we’ll come back again some day.


  That growl you hear is the secretary. This escapade wasn’t his idea, and he’s trying to tell me it’s unconstitutional. But he’ll be all right as soon as he gets to Venus and tries our osserfeli steaks—unrationed!


  COSMIC CARAVAN


  Ed Weston


  Amid the muck and torrential storms of Venus, a greed-mad band of space adventurers fights a soul-shaking battle in a tempestuous rush for the possession of boundless wealth!


  CHAPTER I


  Expedition to Venus


  I WAS in McGurk’s Bar trying to conjure a story out of a whisky glass when Hansen prowled in and drew me to a booth. Lifted me, would be more accurate. He had a hard, rock-miner’s shoulders, that man. The rest of him consisted of fists like hams, a chin like a grand piano, and wide blue eyes shedding the human kindness of a wolf.


  “For the last ten years they’ve been experimenting with space ships,” he said. “How many of them have really worked?”


  “One,” I told him. “If you call it working. Apparently, Hugo Thomas got to Venus and returned near enough to Earth to radio about it. Then he vanished.”


  Hansen looked wise. “That’s all his young protégé, Sails, ever gave out. But Sails had the only equipment in the world to pick up that space message!


  I sat forward at his tone. The incident had occurred five years previously. All the world had wondered how much the taciturn young scientist had failed to divulge.


  “Thomas discovered enormous teklite beds near the Venusian north pole,” Hansen told me. “He instructed Sails to build another space ship and go after it.”


  I swallowed hard. “And Sails has built one secretly?”


  Hansen just chuckled.


  “Good grief!” I gasped. Then I squinted at Hansen. “But where do you fit in? Sails would only trust the very pick of the scientific world in this.”


  “Unfortunately for Sails’, Hugo Thomas specified no scientists. He wanted an expeditionary party limited to clean-cut, typical young Americans.” He paused and looked innocently at the ceiling. “Sails had to come to me for the financing.”


  He gave the names of the men selected. There was Costigan, the Lansing Landslide at Michigan ten years back. Deval, who knew how to take other men’s inventive ideas and make them practicable. Akeley, whose business was filling stations, but who dabbled with archaeology. Martin, who was a bug for exploration. Winslow, who owned a small tool and machine works somewhere. Fabray, a chemical specialist in metal gasses. Sampson, a construction engineer. A cluck named Jake Reese who unaccountably made money at anything he went into. “Sails,” Hansen and myself.


  I considered my total lack of qualifications for such a trip.


  “Why pick on me to share your suicide plan?” I asked.


  Hansen grinned. “I named you,” he said. “Thanks for my murder!” I snapped. “Why?”


  HE TAPPED my hand with a forefinger like a railroad spike. “Because you are the only newspaper reporter I know who’ll tell the story just as it happened. Also Thomas suggested you.”


  “You wouldn’t mean there may be dirty work?” I suggested.


  Hansen’s eyes glittered. “Nobody can guess about that. What do you know of gravium?”


  I dug into my memory. “It’s fabulous stuff. So rare it can be produced only in the most minute quantities by the most delicate synthesis known to science. And at enormous expense. It belongs to the platinum family. It is heavier than blazes. Its ore would be teklite if we had teklite on Earth. Which we haven’t. So we have no gravium.”


  He nodded. “Know why we need it?”


  “Sure. It’s the only known stuff which can insulate neutrons. Gravium’s vitally needed for atomic furnaces.”


  He considered me for a long time.


  “Gravium, pal, is worth one half million dollars per ounce,” he said. “Any man who possessed a pound could rim the world.”


  I began to conceive the magnitude of this cosmic jaunt!


  He bit off the tip of a cigar and put an even glow upon the end. “Now you understand the reporter part. I’m not looking for a chronicler with idealistic urges. I’m not risking my neck for humanity!”


  I shot him a look of sardonic humor. The fellow who prints the Lord’s Prayer on the head of a pin could not have put all of Hansen’s sins against humanity on the outside of a battle cruiser! He flew the Jolly Roger, but he was a good pirate in his way.


  The idea of the trip was mad. It was crazy. If Hugo Thomas couldn’t get back, what chance would we have? But if we did manage it, I’d have the biggest news scoop in history. And incidentally, enough money to buy a string of newspapers.


  “I’m dotty, but count me in,” I said. “Now let’s have a drink.”


  Then Hansen gave me another jolt—a bigger one, this time. He told me the ship was all ready and set to go, and that we’d leave in four or five hours. I was stunned.


  So we really were starting off for Venus!


  I didn’t want to think about it. I suggested another drink. In fact, I got plastered. But Hansen took care of me. Later he poured me aboard the ship and, before I got the feathers out of my brain, we were off.


  To a world familiar with Hugo Thomas’ earlier ship there was nothing unusual in this craft, except that it was larger. It was shaped like a huge sea-ray and utilized common principles of jet propulsion within the atmosphere. Out of the atmosphere it was non-controllable. It was launched by catapult and flung off gravity by powerful rockets.


  Its course was computed in advance and directed from flight inception by the time-angle of catapult and rocket performance within bands of atmosphere. If the computation was a fraction off, we had only a brief time in the atmosphere to rectify the error—or else!


  The chief scientific advancements involved were in metals, alloys, insulation of the shell, the delicate in-gravity gyro-course controls, and the internal telescoping break system to remove the terrific shock of starting out of a stationary position and gaining 25,200 miles per hour, within forty minutes. This speed was just sufficient to escape the gravitational pull of Earth and put us on a parabola. Greater speeds would have involved enormous increase of armor weight to combat th® rising ratio of friction.


  i Various bulkheads and insulation chambers of the shell totaled eighteen feet solid thickness. The outer skin was a foot and a half thick. It was estimated that by our return to Earth, this thickness would have been reduced to between four and seven inches by friction.


  Sails had followed Hugh Thomas’ instructions to the letter. Sails was a scientific fanatic. To him, this was the greatest event in all science history. But instead of having the world’s leading scientists along, he had what to him were a bunch of playboys. He didn’t like that.


  At first, when we took off from Earth, we were filled with excitement. But our exuberance soon simmered down to a simple state of wonder, like a child might feel in a dream.


  THERE was something awe-inspiring about limitless space. We spent a lot of time looking out at that vast blackness dotted with billions of brilliant stars. It gave us a feeling of unimportance.


  But we soon got used to that and turned to common everyday talk—endless arguments over baseball, politics and bridge. It’s not strange that Sails grew bitterly disgusted.


  But our smug conceit disappeared when we hit the cold field.


  Until then, space temperature had remained at dead zero. At no other time had it varied the slightest on our thermometers. But suddenly we passed through some invisible field which turned the air so cold it nearly froze our lungs. Dampness instantly shimmered as crystals. Hoarfrost lay across our flesh. Had the field been one second wider, it would have frozen our air-conditioning mechanism solid.


  This field came as a complete surprise. There was nothing to explain its existence, or why it was there. We had no warning.


  We had barely recovered our self-confidence when we had a second brush with oblivion. Light blasted out of that lightless void outside. It came right through our insulated shell and knocked us flat.


  Do I make that clear? Light, which is supposed to have no body or weight, came through eighteen inches of insulated shell with such force that it knocked us down, and out, and left us shaky for days!


  That frightened us plenty. Such unknown perils unhinge common sense and reason and stir up primitive fears. Space neurosis was getting us down. Then Hansen stalked belligerently among us.


  “Maybe it was a devil,” he bellowed. “But I’d fight fifty thousand devils for the fortune we’re going to make!”


  That toughness saved us. It shamed us. It put fight back into us and boosted our morale just at a time when courage was needed most.


  CHAPTER II


  Gravium Fever


  VENUS whirled like a great green pinwheel out of the black void on our starboard bow. It grew fantastically, floating obliquely toward our plotted conjunction. There was an awesome majesty to the pale glistening planet, festooned with wisps of clouds.


  We shot suddenly into pea soup atmosphere. Circling the planet, Sails handled the craft now with admirable skill. Our rockets boomed. At last we bumped, landed, and jolted to a halt.


  Sails came to the door of the control room and looked at us with frozen contempt. I knew he was thinking of the ten greatest names in science who might have been in our places.


  “All right, gentlemen,” he said with bitter sarcasm. “You are within two hundred miles of the Venusian north pole and your wonderful fortunes!”


  Then somebody swung the thick ports open and we jumped down onto Venus.


  Impenetrable green fog strung by in slowly writhing blankets. A strange, sulphurous smell hit our nostrils. There was light, but it came from the fog itself—a green phosphorescent opalescence that glared most brightly where the fog was thickest. There was thick mud underfoot.


  We lifted our voices in mighty yell. Emotions of relief and victory surged up wildly. Laughing and shouting, we tossed each other in the mire. We rubbed ooze onto our faces and into each other’s hair. We romped with that unpent boisterousness of huskies in the year’s first snow.


  Soon I remembered my job and slipped on actinic ray goggles to scrutinize the planet. What I saw cooled my high ardor.


  It was a land of utter desolation—a place of brooding quiet fresh from some diluvian age. Before me lay a green wet world of vast distances and swirling fog. Huge lichens clung close to the hideous green muck. They were the only life.


  A sudden clanking noise froze me and crisped the hair along my neck. I saw Hansen’s hilarity vanish. He tested his balance and took his bearings on the spaceship’s open port. Deval fell into a position of defense. Akeley moved back a step like a waiting cat.


  A diminutive tractor suddenly emerged from the fog. A huge man was sitting astride, riding the box like a bicycle. He resembled an Earth being, but he was green. Green from his long hair and bushy eyebrows and flesh to the fabric of his clothes.


  He drew the tractor around and stopped. Hansen stared. He put out a big muscular hand and felt the man’s shoulders.


  “Hugo Thomas!” he boomed. “You’re alive and here.”


  “Facts which I can verify,” the scientist answered.


  His words came slowly and with difficulty, for he had been many years alone. Emotion made his voice tremble.


  Sails rushed forward and embraced Thomas as one resurrected from the dead. Thomas’ eyes glistened as he returned the younger man’s bearlike hug.


  Then he turned from Sails and put a big green hand on Hansen’s shoulder. It was easy to see these two men understood and respected each other.


  Thomas explained that he had radioed from a point near Earth, but a force field had whipped him around and straight back to Venus.


  “You could have taken off for Earth again,” I said, nettled.


  He shrugged. “There was much work to do here and Earth had my message. Sooner or later somebody was bound to come along.” Sharp humor crinkled his broad face. “I rather suspected it would be you, Hansen.”


  “You were careful not to suggest my name,” Hansen growled.


  The scientist chuckled. “What need to? Gravium and you—a fortune and a big risk—the toughest mining job in history—It was as natural as the swing of a needle toward a magnet.”


  Hansen rubbed his hands. “Then the gravium is here? There is teklite?” A glow smoldered in his eyes.


  Thomas gestured toward a low ridge. “Right on the surface.”


  Hansen didn’t hesitate. Unable to contain himself, he started for the ridge. His feelings were contagious. I have seen gold rushes and stake races for diamond claims, but I’ve never seen men go berserk as we did.


  FIFTY yards from the ship, men began to stagger and drop. We hadn’t adjusted ourselves to the low gravity or atmosphere. Our lightest motions threw us off balance and left us spent. Heaven knows what our blood pressure must have been in our crazed excitement.


  When I got to the ridge, Hansen and Akeley were digging furiously. Costigan came up gasping. Then Deval and Fabray, and Martin reeled forward and fell. Nobody paid the slightest attention. Every man was too frantic, digging his bare hands into that miasmic muck.


  I think Hansen’s fever was wildest, and yet he was coolest of the lot. He stopped suddenly, staring into the fog. Seizing the filter scanner, he walked away. When he returned, there was a hard setness to his face.


  “I can’t make out the ship,” he said in a worried voice.


  Weird ideas pass through the mind in a new world. Maybe the ship had disintegrated. Maybe it wasn’t there. Maybe somebody had flown it away. It was like being marooned on a strange atoll, without any way of getting off.


  I took the scanner and climbed the low ridge. Nothing but green glare met my gaze. I turned back, filled with terror. Now there was no sign of the men. I yelled. The fog swallowed my voice. Really swallowed it, as thoroughly as sound absorbers in laboratories. Panic-stricken, I bolted down the ridge and bumped into Akeley without seeing him! Yet there was still the same intensity of light.


  Hansen showed his mettle at that moment.


  “Well, we can’t stay here,” he snapped. “Our oxygen’s running out. Back to the ship. Come on!”


  “But what if we get lost,” Reese whimpered.


  “Then crawl!” Hansen barked.


  He was brutal, but his voice gave us fresh confidence. There was plenty of fighting spirit in Hansen.


  He moved ahead, a gigantic shadow in the green fog. I kept at his heels, yet the suck of his footsteps sounded as a bare whisper. I grew desperately tired—the weariness of utter exhaustion. I fell, got up, and fell again. The twentieth time I quit fighting the fog and oozing muck. I slept right there.


  I awakened with an instant sense of desertion. The light had not changed, but that meant nothing. I shouted. Slowly, the terrible fact seeped into me. The fog was now completely sound absorbent. Not a sound came back.


  An unreasoning anger boiled up through me—a fury that I had come all this way through space to get lost within a few yards of my ship. I clambered to my feet and plunged ahead. My heart pumped madly, but I kept on until something hard hit me on the forehead and blocked my passage.


  I could see nothing, but I felt the ship’s hull, and recognized it, immediately in front of me.


  I groped for the hatch and dragged myself in. I have felt strong emotions in my life, but never such utter relief as coming through that port.


  * * *


  I did not recover from my oxygen exhaustion until several hours later. Perhaps my condition was complicated by the dampness of the atmosphere. I came into semi-consciousness, and grew vaguely aware of Sails talking passionately.


  “Earth has got to have gravium dirt cheap, Professor!” he was shouting. “Science needs it as a man needs water.”


  Thomas sounded faintly amused. “Well, how would fifty dollars an ounce be for a starting price? Eventually we may get it down to the price of steel or iron.”


  I felt a vague disturbance at this thought, but I drifted back into coma. When I finally awakened, Hansen, Akeley and Deval were sitting at the ward table talking. Deval poured me a cup of coffee and brandy. Sails had gone.


  I had forgotten about local gravity and I nearly knocked out my teeth with the coffee cup, but the strong, hot drink cleared my head and gave me fresh strength.


  “You heard it, Akeley, and so did you, Deval!” Hansen said in hard tones. “Gravium, the professor said. Not teklite. But the pure stuff! At fifty dollars an ounce!” He broke off and glared with rage. “That would mean about ten thousand dollars each for risking our bloody necks to get to this green hell and back through space!”


  DEVAL turned to glance at us.


  “Sails would give his share to science,” he growled. “That would kill the market for the time. We’d have something worth a fortune we couldn’t sell!”


  “Sails acts mighty strange to me at times,” Hansen said in a rasping voice. “A few months in a sanitarium might do him good. But we couldn’t put a man like Thomas away easily. If he gets back to Earth, he’ll be a tin god!”


  “If he gets back?” Akeley demanded sharply.


  Hansen met his look with one fully as black. Then he lighted a cigarette. Hansen was a shrewd customer. He never said too much at one time. He let his ideas take root.


  We ate heavily and had just finished when Sails and Thomas came in. The scientist beamed. It was hard to think of doing anything to such a man.


  After a glance at each of us, he nodded with satisfaction. “Good! You boys are all well again. You were lucky to get back. Hereafter, don’t forget to watch the light changes on Venus.”


  “How can we know?” Hansen asked. “Well, it’s difficult,” Thomas admitted. “The light intensity never varies. But the angles of the rays do. They have peculiar properties in the fog. Filters are only serviceable five out of fourteen hours.”


  Hansen considered. “We could rig guide lines from here to the ridge. But it’s too wet far mining. We’d better wait for dry weather.”


  Thomas eyes widened. He coughed with embarrassment.


  “Perhaps I should have warned you.” he apologized. “This is the dry season.”


  “This?” Costigan whispered unbelievingly. Thomas nodded. “In a few days it begins to rain. Drizzles for seventy-six days, Earth time. Then it gets really wet.”


  I stared, trying to imagine such iron resolution. For five long years he remained marooned in this steaming green hell of wet and muck!


  Hansen’s thoughts were more direct.


  “We couldn’t mine an open pit with our pumps,” he said hollowly.


  The scientist smiled. “I have the right kind of pumps in my spaceship.”


  A look of savage relief came over Hansen’s features. We all grinned. Except Sails. He continued to be dark and sullen and resentful. Maybe he thought of the wild notions we had spouted when we thought our fortunes were made.


  We completed arrangements to visit Thomas and then went back to bed. If anybody had ever told me I could sleep with a rajah’s fortune within walking distance, I’d have thought he was crazy.


  Four days later our heads were clear, our spirits restored, and our hearts normal. We were oriented. I found Hansen eating in the main saloon. Costigan and Akeley followed me in. Hansen sat back and studied us while we were satisfying our hunger.


  “Watch out for Sails and Thomas,” he said at last. “This is going to end in a fight.”


  “I don’t like trickery,” Akeley objected. “Why can’t we talk with Thomas first?”


  “And spill our hand?” Hansen snapped. “Look, we got here safely and know where the teklite is, and with luck, we’ll get back. We can own the world.” He gave us a hard, ruthless look. “Or we can be suckers and end in a poorhouse.”


  We were all scowling, and avoiding each other’s gaze. We wanted to be decent, but we wanted to be rich, too. And scientists do get some screwball ideas about the unimportance of money. Again Hansen was smart. He just left the matter hanging.


  We started out for Thomas’ ship and marched through a maddening green glare and endless muck for five hours.


  We found Thomas aboard his small ship, mixing something in a retort. I think he had forgotten we were on Venus. But he was glad to see us. He bustled around getting us some hot drinks, made with real Earth whisky.


  Hansen began studying the work Thomas was doing. He knew what the experiment was, much to the surprise of the scientists, and the two fell into a discussion of metallurgy. Sails maintained a jealous silence.


  WATER, Thomas led the way outside and fished the ring of a trap door out of the mud. We followed him down a long ramp into dank underground vaults which, he explained with embarrassment, he had originally built upon the surface. In five years, they had sunk from sight.


  The room was constructed of some strange alloy with a fiery russet glow. The floor was spongy, a rubberoid product he had made out of Venusian lichens. He nodded toward a large power plant.


  “That armature is gravium alloy,” he said casually.


  Costigan nearly choked. The material of that plant, on Earth, would be worth probably a half billion dollars.


  “But this was my greatest achievement,” Thomas boomed with pride, gesturing at racks of large-sized hose. “I refined that rubber from the local lichens.”


  Hansen looked over the pumps and hose with a grim satisfaction. They were miner’s pumps, tough and built for service.


  “I could come over and help,” Thomas suggested uncertainly.


  I studied him. Suddenly I realized that, incredible as it seemed, he thought we might consider him useless—in the way!


  “You’ve just begun those experiments to reduce production costs of gravium, Professor,” Sails cut in, giving us a glance of mocking amusement. “The professor thinks every home should have its own atomic power plant.”


  Costigan stared. Akeley’s lips twitched. Hansen’s jaw grew hard. We all had the same thought. If we controlled all the atomic power, we could run the world, but not with an atomic furnace in every cellar.


  Thomas sighed. “Yes, I had forgotten the experiments. But you boys Will have great fun getting that teklite out and smelted.”


  Thomas lent us his tractor, an amazing machine which apparently could not be overloaded. We hooked on twelve large sledges of pumping apparatus and the tractor dragged them up the ramp without a shiver. We rode back to our ship in style.


  When we were aboard, Hansen emitted a harsh chuckle.


  “Boys, I have an idea the professor thinks we just came out here for the ride!” he said. “An atomic furnace in every home, eh?”


  Akeley’s teeth snapped together. “I’m not risking my life for glory. I came to make my fortune.” He glowered at Hansen. “Whatever you’re thinking, I’ll bet it’s plain rotten.”


  “If about fifty billion dollars is rotten, that’s it.” Hansen laughed again but his face looked plenty tough.


  Nobody said anything more. I think we all know we’d follow whatever diabolical scheme he hatched. But none of us liked it.


  CHAPTER III


  “We’ll Own the Earth!”


  WITHOUT giving us a hint of what he planned, Hansen rooted us out for the start of the real work. He stood at the end of the ward room, tough and dynamic and with a sinister flame burning in his eyes.


  “Men, we’ve got the dirtiest piece of mining human beings have ever tackled, and almost no equipment for the job,” he growled. “We’re going to work till we’re ready to drop. Then we’re going to work some more. Maybe we’ll curse and hate each other. Yet when it’s over, we can sit around for the rest of our lives. We’ll own the Earth.”


  He put his own spirit into us. He had our hands itching to get at that raw teklite. We could hardly wait to plod back over that ridge and wallow in the muck.


  It was dirty, heart-breaking work in that desolate, depressive green light. It took four days of sopping hell to build the guideline. Angle posts wouldn’t hold. We had to make conical drain foundations for each post, We floated them as we would buoys. We lost tools and masks. Even a foot of wire was precious.


  We grew used to dead, weary muscles, aching lungs, pounding hearts, and sore, running eyes. Every night we threw wet clothes into a drying room, bathed, ate and staggered off to bed. After a few days we didn’t bathe so often. Finally Reese tried to drop into his bunk still dressed in wet clothes. Hansen kicked him out and tore the clothes from his back. Not for Reese’s sake. He needed manpower and couldn’t risk Reese becoming ill.


  Hansen himself anchored the last post. Then he stood silent, staring at the writhing fog.


  “Tomorrow we break ground,” he said. “Every man bathe, wash and dry his clothes tonight.”


  We tramped back along the guide line, like grotesque phantoms in that swirling, silent mist. I knew what it had cost Hansen to say, “Tomorrow.” He was quivering to get into that wet hole and tear the first chunk of teklite from Venus.


  At mess, he suddenly stared around him. “Where’s Costigan and Reese?” he demanded.


  Nobody had noticed their absence, but now everybody knew where they were. They had stayed out at the mine hole.


  Hansen turned purple with anger.


  Just then the inner hatch banged open. Costigan stumbled in, shedding mud with every lurch. As he cast loose his oxygen mask, I saw his face was scarlet He carried a small lump to the table, dumped it with a thud, and sluiced it clean with a pot of coffee. It showed up a dull, mottled, purple-green, shot with streaks of topaz.


  During that instant of dead silence, I thought Hansen would strike him dead.


  “Teklite!” Costigan rasped. “At the four foot level.”


  Hansen reached out and grabbed the chunk, his fury changed into surprise. He had to strain to move the heavy ore. By an effort he lifted it, and his face grew gray. His eyes were like slits of fire, as if he had high fever.


  “Forty pounds!” he breathed.


  We had known gravium was heavy. Its density was 37.8, five times heavier than iron. But feeling it was fantastic. Senses refused to credit the enormous weight.


  One by one that small chunk of ore was snatched from hand to hand. At first we babbled. Then we fell silent, as the ore made the rounds. Every rich metal casts its own special spell and fever, but I have never known such a blazing urge as that teklite cast.


  “The first pick after we cleared sludge,” Costigan exclaimed. “There’s billions there.”


  I don’t remember moving or racing out through that shivery green fog and mile and a-half of muck. Only vaguely can I recall how we found Reese half drowned, but raving wildly and refusing toilet go of a large chunk of ore too big to lift. Hansen laid him out cold with one smash of his heavy fist and plunged into that hole. Shouting like madmen, we all followed him.


  My first clear recollection is back in the ship, sitting with a clean chunk of teklite in my Stands and staring at it. I kept hefting the ore, unable to believe its weight, fascinated by its color. I remember thinking over and over like an idiot, “It’s mine—all mine!” and being carried away with something akin to exultation.


  HANSEN came in finally, forearm streaming blood but with the craziest grin I have ever seen. Grim, ruthless rapacity seemed to beat out of him in waves. He went into the galley and returned, rubbing something in a towel. Carefully, he laid the object down. It clanked. He ripped off the towel and we stared at a nugget of softly glowing green, no larger than a pea.


  “That is real gravium, boys,” he said from deep in the chest. “That nugget weighs a good eight pounds.”


  We stared at the nugget with fascination. Sixteen million dollars was lying there, scarcely bigger than a stickpin. It made the idea of our fortunes clear to us as nothing had up to now. The same thought ran through every head. We could get bade to Earth and every man would literally be a king. Or we could go back as great five-day wonders, and give our treasure to humanity, and wind up forgotten in some poor-house with other explorers and scientists of the past.


  Hansen looked around the circle of faces and spoke thick tones.


  “There it is, boys,” he said. “Now you know. We can go back and make the world kick in at our price. Or we can let Thomas give it gravium at fifty bucks an ounce.”


  Deval licked fevered lips. “What’s your plan?”


  “We form a miners’ syndicate,” Hansen growled. “That leaves Sails out. We can elect to pay him off in stock instead of a share of gravium.”


  Costigan grunted. “What about Thomas?”


  I didn’t like the expression I saw in Hansen’s eyes. I looked away, but some of the same ugly wickedness was eating inside of me like an acid.


  “We’ll worry about Thomas later,” Hansen rasped.


  “I hate a doublecross,” Akeley objected.


  Hansen rolled the nugget clanking down the table.


  “Do you hate it more than what you could get with this, Akeley?” he asked softly.


  There was no answer. The souls of many men have been bartered for less. Hansen brought out a syndicate agreement and we all signed. It contained no reference whatever of Thomas, and nobody mentioned his name or rights again. None of us wanted to think of the limits to which we might go.


  The lust to possess that raw naked teklite drove us like a drug. For two days we trudged through the endless mud carrying supplies. We built two work platforms and they sank into the slime. The third one, perched on barrels, like a raft, stayed precariously afloat. Then one corner went down and, our equipment followed, and we spent three miserable days digging them out of the oozing muck. A sledge or drill was too precious to be abandoned.


  Dissension and despondency were gripping us on the day when Sampson devised a corrugated iron platform, like a keeled raft, which held steady. It helped, but no more could be built. We needed every inch of material left for bracing and the smelter.


  Suddenly Reese broke into tears.


  “We’ll never be able to mine here,” he blubbered.


  Hansen turned black with rage.


  “Nature hasn’t made the place that I can’t mine,” he roared. But there was a shadow of grim doubt forming in his eyes.


  We went over to see Thomas again, sipping his brew while he finished some tests. Again.


  I noticed Hansen’s face lose that wolfish look and fill with interest in the work.


  “What’s the stress differential at ten below Fahrenheit, for internal and external components?” he asked Thomas.


  The scientist looked at him with thoughtful surprise.


  “I hadn’t thought of that angle, Hansen. To a constructor, it would be most important, of course.”


  “Plastics are licking the pants off metals,” Hansen said. “Somebody’s got to put metals back where they belong.”


  He looked at Sails as if he would like to fight about it.


  Thomas turned back to his tests with a quiet grin.


  “I didn’t know you were interested in metallurgy—beyond what you could get out of a mine, Hansen.”


  The miner gave a grim laugh. “I was an iron puddler at fourteen. A form tester two years later. I lost my father and two brothers because they couldn’t control gasses on high grade steel.”


  “If we get gravium down cheap enough, we can make a better steel than tungsten at twenty dollars per ton,” Thomas remarked.


  FOR a second, something sparked in Hansen’s eyes. Then the spark dimmed and he looked cold and ruthless. A lot of things could happen if gravium were cheap enough. But Hansen running the world would not be interested.


  “There are enough new minerals up here, to set up an entire supplementary and basic metals industry on Venus,” the scientist went on. “If somebody would locate them.”


  Akeley shot him a glance of interest, looked thoughtful, then snorted to himself.


  “How did you get your spaceship off with just rockets before, Professor?” he asked curiously.


  Thomas laughed. “This ship isn’t an airplane, Akeley. No, I’m afraid rockets would not be enough. I have a small catapult spring, however, and the two together just about do it.”


  Akeley and Hansen exchanged glances, and something cold and dark and malignant seemed to be born within that room. I saw Hansen’s face, and the expression on it belonged to a stone gargoyle.


  In the days following, the ruthless drive for fortune crystallized within us, but it was running a race against the mounting depression of the atmosphere. Men turned surly and cooperation became a myth. Three times when strikes were made, the pump men deserted their posts in the wild rush to get down to the actual ore. The tunnels were flooded in those few minutes, and Fabray was trapped and nearly drowned.


  On the twenty-fourth day, the fogs cleared like morning mist. We stared and then leaped and yelled. Thomas must have been wrong! The evil of that dank planet lifted from our hearts. Dinner that day was almost sociable. We discussed a runway for our ultimate takeoff. We drew blueprints for cracking plant and blast furnace.


  The ore was assaying rich—twelve and fifteen per cent. With our crude methods we would be lucky to free .05 per cent of gravium, but at that we would be fabulously wealthy. We got drunk thinking about it, and discussed some pretty fantastic ideas.


  In the morning we awakened stiff and cold. A soft purr sounded steadily outside. Green-tinted rain was falling slowly. We looked at it and literally turned sick.


  I followed Hansen out, wondering where all the water on Venus drained to. Maybe it didn’t drain! That was our terrible fear.


  The drifts were constantly flooded now. Thomas built six additional pumps, but they clogged and needed constant attention. We worked in soupy, sulphurous muck up to our waists. Our lungs and hearts began to develop ailments.


  There was a knife fight between Deval and Reese, and Hansen prevented murder only by slugging them both with a pick handle. Deval lapsed into sullen silence. Three days later there was a peculiar slide at the end of Drift Six and Deval climbed out of the hole with a grim satisfaction on his face. Reese never came out. Suspicion of each other ran through us like a prairie fire.


  None of the drifts were any longer safe. We dug in for a twenty-foot maximum. Our footings turned to rushing streams. The ceilings dripped like sieves and dropped off in chunks. We literally fought that planet for a few pounds of ore.


  At the end of wet, grueling days there was the long pull back through the sucking mire of the plateau and the fear of the man who walked behind. We jumped at unexpected noises or the sight of our shadows. The last of our morale had vanished. The expedition was breaking up under the shadow of the lust for wealth and power.


  CHAPTER IV


  Venusian Triumph


  GREEN rain pattered over Venus with its crazing rhythm. The brash green light came through a port and put its tints and shadows upon Hansen’s rough-hewn face, making him look unholy.


  “We need Sails to navigate back to Earth.”


  Hansen said with diabolical calm. “But he is insane the moment we land. We stick together on that.”


  There were harsh mutters of assent Akeley emitted a vicious, mirthless sound of laughter.


  “And we leave Hugo Thomas marooned here,” he said. “That’s murder.”


  “Call it what you like,” Hansen growled. “There is no other way. Those experiments of his would drop gravium to fifty or a hundred dollars per ounce.” He lighted a cigarette. “When we get things in hand on Earth, we can send a rescue expedition.”


  I looked out at that terrible green rain. There were limits to human endurance, even for a man wrapped up in science. No person who had been there five years could stand much more alone.


  Hansen’s voice came softly and dangerously as a snake. “Is there any man not tough enough for this?”


  No one answered. Murder is not pleasant, but it is less unpleasant than being killed.


  “All right,” Hansen said with finality. “That clears the air. We are working against time and don’t forget it. We’re going to build a furnace and smelter right at the mine and it’s going to take every ounce of stamina we’ve got.” His lips pulled back against his teeth in a wicked smile. “Just remember that leaving Thomas’ weight behind makes room for a lot more gravium in the ship.” That was the size of it and fear and suspicion corroded in us. But we worked. Glumly, we ate and pulled on coats and clumped out into the rain day after day.


  The mire of the plateau, oddly, had not become deeper. But the water atop of it had. It was up to our thighs in places. For three days now there had been noticeable currents on the plateau.


  Moving supplies for the cracking plant and furnace would have been a one-day job on dry land. It took us three weeks. We kept losing our footing. Supplies were wet and skidded from numbed hands. We had to dive below water and fish them up by touch, clawing through that cold mud by inches. There was real current in the water now.


  Men shivered and coughed and cursed the rain. But, stumbling with fatigue, we began to build. Costigan came in with the report that there was river current at the north end of the plateau and the water Was up four inches at the mine. Only Hansen’s ruthless drive took us through that. He beat us through as herdsmen beat horses through a storm.


  We had a meeting and it is good no artist was there to catch the picture. We looked like a circle of haunted maniacs. Even Hansen was down to skin and bone.


  “We’ll have to call in Sails and Thomas,” he said.


  Akeley’s lips jerked in a vicious way. “It’s dangerous,” he warned. “All of us are talking to ourselves. They’ll stumble onto our plan.”


  Hansen looked at him with eyes like agates.


  “We need their manpower. And men with some innards.”


  He said that for the rest of us, but the shame had small effect.


  The water had cut a channel between the two ships, and now the current was boiling away in a green lather. Hansen sent the men to work and took me with him. We went afoot, breasting a flood up to our chests. Swimming the current was the most terrible moment of my life.


  Thomas blinked at us with his usual air of having forgotten we were on the planet.


  “Sixty-five days!” he repeated. “Incredible! I should have come over. But these experiments made me forget.”


  Hansen roused from his tight sullenness. “Any luck on those tensile tests?” he asked.


  Thomas beamed. “Great luck. The internal and external stress remains the same under all temperatures. I think with time we could perfect a metal impervious to temperature and weather.”


  Hansen was tired. He leaned back and closed his eyes.


  “I’d like to own that process,” he said almost dreamily.


  “Why not?” Thomas answered. “You’re a good promoter. Well, we’ll have plenty of time to discuss it in the next three years.”


  HANSEN’S eyes opened and he came slowly forward in his seat.


  “Why three years?”


  Thomas chuckled. “You don’t intend to take off next summer and land on Jupiter do you?”


  Hansen turned gray around the lips.


  “I don’t get this.”


  Thomas looked at his protégé sharply.


  “Sails, didn’t you tell these men that their last chance to take off for Earth is in twenty-one days or they’ll miss the angle of conjunction?”


  Sails darkened sullenly and made a lame excuse. Thomas looked shocked. He made a gesture.


  “I’m sorry. I thought you knew and planned to stay.” Something boyish and wistful came into his green face. “It is not very pleasant, but there is fascinating work to be done here.”


  Hansen was staring out at the greenish glare and softly gurgling waters. His lips formed the words, “Three years!” His big, tough figure was trembling. But he did not crack.


  We waited a period of light and than made that grueling trip back to our ship. We ate and rested and then struggled again to the ridge. We stumbled into the cracking shed dead weary.


  “Well, we got the furnace hooked up and enough power to smelt all the gravium we can carry,” Fabray said almost cheerfully. “But it will be slow work.”


  “I’ll take an ounce for my share and be satisfied,” Deval snarled. “I’d give one arm to get off for Earth today.”


  Hansen gave a harsh laugh. “You’ll be waiting just three years, mister. Sails outsmarted us.”


  Men stopped and stood like carven statues. The patter on the roof seemed to swell into a deafening roar. Deval was holding the first test of gravium, a small bit worth a hundred thousand dollars. He dropped it and it sank instantly into the floor.


  Hansen looked at the circle of drawn faces. If hysteria once started, it would sweep us like a prairie fire. The whole crowd of us might become raving maniacs.


  Hansen cursed everything in hell and the cosmos. Then he actually laughed.


  “Well, nothing ever licked me yet except this gravium,” he said. “We’ve got twenty-one days to build a runway and by jumping jinks, we’ll build it! We’ll get off from here if we have to rocket the planet away from US.”


  “Leave without gravium?” Akeley quavered.


  The muscles bulged along Hansen’s neck. “Thomas has one hundred pounds refined in his vaults,” he snarled.


  “Hansen, you can’t do that,” I yelled. “Not that and the other too.”


  He gave me an inscrutable look.


  “Just let me worry about what I’m going to do,” he said.


  We slogged back to our ship and found Sails and Thomas there. The scientist looked us over with concern. Morbid despondency had almost reduced us all to wrecks.


  “Hansen, you must get the ship off at once. Your men can’t last three years.”


  Hansen’s lips flattened in a mirthless grin. He had been figuring since his outburst of belligerent optimism, and he had discovered a new difficulty. We needed a full mile runway at least, but against the pull of that water we would need a much stronger catapult than the one we had.


  “How about using my catapult?” Thomas suggested. “Triple strength and now I’ve coated it with gravium.”


  Hansen’s lips gave a queer jerk. “Somebody has to release that spring. Suppose we draw lots.”


  Odd wistfulness came into Thomas’ eyes. The mere thought of Earth was like a lovely dream after five long years.


  “No, that won’t be necessary,” he said, promptly. “You’re Earth men. Your interests are down there. Much work remains to be done here. Since I’m nothing but an old scientist, maybe it’s just as well I stay. I’ll release the spring.”


  Every eye in that room riveted on him. Remember, this was the man we meant to maroon—whom we had thought we would have to murder! Now, voluntarily, he was solving our problem and sending us on our way!


  A smile flitted over Thomas’ lips.


  “Yes, there’ll be plenty of working here between mining, smelting, exploring and laboratory experiments. Mostly, I think, I will miss cigars.”


  AKELEY looked at him sharply, then at Hansen, then at Fabray. Hansen glowered at his feet.


  “All right, let’s go,” he said suddenly.


  If that gravium fever had been wild, it was not comparable to the tough drive this new fever goaded us into. We set madly to wheeling the great ship through the clinging mud and up onto that little ridge. It was an impossible job but we did it. When we dropped of exhaustion, Hansen came and kicked more energy into us. He did ten men’s work himself.


  The water was rising swiftly now. The currents grew. The gurgling became a hideous growl in our ears. Men slept sometimes on their feet, and came to and rushed back to handle cold wet metal with desperate determination.


  Ruggedly, Thomas worked beside Hansen. His hands were raw from erecting the great catapult and raising that mile-long runway of wet muck. On the last day he took the tractor to his ship. He came back towing his special catapult spring and teamed it up with ours. We tested our rockets and stood there to say goodby. We were even too tired to remember the scientist’s gravium.


  Except, maybe, Hansen. There was a strange look in his eyes.


  “This leaves you stuck here—forever, maybe,” he said. “It will be blasted lonesome.”


  Thomas shrugged. “An old man, already past use. Probably another expedition will come along, equipped now with your knowledge.” He picked a small package out of his tractor with some effort. “The gravium I had refined,” he explained. “I want ten per cent of this to go to Sails to be used strictly for experimental purposes. The rest is yours to sell.”


  Costigan stared. “At what price?”


  “Why, for what you can get, of course,” Thomas said with surprise.


  Akeley scowled. “But you were talking about fifty dollars an ounce.”


  “Oh!” Thomas muttered. He looked away into the dreary green rain. “Maybe in a century or two. If we had miners here and a transport service established.”


  The hour of visibility was passing in its strange way. Not the slightest change of light. It was merely that figures receded swiftly from sight.


  “Into the ship, now, all of you!” Thomas ordered, crisply.


  His tone was the only sign I detected of how desperately he hated this parting. He clapped Sails on the back and pushed him toward the gangway. A cheer floated over his head. Figures were hard to discern even at arm’s length now.


  The port closed. There was a roar of the rockets and their red tongues lashed out through the blanket of pea soup rain. At the foot of the catapult the scientist stood with water swirling around his knees and his bared head lifted toward the ship. Both rocket ports blasted out their fierce, deafening retort. The tower strained.


  Thomas waited until the last moment of stress and pulled the release chain. The ship leaped, dipped, skimmed down its wet runway, and at the very end, caught airway and was off. Behind it, the water parted from the fierce rocket blast. A brief second and the ship’s red tails had vanished in grim, murk.


  Thomas clung to the catapult while waves tore against his legs. The water quieted and he stood there watching the place where the ship had disappeared.


  The gurgle of the waters probably sounded very lonely now.


  “Well, there’s work,” he murmured to himself.


  “A lot of it, before they come back.” Hansen’s chuckle sounded like a dying whisper note, out of the gobbling rain.


  Thomas wheeled around. “Hansen! What are you doing here?”


  “Bosh! You’ve got to have somebody to mine your metals,” he said.


  Akeley’s metallic mocking chuckle came from across the platform.


  “You don’t think you’re man enough to locate them, too, Hansen?”


  “And smelt ’em?” Fabray demanded, forming as a dark shadow in the rain. “Why he thinks a smelter is a fish, Professor!”


  “I wouldn’t trust a one of ’em, doc!” Costigan’s voice sounded. “They aim to rob you of your few cigars.”


  Then I came out, too, and grinned at Thomas. All of us stood around and laughed. I don’t believe any of us knew the others had hidden out in that shrouding cloak of invisibility. Men are funny about getting caught at anything decent when they’ve been trying hard to play tough.


  Thomas had the tractor which was radiocompass equipped.


  “Well, gentlemen, we’ll give that next space party a real surprise.”


  “In the meantime, I invite you all to a tasty Venusian dinner. Something I rather pride myself upon—baked lichens stuffed with canned beef!”


  VENUSIAN INVADER


  Larry Sternig


  Leah Barrow would die. Tar Norn had sworn she would, unless he was set free. But freedom for the Venusian Pirate meant death for many, and it was Director Barrow’s duty to hold him—even though it would cost his daughter’s life.


  MART WELLS shut off the alarm buzzer and jumped out of bed—much to his regret. He cussed and then grinned sheepishly as he brought up with a thud against the fortunately unbreakable glass of the window. A year on Callisto, and he could still forget that he weighed only thirty-six pounds and couldn’t take a normal step without neutronium-weighted shoes.


  Regaining his balance, he yawned and looked out over the rough Callisto landscape beyond Comprotown. Then he yawned again and reached for his uniform.


  A year before, Comprotown—and his job as rocketport dispatcher—had been Romance with a capital R. Now, he thought gloomily, Romance with Leah with a capital L, and a fat lot of good that did him when Leah Barrow’s father was Old Fishface himself, Director of Comprotown.


  True, Comprotown held fewer than a thousand colonists, but it was the only inhabited spot on bleak Callisto, and its Director was practical czar of a world. Yes, the Director could well afford to look down his long nose at any uniform with fewer than six stars on its right sleeve. But Leah didn’t feel that—


  Suddenly, straightening up as he fastened his weighted boot, he looked more intently out of the window. Something that flashed caught his eye out in the barren, warped hills. A gleam of metal where metal shouldn’t have been. And it looked like a small spaceship.


  Mart hastily pulled on his other boot and ran down the stairs. A red-headed mechanic from the rocketport was coming out of the building across the way.


  Mart called out, “Red! Something about a mile back in the hills looks like a spaceship. Has one been reported down?”


  “Huh?” The mechanic looked startled. “You sure? No, there hasn’t been a report. Wait, I’ll radio Central Communications.”


  He darted back into the building, and emerged a moment later. “No report. They’re going to send out the autogiro to look at it. Say, Mart, there are only two small spaceships on Callisto. Could it be—”


  Mart was already running toward the corner from which he could see the landing field. He stopped so suddenly that the mechanic almost ran into him, and said, “Whew! They’re both there.” Leah Barrow’s trim little spacecruiser was safe in port. So was the Police one-seater scout—but that wasn’t the one Mart had looked for first.


  From near the Administration Building a two-place autogiro was rising, silhouetted for a moment between the horns of the reddish crescent of big Jupiter just above the horizon.


  As he walked across the field toward headquarters, Mart surveyed the familiar scene. Three squat freighters were up on the racks, their ugly black bottoms over the ash-filled blasting pits; four others were on dollies ready to be serviced.


  All seven were ready for their regular weekly Callisto-Jupe hop, ready to pick up more ore. And, as usual, they’d go out today to clear the field for the sleeker, faster, long-haul ships that would arrive from Earth tomorrow for the smelted metal. Mart glanced at his wrist-chronometer. Eight o’clock now; in an hour and a half, Freighter One, right on schedule, would start testing its rocket tubes for the ten o’clock hop. And an hour later, Freighter Two would start to warm up for the eleven o’clock blasting-off. And then the others, every hour on the hour.


  At his desk in the Administration Building, Mart picked up the familiar sheaf of clearance papers waiting for his attention, and glanced through them. Initialing them was mere routine; they’d never cleared a minute early or a minute late since he’d been there. Director Barrow saw to that.


  The door opened. Mart put down the papers and glanced up.


  ONE of the workmen from the smelting plant, a tall black-haired fellow wearing tinted glasses, stood looking into the office. Mart didn’t remember ever seeing him before—but with several hundred workmen, you couldn’t remember all of them.


  “Director Barrow in?”


  Mart glanced up at the wall clock before he answered. “He’ll be here in twenty-one minutes. Sit down and wait if you’re off duty.”


  He turned back to the papers and finished initialing them, grinning inwardly at being able to say that the Director would arrive in twenty-one minutes exactly. It wasn’t everywhere that one could make so accurate a prediction about anyone’s arrival time, but Barrow was something of a chronometer himself.


  He tossed the papers toward the back of the desk and threw the switch of the communicator on his desk, leaned forward slightly. “Dispatcher Wells calling Police Autogiro.”


  “Autogiro, Captain Wayne,” came the reply. “Go ahead, Mart.”


  “I was the one who reported seeing the spaceship, Cap—if it was one. Found it? If not, I can—”


  “Thanks, Mart, but we’ve sighted it all right. We’re now circling, looking for a spot to come down. It doesn’t take much, but damned if we can perch on a ridge like a canary. Neither could that space-speedster down there.


  “Wrecked? What’s it look like?”


  “Ummm. Offhand one of the singleplace jobs that Venusians bought from Earth before the war. Full armament, too.”


  “What? You sure, Cap? After the Earth-Venus twenty-two eighty treaty, we reclaimed and destroyed all the armed—”


  “Yeah, I know,” cut in the Captain’s voice. “All but a few that the Venusian renegades—the pirates—got off with before then. Well—we’re going down. Corey’s found a place not too far from it where he can set the giro down, or says he can.”


  “If that’s a pirate ship, Cap, be careful!”


  “Don’t worry. We’re armed. And the ship’s pretty smashed up. Probably at least kayoed whoever was in it. Well, keep your key open and I’ll call you back. We’re down.”


  Mart found the shipment chart and began to check off tonnage. That much he wanted to get out of the way before—but something was gnawing at the back of his mind. It took him a moment to trace what it was. Of course. The workman who was waiting for the Director was wearing tinted glasses.


  Tinted glasses on Callisto! It didn’t make sense. The sun, half a billion miles away, gives only a twenty-fifth of the light that falls on Earth. Even when that light is augmented by Big Jupe, it isn’t—Yes, it was the first time he’d seen tinted glasses in Comprotown.


  Curiously, he turned to glance at the seated workman. But the carrier wave of the desk communicator hummed and he forgot his visitor as Captain Wayne’s voice boomed in.


  “Dispatcher Wells. Captain Wayne calling Dispatcher—”


  “Okay, Cap. Go ahead.”


  “We’ve examined the spaceship. No one’s in it, hurt or otherwise. It’s a single seater. A pirate ship all right.”


  “You sure? How can you be certain?”


  “Aside from the fact that it would have no business around here if it wasn’t, the papers are a give-away. There’s a whole sheaf of them. Reports on the Ganymede jewel shipments mostly. And a full set of data on our own little world, Mart. If there’s a Venusian around, he sure knows his way.”


  “Dope on Callisto? What kind?”


  “A detailed map of Comprotown, showing every building. A full schedule of freighter hops both ways to Jupe and Earth. Details of shipments. That sort of thing.”


  “Holy stars! But why should a pirate be interested in ore?”


  “Don’t imagine he is. Or in Comprotown, either. I’d say from the papers, it was precautionary information. We don’t keep our operations a secret here. He could have picked it up from any magazine article describing Comprotown in detail.


  “But I still don’t see—”


  “The Ganymede jewel shipments, Mart. I’d say he was bound for Gany and his ship went blooie while he was scudding past Callisto. He got pulled down here and just barely made a landing he could walk away from. I’m afraid there’ll be trouble.” Mart whistled. “Well, the Director’s due now. He’ll want a search organized and—Wait, here he is. Tell it over again, Cap, and you’ll be reporting direct . . . Listen to this, Director.”


  THE tall slender figure of Director Barrow stood impassively beside Mart’s desk and listened to a repetition of Wayne’s report. Not a flicker of expression passed over his gaunt face.


  As Wayne finished, the Director asked, “Is he armed? Anything taken from the ship’s equipment, Captain?”


  “Looks intact, but he probably has side-arms. All the pirates carry them. One funny thing, Director. The timer robot has been removed from the control panel. What on Callisto would he want with a loose timer?”


  “Report back to headquarters immediately, Captain Wayne,” Director Barrow ordered.


  The hum of the carrier wave died and Mart clicked off the set. Then, belatedly, he stood up and saluted. “Anything I can do, sir? Everything’s set for the freighters to clear as usual, so I’m more or less free—” Barrow nodded. “Very good, Wells. You may go to the field and direct a search of the freighters. The Venusian’s first thought will be to get away, and he may already be stowed in one of—”


  A dry voice interrupted from behind the Director’s back. “But the Venusian would not do anything so obvious, Director Barrow.”


  Mart whirled around. Barrow turned slowly and with dignity.


  It was the tall man dressed in the uniform of a smelting plant worker who had spoken. But he wasn’t dark-haired any more. Still seated, he was smiling at them sardonically as he fanned himself with a black wig he had just removed. The top of his head was as smooth as a billiard ball, and dead white. There was a line of demarcation where the dye he had applied to his face came to an end.


  He had removed the tinted glasses too, and the blank-surfaced gray eyeballs showed why they had been worn. Now that the simple disguise of wig and glasses was removed, Mart noted some of the other distinguishing features that marked the Venusian. The general flatness of the face and flat unconvoluted ears. The six-fingered hands that had probably been thrust into the pockets of the stolen uniform.


  The Venusian glanced down at the wig and glasses. “Standard equipment,” he explained. “I always carry them in my ship and they’ve come in handy before.”


  He rose and bowed mockingly. “My name is Tar Norn, and your supposition that I am a pirate is correct. But I assure you that my visit here is accidental and I have no designs on Comprotown.”


  Tar Norn! The most vicious and notorious of the pirates, and the most ruthless killer of them all. Mart hastily jerked open the drawer of his desk and pulled out a hand-blaster. He started the formula: “Under authority of the Interplanetary Council, I arrest you, to be held for trial—”


  The sardonic smile did not fade from the pirate’s thin lips. He rose and extended his arms upward. “I am unarmed,” he cut in. “It will help our discussion if you will verify that.”


  “—before the Supreme Council on Earth,” Mart finished. Then, glancing side-wise at Director Barrow and seeing him nod, he stepped forward warily. Venusians, he knew, were both fast and tricky. Watching every move, he completed the search. Tar Norn carried no weapons.


  Why, Mart wondered, had the pirate walked openly into headquarters and given himself up? Obviously, Tar Norn had something up his sleeve. But—


  Director Barrow spoke coldly, as Mart stepped back, still covering the Venusian with the blaster. “Tar Norn, you speak of ‘our discussion.’ There is nothing to discuss. You will be sent to Earth.”


  The pirate’s face became vicious. “I do not think so,” he snapped. “I have taken a hostage. It was quite dark—your tiny Callisto in eclipse of its huge primary—when I was forced down. But darkness means nothing to a Venusian. You Earthmen play a strange game with cardboard rectangles. To use its language, Director Barrow, I have an ace in the hole.”


  Tar Norn sat down again and folded his six-fingered hands quite calmly. Light from the ceiling overhead seemed to cast a malignant glow on his dead-white scalp.


  “Your daughter, Director,” he continued. “If you wish to see her again, you will give me a ship, your fastest ship.”


  THERE was a moment of dead, utter silence. Then Director Barrow leaned over the desk and flicked the key of the communicator. “Control? Get my—get Leah Barrow at once. Ring her room. If no answer there, get my housekeeper. This is Director Barrow.”


  “Your fastest ship,” repeated the Venusian. “Well stocked with supplies. Enough to take me to—to a place in the Asteroid belt. I shall be too late now to carry out my original plans on Ganymede.”


  The office door opened and Captain Wayne came in, followed by Roger Corey. Their eyes widened as they saw the Venusian. Wayne’s hand darted toward holster, then relaxed as he saw Mart’s blaster trained on the pirate.


  He faced Director Barrow and saluted. “Captain,” Barrow ordered, “you will form a search party at once—every available man and means. We must search all of Callisto within—” he made a rapid mental calculation “—about fifty miles. You will be searching for my daughter.”


  The captain stiffened. Before he could reply the carrier wave hummed and a feminine voice, that of an elderly woman, came over the communicator. “Director Barrow? Leah isn’t here. I looked in her room and her bed is disarranged as though she left suddenly. She always makes it herself as soon as she gets up.”


  “Anything to point to when she left, Mrs. Andrews?”


  “Not exactly, sir. The alarm was set for six and it was still buzzing. Her bed isn’t very mussed; it looks like she got up again almost right after she retired. I don’t understand.”


  Director Barrow’s face was bleak. His voice sounded like the drip of water from melting ice. “Clothing?” he asked.


  “Her lightweight spacesuit is gone. Apparently she put it on over her sleeping pajamas, for they aren’t here. Is there anything I can do, sir? I’m worried; she hasn’t ever—”


  “That will be all, Mrs. Andrews,” Barrow replied. “I’ll let you know if there is anything.”


  He turned to Captain Wayne. “Use this set, Captain. Get Communications to send out a general alarm and assembly. You can make all necessary arrangements right here.”


  Wayne crossed to the communicator, and began to issue rapid instructions.


  “Tell them to hurry,” the Venusian cut in mockingly. “They have until nine-thirty o’clock.”


  Mart Wells glanced fearfully at the dial of the chronometer. It was eight-forty now. He turned and caught the Director’s glance. “The timer!” he said grimly. “Captain Wayne said it was missing from the wrecked ship. He must have—”


  The Venusian was grinning. “Exactly. The timer. And a pound of uranite. That gives you fifty minutes to search Callisto. It would be wiser to spend the time getting a ship ready for me instead.”


  The silence of the office was broken only by the low voice of Captain Wayne giving orders into the communicator. Abruptly he turned to his superior. His face was white.


  “Search is on, sir. But if he isn’t lying, there’s a chance in a million. Less than an hour, and the area to be covered is—”


  Barrow was looking straight ahead, and not a muscle of his face moved until he spoke. “I’m afraid he isn’t bluffing. No reason why he should be. Leah is gone and the timer is gone. And a pirate ship would have uranite.”


  “The ship?” asked Tar Norn. “It will take some time to fuel it and—”


  Director Barrow’s voice was positive. “There will be no ship for you, Tar Norn.” Roger Corey’s voice cut in, jerkily. “Let me work on him, sir. Me and Wayne. Maybe we can make him talk.”


  Barrow shook his head. “No use, Corey. Venusians don’t mind pain as much as Earthmen. They almost like it. You could take him apart, and he wouldn’t talk.”


  The pirate’s smile faded. “It will take half an hour to prepare the ship, Director Barrow. Better not stall too long.”


  Mart said, his voice urgent. “But, sir, Leah! What’s one pirate compared to—” Barrow’s face was granite-like. “He’s killed hundreds of people. If we release him, he’ll kill hundreds more. One life cannot weigh against that. Corey, take him away. Lock him up until the next ship leaves for Earth.”


  Mart’s fists were clenched, his fingernails biting into the palms. But he knew Barrow was right; that he couldn’t possibly take any other course and be worthy of his post. One life couldn’t weigh against the many lives that meeting the pirate’s terms would mean. That was where Tar Norn had miscalculated. A Venusian didn’t understand responsibility to society, nor any higher ideal than self-interest.


  Tar Norn tossed the wig and glasses to the floor as Corey took his arm. His pupilless eyes seemed to glow with anger.


  “You won’t murder your own daughter, Director. This is a bluff. But mine isn’t. She dies at nine-thirty unless you find her. I swear that by the Eternal Varga.”


  Mart cursed. Fists balled, he lunged toward the Venusian. Barrow put a hand on his arm. “Don’t, Wells. That’s up to the Interplanetary Council.”


  “But he’s not bluffing,” Mart raved. “Leah will surely die at nine-thirty. That damned oath. Varga. It’s the only thing a Venusian is afraid of. He isn’t—” His voice broke.


  Corey started off with the Venusian. Barrow said, “Yes, he’s telling the truth. But we have some time yet. Maybe the search—”


  MART strode to the window and looked out so the others wouldn’t see his face. Less than three-quarters of an hour to search all of Callisto within a radius of fifty miles!


  THROUGH the pane he saw figures in groups of three searching the streets and buildings of Comprotown. That part of the search wouldn’t be difficult. But the hills and the caves, and with only two autogiros. If she was there, out of sight in one of the caves, where the cruising ships couldn’t see her . . .


  Her father was right, but—The picture of Leah Barrow, smiling as he had last seen her, seemed to blur out the view from the window. Her impertinent little tilted nose, the soft tempting contours of her lips, the deep blueness of her eyes.


  He whirled from the window and began pacing the floor, trying to think of something they could do that wasn’t being done. Again at the communicator, Captain Wayne was barking questions.


  “All available men and women are combing the town, sir,” he reported, “with orders to break down any doors that are locked, to stop at nothing.”


  “And outside, Captain?”


  “The two giros are our only real hope. But the men from the smelting plant are working afoot out of town. By nine-thirty they’ll have covered a radius of about five miles.”


  Corey returned, slamming the door viciously behind him. “Maybe we could trick him, sir,” he suggested. “Pretend we’ll give him a ship if he’ll—”


  “A Venusian wouldn’t trust his own mother,” Barrow snapped. “He’d insist on taking off first and then radioing back where she is. And don’t think he wouldn’t check the fuel tanks.”


  “I wish you’d let me and Wayne work on him, anyway.”


  Director Barrow didn’t answer.


  Mart growled, “If Leah dies, I’m going to take that filthy pirate and—”


  Wayne’s voice was bitter. “Venusians can’t help what they are. Blame the Earth council that sold them those ships. If they had used more sense, there wouldn’t be a Venusian off Venus.”


  Mart nodded. If the council hadn’t pulled that boner twenty years before, there would be no trouble with the Venusians.”


  Venusians were, compared to Earth standards, a strange combination of genius and idiocy. Brilliant mathematicians, they had no mechanical ingenuity whatever.


  Linguists who could speak any language fluently after hearing it a few hours, not one of them could create a child’s wind-up toy. Knowing the laws of leverage, they construced their buildings by manual labor alone. Able to operate any machine as long as it was in good working order, they couldn’t as much as figure out how to repair a clogged fuel-line.


  Even the pirates based on some of the bigger Asteroids had to depend upon a few renegade Earthmen to keep their ships in running order. And if one went blah away from base, it was a gone ship as far as they were concerned. Probably the trouble that had forced Tar Norn down on Callisto had been a minor matter that any Earthman could have taken in his stride. But to Tar Norn it meant a new ship or nothing.


  The thought of ships reminded him of the freighters. “Cap,” he asked Wayne, “the freighters been searched thoroughly?”


  Wayne nodded. “Rocket tubes and all. Even broke open the ore drums. I presume you’ll want them to clear on schedule?”


  Director Barrow nodded. “The crews?” he asked. “In the search or standing by?”


  “Standing by for departure as usual, Director. A few men one way or the other—”


  Barrow nodded, glancing at the chronometer. Mart knew what he was thinking. Less than half an hour now. And, unless the searchers by some miracle found Leah Barrow, it would all be over before the ten o’clock clearance of the first freighter. And the freighters hadn’t missed a clearance in ten years.


  The carrier wave hummed again. “Central Communications reporting. Most searchers in the town have reported in. No results. Those outside reaching points three miles out.”


  The communicator faded. Mart clenched his fists against the futility of that search. Three miles! The strong Venusian, in the light gravity of Callisto, probably had eight or ten hours of darkness to carry his burden. He could easily have covered twenty to forty miles, in any direction. Possibly even more. And the chance of an autogiro—


  Obviously, Wayne had been thinking the same thing. “He timed his arrival,” he said bitterly. “He gave us less than an hour. He’d certainly have put her outside walking range within that length of time. And with all the caves around, thousands of them, would he have put her where a giro could spot anything?”


  Mart glanced at Barrow. The Director was sitting as immobile as a statue. His eyes were closed and every muscle of his thin face was tense. Probably he was trying not to look at the chronometer on the wall. It was nine-fifteen.


  The office door opened and three uniformed mechanics from the field stood in the doorway. The foremost of them saluted. “This entire building has been searched twice except this office. I presume—”


  Director Barrow opened his eyes and stood up “Don’t presume anything. Search here, too.”


  * * *


  The men came in and began a detailed but fruitless search. Nobody spoke until they left.


  The chronometer said twenty minutes after nine now. Ten minutes to go, if the timer had been accurately set. But could it have been set wrong? Venusians were lousy mechanics. Maybe—


  MART became aware that he was holding his breath for the sound of a distant explosion. Yes, from whatever point Tar Norn could have hidden his hostage, the sound of a pound of uranite exploding would carry back to Comprotown.


  He sat down at his desk again. In front of him were the signed clearance papers for the freighters. In half an hour he’d take out the papers for the first freighter. But before that half hour was up—


  He twisted a pencil between his fingers, held himself rigid to keep from turning and looking at the chronometer again. It hadn’t been over a minute since he sat down—why torture himself by looking again? But each minute now seemed both a flash and an eternity.


  He turned over the sheaf of papers and drew a little square on the blank reverse side of the bottom one. That was Comprotown. He made a dot an inch or two away. That was the point where Tar Norn’s ship had wrecked itself in landing.


  He drew a line from the point to the square. That was Tar Norn coming in to the town. That would have been about ten hours ago.


  Then, from the information about Callisto and Comprotown that had been in the papers in Tar Norn’s ship, the pirate had found the home of the director. He would have had no trouble finding Leah’s room. Venusians could see in the dark and walk as silently as cats. He would undoubtedly have drugged Leah into unconsciousness, probably without awakening her, since there had been no sign of a struggle. He’d put her into the lightweight spacesuit.


  Why? Undoubtedly it indicated that she would be outdoors. During the Callisto day, it would have been unnecessary. But an unconscious Earthwoman would freeze to death in the cold dark period of Callisto’s eclipse behind Big Jupe.


  What then? The Venusian left, carrying her—


  He threw down the pencil and began to pace the room again. His muscles were tense from listening. How many minutes? He didn’t want to know; dared not look.


  But Tar Norn must have planned it all before he left the wrecked ship. Otherwise he wouldn’t have taken the timer and—Would he have rigged the time-bomb first, or after he had kidnapped Leah? And how? The timer itself would not have provided the concussion to set off the uranite. He’d have needed a battery, a spark-coil, and—


  But Venusians weren’t mechanics.


  They didn’t understand machines, or electricity, or even simple clockworks, brilliant as their strange minds were in other ways.


  Tar Norn could have set the timer all right. For that matter, he could calculate an orbit and make settings for space flight. But he couldn’t have made a time-bomb, even with the timer. He couldn’t have rigged a circuit that would set off a cap! And, Mart realized suddenly, the timer itself would be an electrical—not a clockwork—gadget. Once disconnected from the now broken dynamo of the ship, Tar Norn couldn’t have made it run at all!


  A momentary surge of elation swept Mart. Tar Norn must have been bluffing! Then he remembered: a Venusian might murder his own family, but he would never swear to an untruth by the Eternal Varga. That one superstition, or religion, as they looked upon it, was binding beyond all else. And Tar Norn had sworn by that oath that Leah Barrows would die at nine-thirty unless—


  Mart looked at the chronometer. It was twenty-six minutes past nine. He caught a glimpse of Director Barrow’s face. It looked like the face of a dead man. Barrow had obviously given up all hope and waited only for the four minutes to pass.


  The carrier wave hummed. All of them started, but the voice from the communicator merely reported, “All Comprotown reports in. All negative. Giros report nothing. Foot parties five miles out. Reports negative.”


  Three minutes to go. Mart could see by the attitude of the others that they were bracing themselves for the sound of an explosion. All of them had liked, or loved, Leah Barrows. Mart had a momentary vision of her again, and remembered the electric thrill that had run through him when she had placed her hand on his arm, just a few days ago, and told him that she did care for him, well, a little anyway—


  But, if Tar Norn couldn’t have rigged a time-bomb, how could he have arranged for Leah to die at nine-thirty?


  He saw again the corpse-like face of the Director. Yes, they had all been wrong in thinking that nothing mattered to Barrow more than the schedules—Schedules! There had been departure schedules among the papers in Tar Norn’s ship. Could he have—


  With a sudden intake of breath that was almost a gasp, Mart whirled and ran to the communicator. The others looked at him, startled. Mart was yelling at the mike even before he got near enough to it to talk in a normal voice. “Control! Emergency! Get Jupe Freighter One! Tell him not to test his tubes. Not to touch a lever!”


  THEN he was racing out of the door and across the field to where the big ugly freighter was up on the racks over the blasting pits. He wasn’t counting on that message through the communicator.


  Out of breath, he hammered on the steel door and yanked at the handle until the pilot opened it from within.


  “Hold everything,” Mart yelled at him. “Don’t try the test blasts!”


  Whether Mart was right or wrong, there needn’t be any hurry now, but he was already lowering himself into the ash-filled blasting pit under the rocket tubes of the freighter. Carefully, he groped among the ashes from previous blast-offs, ignored the light soft ash that flew up into his face.


  A hand touched heavy cloth, and the other found smooth transpariplast, the helmet of a spacesuit. Gently, he lifted the unconscious body of Leah Barrow and handed her up to the men looking down from the rim of the pit.


  Ten minutes later, back in the office, Leah was reacting to the antidote Doc Rogers had just administered. A glance at her face had told the medico that the drug had been Venusian tragweed.


  Mart was still answering questions.


  “. . . Sure, Tar Norn knew that. Every ship in the system makes its trial blasts just half an hour before take-off. It’s a fixed convention. Rocket captains do everything according to a rigid schedule. And we were looking for a time-bomb so we’d never think of the blasting pits. But Tar Norn couldn’t have rigged a time-bomb. We didn’t think of that when we found the timer was gone. He’d just thrown it away—”


  Someone was wringing his hand, and he saw it was Director Barrow. “Mart!” Barrow’s voice wasn’t cold and distant now; all the ice had melted. “I can’t begin to tell you how much—If there is any reward I can possibly offer you—”


  Mart Wells grinned. “—unto your daughter and half of your kingdom, as they used to say in stories? Well, sir, I don’t know what I’d do with half of Callisto, but as for the other part of it—”


  He turned back to the awakening girl. Director Barrow’s answer was cinched, of course, but Leah—? Well, he’d have to ask her again.


  But probably she wasn’t up to that just yet, even though her eyes were open now and she was smiling at him. He’d have to give her time, of course, before he asked her. Lots of time. Say, five minutes, or maybe three.


  1946


  THE BLUE VENUS


  Emmett McDowell


  Out of their mountain hideout came the terrified hand of the renegade. Through the valleys of Venus they swept, seeking a greed-maddened slaver who planned an experiment so cruel and barbaric. It would destroy the very foundation of mankind.


  THE hooded figure of a man detached itself from the shadows beside the door, paused, listening. Nothing stirred. The huge sprawling plantation house was silent and yet alive with the feel of sleepers.


  Then from below stairs, he heard a door slam. The tinkle of laughter ascended to his ears. He crouched. His hand slipped inside his coat, fondled the slug gun nestling in its shoulder holster. The voices drifted out of hearing. Uneasy silence settled back over the plantation house.


  The hooded man let his breath escape between his teeth. He slid back the door, passed inside like a shadow, shut the door behind him.


  The room which he’d entered was lit by the intense, green radiations from the Venusian vegetation. The cold phosphorescent light streamed through the open windows, glinted from a glassite desk, soft flexoglas lounging chairs and sofa. It was the typical office from which the plantation owners directed the affairs of their feudal estates.


  As silent as a night hawk, the hooded man drifted to the wall, ran his fingertips over the wood paneling. There was a faint click. The panel slid back revealing a wall safe.


  A needle ray of light streamed suddenly from the hooded man’s hand, splashed off a paper which he’d drawn from his pocket. He checked the string of figures printed there, returned the paper to his pocket. He worked swiftly, surely. Then with a sigh of satisfaction he swung back the heavy door.


  There was a faint thump in the corridor outside the office that broke the silence.


  The hooded man snapped erect, the compressed air slug gun in his hand. He was sharply conscious of the hum of Venusian night life outside the windows. The room felt sticky, close. His hand was damp with sweat about the pommel of the slug gun.


  He waited five minutes, ten minutes without moving, but the noise was not repeated.


  He drew a breath, set to examining the papers in the safe by the aid of the midget flash. Most of them he put back carefully, just as they’d been, but two packets he stuffed into an inside coat pocket: He closed the door, spun the dial. He heard a sharp click behind him, leaped around.


  At the same instant, the room was flooded with bright white light.


  “Please don’t!” said a girl’s voice.


  The hooded man arrested his hand halfway to his shoulder holster.


  A startlingly beautiful girl, he saw, was standing in the doorway to the corridor covering him with a wicked dart gun. She was a tall girl with the yellowest hair he’d ever seen. She wore a spun glass negligee and her skin was blue. It was the pastel blue of a Terran dawn flushed with rose.


  She came all the way inside, slid shut the door.


  “Who are you? What do you want?”


  “Why don’t you turn in the alarm?” said the hooded man dryly. The poisoned needle gun was sending goose flesh quivering up his spine. A scratch would be fatal. His jaw tightened beneath the hood. His eyes were hard green discs, the dangerous eyes of a hunted man.


  “Oh no.” The blue girl’s voice was low. “I wouldn’t do that. I’d never be able to get the safe open by myself.”


  “What?”


  “I want you to open the safe for me.”


  THE hooded man didn’t reply for a moment. At length, he asked: “What then?”


  The girl giggled. “I take what I want, and you take what you want,” she explained naively. “See. And you’ll be blamed for taking it all. Only you’re going to be disappointed!”


  “Disappointed? How?” He took a step toward her.


  “Bemmelman never keeps his money on the plantation. It’s all at Venusport. There aren’t fifty monad in the safe.”


  “Maybe I’m not after money.” He took a second step, his green eyes opaque.


  She looked at him intently, made a thin gasping noise. “You’re the Renegade!” The dart gun trembled in her small blue fist. “Oh my God! I didn’t guess. You’re the Renegade!”


  Without affirming or denying the statement, he asked, “What do you want from the safe?” and took a third step.


  “Don’t come any closer! I’m a very good shot. See!”


  The little gun went spat. The hooded man heard the dart whisper past his ear, thunk into the paneling behind him. His stomach felt suddenly hollow.


  “My dear girl,” he said dryly; “if you do that again, I won’t be able to open a book, let alone that safe. I’m a mass of jelly now.”


  “Then you will open it for me?”


  “What is it you want?”


  “Evidence!” Impulsively she took a step toward him, allowed the dart gun to waver out of line. “Evidence to send Bemmelman to the disintegration chamber!” The hooded man felt appalled at the sheer animal hate in her violet eyes. Her skin was too light for her to be a full blooded Jovian primitive. She must be a cross. He mentally snapped his fingers. That was it, of course. The Blue Venus! The slave for whom Hal Bemmelman was asking five thousand monad on the Venusian Slave Mart. He said:


  “You aren’t overly fond of Bemmelman?”


  “I loathe him!” With a savage jerk, she yanked her white negligee down from her left shoulder, “See that?”


  He saw a scar on the pale blue skin above her breast. It was the shape of a fern leaf and he could have covered it with his thumb.


  “Branded!” she spat. “My father was a Jovian Dawn Man—an animal! But my mother was an Earth woman. Hal Bemmelman kidnapped her!”


  The hooded man regarded her pityingly. She was only a kid, he realized. He said: “You can’t get Bemmelman like that. He runs the government at Venusport. He’d never come to trial.” He stopped, realizing that she wasn’t listening.


  Nostrils flaring, head erect, the girl was looking through him blankly. A glimmer of fright flitted across her mobile features. Then she raised the dart gun, pointed it full at his chest.


  “Put your hands on top of your head, please!”


  His green eyes contracted angrily. He didn’t move.


  “I mean it! Put your hands on top of your head, please.”


  With a shrug, he obeyed. He saw the door to the corridor slide back. A heavy red faced man in his late forties and a wrinkled snuff brown suit stared in at them. The red faced man’s sparse sandy hair was plastered to his skull, and he had little mobile brown eyes like a pig.


  “Is that you, Hal?” The blue girl didn’t turn around, didn’t take her eyes off the hooded man. “I’ve caught the Renegade!”


  The red faced man’s jaw dropped. “Yes sir,” he said. “Yes sir, it’s me, Sofi.” A shrewd gleam flickered in his pig-like eyes.


  “I caught him trying to open the safe.”


  “So I see! So I see!” Bemmelman rubbed his hands together, came into the room. He pulled a dart gun from the belly band of his trousers and leveled it at the Renegade. “Stand aside, Sofi.” The hooded man felt his stomach turn slowly upside down. He considered it, then hurled himself behind the glassite desk, snatching out his slug gun.


  Bemmelman said: “Did you get his gun, Sofi?”


  She shook her yellow head.


  Alarm stiffened the planter’s features. “Get it, girl! No! No! Don’t get between us! Get behind him!”


  The hooded man felt the girl’s hands pat his chest, draw forth the heavy slug gun.


  The florid color crept back into Bemmelman’s gross features. “You may go, Sofi. I want a word with the Renegade.”


  SOFI shot him a child-like pouting glance, but retreated obediently from the room, drawing the door shut behind her.


  The lean young man in the hood watched, weighing his chances. He didn’t say anything.


  “You’re surprised, eh, that I don’t turn you in to the Security Patrol?” Bemmelman began. “They’d like to get their hands on the Renegade, they would. But the fact is I want you more than they do. Yes sir, this is a piece of luck for me. I’ve been trying to contact you for months.”


  The hooded man said dryly: “I’m listening,” and allowed his hands to sink to his side.


  “Put your hands back on your head!” Bemmelman’s voice registered alarm. “No tricks. I can use you, lad, but no tricks.” He glared speculatively at the Renegade, added: “Yes sir, that I can. And now, if you’ll take off that hood we’ll get down to business.”


  “If it’s business, I’ll keep the hood on.”


  “No sir,” the planter blustered. “Off with the hood or I shoot. When I do business with a man, I like to know who he is.”


  The hooded man’s green eyes were reckless. The law on Venus was harsh, implacable. There were no pardons. The disintegration chamber at Venusport yawned for him inexorably.


  “You know, Bemmelman, I’d be completely at your mercy if I unmasked?”


  “You are right now. Yes sir. You can take it off alive, or I’ll take it off of you dead.”


  The hooded man was half crouched against the glassite desk. He said softly: “You don’t leave me much choice,” and dived beneath the dart gun.


  His head struck the slave breeder’s paunch like a cannon ball. Bemmelman went, “Ooof!” sat down with a thud. The dart gun spat a needle into the ceiling where it quivered viciously.


  The hooded man was on him like a cat. One swipe of his hand knocked the dart gun clattering under the sofa. Purple faced, gasping Bemmelman scrambled to his feet. A look of fright swept his gross features, and he began stabbing a button on the glassite desk.


  The hooded man could hear the shrill clamor of alarm bells pealing through the rambling building. He leaped for the door, threw it back.


  “Ahhh!” he said.


  Sofi stood in the entrance, her dart gun almost against his chest.


  Like a whip, the hooded man twisted sideways, snatched the gun from the startled girl. He saw Bemmelman charging across the room. He grinned, shoved the girl into the planter’s arms, slammed the door.


  The sound of shouts drifted up to him. He saw a Venusian serf, armed with a bell muzzled ray rifle, dash into the corridor. The serf caught sight of him. A yellow ray streamed from the gun, splashed off the wall; but the hooded man already had vanished up the stairs.


  Bemmelman burst from the office. “Which way did he go? The force screens are up! He can’t escape!”


  “He got in,” Sofi pointed out coolly.


  Half a dozen armed serfs dashed into the hall. The alarm bells were still ringing.


  “Which way?” Bemmelman roared.


  The serf said: “Up.”


  “We’ve got him. That leads to the roof. He can’t get off!” He charged the steps followed by the pack of Venusians.


  At the room Bemmelman paused, shoved up the trap. With considerable respect for his own skin, he ordered one of the serfs through first.


  “Careful,” he advised. “The man’s desperate.”


  The serf climbed fatalistically onto the roof, turned around and around.


  “He’s not here.”


  “Impossible!” The planter roared and squeezed his bulk through the opening.


  The green phosphorescent glow of the vegetation lit the flat roof eerily. A raucous screech from some night flying bird floated down from the cloud mass overhead.


  There was no plane, no sign of a plane; but the man with the hood was gone.


  II


  MIA MacIVER tried to concentrate on her head overseer’s report. She felt hot and sticky and the figures ran together, didn’t make sense. Moreover, the delicate notes of a flute kept scattering her thoughts. They came through the casement window from the patio outside her study.


  “Damn,” said Mia MacIver and wriggled at her desk.


  She was barefooted, clad only in a short yellow tunic, but she felt as if she were locked in a steam bath. She’d never get used to Venus, she supposed, to its turkish bath atmosphere, its lush phosphorescent vegetation, its ridiculous mingling of periods, Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and the glass age all flourishing together. The Pan-like notes continued to assail her ears from outside the study.


  She wrinkled her nose, wiped a trickle of sweat from the end. In despair, she flipped on the Newscaster.


  The features of a plump young man flashed on the screen.


  “Last night,” his voice came through the audio, “the plantation of Councilor Bemmelman was raided by the Renegade. Luckily, he was discovered immediately and the Security Patrol notified. But as usual the Renegade had vanished without a trace.”


  Mia MacIver snapped to attention. It was absurd, she felt with a surge of anger that a man could make fools of the Venusian authorities as the Renegade had done for years.


  She knew little of Venus. Her life had been spent in boarding schools on Earth. But when she’d received news that her father was dead, murdered by the Renegade, she’d booked passage to Venusport at once, determined to manage the plantation herself.


  “Here’s a special bulletin,” the announcer was saying. “The plantation owners are subscribing ten thousand monads to be added to the price already on the Renegade’s head. That makes a total of fifty thousand monads for his capture. A punitive expedition is also being organized against his headquarters in the Cloud Mountains.”


  Mia MacIver switched off the Newscaster, stood up. The notes of the pipes drifted into her study, exotic, compelling. She bit her lip, stepped through the window onto the vine roofed patio.


  “Stop that noise, Cosmo! You’re driving me insane!”


  Cosmo Horn took the Venusian pipes from his mouth, said dryly, “I didn’t think I was that bad.”


  He was sprawled in a hammock, looking like a handsome, rather distinguished tramp.


  “Did you hear the Newscaster, Cosmo?”


  “No.” He shook his head. He had a lean, hawk-like visage, close cropped brown hair, green eyes.


  “The Renegade was at the Bemmelman plantation last night!”


  “Sure enough?”


  Cosmo sat up, put the reeds in his pocket. He was wearing only coat and trousers. The brown triangle of hair on his chest extended in a thin line down his flat belly. “How much did he nick that dealer in flesh for?”


  “Nothing. They scared him off before he had a chance to take anything. Cosmo, why can’t they catch him?”


  “No one’s seen him without his hood. They don’t know who he is; they don’t know where to look, or what to look for.”


  “Oh Earth . . .” began Mia.


  “On Earth there wouldn’t be a Renegade,” interrupted Cosmo dryly. “Earth is unified. It isn’t split up into hundreds of independent countries like Venus. They don’t have slavery or serfdom or the feudal system on Earth. Men aren’t driven into outlawry . . .”


  “Driven!” said Mia in a heated voice. “What makes you think he was driven? I’d say he was doing exactly as he pleased.” Cosmo stood up, towering over the girl, took several short paces across the patio.


  “I don’t think anyone would enjoy being constantly hunted. Everyman’s hand against him. Always on guard against treachery, surprise. And no matter how careful he is, sooner or later he’s bound to be caught. He can’t even quit, now I feel sorry for him.”


  “Feel sorry for him! I’d like to see him shot!”


  COSMO looked startled. “You’re a blood thirsty little devil.” He grinned suddenly. “What I’ve been saying must have buzzed in one ear and out the other.” Mia said: “He murdered father.” Cosmo regarded her in surprise. “Great guns, Mia, where did you get that idea?”


  “Hal Bemmelman told me. He found father down in the tara field where . . .” Her voice faltered, but she recovered herself, went on. “Where the serfs had hacked him to pieces with grass knives. They were the Renegade’s men.”


  “Did he? Did he indeed?” Cosmo’s voice was grim. “What was Bemmelman doing there?”


  Mia frowned. “He was trailing a runaway serf. Why?”


  “Of course, he was.” Her gray eyes widened. She stared at him. “Surely you aren’t accusing Bemmelman of murdering father. Why he’s the most influential member of the Council of Land Owners.”


  “Did you ever hear of the Blue Venus?” he interrupted.


  “The Blue Venus? What’s that?” Cosmo’s face was grim, his green eyes cold. “She’s a cross between a Jovian Dawn Man and an Earth woman. She’s supposed to be the most beautiful girl in the System. She belongs to Bemmelman. He forced her mother to mate with a Jovian primitive as an experiment. He’s asking five thousand monad for her on the Slave Mart. Hal Bemmelman is a slave breeder.”


  “I don’t believe it!” Mia said in horror, then asked with feminine perversity: “How do you know?”


  Cosmo sat down in the hammock, grinned faintly. “I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told anyone but your father, Mia. I think you ought to know, because you’re in danger.” His green eyes twinkled. “Quit chewing your fingernails.”


  “Go on,” said Mia. “Go on, for the Lord’s sake, before I burst.”


  He said: “Twenty-six years ago my father owned the Bemmelman plantation. He was murdered under almost the same circumstances as your father. So was my mother. My nurse escaped with me, hid me out in the mountains. I was only five.”


  “Who did it?”


  “Jovian Dawn Men. Slaves imported from Jupiter. They run amok during their rutting season, you know, and they were supposed to be amok at the time.”


  “But . . .” began Mia.


  “Wait a moment. Bemmelman held notes on the plantation. He moved in. But before Bemmelman took over our plantation, he was a slave runner. He imported Dawn Men from Jupiter for the Venusian Slave Mart.”


  “You—you think Hal Bemmelman was in back of it?”


  “Yes,” he said flatly.


  “But why? Couldn’t he buy land?”


  “No,” said Cosmo, “he couldn’t. Land here is entailed. It stays in the same family from generation to generation. Mu is one of the few countries on Venus where Terrans have been able to settle at all. Bemmelman’s only chance was to have my people murdered and forge notes.”


  “Does he know who you are?”


  Cosmo nodded. “He’s tried to have me assassinated several times,” he said indifferently.


  Mia swallowed. “You—you said I was in danger.”


  “Doesn’t it strike you there’s a great deal of similarity between your case and mine. Your father has been murdered, supposedly by the Renegade. It looks like Bemmelman is getting ready to expand.”


  “He—he wouldn’t kill me!” said Mia indignantly. “Would he?”


  “No,” said Cosmo, a smile quirking the corners of his wide, grim-lipped mouth. His lean, narrow jaw and thin, hooked nose gave him a saturnine cast. “But I wouldn’t put it past him to kidnap you. Remember the Blue Venus. I happen to know Bemmelman’s been anxious to repeat that experiment, but a beautiful Terran girl is hard to get.”


  She shivered slightly, said: “That’s preposterous! He wouldn’t dare! Would he?”


  But Cosmo had leaped to his feet. “There’s a plane coming!” he said in an edgy voice.


  A surface flying car flashed to the edge of the patio, stopped, settled to the ground. The extreme altitude of the bullet-shaped vehicle was under three hundred feet, Cosmo knew. But even that height was impractical for flight on Venus, roofed as the planet was by the low, swirling cloud blanket. As a rule, the. planes barely skimmed the surface.


  A door in the monoloid hull swung open. A heavy set man got out.


  “Why it’s Hal Bemmelman,” exclaimed Mia. “What does he want?”


  “Speak of the devil,” drawled Cosmo.


  BEMMELMAN strode across the patio, his eyes on Cosmo, said in a disagreeable voice: “If it isn’t the fortieth-century troubadour.”


  Cosmo’s features set blankly. He didn’t reply.


  “Mia.” Bemmelman took both the girl’s hands in his big paws. “I’ve bad news. Yes sir, very bad news. Three of my serfs ganged my second overseer, chopped him to pieces with grass knives.”


  “What?” Mia’s eyes dilated in horror. “They got him from behind, I guess. Then they broke into the arsenal. They’re armed, Mia, and heading this way. I dropped everything to fly over and warn you.”


  “Coming this way?” Mia firmly disengaged her hands. “But why?”


  “They’re trying to reach the Cloud Mountains and join the Renegade. Your place lies directly between mine and the mountains.”


  “The Renegade!” Mia’s level gray eyes frosted with hate. “The rurals can’t catch him. He makes monkeys out of the Security Patrol. What is he? A wizard?”


  “You’ve heard the news?” Bemmelman interrupted. “The Renegade was at my place last night. I’ve been worried about you, Mia, alone here on the edge of the mountains. Yes sir, I came to take you to my plantation until we have these murderous serfs behind bars.”


  “But I’m quite safe. I—I . . .”


  “This isn’t Earth, Mia,” he said in a silky voice. “I haven’t much time. No sir. I must return to organize the pursuit. We’ll teach those brutes a lesson they won’t soon forget.”


  “If you catch them,” put in Cosmo in an amused voice.


  “We’ll catch them!” Bemmelman turned his small, brown, pig-like eyes on Cosmo. “Yes sir, and the Renegade, too.”


  Mia said with a grimace: “Thanks, Hal, but I’m not coming.”


  Bemmelman lowered his head like a bull. “I haven’t the men to spare to guard you, even if I could trust them.


  I was too good a friend of your father’s, Mia, to leave you here with those three murderers roaming in the neighborhood. You’re coming with me.”


  Cosmo, observing quietly, frowned to himself. What was the planter trying to pull?


  “I’m not,” said Mia indignantly. “Really this is preposterous. It’s . . .”


  Bemmelman glared at her, seized her arm. “Girl, don’t be a fool. If those runaways show up here, they’d chop you to pieces. Come along.” Unceremoniously, he began to drag her toward his plane.


  “Cosmo!” Mia’s gray eyes snapped open like saucers.


  Cosmo’s hand fell on Bemmelman’s shoulder, spun him around.


  “You heard Miss MacIver.” Two rouge-like spots sprang out on Cosmo’s high cheek bones. His green eyes were opaque.


  “Get your dirty paws off me!” Bemmelman roared in surprise. He almost choked with rage. “By Jupiter! I’ll teach you a lesson you won’t soon forget! Yes sir!”


  With a growl, the red-faced planter lashed out with his fist. The blow struck Cosmo on his right cheek bone, snapped back his head.


  “You shouldn’t have done that,” said Cosmo. He turned loose Bemmelman’s shoulder.


  The planter swung again wildly. Cosmo slipped the blow. With a straight left, he knocked Bemmelman down.


  The planter shook his head. There was a surprised look on his beefy red features. Sinking his head in his bull neck, he scrambled to his feet.


  Cosmo knocked him down again.


  Bemmelman turned his brown pig-like eyes up to Cosmo. He tried to rise. Cosmo knocked him down for the third time.


  He said: “Bemmelman, get out of here, j. If you ever lay hands to me again, I’ll kill you.”


  The planter heaved himself to his feet, lip drooling blood. He crossed to his surface plane, scrambled inside. Then he shook his fist at Cosmo.


  “I’ll get you for this, Horn. You haven’t MacIver to protect you now. I’ll get you.”


  Cosmo took a step toward the plane.


  Bemmelman hastily slammed the door. The vehicle swooped from the ground, sped away like a silver bullet.


  “He will,” said Mia in a small voice. “You shouldn’t have done that, Cosmo. He’s powerful. He controls the Council of Land Owners.”


  “He struck me.” Cosmo’s lean features were like clay. “If he does it again, I’ll kill him.”


  Mia shivered. “Do you always get so violent?”


  “He hit me,” said Cosmo. “I should have killed him.”


  All at once Mia said: “Cosmo!” in a strained, frightened voice.


  He flicked a glance past the startled girl, stiffened in alarm. At the edge of the patio, three men stood in a silent group.


  One, he saw, was a serf. Naked to the waist, the Venusian was darker, squatter than the Fazoqls, the killer caste of Venus. But he had the same venomous green eyes. A grass knife was thrust through his sash, and he held a ray rifle at a menacing angle.


  It was the second figure, though, that took his breath away. A huge, naked, blue giant. His only weapon was a club.


  “A Jovian Dawn Man!” said Mia in a stifled voice.


  Cosmo felt his palms dampen. The terrific gravity of Jupiter endowed the Jovian primitives with superhuman strength. Normally, they were docile creatures and highly prized among the Venusians as slaves because of their terrible strength and weird beauty. The Dawn Man faced them now, nostrils flaring as he tested their scent. He was handsome as a matinee idol. But somewhere the Jovians had run into an evolutionary blind pocket. They would never evolve into true men. They were animals.


  Cosmo scarcely noted the third member of the group, the short barrel-shaped Mercurian. He stood a little apart, smiling blandly and quietly like an inscrutable Buddha.


  “Look at the scars on their shoulders,” Mia whispered hoarsely. “The fern leaf!


  That’s Bemmelman’s brand. They’re the runaways!”


  The Venusian raised his rifle. His green eyes burned with hate for the Earthlings.


  Mia shrank toward Cosmo. “He—he’s—”


  “Put down your rifle,” said Cosmo in the Venusian dialect of Mu. He could feel the pulse beat in his ears; his lips felt dry. “Seek you the Renegade?”


  The Venusian hesitated, indecision reflected in his dark-yellow features. The Dawn Man shook his club, growled deep in his chest. Muscles rippled like hawsers beneath his blue hide.


  “Most certainly.” It was the Mercurian who spoke.


  Cosmo glanced at him sharply, realized that behind the Mercurian’s smiling mask, he was violently distressed. Mercurians didn’t approve of bloodshed, he recalled.


  Sweat dappled Cosmo’s forehead. Then, with a faint shrug, he made a peculiar gesture with his hand.


  An expression of wonder and comprehension filled their faces. Only the blue giant continued to rumble deep in his chest.


  “The Renegade!” cried the fat Mercurian, and his yellow eyes twinkled with relief. He plumped on his knees, repeated the cabalistic symbol.


  With only a moment’s hesitation the serf followed suit. “Down, you big ox!” he shouted at the Jovian and thwacked him behind the knees with his ray rifle. “Down! That’s the Renegade!”


  III


  MIA MACIVER stared at Cosmo in disbelief. “You—you’re not the Renegade! I don’t believe it.”


  “It’s lucky for you, I am,” he said dryly.


  She held her hands straight down at her side, small fists clenched. “Lucky? Father thought you were his friend and you killed him. I’d rather be dead than owe you anything.”


  “Listen, Mia, get this straight. I didn’t kill your father.”


  “Of course, you’d say that.” Her chin trembled; she set her jaw stubbornly. “Who’d believe the Renegade?”


  Cosmo made a weary gesture, turned back to the runaways who’d been listening with interest.


  “Get off your knees,” he said. His tone was embarrassed. “The Security Patrol is scouring the countryside for you right now. Take to the forest where the planes can’t follow. Make for the mountains. My men . . .”


  “By Nemi!” the Buddha-faced Mercurian ejaculated suddenly. He pointed at Mia who was slipping through the window to her study. “The girl is escaping. After her, Tong!”


  The Venusian serf leaped in pursuit, but Cosmo halted him with a lifted hand. “She won’t go far.” He turned back to the Mercurian. “I give the orders,” he said.


  The moon-faced little man bowed good-naturedly. Cosmo realized he wasn’t even armed.


  “What are you doing with this pair of cut-throats?” he asked.


  “We understand one another,” the Mercurian replied blandly. “I act as a governor. My presence restrains them from indulging in an excess of blood letting.”


  “Who sent you to me?” Cosmo asked shrewdly. “Was it Penang-ihtok?”


  The Mercurian shuddered. “Yes. A violent man, that Penang-ihtok. An outcast Fazoql.”


  “He’s safe then?” Cosmo interrupted. “Bemmelman doesn’t suspect him?”


  “No.”


  “Good.” He frowned, said: “Go now. Your time is short.”


  Without a word the odd trio filed off. Cosmo watched them around the corner of the plantation house, then sprang through the window of Mia’s study.


  The girl was at the telecast. She had tuned in the fat Commissioner of the Security Patrol.


  “What?” the Commissioner’s voice rumbled from the audio. His jowls were shaking; his image wildly agitated. “Are you sure, Owner MacIver? The Renegade at your plantation with the serfs from the Bemmelman place?”


  Without waiting for an answer, he turned away from the Visoscreen, but Cosmo could still hear his voice shouting orders at some underling.


  “Contact the radio patrol planes! Order them to converge on the MacIver plantation! The Renegade! Good Lord, man, d’ya realize what a feather it’ll be in our caps? Hurry!”


  The fat Commissioner swung back into the visoscreen. “I’ll have a dozen patrol planes there in ten minutes. What does he look like, Owner MacIver? Who is he?”


  “He is . . .” began Mia, then discovered Cosmo standing beside the boxlike transmitter on the wall. He flashed her a faintly wolfish grin.


  MIA gasped, brought her hand to her throat. Her high firm breasts heaved wildly beneath the yellow tunic.


  “What’s wrong, Owner MacIver? What’s wrong?” came the excited voice from the audio.


  Mia’s wide gray eyes brimmed with hate.


  “He is . . .” she began again, but the screen went dead. Cosmo had yanked the transmitter from the wall. Wires like tentacles dangled from the back of the box. He dropped it to the gray straw matting.


  “That won’t help!” Mia’s voice was triumphant as she backed away. “You can’t escape. They’ll come from all directions.”


  Again Cosmo grinned. He jumped, seized Mia, swung her off her feet.


  “Let me go!”


  “You’re coming with me.” His voice was grim. “I’d rather the Commissioner didn’t find out I’m the Renegade just yet.”


  “Put me down! Are you mad?” Mia’s long, bare legs thrashed wildly. She hammered at his chest. “You can’t escape by yourself, let alone with me.”


  He calmly pinioned her flailing legs, strode out the window to the edge of the patio. Dropping her to her feet, he fumbled in his pocket, drew forth a whistle, put it to his lips, blew.


  No audible sound resulted. The note was too high, too shrill to be detected by human ears.


  Mia MacIver quit squirming, gaped at him blankly.


  Cosmo’s eyes searched the dense pearl gray cloud ceiling. He blew twice more on the soundless whistle.


  There was a disturbance in the cloud layer directly overhead as if tremendous fans were boiling the impenetrable fleecy ceiling into a froth. Then a huge grotesque shape plummeted from the clouds. With back flailing wings, the monster settled to the ground.


  Mia screamed, tried to squirm free.


  “Let me go! Let me go!”


  “It’s just a bird,” he assured her.


  “Just a bird, hell!” Mia shuddered. “That thing’s a nightmare. What is it?”


  “An Ormoo.”


  The Ormoo cocked its red-brown eye at Cosmo, rubbed its gunmetal gray beak against his leg, emitted a pleased raucous squawk.


  Mia flinched. The beak looked capable of severing Cosmo’s leg like a twig. From wing tip to wing tip the Ormoo extended over sixty feet. It’s pearl gray plumage was a perfect camouflage as it drifted through Venus’ eternal cloud blanket.


  “Down!” shouted Cosmo.


  The Ormoo crouched to its breast like a hen setting on her eggs. A saddle was strapped to its back.


  “Cosmo!” cried Mia in terror, struggling to wrench free.


  The Ormoo cocked its head again, eyed the frantic girl gravely as a robin might watch a beetle.


  “My God, Cosmo, that thing wants to eat me. I’ll—I’ll have hysterics.”


  He laughed, flung her astride the saddle. Holding onto her naked ankle, he vaulted up behind.


  “Up!” he shouted.


  The Ormoo lurched to its feet. It took a few ungainly steps, launched itself into the air with a powerful drive of its legs. The massive wings lashed the air like flails as it spiraled upward.


  Mia clung to Cosmo with terror.


  “Take me back, Cosmo. I won’t tell the Commissioner you’re the Renegade. I’ll lie like a Martian diplomat. Only make this monstrosity go down! Please Cosmo!”


  He put an arm about her waist, steadying her.


  “Don’t be frightened. He won’t hurt you so long as I’m here.”


  “The hell you say,” said Mia between chattering teeth. “I tell you that bird considers me in the same light as a juicy worm.”


  Already, the tenuous mist was closing around them. The Ormoo still spiraled upward. Cosmo saw a patrol flash by beneath them, pause like a humming bird over the patio. Another, then another streaked in from different directions.


  Mia MacIver leaned over all at once, shrieked in a despairing voice: “Help! Help!”


  “You little wretch,” Cosmo grinned, clapped his hand over her mouth. She bit him.


  He jerked his hand away. Before she could cry out again, the wool-like cloud blanket smothered them. Everything disappeared in moist white fleece. Mia slumped forlornly in Cosmo’s powerful arm.


  “Home,” Cosmo shouted.


  The giant bird wheeled off at an angle, wings beating with the rhythmic swish of waves lapping at a beach. Guided by some peculiar sixth sense, it headed by the shortest route for the Cloud Mountains.


  For a while, the whish—swish of the Ormoo’s wings was the only sound. It was like flying through a warm blinding blizzard.


  “Does it know where it’s going?” Mia twisted about in Cosmo’s arm, curiosity overcoming her terror. Already her brown piquant features dripped with moisture. Her damp yellow tunic clung to her pliant figure like skin.


  “Yes. The patrol planes can’t navigate in these clouds. But the Ormoo can. It flies by instinct.”


  She relaxed, laid her damp black curls against his shoulder.


  “Cosmo, why did you turn renegade?”


  Her attitude had undergone such an about face that his green eyes hardened warily.


  “It’s a long story.”


  Mia snuggled deeper in his arms. “Was it because your father and mother were killed and Bemmelman stole your plantation?”


  “That was part of it. My nurse fled with me to the Cloud Mountains. The Jovians trailed us, hunted us for months, then we fell in with a party of outlaws. They were rough men, but kind. I didn’t understand much that was happening at the time, but later I managed to piece it together. I swore I’d make Bemmelman pay.”


  He laughed mirthlessly. “It was no use.


  The authorities weren’t interested in hearing anything against him. I thought maybe if I could get concrete evidence, that would force them to act. I broke into his manor house. I was discovered, but I got away. I was wearing a hood to conceal my features. The newscasters played it up. The hooded man. The Renegade. I suddenly found myself notorious—an outlaw.”


  “But you raided other plantations. You stirred up the serfs!” She couldn’t keep the edge of hate and accusation out of her voice.


  “Some,” he admitted with a grin, “though we preyed on other outlaws principally. But whenever the Security Patrol couldn’t solve a crime, they laid it to the Renegade. The list is astounding: murder, rapine, theft.” He chuckled grimly. “I’ve even been credited with committing two killings at the same time over five hundred miles apart.”


  “But even if you get Bemmelman,” Mia pointed out; “what can you gain. You’re still an outlaw. You’ll be sent to the disintegration chamber.”


  “Oh, they’ll get me someday,” he replied coolly. “But first, I’ll drag down Bemmelman.”


  THE Ormoo flew steadily, strongly. Presently, the girl said:


  “Does the Ormoo really understand your commands?”


  “A few simple ones.”


  “Would it obey me?”


  “Try it.”


  “Down,” cried Mia.


  The Ormoo plummeted toward the surface. Mia clapped her hands, shrieked: “Up!” Its wings thundered as it gained altitude again.


  She twisted around in the saddle. “It obeys me,” she laughed infectiously. She placed her hands, as if to steady herself on Cosmo’s shoulder. All at once, her gray eyes. contracted. She gave him a tremendous push.


  Caught completely by surprise, Cosmo lunged desperately for the saddle, missed. He felt himself slipping faster and faster on the bird’s wet back. There he went over with a rush.


  His wildly grabbing hand slid down Mia’s bare leg. Like a drowning man clutching at a straw, his fingers closed about her ankle.


  Mia gave a shriek of terror, rolled over on her stomach, hugged the saddle.


  “Let go!” she yelled. “You’re pulling me off!” She kicked wildly at the man dangling pendulum-like from her foot.


  Cosmo grunted. He pulled himself up, grabbed her leg just above the calf. Thrusting his free hand into the Ormoo’s feathers, he seized a large quill, inched himself upward.


  Mia was too busy hanging to the saddle to kick at him. She lay stomach down across the Ormoo’s back clinging with the strength of panic.


  Cosmo released her leg, got a grip on her tunic. It parted halfway up her back, leaving him dangling wildly from the huge quill. He caught her leg again, strained upward until he could grasp the saddle and heave himself astride.


  He sat there, trembling with exhaustion, panting.


  Mia still lay stomach down across the saddle sobbing with frustration. There were red finger weals on ankle, calf and thigh where Cosmo’s iron fingers had dug into her flesh.


  He flashed her his sudden grin. “You little devil,” he panted. “I ought to dangle you over the Ormoo’s side. See how you’d like it.”


  A shudder passed through the girl. “I hate you! I hate you!” she sobbed in frustrated rage.


  There was a soothing tempo to the swish-lift of the giant Ormoo’s flight. Mia dozed as the miles fled past, slumped against Cosmo’s chest.


  Then unexpectedly, the bird wheeled, flapped sharply upward. It’s huge wing tips brushed the face of a cliff. Fog swirled, whipped into froth by the frenzied wings.


  Mia MacIver awakened in terror, clung to Cosmo, pressed her damp quivering body against him. The bird wheeled again and again, always gaining altitude.


  “We’re in the Mountains of the Clouds.” Cosmo’s green eyes glittered. “We’ll be at the roost any moment.”


  It was colder. Mia shivered. Then the Ormoo began to settle. Wings thrashing, it came to rest with a jar.


  Nothing was visible but cloud, thick, clinging. The mountains, thrusting up into Venus’ cloud sheath, were perpetually mantled with the gray vapor. The deep throated roar of a waterfall beat at their ears like thunder.


  Cosmo slid off the Ormoo’s back, shouted at Mia to jump. His voice was drowned in the waterfall. A dash of spray struck his face.


  He felt for her ankle, yanked. She came tumbling into his arms with a scream. Cosmo laughed, bore her lightly across the jumble of sticks which was the Ormoo’s nest, down a long slippery flight of steps descending into the chasm. Spray drenched them both. The roar was unbearable.


  He paused, fumbled at a section of the cliff. A door swung inward, revealing a long low chamber hewn from the living rock.


  Cosmo carried the wet and shivering girl across the threshold.


  Fog swirled about them like steam from a turkish bath. He set her on her feet, shut the door. The roar of the waterfall was blotted out. Only the hissing of gas jets which lighted the chamber disturbed the silence.


  “My private entrance.” He surveyed his prize. The wet yellow tunic revealed every subtle curve. “You’re a handsome wench, Mia.”


  Mia MacIver frowned. “Entrance to what?”


  “The Renegade’s abode. The mountain’s honeycombed with caves. Come on.”


  But Mia hung back dubiously. “What are you going to do with me?”


  He eyed the suspicious girl, said solemnly: “Oh, the usual thing.”


  “The usual thing?” She swallowed. “That’s what I was afraid of!”


  “YOU’RE easily resigned,” he observed dryly, and urged her toward the door at the rear of the chamber. “You need to get out of that wet tunic.” He grinned, regard the rent in the back of the garment. “It isn’t doing its duty any longer anyway.”


  “I think you’re horrible!” She grabbed the tear together, sidled crabwise through the door, her cheeks hot.


  Cosmo followed chuckling. A long narrow corridor burrowed ahead of them straight into the heart of the mountain.


  Flaring gas jets hissed at regular intervals along the walls.


  All at once the grin was wiped from his face. He seized Mia’s arm, said: “Hold it!”


  Mia bit her lip, gasped.


  Three men had edged into the corridor from a bisecting passage. They were huge, almost seven feet tall with skin a vivid blue. They were quite naked and the muscles bulged beneath their blue hides.


  “Jovian Dawn Men!” Mia whispered. “My God! They’re running amok!”


  Cosmo felt the cold breath of death blow up his spine. His hand slid automatically to his shoulder holster. It was empty. With a curse, he remembered that it had been taken by the Blue Venus. Her dart gun, he’d tossed aside, once free of the Bemmelman plantation.


  The three naked giants minced daintily closer, nostrils flaring as they caught their scent. “They’re not amok,” he said over his shoulder. “The rutting season is months off yet. There’s something else behind this.”


  Mia said with incredulity: “Look at their left shoulders. See that scar. The fern leaf! That’s Hal Bemmelman’s brand! Cosmo, those are Bemmelman’s slaves!”


  The blue giants crouched. Their violet eyes were passionless, their handsome faces calm, inscrutable.


  “Back!” Cosmo suddenly shouted in a tone of authority, and took a step toward them. A low snarl rumbled in their throats. Then like cats on a mouse, they pounced.


  Mia screamed.


  Cosmo kicked one of them in the belly, heard him grunt. With balled fist he swung at the placid handsome features of the second blue giant. Pain, like a hot iron, shot up his arm from his bruised knuckles. The Jovian shook his head, grabbed Cosmo’s wrist, jerked. His arm felt as if it were being torn from the socket.


  He kicked, slugged the emotionless face with his free hand. The grip never relaxed. He heard Mia scream again like a rabbit in a steel trap.


  Then the Jovian clouted him brutally alongside the temple with his open fist. Cosmo’s head snapped sideways like a punching bag. His knees collapsed. He seemed to be falling into the chasm of the waterfall, down, down into stygian blackness.


  IV


  COSMO gradually became aware of a jolting swaying movement. At each jolt, a flash of pain shot across his eyes. He sat up, cracked his skull against something solid. A blinding pain jolted him into full consciousness.


  He was in a cage, he saw, swung on poles like a litter between two of the blue giants. They were jogging along through a forest.


  At once he became aware of warmth along his side, twisted his head. Mia was regarding him from wide frightened eyes. They’d been tumbled side by side into the cage. The girl was almost naked, her yellow tunic in tatters.


  “You hurt?” he asked.


  She shook her head.


  He closed his eyes against the ache in his skull. If the pain would only let up. His mind felt fuzzy, his thoughts incoherent.


  “Whew. That brute sure gave me a wallop. What happened?”


  He could feel Mia shiver against him. “It was dreadful,” she said. “They grabbed me—ugh!—and stuffed me in this cage. They had it hidden outside on the trail from the Ormoo’s nest. Then they dumped you in on top of me like a bag of flour. I—I thought you were dead.”


  “So did I,” said Cosmo dryly.


  She regarded him dubiously, said: “They picked up the cage then and began to run down the trail. They carried us over the most impossible places, always down. I died with fright. Just a little while ago we came out into the forest.”


  “I know the trail,” he said. “Nothing but Jovian primitives could have managed it. I wonder why Bemmelman didn’t have me killed outright.”


  “Bemmelman?” Mia looked puzzled. “Sure. They’re his slaves. You saw the fern leaf brand on their shoulders. We walked straight into a trap.”


  “But that’s impossible. How could they have found your hideout?”


  Cosmo shook his head and immediately regretted it. “One of my men must be a spy. Bemmelman’s shrewder than I’ve given him credit for being.”


  “A spy?” Mia’s eyes grew round as saucers. “But why?”


  “I don’t know. Unless he’s after that fifty thousand monad reward on my head!” He frowned. “Bemmelman said something odd last night when he caught me in his house. He said he’d been trying to get in touch with me.”


  The blue giants swung effortlessly through the incredible forest. The trees were like cathedral columns disappearing in the swirling cloud blanket.


  “You said we’d walked into a trap,” insisted Mia. “How could Bemmelman know when you’d get back. I don’t understand.”


  Cosmo snorted. “Anybody could guess I’d head for my hideout after the alarm at your place. Most likely, Bemmelman tipped that Judas of his by radio when to expect me. The Dawn Men are animals. They hunt by scent. That fellow must have given them a piece of my clothing, planted them in the corridor. It was as simple as that.”


  “But what does Bemmelman want with me?” she wailed.


  “Don’t forget the Blue Venus. I told you he’d been trying to duplicate that experiment.”


  “I don’t believe it,” said Mia in a shocked voice. “He wouldn’t dare! Would he?”


  “What’s to hinder him? At Venusport they’ll think the Renegade abducted you. Who’d suspect that the eminent Councillor Bemmelman had hijacked me?”


  “I don’t believe it,” she repeated indignantly. “You’re just trying to throw mud on him because you think he murdered your parents and stole your plantation. It’s—it’s an obsession. You have no proof.”


  Cosmo regarded her with cloudy green eyes. “I had the Intersteller Investigation Bureau dig out his past. I’ve a man in Bemmelman’s household right now. I know.” He looked through the bars of the cage. They were approaching the edge of the forest. He turned back, said: “Something besides slave breeding is going on at Bemmelman’s. There are parts of the plantation where my man never has been able to penetrate.”


  “What do you think it is?” Mia’s voice was a whisper.


  “I don’t know. But hasn’t it occurred to you that slave breeding must entail a slow turnover. A child isn’t marketable until it’s sixteen or seventeen at least.”


  “What are you driving at?”


  “Suppose Bemmelman has discovered some way to speed up growth—to hasten maturity.”


  “An aging process? It’s—it’s impossible.”


  He shook his head. “Plants are forced; why not animals?”


  The blue giants, he saw, had broken through the last of the trees into a lush meadow of mauve fen grass.


  “Look, Mia!” he pointed toward the center of the meadow. “The second lap of our journey is provided for. Our kidnapper shows considerable foresight.”


  In the center of the meadow, a small surface plane rested on the fen grass like a silver bullet. There was no sign of life inside or out.


  “IT’S deserted,” said Mia in surprise.


  Cosmo frowned, but didn’t reply.


  The Jovian Dawn Men trotted straight to the empty plane. They opened a door in the side, shoved them within, cage and all. Cosmo heard the door click shut. The Dawn Men had not followed them inside.


  He glanced curiously about the interior. All the seats had been removed, even the pilot’s chair.


  “Where’s the pilot?” asked Mia in a subdued voice.


  He shook his head. Through the port, he could see the blue giants disappearing among the trees.


  Just then the plane gave a jerk.


  “It’s moving!” With a shriek, Mia flung herself onto Cosmo.


  He felt the plane lurch again, then shoot upward. At a hundred feet it leveled itself off, darted away on what he judged to be a southerly course. There was still no evidence of a pilot.


  Mia MacIver held onto Cosmo like a drowning man to a straw as the pilotless plane hurtled southward.


  He drew a long breath. “Robot pilot.” He patted her shoulder. “There’s nothing supernatural about it.”


  Mia pulled herself away. “I didn’t mean to throw myself oft you like that. I . . . I . . .” She halted lamely.


  “Don’t apologize.” Cosmo flashed her his quick wolfish grin. “I enjoyed it. You’ve been hurling yourself at me at fairly regular intervals all day.”


  “I think you’re horrid.” Mia’s cheeks colored, but her gray eyes twinkled.


  “Mia,” he said serious all at once, “if Bemmelman—er—disposes of me, you’ll have to contact my man yourself. I told you I had a spy planted in his household. His name is Penang-ihtok.”


  She looked suddenly startled.


  “He’s a Venusian, an outcast Fazoql. You can recognize him by the blue star tattooed on his forehead. Tell him that my orders are to have the men raid Bemmelman’s plantation and carry yofa to Venusport.”


  “Penang-ihtok,” she repeated.


  “Of course,” he added dryly; “I’m hopeful Bemmelman won’t kill me right off, and I can contact Penang-ihtok myself. In which case, you won’t need to bother your pretty head about it.”


  He yawned, stretched out as comfortably as he could arrange himself in their confined quarters, closed his eyes.


  “You’re not going to sleep,” exploded Mia in alarm.


  “Certainly. Nothing else to do.” He patted his shoulder. “Make yourself comfortable.”


  She eyed him with suspicion.


  “Go ahead. I haven’t any designs on you,” he said dryly.


  “Well you don’t need to be so assertive about it,” said Mia, and laid her head gingerly on his shoulder.


  “Sure,” said Cosmo. He was staring at the roof of the cage.


  Presently, she said in a sleepy voice, “I haven’t leprosy either, in case you’re worried.”


  “Of course not.”


  Mia muttered something unladylike under her breath.


  “What’s that?”


  “I think,” said Mia distinctly! “that you’re a worm!”


  Cosmo chuckled. The plane continued to steer itself arrow-like into the South of Mu.


  A faint jerk brought Cosmo wide awake as some jungle animal. The plane, he realized had stopped, settled to Venus.


  It was night. The green phosphorescent light of the luminous vegetation flooded through the port holes. From somewhere, the sound of a muffled bell, ringing, ringing, reached his ears.


  Through the port, he could see a corner of a tower, part of a slate roof. The grotesque arms of a telo-antenna sprouted from the peak of the tower. He heard a door squeal open. The bell sounded louder, then it stopped to be replaced by the mutter of voices approaching.


  “Wake up.” He shook Mia MacIver gently.


  She opened her eyes, stared at him in bewilderment. “Where are we?”


  “Shhh!”


  The door opened. Cosmo caught sight of Bemmelman’s gross features in the opening. He looked ghastly in the phosphorescent glow. Beyond him reared an immense gray pile of a building.


  The planter’s jaw dropped in disbelief as he recognized his captives. Then a tide of red swept up from his bull-like neck.


  “You!” he shouted. “What the hell are you doing in there?”


  “Didn’t you know?” said Cosmo dryly. “I’m trying to cure myself of claustrophobia.”


  But already, a shrewd gleam of triumph had replaced the disappointment in Bemmelman’s pig-like brown eyes.


  “You’re the Renegade.” He rubbed his hands together, began to grin. “Yes sir, you’re the Renegade. I should have guessed it before. And you, Mia.” He threw back his head, roared until the court reverberated with his heavy laughter.


  “Let us in on the joke,” said Cosmo.


  Bemmelman stopped laughing, wiped his eyes. “Two birds with one stone. I didn’t expect to catch both of you in the same trap. No sir, that I didn’t.” He stepped back, clapped his hands.


  TWO naked Blue Dawn Men appeared, hauled forth the cage, shouldered it. With Bemmelman following, they bore it across the court, into a doorway at the base of the lichen covered tower.


  “I feel perfectly ridiculous,” whispered Mia, bouncing around in the cage. “Thank goodness none of my friends can see me.”


  Cosmo chuckled, shot a glance after Bemmelman who was crossing the floor to an intercommunicating telecast. The room appeared to be a guard room. Weapons were racked against the walls, and a dozen naked blue giants lay sleeping on the floor. These raised their handsome, classical heads, surveyed the captives from incurious violet eyes. Cosmo put his lips against Mia’s ear said:


  “Remember Penang-ihtok.”


  He heard Bemmelman say: “Switch on the current in the tower. Send Liana to me at once.”


  A voice from the audio replied: “Right.” From the corner of his eye, Cosmo saw a sheet of flame sear across the door leading to the court beyond. Then it vanished.


  “Force screen,” he guessed.


  Bemmelman approached, grinning amiably. He was wearing a snuff brown suit which set on him like a sack.


  “Don’t try to escape,” cautioned the planter as he inserted a slender key in the spring lock, threw back the top of the cage. “You’d be electrocuted if you went through any of the outside doors or windows.”


  Cosmo and Mia stood up shakily.


  “We won’t bolt, if that’s what you mean,” Cosmo replied dryly. He glanced at the handsome, impassive blue giants, discarded any idea of attacking Bemmelman directly.


  “I’m happy to see you’re amenable to reason, Cosmo. I sure am.” He rubbed his nose. “Yes sir. I like a reasonable man. I’m going to be able to use you, Cosmo.”


  “That’s what you said last night,” Cosmo reminded him, his face blank. The palms of his hands were sweating. He wanted to run as fast and far from the sly, red faced man as he could. Bemmelman, he was beginning to sense, was as slippery and dangerous as the infamous Venusian swamp rath.


  A door at the rear of the chamber opened suddenly. Cosmo jumped. A glance assured him it was only a slave girl. She wasn’t a Venusian, though. He frowned. She was from Earth.


  The Terran girl regarded the prisoners curiously, then faced Bemmelman. “Rabaul said you wanted me.” She was dressed in a green sarong which reached from her knees to her breasts. On her left shoulder was a small scar in the shape of a fern leaf; Bemmelman’s brand.


  “Yes sir,” said the planter; “so I do. So I do, Liana. Be so good as to escort Miss MacIver to the tower apartment. Don’t leave her.”


  Mia shuddered, clung tighter to Cosmo. “Keep your head, Mia.” He gently disengaged her hand. “If you don’t go, they’ll drag you off willy-nilly.”


  Dispiritedly she followed the slave girl from the guardroom. She was so woe-begone that Cosmo felt a wrench at his heart. He faced the planter, said in a hard voice, “What did you want with me?” Bemmelman’s eyelids drooped. He turned on his heel, said shortly, “Come along, Cosmo,” and started for the door. “I want to have a talk with you. Yes sir, a very interesting talk.”


  V


  FLANKED by the two blue giants Cosmo followed his host down a long corridor, up a flight of steps and into a sumptuously furnished apartment. A yellow grass mat carpeted the floor from wall to wall. The furniture was covered with a coarse, woven fabric, barbaric in its color.


  With a sigh, Bemmelman lowered himself into a lounge chair, indicated another for Cosmo.


  “You’re tired. You’ve had an uncomfortable journey, I won’t keep you up long.” He rang a bell.


  With amazing promptness, a wizened Mercurian scurried through a sliding wall panel.


  “Krudo juice,” said Bemmelman; “cold. And sandwiches. Better bring a bottle of food concentrates, too.”


  The Mercurian disappeared.


  Cosmo was staring at the bank of open windows. They gave onto a Venusian garden of grotesque beauty, each plant and shrub sparkling with a cold phosphorescence. Several insects, the huge, bird-like insects of Venus, winged in from the garden. As they reached the window, there was a sudden sparkle of flame. The insects dropped dead to the floor.


  “An excellent warning,” Bemmelman said in a silky voice. “The force screens, you know. Yes sir, not only do they discourage guests from straying; but “they keep intruders outside.”


  Cosmo repressed a shiver. “Ingenious gadget.”


  “Gadget?” The red faced planter threw back his head, laughed uproariously. “You’re a droll rogue, you are. I like a man with a sense of humor.” He rubbed his nose, then pointed to a picture above the sofa. “Recognize her, don’t you?”


  Cosmo saw a three dimensional photograph of a nude. Her skin was pale blue, flushed with healthy rose, her hair like molten gold.


  “Sofi,” Cosmo said with distaste. “The Blue Venus. I should think, Bemmelman, you’d have to wait rather long for your profits.”


  “So I do. So I do. But it’s possible to harvest a yearly crop from a forest. Trees grow even slower than people. I’ll show you the slave pens tomorrow. I’ve only the one Blue Venus, though. Unfortunately the rest have been males.”


  Cosmo wondered why the planter had called attention to the Blue Venus. He suspected that Bemmelman was subtly trying to find out if he had learned anything from Sofi.


  “What do you do with the males?” he asked, prompted by something in Bemmelman’s voice.


  “They’re interesting, but they’ve no market value. I have them destroyed.


  Cosmo bit his lip. Bemmelman was a monster. He wondered what the sealed chambers held, the chambers where his spy Penang-ihtok had never been able to penetrate.


  “I suppose,” said the planter unexpectedly, “you’re curious about what I wanted with you?”


  Cosmo nodded.


  “Well sir, I could have had you killed back in the caves of the Cloud Mountains. I’ve had a spy among your men for some time.” He paused as the Mercurian returned, deposited a tray between them. It held a silver pitcher of krudo juice, thin sandwiches, a bottle of food concentrates.


  “Go ahead,” said Cosmo when the Mercurian had departed. He popped two of the pills into his mouth.


  “Where was I? Oh yes. I could have had you assassinated several times, but you’ve some information I want?”


  Cosmo’s green eyes narrowed warily. “What information?”


  The planter leaned forward, tapped him on the knee. “That bird. The Giant Ormoo. Oh yes, I know how you escaped from the roof last night. Yes sir, and very neat, too.” He beamed amiably. “I want to know where the Ormoos feed.” Cosmo sat back in surprise.


  “Why?”


  “That’s my secret,” said the beefy planter. “Yes sir, that’s my secret. But I’m a business man, Cosmo. Show me where the Ormoo feeds, and I’ll make it worth your while.”


  “Five thousand monad,” Cosmo hazarded.


  Bemmelman didn’t blink an eye. “Five thousand monad,” he agreed.


  COSMO sat back, his face blank. The planter, he realized, had no more idea of paying him five thousand monad than he had of adopting him. He’d agreed to the preposterous sum too readily. Cosmo’s green eyes hardened.


  “And suppose I refuse.”


  “But you won’t. You can’t. No sir. If you refused, I’ll be forced to kill you and trace the bird myself.”


  “The devil you will.” Cosmo could feel sweat starting from his forehead. “That bird’s savage as a tiger. You’ve already tried to trace it to its feeding ground, haven’t you? That’s why you planted a spy among my men, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes sir,” Bemmelman admitted with a sigh. “I don’t mind telling you he was supposed to find out what and where the bird ate. But it damn near tore him to pieces.”


  Cosmo didn’t say anything.


  Bemmelman leaned forward, tapped his knee again. “Unfortunately, the birds are rare as the dodo. I’ve spent quite a bit of money trying to locate another. The only one that’s been caught is in the Solar Apiary on Earth.”


  Mention of the Ormoo in the Solar Apiary stirred Cosmo’s memory. He stared at Bemmelman with narrowed eyes. The Ormoo in its wild state matured to its full size in a few months. The one which the Terran expedition had secured, hadn’t reached adulthood until its nineteenth year. The discrepancy had been puzzling ornithologists ever since. Theories had flooded the scientific journals, but to date, no one had explained satisfactorily why a wild Ormoo should mature over twenty times as fast as the same bird in captivity.


  “Well?” Bemmelman rubbed his nose, his eyelids drooping.


  “If I show you where the Ormoo feeds, what guarantee have I that you’ll carry out your side of the bargain?”


  “Just my word,” said Bemmelman with a chuckle. “Just my word.”


  Two rouge-like spots sprang out on Cosmo’s cheek bones. He came halfway erect in his chair.


  “No violence, please.” The planter held up his hand. “Look behind you.”


  Cosmo turned his head. The two Jovian primitives were crouched to spring. He sank back in his chair, managed a tight grin. His lips felt dry, his stomach hollow.


  “I don’t think you appreciate your position, Cosmo,” said the planter silkily. “No sir, I don’t.” He heaved himself from his chair with a grunt. “I’ve something to show you. Come with me.”


  The two Jovian Dawn Men fell in beside Cosmo again as he trailed the planter down three steps, along a short corridor to a sunken court. Bemmelman paused, pointed to a huge wooden cross in the center of the court.


  “You weren’t depending on him, were you,” he smirked.


  Cosmo felt his blood run cold. His fists clenched until the nails bit into the flesh.


  The body of Fenang-ihtok hung from the cross. The outcast Fazoql had been crucified upside down.


  “You see,” said Bemmelman, his voice heavy with assurance; “how futile it is to oppose me.”


  Cosmo turned away from the cross with its grisly burden. He looked coldly, speculatively at Bemmelman’s beefy smiling face. At the look, fright glimmered in the planter’s eyes. He made a quick gesture to the Jovians who seized Cosmo by either arm.


  “Take him away,” he ordered. “We’ll talk it over tomorrow.”


  Cosmo was conducted into a plainly, but comfortably furnished room. One of the blue giants immediately stretched himself on the sofa and went to sleep. The other, though, took a stance by the door, folded his arms, regarded Cosmo with the unwinking stare of an idol. Obviously, the Jovian primitives intended to spell each other.


  With a grunt of annoyance, Cosmo retreated into the bathroom. He had grossly underestimated Bemmelman, he realized with chagrin. A malignant genius, the slave breeder had no more scruples than his Dawn Men.


  Cosmo heard a soft step behind him, whirled around. His Jovian guard was standing placidly just within the door.


  “Damn,” he snapped, nerves jangling. “I’m not going to crawl out the drain.”


  The blue giant never changed expression by so much as a flicker.


  Cosmo got a grip on himself, shot the giant his flashing grin. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”


  He stripped off coat and trousers, hung them carefully over the Jovian’s shoulder, stepped under the shower.


  Considerably refreshed, he returned to his sleeping chamber, crawled raw into the huge bed. But sleep escaped him. That stark cross, the body illuminated by the radiations of the lichens and mosses, persisted in thrusting itself before his eyes. He clenched his fists, trembled in an agony of impotent fury. Somehow, he’d trip up Bemmelman, smash his disgusting racket.


  COSMO awakened in the huge bed, sweating with terror. The echo of some nameless horror still rang in his ears. He saw the Dawn Man, motionless as a statue, watching him with animal patience. Then he heard it again.


  It was a girl’s scream. It reached him faintly. It went on and on. He leaped out of bed, tugged on his trousers.


  The Dawn Man sprang across the room to intercept him. Cosmo seized a metal chair, swung it with the same movement. It caught the blue giant on his head and shoulders. The blow would have felled an ox. The Jovian folded onto the carpet, lay still. Cosmo thought he must be dead.


  The second Jovian primitive jumped from the sofa at the crash. He had awakened like an animal. With a low snarl, he leaped for Cosmo.


  Cosmo ducked under his first rush, crashed the chair down on the back of his head. The giant staggered groggily, but didn’t go down.


  Cosmo measured the distance, walloped him again. The second blue giant went over like a falling tree.


  Without stopping for coat or shoes, Cosmo hurtled into the hall. The screaming had been silenced. The building was quiet as a deserted church.


  He set out at a lope in the direction of the tower where Mia was confined. That had been Mia screaming, he was sure. He’d recognized the timbre of her voice.


  His heart thudding, he reached a stair, took the steps two at a time. It bent sharply to the left, went up another flight He must be in the tower itself. The silence was oppressive. He wished fervently he had a dart gun, a ray projector, anything that would serve as a weapon. The steps continued to wind upward.


  Gasping for breath, he reached the fifth level. From beneath a door seeped a crack of light. He sniffed. A peculiar odor impinged on his nostrils. Then he heard Bemmelman’s rough voice like the rasp of iron.


  “That’s done. Take her to the slave pens.”


  Cosmo’s heart contracted. A blinding rage swept him. He’d been too late.


  He rammed the door with his shoulder. It burst open as if exploded. For a second he was poised in the doorway, big, rangy, naked to the waist, his hands hooked like claws, his nostrils distended.


  Without a word, he leaped on Bemmelman.


  The planter was standing beside an operating table upon which Mia MacIver was strapped. He fell back a step, raised his arm in a gesture of defense.


  Cosmo’s rush bowled him over backward. He tried to scramble to his feet, but Cosmo was on him like a cat on a mouse. Time after time, he drove his fist into the planter’s face. A blinding rage shook him to the marrow.


  As if from a distance, he heard Mia scream again.


  “Cosmo! Look out behind you!”


  He swung off the insensible Bemmelman, twisted to his feet. He saw Liana, the Terran slave girl, directly behind him. Her arm was upraised, her fist clutching a needle like dagger. With a sob, she plunged it downward toward his heaving chest.


  Cosmo caught her wrist in a grip of iron, tore the dagger from her fingers. Contemptuously, he tossed the girl into a corner of the room, turned to Mia.


  Mia, are you all right?


  She gave a sob of relief. “Yes, yes! But get me out of this iron lung before I pass out.”


  He fumbled hastily at the clamps. Her hair was tumbled. One shoulder of her tattered yellow tunic had been torn down to her stomach. He paused suddenly, his eyes dilating.


  There was an angry red scar above Mia’s left breast. He realized what the smell on the landing outside the tower room had been. It was the odor of burning flesh.


  Mia MacIver had been branded!


  “I don’t care. I don’t care. At least—” The brazen clamor of the alarm bells shrilled suddenly in their ears.


  Cosmo tore himself away, knelt beside the unconscious planter. He drew a dart gun from Bemmelman’s pocket, said: “He’s alive.”


  “What are we going to do, Cosmo?” With a grunt, he hoisted the slack body over his shoulder. The alarm bells were pealing louder.


  “I saw a telo-antenna on the roof of the tower when we were in the court. I’ve a hunch the telo-projector is somewhere above us.”


  Mia MacIver, clutching the tunic about her shoulder, asked: “But can’t we run for it?”


  “Not while the force screen is operating.”


  VI


  COSMO said, “Mia, Mia,” and gathered her to him. “What have they done to you?”


  Liana scurried past like a frightened rabbit.


  “She’s getting away!” Mia cried. “She’ll rouse the house!”


  “Never mind.” Cosmo could hear her clatter down the stair. “We’ve got a hostage.” He gave Mia a wry grin, added, “that is, if I haven’t killed Bemmelman.”


  Mia shivered, leaned against him. He glanced down, saw she was regarding him strangely. With a dry sob she buried her head on his shoulder.


  Cosmo, Cosmo, don’t ever leave me again.” Her voice was almost lost. “Take me with you—into the mountains.”


  He frowned, said: “You crazy kid. You don’t know what you’re saying. I’m an outlaw. There’s no way to prove Bemmelman murdered my father and mother. And even if there was, that wouldn’t clear me. Every crime the Security Patrol hasn’t been able to solve has been laid at my doorstep.”


  “We could run away. We could go to Ganymede.”


  He shook his head. “It wouldn’t make any difference. As long as the Renegade is alive they’ll hunt. They’d trail me, extradite me.”


  Bent under his heavy burden, Cosmo strode from the room, up the steps to the next level. Saying, “What’s this?” he pressed the button of a sliding panel. The door slid back in its oiled grooves. “Whew!” he said. “My lady’s chamber.”


  Mia MacIver peered around him wide eyed.


  It was a large room, octagon shaped and carpeted wall to wall with the shaggy gray fur of the Polar Aard. But the most startling feature was the mirrors. The walls were paneled solid in mirrors. It gave the impression that the room stretched on forever.


  “Well!” said Mia; “if this is the telecast operator’s room, he’s a voluptuous creature!”


  Cosmo snorted, stepped across the threshold. At once replicas of themselves flashed in all the mirrored chambers.


  “I feel wicked just being in a room like this,” said Mia.


  Cosmo heard a click behind him, whirled around. The door through which they’d just passed was shut. In every direction, they were faced by an endless vista of mirrored chambers.


  Mia gasped. “I’m scared,” she said.


  “Who isn’t?” said Cosmo shortly and dropped Bemmelman to the floor with a thud. “What are you staring at?” He whipped around again.


  A second door in the mirrors stood ajar. Framed in the entrance was a magnificently beautiful girl in skimpy shorts and bra. She was the twin of the photograph below stairs.


  “Well, if it isn’t my old friend, Sofi,” said Cosmo without enthusiasm.


  There was no recognition in the Blue Venus’ violet eyes. Her flawless pale-blue features revealed neither shock nor surprise.


  “That’s Bemmelman.” She indicated the planter. “Is he dead?”


  “No. Only unconscious.”


  “Oh. That’s too bad,” she said in a calm manner, and swept up to the prostrate slave breeder, planted a kick in the seat of his pants. “There! I’ve never had the nerve to do that when he was conscious.”


  Mia gasped.


  Cosmo said sharply: “Where’s the telecast room?”


  “The next floor. But you can’t escape. Nobody ever escapes from this house.”


  BEMMELMAN stirred, opened his eyes, sat up groggily. His face was puffy, swollen. Blood had dried on his chin. He didn’t say anything.


  The clatter of many feet resounded on the stair outside the boudoir. Mia clutched Cosmo’s arm, said: “They’re coming!” Cosmo took the dart gun from his pocket, narrowed his green eyes. “You go first, Bemmelman, if they rush us. Understand?”


  The slave breeder glared at Cosmo, moistened his battered lips. “What do you want me to do?” He spoke with difficulty.


  “Clear the tower. Order everyone into the rest of the house.”


  Bemmelman nodded sullenly.


  Cosmo saw one of the mirrors shiver violently. Then the panel slid back. The stair was jammed with naked blue Jovians and Venusian serfs. The slave girl, Liana, was in the forefront. She pointed at Cosmo, screamed: “There they are!” The Jovians started to surge through the narrow door.


  Cosmo drew a bead on Bemmelman’s thick neck, smiled grimly.


  Blood drained out of the planter’s face. “Get out!” he cried in panic.


  The rescuers halted, stared stupidly. The ones in the rear continued to push forward causing momentary confusion.


  “Get out!” Bemmelman raged. “Get out, you fools! D’you want to get me killed? Clear the tower!”


  They began to withdraw sullenly. Cosmo stepped after them, slid shut the panel. He could hear their footsteps retreating down the stair. He let his breath escape through his teeth.


  “Keep your eye on the Blue Venus, Mia. She’s a shifty wench.”


  Mia seized a candlestick from a dainty Martian table, said, “This isn’t going to hurt me half as bad as it will you,” to Sofi.


  Cosmo dug the dart gun into Bemmelman’s kidneys. “Let’s go up to the telecast room.” He pushed the planter ahead of him through the door.


  The stair well was deserted, silent.


  “I smell roses,” said Mia.


  Cosmo thought he detected a glint of triumph in the slave breeder’s eyes. “Up the steps, he said grimly. “At the first sign of treachery, Bemmelman, I’m pulling the trigger.”


  They reached the telecast room without opposition. It was a small square chamber banked with control panels. An opaque screen was built into the left wall. There was only one chair.


  Cosmo closed the door, motioned Mia and the Blue Venus to one side. “Now, Bemmelman, call your head overseer; have him shut down the force screens.” The red-faced planter laughed shortly, said: “No sir.” He had regained his composure. “No sir, you won’t kill me. You’d be throwing away your only chance to stay alive. The force screen stays up.”


  “That’s what I thought you’d say.” Cosmo slipped the dart gun in his pocket. His eyes became hard green stones. “What about the Ormoo’s feeding ground? Why do you want to know where they eat?”


  “That’s my secret.” A sullen note crept into Bemmelman’s manner.


  “You don’t want me to mess you up, do you, Bemmelman?” Cosmo asked softly. The planter flinched, but didn’t answer. Cosmo knocked him sprawling against the wall. He heard Mia gasp. He said evenly: “What about the Ormoo?” Bemmelman tasted the blood in his mouth, said: “You’ll never leave here alive, Cosmo. You won’t be able to carry tales . . . Now wait a moment! There’s a plant the birds eat that contains a drug . . .” He paused.


  Cosmo’s eyes narrowed. He had the impression that the planter was listening, waiting for something to happen. He said, “Go ahead.”


  “The drug accelerates maturity. It acts directly through the glands.”


  “How did you hit on the discovery?” A feeling of revulsion made Cosmo’s hands tremble, but his features were inscrutable.


  Bemmelman chuckled amiably. “This information won’t do you a bit of good,” he said. “No sir, not a bit.”


  “Go ahead.”


  Bemmelman shrugged. “Well sir, I’ve been curious about how much longer it takes for an Ormoo in captivity to mature than the wild bird. The wild Ormoo, you know, reaches its full growth in less than a year. That’s an amazing phenomenon when you consider its size. Yes sir . . . He paused again, mouth open, then hastily went on: “Yes sir. I wondered if it wasn’t the wild birds’ diet. I sent a man into the Cloud Mountains to locate an Ormoo. He found your bird’s nest.” Cosmo’s green eyes were opaque. Revulsion for the slave breeder welled in his throat.


  BEMMELMAN’S manner was derisive. He rubbed his nose, said: “One day my man found a shrub in the nest. He sent it to me on the chance that it might be what I was looking for. It was. The leaves contain a drug, which, when injected into the bloodstream, accelerates maturity at an unbelievable rate.” His lids drew down. “I injected it into one of the slave children in minute doses every twenty days. The child reached adolescence in eighteen months. In two years’ time, she was full grown.”


  “You can breed slaves like guinea pigs now, eh Bemmelman?” Cosmo’s voice was low. “And in two years’ time have them ready for the market.”


  Bemmelman said, “Certainly,” and paused.


  “What are you listening for?” Cosmo asked suddenly.


  “Nothing. Nothing at all.” His little eyes darted about the room. “Unfortunately,” he went on hurriedly, “I used up all the drug on the experiment, and I haven’t been able to locate any more of the plants. No sir, we’ve scoured the Cloud Mountains. They’re difficult to explore. Infra red rays help some, but not much.”


  “Who’s the spy you planted among my men?” Cosmo interrupted in a cold voice. Bemmelman shut his mouth with a snap. “Who is he? Tell me, Bemmelman, or by heavens, I’ll work you over until your own mother couldn’t recognize you.”


  Still the planter didn’t reply.


  Cosmo hit him in the mouth. The planter’s head struck the wall. He slid down to the floor, said groggily: “It doesn’t matter. No sir. I won’t need him any more. He’s a Martian. His name’s Natal.”


  Cosmo wasn’t surprised. They’d found the Martian wandering apparently lost in the mountains. A sly fellow, always curious, always prying.


  Cosmo turned to the telecast. He felt Mia’s horrified eyes on him; the childlike stare of the Blue Venus. He switched on the telecast, signaled his headquarters in the Cloud Mountains. At the third attempt, he got through.


  To his surprise, the inscrutable mien of the Mercurian runaway flashed on the visoscreen. His amber eyes twinkled, a smile split his Buddha-like face, and he bowed three times until Cosmo could only see the top of his head.


  “I see you got through all right,” said Cosmo dryly. A faint hiss seemed to be coming through the audio. He tried to tune it out, but the hiss persisted.


  “Yes,” said the Mercurian. “Delightful fellows. But blood-thirsty. You should hear the tales they’ve been telling.” He shuddered.


  “I’ve heard them,” Cosmo interrupted. “Often. Where’s Big Unse?”


  “Playing truk with the men. I’m on duty at the telecast.”


  Cosmo frowned. The hissing noise was louder. He said: “I haven’t time for you to call him. I’m at the Bemmelman plantation. I’m holding Bemmelman himself as a hostage. Tell Big Unse to bring the Ormoo. You follow in the surface plane with the men. Don’t land. Hang in the clouds above the plantation until I whistle for the Ormoo. Oh yes. Be sure that Natal, the Martian, comes along. Got it?”


  “Yes.”


  Cosmo flipped off the telecast, frowned. The hissing had not stopped. There was the faintest smell of roses in the air. He felt suddenly dizzy. Mia gave a small cry and crumpled to the floor.


  “Paralysis gas!” he thought and wheeled toward Bemmelman, almost lost his balance as he did so.


  The planter’s head had dropped on his chest. He raised it groggily, leered with triumph at Cosmo. “Concealed tubes,” he muttered. “Every room.”


  Cosmo swayed. He fumbled at his pocket. His hand emerged with the dart gun. He strained to elevate the gun, send a poisoned needle into the slave breeder. His muscles refused to obey him. The gun sagged. His knees sagged.


  Then slowly, he toppled sideways.


  VII


  COSMO opened his eyes in the office with the glassite desk. He sat up. Chains rattled. He realized with chagrin that he was manacled hand and foot.


  Bemmelman was on the sofa. A serf, directed by the slave girl, Liana, was working over him. Mia and the Blue Venus were stretched out on the floor beside him, still unconscious. Both of them were manacled. Two Blue giants watched incuriously.


  In a moment, Bemmelman stirred. He sat up, swung his feet to the floor. His eyes lit on Cosmo. With a grunt he crossed the room, kicked the manacled man in the ribs.


  Cosmo’s face hardened, but he didn’t say anything.


  The planter swung on his servitors, barked: “Get out!” They left the room, all except Liana. He turned back to Cosmo, said: “I’m through playing around with you. Yes sir. Where’s the Ormoo’s feeding ground?”


  Cosmo said nothing.


  Bemmelman’s face went purple. He kicked Cosmo viciously in the ribs. “Where’s the feeding ground? Where is it? Where is it?”


  Mia regained consciousness, sat up. She stared wide-eyed at the berserk planter.


  Bemmelman glanced at her, paused. He rubbed his nose, a fiendish light shining in his pig-like eyes. He said in a sudden altered tone: “I’m still willing to bargain, Cosmo.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Either you reveal the location of the feeding grounds, or I hand Miss MacIver over to the Dawn Men. Yes sir, I’m anxious to repeat that experiment.” He pointed to the Blue Venus who was just coming out from under the effects of the gas.


  Cosmo’s features were inscrutable. He asked: “What happens to Miss MacIver if I give you that information?”


  “I’ll release her in Venusport with her fare back to Earth. I’m holding personal notes on the MacIver plantation anyway.”


  “Notes?” echoed Mia blankly. “Father never mentioned any notes. I—I don’t believe it!”


  A veil dropped before Bemmelman’s eyes. “I haven’t told you before. I didn’t like to so soon after your father’s death. But I lent him considerable money. Yes sir, considerable.”


  Cosmo laughed without humor. “Up to your old tricks, eh Bemmelman?”


  “What d’you mean?” The red-faced planter looked faintly rattled. He took a threatening step.


  “You kick me again,” said Cosmo, “and I’ll kill you if I have to bite you to death.” Mia giggled nervously.


  “Well?” said Bemmelman. “That’s my proposition. Take it or leave it.”


  “What about me?” asked Cosmo. “You’re worth fifty thousand monad on the hoof, Cosmo. Yes sir. I’m going to turn you and your men over to the Security Patrol.”


  “Suppose I talk?”


  “Talk?” Bemmelman threw back his head and roared. “Talk d’you say? Who’ll believe anything the Renegade says?”


  “A nice point,” Cosmo conceded dryly. “But what about Mia?”


  “Miss MacIver? What can she tell? Aren’t you forgetting, Cosmo, that I rescued her from you. Yes sir. What’s more, I’ve captured you, and I’m turning you over to the officials.” His eyes twinkled. “Who’s she going to tell, anyway?”


  Cosmo’s lean visage was unreadable.


  So that, he thought, was the line Bemmelman planned to take. Only Mia MacIver would never be released. He wondered if the planter really considered him such a fool. He said: “You don’t give me much choice,” and twisted to his feet. He hobbled to the desk, dropped awkwardly into the chair. “Give me pen and paper.”


  Bemmelman produced writing material, spread them before him.


  “Here’s the Cloud Mountains.” Hindered by the manacles, Cosmo sketched a chain of hills, indicated north with a crude compass. He placed a dot halfway into the mountains, then laid off a line from the dot running diagonally into the most rugged sector. He shoved the paper across to Bemmelman. “The first dot’s the Ormoo’s nest. You know where it is?”


  Bemmelman nodded, wrote “Ormoo’s nest” on the map.


  Cosmo closed his eyes, sighed faintly. “The mountains are impassable except by plane, and then its all blind flying. Rise to an altitude of four thousand meters, you’ll clear any peaks that way. Starting at the Ormoo’s nest, fly due North, Northwest for a distance of ninety-three kilometers.” He paused.


  ONLY the scrape of Bemmelman’s pen could be heard as the planter wrote the directions on the bottom of the map.


  “Drop straight into the valley,” Cosmo went on as the pen scratching ceased. “It’s narrow, a canyon. The floor of the valley is at an altitude of one thousand, seven hundred meters, so you’ll be in clouds all the time. It’s tricky navigating.”


  Bemmelman stopped writing, waved the paper dry. Then he folded it, put it away in the wall safe, behind the sliding panel. “This had better be right,” he said ominously.


  Cosmo, opening his eyes, said: “It’s right. I’ve been there a dozen times. The first time the bird carried me there accidentally before he was well trained.”


  “Good.” Bemmelman glanced at his watch. “Now Cosmo, we’ll lay a trap for those men of yours. Yes sir. They should be along any minute. How many have you?”


  “Nine.” Again Cosmo emitted a faint sigh. “What do you want me to do?” He realized that Mia and Liana both were staring at him with distaste. Only the Blue Venus seemed untouched.


  “You can’t betray your men!” Mia burst out.


  Cosmo’s face hardened. He said, “Can you suggest a better way?”


  “You’re a sensible man, Cosmo, a sensible man.” The planter rubbed his hands together triumphantly. He snapped on the intercommunicating telecast on the glassite desk, said into it: “Rabaul!”


  “Right,” came the voice from the audio. “That was good work with the gas tubes, Rabaul.”


  “You can thank Liana,” came the voice of the overseer from the; audio. Cosmo recognized the sibilant accent of a Martian. “She gave the alarm.”


  Bemmelman grunted. “Take twenty Jovians,” he said, “and a dozen serfs. Arm the serfs with Ray Rifles. Hide them about the roof. The Renegade’s men will try to land shortly and I’d like to prepare welcome for ’em.”


  “Right,” came Rabaul’s voice.


  The planter switched off the telecast. He looked at Cosmo, smiled, said: “Whistle ’em down, Cosmo, that’s all. My Jovians will take care of the rest.”


  “It’s daylight,” said the Blue Venus with an air of childish surprise. She was looking out the windows.


  Cosmo was aware of the heat, all at once. It curled about him like a steaming towel. He looked at Mia. There were circles under her eyes. Her hair was tangled, her tunic in threads. “Poor kid,” he said.


  Bemmelman glanced at his watch. “Your men should be up in the clouds now, waiting? Eh, Cosmo?”


  Cosmo said: “They’ll be up there.”


  “We’ll give them another hour,” said Bemmelman, “to be on the safe side.” He rang for a servant, ordered breakfast served in the office.


  They picked at their food listlessly when it arrived. Bemmelman kept glancing at his watch. At length, he stood up, turned to the slave girl. “Call the Security Patrol, Liana.”


  Cosmo frowned, but said nothing.


  “What should I tell them?” asked Liana snapping on the telecast.


  “Get hold of the Commissioner. Tell him we’ve caught the Renegade.” He chuckled amiably. “That should make him sit up. Yes sir. Tell him to get right out here, though, because the Renegade’s men are trying to rescue him.”


  A girl’s features, horsefaced, blonde, formed on the screen. “Venusport Security Patrol,” she said.


  “The Commissioner,” said Liana. “This is the Bemmelman plantation calling.”


  The screen blanked out as the horsefaced girl switched to the Commissioner’s office. In a moment, the fat face and shoulders of the Commissioner blotted out half the screen. His eyes were puffy. His jowls sagged. He looked as if he were suffering from a hangover.


  “Well?” he asked.


  “We’ve captured the Renegade.”


  “What?” His eyes snapped open.


  “We’ve got the Renegade here at the plantation. But hurry! His men are trying to rescue him. Please hurry!”


  “I’m on my way!”


  The Commissioner leaped out of vision forgetting to shut off the telecast. They could hear his bull-like voice roaring orders. Liana snapped off the machine, turned indifferently to the windows.


  Bemmelman chuckled, said, “Keep your eyes on Miss MacIver, Liana. Don’t let Sofi go gallivanting around either.” He took the chains off Cosmo’s ankles, but left his hands manacled. Next he went to his desk, took out a dart gun. He said, “Come along,” to Cosmo and led the way into the corridor.


  THEY didn’t go through the trap this time, but up in the tower where a door gave directly onto the flat roof. Cosmo saw that the chamber just inside the door was jammed with naked blue giants and Venusian serfs.


  A tall, black eyed Martian, foppishly dressed in spite of the heat came to meet them. He wrinkled his nose at the stale odor of sweat already thick in the room, picked his way through the men.


  “I didn’t: deploy them on the roof,” he said in the sibilant accent of the Red Planet, “because there’s no cover. They’d be spotted at once. They can rush the Renegade’s men through the door.” He examined Cosmo curiously.


  Bemmelman rubbed his hands together, said: “That’s right, Rabaul. Yes sir, I’m glad you thought of that.” He glanced through the door at the low swirling cloud mass, then turned back to Cosmo. “Get out on the roof. Whistle ’em down. No tricks, now.”


  Cosmo stepped through the door into the hot, dim daylight. He glanced aloft, put two fingers in his mouth, whistled loudly. He had trouble managing the cuffs, but he blew again and again.


  His eyes swept the heavens, but no sign of bird or plane appeared through the veiling clouds.


  “What’s wrong?” called Bemmelman in a low nervous voice.


  Cosmo shook his head. He put his fingers back in his mouth, whistled until he was red in the face. He might as well have whistled for a wind.


  Bemmelman stamped out of the tower. He scoured the low roof of clouds, an ominous glitter in his pig-like eyes.


  “Where are they?”


  “You know as much about it as I do,” Cosmo shrugged. “They’re not there or they’d come down.”


  “If you’re tricking me . . .”


  “How the hell would I be tricking you?” Cosmo asked irritably. “You heard me give my orders over the telecast. They’re not there, that’s all. And I’m damn glad they’re not!”


  The planter continued to stare at him suspiciously. Cosmo could feel his plan hanging precariously in the balance, then Bemmelman said: “It doesn’t matter, I suppose. They can be rounded up later. The Security Patrol will be here any moment.” He shoved Cosmo ahead of him into the tower.


  Cosmo let his breath escape evenly. He could feel little beads of sweat on his forehead.


  The red faced planter slipped the dart gun out of his pocket. “Rabaul,” he ordered grumpily; “Get the men back to their quarters.”


  The Martian elevated his eyebrows, but Bemmelman vouchsafed no explanation. The planter watched his overseer herd the men down the stair, then turned to Cosmo as the last of the Jovians were disappearing. The dart gun dangled in his fist at his side. His eyes were mean.


  “Get a move on,” he said sharply.


  “All right,” said Cosmo. He was right beside the planter.


  In that instant Bemmelman sensed danger. His eyes widened. He tried to whip up the dart gun. Then Cosmo’s manacles smashed the planter along side the head.


  It was a terrible blow. The red faced slave breeder caved to the floor as if his bones had turned to jelly. For a moment, Cosmo thought he’d killed him. He stooped, found Bemmelman’s pulse. It was weak but steady. Grim lipped, he leaped back to the roof.


  Cursing his manacles, Cosmo fumbled a whistle from his pocket. He wet his lips, blew. As the time he’d summoned the Ormoo to carry off Mia, the high shrill note was inaudible to human ears.


  Bemmelman, Cosmo thought grimly, had been a bit too clever. The planter had heard him say whistle over the telecast. It hadn’t occurred to him that the Ormoo might be trained only to notes in the higher register.


  He glanced aloft. The cloud blanket began to boil suddenly. Then the Ormoo plummeted soundlessly to the roof. Big Unse, the blue star of the Fazoql caste tattooed on his yellow forehead, his face split by a grin, leaped silently from its back.


  The bird stretched out its beak, rubbed it against Cosmo’s leg.


  “Quick!” said Big Unse. “On to the bird. We’ll be spotted in a minute.”


  Cosmo shook his head, watching a surface plane nose cautiously down from the clouds. “There’s a girl below stairs.”


  Big Unse scowled in disgust. “Why,” he asked practically, “do you have to have that particular one?”


  The surface plane came to rest lightly beside the Ormoo. The door was flung open and eight men piled out, weapons in their hands. There was no word spoken. Five were swarthy Venusian serfs. There was the yellow eyed Mercurian, bland, smiling unarmed. There was Natal, the traitorous Martian, and the blue Jovian.


  “We’re going to get a girl,” said Big Unse.


  Cosmo slapped the Ormoo on the side. It launched itself silently into the air. “The plane won’t be noticed,” he said; “but that bird would catch the eye of a dead man.” He nodded toward the tower. Like wolves they followed him silently inside.


  “The manacles.” Cosmo’s voice was low as he held out his arms. “Bemmelman has the key.”


  Big Unse dropped beside the unconscious planter. He dug out the key, unlocked Cosmo’s wrists.


  “Put them on Bemmelman,” said Cosmo. As soon as the planter was securely cuffed, he said, “pick him up. Bring him along.”


  THEY crept down the stairs, fanned out like hunting dogs. Without appearing to do so, Cosmo kept Natal, the spy, under observation. They reached the corridor, started for the office. A serf came out of a bisecting passage. He saw them, drew back, tried to yell. Two of the Venusians were on him like tigers. They clamped a hand over his mouth, held him so that he couldn’t wriggle.


  Cosmo said, “Bring him along too.”


  Big Unse put his face down close to the serf’s, said, “Don’t cry out, or by the star on my forehead, I’ll skin you alive.”


  The serf’s eyes rolled. He nodded vigorously trying to convey his absolute willingness to cooperate.


  There was a faint amused gleam in Cosmo’s eyes. He paused before the office, then slid the panel back.


  Mia and the Blue Venus, still manacled, stumbled to their feet. Liana, the slave woman jerked around from the windows, her jaw dropping. Then she bit her lip, glanced at the button on the glassite desk.


  “Stay away from the desk, Liana,” Cosmo admonished her. He stood aside, allowed his men to file into the office. They deposited Bemmelman on the sofa. Cosmo saw that Natal was safely inside, shut the door. At his nod, Big Unse unlocked both the girls.


  Mia said: “But . . . but . . .” Then a look of fright wiped away the relief on her wide gray eyes. “The Security Patrol! Cosmo, they’ll be here any moment! Please Cosmo, don’t let them catch you!”


  The buzzer on the telecast began to sound.


  “It’s too late.” Cosmo smiled grimly. “I’ve a hunch that’s the Security Patrol now.” He turned to the Terran slave girl, said: “Liana, string along with me, and I’ll promise that both you and your daughter are provided with passage to Earth.”


  The telecast continued to buzz impatiently.


  “My daughter!” The slave girl clapped her hand to her mouth. “You know.”


  “I’ve suspected,” he corrected her. “There’s a resemblance. So Sofi really is your daughter.”


  Mia looked from the Blue Venus to Liana in bewilderment. There didn’t seem to be over five years difference in their ages. “It’s . . . it’s impossible!” she blurted out.


  The Blue Venus smiled enigmatically. Cosmo said: “I thought, Liana, that Sofi was the hold Bemmelman had over you.”


  At mention of the planter’s name Liana stiffened. “He’ll kill Sofi if I betray him!” Cosmo shook his head.


  “You haven’t any evidence against him,” she insisted. “Even if you had, they wouldn’t believe the Renegade.”


  “Exactly,” said Cosmo. “Answer the telecast, Liana.”


  Her face set. She went to the audio, switched it on.


  “The Security Patrol is here,” came Rabaul’s voice. “What shall I do with them?”


  Liana glanced dead faced at Cosmo, who said in an undertone: “Tell him to send the Commissioner here. Have his men served with refreshments.”


  She repeated the orders tonelessly into the telecast.


  “Right,” said Rabaul. The instrument went dead.


  Cosmo went behind the glassite desk, sat down. He leveled his dart gun straight at Natal, the Martian.


  “Natal,” he said in a cold manner. “Bemmelman sold you down the river. He told me you were his spy.”


  The Martian blanched, but his black eyes were hard as marbles. “I should have guessed the pig would betray me.”


  “Get his gun, Big Unse,” said Cosmo. The Fazoql catfooted behind the Martian, relieved him of his weapon.


  “Follow my lead,” said Cosmo to Natal, concealing the dart gun up his sleeve. “Because, so help me, if you don’t, you’re a dead Martian.”


  Natal nodded, stiff faced but willing.


  Bemmelman groaned, sat up. He regarded the scene in disbelief. Then his little pig eyes narrowed. He didn’t say anything and Cosmo ignored him.


  There was a knock on the door.


  “That’s the Commissioner,” said Cosmo. “Let him in, Big Unse.”


  Mia looked wretched, frightened. “No,” she said and bit her lip to stifle the rest of the protest.


  Big Unse slid back the panel.


  The fat commissioner waddled inside. He was even fatter than he appeared over the visoscreen. He bulged in his clothes like a sausage.


  “Well, Hal,” he began in a hearty voice, “you lucky dog. The fifty thou . . .” The words stuck in his throat. He stared at the hard faced green eyed man behind the desk, at Bemmelman in irons. He revolved slowly, taking in the silent men about the walls, the three girls. “Wh-what’s this?” He sputtered, but there was a sick, frightened look in his eyes. “Where’s the Renegade?”


  “There he is, Commissioner,” replied Cosmo dryly. “All done up in irons.” He pointed at Bemmelman lying manacled on the sofa.


  VIII


  BEMMELMAN was the first to recover his voice. His neck swelled. He laughed hoarsely. “Nobody’s fool enough to believe I’m the Renegade, Cosmo.”


  “You’re crazy, young man,” the Commissioner burst out as he caught his breath. “If this is a joke, it’s in remarkably poor taste.”


  “It’s no joke.” Cosmo’s eyes hardened.


  “You lying rogue,” Bemmelman shouted. “This has gone far enough. There’s your Renegade, Commissioner.”


  “Keep him quiet, Big Unse,” said Cosmo softly, “until I finish. He can talk his head off then.”


  Big Unse doubled his fist, shook it in Bemmelman’s face. The planter subsided, but a cunning gleam winked in his little brown eyes.


  The Commissioner drew a handkerchief from his pocket, dabbed at his forehead. He sank into a chair with a groan. “Talk fast, young man,” he said. “And it had better be good.” He eyed Cosmo with obvious distrust.


  Cosmo took a moisture-proof cigarette case from his pocket, snapped it open. “I realize, Commissioner, this must be quite a shock. Bemmelman’s been powerful in politics. He has allies in high places. But when they learn he’s the Renegade, they’ll be the first to disown him.” He took a cigarette out of the case, eyed it critically, put it back. “Even rats,” he added, glancing up at the Commissioner, “have sense enough to leave a sinking ship.”


  “Um,” said the Commissioner. He looked discomfited, shot a sly glance at the manacled planter.


  Bemmelman started to roar a protest, but Big Unse grinned, shook his hammer like fist in his face.


  “I’d better sketch in his background,” said Cosmo judicially. “He was an organic chemist on Earth, but got involved in a forgery case. He next showed up smuggling Jovian primitives to Venus. The T.I.S. got on his trail, but they were never able to pin anything on him.”


  “How do you know all this?” the Commisioner asked.


  “You don’t need to take my word. It’s all in the records. You can investigate them yourself.”


  “Um,” said the Commissioner again and dabbed at his forehead. He purposefully avoided Bemmelman’s eye.


  Cosmo glanced at Mia who was regarding him in sheer amazement. He smiled at her, said: “Bemmelman figured it’d be safer to breed slaves here on Venus rather than run the risk of capture by the Empire’s Patrol Spacers. But he found that land on Venus can’t be bought except in rare cases.” He paused, looked at the apoplectic slave breeder.


  “Bemmelman murdered my father having first provided himself with forged notes to the plantation. You’ll remember, he was mixed up with a forgery case on Earth.”


  “Why-why,” the Commissioner sputtered indignantly, “that’s preposterous.”


  “Here are the notes.” Cosmo pulled two packets of papers from his pocket, tossed them to the Commissioner’s lap. “You’ll find notes for old MacIver’s plantation there, too. Bemmelman had decided to grab it off too.”


  The fat Commissioner examined them curiously.


  “They’re good,” said Cosmo. “But it won’t be too hard to prove they’re forgeries.”


  The Commissioner rustled the papers. “But what’s all this to do with the Renegade? I came out here to collar him, not rattle old bones.”


  Cosmo pointed his right hand lazily at Natal, the Martian spy. It was the arm with the dart gun up its sleeve. Natal blanched.


  “Ask him,” said Cosmo blandly. “He’s one of the Renegade’s men.”


  Everyone stared at the Martian. “Well?” thundered the Commissioner. “Natal wanted to quit. Bemmelman had tried to sell him out.” Cosmo subtly reminded the Martian of the planter’s treachery. “He came to me.”


  “Why to you?” the Commissioner wanted to know.


  “He knew I was trying to prove Bemmelman murdered my father and mother and stole my plantation.” Cosmo shrugged, added in a pointed tone. “I told him that if he would—ah—share his information with you, Commissioner, that the two of you could split the fifty thousand monad reward. I’d be satisfied with regaining my plantation.”


  The fat Commissioner’s eyes shone with cupidity. He and the astounded Martian exchanged glances.


  Bemmelman, who hadn’t missed this by-play, roared and half flung himself from the sofa.


  “He’s trying to frame me!”


  THE Commissioner regarded Bemmelman with a frown. Then he turned away, asked in a changed voice: “Will Natal go on the witness stand?”


  “Go ahead, Natal,” said Cosmo.


  Natal ran the tip of his tongue over his thin lips. He gave Bemmelman a venomous glance, said: “He’s the Renegade all right. We holed up in the Cloud Mountains. Bemmelman gave us our orders, for the most part, over a special frequency radio phone. He never let anyone here on the plantation guess he was the Renegade. He played a dual role.”


  “A Jekyll and Hyde role,” interposed Cosmo smoothly.


  “Lies! Lies!” shouted Bemmelman. The Commissioner ignored him, kept his eyes on Natal. “You can show us the hideout?”


  “Certainly.”


  “What about the other men.”


  “They escaped,” Cosmo interposed, quickly.


  “Um,” said the Commissioner. He didn’t appear anxious to pursue that line.


  “Natal’s not the only witness,” said Cosmo. He pointed at Mia. “The Renegade kidnapped Miss MacIver. She tried to reach you by telecast.”


  “She did!” The Commissioner enthusiastically smacked his right fist in his left palm. “By heaven, she did! But when my men got there, he’d gotten away with her.”


  “I don’t think she’ll object to taking the witness stand either,” said Cosmo in a thoughtful voice. “After all, Bemmelman murdered her father.”


  “No.” Mia’s voice was so low that the Commissioner had to bend forward to hear her. “No. I won’t mind being a witness. Bemmelman kidnapped me.”


  “I didn’t kidnap her. I rescued her from the Renegade.” The sweat was pouring from the planter’s forehead.


  The girl’s head jerked up. She said in a ringing voice, “Then how do you explain this?” and exposed the brand on her shoulder.


  The Commissioner’s eyes started from their sockets.


  “You might call the head overseer and check on Bemmelman’s movements,” suggested Cosmo.


  The Commissioner nodded.


  Liana switched on the telecast. “Rabaul,” she said, “the Commissioner wants you in the office.”


  “Right,” came the voice of the Martian. “There’s the safe, too,” said Cosmo. The Commissioner heaved himself from his chair, waddled across to Bemmelman. “What’s the combination, Hal?”


  The planter’s little eyes were bloodshot. Obscenity burst from his mouth.


  A laugh rumbled up from the Commissioner’s belly, shook all three of his chins. “You’re done for, Hal. What’s the combination?”


  Grudgingly Bemmelman told him. “But you won’t find anything there,” he added vindictively. “I’m going to sink you.” Cosmo opened the safe, waved the Commissioner forward to investigate.


  “Um,” said the Commissioner in disappointment, leafing through the papers. “Maybe we can dig something incriminating out of this mess. I don’t know. Hey! What’s this?” He held up the paper upon which Bemmelman had written the directions for reaching the Ormoo’s feeding ground. “Looks like a map!”


  “It is a map,” replied Cosmo grimly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it isn’t the location of the loot from the plantations Bemmelman’s men have raided.”


  There was a knock on the door.


  “Come in,” snapped the excited Commissioner.


  The Martian overseer stalked into the office, glanced about him in surprise.


  “Tell these fools I’m not the Renegade!” Bemmelman roared.


  Rabaul regarded his employer blankly. “You’re certainly not the Renegade so far as I know.”


  “Of course not,” interrupted the Commissioner. “We don’t expect you to be able to identify him. We only want to ask you a few questions.”


  The Martian pursed his lips, shrugged. “Anything I know, Commissioner.”


  “Where was Bemmelman yesterday morning?”


  “I don’t know.” The Martian overseer looked surprised. “He left in his surface plane in the direction of the MacIver plantation.”


  “Alone?”


  Rabaul nodded.


  “Um. Has he ever received messages from the Cloud Mountains? Radio calls?”


  “Yes,” admitted Rabaul grudgingly. “Though I can’t tell you what they’re about. I’ve instructions to call him immediately the call signals come through. He takes them personally.”


  “Have you ever known him to make trips into the mountains?”


  Again the Martian nodded. “Yes. He’s made expeditions into them after botanical specimens, I believe.”


  “We got him!” said the Commissioner and Cosmo could see him counting his half of the reward. “That map is the most damning evidence of all. It’s in Ins handwriting, isn’t it?”


  “You can have it checked,” said Cosmo complacently. “But there’s one thing more.”


  “Eh?”


  “Motive.”


  COSMO’S face hardened. “Slaves aren’t cattle. After Bemmelman started his slave farm he couldn’t expect profits for eighteen years. He needed money, lots of money to-carry on certain experiments. He was an organic chemist. He believed it possible to force humans the same way a gardener forces plants. An aging process isn’t a new idea, but it took Bemmelman to find a commercial use for it.”


  “It fits like a glove,” said the Commissioner, “but how do you know about the experiment?”


  “I can tell you about the experiments,” interposed Liana suddenly.


  Everyone stared at her.


  She bit her lip. “I’m a Terran. He—he kidnapped me, mated me with a Dawn Man as an experiment. Sofi is my daughter.”


  “Not a bad experiment,” said the Commissioner admiringly. His eyes ran over the Blue Venus.


  “That was only the beginning!” said Liana. “I found out he’s got a laboratory below stairs where he’s constantly experimenting with the slave children. He’s obsessed with the scheme of maturing the children quicker so that he can reap faster profits. Bemmelman is a monster.”


  “Go on,” said the Commissioner eagerly. “He—he succeeded at last.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Liana pointed at the Blue Venus. “Sofi,” she said in a low voice. “Sofi is only seven years old!”


  Absolute silence gripped the room. “You’ll swear to that?” asked the Commissioner at length.


  “Of course. Half the serfs in the house know her age anyway.”


  “We’ve got him,” cried the Commissioner jubilantly. “We’ve got him dead to rights.”


  “It’s a frame up,” shouted Bemmelman in despair. “A dirty frame up, I tell you.” Cosmo regarded the planter with opaque green eyes. “Save your breath, Bemmelman,” he counseled him dryly. “No one’s going to believe the Renegade—remember?”


  From the flat roof of the manor house, Cosmo and Mia watched the Security Patrol planes take off one by one for Venusport. The head overseer was to take charge of the plantation until the courts confirmed Cosmo’s claims. Liana and Sofi planned to visit Earth after Bemmelman’s trial.


  Cosmo had taken Big Unse aside, sent him off secretly with the men to destroy any evidence in their hideout. They were to return to the plantation. “I want the lot of you under my eyes,” Cosmo had explained with a grin, “where you won’t be tempted to raid my plantation.”


  As the last of the Patrol Planes rose from the roof, Cosmo turned to Mia. “That’s finis, for the Renegade!”


  “Bemmelman isn’t the Renegade, really?” said Mia, half in doubt. “Is he?”


  “Maybe not the Renegade,” grinned Cosmo, “but he’s certainly a renegade.” Mia gulped suddenly, said, “The map! Good heavens! What will the Commissioner do when he doesn’t find anything but bird food?”


  “Bird food, the devil,” Cosmo said dryly. “I haven’t the remotest idea where the Ormoos feed. That map will lead him straight to the spot where I’ve hidden every stick of loot I’ve—ah—accumulated.” He pulled the Ormoo’s whistle from his pocket.


  Mia eyed it in alarm. “What are you going to do?”


  “Take you to Venusport.” He blew twice on the whistle. “We’re going before the registrar today!”


  “But Cosmo. Not on that—that monstrosity. I refuse to do it. I won’t go.” There was a disturbance in the cloud blanket directly overhead. A huge gray shape plunged Venusward. “Besides,” she added in haste; “I can’t go to Venusport like this—can I?”


  “We’ll stop by your plantation, spruce up a bit.”


  The Ormoo lit with a thud. It gave a pleased raucous squawk, eyed them with amiable red brown eyes.


  “Oh well,” said Mia between her teeth. “I might as well get used to traveling on the darn thing, I suppose.”


  SPECIAL KNOWLEDGE


  A. Bertram Chandler


  A good officer on a modern merchant marine ship has a great deal of highly specialized knowledge. But if that man somehow found himself an officer on a merchant spaceship, his special knowledge would seem pretty useless—ordinarily. But not that trip!


  “Everything happens on my watch,” thought Quentin Dale bitterly. If the converter had to give trouble he would far sooner it happened on his off-duty hours. Then he could go aft to give a hand. He was weak, he knew, on magnetronics—and feared that the Board’s examiners would soon discover this when he sat for his Master Astronaut’s certificate.


  The Second Pilot slumped in his chair and gloomily, not without apprehension, regarded the power meters, whose needles seemed afflicted by St. Vitus’ Dance, The Old Man would know what was wrong, he reflected. If he could see what the Old Man was doing about it he would learn far more than all the textbooks in creation could ever teach him. He—A sudden surge of power through the drivers cut short the train of his thoughts, forced him deep down into the thickly padded chair.


  A groan made him turn his head. It was Chief Pilot Saunders. His cap was missing, and he looked more than usually untidy.


  “Ruddy nearly pulled my guts out, that one,” he grumbled. “I wonder how the passengers are taking it—”


  “What are you doing along here, Number One?”


  “Far too many people in the engine room, Dale. The Old Man and the Commander are going at it hammer and tongs, can’t agree on the cause of the trouble. Pawson and Jenkins are doing the fetching and carrying, and all the cadets are standing around with their big, ugly mouths wide open. I was in the way—so I came along here for a little peace and quiet.” He eased himself into the other chair. “Ah, that’s better.” Then—“How is she going, Dale?”


  “As per plotting machine,” the Second Pilot waved his hand in the general direction of that instrument. “And the screens have nothing to report.”


  “Good. I’ll take over. You’d better trot along aft and watch the great minds at work. It’s high time you learned something about magnetronics! Go on! If you don’t, I’ll wander down to the lounge and try to get better acquainted with the fair Leonora!”


  “Not bloody likely!” Dale was out of his seat in a flash. “Thanks a million, Number One! I’ll remember you in my will!”


  He rose to his feet—a little unsteadily, for the erratic, intermittent changes in acceleration were not conducive to equilibrium—and made his way to the—ladder?—no, companionway, I think . . . after all, she is a passenger ship . . . better throw in a few fancy trimmings . . . companionway giving access to . . .


  “What was that, dear?”


  “For the third time, George, I wonder if we shall have a quiet night tonight?”


  . . . the body of the vessel. He . . .


  “George!”


  “Yes, honey?”


  “Must you pound that blasted typewriter? You’ve only got a short leave—and you think more of your stories than you do of me!”


  “I do not. But I must have something in hand for when we get back to New York. That’s the worst of these short runs—too little time for writing. And all your pay off goes in Income Tax, Wine Bills and Superannuation. No stones, no silk stockings, Jane my dear.”


  “It wouldn’t be so bad if you did sell something. Cameron said that your last effort stank.”


  “He said nothing of the kind. Anyway, I thought the love interest made the story. And I rather liked Natalya—”


  “That was obvious. Rather like Natalie, wasn’t she? I always suspected that you were sweet on her. Now I know.”


  “She was,” said Whitley patiently—and carefully—“just a good boozing pal. Nothing else. She—”


  A heavy explosion shook the house.


  Windows rattled violently, but did not quite break. Flakes of plaster fell from the ceiling, some of them into the already clogged and dirty machinery of George Whitley’s typewriter. From upstairs came the sound of a child crying. Jane rose quickly from her seat by the fire and hurried out of the room. Whitley heard her feet on the stairs, swift yet light.


  He sighed, got up and went to the mantelpiece for a pipe cleaner. He began, halfheartedly at first and then with increasing enthusiasm, to poke among the springs and levers of his ancient portable, among a dozen varieties of highly unsuitable lubricating oil and specimens of dust from the atmospheres of half the seaports of the world. He didn’t mind the dust, it acted as a silencer of sorts. But great hunks of ceiling were another matter.


  The door opened silently.


  “It’s all right,” said Jane. “The beastly thing didn’t wake her up properly. I wonder where it was?”


  “Sounded Hampstead way to me. But we heard it, that’s the main thing. It’s the ones you don’t hear—”


  “I know, I know. And now you’ll tell me that they aren’t really weapons at all, but the first spaceships, and that Ley says that a man could go up three hundred miles in one. It’s bad enough having you spending your leave hammering away at your old typewriter without your going into frenzies of admiration for these horrible V weapons.” Her voice changed. “But can’t you remember, George? Can’t you remember? If only you could. It would be a shield over London—over England!”


  “I’ve tried, my dear.” The face he turned to his wife was suddenly drawn and strained. “You know I’ve tried. And they tried up at the Admiralty, too. In any other country I’d have had a really rough time—not that it wasn’t bad enough here. All that they know, and all that I know, is that I made some kind of disintegrating ray out of bits and pieces—and wiped out a bomber squadron. If only Quentin Dale had had the savvy to put it down in writing!”


  Jane ran her hand through her red hair.


  “But he didn’t,” she said practically. A vertical furrow appeared between her brows. But the others?”


  “None of them even saw the thing—though they saw it working. They’re all back to normal, now, by the way. All except young Watkins. He’s still trying to get his release so that he can become a Commando!”


  Jane persisted.


  “But suppose you are dreaming of him again—Quentin Dale, I mean. Dreaming that you are him—and you get a sudden shock, as you did before. Wouldn’t—?”


  “No go, honey. I don’t pretend to know yet if Dale was only something dredged up from my own subconscious, or if he did really come back in Time. But his world is dead—and he is dead. Or, at any rate, it is no longer on the main stream of probability—”


  “How do you know?”


  “I don’t know—it’s all a matter of feeling. But I carried on with my dream whilst he was raising hell in my place. He . . . was captured by the Aryans. Alive.


  And they tried to make me talk. If I’d known the things they wanted of me, I would have talked.” He buried his face in his hands. “It was too bad to tell anybody—even you, my darling. And then everything sort of faded out, and I was in a dim, gray Limbo till I was called back. And I’ve never been able to write about Quentin Dale and his world since—”


  “But this—” Jane picked up one of the typewritten sheets. “Quentin Dale!”


  “Not the Quentin Dale. He was first cousin to the Gray Lensman. This is Quentin Dale II—strange, how I can’t get away from that name—and he is Second Pilot of Martian Maid and lives in a vaguely communistic, peaceful World State. Rather a useless young puppy, too—”


  “But perhaps he knows something.”


  “Not him!”


  Whilst she was talking, Jane was laying the table for supper. Absently, George Whitley watched her movements. It was the kind of scene all too familiar to the mm ashore—but something for the sailor to store in his memory against long, lonely middle watches. Then—


  “Here!” he demanded, “what’s the big idea?”


  Jane colored.


  “It was unintentional, George, I assure you. In any case, it’s all we have. Unless you care to run round


  the corner for some fish and chips—”


  “Too late—and too lazy. This’ll do me.”


  He opened one of the bottles of beer on the table, filled Jane’s glass and his own. Their glasses met, their eyes met, over the frugal meal of nightmare-inducing bread and cheese and pickles.


  “Here’s to my dream,” toasted Whitley gallantly. “And here’s to my dreams!”


  “Here’s to your dreams!” responded Jane.


  It may have been a distant explosion that woke Jane, it may have been the strenuous efforts of her digestion to cope with the indigestible meal. In all probability it was her husband. He was twitching like a dog hunting dream rabbits, and he was talking softly but distinctly.


  “Look at the meters!” he said as though to himself. “Look at the meters!” A long pause, then—“What are you doing here, Number One? As per plotting machine—And the screens have nothing to report. Not bloody likely! Thanks a million, Number One! I’ll remember you in my will!” His legs started to work and the bedclothes began to slide over the end of the bed. “Good evening, Miss Starr . . . Strange how I always get the feeling that I’ve known her before somewhere . . . somewhen . . . No, I don’t know what the trouble is; I’ve just come down from Control. Yes, I’ll let you have the dope as soon as I can. Cheerio for now.” Another long pause. “Hey! What’s the rush? Where are you all going? I’m going in—”


  The V-2 landed at the bottom of the road. For those at the end of its trajectory there was swift and sudden extinction. For those to whom distance lent a certain safety, but who were within the radius of blast, there was a brief but devastating fiery of broken glass, fallen ceilings and dying debris.


  In the next bedroom the infant Patricia set up a howl of sheer terror. Jane snatched up the emergency torch beside the bed. made to rush to the side of her child. She paused. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. Sailorwise, George invariably awoke on occasions such as these with all his wits about him. But now—


  Jane shone the torch full in his face.


  Then, for the first time, she screamed.


  Looking at her from her husband’s eyes was a bewildered and frightened stranger.


  When Whitley-Dale reached the engine room door he was almost bowled over by the rush of juniors and cadets from that compartment.


  “Hey! What’s the rush? Where are you all going?”


  “Something’s wrong!” shouted Pawson. “They yelled to us to get out and get clear!”


  “I’m going in!”


  Later, he found it hard to analyze his motives. It was, he had to admit, curiosity rather than courage. And there was, undeniably, a strong element of pure braggadocio. The door was sliding shut—not fast, but fast enough to make haste on his part necessary.


  So it was that he was right in line with the narrowing opening when the converter let loose. Violet lightnings blinded him and he felt the sting of unknown radiations on his face and hands. There was very little sound—just a thin, high whine, felt rather than heard. And there was a sense of unbearable tension which, mercifully, lasted only for an infinitesimal fraction of a second. Somewhere, something snapped.


  He was still alive. His face and hands were smarting but, as far as he could judge, no serious damage had been done. But he felt a sense of loss, a dreadful sensation that he had been wrenched in two. For long seconds he floated there—for Martian Maid was no longer accelerating—gazing about him with a certain dim wonder at the familiar, yet weirdly unfamiliar, details of this part of the ship. At last he realized what was wrong. He was no longer seeing his surroundings through Quentin Dale’s eyes. No, that wasn’t it. He looked down at his uniform, it was no uniform that he had ever worn, would ever wear. He was seeing his surroundings through Quentin Dale’s eyes—but with his own mind. He hoped hopelessly that it was all a dream.


  “Dale! Wake up, man! Are you hurt?”


  Whitley looked at Saunders appealingly.


  “Hit me, Number One,” he pleaded. “Give me a smack in the puss—as hard as you can!”


  “Are you nuts?”


  “No . . . I don’t think so. just dazed, I guess. A good, hard slap might bring me round.”


  Saunders grunted.


  “This hurts you more than it hurts me,” he paraphrased. The force of his blow brought tears to the other’s eyes, slammed him with a bone-shaking thud against the bulkhead.


  And he didn’t wake up. “Satisfied?”


  “Er . . . yes. Quite.”


  “You still look groggy. I’ll take charge here. Doctor!” A middle-aged man came forward, the red under the gold of his epaulettes denoting his profession. “Smear some of that goo of yours over Dale here, will you? And then you can carry on up to Control, Number Two, and get a fix and run up our probable orbit.”


  Whilst Saunders and the others busied themselves with tasks just outside Whitley’s comprehension the doctor produced a jar of ointment from the satchel he carried. Its odor was pleasantly aromatic. It was not until he felt its soothing coolness that Whitley realized how much his face and hands had been smarting.


  “Roll up your sleeves, Number Two. Hm-m-m. That’s all right. Lucky for you, young man, that the shield was in place between the converter and the door—”


  “But the others?”


  “They’ll not be worrying about burns—even supposing that there’s enough of them left to get burned! Look!”


  Whitley followed the surgeon’s pointing finger. He saw a dial—and its needle registered zero in any man’s language.


  “The hull must have been ruptured. And they tell me that they weren’t wearing spacesuits. You’re fixed, now. Run along up to your Holy of Holies and do your sums!”


  It was indeed fortunate that Whitley knew the ship. He had imagined—or remembered?—her so vividly that he was able to make his way to Control without any difficulty. Along the guide rails he pulled himself, past cargo compartments, past storerooms and accommodation, until he came to the lounge.


  At the sight of the golden girl—for that was how he was always to think of her—he almost forgot his purpose. Her hair was the color of not too-new gold braid, warmly mellow, and her skin put him in mind of one of those luscious, golden peaches. The short, becoming nurse’s uniform revealed rather than hid a disturbing figure. True—he had written of her, but his imaginings—or memories—fell far short of the gorgeous actuality. He envied the passengers, most of whom had been rendered hopelessly spacesick by the sudden transition to free fall, who were now the objects of her tender, albeit professional, solicitude.


  She adjusted the straps holding an elderly archaeologist in his chair, gave him a paper bag together with full instructions, then turned to greet the Second Pilot.


  “Well, Mr. Dale, what kind of mess has the executive department got us into now?”


  “I can’t quite say, Le . . . Miss Starr. But it’s serious. The captain is dead, and the navigator—”


  The little mocking lights died in the blue eyes.


  “Not so loud—” she warned, waving her hand towards her charges. “Not that they’re in any condition to overhear—But what’s happened?”


  “I can’t say.” He met her stare of incredulity with one of frank bewilderment. “Honestly, I can’t. There was some kind of explosion—and I was just in time to get it bang in the face. I’m still a bit dazed, I guess—”


  “Sounds like the converter. But—”


  But George Whitley found the spectacle of the sufferers scattered about the lounge even more engrossing than that of the glamorous Miss Starr. It is said that mal de mer is as much psychological as physical. The same will, doubtless, be said about spacesickness. Quentin Dale had experienced free fall. George Whitley had known it only in his imagination. The actuality was worse, much worse.


  “Give me one of those bags!” he gulped. “Better make it two!”


  He grabbed a handful from the astonished nurse and fled up and away for the Control Room.


  “Now what?” demanded George Whitley bitterly. “Now what?”


  He tried letting his mind go blank, tried to let the memories of the egregious Mr. Dale take charge. But it was no go. The-trouble, he decided, was that he had been too much in possession of his own faculties when the transfer had taken place. Had the strange little world of Martian Maid been utterly alien to him—George Whitley—he might have got somewhere by the simple expedient of letting Nature take its course. As it was, he was on the verge of knowing, trembling on the very brink of becoming a fully fledged astronaut, but—paradoxical as it may seem—he knew too much. And too little.


  He looked around him.


  There, in a rack, was an obvious sextant. Which meant that he got a fix by taking the angles subtended by—something—and—something. The Sun? Probably. And what else? The First Point of Aries?


  He had a sudden rush of brains to the head. In his own time Nautical Almanacs invariably contained worked examples of all the standard navigational problems. The same should—must—apply to the ephemerae used by these latter day navigators. Eagerly, he looked over the Control Room bookshelf. But he was doomed to disappointment. He was not to know it—but every article of equipment carried by the liners of space was a legacy from the days of chemical fuel, of the time when—if a ship were to get anywhere—mass had to be reduced at all costs. And formulas carried in the brains of the crew are, obviously, so much lighter than those same formulas printed on paper, be it never so thin and flimsy.


  Finally abandoning his search for worked examples which would allow him to navigate by substitution Whitley found the plotting machine. How many times he had written the words—“He ran up a fresh orbit on the plotting machine,” he would not like to say. But now he was face to face with one of the things. And he didn’t know what to do with it.


  It had a keyboard, rather like that of a typewriter. Above this keyboard was a frame, inclosing a cube of light-spangled nothingness. The bright light in the center was, he thought, the sun. The other lights, with their faintly luminous, almost circular orbits must be the planets.


  He examined the keys. Some bore signs familiar to him, homely plus and minus, the orthodox symbols for multiplication and division. Others were strange, but not too alien. “V”s on their sides, facing this way and that, exclamation marks. And some seemed to be part and parcel of a mathematics far beyond his ken.


  Experimentally, at random, he punched a key. The machine clicked to itself, and a spot of light appeared no more than half an inch from the central luminary. He punched one or two more, and a curve of violet incandescence extended itself from the tiny Sun to the outermost borders of the frame. Whitley felt happier. He had found out how to run up an orbit—?


  there remained only to discover what data he had to feed into the enigmatic machine before him. He felt sure that if he cudgeled his brains for long enough he would be able to remember the gist of the several articles he had read, from time to time, in science-fiction magazines. He smiled wryly. He had always argued that the first astronauts would have a big edge over the first aviators, inasmuch as everything had already been worked out—even down to the technique of space navigation. He wished that, in his own stories, he had devoted more time to technicalities and less to personalities.


  He strapped himself in to the chair that his body had vacated only a short while before, settled down for a good session of intense cerebration. In this he was less successful than he might have been, for the unfamiliar glory of the naked stars beyond the crystal clear viewports claimed all his attention. He could not repress a feeling of exultation that he was among those who were pushing Man’s frontier out to those same stars.


  “I shall have to call you ‘George.’ People will wonder if I call you ‘Quentin.’ In any case, it’s a foul name.”


  “It is not. It has been in the family for generations—”


  “So has a tendency towards varicose veins in mine. Oh, I wish I knew whether you really are what you claim, or only the more interesting half of a case of schizophrenia.


  Perhaps—But that can wait till the morning. Good night.”


  “Aren’t you—?”


  “NO. I shall he sleeping in the next room, Good night.”


  “But she can’t be!” Whitley was aroused from his reverie by the incredulous voice of Saunders. “She can’t be. Look at the Sun, man!”


  “Eh? Oh, the orbit—To tell the truth, old man, I’ve clean forgotten my navigation. Must have been the blast. Blast does funny things to you. I—”


  “And you never dreamed of getting us on the intercom and asking me to send somebody else up. Oh no. That would have been far too simple. If you’re interested, it looks to me as though we’ve flung ourselves somehow into a fine cometary orbit—which means that in a few days we roast! Out of the way!”


  Saunders grabbed the sextant. With rapid precision he took the angles subtended by sun, planet and star. Beneath his practiced fingers the scribbling pad became covered with a network of hieroglyphs. He went to the plotting machine, and those same practiced fingers played the kind of tattoo that Whitley was wont to play upon the keyboard of his own, long familiar typewriter.


  Within the cubical framework all vanished but the similacra of Sun and planets. Then a spot of light representing the ship came into being. From it ran a curve of violet luminescence, close, too close, to the Sun. Saunders cursed. He punched yet another key, and from a slot beneath the machine a sheet of paper was pushed out. The Chief Pilot regarded it, puzzlement writ large on his broad face, then screwed it into a ball, and flung it from him irascibly.


  “I wish,” he said slowly and bitterly, “that you’d clear your offal from Pansy’s innards when you’ve finished playing silly beggars with her.”


  Viciously he stabbed down with a thick forefinger, then again. The machine whirred and another sheet of paper emerged from the slot.


  This one, obviously, was more satisfactory. Its formulas agreed with the curve displayed graphically in the three dimensional chart. But this gave no cause for satisfaction—rather the reverse, thought Whitley, watching Saunders’ face.


  “And now what?” demanded the Chief Pilot. Obviously, no answer was required, but the other felt impelled to fill the breach in the conversation.


  “The radio—” he ventured.


  “A blinding glimpse of the obvious!” snarled Saunders. “And you know as well as I do that our chances of being reached and taken in tow before we roast are completely nil.”


  Whitley thought, hard. Weak though he was in dealing with these latter day technicalities he knew the ship well.


  “The auxiliary converter,” he suggested. “And the steering jets—”


  “No good. Given the time—and the fuel—they’d kill our momentum. The latter we might manage, but the first—NO.”


  “Not kill it, Number One, but use it! Look, there’s Venus. Couldn’t we throw ourselves into a closed orbit around her? Or, perhaps, land. Grazing ellipses, you know—” He was rather proud of that one. I must write to Willy Ley about it, he thought.


  “Land on Venus?” Whitley felt as though he had just uttered a gross obscenity in a refined drawing room. “Land—on Venus? Are you completely nuts? But the other idea . . . it’s a chance. Run up all the dope, will you, while I go aft and get the auxiliary converter linked up with the steering jets? But I forgot. You can’t. Are you sure you can’t? What use are you, Number Two?”


  “I don’t know. But if I’m ever going to handle that thing I shall have to start at the bottom.”


  “Never mind. The quack can give you a run over later.” He seized a telephone. “That you, Pawson? Listen—is the skin airtight yet? Good. No, never mind the fancy trimmings, start straight away feeding the A.C. into the steering jets. Yes, you’ll have to shut it off. What are the emergency batteries for, anyhow? I’ll be along in a couple of seconds.” He turned to Whitley. “Now, Dale, you stay here. If any bells ring, or anything out of the ordinary happens call me at once. On this phone.” He thrust the instrument into the other’s hands. “Pawson will be along to make the initial calculations.”


  Then he was gone, his gross form vanishing through the open doorway with surprising rapidity.


  The next few days were a nightmare to George Whitley. He was not used to being a passenger, yet he had no choice but to stand to one side and watch the others engaged in tasks that, in spite of their being on the very verge of his comprehension, were still incomprehensible. The devil of it was that he knew the ship. She was his ship. Every smallest detail was as he had envisaged it for his story. He knew the crew and the passengers intimately, with the exception of those characters that he had not troubled to develop. In one thing only had his imagination been at fault. He had seen Venus as a populous world with great windjammers—on a planet with perennial trade winds what need for power?—plying their trade between the island empires. Martian Maid was to have made her forced landing in the Venusian sea, her crew were to have fallen into the hands of pirates. No, not space pirates—just the kind of buccaneer that one always associates with sail and salt water.


  But Venus, obviously, was not colonized.


  The very name of Venus, to put it mildly, stank.


  He would have liked to have asked the others just what was the state of affairs on the Star of the Morning and the Evening but did not care to expose his ignorance still further. He would find out eventually, he knew.


  And so he spent all of his waking hours in Control—not as a real watch officer but what, in his own time, he had been wont to call a glorified puri wallah. Just a lookout, pure and simple. There was no doubt about his simplicity.


  He had his meals there.


  And it was there that he was visited by the surgeon, accompanied by his aide.


  “Well,” said the officer, “if you can’t remember, you can’t remember. And that’s all there is to it. As a matter of fact, if it’s any comfort to you, such cases aren’t too rare. The funny part about yours is not that you remember too little—but that you remember too much. The usual victim of this type of blowup—if he survives, that is—seems to have the idea that he’s a man from some other age; just a temporal traveler dumped into an environment utterly alien to him. But you—You know all of us, you know the ship. It’s only your specialized knowledge that has been wiped out.”


  “But he has changed, Doc.” Whitley felt uncomfortable under Leonora Starr’s close scrutiny. “He’s not Quentin Dale as we knew him. He’s more mature, somehow. And he’s—different.”


  “Rubbish, Leo. Well, Dale, I must be getting down to look at the passengers. One or two are finding the prospects of a possible landing on Venus conducive to a nervous breakdown.”


  “Will you want me, Doc.?”


  “Why, yes, Leo. You do more good to the men than I could ever do. Why?”


  “Oh, nothing. It’s just that I thought I might be able to drag Mr. Dale’s lost memories back into the light if you left me with him.”


  “Hm-m-m. Possibly. As a qualified nursing sister you should know more practical psychology than a humble G.P. Yes, you can stay.”


  “This is the Admiralty, George.”


  “But they’ll never see me. I’ve learned enough about this cockeyed world and time of yours to know that a mere Second Mate is practically a minus quantity.”


  “Yes, they’ll see you. Look in your pocket, your breast pocket. That’s where George always kept his cards. Now . . . here’s a pencil . . . just write on the back of one, I remember. That’s right. Now sign it. No, not Quentin Dale you fool. George Whitley. That’s better. Hey, you with the brass buttons! Will you take this card up to the First Sea Lord, or who ever’s in charge? No, we have no appointment. Yes, it is urgent. And I can tell you right now that my Lords Commissioners are going to take a very poor view of you if we get turned away from their very doorstep. Mr. Whitley has been here before.”


  “Here he comes back, Jane. Suppose they do let us in—what do I tell them?”


  “That you’ve remembered how this ray of yours worked; that you can protect London from the V weapons.”


  “But I haven’t remembered. And I told you that I was very shaky on magnetronics.”


  “You know more than any man alive today. And you’ll have time to experiment. And if the gadget should blow up—then you stand a chance of getting switched back to your own time.”


  “Thank God for that!”


  “What? Oh, so they’ll see us, will they? I told you so. Come along George and tell your tale to the nice admirals.”


  “Cigarette?”


  “Thank you, Leonora.”


  Whitley took a little cylinder from the proffered case, tapped the end smartly on his thumbnail to ignite it, then put it to his mouth. He looked sideways at the girl, who was strapped in the other chair. He was too shy to look at her directly. Contributary to his embarrassment was the knowledge that, in his other—but not more real—life, he had given the heroine of his story a rough passage.


  “Leonora?” Fine eyebrows arched quizzically over the blue eyes. “Coming on, aren’t we? Well, I’m going to cut out the ‘Mister’ and just call you Dale. I could call you Quentin, but it’s a foul name.”


  “It is not. I thought of it. I mean it’s been in my family for generations.”


  “So has a tendency towards varicose veins in mine. But you’re not Quentin Dale. I’m sure of that. You may, of course, just be the more interesting half of a case of schizophrenia—but I don’t think so. Besides—I’ve just read Malinowski’s ‘The Mass Subconscious in Relation to the Space-Time Continuum.’ And—But who are you?”


  Whitley dragged at his cigarette.


  He looked away from the girl, out through the viewports to where Venus, a huge, flawless pearl, hung among the lesser gems in the black-velvet-lined jewel box that was interplanetary space. The temptation to drop the masquerade was overwhelming—but he had no ambition to find himself in a lunatic asylum, or its latter day equivalent. He looked again at the girl. There was something about her that reminded him of Jane, something that he could trust implicitly. Yet, professional teller of tall tales that he was, he hesitated to tell this tale the utter fantasy of which lay only in the fact that it was true. Had his companion been of his own sex he would never, in all probability, have told the truth.


  “My name is Whitley,” he said, “George Whitley. I come from the Twentieth Century. Dale, I suppose, is one of my remote descendants. Potential immortality of the germ plasm, you know; continuity of the world line and so forth—”


  “Nuts,” said the girl. “Completely, utterly and irrevocably nuts!” But there was that in her eyes which belied her words. “At least, that’s what I’d say if I didn’t know you weren’t Quentin Dale. But go on.”


  “I don’t know quite where to begin—”


  “That’s simple. Who are you, where do you come from, and how did you get here?”


  “Do you have such a thing as science-fiction in your time?”


  “Yes. Do you have fan clubs in yours?”


  “Yes. Well, you know what a fan is, evidently. That’s something towards it. I was . . . am . . . one. Worse, I started to write the stuff. Not without,” he said modestly, “a certain success. My real profession, however, is that of a ship’s officer. Surface ships, of course, on Earth’s seas.”


  “Oh! Windjammers and galleons and things! You know, that age of sea transport has always fascinated me.”


  “Not windjammers. And certainly not galleons. We wandered around in iron cargo boxes driven either by one of the forms of steam engine, or by internal combustion engines. There was glamour, I suppose, otherwise they’d have got nobody to sail their blasted ships. Unfortunately by the time it wore off it was too late to make a fresh start elsewhere.


  “Well, I was at sea during World War II. My ship was in a very important convoy; so important that the future course of the war depended upon its getting through. At the time I was writing one of my science-fiction stories—a story of the future. I imagined the whole Solar System, with the exception of a colony of free men on Mars, under the iron heel of a fascist dictatorship. I got to the part where my hero, having stolen the plans of a secret weapon from the fascists, cracked up on one of the asteroids. He was being hotly pursued by the Aryan Navy, and his only hope was to try to assemble the weapon from makeshift materials and fight off all attempts to capture him.


  “I was dreaming of this, with myself in my hero’s place. As his weapon blew up in my dream—the alarm bells rang aboard my ship. The shock of one or the other—or both—caused a transfer of personalities. I was him, and he was me.”


  “What happened?”


  “He died. Unpleasantly. But it was I that died. Do you understand?”


  “I think so. And what else?”


  “Well, his mind was in my body, back on Earth, in the Twentieth Century. Apparently he was clever enough to pass himself off as me. But he was determined to make his beastly weapon and change the course of history.”


  “And—?”


  “He did. He fought off a determined bomber attack. But the weapon, being made of makeshift materials, blew up—and back I came, completely dazed, to a scene of unparalleled confusion. And they’ve been trying ever since to get the secret of the blasted thing from me.”


  “But how come you’re here and now?”


  “The same kind of thing happened again. I was home on leave in London, and I was writing a story about this future. I had a dream about it—with myself as Quentin Dale—and just as the converter blew up here a V-2 must have landed there.”


  “V-2’s? What were they?”


  “The great granddaddies of this beast,” he patted the control panel affectionately, “but they used ’em as long-range artillery.”


  He fell silent. Up till now he had not thought of Jane and Patricia. The bewildering wonder of his experience had driven all else from his mind. He realized dully that he should have thought of them long before this, but told himself that all the worry in the world would make not one iota of difference to what had already happened. But the mere fact that he was here, in Quentin Dale’s shoes, was proof positive that Patricia, at least, had survived whatever unpleasantness had occurred. Or was it? He looked intently at his dim reflection in the polished control panel. There was, he had to admit, a certain faint resemblance to the central character of a long forgotten episode of his past.


  “The ancestral ape from the family tree, in person,” Leonora Starr’s voice was faintly mocking. Then a note of solicitude crept in. “But what’s the worry, Dale?”


  “I’m wondering what happened to Jane and Patricia. They’re my wife and daughter,” he hastened to explain. “I feel just lousy clearing out like this and leaving them in a city under fire.”


  “Don’t worry. It wasn’t your fault. And if it comes to a showdown the London of your time is probably far preferable to an out-of-control spaceship hell bent for Venus!”


  “Yes, Venus. I’ve been wanting to ask—but haven’t dared to display my ignorance. In my story it wasn’t a bad sort of a place—”


  “But this isn’t your story. Somebody else,” she smiled at the fancy, “is feeding his thoughts into the dictograph. Do you know what they call Venus? The Planet of No Return. True, they haven’t sent many expeditions—only six all told—but each one has been better equipped than the last. And their ships have just dipped down beneath the eternal clouds and—they’ve never come out again. If only radio communication were possible from the surface! Then the next comers would have known what it was they had to fight.”


  “Hm-m-m. Charming prospect. But we should be safe enough in a closed orbit.”


  “That’s what you think. But please remember that all that kind of thing went out with the coming of atomic power. You people still have to know the theory of it all for your examinations—but not for generations has anybody done it in practice.


  “Which reminds me. For an alleged man from another age you are remarkably well versed in some aspects of astronautics. Other cases of this temporal transfer of personality have been known—but invariably the victims have been completely lost and bewildered in the new environment.”


  “Moral Read science-fiction,” replied Whitley.


  Broad on the beam, Venus was a snow-covered continent in the sky. Ever and again, intermittent, disconcerting, came the thunder of the steering jets. To Whitley they were almost terrifyingly violent, but to those accustomed to the full-throated roar of the main drive they were but a feeble echo of Martian Maid’s rightful song of power.


  Over the controls sat Saunders, his surprisingly agile fingers playing over the keyboard like those of some master pianist. At the plotting machine Pawson fed in data, called the resultant figures to his chief in clipped, staccato accents. Jenkins was aft in the engine room, anxiously watching over his little converter lest it follow the example of the late prime source of power. Fascinated spectators were the cadets and George Whitley.


  Whitley watched Saunders. He saw how the beads of perspiration trickling down the chief pilot’s face were driving him almost to desperation. He knew that the other would have sold his soul to have been able to put up a hand to wipe them away—and knew that he dare not take either hand from the controls. With the pitifully weak power at his disposal there would be no second chance if he muffed the maneuver.


  Whitley put his hand in his pocket and felt for his paper handkerchief. He didn’t care if Saunders did think that he was trying to curry favor—this was something useful that he could do. Before he could carry out his intention the engine room telephone buzzer broke the tense silence. The cadet who was nearest the instrument answered, saying “Control” in a boyish, striving-to-be-official voice. Then: “Mr. Saunders! Mr. Saunders, sir!”


  “Yes?” The chief pilot did not look up from his controls, but his voice was taut with anxiety. “Yes? What is it?”


  “Mr. Jenkins says will you cut the drive, sir! At once, sir!”


  “Tell him I can’t!”


  “Mr. Jenkins says that if you don’t cut the drive fast, sir, there’ll be no stern left to this ship!”


  Saunders’ hands made a last rapid pass over the instrument board, then fell limply to his side.


  “That’s mucked it,” he said bitterly, to nobody in particular. “That’s mucking well mucked it. Why they couldn’t leave well enough alone and leave us with the old Mark VII converters, Heaven alone knows. And it would be us to make the first run with these mucking Mark VIII’s!”


  “What now, Number One?”


  “Unless Jenkins gets the auxiliary converter fixed in time—”


  “He says it will take at least six hours, sir”—interpolated the cadet.


  “. . . It means the grazing ellipses that Dale here has been burbling about. And, personally, I think we should be better off if we let her crash. Was the parachute checked at Port Massingham?” he fired suddenly at Whitley.


  “Yes,” replied the temporal castaway automatically. It had been in his story, anyhow.


  “And when do we make first contact. Pawson?”


  “At 18:00 G.M.T. Just two and a half hours from now.”


  “Well, we’ll go aft and try to get things straightened out before it’s too late. Dale, you stay here and give us a buzz if you want us!”


  Those two and a half hours were the longest that Whitley had ever spent in his life. They weren’t the longest that he had spent in other people’s lives—a like period as Quentin Dale I in the hands of the vengeful Aryans was several eternities longer. Still, this was quite long enough for the tastes of most people. Had he been able to make computations regarding the future course of events it would not have been so bad. But his status was that of a uniformed passenger.


  Through the ports blazed the white glory of Venus. He would have thought it beautiful, were it not for the information he had gleaned concerning the state of affairs on that planet. It wasn’t much—only that there was something there definitely lethal to visitors from outside.


  And yet, it was beautiful. Relative to Martian Maid Venus was now in quadrature. Half of the sphere shone dazzling white, the other half was in darkness. But it was not darkness unrelieved. Electrical storms must have been raging below the eternal clouds, for every now and again an evanescent violet glow suffused the dark face with a fleeting opalescence.


  Abruptly Venus was no longer a sphere. It was a vast bowl. The ship, apparently, hovered somewhere above its center. It seemed that she was motionless—until one looked at the racing shadow fast leading her on to the dark side. And then the little shadow was one with the vast shadow of the Venusian night.


  Almost simultaneously a thin, high screaming became audible. It may have been imagination, but it seemed that the temperature of the control room rose suddenly and appreciably. Whitley picked up the phone and pressed the button.


  “Mr. Saunders? First contact established,” he said.


  “Then that’s that. Hang on there, anyhow. Even if the auxiliary jets can’t pull us out of this mess now, they can, at least, help us to make a decent landing.”


  The screaming of tortured atmosphere ceased. The ship was once again in her native element It would be several hours before the next contact—exactly how long he could not say. But there was nothing now to see on the Venusward side but the darkness lit by its flickering half lights. On the other side were the stars—but Whitley had become blasé in a surprisingly short time. He felt in his breast pocket for his case and took out a cigarette.


  “Thanks. I’ll have one, too—”


  Slim fingers took the case from his hand before he could return it to its resting place. Whitley turned. Standing—or, to be more exact, floating in the air—behind him was Leonora Starr.


  “Thought you’d be lonely,” she said. “So I came along to keep you company. Here’s some sandwiches and coffee.”


  “Thanks!” Whitley gratefully accepted the packet and the thermocarton. “But what about the others?”


  “They’re being taken care of. Don’t worry about them. . . . And so we’re the fools that are going to rush in where angels fear to tread.”


  “Who told you?”


  “Saunders. I had the job of breaking the joyful news to the passengers. Oh, they took it very well. But I had a hard time tearing myself away from that old goat Dr. Gillespie, the archaeologist. Do you know—he has a theory that Venus is inhabited by an intelligent race?


  “And why not?”


  “But that’s not all of it. According to him these brainy Venusians once possessed the secret of interplanetary travel—he babbled a lot about mysterious lights in the sky and some scientist of what must have been your age called Fort—and they resent most keenly anybody else being able to do what they did in the past. So they just nobble them. Fantastic, isn’t it?”


  “Maybe. But remember that I am—or was—a professional fantasy hound. Doesn’t seem too odd to me. And some of Fort’s mysterious happenings do seem to prove to the fact that ships have come in from Outside. And the fact that so many of these suppositious vessels seemed to land in or take off from the sea presupposes an aquatic or amphibious race. And I suppose that Venus is nearly all water. We used to think so.”


  “We shall soon find out.”


  Whitley dozed a little after the girl left him. He possessed the faculty of instantaneous awakening in the event of anything’s being amiss, and so it was that the second contact found him nervously alert with the first sounds of atmospheric skin friction.


  There wasn’t anything he could do about it except report it to those working aft. Saunders grunted an acknowledgment but did not seem to attach any great importance to the pronouncement. But it seemed to Whitley that the period of atmospheric flight was appreciably longer than it had been on the previous occasion. But there was nothing that he could do about it.


  Then he decided that there was. Something had been worrying him for some little time—something most definitely wrong on which he couldn’t quite place a finger. He had tried to place it by having recourse to Quentin Dale’s memories—but, they, as always, remained just on the wrong side of accessibility. It seemed hardly likely that anything in his own, Twentieth Century experience would supply the key to the problem. But he had read well if not wisely, science-fiction stories without number as well as standard works on rocketry.


  Suddenly he saw what was amiss. Martian Maid was coming in bows first. This would mean that the steering jets would be useless to brake her momentum when she entered the atmosphere for the last time. There was, of course, a slim chance that Saunders would be able to swing her—but with only the feeble output of the auxiliary converter to oppose both inertia and air pressure that was doubtful. Furthermore—only when coming in stern first could the parachute be used.


  He rang the engine room again.


  “Yes?” Saunders’ voice betrayed the fact that his nerves must be on edge. “What is it?”


  “Hadn’t we better swing her, Number One? Once she’s inside the atmosphere for keeps we shan’t have a chance.”


  “Swing her?” The chief pilot’s voice was that of a man dog-tired and on the verge of collapse. “Swing her? You can do what you please with her!”


  So that was that. It was obvious that he could expect no help or encouragement from aft. He didn’t even know whether or not he would be doing the right thing. But, he told himself, the principles of practical rocketry could not be so vastly different from the mass of theory laid down in his own time. He had seen the little set of controls labeled Gyroscope. He had assumed that they governed the motions of the flywheel with which the direction of the ship’s head was set when falling free. Now he looked at them more closely.


  There were three buttons. One was marked “Gyroscope in fore and aft plane,” one “Gyroscope in athwartships plane” and the other “Gyroscope in vertical plane.” He found time to wonder how one decided which was port and starboard and which was up and down.


  In this case he couldn’t be sure whether to set the wheel to “Athwartships” or “Vertical.” One of the two would mean that he was merely rotating the ship on her longitudinal axis. Unless all these ups and downs and ports and starboards referred to the axis of the gyroscope and not to the direction of rotation. There was only one wav to find out.


  He pressed the button marked “Fore & Aft.” Somewhere in the bowels of the ship an electric motor hummed briefly. Good. The humming ceased. Whitley next pressed the button labeled “Start.” The humming began again—this time on a slightly different key. He feared at first that he had made the wrong choice. This would not have mattered had there been ample power at his disposal—but lights and all kinds of auxiliary machinery had been running off the emergency batteries ever since the small converter had been called upon to usurp the functions of the main drive.


  Right ahead was Orion, sprawling in lazy splendor across the frosty black of the airless heavens. The ship’s nose—the intersection of the struts of the transparent structure made a good cartwheel sight—was centered fair and square on the nebula of the giant’s Belt. As Martian Maid swung in her orbit around Venus an East-West motion should have been—and was—imparted to the fixed stars. But now her head was swinging from South to North as well. Castor and Pollux, the Heavenly Twins, came into view, then the great Sickle of Leo, the lion of the northern sky. The Great and Little Bears came next in the slow procession, followed, after an interval, by the Herdsman.


  When the Eagle swung into view Whitley decided that he was far enough round. He pressed the button marked “Stop” and hoped for the best.


  To him came Leonora Starr, bearing a thermo-carton of tea and a fresh supply of sandwiches. She looked apprehensively out of the ports to where the Planet of No Return hung vast, dark and menacing. She shivered. Then—“You’ll have to bring her down, Dale.”


  “Who? Me?”


  “Yes, you. They had a flashback from that beastly little converter—and Saunders and Pawson are temporarily blinded. Doc says it will last for several hours—”


  “But Jenkins—”


  “You know . . . or do you? . . . that he’s only just out of his time. Just a cadet with a smattering of engineering knowledge on top of his college training.”


  “But even the cadets—”


  “You can’t get out of it, Dale. You swung the ship just now; that shows you know something about the job. You probably know just as much about this grazing ellipse business as anybody here—which isn’t very much, I admit. But here’s the crux of the whole matter. In your own time you were a responsible officer. The ships in which you served were as different—as ships—from this one as chalk is from cheese. But you were a responsible officer with lives under your feet as you walked the poop or the bridge or whatever you called it. You couldn’t afford to make mistakes.”


  “But—”


  “There’s no ‘but’ about it. Jenkins frankly admits that he hasn’t got the nerve. The dogs would try their hands at it willingly—but I wouldn’t trust those puppies with a cage of white mice. You do it—and that’s final!”


  Whitley lay back in his chair. He took a pull of the hot, strong tea through the tube of the thermocarton. He grinned.


  “After all, Leo,” he remarked, “it doesn’t make much difference. As far as I can see it just boils down to a choice between accidental death in a crack-up and being murdered by some person or persons unknown.”


  Whitley knew, when Martian Maid grazed for the fourth time, that this was it. Had he known how to use the instruments they would have confirmed the hunch—but his hunch was so strong that he didn’t bother to ask Pawson who, white and shaken, had taken his place in the other chair, to check up.


  The almost intolerable keening of atmospheric friction did not die away as it had done in the past. Instead its pitch became appreciably lower. They could feel the ship vibrating as the molecules of air rushed over and around the countless little irregularities of what appeared to the eye to be a perfectly smooth metal skin. The periscope was now in use. Looking into, it Whitley could see nothing but white, opaque cloud under his stern. Ahead, the stars were still visible. He heard one of the two cadets who were in Control say to the other—“Take a good look at the stars, Bill. It’s the last you’ll ever see of them!”


  “Cheerful little swine,” thought Whitley absently. “Trouble is that they’re probably right. Wonder if Cameron would give me a good obituary in Stellar Stories if he knew? Look good, wouldn’t it? One of our most promising young authors has perished whilst making a bollix of a landing on Venus. Meanwhile—what does A do next?”


  Abruptly the starry sky was gone. All that could be seen from forward was featureless mist—not white or gray but of a delicate golden tint. It reminded him of Leonora. “Come off it,” he told himself, “this is no time for daydreaming. Even if it is only a dream.” He put up his hand to mop his face—for it had grown almost unbearably warm. He looked at the air speed indicator. It was no help to him—the needle was hard against the stop.


  “This converter,” he said to Jenkins. “I suppose—”


  “Didn’t I tell you? Well, it’s like this. If you switch on, it will convert itself into power.”


  “And the result?”


  “Number Six bulkhead should hold—after all, it’s what it’s built for. But there’ll be no stern left.”


  “We’ll just have to land without a stern. Look, Jenkins, we’re coming down completely blindfold—and I must get the way off the ship before we crash into a mountainside—if there are mountains here. And I daren’t release the parachute at this speed—”


  As he spoke the golden light faded fast and then died. It was dark now, but a darkness lit by almost continual flashes from below. Unrelieved blackness would have been better than this intermittent effulgence, it confused rather than aided the senses. Whitley thought he saw, in the periscope mirror, a great, shadowy mass a little to starboard of their uncharted course. It may have been imagination, it may have been nothing more substantial than cloud, but it made his mind up. He pressed the firing key.


  The deck came up and hit him. Dimly, as from very far away, he heard minor crashes and rendings as the sudden deceleration tore fitting’s of all kinds loose from the bulkheads. But, as he was to discover later, there was surprisingly little structural damage. The ship had been built to stand far greater accelerations, it was only the suddenness of it all that tested various unimportant gear to breaking point.


  Dazed, he shook his head. Blood was streaming from his nose and tasted sickly salt in his mouth. He could not see—and then he was seeing dimly through a red mist. He shook his head again. The mist cleared, but his vision appeared to have been impaired. Then an intensely vivid lightning flash forced upon him the realization that this was because only one lamp in the control room remained unbroken. By its light he could just see the air speed indicator. The needle had pushed past its central position of Zero, was still recording a forward motion. Then, slowly at first, but with increasing rapidity, it fell back. As it passed zero Whitley pressed the button marked “Parachute Release.”


  Just below the nose a circular strake of plating slid sternwards. From the recess, which ran right around the hull, billowed the big parachute. They saw its folds and convolutions slide past the viewports, and then it was open above them. Annular in shape, it was. Through the opening directly above, an opening barely greater in diameter than the hull, they could have seen the sky—if there had been any sky to see.


  The motion now was that of a descent in a not too rapid elevator—provided that one could imagine that the skyscraper which it served was being violently rocked by the worst earthquake in all history. Whitley expected the pendulum motion to diminish with the passage of time, but it became worse. The Venusian upper air must have been like a boiling caldron. The cloud was thinning now, and they could just see from Control the nearer guy ropes of the parachute. Outlined as they were with pale St. Elmo’s Fire they stood out with startling clarity against the dark, formless mist. It was frightening to see them, first on one side and then on the other, hang in bights as the ship swung, and then come taut with a jerk that must surely have snapped any Twentieth Century cordage. Whitley became aware that a definite rotary motion had been imparted to the ship in addition to her swing. The combination of the two was peculiarly nauseating. He gulped. But he couldn’t afford to be sick.


  More with the idea of occupational therapy than anything else he turned to Jenkins.


  “What about some flares?” he demanded.


  The engineer groaned.


  “Flares, Pettigrew!” he ordered weakly.


  The cadet addressed staggered feebly to a locker. He took from it a cylinder about six inches long and three in diameter. He unscrewed the cover of a tube to one side of the control room, inserted the flare and replaced the cover. He did something—Whitley didn’t see quite what—and with startling abruptness a blinding, blue-white sun burst into being beneath the ship. The intense radiance was reflected from the mists all around them and from the underside of the parachute. The interior of Control was as light as high noon in the tropics.


  Whitley looked into the periscope. The glare was blinding—but that, in itself, was a good sign. It showed that some, at least, of the lenses and mirrors had escaped destruction in the explosion. He snapped a filter into place. He could see the flare itself now, a diffused ball of radiance drifting rapidly to one side. In the center of the field of view was a dark, circular patch. Those object glasses right aft must have gone.


  Slowly at first, and then with increasing rapidity, the light of the flare diminished. The parachute lines were once again visible as lines of fire-etched upon the circumambient night. Only the flickering barrage of the lightning relieved the darkness. It seemed that it was far brighter than before. It may be, thought Whitley, that it just seems so bright because the flare has gone. It may be—


  Once again, he looked into the periscope. Coincident with his action a streak of lightning played in brief, incandescent splendor directly below the ship. It seared itself upon his retina in all its subtle tracery of veining and veiling—a tracery unblurred by any intervening cloud.


  “Another flare, Pettigrew quick!” Hard on his words the light was released, the projector was already loaded. “Look into the periscope, Jenkins, tell me what you see! That last flash of lightning has blinded me.”


  “We’re out of the clouds, Dale. We’re still a long way up. Can’t see much, that blasted flare is hanging right under us.”


  “When do we land?”


  Whitley swung at the sound of the voice that had come to mean much to him. He had often heard, and often used, the expression “a sight for sore eyes.” Looking at Leonora he forgot that his own eyes were still watering and smarting.


  “What’s it to you?” He had to be brusque, rude even. He did not want the others to see how much he cared for the girl. She would know that no offense was meant.


  “Just idle curiosity. As a matter of fact the passengers, now that they’ve recovered from having their vertebrae poked through the tops of their skulls, are getting rather restive. And it’s all that we can do to restrain Saunders. He’s convinced that you’re plunging us all to certain destruction.”


  “I probably am.”


  “Look!”


  There was that in young Pettigrew’s voice which made instant attention imperative. They all swung, followed his pointing finger. They saw something vast and dark sail past Control on huge flat wings. It was gone before they could gain more than the most fleeting impression.


  “What was it?”


  “Don’t know. It seemed to come flapping up from below somewhere.”


  “Was it a flying machine?”


  “No. No. I saw its eyes—”


  “Here it comes again,” called Jenkins. “And it’s brought all its pals with it!”


  Like a squadron of huge, ungainly bombers the flying things winged into sight. There was some attempt at formation, even, although any regularity must have been hard to achieve in that maelstrom of conflicting aerial crosscurrents. They flew as fly certain Earthly seabirds, rising and falling, banking and turning, with barely a quiver of their broad, flat pinions.


  There was little doubt that they were reptilian—or the Venusian equivalent of reptilian. Apart from their size they could almost have passed for living reconstructions of the pterosauria of Earth’s past. The wings were not quite the same—they were broader, less graceful—but the general plan of the beasts was surprisingly similar.


  Deterred by the tracery of the parachute rigging they hovered level with the control room, regarding its occupants with avid eyes. Their jaws opened and shut, revealing yellow teeth. From their mouths dripped a green slime.


  “Wonder if the natives are friendly?” cracked somebody.


  “They’re certainly hungry,” returned Leonora with a shudder, “I’m used to being stared at—but not in that way.”


  “Turn the light off, somebody,” suggested Whitley. “Perhaps if they can’t see us they’ll go away.”


  Pettigrew complied.


  The flare was still falling and burning below them. There was no longer cloud all around them to reflect its radiance into Control, but the underside of the parachute still filled its functions in that respect. Turning off the one, feeble lamp left to them made no difference. The flying reptiles still hovered, still stared in through the big ports with an interest that was purely gastronomical.


  The flare died. With its extinction, as though the coming of the dark gave them added courage, two of the monstrosities came in to attack. Those in Control could still see them, for their eyes and mouths glowed with a green luminescence. It is doubtful whether they would ever have been able to penetrate the tough plasti-glass, but they never got past the rigging. This was still hanging slack and jerking tight with Martian Maid’s pendulum swing, and it so happened that one of the creatures became inextricably entangled. It must have got at least a dozen round turns around neck, and wings, and tail.


  It was tough. It seemed that it must be decapitated, torn to pieces, each time the cordage snapped taut.


  But it lived. It stayed in one piece.


  And it struggled.


  To the motion to which all had become, to a greater or lesser degree accustomed, was added a new movement. The ship was shaken violently—as is a rat by a terrier. Leonora had left the door open when she came up from the body of the ship, and now from below drifted curses and frightened screams.


  Stanley, one of the cadets who was helping to maintain order between decks, poked his head through the opening. “Mr. Saunders wants to know what is happening, sir. The passengers want to know—”


  “Tell them ‘nothing,’ ” lied Whitley. “Tell them that everything is under control!”


  Pettigrew took it upon himself to release another flare. By its light the confused jumble of eyes, mouths and wings outside the port sorted itself out. They saw that the thing’s mates had come to its assistance, that with tooth and claw they were tearing at the parachute rigging. As they watched, fascinated, they saw one guy rope part, and then another. They had been designed to stand up to all the stresses that Martian Maid would be subject to in any emergency—but she was a regular trader. A landing on Venus was not on her itinerary.


  “I’d better go down,” said Leonora. In her voice the desire to put metal decks between herself and the unpleasant sight struggled with the disinclination to remove herself from the ranks of those who knew what was happening. “I’d better go down. After all, it is my job. Don’t breathe a word to the passengers, Stanley, I’ll handle them. I’d better handle Mr. Saunders and Mr. Pawson, too. Let me know if the worst comes to the worst, Dale.”


  “I’ll keep you informed. I’ll—” He had his eye glued to the periscope eyepiece, was ignoring the struggle outside. “Looks like water down there. And plenty of it. And one or two islands.”


  “About twenty guys gone,” reported Jenkins without emotion. “There go another two.”


  “We haven’t far to go now.”


  The sea under his stern did not look inviting. Even from this height the wave crests were plainly visible. It seemed literally boiling around the islands, with their off-lying reefs, that he could see. A dreadful thought occurred to him. What if it were boiling? Really boiling? Time enough to cross that bridge when he came to it. There was nothing that he, nor anybody else, could do about it.


  With the breaking of most of the guys on one side the ship had ceased her gyrations. The undamaged half of the parachute filled and held the wind. By some freak of chance the whole affair achieved a certain stability. Martian Maid was still making considerable leeway, but now she was also gliding into the teeth of the hurricane. That was to the good. When she did hit—be it land or water—the force of the impact would be considerably diminished.


  He became aware that the violent shaking had stopped. A sound like a cheer made him turn his head. “What is it?” he demanded, “the United States Marines?”


  “I don’t know what it was, Number Two. Something big, with a streamlined body and wings. It just swooped out of the night and nobbled the beast that was tangled in the guys—and a couple more with it. It looked like a flying fish.”


  “Maybe it was. But slip down, one of you, give Miss Starr my compliments and tell her landing stations. We’d better get strapped in, too.”


  He could not see very well now. With their accelerated rate of fall they had overhauled and passed the last flare, which now hung low in the sky to leeward. Below the ship was black mystery, and confusion worse confounded by the unsteady, fitful glare of the lightning. Another flare, he concluded, would only dazzle him. And according to the rough estimate he had made of drift they should, with luck, just make one of the larger islands he had seen. They should—


  The downward motion stopped, became an entirely new and utterly sickening movement. With her stern just skimming the crests of the heavy seas Martian Maid skittered over the surface, her nose upheld and dragged to leeward by the parachute. At times she would incline at a steep angle from the vertical, and then some freak gust would balloon the folds of silk and she would straighten with a jerk.


  But it couldn’t last. Even in this hurricane it couldn’t last. Yet more of the guy ropes parted, the wind spilled from the parachute and the bows toppled and fell with slow deliberation into the chaotic welter beneath. As the ship assumed the horizontal a great breaker reared itself above her burst and twisted stern, broke with irresistible force against the already overstrained Number Six bulkhead. Had it not been already weakened by the explosion it would have held. But plates and frames buckled and gave. Through the central well poured a flood of warm, brackish water. The next sea did not break. Freakishly, the stern lifted to it. Before those in Control had time to collect their scattered wits they were struggling and drowning, hopelessly trapped by the very straps and webbing they had donned for their safety.


  George Whitley’s last thoughts, as he fumbled clumsily with the fastenings of his safety belt, were bitterly ironical. If he had come all the way in Time and Space only to be drowned, he might just as well have stayed put.


  He thought at first that it was Jane bending over him. Then his eyes cleared, and he saw that it was Leonora. He heard the doctor say “He’ll be all right now,” and wished that the quack felt as bad as he did.


  Leonora—But she belonged in that crazy dream about Martian Maid. He felt the deck lift and scend beneath him and knew that, wherever he was, he was aboard no spaceship.


  He could hear, somewhere, the howling of the wind, the roar of a hungry sea, the ominous drumfire of almost continuous thunder. It must be somewhere in the Tropics, he thought. For the air was hot, and smelt of swamps and mud, and there was that indescribable spicy smell—but, somehow, far more sickly—that one gets on the offshore breeze from Java.


  The woman—who was she?—was bending over him again.


  “Dale, wake up! Wake up!” Then—“George! Wake up!”


  “I am awake,” he said irritably. “What’s the hurry? Is it one bell?”


  His eyes came ungummed properly and he was able to look at his surroundings. He looked first at the golden girl. Her once trim uniform was a mess, there was a long scratch over her right eye and her hair was wet and looked as though she had been dragged through a hedge backwards. She looked worried, so Whitley tried to force what he hoped was a reassuring grin. “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said vaguely and optimistically.


  “There is! There is! Come and see!”


  Why couldn’t these people leave him alone? Why—He closed his eyes again, only to jerk them open when somebody’s hand connected with his face with a resounding slap. This time he woke up properly. He rose unsteadily to his feet, glanced swiftly around at the scene of confusion. Gear of all kinds, personal effects, stores and cargo were littered around. What should have been decks were now overhead. It was hard to say which was the new deck, for the ship was tilted at an angle of roughly forty-five degrees from the vertical.


  “I’m going aft,” he said. “I can’t see anything from down here.”


  “You might thank Leo for saving your life,” said the doctor stuffily. “She pulled you all out, one by one.”


  “Skip it,” said the girl. “The most important thing now is to help Dale to save everybody. Mind if I come along with you, George?”


  “The pleasure is mine,” he replied automatically. The feel of a ship in a seaway beneath his feet was making him feel himself once more. As they picked their way over the assorted wreckage he asked, “Any casualties?”


  “None among the passengers. They’re just badly shaken up and one or two of the women are hysterical. And Saunders and Pawson are out for the count. But—”


  “Yes?”


  “Young Pettigrew. I didn’t get him out in time—”


  “He’s just the first,” thought Whitley. “Perhaps he was lucky. Perhaps—”


  His mind, trying to escape from the grim forebodings that it had raised, began to take notice of the state of affairs inside the ship. The forward bulkheads of the cargo bins had burst. This was hardly surprising, as they were not constructed to stand any real weight. The after ones took all the strain during both acceleration and deceleration.


  In spite of himself he began to become interested. To a seaman, the nature of an outward general cargo from Earth to Mars could not fail to be more than ordinarily intriguing. He saw broken cases from which showed the dull gleam of metal, of polished wooden butts. Rifles? In this day and age? The sight of several blocks and pulleys made him homesick for his own time. And there were coils of wire, thin and fantastically flexible.


  And then they came to the twisted remains of the Number Six bulkhead. Whitley clambered through the most convenient opening, to find himself standing on a reasonably level metal platform. What it had been before explosions and the sea had bent and battered this part of the ship beyond recognition he could not say. But it was useful now.


  It was very dark between the flashes of lightning. The continuous thunder was almost drowned by the screaming wind and the roaring, hungry sea. Surprisingly, Whitley’s vantage point was well protected. Over his head, to windward, curved the remains of one of the big tail fins. All that reached him was an occasional shower of warm spray.


  Gratefully, he inhaled deeply and filled his lungs with the fresh air. It had been hot and stifling inside the. ship. And then he found that the same conditions prevailed outside. True, the air was in violent motion, but that could not conceal the oppressive warmth and humidity, the sickly stench of swamps and corruption.


  “What do you make of it?” screamed a voice in his ear.


  “So far, we’re lucky!” he bellowed in reply. “With her nose down like this she’ll tend to ride head to sea. And I suspect that the remains of the parachute are still out forward. They’ll make a good sea anchor!”


  “A what?”


  “A sea anchor!”


  He began to cough—overmuch shouting had always had this effect on him.


  Leonora thumped his back.


  “Never mind!” she said. Then—“Is that a light?”


  Whitley strained his eyes to leeward. At this moment the lightning began to play almost continuously along his line of sight. Dazzled, he had to desist. He felt something thrust into his hands. He could tell what it was by the long familiar feel—a pair of prismatic binoculars.


  “I found these among the cargo, sir,” came Stanley’s voice. “T thought they might be useful.”


  “They are. Good lad!”


  The lightning ceased and there was a relatively long spell of darkness. He could see the light now, without the glasses, a little to the left of the line of drift. It was ruddy, and seemed to blink with mechanical regularity. He found himself counting, as he had so often done in the past to determine the period of a flashing or occulting navigational aid. And one . . . and two . . . and three . . . But a lighthouse here? On Venus? Yet there was no reason why, presuming the existence of intelligent beings making the sea their highway, there should not be.


  He didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed when the powerful lenses showed him a distant, conical hill, topped with an intermittent glow and a plume of ruddy smoke. A volcano.


  But it had, at least, served its purpose insofar as it had warned him that Martian Maid was driving fast on to a lee shore. And he was helpless. In a surface ship of his own time, engineless hulk though she may have been, he could, as a last resort, have let go his anchors and hung on like grim death. For frantic moments his mind played with the possibility of making some heavy weight fast to the end of the parachute lines, of thus converting his sea anchor into a sheet anchor. Sure, it was a fine idea. But how was he going to get it there?


  “Any of those flares saved from the control room?”


  “Yes,” replied the cadet. “The locker was burst open and they floated up.”


  “Are they watertight?”


  “Why, yes.” There was a certain puzzlement in the lad’s voice. Surely the second pilot should have been able to tell him things.


  “Good. Nip down and grab a couple, will you?”


  “I have two here, sir.”


  “Better still. Thanks. Let’s see, how do I—?”


  “Just pull the cap off, sir.”


  As Whitley pulled he thought, “Thank God that’s something they haven’t made needlessly complicated.” The flare fizzed briefly, burst into sudden, blinding life in his hand. With a purely reflex action he cast it from him. The wind took it, and it must have sailed for fully half a mile before it fell into the water.


  At first there was no improvement in conditions as far as an efficient lookout was concerned. The intense blue-white light, rising and falling on the wave crests, dazzled rather than aided, was even more of a hindrance than the lightning had been.


  But the flare was subject to surface drift only. The ship, pushed before that terrific wind, was making appreciable way through the water. In a surprisingly short space of time she overhauled the light, and then she was down wind from its steady glare.


  And less than a mile distant Whitley saw great columns of spray rise high in the air where the shouting seas drove to destruction on a long, low line of jagged black rocks.


  The stranding, when it came, was surprisingly gentle. Martian Maid lifted on the crest of a sea that almost justified the hyperbole “mountainous,” and for long seconds hung over the reef. It seemed that she must clear it, must ride the storm into the calmer water beyond. But from forward came the dreadful grating of metal on rock, the screaming of tortured plates and girders. The huge sea passed on in a welter of white water. And when it was gone the ship did not fall into the trough but lay with almost her full length exposed.


  “We should be safe,” shouted Leonora, “until morning!”


  “We aren’t!” bellowed Whitley.


  “This sea will soon pound us to pieces. And if we slip off the rocks we’re done for. She must be holed for’ard!”


  “What do we do about it?”


  “Abandon ship!”


  “All right for those of us who can swim well. But these second- and third-generation Martian colonists—They always regard water as something far too precious to splash around in!”


  “Nobody mentioned swimming!”


  “A raft?”


  “No!” Then he turned to the cadet who had been standing by waiting for orders. “Stanley! What’s the breaking strain of those drums of fine wire: among the cargo?”


  “I don’t know, sir, but it’s M.M.C. cargo. Mr. Hay don is a mining engineer. He should know!”


  “Ask him to report up here, will you?”


  After a long interval the Martian clambered up among the wreckage of the engine room. By the light of the fresh flare that Whitley had just: lit he looked badly frightened. He was frightened, and didn’t care who knew it. Mars was never like this.


  “I’m Haydon,” he said, “What do you want?”


  “Those drums of wire—I take it that they’re consigned to your concern?”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s the breaking strain?”


  “Can’t say for sure. About a hundred tons.”


  “A hundred tons?” gasped Whitley. “Did you say a hundred?”


  “Yes, What did you expect? A thousand?”


  The other ignored the crack. He was trying to adjust his mind to the fact that wire rope of about the size and texture of boat lacing was stronger than the heaviest hawsers with which he had had dealings in his own time. This was better than he had expected. He toyed with the idea of working on an endless whip alone—but at a distance of close on a quarter mile—so he estimated the distance from the beach—there would be far too much catenary.


  “Stanley! Organize a working party. If Mr. Pawson or Mr. Jenkins are in circulation yet ask them to come up here. And I want one, maybe two, of those drums of wire. And some of those blocks. And a differential purchase.”


  “What are you going to do, Dale?”


  “A-breeches buoy, Leo. You see that tree.” he pointed to something like an oversized feather duster on top of a low cliff, “somebody will have to swim ashore with an end of this wire and make it fast to it. Then we set it up tight aboard the ship with a purchase. But you’ll see it all done!”


  “I shan’t!”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I’m the one who’s swimming ashore!


  “Listen, George,” she drew him further into the lee of the twisted tail fin where it was comparatively quiet and she did not have to shout, “please forget all your archaic ideas of chivalry. They’re very sweet, I know, but in this case they just aren’t practicable. I’m the only person here qualified for the job. The colonists hate water—and when you spacehounds are on leave you think more of getting outside liquids than getting inside. And I—as you should know—was with Oscar Oberon’s Aquacade before I joined the Service. Look!”—she pointed to the sea to leeward of the reef, a sea deceptively calm but with all kinds of treacherous eddies and undertows just visible in the harsh light of the flare—“could anybody who wasn’t a first-class swimmer do it?”


  “There may be one among the passengers—”


  “Even if there should be—I’m an officer of this ship. It’s my duty. No, don’t say that you’ll do it. Even if you could, which I doubt, we need somebody at this end to play around with ropes and things.”


  At last she had her way. Whitley demonstrated to her how to make her end of the wire fast—a clove hitch with a couple of half hitches on the standing part should suffice, he hoped. And then he modestly averted his eyes whilst she peeled off her already soaking uniform. His face was crimson when he had to make the line fast around her waist. He managed to force his fumbling fingers through the simple intricacies of a running bowline, then paused. “This will cut you in two,” he said. His eye fell on her discarded uniform. The tunic boasted a broad belt of apparently tough fabric. He took this, buckled it around her in lieu of the wire, made the wire fast round the belt. Still embarrassed, he made sure that it would not slip down over her hips. But if—and this is doubtful r—her figure had any faults it was on the side of fullness.


  He took two of the flares, made them fast to the belt with odd lengths of the wire.


  “You understand,” he said. “When you get to the beach, set off one of the flares. When you get your end fast, set off the other.”


  “I understand.”


  And then briefly, she was in his arms. The kiss was short, satisfying—and yet unsatisfying.


  “Just in case—” she said.


  For a fleeting moment she stood poised in the light of the flare, still burning where it had been wedged among the wreckage. And with her going the night seemed very much darker.


  It was a beautifully clean dive she made, one that proved conclusively that her claim to aquatic prowess had not been idle boasting. Whitley lived through centuries before the golden head reappeared on the turbulent surface. He would not let anybody else handle the wire.


  Fortunately, it came on its drum ready! for use—whatever its use may have been. There was even a brake. He paid out with the utmost care. Too little slack and the weight of the wire would pull Leonora back, would drag her away from the shore where lay both her safety and that of every soul on board. Too much slack—and the bight would foul whatever obstructions might be on the bottom. And unless she could cast the end loose from her belt she would be doomed.


  Stanley stood by his side, his glasses trained on the head of the swimmer. Unconscious of the effect on Whitley he began a running commentary. “She’s going ahead fast, sir. She’s stopped. She’s down. She’s up again.”


  “For the love of Mike, shut up!” barked his superior. “If you must make a noise, let me know when she’s got there!” One hand on the brake, one on the wire itself, he paid out. He began to wonder if the one drum would be enough. Then Stanley shouted: “She’s made it!”


  Hard on the heels of his cry the flare wedged in the wreckage guttered and died. But from the shore came a light, intensely bright even at this distance. Whitley straightened up, seized the prismatics from the other’s hands. At first he could see nothing for the glare from the beach. Then he shifted his line of sight slightly so that the flare was just outside the field of his glasses. And he saw a figure, whitely luminous in that blazing radiance, staggering up and across the black sand to the low cliff. Once she fell, and lay long seconds before she recovered. He felt that he got her to her feet again by his own concentrated will power. And then, at last, she was clambering up towards the tree. He saw her there, fumbling awhile. Abruptly she dropped to the sand. And then the second flare drove back the rushing, wind-borne shadows to the limit of vision.


  Now that he was no longer concerned about the girl’s safety Whitley—in a perverse sort of way—was beginning to enjoy himself. This—even though it was an alien planet—was his world. He was no longer a mere, uniformed passenger obliged to grapple with problems beyond his comprehension. The fact that, so far, he had grappled with those same problems with success he dismissed as blind luck. But now he was dealing with forces and problems that he knew of old.


  The end of the wire remaining aboard the ship was taken through a block made fast to the upper extremity of the twisted tail fin. He had all hands that he could muster in the confined space tail on to it, but their combined efforts could not lift the bight far clear of the water. More blocks and tackle were brought up from below, and with their aid the span was set up reasonably taut.


  Among the blocks was one of the variety known as a snatch block in his own time. This he slipped over the bight of the wire, so that it ran along the span as on a rail. A cradle was rigged hanging below this. Meanwhile, an endless whip had been prepared, one of the Martian mining engineers having proved himself adept at splicing and handling the tackle used in his profession. All that remained was to get one of the blocks ashore and make it fast just below the span.


  It was Stanley who volunteered for the task. Whitley would have gone—not so much because he doubted the lad’s ability to handle the job but because, now that the immediate pressure of work had subsided, he felt that he should be with Leonora. But it was essential that he stay with the ship until the end.


  It had been assumed that Stanley, seated in his cradle, would have to pull himself hand over hand along the wire until he reached comparative safety. But once out of the lee of the ship the wind took him, and those aboard had to slack out the endless whip with caution lest he be dashed against the low cliff at the shore end. But he made it, and the light of yet another flare proclaimed that his block was fast.


  All that now remained was to set up the second block at the ship end. This was soon accomplished, and then Whitley had at his disposal what was, in effect, a transporter bridge from ship shore. In his own time it had been called a breeches buoy.


  Standing on his parody of a quarter-deck he almost gave an absurd order, but checked himself in time. “Women and children first” was a rule sanctified by long centuries of precedent on Earth—but on Earth one could count on friendly, humane hands to receive castaways. But on Venus—


  “Anybody here who knows how to use those guns in the cargo?” he demanded. Then—“Mr. Jenkins! Slip below and see if there’s anyone there who can use ’em!”


  “They’re M.F.C.—Martian Fur Corporation—cargo,” volunteered Pawson. “There are t-wo or three professional hunters among the passengers. Pawson will find them and get them up here.”


  “Good.”


  Soon the hunters were standing on the wind-swept deck. Little men they were, with keen, long-sighted eyes. Brave men they undoubtedly were when facing the hazards of their own trade. But just now they were badly shaken.


  But with a courage far greater than they had ever shown whilst hunting the savage, fur-bearing beasts of Mars they intrusted themselves to Whitley’s outlandish contraption of wire and pulleys, allowed themselves to be swung out over the black water in the extemporized cradle—it had been one of the chairs in the lounge—clutching their weapons tightly, the one familiar thing in this wild, wet world. “Shoot at sight,” Whitley had told them. “If anything, anything, shows up—let fly. Remember. I’m relying on you to keep the shore end clear for me.”


  Before the cradle swung in to where young Stanley was waiting to assist them to solid earth they were peering up and down the beach, thankful for orders that they could understand.


  Once passengers and crew got the hang of things the work went with surprising smoothness. Dreading a shift of wind, Whitley had to work out a system of priorities. Had this been Earth, all that mattered would have been to get all hands ashore in one piece—but here he had to consider the rival claims of food, arms, equipment of all sorts. It would have been absurd to have landed with no immediate loss of life but with nothing to eat and no means either of self-defense or hunting whatever edible fauna, if any, were to be found.


  The departmental heads made things no easier. Had the surgeon had his way the party would have been well able to set up shop as pharmaceutists. They would have had ample resources for the alleviation of the pangs of indigestion—but nothing whatsoever to cause it. On the other hand Miss Emerson, the buxom, bustling catering officer, was too prone to put creature comfort before all else. Be that as it may, she and her two hostesses and the huge, temperamental negress who was her cook performed prodigies of sheer, unrelieved muling. Whenever Whitley thought that it was time to send ashore a load of foodstuffs or blankets instead of ammunition or human freight it was always ready and waiting.


  The wind now-was unsteady and gusty, backing and veering as much as four points. There was, of course, no break in the sky, but it was obvious that some change in the weather would soon be upon them. At times there would be almost a flat calm, and then a shrieking rain squall would be upon them to fill the air with a torrential downpour from above mingled with spindrift torn from the tortured surface of the sea. On these occasions the lightning would make their flares seem as but tallow candles, whilst the deafening thunder would make conversation impossible for minutes after the squall had passed.


  As she was, Martian Maid was held immovably on the reef by the sheer weight of wind and sea. But should the wind back or veer to the opposite quarter she would slide off into the deep water outside the shoal, taking with her all on board.


  When the lull came Whitley was not unprepared. He had discharged his ship strategically, something of everything. True, he didn’t have nearly enough of anything, but the party should be able to meet almost any emergency.


  He watched the last sling of food go swinging ashore, pulled by the now sizable working party on the beach, then climbed up on to the tail fin to see what he could of the weather conditions.


  The wind had fallen, but the sea was not calm. It had become an ugly, confused, pyramidal swell. And from seaward came a low but increasingly distinct roar as the rear semicircle of the atmospheric vortex approached at a speed he had no means of estimating.


  He climbed down from the fin.


  “Abandon ship,” he said.


  The cradle had returned, and on to it he loaded Miss Emerson and one of her hostesses, hanging around them bundles of all manner of gear. He waved—Pawson on the beach could see the signal distinctly through his M.F.C. prismatics—and the load swung shorewoods. Next it was the turn of the other hostess and the cook. Whitley saw that tears were streaming down the negress’ face as he helped to lash her securely. “It’s hard, Mr. Dale,” she said in a surprisingly cultured voice, “to leave this ship.”


  “Cheer up, Amelia,” he said, patting her back. “We have to leave before she leaves us. And it won’t be long.”


  It was Saunders who almost finished the adventure for Whitley. Somehow, although useless in the work because of his still bandaged eyes, he had managed to evade being sent ashore. Whitley was unaware of his presence until he himself was about to take his seat in the cradle. Then—


  “Number One! What are you doing here? Let me put you in the cradle.”


  “No, Dale. I’m staying. I’m master of this ship. And I’m going down with her.”


  “Don’t be a bloody fool!” Dale swung himself down from the chair, made to grab the other’s arm. Saunders swung blindly, instinctively, and by sheer chance the blow connected. Whitley never knew for how long he was out, but when he came round the chief pilot, who had torn the bandage from his watering eyes, was striving with inexpert, clumsy fingers to lash him into the cradle. The shift of wind had come, and a fitful, gusty breeze was already blowing from the land. Martian Maid, until now as steady as the rocks on which she had grounded, was becoming uneasy. Tremors ran through her hull, each one accompanied by a chorus of increasingly loud gratings and groanings from below decks. There was no time to lose.


  Whitley swung his foot, viciously, catching Saunders full on the point of the jaw. It was the work of seconds to release himself from the other’s bungled bends and hitches, to drag the bulky, inert form to the cradle. Getting him up into the chair took longer. By the time Saunders had been well secured the wind had steadied in direction, was rapidly approaching gale force.


  Whitley threw a couple of hasty turns around himself, then signaled to the shore. Slowly, for those at the other end were pulling against the wind, the cradle swung out and away from the ship, over the black water that was fast being lashed to fresh turbulence.


  Midway, the progress made was almost negligible. The wire above their heads was bar taut, and drumming with the enormous strain now put upon it. It seemed probable that it was holding the ship on to the reef in the teeth of the hurricane. Whitley found himself thinking that the tree to which the other end was made fast must be enormously tough.


  The flare that he had left wedged among the wreckage was torn from its position and blown to seaward. He could see the ship in black silhouette against the glare of the floating light—looming huge and fantastic-like a medieval castle against an impossible dawn. Then she was gone, and only the flare, poised high on the crest of a sea, could be seen. Seconds later the cradle, held on the end of its line almost horizontally by the screaming gale, fell. Saunders was still unconscious and Whitley was hampered by the lashings he had thrown about them both.


  “They’re determined to drown me,” was his last conscious thought.


  When he came round it was some time before he was able to place himself. It was dark, very dark, but now and again somebody would flash a pocket torch. There was the noise of wind, too, but it was somehow muffled.


  “He’s coming round,” he heard someone say.


  Then Leonora was bending over him.


  “It’s a horribly conventional question,” he said, “but where am I?”


  “In a cave,” she replied. “We’d almost got you and Mr. Saunders in, then the fastenings of the pulley”—Whitley winced a little—“on the tail fin came . . . er . . . unfastened. So we pulled you both in. You hadn’t got much water in you, but you’d managed to get a bang on the head from somewhere.”


  “So it seems. But this cave?”


  “It’s just under the tree we used.


  Two of the hunters went in first in case there were any wild animals. There were—or was—one. A big thing like a crocodile. They shot it.”


  “Any sign of dawn yet?”


  “No, as dark as ever. And the wind’s bad—”


  “It must get light some time. A revolving storm should mean a planet with some axial rotation. And if this were a permanent dark side it wouldn’t be so hot. But I’m going outside.”


  Leonora helped him up. He was glad of her assistance, being weaker than he had anticipated. Guided by her pocket flash they picked their way through the castaways, huddled in random, dejected groups all over the floor of the cave. Whitley was not surprised to find that the entrance to the cavern belied the cathedral vastness of the interior. Had it been in keeping he must surely have spotted it from the ship.


  And then they were standing in the gusty darkness at the foot of the cliff. The sailor took the little torch and flashed it around.


  “What, no watch?” he demanded angrily. “Anything might creep upon us. And we don’t know what the tides are like here. Stanley!” he bawled.


  The little cadet must have been among those not sleeping. In a few seconds he was by Whitley’s side. “Call the other officers,” he was told. “Tell them I want them at once. And get one of those Martian hunters and have him keep a look-out in the entrance with one or two of those flares and his gun handy. I’m surprised that they didn’t think of that without being told.”


  The lad vanished back into the cave. Whitley couldn’t see Leonora, but the expression in her voice told him that her eyebrows must be raised. “Quite the little Hitler,” she said. “Everybody needs rest after what they’ve been through.”


  “Of course they do. And if I don’t succeed in stirring up some kind of watch on deck it’ll be their last rest! Listen!”—he grasped her arm roughly—“you people have had far too soft a life. You just can’t conceive that anything or anybody could possibly have any animosity against you. Your world is far too safe, too peaceful. It’s better than mine—but there we knew that all kinds of animals, two as well as four-legged, were ready and willing to do the dirty on us. We may have temporarily outwitted the insensate forces of Nature, but we still have whatever life this world boasts to deal with.” He became aware that somebody was standing at their side. “Who’s that?” he demanded.


  “Taberner, skipper. And, though I say it who shouldn’t, the best shot on the books of the M.F.C.”


  “Good. I want you to keep out here until you’re relieved. If you hear or see the slightest sign of movement loose off a flare—I suppose Stanley gave you one—and let fly. Got it?”


  “Yes, skipper.” The man seemed relieved to have a job, to have somebody who would give him orders.


  Whitley and the girl went back into the cave. Stanley’s torch flitting here and there like a will-o’-the-wisp showed that he was finding and calling the officers. The thick darkness made the task no easy one. “In all the books about shipwrecks he had ever read,” thought Whitley, “the castaways started off by building a fire. Not that, in this case, its warmth would be necessary, but it would give light and a certain cheerfulness.”


  The almost dry debris entangling his feet made him think that a fire might be practical politics. A definite current of air from the mouth to the back of the cave showed that there must be ventilation of a sort, that smoke disposal would not be too serious a problem. For matches—In his own time he could have been sure of some means of starting a fire—pocket lighter or otherwise. But in this age of self-igniting cigarettes which just refused to ignite in the humid Venusian atmosphere—there was nothing.


  Taking the little torch he squatted down and examined the decaying vegetation with which the cave was carpeted. It did not appear to be seaweed—a welcome sign—and was comparatively dry. How it had got there he could not say—it may have been brought in by previous occupants. He gathered an armful and carried it to the rear. A few more journeys, aided by Leonora, and there was a respectable pile. One of the invaluable flares thrust into the heap achieved results. Its fierce heat soon dried the fuel—and soon a cheerful blaze filled the gloomy cavern with dancing lights and shadows.


  Some of the sleepers murmured and stirred, but most of them slept on.


  Whitley sat by the fire in his steaming clothes, waiting for the others to report to him and watching the acrid smoke stream almost straight up to the high, crannied roof. By his side Leonora spread the contents of her cigarette case on the floor to dry. “This makes a difference,” she said. “Wonder if we should have one outside, too.”.


  “Can’t decide. If I could be sure that it would scare things off I’d give it a go—but it might attract unwelcome attention. Ah, here’s the doctor. Sit down and make yourself at home.”


  When the officers of all departments were gathered the conference was opened. It may well be that “conference” is a misleading word. It was more of a lecture on the correct procedure in the event of shipwreck. Watches were set, both for the cave entrance and the fire. Flares were not sufficiently plentiful to justify the expenditure of one every time the fire required relighting. A rationing system was worked out. And when at last, things were more or less shipshape Whitley allowed himself the luxury of a rest. He made himself a bed on the hard rock with a couple of blankets, sleepily told Pawson, who was officer of the first watch, to give him a shout in the event of daylight, a change of weather or any emergency, then dropped into a dreamless and almost instantaneous sleep. He thought dreamily that he should have given orders to be called at some set time.


  Things usually come in threes. The first of the three was the change in the weather. Whitley did not awake with his usual swift transition from sleep to complete awareness when Jenkins called him. He felt like a corpse warmed up—warmed almost to the point of cooking. In his mouth was a dark brown taste and in his nostrils an unpleasant odor compounded of acrid smoke and what they were all to come to regard as the characteristic stink of Venus—a miasma of moist corruption.


  He made an effort and creaked to his feet.


  “Yes, Jenkins?”


  “The wind, Dale. It’s dropped.”


  “Good.”


  Guided by the other’s flash he picked his way through the sleepers. Outside the cave mouth it was calm—with a stagnant airlessness. Down on the beach the swell rolled rhythmically on to the shelving sand, visible as a line of luminescence in the darkness as the seas curled over and broke. Further to seaward the reef shot fountains of living light into the black sky. Something big broke the surface and flopped back again with a loud splash, to be outlined briefly and unsatisfyingly with pale fire.


  “Now what?” thought Whitley.


  “Now what?” He had a theory that on a planet with a slow axial rotation such as Venus apparently had all kinds of atmospheric disturbances could be expected along the line of demarcation between day and night. If this were the case, dawn could not be far off. But that, as the monkey said, remained to be seen.


  He became aware that all kinds of people, passengers as well as his fellow officers, were around him. They had obviously awaited his awakening to ask questions and air grievances. But he was in no mood for this. He wanted to be alone to try and get things straight.


  “I wonder if you could show me how that gun of yours works,” he said to the hunter whose turn of sentry duty it was. The Martian demonstrated. It was not so very different from the automatic weapons of the twentieth century. There was a box magazine, and there was a lever which, in accordance with the position into which it was put, acted as a safety catch or gave single shot or full automatic fire. The weapon itself could be fired either from the shoulder or as a tommy gun.


  “I’ll take this,” said Whitley. “You can get yourself another one from inside the cave.” He had no intention of setting an even worse example than that which he was already setting by wandering off alone and unarmed. But he was not to be alone. He became aware that somebody had fallen in beside him. Rudely, he swung the beam of the torch he had requisitioned full in the other’s face. He was neither surprised nor sorry to see that it was Leonora.


  “Do you mind?” she said.


  “No.” Then, more graciously, “I’m glad you have come, my dear.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “Just somewhere where we can be away from the mob. I’ve got to get things straight with myself. Now that the excitement’s over I’ve got that let-down sort of feeling. I’m wondering if perhaps I shouldn’t hand over to Saunders—after all, he is the senior surviving officer. As for me—if I’m me I’m just an outsider, and if I’m Dale I’m just an upstart puppy of a junior.”


  “Don’t be a fool.” Her voice was intense. “You’ve got them all eating out of your hand now. And, if you want an honest opinion, I don’t think that anybody else, officer or passenger, could handle things. This is all as strange to us as it is to you. Stranger. Being wrecked on desert islands must have been a commonplace experience in your time.”


  “It was not. But shall we sit down? I’m tired of tripping over things and slipping.”


  By the light of their torches they found a smooth, flat-topped rock, standing up solitary from the black sand. By some minor miracle it was not covered with slimy algae, nor did it boast any gelatinous blobs that could have been anything. It may have been uncovered by the storm only a few hours previously.


  On this they sat, not talking much, yet each deriving more than a little comfort from the close proximity of the other. Behind them was the cave, a hardy visible circle of dim, flickering light. Before them was the dark, mysterious sea.


  As they watched, a slow change come over its face. First it seemed that the phosphorescence along the beach and the reef became more intense, and then this same phosphorescence seemed to shoot streamers of pallid moonlight into the surrounding water. These intermingled and coalesced, putting out yet more sprays and branches of pulsating flame. And as the living light swirled and spread color came, faint at first as a Lunar rainbow and then deepening until the sea., from the dark shore to the furthest horizon, was one chromatic glory. The low overcast shone with reflected crimson and azure, jade and amethyst.


  “Like a dream in technicolor,” said Whitley, as though to dispel the fascination of the scene by the cheapness of his humor. It was so uncannily beautiful that it frightened him.


  Suddenly he tensed, stared hard at a point between the shoals and the beach. Leonora heard the faint, sharp clicks as he moved the catch of his weapon from Safety to Automatic. “Look!” he said pointing.


  She followed his arm, black in silhouette against the radiance from the sea. At first she could see nothing, and then straining her eyes, she could make out a moving, oddly symmetrical patch of fainter light against the background of brightly luminous water. It dawned on her suddenly that the object, whatever it was, was shining by reflection only.


  It came to a stop when it was almost abreast of the mouth of the cave. Then there was a sharp twang, as of a suddenly released bowstring, to be followed by a crash and a rattle of falling rubble. The murmur of voices that had been coming from the entrance—for almost everybody must have turned out to witness the shining sea—abruptly ceased, was replaced by shouts and screams.


  “What are they waiting for?” shouted Whitley.


  He saw a line of faint, vague shapes in the water surging shoreward from what he had, by now, decided was a ship. There was another almost musical twang, followed by another heavy impact against the cliff face. Somewhere, loud, insistent, a little drum started beating with an odd, broken rhythm. It seemed almost like code. It probably was code.


  But Whitley was not listening to the drum. He remembered it afterwards, remembered how the rattling song of his gun had blended with and finally drowned that of the other. But now all his conscious attention was focused on the sweeping flight of his little rocket projectiles—like the old, familiar tracers they were—as he hosepiped them upon the swimmers. He heard hoarse, croaking cries, saw the line of attackers dwindle and falter.


  A bolt from the weapon aboard the ship hurtled past, almost knocking him and the girl flat with the wind of its passing. It buried itself with a dull, sodden thud in the wet sand. Whitley shifted his fire from the surf to the dim, scarce visible outline of the ship. The Venusian gunners must either have been killed or driven under cover, for their weapon was not fired again during the course of the action.


  Then, at last, a flare flamed into sudden, incandescent life by the cave mouth. In its hard, merciless glare the figures of the attackers could be seen. Like men they were—or like frogs. Like something out of a cartoon film by an evil, pervert Disney. The first line—or what was left of it—was already out of the water. Waving vicious, glittering knives they charged up the beach. Whitley’s fire took them in the flank, and from the cave three or more guns burst into stammering song. Of this first wave only one of the Venusians won to within a hundred feet of the defenders. And he collapsed suddenly, literally torn to pieces by the concentrated fire.


  A second wave met the fate of the first—then a third. There were no more.


  Still the cave gunners kept up their fire, raking the ship from stem to stern.


  “Cease fire!” bawled Whitley. Then—“Come on! We must stop those fools before it’s too late!”


  “What’s the hurry?”


  “Plenty. They’re wasting ammunition for a start. And I’ve got a ship, a ship! And I don’t want her blown full of holes!”


  In less than an hour after the attack the first, faint flush of dawn was visible to seaward. With surprising rapidity a dismal, wan daylight spread over sea and sky. Before it was properly light the spectacular phosphorescence of the sea abruptly went out—almost as though some unseen hand had pulled a master switch.


  Whitley was pleased to see the light. He was having to burn flare after flare to keep the ship under observation. She was obviously lying to some kind of anchor and he did not want the survivors of the crew either to heave up at leisure or slip the cable and escape. And he did not want to launch his attack on the attackers until it was properly light. For there had already been casualties among the castaways. The sentry who had been on duty when the Venusians opened fire had been cut in two by the missile—a shaft about ten feet long, it was, with long, razor-sharp blades projecting out from the head. And—this was hard to take—two of the children had been killed by the second round.


  “Four already,” thought Whitley as he paced the ledge in front of the cave. “Four out of sixty-four. And if we attack in the dark any survivors skulking aboard the ship will fight like cornered rats. And we shall lose more. She’ll keep till daylight.”


  To add to his worries a distant drum started to beat from what the coming of dawn identified as the nor’ard. It seemed to be some kind of code—and it seemed to have a questioning note. It seemed that somebody, somewhere, was trying to get in touch with the attacking party. After a while the disquieting sound ceased.


  And then the dawn came.


  The increasing light was the signal to Whitley that he must set his schemes for seizing the ship in motion. The end of the night meant other things too, entailed a task that he would have found most distasteful.


  “But I can’t,” he told Leonora. “I have no right to. Don’t forget that I’m not one of you.”


  “Perhaps you’re right. Saunders will have to.”


  Somebody had gone down to the beach and collected the broad-bladed knives from the dead Venusians. Somebody else had found some flat pieces of driftwood. During the night the parachute had been washed ashore. From it lengths of the heavy silk were hacked to serve as shrouds.


  Whitley looked from the three muffled figures—two of them pitifully small—to where a working party was scratching away with improvised tools at three trenches. “Be honest,” he told himself, “call them graves. And the last one of us left alive will have nobody to bury him”. His morbid mood was accentuated by the sullen, yellow sky overhanging the sullen, yellow sea.


  “Just part of the price,” whispered Leonora at his elbow. “Just part of the price. And no matter who goes next, no matter if we all go, it’s worth it! Can’t you see? It’s worth it!”


  “Yes,” he replied slowly, “perhaps it is. Do you read Kipling? Before your time. I’m afraid. But this is what he said:


  “If blood be the price of Admiralty,


  Lord God, we ha’ paid in full—’


  But they’re taking them down to the beach—”


  It was Saunders, standing by himself, who recited the brief Burial Service from memory. On the other side of the grave were gathered the rest of the party—the parents of the dead children, the mate of the hunter, officers and passengers.


  The chief pilot, his full face strained and solemn, reached the conclusion of his speech. “And so we commit the bodies of our brothers and sisters to”—he hesitated, groping for words more suitable than those of the official form—“the soil of an alien planet. We—” His voice trailed off into a horrible gurgle. His hands went up to clutch at his throat, from which protruded a vaned, metal shaft about nine inches in length. From the cave mouth came the frenzied chattering of the automatic rifle of the sentry on duty. The little rocket projectiles hissed and whined over the heads of the burial party. Other bolts came from the ship, but the aim of the unseen marksmen was spoiled by the fire from the cave.


  Whitley caught Leonora Starr a swinging blow that knocked her flat on her face. “Down!” he bellowed. “Down, if you value your lives!”


  Most of the others heeded his warning, but two of the men made a mad dash for the safety of the cavern. Before they were halfway there the Venusian bowmen—who had by now recovered their steadiness of aim—picked them off. The riflemen with the burial party tried to return the fire from a prone position. But they had no-cover and dared not raise themselves sufficiently to take proper aim, whilst their opponents were firing through tiny ports and from behind many inches of tough wood.


  On the fore deck of the ship appeared a cautious, crouching figure. It ran to where the anchor cable was led over some kind of windlass—doubtless with the intention of cutting or slipping so that the ship could drift to safety in the strong current. Here, at last, was something for the gunners to fire at. The grotesque, unhuman figure collapsed, literally torn to shreds.


  “This won’t do,” thought Whitley. His mind, active once more, raced from plan to possibility, desperately sought some way out of the impasse. Much as he disliked the idea—for he was essentially a peace-loving soul who believed that the only gentlemanly way to fight a naval battle was at long range with big guns—a piratical boarding party was the only solution. He passed word round of his intentions. Reluctantly, he began to shrug himself out of his uniform, retaining only the belt, through which he thrust one of the Venusian knives. About a dozen of the men followed his example. He was glad that Leonora was busy with the casualties of this latest attack—although it is probable that she was running more risk than he would do. It is impossible to administer to an injured person from a prone position—and even though she was very careful not to stand upright she was a target.


  A last, obvious thought struck Whitley as he edged his way down to the water’s edge.


  “Foxholes!” he shouted. Then—“Scrape yourselves trenches in the sand for cover!”


  The sea, when he reached it, was stickily warm. He splashed through the shallows, trying to keep his body down. An occasional vicious splash too close for comfort showed that he was under fire from the ship. Over his head sang the covering fire from beach and cave. He tried, unsuccessfully, to ignore the missiles from both parties. He wondered where the rest of the attackers had got to, and then loud floundering noises from the rear showed that he was being followed.


  He was never an expert swimmer and his amateurish breast stroke was painfully slow. From water level the ship looked huge—as big, almost, as one of the floating cities of his own time—yet distant. It seemed that he would never make it, that the strong current would sweep him down past the southern extremity of the reef. He tired, and tried swimming on his back. The blade thrust between belt and skin chafed him badly, inflicted several nasty little cuts on hip and leg. It was too easy to remember how the sharks of the seas of Earth are attracted by fresh blood, and hard indeed to refrain from a frantic, energy-wasting burst of speed.


  When he turned over, the ship, looking much smaller, was close. He realized that for some time there had been no fire from the Venusians, assumed that from their positions they could not bring their weapons down to bear on anything at close range on the surface. That would make things very much easier.


  The boarding party had reached the ship by her counter stern. There was no possibility of climbing aboard there—even if the hull had not been so slimy as to afford no grip, the overhang must, inevitably, have defeated any such attempt. Whitley hung for a while to the rudder to recover his wind. Around him the others trod water and looked longingly at the resting place he had monopolized. He could sympathize with them—but he had no intention of shifting until he had got his wind back. Then—


  “We’ll have to make it for’ard,” he said. “By the cable. They seem to have no ladders over.”


  As quietly as possible the boarding party swam along the green, slimy side of the ship. Whitley was first to come to the anchor cable. It was not of metal chain but was apparently made of some vegetable fiber closely resembling coir. Like all else about the vessel it was thickly coated with algae, but the roughness of the rope afforded a grip in spite of this.


  It was taut, but not bar taut, and made an angle of about thirty degrees with the surface of the water. Luckily it did not come down through a hawsepipe but through a fairlead in the low bulwarks. Though he had never claimed to be a gymnast the sailor thought that he could negotiate it without much difficulty. What he might have to face once he got aboard he preferred not to think about.


  Hand over hand he went up the cable. It was easy whilst the water still supported the weight of the lower part of his body, but when he was clear of the sea Whitley had to throw his legs around the rope. Still, he went up it with reasonable alacrity. When his hands butted against the planking he swung himself round, hung for a moment in his prone position, and then clutched at the rail. He hoped that nobody was waiting with a sharp knife. A burst of enthusiastic fire from the shore showed that somebody might have toyed with the idea but had been effectively discouraged.


  He looked down. Below him, like some smooth, hairless sloth, Stanley was hanging to the cable. Below him was Taberner, the little hunter. He grinned down at them.


  “It’s over the top now,” he almost whispered. “Once I’m up the rest of you follow as fast as you can.”


  A quick, muscle-cracking heave and he stood on deck. His bare feet scrambled madly for purchase and for a few frantic seconds he executed a mad fandango on the slimy surface, finally falling with a bone-shaking crash. It was as well that he did; had he remained erect he would have stopped the bolt loosed from the shelter of the deckhouse. On his back—the deck had a pronounced sheer—he slid aft, and before the Venusian could reload and fire the Earthman was upon him.


  Stanley and Taberner, coming aboard a few seconds later, saw a mad tangle of flailing arms and legs among which two knives flashed and waved. It was almost impossible to tell one combatant from the other, so thickly was Whitley coated with the green slime. A little to one side stood another of the Venusians making cautious, half-hearted jabs with a long spear. He was hampered by his fear of doing his shipmate an injury and contributed nothing to the outcome of the battle.


  Like Whitley, the cadet and the hunter slipped and staggered. But they succeeded in keeping their feet. Like schoolboys on a slide they slithered aft. They were upon the second Venusian before he fully realized what was happening, although he did make an almost successful attempt to bring his spear up to the ready. But the long-hafted weapon was thrust to one side, and one knife split his skull whilst the other buried itself in his body.


  There was a stout door to the deckhouse entrance. This Stanley slammed. He wanted to make sure that the odds remained on the side of the boarding party for this little struggle at least. It did not occur to him until later that he was giving any surviving crew members an opportunity of barricading themselves in.


  Taberner hovered above the fight, poised on the balls of his feet, his knife ready.


  “I wish they’d keep still for a moment!” he grumbled.


  “You try it!” came a strangled gasp from the squirming mess. “But you’d better do something—and do it quick!”


  “Disarm them both,” suggested Stanley. He looked forward. “Here come the others. Get both their knives away and then we can disentangle them. It will help, perhaps, if we get a prisoner.”


  But Whitley, fighting for his life, wasn’t interested in such purely academic details. He knew that he could not hope to last much longer, that the instant his guard was down the other’s knife would sweep or thrust once—and once only. He found it increasingly difficult, to keep his grip on the slippery skin. And, even in danger of his life, he found time to feel the utmost horror and revulsion for the slimy body pressed against his, for the rank, swamp odor of the thing. And those two bloody fools talked about taking prisoners!


  Then he heard Taberner talking in a low, intent voice. “Relax, skipper! Let him get you down! It’s the only way!”


  It was hard to allow himself to yield to his unhuman enemy. It was hard to let his knife hand be forced back, to feel himself pressed down by the noisome weight till his back was flat on the slimy deck. And yet it was an infinite relief to be able to stop struggling, to put the whole business in another’s hands. Nevertheless, he did not relinquish his grip on the Venusian’s knife hand. He trusted Taberner—but not that much.


  But if the native could not use his knife he had other weapons. The hideous, reptilian head was brought down, and down, and down. The wide mouth opened, revealing two serrated rows of needle-sharp teeth. The eyes shone with a naked savagery that sickened Whitley to the core. Ignoring all that had gone before, he knew with the utmost certainty that no peace would ever be possible with these people.


  Then Taberner’s knife flashed once. The grinning head rolled off the green shoulders, striking Whitley’s face as it fell. The body on top of him started to jerk and twitch—and went on jerking and twitching. The sailor rolled from under the convulsed carcass. Staggering and slipping, he ran for the side. For minutes ‘he hung over the low rail. When he had finished he stood erect wearily. He looked around. Save for Stanley the deck was deserted.


  “Where are the others?” he demanded.


  “Gone below, Mr. Dale. Mr. Taberner told me to stay up here with you.” The youth was plainly disgusted at having to miss whatever further excitement might be in store. “He—”


  “Never mind that now. We’re going after them.”


  But as they started the descent of the ladder just inside the deckhouse door Taberner shouted to them, “Two more! And that’s the lot!”


  From the north came the staccato, questioning music of a distant drum.


  For one in his predicament George Whitley was a surprisingly happy man. He had a ship. He did not know how many hours of daylight remained to him before the coming of the storm-tormented night, but he was determined to make full use of every minute of them. There was a lot to be done to the little vessel that had fallen into his hands. Another leader would have dispatched exploring parties to investigate the possibilities of the island—but this the sailor refused to consider until he had the means of making a quick getaway under his feet. He knew that there was a town or city of the natives to the nor’ard—it could be seen, on occasions when the misty drizzle thinned, from the hill above his beach. And he knew that the inhabitants of this settlement must inevitably prove hostile. When they sent a second raiding party to inquire after the fate of the first they would meet with a warm reception. Until then—let sleeping dogs lie. Meanwhile—work, sleep, work and yet more work.


  After the killing of the last survivors of the crew Whitley decided to careen the vessel. The current was settling down on a long split of sand running halfway out from the beach to the reef. All he had to do was veer his cable—the windlass was primitive but quite workable—until the ship grounded on the smooth, gently shelving bottom. Then it was a case of running mast-head tackles out to convenient trees along the cliff top and heeling her to expose her bottom.


  As he had suspected, she had no keel. This would mean—as her rig implied—that she was quite capable of making considerable speed running free but with the wind anywhere near the beam would go crab-wise. But with the bottom in its present disgusting state he doubted whether she could make a bare two knots in full gale. So everybody had to turn to with improvised scrapers to clean off the tendrils of weed and numerous mollusks which, in conjunction, conveyed the impression of a sort of marine rock garden. Having no anti-fouling composition he doubted whether this state of unnatural cleanliness would last for dong—but he would careen at every available opportunity if need be.


  The inside of the ship was far from suitable by Earthly standards. The slimy, green algae were everywhere. But some flat stones were found and used in conjunction with the fine, black sand—and so the holystone made its bow on Venus.


  The vessel was about seventy-five feet in length with a beam of fifteen feet. There was a single mast, on which was hoisted one big, square sail. It was a primitive rig, one that argued a race little advanced in the long climb upwards from savagery. And yet there was so much about the ship that was not primitive; for example a magnetic compass almost the equal of anything he had seen in his own place and time. And the weapons—even the knives—showed a high standard of workmanship. The little crossbows were of metal—as was the larger version which fired the big, ten-foot shafts. They were the sort of things that a civilized man would make were he obliged by some circumstance to abandon his modern small arms and artillery. As for the crude, unseamanlike rig—it argued a people long used to mechanical propulsion having to relearn the lost arts of their forefathers the hard way.


  The rig could be bettered. There was the parachute to draw upon for sailcloth, what remained of the breeches buoy for standing and running rigging. There was a set of what could only be sailmaker’s tools among the miscellaneous gear, some of it defying identification, left by the Venusians. It would be easy enough to contrive a decent suit of sails.


  After much cogitation Whitley decided on a standing lug and a jib. He was no sailor, just a seaman, and thought it advisable to stick to a rig with which—it was the orthodox lifeboat rig of his own time—he was familiar. The original yard would have to serve as a gaff; the blocks, which were not in bad condition, he would leave standing, merely substituting his own wire for the dubious looking cordage he had acquired with the ship.


  Then there was another idea he had in mind—one that would entail putting the sweeps—she could put out six to a side—to a use of which their late owners would never have dreamed. By the time he finished he would be able to outsail anything on the Venusian sea.


  To him, whilst he was tracing diagrams in the sand with a piece of stick, came Leonora Starr. She stood for a while watching him, her expression of irritation deepening. She frowned. Truly, he had suffered a sea change. At first she had been drawn to him, he had been so lost, so bewildered, a fish out of water. Now he was a fish in its native element. A motherly compassion on her part had been replaced by feelings she did not care to analyze. But she could not deny that the fact that he seemed to have no time to spare for her hurt. She knew that the ungainly contraption out there on the sand spit was more of a rival for his affections—forgetting the long ago and far away Jane—than any woman could have been.


  She coughed.


  He gave her a cursory glance, said “Yes, Leo?” and went on with his drawing.


  “Things are pretty well squared up inside,” she replied. “We found some more of those awful, slimy things with legs—whether they were pets or pests I can’t say.”


  “We’ll leave that to the scientists. I’m afraid that the glorified crossbow affair on the foredeck is going to ruin the cut of my jib. Don’t feel like dismounting it, though; it might come in useful.”


  “Can’t you think of anything else but your beastly ship?” she flared.


  He looked up with an expression of mild surprise. “Why, no,” he said.


  “I’m sick and tired of it. So is everybody else. People want to investigate this island, this world, to see what the Venusian town is like, to get some idea of the flora and fauna. But here we are, stuck on this ruddy beach, sweating and slaving away at your toys. And if she was good enough for the people who built her—and they should have known what they were doing—she’s good enough for you!


  “She’s not. When that ship is something like a ship we’ll have time to nose around. But we don’t know when the night is due—it’s roughly thirty-six hours since dawn now—and we must get her finished.”


  “And then?”


  “And then we get out of here. We aren’t far from the equator—I unshipped a magnet from their spare compass card and use it as a dipping needle—and I think we shall find a healthier climate in the polar regions.”


  “That’s what you think!” she said with what he considered unjustifiable bitterness. “That’s what you think!”


  She turned sharply on her heel and strode away. For a few moments Whitley looked after her retreating figure, the beginning of a frown starting to furrow his brow. A few seconds later he was busy once more with his diagrams, all else forgotten but the problem of how to modify his sail plan to accommodate his armament.


  Leonora was in a vile temper as she paced along the beach. Halfway to the cave she was accosted by Miss Emerson.


  “Oh, Leo,” said the catering officer, “don’t you think it’s time that we thought about living off the country? My stores won’t last forever, you know.”


  “Don’t bother me, see Dale. He’s the Big White Chief around here!”


  “But I thought—”


  “Don’t. There’s only one person allowed to do any thinking in this world!”


  In the cave she tried to find something to occupy her mind. But the affairs of the hospital instituted by the surgeon and herself were running quite smoothly, the assistant nurses she had recruited from among the passengers had things well in hand. But she left one of them in tears and the other on the verge of attempted murder. The few adult patients watched the scene with considerable amusement, the half dozen or so children found it all just one more bewilderment in what they had come calmly to accept as an incurably bewildering scheme of things.


  When she came out into the open the misty rain had cleared. To the eastward, perhaps ten miles distant, lay a long, black archipelago. It had been seen before, but never so distinctly. She went back into the cave, found a pair of prismatic glasses and studied the chain of islands. It occurred to her that she might be able to see more—and perhaps something of interest—from the hill above the cliff top.


  Whitley had made it a rule that nobody was to stir from the environs of the camp alone. In her present mood she felt that Whitley’s rules were made to be broken.


  Another rule was that any party away from the main body was to be armed. She hunted around for a spare automatic rifle, but they had been restowed and were not in their usual place. And she would ask nothing of anybody—even a simple request for information would have been beyond her. Besides, the hill was of almost bare volcanic rock and she was confident that she would be able to see, anything or or anybody coming from the jungle below in ample time to make good her escape.


  It was only a short climb from the cave to the top of the cliff. The hill, all of five hundred feet above sea level it must have been, took longer. Done in sweltering, humid heat the ascent was a major operation.


  When she was on the summit she looked, first of all, all around her. Down on the sand spit she could see the ship with the figures of men and women swarming about her, ludicrously like ants about some huge insect that had blundered into their nest to its own undoing. To the north she could see the native town, just beyond the swamp, with the shapes of other vessels in its harbor. She wondered why the omniscent Mr. Whitley did not station a permanent look-out on the hill to spy out the enemy’s shipping movements. She forgot that visibility was usually so poor that anybody there would have been wasting his time, besides standing a good chance of being attacked and killed by Venusians creeping up unseen.


  Southward, the volcano seemed more than usually active. She felt a thrill of premonitory dread as she watched its ever expanding plume of smoke. With her glasses she could distinctly see occasional spurts of lava spouting up over the crater rim. Once there was some kind of internal explosion which sent a shower of rocks high into the air.


  But she had come up here to look at the distant islands. From one end of the archipelago to the other she swung her glasses, and then back again. She thought she saw smoke, although it may only have been a distant rain squall over the land. Her attention was distracted by a sudden movement in the sea about two miles out. Three huge shapes broke surface, the speed with which they had been traveling submerged sending them high out of the water. They spread huge, graceful wings, soared, and with lazy ease made off to the northeastward. She had seen the flying fish of Earth; these, too, were flying fish—but flying fish that could really fly.


  Following their flight with the glasses she found herself looking at a flotilla of black shapes drifting down between the islands. She thought at first that this was a fleet of Venusian sailing ships, made to run down the hill to warn the camp of the impending invasion. But she restrained herself. They were miles off as yet and she would have ample time to estimate numbers and armament before there was any real, danger. Furthermore, it was essential that she stay at her post until the last possible moment, for it had been found that fog or the thick, misty drizzle was liable to come down without a second’s warning.


  So she kept her glasses glued to the advancing armada whilst, with a fair northerly wind and the south setting current down the straits to aid them, they advanced with surprising rapidity. At the finish she began to have her doubts. There was a certain softness and irregularity of outline in both hull and sails. And when she saw the leading ship lift, on the end of a long tentacle, a struggling, fishlike form from the water and lower it into what could only have been its maw her doubts were confirmed. Still—it was interesting. She wondered whether the strange beasts were entirely at the mercy of wind and tide, or whether they could sail—what was it that Dale called it?—close hauled. Blast Mr. Whitley-Dale, anyhow. Him and his ships.


  The scene before her was suddenly blotted out. Automatically she made to wipe the prismatics on the hem of her skirt, then realized that, without warning, the fog had shut down. She could no longer hear the cheerful sounds of voices and hammering from the beach. It was, suddenly, very lonely on the hilltop. In spite of the heat she shivered.


  But she was confident that she would be able to find her way down.


  She had been up here before, with Whitley. Now if he were here he’d try to steer a compass course or face the wind and tell you that the barometer was lower on your left hand than your right or something equally absurd. But he would be company. He would be able to laugh at you in a reassuring sort of way when you thought you heard slimy, slithery sounds on the rocks on both sides of you. And he would have come with a heavier armament than the pair of none too sharp surgical scissors that you happened to have in your pocket. And he would have known what to do when the slithery sounds closed in from all sides and the fog stank with the revolting, fish-carrion smell of the Venusians. He would—


  Leonora tried to scream, but a slimy, webbed hand was pressed over her mouth. She tried to use her pitiful scissors, but her arm was brutally twisted and the little implement tinkled unheeded to the ground. She waited for the keen edge of a blade at her throat, but it did not come. Instead, half dragged, half carried, she was borne off silently into the fog.


  “Where’s Leo?” Whitley had roughed out his sail plan to his own satisfaction and now wanted somebody to talk to. “Where’s Leo, Doc?”


  “Don’t know, Dale. She was in here a while ago, they tell me, raising Cain and making herself generally unpopular—but that must have been before the fog came down. Thought she was with you.”


  “No:” Then—“I’ll see if the sentries have seen her.”


  “Hm-m-m. Quite worried,” said the surgeon, to nobody in particular, smiling to himself. “But Leo’s too smart to get into trouble. And when he does find her they’ll just have another row.


  Meanwhile, Whitley was interrogating his sentries. Those to the north and the south of the beach were positive that she had not passed. So was the man who had been stationed at the head of the path from the cave to the top of the cliff. But somehow, his protestations failed to carry conviction.


  “So you never left your post. You’re lying. Never mind how I know. I’ll deal with you later. Come on!”


  Followed by Taberner and Stanley he started up the path to the hill. The mist had cleared considerably and the visibility was fair, He did not see what he dreaded to see—the body of Leonora transfixed by a crossbow shaft or hacked by a broad-bladed knife. It was only by chance that he saw the little pair of scissors, their brightness already dulled by the saturated air.


  “There’s been a struggle here,” said Taberner. “These must have been the only weapon she had. Look! You can still see where the slime has been scraped off their feet by the rock.” He was nosing around like an excited little terrier. He pounced on something that had escaped the notice of the others. Mutely, he gave it to Whitley for his inspection. It was a shred of cloth, once white but now stained dirty green by the slime from the Venusians’ hands.


  “We’ll take the ship,” said Whitley. “We’ll sail her round and attack in force. And if . . . if—”


  “No, skipper,” said Taberner. “Too obvious. It’s clear now, and they’d see us coming, be ready for us. But three men with rifles coming overland might, with luck, do something. A bigger party would be spotted.”


  Members of Leonora Starr’s profession are not prone to panic. She was no exception to the rule—but on this occasion she found it hard not to lapse into a futile, energy-wasting struggle. Struggle she did, but with what she hoped was a certain calmness and deliberation. She went on struggling long after it became obvious that she would be better advised to save her strength. But she was no match for the four Venusians of the scouting party. Two held her arms, one kept his stinking, webbed hand tight pressed over her mouth, the fourth led the way down the hillside.


  What made it hard for the girl was the knowledge that she was in a hopeless predicament unless help came from the camp. Had her captors been human—even the veriest dregs of humanity—she would have been confident of her ability to win clear by the use of weapons far more deadly than the little futile pair of scissors that had dropped unheeded to the ground, than the broad, sharp knives of the Venusians. But on these aliens the old, black magic would never work, even had she possessed command of their uncouth language.


  Aliens? No—not quite. That was the worst part of it. She realized that she must have been taken prisoner for one purpose only—as specimen. Woman dissects frog, she thought. That’s not news. But—The thought made her, almost involuntarily, start struggling again. The leading Venusian, who seemed to be in charge of the party, turned and gave her a stunning buffet on the side of the head.


  The texture of the ground underfoot was changing. The rocks gave way to a more even and softer footing. She could not look down—the native whose hand was over her mouth had forced her head back so that she could see only the murky, yellow sky—but she could feel it through the soles of her thin shoes. Like moss, it felt.


  As they progressed it became more marshy. The mud crept up over the tops of her shoes, slid down between foot and lining. She could hear the loud squelch as her captors set their broad, webbed feet down, the sucking noise as they lifted them. And the warm slime mounted to above her angles, her knees. Inch by inch it climbed her thighs. The stink of corruption, of fecund life decaying even as it flourished, became overpowering. She tried to look down. Surprisingly, the Venusian with his hand over her mouth offered no resistance. She saw that she was being led across a swamp, a quaking quagmire of black, stinking mud.


  Perhaps it was that the natives knew a secret path across its seemingly trackless filth, perhaps it was that their webbed feet gave them the support that a man would have lacked. But Leonora saw that she could not expect a rescue party to come this way—if there ever were a rescue party. She did not consider the possibility of a rescue by sea. Whitley’s sailing ship was never more to her than a rather incomprehensible masculine toy.


  With slow, uncanny rhythm the surface of the swamp heaved and pulsated. Now and again great bubbles would rise from its depths, break surface and burst. Once one of these floated up under the feet of the party, oversetting captors and captive into the stinking mire. And when the bubble burst the stench of the swamp was multiplied a thousandfold so that Leonora choked and retched. So concerned was she with her physical discomfort that she did not try to break free from the Venusians—had she succeeded in so doing it is almost certain that she would have sunk without trace into the noisome depths. In any case, slithering and floundering as they were, their grip on her arms never relaxed.


  As the journey continued Leonora saw long, dripping tentacles rise questingly from the slime. Once one came close, undulating over the quaking surface like a snake. One of the Venusians slashed at it with his machete, slicing off its tip. It withdrew hurriedly. And then she saw another lift something small, black and amorphous from the mud.


  It struggled and squealed, and then was drawn from sight. Only a few, slow bubbles marked the place where it had vanished.


  At last the gait of the Venusians became less of a swim, more of a walk. She felt her feet finding something like solidity. And then there was firm ground under them once more. She looked ahead to see a stockade in which yawned an open gate.


  Her captors hustled her through the town or village far too fast for her to form any estimation of its size. Too fast, even, to acquire an idea of its nature. She had fleeting glimpses of huts apparently made of reeds and mud. of staring grotesques in every doorway. She heard the coarse croaking that preceded her and which died gradually away after her passage.


  And then she was being taken along what must have been the water front. There was a quay of slimy stone, and alongside, moored in tiers, lay the ships. To Whitley the stark beauty of mast and standing rigging would have meant something. He would have been able to make a rough estimate of tonnage, of carrying capacity. But all this was wasted on the girl. What she did see—and who could have missed it?—was an unmistakable rocketship made fast alongside a wharf of her own. Of her earthly origin there was no doubt. In spite of the green algae thickly coating her hull she could see, blurred and distorted by the coating of slime, an unmistakable Hammer and Sickle. And the Russians bad, she knew, been among those who had sent a recent expedition to Venus.


  She tried to dig her heels in, to hang back and look at the ship of space, incongruous among the slovenly little surface craft. But the talons of her captors dug viciously into her arms and she was dragged, half sliding, along the quay.


  One thing more did she see before she was hustled down a flight of slippery stone stairs. This was a basin, its seaward end fenced in. The fencing, as far as she could see, was of two different periods. There was an elaborate, fanciful tracery of wrought metal patched, in the frequent gaps, with a crude interlacing of rough laths. In this basin swam myriad creatures. Some were merely a head and tail, some showed the beginnings of fore and hind legs, A few, their tails almost withered away, squatted at the water’s edge, stared at her with great, mournful eves. With a note of unmistakable interrogation they croaked at her escorts. Brusquely, her escorts replied. And then she was stumbling down the worn steps into the noisome darkness.


  And then there was light of a sort. From concealed sources it came, a green, flickering glow. By its dim, fitful illumination her captors seemed more froglike than ever. Their appearance, combined with the watery quality of the lighting, made it seem that they were clambering down, down and down, fathoms beneath the sea surface. Womanlike, she found time to wish that this were so. She longed for clean water to wash from her face and body, clothing and hair, the muck of the swamp. As an ambassadress of humankind, albeit an unwilling one, she was acutely conscious of the fact that her appearance left much to be desired.


  At length they came into a large chamber. Along one side was a huge, rectangular window. Through this came the dim, diffused light of the fathoms deep sea. Uncouth things swam within her range of vision, now and again pressing hideous heads against the glass. Those within the room ignored them.


  The floor was running with little rivulets of moisture, whilst others trickled down the sweating stone walls. Over all were the ubiquitous green, slimy algae, hanging in festoons, even, from the low ceiling. There was a rank odor of moist decay.


  Here and there, against the walls, were machines at whose purpose she could not guess. They appeared to be the essence of simplicity, just huge drums on their sides with one parchment covered face open to the inside of the room. By each one stood two batrachians, one holding a kind of stick and the other what appeared to be a pad and stylus. She became aware of a tapping in broken rhythm coming from one of the drums. Then its staccato song ceased with a flourish. He with the stick rattled out what must have been a reply or acknowledgment on the parchment diaphragm before him whilst the Venusian with the stylus scribbled rapidly and industriously. He brought his pad to the low, stone table from which, until now, Leonora’s attention had been distracted. The frog man seated at its head snatched the pad from the webbed hand of the messenger, held it briefly before his eyes. He croaked rapidly to his fellows along both sides of the table, and some of them made guttural reply. He then barked what was obviously an order at the messenger, who made a sort of obeisance and withdrew. The Venusian with the stick beat a rapid tattoo on his instrument, and then, for a little, there was silence.


  Leonora studied the group at the table. Although they were no different superficially from the other Venusians with whom she had come into contact these, undoubtedly, were among the rulers of this watery world. Authority sat on them like an almost visible garment. It was, in fact, their only raiment, although all of them wore, probably as symbols of rank, ornaments of bright gems and intricately worked gold. It was these jewels more than their incomprehensible machines that forced upon the girl the realization that these were no mere savages but newly arisen from the swamps, that she was face to face with the representatives of an ancient culture. And once again she became acutely conscious of her filthy and bedraggled appearance.


  She need not have worried. At a command from the Venusian at the head of the table her escort gripped her arms even more brutally, hustled her a few paces forward so that the rulers might look upon her. Against her will she was forced down into an humiliating mockery of a curtsy. For scant seconds she was studied with a lack of interest that was insulting—although when she saw the four human skulls—one of them undoubtedly female—on the table she understood why her capture had not aroused any wild enthusiasm.


  Then she was jerked around and hustled and prodded into the ascent of the slippery stone stairs.


  To the north of the camp the beach diminished to the merest strip, and then ceased to exist where the cliffs marched down steep and sheer to the water, Whitley was forced to admit that his first plan for a march along the sand could be washed out. Approach by sea was more practicable—but this would be the quarter from which the Venusians would surely expect counterattack. This left only the swamp.


  And yet the disadvantages of this were so obvious that he was inclined to take the ship and all the rifles he could muster and attack in force. It was only the realization that, by so doing, he would run the risk of robbing the party of its only means of transport, of escape, that made him cudgel his brains for an alternative plan. And every avenue he explored led him inexorably back to the one place he most wished to avoid—the swamp.


  But there were planks in the ship. What their original use had been he could not say—possibly spares for repairs on the spot in the event of the hull being stove in on some uncharted rock. Be this as it may—they would afford transportation across the morass.


  Whitley gave his last orders to Pawson and Jenkins and then accompanied by Taberner and Stanley, set out. Each man had a rifle with ample ammunition, and each carried a Venusian knife. The hunter and the cadet had one plank each, Whitley carried two. He had to tell himself at frequent intervals that this fourth board would be necessary.


  Taberner followed the trail of the raiding party with ease down to the swamp verge. Here it ceased. It could not be expected that the slimy mud would carry any permanent imprint.


  They looked across the heaving expanse to where, on the further side, a row of tall growths, not unlike the tree ferns of an Earthy antipodean rain forest, marked more or less solid ground. It looked a long way. It was a long way. But it was a way that must be traveled.


  Whitley went first. He waded in until he felt himself sinking, then threw himself flat onto his two boards, which he had lashed together. They supported his weight. Experimentally, fearful of losing his precarious balance, he kicked his feet. With painful slowness the planks moved forward. Having his face brought thus into close proximity to the stinking mud was unpleasant, but unavoidable. At first he wanted to vomit, but in a short time he was so engrossed in the problems of propulsion that the smell almost ceased to register.


  The passage of the swamp was not without incident. There were the questing tentacles rising from the fetid depths, although only once did they constitute a serious menace. One snaked along the surface unobserved and caught Stanley by the ankle. More by luck than judgment Taberner was able to bring his blade into action in time. And there was something which could have been a crocodile, except that it had broad fins which were almost wings on which it slithered over the surface. It followed them all the way to the further shore, but made no attempt to attack.


  There was, after all, a sentry among the tree-ferns. Like Whitley, before he had worked out his plan of action, he had decided that the swamp was impassable. When they found him he was seated at ease under a low bush bearing huge, fleshy blossoms, from which came a scent of putrescent sweetness. Around these hovered a cloud of little flying things, scarcely larger than a terrestrial house fly. All the Venusian’s attention was centered on them. At intervals his mouth would open and a long, whiplike tongue would flicker out and back with lightning rapidity. Each time the number of insects would be diminished by one—but the supply was seemingly inexhaustible. It lasted out for his time, anyhow. The hitmans left him with a cleft skull into which, already, were creeping long, pallid worms that had appeared as though by magic from the sodden earth.


  The gate in the stockade through which Leonora had passed was still open. The guard here was more alert than the first one had been. And to have attacked from a distance, with firearms, would have been to raise a general alarm.


  “Leave this to me, skipper,” said Taberner.


  Beneath the trees there was a thick layer of vegetable detritus. In this the hunter rolled, the pallid green leaves and rubbish adhered to the mud with which he was literally coated. The little hunter had taken the crossbow from the first guard, this he loaded and cocked, careful to do so as silently as possible. Taking advantage of every scrap of cover he crept closer and ever closer to the Venusian, until he was within such range that he could hardly miss if he tried, even with this unfamiliar weapon. There was a faint, musical twang, and the guard crumpled.


  “Something else,” said Taberner. “I should have thought of this before.” From inside his soaking clothing he produced a square of cloth that, somehow, he had contrived to keep clean. The three men wiped the mud from their rifles, improvised pull-throughs with long stalks of a reedy growth.


  Then, cautiously at first but with increasing boldness, they passed through the stockade and entered the village. Taberner lagged a little. When he rejoined the others he said, “They won’t be shutting that gate in a hurry!”


  Had it not been for the sentry at the gate and the lived-in appearance of the crude, filthy houses they would have thought they had entered a ghost town. But as they penetrated deeper, threading their way through all kinds of rubbish and filth, they heard the sound of batrachian voices. Like a chorus of bull frogs it was—a sound somehow very homely in these outlandish surroundings.


  Oppressed by a dread to which he did not dare put a name Whitley pushed on, his rifle at the ready. Caution was forgotten, for he knew that he would find Leonora at the place from which came the rhythmic yet unmelodious song of the frog people, augmented now by the throb and rattle of little drums.


  In the center of the Venusian town was a clearing. The word square or plaza would convey an entirely wrong impression—for trees and assorted vegetation were inextricably entangled with dwelling places throughout. In many of the houses the framework of the mud and thatch structure had burst anew into life, so that it was indeed hard to tell which were natural growths and which artificial structures.


  But the humans were not interested in the vagaries of the indigenous architecture. What held all their attention was a wicker cage standing on a low mound in the middle of the clearing. In this was Leonora. Had they not expected to find her there they would never have recognized her—so blurred were her face and figure by the thick coating of filth. Around the cage milled an excited mob of Venusians. They were prodding her with sticks, scooping up handfuls of the mud from underfoot and pelting her with balls of slime. When it was all over Whitley thought of the barbarities practiced by Earthly children on hapless toads and frogs. But now his only concern was to get his rifle into action—and fast.


  It was not much of a fight. The Venusians were taken unawares and fell like blades of grass before a scythe. Through the mass of the dead, careless of the blades that flickered up at him from those yet a-dying, trampled Whitley. His own blade was ready, and with it he hacked at the bars of the cage. He was dimly conscious of sporadic bursts of fire as Taberner and Stanley picked off such small pockets of resistance as remained.


  Then the girl was in his arms. “What have they done to you?” he was saying over and over again. “Are you all right?”


  At last she broke away from his. embrace. “I’m quite fit,” she said. “But hadn’t we better be getting away from here?”


  He became aware of Taberner’s voice. “Time we left, skipper. They’ve called up the regulars!” As though to emphasize the little hunter’s words a crossbow bolt whizzed by, scant inches from his head. Somebody loosed off a burst of fire from his automatic rifle. “Blast this place!” he heard Stanley mutter. “Far too much cover.”


  So began the retreat to the swamp. Rifle answered crossbow, vaned bolts and the little vaned rockets skimmed past each other on their opposed trajectories. On neither side was the shooting effective. As Stanley had said—there was too much cover. And once the humans were away from the clearing this was, under Taberner’s expert guidance, a factor which helped them as much as it did their enemies.


  A party, sent a roundabout away, did succeed in reaching the stockade before the fugitives. But the hinges of the gate, made of hide, they were, had been cut by Taberner. And while the Venusians were still struggling to push it into place they were cut down by the automatic rifles.


  The four planks were where they had left them. Hard by lay what was left of the body of the first sentry—now only bones remained. Whitley spared it barely a glance. He gave Leonora hasty instructions in the technique of traversing the swamp, then—“Where’s Taberner?” he demanded.


  Even as he spoke the little hunter came on the scene and took hold of his plank. “Just been making that gateway of. theirs a very unhealthy place,” he explained. “It’ll be a long while before any of ’em dares poke his nose outside the stockade. What a ruddy pity their hides have no market value.”


  “Good man!” said Whitley. “You—What’s that?”


  That was an earth tremor that all but threw them off their feet. It was repeated, with even greater violence. From the walled township behind them rose a crescendo of guttural cries, through and above which, staccato, insistent, throbbed and rattled the little drums.


  Whitley looked to the southward. The volcano, that by night had served as a beacon light, that by day had been a brooding, omnipresent pillar of smoke, had awakened to ominous activity. Great spurts of molten matter fountained from its crater, and, in spite of the freshening northerly breeze, a portentous rumble was increasingly audible.


  “Time we got back,” he said.


  The boards were launched, one by one, on to the surface of the swamp. It may have been imagination, but the warm slime seemed much hotter than before, the slowly rising bubbles from the fetid depths more frequent. And mixed with the rank odor of decay was the unmistakable tang of burning sulphur.


  In spite of the portents of the burning mountain, the shivering earth, the Venusians did not easily give up the chase. Of this the fugitives became aware when they were, perhaps, about a third of the way across the bog. The first evidence of pursuit was a shower of bolts that, luckily, all went wide. It is hard to take accurate aim whilst treading water—or mud.


  Nevertheless, succeeding volleys showed a marked increase of accuracy. And they were no longer coming from right behind the fugitives, but from both sides. It. was obvious that the pursuit was gaining fast. Had they possessed the confidence to close in and fight it out hand to hand they would have made a finish of it—but it seemed that they had a healthy respect for the Terrestrial firearms.


  When a bolt stuck, quivering, in his plank less than an inch before his nose Taberner cursed. “This is no good,” he said.


  “No,” agreed Whitley. “We’ll have to stop and fight it out. Stanley, you carry on ahead with Miss Starr.”


  The cadet protested. “But, sir, if anybody’s to make sure of getting out it should be you. They’re all depending on you back at the camp. They—”


  “Never mind that. I’m tired of being treated as a sacred cow. Get to the other side with Miss Starr, then you can loose off a few rounds if you like. And if Taberner and I are scuppered—don’t stop. Get that?”


  The sailor and the hunter stopped their paddling, disposed their bodies comfortably athwart their boards. Taberner fished out his invaluable rag and the rifles were given a hasty, superficial wipe. But they fired without jamming.


  The Venusians had them almost surrounded. The main body of the enemy was still coming up behind, but on each side faster, or bolder, parties were attacking from the flank. But now they were at a disadvantage. Thanks to the boards on which they were resting the humans could shoot fast and straight. On the flanks the batrachians croaked and grunted, sank one by one into the black, hungry mud.


  The rearguard halted, seemed to pile up on itself.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “ ‘While those behind cried Forward!

            And those in from cried Back!’ ”

          
        

      
    

  


  quoted Whitley.


  “What was that, skipper?”


  “Never mind, Horatius. Just keep on pumping lead into the baskets!”


  A third rifle, close, added its song to that of the others. Whitley half turned. “Stanley! I thought I told—”


  “So you did, sir. But—”


  “It’s not his fault,” said the black apparition beside the cadet. “I—”


  “You would. But come on. We’ve got a breathing space!”


  The quartet flung themselves flat on their boards again, and, with feet going like outboard motors, resumed the slow creep over the mud. Fresh showers of bolts came from behind, but not with sufficient frequency and accuracy to cause any great alarm. The edge of the swamp, with its tall, rank growths, loomed ever closer and more desirable. It seemed that solid ground was almost within grasping distance when the black slime ahead of them erupted fantastically. Scaly, webbed hands rose from the ooze and clutched at their clothing, at the edges of the boards. Knives were out on both sides, once bright metal gleaming dully through the coating of filth. Taberner stared stupidly at a right arm that ended abruptly in a red-spouting wrist. By some miracle of contortion he got his left hand round to the rifle slung on his back, grasped the barrel and brought the butt crashing down across the bulging eyes staring at him from the mud. Whitley and Stanley were cutting and thrusting desperately, trying to keep the girl between them. This was almost impossible when attack came from all sides and beneath. Leonora snatched the sailor’s rifle from its sling, followed the example of the dying hunter.


  And now the liquid mud was alive with more than the frog people. It may have been the odor or the taste of freshly shed blood, it may have been the frantic struggling and threshing. But, first singly and then in dozens, appeared the long, thin tentacles. Blindly, inexorably, they snaked among the combatants, and once their coils had hold only a ready knife spelled salvation. And for each one lopped short twenty uninjured ones made their appearance.


  “Where’s Taberner?” gasped Whitley, in a short lull.


  “Where’s Taberner?” repeated the others.


  And then the deadly battle in the swamp flared up again, a fight to which, now, there could be only one possible conclusion.


  So it was that when, miraculously, all opposition ceased they went on mechanically stabbing and hacking. But it was hideous, bloated corpses on which their blows fell, tentacles that sprawled limply, squirming spasmodically and feebly, over the bubbling surface. The bubbling surface. It was not boiling—yet, but the bed of the morass must have been already heated to the point of vaporization. The humans realized, suddenly, that it was hot. Not so hot that they—warm-blooded animals—could not endure a few moments more of it. But hot enough to have caused the deaths of their cold-blooded enemies. And hot enough to make it imperative to get out—quick.


  Progress was less easy now than it had ever been. The belt of dead and dying batrachians was relatively narrow—but all kinds of obscene shapes had drifted up from the depths, sprawled in hampering tangles of limbs and tentacles in their path. And there was a thickening fog over the surface of the mud, a fog that, when breathed, caused exquisite agony in the lungs, that, for long seconds, left them hanging coughing, choking and helpless on their frail boards.


  Leonora, who was leading, realized, almost without comprehension, that she was trying to propel herself through a tangle of coarse reeds and grasses. She got off her plank, stood shakily erect. The heaving ground threw her flat on her face. She picked herself up again. Through the mist she saw Whitley and Stanley, stationary in the slime, their legs still kicking mechanically, their hands making futile paddling motions. She waded out in the ankle deep, almost boiling ooze. One after the other she grasped their collars, pulled them to their feet. “We’re here!” she had to say over and over again. “We’ve made it!”


  None of the three was in any condition for a quick march back to the camp. But they forced their tired limbs and bodies into some semblance of speed whilst every muscle, every nerve, was shrieking for rest. Breathing had ceased to he a purely automatic function, every inhalation called for will power, for the determination to ignore the pain as the sulphurous air irritated the already smarting lung surfaces.


  But it was plain that the island was in the throes of disintegration. To the south they could see, down wind, the column of flame-shot smoke overhanging the volcano. Frequent, heavy detonations shook the air and shook the ground. Almost unnoticed little, terrified things brushed past them at times almost oversetting them, flying madly for the north and nonexistent safety.


  They came to the path leading to the cliff edge. But there was now no sharply defined brink—only a slide of rocks and rubble sloping down to the beach. The cave mouth must be buried. Sharp anxiety assailed them, quickened a pace that had already reached the seeming limits of endurance. They were sobbing as they slipped and scrambled down over the sharp stones, cutting and bruising feet and ankles.


  At the bottom of the slide Whitley slipped and fell. He lay face down on the shuddering, quaking sand, lacking both the strength and the will power to get to his feet again.


  He felt hands under his arms, protested feebly as he was jerked erect.


  “Dale!” somebody was saying urgently, “Dale! We’ve got to get out of here. We’ve got to get out!”


  He ungummed his eyelids, looked into the anxious face of Pawson. He forced himself to speak.


  “Ev . . . everybody . . . in . . . the . . . ship?”


  “Yes. Everybody and everything. Come on! Where’s Taberner?”


  “Dead,” he heard himself say in a dull flat voice.


  Others came from the ship to help Pawson. He was carried to the side of the little vessel. It was obvious that he could not negotiate the short Jacob’s ladder, so somebody lowered a line. He had enough energy to insist on bending its end first around Leonora, then Stanley and then—for he had insisted on seeing the others aboard first—himself. The feel of a deck under his feet made him feel a little better, but he yet had to be convinced that anything mattered.


  Somebody thrust a glass into his hand and said: “Drink this!”


  Automatically his hand went up to his mouth and he gulped down the acrid fluid. He coughed and spluttered—but he could feel his brain clearing almost as though he were watching a fog drifting from the outlines of a familiar landscape. His eyes opened. He saw the surgeon, holding in his hand a bottle.


  “Any more?” asked that officer. Then—“You’ll pay for this later, but it’ll keep you going for a few hours.”


  “Thanks, Doc.”


  He was alert almost at once, looking around and taking everything in without effort.


  “Get all these people below decks,” he said. “And all this gear. No room to do a thing. Six of you get on to the windlass. That’s right, start walking round it. No, not that way, you fools!”


  As the cable tightened and the ship slid off the bank he found time to joke.


  “This is her launching, really,” he said. He patted the tiller affectionately. “I hereby christen you Jane Elizabeth!”


  Those who heard the words wondered why he had not made the obvious choice in the matter of names, only Leonora knew the significance of those that he had chosen. And she felt a stab of jealousy. Even here and now she envied the woman who could still call to him across interplanetary distances and centuries of time.


  But Whitley had no eyes for Leonora Starr. He was looking to the north and the south, weighing the chances of escape by either route. To the nor’ard the way between shore and shoal was clear. With power under his feet he would have taken this course without hesitation—but realized that he could not hope to buck both wind and current. Even had he decided to try there would have been barely room to tack, to beat to windward, in the narrow strait.


  But to the south the way was not clear. From the burning mountain ran a torrent of smoking lava, pouring in a boiling cataract into the sea. It seemed, at this distance, that the entire strait must he choked with the molten rock.


  Again Whitley looked to the north. He could, if there were no other way, put out his sweeps and pull Jane Elisabeth up the straits by sheer muscle power. And he couldn’t see himself doing it with such an unskilled crew. And as he watched, this way was blocked. There was a deafening explosion and a great fountain of rock and boiling mud shot to the low sky. When the steam cleared he could see that the channel was now a seething caldron.


  Luckily, the seismic disturbances were widespread. From seaward came rolling in a slow, heavy swell. Every now and again a huge sea, greater than its fellows, would roll over the reef with a smoothness that showed that the rocks must be submerged feet deep. While Jane Elizabeth stirred uneasily, tugged impatiently at her cable, Whitley watched this phenomenon. He frowned. Then—“It’s the only way,” he said, half to himself. “But first, steerage way—”


  He barked orders. The crew, who had been drilled by him in what had seemed to them to be senseless routine, walked around the crude capstan. They tailed on to the mains’l halyards. Whitley caught himself singing the words of an old halyard chantey—how he had sneered at those who still sang them in the age of steam and steel!—as the big quadrangle of dirty parachute silk climbed jerkily up the mask “Way . . . hey . . . and up she rises. . . . Way . . . hey . . . and up she rises . . . The grunts of the pullers, the rhythmic creaking of the blocks, kept time with his song. “Ear-ly in the morn-ing! Make fast your halyards, there! Now the tack—that’s not tight enough! Bring the sheet aft!” Something knocking metallically against the bows told him that the anchor was aweigh. Good. Experimentally he moved his tiller. At first Jane Elizabeth did not answer, although, under the influence of current only, she was drifting slowly down the strait. Then the sail filled with a thud that almost unstepped the mast and the little ship charged for the reef. Whitley desperately put his tiller hard-a-port and he saw Janes nose swing to starboard. As she jibed the boom swept across the deck, almost carrying away the sheet as it was brought up at the end of its run.


  That wasn’t good enough. Whitley had hoped to be able to put his ship through her paces before he took her anywhere, had counted on being able to get the feel of her. But he was having to make up the rules as he went along.


  More by luck than judgment he got her under control. The sheet was adjusted to his satisfaction and she was steering not too badly. He thought of hoisting his jib, but decided that that could wait. He looked ahead to the boiling sea, the glowing torrent of lava, that was growing ever closer. He looked to seaward, and realized with a heartstopping shock that the heavy, seismic swell had died down as suddenly as it had arisen. “Stand by the halyards!” he shouted. “Stand by to let go the anchor!”


  The order that would bring the sail down with a run, that would send his grapnel to the sea bottom, trembled on his lips. The unholy union of fire and water was dreadfully close. Down wind as it was he could already feel its heat, already smell the acrid fumes. “Let—” he began.


  “Wait!” Viciously, Leonora gripped his arm. She pointed to seaward. Humped well over the misty horizon appeared a hill of water. Swiftly, it sped shorewards. Taking his eyes from the caldron ahead Whitley watched intently. “Watch the sheet,” he warned, without turning his head.


  Now!


  With deceptive deliberation he pushed his tiller to starboard. “Sheet!” he bellowed. The cadet whose post it was hastily pulled it taut. Jane Elisabeth heeled over as the wind caught her on the beam, swung to meet the onrushing sea. She and the wave met over the reef. Her nose rose until it pointed at the sky, her timbers and rigging groaningly complained. But she cleared the rocks with feet to spare and then fell into a sickening toboggan down the far side of the watery hill, down and out to the open sea. And when the big wave had passed the trough in its rear revealed the black, jagged teeth of the shoal in all their ugliness, and it seemed to Whitley that they were snarling their disappointment.


  But he had no time for the weaving of poetic fancies. He had to decide where they were going—and why. Ahead, although not visible with his present height of eye, was the long archipelago that had been seen from the time when the weather was moderately clear. It was doubtful indeed whether its natives, if any. would prove any more hospitable than the first Venusians of his acquaintance had been—but there would be the chance of piracy and plunder. Before undertaking a long voyage he would have to explore the possibilities of living off the country. While he pondered thus his glance roved constantly, subconsciously. He took in the set of his sail, considered improvements that would have to be made. He glanced now and again at his compass, kept the lubber’s line on the florid hieroglyph that must represent East. And ever and again he scanned the misty horizon.


  Suddenly, he stiffened.


  “Clarke,” he said, “take the tiller, will you?” He gave the lad brief instructions on how to steer. He shouted for a pair of glasses. Then he looked long and steadily to the north.


  “Strange,” he said at last. “They’re getting out by sea—but that was to be expected. Three sailing boats and—a steamer. Wonder where she’s from.”


  “Nothing marvelous in steam,” said somebody.


  “No. But it’s the thing she’s towing. It can’t be—”


  “It is,” said Leonora. Then—“I’m sorry. I should have told you before. But there hasn’t been time, somehow. But they had a rocketship in that harbor of theirs—a Russian. What shape she’s in I can’t say—but theirs was the last expedition to Venus. So she hasn’t been here more than a year.”


  But Whitley ignored her. He was looking at the little convoy with which he was steering a parallel course. Strangely enough be looked at the steamboat with more interest than the spaceship. He watched her jealously, covetously. With steam and steel under his feet he could make himself undisputed master of the Venusian seas.


  The drizzle became a thin rain and then ceased. Visibility was as good as it ever would be on Venus, and he was able to see things in better detail. On Earth the little, smoke-belching ship would have disgraced a slow, tramp convoy. She relied on paddles for propulsion, and as she rolled in the low swell sweeping down from the north her side wheels kicked and splashed with a foaming futility. She had a long, thin smokestack just abaft the paddle boxes, its top surmounted by some kind of spiky, allegedly decorative coronal. What she was burning Whitley could not say, but the dense clouds of black smoke billowing from her funnel argued incomplete and inefficient combustion. Yet to the man from the age of mechanically propelled ships she was more beautiful than the cleanest, sweetest clipper that ever ran the Easting down. Two sinister shapes, one forward and one aft, that could only be cannon made her even more desirable.


  Whitley ordered his jib hoisted. Now he had a purpose, now he could crowd on canvas. He satisfied himself that the foot of the triangular sail cleared the Venusian catapult on Jane’s foredeck, then told those who had practiced with that weapon to ready it for action. He went aft again. He was confident that if he came up into the wind he could sail far closer hauled than the Venusians with their clumsy sail plan—the steamer, of course, had freedom of action. But she was hampered by her tow. Unreasonably, he gave the natives credit for human ethical ideas, assumed that she would stay to protect her charges. And in this he was right.


  Jane Elizabeth was cleaner than those who—but a short time past—had been her sisters. Her sails were better designed; and from her lee gunwale had been lowered a contraption made from sweeps and wooden planks—a leeboard. In the absence of a keel this served to keep her from drifting sideways as the others were doing. They, made fearful by the strange changes that had been wrought in the appearance and capabilities of one their number, tried to edge up into the wind. But they made more leeway than headway.


  Had Whitley been the Venusian naval commander he would have ordered the sailing ships to fall back, to seek protection behind the guns of the slow, waddling steamer. But they made no attempt to heave to or to shorten sail. Whitley saw the little figures of their crews bending on all sorts of rags and scraps of canvas in a vain attempt to pull themselves away from the avenging Terrestrials. But he was disposed to let them escape. He wanted the rocketship—or the steamboat?—and could not be bothered to waste ammunition on these small fry. They were neither dangerous nor desirable.


  He gave his riflemen instructions. “Any time you like now—aim for the bridge! Yes, that’s it, that kind of platform between the paddle boxes.” He looked aloft. Illogically, he wished that he had some kind of ensign at the peak. The illegality of opening fire without one’s national colors displayed had been so drummed into the seamen of his age that a display of bunting on these occasions had become almost instinctive.


  Before his rifles started their rattling song the drums aboard the Venusian ships awoke into staccato life. Obviously, orders were being passed between the vessels. As one their three huge crossbows fired, the bolts falling almost simultaneously in Jane Elisabeth’s wake. It seemed that the batrachian gunners had not allowed sufficient deflection, had made too low an estimate of Jane’s speed. But that mistake would not be repeated too many times. He gave an order to Clarke, who was still at the tiller, let the ship’s head fall off from the wind a little. The change of course and rate of advance should help confuse the others. “Go for the sailing ships first,” he ordered. “Sweep their decks—and put those blasted catapults out of action!”


  That part of the engagement was almost too easy. The little rocket projectiles swept the crowded decks clear of life, brought clumsy sails down with a run as rigging was cut to flying shreds. In seconds the three enemy ships were reduced to lifeless hulks, wallowing in the long, low swell.


  Whitley swept ahead of them, put down his helm and came round to the starboard tack. He was afraid that the almost untried Jane Elisabeth would find herself in irons, but thanks to his skillful handling of the jib she came round easily. He let her fall off from the wind until it was almost abeam, until his course was parallel with but opposite to that of the steamer and her tow.


  He saw with approval that Stanley, who was self appointed gunnery officer, was directing a rapid and accurate rifle fire at the side wheeler. Figures ran along her deck to try to reach the forward cannon but fell, one by one, whilst still yards from their objective. But—“Their bridge seems to be armored!” shouted the cadet. “We can’t make any impression.”


  Looking through his glasses Whitley saw that this was so. Just forward of the funnel—now visibly perforated—was a box that could only he the Venusian’s wheelhouse. He saw the rocket bullets striking with vivid gouts of flame, but saw no evidence of penetration. “Try the big crossbow,” he shouted. “And the best shots can try to get their fire, through those slits or peepholes!”


  By this time he was almost abeam of the other. It occurred to him suddenly that there was no reason why the after gun should not be manned and ready, should not be trained round as far forward as it would bear. “Ready about!” he shouted. Then—“Down helm!” As Jane Elisabeth came round to the port tack once more he hoped that her crew now realized the value of the long, sweltering hours they had spent at sail drill before their ship was launched.


  Before the sails filled on the fresh tack came a peculiar, dull detonation from the paddle steamer. It was like nothing so much as the soft explosion heard when overmuch pressure lifts the cap of a safety valve, or when a boiler gauge glass decides to blow.


  He could see the gun now, he seemed almost to be looking down its muzzle. A cloud of white steam was slowly dissipating in the humid air. Out on the port quarter a solid projectile skittered from swell to swell, for all the world like a flat stone flung by an idle boy.


  “A steam cannon,” he said, not without admiration. “And it works.”


  Stanley was directing Jane Elizabeth’s fire on and around the gun shields. A figure staggered out from behind that of the forward gun and fell. Nevertheless, both cannon fired again, but their aim was woefully inaccurate. Then Jane was out of the field of fire of the after gun once more. On this tack she could not bring her own big crossbow to bear. On the superstructure its bolts had done no damage, but Stanley wanted to see the effect of one in the threshing paddles. But even if she were disabled it would still, thought Whitley gloomily, be stalemate. “We’ve got good rifles,” he explained to Leonora, “and no armor plating. She’s got cannon—maybe not very good but good enough to sink us—and armor. So what?”


  “So what?” she echoed. “This, my dear. While you’ve been playing at admirals I’ve been keeping a general lookout.” She pointed astern. “It seems to me that the shore—or what’s left of it—of our late happy home is a lot closer. We’re all going astern—and fast!” The sailor followed her pointing arm. “You’re right,” he said. He could have sworn that they had been at least six miles from Martian Maid’s island when he had opened the action—now they were—at most—three. And as Leonora had said, there was not much of the island left. A huge cloud of steam overtopping the volcano told its own story. The sea must be pouring into some enormous cavity that had opened in the ocean bed. It could not be long before the combination of water and volcanic fire produced a truly cataclysmic upheaval. It—A cannon ball fell just under the poop, the shower of spray drenching the three who stood there. “Ready About!” ordered Whitley automatically. Then—“No. I’ll wear ship.” Clarke put up the helm and brought the wind to the port quarter.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Bring my crossbow to bear and put a shaft in his port paddle. Then ram and board!”


  Mutely, she pointed again to the billowing clouds of steam, to the swirling vortex which even now was visible.


  “I know. I could clear out to the south’ard, he could cut his tow and run any way he pleases. But we’re both of us too stubborn. And I can’t lose the chance of getting that rocketship!”


  As Jane Elisabeth swept down the wind, the murky air ahead of her alive with tracer, the Venusian made no attempt to take avoiding action. Stolidly, she paddled on, for all the world like some ugly, deadly serious water beetle. Intermittently the two steam cannon spoke, but their crews were obviously inconvenienced—at least—by the concentrated rifle fire. Perhaps such sights as they possessed had been broken or deranged. Whitley saw Stanley forward, busied with the big crossbow. He laid and trained himself. “What are you waiting for?” shouted the sailor. “Wish you’d keep the ship still, sir,” grumbled the other. Whitley thought that the swell, which was now almost astern, made it hard for one not trained in the art of naval gunnery to gauge the right moment to fire. But Stanley had managed quite well before. It was then that he realized that Jane Elisabeth was trembling continuously and rhythmically. He looked down at his feet—the seams of the deck planking were opening. Somebody poked up his head from below. “Dale! Dale! She’s leaking like a basket!”


  It could be, he thought, some effect of the undersea eruption. Experimentally, he ordered Clarke to swing a point off his course. The trembling ceased. A second or so later it started again—slight at first then rapidly growing in intensity. Between the two ships—and between the two ships only—the surface of the sea was strewn with dead and dying water things. It could only be some kind of sonic or supersonic beam projected by the Venusian—a directional submarine resonator. It was an effective weapon.


  If he zigzagged he spoiled the aim of the unseen operator—but he was also reducing his own speed. And he had no time to spare. The roar of the maelstrom was now loud in all their ears—and one by one the three derelicts had been sucked into its boiling depths, sweeping round and round in rapid, ever diminishing circles before vanishing into the clouds of steam and spray. Besides, Jane Elisabeth was making water fast and—almost worse—becoming sluggish.


  He called to Stanley: “If I throw her out of the beam again, can you fire?”


  “I think so!”


  For the last time Jane swung from her course. From forward came the loud twang of the suddenly released bowstring. Straight and true sped the shaft, to fetch up with a horrid grinding clangor in the flailing paddles. What happened then can only be explained by the assumption that the Venusian engineer had raised a head of steam far in excess of the strength of his boiler plating., that he either had no safety valves or that they were not functioning. The port paddle was reduced in scant seconds to a twisted mass of wreckage defying the already overstrained engines to shift it a fraction of an inch. The starboard wheel raced madly, the ship swung to port and, had she continued on her course, must inevitably have rammed Jane Elizabeth. With almost half of the machinery not working pressure mounted rapidly and catastrophically in the boilers. It was a slow, leisurely, sort of explosion. Tiredly and ludicrously the long, thin funnel bowed and toppled. Where it had been a pillar of steam and wreckage climbed into the low sky. The hull seemed to cave in, stem and stern lifted from the water, hung for a while like two upraised arms, then vanished. And then there was nothing but a few swimming figures paddling frantically and in vain away from the hell of elemental fire and water opening behind them.


  When Whitley brought Jane Elizabeth alongside the Russian rocket she was going down fast. Her decks were crowded, for the rapidly encroaching water had made the holds untenable. It was not easy for the crew to obey his shouted orders, but in spite of the congestion they managed to get the sails down, to snatch the tow line that still dangled from the Russian’s fins.


  Crippled ship of the sea and sleeping ship of space were already commencing the first, sweeping circle of the vortex when Stanley, who had scrambled on to the slimy hull, managed to get the air lock door open. Ordinarily the research ship would have been boarded with caution—but under these circumstances caution availed nothing. Jane Elizabeth was going fast, and the spaceship offered at least temporary refuge. And if her interior held unpleasant surprises—the certainty of the boiling whirlpool, the sure prospect of world-rending explosion, were more unpleasant than anything she could offer.


  Whitley stood on his deck watching the survivors of Martian Maid, one by one, jump or step cautiously across the space between the two ships, scramble over the slippery, curved hull to the air lock door.


  “If her engines aren’t in working order,” he thought, “I’ll stay here. May as well go down with my first, and last, command. You did well, Jane Elizabeth—” With his right hand he patted the tiller, then grasped the hard, unyielding wood firmly. “And I’ll stay with you,” said Leonora beside him. He started, he was not aware that he had given his thoughts utterance. She slipped her hand into his free one. Jane and Leo, he thought.


  Funny that I should have them both with me at the finish. It was very hot, and the fog of sulphurous steam made them cough. The hot water crept over their ankles.


  It was not quite scalding.


  “Come on, you two!” It was Pawson, emerging briefly from the air lock. “She seems to be in perfect order!”


  And yet they could not hurry. Some premonition, some warning instinct, made them savor each and every moment to the full. Slowly, reluctantly, Whitley released his grip on Jane Elizabeth’s tiller and, hand in hand, he and Leonora stepped from the sinking deck to the smooth, slimy plating. With what was almost a tired sigh the little ship went down, but for seconds her mast protruded above the surface of the water, moving with slow deliberation like a beckoning finger. “She wants you,” said Leonora jestingly. Then, bitterly, “She wants you.”


  “Hurry up!” bawled Pawson.


  He was almost beside himself with impatient anxiety when they finally made the air lock. He dragged them inside, then went hastily to the controls that closed the outer door. He left them there, and they heard his feet hurrying along the alleyway to Control.—This was his world, his job.


  Whitley let his legs sag. He slid down the bulkhead until he was in a sitting posture. By his side he felt Leonora do likewise. They felt the deck beneath them tilt slowly and steadily. Leonora clutched his arm. “Is this . . .?”


  “No.” He spoke with calm conviction, although he never knew from whence came his knowledge. “These research rockets are made to take off from anywhere, if it’s water they tilt the nose to the right angle with ballast tanks aft. Stanley is taking her up. He is always reading books on exploration—he knows as much about these ships as the people who built them, the people who sailed them.”


  And then, from beneath them, came the thunderous murmur of unleashed power. It seemed that the gentle acceleration pressed them together. His arms were around Leonora, and hers were around him. This was the end of the story. Now he could sleep. But first—He looked into the girl’s eyes, and she looked into his. Now, with her face smudged and dirty, drawn and tired, she was infinitely more human, more desirable, than the glamorous creature he had first known. Her grip about him tightened. Her lips were slightly parted. “My—”


  “—darling,” he said. Like a frightened child Jane clung to him. Temporarily, she was a child. Like most self-reliant persons, her dearest dream had been that of complete dependence.


  The scene was unfamiliar, yet familiar. It seemed to be a Hat roof somewhere in London. In one corner a vagrant eddy played with a Handful or so of very fine metallic dust. And there were men, high officers of all the services and civilians drifting about aimlessly, lost in their snug, happy little wish-fulfillment-dream worlds. Whitley heard an Air Marshal say: “Where are the stumps? Where are the stumps? I can’t have been bowled first ball—”


  The scene was familiar.


  Whitley smiled a little bitterly. This is where I came in, he thought. I have been here before. But what has Quentin Dale being doing? A burst of gunfire from the north refreshed his memory of this, his twentieth century life. It was less real than the other had been. Even Jane, in his arms, had less substance than the memory of Leonora Starr. Overhead, looking more like a cheap, ugly children’s toy than the deadly weapon it was, sailed a robot bomb.


  He listened to the noise of its motor receding in the distance, heard it cut out, waited tensely for the explosion.


  His arms tightened around the inarticulate Jane. He looked again at the scene of confusion on the rooftop. He smiled. In spite of the credit that must accrue to him from the Venus adventure Quentin Dale would never be able to convince the examiners that he knew his magnetronics.


  THE END.


  SURVIVAL


  Basil Wells


  Mindless creatures mewled and groveled in the streets of Ohio . . . and men found themselves suddenly in the swampy, alien hell of Venus, fighting a weird battle for existence.


  THE EXPERIMENT FLOPPED, or perhaps, more accurately speaking, it succeeded only too well.


  The theory had been that of plucking the ego from one human domicile and transplanting it, temporarily of course, into the brain of another man—or animal. The machine had been built for the same purpose.


  Circuits shorted and the resultant blast of power killed Doctor Brixson and his elderly assistant, Elmer Morgus. And outward the circle of unleashed power extended for a mile from Crayton College.


  The egos, wrenched from their rightful places, went hurtling outward into space on the light-speeding wave of the blast and contacted that of life on our sister planet, Venus. And mindless things groveled and mewled in the streets of Crayton, Ohio . . .


  Only since the Malcolm’s successful voyage to Venus, recently, has the full story of that catastrophe been known. From the lips of the rubbery hided, hideous Venusians who came to Earth aboard the spacer we learned the truth.


  This, then is the story of those Earthlings flung into that swampy alien hell of a world by the freakish blast of an experimental patchwork of wires, tubes, and odd scraps of quartz. It is the tale of their battle for survival in a sodden unfriendly environment:


  Glade Masson, timid, myopic history professor at Crayton College, jerked his head from the dank grayish ooze of the hollow where he lay. His eyes snapped wide as he examined the foggy outlines of bushes and twisting vines surrounding him. Further than the length of two bodies he could not see.


  “ ’Lo,” a croaking voice mumbled from close by.


  Masson looked up into the blinking round dark eyes of the alien creature. He examined the naked human-shaped animal curiously as he came to his feet.


  That the strange being was intelligent he realized at once; the sharp dagger of splintered bone depending from a cross band of mildewed hide told him that. But the noseless, broad-joweled face; the hairless slick gray ness of the froglike body, shading to a dark purple around the two eyes and the generous slit of a mouth; the webbed hands and feet, and the drooping pointed ears were anything but human.


  “A frog!” he gasped, amazed, “an intelligent batrachian!” He rubbed his hand across his eves, and arrested the motion.


  His hand was webbed and gray! He had six fingers instead of five! And his sleek body was naked save for the crossed belts of ridged hide supporting his own two daggers.


  Masson belched. This strange new body of his had dined on fish he discovered, and probably very overripe fish at that. He flexed his thick gray arms, admiring the ripple of sleek hard muscle. Blood was pumping and throbbing through his body with the excitement of the moment. For almost the first time in his forty years of myopic boyhood and timid manhood Glade Masson felt alive.


  Luxuriantly the man from Earth stretched. He saw an expression that he took to be amazement cross the strange being’s features. The purple deepened around the other male’s sunken nostrils.


  “I,” the frog man said, “am Doctor John Lawler!”


  Masson’s mouth dropped open. What must have happened back there in Crayton? His last memory was of a horrible wrenching at his delicate stomach, and then an abrupt blacking out of the auditorium. Apparently his ego, and that of Doctor Lawler as well, had by some mysterious means been exchanged with that of these froglike beings.


  Suddenly he smiled. This was probably another of his nightmares. He would shut his eyes, pinch himself hard, and command himself to awaken.


  He pinched. He heard Lawler screech in terror. Slowly he opened his eyes.


  An ugly beast, a reptilian monster of scales and gaping tooth-lined snout, came lumbering toward him on stubby crooked legs. Ten feet in length was the alligatorlike saurian, its lumpy black plates sprouting an ugly ridge of yellowish spines along its back down to its broad flat tail.


  Masson took to his heels. He bounded away across the springy carpet of waterlogged vines after the fading sounds of the Doctor’s spurting webbed feet.


  Fog closed in around him. Twice he fell into seemingly bottomless pools of water and his alien body surfaced him instinctively and dragged him ashore so he could continue his flight. No longer did he hear the running feet of Doctor Lawler; yet he continued to run.


  So it was that he came into a section of the vine-floored mistiness where stubby leafy-boled shrubs grew from the spongy soil, and as he approached closer to the pale-leaved little trees, he heard the excited babble of slurred half-familiar words. He looked more closely at the trees then, to discover that just above his head a thatch of living vines, leaves and grasses topped each pulpy yellowish trunk.


  Gray faces, hideous and limp of ear, peered down at him. He had come across a village of the frog people! From the trees of this sunless foggy jungle they had fashioned shelters of a sort.


  As his breathing eased he could hear them more plainly. No wonder their speech sounded familiar, he realized, they were speaking English! Lawler and he were not alone then. Probably all of Crayton was here—possibly all of Ohio!


  “I tell you,” that was Charles Ellis, the chemistry department head, “I’m positive this is not Earth. May sound crazy to you, but I’m sure this is the planet Venus.”


  Masson nodded his head in agreement, but some of the other men snorted their disgust.


  “Impossible,” grunted one scarred old frog-man, blinking his one good eye and flapping his ears at a persistent buzzing insect winging around his hairless skull. “I say this must be the Amazon River country—though how we came here I wouldn’t know.”


  “No familiar fauna and flora,” Ellis said shrugging. “Nope. I disagree. The only logical choice is Venus or perhaps a similar environment in another dimensional plane.” He got to his feet and walked across the rough floor of the large hut toward the descending ladder of lashed poles. “But I’ll not argue with you,” he concluded. “We must hang together now as never before.”


  MASSON followed his friend down the ladder. As he descended into the misty sea of fog he regarded the changed village that a score of this watery world’s days had seen created. The boles of the trees had been utilized as foundation piles for more substantial and water-tight structures, and now the two thousand and twenty-nine exiles from Earth were well-housed.


  “This is the reality, Charles,” Masson said, his wide sunken nostrils drinking deep of the thick moist air. “Already our life back on Earth seems an unpleasant dream. Here the swamplands furnish us food in plenty and the temperature seldom varies more than a few degrees.”


  The steady dark eyes of Ellis regarded Masson seriously. Then he lifted the crude spear, bone-tipped and heavy, and touched the curved projection of the bow above his shoulder.


  “Three times,” he said, “we have been attacked by hostile natives. Only our superior weapons have given us the advantage.” He paused. “The next time we may not be so lucky. The frogs may have copied our spears and bows.


  “That is the reason we must not be satisfied. We must build machines and better weapons for our own protection. Here on Venus we are but a handful of aliens surrounded by millions of hostile savages.”


  Masson grunted doubtfully. “With what,” he inquired, “are we to build machines? All the islands that we have visited by raft or swimming are like this one—soggy floating atolls of thidin vines and nik-nik brush. The natives have no metal weapons; even flint seems unknown.”


  Ellis rammed his webbed gray hand down into the pouch that hung at his side. When it emerged again a sharp fragment of black glassy rock lay in his palm. He grinned at Masson’s amazement.


  “One of the Frogs,” he said, “that we captured yesterday had this on a loop of leather around his neck. With the few words we have learned and signs I learned that a mountain of this material lies toward the east.”


  “Land!” was all Masson could gasp. Reverently he fingered the bit of glassy obsidian. His eyes blinked with excitement and his grotesque slash of a mouth quivered.


  “What are we waiting for?” he demanded eagerly. “Let’s get going.”


  Ellis laughed tolerantly. “The island lies some distance away,” he said. “We will need good rafts, or, better, canoes. Hostile natives probably live in the mud-lands surrounding the island.”


  “Let’s get to work on it then,” urged Glade Masson. “We can kill a lot of these alligator-jawed vallids and use their skins for boat covering. The Eskimos do that. And we can make shields of their hides, too. We’ll need extra arrows, food, and other supplies.”


  “Go to it,” laughed Ellis. “Ten or fifteen of the younger men will probably want to go along.” He blinked his round black eyes solemnly. “And you’re the guy that was satisfied with things as they are.”


  THE LITTLE FLOTILLA of skin-covered canoes threaded its way among the misty islets of pale green thidin vines. Ten of the unwieldy craft there were, and in all save the two larger boats two powerfully muscled Frogs sat. The larger boats carried three paddlers and were well-laden with dried vallid flesh, broiled thidin shoots, and heaps of the scarlet-mottled orange nik-nik fruit.


  “Hear about Susan Martin?” inquired Ellis as he dipped his paddle rhythmically into the sullen waters of the mist-shrouded sea.


  “Nope.” Masson’s head did not turn. His canoe was leading the expedition. “Heard she was visiting Crayton, but never heard what happened to her.”


  “Always lecturing about birth control and child psychology,” chuckled Ellis. “As uncompromising a spinster as ever I met. Well, that’s all changed now. She finds herself with a family of seven young Frogs on her hands.”


  “Whew!” gasped Masson. “Bet she hates that.”


  “Oddly enough,” the chemistry instructor said, “she’s taking to being a mother enthusiastically. Her seven little Frogs will be the neatest, best-scrubbed, insufferable little prigs in all New Crayton—even old Joe Hansel, the ex-town drunkard. He’s her next-to-the youngest son.”


  Masson shook his hairless gray head thoughtfully. The mystery of the switching of his neighbors’ and friends’ egos with the former inhabitants of these tough gray bodies never ceased to amaze him. The former sex of their transferred intelligences had been preserved, but not their age.


  “Something like Cunningham, the campus heart-breaker,” he said. “Only he ended up an old, hideously wrinkled Frog.”


  “And a good end for him,” cried Ellis warmly, “he was . . .”


  “Ssst,” warned Masson peering along a steaming tunnel of vision that a chance breath of moist air had opened. “A raft, and half a dozen Frogs!”


  They relayed the word back to the seven smaller craft and four of them swiftly drew abreast of the canoe of Masson and Ellis. The other three canoes remained to guard the cargo boats with their three paddlers.


  “We’ll investigate,” ordered Masson softly. “Unless they attack, do not harm them. With the few words of their language we have learned perhaps we can find where the rocky island is located.”


  “Fat chance,” growled the huge-shouldered scarred young Frog whose name was Dolan. “They attack and talk later.”


  “Those are orders,” said Masson firmly, his eyes boring into those of the other. “When you elected me leader of this expedition I took full control. Suggestions I will listen to, but you must follow orders!”


  Dolan’s eyes wavered. “I didn’t say nothing,” he grunted.


  Two canoes slipped silently away to the left and the other two sped toward the right. Masson continued straight ahead toward the raft.


  Suddenly the mist parted. The foggy outlines of a half-dozen Frogs were revealed. And across the crudely plaited surface of the raft of buoyant thidin stalks lay the bound body of a young female Frog. Masson had time to see that the female wore a brief skirt and confining band of beaten vegetable fiber—a woman stolen from their own village of New Crayton—before the natives hurled their lumpy cudgels of nik-nik at him.


  Fie ducked. The clubs missed, only one of them thudding into the hide-bound gunwale beside him, and then the frog men had plunged into the familiar medium of the warm sea. They swam swiftly toward the two men in the boat, their bone knives in their powerful webbed fists.


  Masson hurled his spear at one of them. A gurgling cry of pain attested to the accuracy of his aim. He saw Ellis’ spear leap forward and bury itself in the sea, and then his bow was in his hands and the bowstring swiftly nocking into tire bone-tipped shaft of an arrow. But the frog men were upon them.


  The other canoes converged then. Arrows frothed the water around the swimming savages. Blood dyed the water with shifting red. And the ghastly coils of glistening snake-like things of the deep, attracted by the blood, fought for the bodies. The water boiled into frenzy as shark-like fish came also and battled with the coiling scavengers of the deep. The canoes rocked and threatened to swamp despite the frantic paddling of the men.


  All of the Frogs were dead, but their raft bobbed, unharmed, outward from the seething cauldron of fighting monsters. The bound woman watched with fearful eyes as Masson and Ellis paddled closer, and then she cried out with joy as she saw their weapons and the simple breech clouts.


  “Thank God,” she gasped, as Masson stepped aboard and freed her bonds. She chafed gently at the swollen flesh where her gray-skinned legs and arms had been bound.


  MASSON swallowed. Hideous though she might have been by any Earthly standards, to him she was beautiful. Her body was firm and shapely and her eyes were soft and liquid. And in his body there coursed the blood of the Frog People. Already he was forgetting the standards of beauty back on Earth. Grace, strength, and the clean-cut planes of the body are the secret of loveliness.


  “I cannot blame them for stealing you,” he said, thick-tongued. “I have not seen you before in New Crayton. Who are you?”


  “Irene Croft,” she said, smiling. “And you, I know, are Glade Masson. I saw you working on these canoes before I was captured.”


  The ex-instructor of history felt his mouth drop open. This most charming of all females he had seen on Venus was Irene Croft? Croft, the slab-sided, bony woman who had taught languages at Crayton College—the fussy old maid without a saving grace or charm save her intelligence and quick understanding? They had been good friends back there on Earth, but now—well, friendship would not be enough.


  “Irene,” he said enthusiastically, “you’re a—a—honey.”


  His face turned purple as she smiled her gracious acceptance of his compliment. Words gurgled impotently in his throat as he helped her aboard the canoe.


  “Son,” said Charles Ellis gruffly, “you’ve got it bad. And,” he scowled at the trim figure sitting between them, “I don’t blame you.”


  This time it was Irene’s face and neck that purpled delicately.


  “Sorry we can’t take you back to New Crayton,” said Masson, his grin anything but sorry, “but we must be almost to the rocky island we are hunting.”


  The girl flashed a quick smile at Masson, a smile that would have given the ordinary Earthman a series of nightmares. “You are right about the island,” she said. “I have picked up a fair knowledge of the speech of the Butrads.”


  “So that’s what they call themselves,” broke in Ellis. “Sorry, Miss Croft. Go on.”


  “The island is called Tular,” she said. “They were taking me there to give me as a bride to the God-From-the-Clouds, as I translated it, but I feel sure that I was to be sacrificed in some ghastly religious fashion.”


  “From-Clouds,” Ellis was musing. “Probably a meteorite.” His face brightened. “A meteorite may mean iron!” he cried.


  Masson’s paddle dipped steadily into the murky waters of the cast sea that covers all Venus. Floating miniature islets of thidin swirled past, islets that some day might grow to be huge, matted sub-continents of green life. Ghostly islands of thidin, their swampy floors giving root to the stocky trees and shrubs of the Venusian jungle growth, loomed out of the endless blanket of fog. The throaty deep roar of the scaly vallids and the splash of their bodies broke the thick silence.


  “And iron means machines, and weapons,” he said thoughtfully, without turning around. “Machines—and plows. Weapons—and hoes. We will build factories, but we will also build homes.”


  Irene’s voice cut across their musings. “Supposing the meteor is not iron?” she demanded.


  “The sea is full of metal,” said Ellis doggedly. “We will take magnesium from it. We did it on Earth. And the island will contain metal—it must.”


  “Spears!” called Masson unexpectedly, and then, tersely, “vallids just ahead.”


  The canoes slowed and sheered off from the pulpy underwater shelf of the island Masson had almost rammed. Hundreds of the scaly monsters floated sleepily in the water, their yellow spines and bulging eyes carpeting the shallow depths for several acres. Ashore dozens of others crawled about on their stubby bowed legs searching for the tasty vegetable tidbits that their saurian palates desired.


  Luckily none of the vallids saw them, or if they did they were not interested, and they backed water until the eternal low-lying clouds of the wet planet shielded their ungainly craft from view. They commenced paddling cautiously away toward the right only to again encounter the shore of an island swarming with the ugly snouted saurians.


  At intervals they attempted to proceed again in the direction they had been heading but always they encountered more vallids and the low-lying shore of an island.


  An idea was beginning to dawn in Masson’s gray-skinned skull. This must be a larger island than any they had before encountered.


  “Perhaps,” he said, as the other canoes drew abreast, “this is the shore of Tular. There would be swamplands and mud flats if it were. Thidin would grow up about the central mountain.”


  A slim-faced frog man named Reppart nodded. “Probably you’re right,” he agreed. “Never saw so many vallids before.” He shrugged his shoulders. “But how do we get through them to the land?”


  “Should be a river.” Ellis was dipping out the water that the ceaseless heavy mist of rain poured into the boat. He gestured with the hollow gourd-shaped husk of a nik-nik fruit. “We follow the river in.”


  “But we have found no river,” sneered Dolan. “What now, General Masson?” Irene Croft’s softer voice cut across their conversation.


  “But we have found the river,” she said. “See the current pushing out toward us from the island? And the color of the water is different, grayer.”


  “You’re right,” cried Masson exultantly. He picked up his paddle and sent the canoe probing forward into the thick murk of the cloudy wall ahead.


  THREE, OR PERHAPS four miles the men from Earth paddled upstream along a mile-wide channel that carried the steady surge of the river seaward. They came at last to the first waterfall, a low rocky shelf that lifted but five feet above the green floor of swampy thidin vines and the grayish ooze that floored them.


  The firmness of rock was welcome underfoot. The slow darkness of the Venusian night was falling and so they made their camp on a level shelf of rock a few hundred feet back from the waterfall’s muted roar.


  And with morning they pushed onward up the river.


  The stream forked a mile above the first waterfall. They chose the larger stream on the right and paddled between low sullen black cliffs of basalt for perhaps another three miles. Here a lake spread outward fanwise from three giant cataracts that boomed and frothed as they poured over a sheer hundred-foot precipice.


  “Power,” said Masson. “Power enough for a dozen Pittsburghs. Power to light all the cities of Earth.”


  “This is a large island,” Ellis nodded. “Such a volume of water requires an enormous watershed.” He smiled confidently. “There will be metal here. This will be the home of our children.”


  Masson found his hand had unconsciously clasped that of Irene. He pressed the velvety softness of the webbed fingers and the woman’s eyes lifted curiously to his own. A steady, intense glow burned far back in their depths. Her lips parted, unsmiling.


  “Our children,” he whispered softly, and her eyes dropped as purple spread slowly upward from her rounded firm neck.


  She pressed his hand timidly; dropped it, and started up the rocky ledge that led from the lake’s left-hand shore. And behind her climbed the frog men from the village of New Crayton.


  Their canoes they had concealed in the tangled jungle growth. From here their feet would have to serve—their feet and the tough sandals of vallid hide that they now donned for the first time.


  The sheer escarpment gave way to a vast level plain of jungle growth and swampy reeds. The jungle was almost impenetrable and so they decided to swim up the river. The eternal clouds of Venus’ seemed to have thinned as they climbed for now they stood within a grayish dome that extended a hundred feet or more on every hand.


  As they approached the river they saw a huge raft of thidin bound about with sturdy vegetable withes and having a score of sturdy poles lashed to its rough surface. But for the increased range of their vision they would have missed the man-made little island.


  Masson trimmed the green shoots that were already sprouting from the pole he had chosen. His bone knife broke as he hacked at a tough sprout.


  “With our first iron,” he said, “I will make an axe. The axe and the machete are the first tools of civilization.”


  Twice they climbed past mighty waterfalls again. They came, at last, to the fertile central plateau that stretched for three hundred miles away to the north and south and a third of that distance before them.


  Four native villages they passed and four times Irene used her meager command of the Butrads’ tongue to tell them that they were on pilgrimage to the God-From-The-Clouds, and that she was to be the god’s bride. Apparently the ordinary inter-tribal warfare of the Butrads was held in abeyance where the God-From-The-Clouds was concerned.


  They crossed park-like country, where beneath the pale-green trees a tough spear-bladed grass grew, and they slept at night in the shelter of broad-leaved trees that roofed over several acres of ground so completely that there were patches of dusty earth.


  Masson sent Dillen, Marcy, Reppart, and Dolan back to report to the settlement at New Crayton, He advised that as many families as possible be ferried across the sea to Tular. Here on the upper plateau would be their new world.


  THE day after the four messengers had left they came to the God-From-The-Clouds.


  An ancient crater housed the god, a low-rimmed bowl five miles in diameter. The jungle had crept over the outer walls and far down the inner slopes to the edge of the lake within. The trail they followed ended abruptly at a cliff on whose brink a triangular block of greenish-black basalt rested. There were mounds of rounded white objects, human skulls, about the rough altar, but the broken white skeletons of the sacrifices lay thick about the god far below.


  Irene shuddered. She hid her head on Masson’s chest. “The brides of their god,” she sobbed, “brides of the machine.”


  The god of the Butrads of Venus was a huge crumpled ball of metal—a space ship from some distant world!


  A distant and alien world the battered craft must have come from, for the corridors and cabins were too small for the froglike bodies of the Earthmen to pass. Yet the space ship was gigantic by any standard—a quarter of a mile in diameter. There were strange corroded weapons and machines whose use the Earthmen could not fathom. There was sealed cargo—food that even yet was edible after long years of exposure to the heat and humidity of the Venusian upland.


  The ship was a veritable storehouse of precious metals and equipment. Ellis set to work at once designing a dynamo and drew plans for a machine shop to be set up in a nearby cavern. Masson took two of the men and examined the defensive possibilities of the crater’s upper rim—he feared the reaction of the Frogs when they learned of this desecration of the God-From-The-Clouds. Irene put two of the men at work clearing out another cave for a kitchen and sleeping rooms, and Gilroy, who had been a farmer, cruised the rich lava-fed flat along the lake’s rain-speckled shore.


  Busy days and nights passed. They lost all track of time. No word came from New Crayton but they were so busy they paid no heed. The waterfall that fed the crater lake now turned a dynamo, and electricity worked its magic. At the two passes that permitted descent into the crater guards were now posted, armed with crude muskets and grenades, and the signal that was to mark the approach of the party from New Crayton was three spaced shots.


  “They are coming at last,” cried Irene. The third shot echoed soddenly through the thick air. She tugged at Masson’s arm. “We must go to meet them.”


  Laughing they raced up the trail from the crater’s green depths to the high wall where the sentry stood guard. They stood beside him, breathless, for a moment. Then Masson’s hand went out impulsively to the shoulder of the man.


  “Gilroy, man!” he cried. “What is it?”


  The guard’s drooping shoulders straightened. Bitterly his webbed hand pointed.


  A handful of Butrads, men from New Crayton by their arms and clothing, tramped wearily nearer. Masson counted them—thirty-three men. As he watched one of them dropped soddenly, an arrow in his back. Then for the first time did he see the misty shapes of the pursuers of this exhausted band.


  They raced forward, hundreds of them, the naked frog-like savages of the lower river villages. Another of the hunted men dropped and Masson jerked the gun from Gilroy’s hands and trained it on the horde of charging Butrads.


  He fired. The sound of the shot, rather than the bullet, arrested the enemy advance momentarily. From the harried little knot of men a faint cheer lifted and their pace quickened. A moment later Gilroy swung open the thick narrow gate and was helping the first of them through. Masson lobbed a grenade far out toward the island Frogs and they shrank yet farther away.


  “Did our best.” That was Reppart sobbing out his story. “Three hundred of us . . . rest of them decided to live easy back on the island . . . Maybe they wasn’t too dumb either . . .


  “Anyhow the Frogs hit us at the first waterfall . . . Finished off most of the women and children there . . . We fought them all along the river . . . rest of the women died there . . . Eighty of us reached the plateau.”


  “And thirty of you are left,” finished Masson soberly. His round eyes blazed hot. “Fifty of us to conquer a watery jungle world. Fifty men against a planet.”


  He shook a knotted gray fist at the hostile natives. “There’ll be no more contact with New Crayton,” he said. “We cannot risk more of our manpower in futile warfare if we are to build a worthy civilization for our children. This crater must be our world for many years.”


  One of the men laughed bitterly, and then great racking sobs shook his stocky gray body.


  “Children!” he cried. “All our children lie out there, unborn. Among us all there is only your woman.”


  Glade Masson swept his arm out toward the seething mob of the Butrads. “There are your children,” he said. “The natives have daughters and sisters. Their blood is that of our own bodies. They will bear us children. We and our children will conquer and rule the water wastes of Venus.” He paused for a long moment.


  “To survive,” he said flatly, “we must fight with all means at our command. We must steal, we must kill, and we must work. If we do not steal the females of the .Butrads, Earth’s culture and wisdom will shortly vanish. If we do not kill we will be killed.”


  The round dark eyes of the listening Earthmen brightened with new hope. Croaking sounds of approval issued from their ugly slashes of mouth. And hopeless sloping shoulders straightened.


  SO IT WAS THAT they raided the villages of the Frogs again and again. The females of the surrounding uplands proved to be intelligent, and shortly most of them were happy in the safety and comfort of the building town of the Earthmen.


  They mated with the men and learned the strange customs and speech of their captors.


  But there was trouble looming ahead. As the months passed and the eggs of the females failed to hatch Masson and I.


  Ellis realized that their little colony was doomed to extinction.


  “The women tell the same story, Glade,” said Ellis, his nervous webbed fingers drumming at the table in his tiny office.


  Masson looked out through the window at the men moving about their tasks in the factory and further down beside the lake, in the fields. They worked listlessly, hopelessly. What was there to work for now?


  “So the old women of the tribes carried the eggs away and hid them?” Masson rubbed the unlovely flesh of his jowls thoughtfully. “They were forbidden to follow. Taboo or something of the sort. And then the old females brought back the young ones?”


  “Could be, of course,” said Ellis doubtfully, “that they are concealing the truth. Lying to us.” He shook his head. “But I doubt it. Most of them are glad to be safe here where raiding tribes and the more vicious saurians cannot reach them. They learn fast, too,” he added.


  “Nothing to do,” Masson said grimly, “but for me to trail the old women. I’ll take Dolan. He’s never satisfied unless he’s prowling the jungles outside the crater.”


  “I’m going, too,” Ellis began, but Masson shook his head.


  “Your knowledge of chemistry and metallurgy are needed here,” he said. “If I am lost you can carry on, but you are the only living text book available.”


  And he overrode the other’s protests. Later in the day Masson and Dolan slipped out through the barrier at the crater’s rim and made their way toward the nearest Butrad village. They took with them plenty of ammunition and supplies, for they expected to be gone for many days.


  “There they go, Glade!” Joe Dolan’s scarred face twisted in a hideous parody of a grin.


  They lay in the lush oozy bed of rotted growth above the shallow ravine where the Frog village lay. Nik-nik brush and giant broad-leaved grass of mottled yellow and green concealed them from the eyes of the Butrads in the ugly huddle of elevated huts below.


  “Ten old females,” went on Dolan. “Maybe they can carry twenty eggs apiece in their baskets.” He whistled. “That’d be two hundred.”


  “How,” asked Masson, “can you whistle with a mouth like that? I’ve tried dozens of times.”


  Dolan chuckled. “It’s a gift,” he said, and came to his hands and knees.


  “Take your time,” cautioned Masson. “Just so we keep them in sight.”


  The ravine narrowed and became a vertical-walled tunnel of thidin vines and scaly gray rock. Masson and Joe Dolan lost sight of the slow-moving party of Frogs at times as they moved along the rim of the deep slot. And as they followed, the floor of the ravine fell further away beneath them; they were climbing high into the stunted cliffs and peaks of Tular’s interior.


  Night came and they slept above the stopping place of the ten Butrad ancients. And with morning they pushed upward through the soupy fog again.


  Abruptly the upward slanting slope ended. They looked out over a. roughly oval bowl of slowly writhing mist and cloud.


  Dimly they saw the floor of the cavity. Several hundred acres of jungle-clad raggedness. Miniature buttes, mesas, and cliffs split the bowl into a hell of broken terrain, and here and there, near the black pocks of caverns in the rimming cliff walls, there showed little huddles of Butrad huts.


  “The Place of Birth,” Masson said slowly. “All the tribes of the island must come here.”


  Dolan nodded and rubbed the palm of his hand over the whetted edge of his hunting knife. “Plenty of guards stationed around the only entrances, he said, “just as you expected. I’ll have to kill them off.”


  Masson shook his head. “That would warn them. I may need weeks to learn the secret of their system of hatching the eggs.” His webbed gray hand swept in a short arc.


  “Some of those caves must have other entrances. From the rim perhaps. That’s what we’ll look for.”


  Dolan shrugged. “Right you are,” he agreed.


  “My theory is,” Masson said, “that Venus was formerly much warmer than it is now. For that reason the incubation temperature must be artificially raised. The question is: how much and how long must the eggs be artificially warmed. And do they use pools of all-but boiling water, or is the heat comparatively dry?”


  “That’s for you to find out,” said Dolan. “Me, I’m nothing but a truck driver. I ain’t no college-brain guy.”


  “You do all right,” said Masson, grinning. “You seem to find your way around the jungle easy as a native.”


  “Huh,” snorted Dolan. “Ten years hammering the pavements and dodging traffic does that. You gotta have a quick eye and remember what you’re doing.” Masson got to his feet and moved back from the brink.


  “Let’s start hunting,” he suggested.


  THEY CROUCHED TOGETHER in the dark shadows of the tunnel that opened a dozen feet above the floor of the large cavern. Down there, in the gray half-light that filtered in through the outer entrance, they saw three small heaps of vegetation steaming silently and the two old females who tended them.


  From time to time one of the old females filled a hollow husk from the nik-nik fruit with water and sprinkled it over the three mounds. The eggs they had seen the ancient ones bury so carefully were soaking up the moist warmth.


  Masson jogged Dolan’s elbow, and they crawled carefully back along the low-roofed passage toward the vine-festooned entrance five hundred feet above. Water and gray ooze sloshed underfoot as they walked along level reaches of the way, and always the wet rock was slippery. “We know how the eggs are hatched now,” he said, “and with experience we can learn to gauge the proper temperature. But until we have perfected the procedure our families will not increase very rapidly.”


  Dolan gulped. “I dunno if I want one of them ugly looking things we saw in that side pen,” he said.


  “They’re no uglier than you are, Joe,” chuckled Masson. “Hunt up a pool of clear water and look at yourself sometime.” He gripped Dolan’s arm.


  “But that’s what I was thinking about,” he went on. “About that side pen in the cave where the newly hatched But rads are kept. We kidnaped the Frogs’ women, so . . .”


  “Why not their kids?” Dolan laughed. “We seem to be going in for crime in a big way.”


  “The young ones will have a better chance for living to adulthood,” argued Masson. “We’re doing them a favor. And the Frogs can’t know whose children are gone and whose are left.”


  “Sounds all right the way you put it,” agreed Dolan. “Maybe because I want to believe it. But will the little brats have brains enough to soak up education?”


  “I’m sure of it, Joe. All they need is opportunity.”


  “So I’m to go back and get ten or twelve other guys,” said Dolan, “and we’ll clean out this Frog nursery.”


  “Right. I’ll stay here and watch the whole procedure. Don’t hurry back. Maybe a week or so will be better.”


  “Okay, Glade,” said the scarred giant, moving at a crouch along the low-roofed way. “Be seeing you.”


  A turn in the ascending tunnel smothered the last low-spoken words, and Masson was left alone.


  The blind men came into the cavern at the direction of the wrinkled old hags. They carefully stripped away layer upon layer of vegetation from the smallest and brownest mound.


  Masson leaned further out over the rim of the hole above the cavern floor to watch. He had feared that the party of men from the crater would arrive before he could see the uncovering of a mound and the hatching of the Frog eggs.


  The last layer of thidin and grass came away and perhaps a hundred of the leathery bluish ovoids lay revealed on their steaming warm nest. They were shapeless and limply alive now, that leather-hard outer shell rendered soft and rotten by the steady warmth of the heating vegetation. Masson saw two tiny monsters already free from their outgrown prisons as the blind men began scooping them up and carrying them to the empty pen beside the ones already occupied.


  The young Butrads set up a throaty, hoarse bellowing that made the cave vibrate. It was not their feeding time but the excitement had aroused them and they knew but this one way to express their displeasure. Masson started to crawl back from the passage’s outer lip even as the two old females started throwing thidin shoots and scraps of raw fish to the screeching young ones.


  And the rotten gray rock betrayed him. A dozen times in the past eight days he had leaned out over the rim to watch, and a dozen times the rock had supported his weight. But this time it went scaling away, a great slab of it, and with it went the Earthman.


  THE blind men whirled from the half-full pen and came lunging at him. The old females screeched throaty harsh orders. And Masson raised the gun that he somehow had managed to cling to.


  “Go back,” he ordered in tire language of the Butrads, “go out of the cave before I kill.”


  “He is but one,” croaked the ancient ones, “destroy the desecrator of the Place of Birth.”


  Now Masson could see that the eyes of the four Frog males had been neatly gouged from their sockets in days past. Probably they were blinded that they might not see the forbidden magic of the eggs that became Frogs. Or perhaps they were blinded that they might not escape from the birth caves into the outer jungles.


  Yet in the semi-gloom of the cave they were not at too great a disadvantage. They listened for the movement of Masson’s body, and the breath of his lungs guided them. The young of the Butrads were silent, too. The sudden quiet was a roar in his ears.


  They closed in, great chunks of stone clenched in their fists. A Frog with but a club or a crude spear would have been beaten. But the puny hollow tube of metal that the Earthman carried held the strength of many heavy clubs and many huge rocks in its miniature pebbles of shaped copper.


  Masson fired and a Frog went down. The other three came on uncertainly, and he fired again. The two remaining Butrads stopped.


  “There are many of them, Old Ones,” one of them cried. “They have struck down Trew and Brun with thunder.”


  “There is only one!” cried the wrinkled old females. “Kill him! Strike him down!”


  “Do not listen to the Old Ones,” Masson warned. “I have captured the thunder. With it I strike you down.”


  The blind men hesitated, and Masson sent a bullet smoking between their legs. They backed away toward the entrance, the females with them. And a moment later Masson was piling fragments of rock and crumbling shale into a barricade before the cavern’s mouth.


  He could hold them off for a time he knew, until night at least, even though they brought the guards from the outer entrances to the bowl to aid the blind men.


  Again and again the guards had attacked the cave where Masson lay holed up. All that day they had come crawling through the dense matted growth to launch their arrows and spears at him. Fifty or sixty of them there had been, he estimated, and at least forty blood-hungry Butrads still faced him. These were the outer guards.


  With the coming of night the blinded workers of the caves would join them, and with their uncanny sense of hearing and touch they would overrun the cave. The Frogs were not a cowardly race, and his invasion into this, their most taboo and sacred place, made them all the more fanatical in their hatred.


  Masson had until night. After that, unless he escaped back through the tunnel, he would die. And if he left the young Frogs behind he would never again be able to raid this cavern. Already they were hungry, their throaty shrilled cries beating at his droop-tipped ears.


  Perhaps the din from within dulled his hearing. For tough naked hide scraped on rock and the heavy breathing of the wounded blind man should have been clearly audible otherwise. Masson must have heard him approaching at the last for he was half-turned when the rough fragment of grayish shale came thudding down. He twisted away from the weighty missile, but even so it grazed along his skull and he went down into the blackness of nothingness for a time.


  He awakened to look into the hot dark eyes of a Frog who had crept to within a few paces of his barricade.


  The rifle was yet in his grip and through blinding flashes of pain he somehow found the strength to aim and squeeze trigger. The ugly gray face vanished and he painfully fed another cartridge into the rifle’s single chamber. The weight across his back did not go away, and twisting his head he saw that the blind Butrad’s body had slumped across his own.


  Masson slid the weight off but the blackness came again; so he rested for a time. And this time the blackness had come to stay for it was night. The sun had finally been swallowed by the cloud layers that swath Venus eternally.


  Fie tried to crawl back toward the tunnel, but how he was to climb the sheer wall to the escape passage he did not know. He could not raise his body from the ground on the level.


  Once again the pain in his head returned and pain flashed its lightning. His eyes clenched themselves shut and he fought off the giddy waves of weakness. After a time he could feel again, and see.


  There was light in the cave, light and the grayish flabby-hided bodies of Butrads. He tried to raise the rifle and a webbed hand knocked it from his grasp.


  “None of that, now,” a voice ordered, and his unbelieving ears recognized that of Joe Dolan.


  Rifles cracked at the cave entrance and he saw the larger young ones of the Butrads being hoisted up to the escape tunnel. And he grinned weakly up at Dolan’s hideous scarred face.


  The future of the Earthmen on the Watery World was safe now.


  SHADOW OVER VENUS


  Frank Belknap Long


  Commander James Elwood battles desperately for life when the Venusian gules take over the minds of his spaceship crew!


  From dawn to dusk


  The Gule sits in its cage


  Only the Gule


  Which sits so quietly in its cage


  Knows why the long grass withers


  Only the Gule knows why sorrow dogs our footsteps


  And destroys the work of our hands.


  Venusian folk chant.


  THORN came into the cabin briskly and saluted.


  “Tomlison’s here, sir,” he said. “He has five native bearers and he’s coming aboard without so much as a by your leave.”


  Commander James Elwood leaped up, his boyishly handsome face suffused with joy. He felt like shouting, sobbing with relief and turning a series of handsprings across the deck.


  Perhaps that was only natural, after what had happened.


  Elwood shut his eyes, visualizing a steamy jungle land stretching away to limitless horizons. A heavily bearded young man stood in a clearing, staring straight before him. His lips were sun-blistered and he was sweating in every pore.


  For a moment the young man swayed, gnawing at his underlip. Then, with a convulsive shudder, he straightened, and walked forward with an indescribable shining something in his stare which hadn’t been there an instant before.


  From a sloping gray boulder another man, older, gaunter, but more composed, arose and extended his hand. The youth halted. He spoke in a voice that was half a sob.


  “Dr. Livingstone, I presume?” he said.


  The vision vanished.


  Having pried loose from humanity’s buried past a nugget which had remained untarnished after three hundred years, the Commander of the Morning Star felt better able to cope with the unbelievable implications of his own splendid accomplishment.


  Henry Tomlison was probably the greatest explorer of the Twenty-second Century. But the primeval forests of Venus had swallowed him as completely as the Africa of Stanley’s day had swallowed Livingstone.


  He’d simply disappeared. Disappeared so completely that for months and years not a whisper concerning him had filtered out of that pestilence-ridden wilderness to shatter the inviolacy of-his renown.


  At irregular intervals supplies had been dropped from low-flying planes by men who had forgotten the lessons learned in the swamplands of Mimas, the trackless deserts of Mars. To stay alive in a completely alien environment a man must not stop to set up a camp or attempt exploration on a systematic scale. He must go and return quickly, for after the first few days it becomes increasingly difficult for puny man to war with the mighty forces of the unknown.


  It was an altogether incredible moment for both Elwood and his first officer. They had hardly dared hope that Tomlison would come walking out of the jungle with specimen cages and native bearers in his wake. True the visionaries, who had financed the rescue expedition, had anticipated the appearance of just such a gaunt, haggard-eyed apparition beneath the Morning Star’s yawning gravity ports. But Elwood was a practical man who did not believe in miracles.


  Now, seemingly, a miracle had taken place.


  ELWOOD swung about, his body taunt. “All right, Thom. Get aft and order the derricks lowered. I’m going down to the airlock embrasure, and welcome him aboard.”


  “You’ll find him changed, sir,” Thorn said. “He walks with a limp and he seems to have picked up a tic. His face keeps twitching.”


  “Tick? Oh—you mean a tic?”


  Thorn nodded grimly. “I mean a nervous tic, yes. But for all I know there may be ticks on the little beast he’s bringing aboard. It’s a gule, sir.”


  Elwood started. “A gule,” he said, slowly. “A Gule, eh? Does it resemble the one we saw in the jungle?”


  “See no reason why it shouldn’t, sir,” Thom said. “Those little animals are as alike as peas in a pod. Spectral tarsierlike, I’d say.”


  “A spectral tarsier crossed with a midget tree sloth,” Elwood grunted, “couldn’t begin to take on the appearance of a gule. But if Tomlison is bringing one aboard he must have a reason. The creature doesn’t use its scent organs indiscriminately—I hope.”


  “I don’t believe it does, sir,” Thorn said. “In fact, I’m sure the creature is as harmless as it looks. Otherwise the natives wouldn’t trust themselves within ten yards of it.”


  “Okay, fella. Now suppose you get those derricks lowered. I don’t know why we’re standing here discussing Venusian fauna when Tomlison is coming aboard.”


  “In exalted moments the mind concentrates on trivilities,” Thorn said. “That’s the answer, sir.”


  “All right, but get below. Get below before the way you feel blows you apart.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Thorn saluted, turned and strode off, his lips, set in tight lines.


  Five minutes later Elwood stood in a narrow lock embrasure, staring down at an extraordinary spectacle. Tomlison was leading a procession of sweating Venusian natives up the long airlock ramp. His face was haggard, his lips sun-blistered, and he was still wearing the remnants of the suit which had accompanied him into the jungle.


  The natives were trailing him with lowered heads, sunlight glinting on their bare green-blue bodies, their huge, six-digited feet making a padding sound on the metallic ramp. Although Elwood knew that they were considerably more intelligent than the great apes of Earth he found himself wondering if he’d be able to reconcile himself to their presence aboard his ship.


  They were without moral scruples, and would as soon slit a man’s throat as accept food from him in a bowl, then squat with a pretense of friendliness at his feet.


  On the broad shoulders of the hindmost bearer there reposed an enormous wooden cage occupied by a small, black and furry creature which kept weaving back and forth a few inches from the bars.


  Elwood found himself wondering whether the animal had been caught and put into the cage by Tomlison, or whether it had walked into a cage, prepared for it by the natives, and trapped itself.


  It was curious he should find himself speculating about the animal in the cage when Tomlison was coming up the ramp with a lurching unsteadiness in his gait.


  The animal wasn’t important. Only Tomlison was important—Tomlison lost five years in the jungle and now miraculously restored to his rightful place in the sun.


  Elwood caught his breath. Tomlison had seen him and was waving a greeting. The great explorer’s hand flashed in the sunlight, his head came up.


  “Hello, up there!” he called.


  It was a startlingly casual greeting, almost blithe, as though Tomlison were making an effort to convince his rescuers that his long sojourn in the wilderness had been just a trivial incident which could be dismissed with a shrug.


  But there was something about his expression which disturbed Elwood and convinced him that the explorer was putting on an act, a deliberate effort at deception.


  About what?


  The answer came with appalling suddenness.


  Tomlison had increased the rapidity of his stride and was almost at the summit of the ramp when the haggard anxiety in his stare turned to stark terror.


  He swung about, dropped to one knee and clapped his hands to his head. Instantly the natives behind him halted, their lidless eyes fixed on him in dull astonishment.


  FOR ONE awful instant Tomlison seemed to be trying to defend himself frantically against something that had no material existence. His arm flailing the empty air, he dragged himself forward like a baited animal with its leg caught in a trap.


  Again and again his arms lashed out and his knee shot up, but he couldn’t seem to drag his leg out from the trap.


  As Elwood stared in stunned horror, the man before him, a man who had never known fear, screamed hoarsely and made a final, frantic effort to rise. Then his whole body went limp. He slurriped, a low moan escaping from his lips.


  When Elwood reached his side, he was lying in a crumpled heap, his eyes wide and staring. . . .


  Later, while walking along the between-deck passageway which led to the ship’s laboratory, Elwood felt a cold horror gnawing at his vitals. In a scant half-hour he had lived five lifetimes, and—watched his world collapse about him like a house of cards.


  That world had been built around the rescue of Tomlison. For eighteen months he had lived for nothing else, thought of nothing else. Thirty-six times he had brought his ship down and risked death in a hundred hideous forms. At each landing he had set up camp in the deep jungle, and cut his way through pest-infested jungle and floundered across shallow swamps with the suffocating odor of rotting vegetation in his nostrils and a churning horror in the depths of his mind.


  Thirty-six turns of a hideous wheel that had stopped five times before a mound of Venusian skulls, twice before the charred embers of a fire built by natives who had fled at his approach, and once before a low-roofed, hutlike structure made of wooden stakes set close together and driven deeply into the weed-choked soil.


  Elwood had entered the hut and stared through the bars of a small wooden cage at the shining eyes of a strange little animal with thick black fur on every inch of its lithe, slothlike body.


  For an instant he had crouched in the sticky darkness, his heart thudding against his ribs. Then, close to the cage, the humid air had seemed to thicken. A cloying odor had assailed his nostrils, causing him to gasp, half-suffocated.


  He had left in a hurry.


  Now, with Tomlison’s notebooks clutched tightly in his hand, he was sorry he hadn’t endured a trivial unpleasantness and waited in the darkness for a native to creep into the hut.


  For he knew now that the natives visited the hut to stare at the little animal. Not to worship the animal, but to laugh and jeer at it, to hurl sticks and stones at it.


  Why? He wondered! Would he ever know? Would he ever discover the truth, with Tomlison lying stretched out on a cot in the sick bay, unable to move or speak?


  The laboratory door was ajar. Cold light slanted out into the passageway, cascading over Elwood’s slightly stooped shoulders, accentuating the pallor of his face.


  With a grimace he threw the door wide and stepped into a blaze of light that seemed to follow him as he crossed the room. At the far end of the laboratory a slender young woman was seated, peering into a microscope. It was Anne Buekmaster. Before she could turn, he’d taken her into his arms and had pushed the microscope back across the table with his elbow.


  “I’m keeping the natives on board,” he said. “So far I’ve not been able to get much out of them. But I intend to keep trying.”


  “You’d be foolish to send them back into the jungle before we know what struck Tomlison down,” Anne said. “Or after, for that matter.”


  She slipped out of his embrace and stood very white and still, staring at him.


  “And I must say you picked a very strange time to kiss me,” she added.


  “I’m sorry if it upset you,” Elwood answered.


  “I didn’t say it upset me. I just said you picked a strange time.”


  Elwood had a sudden qualm. A breeze was blowing in from the jungle through the open gravity port at her back. Blowing in and ruffling a coppery strand of her hair.


  He was tempted to swing about and close the port. He did not approve of leaving the ports open when difficult experiments were being conducted.


  But Anne Buekmaster objected to working in a humid laboratory, and he did not care to argue with her. Not only was he deeply in love with her, but she was the head of his research staff.


  For one thing, she was so young and eager. Yesterday he had felt young himself, as young as a man of thirty-seven could ever feel. But now he felt old enough to be her father.


  HE WALKED to the open port and stood for an instant staring out at a green sea of vegetation, his arms pressed to his side. When he swung about his face was contorted.


  “Tomlison’s notebooks are crammed with coldly objective observations,” he said. “A man spends five years in a virgin wilderness, living cheek by jowl with natives who are scarcely human, resting when he can in a pest-hooded sleeping bag and stealing forth by night to crouch on his haunches like an animal and listen to the small sounds of the jungle.


  “And all the while he’s filling his notebooks with jottings—the incredible lifecycles of unbelievable bugs, plants and lizards, the weird harvesting rites and burial customs of the natives. There are one thousand closely written pages of observational minutiae, and absolutely nothing else. This record is so impersonal, so lacking in emotional overtones, it reads as though it had been written by a robot.”


  Elwood laughed harshly. “A genius of a robot, of course. A great Audubonlike naturalist of a robot, but a robot notwithstanding. Elwood hasn’t told us one thing about himself. How he felt, what he thought his chances were of being rescued, whether he wanted to be rescued even. Not a line.” Anne looked at him. “And now he’s lying in the sickbay in a cataleptic trance.”


  “If you want to call it that.”


  Anne compressed her lips thoughtfully. “Is there anything in his journal which would justify us in making chemical and biological tests of his hair, his skin, his clothing to discover what struck him down?” Elwood winced. “You talk as though you wished there were.”


  “No, I’m just being realistic. If there’s some virulent disease on Venus which can strike down a man who’s spent five years in that forest right when he’s nodding and smiling and waving a greeting, we ought to know about it.”


  She lowered her gaze. A small flying insect had alighted on her arm, and was furtively exploring the smooth contours of her elbow. The creature was a brilliant emerald green, with gauzy wings and peanut shaped head. It looked startlingly like a lantern bug. For an instant its resemblance to that ludicrous terrestrial insect brought a smile to Anne’s lips.


  Then, startled, she straightened, and a look of horror came into her face.


  The insect had lowered its head and was grasping a tiny fold of her flesh in its furiously working mandibles. As she continued to stare it reared abruptly, and where its mouth parts had rested there gleamed two welling incisions, ruby red in the cold light.


  With a startled cry Elwood leapt toward her. “Don’t move,” he warned, hoarsely. “If it bites you again, you won’t live thirty minutes.”


  He broke off abruptly, his free hand lashing out. Whiplike, his fingers flicked across her elbow.


  There was an ominous buzzing, a flash of green.


  Angrily the insect rose into the air and encircled the laboratory. Around and around in narrowing circles that seemed to tighten like a noose around Elwood’s pulsing throat.


  It alighted suddenly, its wings outspread. Elwood sucked in his breath and flicked his fingers across his suddenly tingling cheek.


  The tingling did not stop.


  He stood very still, his lips ashen. The insect was crawling slowly across his cheek. But he knew it hadn’t bitten him—yet. The stab when it came would be unmistakable. He didn’t want it to come.


  Anne moved swiftly close to him, her hand whipping up.


  “Hold still, darling,” she warned.


  With a convulsive shudder Elwood lowered his eyes. Unbelievably the creature Was on the floor. Anne’s knuckles had dislodged it, and it was now trying to right itself, awkwardly attempting to take off again.


  With a choking sob Elwood stepped forward and suddenly brought his heel down upon it.


  Furiously, again and again.


  A moment later he was staring down at a damp green spot on the deck, his temples thudding. Then he saw that Anne was swaying. He stepped forward and caught her in his arms.


  “Tomlison’s notes!” a voice was screaming in Elwood’s brain. “Lantern insect, deadly as a cobra! Get her to sick bay. Hypodermic. Benzosulphinid is the only known antidote. Sick bay. Benzosulphinid.”


  The between-deck passageways had never seemed so long.


  Staggering on numbed legs he carried his now completely limp burden to the end of the dimly lighted corridor, mounted a spiral staircase, and entered a wider, brighter corridor which led to—to—


  His senses swam, as though he’d been dosed with an opiate. The sick bay. Must get her to the sick bay.


  SUDDENLY as he swayed a cuddy door burst open, and a white face swam unsteadily toward him. The face of Thom!


  Elwood started violently, then shook his head as he took in the whole of Thorn. Logs that seemed as unsteady as his own, a chest that rose and fell, features that were a glaring mask of horror.


  Thorn was shouting something, his shoulders jerking.


  “Listen to me, sir. You’ve got to listen! The ship’s infested with lantern insects. They’ve come in through the open gravity ports and they’re clinging to every bulkhead where there’s an inch of sky opening on the jungle. I know it sounds odd, sir. Rarest insect on Venus and they’ve never been known to swarm . . . Good grief! What’s happened to Anne Buekmaster?”


  Thorn stopped, as though his mind were not capable of shaping the words he wanted to say.


  “She’s been bitten,” Elwood heard himself replying. “I’m taking her to the sick bay. Tomlison’s notes say benzosulphinid will neutralize the poison if it’s administered hypodermically within fifteen minutes.”


  Relief replaced the horror in Thorn’s stare. “Then there’s hope for the crew, sir. Four of the men were bitten. I’ve been trying to reach you through the inter ship communicator. We’ve locked up all the cuddies with gravity ports opening. on the jungle. We ought to be able to kill them off by flooding the cuddies with carbon monoxide.”


  “All right,” Elwood snapped. “Get the bitten men to the sick bay first.”


  Fifteen minutes later Anne Buekmaster was sitting up on a cot that seemed too narrow even for her small body.


  “I’m not going to die?” she asked.


  “No, you’re going to be all right,” Elwood said, patting her shoulder reassuringly. He drew a shaky breath. “By now they’re dropping from the aerators in every part of the ship. With the aerators working it shouldn’t take long to get the gas out.”


  “But flooding the cuddies with carbon monoxide fumes was risky, wasn’t it?” Anne asked. “Terribly risky?”


  She was sitting up straight now, her eyes on his face. Bending over, he drew the blankets up about her chin. He shook her gently.


  “Not any more risky than not flooding them would have been,” he said. “Now lie down and try to get some rest.”


  HE TURNED as he spoke, staring across the sick bay at the sleeping forms which lay sprawled in neat white cots against the opposite bulkhead.


  “What you need is a chaperon,” he said. “We ought to have separate wards for patients of the opposite sex.”


  “They’re not disturbing me, Jim.”


  “No,” Elwood said. “They’re all asleep. Why can’t you get some rest?”


  “Because I’ve been thinking, Jim. It couldn’t have been an accident. If some force we can’t begin to fathom drew thousands of those insects here, there must have been a malignant intelligence behind it all.” Elwood’s lips tightened.


  “Good night,” he said, gently, and turned and strode from the sick bay.


  In the corridor Thorn intercepted him again. Thom was nervous, trembling.


  “We found one of the natives in the engine room, sir,” he said. “He was monkeying with one of the cylinders.”


  Elwood’s pale face went a shade whiter. “When we collared him, sir, he shrieked and went into a trance. Then he started chanting the Gull song, with variations. You remember—the curious little song which Tomlison recorded in his journals?”


  Elwood gripped his first officer by the arm. “Can you remember the exact words. Think hard. It’s important.”


  “Well, not the exact words,” Thorn said. “Venusian is a pretty hard language to translate. But it went something like this:


  ‘From dawn to dusk


  The Gull sits in its cage


  Only the Gull


  Which sits so quietly in its cage


  Knows why death comes on swift wings.’ ”


  A fear, verging on panic, set up a prickling at the base of Elwood’s scalp.


  “I’m going down and have another look at that little animal,” he said. “Then I mean to take a look at the cylinder you say the native was monkeying with when you grabbed him.”


  “It’s still revolving,” Thorn said.


  Elwood started. “Still revolving?”


  Stark nodded grimly. “The crazy, gibbering devil wedged himself in the control box and did something to the vibratory mechanism. Now the cylinder is giving off a weird, unearthly droning. It’s enough to set your teeth on edge, sir. He twisted the pins around in a very ingenious way. I could have stopped the cylinder by turning off the ignition, of course. But I wanted you to hear it.”


  “All right,” Elwood said. “Well go down and inspect it. But not before I’ve had another look at that little animal.”


  Five minutes later the two men stood in a narrow, brightly lighted compartment directly above the crews quarters, staring into the wooden cage which had come aboard on the broad back of a native.


  It wasn’t on the back of a native now, however.


  It stood on a cold, unmoving deck, and the furry shape within was staring out at them in sulky defiance, its tiny paws thrust into the loose folds of its body pouch.


  Elwood leaned forward suddenly, cupping his hands.


  “Hiya, pal?” he shouted.


  Protesting shrilly, the weird little animal scuttled into the back of it-s cage and unhurriedly elevated its scent organs.


  Hastily Elwood whipped out a handkerchief, and pressed it to his nostrils.


  “If they just kept them as pets I could understand it,” he said. “Neolithic man kept a weird assortment of pets and the Venusians are neolithic stage primitives.”


  “Do you suppose the natives worship these animals?” Thorn asked.


  The question seemed to disturb Elwood more than he cared to admit.


  “Nonsense! If they were sacred animals the natives would treat them with respect. Tomlison says that the Venusians badger these creatures unmercifully. The children throw sticks and stones at them, and the adults watch their antics with guffaws of mirth.”


  “Proving, sir?”


  “I’m not trying to prove anything,” Elwood snapped. “I’m merely saying that long low hut we saw in the jungle couldn’t have been a house of worship. And since Neolithic stage barbarians couldn’t grasp the rudiments of comparative zoology you may be sure it wasn’t a zoo.”


  “Yes, sir,” Thorn said. “And if we don’t get out of here fast, sir, our best friends won’t tell us.”


  THE engine room was a reek of smoke. The auxiliaries, which were picking up acceleration from the continuously revolving central shaft—the “cylinder”—had a straining-at-the-leash look. Indeed, the engine room seemed to be bursting with energies which would have welcomed a chance to carry the ship up through the steamy Venusian atmosphere into the cold night of space.


  But that could not be accomplished while the engine room crew sat about in wilted dungarees on enormous tanks which contained the fuel supply. All seven of the tanks were securely capped, but in each there slumbered, like a monstrous jinnee, a blast potential capable of blowing a hole in a “strip” of steel plating seven miles thick.


  “Hear that droning?” Thorn said. “Does it remind you of anything, sir?”


  The engine room grease-monkeys had leaped to attention, and were staring at Elwood with the haggard-eyed resentment of men too long grounded. Patience and fortitude they had once possessed in abundance, but now—now! Oh, why couldn’t the “old man” realize that Tomlison had put a curse on the ship? Why couldn’t he realize that you couldn’t keep a ship with a curse on it grounded without running the risk that it would become a dead ship.


  Also there was an indescribable bursting pressure inside their heads, as though they were already dead and were being galvanized into muscular activity by an urgency too ghastly to be endured.


  Elwood could sense the mood of the men. He knew that it boded no good and possibly harbored the seeds of an active evil.


  For a moment he stood listening to the drone of the cylinder, a strained intensity in his stare.


  “Suggest anything, sir?” Thorn reiterated. “No. I can’t say that it does.”


  Elwood gripped his subordinate’s arm. “Wait a minute! That droning is so high in pitch the cylinder could—must—be giving off subsonic vibrations as well.”


  “That’s right,” Thorn said. “I’ve an idea that cylinder could be monkeyed with till it would torture a tuning fork seven ways to Christmas. That’s because it happens to be hollow, and the longitudinal vibrations of air in a cylindrical pipe could be made to cover the entire range of sound right up to the kind of waves psychologists tell us could send a man running into the jungle seeking escape or death.”


  Elwood turned pale. “Are you trying to tell me that native crawled into the control box with the deliberate intention of making readjustments which would drive us all mad? Do you realize what kind of special skill that would take?”


  “It has been confirmed experimentally that prolonged exposure to sound waves of subsonic frequency can drive animals mad,” Thorn pointed out “Just how sound waves too shrill to be heard can affect the brain we don’t know but guinea pigs do, and we seem to be learning. We seem to be learning, sir!” Elwood didn’t answer. He was pressing his palms to his temples as though fearful that the bursting tension inside his skull would split his brain asunder.


  “But that isn’t all, sir,” Thorn said. “As you know, Tomlison made some enormously amplified tonal recordings of the wing friction chirrups of a great variety of Venusian insects. Most Venusian insects produce mating calls by a friction of a file on the underside of their forewings, precisely as Katydids do.


  “But the female lantern insect, which has a much more powerful and complicated vibratory mechanism, can transmit mating calls over a distance of several miles. I took the liberty of running off the audiofilm recording which Tomlison made of those calls, sir.


  “In frequency and vibratory pitch they correspond exactly with the sounds we’re hearing now. That droning would draw thousands of male lantern insects to the ship as surely as would the ‘chirrupings’ of a thousand females.”


  He laughed harshly. “Would and did! That native crawled into the control box a few minutes after he came aboard.”


  “Good gosh!” Elwood choked.


  “That crude barbarian climbed into the control box and with a few deft manipulations converted an auxiliary engine cylinder into a double-purpose sound transmitter. And what a sound transmitter! Just to prove its versatility it imitates the mating calls of lethal insects in the low voice while it blandly proceeds to drive us mad in the high voice.”


  ELWOOD took a deep breath. There was no color at all in his face now.


  “All right, you can turn it off,” he said. “I’ve heard it. I don’t know whether we can make that native cough up the secret of his know-how, but we can try.”


  “Any instructions, sir?”


  “Yes. I want you to go to the lab, and hook up the hypnotic disk apparatus. Then wheel it to Cuddy V-Seven.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  After leaving the engine-room, the hiss of steam followed Elwood as though he had stepped on a cobra which had slipped out from under his heel and was rearing up to bury its fangs in his neck.


  But it wasn’t until he stood facing a native who refused to return his stare, a native who whimpered abjectly and cringed and pleaded that something flickered across his face that might have been horror.


  For a moment it was a little difficult for him to realize that he had passed in ten brief minutes from the engine room to a wide, circular compartment filled with ugly shadows, seized the native and strapped him to a chair.


  In appearance the native was no different from the five other Venusians who had come aboard with Tomlison. His compact, heavily muscled frame, totally bald head and smooth, almost expressionless face were in striking contrast to the rangy form and haggard visage of the Earthman.


  But terror shone in the barbarian’s slitted eyes as he returned Elwood’s stare, shone forth unmistakably despite the fact that the lineaments of his face did not move at all.


  Elwood had never really mastered the Venusian tongue. His knowledge of the language was rudimentary at best. But in a moment the door would open, and Thom would come in, wheeling before him a glittering object on wheels.


  Under hypnosis the native would cease to speak in monosyllables and the questioning could start in earnest. Under hypnosis the native would start babbling. And a torrent of language was always revealing, because in a torrent there would be few sentences a man could understand.


  Elwood bent suddenly and gripped the native by the shoulders. He shook him violently.


  “Motion-maker!” he demanded. “Motion-maker down under. How did you know how to bring kill bug to ship by changing motion-maker?”


  The Venusian sat for a while without answering, staring dully at the opposite bulkhead.


  “No remember,” he said.


  “Oh, you don’t remember!”


  “No remember.”


  The door opened. Thorn, his face gleaming with perspiration, pushed the hypnotic disk apparatus into the room, swabbed his brow with his sleeve, turned around and shut the door firmly behind him.


  “Am I glad to see you!” Elwood muttered.


  “What shall I do with it, sir?”


  Elwood gestured toward the native. “Wheel it up in front of him. That’s it. Now plug it in and turn it on.”


  Five minutes later a blur of whirring light was making the native blink. The Venusian didn’t seem to fear the light. He sat staring at it as though fascinated. After a moment, he began to blink drowsily.


  Elwood leaned sharply forward.


  “What does the gule do?” he whispered softly. “What does the gule do?”


  The native’s lips moved. Just as softly he replied: “From dawn to dusk the gule sits in its cage. Only the gule knows what he does.


  Then the prisoner uttered several rapid sentences.


  A moment later Elwood was staring at the native in stunned horror. Although the first glimmerings of the truth had come to him a full hour previously, the confirmation was like a white-hot needle stabbing at his mind.


  The Venusian soon fell into a deep trance. He sat slumped in his chair, his hands tightly clenched, the pupils of his eyes dilated.


  Elwood stood as though turned to stone. Soon he tottered forward, gripped Thorn’s arm and said in a voice which was edged with panic.


  “Consciously the natives despise the gule, revile it, hurl sticks and stones at it. But subconsciously they live in mortal terror. Folk chants spring from the deep, subconscious fears which haunt the dreams of a people. I knew that if I could throw that poor gibbering devil into a trance I could get the truth.”


  “Just what is the truth, sir?” Thom asked hoarsely.


  “Haven’t you guessed. The gule has telepathic powers and is infinitely more intelligent than the natives. It can get inside their minds and it can get inside our minds.


  “But they treat it as an animal, sir. An animal in a cage. A grotesque, funny little animal, a kind of clownish pet!”


  ELWOOD nodded. “That’s just it!” he said. “Man, don’t you see what a devilish, subtle scheme of domination that is? The gule is unbelievably intelligent, a bigbrained animal with endowments which we possess only in the most rudimentary form. But it knows the natives are intelligent too—that their progress from barbarism to civilization might very well menace its supremacy. So it gets inside their minds and bends them to its will.


  “Thorn, don’t you see? It forces the natives to build those cages, brings about its own imprisonment the better to pull the wool over their eyes. It keeps them on a primitive level of culture by compelling them to destroy their own crops, their own flints and potsherds.”


  The lines of strain had deepened about Elwood’s eyes.


  “Remember how the song goes? ‘Only the gule knows why the long grass withers. Only the gule knows why sorrow dogs our footsteps and destroys the work of our hands.’ Oh, it’s malignantly subtle. The natives haven’t the remotest conscious suspicion that they’re being dominated, controlled. If you had a ludicrous little pet in a cage, a pet without dignity, would it occur to you?”


  “But would such a highly intelligent being be willing to surrender it’s dignity, it’s freedom?” Thorn gasped.


  “Why not? You’re expecting it to conform to our human conception of how a really superior being ought to behave. It simply doesn’t, that’s all. It’s dignity means nothing to it if it can dominate. And if it can express itself through the minds it controls, it doesn’t need freedom.”


  “Then you think it forced that native to crawl into the control box, eh?” Thorn asked.


  “It did much more than that. It must have listened to Tomlison’s recordings and memorized the exact pitch and frequency of the lantern insect’s mating calls, exactly as a human musician would memorize a Bach fugue. Then it must have gotten inside the mind of the Chief Engineer, and discovered just how the cylinder could be manipulated to produce sound waves of the same pitch and frequency.”


  “That’s horrible!”


  “Then it must have forced the native to make those manipulations, staying inside the native’s mind until the job was completed.”


  “How about us?” Thorn asked. “Why doesn’t it stop us from talking now?”


  Elwood took a deep breath. “It can get inside our minds, all right, but we seem to have a certain immunity. I’m almost certain it got inside Tomlison’s mind and struck him down. But perhaps it couldn’t have done so if the hardships he’d endured hadn’t weakened him mentally and physically. You’ll notice how careful he was to keep all strong personal emotion out of his journals. Probably he was trying to set up a mental barrier, so the creature wouldn’t suspect he was planning to bring it back to Earth for further study. But the creature did suspect and it didn’t want to be brought back.”


  In the silence which followed, Thorn’s breathing could be heard. When he spoke his voice had a terrible quietness.


  “Any instructions, sir?”


  “Yes. We’ve got to blast off and blast off fast. The danger has taken hold here but in space we may have a chance. On Venus we’re caught in a sort of mental crossfire from hundreds of cages in the jungle. But in space we’ll just have that one little animal to deal with.”


  “You intend to deal with it, sir?”


  “The instant we’ve passed the heavyside, Thorn. At least, I’m going to try. I’m going to try, Thorn!”


  Thirty minutes later Elwood stood alone before a quartz-shielded observation port, wrestling with space nausea and watching the jungle fall away beneath him. How long he stood with his face pressed to the pane he had no way of knowing, for his thoughts were in a turmoil, and the drone of the auxiliaries was loud in his ears, drowning out the tick of the bulkhead chronometer.


  But as he glanced up into the deep purple skies and then down at the great forest dwindling, blazing with a myriad of fiery emeralds, he told himself grimly that time did not matter so long as he accomplished what he had to do.


  The Venusian twilight zone was like the chalice of a flower, an immense poisonous flower that could close its petals abruptly, imprisoning and crippling what it could not devour.


  The sinister planet was dwindling rapidly now. A ribbon of violet crept around the green expanse of the rain forest, widened into a flowing belt of darkness where nothing could live.


  At ninety thousand feet the atmosphere had thickened sufficiently to blot out the entire surface of Venus as though the dark and uninhabitable fenlands held secrets which the vapor enveloped was determined not to divulge.


  For a while the fog banks continued to rise with the steadily rising ship, so that he seemed to be gazing down at a Gargantuan saucer wrapped in fog. Then the mists leveled off, and Venus emerged as a sphere, its glimmering convexity filling the viewport.


  TIME passed. Grimly Elwood was walking down a thrumming passageway to the door of the sick bay. He knew that every instant of delay now would bring the danger closer. It seemed very close when he approached the door, closer still when he flung it wide, and stood staring at Anne’s empty cot and the sleeping forms which lay sprawled in grotesque attitudes against the opposite bulkhead.


  For an instant the completely insane thought crossed his mind that in his absence, winds of the unknown had blown furiously into the compartment, changing the attitudes of the sleepers and removing one of their number.


  A great shudder went through him, and he felt a cold fury rising in him, an intolerable sense of being at the mercy of something which he now loathed and hated with every fiber of his being.


  He never quite knew how he reached the cuddy where a completely motionless little ball of fur crouched in shadows, its eyes bright with malign triumph. He had only a hazy recollection of a long journey through dimness, the unsteady movement of his legs under him—every step was a torment—as he jerked at the door with his hands.


  Then he was crossing the cuddy with dragging steps, his temples thudding, his gaze riveted on the cage.


  Anne was kneeling before the cage, her eyes wide and staring. She was fumbling with the bars of the cage, trying frantically to free the more than human thing which had taken possession of her mind.


  Something utterly malign seemed to rush toward Elwood as he dragged himself toward her, a palpable force, as though the creature had gotten inside his mind, too, and was using it as an avenue of attack.


  The muscles of his legs had begun to tighten and he was unable to move his arms. He heard the door rasp open behind him, but he was unable to turn.


  He battled for the strength to make some move, but all control over his own body seemed to have drained from him.


  “I’ll get the port open, sir,” he heard Thorn say.


  Then Thorn’s footsteps came shuffling along the deck, and there was the harsher rasp of an opening gravity port.


  Suddenly life flowed back into Elwood’s limbs and he found that he could move again, He moved toward Ann.


  Anne screamed when he touched her. For an instant she recoiled, as though his humanness had become alien and intolerable to her, a thing not to be endured. They were both on their knees, breathing heavily.


  “It’s getting me now, sir,” Thorn said hoarsely. “It’s getting me. I can’t resist any longer.”


  “I know,” Elwood muttered. “It’s concentrating on you now. A moment ago it was concentrating on me. It can’t seem to get inside both our minds at the same time. Not with crippling power, anyway.”


  “Can you move freely now, sir?” Thorn whispered.


  Elwood moved an arm.


  “Yes. I think I can.”


  “I can’t move at all, sir. But if you start lifting the cage it will try to stop you. Then I’ll be free to try. If we work in relays, sir, we—we may be able to get that cage level with the port.”


  It seemed an almost impossible thing to accomplish, but it was worth trying.


  “All right,” Elwood said. “I’ll start raising it.”


  “But careful,” Thorn warned. “It can read our minds.”


  “Yes, but it knows one man can raise that cage alone. It will have to swing its weight back to me.”


  He was on his knees as he spoke, tugging at the base of the cage. He saw the glint of two peering eyes in the darkness behind the bars.


  They grew larger suddenly, seemed to burn into his brain.


  But he continued frantically to heave and tug until his whole body went numb. The cage was on his shoulders when Thorn seized it.


  Instantly life flowed back into Elwood’s limbs.


  He grabbed the cage just as Thorn sagged. The cage was now level with the port. Straining, fighting off another sudden access of numbness he wrenched at the cords which held the door in place.


  “Take it, Thorn,” he shouted.


  He stood rigid, unable to move, as Thorn’s suddenly freed hand grasped the edge of the door.


  In space a gravity port opened on a vortex of force which could suck dry in an instant any receptacle pressed lightly against it.


  For one terrifying instant, as Elwood stared, he caught a mind-numbing glimpse of the convulsed gule. He saw a vermillion tongue shoot out, tiny claws unsheath themselves.


  He saw a blur of flesh, and fur, and claws revolving.


  Then the gule was gone!


  Ten minutes later El wood stood beside an intership communicator, responding with vigor to a message which was coming in over the disk.


  “Tomlison’s all right, you say? Sitting up? What did you say? Complaining? Says we must have gotten rid of the gule? Otherwise he wouldn’t be sitting up. I see. Otherwise he wouldn’t be alive. And he’s disappointed, eh? Well, isn’t that just too bad!”


  With a savage grunt Elwood clicked off the disk and turned to face a smiling Anne Buckmaster.


  “You wanted to rescue Tomlison,” she said. “Well, you’ve rescued him. Now you ought to be as happy as a lark. You have everything a sensible man could wish for.” Elwood looked at her. “Everything?” he asked.


  She smiled and drew close to him.


  When he released her her eyes were shining.


  LORELEI OF THE RED MIST


  Leigh Brackett


  He died—and then awakened in a new body. He found himself on a world of bizarre loveliness, a powerful, rich man. He took pleasure in his turn of good luck . . . until he discovered that his new body was hated by all on this strange planet, that his soul was owned by Rann, devil-goddess of Falga, who was using him for her own gain.


  THE Company dicks were good. They were plenty good. Hugh Starke began to think maybe this time he wasn’t going to get away with it.


  His small stringy body hunched over the control bank, nursing the last ounce of power out of the Kallman. The hot night sky of Venus fled past the ports in tattered veils of indigo. Starke wasn’t sure where he was any more. Venus was a frontier planet, and still mostly a big X, except to the Venusians—who weren’t sending out any maps. He did know that he was getting dangerously close to the Mountains of White Cloud. The backbone of the planet, towering far into the stratosphere, magnetic trap, with God knew what beyond. Maybe even God wasn’t sure.


  But it looked like over the mountains or out. Death under the guns of the Terro-Venus Mines, Incorporated, Special Police, or back to the Luna cell blocks for life as an habitual felon.


  Starke decided he would go over.


  Whatever happened, he’d pulled off the biggest lone-wolf caper in history. The T-V Mines payroll ship, for close to a million credits. He cuddled the metal strongbox between his feet and grinned. It would be a long time before anybody equaled that.


  His mass indicators began to jitter. Vaguely, a dim purple shadow in the sky ahead, the Mountains of White Cloud, stood like a wall against him. Starke checked the positions of the pursuing ships. There was no way through them. He said flatly, “All right, damn you,” and sent the Kallman angling up into the thick blue sky.


  He had no very clear memories after that. Crazy magnetic vagaries, always a hazard on Venus, made his instruments useless. He flew by the seat of his pants and he got over, and the T-V men didn’t. He was free, with a million credits in his kick.


  Far below in the virgin darkness he saw a sullen crimson smear on the night, as though someone had rubbed it with a bloody thumb. The Kallman dipped toward it. The control bank flickered with blue flame, the jet timers blew, and then there was just the screaming of air against the falling hull.


  Hugh Starke sat still and waited . . .


  He knew, before he opened his eyes, that he was dying. He didn’t feel any pain, he didn’t feel anything, but he knew just the same. Part of him was cut loose. He was still there, but not attached anymore.


  He raised his eyelids. There was a ceiling. It was a long way off. It was black stone veined with smoky reds and ambers. He had never seen it before.


  His head was tilted toward the right. He let his gaze move down that way. There were dim tapestries, more of the black stone, and three tall archways giving onto a balcony. Beyond the balcony was a sky veiled and clouded with red mist. Under the mist, spreading away from a murky line of cliffs, was an ocean. It wasn’t water and it didn’t have any waves on it, but there was nothing else to call it. It burned, deep down inside itself, breathing up the red fog. Little angry bursts of flame coiled up under the flat surface, sending circles of sparks flaring out like ripples from a dropped stone.


  He closed his eyes and frowned and moved his head restively. There was the texture of fur against his skin. Through the cracks of his eyelids he saw that he lay on a high bed piled with silks and soft tanned pelts. His body was covered. He was rather glad he couldn’t see it. It didn’t matter because he wouldn’t be using it any more anyway, and it hadn’t been such a hell of a body to begin with. But he was used to it, and he didn’t want to see it now, the way he knew it would have to look.


  He looked along over the foot of the bed, and he saw the woman.


  She sat watching him from a massive carved chair softened with a single huge white pelt like a drift of snow. She smiled, and let him look. A pulse began to beat under his jaw, very feebly.


  She was tall and sleek and insolently curved. She wore a sort of tabard of pale grey spider-silk, held to her body by a jeweled girdle, but it was just a nice piece of ornamentation. Her face was narrow, finely cut, secret, faintly amused. Her lips, her eyes, and her flowing silken hair were all the same pale cool shade of aquamarine.


  Her skin was white, with no hint of rose. Her shoulders, her forearms, the long flat curve of her thighs, the pale-green tips of her breasts, were dusted with tiny particles that glistened like powdered diamond. She sparkled softly like a fairy thing against the snowy fur, a creature of foam and moonlight and clear shallow water. Her eyes never left his, and they were not human, but he knew that they would have done things to him if he had had any feeling below the neck.


  HE started to speak. He had no strength to move his tongue. The woman leaned forward, and as though her movement were a signal four men rose from the tapestried shadows by the wall. They were like her. Their eyes were pale and strange like hers.


  She said, in liquid High Venusian, “You’re dying, in this body. But you will not die. You will sleep now, and wake in a strange body, in a strange place. Don’t be afraid. My mind will be with yours, I’ll guide you, don’t be afraid. I can’t explain now, there isn’t time, but don’t be afraid.”


  He drew back his thin lips baring his teeth in what might have been a smile. If it was, it was wolfish and bitter, like his face.


  The woman’s eyes began to pour coolness into his skull. They were like two little rivers running through the channels of his own eyes, spreading in silver-green quiet across the tortured surface of his brain. His brain relaxed. It lay floating on the water, and then the twin streams became one broad, flowing stream, and his mind, or ego, the thing that was intimately himself, vanished along it.


  It took him a long, long time to regain consciousness. He felt as though he’d been shaken until pieces of him were scattered all over inside. Also, he had an instinctive premonition that the minute he woke up he would be sorry he had. He took it easy, putting himself together.


  He remembered his name, Hugh Starke. He remembered the mining asteroid where he was born. He remembered the Luna cell blocks where he had once come near dying. There wasn’t much to choose between them. He remembered his face decorating half the bulletin boards between Mercury and The Belt. He remembered hearing about himself over the telecasts, stuff to frighten babies with, and he thought of himself committing his first crime—a stunted scrawny kid of eighteen swinging a spanner on a grown man who was trying to steal his food.


  The rest of it came fast, then. The T-V Mines job, the getaway that didn’t get, the Mountains of White Cloud. The crash . . .


  The woman.


  That did it. His brain leaped shatteringly. Light, feeling, a naked sense of reality swept over him. He lay perfectly still with his eyes shut, and his mind clawed at the picture of the shining woman with sea green hair and the sound of her voice saying, You will not die, you will wake in a strange body, don’t be afraid . . .


  He was afraid. His skin pricked and ran cold with it. His stomach knotted with it. His skin, his stomach, and yet somehow they didn’t feel just right, like a new coat that hasn’t shaped to you . . . He opened his eyes, a cautious crack . . .


  He saw a body sprawled on its side in dirty straw. The body belonged to him, because he could feel the straw pricking it, and the itch of little things that crawled and ate and crawled again.


  It was a powerful body, rangy and flat-muscled, much bigger than his old one. It had obviously not been starved the first twenty-some years of its life. It was stark naked. Weather and violence had written history on it, wealed white marks on leathery bronze, but nothing seemed to be missing. There was black hair on its chest and thighs and forearms, and its hands were lean and sinewy for killing.


  It was a human body. That was something. There were so many other things it might have been that his racial snobbery wouldn’t call human. Like the nameless shimmering creature who smiled with strange pale lips.


  Starke shut his eyes again.


  HE LAY, the intangible self that was Hugh Starke, bellied down in the darkness of the alien shell, quiet, indrawn, waiting. Panic crept up on its soft black paws. It walked around the crouching ego and sniffed and patted and nuzzled, whining, and then struck with its raking claws. After a while it went away, empty.


  The lips that were now Starke’s lips twitched in a thin, cruel smile. He had done six months once in the Luna solitary crypts. If a man could do that, and come out sane and on his two feet, he could stand anything. Even this.


  It came to him then, rather deflatingly, that the woman and her four companions had probably softened the shock by hypnotic suggestion. His subconscious understood and accepted the change. It was only his conscious mind that was superficially scared to death.


  Hugh Starke cursed the woman with great thoroughness, in seven languages and some odd dialects. He became healthily enraged that any dame should play around with him like that. Then he thought, What the hell, I’m alive. And it looks like I got the best of the trade-in!


  He opened his eyes again, secretly, on his new world.


  He lay at one end of a square stone hall, good sized, with two straight lines of pillars cut from some dark Venusian wood. There were long crude benches and tables. Fires had been burning on round brick hearths spaced between the pillars. They were embers now. The smoke climbed up, tarnishing the gold and bronze of shields hung on the walls and pediments, dulling the blades of longswords, the spears, the tapestries and hides and trophies.


  It was very quiet in the hall. Somewhere outside of it there was fighting going on. Heavy, vicious fighting. The noise of it didn’t touch the silence, except to make it deeper.


  There were two men besides Starke in the hall.


  They were close to him, on a low dais. One of them sat in a carved high seat, not moving, his big scarred hands flat on the table in front of him. The other crouched on the floor by his feet. His head was bent forward so that his mop of lint-white hair hid his face and the harp between his thighs. He was a little man, a swamp-edger from his albino coloring. Starke looked back at the man in the chair.


  The man spoke harshly. “Why doesn’t she send word?”


  The harp gave out a sudden bitter chord. That was all.


  Starke hardly noticed. His whole attention was drawn to the speaker. His heart began to pound. His muscles coiled and lay ready. There was a bitter taste in his mouth. He recognized it. It was hate.


  He had never seen the man before, but his hands twitched with the urge to kill.


  He was big, nearly seven feet, and muscled like a draft horse. But his body, naked above a gold-bossed leather kilt, was lithe and quick as a greyhound in spite of its weight. His face was square, strong-boned, weathered, and still young. It was a face that had laughed a lot once, and liked wine and pretty girls. It had forgotten those things now, except maybe the wine. It was drawn and cruel with pain, a look as of something in a cage. Starke had seen that look before, in the Luna blocks. There was a thick white scar across the man’s forehead. Under it his blue eyes were sunken and dark behind half-closed lids. The man was blind.


  Outside, in the distance, men screamed and died.


  Starke had been increasingly aware of a soreness and stricture around his neck. He raised a hand, careful not to rustle the straw. His fingers found a long tangled beard, felt under it, and touched a band of metal.


  Starke’s new body wore a collar, like a vicious dog.


  There was a chain attached to the collar. Starke couldn’t find any fastening. The business had been welded on for keeps. His body didn’t seem to have liked it much. The neck was galled and chafed.


  The blood began to crawl up hot into Starke’s head. He’d worn chains before. He didn’t like them. Especially around the neck.


  A door opened suddenly at the far end of the hall. Fog and red daylight spilled in across the black stone floor. A man came in. He was big, half naked, blond, and bloody. His long blade trailed harshly on the flags. His chest was laid open to the bone and he held the wound together with his free hand.


  “Word from Beudag,” he said. “They’ve driven us back into the city, but so far we’re holding the Gate.”


  No one spoke. The little man nodded his white head. The man with the slashed chest turned and went out again, closing the door.


  A peculiar change came over Starke at the mention of the name Beudag. He had never heard it before, but it hung in his mind like a spear point, barbed with strange emotion. He couldn’t identify the feeling, but it brushed the blind man aside. The hot simple hatred cooled. Starke relaxed in a sort of icy quiet, deceptively calm as a sleeping cobra. He didn’t question this. He waited, for Beudag.


  The blind man struck his hands down suddenly on the table and stood up. “Romna,” he said, “give me my sword.”


  The little man looked at him. He had milk-blue eyes and a face like a friendly bulldog. He said, “Don’t be a fool, Faolan.”


  Faolan said softly, “Damn you. Give me my sword.”


  Men were dying outside the hall, and not dying silently. Faolan’s skin was greasy with sweat. He made a sudden, darting grab toward Romna.


  Romna dodged him. There were tears in his pale eyes. He said brutally, “You’d only be in the way. Sit down.”


  “I can find the point,” Faolan said, “to fall on it.”


  Romna’s voice went up to a harsh scream. “Shut up. Shut up and sit down.”


  Faolan caught the edge of the table and bent over it. He shivered and closed his eyes, and the tears ran out hot under the lids. The bard turned away, and his harp cried out like a woman.


  Faolan drew a long sighing breath. He straightened slowly, came round the carved high seat, and walked steadily toward Starke.


  “You’re very quiet, Conan,” he said. “What’s the matter? You ought to be happy, Conan. You ought to laugh and rattle your chain. You’re going to get what you wanted. Are you sad because you haven’t a mind any more, to understand that with?”


  He stopped and felt with one sandaled foot across the straw until he touched Starke’s thigh. Starke lay motionless.


  “Conan,” said the blind man gently, pressing Starke’s belly with his foot. “Conan the dog, the betrayer, the butcher, the knife in the back. Remember what you did at Falga, Conan? No, you don’t remember now. I’ve been a little rough with you, and you don’t remember any more. But I remember, Conan. As long as I live in darkness, I’ll remember.”


  ROMNA stroked the harp strings and they wept, savage tears for strong men dead of treachery. Low music, distant but not soft. Faolan began to tremble, a shallow animal twitching of the muscles. The flesh of his face was drawn, iron shaping under the hammer. Quite suddenly he went down on his knees. His hands struck Starke’s shoulders, slid inward to the throat, and locked there.


  Outside, the sound of fighting had died away.


  Starke moved, very quickly. As though he had seen it and knew it was there, his hand swept out and gathered in the slack of the heavy chain and swung it.


  It started out to be a killing blow. Starke wanted with all his heart to beat Faolan’s brains out. But at the last second he pulled it, slapping the big man with exquisite judgment across the back of the head. Faolan grunted and fell sideways, and by that time Romna had come up. He had dropped his harp and drawn a knife. His eyes were startled.


  Starke sprang up. He backed off, swinging the slack of the chain warningly. His new body moved magnificently. Outside everything was fine, but inside his psycho-neural setup had exploded into civil war. He was furious with himself for not having killed Faolan. He was furious with himself for losing control enough to want to kill a man without reason. He hated Faolan. He did not hate Faolan because he didn’t know him well enough. Starke’s trained, calculating unemotional brain was at grips with a tidal wave to baseless emotion.


  He hadn’t realized it was baseless until his mental monitor, conditioned through years of bitter control, had stopped him from killing. Now he remembered the woman’s voice saying, My mind will be with yours, I’ll guide you . . .


  Catspaw, huh? Just a hired hand, paid off with a new body in return for two lives. Yeah, two. This Beudag, whoever he was. Starke knew now what that cold alien emotion had been leading up to.


  “Hold it,” said Starke hoarsely. “Hold everything. Catspaw! You green-eyed she-devil! You picked the wrong guy this time.”


  Just for a fleeting instant he saw her again, leaning forward with her hair like running water across the soft foam-sparkle of her shoulders. Her sea-pale eyes were full of mocking laughter, and a direct, provocative admiration. Starke heard her quite plainly:


  “You may not have any choice, Hugh Starke. They know Conan, even if you don’t. Besides, it’s of no great importance. The end will be the same for them—it’s just a matter of time. You can save your new body or not, as you wish.” She smiled. “I’d like it if you did. It’s a good body. I knew it, before Conan’s mind broke and left it empty.”


  A sudden thought came to Starke. “My box, the million credits.”


  “Come and get them.” She was gone. Starke’s mind was clear, with no alien will tramping around in it. Faolan crouched on the floor, holding his head. He said:


  “Who spoke?”


  Romna the bard stood staring. His lips moved, but no sound came out.


  Starke said, “I spoke. Me, Hugh Starke. I’m not Conan, and I never heard of Falga, and I’ll brain the first guy that comes near me.”


  Faolan stayed motionless, his face blank, his breath sobbing in his throat. Romna began to curse, very softly, not as though he were thinking about it. Starke watched them.


  Down the hall the doors burst open. The heavy reddish mist coiled in with the daylight across the flags, and with them a press of bodies hot from battle, bringing a smell of blood.


  Starke felt the heart contract in the hairy breast of the body named Conan, watching the single figure that led the pack.


  Romna called out, “Beudag!”


  She was tall. She was built and muscled like a lioness, and she walked with a flat-hipped arrogance, and her hair was like coiled flame. Her eyes were blue, hot and bright, as Faolan’s might have been once. She looked like Faolan. She was dressed like him, in a leather kilt and sandals, her magnificent body bare above the waist. She carried a longsword slung across her back, the hilt standing above the left shoulder. She had been using it. Her skin was smeared with blood and grime. There was a long cut on her thigh and another across her flat belly, and bitter weariness lay on her like a burden in spite of her denial of it.


  “We’ve stopped them, Faolan,” she said. “They can’t breach the Gate, and we can hold Crom Dhu as long as we have food. And the sea feeds us.” She laughed, but there was a hollow sound to it. “Gods, I’m tired!”


  She halted then, below the dais. Her flame-blue gaze swept across Faolan, across Romna, and rose to meet Hugh Starke’s, and stayed there.


  The pulse began to beat under Starke’s jaw again, and this time his body was strong, and the pulse was like a drum throbbing.


  Romna said, “His mind has come back.”


  THERE was a long, hard silence. No one in the hall moved. Then the men back of Beudag, big brawny kilted warriors, began to close in on the dais, talking in low snarling undertones that rose toward a mob howl. Faolan rose up and faced them, and bellowed them to quiet.


  “He’s mine to take! Let him alone.” Beudag sprang up onto the dais, one beautiful flowing movement. “It isn’t possible,” she said. “His mind broke under torture. He’s been a drooling idiot with barely the sense to feed himself. And now, suddenly, you say he’s normal again?”


  Starke said, “You know I’m normal. You can see it in my eyes.”


  “Yes.”


  He didn’t like the way she said that. “Listen, my name is Hugh Starke. I’m an Earthman. This isn’t Conan’s brain come back. This is a new deal. I got shoved into his body. What it did before I got it I don’t know, and I’m not responsible.”


  Faolan said, “He doesn’t remember Falga. He doesn’t remember the longships at the bottom of the sea.” Faolan laughed.


  Romna said quietly, “He didn’t kill you, though. He could have, easily. Would Conan have spared you?”


  Beudag said, “Yes, if he had a better plan. Conan’s mind was like a snake. It crawled in the dark, and you never knew where it was going to strike.”


  Starke began to tell them how it happened, the chain swinging idly in his hand. While he was talking he saw a face reflected in a polished shield hung on a pillar. Mostly it was just a tangled black mass of hair, mounted on a frame of long, harsh, jutting bone. The mouth was sensuous, with a dark sort of laughter on it. The eyes were yellow. The cruel, brilliant yellow of a killer hawk.


  Starke realized with a shock that the face belonged to him.


  “A woman with pale green hair,” said Beudag softly. “Rann,” said Faolan, and Romna’s harp made a sound like a high-priest’s curse.


  “Her people have that power,” Romna said. “They can think a man’s soul into a spider, and step on it.”


  “They have many powers. Maybe Rann followed Conan’s mind, wherever it went, and told it what to say, and brought it back again.”


  “Listen,” said Starke angrily. “I didn’t ask . . .”


  Suddenly, without warning, Romna drew Beudag’s sword and threw it at Starke.


  Starke dodged it. He looked at Romna with ugly yellow eyes. “That’s fine. Chain me up so I can’t fight and kill me from a distance.” He did not pick up the sword. He’d never used one. The chain felt better, not being too different from a heavy belt or a length of cable, or the other chains he’d swung on occasion.


  Romna said, “Is that Conan?”


  Faolan snarled, “What happened?”


  “Romna threw my sword at Conan. He dodged it, and left it on the ground.” Beudag’s eyes were narrowed. “Conan could catch a flying sword by the hilt, and he was the best fighter on the Red Sea, barring you, Faolan.”


  “He’s trying to trick us. Rann guides him.”


  “The hell with Rann!” Starke clashed his chain. “She wants me to kill the both of you, I still don’t know why. All right. I could have killed Faolan, easy. But I’m not a killer. I never put down anyone except to save my own neck. So I didn’t kill him in spite of Rann. And I don’t want any part of you, or Rann either. All I want is to get the hell out of here!”


  Beudag said, “His accent isn’t Conan’s. And the look in his eyes is different, too.” Her voice had an odd note in it. Romna glanced at her. He fingered a few rippling chords on his harp, and said:


  “There’s one way you could tell for sure.”


  A sullen flush began to burn on Beudag’s cheekbones. Romna slid unobtrusively out of reach. His eyes danced with malicious laughter.


  Beudag smiled, the smile of an angry cat, all teeth and no humor. Suddenly she walked toward Starke, her head erect, her hands swinging loose and empty at her sides. Starke tensed warily, but the blood leaped pleasantly in his borrowed veins.


  Beudag kissed him.


  Starke dropped the chain. He had something better to do with his hands.


  After a while he raised his head for breath, and she stepped back, and whispered wonderingly,


  “It isn’t Conan.”


  THE hall had been cleared. Starke had washed and shaved himself. His new face wasn’t bad. Not bad at all. In fact, it was pretty damn good. And it wasn’t known around the System. It was a face that could own a million credits and no questions asked. It was a face that could have a lot of fun on a million credits.


  All he had to figure out now was a way to save the neck the face was mounted on, and get his million credits back from that beautiful she-devil named Rann.


  He was still chained, but the straw had been cleaned up and he wore a leather kilt and a pair of sandals. Faolan sat in his high seat nursing a flagon of wine. Beudag sprawled wearily on a fur rug beside him. Romna sat cross-legged, his eyes veiled sleepily, stroking soft wandering music out of his harp. He looked fey. Starke knew his swamp-edgers. He wasn’t surprised.


  “This man is telling the truth,” Romna said. “But there’s another mind touching his. Rann’s, I think. Don’t trust him.”


  Faolan growled, “I couldn’t trust a god in Conan’s body.”


  Starke said, “What’s the setup? All the fighting out there, and this Rann dame trying to plant a killer on the inside. And what happened at Falga? I never heard of this whole damn ocean, let alone a place called Falga.”


  The bard swept his hand across the strings. “I’ll tell you, Hugh Starke. And maybe you won’t want to stay in that body any longer.”


  Starke grinned. He glanced at Beudag. She was watching him with a queer intensity from under lowered lids. Starke’s grin changed. He began to sweat. Get rid of this body, hell! It was really a body. His own stringy little carcass had never felt like this.


  The bard said, “In the beginning, in the Red Sea, was a race of people having still their fins and scales. They were amphibious, but after a while part of this race wanted to remain entirely on land. There was a quarrel, and a battle, and some of the people left the sea forever. They settled along the shore. They lost their fins and most of their scales. They had great mental powers and they loved ruling. They subjugated the human peoples and kept them almost in slavery. They hated their brothers who still lived in the sea, and their brothers hated them.


  “After a time a third people came to the Red Sea. They were rovers from the North. They raided and reaved and wore no man’s collar. They made a settlement on Crom Dhu, the Black Rock, and built longships, and took toll of the coastal towns.


  “But the slave people didn’t want to fight against the rovers. They wanted to fight with them and destroy the sea-folk. The rovers were human, and blood calls to blood. And the rovers liked to rule, too, and this is a rich country. Also, the time had come in their tribal development when they were ready to change from nomadic warriors to builders in their own country.


  “So the rovers, and the sea-folk, and the slave-people who were caught between the two of them, began their struggle for the land.”


  The bard’s fingers thrummed against the strings so that they beat like angry hearts. Starke saw that Beudag was still watching him, weighing every change of expression on his face. Romna went on:


  “There was a woman named Rann, who had green hair and great beauty, and ruled the sea-folk. There was a man called Faolan of the Ships, and his sister Beudag, which means Dagger-in-the-Sheath, and they two ruled the outland rovers. And there was the man called Conan.”


  The harp crashed out like a sword-blade striking.


  “Conan was a great fighter and a great lover. He was next under Faolan of the Ships, and Beudag loved him, and they were plighted. Then Conan was taken prisoner by the sea-folk during a skirmish, and Rann saw him—and Conan saw Rann.”


  Hugh Starke had a fleeting memory of Rann’s face smiling, and her low voice saying, It’s a good body. I knew it, before . . .


  Beudag’s eyes were two stones of blue vitriol under her narrow lids.


  “Conan stayed a long time at Falga with Rann of the Red Sea. Then he came back to Crom Dhu, and said that he had escaped, and had discovered a way to take the longships into the harbor of Falga, at the back of Rann’s fleet; and from there it would be easy to take the city, and Rann with it. And Conan and Beudag were married.”


  Starke’s yellow hawk eyes slid over Beudag, sprawled like a long lioness in power and beauty. A muscle began to twitch under his cheekbone. Beudag flushed, a slow deep color. Her gaze did not waver.


  “So the longships went out from Crom Dhu, across the Red Sea. And Conan led them into a trap at Falga, and more than half of them were sunk. Conan thought his ship was free, that he had Rann and all she’d promised him, but Faolan saw what had happened and went after him. They fought, and Conan laid his sword across Faolan’s brow and blinded him; but Conan lost the fight. Beudag brought them home.


  “Conan was chained naked in the market place. The people were careful not to kill him. From time to time other things were done to him. After a while his mind broke, and Faolan had him chained here in the hall, where he could hear him babble and play with his chain. It made darkness easier to bear.


  “But since Falga, things have gone badly from Crom Dhu. Too many men were lost, too many ships. Now Rann’s people have us bottled up here. They can’t break in, we can’t break out. And so we stay, until . . .” The harp cried out a bitter question, and was still.


  AFTER a minute or two Starke said slowly, “Yeah, I get it. Stalemate for both of you. And Rann figured if I could kill off the leaders, your people might give up.” He began to curse. “What a lousy, dirty, sneaking trick! And who told her she could use me . . .” He paused. After all, he’d be dead now. After all, a new body, and a cool million credits. Ah, the hell with Rann. He hadn’t asked her to do it. And he was nobody’s hired killer. Where did she get off, sneaking around his mind, trying to make him do things he didn’t even know about? Especially to someone like Beudag.


  Still, Rann herself was nobody’s crud.


  And just where was Hugh Starke supposed to cut in on this deal? Cut was right. Probably with a longsword, right through the belly. Swell spot he was in, and a good three strikes on him already.


  He was beginning to wish he’d never seen the T-V Mines payroll ship, because then he might never have seen the Mountains of White Cloud.


  He said, because everybody seemed to be waiting for him to say something, “Usually when there’s a deadlock like this, somebody calls in a third party. Isn’t there somebody you can yell for?”


  Faolan shook his rough red head. “The slave people might rise, but they haven’t arms and they’re not used to fighting. They’d only get massacred, and it wouldn’t help us any.”


  “What about those other—uh—people that live in the sea? And just what is that sea, anyhow? Some radiation from it wrecked my ship and got me into this bloody mess.”


  Beudag said lazily, “I don’t know what it is. The seas our forefathers sailed on were water, but this is different. It will float a ship, if you know how to build the hull—very thin of a white metal we mine from the foothills. But when you swim in it, it’s like being in a cloud of bubbles. It tingles, and the farther down you go in it the stranger it gets, dark and full of fire. I stay down for hours sometimes, hunting the beasts that live there.”


  Starke said, “For hours? You have diving suits, then. What are they?”


  She shook her head, laughing. “Why weigh yourself down that way? There’s no trouble to breathe in this ocean.”


  “For cripesake,” said Starke. “Well I’ll be damned. Must be a heavy gas, then, radioactive, surface tension under atmospheric pressure, enough to float a light hull, and high oxygen content without any dangerous mixture. Well, well. Okay, why doesn’t somebody go down and see if the sea-people will help? They don’t like Rann’s branch of the family, you said.”


  “They don’t like us, either,” said Faolan. “We stay out of the southern part of the sea. They wreck our ships, sometimes.” His bitter mouth twisted in a smile. “Did you want to go to them for help?”


  Starke didn’t quite like the way Faolan sounded. “It was just a suggestion,” he said.


  Beudag rose, stretching, wincing as the stiffened wounds pulled her flesh. “Come on, Faolan. Let’s sleep.”


  He rose and laid his hand on her shoulder. Romna’s harpstrings breathed a subtle little mockery of sound. The bard’s eyes were veiled and sleepy. Beudag did not look at Starke, called Conan.


  Starke said, “What about me?”


  “You stay chained,” said Faolan. “There’s plenty of time to think. As long as we have food—and the sea feeds us.”


  He followed Beudag, through a curtained entrance to the left. Romna got up, slowly, slinging the harp over one white shoulder. He stood looking steadily into Starke’s eyes in the dying light of the fires.


  “I don’t know,” he murmured.


  Starke waited, not speaking. His face was without expression.


  “Conan we knew. Starke we don’t know. Perhaps it would have been better if Conan had come back.” He ran his thumb absently over the hilt of the knife in his girdle. “I don’t know. Perhaps it would have been better for all of us if I’d cut your throat before Beudag came in.”


  Starke’s mouth twitched. It was not exactly a smile.


  “You see,” said the bard seriously, “to you, from outside, none of this is important, except as it touches you. But we live in this little world. We die in it. To us, it’s important.”


  The knife was in his hand now. It leaped up glittering into the dregs of the firelight, and fell, and leaped again.


  “You fight for yourself, Hugh Starke. Rann also fights through you. I don’t know.”


  Starke’s gaze did not waver.


  Romna shrugged and put away the knife. “It is written of the gods,” he said, sighing. “I hope they haven’t done a bad job of the writing.”


  He went out. Starke began to shiver slightly. It was completely quiet in the hall. He examined his collar, the rivets, every separate link of the chain, the staple to which it was fixed. Then he sat down on the fur rug provided for him in place of the straw. He put his face in his hands and cursed, steadily, for several minutes, and then struck his fists down hard on the floor. After that he lay down and was quiet. He thought Rann would speak to him. She did not.


  The silent black hours that walked across his heart were worse than any he had spent in the Luna crypts.


  SHE came soft-shod, bearing a candle. Beudag, the Dagger-in-the-Sheath. Starke was not asleep. He rose and stood waiting. She set the candle on the table and came, not quite to him, and stopped. She wore a length of thin white cloth twisted loosely at the waist and dropping to her ankles. Her body rose out of it straight and lovely, touched mystically with shadows in the little wavering light.


  “Who are you?” she whispered. “What are you?”


  “A man. Not Conan. Maybe not Hugh Starke any more. Just a man.”


  “I loved the man called Conan, until . . .” She caught her breath, and moved closer. She put her hand on Starke’s arm. The touch went through him like white fire. The warm clean healthy fragrance of her tasted sweet in his throat. Her eyes searched his.


  “If Rann has such great powers, couldn’t it be that Conan was forced to do what he did? Couldn’t it be that Rann took his mind and molded it her way, perhaps without his knowing it?”


  “It could be.”


  “Conan was hot-tempered and quarrelsome, but he . . .”


  Starke said slowly, “I don’t think you could have loved him if he hadn’t been straight.”


  Her hand lay still on his forearm. She stood looking at him, and then her hand began to tremble, and in a moment she was crying, making no noise about it. Starke drew her gently to him. His eyes blazed yellowly in the candlelight.


  “Woman’s tears,” she said impatiently, after a bit. She tried to draw away. “I’ve been fighting too long, and losing, and I’m tired.”


  He let her step back, not far. “Do all the women of Crom Dhu fight like men?”


  “If they want to. There have always been shield-maidens. And since Falga, I would have had to fight anyway, to keep from thinking.” She touched the collar on Starke’s neck. “And from seeing.”


  He thought of Conan in the market square, and Conan shaking his chain and gibbering in Faolan’s |hall, and Beudag watching it. Starke’s fingers tightened. He slid his palms upward along the smooth muscles of her arms, across the straight, broad planes of her shoulders, onto her neck, the proud strength of it pulsing under his hands. Her hair fell loose. He could feel the redness of it burning him.


  She whispered, “You don’t love me.”


  “No.”


  “You’re an honest man, Hugh Starke.”


  “You want me to kiss you.”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re an honest woman, Beudag.”


  Her lips were hungry, passionate, touched with the bitterness of tears. After a while Starke blew out the candle . . .


  “I could love you, Beudag.”


  “Not the way I mean.”


  “The way you mean. I’ve never said that to any woman before. But you’re not like any woman before. And—I’m a different man.”


  “Strange—so strange. Conan, and yet not Conan.”


  “I could love you, Beudag—if I lived.”


  Harpstrings gave a thrumming sigh in the darkness, the faintest whisper of sound. Beudag started, sighed, and rose from the fur rug. In a minute she had found flint and steel and got the candle lighted. Romna the bard stood in the curtained doorway, watching them.


  Presently he said, “You’re going to let him go.”


  Beudag said, “Yes.”


  Romna nodded. He did not seem surprised. He walked across the dais, laying his harp on the table, and went into another room. He came back almost at once with a hacksaw.


  “Bend your neck,” he said to Starke.


  The metal of the collar was soft. When it was cut through Starke got his fingers under it and bent the ends outward, without trouble. His old body could never have done that. His old body could never have done a lot of things. He figured Rann hadn’t cheated him. Not much.


  He got up, looking at Beudag. Beudag’s head was dropped forward, her face veiled behind shining hair.


  “There’s only one possible way out of Crom Dhu,” she said. There was no emotion in her voice. “There’s a passage leading down through the rock to a secret harbor, just large enough to moor a skiff or two. Perhaps, with the night and the fog, you can slip through Rann’s blockade. Or you can go aboard one of her ships, for Falga.” She picked up the candle. “I’ll take you down.”


  “Wait,” Starke said. “What about you?”


  She glanced at him, surprised. “I’ll stay, of course.”


  He looked into her eyes. “It’s going to be hard to know each other that way.”


  “You can’t stay here, Hugh Starke. The people would tear you to pieces the moment you went into the street. They may even storm the hall, to take you. Look here.” She set the candle down and led him to a narrow window, drawing back the hide that covered it.


  Starke saw narrow twisting streets dropping steeply toward the sullen sea. The longships were broken and sunk in the harbor. Out beyond, riding lights flickering in the red fog, were other ships. Rann’s ships.


  “Over there,” said Beudag, “is the mainland. Crom Dhu is connected to it by a tongue of rock. The sea-folk hold the land beyond it, but we can hold the rock bridge as long as we live. We have enough water, enough food from the sea. But there’s no soil nor game on Crom Dhu. We’ll be naked after a while, without leather or flax, and we’ll have scurvy without grain and fruit. We’re beaten, unless the gods send us a miracle. And we’re beaten because of what was done at Falga. You can see how the people feel.”


  Starke looked at the dark streets and the silent houses leaning on each other’s shoulders, and the mocking lights out in the fog. “Yeah,” he said. “I can see.”


  “Besides, there’s Faolan. I don’t know whether he believes your story. I don’t know whether it would matter.”


  Starke nodded. “But you won’t come with me?”


  She turned away sharply and picked up the candle again. “Are you coming, Romna?”


  The bard nodded. He slung his harp over his shoulder. Beudag held back the curtain of a small doorway far to the side. Starke went through it and Romna followed, and Beudag went ahead with the candle. No one spoke.


  THEY went along a narrow passage, past store rooms and armories. They paused once while Starke chose a knife, and Romna whispered: “Wait!” He listened intently. Starke and Beudag strained their ears along with him. There was no sound. Romna shrugged. “I thought I heard sandals scraping stone,” he said. They went on.


  The passage lay behind a wooden door. It led downward steeply through the rock, a single narrow way without side galleries or branches. In some places there were winding steps. It ended, finally, in a flat ledge low to the surface of the cove, which was a small cavern closed in with the black rock. Beudag set the candle down.


  There were two little skiffs built of some light metal moored to rings in the ledge. Two long sweeps leaned against the cave wall. They were of a different metal, oddly vaned. Beudag laid one across the thwarts of the nearest boat. Then she turned to Starke. Romna hung back in the shadows by the tunnel mouth.


  Beudag said quietly, “Goodbye, man without a name.”


  “It has to be goodbye?”


  “I’m leader now, in Faolan’s place. Besides, these are my people.” Her fingers tightened on his wrists. “If you could . . .” Her eyes held a brief blaze of hope, Then she dropped her head and said, “I keep forgetting you’re not one of us. Goodbye.”


  “Goodbye, Beudag.”


  Starke put his arms around her. He found her mouth, almost cruelly. Her arms were tight about him, her eyes half closed and dreaming. Starke’s hands slipped upward, toward her throat, and locked on it.


  She bent back, her body like a steel bow. Her eyes got fire in them, looking into Starke’s but only for a moment. His fingers pressed expertly on the nerve centers. Beudag’s head fell forward limply, and then Romna was on Starke’s back and his knife was pricking Starke’s throat.


  Starke caught his wrist and turned the blade away. Blood ran onto his chest, but the cut was not into the artery. He threw himself backward onto the stone. Romna couldn’t get clear in time. The breath went out of him in a rushing gasp. He didn’t let go of the knife. Starke rolled over. The little man didn’t have a chance with him. He was tough and quick, but Starke’s sheer size smothered him. Starke could remember when Romna would not have seemed small to him. He hit the bard’s jaw with his fist. Romna’s head cracked hard against the stone. He let go of the knife. He seemed to be through fighting. Starke got up. He was sweating, breathing heavily, not because of his exertion. His mouth was glistening and eager, like a dog’s. His muscles twitched, his belly was hot and knotted with excitement. His yellow eyes had a strange look.


  He went back to Beudag.


  She lay on the black rock, on her back. Candlelight ran pale gold across her brown skin, skirting the sharp strong hollows between her breasts and under the arching rim of her rib-case. Starke knelt, across her body, his weight pressed down against her harsh breathing. He stared at her. Sweat stood out on his face. He took her throat between his hands again.


  He watched the blood grow dark in her cheeks. He watched the veins coil on her forehead. He watched the redness blacken in her lips. She fought a little, very vaguely, like someone moving in a dream. Starke breathed hoarsely, animal-like through an open mouth.


  Then, gradually his body became rigid. His hands froze, not releasing pressure, but not adding any. His yellow eyes widened. It was as though he were trying to see Beudag’s face and it was hidden in dense clouds.


  Back of him, back in the tunnel, was the soft, faint whisper of sandals on uneven rock. Sandals, walking slowly. Starke did not hear. Beudag’s face glimmered deep in a heavy mist below him, a blasphemy of a face, distorted, blackened.


  Starke’s hands began to open.


  They opened slowly. Muscles stood like coiled ropes in his arms and shoulders, as though he moved them against heavy weights. His lips peeled back from his teeth. He bent his neck, and sweat dropped from his face and glittered on Beudag’s breast.


  Starke was now barely touching Beudag’s neck. She began to breathe again, painfully.


  Starke began to laugh. It was not nice laughter. “Rann,” he whispered. “Rann, you she-devil.” He half fell away from Beudag and stood up, holding himself against the wall. He was shaking violently. “I wouldn’t use your hate for killing, so you tried to use my passion.” He cursed her in a flat sibilant whisper. He had never in his profane life really cursed anyone before.


  He heard an echo of laughter dancing in his brain.


  Starke turned. Faolan of the Ships stood in the tunnel mouth. His head was bent, listening, his blind dark eyes fixed on Starke as though he saw him.


  FAOLAN said softly “I hear you, Starke. I hear the others breathing, but they don’t speak.”


  “They’re all right. I didn’t mean to do . . .”


  Faolan smiled. He stepped out on the narrow ledge. He knew where he was going, and his smile was not pleasant.


  “I heard your steps in the passage beyond my room. I knew Beudag was leading you, and where, and why. I would have been here sooner, but it’s a slow way in the dark.”


  The candle lay in his path. He felt the heat of it close to his leg, and stopped and felt for it, and ground it out. It was dark, then. Very dark, except for a faint smudgy glow from the scrap of ocean that lay along the cave floor.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Faolan said, “as long as I came in time.”


  Starke shifted his weight warily. “Faolan . . .”


  “I wanted you alone. On this night of all nights I wanted you alone. Beudag fights in my place now, Conan. My manhood needs proving.”


  Starke strained his eyes in the gloom, measuring the ledge, measuring the place where the skiff was moored. He didn’t want to fight Faolan. In Faolan’s place he would have felt the same. Starke understood perfectly. He didn’t hate Faolan, he didn’t want to kill him, and he was afraid of Rann’s power over him when his emotions got control. You couldn’t keep a determined man from killing you and still be uninvolved emotionally. Starke would be damned if he’d kill anyone to suit Rann.


  He moved, silently, trying to slip past Faolan on the outside and get into the skiff. Faolan gave no sign of hearing him. Starke did not breathe. His sandals came down lighter than snowflakes. Faolan did not swerve. He would pass Starke with a foot to spare. They came abreast.


  Faolan’s hand shot out and caught in Starke’s long black hair. The blind man laughed softly and closed in.


  Starke swung one from the floor. Do it the quickest way and get clear. But Faolan was fast. He came in so swiftly that Starke’s fist jarred harmlessly along his ribs. He was bigger than Starke, and heavier, and the darkness didn’t bother him.


  Starke bared his teeth. Do it quick, brother, and clear out! Or that green-eyed she-cat . . . Faolan’s brute bulk weighed him down. Faolan’s arm crushed his neck. Faolan’s fist was knocking his guts loose. Starke got moving.


  He’d fought in a lot of places. He’d learned from stokers and tramps, Martian Low-Canalers, red-eyed Nahali in the running gutters of Lhi. He didn’t use his knife. He used his knees and feet and elbows and his hands, fist and flat. It was a good fight. Faolan was a good fighter, but Starke knew more tricks.


  One more, Starke thought. One more and he’s out. He drew back for it, and his heel struck Romna, lying on the rock. He staggered, and Faolan caught him with a clean swinging blow. Starke fell backward against the cave wall. His head cracked the rock. Light flooded crimson across his brain and then paled and grew cooler, a wash of clear silver-green like water. He sank under it . . .


  He was tired, desperately tired. His head ached. He wanted to rest, but he could feel that he was sitting up; doing something that had to be done. He opened his eyes.


  He sat in the stern of a skiff. The long sweep was laid into its crutch, held like a tiller bar against his body. The blade of the sweep trailed astern in the red sea, and where the metal touched there was a spurt of silver fire and a swirling of brilliant motes. The skiff moved rapidly through the sullen fog, through a mist of blood in the hot Venusian night.


  Beudag crouched in the bow, facing Starke. She was bound securely with strips of the white cloth she had worn. Bruises showed dark on her throat. She was watching Starke with the intent, unwinking, perfectly expressionless gaze of a tigress.


  Starke looked away, down at himself. There was blood on his kilt, a brown smear of it across his chest. It was not his blood. He drew the knife slowly out of its sheath. The blade was dull and crusted, still a little wet.


  Starke looked at Beudag. His lips were stiff, swollen. He moistened them and said hoarsely, “What happened?”


  She shook her head, slowly, not speaking. Her eyes did not waver.


  A black, cold rage took hold of Starke and shook him. Rann! He rose and went forward, letting the sweep go where it would. He began to untie Beudag’s wrists.


  A shape swam toward them out of the red mist. A long ship with two heavy sweeps bursting fire astern and a slender figurehead shaped like a woman. A woman with hair and eyes of aquamarine. It came alongside the skiff.


  A rope ladder snaked down. Men lined the low rail. Slender men with skin that glistened white like powdered snow, and hair the color of distant shallows. One of them said, “Come aboard, Hugh Starke.”


  Starke went back to the sweep. It bit into the sea, sending the skiff in a swift arc away from Rann’s ship.


  Grapnels flew, hooking the skiff at thwart and gunwale. Bows appeared in the hands of the men, wicked curving things with barbed metal shafts on the string. The man said again, politely, “Come aboard.”


  Hugh Starke finished untying Beudag. He didn’t speak. There seemed to be nothing to say. He stood back while she climbed the ladder and then followed. The skiff was cast loose. The long ship veered away, gathering speed.


  Starke said, “Where are we going?”


  The man smiled. “To Falga.”


  Starke nodded. He went below with Beudag into a cabin with soft couches covered with spider-silk and panels of dark wood beautifully painted, dim fantastic scenes from the past of Rann’s people. They sat opposite each other. They still did not speak.


  THEY raised Falga in the opal dawn—a citadel of basalt cliffs rising sheer from the burning sea, with a long arm holding a harbor full of ships. There were green fields inland, and beyond, cloaked in the eternal mists of Venus, the Mountains of White Clouds lifted spaceward. Starke wished that he had never seen the Mountains of White Cloud. Then, looking at his hands, lean and strong on his long thighs, he wasn’t so sure. He thought of Rann waiting for him. Anger, excitement, a confused violence of emotion set him pacing nervously.


  Beudag sat quietly, withdrawn, waiting.


  The long ship threaded the crowded moorings and slid into place alongside a stone quay. Men rushed to make fast. They were human men, as Starke judged humans, like Beudag and himself. They had the shimmering silver hair and fair skin of the plateau peoples, the fine-cut faces and straight bodies. They wore leather collars with metal tags and they went naked like beasts, and they were gaunt and bowed with labor. Here and there a man with pale blue-green hair and resplendent harness stood godlike above the swarming masses.


  Starke and Beudag went ashore. They might have been prisoners or honored guests, surrounded by their escort from the ship. Streets ran back from the harbor, twisting and climbing crazily up the cliffs. Houses climbed on each other’s backs. It had begun to rain, the heavy steaming downpour of Venus, and the moist heat brought out the choking stench of people, too many people.


  They climbed, ankle deep in water sweeping down the streets that were half stairway. Thin naked children peered out of the houses, out of narrow alleys. Twice they passed through market squares where women with the blank faces of defeat drew back from stalls of coarse food to let the party through.


  There was something wrong. After a while Starke realized it was the silence. In all that horde of humanity no one laughed, or sang, or shouted. Even the children never spoke above a whisper. Starke began to feel a little sick. Their eyes had a look in them . . .


  He glanced at Beudag, and away again.


  The waterfront streets ended in a sheer basalt face honeycombed with galleries. Starke’s party entered them, still climbing. They passed level after level of huge caverns, open to the sea. There was the same crowding, the same stench, the same silence. Eyes glinted in the half-light, bare feet moved furtively on stone. Somewhere a baby cried thinly, and was hushed at once.


  They came out on the cliff top, into the clean high air. There was a city here. Broad streets, lined with trees, low rambling villas of the black rock set in walled gardens, drowned in brilliant vines and giant ferns and flowers. Naked men and women worked in the gardens, or hauled carts of rubbish through the alleys, or hurried on errands, slipping furtively across the main streets where they intersected the mews.


  The party turned away from the sea, heading toward an ebon palace that sat like a crown above the city. The steaming rain beat on Starke’s bare body, and up here you could get the smell of the rain, even through the heavy perfume of the flowers. You could smell Venus in the rain—musky and primitive and savagely alive, a fecund giantess with passion flowers in her outstretched hands. Starke set his feet down like a panther and his eyes burned a smoky amber.


  They entered the palace of Rann . . .


  She received them in the same apartment where Starke had come to after the crash. Through a broad archway he could see the high bed where his old body had lain before the life went out of it. The red sea steamed under the rain outside, the rusty fog coiling languidly through the open arches of the gallery. Rann watched them lazily from a raised couch set massively into the wall. Her long sparkling legs sprawled arrogantly across the black spider-silk draperies. This time her tabard was a pale yellow. Her eyes were still the color of shoal-water, still amused, still secret, still dangerous.


  Starke said, “So you made me do it after all.”


  “And you’re angry.” She laughed, her teeth showing white and pointed as bone needles. Her gaze held Starke’s. There was nothing casual about it. Starke’s hawk eyes turned molten yellow, like hot gold, and did not waver.


  Beudag stood like a bronze spear, her forearms crossed beneath her bare sharp breasts. Two of Rann’s palace guards stood behind her.


  Starke began to walk toward Rann.


  She watched him come. She let him get close enough to reach out and touch her, and then she said slyly, “It’s a good body, isn’t it?”


  STARKE looked at her for a moment. Then he laughed. He threw back his head and roared, and struck the great corded muscles of his belly with his fist. Presently he looked straight into Rann’s eyes and said:


  “I know you.”


  She nodded. “We know each other. Sit down, Hugh Starke.” She swung her long legs over to make room, half erect now, looking at Beudag. Starke sat down. He did not look at Beudag.


  Rann said, “Will your people surrender now?”


  Beudag did not move, not even her eyelids. “If Faolan is dead—yes.”


  “And if he’s not?”


  Beudag stiffened. Starke did too.


  “Then,” said Beudag quietly, “They’ll wait.”


  “Until he is?”


  “Or until they must surrender.”


  Rann nodded. To the guards she said, “See that this woman is well fed and well treated.”


  Beudag and her escort had turned to go when Starke said, “Wait.” The guards looked at Rann, who nodded, and glanced quizzically at Starke. Starke said:


  “Is Faolan dead?”


  Rann hesitated. Then she smiled. “No. You have the most damnably tough mind, Starke. You struck deep, but not deep enough. He may still die, but . . . No, he’s not dead.” She turned to Beudag and said with easy mockery, “You needn’t hold anger against Starke. I’m the one who should be angry.” Her eyes came back to Starke. They didn’t look angry.


  Starke said, “There’s something else. Conan—the Conan that used to be, before Falga.”


  “Beudag’s Conan.”


  “Yeah. Why did he betray his people?”


  Rann studied him. Her strange pale lips curved, her sharp white teeth glistening wickedly with barbed humor. The she turned to Beudag. Beudag was still standing like a carved image, but her smooth muscles were ridged with tension, and her eyes were not the eyes of an image.


  “Conan or Starke,” said Rann, “she’s still Beudag, isn’t she? All right, I’ll tell you. Conan betrayed his people because I put it into his mind to do it. He fought me. He made a good fight of it. But he wasn’t quite as tough as you are, Starke.”


  There was a silence. For the first time since entering the room, Hugh Starke looked at Beudag. After a moment she sighed and lifted her chin, and smiled, a deep, faint smile. The guards walked out beside her, but she was more erect and lighter of step than either of them.


  “Well,” said Rann, when they were gone, “and what about you, Hugh-Starke-Called-Conan.”


  “Have I any choice?”


  “I always keep my bargains.”


  “Then give me my dough and let me clear the hell out of here.”


  “Sure that’s what you want?”


  “That’s what I want.”


  “You could stay a while, you know.”


  “With you?”


  Rann lifted her frosty-white shoulders. “I’m not promising half my kingdom, or even part of it. But you might be amused.”


  “I got no sense of humor.”


  “Don’t you even want to see what happens to Crom Dhu?”


  “And Beudag.”


  “And Beudag,” He stopped, then fixed Rann with uncompromising yellow eyes. “No. Not Beudag. What are you going to do to her?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Don’t give me that.”


  “I say again, nothing. Whatever is done, her own people will do.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that little Dagger-in-the-Sheath will be rested, cared for, and fattened, for a few days. Then I shall take her aboard my own ship and join the fleet before Crom Dhu. Beudag will be made quite comfortable at the masthead, where her people can see her plainly. She will stay there until the Rock surrenders. It depends on her own people how long she stays. She’ll be given water. Not much, but enough.”


  Starke stared at her. He stared at her a long time. Then he spat deliberately on the floor and said in a perfectly flat voice: “How soon can I get out of here?”


  Rann laughed, a small casual chuckle. “Humans,” she said, “are so damned queer. I don’t think I’ll ever understand them.” She reached out and struck a gong that stood in a carved frame beside the couch. The soft deep shimmering note had a sad quality of nostalgia. Rann lay back against the silken cushions and sighed.


  “Goodbye, Hugh Starke.”


  A pause. Then, regretfully:


  “Goodbye—Conan!”


  THEY had made good time along the rim of the Red Sea. One of Rann’s galleys had taken them to the edge of the Southern Ocean and left them on a narrow shingle beach under the cliffs. From there they had climbed to the rimrock and gone on foot—Hugh-Starke-Called-Conan and four of Rann’s arrogant shining men. They were supposed to be guide and escort. They were courteous, and they kept pace uncomplainingly though Starke marched as though the devil were pricking his heels. But they were armed, and Starke was not.


  Sometimes, very faintly, Starke was aware of Rann’s mind touching his with the velvet delicacy of a cat’s paw. Sometimes he started out of his sleep with her image sharp in his mind, her lips touched with the mocking, secret smile. He didn’t like that. He didn’t like it at all.


  But he liked even less the picture that stayed with him waking or sleeping. The picture he wouldn’t look at. The picture of a tall women with hair like loose fire on her neck, walking on light proud feet between her guards.


  She’ll be given water, Rann said. Not much, but enough.


  Starke gripped the solid squareness of the box that held his million credits and set the miles reeling backward from under his sandals.


  On the fifth night one of Rann’s men spoke quietly across the campfire. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we’ll reach the pass.”


  Starke got up and went away by himself, to the edge of the rimrock that fell sheer to the burning sea. He sat down. The red fog wrapped him like a mist of blood. He thought of the blood on Beudag’s breast the first time he saw her. He thought of the blood on his knife, crusted and dried. He thought of the blood poured rank and smoking into the gutters of Crom Dhu. The fog has to be red, he thought. Of all the goddam colors in the universe, it has to be red. Red like Beudag’s hair.


  He held out his hands and looked at them, because he could still feel the silken warmth of that hair against his skin. There was nothing there now but the old white scars of another man’s battles.


  He set his fists against his temples and wished for his old body back again—the little stunted abortion that had clawed and scratched its way to survival through sheer force of mind. A most damnably tough mind, Rann had said. Yeah. It had had to be tough. But a mind was a mind. It didn’t have emotions. It just figured out something coldly and then went ahead and never questioned, and it controlled the body utterly, because the body was only the worthless machinery that carried the mind around. Worthless. Yeah. The few women he’d ever looked at had told him that—and he hadn’t even minded much. The old body hadn’t given him any trouble.


  He was having trouble now.


  Starke got up and walked.


  Tomorrow we reach the pass.


  Tomorrow we go away from the Red Sea. There are nine planets and the whole damn Belt. There are women on all of them. All shapes, colors, and sizes, human, semi-human, and God knows what. With a million credits a guy could buy half of them, and with Conan’s body he could buy the rest. What’s a woman, anyway? Only a . . .


  Water. She’ll be given water. Not much, but enough.


  Conan reached out and took hold of a spire of rock, and his muscles stood out like knotted ropes. “Oh God,” he whispered, “what’s the matter with me?”


  “Love.”


  It wasn’t God who answered. It was Rann. He saw her plainly in his mind, heard her voice like a silver bell.


  “Conan was a man, Hugh Starke. He was whole, body and heart and brain. He knew how to love, and with him it wasn’t women, but one woman—and her name was Beudag. I broke him, but it wasn’t easy. I can’t break you.”


  Starke stood for a long, long time. He did not move, except that he trembled. Then he took from his belt the box containing his million credits and threw it out as far as he could over the cliff edge. The red mist swallowed it up. He did not hear it strike the surface of the sea. Perhaps in that sea there was no splashing. He did not wait to find out.


  He turned back along the rimrock, toward a place where he remembered a cleft, or chimney, leading down. And the four shining men who wore Rann’s harness came silently out of the heavy luminous night and ringed him in. Their sword-points caught sharp red glimmers from the sky.


  Starke had nothing on him but a kilt and sandals, and a cloak of tight-woven spider-silk that shed the rain.


  “Rann sent you?” he said.


  The men nodded.


  “To kill me?”


  Again they nodded. The blood drained out of Starke’s face, leaving it grey and stony under the bronze. His hand went to his throat, over the gold fastening of his cloak.


  The four men closed in like dancers.


  STARKE loosed his cloak and swung it like a whip across their faces. It confused them for a second, for a heartbeat—no more, but long enough. Starke left two of them to tangle their blades in the heavy fabric and leaped aside. A sharp edge slipped and turned along his ribs, and then he had reached in low and caught a man around the ankles, and used the thrashing body for a flail.


  The body was strangely light, as though the bones in it were no more than rigid membrane, like a fish.


  If he had stayed to fight, they would have finished him in seconds. They were fighting men, and quick. But Starke didn’t stay. He gained his moment’s grace and used it. They were hard on his heels, their points all but pricking his back as he ran, but he made it. Along the rimrock, out along a narrow tongue that jutted over the sea, and then outward, far outward, into red fog and dim fire that rolled around his plummeting body.


  Oh God, he thought, if I guessed wrong and there is a beach . . .


  The breath tore out of his lungs. His ears cracked, went dead. He held his arms out beyond his head, the thumbs locked together, his neck braced forward against the terrific upward push. He struck the surface of the sea.


  There was no splash.


  Dim coiling fire that drifted with infinite laziness around him, caressing his body with slow, tingling sparks. A feeling of lightness, as though his flesh had become one with the drifting fire. A sense of suffocation that had no basis in fact and gave way gradually to a strange exhilaration. There was no shock of impact, no crushing pressure. Merely a cushioning softness, like dropping into a bed of compressed air. Starke felt himself turning end over end, pinwheel fashion, and then that stopped, so that he sank quietly and without haste to the bottom.


  Or rather, into the crystalline upper reaches of what seemed to be a forest.


  He could see it spreading away along the downward-sloping floor of the ocean, into the vague red shadows of distance. Slender fantastic trunks upholding a maze of delicate shining branches, without leaves or fruit. They were like trees exquisitely molded from ice, transparent, holding the lambent shifting fire of the strange sea. Starke didn’t think they were, or ever had been, alive. More like coral, he thought, or some vagary of mineral deposit. Beautiful, though. Like something you’d see in a dream. Beautiful, silent, and somehow deadly.


  He couldn’t explain that feeling of deadliness. Nothing moved in the red drifts between the trunks. It was nothing about the trees themselves. It was just something he sensed.


  He began to move among the upper branches, following the downward drop of the slope.


  He found that he could swim quite easily. Or perhaps it was more like flying. The dense gas buoyed him up, almost balancing the weight of his body, so that it was easy to swoop along, catching a crystal branch and using it as a lever to throw himself forward to the next one.


  He went deeper and deeper into the heart of the forbidden Southern Ocean. Nothing stirred. The fairy forest stretched limitless ahead. And Starke was afraid.


  Rann came into his mind abruptly. Her face, clearly outlined, was full of mockery.


  “I’m going to watch you die, Hugh-Starke-Called-Conan. But before you die, I’ll show you something. Look.”


  Her face dimmed, and in its place was Crom Dhu rising bleak into the red fog, the longships broken and sunk in the harbor, and Rann’s fleet around it in a shining circle.


  One ship in particular. The flagship. The vision in Starke’s mind rushed toward it, narrowed down to the masthead platform. To the woman who stood there, naked, erect, her body lashed tight with thin cruel cords.


  A woman with red hair blowing in the slow wind, and blue eyes that looked straight ahead like a falcon’s, at Crom Dhu.


  Beudag.


  Rann’s laughter ran across the picture and blurred it like a ripple of ice-cold water.


  “You’d have done better,” she said, “to take the clean steel when I offered it to you.”


  She was gone, and Starke’s mind was as empty and cold as the mind of a corpse. He found that he was standing still, clinging to a branch, his face upturned as though by some blind instinct, his sight blurred.


  He had never cried before in all his life, nor prayed.


  There was no such thing as time, down there in the smoky shadows of the sea bottom. It might have been minutes or hours later than Hugh Starke discovered he was being hunted.


  THERE were three of them, slipping easily among the shining branches. They were pale golden, almost phosphorescent, about the size of large hounds. Their eyes were huge, jewel-like in their slim sharp faces. They possessed four members that might have been legs and arms, retracted now against their narrowing bodies. Golden membranes spread wing-like from head to flank, and they moved like wings, balancing expertly the thrust of the flat, powerful tails.


  They could have closed in on him easily, but they didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Starke had sense enough not to wear himself out trying to get away. He kept on going, watching them. He discovered that the crystal branches could be broken, and he selected himself one with a sharp forked tip, shoving it swordwise under his belt. He didn’t suppose it would do much good, but it made him feel better.


  He wondered why the things didn’t jump him and get it over with. They looked hungry enough, the way they were showing him their teeth. But they kept about the same distance away, in a sort of crescent formation, and every so often the ones on the outside would make a tentative dart at him, then fall back as he swerved away. It wasn’t like being hunted so much as . . .


  Starke’s eyes narrowed. He began suddenly to feel much more afraid than he had before, and he wouldn’t have believed that possible.


  The things weren’t hunting him at all. They were herding him.


  There was nothing he could do about it. He tried stopping, and they swooped in and snapped at him, working expertly together so that while he was trying to stab one of them with his clumsy weapon, the others were worrying his heels like sheepdogs at a recalcitrant weather.


  Starke, like the weather, bowed to the inevitable and went where he was driven. The golden hounds showed their teeth in animal laughter and sniffed hungrily at the thread of blood he left behind him in the slow red coils of fire.


  After a while he heard the music.


  It seemed to be some sort of a harp, with a strange quality of vibration in the notes. It wasn’t like anything he’d ever heard before. Perhaps the gas of which the sea was composed was an extraordinarily good conductor of sound, with a property of diffusion that made the music seem to come from everywhere at once—softly at first, like something touched upon in a dream, and then, as he drew closer to the source, swelling into a racing, rippling flood of melody that wrapped itself around his nerves with a demoniac shiver of ecstasy.


  The golden hounds began to fret with excitement, spreading their shining wings, driving him impatiently faster through the crystal branches.


  Starke could feel the vibration growing in him—the very fibers of his muscles shuddering in sympathy with the unearthly harp. He guessed there was a lot of the music he couldn’t hear. Too high, too low for his ears to register. But he could feel it.


  He began to go faster, not because of the hounds, but because he wanted to. The deep quivering in his flesh excited him. He began to breathe harder, partly because of increased exertion, and some chemical quality of the mixture he breathed made him slightly drunk.


  The thrumming harp-song stroked and stung him, waking a deeper, darker music, and suddenly he saw Beudag clearly—half-veiled and mystic in the candlelight at Faolan’s dun; smooth curving bronze, her hair loose fire about her throat. A great stab of agony went through him. He called her name, once, and the harp-sound swept it up and away, and then suddenly there was no music any more, and no forest, and nothing but cold embers in Starke’s heart.


  He could see everything quite clearly in the time it took him to float from the top of the last tree to the floor of the plain. He had no idea how long a time that was. It didn’t matter. It was one of those moments when time doesn’t have any meaning.


  The rim of the forest fell away in a long curve that melted glistening into the spark-shot sea. From it the plain stretched out, a level glassy floor of black obsidian, the spew of some long-dead volcano. Or was it dead? It seemed to Starke that the light here was redder, more vital, as though he were close to the source from which it sprang.


  As he looked farther over the plain, the light seemed to coalesce into a shimmering curtain that wavered like the heat veils that dance along the Mercurian Twilight Belt at high noon. For one brief instant he glimpsed a picture on the curtain—a city, black, shining, fantastically turreted, the gigantic reflection of a Titan’s dream. Then it was gone, and the immediate menace of the foreground took all of Starke’s attention.


  HE saw the flock, herded by more of the golden hounds. And he saw the shepherd, with the harp held silent between his hands.


  The flock moved slightly, phosphorescently.


  One hundred, two hundred silent, limply floating warriors drifting down the red dimness. In pairs, singly, or in pallid clusters they came. The golden hounds winged silently, leisurely around them, channeling them in tides that sluiced toward the fantastic ebon city.


  The shepherd stood, a crop of obsidian, turning his shark-pale face. His sharp, aquamarine eyes found Starke. His silvery hand leapt beckoning over harp-threads, striking them a blow. Reverberations ran out, seized Starke, shook him. He dropped his crystal dagger.


  Hot screens of fire exploded in his eyes, bubbles whirled and danced in his eardrums. He lost all muscular control. His dark head fell forward against the thick blackness of hair on his chest; his golden eyes dissolved into weak, inane yellow, and his mouth loosened. He wanted to fight, but it was useless. This shepherd was one of the sea-people he had come to see, and one way or another he would see him.


  Dark blood filled his aching eyes. He felt himself led, nudged, forced first this way, then that. A golden hound slipped by, gave him a pressure which rolled him over into a current of sea-blood. It ran down past where the shepherd stood with only a harp for a weapon.


  Starke wondered dimly whether these other warriors in the flock, drifting, were dead or alive like himself. He had another surprise coming.


  They were all Rann’s men. Men of Falga. Silver men with burning green hair. Rann’s men. One of them, a huge warrior colored like powdered salt, wandered aimlessly by on another tide, his green eyes dull. He looked dead.


  What business had the sea-people with the dead warriors of Falga? Why the hounds and the shepherd’s harp? Questions eddied like lifted silt in Starke’s tired, hanging head. Eddied and settled flat.


  Starke joined the pilgrimage.


  The hounds were deft flickering of wings ushered him into the midst of the flock. Bodies brushed against him. Cold bodies. He wanted to cry out. The cords of his neck constricted. In his mind the cry went forward:


  “Are you alive, men of Falga?”


  No answer; but the drift of scarred, pale bodies. The eyes in them knew nothing. They had forgotten Falga. They had forgotten Rann for whom they had lifted blade. Their tongues lolling in mouths asked nothing but sleep. They were getting it.


  A hundred, two hundred strong they made a strange human river slipping toward the gigantic city wall. Starke-called-Conan and his bitter enemies going together. From the corners of his eyes, Starke saw the shepherd move. The shepherd was like Rann and her people who had years ago abandoned the sea to live on land. The shepherd seemed colder, more fish-like, though. There were small translucent webs between the thin fingers and spanning the long-toed feet. Thin, scar-like gills in the shadow of his tapered chin, lifted and sealed in the current, eating, taking sustenance from the blood-colored sea.


  The harp spoke and the golden hounds obeyed. The harp spoke and the bodies twisted uneasily, as in a troubled sleep. A triple chord of it came straight at Starke. His fingers clenched.


  “—and the dead shall walk again—”


  Another ironic ripple of music.


  “—and Rann’s men will rise again, this time against her—”


  Starke had time to feel a brief, bewildered shivering, before the current hurled him forward. Clamoring drunkenly, witlessly, all about him, the dead, muscleless warriors of Falga tried to crush past him, all of them at once . . .


  Long ago some vast sea Titan had dreamed of avenues struck from black stone. Each stone the size of three men tall. There had been a dream of walls going up and up until they dissolved into scarlet mist. There had been another dream of sea-gardens in which fish hung like erotic flowers, on tendrils of sensitive film-tissue. Whole beds of fish clung to garden base, like colonies of flowers aglow with sunlight. And on occasion a black amoebic presence filtered by, playing the gardener, weeding out an amber flower here, an amythystine bloom there.


  And the sea Titan had dreamed of endless balustrades and battlements, of windowless turrets where creatures swayed like radium-skinned phantoms, carrying their green plumes of hair in their lifted palms, and looked down with curious, insolent eyes from on high. Women with shimmering bodies like some incredible coral harvested and kept high over these black stone streets, each in its archway.


  Starke was alone. Falga’s warriors had gone off along a dim subterranean vent, vanished. Now the faint beckoning of harp and the golden hounds behind him turned him down a passage that opened out into a large circular stone room, one end of which opened out into a hall. Around the ebon ceiling, slender schools of fish swam. It was their bright effulgence that gave light to the room. They had been there, breeding, eating, dying, a thousand years, giving light to the place, and they would be there, breeding and dying, a thousand more.


  The harp faded until it was only a murmur.


  Starke found his feet. Strength returned to him. He was able to see the man in the center of the room well. Too well.


  The man hung in the fire tide. Chains of wrought bronze held his thin fleshless ankles so he couldn’t escape. His body desired it. It floated up.


  It had been dead a long time. It was gaseous with decomposition and it wanted to rise to the surface of the Red Sea. The chains prevented this. Its arms weaved like white scarves before a sunken white face. Black hair trembled on end.


  HE WAS one of Faolan’s men. One of the Rovers. One of those who had gone down at Falga because of Conan.


  His name was Geil.


  Starke remembered.


  The part of him that was Conan remembered the name.


  The dead lips moved.


  “Conan. What luck is this! Conan. I make you welcome.”


  The words were cruel, the lips around them loose and dead. It seemed to Starke an anger and embittered wrath lay deep in those hollow eyes. The lips twitched again.


  “I went down at Falga for you and Rann, Conan. Remember?”


  Part of Starke remembered and twisted in agony.


  “We’re all here, Conan. All of us. Clev and Mannt and Bron and Aesur. Remember Aesur, who could shape metal over his spine, prying it with his fingers? Aesur is here, big as a sea-monster, waiting in a niche, cold and loose as string. The sea-shepherds collected us. Collected us for a purpose of irony. Look!”


  The boneless fingers hung out, as in a wind, pointing.


  Starke turned slowly, and his heart pounded an uneven, shattering drum beat. His jaw clinched and his eyes blurred. That part of him that was Conan cried out. Conan was so much of him and he so much of Conan it was impossible for a cleavage. They’d grown together like pearl material around sand-specule, layer on layer. Starke cried out.


  In the hall which this circular room overlooked, stood a thousand men.


  In lines of fifty across, shoulder to shoulder, the men of Crom Dhu stared unseeingly up at Starke. Here and there a face became shockingly familiar. Old memory cried their names.


  “Bron! Clev! Mannt! Aesur!”


  The collected decomposition of their bodily fluids raised them, drifted them above the flaggings. Each of them was chained, like Geil.


  Geil whispered. “We have made a union with the men of Falga!”


  Starke pulled back.


  “Falga!”


  “In death, all men are equals.” He took his time with it. He was in no hurry. Dead bodies under-sea are never in a hurry. They sort of bump and drift and bide their time. “The dead serve those who give them a semblance of life. Tomorrow we march against Crom Dhu.”


  “You’re crazy! Crom Dhu is your home! It’s the place of Beudag and Faolan—”


  “And—” interrupted the hanging corpse, quietly, “Conan? Eh?” He laughed. A crystal dribble of bubbles ran up from the slack mouth. “Especially Conan. Conan who sank us at Falga . . .”


  Starke moved swiftly. Nobody stopped him. He had the corpse’s short blade in an instant. Geil’s chest made a cold, silent sheath for it. The blade went like a fork through butter.


  Coldly, without noticing this, Geil’s voice spoke out:


  “Stab me, cut me. You can’t kill me any deader. Make sections of me. Play butcher. A flank, a hand, a heart! And while you’re at it, I’ll tell you the plan.”


  Snarling, Starke seized the blade out again. With blind violence he gave sharp blow after blow at the body, cursing bitterly, and the body took each blow, rocking in the red tide a little, and said with a matter-of-fact-tone:


  “We’ll march out of the sea to Crom Dhu’s gates. Romna and the others, looking down, recognizing us, will have the gates thrown wide to welcome us.” The head tilted lazily, the lips peeled wide and folded down languidly over the words. “Think of the elation, Conan! The moment when Bron and Mannt and Aesur and I and yourself, yes, even yourself, Conan, return to Crom Dhu!”


  STARKE saw it, vividly. Saw it like a tapestry woven for him. He stood back, gasping for breath, his nostrils flaring, seeing what his blade had done to Geil’s body, and seeing the great stone gates of Crom Dhu crashing open. The deliberation. The happiness, the elation to Faolan and Romna to see old friends returned. Old Rovers, long thought dead. Alive again, come to help! It made a picture!


  With great deliberation, Starke struck flat across before him.


  Geil’s head, severed from its lazy body, began, with infinite tiredness, to float toward the ceiling. As it traveled upward, now facing, now bobbling the back of its skull toward Starke, it finished its nightmare speaking:


  “And then, once inside the gates, what then, Conan? Can you guess? Can you guess what we’ll do, Conan?”


  Starke stared at nothingness, the sword trembling in his fist. From far away he heard Geil’s voice:


  “—we will kill Faolan in his hall. He will die with surprised lips. Romna’s harp will lie in his disemboweled stomach. His heart with its last pulsing will sound the strings. And as for Beudag—”


  Starke tried to push the thoughts away, raging and helpless. Geil’s body was no longer anything to look at. He had done all he could to it. Starke’s face was bleached white and scraped down to the insane bone of it, “You’d kill your own people!”


  Geil’s separated head lingered at the ceiling, light-fish illuminating its ghastly features. “Our people? But we have no people! We’re another race now. The dead. We do the biddings of the sea-shepherds.”


  Starke looked out into the hall, then he looked at circular wall.


  “Okay,” he said, without tone in his voice. “Come out. Wherever you’re hiding and using this voice-throwing act. Come on out and talk straight.”


  In answer, an entire section of ebon stones fell back on silent hinge work. Starke saw a long slender black marble table. Six people sat behind it in carven midnight thrones.


  They were all men. Naked except for film-like garments about their loins. They looked at Starke with no particular hatred or curiosity. One of them cradled a harp. It was the shepherd who’d drawn Starke through the gate. Amusedly, his webbed fingers lay on the strings, now and then bringing out a clear sound from one of the two hundred strands.


  The shepherd stopped Starke’s rush forward with a cry of that harp!


  The blade in his hand was red hot. He dropped it.


  The shepherd put a head on the story. “And then? And then we will march Rann’s dead warriors all the way to Falga. There, Rann’s people, seeing the warriors, will be overjoyed, hysterical to find their friends and relatives returned. They, too, will fling wide Falga’s defenses. And death will walk in, disguised as resurrection.”


  Starke nodded, slowly, wiping his hand across his cheek. “Back on Earth we call that psychology. Good psychology. But will it fool Rann?”


  “Rann will be with her ships at Crom Dhu. While she’s gone, the innocent population will let in their lost warriors gladly.” The shepherd had amused green eyes. He looked like a youth of some seventeen years. Deceptively young. If Starke guessed right, the youth was nearer to two centuries old. That’s how you lived and looked when you were under the Red Sea. Something about the emanations of it kept part of you young.


  Starke lidded his yellow hawk’s eyes thoughtfully. “You’ve got all aces. You’ll win. But what’s Crom Dhu to you? Why not just Rann? She’s one of you; you hate her more than you do the Rovers. Her ancestors came up on land; you never got over hating them for that—”


  The shepherd shrugged. “Toward Crom Dhu we have little actual hatred. Except that they are by nature land-men, even if they do rove by boat, and pillagers. One day they might try their luck on the sunken devices of this city.”


  Starke put a hand out. “We’re fighting Rann, too. Don’t forget, we’re on your side!”


  “Whereas we are on no one’s,” retorted the green-haired youth, “Except our own. Welcome to the army which will attack Crom Dhu.”


  “Me! By the gods, over my dead body!”


  “That,” said the youth, amusedly, “is what we intend. We’ve worked many years, you see, to perfect the plan. We’re not much good out on land. We needed bodies that could do the work for us. So, every time Faolan lost a ship or Rann lost a ship, we were there, with our golden hounds, waiting. Collecting. Saving. Waiting until we had enough of each side’s warriors. They’ll do the fighting for us. Oh, not for long, of course. The Source energy will give them a semblance of life, a momentary electrical ability to walk and combat, but once out of water they’ll last only half an hour. But that should be time enough once the gates of Crom Dhu and Falga are open.”


  STARKE said, “Rann will find some way around you. Get her first. Attack Crom Dhu the following day.”


  The youth deliberated. “You’re stalling. But there’s sense in it. Rann is most important. We’ll get Falga first, then. You’ll have a bit of time in which to raise false hopes.”


  Starke began to get sick again. The room swam.


  Very quietly, very easily, Rann came into his mind again. He felt her glide in like the merest touch of a sea fern weaving in a tide pool.


  He closed his mind down, but not before she snatched at a shred of thought. Her aquamarine eyes reflected desire and inquiry.


  “Hugh Starke, you’re with the sea people?”


  Her voice was soft. He shook his head.


  “Tell me, Hugh Starke. How are you plotting against Falga?”


  He said nothing. He thought nothing. He shut his eyes.


  Her fingernails glittered, raking at his mind. “Tell me!”


  His thoughts rolled tightly into a metal sphere which nothing could dent.


  Rann laughed unpleasantly and leaned forward until she filled every dark horizon of his skull with her shimmering body. “All right. I gave you Conan’s body. Now I’ll take it away.”


  She struck him a combined blow of her eyes, her writhing. lips, her bone-sharp teeth. “Go back to your old body, go back to your old body, Hugh Starke,” she hissed. “Go back! Leave Conan to his idiocy. Go back to your old body!”


  Fear had him. He fell down upon his face, quivering and jerking. You could fight a man with a sword. But how could you fight this thing in your brain? He began to suck sobbing breaths through his lips. He was screaming. He could not hear himself. Her voice rushed in from the dim outer red universe, destroying him.


  “Hugh Starke! Go back to your old body!”


  His old body was—dead!


  And she was sending him back into it.


  Part of him shot endwise through red fog.


  He lay on a mountain plateau overlooking the harbor of Falga.


  Red fog coiled and snaked around him. Flame birds dived eerily down at his staring, blind eyes.


  His old body held him.


  Putrefaction stuffed his nostrils. The flesh sagged and slipped greasily on his loosened structure. He felt small again and ugly. Flame birds nibbled, picking, choosing between his ribs. Pain gorged him. Cold, blackness, nothingness filled him. Back in his old body. Forever.


  He didn’t want that.


  The plateau, the red fog vanished. The flame birds, too.


  He lay once more on the floor of the sea shepherds, struggling.


  “That was just a start,” Rann told him. “Next time, I’ll leave you up there on the plateau in that body. Now, will you tell the plans of the sea people? And go on living in Conan? He’s yours, if you tell.” She smirked. “You don’t want to be dead.”


  Starke tried to reason it out. Any way he turned was the wrong way. He grunted out a breath. “If I tell, you’ll still kill Beudag.”


  “Her life in exchange for what you know, Hugh Starke.”


  Her answer was too swift. It had the sound of treachery. Starke did not believe. He would die. That would solve it. Then, at least, Rann would die when the sea people carried out their strategy. That much revenge, at least, damn it.


  Then he got the idea.


  He coughed out a laugh, raised his weak head to look at the startled sea shepherd. His little dialogue with Rann had taken about ten seconds, actually, but it had seemed a century. The sea shepherd stepped forward.


  Starke tried to get to his feet. “Got—got a proposition for you. You with the harp. Rann’s inside me. Now. Unless you guarantee Crom Dhu and Beudag’s safety, I’ll tell her some things she might want to be in on!”


  The sea shepherd drew a knife.


  Starke shook his head, coldly. “Put it away. Even if you get me I’ll give the whole damned strategy to Rann.”


  The shepherd dropped his hand. He was no fool.


  Rann tore at Starke’s brain. “Tell me! Tell me their plan!”


  He felt like a guy in a revolving door. Starke got the sea men in focus. He saw that they were afraid now, doubtful and nervous. “I’ll be dead in a minute,” said Starke. “Promise me the safety of Crom Dhu and I’ll die without telling Rann a thing.”


  The sea shepherd hesitated, then raised his palm upward. “I promise,” he said. “Crom Dhu will go untouched.”


  Starke sighed. He let his head fall forward until it hit the floor. Then he rolled over, put his hands over his eyes. “It’s a deal. Go give Rann hell for me, will you, boys? Give her hell!”


  As he drifted into mind darkness, Rann waited for him. Feebly, he told her, “Okay, duchess. You’d kill me even if I’d told you the idea. I’m ready. Try your god-awfullest to shove me back into that stinking body of mine. I’ll fight you all the way there!”


  Rann screamed. It was a pretty frustrated scream. Then the pains began. She did a lot of work on his mind in the next minute.


  That part of him that was Conan held on like a clam holding to its precious contents.


  The odor of putrid flesh returned. The blood mist returned. The flame birds fell down at him in spirals of sparks and blistering smoke, to winnow his naked ribs.


  Starke spoke one last word before the blackness took him.


  “Beudag.”


  HE NEVER expected to awaken again.


  He awoke just the same.


  There was red sea all around him. He lay on a kind of stone bed, and the young sea shepherd sat beside him, looking down at him, smiling delicately.


  Starke did not dare move for a while. He was afraid his head might fall off and whirl away like a big fish, using its ears as propellers. “Lord,” he muttered, barely turning his head.


  The sea creature stirred. “You won. You fought Rann, and won.”


  Starke groaned. “I feel like something passed through a wild-cat’s intestines. She’s gone. Rann’s gone.” He laughed. “That makes me sad. Somebody cheer me up. Rann’s gone.” He felt of his big, flat-muscled body. “She was bluffing. Trying to decide to drive me batty. She knew she couldn’t really tuck me back into that carcass, but she didn’t want me to know. It was like a baby’s nightmare before it’s born. Or maybe you haven’t got a memory like me.” He rolled over, stretching. “She won’t ever get in my head again. I’ve locked the gate and swallowed the key.” His eyes dilated. “What’s your name?”


  “Linnl,” said the man with the harp. “You didn’t tell Rann our strategy?”


  “What do you think?”


  Linnl smiled sincerely. “I think I like you, man of Crom Dhu. I think I like your hatred for Rann. I think I like the way you handled the entire matter, wanted to kill Rann and save Crom Dhu, and being so willing to die to accomplish either.”


  “That’s a lot of thinking. Yeah, and what about that promise you made?”


  “It will be kept.”


  Starke gave him a hand. “Linnl, you’re okay. If I ever get back to Earth, so help me, I’ll never bait a hook again and drop it in the sea.” It was lost to Linnl. Starke forgot it, and went on, laughing. There was an edge of hysteria to it. Relief. You got booted around for days, people milled in and out of your mind like it was a bargain basement counter, pawing over the treads and convolutions, yelling and fighting; the woman you loved was starved on a ship masthead, and as a climax a lady with green eyes tried to make you a filling for an accident-mangled body. And now you had an ally.


  And you couldn’t believe it.


  He laughed in little starts and stops, his eyes shut.


  “Will you let me take care of Rann when the time comes?”


  His fingers groped hungrily upward, closed on an imaginary figure of her, pressed, tightened, choked.


  Linnl said, “She’s yours. I’d like the pleasure, but you have as much if not more of a revenge to take. Come along. We start now. You’ve been asleep for one entire period.”


  Starke let himself down gingerly. He didn’t want to break a leg off. He felt if someone touched him he might disintegrate.


  He managed to let the tide handle him, do all the work. He swam carefully after Linnl down three passageways where an occasional silver inhabitant of the city slid by.


  Drifting below them in a vast square hall, each gravitating but imprisoned by leg-shackles, the warriors of Falga looked up with pale cold eyes at Starke and Linnl. Occasional discharges of light-fish from interstices in the walls passed luminous, fleeting glows over the warriors. The light-fish flirted briefly in a long shining rope that tied knots around the dead faces and as quickly untied them. Then the light-fish pulsed away and the red color of the sea took over.


  Bathed in wine, thought Starke, without humor. He leaned forward.


  “Men of Falga!”


  Linnl plucked a series of harp-threads.


  “Aye.” A deep suggestion of sound issued from a thousand dead lips.


  “We go to sack Rann’s citadel!”


  “Rann!” came the muffled thunder of voices.


  At the sound of another tune, the golden hounds appeared. They touched the chains. The men of Falga, released, danced through the red sea substance.


  Siphoned into a valve mouth, they were drawn out into a great volcanic courtyard. Starke went close after. He stared down into a black ravine, at the bottom of which was a blazing caldera.


  This was the Source Life of the Red Sea. Here it had begun a millennium ago. Here the savage cyclones of sparks and fire energy belched up, shaking titanic black garden walls, causing currents and whirlpools that threatened to suck you forward and shoot you violently up to the surface, in cannulas of force, thrust, in capillaries of ignited mist, in chutes of color that threatened to cremate but only exhilarated you, gave you a seething rebirth!


  He braced his legs and fought the suction. An unbelievable sinew of fire sprang up from out the ravine, crackling and roaring.


  The men of Falga did not fight the attraction.


  They moved forward in their silence and hung over the incandescence.


  The vitality of the Source grew upward in them. It seemed to touch their sandaled toes first, and then by a process of shining osmosis, climb up the limbs, into the loins, into the vitals, delineating their strong bone structure as mercury delineates the glass thermometer with a rise of temperature. The bones flickered like carved polished ivory through the momentarily film-like flesh. The ribs of a thousand men expanded like silvered spider legs, clenched, then expanded again. Their spines straightened, their shoulders flattened back. Their eyes, the last to take the fire, now were ignited and glowed like candles in refurbished sepulchers. The chins snapped up, the entire outer skins of their bodies broke into silver brilliance.


  Swimming through the storm of energy like nightmare figments, entering cold, they reached the far side of the ravine resembling smelted metal from blast furnaces. When they brushed into one another, purple sparks sizzled, jumped from head to head, from hand to hand.


  Linnl touched Starke’s arm. “You’re next.”


  “No thank you.”


  “Afraid?” laughed the harp-shepherd. “You’re tired. It will give you new life. You’re next.”


  STARKE hesitated only a moment. Then he let the tide drift him rapidly out. He was afraid. Damned afraid. A belch of fire caught him as he arrived in the core of the ravine. He was wrapped in layers of ecstasy. Beudag pressed against him. It was her consuming hair that netted him and branded him. It was her warmth that crept up his body into his chest and into his head. Somebody yelled somewhere in animal delight and unbearable passion. Somebody danced and threw out his hands and crushed that solar warmth deeper into his huge body. Somebody felt all tiredness, oldness flumed away, a whole new feeling of warmth and strength inserted.


  That somebody was Starke.


  Waiting on the other side of the ravine were a thousand men of Falga. What sounded like a thousand harps began playing now, and as Starke reached the other side, the harps began marching, and the warriors marched with them. They were still dead, but you would never know it. There were no minds inside those bodies. The bodies were being activated from outside. But you would never know it.


  They left the city behind. In embering ranks, the soldier-fighters were led by golden hounds and distant harps to a place where a huge intra-coastal tide swept by.


  They got on the tide for a free ride. Linnl beside him, using his harp, Starke felt himself sucked down through a deep where strange monsters sprawled. They looked at Starke with hungry eyes. But the harp wall swept them back.


  Starke glanced about at the men. They don’t know what they’re doing, he thought. Going home to kill their parents and their children, to set the flame to Falga, and they don’t know it. Their alive-but-dead faces tilted up, always upward, as though visions of Rann’s citadel were there.


  Rann. Starke let the wrath simmer in him. He let it cool. Then it was cold. Rann hadn’t bothered him now for hours. Was there a chance she’d read his thought in the midst of that fighting nightmare? Did she know this plan for Falga? Was that an explanation for her silence now?


  He sent his mind ahead, subtly. Rann Rann. The only answer was the move of silver bodies through the fiery deeps.


  Just before dawn they broke surface of the sea.


  Falga drowsed in the red-smeared fog silence. Its slave streets were empty and dew-covered. High up, the first light was bathing Rann’s gardens and setting her citadel aglow.


  Linnl lay in the shallows beside Starke. They both were smiling half-cruel smiles. They had waited long for this.


  Linnl nodded. “This is the day of the carnival. Fruit, wine and love will be offered the returned soldiers of Rann. In the streets there’ll be dancing.”


  Far over to the right lay a rise of mountain. At its blunt peak—Starke stared at it intently—rested a body of a little, scrawny Earthman, with flame-birds clustered on it. He’d climb that mountain later. When it was over and there was time.


  “What are you searching for?” asked Linnl.


  Starke’s voice was distant. “Someone I used to know.”


  Filing out on the stone quays, their rustling sandals eroded by time, the men stood clean and bright. Starke paced, a caged animal, at their center, so his dark body would pass unnoticed.


  They were seen.


  The cliff guard looked down over the dirty slave dwellings, from their arrow galleries, and set up a cry. Hands waved, pointed frosty white in the dawn. More guards loped down the ramps and galleries, meeting, joining others and coming on.


  Linnl, in the sea by the quay, suggested a theme on the harp. The other harps took it up. The shuddering music lifted from the water and with a gentle firmness, set the dead feet marching down the quays, upward through the narrow, stifling alleys of the slaves, to meet the guard.


  Slave people peered out at them tiredly from their choked quarters. The passing of warriors was old to them, of no significance.


  These warriors carried no weapons. Starke didn’t like that part of it. A length of chain even, he wanted. But this emptiness of the hands. His teeth ached from too long a time of clenching his jaws tight. The muscles of his arms were feverish and nervous.


  At the edge of the slave community, at the cliff base, the guard confronted them. Running down off the galleries, swords naked, they ran to intercept what they took to be an enemy.


  The guards stopped in blank confusion.


  A LITTLE laugh escaped Starke’s lips. It was a dream. With fog over, under and in between its parts. It wasn’t real to the guard, who couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t real to these dead men either, who were walking around. He felt alone. He was the only live one. He didn’t like walking with dead men.


  The captain of the guard came down warily, his green eyes suspicious. The suspicion faded. His face fell apart. He had lain on his fur pelts for months thinking of his son who had died to defend Falga.


  Now his son stood before him. Alive.


  The captain forgot he was captain. He forgot everything. His sandals scraped over stones. You could hear the air go out of his lungs and come back in a numbed prayer.


  “My son! In Rann’s name. They said you were slain by Faolan’s men one hundred darknesses ago. My son!”


  A harp tinkled somewhere.


  The son stepped forward, smiling.


  They embraced. The son said nothing. He couldn’t speak.


  This was the signal for the others. The whole guard, shocked and surprised, put away their swords and sought out old friends, brothers, fathers, uncles, sons!


  They moved up the galleries, the guard and the returned warriors, Starke in their midst. Threading up the cliff, through passage after passage, all talking at once. Or so it seemed. The guards did the talking. None of the dead warriors replied. They only seemed to. Starke heard the music strong and clear everywhere.


  They reached the green gardens atop the cliff. By this time the entire city was awake. Women came running, bare-breasted and sobbing, and throwing themselves forward into the ranks of their lovers. Flowers showered over them.


  “So this is war,” muttered Starke, uneasily.


  They stopped in the center of the great gardens. The crowd milled happily, not yet aware of the strange silence from their men. They were too happy to notice.


  “Now,” cried Starke to himself. “Now’s the time. Now!”


  As if in answer, a wild skirling of harps out of the sky.


  The crowd stopped laughing only when the returned warriors of Falga swept forward, their hands lifted and groping before them . . .


  The crying in the streets was like a far siren wailing. Metal made a harsh clangor that was sheathed in silence at the same moment metal found flesh to lie in. A vicious pantomime was concluded in the green moist gardens.


  Starke watched from Rann’s empty citadel. Fog plumes strolled by the archways and a thick rain fell. It came like a blood squall and washed the garden below until you could not tell rain from blood.


  The returned warriors had gotten their swords by now. First they killed those nearest them in the celebration. Then they took the weapons from the victims. It was very simple and very unpleasant.


  The slaves had joined battle now. Swarming up from the slave town, plucking up fallen daggers and short swords, they circled the gardens, happening upon the arrogant shining warriors of Rann who had so far escaped the quiet, deadly killing of the alive-but-dead men.


  Dead father killed startled, alive son. Dead brother garroted unbelieving brother. Carnival indeed in Falga.


  An old man waited alone. Starke saw him. The old man had a weapon, but refused to use it. A young warrior of Falga, harped on by Linnl’s harp, walked quietly up to the old man. The old man cried out. His mouth formed words. “Son! What is this?” He flung down his blade and made to plead with his boy.


  The son stabbed him with silent efficiency, and without a glance at the body, walked onward to find another.


  Starke turned away, sick and cold.


  A thousand such scenes were being finished.


  He set fire to the black spider-silk tapestries. They whispered and talked with flame. The stone echoed his feet as he searched room after room. Rann had gone, probably last night. That meant that Crom Dhu was on the verge of falling. Was Faolan dead? Had the people of Crom Dhu, seeing Beudag’s suffering, given in? Falga’s harbor was completely devoid of ships, except for small fishing skiffs.


  The fog waited him when he returned to the garden. Rain found his face.


  The citadel of Rann was fire-encrusted and smoke-shrouded as he looked up at it.


  A silence lay in the garden. The fight was over.


  The men of Falga, still shining with Source-Life, hung their blades from uncomprehending fingers, the light beginning to leave their green eyes. Their skin looked dirty and dull.


  Starke wasted no time getting down the galleries, through the slave quarter, and to the quays again.


  Linnl awaited him, gently petting the obedient harp.


  “It’s over. The slaves will own what’s left. They’ll be our allies, since we’ve freed them.”


  Starke didn’t hear. He was squinting off over the Red Sea.


  Linnl understood. He plucked two tones from the harp, which pronounced the two words uppermost in Starke’s thought.


  “Crom Dhu.”


  “If we’re not too late.” Starke leaned forward. “If Faolan lives. If Beudag still stands at the masthead.”


  Like a blind man he walked straight ahead, until he fell into the sea.


  IT WAS not quite a million miles to Crom Dhu. It only seemed that far.


  A sweep of tide picked them up just off shore from Falga and siphoned them rapidly, through deeps along coastal latitudes, through crystal forests. He cursed every mile of the way.


  He cursed the time it took to pause at the Titan’s city to gather fresh men. To gather Clev and Mannt and Aesur and Bron. Impatiently, Starke watched the whole drama of the Source-Fire and the bodies again. This time it was the bodies of Crom Dhu men, hung like beasts on slow-turned spits, their limbs and vitals soaking through and through, their skins taking bronze color, their eyes holding flint-sparks. And then the harps wove a garment around each, and the garment moved the men instead of the men the garment.


  In the tidal basilica now, Starke twisted. Coursing behind him were the new bodies of Clev and Aesur! The current elevated them, poked them through obsidian needle-eyes like spider-silk threads.


  There was good irony in this. Crom Dhu’s men, fallen at Falga under Conan’s treachery, returned now under Conan to exonerate that treachery.


  Suddenly they were in Crom Dhu’s outer basin. Shadows swept over them. The long dark falling shadows of Falga’s longboats lying in that harbor. Shadows like black culling-nets let down. The school of men cleaved the shadow nets. The tide ceased here, eddied and distilled them.


  Starke glared up at the immense silver bottom of a Falgian ship. He felt his face stiffen and his throat tighten. Then, flexing knees, he rammed upward; night air broke dark red around his head.


  The harbor held flare torches on the rims of long ships. On the neck of land that led from Crom Dhu to the mainland the continuing battle sounded. Faint cries and clashing made their way through the fog veils. They sounded like echoes of past dreams.


  Linnl let Starke have the leash. Starke felt something pressed into his fist. A coil of slender green woven reeds, a rope with hooked weights on the end of it. He knew how to use it without asking. But he wished for a knife now, even though he realized carrying a knife in the sea was all but impossible if you wanted to move fast.


  He saw the sleek naked figurehead of Rann’s best ship a hundred yards away, a floating silhouette, and its torches hanging fire like Beudag’s hair.


  He swam toward it, breathing quietly. When at last the silvered figurehead with the mocking green eyes and the flag of shoal-shallow hair hung over him, he felt the cool white ship metal kiss his fingers.


  The smell of torch-smoke lingered. A rise of faint shouts from the land told of another rush upon the Gate. Behind him—a ripple. Then—a thousand ripples.


  The resurrected men of Crom Dhu rose in dents and stirrings of sparkling wine. They stared at Crom Dhu and maybe they knew what it was and maybe they didn’t. For one moment, Starke felt apprehension. Suppose Linnl was playing a game. Suppose, once these men had won the battle, they went on into Crom Dhu to rupture Romna’s harp and make Faolan the blinder? He shook the thought away. That would have to be handled in time. On either side of him Clev and Mannt appeared. They looked at Crom Dhu, their lips shut. Maybe they saw Faolan’s eyrie and heard a harp that was more than these harps that sang them to blade and plunder—Romna’s instrument telling bard-tales of the rovers and the coastal wars and the old, living days. Their eyes looked and looked at Crom Dhu, but saw nothing.


  The sea shepherds appeared now, the followers of Linnl, each with his harp; and the harp music began, high. So high you couldn’t hear it. It wove a tension on the air.


  Silently, with a grim certainty, the dead-but-not-dead gathered in a bronze circle about Rann’s ship. The very silence of their encirclement made your skin crawl and sweat break cold on your cheeks.


  A dozen ropes went raveling, looping over the ship side. They caught, held, grapnelled, hooked.


  Starke had thrown his, felt it bite and hold. Now he scrambled swiftly, cursing, up its length, kicking and slipping at the silver hull.


  He reached the top.


  Beudag was there.


  Half over the low rail he hesitated, just looking at her.


  TORCHLIGHT limned her, shadowed her. She was still erect; her head was tired and her eyes closed, her face thinned and less brown, but she was still alive. She was coming out of a deep stupor now, at the whistle of ropes and the grate of metal hooks on the deck.


  She saw Starke and her lips parted. She did not look away from him. His breath came out of him, choking.


  It almost cost him his life, his standing there, looking at her.


  A guard, with flesh like new snow, shafted his bow from the turret and let it loose. A chain lay on deck. Thankfully, Starke took it.


  Clev came over the rail beside Starke. His chest took the arrow. The shaft burst half through and stopped, held. Clev kept going after the man who had shot it. He caught up with him.


  Beudag cried out. “Behind you, Conan!”


  Conan! In her excitement, she gave the old name.


  Conan he was. Whirling, he confronted a wiry little fellow, chained him brutally across the face, seized the man’s falling sword, used it on him. Then he walked in, got the man’s jaw, unbalanced him over into the sea.


  The ship was awake now. Most of the men had been down below, resting from the battles. Now they came pouring up, in a silver spate. Their yelling was in strange contrast to the calm silence of Crom Dhu’s men. Starke found himself busy.


  Conan had been a healthy animal, with great recuperative powers. Now his muscles responded to every trick asked of them. Starke leaped cleanly across the deck, watching for Rann, but she was nowhere to be seen. He engaged two blades, dispatched one of them. More ropes raveled high and snaked him. Every ship in the harbor was exploding with violence. More men swarmed over the rail behind Starke, silently.


  Above the shouting, Beudag’s voice came, at sight of the fighting men. “Clev! Mannt! Aesur!”


  Starke was a god; anything he wanted he could have. A man’s head? He could have it. It meant acting the guillotine with knife and wrist and lunged body. Like—this! His eyes were smoking amber and there were deep lines of grim pleasure tugging at his lips. An enemy cannot fight without hands. One man, facing Starke, suddenly displayed violent stumps before his face, not believing them.


  Are you watching, Faolan? cried Starke inside himself, delivering blows. Look here, Faolan! God, no, you’re blind. Listen then! Hear the ring of steel on steel. Does the smell of hot blood and hot bodies reach you? Oh, if you could see this tonight, Faolan. Falga would be forgotten. This is Conan, out of idiocy, with a guy named Starke wearing him and telling him where to go!


  It was not safe on deck. Starke hadn’t particularly noticed before, but the warriors of Crom Dhu didn’t care whom they attacked now. They were beginning to do surgery to one another. They excised one another’s shoulders, severed limbs in blind instantaneous obedience. This was no place for Beudag and himself.


  He cut her free of the masthead, drew her quickly to the rail.


  Beudag was laughing. She could do nothing but laugh. Her eyes were shocked. She saw dead men alive again, lashing out with weapons; she had been starved and made to stand night and day, and now she could only laugh.


  Starke shook her.


  She did not stop laughing.


  “Beudag! You’re all right. You’re free.”


  She stared at nothing. “I’ll—I’ll be all right in a minute.”


  He had to ward off a blow from one of his own men. He parried the thrust, then got in and pushed the man off the deck, over into the sea. That was the only thing to do. You couldn’t kill them.


  Beudag stared down at the tumbling body.


  “Where’s Rann?” Starke’s yellow eyes narrowed, searching.


  “She was here.” Beudag trembled.


  Rann looked out of her eyes. Out of the tired numbness of Beudag, an echo of Rann. Rann was nearby, and this was her doing.


  Instinctively, Starke raised his eyes.


  Rann appeared at the masthead, like a flurry of snow. Her green-tipped breasts were rising and falling with emotion. Pure hatred lay in her eyes. Starke licked his lips and readied his sword.


  Rann snapped a glance at Beudag. Stooping, as in a dream, Beudag picked up a dagger and held it to her own breast.


  Starke froze.


  Rann nodded, with satisfaction. “Well, Starke? How will it be? Will you come at me and have Beudag die? Or will you let me go free?”


  Starke’s palms felt sweaty and greasy. “There’s no place for you to go. Falga’s taken. I can’t guarantee your freedom. If you want to go over the side, into the sea, that’s your chance. You might make shore and your own men.”


  “Swimming? With the sea-beasts waiting?” She accented the beasts heavily. She was one of the sea-people. They, Linnl and his men, were sea-beasts. “No, Hugh Starke. I’ll take a skiff. Put Beudag at the rail where I can watch her all the way. Guarantee my passage to shore and my own men there, and Beudag lives.”


  Starke waved his sword. “Get going.”


  He didn’t want to let her go. He had other plans, good plans for her. He shouted the deal down at Linnl. Linnl nodded back, with much reluctance.


  Rann, in a small silver skiff, headed toward land. She handled the boat and looked back at Beudag all the while. She passed through the sea-beasts and touched the shore. She lifted her hand and brought it smashing down.


  Whirling, Starke swung his fist against Beudag’s jaw. Her hand was already striking the blade into her breast. Her head flopped back. His fist carried through. She fell. The blade clattered. He kicked it overboard. Then he lifted Beudag. She was warm and good to hold. The blade had only pricked her breast. A small rivulet of blood ran.


  On the shore, Rann vanished upward on the rocks, hurrying to find her men.


  In the harbor the harp music paused. The ships were taken. Their crews lay filling the decks. Crom Dhu’s men stopped fighting as quickly as they’d started. Some of the bright shining had dulled from the bronze of their arms and bare torsos. The ships began to sink.


  Linnl swam below, looking up at Starke. Starke looked back at him and nodded at the beach. “Swell. Now, let’s go get that she-devil,” he said.


  FAOLAN waited on his great stone balcony, overlooking Crom Dhu. Behind him the fires blazed high and their eating sound of flame on wood filled the pillared gloom with sound and furious light.


  Faolan leaned against the rim, his chest swathed in bandage and healing ointment, his blind eyes flickering, looking down again and again with a fixed intensity, his head tilted to listen.


  Romna stood beside him, filled and refilled the cup that Faolan emptied into his thirsty mouth, and told him what happened. Told of the men pouring out of the sea, and Rann appearing on the rocky shore. Sometimes Faolan leaned to one side, weakly, toward Romna’s words. Sometimes he twisted to hear the thing itself, the thing that happened down beyond the Gate of besieged Crom Dhu.


  Romna’s harp lay untouched. He didn’t play it. He didn’t need to. From below, a great echoing of harps, more liquid than his, like a waterfall drenched the city, making the fog sob down red tears.


  “Are those harps?” cried Faolan.


  “Yes, harps!”


  “What was that?” Faolan listened, breathing harshly, clutching for support.


  “A skirmish,” said Romna.


  “Who won?”


  “We won.”


  “And that?” Faolan’s blind eyes tried to see until they watered.


  “The enemy falling back from the Gate!”


  “And that sound, and that sound?” Faolan went on and on, feverishly, turning this way and that, the lines of his face agonized and attentive to each eddy and current and change of tide. The rhythm of swords through fog and body was a complicated music whose themes he must recognize. “Another fell! I heard him cry. And another of Rann’s men!”


  “Yes,” said Romna.


  “But why do our warriors fight so quietly? I’ve heard nothing from their lips. So quiet.”


  Romna scowled. “Quiet. Yes—quiet.”


  “And where did they come from? All our men are in the city?”


  “Aye.” Romna shifted. He hesitated, squinting. He rubbed his bulldog jaw. “Except those that died at—Falga.”


  Faolan stood there a moment. Then he rapped his empty cup.


  “More wine, bard. More wine.”


  He turned to the battle again.


  “Oh, gods, if I could see it, if I could only see it!”


  Below, a ringing crash. A silence. A shouting, a pouring of noise.


  “The Gate!” Faolan was stricken with fear. “We’ve lost! My sword!”


  “Stay, Faolan!” Romna laughed. Then he sighed. It was a sigh that did not believe. “In the name of ten thousand mighty gods. Would that I were blind now, or could see better.”


  Faolan’s hand caught, held him. “What is it? Tell!”


  “Clev! And Tlan! And Conan! And Bron! And Mannt! Standing in the gate, like wine visions! Swords in their hands!”


  Faolan’s hand relaxed, then tightened. “Speak their names again, and speak them slowly. And tell the truth.” His skin shivered like that of a nervous animal. “You said—Clev? Mannt? Bron?”


  “And Tlan! And Conan! Back from Falga. They’ve opened the Gate and the battle’s won. It’s over, Faolan. Crom Dhu will sleep tonight.”


  Faolan let him go. A sob broke from his lips. “I will get drunk. Drunker than ever in my life. Gloriously drunk. Gods, but if I could have seen it. Been in it. Tell me again of it, Romna . . .”


  FAOLAN sat in the great hall, on his carved high-seat, waiting.


  The pad of sandals on stone outside, the jangle of chains.


  A door flung wide, red fog sluiced in, and in the sluice, people walking. Faolan started up. “Clev? Mannt? Aesur?”


  Starke came forward into the firelight. He pressed his right hand to the open mouth of wound on his thigh. “No, Faolan. Myself and two others.”


  “Beudag?”


  “Yes.” And Beudag came wearily to him.


  Faolan stared. “Who’s the other? It walks light. It’s a woman.”


  Starke nodded. “Rann.”


  Faolan rose carefully from his seat. He thought the name over. He took a short sword from a place beside the high seat. He stepped down. He walked toward Starke. “You brought Rann alive to me?”


  Starke pulled the chain that bound Rann. She ran forward in little steps, her white face down, her eyes slitted with animal fury.


  “Faolan’s blind,” said Starke. “I let you live for one damned good reason, Rann. Okay, go ahead.”


  Faolan stopped walking, curious. He waited.


  Rann did nothing.


  Starke took her hand and wrenched it behind her back. “I said ‘go ahead.’ Maybe you didn’t hear me.”


  “I will,” she gasped, in pain.


  Starke released her. “Tell me what happens, Faolan.”


  Rann gazed steadily at Faolan’s tall figure there in the light.


  Faolan suddenly threw his hands to his eyes and choked.


  Beudag cried out, seized his arm.


  “I can see!” Faolan staggered, as if jolted. “I can see!” First he shouted it, and then he whispered it. “I can see.”


  Starke’s eyes blurred. He whispered to Rann, tightly. “Make him see it, Rann, or you die now. Make him see it!” To Faolan: “What do you see?”


  Faolan was bewildered; he swayed. He put out his hands to shape the vision. “I—I see Crom Dhu. It’s a good sight. I see the ships of Rann. Sinking!” He laughed a broken laugh. “I—see the fight beyond the gate!”


  Silence swam in the room, over their heads.


  Faolan’s voice went alone, and hypnotized, into that silence.


  He put out his big fists, shook them, opened them. “I see Mannt, and Aesur and Clev! Fighting as they always fought. I see Conan as he was. I see Beudag wielding steel again, on the shore! I see the enemy killed! I see men pouring out of the sea with brown skins and dark hair. Men I knew a long darkness ago. Men that roved the sea with me. I see Rann captured!” He began to sob with it, his lungs filling and releasing it, sucking on it, blowing it out. Tears ran down from his vacant, blazing eyes. “I see Crom Dhu as it was and is and shall be! I see, I see, I see!”


  Starke felt the chill on the back of his neck.


  “I see Rann captured and held, and her men dead around her on the land before the Gate. I see the Gate thrown open—” Faolan halted. He looked at Starke. “Where are Clev and Mannt? Where is Bron and Aesur?”


  Starke let the fires burn on the hearths a long moment. Then he replied.


  “They went back into the sea, Faolan.”


  Faolan’s fingers fell emptily. “Yes,” he said, heavily. “They had to go back, didn’t they? They couldn’t stay, could they? Not even for one night of food on the table, and wine in the mouth, and women in the deep warm furs before the hearth. Not even for one toast.” He turned. “A drink, Romna. A drink for everyone.”


  Romna gave him a full cup. He dropped it, fell down to his knees, clawed at his breast. “My heart!”


  “Rann, you sea-devil!”


  Starke held her instantly by the throat. He put pressure on the small raging pulses on either side of her snow-white neck. “Let him go, Rann!” More pressure. “Let him go!” Faolan grunted. Starke held her until her white face was dirty and strange with death.


  It seemed like an hour later when he released her. She fell softly and did not move. She wouldn’t move again.


  Starke turned slowly to look at Faolan.


  “You saw, didn’t you, Faolan?” he said.


  Faolan nodded blindly, weakly. He roused himself from the floor, groping. “I saw. For a moment, I saw everything. And Gods! but it made good seeing! Here, Hugh-Starke-Called-Conan, gave this other side of me something to lean on.”


  BEUDAG and Starke climbed the mountain above Falga the next day. Starke went ahead a little way, and with his coming the flame birds scattered, glittering away.


  He dug the shallow grave and did what had to be done with the body he found there, and then when the grave was covered with thick grey stones he went back for Beudag. They stood together over it. He had never expected to stand over a part of himself, but here he was, and Beudag’s hand gripped his.


  He looked suddenly a million years old standing there. He thought of Earth and the Belt and Jupiter, of the joy streets in the Jekkara Low Canals of Mars. He thought of space and the ships going through it, and himself inside them. He thought of the million credits he had taken in that last job. He laughed ironically . . .


  “Tomorrow, I’ll have the sea creatures hunt for a little metal box full of credits.” He nodded solemnly at the grave. “He wanted that. Or at least he thought he did. He killed himself getting it. So if the sea-people find it, I’ll send it up here to the mountain and bury it down under the rocks in his fingers. I guess that’s the best place.”


  Beudag drew him away. They walked down the mountain toward Falga’s harbor where a ship waited them. Walking, Starke lifted his face. Beudag was with him, and the sails of the ship were rising to take the wind, and the Red Sea waited for them to travel it. What lay on its far side was something for Beudag and Faolan-of-the-Ships and Romna and Hugh-Starke-Called-Conan to discover. He felt damned good about it. He walked on steadily, holding Beudag near.


  And on the mountain, as the ship sailed, the flame birds soared down fitfully and frustratedly to beat at the stone mound, ceased, and mourning shrilly, flew away.


  WHITE MOUSE


  John Russell Fearn


  The girl from Venus—the man from Earth. Would such a mixed marriage be a success?—Even though they were both humans?


  TO THOSE of you who wonder why the laws concerning interplanetary marriages are so strict, and to those others among you who have found yourselves captivated by the amazing music, writing and paintings of Lucia Veltique, let me tell a story.


  For my own part, it is only because the memory of Lucia Veltique is still so fragrant that I feel inclined to dwell again on the events of twenty years ago, for, in recounting them, I can derive a sense of pleasure, in much the same way as one can detect the aroma of an exquisite perfume long after the bottle has been drained.


  In those days I was a young man—twenty-seven to be exact—and space travel had been in being for many years. There had been blunders, of course, the inseparable accidents of enterprise and exploration, but gradually the inner ring of planets had been reached, investigated and either conquered or amalgamated with Earth.


  With a thirst for adventure and no more sense of caution than one usually has at twenty-seven, I became Space-Engineer Jeffrey Haslam. My wanderings took me to every planet—to impossible Mercury, arid Mars and lastly to exotic Venus. And it was here where I first met Lucia.


  The Venusians, perhaps because of their planet being similar to ours in size, are very like us, only frailer—as you will know for yourself these days. The perpetual absence of direct sunshine has deprived them of the tougher qualities which we, accustomed to the sun, have developed. It was this criminal lack of knowledge in those early days which brought about my own unhappiness. But I was saying—about Lucia. I first saw her at the trading station near Venus’ Half-Way Mountains—that titanic range which sprawls across the wild planet’s terminator and reaches to nearly five miles in the eternal clouds.


  Lucia was small, slender and in the diaphanous draperies which most Venusian women wear, she seemed more like the popular conception of a fairy queen than anything else. Everything about her was tiny, yet perfectly developed. She was no more than five feet tall, her well-shaped head crowned with a wind-swept mass of light flaxen hair. This, with the delicate ivory white skin which all Venusians have, and the big yellow eyes with abysmal pupils, made her the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.


  We came to know each other. I saw to that. Her father and mother were as delightful as she was, jointly controlling the trading station. Lucia and I learned each other’s language. For two years we met, every time my journeying took me to Venus.


  We used to go for long walks in the dense, torrid jungles; we journeyed over the mud-flats together; we climbed the mountains. She was a carefree, happy soul, simple as a child in some things, mature as a middle-aged woman in others. And in bestowing talents upon her Nature had been generous. I discovered that she was a brilliant artist, that she could write prose either exquisitely funny or profoundly moving, according to her mood. Also she could play with a magic which held me spellbound—either on a Venusian instrument or upon the piano we had in the spaceship—and at times she composed pieces which for grandeur defeated anything I, or any of we Earth men, had ever heard before.


  Can you wonder that I wanted to marry her? So much so that at the end of two and a half years’ association with her I came to a decision, and the first person to whom I told it was old Henry Baythorp, our ship’s physician. He was a gnarled, serious little man with wispy grey hair and an evilsmelling briar pipe. That is how I always remember him. To the stranger he probably appeared churlish, but to an intimate like myself I knew him to be a man of frank opinions and, when necessary, immense courage.


  He sat coiled up in his bunk while I told him what I intended to do. With the energy of youth I raced through the details while he sat looking at me steadily with smoke coiling out of the crackling bowl of his pipe.


  “Lad, you won’t like this,” he said finally, considering, “but my advice is, don’t! Yes, yes, I know Lucia is a lovely girl,” he went on, as I started to interrupt. “As fair a picture as any man could wish to see—even at my age; but that’s only the outside of the parcel, as it were. I think that if you marry that girl and take her back to Earth with you you’ll regret it—and so will she. Besides, marriage between people of different planets hasn’t yet been made legal. The eugenists haven’t yet examined the possibilities of such unions.”


  “But there’s no law against it, either,” I pointed out. “That is why I want to marry Lucia before some committee or other thinks up the notion of banning interplanetary marriages . . . Anyway, Lucia is quite willing.”


  “Mmmm. What do you plan to do when you get to Earth?”


  “I’ll give up space-roving. It won’t interest me any more, and I’m getting to the age that doesn’t make for a good spaceman. I’ve made a good deal of money in these last few years, so I propose to buy a decent home for Lucia and myself—somewhere in the country if I can—and then I’ll take up an executive position. My papers qualify me for that.”


  He sighed, knocked the ashes out of his pipe on the bunk rail.


  “Well, lad, if your mind is made up that’s all there is to be said. I gave up trying to reason with youth—or love—long ago. It can’t be done . . . All I can suggest is that you think very carefully, because I’m convinced that it won’t turn out as you expect. Nature, my boy,” he added solemnly, wagging a finger at me. “You can’t get behind the old lady. Lucia is a Venusian, born to this world: you are an Earthman, born to that world. Not much difference, you say? Well, we’ll see. You’d be better off preserving a friendship with Lucia than marrying her.”


  I shook my head stubbornly. “I can’t do that. I’ve promised her—and her people. The marriage is expected. It’s the only logical outcome after our long acquaintance.”


  Baythorp shrugged and reached for his tobacco pouch.


  “All right, lad. And if you can’t find a best man and will take one thirty years older than yourself, remember me . . .”


  I WILL not say I forgot Dr. Baythorp’s advice. In fact, I couldn’t really; all I could do was push it in the back of my mind and try and pretend I hadn’t heard it. At twenty-seven, deeply in love, you are guided by your heart, not your head, and such things as differing birthplaces just don’t enter into your calculations.


  So Lucia and I made all arrangements and it v/as decided that she should come back with me to Earth on our return journey, and when we arrived we could be married. Her parents would come for the ceremony only and then, tied to business at the trading post, they would have to leave for Venus again almost immediately.


  On the day before we left Venus, Lucia and I found the time for one of our walks to the foothills of Half-Way Mountains. As usual, it was steaming hot, for during the 720-hour Venusian day the planet swelters in a hundred and twenty-five Fahrenheit degrees under its eternal clouds—and for me, anyway, it was too exhausting for much effort. So we selected a gigantic rock in the path of the hot mountain winds and sprawled ourselves upon it. Lucia, lithe and graceful, lay with her hands behind her head staring up at the creamy scum of clouds writhing far above.


  Just for a moment an odd thought crossed my mind. She was a part of this hot world, with its sweeping winds and exotic jungle: she thrived and blossomed and lived with the sheer joy of living amidst this grey daylight. She fitted into the pattern with the exactness Nature had intended. Was I, a man of Earth—a man from a world of harsh contrasts—something of an interloper, a thief in a beautiful garden itching to snatch away the most perfect of all flowers?


  “Jeff, is Earth very beautiful?” she asked me presently, in that gentle, pleading voice of hers.


  “Depends,” I answered. “Some parts of it are very much like this world of yours—jungles, heat and sunshine . . .”


  “I’ve never seen the sun,” she reminded me, turning her face so that I saw her smile.


  It was an odd reflection to think that she had never looked upon the orb which gives life to the Solar System, and yet her planet is twice as close to it as Earth.


  “You will,” I said. “It’s a treat in store. You’ll see it in space, and on Earth . . . You’ll like Earth, Lucia. There will be real scope for your talents—your music, your art, your writing. The people I live amongst will acclaim you. Especially in the big cities.”


  “I’ve often wondered about cities,” she mused. “I’ve seen photographs of them and read about them. Everything about them is so different to anything I have ever known here. We only have the mountains and jungles, and the trading station and space-port. In fact, I suppose we’re—backward?”


  “Certainly Venus is a long way behind Earth in development,” I agreed. “You have no radio, television, or atomic energy. You will wonder after a year on Earth how you ever managed to exist at all. It’s surprising how environment changes one’s outlook.”


  Looking back I can see now how prophetic I was when I said that—but just then nothing mattered. Lucia was mine. She loved me with all her heart and soul, and I her. I recall how much like a child she looked when, her big tawny eyes upon me, she asked slowly:


  “Jeff, you will look after me well, won’t you?”


  “Look after you!” I echoed. “With my life if need be, dearest. You know that!”


  She nodded as if satisfied, then looked about her at the wild landscape.


  “I wonder if I shall ever see this again?” she murmured, sighing—and she said it in such a peculiar tone I cannot quite describe it. It had somehow a fatalistic resignation, as though she were giving up everything that meant happiness to her—as though she had felt a presentiment cross her sensitive, happy mind.


  SO WE returned to Earth, and for two weeks Lucia had time in which to orientate herself. During these two weeks she had had but few comments to make upon my native planet. Rather, she seemed a little stunned by the enormity and power of a modern city after the wastes of Venus. But with her usual bright intelligence she spent a lot of her time examining the hundred and one new things which appealed to her, making friends readily by her happy laughter and total lack of guile.


  As a man of some social position—for Space-Engineer was a high rank in those days—I attracted the newshounds. Lucia, the first woman of Venus—indeed, the first inhabitant—to ever come to Earth, became the target for photographers, magazine cover artists, dress designers, and all the usual avenues of publicity. I don’t think she quite liked being the star attraction, but there was no way of avoiding it. Even her wedding gown was presented as a gift by New Creations, with earnest wishes for her happiness. Later on, of course, New Creations hoped to cash in on being the first designers in the world to gown a Venusian woman for her wedding. Somehow this cheapening of our romance rather sickened me.


  So we were married, and to please her we honeymooned in the blazing heat of Teheran, on the Persian Gulf. We were away a month and then returned to the home I had had prepared in the meantime. It stood some ten miles out of the city. For the first time it seemed as if we might be able to shake off the fetters of those people who meant well and yet were actually a damned nuisance.


  I began to assess matters. Our lives together had really begun now. My executive position in the city was assured: I had seen to that. We had two servants in the house to attend to our every want. Lucia would not need to soil her fingers with any drudgery; instead, she could expand her talents and do whatever she wanted. As far as I could see, I had done all any husband could do. Yet she seemed to smile less frequently now. Inwardly, I was trouble at the strange, half-frightened expression I sometimes glimpsed on her face.


  “Lucia,” I asked her quietly as we sat in the garden one evening in the mellow summer twilight, “is there something wrong? Is it that you’re not happy?”


  Her big tawny eyes turned to me and she smiled faintly.


  “With you, Jeff, I could always be happy. It’s just that—that I feel so utterly . . . lost!”


  For a moment she was silent, staring into the sky.


  Her lips were parted in eager excitement and I followed her line of vision in some surprise. Far out to the west over the amber of the sunset was a solitary, gleaming planet.


  “Yes,” I told her quietly, “it’s Venus.”


  She smiled—a wistful smile that had the quality of intolerable longing. I could almost see into her mind’s eye and picture her wandering mentally through the torrid jungles or across the windswept foothills of Half-Way Mountains . . . The evening deepened into night as she sat gazing at that solitary glowing point of her homeland. Then at last she shivered, though the air was warm.


  “I think I’ll go inside,” she said. “It’s cold out here.” She left me, ghostlike in the gloom, making no sounds. I said no word and was left alone, staring up into the night sky. For some reason I kept thinking of what Dr. Baythorp had said. When I went into the house Lucia was nowhere to be seen and I learned from the maid that she had gone to bed. It was only a little after ten, so I spent an hour reading and smoking before I followed Lucia upstairs. When I got into the bedroom I found her lying fully clothed on the bed, her slim shoulders quivering with the effort of sobbing.


  “Lucia!” I sat down beside her immediately, drew her into my arms. “Lucia, sweetheart, whatever’s wrong? What did I do to you? What did anybody do?”


  The tears were wet on her lashes as she looked at me. Her lips were quivering.


  “You—you didn’t do anything.” She shook her head slowly. “Everybody’s so kind to me—that’s, why it’s so awful! I don’t know why I’m unhappy, but I am. Oh, Jeff, I’m so dreadfully frightened—so alone—and I don’t know why!”


  For a long time she sat with her head buried on my shoulder, crying and talking by turns. I held her to me, frowning and wondering. At last I spoke.


  “You’re simply suffering from the transition to this life from your old one. Nothing more. It happens sometimes even when only moving from one town to another . . . We call it nostalgia. That means home-sickness, a longing for one’s own people and birthplace.”


  “Yes, perhaps that’s it,” she whispered, looking at me again. “I do so want to be happy with you, Jeff, because I love you so, and your world, terrifying though it is sometimes . . . I’ll try to like it, to understand it—somehow. I am your wife and you’ve the right to expect me to behave as such, instead of like a spoilt baby—I’ll try! I really will!”


  “Of course you will . . .” I stroked her silvery hair gently. “And the best way to forget yourself is to use those gifts you have. You must write and paint and play . . . That will bring you in contact with others. There’ll be no more loneliness, no more longings. In time you’ll settle down.”


  “Yes,” she said, low voice. “In time, dear.”


  Certainly Lucia made a tremendous effort after her attack of nostalgia. She apparently became happier and immersed herself in the three arts over which she had such complete command. When I returned home from the city in the evenings I would either find her painting a genuine masterpiece on a giant canvas in the quiet room she had taken over for a studio, or else she would be sitting writing. At other times I encountered the crashing chords of the grand piano, rolling out some fantastic, breath-taking diapason of melody. How she could play!


  To a great extent these pursuits seemed to calm her. Her talents soon brought her into constant demand among friends and public alike. Her paintings attracted the notice of wealthy buyers and netted her a small fortune. On the other hand, her writing was so startlingly arresting that, without any effort, she wrote three best sellers in a row in the space of two months!


  Yet the money she made, making my own finances seem like a child’s savings by comparison, failed to interest her in the least. She smiled, she was lovable, ethereal—fascinating, yet somehow her eyes were always looking far away.


  Then Miranti, the great Italian impresario, chanced to be at a gathering to which Lucia and I had been invited. He heard her play and went into ecstasies. Almost without realizing it, she was launched on a musical career. Naturally, my business tying me, I saw less of her than hitherto, but on those occasions when she did come home I found her unspoiled by success—still like a fairy, a gossamer-being, becoming, I felt sure, even more fragile than when she had first attracted my notice in the wastes of Venus. Her eyes seemed larger and her face smaller. There was a touch of the languid in her movements, too, which I couldn’t altogether understand.


  Then one evening, when she was away on a concert tour at the other end of the country, old Dr. Baythorp turned up. He was just back from a Mars-Venus trip, as taciturn and solid as ever, with his evil-smelling pipe more aggressive than usual.


  Over the drinks in the lounge he looked at me critically.


  “You married a brilliant woman, Jeff,” he commented. “Seems to have made herself famous.”


  “How can she help but do so?” I smiled with the pride natural to a husband who has a clever wife. “She’s a genius, Doc—a genius with the heart of a child. It’s odd, really, to think of a girl with so fantastic and wild a soul having such lavish gifts.”


  “Fantastic and wild is right,” he said, studying his drink. “I wonder if you have noticed something—well, odd, about her three gifts?”


  “Odd?”


  “I heard her most recent concert—made a point of it. She played her own compositions. They’re astounding, soul-moving, but they are reflections of spirit and heart. She’s a prisoner, lad, a soul drowning in a constricting world! Into her music she pours all the longing and futility she feels herself. Her fingers bring into magic actuality the Half-Way Mountains, the overpowering jungles, the hot winds of Venus. They are in her mind all the time. She’s on Earth, I know, and she’s your wife, but—her real being is on the world where she was born. Remember . . . I warned you of that.”


  “She’s happy enough,” I said, thinking.


  “Is she?” Baythorp looked at me frankly. “Have you studied her paintings in the gallery? I have. They’re fantastic—overloaded with tumbled concepts, the expressions once again of a fettered soul. And her books! Stories of people struggling vainly for existence against impossible odds. In every way, lad, she shows that she is fighting a losing battle against herself . . . For your sake she is trying to prove herself mistress over an intolerable situation. But it won’t work out. It never can work out. I believe two people of different worlds can never be entirely one in the sense that is really implied by marriage.”


  “Doc, I think you’re off your course,” I said, smiling. “I know that Lucia is——Pardon me.”


  I broke off as the visiphone rang.


  I went over to it and to my surprise it was the manager of the concert hall on long distance. His voice, reedy with miles, spoke the most incredible words.


  “. . . I think it would be as well if you’d come right away, Mr. Haslam. I hardly like to say this, but your wife is—is hopelessly intoxicated! She can’t play. Else she is ill, but I’d say . . . drunk.”


  The rest of his words blurred off so that I hardly heard them. I think I said I’d come immediately. Then, as I was putting the visiphone back I saw Doc. Baythorp’s expectant face.


  “Lucia is . . . intoxicated,” I managed to say mechanically.


  He looked at me, seemed to reflect, then he put down his glass and rose from the chair.


  “Where is she? The Avalon Concert Hall?”


  “Yes, at the other end of the country. I can get a’plane.”


  “Then I’ll come with you. Probably I can help.”


  So we flew through the night and landed at our destination some time after midnight. A much harassed manager who had awaited our coming showed us into a dressing-room, where we found Lucia stretched full length on a couch, dressed in her concert gown. She was playing with a lace handkerchief and giggling to herself ever and again.


  “Lucia, what on earth’s the matter?” I knelt beside her, put an arm behind her shoulders and raised her up.


  “Nothin’ in the world,” she shrugged, running her words into one another. “Just that, for the first time I’m really happy . . .”


  Doc. Baythorp leaned forward, studying her keenly.


  “They wouldn’t let me play,” she went on, sighing. “An’ jus’ when I felt in the mood too—”


  “She isn’t intoxicated, Jeff,” Baythorp interrupted sharply. “Off hand I’d say she’s—gassed—No smell of drink, either.”


  “Gassed!” I stared at him. “But how can she be——?”


  “Let’s get her home,” he said.


  I nodded and Lucia got to her feet, but almost instantly her knees gave way. She would have fallen full length on the floor had I not caught her. I scooped up her light body in my arms and bore her outside to the waiting taxi.


  She still giggled to herself as we were whisked to the airport, and now and again she broke into snatches of song. To me all this was distressing—embarrassing even, but to Doc. Baythorp it seemed to be a matter of profound interest. He kept his eyes on her, his professional instincts aroused. All I noticed was Lucia’s dead white face—as it always was—and the unusual brightness of her yellow eyes. The pupils had dilated so much they had nearly swallowed the irises.


  WHEN WE got her home Baythorp saw that she went straight to bed. I didn’t stay while he made his examination, preferring instead to walk up and down the lounge and wait for him. When finally he reappeared his face was troubled.


  “Well?” I asked him in a hushed voice.


  “I was right.” He tapped his fingers restlessly on the table top. “She’s gassed. Atmospheric gas, I mean. Just as an aviator who goes too high suffers from mental black-out and intoxication from lowered air pressure, so your wife has got the same thing. It has taken several weeks in her case to make itself noticeable, because the change is produced by an alteration in the bloodstream, there being less oxygen in it than there normally should be for a Venusian. The result is extreme giddiness and all the symptoms of intoxication. You see, Jeff, the air of Venus is about twelve and a half per cent, denser than Earth’s, and that poor girl is just realising it!”


  “Then what happens now?” I asked, my mouth dry.


  “I’ve given her an injection which will gradually balance the missing oxygen ingredient in her bloodstream. She will then become normal again—but if she is to stay on Earth with you she will have to take an injection without fail every twenty-four hours. If at any time she fails to do so coma and death may result.”


  I was silent, stunned by the thought of her being chained for evermore to a preventative against death.


  “In the bedroom you’ll find the injector and the stuff itself,” Baythorp said. “It’s up to you to see that my orders are carried out. In case you don’t know it, lad, Lucia is a white mouse—the first inhabitant of another world to come to Earth. From her sufferings we can learn what to avoid in future.”


  “She isn’t going to suffer!” I snapped. “She deserves all that is best and beautiful in life, and she’s going to get them. As soon as she’s better I’ll take her back to Venus where she belongs.”


  He sighed. “You can try . . . The chances are that her heart and constitution are weakened a good deal. You see, at a lesser air pressure the heart works more swiftly, as hers must have been doing ever since she arrived here. That may account for her incredible genius, which is far in excess of what it was on Venus. The faster the flow of blood through the brain the more stimulated the brain is . . . I really think that space travel on top of her present physical trouble would——”


  Baythorp stopped and shrugged. “Don’t think of it yet, anyway. We’ll see how she goes on. I’ll be in the city for a fortnight before I’m due off again. If anything goes wrong send for me right away—the Apex Hotel.”


  I hardly heard him leave. All I was conscious of at that moment was my own damnable selfishness and Lucia’s superb courage. For weeks, as Baythorp had said, she must have been battling against impossible odds, trying to fit herself into a foreign environment. And I had kept her beside me. Why? Because I loved her, because I was proud of her, because I liked Earth better than Venus—because I had been too infernally egotistical to realize that, torn from her home planet, she was like a tropical flower trying to acclimatize itself to frost.


  I went upstairs and found her lying flat on her back in bed, staring at the ceiling. On the little table were the injector and bottle of fluid Baythorp had made up.


  “Lucia . . .” I caught at her limp hand. “Lucia, sweetheart, this is all my fault. I should have realized . . .”


  She turned her face slowly towards me, smiling wistfully.


  “It isn’t anybody’s fault, Jeff.” Her voice was gentle and unaccusing. “Dr. Baythorp told me everything—why it is that I feel as though everything is whizzing round me like a Half-Way Mountain cyclone. Something to do with atmospheric pressure . . . Yours is a terrible world, dearest.” She closed her eyes and I saw the wet glint of tears on her long lashes.


  Sitting down on the bed beside her, I didn’t speak again. I remained holding her hand until she fell into a restful sleep—then I moved over to a chair and for the rest of that night I kept on the alert to attend to her slightest wish.


  DR. BAYTHORP’S antidote did the trick. When she awoke Lucia was normal, as far as her intoxication was concerned anyway—but she seemed spiritless and she remained unsmiling.


  Naturally I had my business to attend to, but the only thought in my mind was for her, and I returned home early in the evening. I found her coiled up on the window seat in the lounge, ghostly and silent, her great yellow eyes gazing out across the lawn. As I came in she turned and I could tell her smile was only produced by sheer effort.


  “Everything all right?” I asked, trying to sound cheerful.


  She shook her head, and with a shock I noticed that the sheen had gone from her silvery hair. It was dull . . . drab.


  “Come and look at what I’ve done,” she whispered, taking my hand—and, wonderingly, I followed her into the room she used as a studio. With a tired wave of her arm she indicated one of her giant canvases. I stared at it unbelievingly. It was an incredible chaos of flowing paint streaks and eye-wrenching hues.


  “I—I tried to paint one of my own home landscapes, just as I have so often done,” she said. “But this is how it came out . . . I can’t paint any more, Jeff!”


  “But—why not?” I studied her white face stupidly.


  “I don’t know. I’ve forgotten. My power of conception has gone. Besides, I——Look here, too!”


  She picked up a manuscript from the table and I glanced through it. The words were a jumble of meaningless nonsense. I let it fall from my hand to the table again.


  “Jeff, what’s the matter with me?” Her voice rose in sudden wild terror and her arms went about my neck in a desperate longing for protection. Troubled, I lifted her gently and bore her back into the lounge to the window seat.


  “It’ll pass,” I kept on saying to her—without realising why I said it. “It’s a hangover from last night, that’s all.”


  She looked at me seriously. “Dearest, do you really think that, or do you know, in your heart of hearts, that——” She stopped, forcing back tears; then she got off the window seat and went over to the piano. “I still have this,” she said, and began playing an unearthly melody which she had herself composed, “Breeze Across the Foothills,” that abandoned, soul-stirring music which epitomised the wild glory of the foothills of Venus where she had been born and raised, until I——


  Half way through the piece she stopped, pressed a hand to her forehead and got up from the stool uncertainly. Immediately I was at her side.


  “You’re out of bed too soon,” I murmured. “Come along back upstairs . . .”


  She nodded weakly and again she was in my arms. She lay so heavily, so tiredly, I had a hard struggle to stifle back the gnawing fear at my heart. I knew I was watching her slide down the scale of life with diabolical swiftness, and I could do nothing to stop it!


  The moment I had her in bed again I sent for Baythorp. He came from the city right away, and this time his examination took half an hour. When we faced each other downstairs he shook his head.


  “Jeff, lad, if only you’d listened to me!” His voice was bitter. “This time the sun is the prime cause of the trouble. On Venus the sun never gets through and at least two of its radiations—which we experience all the time and are therefore immune against—are masked. On Earth here Lucia has had them beating down on her for over three months during this hot summer. The result is the same as if we had been exposed to naked cosmic rays . . .


  It’s affected her brain, hence her inability to paint or write any more.”


  “Doc, you don’t mean she’s going to—”


  “You can’t defeat Nature, Jeff,” he said moodily.


  “Not die!” I shrieked. “No——!”


  I raced out of the room and up the stairs. Lucia turned her head as I came in. I saw it now—the naked cruelty of approaching death on her wan face. Her eyes were wistful, still without reproach.


  “I’m an awful nuisance, Jeff, aren’t I?” she murmured.


  “Lucia, we can’t be separated like this! Nature can’t do that to us! We love each other so . . .”


  I put my arms round her, held her tight. Her slender little body hardly stirred in my arms.


  “Jeff . . .” Her voice was dim and far away. “Jeff, I’m a white mouse, aren’t I? Dr. Baythorp said so. Other Venusian women won’t go through this hell. I’m blazing the trail for them. It’s been worth it—if only to know your love for me. But oh, dearest, how I long for home, for my beloved wild landscape, the great trees, the flowers, the hot winds, the soft daylight and moonless nights. Perhaps I’ll be there again—soon.”


  I could not speak. My voice was choked.


  “Jeff, open the window, please.—I—I can’t breathe properly . . .”


  I stumbled over to it and swung it wide. It was nearing twilight now. A warm breeze set the curtains flowing.


  “Play to me . . .” I could hardly hear Lucia’s voice as she lay with her eyes closed. “Play ‘Breeze Across the Foothills’ please!”


  “Yes,” I whispered. “All right.”


  I went downstairs blindly and to the piano. Doc. Baythorp stood looking at me morosely. I could hardly see the music score for tears, and I am not a good player either—but for Lucia’s sake I did my best. For ten minutes I sent those wild, unearthly chords crashing through the house. Then I could stand it no longer.


  In the dead silence after the last note had echoed away I fled from the room and upstairs.


  “Lucia!” I cried, bursting in on her. “Did you hear it——?”


  She was silent. A wistful smile was fixed on her small mouth. Her eyes were wide open, unblinking. Stupidly I followed their direction towards the open window, where the curtains stirred restlessly.


  Over the sunset was a star, a glowing planet, brilliant and alone.


  THE LIVING LIES


  John Wyndham


  Venus had a color problem with four races trying to live in harmony—yet on different social scales. Only it wasn’t a problem at all—to the Venusians.


  I


  FIVE little Green girls wrangled on the sidewalk; the central disputants held, one the legs, and the other the arms, of a large doll.


  “You said I could have her to-day,” yelled Legs, bitterly.


  “No, I didn’t. You had her yesterday,” screamed Arms. “I want her.”


  “You said I could,” Legs persisted doggedly.


  “She’s mine. You let her go.” Arms tugged violently. The doll’s stitches strained, but it held together. “Will you let go?” howled the one who held the arms.


  On the last word she tugged with all her weight. The suffering doll’s arms tore off. The child, still holding them, staggered back and fell into the roadway. Her shriek, as a wheel crushed her, was drowned in the screams of her four little friends.


  Leonie Ward, her hands on the wheel, her foot hard down on the brake, did not scream. Something seemed to take her by the throat, she felt her heart turn over inside her and her face went sickly pale. For an instant everything appeared to stop, held in a ghastly tableau. The people transfixed in the street, the car hanging on its gyroscopes, Leonie frozen in the driving seat; the only sound an unforgettable scream.


  A woman flung herself into the road and dragged the child’s crushed body from between the wheels. For a moment she clasped it, then she looked up. The girl, half-stunned, had not moved from the wheel; she shivered as their eyes met. The woman’s face and the hands were as green as those of the child she held; it made her hatred and anguish the more horribly terrifying. Without lowering her burning eyes, crouched with the dead child pressed against her, she began to scream threats and curses.


  There was a crowd round the car now, a ring of green faced men and women rapidly pressing closer. Still Leonie sat unmoving, unable to think or act, but feeling the growing hostility of the crowd.


  Two burly men in uniform came shouldering their way through the press, They made a strange contrast with the others, for their faces beneath their padded hats and their hands, already clutching batons in readiness for trouble, were a brilliant magenta in color. They worked close to the cream car and began pushing the people back.


  “Now then, get along. Move along there.”


  One of them went to the mother of the child. Not unkindly he laid a hand an her shoulder. She shook it off, sprang to her feet and spat at him.


  “Don’t you touch me, you filthy Red.”


  There was a murmur in the green-faced crowd. The woman seemed to forget him for a moment. She leaped towards the car and clawed at Leonie through the open window.


  “You murderess. I’ll kill you for that.”


  A uniformed arm came over her shoulder and pulled her away. She turned and raked at the man’s red face with her nails. He put up a hand to save his eyes.


  “Bloody Green bitch,” he muttered, fending her off.


  “D’you hear that?” she shrieked. “D’you hear what he called me?”


  THE crowd had. Someone put an arm round the red man’s throat and dragged him backwards. Half a dozen green-faced men and women leapt upon him; simultaneously his companion went down in a whirl of crashing fists. From one of the fallen policemen came a scream of shuddering agony. It brought Leonie suddenly alive again. In terror she struck at the green arms reaching in to seize her, desperately she sought to restart the engine. With panic in her veins she did not care if she cut down a dozen of the Green people if she could only thrust clear of the mob. But even as the engine came to life she felt the car rise and sway, and knew that they had lifted the driving wheel clear off the ground. A green hand caught her wrist and wrenched it off the wheel, she was dragged half out of the window. Her shoulder socket hurt like fire; she felt her arm being torn off like the doll’s. A row of gloating green faces awaited her. Then the whole car tilted beneath her and a curtain of black fell over everything.


  SHE was lying on her back, looking up at a white ceiling. There was a moment before it all came back, then, fearfully, she turned her head. Close beside her she saw a face that was not green, magenta or black, but the pink and white of her own race. She burst into tears of relief, aware through them of a hand which patted her shoulder and a voice which tried to soothe her, but unable to stop the storm of weeping.


  “I’m sorry,” she said at last, as it subsided. “I’m sorry to be such a fool.”


  “Nonsense,” a voice told her. “Best thing you could have done. Now drink this. No, don’t try to move. I’ll hold it.”


  A hand raised her head slightly. Another held a glass to her lips. The spirit stung her throat, but it worked like an elixir. In a few minutes she began to feel like an utterly new person.


  She turned and studied the man beside her. Later middle aged, fifty-five, perhaps sixty, she judged. His hair was mostly grey, and surmounted a finely shaped, ascetic type of face. The eyes were grey, too, and kindly, with fine webs of little wrinkles at the corners; the mouth was firm, but without hardness.


  “What happened? Where am I? Who are you?” she asked, almost in one sentence.


  The man smiled.


  “My name is Francis Clouster and this is my house. A friend of mine brought you here.”


  “But how did I get out of that crowd?”


  “He’ll be able to tell you that better than I can. I’ll call him.” He went to the door and opened it. “Jimmy,” he said, “the lady would like to see you.” Leonie recoiled involuntarily at the sight of the man who came in. She had expected a man of her own kind. The newcomer was green as a grass lawn. The two men either did not notice or affected not to notice her movement.


  “This is Jimmy Craven,” the older man introduced, “Miss . . .?”


  “Leonie Ward,” Leonie told them.


  “Miss Ward would like to hear what happened, Jimmy,” said the older.


  “I happened to be there when the accident took place,” the Green man said. “It was quite obvious to anyone who saw it that no driver could have avoided it. You were as quick on the brake as anyone could possibly be. No blame whatever can be attached to you. But most of the people who were in the crowd didn’t actually see it happen. Even so, it might have passed off quietly but for that Red policeman.


  “Just as your car went over, a squad of Red police turned up. Green police might have smoothed things over, but that mob was just right for trouble with Reds, they’d killed two already, and they went bald headed for this lot. In the mix-up I saw that halfcrazy woman making for you. Your left arm was jammed under the car so that you couldn’t have fought her off, even if you’d been conscious. So I chased her off, managed to get your arm free, and carried you out of the mess. If anybody noticed they probably thought you were an injured Green, because I’d put a rug over you.”


  LEONIE was watching him as he talked, deciding that he was personable and, but for his coloring, might have been handsome. Possibly in the eyes of another Green he actually was so.


  She thanked him as he stopped. He shook his head.


  “It was common justice. The accident was in no way your fault. That women was crazy enough to have killed you, or defaced you for life. If you don’t mind my saying so, it was extremely rash of you to come here alone at all. And in the circumstances you are lucky to have got off as lightly as you have done.”


  “I don’t feel as if I had got off exactly lightly.”


  “You’ve been pretty well bruised,” put in Clouster, “but your main injuries are a compound fracture of the left forearm and a badly strained right shoulder.”


  “I wonder the shoulder wasn’t dislocated; it felt like it. But, tell me, why shouldn’t I have come here alone?”


  “I should have thought that was obvious enough.”


  “Do you mean I might have been attacked even if there had not been an accident?”


  “I do.”


  “But why?”


  Her host and the Green man looked at one another.


  “Weren’t you warned against it?” Clouster asked. “Oh, yes, they did say something. But they used to tell me to be careful of all sorts of places on Earth and nothing ever happened.”


  “Venus,” said Clouster, “is not Earth. Do you mean you’ve only just come here?”


  “Well, I’ve only just come back—about a month ago—they sent me to be educated on Earth. I was very young when I left.”


  “I see. Well, I’m afraid you’re going to find that a lot of things you can take for granted on Earth are very different on Venus. There is not the problem there of the Reds, the Blacks, the Whites of our kind, and the Greens of Jimmy’s.”


  “There are Black men on Earth.”


  “So there are, but they have learned to co-operate with Whites and Yellows.”


  “They must be very different from our Blacks,” the Green man put in, bitterly. “All ours want to do is to rule.”


  He looked up and caught the older man’s expression.


  “Yes, I know that’s not what you like to hear, Francis, but, hell, it’s true.”


  “And the Greens?” inquired Clouster.


  “They want justice and permission to live in peace: is that too much?”


  “That’s just what the Blacks tell me.”


  “Oh, well, if you believe them—”


  “Why not try believing them a bit, Jimmy? After all, what’s the difference beyond the color of our skins?”


  The Green man rose.


  “Sorry. If you’re going to preach, Francis, I’m leaving. Goodbye, Miss Ward. I’m glad to have been able to help you.”


  Francis Clouster looked at the door as it shut.


  “And there,” he said, turning back to Leonie. “There you have the state of Venus in a nutshell.”


  “Tell me some more about it,” Leonie said.


  “All right. But hadn’t you better send some message to your family first? I’m afraid it won’t be possible for them to fetch you to-night. There’s too much trouble round here, but you ought to let them know. I’ll bring you the telephone.”


  Leonie spoke into the instrument while he held it. It roused in her the feeling, always latent, that in coming back to Venus she had gone back a few centuries. Telephones, because radio wouldn’t work on Venus, but it wasn’t only the lack of radio . . .


  MR. MATTINGTON Ward returned to the dinner table.


  “It was Leonie,” he explained to his guests. “She’s over in Chellan. Bit knocked about in a Green and Red riot, I’m afraid. Tells me not to worry, but to come over and fetch her in the morning when the neighborhood’s quietened down a bit. She’s right, too. Police say there’s quite a bit of trouble down there.


  The most important of his guests looked at him hard. Wilfred Baisham, head of the Venus Mineral Products Consolidation, had not only a dominating position, but an authorative personality.


  “Chellan?” he said. “What the devil was your daughter doing in Chellan?”


  “Taking a short cut, I understand.” Mr. Ward, if he resented his guest’s tone, did not show it.


  “But Chellan!”


  “I’ve warned her, of course, but I suppose she didn’t really appreciate it. I don’t suppose it’s too easy for her to grasp at first.”


  Mr. Baisham said, weightily:


  “I don’t approve of the practice of sending Venus-born children to Earth for education. It gives them false standards. How can they be expected to have a proper appreciation of our system when they are educated in another. It just gives them subversive ideas which they have to unlearn before or after they get into trouble.”


  Mr. Ward made no reply. Indeed, at the back of his mind, he agreed with his guest. He would have preferred to have Leonie educated at home and would have done so but for the promise he had made to her mother. He had kept that promise in spite of a feeling that he was alienating his child and a fear that she might not be able to feel at home on Venus any more than her Earthborn mother had done.


  “Who’s looking after her?” Mr. Baisham inquired.


  “Some people called Clouster, I gather.”


  “Oh, yes, I know. Idealists, type that might have been missionaries on Earth at one time. They do some kind of social work in Chellan. They’ll look after her all right.” He smiled at a thought. “Funny, isn’t it, these people who give their lives to spreading brotherly love among Greens, Reds and Blacks. You’d think it would dawn on them that if people-have to be told to love one another all the time there must be some pretty good reason why they don’t. But it doesn’t seem to. Well, it’s probably a good thing; it’ll teach your daughter to keep clear of Chellan and such places in future.”


  Again Mr. Ward found himself in agreement. Leonie had given him no details of her injuries so that his impression was that she had had a scare—there was nothing like a touch of that kind of wind up to show a girl the necessity for conventions and taboos.


  “NOW tell me about Venus,” Leonie directed. “Nobody has, except for what I learned at school. It’s all so usual to everyone here that they don’t bother to explain any of it. Now and then they say ‘Don’t,’ that’s all. Now, like the geography books: ‘The inhabitants of Venus are of four types . . .’ ”


  “. . . the Whites, the Greens, the Reds and the Blacks,” he took her up. “But I quarrel with your word ‘types.’ They are all the same type—only their skins are different colors.”


  “They wouldn’t thank you for that from what I’ve heard.”


  He nodded. “They wouldn’t; that’s the tragedy.” He went on to describe the Venusian social state, speaking not as a White, but as one who had tried to consider himself as one of all the four classes. As for the Whites, their position was simple, they were of Earth stock on both sides and some of them actually Earth born. They dominated socially, industrially, commercially; they were, in fact, the undisputed ruling class, they despised the colored peoples, and the one common sentiment of the three colors was dislike, tempered by fear, of the Whites.


  Leonie nodded. “Something like all the little nations on Earth before the Revolutions led up to the Great Union,” she suggested.


  “Very like, in some ways,” Francis Clouster agreed, “but even more tragic here. On Earth there were physical differences as well as different languages to be overcome. Here the language is the same, the physical structure is identical. They differ in nothing but their skins—and they do not, they refuse to, know it. My wife and I know it. We have lived among Greens, Reds and Blacks; we have friends of each color whom we trust, but who would hate one another at sight if we were to allow them to meet. You saw just now how even an intelligent Green reacts when one mentions a Black.”


  “But he saved me—a White.”


  “Certainly. You are a girl and very good looking. The dislike of the colors for the Whites is different from their dislike of one another, it is based on envy, not contempt. That makes a lot of difference, you see. I don’t want to be uncharitable, but it wouldn’t surprise me to hear that Jimmy is rather fancying himself for having rescued a White girl.”


  He went on to talk of the three colors and the hatred they held for one another. How the Reds believed that the Blacks were dirty and dishonest, and the Greens were vicious and sly to a man: how the Greens and Blacks considered the Reds to be bullies and braggarts, frequently unstable in the small amount of brain they possessed. How the children of all three groups grew up in their homes and in their separate schools, hearing these things from their earliest years and believing them.


  “There’s a parallel for that, too, in Earth history,” Leonie observed. “There was teaching like that against Jews.”


  “Certainly. There are plenty of parallels. Too many. But the good one is yet to come.” He sat silent a minute, lost in thought.


  “You mean like the Great Union?”


  HE nodded. “There was a day on Earth when the people revolted. They refused any longer to be thrown into slaughter of and by people of whom they knew nothing, for the profit of people who exploited them. They rose against it, one, another, and another, to throw out their rulers and rule themselves. And so came the Great Union. Government of the People, by the People, for the People, over the whole Earth. How long will Venus have to wait for that?”


  “You are a revolutionary?”


  He looked at her steadily. “Yes, I suppose I am that. A revolutionist with no party to lead,” he smiled wryly. “Quite harmless to the Whites and their authorities, I assure you. If I were to collect a following of Greens, the Blacks and Reds would unite to crush us: if I collected Reds the Blacks and Greens would combine. We should slaughter one another while the Whites went on living comfortably, untroubled.”


  “But how did this happen? Who are these colored peoples, where did they come from, and why do they hate one another so much?”


  “That is not clear. They are said to be descendants of the first Earthmen who came to Venus long ago and mated with the natives. The theory is that the natives died out from contact with civilization as some races died on Earth, but not before the ancestors of our present Blacks, Reds and Greens were fairly numerous.”


  “What else could it be?”


  “Exactly. What else?”


  Leonie had opened her mouth to speak again when the door suddenly swung wide. A young man, green as her rescuer had been, strode in without noticing her where she lay on the day-bed.


  “Hullo, Dad, is Mother a . . .” he broke off suddenly as he caught sight of her. There was a moment’s silence.


  “Is Mother Clouster about, Francis?” he asked, in an uncertain tone.


  II


  LEONIE returned home to spend her convalescence in her father’s house on a slight rise overlooking the city of Tailor. The period coincided with that nostalgic depression which afflicts all but a few of the new arrived or newly returned on Venus. Leonie felt it the more since the best antidote of exercise was barred for her.


  The garden was planted in pathetic imitation of gardens on Earth, with plants and flowers specially imported, yet in spite of sunlight lamps and prepared soil the blooms were pallid versions of those which grew naturally in Earthly gardens. They were unnatural, too, in losing their seasons, so that here, at the end of the Venus winter, Leonie discovered spring and autumn flowers struggling into bloom together. From the terrace where she spent most of her time she could make out the suburbs, Chellan where the Greens lived, Barro the Red quarter, Tingan which was almost entirely Blacks.


  And in each she could see the big blocks of factories and warehouses where the people worked. North lay the cleared and cultivated country where they grew either indigenous crops or species bred by careful crossing with strains from Earth. West, where the ground was lower and waterlogged rose the thick wall of swamp forest cut by the broad channel to the sea. South lay more forest, it looked weakly and unhealthy to her eyes because of the paleness of its green, but, nevertheless, it was formed in reality of sturdy Venusian trees’ quite different from the soft growths of the swamp forest.


  Venus knows no horizon line. All the way round the scene grew hazy at the edges, disappearing in the haze which thickened imperceptibly into the clouds. Sometimes above the southern forest she saw the clouds glow red as if a sunset tried to struggle through them; there was a distant, trembling roar and one knew that a rocket ship had arrived or had taken off from the great port clearing twenty miles beyond the city.


  It was the haze and the ever hanging clouds which depressed the Earth-accustomed. Never to see the sun, never to have a clear view, never to see a sharp cut shadow on the ground; despite the fact that the light was good its perpetual diffusion made them feel that they were living in a kind of monotony of twilight.


  Everybody assured Leonie that this was to be expected; that all newcomers felt a lowering of spirit at first, and that it would pass, but she found it hard to believe. She was aware of a growing dislike for the planet, for its inhabitants, and for the kind of life which lay before her. She did not care for the standards of her father’s friends. She found in them a self-satisfied, almost callous, strain which was continually shocking her Earth-trained mind. The narrowness of their interests bored her and the lavishness of their style of living troubled her.


  In Milota, their residential district of Tailor, no luxury that money could buy went unbought. Down in the colored districts there was poverty and struggle without end, men and women living in warrens which must surely be as bad as those of Earth before the Great Union. Even Rome at its greatest, Leonie felt, could scarcely have shown greater discrepancies, yet it left Milota undisturbed. Beyond the occasional distribution of a little condescending charity Milota maintained its amusements and pursuits as though the people whose labor supported it did not exist.


  IT was the dull weeks of her convalescence which made her give more attention to those things than she might otherwise have spared; which made her feel strongly the sense of being a stranger among strangers, and set her clinging grimly to anything which made Earth seem closer. Much of her time was spent with a little recorder in her lap through which she dictated endless letter-reels of her impressions to her distant friends. Whenever a mail rocket came in she fell upon the reels addressed to her and hurried away to a quiet corner where she could listen to the little voices coming out of the machine, with her eyes closed, pretending that Venus did not exist. It was no way to cure Earth-sickness, but she did not wish to be cured. For the same reason she burnt herself painfully with her sunlamp, over-using it for fear she might under-use it and grow pale like a true Venus dweller.


  There was little company for her during the long days and seldom, except in the evenings, anyone to talk to but the Magenta-Red house servants. From them she learned much to substantiate the things she had heard from Francis Clouster down in Chellan. The mention of a Black or a Green to any of them brought a curl of the lip which, off duty, would undoubtedly have been a sneer. The Reds, she discovered, considered themselves the aristocrats of the colored peoples, ranking a little below the Whites themselves. It was later she learned directly the Greens’ opinions of the Reds—that not only were they bullies as Clouster had said, but that they were toadies and sycophants of the Whites, who chose them for house-servants and bribed them into meanness. It was impossible to get past those things, in every direction these barriers of color cropped up—and every worth-while position was reserved for the Whites.


  In those eight weeks was thoroughly planted and set an idea which was never uprooted—that the basis of Venusian society was a state of hatred and spite.


  By the time she was recovered enough to drive the new car with which her father had replaced the smashed one, spring had come and the vegetation, never slow of growth, was bursting upward and outward with a furious energy almost alarming to a stranger. It was a season when hours of work in the factories had to be cut, and Leonie went out with parties of other Whites to watch the released workers fighting the encroaching forest back from the city’s outskirts and keeping it off the cultivated lands with hatchets and flame throwers.


  There were expeditions to the flower groves. She took part in them but they disappointed her. Venusian flowers were almost all simple and primitive, not unlike magnolias, lovely to touch, making the air heavy and sweet with their scent, but appealing little to the eye. All the way they went they passed gangs of Greens or Blacks and sometimes Reds, hacking and burning back the vegetation which threatened to choke the roads.


  There was another expedition which took her down to the sea. That was somewhat disappointing, too. The sea when reached looked much as the sea does anywhere else on a dull day, and you couldn’t do anything with it when you got there: you couldn’t go out in a small boat, because one good snap from one of the saurians and it would be the end of you and the boat; and you couldn’t bathe because the water swarmed with tiny sharp toothed fish who would attack in thousands and have all the flesh off your bones in a few minutes. Even a picnic meal was a fidgety business; one of the party had to act sentry all the time for fear something or other dangerously nasty should come crawling out of the sea. There were occasional longer jaunts by plane to other cities which neither in themselves nor their inhabitants were noticeably different from Tailor.


  LEONIE began to find the first strangeness wearing off. Her eyes became accustomed to the softer colorings and she began to perceive delicacy of shading where before she had dismissed a view as merely “grey.” The scarcely recognized sense of claustrophobia caused by the hazy blanketing of all horizons began to wear off. But she refused to believe that she liked Venus any more. The furthest she would go was to admit now that it might be made just tolerable, whereas before she had not believed even that.


  One of the first things she had done when she was able to get about was to join a society of Whites which proclaimed charitable and philanthropic intentions towards the less fortunately colored. It took her one meeting to discover that it existed chiefly to enhance the self-esteem of its own members, and three to resign, somewhat curtly, her association with it. Inquiries revealed another society, but one which existed it seemed, solely to rival the first. It took her some little time to get on to the track of one which appeared to have more serious intentions than social ambitions, and it was Francis Clouster who told her of its existence.


  She had visited him several times—taking precautions suitable for the district—partly to thank him and his wife, Marion, for their care, but even more because they were the only people she knew who seemed to share in any way her own feelings on the injustices of Venusian life.


  She pleased him by her opinion of the societies she had already investigated.


  “Rubbishy,” he agreed. “The real effect of charitable societies like that is to bolster up the very conditions which make them necessary.”


  “But there must be others who are seriously interested?”


  He looked at her thoughtfully.


  “You might try The Pan-Venus Club, perhaps.”


  “Do you belong?”


  “I did. I—er—fell out with them. It might be wiser not to tell them you know me.”


  “Why did you fall out?”


  He shrugged. “Difference of views.” Changing the subject he asked:


  “Do you really still feel as you did, even after living all this time up at Milota?”


  “More, I think. I look at the people there, and I remember what happened down here. I can still see that policeman’s horror as he went down, I can still hear him scream as those savages killed him with their bare hands. It’s not the kind of thing one forgets. It means that there’s something dreadfully, tragically wrong underneath. You can’t build up a decent world with that kind of beastliness in the foundations.”


  “ ‘Savages’ isn’t very kind to my friends the Greens.”


  “I know, but it’s true. They were savages at that moment. It’s no good pretending they weren’t. The thing to do is to change the system which makes them savages.”


  “So easy to say.”


  “Yes. I begin to understand what you were telling me more now. But it can be done. If it could be done on Earth, and it was, it can most certainly be done on Venus.”


  “It will be—one day.”


  She looked at him, wondering at his tone.


  “You told me you were a revolutionary.”


  “I am, but I am not a firebrand. You don’t know these people yet. Still at the back of your mind you feel you have only to say loudly enough ‘Unite and this World is Yours’ for them to perceive its truth. I know that that is not the way of it.


  First you’ve got to make these people want to rescue themselves. You talk to a bunch of, say, Greens on the wage rate—which is disgustingly insufficient. And what do you find their greatest interest is? To raise it, you would say. Well, you’d be wrong. Their real pressing anxiety is lest the Reds or the Blacks get more. That’s the kind of thing you’re up against.”


  “But if you show them . . .”


  “They don’t want to be shown, they don’t want reason. They’re too fond of their discontents. Doesn’t that discourage you?”


  “Why should you want to discourage me?”


  “I don’t. But nor do I want to see you run headlong into trouble—dangerous trouble. If you want to go on, do so by all means, but do it with your eyes open. Know what you are handling, and you may light a lamp on the road to freedom: ignore the human factor and you may be fuel for reaction.” Francis and Marion Clouster saw her off together as she left. There was a frown on the woman’s face as the car drove off.


  “What do you think?” she asked as they went back indoors.


  Francis fingered his chin.


  “Good stuff, but it’s early to judge. Plenty of them came here from Earth feeling just like that. What are they now? Hostesses in the big Milota houses. Crown opinion too strong for them. Still, we shall see, we shall see.”


  “I hear she’s seeing a lot of young David Sherrick.”


  Francis looked at her in surprise.


  “Really, the things you manage to hear, shut away down here.”


  “That might be interesting, don’t you think?”


  “It might—and then again it might be just another couple of young marrieds in a new house on Milota.”


  III


  “THAT girl of yours settling down all right?” inquired Wilfred Baisham, depositing the ash of his cigar with careful delicacy.


  “So, so,” said Mr. Ward. “Takes time, of course. But she’s young. They all have these half-baked, socialistic ideas when they’re young, but they grow out of them.”


  “Half-baked?” inquired Mr. Baisham, with a lift of his eyebrows. “What about the Great Union?”


  “Yes, of course. But it can’t happen here.”


  “Comforting theory. All Milota says that. Don’t you ever have less comfortable moments when it occurs to you that it might very easily happen here?” Mr. Ward looked up, startled and uncertain.


  “You don’t mean that?”


  “I decidedly do.”


  “But our order of society is perfectly stable.”


  “My good Ward, there never was an order of society yet which did not have to protect itself against disintegration—not just now and then, but continuously. Any form of society is, after all, a method of training Nature, but Nature never sleeps, and never gives in. Just a little too much of this ‘it can’t happen here’ stuff, and one day—Pouf! And you and I, your mills and my mines—where are we?”


  “But I had no idea of this, Baisham, what are we doing about it?”


  “Oh, about the same as usual. Just seeing that it doesn’t take place.”


  Mattington Ward reached for another cigar and lit it.


  “Confound you, Baisham, for a moment you scared me.”


  “If your Leonie had her way it would happen here, from what they tell me.”


  “She’s hardly more than a child, you know. It’s just these notions she picked up on Earth, she’ll forget them. But I must say I see more and more clearly that it was a mistake ever to send her. She wouldn’t have had all this readjustment to go through if she’d stayed here.”


  “You’re right. The less contact between us and Earth except in the way of trade, the better.”


  “Anyway, Leonie’s got another interest that’s soon going to put paid to all that,” said her father. “Dr. Sherrick.”


  “Young David Sherrick! Well, I’m glad to hear that. Nothing like a little affair of that kind for knocking that sort of nonsense out of their heads.”


  “I’m hoping it’ll be more than an affair.”


  “Good. Fine young couple. By the way, I hear she goes down Chellan way to see that queer fish Clouster sometimes. See that she goes somewhere else on Wednesday.”


  “Why?”


  “Going to be trouble. Greens and Blacks. Only don’t tell anyone I told you.”


  DR. SHERRICK came down the hospital steps to see a familiar car balanced patiently on its gyroscopes before the entrance. He went up to it.


  “Hullo, Leonie. What are you doing here?”


  “Waiting to take you for a run I hope. Get in.” He opened the door and slid in beside her. The car tilted slightly and then readjusted itself.


  “But I thought you were at the Pan-Venus Club?” he said, as they started.


  “I should have been, but they’ve chucked me out—or at least asked me to resign. Same thing.” David grunted.


  “You’re not surprised?” she inquired.


  “Not much.”


  They rode for a mile or two in silence.


  “What did you say?” he asked. “I mean, to make them chuck you out.”


  “I told them that they were dabblers. That if they really believed all the stuff they talk about the equality of man it would not be a club just for Whites, but for all colors—and with equal standing for all members. I said they were trying to square their consciences by talking and not doing—and seemed to be succeeding pretty well, to no one’s profit. I asked them to give me one example of one practical way in which they had tried to lower the color hatred. And—oh well, quite a lot more.”


  “That makes me even less surprised. What did you expect them to do? Cheer?”


  “I didn’t care. I just wanted to jolt them a bit.”


  “Well, I gather you did that.”


  Leonie stopped the car.


  “David, they made me so angry. Even they don’t really care how these wretched people go on quarrelling and killing one another in their slums. Does anyone care?”


  “Aren’t you doing them an injustice? I think if you talked to them separately you’d find they genuinely care, but they’re stuck. They don’t know what to do.”


  “If they are, they’ve been stuck all their lives.”


  “They’ve learnt some of the things not to do. For instance, I’m willing to bet that one thing you wanted them to do was to preach to all three colored peoples that they are the same under their skins?”


  “Yes, I did say something like that. In fact, I offered to do it.”


  “Well, there’s quite enough reason for asking you to resign. They know better than that. When will you understand, Leonie, that each of the three colors considers itself superior to the others? A Black man is actually proud of being black because he thinks it shows he has none of the nasty characteristics he imputes to the Reds and Greens.”


  “But . . .”


  “Leonie, dear, there isn’t any but to that. It’s a fact.”


  “It’s also a fact that there’s no racial difference. There must be some way of telling them that.”


  “TELLING, but not convincing. Listen, Leonie, I’ll tell you a story. I had a friend called Dick. We went through all our medical training together and qualified about the same time. Both of us felt, knew in our hearts, that this is a rotten system and that something ought to be done to clear it up. He, I suppose, felt more badly about it than I did, anyway, saw it more simply—he was more like you, and I was more like your Pan-Venus people.


  “After we passed out he went and set up a practice among the Reds in Barro. He wasn’t popular, the practice began to fall off the moment he took it over, but he was a damned good man at his job, so he managed to keep going although they didn’t like him. And he knew well enough why they didn’t like him—it was because they knew that he refused to agree with them when they ran down Greens and Blacks. But he thought he could get over that. His idea was that if he went on doctoring and doing the best he could for them they’d gradually come round to paying some attention to what he said.


  “My own belief is that they wouldn’t. The furthest they would have gone was to admit that he knew his particular job, but was quite obviously crazy in certain directions, notably on the racial question. Patience would have taken them that far, but unfortunately he hadn’t much gift of patience. Things went too slowly for him and he decided to speed them up.


  “He did it at a public health meeting. The hall was packed with Reds, and what must Dick do but get up and tell them that not only were they every bit as good as the Whites, which they didn’t mind, but that the Greens and Blacks were every bit as good as the Whites, too. It was brave, but it was madness. They went for him like tigers, of course.”


  “What happened?” Leonie asked.


  David Sherrick looked at his hands, avoiding her eyes.


  “Nobody ever told the exact details, but the next day most of his clothing was found at the foot of a tree on the edge of the swamp forest. It was ripped to pieces and bloodstained. There were some ropes loosely tied round the tree, marks which showed that saurians had been there—and a few human bones, that was all . . .”


  Neither spoke for a few minutes. It was David who went on.


  “There have been other things like that. Everyone has heard of them, can you blame the Pan-Venus people for being careful? And if the Reds hadn’t dealt with Dick the Whites would have.”


  “The Whites?”


  “Well, the Government—it’s the same thing. He’d be in prison now for incitement to break the peace, subversive activities or something of the kind.


  “You see, Leonie, I’ve already lost one friend, my best friend, through this and I’ve no wish to see what happened to Dick Clouster happen to you.” Leonie was brought up short by the name.


  “Clouster? Was he related to Francis Clouster who lives down in Chellan?”


  “Yes, he was his son, only son.”


  LEONIE opened her mouth to speak, and then thought better of it. There was a pause which she broke.


  “But, David, something must be done. You think that, don’t you?”


  “I probably think it even more strongly than you do, Leonie. As a doctor I come into contact with its actual results. In hospital we’re never without cases who’ve been beaten up for no reason but their color. And when there’s a big row we’re rushed off our feet with the wounded. It’s stupid and cruel, it causes endless suffering—you know how easily any cut gets infected here—it wastes our time when we might be doing really important work. God knows there are plenty of fevers to be tackled yet. Of course, something must be done, and we ought to do it. Damn it, it was the doctors who made it possible to colonize Venus at all by conquering rheumatism. But for that no one could have stood this climate, now it’s up to us to make it worth living in. But how? I wouldn’t mind using my life on it, but I’m hanged if I’m going to waste my life on it as Dick did. Listen, I’ll tell you another story.


  “Three days ago they brought a Green woman in. She was dreadfully hurt. Heaven knows why she was still alive, but she was. There was nothing we could do for her but give her some dope. And I’ll tell you why it happened. You know, don’t you, that it’s about the equivalent of suicide for any woman on Venus to have a child anywhere but in a hospital?”


  “Streptococcus infection?”


  “Exactly. But sometimes by accident it does happen. Well, it had happened to this woman. When her husband saw that the baby was white, he went crazy. He killed the child, went for his wife with a knife and then ran out into the street and killed the first White he saw, just to show what he thought of us.”


  “Because the baby was white? What would he have done if it had been red?” said Leonie.


  David looked at her oddly.


  “It . . .” he began, and then checked himself. “And that’s not an isolated instance by any means. It’s a thing which is deliberately built up in their schools and their homes.”


  “Deliberately.”


  “I said deliberately.”


  Leonie frowned.


  “I don’t think I understand. Isn’t it mostly a prejudice handed on in the families?”


  “It is. But who stands to gain from that prejudice? Who rules and owns Venus?”


  “The Whites, I suppose.”


  “Exactly. The people living in luxury on Milota—and all the Milotas in the other cities. Don’t you see? It’s an old, old game. Make the people distrust one another, keep them at loggerheads, prevent them from uniting for their rights and you can rule. Let them combine and you’re sunk. Your precious societies on Milota like to patronize, but they don’t want Reds, Greens and Blacks to combine, that’d be the end of the Whites’ rule—and they know it.”


  LEONIE was silent, trying to grasp this new aspect. Hitherto she had believed at the back of her mind that her friends on Milota were merely apathetic and selfish, that they recognized the shamefulness of affairs but did not bother to bestir themselves to mend it. It required reorientation to see them as deliberate partisans. She found it difficult. And yet, why not? Wars on Earth had been engineered and countless people slaughtered for ends no more noble—indeed there were some who claimed that that was almost invariably the motive. But—her own father and his friends intentionally keeping the colored peoples at enmity for their own profit? That was more than she could take in. Her feelings rejected it in spite of her reason.


  “I can’t believe it.”


  “Haven’t they tried to laugh you out of it, argue you out of it? Have they lost any opportunity of impressing on you that liberty, equality and fraternity may work on Earth, but it won’t do so here? Have they given you any encouragement whatever?”


  Leonie turned and gazed miserably at him. She shook her head. It was perfectly true, every word. They had been tolerant sometimes as one might to a child, never more than that. She began to see it now. Milota and its rule would be swept away in a moment if the people rose and took their rights. David was watching her intently. He saw her take the shock, waver a moment in divided loyalties, then a hardening light in her eyes, a firmer line to her lips.


  “There is,” she said slowly. “There is a kind of absolute right. The right of any human being to freedom and equality of opportunity. And there is an absolute wrong to enslave, and to incite to murder.”


  David Sherrick sighed.


  “I was afraid of that. The other way would have been so much easier for you, Leonie, dear. And yet I’m glad, so glad. You’re one of the real people, Leonie.”


  He looked at her seriously. Her eyes dropped and she turned her head away.


  “No, no, darling, don’t cry,” he said.


  She clung to him for a few moments.


  “David. I’m sorry. I—I feel as if I had lost something—something very precious.”


  “You have, dear, but that had to be. You had come to the point where something had to be lost—either your illusions, or your principles.”


  There was a silence, neither spoke for some minutes. Then David slipped his arm away from her. He looked straight before him. His tone was hard as he spoke.


  “Leonie, dear, I am going to shock you, I’m afraid. But I must. I am going to put myself in your hands because I trust you, because I know that you are the most genuine person I have ever met. And because I love you for it, Leonie, I am going to break a solemn oath . . .”


  “David . . .”


  “I am, because it is an oath which should never have been asked or given, there should have been no need for it.” For one last moment he hesitated on the brink, then he plunged.


  “You asked what would have happened if the Green woman’s baby had been red.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, it couldn’t have been. That’s all.”


  “I don’t understand. If it could be white . . .”


  “Leonie, all the babies are white. Red, Black, Green women: they all have white babies. Don’t you see?”


  NOBODY knew how nor quite when it had begun, David told her. It must have been back in the early days of colonization when men were struggling for a foothold on Venus. In those days life had been a horribly uncertain business. Exploration had been dangerous, uncounted hundreds of men had gone out from the settlements so laboriously established and had never returned. The saurians had not learned from experience to avoid the high land and keep to the water and the marshes. Scientific acclimatization had not yet been developed, so that the heat and humidity were a burden to everyone. The mortality rate was appalling. Fevers, infections in wounds, and, worst of all, rheumatic afflictions carried men and women off in such numbers that at one time the idea of permanent colonization was all but abandoned.


  They were times of chaos and uncertainty when even the least adventurous had no more than a slippery hold on life. It was then that someone’s ingenuity managed to establish it. It could never have been done on Earth, but on Venus where a woman must give birth to her child in the hospital or face certain death, it was somehow accomplished.


  But if the how and when were uncertain, the why was plain. Colonization began away back in the heyday of international finance in the days before the Great Union when groups of interests lived comfortably out of the profits which came from pitting one section of the Earth’s population against another. It was a technique developed over centuries, seldom failing, and yet unperceived for generations by the mind of the common man. The days of profit from victory of one’s own side had long gone by. To the big interest it mattered little any longer which side won; their concern now was two-fold, to sift wealth out of the waste of war, and to see that neither side emerged from a conflict dangerously strong. They were upheld, as it were, by a balance of forces ingeniously held in equilibrium; in peace the scales tilted slowly back and forth, in war there was a hurried throwing of weights into this pan and then that to prevent either coming down with a crashing victory. It was good while it lasted, and it had lasted a long time, but of late there had been signs that the central pivot was about to crack as the movements which were to culminate in the Great Union gathered force.


  It was a system which had been developed out of the natural conditions of Earth and it had suited the select dwellers in Earth’s penthouses very well indeed, but now they saw the foreshadow of a world in which it would no longer work.


  From what Machiavellian mind there first crawled the idea that it was possible to improve on Nature even in this respect is unknown; its owner remains unsung, unglorified. But it is clear what he saw. Here was a new world. Into it were beginning to flow colonists from the old. They were of different nationalities, but that was beginning to matter less than it did. They were nearly all of the white race. For the most part they were tough customers more occupied with the business of living than learning; individualists, too, anxious to get on rather than combine, anxious to be lent money to buy machinery and to be put into other men’s debt. That was satisfactory. But one day the ideas which were taking hold on Earth would be carried across space and begin to spread on Venus. There would be no racial bar to hold them back and little language difficulty; before long the people would rise as one. They would refuse to be exploited, to be chained down by heavy interest, to put up with low wages and poor conditions—and then the dominant moneyed class would dominate no more.


  “They must not unite,” said the Machiavellian mind. “They must be divided amongst themselves. And what is the greatest factor of disunion on Earth? It is race. But Nature has not seen fit to create different races of men upon Venus. Very well, then, we will.”


  MOST sedulously unwritten is the history of early Venusian development. How did they set about the creation of colored races? Did they steal children and adopt orphans? Did they distrain upon children for non-payment of debts? Did they bully or bribe? Did they drive men and women into actual slavery? Did they set up colonies in remote places? No one knows. No one is ever likely to know, for it was a secret well-kept and now deep buried.


  It is only known that strange men and women, Green, Magenta-Red and Black, began to be seen about. According to rumor they were the offspring of Whites and natives to be found in some secluded parts of Venus. No one had seen these natives, but each had a friend who had. It seemed natural, if scarcely commendable.


  Simultaneously began a reduction in the quota of immigration from Earth. The supply of new White blood decreased, but the numbers of colored people appeared to increase. Whites began to marry Green, Red or Black partners, and always the child was the color of its colored parent. It was odd. There was considerable talk about genes, but to little purpose. It seemed that the terrestrial laws and heredity did not hold on Venus.


  Later the immigration laws were relaxed to some extent and careful attention paid to the balance of the sexes. It began to become uncustomary to intermarry with the colors. Later still it became not only illegal, but unethical.


  By that time, David explained, the four “races” were firmly established.


  “But how was it ever allowed to happen?” Leonie wanted to know. “There must have been people who knew, why didn’t the doctors stop it?”


  “For a very simple reason. Who do you think owned and ran the hospitals? A man could only be a doctor if he kept in with the authorities—and the same is true now. All doctors and hospital attendants are, as you may have noticed, of the White, the ruling, class. Oddly enough they despise the colored for being colored even though they are responsible for it. Even I, if I am honest with myself, do not feel that I am quite the same as a Red or a Green. That’s the pressure of mass opinion, of course; against all I know, and against all reason it is there. That’s where the truly diabolical nature of the thing lies. Once it was under weigh it had to go on. And what could or can we doctors do? Protest and be struck off the register or perhaps imprisoned for subversive activities? Protest that we will not give a Green woman the Green baby she expects? We cannot even protest that the coloration does any physical harm. It doesn’t.”


  “Except to bring bloodshed and murder.”


  “That’s not supposed to be in the doctor’s province.”


  “But suppose you united and called a strike. Refused to do it any more.”


  “Well, to begin with, one would probably disappear or be struck off in the attempt to get unity. But even apart from that this thing has gone on so long now that I don’t think you would get unity at all. You see, there’s another side to it, too.


  “Try to imagine yourself a Red woman. You have always been Red, so have your family, your friends, your schoolmates. You have married a Red man. All your life you have expected and looked forward to have a Red baby. What is going to happen if someone suddenly shows you a White baby after it is all over and says:—‘This is yours’ ?


  You are going to disbelieve it, of course. It is somebody else’s baby, not yours. No amount of argument is going to kill the doubt in your mind. And what about your husband? He, too, has expected a Red baby. How is he going to take a White one—and what is he going to think? I told you what happened to a Green woman with a White baby. Even if you, a Red woman, were told it all as I have told it to you now and if you did believe it, you would still demand your Red baby, you would be ashamed, afraid to face your world with a White one.


  “God, don’t you see what we’ve done? We’ve built a lie too colossal to be disbelieved.”


  “And it must go on and on?”


  “As long as each color thinks itself the superior of the others—and the Government sees that it does—it must go on. There’s only one way that I can see in which it might be stopped and that’s by the elimination of the streptococci and other infections. That would make it safe for women to have babies in their own homes, and the whole thing would come down with a run. But until then . . .”


  LEONIE sat silent, a slight frown on her forehead, her eyes staring unseeing into the misty distance.


  “How is it done, Dick, this coloring?”


  “Oh, that’s not very difficult. After the baby has been washed it is taken along to a special room. There it is smeared all over with a particular grease. Depending on the color of its mother there is a coloring agent, Red, Green or Black latent in the grease. It is then placed under a projector which looks something like an X-ray tube, and is turned very carefully so that every inch of its body comes under the direct rays. They are short waves and carry the color from the grease. They penetrate the skin and beyond, and their action is rather that of burning the special coloring agent right into and through the skin at low temperature. It sounds a little painful put that way, but actually it isn’t. The child feels nothing whatever. After that it is ready to be washed again and taken back to its mother. The whole thing takes less than five minutes.”


  “And the color is there for the rest of its life?”


  “Yes. Though as I expect you’ve noticed, the coloring is rather more vivid in children than in adults.”


  “David. I can hardly believe it even now. All these Red, Green and Black men and women . . .?”


  “Every one of them, Leonie!”


  “Was there ever a lie so big?” Leonie turned suddenly and grasped his arm.


  “David,” she said, desperately, “David, this musn’t, this shan’t go on. It’s got to be broken. Somehow there must be a way of breaking it. We’ve got to find it.”


  IV


  “HULLO, Reynick. Come along in. Have a drink.”


  The Chief of the Tailor Police, secret and uniformed branches, did as he was bid. He sat down in a comfortable chair half-facing his host and raised his glass.


  “Always a harbinger of trouble,” said Mr. Wilfred Baisham, amiably. “What is it now?” Reynick sipped at his drink.


  “It’s not so much a matter of what is now,” he said, “more a case of what may be soon. It’s really guidance for the future I’m after. I don’t think anything like this has ever shown up before.”


  “All right, no need to beat about. Guidance on what?”


  “On Mr. Ward’s daughter.”


  “What about her?”


  “Subversive activities.”


  “Oh, that. They’re all like that, they grow out of it. Most of ’em get interested in some young man and forget about it. She must soon see that Earth ideas aren’t wanted here.”


  “This one seems to be growing into it.”


  “Give her time.”


  “I’m inclined to think it’s more serious. In the last few months I’ve been hearing more and more about her. She’s been working around a lot among the colored women, telling them they’re as good as the Whites, and she seems to have a way with her for I’m told they’ve been listening a bit.” He paused to light a cigar and went on:


  “Mind you, I don’t say they take her very seriously, and she’s certainly not got anything that could be called a following. All the same, one can’t pretend that that kind of thing is good. It might conceivably catch on a bit if there were to be a wave of unrest. Another thing, anybody else who feels like that—and there are quite a few of them—and sees her getting away with it feels encouraged to have a shot at it, too. To my mind it’s the kind of thing that it pays to nip right in the bud.”


  “Well, what am I supposed to do about it? After all, nipping things is your job,” Mr. Baisham pointed out.


  “Certainly, and if it had been anyone else I’d have done it by now. But this isn’t so easy. After all, Mr. Ward’s daughter . . .”


  “Yes, I see that.”


  “And it’s not only that. If we touch her, either taking her up in court, or—er—less officially, we advertise the whole thing and make it much more important. Of course, we could tip off the news strips to keep it quiet, but these things get round. Besides, what’s old man Ward going to say—and do? I can’t see him taking it quietly.


  “It’s darned awkward. She’s not like the usual run of Milota charity women—they’ll take a hint, she won’t.”


  Mr. Baisham leant forward and poured himself another drink.


  “What you’re really getting at, Reynick, is that you want me to have a go at Ward. Show him the error of his daughter’s ways?”


  “Well, he would take it better from you than from me.”


  “All right. I’ll try if you like. But to be candid, I don’t hold out much hope. It’ll worry him a bit, but it’s done that already. Between you and me, Reynick, the girl just doesn’t pay any attention to him now. Ungrateful little bit, after all he’s done for her and spent on her. Poor chap takes it hard. He’s been looking forward to having her home for years now and she treats him like the furniture. However, as I said, I’ll mention it. But if I were you I’d think up a second line.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well, if I were in your place I’d let her go on, but keep a careful eye on her. You might even let it be known that you’re keeping an eye on her. Meanwhile, you could let a little rumor circulate that she’s trying to rouse trouble between, say, the Greens and the Blacks. That may make her draw in a bit, I hope it does. But if she goes on, sometime or other she’ll overstep the mark, then your men will have to see to it that she disappears. If it’s done neatly everybody will think it’s either the Greens or the Blacks who did it—and they can fight that out among themselves. I’d hate you to have to do it for her father’s sake as well as her own, she’s a live girl and she’s got pluck, but all the same, if she shows signs of getting dangerous, she’s got to be stopped, no matter who she is.”


  “Palliam?” asked Reynick.


  Wilfred Baisham frowned. Palliam, the penal island, the place of lifelong sentences never remitted. For the daughter of a good friend. It was not nice. But he shook his head regretfully.


  “I’m afraid so. There’s nowhere else as safe. But try everything else first.”


  THERE was a frown on Leonie’s face as she shut the front door of a small Chellan house behind her and turned to walk to the spot where she had left her car in the main road. The street she must traverse to reach it was narrow and badly lit, one into which few, if any, of the other dwellers on Milota would have ventured alone by night. But Leonie had little nervousness of Chellan now. Francis Clouster had, she fancied, passed a Word around on her behalf, but, more important, she had become a known figure there. It was understood by the Greens that though her ideas might be odd, she meant well.


  Meant well . . . There lay the reason for her frown. That was their faintly damning opinion of her. Try as she would, shape her tactics as she might, she seemed unable to make progress. David had convinced her that her ambition to shout the truth about themselves to the colored peoples would mean not only danger to herself, but disaster to her cause. They would not be told, realization if it could come at all must not be thrust upon them so that they could resist it; it must come or appear to come from inside themselves. By hints, by becoming aware of discrepancies, by linking this and that together they must be led on to question their own state, to ponder its anomalies and arrive at the answer for themselves. She understood now that her part, if it were to be of use at all, must be played with subtlety and the utmost caution against a careless word. She must prompt ever so gently, indetectably. Urge and deflect without arousing a breath of suspicion that she was directing.


  For months now she had been pursuing this course. Listening sympathetically to gain confidence, speaking little, dropping every now and then a word which should have struck a spark of inquisitive interest, but never seemed to. As far as she could see the months had been utterly wasted. There had been no progress; no Green, Red or Black had taken even the first step which might lead to his one day questioning his Greenness, Redness or Blackness. This evening had been typical of the lack of response. To a party of Green women she had in the natural course of conversation remarked how it had at first surprised her to find that Greens naturally had pink finger nails and toe nails just like her own. She had even been a little obvious, but no one had been much interested or wanted to compare theirs with hers. One could only hope as one had hoped so many times that the suggestion would lie dormant to arise later. Meanwhile she must continue to watch a tongue that was for ever threatening to run way in its impatience.


  A trifle disturbing, too, was the realization that if her hints failed to register in the desired quarter, they were getting home somewhere else, with the result that she herself became the recipient of hints referring for the most part to the unpleasant consequences encountered by persons who tried to stir up trouble. She was uncertain at first what value to put upon them, but their frequent recurrence from the most unexpected sources had lately begun to worry her more than a little. It was understandable that while her eyes were on the ground, steering her round the worst mud patches, her mind should be preoccupied.


  SHE was without suspicion as she passed the entrance of a dark alley; taken completely by surprise when a hand from behind clapped down over her mouth and an arm simultaneously whipped round her, fastening her own arms to her sides.


  She lashed backward with a heel, bringing a grunt from the man behind her, but no slackening of his grip. A second man, no more than a dark figure in the gloom, dodged forward to catch her ankles and lift her feet from the ground. Without a word the two men turned to carry her back up the alley whence they had come. For a hundred yards or more they stumbled and slid along the uneven paving. Blocking the other end where the alley gave on to a wider road, she could see the shape of a car ready balanced on its two wheels. As they drew closer she could distinguish the faint humming of its gyroscopes. She struggled ineffectively. Held as she was she could do little but bend her knees and kick out again in an attempt to loosen the men’s holds. It made them stumble a bit, and the man in front swore in a grumble, but practical result there was none.


  They came close beside the car. The man who held her feet released his hold with one hand and reached for the door handle. At that moment there was a thud behind her. The hand dropped from her mouth and the arm round her relaxed. She felt herself falling. Simultaneously the man in front looked round. She had a vision of an arm which held something in its hand striking down at his head. He dropped without a murmur. A groping hand found her own arm, and pulled her to her feet.


  “Quick and be quiet,” breathed an urgent voice.


  She was being dragged at a helter-skelter stumbling run back along the alley. Halfway down they swung into another passage-way even darker, and then round corners one after another until all sense of direction was gone, and she felt like a bewildered child in a nightmare, staggering, slipping, panting, but dragged willy-nilly onwards through an endless dark labyrinth.


  There came a pause at last. She leant against a wall, gasping for breath. Her companion was a black shadow in the darkness. She could hear him fumbling in his pockets. She had only one desire; to get back to her car and drive furiously home.


  “My car . . .” she began.


  “Damn your car. It’s your life you want to save,” said a low voice, curtly.


  He ceased to fumble. There was a sound of a key in a lock. A hand urged her forward into absolute blackness. The door shut behind them. He took her wrist again Reading her cautiously forward for a dozen yards or more. Then once more he stopped.


  “Lie down here,” he said. “I don’t suppose anyone will come, but if they do, pull the stuff right over you and don’t make a sound. Don’t breathe. I’m going now to see what’s happened. I’ll be back in an hour or so.”


  Bending over, Leonie felt a pile of coarse material like jute under her hand. She heard his footsteps moving away. By the door they paused.


  “If you put any value on your life,” his voice came softly, “you’ll stay here, and be safe.”


  Leonie found her voice shaky and a little meek.


  “I’ll stay,” she said into the darkness.


  She dare not strike a light to look at her watch.


  If it was only an hour he was away, it was the longest hour of her life, and all though it she lay on the pile of sacking with ears strained for the faintest sound. The tone of urgency in his voice had done more to rouse her apprehensions than the actual events. At the long delayed sound of the lock she started up, sitting; one hand ready to drag the musty cloth over herself.


  “It’s all right,” said the same voice.


  She let out her held breath, and put a hand to her thumping heart. He came closer.


  “Come along.”


  HE led the way in the dark along passages, through doors and finally down a flight of steps. At the bottom he closed the last door and turned on the light. Leonie blinked and then opened her eyes to find herself facing a man whose skin was green as the patina on copper. There was something faintly familiar about him, but it was always difficult to recognize people of the colors, one had to learn to remember faces by form alone without the help of complexions.


  “Who are you?” she said.


  “Never mind about that. The important point at the moment is that you, Miss Ward, are in a nasty spot.”


  “Why?”


  “I should have thought you could guess that yourself. Weren’t you warned that you were heading for trouble?”


  “I suppose I was, but . . .”


  “And who do you suppose those men were who grabbed you?”


  “I’ve no idea. It was dark, Greens? I’d just been talking to some Green women.”


  “You’ve talked to too many people. Those two were secret police.”


  “Secret police, why I . . .”


  “Yes, secret. It would have been a nice little secret business altogether. Total and inexplicable disappearance of prominent Milota citizen’s daughter.”


  There was a pause. Leonie’s gaze wandered round the room. It had the appearance of a rough workshop. There was a bench on one side, a metal surfaced table on the other, racks of tools hung on the walls, a little pile of chips and shavings covered the floor. The only breaks in the four walls were a small ventilator and the door through which they had entered. A cellar, she supposed, taking the place in with only half her mind.


  “What would have happened?” she asked.


  He shrugged his shoulders.


  “It means you’re officially listed as dangerous. You’re not to be allowed to go about trying to spread disaffection on Venus. They daren’t send you to Earth for they won’t want your views spread there. I should say it means either imprisonment for life on Palliam or some such place—or perhaps something more drastic.”


  Leonie looked at him hard. There was no doubt he meant what he said.


  “But without hearing—without trial?” she said, incredulously.


  “Do you think they want to give you the chance to announce your views in public?”


  “Then perhaps I have to thank you for my life?”


  “We might see about that later on. The important thing just now is for you to disappear—only in a different way.” He laid on the bench a bag which he had been carrying slung from one shoulder. Out of it he pulled a large jar and a bundle of clothes and a dark bottle. He took up the jar and started to loosen the lid.


  “The White Miss Ward has got to vanish,” he said. “You’ll have to become a Green.”


  Leonie looked up at him, horror-stricken.


  “Me, a Green woman. No, oh, no. I can’t, I can’t look like them.”


  “And why not?” inquired the Green man, coldly.


  “To be a Green the rest of my life, never to see myself as I really am. I couldn’t.”


  “Of course not. There’s a medium which will get this stuff off once you’re safely away from here and out of reach.”


  “Oh, I see. How silly of me. For a moment I thought you meant I must be made Green like they make the babies.”


  The Green man stared at her. Slowly he put down the jar on the bench. His eyes never left hers.


  “Who told you that?” he demanded.


  “A—er—I—I must have heard it somewhere.”


  “It’s scarcely the kind of thing one hears by accident. Now I begin to understand why they wanted you so much. Tell me, have you been spreading this about? No, of course you haven’t or you wouldn’t be here now. But just what were you up to?”


  “I wanted to make them find it out for themselves.”


  Surprisingly he laughed.


  “What a hope. A few hints and suggestions, I suppose. Did you think those were going to get through the mass of suggestion carefully built up all their lives. Do you know anything of crowd psychology?”


  “I thought they might. There didn’t seem any other way. And, anyway, it doesn’t seem to surprise you. Who are you?”


  “Never mind about that now. We must get on. You see the stuff in this jar.” He held it so that she was able to make out a dark green substance within. “You must put this on. For a week at least it will make you indistinguishable from any other Green. In the bottle there’s dye for your hair. Now get your clothes off, and go to it.”


  “But . . .”


  “For God’s sake. Is this a time for fooling about the proprieties?”


  “All right,” said Leonie, meekly.


  He gathered up her clothes as she shed them and put them into the bag.


  “Now put the green stuff on. Do it properly, make yourself a thorough Green woman—we don’t want any silly accidents. Give it ten minutes or so to take, and then wash the rest off. There’s a tap in the corner. Maybe you’d better do your hair first—and don’t forget your eyebrows and eyelashes. Then get dressed in these things,” he pointed to the bundle of clothes he had brought, “and wait until I come back.”


  The door slammed and he was gone, taking her clothes with him.


  Leonie set about the business of changing her “race.”


  HE was gone over two hours. When he returned he submitted her to a critical survey. Leonie withstood it awkwardly, conscious of the ill-fitting cheap clothes she wore.


  “Well?” she said, after his eye had taken her in from top to toe.


  “You’ll do. Except for that watch. No Green woman could afford a watch like that. Better give it to me.”


  She handed it over without protest and he slipped it in his pocket.


  “I might have done better with a mirror,” she observed.


  “I doubt it. You’d most likely have quit altogether.”


  Leonie gazed at her fantastically green arm, wondered what her face was like, and thought he was probably right.


  “And now?” she asked.


  “And now we are going out. You are a Green woman in the Green quarter—your home, don’t forget. Miss Leonie Ward is dead—murdered to put it crudely. Somebody who didn’t like her took her out to the marshes and fed her to the saurians. Only a few bloodstained rags of her clothing to show what happened. All most regrettable and upsetting, but rather the kind of thing you might expect to happen to a girl who would mix with the colored peoples.”


  Leonie paused at the door. Something clicked in her memory—”Only a few bloodstained . . .”


  “Now I know who you are. You’re Dick Clouster, who’s supposed to be dead. I saw you at your father’s house once.”


  “You did. And in one of my less cautious moments. It worried me for a bit afterwards.”


  “And you’re not a real Green after all.”


  “Who is? Come along now, we must be moving.”


  V


  MR. WILFRED Baisham spoke into the telephone.


  “My dear friend. They’ve only just told me. What a ghastly thing to have happened. So young, such a lovely girl with all her life before her. An appalling tragedy.”


  He listened to a few sentences in Mattington Ward’s attenuated voice before he spoke-again.


  “I? Well, yes, I have a little influence in the Police Department, I suppose, but I shan’t need to use it. This thing’s made their blood boil. It’s an outrage which Tailor is never going to forget. They’ll get them, you can depend on that, Mattington. They’ll be at it night and day until they find the men that did it. Fiends like that have got to be caught, and caught quickly.”


  He listened a little longer before he said goodbye and rang off. For a moment he sat and looked absent-mindedly at the misty world beyond the window. Then he picked up the telephone again and dialed a number.


  “Hullo, Reynick. Anything about the Ward girl yet?”


  “—No? Well, it’s a bit soon perhaps. By the way, her father and all Milota’s quite satisfied the Greens did it. Not a doubt between them. That’ll make things quite simple when you do find her.”


  “—Yes, I’m pretty sure. The whole thing was too convenient. Why choose just the moment when your men had got her?”


  “—Yes, I know people have been put out on the marshes before, but it’s always been done in hot blood, with a minor or major riot of some kind to carry it through.”


  “—Of course you have. You didn’t expect her to try to get away in her own car, did you? Now look here, when you do find her, I’d go steady.


  Don’t pounce the moment she’s spotted. Lie low a bit. We thought she was on her own, but it’s pretty clear now she’s not. There may be several under cover. When you make your jump you want to bag the lot if you can. Provided she’s here at all, of course. It’s not quite at all unlikely that she’s been acting as agent for a group outside Tailor altogether, in which case, she’s probably in another city already. Have you been able to get a line on how much she really knows?”


  “—Oh, you think that, do you? Then she’s more dangerous than we fancied. Still, she can’t do much now she’s on the run. By the way, it might do to keep an eye on that young man . . . Yes, Dr. David Sherrick . . . Yes, let me know.”


  Again Wilfred Baisham sat gazing speculatively out of the window. For a quarter of an hour he was lost in thought before he reached once more for the telephone.


  “West Milota Hospital? . . . My name’s Baisham, I want to speak to the Director if he’s free.”


  “—Hullo, Dray. I’d like a word confidentially with you, it’s rather urgent. Mind if I come round right away? . . . Good, I’ll be there in ten minutes.


  LEONIE stared long and miserably into the mirror, studying every detail of the face which stared back. A. face with a complexion soft as velvet, but green as grass. The lips, after the manner of most Green women, were painted a brilliant red, they matched the small rings in her ears. There was a faint shading of dusky powder on her eyelids which was also a fashion among Green women. When she opened her mouth her teeth gleamed a startling white: she opened it as little as possible. Her dark hair was now shorter and dressed differently from the way it had been when it was fair. Still she could barely believe in its reality. She put a hand up to touch it, to feel that it was her own face—a green hand with finger nails painted red as her lips.


  This was herself. This thing in the mirror. This for ever more, if David failed.


  She hid her face in her green hands and wept.


  It had been inescapable. Two days after the attack in the alley Dick Clouster had come up to the little room he had found for her. He was carrying a black case which he set down carefully on the table.


  “I’m afraid I’ve bad news for you. There’s a comb-out going on in Chellan.”


  “The Police?” she asked, anxiously.


  He nodded.


  “Do you think they know I’m here?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think so. It’s quite probable someone else. You’re not the only White masquerading as a colored. But that doesn’t make it any the less serious.”


  “But they’ll never recognize me like this. I can stand questions. I’ve learnt that family history you gave me off by heart. I’m Doris Glandon, my father was . . .”


  “I know, but they’ve got cute little dodges. I told you there was a medium which gets the green stuff off. Well, a little touch from a pad damped with that, and it’s all up. They get real Greens to mingle in the street and touch as many hands with it as possible. Or they put it on handles of doors, anything which a lot of people may touch, and set a watch. I’ve even known them spray it over a crowd in the hope that somebody will look spotty. The real Greens don’t mind. It doesn’t matter to them.”


  “Well,” she said with a half apprehension of what was coming.


  “I’m sorry, Leonie. It means you’ll have to stop playing at being a Green, and really become one.”


  “No—no!”


  “There’s no other safe way. I wish there were. If you don’t, they’ll spot you sooner or later. For all I know they may be starting on a house-to-house test right now.”


  “But—oh, God, I can’t do that. I can’t.”


  “Look, I’ve brought a projector. It’s rough, but it works—I know, because I had to use it on myself. We can get it done in ten minutes.”


  “And for the rest of my life—oh, no.”


  “Listen. I had to do it. Do you think I liked it? But if I hadn’t I should have been caught half a dozen times before this.”


  “You’re not a woman.”


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake! Won’t you realize that it is this or your life. Your life! A live Green woman—or a nice pink and white corpse. You choose.”


  “Don’t.”


  It had taken him the best part of two hours to ram it home to her, to batter down and demolish her stubborn opposition, until she was left weakly and tearfully consenting.


  She scarcely recalled its actual accomplishment. Vague memories of being smeared with something, of being turned this way and that beneath a tube which glared and hummed and gradually obliterated the girl who had been Leonie Ward to put Doris Glandon in her place, and of her mind still feebly protesting while her body consented.


  WITHIN twenty-four hours the necessity had been proved, and by a more direct method than she expected. There was a barrier across one of the main streets and a party of Green police at its only gap. There was no going back, everyone was ordered to pass through, to press his or her hand on a damp pad and brush it lightly across a sheet of white paper.


  “Why do you take so much trouble with me?” she asked Dick Clouster the following evening. “When I look at this,” she held out her green hand—”I’m not even grateful. I’m not worth your trouble.”


  “My father and mother tell me differently,” he said, “besides, I think you are in love with David. He was one of my best friends, you know.”


  “Was! He would be now if he knew you were alive. And I was in love with him.”


  “You’re not now?”


  “I can’t let myself be now—like this.”


  Dick Clouster had made no reply to that. He had sat for some minutes in silence. When he spoke it was to ask:


  “It was David who told you about the coloring of the babies, wasn’t it?”


  She nodded.


  “Why?” he asked. “He broke his professional word. He must have had some good reason.”


  “Because he know how I felt about this—this slavery of the colors. He knew that I meant to go on working against it though he warned me—he told me what happened to you, or, rather, what he thought happened to you, as a warning. And I would not take that warning.”


  “Do you wish you had?”


  “I don’t think I could have done. I should have gone on feeling as I did and it would have shown sooner or later. Anyway, when I didn’t, he knew that I should be bound to have to know about the babies sooner or later, so he told me.”


  “And David himself. How does he see it?”


  “He says he’s ready to use his life to stop it. But that any course he can see would lead only to his wasting his life without stopping it. And I understand that now,” she added, bitterly.


  Dick got up and began to pace the room. Her gaze followed him back and forth. Suddenly he turned on her.


  “Will you swear this? Swear by everything most sacred to you that is how he really feels?”


  “I’d put my life on it.”


  His eyes held hers, intense and penetrating. He nodded. “I believe you.” He sat down again. In a calmer tone he went on. “Then there may be a chance. Now listen, I’m going to tell you something which very few people know.


  “Very many years ago an accident happened up at one of the Milota hospitals. By some mistake the child of a white woman there was taken to the coloring room. He emerged Black, indelibly Black.


  “It was a disaster for the family. Their only son, and there were reasons why they could expect no more children. The mother nearly went out of her mind, the father was distracted, the child was taken home and hidden away out of sight. The father was an exceedingly rich man. If anything could be done about it, he determined to do it—at any cost. In the face of tremendous Governmental opposition he built a research laboratory, equipped it, financed it and brought experts to work in it. The prize he offered to the man who could perfect a system of harmless decoloring was fabulous.


  For over ten years he poured money into what appeared to be a hopeless quest, and then, suddenly, it seemed, it was found.


  “The boy was treated and emerged a normal White.


  “The Government swooped like lightening and seized the machine, but neither the father nor the inventor minded that much: the one had his son; the other, a fortune.


  “The fate of the machine hung in the balance a while. A considerable body of officials was for its complete destruction; another body felt that a mistake which could happen once could happen again. In the end six machines were made, again in the face of strong opposition. They were deposited in the charge of the directors of the six largest hospitals on Venus, for use only in the gravest emergencies.


  “One of them is in the West Milota Hospital.”


  “Where David is,” murmured Leonie.


  “For years,” Dick went on, “I’ve been haunted by the thought of that machine locked uselessly away. I’ve never seen it, but I’ve been told about it. It’s a projector, not unlike the one which does the staining to look at, but it almost exactly reverses the process. A jelly is applied to the skin, the rays of the projector pass through it and the skin and break down the pigments into their components, and by some ductile effect of the special jelly they are drawn out and held. It may take three or even four applications and treatments to clear every trace of the pigmentation, bur it does it.


  “Yes, for years I’ve wondered how one could get hold of that machine. I’ve been a Green long enough to know some other Greens who would undergo the experiment if I had the machine. But there had to be someone at the other end, someone whom I knew I could trust to risk his life for it.”


  “David’s been there a long time. Couldn’t you have . . .”


  “Yes, I know. But he was younger when I knew him. I thought of him more than once, but I could never make up my mind to get into touch with him. You see, one’s got to be certain, certain beyond all shadow of doubt. And it must be successful. It’s not just our lives, yours, mine and his, that hang on it. It’s the fate of all the colored people. I was afraid to make a move because I’m as sure as I am of anything that at a bungled attempt the Government would fly into a panic and destroy all six machines at once; they’d take no second chance.


  “Now, I’m going to risk it at last. I’m going to stake everything on David. I can tell him where it is and how it is protected; the rest will be up to him. If he’ll do it.”


  “I think he’ll do it. I know he will.”


  “We must get into touch with him. That’ll have to be done carefully. Unless they’re perfectly satisfied about you they’ll be watching him. Probably they will anyway, because he was associated with a subversive person such as you. Yes, he’ll have to be warned about that right at the beginning . . .”


  HOPE revived in Leonie, but it was a much tempered hope. There would be so much risk, so many things to go wrong, so much strife to be faced later on. And would the colored people believe even the evidence of their own eyes? Wouldn’t they even then be likely to think that they had been changed by a trick into Whites, rather than see that they had been restored to their, natural state? But perhaps that did not matter overmuch. They would learn in time. Success would mean something like civil war, more fighting and bloodshed. Treatment of a few of each color done secretly would convince their friends and relatives. The desire to be a White, one of the ruling class, would spread like fire. But the power of the Government must be overthrown before they could settle down undisturbed to liberating the thousands, herself among them, from the bondage of their colors.


  If David were to fail—well, thousands would never know. But she would. For the rest of her life a green face would look back at her from her mirror.


  And David had come. Circuitously and, he believed, unobserved. He had been watched the last few days, he knew that, and he had taken elaborately particular pains to see that his followers were thrown off.


  She had been at the meeting place, a mean cottage on the outskirts of Chellan when he had arrived. He had walked into the room, his eyes had rested on her a second remotely, uninterestedly.


  She had had to step forward and say:


  “David!”


  There had been a moment’s distaste in his eyes. A fraction of a second before his ear recognized her voice. She saw the realization come home to him, surprise, concern and something less pleasant than concern passing across his face.


  “Leonie! Leonie, darling.”


  He opened his arms to her. She went to them and they closed round her.


  “Leonie, dear.”


  Everything should have been the same . . .


  Then Dick had come in to talk, advise and explain half through the night. And David had agreed as she had never doubted he would. Between the three of them they had plotted and planned down to the last detail. They had parted tired out, but buoyed up with a new hope. If it could be done at all, Leonie felt, David would do it.


  But, oh, that look for a Green woman.


  And so, Leonie wept.


  VI


  DICK Clouster was on his feet expounding and exhorting. Leonie looked at the faces before him. They reminded her of a crowd listening to the patter of a quack medicine man. Hope, frank disbelief, satirical amusement, they were all there. Occasionally their eyes shifted to the apparatus which David was erecting on a table in the corner, and then came back to the speaker’s face. They listened, but without conviction.


  There were over thirty of them in the room, men and a few women, all Greens. There had been an argument over that, but Leonie’s view that there ought to be representatives of all three colors had been borne down by the two men. For one thing there were few contacts with the Red and Blacks: it would not be easy to approach any and persuade them to come; and if they did come Dick and David were apprehensive of the results. It was notoriously difficult to handle successfully any meeting, even a small one, where the colors were mixed. Finally it was decided to introduce the machine to each group in turn, and to the Greens first because it was simplest for Dick, as a Green, to collect a group of them.


  Leonie looked across at David. His face wore a serious intent expression as he bent over his work, assembling, adjusting and connecting. It was a month since the night he had come to Chellan. She had not seen him since then, it had been safer for him to seem to go on as usual and only to communicate with them if it were vitally necessary. During that time he had had to work on his own. To make certain the machine was still kept where Dick said it was; to put out of action the locks and alarms which secured it; to get it away; and finally, to cover every trace of his tampering.


  She lifted her hand and looked at its green back. Soon that could be green no more.


  Once the organization of the Whites was overthrown and the peril of their police removed, she would be free to put herself under the machine and become white once more.


  David turned and beckoned her. She crossed over to help him erect and screw down the plated pillar which would suspend the machine over the table. In a few minutes now there would be a form lying on that table, losing for ever the affliction of its color. It made the sight of her green hands working close to David’s white ones easier to bear.


  Dick was coming to his peroration now. Showing his audience what it meant. Not just change of color for a few individuals, but revolution; the liberation of all the colors. For a moment that sentiment did not seem to appeal. Clearly there was a section which felt that if it could be done it should apply only to themselves, the Greens. How would it be possible to avoid contamination by the vicious Reds and the sordid Blacks if they were indistinguishable from other people? Wisely Dick sensed the feeling and dropped that aspect. For some minutes he concentrated on the injustices suffered by the Greens themselves; the contrast between their way of living and that of the Whites on Milota.


  Finally he asked:


  “Which one of you is going to be the first to regain his birthright color? I could show you on myself how it can be done, but you might think I had tricked you. I want one of you whose family is known, whose parents and grandparents are known to everyone as Greens. Who?”


  There was a pause, a dead silence. Then one of the women moved uncertainly forward. A dozen voices muttered a name, it was evident that she was known. She came slowly down the room breathing a little fast between brilliant red lips, red earrings aswing beside a face gravely beautiful in its lines, non-human in its color.


  Dick looked swiftly round the rest, his expression challenging an objection. There was none. He took her by the hand and led her towards the table.


  “Your arm first,” he said. “That will be enough proof.”


  He rolled up her sleeve and began to apply a jelly-like stuff to her hand and forearm. David connected up his apparatus and snapped a switch on and off to assure himself that it was in working order. Leonie stepped back, watching the woman’s face, wondering how she felt, and remembering her own experience of the reverse process. Over the whole watching room was drawn a tension that could be felt, as if at long last they had begun to understand what it meant.


  Dick put the woman’s arm in position beneath the projector.


  “You must turn it over, very slowly, when I tell you,” he instructed.


  She did not seem to hear. She was looking down at it. Long, slim green fingers, beautifully shaped red nails. Leonie, the whole room, felt her hesitate and then finally make up her mind.


  Dick stepped back. David put up one hand to steady the projector, his other on the switch.


  “And now to smash this lie for ever,” he murmured.


  The switch clicked in a breathless silence.


  For a second nothing moved. Then with a scream of agony the Green woman tore her arm from beneath the projector.


  Simultaneously the door across the room cracked and broke inwards.


  THE telephone bell rang. Mr. Wilfred Baisham turned over in bed and lifted the receiver.


  “Oh, hullo Reynick. I’ve been expecting to hear from you. What happened? Was I right?”


  The Police Chief’s voice sounded thin and distant at his ear.


  “You were. We had a Green there as an observer. As it happens I’m glad I took your advice to let it go through. But it was cutting it pretty fine, you know, they actually started the machine working.”


  “My dear, Reynick, don’t be absurd. It looked like the machine, I grant you—it was meant to. Well, what happened then?”


  “Oh, I see now. That’s why you advised taking no action unless absolutely necessary. You might have told me before and saved me a nasty few minutes.”


  “It seemed best to tell only the essential people. And it’s always best to let a thing like this break itself up without outside interference. Have you pulled in those three? They’re the only important ones.”


  “No, we——”


  “They went for them, did they, when they found it didn’t work? I thought they might.”


  “No. As a matter of fact they didn’t. We were in the next room waiting for a signal from our observer—fie, incidentally, doesn’t believe a word of what Clouster said. He thinks it was going to be some complicated kind of racket and so do the rest of the Greens who were there, at least those who got out do. Well, as I said, we were waiting and wondering and then suddenly there was a God-awful scream from a woman and a riot broke out.”


  “I thought you said——”


  “I did. It wasn’t the Greens. It was a gang of Reds. They’d got wind of the business somehow. As they saw it, the Greens had got hold of a dodge for making themselves look like Whites, and the Reds didn’t intend to let them have a monopoly—in fact, were out to grab it for themselves. In about three minutes there was a full-sized race riot spreading half over the district.”


  “Tactically that was handy.”


  “It was. We appeared only as restorers of the peace. I——By the way, you didn’t tip off those Reds, did you?” Reynick sounded suspicious.


  “No, I’m afraid that was a subtlety which never occurred to me. What happened to the leaders?”


  “Clouster and Sherrick got knifed, both of them—and fifteen or sixteen others, too.”


  “And Leonie Ward?”


  “Lynched—poor kid.”


  Wilfred Baisham paused.


  “Nasty. Was it quick?”


  “I think so.”


  Mr. Baisham considered for a moment.


  “Perhaps it was better so. A little sooner, that’s all. She was too dangerous, that girl. Why must a girl with nerve like that get on the wrong side?”


  “To her it was the right side, I suppose.”


  “I suppose so. All the same, I’m sorry.”


  And, indeed, it was sorrow Mr. Baisham felt as he put down the receiver. But that did not prevent him sleeping more peacefully than he had slept for some nights past.


  THE END


  SAVAGE GALAHAD


  Bryce Walton


  Tons of sinuous muscle, buried in fetid Venusian slime, he knew how to survive. Equipped with an ageless brain and lightning instincts, he also knew how to die!


  HE STIRRED SLIGHTLY, the ponderously long, yet smoothly flowing lines of his body, trembling vaguely with the undulating rhythm of the tall pale watergrass. Dim and monstrous shadows floated past, then suddenly spurted in frenzied speed to devour or be devoured. And the dark blue tint of the swamp water browned in wavering veins of blood.


  An alien organism had come to his world. Its strange radiations pierced his brain in waves of bizarre beauty. Its uniqueness was disturbing the long sleep he was enjoying in the warm soft slime. A being from a far world, which he read symbolized in her confused mind as EARTH. And facing certain death, she was utterly disoriented with terror.


  She reacted mentally to his world. The name she applied to it was Venus, Planet of the Morning and that was beauty of expression. She was beauty and so were her thoughts; her world must have been of that nature, too. His world had no beauty anywhere in it; beauty would be alien here, yet he was tired of ugliness.


  His massive brain circuit contacted hers in its subtle supersonic way, knowing everything she had known or could know, thinking as she thought, reacting as she reacted far above him where she wandered alone along the vaporous fringe of his swamp. And he suddenly realized how alien she really was, for here on his world she was like a bubble floating beneath the surface of his lake, on the edge of countless dangers, confronted by a thousand deaths, but completely unaware of their nearness or exact nature. This was not her world. It would never be a world for her species. And abruptly he wanted to see her, touch her. Touch this beautiful bubble before it burst. For he had never known beauty before, and he was hungry for it.


  One giant flipper moved softly, and the ponderously sleek form, long and pointed and glistening through the water, lanced upward, streaking the depths in a silent blurring arc.


  HE STUDIED HER with curious and new emotions through the thick, heavy-hanging mists, his long serpentine form curled out along the global swamp, undulating between the spongy swaying trunks of two bulbous trees, half-buried in the thick iridescent mud, and effectively hidden from her alien eyes by interlocking crinoids and gigantic towering ferns.


  Monstrous insects droned broodingly through the sultry vapors and ventured to light on his gleaming hide. A quick twitch of long steely tendons blotted them out in lightning grips. But his thickly lidded eyes remained fixed on the girl who had come from Earth.


  He was not disappointed in her beauty of form. It had a soft, rhythmic smoothly-flowing curvature. It seemed to him a perfect aesthetic creation of its kind. The contrast, too, impressed him—her frail, delicate form treading so fearfully among gigantic flora and fauna of endless varieties, each vying with the others in size and ferocity. Because of this contrast she seemed more beautiful here, perhaps, than she might on her own world. But she should not be here; she would find only death here. She did not understand this world, and she never would.


  He felt the pangs of an emotion utterly strange to him. He plunged the supersonic fingers of his brain deeply into hers and found an expression there that would vaguely define that emotion. LOVE. It was an abstract symbol that on her own world meant the crystallization of celestial ideals.


  And that is what I must feel for this alien creature, he mused. LOVE.


  The many other emotions that accompanied the symbol, LOVE, on her world—hate, jealousy, hope, ambition, despair, courage—these did not enter his massive neural circuits. She felt this great emotion for another being somewhat like her, very close by. This other being, he examined only briefly for he was ugly, a frantic figure pacing nervously in something they both knew as a SHIP that rested not far away in the swamp. She had wandered away from the SHIP and could not find her way back to it through the mists. And this other organism—MAN—was being driven into complete disintegration with anxiety and fear for her.


  But he knew that the man would never find her. There was no jealousy or hate or envy as he curled through the swamp, watching her. That would spoil the beauty of this moment. She would be destroyed soon; other emotions must not distract from the few moments he had in which to absorb this aesthetic thrill of her movements.


  Gruoon! The symbol was etched in his mind as a blob of dark dread. His body tensed into rippling steel. The Gruoon was dropping down through the mist; his brain could follow every flapping motion of its great leathery shape as it dropped in a straight driving plunge directly for the girl.


  His triple-lidded eyes could not see it, but that was not necessary; because of his supersonic brain, he was a ruler of this swamp world, and that was why he would survive the dull grey aeons that stretched ahead. So long as his supersonic brain guided his actions he would rule.


  He tensed, arched high in taut waiting, while the Gruoon plummeted down in a sighing blur of speed.


  Now he could sense the Gruoon’s naked, yellow-scaled claws outstretched, its toothed beak yawing, and its red-disked eyes shining with that insatiable blood-thirst that was the scourge of this world. The scourge of all but himself.


  He tensed the full length of his mighty corded body, his twelve flippers digging into the glowing mud, his gigantic corded tail curled in feral silence around into a taut S that could spring outward in a blinding explosion of power.


  She was experiencing great fear, but still not as much as she should. This surprised him. Now that he knew how completely helpless and alien she was on this world of his, how frail and delicate she was, and how she belonged on a much different sphere than this one. She had no conception that the Gruoon was even now falling down upon her like a comet. That those poisonous claws would wrap about her creamy body and rip her to shreds and carry her away into the smoking peaks.


  She was ignorant of all the countless dangers surrounding her. Fifty kimm away, hardly more than the length of his own body, was the SHIP which she was trying to find. But she had not the dimmest concept of where it was. Such appalling lack of basically protective intuition was incomprehensible to him.


  She knew nothing of the Vreed, and its painless bite which bloated a living organism rapidly until it burst. And the venomous stinging of the Kristons that paralzyed to a slow unmoving death. Or the semi-organic Trumask tree that waited for her approach even now, immobile, without any visible sign to its victims that its crimson appendages could suddenly whip into action to trap them, dragging them into its trunk that opened to reveal a slightly pulsating cavern full of half-devoured forms. These were only a few of an endless horde of huge and hideous things, yet she suspected none of the things waiting in the mists. She could only believe what she saw through her beautiful eyes. And the mist was thick.


  Suddenly the taut S of his body unleashed itself, whipping straight upward in an unbending line. His sharp snout speared up through the swirling vapor until he was balanced momentarily on the tip of his stiffened tail. Then, at the apex of his spring, his three-jawed mouth unhinged, gaped and crunched shut on the Gruoon. The vapor was whipped into fretful whirls. The girl sank down, her eyes searching upward, but blindly through the gloom.


  He sank down once more on his scaled belly, wriggled deeper in the mud. He dropped the mangled leathery blob that had been a Gruoon. Then he turned his eyes once more on the bit of strange beauty which he had preserved a little while longer for his aesthetic pleasure.


  HER EYES kept searching above her.


  Now the dread silence that had followed, for an instant, after the piercing shriek of the dying Gruoon, seemed to affect her more than the sound had. She shook her head, her eyes lowering to look apprehensively about her, then back to the thick greyness above. She turned indecisively in several directions, took a few steps in one direction, then hesitated, turned in another; then abruptly and hysterically changed her previous course entirely and was running directly toward him.


  Yes, she was completely lost, and that was indeed a strange weakness in an organism. Only fifty kimm away was the intricate machinery that had brought her here, and which sheltered more of her kind, including her lover whom she ached to see again. Incredible.


  And this SHIP mechanism full of her kind, aliens, were intending to remain here on his world! It was an amazing paradox. They intended to rely for their survival on a number of synthetic defense methods, constructed from basic elements and powered by various energy principles. This girl had just unsheathed such a device for her own protection—just now, long after the Gruoon had attacked and died! If she had any inborn protective instincts at all, they were so weakened from lack of use or by heredity that only now had they gotten around to warning her.


  And these beings had mechanical detectors based somewhat on his organic equipment. But they were utterly inadequate to meet the predatory ferocity of his world. Why had these irrational creatures ventured from their own comparatively safe world to this? If they actually intended to remain, their chances of survival depended on almost immediate adaptation. But that would be impossible, of course.


  He watched her with a lonely and hungry eagerness. She had slowed her pace to walk and had already begun edging unwittingly to the right in what would prove to be a long erratic circle leading away from the SHIP. But she would not go far, even on the wrong course. She was walking headlong and blindly into the silently waiting arms of the bloated, motionless Trumask.


  He waited, too, watching her. Somehow she seemed more a thing of beauty as she approached death. Death lent a sadness that added to her beauty a kind of poignancy. His eyes half-lidded dreamily as the full softness of the emotion flowed through him.


  The synthetic defensive mechanism was held out in front of her as she edged along. She was beautiful as she moved. And on this world of his, no warmth or softness of her kind could exist. It would die. On his world the only living thing that remotely suggested this girl from another planet to his hungry mind was the delicate soft petal of the Minon blossom. But on close inspection of the unwary or forgetful, even this spit out a deadly white venom.


  He slid his long writhing length, slithering soundlessly between the Trumask and the girl.


  HER DEEPLY BURIED INSTINCT functioned better this time, but not nearly quickly enough. Not for this environment. She paused, her head jerking from side to side, the weapon in her hand clutched tightly and swinging with the direction of her head. But her eyes swept unsuspectingly past the Trumask. Seemingly, on her world, only organisms promised real danger.


  A strange world, that—a soft, slow-turning world of dream more than reality; of hope rather than realization; of delusion taking the place of struggle.


  Slime strung down from the tentacles of the Trumask as they writhed toward her in undulating evil shudders. The trunk gaped open.


  All of the girl’s reactions went through his brain, and he was amazed by their pointless complexity. A thousand fragments jostled each other in her mind. Memories of the past, forgotten mistakes, hopes for the future with no regard for probability, visions of the lover who waited in the SHIP. All these and many more, equally irrelevant to this dire situation. She should be concentrating on one thing—escape. Yet she was not moving. She was in a kind of paralysis he could not understand.


  Now, now, she was acting, but, as usual, far too late. She was trying to employ the weapon. But one of the bloated red tentacles flipped it from her hand. She sagged down, her mouth mumbling incoherent symbols. She dropped on her knees in the oozing scum, digging down frantically in a sobbing attempt to find the weapon; but three of the viscous tentacles encircled her. They dragged her toward the maw of the trunk that now gaped to its full, cavernous capacity. Her terrified eyes could see an unrecognizable amorphous shape still struggling weakly down in that pulsating well.


  He acted as lightning strikes, instinctively. Later he would know why. In his world thought had to follow action. His huge jaws closed on a number of the thick tentacles, severed them. They whipped free of the girl, jerking and contorting, slashing the murky vapor in aimless death patterns. The girl somehow had staggered out of reach of the remaining ones.


  He dropped down again, out of sight, writhing away to bury himself again in mud and fog. He searched her mind. Had she seen him? She must have. Strange that he could find no reaction. There seemed to be a kind of shock. She had seen him. Then some mental defense mechanism had blinded her memory to him. Did she find him ugly? Why? Should not he be possessed of some kind of beauty, also? He had within him the capacity to appreciate beauty. At least she should be sympathetic and grateful and kind to him if she knew he was saving her from death, and pain. Yet—her mind would not accept him. She had seen him briefly, then forgotten.


  Her terror and nervous disintegration was acute now. He could save her from physical dangers, but he could not protect this soft strange mind and nervous system from breaking apart and losing its balance of function.


  Yet her beauty still remained, and that was his chief interest. The fluid motion, contour, symmetry and rhythm remained as before; was the justification for her continued existence in his eyes.


  Her motions did not follow her mental direction at all now. She reached her hands out as though trying to part thick mist like a solid web. She groped about in small circles. Then she stopped, her eyes parted wide, and she screamed. Through the holocaust of sound—the cries, bellows, and screeches and hisses of the swamp—her scream was almost soundless. Yet its mental significance cut into his great brain like a wound.


  Torrg!


  The scream’s effect had detracted even his wondrous instinctive mechanism for an instant. During that second the Torrg heaved itself up almost beneath her. Something slithered through his brain, rippling down his long curved length—the closest emotion to fear his nervous system could approach. He hesitated, flinching away.


  He knew what to do. Why then, did he hesitate before the Torrg?


  The girl stood stiff with terror, mindless, muscles drawn tight, nerves twitching.


  He hesitated. He had about gained the maximum from her beauty. It was a passing thing. He could not possibly go on appreciating it much longer; she was a limited art form. And the Torrg—even he was apprehensive of that one. Even he had never challenged the ferocious deadliness of the giant Torrg. It was a mighty, mindless machine of destruction, and so difficult to kill. Its thick leathery body, slick with green scum, was almost impossible to pierce, and any one of its twenty writhing arms was a pounding, sucking, smashing bludgeon of power. He had five amphos to live . . . but if he tried to keep the Torrg from this alien creature . . .


  HE SEARCHED her mind, as the Torrg raised up higher and higher from the thick nest of its pool. Vaguely, beneath her terror-stricken mind, he saw the symbol SQUID, enlarged many times. Its great green-colored caudal fins swayed impatiently, fanning huge swirling spirals of vapor, like smoke, throwing drops of swamp weed and mud until the groveling girl’s beauty was almost buried in the steaming stench.


  Why had she reacted so adversely to that brief sight of him? Why was he so uncertain about his course of action? If he had a form suitable for her eyes, if he could look forward to having her always to watch its perfect rhythm of movement; if he were only assured of her beauty going on forever, flowering for his pleasure in this world of teeming ugliness, if—


  The Torrg acted almost too quietly for his reaction. But that unexpectedness of the Torrg’s move decided him. His instinct guided him again, guided him in a blinding streaking flash of sheer power.


  He took the muddy squirming figure of the girl between his unhinged jaws, delicately, but firmly. He accomplished this in an incomparable burst of energy, continuing on through the finish of the move without a stop. His body shot beneath the whipping tentacles of the Torrg, toward the SHIP that waited helplessly for her return.


  He felt the Torrg’s suckers close on his back as he passed. There was no pausing to understand why he was exposing himself to certain defeat. One must get in the initial blow in his world, or lose. His instinct was guiding him. It had never yet failed him. Later, if he survived, he could reason out the problem.


  He sat the girl down gently, an inert lump just beneath the bow of the SHIP. Then he twisted around to try and rake the Torrg from his back. He had put himself wholly into the mad mindless power of the Torrg’s blood-thirst. He kept trying to turn, but it seemed too late for that. He felt its twenty arms wrap about his throat and belly and flippers. Its monstrous weight crawled up his back. Two more of its appendages clinched about his jaws—his only means of destruction.


  He coiled and uncoiled, unleashing the full force of his great power. His body twisted, jerked over and over in lightning-fast, explosive arcs. Simultaneously he rolled in the direction of his swamp lake, at the bottom which he had lived for all his lonely life.


  Disengaged appendages of the Torrg swung and slapped thunderously against the swamp surface. Then the two were sliding down through the thick black depths of his swamp lake.


  In the tepid bubbling water their individual differences were largely canceled. Here they could battle to the ultimate decision.


  They sank down through the murky, swirling deeps, and he was curling and snapping his fifty kimm until the entire expanse of his swamp lake churned and frothed, surging and boiling as though a steam fissure had blown open beneath it. Dead things floated up past them toward the surface and were promptly devoured by serpentine things.


  This was his last battle. His instinct told him that. Somehow, though, his instinct had failed him this time. Taking the girl back to her SHIP had been an error of instinct. He would never know why he had done it, because he would not have time to study the psychology of it.


  He felt the great holes being ripped in his belly where his flippers had been torn out. He felt his thick cold blood streaming out in rivers, thickening the swamp lake. He noted the darting lusting hunger of the intent school of killer snakes that were already swimming into the current of that blood, following up the direction of the final feeding.


  This knowledge drove him to the great effort that partially dislodged the appendages from about his jaws. His long sharp head speared around, closed about that part of the Torrg from which its many eyes stared cold and lidless.


  They settled together that way into the crawling mud of the lake bottom. The Torrg’s death threshings, the final contracting of its arms, crushed him, squashing his insides out into the thirsting water. His jaws were locked about the Torrg in a grip even death could not undo . . .


  Until weakness drove the last spark of reason from his great supersonic circuit he was reflecting on the psychology of it, of why his instinct had proven false. Glimmerings of the cause appeared, but then the ancient brain that had survived so many countless amphos abruptly ceased to exist.


  1947


  PRINCESS OF THE SEA


  Don Wilcox


  The city lay deeply hidden beneath the water, safe from all things it seemed—until one day. . . .


  IF you were one of the few persons invited to enter the study of J.J. Wellington, that fabulous financier of New York City, you would notice at once that everything in the room was highly polished—including Mr. Wellington himself. It would be a question which of the two very round objects would catch your eye first—the four-foot globe or Mr. Wellington. Many points of similarity might be observed between these two. Mr. Wellington was not quite as large as the globe. He was not quite immobile. And to be sure, he was not quite as round. If he sat huddled over his desk glaring at a sheaf of papers you would be more likely to turn your attention to the globe.


  You would not find the continents of North and South America on this highly colored four-foot sphere. At the slightest touch it would rotate but you would look in vain for any familiar landmark—unless you were already acquainted with the continent of Venus. On this particular August afternoon J.J. Wellington, restless with suppressed energy, paced around the tripod which held the globe. Whenever he gave the sphere a spin, in his manner of working off his tense nerves, he would watch it slow down, his bulbous eyes following the red triangular marks which represented the American colony on this remote planet.


  A servant entered.


  “Shall I serve you a drink now?”


  Mr. Wellington took the glass from the tray and drank. With a flick of his heavy fingers he dismissed the servant. He glanced at his watch. Three o’clock. Captain Meetz would be waiting in the conference room. He must have a few words with Captain Meetz before Smith and the others arrived. It was important that Smith should not know . . .


  AS STUPE SMITH and his diminutive friend walked down the street that afternoon on their way to the office of J.J. Wellington, they were not aware that people turned to comment.


  “Isn’t that Stupe Smith?”


  “Well by George, so it is. Looks just the same as in the newsreel.”


  “I wonder what he has been doing since that rescue in the Andes. The papers have not said much about it recently, he’s a great guy, all right, but he sure had a bad break on that South American deal.”


  Stupe Smith did not notice the passers-by because he had gotten used to being the subject of comment where ever he went. As his little friend Hefty Winkle would say, it was like water off a duck’s back.


  “You don’t reckon you could wangle a way for me to get in?” Hefty asked for the twelfth time.


  “Sorry, Hefty. The Invitation was just for me. You know, but I’ll tell you all about it the moment the conference is over. It must be a big deal of some sort. You know Wellington.”


  “Everybody knows Wellington,” Hefty commented with a slight snort of disdain. Money had never come easy for little Hefty Winkle, and perhaps it was his natural jealousy toward the financiers who tolled in millions. His own dough had come the hard way. He had been a professional Wrestler and boxer at the county fair. A hundred and forty pounds of nerve and muscle, he had taken on all comers. And as he had proved to Stupe Smith on several occasions he packed a hidden wallop that was almost inhuman.


  “Don’t let ’em give you any wooden nickels, Stupe,” said Hefty, giving his partner a farewell wave.


  “See you in an hour.”


  Stupe Smith sauntered up the marble steps into the lobby of the Wellington offices. Hefty watched him with his usual hero worship. He admired Stupe for more reasons than he often bothered to define. Stupe had played fair with him—had given him the breaks when he needed them. More than that, there was Stupe’s attitude toward life: forever looking forward, trusting in the future, believing the best of his fellow men.


  “He’ll wow ’em,” Hefty said to himself. “Whatever this adventure is that they’re hashing up, they know he is the most reliable guide they could find anywhere. He proved that down in the Andes—even though the honors went to someone else. But that was only a bad break . . .”


  SEVEN guests were assembled around the conference table. J.J. Wellington stood before them. In spite of his bulk, he was a handsome and commanding figure. His large, severe eyes, straight nose, his trim black mustaches, the forward thrust of his hard jaw, gave solidity to his every word.


  “Captain Meetz, and gentlemen—” Wellington’s eyes moved slowly from one to the other of his guests—“I shall state my proposition. Each one of you is an expert in his own field. That is why I have brought you here. I am planning a most unique expedition to the planet of Venus. I am basing my plans upon the report of an explorer, about whom all of you have read accounts in the newspapers.” Wellington glanced toward the door. “Mr. Vest will arrive in a few minutes.”


  A servant rolled the tripod that supported the globe across the floor to the open end of the table.


  “Gentlemen,” Wellington resumed, “You may be familiar with the map of the American colony on planet Venus. Captain Meetz, will you tell us something about the region surrounding this colony?”


  Captain Meetz, a man of some reputation for his inter-planetary travels, rose and walked to the end of the table. He was a stocky man, dressed in a gray uniform trimmed in blue that matched his deep-set blue eyes. His face bore some resemblance to that of a bulldog—heavy jowls, sagging cheeks. He was a man of forty, a trifle old for his age, with a sprinkling of gray in his brown hair and thick brown mustache. He turned the globe to the best-known continent where the red ten-inch triangle was visible.


  “I am honored, Mr. Wellington, to say a few words about this region—particularly if I am to have the opportunity of heading an expedition to this planet. Any wayfarers to this land are sure to pay their respects to the American colony, represented here by these red boundary lines. As you know, most of the civilization—civilization in our sense of the word—is to be found within these limits. The more or less human natives who dwell in this vicinity have made their peace with our own representatives. We maintain an American embassy here and our own government insists—”


  At this point Meetz and Wellington exchanged glances which added weight to the Captain’s words.


  “-insists that no part of this continent be exploited in any way. That is to say, all private enterprises, for whatever purpose, must be approved by governmental order.”


  Stupe Smith sitting near the end of the table, nodded with satisfaction. Whatever venture might be in store, he thought, it was well to know that these promoters expected to square everything with the powers that be.


  Captain Meetz might have gone on with a more elaborate description, but at that moment the door opened and there entered a small mysterious looking gentleman, obviously Mr. Vest.


  Mysterious looking—this was Stupe Smith’s mental comment, although he couldn’t at first determine the source of his impression.


  “Shall I come in?” the little stranger asked. He was smiling. There was a dreamy look in his eyes. He seemed at once to be fascinated by the ceiling rather than the group around the table. He gestured widely with his short arms, then drew himself up and adjusted his dressy bow tie and repeated the question to the ceiling. “Shall I come in now?”


  There was something strange, Stupe thought, in his adding the word now. As if he had been waiting for some time for a signal, Wellington briskly ushered him to the table. Seated, he seemed more diminutive than ever, sitting next to his massive host.


  “Gentlemen, I take extreme honor in presenting to you the explorer whose amazing accounts have made headlines during the past two weeks. This, gentlemen, is Mr. Vest. Mr. Vest is going to tell you something he has never revealed before to anyone, except myself—something he saw in the unknown regions of Venus. Go ahead Mr. Vest.”


  Mr. Vest spoke slowly and his tones were like the deep notes of a cello.


  “What I have seen, my friends, is so very unbelievable—” Mr. Vest was looking through the ceiling now. “So unbelievable that when I tell you about her—when I describe her in all her beauty—ah!”


  CHAPTER II


  THE space ship took off on schedule at six A.M. Eastern standard time. Captain Meetz brought the crew together as soon as the painful ordeal of acceleration had been achieved, and gave a few general instructions regarding their duties on the ship during the flight. Then everyone was left to his own devices.


  Hefty Winkle could hardly wait to catch Stupe for a private conversation. In the rear of the cabin they watched the diminishing globe within the velvety blackness of the sky. The earth’s continents were no longer visible. The haze of atmosphere obscured oceans and mountains alike.


  “I feel like I have jumped off into a bottomless pit,” said Hefty. “You never even told me what this is all about and here I am shooting off into space.”


  “On your way to Venus.”


  “Yes, you told me that. But what? What’s the pitch? What’s all the secret about?”


  The expedition had been brought together in such a hurry that Stupe himself was still a bit dizzy, but there loomed in his mind a chance for an adventure beyond anything he would ever experience on the earth. This was his first hop into space. However, it was not so much the novelty of climbing away from the earth as the importance of the goal which attracted him.


  “You should have eavesdropped on our conference with Wellington,” Stupe said. “I never saw a bunch of important people sold on a new idea so quickly. It was this strange little Mr. Vest who did it.”


  “Isn’t he the guy that claims to have floated back from Mercury or somewhere recently?” Hefty asked.


  “If you can believe all the stories the newspapers are printing he has seen more of this solar system than anyone else I know. But he revealed one particular experience to Wellington and that’s where we come in.”


  Stupe settled down on the overstuffed chair and propped his long legs over a table. Hefty settled himself on a hassock and waited for Stupe’s story.


  “The whole idea is,” Stupe said, “that one of Wellington’s sidelines is a string of entertainment houses—ritzy joints for the millionaire class. He has a notion that there’s something on Venus that he needs. A very unusual attraction—”


  “To be specific—”


  “To be specific, a beautiful girl.”


  Hefty’s shoulders suddenly dropped in disgust. “I might have known it. Don’t tell me that Wellington is sending this party all the way to Venus to pick up someone for the spotlights.”


  “Wellington is paying me one million dollars, cold cash to find and sign up this one particular dame,” said Stupe, and he smiled as if the money were already in the bag. “He is also bearing the cost of this expedition to accompany me—”


  “To accompany you? Then why aren’t you the captain?”


  “Don’t be hasty, my friend. I have a certain reputation and this is my chance to multiply it about a hundred times over. The expedition is in the hands of Captain Meetz because there are a lot of technical details that Wellington thinks I should not be bothered with.”


  Hefty shifted restlessly. “All right, all right. What about the girl? Blond or brunette?”


  “She lives under the sea,” said Stupe, and his listener suddenly came to attention. “Yes, you heard me right. She rides on a beautiful white horse. This Mr. Vest has seen her riding up out of the sea, racing along the beach, and chasing back down into the waves.”


  Hefty batted his eyes. “Into the waves? How could she?”


  Stupe laughed. “That’s exactly what everyone asked around the conference table. But Mr. Vest remembered every detail of what he had seen and—well, to make a long story short, that’s why Wellington is willing to pay me a million dollars. Can you imagine what this will mean to his entertainment world? He’ll put on an underwater show that will leave them gasping.”


  For almost a minute Hefty said nothing. He looked back at the cottony ball that had been the earth and Stupe knew he was wondering whether this would be a wild goose chase.


  “Well, Stupe, I’ve strung along with you through some curious deals before. I’ll string along now. But this girl—this under water creature that Mr. Vest thought was a girl—Well, I’ll believe it when I see it.”


  FROM a skyscraper observatory somewhere in New York, J.J. Wellington watched the space ship disappear into the white morning sky. He mused with satisfaction. It had all worked out very smoothly. His program for gaining a foothold on the newest and richest of earth man’s frontiers was under way at last.


  “They’ll never find what I sent them to find,” he said to himself, “but the hoax went over perfectly. And it’s ten to one that when they don’t find that ocean-dwelling beauty, they’ll manage to pick up some curiosity or other.”


  For J.J. Wellington’s purposes, the return of Mr. Vest from his solar peregrinations had been a godsend. For several years Wellington had had his eyes on the commercially promising regions around the American colony on Venus. But not until Mr. Vest had appeared, with his preposterous stories about the wonders of far-off worlds, had Wellington contrived a workable scheme for getting around the law.


  Captain Meetz, fortunately, had been willing to shoulder the responsibility for a fair percentage.


  “You and I understand each other perfectly,” Meetz had said. “For a man with Stupendous Smith’s reputation to get permission to explore those regions will be a pushover. He’s as honest as they come. And just unsuspecting enough for our purposes.”


  “Exactly,” Wellington had agreed.


  “And so we’ll let Smith square things with the American embassy right from the start. He won’t know there’s any purpose but to pick up this sea-dwelling girl who rides the white horse—”


  “A figment of Mr. Vest’s insane imagination.”


  “Obviously,” Captain Meetz had agreed with a restrained smile. “And while he carries on heroically looking for a girl who isn’t there, I will see to it that the rest of the party surveys the land and its resources.”


  “Exactly.”


  “And we’ll plant a few secret bases along the way for future expeditions. And by the way, what about future expeditions?”


  “I’m way ahead of you,” Wellington had said. “After a reasonable length of time, when your man Smith fails to find what he’s looking for, I’ll send another party to your rescue. They’ll bring more supplies.”


  For a moment Captain Meetz had squinted dubiously. “What about the leader of the second group? Will he know our game?”


  Wellington had not revealed any discomfort over that question. “You and I are cooperating, Captain Meetz. We have agreed upon your share in the long-term receipts of this venture. When I send a second party, you may be sure that they will act under your instructions after they arrive.”


  Yes, Wellington thought, as he watched the fading trail of dark smoke in the wake of the spaceship, Captain Meetz was a man to be depended upon. He would gain a secret foothold on those Venus lands, and he would never let Stupe Smith know the real purpose of the expedition.


  CHAPTER III


  “YOU find more things to worry about, Hefty, than anyone on board. What’s the trouble now?”


  Hefty was again ushering Stupe back to a quiet corner in the rear of the observation cabin for a private conversation. They opened two bottles of pop, drank leisurely, and gazed out at the dark sky.


  “Stupe, you say they’re giving that million dollars to you if you find that fanciful fantastic girl that rides through the sea?”


  “That’s right, Hefty.”


  “Why aren’t they giving it to Captain Meetz? Is he just going along for the ride?”


  “Now, Hefty, I didn’t arrange this setup. When they toss a million dollars at you, you don’t ask too many questions. Do you?”


  Hefty scowled. “Did you get to choose these crew members? Did you decide, for instance, that the three Stevens sisters would come along as airplane pilots for knocking around Venus?”


  “The Stevens sisters won three prizes on their around the earth flights. I don’t think anyone would question their ability as pilots.”


  “I’m not questioning that. I just asked, did you choose—”


  “No.”


  “Did you select that guy Frenchy that looks like a refugee from a pirate?”


  “No.”


  “Did you choose Gypsy Brown to come along and cook our grub?”


  “What are you getting at, Hefty? Have you got any reason to be suspicious of any of these people? Don’t you see that if I had had to go to the trouble of selecting every member of the crew we might have been delayed for a week? Now what’s this all about?”


  Hefty sipped at his straw and watched the orange pop fade away.


  “Maybe I am suspicious or something. I never fancied riding around with a lady driver, even on the safest streets. The idea of tearing over the mountains of Venus with women pilots doesn’t appeal to me.”


  Stupe laughed. “So that’s it. Well don’t let it worry you. You can walk.”


  They landed at sundown. The field at the Venusian capital was already lighted with a blaze of white lights. The landing signals, flashing in mile-long streaks of red, were coordinated perfectly with the spoken instructions that came in by radio.


  “They speak English with a Venus accent up here,” Captain Meetz remarked, working at the controls.


  At last the ship came to a dead stop, and the party moved through the air locks. Arriving on a new planet was always an exciting time. Stupe was eager to try out his new Venus legs, as the saying went.


  “Don’t let the change in gravity throw you, Hefty,” Captain Meetz warned, half in jest. “And you Fiddle boys, careful how you handle that luggage. It may bounce right out of your hands.”


  Actually, they had been adjusting themselves to this change for many hours in the past, wearing the specially constructed electric shoes and respiration belts that helped to bridge the shift from earth to Venus conditions.


  STUPE SMITH took fifteen long strides upon the table-smooth landing floor, breathing deep, glorying in the ease with which his muscles worked. He felt the need of exercise. The air was sweet and exhilarating.


  “You don’t have to run out on the patty so soon,” one of the Stevens girls called after him. “Good-bye, then. There goes our explorer.”


  “They call him Stupendous,” one of her sisters said. “Give me a guy like Jake Fiddle. At least he’s polite enough to carry a girl’s suitcase.”


  Instantly Hefty Winkle bristled to Stupe’s defense. “Cut it out. You know those Fiddle brothers are paid to heave the suitcases.”


  “What are you paid for?” one of the girls retorted.


  “I’m Stupe’s bodyguard, Sis. Wanna fight?”


  The girl, a full head taller than Hefty, said that when she wanted to fight she’d pick on someone her own size.


  The ribaldry ended a moment later when a red and silver car drove up, its headlights glowing on the side of the spaceship. Stupe remembered having seen pictures of the American Ambassador to Venus. A tall, stately man with a solid handshake, he at once gave Stupe the impression of being democratic and reserved.


  “The news of your coming reached us about twenty-four hours ago—we still speak in terms of earth time, you see—before you began to radio in. The Venus Clipper made an hour’s stop on its regular run yesterday and it carried a letter from Mr. Wellington. So you see, I already know all about you.”


  Captain Meetz nodded. “Excellent. That will save us the trouble of explaining.”


  “Not altogether. Mr. Wellington stated that Mr. Smith would elaborate upon the exact nature of the mission. First, however, I must show you to your hotel accommodations.”


  Later that evening Captain Meetz bowed out of the picture for an early good night, leaving Stupe and the Ambassador alone in front of the fireplace at the embassy.


  “The nights in Venus are quite cool,” the Ambassador observed. “And besides, I’ve always fancied burning logs as a setting for diplomatic exchange. I’m burning, too, by the way, with curiosity about the particular secret to which Mr. Wellington referred.”


  Stupe smiled. “Did you know Mr. Wellington personally?”


  “Only a movie acquaintance,” said the Ambassador. “Every week the Venus Clipper brings us a newsreel from the Earth. You don’t realize how much that means, when you’re isolated from the bright lights.”


  “Bright lights? Those lights on the landing field were a good match for anything on the earth. Doesn’t this capital have anything to match Broadway?”


  “It tries hard enough. The American Colony here has transplanted a few theaters, and we try, after a fashion, to operate our own Hollywood. But our local film products haven’t caught on. We have the material here, don’t doubt it. Do you like a good western?”


  Stupe smiled to himself. In his private scale of values there was nothing that could take the place of a good western movie.


  “We have something here that makes your cattle rustlers of the old lawless days look pale. The winged men. Ever hear of them?”


  “Winged men?”


  “You’ll see them within a few days. Once we used them in a few scenes of a local movie, and sent the finished product back to the Earth. But Hollywood didn’t believe it was genuine.”


  The Ambassador laughed softly to himself. Stupe was somewhat puzzled over this allusion. He had never heard of winged men. In all of Mr. Vest’s fanciful descriptions, no such monstrous creature had been mentioned.


  “Never mind,” the Ambassador continued. “I can see that you’re as unbelieving as the others. Hollywood thought our film was faked. We talked it over, here at the embassy, and decided that we wouldn’t bother the earth with any more wingman reports. What the Earth people don’t know won’t hurt them. And why, after all, should we give this new planet a black eye? Don’t you agree with me, Mr. Smith?”


  Stupe nodded, not quite certain of himself. Wingmen?


  The word had a fantastic sound. Its meaning couldn’t quite be fathomed. But it gave Stupe the opportunity to say more about Wellington’s foibles. “If you have seen Mr. Wellington in the movies, you must know that he is a man who gets everything he wants. His money reaches out in many strange directions. Where some millionaires might go on a big game hunt for sport Wellington would be more likely to buy the whole Congo valley. Just now his imagination has been stirred by the tales of one Mr. Vest. Do you recall Mr. Vest?”


  The Ambassador knitted his brows but apparently found no Mr. Vest in his memory.


  “He must have visited this land a few years ago,” Stupe continued. “What he saw impressed him so much that he has sold Wellington a bill of goods. We have come on this expedition to find one particular specimen of humanity—a girl who lives under the sea.”


  Stupe waited for the Ambassador’s response. The tall man looked at him through stony eyes that gradually began to twinkle.


  “You’re quite serious?”


  “That is my mission. Wellington wants what he wants. He is running a chain of entertainment houses for his millionaire friends and he thinks that this particular attraction, if it can be captured, kidnapped, or otherwise obtained—” Stupe was smiling broadly—“would create a sensation.”


  The Ambassador laughed gently. “I understand. I had guessed Mr. Wellington to be that sort. Well, I can only wish you luck. I don’t know what you will find, but in a land of winged men and two-ton snails, you may run across any number of other strange creatures.”


  Stupe drew a relaxed breath. It was good to know that the Ambassador would not throw any legal stumbling blocks in his path.


  “I presume you intend to do a little sightseeing before your search party goes to work?”


  “I was solemnly warned that this is not a pleasure jaunt at Mr. Wellington’s expense,” said Stupe. “If you will give us the lay of the land we will set out in our airplanes tomorrow.”


  CHAPTER IV


  WHEN Stupe Smith awakened it was not yet daylight. Through his window he could see a bright planet in the dark sky. He gazed at it with a curious interest.


  “Old mother Earth,” he said to himself. For several minutes he lay there, thinking to himself, how strange to be looking back upon the world I have always lived in. Only a dot in the sky. It was hard to believe that it could be, in reality, the home of two billion people, living together, building their civilization and reaching out—yes, reaching out toward other distant worlds.


  “I’ll be back soon, old mother Earth,” he whispered. “But first I am going to see the wonders of this new land. So this is Venus!”


  At the other window he looked out upon the landing field. In the gray of morning the spaceship was visible. Near it was a new object, much smaller. An airplane. One of the two planes constructed for Venus atmosphere. The mechanics had come through. They had worked through the night to assemble this plane so that this morning it was ready for flight.


  By the time Stupe had dressed and walked on to the landing field the plane was already warmed up for flight. Velma Stevens had agreed to pilot today’s preliminary excursion. She and one of the Fiddle brothers were breakfasting together in the Venusian hotel. On the grounds Stupe met Captain Meetz as he came from breakfast.


  “You’re starting out early this morning, Stupe,” Meetz said.


  “Want to go along?”


  “Wouldn’t mind. But there are several details I should attend to.” Captain Meetz regarded Stupe with a questioning eye. “You had a good conference with the Ambassador last night, I trust?”


  Stupe nodded. He related briefly the substance of their visit. Captain Meetz turned slowly and began to saunter back toward the hotel, Stupe accompanying him.


  “It looks as if we are off to a good start,” Meetz said. “As you know, I wish to leave as much of the responsibility in your hands as you want. The wildernesses are vast on this planet. It is no cinch, losing yourself in uncharted lands on a search of this kind. You know my function. I am to keep this patty ready for your service, so that you will have as much freedom of locomotion as possible. Today with your permission I’ll plan to stay right here and get things organized.”


  An hour later, by their Venus twelve-hour watches, Stupe and five others took to the air.


  From the air they looked back upon the Venusian capital. The pink light of dawn revealed it to be a city of domes and towers covering a fifteen mile square of land. To the north (as judged by the rising sun) stretched the open sea, an endless expanse of misty blue. From the beach southward to the distant hills the land rose in a gentle slope.


  “If those pavements are smooth,” Hefty observed, looking down through binoculars, “I’ll bet the kids can put on roller skates and coast all the way across the city, right down to the water.”


  “So they have roller skates on Venus?” Velma Stevens asked.


  “Do they have kids on Venus, that’s the question,” said her sister Thelma.


  “They gotta have kids,” said Hefty. “You know that. How could the city go on if they didn’t have kids?”


  “All right,” said Velma, “Wherever there’s kids, there’s gotta be roller skates too.”


  THE city was lost from view. White ribbons of highway circled along the foothills. Villages appeared and disappeared swiftly whenever the plane followed at low altitude above the highways.


  Rising to twenty-five thousand feet, following a southeasterly course, they looked down upon a mountain range. Jagged peaks threw long blue shadows to the West. The red dawn turned to yellow and the vast continent spread before them like a gigantic well-lighted map.


  “Another sea!” Hefty exclaimed, looking far to the south.


  “That’s what we’re after,” said Stupe. “Bear to the right, Velma.”


  “Yes, you take in the sights while I do the work,” Velma said. “There’s no justice.”


  The Stevens sisters were like that, Stupe decided. Always playing that they were getting the small end of any bargain. Probably it didn’t mean anything. No doubt about it, Velma was right on her job, and she was handling the plane without one wasted motion.


  Dr. Jabetta, as silent as any person in the party, busied himself with a pair of field glasses. Stupe was surprised and pleased that the doctor had been sufficiently interested to come along.


  “What do you see, Dr. Jabetta?”


  “Land and water,” the doctor replied dryly and went on looking.


  “What do you see, Hefty?”


  Stupe got no reply from Hefty, however. Everyone was so much absorbed in watching the gradual approach of the Southeast Ocean—as it was designated on the map—that Stupe could only follow suit.


  But at the same time he kept an eye on the pilot. And all the while he was wondering what thoughts were in the minds of Hefty and the others—especially Dr. Jabetta.


  What a wonderful coincidence it would be, Stupe thought, if this very first excursion should bring success. A coincidence, but not an impossibility.


  “If no planes have roared over this land for months,” Stupe said to himself, “who knows? The girl might be riding through the water at this very hour. If we should see her—”


  His thoughts were interrupted by a very pointed question from Hefty.


  “Stupe, old man—” That “old man” meant that Hefty was about to ask a favor.


  “Well?”


  “How much of a cut do I get if I spot the prize for you?”


  “Do you think you’ve got a lucky pair of eyes?” Stupe said.


  “I can spot a frog’s hair at thirty paces.”


  “You’re good,” said Stupe. “I’ll bet you can spot a guinea pig’s tail at three miles. I’ll bet you can look in a mirror and see the little man that wasn’t all there.”


  “Anyway, if I see a white object out there in the waves, I’ll put it in my bill.”


  “And if that object turns out to be a white rock sticking up out of the water, we’ll name it Hefty’s Island and set you down on it.”


  “Quit elbowin’,” Hefty said. “I’m busy lookin’ for a prize.”


  For two or three minutes no one spoke. Everyone watched the coastline intently. The spray of waves against the rocks could be discerned as the plane drew nearer. Dr. Jabetta broke the silence with four low spoken words.


  “We might see her.”


  It has begun, Stupe thought. With such high stakes to play for, it was inevitable that there would arise a tension of jealousy. Dr. Jabetta wanted to be first to sight the object of their search. Hefty wanted to be first.


  Thelma Stevens was watching so anxiously that she refused to speak. Her sister at the controls was chafing under the burden of duties. And there was that enigmatic Frenchman, passing from one window to another, looking over the other’s shoulders, wishing someone would offer him some binoculars.


  For the first time Stupe began to wonder whether that million-dollar offer might turn out to be something less than an unadulterated blessing. Every other member of the party had come on flat rate of pay, a lump sum plus a per diem. He alone had taken the assignment as a gamble.


  Stupe’s eyes lingered on the stony features of Dr. Jabetta. The doctor was a very cool man, sallow complexioned, black-haired, so very restrained in his manners that one could seldom guess what he was thinking. Nor could Stupe be sure, even now, that the doctor was as completely absorbed in the search as he pretended to be. There was room in his finely shaped head for many thoughts, and he might be imagining, for all Stupe knew, what a fortune in medicine could be made by the doctors who established themselves early in this rapidly growing American colony.


  And what was Frenchy thinking? Those daredevil eyes were looking far without the benefit of binoculars, Stupe thought. They were seeing somewhere beyond the immediate coastline—perhaps to the award that was promised to Stupe. What would happen to that million if Stupe were to lose his life before the hour of success? Would Frenchy and the doctor and the Stevens sisters and Captain Meetz’s ambitious young secretary Dick Bracket all leap like wolves for their share? And Hefty? And the captain himself?


  “Anything can happen in this Venusian wilderness,” Stupe said to himself. “Unless Hefty and I watch our steps, our lives aren’t worth more than one good splash in the Southeast Ocean.”


  CHAPTER V


  SHORTLY after his luncheon hour the American Ambassador called for his red and silver car and rode out to the spaceship. There he found Captain Meetz checking over the equipment.


  “Would you like to take a little drive with me, Captain? Get in and we’ll ride once around the city.”


  Meetz, smiling, gave a gesture of despair over disorderly heaps of baggage that had been piled on the ground. “You see what a mess I’m in.”


  “Can’t you leave that work to an assistant? I hoped to talk with you. Who is your second in command?”


  “Must we be technical about rank? Stupe Smith is of course the ranking officer. Then, there’s my personal assistant, Dick Bracket. Both of them are already off on a flight.”


  “Are you sure about Bracket?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Venusian Police Headquarters just called me,” said the Ambassador. “Your man Bracket has been hauled into court. He would like for you to come down and straighten things up.”


  “Bracket? I thought he—”


  “You did think that Bracket went up in the plane with the others this morning? He told you he was going?” The Ambassador watched Meetz’s reaction sharply. “Because if he did, then his actions become more than ever suspicious.”


  The captain paused for an answer. “No, I am probably mistaken. I jumped to the conclusion that Bracket had gone in the plane. But he didn’t tell me he was going. What is the charge against him? Nothing serious, I’m sure.”


  “Come along and we’ll see.”


  The captain left a few orders with the Fiddle brothers, then drove away with the Ambassador for a bout with the Venusian police.


  “Now whaddy ’e make of that?” said the elder Fiddle. “That goldarned Dick Bracket has run off and got himself in trouble the first morning.”


  “He’s a queer one,” said Jake. “I don’t mind workin’ for Captain Meetz, and I don’t mind Stupe Smith. But I don’t understand that guy Bracket.”


  “I don’t like the way he gives orders.”


  “An’ he’s always trying to push us around. Even you, Bull, and you must outweigh him two to one.”


  “I weigh two hundred forty,” said the elder Fiddle. “You’re short changin’ him. He tips the scales at a hundred sixty.”


  “I figure he’s got it in for Stupe. You notice the way he’d keep watchin’ Stupe outa the corner of his eyes all the way up here? Stupe ‘ud be readin’ a book or studyin’ his maps, not payin’ any attention to anyone—”


  “What I noticed was that whenever any of those Stevens gals made a play for Stupe, Dick ‘ud always happen to walk in and start tellin’ one of his funny stories. He does git off some good stories, though, you gotta hand it to him. Those Stevens gals go for that.”


  A feminine voice from inside the spaceship intruded at this juncture. “Did I hear my name mentioned?”


  Selina Stevens came through the open air locks and down the portable steps. The men had forgotten that she had been working over the books in the ship’s office.


  “It was a polite conversation,” said Jake. “Don’t act insulted. We was just wondering whether you’re gonna fall for one of those sissies like Dick or the doctor or Stupe Smith, or whether you’ll go for the real stuff like Bull and me.”


  “I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it,” said Selma. “Where’s the boss?”


  “Gone to town with the Ambassador.”


  “The dog. Sightseeing, Huh? Why didn’t he take me along?”


  “Dick got pinched. He’s gone to bail him out.”


  “Oh.” Selma repeated the comment with a rising inflection. “Oh-h?” Then, as if the situation came upon her in a new light, she added, “Well, that’s just fine. So the car’s away.”


  JAKE nudged his brother. “How’d you like to be a mouse.”


  “Don’t get me wrong,” said Selma. “You boys are in charge of a lot of goods, and I can see you’re occupied for the afternoon. But I happen to have the afternoon off, and the mechanics have just phoned me that our second plane has been assembled and is warming up for a test flight. I think I’ll take a nice little joyride high over the capital.”


  “I’m in the mood for a ride myself,” said Bull. “Jake, you can watch the goods.”


  “Listen, we’re supposed to get this stuff sorted in three lots before evening.”


  “Okay, Jake, go to work.”


  “You go to the devil. Selma asked me—”


  “She asked me.”


  “Why you dogs, stop your growling. I didn’t ask either of you.” Selma turned and walked away as fast as she could go. The Fiddle brothers followed after her, wrangling, half in fun, half seriously. She laughed, telling herself that she didn’t care a snap of the fingers for either of them. The mechanics taxied the plane around the field to meet her. The brothers were still following.


  “Go on back to your baggage, you wolves. If anything happened to it—”


  “What you worrying about? Aren’t the people honest in Venus?” Jake retorted. “Aren’t all these American colonists handpicked, graded, and sorted, and labeled with blue ribbons? How about it, monkey?”


  Jake directed the question to the American mechanics.


  The fellow answered slowly, in a thin drawl, as if his suggestion were quite casual.


  “You’d better watch your goods, buddy. I see a flock of wingmen are takin’ a fancy to it.”


  Selma, Jake, and Bull all turned to look back at the parked spaceship about a hundred yards distant. What they saw made their eyes open wide. A flock of a dozen or more winged men, brown skinned, half clad, dipped down out of the air, their huge five-foot wings flapping noisily as they landed. They pounced upon the packages like so many giant gulls snatching for fish.


  “Robbers! Thieves! Get away, goldarn you!” Bull Fiddle yelled. For a second he and his brother stood in their tracks as if paralyzed. Then they beat the dust as hard as they could go. But before they could reach the ship, the winged humans flapped away, carrying with them all the plunder they could handle.


  “There!” Bull Fiddle growled. “I told you you should have stayed on the job. Now see what you’ve done.”


  “Yeah,” said Jake, “you and me both.”


  CHAPTER VI


  J.J. WELLINGTON paced the floor is of his private study. Each time he passed the four-foot globe of the planet Venus, his puffy fingers flicked against the surface to keep it whirling. His servant entered with a tray and he took a drink.


  “Are you feeling better, Mr. Wellington?”


  “I’m feeling fine. Why shouldn’t I?”


  “I thought perhaps you were worried, Mr. Wellington.”


  “Me? Worried? Certainly not. Oh, by the way, has any mail come in from Venus yet?”


  “It’s like I told you this morning, Mr. Wellington, the regular Venus Clipper doesn’t arrive until next week. You really shouldn’t expect any mail until—”


  “Oh, get out, stupid, and leave me alone. Can’t you see I’m busy?”


  The phone rang. It was a certain psychiatrist whom Wellington had employed privately.


  “Oh, yes, Dr. Steenman, I hoped you would call today. Have you been following Mr. Vest? . . . Good. What news? . . . Nothing of interest, eh? You attended his interviews with the press? What was your opinion? . . . Too early to draw any conclusions, eh? All right, we’ll wait until next week.”


  THE American Ambassador on the planet Venus brought Captain Meetz and his errant assistant back to their hotel and returned to his office. The desk was stacked with unfinished business, but he found himself in a restless mood. It was late afternoon. The sunlight was growing red over the Venusian capital. It was the time of day that the Ambassador liked to take his family for a drive. But this evening he preferred to drive alone.


  “Now, why,” he asked himself, as he skimmed along the highway, “did that young Dick Bracket take such a strange turn? Why did he take the chance of trespassing on forbidden grounds in the first twenty-four hours of his visit to this land?”


  The red and silver car floated along noiselessly up the gentle grade to the south. There was little traffic on the road, for the automobile invasion of Venus was still in its infancy. The majority of American settlers lived in the Venusian capital, the one great city of this region. One small auto manufacturing plant had been established a few years ago, and it supplied those settlers of the outlying districts with trucks. A few cars came from the earth by space freight, but in general, as the Ambassador often observed to earth visitors, the market in this land for American made vehicles was tremendous.


  And yet, for some strange reason that Ambassador Francis Jewell did not quite understand, the people who had transplanted themselves from the Earth to Venus were content to do without many of the gadgets and mechanical advantages they had formerly enjoyed.


  “Perhaps it is the mild, satisfying climate,” he had sometimes decided. “Perhaps it is the pink dawns and the deep blue shadows at sunset. Or perhaps it is the contentment that comes from knowing that a whole vast undeveloped planet is theirs to enjoy. No one need be crowded. Except for a few minor annoyances from those predatory winged men that live across the Divide, there is little to fear or dread.”


  This condition of space and plenty was something that he often contrasted in his mind with the congested state of affairs that prevailed in many parts of earth’s civilization. Even on the wide deserts of the Earth, he remembered, the square miles were blocked out so that they definitely belonged to someone or other.


  He drove farther than he had intended this evening, for his thoughts had been locked by the puzzle of this new American expedition, its strange mission—a millionaire’s whim, apparently: the curious earnestness of the young explorer Smith, the slightly lackadaisical management of Captain Meetz—and above all, the inexplicable conduct of young Dick Bracket.


  Bracket had given his age as twenty five. He was a sandy haired chap with quick brown eyes, a sensitive face, and a clever tongue.


  “What were you doing there in the arsenal?” the police officer had asked him when Meetz and Ambassador Jewell had arrived to review the case.


  The boy had replied, “How did I know it was an arsenal? I’ve never been here before.”


  “The building is plainly marked. If you read English, you must have known.”


  “I came along to see the sights,” Dick Bracket had replied. “I got up before daybreak this morning because I was eager to see this city straight through the day. I wanted to see it come to life at dawn. I wanted to know whether the Venus milkmen were as noisy as the ones back in Kansas City. I wanted to know whether there were hardboiled streetcar conductors that yelled at you—”


  “That’s all very interesting, young man, but why did you enter that arsenal?”


  “Curiosity. That’s all. I wanted to walk into every building that was open, just to see what there is to see.”


  At this point the Ambassador had added a question. “Didn’t you know that the American embassy would treat your whole party to a tour?”


  “I wanted to get ahead of the others.”


  “Oh.”


  A certain wordless communication had flashed between Captain Meetz and his assistant then. The Ambassador had caught it, and it had echoed back to trouble him.


  “So you wanted to get ahead of the others . . . And they found you in the arsenal, counting the rifles and inspecting the six big guns.”


  “Only six?” the boy had come back like a snapping whip. Then Captain Meetz had taken over.


  “Dick, this was a mistake. I believe it was due to thoughtlessness on your part. And too much curiosity. I am convinced that you are honest in stating that you simply wanted to see everything. I know that you couldn’t have had any particular motive in examining the weapons of defense that belong to this capital. Am I right?”


  “You’re always right.” The boy had smiled.


  Ambassador Jewell had gestured to the police officer. There was no use making a mountain out of a molehill. And so the case had been dismissed.


  All at once Ambassador Jewell was jerked out of his thoughts by a very curious sight—A chase was taking place right over the hill-tops. A group of about a dozen winged men were flying at top speed. They were being pursued by a red and blue airplane.


  “My stars!” Ambassador Jewell cried. “What goes on?”


  He jammed on the brakes and stopped just in time to see the formation of birdmen break up. The winged creatures were clever, all right. At once twelve or fourteen of them were going in twelve or fourteen different directions. The big plane couldn’t possibly double back quickly enough to match their dodging. The best it could do was to try to follow one of them, and just as it was about to overtake its quarry, the winged fellow deftly dropped to the ground for a landing. By this time the rest of the gang reformed and drew the plane off in another direction.


  “My stars!” the Ambassador repeated. “Captain Meetz can’t allow this to go on. We’ll have more grief from those wingmen now than ever.”


  He turned his car around in the middle of the highway and sped back to the capital at full speed.


  CHAPTER VII


  STUPE SMITH with his party returned to the landing field just as the sun was setting. Against the flaming sky he saw another red and blue plane descending, and at once he understood. That would be Selma Stevens returning from a test flight.


  “There’s good news, Hefty,” he observed. “That means we’ll be ready to take off with both planes early tomorrow morning.”


  Hefty gave a surprised grunt. “Don’t we even get a day to look over the city?”


  “We’ll paint the town after we win our prize,” Stupe said.


  Hefty might have known. His boss was all business. Work first, pleasure afterward—that had been Stupe’s policy on the rescue trip in the Andes and on a previous adventure over the Arctic.


  “So we pick up and move at dawn tomorrow,” Hefty agreed without argument. “You think our dear captain will have everything ready?”


  Stupe gave a confident toss of his head. “Meetz says he’s ready to back me in any plan I recommend.”


  At the dinner table that night all of the party were assembled and for half an hour they thought of nothing but the delights of Venus foods. Stupe was confident that everything was getting off to a good start, though he had not yet sprung his news about tomorrow’s move.


  The spaceship had been rolled into a hangar that afternoon. The two planes were being serviced and loaded with the first batch of goods—that share of it which the wingmen had not stolen.


  A strange mood of silence held sway tonight over the Fiddle brothers and their confidante, Selma. The daylight robbery would be a black mark on their record, they knew, if the story got out. But they believed that Selma wouldn’t tell. Perhaps it would be days before the goods were missed.


  “I can be as innocent as an angel,” Jake had whispered just before dinner, “But you, Bull, you’ve been wearin’ that guilty look ever since you stole sugar from mom’s cupboard.”


  “As an angel, you’re about as innocent as one of those devilish winged men,” Bull retorted.


  The two Stevens girls who had flown with Stupe were full of lively chatter about their day’s adventure.


  “You should have been along, Sis,” they said to Selma. “What are you so quiet about?”


  Selma dodged the question. The truth was, her brain was still whirling over the afternoon’s chase. She had intended only to follow those winged robbers far enough to see where they hid the goods, but the chase had turned out badly for her. One by one, they had succeeded in breaking away from the flock, each to hide his share of the loot among the wooded hillsides. The more they had eluded her, the angrier she had grown. At last she had headed her plane straight for them, fully intending to knock a few of them down.


  And then it had happened. A highway had come into view unexpectedly, and there, five hundred feet beneath her, she had seen that certain red and silver car. The Ambassador’s. Had he seen her?


  At the close of dinner Stupe Smith rose and tapped his glass for attention. Briefly he outlined his plan of action. His words, Hefty thought, were more than eloquent. They were a promise of swift achievement. And they were a supreme bid for cooperation.


  “Every word and every action of Captain Meetz convinces me,” Stupe said, smiling toward the man who was technically his superior, “that I will have every ounce of support I need. We are off to a perfect start. So far as I know not one thing has happened to mar our record of good conduct.”


  HE PAUSED, taking in everyone’s gaze. He thought that Selma Stevens winced under the quick glance from one of the Fiddle brothers.


  “My plan for tomorrow is to set up a camp on the shore of the Southeast Ocean, half a day’s flight from this capital. The site has already been selected—a green valley about two thousand miles from here. This will give us a base of operations much nearer the region that Mr. Vest is believed to have visited. Captain Meetz, does this plan meet with your approval?”


  The captain gave an enthusiastic, “Yes, yes. Most assuredly.”


  “There is one difficulty we may encounter,” Stupe went on. “Beyond the Divide we ran across many bands of men with wings. We sighted several thousand of these—great brown flocks of them flying low over the hilltops. They may give us trouble. But if we don’t trouble them first they may not bother us.”


  “Ugh!” Bull Fiddle said, as if something had kicked him in the stomach. His involuntary ejaculation caused everyone to turn, and he was forced to say something. He faltered. “Did you say men with wings?”


  Jake, at his side, nudged him and tried to take the awkward situation out of his hands.


  “We can shoot ’em, can’t we?” Jake blurted. “I mean if they come around stealing or something.”


  At this suggestion everyone around the table began talking in the low tones of suppressed excitement. Stupe rapped for order. At that moment Ambassador Jewell entered, looking very grave. The room went silent.


  “Captain Meetz . . . Mr. Smith . . . Members of the Wellington expedition . . .”


  The Ambassador tall and austere advanced to the table slowly. There was an alarming light in his eyes, Stupe thought. Something must have happened.


  “I have come to give you a word of warning. Are all of your members present, Captain Meetz?”


  The captain counted fourteen persons including himself. “All present,” he said.


  “Good. What I have to tell you will not be pleasant. But it is for your own good.” The Ambassador signaled someone at the door. “Bring in our exhibit A, please.”


  Two attendants wheeled a white skeleton into the room. It had been wired to a dark metal frame, mounted on a three-wheeled base. Towering six and a half feet from toes to forehead, its chalky bones shuddered weirdly as it moved up to the table.


  “Wings!” someone exclaimed.


  The skeleton was almost, but not quite human. Skull, ribs, pelvic bones, arms and legs—these parts were familiar. But in addition there were the bony frames of two outspread wings.


  “Yes wings,” said the Ambassador solemnly. “This is the skeleton of a very famous wingman. I have not come to tell you the story of his dramatic life and death. I am showing him to you for a very important reason. Please attend my words carefully.”


  The Ambassador waited until the room was deathly still. From somewhere outside the room could be heard soft foot-falls—servants, Stupe supposed, listening at the doors.


  “This skeleton was given us by the wingmen themselves as a gift—a gift of bitterness—a gift that symbolized their distrust of us. For this wingman was murdered in the streets of this city by a visiting American. It was an unprovoked murder. I want to warn you that wingmen have heads and hearts, the same as you and I. They do not easily forget.”


  STUPE was thinking fast. There was a tension in the air that he couldn’t understand. Had something gone wrong?


  The Ambassador’s voice was suddenly husky with repressed anger.


  “Today—your first day on this planet—you have already broken the peace. One of you—or some of you—do not know which ones—have already—”


  The Ambassador stopped. Selma Stevens had risen from the table and was walking, almost running, toward the door. Her surprised sisters tried to stop her. What was the matter?


  “Let me go,” she cried. “I’m ill. Let me—”


  “Wait!” the Ambassador shouted, and his voice struck with a weight of authority that fairly paralyzed everyone. “Wait. You’re going to hear what I have to say.”


  Selma’s sisters led her back to her seat. She was pale, trembling.


  “Before I tell you what has happened,” again the Ambassador’s voice was low and controlled, “let me give you a stern warning about the use of firearms. These winged men know practically nothing about guns. Except for their remembrance of one tragic incident—” he gestured to the winged skeleton—“they have had no contact with firearms. As long as they remain in their present state of innocence they offer no menace. Occasionally they come over the Divide. Sometimes we find them lurking around our windows or on our rooftops. They will steal—yes, indeed. So do not leave any baggage lying around in open spaces where it can be seen from the air.”


  The Fiddle brothers were mumbling something in confidence. The Ambassador stopped, waiting for cold silence, then went on.


  “They steal your words, too. They’re not dumb. Don’t underestimate their wits. They live as primitively as any ancient caveman, but they have been quick to seize upon our language. But I’m warning you, I do not mean to have trouble with them over these trifles. There are millions of them to thousands of us. The planet was theirs before it was ours. And so we have established an iron-bound code. An iron-bound code, my friends. For our own welfare as well as theirs. It is a criminal act for anyone to commit an act of aggression against a wingman.”


  Ambassador Jewell struck the table with his doubled fist.


  “Moreover, it is a criminal act for anyone to demonstrate the use of firearms or exhibit firearms in any way within sight of these creatures. And now—”


  Again the Ambassador’s voice choked with ill-suppressed fury.


  “Let me tell you what happened today. One of you—or some of you—”


  A scream from somewhere outside the dining room cut his speech, short.


  Instantly a side door swung open and banged against the wall. That was the least dangerous of the ten or twelve banging noises that followed one another in rapid succession. Into the room they came—three winged men, jumping, flapping their wings, and shooting!


  EACH of the three had a small black automatic pistol. The bullets whizzed in all directions. A picture on the wall went down with a crash of glass. Captain Meetz went down with a terrible groan. The three pairs of big brown wings seemed to be everywhere at once as the creatures charged over the table with their bare feet, and ran from one corner of the room to another.


  One of them flapped past the chandelier and knocked down a shower a glass trinkets. He struck the ceiling with a thud, for he had been fascinated by the musical clinking, had looked back and momentarily forgot that there was not an open sky overhead. He flopped downward, thrown off balance, and Stupe Smith leaped for him. The fists flew. The wingman’s pistol dropped from his hand. Stupe kicked it into the corner, at the same time following through with a hard right to the winged fellow’s solar plexus. The wings sagged and the figure slumped.


  The girls were screaming. One of them had been hit.


  Stupe turned in time to see Captain Meetz raising his own pistol to shoot. He aimed for a wingman’s heart. The Ambassador took two strides to the fallen captain and gave his arm a savage kick. Another pistol bumped to the floor.


  It was little Hefty Winkle who came through with the hidden wallop. A right, a left, and a right to the biggest wingman’s midsection. As the fellow staggered backward, Stupe saw a flash of terror in his very human face. A heavy-boned, dark face it was, with a beak-shaped nose and eyebrows of coarse string-like hair. The terror in the whites of the fellow’s eyes came from his anticipation of falling upon his wings.


  “There’s his weakness,” Stupe thought. “Those wings—”


  But the fellow recovered himself and ran for the door. One of the trio had already gotten his fill and chased away. With a rapid thump of bare hands and feet, the third picked himself up from the floor and bounded through another door just as Frenchy flung a knife.


  The room was such a scene of wreckage as no American Ambassador to the peaceful colony of Venus had ever imagined. Two persons—Captain Meetz and Selma Stevens—had been hurt by the flying bullets. Selma’s forehead had been grazed, and she had been shot through the arm. The captain had caught a bullet in the back. How badly he was hurt no one knew.


  CHAPTER VIII


  THAT night within two hours after the dining room “massacres” five members of the party took off for the Southeast Ocean.


  Velma, at the controls, found an altitude of twenty, thousand feet and set the plane on a straight course.


  “If you ask me,” she said, “Ambassador Jewell was worse hurt than anyone. Figuratively, I mean. Did you see him pacing back and forth? ‘How did they get the guns?’ he kept saying. ‘How did they get the guns?’ ”


  “Well, how did they?” Hefty demanded. “It’s a cinch they didn’t get them from us. Our firearms were all packed away in our baggage.”


  “How they got the guns is the ambassador’s problem,” said Frenchy. “It’s none of out affair. But what I want to know is, why did they start in on us? What have we done to them? You don’t suppose just because we flew over the Divide yesterday—”


  “No,” said Stupe. “They had no reason to be offended over that, in the first place. They couldn’t have known it was us, in the second place. They could have followed us all the way back to the capital—you know that. It had to be some local band of prowlers.”


  “Maybe they’ve got some way of sending messages. The Ambassador said they were smart. Maybe some of the Southeast Ocean tribes telephoned or radioed back to a tribe that hides somewhere around the Venus capital—?”


  “Radioed?” said Frenchy. “Do they have radios?”


  “Who knows?” said Hefty.


  “Well, I’d say it isn’t likely,” said Frenchy. “Folks that go around barefooted and half naked and don’t even wear wristwatches aren’t going to be setting up telephones or radio sets.”


  “I don’t know,” said Hefty. “Stupe and I ran across some Hottentots down in the Solomon Islands—”


  “They were Bushmen,” Stupe corrected.


  The discussion was full of puzzling angles. No one knew what the limitations of the winged creatures might be. It was certain that they possessed a lively human curiosity about American gadgets, judging by the dramatic way they had chosen to experiment with those pistols.


  “They talk American and they shoot pistols,” said Velma. “What have we got that they haven’t?”


  “Our wings have motors,” said Stupe. “How’s our distance? Are we going to reach our destination before sun-up?”


  “Vat’s der matter, Meester Smeeth?” Gypsy Brown asked. “You geeting hungry already yet?”


  Stupe laughed. “To tell the truth, I am, Gypsy. But I thought you were asleep.”


  “How could anyvan sleep afder all dot excitement?” Gypsy said. Then she lay back in her seat, her face half buried in the pillow. Sometimes her slow breathing almost became snoring, and the party might believe her to be sound asleep. Then suddenly her large brown eyes would pop open and she would add some comment in her rich deep voice to the passing conversation.


  SHE was a woman of perhaps fifty, large and powerful, and reputedly an excellent cook. She had been called “Gypsy” as long as she could remember, she had explained, because as a child she had belonged to one of the roving gypsy bands that populated the war wildernesses that had once been Europe.


  “It vas vun good argument you must have gif dot Ambassador,” she said sleepily, “to let us fly avay, after all dot trouble.”


  “The Ambassador is a square shooter,” said Stupe. “All I had to do was prove to him that none of us could have been mixed up in anything wrong.”


  He might have added that he had grave suspicion that some of the party were less innocent. He had decided that whatever had started the trouble, it must have begun locally.


  “It wasn’t our excursion over the Divide that did it,” he said to himself. “And there weren’t any signals flashing back over those thousands of miles to spark off the violence.”


  The more he thought, the more certain he became on this point. Someone at the capital must have crossed the wingmen’s path somehow. And the Ambassador must have known it. Twice in his after-dinner talk, Stupe recalled, the Ambassador had started to make a direct charge against some member or members of the expedition.


  Putting two and two together, he decided that Selma’s illness had been feigned. She must have been afraid of something the Ambassador almost revealed.


  Selma’s narrow escape from death was a matter that weighed upon Velma’s mind.


  “I can’t understand why they wasted any shots on her,” Velma said, now looking off through the darkness, searching for the first streaks of morning light. “A whole roomful of us and they nicked her twice. What’s she got that I haven’t got?”


  “You were under the table,” said Hefty. “I remember distinctly.”


  “How did you know, Smarty? You must have been there too.”


  Hefty admitted that he would have been if he hadn’t landed that right hook at the crucial moment.


  Dawn was just over the horizon. Breakfast, too, Stupe thought, although by now Gypsy Brown was sleeping in earnest.


  Sunrise began with a narrow rim of the red sky over the level surface of the ocean, from south to southeast to east, there to widen into a flaming banner.


  On to the northeast the silhouette of dark mountains rose to black out the line of red. Now the plane was crossing the thirteen fingers of land that extended out into the sea. Stupe remembered them from the previous day’s exploration. He was already beginning to feel at home in this world.


  The map which the Ambassador had supplied was much more detailed than the crude sketch which Mr. Vest had drawn for J.J. Wellington. In comparing the two, Stupe and Hefty had noted in each the slight resemblance of the shore line to the profile of a man. A rather freakish man, to be sure.


  The two hands extended from the chest, which was in reality a high plateau. The thirteen very irregular peninsulas spread out into the sea like fingers from these hands.


  Farther east the contour of the shoreline curved northward in a round shoulder. This had proved to be a sloping plain extending from the sea northward miles to the backbone of the mountain range.


  “That’s where we landed yesterday,” Hefty said to Stupe, pointing to the Ambassador’s map.


  Stupe sniffed. It had been a tense hour crossing those rugged fingers the day before, wondering whether there would be a suitable landing place beyond. The southern curve of the plain would be the perfect site for their camp today. What sort of terrain lay beyond?


  According to the two maps, the mountains came down to the sea again east of the “shoulder” to form the face of the silhouetted figure. That would be rugged country, no doubt. Mr. Vest had believed, though his memory had not been clear on this point, that the sea-dwelling beauty would be found in that region. It was Stupe’s purpose to locate another landing base on the “chin” if possible.


  Velma brought them down to a three-point landing on the solid gravel within a few yards of the water’s edge.


  “Breakfast!” Hefty shouted, striding back through the plane to Gypsy Brown’s seat. “Everybody out for breakfast . . . Well, what do you know, the cook’s still sound asleep.”


  Gypsy Brown raised her eyebrows but could not quite open her eyes. “Vot’s all der noise aboudt? Vare’s der fire?”


  “Right under the skillet, sister. Are you mixin’ the flapjacks or will I have to do it?”


  Gypsy turned away from him, yawning, one eye opened.


  “Sleep, sleep, sveet sleep. It’s vunderfil.” The eye closed again.


  “Tell me what to do and I’ll mix the dough for you,” said Hefty.


  Gypsy was talking in her sleep, no doubt about it. “Pourteen cups of flour, mix up mit fife quarts uff milk, pour in two gallons uff gasoline. Den beat vell mit der vings of four wingmen, und if der vings don’t stop beating, crawl under der table und shoot to kill.”


  Hefty chuckled. “Sleep, it’s vunderfal, she says.”


  AMBASSADOR JEWELL glanced at his watch. It was high noon. The Venus Clipper would leave for the earth in just an hour.


  “Are you ready to dictate that letter now?” his secretary asked.


  “Come back in ten minutes, please.”


  The Ambassador looked out upon the landing field. A few items of freight were being loaded into the huge brown hulk that would soon rocket off into the sky. The most important package would be the mailbag, of course. Each week, two or three thousand pieces of mail flew back and forth between the planets. No doubt Mr. Wellington of New York would expect an official communication when this ship landed. But Ambassador Jewell was not ready to give his whole-hearted endorsement of the Wellington expedition. Not yet. Too many things had gone wrong during these first two days.


  The Ambassador went to the telephone.


  “Any news from Captain Meetz?”


  “I am sorry, sir. Doctor Jabetta says that he is still in a coma.”


  “Thank you.”


  The Ambassador rang for one of his assistants.


  “Have you anything to report on the young man who entered the arsenal?”


  “They’re keeping a close watch on him, sir. He has been with the rest of the party most of the time. A few minutes ago he was admitted to the captain’s room.”


  “Who admitted him?”


  “Doctor Jabetta.”


  “Oh?” The Ambassador frowned. “That is all.”


  Again he rang for his secretary.


  “All right, I will dictate that letter. ‘Dear Mr. Wellington—Your party, under the leadership of Captain Meetz, arrived two days ago without mishap, I am sure you will be pleased to learn. According to the statement of Mr. Smith, the purpose of this expedition is to locate and procure for purposes of entertainment one particular curiosity from this land of ours which abounds in curiosities. A sea-dwelling girl. Whether or not this project will pay you from a financial point of view I cannot say. That, however, is the least of my worries. You have asked for my official approval. In answer, let me state that I have no objection whatever to this declared purpose. However, I am puzzled over certain aspects of the request. Do you believe it necessary to the success of your expedition that Captain Meetz and Mr. Smith be accompanied by so large a party? Also, do you consider it essential to your success that such a large store of equipment be brought? I have asked Captain Meetz for the privilege of inspecting this equipment. So far he has not replied. In fact, in his present state—”


  The secretary waited. “In his present state—”


  “No, no, no. That won’t do.” The Ambassador began to pace the floor again. “No, Wellington will have to wait. I have got to get more information—” He waved the secretary out. He put on his coat and hat. The hotel where the party was staying was only a few steps away.


  “Which is the Captain’s room, please? Is the doctor there too? What about visitors? Never mind, I am going up anyway.”


  The door of Captain Meetz’s room was closed. The Ambassador hesitated. The voices from within could be heard dimly. The captain and his young assistant were talking in low tones.


  “Have you checked the equipment carefully?” the captain was saying. “Here’s a list of what I found.” This from Dick Bracket. The Ambassador remembered the voice.


  “If you’re sure—” The captain broke off. He changed his tone. “It isn’t safe to talk here. Come back.”


  The Ambassador was in a quandary. He would not like to be found eavesdropping. Yet he was consumed with curiosity over what was very evidently a guarded conversation. He rapped at the door.


  Silence. Then footsteps. The door opened a few inches. Dick Bracket looked out, his eyes showing the faintest gleam of surprise. He spoke in a low voice, almost a whisper.


  “Oh, it’s you. Won’t you come in?”


  “Thank you. I’d like a few words with the captain,” the Ambassador said gravely.


  “I’m sorry,” the young man said. “Doctor Jabetta advised me that he is in a coma. I’m afraid he’s sound asleep just now. You’ve come at a rather bad time.”


  “Yes, a very bad time.” The Ambassador edged into the room, though Dick seemed to be blocking his path. “Sound asleep, isn’t he? If he were awake I would tell him that I have not written the official letter to Wellington. The Venus Clipper leaves in a few minutes. But there will be no official communication from me—not until I have had a chance to inspect the equipment you have brought. Too bad the captain is asleep.”


  The Ambassador looked for a long moment at Meetz lying there. He was a sick man all right. And his eyes were firmly closed. But if he had his wits about him the Ambassador’s words hadn’t been wasted.


  CHAPTER IX


  STUPE persuaded his four companions, much against their wishes, to leave him to his solitude. For a few days he wanted to camp here alone. Hefty had objected almost violently to this plan of action.


  “It don’t make sense, Stupe,” he had said. “Do you remember that white skeleton with the wings? When we come back in a week that’s what we’ll find here in this cave. Only there won’t be any wings attached to your back. There’ll just be your bones, picked clean. And your Venus wristwatch—unless those wingmen are in the habit of gathering trophies.”


  “We’ll take that chance,” Stupe had said. “There are many reasons.”


  For one thing, Stupe knew that Velma was greatly worried about her sister. For another, Stupe himself was worried about the remainder of the party. Those unexplained remarks of the Ambassador’s kept tantalizing him. Something had happened that he didn’t understand. Somehow he would feel safer if Hefty were back there keeping an ear to the ground.


  “I’ll stay with you,” Frenchy had said.


  Gypsy Brown had also volunteered to stay. But in the end Stupe had refused.


  “The four of you know the lay of the land well enough that you won’t have any trouble finding me. I have a feeling there is far more chance of discovering something if the denizens of this region, who may be watching us, see our plane return. For all we know, they may be spying on us this minute.”


  “They—Who?” Hefty demanded.


  “Wingmen. Two-ton snails, Dwellers of the sea. Or any of the curious forms of life we’ve heard about. After the plane goes I’ll stay in here—and maybe they’ll come out of hiding.”


  And so the plane had departed.


  Stupe had not intended to sleep. He had hidden himself in a shallow cave in the side of the thirteenth finger. Here he could look out upon the plain which he had designated as the shoulder.


  He had spent an hour studying his maps. The warm forenoon sun had brought the relaxation which had been denied him during the tense hours of the night. Finally, he had succumbed to drowsiness and had spread a blanket for a mid-day nap.


  Fleeting impressions raced through his mind—scenes that he had only half observed during the recent flights. To his mind’s eye there returned the deep blue of the ocean, its slow waves sloshing lazily against the points of the giant fingers of rock. The bright yellow of the sandy beach blazing in the sunlight. The curious reflection of light off the surface of water five or six miles beyond the tenth finger. Strange that he should have seen that reflection twice. Once yesterday noon at the beginning of the flight back to the capital. Once this morning as they were flying into the sunrise.


  Could a morning sun and a noon sun cause the same bright yellow reflection from the surface of water?


  ALMOST asleep, Stupe opened his eyes with a start. His colored pencils—here they were, lying on the cave floor beside his maps.


  He drew a small circle of yellow on one of the maps, a short distance off the coast of the tenth finger.


  “It probably won’t appear again in a hundred years,” he said to himself. “But it will help me remember the lay of the land at that point. Like the clouds over that certain peak in the Andes . . .”


  And then he drowsed away again. His last thought before he fell asleep was of Gypsy Brown and the comical way she had mixed wings with flour and water in her dream. Strange, what dreams will do . . . Dreams . . .


  He tried to awaken. He was sure he was dreaming. He was sure that he had been lying here on the cave floor for two or three hours, for the sun was no longer blazing against his closed eyelids.


  He tried to open his eyes, but couldn’t . . . The strangest sensation . . . That soft voice . . . It kept whispering . . .


  “Keep on sleeping . . . Keep on sleeping . . . Don’t wake up . . .”


  What a strange voice . . . Unlike any he had ever heard before . . . Such a curious accent . . .


  “Sleep . . . Keep on sleeping . . . Don’t awaken or I shall go away . . . Sleeeep!”


  It was like a child’s impression of some far-off fairyland, Stupe thought. He seemed to be reaching for some unreality, something that was only an image. A mist. A mist of colors that whispered softly and stroked his eyelids. The soft touch of mist upon his eyelids. And that was why his eyelids wouldn’t open. The light fairy touch of this misty image kept stroking them, and the fairy voice with that strange accent kept whispering that he mustn’t wake up or it would go away.


  He breathed deeply. The smell of cool rocks filled his nostrils. His bare elbow, over the edge of the blanket, pressed against the floor of the cave. He moved his arm slowly.


  “Do not move . . . Do not waken I shall go away if you do. You must not see me . . .”


  And then it seemed that he couldn’t move. He could only hear the receding whisper . . .


  “Good-bye . . . Perhaps I shall see you again when you sleep . . . Do not waken . . . Not yet . . . Good-bye . . .”


  The light footsteps of this fanciful thing of dreams retreated softly. The mist was no longer kissing his eyelids. There were dancing colors, now—a swift series of colored clouds in soft, pastel shades, pink and pale yellow and light blue—blue—deeper, deeper blue—until suddenly his eyes were open and he was looking out at the deep afternoon sky.


  “Dreams,” he said aloud. At first he wanted to smile over the curious hallucination. But instead he stared at the blue sky for several minutes. He was almost hypnotized, it seemed, by the vividness of his recent impressions. It was not easy to come back to the world of reality at once. Yet the scene before him was, except for the shifting sun, very much as it had been two or three hours before. The waves were still sloshing lazily against the shore, their rhythmic beat sounding vaguely like horses’ hoofs.


  “Dreams,” he repeated, as he shook himself out of his lethargy. “Wouldn’t Gypsy Brown laugh if I told her?”


  It was time for him to get to work. There was lots to be done. But as he picked up his maps and began studying them, again he was attracted to the beat of the waves against the shore that sounded like hoof beats. He stood looking out at the sea, deep blue in the afternoon light. He dropped the maps, raised his arms slowly, and with the tips of his fingers touched his eyelids. That strange sensation. He wondered . . .


  CHAPTER X


  THE sky did not turn red with the glow of a sunset that night. Late in the afternoon dark clouds rolled over the mountains, and the sullen roar of thunder echoed down to the sea.


  Nestled in his shallow cave in the east slope of the thirteenth finger, Stupe gazed out upon the approaching storm.


  “I wish I were on top of this mountain,” he said, talking audibly to himself. “If I knew there weren’t any wingmen around to see me—”


  He would have liked a lookout post from which he could look to the west as well as the east. Tomorrow, if nothing prevented, he would hike back over the mountainous ridges.


  “How many fingers could I pass in a day?” he wondered.


  Picking up the map, he was at first only half aware that something had been changed. Had some color been added?


  “Here’s fifteen miles,” he was saying. “And that’s a good half day’s hike over rough country. Half a day to cross around the fiord to the twelfth finger. Another twenty miles would take me around the eleventh to the base of the tenth. The tenth—”


  He stopped, staring at the map. He was looking at the small circle he had drawn, half an inch beyond the end of the tenth finger. He had drawn it with a yellow pencil because it represented a reflection of yellow light he had seen on the waves. But it was changed.


  “Now who did that?”


  He spoke the words aloud, as if he expected someone to answer. Instead of one circle there were now three concentric circles on the map.


  The center one was yellow. Around it was an orange circle. Surrounding it, a circle of red.


  “Who—” Stupe reached for his pistol. The action was automatic, a first impulse in answer to this strange situation. He restrained his hand as it pressed against the well filled holster. If someone was nearby, watching him, the danger was at least no greater now than it had been. To reach for a weapon would only intensify any invisible peril.


  Was some visitor lurking near the cave? Had someone come and gone while he slept, only to add two colored circles to this map?


  Stupe’s eyes combed every detail in and around the shallow twenty-foot cave. There was no one about. Nor could one other clue he found that betokened a visitor.


  “I’m groggy from sleep,” he said finally. “I must have put those circles there myself.”


  Then the vividness of his dream swept over him again and he wondered. He touched his eyelids, just as the dream had done. A little of the mist feeling was still there. He looked at his fingertips. Little touches of pinkish white dust were on them.


  Pinkish white powder.


  It was like the dust from the petal of a flower. He touched his eyelids again. A little more of the dust clung to his fingertips.


  He stared, utterly mystified. All he could say was, “Dream dust . . . Dream dust . . . And all the time she was whispering . . .”


  FOR several minutes he sat, pondering the mystery. Then a great roar of thunder shook him out of his reverie and he laughed at himself.


  “I must be balmy to let a dream run away with me.”


  The storm was coming on rapidly. To the north he could see the purple curtain of rain moving down over the dark green mountain sides. He began moving his equipment back into the inner corners of the cave. The floor was dry warm earth, but he could see that it had been beaten and packed by previous rain and windstorms. It was well to prepare for the worst.


  The most important thing was to fasten some protection over the six-foot entrance. The small canvas tent he had brought filled the bill. He drove stakes into the cracks between stones and fastened the canvas to them.


  Next, he picked up several loose rocks and stacked them to make two dry platforms above the level of the floor, in case the water should beat in. One was for his goods, the other for his bed.


  “All right, bring on your storm, Venus,” he said aloud, though he could hardly hear himself against the roar of the approaching rain.


  A streak of lavender lightning flashed through the sky, and the gray waves to the south were suddenly close and vivid, then gone again.


  “If I could only sketch such a picture,” Stupe thought.


  With his packet of colored crayons and a sketch pad, he sat in the entrance of the cave, the canvas drapery slapping his shoulder.


  Another flash of lightning. There was something luminous on his crayons. Pink dust. Dream dust. Only now it was glowing faintly. And when the lightning came again, be saw that the dust spots flashed like mirrors.


  “On which two pencils?” Stupe was suddenly on fire with excitement. “Which two?”


  It was dark enough that he applied his flashlight to make sure. Yes, the orange and the red.


  THAT wasn’t all. Stupe was certain, as he examined the pencils by flashlight that the visitor of his dreams had left not only “dream dust” but also fingerprints.


  It was all very curious. A thousand questions fought back and forth in Stupe’s mind. Who? What? Why? His guesses only confused him. The mysteries of Venus were playing tricks upon his reason. What were the secrets of this land? What were the rules? How was he to know what was real and what was unreal?


  He stared at the purplish black clouds, rolling closer, gathering power as they came.


  If he could have had his wish just then, the clouds would have parted to give him a glimpse of the clear sky. Somehow he yearned to know that a certain planet called the earth was still up there somewhere.


  But now the first raindrops came thudding down, beating up a wave of dust, barely visible in the growing darkness.


  “Wingmen!”


  The lightning highlighted a small flock of flying forms racing down from the northeast. Six or seven of them.


  “Trying to outrun the rain!”


  The thought was exciting. The opaque curtain of rain was driving them. They were coming fast, all right. The dark blotch was growing.


  Another flash. They were coming straight toward him.


  “They’re after this cave!” Stupe suddenly realized. “Of course. They know this spot. They’re coming here for shelter.”


  Raindrops were battering the canvas curtain, its loose ends flapping. Back of it, he watched through a loop, and waited.


  Another flash. The six or seven wingmen were just above his door, beating their wings for a landing.


  CHAPTER XI


  UNTIL he had heard their squawking voices, Stupe did not know what he was going to do.


  “Veek-lo-grakie-grakie!”


  “Kimme-seebo-seebo-vanno-veeklo!”


  Their words were nothing he could understand. But their shrill, clattering tenpin sounds were something to be remembered. On the previous night, when the three angry winged creatures had invaded the dining room, he had caught the weird metallic overtones that had characterized their squawks. Although they had, on that occasion, used some words of English along with their native jabber, their tones had been as different from human voices as a fire gong from cathedral chimes.


  They beat the air with their wings, their bare feet thumped to a landing. One of them gave a shrill cry of surprise. He had bumped into the canvas that blocked the way into the cave.


  It was then that Stupe, crouched within the canvas curtain, played his strategy.


  “Gr-r-rowl-l-l-l!” He yelled with all his voice. “Br-r-our-r-r-uff!”


  He rattled the canvas, growling like a mad animal.


  “Eee-vee-eek!” One of the wingmen screamed. Or was it a winged woman? Other terrified screeches joined in. Wings beat the air. Male and female voices squawked against the roar of the storm as the whole band of them instantly took to their wings.


  Scared out! A loud voice had done it. It might never work again, but it had turned the trick this time. Yes, they were flying away. Stupe watched through a look in the canvas. A flash of lightning highlighted their wet, half-clad bodies.


  They were beautiful all right, Stupe thought. His glimpse of a graceful female flying away with a winged infant in her arms was a picture that stuck in his mind. The little fellow’s wings were crushed tight against his mother’s body, his shiny knees drawn up against the single arm that held him, his bright eyes were looking down as the ground went spinning away beneath him. His mother’s wings stroked wide and full, her string-like hair blew back from her forehead, her back was arched a trifle like as if in a swan dive.


  When the next flash of lightning came, the winged party was out of sight. Stupe wondered. How long had that mother being racing ahead of the storm, carrying her child, trying to reach this very cave before the cloudburst caught her?


  The more he thought of it, the more uncomfortable he felt. Did he have any right to take possession of wingmen’s caves? He would return the favor some time he thought.


  It was a good cave. It kept him warm and dry through the night until the storm was spent.


  THE morning sun brought him his first sight of the huge red snails.


  “Two-ton snails,” the Ambassador had called them. “They sleep in the shade in dry weather and go traveling when it rains.”


  This morning they were traveling. Stupe found it interesting to watch them through his binoculars. He counted more than fifty of them moving along the hillsides. They were going too slowly to be going anywhere, he thought. And much too slowly to make any trouble for a fleet-footed human like himself. Let them go where they pleased, so long as they didn’t interfere with his plan to hike over the fingers.


  From a distance they showed as shiny red rings of gelatin with white centers.


  Later in the day, Stupe came upon three of them at close range. He had slipped along the mountainside from one hiding place to another, ever on the watch for wingmen. Coming over a rise, he saw three of the two-ton snails, only twenty-five yards ahead of him. They looked more than ever like immense mounds of red gelatin, each carrying a giant biscuit on top. The cream colored biscuits were shells into which the whole mass of gelatinous substance could draw in case of danger.


  But they were slow about drawing into their protective houses, and were therefore easy victims for hungry wingmen.


  Stupe ducked for a hiding place. Fifteen wingmen flying in a graceful squadron, swooped down as casually as if for a drink of water. They landed near the three huge snails and each grabbed for himself a handful of the red gelatin. Then they took to the air again, chattering as they went, and munching their food.


  “The food problem is simple in this land,” Stupe thought.


  The shapeless red creatures had evidently felt the attack. For minutes after the wingmen had gone on, the ground creatures were still contracting. When at last all of their gelatinous bodies had been drawn inside their shells, they might have appeared from a distance as three round yellow rocks.


  Minutes later they began to come out again, and resumed their slow gliding locomotion.


  “No faces, no eyes, no mouth, no arms or legs,” Stupe observed. “Just a mass of protoplasm. I wonder what they taste like.”


  AS THEY moved along they left a trail through the mountain-side vegetation that resembled the path of a seven-foot lawn mower. They were absorbing all the puffy little green plants they encountered, evidently digesting them by some simple chemical process.


  Stupe’s curiosity got the better of him. He ran past the nearest snail and grabbed a handful of its substance. It was cool and sticky to his hand, like red jell. To his taste it was not sweet, as he had somehow expected. The flavor sickened him.


  He tried again, three or four times that afternoon, to learn to eat the stuff, but it seemed to act as a poison for him. After losing his food, he made his way back to the cave for several hours of fasting.


  He was disappointed. If he could have endured red snail flesh, he would have had no food problem to worry about.


  Two days later, as it happened, food became the most important of all problems. For some time during his absence from his cave some winged visitors must have dropped in to pay their respects. And not finding anyone at home they had made away with everything they could find. The food had been hidden well enough, he had believed, but their sense of smell must have led them to it.


  Crippled for supplies, Stupe nevertheless embarked on his hike westward toward the tenth finger.


  “I’m chasing dreams,” he kept telling himself.


  There was no longer any luminous dust on his colored pencils. His eyelids had long since lost the touch of mist. There was very little, in fact, to persuade him that it had not all been an elaborate hallucination.


  But there were still the colored circles on his map.


  It was his purpose to walk far enough to look out upon that spot in the sea again. Two days to go. Two days to return. He should be back by the week’s end when the plane was scheduled to arrive again with Hefty and the others.


  “Hunger, however, has changed many a plan,” Stupe Smith said to himself on the afternoon of his second day of hiking.


  In his many hours alone, he found it helpful to talk to himself, and he was doing his best to temper his hunger with philosophy.


  “Down through the ages hunger has changed the fates of men and nations. Some day it may determine the fates of planets.”


  He pondered over this as he paced along the mountainside. He had ascended to the crest of the eleventh finger and was following it toward the sea. By night he hoped to reach the point. Then, if he could find food and regain his strength, he might swim across to the tenth point at dawn.


  “If earth man can learn to eat the flesh of the giant snails,” he continued, “he may readily adapt himself to Venus. But if he can’t, the winged men may outlast him in this land. They will borrow his tools and his speech. If they are clever enough to organize in great numbers, they may learn to suppress the powers of earth man and dominate him. If I live to see that day—”


  The thought did not appeal to him. The if was too painful to consider. He had stumbled twice in the past hour, and not from awkwardness.


  Late that night, dead tired and hungrier than he had ever been before in all his twenty-eight years, he discovered quite by accident, a new source of food.


  It happened when he tripped and rolled for a short distance down a steep slope. He barked his hand on the root of a tree, and put the injured knuckle to his lips. In doing so he tasted something sweet. A bit of puffy cookie-shaped grass leaf had stuck to his hand.


  “It can’t be poison,” he thought. “Those red snails were eating cookie-grass.”


  A moment later he was feasting on the same sort of vegetation he had been trampling underfoot all day.


  “Food,” he murmured philosophically, “can turn the fortunes of men and nations . . . Tomorrow I’ll swim across to the tenth finger.”


  CHAPTER XII


  IT WOULD be approximately a two-mile swim. If Stupe had known that Hefty and two others had taken off from the capital that morning and were on their way with an important message, he wouldn’t have made the plunge.


  It was a perilous swim. Not because Stupe wasn’t good for two miles. He was good for four times that distance on a calm sea. It was perilous because this morning’s visibility at sea level was about eighteen yards.


  “I should have a fog-horn,” he said aloud. The fog was so dense that he felt as if he were speaking in a small room—yet there was no telling how far his voice might carry or who might be within hearing.


  Would the wingmen swim close to the water’s surface on foggy mornings? He kept a sharp lookout for trouble.


  The little three-foot raft which he towed was riding smoothly. It was drawn by a line attached to his belt. He had built it with a tripod of three-foot poles upon which he was able to hang his clothes (with the exception of his trunks and belt) and such portable equipment as his ax, his binoculars, and his pistol.


  Abruptly he ceased talking aloud. He had a distinct feeling that someone had heard him.


  The goods must be watched closely, he thought. He took up to little slack in the tow-line, and kept turning to make sure it was following safely.


  He swam on silently. When would the shore come in sight? Had he turned in his course? There, wasn’t that the bank ahead—that large white stone?


  It was shaped like a horse. A bundle of mist in the shape of a horse—with a rider—a girl—


  No, he was only seeing things. For it was gone and there was only the fog. There was no shore at all, only the smooth gray water.


  There was the white mist again—now in another direction. The shore must be that way.


  Stupe swam with a swifter stroke. There must be land just ahead. That dim gray outline—could it be that which Stupe had dreamed feverishly of seeing—a horse and rider in the sea?


  Again they were gone. A sort of luminous glow hung in the fog where Stupe had thought he had seen them. Luminous like the dream dust he had found on his pencils.


  Where now? The apparition had come and gone twice, each time too dim in detail for Stupe to be certain it wasn’t a figment of his imaginings. His heart was thumping wildly. Could it be?


  He paused, treading water, and the little raft drifted up to touch his elbow. He took the binoculars and tried to penetrate the gray mist. His efforts were useless. The flashlight might do better.


  He shined the beam into the grayness, turning it slowly like a beacon. At the same time he called.


  “Hello-o-o-o!”


  He listened, he called three times. Then listening, he was startled to hear something strangely familiar. It was not a response to his call—far from it. It was the low drone of an airplane sailing over, high above the fog.


  “Hefty!” he thought. “He’s come to look for me. And here I am, somewhere in the sea—lost.”


  CHAPTER XIII


  HEFTY WINKLE was not the worrying type. His good fists were so dependable that he rarely felt incompetent. But on the previous afternoon he had sensed that there were too many invisible troubles in the air. The sort that he did not know how to combat.


  “We’re missin’ out on something,” he had said to Velma Stevens. “Does anyone know what caused all that ruckus the other night?”


  “I’m no mind reader,” Velma said. “Why don’t you ask the captain?”


  “By George, I will. My pal Stupe is out there on his own, trustin’ that we are back of him. It’s my business to find out what goes on.”


  “If you learn anything, tell me.”


  Hefty would have stormed the fortress of the captain if an attendant had not dissuaded him. The captain was said to be in a serious condition. No visitors were allowed.


  Hefty’s next move was to call upon the Ambassador. He waited in the outer office for an hour and was at last admitted. He was not used to conferring with the dignitaries and he shuffled awkwardly before the Ambassador’s desk.


  “I just got a few questions maybe you can answer.”


  Ambassador Jewell, for all his austerity, seemed to welcome the conference.


  “I have a few questions for you, too, Mr. Winkle. Would you like to take a walk with me across the spaceport?”


  Hefty took long strides trying to keep pace with the tall Ambassador. This was an event in his life. Here he was hobnobbing with the most important Man in Venus. Stupe should see him now.


  The Ambassador talked casually at first. He spoke of the future developments of this land. This spaceport would accommodate a huge volume of traffic in the future years. The great financiers of America were sure to watch this planet with interest.


  “Gee!” All this important talk made Hefty feel like a potential millionaire. Then the Ambassador came to the point.


  “I want to ask you, Mr. Winkle, what you know about the purpose of this expedition. Not Stupe Smith’s purpose, but the Captain’s.”


  They walked in silence a moment before Hefty could comprehend this question. Then—


  “You mean that Stupe and the captain aren’t here for the same reason?”


  “That’s what I am wondering.”


  THEIR path took them past the warehouses and hangars. As usual, the scene was humming with activity. A few official planes were being serviced. The Wellington spaceship stood near the farthest hangar and the Fiddle brothers were at work loading the two Venus planes nearby. Owing to the presence of Thelma Stevens they were dawdling at their work.


  Another member of the Wellington party, Dick Bracket, leaned against the corner of the hangar observing the workers with an air of detachment.


  “Hello, Mr. Bracket,” the Ambassador greeted him in passing.


  The young man returned a saccharin smile. “How do you do, Mr. Ambassador.”


  Hefty saw that the Ambassador didn’t intend to stop and talk. The Fiddle brothers, one of the mechanics, and Thelma all turned as if expecting this to be an official visit. When the Ambassador merely greeted them and continued on his way, were they disappointed, Hefty wondered, or relieved?


  Jake Fiddle, his eyes glinting mischievously, called out, “Say, Mr. Ambassador, didja ever git those three devilish wingmen that did the shooting?”


  The Ambassador stopped and turned and Hefty followed him as he sauntered toward them.


  “It is not easy to apprehend mischief makers when they have wings, Mr. Fiddle,” he said politely. “But I shall know their faces if I see them again. Would you?”


  They looked at each other, each waiting for the other to reply. Thelma said, “My sister Selma says she would know them.”


  “Good. How is she feeling, by the way?”


  Hefty decided that the Ambassador was being as friendly as an important man could possibly be. But suspicious eyes were watching him counteracting his efforts to be congenial. Then he threw out a sharp challenge.


  “We haven’t found the wingmen but we discovered their guns. American made pistols. A recent patent—”


  Bull Fiddle broke in with, “You don’t say, Mr. Ambassador. Some of your folks must be in cahoots with em.”


  “We keep a careful record of all the firearms in this colony. Have you checked your own supply?”


  THE Fiddle brothers looked at each other and Jake shrugged. No answer. The Ambassador’s nerves were tense, Hefty knew, as he studied one after another of them, turning at last to stare at Dick Bracket. Dick was still smiling.


  “It will be necessary,” said the Ambassador coldly, “for me to send a squad of guards to check every item of your equipment against the captain’s inventory.”


  Then the ambassador and Hefty resumed their walk. The chills were playing through Hefty’s spine. It was great stuff to be seen hobnobbing with the Ambassador, all right—or was it? Mentally he was doubling his fists, knowing that sooner or later he would pay for this moment with a few left hooks to someone’s jaw. The Ambassador was speaking to him again.


  “You’ve known Stupe Smith a long time, haven’t you?”


  “I been his sidekick for the last half dozen years.”


  “You think a lot of him?”


  “Greatest guy in the world.”


  “What about Captain Meetz? Have he and Smith been friends long?”


  Hefty shook his head. “They just got acquainted when we took off for Venus.”


  After a little silence the conversation drifted in other directions and all the while Hefty did his best to keep pace with the long legged Ambassador. When they parted at the entrance of the hotel, the Ambassador offered his hand.


  “Keep an ear to the ground, Mr. Winkle. I am going to trust you to bring me any important news you hear. You’ll do that, won’t you Mr. Winkle?”


  The handshake was solid. “Just call me Hefty.”


  CHAPTER XIV


  SO you tink you keep der ear to der ground?” said Gypsy Brown to Hefty that night as they sat at a card table in one corner of the lobby. “Ledt me tell you, dot’s exactly vot I been doing. Me, I got two ears to der ground, dot’s vy my head iss in such a pain.”


  They had forgotten the card game before the first hands were dealt. Hefty simply had to talk with someone he could trust, and Gypsy Brown was the one who could understand.


  “You know vot I tink?” she said, tapping him on the back of the hand, “I tink effryvun in der whole lot has come here mit a different idea. You take der doctor.”


  “Jabetta? What about him?” Hefty said.


  All der time he writes der notes. You vatch and see.”


  “Every doctor writes notes, Gypsy. Prescriptions and records and things. They can’t carry it all in their heads.”


  “You vatch and see,” Gypsy repeated, her chain earrings clinking as she nodded her head seriously. “You vatch and see . . . And den, dot Dick Bracket.”


  “What about him?”


  “He’s not no good.”


  “How do you know?”


  They looked around to be sure Dick wasn’t spying on them. He had a way of edging in on conversations unexpectedly. While they were discussing his arsenal experience, Velma joined them.


  “The last time I saw Dick,” Velma said, “was about an hour ago. Just as I was leaving Selma’s room, he was coming from the captain’s door. He was carrying a shoe box, and just for a joke I ran up and said, ‘Let’s see your new shoes,’ and I lifted the lid and peeked before he stopped me. What do you suppose?”


  “A pistol?” said Hefty.


  “Shoes?” said Gypsy.


  “You’re both wrong. Maps, or some kind of charts. I couldn’t tell, for sure.”


  “He and der captain are thick like glue,” said Gypsy. “Vare you tink you’re goin, Hefty? Der game aindt efen begun.”


  “No game tonight,” said Hefty, putting on his coat. “It’s high time for me to put the other ear to the ground.” He strode away abruptly, and Gypsy looked after him, saying, “Now vot iss biting him?”


  In the deep shadows on the farther side of the Wellington spaceship one of the planes taxied to a stop and idled gently. Thelma was at the controls. She looked down into the darkness, trying to make out the forms of Dick Bracket and the Fiddle brothers. They were still carrying on their conference with the spaceport guards. She had just returned from a ten minute warm-up flight over the capital. The plane was loaded with provisions for establishing a camp. But as yet, Thelma believed, no flight had been authorized.


  “If they think they’re going to trick me into an unauthorized flight, they’re mistaken,” she said to herself.


  Jake Fiddle came into the plane, tense with excitement.


  “All set for flight, Babe? We’re gonna pull a fast take-off in about a minute.”


  “Are we?” Thelma said skeptically. “What’s the score?”


  “They’re stalling us. The Ambassador has given them an order to look over our goods.”


  “Well,” said Thelma. “Why not? Have we got anything to hide?”


  “Dick Bracket thinks it’s none of their business. The captain has given him the green light, he says.”


  THELMA frowned. She reached to switch off the motors, but Jake caught her hand.


  “Now, Babe, just because you don’t like Dick Bracket, are you gonna be nasty? I’ll be goin’ with you on this jaunt—Bull and I. We’ll hit the Southeast Ocean beach by dawn, and unload our goods, and you and Dick can be back by early afternoon . . . How about it?”


  “I’ll phone the Ambassador,” said Thelma, reaching for the radiotelephone. “If he tells me it’s okay—”


  “Don’t be that way, Babe.” Jake caught her arm, tightened his grip on her hand and tried to draw her into an embrace.


  The door swung open at that moment, and two uniformed guards entered the plane. Thelma turned to stare at them, and she was infuriated at their intrusion.


  “What are you busting in here for? What business have you got—”


  The guards tried to protest that orders were orders. This was their job. The Ambassador had given them papers—


  Dick Bracket and Bull Fiddle followed them in and Dick flashed a pistol.


  “Get out!” Dick snapped. “Get out quick. We’re taking off now and we don’t need any surplus baggage.”


  The guards were taken by surprise. This smooth tongued boy had been trying to outtalk them for the past ten minutes, but he had been polite enough about it. Now they saw in his eyes the fanatical light of a man who would shoot first and ask questions afterward.


  They moved toward the door. At first Thelma thought that they were going to knuckle down and take orders like a pair of slaves. But suddenly both of them whirled, reaching for their guns.


  Thelma stifled a scream. It all happened in a split second. Two quick flashes. Dick’s automatic pistol was almost silent. Just—pnk-pnk!—and the two guards sagged and fell. One of them groaned, clutching at his belly. The other simply sank, and his elbow bumped the floor and his hand stuck up limply like a fan over his face.


  “Let me out of here,” Thelma said under her breath. The Fiddle brothers were staring at the fallen guards, and Jake didn’t notice her as she brushed past him. But Dick Bracket blocked her path. His blazing black eyes reminded her of pictures of the devil. The devil in his youth; she thought, getting his first taste of violence. Or was this his first?


  WITHOUT a word, with only a slight flourish of the pistol, he stopped her.


  The Fiddle brothers began to grumble. This was no good. This would cook their goose. Dick would never get by with this kind of doings.


  “We’re all in this,” Dick said coldly. “Drag them back in the aisle. Here, get some newspapers under them.”


  The Fiddle brothers obeyed like a pair of trained seals.


  “Now, Miss Stevens, back to the controls, if you please.”


  Thelma was chilled to the fingertips. No use trying to defy this young desperado. He would commit murder at the drop of a hat. She backed away slowly, watching him.


  “We won’t get away with this, Dick,” she said. The word we was her strategy. Her wits were whirling. “Dick, didn’t you know—” she pointed to the window.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “There’s someone out there. They saw you do it. They saw the whole thing. They couldn’t hear what we were saying. They’ll pin you for this—”


  “Who was out there?”


  “I couldn’t tell.” It was working, she thought. He was going to fall for it. “All I could see was a shadowy form. Look, Dick, you’d better do your stuff before he gets away.”


  Dick’s sharp black eyes flashed toward the window. She talked fast now, and the Fiddle brothers were lapping it up. They had been too stunned to think.


  “We can get by with this, Dick. We can dump these two guards on top of a mountain. The wingmen will get the blame. Everybody’s looking for wingmen attacks after what happened the other night. But we’ll get by—if you snag that witness before he gets away. Quick, pal—”


  “All right, throw a light,” Dick said. “You, Jake—” The burly fellow moved to the door, making ready with a pistol. Thelma seated herself at the controls and began flashing the spotlight around. Dick, at her elbow, was disconcerted. Bull Fiddle had followed his brother out. If they were on their wits, this was their chance, Thelma thought. They would race off and report. They would save their hides on this deal. But Dick must have foreseen the danger of losing them.


  “Keep the spotlight on them,” he said. “Back and forth from them . . . Now, sweep around that way. There’s where he’d be hiding—oh-oh—there he is!”


  There someone was—an eavesdropper, lurking at the farther edge of a baggage cart. Thelma’s heart almost stopped. It had been farthest from her thoughts that there would be someone—


  “Keep the light on him,” Dick ordered. “That’s good. They’re on him now. A little guy in a brown coat and no hat—why, it’s Hefty Winkle. Him. So. We’ll take care of him, all right.”


  Thelma thought she would faint. There he was, little Hefty with his comical face. His eyes were batting against the spotlight. Those two big lugs had him, all right. He wasn’t putting up much of a scrap, and he didn’t look half as scared as Thelma thought he should look. Did he know were a couple of murdered guards aboard?


  “All right, Hefty, you’re our prisoner,” Dick Bracket snapped. “Get aboard. We’re taking off on a secret mission, and we need your company. All set, Miss Stevens?”


  “All set,” said Thelma weakly. The motors accelerated, the plane shot swiftly across the open field and took off into the night.


  
CHAPTER XV


  STUPE looked up through the fog as he swam. It was hard to tell how high overhead the plane was flying. The roar of the motors was already diminishing, rolling away softly into the distance.


  “This would be a fine morning for a crash,” he thought. There was no use for him to give way to the panic that wanted to grip him. For the present, there was only one thing for him to do. He must get back to land as quick as possible. He must ascend to a lookout point. Perhaps he could get a fire started. Then if the fog cleared, so that they could land, there was just a chance—


  “Slim chance!” he muttered pessimistically, remembering that he had been hiking for the past two days. If he had only brought a little two-way radio!


  If there was only some way of getting back, or signaling—


  A thousand ifs flooded his mind. But one hope was paramount—that the plane would find a safe landing in spite of this fog.


  These realities came upon him so swiftly that his previous fantasies were swept away. Had he actually seen a figure of a rider in the mists? Or had that object been no more than a phantom, a thing of his imagination?


  He could see the trail of waves in the still waters for a little distance back of him, and as he drew the small raft around, he believed he was returning to the shore from which he had come.


  The night’s flight from the spaceport across the narrow continent to the Southeast Ocean had been a difficult one. For Hefty Winkle, it was like the feeling he used to have just before he went into the ring with a prize fighter twice his size. Only worse. The tension had continued all night.


  Dick Bracket had blundered. Everyone on board knew that. But he seemed to know what he was doing and he insisted that the captain’s authority was back of him.


  “I want to talk with those Fiddle brothers in private,” he had said, soon after they had passed over the Venusian capital. However, during this private conference he had made it impossible for Hefty to talk with Thelma.


  “If I could only radio back to the Ambassador before we get out of range,” Hefty had thought. “There will be the devil to pay trying to square things.” And to think the Ambassador had taken him into confidence!


  THE Fiddle brothers were coming to some decision, nodding their heads in agreement with Dick. Then Hefty overheard one of them say, “You’re sure that the captain planned it this way? Don’t we get contracts or somethin’ ?”


  Dick drew some papers from his pocket. Jake and Bull studied them with blank expressions and handed them back.


  “We’d better get rid of these corpses,” said Jake.


  As they flew over the Divide, they unceremoniously pushed the bodies out the door. That was that. Hefty watched Dick as he wiped his hands on his handkerchief.


  “I’ll have a few words with you and Miss Stevens,” Dick said.


  During their conference, which lasted the rest of the night, Hefty did his best to gauge Thelma’s reactions. It wasn’t easy to figure out a girl like that. She and her sister had been born with poker faces, he decided.


  At first Hefty had believed her to be in cahoots with Dick. That spotlight had been his own undoing. And yet her manner didn’t betray any respect for Dick Bracket’s plans.


  “Here is the proposition,” Dick said. “You can take it or leave it. I’ll give it to you straight from the shoulder just as Captain Meetz told it to me.”


  He unfolded a map of the continent. Hefty recognized the outline of the Southeast Ocean with the fingers of land extending into it and the profile of a man’s shoulder and head farther to the east. Unlike any map Hefty had seen before, this one was marked with products—minerals, forests, oil lands and other natural resources.


  “The Wellington expedition has come,” Dick explained with an air of ownership, “to establish a chain of outposts. Within a few years this land will be the Wellington empire.”


  Thelma spoke up rapidly. “What makes Wellington think he can get away with anything like that?”


  “Wellington is willing to take a few risks.” The young desperado smiled suavely. “He has hand-picked his key men. We don’t mind running a few risks.”


  Hefty was looking dizzily through the map, through the fore of the plane, through the planet itself, as he tried to tie this explanation to the personality of Wellington. What about the entertainments for millionaires? What about the beautiful girl on the white horse?


  “I don’t get it,” Hefty said. “Stupe has been sent here for the express purpose of finding the girl that Mr. Vest talked about—”


  “Bunkum!”


  “Huh?”


  “Get wise, Sonny Boy. That talk was just a screen.” Dick gave Hefty a patronizing pat on the head. “There was no such thing as a beautiful girl riding through the sea!”


  Hefty angered.


  “But Stupe heard Mr. Vest say—”


  “Yes, Vest evidently believed it. It was a convenience to Wellington that a nut like Vest happened along. Very convenient indeed.”


  HEFTY’S nerves were suddenly tight with ill-repressed fury. “But it can’t be just a gag. Wellington offered Stupe a cool million.”


  Dick laughed lightly. “A provisional offer. If he finds the girl. But he won’t. I heard Wellington laughing about that afterward. ‘They call him Stupe Smith,’ Wellington told us. ‘Stupe for Stupendous. When he gets back from this little clambake it will be Stupe for Stupid.’ Now, Hefty,” Dick Bracket was smiling like a salesman who was about to sign up a stubborn customer, “when the Wellington empire is established there will be huge profits for those who get in on the ground floor. Would you like to see a copy of the agreement?”


  Before Hefty could reply, Thelma said, “All right, all right, you and all your big shot friends are going to dish out a round of fortunes on a silver platter. Is that the idea?”


  “If you see fit to cooperate in every detail,” said Dick, tossing his head back and narrowing his eyes at her.


  “I never decide about matters like this without talking to my sisters,” said Thelma, “but I’ll admit it looks good. Why don’t you get smart and rope the Ambassador in on the same deal?”


  Dick evaded this question. It was evident that the personal flare-up between him and Ambassador Jewell would not be easily forgotten.


  “Wellington has picked his beneficiaries with care. You and your sisters are among the lucky ones. How about you, Brother Winkle?”


  Hefty was still looking at the map. “It looks like a good country. But you’re not going to get away with these high-handed methods. Shooting guards on sight is not the way to do business, my friend.”


  Dick’s very pleasant smile accompanied his sarcastic tone. “So you know how this deal should be operated? We’ll see. I’ll take care of my end. Your part will be to handle your friend Stupe.”


  “In what way?”


  “Study this map,” said Dick. “If you influence your friend to see any advantages for himself here, then we’ll be able to do business.”


  For the first time Hefty began to see Dick Bracket in a new light. Perhaps all of this rash action was something more than boyish impulsiveness after all. At first it had seemed that a return to the Venusian capital would be impossible for Dick, after those two cold-blooded murders. But now Hefty wondered. Could the captain work fast enough to fix things?


  Hefty looked into the black sky and wished for morning. It had been a dismal night ever since they crossed the Divide. If only a star would show—if only that certain planet called the Earth would peek through the clouds—


  How was Stupe spending this night, he wondered. His memory drifted back to that long trek in the Andes when he and Stupe had risked their lives in an attempted rescue. In the end, the lost party had found its way out before he and Stupe arrived.


  “History repeats itself,” Hefty thought. Again Stupe was tramping over an uncharted wilderness looking for someone who wasn’t there.


  Now in the rear of the cabin the bottles and glasses were clinking. The Fiddle brothers and their young leader were drinking to the new Wellington empire. An ugly trio, those three men. Two brothers, brawny fellows with hard faces and gangster manners. One boy of twenty or so, sharp featured, alert, a clever talker.


  They offered Thelma a drink. She refused. She was lost in her own thoughts. The illuminated dials reflected a green light in her eyes.


  Dawn came with a sky of solid gray.


  “Fog,” Thelma said. She turned to Hefty and for the first time he saw something in her expression, however cynical, that give him hope. It was a faint hint that privately she might resent this ugly business as much as he.


  CHAPTER XVI


  BEFORE Stupe Smith’s startled eyes, under a shaft of sunlight, the apparition appeared, as clear cut as any statue. The real thing! Alive, moving, splashing through the water!


  On the instant Stupe forgot to swim. He stared through the opening in the mist, he held his breath, he felt his muscles go tense with excitement. The girl—the girl of the sea—the weird beautiful creature who lived in the oceans of Venus! This was the prize he had come to find.


  “Like a ghost coming to life!” he gasped, voiceless.


  His eyes had been turned in exactly the right direction to catch this view when the path broke through the mist, for the splash of hoofs in the water had become audible as soon as the drone of the plane, lost in the gray, had faded in the distance.


  “I knew it! I knew it!” He was much too excited to know what he was saying. The fact was, only a few minutes earlier he had almost convinced himself that his brain had gone bleary with hallucinations. The mist. The long swim. The recent spell of hunger. The dismal weather. The loneliness and dizziness of wandering through this strange land.


  The misty clouds, pressing down upon the waters, were about to shut off his view again, and so he called, loud, huskily.


  “Hellooooo!”


  The girl was no more than fifty yards distant. The sun had for a moment highlighted the golden brown of her flowing hair and etched her shoulders with lines of pink. The bright green of her abbreviated garments shone with the added glitter of gems that matched the sparks of sunlight from the splashing waters.


  “Hellooooo!”


  Stupe’s muscles tightened. The girl hadn’t turned. At least not enough to see him. Yet she must have heard. The white stallion she was riding had certainly caught his voice, for that handsome fellow turned his classic white head far enough that Stupe caught the flash of his eye and the flare of his pink nostril.


  Now they were turning, horse and rider, the hoofs thrashing in the water, sinking not more than a foot deep. As the mist closed in, Stupe saw them from a full side view, poised with such strength and grace as would have delighted any sculptor.


  “Helloooo!”


  At last Stupe’s call met with some response. The white stallion turned swiftly, and Stupe thought he could hear the swish of the girl’s flowing jeweled skirt. She was turning to face him. Her head high, her fearless face lighted with an expression that seemed to ask the question, Why are you following me? What is your game? What do you want with me?


  Then, as for a moment the mist thinned, he saw in the sharpness of her eyes a look of recognition. As if to say, Of course, it’s you. I should have known.


  SHE slapped her mount on the neck and the big white fellow went plunging down into the sea. The waves swallowed them up, horse and rider. A spray of diamonds, a flash of pink shoulders, and the gray mist lingered as a retained image in Stupe’s eyes. And one thing more. The girl’s upraised arm.


  At the very instant of disappearing, she had waved.


  For many minutes, Stupe simply swam. Not in any particular direction. He was simply swimming to give his thoughts a chance to clear.


  The gray waters were beginning to sap his strength slowly. The ocean’s temperature was a few degrees too warm. Now the mists gathered into bunchy little clouds with pink edges, and all around there were straight shafts of sunlight beaming down through the steamy atmosphere. No shore appeared however, though Stupe was continually searching, more or less unconsciously, for some stopping place.


  He kept wondering vaguely, what would happen if a two-ton snail would crawl off the shore into the water? Would it float, a raft of red gelatin, or would it sink and become fish food?


  And what of the fish in this sea? Might there be any Venus water life comparable to earth’s sharks?


  He was still drawing the tiny raft, and for this reason felt that he was making slow progress, and again he complained mentally of the warmth of the water.


  “It wouldn’t do to tire out,” he thought. And then, “She waved at me.” And again his heartbeat quickened.


  Everything that passed through his mind was light and inconsequential, it seemed, compared to that one dominating fact. She had waved at him.


  She had waved and plunged into the sea. And now where was she?


  Sometimes he thought he could detect paths of luminous dream dust on the surface. But whenever he swam toward them they thinned into nothingness. He hooked an elbow over his tiny raft and rested. Resting, he ate a few bites of the precious store of food he had brought.


  “In all this sea, I could never find her again,” he said to himself. “I can’t hope to pursue her. This is her world. A man would have to have a submarine. And even then I doubt—”


  But there was that one consoling mental image of a girl’s hand waving, her pink fingers spreading slightly as they slipped into the water.


  “The battle is half won,” he thought. “To know that she’s here, in flesh and blood—to know that it’s no myth—that she’s the real McCoy—”


  Stupe drew a deep breath, and his nickname, Stupendous flashed through his mind to make him smile. The party would drink to this occasion when he told them.


  “If I can make her be friends with me—that’s the thing. The only thing. Nobody could ever plough down through those waves and capture her. But if she’ll make friends—”


  Suddenly his throat was dry so that it was hard to gulp his food. What did such things mean? Was he, the honest and honorable Stupendous Smith, planning to trick this girl into a friendship so that be could capture her?


  “Don’t be having a conscience at a time like this.” He spoke aloud. But his words sounded too weak against the shrill thin cries of that still small voice within him. So he repeated his words, shouting them in a heavy voice.


  “Don’t be having a conscience at a time like this.”


  A voice within a few feet of him spoke, clear and bell-like, with a strange accent.


  “What is a conscience?”


  CHAPTER XVII


  THE girl and her white charger had risen out of the depths as silently and treacherously as any submarine, Stupe thought.


  “Huh?” he stumbled for words. “Huh—er—well! What a funny party we are. Three heads poking out of the water, and not an island in sight.”


  “What is a conscience?”


  The girl’s lips were touched with a faint smile. The curiosity of her wide eyes was upon him, pressing him for an answer.


  “Where on earth did you learn to speak English?” he asked.


  “Where do you learn to talk?” she returned. “Do you learn to talk from the wingmen?”


  So that was it. The wingmen. She had listened to them using the language they had stolen from earth men. She had stolen it too.


  But she knew other languages. She came a little closer, jabbering the musical words that might have been the original wingman tongue. He was at a loss to understand. He began to laugh.


  “Cease firing, please. Stop until I catch my breath, my fairy princess. What are you saying?”


  “Fairy princess?” she repeated. “Am I a fairy princess?” The sound of the words fascinated her. She was quick, all right. And she was thoroughly enjoying herself too, Stupe decided. Watching him with eyes that had begun to twinkle, she drew herself to the stallion’s neck, pressing her head sidewise against the white mane. “What is fairy princess?”


  “You’re the princess of the sea, lady,” said Stupe. “I don’t know how you came to be. In fact, I don’t know anything about you—least of all how you and your horse can ride down into the depths of the ocean and up again without—”


  But the girl had interrupted with more rapid-fire wingman talk, and Stupe had no choice but to stand by in silence and awe. He was treading water leisurely, with one band on the raft. He hoped that her mysterious words had something to do with an island.


  “Princess, if you could put that in English—”


  “I was asking you again, like I asked you before—what is a conscience?”


  “Oh, that.” Stupe lifted his eyebrows and made a wry face. There was that guilty feeling again. But now that he was talking with her on a friendly basis, it seemed less serious. He laughed at himself. “Listen carefully, Princess, and I’ll try to explain.”


  “I Listen,” she said. She was daringly beautiful, smiling that way. Much too attractive, Stupe thought. Those fierce bright eyes of the stallion were warning him, it seemed, against gazing at her too intently. That beast looked as if he would go charging off at the slightest excuse.


  “All right,” said Stupe. “A conscience is—well, suppose someone starts out to capture someone else—to make someone a prisoner—”


  “Why?”


  “Because—er—because a prisoner is needed.”


  “Yes, a prisoner is needed.” The girl nodded. “That is exactly it. I understand. But the conscience?”


  “Then someone decided to be friends with the person who was about to be the prisoner.”


  “Being friends—yes,” she was watching him anxiously, her smile fading. “You know?”


  “Wanting to be friends, someone can’t make someone a prisoner,” Stupe said. And then he thought, how dreadful a thing to say. He was about to betray his own cause.


  “And that is conscience?” she asked.


  “That’s it,” he said weakly. “It’s an awful thing to have.”


  “Yes,” she nodded eagerly, and her pretty mouth became much too serious over it all. “To have conscience makes someone forget someone’s duty.”


  “Say, you’re quick, all right.”


  “You are the quick one,” she said. “How did you know?”


  “Know what?” Stupe mumbled.


  “Know that I needed a prisoner to take back to my nation?”


  “You—you, Princess?”


  “But when I found you asleep in your cave—” she began to smile faintly, not looking at him now, but rubbing her fingers over the stallion’s mane absently—“I decided I would not make you a prisoner, because I do not want to see you killed so soon. Even if my nation needs a prisoner, I decide to let you sleep—”


  Stupe’s throat tightened. The quick little glances from her friendly eyes might have warned him. But those strange words were like knife blades.


  “So I touch your eyelids with the dust of peace, and you sleep,” she said, “and I go back to my nation and say I do not yet find a prisoner to be killed.”


  “Oh,” Stupe murmured, the breath going out of him.


  THE horse tossed his fine head impatiently. His trim legs, visible in the clear water, began to stamp and paw with eagerness. The Princess of the Sea, if such she was, knew the meanings of his every motion. Her fingertips played lightly over the graceful curve of his neck.


  “Marble Boy wants to take me home,” she said. “I think he would like to take you, also.”


  Stupe involuntarily backed away. “Where—which way do I swim to find the shore?”


  She was laughing at his evasion. Did she detect his wariness? Did she consider him a coward? The shore? She gave a light gesture. The clouds were about to lift, and the shore would appear not far distant.


  “I shall find another prisoner,” she said. The disappointment in her manner was unmistakable. “My nation would have liked you. It is a great occasion. It would make them happy to have a prisoner like you. But I think you would not like to die. Would you?”


  “Frankly, no,” said Stupe. “I came here on a purpose of my own.”


  “Your own—yes?”


  “Correction,” said Stupe. “I’m on a mission for a millionaire.”


  Her questioning look ended with a shrug. “Missions and millionaires I do not understand. But I do understand conscience, and that is why, one day in your cave, I did not make you prisoner. But I drew the circles on your map where you had marked my home.”


  “Your home—those circles?”


  “Would you come as a friend?” the Princess asked. “Do you also have a conscience?”


  She did not tarry for an answer. Her mount, notified by some subtle signal, charged up and away, then down beneath the surface.


  CHAPTER XVIII


  THE shore became visible through the lifting clouds. Stupe gave a low whistle. Somehow he had managed to swim several miles out to sea. The nearest promontory was the tenth finger jutting southward from the line of blue mountains that formed the northern skyline.


  Suddenly he realized that fatigue was closing in on him. Fortunately there was a resting place a little further out. Another half mile of swimming . . .


  The circle of light shone up out of the blue. He was crossing a rim of light—the curved line that appeared as a part of a one hundred yard circle.


  The light was a band of red, shining up through the water from some hidden source.


  Soon he was crossing an orange band of a second concentric circle. The bright colored waves danced in his eyes.


  The innermost circle, of brilliant yellow, was so intense that he closed his eyes while swimming over. This was what he had seen from the plane, mistaking it for some natural phenomenon of reflection.


  “There must be some sort of power plant down there,” he decided.


  Obviously perfect curves were a part of some man-made device beneath the surface of the sea. The warmth flooded upward into his water-soaked body.


  His destination was now revealed to be a little circular platform about three feet above the surface. It appeared to be made of some glass-like substance. A few minutes later he was clambering up on it and dragging his raft-load of equipment after him.


  “Whew!”


  THE plastic surface was warm to his tired body. After dressing himself and eating a little, he lay down under the pleasant sunshine and rested.


  He had no intention of sleeping. There was far too much to think about.


  “Her home,” he murmured. “I wonder what it’s like.”


  Lying on his stomach, he propped his elbows on the edge of the plastic platform and peered down into the waters. A soft, purplish illumination filled the depths.


  His platform was like a twenty-foot table, supported by a central stem perhaps ten feet in diameter, which could be seen through the flat surface.


  Stupe wondered if Mr. Vest had ever come this close to what was plainly the pinnacle of some under-sea chamber. Probably not, for the concentric circles of light had never been mentioned in any of the Wellington instructions.


  S-s-s-swish!


  The plastic platform barely vibrated. Stupe leaped to discover that it was changing shape. The stem which supported it from some under-water base was rising through it like a piston through a cylinder.


  The hydraulic action, if such it was, carried the stem upward to a height of twelve or fifteen feet, and there it stopped.


  “I’m standing on the rim of a big glass hat,” Stupe observed. Then he noticed something that quickened his pulse. “Oh-oh—a door!”


  The inner cylinder that had risen was marked by a seven-foot door. The crystal tower contained nothing, but he could see that steps led downward into some dark depth.


  “No,” Stupe said aloud. “No, I won’t.”


  He was answering himself before he dared ask the question—should he try to open the door and see where the steps led?


  “No—not yet. Maybe later—after I get word to Hefty.”


  Nevertheless, he did try the door to see if it would open.


  It swung inward at his touch. He peered in.


  “No,” he repeated. The risk was too great. Hefty and twelve other persons would depend upon him to effect a capture when the time was right. They would back him to the limit—he hoped. It would be foolhardy for him to squander himself on an unnecessary risk. This doorway might be a trap. He’d better go slowly until he knew.


  He was about to close the door when he heard footsteps on the stairs.


  Swish-swish-swish.


  The slow, heavy steps of a tired man or woman—barefooted? A moment later, accompanied by much puffing and panting, an old man came into view, rounding the last curve of the spiral glass stairs.


  Stupe started to shrink back out of sight, though this was quite impossible, for his only retreat was around the transparent wall of the cylindrical projection.


  The old man spied him and gave a squawk of alarm.


  “Yeezak! Yeezak!”


  Swish-swish-swish!—the quickened footsteps beat a hard retreat down into the spiral passage, and Stupe was left to his guesses as to what it all meant.


  “Now, what bit him?” Stupe said aloud. “Did I scare him out of his forenoon dip? Or was he coming up for a sunbath? I wonder who he is? The Princess’ grandfather, maybe? No family resemblance. I’ll bet he’s the undersea janitor.”


  Stupe tried to remember how the old fellow was dressed. Ornamented brown and green trunks and a pair of jeweled wristbands was all that he recalled. The brevity of the costume argued that the old fellow had intended to swim or sunbathe.


  “Why should he have been scared of me, I wonder . . . Or was he?” A fearful thought dawned upon Stupe. “No, not scared. He saw me as an opportunity. His nation needs a prisoner. They need someone to kill . . . Hm-m. If that’s it, he’ll be back shortly—he or his grandsons.”


  It was a logical line of reasoning, Stupe decided a few moments later. For suddenly a host of footsteps could be heard pattering up the spiral ascent, and they sounded as if they meant business.


  CHAPTER XIX


  “WATCH it, there, Madam Stevens!” Dick Bracket said for the twenty-fifth time.


  The plane had covered the required mileage but was wasting some motion trying to pick an opening among the clouds for a view of the Venus soil beneath.


  “I’ll get you down, Brother Bracket,” Thelma retorted. “Just keep your Sunday shirt on.”


  “There, to your left,” Hefty said. “See those wide open spaces?”


  It was too foggy to be sure that open spaces weren’t mountains in disguise.


  “Have the thirteen fingers been crossed?” Dick Bracket asked.


  “Just keep your own fingers crossed,” said Thelma. “That’s all the crossing you have to do.”


  Hefty suppressed a chuckle. Dick’s suspicious eye hadn’t relaxed. He hadn’t slept. All his pep talks hadn’t given him any real confidence in his three companions. He must have known that if he had turned his back Hefty would start a campaign of his own.


  The Fiddle brothers, however, had cooperated like a pair of trained seals, taking on a glow of big-shot importance.


  Now through a break in the clouds they looked down a patch of yellow beach land dotted with many giant snails.


  “If that’s the shoulder,” one of the Fiddle brothers commented, “it’s broken out with a rash.”


  “Measles,” said his brother.


  It was their first view of the two-ton snails and from overhead they supposed them to be some immense flowers or plants.


  “All I know is, they weren’t here before,” said Jake Fiddle. “I figure we’ve misread the map.”


  “This is the shoulder,” said Dick.


  “Things happen fast in Venus,” said Jake.


  “They’re going to happen faster,” said Dick. He had his own meaning. This land, in his mind, was already being dotted with buildings bearing the name of J.J. Wellington, and he knew that he would occupy the palatial headquarters. He hoped there would be a pink marble entrance and balcony with a gold rail.


  THEY threaded their way down through the dispersing clouds, curious to know whether they could pick a landing spot among those strange lumps of gleaming red. Touching the surface, they cut a perilous path, barely dodging three snails and finally riding over a fourth with sad results. It was like plowing into a pile of glue. The plane skidded on its nose and stopped with its tail in the air. A mass of red snail flesh was clinging to its underbelly.


  “Of all the stupid piloting,” Dick barked. “Did you have to do that?”


  “I picked a clear path,” Thelma retorted. “That darned thing moved.”


  “It moved after you hit it,” Dick growled, “in all directions.”


  They climbed out and surveyed their mess. It looked like jelly, Hefty thought. He tasted it and smacked his lips. “Yummy. Must be a synthetic food factory somewhere around.”


  He took another bite. Dick watched him enviously. The Fiddle brothers and Thelma had begun to scrape the mess away from the landing gear. They were watching the other blobs of red gelatin dotted around the sand. The things were moving.


  “They’re some kind of animals,” Thelma declared.


  By this time Dick had tried a mouthful of the deep flavored go. He looked around in alarm.


  “Animals?” The idea of eating raw flesh didn’t appeal to him. He walked around the plane, holding his stomach. A little privacy would have been greatly appreciated just then. But he was at once aware that the nearest shining mass of red was edging toward him, creeping without feet, moving slowly under its biscuit-like shell.


  “Animals!” he murmured weakly.


  Three more of the strange snail-like creatures were seen to be moving. Dick imagined they were all coming toward him.


  “Animals! Ooops!” His early breakfast departed from him, much to his relief. The momentary panic over being surrounded by moving creatures had shaken him. He tried to get a grip on himself. If he were to lead this expedition successfully, he had better not let this party know anything about his private shudders.


  “Let’s get that plane righted and taxi over to the cliff where we’ll have some protection.”


  The Fiddle brothers gave him an interested look.


  “You make it sound awful easy,” said Jake. “Looks to me like we’re hung up right here for a half a day.”


  They walked around their tail-up crate several times, muttering gloomily. Thelma was taking no blame for what had happened. She mounted a wing to survey the surrounding meadows and beach, through the low clouds, and she counted no less than a hundred and twenty snails.


  “The wonder is,” she said, “that I didn’t smash into a dozen of them.”


  Hefty consoled her. “Nobody’s complaining. Not even the snails.”


  OBVIOUSLY the dumb creatures bore no grudges. They continued to ooze along on their crisscross paths. When one of them moved too close to the plane Dick assigned Hefty the job of beating it off.


  Hefty was eager to look for Stupe.


  “We left him hiding in that hillside. Shall I go up and find him?”


  “He isn’t there,” said Dick.


  “How do you know?”


  “If he was he’d have come out as soon as he heard us land.”


  “He’s got to be somewhere. He might have left a message in his cave.” Hefty argued his point stoutly. “That’s the way he and I operated in the Andes.”


  Dick Bracket didn’t want to see Stupe Smith, that was plain. His authority over the present party of three was shaky enough without the interference of the man who was certain to obstruct his plan.


  “We’re gonna need all the help we can get, settin’ this plane to rights,” Jake Fiddle said. “We’d better find Stupe.”


  “Get busy, men,” was Dick’s retort.


  “I’ll beat the snails back,” Hefty said, and he went to work.


  Whish! Whish! Whish!


  Handfuls of sand and gravel were all the weapon he needed to bluff the soggy dumb blobs of protoplasm. He would throw at them. After being struck two or three times they would stop and slowly fold into their shells. Then for several minutes they would remain crouched and motionless.


  Hefty worked his way away from the plane with his own purpose. He moved toward the hillside, less than a mile away, where he hoped to find Stupe. When Dick Bracket called him to come back, he pretended not to hear.


  Zing! Hefty jumped.


  A bullet? It had glanced off the gravel, crossing a patch of wet sand to jump within two yards of his feet. He whirled. Dick Bracket was shooting.


  “Come back here!” Dick yelled.


  The fool! Just because he had two husky Fiddle boys on his side did he think he was entitled to kill anyone that crossed him up?


  Hefty started back. He was seeing red.


  Just let him get his hands on that young murderer.


  But the Fiddle brothers were already ahead of him. There was a swift play of fists. Hefty heard Dick cry out sharply, and saw him crouch and sink to his knees. Hefty ran to get in on the fight. He heard Bull Fiddle roar.


  “We’ve had enough of this careless shootin!—d’ya understand?”


  “Get some rope, Thelma,” Jake Fiddle said.


  The young fellow squealed like a pig under a fence. He would report this outrage to the captain. The captain would take care of them.


  “If I was you, I wouldn’t want to see the captain again,” Jake Fiddle said. “All your big talk about startin’ a new empire!”


  “You’ll see!” Dick vowed through his clenched teeth. “I’ll make you eat dirt for this.”


  He began to curse, until Jake snapped a couple of warnings and finally boxed him across the mouth.


  “What are you going to do with him, boys?” Thelma asked.


  THEY bound him securely and would have tied him to a tree if there had been any trees. They preferred to place him far enough from the plane that he wouldn’t hear their conversation. They couldn’t leave him on the ground. A snail might glide over him and smother him.


  “We could put him on top of a snail,” Hefty suggested. “Those half dozen fellows haven’t budged since I sandblasted them.”


  “Good idea,” Thelma agreed. “We’ll keep an eye on him.”


  Accordingly, they carried their erstwhile leader over to the nearest snail, which now appeared frozen within its cream-colored shell.


  “He looks like a June bug on a biscuit,” said Hefty, standing back to appraise the effect. “Dicky boy, the captain should see you now.”


  “Shut up,” said Dick.


  The Fiddle brothers looped the rope around the scallops of the shell, so that their prisoner wouldn’t drop off in case the snail should decide to move.


  “If he starts to take you a ride, holler,” said Jake. “Are your wrists plenty tight? All right, don’t do any more careless shootin’.”


  By noon they had succeeded in putting the plane to rights, and they taxied it across to the abrupt hillside that formed the west boundary of the flat shoulder.


  “What about Dick?” Thelma asked.


  “It’s sure been a pleasure to work without him,” Hefty said, “but we’d better not leave him.”


  The snail to which Dick was tied had begun to move again. Fortunately, it was creeping in the right direction.


  “Free delivery service,” Hefty observed. “When Wellington sets up his empire here, I wonder if I can’t get the concession to organize these snails for trucking purposes.”


  Thelma laughed. “The Snail Pace Express. Phone in your orders early. Delivery next month—if it rains.”


  The Fiddle brothers joined the fun, wondering how many bottles of beer it would take to break a snail’s back.


  “Order your wine by Snail Express,” Thelma said, imagining her words on an immense billboard. “Your bottled goods will be aged by the time it reaches you.”


  “The wingmen would most likely set up a line of their own and run us snail drivers out of business,” said Hefty.


  “I wouldn’t trust a wingman to deliver any of my goods, bottled or otherwise,” Jake said.


  “I wouldn’t trust a wingman, period,” said Bull.


  “Who knows,” said Thelma, “The snails might learn some tricks too. How long before we’d find them folding up over their shells and eating the cargo off their own backs?”


  Everyone looked back at the snail upon which Dick was tied, half expecting to see the boy being consumed. But nothing of the kind was taking place. The snail was creeping along toward them, so that within another half hour it might be expected to deliver its load to the cave door.


  They stepped out of the plane and climbed the hillside to the little stone promontory which Hefty remembered.


  “It’s ten to one he’s left a note,” said Hefty, “even if he didn’t expect anyone for a couple of days.”


  The cave was quite empty. They had expected to find at least a few items, such as food supplies.


  “He must have moved, bag and baggage,” Thelma said. “Maybe this turned out to be an unsafe spot.”


  Jake picked a feather off the floor. “Wingmen?”


  THE suggestion dealt a knockout blow to their conversation. They circled through the room again, combing the walls with a flashlight. Near the entrance they found evidence that something might have been hung over the doorway. But the something had been removed.


  “Don’t worry, Hefty,” Thelma said.


  “I ain’t worrin’,” Hefty lied. “Why should I worry? That guy knows how to take care of himself. He’ll show up about dinner time. If he don’t, it’s cause we didn’t bring Gypsy Brown along.”


  The four of them sat down in the cool shadowed room and discussed their plight.


  “I wish we had brought Gypsy,” Bull Fiddle said. “A good home cooked meal is just what I need.”


  But everyone remembered why Gypsy hadn’t come along. This unofficial excursion had been organized at the point of Dick Bracket’s pistol.


  “Dick! Where is he? We left him joyriding on the back of a snail. We’d better—”


  “Take it easy, Thelma,” said Jake, peering out through the cave opening. “I can still see him, and he’s still on his way over. Don’t worry, we’ll hear him squawk if anything goes wrong.”


  Perhaps it was the well-known principle of “meaningful forgetting” that accounted for what happened in the two hours that followed. Not that Hefty or any of his companions knew anything about the subtleties of human psychology. But if it is true that our memories like to slip on things we have found disagreeable, Dick Bracket stood a strong chance of being forgotten. In fact, the party felt such relief over having shelved him, after his ugly talk and rash violence, that they were quite happy to banish him temporarily from their thoughts.


  A few minutes later the four of them were climbing the mountainside. After an hour’s hike, they reached the crest of the thirteenth finger. They looked in all directions, hoping to see a column of campfire smoke in some direction.


  All they saw were a few flocks of wingmen and a valley dotted with red snails.


  Only as they descended to their plane did they remember that they had left Dick Bracket in somewhat perilous circumstances.


  “Where is he? I don’t see him.”


  Thelma stopped to rest her gaze upon the meadow. In the afternoon sunlight the crisscross snail trails could be discerned as thin brown ribbons.


  “There’s something going on over to the left.” Hefty pointed to the deeper green of the gentle slope. “It looks like a bunch of men.”


  “If you had my sharp eyes,” said Thelma, “you would see that it’s a flock of wingmen. They’re eating.”


  Some one had heard that wingmen habitually fed upon snail flesh, so this sight was not, in itself, so surprising.


  The disturbing thing was that, as the party hiked down the steep grade, they saw not a single snail that contained a human being tied to its back.


  “What’s went with Dick?” Bull Fiddle growled.


  “That’s what we’re all tryin’ to make out, Dope,” said his brother. “Looks to me like there’s just one good answer.” He gestured to the group of eight or ten wingmen feeding upon a gelatinous victim.


  “I don’t get it,” said Bull.


  “The wingmen were hungry,” said Jake. “They’ve had themselves a feed.”


  CHAPTER XX


  ON THE platform far out in the waves Stupe Smith was literally jumping out of his clothes. The footsteps from the mysterious depths were sounding louder.


  It was a race against time.


  In a matter of seconds Stupe had stripped down to his trunks, hung his clothes on the little raft and lowered it with all of his impediments, into the sea. He plunged in, caught the rope, and began swimming away as fast as his loaded raft would follow.


  He listened for voices and a moment later they reached his ear. But they were not the angry voices he expected. Something had intervened—a very unexpected something—within the last few seconds, which put an entirely different outlook on everything.


  It began when Stupe felt a sharp kick or thump against his ankle from some unseen force under the water.


  Instantly it rose up into view—the white stallion bearing the glamorous princess of the sea. It couldn’t have been an accident, Stupe knew. Not only was it timed perfectly. It was spaced perfectly. Horse and rider obscured him just before the voices sounded from the platform.


  “Keep hidden,” the princess said.


  The stallion was half out of the water, casting a shadow over Stupe and his tiny raft.


  “Thanks, friend,” Stupe whispered, though the splash of waters around him may have swallowed his words.


  The voices from the platform reminded him of the contented and polite chatterings of a cage full of birds enjoying a good meal. They may have hurried up the stairs to the surface expecting to find a foreigner—himself—awaiting capture. Instead, they found her—their princess.


  Stupe began to understand, for there was a sprinkling of English In their talk.


  “It is you . . . most noble . . . we were misled . . . Old Man must be crazy . . .”


  The princess lifted an arm for silence.


  “What an outburst! Control yourselves. Now tell me quietly. Why have you come to the top of the world? Do you not see enough of Marble Boy when I parade through the Plaza?”


  “We ascended the stairs because the Old Man called us,” one of them answered. “He said we would find one of his lost brothers.”


  Another, trying to apologize for their sudden and awkward appearance, said, “We hoped to find the prisoner we need.”


  STUPE wished that he dared peek at the men and women who belonged to these voices. Under the conditions he must not move. If they caught one glimpse of him the princess would be fatally embarrassed. She was lying to save his life, and plainly she was not used to lying.


  “Pay no attention to the Old Man,” she said, waving them away. “He has strange voices in his head.”


  They murmured unhappily over this rebuke. It seemed that the Old Man guarded the top of the stairway because he believed that some day one of his long-lost brothers would come. It was not like him to be calling false alarms.


  “As a man grows old,” the princess said, “he may not trust his own senses.”


  They retreated reluctantly, begging the Princess’ pardon for displaying sudden excitement. Stupe could hear them pattering down the mysterious stairs.


  At last the central shaft which had risen through the platform descended to its normal level, its flat top surface becoming one with the surface of the table. Again it was only a flat plate of plastic, a little artificial island within the vast ocean, bearing no sign of life.”


  “The door is gone,” the girl said quietly. “You are safe now. You may return to the platform. They will not see you.”


  “Whew!” Stupe splashed up out of the water, knowing he had had a close call. “I don’t believe they would like me, especially if they knew you were being my friend.”


  “Am I?” she said, a mischievous twinkle in the corner of her eyes.


  The stallion bounded up out of the blue waters onto the plastic platform and knelt while the girl dismounted. She swung about so that the waters fell from her flowing green skirt. Then she sat down on the edge of the platform, pointing her toes toward the water. Her rich brown hair fell carelessly over her shoulders.


  “If you aren’t already my friend,” said Stupe, “what can I do to make you my friend?”


  “Tell me your name.”


  “Smith.”


  “Smith?” She passed the name over her tongue a few times, liking the effect. “It is a very pretty name. Are you proud of it?”


  “To be honest, there are quite a few Smiths down where I come from,” Stupe said, smiling. “But I wouldn’t trade places with any other Smith just now.”


  He sat down beside her. He felt somewhat self-conscious. He had never considered himself much of a lady’s man. He had always had difficulty trying to make conversation with girls. This girl was so wonderfully attractive that he was afraid his speeches would blunder off in strange directions. Just now he dared not remind himself that he had come on a mission for J.J. Wellington.


  “How many other Smiths are there?” she asked. “Three or five? Not more than ten, I hope.”


  “Why do you hope that?”


  “Because I do not know numbers in your language above ten.”


  Stupe smiled with amusement. What a naive person she was. In spite of her use of English, she knew hardly anything of earth ideas or meanings. Yet she was showing a friendly eagerness to learn. He was finding it quite easy to talk with her after all.


  “In my world there were at least ten Smiths in my very block,” Stupe laughed. “And I’ll bet there were sixty thousand of them in my state.”


  “Sixty thousand?” The princess liked the word. “That sounds like lots more than ten. Do you know what I like about you?”


  “No, what?”


  “The funny face you have.”


  “What’s funny about it?” Stupe took a mirror from his pocket and gazed at his tanned wide forehead and the careless twists of water-soaked hair above it.


  “The holes in your nose, when you are sleeping, go wide and small, wide and small.”


  “There’s nothing strange about that.”


  “Is it that way with all the Smiths?”


  “All the Smiths and all the Joneses too,” said Stupe, laughing.


  “Am I so funny?” she asked, enjoying his amusement without quite knowing why.


  “Very. Do you know what I like about you?” Stupe was playfully mocking her. “I like the way you and Marble Boy ride through the water and go under without drowning. I’d vow that not another horse and rider in the solar system could do it.”


  “What is the solar system?”


  “The solar system is—well—”


  Stupe made a fumbling explanation. He soon found himself involved in the system of planets. He was getting in deep water, and she knew it, the quick little mischief. Whenever he hesitated on the number of miles between a planet and the sun, she volunteered, “Sixty thousand.” It was her favorite number.


  “I’d better swim back to shore before the afternoon gets any older,” he said presently. “I’ll need to eat again soon. I’ll bet I’ve lost five pounds on this grind.”


  She looked up sympathetically. “Have you lost something? Maybe Marble Boy and I could help you look. Did you lose it in the water?”


  “Didn’t you ever hear of losing weight? You just lose it—you don’t know when or where.”


  “Oh-h!” She shook her head, displaying a sympathy that was not intended to be comical.


  “It isn’t serious when you lose a few pounds.” He tapped his bare chest. “I still have plenty. Guess what I weigh.”


  “Oh, how do I guess?” said the princess. “I do not know what it is to weigh. Maybe you weigh sixty thousand.”


  “Ouch!” Stupe yelped, and then he laughed uproariously. “Heaven help me if I ever weigh sixty thousand. Even your horse doesn’t weigh that much.”


  “He weighs eight,” said the princess.


  “Eight? Eight what? Pounds or tons?”


  SHE shrugged her shoulders. She couldn’t stop for technicalities. Pounds or tons, it made no difference to her. “His body is one, his neck is two, his head is three, his tail is four, his four legs make five, six, seven, eight. He weighs eight. See. I know all about figures up to ten.”


  “You’re good,” said Stupe, rising. He offered a hand and lifted her to her feet. “Now if you can find your way through fifty thousand nine hundred and ninety more numbers you’ll reach sixty thousand.”


  She was looking up at him with a sort of hero-worshipping adoration, as if to say, How wonderful to know all of these fine sounding numbers.


  “I am about to go,” Stupe said. He still held her hand. It seemed proper that he should shake hands with her since he was about to go.


  However, handshaking apparently did not have the same meaning for her. She was puzzled. She looked down at her arm and failed to discover any reason why it should be pumped up and down.


  Marble Boy must have been distressed over all of this familiarity. He came over to them, his heavy hoof beats quickening as if he sensed some danger to his mistress. He bowed his graceful head, with the best of manners, Stupe thought, nevertheless his long white nose came between the two of them and nuzzled protectively against the princess’ side as if to move her away.


  “Now, Marble Boy,” the princess said, ruffling the snowy hairs above his eyes. “Don’t you be getting nervous. This man is my guest. He is a stranger from another world, sixty thousand miles away.”


  “More than that,” Stupe smiled.


  “And he has a wonderful name—Smith.”


  The big stallion raised his head high, and Stupe didn’t think his fiery eyes were any too friendly.


  “It’s getting late,” said Stupe. “Do you see where the sun is?”


  “Has it moved?” the princess asked, “or have we moved—or didn’t I understand what you said about the solar system?”


  “I’m going to have to move toward some food,” Stupe declared, “or my own system is going to collapse.”


  “Food? Food?” The princess gestured toward the waters beneath the platform. “Why don’t we go down? There’s plenty of food down there. Shall we?”


  Stupe gave an uncomfortable glance toward the center of the platform where, previously, the door had appeared and people had ascended a stairs to look for a possible prisoner.


  “No, we don’t go down that way,” said the princess. “You may ride down with me on Marble Boy. It’s safer.”


  She mounted and flung her flowing skirt to one side to make room back of her. Then she offered her hand and he leaped up. With a resounding splash they rode down into the waves.


  CHAPTER XXI


  IN HIS inner study somewhere in New York City, J.J. Wellington paced the floor with such vigor that his servants wondered whether he wouldn’t begin to reduce. His numerous financial worries could hardly account for so much nervous energy. His luck was usually good. More often than not, his blustering and fuming over the probable loss of a few millions would be followed with an upturn in fortune that would prove all his worries a sham.


  Far from reducing, he seemed to gain weight daily, so that he resembled the four-foot globe of Venus more than ever.


  “Here is your drink, sir,” his servant murmured.


  “That psychiatrist is four minutes late,” Wellington growled. “If he doesn’t show up in the next minute, I’ll cancel the appointment.”


  “There’s the elevator now, sir—”


  The psychiatrist, a handsome chap of thirty-eight with a clear complexion and steady eyes, took his time about removing his coat, settling down in an overstuffed chair, propping his feet on a footstool, and lighting a pipe. His pleasant and confident smile annoyed J.J. Wellington.


  “I’ve come to the conclusion that you’re barking up the wrong tree, Mr. Wellington.”


  The word bark was well chosen. Wellington barked now, giving a low, “Wrruff,” that would have done justice to a true canine.


  “In brief, I have come to the conclusion that there’s nothing mentally wrong with Mr. Vest. I’ve been watching him for several days. He’s a little queer, but these are only the surface mannerisms which anyone may acquire. Basically, he’s quite sane and normal.”


  Wellington stomped across to the globe and gave his fingers an angry flip against the red triangle that represented the American Colony.


  “Sane, is he? So you believe in all these nonsensical adventures he tells? You take stock in all these queer whop-de-poofs he claims he’s seen? You’d better watch your reputation, Doc. Somebody will be putting a psychiatrist on your trail.”


  The psychiatrist gave a low laugh.


  “I don’t hold any briefs for the stories Mr. Vest tells, Mr. Wellington. It is quite outside my sphere to say whether these whop-de-poofs, as you call them, are more than the figments of Mr. Vest’s imagination. So far as I know, he hasn’t revealed in any of his lectures the story he told you of a beautiful sea-dwelling maiden who rides down into the waves on a white horse. It’s barely possible that he was clever enough to coin this adventure solely for you.”


  For a moment the mighty financier purpled. If there was anything he couldn’t endure, it was the humiliation of being out-smarted by a man whose brains he was buying. Again he barked, a long and savage, “Wrrrowwff. That little devil.”


  “Does that clear up everything, Mr. Wellington?” the psychiatrist asked pleasantly.


  Wellington turned, drew a deep cooling breath and smeared his perspiring forehead with a white handkerchief.


  “All right, all right, what’s the difference? I knew there wasn’t any such freak in any sea, understand?”


  “You knew?”


  “Of course. But I didn’t let him know I knew, see?”


  “I—not exactly.”


  “Never mind, the deal went over. As long as Stupendous Smith thinks there’s a girl—as long as the party has an excuse to stay on and plant a few outposts—”


  The psychiatrist sat silently, his eyes half closed. Wellington suddenly realized that he might be talking too freely. He gestured abruptly.


  “That’s all, Doc. That’s all. You’ve told me what I want to know. Send me your bill and we’ll call it square.”


  As soon as the doctor had gone, Wellington rang for his secretary, and while waiting, he shuffled through some papers and photographs.


  Here it was, the folder of clippings of Kreuger and his wife, explorers, rivals of Stupendous Smith.


  “Yes, Mr. Wellington?” said his secretary.


  “Any reply on that letter to Kreuger?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Get him on the telephone. Tell him I’m planning to send another expedition to Venus as soon as possible. Stupe Smith has bogged down and needs help. I want Kreuger and his wife to organize another party as soon as possible. Got it? Okay, get busy. Have Kreuger in here for a conference this afternoon.”


  CHAPTER XXII


  THE American Embassy at the Venusian capital was on needles and pins.


  Ambassador Jewell had been cruelly embarrassed by the Wellington expedition, and his disturbed state of mind was contagious.


  After the mysterious attack by the wingmen, gossip traveled outward in an ever widening circle, carrying with it a state of nerves.


  In answer to numerous telephone calls from other officials, the Ambassador’s secretary replied, “Ambassador Jewell will issue a public pronouncement soon. He believes the wingman attack was nothing more than a reckless prank, and there is no reason to fear that it will be repeated. However, he warns—”


  The secretary never failed to follow his statement with a warning to the populace to be on the alert against other sporadic outbursts of trouble.


  Dame Rumor insisted that the recently arrived Wellington party was somehow responsible for the wingmen’s possession of firearms. The Ambassador realized the importance of interviewing Captain Meetz as soon as possible.


  Upon several attempts, however, be found the door closed to him. At length he ordered his own personal physician to assist with the case.


  “Captain Meetz’s condition is no longer serious,” his physician reported. “Dr. Jabetta has done a good job.”


  “I’d like for you to stay on the case,” said the Ambassador.


  “Just as you say.”


  But Dr. Jabetta, with his quietly possessive manner, kept the captain’s ailments well in his own hands. More often than not the Ambassador’s physician felt that his presence was superfluous.


  On the night that the wind and rain pounded the windows of the Hotel, Dr. Jabetta, answering the physician’s call, gave assurance that the captain was sleeping soundly.


  “Have no worries, Doctor,” Jabetta replied against the crackle of lightning. “I am with the captain. He is sleeping like a log.”


  After Jabetta hung up, the captain turned over with a groan. “Who says I’m sleeping like a log? How can I sleep against this devilish rain?”


  “Worrying captain?”


  “Feverish. The voices keep rattling in my ears—”


  “Voices?”


  “They keep arguing. They won’t let me rest.”


  “Oh?” Dr. Jabetta’s eyebrows raised slowly. He had been pacing the floor quietly, and his back was turned toward the bed, but through the wall mirror he gave the captain a look of curiosity which the latter did not see. Voices, Jabetta thought. He paused at the dresser to mix some medicines. The captain was shifting his pillow to block the light of the little pink night lamp out of his eyes. “More medicine?” he asked sleepily.


  “Swallow it quickly,” Dr. Jabetta said.


  THE captain downed the liquid, returned the glass, and turned over as if he intended to fall asleep at once. His eyes were closed and he lay very still for two or three minutes. Then abruptly he propped himself up on one elbow, his eyes wide open.


  “If the Ambassador doesn’t get out of our way—”


  “What are we going to do?” Dr. Jabetta asked. The captain began to gesture as if wide awake and in the middle of a long-winded discourse. “If he doesn’t get out of the way, three things can happen. Are you listening, Dick? Good. Don’t miss a word, my boy.”


  Dr. Jabetta came closer. His patient’s imagination had been stirred. Dick Bracket was hundreds of miles away, but just now the captain believed the boy was present, listening in on a confidential discussion.


  “Three things, Dick. In the first place, we can wait for Wellington to come through—”


  A flare of lightning interrupted him.


  “Snap off that light, Dick,” he said. “I can talk better in the dark.”


  Jabetta turned off the night lamp and the room was in darkness. Now and then a flash of lightning across the Venus skies would reveal the sick man, sitting up in bed, his eyes blazing wildly as he raved.


  “Six things can happen, Dick,” he said, improving upon his original proposition. “If the Ambassador doesn’t get out of our way and let us plant the Wellington empire according to plan—Dick, stop smashing up the furniture.”


  A blast of thunder had broken in upon the speech. The captain took time out to scold Dick and several other imaginary listeners, until he seemed to be addressing a whole ball full of Wellington employees.


  “Why can’t all of you sit quietly and listen, like Dr. Jabetta? Ah! When the empire unfolds, Jabetta will be one of the governors.”


  “Go on with your speech,” said Jabetta, sitting near the captain in the darkness. “If the Ambassador doesn’t get out of our way—”


  “Any of ten things can happen.” The captain’s voice was beginning to grow a trifle sleepy. In a few minutes the momentary exhilaration of the drug would wear off. “Any of ten—”


  “Name them, captain.”


  “One. The party stays right here waiting for his okay. Two. Stupe Smith goes exploring by himself to win his millions. Three. He gets disgusted because he doesn’t have our support. Four. He can’t find the girl he’s looking for. Five. He loads a spaceship and goes back to earth. Six. He tells Wellington the expedition was a flop. Seven. Wellington sends another expedition. Eight. They high-pressure the Ambassador and win their point. Nine. They bypass me and go out over Venus to plant outposts and start developing. Ten. I’m left out on a limb—and so are you and you and you.”


  “Eleven?” Jabetta suggested.


  “They forget their promises.”


  “Twelve?”


  “They hand us each a pick and shovel and tell us to go to work.”


  “Thirteen?”


  “That’s unlucky. They forget to send us our supplies, and we starve to death and the wingmen find us and laugh themselves sick.”


  The rain beat heavily against the panes. The thunder was swallowed up by the general roar. The captain groaned sleepily and settled down for a night’s sleep. It was plain to Dr. Jabetta that he did not feel very optimistic over his prospects on this planet.


  So the true purpose of Wellington’s expedition was to lay the foundation for an empire. It was a big and daring enterprise for any financier, this dream of remaining on the earth while gathering Venus into the palm of his hand.


  “Your thirteen points may not be so far off,” Jabetta muttered just before the captain started to snore, “but personally, I wouldn’t care to die for J.J. Wellington and have these wingmen laugh at me.”


  CHAPTER XXIII


  “DOT under is getting verse effry minute,” Gypsy Brown declared. She was rummaging around in the dark room. Velma, rousing up, was aware that the rain had been beating against the window.


  “Who’s scared of thunder?” Velma murmured sleepily.


  “I am,” said Gypsy. “I’m scared of Venus tunder and I don’t care who knows it.”


  A prolonged flare of purple lightning revealed Gypsy in her red robe bending over a suitcase. Velma sat up in bed with a start. Was Gypsy packing? Where did she think she was going?


  “If it’s Venus thunder you’re scared of,” Velma said, “that will be gone in the morning. Maybe you’re scared of Venus, period.”


  “Dot’s vat I might be,” said Gypsy. Velma went to her and tried to persuade her to come to bed.


  “We mustn’t waken Selma. She needs her rest. Come on.”


  “Vare do you suppose Thelma is on such a night?”


  “We won’t talk about that,” said Velma firmly. There had been endless hours of fearful speculations since the night that five members of the party flew off on an unauthorized jaunt. “I could worry myself sleepless, but I’m not going to. Now, you forget your fears, Gypsy, and tomorrow you unpack your suitcase.”


  “Tomorrow is der regular Venus Clipper to der earth.”


  “Stop that talk, Gypsy.”


  “I’m homesick,” said Gypsy with a heartrending groan. “Already I’m so-o-o homesick.”


  “S-s-sh!”


  “Honest, crossing my heart, der lightning and tunder, it does someting to me. And der vingmen—do you know someting, Felma?”


  “I know you’re scared silly about all these wingmen rumors. Listening to your foolish talk anyone would think that the whole city was about to be attacked by winged invaders.”


  “Do you know vot I saw out der vindow under der lightning?”


  “What?”


  “Vlip, vlop, vlip-vlop—der vings was skiffing along past der balcony uff our hotel.”


  Velma looked to the window. She wanted to scoff at this statement. But the truth was, she too had fancied something of the sort under that last flare of lightning.


  “I’ll draw the shades closer.” As she moved cautiously through the darkness her bare feet bumped something on the floor. “Ooooh!”


  “Vat iss? Vatt iss?”


  “It’s your darned suitcase,” said Velma.


  “Hs-s-sh. You’ll wake your sister.”


  AT THIS, Selma gave an annoyed grunt.


  “Stop your clowning, you two. Who could sleep through a night like this?” Then suddenly Selma’s voice gave forth a terrified shriek. “Velma! Look out!”


  Velma swung around in alarm. Her arm accidentally struck the lever that latched the two halves of the French windows. They unlatched and flew open. With a furious whoooof, a wild gust of wind and rain blew in—and that wasn’t all. What Selma had seen was the silhouette, against the lightning, of a man with wings.


  “It’s a winged man, Velma!” Selma cried. “He’s coming in. Look out.”


  It was a fair question whether the dark winged form had any intention of coming in before the windows swung open and fairly blew him in. He had probably been scouting for just such an opening, testing one window after another, determined not to miss any opportunity this wild night might offer a plunderer.


  His wings closed against his body and he leaped over the sill. To see him plunging through, highlighted by crisscrossing flares of lightning, his bare muscular arms streaming with rain, his long black hair half hiding his animal eyes, was enough to terrorize Velma into cold silence. But Gypsy found her voice and screamed a blood curdling scream.


  “Der vings! Der vings! Yee-eeek!”


  Lightning and thunder, screams, and thumping feet. Wind and rain, and the bumping of a suitcase against the window frame. The wingman had sticky hands, no doubt about it. He had seized the first thing he touched, and now away he went—two bounds over the balcony and a jump into the air.


  A quick triple flash of lightning showed him winged, then wingless, then winged again as he flapped off into the storm hugging the suitcase to his body.


  “My zootcase! Yee-eeek! Come back mit my best dresses and my cookbook, you goldarned thief!”


  “Stop your cussing and help me get these windows closed,” Velma commanded. At the same time Selma reached for the telephone to report to the management.


  A window had been broken. The rain and wind howled through with a weird sound that Gypsy said was sure to drive her mad before morning.


  CHAPTER XXIV


  THEY had turned on the light to survey the damages. Gypsy, beside herself over her loss, paced from one window to the other, sobbing, “My dresses! My cookbook! My brand new zootcase!” Her prized possessions had floated off into the sky. Her weird mumblings might have been incantations intended to bring them floating back.


  The hotel engineer nailed boards over the window and one of the officials gave his assurance that the theft of the suitcase would be reported.


  “Everything will be all right, ladies. Have no worries.”


  “Leaf der hammer,” said Gypsy Brown, “and effryting vill be all right.”


  “You’ll be safe,” one of the men said sarcastically.


  “Leaf der hammer.” Gypsy was so insistent that she won her point. The hotel employees, chuckling, closed the door behind them.


  “Now we’ll get some sleep, I hope,” Velma Stevens said. “Come to bed, Gypsy.”


  But Gypsy didn’t come to bed. She sat in her robe, watching the windows and listening to the steady downpour. She argued that a criminal always returns to the scene of his crime, and if he chose to return she was going to give him the works.


  “Hs-s-sh, Gypsy. You’re all unstrung.”


  “Don’t tell me hs-s-sh! Der virst pair of vings dot shows his vace on der balcony gets der hammer.”


  She was still repeating this threat when Velma drifted off to sleep.


  Velma’s sleep lasted until almost morning. She was awakened by the sound of an opening window.


  “Gypsy, is that you?”


  Gypsy was opening the window with one hand, raising the hammer with the other. The rain had ceased. The faintest gray was showing through the blackness. The tips of two upraised wings showed black and blurry just outside the window. A wingman was on the balcony—a tiny wingman. Gypsy was ready to strike with her hammer when the little creature gave a faint cry.


  “Vot’s dot? A young vun?” Gypsy lowered her hammer as she peered out at the dimly outlined object. Her voice was suddenly compassionate. “Vell, vell, leedle vun. Vare did you come vrom? You poor leedle rain-soaked fellow. Ain’t you got no mamma? Come in and get some dry clothes on before you take your death uff cold.”


  Velma turned on a light, Selma awakened as if out of one bad dream into another. “More wingmen? Oh, a young one. Where did you come from?”


  The little fellow was standing on the sill of the open window. He was five or six years old, with chubby brown arms and legs and a pair of muddy feet. His big tearful eyes looked up at Gypsy in bewilderment. He must have liked her. He gave his little brownish-orange wings a shake, folded them back, and jumped lightly to the floor.


  “Ain’t you got no mamma?” Gypsy repeated in a soulful voice. “Come and tell Gypsy Brown all about it. Vare did you come from? Vot iss your name?”


  “Name is Gooyay,” the little boy said. He pressed his arms close against his sides and put his hands in the pockets of his orange colored trunks. “I tried to follow Tawkoo. He flied away from me.”


  “Now don’t be crying, leedle vellow,” Gypsy comforted. “You can be my Gooyay till he comes back.” Then her eyebrows raised with an inspiration. “Vot’s dis? Maybe he vlies avay because he steals a zootcase, vot? Urn-hmm. So! I see. Vell, vell, vell.” Gypsy began to smile. “Don’t be sniffing. Tawkoo vill come back vor you, I bet. And he’ll bring back my zootcase, I bet. Until he does, I keep you right vith me vor my own leedle Gooyay.”


  CHAPTER XXV


  THE morning after the storm a council of wingmen was held on the south slope of the Divide. It began as an informal discussion between Panno, the father of Gooyay, and Tawkoo.


  Panno, a twenty-eight year old wingman with orange brown wings, had overtaken Tawkoo, the bluish-gray winged lad of twenty, to inquire about Gooyay.


  “Gooyay followed you over the Divide yesterday afternoon,” Panno said. “Where did you lead him?”


  “I told him to go back to you,” said the younger wingman. “He shouldn’t have tried to follow me.”


  “Why shouldn’t he? Were you going over to the forbidden city?”


  The heavy-chested, black winged Gunawoo circled over them and alighted to see what the argument was about. Gunawoo, who had stolen the explosive weapons from the earth men, was feared and dreaded by many of his fellow wingmen. He had boasted openly of his bold invasion of a dining-room in the capital city, where he had pulled the trigger of his explosive weapon many times and caused some of the earth men to fall. His prowess had made him the leader of the lawless element among the wingmen.


  “Are you complaining,” Gunawoo asked, “because Tawkoo flew across to the forbidden city?”


  “He does not admit it,” said Panno. “But I think that is where he went. And I think my son followed him.”


  “Your son should know better,” said Gunawoo. “They have no respect for us unless we are large and powerful.”


  Gunawoo marched about, flexing his biceps and tossing his head proudly. Tawkoo rose, shrugging his shoulders.


  “Wait,” said Panno. “Tell me where you went. Which part of the city did you fly over?”


  The two men wrangled, and all the wingmen who happened to fly over that part of the valley coasted down to see what the discussion was all about. Soon there were more than a hundred wingmen and women gathered in a circle. The larger the crowd, the more important the voice of Gunawoo became. He was a self-appointed referee.


  “Every child has his own wings,” Gunawoo said. “No child should fly so far that he can’t return home.”


  “But last night’s storm offered many dangers to a child,” Panno protested. “If Tawkoo would only tell me which way he himself flew, I would know where to look for little Gooyay.”


  THE father’s plea was a reasonable one, many of the wingmen believed. They knew that the little fellow was fond of high-spirited young men like Tawkoo, and his hero-worship might cause him to follow too far.


  But Gunawoo wished to shield Tawkoo from any censure. If he had invaded the capital city, Gunawoo in his outlaw heart would applaud him for it. If there were any spoils, Gunawoo meant to have his share of them.


  For these reasons, Gunawoo twisted the logic of the situation to exempt the bluish-gray winged Tawkoo from making any explanations.


  Then, at high noon, the beautiful Latee, the mother of Gooyay, flew down to join the circle, and everyone saw that she had been flying hard and that her eyes were red from weeping. Gunawoo was silent now. The arrival of Latee was something he hadn’t counted on.


  Latee’s wings were considered by some to be the most beautiful in the whole tribe that inhabited this part of the Divide. They were delicately colored—light greenish yellow, each with two dots of red that flashed in the sunlight. Gunawoo had often watched her with interest when she didn’t know she was being observed. Now he stared at her with eves of jealousy as Panno tried to comfort her.


  “You should be searching instead of talking,” she said to her husband. “I am afraid our little one has been struck by lightning. But I have searched all along the shore—”


  “I think he went toward the forbidden city.” It was Gunawoo’s voice that interrupted. The big black winged leader marched into the center of the circle. “As I was about to say, when you arrived, we should organize a search party. All of us are concerned when one of us is lost.”


  “Yes, all of us should help,” several wingmen quickly agreed.


  Panno, who had been fighting a losing argument up to this moment, was puzzled by the sudden expressions of cooperation. It seemed that everyone was ready to help. Only the suggestion of a leader was needed.


  “Tawkoo,” said Gunawoo imperiously, “if this child may have followed you last evening, you must retrace your flight. We shall follow you, and our eyes shall comb every tree and every bush and every rooftop.”


  “But you said I didn’t have to tell—”


  Tawkoo’s protest was cut short by the clamor of the crowd.


  “Lead us,” Gunawoo demanded. Then turning to Latee and favoring her with his handsomest smile, he said, “Do not worry. We shall follow Tawkoo—your husband and you and I—and we shall find your lost son, even if we have to search the very halls of the forbidden buildings.”


  “Thank you,” said Latee. And she knew that although she was almost exhausted from her previous flights she must not refuse to go. “Panno and I are with you.”


  The party of more than a hundred wingmen rose into the sky and flew northward over the Divide toward the capital city.


  Four hours later they were hiding in the foothills near the city, waiting for their scouts to return. The roar of an airplane reached their ears. They watched the red and blue craft lift from the Venus spaceport. The noise was like a distant roll of thunder, far less earsplitting than the takeoffs of spaceships, but to them somehow more ominous.


  When the scouts returned they knew.


  The news struck home with the weight of tragedy. Little Gooyay had departed with that plane.


  “One of the women from the earth had taken him,” the scout declared. “The earth party are on their way to the Southeast Ocean. This woman was holding little Gooyay in her arms.”


  Latee paled, and her husband supported her. “You saw him? Was he crying?”


  “On the contrary, he appeared to be very happy. The lady was joking with him.”


  Then Gunawoo took command. He pointed toward the sky and made his promise to Latee. “I will bring your child back to you. I will take the bravest and strongest with me and we will find your little Gooyay.”


  CHAPTER XXVI


  THE snail upon which Dick Bracket had been tightly bound must have sensed that it was making snail history. If it had had the gift of speech it might have said:


  “Look, fellow snails, I’m carrying a passenger. I’m going to give him a ride be won’t forget.”


  The snail lumbered along slowly without knowing which direction it was going, though the rising heat may have warned it to seek a shadow for the coming afternoon.


  Dick Bracket muttering to himself with unrighteous rage, made an effort to guide the creature by pulling to the right. The snail pulled to the left, which was exactly what Dick wanted. This would take him toward the hillside containing Stupe Smith’s cave. That was where the rest of the party had gone, and as they now explored the premises it appeared that they wanted to forget him.


  They had not gagged him. He was free to shout when he wished. That angered him. So they wanted to make him cry out for help. He’d show them. He wouldn’t utter a cry. But just wait till he twisted himself free and got his hands on a gun.


  He’d make them dance to his music like they never danced before.


  The snail was going too far to the left. Ahead was the open sea.


  No use to shout now even if Dick wanted to. They had left the cave and hiked on up to the top of the thirteenth finger ridge. They had forgot him.


  Splash! The snail shuddered as it oozed into the shallow waters. Its bulk displaced enough water that, in spite of its passenger, it remained solidly upright and afloat.


  Dick floated out into the sea.


  He floated all day and all night. The dumb beast remained right-side-up. Otherwise it showed no signs of intelligence, for it made no effort to propel itself, but seemed content to drift on indefinitely.


  If Dick had possessed a less calloused conscience, he might have reflected upon his own rash sins during these tortured hours. Instead, his theme song was, “I’ll show ’em. Just wait till I get loose and get my hands on a gun . . .”


  His threats and cursing were somewhat weakened after a long and seemingly hopeless night of drifting. Would the shore still be visible when dawn came?


  LITTLE by little his bonds, which had tightened after his first encounter with the water, began to loosen. He awakened at daylight with the relieved feeling that something had snapped.


  The chill of night was alleviated by the first kind shafts of red sunlight. Dick had dreamed murderous thoughts all night, and had once gone so far as to include Captain Meetz among his prospective victims. Now he breathed heavily, slowly, feeling that he had aged through the night.


  Snap.


  A rope slipped free. The tension on one of his arms was quite relieved. Why?


  In answer, he saw that large green fish were attacking the snail from the underside. They were snapping off bites of the gelatinous flesh, darting down through the gray depths to enjoy their breakfast, then coming back for more.


  Dawn revealed the coast line to be a dim blue shadow of irregular hills to the north. Dick was far enough out at sea that he could count five fingers-mounds of dull blue rising out of the sea.


  Snap. The soggy snail was beginning to list.


  Dick’s hopes fell and rose by turns. Now again he thought there was a chance of drifting closer to the tenth finger before those fish ate the fleshy boat from under him.


  Snap. The diminishing snail shuddered and wobbled. It had evidently become too much exhausted to resist these attacks by drawing itself into its shell. Had it done so, Dick would unquestionably have turned it over.


  He was working at the ropes furiously now. The latest stab of the sharp-toothed fish had cut a rope clean, thereby freeing his right arm.


  He was getting loose—little by little—both arms—his body—one leg.


  He was compelled to sit carefully. Once his vigorous motions almost overbalanced the snail. It wouldn’t do to be dumped here in mid-ocean. The prospect of a watery grave now began to haunt Dick. He tried to coax the beast shoreward.


  Dip-dip-dip . . .


  The white shell was beginning to slap the water on the starboard side.


  “The wide ocean,” Dick muttered with a shudder of fatalism. “I’d like to change places with Captain Meetz . . .”


  Yellow! Yellow waters! . . . Lights under the sea!


  HIS discovery made him doubt his own senses at first. But when he saw within the circle of light a tiny platform standing a few feet above the level of the water, he was willing to take it at face value.


  “I’m saved,” he thought aloud. “Whatever this pumping station is, I’m saved.”


  His jaw tightened. To have one’s life snatched from the jaws of death seemed to imply some providential encouragement for him to go on with his original plans. If he could get back to shore he would fight as he had never fought before.


  He splashed over the side of his half-eaten snail, allowing the fragments of water-soaked rope to sink.


  His muscles all but refused to function, after their long imprisonment. But he managed to swim and soon reached the platform.


  He rolled onto its warm surface weakly.


  Swish!


  At first the sound meant nothing more than the loud lapping of waters. But a shadow fell over him. He turned, amazed, and his bluish face went colorless. Some strange projection had risen out of the center of the platform.


  A door in the wall of the projection opened, and an old man with stern eyes and flowing white whiskers stood there, staring.


  “What’s up, Grandpa?” Dick swung to his feet ready for trouble.


  The old man’s voice was cracked, but his eyes were alive with a feverish light of discovery.


  “I told them!” he squawked. “They wouldn’t believe me. Come. I’ll show them. Come, come, young man. Don’t stand there like an idiot.”


  “Where we going?” said Dick.


  “Down,” said the old man. He led the way down the spiral staircase and Dick followed.


  CHAPTER XXVII


  ON THE previous afternoon Stupe Smith had ridden down into the sea with the princess. He hadn’t been quite sure, when he took that plunge, whether he had been prompted by duty—his obligation to J.J. Wellington-or his personal interest in the beautiful girl.


  S-s-splash!


  At the very moment of dashing into the water he sternly reminded himself that his original task—to capture the girl and bring her back to the earth—must be his first consideration.


  Along with his crisscrossing motives he was quite aware that he was momentarily placing his life in her hands. It was a plunge to be taken on faith.


  Ker-thoop! The water closed over the three of them—Marble Boy and the two riders.


  Strange, Stupe thought, that a flash of memory should have brought back the image of pretty red-haired Mae Krueger at that moment. He had been in love with Mae once. They had parted good friends after a spirited quarrel over Stupe’s refusal to avoid dangerous adventures. He had been infatuated with pretty Mae, but she had married his rival Krueger. So Stupe had gone on with his life of adventure uninterrupted by any further infatuations.


  “Hold tight!” The girl’s words were muffled by the sounds of thrashing water.


  Down, down—how deep could they go, Stupe wondered, before his eardrums would burst from the pressure? He wanted to press his hands over them, but he was too busy following the good advice to hold tight.


  His lungs tightened. In another moment they would be bursting for a breath. He looked up through the yellow water, calculating the distance to the surface. If he let go—if he took five or six upward strokes—


  Darkness!


  All at once the light that filtered down through fifteen or twenty feet of water was closed off. They were entering some sort of tunnel. The thumpity-thump of the stallion’s hoofs on a solid surface jolted against his throbbing eardrums. A panic seized him. He was entering a trap. They were riding into a walled-in shaft. Now it would be impossible for him to let go and rise to the surface.


  But all at once he knew that the pressure was easing. The tunnel path was leading upward. In the blackness he sensed that automatic doors were opening and closing. A rush of water almost struck him off. Then, suddenly, there was no water.


  A BREATH. A deep full breath. His lungs and heart and spinning brain were instantly relieved. His eyes and ears and fingertips were throbbing hard, but every breath was a promise. Life was surging back. A moment earlier he would have traded his chances at a million dollars for one breath of air.


  “Hold tight,” the girl said, and this time her voice was a hum of echoes within the narrow passage. The stallion’s hoof beats melted together like rolling thunder.


  Another descent. But not through water. The valves had been passed and the sea had been shut out. Down . . . down. Could the stallion’s eyes penetrate this sticky darkness—or was this path so well known that the very hoof beats had found a rhythm to its turns?


  Down-down—spiraling swiftly, dizzily. A weird misty grayness was emerging out of the depths.


  The lights and sounds and smells always would seem to Stupe, looking back on this moment, like the bursting of a new world upon his senses. Venus itself had been that, when he had first arrived. But here was a new world within a new world.


  “Where are we going?” he called, clinging tight. The girl didn’t hear him. They were thundering down, down through the darkness. The stallion’s hoof beats echoed within the narrow passageway like the roll of a score of drums.


  Suddenly the walls of the passage materialized under a dim glow of light, pale blue. They were walls of glass-like substance with polished surfaces. The glances of light reminded Stupe of blue starlight glinting through spaceship windows.


  By now, he guessed, they must have been at least sixty or seventy feet below their starting point near the water’s surface. There was no sign of an ocean within these walls. As the lights grew brighter, however, Stupe could see the dark ocean pressing against the transparent surfaces from the outside. Occasionally a school of black fish with yellow eyes could be seen bumping their noses against the surfaces, then scurrying away at the sight of the approaching horse.


  Marble Boy knew this track by heart, Stupe decided, and loved every turn. At the sight of an arch, lined with ribbons of light, the stallion broke his even running pace to a jubilant gallop.


  “We are home!” the girl cried out.


  But it all happened too suddenly for Stupe. With the first lurch his seat went out from under him and he bumped off the rear end. It took all of his tumbling skill to roll without injury and come to his feet.


  The girl turned and saw what had happened. Instantly she leaped off the horse and came running back to him. Marble Boy clattered on alone, down the gently curved passage and out of sight.


  “Do you not want to come?” the girl called, returning.


  Stupe laughed to himself. “She thinks I changed my mind. It was the horse that changed his pace.”


  HE FELT a little self-conscious as she turned him around, touching his elbows and shoulders, examining him for injuries. So she knew he had fallen accidentally.


  Her eyes twinkled with mischief. “Are you no longer hungry? Do you not want to come down and have food?”


  “Sure I’m hungry,” Stupe grinned. “Got any hamburgers?”


  “Hani-hambers?”


  “Burgers. You know. Ground steer in a bun.” No she wouldn’t know. How could she? He tried to simplify the order. “It’s fried meat between two slices of bread. It’s yummy.”


  “Ah, you shall have hamburger,” she said confidently. “Come. You shall have—”


  “Now wait a minute, lady. Don’t start whetting my appetite for something I know I can’t have. After all, here we are down in the lost end of a strange world. Where would you get steers for your meat?”


  “There is the meat,” she said, nodding toward the plastic wall. Beyond, the light revealed a cluster of weird looking black fish with yellow eyes. As she pointed toward them, they darted off into the dark waters. “You shall have burgers.”


  Stupe gulped dubiously. “Fish-burgers?”


  “I shall fix them myself. You will like my fish-burgers.”


  Under the conditions, thought Stupe, he would have to.


  The girl stopped in a listening attitude and put a hand to her ear. Marble Boy’s hoofs could no longer be heard.


  “He has already reached home,” said the girl. “We are almost there. Only a short walk to give you an appetite.”


  CHAPTER XXVIII


  STUPE’S suspicions were going out in all directions. The girl was talking too fast for him to catch everything. Her allusions to great numbers of people startled him.


  “They live down there,” she said, with a casual wave of her hand.


  Stupe looked down at the floor of the parlor into which the tunnel had led them. He had thought this to be the bottom of the ocean. It was an opaque floor, of a plastic material similar to that of the ocean platform, but dark red in color. And solid. Was it possible that this structure could be somehow suspended, not firmly rooted to the ocean’s floor?


  “There are many people—like you—and me,” the girl went on.


  Stupe was finishing his third sandwich. At the moment the joy of eating could scarcely be disturbed by her remarks. Yet the foreshadowing of possible contacts with great numbers of undersea people called for wariness on his part. He hadn’t forgotten the actions of the group on the platform who had come looking for a prisoner.


  “If you will give me a chance to rest after this lunch,” he said, “I think I can swim back by myself.”


  “You do not want to see the city in which my people live?” Disappointment was in her voice.


  “Is it safe?”


  The girl was laughing at him. Her response shot through him. Was she teasing? Making mischief? Or hurling a challenge at him?


  “After you have seen my world, then, perhaps—” she hesitated—“perhaps you will take me to see your world.”


  Stupe walked across the room leisurely, turning his back toward her. He was attempting to memorize the lay of the land. The tunnel through which he had descended branched in four or five directions at the entrance to “her home.” He wanted to be sure—yes, the soft blue lights identified the passage. Again he glimpsed the dark fish with the yellow eyes exploring along the outsides of the walls.


  A foreboding of peril haunted him. How easy it would be for that wall to crack, he thought, and let the sea come dashing in. He could hardly imagine people living here in a feeling of comfort and security. But if these undersea dwellers all possessed the girl’s mysterious ability to go through the waves, then the terror might be as nothing to them.


  NO, IT could not be dismissed so easily.


  The very weight of water that would press down upon them at this depth would crush out their lives unless they were something more than human.


  He was still pondering these mysteries half an hour later when he dozed away on a soft couch. A flood of images crowded his sleepy thoughts. This couch was too soft—made of feathers—feathers from the wings of wingmen? What relationship existed between the winged and non-winged creatures of this world?


  What of the prisoner that had been sought on the platform? Must one be found? Would a wingman eventually serve? Or would these sea dwellers find their way across to the mainland and seek out one of his own party—Hefty?


  Hefty—Hefty—A hundred unanswered questions swarmed through Stupe’s mind.


  Hefty would think it a streak of luck if he knew that the girl had been found. He and the other members of the party would rejoice if they knew. They would make preparations to come at once—perhaps by plane—no, by raft. They would come prepared to capture the prize.


  “Carefully. Gently.”


  Stupe, three-fourths asleep, had muttered the words aloud. Mentally he was protecting the girl. In fact, he was already tortured by his own infirmity of purpose. He was weakening in his resolve.


  “No, no, I must not—” His fingers clenched tight. The prize could be won—diplomatically. Carefully. Tactfully. There need be no cruelty. Had the girl not already suggested that she might wish to visit his land?


  This opened a new avenue of argument in his mind. If she were dissatisfied here, a flight to the earth would be the ideal deliverance. Could it be that she was an outcast from this society?


  “She lives apart,” Stupe mumbled to himself. “No family—”


  But she did have servants. He had seen four or five of them on his arrival here—two half grown boys dressed in single-piece brown uniforms which she had identified as servants’ costumes. Two or three older women had been at work in an adjoining room preparing foods. No, this girl was no outcast or she would not be living in such luxury.


  “Do you talk in your sleep always?”


  The girl tapped him gently on the forehead. At once he was wide awake. She was smiling down at him.


  “What funny things you mutter,” she said. “You cannot be so angry as this for having eaten fishburgers.”


  He roused up, laughing. “Anything I said was strictly off the record.”


  “Good. Now you are ready to come with me to the observation balcony. We shall look down upon my city.”


  
CHAPTER XXIX


  STUPE had little idea what to expect when he walked with the “Princess” out to the observation balcony. The new undersea world burst upon him as a complete surprise. At first the yellow light from overhead was almost blinding. It was like a disc-shaped sun hanging in the top of a huge glass globe, or more accurately, half a globe.


  This half globe, or inverted bowl, as he soon began to visualize it, reached from the top of the sea to the bottom—a distance of about eight hundred feet. The mile-wide circle of level floor was designed in the shape of a six-point star. The center of the star was directly beneath him. He could have dropped a rock from the edge of the suspended balcony on which he stood and it would have dropped into a pool of water eight hundred feet down. This pond was the center of an artificial garden, the center of the wide six-point plaza around which the city was built.


  The white-metal structures which rose from each of the six parts of the city reminded him of six Eiffel towers. They looked strong enough to support the hemispherical enclosure, in spite of the weight of the sea.


  Again Stupe was haunted by the peril of such an environment. One break in the surface of the hemisphere would allow the sea to come rushing in. Evidently the dwellers of this strange city had built with reference to this danger. The tiny houses beneath his gaze were curious mound-shaped structures. The strength of an arch is great, he knew. Each of these homes might be strong enough to resist the weight of the ocean, he reasoned.


  “How many people live here?” Stupe asked.


  The girl at his side gave him a quick smile. “Sixty-thousand,” she said.


  He laughed at her persistent mischief.


  Since she did not know figures in English, and he had no knowledge of the numbers she would name in her other language, he was left to his own guess. Along the star-shaped plaza and the many paths he could see less than two hundred. But this was only a small fraction of the population, he guessed. Within each of the six areas bounded by the plaza from the inside and the surrounding wall that formed the outer limits, there were, he estimated, at least three hundred houses. Three hundred times six—eighteen hundred or perhaps two thousand homes. If each home represented a family of five, a city of ten thousand Venusian souls was enclosed within this colossal upside-down salad bowl.


  HOW did they happen to be here? Why should they live under the sea? Where did they get their food and clothing? How had they managed to enclose themselves and shut the sea out?


  “Nice piece of engineering,” Stupe commented as his eyes roved over the upward curve of the distant wall. “Who did it?”


  “Engineering?” the girl asked blankly.


  “These white metal towers that support the egg-shell over our heads. This observation balcony. All those tunnels around the sides. Who drew up the plan for such weird living quarters?”


  In answer she pointed to the old man—the same white bearded man that Stupe had seen up on the surface—who now sat in a throne-like chair on a level several feet above their balcony.


  “Ask him,” she said. “He remembers all about it.”


  “Is he the architect?”


  “He was a small boy when this city was built. His grandfather was the builder.”


  Stupe stared at the old man with new respect. The old fellow was studying him from under his bushy white brows.


  “I saw him before—up on the surface,” Stupe whispered.


  “You need not be afraid of him. He is only lonesome and he would like to talk with you.”


  “What about those people who came up looking for a prisoner?”


  “They may still be on top.” She pointed to the spiral stairs that wound into the central shaft leading upward to the zenith.


  Now Stupe began to get his bearings in relation to the little plastic platform above the sea. When he had rested up there in the sunlight, surrounded by the waves, he had been about fifty feet over his present station. A part of the shaft, enclosing the old man’s “throne” and the spiral stairs, could be made to rise so that the upper end protruded through the circular platform, like a huge periscope. From it the guards at the top of this city could emerge on the surface to survey the sea and the mountains to the north.


  The central shaft did not extend all the way to the ground like the center pole of a tent, but hung, chandelier-like, with the observation balcony attached to the lower end. Eight hundred feet of space separated Stupe’s lofty perch from the city proper.


  “Are you and your horse ever tempted to try a high dive from here?” he asked facetiously. “Or is that fish pond deep enough to catch you?”


  “That is a dive for wingmen, but not for Marble Boy,” she laughed. “He is good for water, but not for air.”


  A vague suspicion had been tantalizing him ever since their descent into the sea, and now it became sharp curiosity. Could this girl and her horse actually travel under the sea—or was it an illusion? After all, he himself had held his breath long enough to stay with them down through the waves until they reached the comparative safety of the tunnel.


  He was upon the point of asking; but just then the old man coughed and snorted and waggled his head, so that Stupe guessed he was relaying a warning to the girl.


  “Let us go around to the other side,” she said. “Some of the guards from overhead may be returning.”


  HIS question was left unanswered for the present. But before the day was over his curiosity was destined to be satisfied.


  “What does a stranger have to do to feel safe around here?” Stupe asked. “If these guards from overhead are scouting for a prisoner, their faces are gonna brighten when they see me.”


  He glanced back at the shaft. From the observation balcony, a web of foot bridges led off horizontally to make contact with each of the six Eiffel towers. Elevator cars could be seen within the towers, rising or lowering slowly.


  There was little indication of speed or hurry in this undersea world. The little wheeled conveyors down on the surface moved almost silently. The slightest echoes of people’s voices carried up to this elevation, but they were not the voices of agitated or worried people. Stupe caught the impression of a placid and orderly existence, in spite of the unaccountable setting.


  “Everybody’s relaxed except the guards and the old man,” he observed. “And me. I keep feeling as if I’m about to be pounced upon. Are you sure—”


  He broke off, unwilling to believe that he should hold any distrust toward her.


  Her response was reassuring. “I shall see that you are dressed as one of my personal guests so that you will not be disturbed.”


  “Lady, you must have a lot of influence around here. What are you, the empress or queen or something?”


  The girl laughed. “About that I shall tell you more later.”


  “You haven’t even told me your name.”


  She had led the way back to her own private palace. As he now realized, it was a special structure, built onto the outside of the huge undersea bowl. It must have been constructed especially for her needs, for there was, in addition to her own comfortable quarters, a stable for Marble Boy.


  “Your name?” he repeated.


  “My name is Zaleese-Ocella-dudu-Valletha-Kolello-Enyuperra-dudu-Ferroteela-Conzanzi-Methopop Ling—”


  “Wait a minute!”


  “-Vondokeel-dudu-Waparra-Opinokattra-dudu—”


  “Stop it!” Stupe cried. “I lost out after the second dudu.”


  “But I did not finish. Come here. Let me show you.”


  “How did it start? Zaleena-Zaleese-?”


  “You would not want to call me Zaleena-Zaleese. No, not you.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because that is the name my people use for me when they worship me. You do not worship me.”


  “Are you sure about that?” Stupe said it under his breath. He was not sure why he said it. He only knew that this strange world was rapidly taking on new and different meanings for him. He had not had time to explain to himself just why he had come down here in the first place. Not that he had entirely forgotten his original mission. But gradually it had slipped in importance, compared to his personal interest in the most charming and mysterious person he had ever met.


  NEITHER was he certain, by this time, that the ability of Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-dudu to ride through the waves on a white horse was the miraculous thing he had once thought it to be. But he was ready to concede that she did have some miraculous power, otherwise why had he such an interest in tagging her around like a little pet dog, down through tunnels, over bridges, over the city, and now back to her private palace?


  She was unrolling a white ribbon that crackled like parchment. The characters scrawled on it in bright green paint were strange to him.


  “There you have it,” she was saying. “Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-dudu—”


  She unrolled the entire ribbon. He had asked her name and she meant to answer him in full. It was plain that every separate name had a meaning for her. Stupe was growing dizzy. He thought it would be enough if he could remember Zaleena-Zaleese. Yet that seemed to mean something sacred which he was not supposed to understand.


  “I’ll just call you Dudu,” he said in exasperation.


  Her fingers let the ribbon slip to the floor. She looked at him with such wide eyes that it frightened him. Had he said the wrong thing?


  “You will call me Dudu?” Her voice was suddenly gone. Her whisper was so tense that Stupe was alarmed. He had quick visions of being executed for blasphemy. She was accustomed to being worshipped, she had said. Did this mean that she was a deity? What had he done? She repeated, breathlessly, raising her hands toward him, “You will call me Dudu?”


  He barely nodded, gulping.


  Then she literally sprang at him, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him on the mouth—not once but six times.


  “Dudu!” she repeated, and began all over again, kissing him and laughing, flooded with some strange joy, and kissing him again until she was out of breath.


  He backed away, slightly dumbfounded over the magic of words. Unintentionally he murmured the word that was echoing in his ears. “Dudu.”


  It was a mistake. Again he was being smothered with kisses.


  CHAPTER XXX


  BEFORE Stupe had visited the city below him, he had an opportunity to write a brief letter to Hefty. Perhaps it was foolish. There would be no mail service, no carrier pigeons, not even an accommodating messenger fish. However, Stupe, in the presence of all this wonder world, felt compelled to express his thoughts to someone.


  “If I can chuck this message in a bottle—” In all the stories he had read, a message in a bottle always found its way to someone.


  “Dear Hefty: You should be here. You’d never believe it. It takes your breath away. It’s the most amazing, stupendous, colossal—”


  At once Stupe was writing furiously. He felt that the pressure of time was upon him. He was not sure why. As be puzzled over his feelings he realized that this undersea world carried with it an air of impending doom. The very fact that he was enclosed within this 800-foot structure of “stone-glass” with the ocean above him was enough to weigh him down with an undefined fear.


  “Wish you were here, Hefty, I need your moral support. Within the next hour or two I may visit the city below me. About ten thousand people live here. I have looked down on their homes—little stone mounds like Eskimo Igloos. They have a tower that runs up through the surface of the water. And who do you think keeps guard here at the top of their world? A white-bearded old fellow they call the Old Man.


  “He’s from the earth, Hefty. His grandfather is an engineer who constructed this gigantic solid bowl. It happened many years ago when the water was rising. This city would have been submerged. But they began building walls, higher and higher—”


  Stupe used his most impressive rhetoric as he described the immensity of the engineering feat. And yet as he described the strength of this undersea structure, he was nevertheless thinking of his peril.


  LATER after he had packed the letter away for safekeeping, he strolled to the balcony to view more critically the vast spaces around him. He wanted to write more. He wanted to write of Zaleena-Zaleese. But what should he say of her? What position did she occupy in relation to the other natives?


  “Maybe the Old Man will give me the lowdown,” he said to himself as he approached the central platform.


  The Old Man was walking around aimlessly tapping his gray forehead. He would sweep the white locks over the back of his head with his thin fingers, muttering to himself. His hands gave an involuntary jerk as he saw Stupe beckon to him. Always on his guard, Stupe thought.


  “Nice weather you have down here, sir,” Stupe began casually.


  “Weather?” The Old Man replied slowly. “Oh, yes, weather. All weather is the same down here. Nobody ever talks about it.”


  Stupe saw that the topic stirred long forgotten memories in the Old Man’s dusty brain.


  “If you talk about weather, you give yourself away. It proves you come from the outside. You’d better be careful.”


  That was a sharp warning. Perhaps the old fellow’s brain wasn’t so dusty after all.


  “Thank you,” Stupe said. He felt strangely humble in the Old Man’s presence. Much as he wished to ask questions, he bided his time.


  “You are young and strong,” the Old Man said, studying him from head to foot. “The goddess has favored you by bringing you here. Will you stay here long?”


  Stupe didn’t know how to answer this. His real mission had to be crowded back into the hidden recesses of his thoughts. How could he justify his presence?


  “Do you think she will let me stay?”


  “You are a foreigner,” the Old Man said, shaking his head slowly. “Foreigners get into trouble here.”


  “But you are a foreigner, the same as I—”


  “They honor me,” the Old Man said, and his old eyes twinkled with pride. “I have been here many years—almost all my life.”


  Then to Stupe’s delight the venerable man began to tell his story. They walked slowly around the platform, looking down on the city as Stupe listened to the recital of its strange history.


  “The land was sinking,” the Old Man said. “My grandfather knew what to do.”


  Stupe thought of the Thirteen Fingers. That sort of geological formation, he knew, was an indication of a sinking coastline. While the irregular coastlines of the earth were generally the result of very slowly sinking land, it was possible that on Venus the process might take place much more rapidly.


  “My grandfather and I came to help them,” said the Old Man. “At that, time this city was almost as large as it is now. It had been built many centuries before.”


  “Under the sea?” Stupe asked.


  “On the shore. On the level dry rock a mile above the water’s edge. The houses were not built as mounds first. But as the ocean rose, season after season, the houses were in danger of flooding waves.”


  “Why didn’t they move the city back?”


  “I am told that they believed their ground was sacred. Their gods had chosen this spot. It would be a sacrilege to move.”


  “M-m-m,” Stupe groaned. “I’ll bet somebody got wet.”


  “In time it was necessary to build waterproof houses that would resist the waves,” the Old Man passed wisps of his white beard through his fingers as if counting off the years. “Later they built a circular wall around the city. In time the wall had to be built higher. Eventually—”


  “I understand,” said Stupe. “At what point did you and your grandfather enter the picture?”


  “WE WERE brought here when the wall was about one hundred feet high.” The Old Man pointed past the balcony railing toward the base of the wall that curved around the outside edges of the town. “See the different shades of material? We had to thicken the vertical wall to build on it. We added those buttresses. Then we built on up and curved the wall toward the six towers.”


  “Strange,” Stupe mused. “The people have deliberately trapped themselves.”


  “They reasoned right,” the Old Man declared stubbornly. “If the land kept sinking, they couldn’t go on raising the wall forever. My grandfather tested the stone glass. Wonderful material, son. Wonderful. He found it could be melted and shaped and cooled and made to stand stronger than the best steel.”


  The Old Man drew a proud breath as if he himself had performed the engineering feat. Stupe wondered if he too knew all of these wonderful tricks of architecture. Apparently the natives had honored him by giving him a place at the zenith of their world.


  The Old Man might have talked more, but Stupe was called back to the palace of Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu. She had instructed her servants to provide a room for him. He must eat and rest. The “goddess” had not forgotten his strenuous swim of that morning. Now it was nearly night, he was told.


  As for the “goddess”—as the Old Man had called her—she and her white horse were off again, galloping up through the dimly lighted blue tunnel on unknown errands.


  Stupe waved as they disappeared.


  A few moments later, as he was glancing toward the sleepy little city beneath, one of his earlier questions was answered. Could the girl ride through the sea for more than a few minutes at a time? Longer than she could hold her breath? Could she breathe under water?


  “There she goes, friend,” said the Old Man casually.


  Through the thick glass-like walls Stupe could see the streak of whiteness as it pranced downward, outside the enclosure, toward the bottom of the sea. So swift was the progress that he might have guessed it to be a white shark plunging through the deep. Every stroke of the stallion’s hoof counted for twenty-five or thirty feet, so rapid was the descent.


  Stupe watched until the bleary figures disappeared. Then he knew. The girl’s conquest of the sea was no fanciful rumor. She was somehow acclimated to the ocean depths—she and her mount. No wonder that the natives considered her some sort of deity.


  “Wellington would like that,” Stupe said, not meaning to speak aloud. “But I’ll never—”


  “What’s that, young man?” The Old Man was on the alert.


  Stupe walked over to him. Something deep and strong was welling up out of his conscience. He rather liked the idea of having a witness.


  “I hereby pledge, sir,” he said to the Old Man, “in strictest confidence, you understand—”


  “I can keep a secret. I’m full of them.”


  “I hereby pledge that I will never force that girl to go back to the earth with me.”


  The Old Man turned his back and Stupe thought he gave a funny little laugh.


  “What did you say?” Stupe asked.


  “Not a thing,” said the Old Man. He climbed the spiral stairs to his throne chuckling and muttering lightheartedly to himself.


  CHAPTER XXXI


  WHEN Stupe awoke, several hours later, his first thoughts were of Hefty. A day and night had passed, he guessed, since the plane had sailed over him in the morning fog. Somewhere on the shore beyond the Thirteenth Finger his party would be looking for him in vain.


  It never occurred to him, however, that one member of that party might, by a strange trick of fate, be moving toward him on the waves, on the back of a snail.


  His second thought was of Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu. Had she returned?


  “You have called me Dudu! Your words are so wonderful. You have called me . . .”


  Were these echoes of a dream? No, she had talked with him for a few minutes in the night. She had bent over his bed and whispered strange mysteries to his sleeping ears.


  “The Old Man has been waiting for years. He expects to marry me. But you have come. You have called me Dudu. That means—”


  Stupe was wide awake now. The thoughts came flooding back. From his first encounter with this world he had known that a celebration was about to occur. In honor of whom?


  “It is the anniversary of our building,” the girl had whispered. “It is the Old Man’s triumph. All of the people will march in his honor. But it will not be a marriage, as he expects because you have called me Dudu.”


  Stupe roused out of bed, a bed of wing-feather comforters. His heart was pounding. All at once he realized that he had fallen into a very complicated situation. He had better find Dudu and let her know the original purpose of his coming.


  “No, that won’t do,” he said aloud. “I’d be sacrificed sure.”


  For now it came to him. She had explained that a sacrifice was supposed to be a part of the ceremony. They had waited for a foreigner to come. The Old Man must have known. Was that the reason he had smiled when Stupe spoke of his own pledge—his pledge never to take the goddess back to the earth with him?


  A servant’s costume was waiting for him and he dressed hurriedly. She had spoken of his disguising himself so he could visit the city. It would be safer not to dress in his own clothing. The costume consisted of tan slacks, a yellow shirt of sport design, and a yellow and white sash. His sandals swished along the floor as he hurried through the private palace to the observation balcony.


  THE Old Man was still sleeping. Good.


  This was his chance to ascend to the surface. He crept cautiously up the spiral stairs. To think clearly he must draw a free breath and see the open skies. These hours of being enclosed had weighed upon him.


  He glanced back, wondering whether any guards might have seen him. He wouldn’t want Zaleena to think that he was running away. He wasn’t. It was only that he must catch a free breath—


  Ah! Morning sunlight. The fresh, cool air of the sea.


  Now he discovered that his raft was still here, tied to the edge of the platform. This was his chance to recover his goods. For a moment he hesitated. The time for decision was at hand. The open sea was before him, the world of mystery was beneath him.


  Perhaps it was the image of the beautiful girl that dominated him in that moment. He gathered the goods from the raft and carried them down to his room. Then he returned, wondering whether he might hide the little raft so that it would be in readiness for an emergency.


  Something floating along on the water attracted his attention. It appeared to be one of those giant snails with the red flesh and cream colored backs. But this snail was carrying something—something that looked very much like a man.


  “What next?” Stupe mumbled. “Do they ride the sea on snails on this planet?” He needed his binoculars to see what was going on. Apparently the snail’s passenger was struggling with ropes. “I’d better tell Dudu.”


  Stupe bounded down the spiral stairs, but this time he was intercepted by the Old Man, who was just yawning out of his sleep.


  “What is all the hurry about, guard?” the Old Man asked.


  Stupe hesitated. If the Old Man took him for a guard or a servant, he had better answer in kind. “Someone is coming on the back of a snail.” He felt that he should add “sir” or “your honor” or some other formal address, but the Old Man was too sleepy to notice.


  “Snail?” the Old Man yawned.


  “The beast is jerking around like something crazy,” said Stupe.


  “Some fish is nibbling at it,” said the Old Man. “But I never heard of anybody riding one of the things. Ring for the other guards. Never mind, I’ll do it.”


  The Old Man acted on his own suggestion at once. There was nothing Stupe could do but retreat.


  A FEW minutes later, when Stupe descended for the first time to the city proper, he was aware that he had left a scene of trouble in his wake. Was it one of his own men who had come to the overhead port? He wondered. He tried to remember how Hefty had been dressed.


  “Yea, gods, I wouldn’t want that boy to get in bad.” He looked back, wishing that Dudu might appear so that he could appeal to her.


  “Come on,” his servant companion said. “Here’s the elevator.”


  It had been arranged that Stupe would work with a so-called “Egg-Inspector.” What this meant Stupe did not know. But presently he was being introduced to a huge, sluggish official—a man whose costume was weighed with medals.


  “Your new assistant, Inspector.”


  “Huh? Oh—er—all right, follow me.”


  The Inspector was preoccupied with the chase that was now going on high overhead. Some stranger had crashed the top gate of this citadel and had resisted the guards. He was being foolhardy, Stupe thought. Rashness on the part of foreigners is never good judgment.


  “Come on,” the Inspector repeated, placing a heavy metal hammer in Stupe’s hand. “Get busy.”


  Stupe waited for more specific instructions.


  After a sharp reprimand or two he began to catch on. He was supposed to test the “Eggs.” These spherical objects, approximately ten feet in diameter, lined the walks of the residential district. For some strange reason each mound-shaped residence had a small sphere in its front yard. Eventually Stupe learned that these objects were safety devices—life boats, as it were.


  “Tap them!” the Inspector barked. “Get busy.”


  Stupe pounded. He struck the first as if he were swinging a sixteen pound maul. The stone-glass sphere shuddered. The Inspector gave a startled jump. “Not so hard. That citizen is fussy. You’ll have to build a new one if you break that.”


  So the inhabitants of this undersea world were prepared for the inpouring of a flood. As Stupe listened to the Inspector exchanging comments with the residents he understood. Regular flood drills were practiced. In case the walls of the city should spring a leak, every woman and child would enter one of these safety eggs, while the men would get busy with their flood fighting equipment.


  The unusual building material, previously alluded to, was a natural substance very much like a plastic product—stone-glass. There were mines of it. With this natural resource it seemed that the builders were able to make houses, walls around their city, and fantastic towers with spiral steps that led to the observation platform overhead.


  Another natural resource was the live steam—an inexhaustible supply of it from somewhere within the bowels of the planet. It furnished the power for the huge stone-glass hoses. The molten stuff was thus on tap at the summit of any tower.


  FASCINATING as these devices were to Stupe’s curiosity, he was much more concerned with the troubles of the stranger who had crashed the gates. Eight hundred feet overhead, barely discernible amid the confusion of guards, this intruder was chasing back and forth along the horizontal trails to and from the central balcony.


  “Why don’t they nab him?” the Inspector kept saying. Along the streets several of the natives had stopped to look up. Some had started toward the elevators to get in on the excitement. Now the Inspector took the hammer, tossed it at the foot of the nearest Egg, and repeated his favorite expression, “Come on.”


  The elevator was crowded with men, all jabbering in their native tongue, much too excited to notice Stupe. In his costume he was passing as one of them. And as he stood back of the Inspector, with the good manners of a subordinate, he was not likely to be noticed.


  “Come on . . . Come on . . .


  The foot beats along the horizontal path high above the city echoed within the walls like low thunder. Suddenly the crowd stopped and began to surge backward. The stranger stood in their path. He was shouting wild threats, and although they could not understand his words, his insane fury held them at bay.


  “Dick!” Stupe gasped, “Dick Bracket, how did he—”


  It would have been impossible to shout loud enough for Dick to hear against all the clamor. What was Dick waving in his hand? Something like an immense candle. Out of the pandemonium Stupe caught two words from Dick’s frenzied voice.


  “Kill you . . . kill you . . . kill!”


  The threat had magical effect. It gave Dick his moment to dodge into another pathway. Three guards were scampering out of the way. Was he carrying a stick of dynamite or some other explosive? Stupe recalled that he had made a visit to the arsenal only a few days before.


  The race was on again. The crowd surged forward. The guards were closing in on Dick from three sides. His only escape was the metal tower. Suddenly he was climbing upward—up toward the curved ceiling. A dead end, thought Stupe. He has trapped himself now. Four guards followed him. One of them caught him by the heel.


  “Kill!” the wild screech rang out. Like an animal fighting for his life Dick clung with one hand, kicking and snarling. Then he hurled the red stick. It flew straight toward the bridge where the crowd had gathered below him.


  Someone tried to catch it—swung at it—batted it over the heads of the others. Then it struck the curved wall—


  BLAMMMM!


  The fire flashed hot before Stupe’s eyes. Fire and a puff of white smoke. The crowds along the bridge went into a momentary panic. Stupe was no longer following at the heels of the Inspector. He was trying to dodge the stampede of frightened men. At the same time he edged forward hoping to make Dick Bracket hear his shout.


  But Dick was making his escape now. The desperate young hothead leaped down to the bridge over the heads of two guards. Now he hurled a third overboard, and the kicking, writhing body fell through the eight hundred feet to be pulverized on the street. With a clear path back to the Old Man’s spiral stairs, Dick Bracket streaked his way to freedom. Before the echo of the explosion died away, he had reached the surface.


  CHAPTER XXXII


  EVERYTHING had happened so fast that Stupe hadn’t had time to get his thoughts together. Where had Dick come from? Were other members of the party with him? Were they waiting overhead in a motorboat?


  “If I could only have a word with Hefty—”


  The crowd was drifting back to the level of the city by way of elevators and staircases, and Stupe saw that he had shaken his boss, at least temporarily. That was a break. He hurried around the circular balcony to the palace of Dudu.


  “Where is she? Has she returned?”


  Before the servant could answer him, he heard the swooshing skirts of the goddess as she swept in from blue-lighted tunnel.


  “Were you calling for me?” Her melodious voice thrilled him as it had during the whispers of his recent dreams. He was more self-conscious now than he had been during their first conversations. So much had happened. Those unexpected kisses—the whispers of her ceremonial plans—the uncertainty of his own existence here.


  “Did you see what happened on the balcony?” he asked. “That foreigner was one of my party—from my land.”


  The goddess frowned disapprovingly. “I did not care for his exhibition. There was no excuse for such rash behavior.”


  “Please do not think we are all like him,” Stupe said. “He is a hothead—a criminal type. The whole party has been troubled by him. How did he get here? Do you know? Is it too late for me to overtake him?”


  Stupe was becoming confused. The girl’s searching eyes disturbed him. From his words he appeared to be in alliance with Dick. There was danger that he would break the trust which had sprung up between them. She was nodding slowly.


  “If you wish to reach him with a message, I can help you.”


  “I want him to tell the others that I have found you—that you are real.”


  Dick Bracket was on his way back to see Captain Meetz. Out of his many motives, frustrated by the recent violence, he had chosen one course of action. He must tell the Captain about this amazing world beneath the sea.


  AS HE plunged into the waters, he realized that the swim to shore would be too much for his strength. Yet that was his only route of escape. If only there would be a chance to rest—


  Floundering in the waters he discovered the tiny raft tied beneath the island platform. Would he be safe here until he could collect his thoughts? He climbed aboard, edged into the streak of sunshine and allowed himself to relax.


  Within twenty-four hours Dick Bracket had found his way back to the Venusian Capital, to the bedside of Captain Meetz.


  “Not so fast,” the Captain said, rousing up and propping a pillow behind his back. “You’re too excited, Dick. I can’t make head nor tail of your story. Did the Doctor know you came in here? I’m supposed to be a sick man, you know.”


  “I slipped in without being seen. A few hours ago I was out there in the sea, hiding under that little platform.”


  “What little platform?”


  “The one above the hidden city.”


  “What hidden city?”


  “The one where the girl is—the girl that Wellington sent us here to find.”


  The pained expression of Captain Meetz was not from his bullet wound or his illness. His whole illusion about his Venusian venture was suddenly shaken.


  “But that was a fake!” he exploded. “A trumped-up story. Wellington never took any stock in the fanciful yarn that Mr. Vest told about a beautiful girl on a white horse. You know that, Dick!”


  Dick stared past the Captain. His lips were tight. In his eyes was the vision of a sapphire sea.


  “I tell you, it’s true, Captain. I was drifting back to shore on a little raft when she came to me.”


  “From where?”


  “Right up out of the water. Hell, man, she was the most beautiful thing you ever saw. The spray of the sea was all over me as that big white stallion came dashing out of the waves, and there she was riding like a queen—”


  “What have you been drinking?”


  “Not a damned thing.”


  “You look bad. You need rest and nourishment, I’ll bet. You’re not yourself. Now these plans for a Wellington empire—”


  THE Captain broke off sharply. His hotheaded young assistant was coming toward him, fists doubled. Such rash, insane behavior was typical. Back in the States there would be a straitjacket for this lad.


  The Captain waved his hand in acquiescence. “All right, all right—go on with your story.”


  “You believe me?” Dick clutched the Captain by the shoulders. “I’m telling you, she’s there! Out there in the waves! We’ve got to turn our whole scheme about—give Wellington what he sent us for. Capture that prize . . .”


  The captain might have suffered a relapse. To dream of an empire, organized in secret under the very nose of the authorities; to scream the well laid plans under the guise of a quest for a fantastic beauty needed by a billionaire for his show business—and then, out of a blue sky, to be informed that the declared prize was not a fantasy after all, but a living and breathing reality—this was enough to stun a sick man into insensibility.


  Captain Meetz was not stunned. He was a man of great energy and drive.


  “I’m getting up from here,” he said.


  “You’d better consult the doctor.”


  “Doctor be damned. I’ve got business to take care of. I’m going to get word back to Wellington—”


  The captain was too busy with his own thoughts, to listen carefully to Dick’s further talk about his encounter with the beautiful girl. But he caught a sketchy idea. Dick had had a glimpse of a world beneath the sea—a world where guards captured any foreigner who tried to intrude—a world where an earth man would come in handy for an urgent matter connected with a ritual—a world that Dick had escaped none too soon—a world where a beautiful goddess reigned with some mysterious power.


  “She’s a rare one,” Dick conceded. “She followed me and tried to give me some message that she said was from Stupe Smith. But I was too smart for her. I wouldn’t listen.”


  CHAPTER XXXIII


  THE camp which the earth party established above the Thirteenth Finger was enlivened by the presence of Gypsy Brown’s little friend with the orange wings. When she and Thelma returned from an errand to the plane, they saw that some wood had been added to the campfire, and the camp stool had been moved up close.


  “Somebody bass ben varming his veet at our vire,” Gypsy Brown said.


  “You sound like a recitation of the three bears,” said Thelma. “Someone has been eating my porridge.”


  “Has it? I mean, did dey?” Gypsy asked, half in alarm. “Oh my! Somevun bass been eating my chocolate pies! And chust look! Dey left dere calling card.”


  “Where?” said Thelma.


  “In der pie—sticking straight up. Dot rascal; dot leedle orange-vinged mischief!”


  The “calling card” was a tiny orange feather, Gooyay’s, unquestionably. The little vagabond had had his share of refreshment during their absence. He had eaten all of the pie except one piece. That piece he had stuck his feather on like a miniature flag.


  “Dot vas to show us who done it,” Gypsy said, “So ve vouldn’t tink it vas a regular thief.”


  “By rights,” said Thelma, “we ought to spank him. But if we did he would think it was a new earth joke, and he would laugh like a little monkey.”


  “I vould like to take him back to der earth with me,” said Gypsy, “and veed him chocolate pies der rest of his life. Vith his vings he would be mine own leedle angel.”


  Thelma laughed at this. “With his wings you would have a merry time keeping track of him. He would fly across the country to play baseball, I’ll bet, and how would you call him home when it was supper time?”


  “Don’t vorry,” Gypsy said, with a wink, “Ven I bake chocolate pies, he don’t forget about supper.”


  “You’re right,” said Thelma, “He’ll come home—and bring all of the baseball team with him.”


  ALL but four members of the earth party were present at this Oceanside camp. As Dr. Jabetta remarked, it was an unusual thing for so many of them to be reunited.


  “The Captain should be with us too,” the Doctor said, “He could be back on his feet now if he hadn’t worried so much.”


  The other three members who were missing were Stupe Smith, Dick Bracket and Bull Fiddle. As to Stupe’s strange disappearance there was much concern. Hefty and some of the others were scouting over the hills at present, trying to find some trace of him.


  Dick’s disappearance was a matter which was discussed only in secret. The few who had come in the first plane, brought here at the command of Dick, knew the dread secret—or believed they knew. They had last seen him tied to the back of a lumbering giant snail. They believed that he had been devoured.


  The most unaccountable case was that of Bull Fiddle. At mid-day, shortly after the second plane had arrived, the first one had taken off. An unscheduled flight. Since only Bull Fiddle was unaccounted for, everyone assumed that he must have yielded to some perverse impulse to run away. Where had he gone? And why?


  “Those Fiddle brothers are an erratic lot,” the doctor said guardedly.


  Gypsy Brown made no comment. Privately she was suspicious of everyone. The doctor needn’t try to confide in her. She might share confidences with Hefty and the Stevens’ sisters, but she knew she would learn more by keeping here ears open and her mouth shut.


  “It looks like we’ll be here for some time,” the doctor went on, “With the captain out of the picture and Stupe and Dick both absent, we should hold an election to see who is boss.”


  “Who vunts to be bossed by a boss?” Gypsy Brown grumbled, and went about her business.


  “You’d better keep a sharp watch over your little winged pet,” the doctor said, deciding that some leadership was necessary. “There are probably more winged men around us than we know. Are you keeping him tied?”


  Gypsy Brown nodded. She would look out for Gooyay all right. She hadn’t forgotten that some winged rapscallion had stolen her suitcase. She was still determined to keep the little fellow as a hostage.


  Everyone was worried because there was only one plane now, but neither the Stevens sisters nor Gypsy saw fit to invest any authority in Dr. Jabetta. Jake Fiddle was surly over his brother’s unaccountable departure. The others preferred to leave him alone. Things looked black to Hefty. Stupe’s disappearance had left the party in a hole.


  LITTLE Hefty trudged wearily down the mountainside, the picture of fatigue and despair. It was nearly sunset, and he had been hiking all day. He settled himself on a folded blanket at the mouth of the cave, and one of the Stevens girls unlaced his shoes and prepared a footbath for him.


  “No signs of Stupe?” Thelma Stevens asked.


  “None.” Hefty’s voice was so hoarse he could hardly speak.


  “Poor man, you’ve been shouting your lungs out all day long.”


  “Vat you need,” said Gypsy, “is a vew good Sviss yodelers.”


  They tried to cheer him up with conversation, but he was too weary to respond.


  “Chust leaf him alone,” Gypsy said, “He needs some rest.”


  While the others prepared for their night’s lodging in the hillside caves, Hefty looked out over the sloping valley to the calm sea. Tomorrow, he thought, he would fly out over the waters on the chance that he might find—what? An inhabited island? Another continent? Some low atoll that could not be seen from the mountain tops? It was not like Stupe to disappear without leaving a trail. Not unless he had been urged on by some promising pursuit.


  The sky darkened. Hefty’s eyes drifted along the crest of the mountains, watching for any signs of winged men. Soon, he knew, their dark forms would be floating overhead. They would, no doubt, flock around the plane, attempting to enter it. But the Stevens girls had checked everything.


  Suddenly, Hefty’s attention was attracted by the splash of waters about two hundred yards to the south. In the twilight he could not be sure what had made the noise. A dark object seemed to be plunging up out of the sea. It was coming fast. It struck the bank with a gallop of hoofs.


  “THE girl on the horse!” Hefty exclaimed automatically. That apparition which Mr. Vest had once described so vividly leaped into his mind. In his tired state he could hardly trust his own senses, but the reality was there—the pounding of hoofs—the running object growing whiter as it approached—powerful white stallion bearing a lone rider.


  Before Hefty could break out of his momentary paralysis, the girl was riding past him. She carried a harpoon in her right hand which she waved against the sky. Something was attached to the harpoon—a small fish perhaps. At the moment that was the least of his interests. A cool breeze whipped his face. A flutter of the girl’s robe sounded upon his ears like the terrifying beat of an invader’s wings, but this girl was not a winged creature. She was simply the most dazzling phantom of a magic night that Hefty could possibly imagine.


  “What’s going on out there?” came the shout of Dr. Jabetta from one of the caves.


  Hefty couldn’t answer. He was speechless. The passing sight absorbed him so completely that he was frozen to the spot. He saw the horse swing about and come galloping back. The harpoon was waving like a fan, and Hefty shrank, believing that the girl was about to hurl it at him. As the hoofs thundered toward him, they slowed a trifle. The girl was calling something to him. She shook the harpoon in such a way that the object it held fell free. It floated to the ground.


  It was a letter—and Hefty was no longer a statue. He was scrambling over the ground to recover it before the other members of the party emerged from the caves. As they appeared, bobbing out two and three at a time, calling all manner of frightened questions, Hefty waved them away with noncommittal answers.


  “Wingmen?”


  “Must have been,” Hefty replied, trying to appear unruffled. “They went so fast I couldn’t see them. Must have been a whole flock of ’em.”


  He had hidden the letter inside his shirt.


  “You’d better get inside where it’s safe.”


  “Reckon I’d better,” Hefty agreed. He started in and fainted dead away.


  “What’s the matter with him?” Dr. Jabetta said. “Get back, folks, and give him air. Let’s open his collar—”


  When Hefty came to his senses, he saw a mystified group around him, demanding to know where he had gotten this.


  “What is it?” he asked blankly.


  “It’s a letter to you. It’s from Stupe Smith.”


  CHAPTER XXXIV


  BY STARLIGHT the flock of wingmen alighted at the edge of the bluff somewhere above the South East Ocean. Gunawoo gathered the group around him and launched into an oration. He knew that many of his companions were near exhaustion after the long flight. It gave him a sense of power to be ready with a speech that would set the next course of action.


  “Breathe deeply, my men. Relax your wings. We will not undertake an attack until nearly dawn. You will find food in abundance at the upper edges of the next line of mountains. Feed lightly and then sleep. I shall awaken you in time.”


  Gunawoo took a few scouts with him and proceeded to the Thirteenth Finger. They flew low so that they would not be seen against the sky.


  One of them called, “There is the sky machine. See it? Toward the sea—”


  Gunawoo led the party in a wide circle to the East of the dark object on the beach. Within a hundred yards of it they fluttered down and proceeded on foot. No word was spoken. They advanced with every expectation that they would meet a guard.


  “Wait,” Gunawoo whispered. “There should be two sky ships, not one. We do not know whether this is the one we followed.”


  “I will remember the design on the wings,” one of the scouts said.


  They moved closer and the scout took a separate course. If Gunawoo could draw the guard away the scout would have a chance to examine the design.


  “Get down,” Gunawoo commanded in a whisper. His three companions followed his actions. As they crouched against the sand, Gunawoo began to scrape his hands over the surface. He found some stones and began to beat them together, lightly at first, then louder. Then he stopped and listened.


  From out of the darkness came the voice of an Earth Man.


  “Who’s there?”


  A flashlight went on. It began to sweep the ground a little distance before them.


  “Lie low,” Gunawoo whispered. They remained in a huddle, their faces against the sand. The light was approaching them slowly.


  “Who’s there?”


  THEY waited until the approaching guard came within thirty feet then Gunawoo gave the signal and they leaped up simultaneously. As was their custom, they flew outward in all directions. The light staged a series of zigzag streaks that caught their wing tips. The guard was running back toward his plane. Perhaps he sensed that this was a ruse.


  “This way!” Gunawoo shouted.


  A few moments later the other scout rejoined them and his report was satisfactory. This was the plane in which little Gooyay had been kidnapped. Gunawoo was elated. Now he could boast he had been certain, all along, that this was the plane they had pursued. They would set their plans for the last hour of night.


  One of the scouts suggested that little Gooyay might be expecting winged visitors at this very moment.


  “If we would fly along the line of caves, flapping our wings, he might come out.”


  “I am making the plans,” said Gunawoo. “To rescue Gooyay is one thing, to capture some magical supplies is quite another. We need the first glimpse of morning light.”


  An hour before dawn Dr. Jabetta was doing sentinel duty. He was armed with a pistol and a flashlight and as he trudged back and forth past the entrances to the caves he wondered whether the night would pass without trouble. Each time he walked toward a certain tooth-shaped rock he tried to visualize his actions in case a wingman should spring up from behind it. Would he shoot first and ask questions afterward? Would he follow the wishes of the American Ambassador and try to talk his way to peace?


  The black sky was softening with a first hint of morning gray. Dr. Jabetta scanned every dim line along the hills. His vigil would soon be over. Then he could sleep the forenoon away, he hoped.


  A slight flutter sounded from somewhere up the mountainside. He stopped, listened.


  From inside one of the caves he heard the faint whimper of little Gooyay, stirring in his sleep. Gypsy Brown had tied a cord to the little fellow’s ankle so he wouldn’t slip away in the night—not without a warning jerk on the cord, the other end of which was tied to her own ankle.


  The whimper quieted. Gooyay had probably gone back to sleep. He had not been frightened by the strange company. The bond of affection which had so quickly sprung up between him and Gypsy Brown was remarkable.


  SOFT footfalls were audible from another direction. Jabetta turned slowly, angering. No wingmen could be seen, yet he felt that they might be all around him, closing in for the kill.


  “I should warn the party,” he said to himself. He had a vision of Gypsy Brown and the Stevens sisters being massacred in their sleep. “It would be a crime, they say, to take a shot at those wings.”


  Mumbling to himself, he carefully slipped his pistol into his pocket and drew forth something else—a tiny object smaller than his little finger.


  Rustle . . . Rustle . . . The unseen wingmen were close around him in the thinning darkness. They would hear his voice if he called. He walked toward the tooth-shaped rock.


  “Hello . . . Hello . . .”


  His voice sounded hollow.


  “Hello, wingmen!”


  No answer.


  “I have a gift for the leader of your band. Do you hear me? Is the leader of your band a coward?”


  Before the graying tooth of stone Dr. Jabetta repeated his challenge. Between his slow spoken words he could hear guarded whispers.


  “If the leader of your band will step forth and shake hands with me I will give him a gift. But let me warn him—if he is a coward, he will not dare to shake hands with me. He will not dare—”


  A squawking, metallic voice called out an answer. It came from behind the very tooth-shaped rock. Dr. Jabetta had guessed right. The leader had chosen that advanced position.


  “You would dare to shake my hand?” came the voice. Gunawoo, the black-winged leader stepped out of hiding. He pranced forth like a conqueror, and though the doctor knew nothing of his name or identity, he guessed from the wingman’s actions, that a host of wingmen must be watching him.


  Gunawoo leaped to the top of the rock, gave a quick proud flutter and an arrogant squawk.


  “We’ll see who is the coward.”


  He leaped down and took three steps toward his challenger.


  Doctor Jabetta extended his right hand. Between his fingers the hypodermic needle was ready.


  They shook hands. The big black winged fellow gave a little gasp of pain and surprise.


  Dawn’s soft light must have revealed that weird meeting to countless pairs of curious eyes. The faint whispers could be heard from many directions. The aks of surprise!


  Gunawoo towered tall. His wings jerked outward, twitched strangely, then dropped. Gunawoo was staggering—stumbling—falling!


  Crunch! One of his handsome wings folded under him as he went down. He rolled onto it, half a turn, and then lay still in death.


  Dr. Jabetta stood poised like a statue, right hand extended.


  “Hello . . . Hello,” he called. “Is there a leader of the wingmen who will step forth and shake hands with me?”


  The whispers had ceased.


  Dr. Jabetta did not repeat the challenge. He simply stood, waiting. His throat had tightened. He was afraid that his voice would crack if he indulged in one more thunderous shout. The fact was, Dr. Jabetta, was scared.


  But temporarily, at least, he had won his battle. Now the barely audible shuffling of footsteps assured him that the enemy was returning. They would move back into the hills quietly. He had won a delaying action.


  A few minutes later Gypsy Brown confronted him at one of the cave entrances.


  “Vonderful! Vonderful!”


  “Did you hear?”


  “Effryting!” She shook her head as if trying to shake out of her dizziness. “Ven he came out to shake hands I vas so scared I almost died. But he beat me to it. Iss he dead?”


  “He acts like it.”


  “Ooh,” said Gypsy, “could I haf a veather vor a souvenir? Vat you tink made him die so quick?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” said the doctor.


  CHAPTER XXXV


  DOWN in the world which Stupendous Smith had called an inverted salad bowl under the sea, the stone-glass wall was leaking. Here was news. Every resident of the submarine city was concerned by this most unusual happening.


  The cause of the leak was well known. A “foreigner” had invaded the premises, had resisted seizure, had climbed out of reach of the guards, and had thrown an explosive stick at them. The stick had bounced against the glass wall and caused a dreadful flash of fire.


  At the time the black blotch which the explosion had left on the wall had not been considered a threat to the safety of the people. Most of the talk had concerned the stupidity of the guards. How could they have been so careless as to let a marauder slip through their fingers? They should be investigated. Political appointees, no doubt.


  But within a few hours someone roused out of his night’s sleep, awakened by the steady swish of water flowing down the surface of the wall. It was a flat stream, less than two feet wide, and slow. Just enough to be audible. They reported their find to the Egg Inspector.


  Let it be said that the Inspector, for all his years of preparing the city for danger, was no alarmist. A lesser man might have pulled the signal cord that would have set off the wild clanging of six alarm bells, one in each of the supporting towers. The Inspector, being fonder of a full night’s sleep than an hour of official glory, listened to the report of particulars and nodded.


  “It is not serious,” he said. “Go back to bed.”


  Then he turned over and went to sleep.


  True, the leak did not appear serious to any of the officials when they examined it the following day. If it had not been for the smoky blotch reminiscent of the flash of fire, the citizens might have taken the event to be nothing.


  But the water kept coming.


  Stupendous Smith wondered what Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu would say when she returned. She had ridden away through the sea soon after the recent violence.


  STUPE was again pressed into service as an assistant to the Inspector. He stood by while the engineers dragged the end of the giant caterpillar-shaped hose from a nearby tower to the point of the leak. The Old Man was called over from his balcony throne to oversee the operations.


  “Start the patch at the underside,” the Old Man advised, “and build it wide and thick.”


  Out of the hose a stream of stone-glass poured forth in molten form, pressed out by the force of live steam.


  Stupe thought of a gigantic garden hose spouting a spray of glue.


  The soft spot, small enough that it might have been plugged by a book, was surrounded by ten foot streaks from the explosion. When the stone-glass workers finished their patch, the whole’ blotched area was covered.


  “There,” said the Old Man. “You’ll have no more trouble.”


  “A good job,” said the Inspector. Then he chuckled, “When we have flood drill this season the people will remember this little incident. They’ll think it’s the real thing.”


  A few hours later someone reported that the wall was leaking again—a very fine stream. The Inspector laughed and said not to worry, it was only the moisture draining down from the new patch.


  Stupe continued to make the rounds of the Eggs with the Inspector, and it proved to be an interesting job. The housewives would come out of their shell-like houses to exchange all their latest gossip. The Inspector was an artist at carrying gossip. He could add to or subtract from any story just enough to tantalize his listeners, who would presently be seen trailing across to some neighbor’s house to compare notes. He could shift his allegiance as readily as a chameleon changes its colors. Each of the six points of the star-shaped city was a separate neighborhood, and each prided itself on being more aristocratic than the others. The Inspector nourished these petty prides by weighing his daily supply of news.


  “He’s a regular village newspaper,” thought Stupe. “No, a metropolitan newspaper with a different edition for each section of the city.”


  The invasion of the “foreigner” had become such all-absorbing news that Stupe was kept on needles and pins. Sooner or later someone was going to discover that he too was a foreigner, in spite of his native clothes and make-up. However, as long as he did the work and the Inspector did the talking, everything went well.


  Stupe experienced a chilling fear when their rounds brought them back to that section of vertical wall directly beneath the new patch.


  “It’s still leaking,” said the resident of that area. “You ought to do something, Inspector. Your patch is no good.”


  THE Inspector shuddered throughout his tremendous bulk, so that the medals on his chest tinkled. His eyebrows went up and down and up again. He saw that the water was sliding down in a smooth three foot sheet, almost silently. At the foot of the wall it had formed a muddy pool that was spreading into the man’s garden and running off along the edge of the sidewalk.


  The Inspector turned to Stupe and said, “Come on.”


  “Another patch?” said Stupe.


  “What do you mean, another patch. That first patch was no patch. What that wall needs is a real patch. Come on.”


  That evening, after another fray with the caterpillar-shaped hose, Stupe returned to his room at the palace of Zaleena. He was weary and his hands were blistered and reeking with the smell of stone-glass. In his soiled costume he was a sorry sight to come before the most attractive girl he had ever seen.


  “Zaleena has asked you to come into her study,” one of the servants told him.


  Soft purple lights splashed upward along the curved walls of the room. He seemed to be walking through the mist of a dream. One corner was brilliantly lighted, however, by a deep amber glow above the circular silver desk. The light was like a canopy over the desk, a series of illuminated concentric circles. The effect like something magic. The Goddess sat at the desk reading a book. Her dark hair was highlighted with amber fire. Purple shadows played at her fingertips. It was like a scene from a child’s fairy story, Stupe thought—a fairy princess in a jeweled gown, reading some ancient pages that had been inscribed by the hand of some unknown mystic.


  Stupe hesitated.


  “Are you afraid of me?” the girl asked, looking up.


  He smiled. “I ought to be dressed up in a dress suit or something.”


  “Sit down, please. I want to ask you something.”


  Stupe bowed and took a chair near her. She motioned to him to come closer. Then he was sitting at the desk beside her, watching as she moved her finger along the hand-written page.


  “I can’t read it,” Stupe said. “It isn’t my language.”


  She was looking at him intently, smiling at the corners of her lips, and he wondered what she was thinking.


  “Do you remember what you called me one time—that day when I first told you my name?”


  “You mean—” Of course he remembered.


  “Yes,” she said. “You called me Dudu, my fourth name. You called me Dudu and I kissed you.”


  He nodded, watching her closely, not knowing what to say.


  “Why have you never called me Dudu again? . . . Don’t you know? . . . Didn’t you see that it made me very happy? Or did you not like it when I kissed you?”


  The heat swept through Stupe’s forehead. He groped for words that would give her the honest answer she sought.


  “I want you to be happy,” he said. “If I call you a certain name, does that alone make you happy?”


  “Only if it makes you happy, too,” she said.


  He was smiling at her intently. “But I do not know the meaning of the name.”


  “If you call me Zaleena-Zaleese you are worshipping me as my people worship me . . . as a deity. But if you call me Dudu that is because you have decided you are the one to love me. It is because you wish to be the one—” Her wistful smile turned away from him. Her fingers softly twisted the corners of the page she had been reading. “Now you know . . . and you will not call me Dudu again . . . not unless you understand . . . what it means to me—sweetheart . . .”


  Her words were lost, then, in the breathlessness of a long moment through which Stupe had chosen to whisper, “Dudu!” over and over again, kissing her twice with each whisper.


  CHAPTER XXXVI


  WELLINGTON watched the take-off at the space port on that momentous Saturday morning when he sent his second expedition to Venus.


  The ship charged off into the sky with a mighty roar. Wellington shuddered, then remembering himself, he smiled for the cameras. There were always cameras when Wellington appeared in public.


  “What’s it all about, Mr. Wellington?”


  “Did you finance the expedition, Mr. Wellington?”


  “Are the Krueger’s personal friend of yours, Mr. Wellington?”


  “Any statement for the press, J.J.?”


  Wellington turned his questioners off with an amused chuckle. “See my press agent, boys.”


  Inwardly, he was far less complacent. He had had only a few scattered reports from the first expedition. None of them were particularly favorable. It seemed that the American Ambassador was watching everything too closely. Well, the second expedition would make its mark.


  The second expedition had been loaded down with fully three times as much equipment as the first. Equipment—yes, any inspector would recognize that here was the beginning of pioneer outposts. A Wellington colony was about to be planted.


  As Mr. Wellington was about to step into his limousine he was confronted by the eccentric little Mr. Vest.


  “Ah, how do you do, Mr. Wellington. You remember me, I presume?”


  Wellington gave a disturbed, “Wrrff,” and tried to brush past the little man. But Mr. Vest was persistent.


  “I am curious to know, Mr. Wellington, what has developed since I gave you the information about Venus.” Mr. Vest stepped into the car after Wellington. They drove down the street together, Vest talking brightly, Wellington trying to maintain his stubborn silence.


  “It will make big news in the papers,” Mr. Vest went on, “when your party returns with a pretty girl who can ride under the sea. Have you decided to establish a new night club in her honor?”


  “Mr. Vest, you annoy me. Shall I let you out at the next corner?”


  “But Mr. Wellington,” the shocked little man pleaded, “you were so enthusiastic about the idea. What has happened? Aren’t you—aren’t you—haven’t you—just sent another party in search-?”


  WELLINGTON’S scowl deepened into lines of rage. “Of all the wild goose chases! Mr. Vest, I ought to sue you for a million dollars. By Jove, I think I’ll do it!”


  “Why? What have I done?”


  “You’ve sold me a bad dream, that’s what. For the past weeks I’ve been burning up dollars like sawdust. All because you thought you saw a beautiful girl riding under the sea.”


  “But I did! I did! I swear on a stack of bibles—” The little man’s indignant protest became a violent squawk. The chauffeur slowed down at the curb, and looked back to Wellington for his cue. Wellington nodded. The chauffeur opened the door.


  “Will you get out,” Wellington barked, “or shall I call the police?”


  As the limousine pulled away, Mr. Vest stood at the curb shaking his fist, shouting, “You’ll live to regret this, Wellington, you’ll apologize to me some day.”


  *   *   *


  Ambassador Jewell of Venus was a man of integrity. It had never occurred to him or any of his associates that his problems on this planet might grow too big for him. But things had been happening so thick and fast during the recent weeks that he admitted to himself this morning that he was staggering. He faced himself in the mirror, talking to himself as he shaved. The lines of worry around his eyes had deepened. He tightened his lips with determination.


  “I wasn’t cut out to be a dictator,” he said, “I never believed in the iron hand, but no one is going to make a fool of me. If it takes military discipline to keep my house in order, I’ll not give an inch.”


  He had arisen with a new inspiration this morning, and had acted upon it at once. A telephone call to his Secretary had started the ball rolling.


  An hour later he stood before a group of twenty picked men, all wearing the sharp blue uniforms of Venus Capital Guards. Without command, the men had arranged themselves in a line before him and come to attention. They were not only fine specimens, physically, they were men who had been proven trustworthy. He could confide in them.


  “I shall speak to you frankly,” he began. “You have watched the startling developments of recent days since the arrival of the Wellington expedition. Do you know why this expedition was organized? Our Capital newspaper did not give you the full answer. I have reason to believe—”


  The Ambassador paused impressively studying the intent expressions before him.


  “I have reason to believe that the American billionaire who is financing this expedition is harboring in the back of his mind a colossal scheme—a political scheme which amounts to insurrection.”


  HIS listeners stood in silence. He drew a deep breath and went on.


  “It is my duty to nip this plot in the bud. That is why I brought you together. You are to keep this information in strictest confidence. Today you will be assigned to midget planes and will begin a survey of the territory toward the Southeast Ocean. I have specific instructions for each of you.”


  Two hours later the planes took off on their mission. Ambassador Jewell stood on the porch of the embassy building watching them disappear into the sun. Now he was breathing more easily. It had been too much for one man to keep watch on the wily activities of Captain Meetz and his heterogeneous crew. Recently the Captain had left his sick bed and had gone forth ostensibly to resume command of his party. Like several other flights of the two Wellington planes, this one had been unauthorized. In the preceding days the Captain had dodged the Ambassador’s every attempt to interview him.


  “Meetz has it coming,” the Ambassador said to himself. “He has been obstreperous from the start. Now his every move will be guarded and reported to me.”


  The Ambassador’s reverie was broken by the low roar of an approaching space ship. He glanced at his watch. This wasn’t the regularly scheduled arrival of the Venus-Earth Clipper. No, it was a strange ship.


  Jewell walked into the reception room, and picked up the nearest telephone. He contacted his secretary.


  “A new ship is coming in. Has it radioed in advance?”


  “The message was just received,” the secretary replied. “It is another ship from the earth—another J.J. Wellington expedition.”


  The Ambassador groaned and dropped the telephone. Another Wellington expedition! More grief!


  CHAPTER XXXVII


  DR. JABETTA had offered to shake hands with the leader of the wingmen, and the result had been death. Death from a hypodermic needle had struck the tall, black-winged Gunawoo.


  From their hiding places among the rocks and trees, scores of wingmen saw Gunawoo fall. They did not understand why. But they had heard the doctor’s words. He had warned that a wingman who greeted him must not be a coward.


  Had Gunawoo been a coward? The wingmen trembled, wondering. They saw the doctor standing there, a dark form against the graying morning sky. He stood in an attitude of awe, as if he, himself, had been surprised at the sudden stroke of death.


  They heard voices of other earth people, calling to him from the caves, and they understood, as the doctor bent to take a few feathers from Gunawoo’s wing, that these were trophies.


  But there had been no explosion of firearms. What had caused Gunawoo to fall? Did the earth man possess the touch of death?


  The wingmen retreated slowly, fearfully. They were victims of superstitions, like most primitive people. An unexplained event could easily be magnified in their imaginations. The tribal gods must be consulted before they plunged ahead with the attack.


  The parents of Gooyay were more realistic. They had come to rescue their son. Their son’s life was far more important than any general victory over the party of earth men. Gunawoo’s plan had been to engage these strangers in open battle. He had had his own motives apart from the rescue of Gooyay. He had been spoiled by his taste of earth men’s weapons, and as a result had had bright visions of capturing a large supply of the deadly, explosive guns.


  But now Gunawoo lay still upon the ground with one wing bent under him. The retreating wingmen whispered, “His plan was not the plan of the gods,” they decided. “We must consult the gods.”


  When the full blaze of the morning sun swept across the crest of the Thirteenth Finger, a conclave of wingmen assembled in the shadows beyond. From far around, the winged natives were called from their breakfasts of snail flesh to attend the discussion.


  “What is to be done?” the parents of Gooyay asked patiently. “Is there a tribal leader among us who knows the will of the gods?”


  THE aged leaders were ushered to the center of the circle—lame men with scarred faces and broken wing tips. The younger warriors listened respectfully while their elders talked. The sun climbed high. The waves of the ocean pounded ceaselessly against the shore. At length a course of action was agreed upon.


  “If we surround them they cannot fly past us. They have no wings. We shall enclose them and wait. If they send a spokesman to us, we shall present our demands. We want Gooyay returned to us alive. And we want the body of Gunawoo.”


  “And what if they turn their deadly firearms upon us?”


  “Then that will be the signal for us to fly at them and slaughter them without mercy. Some of us will be killed, but we shall win.”


  The aged spokesman made a sign to show that his words had the personal approval of the tribal gods. Then he limped out of the circle with his proud head held high. It was a memorable hour for the old chieftain, and his audience wondered if he would take to his wings to celebrate his triumph. No, his flying days were over. He would limp sadly back to his mountain lair. He had played his part.


  It was late afternoon when the long line of wingmen moved down the east slope of the Thirteenth Finger. Panno and Latee, themselves, led the procession. They saw a few of the earth people running back to their caves and heard the alarmed shouts. They listened for the voice of Gooyay and once Latee was sure she heard his little voice in an outcry of excitement.


  The line passed between the caves and the one great flying ship that was parked on the beach. Thus, the earth people were cut off from their one means of escape.


  Two of the earth men, the doctor and a short fellow named Hefty, scurried back to camp just in time to avoid being closed out.


  A whisper of warning ran through the ranks. There was the man who had shaken hands with Gunawoo at dawn. Beware of him. In his hand was the touch of death. For the mute evidence was still before their eyes. The body of Gunawoo had not been touched.


  When the sun lowered over the line of mountains, a complete circle of wingmen surrounded the camp. They stood at ease, and there they would stand through the coming days and nights until their prisoners came to terms.


  Hefty Winkle sprinted at top speed. There was no way of knowing what the men intended. In such numbers they pounce upon the earth party and fight without mercy.


  IT WAS hard on Hefty’s morale to have to run for his life. If he had been running at Stupe Smith’s side he could have maintained his eternal faith that everything was happening for the best. For him, Stupe was a bulwark of strength. But now it was Dr. Jabetta who ran with him. The doctor was such a morose, mysterious person that, try as he would, Hefty could not feel a solid confidence in him.


  “Which cave?” Hefty called.


  “The farther one. All the supplies have been moved over there.” Dr. Jabetta had taken charge more or less informally. A half an hour ago he had gone up the hillside to warn Hefty that the line of wingmen was forming.


  “This is bad,” Hefty panted. He might have expressed his fears more fully. He knew what the wingmen must be thinking. Here was the man who had caused the death of their leader somehow. The prestige from that event was being lost. No man with a sure grip on a magic power would be running away from danger.


  They entered the larger cave, and turned to look back at the line of wingmen. Oddly enough, the attackers were standing at bay. They appeared to have no intention of moving up. Perhaps they would wait until dark.


  “What has happened to Gooyay?” was Hefty’s first question.


  “S-S-Sh!” Thelma Stevens placed a restraining hand on his arm. “The little fellow is way back in the deep tunnel. Gypsy Brown has quieted him. She doesn’t like to keep him tied up all the time, but you know what would happen if he looked out and saw this unholy nightmare.”


  “We’d better let him go. It may save us trouble in the long run. Don’t you think so, Doctor?” Hefty asked. Dr. Jabetta held his silence. He was looking back at the row of wingmen as if fascinated by the myriad colors of their wings. No doubt he knew that they had recognized him.


  “If there was any way to close the entrance to this cave, we’d have a fighting chance,” said Hefty.


  Thelma was tugging at his arm. “If we can go way back in, there’d be more chance. We’ve found some new channels leading off from the narrow tunnel.”


  “Go ahead,” said Dr. Jabetta. He was examining the hypodermic needle in his hand. “I’ll stand guard.”


  For a moment, Hefty was undecided. Thelma pleaded with him to come on. He could hear the low echoes of voices from the rest of the party. They would need his leadership in the absence of Stupe.


  He nodded, “Okay.” He started. Then the doctor called him back.


  “One word, Hefty.” The doctor’s voice lowered to a confidential tone. “There is something I want to tell you.”


  “Huh?”


  “This might be our last chance to talk, you know,” said the doctor. “If they come in on us . . .”


  “I understand,” said Hefty.


  “All right, then here it is.” The doctor drew a deep breath as if to divest himself of some weighty matter.


  “WE’VE been sent up to this planet on false pretenses. And still—I don’t know. I mean, it looks as if we might be on the right trail after all.”


  “I don’t get you,” said Hefty.


  “A few nights ago I succeeded in making Captain Meetz talk. Confidentially, I doped him to loosen his tongue. What he revealed was worth knowing. He believes not one word of Mr. Vest’s story about some phenomenal female who rides under the sea.”


  “Huh—I’ll be damned.” He had heard a similar story from Dick Bracket.


  “You see, Wellington has an ulterior motive. All of this talk about a girl is simply a ruse. His real purpose was to make an excuse to send supplies—military supplies and everything else needed to undertake his own colonization.”


  Hefty’s eyes widened. “His own? He must be an ambitious cuss.”


  The doctor nodded. That was it in a nutshell. The doctor had once tricked the Captain into revealing the whole inside plan and had learned that Stupendous Smith had been rung in on the deal simply to make it look authentic. “That million dollar award was simply bait for a sucker.”


  Hefty frowned and mopped his forehead. Dozens of questions leaped through his mind. He reached into his pocket for his letter which the girl had delivered to him only a few hours before.


  “Something’s haywire,” said Hefty. “I wasn’t dreaming when I received this.” He twisted the letter in his fingers to be sure it was real. “I saw her. She rode so fast that the dust cloud liked to blinded me, and now you tell me—”


  “That’s the very point, Hefty,” the doctor tapped him nervously on the shoulder. “As soon as we read your letter and found that it was from Stupe—as soon as we knew that he had seen this marvelous thing that we came to find—the whole picture was turned right side up again. Now, do you see? We’ve got to go through with it according to plan. Between us we’ve got to see that Stupe wins. Then Wellington will be the goat—not us.”


  Hefty hurried along the passage to overtake Thelma. She had been peevish over being left out of a confidential visit with the doctor, but she liked Hefty well enough to do the favor he asked. “You’ve got to help me,” he said. “We will have to make Gypsy Brown understand. There’s nothing to do but release her little winged prisoner, the sooner, the better.”


  “I don’t think she’ll do it,” said Thelma. “She’s stubborn, you know. She thinks she’ll get her suitcase back eventually if she holds out.”


  “Her suitcase be damned,” Hefty growled. “We have too much at stake to worry about a suitcase.”


  A FEW minutes later they overtook Gypsy. Hefty had to talk fast. It wasn’t easy to argue against a headstrong person like the cook.


  “Please, friend, please! You know how much this means to Stupe and all of us. We’re not heading for a dead end now. We know that there is an undersea world. We have Stupe’s letter to prove it. And the girl—I saw her with my own eyes. Are we going to let the whole game fall through just to help you get your revenge for a lost suitcase?”


  “It vass a brand new zootcase,” Gypsy said sadly, “but if you say so—”


  “That’s a pal, Gypsy, turn the little fellow loose—anything to get rid of this band of wingmen. Then we’ll be free to go down to the sea . . .”


  It all sounded so simple, so easy. Little Gooyay’s parents were waiting for him outside, no doubt. If he would fly off to them, then the party of attackers would disband. Or would they?


  But there was one tiny flaw in the plan. The little winged rascal had out-distanced the rest of the earth party in his chase down through the tunnels.


  “Vare iss he?” Gypsy asked one of the others.


  “Gone on ahead,” said Jake Fiddle in a sour voice.


  “I’ll try to find him,” Thelma said.


  Hefty followed along with her, combing the walls with his flashlight. Their voices echoed back to them as they called. The other members of the party gathered into one of the dark chambers from which several smaller passages branched outward in a fan-like formation. Thelma spread a blanket to catch a few moment’s rest. Frenchy served sandwiches after dividing them with his knife.


  “Vare iss he?” Gypsy wailed.


  The flashlight beam searched the floor and revealed a small, orange feather pointing toward one of the passages.


  “He went that way,” said Hefty.


  “Playing games, iss he?” Gypsy waggled her head to express her disappointment in her adopted son.


  There was nothing to do but follow the blind trail. A few minutes later they came upon another feather. The little fellow was playing a game all right, stripping his wings to make a trail for them.


  “The rest of you had better go on back,” said Hefty. “I’ll find him and be back soon.”


  Thelma agreed that that was best. “If we get a chance we’ll let his parents know.” There was worry in her voice. “I do hope everything will be all right.”


  And Gypsy Brown added with a note of terror, “Do be careful, Hefty. If yob go lost, dot vould be awful. Come back soon or ve’ll vollow you.”


  CHAPTER XXXVIII


  BENEATH the amber light Stupendous Smith studied the pages of the aged book. Its hand-written script was at first mystifying to him, but with the key which Zaleena-Zaleese explained to him, he was able to read. The bright black letters glinted with edges of gold as he bent the thick pages in his hands.


  Ancient mysteries . . . the heritage of some half forgotten deity . . . the forecast of innumerable faiths . . . the prediction of a sinking city . . .


  “I shall leave you to study these pages,” said the goddess.


  The hours passed swiftly. In his mind’s eye Stupe saw many pictures. He was not sure how much of his vision was evoked by the words on the printed page or how much was the drifting of his own imagination. Around him the purple lights glowed softly. Overhead the concentric circles of amber became dimmer and dimmer. The page was no longer visible. Before his eyes there passed a succession of figures—the long, long trail of Venusian humanity. Strange creatures, different breeds of animals and men. Some of the finest human specimens that could be imagined, walking tall across the plains of Venus; some malformed, wretched and misshapen, being lost at the end of the trail.


  As he watched their timeless progress, he listened to the whisper of the Spirit which guided their destiny.


  At first he was scarcely aware of its presence. It was like a steaming cloud, drifting high above them. They, the forebears of the present generation of Venusians, were being protected by this overhanging “cloud.” Then, to his amazement, he saw that their lines were divided at the upper reaches of a valley so that one group followed toward the crest of the mountain. Wings appeared on the backs of these creatures, tiny at first, then expanding in breadth until a race of wingmen emerged from the summit and took flight. Another group moved along the bank of the river, stopping to build villages—crude at first, then more complicated until the supreme achievements of modern civilization began to emerge.


  There were other branches from the unwinding stems of animal life. Some seemingly unfortunate creatures were doomed to crawl. They accumulated a hardness of texture that would protect them against the stones of the mountainside. Their backs formed into shells. They were sluggish, snail-like creatures larger than men but without the direction of any human intelligence.


  AS THIS pageant unfolded before Stupe’s half closed eyes, he was fascinated by the guiding hand of the Spirit. Cloud that it was, it was evidently a thing omniscient. To each it gave according to the individual’s ability to receive. The touch of its steamy fingers blessed all creatures as they passed. But as this Spirit reached down from the sky, it bestowed one gift more precious than all the others. This gift was a tangible thing—a jeweled object which Stupe saw to be a harpoon. This picture so fascinated him that he attempted to draw it closer. He himself seemed to be moving in space toward it. It grew larger and larger, its rubies and emeralds shining through the misty cloud until it was immediately before him.


  Then he saw a hand reach up to accept this precious gift. He recognized the hand—that of Zaleena-Zaleese.


  He gazed, and the amber light above him grew stronger and his eyes opened. The goddess was indeed beside him and in her hand was the harpoon.


  “Oh, have you been waiting?” Stupe asked. “I must have dozed. I was dreaming.


  The goddess smiled, “It is always like a dream when you read from this ancient book. Did you see the Spirit?”


  “You mean the cloud that reached down with steamy fingers?”


  “That is the Spirit which bestowed upon me the gift of a beautiful life.” She closed the book gently, and took his hand. “Now that you have read, there are many more things that I can tell you. Come.”


  They walked leisurely to the balcony, past the throne where the Old Man was dozing, and stopped at the railing to look down upon the star-shaped city.


  “There are two kinds of deities, you know,” she said quietly, and waited for his response.


  “Two kinds?” he echoed, and his hand automatically tightened over her fingers. If there were other goddesses in this realm, he would feel an instinctive jealousy toward them. To be close to Zaleena-Zaleese was having a deep effect upon him. With every passing hour this attraction for her had grown, and likewise his reverence of her. He had met her as a person, but gradually he was coming to accept her as a deity.


  “Two kinds of gods?” he repeated.


  “There are the gods which men create,” she said, “and they are very useful too. You have only to turn and glance at the throne to see what I mean.”


  STUPE turned his eyes toward the sleeping old man, head bowed, long white beard spread thin over the front of his blue coat, hands drooping over the arm of his throne.


  “Are you aware that the people have made a god of him?” the goddess asked. “After his grandfather’s death, he became a symbol. His grandfather made the walls. Now he keeps watch over them. The people firmly believe that no flood will ever destroy this city as long as the Old Man is alive.”


  “A god of eternal safety,” mused Stupe.


  “That is what they believe. But if the Old Man should die, I fear their religion will suffer a cruel shock.”


  Stupe looked at her searchingly. “What do you believe?”


  She did not answer directly. Something was worrying her, and he waited for her to explain these mysteries in her own way.


  “Do you remember something I whispered to you in your dreams?” she asked.


  “I remember something pretty terrible,” he said. “You once whispered that you were supposed to become the wife of the Old Man, or something like that.”


  “Understand me, please,” she said slowly. “This is neither his idea nor mine, but the wish of the people. They wish it because it would promise them eternal safety.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I have been given the rarest gift which the Spirit has to offer. I am a goddess because of that gift. The greatest deity of Venus, the guiding hand of our creation, has appointed me. This,” she indicated the jeweled harpoon, “is the symbol of my gift.”


  “And the gift?”


  “Is youth eternal. Upon me and upon the White Stallion that bears me through the waters has been bestowed the blessing of eternal youth!”


  Stupe felt his throat tighten. He was keenly aware of the magnetism that played into his hand from the touch of her fingertips. In awe he drew away from her. How did he dare to share the slightest intimacy with her if, indeed, she were a person charmed with such a blessing?


  “Now you know how it is,” she said, “that I can ride through fire and water with no fear of death . . . My people know . . . They depend upon me to use my birthright in their behalf. This much I am willing to do.”


  STUPE sensed a reservation in her statement. Were they asking her for favors beyond her power to give?


  “They believe, however,” she went on, “that I have the means to share my gift with the ones I choose for a mate. Now do you see their plan for me?”


  Her glance toward the sleeping Old Man made her meaning clear.


  “You mean—” Stupe looked from the throne to the stone-glass wall.


  “Yes. For their safety they wish him to live on forever. They believe that if I marry him—”


  She stopped abruptly, and turned her face away from him. She was suddenly walking away and he knew that she was weeping.


  “Dudu!” he called, “Dudu, come back to me.”


  She stopped, and turned, her eyes smiling through the mist of tears.


  “We’ll not let this happen, Dudu,” he said, taking her in his arms. She looked up at him questionably, waiting for him to say more. His thoughts flashed back through the weird course of events that had brought him here. “I’ve come a long, long way, Dudu,” he said, kissing her eyelids tenderly, “I must have come for some purpose.”


  She clung to his arms, and spoke in the imploring voice of eternal youth.


  “Take me back with you . . . Wherever you came from, take me back to your land . . . Soon, please . . . Will you? . . . Will you promise?”


  CHAPTER XXXIX


  THE committee which assisted Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu in governing the city under the sea had grown impatient with her delays. They had expected to stage a beautiful pageant in honor of the Old Man and his many years of guardianship over their safety. They had urged Zaleena that, in the interests of perpetuating the present idyllic state of affairs, she should make this celebration memorable by marrying the man they honored.


  By one device or another, Zaleena had succeeded in delaying them.


  “We should first find a foreigner to offer as a sacrifice,” she had once suggested, “in order to follow the dictates of the ancient ritual of . . .” and she had quoted long passages from the ancient volume of mysteries in support of her argument.


  This subterfuge had been good for many days of delay. But the appearance of Stupe Smith had led her to regret the remark. Stupe had come, and she had fallen in love with him at once. He was young, strong and handsome. He was an interesting talker, full of marvelous ideas about some remote world. His numbers did not stop at ten but went all the way up to sixty thousand and even farther, he said.


  She did not question why he had come or how long he would stay. He was willing to be received as her guest. That was all she could ask. But because of her earlier statement to the committee, she now lived in hourly fear that his identity as a foreigner would be discovered.


  Her servants could be trusted. The Egg Inspector was too stupid to catch on. The gentle Old Man would never reveal a secret that meant new happiness for Zaleena for he loved her dearly.


  But now the six committeemen marched across the passage from the Old Man’s throne to her wall-side palace to talk with her.


  She met them in the reception room, and asked them to be seated, offering to serve refreshments.


  FROM the next room, Stupe Smith listened. Some of the voices were strident. Things were going badly of late.


  “The wall has been patched four times since that unaccountable explosion.”


  “I followed the foreigner who escaped our guards,” said Zaleena, trying to soothe their nerves. “He found his way back to the mainland. We will not be bothered by him again.”


  The committeemen voiced their doubts. They would feel much safer if they could be sure the Old Man would live on forever.


  Then the goddess said something that horrified them. “Must you assume that I will be with you always? Perhaps I have other plans.”


  Stupe’s blood froze. He could imagine the surprised reaction. Some of those whispered exclamations were, undoubtedly, blasphemies. How far did a goddess dare go, he wondered, in stirring the wrath of her people?


  Stupe wished he could have prepared Zaleena for this emergency. A few rash words might cost her much needless trouble. Such impulsiveness, he thought. She was already paving the way for a trip to his country. But how did he dare plan such a trip?


  Always in his mind was the thought of bringing her back to J.J. Wellington. An ugly prospect. “Here you are, Mr. Wellington, an attraction from Venus that will make your night club crowds go wild with delight,” he could hear himself saying. “One million dollars, please, Mr. Wellington. Sign on the dotted line. She and the horse are all yours.”


  “I could never do it,” Stupe muttered, half aloud. “But suppose she insists on going with me. Suppose I can’t talk her out of my promise? Could I possibly smuggle her into America without Wellington’s knowing? No, even if we hid away in Europe or South America the word would get out . . .”


  Again he listened. The members of the committee were leaving. They were talking loud, not so much in anger as in nervous fear, Stupe thought. The city depended upon them for its welfare. The gods help them if Zaleena-Zaleese failed to give them the protection they needed.


  “Let us proceed with the celebration in honor of the Old Man as early as possible,” one of the councilmen said.


  “Within three days,” said Zaleena.


  “And the wedding too?”


  “I shall give you my decision soon,” said the goddess. “Good day, gentlemen.”


  “One further point,” said one of the men. “Sometime ago you quoted an ancient ritual that referred to a sacrifice.”


  “It may be overlooked,” she said hastily.


  The councilman was not to be put off so easily. “I think a sacrificial victim is hiding in our midst. If we do the Old Man more honor by torturing and killing one of his lesser brothers, let us ferret out this foreigner who is among us. Do you agree, Zaleena?”


  Stupe waited tensely for the girl’s answer, but one of the other councilmen spoke ahead of her.


  “I think we can soon find this outsider. The Inspector’s assistant is said to be a stranger. Someone pointed him out to me. He stands a little straighter than we, and is quicker in the motions of his arms. I shall watch for him.”


  “Yes, do,” said the goddess in a tight voice. “Good day, gentlemen.”


  THEY trudged away, talking in hearty voices of their plans for the big public celebration. “A pageant . . . Zaleena on her white horse . . . The basket throne to be lowered . . .”


  Their voices faded out of hearing. The goddess hurried back to Stupe and clutched his hands in hers.


  “It’s dreadful,” she said. “I was miserable through every minute of their visit. You heard?”


  “Practically everything,” said Stupe.


  “Oh, why did the Spirit ever choose to make me a goddess over these people? Was it not foreseen that I would come to this humiliation?”


  “Don’t be upset, please, Zaleena.”


  “I even threatened to betray them. At least they will think so. But I didn’t mean it that way, believe me.”


  Stupe tried to comfort her. She was demonstrating all of the human qualities of any other person. It was not right, Stupe thought, for such a beautiful person to be so unhappy.


  “You don’t really mean to desert them in time of need, do you?” he said, leading her into her study.


  Her answer was indirect and full of mystery.


  “You are very kind, Stupe Smith,” she said. “You are kind to everybody. But you do not understand my motive. You have not read all of the mysteries of this book. If I leave these people—if I go to your land—”


  “Yes, go on.”


  “Never mind,” she said. “I am not entirely sure you would want me to go. There is some doubt lurking in your mind.”


  Stupe took her searching gaze with his steady eyes. He nodded slowly. She was right. He did have misgivings. Here she was a goddess with power over a people who loved her and depended upon her. But if she went back with him to the world of J.J. Wellington, what would she become? “Come,” he said smiling. “Let’s go and talk the whole thing over frankly with the Old Man.”


  Zaleena gave a surprised laugh. “I was just going to suggest the same thing.”


  Lightheartedly they slipped through the palace and across the elevated path to the throne above the city. Eternal Youth! Zaleena’s Spirit-gift was a contagious quality. Stupe was learning to break from his serious moods into momentary gayety.


  “Prepare for the worst, and hope for the best, as we used to say in my land far away,” Stupe said, trying to throw off his self-consciousness.


  Prepare for the worst? Neither Zaleena nor Stupe was prepared for the shocking thing they discovered when they ascended the steps of the balcony throne.


  “Wake up, Old Man . . . Wake up . . . Wake . . . What’s the matter with him? His hands are cold.”


  “Dead,” said Zaleena quietly. “In his sleep Death has overtaken him.”


  CHAPTER XL


  FOR a long while the two of them stood in respectful silence. He had been a grand Old Man, a deity by the grace of men’s belief in him. Now he had slipped away from the world of the living, as all mortals must do at sometime.


  At once Stupe knew that Zaleena’s difficulties had bounded out of hand. What could she do? The wall, in spite of successive patches was still leaking. The people were complaining that spots around the new patch were allowing slow streams of water to seep in.


  But for their superstitious faith in the Old Man, the whole city would be in a panic at this very moment. A stampede of any sort would probably cost several lives.


  “They mustn’t know,” Stupe said. “Not yet.


  Zaleena’s eyelids flickered rapidly. She walked down the steps to the balcony level, took one glance at the quiet city below her, then called across to a servant on an adjoining bridge.


  “Will you please take a message to the committee for me? . . . Tell them this: In three days when the celebration is held, I shall be wedded to the Old Man.”


  CHAPTER XLI


  IT ALL happened quietly and swiftly.


  Only a few of Zaleena’s trusted servants knew. They assisted her with the delicate operation of cutting off the Old Man’s white hair, bushy eyebrows and flowing beard. Then, they buried him at sea, and they mourned in private through the hour of dawn.


  It was a bold plan. There was no time to waste. Zaleena’s own skilled fingers did most of the work, a few servants assisting. Stupe Smith lay back in his chair beneath the white light as they worked on him. The long, white whiskers that had belonged to the Old Man were being painstakingly glued to his face.


  Stupe, henceforth, must be the Old Man.


  “It is the only way,” Zaleena said over and over. “You must play the part.”


  Stupe was on pins and needles. His furtive eyes watched the reactions of the make-up artists as they worked on his face. Little by little they were accomplishing their purpose with him.


  “The irony of it,” he thought. “The goddess of eternal youth loves me, and so she makes an Old Man of me.”


  When at last a mirror was set before him, Stupe was astonished and delighted to discover how he had been transformed.


  Zaleena, having pledged her helpers to secrecy, led Stupe at once to the balcony throne. Henceforth he would guard the spiral stairs that led to the sea platform overhead.


  Mirrors were placed in his small throne room to enable him to practice the mannerisms of the Old Man. He experimented with his voice until he learned to speak slowly and with the little quaver of age in his tones.


  “You are so good a substitute that I am not sure you were ever Stupe Smith,” said Zaleena, running her fingers through his white hair.


  “I may be an Old Man,” he said, “but remember you are still Dudu to me.”


  She bent to kiss him, in spite of his long beard. Her action was interrupted by the footsteps of an official messenger bounding up the six steps that lead to the throne room.


  “Begging your pardon,” said the messenger. Stupe’s fingers twitched nervously on the arm of his massive chair. This was his first test before the eyes of his subjects.


  THE messenger had come to speak to Zaleena of the rumor concerning the wedding. The news, spreading swiftly through the city, was a signal for rejoicing.


  “Now the undercurrents of fear will melt away,” the messenger said. “The people know that your marriage to the Old Man will guarantee long life to him. He will live on, and our walls will be safe.”


  Stupe held his breath. The messenger’s simple faith was touching. But Stupe and Zaleena were standing on the brink of disaster. One word, one slip could shatter the faith of this man and all his people.


  Stupe kept nodding slowly, just as the Old Man would have done. The messenger gave him only a few kindly glances, concentrating most of his attention upon Zaleena and the mirrors. Curiously enough, the mirrors, giving back to the messenger his own reflection from several angles, performed a helpful function. He was unconsciously distracted by these images of himself so that he did not scrutinize the features of the “Old Man” as Stupe had feared he would do.


  “With your permission,” the messenger said, “the people would like to begin their celebration at once and continue through the hour of the wedding.”


  Zaleena turned to Stupe. He knew her thoughts. She was grieving inwardly over the loss of the Old Man, and could never endure two days of merry-making. It would be all the two of them could do to carry on with their awful deception.


  She turned the question to him. “How would you answer the messenger?”


  Stupe’s throat tightened. He spoke in an uneven voice, gesturing slowly with his trembling hand.


  “Have the people look to their walls,” he said. “The flow of water must be stopped completely. Let the workmen try once more to build a stronger patch.”


  THE messenger bowed, swallowed his disappointment, and hurried away to report the wishes of these deities.


  “Well done, Old Man,” Zaleena said softly, taking Stupe’s hand. Then he saw that she was weeping. “Don’t worry, little goddess,” he said. “We’ll come through somehow.”


  For many minutes he comforted her. She was so very human, so full of human weaknesses, that in this dark hour she believed she had never deserved the gift of a goddess. Had she the will to go on with this desperate plan of deception?


  “The worst is already over,” said Stupe. “If your servants will keep our secret, and if you will not make any public appearances too difficult, no one will ever know.”


  She smiled. “Thank you, Stupe Smith. It’s much easier being a goddess with you to lean upon.”


  He gave her a comical wink. “The joker in your bargain is that you’re going to have to marry me. Have you stopped to think of that?”


  She looked away, and her shining dark eyes were wistful as she said, “You needn’t feel that you are really married to me, you know. After all, we’re only doing this so our people will believe—”


  She didn’t get to finish for Stupe quickly drew her into his arms and said, almost fiercely, “Dudu, you can’t dodge me that way. You and I are going to be married, and I mean married.”


  He brushed his white beard out of the way so that he could kiss her as convincingly as possible under the circumstances.


  There was mischief in her eyes as she said, “You’re not behaving at all like an Old Man . . . but I think I’m going to like being married to you.”


  CHAPTER XLII


  FROM South America to New York to the Southeast Ocean of Venus, a rambling pattern of Stupendous Smith’s activities spread wide and deep.


  There were many people in the Andes who remembered the unrecognized heroism of Smith’s rescue expedition from many months before.


  Through America and Europe many comfortable arm-chair travelers mused over chance items in the travel magazines and paused at the name of “Stupendous” Smith.


  “So he’s gone to Venus with some sort of exploring party,” they might say. “Wonder what he’ll find up there?” or “I hope he gets his dues this time. It seemed to me the newspapers never gave him full credit for the fine work he did down in South America.”


  Avid readers of the gossip columns in Boston or Los Angeles might have commented too. “Well, of all things. Here it says Mae Krueger has gone along with her husband on a Venus expedition. Now there’s a juicy item. You know she’s the only girl Stupe Smith ever fell for, and he’s in Venus too.”


  Such trifles of gossip meant nothing to the pompous Mr. Wellington. In his mind’s eye, the new empire was at last taking shape. Word had come back from Venus that the American Ambassador was proving no match for the diverse machinations of his two expeditions. The Ambassador’s activities had, of necessity, been limited to sending out scouting parties and forwarding their reports to Washington.


  “They’ll wake up in Washington some bright morning,” Wellington said to his personal staff of assistants, “to discover there’s already a Wellington flag flying over the upper half of a continent.”


  Somewhere in England the eccentric little Mr. Vest lectured to a group of professors. He climaxed his remarks with, “Gentlemen, I have told you these experiences without exaggeration or restraint. And let me add that my story of the strange phenomenon of Venus has been told only once before, in strictest confidence. J.J. Wellington based his expeditions to Venus upon this story, and as long as he acted in good faith this knowledge remained exclusively his. But now—well, Mr. Wellington has misused my information for certain unethical purposes. His changed attitude has killed my confidence in him. You, gentlemen, I want you to know these facts. If they are of any use to the world of science, please make the most of them.”


  “It sounds like a figment of Mr. Vest’s imagination,” one of the professors commented afterward, “but I never say yes or no to any theory until I have examined the evidence. I propose we send a delegation to this Mr. Wellington of America and ask him to make public the findings of his two expeditions . . .”


  ON THE planet of Venus at the American Embassy, Ambassador Jewell looked out upon the space port, and pondered the ills of the world. The American Government would have to appropriate more money for its interplanetary stations if it expected to keep tab on all of these pioneers of space.


  The second Wellington party had come like an eager prize fighter stepping into the ring, and had hardly taken time to shake hands. Its leader, Captain Sam Krueger, must have had his plans for swift action all set. While he and his attractive red-haired wife were politely dining with the Ambassador, at noon an official from the space port tiptoed into the dining room and whispered, “Mr. Jewell, they have not allowed us to inspect their goods. They appear to be all set to move on without unloading.”


  The Ambassador paled as he turned to his guests. “Is there any reason why the official inspection of your equipment shouldn’t take place at once?”


  Krueger, a wide shouldered man with a hard jaw and thick curly hair, gave a solid gesture of approval. “Let ’em do their worst, Ambassador. Hell, yes, tell ’em to go ahead.”


  But his wife had touched the Ambassador’s arm with her graceful fingers. “My, is time so precious on this planet that we can’t wait until we have finished this delightful dinner? Your officials must have been reared in the subway.”


  Ambassador Jewell smiled politely, and said that the inspection could wait until after dinner.


  After dinner he was drawn into an unexpected conference concerning the wingmen that seemed too important to be delayed. A wingman had brought back a suitcase which one of his fellows had evidently stolen. This gesture of honesty might mean much in the promotion of peace between the races. The Ambassador devoted twenty minutes to the conference, and in his absence, the new Wellington party dashed away.


  “Here’s Krueger’s note,” an official said, “Their spaceship was all set for an after dinner air cruise. Krueger said he wanted to get a bird’s eye view of the planet yet this afternoon.”


  “Of all the ill manners!” The Ambassador’s comment was a masterpiece of understatement.


  The following day several of the Ambassador’s picked scouts returned in their midget planes to report that the new air cruising space ship was planting small batches of military supplies at various strategic points over the continent. Ambassador Jewell went to bed with a raging headache.


  AT THE beach beyond the Thirteenth Finger the circle of wingmen grew weary of their stalemated siege. Many hours had passed since they had taken up their position around the mountainside caverns.


  On the first night they had broken ranks and carried the body of Gunawoo into the mountains for burial.


  The parents of little Gooyay had ventured in another direction. They had approached the mouth of the cave cautiously, found no one there, had waited, listening. Finally they called softly. No answer. Panno wanted to venture in, but Latee dissuaded him.


  “We had better stay with the tribe. They have come all this distance to help us. We must not do anything contrary to their plan.”


  “We shall wait until morning.”


  Then the two of them had returned sorrowfully to the ranks that were reforming around the cave. The hours of waiting passed slowly . . .


  Meanwhile Dr. Jabetta had groped through the long, dark tunnel in search of the rest of the party. His sunset vigil at the mouth of the cave, with a deadly hypodermic needle ready, had ended with the coming of darkness. By then he had guessed that the wingmen did not intend to attack. Their attitude was that of patient waiting.


  He had gathered up all the food supplies he could carry, and had retreated into the tunnels.


  Occasionally he stopped to hide part of the supplies as his load grew too heavy. Now and then he came upon a sign that reassured him—an arrow cut in the wall, a foot print in the wet clay, or an orange colored feather that pointed the way ahead.


  Down and down the path led, and often the descent was steep. A subterranean river had flowed through this channel on its way to the sea. Waterfalls, eddies, sharp twists and turns marked its now deserted course.


  “Voices!” the doctor said from time to time. “Voices! I must be getting nearer. Why did they go so far?”


  If gravity had not been with them, they certainly would not have traveled such a distance. But an errant little winged boy had set the pace for them, and he had followed the line of least resistance. The doctor couldn’t help wondering how one of the Stevens girls had kept pace on such a rough path. Her recent illness would tell on her. They shouldn’t have allowed her to go so far.


  “Did that little winged cuss know where he was leading them?” the doctor wondered. “Does he know a way out of this, or is he playing a devil of a trick on everybody. Including himself?”


  Then, “Voices! Voices!”


  But the voices materialized as a gurgling waterfall. The tiny underground stream echoed among the stalactites and stalagmites like the laughter of children.


  Water was welcome. The doctor drank deeply, rested a moment while he flashed the light over the foot tracks on the clay floor, and then hurried on.


  An hour later the voices became a reality. He found almost all of the party huddled together, cold, damp and weary, in a dark cavern chamber.


  “Ve vere so scared,” Gypsy Brown said sleepily, “We thought you vould be dead bevore ve turned der vourth corner.”


  “The fourth corner is a long way back,” said the doctor.


  “You are telling us!”


  “Are you all here?”


  “All but Hefty. He iss still on der chase. Dot leedle vinged scamperbug, he keeps six chumps ahead, right down der line!”


  
CHAPTER XLIII


  THE “basket” was like an immense red and yellow flower pot, large enough that Stupe could stand in the center, rest his hands on the ornamented rim, and look out at the assemblage of undersea citizens.


  The basket was lowered from the overhead balcony by cables. Stupe moved down with it slowly, his heart pounding, his fingers tight upon the curved sides. The hour had come for him to make his first public appearance in the guise of the Old Man.


  Fully ten thousand people, dressed in their most colorful holiday costumes, waved to him as he slowly descended. He brushed his white beard casually, as the Old Man might have done. The first words of his speech were waiting on the tip of his tongue. The basket began to sway a little, and its slow pendulum effect caused the thousands of faces, upturned against the light, to move back and forth in slow rhythm.


  He glanced toward the upper walls. The new patch was fully one hundred and twenty feet in width. The Inspector had been working overtime, it was rumored, to make sure all of the Eggs were in good condition. Were the people secure in their faith that the Old Man could insure them against disaster? Stupe wondered.


  In spite of the new patch, the water was still seeping in slowly. Seven long ribbons of seepage stretched from the lower edges of the patch to the ground level several hundred feet below. Pools of water had formed in the yards of the residents who lived on the outer rim of the city.


  “Have those stone-glass patches always worked?” Stupe had asked Zaleena earlier. “Can we be sure that we are safe? Shouldn’t we try experimenting with some new materials?”


  Zaleena had not known what to answer. She was afraid that any change of materials would shatter the confidence of the engineers. “I don’t understand. Do you suppose the Old Man’s death is responsible?”


  Stupe preferred to believe that the explosion had caused some sort of decay to eat its way through the stone-glass. Still, he wondered . . . To what extent could the superstitions of these people be trusted?


  “Does the Spirit have any answers for you?” he had asked her. “If we should read more from the book would some vision of help come to us?”


  ZALEENA-ZALEESE had led him, then, to the study table beneath the amber light, and had turned the thick pages slowly.


  “Take me away soon, Stupe. Take me away from this world, back to your own country.” That was all she would say.


  Now as he descended to speak to the vast crowd assembled before him, these thoughts weighed down upon him. Disaster hovered over the city. The gods had played false with these people.


  Did gods deserve to be gods, he wondered, when they had made people remain in a city even though it had sunk into the sea? These superstitious citizens had believed this spot to be sacred. And through the past decades, as the coastline sank rapidly, they had clung fanatically to their chosen soil.


  Did a goddess deserve to be a goddess? This question weighed upon Stupe’s conscience like lead.


  Did a goddess deserve to be a goddess when, with human weakness, she begged to run away from her people in the face of disaster?


  The basket came to a stop above the pond in the center of the star-shaped city. Cables were caught from below, so that its pendulum action was stilled. Stupe looked out upon the wide paved plaza. Ropes held the crowds back to make room for the pageant of dignitaries.


  The artists had outdone themselves to prepare a colorful pageant for this occasion. The committee of six appeared at the head of the parade, dressed in their starchiest black and white suits adorned with epaulets of red and yellow wing feathers. They marched slowly, smiling with dignified restraint to their favorites among the crowd. When they came face to face with the “Old Man” they bowed stiffly, then moved on to their seats at the edge of the plaza.


  They were followed by a band of little children looking gay in their costumes of pink and yellow seashells. Undoubtedly they had been given a last minute curtain lecture, for they were being watched by their leaders and reprimanded by slight signals whenever they exchanged excited whispers.


  Several of the leaders of city industries and civic activities followed along in turn. The Inspector himself was the most conspicuous among these, partly because of his huge bulk, partly because of his outrageously funny costume—a purple suit with immense yellow polka dots. Always the exhibitionist, he waved gaily to the crowd. But his reception was not as wholehearted as he might have expected. Many faces turned quickly from him to glance at the distant wall where seven streams of water glided down.


  AT THE end of the procession came Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu, riding the white stallion, Marble Boy. She was escorted by eighteen youths who marched in groups of threes. They were dressed in uniforms of brown and orange, with creamy white sashes that matched the brilliant white of the stallion. Stupe liked the way they held their heads as if inspired by the proud carriage of the goddess they honored. Too many citizens of this hidden city went about with heads bowed and shoulders humped, Stupe had noticed. Perhaps it was the effect of working in the low-tunneled mines that branched out beneath the ocean’s floor.


  Stupe waited until everyone was seated. His turn had come at last. It was almost perfectly quiet throughout the city. Perhaps you could not have heard a pin drop because there was always the low echo of winds from the open mine shafts near the city walls. Then, too, today there was the unusual gurgling of waters, gliding from the streets into one of the open shafts—a cheerful sound, yet ominous. It was Stupe’s duty to reassure these people against a flood while these very sounds of the spilling sea competed against his voice.


  “Citizens of the undersea world,” began Stupe in the aged and cracked voice of the Old Man, “You have remained here through many generations because you believe—” he changed the words hastily—“because you know that this area is sacred. The gods have asked you to remain here. They have promised you everlasting prosperity as long as your faith in them holds fast. Today you have come to honor me, not because I, alone, am responsible for the walls which safeguard you, but because I am a symbol of the one who assisted you when the sea rose high around you.”


  He drew a deep breath. He felt that he was about to set forth in words a falsehood that would blacken his conscience the rest of his life. He must say it with all the force he could muster.


  “I have come before you to reassure you—” For some reason his eyes were diverted toward the wall momentarily. He thought that he had detected some movement there. He counted the streams that were flowing downward. Seven? No, eight. A new one had appeared!


  “I have come to reassure you that you are safe.” His voice cracked. “That you will always be—”


  His eyes again turned toward the wall, as if magnetically drawn. But instantly two unseen hands pressed against his cheeks to turn his head away.


  In that moment Stupe was enveloped in a white mist. His words were choked off. The Spirit had entered in the form of a cloud, and everyone saw . . .


  CHAPTER XLIV


  THROUGH the coils of lavender mist, Stupe looked out upon the sea of faces. The light from overhead filtered down in pink and orange shafts, moving slowly with the twists and turns of the cloud.


  No one knew where it had come from. Stupe in his confusion tried to remember. He thought it had grown out of the huge gray patch on the wall. But it had also formed around him at the same time, for it was at this very second that his speech had been cut short and his eyes had been diverted from the wall.


  The pressure against his cheeks was cool, like wet velvet, yet undeniably strong. The touch was ridged with fingers. The fingers glided over his cheeks and crossed his lips and pressed against his throat.


  He was shocked by his own helplessness. The crowd had been waiting expectantly for his next words. His promise of safety had been bluntly posed and had not been driven home with enough conviction.


  However, to his great relief, the people were no longer watching him. Their eyes were roving to catch the beauty of the shifting lines of light and shadow. This was their god, the Spirit, reaching down with ten thousand mist-like hands to bless each of them.


  If there were whispers of confidence to each, Stupe could not hear them. Yet, from the low rustle of sounds and from the lighted expressions on the faces before him, he was led to wonder whether each person present was not receiving an individual communication.


  In his own ears the one word, “Patience,” sounded. And so he waited, watching.


  A low roar of thunder rumbled through the vast circular shell. Stupe trembled. The walls must have quivered, he thought. His ears were attuned to every sound. Somehow he expected the crackle of stone-glass and the crash and splash of an angry sea leaping in through a bursting patch. But again there was only the low whisper, “Patience.”


  Then his basket began to turn slowly, and the light around him had become a dense purple, so that he felt the protection of darkness from the eyes of the throng.


  ONE shaft of creamy white light blazed down through the mist upon the goddess, sitting like a statue upon the back of the white stallion. The animal was poised, alert, its pink nostrils distended with the excitement of this weird moment.


  The girl’s arms extended slowly, her palms reaching in an attitude of accepting the will of the Spirit that was speaking to her. Stupe was sure that never in his life would he see a more impressive picture—a rare combination of beauty and power and something mystical that he could not fathom.


  The shaft of light edged slowly toward the pond beneath Stupe’s basket. As it moved, the goddess and her mount moved with it. She was riding slowly across the plaza . . . across the surface of the water . . . and Stupe was simultaneously being lowered. The shaft of light was upon him too, and he felt the warmth of its blaze filtering through the locks of snowy white hair that covered his head.


  To the audience, Zaleena and the Old Man were now side by side. She, the embodiment of youth and beauty, was about to be wedded to the white bearded old foreigner who symbolized wisdom and protection.


  It was the low whispering thunder from the surrounding cloud that wedded them. The words in themselves were not distinguishable to Stupe, yet he knew their meaning.


  Zaleena-Zaleese extended her hand to him. He saw the false lines of gray that had been painted on his own wrist—the color of old age. But the pounding, surging fever of youth was in his touch as his fingers closed over Dudu’s.


  The shaft of light from overhead moved down. Darkness crowded in above it, and the whole city was enshrouded in a deep opaque purple. Only a singing sphere of light was still visible, large enough to hover over Dudu and Stupe. Then it became a swirl of colors, a hundred spinning colors that enveloped the two of them for one long breath-taking moment, and it was gone.


  The enclosed city was lost in total darkness.


  “Dudu,” Stupe whispered.


  “Yes, Stupe, I am here . . . I am yours now. We are husband and wife, now, Stupe.”


  In the darkness Stupe kissed her and held her tightly. They were being lifted, he knew. He could hear the hoofs of the stallion, splashing through the pond and on to the pavement of the plaza. But Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu was with him in the basket, rising with him toward the unseen balcony eight hundred feet above the city.


  “Listen,” she whispered. “The Spirit is revealing to them a secret that concerns us.”


  The darkness was broken by a yellow flash of lightning that leaped around the walls. A flare of brilliance, the sharp crackle of electricity and then, once again, the return of the purple mist.


  This time it was like an encircling wreath.


  The whispering voice which had once spoken the word, “Patience!” now echoed softly from wall to wall.


  “The Spirit which guided your fathers and their fathers before you comes to you again in this hour of danger.”


  A pause. Dudu huddled close in Stupe’s arms, waiting.


  “What the Spirit has revealed to your fathers and their fathers before you, it now reveals to you. It is not the ocean that weighs you down. It is your deities.”


  Another pause. Then—


  “It is we, your gods, who weigh you down. If you would be lifted, why not bid us leave?”


  CHAPTER XLV


  “AT LAST!” said Hefty Winkle. The little runaway, winged boy had just come running back from the tunnel into his arms. “At last, you little rascal. Don’t you know I have been chasing you for days? What do you mean by running away from us?”


  Little Gooyay was not ready with an answer. In the glow of Hefty’s flashlight, the excitement in the little fellow’s eyes shone too brightly. “What’s the matter?” Hefty said, changing his tone. “Are you scared? Never mind, I’ll not scold you. We’ll go back to your Aunt Gypsy and let her talk to you.”


  The lad was reluctant to move. He was frightened, all right. He clung to Hefty’s arm, his hands quivering.


  “Out with it, pal. Give, give. Did you run into a den of snakes or something?”


  The little voice piped, “It was the thunder. Thunder and lightning—it always scares me.”


  “Thunder and lightning? You’re talking through your hat.”


  “And the funny lights,” Gooyay went on. “Everywhere it was purple. Then the girl on the white horse rode up to the man.”


  “Huh?” Hefty was suddenly on nerve’s edge. “Where did you see any such thing?”


  The urchin pointed down the tunnel. “It’s all light down there now,” he said. “It’s a big city with walls all around.”


  “M-m-m. Maybe you and I had better take a walk, Gooyay.”


  Several minutes later they came upon the sight which the little winged boy had described. There was no thunder or lightning; this Hefty took to be the child’s imagination. But the city was there, solid and in three dimensions and enclosed. Hefty’s heart was in his throat. He seemed to have walked out of one world and into another.


  At first glimpse, the fantastic beauty of the place overwhelmed him. Dizzily he groped along the wall, keeping his hand tightened over Gooyay’s. Then remembering his long and all but fruitless chase, he decided to take more adequate precautions before there was another runaway. With the bit of rope that dangled from Gooyay’s waist he did have a satisfactory leash on the lad. He tied the end to his own belt.


  “Now, Buddy, we are ready to do a little exploring. Not long ago I received a letter from someone down here—a guy named Stupe—but never mind, you wouldn’t understand.”


  THEY edged along the wall toward a paved street which came to a point at the outer fringe of the city. They could hear the voices of persons who were clustered in front of their residences, and as Hefty peeked around the side of the building to catch his first view of these underworld people, his fears diminished. They were human beings like himself. They appeared to be so much concerned with their own interests that he saw no reason to fear them.


  “This way,” he said to Gooyay. “Let’s get an earful of their talk.” He soon gathered that they had recently attended some very important public meeting which was having its aftermath in their excited comments.


  “It was perfect except for one thing,” he understood one of them to say. “If there had only been the sacrifice according to the ritual, the whole affair would have been complete.”


  Hefty should have taken warning. The residents of this city lived in a watertight world of their own. They weren’t used to foreigners. They had no official greeter to extend the glad hand to wandering men or wingmen who drifted into their midst. Instead, it was their policy to seize strangers (as one Dick Bracket could have testified).


  Hefty and Gooyay walked freely through the street for a record hour and a half before some citizenry reported them.


  The guards flew upon them like demons. Hefty was flabbergasted at this uncivil reception. He couldn’t understand why he should be roughly seized and searched, or why they feared that he might climb a tower or throw explosives against the wall.


  “I just happened to drop in,” he said weakly. “I didn’t mean any harm.”


  They looked at him sourly. Their suspicions turned upon Gooyay. Spies? What was this, the forecast of a winged invasion? Or was this youthful wingman only the guide for the other foreigner?


  “I told you so,” one of the onlookers said, reviving the earlier rumor that a foreigner had been hiding in their midst. “He’s the one we looked for before the celebration. He’s that same trouble maker who blasted our wall.”


  Hefty swung a free fist. The fellow who had spoken out of turn dodged the blow and one of the guards caught it on the jaw. Hefty’s hidden punch had floored more than one man twice his size. It floored the guard. The bystanders backed away and held their silence.


  But Hefty was soon brought under control, his two hands bound. All be could do was talk. He might have fared better if they had sealed his lips.


  “You weren’t looking for me, brothers. I’ve never seen this place before. It’s all a mistake. I don’t belong here. I want to get back to the rest of my party with this young whippersnapper.”


  “The rest of your party? Back where?”


  “Back there in the—huh? Who wants to know?”


  The guards glanced toward the open entrance of one of their mines. So those subterranean channels made contact with the outer world! And there was a band of people back there somewhere . . .


  AS THE guards dragged Hefty and Gooyay toward the nearest elevator tower, a small crowd fell in, eyes and ears, questions and taunts. Hefty had never been in a jam like this before. He couldn’t keep from shouting back at his hecklers.


  “Darn it, I never came here to make trouble. You’ve got to believe me. I’m a friend of Stupe Smith. You didn’t rope him and drag him up before a judge when he came, did you?”


  “When who came?”


  “Stupe, Stupe Smith. He wrote me from here. He said . . .”


  Hefty swallowed his words. He had said far more than he had intended. He looked around helplessly. The little winged boy was grinning at him as if to say, “We’re having a wonderful adventure, aren’t we?”


  The two prisoners were tossed into a cell in one of the towers where they could look across the web of high footbridges that led to a central balcony. The city was so far below that it made Hefty dizzy to look down. But Gooyay, accustomed to flying, felt entirely at home at this altitude. His sharp eyes watched the comings and goings of the uniformed guards and workmen with the greatest of interest.


  What fascinated Hefty most was the throne, a few steps above the balcony, where a very old man could be seen talking with six starchily dressed committeemen.


  “What an ancient relic,” Hefty thought.


  “That must be the old gray-beard that Stupe mentioned in his letter.”


  After many hours of waiting, Hefty was surprised to see several other prisoners being escorted to nearby cells. The whole earth party that he had left back in the tunnels had been ferreted out—Gypsy Brown, the three Stevens girls, Jake Fiddle, Dr. Jabetta, and Frenchy.


  “We’re all in the same doghouse,” said Hefty gloomily. “The judge will probably find us all guilty and condemn us to death—or maybe make us work in the mines.”


  His little companion suggested that the wingmen might come and rescue them.


  “My parents will want to find me. They will try to follow us.”


  “Don’t worry, son. Nobody’s going to follow that awful trail we took, unless it’s by accident.”


  They could now hear echoes of Gypsy Brown’s funny pleadings, which the guards evidently couldn’t understand. The Stevens girls were too weary to talk. Dr. Jabetta tried to argue his way out of this gross mistreatment, but his efforts were futile.


  “Save your arguments,” one of the guards said. “Maybe the Old Man will listen to you when you are brought to trial. But I warn you, he is a stern judge.”


  “What’s more,” another guard added, “he is pretty busy just now, honeymooning. I don’t think he’s in the mood to listen to your troubles.”


  CHAPTER XLVI


  HEFTY slept like a dead man and did not awaken until someone rattled the iron bars of his tower cell. He opened his eyes. The disturbance was being caused by the little winged boy.


  “Gooyay! What’s all the noise about?”


  “I want to get back in.”


  Hefty’s jaw sagged and he blinked his sleepy eyes. “Huh? You were in. How in sam-hill did you get out?”


  “Right there.” Gooyay pointed to the space between two bars. “I was hungry.”


  “Well, I reckon you can squeeze back in.


  “No. I ate too much dinner.”


  Hefty looked his companion over from head to foot. It was an unusual situation one of two prisoners on the outside trying to get back in. Hefty wasn’t too sleepy to see some possible advantages to this arrangement.


  “Take it easy, Gooyay. You’re more useful where you are. Tell me—” Hefty looked about to make sure no guards were within hearing—“Where did you get the square meal?”


  Gooyay pointed to the balcony. The throne where the Old Man had sat was empty. A dinner had been brought to him on a tray, but he had evidently failed to come for it.


  “It was a good dinner,” said Gooyay, rubbing his fat little stomach.


  “It’s a wonder they didn’t catch you and clip your wings, you little daredevil. Stay right where you are. I want you to run some errands for me. How long would it take you to retrace your steps through that long tunnel if I got a flashlight for you?”


  Gooyay looked to the throne again, and his eyes roved upward to the tower that rose through the dome-like ceiling.


  “There is a shorter way,” he said, smiling wisely, and his wings gave a proud little twitch.


  Hefty stroked, his chin thoughtfully. “A way out?”


  “To the sky,” said Gooyay, “and to the sea . . . and back to the land.”


  “Eureka, little pal!”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means I’d pin a medal to your chest if I had a medal and you had anything besides bare skin to pin it to. Now listen to me closely.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Your parents are on the land looking for you.”


  “Of course. And all my Uncles and Cousins. You were afraid of them. That is why you took me down in the cave.”


  THE little dickens was wise, all right, Hefty thought. “It was a case of bad judgment, pal. We should have tried to make friends.”


  “But Gunawoo does not make friends with you wingless people.”


  “That’s the point. Gunawoo was a tough hunk of feathers. Well, Gunawoo is dead now.”


  The lad already knew this, too. He hadn’t missed much of the earth party’s guarded conversation. “He died when he shook hands with the doctor. Now that he is dead, you can be friends easier.”


  “You’re on the beam, Gooyay. You should have two medals. Here’s your first errand. Get out of this undersea booby trap and fly back to the land. Find your parents. Tell them you’re alive. Tell them you haven’t been harmed.”


  “I will tell them everyone has been good to me. I have had fun.”


  “Lad, I could hug you if I wasn’t afraid of crushing your wings.”


  “I will tell them that Aunt Gypsy feeds me chocolate pies.”


  “Yes!”


  “But I will not say that I stole some.”


  Hefty chuckled. “I’ll trust your good judgment on those delicate matters. Now, the second errand. If your parents aren’t too angry, ask them if you can come back.”


  “I’ll run away.”


  “No, don’t do that. That’s what caused all the trouble in the first place. Ask permission. Tell them you have some unfinished business out here in the sea—”


  “The guards are coming.” Gooyay interrupted. “Shall I go?”


  His orange wings showed bright under the intense glow of the concentric lights overhead. But his instinct told him how to make the most of shadows and protective coloration. He skipped quietly along a path of orange light and took to his wings almost silently. Hefty saw him circle to the balcony, bound up the spiral stairs, and disappear.


  The four guards trudged past the other tower cells with speculative glances at the inmates.


  “Here are the two we captured first,” Hefty heard one of them say as they approached his cell.


  “Two?” said another. “I see only one.”


  The four guards paused before Hefty’s bat, staring at the floor, the ceiling, and all the corners of the well built cage. Most of all, they stared at Hefty.


  “Where is he?” they said.


  “Who?” said Hefty innocently.


  “You know who. There were two of you. What went with number two?”


  “I’ve been asleep,” said Hefty. He yawned and patted his stomach. “Funny thing. I dreamed I ate a little winged boy. And to tell the truth I feel awful full.”


  THE guards may have lacked a sense of humor, Hefty thought; or they may have considered cannibalism a definite possibility among the various denizens of Venus. Their deadpan expressions told him nothing. Their one purpose now was to take him before the authorities to give an account of himself.


  A quick walk along the elevated passages high above the city brought Hefty to the throne, six steps above the central balcony.


  The Old Man shuffled uncomfortably, Hefty thought, and appeared to be more ill at ease than the six stern-faced committeemen.


  “Sit down,” the Old Man said in a cracked voice. “We have several questions for you. First, why did you come here?”


  Hefty tried to turn away from those searching eyes. He caught a glimpse of the other towers and knew that the other members of his party, imprisoned there, were depending upon him to lie his way out of this one. Very well, he would lie magnificently.


  “We were searching for a friend,” said Hefty slowly. His furtive glance passed along the row of faces. The committeemen drilled him with accusing eyes. One of them said, “Go on, tell us your story.”


  “We were looking for a friend named Stupe Smith—”


  “Where? Down in our mines?” the Old Man said, gruffly interrupting. “All right, go on. What was he doing in our mines? Spying on us?”


  “He wouldn’t do that,” said Hefty, oiling his voice with innocence. “He is an explorer and a right guy. He just got off the trail.”


  “How? Why?”


  “Well, something bumped him on the head. One of those five-ton snails pushed a couple-ton rock off a cliff accidentally, and it hit this guy Stupe—”


  “How do you know the snail did it accidentally?” the Old Man asked.


  “Because this guy Stupe is such a square guy that not even a snail would do him a dirty trick.”


  “All right. The two-ton rock fell and killed your friend. Then what?”


  “It didn’t exactly kill him,” said Hefty, mopping the perspiration from his forehead. “It just knocked him cuckoo. So he started running around like a bumblebee in a hail storm and he ran into that cave.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he was crazy. He didn’t know where he was going.”


  “He should be killed on sight,” said the Old Man. “Tell us what he looks like.”


  “Well, he’s about as tall as you, and his eyes are about the color of yours, and his nose—”


  “Never mind the details,” said the Old Man. “If he’s down in our mines we’ll find him. The committeemen will no doubt dispatch a party at once . . . What do you say, gentlemen?”


  The committeemen nodded and echoed, “At once.” The Old Man dismissed them.


  Hefty gave a relieved sigh and turned to go, but the Old Man barked at the guards.


  “Keep him here until I question him further.”


  Hefty gulped. The blood rushed through his brain. It was going to take a bigger and better lie, he decided, for the Old Man’s fingers were twitching and that might be a sign of anger.


  When he, the four guards and the Old Man were alone, the investigation started all over again.


  “I can always tell when men are lying to me,” the aged voice resumed. “You see, I have the gift of reading minds. Your name—your name is Hefty Winkle . . .”


  Hefty’s blood froze. He sank deeper into the chair as the Old Man, unquestionably a wizard, unfolded many facts before him. He told Hefty his age, his birthplace, his occupation and the number of prize fights he had lost and won.


  “I can also name the members of your party.”


  This was too much for Hefty. He noticed that the guards, too, were standing in awe of the Old Man’s every word. Then Hefty saw something that eased his tense muscles just a trifle. It was such an infinitesimal detail that he couldn’t be sure, but it seemed to him that the face hidden within the flowing white locks and the bushy white beard was smiling.


  Yes, there was a barely perceptible Santa Claus twinkle at the corners of the Old Man’s eyes.


  “So you were looking for your friend Stupe,” the Old Man went on, “and you don’t know where he is?”


  Hefty raised an eyebrow. “Confidentially, I think I do. But I won’t tell.”


  CHAPTER XLVII


  THE undersea courtroom scene became more complicated later in the day when the rest of the earth party was ushered in for questioning.


  “Vot effer you’re accusing me uff, I didn’t do it,” Gypsy Brown asserted, her earrings clinking as she shook her head with innocence.


  “They can’t pin anything on us,” said Thelma Stevens. She whispered to Frenchy, “What did you do with your knife?”


  Frenchy shrugged and wobbled his eyes as if to avoid any mention of the matter. Hefty, looking him over, decided that the guards had probably taken it. Frenchy and Jake Fiddle were unshaved, and Hefty knew that their pirate-like appearance would go against the whole party in a trial like this.


  The Old Man’s questioning was resumed as soon as the six committeemen reentered and seated themselves. Earlier the committee had recessed to start a search for the Mystical Stupe Smith, rumored to be somewhere in the mine tunnels. A happy inspiration had come to their rescue, however. The flow of water seeping through the patch and sliding down to the city streets was diverted to the mine shafts. Until a new patch could be prepared, the mines would serve as a flood-control measure. Anyone hiding within those myriad shafts had better come out or be drowned out.


  “It’s a wonder the Old Man didn’t think of that idea himself,” one of the committee men had commented. “By the way, do you notice how he has changed? He has only been married to the goddess a few hours and already he seems younger. Her gift of Youth Eternal is extending to him also.”


  Other members of the committee agreed. They noted that he spoke a little less slowly.


  “His voice is stronger,” one said.


  “His decisions, too.”


  “But he is worried about the leaking wall. Watch his eyes.”


  “That is why our people need not worry. Our gods do our worrying for us.”


  “Are we sure he is a god?” one, skeptic asked. “To me, he is a god only as long as the wall holds the sea out. For several days the wall patch has been leaking. I am uncertain . . .”


  There was similar confusion throughout the undersea city. Everyone had heard the mysterious words of the Spirit, during the wedding. Puzzling words, indeed—words which seemed to warn the city against bearing the weight of too many gods.


  THE Old Man rapped for attention, and the six native dignitaries ceased their whispering. The Old Man spoke, directing his words toward the eight members of the earth party.


  “It is unnecessary for me to ask you more questions,” he said slowly. “I can read your minds and your motives. I know what it is that you want most of all.”


  He paused. One of the committeemen, feeling that the committee was being left out in the cold, asked, “What is it that they want most of all?”


  “They want to find their friend, Stupe Smith,” the Old Man said. “They came to Venus to help him look for our own goddess, Zaleena-Zaleese, who rides the white stallion under the sea.”


  Gypsy Brown’s eyebrows jumped. “How did you know dot?”


  “I know your mind, and your motives,” the Old Man repeated. “But I am afraid you will be disappointed. I am afraid that Stupe Smith has betrayed you.”


  Hefty felt his nerves tying into knots. Was this Old Man actually Stupe Smith, in disguise? A few minutes earlier Hefty would have sworn that he was. But these words made him doubt it.


  “I am afraid you have placed your faith in the wrong leader,” the Old Man continued.


  “Is he alive or dead?” Dr. Jabetta asked.


  “He is alive,” said the Old Man, “but he does not intend to go through with his original plan.”


  “I don’t believe it.” Hefty came to his feet, shaking his fists. “Stupe Smith wouldn’t let us down. We’ve been loyal to him—”


  “Silence!” The Old Man warned in a quavering voice. “He has changed. He has dropped old loyalties for new ones.”


  “Vot kind of dope did you gif him?” Gypsy asked.


  “He has seen the goddess Zaleena-Zaleese.”


  “Don’t tell us he falls vor a woman so easy,” Gypsy retorted. “Besides, they say she iss married to you!”


  The Old Man’s stony face gave no flicker of response. “I can only tell you that Stupe Smith, having seen the goddess, believes that she belongs here with her people. He would never be a party to her kidnapping.”


  There were sullen mutterings among the eight earth folks. The six committeemen looked on with puzzled expressions. This was too much for them. A kidnapping plot against their goddess? Unthinkable! Absurd!


  SLOWLY the hard meaning of the Old Man’s words penetrated. “We’ve been made fools of,” one of the Stevens girls mumbled. “Stupe has betrayed us.”


  Dr. Jabetta spoke up. “All right, you whiskered wizard, you seem to know all the answers. I suppose you know what I’m thinking right now.”


  “You are thinking,” said the Old Man, “that you will take over Stupe’s purpose yourself, that you will kidnap the girl and claim the prize yourself . . . Am I right?”


  The doctor glared, red-faced. “All right, what if I do?”


  “You wouldn’t!” Hefty leaped to his feet again.


  “Why not? If Stupe has walked out on the job—”


  “If he has, there must be a good reason!” Little Hefty Winkle smacked his fists together, just daring anyone in the crowd to disagree with him. Two guards forced him to sit down.


  From her wall-side palace the goddess herself now appeared, riding across the elevated passageway to the central balcony. Hefty was fascinated as the bright glow of lights flooded down over the stallion’s gleaming white mane. Sparkles of colored light flashed from the jeweled harpoon the girl held carelessly over her pink shoulder. She tossed her head, and smiled as if to convey her blithe unconcern for all of this serious business. But Hefty sensed that she knew what was happening and had deemed it high time for her to get into the game and to play her own hand.


  “How earnest you earth people do talk,” she said, pausing in front of the group. “Marble Boy and I can answer for ourselves.” She ran her fingers over the proudly curved neck of her mount. “We wish to leave this undersea kingdom. Which of you can lead us to a skip that will take us into the sky? Marble Boy and I wish to go to your earth at once.”


  Her words struck like a bolt of lightning. The committeemen sat open-mouthed, gasping for words.


  Gypsy Brown blurted. “Vell, say something, somebody. Ven do ve start? Does your Old Man go mit?”


  “That,” said the goddess, “is entirely up to him.”


  CHAPTER XLVIII


  THE continents of Venus, as viewed from the air by the second Wellington expedition, were bright and tempting. Vast untitled acres of level land awaited the pioneer farmers who would soon come to this planet. Mountain ranges lifted their rocky peaks to the passing summer clouds. Their sides were bluish-green in the late afternoon sunshine, their shadowed valleys a brilliant purple. Silver streams threaded the colorful landscape. It was an enchanting picture, one which, to the eyes of any earth visitor, gave promise of a prosperous and peaceful nation in the future.


  Peace was hardly the word for the present state of human relationships in this broad land, however. The second expedition had come prepared to accomplish Wellington’s purpose, the swiftest way, let the chips fly where they may.


  By this afternoon they had already run rough shod over two barriers. They had by-passed the American Ambassador’s official inspection. They had retorted with sarcasm to radio messages from Captain Meetz.


  Mae Krueger, the pretty, red-haired wife of the second expedition’s captain, was not pleased by this second rash action.


  “We better make our peace with Captain Meetz, Sam,” she advised. “He’s already on the grounds. What he has learned might be valuable.”


  During the past hour she had observed several flocks of wingmen and had had her first sight of the red-and-white monster snails moving along a valley where the rains had recently fallen.


  “We’ll start right with Meetz,” said her husband, his jaws snapping. “We’ll give no orders and take no orders.”


  They expected to find the captain of the first expedition in a well established camp on the beach somewhere above the Thirteenth Finger. The radio messages had advised them of the location and assured them that the terrain was suitable for a landing of their ship. Sam Krueger assumed that all fourteen of the original party would be grouped around waiting to receive them.


  “I don’t care to have my plans laid out for me like so many pills to be swallowed.”


  “Are we to land or not?” the navigator asked.


  “Fly over, keep your elevation, and we’ll look the situation over.”


  They cruised above the Thirteenth Finger and looked down on the yellow beach. One plane stood there unconcealed. Not far from it a line of tiny figures could be seen in semicircular formation around a patch of mountain side.


  “There’s your party,” said Mae Krueger. “Not fourteen but a hundred and forty.”


  Her husband handed her the binoculars. “Take a look.”


  SHE gazed and drew a surprised breath. “Wingmen . . . What does that mean?


  Isn’t this where they told us to land?”


  “It is,” said Sam, “but we’re not taking orders.”


  They cruised over. The radio failed to pick up any more messages. This was disturbing, and Mae began to fear that some trouble had overtaken the original party.


  “We’d better go back, Sam.”


  At sunset, after the quick survey of the “shoulder” and “face” which the continent outlined against the blue of the Southeast, Sam Krueger decided there was no better landing spot than the designated beach. The ship glided down slowly, silently.


  “They see us,” Mae exclaimed. “They’re turning to watch us ride in.”


  The ship came to a stop within a few yards of the apparently deserted plane. To the west, in the shadow of the mountain, the semicircle of more than a hundred wingmen stood their ground. They appeared to be guarding the entrances of a few scattered caves in the mountain slope, though they had now turned to watch the landing of the new ship.


  Krueger ordered everyone to remain on the ship until some further communication could be established. From all indications the radio of Captain Meetz was no longer functioning.


  “What do you think happened, Sam?” Mae asked. “Where do you think they were radioing from in the first place?”


  Sam Krueger shook his head. “Keep your eye on those winged fellows. Let me know if you see any signs of weapons.”


  Mae strained her eyes to catch every detail of the surrounding landscape. She believed that the wingmen must have come up unexpectedly and that the whole Meetz party had hidden for safety.


  “They’re either in their plane or in one of those caves,” she said.


  “If they were in the plane they would show their faces at the windows. If they were in the caves—well, they might be in the caves,” Sam conceded. “We’ll taxi over and see.”


  They rolled the ship a few yards westward, moving carefully through the line of winged humans. This caused a flurry of wings and a lot of exciting squawking. The wingmen, tall, bronzed, fierce-looking, with hair and eyebrows of coarse black string-like hair, were angry and half terrorized over this latest intrusion upon their affairs. Neither Mae nor Sam guessed the seriousness of this seemingly harmless drive into their ranks. Mae would never have believed that a tribal religion had sanctioned their vigil. Tribal gods would be angered.


  THE wingmen, their prides injured deeply, were realizing as never before the peril of earth man’s encroachments. Little by little their vast free lands were being invaded. Though such winged people as Panno and his wife Latee might try to minimize the cruel intent of the unwinged, nevertheless here was another event that would refresh the memories of, their tragedies . . . Once a wingman had been shot on the street in the Venusian capital, and later his skeleton had been given to the Ambassador as a memento of their bitterness . . . Within recent days the strange murder of Gunawoo had occurred before their very eyes. Could these cruelties ever be explained or justified?


  The clusters of winged men who fled the cave entrances and gathered along the crest of the mountain had begun to see themselves as creatures doomed.


  “That ship of the sky,” one of them said, “could spit fire at us and kill us all. We are staring at a man-made monster which may bring an end to our days.”


  “We are more numerous than they.” Panno, the father of the lost boy, had learned patience. He did his best to snatch at a few straws of optimism.


  “They are powerful because of their weapons.”


  “We are more powerful because we have wings.”


  “They have no wings, but they have machines that can out-fly us. Unless we have weapons, they can search out our hiding places and rain death upon us.”


  “Peace!” Panno shouted. “We have no reason to be so frightened. Look, they have seen us but they are not shooting at us. They are walking slowly toward the caves—”


  “With weapons ready.”


  “But not for us. Only for unseen dangers that may lurk within the caves.”


  Panno’s voice was strained, but he had succeeded in making his point. The conflict was not one of earth men against wingmen at this hour. It was one of earth men against their own fears. This was something worth knowing—that earth men should fear the unknown. Perhaps it meant that they were not so different from wingmen, after all.


  Panno had scored a moral victory with his tribe by his argument against fear and panic.


  As good fortune would have it, the gain was clinched for him within a few minutes.


  A little winged boy flew in from over the waves and as he approached, Latee gave a glad cry.


  “Gooyay! My little lost Gooyay! He is coming back to us!”


  Five minutes later the errant lad, his tired face bright with smiles, was telling his rapt audience all about the friendliness of Aunt Gypsy Brown and her earth companions.


  CHAPTER XLIX


  OF THE several earth men who were pursuing their destinies in or around the Southeast Ocean of Venus, none was more ambitious than the hot-headed young gunman, Dick Bracket.


  This land of wide open spaces might, in the future, become the home of many an outlaw before civilization should take root. In his recent hours of dare-devil glory it occurred to Dick that he might set the pace for a coming era of gunmen.


  Several times in recent days he had added notches to his gun, figuratively speaking. With each escapade he had grown bolder. Now a daring scheme burned in his mind.


  “Captain Meetz is afraid of me,” he said to himself over and over. He had been saying it ever since that day in the hospital when he had talked to the sick captain.


  That incident had resulted in the captain’s leaving his sick bed too soon, coming out to the open lands to try to recover command of his scattered expedition.


  After flying southeast across the continent, with Bull Fiddle at the controls, the three of them had hidden themselves and their plane in a hillside camp a safe distance from the beach. Through field glasses they had watched the strange activities of the flocks of wingmen.


  They had not yet solved the mystery of that curious assemblage when the first radio messages of the second Wellington expedition began to come through.


  “Now what are we up against?” Bull Fiddle had grumbled.


  “Competition,” said Dick Bracket.


  Captain Meetz had smiled confidently. “Don’t worry, boys. This is according to plan. Wellington arranged for a second party. I’ll have command.”


  Dick had nodded without commenting.


  Together they had gone to work at the radio. There was only one logical place along this coast for a large space ship to land.


  At first the captain was reluctant to send the new party into a hotbed of winged trouble.


  “Let them worry about that,” Dick had said. “What we want to know is, will their captain take orders?”


  The captain had agreed, partly because he didn’t care to start a quarrel with Dick. He radioed instructions. Krueger came back at him with replies that were evasive and sometimes sarcastic. Captain Meetz lost his patience.


  “We’ll have to tame those boys before we can do business together for Wellington.”


  HE AND Dick watched the ship cruise, hover and float away into the eastern sky. The captain muttered profanities. Bull Fiddle looked on uncomfortably. Dick was strangely silent.


  At sunset they saw the ship return for a landing.


  “There’s going to be some shooting,” said Captain Meetz. “They’ll start wrong. Watch, now.”


  “Why don’t we radio to them and tell them. It’s a crime to attack wingmen,” Bull Fiddle asked.


  “Let them make their own mistakes,” said the captain, gazing through his field glasses.


  A little later he said, “Where did Dick go?”


  “I dunno,” said Bull Fiddle. “Up on the hill for a better view, I reckon.”


  The sun was sinking, and the animated wings along the crest of the mountain were darkening into silhouettes in the twilight.


  “Where’d Dick go?” the captain asked again.


  But Bull Fiddle, absorbed in the scene before him, didn’t answer. It was an interesting drama down there on the beach. The newcomers, emerging from their ships, had evidently bluffed the wingmen out. There hadn’t been any shooting after all—just an easy retreat on the part of the wings. The new party was apparently enjoying the thrills of exploring a new land. They had seen the wingmen, they had discovered the mountainside caves, they were now turning their attention to ten or twelve giant snails that were moving slowly along the beach.


  “We should go over and watch the show,” said Bull Fiddle.


  “I’ll go,” said Captain Meetz. “You stay here and guard the camp.”


  “Can’t I come along? Dick’ll be coming back.”


  “I don’t know,” said the captain in a low voice. “He’s had something on his mind the last hour or so. We’ll do well to keep an eye on him—if he comes back.”


  Dick was at that moment riding on the back of one of the giant snails.


  “This way,” he said half aloud, giving the snail a light jab to encourage it in the right course. He had ridden a snail once before under less comfortable conditions. Whatever that earlier ride may have cost him in hurt pride or actual physical suffering, he had learned something about snail management.


  This ride was both more comfortable and less conspicuous. A chance observer wouldn’t have known that the apparently undirected mass of red protoplasm was weighed down by anything other than its own shell.


  But Dick Bracket had found, earlier, an old empty shell of a larger snail, dried and bleached under the sun; and he had set it aside for emergency purposes.


  Now the false shell rested above the real one, and Dick, lying between the two, rode in comparative comfort. He drilled a hole through the outer one for vision. He thus was able to guide his slow-paced taxi toward the newly arrived ship.


  A light dash of rain a few hours earlier had caused several snails to move along this path beside the sea. Dick watched as the foremost snail attracted the attention of the new party.


  “What is it?” a red-haired girl cried, watching nervously as the creature lumbered past at a safe distance. She called to her husband, who in turn called to someone else to watch out for her; he was busy at one of the caves I trying to read the clues left by recent visitors.


  DICK BRACKETT was playing in luck. The newcomers were properly curious about the snails, as well as the wingmen, but, finding them harmless, showed no inclination to open fire on them.


  Dick was passing the space ship now. The entrance to the air locks was only twenty feet away.


  “Would you look at that?” he heard someone say. The two men who had stayed to guard the ship were referring to his crustacean taxi. “Let’s see what goes on here.”


  They came out, toward him cautiously, like a pair of boys examining a live rattlesnake. They saw, however, that the others of the party had found the passing snails harmless enough, so they grew bolder. They came close enough to tap the shell that Dick was hiding under.


  For an instant he hesitated. What had they tapped him with? A gun, perhaps?


  “We ought to cut a chip out of that shell for a souvenir,” one of the guards said.


  “Here, lend me your pocketknife and I’ll—”


  Dick leaped up, and the false shell toppled over backward. His pistol was ready. He caught a glimpse of two surprised faces; a knife dropped, two pairs of hands went up.


  “Don’t squawk or I’ll blow your heart out,” Dick snapped.


  He might have saved his words. The two men were speechless. They must have had visions of the whole flock of snails being inhabited by invading gunmen.


  “Into the ship! Quick!” he commanded. “Never mind the others. We’ll pick them up later.”


  The guards scarcely flicked their eyes toward the rest of the party. They turned obediently and rushed into the entrance, with Dick on their heels.


  “Which one of you runs this boat? Get on the controls, one of you.”


  “The pilot’s in there,” one of them managed to say.


  Dick found himself in command of four willing slaves, a moment later—the two guards, the pilot and the man at the radio.


  His action had not been smooth enough to escape the attention of the rest of the party. Near the caves, Captain Krueger, having seen this unaccountable development, had called his party into a huddle. They expended several pistol shots on the passing snails, thinking that other shells might flop off to reveal concealed passengers. Dick saw, then, that Krueger was hurrying over to the ship shouting and gesticulating, expecting to force a personal show-down with someone he had never been introduced to.


  “Move out!” Dick ordered the ship’s pilot. “One false move and I’ll toss your corpse to one side . . . That’s right, straight ahead . . . Now, circle to the right. We’ll land in the little valley to the north. There’s a couple more passengers to pick up.”


  The ship skimmed over the Thirteenth Finger, and a flock of wingmen scattered. Inside the ship one of the alert guards made an unwise pass with his right hand. He came up with a pistol, but not fast enough. Dick shot him twice, and he fell forward with both hands over his heart.


  The three remaining men were silently obedient.


  “Here’s the place. Bring her down easy . . . All right, open the doors and wait.”


  CAPTAIN MEETZ and Bull Fiddle had started back to camp as soon as they had seen the ship glide into the air. Now they edged cautiously through the twilight, for the space monster was coming toward them. They gained camp, however, and began radioing messages to the ship, even though it was coming to rest only a few yards away.


  “Dick must have sent them this way,” Meetz reasoned, “or they wouldn’t have known anyone was here.”


  Within a few minutes Dick’s relayed messages convinced Meetz.


  “So they’re telling me to come aboard,” said the captain, red with anger. This was a crude way to establish working relations with the incoming party.


  “Shall we go?” asked Bull dubiously.


  “I’d just as well set the new captain straight now as later.”


  They entered the airlocks. They heard Dick’s rasping voice.


  “Right in here, Meetz. I’ve just explained to these three men who’s boss. The dead one wasn’t in a mood to listen.”


  Captain Meetz felt weak. He had overexerted during the past hour; he was not yet a well man.


  “Dick! You’ve jumped the gun again. There was no need to hurry. I’ve told you before—”


  “Save your breath, Meetz,” said Dick.


  Captain Meetz noticed that he was no longer being addressed as captain. Dick’s surly tone sounded dangerous. “I’ve told you before, Dick, that Wellington fixed this set-up. The new captain knows that I’m in charge.”


  “That who’s in charge?” Dick’s eyes blazed. “You’ve just been promoted to the kindergarten, pal. If you want to string along with me, okay. If you don’t, now’s the time to say so.”


  Captain Meetz looked from the startled face of big Bull Fiddle to the dead form on the floor and back to the maniacal glare of Dick Bracket. The pilot, the radio operator and the remaining guard might have been statues oblivious to the drama going on around them.


  “All right, Captain Bracket,” said Meetz slowly. “Where do we go from here?”


  CHAPTER L


  IT WAS pitch-dark over most of the Southeast Ocean, but one particular spot not far from the Tenth Finger was aglow, as usual, with concentric circles of red, orange, and yellow light.


  The small platform appeared like a bright slab of silver a few feet above the black water. The huge ship, with counter motors humming quietly, settled down beside it as lightly as a balloon.


  “Throw a bridge out to the platform,” Dick said to the guard. “Now, listen, the rest of you. We’re fixing to take a little surprise back to J.J. Wellington. In a few minutes we’ll be on our way back to the earth. We’re stopping here just long enough to pick up a couple of passengers—a gal and her horse.”


  Somewhere in New York J.J. Wellington glowered over his drink, rereading the newspaper account of one mysterious little Mr. Vest.


  “The London Society of Scientists has adopted a resolution,” the account read, “to expend a few thousand dollars to investigate the Venusian phenomena which Mr. Vest the interplanetary traveler, described in his recent lecture . . .”


  Wellington tossed the paper aside, grumbling to himself. “Damn Vest anyhow! His imagination . . . Even the scientists are going for it . . . Damn it all, if there is anything to it, why didn’t Vest convince me?”


  On his way back to his study he pondered his next communication to Ambassador Jewell on Venus. The Ambassador was near the end of his patience, evidently. The original motive for the Wellington expeditions had worn thin. Had the second party been able to reinforce the hoax by this time? Or had Krueger, with his dynamic and impetuous ways, ridden roughshod over the authorities?


  “No further communication from Venus, sir, I’m sorry,” his secretary said the moment he entered his study.


  “Clip that story on Mr. Vest from the daily paper and send it to Ambassador Jewell,” said Wellington. “We’ll show that numbskull!”


  “I hope you’re not going to get into trouble on this deal, Mr. Wellington.”


  “How can I? I heard a story and I acted on it. The London scientists heard the same story and they’re acting on it. Where’s the trouble?”


  “Some government Investigators have been here asking questions, sir. I think they’ll come back tomorrow to see you.”


  BENEATH the massive rings of light in the Southeast Ocean the Inspector made his hurried round of the six-pointed city.


  “You are not as fat as you used to be,” one of the citizens taunted. “Are you working overtime or worrying too much?”


  “Both,” said the Inspector, and hurried on.


  Some of the eggs he would find to be occupied. Scared families who had lost their faith in the power of the Old Man to patch the wall were gathering together a few days’ supply of food and moving into their spherical lifeboats to be ready. The flood was inevitable, they believed.


  “No faith,” the Inspector would mutter. But he was not immune to their fears. Each time he passed his own house he would walk into the egg and out again to make sure that he wasn’t too fat to enter.


  Clouds of steam filled the upper levels of air above the city. The workmen were busy reconstructing the patch on the vast stone glass wall. The patch, no longer transparent like most of the wall, had become an opaque grayish-brown blotch. Fifteen ribbons of water slid through it and glided silently to the wide pool that was accumulating over the city’s floor. One of the six points of the plaza was obscured by a foot of water, The Inspector would slosh along through it in his bare feet.


  Stupe Smith sat facing the six committeemen. He knew that his time was short. Things were closing in on him. His relationship with this undersea world was like a cyclone full of question marks. The committeemen were shooting questions at him thick and fast. Did they still believe that he was the Old Man, or had they seen through his hoax?


  “Do you remember how long it took your grandfather to build this structure?” one of them asked sharply. “How old were you at the time? Well, why don’t you answer? Has your memory gone dim? I thought your marriage to Zaleena would restore your youth. You seem to have forgotten everything.”


  “Leave him alone,” Zaleena said. “Stop persecuting him. Can’t you see he is weary? He needs rest. He has had no rest since the Spirit spoke to us in the ceremony. He has been holding court continuously.”


  The committeemen were talking uneasily among themselves. They had not been satisfied with the court and Stupe knew it. Not a single charge had he held out against Hefty and the rest of the party. The investigation had turned into a sort of mind-reading exercise, and while this demonstration had greatly impressed Gypsy Brown and some of the others, it had now begun to boomerang from the hardboiled committeemen. How, they had asked each other, did the Old Man know so much about these foreigners? “The Old Man is behaving strangely,” one of them said aloud. “He has accomplished nothing.”


  This, Stupe conceded, was true. He had only ordered Hefty and the others back to their cells to await his further consideration.


  THE inquisition was growing hot around Stupe now. Somehow he expected one of the committeemen to jump up and yank off his false whiskers at any moment.


  Poor Zaleena! She was doing her best to divert them.


  “Please go back to your homes. It is almost morning. After the Old Man and I have had our wedding breakfast together we will call for you. Then if you are not pleased with our decisions, let us read more from the ancient book. We may even call our Spirit to come back and speak to us.”


  The committeemen rose at her command and started to file out of the throne room. But at that moment a flutter and flurry from the spiral stairs attracted them. They stopped and turned.


  It was little Gooyay! He was half flying, half bounding down the steps.


  “Gooyay!” The cry came from Gypsy Brown, watching from her cell across the balcony.


  The winged urchin must have been flying for all he was worth. His face was flushed, his hair wind-blown.


  The child was shouting in his high-pitched voice. Stupe knew, before he could catch the words, that it was a cry of alarm.


  “They will kill you!”


  The six committeemen shrank back into a frightened huddle. From across the way Gypsy and the Stevens sisters, Hefty, and the others were straining at their bars to see what was happening. They had gone back to their cells willingly after the trial because they had felt a strange confidence in the Old Man. But at the sound of an alarm they were terrorized, realizing their helplessness.


  “They will kill you!” The fluttering wingboy screamed again, racing toward Stupe.


  From across the balcony the engineers at the wall stopped their machines to take in this weird outburst. From the city eight hundred feet below, hundreds of spectators on the streets stared upward into the light.


  It was Stupe, posing as an Old Man, who was most upset by this outburst.


  “Who? What?” He almost forgot to use his Old Man’s voice.


  “They have guns! They are coming!”


  Little Gooyay, flapping his wings madly, tried to push the men out of their lethargy. They were too slow about moving and he wanted them out of the way of the spiral path when some enemy descended.


  With the best of intentions the little winged fellow grabbed Stupe by the hair and yanked. It was a mistake. The flowing white locks of the “Old Man” slipped off and fell to the steps.


  “Old Man!” one of the committeemen taunted, and acting upon impulse he reached out and grabbed the long white beard. It jerked away from Stupe’s chin, the snowy wisps scattering.


  “You! You fake! You’re a foreigner!”


  Stupe stood exposed. For one brief instant his practiced mannerisms of old age restrained his muscles. Then he broke out of the role, as suddenly as a dead man jumping out of his coffin. He was Stupe Smith, ready for action, ready with a good pair of youthful fists.


  CHAPTER LI


  “FAKE! Fake!” The committeemen cried. The six of them started for Stupe in a body, their hands reaching like six pairs of claws.


  At the same time Gooyay kept shouting.


  “They are coming! Hide or they will kill.”


  The goddess Zaleena and her good horse Marble Boy were the heroine and hero of that moment, as far as Stupe was concerned. Hoofs clattered around the throne, the stallion’s white head and flowing mane shook with a weird beating motion, faster than the flap of little Gooyay’s wings. The committeemen who failed to dodge were struck down. They rolled in a heap.


  At the same time bright-colored dust—the luminous “dream dust” that Stupe had encountered many days ago in the finger prints on his map—shook out of the horse’s mane like flour from a feather duster. The place was at once in a luminous fog.


  Stupe could barely see Zaleena reaching her hand out to him. He tried to catch it. She meant for him to mount and ride away with her. He leaped and missed, and fell at the foot of the throne.


  As he fell he had a quick vision of death—not his own, but that of Gypsy, the girls, Hefty and the others. If he rode away with Zaleena, what would become of them? It was better that he missed. He scrambled to his feet.


  “She’ll desert her people!”


  It was a bitter thought for this wild moment. Footsteps were clattering down the spiral stairs. That would be the men with the guns. Gooyay was right, this foggy brilliance would soon be blazing with gunfire. And at such a time Stupe could think only of his loyalty to his friends in their cells—and his strange bitterness toward the goddess he had married.


  What had she done to deserve to be a goddess? Even now the hoofs were thundering away from the scene of danger. She would ride off into the sea. No one else could ride under the sea, but she would look out for her own life. Yes, and if she got a chance she would flee this very planet! Why? Why?


  Frantically Stupe was groping through the sparkling fog, unaware that he was jerking nervously at the remains of the Old Man’s white beard that stuck to his chin.


  Gooyay, continuing his wild alarm, had flown across to Gypsy. Wings! How lucky the little devil was to have wings in time of danger! In Stupe’s spinning thoughts the future of this planet would be in the hands of men endowed with wings.


  Zing! Zing! Zing! The bullets were spitting from some unseen gun on the spiral stairs.


  The command rang out in a familiar voice.


  “Lie down on your backs! Down or we’ll shoot! Down with your hands in the air!”


  Captain Meetz! Stupe gulped. So the captain himself had rallied. Dick must have put the story across with him. They had come on this fateful dawn, to take the undersea city by storm.


  “Shoot a couple,” came Dick’s low snarl. “That’s the quickest way to establish order. I said shoot—”


  STUPE knew, then, that Captain Meetz was taking orders instead of giving them. The gun blazed a path through the fog, and two of the six committeemen spun in their tracks and toppled against the balcony railing.


  The four others were racing around the elevated passageway, stumbling, shouting incoherent curses against the “Old Man.” In their terror they might have blamed anyone for this unaccountable attack. To them the wild warning cries of Gooyay and the unmasking of the foreigner, Smith, were all a part of the some incomprehensible pattern.


  “Where’s the gal on the horse?” Stupe heard Dick’s shout as the young murderer charged down the steps.


  “Where’s the gal? We want the gal!” Dick bent over one of the fallen committeemen and repeated his shrill demand. “We’re takin’ her back with us, see?”


  “You can’t kill her!” the dying fellow moaned. “She has a gift that will defy you . . . Eternal youth . . . Eternal—”


  Stupe didn’t hear the last of the poor fellow’s speech, for Dick gave the fallen form a thrust with his foot. The fellow slipped through the rail and fell, his moan fading away like a dying siren . . . Eight hundred feet down.


  Stupe didn’t know how long he had been using his fists. All he knew was that other men had bounded down the stairs—three earth men that he had never seen before, and that he was battling them, knocking the guns out of their hands, dodging them as they ganged up on him. Twice he retreated all the way around the throne, parrying their blows, knocking them down, watching them leap up again like staggering shadows within a glowing mist.


  Zaleena must have ridden past during the thick of the fight. He heard the approach of hoofs, beating like drums. He heard her voice, calling commands to her servants. Then the hoofs were running up the spiral stairs. A cloud of luminous dust thickened the air again.


  “Come with us, Smith!” was Zaleena’s call. “Leave them and come! If you love me—”


  In the pandemonium Zaleena’s call was lost.


  Stupe had run from the flying fists for a brief moment, trying to hear more of Zaleena’s call. His adversaries were left back of the throne, gathering themselves up, catching their breath for a renewed attack. But at that instant a bit of clearing in the fog revealed to Stupe the slightly bent, broad-shouldered figure of Captain Meetz, before him.


  “Meetz!” Stupe cried. “You! I wouldn’t have thought this of you!”


  MEETZ gripped his gun. But instead of pointing it at Stupe he leveled it at some target across the elevated passageway.


  “It’s that damned maniac!” Meetz snarled through his teeth. He was looking at Dick Bracket. “He forced us.”


  Dick, having pursued the retreating committeemen, was moving toward one of the towers only a few feet from the grayish-brown patched wall. He turned to see the captain’s pistol.


  “Don’t! Don’t! It’s me!” he cried. The white of terror showed in his eyes like a flash of white fire. His hands flung upward, his fingers outspread.


  The captain shot at him three times. The bullets cut past him and buried themselves in the wall patch.


  The captain tried to shoot again. His gun went dead. Dick’s terrorized face turned into a mask of mockery.


  “Yah! You would turn on me!”


  Dick’s teeth showed with a gleam of savage triumph. He had beat death. He would beat it again. Then—


  A knife flew through the air. Stupe saw it coming toward Dick. That was Frenchy’s concealed weapon. It had come from his cell. Frenchy had waited for his chance to turn the trick. A blade through the heart—


  But Dick, unaware of this danger, chanced to move back a step, and the flying death missed him.


  “Youth eternal!” Stupe gasped under his breath. Had the ancient volume stated that the gift of the goddess would go to another if she were to leave? Had she gone? Did Dick Bracket now bear a charmed life?


  Without knowing it, Stupe had placed his quivering hand on Captain Meetz’s shoulder as the two of them stood watching. The captain broke away from him with a startled cry, pointing.


  “Hell! The wall!


  The whole wide patch suddenly bulged inward like something elastic. From several hundred feet below, one great scream of terror, the composite of thousands of voices, rang through the vast enclosure that protected the city from the sea.


  It was like an exploding mountainside. With one gigantic burst, the patched wall leaped inward, high above the city, and the ocean gushed in.


  CHAPTER LII


  “WHERE is Hefty?” Stupe Smith kept asking. He was only half conscious. He knew that he had somehow been lifted out of danger. He had come away while the others had been left in peril, trapped. “Where is Hefty? Where is Gypsy Brown?”


  “Please be quiet, Stupe,” came that soft, soothing voice. “You must rest.” He was riding. Only the sky was outside his windows. He was riding away from danger, and in his troubled mind the sea was still back there somewhere, flooding in upon the city and upon his friends, trapped.


  “Where are we going?” he asked. “Why don’t we go back? Why don’t we help them?”


  He was in a space ship and Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu was comforting him. They were on their way back to the earth. There was the lulling hum of the ship’s motors vibrating through his body as if with a healing effect. Bandages weighed upon his left arm and shoulder. The pain was slight. The greater pain was from his burning conscience.


  They had fled! Why? Why should a goddess, a smiling goddess with a kindly voice, a lovely, attractive girl with magical laughter—why should such a talented person decide to desert her people in time of danger?


  “He is resting now. Please do not talk with him.” The voice of Zaleena was quietly persuasive.


  “What makes you think you can tell me what not to do?” Another feminine voice much harsher . . . familiar, too. A voice Stupe hadn’t heard for a long time. A voice that went with red hair and a half forgotten love affair. Yes, that was Mae Krueger, for now she was saying, “I know how to handle Stupe Smith. My husband sent me along to see to it that he got good care.”


  “I am giving him good care.”


  “My husband wants me to look after a certain business deal,” Mae Krueger said. “Maybe you didn’t know that there’s a fortune involved. I’ve come along to manage it for him.”


  “And what right have you?” Zaleena asked quietly.


  “He’s an old friend. I used to be in love with him.”


  “I am in love with him,” said Zaleena. “And I am married to him. Please leave him to me.”


  Stupe tried to shake out of his stupor. He didn’t like the way Mae Krueger laughed at Zaleena’s gentle words. She spoke with an air of superiority. The fortune, she said, was to be given him for delivering a prize. “And you, my dear, are the prize.”


  “I—I am the what?”


  “You’re the prize he’s taking back to the earth. You and your horse. He’s going to trade you off for a million dollars, sister. Don’t look so shocked. That’s the way big business operates. What do you think he came to see you for in the first place? To make love to you? Oh, no!”


  “But he didn’t want to take me back,” Zaleena protested. “No, not once did he ask. I had to take him back . . . You cannot tell me he is untrue . . . I would rather believe him than you . . . Please stop talking to me and go away . . .”


  Stupe smiled inwardly and sank into a deep, contented sleep.


  CHAPTER LIII


  HEFTY WINKLE watched the sea rush into the vast enclosure. His hands gripped the bars of his cage so tightly he was like something carved of stone-glass. Then he unfroze his fingers to clamp his palms over his ears against the deafening roar.


  “Trapped! . . . Trapped! . . . The whole city full of fanatics!”


  He hadn’t called them that before. But in a crisis one’s mind will flare out with a passion to damn the guilty parties. Why had these stubborn people clung to their so-called sacred spot right up to the minute of destruction?


  If there was a god that was watching over this submerged city, how could this disaster occur?


  “Fanatics . . . They’ll all be lost! And we—”


  But before Hefty could call curses down upon his own earth party for getting themselves into this tangle he caught sight of the winged boy flying around in dizzy spirals.


  “Gooyay! Gooyay!”


  No use trying to out shout the roar of the inpouring sea. Little Gooyay would follow his own whims in this mad hour. Hefty saw him sweep down to the balcony to seize the knife that Frenchy had thrown. The whole framework of elevated passageways was vibrating so that the knife, which had barely clung to the edge, now toppled and fell toward the city beneath.


  Like a flash Gooyay darted down and caught it out of the air. He brought it back to the cage of Gypsy and the Stevens girls. He began battering at the bars of their cage with it, steel against iron. A futile effort. Hefty wondered if they were screaming. He couldn’t tell. The maddest of howling came from the angry sea, but occasionally he could hear the wails of people below.


  Dick had gone down under the first burst of the wall. Hefty had watched him fall, and had seen his body sheared in two by the massive falling flakes of stone-glass.


  Captain Meetz and Stupe Smith had been caught by the outer edges of the first torrent, and Bull Fiddle had rushed down the spiral steps with gun in hand just in time to be knocked off his feet and hurled across the central balcony. His pistol had bounced along the walk and fallen overboard. Bull, however, had scrambled to his feet, his two hundred and forty pounds defying the dashing water. He had caught Stupe and jerked him to his feet, and then gone on after Captain Meetz. But the torrent gushed forth in new fury and took the two men and a section of the platform down with it.


  Stupe had staggered on the ragged edge for a split second, and Hefty saw that the muscles of his arm and shoulder had been ripped open. The flying wall had hashed him. He was tottering.


  ZALEENA must have ridden in from the outside! Hefty couldn’t be sure. But now, as he tried to reconstruct the dizzy scenes of a few moments before, that was the only way he could picture it.


  She had galloped in on the second crest of the gushing waters, her horse had hurdled the rail and landed a fore-hoof on the elevated walk. She had snatched Stupe by the hand just as he was toppling, fainting, falling. The swift pull from her hand caught him up, and the last Hefty saw of him, he had flopped over the rear of the horse like a dead man, his bloody left arm dangling limply in the air.


  A profusion of luminous dust had flown from the stallion’s tossing mane. The bright fog boiled like a cloud of microscopic diamonds. Hefty blinked at the sight, and saw and heard the water as it dashed against the sides of that sparkling cloud, and bounced off!


  Now, as Hefty looked down upon the flooding city, he saw that it was this broiling, steaming cloud, expanded and puffing fiercely, that combated the torrent of waters. Like a whirlwind of unbreakable metal, it had funneled down to the center of the city to push the waters aside.


  “If there was a god watching over this city—”


  Hefty’s low muttered cynicism broke off abruptly. The waves were being pushed aside by the stubborn, powerful cloud as it flattened over the wide floor in an immense protective disc. Like liquid in a whirling bucket, the roaring flood spun high against the walls. The people raced to the center of the plaza, great huddles of them, momentarily safe in the center of the vast whirlpool. There must have been a god watching over this city . . .


  But the waters were still pouring in, and they were rising against the walls, higher and higher. They roared and shrieked with strange thunder as they carried the patches of wall debris. “Eggs” were spinning around, more slowly than the stones with rough edges; some were occupied, for their doors were sealed closed, others were drinking in water noisily. They had been built for this hour of crisis and they were proving their worth. Even when they struck some of the six towers in their rounds, they danced off unharmed.


  Higher and higher . . . The water was rising, and the eight members of the earth party were trapped. They had been forgotten by the goddess of this realm, Hefty thought, as he shook the bars. She had ridden away. And Stupe, who never would have deserted, had been carried away.


  “He was carried away by her,” Hefty said to himself, and the double meaning of his words revealed the thought he had tried to deny.


  CHAPTER LIV


  J.J. WELLINGTON was perspiring and his lawyers were looking worried. The federal investigators had cut short his ocean cruise to come aboard and question him. Their accusations were too hot for comfort.


  “Speak up, Mr. Wellington. Did you have to send a whole arsenal along with your two expeditions?”


  “It’s a dangerous country,” Wellington retorted. “The Ambassador will back me up on that.”


  Ambassador Jewell made no response. He had already spoken his piece. He had come all the way back from Venus to start this fire under Wellington. Here on the deck of Wellington’s ocean-going yacht the story was being pieced together.


  “I have already described the work of my scouts in their midget planes,” Jewell said, when Wellington tried to twist the earlier testimony to his own advantage. “They found that your second expedition did all it could toward establishing military outposts at strategic points. This is already a matter of court record.”


  Wellington winced. The cameraman caught his changing expressions. From the deck rail three of the London scientists watched unhappily. They had invited themselves aboard, just as the yacht left the harbor an hour before. They had come in the company of Mr. Vest, hoping to learn more of the mysterious natural phenomena of Venus. They were about to be disappointed, they thought. All that was coming was a political squabble.


  But Wellington’s eyes suddenly lighted with hope. A cutter, which had sped out of New York harbor a few minutes before, was coming alongside. From its deck Mae Krueger waved at him.


  “You, Mr. Wellington! I’ve brought you a little prize!”


  The cutter tied to the yacht’s side and Mae Krueger crossed over. She turned back to the three figures who had accompanied her: Zaleena-Zaleese, Marble Boy, and Stupe Smith.


  “Won’t you come too, my dears? Or are you going to be stubborn? Come on over, like nice children. Mr. Wellington is all ready to make out a check, aren’t you Mr. Wellington?”


  Stupe felt the hot anger course through his neck and forehead. “You brought us here under false pretenses, Mae Krueger!”


  His muscles stiffened. His left arm, still lightly bandaged, throbbed with pain. He saw that Zaleena was watching with great curiosity. She had heard about Wellington and his million-dollar offer. Now she was seeing him, and she must have known that she was about to be delivered to him.


  SHE and Stupe nodded their recognition to Ambassador Jewell. They wondered whether the investigation was going the right way for him.


  “You came just in time,” Wellington said to the red-haired Mrs. Krueger, crossing to her and taking her hand. Stupe saw the sly wink that he gave her. “Just in time to give me the proof I need to convince these stupid gentlemen!”


  Zaleena whispered to Stupe, asking him what was going to happen. The white stallion poked his head down between them as if to get in on the answers, his eyes wide, his ears on the alert. Stupe replied that he would have no part of this deal. Yes, it was true that he had gone to Venus originally to find the goddess and to bring her back to Wellington.


  “But that was before I knew you, my dear,” he whispered, reassuring her. “As soon as I saw you—well, you know what happened.”


  “You fell in love with me?”


  “Yes. And then I knew I could never betray you.” Stupe’s hand tightened upon hers. “One can’t betray those he loves, can he?”


  “No. No, never! . . . Why are you staring at me so?”


  Her amazing innocence! There it was again. Stupe couldn’t understand it. He loved her so, and yet every time he remembered her swift betrayal of her people at the bottom of the sea, his whole being was flooded with bitterness. He was afraid of that bitterness, afraid it would grow on him so that someday he would turn upon her with dangerous hatred.


  The men on the yacht were calling to her now, ordering her to prove her unusual talent for riding down into the sea. And she wasn’t hearing them. She was staring at Stupe, looking through his very soul, trying to read some awful secret there.


  “You distrust me, don’t you!” she said. “You are accusing me of deserting my people—”


  “They’re calling you,” said Stupe, motioning to the adjoining deck.


  “Yes, you distrust me . . . Don’t you?”


  “Dudu!” Stupe said fiercely. “Listen to them. They’re demanding that you give them a demonstration.”


  “Stupe, do you?”


  “Do you hear them, Dudu?”


  “Don’t call me Dudu! You don’t mean it. You don’t understand me. You don’t know the secrets of the book. You haven’t learned. And you don’t trust!”


  “They’re asking for a demonstration—you and Marble Boy.”


  “I can’t give it! I can’t!” Then Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu changed her tone. Her words were soft and low and tragic. “All right, Stupe. I’ll go down into the sea. For you.”


  Marble Boy knelt for her, she mounted, and they plunged over the rail into the ocean.


  CHAPTER LV


  “THEY’RE sinking!”


  It was the mysterious little Mr. Vest who cried the alarm.


  Stupe’s nerves went taut. What was the matter? Marble Boy was floundering. He acted as if he couldn’t swim!


  “They’ll drown!” Mr. Vest shouted. “Something’s wrong!” Wellington began to curse. This demonstration was to have been his trump card. It would prove that his expeditions had gone to Venus for this girl and her horse, and for no other purpose. This was to be his moment of triumph! And now the very Mr. Vest who had sworn that this was the girl had suddenly gone into a panic.


  Marble boy couldn’t swim! He was going down! Zaleena-Zaleese was going down with him!


  “Why doesn’t she swim?” someone cried. “She isn’t even trying!”


  The London scientists stared, shaking their wise heads gravely. This was a hoax. The federal investigators scowled, mentally sealing Wellington’s doom. Vest and Ambassador Jewell and the cameramen were too confused to do anything. But their eyes applauded Stupe Smith as he plunged over the rail, one bandaged arm tight against his side.


  It was a shot for the movie cameras that would long be remembered by the newsreel audiences—the expression of pain and bafflement in Stupe’s face giving way to the cold steel of determination. For minutes, it seemed, the figures were out of sight. Stupe had dived deep into the blackness that had swallowed Zaleena and the stallion.


  “Two minutes!” Someone was counting the time. “-and ten seconds . . . Two-twenty . . . Two-forty . . . Three minutes . . .”


  The waters were roiling underneath. Stupe was coming up, fighting the waters with his good arm and two good legs, clinging to Zaleena’s hair with his bandaged hand . . .


  Air! They reached the surface. Stupe took in a breath. The girl sputtered and choked. When they got her up on the deck she clung to the floor, her head in her arms, sobbing, “Marble Boy! . . . Marble Boy! . . .”


  Marble boy, Stupe knew, had raced down into the sea for the last time. His proud head and flowing mane, his gleaming white body and thumping hoofs, his godlike grace and strength would never be seen again. He had served his goddess to the last, and in his effort to help her end her own life, he had expended his last breath.


  “Marble Boy!” Zaleena wept.


  MANY hours later the girl talked of herself—as a goddess and as a person—and the group of people on Wellington’s yacht listened to her every word. It was twilight. The sea was calm, a silvery calm.


  “I am no longer a goddess,” she said simply. “When I left Venus I tossed my jeweled harpoon to—to someone else. If the Spirit approves my choice, that person will receive my gift of Youth Eternal—a gift that I no longer desire. You see, I chose to renounce my deity.”


  “Why?” someone asked.


  “For many reasons, perhaps. But it is enough that I fell in love and wanted to marry. As my husband advances in years, I wish to keep pace with him.”


  Stupe tightened his arm around her waist. What a mysterious person. In some ways he didn’t understand her at all. But this he understood. She wanted to be just a human being because she loved him so.


  “At once, after relinquishing my deity,” she went on, “I was given to the mistakes of humans. I will have to learn patience anew. It was weak of me, and terribly rash, to leap overboard with Marble Boy . . .” She brushed her eyes with a handkerchief. “I was too suddenly shattered, believing someone did not trust me. Surely I was wrong.”


  “It wasn’t distrust,” Stupe said. “It’s simply that I don’t understand.”


  “I know. You can’t understand. Not until you’ve read more in the book. Not until you’ve gone back to Venus to see . . .”


  CHAPTER LVI


  THE radio news that reached the space ship as it was racing into the skies had little to do with the mysteries of Venus and the gifts of deities. Regarding such puzzles the matter-of-fact newscasters were hopelessly baffled. But more earthly affairs, such as business deals involving the well-known financier, Mr. Wellington, made headline news.


  Mr. Vest and the London Scientists, according to the broadcast, had scored an important victory over Mr. Wellington. They had made a philanthropist of him! He had donated several hundred thousand dollars to the London Scientists to carry on scientific research in the little known lands of Venus.


  Ambassador Jewell chuckled as he heard the news, and Stupe knew that this was the Ambassador’s victory too. The great financier had barely squirmed out of an embarrassing run-in with the federal government; he would do well to play angel with his dollars from now on. “Listen, Stupe. You’ve made headlines, too,” said the Ambassador.


  Stupe saw Zaleena’s knowing smile as the radio announcement came through.


  “. . . an important government assignment has been given to ‘Stupendous Smith,’ the explorer, who is now on his way back to Venus. He will assist Ambassador Jewell in the development of Venus lands. As roving Ambassador, he will help keep peace among the various native groups on this planet. His wife, by the way, is a native of Venus . . .”


  Stupe tapped his head to be sure he was awake. Was he hearing straight?


  “It’s official,” said Ambassador Jewell, “if you’ll accept the appointment.”


  “I—I think I’ll accept.” Stupe, hesitating, looked from Jewell to Zaleena. “Still—I wonder—”


  “He is wondering,” said Zaleena, “whether he can make peace with the world of people he left under the sea.”


  “Yes, that’s it. If there are any survivors, they’re sure to remember my hoax, playing that I was the Old Man—”


  “Shall we not worry,” said Zaleena, until we see whether there are any survivors?”


  When the space ship reached Venus it radioed its report to the capital and proceeded immediately to the Southeast Ocean.


  “Something has changed!” Stupe kept saying. “The land is different!”


  AIR-CRUISING slowly over the Thirteen Fingers, Stupe began to realize what had happened. Those several mountainous projections that had extended into the sea were no longer surrounded by water. They were surrounded by wide acres of muddy beaches. The sea had apparently receded!


  “The coastline has risen, Stupe . . . Do you remember the words of the book? Do you recall the voice of the Spirit at the time of our marriage ceremony?”


  “The Spirit told us,” said Stupe, somewhat dazed, “that the city was weighed down. Wasn’t that it?”


  “It was weighed down with the weight of its deities. With fewer deities to bear down upon its people, it would be lifted.”


  That is what has happened, Stupe. The whole shoreline has risen.


  “Is it possible? I wonder how many feet it’s risen.”


  “More than ten,” said Zaleena, smiling wistfully. “Maybe sixty-thousand or some big number like that.”


  The concentric rings of light-yellow and orange and red—which had once shown through the surface of the waters were no longer submerged. As the space ship floated through the air above the Tenth Finger, Stupe saw that the whole city had risen.


  “The salad bowl!” Stupe exclaimed. “The whole darned upside-down salad bowl is standing up on dry land. Well, of all the miracles! Do you suppose there’s anything left of the city inside?”


  Zaleena smiled and said, “Stupe, tell me, what is a salad bowl?”


  “It’s a bowl they put salad in.”


  “Oh. But what is salad?”


  Stupe laughed. “Well, it’s—it’s a lot of stuff they throw together to eat. Like if you’d mix up some of that red gelatin from snails, and toss in some cookie-grass, and add a little—”


  He had started to say mayonnaise, but the word horse-radish had come to his lips, and he had suddenly stopped speaking. It was good for Zaleena to be playful. He must never say anything to bring up that painful memory . . .


  The concentric circles of light glowed through the massive stone-glass bowl that stood solid upon the muddy, sea-washed land. One break could be seen in the south side of the wall, where the remains of the old patch were being removed by workmen, the sunlight streaming in upon them and their scaffolds.


  ON THE top of the structure the small plastic platform stood like a roof garden, overlooking the land and sea. The platform was occupied by a number of very busy persons, including eight members of the earth party.


  The ship moored to the platform and Stupe, Zaleena, and the Ambassador stepped forth.


  “Vat’s dis?” cried a familiar voice. “Der no-good pennies iss returning! And bless dem, dot’s good!”


  Gypsy Brown! Hefty! The three Stevens girls! And in addition, a small hospital-full of recuperating persons from the flooded city. Dr. Jabetta had taken charge in the very first moments that first aid could be given. With the assistance of Jake Fiddle and Frenchy and the others, he was making hospital history for the afflicted natives.


  “Welcome to our open-air living quarters,” Hefty said. He and Stupe shook hands three times before they could be sure it was real.


  Several hours later Stupe learned all of the picturesque details. As Hefty explained, “We were drowning for hours, mentally, as that water whirled up along the walls, higher and higher. We busted our hands trying to fight out of our bars, and darn you, Stupe, I couldn’t forget that you had been the Old Man who had chucked us back in these coops. I still think I ought to bust you in the nose, but I reckon I’ll have to wait till your arm gets well.”


  “All I could do,” said Gypsy, “vas close my eyes and dream I vould svallow der vlood as fast as it came.”


  “Then what happened? Did this Spiritcloud push the water away from you, too?”


  “No, the flood began to back away. You could see it going down, gradually. It kept going down for days, and there didn’t seem to be any more sea to pour in on us. In other words, we had slowly risen above the level of the sea.”


  “And you were still in your cells?”


  “Naw, that clever little winged boy kept flying back with one weapon after another until he came through with some crowbars that pried us loose. Right away the doc began dispensing first aid, and we helped him, and the city took us to their bosoms.”


  Most of the ten thousand persons hadn’t been touched, miraculously. They had found it hard to believe that the flood was receding and the waters draining off through the mine tunnels. But after several days they discovered that they had been lifted.


  “And then,” said Stupe, “did they remember the words of the Spirit?”


  “You should have heard them,” said Hefty.


  One of the Stevens girls chimed in excitedly. “You never heard a group of people change their tune so quick. They knew, then, why Zaleena had taken flight. They were being unweighted, so to speak. She had forsaken her own advantages, you see, because she knew.”


  “Thank you,” said Zaleena softly, as she came up to the group. “Now that you have said these kind words, I think that my good husband understands.”


  STUPE took her in his arms and kissed her with all the fullness of his understanding love. “We’re going to understand everything from now on,” he said, “now that we’re no longer deities.” Then, “By the way, which one of these folks caught the jeweled harpoon that you tossed away, Dudu? Who received your gift of Youth Eternal, that is, if the Spirit approves your choice?”


  Zaleena smiled. “I gave it to a youth. When he grows up he will still remain youthful through his years.”


  “Will he weigh upon the city and cause it to sink again?”


  “I think not, because he has wings.”


  “Gooyay!” Stupe exclaimed.


  “Yes. As a deity he will do much to bring peace to the various people of this land. His father is one of the rising wingman leaders.”


  “My Gooyay!” exclaimed Gypsy Brown, dancing around in circles. “Vat good news! As soon as ve fly back to der capital I’ll write a letter to der earth telling all about my leedle Gooyay. Vat you know! I’m an auntie to an angel—the leedle dickens! I vonder if he can get me back my zootcase.”


  “Good news,” said the Ambassador. “I already have your suitcase. Some good wingman returned it several days ago.”


  “My lands! Dot iss good news.” It was a good thing Gypsy didn’t have wings or she would have taken off in flight.


  The good news was coming in bunches. At that moment the heavy stomps on the spiral stairs caused the group to turn.


  “Good news,” said a very rotund and weary-faced citizen, puffing through his thick lips. Stupe at once recognized him as his old boss, the Inspector. “The committee of six announces a celebration and banquet in honor of the rise of the city, and you are all invited.”


  Amid the cheering Stupe felt Zaleena draw back into the protection of his arms. Was she shrinking from this invitation?


  “You needn’t be afraid to go,” he whispered. “You’re not a deity any longer.”


  She smiled at him faintly and he knew there was sadness in back of her smile.


  “It’s just that they’re used to seeing me with Marble Boy . . . How can I celebrate when my remorse is so heavy?”


  The radio operator broke in upon the circle at that moment, bounding across from the space ship to the platform with a message in his hand.


  “Some news for you, Zaleena. It’s about Marble Boy. They’ve identified him by the white powder in his mane.”


  “His body?”


  “He swam up out of the sea. He was half dead, they say, but they’re giving him the best of care somewhere in New York and he’s going to pull through. Mae Krueger identified him for you. She says that everything’s going to be all right, and she also wants you to know she’s sorry if she mistreated you.”


  “Oh . . . Oh . . . Marble Boy!” The face of the beautiful Zaleena-Zaleese-Ocella-Dudu was more radiant, Stupe thought, than the face of any goddess he ever hoped to see—on Venus or Mars or Jupiter.


  “Yes, Marble Boy,” the operator repeated, “and they’ll take care of him until you have a chance to come for him . . . Good news?”


  “Good news!” shouted Hefty and the Stevens sisters and Stupendous Smith simultaneously. And Gypsy Brown out-shouted them all.


  “Dot’s efen better news than my zootcase!”


  THE END


  PRINCESS OF CHAOS


  Bryce Walton


  The howling, slavering mob in the blood-spattered arena hated the half-breed Moljar—prayed gibberingly for his death. But Moljar looked coldly up at the Princess and licked dry lips. He would not die—while she lived!


  MOLJAR planted his columnar legs wide apart beside the dying saurian and blinked blood and sweat from his eyes. Only slightly strained after three hours of the Red Moon Games, his seven foot height of Terran-Martian muscles gleamed damply in the blazing arc lights of the Colosseum, His lungs sucked hungrily at the dense Venusian air as he Through sweat-blurred vision he watched waited for whatever would next be sent the climbing tiers of eager spectators, a against him, the champion of them all. high curvature outlined against the crimson mist. Red Moon Games! Bi-monthly-slaughter, ordered by the Princess Alhone when the unnatural filtering of the reflected sun’s rays spread a carmine glow through the fog.


  The grey sands of the arena were daubed with sprawled forms of monsters and men alike. Out of the shambles, Moljar’s black barbarian eyes shone as they swung up to fix on the Princess Alhone where she sat with a retinue in her private observation box. Her grey-furred, semihuman body glimmered softly beneath the blue-glowing effulgence that always bathed her in its royal cold light.


  Her heavily jeweled paw raised, dropped. The signal.


  A roar of sadistic anticipation swelled, echoing from the misty range of hills, beyond Venus Port, out across the Sea of Mort that washed its marble walls.


  Moljar shifted toward the gates. His hands flexed about the alloy bar. At Princess Alhone’s gesture, the gates across the arena lifted. The monstrous beast, somewhat resembling a Mesozoic saber-tooth tiger of Terra, charged out straight for Moljar in a blinding burst of speed and power.


  The half-breed swung the pitiful weapon which had jokingly been granted him, a five-foot length of compressed alloy. It cracked against the giant cat’s skull. Moljar leaped aside as the beast plunked on its face, rolled in a flurry of sand and blood. Tendrils of gore oozed from its shattered skull as it lumbered erect and charged again, erratically now, circling and leaping down toward the arena’s far end, blinded and roaring in pain.


  A SIGH of ecstasy rose up in a long drone from the spectators—a polyglot of Solarians who had paid eighty credits for this night of vicarious blood-lust. Wealthy interplanetary aristocrats and cartel magnates, Mercurian and Martian speculators, Terran monopolists, adventurers and adventuresses from many worlds, muckers from the asteroid mines. All imagining themselves to be Moljar tonight. All hating him because he was a half-breed.


  Of the half-thousand prisoners who had been marched into the amphitheatre—a few Terran mutants, many half-breeds, and space pirates who couldn’t pay enough hush-hush credits—only three remained standing. The Terran girl mutant, Mahra, who had helped him slay the saurian and who had rare courage. Himself. And Gasdon, the Martian pirate, who, barehanded, was still battling the giant squid in the arena’s synthetic quagmire. His yellow body was a panting, straining bulk beyond the tendrils of sulphur dioxide that bubbled up through the bog.


  Moljar felt the Terran girl’s hot breath on his neck as he waited for the pain-maddened cat to scent him down. His glittering eyes turned and met hers. Her silver mutant’s hair glowed beneath the merciless glare of the flood lights. Her full, yet agile body wriggled in its brief trappings in nervous preparation for the cat’s rapid return from the end of the arena. But when she spoke to Moljar her lips curled with obvious distaste.


  “You fight well, for a half-breed,” she said.


  His teeth shone white in what might have been either a laugh or a snarl. “Go to your Martian outlaw. Gasdon’s pure of blood. If he’ll have you—mutant!”


  She laughed sharply like shimmering glass. “I’m Mahra. I stand alone.”


  “You’ll die alone,” said Moljar, “if you stand by me.”


  She tossed her head. The cat was bearing down, shrieking in blind hate. “You think you’ve won, barbarian. Wait ‘til the kristons are turned loose on us.”


  “I wait,” said Moljar simply. “I’ve waited a long time, and I can wait forever. And someday I’ll kill her. Alhone’s pelt I’ll have and give to my people to whom I pledged it.”


  His blood-spattered arm swept aside as the giant cat ploughed past in its sightless, pounding charge. He swung his bar again. It crunched through tissue and bone and brain, and the cat dropped suddenly like a stone. Its sleek gold and black body shivered and twitched as it died.


  He planted a sandaled foot on the carcass and raised his face toward the Princess Alhone’s royal booth. Reluctantly, a. smattering of applause rose. Princess Alhone’s silkily furred body was standing now. Motionless.


  Moljar’s voice rang out clear through the mist. “Moljar waits for worthy opposition. He is bored.”


  “Dirty half-breed dog!” howled a voice. Thousands joined in a thunder of obscene and filthy epithets.


  Moljar laughed loudly. He saw Alhone’s slim alien form tense as the saber tooth’s had before a charge. And he began walking toward her across the blood-stained sands.


  He paused as she raised a jeweled paw again. Moljar’s eyes narrowed as the almost invisible vibrational force-wall rose up before the spectators and the rim of the vast arena.


  “Kristons!” screamed Mahra behind him. “The wall protects the audience.”


  He heard the high whirring whine of the huge tri-winged, armor-plated insects as they were released into the arena. They dove and circled, maddened by the miasmic death vapor overhanging the stadium.


  Like a trapped beast, the half-breed turned this way and that. Beads of sweat stood out on his heaving chest. He wiped his sweat-slippery hands on his leather tunic, then dried them in the sand, before he gripped his alloy bludgeon again. Then with the long eerie cry of the wild desert tribes he sprang into the air to meet the hurtling drive of the kriston that had singled him out.


  The blinding speed of its wings distorted his perspective. The alloy bar, caught in their blurring motion, spun from his stunned hands. He cursed as he fell beneath its flight.


  Dimly, he heard the joyous roaring of the throngs who watched him fall. As he rolled aside he heard Mahra’s frightened scream. He felt the spearing slash of the kriston’s poisonous barbed fang. His arms whipped out, hands closed on the horned tip. He was on his feet heaving outward. He felt tendons rip and a sudden freedom as the tongue tore from the kriston’s throat. Its death cry sounded like escaping steam.


  He was running toward the outcast Terran girl who was dodging the worrying darting movements of another kriston. He swung the grotesque whip-like tongue of the one he had slain as he ran.


  He stopped. The creature attacking Mahra suddenly became a lifeless charred hulk. The other kristons were plunging into the sand, smoking, burning. His eyes swung up. The force-wall was gone. The heat ray on the roof landing above the catacombs had destroyed the kristons before their work was done. The heat ray was only used for emergencies. What had moved the Anghorians to save them?


  Miraculously, the three still lived. Moljar, Mahra, and the Martian outlaw Gasdon who had blinded the squid by punching out its eyes. Having no scent faculties it was flapping tentacles helplessly in its phosphorescent bog.


  AN AIMLESS HUM of fear and hysteria exploded outward from the throng. They were fleeing from the stands, trampling, yelling frantically, some burning their way through the choked exits of the Collosseum. They were jammed in its elevators, blocking its corridors and archways.


  Gasdon came running toward Moljar and the girl. His towering body, dripping mucous from the squid battle, was as large as Moljar’s, but lacked its agility and integration of movement. His ugly face was twisted in fanatical purpose.


  “Now we fight!” he shouted, “for her! I’ve wanted to meet Moljar, the half-breed freak, before witnesses who will testify to your defeat.”


  Mahra laughed. “Morons. I’ll choose my own lover. And I certainly can’t imagine him being either of you!”


  “What witnesses will see you, Gasdon?” asked Moljar. “They run for their lives. Their pure hearts pump thin water.”


  A loud speaker blared:


  THE MISTMEN! VENUS PORT IS UNDER ATTACK. TAKE TO THE JUNGLES. MISTMEN HAVE DESTROYED VENUS PORT COMMUNICATIONS. THEY ARE SACKING, PLUNDERING, KILLING. FLEE FOR YOUR LIVES! THE MISTMEN! VENUS PORT HAS BEEN ATTACKED AND . . .


  Mahra trembled with uncontrollable fears. Her mutant’s mind clouded over with the significance of the descending terror. Gasdon, his egomaniacal feud with Moljar forgotten for the moment, shivered, and his green eyes probed the thick cloud blanket.


  Moljar’s intuitive senses stirred darkly. Mistmen. Scourge of Venus, super-scientific pirates, they appeared mysteriously out of the fogs to loot and kill. Protected by force shields of thick grey, impenetrable mists, they appeared in sudden ruthless violence, sacked, slew, and vanished into the unknown land that spawned them.


  Now, they were actually attacking Venus Port!


  The stands were empty, except for the dead and dying who had been trampled or burned by the stampeding crowds. They and the Princess Alhone, amid her personal bodyguard. She was standing now, her slender, evil grace swaying in the everpresent blue glow.


  She motioned to Moljar. He trembled. “This is the time,” he said very low in his throat like a growling dog. “I have waited long.”


  He strode across the reddened sands towards her. Her yellow cat-eyes veiled her study of his approach. Her feral body leaned tautly as it waited. The half-breed looked up. She was only fifteen feet above him; he could leap the distance.


  Her high mewing voice said, “They have dared attack Venus Port! If they continue, they will soon be undisputed rulers of my planet. Soon, with such boldness, the Mistmen might even rule the System. Moljar, would you like freedom?”


  He shrugged. “Can a half-breed ever be free?”


  “On Venus, I have but to speak to make any being free.”


  “Try telling the Mistmen that,” said Moljar boldly. “They’ll soon be here.”


  “I’ve never, in all the places I have been, seen quite such a magnificent fool as you, Moljar. Anyway, our communications are cut off. If a man could get through to Anghore, bring back a force . . . my scientists in Anghore have been perfecting a new vibro-generator as a weapon. Perhaps it is completed now. The Mistmen have never been attacked. They surprise, throw up detectors and shut off communications, and disappear before any reinforcements can arrive.”


  Moljar’s fingers quivered for her slim throat. But his voice seemed calm. “Could one get through their detectors to Anghore?”


  “You perhaps could. If you can, Moljar, I’ll make you a Guard of Anghore.”


  Stolid as was the half-breed’s neural circuit, the sudden statement momentarily shocked him. It was rumored that Alhone chose certain fighters to go to Anghore.


  But that he, a contemptible half-breed should be promised a position as Alhone’s personal guard . . .


  “Why me?” he was saying.


  “In these games I have seen the best fighters of three worlds. But I have never seen anyone fight as you fought tonight.” A series of thunderous explosions rocked the stadium. A brilliant pyrotechnic display glittered fantastically through the thick cloud layers above Venus Port. The Mistmen were storming the city with customary thorough and savage efficiency. The crying of a helpless city in pain rose and fell in an aimless pattern of terror.


  MOLJAR noted the energy guns held in the hands of the Anghorians surrounding their Princess. This was not the time. One aggressive move from him, and he would be annihilated on the spot. If he accepted her proposition, got through to Anghore and was rewarded as she promised, then he would surely eventually be placed in a fool-proof position to kill her. Time meant nothing. He had worked and waited many years. Many more would not matter—if they led to the fulfilment of his pledge. Only her death mattered. Revenge. Her pelt, well cured and soft, presented to his tribesmen.


  The Mistmen were sweeping toward the Colosseum. The roar of their advance increased rapidly. He must decide.


  Anghore. Over this outlaw world of blood lust and savagery, ruled Alhone. Thousands of his kind who had migrated here had been slain under her sanction. But who, or what, was Alhone? What and where was Anghore? Out of the numerous strange and unexplored lands of Venus she might have come. No one knew. There was only a name. Anghore. Anghore that lay somewhere across the Sea of Mort.


  A few claimed to have seen Anghore—from a distance. A jumble of towers spearing into the mist higher than the mountain peaks. Only Princess Alhone and her ferocious minions knew of it. And no one talked with them.


  Alhone ruled slave followers with weapons of basic energies as strange in origin as Alhone herself. Followers who, in return for their unquestioning, dogged devotion, held positions of great personal power. In their rich trappings, they ruled over private little spheres of influence, answering only to Alhone.


  Who was Alhone?—Where was Anghore?—What would he become should he accept this offer? None of these things mattered. Sometime, somewhere, he would have the opportunity to strip that soft furred hide from her quivering body—and no personal price he might pay would be too dear.


  “Well, Moljar,” she was saying. “Doesn’t my offer interest you?”


  He controlled himself well as he nodded. “I’ll go to Anghore, wherever it is.”


  Her round pink face crinkled. “You are so certain, barbarian. Few have crossed the Sea of Mort. It is well-named.”


  “I will go to Anghore,” he repeated. “Then you should hurry. The Mistmen are outside the stadium now, and I’m sure they would like to find us here. At the other end of the stadium, above the catacombs, is the gyro-scout. For emergencies in the garnet,” she laughed. “It has seldom been used. Take it. Its directional beam is already set for Anghore. It will take you directly there. If you have the key.”


  Moljar flexed his shoulders. His eyes were narrow, suspicious. No one ordinarily could break through the Mistmen’s detector bands. Then how could hef He shrugged. At least he would be free for a while.


  Alhone removed the gleaming yellow stone from one of her semi-webbed fingers. She dropped it to him. “This will open the gyro to you. It will function only under this stone’s influence. It will also, if you reach my castle, open the gates into Anghore. You shall be rewarded, Moljar—bountifully.”


  His eyes fastened on her throat. “Yes,” he said. “I depend on it.” He slipped the vibrant, throbbing yellow stone on his smallest finger. He stepped back and then a tremendous blast of energy surged against him. The blue field which enveloped the Anghorians was beginning to fade. A stabbing pain lanced up his spine, up into his brain, to explode there in a flash of wrenching agony. He stumbled, went down.


  The blue field blurred, swirled, deepened in color. It became a vortex of violently churning silver shot with fire. A nauseous weakness spread through him. The Anghorians, the stadium, the whirling blue fires, all faded.


  HE OPENED his eyes slowly. It was raining. A few fat warm drops were spattering down, then a curtain of water spilled from the stadium wall. Shamefully he climbed to his feet, shook his head, looked about warily for Mistmen.


  If he had blanked out it had only been for a few seconds. The blue field was gone. And with it, Alhone and her sycophants. Instinctively, he jerked his hand up. The yellow ring-key was gone. He bellowed bitterly. And a laugh answered. Gasdon!


  He turned. The Martian outlaw had one arm around the struggling Terran girl. She was biting and striking and cursing, but with no effect. She writhed helplessly under his arm. There was a yellow flash on the outlaw’s other hand as it raised, clutching an alloy bar. Gasdon had taken the key! The half-breed swept a defense bar from a gladiator’s stiff dead hand. Gasdon laughed fearless scorn, threw the girl from him, and met Moljar’s rush with his own bar upraised. They crashed together with a dull clang, parted, struck again. They circled warily, feinting, parrying, thrusting . . .


  Mahra’s scream rang out. “The Mistmen! Coming into the arena!”


  Moljar’s eyes darted toward her. Beyond, far across the sands, were a number of grey vaporous spheres. Within their depths, dim shapes, indistinct, blurred, moved in a steady ferocious intent toward the three.


  “Fight!” yelled Gasdon. He charged toward Moljar again. His face was twisted insanely. “We’re doomed anyway. Defend yourself!” His broad yellow face glowed with obsession as he sprang. His alloy bar whirled in a singing arc, which was unwise. Moljar dropped beneath the level of the bar, punched savagely with the end of his own. Gasdon screamed hoarsely as the blunt end sank into his solar plexus. He staggered back, trying to lift the bar. Moljar swung downward, sank his bar halfway through the Martian outlaw’s heavy skull.


  Quickly Moljar retracted the yellow ring. He yelled at the girl. Then they were running together across the death-littered amphitheatre. Rays of force might have burned them down easily, but for some reason not then known to Moljar, the Mistmen did not fire.


  They darted through an unguarded archway, up through level after level. They were still running easily when they reached the roof landing above the catacombs where the monsters of the games were kept. The long low hangar’s panel slid open when the ring was applied to its invisible photo-electronic reaction mechanism. The gyro-scout’s panel and instruments also were activated by the ring of Alhone.


  Moljar hesitated, grinned at the girl. Her silver hair shone like dewed metal. “You are following me? A half-breed? A slave?”


  “I’m not following anyone, not in the sense you mean. I’m with you, that’s all. I’d have to fight alone, otherwise. That would hardly be intelligent of me, would it?”


  “Hardly,” he said. “Come on.” The gyro-scout lifted automatically, straight up through increasingly thick cloud-layers, until it shot suddenly forward, straight like a bullet across Venus Port and above the Sea of Mort.


  A radabeam and an automatic pilot was in complete control. Moljar turned to the Ter ran mutant. Her taut face was trying to pierce the dense sheath of cloud.


  “This is a strange dream, Mahra.”


  “Dream?” She turned her weird eyes on him briefly.


  “What else? A half-breed, child of a Ter ran woman and a Martian outlaw, travels across the Sea of Death with an outcast mutant.” He shook his head. “And for Alhone we fly. For Alhone, the she-monster whom no one knows, to Anghore where no one has ever been and returned.”


  “Is it far across this death trap?”


  “I’ve heard that in miles it is only perhaps a hundred. But in perils—”


  The girl said abruptly, angrily, “For Alhone! You’re crazy! If we can take control from the automatic pilot, we could—”


  “We can not do that,” said Moljar. “We would only crash down there. It’s bad . . . down there.”


  She fell silent. The atomic motor whirred almost silently, driving them toward Anghore.


  “There is great mystery here,” said Moljar. “We seem guided by forces beyond our control. Some powerful, invisible wind.”


  CURIOUS, nervous, Mahra’s rummaging uncovered weapons beneath the gyro’s seats. Two electro-blasters and a duelling dagger. They each took a pistol, and she gave the half-breed the long slim knife. Then, when she sat down, her bare shoulder rubbed slightly against him. And remained there.


  His flesh tingled. His hand gripped the electro-gun tighter in his hand. “Why do the Terrans hate you mutants, so much?” he asked. “Are the rumors about you mutant’s deadly powers true?”


  She sighed. “Perhaps some of them are true. Anyway the Normals are very scared of us. That’s why they isolate and scourge us. We can rule them when we decide we want to.”


  “Will you want to?”


  “Perhaps, someday. When the time is right.”


  “I am neither ruled, nor do I wish to rule,” said Moljar.


  , “You half-breeds are a strange tribe. Too bad you must all be such barbarians, such savages.”


  He smiled grimly. “We are what we were made. Somehow, the offspring of a Martian-Terran union results in much larger, much longer-living stock. We were envied. Much as you mutants are on Terra, blessed with double-life compared to Normals. We were driven into the deserts, reviled, imprisoned, beaten. There aren’t many of us left. Of those thousands who sought to migrate here and find freedom, Alhone’s games wiped out all but a few hundred.”


  Her voice sharpened. “You found her attractive! You know you did! You swore to avenge your people and bring her pelt back to Mars. Instead, you run errands for her!”


  His shaggy black head turned. His eyes blazed with hate into hers. “That alien slut! It was a way out of Venus Port. It will lead me to her again. I could do nothing there.”


  She sulked. He sensed the slight trembling of her arm against his, and smiled. “My vows cannot change. Someday her pelt will hang in Ankhar’s trophy cave.” She screamed. Her lips quivered as she raised a hand over her face. “Will you?” Her voice shrilled. “A gruoon!”


  Moljar’s stomach knotted. He had not even time to fire. The giant flying croc was plunging straight into them. There was a tearing impact. The gyro wabbled. Then the controls went dead. The little ship buckled, vibrated as though the winged crocodile was trying to devour it, rend it with its claws. Then the crushed blades released their hold, and the gyro spun down in a fluttering spiral.


  Moljar had time to jam his electro-gun and a small magnetic compass into a bag of water-proof plastic and belt it to his waist before they crashed violently into the Sea of Death.


  II


  THE TRIBES’ from which Moljar came were fatalists. Moljar accepted the fact that he was face to face with imminent death. Very well. If there was a way out, he would find it. If not, he would go on to Khles, where dead warriors go. And from Khles he would fight his way into the eternal paradise of Perlarh.


  He had expected the gyro to float at least a few minutes. But it sank almost immediately. The shock of the crash had knocked Mahra unconscious; pulling her against the suction as the gyro went under was a herculean task. The crumbled wreckage went down. It left only a tiny whirlpool in its wake.


  Mahra’s consciousness returned quickly after a few dunkings in the tepid water. She was in his arms, her silver hair floating out over the dull glassy sheen of the water. He treaded easily, looking about. They could see a few hundred metres but beyond that narrow radius, the cloud blankets became an impenetrable fog. Patches of seaweed, lichen and rotting debris floated silently by on the torpid water, giving off a phosphorescent glow that reflected weirdly against the backdrop of mist.


  Nature seemed to have stopped breathing. The air was heavy, oppressive. And the high humidity and heat, unrelieved by any wind, was weighty and pressed on them.


  “Can you swim?” he asked.


  “Quite well.” Her hands were on his shoulders. They clung a moment, then shoved away.


  Treading water now as easily as he, she asked, “How long do you give us to live? Not that it matters.”


  “The future is a mystery to me,” he said. “Maybe a second. Maybe a hundred years.”


  “But you’ll admit we’ve no chance now! Soon hordes of sea monsters will scent us out. Surely you’ll not deny that this time you will go to meet your barbaric gods!”


  “Who knows?”


  She cursed him thoroughly. “You’re mad!”


  “I am Moljar.”


  She sighed resignedly. “You say that like omnipotence would say, ‘I’m God’.”


  “It is enough for me. Who can say they know of more than themselves? I simply know I am Moljar. I live. I have purpose. The pelt of Alhone. A pledge I must keep. Beyond that—nothing.”


  She tossed wet hair from her eyes. “Maybe your barbaric code is best after all. The System’s returned to barbarism. Decay, ruin. Why not a philosophy to fit it? I rather like you. If you only weren’t a half-breed.”


  He grinned. “If you only were not a mutant.” His eyes caught a dark, flat floating object some distance away. A blurred, indistinct outline. He pointed.


  “Looks like something large enough to float us,” she said. Then she cried out suddenly and pointed over his shoulder.


  His knife was in his hands as his legs churned him around in the brackish water. The sea-serpent’s flat head arched high above them, dripping an avalanche of weed and water upon their upturned faces. Its sleek, sinuous body shot upward, a monster with fanged jaws and darting forked tongue, with bulging eyes, and bony head and snout.


  “Keep diving,” yelled Moljar. “It won’t open its mouth under water.” He watched her surface dive like a fish, then followed himself just as the bullet-like head of the hissing hydrophidian slashed down.


  Its massive length coiled and uncoiled savagely about them. The water was a churning white foam. Moljar tried repeatedly to sink his knife into the underbelly of the serpent. But it was like soft but tough plastic, only slightly resilient.


  He broke surface, gasped great gulps of the dense air. He saw Mahra and pointed to the right toward the flat raft object they had seen floating there. He yelled. “Keep diving and swimming toward that.” Then he went under again as the serpent’s head slapped into the water where his own head had been.


  It was a world of phosphorescent glimmerings like monstrous fireflies, bubbling and coruscating about his staring eyes as he battled the boiling currents stirred by the serpent. He swam until his lungs were shrieking with agony, then came up again for air. He was only a few feet this time from the floating area. It looked like a collected mass of debris now.


  He swam frantically toward it. If he could get up out of the water, he could break out his electro-gun. He looked around for the girl. Her head bobbed up. But still some distance from him. The hydrophidian hissed angrily and struck again. Her silver hair disappeared beneath the serpent’s mouth.


  He drew himself up onto the raft. He had a quick second of appraisal as he tore the gun from its plastic wrappings. The raft was solid, very buoyant, and membranaceous. Its surface was glossy and veined like the broad leaves of the swamp lilies.


  How thick this raft was, how it was made, or how much more of it there was Moljar had no time to think about. But he did know it was alive!


  The girl came up a few metres from him this time. Her arms moved weakly. Her face was deathly pale and her eyes pleaded silently beneath the bizarre strands of her silver hair. She again started to sink wearily down as the serpent hissed hungrily and struck.


  This time it would have feasted. However Moljar’s electro-gun crackled, and its lethal charges burned the monster’s glistening length into pieces. They fell writhing in separate anguish all around the girl, crimsoning the water to a thick red.


  He lifted her easily up onto the raft-creature. She sank down in a dripping and exhausted heap.


  “For a half-breed,” she whispered between gasps, “you have courage.” Then she closed her eyes. The raft rippled and bucked slightly as something huge stirred against its bottom.


  THE NIGHT HOURS before morning were illuminated, a strange twilight of phosphorescence. They sat in the middle of the organic raft and waited tensely. The stirring beneath it had grown more violent.


  “Man isn’t the only highly adaptable animal—not even the most ingenious.” The girl’s tone was pedantic, amazingly learned. Moljar nodded surlily, not so interested, apparently, in lectures. He edged toward the girl until their shoulders touched. She paused. Continued.


  “The animal that build this raft for itself is hiding beneath it now. The serpent frightened it. Soon it will have to come up for air.”


  “How do you know so much,” he growled.


  “Earth University of Interplanetary Fauna,” she said.


  He sneered. “A mutant!”


  “My parents dyed my hair, and with another name I got by for a while. I was going to be a field worker, but they caught up with me. They always do. Anyway, as I was saying, this creature is much like an ianthina, or snail, of earth. It breathes through a siphon, or tubular proboscis. It uses this siphon to suck in air with which it builds these rafts for itself, to keep its heavy body and shell afloat. It’s an adventurer like you, Moljar. It spends its life floating or sailing about like a ship.”


  Moljar grunted. He moved one corded arm behind her. She shifted a little.


  “Very interesting thing,” she said. “Biology. When this ianthina decides to build its raft, it exudes a sticky mucous over the surface of the sea, layer after layer of it. Then it draws air into its siphon and permits the bubbles to escape beneath the mucous to which they cling. These air sacks imprison the air as the mucous hardens. And we have this very strong raft, a life boat with air tanks. Aren’t we lucky?”


  The raft jolted violently. “Are we?” said Moljar. “Maybe it does not want to share its raft.”


  A number of tentacles slithered up and over the edge of the raft. Two antenna with slimy knobs stood up and quivered at Moljar.


  The girl tried to ignore the sight. “But this raft is better than any man has ever been able to build.” Her voice tightened as more of the ianthina surged into view. “This snail can make more bubbles at will, and it can enlarge its raft whenever it wants to.”


  There was a sudden upsurging height of gigantic pink-fleshed bulk. It rose up until it towered over its raft. A little above the level of the water they could see its brilliantly colored spiral shell-house gleaming olive-green with streaks and spots of purple, violet and black.


  The body of the ianthina continued to exude outward from its shell. From it a thick tendon of flesh spread out to either side to form the frame work of its raft, an integral part of its giant body.


  “We’ve got to get this craft moving someway toward Anghore,” said Moljar.


  She stared at him, open mouthed, and then said, “Is that all? How will you summon your genii, or is that you?”


  He shrugged. “It must be done. We are wasting time. First we must burn this shell away from the raft. It encumbers us.”


  She was shaking her head as he crouched on his knees, leveling the gun at a point beneath the ianthina’s waving antenna. He was about to press the stud, then cursed and fell sidewise beneath the long descending squeal.


  ATTRACTED by the glow of the ianthina, a monstrous bat had dived suddenly toward them from somewhere up in that dense grey curtain. Neither of them saw its giant webbed wings until it fanned them like an abrupt deadly wind.


  “Burn it!” scream Mahra, as the bat’s hideous evilly grinning mouth opened to reveal rows of yellowed teeth, and its gleaming red eyes bored toward them through the mist. “I lost my electro in the water.”


  Moljar was shaking his head. He tossed her the blaster. “You. Burn the ianthina free from the raft.” The bat had sped by, circled, was returning. “This bat can do us some good!”


  Moljar stood up and met the sweep of the bat’s flexing claws. Just in time he leaped upward between them, and clutched the bat’s thick furred belly. He felt the ratty teeth clack shut behind him as he was raised upward into the swirling vapor. His nose curled, and he choked with the stench of the beast’s vermin-infested fur. Then, still gripping the coarse hair with one hand, he raised his knife with the other. A quick long slash brought a fearsome scream hissing in his face. He slashed again and again until the probing blade found the beast’s heart.


  Gore spilled over him as he clung to the now wet hair. It got too slippery to hold. He grabbed the flailing claws as the gasping, thrashing creature plummeted seaward. The bat’s body flopped into the water not far from the raft. It beat futilely with one foot, spinning in weakening frothing circles. Suddenly it was dead.


  Moljar worked frantically against time. The blood would attract every kind and condition of sea monster. He hacked and strained at the joint where the huge wing joined the body. The stench almost overpowered him as he floundered about. But finally the great ribbed wing came free. Moljar’s breath was coming in deep gusts as he dragged himself up onto the raft and pulled part of the wing up after him. He sat on it to anchor it while he rested.


  He looked at the girl. She nodded, “You’re pretty brave, for a half-breed.” He grunted breathlessly.


  She came closer and handed him his blaster. “I burned it away. I burned its ganglia first, which it used for a brain. Then I severed the tendons which fastened it to its float. Anything else?” Moljar was up again now, hacking at the thick tough surface of one end of the raft. “Yes. Watch that bat wing. Don’t let it slide away. It is what we must have to reach Anghore.”


  “What are you doing now? And what’s the wing for?”


  He answered carelessly, “I’m going to make us a sail from the wing. It is almost a perfect sail of its kind. I figure the gyro brought us half-way across the sea. Maybe we have a third of the way to go.” I have a compass and I saw what direction we were following before we crashed. With a fair wind, and luck, we should reach shore within a day.”


  She stared with no attempt, now, to conceal her admiration for the barbarian. “For a half-breed,” she said, “you’ve got a brain.”


  Moljar said nothing. He had finished digging the hole in the surface of the raft. He next cut long strips of leather from his tunic for rigging. The twenty-foot-high leading edge of the bat’s wing, a high curving spar, he stepped deeply in the hole, like a mast. Soon they were moving through the fantastic sea before a slight, lethargic breeze.


  Their blaster protected them many times from the countless varieties of sea and air creatures that constantly attacked them. Moljar devised a sea-anchor by cutting off one of the air sacks from beneath the raft, and tying it to one end of a long leather rope. When the wind blew in the wrong direction, he threw out the sea-anchor.


  There was little difference between night and day, except that the phosphorescence dimmed and was replaced by a grayer, more sickly light. And the high, gracefully-curved membrane of the bat’s ribbed wing arched above them like the bizarre rigging of the junks that ply the Martian canals between the ruins of Phreer and Sumph-Logan. Black, with veins of dried blood, it caught the wind and tautened like the black sails of ancient pirate craft.


  But though they could fight the monsters that flew and swam about them they could not fight the sea itself. The sea is cunning. It can bide its time, and spring with more violence than the greatest beast. The wind was its ally.


  It was late the following afternoon that Mahra’s hypersensitive nerves detected the distant pounding of the surf against high crags. They both visualized the dark mountains of Maghrone where the dull spires and minarets of Anghore towered up from its granite sea wall thousands of feet into the mist.


  The thunderous surf grew in volume to a steady roaring as their makeshift craft bore them shoreward.


  Then, abruptly, Moljar’s nostrils quivered. He leaped to his feet and his black mane matted and curled as his eyes strained upward. “The cloud layers,” he said. “Look!”


  Each cloud layer was moving rapidly in different directions. “A storm!” cursed Moljar. “The wind and sea will pulp us on the rocks!”


  Mahra cowered down, clutching at the floor of the raft. One hand gripped the bone mast of the bat’s wing. She reached up the other, and Moljar’s broad yellow hand closed over it, and held it in a silent bond.


  The sound of the descending storm came from afar. It rose higher and higher, reaching the pitch of a thousand shrieking giants. A colossal comber bore toward them, lifting up, and up. Their eyes followed its curling summit, helpless, bold pygmies. A wall of blue, foaming with white like a mad beast, translucent as they saw it towering up through the swirling vapor. Then it collapsed over them.


  Moljar’s hand gripped hers. A vise that all the frenzied pounding of the ocean could not break. As the tons of water crushed them down, shattered the raft, hurled it away like chaff, their hands were locked. Their ears rang. Their minds cried out and were smothered. Coughing, blinded, they were absorbed by the sea.


  III


  THE DESERT TRIBES of Mars cling to ancient superstitions. When a warrior dies, his body can only go on to Khles. A grotesque land of trial by brute strength by which the victorious can move upward through succeeding plains, and finally into the fairer lands of Perlarh.


  So when Moljar’s battered consciousness returned somewhat, his cracked lips whispered it gently, with awe. “Khles . . . Khles . . . Khles . . .” Then he snapped open his burning eyes.


  He was on his side on harsh gravel and grey sand. The sea, calm and glassy again, washed gently at his sandaled feet. He stiffened his aching legs, and a lassitude went through him, like one might imagine upon awakening from death. He raised his right hand and the brilliant, sentient aliveness of the yellow stone caught the filtered Venusian morning, and momentarily blinded him. He shifted his eyes and saw that he still gripped Mahra’s hand.


  Her long smooth body, bruised and lacerated and encrusted with salt, breathed with a slow, erratic rhythm. Her other arm lay across her high firm breasts and her slim fingers rested on his forearm.


  He turned his head up the beach. It might well have been the hell-lands of Khles that towered there. The smooth sloping expanse of gray sand ended sharply in a wall of granite, cracked and hoary with age. It went straight upward, higher than Moljar could see.


  The girl groaned, raised on an elbow. He turned. They looked silently at each other a moment, before turning their eyes back to the colossal sea wall. Simultaneously their eyes caught the broad towering gate of dull black metal.


  “Anghore,” she whispered.


  His hand dug into the sand. His lips were thin lines of dark wire. “It is magic,” he said. “Even the gods are prejudiced against half-breeds, or I’d say they lent their strength to ours.”


  “Only evil gods would guide us to this place,” she said.


  “We have our gods who are not known exactly for benevolence. Lumphoor. Ghyx.” Moljar climbed stiffly to his feet and lifted Mahra. They stretched sore, wrenched muscles. They ate the ample meat from the many types of shells strewing the beach, and all the time they had been eyeing the giant, formidable barrier. Then, with silent accord, they walked up to it and stood dwarfed before it.


  “You can leave me here,” said Moljar. “I have pledged. I must return to kill Alhone. But you are free.”


  “In this jungle? Free for death! I’ll stick a while longer, half-breed.”


  Her hand crept into his as he raised the yellow ring-key. A faint humming, a hollow metallic clang, and the gates slid to either side into their granite walls.


  They stepped through into a massive cavern. A cold maw of twilight, green haze and smooth arching walls veined with ruby red and gold. Mahra cried out softly, and Moljar cursed as the two giant furred male Anghorians ran toward them.


  Each wore a long straight sword and a slender dagger at his side. Their pink catfaces masked cold, sadistic evil. Alien. One reached out a paw-like hand at Mahra. His almost lipless mouth slid open, and the incongruous whining speech mewed its travesty of human tones.


  “This woman has not been called. She does not belong here.” He turned to his fellow. “Take her to the Matrix. Ghils is experimenting with the seventh plain. She will be useful there.”


  “You are to come with me,” he said, turning to Moljar.


  The half-breed’s hand rested on his dagger. He had fallen instinctively into a half-crouch. “How did you know I was coming here?”


  “You will learn many things about Anghore. You have much to learn.”


  “I’m stubborn about my subjects, and my instructors,” growled Moljar. And, as the other Anghorian stepped toward Mahra, Moljar leaped at his throat.


  As his left hand clutched the corded body, his right hand whipped the cat man’s dagger free. It rested harshly now against the furred man’s broad silken chest.


  “Do not touch the girl,” he warned in the small pointed ear.


  The other catman said evenly. “A dangerous act. But excusable. You have not yet learned the formalities of Anghore.” He moved in a blinding blur of speed. Mahra gasped, as his body streaked across her vision like a flash of light.


  MOLJAR went back. The catman thudded against him. His head cracked against the stone wall, and the red tint of the glowing stones deepened to a more personal crimson. He cursed harshly. These catmen could move! Shaking the dimness from his head, he tried to grip the Anghorian’s writhing body. His dagger raised and fell, but only found hard stone. He blinked, trying to clear his eyes of fog, and his own blood.


  He heard Mahra’s savage, despairing yells, and caught a glance of her struggling in the other catman’s corded arms. He heaved upward. The catman flew off him like a filthy conscience. Moljar flattened against the wall, his dagger crossed before him.


  And when the catman leaped again, the half-breed was prepared. His clearing vision focused this time on its feral darting movements, and he met that pink snarling face with a long right slash. The pink face crunched, smeared. The big body sheared around, buckled, plunged down. It twitched, and its paws swept about searching for Moljar. Moljar kicked the face until the body stopped moving.


  The other Anghorian released the girl.


  He drew his sword and eased toward Moljar.


  A VOICE said with cruel, morbid interest, “Bring the half-breed to me alive, Akare. Or you will accompany the girl to the seventh plain.”


  Involuntarily, Moljar yelled, “Princess Alhone!”


  Whining, squealing laughter echoed through the vaulted cavern. Baffled, the barbarian whirled around searching for the voice. It seemed without source.


  “Alhone,” he said again desperately. “You here! How?”


  The gloating laughter again. “I have never left Anghore, mighty Moljar, since it was built for me. You and all the other fools outside Anghore have seen only my projections. You are foolish to fight now. Allow Akare to bring you to me. Leave the freak girl. I wait.”


  “Wait,” said Moljar. “The girl stays with me.”


  There was a long painful pause before the Princess Alhone spoke again. “You have passed the many tests that only a few survive.”


  “Tests?” said Moljar.


  “The Red Moon Games are but testing grounds. The survivors become my warriors here. You are welcome, Moljar. You will be the greatest among them. But this—this girl has signed herself away to the seventh plain by entering here. You had better accept this compromise, Moljar. You have much to gain. Otherwise, both of you will go to the seventh plain together. I would hate to lose you, Moljar. I would make you a Jehlak of my Guards. Forget the girl. Accept. You will be far greater than those who have scorned you. They will be your slaves.”


  He hesitated, then said, “I am Moljar. I only compromise when it pleases me. The girl stays with me. I care nothing for your plains, whatever they are. Send us to the seventh, the thousandth. It means nothing to Moljar.”


  The voice mewed merciless laughter. “Your rugged independence has ended, half-breed. You can be overpowered instantly by any one of many of our energy weapons. There is much duelling here, so, by decree, only swords are worn. Otherwise my warriors would soon decimate themselves. But for stubborn aliens we have other methods.”


  “Is talk and crazy laughter one of them?” said Moljar. “I am not impressed.” He turned. His eyes sought Mahra’s. She stood proud and tall, her breasts moving with controlled breathing. Only her eyes held deep, crawling fear. Here was dirty mystery. Alhone and her minions who had watched the Red Moon slaughters—a three-dim projection from her eyrie here at Anghore. He remembered again that all her public appearances had been surrounded by the blue glow. His brains spun. He shook his blood-encrusted hair.


  His decision was a natural projection of his own character. He could not have acted otherwise. He moved in a sudden leap sidewise. One arm encircled the startled catman’s neck. The Anghorian could have eluded him, and offered battle. But he had not. Apparently he awaited direction from Alhone. He held his dagger to the quivering side. The fur was silky, soft beneath his fingers, inviting violence.


  He raised his head and shouted, “Moljar waits. Does the girl stay with me? We will die before we part.”


  The voice was a petulant whine now. “Fool. You will not die. You are here to serve me. I am not served by corpses.” Akare made a quick, lightning-like jerk from Moljar’s grasp. The half-breed sank his dagger in to the hilt, ripped sidewise. Then he leaped away, covering the girl against the wall. A stream of bright thin blood spurted from Akare’s pulsing side as he crawled toward the far side of the cavern, mewing with pain.


  Mahra’s hands clutched Moljar’s shoulders as they crouched against the coruscating colors of the veined granite. Her breath came in short, jerking gusts. “For a half-breed,” she breathed, “you have honor.”


  Her hands stiffened, dug into his skin. Moljar’s hair bristled on his neck. Intuitively, he raised his dagger, though it was a useless, silly gesture now.


  From the far side of the cavern, moving ghost-like from a massive opening, a dense vaporous sphere floated toward him. It eddied and pulsed, and in its center was the dim outline of a human shape encased in plastic, its head hemeted by a faint glowing light.


  “A Mistman!” Mahra gasped. “Moljar . . .”


  The half-breed had no time to think. Capture or death would find him moving, though there seemed no hope in it.


  A yellow beam of light slashed outward from the man in the sphere. Moljar dropped beneath it. But it caught the girl full. His eyes saw her stiffen into a hard stone mannikin and tumble forward. From his hands and knees he sprank upward like a maddened beast, straight toward the pulsing heart of the Mistman’s vaporous shell.


  There was one rending burst of pain. Then an explosion that seemed to shatter his brain. Its million floating fragments drifted through blackness.


  IV


  HE WAS AWARE of low chanting rhythms, the blood heating throb of unknown instruments. He stirred and found himself wallowing in a bed of incredible depth and softness. Heady scents that twisted his soul with sweet pain floated across his face, and his wild barbarian heart was instinctively repelled by the suggestion of sensual, soft decadence.


  When he opened his eyes, oscillating lights bathed him in sense-drunkening sweetness that sickened even as it lured. He turned his head. A boudoir out of the abyss of a drug dream. Black drapes littered with flashing jewels. A black floor that seemed to undulate with sentient life, mosaicked in red veins. Weirdly-plumaged birds with serpent’s heads hissed in a golden cage.


  And Alhone stood by his couch and sang to him.


  When she spoke, her voice had been unpleasantly whiny and shrill. But now, singing the dissonant cries of some alien song, it was high and piercingly sweet like a violin’s cry. Small furred breasts rose and fell gently as she sang. Lithe hips swayed. Her cat’s eyes searched his with a cruel dreaminess, and, for him, there was no malice there.


  Small, delicate, fine-limbed monster from an alien hell. At her command thousands had died horribly during the Red Moon Games. Trampled, drained of blood, shredded by talons, poisoned by fangs, tortured, flayed and inflicted with unspeakable indignities worse than pain. Yet she possessed the sadist’s love of beauty, of decadent riches, luxury, sensual surroundings, and love.


  He arose with one fluid motion and faced her. His body had been bathed and scented with perfumed oils. His trappings were new, the grey leather of the Anghorians. A long sword Swung at his side.


  “The Mistmen are yours,” he said. “And this has all been a trap to get me here?”


  “Yes. You are mine now, as are all the others. We have ways here to control the heart and the mind of those who are not quite willing to accept me. I have employed these methods often.”


  He inhaled deeply. His chest swelled. And a wave of almost overpowering ecstasy swept him in a surging tide of passion. How many years he had waited for this one supreme, delectable moment of revenge!


  And now he was alone with her. And there was nothing to stand in his way. Or was there? She was no fool. She must have protection. He could see nothing.


  His eyes clouded as he looked at her. That haughty body would soon writhe and scream under his hands. And before she died she would know the full meaning of torture.


  But first he would learn the nature of this mystery. “Where is Mahra?” he said. “And what is the seventh plain?”


  “Our scientists call them plains,” she ignored the first question. “But they are really worlds coexistent with this one. We have explored six of these worlds. This, Venus, is the sixth. I and my kind came here from the second.”


  Moljar blinked. His barbarian mind was quick to accept the strange and the marvelous. It was not at all unbelievable that these Anghorians had come not only from another world, but from another dimension of existence. A coexistent world. It was only unexpected.


  “All matter and all chronosophy are one and concomitant,” she said. She swayed toward him. “Our scientists perfected the Matrix which can synthesize matter to any of these various worlds or plains. It changes the consistency of the atom, much as a lens magnifies objects to fit the perspective of your eye.”


  No longer able to control himself, Moljar stepped to meet her, flexing his hands and trembling violently. She must not get suspicious until it was too late. Until he had her between his hands.


  “And why do you stay on Venus? Why do you kill us, and ravish this world?”


  “My world was drab, colorless, uninteresting. It was so dull there. Our civilization destroyed the past which was lawless and exciting. I came here. And from the Red Moon Games I have gathered about me here at Anghore all the greatest warriors in the System. It was wise of me, do you not think so, Moljar? The planets themselves helped me. Terra and Mars weeded out the best by isolating the half-breeds and mutants. Then out of these, I select the very best, by a process of elimination during the Red Moon Games. From the best among the survivors of the Games I choose the Mistmen. And from the Mistmen I choose you, Moljar, to rule by my side. The Mistmen can conquer the Universe.”


  “Many have dreamed of such a conquest,” said Moljar.


  “This is no dream. We have inexhaustible power on our side. Weapons we can unleash that would stun the System into passive madness. Defense they have no conception of. And, if we had to, we could fight from the vantage of other plains of being, of which the dullards of the Solar Worlds have no concept, though these countless worlds flourish all about them. Work by my side, Moljar.”


  “Why me?” said the half-breed. “I am not of your kind.”


  “No Anghorian could stand against you with equal weapons, Moljar. The best of two worlds flows in your veins. Your heart is metal fibre, and your brain has never known fear. Nor could it ever understand defeat. There is no other who could stand by your side. And when I tire of the empire we shall build, and move on to other plains of entertainment, you may stay and rule. You can be King of a Universe, Moljar.”


  “None of which is so important as keeping my pledge,” said Moljar. He clutched at her slim, throbbing throat, but again he had forgotten the extra-system origin of these non-humans. Her body was an unspringing coil. She landed lightly ten feet away. A high piercing shriek of frenzied rage and frustration sputtered from her pink, snarling face.


  “Savage!” she finally said as he came toward her. “You have gone too far!”


  “Not far enough yet,” said Moljar. He leaped after her. She eluded him as he dodged after her doggedly. She sprang this way and that like a forest cat. And finally she stopped and her fingers briefly touched the wall. Panels slid noiselessly apart.


  “You asked about the girl,” she spat. “Look!”


  Moljar froze. There was a square there revealed. A mass of electronic equipment. Parts were vaguely familiar, but over-all arrangement completely beyond the grasp of his barbaric desert mind. Within a column of light, stood Mahra, looking at him. Fine glowing filaments imprisoned her.


  Somehow, through the weirdly glowing strands that would send her into some hellish land only Alhone could name, she managed a wan smile. Beyond the glowing filaments, grey-furred catmen moved dials and studied gauges and charts.


  “Wait!” cried Alhone’s grotesque mewing face. “Turn off the matrix power. Do not send the girl yet. Moljar wishes to accompany her to hell!”


  V


  THE THREE CATMEN complied without comment. They apparently were highly specialized brains, incapable of normal reaction. Their faces reflected mechanical minds, specially bred, unemotional. Moljar’s narrowed eyes followed the motions of one as he turned dials. The light faded from around the girl. The filaments faded to a rusty brown. Mahra’s eyes turned, looked directly into Alhone’s. A shiver went through Moljar at the strange glow that emanated from them.


  Clanking of steel spun him around. The Anghorians whom Alhone had summoned were crashing into the small room, and Moljar sprang to meet them. His sword whipped free, darted, an invisible arc. He killed the first one who came within reach before the Anghorian’s sword could move, his straight blade splitting the pink skull. He saw one raise a peculiar looking device like an electro-gun, though smaller. He heard Alhone’s shrill cry, “Swords only! I would watch him fight once again. Before he goes away.”


  Others joined the Anghorians. Martians. Terrans. Half-breeds. Their eyes were dull, and they fought without heart.


  Moljar sidestepped a thrust, even as he parried one slash, and slipped under a third. His black eyes glittered like a basilisk’s and his lips froze in the Martian tribal smile without mercy.


  His sword darted past a blade that sought to parry. It sheathed a foot of its length in a Martian’s belly. He gasped agonizedly and went to his knees. And another, a Terran, swept past him, lunging savagely, raining blow on blow so furiously that Moljar countered only with superhuman effort. He retreated warily before the cursing, sweating, yammering warriors, coolly parrying thrusts and strokes and watching for his chances to kill. When possible he kept articles of furniture between him and his attackers, while his sword circled, fluid light.


  They were dying one by one. Moljar sensed something wrong. Why? Surely Alhone had seen enough of this final exhibition. Soon it would be too much. Already only two of her Guards remained. And they were wary, not aggressive, playing for time. They were waiting for Alhone’s order to employ their energy weapons. But as he charged in, flailing, slashing, she was withholding that order. Why?


  Moljar parried one wild catman’s blade easily and, on the rebound, felt his sword crunch, saw the catman fall to the side with his neck cut half through. But move though he might, he was too late to defend himself completely against the second and remaining Guard. He parried slightly, the sword struck a glancing blow across his head, and bit deep into his shoulder. A red mist gathered over his eyes. He lifted his blade like heavy metal, very slowly it seemed, saw it sink as slowly into the Terran’s skull. It stuck there. Moljar, through a welter of sweat and blood, tried to withdraw it as the dead man sank down to his knees. But his weight pulled the sword, gently, it seemed, from Moljar’s nerveless fingers.


  He turned and lurched toward the Matrix. The scientists were standing in shocked frozen stances. The filaments about Mahra’s body were still cold. Her strangely bright eyes remained fixed on Alhone’s. Moljar staggered around, shaking his head, fighting the whirling darkness that threatened to choke out the light.


  The Princess Alhone’s eyes were wide, staring, as though hypnotized. Her body was leaning forward in a taut arc. Her hands were spread outward as though attempting to ward off some invisible power. Her mouth was open, twisting, but only faint unintelligent gibberish spattered out. But there was still a mad fanatic fire as she sprang at him, her taloned paws outspread, slashing at his face. He scooped up a long sword as she screamed.


  “The Matrix! Turn it on and go. Send the girl to hell alone!”


  He swung her arms aside, agony lancing his bleeding shoulder. As she twisted off balance, he wrapped one arm about her, and swung her off her feet, just as another detail of Guards hurtled toward him.


  “Tell them to get out,” he said. “Or I’ll kill you.”


  She knew he would anyway, but she preferred less immediacy. He lifted his other arm, thrust the dripping sword point against her breast. She coughed something from her straining throat, and the Guards retreated hastily. The panel closed behind them.


  “Tell your scientists—” he began, and stopped as her mewing laughter interrupted him.


  He looked into the Matrix. The filaments were glowing purple. But the scientists were gone! He dragged Alhone’s writhing body after him into the mass of equipment. A gigantic maze of meaningless tubes, wires, bulbs, dials, buttons and switches and coils. He cursed blindly. He could not turn off the Matrix!


  “Mahra! Mahra!” Her body was faintly stirring beyond the now singing and vibrating filaments.


  Between peals of piercing whistling laughter, Alhone was shrieking, “She will go to the seventh plain! The she-devil!”


  Moljar could destroy the Matrix, but only a burning cataclysm could result from such an act. At least, even in the seventh plain, she would be alive for awhile, and perhaps he could bring her back.


  Mahra was on her knees, now on her feet, swaying. She turned. Moljar flinched. Those eyes. They blazed, and held. She had gone mad. With a savage roar of pent up blind hot rage, Moljar clutched Alhone’s neck and began squeezing it slowly. All his suppressed hate, his frustration, the years and perils of his long, long quest, his longing for revenge, was in the terrible strength of his fingers . . . but, without any logical reason, a thought entered his mind, restrained his hands . . . a faint far sound, but one of screaming urgency . . .


  Don’t, Moljar. Let her live.


  HE SOBBED in frustrated rage. It was deviltry. He tried again to squeeze that throbbing neck, but his fingers remained frozen. Then the mental voice in his brain repeated, Let her live, Moljar. This is Mahra. Let her live. She knows the Matrix. Mahra . . .


  He staggered back, blinking, shaking his head. He dropped Alhone. Her body thudded on the crimsoned floor. She raised up stiffly, her eyes staring widely, her arms trembling. She walked stonily to the Matrix and turned a dial. The Matrix’s shrill humming, now almost beyond his auditory range, died slowly as the glow of the filaments faded.


  Alhone adjusted some other part of the complex panel. The filamented threads lifted slowly until Mahra could crawl beneath them. She ran sobbing, and Moljar took her easily into the folds of his red dripping arms.


  Alhone had turned. She looked at Mahra with that indescribable hatred burning a raw-edged flame in her eyes.


  “So you mutants, some of you anyway, are telepathic. That is why the Normals fear you so. I am helpless here. Now. There is nothing for me to do but escape.” Her hands spun dials as she talked. “I go to whatever plain waits my pleasure. I am tired of this one.” She looked at Moljar through veiled eyes. “I have seen all I can see here.”


  While the filament threads dropped down, she ran beneath them. They began to glow, rapidly now, for the last time.


  “I won’t let her escape me now,” said Moljar. “Even if we have to die with her.” He hurled his heavy long sword directly into the blazing heart of the Matrix.


  There was a crackling, then a thunderous growing roar of stupendous unleashed power. A blinding, glaring explosion sent Mahra and Moljar hurtling backward. Stunned, they staggered to their feet, supporting each other, groped for the panel out of the room.


  A globe of burning white energy was expanding rapidly, eating up wall and metal and air with thirsting ferocity.


  It devoured its own base and plummeted downward through the towering heights of Anghore. Burning, blasting, eating, destroying. It ate straight down into the bowels of the Venus beneath the Mountains of Maghrone.


  Through the trembling, smoking chaos, the tottering ruins of Anghore, Moljar and Mahra blindly fought their way. The towering gateway was blasted as though by a tremendous electronic charge; they ran through the cavern and over the twisted gates and far up the beach of grey sand before they finally paused, panting, and looked back.


  Anghore was a smoke-belching crater. A thundering volcano of burning energy.


  They stood breast to breast, looking at each other. Half-breed and mutant. Outcasts. Scourged. Excluded and estranged. The hated and feared. Her eyes half-closed beneath his. Her lips parted slightly, and her body was soft.


  “No wonder the Terran Normals are so fearful of you mutants,” said Moljar. “The rumors are true. You can control minds!”


  She nodded, eyes still almost closed. “Some of us can, sometimes. It isn’t easy.”


  “Then why do you not rule them? If you can.”


  “If we feel like it, maybe we shall. Some day. When the time is right. Besides, we only want to rule those who deserve to be ruled.”


  His arms tightened. She submitted with a strange, eager smile to the pressure of his muscles. “Well,” he said softly. “Is the time right? And do I deserve the honor?”


  Against his, her lips answered.


  THE TIMID TIGER


  Eric Frank Russell


  Lord knows, the patterns of human cultures are varied enough, though all are based on human characteristics and abilities. On another planet, with an alien race of alien characteristics . . .


  Vast and tropical was the home of the timid tiger. There, the heat was oppressive, and moisture fell in great blobs, and only a fantastic light seeped past the mighty trees. The trunks of the trees were tremendous columns soaring up and into the ceiling of thick, ever-present mist, and between them the varicolored grasses made a rich carpet along the jungle aisles.


  In one of these aisles, as in the nave of a woody cathedral, dwarfed by vegetable immensity, Sam Gleeson knelt hip-deep in the carpet and poured a few more drops of ammoniated tincture of quinine between the lips of a prostrate Greenie. Four taller, lankier Greenies stood behind him watching gravely. The one he was ministering was female and below puberty.


  By Venusian standards, a moppet. Somebody’s kid sister. He wondered whether she’d yet learned to write.


  The patter of drops sounded constantly as the mist condensed and dripped down. The prostrate one licked her lips and shivered. The watching quartet leaned on their long blowpipes, their eyes intent, and the tiny green figure shivered again. She opened her eyes, revealing great, brilliant orbs like those of a cat. Her hand smoothed her grass skirt and she struggled to sit up.


  “She’ll be all right now,” asserted Sam. He signed to one of the natives. “Sit down with your back to hers to give her support. Let her rest thus for the period of one cigarette-smoke. Then give her this—all of it.” He handed over a small phial. “It will do her good. When she has taken it, bear her home that she may sleep.”


  His knee joints creaked a little as he came erect. Closing his satchel, he hooked it on his cross-strap, swung it round behind him. Perspiration glossed his wizened face and beaded his white, goatee beard. Microscopic pearls of moisture shone in his bleached hair which had never known a hat.


  One of the Greenies said, in his swift and liquid tongue, “For this, Earthman, you shall be the little one’s father’s father’s father. The singing reeds shall tell of you to the trees.”


  “It is nothing,” smiled Sam. “I become a great grandfather about once a month. Kids will be kids right across the Milky Way.”


  They made no reply to that. They had sudden taciturn moments that were disconcerting. Leaving them, he tramped along the glade, on through the welter of the rain forest. He was following an almost indiscernible path which, in an hour’s walking, should bring him to his solitary cabin.


  A shrill whistle sounded back in the glade now cut off from view by massive trunks. Without looking round he listened for an occasional swish of grass behind and to either side of him. Presently, it came, faint but persistent. He knew it would accompany him all the way home and he made a great pretense of being completely unaware of it. That pretense was proper. It was the polite thing for him to do—just as it was polite of them not to permit a friend to travel alone, without a bodyguard.


  From the dark interior of his cabin he looked through his window hoping to catch a glimpse of his escort. It was their habit to circle his shack until his light went up. Once only he’d seen them, vague, shadowy figures gliding swiftly between trees. But he couldn’t spot them this time. Sighing, he lit his kerosene lamp. Then he dug out his report book, made an entry in clear, firm hand.


  
    Again this afternoon I found one standing before my window. He was waiting with the solemn patience of a green statue. I cannot persuade them to knock on the door and come straight in—they remain convinced that that would be insolent. So they stand and wait some place where I’ll see them. This one said that an hour to the north was a little girl with a curse in her belly. Of course, it was Raeder’s Fever. I reached her in plenty of time and a stiff dose of quinine did the rest.

  


  He stopped writing, gazed thoughtfully at the wall, stroked his goatee while murmuring to himself:


  “No use mentioning that this is the seventh case in a child. It’s not important, and it’s already on the records. I still think Old Ma Mature has a remedy for everything and that somewhere on this planet is cinchona or a good Venusian substitute.”


  Putting away his book, he stood at the window and looked out again. The half-light that was day slowly faded to the luminous dark that was night. A mellow warbler began to flute five hundred feet up. There was a smell of trodden grass and of slumbering trees. He turned the lamp up a little more, went to his bookshelf, studied the small row of tomes. Howard Sax’s “Medicinal Flora,” Professor Went-Worthy’s “Root Of All Good,” Gunnar Hjalmsen’s “Natural Drugs,” Dr. Reilly’s “Hahnemann’s Theory” and a mere dozen more. He’d read them all, and again, and again. Finally, he selected Walter Kayser’s “How To Eat A Cannibal” and settled down with it.


  
    In dealing with primitive peoples it is essential to establish complete mastery from the start, to establish it firmly, without equivocation, and thereafter to maintain it by reacting sharply to anything which may be construed as a challenge. This means that while being fair, one must be firm: one must be harsh if circumstances so warrant, even brutal if necessary. The savage understands savagery if nothing else, and it is not for the club habitué in New York or London, but the administrator on the spot, with a heavy burden of responsibility upon him, to determine precisely how and when—

  


  Sam frowned as he always did at this point. He had an intense admiration for Kayser, one of Earth’s ablest men. This Kayser was now East Indies Controller of Native Peoples, an important post of high honor. It ill became one to disagree with a man of such eminence, but some of Kayser’s views made him very fidgety.


  
    As for missionaries, they are good men oft made injudicious by their own enthusiasms. I like to see them—but not in lawless territory. One has only to consider the list of these brave men slaughtered by Dyaks in the Fly River area of Borneo alone to realize that they should time their arrivals a little later, when the country has settled down. Wild and bloody aborigines must be taught to fear God before they’re invited to love Him.

  


  Well, it was an old book, written when Kayser was young and somewhat fiery. Perhaps he’d changed now. Men usually changed with the passing years. Maybe he’d mellowed into gentler wisdom like Victor Hearn, the famous Consul of Luna, or Jabez Anderson, the equally great Consul of Mars. They were all very great men, able men, worthy pillars of the civilization which, having covered the Earth, had spread to the heavens.


  With which conceding thought, Sam Gleeson went to bed.


  All day he had plenty to occupy his mind and keep his hands busy. Besides the cooking of his own meals and various household chores there was the pressure of getting things ready in time for the next flight to Earth due in less than three weeks. When flights were timed as far apart as eight months, you just couldn’t afford to miss one, and he’d a lot of stuff to consign to Terra.


  Most of it was packed in readiness, some had still to be prepared. Those eight fine samples of odontoglossum venusii would have to be color-photographed, sketched, dried out and packed before they wilted. He had seventeen samples of bark and a report on one saying that natives distilled from it a crude exhilarant similar to cocaine. In his simple cabin were no facilities for doing fractional analyses and he wasn’t a qualified chemist anyway. He was merely a field explorer for the National Botanical Institute and they’d do all the laboratory work.


  His water-color sketches of the flowers were talented, but no collector would ever go searching for genuine Gleesons. Packing his sketches along with the specto-chromes, he put the flowers deep in eight little fused-quartz bowls, sprinkled fine silver sand over them until they were covered, slid the bowls into a small oven. Leaving them to dry out, he went to the door and opened it. A Greenie was standing outside. The native posed a dozen feet from the door, his long blowpipe in one hand, an expression of ineffable patience on his sharp features.


  “Well?” said Sam.


  “Earthman, the Voice of my people would talk with you.”


  Sam looked around, stroked his beard worriedly. More natives waited between the trees. A body guard again.


  “I am sorry, but I cannot come. I am extremely busy.” He looked straight into the other’s great cat-eyes. His voice was gentle. “I am very sorry.” He went inside and closed the door.


  The odontoglossum venusii dried out nicely and he repacked them and marked each sample box carefully. Sultriness had got him sweating again, and the beads of it collected in the myriad wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. Finishing the job, he ate, pondered awhile, then opened the door. Two hours had passed but the Greenie still stood there and his fellows still lurked in the background.


  “I told you I could not come.”


  “Yes, Earthman.”


  Sam felt slightly confused. His mind was full of flowers and herbs and barks, not to mention the urgency of catching the coming flight.


  “Why does the Voice want me?” he asked in an effort to clarify the situation.


  “Lo, there is death over the mountains and six have died by each other’s hands, three of our people and three of yours. Therefore the Voice has said that he must have word with the Gray Chanter or with you. ‘Be ye fleet of foot,’ he said, ‘that I may speak with one.’ ”


  “Hraph!” He stewed it over in his mind. Four years had he lived among the Greenies, but never had he met a Voice. Now was a mighty poor time to make up the deficiency. It would cost him a week. He could ill spare a week. “Did you speak with the Gray Chanter?” he asked.


  “Earthman, we have seen him.”


  “And wouldn’t he go?”


  “He tried to. He came a little way. Then he struggled with his ghost and came a little further, but his feet were weary within a hundred paces.”


  “What, is he, too, cursed?” Sam was alarmed at the thought of Father Rooney sick in his solitude sixty miles to the south.


  “He said, ‘Alas, I am old and feeble, and my ancient bones refuse to be dragged. Seek the Wizened One and tell him that my ghost is willing but my carcass mutinies.’ ”


  “Wait,” said Sam. He went inside, tidied up swiftly, got his satchel, saw that it held all he required. He’d no hat to put on and had never owned a gun. In all probability, he and Father Rooney were the only ones unarmed of the two thousand Terrestrials on Venus.


  Before leaving, he took up an old letter, scanned it for the hundredth time. His beard bristled as he murmured its phrases. “You are employed for botanical and not for sociological research . . . expected to devote more time to flora And less to fauna . . . native welfare belongs to the proper department . . . last warning . . . your resignation—” He tore up the letter, stuffed its pieces into the embers beneath the oven, went out. His goatee was cocked defiantly as he emerged from the cabin.


  A call good enough to arouse the aged priest was good enough to be answered by him. And besides—it was imperative that Terra should know the tiger, to walk in peace.


  The native with whom he’d talked glided along in the lead, and Sam followed at a steady, determined pace. The others shadowed silently behind. In single file they slipped through the half-light and the grasses while the mist swirled round the treetops and the dew dripped steadily down.


  To reach a village they marched far into the night, with luminous herbs glowing pinkly in the growth through which they trod, and an occasional beacon tree shining like a giant specter between other darker trunks. Only one incident caused a momentary pause in their progress, this being when they found an immense constrictor lying across their path.


  The reptile had a body three feet thick and its head and tail ran far away among the trees on either side. Its hide was an even dull-gray, and in the night-time darkness that was never dark Sam could see the rise and fall of its sluggish breathing.


  It was asleep. They jumped it in rapid succession, then ran for a mile. So long as a man saw a constrictor before it saw him, he was safe—he could just outpace it.


  A tiny village of lattice huts gave them food and shelter for the remainder of the night. They breakfasted on baked fish, maro roots and heavy bread washed down by genuine coffee. The latter had been the first discovery on Venus, and one regarded as sensational by Terrestrial botanists. This, together with the similarity between Venusians and Terrestrials, suggested parallel development of the two planets, producing many things of mutual resemblance, perhaps some identical. Sam was alone in thinking the parallelism somewhat askew. He knew the Greenies!


  They were away before the first fishers set out to bait the roaring streams, before the first wild turkey could utter its eerie whistle to the dawn. Still in single file, they glided like phantoms through the rain forest which seemed never-ending, and late in the afternoon of the third day they slipped from a spur of immense trees and found themselves near to the mountains. One couldn’t see the mountains, for they were deeply buried in the clouds, but one could see partway across a gradually rising plain which eventually met the mist at an elevation of more than a thousand feet—tree height.


  Before them stood the village of the Voice, a large conglomeration of squat, rock-built houses. Their roofs were of pale slate, their windows of laminated quartz. The place stood in amazing contrast with the flimsy lattice hamlets deep in the forest. Around lay small, cultivated fields through which two narrow and noisy mountain streams pounded in liquid ecstasy. Sam had never seen anything like this, though he’d heard of it. The Greenies went up another notch in his estimation.


  He found the Voice sitting on a stool in the main room of the central house. The chief proved to be a tall, slender native of well-preserved middle age. His green face was narrow and sharp and bore the peculiar pineapple marking of his kind. Like all Venusians, he was completely hairless and possessed great yellow eyes with slotted, catlike pupils.


  Sam gave him a precious cigarette, lit it for him, sat on the stool facing him. There were no salutations among the Greenies. The chief stared at him imperturbably and dragged at his cigarette. After a while, he spoke.


  “I am the Voice of my people.”


  Sam went through the polite routine of affecting dumfounded surprise. Dipping into his satchel, he produced a full pack of cigarettes, gave them to the other. The chief accepted them graciously.


  “You do not smoke?”


  “I am awaiting your permission,” said Sam.


  The feline pupils widened as he studied Sam for a long time. The stare was unblinking.


  “Smoke!” said the Voice.


  Digging out a pellet, Sam lit up. No use harrying the chief. He’d take his own time and, probably, there’d be the usual cross-examination before he got down to business.


  “You speak with my mouth, as does the Gray Chanter,” the chief remarked. “Other Earthmen do not, and content themselves with childish signs and gestures. Why?”


  Sam fidgeted while he considered the matter. In the outlands, one had to be a diplomat among other things.


  “My work,” he explained carefully, “keeps me among your people. It is the same with the Gray Chanter. How can we acquire friends and neighbors if we speak not with their mouths? Would you that I sat among the trees and nursed a lonely ghost?” Sam paused inquiringly, but the chief said nothing, So he went on. “Therefore I learned so to speak, as did the Gray Chanter.”


  “And what of the others?” asked the chief, his great orbs still fixed and blinkless.


  “Other men have other tasks. They work together and are not alone. Many work harder and longer hours than I do, and they have not time to acquire other mouths. Some have not the ability because their virtues lie elsewhere. For me, it was easy. For the Gray Chanter it was not so easy. For others it may be hard.”


  The chief made no comment. He spurted a stream of smoke from between thin lips while his eyes did not shift a fraction. It didn’t worry Sam. He’d got used to cat-eyes and to cat-stares, as one did after a while. Fifty months in the rain forest, and you began to understand Greenies—but only began! While he smoked and waited for the next question, he thought idly of Burrough’s description of the first Venusian seen by a Terrestrial: physically four-fifths human and one-fifth heaven-knows-what; mentally four-fifths human and one-fifth cat. There was certainly a touch of cat behind their feline eyes; moments of drowsy thoughtfulness, moments of enigmatic stares. They had all the patience of cats, and often the same quiet dignity.


  “I am what I am,” said the chief suddenly, “and all my people are even thus. There are no differences, neither here, nor across the mountains, nor on the other side of our world. Yet you, an Earthman, have a countenance brown and wrinkled and moss-grown like the bark of an old radus tree, while the Gray Chanter, also an Earthman, is smooth and pale with the lightness of dawn.”


  “There is Cherokee in me,” said Sam uninformatively. Then added, “There are men of many colors on Earth, some white, some red, some black, brown or yellow.”


  “Ah!” The chief was interested. “And any—green?”


  “No, there aren’t any green ones on Earth.” His tongue got ahead of his mind as he commented, with a grin, “There are some said to be green.” Then he frowned, put in hastily, “But they are not.”


  He wished it could have been unsaid even as the other pounced on it. He should have known the direct Venusian mind well enough not to have made such a slip.


  “If they are not green,” demanded the chief with perfect logic, “why call them green?”


  The smile had vanished from Sam’s face and the brilliant eyes were still upon him while his mind searched frantically for an explanation which would satisfy the literal-minded Venusian without hurting his feelings.


  Finally, he said, “They are people who’re honest, straightforward, without guile. Those are thought to be the virtues of green ghosts. Therefore they are said to be green.”


  The chief let it pass unchallenged, and still his eyes neither blinked nor shifted their steady gaze. The way they timed their silences added greatly to difficulties of conversation with Venusians, for you could never tell whether you’d convinced them or not. They had an embarrassing habit of asking pointed questions, and their usual response to an answer was another and more awkward question. This silence was a long one and outlasted the chief’s cigarette.


  In the end, the chief said, “I know many tales of you, Wizened One, for my mind does not miss the slide of a dewdrop down a leaf. I know that you are good.” He paused a moment. “Some are good, some are not good. But of you and the Gray Chanter I know naught but good.”


  This, uttered in a level voice and accompanied by that hypnotic stare, made Sam feel feeble. He waved a hand in futile dismissal, sought words adequate to the occasion. A halo ill-became his grizzled pate and he’d feel better without it. From his viewpoint, he’d done nothing but lend an occasional helping hand and mind his own business. Back home in Neosho they called it being neighborly, and they spoke well of you for it, but handed out no diplomas. Before he could find anything to say, the chief went on.


  “Now there is great trouble between your people and mine, and death stalks across the mountains. It is an evil thing, for it may spread as the waters spread when they break their bounds. I do not wish to see our forests sheltering only the hunters and the hunted—with no man daring to withhold death from the good lest the good prove bad.”


  Sam leaned forward, his leathery features intent, the crinkles deepening at the corners of his eyes. There had been trouble, mild trouble, between men and Greenies in the first months of settlement five years ago. Wisdom on both sides had abated it and there’d been no more since. But always it was feared. As Terrestrials gradually grew in numbers so also grew the risk that somebody might start something that couldn’t be stopped. He didn’t want that. Nobody in full possession of his senses wanted it.


  “I am called Elran the Older,” continued the chief. “Over the mountains are the people of Elran the Younger. He is my brother. And beyond his lands lie the pastures of the people of Mithra the Silent. My mate is Mithra’s sister, and he is my brother-by-bond.”


  “So?”


  “On Mithra’s lands are Earthmen. They have been there nearly a year. They have been cutting into his land for some precious mineral, and Mithra approved because he had made a treaty with them. Now a difference has arisen. The Earthmen waxed arrogant and threatening. They brought out their fire weapons.” His great eyes lidded for a fraction of a second. “They killed three of Mithra’s people.”


  Sam sucked in his breath, then asked, “And what did Mithra do?”


  “He took three for three. By patience and by craft he snared them. They bristled with darts as a tree bristles with leaves and they’d lost their ghosts before they hit the ground. With darts and cords he struck in the night and pulled down all the wires that stretched across the roof of the Earthmen’s far-speaking house, thus preventing them from summoning a blast-ship to their aid. Now the Earthmen are sitting in their house and have made it a fort. Mithra has surrounded it and awaits the decision of our kind—for the cry of evil is answered by the cry of good and our mind has got to tip the balance one way or the other.”


  “This,” said Sam, “is bad.”


  “In the beginning, when Earthmen came to us out of the mist, there was death. But Vaxtre the Ancient and the Earthman we called Tall One came together in wisdom and made peace. Now I am of a mind, Wizened One, that perhaps you and Mithra can achieve the same before it is too late. If not—as Mithra does we shall all do, here and everywhere. A stifled scream is unheard in the glades.”


  “I shall see Mithra,” promised Sam. “I shall go to him at once.”


  He was off again within the hour. Three days would bring him to the seat of the trouble: one day through the Great Valley and into the land of Elran the Younger, two more days to reach Mithra. That made a total of six days from the cabin to his destination and six days back. If he got stuck too long wherever he was going, his consignment would miss the ship. It required four days to transport it from the cabin to the spaceport. The margin was small.


  His face was grim as he thought of that letter. “Native welfare belongs to the proper department.” There wasn’t a proper department on Venus. There wasn’t even a Consul yet! There was only a spaceport still under construction and few Terrestrials outside of it; the majority clung together against the time when their numbers would be more. Those armchair warmers back on Earth ought to be exported and given a taste of forest life. They’d see things differently, after that. “Last warning . . . your resignation may be required.” What did they think he was—a root-grubbing automaton?


  The Greenie in front seemed to sense his urgency, for he loped along at top pace. The daylight, poor and inadequate by Terrestrial standards, didn’t bother the native in the least, and neither did the fall of night. Daytime or night, it was all the same to these people. They could see equally well in either.


  Ground rose up and the mist lowered. They were barely beneath the swirling canopy as they sped through the valley. It was a nuisance, that everlasting fog and, but for radar, would have made all spaceship landings impossibly dangerous. It hung over them like a perpetual shroud, and rays from the invisible sun struggled through so diffused that they threw no shadows.


  Mid-afternoon of the second day brought them to the verge of the rain forest which encroached halfway across the lands of Elran the Younger. They plunged into it. That night they ate well, for an incautious turkey forgot to freeze in the gloom as they went past and a blown dart brought it down. The thing was featherless, reptileskinned and bore no resemblance to a bird except that its cooked flesh was indistinguishable from that of roasted turkey.


  Mithra’s village was reached a couple of hours ahead of estimated time. It, too, proved to be stone-built, a little smaller than that of Elran the Older, and it was built upon a knoll from which the eternal forest had retreated in all directions. Within a radius of three miles the ground was clear of giant timber and well-tilled.


  The Voice himself talked first with the escort, then summoned Sam. The latter found Mithra to be another middle-aged Greenie, shorter and stockier than Elran the Older, and with eyes of light amber.


  “I am the Voice of my people,” he said formally. Sam offered no reply, knowing that none was expected, but put on the usual surprise act. The chief came quickly to the point, showing himself more abrupt than his distant brother-by-bond. “I know of you as all know of you. Here, you are welcome—but I know not what you can do.”


  “What happened?” inquired Sam.


  “An Earthman came when the life-tide was rising in the trees and stayed until it ebbed. He talked not with our mouth and spoke only by signs and picture writing. We gave him room and nourished his belly, for he was of our shape and alone. For many days he sought among the rocks, along the earth-cracks and the chasms, until one day he came to me with his ghost a-dancing and said he’d found that which he’d been seeking. It was merely a vein of rilla metal which is of no use to man or beast.”


  “It hardens and toughens steel beyond belief,” Sam told him. “There is none on Earth. We can use it in constructing spaceships.”


  “I made a treaty with him,” the chief went on, “whereby he could dig up all the rilla metal within one hundred man-lengths of his discovery. He went away. A long time later, he came back with five others. My people helped them build a rock house. Over this house the Earthmen put a web of wires and through it they talked to a blast-ship and brought it down to them through the mist. Twenty more Earthmen came from the ship, with much machinery. The ship departed. Those left behind used the machinery to dig up and melt the rilla metal. They worked for almost a year and sent away much of it until there was no more.” He hooded his eyes in thought while Sam waited for him to continue.


  “Then they came and told me that there is a lot more rilla metal within this hill. They said they must have it, village or no village, and that I must make another treaty. I refused. They grew wrath and threatened to release my ghost. One of my people raised his blowpipe and they turned their weapons on him. We buried him in the dark. The Earthmen ran back to their house with many of my young men following in their tracks. We buried two of those also! The next night we trapped three Earthmen and appeased our dead. We also tore down the web of wires above the house and surrounded the place with warriors. Since then, they have not dared to come out and we have not dared to go in.”


  “May I speak with these Earthmen?” Sam asked.


  The chief didn’t hesitate, and said, “You shall be conducted to them whenever you wish.”


  “In the morning, then. I would first like to look around the village and the hill, also examine the place from which the rilla metal has been taken.”


  The building that had become a fort rested alongside another knoll a mile and a half to the south of Mithra’s place. It squatted dull and menacing in the poor light of morning.


  Countless Greenies prowled phantomlike in the nearest spurs, of the rain forest. Some had huge, multi-mouthed blowguns which needed the simultaneous impulse of six men but could throw heavy darts more than two hundred yards. Others bore accurate and vicious arbalests fitted with heavy metal springs and low-geared winders—a weapon Sam had never seen before. Although he did not come across any on his way to the fort, Sam knew that the Venusians also possessed flame throwers of alarming efficiency. The entire horde kept to the fringes of the forest, well out of range of the fort, and were content to wait. If you crouch by a water hole long enough, the trembling roebuck is bound to appear.


  He tramped toward the house with his hands in his pockets, his goatee bristling, and an air of confident nonchalance which might serve to stay any itchy trigger-fingers behind those walls. In the bad illumination Earth-eyes couldn’t distinguish friend from foe at any range greater than a voice could carry. The Greenies knew no such handicap. Folks back on Earth who blandly assumed that on any new world one automatically fitted in just couldn’t realize the toughness of little things, such as being, by comparison, half-blind. It was always the little things that proved tough. Not the big ones. A bullet in the abdomen was only a little thing. His stomach jumped at the thought.


  But no shot sounded. Within fifty yards of the house he passed a board crudely lettered: Terraloid Corporation. That wasn’t so good. Terraloid were big and powerful and not in business for the sake of their health. Their reputation wasn’t evil, and they’d never been known to pull a deliberate swindle, but they were go-getters, efficient, impatient, unwilling to bide their time. Commercially, they were short-cut artists and more than once they’d fallen foul of consuls by their eagerness to march too far in advance of events.


  A big, beefy man opened the door, growled, “How the blazes did you get here without masquerading as a pincushion? Don’t you know there’s plenty trouble hereabouts?”


  “That’s what I’ve come to discuss with you. Mithra sent me.”


  “Ho-hum, a dove of peace!” rumbled the other with a trace of sarcasm. He conducted Sam to an inner room in which were a dozen men, some cleaning and adjusting weapons, others busily completing a new web antenna. “Boys, here’s a negotiator.” They looked up disinterestedly. The big man sank into a chair which creaked under his weight, said to Sam, “I’m Clem Mason, manager of, this outfit. Who’re you, why did Mithra pick you out, what’s he want to say, and what authority have you got—if any?”


  “I’m Sam Gleeson. I’m merely a fieldman for the National Botanical Institute—for as long as that job lasts, which won’t be long!” replied Sam evenly. “I’ve got as much authority as that gives me, which is none whatever. As for the reason why Mithra called me in, I guess it was because I speak his language and know his people.” As an afterthought, he added, “And probably because Father Rooney couldn’t come.”


  “Father Rooney!” Clem Mason scowled. “Never heard of him! But we don’t want any priests interfering in this. They tell tales back home and the story loses nothing in the telling. Then boudoir warriors complain to the newscasts and the public tears its hair and the next thing you know we’ve got to say, ‘Yes, sir,’ and ‘No, sir,’ and ‘Thank you very much, sir,’ to every stinking aborigine who comes our way.


  Why can’t people leave us to do our own dickering?” He glanced across at the well-oiled guns. “We know how!”


  Sam smiled broadly and said, “Seems it’s up to you and me to cool things down before Father Rooney comes along to make more trouble, eh?”


  The other thought that one over, then growled begrudgingly, “Maybe you’ve got something!”


  “I’ve heard Mithra’s story about what happened,” Sam pursued. “Let me hear yours. Then we’ll see what we can do to straighten things out.”


  “It’s simple. We worked out a rilla vein which we’d got under covenant with Mithra. It was a tentacle broken off from a mother lode some place. Our instruments found the lode far down under the northward knoll. There’s tons of the stuff, and it’s needed badly. Then we got all balled up because none of us knows a word of Venusian. We drew pictures and played snake-arms for hours trying to explain to Mithra that we’d found Aladdin’s cave way down under his cellar and that we wanted another covenant to get it out. We offered him fair terms, were willing to play square, but the more we argued the tougher he got.”


  “Go on,” Sam encouraged.


  “I got riled by his stubbornness and cursed him for a skinny green nitwit. I knew he couldn’t understand English anyway. After that, it was a case of one durned thing leading to another.”


  “In what way?”


  “A young Greenie among Mithra’s crowd lifted his blowpipe. Maybe he didn’t like the way I’d said what I’d said. Or maybe he lifted it with nothing in mind. But Fargher was jumpy and taking no chances and popped him on the spot. We beat it back here with a splurge of angry Greenies slinking after us through the night, and we had to blow back at them to hold them a bit. I don’t know whether we hurt any more.”


  “You killed two,” Sam informed.


  Mason made a negligent gesture and continued, “They were mighty swift to call it quits. They caught Fargher and Meakin and Wills out in the darkness and mauled them in ten seconds fiat! They blew cord-carrying darts across the roof and lugged down our web. Since then, we’ve stuck to the house and tried to call base on our portable, but the range is too long, and intervening mountains blot us out. So we’re going to fix up a new web and they had better not try to get that down! We’ll get a blast-ship here. After that, the fashionable attire for well-dressed Greenies will be sackcloth and ashes!”


  “Trouble begets trouble,” opined Sam. “I fear, me that this is no petty skirmish with a local tribe. It isn’t as simple as that. I’ve been getting the hang of some queer things about these Venusians. They’ve no tribes, no nations. They’ve no local patriotisms—but they’re Venus-conscious! They’ve only one color, one language, and one something-else I’ve not yet been able to identify.’ But the divide and rule principle just won’t work on this planet, for the woes of one are the woes of all.”


  “Never mind the lectures,” put in Mason sourly. “Say what you’ve got to say and let’s go digging.”


  “The point I’m trying to, drive home is that; you can’t indulge in purely local shenanigans. Even Elran the Older, three days march away across the mountains, knows all that’s going on and is ready to do exactly what Mithra does. The alternative to peace is an Earth-Venus war. For all our superior weapons, there are only a couple of thousand of us on the planet. There are umpteen millions of Greenies, and we’ve got to seek them out, one at a time, every man jack of them, in the biggest jungle in the solar system. Fat lot of use our blast-ships and atomizers will prove in circumstances like that!” He mused a moment. “What’s the use of the mightiest power if it can’t be applied?”


  “We can apply it all right,” Mason asserted. “You’ve sat on your buttocks too long—you’ve forgotten the planet behind the two thousand!”


  “Behind them for three weeks every eight months!” Sam retorted. “You know we’re planet-raking before our time. We’ve not yet developed spaceships good enough to chase a world around its orbit. In another fifty years, maybe—but not yet. That shaves us down somewhat, doesn’t it? Earth’s in a poor position to conquer Venus by force.”


  “That’s your—” Mason began, but Sam interrupted him.


  “Let me go on. You want rilla metal. That’s all you’re here for. If you can’t get it by cajoling Mithra, it’ll come’ a lot cheaper than by fighting him for it. If you’re a shareholder, you should appreciate that. If you’re not holding any of their stock, why should you do Terraloid’s bloodletting?”


  “He’s dead to rights there, Clem,” put in one of the listening men. “I came here to get on with a job of work and land home with a whole skin and plenty of moola. If there’s any pushing around to be done, let ’em call in the marines!” Several others murmured agreement.


  “O.K.,” said Mason. He hooked big thumbs in the armholes of his vest, tilted backward in his chair. “So we soothe Mithra—how?”


  “Can you get out that rilla without wrecking his village?”


  “Sure we can. It’s clown deep. We can run side shafts from the base of the knoll. It’s dead easy!”


  “Did you explain that to Mithra?”


  “Goldarn it! That’s what we tried to do,” complained Mason, his voice rising, “but without his lingo we couldn’t make him understand. He’s seen what a mess we’ve made of the surface-vein here and thought there’d be the same upheaval there.”


  “Naturally?” prompted Sam.


  Mason was reluctant, but after a while he gave in with, “Well, I guess so. It was natural. He’s no miner or metallurgical engineer.” Sam leaned forward in his seat. “Now can I tell Mithra that the metal will be taken without disturbing one stone or slate within his village, and that after it is done you will leave him fine passages and underground rooms which his people can use for storage?”


  “You bet!” The other became amiable suddenly. “We’d even trim up the walls for them.”


  “Good. I’ll go and tell him. I think it’ll satisfy him—in fact I’m sure of it.”


  “Let’s hope so.” Mason’s chair came forward as he sat up. “But there’s still one snag.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Three of my men died, and don’t you forget it! What is Mithra going to do about that?”


  Sam rose to his feet in readiness to leave. Now that his mission seemed to be getting some place, he felt tired, thoroughly tired and weary. Too much long distance marching and too little sleep. Six days to get back at the same hurried pace and the spaceship still to catch. This life was punishing to one’s dogs.


  “Mithra will send you the culprits and you may punish them as you wish.”


  “Like heck he will,” said Mason. “Unless he’s nuts.”


  “Oh, yes, he will—on one condition.”


  “What condition?”


  “That you send him the three who killed his men and leave him to punish them.”


  “You’ve got me there. It’s even-Steven. They’re dead, anyway.”


  “So are Mithra’s men,” said Sam.


  Mithra made the peace, the prowling shadows vanished from the fringes near the fort, the arbalests and flame throwers were put away. No messenger went forth to bear the tidings, a fact Sam noted thoughtfully.


  “I can’t see what else we can call it but a miserable misunderstanding,” said Sam to Mason as he made ready to leave the village. “It’s not for me to place the blame, but I reckon it’d be wiser if you gave one of your guys time off to learn the language. When people on Earth can’t always make themselves understood, what hopes have you got semaphoring at a Greenie?”


  “I’ll see what cart be done,” promised Mason. “And thanks a lot!” He frowned suddenly, and added, “If you meet that Father Rooney, stall him off for me, will you?”


  “I will,” agreed Sam, smiling. He hiked his satchel and left.


  The same native who’d brought him was his guide on the way back, but the remainder of his bodyguard had increased in number from three to twelve. He was greatly honored, for this was the escort of a Voice. Politeness still demanded that he follow his guide and pretend not to notice the others.


  Twelve protecting shadows stayed with him the full length of his journey home and duly circled his cabin before fading away into the heat-haze and the half-light. They’d been phantoms throughout the trip and like phantoms they disappeared.


  It was good to be back in the shack, to see the old, familiar fragment of glade through the window, to hear the regular put-put-put of moisture falling onto the roof, to have books biding his perusal, a bed waiting for his body.


  Morning found him frantically energetic. From Mithra’s land he’d plucked a new herb which looked like heather but smelled and tasted like mint. It hadn’t wilted during the journey. He sand-dried it, sketched it, photographed it, packed it in a box which he tagged: crica mithrii. There were four new roots with which to deal, in addition to the other roots and samples of bark still waiting attention. And a report to write about every one of them. He was still busy in the middle of it when a heavy metallic rattle and the deep roar of a Diesel engine brought him outside. He was just in time to see the caterpillar from Base rumble into the glade. There were four men aboard. The machine was two days early and much of his “stuff wasn’t ready for it; he stood and watched its approach with mixed feelings.


  With a final burst of power that sent curls of thick blue smoke through the grasses and the herbs, the huge machine stopped before his door and its passengers climbed out. The treads had left two enormous weals across the glade to between the farther trees.


  He recognized none of the four. The first of these, making no remark, handed him a bunch of mail and strolled into the cabin, the others following. Sam entered last, shuffling his mail and feeling ireful.


  Inside, he found the first entrant squatting on the edge of his bed; a beefy personage with a thick neck, a florid complexion, and an elusive touch of humor playing around his heavy jowls.


  Without preamble, this one said, “Brother Gleeson, you’re fired.”


  Sam tossed the mail unopened onto his bed, seated himself carefully on a sample box. “I’ve been expecting it.”


  “So have I,” informed the other cheerfully. “I’ve been trying for months to persuade the Institute to shake you off.”


  “Indeed?” Sam wrinkled his eyes as he studied the speaker. “Why? What have I done to you?”


  “You got me bothered by making me realize how much I’ve yet to learn.” He jerked a brawny thumb to indicate the spectacled, apprehensive young man at his side. “Same with him. He’s Jud Hancock, your successor, and he feels apologetic about it.”


  “All right,” said Sam, listlessly. “Guess this is where I pack up and go home.”


  “Oh, no, you don’t!” He leaned forward, rested thick arms on thicker knees. “Earth’s decided that now’s the time to appoint a Venusian Consul and get things better organized. I have been honored with the task, and I think it’s a tough one. What I’m going to need, real bad, will be an adviser on native affairs. That’s where you come in.”


  Sam said, quickly, “What makes you think that?”


  “Your reports. I’ve read ’em all.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Walt Kayser,” answered the other.


  A wave of embarrassment came over Sam, and he murmured, “You expect me to advise you?”


  “Most certainly! Where the devil can I get advice except from the right people? Who understands Venusians better than you?” He looked up questioningly, his eyes keen and sharp. “For instance, what’s all this stuff you’ve got about what you call ‘Venusian auto-rapport’ ?”


  “I don’t quite know even now,” Sam replied. His hair was standing up and his goatee lying down, and his mind was in a confused whirl. “All I’ve found out is that as long as things go smoothly for them the Greenies are individuals exactly as we are. But when involved in difficulties great enough to cause mental stress they appear to become part of a communal mind. Immediately a Greenie is in trouble the whole world of Greenies knows about it, discusses it, analyzes it, advises him what to do in some queer mental way, and, if necessary, comes to his aid.”


  “Telepathy?”


  “No, it’s definitely not that. It isn’t deliberate. It’s quit involuntary and automatic and operates only under strain. It’s just a peculiar faculty unknown on Earth or Mars.” Enthusiasm for his subject crept into his voice. “You know, it means we’ve got to be almighty careful in our dealings with them. Here, one sucker means a whole world warned. Venus is the wrong place for pulling fast ones. The only way in which we can let them know we’re good is by being good all the time. We’ve got to maintain a code of ethics out of stern necessity.”


  “Or else?”


  “Else they’re likely to be tough—maybe too tough for us to handle. It’s going to be a long, long time before we get the full measure of their capabilities!” His features grew’ reminiscent, thoughtful. “Sometimes I find myself quite unable to decide whether the Greenies are genuine individuals or merely independent fragments of some huge, incomprehensible, planet-covering Greenie entity. There are times when they show strange aspects of both. Occasionally I think of them not as a race, but as a being, a sort of timid tiger.


  It’s polite and retiring—and it’s Wisest to let it stay that way.”


  “You see!” said Walter Kayser.


  “See what?”


  Kayser turned to his three companions and said, humorously, “He says, ‘See what?’ He can’t hear himself talk!” He turned back to Sam. “The man who’s playmate of a timid tiger is the man I need. What, in your opinion, is our most urgent requirement in creating wider and better contact with the Greenies?”


  “Linguists,” Sam told him emphatically. He stood up. “That’s the only way in which I’ve gotten to know them.”


  “The only way?” queried Kayser, lifting an eyebrow.


  “Sure!” Sam moved restlessly across the room, the others watching. The swift march of events was still a little too much for his orderly mind. What to do for the best? Wasn’t Kayser weighing his friendship with natives a little too heavily? Darn it, all he’d done was learn to talk their own lingo. Any fool could do that if he took the trouble. His preoccupied gaze went through the window, saw a Greenie waiting patiently outside.


  “Pardon me,” he said to the quartet, opened the door, and went out.


  The native leaned on his blowpipe, looked at Sam with great yellow eyes that were grave and brooding. “The Gray Chanter,” he said.


  “What of him? Is he sick?”


  The other nodded. “They say he forbids us to summon you, but it is not good for him to struggle alone. He has spoken gently, saying that we are company enough. Alas, he cannot grasp the mind of his people.”


  Sam blinked and said, “Wait!” Returning to the cabin, he snatched up his satchel, slung it over his shoulder. “Father Rooney is ill,” he told his surprised visitors. “Unfortunately, you could never cross the ravines and rope bridges in that caterpillar. So this is where I go.” With that, he was gone.


  The dumfounded four crowded the cabin door and watched him vanish through the trees behind his swiftly loping guide. The last branches rustled behind him, the leaves dripped down and all was silence. Then, suddenly, a dozen stealthy shapes, blowguns in hand, flitted from the trees and entered the invisible path Sam had taken.


  “Hey, look at that!” breathed Hancock, grabbing Kayser’s arm.


  “His escort,” murmured Kayser. He shrugged broad shoulders. “And I don’t rate one better! Sixty miles—just like that!” He mused a lot, “There was a remark in one of his reports that caused effervescence in my thinkery. He said, ‘They’ve been kind to me.’ ”


  “Humph!” contributed Hancock, looking comforted.


  “He didn’t take up your offer,” one of the others pointed out.


  “He will, he will,” asserted Kayser positively. “He’s constitutionally incapable of refusing.”


  THE END.


  THE VENUS EVIL


  Chester S. Geier


  In the sweet Venusian spring, when iridescent butterflies swarmed and deer-things scampered, it was both necessary and good for Richard Farris to kill George Pearce.


  IN MY MIND the memory is still painful and raw, like a wound that has refused to heal. I have only to close my eyes to see Pearce leaping toward me, his face a twisted mask of fear and rage.


  And I can feel the machine-pistol jerking in my hand as a stream of tungsten-steel pellets stopped his maddened rush, washing away all motion and expression in the utter quiescence of death.


  Yes, I killed George Pearce, whom the world will remember as one of its greatest chemical scientists and one of the three members of the ill-fated first expedition to Venus. I had to kill him.


  To explain the circumstances which led to it requires that I start at the beginning. Police authorities have ordered me to make this statement as clear and detailed as possible.


  Everyone recalls the furor created by the privately sponsored launching of the first rocket to Mars, which beat by several months a government project aimed at the same goal. The government rocket blew up a short distance beyond the Heaviside Layer, but a little over a year and a half later the privately-owned space vessel returned. And a new furor was aroused, not so much by the fact that the expedition had successfully returned as that it brought back a large fortune in gold, platinum, and gems. The explorers as well as their backers were each made financially independent for the rest of their lives.


  Man’s natural cupidity was excited to fever pitch. The planets were no longer regarded as milestones on the road to scientific knowledge, but as store houses brimming with fabulous treasures. More rockets were hastily launched by various groups in different countries, but the attempts were defeated by the very impatience which inspired them. The rockets, too quickly and inefficiently constructed, exploded soon after leaving Earth, or, if they reached outer space at all, were never heard from again.


  It was this state of affairs that prevailed when Anson Durwent finished the construction of the Solarian. A scientific genius made wealthy by various patents, he built the vessel entirely out of his own funds. Nor were his notives those of amassing further wealth, for the conditions which he set were that the Solarian was to conduct a true voyage of exploration, and that any profits arising from the discovery of precious metals or minerals were to be divided equally among everyone involved in the expedition.


  The crew of the Solarian consisted of George Pearce, Barton Sandley, and myself, Richard Farris. Three or less was the usual number on these early rockets, due to the demands upon space made by fuel, food, and equipment. Pearce was the chemist and captain of the expedition, Sandley the biologist and photographer, and I the physicist and pilot.


  None of the excitement produced by interplanetary ventures was attendant upon our takeoff. Only a few newscasters whom Durwent had notified at the very last minute were present. And these were bored by something which had become mere routine, and were plainly skeptical of our chances for success.


  Our objective was the mysterious, cloud-covered planet Venus. It was an obvious choice, since it was the nearest planet to Earth other than Mars, and as far as we knew had not yet been reached.


  I SHALL NOT DETAIL the long flight through space, monotonous after the first novelties had died. But it is necessary to record that the interminable months and the restricted confines of the ship produced a strain upon our nerves that led to frequent, heated quarrels over the most trivial matters. It is certain that the effect upon our minds caused a serious unbalance, explaining many of the irrational actions which we made later.


  The landing upon the surface of Venus was the most difficult part of the voyage. I brought the ship down through the miles-deep layer of clouds like a blind man groping for obstructions in an unfamiliar room. Once under the clouds, however, our progress was easier. I forgot my exhaustion in a surge of renewed eagerness for exploration.


  After a short discussion between Pearce, Sandley, and myself, it was agreed to take an aerial reconnaissance before landing. I sent the Solarian into a slow cruise over the surface, while Sandley busied himself with the special cameras and Pearce began taking samples of the atmosphere.


  Venus proved to be a wild and fantastic world. To picture it in any great detail is impossible. It was too vast, too different. My mind retains only a sort of montage of turbulent seas dotted with immense islands, mighty jagged mountains, and endless lush sprawling jungles in unearthly yellow and green hues. And it seemed to exude an aura of vibrant youth, a kind of primeval grandeur.


  We saw no cities, buildings, or other indications of the existence of intelligent beings. I don’t believe we expected to find any. On Mars there had been only incalculably ancient ruins, long since crumbled into dust. Mars had been too old for a civilized race, as Venus was too young.


  Our survey quickly showed that an island on one part of the planet was as wild and rugged as an island on another, so that a landing site could be chosen haphazardly for all the difference it made. We selected a relatively clear area in a great valley on one of the islands that happened to be under us at the time, and I brought the Solarian to rest. Only then did I realize how tired I was.


  Pearce, rechecking his initial tests of the atmosphere, reported that the carbon dioxide content was not as high as had been expected. We would be able to venture from the ship without the necessity of wearing oxygen helmets. The lighter gravity of Venus, lessening muscular effort and thereby the need for deep or quick breathing, would be an aiding factor.


  We didn’t leave the ship immediately, however. Like myself, Pearce and Sandley had become aware upon landing of being exhausted, and it was agreed to sleep first. Later we ate, and then arming ourselves with machine-pistols and various pieces of scientific equipment, we unsealed the port and stepped out upon the surface of Venus.


  It was warm and humid, but not oppressively so. The air seemed strangely heavy to our lungs, laden with a host of rich, exotic odors. There was a deep, somnolent quiet, broken at intervals by faint pipings and twitterings from unseen creatures that might have been birds. A warm, soft wind stirred the vivid foliage of queer trees and shrubs at the edges of the clearing.


  Sandley murmured, “Not bad at all. Eden must have been a little like this.”


  Pearce shrugged. “Maybe—but we’d better keep in mind that this is a strange world. There may be dangers here of which we know nothing as yet.”


  With this admonition prominent in our thoughts, we got to work, setting up our equipment, analyzing samples and making notes. The days that followed were more or less a repetition of this. We were constantly on the alert at first and seldom wandered very far from the ship. But as we encountered no inimical life-forms, either plant or animal, we were gradually encouraged to roam further and further beyond the clearing.


  SANDLEY was busy with his camera, when not otherwise occupied with biological studies. He was often gone for hours at a time. I was thrown much in Pearce’s company, since my work was frequently connected in various ways with his.


  “I wonder if we’ll turn up anything, like they did on the Mars expedition,” Pearce said one day, gazing about him with a narrow, speculative look.


  I asked, “How do you mean?”


  “Stuff that will bring money back on Earth,” Pearce said. “Gold, for example.” For some reason which I couldn’t explain just then, I found myself clutching eagerly at the thought. “It’s possible,” I said. “We’ve hardly scratched the surface as yet.” Pearce gazed searchingly at me for a moment. Finally he asked, “What was your motive for accompanying this expedition, Farris? To advance the cause of science? Or what?”


  “Why . . . to get some profit out of it.” The reason which had puzzled me was suddenly clear. I recalled abruptly the hopes and dreams I’d had, overlooked in the wonders of exploration.


  Pearce nodded. “Exactly. And the same applies to me.” His tone became bitter. “Being famous in your chosen line of work is nice, but it doesn’t buy you much. At least, it doesn’t buy the things that really matter. Newscast blurbs, banquet invitations, and honorary memberships hardly provide the fancy style of living they suggest. Awards and prizes are too small and too far between to build a complete, private laboratory.”


  I said, “And that’s what you want?”


  “That’s what I intend to get, somehow,” Pearce said. He studied me again. “What about you, Farris? What’s your ambition?”


  “Financial independence, mainly. There are certain ideas that I’d like to work on. I’d never get the time or the money while earning a living as assistant to a man like Durwent.”


  “Then this might be the chance we both need. If we could turn up something valuable, like the Mars explorers did . . .” Pearce nibbled his lip, frowning intently over the thought. Abruptly he grabbed my arm. “Parris, we’ve got to find something! Look—suppose we forget the scientific side of the expedition? Suppose we make it an outright treasure hunt?”


  “Venus is big,” I said doubtfully. “And our supplies won’t last forever. If we fail to find anything, the scientific data we’d gather would give us something to capitalize on.”


  We didn’t discuss the matter further, for just then Sandley returned from one of his photographing jaunts. He seemed greatly excited.


  “Just discovered a new form of life,” he announced triumphantly. “Saw the creatures at a distance, but from what I was able to make out, they look something like overgrown butterflies. Had large, brightly colored wings, anyway. Have to catch a specimen.” Sandley’s spectacled, owlish features turned puzzled. “Can’t understand why I haven’t noticed the creatures before. Seem to have appeared only recently.”


  “Where were you?” Pearce asked.


  “Near the upper end of the valley. It’s rocky there, with lots of ore outcroppings. Might contain valuable elements. You fellows ought to go with me next time.”


  “We’ll do that,” Pearce said. He glanced at me significantly.


  We went with Sandley the following day. We took along our machine-pistols, a few pieces of light equipment, and some food. Sandley, of course, had his camera. It was the first time that Pearce and I had gone any great distance from the ship, and we were more than ordinarily uneasy. But the possibility that we might discover ores or minerals of value was too tempting to resist.


  We moved through a deep quiet, broken only by occasional twitters or trills. We caught frequent glimpses of the creatures emitting the sounds as they fluttered among the branches of the vivid, unearthly trees. They resembled birds in a way, having feathered wings, but their bodies were lizard-like and covered with bright, rainbow-hued scales. And several times animals bounded from our path that looked like nothing so much as tiny deer. These seemed to be quite numerous.


  The vegetation gradually thinned out as the ground became increasingly rocky. Ahead of us loomed the rugged, precipitous ascent of the valley’s upper end.


  Sandley stopped, peering about him. “This is the place.” Abruptly he pointed. “There—the butterfly-creatures! See them?”


  Pearce and I followed the direction of his finger. Against the mottled gray wall of the ascent, a number of bright shapes fluttered. As we watched, they drifted slowly toward us, circling aimlessly. We were able presently to see them in clearer detail. I stared as a realization of something strange struck into me. I heard Pearce gasp.


  For the butterfly-creatures were not insects, or anything even remotely resembling them. Nor were they a strange form of animal life. They were things, utterly alien and weird.


  IMAGINE large, irregularly-shaped pieces of thin paper fluttering through the air, each being creased in the middle, the two halves flapping like the wings of a butterfly. The things were remarkably like that. But they were alive in some incredible way, and their actions seemed purposeful, directed. They looked delicate and fragile, almost unsubstantial, mere veils of prismatic light. And they possessed a bizarre, unearthly beauty. As they circled high overhead, occasionally dipping toward us in what might have been curiosity, their wings shimmered and pulsed in a hypnotic play of rainbow color.


  The butterfly-creatures—to call them that for want of a better name—did not come near us. They continued to spiral high overhead, as though we at once attracted and puzzled them.


  Sandley unlimbered his camera and began taking pictures of the things. Pearce and I, recalling the motive that had brought us there, gradually moved away, searching the ground for promising bits of rock and crystal. We were intent on our quest, and wandered quite a distance. Before long, we found ourselves among the tumbled boulders at the foot of the ascent.


  As I searched the rocky debris between the boulders, a reddish glitter caught my eye. It came from a small crystalline object half hidden in the gravel. I bent curiously to pick it up—and a thrill of incredulous delight flashed through me. For the object was a great jewel, roughly oval, faceted, and a deep ruby red. It was exquisitely beautiful, yet totally unlike anything that had ever been found on Earth. It did not just reflect light, but glowed with a soft, steady radiance of its own. Glorious rose and scarlet shades pulsed and swirled within it, in a never-ending play of patterns and hues that was fascinating to watch.


  I held the gem in my hand for a long moment, staring at it, a little numbed. My find seemed much too good to be true. It was almost as if a kindly god had granted a hopeless wish.


  I thought suddenly of Pearce, and motion returned to me. Pearce had moved some distance up the ascent. It took a moment to locate him behind the boulders which had hidden him from view.


  Pearce was bending over in an intent scrutiny of the ground. As he caught the sound of my approach, he straightened sharply and one of his hands flashed behind his back as though to hide something from view. I was too wrapped up in the news of my discovery, however, to pay much attention to his actions just then.


  “Look at what I’ve found,” I told him, holding out the gem in my palm.


  Pearce failed to look surprised. He grinned in an embarrassed sort of way, and brought his hand from behind his back. Cupped within it were two gems similar to mine.


  “Found a couple myself,” he said. “I was so excited that I must have forgotten where I was. When I heard you coming, my first thought was to hide them.”


  It seemed a strangely weak explanation. I realized that Pearce’s consuming desire for financial gain had warped his sense of ethics. His action of a moment before had been nothing more or less than a conscious, deliberate effort to conceal his find. He had abandoned secrecy only after he knew that I had made an identical discovery. I made a mental note to be on guard. Pearce had given sufficient indication that he would not play entirely fair in the future.


  He grinned eagerly in what might have been an attempt to cover up the awkwardness of the situation. “Farris, these gems are going to bring money back on Earth. They’re unusual, not like the ordinary kinds brought back by the Mars explorers.”


  I shrugged. “The money won’t be enough to do us much good unless we can find more of the gems. Remember, any profits we make have to be split four ways, counting Sandley and Durwent.”


  “I’m certain that we’ll find more,” Pearce said. “I’ve found two, and you one. If that’s any indication, there should be a lot of them scattered around. Come on, Farris, let’s look.”


  I nodded in renewed eagerness, and we began the search. A disinterested observer might have found our actions comical as we probed with anxious, almost frantic, haste among the boulders. It didn’t seem funny to us, of course. We had speculated more or less constantly during the entire voyage over the possibility of locating a source of wealth-on Venus, and this was our chance. No, it wasn’t funny at all. It was very real, and clear, and logical.


  I don’t know how much time passed. I was too absorbed in my search to pay much heed to anything else.


  At intervals, I found three more gems. Each find came at a point when I was about ready to give up, spurring me on to new efforts. I might have continued indefinitely if Pearce hadn’t suddenly called my name.


  His voice was tense, insistent. Something important seemed to have happened.


  WHEN I rejoined Pearce, he pointed silently down the ascent, in the direction from which we had come. His features were startled, bewildered, a little frightened. My own face must have registered similar feelings at what I saw.


  Beyond the boulders at the foot of the ascent, one of the tiny deer-like animals that we frequently saw lay sprawled on the ground. Several butter-fly-creatures rested motionlessly upon its body. A short distance away stood another of the deerlike animals, literally surrounded by the butterfly things. It was as still as though frozen, its great eyes distended and staring. And the wings of the butterfly-creatures hovering about it were moving in a slow, hypnotic rhythm. I thought of the snakes of Earth which captured birds by charming them through similar movements, and realized that somewhat the same thing was happening here.


  As I watched, the deer-like animal abruptly fell on its side and lay without moving. Like vultures swooping down on a victim, the butterfly things settled upon it. They seemed in some obscure way to be . . . feeding.


  I glanced in consternation at Pearce. “What do you suppose it’s all about?”


  He moved his shoulders uneasily. “I don’t know any more than you do. But I think we’d better look into this. And it might not be wise to let those things get too close.”


  Presently, the butterfly-creatures rose once more into the air and fluttered away. The deer-like animals, though, lay very still.


  Pearce gestured, and I followed him to the scene. Only a short examination of the two deer-like animals was necessary to show what had happened to them. They were dead. There wasn’t so much as a mark upon the sleek skin of their bodies—but they were dead.


  Pearce and I stared at each other. And then a chilling thought struck me.


  “Sandley!” I gasped. “We haven’t heard anything from him for hours. Do you suppose . . .?”


  Pearce didn’t answer. He turned and began running toward where we had last seen Sandley. I hurried after him, anxiety a sick ache inside me.


  Slipping and sliding over loose rocks and gravel, we at last emerged from behind the line of tumbled boulders and reached level ground. We didn’t see Sandley at once. He had obviously moved from where we had left him. Then I noticed a small cloud of butterfly-creatures hovering over something on the ground about a hundred yards or so down the boulder line. An outstretched leg, all that was visible to us from where we stood, provided identification. It was Sandley.


  Heedless of danger, Pearce and I rushed forward. When we reached Sandley, the last of what must originally have been a horde of butterfly-creatures was leaving his motionless form. We were too late. Our terrible knowledge hadn’t come soon enough.


  In an abrupt, overwhelming fury, I pointed my machine-pistol at the fluttering demons and sent a stream of pellets into their midst. The force of the barrage would have cut a man in two, but the things didn’t seem to be affected in the slightest way. The pellets went through them as though they were no more solid than shadows.


  THE THINGS made no move toward Pearce and myself, but continued to circle aimlessly overhead. They seemed too sated from whatever ghastly feast they had made upon Sandley to be interested in us just then. Having made certain of this, Pearce and I performed a quick examination of Sandley, which confirmed what we already knew—that he was dead. And there wasn’t a mark upon him.


  Keeping a close watch upon the butterfly things, Pearce and I gave Sandley a hasty burial. Then I wrapped his belongings in my shirt, and together Pearce and I ran back to the ship. It wasn’t until the port had been shut behind us that I felt safe.


  I prepared a light meal, which Pearce and I ate in brooding silence. Finally Pearce said, “What I can’t understand is why the butterfly things should have attacked Sandley. It isn’t logical for the life forms of one world to prey upon the life forms of another. There are too many differences.”


  “I’ve been thinking about that myself,” I answered. “The solution seems to be that the butterfly-creatures feed upon something common to all life forms—the mysterious electrical force that gives matter the peculiar property of being alive.”


  Pearce shrugged, and after a moment his face brightened. “Anyway, we now have one less to divide with.” He reached into a pocket, placing upon the table seven of the large crimson gems. I added the four that I had found, and for some seconds we gazed dreamily at our hoard.


  “People on Earth are going to fight like mad to own one of these gems,” Pearce said softly. “By selling the gems slowly, playing one buyer against another, our profits will be plenty big.”


  I nodded. “It won’t make us very popular, but the end justifies the means.”


  “I wish we had some means of protection against those butterfly things, so that we could look for more of the gems,” Pearce said. “They’re dangerous, and we don’t seem to be able to harm them.”


  “We could move the ship over to the ascent,” I suggested. “Then it would be near enough for us to jump in whenever any of the things got too close.”


  Pearce grinned in delight. “That’s the answer!”


  I moved the ship the next day. The stratagem worked satisfactorily enough, enabling us to find almost a dozen more of the crimson jewels. But the need for constant watchfulness proved to be an increasing strain upon our nerves. And the number of the butterfly-creatures seemed to be growing. It seemed to be a season for the things, as late Spring brings the appearance of butterflies on Earth.


  At last our treasure hunt became too dangerous to continue. The butterfly-creatures were too numerous, and in addition the gems had grown too hard to find. Pearce and I decided on one last trip, and this on his own argumentative insistence.


  It was during that final search that I made the discovery which led to Pearce’s death. I’d been probing among the rooks for an hour or so, meanwhile keeping a wary eye upon a group of butterfly-creatures circling in the sky some distance away. Suddenly I detected the telltale, reddish glitter of a gem. As I reached for it, a thin, tinkling sound startled me. I jerked erect, my senses flaring in alarm. But I saw nothing near me that indicated danger, and reached once more for the gem.


  THE next instant I leaped frantically to my feet and ran into the ship, which rested nearby. I slammed shut the port, and leaned against it, breathing harshly from my exertions and from fright at the narrowness of my escape. Like the pieces of a puzzle falling together, something became horribly clear to me. And I knew suddenly just what I had to do.


  From the box in which Pearce and I had kept them, I took the gems. Then I left the ship, first having made certain that none of the butterfly-creatures were near, and with a large rock pounded each and every one of the gems to bits.


  I was finishing this task when Pearce returned. He stared at me and asked:


  “Why, what in the world have you been doing?”


  I pulled my machine-pistol from its holster, pointed it at him, and explained. I couldn’t have taken any chances with Pearce. I knew what his reaction would be. I wasn’t wrong.


  He seemed to go mad. His face darkened with a terrible, overwhelming fury. “Lies! All lies!” he shrieked. “It’s just a plot to trick me out of my share.”


  I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn’t listen to me. He shouted down my attempts with unspeakable profanity. My machine-pistol was the only thing that kept him from tearing at me like an insensate beast.


  I was trying to get Pearce to calm down when several butterfly-creatures suddenly darted toward us. They had evidently been circling nearer and nearer while we talked, seizing the opportunity presented by our inattention.


  My eyes jerked to the things instinctively—and as I did so, Pearce leaped toward me. In pure reaction, I squeezed the trigger. The stream of tungsten-steel pellets stopped him like a wall. Even if I’d had the time to deliberate consciously over whether or not to shoot, it wouldn’t have ended any other way. For if Pearce had reached me, a struggle would have followed which would have enabled the butterfly-creatures to attack us.


  Just an instant ahead of the butterfly-creatures, I jumped into the ship and sealed the port. After resting for a while, I set out on the return to Earth.


  I told the authorities my story in full, holding nothing back. They asked me to make this statement for their official records. There are, of course, no charges against me. I should not have admitted to killing Pearce had I been guilty of a crime. But I fear that the shadow of suspicion will lay over me until another expedition returns from Venus and verifies my words.


  And in late Spring, when the cocoons open and the butterflies emerge, I will always think of a similar season on Venus, when a similar event occurs. When the crimson gems break open with a thin, tinkling sound, and the exquisite, deadly butterfly-creatures flutter forth . . .


  A HITCH IN TIME


  Fredrik Pohl


  Young Thom Ra travels back to the hideous Venus-Earth war, and ventures peril to win lovely Elren Dri for his mate!


  OBVIOUSLY the man was dying, and there was no chance that he ever would be discovered.


  I blessed the carelessness that had caused me to set the space-time dials a little off when I began this journey to the distant past I had come to this barbaric era in the proper time, indeed, but millions of miles removed from it in space. It had been only after an annoying search that I had discovered Earth, jetted toward it in my space-drive suit and had come down out of the skies to land on this tiny, deserted island in the middle of an empty sea.


  But it was incredible luck that had brought me there. For I had found exactly what I needed—a man who would give me information, clothing and an identity—and then die, and obliterate the record of my interference with the course of events!


  I, Thom Ra, walked toward him. Feeble though he was, he opened his eyes and stared at me.


  “Thank Heaven!” he whispered, in the thick, hideous language of that era. “I couldn’t have lasted much longer if you hadn’t found me.” He fell back and smiled at me with heartfelt gratitude, and for a moment I felt a wild, fleeting impulse to help him, to save his life. But of course, I dared not interfere. For that would change the shape of the future, and that meant destruction for me. . . .


  When I blasted off from the island, a little later, he was dead, and I was wearing his uniform—and his name.


  He gave me information before he died, and I had no trouble locating the spot I wanted. I waited till dark before landing a few hundred yards from the war-dome. Then I hid my space-drive suit in a cluster of ancient trees, and walked into the building that housed the most murderous weapon of all time.


  The sentry challenged me, of course, but I was ready for him. After a quick look at my stolen credentials he sheathed his ray pistol.


  “Pass, sir,” he said, and I walked in, no longer as Thom Ra, but identified as a Captain San Requa of the Intelligence Service.


  At once I saw the atom-rocket. It was on the other side of the great chamber, nestled in a wheeled cradle, ready to be rolled out to the blast-off point Hurrying technicians swarmed about it with last-minute checks. I walked over, saluted the officer who was supervising and began to witness events which I had crossed so tremendous a span of years to observe.


  The atom-rocket was a long, silvery torpedo, a cluster of tubes at the rear, a snubnosed warhead at the front A panel in the side of it was open, and technicians were setting dials according to the figures read off by a white-haired old officer with the insignia of a general on his collar.


  I LISTENED in awe and reverence, straining to note and remember everything that occurred. To think that I was actually present at the climactic moment of the legendary War of Annihilation! It was the most thrilling moment of my life. Almost I forgot to curse Master Lys and his duplicity as I watched.


  Almost—but not quite. For the thing was too fresh in my mind, and I was aware that I was still in danger.


  It had begun with a routine notice that my preparatory work had been approved, and that I was authorized to enter a theme in ortho-history for my final Citizenship Ratings. The theme, I saw with a sinking heart, was the War of Annihilation.


  I had hurried to Master Lys, my instructor, sure that there was an error.


  “Master, you give me an impossible task,” I had said. “The theme regulations are that I must make a ‘real and complete contribution to human knowledge.’ But how can I? We have so pitifully few records of the War of Annihilation—all of them have been studied, and analyzed, and worked over for thousands of years. There is no way for me to add to what has been written already!”


  He cackled at me in his insufferable TriAlpha way.


  “There is a way,” he mumbled, peeping at me out of his rheumy old eyes.


  It took me a moment to realize what he meant.


  “The time-belts!” And Master Lys nodded.


  Well, I argued with him, of course. The time-belts were too dangerous; not one timetraveler in ten returned from the past, even when their projects were as recent as a hundred years ago. And the farther into the past one ventured, the more certain it became that return would be impossible.


  For although the mechanism of the timebelts could be trusted and there was no physical menace that the conductor-screens or the katonator-guns could not cope with, there was the ever-present danger of Fan-Shaped Time itself.


  It was the First Law of Chronistics: Our era is the product of everything that occurred in the past. Should anything in the past be changed, our age would also be changed. Oh, it would continue to exist, but in a parallel branch of time—and there was no way of passing from one branch to another. And if a traveler into the past should interfere in the course of events, he would be bound to the new time-stream his actions created, and the unlucky traveler would never be able to return.


  The branches of Fan-Shaped time could never be retraced. The man who interfered with the space-time matrix, displacing even a comma in the great scroll of time, would be cut off from his origin forever.


  The danger was too great. I refused to accept the assignment, even though I knew it would mean I could never rise to the status of Tri-Alpha citizenship which was otherwise my right.


  But then I heard about Elren—lovely, adored Elren Dri—and I could no longer refuse.


  For Elren’s Mating Indices were posted, and she was a Tri-Alpha herself! Then I understood what had been in Master Lys’ mind when he set that impossible task for me. For I knew that the gnarled, worm-eaten old wreck had dared to covet my Elren! Loving me, she could never be his. But with me out of the way he might have a chance.


  I accepted the assignment. Master Lys secured a time-belt for me—he was willing enough to help at my execution—and I began my perilous journey through time.


  I came back to my surroundings with a start. Something was wrong!


  Subconsciously I had been studying the atom-rocket, and now I was jolted out of my reveries as I realized that it did not look as it should have.


  THE ortho-history books were clear on one fact: Venus had been destroyed in the War of Annihilation by means of a hydrogen-chain reaction, the most deadly atom blast known. Atoms of hydrogen, under the influence of gamma-particle bombardment, coalesced to form atoms of helium—and all the incalculable power represented by the odd fraction of mass left over was released in the form of free energy.


  But the atom-rocket before me seemed to be nothing more than a simple nuclear-fission affair! Where were the photon-exciters? The gamma-ray bombardment equipment?


  Of course, even a fission bomb could do a good deal of local damage, as shown in the first atom-bombed cities during the Little Wars of the early Twentieth Century. But, unless our nuclear science was in error, it could not set off a chain reaction of the type that had destroyed the Venusian colonies. Was I in the wrong place?


  Alarmed, I shoved my way closer to the rocket, staring at it. It was a crude, primitive affair, of course, and it was hard for me to identify its parts. I examined it with frantic curiosity—and abruptly I found myself in peril!


  One of the technicians I had pushed aside was staring at me, eyes filled with suspicion. I caught his gaze and cursed myself for having acted so rashly. Desperately I strove to think of a way to allay his suspicions, but it was too late.


  “What are you doing?” the technician demanded. “Who are you?”


  I tried to conciliate him.


  “Captain San Requa’s my name,” I said, using the name on the stolen identity papers. “I am—” But I got no farther than that. My accent gave me away.


  “He’s a spy!” roared the technician. “Help!” And a dozen ray-pistols flashed out of their holsters as the men around us were galvanized into action.


  I lost my head. Terrified, I grabbed for the safety belt concealed beneath my stolen tunic, touched the button that controlled my conductor-screen. The screen shimmered into instant life, and not a moment too soon. Rays from the weapons pointed at me flashed from all sides, sparked against the opalescent curtain of the screen and were dissipated.


  I was safe—but only for an instant.


  For I had made my second great mistake. I was too close to the atom-rocket. My conductor screen grazed the warhead itself!


  Its energies surged through the unstable elements in the warhead; a warning bell sprang into clamorous life. The group around me froze in their tracks, mouths open, faces mirroring fright and disbelief—and the frightful power of the strained atoms within the warhead began to grind toward nuclear fission!


  There was only one thing to do, and a poor choice it was! But in a moment the warhead would explode, and of me and my mission, and the whole future of Earth, nothing would be left but a puff of fiery vapor.


  Quickly I dropped the shield of my conductor screen. Trusting that my luck would hold, and the men around me would be too dazed to fire their weapons again, I drew my katonator, set it at drain, focused it on the atomic warhead.


  The twin violet beams sprang out and impinged on the silvery metal, pierced it and sucked the heart from the seething mass of erupting matter within. Blinding energies were drawn from those toppling atomic structures, surging through the carrier-beam of the katonator into the photon-pack cartridges at my waist. I had an instant’s fear as I wondered if the storage pack would hold all the mighty energies of the warhead, far greater than the maximum load for which it was designed.


  But lightnings of static electricity played about my head, dissipating brilliantly but harmlessly into the air, and in an instant the danger was over. The bursting energies of the warhead had been drawn out, and the mass of matter inside it was inert.


  Before me lay the atom-rocket, harmless, dead.


  I had destroyed Earth’s most potent weapon!


  I GIVE those ancients credit for bravery. Dangerous though I must have seemed, they closed in on me without firing their weapons. Meekly I raised my arms over my head.


  The white-haired general blazed hatred at me from his pale eyes.


  “Who are you?” he demanded.


  I shrugged. Carefully I phrased my words in their outlandish tongue.


  “I am a—a visitor from the future,” I said. “I regret the accident that just happened more than I can say.”


  “Regret it?” he blazed. “Hah! You’ll regret it twice as much when you face the firing squad!”


  I spread my hands helplessly. In truth, death had no terrors for me now. A firing squad would seem almost a blessing—for I had destroyed the bomb that would have blasted Venus. Whatever happened now, the future before me was changed—and in a changed future I had no place, and my Elren would not exist!


  “Take him out and shoot him,” the general cried.


  I turned to go to death, almost eagerly. In my heart I whispered:


  “Elren! Elren, my lost love!”


  The technician who had unmasked me interfered.


  “Wait!” he begged. “Let me question him, sir. Perhaps he’s telling the truth.”


  The general glowered. “What’s the difference? He’s wrecked the bomb!” But he hesitated and finally said, “All right Question him. The harm’s done anyhow.”


  Sunk in despair I scarcely heard the other officer’s sharp queries, but he was hesitant and I told him whence I had come, and why. He looked at me incredulously.


  “But the bomb?” he demanded. “What did you do to it?”


  I patted the photon-pack cartridges strung along my belt. “I had to drain it,” I said. “It was about to explode—”


  “Drain it? How?”


  “With the katonator.” I explained to him how the energies of the exploding atoms were drawn off through the katonator-beams and trapped in the photon-pack.


  He stared at the tiny power cells, eyes wide but showing a sudden glint of hope.


  “Can you take that energy out again and send it into another object?”


  “You mean to energize the atom-bomb again?” I said. “No, of course not.”


  He was shaking his head. “I mean something else,” he said. “Can you send them, across fifty million miles of space?”


  I stared at him, fascinated and afraid.


  “I dare not interfere,” I whispered.


  “But, you have interfered,” he yelled. “You’ve wrecked our chance to win this war. You’ve got to help us!”


  I stepped back, bewildered. What he said was true enough. Yet all my training, all the warnings of Elren and Master Lys, said over and over: You must not interfere!


  Yet I had interfered already; I had started a new time-sequence by destroying Earth’s chance to wipe out Venus. If I could neutralize that act by helping them now, perhaps there would be a chance.


  “I will show you how to use the Katonator,” I said weakly.


  Silently I adjusted it, slipped the belt off and handed it to him. He led me outside to where stars blazed in a black night. He looked upward hesitantly, pointed to a brilliant blue planet.


  “Is that it?” he asked one of his companions. The man nodded. Carefully he took aim, pressed the trigger as I had showed him.


  Lightnings roared again! The twin violet beams leaped from the muzzle of the weapon, howled up into the heavens. In a fraction of a second the photon-pack was drained and the pyrotechnic display died away. All was silent.


  One of the officers raced back into the building, pounded the keys of a calculator. He returned almost at once.


  “At this distance it will take just under nine minutes for light to make the round trip,” he said.


  The officer who had fired the katonator whirled to confront me.


  “Suppose I missed?” he cried in sudden alarm. “It is so far—a fraction of a second of arc would make the beam miss entirely.”


  I shook my head. “The beam fans out,” I explained. “And a planet has mass and the photons are attracted by gravity. Even if they should miss, the attraction of the planet would draw them into it.”


  HE NODDED and was silent. Silence cloaked us all—a hundred ancients and myself, all staring up into a mysterious night.


  Nine minutes passed as slowly as nine terrible years. But by and by the hands of my chronometer completed their revolutions.


  Suddenly we saw the katonator beams strike.


  Above us a new sun blazed forth, kindling like the striking of a cosmic match. Night fled around us, and day came flaring up into noonday brilliance, and beyond. Heat poured down upon us, brilliant rays of sunlight more intense than I had ever seen. The dome behind me sparkled and glistened in the incredible radiations from the stricken planet millions of miles away, and for a moment I could almost feel the fierce actinic waves of ultra-violet, cosmics and a thousand other super-spectral radiations.


  Then the peak was reached, and the light began to fade as all the hydrogen was transmuted and consumed. In a moment the flare of energies was gone, and the pale blue planet had become a glowing orange coal.


  We had seen a billion persons dying in a planetary suttee.


  The vastness of the dead stunned me. I found that I was sobbing, almost weeping as I felt myself stained with a cosmic guilt.


  The officer who had destroyed a billion lives glanced at me in full understanding of what he had done. He placed a hand on my shoulder, strangely comforting.


  “It couldn’t be helped,” he said in a voice that surged with emotion.


  I nodded bleakly. It couldn’t be helped. “It was for the sake of Earth,” I said, blindly seeking justification. “Earth was destined to win, in my time-sequence, and I had interfered—I had to correct the consequences of my blunder—”


  I stopped. Wild astonishment burst through the tragic mask on the face of the officer. He drew back his arm as though he had found himself embracing an adder.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked in astonishment.


  He stared at me with dawning comprehension—and pity. “Say that again!” he whispered.


  “Why—I said I had to correct my mistake. I had interfered, and the time-traveler who interferes maroons himself hopelessly. I had destroyed your weapon against Venus—yet Venus had to be obliterated, or else I had no chance of return. I was lost—and now, perhaps, I may have a chance to get back.”


  He shook his head. There was compassion in his voice. “No, you have no chance,” he said, and hesitated while I tried to take in his meaning. “You see, this is Venus.” He waved at the glowing cinder in the sky. “That was Earth up there.”


  TEST FOR THE PEARL


  Vaseleos Garson


  Together, the Earthman and the Jovian outfought and outwitted the prison guards, the Venusian jungle-hell, the cunning Chameleon men. Together, they were invincible. But at the Test for the Pearl they divided . . .


  FAR OFF IN THE STEAMING Venusian jungle, a band of the Chameleon men halted, lifting their mottled faces in the direction of the sound.


  Closer in, a four-man jungle patrol of Earthmen broke as one man into a run along the trail, their swift-moving bodies swishing the clouds into ragged streamers.


  At the edge of the viscous river circling the island an armed guard slipped on his infra-red glasses and began searching his area carefully, his special light traveling slowly along the river and its near and opposite banks.


  On the island, only a few yards from the high, thick walls of the Interplanetary Prison, a patch of ground, approximately eight feet by five quivered once—and was still.


  The deep-throated roar of the escape siren was thunderous. It carried for scores of miles through the steamy atmosphere of the planet, alerting both natives and Earthman patrols to a successful break from that most fabulous of prisons—The Hole.


  Behind the oxygen mask he wore, lying under a foot of the thick spongy soil of the planet, Jarl Gare wiggled his itching body and chuckled.


  He nudged Waltk, the huge Jovian who lay beside him. “Don’t get restless, now,” he mumbled through the mask. “We have hours to wait. And somebody might spot this patch of ground if you keep wriggling.”


  The Jovian grunted, wriggled again, and then was quiet.


  “Men have escaped from The Hole before,” Jarl Gare muttered, “but they were always caught before they got to the pearl beds. Waltk’s body and my brain will get us through.”


  He envisioned one of the huge Venusian pearls—so rare and so precious on Earth that it could buy a man’s freedom, even from a murder charge.


  Jarl Gare fell asleep, dreaming of a bauble as big as his head.


  HE was awakened by a nudge. “It is night,” Waltk grunted. “I smell it.”


  Gare worked one hand up through the spongy earth, poked a hole in it and wiped the mud from his mask’s eye-piece.


  “Right,” he muttered. “It’s time to go.” He worked his head out of the ground and looked about.


  There could be infra-red spotlights covering the very ground under which they lay. But they would have to take the chance.


  His body made a sucking sound as he drew himself from the self-dug grave. He reached back in and tapped Waltk, The big Jovian virtually erupted from the ground, the weight nothing to his mighty thews.


  Carefully they replaced the spongy earth. Then, with Jarl Gare in the lead, the pair walked upright, but quietly, to the great power-charged fence.


  It went up twenty feet and down the same distance underground—Jarl Gare had learned this depth from a prisoner who had tried to dig his way out but failed and nearly drowned as liquid seeped into the hole he was digging.


  The big Jovian, his thick-thewed body glimmering with sweat in the ground light, bent to pick up Jarl Gare’s slight naked body.


  “Wait,” Jarl Gare warned. “We must wait until one of the river beasts start plunging.”


  The Jovian grunted. He waited, flexing the great shoulder and back muscles. Then he said suddenly, “I smell guards.”


  Jarl Gare’s thin face jerked up at the seven foot figure of his companion.”


  “Where?” he asked tensely.


  The Jovian with a quick movement shoved Jarl Gare to the ground, dropped flat swiftly himself and wriggled away through the short grass.


  Jarl Gare waited quietly. The big Jovian whose eyes, trained on his homeworld of darkness, penetrated the steamy fog of Venus almost as well as an infra-red lamp, would take care of the guards his nostrils had scented.


  That was the way Jarl Gare had planned it. Waltk’s strength, nearly a dozen times greater than that of an Earthling, his hearing developed to a tremendous acuity by the environment of his homeworld, and his eyesight were the tools of Jarl’s brain.


  If Waltk had had Jarl’s brain, he could have won a Venusian pearl, but, while Nature had given him a marvelous machine for survival, she had only given him just enough brain to keep it operating.


  His work would be done when they reached the Venusian pearl beds. One glance at the bulky figure and the Venusians would know the weakness. But it did not matter if he lost. Jarl Gare would still win a pearl.


  I have no weakness, Jarl grinned to himself, except pride and, the Venusians seek out physical or mental weakness—not a character weakness. He remembered the oft-told tale of the Earthman whom the Venusians had frightened to death, but that was because he showed that fear physically.


  Three years in The Hole and you either go raving mad or learn to mask every emotion.


  Abruptly, Waltk was back. “There were two,” he said, “Two no more.”


  “Did they have fog-piercers?” Jarl Gare asked.


  “Yes,” Waltk grunted. “I remembered what you said.” He handed over a pair of glasses and the special light. “You would not need these. I see enough for both of us.”


  There was a muted splash from the river.


  Waltk’s great hands seized Jarl Gare about the waist and lifted him. “Three splashes—then heave,” Jarl Gare said.


  The next splash was louder, the second louder and longer and, when the third crashed into the night, Jarl Gare was flung as if from a catapult over the fence.


  As his naked body struck the river, his mind exulted. It was perfect timing, the splash of the river beast drowning out his own.


  Jarl Gare trod water, waiting. The Jovian’s hurtling figure was a dark blotch against the fog. Jarl swallowed a deep breath of air before the splash of water from the Jovian’s body struck him.


  THE TWO of them floated quietly, let the river water grow sluggish again. The splashing of the beasts grew nearer. Jarl Gare heard the big Jovian breathing hoarsely. He said reassuringly, “They are harmless, Waltk. I’ve told you so a dozen times.”


  “I have never seen one of them,” Waltk said hoarsely. “I fear nothing I have seen. You have only told me of them.”


  Only a few feet away, one of the river beasts suddenly lunged out of the water. Waltk squealed as the huge body loomed in the air over them, then landed between them, sending spray cascading over them.


  Waltk struck out at the beast and then began to chuckle. Jarl Gare heard the chuckle through the echoes of the splash.


  The beast was gone. “Look,” said Waltk, holding up one hand. It held a blob of dripping flesh. “It is weak. I have seen it and I am unafraid.”


  For answer, Jarl Gare who had just donned the infra-red glasses, tapped Waltk on the shoulder and plunged under the water. He had sighted the ray of an infrared light on the river.


  Jarl Gare swam under water, moving with the current. He felt the movement of the water behind him and knew Waltk was following.


  He angled for the far bank. On arrival he slid his head and eyes out carefully. The infra-red light was far up the river, following the jumping river beasts.


  Without ripple or sound, Waltk broke the surface of the river.


  Their two naked bodies glistening with the water, Jarl Gare and Waltk stepped out of the river and slid into the luxurious growth of the jungle.


  One step in the climb to freedom and wealth had been accomplished! Jarl Gare chuckled, patting the mighty arms of his companion.


  “Can you lead us in a straight line through the jungle if I give you a pointer?” Jarl Gare asked. He knew the answer—but he liked to preen his ego on the knowledge that his brain had evolved the plan. Waltk grunted.


  “Look back at the Hole,” Jarl Gare said.


  The Jovian turned, his eyes intent. “I see it,” he said.


  “The high radio tower?” The Jovian grunted. “The guard’s barracks?” Again the Jovian grunted.


  “Draw an imaginary line from the tower through the center of the barracks. Our path will extend along that line.”


  “Come,” said Waltk. He led Jarl Gare back up the river, watching the tower. He halted finally, facing across the river, and then made an abrupt about-face.


  He closed his eyes and stood tense, unmoving as minutes dripped past.


  “I have it,” he said.


  Brains, chuckled Jarl Gare to himself. Use every weapon, every tool. But it was easy. Waltk was of a race which had developed for self-preservation the sense of taking a straight line between two points. In their vast world where landmarks were absent, it was a necessity.


  Here on Venus that sense would lead Jarl Gare to freedom and wealth.


  It was like a radio beam on the space lanes, but the Jovian needed no sending station. He was the station itself, able to orient himself if he went off course.


  They started out through the jungle—naked and unarmed—aiming straight for the Venusian pearl-beds which, by Jarl Gare’s estimate, lay three hundred miles north of the Hole. Three hundred miles between hell and heaven.


  WALTK was tireless, his great body immune to the ravages of the sharp-edged undergrowth and the strangling vines. He had no need of a path. He made his own, guided by that unfailing sense of direction.


  Jarl Gare slid along in the Jovian’s wake, his passage cleared by the strength of his companion.


  Jarl used his infra-red lamp sparingly, for fear Earth patrols might be wearing the special glasses and discover the beam.


  The patrols were tough and relentless. They shot first and then asked questions.


  Jarl used the lamp to reassure himself, even though Waltk grunted when anything out of the ordinary appeared, describing it to his companion.


  Their first sleep came when Jarl Gare judged they had come almost a third of the distance to the pearl beds. He suppressed the hunger pains in his belly by telling Waltk again the story of the Venusian pearls. They lay in a cradle of a great tree whose five great arms spread out from the trunk.


  “I saw one once, Waltk,” Jarl Gare said, and his voice was soft. “It was back on Earth, and it was the property of one of the richest men on Earth—Voltane, inventor of the force field that protects space cruisers from asteroids and space fragments. He gave half his wealth for it. And he was rated as worth four million credits.”


  “Two million credits for a jewel? He was a fool,” Waltk said.


  “Ah, but, Waltk, you should have seen it. He displayed it once a month in public. And the crowds that gathered . . . It was gray, but it pulsed and throbbed as it were alive.”


  Waltk said seriously, “I did not know the pearls were gray. I had heard they were pink or red or orange. I never heard of a gray one.”


  “Nor had I,” Jarl Gare nodded. “But there it was. It wasn’t the color that attracted me, but the life force that seemed to throb within it.


  “That day I decided I would have one—though I knew there were only four of them on Earth. But there was no way for me to get to Venus—”


  “I know,” said Waltk, “You have told me. You were Earthbound because you had been in Earth police custody too often. But you made a plan. Earthmen convicted of treason, murder and other high crimes were sent to The Hole. So you killed a man—


  “And was sent to the Hole. But for you, Waltk, my plan would have failed. I needed your strength—your instinct—your eyes. I promised you a pearl, too.”


  “You have already given it to me,” Waltk said quietly. “Freedom from The Hole, if only for a while. Because you led me from the Hole, I will help you until your quest is ended. I swear it.”


  Jarl Gare chuckled to himself. The simple-minded brute! He thinks he’s free. For the moment, sure, but when he meets the Venusians he’s done. Good riddance. A tool should be discarded if there’s no more use for it.


  THE gentle touch of Waltk’s big hand on his shoulder awakened him. “The Chameleon men,” Waltk whispered.


  Hastily, Jarl Gare slipped on the glasses and seized the light. “Where?” he asked. “They are in a circle about the tree.” Jarl Gare swerved the light around the tree. A hundred yards away was the edge of the circle. The infra-red showed them—dark, hunched figures.


  “They just seem to be waiting for something,” Jarl Gare said.


  “Us,” Waltk said laconically.


  Jarl Gare went through the card-catalog of his brain. The Chameleon men, the Venusian natives, evolved from reptiles who walked upright, were intelligent but could converse with men only through thought pictures. They were the guardians of the pearl-beds.


  Their vision in their fog world was as good if not better than Waltk’s. They needed no infra-red rays to penetrate the fog as the Earthmen did.


  They had fought viciously against colonization by Earthmen. Despite punitive measures by Earth, they were not conquered and finally there had been an Earth-Venus treaty.


  Earthmen were permitted access to the oil fields and were allowed to create The Hole. In token of the great pact, the Earth had given its largest, most perfect diamond to Venus. Venus, ruled by its hierarchy of the Guardian Priests, had given a pearl.


  The pearl had touched off cupidity on Earth—and adventurers by the score had attempted to wrest others.


  Earth at first had sought to halt the adventurers, but Venus had replied cryptically. “Let them come. If they can obtain a pearl, they have won it fairly.”


  Of the hundreds who had tried, only three had won through successfully. Only three had been strong enough to pass the test of weakness.


  If an Earthman made it to the pearl-beds, he was given the test of weakness. If he passed it, he went free with a pearl of his choice. If he lost, he disappeared.


  Only three . . . and Jarl Gare chuckled. Soon there would be four. Jarl Gare.


  The Venusians were sluggish moving and web-footed, perfectly at home on their spongy earth. But in the trees?


  Jarl Gare spoke quietly to Waltk. “We can escape them by traveling through the trees.”


  “I could,” said Waltk, “but you would be too slow. They would capture you.”


  Jarl Gare looked at Waltk appraisingly. “On your back, I would not slow you too much.”


  Waltk grinned widely, his moon face wrinkling. He laughed throatily. “You would not slow me at all. I had not thought of that.”


  Jarl Gare’s ray gun swept the circle again. “I wish I could see them,” he said. “I’d like to know what they looked like if I met them face to face.”


  Waltk’s eyes turned to one of the waiting figures. “They are as tall as you. Their heads are conical, set on sloping shoulders without much neck. Their bodies are mottled green and red and brown. They carry two-pronged spears. Their feet are webbed.”


  “I have seen pictures of them,” Jarl Gare said. “But they weren’t colored. I remember reading that they can change the colors of their skin to blend with surroundings.”


  “They blend well,” Waltk said. “It was difficult for me to see them at first after I had sensed them.”


  Waltk slung Jarl Gare on his back. A tensing of his mighty thews and one leap took them to a tree thirty feet away. Then they were swinging swiftly through the upper reaches of the forest, propelled by the Jovian’s strength, made even more powerful by the lesser gravitational pull of Venus.


  A mile away Waltk halted, while Jarl Gare swept the forest behind him with the infra-red ray. He laughed. “They’re still sitting there, waiting for us.”


  “Good,” said Waltk. “It is easier to travel in the trees.”


  He resumed the role of carrier, and went plunging on.


  THE HOURS of flight through the trees seemed hardly to touch the reserves of the Jovian’s strength.


  But suddenly, abruptly, he halted.


  “We cannot go further through the trees,” he said to a puzzled Jarl Gare.


  “The end of the forest ahead?” Jarl Gare asked. “That means we’re less than a hundred Earth miles from the beds.”


  “No,” Waltk said. “Not the end of the forest. There is something I don’t understand. I feel a pressure ahead of us . . . as if some horrible fate awaits us.”


  Jarl Gare’s first reaction was to brush away Waltk’s fears as if merely caused by not understanding what lay ahead. It was like Waltk’s fear of the water beasts. But then he remembered the intuitive sense the Jovians had.


  “We’d better go down, then,” Jarl Gare decided.


  “No,” said Waltk. “It is the same there.”


  “Then we’ll go around it. Come on.” An ironic smile blossomed on Waltk’s moon face.


  “It is the same everywhere,” he said. “To either side, above, below, ahead and behind us.”


  Jarl Gare, whose fierce desire for a Venusian pearl had lifted him above panic, felt only a twinge of exasperation.


  “I feel nothing,” he said, irritated. “Why can’t we keep going?”


  The Jovian shrugged. “I feel we can’t.”


  “Hell,” said Jarl Gare, “I’ll go down and show you.”


  Jarl Gare’s wiry, whip-scarred body slid down the limb on which they stood until it reached the crotch of the huge tree. He started down the trunk. Waltk watched him quietly.


  Jarl Gare stopped suddenly. Then, slowly, he inched his way back up the trunk to the limb where the Jovian stood.


  “I see what you mean,” he said. “This was something I hadn’t figured on.” He sat down on the limb, letting his legs dangle.


  Whatever had them hemmed in wasn’t intangible. It was real. His foot had touched it. It had felt cold and gave slightly. Jarl Gare. brought the foot up and looked at the toes. They looked unharmed, but seemed numb.


  He pinched them and felt no more sensation than if they had grown numb from loss of circulation. They were cold to his touch.


  Was that force thin-skinned like a balloon or solid as a plasticine ball?


  “Waltk,” he said, “Break me off a good-sized branch.”


  The Jovian slid farther out on the limb, snapped off a branch the thickness of his wrist and about three feet long and brought it to Jarl Gare.


  “Watch it closely,” he ordered Waltk.


  He dropped the heavy branch. It fell about twenty feet, and stopped abruptly. Then slowly, like a ruptured duralloy canoe, it started downward again, but gaining speed. It struck the ground, but neither Waltk nor Jarl Gare could hear it strike.


  Then the force wasn’t solid.


  He became aware that the foot which had touched the force was beginning to tingle. The power it released to numb was only temporary then.


  Jarl Gare chuckled. Their bodies might be numbed for a while, but they would be free of the force.


  Quickly, he slid down the branch again. At approximately the same spot where he’d stopped before, he halted again and reached out tentatively with his toes, touching the numbness.


  He looked back at Waltk. “Follow me,” he ordered.


  Then Jarl Gare jumped. It was like leaping into frigid water from a steaming shower bath. The shock wiped the consciousness from Jarl Gare, but not before he felt his body falling freely. He didn’t feel the lesser shock as his body struck the spongy sward of the jungle.


  AWARENESS that his face hurt came to Jarl Gare first. It was a recurring pain. First it stung, then the pain retreated. Then it stung again . . .


  He realized that someone was methodically slapping his face. He opened his eyes. Waltk stopped slapping him.


  The big Jovian was grinning. “It is all above us now,” he said.


  Jarl Gare stood up, and almost fell down again, staggering, feeling no sensation in his legs.


  Waltk supported him. “It will leave. My body is tingling only pleasantly now.”


  Sensations came back quickly. Even Jarl’s eyes began to tingle in harmony with the thousand prickles that coursed over his body.


  Finally he could limp along and as the power returned to his muscles he began to step out briskly.


  “What was it?” Waltk asked.


  Jarl Gare shrugged. “I don’t know for sure, but it must have been some sort of thin force field—able to resist concerted pressure, but not quick, sharp shocks like our leaping bodies.”


  The tangled jungle finally dwindled away and the pair were striding across fields rich with vegetation.


  “It is beautiful,” Waltk declared. “Such bright colors shining like jewels through this fog.”


  Jarl Gare glanced at Waltk sharply, and then at the gray vegetation. He grinned. “I wish I had your eyes, Waltk, or been raised on Jupiter where I’d have to develop such keen perception.”


  Waltk shrugged his big shoulders. “You Earthmen have good eyes, too, but you do not need them as much as we do.”


  “Are we still heading right?” Jarl Gare asked.


  Waltk nodded. They plodded on.


  That night they supped on a queer animal that Waltk had run down and throttled with his bare hands. It tasted like beefsteak. Waltk ate prodigiously, but Jarl Gare, who wanted to be sharp and quick on the morrow, ate sparingly.


  During the night, Jarl awakened several times, his nerves on edge for the test he knew lay ahead, but Waltk slept heavily.


  When they awakened the Chameleon men were there.


  Waltk was on his feet instantly, his great hands reaching out. Jarl came to his feet more slowly, wondering that the Chameleon men had not slain them while they slept.


  The skins of the Chameleon men were a mottled gray, colored to match the gray background in which they lived, he observed. There were a dozen of them ranged around the big Jovian and the slight Earthman. Their barbed two-pronged spears were held lightly in their webbed hands, and their lidless eyes stared blankly at the naked pair.


  Jarl Gare waited quietly, one hand on the powerful biceps of his companion.


  Finally, he became aware of a picture growing in his mind. Of a vine and tree-latticed river spouting out of a jungle into a deep pool. All around the edges of the pool were stacked great piles of huge oyster shells.


  The surface of the pool broke regularly, conical heads popped out and the mottled bodies swam toward shore, depositing the huge shells where they were taken by other Chameleon men, expertly split open and examined.


  One out of three yielded a pulsating pearl.


  Then into Jarl Gare’s mind came another picture. He and Waltk leaping, through the trees, then jumping through the force field, finally coming to the fields, leaving the jungle behind. Then a picture of the pearl beds again. Now a picture of strange men—wrestling with the Chameleon men, throwing great weights, leaping, diving into the pool, racing against the Chameleon men in their own element.


  A great sigh lifted Jarl Gare’s breast.


  “Waltk,” he cried. “We have passed all but the final test. One more, and the pearls are ours.”


  The Chameleon men nodded and turned, to march ahead of them across the fields.


  Jarl Gare was exulting. “I will win a pearl—a glorious gray pearl pulsing with life and beauty. I have no weakness, Waltk. My quest is almost over.”


  Waltk said quietly, “You have a weakness, Jarl. Perhaps I can help you.”


  Jarl Gare drew his slight body taut. “I need no help now, Waltk. I used you when I needed you. I don’t need you any longer. I will win out alone. With all your strength, you are weaker than I.”


  Waltk stared at him. “You do not like me? You have just used what I have to help yourself?”


  “Yes, you big dumb ox,” Jarl Gare gloated. “Your weakness is too obvious. You’re strong, but the Venusians have tests for such strength, and even your mighty body will fail.”


  “And you have no weakness?” Waltk asked. “Suppose they give you the test of strength?”


  “The Chameleon men don’t do it that way. They read your mind, almost, and figure out a test that should not be impossible, if you are uniformly strong in body, mind and courage. The test is for all three, and you must have the brains to go with strength.”


  “I see,” Waltk said, and when he looked at Jarl Gare, there was almost a sense of pity in the glance.


  AT LAST they came to the pool. Out of the fog-shrouded lake came the Chameleon men, their bodies dripping, their webbed hands carrying the great shells.


  The band of Chameleon men leading the Jovian and the Earthman halted. Two of them dived into the pool. After long minutes the pair reappeared, lugging between them a gigantic clam.


  They set it down before Waltk. They stared at Waltk. Finally, Waltk grinned and nodded. With their metal spears, four of the Chameleon men pried open the bivalve, and held it open by standing on the shell edges.


  Waltk flexed his great muscles and clamped a huge hand on each shell edge.


  Jarl Gare’s yellow eyes widened. Waltk’s test was to hold open the clam, a prodigious feat. For how long? One of the Chameleon men glanced at Jarl Gare and he saw a picture of darkness descending on the pool. Why, that must be six hours.


  The four Venusians stepped off the shell. The clam’s writhing muscles and the great writhing muscles of the Jovian’s back tensed together.


  The Chameleon men stared blankly at the striving pair. Jarl Gare watched passively. If the dumb ox couldn’t figure out that all he had to do was to shove the clam open still further instead of bracing against closure, he would lose the test.


  The moments dripped by, became minutes marked by the jumping back and shoulder muscles of the Jovian.


  AN hour passed sluggishly . . . Waltk’s usually white face became suffused with red. His chest was laboring.


  At the end of two hours, Waltk glanced appealingly over his shoulder at Jarl Gare. The Earthman laughed. With a convulsive effort, Waltk pushed back the shells six inches either way.


  If he had done that at first, he could have won, Jarl Gare thought, but not now. Waltk’s strength had been drained too greatly.


  The great shells quivered, moving back. Waltk strained, but the Jovian’s great muscles could hold no longer. The Jovian’s huge body quivered, the skin grew almost black with his great effort.


  The clam had the leverage now. Its white muscles pulsed. The Jovian grunted with pain. There was a deep thucking sound. Waltk whimpered.


  Then the Jovian stood up. He stared at the blood pulsing from the stumps of his wrists. The clam had sheared off his hands.


  “Sorry,” Jarl Gare said. And laughed.


  The Jovian’s face convulsed with fury. Then he relaxed. His moon face was smiling as he looked at Jarl Gare.


  “Your turn now,” he said.


  The Venusians gathered around Waltk. One of them took a pouch from beneath his breech clout. His webbed fingers dug in and came out with a salve that he smeared on the spurting wrist stumps. The blood ceased spurting.


  Then the Venusians turned to Jarl Gare.


  They circled him, but broke the circle a little to let a wizened Venusian through. He was carrying a Venusian pearl. Jarl Gare gasped at the size of the pearl. He reached out for it, but the old wizened Venusian drew back and a picture grew in Gare’s mind.


  “You’re going to hide it in an oyster shell, and throw that shell in with a pile of others?”


  The conical wrinkled head bowed. The wizened oldster reached into a pouch inside his breech clout and pulled out a handful of gray powder. The Venusians moved toward the pool, forcing Jarl Gare to move along with them.


  At the pool’s edge, the old Venusian dipped in a wrinkled hand and drew out a handful of water. He mixed the water with the powder until it became the consistency of paste. Jarl Gare watched as the old Venusian smeared the oyster shell one of the other Chameleon men handed him with the grayish paste.


  Then Jarl Gare saw the great, gray pearl handed to the old man. He placed the pearl in the shell. Then the other Venusians turned Jarl Gare away from the oldster, one of them placing his cold webbed fingers across the Earthman’s eyes.


  Jarl Gare heard the rattle of the old shells, other rustling motions behind him as he waited. What test was this the Chameleon men were planning?


  Finally, the hands dropped from his eyes. He turned around. The oldster was pointing at a huge pile of the oyster shells.


  A PICTURE was in Jarl Gare’s mind again. So they wanted him to find the shell? That was a fine test! All the shells were gray, and the pile to which the elder pointed was approximately twenty feet high. How could he find one gray shell among so many other gray ones?


  He looked up and saw Waltk grinning at him, the stumps of his arms folded.


  “How can I find it?” he asked Waltk. “One gray one among so many others?”


  “Gray?” asked Waltk. “It is not gray. It sticks out of that pile like a torch. The shell is smeared with red.”


  “Red?” asked Jarl Gare curiously. “Red? I see no red.”


  “That’s right,” Waltk said, and there was laughter in his voice. “You’re color blind, Earthman. I knew it when you first told me the vegetation was gray—that the pearls were gray. The Chameleon men knew it, too. You said they almost could read your mind.”


  Waltk threw back his head and roared with laughter.


  Jarl Gare spun his eyes to the Chameleon men who were watching. A picture grew in his mind. He had until sunset to find the shell—the red shell.


  And he was color-blind . . .
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  CHAPTER I


  The Place Called Nard


  IT WAS a beautiful city from a distance, the place called Nard. The cloud layer hung a mile overhead and the white towers came almost up to it. You came out of one of the little feeder canals on your canalcraft and there it was, ahead of you. Pure, miraculous white, a city for angels.


  “It’s the Hags,” Hanley said suddenly. “They spoil it.”


  The narrow-faced man called Valentine stared at him. “Spoil what?” he asked.


  “The whole planet.” Hanley gestured around him. “Look at this place we’re in. A cellar, fixed up with a bar and tables and a couple of dancers who couldn’t make a living on Earth. Noise and smoke—dirty glasses with cheap liquor. . . .”


  Valentine grinned leanly. “That’s treason,” he commented. “You can’t talk about the Hags like that. Besides, it’s not their fault.”


  “No?”


  “No. They didn’t build this place. They don’t make you come here.”


  “There’s no other place to go!”


  Valentine shrugged. “Not for the likes of us, no,” he admitted. “But there never was a place for men like you and me.” He looked around him, at the drunken canalers and their white-faced women. “This is as good a place as any. On Earth there are better places, sure. Cleaner and quieter and the dancers know how to pick up their feet. I’ve seen them—though you have not. I liked them, but I couldn’t stand it for long. That was what they call civilization, Hanley. Civilization means law. Would you like to be law-abiding?”


  The broad-shouldered Hanley started, almost spilling his drink in consternation. “Law-abiding? Not me!” he said sincerely.


  Valentine nodded and leaned back in his chair. Out in the center of the floor a pair of dancers were going through gymnastic contortions. Silver-haired and slim, the girl spun out of her partner’s arms halfway across the floor, stopping near Valentine’s table. As she posed there for a second her eyes caught Valentine’s gray ones and she eave him the imperceptible performer’s smile of greeting. Then the music surged and she spunqway.


  “Hope Dari didn’t hear what you said about dancers.” Hanley grinned. “She’s smitten.”


  Valentine picked up his glass and held it to the light. “I wasn’t talking about her,” he said lazily, watching the milky green opalescent shimmer. “She could do better than this if she wanted to. Don’t personalize everything, Hanley.”


  Hanley pursed his lips, looking at Valentine wonderingly. He too swallowed his drink before he spoke. “How come you live like this, Valentine?” he asked.


  “Like what?”


  “Like”—Hanley gestured—“like an outlaw. You could be a successful man if you stayed on Earth, Valentine. You talk like a man who’s had an education. Yet you hang around this dirty little city on Venus, skirting the edge of the law. It’s a good life for me, I guess—I don’t know any other. But you . . .


  There was a faraway look in Valentine’s brooding eyes, focused on a table across the smoke-filled room. “Look at that girl,” he said suddenly. “The Earthgirl with the Space Fleet ensign.”


  “The pretty one? What about her?”


  “She is pretty, isn’t she? But look at her face. You can tell how she has spent her life.”


  Hanley nodded. “She’s been rich—is that what you mean? Rich and powerful. It shows.”


  “That’s what I mean. All her life she’s been surrounded by luxury, and she couldn’t live for a day if she were alone in the swamps.” He set down his glass and faced Hanley. “That’s Earth for you,” he said. “Soft, and haughty, and weak. Venus is no better, but at least here I can do almost as I like. So I go out into the swamps and bring in bellflowers, and you pass them on to some illegal distillery or other, evading the Hags’ tithe, and we both have enough money to do as we please.”


  Hanley grimaced. “Let’s not talk so loud about it,” he begged.


  THE dancers had left the floor and the rickety orchestra was hammering out a dance number. The Earthgirl got up to dance with the youth in Space Fleet blue. Valentine sighed.


  “She’s still a pretty girl,” he said. “Let’s have another drink.”


  “Who’s a pretty girl?”


  Valentine looked up. The dancer was standing over him, smiling, still wearing the gold-and-scarlet silks of her dancing costume.


  “Hello Dari,” he said. “I meant you, of course. There isn’t a prettier girl in Nard.”


  A waiter brought a chair over hastily and the girl sank down into it. “You always know the right thing to say,” she murmured. “But why didn’t you say it to me instead of to Hanley?”


  Valentine coughed and detained the waiter. “What would you like?” he asked hurriedly.


  She shrugged. “Flower-dew, I suppose. That’s what you’ve been drinking.”


  Hanley growled, “I’ll take whisky. Let’s make this one the last, Valentine. We have business.”


  The waiter vanished and came back with the drinks.


  “You needn’t be pointed,” Dari said. “I can’t stay long anyhow. I have to change for my next number. It’s something new, Valentine—I wish you could stay and see it.”


  “Something new?”


  “An importation from Earth—an old medieval folk-dance that’s being revived. They call it the samba.”


  “Sounds fascinating,” Hanley said. “I’m sorry, but . . .”


  “Oh, maybe we can stay,” Valentine said. He was looking out over the floor again. “Meanwhile, Dari, let’s dance a little. It’ll keep you in practise.”


  “Meaning that I need practise?” she said.


  They rose and she walked before him to the floor. The band was still blaring at top speed. They fell into the rhythm of it and moved across the floor.


  Dari looked up at him. “Have I told you lately that you missed your vocation?” she asked. “You should have been a dancer. You can dance with me any time. By the way, what is your vocation?”


  “I’m retired,” Valentine said. “Easy . . . He guided her dextrously among the other couples on the floor. She relaxed against his arm, her eyes half closing.


  She felt a nudge from behind and stumbled. Startled, she stared reproachfully up at Valentine.


  “I’m sorry,” he was saying. “That was clumsy of me.”


  They had bumped right into another couple—the Earthgirl and the boy in Space Fleet blue. The ensign said, “That’s all right,” ungraciously, and was about to dance on.


  Valentine stopped him. “It was really my fault,” he said. “Can we buy you a drink to make up for it?”


  The ensign’s blond brows lifted. “That’s not necessary,” he said.


  Valentine put a hand on his shoulder. “No, I insist,” he said softly.


  It was the Earthgirl who spoke. She stood regarding Valentine for a fraction of a second with honest curiosity. Then, “I have a better idea,” she said, “let’s buy them a drink, Van.”


  The ensign shrugged petulantly. “If you like,” he said. To Valentine, “May we?”


  “Certainly,” Valentine said. The four walked off the floor to the table the Earth couple had occupied. As soon as they had ordered, Valentine said, “I noticed you from across the floor. It’s not very often that we see Earthpeople here in Nard.”


  The ensign permitted himself a smile. “You’ll be seeing more of us in the future,” he said.


  “Really?” Valentine showed genuine interest.


  “Sure.” The ensign took a deep swallow of his drink. “You’ll be seeing more than you ever saw in your life before.”


  Valentine shook his head gently. “I saw a million and a half Earthmen in the streets of New York, waiting to hear the results of a duel between two professional ray-gun killers,” he said.


  “Oh, then you’ve been to Earth,” the Earthgirl said. “How did you like it?”


  “I admired the beautiful cities, and the immense factories. I didn’t think much of the entertainment.”


  The girl frowned in mock astonishment. “Surely you don’t object if two professionals try to kill each other. I understand that all sorts of killing goes on here on Venus. And the people that get killed aren’t even being paid for it—it’s the Hags killing the Donovans, or the Donovans killing helpless citizens.”


  “You’ve been a little misinformed,” Valentine said politely. “Is that why you came to Venus? To see some of the killing?”


  The ensign laughed explosively. “No. We came on business.”


  “Mixed with a little pleasure, of course,” the girl added swiftly, “In fact, I’m afraid it was almost pleasure. But tell us some more about your reactions to Earth.”


  They conversed for a few minutes. Valentine conscientiously ignored the spectacle of Hanley across the room, staring incredulously at the foursome. Then Dari said:


  “I’ve really got to change now. If you’ll excuse me I’ll go.”


  VALENTINE rose with her and walked as far as the door to the dressing room, after offering the conventional thanks for the drink. Then he sat down next to Hanley.


  Hanley regarded him with open anger. “What’s going on?” he demanded. “Do you know what time it is?”


  Valentine nodded. “Drink your drink, and I’ll tell you all about it.”


  Hanley grunted and lifted the glass to his lips. He held it there, then sat bolt upright. “What the heck!” he murmured. He pointed to the entrance. “Look. What are they doing here?”


  Valentine turned around. Every eye in the place was on the entrance as three new persons came in.


  They moved in disdainful silence, like lily-white swans floating through mire. The first two wore the white casques of their mysterious order, hiding their features. The third was a mournful-eyed girl of nineteen in the scarlet-edged robes of a novice.


  “Imagine!” Hanley said. “I never heard of the Hags-coming to a place like this before. Maybe they’re human after all.”


  “Or maybe they’re after something,” Valentine said, his face drawn. “I wish I knew what.”


  The first Hag threw her casque back, revealing the lean face of a middle-aged woman. She looked about her, beckoned imperiously to a waiter in a stained apron. He approached her uncertainly.


  There was a rustle of silken garments behind Valentine, and Dari was back. “Do you see who’s here?” she whispered venomously. “Vultures! I hate those—”


  “We all do,” Hanley said hastily. He waved at the dance floor, where the halfintoxicated canalers had noticed the Hags and were unanimous in their hostile looks. “I’ll bet they haven’t got a friend in the place.”


  The waiter listened uncertainly while the first Hag said something peremptory and short to him, then he hurried off toward a door at one end of the bar. Valentine looked after him thoughtfully.


  “Dari,” he said without looking at her, “how would you like to do me a favor?”


  “Sure.”


  “Find out what they want.”


  DARL looked at him uncertainly. She shrugged. “All right.” She was on her feet swiftly.


  Hanley said, “Valentine, I hate to repeat myself but it’s time—”


  “I won’t be long,” he promised. “I’m curious about this.”


  Dari intercepted the waiter before he reached the door, returned almost immediately. Her eyes were apprehensive.


  “They’re looking for somebody,” she said. “Jay didn’t know what they want him for. Valentine, have you been. . . .”


  Valentine pursed his lips. “Not that I remember.” he said.


  “Oh, Valentine—don’t get into trouble with the Hags. They’re horrible. They arrested me once. I know what they’re like.”


  Valentine waved his hand. “I won’t get into trouble,” he said. “Are you ready, Hanley?”


  “It’s about time,” Hanley grumbled. Valentine dropped a bill on the table to cover their drinks, then got up.


  “I’ll be back, Dari,” he promised.


  “Tonight?”—eagerly.


  “In a couple of days. Good-by.”


  Valentine noticed the Earthgirl putting on her cloak as he went out. Evidently she was leaving too.


  “We’re late,” Hanley said. “Let’s hurry.”


  The two men walked briskly along the wide street, dimly lighted with luminous disks set in the white-walled buildings. Above, the hanging clouds reflected the more brilliant lights of the center of the city.


  “What was it that Dari said about being arrested by the Hags?” Hanley asked.


  “It happened a year ago. They picked her up, held her a couple of days, let her go. Never said a word of explanation. She didn’t like the Hags much before that—but now she hates them.”


  They turned into a small street, then into what was almost an alley. They were in the poorer section of Nard now, a place where laborers lived and worked. The buildings were old and small compared with those in the center of the city.


  Valentine greeted the man in the black plastic ray-tunic of the police who lounged on the wharf beside his craft, then stepped into it. Hanley followed, with dubious looks at the guard. Ranged against the cushioned seats at the back of the speedbarge were four baled objects—the bellflowers. Their spiced scent was unmistakable. The guard grinned broadly, turned and walked away.


  “Here you are,” Valentine said. “Now where’s your man to take them off my hands?”


  “He’ll be here,” Hanley promised. “Let’s get the bales up on the wharf if you’re sure it’s safe.”


  “Safe as the secrets of the Donovans,” Valentine said. “Even the Hags can’t find those out.”


  The two men worked quickly and in moments the bales were stacked beside the boat. They climbed out. Hanley plucked a bellflower petal out of a bale and chewed it reflectively.


  “Look over there,” he said, pointing. “What do you make of that?”


  Valentine looked. “What?” A low-wheeled car purred down toward them along the canal street, stopped at a shabby building not far away. Two persons got out, a man and a girl. At that distance it was hard to identify them but the man was in blue uniform.


  “Our friends from the cafe!” Valentine said. “Wonder what they’re doing here? That’s—oh, I understand. See the Earthsign?”


  Hanley nodded as his eyes took in the two interlocked squares that gleamed faintly over the entrance to the building.


  “An Earth storehouse, huh? I can See why the boy wonder would be down here—in charge of a shipment, maybe. But how about the girl?”


  Valentine shrugged. “It doesn’t make sense to me either,” he conceded. “But these Earthgirls—oh, here comes your man.”


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Man Meets Donovan


  


  


  A SHORT man was walking rapidly toward them, his face tense. As soon as he got within earshot: “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “I had a little trouble.” He was obviously uneasy, eyes squinted and blinking.


  “What kind of trouble?”


  The man spat expressively. “The Hags,” he said. “I don’t know how much longer this little deal of ours is going to work. I’ve got an uneasy feeling. The Hags are searching for the still.”


  “Searching?” Hanley repeated. “That’s bad. Will they find it?”


  “Not unless they look somewhere else.” The man sighed and regarded the bales meditatively. “They were looking in my house. I’m not crazy enough to keep the still there. But it looks like they’ve got a line on me.


  Valentine nodded. “Well, do you want to take this batch?”


  The man spread his hands morosely. “I have to,” he said. “My customers are waiting.” He widened a gap in the sacking of the bales, peered at the exposed bellflowers. “Looks all right. Wait just a minute.”


  He turned his back and walked across the street to where a light cargo car was parked, drove it over to them. The three men together heaved the bales into its cargo space.


  They had just finished when the short man froze. “Watch out,” he whispered. “Look who’s coming.”


  Valentine gave him a quick glance, then relaxed. “Oh, the policeman,” he said. “Don’t worry about him. He’s a friend of mine—I pay him more than the Hags do.” But the guard seemed anxious as he approached.


  He said, “I thought I’d better tell you. There’s a robot coming this way. It just came over the talker.” He patted the portable two-way radio he carried.


  “A robot?” Hanley grunted.


  “Yeah. Coming fast.”


  Hanley’s business associate gurgled in his throat.


  “They’re out for blood,” he said. He stood there uncertainly. “I’ve got the stuff already. I might as well stay with it.” He shrugged and his hand went into his pocket for a wad of colored paper, which he gave to Hanley. “I’ll let you know later if I’m still in business,” he said. He got into the cargo car and was gone.


  Hanley looked after him. “Well, what now?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Valentine admitted. “Maybe you and I will have to find a legal way of making a living after all.” His eyes strayed past Hanley, looking down the street. “We’re stuck—look.”


  Hanley turned and followed his glance. “It wasn’t a false alarm, was it?”


  Far down the street, beyond the worried back of the guard, a figure was approaching rapidly. It was large, menacing—and not even remotely human.


  The serf-robots of the Hags were huge creatures—round-bodied, capped at the shoulders with a many-eyed dome, borne upon a pair of stiltlike metal legs. They had no intelligence in the sense that a man is intelligent but they could respond instantly to radio-control from afar, and what they saw and heard was transmitted to the person controlling them.


  The policeman, now a hundred yards away, turned and gave them a fleeting look of warning. Valentine nodded.


  Hanley asked apprehensively: “Do you think it’s after us?”


  “I don’t know,” Valentine said. “We’ll find out.”


  The creature bore down upon them, then halted in the middle of the street. It seemed to listen to an inaudible order, then whirled and dashed into one of the buildings.


  “It wasn’t looking for us, then,” Hanley observed with heartfelt relief. “Well, thank heaven for that.”


  Valentine was frowning. “Now I wonder what it was after.”


  “Bellflower smugglers like us. That’s what the guard—”


  Valentine snorted. “In there? That’s an Earth depot.”


  Hanley grunted, staring. It had been the Earth-marked warehouse into which the robot had dashed.


  “Well, I guess not. Say! The car’s gone. Our friend must have left.”


  “I noticed that. Wish I knew what was going on.”


  “It’s no business of ours,” Hanley protested. “Let’s go.”


  “All right. Go ahead, Hanley. I’ll see you later. I’m going to find out what that robot’s after.”


  “What do you care? You’re just looking for trouble.” The puzzled, half-comprehending look was in Hanley’s eyes again.


  “I do care, though,” Valentine said. “That’s what matters right now. Go ahead—travel.”


  VALENTINE waited a half second after Hanley had melted into the shadows of the goods piled on the other side of the street. He ran lightly across the street, down toward the Earth warehouse. He paused in the doorway to make sure no one was watching, then silently slipped inside.


  He was in a dusty office with covered writing machines and desks, completely deserted. Valentine heard no sound anywhere. He blinked, then walked softly across the small room to a gaping double door.


  Inside was impenetrable blackness, a large storeroom of some kind. Valentine could sense, rather than see, metal crates stacked along the wall by his side. A heap of them before him blocked his vision.


  He stood silent, trying to match the supersensitive hearing of the robot with his own forest-trained ears. Far off there was a faint scratching sound. He stepped soundlessly forward—and slipped, flailed the air wildly to regain his balance, stood teetering for a second. Something was there on the floor that was liquid and slippery.


  His nostrils explained it to him even before he carefully bent down, reached out exploring hands. His fingers touched something warm and solid—a human body! The reek of human blood flowed around him. Valentine pursed his lips and rose to his feet. He could do no good for the man—and the body was a fresh warning of what his own fate might be.


  More cautiously he tiptoed forward. As he neared the end of the stack of crates he detached a faint vertical line of light before him. He peered round the boxes, ready to race for safety at an instant’s warning.


  Far down the long aisle of crates towered the bulk of the robot. A thin beam of light blazed from a socket in the creature’s domed top, flared down on an eight-foot crate held effortlessly in the great tentacles. As Valentine watched, the robot set the crate down, reached for another and examined it.


  The electric scanners that were its eyes took seconds to grasp the stenciled characters on the box, even with the aid of the light. Valentine wondered whether, somewhere in the brooding city, a Hag sat watching a telescreen reflecting the things the robot saw, or whether it was on its memory tape alone that the image was recorded.


  From behind him there came a crash.


  Valentine whirled, his eyes staring into blackness. There was a scrambling noise, then silence. But the robot had heard too! The floor-jolting strides of its massive feet jarred him into action.


  His mind raced desperately. Better to face the unknown danger behind him than the sure annihilation by the robot! He darted back around the crates, stumbling crazily in the blackness. He plunged into the office, reckless of the danger. Amazingly, it was empty! And the wide door to the empty bright street stood open.


  But he slid to a halt on impulse. He dodged toward the corner of the office and slipped under a desk. The robot would be sure to catch him in straight pursuit in the street. But if he remained hidden and very quiet. . . . .


  Clattering like a boiler-factory on the run, the robot pounded through the office. Only a single cursory sweep of its search-beam it gave to the office before it hurtled on through the door. It paused irresolutely outside. Then its earphones picked up the footsteps of some luckless pedestrian and it was off in a mechanical rush in pursuit.


  Valentine came cautiously out from under the desk, listening. If the monster’s search carried it far enough away it would be possible to escape. Otherwise. . . .


  “Valentine!”


  The voice was a whisper, from the open door to the storeroom.


  “Hanley!” Valentine gasped in recognition. “I thought you. . . .”


  “I know what you thought,” Hanley said apologetically. “Are there any more robots around?”


  “I don’t think so. What are you doing here?”


  There was a repetition of the scrambling noise.


  Valentine, coming nearer, knew that Hanley was climbing down from the top of the heap of crates.


  “I thought it was safer up there after I tripped,” he excused himself. “I guess I messed things up, huh? I thought you might need some help, so I followed you. Then I stumbled over this kid here, and when I got up I knocked one of these crates over.”


  “You stumbled over the dead man?”


  “Dead? No—I listened, and heard the heartbeat. Look, Valentine, let’s get her out of here. She’s not dead—and she’s not a man!”


  THE dark clouds overhead were beginning to grow light with dawn as they pushed the canalcraft away from the jetty, sent it slicing the unrippled surface of the water and out into the middle of the canal.


  “Where to?” Hanley asked from the wheel. “My place down at the edge of the city?”


  “We’ll go there first,” Valentine said. “I’ll drop you off there but the girl and I are going on. I’ve got a plan for her.”


  He ignored Hanley’s questioning eyes and turned to the girl. He had recognized her instantly as the Earthgirl from the canalers’ cafe.


  Obviously, she had been knocked out by the great tentacles of the robot. Skin was ripped from her arms, a bloody welt marked the hairline at one side of her face. She had lost much blood.


  Hanley had been gentle as he carried her in his powerful arms and the blood had clotted to flow no longer.


  “Hand me the kit from the locker,” Valentine said. He raised her head, propped it up. With the material in the medical kit he dressed her wounds as best he could. He took out a slim hypodermic, slipped an ampoule of colorless fluid into the barrel, worked the plunger to puncture the capsule. Then he inserted it carefully into the blue-traced vein at the inside of the girl’s elbow, pressed down the plunger. The girl twitched and moaned.


  “What’s that?” Hanley called from the wheel.


  “I’m giving her a shot of nihilate to keep her asleep. She’ll be a lot less trouble that way.”


  Hanley frowned. “Listen, Valentine—you can trust me. Where are you going to take her?”


  Valentine hesitated, watching the girl. The expression on her face faded into the relaxed mask of slumber as the drug took effect.


  He rose to face Hanley. “Maybe you’d better not know,” he said. “I trust you. But maybe you’d better do your own guessing.”


  Hanley shrugged and faced forward. The speedy barge had almost reached the limits of the city. Valentine came forward to take the wheel as Hanley turned it in toward the shore.


  “I’ll see you in a few days,” he promised. “Sorry, but this is important.”


  “Sure,” Hanley said morosely. He relinquished the wheel. Then, “Hold it!” he said sharply. “Look what’s waiting for us!”


  Valentine’s eyes flew to the dock before him.


  Standing silent and watchful at the corner of the street which led to Hanley’s home was one of the robots of the Hags!


  The barge spun around in a sharp turn and Valentine thrust the speed lever forward to the last notch.


  “That settles it,” he said. “He may have seen the girl. We can’t land.”


  “He might just be standing there,” Hanley offered.


  “And he might not, too. They could have traced the bellflowers to you—anything. We can’t take the chance. I’m sorry, Hanley, but I think you’ll have to come along with us now.”


  “And where are we going?” Hanley asked. Valentine looked at him with a faint smile.


  “I think you have a pretty good idea. Why don’t you try a guess?”


  Hanley nodded slowly and the half-understanding that had been in his eyes became certainty.


  “It’s the Donovans,” he whispered. “You’re one of the Donovans, aren’t you?”


  Valentine nodded and Hanley was silent for several seconds.


  “I’ve been, having that idea in the back of my head for a long time,” Hanley said. “It’s the only thing that made sense. But . . .”


  “But what?”


  Hanley coughed. “Well, I thought the Donovans were a pretty rough lot. Outside of being pirates, I mean. Of course, all I know about the Donovans is what I heard from the Hags—mind you, I’m not saying they’re right. . . .”


  Valentine shrugged. “We’re not even pirates,” he said. “Oh, we have stopped freight barges once in a while when there was something on them we had to have. But we only stole from the Hags—and they stole the whole planet of Venus from the people.”


  “But I thought the Hags always flew.”


  “They do now.” Valentine laughed. “We taught them that.”


  HANLEY nodded. “But how did you get along?”


  “Well—did you ever wonder what I did with the money you gave me for bellflowers? We bought a lot of things, and made a lot. We have factories. Everything we ever stole was something the Hags had that we couldn’t get any other way. Stuff from their laboratories mostly.”


  “I had an idea that the Hags exaggerated a little,” Hanley admitted. “Well, anything they say is probably a lie, of course. But why do you live in caves in the swamp, like animals?”


  Valentine laughed shortly. “You’ll see,” he promised.


  “Oh.” Hanley grimaced. “Then I’m going to the Donovan hideout.”


  “I’m afraid you’ll have to. Don’t feel badly about it—it’s an honor. Only the Donovans have ever been there before.”


  “And the girl?”


  Valentine shrugged, and dropped the conversation.


  He turned to look behind him. The Hags had fast canalcraft too, of course, and there was always the possibility of chase. But he saw nothing.


  The canal, at this hour of the morning, was deserted.


  The girl moaned in her sleep. Valentine sighed and leaned back, holding the wheel loosely.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Every Word a Lie


  


  


  AFTER, miles of the straightaway, the canal’s course took a wide turn and the white spires of Nard disappeared behind the dense trees. Valentine stretched, sat upright, began to pay attention to the shoreline. His gray eyes roved along the tangled vegetation of the bank. After a moment he changed course slightly, ran the canalcraft in toward the shore in a long slant Where a bent tangletree hung its weeping fronds far out over the water he cast a quick look behind him, then gave the craft hard right tiller.


  “What,” Hanley gasped. Then he understood, as the drooping fronds brushed the top of the craft and he could see behind their screen.


  It was another waterway, a hidden one. Apparently it had once been a natural shallow stream, for its course was winding. But it was deep enough for the shallow draft of a canalcraft and careful work had cleared enough of the vegetation to make it navigable without destroying the overhead screen.


  “Clever,” Hanley said. “And you have your huts under the trees, huh? Moving around from time to time so the Hags won’t find you?”


  Valentine smiled. “We don’t move very often,” he said. “This is the original Donovan hideout. It’s been here a hundred and fifty years, ever since old Donovan himself took his followers out of the cities.”


  After a winding, mile-long run under the shrouding trees they drew up to a metal landing stage. Half a dozen canalcraft were moored there already, slim shapes that indicated speed.


  Valentine stepped out and raised his hands. “Valentine of the Donovans,” he said to an unseen listener. “I have two strangers. I bind myself for them.”


  There was a rustling in the undergrowth and a man in jungle green stepped out, putting a ray-pencil into its sheath. He stared at Hanley and the girl doubtfully.


  “Go ahead, Valentine,” he said. “I guess you know what you are doing.”


  Valentine nodded and beckoned to Hanley, who handed the girl out to him, then stepped onto the stage himself.


  “Lead on,” Hanley said. “Here—I’ll carry the girl.”


  She was light enough but Valentine relinquished the chore of carrying her to Hanley’s great strength.


  “This way,” he said, and set off on a narrow path.


  Hanley looked about curiously for the huts or caves he had expected. He could see nothing, nothing but the thick trees and tangled creepers that writhed along the ground.


  “Here we are,” Valentine said. A huge boulder stood beside the path before them. Hanley watched in astonishment as Valentine stood before it.


  “Who is it?” a voice asked. Hanley couldn’t locate the voice’s owner—a hidden microphone, he thought.


  Valentine repeated what he had said to the guard at the landing stage. There was a slight electric drone, and the face of the rock opened up before him. Within was a broad, shallow flight of steps going down. Another guard with a ray-rod stood inside the entrance, his hand on a lever.


  “Come ahead,” he said.


  Valentine looked around at Hanley and grinned. “This is our hideout,” he said. “Welcome to the Donovan caves!” . . .


  The whispered buzz of an interphone awakened Donovan. He was at once alert, though he had slept for less than three hours. He flipped a switch beside his bed and spoke.


  A voice replied, “This is Surgeon-of-the-day Carla. I promised I’d call when your Earthgirl was able to talk. Well, she’s ready whenever you want her.”


  “Good,” said Valentine. “I’ll be right down.”


  He stepped into a tingling shower and quickly dressed. Just outside his room was a small chamber where a man was seated at a table, idly reading.


  “Hello, Valentine,” he said. “I sent for some food for you.” He gestured toward a group of covered vessels on the table before him.


  Valentine nodded and sat down. A tap on the covers of the vessels made them hiss satisfyingly. Then Valentine lifted the lids off easily, revealing food kept warm by units in the lids, kept from spoilage by the vacuum. Pouring a cup of the pale, effervescent liquid, he nodded at the door next to his own.


  “Hanley isn’t awake yet?”


  The guard shook his head. “What shall I do with him when he comes out?” he asked.


  “Feed him first, I suppose. After that—well, he’ll probably be asking a lot of questions. He was pretty surprised at finding a city as big as this underground. Tell him whatever he wants to know.”


  “Anything?” The guard raised his brows.


  “That’s right. He knows too much now if we can’t trust him. A little more won’t make any difference.” Valentine chuckled. “You’d better brace yourself for a hard time. I could hardly get him to go to sleep when we came in—he had an idea we were savages, living in caves.”


  He quickly finished eating, then walked through broad bright corridors to what a plaque identified as the medical section.


  “Hello, Carla,” he said to the surgeon of the day. “How’s the girl?”


  Carla was a slim young man in a white tunic. He hesitated. “She’s only had a couple of hours under the vita-rays. Actually it would be better if we kept her there. She’s lost a lot of blood.”


  “You can put her under again afterward, Carla. This is important.”


  Carla shrugged. “All right. She’s well enough to talk now. But try not to get her too excited.” He led the way out of the room.


  The girl was supine on a dais, under gleaming orange lights. They peered in at her through the crystal wall of the chamber in which she lay. Carla touched a switch outside the entrance and the lights flicked and blanched to normal daylight color. He opened the door and motioned Valentine in ahead of him.


  The blood had been washed from her and her cuts had closed. Carla thumbed down a lower eyelid and peered at the pupil. Satisfied, he took a small plastic capsule from a pouch at his waist and expertly crushed it in his fingers, close to the girl’s nostrils. A sharp, tingling pungency filled the room. The girl shuddered and almost immediately awoke.


  Paying no attention to her, Carla turned to Valentine.


  “She’ll be all right for a while. Call me when you leave and I’ll put her back under the rays.”


  There was surprise and fear in almost equal proportions in the girl’s eyes. Valentine said, “Probably you’re wondering where you are.”


  The girl frowned at him. “You—you’re the man who bumped into us in the cafe.”


  “Yes. My name is Valentine. You were injured last night by a serf-robot belonging to the Hags—do you remember? I found you and brought you here.”


  The girl pushed herself erect, sat with her legs dangling over the side of the pallet. She regarded him carefully.


  “Where is ‘here’ ?” she asked. Valentine noticed again that her voice was exceptionally rich and deep. She was attractive enough, he thought. If her skin hadn’t been just a trifle too dark, in spite of the bleaching effect of the vita-rays, she might have been almost beautiful.


  He asked, “Have you ever heard of the Donovans?”


  “Donovans? Yes, surely. They’re the outlaws. The savages who live in huts in the jungle.”


  VALENTINE smiled ruefully. “It seems to me I’ve heard that too many times today,” he said. “We’re not exactly savages. You see, I’m one of the Donovans. This place you’re in now is our jungle city.”


  Her lips parted. “Oh? But I thought—that is, all the Venusians said that—”


  “I know what they said,” Valentine interrupted. “They said we were outlaws. They’re partly right.”


  The girl nodded hesitantly. Then, remembering, she flexed her arm experimentally. She rubbed it, looked at it. The cuts where the robot had flailed it had closed, leaving only pinkish welts under the regenerative influence of the vita-rays.


  “You’re quite civilized,” she admitted. “I shouldn’t have expected vita-rays. I suppose I owe you something for helping me. I’ll see that my father rewards you.”


  Valentine coughed. “That brings up a delicate point. I’m afraid we’ll have to keep you here for some time.”


  “Keep me?” The warmth had gone from her voice.


  “Yes. You see, our safety would be endangered if the Hags knew as much about us as you do.”


  “But what has that to do with me? I’m not a Venusian. I have credentials from the Earth government—a trade mission.”


  Valentine shook his head impatiently. “Credentials from Earth are worthless here,” he said. “The Earth government doesn’t even know we exist.


  THE girl slipped to her feet, eyes bright and fixed on Valentine’s. “I’m Elena Orris,” she said softly. “My father is an important man.” She examined Valentine’s face closely, with obvious vexation that the name made no impression on him. “Do you know what that means?”


  “What does it mean?”


  “It means that my father can call out the Earth-fleet if you hold me here. The whole fleet—eight thousand battle rockets. Do you know what battle rockets could do to you?”


  Donovan said patiently, “You don’t understand. The fleet could blast us to shreds, yes. But how would they ever find us? The Hags can’t find us, and they’ve been looking for over a century. As far as anyone on Earth would ever know, you mysteriously disappeared. The Hags won’t press the investigation too far. After all, it was their robot that attacked you. They can’t be sure you’re still alive.”


  The girl bit her lip and looked at him uncertainly. Then, “Tell me what you want,” she said.


  “That’s better,” Valentine applauded. He sat down facing her. “There are some questions I want to ask you. About those crates in the storeroom the robot was so interested in. What was in them?”


  “I can’t tell you.”


  “Why?”


  Elena Orris hesitated. “I—I can’t. I swore an oath. I’m not here as a tourist, you know. This is part of my job. The Earth government sent me to make sure that the goods got here safely. It’s important that it be kept a secret.”


  “It’s important to me, too. Who was it for?” She shrugged. “A man named—Smith. I don’t know him.”


  “Do you know who he’s acting for?”


  “No.”


  Valentine stood up, took a step toward her. “I tell you, we Donovans have got to know all about this,” he said. “We’re not savages. We don’t usually force people to talk. But this is different.”


  The girl gasped. “Are you threatening me?”


  “With torture? No. With being made to answer, yes.”


  “You can’t make me answer!”


  Valentine smiled humorlessly. “We can try. There’s a sort of hypnosis technique we’ve worked out. It’s very good.”


  “I’ll never submit to it!”


  “It’s not up to you,” Valentine explained. “There’s a drug that goes with it so that your cooperation isn’t necessary. Unfortunately, it sometimes affects the mind.”


  The girl winced. “Beast!” she whispered. “I’ll tell you.”


  “Thank you,” Valentine said gravely. “What was in the cases?”


  In a dull tone she said, “Atomic explosives. Uranium isotopes and the catalyst to make them work.”


  Valentine frowned thoughtfully. “What about this man Smith?”


  “I don’t know much about him. He came to my father on Earth—my father is the Industries Controller for the Earth government. Smith wanted what he called industrial explosives. He offered money and concessions on Venus.”


  “Strange the Hags couldn’t make their own uranium isotopes,” Valentine observed. “Venus has plenty of carnotite. I thought I knew all the Venusian officials that work for the Hags but I never heard of Smith.”


  “It may not have been his real name. But his credentials were good. My father investigated.”


  “Of course, there’s something else about it that’s peculiar, you realize. The Hags are the government of Venus. Why would they send one of their robots to pry into something that they themselves had bought and paid for?”


  She shrugged. “You know as much as I do. Ensign Drake brought me down to look the shipment over before I went to bed. The guard on duty—an Earthman—complained of some kind of a fever and asked to be relieved. Ensign Drake took him to his quarters to get another man, and I stayed behind to keep an eye on the place. We didn’t expect any trouble. I was just waiting for him when—when that robot came blundering in.” She shuddered. “I don’t think it really meant any harm—not unless I got in its way. It just sort of pushed me aside.”


  Valentine looked at her thoughtfully, then at his watch. “I must go,” he said. “I’ll be back. Until then, the surgeon says you’ll be better off under the vita-rays. You can do as you like—except that you can’t leave.”


  He left her staring after him. On the way out he stopped to talk to the medic.


  “See that she’s fed and kept out of trouble,” he said. “I’ll be back.”


  “I’ll put her to sleep and give her some more rays,” Carla promised. “Did she tell you what you wanted to know?”


  Valentine grimaced. “She wouldn’t tell me a thing at first. I had to threaten to use force on her finally.”


  “And then—did she talk?”


  “She talked.” Valentine smiled humorlessly. “She answered every question—and every word she spoke was a lie!”


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Alliance Refused


  


  


  VALENTINE switched the teletalker in his room to Record and dictated a full account of what he had seen for the benefit of the council of the Donovans. As he was finishing the story he heard voices outside the door and Hanley came in.


  “You’ve got a wonderful place here, Valentine,” he said enthusiastically. “I’m sorry about—you know, about what I said about caves.”


  “Sure,” Valentine said absentmindedly.


  “That guy who was outside took me for a walk around. This, place is immense—eleven thousand people, he told me. Growing your own food, operating your own factories, everything underground. Wonderful!”


  Valentine smiled. “I suppose you know all our secrets now,” he said.


  Hanley looked embarrassed. “Yeah, I guess so. Look, Valentine. That’s something I wanted to talk to you about. Understand, I don’t care if I ever go back to Nard—I like it here. But if I do go back I want you to know I won’t say a word to anybody.”


  “We’ll be sure of that,” Valentine said ambiguously. “Did your escort tell you everything you wanted to know about us?” He sat down and lit a greenish cigarette.


  “Well, almost. But there are one or two things. For instance, who runs this place? How did it get started?”


  Valentine pursed his lips and blew a long plume of smoke.


  “It goes back over a hundred and fifty years,” he said. “The Hags rewrote the histories, so you probably don’t know much about it. But back in two thousand one hundred and sixty-nine Venus was a colony belonging to Earth.”


  “Oh, sure. I knew that.”


  Valentine nodded. “And the Hags were a brand-new order on Earth. They had just begun operating, oh maybe ten or fifteen years before. They were a sort of a crazy imitation of a religious order—composed of women who thought that men had made a mess of the world. They were brilliant women, of course. Doctors, chemists, physicists—everything.”


  “Then what?”


  “Then they got into trouble.” Valentine frowned thoughtfully. “Even we Donovans don’t know exactly what they did. I was curious about it when I was going to college on Earth—a lot of us go to Earth for schooling—so I looked in the old records. But all I could find were hints. I think they began using men in biological experiments. And somehow word of it got out, and they were banished from Earth. And they came here.”


  “To Venus? The government let them come?”


  “There was no other place for them. They started a revolution, persuading the colonials that they had been unjustly banished and they could give them democracy and freedom.”


  “That’s a laugh.”


  “Yes, but it sounded better in those days. There was a lot of justice in what they told the people. Earth had been pretty grasping, looting Venus without compunction. So the people fought their revolution for them and Earth didn’t have as big a space fleet as it has now and we won. That is—the Hags won. The people, of course, were no better off than they had been. Maybe worse.”


  Hanley shifted uncomfortably. “Sure,” he said. “That’s very interesting. But how about the Donovans? Where’d they come from?”


  Valentine stood up. “Let’s take a walk around while we’re talking,” he said. “You can’t have seen the whole city.”


  “Sure,” Hanley said, rising and following him through the door. They walked down a broad, brilliantly lighted corridor toward a large chamber where many people were moving about. “You were telling me where the Donovans came from,” he reminded.


  “There was a man named Jeremiah Donovan,” Valentine said. “He was one of the leaders in the rebellion. He preached democracy to the people and they followed him. When the revolution was won he began trying to put democracy into practice and the Hags arrested him as a traitor.”


  “How do you like that? After he fought for them.”


  “He escaped, though. He tried to fight the Hags. It was a good fight but they had everything on their side. About a hundred and fifty men were left after a month of it and they followed Donovan out into the swamps. They built this city—or began it, anyhow. At first the story about the caves was true.”


  Hanley nodded and stared about him. They were in an immense underground chamber. A deep pool of crystalline water was at one end of it and men and women were swimming or lounging about under the bright sunlamps on the dome forty feet overhead. Others were moving about purposefully from corridors opening into the chamber to boothlike affairs in the chamber itself.


  Hanley said, “With all these people, why can’t you come out into the open? You must outnumber the Hags.”


  “But they have robots,” Valentine explained. “We don’t.”


  “Can’t you make them?”


  “We’re trying. But we aren’t having much success because we can’t duplicate the alloy the Hags use in the electronic brains. Duplicate it? We don’t even know what it is!”


  “Can’t you—well, capture one?”


  “We have. In fact—” he hesitated “—in fact, we’ve captured several different types.”


  “Different types? But I’ve only seen one kind.”


  Valentine nodded. “I think the others are experimental. One was built into an aircraft that crashed. It ran the plane. And on the same ship were three or four little ones. Really little—about the size of a pinhead.”


  Hanley whistled. “Wonder what they were for.”


  Valentine said wryly. “So do we. We’ve taken them apart and analyzed them and we still don’t know what we’ve got. They were just the brains of the robot—the radio cell that controls it.”


  THEY sat down on a broad bench next the pool. Valentine stared into the water thoughtfully.


  Hanley said, “How come you know so much about the Hags?”


  “Oh, various ways. We monitor their radio—hear everything they broadcast. And we keep a couple of men close to their palace in Nard. But they’re smart too and we don’t find out as much as we’d like to.”


  “Oh.” Hanley fell silent for a moment, watching the people of the underground city. “What’s that place over there, where all the people are coming and going?”


  Valentine looked. “That’s the Council Hall. The government of the city is handled there. By the Council of the Donovans. I’m a member of the Council. There are thirty-five of us.” He smiled ruefully. “By rights I should be in there now, answering questions for them.”


  “What questions?”


  “Questions about the Earthgirl. But I don’t know the answers to them. Questions like what is she doing on Venus, and what’s in those crates, and—”


  Hanley interrupted by snapping his fingers. “Me and my memory,” he grunted. “I knew there was something I wanted to tell you.” He fished in a pocket, pulled out a couple of flat silvery disks and handed them to Valentine.


  “What are these?” Valentine asked, fingering them curiously.


  Hanley grinned. “While I was up on the crates—remember?—I knocked one over and broke it open. It spilled all over. I picked these things up. The crates were full of them.”


  WHEN Valentine walked in Elena was sitting on the dais in the crystal room, furiously smoking a cigarette. As soon as she saw him she burst out:


  “I’m going insane! Why don’t you let me out of here? I’ve told you what you wanted. Now keep your end of the bargain. Let me go!”


  Valentine looked at her coldly for a second.


  “We made no bargain. And if we had you didn’t keep it.”


  “I didn’t keep it?”


  “Yes. I asked you what was in those crates.”


  Elena Orris opened her eyes wide. “Of course. I told you—they’re supposed to contain industrial explosives. My father’s men inspected them just before we left.”


  Valentine laughed aloud. “You’re magnificent,” he said. Then, opening his hand to display what he held: “Look. Is this your industrial explosive?”


  The girl stared at the disk incredulously. “You—but where—” Abruptly the strength seemed to flow out of her. She looked up at Valentine helplessly.


  Valentine sat down facing her. “Start telling me the truth now,” he ordered. “The real truth—bearing in mind that twenty minutes ago this thing was in several pieces and one of our radio techs was telling me all he could about it. Or do we have to use the drug?”


  Elena said sullenly, “I’m not a radio tech. I don’t know very much about them.”


  “Tell me as much as you do know. Who were they for?”


  She said, “They are for—for the Earthmen on Venus.”


  “Earthmen?”


  “Yes. The Embassy staff. Commercial missions. Every Earthman on Venus—almost a thousand of them. Most of them right in Nard.”


  Valentine frowned. “And what are the Earthmen going to do with them?”


  “That’s the part I don’t know,” Elena said flatly. “They—they had something to do with robots.”


  “With the Hags’ robots?” Valentine’s face was impassive but his mind was racing. “You mean with the radio-control of the robots? Some radio device . . .?”


  “I think so. I think these things interfere with the radio-waves between the robots and wherever they’re controlled from. I heard my father talking about them once. He called them ‘wavetraps’. They just sort of reach out and absorb radio waves.”


  Valentine said slowly, “And that would mean that the robots would be helpless. They’d be blind, deaf and paralyzed.” He took that thought in silently, liking it, hardly daring to believe it. So powerful a weapon. . . . “What were you supposed to do with these things?” he asked.


  “Just bring them here. Ensign Drake was actually in charge of them but I was sent along to watch Ensign Drake. He was going to turn them over to the Embassy staff tomorrow.”


  Valentine stared at her curiously. “That doesn’t strike you as being unethical?” he asked. “To just attack like that?”


  “Unethical?” she echoed. “Are the Hags ethical?”


  “You have a point,” he admitted. He turned the idea over in his mind. Mechanisms to paralyze the robots, meant for the Earth Colony on Venus. An Earth plot—a plan to wrest the planet away from the Hags, make it again a colony of Terra!


  He looked soberly at the girl. Absently he noticed that she was strangely pale—then he remembered she had been under the vita-rays. Life moved faster under the vita-rays. Without compensating ultra-violet, her newly-regenerated skin was pale, bleaching as much in a few hours as it might otherwise have done in months.


  She watched him uncertainly. Then her expression changed as a new thought crossed her mind. “Valentine!” she said eagerly. “I have an idea! You hate the Hags, don’t you?”


  He laughed. “I couldn’t love them.”


  “We hate them too! Oh, Valentine, why can’t we join forces? As allies we couldn’t lose!”


  “Allies? The Earth government—and we outlaws?”


  “Certainly! Earth would help you. With our Space Fleet, our weapons, you could destroy the Hags in a few days. They could be wiped out completely—and you could come out of hiding.”


  Valentine listened without changing expression. He said, “And what would happen after that? What does Earth want from Venus?”


  Elena Orris spread her hands. “Only friendship,” she said persuasively. “Friendship and trade. Venus has millions of tons of radioactive ore—I’ll be truthful with you, Valentine. We need it. Our mines are running low.”


  “Can’t you get it from the Hags without overthrowing them?”


  “We’ve tried. They won’t listen to reason. Undeveloped resources that mean life to Earth—and the Hags won’t let us develop them. That’s all we want. Nothing that will hurt Venus, just—”


  “Just the chance to make it a colony again,” Valentine finished for her. “You used the wrong word. You don’t want allies—you want slaves!”


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  Escape


  


  


  ELENA recoiled from him, anger in her eyes. She whispered, “Don’t forget, swamp-dweller, Earth can take what it needs! Help us and we’ll reward you. Try to stop us and you’ll be exterminated along with the Hags!”


  Valentine nodded his head unwillingly. He admitted, “Unfortunately there’s some truth in what you say. If you can stop the robots you can take over the planet—and Earth will be more dangerous than the Hags to us.”


  “Well? Why not accept my proposition?” Valentine said patiently, “For two reasons.


  First, I can’t speak for all the Donovans and you can’t speak for Earth. Second, I’m not sure you can stop the robots.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Elena boasted. “The wave-traps work. The Hags have only one type of robot—we know that. We tried it out. It stopped the robot cold.”


  “Oh.” Valentine studied her thoughtfully. “Are you sure that the Hags only have the one type?”


  “Positive! We’ve had reports from agents in the Hag Palace itself.”


  Valentine nodded noncommittally and stood up. “Well, there’s only one thing to do,” he said. “I’ll report what you say to the Council of the Donovans. If they agree I’ll come and tell you.” He nodded a farewell and turned toward the door.


  “Wait!” Elena Orris sprang after him. “Don’t leave me in this jail! I hate it!”


  Valentine looked at her in surprise. “Where do you want to go?”


  “Back to Nard! You can see why I must. That robot was prying into the crates. I want to find out what he discovered?”


  Valentine shook his head. “You’re being absurd. Obviously we can’t let you go. No one but the Donovans knows about this place and we can’t take a chance that you might tell the Hags about it.”


  “Good heavens!” She stamped her foot in anger. “Are you deaf, Valentine? I told you that you and I would fight the Hags together. Why would I turn you over to them when I need your help?”


  “Oh, you might find some reason,” Valentine said. “No, you’ll have to. stay here for a while. Later on we’ll see.”


  Hanley was open-mouthed when Valentine switched off the recorder and turned to him. “Was all that stuff true?” he asked. “Are the Earthies planning to take us over?”


  Valentine grinned. “The Earthgirl said so. I think this time she was telling the truth.”


  “Well, what are we going to do about it? They’d be as bad as the Hags.”


  “Worse,” Valentine admitted. “I don’t know what we’ll do. The Council of the Donovans will have to decide. They’ll meet in a few hours. Meanwhile. . . .”


  “Yeah?”


  “Meanwhile you and I can take another look around Nard.” He scrutinized Hanley’s face carefully. Slowly, “You see, I’m taking your word that you’re on our side now.”


  “Oh, I won’t spill anything, Valentine.”


  “I know you won’t. And anyhow I have to take the chance.”


  “What are we going to do in Nard?”


  “Look around. We’ll take up where we left off last night.”


  Hanley grimaced. “I hope the Hags don’t remember what we look like,” he said. “Suppose they’ve still got a robot in the depot?”


  “That’s what we have to find out. Those crates are important. If the Hags have a good look at them, they know something’s up. And I’m afraid they’ve had their look.”


  “I’m with you,” Hanley said. “I don’t see much future in it, though. If the Hags find us poking around in a thing like that—”


  The interphone buzzed sharply, interrupting him. Valentine flicked the switch, said, “Go ahead.”


  “Valentine!” a voice crackled. “This is the guard post at Main Gate. The Earthgirl just knocked out the guard here and got away!”


  VALENTINE looked over the shoulder of the medico who was working on the guard. “What was it?” he asked.


  “Some kind of a drug’. I’ll have him around in a minute.”


  The guard commander said, “There are five men out patroling for her. She can’t get very far.”


  “How did she get up here in the first place?” Valentine asked him.


  “Carla called from the surgery a minute ago. One of his men found him unconscious. When they woke him up he said he was all set to put her to sleep but she snatched the nihilate needle out of his hand. That’s all he remembers.”


  “She. must have done the same thing to the guard,” Valentine conjectured, his brows drawn. He turned to look at the guard, who was stirring, shaking his head. He opened his eyes.


  “That girl! She stabbed me,” he said.


  “With a nihilate needle,” Valentine said. “How did it happen? Weren’t you on the watch for the Earthgirl?”


  “Earthgirl?” the guard repeated. “She didn’t look like an Earthie. She wasn’t dark, and there wasn’t anything about her clothes. . . .”


  “The vita-rays,” Valentine said. “They bleached her. Well, it doesn’t matter. What did she do?”


  The guard shakily stood up. He said, “She just came up to me without saying anything. I was going to ask her what she wanted, when I saw something shiny in her hand, and—”


  The guard officer interrupted them. “Here comes that patrol,” he said. As soon as they were close enough, “Where’s the girl?”


  “She’s gone,” the first man panted. “Fenwick and Cavally are chasing her. She took one of the barges at the stage.”


  Valentine paused no longer. “Come on!” he yelled to Hanley. “We’ll follow her. There’s still a chance.”


  He dashed down the short jungle path to the landing stage in the hidden canal. No longer were there several neat silvery barges tied up at the side. There were only two and they were adrift. Obviously the girl had stolen one for her escape, cut the others loose. And by the stage, with the fifth man of the patrol bending over him, lay the figure of yet another guard.


  “She doesn’t care who she stabs,” Hanley grunted. “Hey, what are you doing?”


  Without wasting time Valentine leaped far-out over the water into the nearest of the idly floating canalcraft. The vessel bobbed and rocked dangerously under the impact of his weight, but didn’t capsize. He quickly seized the controls, started the motor, headed back toward the stage where Hanley stood, gaping.


  “Jump in!” he yelled. “She’s only got about ten minutes start. Maybe we can still catch her.”


  Hanley took his words literally and jumped. His heavier weight rocked the craft badly but it only shipped a little water. Valentine opened up the motor and the craft shot ahead through the winding waterway.


  If they had come through the devious turns of the hidden stream rapidly the first time this trip was like lightning. Hanley crouched in the back, watching the spray fly past him, dodging the tree branches under which they raced.


  “You think we can stop her?” he yelled to Valentine.


  “We’ll have to try. Maybe the other barge can do it. But if she tells the Hags where the Donovan city is hidden it means war. And we’ll lose!”


  Abruptly they were at the end of the concealed waterway. The canalcraft burst through the low fronds of the tangle-tree, then made a wide arc as Valentine turned it toward distant Nard. Both men strained their eyes. The barge of the Donovan guards was skirting the bank on the other side of the stream. There was not a trace of the girl’s craft in all the length of the waterway.


  “She got away!” Hanley gritted.


  Valentine shook his head puzzledly. “She must have. But I don’t see how. The canal is straight here for miles. She didn’t have that much lead. Unless. . . .”


  He swung the craft around, slanted in toward the other barge. The men in it were peering under every low-hanging bush and tree at the shoreline.


  “Any sign of her?” Valentine called.


  “Not a trace,” the man at the controls of the other barge yelled back. “But she’s got to be here. She didn’t have time to get all the way down the canal. We’ll find her!”


  They didn’t. They scoured every suspicious-looking clump of bushes for a mile in either direction but they didn’t find her. After half an hour, Valentine beckoned to the other barge and they met in midstream.


  “Keep on looking,” Valentine ordered. “It looks as though, somehow or other, she got away—but keep looking.”


  “What are you going to do, Valentine?”


  He said grimly, “If she does get to Nard sooner or later she’ll go to the Hags. So we’ll go to Nard now—and stop her!”


  


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Hag-Bound


  


  


  NOT without apprehension the two lashed their craft to the canalside at the outskirts of the city and walked in.


  It seemed their apprehension was groundless. They walked to the canalmen’s bar where they had been the night before—ever so long before—without untoward event.


  It was early afternoon. The place was empty of customers. On one side tables were stacked and the floor was being cleaned. Dari and her dancing partner were going through a new routine to the music of a disgruntled pianist. When Dari caught sight of the newcomers her eyes widened sharply and she broke step, colliding with her partner.


  She walked over to Valentine. “I’m honored,” she said. “This is the first time you’ve come here in the day.”


  “We came to find out something,” Valentine said seriously. “Dari, did you say last night that you’d seen that Earthgirl before?”


  “Why, yes. She’s been here several time.”


  “Do you know where she lives?”


  “No. Or—wait. Yes, I do. She’s staying at the Marabek. At least I think that’s the hotel. I heard her mention it to the ensign last night.


  “Good girl!” Valentine applauded. “Well, thanks. I’ll be seeing you.”


  “Wait a moment!” Dari said stormily. “I’m going with you. I want to know what this is all about.”


  “Now, Dari. . . .”


  “I want to know! Last night you maneuvered around until you got a chance to talk to her, then you left the same time she did. Now you’re going to visit her. Well, I’m going along.”


  “Wait a minute, Dari,” Hanley interrupted. “Honest, this isn’t a romance. Valentine has to keep her from telling something to . . . he halted. Dari wasn’t looking at him. Wideeyed and frightened, she stared at Valentine.


  “I guess I talk too much,” Hanley finished embarrassedly.


  Valentine snorted. “I guess you do,” he agreed. “Dari, I’ll tell you the whole story later. Right now I can’t.”


  “Oh, no,” Dari said quickly. “Valentine, I knew you were in trouble. The Hags were after you last night. You’ve got to let me help you. I can help—there must be something. Maybe she won’t let you see her. Maybe I can go to her and do whatever you want me to do.”


  “There’s something in what you say,” Valentine admitted. He sighed. Earnestly he said, “Dari, you may be getting into serious trouble. Do you realize that?”


  She nodded.


  Valentine spread his hands. “Then come along,” he said. “I didn’t want to mix you up in this but I guess I’ve got to.”


  Dari’s ground-car was parked just around the corner. She made hasty excuses to her partner and the pianist and they started for the Marabek. When the car was moving Dari spoke.


  “Can’t you tell me something about this, please, Valentine? I’m worried about you.”


  Valentine grimaced ruefully. He said, “I’ve spilled more secrets in the past twenty-four hours than all the rest of the Donovans have in a hundred and fifty years. I guess I can tell one more.”


  “The Donovans!” Dari echoed. “I thought there was . . . oh, Valentine!”


  “Yes, I’m a Donovan,” Valentine admitted. “And the Hags would make it worthwhile for anyone who told them so!”


  “I’d never tell! I couldn’t. And you know how I feel about the Hags. Ever since they came and took me to that awful Palace, and kept me there so long and asked me all those questions.”


  Valentine nodded. “I’m not worried about you,” he said. “But the Earthgirl’s a different matter. She knows—and she’ll be happy to talk. We had a little run-in last night.”


  “Oh?”


  “In fact, I practically kidnaped her. I had her in a safe place and she got away. I have to get her again before she sees the Hags.”


  “But can’t you hide or runaway—out into the swamps?”


  Valentine shook his head. “That wouldn’t even save my own life,” he said gently. “And there’s much more at stake.”


  Hanley said, “We followed her in this morning from that safe place Valentine mentioned. She knows where it is, see?”


  Dari bit her lip. “Well,” she said presently, “what shall we do? We’re only a few blocks from the Marabek—and there’s the Hag Palace, right ahead.”


  “Go to the hotel,” Valentine ordered. “Maybe we can find out at the desk whether she’s back.” He cast a quizzical look at the looming white tower of the Hag Palace. “I can’t say I like getting so close to our friends there,” he murmured. “Maybe we’d better—hold it! Look!”


  HE WAS erect, pointing out the window of the ground car. Dari gasped and the car swerved under her hand. She brought it to a halt.


  “It’s the girl!”


  Hanley stared. “What’s she doing here? You think she’s going to the Palace?”


  Valentine wasted no time. “We can’t take any chances. Stay here, both of you, and watch what happens. I’m going to try to stop her!”


  “Wait!” Dari wailed but Valentine was out of the car already. Even faster than his body moved his mind was racing—trying to find a plan, a method of kidnapping the girl on the crowded street. On impulse he called to her, “Elena! Elena Orris!”


  She was perhaps a dozen yards from him, walking toward the Hag Palace. There was no hurry in her walk. Valentine found time to wonder at that—and then she turned in answer to his call.


  Her eyes widened in recognition and her hand flew to her mouth. Instantly she turned, began to run. Valentine, cursing under his breath, ran after her. He was faster than she but they were almost at the entrance of the cloud-high, stalagmitic tower of the Hags and he hadn’t the slightest chance of stopping her.


  And he was amazed. The girl raced past the entrance without a glance, ran on down the block. Astonishment made him falter, then he saw something which stopped him in his tracks. From the door between the girl and himself came a rushing clatter, and then a group of robots hurtled out, half a dozen of them. Without stopping to look around they raced toward him!


  He had only a split second in which to think and act. It was not enough. Frenziedly he grappled for the disklike affair in his pocket to try the desperate gamble of pitting it against the oncoming monsters but it was too late.


  Instantly they were around him. He grunted in pain as the snakelike tenacles of one whipped about his body, squeezing him in a metallic embrace. His hands were pinioned hopelessly and the pocket with the disk was out of reach.


  He was lifted into the air. He caught a faint glimpse in his gyrations of the couple he had left, standing paralyzed next to the ground car, watching him. Then the robot rattled and bumped along the street and bore him, helpless, through the open gateway of the Hag Palace. . . .


  Valentine stared into the eyes of the hawkfaced woman. She was the one who had been in the cafe, he noted wearily. The robot completed its rough, thorough search of him and bore the trophies to the Hag.


  The woman laughed harshly and picked up the silvery disk. “Another one,” she said. “We’re making quite a collection.” She tossed it down contemptuously and leaned forward, staring at him.


  “Valentine of the Donovans,” she said, “I suppose you know where you are.”


  “Yes.”


  “And do you know what is going to happen to you?”


  “I have a fair idea,” he admitted.


  She shook her head silently. “No,” she said. “No, you don’t have any idea at all. I understand you Donovans aren’t as skilled in—shall we say, punishment?—as we.”


  Valentine stirred restlessly. He said, “Of course we aren’t. I confess I don’t expect to leave here alive.”


  She said contemptuously, “Is that all? You don’t understand. We probably shan’t kill you.”


  Valentine stiffened silently. Torture, he thought—torture to make him tell what they wanted torture for the sake of their holy science, torture for the love of torture itself. . . .


  The woman smiled satisfiedly as she saw that he understood. She made as if to rise, then hesitated.


  “There are a few minor questions,” she said, “I don’t think you’ll mind answering them. Suppose we get them cleared up before we ask the important ones.”


  Play for time, Valentine thought. Aloud he said, “Let’s hear them.”


  “What were you doing in the dirty little cafe?”


  “Visiting a friend. What were you doing?” he countered.


  She raised her eyebrows imperiously but answered. “We were looking for you. Unfortunately we let you get away.”


  “What did you want me for?” Valentine asked.


  The Hag smiled maliciously and shook her head. “No,” she said. “You answer the questions. Who was the friend?”


  VALENTINE hesitated, then said. “The dancer. Her name is Dari.” After all, he thought, they must know that much already.


  “Why?”


  “Why?” he repeated. “Because I’m a man and she’s a beautiful girl. Do you understand a thing like that?”


  “I understand it,” the Hag said grimly. “I need not believe it.” Abruptly she shrugged and stood up. Imperiously, “It will be simpler to ask you questions later. Follow ___”


  me.


  She walked out of the room, not even looking around to see if he followed. With her unarmed back before him and no other person in sight a quick, furtive gleam of hope danced in his mind—a dream of a break for freedom. But it paled and died as he heard the clattering steps of the robot behind him. The woman, he ruefully admitted to himself, took no chances.


  It was a short walk. Valentine had a brief glimpse of gray-walled corridors that seemed endless, then they were at the entrance to a large room. Over the woman’s slight shoulder as they walked in, Valentine saw rows of steel-barred cages along one wall, flat, white-topped tables that looked ominously like a surgery, a pair of brooding Hags watching them.


  In a husky voice like an old man’s the smaller of the two waiting Hags asked, “Is this the Donovan?”


  “Yes,” answered the one with Valentine. “You can take him as soon as you’re ready. He—”


  She was interrupted by an agonized scream from within the room. Loud, shrill, horrid, the sound seemed to startle even the Hags. The small one gasped something and whirled, ran to one of the cages along the wall, her long skirts flapping around her sticklike legs. She fumbled briefly with an intricate sort of catch, then flung the door open and rushed in.


  Valentine, startled enough almost to forget his peril, followed her curiously. Inside the cell she was bending over a body—a human body, Valentine saw with a thrill of horror. As he caught sight of it it writhed spasmodically and there was another shriek, louder than before, dwindling into a bubbling guttural. Then the half hidden body slumped and relaxed and the ululation ceased.


  With an exclamation of disgust the Hag rose and came out of the cell. She stamped her foot petulantly—and Valentine thought the womanly gesture singularly horrible in that caricature of a female.


  “The third one,” she said bitterly. “I thought for a while that she’d live—but she died the same, way as the others. I think we are a long way from success in this series.’ ”


  The Hag shrugged impatiently. “Take another subject,” she said. “This is ordered. It must succeed.”


  She noticed Valentine’s taut face and stare. Her impatience changed to arrogant amusement. “Donovan, perhaps now you begin to understand,” she purred.


  White-lipped, in anger as much as apprehension, Donovan asked, “What was that?”


  The Hag shrugged. “An experiment. We make many of them. Perhaps you will be an experiment too, some day,” she said. “Would you like to avoid that?”


  He raised his eyebrows skeptically. “Do I have the choice?”


  “Surely. Just open your mind to us,” the Hag said. “You Donovans are trouble to us always, out there in the swamps, always silent and threatening. Sooner or later we will have to destroy the Donovans. If you will help us to do it now—you can live.”


  “And if I don’t I die.”


  The Hag nodded.


  Valentine pursed his lips. He seemed lost in thought, staring beyond her at the instrument-covered operating table. He paced absently toward it. “Well,” he said thoughtfully, “none of us can live forever.”


  The Hag scowled and stepped back a pace. “You’re a fool, Valentine! she crackled.


  She might have said more but Valentine, in his slow, abstracted walk, had got where he wanted to be. He was between the Hags and the door, across the operating table from the three of them. In a decimal of a second his arms slipped under the table, lifted it, heaved.


  With a shower of instruments it caught the three of them and bowled them over. Not pausing to see what he had done—hoping that the shattered glassware and flying scalpels had killed at least one—Valentine spun and ran lightly for the door.


  It was a long gamble—and the only one he had left to make. He reached the door, rounded the corner. . . .


  He had only a fleeting glimpse of what was waiting for him outside and then the lunging, ponderous metal figure of the serf-robot, the forgotten, impregnable serf-robot, crushed him against the side of the door.


  He never saw the tentacle that lashed down upon him. He only felt a stinging whip-crack on his scalp and then he was unconscious.


  


  


  CHAPTER VII


  No Sisters to Him


  


  


  THERE was another wasp-bite-sting, this time in his nose, and Valentine was awake. The small Hag who had made the experiment was looking down at him distastefully.


  Valentine struggled up on an elbow and saw that he was back in the surgical room, in one of the cells along the wall this time. The Hag reached down and grasped his wrist contemptuously. After a second’s consideration of his pulse she dropped the arm and walked out of the cell.


  “Stay there,” she flung curtly over her shoulder.


  In a moment she was back with the other Hag, the one who had interviewed him when he was first captured. She stared malignantly at Valentine, who was slumped against the wall; still dazed.


  “You’re meek enough now,” she said. “Why don’t you try to escape again?”


  Valentine said tiredly, “It doesn’t seem to do much good.”


  The Hag nodded. “If there is a next time, it will do you a lot of harm. You hurt three of us!”


  Valentine shrugged. “Your robot didn’t help me much,” he observed. Then, remembering, he put his hand to his scalp. There was no pain, no scar. Only a sort of a tingling there, and at the nape of his neck, that indicated the growth of new, healing flesh. Vita-rays, he thought wonderingly.


  He said, “Thanks for the first aid. You take good care of your—ah—guests.”


  The Hag waved a hand impatiently. “Talk,” she said. “You are given one more chance. You saw what happened to one of our subjects—and we were not trying to punish her. We wouldn’t be so dispassionate in treating you.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t expect it.”


  “Now you may make your choice. Life or the laboratories.”


  Valentine raised his head. “What kind of life? Will you let me go free?”


  “Of course not. You’ll be a captive. We have need for captives sometimes. We’ll make only one promise. You will live as long as you would normally and you will not be in pain.”


  Valentine looked at her speculatively. “You know,” he said, “I’m tempted to say yes, just to see what you’ve got planned for me. I bet it’s a beauty.” Then he sighed. “But your offer isn’t good enough. I’m afraid it never would be good enough either. You see, I’d rather be dead than alive on those terms.”


  She shrugged—and without disappointment, he saw with surprise. Anxiously she glanced at the watch strapped on her wrist before she spoke.


  Valentine thought there was a curious, sardonic light flickering in her webby eyes as she said, “I’ll let you think it over. You needn’t stay in your cage—you may have the freedom of this laboratory. But don’t try to leave it. The three cages to your right contain subjects for one of our experiments. Look them over—it may help you to decide.”


  She turned and walked out, closing the corridor door behind her. A wait of half a minute and Valentine was at the door. He tried the latch without hope and was not disappointed when he found it locked from, outside.


  He ranged the walls of the room. Opposite the cages there were only blank walls and cabinets of equipment and instruments. The wall opposite the door was mostly a huge white screen—for viewing microslides, he thought. And the cages offered no escape.


  IT PENETRATED that there was no escape. He shrugged and began a search of the cabinets. A weapon, he thought, would be valuable. It was in the third cabinet that he found the workbook. He glanced at it incuriously, was about to toss it back on the shelf when a fluttering page caught his eyes.


  He picked it up and read:


  Your progress unsatisfactory. The ship is ready and will be dispatched for Ganymede colony within thirty days. It is imperative that we have true-breeding specimens for labor by then.


  He frowned at the jagged script. Ganymede colony—were the Hags planning to spread their authority to another planet? And what sort of “true-breeding specimens” were meant?


  He opened the book and examined it hurriedly. There was page after page of a sort of shorthand, an abbreviated technical jargon concerning some biological experiments being made. He puzzled over a diagram which showed a human circulatory and respiratory system but with what looked to be a sort of gill arrangement instead of the nose-and-lung of mankind.


  A neatly lettered table in the back of the book was more enlightening—and hopeful. It said simply:


  
    
      
        
          	
            2314---840 Novitiates.

            2315---798 Novitiates.

            2316---781 Novitiates.

            2317---778 Novitiates.

            2318---742 Novitiates.

            2319---708 Novitiates.

            2320---675 Novitiates.

            2321---596 Novitiates.

            2322---489 Novitiates.

            2323---312 Novitiates.

          
        

      
    

  


  Valentine shook his head, hardly able to believe it. It was true—less and less had the Hags come out in public within the past years—but it was hard to believe that the reason was that they were dying out! And if it were true—at the present rate another five years would see them extinct!


  He was distracted from this pleasurable thought by a sort of flopping noise coming from one of the cages. He walked over to peer into it—and stood fast, incredulous and sickened. A sodden lump of flesh lay on the floor, rhythmically arching its body, then relaxing with a flop. Over and over it repeated the slow, brainless motion, its face upturned blindly to the ceiling—if the eyeless, noseless mass of flesh below the hairline could properly be called a face. And the body to which it was attached . . .


  He turned back, revolted and burning with fury. He gave the subjects in the other cages only a split-second glance—just long enough to see that they were beyond help from him. Was that, he wondered, why the Hag had left him alone? So that he could look at them, and be frightened into obedience?


  He could see no reason to doubt it—none but a deep conviction that the Hags were never obvious and a puzzled memory of the glint of malicious laughter he had seen in her eyes.


  Valentine paused no longer. He walked quickly to the instrument cabinets and looked over the array of surgical tools inside. He chose a lean bistoury with a flat, razorlike blade and a handle that fitted his palm and walked to the locked door. His plan was far from concrete in his mind as he stood there, patient, waiting for what might enter.


  Plan? He had no plan. Everything would depend, he thought dully, on the foresight of the Hag. If she came alone—then there was a slim, slim chance for life. If she came with one other and was just a little bit careless in her arrogance there would be a chance for revenge. But if she came cautiously and made no mistakes—then there was only a chance for death.


  He remembered the uncanny medical skill of the Hags and realized that even death was not sure. A second’s hesitation—a gash that cut not quite deep enough—and they could bring him back to life on their surgical tables. And that was a chance be could not afford to take.


  His wait was not very long. He had just begun to tire of his position of rigid attention when there was a premonitory click and the door abruptly swung open. Valentine tensed for the spring, peering at the opening. Luck—there was only a single Hag! But as he was about to leap another figure appeared from behind her, holding a drawn ray-pencil. Stunned, Valentine recognized Dari! She was smiling, almost weeping in relief.


  “Hurry, Valentine,” she whispered. “Thank heaven I got here in time!”


  VALENTINE wasted no time. He drew the pair inside the door, closed it. With the straps on the surgery tables he bound the Hag, and gagged her with a strip torn from her own white robes. He carried her to one of the cages, dropped her none too gently inside. Then he turned to face Dari.


  “You’re wonderful,” he said simply. “Tell me how you got here—but not now. Now we have to get out. Do you know the way?”


  Dari nodded. “The way we came—if there aren’t any Hags around. I thought we could take this one with us, and if anybody saw us they’d think we working for her or something.”


  Valentine shook his head. “Too many of them know what I look like. We’ll have to try to stay out of sight, that’s all. Lead the way.”


  Dari peered out into the hall, then motioned to him to follow. They hurried down the corridor, past the room where Valentine had been carried by the robot, to the elevators. Dari pressed the button and they waited for a silent second.


  A clattering sound came down the corridor.


  “A robot,” Dari whispered, “Valentine!”


  He stared about, saw a door ajar and tugged her toward it. They were inside just as he caught a glimpse of the thing rounding a corner toward them.


  “Did it see us?” she whispered.


  “I hope not.” Valentine turned to inspect his surroundings. They were in a little anteroom. He saw another door and moved silently toward it, peered around the frame into the room beyond.


  It was a long, narrow room with both long walls lined with telescreen after telescreen, all going at once. Before each screen was a photorecorder, and a Hag was moving along the line of screens, examining them. She was absorbed in what she was doing, Valentine thought, and the buzz of the sounds from the screen would cover any slight noise they might make.


  He leaned out a little further, craning his neck to see what was on the screens. Oddly, they didn’t seem used for communication. The nearest one showed only dim, flickering lights with no shape or substance. The second was a book, magnified in the foreground of the screen. It, too, flickered—part of the page becoming brighter and the rest dimmer from time to time.


  The whole scene jerked around in the screen occasionally, as though the telecaster had been jarred by an incautious elbow. Valentine tried to make out the background of the scene but without success. It was curiously dim and blurred, worse than the usual out-of-focusness.


  The Hag halted abruptly, staring at one of the screens in consternation. He tried to see what had made her excited. He caught only a glimpse of a woman’s figure and a mechanical gadget in the screen. Then she had thrown a switch and the screen was blank.


  The scene, he thought puzzledly, had a peculiar quality to it. It was something he had seen. . . .


  Over the drone of tiny voices from the screens he heard the clatter in the hall, recalling him to his predicament. He moved to Dari’s side, stood tensely while the pounding metallic feet came closer . . . and moved on past without interruption. They grew fainter, and finally faded out entirely.


  “Good!” he framed with his lips for Dari. He opened the door cautiously and stepped outside. The elevator door was open and no one was in sight.


  They dropped rapidly in the shaft. Valentine belatedly took the ray-pencil from Dari’s hand. He held it half-concealed against his side as the elevator stopped and the door opened. There was still no one in sight. Incredible luck—thought Valentine and turned toward the daylight that shone through a door at the end of the corridor. They emerged into the court that was the main entrance to the Palace. And there luck deserted them.


  There was a cargo-car parked in the court, and walking slowly around it was the massive shape of a robot. Valentine instinctively braced himself for the hopeless struggle—but there was none! Apparently the robot was only a guard for the goods-car. Surely its myriad eyes had seen them. But it merely continued its even mechanical march around the car.


  Valentine asked no questions. Trying to seem as unconcerned as possible he led Dari out the entrance, down the street to where Hanley sat in the parked ground car, waiting for them.


  


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  “Bring in the Donovans”


  


  


  THEY were blocks away before Valentine could sit back and relax.


  “Give me a cigarette, Hanley,” he said. “They picked my pockets in there.”


  He lit it and inhaled the pungent smoke with satisfaction. He stared at Dari through the fumes.


  “I owe you my life,” he said. “Thanks. Tell me how you did it.”


  “It wasn’t very hard,” Dari confessed. “I—I knew the place a little bit from the last time I was there. I just went back to the cafe and got the cashier’s ray-pencil, and came in and got you. I ran into that Hag the first thing, so I brought her along.”


  Valentine shook his head wonderingly. “Marvelous girl,” he said. “Well, let’s get moving. There is work to be done.”


  “What do we do?” Hanley called over his shoulder, from the wheel.


  “We go through with the original plan. Take us to the Marabek—you still going through with this, Dari?”


  She nodded silently.


  “Good. We’ll get out there and you do a little scouting job. I want you to go down to that Earth storehouse and see if you can find out whether the Hags have taken it over. If possible get a couple of the disks—the Hags took mine away from me. But don’t get in any trouble and meet us in the dining room of the Marabek in—well, let’s say an hour.”


  Hanley nodded. “Okay,” he said resignedly. “Don’t think I’m going to enjoy it, though. It seems to me they’ll find out you’re gone some time soon.”


  “I thought of that,” Valentine agreed. “That’s a chance we have to take.”


  Hanley paused in front of the mammoth hotel just long enough for Valentine and the girl to get out, then was off toward the canalfront.


  The covering clouds overhead were turning gray with sunset as they entered the hotel. With Dari on his arm Valentine strolled in a leisurely fashion toward the dining room, unobtrusively noticing every person in the lobby.


  As they passed the desk he paused and said to Dari, “Excuse me for a second.” Then, to the clerk, “Is Miss Elena Orris in her room?”


  The man picked up a cradle phone and spoke into it. There was a brief wait, and then he spoke, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, sir. May I take a message?”


  “Oh, I think not,” Valentine said casually. “We’ll be here for a while—I’ll try later. By the way, what’s her room number?”


  “Twenty thirty-seven,” said the clerk. Valentine thanked him politely and escorted Dari to the dining room. As the headwaiter came up he selected a table and pointed to it The functionary gave him a sizing-up glance, then bowed and led them to the chosen spot.


  It was near neither the orchestra nor the thinly-populated dance floor but it had one tremendous virtue—it was partly screened by a potted fern-tree, and there were no tables behind it, only, a small alternate entrance to the dining room.


  Dari and Valentine sat facing the dance floor. The waiter brought them thin glasses of greenish flower-dew, waited while Valentine ordered a meal. The restaurant surroundings reminded him that he hadn’t eaten for hours—days, if one counted the time spent under the Hags’ vita-rays at its true value.


  When the waiter had gone Dari said, “No one can hear what we say now, can they?”


  Valentine lifted his glass, smiling gently. “I suppose not. What do you want to talk about?”


  She returned the smile but her voice had no laughter in it. She said, “Oh, Valentine, I’m worried!” The dancer’s professional smile stayed on her face for the benefit of whoever might look but her voice was dangerously close to breaking.


  Valentine said softly, “I won’t lie to you. I’m worried too.”


  She stared at him for a bleak moment. Then the smile, which had wavered, came back. She lifted her glass to touch his. They drank ceremoniously . . . and then the waiter came back with the food.


  When they had eaten and were sipping their thick, black swamplands coffee Valentine spoke seriously again.


  “The vacation’s over,” he said abruptly. “Now we get back to work. I’ve got to see Elena Orris.”


  ARL nodded. “What are we going to do?”


  He gestured to the waiter, asked for a phone. “Call her for me,” he asked Dari. “She won’t recognize your voice. Tell her you have to see her.”


  The waiter brought the phone and plugged it in. Dari picked it up hesitantly, looking to Valentine for help.


  “Room twenty thirty-seven,” he supplied. “Please. . . .”


  Dari frowned but took the phone and spoke into it. She listened for a second, then said: “Hello. . . . Oh, she isn’t? Thank you,” and put it back in its cradle.


  “She still isn’t in,” she told Valentine. “I’m not sorry. I don’t know what I would have said to her.”


  Valentine ran a hand through his hair. He said, “But suppose I made a mistake. Suppose she doesn’t come back to her room tonight.”


  Dari’s annoyance faded. Her tawny eyes were large as she said, “Oh, Valentine, I’m sorry. Can’t we wait here or something until she comes?”


  “We might as well,” Valentine said dourly. The waiter returned to remove the phone. Valentine watched him silently until he began to walk away, then snapped to life and called the man back.


  “Two more flower-dews,” he ordered. To Dari, “We might as well make a party of it. We’ll drink this round to Elena Orris.”


  “Then you’d better order another,” said a deep female voice from behind him. “I’ll drink one to myself!”


  Valentine stifled a grunt of surprise as Elena Orris walked around from behind him. She gestured to the waiter to bring another chair. There was cocksure confidence in her manner as she faced Valentine.


  “They told me at the desk someone had called my room from here. I had a ghost of an idea it might be you so I came in the side door.” She turned her eyes to Dari, studying her curiously. “Oh, I know you,” she said. “You’re the dancer, aren’t you?”


  Dari said evenly, “I dance at the Golden Nard. Do you earn your own living?”


  “A point,” conceded Elena Orris. “Well, let’s talk about something else. Valentine, why have you been looking for me?”


  Valentine shrugged. He said, “That’s pretty obvious. You know where the Donovan city is, and I don’t want you to tell the Hags.”


  Elena Orris smiled as the waiter came up with the fresh drinks. When he had gone she said over the rim of her glass, “You’re a little late. I’ve had eighteen hours in which to tell them if I wanted to.”


  He said dryly, “I was unavoidably detained. Do you mean you haven’t tried to tell them?”


  “I haven’t. I wish you’d trust me, Valentine. I told you—Earth wants the Donovans for an ally.”


  Valentine said slowly, “Maybe you’re lying again. But if you are it’s too late for me to do anything about it.”


  “Correct,” said the girl. “So you might as well assume I’m playing fair. Is there any reason why we can’t be allies?”


  Valentine said honestly, “I don’t know if we can trust you. Earth has a bad record.”


  The girl said impatiently, “I told you what we want—mining concessions and trade. What do you have to lose?”


  “Very little,” Valentine admitted.


  “That’s right. It was different out in the swamps. You could keep me there, and your secret was safe. But I escaped.”


  “That raises an interesting point,” Valentine said. “How did you get away?”


  The girl smiled. “I took the anesthetic away from your surgeon.”


  “I know that. I mean, after you got in the barge.”


  “Oh. Well, I just started it and kept going until I came out in a canal. Then I stopped a canalcraft and asked them the way to Nard. He gave me directions. I went straight ahead for six miles, then left where the canals forked and left again—”


  Valentine started at her. “You what? Which way did you turn, coming out of the Donovan city?”


  “Why right, of course.”


  Valentine leaned back, still staring. He shook his head ruefully after a moment. He said almost to himself, “I guess it was an easy mistake to make—but we were idiots, all the same. We forgot there were two directions on the waterway. We headed for Nard and you were going there by the long way around! No wonder we couldn’t catch you!”


  “Was that the wrong way? I’d never seen it before, you see.”


  Valentine said resignedly. “Never mind. Go ahead with your story. You were persuading me we ought to be allies.”


  The girl shrugged irritably. “That’s all. If I haven’t talked you into it by now I give up. Help us and we’ll help you. Refuse—and you know very well the Hags will wipe you out.”


  Valentine said, conversationally, “Of course, I could kill you and keep you from telling the Hags that way. I might even be able to get out of Nard alive, that way.”


  THE girl shook her head. “It wouldn’t do you any good. I’m not the only one who knows.”


  Valentine scanned her narrowly. “I suppose that means you told the ensign about it. Well, it would be a little harder but I could kill him too.”


  She wavered, but clung gamely to the argument. “I doubt if you could find him—I told him to stay hidden. Even if you did, you wouldn’t be sure. And you can’t afford to, take that big a chance.”


  Valentine admitted defeat. “All right,” he said abruptly. “Let’s talk business. We’re allies—I can speak for the Council of the Donovans.”


  The girl exhaled deeply and raised her glass again. “A toast to our alliance!” she proposed and drank. Then, “I’ll tell you the whole story,” she said. She took one of the wavetraps out of her handbag and tossed it on the table.


  “You know what these things are. You operate them—so.” She touched a tiny stud projecting from the rim of the disk. Valentine thought he heard a faint, faint hum before she pushed the stud back into place and the sound died. “They take any radio wave within range, suck it in and rebroadcast it as static. It’s not just a radio receiver—it attracts radio waves. It will even break in on a sealed beam such as the Hags use for their robots. And the effective radius of action is about fifty feet.”


  “Suppose they change frequencies?” Valentine asked.


  “It doesn’t matter. This isn’t selective—any wave length will work it.”


  “And what happens to the robot?”


  “It depends on what it’s doing when it comes within range. If it’s just standing still, nothing happens. It keeps on standing there and you can walk up to it and defuse it. If it’s moving it will probably keep on moving until it runs into something or falls down. But it can’t be controlled any more by the Hags.”


  Valentine nodded, reached out and touched the thing. The hum began. He listened to it curiously, then said, “When does the attack come off? Are the rest of the Earthmen ready?”


  “They’re ready. The attack is planned for tomorrow!”


  “Tomorrow! And what do you want us to do?”


  “Bring in the Donovans! Let them help us do the fighting. We’ll give them wavetraps, fight side by side with them against the Hags.”


  Valentine, face suddenly tense, said, “I forgot to ask you. Do you know that the Hags found out about the wavetraps? Apparently they found them in the warehouse last night.”


  “I know,” Elena said. “Ensign Drake told me all about it. The robots were buzzing around there like flies. They took a crate of the traps to the Hag Palace and left a robot guarding the door so we can’t get at what’s left. He was watching from across the street.”


  “Fine,” Valentine said disgustedly. “What does that do to our plans?”


  “Why, nothing at all. We only had about a thousand traps in the warehouse. We have six times as many hidden away.”


  “Where?”


  She hesitated. “They’re—in a safe place,” she said finally. “Maybe it’s better if I don’t tell you where. That’s how Secrets leak out.”


  Valentine nodded slowly. “All right. Just so you get them to us when we need them.” He sat up straighter, reached out for the disk and held it for a second before clicking it off.


  “It sounds all right,” he said. “You agree not to make any demands for Earth beyond the mining rights?”


  “That’s all. We have to have them, Valentine. Venus is the last rich source of carnotite, and Earth needs uranium.”


  Valentine said abruptly, “We’ll do it.” He paused, thinking rapidly. “I can get back to the Donovan city in two hours. Say it takes me four hours to get a thousand men together, then another two hours to bring them back. We’ll pick up the gadgets on the way and be here and ready by daybreak.”


  The girl stood up, her face flushed, the sparkle of high adventure in her eyes. She said, “I’ll find Ensign Drake and tell him to get everything ready. We’ll meet you at the waterfront at the south end of the city—an hour before sunrise!”


  She picked up the disk, turned and hurried out without another word. Valentine followed her with troubled eyes.


  Dari asked, “Can we trust her, Valentine? These Earthpeople. . . .”


  “I wish I knew,” he said wearily. “Heaven knows she’s right in what she says. He have nothing to lose—but I just can’t trust Earth.”


  He glanced at his wrist watch. “Hanley’s overdue,” he said. “We’ll give him ten more minutes, then I’ll have to start out for the city. It’s going to be difficult enough without wasting any more time. . . .”


  But it was less than ten minutes when Hanley appeared—only a matter of seconds after the Earthgirl had left.


  There was anxiety in his chunky face as he stared around the dining room for them. When he spied them he hurried over.


  Valentine rose instinctively to meet him. “What’s the matter?” he asked crisply.


  Hanley groaned, “Elena Orris—that’s the matter. I saw her coming out just as I was coming in. She was a prisoner, with a robot holding onto her. They took her toward the Hag Palace!”


  


  


  CHAPTER IX


  Time to Move


  


  


  VALENTINE stood fast, but it seemed the room spun around him. Success had opened up to him where he had expected only failure—and then it had been snatched away.


  He sank down into his chair. All he said was, “Lord!”


  Quickly, sympathetically, Dari touched his hand. “I know, Valentine,” she whispered.


  “It looked good for a second.”


  “I can’t understand it,” he said dazedly. “If they knew she was connected with this revolt—or knew that she had information on the Donovan city—why didn’t they pick her up before? Why didn’t they get her this morning, when they jumped me? It’s almost as though they knew everything that was going on and were giving us enough rope to hang ourselves.”


  Dari shook her head despondently.


  Hanley said, “Listen, maybe they have this place wired up, Valentine! Maybe they’ve been listening in on what’s been said here!”


  Valentine snapped to attention, his eyes darting about. Then he slumped back. “No,” he said. “They couldn’t wire every table in the city—and they didn’t know we’d sit at this one.” He held up his hand. “Please,” he begged. “Let me think this over for a second. Part of this just doesn’t make sense.”


  The two watched him with bated breath. He sat motionless, staring into space, revolving ideas in his mind. Somehow the pieces could be fitted together, he thought. Somewhere there was a solution that could save them. The wavetraps, and the robots and the Earth plan for revolt. . . .


  The Hags knew more than he had imagined, he realized. That morning the robots had come boiling out of the Palace as though they knew what they were after. There had been no looking around for him, no indecision. And his escape was peculiar.


  It was peculiar that Dari had made a single-handed entry into the supposedly impregnable palace, and succeeded.


  “Let’s get out of here,” he said suddenly. “I want to see something.” They paid their check and left. It was dark night outside with only the fluorescents of the city casting a glow upon the clouds overhead. They got in Dari’s parked ground car, Hanley at the wheel.


  “Drive down to the canal where we left the barge,” Valentine ordered. “If it’s still there maybe we can get through to the Donovans. But I’m not very hopeful.”


  And his despair was justified. Hanley wheeled the vehicle down to the waterfront and there before them was the spot where they had left the canalcraft. It was still there—but standing impassive guard before it was a serf-robot, silent and waiting. And out in the stream they could see the lights of patrolling canalcraft, could make out the jagged outlines of the mechanical monsters who were their crews.


  Hanley drove past the moored canalcraft at an even pace, to avoid attracting attention, then turned another corner and slowed.


  “It looks bad,” he said over his shoulder. “It looks like they’re waiting for us.”


  Soberly Valentine nodded. “I was afraid of it,” he said. “Now I think we’re beaten.”


  His mind was surprisingly calm. He accepted the fact of defeat. It was there and nothing could be done about it. The girl and the wavetraps could have saved them but the Hags had her captive. And the disks were guarded—he had glimpsed the robot as they drove past.


  The Hags had Elena Orris. She was not the type, to talk easily—but they would not be as humane as he and she would talk in the end. When the Hags had the location of the Donovan city from her the robots would come. . . .


  He mused idly upon the curious callousness of the robots, steel and plastic simulacra of humanity. If it had been human warriors fighting for the Hags there might have been a chance. But against the machines—never. And the tiny new ones the Hags seemed to be building now, the receptors they had found in the crashed plane—What were they like? They were so small, small enough to be lost in a garment, or a fold of flesh.


  He sat bolt upright and Dari stared at him.


  “What’s the matter, Valentine?” she asked querulously.


  He stared at her in abstraction. “Nothing,” he said finally. “I just . . . nothing.”


  In his mind was a vision and he clung to it, fascinated.


  It was a line of telescreens like those he had seen in the Hag Palace, and before the screens a Hag was watching. The brief glimpse he had caught of the scenes portrayed—the mystifying scenes that seemed to be the wheel of a ground car and. the pages of a book and the blurred vision of a scene oddly like the one he himself was looking at. . . .


  “Give me a pencil and paper,” he said.


  Dari, staring at him curiously, fumbled in her bag and brought out a notebook. “I’ll light the dome light,” she said, reaching for the switch. But Valentine stopped her.


  “Never mind the light,” he said.


  Dari watched him with deep apprehension. His eyes were fixed on the back of Hanley’s head before them and the notebook was in his lap. His hand was painfully printing on the page of the book in the slow, agonized manner of a blind man. She peered to see what he was writing but his big hand covered the page.


  AFTER a few moments he ripped the page out, still without looking at it, and folded it once. He handed back the notebook and pencil.


  “What was I saying?” he asked.


  She sat upright in the seat, half facing him. “Tell me what you’re thinking!” she demanded.


  Valentine took her hand gently. “I’m sorry, Dari,” he said. “I was upset for a while. Now it’s all right.”


  “All right!” she gasped. “With the Hags ready to wipe out the Donovans, searching the city for you—”


  “Dari, if you had heard just twenty-four hours ago that the Hags had wiped out the Donovans, what would it have meant to you?”


  “Why—nothing, I guess,” she confessed. “But that was yesterday!”


  “And today it’s the same,” Valentine said persuasively. “What would you say if I told you that we can live in peace, you and I together?”


  Her eyes opened wider than ever and her jaw unbeautifully dropped. She faced him without words, searching his face in the darkness. She could see lines of strain lurking behind the impassiveness.


  “We can do it, Dari,” he said. “The Hags made me an offer today. My life in exchange for information. Since they’ll have the information soon anyhow I might as well give in. You see, we’re beaten, Dari. We haven’t got much left and we can’t afford to lose what we’ve got.”


  There was a shriek of brakes and an abrupt swerve. Hanley brought the ground car to a stop, turned and faced them.


  “What the heck, Valentine!” he exploded. “I heard that!”


  Valentine released Dari and leaned forward, his face drawn with obscure emotions. He placed a hand on Hanley’s shoulder and said tersely, “What else can we do? Think it over—don’t say anything yet.”


  Hanley’s furious expression turned to perplexity and he gazed down into his lap. Valentine hastily sat back.


  “While you’re thinking, Hanley,” he said, “you might as well drive us around. I don’t know how much more freedom we’re going to have and I want to make the most of mine.”


  Valentine placed an arm around Dari’s shoulders, drew her to him. She struggled free, almost weeping. “I don’t understand,” she said.


  Valentine sighed and narrowed his eyes. “Dari, Hanley said something to me the other night. He said you were in love with me. Tell me whether he was right or wrong.”


  Color leaped into her marble cheeks. She said, “He was right, Valentine.”


  He swallowed convulsively. “Then trust me,” he ordered. “Lean back—here.” He drew her to him. “Close your eyes, Dari. I want to tell you something.” Gently his fingers crept around her small head, touched the lids of her eyes to make sure they were closed.


  Valentine shut his own eyes and spoke to her softly. “I could never tell you that I loved you before, Dari,” he whispered. “Not while I was a Donovan and an outlaw. I couldn’t ask a woman to share the risk. But now. . . .”


  He spoke on and on, and gradually the tenseness in the girl’s slim figure subsided and she clung to him. “Don’t open your eyes,” he whispered, and took his hand away. It was only then that he found his hand was damp . . . with her silent tears.


  In the front seat Hanley frowned and read over again the note that Valentine had surreptitiously dropped in his lap. He shrugged hopelessly, then with determination crumpled it, flung it out the window and started the car again. After a moment the frown disappeared and his face began almost to wear a smile.


  At least, he was thinking, there would be a fight!


  THE car slowed down and Hanley’s voice came back to them.


  “Valentine,” he said tentatively, “Valentine, we’re there now. Are you sure about this?”


  Valentine said exultantly, “Is the robot still guarding the entrance?”


  “Yep.”


  “Just one—no others close enough to do us any damage right away?”


  “Well—the one across the street. But we’ll have half a minute, or so, before it can get here.”


  “Fine!” Valentine released the girl. He yelled, “Go ahead, Hanley! Plow into him!”


  The car surged forward as Hanley trod on the accelerator, swerved around in a tight arc and smashed into something with a vast cacophony.


  Dari’s eyes flew open as she was catapulted forward in her seat. Valentine caught her as the car ground to a stop and she stared around. “Why, we’re back at the warehouse! she gasped. “What’s happening?”


  But Valentine was no longer beside her to hear. He was up and out of the car, followed closely by Hanley. She heard his exultant yell, “Got him! Good man, Hanley—come on!” and saw the two of them run into the warehouse.


  Then she saw what he was gloating over—what Hanley had done. A serf-robot, feebly waving its tentacles, was pinned between the collision-bumper of the car and the corner of the building. It was not destroyed but it could not do them any damage and Dari began to understand what Hanley had done. They couldn’t challenge the serf-robot on foot but the momentum of the heavy, hurtling ground-car had done what their feeble human strength could not.


  Still—there were the other robots. Dari, stricken by the thought, whirled to look at the robot which had been guarding the canalcraft at the wharf down the street. And just in time—it was racing toward her, tentacles flailing the air.


  Dari didn’t stop to think. She ran into the building, following Valentine and Hanley. Inside was darkness except for a yellow point of light off to one side, where Hanley was holding a match flame while Valentine scrabbled around in a broken crate that had been dashed against the floor.


  She ran toward him, screaming, “Run! There’s a robot right behind me—oh, run, Valentine!”


  But Valentine was already running—toward her. He was fumbling with one of the silvery disks as he ran. He dodged past her without a word, his expression invisible in the dark. Astonished, Dari turned to stare after him.


  There was a thundering on the floor and the huge bulk of the robot hurtled through the door, whirled and sped toward them, the bright search-beam flaring from its domed body. Silhouetted between the robot and herself Dari saw Valentine halt and stand tensely waiting, caught a glitter of light from the silvery disk in his hand. The robot pounded toward him.


  Then, when only a dozen yards away, it happened.


  As though stricken by an invisible sledge, the robot stumbled and fell, slid along the rough wood of the warehouse floor for twice the length of a man . . . and lay motionless, its brilliant search-beam pointed straight at the ceiling.


  Valentine’s exultant laugh rang out. “It works!” he yelled. “The wavetraps—they really work! Hanley, Dari—fill your pockets with them. And then come on. We’ve got to get out of here!”


  


  


  CHAPTER X


  Into the Hags’ Palace


  


  


  MIRACULOUSLY, the car still worked, though it bucked and bumped from an axle that had been jarred askew. But it carried them rapidly along if not in comfort.


  “We’re going to the Hag Palace,” Valentine ordered. “And hurry. We’ve got a lot to do before we’re out of danger.”


  Hanley nodded and concentrated on his driving. But Dari said dazedly, “I don’t understand. Ten minutes ago you said we were hopelessly beaten. What happened?”


  Gently Valentine rested a hand on her shoulder. “That was misdirection,” he said. “The Hags were listening. I had to throw them off the track to give us a little time.”


  “Listening? How?”


  “That’s what puzzled me,” Valentine admitted. “I couldn’t understand it, at first. Then, when I thought I had it, it was fantastic, hard to believe. But it checked.”


  Hanley took a corner on two wheels. Over his shoulder he complained, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What was hard to believe.”


  “Do you remember what I told you about the Hag ship that crashed? We found something on it—tiny little robot transmitters. At least, we thought they were for robots. But they weren’t. Do you remember the telescreens we saw in the Hag Palace? Each one of those was showing a scene being picked up by one of the tiny transmitters. They were spy transmitters!”


  Dari gasped. “Do you mean the Hags were listening in on everything we said with one of those things hidden in the car?”


  Valentine shook his head. “Not exactly. They were just transmitters, nothing else. They didn’t have photocells or microphones. All they could do was rebroadcast radio waves.”


  “Well then! What in the world—”


  Valentine reached out and touched her hand. “That’s what was so hard to believe,” he said. “But the brain is a kind of a radio transmitter itself. Yours, mine, everybody’s. The nerves conduct a measurable amount of electrical energy. It can be detected by a sensitive radio set. Do you begin to see now?”


  She shook her head silently.


  Valentine shrugged. “They rebroadcast brain waves! Everything you or I saw and heard the transmitters picked up and relayed to the Hags. Dari—remember that you told me what the Hags did to you when they took you to the Palace, and then let you go without explanation?


  “You said they had given you a vita-ray treatment, after anesthetizing you. That means only one thing—an operation. I had the same experience. Do you know what the operation was? What they did to you while you were unconscious?”


  Woefully—“No.”


  “They buried one of those transmitters in your flesh! I think it must be in the back of the neck, near the spine. That’s where mine seems to be, and it’s a logical place—near the brain, you see. The thing was so small you’d never notice it. Even an X-ray might not show it. And under the vita-rays even the scar was healed before they released you. But from that moment on the Hags could see everything you were looking at with your own eyes, hear every sound that came to your ears!”


  “Good heavens!” Hanley cried. “No wonder the Hags knew everything.”


  Dari whispered, “How awful!” Then her hand flew to the nape of her neck. “Can they still see everything?” she asked.


  “No! The wavetraps protect us. They interfere with the radio communication of the spy transmitters, just as with the robots. As long as we carry the traps we’re all right—and if we live through the next hour we can have one of the Donovan surgeons remove them later.”


  “Sounds logical,” Hanley admitted from the driver’s seat. “Tell me one more thing before we get to the Hag Palace—how did you know all this?”


  “It was the only answer. The Hags knew things that they couldn’t have known any other way. They knew where Elena Orris was and where I was. And then they let me escape—deliberately, as if they knew you were coming. They left me alone at just the proper time.


  “Coincidence doesn’t stretch that far, and the Hags don’t make such obvious mistakes. There had to be an explanation. And there was. They wanted me to escape. My guess is that they expected me to make a run for the Donovan city. That would have been fatal—a thousand robots would have followed me and destroyed us all!”


  “I get it,” said Hanley. “Okay, Valentine—we’re almost there. Now what?”


  “Stop the car across the street from the Palace,” Valentine ordered.


  HE LEAPED out as soon as the car had stopped, glanced around quickly. It was still dark though the dawn was not far away. Across the street loomed the Hag Palace. A robot was visible at the entrance a hundred yards away. Satisfied that there was no immediate danger, Valentine turned back to the car.


  “We’re in a bad spot,” he told the others. “I don’t know just how we’re going to do it but we have to get Elena Orris out of there.”


  “How?” asked Hanley.


  “I don’t know,” Valentine confessed.


  Uneasily Hanley said, “Look, Valentine, why can’t we just leave her there? I know these wavetraps are great stuff but suppose something goes wrong? What would happen to the rest of the Donovans?”


  Valentine shook his head. “You’re right—but she’s in trouble. We’ve got to get her out.”


  Hanley succumbed. “All right—but she wouldn’t do it for you.” He glared bitterly at the disk in his hand.


  “I don’t see why they couldn’t have made these things a little bigger,” he complained. “The way it is now, they’re only good as a last resort. If they—hey! What’s the matter?” He jumped back involuntarily as Valentine spun on him, staring.


  “Say that again!” Valentine demanded.


  “All I said was, these things should’ve been bigger. Don’t scare me like that!”


  Valentine shook his head wonderingly. “Hanley, you’re a genius. Why didn’t you think of that a little sooner?”


  “Think of what?”


  “Think of juicing the wavetraps up! It’s very simple—with the power that they get from the built-in powerpacks, they’re effective at fifty feet. Twice as much, power and they’ll be effective twice as far. A hundred times as much power and they’ll blanket the city! All we have to do is give them more power and we’re in!”


  “But where do we get the power?” Dari asked.


  Valentine’s lean face split in a grin. “From the power packs that run this car! Get out, Hanley. Let me get at the packs.”


  Hanley got out, and the two of them ripped furiously at the floorboards. In a second they had exposed the dull black brick that powered the ground car. Valentine was reaching for the leads when he heard Dari’s gasp.


  “Valentine!” she whispered urgently. “Better hurry up—there’s a robot patrol coming this way!”


  Valentine swore and straightened, staring down the street. A few hundred yards away came trotting three serf-robots. As he looked the leading robot, sweeping its search-beam from side to side, caught them in its glare.


  “They saw us!” Valentine said. They had—there was but a second’s pause and then the robots swerved in their course and came hurtling toward the parked ground-car and the three fugitives.


  “What’ll we do?” Hanley asked nervously. Valentine held up his hand. The three stood frozen, tensely waiting, while the robots hurtled toward them. Then they crossed the invisible line of the wavetraps’ influence. They staggered—and the first one fell, the others tumbling over it and lying there like wrecked fragments of machinery.


  Hanley exhaled a long sigh of relief. “Maybe I’ll get used to this in time,” he said prayerfully, “but that time’s a long way off.”


  “We aren’t safe yet,” Valentine interrupted. “There’ll be more, now that the Hags have seen us. And they may get smart enough to stay out of range and use a raypencil on us! Here—loosen the leads to the powerpack, while I open this disk.”


  He took another wavetrap out of his pocket, turned it in his hand. There was a tiny slit next to the lever that turned it on and off. As he had seen the radio-tech do back in the Donovan city, he inserted his thumbnail in the slit and twisted. The top of the disk came off in his hand, and he was staring down into an intricate mass of wires and condensers.


  Hanley had one of the power leads loose in his hand. The other was still attached to the power-pack, lying on the seat of the car. “Suppose it’s too much power and the thing burns out?” he asked.


  “It shouldn’t. There aren’t any tubes or filaments in it—nothing that might burn. And if it does that’s the chance we take.” Valentine frowned and lifted out a tiny cylinder, half the size of a cigarette.


  “Thank heaven I watched our radio-tech take these things apart,” he said. He ripped loose the wires to the dwarf powerpack, attached them gently to the leads, wrapping them securely around the contact points. He set the whole affair down on the seat of the car.


  “All right, Hanley,” he said. “Plug the other end of the lead in and keep your fingers crossed!”


  Then he heard the familiar drumming on the pavement again. He looked up in consternation and, from the gateway of the Hag Palace down the street, saw what seemed an unending line of robots racing straight for them!


  “Plug it in, Hanley!” he ordered. Hanley tore his eyes off the robots and thrust the loose end of the lead in his hand against the terminal of the power-pack. There was no faint drone this time. Instead there was a shrill buzzing as of a million tiny hornets. It was hard to realize that so much noise could come from so tiny a thing as the wavetrap—but it was working!


  “Look!” gasped Dari. Like Juggernauts gone mad, the robots were hurling themselves to destruction. There must have been forty of them in the street all racing down on them in one second, and in the second that followed—destroyed.


  Without the distant control of a Hag to keep them on course, most of the serf-robots merely toppled over and slid, piling up as had the three others.


  Some, even after they had fallen, continued to thrash the air with their waving tentacles and limbs—still moving but no longer under control and no longer dangerous. One went careening off in a broad arc, smashing finally against the wall of a building less than a hundred feet from them.


  “So far, so good,” Valentine said grimly. “Now we try the hard part—fighting the Hags in their own Palace!”


  


  


  CHAPTER XI


  The Trick That Took


  


  


  CLUTCHING Dari’s ray-pencil, Valentine ran toward the Palace with the other two following. They skirted the prostrate forms of the robots and were inside the Palace itself before they met trouble. There was a flat hiss of sound and Valentine involuntarily flung himself to the ground.


  He caught a flicker of motion in one of the corridor-entrances and fired at it. A Hag with a ray-pencil yelped and disappeared, her running footsteps echoing out to them. When he got to the entrance she was out of sight.


  The three trotted down the corridor to the elevators, where Dari and Valentine had come out less than a dozen hours before. A car was waiting. But when Valentine thumbed the controls nothing happened. The controls were dead.


  “They’ve cut the power,” he said. “Well—there’s no help for it. We’ll have to find the stairs and climb!”


  What had been an effortless trip of a few seconds in the high speed elevators of the Hags turned out to be a man-killing climb on foot even after they had found the stairs.


  “You were on the fourteenth floor,” Dari panted. “Maybe—Elena—will be in—the same place.”


  Valentine merely nodded, conserving breath. They had one more floor to go—then they heard the sound of alarm bells, a clanging that rolled toward them from all directions as every bell in the Hag Palace went off at once. A shrill female voice shrieked words that distance muffled and made impossible to understand over the annunciators.


  “They’re alerting the whole Palace,” Valentine gasped. “Here’s where the going gets tough!”


  They burst out of the stair well into the familiar gray corridor, Valentine in the lead with the ray pencil ready. The corridor was empty. Dari pointed breathlessly down the hall.


  “I think it was that fourth door,” she said. Valentine nodded and raced to it—but when he flung open the door, the room was empty. He dashed to the pens that lined the wall—all were empty, even of the flopping monstrosities” the Hags had created with their surgery.


  Dari was about to speak but the rattle of the alarm bells drowned her out—near by this time, and so loud that they almost deafened them. There was a squeal of sound, then the shrill, peremptory female voice again.


  “Warning,” it shrilled. “Warning to all Novitiates. Ascend to Ship Level Immediately! The Earthies are approaching the Palace. Blast-off time in ten minutes!”


  “Ship level?” Hanley repeated. “What’s that?”


  Valentine shrugged. “I don’t know. But something’s up—looks as if the Earthies have declared themselves in on the fight.” He frowned. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “We’ve got to find Elena Orris.”


  “Perhaps I can help you,” said a harsh female voice from the corridor. “She’s right down the hall.”


  Valentine whirled, the ray pencil jutting out at the Hag who stood watching them. She raised her scraggly eyebrows in mock surprise.


  “I have no weapon,” she said. “See? AU I want to do is to take you to Elena Orris.”


  Hanley growled, “It’s a trick! Careful, Valentine!”


  The Hag frowned reprovingly at him. Valentine said, “Of course it’s a trick. Still—let’s see what happens. We’ll never find Elena by ourselves.”


  “That’s right,” said the Hag. She pointed to the door of a room across the hall. “She’s right in there. The door’s not locked.”


  Valentine, face tense, said, “You go in first. Remember, I have no compunctions about killing women. Not when they’re as vicious and corrupt as you!”


  The Hag snarled silently but walked ahead of them. She flung the door wide and walked steadily in. Through the door, lying supine on a couch against the wall, was Elena Orris, apparently asleep.


  “Anesthetized,” the Hag flung over her shoulder. “She’ll come out of it in an hour or so.”


  Valentine started toward her, his guard momentarily down. He was well within the door before his ear caught the faint clatter of moving metal—and by the time he whirled it was too late! Hidden by the open door stood a serf-robot, unaccountably still in operation.


  Before Valentine could overcome his shock as the lashing tentacles had whipped about him and caught him dizzily into the air. He heard a yell from Hanley and a gasp of pain from Dari as they, too, were caught. A twisting tentacle snatched the ray-pencil from his hand . . . and they were neatly trussed and helpless.


  The Hag shrieked with gloating laughter. “The very clever Donovans,” she crooned. “As helpless as babes.”


  She strode closer, staring at Valentine. “Can you twist your head a little bit?” she asked solicitously. “Just far enough to look down at the floor. What do you see?”


  VALENTINE looked, puzzled. There was a long, black cable snaking off to a monitor box in the wall. He wondered—then it became clear.


  “I see you understand,” the Hag said harshly. “Your wavetraps worked beautifully—as long as the robots were directed by radio. But you never expected us to connect one to its monitor by cable, did you?” She laughed stridently, then stepped back and glanced at the timepiece on her wrist.


  “I must hurry,” she said apologetically. “The Earthies are coming—and I must be gone before they arrive.” Her face darkened savagely. “You—animals,” she spat. “You and the Earthies, daring to pit yourself against us! But don’t think you’ve won! All this means is a temporary inconvenience. We’ll be back. Ganymede is not so far off that we won’t be able to come back. And when we return we’ll stay!”


  “Ganymede!” gasped Dari, startled into speech. “But how—how will you get there?”


  “Ha!” the Hag grunted explosively. “Then you didn’t know everything, did you? We’ve planned this for a long time—a colony on Ganymede. We’ve prepared everything—bred specialized slaves in our laboratories, even built a ship. Oh, you never knew what went on in the Hag Palace!


  “The ship alone was an immense project. But you never knew. Listen to me—I’ll tell you about it. It’s in this very building! The six topmost stories are false—and inside them, all ready for the trip, is a rocket capable of taking us anywhere in the System!”


  She stepped back, mock sympathy on her face. She turned to the wall, swung out a panel and carefully turned a knob concealed behind it.


  “That gives you eight more minutes of life,” she announced. “In five minutes the ship takes off—and, three minutes after that, the timer will set off enough U-Two thirty-five to blast this building to powder!”


  She waved a sardonic farewell and walked past them, out into the corridor without a backward glance. In a moment they heard the closing of an elevator door—then silence.


  “Try to get loose!” Valentine ordered as soon as the Hag was out of earshot. “Squirm—twist around—it’s our only chance.” He was straining every muscle himself but it was useless. Against the steel tentacles of the robot his strength was impotent.


  “Can’t do a thing,” Hanley panted. “Listen, if all the Hags are leaving for the ship what makes this thing keep on holding us?”


  “That’s what it’s set to do—it’ll keep on holding us until the controls at the other end of the cable are set for something else. Or until we all blow up.” Valentine abruptly stopped squirming.


  It did no good. The only thing that could help him then was thought. Brow furrowed, he stared at the floor, his mind racing. He gazed absently at the snakelike black cable. . . .


  “That’s it!” he whooped. “Hanley—can you reach that cable with your feet? You’re nearest.”


  Hanley strained. “Yeah,” he reported. “What do I do?”


  “Try to pull it out of its socket! They can’t have had time to do a good job. Kick it loose!”


  Hanley, stretching his leg to the limit, managed to slip a toe under the curling length of the cable. He kicked—but the cable slipped away before he could accomplish his purpose. He swore, tried again. This time it happened! There was a sharp electrical hiss and a puff of acrid blue smoke. The robot’s tentacles tightened on them convulsively, bruising their already tortured bodies. Then they slacked and fell away.


  “I got a shock,” Hanley complained, rubbing his foot.


  “Never mind that!” Valentine darted over to the panel in the wall, stared desperately at the knob the Hag had toned. That was all there was, just the knob with a pointer on a dial graduated in minutes, nothing else. After a quick inspection Valentine grasped the knob and tried to turn it. It would not turn, no matter how much he forced it.


  “No use,” he said dismally. “It only turns one way, apparently—and I’m afraid to try to shut it off altogether. We’ll have to make a run for it.” He turned to the sleeping Elena Orris, slapped her ruthlessly. She didn’t respond. “We’ll have to carry her.”


  “I’ll take her,” Hanley offered. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” He picked up the girl and hurried out of the door, down toward the stairs. Dari started to follow, then turned to look at Valentine.


  “Go ahead,” he ordered, his face wrinkled with thought. “I’ll be with you in a second.”


  THEY made it down the long flights of stairs in record time. On the lowest level of the Palace they encountered the vanguard of the-Earthies, milling around in indecision under the inadequate leadership of Ensign Drake. But they responded to Valentine’s shouted warnings and every human was out of danger when it happened.


  Hanley was just gasping, “It’s about time for that ship of theirs to be blasting off,” when there was a mighty thunder of sound and the entire Hag Palace seemed to bulge and crumble. The concussion sent them flying into each other, sheltered though they were from the direct blast.


  Debris rained for blocks around but they had been warned, and were hugging the walls of the buildings. There were a few casualties among the Earthies—men hurt by flying stone—but no one was killed. And the Hags were destroyed.


  “What happened?” Hanley asked in awe. “Why didn’t their ship get away?”


  “It didn’t have a chance,” Valentine said soberly. “The timer for the U-Two thirty-five only worked in one direction. I couldn’t stop it or set it back to give us more time. But I could set it ahead. I set it three and a half minutes faster—and it went off right on schedule, thirty seconds before their blastoff time.”


  Hanley nodded, looking around. An Earth surgeon was bending over Elena Orris with the Space-Fleet ensign hovering anxiously in the background. As he watched she stirred and looked up, jerking her head away from the stimulant capsule the surgeon had crushed under her nose.


  Hanley looked at Valentine and Dari, standing behind him in the sheltering doorway of a residence building. Valentine’s arm was around the girl, and Hanley regarded them with pleasure. Then, surprised, he saw her face suddenly cloud.


  She jerked away.


  “Valentine!” she said. “Valentine, you—you heel!”


  Startled, Valentine looked down at her. Dari’s eyes were flashing in abrupt anger.


  “I’m a little bit slow in understanding things,” she said tautly. “Forgive me. I’ve been so rushed, I haven’t had time to think.”


  “What are you talking about?” Valentine asked bewilderedly.


  “You know what I’m talking about! Your deception!”


  “What deception?”


  “What you said to me in the car! Telling me that you loved me—kissing me—just so you could get me to close my eyes, so that the Hags wouldn’t be able to see where we were going. It was all a trick—and I fell for it!”


  Valentine looked at her for a searching moment. Then, without turning his head, he said, “Hanley, go visit somebody else for a while. As a personal favor.”


  Grinning, Hanley turned on his heel and strolled toward the Earthies. But as he walked away he heard Valentine saying softly, “Dari—that was part of it. I admit it. I couldn’t just ask you to close your eyes—it would have made the Hags suspicious. The easiest way to do it was to make love to you. Don’t you understand? It was the only way I could do it.”


  “Yes . . . yes, I suppose so,” Dari said, almost sobbing. “It’s just that I made such a fool of myself, with all those horrid old harpies watching. And that was all it meant to you—just a trick.”


  Valentine shook his head. “No, that wasn’t all,” he said gently. He stepped closer to her, holding out his arms. He whispered, “Dari, there’s nobody watching now.”


  WHENEVER THE SUN SHINES


  Margaret St. Clair


  The man with the crown seemed to be such a nice quiet man. You would not have suspected that—


  THE bribes he paid had been terrific. Even now, on the space liner, with the Evagori crown safe in his hand case and no doubt at all in his mind that he would be able to get it through the customs inspection on Terra, Breece felt a sort of haggard irritation at the thought. And the insults, the peculiarly Venusian brand of insults he had had to submit to—! Nothing terrestrial could impress a Venusian; their attitude was always that an Earthman was honored to be on the surface of Venus at all. It was as though in every Venusian mind was a constant perception of, a constant awareness of, the existence of Ieradon.


  In a way it was justified. As soon as the first space ship from Terra had touched on Venus, Breece knew, Ieradon had become a place of pilgrimage for the men of earth. It had always been one for the Venusians. They spoke of going “up to Ieradon”—Ieradon was a mountain city, set among the first peaks of the lofty Damnaor range—with a peculiar lift and thrill in their lilting tones. The men from Earth—


  Even a man as unperceptive as Breece felt the absurdity of calling them tourists. No one tried to capitalize on Ieradon, no money was made from it. It stood on the peak where it had been built four thousand years ago, and had the mountains for its handmaidens. It. was. And the people came to it from Terra, driven by a passionate hunger, a consciousness of something which had always been unfulfilled; the people from Terra came to Ieradon and were satisfied.


  The planes always circled twice above Ieradon before they landed. As they made their long circuit over the city, wheeling like eagles in the dark-blue sky, a sigh, a gasp—Breece had heard it when he went to Ieradon—would always sweep over the ship. Breece had been standing beside a dark-skinned couple (both middle-aged, their bodies thickened with the years, the woman’s face a blank, enameled mask) on the first great circuit and had seen the incredulous joy begin to glow in them. The man had turned to his wife, almost babbling, with words that surely had not been in his mind since the days some teacher had read them aloud, droning over the book, in school.


  “ ‘The world’s great age begins anew, the golden years return—’ Why! That’s,” he gestured toward the city through the ports, “that’s what he meant!”


  “Yes . . . yes . . .” the woman had answered him, her face transfigured, her eyes smiling as if she had seen an angel, while tears of joy poured down her cheeks.


  Ieradon.


  The woman sitting beside Breece on the observation deck, a Mrs. Hartley-Weems; coughed and cleared her throat. “The captain says we’ll be docking on Terra in just under forty-four hours,” she said.


  “Does he? Well, that’s fine.”


  “Yes, I think so. Of course Venus has its points, but I do feel there’s no place like one’s home planet.” She leaned toward Breece. “By the way,” she said in a lower tone, “have you noticed that extraordinary man?”


  BREECE followed the direction of her gaze to the man who was standing with binoculars by the visiports. He seemed a little taller and slighter than most terrestrials, but Breece found it difficult to make out the details of his appearance because his eyes had begun to water and blur.


  “Yes, he is an odd sort of chap,” he answered. “Venusian, from his looks.”


  “I suppose so,” Mrs. Hartley-Weems replied. “And yet, he doesn’t seem quite like a Venusian. There’s something about him I can’t quite place, something odd.” She was frowning. “He reminds me of—no, it’s gone again . . .


  “He doesn’t have his meals in the dining salon, either. I described him to the purser, trying to find out who he was and what cabin he had—I think it’s pure snobbishness not to know who your neighbors are on a small ship like this—and he said there was no such person on the passenger list. He was almost rude about it. The service one gets everywhere nowadays! Really, I don’t know what’s got into everyone.” She sighed and settled back in her deck chair.


  Breece made a commiserative noise and went on with his thoughts.


  He had first heard of Liparinthi some six years ago, from a very drunk, very unhappy Venusian in a wretched little saloon on the outer edge of Aphrodition. The Venusian had been telling Breece a circumstantial narrative about his relations with a woman named Maera. Maera had rebuffed him painfully, repeatedly, and over a long period of time.


  “Finally I said to her, ‘Maera, you are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. Do you want to be like Liparinthi, too high to be thought of, too sacred to be touched?’ And she said—


  “Liparinthi?” Breece had interrupted the drunk.


  “Yes, Liparinthi. You know; the place we never talk about. The place that is not on any map.” He was extremely drunk; he must have thought Breece was a Venusian like himself.


  They had been talking in low tones; how could the men at the other tables have heard them? But a Venusian sitting over by the wall pushed back his chair and came over to the two men with a swift, cat-like tread. He had tilted back the drunk’s head with the fingers of one hand and stared into his face. “Keep with your own kind, brother,” he had said. “You are drunk.” And then, to Breece: “What has he been telling you? Earthman, what did he say?”


  “He’s so drunk I could hardly understand him. Something about a woman, some girl of his.”


  “Ah.” The Venusian frowned at him. Suddenly a sliver-gun appeared in his hand, the tiny, deadly weapon the police of three planets had not been able to repress. He had hesitated, his finger touching the lever on the end. “He spoke of nothing else?”


  “Why, no. Only about how cold she was and how much he wanted her.”


  “. . . You must go, though.”


  Out of the corner of his eye Breece had seen that the other Venusians in. the room had their guns on him. He had shrugged a little and left the saloon. That was his first clue, six years ago.


  IT WAS interesting, in a way, to follow the links in the chain forward from that indiscretion in the saloon to the time, two months ago, when Breece had stood in the citadel, the heart of Liparinthi, the Evagori crown in his right hand.


  The secret decree of the supreme council of Venus, for instance—that had been a vital link. He had bribed an archivist in the National Library to let him see it for fifteen minutes or so; it had cost him thirty thousand dollars. But it had been worth it, for the decree had narrowed his search from the entire surface of a planet to an area the size of Spain and France combined.


  “How had it run?—“Certain portions of the planet Venus, as hereinafter described, are to be sacred, inviolate and arcane” (that was the nearest Breece could translate the Venusian word) “in perpetuum . . .” There had been an enacting section and a list of penalties, most of which Breece had not been able to translate, and the law had ended with a formula which Breece had not understood at all: “By the three globes and the sun.” But whether he had understood the quasi-religious injunction at the end or not, one thing had been clear—that between certain degrees of latitude and longitude Liparinthi was to be found, though it was not referred to, even indirectly, in the law itself.


  Mrs. Hartley-Weems leaned toward him again. “You know that man I was speaking about?”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, it’s the strangest thing, but every time I see him, a word comes into my mind . . . I simply don’t understand it. It’s completely inappropriate.”


  Breece looked around the observation deck. The object of Mrs. Hartley-Weem’s curiosity had vanished, probably to get cleaned up before lunch.


  “What is the word?” he asked.


  “Well, really, I—it’s so ridiculous! Radiant!”


  “Radiant?”


  “Yes . . . I told you it was ridiculous.” Mrs. Hartley-Weems nodded at him twice, got out a vibra-needle, and began working on the sleeve of the sweater she was making for her grandson.


  There had been set-backs, difficulties, Breece thought, even in the places he had imagined would be reliable. Krotalis, in the department of the interior, for example. It was less than five months ago that Breece had handed eighty thousand dollars in bearer bonds across the table to him. Krotalis had looked them over carefully, checked the denominations, and slipped them into his pocket. He had stood up: “Good day, Mr. Breece.”


  Flabbergasted, Breece had protested, tried to cajole him into giving the information he had been paid for. Krotalis had listened for a moment in silence. Then he had leaned forward across the table to Breece, resting his weight on the palms of his hands.


  “Mr. Breece: Do you know what would happen to you if I were to go into the next room where the clerks are working, and say, ‘An Earthman in my office has been asking me about Liparinthi?’ Do you know? You are luckier than you realize, Mr. Breece, that I merely take your money, and do not betray you as my duty is.”


  THE insolence, the bitterness, the scorn in his voice! Only a Venusian could have combined moral indignation with taking a bribe. Breece had nodded stiffly once, and left the office. It was some consolation to him now, when he remembered the insolence and the bribes, to know that he had the Evagori crown in his hand-case; a thing so sacred that to say it was the Holy of Holies in a Venusian’s eyes was as inadequate as it would have been to express the crown’s enormous intrinsic worth by saying it was valuable.


  Yes, the Evagori crown. How much would Moreen give him for it? Three million, four million dollars? Nonsense. He would begin by asking much more than that. Moreen had encouraged him, it was true, when he first got on the trail of Liparinthi, he had helped him with money, but Breece was under no obligation to him. There were at least two other collectors on Terra who were fully as enthusiastic and fanatical as he.


  The best of it was that there was no real danger anywhere. Rhymor, who had supplied most of the last stage information and had even piloted the plane in which Breece had gone to Liparinthi (he had been desperately in need of money, and Breece had tightened the screw on him without mercy), had taken his payment, nodded politely to Breece, and gone home and killed himself. Elpenor, who had been almost as useful to Breece a little earlier, had met with a fatal accident; Breece had paid rather heavily (bribery again—it was disgusting) to make sure the accident would be fatal. Krotalis was in prison with a ten-year sentence for defalcation, and the others Breece had had contacts with had no idea who he was. As to Liparinthi itself, it had been completely unguarded. Breece was the first man who had set foot in its streets for five thousand years. Things had worked out beautifully.


  The gong in the dining salon rang. Mrs. Hartley-Weems sat up alertly. “Lunch” she said to Breece. “There’s nothing like being in space to give one an appetite. Now, notice if I’m not right; that extraordinary man won’t be in to this meal, either.”


  * * *


  After lunch, with the door of his stateroom locked, Breece got out the Evagori crown. It was very well concealed in his hand case, and it took him nearly fifteen minutes of continuous manipulation to get it out. Finally he opened the chamois-lined case in which he had put it and laid it on his berth. He stepped back and looked at it.


  It was beautiful, yes. The Evagori crown must be the most beautiful thing in the solar system. He needed a more beautiful word than beautiful to describe it; it was—it was more beautiful than Ieradon.


  It had power. There was about it an almost tangible, an almost palpable aura of majesty. Looking at it, Breece could understand again something that seemed inconceivable otherwise; that, when he had first opened thetemenos and seen the crown lying on the altar, as the Evagori had left it five thousand years ago, he had been within an inch of turning away again and leaving it laying there.


  Only the thought of all the bribes he had given, of all the insolence he had endured, had restrained him. And when he had lifted the crown up and had opened his case to put it away, he had felt something he had not felt since the time he was eleven years old and his mother had died, a bitter, heart-grinding sense of loneliness and rejection. There was the same awful sense that something he had taken for granted all his life had gone, that hereafter he would be alone. Standing there by the altar, the crown in his hand, he had felt that he had divorced himself from humanity. He had felt he was no longer a member of the human race.


  He had come out from the temenos feeling pale and sick and had said to Rhymor, standing by the plane, “Let’s get out of here.”


  THERE was a rap at the cabin door.


  It must be the steward, come to ask him at what time he would like his bath. He began to put the crown away. Fortunately, replacing it in his hand case was a much quicker process than getting it out had been. He finished with the last fastening and thrust the case under his berth. He opened the door.


  It was not until the man was inside that he saw it was not the steward, and then it was too late. The terrible, consuming glow had begun to shine on him; it was brighter than the sun. He tried to push it away and could not, he tried to scream and felt his tongue baking in his mouth. There was pain, horrible, long-lasting pain . . .


  * * *


  “And did you have a nice trip, mother?” Mrs. Hartley-Weems’ daughter asked as she tucked the lap robe around her mother’s knees.


  “No, I did not,” Mrs. Hartley-Weems replied with decision. “The most awful thing—give grandmother a nice kiss, Bobby—happened. Just before we landed they found one of the passengers—such a nice man, I’d talked to him quite a bit—in his cabin, burned to death.


  “Goodness! Did he kill himself?”


  “Oh, no. Nothing else in the cabin was touched at all. When I say burned, I mean—well, he was reduced to a cinder, that’s all. He must have suffered a great deal. The first mate told me they were absolutely at a loss to imagine what had happened. That’s why we were so late docking; they were examining our baggage and so on.”


  “You mean somebody killed him? How?”


  “Dolla, they simply don’t know—at least, that’s what the first mate told me. Personally, I feel sure that extraordinary man the purser said wasn’t on the passenger list had something to do with it. In fact, I told them so, but they all laughed at me. And then afterwards I saw him parading around with the most outlandish crown on his head. It was positively a weird thing—and you should have seen those Venusians cringe away before him! Guilty consciences if you ask me!”


  “But what about that man, grandmother, where did he go?”


  Mrs. Hartley-Weems sniffed disdainfully. “I don’t know. I was sitting in my deck chair getting some sunshine the last time I saw him. He passed right in front of me—and that’s strange now that I think of it—he didn’t cut the sunlight off. No, yes—it actually seemed to grow brighter . . .


  “Anyway, he was gone when I tried to find him.”


  DESIGN FOR DOOMSDAY


  Bryce Walton


  Slogging through Venus’ reeking muck and groping horrors toward the forbidding dome of Solar Science City—treasure-vault of the best brains in the System—Guardsman Venard remembered the frightened whispers: “An evil god rules there!”


  THE TONE OF THE SLURRED, emotionless voice was cold and deadly, as were the tones of all Martians who had taken to their grotesque hearts the mystic, dictatorial disease of Zharkonism. It droned an implacable death song from the audio. It echoed horribly down the shadow-eaten labyrinth of that sprawling death-mart which was officially labeled Terro Concentration Camp Seven.


  . . . Another exalted warrior of the Occupational Armies of Zharkon, the Undying—Zharkon, the ever-just and divine director of the Solar System—Zharkon, the voice of the Gods—has been brutally slain by terran underground subversives. In retaliation, five hundred Terran inferiors will go to the experimental wards by decree of our divine Martian Zharkon—Zharkon, our illustrious solar father . . .


  The audio droned on. But none of the tier on tier of doomed men imprisoned in the rehabilitated ruins of Washington’s subterranean levels listened any more. They were ragged, skeletal shapes crouched like frightened animals in the filthy shadows. Feverishly bright eyes stared with a fanatic’s hunger for death, the release from hopeless, mind-shattering pain and indignity. Those who would not wilfully sign away their futures to colonial slavery under the Martian dictatorship were killed in devious and ghastly ways. The death toll was high.


  In each of the little prison cubicles two figures waited, helpless behind cold metal. It would seem impossible to find even one face which did not wear the terrible scar of resignation which marks the souls of the hopeless. Yet in one of these prison cubicles there were two such. Two Terran Guardsmen.


  The great Terran Guards, what few remained of the once colorful and renowned Solar Patrol, semantically trained, objective yet warmly human, knew there was no resignation. That was death if carried to its obvious conclusion. While one lived, one moved, acted, and was acted upon. While one lived there was conflict, and there was always hope.


  Although perhaps only the few remnants of the Guards and the small Underground which flourished dangerously somewhere in the ruins of the Earth retained this pre-Solar War attitude. Perhaps this stubborn minority totaled one percent. Perhaps. No one knew.


  The tall, gaunt figure gripped the prison bars in two big hands. Karl Venard, Ex-Lieutenant, strained hawk-like features outward, his thin lips twisted. He turned suddenly to snarl, “This is it, Louie. We’re the only two Guardsmen left in this sad hole. We’ll be among this draft. Start praying.”


  Louie Larson, the little man who still, somehow, managed to be overweight in spite of being half-starved, shivered.


  “The least you can do is die like a man,” snarled Venard. “You’re a disgrace to the Guards.”


  The fat little man grabbed Venard’s ragged sleeves.


  “Remember what the grapevine said last night, Karl? It said that the Underground on Mars had managed to blow up the Zharkon’s throne room and him in it. It said the Zharkon had been injured, maybe killed, that his double-brain was on the blink. Maybe that’s right, Karl. Maybe it might really have happened! Gad, Karl. If they’ve done that, I don’t care about dying. Knowin’ that, death would be a pleasure, almost. Tell me you think it’s so, Karl. I’ll not be scared any more, if you’ll say you believe it’s true.”


  “How the devil should I know,” murmured Venard. “I doubt it. Maybe there is an Underground operating on Mars as efficiently as the one here on Earth, but I doubt it. The Marties fell for that Zharkonism mania like a degravitated dwarf star. And even if they do have a working Underground organization there how could they ever get into the Zharkon’s throne room? That’s carrying wishful thinking a little too far, Kewpie Doll. Forget it.”


  “Listen,” sputtered the little man desperately, “how about them Martians who went to the Academy with us? They’d never fall for Zharkonism. They was semantically trained, too. They’re too smart for all this myth and legend stuff. I’ll bet every solar credit I might have had that Jhongan could have gotten into that throne room.”


  Venard’s harsh features softened for an instant. Jhongan, the Martian, had studied in the Academy during the golden days of the Solar Democratic Federation. Yes, Martians like Jhongan would never have become Zharkonites. But there were too few of them. His hardened mouth curled cynically.


  “Start praying, Kewpie Doll. If semantics can turn out an anachronism like you it can even manufacture incipient Zharkonites. Why, you can’t even speak good old Terro-English.”


  Louis Larson looked as though he were going to cry. “We gotta do something, Karl. It only takes a few minutes after one of them announcements for them heathen Marties to start playin’ human grab bag. We gotta do something!”


  “What do you want to do, Kewpie Doll, live forever?” grinned Venard. “Besides, there is a way out for us. We don’t have to go to the experimental wards. Have you forgotten this little memento from my long lost love?”


  WITH infinite caution, Venard disclosed the memory-crystal, taking it with a kind of dignified stealth from beneath the rags that had once been a shirt. Dreamily he studied the small, delicate translucence of the sphere. He had managed to retain that from the pawing Marties’ greedy scanners. Looking back into Venard’s eyes from the shifting beauty of the sphere, the three-dimensional, almost frighteningly life-like figure of Vale who had once loved Venard, preened and sighed provocatively. The figure moved, danced in lithe grace through shifting clouds. A strange, heart-aching vision of reality and dream.


  Louie Larson’s beady black eyes bulged, sweat popped out of his pallid skin and trickled down through the bristles of his dirt-caked beard. “You—you’re gonna use that?”


  “Suicide, that’s better than the experimental ward, isn’t it? Kewpie Doll, sometimes you leave the experimental wards alive, but no one would ever guess you had once been human. They work on the genes, son. And they’re devilishly clever.” He gripped the memory-crystal. “This is a quick and easy way. There’s enough of that amazing explosive developed by the Venusian Sea People in this crystal to blow everything for fifty yards around us to hell. Oh, I’ll use it, Kewpie Doll.”


  “Sure, I’d prefer it to the wards,” moaned Larson softly, “but this—this suicide, it’s so final.”


  “There’s something pretty nice about finality, Kewpie Doll. If you can really find it.”


  They waited. Larson picked at his beard, lips twitching. Venard looked dreamily into the cloudy depths of the memory-crystal. Next to them in a stinking cell, a man began to cry, a series of burbling choking cries of fear and hopeless hate. From somewhere far down the corridor, a woman was singing an ancient hymn.


  Venard was extremely fortunate to have retained the memory-crystal. A few prisoners had been able to do likewise. Because of the unique physiogenic quality of the little spheres, ordinary scanners failed to detect their presence. They were small and could be concealed under one’s clothing, and passed from one prisoner to another to escape discovery. Others had used their suicidal capacity for a final escape from unspeakable pain and horror.


  Because of the difficulty in finding them, the memory-spheres constituted a constant threat to the Martian guards. Many a Martie had developed violent neurosis from knowing that the prisoners they guarded might be hiding a memory-crystal, and might also at any moment, merely by pressing a small release within the spheres, set off the mutually antagonistic elements and blow up guards, prisoners and things surrounding them to bloody ruin.


  The incredibly beautiful and life-like face floating inside the crystal laughed mockingly up at Venard through opaque, silvery mists. No horror there. The little, diaphanous, three-dimensional figure dancing through the shifting vapors of the memory sphere floated in a never-ending dream of things as they might have been. Vale, lovely and enchanting Vale, the way she had looked and danced when she had loved him in those carefree happy days before the Solar War. Nostalgia, bitterly sweet, of lost and unrecoverable nights, dream-lost beauty of Luna nights the blood-drenched holocaust. Vale, before she had went away to Venus and to that hungry maw that ate up the best minds of the Solar System, Solar Science City.


  Venard swore softly to himself. How silly he was to feed on memory, like a parasite gnawing on itself and growing hungrier with each futile bite.


  The little man’s eyes stared through the bars into the dreary shadows of the cell block. “Gods, Karl!” he moaned suddenly. “Karl! I hear ’em comin’ down the line! Dirty heathens.”


  Ex-lieutenant K. Venard looked down curiously at the bald head. No one would guess the existence there of steel nerves, iron will, somehow strangely integrated with a golden heart.


  “I hear ’em,” Larson whispered hoarsely. “Swissshhh—swissshhh—swisshhhh. I hear their slimy feet squeegyin’ along. I hear their body juices sloshin’ around inside their cold bellies like walkin’ quarts of stihn. Karl—if I only had a quart of stihn!” Abruptly he sank down in a sad, dejected heap.


  “Yeah,” growled the ex-lieutenant. “Keep crying, Kewpie Doll. If something happens to our memory-crystal here, we’ll be drinking vat-acid tonight.”


  “Oh, don’t talk that way, Karl!” moaned Larson. “Things is bad enough. Things is simply terrible. Either we blow ourselves to tendons or get pried and peered into by these furriners. We’re gonna have those probosci dinnin’ into our innards. We’re gonna—”


  “Shut up!” yelled Venard. Maybe the little man really was cracking up. No man is infallible. Maybe he, Karl Venard, would crack up too. He and Larson had been through a lot. But never anything like this. This was definite, inescapable. Maybe a little rationalizing, and wishful thinking, would be a good idea. Maybe he could even talk himself into believing that grapevine story about the Zharkon.


  “What do we care, Kewpie Doll,” he said, grabbed Larson and lifted him onto his feet. “I been thinkin’ it over, and I think maybe that story about the Zharkon getting his double-brain injured might have some basis in fact. The way I figure it, that story is too fantastic to be handed out with any expectation of having it believed if it weren’t true. Or at least we can assume it has some basis in reality.”


  Larson’s round, staring face altered with sudden violence. His hands clutched Venard’s sleeves. His eyes brightened. “Say it again. Keep on sayin’ it.”


  Venard said it again. It was working. He really was beginning to believe it himself. “Sure it’s very, very possible that the old semantically-trained Martians like Jhongan got into that throne room someway and conked out the Zharkon’s doublebrain, and that’s a lot of conking. And do you know what that means? It means the whole Zharkonistic set-up will be thrown off center, maybe disintegrate entirely. Remember, the Marties have regressed in a social sense. They’re primitives now. They worship the old gods—Styx, Amphoor, Aalghor. Their leader, the Zharkon, is the mouthpiece of the gods. If he goes, the gods and the whole militaristic mythology could very possibly crumble overnight.”


  It sounded magnificent. And it was possible, if one was sufficiently desperate.


  “But it ain’t true, an’ you know it, Karl,” moaned Larson.


  “Oh, the devil with you,” yelled Venard. “You’re a negativistic melancholic, among other unmentionable things. As an example of the semantically trained mind, you speak oddly for the world of null-A.”


  “The awful disgrace of it, Karl. The whole Solar System taken over by barbaric sponges with legs. Who’d ever though they had it in ’em?”


  Venard gripped the cell bars in his big hands and pressed his forehead tightly against the cool hardness. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Damnation, Kewpie Doll! I wish we could’ve escaped to the Underground. If the Martian Underground have really managed to injure Zharkon, that means maybe the Martian Terro-Colonial Armies of Occupation might disorganize, fall apart. And if we could only contact the Underground here—”


  Venard shook his had; sweat speckled the metal wall. Fools. There was nothing to the rumor, because such a thing was impossible. There was no escape. Only the memory-crystal, a quick, self-administered destruction. Blackout.


  Larson’s voice was a faint, far-away whisper. “They’re comin’ for us. Look at them furriners—”


  METAL doors had been clanging open.


  Venard was suddenly aware of the shuffling of feet and the lifeless stirring and phlegmatic voices of those whose minds had surrendered. Venard leaned against the wall of the cubicle. He wouldn’t stand at attention now. Not again. He had once to avoid being beaten. But they couldn’t do anything more to a man than kill him. And he would take care of that now, his own way. A much quicker and less complicated way than was to be found in the experimental wards.


  The women were the first of the pathetic line of chained humans who staggered into sight around a turn in the dark corridor. Their cells were on the west half of Concentration Camp No. 7 and they were always first in the hostage lines. Bony human wrecks in drab and ragged sack-like garments. Grey faces behind dry strings of unhealthy, scaly hair.


  “The Marties, they ain’t got any intelligence at all,” whispered Larson, “to make beautiful females look that way. They’re fiends. I remember when maybe them very ladies used to dance to a Ganymedian orchestra in the Lunaville escapeasy. That first one, now, she might be Glora Karstedt. Glora was the most beautiful woman in the System. Hey, Glora! Remember me, Kewpie Doll Larson?”


  The pathetic skin-and-bone shape didn’t even smile. Dull eyes stared straight ahead, pallid, blood-streaked face that was a blank mask of frozen horror. Venard gripped the bars. His knuckles shone whitely, his whole body a tense, helpless arc of mental torture. “If they could only die as Earthmen,” he said softly. “And not as slaves.”


  Two Marties paused, one pressed a button.


  “It’s us all right,” said Venard tensely. The cell door ground open. Boneless lengths of purple-veined arms, muscled like serpents, reached in and dragged the little man out first. Others reached for Venard. Animate sacks of liquid intelligence. Four sliding and contracting feet like snails. Filamented arms of great strength guided by highly emotional intelligence. Judged by. human standards, these were horrors. Yet intelligence can hide behind any kind of facade. A mind adjusted to Solar concepts is influenced by intelligence and behavior alone, not by exterior physical aspects. These Martians had been good Solar citizens once, responsible and progressive. But they had been seduced by delusions of grandeur. The old Martian Royalists who had been overthrown a hundred years ago had returned. And returning, they had conquered democratic progressive thought, returned Mars to the old gods of carnage and dark evil, had plunged the Solar System into an orgy of primitive blood-lust, barbarism and hate.


  Venard swore, threw off a heavy, plopping arm. Somehow, the heavy bulging body sacks had always resembled punching bags. He had longed to test this visual impression with tactile experimentation. A squeeshing smack belched out from beneath his fist. The shocked Martie stumbled back against the line of apathetic prisoners. Articulation on the tips of its appendages writhed after the butt of its sheathed H-gun.


  But it didn’t kill. Sadists in the experimental wards wanted every organism for their grisly, research.


  “Oh, Karl, you shouldn’t ought to have done that,” groaned Larson as he lifted the chain another Martie was trying to lower around his thick neck. Larson wrapped it around the Martian’s purple-veined head instead, and with considerable force. Then a heavy arm slashed like a huge whip, thudded across Larson’s flat nose. Blood spattered as the little man slumped, groaning, to his knees.


  Venard was struggling in blind, hating helplessness with a number of arms that had encircled him like cable coils. And after that, as the line shuffled along, the chains were cold as space around his neck. And the thudding of the leathery arms flailing his back burned deeper than any Martie knew.


  But against his side, in a little plastic pouch, the memory-crystal nestled. It was a comfortable feeling, the memory-crystal gave him. A comfortable chilling sensation, both warm and cold. Like an acrostic sonnet to death.


  II


  THEY WERE CHAINED TO A wall like dumb, dangerous beasts, though such a precaution appeared pitifully unnecessary. At frequent intervals, a contingent of Martin sycophants entered the narrow but high corridor and took a varied number of human slaves through a huge oval door. A door that had once been a gateway of learning into worlds devoted to peace and progressive research. This great structure, now in ruins from the Solar War between Mars and the rest of the System (except the world of the enigmatic Jovians who had remained neutral) had once been known as World Tech.


  Now it was a huge torture chamber made more hideous because of its modern scientific equipment used for such savage, barbaric research.


  There was a terrible kind of silence between these episodes of the opening of the door, except for the half-crazed breathing of resigned humans. But when the oval door opened, screams came out. There were dim, quick impressions of steam and odors. And of shadows that seemed only partly human now, writhing on a wall.


  Blobs of sweat rolled down the little man’s red face. A thick two-week’s beard itched. Venard brooded over the three-dim memory-sphere of Vale, when no Guards were close enough to detect his furtive actions.


  “About two more trips and we’re going to be taken in there,” choked Larson. “Karl! Look at me an’ listen now.” His voice lowered, trembled. “It’s against my religious principles to take my own life. I’d rather get mine fighting fair. If we fight, maybe we can make ’em blast us with them H-guns.”


  “We’ve tried often enough,” said Venard. “They’re too handy with those whips they call arms.”


  Venard looked sardonically into the three-dim photo-crystal at the beautiful blond figure floating in it, shifting among multi-colored clouds. Red lips smiled, and deep, impassioned eyes shone up at Venard from the incredibly realistic opening that might almost have been a doorway into another world.


  “Karl,” moaned Larson, wringing his hands like a frightened girl. “Don’t waste the last mortal seconds of your life moonin’ over that faithless female.”


  The oval door opened. A long cry fluttered out. It bounded down the hall and through dark shadows and hollows. It was like a long nerve of cloth torn in two. It was a tattered, terrible sound. Larson shook, his jowls quivered, his eyes bulged. “Gods, Karl! What do they do to people in there? It’s like hell, ain’t it? Just like Dante’s hell!”


  “Beautiful,” answered Venard softly. “Lovely as freedom. Soft as a night in Theophilus Crater.”


  “Huh? Oh, you mean her? She did you dirt. Why can’t you forget her? She walked out on you. She wanted to be a scientist, not Mrs. K. Venard. Forget her! Listen, I’m gonna make ’em blast me with their H’s. You with me, Karl? Hey, she ain’t worth a man’s last thoughts.”


  The woman’s face shifted, seemed to wink at Venard. His big, dirty hand caressed the cloudy dream stuff of the image. His ragged fingernail looked grotesque beside the cloudy loveliness.


  “Ironic, isn’t it, Kewpie Doll? She still lives, free and immune, I guess. Only traitors live and know freedom. But she loved me anyway, Kewpie Doll, even if she was only a passing fantasy. She was okay, just too intelligent for love. An I.Q. of 200. That’s a lot of quotient. I said to her that night under the rim of Theophilus, ‘Vale—this is it. Take your choice. Either me or your internship in Solar Science City. You either go into that science convent on Venus to wither away the rest of your unnatural life, or you and I take a honeymoon right here.’ And, Kewpie Doll, you know what she said to me then?”


  “How could I know?” slobbered Larson, eyes bugging at the oval door. It was opening again. “I heard it only eleven hundred and fifty-eight and one half times. Karl! I think they’ll get us this trip. They—”


  VENARD continued softly, as if unaware of the approaching Martie guards. “She said, Karl, darling. I love science and what it means to the System. All Venus is a wilderness, except for the odd undersea civilization of the Sea People, and the great domed University called Solar Science City. Something’s terribly wrong there—I don’t know what, but there’s something. Solar Science City was established by the best mentalities and resources of the entire System,’ for the good of the System. But for almost a hundred years Solar Science City has been an isolated, mysterious, incommunicative shell hiding something dark and evil. Because of my I.Q. I’ve been given the privilege of going there, if I desire. And I’ve decided to go. I’m going to find out why S. S. C. has retreated into its own shell, and no longer serves mankind. I’m going to find out what happens to all the great mentalities that go there. When I find out, I’ll be back, Karl. Back to you.’


  “A nice speech that, Kewpie Doll. But she never came back. No one ever comes back if they go into S.S.C. as either a faculty or student-member. If the war hadn’t come along I was going to S.S.C. and find out the score. I wonder what the mystery is, and what happened to Vale. Two years, and not a word from her. She probably never even knew the Martians attacked the System. Or, if she did, I’ll bet she never cared.”


  “Why worry how!” howled Larson, mopping at his head. “What can it matter now?”


  “It does matter, in a way,” said Venard. “Because S.S.C. could have saved the System. On our side, S.C.C. could have enabled us to defeat the Martians. The fact that they never even considered helping us proves that they are, themselves, somehow allied to decadence and evil. And they’re safe. Even the Marties don’t have weapons strong enough to break into S.S.C. And S.S.C. has weapons of science perfected in its super laboratories that could have defeated the Martian warlords in a few days. Wonder what is the secret of S.C.C.? The barbaric Martian desert tribes say that it is now ruled by an alien god. Anyway, dear Vale knows. But she won’t tell.”


  “Alien god! Prepare,” admonished Larson, “to meet your own.”


  “I’m ready.” Venard clutched the memory-crystal tightly in his hand.


  DIM fluorescents high in the plastic ceiling of the lofty corridor shed faint cold night. The purplish hue of the Martian’s body sacks reflected the light like radioactive matter. Stocked eyes wavered, yellowish pale, iridescent horrors.


  Venard turned. His chain rattled gently, without malice. He looked with studied insolence at the writhing-eyed Martian Guard who was coming toward him. Now it was removing the chain from the galling iron band about his waist. Another was doing the same with Larson. Guards stood at a slight distance with H-guns waiting to be drawn. Beneath his sour-smelling clothes, Venard grasped the memory crystal.


  The tale behind the crystals flashed quickly through his mind; because it was rather a sorrowfully lovely tale, and the moment could use a touch of alien beauty.


  In the pre-Solar Federation era, colorful sea-women of Venus, members of that semi-human and empirically intelligent race, were said to have carried the crystals while love remained true, but always ready to utilize the destructive power of the crystal for suicide when the lover whose face! was captured in the cumulus depths of the sphere proved faithless.


  Long before the Solar War the Venusians, with the ancient custom only legend, had made the memory-crystals and sold them to a few hardy tourists for stupendous amounts of Solar credits. It had even been said that much of the vital life stuff of the one portrayed was imprisoned in the crystalline gadget. But horrified by the slaughter and barbarisms of the approaching war, the opaque Venusians had retreated to their under-sea cities and had remained hidden, far removed from war’s madness. Venard didn’t blame them in a way, any more than he blamed the Jovians who had remained neutral. The Venusian Seapeople were a timid, shy, highly esthetic species, with a strange kind of non-physical, non-mechanical science—more of a philosophical, empirical mental science such as was embodied in the evolving of the memory-crystals.


  The explosive power of the spheres wasn’t anything tremendous; but this one could certainly wreck this particular part of Concentration Camp 7.


  Venard watched the chains sliding through the Marto-alloy bands. He saw the ragged, hunched shapes of broken men and women sagging in horror and weakness as they were herded toward the oval door. And the door was opening again, maybe for the last time. A red, roaring flame was visible in there; a long quavering cry ripped through.


  Venard stood back against the cold wall, raised the memory-crystal. He though fleetingly that the figure in the sphere was so life-like that to destroy it was like murder. But Venard didn’t care about murdering now. Not even murdering Vale’s memory. Even memories were born to die.


  “Earthmen!” he yelled suddenly, his voice cracking sharply against dulled minds like a whip-lash. Glazed eyes shifted. Bowed backs moved apathetically. A few bony hands pawed the air. “We’ll die like men!” yelled Venard. He flourished the memory crystal.


  The Marties fell away. Their eye stalks writhed in abysmal fear. The dejected mass of filthy human wrecks lifted sunken faces, stared. It seemed that their minds were too dulled by shock and fear to even comprehend the meaning of a quick, clean death.


  “Earthmen!” Venard’s voice lashed out again. How long would it take the fanatical Marties to plunge at him in suicidal fervor? Not long. “Let’s sing,” he said it suddenly, on a mad impulse. These creatures must die as men. “The Terran Anthem hasn’t been sung for a long time. Sing!”


  There was magnetic driving power in his words. The Marties were trembling with indecision. Appendages were creeping toward H-guns. Venard made a threatening gesture with the memory-crystal. And the appendages stopped creeping—for a little while.


  “The Terran Anthem!” yelled Venard again. There was a reckless, sardonic smile on his face that Larson had never expected to see again. “We’ll sing ourselves to sleep. These Martie scum think our courage is gone, our spirits broken. SING!”


  It was a magnificent miracle. Dull eyes slowly rose up through many levels of fear and defeat and shock. Bent bodies straightened beneath dirt-caked rags. Bearded faces of men and haggard faces of women glowed with surging inner fires, newly kindled. Hands and arms raised. Voices joined in the Terran Anthem. The song the Martians hated with all the power of their cold minds to hate. Bony arms raised, quivering with weakness, but not anymore with fear. And cracked voices that grew stronger with each surging note, joined in a last outburst of defiance.


  Earth, Earth is mine.


  No Gods destroy its soft green wine


  Of verdant hills and sun-warmed sum


  mertime.


  Earthmen we! Soldiers of the azure sea!


  Pioneers had sung it when colonization of bitter worlds was only beginning. In the unending swamps of Venus, its turbulent strains had shattered the dreary monotony of loneliness. Over the deserts of Mars and the iceflows of Saturn the song had spelled unity of purpose, defiance of seemingly insurmountable barriers. Many an Earthman had died in the alien vapors of far places with its blood-stirring rhythm on his lips.


  Unashamed tears cut the grime of Larson’s face as he stood there on wide spread, stubby legs. But Venard laughed with animal joy and flourished the memory sphere. A beautiful woman still laughed from its crystalline depths, smiled without care as though she were again meeting Venard in the synthetic spring gardens of Theophilus Crater.


  THE Martians shivered with indecision. They were fanatical, though; only a few more seconds would be needed to send them in an exulting suicidal charge. But louder the slaves sang.


  Earth! Earth we know.


  Immortal world where


  Solar dreamers go


  To sleep among ice-peaks and sunlit snow.


  Earthman I! Wanderer of space and sky.


  The chorus was a swelling, deafening thunder of defiance in the towering expanse of corridor. Alarms clanged confusion in the background. Doors opened on the many tiers above Venard and Larson. Glaring lights swept frantically in sporadic circles. Marties appeared in hundreds of openings with H-guns poised, nervously, uncertainly; anxiety mucous flowed from pulsing pores.


  “Sing!” laughed Venard wildly. He didn’t feel quite sane, and he didn’t care. “Earth isn’t dead. Not while you can still sing, you’re not dead, and your song will live forever!”


  His wild laugher rang carelessly and madly up the towering heights of the partly-repaired corridor, down the lengths of it both ways, through the open oval door beyond which torture flames still glittered and shadowed, dehumanized bodies curled.


  A thunderous moan spread up and outward. Chains clanged as awakened hope and honor and returning sense of dignity burned again in withered hearts. Then a number of H-guns burst suddenly into spontaneous, nervous slaughter.


  “Sing!” Venard heard his voice echoing for the last time. He drew back the arm which held the memory-crystal. A beam of crackling power burned his side. Seared flesh was nausea in his face. He dodged, dancing in his gauntness and flapping rags like a grotesque clown.


  On Earth, of Earth we die!


  Her sweet, enchanted winds our requiem cry.


  For our lost love her gentle south winds sigh.


  Earthmen we—


  Suddenly, Larson leaped at the nearest Martian. He whipped to one side as an H-gun hurtled to the plastic mesh of the floor. He dived for it. But power rays crackled around him, glanced off walls and smoked through trembling layers of human flesh.


  Larson sank slowly to his knees. His lips, thick with awed pain, mumbled heavily, “Give me time to pray.” He was looking in startled surprise and horror at the blackened stub where his left hand had been. It happened so fast. A second ago he had a left hand. Now he had no left hand. But that would be so unimportant in a little while. The H-gun lay untouched. Screams rose from writhing forms.


  “Throw the damned bomb,” yelled Larson weakly. “And let me finish a prayer.” Venard twisted, a slim and gyrating target for thirsting rays. The entire corridor was a carnal room. A streak of flame seared his chest. He cried out, “No time for prayers now. Go on down to hell, Kewpie Doll. At least it’s better than the one the Marties had planned for us.”


  Then he murmured, “Goodby, Vale, you served a good purpose after all.” He hurled the coruscating sphere squarely against the wall beside the oval door. With the same movement his body fell sidewise in a dive to the floor where he was squeezing himself instinctively up against the wall as the concussion shook his brain into smothering dusty grey ness.


  III


  HE DECIDED THAT HE WAS DYing and that as he died he dreamed. He felt no pain. Only triumphant gladness. They had died like men. What did it matter that the story of the Zharkon’s double-brain injury was only a glorious dream? What was the difference if the Martians continued to rule the system for a million years?


  It made no difference. The song these ragged, filthy slaves had sung in a Concentration camp would be a symphonic background for the final chaotic death-pangs of the Martian culture. The songs of Earth, somehow, had always possessed a kind of deathless quality.


  But what an odd dream for a dying mind! He was floating down a dark, dripping hall. Strange lights glowed. Something moved under him, something very solid and real for a dream or for death.


  A far away voice said very softly against his ear, “Sleep, my friend. Rest. Sleep deeply and build up your strength. Get ready for a desperate journey.”


  And then, dropping into a velvet abyss, he really did sleep. Sometime later, Karl Venard awoke. And really knew he still suffered among the living when he heard a familiarly whining voice shouting: “I been cheated! I prayed—but them stalagmites look awful suspicious to me. You ain’t foolin’ me, La Crue! I’m in hell!” Larson was evidently very much alive.


  Another familiar, but almost forgotten voice answered, “You’re raising plenty of it, that’s certain.”


  Venard could hardly believe it. La Crue, alive! The name snapped Venard’s consciousness on full like a sudden bright flame. He sat up on a narrow bed. He was in a dry, comfortable spot surrounded by the mores of civilization, though in a chaotic rapidly constructed state. But some distance along a rough, natural underground cavern of vaulted proportions, calcareous water dripped monotonously. From the phosphorescent rock strata he realized he was deeply underground. A deeply buried natural cavern with damp recesses that justified Larson’s violent waking reaction.


  And La Crue, alive. La Crue had been the physician aboard the war ship Valeron, an old friend from pre-war Academy days. How many others of the Terran Guards were alive who, logically, should be dead? Venard raised up onto his elbows, watched La Crue leave Larson’s side and come toward him. He looked ghost-like. Pallid from months spent underground. But his lean body was healthy and vital enough otherwise. His square jaw was smoothly shaven. He grinned broadly at Venard.


  “How you feeling, Karl?” He sat down on a flat rock. Below them, Venard could hear an underground river churning. He answered, “La Crue—you’re—all three of us are supposed to be dead.”


  La Crue smiled wryly. “Not every Guardsman who fought that last battle over the Polar Palaces of Mars was killed. I’d say about a thousand escaped to the Martian Underground. Some of them, including myself, were transferred here by Underground space ships.”


  “That many?” Venard sat up, shutting his eyes a moment against dizziness. “Must have a bigger Underground than I thought.”


  “Comparatively few, but it allows us greater freedom of movement, greater capacity for cooperative effort. Most of the Martian commoners fell for the Zharkonistic program though.” La Crue, who had been a psycho-medic in the guards, knew what he was talking about. “They were ripe for a crackpot philosophy like Zharkon provided. Too much specialization and not enough varied interests for individuals. Resultant mass hysteria. The old Zharkonian Royalists were just waiting in exile for such a break to move in. They’ve always resented the Martian revolution which established representative government on Mars. Anyway, there’s another strong subversive Underground right here on Earth now, as well as on Mars and several other planets. We have cooked up a rather mad plan, or rather an old friend of yours has cooked it up. He won’t even trust me with the details. He says only you and Kewpie Doll can carry it through.”


  “Let’s get to that later,” said Venard impatiently. “I want to know how Larson and I got out of that Concentration Camp explosion alive? Or did we?”


  “The explosion itself wasn’t sufficiently powerful to kill everyone, though it did a lot of damage. Partly luck, of course, that you survived. You would have been crushed when the structure crumbled after the explosion, if it hadn’t been for this. Did friend of yours who dragged you two not only to safety, but to an escape tunnel and here to the Underground; with help of course. There were some of us there to meet him.”


  “Who is this old friend?” said Venard dutifully.


  “This old friend, Karl, was one of the Martie Guards. He didn’t know you had the memory-crystal and you darn near blew him to pieces, too.”


  “One of the Martie Guards!” exclaimed Venard. “That’s madness. You mean—?”


  “That’s right, Karl. You see this Underground of ours—this particular post, that is—is located pretty close to Concentration Camp 7. We’ve been digging an escape tunnel into Camp 7. This Martie was supposed to work with us. At a specified time, he was supposed to lead as many of the hostages as possible into this escape tunnel. But you beat us to it with the memory-sphere. The chaos helped the escape.”


  “But this old friend,” persisted Venard. “Are you sure he’s my old friend?”


  “Yeah,” grinned La Crue, “this old friend claims you’re the only man living, Karl, who ever beat him ten consecutive games of sun-spot draw and—”


  “Jhongan!” cried Venard. “Jhongan, that leathery monstrosity. That animated sponge. That—he was one of those lousy guards? Why—”


  VENARD turned, and there was the Martian, his skin iridescent in the cold light. “Hello, you old space-eater,” he said in that peculiar, slurred accent.


  An entanglement of arms and tentacles to which Larson added his own scrawny arms. For a moment of joyous reunion it might have been the good old days when Jhongan and other Marties had been attending Terran Academy of Interplanetary Law. That had been a cultural policy, to exchange students in the various world academies.


  “You were one of those Guards, and you got us out of that torture chamber?” The Martie inclined his body sac in a nod. Few could converse with a Martie; it required a special skill. “I was planning it differently, as La Crue said. But it worked out just as well. La Crue has kept your consciousness submerged for three days. To build up strength. La Crue has also mentioned a plan. Not because I know you love flattery, I tell you that you and Larson are the only ones for this job.” Jhongan leaned forward and added: “It is possible, Karl, almost overnight, to save the Solar System and return to a peaceful, progressive Federation.”


  VENARD stared and Larson’s little eyes became bright beads. Then Venard decided to take it easy, get the whole thing gradually. He was still in an unstable physical condition and too much of Jhongan’s abruptness all at once might tip the scale back.


  He rubbed his jaw. His eyes went again round the depressing reaches of the big Underground living quarters, or that particular part of it. Two women and a small ragged boy entered carrying crude cooking equipment. They smiled, and went through a small opening.


  Larson mumbled, “I’d swear that girl was Glora Karstedt who just went through there.” He hobbled across the shadowed cavern and disappeared after the woman, yelling “Hey! Hey, Glora. It’s me, Kewpie Doll Larson. Remember—”


  Jhongan said, “Not even a Solar War could change that guy.”


  La Crue shook his head slowly. “Wish all neurotics in the Undergrounds were as rational as old Kewpie Doll. We’re having lots of psycho troubles down here in our Underground.”


  Jhongan let his heavy torso sink down between his four legs so that he now resembled a huge crab, while La Crue went on. He could wait. He was patient. He only hoped they would accept it when he presented the seemingly insane plan. La Crue explained, “Too much pressure down here. It’s too unnatural an environment. No real hope either, so far, to relieve it. The complete abnormality of never getting a glimpse of the green hills of Earth, you know. They’re developing what I call subterraneau psychosis. A strange combination of claustro- and -taphobia.”


  The psycho-medic looked pointedly at Jhongan. “And we’ve even had several outbreaks of planetary prejudice. Jhongan here looks just like any other Martie to an unintegrated mind. He’s been physically attacked several times and almost killed since coming here from Mars a week ago. Special Underground passenger lines have been set up.”


  Venard stood up, stretched. “Trivia,” he said finally. “That’s what is driving all the Underground dwellers mad. False hope. Why not preach resignation?”


  “After that speech you gave which stirred those people to sing the Terran Anthem, that is an obviously unrealistic statement on your part,” said La Crue.


  “We do have a chance,” said Jhongan. “More than just a chance. I’ll explain whenever you two pedantics get ready to listen.”


  “Where there’s life, there’s hope, eh?” said Venard sardonically. “That could also apply to a paramecium.”


  “There’s more to this hope than you can ever guess,” said Jhongan. “Listen, old friend. The rumor’s true.”


  Venard stared, sagged. “You mean about Zharkon?”


  “Yes,” La Crue’s black eyes shone. “Zharkon the Third’s corto-brain half has been irreparably injured. The greatest conquering army in Solar History is temporarily leaderless.”


  Venard almost fell, caught himself by grasping La Crue’s shoulder. “Shhhhh,” he whispered. “Let me sleep.”


  “It’s no dream,” assured La Crue, while Jhongan gloated. “And Jhongan has a plan concerning the Zharkon. He won’t tell me, or anyone else.”


  “I’ll not even tell you, Venard,” said Jhongan, “why you are to do what you are to do. If you are taken prisoner, they might put a thought recorder on you and find out the truth. That must not happen at any cost. The Solar System’s future is at stake.”


  “If the Zharkon’s brain is really injured, irreparably, why worry any more?” asked Venard.


  “Because a new double-brain is developing in the breeding vats, and will soon be able to take office. Listen, old friend. The rumor’s true because I was one of the subversives who planted the electron pellet beneath the Zharkon’s throne. My five! years of exemplary service to the Zharkonites was repaid. If the Zharkon dies, there may be temporary disorganization of the Zharkonistic government machine. During that brief upheaval, we might just possibly be able to organize resistance against the Martian hordes, although I don’t know where we could find sufficient weapons, ships, or even capable fighting men. Do you?”


  “No,” said Venard. “No.”


  “In the Zharkonian breeding room a new double-brain is being carefully incubated. The High Priests of Zharkon can easily transfer present worship from the dying old Zharkon to the new and very embryonic Zharkon even though it is under age. But the High Priests aren’t sure that during that period of transition, the Allied Worlds of Earth, Ganymede, Callisto, Mercury, Neptune and the Asterites, may not be able to manage some kind of devastating revolt. Though that’s too much of a gamble for us. You see, if my plan succeeds, it’s absolutely certain that practically overnight Mars will become a lover of peace, and the System will return to a Democratic Federation.”


  “What is the plan?” said Venard impatiently. “Don’t tell me you’ve found a magic wand somewhere?”


  “It isn’t really my plan,” said Jhongan. “It’s their plan—the High Priests of Zharkon. They’re going to Venus. They’re going to attempt an invasion of Solar Science City.”


  VENARD felt a little lost. His brain V spun chaotically. “The Martians can’t invade S.S.C. Even their science isn’t big enough to crack open those force fields around S.S.C. That’s the greatest fortress ever built in the System. And according to the original laws concerning S.S.C., no member or members of an aggressor planet can gain legal entry into S.S.C. for any reason. So what’s the matter with the High Priests?”


  “Nothing, Karl. They’re going to try, and maybe they do have some secret method worked out. Whatever benefits to the System are available in S.S.C., those Martians are absolutely not entitled to them. The High Priests of Zharkon will have to force their way into S.S.C.”


  “Okay,” shrugged Venard, “they can’t. That settles that. Why do they want to get into—” He straightened, his eyes narrowed. “I get it. They want into the hetero-transplant wards. They want to replace the brain of the injured Zharkon with the one that’s preserved in the body bank in S.S.C. Then no one will ever know that their Zharkon was ever injured. That’s clever—but they can’t do it Don’t they know that?”


  “They’re desperate,” said Jhongan. “That Zharkon double-brain in the S.S.C. body bank has been there for three hundred years. It’s perfectly preserved and has never been injured. It was granted to S.S.C. by the Martian Democratic Presidium for research purposes.”


  “Then you want Larson and me to prevent them from getting the brain, or warn S.S.C. that the Martians are going to try to get it?”


  “No,” said Jhongan softly. “I hope you believe me. You see, your assignment is to help the High Priests get that brain out of S.C.C. Whatever the cost, that brain transplantation must be a success.”


  Venard said nothing. Through his stunned brain suspicion was creeping like a cloying disgusting fog. Maybe Jhongan was a counter-spy. And yet, he knew that couldn’t be.


  “I wish I could explain why,” said Jhongan. “But, as I’ve said, if the Martians capture you and clamp a thought recorder on you, they’ll know the truth and will not make the transplantation.” Jhongan paused. His stalked eyes snaked down, probed deeply into Venard’s. “Believe me, old friend,” he said with a terrible passion. “This is the great test of the mutual trust our worlds held with each other before the war. Believe me, old friend. Say you believe me and will do this thing?”


  Venard hesitated only an instant, then said slowly. “I believe you, Jhongan. We’ll do it. But how?”


  Jhongan’s body sac sunk inward with a sigh of intense relief. “You and Larson have an advantage. Earth isn’t an aggressor nation and therefore has legal right to enter S.S.C.—if there is some personal reason for doing so. Larson has that reason. If any person has missing body parts, he has the privilege of requesting entry into S.S.C. to replace that missing part.”


  “You mean, Larson,” said Venard. “His missing left hand would give him entry not only into S.C.C. but directly into the hetero-transplant wards.”


  Jhongan bobbed his body sac. “He can probably get into S.C.C. if that sorrowful institution has retained even that much of its original purpose. After that, his duty will be to get the double-brain somehow, and get it outside S.S.C. The High Priests of Zharkon will be outside trying to get in, if Larson times it right. He can give them the brain. Whether they’ll let him live or not as a reward, I don’t know. The sacrifice will be worth it, to a Guardsman. The High Priests will take that brain to Mars and transfer it to the dying Zharkon’s brain case. If that is done, I assure you, peace throughout the Solar System will be only a matter of hours. But you and Larson will have to move fast. I know that the High Priests are probably heading for Venus right now.”


  “Sounds incredible,” said Venard. “But, Jhongan, I believe you. We’ll do it, of course. But I wish I knew why.”


  Jhongan said, “This is a point to regard—the reason is quite simple. You could figure it out, Venard, if you tried hard enough. Therefore, don’t even try to evolve an answer. If you’re captured by the Martians, you must know nothing.”


  “But if that’s the case,” said Venard suddenly, “then you—”


  THE Martian trembled violently. A loud commotion suddenly spilled through the cave opening. Two men and a woman were leaping toward them. One wore a tattered Guardsman’s uniform. The other man and woman were dressed in drab civvies.


  “They’re psychos who’ve escaped from the sanitarium,” yelled La Crue. “They’re Martophobes; they’re after Jhongan! Stop ’em.”


  The mad Guardsman had a long alloy knife which Guardsmen formerly carried more for uniform decoration than for utilitarian purposes. He raised it as he leaped at Jhongan. The screaming woman and shouting man were also headed for Jhongan with clutching hands. The man’s eyes gleamed insanely. The woman screeched, “Martie dog! Dirty, filthy Martie devil!” Before either Venard or La Crue could intercept the man with the knife, he had thrown himself upon Jhongan’s unresisting body. With screaming nerves, Venard saw the knife rise and fall again and again, savagely. He saw the green life juices spurt like a monstrous fountain. He heard himself swearing madly as he pulled the death-drenched Guardsman off Jhongan’s twitching body, felt his fists crunch and saw the psycho topple away, his face crushed in.


  Venard and La Crue were leaning over Jhongan’s punctured body sack. “He’s dying,” said La Crue hoarsely. “They die fast in Earth atmosphere. There’s nothing anyone can do.”


  A tentacle reached up slowly, wrapped itself around Venard’s hand. Venard heard the funny slurred tones of the Martie say in a. dying whisper, “You promised. Don’t fail. Promise you won’t fail, Karl, old friend?”


  “Yes,” Venard gripped the tentacle. It went lax, plopped lifelessly down onto the cold damp stone.


  “That’s his answer,” said Venard as he straightened wearily but with a stony resolution of face.


  “Answer?” said La Crue. “To what?”


  “I was going to ask him what would happen if he were captured by Martians. He knows the reason for this plan of helping transplant the Zharkon’s brain. He answered that.” He looked down at Jhongan. “He could have gotten away. He let the psycho kill him. Perhaps it was better that way. It saved him from having to kill himself.”


  La Crue, after a long silent moment, said, “How could anyone have planetary prejudice when a Martie is capable of such magnificent heroism for all civilized species?”


  “They won’t, someday,” assured Venard, his jaw tense. “Someday, every species in the system will be judged only by their individual worth rather than by their physical appearance—thanks to the complete unselfishness of men like Jhongan.”


  “Anyway,” said La Crue, “we know now that Jhongan’s plan must be sound, if he believed in it so completely.”


  “Yes,” said Venard, “we know now.” He saw Larson stagger a little as he emerged from a tunnel mouth into the cavern with a half-emptied plastic bottle of stihn in one hand. Hanging on the little man’s other arm was a rather shapely girl. She was looking at Larson with curiosity more than interest.


  When Larson saw Jhongan, dead, the bottle of stihn bounced on the stone floor. The girl whirled away from him, uttering a sharp cry of protest that died as she saw Larson’s violent reaction.


  Then he came up close to Venard, cold sober now, and waited. He was ready now, ready for anything.


  Abruptly, Venard said, “We’re going to Venus. Tonight. Come on!”


  “Okay, just a minute while I—what? Venus? Why?” Larson stared. His little eyes shifted to Jhongan. “About that plan of his, huh? I’m ready. Let’s go.”


  Venard told him everything he knew, with intermittent injections from La Crue.


  “It’s about as clear as that Venusian mud’s gonna be,” said Larson.


  “You need a left hand. That’ll get us inside S.S.C. or rather get you inside. We hope. A few have taken advantage of their body bank facilities; but S.S.C. doesn’t encourage it. There are stories horror coming out of S.S.C. And you know the one I was telling you about the concept of an alien God.”


  “Yeah,” breathed Larson. “That alien god. I don’t like that.”


  La Crue cut in, “A small Scouter’s ready to blast off from a subterranean cradle near here. The Underground has several of them cradled at strategic points for emergencies.”


  “Let’s go, Kewpie Doll,” snapped Venard. “And don’t try to guess why. Although in your case, I can’t see the danger.”


  “Goodby,” said La Crue as a Guard appeared to lead them through secret tunnels to their waiting Scouter. “And good luck . . .”


  IV


  THERE ARE NO ADVENTURES in space. Either a space-flight is safe monotony, or quick death. But as the two Guardsmen approached the vast mysterious dome of S.S.C. somewhere in the Mesozoic nightmare, the vaporous, steaming, endlessly stretching rain-forest of Venus, they stumbled with wracking weariness. Reptile-infested swamps and steaming seas, foul-smelling, rotten—it was an incredibly perilous planet.


  For five hours they had burned their way through giant flora and fauna and sweat, H-guns hot with almost steady usage. And then Venard finally parted some phosphorescent, glowing lichen and there the gigantic dome rose up and up and lost itself in thick mist. But between them and their goal was a hellish nightmare barrier, spilling stinking muck into a placidly steaming sea.


  Larson mopped at mud and sweat-slimed face, stared in fearful awe. Venard swore. They were blocked by a moat, a green, oozing mud-river, flowing oilily. From out of it, projected huge spines, ribs, and warts covering towering, brilliant, multi-colored mounds—that moved! Scaly mountains of shifting, radioactive lime. “Giant mollusc bed!” gasped Venard. Low tide now, but during high tide the sea on their right would back up this far. But high tide was hours distant.


  There were thousands of the molluscs, every size, shape and color. Venard’s head went quickly to either side. “It goes out of sight both ways, Kewpie Doll. Into the sea and into the swamp. Trapped!”


  Larson squirmed, muttering, “Them bivalves are flesh-eaters. Look!”


  A gruoon, a flying reptile, had started a dive across the thick air toward the fungus-covered dome of S.S.C. A giant bivalve, at least fifty meters wide, snapped open. Its lifting shell-half dripped an avalanche of tendrils and muddy slime. A pliable snout whipped upwards. On its end, a formless pliant mouth full of row after row of rasp-like teeth, closed on the gruoon, sucked it into the pallid grey pulsating interior of the bivalve. Its shells closed with slow certainty on the writhing, screaming gruoon.


  “We can’t make that trek on foot, Kewpie Doll. Got to get back to the ship. We landed on the wrong side. Got to rush things though, and get the Zharkon’s brain before the Marties try illegal entry and ruin everything. Come on. I’ll get you inside S.S.C., don’t worry.”


  “I’ll worry either way—hey, listen!” He froze. His eyes rolled up and followed the sound droning invisibly above the impenetrable envelope of mist—the long hissshowwww of a decelerating Martian war-ship.


  “That’s the boys,” growled Venard darkly. His jaw knotted. “Not time to go back to the ship. Probably five hours—if we made it at all.” His eyes studied the hundred meter-wide barrier of quivering, snapping, hungry molluscs. “I wonder,” he murmured, “if we could do it?”


  But Larson, moaning and trembling, was already waist-deep in the iridescent slime. Venard grinned and followed jerkily. “We’ll try to crawl from one to the other,” he managed to say. “So keep your remaining hand free. Don’t draw your blaster unless you have to.”


  Followed by Larson, now behind him, Venard started climbing gingerly up the jagged, weirdly-glowing mollusc. Larson puffed painfully, swearing. They were half way across the shell before it shifted. They crouched down, hanging on desperately. Around them, shells snapped open and shut hungrily. Mouthed probosci were snaking about, dragging things out of the air.


  “If we can stay on these things,” gasped Venard. “Haven’t seen any of them interested in each other. This baby has a keen sense of taste and smell; not much sense of touch, though.”


  Their shell suddenly rocked violently. The two Guardsmen squeezed themselves between two roughly porous spines for support, drew their blasters. The top half of the bivalve was slowly lifting.


  They clung precariously by friction alone while the shell shook, rose higher and higher. It shifted, and fell so that its hinge was uppermost. Larson yelped, slipped, almost fell within reach of the pulsing pink-tissued maw. His face was dead white.


  The gigantic pinkish foot of the mollusc was oozing out and out, away from them toward the opposite embankment. It stopped almost across the bed; and when it withdrew toward them, in short contracting jerks, it left behind, cemented against the shell of another mollusc, a long strand of fleshy cable as big around as Larson’s arm.


  The mussel’s foot contained a narrow groove ending at a gland which exuded a sticky substance, much like liquid glue. This hardened almost instantly when exposed to air. Their shell had placed this foot against the other mollusc, and the sticky material was forced along the groove, touched the other mollusc, adhered and hardened. Then by slowly drawing back the foot, their own shell had, with astounding speed, spun a strong cable almost across the moat.


  “An anchor,” shuddered Larson. “It’s put out an anchor just like a ship.”


  “That cable’s more than just an anchor, Kewpie Doll. Evolution’s given him such a weak foot compared to its body weight; it has to throw out a cable and drag itself from one place to another.”


  The cable was tightening. The pitted shell to which they miraculously clung began to shift slightly as the cable stretched taunt. “This is too lucky a break,” groaned Larson. “Getting a free ride across like this. There’s a catch to it, somewhere. Venus ain’t operatin’ no free ferry service.”


  “And that’s the catch!” Venard pointed. “We fastened to that other mollusc. Instead of us moving, we’re pulling that other oyster out of its bed!”


  Their living anchor base lifted upward slowly with a long sucking sound. Their own mollusc wasn’t making enough headway even to pull himself up over other shells. Its anchor base was too weak. But not passive. It reacted violently.


  “Watch out!” screamed Larson, shrinking.


  The mollusc to which the cable was fastened suddenly opened its giant shells, snapped them shut with a thunderous crack. The effect was to send its great weight in a flying jump to the right about fifteen meters. The cable parted with a sighing whine, whipped out, round and back in a deadly arc. Larson screamed again. Only once. The cable swept him away into the mud. Multicolored, squidlike faces sprouting thousands of powerful filaments, writhed hungrily toward him as he struggled briefly.


  A choking, helpless horror went through Venard as he saw the bivalve snap open, and then, a snaking proboscis with the filamented mouth whip out and close on Larson’s twisting body to jerk him down with lightning swiftness into that pulsating abyss of hungry flesh.


  It had happened awfully fast to the toughest little guy in the System.


  TOO FAST for Venard even to try against invincible odds to avert his death. Eaten alive by a clam. He tried to think of things that would compensate as the mollusc spun another cable. He concentrated his eyes and thought on the taut flesh cable the bivalve had spun, the one remaining link with S.S.C. and the fulfillment of Jhongan’s unknown plan. First Jhogan, then the Kewpie Doll . . . He had to keep on to make their sacrifice seem worth while. Theirs and billions of others throughout the System.


  The mollusc had reached the end of the cable. Its unpredictable nerve centers had decided, however, to settle down right there. Its migration was over, maybe for years. And Venard was still about fifty feet from the other side of the moat.


  Acting on impulse, Venard hooked his arms over the cable and leaped toward the bank. He slid wildly, with little friction, along the new slickness of the cable strands, plopped into the mud. He crawled frantically up onto the thick vegetation just as a univalvular mouth missed him by inches, tried again. He burned it and the charred snout curled away.


  He was across, lying against the mossy slimy uprising shell of S.S.C. But so what? He had two hands. Larson, their entry ticket, was gone. He steeled himself, didn’t let himself think about it anymore. He brought the H-gun on down in a quick savage gesture across his left wrist . . .


  He didn’t lose consciousness. It was just a quick, jabbing, burning agony. He looked at the charred stub—and then quickly swallowed five para-pills. They calmed him, enabled him to climb to his feet and follow the elevated ramp until he came to the ingress to the scanning chamber.


  He stood inside, before the wall, his legality being checked. The chromoplex room was barren except for the telescreen and the opening of the tubecar that would plunge him through the magnetized vacuum tube into the heart of S.S.C.—and to what?


  Tendrils of a vague fear oozed insidiously into his mind. He couldn’t shake free from a superstitious sensing of evil hidden danger. He heard the faint murmuring of concealed photo-electric mechanisms and relays. He was being thoroughly scanned.


  A milky opalescense filled the screen, and coalesced; a misty outline solidified, looked stoically at Venard. Recognition shocked the Guardsman. It was Bronlen, greatest Solar physicist Terra had ever produced. Bronlen had been summoned to S.S.C. ten years ago to become its Director. Consequently, like all who came here, he had dropped out of all sight and sound. But how he had changed! Only a few among the allied worlds had ever come to S.S.C. for a long time now, even for such a vitally needed thing as a body part transplantation. S.S.C. had become a place of mystery and strange fear. A place shunned and hated.


  The austere, smoothly-aged face seemed, somehow, not human. Unalive, a dull conscienceless face that shouldn’t be Bronlen at all. The bloodless lips parted.


  “You may enter, barbarian. You are entitled to have your left hand replaced, thought it’s too bad you decided to annoy us, and didn’t resign yourself to your barbaric fate of one-handedness like most other barbarians of the System have wisely decided to do. However, upon completion of the transplantation, you will be transported immediately and directly back out of S.S’.C. Now the tubecar will take you directly to the hetero-transplant ward.”


  The screen faded and Venard, boiling with inner rage and hatred, entered the tubecar. Then, desperate helplessness as he felt the tingling numbness settling over his brain. Concealed hypnotic frequencies. They were blanking him out!


  V


  SOMETIME LATER HE WAS violently awakened by hands shaking him. “Karl! . . . Karl!” There was a terrible urgency in the low, rich voice. But this was mad dreaming! He’d never really expected to hear this voice again. Subconsciously, buried deep down, he had perhaps entertained the idea that he might see her again, but—


  “Karl, hurry and wake up, for the love of Heaven! They’re coming back. I’ve got to explain before they get here!” Venard opened his eyes, sat bolt upright on a kind of operating table. It was her all right. Vale. She was bending over him. Strangely, she didn’t seem to have changed much. She appeared older, a little, with some of the blue fire gone from her eyes. “Hello, Vale,” he finally managed to say rather thickly. He didn’t want to sound that way. He wanted to sound cynical, tough. He didn’t at all.


  In her drab grey interne’s robe and cap she stood trembling above him, eyes wild with fear. She shoved his H-gun at him. “I don’t know why you came here, but take this gun. You’ll need it. I know you didn’t come here just for another hand.”


  Wordlessly, he took the gun, hid it under his tunic. He flexed his—yes, they had transplanted the hand. He clenched his new fist on the H-gun. The whole transplantation process probably hadn’t taken more than an hour. Incredibly advanced healing acceleration—amazing biochemical and surgical science. Just an example of the knowledge held imprisoned inside S.S.C. Knowledge that should have been given out to the Federation.


  “Vale. You don’t seem the same. Why didn’t you come back? You promised.” Her eyes shone wetly, and her full lips quivered. “Oh, how I wanted to come back. I tried. But it completely ended my free agency of will and mind.” Then her voice became harsh and urgent.


  He swung around as she said tautly, “No time for reminiscence. I know you. You’re here for some desperate, mad reason or other. But it won’t go here, Karl.


  S.S.C. is completely under its power. You haven’t a chance, nothing human has a chance against it That’s why I never even tried to get word to you at first, while I still had a chance. I knew that if you came here to help me, it would only get you too. None of us here can do anything now, or ever. We’re all mindless slaves.”


  “Except you,” commented Venard sarcastically. “I.Q. Saunders. But then, you always did have a mind of your own.” Her eyes darted wildly down toward the paneled door of the operating room. “That puzzles me, Karl. My full mental faculties returned to me seven days ago, Earth time. It was a flash of white flame. And it’s hold over me dropped away. But it’s influence is coming back, creeping in again. Oh, it’s horrible, horrible! Karl, you’ve got to—”


  Venard felt a chill of alien cold. Seven days ago, Earth time. “The memory-crystal,” he whispered. “That’s the night I smashed the Venusian memory-crystal . . .”


  “Don’t talk mystical nonsense,” she said frenziedly. “When they come to send you out of S.S.C., don’t try any mad scheme.


  Just go, and please say or do nothing. Just leave S.S.C. without question. Please Karl.”


  He liked to hear that kind of talk, especially from Vale. He stood up; he was a little weak. “I came here to get that preserved Zharkonian brain from the body banks. I’m going to give it to the Martians and they’re going to replace the present Zharkonian ruler’s injured brain with it. You can believe anything, even that I’m a spy working for the Marties, if you want to. Jhongan said—”


  Vale interrupted. “That’s the brain we have preserved here. That of the first Zharkon. An experiment in bio-chemistry. They actually succeeded in developing a synthetic brain.” Her lips twisted thoughtfully. “Yes, I can see Jhongan’s reasons. Ingenious, and it probably would work, but—listen!”


  She gripped his shoulders. The touch did things to Venard’s nervous system. Forgotten things. “But it’s useless,” she said, “for you to try such a scheme here, Karl. The Martians, for all their military might, are just insignificant pawns.”


  Venard exclaimed, “Martians—just pawns! You haven’t been around lately. Those babies have taken over everything, and they intend to keep it. This other menace . . . don’t be so mysteriously evasive, Vale. Who, or what, is this it? Don’t tell me the Martie desert tribes’ rumors about an alien god controlling S.S.C. is authentic!”


  She tried to answer, but she swayed, shut her eyes, and clenched small white fists. Her body twitched violently, blood drained from her face. He shot an arm about her waist, but she was stiff, cold and unyielding. And this was too abnormal. Her head fell back over his arm. Then she opened her eyes slowly. They were glazing, dulling, as though being seared by a minute but-horrific flame. Her lips moved stiffly. “It—back—jo—jo—” He was holding her that way when the door slid noislessly open and they filed through.


  HE HATED THEM thoroughly—the weird polyglot of selfish recluses, without purposes here in their rotten, sequestered borough. Greatest minds of the System withholding their marvels of science.


  The Martie surgeon, the Mercurian medic, the Ganymedian and Saturnian, slippery, metallic and spidery. And weirdest of all, the Jovian liquescent brain in its square, black cubicle body . . . a faceless, eyeless, limbless parasite. An incredibly specialized thinking formulae sentiently bubbling in the arms of the Martian medic.


  On its own world, there were special mechanisms designed to carry these Jovians around. But here in S.S.C. it evidently utilized personnel for transportation. No Jovian had ever visited another world in the System, and vice versa. They were neutrals with a strict mutual code of hands off with all other planets.


  They were the sociopaths of the System. They had never entered the Federation, even on paper. Isolationists who—


  THEN he knew. Without that clue from poor Vale, he might never have found out the truth until it was too late. If it wasn’t already much too late.


  “Jo—Jo—” just what she had been trying to tell him. The menace to the Solar System that made even the Martians only insignificant pawns were the unknown completely ignored Jovians!


  The Martians pawns of these little—impossible. No, not impossible. The Jovians were mysteriously uncatalogued. They possessed telepathic power by which they communicated with each other. But no being of any other planet had ever been able to communicate with a Jovian—as far as anyone knew. It was said that it demanded some time for a Jovian to familiarise itself with highly individualized brain-wave patterns.


  But when they did, they were supposed to be able to control that mind—Venard shivered, uncontrollably. The horrible implication, the tremendous scope of possibility flooded open, poured fear in Venard’s desperate, groping brain. Having never entered in Solar politics, having always been withdrawn, unobtrusive, and silent on their dim dark world, they had been theoretically harmless. But what if they secretly controlled key figures in the System? Here, in S.S.C., they could have enslaved the greatest weapons and knowledges of science of the entire Solar System, and from there—


  Vale had stiffened in his arms, fell away from him. She was standing there coldly watching him with no warmth and no feeling, suddenly an alien antagonistic being. The others ringed him, silently waiting and watching.


  Venard’s semantically-trained mind reacted quickly and efficiently. The Jovian needed a certain unspecified time to solve the intricacies of Venard’s highly individualized brain patterns. In that uncertain interim, he had to get the brain of Zharkon I out of S.S.C. to the waiting Martians. If they were waiting. And, if this Jovian mentality in a cube controlled S.S.C., there was only one possible action. Capture the Jovian. With the dark world being in his power, he could control S.S.C.—that is, until the Jovian familiarized itself with his brain waves, and all the complex inter-relations of the incredibly intricate switch-board of his cerebrum.


  Nothing could comprehend all the circuits in its entire complexity. The Jovian power lay in its specialized ability to probe into key centers and control them. If Venard did control the Jovian, it would be only until it grasped his individualized peculiarities of rhythm and circuits. It had taken quite long, seven days, to renew its control of Vale’s big I. Q. even when it had already controlled it once. But his—how long? Maybe days, hours. Maybe only minutes. He was no complex cerebral organism.


  Anyway, his H-gun suddenly in his hand, he leaped for the Martian who held the Jovian. Venard had gambled often.


  A wave of evil and rather horrid thought struck him along with a snarl of material resistance from the polyglot of beings who opposed him. The Jovian knew his purpose; its sycophants were resisting him madly. Sycophants—the greatest mentalities of the System, pawns of a six-inch cube!


  Venard, too late, tried to avoid the Martian’s appendage raking at his H-gun; but it struck savagely downward and the H-gun fell away under the whip-like force, clattered across the plastic floor. He buried a fist in the body sac, and the Martian toppled away. Venard drove after it, clutching at the Jovian in its tentacles; and he felt it against his hands. He pulled, strained, swore. The little metallic Mercurian whined thinly and swirled its filaments at Venard. He pulled the Jovian under one arm, hugged it against his side, shivering; and then he grabbed a shocking electrifying handful of the Mercurian and wrenched savagely. A hot, leadish fluid boiled from the gaping hole as the Mercurian slumped.


  Venard fell away from the Martian, holding the Jovian frantically, crawled dizzily along the floor as he scrabbled for the H-gun. Two other figures were diving for it. Vale, and the Neptunian spiderman. It wasn’t really Vale now. It was just a segment of the Jovian’s mind, but it wasn’t easy to swing a short solid blow that connected scientifically with her small delicate jaw so that she slumped soundless. His hand went on around, gripped the grey furred neck of the spiderman, twisted it. Mandibles jerked apart, and a poisonous green juice streamed outward, missed Venard’s face by inches.


  Then he had the H-gun in his hand; he pressed it against the black faceless cube. He sent out quick stabbing thought messages and commands at random. He didn’t know whether the H-gun’s electri-power unit would effect the Jovian’s shell or not. But he soon found the potentiality. “Call them off, or I’ll destroy you,” he kept thinking frantically.


  OTHERS had been summoned; a number of weird beings jammed the door into the operating room. But it was plain that the Jovian was vulnerable to the H-gun. Its one weapon was thought control. It had no others at all. Until it could solve the enigmatic intricacies of Venard’s neuro-cerebral circuits, it was helpless. Until then, Venard controlled S.S.C. Until—then?


  The minions of the Jovian were frozen in tense silent waiting; motivated by a single thought command, they stood taut, watching him dully.


  Already he sensed the dark hate and growing frenzy of the Jovian rising. Evidently it was figuring out its problem.


  Holding the Jovian tightly, the H-gun trained directly on it, Venard ran out the door while the knot of Solar beings parted before him in a jerky weaving enslavement. He shuddered. These were super-minds—these wolfish, silently waiting ghouls. Every conceivable size and form that crawled, hopped, floated and wobbled, every type of Solar intellect from ingenious plant life to pure energy entities pulsing whitely in mid-air. All equally helpless to act until the Jovian could act.


  The Martian medic had recovered and was tottering blearily on its four contracting legs. “You,” Venard gestured at the Martian, at the same time jiggling the Jovian suggestively. “Lead me to the body bank section. I’m after the brain half of Zharkon I. Quick, on the double! Or I blast your Jovian dictator in a million pieces.”


  The Martie started down the vaulted hall, with Venard close behind him. And the rustling progress of all the others followed expectantly. A sharp, jolting shock rocketed between his temples; the Jovian had connected with a sneak punch. How long would the Jovian need? It would be easier to work against time if he knew how much time he had.


  They passed massive walls lined with huge, sealed and refrigerated sterile banks containing spare body parts of every intellectual type of being among all the Solar Worlds. Bank after bank filled with fantastic arrays of alien body parts. One bank contained, for example, every variety of articulation; among these were every kind of human hand. Doubtless his hand had come from here. Then his reluctant Martie medic guide paused before one bank especially reserved for the synthetically developed mass of convoluted tissue known as the double brain of Zharkon I, three times larger than a human brain. It boasted two completely separated brain sections, the thalamic and the cortical. The lack of ability to integrate these two seats of pure primitive emotion and pure reason resulted in the variable, unpredictable, unstable actions of most humans or other intellects. The Zharkon could turn on either and create desired levels of reaction—almost an ultimate free agency, or free will set-up. This was one of the first developed Zharkon double brains. A thousand years old.


  The Martie opened the bank at Venard’s command, lifted it out in its sealed, self-containing unit. The Martie adjusted temperature and self-feeding gauges that would keep the brain preserved in transit for an unspecified length of time.


  Venard staggered then, and grabbed for support where there was none. A thick slimy blackness closed in. The damn Jovian! He could feel the dark, vast depths of its alien mind opening, then merging with his own. A vaulted abyss of mental perils loomed that were thought-shattering. He felt himself falling, falling through mental parsecs. White-hot knives slashed deep into his flashing brain, wrenching, stabbing. He sobbed for air, staggered through a veiled mist in some strange and hideous mental land.


  There were moaning forces of evil screaming through tortured nerves. And somehow, he was crawling through this thick, swirling evil mental land. A red roaring throbbed in his ears. His heart pumped desperately as he crawled toward something that fought him with all the strength of fear, black hate, and a massive, evil will. Huge, surrealistic, he saw his hand before his burning eyes; they were like disembodied parts of himself. Far out ahead of him, digging, clawing futilely toward some goal he had to attain. He couldn’t remember what it was.


  His hands gripped white-hot metal, but he couldn’t let go or he would fall back away from the thing he must reach. Stench of burning flesh clouded his eyes. Pain rocketed back into his face. He couldn’t fight it! He was losing, failing, sinking back and down. Then his hands were beating empty space, and he was toppling into a black well with a bottom of—there was no bottom. With a hopeless, despairing cry, he writhed frantically, found a jagged edge and hung on, straining, every nerve screaming, at a scaly wall that shivered, heavily alive.


  BUT his hands were slipping; he knew he would fall into the well. And once he fell into that blackness, he was gone forever. He was in a world of thought, and in that world he had no defenses, not against such a highly specialized entity of thought as the Jovian. Yes—that was the goal—he was trying to reach the Jovian. That was the symbol. But he could never reach it. The pain was too great. Pain could kill. Shock could stop his brain and heart.


  “Vale!”


  His voice was harsh, despairing. Had he called? Had he sent that wild cry ringing out toward someone, anyone—? “Vale!”


  But she could not help him now! She was even further down in this black hell of the Jovian’s. She was already lost . . . “Vale . . .”


  The voice was weak, now, weak as is the voice of one dying. Black horror rose about him—


  Then, in an abrupt flooding surge of joyous change, the blackness was blotted out by light.


  VI


  A SOFT, DISTANT SHIMMERING GLOW pierced through in arrows of jeweled brilliance. A swirling mist swam toward and around him. It was a beautiful, soft enchantment. A green world of gently swaying fronds and phosphorescent bubbles climbing and bursting in clouds of multi-colored flame.


  It was an underwater city, a delicate coraled Babylon of some alien beauty, with avenues of high dainty ferns swaying to the urgings of invisible currents. Enmeshed in this strange ensorcelled dream of jeweled, glimmering, glittering wonder, Venard’s mind sped through emerald halls . . .


  And suddenly, by his side, there was Vale—her presence mistily improbable, and yet somehow definite. He could not see, he could not feel, but he could know—He and Vale were being summoned, called by frantically urging minds.


  They floated into a room that was nebulous, quivering now into plainer sight, now withdrawing into indefiniteness. Then Venard saw a brilliant flame that grew, hardened, crystallized, shone brighter and more brilliantly strange. Mists of argent light, then floating shadowy shapes of incredible delicacy swam into view. He knew it now.


  The Undersea City of the Venusian Sea People.


  Small, round, quasi-human faces looked with deep concern into his. Not his face, but into his mind, his roving, battling mind. Opaque arms, delicate and slender as flower stems, motioned with desperate urgency.


  The reality of the apparent fantasy hit Venard like a projectile from space with a shockingly familiar voice, a mental voice from the dead:


  “Hey, Karl! It’s me, Kewpie Doll Larson. We gotta move fast, see? It’s me and the Venusian Sea people. It’s us! We’re helping you fight the Jovian.”


  Venard thought frantically, “How? You’re—you’re supposed to be dead!


  “No, Karl. That was just a gag. I burned loose the muscle hinges that holds them clams together, but I still couldn’t get out. Then, when the tide came and backed up into that moat, the Venusians swam up and rescued me. They knew what had happened; they used their thought-crystals. Listen, it ain’t fantastic at all. Them memory spheres are mental power synthesizers, just like dynamos. The Sea People have been working on these things secretly to fight the Jovians with. Listen, Karl. You’re the instrument, see? We all concentrate on our crystals and you can blast that infernal black box to Kingdom Come. I’ll be in there with you in two shakes of a three-tailed ghroat. I’m just outside S.S.C. now! Give him hell, Karl!”


  “But—how?” his mind almost gasped.


  Then he heard Vale’s laugh—and it was a joyous, thing. “Too many people have told you too little,” her message came through. “Come—we haven’t much time now. You must trust these people. They will show you how . . .”


  Arm in arm, then, they soared up into green translucence. Curiously, as they rose, the green grew deeper, darker, and choking terror tore once again at Venard’s throat—a terror cunningly without reason.


  He suddenly felt the dark box nestling against his ribs. Had he been carrying the Jovian even down among the Sea-people?


  And where was Vale? The warming sense of her presence was withdrawn. Fear stabbed into him again. Fear—and those tendrils of white-hot anguish.


  He was back in the body bank . . . alone . . . with the Jovian. Black fury burst once more against his reeling mind, but through it rose the faintest of echoes: “Give him hell, Karl!”


  Energy, strength, courage, power flooded through him Still, there was no reality, no visible enemy, no material hall with body banks and mosaic walls and solid plastic floors. Out of a black sea bobbed a cloudy sphere of coruscating evil hate. Venard leaped, his body bending through an arc of torture. He had the sphere in his dripping hands, holding it high. He must hurl it from him, smash it, but it clung to him, seemed a part of him. Blindness thickened his sight; then, as it thinned, he blinked. The Jovian cubicle body was smashing against the high, up-curving wall of the buried body bank hall in S.S.C.


  A dazzling greenish glare exploded in a bright crackling flame that flung him full length. In his mind burst an ultimate unhuman cry of raw agony from the Jovian. It climbed beyond his auditory range so high that a stark-shock wrenched his spine and shook his brain in his skull. And the Jovian spewed out in a pulsating, semi-liquid mass, ran down the smoothly polished mosaic.


  Venard rubbed his burning eyes, as he sat there wearily trying to grasp some general understanding. His body was terribly tired. The Martian medic helped him to his feet, but he couldn’t stand alone. While he swayed dizzily, the Martie’s body sac nodded gently. “Thank you, Lieutenant Venard. S.S.C. is free at long last. We had abandoned all hope. A burial place of knowledge is always a final graveyard of hope.”


  VENARD was leaning wearily against the wall and the Martian medic was lifting the first Zharkon’s brain-sac into the refrigerated bank when Larson and Vale came running down the hall. Larson was a spectacle for sore eyes. His uniform was waving tatters, his skin a splotched mass from digestive acids of the carnivorous clam. Vale wrapped unforgotten arms around Venard’s neck and for a while he forgot Larson, the Zharkon’s brain. He forgot almost everything.


  “You defeated it,” she breathed proudly, eyes shining. “You defeated it! We couldn’t help here in S.S.C. We were powerless. But, for that few days when I was free, you would never have known about it.”


  “He defeated it?” howled Larson from a raw, flaming face. “I defeated it. Me and the Sea People did, that is. But we ain’t got any time to argue about who gets the medals. The Martians are outside with a couple of Battlewagons. They’re setting up electro-cannons, vibratory beams, oxo-hydro guns, and God alone knows what they got in secret. They’re gonna break in here or bust.”


  The Martian medic said, “They can’t, of course. The force fields and—”


  Larson bawled out an ungentlemanly, “Don’t be so smug! Comin’ all the way here I bet they’ve got some secret weapon.”


  Venard said curtly, “Contact them! I suggest we tell them we’ll give them their Zharkon the First’s blasted brain. I’m beginning to get brains on the brain!”


  They hurried to a nearby room containing an inner-SSC communication set. The Martian medic nervously switched threw to S.S.C. control study. “This is Yhongar in the Transplant Wards,” he said. “Lieutenant Venard of the Guards and an—er—Mr. Lawson have defeated the Jovian, as you probably know. Director Bronlen, are you all right, sir?”


  Director Bronlen’s austere face swam into view, changed now. It was the face of a man who has learned the ultimate meanings of slavery and freedom of thought. It smiled with new hope, and with gentle, but firm strength. “Everything is all right now, Yhongar. However, two Martian warships have been reported just outside S.S.C.”


  “Yes, Director Bronlen,” said the Martian. “They intend to attack S.S.C. in an attempt to obtain the brain of Zharkon I. Lieutenant Venard says we should give them the brain. Lieutenant Venard, could you explain to S.S.C. Director H. Bronlen the reason for this proposed action?” Venard hesitated, flushed weakly. “I—really don’t know, exactly, that is. A Martian subversive, Jhongan, working with the Allies, said to give the Martian High Priests every possible assistance in obtaining the Brain. He said that if the replacement in the present Zharkon is accomplished, complete peace would return to the System.”


  Bronlen’s face remained puzzled, groping. “There must be some explanation.


  We owe you and Sergeant Larson an infinite debt of gratitude, but unless some logical reason is given for this unorthodox procedure, I’m afraid—”


  Vale stepped forward. “I think I can explain Jhongan’s purpose in wanting this transplantation to succeed.”


  “I.Q. Saunders,” smiled Venard wryly.


  “Speak,” said Bronlen. “But hurry. The Martians are preparing to attack. For all we know, they may have developed some kind of atomic-penetrator.”


  “Well,” began Vale, “the fanatical Zharkonian Royalists thought they had all authentic Martian historical documents destroyed and forgotten. But they didn’t. Their own interpretation of history is based on primitive myth, legends of race and ancestor worship—the old war gods of slaughter and conflict, the hero-worship of victorious armies and of individuals killed in battle. Greatly similar to the old Nazi and Norse ideologies. So, naturally, they didn’t want the newly conditioned masses acquainted with true Martian history which is just the opposite, being one of steady progress and peaceful aims designed for the betterment of all peoples. But Jhongan’s underground faithfuls on Mars made it a point to preserve key historical Martian documents, evidently, so that they have known all the time the exact nature of the thousand-year-old brain of Zharkon I.”


  She paused, while Venard lit up a para-ette to steady his shaky nerves. He grinned at her thinly. “I bet you could quote the whole Solar Encyclopedia,” he snapped.


  She smiled at him and continued. “The amazing part is that the Zharkonian leaders forgot real history themselves. Fell for their own propaganda, which is so often the case. They believe in the myths and legends they’ve resurrected—in part. It’s obvious they’ve forgotten or they certainly wouldn’t be attempting this transplantation. You see, we’ve studied that incredible double-brain thoroughly in connection with socio-economic history of Zharkon the First’s era. It was one of the first doublebrain experiments and wasn’t entirely successful. There was an uncontrollable influence of the thalamic half over the cortex half. You see, Zharkon I was beneficently pathological as a ruler.”


  “Pathological,” exclaimed Director Bronlen.


  “Yes. A fanatical pacifist, who went into daily trances and preached the sacred brotherhood of all races, creeds and colors. But the methods he used were impractical and revealed unintegration of his brain sections. So you can see what will happen if that kind of cortex gets in control of the present militaristic Martian government.”


  “A pacifist! Fanatical—pathological—” Venard grinned broadly. Larson laughed hoarsely. The Martian swelled his body sac with pride and renewed hope. Bronlen’s face appeared to glow with admiration for Vale’s analysis, sharpened to sudden decision. “I am going to contact the Martians immediately,” he said. “I’ll inform them that rather than have conflict here within the cloistered halls of science, we’ll give them the brain of Zharkon I—without question. This will probably inflate their paranoic egos considerably.”


  The teleaudio faded and almost immediately, several attendants of as many planetary types in interne’s gowns came down the long hall and took the huge Martian double brain away to the arrogantly and triumphantly waiting Martian Priests. Their warships blasted off without delay, atomic-interplanetary drives at full acceleration, to transplant the brain into the body of their incapacitated war leader—to transform him into an incurable, pathological, fanatical lover of peace at any cost—a mind that regarded war for any cause at any time more terrible than a cosmic plague.


  Meanwhile, the Solar Federation was made acquainted with the real and far more terrifying threat existing on the obscure, dark and mysterious world of the Jovians. Panic swept over these worlds, realizing as they did that there was no way to combat the pure thought power of the Jovians.


  However, the Venusian Sea People had found out via S.S.C. about the thralldom of that citadel by the Jovian there, and, realizing the tremendous threat to the System, they retreated into their strange, deep laboratories to manufacture the memory crystals by the thousands. The mystic little globes would enable other than Jovian minds to achieve a unity of mental strength.


  In the hands of millions of Solarians, they would mean inevitable defeat for the outnumbered Jovians.


  AT AN unspecified date after the Jovian defeat on Luna, in the synthetic wonderland of Escapeasies and pleasure palaces, terraced gardens and the magnificent space-view translucent dome of the resort in Theophilus Crater, three figures stood on the crater’s colossal rim.


  Venard’s arm was around Vale’s shoulders as they stared with unshakable awe into the huge vault of the sky enclosing them in a black and gigantic hollow, sprinkled with the white dust of the stars. Nearby, seated on a pneumatic couch with a bottle of stihn in one hand and a memory-crystal in the other, Louie Larson was realizing an ultimate kind of hedonistic satisfaction with life.


  It was the middle of the Lunar, night, and the terrific cold crept in, even through the laced seams of the dome.


  “Go ahead, kiss,” said Larson in a bored fashion. “Don’t mind me. You two don’t know what love really means, either of you.” He was looking into the memory crystal from which he never took his eyes. A willowy, flowery, translucent green body undulated in its misty depths.


  Vale smiled boldly up at Venard. Venard managed to shoot a quick grin at Larson. “I suppose you’re going to say that Venusian Sea Woman who fell for you looks something like Glora Karstedt?”


  “Don’t joke about pure, cosmic love such as mine,” warned Larson dreamily. “It’s a love of pure thought, a spiritual delight. There never was any Glora Karstedt. I guess you’d call Glora a symbol, a dream woman. An’ I’ve found the ideal at last, friends. Her name is Ulolalahr. Her thoughts alone in my mind are pure ecstasy.”


  Larson arose slowly and austerely and walked to the panel. “This physical kind of thing is positively disgustin’,” he said.


  “I don’t agree with him at all,” said Vale, closing her eyes and puckering up her lips.


  A few seconds later, Venard breathed a long, “Wheeeoooow. What an I.Q.! Ideally Qualified.”


  1948


  TO DUST RETURNETH


  H.B. Hickey


  They went to Venus in search of a rare metal—but found Instead a dread life-force that crumbled life to dust . . .


  “WHY the devil,” Mello puffed, “Do they have to fight on a hot day like this?”


  The sweat ran down the big detective sergeant’s back as he ran toward the corner. A moment before he had stopped to cool off under a tree near the intersection of two “Gold Coast” streets and from there had seen the fight start.


  A huge, flashily dressed man had come out of a mansion near the corner and walked toward the intersection. As he reached it and turned to cross the street he had run into a tall, thin fellow who came around the side of the corner building. For a moment the two stared at each other and then the battle had been joined.


  At first the thin man had the advantage but the other’s weight soon began to tell. By the time Mello had covered half the distance to the corner the bigger man had his opponent down in the middle of the intersection and was intent on choking the life from him.


  The detective put on a burst of speed and was almost on them when he heard the crack of a neck breaking. Too late! The big fellow’s back concealed the victim’s body but his loosened attitude said the fight was over.


  Mello grabbed a handful of the flashy suit and hauled the burly one to his feet. “You’ve killed him!” the detective roared. “You had him licked, why’d you have to—”


  He stopped abruptly. But for himself and the man whose collar he held the street was empty!


  Mello blinked and looked again. It was true; the victim was gone! But where? The solid concrete under his feet offered no clues. It was twenty feet to the closest place of concealment and Mello was sure no one had moved.


  For a second Mello doubted his sanity; perhaps the heat had affected his mind! He stared at the other and was reassured. The killer’s face mirrored his own bewilderment. The hair on Mello’s neck rose and the cold fear of the unknown gripped his spine. A ghost? No, he decided, no ghost had cracked the big man’s lip. A bit of blood still dripped from a fresh cut on the other’s fleshy mouth. Mello twisted the collar tighter.


  “What the devil is going on here?” he asked.


  The big man was too stunned to reply. There was fear mingled with astonishment on his features and for a second his mouth worked soundlessly. He struggled to pull himself together and at last succeeded somewhat.


  “Who? What?—” he mumbled. “Where did he go?” Mello insisted. He pulled out his badge and flashed it at the other. “Well?” he demanded.


  “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about. Where did who go?”


  “The guy you were fighting with! Don’t try to pull that innocent act on me!”


  “I wasn’t fightin’ with anyone,” the big man protested.


  “Then who cut your lip?” Mello demanded.


  The other had regained his composure. “I bumped into a door. Is that a crime?”


  Mello glared at him. He could imagine the scene at headquarters if he brought the big man in. On what charge? Of having a split lip? The detective shook his head groggily. He was positive it had been no mirage, and yet, where was the body?


  “Look, copper,” the big man growled, “I’m Jim Moyne. I live across the street there. If it’s conversation you want come around later. Right now I’ve got to be goin’, if you don’t mind.”


  “All right. Be on your way then.” Mello watched Moyne cross the street and mount the stairs of the Simms residence. Then the detective turned his gaze down to study the street. If he hoped to find any trace of the victim he was disappointed . . .


  THE two men in the back booth at Pete’s “Rocketeers’ Cafe” were the recipients of many questioning glances from the habitués of that dive for they were definitely out of place. They were the only ones in the cafe who wore suits instead of the usual leather flying garb. Their faces, in sharp contrast with those of the other patrons, were pale and ascetic.


  It was obvious that they were waiting for someone because every few seconds the taller of the two, a slender, black-haired fellow, turned to look at the door. His shorter, stockier companion kept his eyes glued to the untouched drink before him.


  Their wait was soon terminated for they were joined by another couple, who, it was apparent, were no strangers to the place. If possible, they were even harder and tougher than the rocketeers around them.


  The newcomers looked down at the two in the booth for a second and then one, a huge, black-whiskered fellow, spoke.


  “I’m Jim Moyne. You the ones who wanted to see me?”


  The slender man stood up. “I believe so. You are the gentlemen Mr.—ah—Pete spoke of?”


  “That’s right. This is my partner, Phil Simms.” The big man waved in the direction of his companion, a small, but vicious-looking, character.


  “Good! Allow me to introduce myself and my friend. This is Professor Harold Thorne and I am Stephen Dunn.”


  Howdy’s and how-do-you-do’s were exchanged, they all sat down, and then Moyne leaned forward in his chair.


  “O.K. Now we’ve met, what’s the pitch?”


  At the puzzled looks which greeted his query he grinned.


  “I mean what can we do for you? All Pete told us was that you wanted to rent a ship. If it was just that you could get newer and faster boats than ours, so there must be more to it. Let’s hear the rest, huh?”


  It was again Dunn who replied. “Well, gentlemen, the rest is simple. We wish to engage a ship for a, shall we say risky, voyage . . . to Venus,” he added.


  Simms set down an emptied glass and stared at him thoughtfully.


  “What’s so risky about a hop to Venus?” he wanted to know. “You could book passage on one of the big liners for that.”


  His cold eyes were suspicious.


  “You are right. That much could be easy. But we wish to go to a certain part of Venus—”


  Dunn paused for effect. “To Hanan!” Two pairs of eyebrows shot up. Moyne quickly recovered.


  “Shall we say, uh, risky?” he mimicked Dunn. “Hell, man, that ain’t risky, it’s suicide! No wonder you couldn’t get a ship!”


  He shook his head. “Uh-uh, count me out! It’d take a million bucks to get me for that trip!”


  “It should be worth two million, Mr. Moyne!”


  “Wha—! Did I hear you right? For two million, mister, I’ll take you to hell and back. What do you say, Phil?” The other grinned. “You can say that again!”


  But the burly Moyne was again suspicious.


  “I still don’t get it. We’re not the only guys who could use that dough. Pete told us you’ve tried almost everyone else. Why’d they turn you down?”


  “Because we haven’t got the two million. In fact, we haven’t more than two thousand.”


  Moyne was growing angrier by the minute.


  “What kind of run-around are you two giving us?” he snarled. “We didn’t pome here to play guessin’ games. Now you better start talkin’, see? And talk straight. What’s your game?”


  His threatening scowl loosened the tongue of the heretofore silent Thorne.


  “Now, gentlemen, please be calm. We—we are in earnest.”


  His frightened voice faltered, then began again.


  “This is our story. Mr. Dunn, here, is a librarian. Several weeks ago he came across an interesting manuscript in the “old books” vault of the main library. It was a story written two centuries ago by one of the early space explorers. This man had been forced down in Hanan and had lost his ship in a storm. But he managed to stay alive and finally, regained his ship and was able to get out again—one of the few men ever to escape from that awful place.


  “Now that alone, though interesting, would mean nothing to us, except—” he paused again, “except that in telling me this story—I am a physicist—Mr. Dunn described to me some strange rocks which this man had found in his wanderings. He had picked together a handful of them which he tied in his handkerchief. In the excitement of finding his ship he left this bundle behind.”


  He stopped again, temporarily out of breath. The rocketeers waited for him to resume.


  “Well, gentlemen, the description of these rocks, and the description of some bums he later found on his hands interested me. The next day I went to the vault with Mr. Dunn and read the account for myself. There was even a chart showing the location of the package. Gentlemen, on reading his minute description of those rocks and those burns—which proved later to be malignant and caused his death—I became certain of it. That man had unknowingly left behind a bundle of—”


  This time the pause was for effect.


  “—Almost pure tririum! I estimate that even that small amount should be worth four or five million dollars.”


  “Whew!”


  The cold, calculating eyes of the small, stringy rocketeer met the hotly avaricious ones of the black-visaged Moyne. Simms reflected for a moment and then spoke up.


  “How do we know it’s still there? Maybe other storms have come up since then and blown the stuff a thousand miles from where he left it. It’s a mighty long shot that it’s still in the same place.”


  “I doubt it. He recalled having dropped the package in a sheltered crevice of a huge rock. The account states that although the winds shift rapidly in Hanan, this spot was completely protected. Therefore, the contents should be safe, though the kerchief itself has rotted long ago. Well, gentlemen, what do you say?”


  “Just a minute, partner, do I understand that if we find this tririum, it’s fifty-fifty? Equal shares for all of us? “Precisely. Share and share alike.”


  “And forget to declare it at inter-planet customs? Otherwise you would have got government ships.”


  Again the glances met. Thorne nodded greedily.


  “It’s a deal! We’re your men!”


  As they left the cafe Dunn looked at Harold Thorne.


  “Do you think it was wise to tell them what we expect to find? We agreed not to, you know.”


  The sandy-haired professor nodded. “But after all, that’s why the others refused us. Had they known the stakes involved they might not have turned us down.”


  Stephen Dunn’s eyes were troubled behind his thick lensed glasses. “Still, I don’t quite trust them. That burly fellow looks as though he’d kill a man for much less than two million. And that Simms ‘hath a lean and hungry look’ if you’ll pardon the quotation.”


  “Oh, don’t be an old lady I You can’t expect men like that to look and talk like librarians and physicists. They were no worse than any of the others. Now let’s forget it and go get our things together.”


  THEIR “things” consisted of several pairs of metallic gloves and a small can, heavily coated with lead. Two days later they and the equipment were loaded aboard an old and disreputable-looking ship at the blastport. The “Sloth” was an appropriate enough name for her.


  Dunn turned a troubled gaze on Simms as the latter closed the vacuum-hatch.


  “Are you certain this craft will be safe, Mr. Simms? It looks rather shabby compared with some of the others.” Simms was reassuring.


  “Don’t worry, she’s spaceworthy, all right. Now, let’s make sure you and Thorne are strapped in properly.”


  He checked the straps which held the two in the anti-gravity chairs. They were secure.


  “O.K., Jim. Get set to go!”


  On the control tower at the end of the field a green light flashed and the men on the Sloth braced themselves. Beneath them the tubes hummed, surprisingly smooth and powerful sounding.


  At the controls Moyne watched an indicator slowly climb to the thousand mark, and then, as it reached that point, pulled back the release.


  A sudden roar, a slight strain at the belts, and they were off. Almost instantly the blue sky and bright day changed as they left the atmosphere and were supplanted by the ever-black of the void. As the pull of earth faded away the steady roar of the tubes was displaced by an occasional bark which was enough to sustain momentum.


  As Thorne began to unstrap himself Moyne whirled in the pilot’s seat. “You can if you want to, but I wouldn’t if I was you. It’s not like one of those big liners, you know. We’re likely to pass a big chunk of somethin’ or other and this boat’ll go into a spin that’ll tear your guts out. Better sit tight till we get to Venus.”


  Thorne looked paler than usual as he retightened the belt. He and Dunn sat tense, silent and unmoving, as the ship hurled itself toward its objective. Time passed very slowly. The two at the control-board were intent on the gauges and indicators and found no time for conversation, even with each other.


  At long last a pin-point of light emerged from the darkness and swiftly grew until it filled their view completely. The retarding rockets slowed the craft and the pull of the cloud-bound planet took over the job of bringing her in. As the ship slowed down Moyne left his seat and walked back to his passengers.


  “Better give me that chart now. We’re almost there.”


  Thorne handed it to him.


  As he looked at the map a pleased expression spread over the burly man’s features.


  “Say, this makes it easier! Why didn’t you two tell us this thing was oriented from the Azure Valley and Thors River. This’ll double our chance of finding that boulder.”


  He turned to Simms.


  “Head for Azure Valley, Phil. We’ll try it from there.”


  The ship veered to the south, Its speed down to seven hundred miles per hour and its automatic sextant aiming her like an arrow at the target.


  Ten minutes later the Sloth swung her nose down and slid into the sea of white which obscured Venus. Thorne and Dunn tensed. How could they know for certain what lay on the other side of that cloud blanket?


  THEY had not long to wait, for at twenty thousand feet the clouds thinned to a fog. Beneath them the light blue of Azure Valley stretched into the distance, and off to the right was a ribbon of silver which, as they drew nearer, grew to a wide turbulent river, the Thors.


  Simms held the ship motionless for a while as he studied the chart. Then he headed for a spot equidistant from both river and valley. As they reached the exact place he wanted he swung the Sloth back to the north.


  “Here we go! If what they say is true this’ll be the toughest part of it by far.”


  Moyne was quick to agree.


  “Yeah I We’ll have to come in slow for fear of hittin’ somethin’ and those winds will throw us around plenty.”


  He looked at their passengers. “Still, your old pal made it and so will we.” His jaw tightened. “Four million bucks is a lot of dough.”


  The long valley and nearby river were soon left behind and gradually the flat country was replaced by rolling lands which led them into the foothills of the vast mountain ranges which encircled Hanan. The few scattered settlements which lay below them vanished into the distance and a feeling of loneliness overtook the four on the Sloth. As the ship neared the first peaks Simms looked back.


  “Better make sure your belts are tight. We’re goin’ straight up.”


  The craft reared back, and the tubes began a steady throb again as she rose. Up, up into the white layer she soared while the altimeter showed thirty, forty, and fifty thousand feet. At seventy they broke through and straightened out for perhaps two hundred miles due, north. Then back to the clouds, but this time at a snail’s pace! The tension mounted as the minutes dragged by.


  Suddenly they were in the grip of an aerial whirlpool. The Sloth was first whirled like a huge top, then spun end over end as though she were a football crossing the bar.


  The four inside could tell only by watching each other that it was the ship, not they, that was spinning. Thorne and Dunn cowered in terror and sweat glistened on Moyne’s dark face. Only Simms was calm, playing the controls as delicately as a keyboard in the hands of a master. Somehow, he kept the ship toward its objective, here bucking a cross-wind, then holding her back as a downdraft threatened to suck her down too fast.


  All the while the altimeter dropped, but if they had expected release they were doomed to disappointment. At ten thousand the maelstrom and the murk still held them fast, and at five thousand Simms, too, began to sweat.


  “Isn’t this damn thing ever going to end?” he cursed. “We’ll hit bottom soon!”


  No one answered.


  But suddenly, there was a letup. The tortured craft was free again, master of her own fate. The long glide continued smoothly now down through the thick soup and at three thousand they were out of it, into the open.


  And into the red hell of Venus! A millenium before the first rocket ship had landed on this planet the last volcano had closed the last pass but tales of Hanan abounded in the folklore of Venus. The handful of men whose ships had been sucked into its vortices and who had been able to get out again bad added confirmation to the old tales. For a moment the four were spellbound.


  THE very air glowed red about them, colored by the land beneath. Rock was piled on rock and where there were no rocks the red sand shifted like the waves of a sea. And the sea! Wine red, its roaring surf was like the froth of Sparkling Burgundy.


  Jim Moyne broke the silence. “Well, I’ll be damned, but this beats ’em all! A grape juice ocean!”


  Simms interrupted. “Quit gawking, Jim, and see if you can spot that boulder. It should be within a few miles of us.”


  Speedily, the other three leaped to the portholes and began a survey of the landscape. It was Thorne who saw it first, rising out of the surrounding rocks.


  “There it is! Off to the left.” Simms brought the Sloth around to the left and slid it lower to get a better look. “That’s it, all right. See the hollow on the south side of it? But where’ll we land? Can’t set her down here.” Dunn supplied the answer. “There’s a wide stretch of beach about a mile down. Perhaps we could land there. It looks smooth enough.”


  Simms swung back toward the shore. The beach was there all right. Ten minutes later the four swung down from the hatch and dropped, with their equipment, to the ground.


  “Let’s go now. Hurry it up!” Moyne was trembling with eagerness. But Thorne had suddenly stooped to examine the sand.


  “Very interesting,” he muttered half aloud, “I’ve never seen this before. Obviously of volcanic origin.”


  Moyne seized his shoulder. “For pete’s sake, you can play with the sand later! Let’s get to that big rock.”


  He pulled Thorne away with him.


  The ascent from the beach was steep and by the end of the first half mile all four were panting. The rest of the way was over rocks whose jagged edges cut their shoes. They had to pause for rest within sight of their goal.


  “Let’s wait a minute and catch our breath,” Dunn puffed.


  They sat for a short while in silence. Finally, they were ready again, but Thorne had again interested himself in a strange rock nearby. It was twenty feet wide and as flat as a board. Moyne had to drag him away again.


  “But really,” he protested, “that wasn’t a rock at all. It was a petrified tree. Strange shape, wasn’t it?”


  He began to mumble again. “Wonder if there is animal life here. Should, be most interesting.”


  He was jerked back to life by a shout from Simms who had gone ahead of the others.


  “There’s something here all right!” He pointed to a crack under a ledge in the great hollow of the boulder. The others rushed to his side.


  There was a let-down feeling. In the crevice lay a handful of tarnished bits of metal which had once been silvery bright. There was nothing about them to indicate their value.


  Moyne looked askance at them. “Are you guys sure this is tririum?”


  Thorne smiled. “Yes. It tarnishes in the open air. You may touch a piece if you wish. If it is tririum it will feel quite warm.”


  Moyne touched it and was satisfied. “Are you sure that touch won’t burn me like it did that other guy?” he asked Thorne.


  “You needn’t worry; the reason he was burned was that he carried them about so long. Tririum’s rate of disintegration is very slow; its value lies in the fact that the rate can be regulated under certain conditions and be made to supply a larger and more steady flow of energy than any other radioactive substance known.”


  He was about to continue his dissertation when Simms interrupted him. “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Let’s see if we can’t find some more of that stuff lyin’ around. A couple of million bucks more wouldn’t hurt!”


  THORNE disillusioned him quickly.


  “The reason these were found was because they were the only small stones our adventurer saw in all the time he was here.”


  He paused, looked up, and spoke again. “We’d better hurry anyway. I don’t like the looks of those clouds over there.”


  The others followed his glance and saw the black cumulus piling high on the horizon. A strong breeze blew up and in a moment turned to a wind. Thorne hastened to throw the treasure into the lead-lined canister. Then they turned to go.


  Too late! The red of the sands about them was already darkening to a deep purple as the light was blocked off increasingly by the onrushing cloud masses. The wind had become a gale.


  In his mind, Moyne measured the distance to the rocket ship.


  “Hold it!” he warned, “we’ll never make it. Better to hole up here where we’re safe until it blows over.”


  The other three readily assented. It was apparent that the storm would be on them in a matter of seconds. The darkness grew ever deeper and was broken only by flashes of lightning which illuminated the scene with a red flame as from an inferno.


  Thunder which threatened their eardrums rolled in, wave upon wave, until the ground beneath trembled, and the rain was no rain but rather the ocean being inverted.


  It was incredible that the few feet of ground under the ledge could escape the torrent. Yet it did, and the four huddled there remained dry.


  What had seemed an age was in reality a matter of minutes and the abrupt end of the storm found them unready, still shaken with fear, although the skies were clearing. The sudden stillness left them as limp as they had been tense before.


  Moyne rallied them to action. “Come on, let’s get going before we’re caught in another one.” He shuddered. “No wonder this is called the “red hell of Venus.”


  They slid down the wet rocks and headed for the beach in silence, still shaken by the elemental fury from which they had so miraculously escaped. A hot breeze had followed on the heels of the storm and the ground began to give up the moisture in a thin pink vapor.


  And the ship was gone! The four stood stunned as the awful realization of what that meant came to them. It might have been expected yet had never occurred to them, perhaps held back by unwillingness to face the terrible implications.


  Suddenly, Simms began to curse. A stream of imprecations poured from him which did not abate until his burly partner seized him by the collar and shook him speechless.


  “Now don’t get hysterical,” Moyne warned him. “This jam we’re in won’t get thinner by swearin’ and moanin’ about it.


  Thorne and Dunn hastened to agree. “You’re right,” the latter said. “We had better get started in a hurry if we are to escape from this awful place.”


  “The few people who have managed to leave Hanan alive,” added Thorne, “had the advantage of being nearer the surrounding mountains than we. Apparently we are in almost the center of Hanan and it is a good three week trek to those mountains from here.” Moyne grunted disgustedly. “I’ve been in some pretty tight spots in my days but never one like this. It’ll take more than a miracle to pull us out.” By common consent Moyne had assumed leadership, and the others turned to the big man questioningly.


  “O.K.,” he said, “we came in from the south so we’ll head south. The mountains are supposed to be a little lower there, too. We’ll take turns carryin’ the can.”


  He paused and stared at the others. “Anybody got any other ideas?”


  THEY shook their heads dispiritedly and he sneered. “I can see you’re goin’ to be a big help. Well, before we get goin’ I want to say one thing. It’s every man for himself now. If you drop you stay here.” He bent to pick up the container. “Might as well hold on to this as long as we can.”


  He turned on his heel and headed south along the beach but was halted by a cry from Simms.


  “Look!” he screamed. “I see it! I see it!”


  He jumped up and down in excitement and the others stared, thinking he had gone mad from fear. But as he continued to point they followed his gaze out to sea. Not a mile out they could see the familiar outlines of the Sloth!


  Moyne glared at him. “Yeah! But how’re we goin’ to get to the ship, swim?”


  They stared, amazed. “Why not?”


  “I’ll show you why not.”


  Moyne stooped at the edge of the shore and dipped his hand in the purple liquid. It stuck to his fingers as he tried to separate them.


  “Because we couldn’t swim ten yards in that goo! I noticed my shoe stuck before when I stepped in it by mistake.” He shook his head. “We’re no better off than we were before.”


  If they had been fearful before they were despairing now. With their ship in sight they would have to turn their backs to it and start afresh.


  But new hope came from an unsuspected quarter. It was Thorne who supplied what looked like the answer.


  “The rock! The rock!”


  Then as the other three stared uncomprehending, he explained. “That rock I noticed before when we were climbing up from the beach! It was a petrified tree! If this water is so viscuous it should float well enough to get us to the ship!”


  Hope flared in their eyes and this time Moyne had nothing to say. Glances met in silent understanding. This was indeed the last hope, for in their hearts they all knew how slim were the chances of reaching safety afoot. Already the hot arid breeze had weakened them perceptibly.


  The four started up the beach with renewed vigor but if the climb had been arduous before it was torture now. The wind blew ever hotter and as the fluid was sucked from their tissues they could almost feel themeslves shriveling.


  At last they reached the petrified tree but were faced with another problem immediately. With what could they cut it down?


  Again Thorne supplied the answer. “The shovel! We left it under the ledge.” He and Dunn, unused to physical exertion, showed the effects of their dehydration more than the two rocketeers, and he spoke through parched lips in a horrible croak.


  Moyne hurried to the ledge and returned with the shovel with which he attacked the tree at its base. In a few seconds he had produced a large nick which he widened into a gash. Then, inserting the edge of the shovel in the gash, he split the tree across with a convulsive heave.


  It was quickly lifted between the four and found surprisingly light. The grain showed only on the south edge, for centuries of north winds had sanded the rest to paper smoothness. It had also reduced the tree to its present thin state.


  THE four slid down the rocks with their precious burden, unheedful of the cuts and bruises they were sustaining. Moyne retained the shovel while carrying his share of the slab.


  They finally reached the shore and without wasting precious breath in talk threw themselves on to their raft. Moyne swung the shovel with vigor, using it as a paddle. But progress was pitifully slow; the gummy fluid seemed human in its determination to hold them back. It would surely take too long to reach the ship.


  Dunn was the first to crack. “Wa—ter, wa—ter,” he pleaded piteously.


  But the hot wind blew equally on them all and no one would exert himself to even raise his head to speak to Dunn. Even the huge Moyne’s strokes had become more spaced.


  “Wa—ter.” Thorne took up the hopeless cackle.


  Moyne looked at him in disgust. “A big help, you and your buddy,” the rocketeer muttered. “Save your skins for you and then have to split the dough.”


  He stopped abruptly and stared at Simms. There was complete understanding in the glance that passed between them. Why split at all?


  The two watched Dunn and Thorne for a few moments, noting the lassitude which had overtaken them. Even the strength to cry for water had left.


  Simms nodded to Moyne. No chance of a struggle which might upset the raft on which their lives so precariously rested. Each of the rocketeers picked a man, Simms edging closer to the slender Dunn while Moyne turned slightly to face Thorne.


  Then each, with a single thrust of his leg, sent his victim overboard!


  There was but a slight splash and the deed was done.


  From Dunn came a high moan which ended in a gurgle as the purple liquid poured into his throat. Thorne struggled silently for a second or two and then became, too, an inert bundle floating on the surface, for the specific gravity of the “water” was too high for the two to sink.


  The short rollers tossed and turned the pair and while Moyne and Simms watched, coated them so they were soon indistinguishable from the fluid around them. Gathering dusk spread its mantle and the breeze whispered a requiem.


  Growing darkness cooled the enervating wind and with the raft lightened, Moyne’s strokes had more effect. The sea had become luridly phosphorescent and the rocket ship showed black against the sea of cold flame.


  Slowly, the ship grew larger in their view and at last loomed over them. Fortunately the hatch on the underbelly was directly above Simms, and with an assisting lift from Moyne he was able to reach and open it. With the aid of a rope he let down his burly partner soon joined him inside and together they fell on the water bottles which hung fastened on the wall.


  “Ah! Ah!” Simms crooned ecstatically. “Champagne was never so good!” Moyne agreed. “I haven’t been so thirsty since the time we got lost beyond Pluto and our water gave out.” He shook his head. “Well, Phil, this’ll be our last trip. I’m goin’ to settle down and enjoy a couple of million bucks worth of wine, women and song.” Simms chortled with glee. “I’m goin’ to get me a big house with servants and butlers and throw one big party for the rest of my life!”


  The little man stopped dead, his mouth open in dismay. “That can I Jim, where’s the can?”


  Moyne laughed at him. “I tied it to the end of the rope before I climbed up.”


  His partner rushed to the still open hatch and quickly hauled up the container with its precious contents. Together the two closed and bolted the hatch and prepared to shove off. The tubes began their thrum and with a fiery blast they were on their way.


  Simms took a short look back. “So long, suckers! Don’t worry! We’ll spend your dough for you!”


  Moyne joined him in a long laugh . . .


  BACK on the sea the glow was broken here and there by little beaver-like animals whom the increasing darkness had brought from beneath the surface. Glistening black and oily they had no difficulty in making their way through the rollers toward the human driftwood they scented.


  Quickly a group of the animals gathered about the two bodies and began nosing them shoreward. Although interrupted at intervals by sudden squalls, progress was steady and when the light of dawn replaced the phosphorescence it found them with their salvage close to the beach.


  The two men were rolled onto the shore, and as the dry heat hardened the purple juice on them into a coating, they were pushed by long snouts toward a tall pile of rocks.


  Once reached, there was disclosed between the rocks an age-worn trail leading up to a cave, and it was into this the bodies were rolled. Here they were added to a group of animals in the same condition as they. Although a thick film of crimson dust on the group disclosed that they had lain in the pile for a long time there was no odor of decay.


  The beaver-like creatures gathered about the two men curiously. It was apparent that man was to them a strange animal. At first the bodies were sniffed at and then more boldly approached. Instinct told the beavers that this, too, was food.


  One of them, apparently the leader, stuck out a long, red tongue and began to lick the dried coating from the bodies. He was soon joined by the others who fell to with a will. In a matter of seconds the casing was reduced to a thin, almost invisible film which covered Dunn and Thorne from head to toe.


  Suddenly Thorne’s eyes opened! Directly before them was a long, red tongue! Almost staring into his eyes were the beady black ones of the beaver who had been working on his face.


  With a horrified shriek Thorne leaped to his feet. He turned to flee and in doing so kicked the inert Dunn and stumbled over him, waking him. In a flash the two were on their feet, kicking and waving at the beavers who, no less frightened than they, retreated into a far corner and huddled there.


  “What happened? What are we doing here?” Dunn asked Thorne.


  “I don’t know,” the physicist replied. “When I woke up a few seconds before you did I was being stared in the face by one of those little beasts there. The last thing I can remember is being kicked into the sea by that brute, Moyne.”


  “That’s my last recollection, too,” the other agreed. “I hit the water and felt it pour into my throat and nose and then the next thing I knew I awoke to find you falling over me.”


  “But how did we get here, wherever we are?”


  “Evidently the little beasts brought us here.” Thorne shuddered. “Maybe they were going to eat us.”


  “Well, we needn’t fear now. They’re more frightened of us than vice versa.”


  “There is one thing more I don’t understand,” Thorne wondered, “and it’s this. Before we were pushed overboard we were almost dead of thirst. Our throats were so parched we couldn’t speak. Yet neither of us is having any difficulty now. As for myself, I can feel no effects of that thirst at all.” Dunn nodded amazed agreement. “That hadn’t occurred to me. I feel as well as ever.”


  “There’s another thing. We both are covered with a very fine film of lacquer or similar substance. Yet it is flexible and gives me no discomfort. How about you?”


  “I hadn’t noticed mine before. Maybe these little animals put it on us to preserve us.”


  Thorne looked about him and observed the pile of dusty animals near them. “This seems to be their storehouse. We were apparently to be added to their food supply. Ugh!”


  HE WALKED over to the pile to get a closer look. One of the animals, which was the size of a rat, had the same thin film as he and Dunn. Thorne picked it out of the pile and held it up. As he did so its eyes opened and it gave a high bark. The physicist dropped it.


  As it hit the floor of the cavern it turned on him with a snarl and attacked. His reflexive kick sent it smashing into the wall of the cave.


  The little beast vanished! Before their very eyes it disappeared!


  For a moment the two men were too stunned to speak. They stared wildly at each other.


  “What happened?” Dunn asked.


  “I don’t know.” Thorne was bewildered. “But I’ve got a hunch it’s very important to find out.”


  For a second he reflected silently. Then, “When I kicked it the beast felt solid. It must have been or it would not have carried to the wall. Yet it did vanish!”


  The physicist walked to the wall and examined it carefully. There was no opening. Then Thorne bent to examine the floor. All that was visible was a bit of fine purplish dust which blew away as he tried to pick it up on a finger.


  For a short while Thorne remained bent over as though unable to straighten. He was profoundly shocked.


  “What’s the matter? What is it?” Dunn wanted to know.


  “I think I’ve found the answer.” The physicist straightened and walked toward Dunn. Thorne’s face was a study in horror!


  Dunn recoiled from him in terror. “Wha-what is it? Why are you staring that way?”


  The other man shook himself back to speech. His face resumed a more normal appearance. “I know what’s happened to us.”


  “Well, what’s happened? Speak, man!”


  “All right. You’d better brace yourself for a shock . . .” He paused.


  “Go on.”


  “You may have noticed the faint luminosity of that pile of animals and the thick purple coat on each of them. That coat comes from the liquid in the sea out there. That liquid has a strange radioactivity. We, too, must have been covered with it when we were brought in here. It saved our lives . . .”


  He was too shaken by emotion to continue for a while.


  “Go on,” Dunn urged him.


  Thorne seemed not to hear him but soon went on.


  “It saved our lives . . . but we’re not quite alive either . . .”


  Dunn was frantic. “For God’s sake, man, explain yourself!”


  “I shall. These little beavers which brought us here eat the animals and would have eaten us . . . have eaten us . . . Oh! It’s fantastic and yet I can’t think of any other explanation. . . . Somehow that liquid preserves the life force in our bodies. But it extracts and absorbs into itself the substance of our bodies!”


  “And so they’ve already . . .” Dunn could say no more.


  THORNE nodded. “And so they don’t eat our bodies. They just eat the purple coating and get the nourishment they need. We remain held together by some strange interaction of our life force and the almost invisible film which covers us. When either snaps, as one or both did when that rat hit the wall, the entire structure disintegrates. No sooner or later . . .”


  “How soon,” Dunn asked him, “do you think . . .?”


  “The film seems very strong. Remember that the kick alone was not sufficient to disintegrate the rat. But . . . what difference does it make how long?”


  “Because I don’t intend those two thieves to enjoy our money. Somehow we’re going to get back to earth . . . and when we do . . .”


  Thorne’s eyes flared with hatred. “And when we do . . .” He nodded. “We’d better get started.”


  They followed the purple-tinted ray of light that came from the cavern’s mouth and soon found themselves outside. The two stood blinking, adjusting themselves to the outdoor brightness.


  “Which way shall we go from here?” Dunn asked.


  Thorne thought for a moment. “Let’s climb one of these hillocks and see if we can’t get our bearings.”


  Slowly, painfully, they clambered up a small hill near the mouth of the cave. Each sharp point was carefully avoided for fear of the fatal puncture which might follow.


  Thorne saw the rock first. “There it is,” he pointed out to Dunn.


  “Yes. It’s the one where we found the tririum.”


  “Right. We’re south of it now. We’ll continue south until we reach the mountains. Might as well use the plan we had before.”


  The long trek started. Months were to pass before the mountains were reached. Every danger must be avoided, a shelter in view for protection from each impending storm.


  Fortunately hunger and thirst were no bar. All bodily functions had ceased and across the fantastically jumbled red wasteland of Hanan the living dead implacably plodded toward revenge!


  The mountains were traversed inch by horrible inch. Thunderous avalanches roared down toward them and each icy pass was a slide to eternity. Miraculously the two escaped . . .


  From the south side of the range Thorne and Dunn could see in the distance the gleaming thread that was the Thors river and to one side the mists above the Azure Valley.


  “Look . . . at last . . .” Dunn’s voice shook, and were it possible he would have cried.


  “Yes, we’ve made it at last.”


  For a moment they paused and then Dunn asked, “How are we going to explain to people when they—?”


  “Why explain? It will only make more explanations necessary.”


  “We could bring Interplanetary Customs into the case . . .”


  “And have Moyne and Simms get off with a jail sentence? No. That would hardly satisfy me.”


  “Nor me. But how then can we get transportation back to earth?”


  Thorne pondered. Then, “It should be simple. No one must see us. From now on we travel by night. By day we take cover. Somewhere in the Azure Valley there is an interplanetary blastport. We’ll wait until a large freighter is being loaded for a trip to earth and then sneak aboard and stow away. Once we’ve landed the rest will be easy.”


  “And pleasureful . . .” Dunn supplied.


  . . . Luckily the port was deserted except for the few men who were busy loading the freighter with bundles of the tall rushes which grew on the banks of the Thors and had such great medicinal value.


  THE two men crept along the shadows created by the floodlights which lit the fort. Unobserved, they drew close to the loading crew. One of the hands was speaking.


  “Boy, I sure wish I was goin’ along on this baby. It’s been a year since I’ve seen the gang at Pete’s. Especially the gals.”


  He drew a laugh. “So you don’t go for these Venusian women, eh?”


  “Nah! That scaly skin gives me the feelin’ I’m makin’ love to a fish!”


  “You’ll get used to it in time. We did.”


  “Not me. I just made up my mind that when this boat makes her next trip I’m goin’ to be on it.”


  In the shadow of a bulkhead Thorne whispered to Dunn. “We’re in luck! This ship is going to the Chicago port and we’re going to be on it!”


  “How?”


  “When the men go back for another load we’ll dash up the ramp. Once we’re inside the ship we’ll find a place to hide.”


  Tensely they waited their chance. At last the loading car from which the rushes had been brought was empty and the crew rolled it toward a warehouse at the edge of the field.


  Quickly Thorne and Dunn scampered up the ramp. Inside the ship they could hear voices but the inside crew was too busy stacking the bundles in the rear hold to notice the intrusion.


  “There, in the supply room, behind those cases,” Thorne grunted.


  They darted silently into the supply room and were quickly hidden behind a tall stack of wooden crates which were lashed in a corner. They waited breathlessly in the dark for the starting hum of the tubes.


  At last they could hear a door slam and then the hurried goodbyes of the ship’s crew to the men on the ground below. The tubes began their low thrumming which built into a roar and then they were on their way.


  “At least this is more comfortable than that decrepit thing we came in,” Dunn muttered to Thorne.


  “It must be at least three times as large,” Thorne conjectured. “I should say three hundred feet.”


  Dunn was worried. “What if someone comes in here and discovers us?”


  “I don’t think that will happen,” Thorne whispered. “These crates are tied to hold together through the voyage.”


  Several times it seemed they would surely be discovered but their luck held good. After what felt like ages they could hear the anti-gravity tubes begin their steady bark. They were nearing their home planet!


  “We’ve got to get out of here before the ship lands,” Dunn whispered. “These crates are sure to be unloaded.”


  “Watch the door while I climb up on one and peek out the porthole,” Thorne told him. “Maybe I can figure something out.”


  The ship had settled into its glide and from the porthole Thorne could see the earth rushing up at them. From their still great height he could see the sun climbing up the sky to bring dawn to the sleeping city below.


  “Well,” Dunn asked, “What do you see?”


  “It will still be dark when we land. If this side of the ship is away from the hangars we’ll be able to get out through this porthole.”


  The ship swung to the left as it came over the port and settled near the edge of the field on a long runway close to the road which led to the city.


  Thorne unclamped the porthole and whispered down to Dunn. “Get up here beside me. We’ll have a few seconds before the crew comes in. This side is in shadow and if we don’t make too much noise we won’t be caught.” He reached a hand down and assisted Dunn to his side. “Hurry!” he told him. “And be as quiet as you can. It’s a ten foot drop so be careful.


  DUNN slid through and as soon as his partner heard him hit the ground he, too, followed. Unhurt, they scrambled for the cover of the roadside shrubbery.


  Behind them they could hear yells as the open porthole was discovered. It was obvious to the crew that it could not have been open throughout the trip. Quickly the two put space between themselves and the port.


  It was light when they finally slowed down.


  “We’re safe now,” Thorne told his companion.


  “Yes, but now the real job begins. How are we to find those two blackguards? They may even have left the city.”


  “In a few hours the stores will be open and we can step into one and look in the phone book. If they’re still here we can get their addresses.”


  They continued walking toward the city and by mid-morning had found a drug store and were thumbing through the telephone book. They soon found what they were looking for.


  “Both of them are living on the ‘Gold Coast,’ Dunn muttered. They’re enjoying our wealth all right.” His voice dripped bitterness.


  “Not for long.”


  They left the store and made their way toward a bus line which would take them to the other side of town. The small change in their pockets paid the fare and the two sat in the rear of the bus and plotted their next move.


  “They live almost directly across the street from each other,” Thorne told the tall librarian. “We had better split up when we leave the bus so if anything happens to one the other will get through. We can get together later at the same bus stop.”


  “Fine,” the other agreed. “I’ll go to Moyne’s place and you can go around the block and get to Simm’s from the other side.”


  They parted at the bus stop after solemnly shaking hands. It was a three block walk to Astor street and Dunn went straight ahead while Thorne took a roundabout path.


  Thorne found the same number on the street behind Astor and went through the alley between that and Simms’ house. The rocketeer had taken an old but still beautiful mansion and as Thorne watched he could see a maid come out to shake a small rug.


  The physicist waited until she had reentered the house and then he stole up alongside a French window at the side. Through this he could see the interior, noting the rich furnishings and the drapery which hung at the window.


  He tested it and found it unlocked. Stealthily he entered and slid behind the floor length drapery. He could hear voices in the next room.


  “You’d better draw Mr. Simms’ bath,” he heard a male voice say. Then, “Say, that was some party last night, wasn’t it?”


  A hushed voice agreed and Thorne gritted his teeth.


  In a few minutes he heard water running somewhere on the floor above him. He crept to the door and cautiously inched it open. There was no one in sight. The voices had moved to another part of the house.


  To one side was a curving stairway to the rooms above and up this the intruder stole. The sound of running water grew louder and he quickly made his way toward it.


  THERE was someone in the bathroom so he hid at the end of the hall behind a large book-case. In a little while the water was shut off and Thorne heard footsteps retreating down the hall. Quickly he slid into the bathroom and looked about.


  The tub was in the far corner and next to it was the glassed in shower stall. In the middle of the room the lavatory stood and on it a large bottle of rubbing alcohol, almost full.


  Thorne weighed the heavy bottle in his hand and decided it would make an excellent weapon. Clutching it he crouched behind the half-open door which furnished the only hiding place in the room.


  In a few seconds he heard approaching footsteps. He heard Simms’ voice shouting down the stairs and then the footsteps resumed. Thorne’s breathing became so labored he thought Simms would surely hear it but the ex-rocketeer’s mind was on other things and he entered the bathroom noticing nothing.


  Simms walked to the tub and made sure it was filled. Behind him Thorne slid the door shut and turned the key.


  At the click of the key Simms turned. Thorne saw that his face was less hard and much more dissipated looking.


  Simms paled. “No!” he breathed. “It can’t be . . . it can’t . . .”


  He stood frozen against the tub, made impotent by horror. “You . . . you’re dead . . . a ghost . . .!”


  His voice was stilled by the heavy bottle which shattered against his skull. His body fell back into the tub where blood and alcohol mingled with the water and turned it crimson . . .


  Moyne punched the doorbell viciously. “Where’s Simms?” he demanded of the butler who answered the bell. The man stared at Moyne’s contorted features.


  “Where’s Simms, damn you!” the big man roared.


  “Upstairs, sir. Taking his bath,” the butler stammered.


  Moyne pounded through the house and leaped up the stairs, taking two at a time. Behind him the help gathered to whisper and speculate excitedly.


  The bathroom door was locked and Moyne yelled through it. “Phil! Phil! Open up . . . It’s Jim! Open the door . . .


  To his ears came the sound of splintering glass. Then silence.


  “Phil!” The burly man backed up and then sent his shoulder crashing against the door. It splintered inward sending him into the center of the room.


  “You! Moyne!” Thorne had the jagged edged neck of the bottle in his hand and he advanced on the big man. “So Dunn failed! Well, I won’t!”


  His first stroke slashed Moyne’s arm and drew a spurt of blood but before Thorne could get in another blow the other had him by the arm, twisting it until the fingers loosened.


  The burly rocketeer’s free hand smashed into Thorne’s throat and sent him screaming with pain and fear against the wall. Then Moyne had him by the throat, forcing him down and back over the edge of the tub. A glaze covered Thorne’s eyes and a roaring mounted in his ears. There was a sharp crack . . .


  And Moyne stared down at empty hands!


  THE big man struggled to his feet, shaken. Dimly he heard feet pounding up the stairs and start down the hall toward the bathroom. For a moment Moyne continued to look, with almost unseeing eyes, at the body of his erstwhile partner in the crimsoned tub.


  He felt someone behind him and turned. It was Mello!


  “What do you want now, copper?”


  “One of the maids just ran into the street screaming for help. I thought I’d better take a look.” He shoved Moyne aside and his eyes narrowed at the gory sight in the tub.


  “I didn’t do it!” Moyne protested. “He was that way when I got here!” The butler and the maid had followed Mello up and he now turned toward the door.


  “Is that right?” he asked.


  “No, sir!” the butler replied. “Mr. Simms had just gone in for his bath when Mr. Moyne came. Mr. Moyne seemed very disturbed about something and he ran up here shouting for Mr. Simms. Then we heard him pound at the door and after that there was a crash when he broke it down.”


  He paused. “That’s when the maid ran out,” he explained.


  “Go on!” Mello urged.


  “Then we heard an awful scream . . . and . . .”


  “That wasn’t Simms screaming,” Moyne interrupted. “It was Thorne!” Mello glared at him. “And who is Thorne?” he wanted to know.


  “I found him in here when I broke in,” Moyne explained. “He’d just killed Phil and he tried to kill me!”


  The detective was sarcastic. “And so what happened then?”


  “We fought . . . and . . . he . . . disappeared . . .”


  “Uh-huh. I suppose you ate him up. Or did he go through that locked window there?”


  “No! You don’t understand! He . . . he was right in my hands . . . and he disappeared!”


  “That’s what you said before. It doesn’t sound any better now.”


  “Don’t you believe me?”


  “No! And I don’t think the jury will.” Moyne stared at the gun which had appeared in the detective’s hand and then at the body of Simms in the tub.


  A sick feeling welled within him. He, too, knew they wouldn’t.


  THE END


  GODS OF VENUS


  Richard S. Shaver


  
    Behind the word symbols which I use is the abstract living thing that is my thought—which you must seek and fully sense—or be unaware of the reality of my beinge—and thine.


    Elder Writings

  


  LEFERN, Amazon city of the Tuon Confederation, hangs upon the mighty sky-piercing forests of Venus, flings a pearlhung web of magic across the massy limbs and green billowing vastness of growth, as far as an eye can see.


  Gigantic evergreens, huge as grandparents of Redwoods, Ponderosas of growth, support the endless intricacies of plastic cable-suspensions and gleaming spheres of Tuon dwellings, pearl upon pearl, emerald upon silver, magic web upon the ever-living green of the undying forest.


  The jeweled harness of the Amazons glitter prismatically with the smooth, dancing motion of the long, graceful limbs and the slim, strong, womanly bodies moving along the cables as casually as an Earth man walks a pavement.


  Naked, artfully tattooed, sensuous, strong, active bodies, racing on errands vital to the welfare of their world, as well as the welfare of earth. Weapon-harness, their only garments!


  For, speeding in search over the whole pearly, cloud-wrapped planet, girt with scarlet seas, over the far-spreading forests and snow-topped mountain ranges; the vast war-fleet of the Tuon Nation searches with its penetrative augmentive rays for the survivors of Hecate’s forces. Hardly a ship remains upon the landing platforms above the tree-webbing Tuon cities. They are scattered over the whole of Venus like a great grid of sensitive eyes—and in her office in Lefern, the Amazon Queen, Oanu waits, holding all the strings of communication in that far-flung grid listening for some clue to the whereabouts of the missing immortals of Hecate’s vampire crew. The wearers of the dreaded gold and scarlet robes of the inner circles of the Hagmen must be destroyed to the last man!


  Oanu, Chief of Secret Police, Commander of the War-Fleet, near to totalitarian ruler of Lefern, strong hand in the council of the Federated Cities, sat at her desk, aimlessly toying with the belt of her jewel-glittered harness.


  Her eyes flashed, moved to the broad transparent section of the plastic wall that was her window. The seamless sphere of the building was here rendered transparent.


  She looked out upon the gleaming webs of single cable walk-ways, at the graceful speeding forms of her people running along the cables with their unbelievable grace and sureness.


  Up and down and around her eyes swept. Softly she communed with the vital strength of the trees, vast columnar trunks pillaring, upholding forever, supporting—her city! Lovingly her lustrous eyes caressed the gigantic fronds, the buttressing roots jutting out and down, the whole vast vitality of the forest which was the breath of life and beauty to her.


  Night came to the city of Lefern. The soft white breasts of the ever-clouds seemed to press lower, billowing strangely as of something dreadful passing invisibly inside their unending blanket.


  Down from out the billowing grey envelope of clouds, shining softly in the view screen before Oanu flashed a small flyer. It leveled, landed on the great artificial structure suspended from the upper limbs of the great trees.


  She smiled, for she knew that in the water-filled ship sat the great, beautiful, erect-crested figure of Lt. Oltissa of the Mer-navy. Lt. Oltissa had been a central figure in the defeat of the mighty Hecate’s organization. Oanu had great respect for the mind and character of the huge Mer-woman. She touched a stud on the screen; over the ray went her thought:


  “Lt. Oltissa, chief Oanu speaking. Can I help you?”


  “You can, my loved friend. Rout out the two love-birds, the Big Steel man and the dancing bird, Ceulna. Their marriage plans will have to wait. Hecate is dying within hours in the laboratory where her mind has been under intensive search for her knowledge of the ancient secrets. There is something she wants to give him, a map to a treasure, and she will give it to no one else but him. We want to humor her, since she is at the point of death—besides it may be important information!”


  SO IT was that my lovely dancer bride-to-be and myself, Big Jim Steel, left Lefern with air helmets on our heads, sitting in the warm water-filled interior of Oltissa’s speedy fighting spacer, lifted into the night, up and up, clear of the cloud piercing tops of the Ygdrasil—rivaling trees, above the cloud envelope, into the clear stratosphere’s biting cold, and winged steadily across the cloud-floored sea of air.


  Far out over the teeming Venusian seas Oltissa sent the ship hurtling to the death-scene of Hecate, the terror of two planets for centuries, but now stripped of her power, dying from lack of the young blood upon which she had fed for untold years exclusive of all other food.


  Behind us, in the night, Lefern lay, a great web of shimmering magic upon the mighty forest, covered with the deep blanket of darkness and the star-gilded billowing blanket of the cloud-envelope.


  * * *


  Oanu watched us go on her screen, sent the rays reaching after us till we were out of sight. She sighed, for Oanu envied us our happiness. Sighed, and then smiled: for she thought of Hank Farne, sleeping in her quarters, his urchin smile impudent even in sleep; and with the thought; swung the great watch-ray upon him. Which she should not have done, for the watchers of Lefern were few these days, and the fleet was scattered over the whole globe. The usual guard ships, which always floated on levitor beams over Lefern, had also been released for search duty.


  Far out in the dark forest, as she turned her watch-ray upon Farne in his sleep and bent musing over the drifting dreams of his mind in the screen . . . far out in the forest a shaft of light flashed upward for just an instant of deadly signal. At the base of that shaft a renegade Red warrior from the hot-belt smiled a sinister, vengeful smile.


  Oanu had forgotten that this was the love-season of the Amazons. The repressed desires of the warriors of Lefern were unleashed. Discipline, as it always did in this season, relaxed.


  Oanu had been the only watch-ray doing her duty that night. The others lay in passionate embrace near their posts with the newly arrived Tuon males from the male city of the Tuons called Rrflon. Oanu had forgotten too many details of her duty since Fame’s return, herself. Lefern, for minutes that night, lay without defense. Across the unwatched screens of the sky-spanning watch-rays glided a long black needle of speed . . . high . . . a tiny point of greater blackness among the stars over the cloud envelope. Those precious minutes when chance would coincide to divert the many eyes from the screens of watching rays had been awaited for weeks. Hanging, far out in space, the black ship had waited for the chance that the laws of probability said must occur at least once. The departure of Oltissa’s ship, the far swing of the great search-beams watching the departure of the friendly ship of the Sea People, the momentary relaxation afterward when each of the fifty minds at the watch rays had turned to love or to something else for a moment—that simultaneous relaxation of all attention over the whole guarding net-work of beams spelled Lefern’s doom that night.


  DOWN from the cruel speeding needle trailed a thin yellow cloud, like burning gases, like tenuous ever-burning flame. Deadly, spreading, the thick white clouds dissolving beneath its yellow fall, it left a wide path in the center of which lay Lefern, defenseless! Down settled the wide yellow band of deadly ever-fire. Far sped the slim needle of battle, and Lefern noticed it not at all. Out of sight of the Amazons’ eyes, perhaps forever out of sight of those eyes which would not see, now, in time, anything at all.


  Within the War sprite Hagmen laughed a long hideous ululation of vaunting, exulting triumph. Nonur spoke:


  “Death is upon them, and they do not even know! The radioactive sand idea from the stupid earth-men’s laboratories is wonderful, is it not? Now, if we had but some method to divert the watch-rays of the other Tuon cities as did the Sea-Peoples’ ship tonight in Lefern, we could finish the job tonight! Have you an idea, my Montagna.”


  “I have been thinking that a radioflare, a warning beacon similar to that a falling ship releases to indicate its position to searchers, dropped nearby, might divert the watch-rays just long enough to permit our single pass across their stratosphere. We could try it. These Amazons are in their love-season, their minds are dull with passion, duty is to them disagreeable during this time.”


  On sped the dark needle of Nonur’s vengeance, pausing once over each Lefernian city to release a deadly load of treated sand. For a year no earth touched by that falling sand would support life. Wherever it fell, there fell complete death—a slow, agonizing death of rapid aging.[1]


  Day followed day. Night followed night. A week . . .


  * * *


  Aimlessly Oanu, Chief of Operations and Commander of the War-fleet of the Tuon Nation, emergency ruler of Lefern, Head of the Intelligence Division, and once-lovely official Host at the great Tuon celebrations of the Love-Season, pushed back her chair.


  The disciplined, supple lines of her figure had relaxed, sagged, the whole lovely sensuous figure deflated into an ugly sack of skin hanging in horrible folds upon her shrinking bones. Some ugly force had drained the life-matter, the vitality and youth out of her.


  With but a vestige of her grace of a week ago, she rose, felt with a feeble hand for the desk edge, moved wearily to the broad, transparent section of the plastic wall.


  She looked out at the glittering web-ways criss-crossing endlessly, empty of life. At the gigantic evergreens, seeking with her perishing spirit for some uplift, some vital strength to come to her out of the loved pillars of the trees. Her lack-luster eyes caressed the gigantic fronds and buttressing roots, the scent and feel of the loved forest.


  “At least you will live, great ones. Your vast life will not be quenched by this evil dust from the hidden enemy. If only my ardor to find them had not sent so many ships on search patrols—the city would have had protection. But who could have known she would venture out so soon—so very soon after such utter defeat? How could our guard rays have missed her . . .”


  Even as she spoke with her cracked old voice to the stillness of the forest, a sudden thundering crash came from that far-reaching stillness!


  Overhead fell the rolling noise of descent of vast thrashing weight upon and through the springy barriers of bending limbs.


  Down past her startled, dimming eyes plunged a limb from the sky-challenging tops, so far overhead the ever-clouds usually obscured them.


  A hundred feet long and heavy with its fern-like fronds, down and down—struck a taut emerald plastic cable with a sound as of a gloomy God’s hand plucking at a tragic harp . . . a harp of doom in Oanu’s ears. The limb was flung up and out and plunged down again, end over end, into the muck far below.


  Oanu’s eyes welled with the easy tears of the aged. A week had made an old woman of her resilient, capable self!


  Her tears were occasioned by a swift, close glimpse of that falling limb. The green fronds had been leprous with white blotches of decay, the wood rotten with great grey streaks and new, glistening fungous growths. The blight of the sand had struck even the mighty strength of her beloved forest!


  Softly her voice, a week ago warm and full of all the delicious tones of vital womanhood, now prematurely cracked with age from the radio-active dust-plague loosed by the still concealed fugitives of Hecate’s broken hordes, cursed all the creatures of Hecate’s forces down to the last will-less evil carcass that had served her until forever poisoned of all virtue.


  As she turned wearily, hopelessly from the great window, she tightened the belt of the jeweled harness that once had fitted snugly, caressing her smooth round hips.


  Now it hung, too large and grotesque upon her in its prismatic beauty. Gaudy it seemed, accentuating her hideous decay.


  CHAPTER II


  
    Reality is what you perceive it to be.


    So be you greatly enough aware thy


    perceived reality approaches reality.


    Otherwise you may NOT dream of


    TRUTH!.


    Elder Writings

  


  UNAWARE of the doom settling even now over our loved Lefern, Lt. Oltissa, of Mer; the beautiful Ceulna of the Tuons, her eyes shining her love and the excitement of her coming marriage to myself; and myself, Big Jim Steel, Earthman now accepted into the Tuon nation as a citizen and warrior, dived into the deep waters of the Venusian sea.


  We spiraled down, pressure near crushing the ship, but within it we were comfortable, for these submersible water-filled spacers of the Mer-people connect only indirectly with the outer waters. Within, the pressure automatically adjusts itself to both air and underwater travel.


  We entered the great pressure locks of the submarine city of Merdepon. From it we followed Oltissa’s swift-swimming form clumsily through the water-filled streets of the city—entered the great laboratory center.


  Now we walked in air, for here was the chamber prepared for the last days of Hecate. Oltissa, Ceulna and I stood once more before the feared figure of Hecate.


  This air-filled chamber, where we took off our helmets, was deep within one of the Sea People’s largest and oldest cities, as well as the capital of their vast state. Merdepon, the city, capital of Merdeponal, the state.


  It was a great laboratory, fitted up for the purpose of getting Hecate’s centuries-old wisdom from her while the opportunity offered. The work was necessarily rushed, for age was sweeping away her strength. Not for any consideration would she get another drop of the blood from young lives needed to keep her alive.


  In the center of the room, surrounded by busy scientists and technicians taking thought-records and asking detailed abstract questions of her unresisting mind, sat the mighty Hecate, no longer mighty.


  As we approached, a cry of horror was wrung from me. A pity sprang into my breast in spite of my loathing for the giantess. Without her blood stolen from doomed children, age mounted almost visibly through her body.


  Shriveled to a greater cadaverousness than any mummy ever exhibited, life still glowed in her yellow eyes, but nowhere else on her shrinking bones was there much evidence of it. Over her played the extremely potent beneficial rays of the science of the mer-people, for it was not yet time for her to die. There were still things they might learn from her long life of delving into the science of the Elder Race. I knew that those rays alone held vitality in the body that had cheated death so long.


  The huge bones of the Hecate’s neck, covered now only by the folds of grey skin and the shrunken, twisted muscles, moved slowly as she tried to hide her face from my eyes. The last gesture of nearly insane vanity in the creature that had been the powerful and ruthless Hecate was the last breaking thread that still bound me, had so bound me to her will with such strength for so long a time. At last my mind was free of the compulsion her witch-arts had put upon me.


  “It could have been you and I, Big Steel,” she murmured, half to herself, for her mind was fast passing into the mists of death; “Lords of Two Planets, Immortal as the Gods—but luck turned against me. Still, I have a gift to give you. It can make you greater than ever I was—it is a gift of life, and it has not the taint that the blood of children gives . . . It is a forgotten formula and a very strange and wonderful machine. I have not had time to study it fully, but I am sure it contains the secret of life. In this locket is the micro-map of its location!”


  For an instant the mighty spirit that had driven her through the awful obstacle of time itself for so many centuries blazed forth from her yellow eyes.


  “I must warn you . . .” Her voice failed, and for an instant she struggled with weakness. But it was gone, the last iota of energy, and only a dying gigantic woman remained, no terrible all-powerful Goddess, no Kali sweeping over the race of man with bloodshed and terror and consuming power—only a loathsome thing that lived on blood and could not get any. My heart rejoiced in the release her fall had brought to me. I took the locket from her fingers, turned, tucked it into a pocket of my jeweled harness.


  WITH Ceulna on my arm, we left the dying thing, who gazed after us with a vacuous, mournful, ludicrous expression. Ceulna and I were to be married as soon as we could manage it, were to live in the beautiful tree-city of Lefern. That vast city of emerald cable webs hung with pearly globes suspended from the gigantic trees of Venus forest was to be our home. We entered a tiny ship, a two-seater that Oltissa had arranged to be given us as a wedding present from the Sea People. It was a beautiful sample of the Elder work, and no modern copy; one of the spoils of Hecate’s fall.


  We spiraled upward, the sea water glistening on the stubby wings as we entered the air, flashed upward into the great cloud ceiling. Up and up Ceulna sent the powerful, indestructible craft, until we shot out into the glorious upper air, and the whole vast white billowing cloud-sea lay below, transplendent, argent, beautiful and pure as new snow on earth.


  Curiously I opened the locket which the dying vampire had given me as a parting gift. Inside was a series of tiny micro-film maps. I got a lens from the map-locker, pored over the minute, detailed engravings.


  It was a map of southern Venus, that area that lies on the southern hemisphere, surrounded by the warm steamy areas; far, far below the hot belt of the equatorial regions. It was the area covered by the mysterious Seven Cities, whose kings are said to be immortal as well as nameless—and it is a part of Venus which prefers to isolate itself behind a curtain of non-communication.


  Ceulna, as I described the map to her, became excited by the possibilities of the thing. Her eyes, with that bright sparkle of danger, of the love of peril, fixed mine in a question. I nodded, for who could resist Ceulna in anything?


  She turned our little flyer in a great curve above the vast cloud-sea, winged at a steadily increasing acceleration toward the equator. The sun was hot here; unshaded by the cloud layer, the sweat poured off me. I opened the air shields a hair, let in the freezing stratosphere air.


  Beneath that shining sea of soft-breasted cloud-mass lay, I knew, vast unknown seas, and great island continents covered by primeval untouched jungles. And we had neglected to give anyone our course in case of trouble!


  At last we dipped down through the cloud layer, down and out into the cool diffused light of southern Venus. On the horizon I marked the tall truncated cone which the map had given as our first landmark.


  Circling this extinct volcano slowly, we looked for other landmarks to help us locate the treasure which Hecate had bequeathed me. It never occurred to Ceulna’s lovely self nor to my own credulous mind that the dying Hecate had left me a thing that would prove a revenge upon me for all her “wrongs.” To Hecate I was a traitor—that she had left me a booby trap should have been evident.


  To this day I do not believe that she did leave me that micro-map for any purpose but as a reward—that at the last she meant well by me. But the map led us into more real peril and mental anguish, more horrifying experience . . . I had an inkling that it would do so; and that there was danger in these unknown portions of Venus I knew from the sparkle in Ceulna’s eyes. But somehow I think that at the last Hecate was her best self—wise and well-meaning, since it cost her nothing so to be. She could not help it if Ceulna and I walked into the place like two babes.


  We landed the flier in the vast, oddly shaped valley, surrounded by perpendicular cliffs of pure basalt. The tree growth, which everywhere on Venus assumes unbelievable proportions, had here outdone itself both in size and in florid departure from the earth-norm of plant growth.


  The valley was the vast crater of the ancient volcano which had once long ago made an inferno of a quarter of this globe. That time had been tens of thousands of years, by the looks of the trees that grew at the foot of the perpendicular cliffs that were the walls of the crater.


  In the center of the valley were many little lakes, and streams could be glimpsed occasionally connecting them. But nearly all details were obscured by the titanic trees. Some of them were a hundred feet in girth. Species I had not known existed anywhere, reared their trunks up and out of our ken in the mists that capped the great cliffs.


  This was a place apparently touched neither by the hand of man nor the hand of time. Everything was new and bright, hung with soft brilliants of moisture or dew, the leaves scintillated as though each were a jeweler’s rare design. Flowers hung in great festoons from the trees, red and blue and gorgeous hues without names known to me. Birds flashed their long-tailed flight curiously close to Ceulna’s lovely, avid face—avid for more of this rare and enchanted spot we had chanced upon by one means of Hecate’s map.


  CEULNA and I saw nothing of human or animal kind to be afraid of among the mighty primeval trees. We locked the ship. Ceulna was armed with a powerful antique ray pistol, myself was unarmed, and it somehow did not occur to me that peril could exist in the peaceful, park-like valley.


  Area can fool you from the air, and what had seemed a diminutive, toylike valley in which animal life must of necessity be confined to small creatures or goats able to climb the terrific cliffs surrounding the valley, became, as we walked, a titanic place of vast extent! I should have realized that in a location so sealed off from all contact with the world outside by those cliffs, life might have evolved into different and even more dangerous forms, but Ceulna and I were in a vacuous state of happiness in which rational thought and care for natural precautions does not occur.


  Like Adam and Eve we walked into the primeval paradise, laughing and talking carelessly and happily, following a tiny drawing on the map which indicated that a stone temple would be found directly beneath a certain projection on the cliff’s side. The projection, shaped like the great head of a lion, was directly overhead, and we were walking around a small hillock which concealed the place where we were heading. As we rounded the smooth grassy hips of the hill, cries came from ahead in a strange language, cries which meant fear and desperation! Unthinking, I leaped ahead of Ceulna around the hillock to get a better view of whatever was happening—and stood for a moment looking down on the strangest scene ever to strike the eyes of an Earthman.


  A green amphibious man from the marshes of the shorelands stood at bay, surrounded by a score of frightful figures. His long sword leaped and glittered in furious arcs as he fought off his too numerous attackers.


  The green men are a species peculiar to Venus, produced by the conditions there from some common ancestor of man. Their feet are wide and webbed, their skin is partially scaled, partly smooth, but otherwise their physique resembles an Earthman’s, except that ages of swimming and wading in the shallow marshy seas of the shorelands has made their swimming muscles powerful and their feet wide for support on the muck. They have no noses to speak of, but breathe through openings in the neck, which are both gills and connect with lungs in their chest. Their eyes are very wide and nearly immobile, and their head is topped by a spiny crest like the mermen’s.


  His clothes were a few glittering baubles, for the hot, wet air of Venus makes clothing superfluous—all Venusians exude continually a fine moist secretion more copious than sweat. So does an Earthman sweat continually and copiously—or he does not live long. After a time, due to conditions I do not understand, the heat becomes quite bearable—it did to me. There are northern men in the tropics of Earth who do not mind the heat greatly.


  I stood watching the magnificent battle this splendidly-muscled savage was making, somewhat in the attitude of a man watching a play on the stage. Abruptly several of the creatures started toward myself, and I realized with a sensation unpleasant in the extreme that I was unarmed against the worst creatures on Venus. They must be the worst! Behind me I heard Ceulna scream at the sight of them. Short piercing shrieks full of the ultimate sensation of horror.


  Ceulna had a weapon. I had none. Beside the tall green amphibian lay four corpses, his fellows killed by the horrible beasts that ringed him. Action resolved the horror that was freezing me, plunged me forward between the great black onrushing bodies, crashed my shoulder against one of them so that I caromed off the weight like a man off a spring board, and onto the dead body of a mighty Venusian marsh-man.


  Stooping in my stride, I plucked a great sword from the dead half-man’s hand, and spinning on my toes, I placed my back to the great scaly back of the Venusian, swung the sword in an arc of glittering movement. The black, smooth body flowed back easily from the swing of my blade, but the point drew a long line of blood from the side.


  THE face was a great red mass, something like the rear end of a mandril, and about as attractive. The shoulders were vast and smooth and round, hairless and horrible, but packed with great rolling muscles and a capable flowing power that bespoke coordination equal to a cat’s. The barrel of the body was neither ape-like nor man-like, hairless, smooth and wide as a barn door. There was a reptilian repellance, an alien life in it, and no description fits the boneless flowing roundness of these creatures. Snakelike, either composed of endless vertebrate joints or held erect by some means that did not need bones and skeleton, the body flowed down and out in six great tentacular legs that ended in wide, soft pads of flesh, bristled and furred like the feet of a fly.


  They were no creature I had ever heard about on Venus. Back to back, myself and the stranger whose ally I had inadvertently become, wove our weapons in a steady flashing pattern of death, lunging desperately, steadily, to let the life from one of the ring of horror-spawned bodies surrounding us. I panted:


  “All right, now, how do we get out of this?”


  The man replied in a slurred, alien tongue that yet resembled the language of Lefern’s Amazons enough for me to understand.


  “We fight to the death—or we retreat slowly to some place these creatures cannot follow. Where is such a place?”


  I sank my sword into the place where a neck ought to be, nearly sprained my wrist tugging it loose before his falling body tore it from my grasp, recovered just in time to thrust the huge weapon to the hilt in the boneless center of a charging horror. The red, horribly patterned face opened its vast gash of a mouth showing a row of fangs that extended back far enough to belong to an alligator, and screamed like a steam whistle with the cord tied down.


  In the silence that followed the death scream of the creature, I yelled:


  “Ceulna, pick off a few of these with your ray! Get in the ship! Bring it overhead, blast em! Do something!”


  The silence closed down, there was only the sinister sliding rustle of the great hairy pads of feet, only my own panting breath in my ears, only the swift thud of the feet of the Venusian amphibian behind me as he danced forward and aside to thrust again at the practically indestructible belly of a hairless monster. But no clear reassuring cry from Ceulna, no throb of motors from our craft, no darting ray picking off the terrible red impossible faces snarling beast-rage at our defense of our lives. No Ceulna!


  I threw a look at the side of the mound round which we had walked so carefree, with our laughter preceding us—and where she had been there was only the glitter of her fallen ray-pistol on the soft feathery grass. No Ceulna, and wherever she was, she had dropped her only weapon!


  I boiled with rage, and the slow tide of bereavement began to rise with its terrible weakening despair within my breast. Rage, despair, sorrow and a realization of the desperate need to see what had happened to my love and to do something about it before it was too late—and there was nothing I could do but swing my point-heavy sword at one of the impossible beasts and curse as he slid his body out of the arc of the blade with a cat’s ease—and with less effort, for his six legs gave him a sphere of movement of great size without moving a limb.


  With this maddening play of emotions within me, and no time to sink to the grass and indulge the despair that had so suddenly become my dominant thought, I swung and hacked at the huge beasts and strove to keep from thinking. I took chances, knowing that it would be easier for me to die now than to live on without her. But the green man spoke again:


  “If we work slowly backward together, toward the ancient temple, we can hold them off in the doorway one at a time, while the other rests. They can come at us only singly between those massive stones. At nightfall, if we should live so long, they will give up and go to their nests.”


  “I am not much interested; but for your sake, now that I have fought this long, I will continue. Lead on, and I will keep at your back.”


  The stranger leaped a good ten feet away at my words, I darted after him, we fought thus for some seconds and again he leaped toward the beasts, driving them back with great swings of his sword, from which they retreated roaring. Thus by spurts we traveled across the feathery grass, under the vast, smooth-boled trees, drooping their impossible racemes of bloom above our heads, while the tiny scarlet humming birds buzzed unnoticing.


  THAT the park-like peace of the great green-floored forest should contain these monstrous parodies of life that had attacked me was too incongruous. I felt like a man struggling in a dream.


  Within a hundred yards, as we turned about each other driving back the threatening fangs, I saw the refuge for which we headed, an ancient pile of crumbling, massive stones above a great, dark doorway. The doorway was carved out of one great hewn stone, and was six feet at least in thickness. Standing within the doorway, it was true, one man could protect himself from the creatures while the other rested.


  So night found us, alternately and wearily holding off this abysmal creation of the forests of Venus and sinking into weary moments of half-oblivion. With the coming of darkness the great soft-footed creatures gave weird cries, and lumbered off into the gathering shadows.


  Still no Ceulna raised the glittering spear of our craft above the trees’ misty tops or shot her searchlight seeking for me. I did not care about anything else. My mind insisted that what I knew must be true could not be true. She must have been seized by one of them from behind and borne off even as she lifted her ray pistol to help me in my fight.


  As the need for exertion went with the beasts into the night, I sank in exhaustion beside my strange ally. Exhaustion and dark despair such as I had never felt closed about me. For so long, in my servitude to the revolting Hecate in the despicable role I had been powerless to escape, somewhere in my mind the vision of Ceulna had remained, giving meaning to life. Gradually her image had become a kind of guiding star, a hope of regeneration, a thing that had become interwoven into every tiny thread of the fabric of my being. Suddenly to lose her to such a thing as had overtaken us in this weird forest, under these beetling unscalable cliffs, was to lose all reason for living. I sank to the rotten stone floor of the ancient temple beside the sprawling figure of the battle-weary gilled man, and a blackness welled within me. I hardly listened as he began to speak.


  “Friend, you have risked your life to save mine. If ever I can repay you, I will find a way, my brother!”


  I grunted, but was not even interested. Finally I said:


  “In saving you I have lost the light of my life, Ceulna, my affianced, was with me when I plunged forward to your rescue. Now she is gone! Can you repay me such a loss?”


  It was a bitter and cruel thing to say, but the blackness within me gave me no other thought to put into words. He sprang to his feet.


  “You mean that to save me you lost your bride to those beasts! I cannot believe it!”


  “It was not my fault. I assure you the whole action was inadvertent. She was well armed, but I saw her weapon lying upon the grass and herself gone. I do not care what happens now. The hope of her is all that has kept me alive, and now she has gone. I have no reason to want to live now.”


  This death desire was not unfamiliar to me, is familiar only to those who have lost one they love. It kept me from saying anything but that, over and over.


  “I do not care. I cannot want to live . . .”


  The Venusian lapsed into silence, did not speak again. He understood that speech would only add to my pain. Presently he tugged at my shoulder, and I rose and followed him into the blackness of the temple, his hand on my arm the only reason I moved. My mind had sunk into a protective darkness.


  After a short walk, he bent, lifted something, made me follow him down a flight of stairs. The air was damp and cool and the passage we followed wound in a spiral down and down.


  “This is a thing never before revealed to an outlander. This passage leads beneath the City of Nicosthene.”


  “Nicosthene? It sounds familiar. What about it?”


  “Nicosthene is the seat of the immortal kings of the seven cities. The other six kings rule under the overlorship of the King of Nicosthene. Alexan, Phys, Rhylat, Arsinoe, Delphon, Ekippe are all tributary to the divine Lord of Nicosthene. I will take you to him. If anyone can help you, he can.”


  “Why should he wish to help me?”


  “Because you have saved me from death, and my life is important to him. I am a son of the king. He has many sons, but I am the seventh. As such I will inherit the rule of one of the seven cities upon his passage upward. He will be grateful . . .”


  “YOU are a somebody here?” I laughed.


  It was a bitter sound. “Do you think anything he can give would help me?”


  “I did not mean what you think. I mean only that he can give permission to search the sacred valley for your loved one. Without it we cannot even go back into the valley.”


  “What were you doing there, if it is not permitted you?”


  “Once a year the seventh son of the seventh son must examine the temple and the valley to make sure that the ancient treasure is still safe from outlanders or marauders. Our party was attacked by the Ungi, which is what the beasts are called. They are sacred beasts, protected by our race because they in turn protect the shrine of the ancient treasure from thieves, from irreverent spies, and from those who would use the ancient secret for the pleasure and power it would bring.”


  “What is this ancient treasure, green one?”


  “It were best you call me by name, stranger of the good heart. That is Donar Bonitore.”


  “My name is Jim. Big Jim Steel, from Pittsburgh, Pa., and other points. But why do you dodge the question about the treasure in the temple?”


  “It is an ancient treasure of great value. Even in my gratitude to you I cannot bring myself to speak of it openly.”


  “I wonder if it is the thing we came to seek. Did you ever hear of the Limping Mother of Sin? Hecate, the Vampire.”


  “That I have, Jim Steel. She it was who told us of the value of the treasure and to guard it well.”


  “Curious mind, that. Evidently she wanted you to take care of it till she got ready to wrest it from you. Certainly she did not want it badly at the time, or she would not have left it here. She gave me the map that lead me to that temple, and told me there was a treasure there worth any other a million times over. What can it be?”


  “She sent you to your death, Jim Steel.


  No man has ever escaped from that valley.”


  “Hecate did, evidently.”


  “Hecate came here in force, long, long ago. She set a fleet down in the valley, burst open the temple, looked at its treasures, left after bidding us guard it well.”


  “Or so you have been told. Is it possible that at that time she put some of her own men in secret charge of your government, and went away to allay the fears of the people?”


  “That is impossible. My own father rules Nicosthene!”


  “Is there no power greater than your father?”


  “There is only the oracle, which he obeys upon all important questions.”


  “. . . and what is the oracle?”


  “The oracle is a strange thing. It is a mist that grows upon an altar whenever one asks the idol of Krampat a question. Usually the mist speaks, sometimes it only grows dark with anger, then one knows something is wrong and asks another question.”


  “Sounds phony to me.”


  “I do not understand, ‘phony’.”


  “Never mind. Some day you will.”


  We had walked now for nearly an hour. The way had been rising for some time. At last Donar paused, felt with his hand upon the smooth stone wall of the passage, pressed an intricate sequence, and a door swung open. He stepped through, and I followed. We were in a similar passage. Donar walked down this passage, nodding gravely to two green men we passed, and walked through an arching doorway of carved stone. I followed.


  WE STOOD before a tremendous edifice of stone. I stood gawking upward and around like any country boy upon his first journey to the city. Nicosthene was awe-inspiring! These scaly savages of the marsh-lands must have had a terrific past on this planet. When the city was built, I had no way of knowing. Some of the vast piles showed many signs of age, others, smaller in size, seemed of newly erected material.


  Their architecture was weird and alien to my eyes. I had never seen a city of the marsh-men before, though Ceulna had described them to me; my mind, little used to the nuances of the Tuon Amazon’s tongue, had not absorbed her descriptions perfectly. They built in tiers of quarried rock; each stone must have weighed several tons. Each tier stood back from the lower by several feet, providing a walkway around the building at each floor. The shape was often octagonal, tower-like, then again was square and rugged, the tiers low-roofed. Again, some individualist among their architects had selected a more complicated and irregular shape for the base, a circle at each end of a square, or a diamond placed upon a circle for the second floor, and an octagonal level after that. The whole assumed an appearance like no other city I had ever seen, not unpleasing, as each walkway at each level was gardened and the feathery fronds of the lovely Venusian ferns lined each path while over and among the ferns blossomed the brilliant orchidaceous floral riot that is a Venusian flower garden. Along these walks strolled the people, ungarmented except for their harness and the brilliant baubles blown of glass which they hung upon the harness, or the sprays of colored feathers they wore over their crests, clipped to the spines. It made a scene extremely impressive, and I understood the pride upon Donar’s face as he stood watching me gaze upon his city.


  “One day you will rule here, Donar?”


  He nodded, but with a sudden sadness at my words that I did not understand. Somehow I gathered that the life of a ruler here was a burden and not a pleasant thing.


  I had hung the long sword of the fallen green man in my own leather harness, where it dangled, naked and bloody, beside my long legs. I must have made an incongruous sight among the scaled and crested natives of Nicosthene as we walked sedately down the broad, flowered avenues toward a vast tiered palace rising in the center of the city. It was the only building upon a circular plan entirely, and the only building in which the walks wound in a spiral up the sides. A true tower after the Babel pattern, it was unique and tremendous among the other buildings.


  Suddenly I started back with an exclamation of horror. Shuffling toward us was a tall green man, aged and hideous with the grey scales of some disease. But what had horrified and startled me was the realization that he wore the long concealing cloak of scarlet and gold that had marked the followers of Hecate in the conquered cities, now freed by the war of the Tuons against her hideous rule.


  “What does this mean, Donar?”


  “That is the revered person of a priest of the oracle! Why should you look so taken aback. There is nothing to fear.”


  “That’s what you think, brother! I know better. Turn aside, I do not wish that one to see me with you.”


  CHAPTER III


  
    I sing myself. I am man. One thing, man, and, no other. Only man-tree, kin-tree, gen-tree. I am man-thought, me..


    Elder Writings

  


  WE TURNED aside as I wished, but even as we passed from sight of the approaching red-robed figure, a little voice laughed within my mind and said:


  “Big Steel, we know you. The dying Hecate did not give you a gift, she sent you to me for her revenge. Do you remember me?”


  The telepathic ray-voice was extremely familiar, and my mind swung back through the years of unbelievable experiences that had been mine since first I met Ceulna upon the streets of my home city. Far off on Earth—in that gloomy city of steel-making and work and saloons and the night sky filled with the glare of the furnaces, on that dismal street of little houses all alike—that voice had come to me from Nonur, the evil witch who had been Ceulna’s boss before she stowed away on the ship that bore me to Venus; I had last seen her with Hecate, fighting the Venusian Tuon space navy . . . and had never heard of her again. She had been reported slain that night.


  “So you are here?” I was too experienced in thought-exchange to betray too many of my real feelings. That mask I had learned so well to pull over my thoughts began immediately its creation of false thought and a pleasant reaction rose falsely within me. Carefully my mind recounted how nicely her gown had fitted her the first night I had met her, under the crucified form of a dying girl on a stone cross.


  She seemed fooled by my automatic acting, for when she knew me I had been incapable of such mental trickery. Flattered, her mental voice betrayed that she too had an emotion of pleasure at sight of me.


  “It is too bad that I have to kill you, Jim. But these people are quite as innocent of knowledge of us as Earth’s millions. I cannot have you talking.”


  “What makes you so sure I will talk?” You know what I came here for!”


  “Yes, I know what you came for, and that Hecate gave it to you. But the treasure has long been in my hands. And what a treasure it is. I would enjoy showing it to you before you die. To let you know what you are missing.”


  “Well, why don’t you?”


  “I may. I’ll see you later. After I get through killing Ceulna. She is here with me.”


  “Ceulna!” I called aloud, a gladness and a desperation ringing in my voice, for I knew that the mech-ray would carry my voice to her if she were near Nonur in the ray-room. I heard her call faintly.


  “Jim!”


  “Nonur, if you harm her I will kill you with my bare hands.”


  “I saved her life, but not for you. I have a use for her. I need a force of men.” I remembered that when I met Ceulna she had been recruiting for Nonur, men were unable to resist her appeal. Under mental ray-control, against her will—a seductress to death!


  Where had been in my heart a dull resignation, now flooded a tide of hopeful resolve. I would get even with that black witch, Nonur, would . . . But how?


  DESPAIRINGLY I contemplated Donar. He did not suspect his city was really under the domination of the antique rays, in the hands of some remnant of Hecate’s power—was as ignorant and unbelieving, probably, as Earth’s credulous humans.


  “Does your oracle ever speak to you with a hidden voice?”


  Donar looked at me oddly.


  “How could you know that?”


  “Just guessing. I have heard of such oracles before. Is it a good oracle?”


  “It seems to know everything that goes on. One is very much afraid of its knowledge.”


  “And your father obeys it implicitly?”


  “He must or he would die. But it seems evil, sometimes.”


  “I can imagine!” I was beginning to get things into focus here.


  “Did you ever hear of the Elder race and the Elder caverns?”


  “I have heard of such things, but talk of them is forbidden. They are secrets belonging to the priests of the oracle. They are secrets kept by such priests since our world was young. I know nothing of the caverns; they are forbidden.”


  “. . . and how long have these priests of the oracle worn red robes with golden embroidery after an Earth pattern?”


  “That is not so long. Only since the time of the mighty Hecate’s visit to us. I do not know why, but the wearers of the scarlet robes have become the greatest of our priests since that time. It is all very mysterious, one is afraid even to speak of these things.”


  I did not answer. It was all too clear to me. But why had Hecate given me the map to the temple if it was already in the hands of her men? Somehow, in spite of all her evil, I could not believe that she meant me ill when she gave the map to me. It could even be that she thought I would go there in force with the Tuons and bring disaster upon Nonur. I would sooner think that, for there was little love lost between them.


  “I wish I knew for sure if Ceulna were in Nonur’s hands, or if it is a bit of their everlasting mimicking of living people after they are dead.”


  “What do you mean?” Donar looked at me amazed. I remembered suddenly that he did not even know of Nonur’s dominant position here as head of the caverns under Nicosthene. There was no more use trying to tell him than to try to tell an Earthman that there were Elder caverns under the basalt of Earth’s crust. So I passed it off . . .


  “I was musing of something in the past. Think nothing of it . . .”


  We now approached the great tower of the spiral stairs and began to mount the endless flight. A steady stream of dignitaries passed us by and an occasional red robe as well. These wrinkled and deadly customers gave me a sinister and amazed once-over, but none of them spoke. I could well imagine there was a great deal of secret confab going on about me. Certainly some of them must have known me quite as well as had Nonur. And hated me much more.


  The muscular, tall green men padded by on their wide-webbed feet, favoring us with many curious glances, but seemed on the whole an exceptionally polite and well-behaved people. The furore the advent of a man as strange to them as myself should have aroused in other cities was not present. But there was a buzz of comment after our passage that told us we were not unnoticed.


  The ray voice came again in my mind, saying:


  “You will never leave here alive to bring the Tuons and the Sea People down upon us. You will not betray us as you did Hecate!”


  The words did not trouble me so much as my own thoughts. I asked: “Is Ceulna with you as Nonur said?”


  “Ceulna is dead! Ha, haaaa . . .” The voice went off into maniacal, but sinister laughter. I knew then it was one of the ray hands whom the de-infection of the aged mech had driven insane, and that nothing he said could be relied upon. Yet I knew it was more likely that she had been killed by the monstrous creatures in the crater valley than that she had fallen into Nonur’s hands. It could well be true that Nonur was lying. Her kind would rather tell a lie than the truth as a matter of principle. “The truth can be used against you; a lie is never of aid to an enemy.” Besides all men are enemies of such as Nonur, and only used by ray-control or other force. But what could she want of me? In my case I saw that she intended to use Ceulna as a means of controlling me, so had said she lived and was in her hands. But if she were? I writhed at the thought. She were better off dead.


  I passed off the puzzle with a shrug, for there is no knowing what may be in such peculiar heads as Nonur’s, for they do not think in any normal pattern.


  WE ENTERED a great chamber on the third level, and passed up an aisle in a church-like silence of rustling and peering eyes and softened breathing. At the end of the aisle on a raised platform sat an elderly green man, his scaled skin old and rough, his crest pale and drooping. He bent to peer at us through large square spectacles, which he adjusted with his webbed hands. About him stood many of the brawny, near-naked marsh-men, nobles by the gaudy trappings and great jewels that flashed in their harness, and by the pride in their high-held heads. I looked back at them as curiously as they looked at me but my hands are horny with toil, and my soul is seared with degrading experiences so that I feel little of that emotion called pride. The old man spoke to Donar:


  “My son, where are your comrades of the sacred inspection of the relics of antiquity? Where is your guard of honor? And who is this stranger with the bloody and careless sword hung at his side? Naked steel in this room is a dishonor!”


  “O sire, disaster overtook our expedition to the shrine of the valley. We could not do our duty, too many of the Ungu set upon us. We should have waited for darkness, but pride in our ability and strength proved our undoing. My comrades were slain. As the fight with the beasts continued, I should have been killed myself had not this man leaped from nowhere and seized a sword from a dead hand to aid me. I can never repay him, for I owe him my life.”


  The old man looked at me curiously.


  “What were you doing in the sacred valley, stranger?”


  “I came because of a map given me by a dying friend.” I did not tell him that the ‘friend’ was Hecate, the undying vampire who had plagued the planet for so many centuries.


  “The map was a map to the sacred ancient shrine in the valley of the Ungi.” Donar said, looking at his father oddly.


  The old man pondered. “How your friend came by such a map is a curious matter. We have little traffic with the northern hemisphere. Your trappings are of the Tuon pattern. I did not know the Amazons allowed their males the freedom of such expeditions.”


  There was a faint sneer on the old man’s face as he said this, and I colored angrily. The males of the Amazons’ cities are always held in contempt on Venus among peoples whose males are dominant. I could not take his innuendo.


  “I am no Tuon, though I was near married to one when this happened to me. It is a favor I would like to ask of your reverence in return for the life of your son. My affianced is lost in that valley. Even as I sprang to aid your son, she must have been seized by the Ungi. I would request aid to hunt for her if she yet lives.”


  “No man can live in that valley alone and certainly no woman.”


  “She is no ordinary woman. She is of Tuon blood, and an important personage in Lefern.”


  “If we could help you we would, but it is a useless task you set us. No one can stay alive in that valley. These headstrong youths plunged into the valley in their pride, but it is a thing no one but the foolhardy would do in broad daylight. It is little safer after dark, when the Ungi bed down in their lairs. For then the great cats come out to prowl. There is no hope for her, but I will send trained hunters to look for her. That is all I can do. I wish we might do more.”


  I bowed my head, and following Donar’s example, backed away from the “presence”. He was a quite ordinary old man, after all, and not too difficult. I glanced at Donar. As a seventh son, he was supposed to be a somebody, but no one was paying him much attention. It was not a very impressive court.


  DONAR conducted me to a sleeping room, bade me goodbye for a few hours. We were to rise at midnight and accompany the hunters to the valley to search for signs of Ceulna.


  I dropped upon the broad sleeping platform, covered with skins and silken robes. I had hardly closed my eyes when I felt a rough hand shake me awake. I tried to put up a hand to help myself erect, only to find that both my hands and my legs were bound.


  “. . . and keep your mouth shut, too, or you get a club over the head. On second thought, I’d better gag you. These marsh-men have big muscles.”


  The voice was one not unknown to me, but I could not immediately place her. Then I remembered . . . Enora, Hecate’s aide on Venus. I looked at her despairingly as she adjusted a gag roughly in my mouth. Her huge, Square, unlovely figure bulked large beside me. I remembered the terrible strength that the ancient beneficials had built within her through the centuries she had served Hecate. Evidently she had been sent here to Nicosthene to organize the seven cities for Hecate’s purpose at the time Hecate was defeated and pursued through space to her eventual capture on Earth. Evidently the Sea People and the Tuon Intelligence had overlooked these branches of Hecate’s organization in their purging of all things that had felt the evil influence of the Blood-Users. Enora read my thoughts, laughing grimly.


  “Yes, Big Steel, there is no Hecate to protect you here. And we of the Old Order are not taking any chances with you. You are going to the caverns which are forbidden to these fools, the marsh-men, and there you will die as quickly as I have pumped your head of all that may be of value to us.”


  I groaned. Strong hands raised me to shoulders, I was borne off into the darkened passage, and then through a wall panel that clicked behind me, and down. Every step downward deepened the despair that had again become myself. What was the use? Hecate was dead, but the evil wisdom of the vampire methods of immortality she had evolved lived on in her followers. Would Venus and Earth ever be free of them? Would centuries pass and hecatombs of children be drained of their blood before men flung them off forever?


  If they were running this city in secret as they did many another city on earth, before the Sea People wiped them out, just who was going to intervene in my behalf? I knew I had no chance. As soon as Enora got through pumping my info on Tuon activities out of me, I was through living. That gave me about two days to live, at the longest.


  We were going rather slowly down long flights of steps, built between the walls of the tower of the ruler, when a noise of racing steps behind me made the blood surge through me in a flood of hope. A cry rang through the darkness.


  “Steel, Jim Steel!”


  The light of torches rushed nearer above us on the stairs.


  Enora yelled, in the backward idiom of ray-talk.


  “Flap your feet, or taste steel, you rascals,” and in the light of the approaching torches I saw that my bearers were the huge duck-footed men of the hot belt of Venus. The most formidable of the races of Venus physically, they are yet dull of mind, with small eyes and flat heads. Their feet are tremendous; the spreading web-feet of the green men mere lily pads by comparison. Evidently Enora had imported them for the hard labor of her secret clique under Nicosthene. However, fine feet they were for walking on the mud of the hot swamps of their home land, they were not the thing for sprinting down stairs and along stone passages. The pursuing men of Donar rushed rapidly closer and closer, at last Enora, now far ahead of us on flight, decided that the safest thing for herself, who was no speedster, being built more on the lines of a ray-tank, was to abandon myself until a more opportune time. She called to the huge obedient blacks to drop me, which they did literally, depositing me in a heap on my head. As they made off, their huge feet flopped on the floor like wet cement sacks.


  DONAR rushed up, severing the ropes about my wrists and ankles with a most carelessly slicing blade. I pulled myself erect painfully, but in the slight pause Enora had evidently entered another secret passage of which Donar was not as cognizant as he had been of the one on the upper floors of the tower. I cursed volubly.


  “We have got to find her. We’ll never get another chance like this one to kill her.” A ray voice in my mind said: “I’ll say you won’t. Nor would you have had this chance if a watcher had not fallen asleep.” Hearing that, I knew that further pursuit of Enora was worse than useless, since the ray could fire upon us if it wished. We went back to the doorway through which we had entered the passage, and there Donar bade me meet his friends the hunters.[2]


  He also questioned me about what had occurred.


  “It is unthinkable that this should have happened to a guest of the Rulers. I cannot imagine who did it! Or why?”


  “It was the people behind your blessed oracle, you innocent dupe! Your father is not the ruler, the oracle is boss! They sent an agent to kill me before I told you. But they made the mistake of not finding out that you were coming at the same hour to wake me for the hunt in the Valley of the Ungi.”


  “What you say is sacrilege! It cannot be. The oracle is as old as my people. How could it be people? It is an invisible God!”


  “Why have all Gods been invisible, Donar? You don’t know, but I will tell you! Because they do not exist! They are always mummery carried out to dupe people into paying something for nothing. The ancient racket that was your religion has been taken over recently by a new bunch of racketeers. How could you be expected to know it?”


  “What you say is incredible to me, I would rather you did not say it. You are insulting my most sacred beliefs. It is a sacred thing, the oracle. You must not mention it again, or it will be my duty to get angry. And that would be small payment for saving my life.”


  “You said yourself that it did not always seem good, what it bade your father do. Why then do you object when I tell you it was the people behind your oracle who just tried to make way with me?”


  “I do not know, my friend. It only pains me to carry on this conversation. Let us discontinue it.”


  “I would, except for the fact that the delusion you entertain about the oracle will be the cause of my death. If you did not believe as you do, it would not be necessary for them to kill me, for so many people would know about it that one more would not matter. Promise me one thing, Donar!”


  “Anything I can do for you I will do. It is my duty!”


  “All right. Promise me that if I am killed by these people, that you will send a man to the Tuon city of Lefern telling them of my death and who I think did it. That I think it is the followers of Hecate hiding here behind an ancient religious front. If the first messenger is killed, send another and another until you are successful, or are killed yourself.”


  “I will do as you ask, though you are wrong.”


  “When the Tuons come seeking me, promise me that you will see that they are told of whom I think killed me.”


  “They would not dare such an attempt twice.”


  “That’s what you think, brother. They will dare, and soon.”


  If I had only known how soon, I would have sat down on the floor to take thought on how to summon some of the power of my adopted people, the Tuons, and their allies the Sea People. But I put it off till after the hunt for Ceulna in the valley of the monstrous trees and the hideous and likewise monstrous Ungi beasts.


  THERE were twenty of the tall green marsh-men. These were a different stamp than the city dwellers of his race I had seen heretofore. They were men of the swamps and forests that the Ruler had summoned to aid me in finding my affianced. They were hunters used to combat with the wild life of the Venusian jungles, so much more dense and riotous than the worst jungles of Earth. On their faces was a grim knowledge won by hard trails in their everyday pursuit of the furs and the meat that form so large a part of the trade in Venusian cities. They were lean and hard and scarred, and they wore their weapons with an air no city fop ever achieved. On their backs hung the wicked Venusian crossbow and a quiver of the short explosive bolts that were the ammunition for the crossbow. At their sides from their plain, unjeweled leather harness hung heavy curve-bladed swords, a different weapon than the straight long-sword worn by the soldiery of Nicosthene. In addition they carried a wicked bladed short-handled stabbing spear, the head as long as an arm and wide as a shovel. They looked efficient and smart, and their grim, capable appearance gave me a better hope for success. If by some chance Ceulna lived in that terrific primeval forest that was the crater of the mountain upon the outer side of which Nicosthene had been built, these were men who could find her.


  Donar led us at a dog-trot back along the tunnel by which we had come so short a time ago, and we emerged from the ancient stone gate of the crumbling sacred temple. Night lay among the mighty trees whose sight always gives one a feeling of impotence, of puny insufficiency, of an awe of the awful growth power that erects these vast spires toward heaven. Up and up they towered, vast columns of darkness into the night, breathing and rustling their own knowledge of our presence. Softly the feet of the hunters went on ahead of us out into that night, under those trees that are so much more than trees, trees which many classes and bribes of Venusian men still worship as did the Druids of old, and as the blacks of Africa still worship. One can feel that they are right, for there is a majesty in such an assemblage of life form, standing forever side by side and surviving the endless centuries while man perishes and scrambles and passes on beneath their branches.


  Donar and I brought up the rear now, for we were in truth but excess baggage. These men knew what to do. Several of them followed my and Donar’s scent to the place of battle, where lay now stripped skeletons of the huge Ungi we had left bleeding corpses. Tracks of many kinds had packed the soil about the skeletons. Huge carnivores and scavengers of Venusian animal life had fought here over the meat.


  The leaders of the hunters held on leash small, wiry “tidlars,” a kind of dog-size animal that is half reptile, nearly blind, with a fluffy growth of feathers and a scaled tail and legs. These seem possessed of a superior sense of smell. They passed unerringly across the scene of death and on to the place on the grass where I had left Ceulna. Her pistol still glittered on the grass. The tidlars made a great fuss over it, for it had her scent—which they had been given from her scarf which I had tucked in my belt pouch. Then they went on, silent again. Their eerie hunting was strictly silent, except when excited, as by the find of the pistol, when they give vent to a slight cry something like a great catbird might emit. A meeowr, over and over, and a leaping up and down and around like hounds about to be fed told us that they were at another find and I raced ahead to see what it might be. I found only a crater in the earth, and about it the fragments of metal and drive gear that told me our plane had been blown up.


  Back along our trail the tidlars went, still straining madly at their leashes, and after them the hunters, some with their crossbows in their hands, bolt in the cradle, watching overhead and behind, their heads never still, but darting around on their supple necks in a way no Earthman could imitate.


  The trail led back the way we had come for a space, then turned away toward the cliffs. Here the tidlars followed straight along the base of the mighty cliff for minutes, but suddenly turned in to the cliff and stopped, whining and sniffing and giving their weird meeowr over and over. The hunters stood waiting for us, evidently baffled. I ran forward.


  “What does it mean? What have they found?”


  The leader looked at me sadly.


  “It means your woman has taken wings and we cannot follow a trail into the sky. Either they walked up the wall of the cliff, or flew away. Here the trail ends.”


  “Cast about, look. It cannot just end like that.”


  “It cannot, but it does. I think she must have been taken into another airship or borne up the cliff by the Ungi, or . . .”


  I was looking at the side of the cliff where the little hunting animals were doing a mad dance against the rock in their eagerness to follow a trail that evidently went into the cliff, right into solid rock. Something clicked in my brain, and I said to Donar:


  “She could have been carried into a hidden door in that cliff side. Let us look where the tidlars leap.”


  POKING and prying with their strong spear hafts, the hunters shortly uncovered the cracks around the place where the tidlars insisted the trail led. These jointings of the door had been hidden with cleverly twined vines and moss. To get the door open after we found it was another thing. We pryed at it with the heavy stabbing spears, but presently, perhaps because we had accidentally touched some hidden spring, it swung open of itself, pivoting ponderously outward and revealing a dark and forbidding opening. I plunged in first, but after me poured the hunters with the tidlars straining at their leashes. As the last of our party entered, the great door swung ponderously shut behind us and somewhere a soft and evil titter told me that the door had not been closed by us. No one but myself heard this evil laugh triumphing as we entered, it seemed, and I laid it to nerves.


  The tidlars led us through a maze of cross-passages. Our torches revealed only that the doors and openings we passed were so numerous that we would never find our way out if anything happened to the little beasts who led us. Even as I realized that we were not even marking the trail as a good cavern explorer would, and opened my mouth to call a halt and discuss exactly what we were going to do about getting out . . . it happened!


  One by one the torches of the hunters flickered, lowered, died into darkness. I stood with hand upraised, about to shout, and found myself standing in utter darkness. Astounded by the weirdness of the thing, I stood for a moment in awe, but the screams of the little animals began to rend the dark about our ears. Something was happening to them, and the darkness made it impossible to say what might be happening. Even as the torches had weirdly guttered out in our hands for no reason, so did the screams of the dying little hunting animals lower, rattle and die out in death. They had trailed their last quarry, I knew without hearing it from anyone’s lips. I had a pretty good idea of what was happening, too, but I hated to face the knowledge in my mind.


  Through the darkness now came that evil titter, but louder and louder, higher and higher in pitch, more and more mad in quality. Over the maddening unseen cachinnation of sound I called:


  “Join hands, then whatever attacks us will have to overcome us all. Together we are safer than if we allow the darkness to separate us.”


  I tried to fill my voice with confidence, but I had little of it in truth. I was a man who had too often been overcome by the sort of power I knew must be alive in these ancient warrens under the cliffs of Nicosthene.


  Even as I tried to bring the men together in a compact group so that we would not become separated, some great body plunged upon us in the dark, snarling and ripping the life out of a victim. The side of the unseen beast struck me, hurled me half a dozen steps to the side. As I stood, irresolute, listening to the sound of my marsh-men friends struggling with some destroying beast they could not even see. A sharp clang came from just before me, and as I put out my hands toward the sound, I felt a cold roundness, a familiar feel. Nothing but iron bars can feel like that in the dark. A grating had been dropped between myself and my marsh-men. We were all in the hands of Nonur, I knew surely, now.


  CHAPTER IV


  
    Out of the night,


    Blind in the light,


    Came the maid of all heart’s desire.


    Unnamed, unspeaking, her.


    White of her skin,


    The dreams brushed in her hair,


    Bright with stars, or fire . . .


    “The Nameless Maid”


    Old Venusian Ballad

  


  NONUR’S voice laughed in my brain. “Infrared, Mr. Steel. One can see quite well in the dark with it, and the penetray. These caverns will be your tomb.”


  “I’m not dead yet, Nonur.” I grated. “No, but your manner of dying will be entertaining. There is no hurry, you can not escape me now.”


  “You sound like a melodrama. Why don’t you brush up, be a modern demoniac. You’re old-fashioned. But of course, a woman of your extreme age . . .” I chuckled. It always gave me pleasure to speak of age to these blood-sacks. It was to them a horrible thing with which they struggled continuously, using ever more and more transfusions. Some of them had in their arms little silver tubes into the veins, every night to which were hooked the tubes which removed their own blood as the young blood of a child was pumped in. But in spite of all their struggles, in spite of their refusal of all food but the blood of the young, age made itself felt, marked their faces and bodies until they became so hideous that they hid from the sight of all men. Nonur was vain, and the gradual decay of her beauty was, I knew, her one and only concern. The centuries left their marks in other ways, too. They spoke as our grandmothers spoke, used idioms and ways of the past, and the incongruity of this old-fashioned behavior made them laughable in the eyes of a modern man. Laughable, if one could forget for a minute their hideous, evil nature. That vampirism was not only done on Venus, but was in truth a practiced, customary pursuit of secret cliques on Earth, the worst truth I ever unearthed and had to face. Such things are almost impossible for the mind to accept, even when they stare you in the face in the person of a vampire who had survived a dozen centuries, as had Hecate and some of her followers.


  The base foul grossness of Nonur’s degenerate being flamed now in a succession of curses which delighted me. It is not often one gets a chance to hurt the feelings of a monster as callous as her.


  “You cannot escape age or the consequences of your foul and evil life. Nonur, why not give up and die now, before all the things that will happen to you at the hands of the Tuons come to pass. Ceulna and I gave them our destination when we left on this jaunt. They will be here for us, it is time now. We intended to stay but two days.”


  “If that were true, you would not tell me, Steel. You will die in my arena, struggling against the worst forms of life on this planet. And every time you kill one beast, you will be sorry, because it only means you face worse the next time. You will die many deaths before you die. I intend to help you win, so that at the end I can take your broken body and complete your torments in ways you know about. You know what you face, Steel. Try and die before I let you, that is all!”


  I felt the soft sweep of her invisible ray, a sound like no other, like the sweep of a distant broom cutting air. Always the sweep of those rays through the air reminded me of the ancient witches riding their brooms—and they make a sound somewhat like a sweeping broom, or like a sword whistling through the air. I knew she was gone, that I was alone again.


  As I stood there in the dark, more lonely perhaps than I have ever been before in my life, I was sure there was no hope for anything for me, ever. The despair that had consumed me upon the first loss of Ceulna swept over me again, and I sank to the floor. Great sobs—mingled sorrow and rage shook me. I ground my teeth and beat the floor with my fists. A man does such things in the dark when there is no one to see.


  A soft hand touched my bare arm, and a still softer voice said:


  “Come, friend. Nonur is not watching. She has fallen asleep. Do not ask questions. Come, quickly, with me.”


  I knew there was nothing to be gained by refusing, and perhaps everything to gain by doing as the voice asked. I rose, followed the soft touch on my arm. The creature seemed to have eyes suited to the dark. She, or he, or it moved with a swiftness my feet stumbled to match.


  Doors slid aside before us, metal gratings lifted clinking in their slots as we passed. She knew her labyrinth, and moved through the dark as a blind man through his home. Presently a faint glow began to grow ahead in the round boring we traveled. As soon as it grew stronger I paused to look at my companion. A faint whistle escaped me as I took in the tall, slender whiteness of her, the delicate features, the floating hair, the infinitely sensitive being clothed with flesh that floated on slim bare feet beside me. Her eyes turned toward me at the sound, but the eyes were pale and strangely blank. For a long moment I did not understand, and then a strange pathos, a feeling that one feels when a small puppy is run over, or a kitten falls from a roof, ran over me. She was blind!


  HER slender body was clothed in one long, flowing garment of pure white; a thin, glistening fabric. I knew it was of the Elder weave, for no modern mortal ever achieved the fine delicacy with modern coarse threads that the Elder race put into such intimate garments. Through the fabric her maiden’s body glowed and moved with an utter sureness, a confidence in itself such as only the noblest of the race of men ever achieve. She was all spirit and grace and the slender, delicate, utter essence of beauty, and she was . . . blind!


  My voice sounded to me like a profaning of life’s best and most sacred as I said: “Who and what are you? I do not understand!”


  The strength and masculine coarse tones of my voice just did not harmonize in my mind with her in any way—I was the beast walking beside beauty and trying to be nonchalant. My big, hairy arm upon which her hand rested as snow rests on block rocks, was somehow filled with a coarser kind of life than vibrated in her body.


  “Long ago, before Hecate came and placed her minions over us, we ruled the caverns under the Seven Cities of the South. My mother was the oracle of Nicosthene, and tradition had made the Oracle the prime mover of all things in the Seven Cities of the marsh-men. We are not their kind of people. We held aloof from the great, strong, scaled green men, and when Hecate came, there were not enough of us to hold her off. We died, or were enslaved. You know of Hecate?”


  “Yes, little angel, I know much too much of Hecate. Thank God she is dead.”


  “We kept the caverns and the ancient sciences secret from the marsh-men, which was an evil, but we tried to make it up by keeping their life clean of trouble, by giving them safety and good government through the oracles which their Kings obey. In some ways it was good. But now they are all in the hands of the Limping Hag’s men, have been since I was a child.”


  “Where does all that leave myself? And yourself? What are you meaning to do now with me?”


  “We have gradually worked up a little resistance to the evil rule of Nonur, whom the Hag left in charge here. I am taking you to our own forces, the people of the secret caverns, to show you what might have been, to ask you to help us, and to save you from the cursed vampire. I heard her curse and revile you—that is how I knew you were not evil!”


  “That is the best way of knowing, little spirit-of-light-in-the-darkness. What is your name. I cannot call you angel all the time, or should I? Certainly it fits.”


  “Our people do not have names. It is a custom we do not happen to have developed. When you think of me, I will hear you. We do not even speak, except to the marsh-men, and to strangers like you.”


  I looked at her, wondering if she were not lying. Her delicate cheek flushed a deep crimson as I mentally called her a liar. She said:


  “We do not have the custom of lying, either. But you are a stranger with much to learn. I forgive you.”


  A people as naturally telepathic as that would not need names or lies. They would know each other without names, and they would not be able to lie for the lie would be read in their minds. Perhaps she was telling me the truth.


  “Our race has been blind for ages. Nature has made other senses take the place of sight with us.


  I thought she was taking me to a place of safety, and I guess she meant to, well enough, though where that could be if Nonur was ray-boss here I could not figure. The whole set-up was strange to me, and as a file of the great-bodied black duckfooted men swung suddenly into the corridor ahead of us, bearing down on us from side opening or passage—the girl put her hand to her mouth in sudden fear and hesitation. One of the blacks, about to pass us by unnoticing, suddenly turned to his fellow, asking:


  “Is this not the one whom Enora had us bear into the passage, and whom we had to leave behind?”


  HIS comrade stopped, peered into my face, then turned to the girl beside me.


  “What does this mean? This man is meant to die, should be in chains! How come you to be with him?”


  “Enora’s plans have been changed. He is my prisoner. I take him to the place of the Master for examination.”


  “Your master is not our master. This man belongs to Enora, and she is our master.”


  I could not understand the politics of the discussion, but I knew very well I preferred the little girl as a jailer to the large-bodied Enora and her blacks or the evil Nonur. The blacks, about a dozen in number, had bunched up in a group, stood dully behind their leader who had stopped to interrogate the blind girl. I whipped out the long sword with which Donar had equipped me, and let him have it in the side. The huge blade sank into his flesh even deeper than I intended, for I am no swordsman. As I tugged at the blade, stuck in the tough black sinews, I screeched at the girl:


  “Run, I’ll be right behind you.”


  The other huge-thewed blacks, dull witted and slow, but terrible in the strength that is in them, were tugging at their own swords, were spreading out to surround me. I freed the blade, leaped to one side to draw them into movement that would leave me room for flight. One great black arm swung a sword at my head, I parried it clumsily, used the sweep of the parry to carry the blade into the muscles of his arm. He dropped the sword, tugged at a dagger in his belt with the other hand. I shoved him into his mate, sped past and legged it after the vague white form that had obeyed my command to flee. Fast as I could run, she was faster, drew steadily away from me.


  “Angel . . .” I shouted. “Don’t leave me. I don’t know what to do next.” Behind me pounded the flopping wide feet of the blacks, a horror sound in the half-dark of this passage, lit by a faint glowing tube that ran its length along the top of the round ceiling. Ahead flitted the graceful form of my strange blind little friend; on and on went the chase. Gradually we left the heavy-footed, flat-headed black men of the southlands behind. The little blind delicacy ahead stopped by an opening in the passage, waited till I came up beside her. Her face was accusing as she stood there, not looking at me with those pale blank eyes, but sensing me with her mind. I could almost hear her thought.


  “Great coarse creature, must you kill? Is there never any other way?”


  “I cannot help it if I cannot see another way to deal with those who would kill me.” She sniffed, and said in her still, little voice like far-off whispering:


  “You did not say you could speak with your mind, or hear the mind. It would have made things easier if you had told me.”


  “I never read a mind without telaug apparatus before. I do not understand why I should now. It must be the excitement.”


  “I see. Come, we go down here.”


  She stopped and pressed a stone set in the solid rock of the floor as if to fill some hole left by removal of a cable or pipe. A great slab of the floor pivoted slowly, and we went down a flight of steps, the stone swinging back behind us.


  “They will not know where we went. They do not know the caverns, are really strangers imported here by Enora because they are tractable, and easily deluded into serving for nothing. They receive no pay, but certain of the cavern mech is used to entertain them. You know . . .?”


  “I know how such things are done. Yes. I was a slave of Hecate’s for years, and, too, I have worked for the Tuon intelligence. Can’t you read me?”


  “I have not had time. Sometime I will. It will be necessary, if you have been of the order that served the dead Hecate.”


  “I am quite willing, little white spirit. Now, lead on. I want to know where I stand, and get out of here. I must seek my bride, Ceulna!”


  THE girl’s face fell. Being blind, she A did not know, perhaps, that her emotions were readable by her facial expression. “So you have a mate?”


  “I had, two days ago when I landed in the valley of the Sacred Temple. Now, I do not know if she is in the hands of Nonur, or if the Ungi have long cleaned her bones.”


  “But you want to know. Perhaps you shall. It depends on the master.”


  “Just who and what is the master?”


  “When Hecate conquered these caverns, our rulers had certain technical methods that Hecate wanted for her own. They could not be learned easily—and she did not have time to study, being in the midst of her war with the Tuons. So she set up a kind of duplicate government. Our rulers kept their homes and their lives and their people; but the master-weapons and the real power she gave to her own, such as Nonur and Enora, whom you know—though those two have come here more recently. We of the old race serve our old masters. It is our right, guaranteed by Hecate in return for certain teachings. She never returned to complete her plans here, and the set-up of dual government she left has grown steadily more and more shaky and explosive. That is why there are two masters and two governments. We may be able to protect you against these enemies of yours, but you will be expected to do something in return. What that may be I do not know—though you probably do.”


  “I should imagine they want an alliance with the Tuons, mean to send me to arrange it.”


  “That could be. Now, be ready, we approach the Presence!”


  I should have guessed by the appearance and strange superior qualities of the blind, nameless girl that what I was about to see was nothing to which my mind was accustomed. She led me into a room such as I had never even dreamed existed anywhere on any planet. The strangest thing about the room was that it was alive! The walls were the color of flesh, a soft pink, seeming to pulse and glow with weird, lovely life of their own, and the floor gave to the feet as though one were walking on prone bodies. I could not even imagine what this effect meant, though the girl whispered a strange word to me, it meant nothing. She said “Dunder!” which only added to my wonder, and told me nothing at all.


  About the room stood or reclined nearly a hundred people, and the qualities which had so struck me in the girl were here repeated a hundred times over and in some of them, much stranger qualities were evident.


  I could feel their minds reaching for me, a sensation much the same as a hundred eyes turning upon me, yet vastly different. One is more embarrassed by mental nudity than at any other kind, and here I stood before these telepaths with my mind naked and revealed by their combined mental sight. As my face flushed red a slight titter ran like muffled, brittle glass breaking all around the chamber, though no lips moved, and not a head turned toward me. The girl beside me stamped her foot, and I could sense her furious mind berating their want of courtesy.


  There was a luxury and a decadence in that weirdly lovely chamber. Those bodies were so soft and delicate, these faces too pale, these hands too unused to labor and creation. Yet a vital glow of something very like physical health, much augmented, permeated the atmosphere; so that inadvertently one looked for athletics, for huge powerful bodies sweating—but these things were not there, and not the cause of the sensation. It was the walls, the weird fleshlike substance coating everything in the chamber, that gave off this vital aura I sensed.


  Upon a low-raised platform at the end of the room a youth about the age of the girl beside me reclined. His face was soft and undeveloped as the girl’s, his eyes as pale and unnatural and yet beautiful. There was little of the male about him, yet a strange strength was in his face. I could sense his mind turning toward me, searching me, and I tried to read his, but caught only a vague dreamlike view of a mind engaged in a study of the past and engaged in an insoluble problem, something like looking into the mind of a chess student.


  HE RAISED a hand, and the girl and I walked toward him. We stood there, and I knew the girl was talking volubly, yet no sound was uttered by any one. All listened in rapt attention, then the youth spoke.


  “Stranger with a name called Steel, we need you. You have come to a people who need you greatly.”


  “You can not need me more than I need you! In two days I have lost my young and lovely bride, and been near death a half-dozen times. My luck cannot continue.”


  “If it is luck, it cannot. But if I had your brawn, Steel, I would not call such things luck. You must be a bit hard to kill.”


  “That may be. But if I know Nonur—and I think I know her better than perhaps you do—whatever you are going to do with me or for me had better be done. She will not let any silly rules or conventions or political considerations stand between her and her desires. If she wants me, she will come here and get me.”


  “She may come, but she will not get you. We are not powerless here, and we have a use for you.”


  “You want me to get Tuon strength here to reinforce your own. But that is the very reason Nonur and Enora wish to kill me, because I will lead their enemies to them. What makes you think you can keep them from killing me? If you want such help, all you have to do is send for it yourself. They are very anxious to wipe out all remnants of the Limping Mother’s ancient power!”


  “Before the coming of Hecate, we feared and hated all the savage races of the northern half of the globe. We wanted to search your mind to find out about these people who fight Hecate. Hecate was not a person easily killed. If we ask the Tuons here, their power might be so great that we would find we had got ourself into an alliance that would devour us.”


  “I understand. But if I were you, and knew what you must know about such spawn of evil as Nonur and Enora and the others of Hecate’s band, I would not hesitate. Nothing could be worse, and most certainly not the noble Amazons. Their ethics and their intentions are the finest I have found on two worlds.”


  Just where this conversation would have led, I do not know, but what I feared would happen, did. A great projection of Nonur spun madly into solidity in the center of the weird chamber of flesh-like walls, and standing in the sphere of force beams, Nonur, with a face of hard anger, gritted at me:


  “You think to escape me, you thing of Hecate’s! You will not.”


  I grinned at her.


  “You should not get so angry. When you screw your face up, all the wrinkles show.”


  She winced at the mention of wrinkles, a fine net of which were slowly becoming ineffaceable upon her pink-soft flesh. But she knew I only taunted her because it might be my last chance to hurt her before she went to work on me as I had seen others worked over in the past. She turned to the reclining youth who, I had gathered, was the “Master,” whatever that meant.


  “Give me this man, Master of the Nameless. He has been one of us for many years, and he has betrayed us to our enemies. He must die.”


  All of which was true enough, yet how false words can sound when the truth is very much more.


  “I sent my messenger to get this man, Nonur of the Earth-People, because this man knows many things I want to learn. I will give him to you when I finish with him, if I think he deserves death.”


  “You will give him to me now, O little man who thinks he rules, or I will teach you now and forever that I am not Hecate, who could cozen you for the sake of a few words of wisdom. I will not dicker with you. Give me this man, or I turn loose my spayderines[3] upon you! I am not talking to hear myself! It is time you learned who is master here!”


  CHAPTER V


  
    “The Ups that taste not water or love, or food, Hell’s hotter Heart . . . is Nonur, Queen of Evil . . .”.


    From “Hell’s Queen” by Tular of Lefern

  


  I HAD no idea these delicate people could resist the power of this pirate band, even were they numerous. The pirates were redoubtable and able warriors with the antique ray weapons—there were none better on Earth or Venus—and I knew Nonur would not risk a hair of her head. She was sure of herself. Whatever condition had made this slender youth and these delicate blind people think they were masters in these caverns, I knew it could not be true. I did not want to be the one to bring to head a brawl that I was sure would cast the lives of most of them. I looked for a moment at the delicate vibrant beauty of the blind girl beside me, who must hold in her head many secrets of the Elder race much more valuable than my own life, and I could not bring myself to let my inaction cause a battle in which she would most certainly be killed, for I knew the tactics of such ray-fighters as Nonur. They kill the best-loved first “because it takes the heart out of them.” In ray-battles one knows the minds of everyone the rays touch, and the many watch-rays hook all the minds up in one great, sensitive, pain-wracked mind. Such cruel fighters as Nonur then pick out the persons who all the heard minds fear will be hurt and proceed to kill them first—by reading the general mind betrayed by the many watch-rays of the telaugs. I turned to the solido-graph projection of Nonur.


  “Never mind, Nonur, you can have your way. Rather than argue about it, I will give myself up. These people know nothing of me, why bring them into it. I only followed the girl through the tunnels . . .”


  The “reclining youth waved a hand at Nonur.


  “Reading his mind, I see he desires death anyway. In which case, if you promise me his death will be painless, I give him to you. Who am I to argue with a man’s own heart. He wants to die!”


  “We will also talk about the Dunder formula at our next meeting. That question has dragged on long enough.”


  Nonur was mollified, and indeed these mad cavern creatures such as Nonur are unpredictable. At one time they are demons bent on complete destruction of all life, at another time they will allow almost any affront to pass unchallenged.


  The youth said to her:


  “The Dunder formula is ours. If I give that to you, it will then be another of our ancient sacred secrets you will request, and then another, and in the end we will die. I cannot understand how to make a binding bargain with what I have to offer.”


  “You mean you do not trust me?” Nonur’s voice was comically incredulous.


  The youth looked at her a long time, trying to search her mind, but a beam such as she was speaking over conducts thought only when polarized by an adjustment to induct the thought of the subject. Nonur had not made this adjustment. Her mind was blank.


  “I do not wish to insult you, Nonur, but I don’t trust you fully, in truth.”


  I laughed out loud, I could not help it. To one who knew such as her intimately, it was a ridiculous conversation. She could not have been trusted with a dime if a child’s life depended on it.


  The youth looked at me with his blind eyes, reading me as I laughed. His face darkened. He sighed in perplexity.


  “Give her nothing you can avoid,” I said. “When she has obtained everything that she can she will turn and rend you. She is wholly a viper, a mad destructive mind of the worst type. Do not believe her in anything.”


  “Yet you are giving her your life?”


  ONLY to avoid the loss of yours, and your charming sisters.” I had deduced their relationship by their resemblance. “I do not think you have the ability or the weapons to battle these people, or I would be quite willing to allow you to fight for my life. I think your life is allowed to continue in order to get information from your daily life that could be obtained in no other way. You should remember that Hecate began her career by stealing secrets from a hidden group of wise men. The habit is inbuilt in her organization. You are but a dupe of the Earth-pirates. Why do you not know it?”


  “If what you say is true, it were better we died fighting, than to go on feeding this monstrous thing with our wisdom. It is hard-won knowledge from many centuries of the past lives of our wise men. They must not do this!”


  “Yes, and those centuries your forefathers were studying and dying, these were living on the blood of innocents, battening fatter on vampire food, and looting and destroying the future of the whole Earth with their mad lusts. Do you know that on Earth my people have been deprived of the knowledge of the Elder caverns, too?”


  “I did not know that!”


  “It seems there are many things you do not know. If you want allies, why don’t you ask the green men above to aid you. Donar is a fine Prince, his father is an honorable man—why do you deprive them of the knowledge of the caverns?”


  “It is an ancient custom to do so!”


  “You are afraid of what they would think if they learned of your age-old pleasures, you mean. Do you know how despicable such an attitude is in truth?”


  “It is despicable, isn’t it?”


  “Extremely so. You think you are better than the green men above on the surface, but the reverse is true! You are a pale, blind, decadent race, and the green men could save you but your pride will not allow them to do so. That is very silly!”


  The whole lazily reclining group were now on their feet, the delicate pallor of their skin diffused with the red blood of anger. They looked much more alive that way.


  “It is not the way of the Gods!”


  “What Gods? Yourselves?”


  “The Gods of the machines. They would object!”


  “That has the earmarks of a superstition to me. Whatever you mean, it is not true!” We had all forgotten Nonur and her ultimatum and my promise in the heat of our discussion. Just what we would have decided or done I never learned, for a file of Enora’s black, monstrous warriors plodded in on their great, flapping feet and seized my arms. One pulled my sword from its scabbard before I realized what was happening. There was no sign of resistance from the pale, delicate people of the “nameless” race, though the girl who had brought me gave a cry of sorrow and of indignation as I was led away like a sheep to the slaughter. Just what they might have done given time and thought upon the matter I do not know. I believe they were a kind of pet people of Hecate’s, who milked them of wisdom, and nothing they did showed me different. That age-old knowledge of the machines and the thought of the Elder race can be worth endless pains to such infinite rascals as Hecate and her spawn of the caverns.


  THE file of warriors, me in the center, passed now through a section of the caverns inhabited and bustling with life. Slaves piled bales of merchandise in great rooms, frozen meat hung in long rows in refrigerated chambers—meat that looked, some of it, very human. I did not know if these blacks ate human flesh, but it was quite probable they were learning the taste for it from their leaders. The demoniac background, the history of the ancestors of such as Nonur which I had gathered here and there in conversations with cavern people, always included the tradition of cannibalism, a tradition still alive and a part of their life. Nonur herself, upon our first contact long ago in the caverns under the U. S. city of B. . . . had shown me that she was the product of a school of thought, a way of life wholly evil, which had made of her an automaton of evil deeds. Her use of the organ of opposites, of pain and pleasure, could only have been the product of an age of evil teaching, for, like music, such virtuosity does not grow overnight. That evil did have such an age-old background, such a host of forebears, such an infinite history and intense cultivation of intricate and difficult arts, had been a revelation to me then. Now, being led by Enora’s blacks toward the inner sanctum of what I saw was a large and functioning organization still, I thought of those evil arts of Nonur—and wondered if I was to be on the “other end of the wires,” as the crucified girl had been that first night in the caverns.


  Wondering again of Ceulna’s fate, I could not help but feel glad that I would not have to go on without her. The sooner death came the better.


  The blacks led me to a long series of barred cells, a jailer received me at a desk, threw open one of the cells. I was thrust in, the door locked. The heavy flopping feet plodded off, a horror-sound of dull obedience, of slavish lack of self-will—a sound much too reminding to me of the hordes of men on Earth plodding to work, work which supports the evil life of the caverns all unknown to most of them. The blacks had no real understanding of the horrible vampiric life their daily labor and courage was strengthening.


  As I turned from the bars of the door to look about me I saw that the cell was not small, but contained a dozen men sitting or lying about in dejected attitudes. They glanced at me, half curious and half derisive, but said nothing. On Earth I would have been the target of a general interrogation, here it was not good form to ask a man questions unless needful. If I had something to say, I would say it, if not, let me keep my privacy.


  The men were of three races, the tall, green amphibians, the dull, flat headed blacks, and three of the fierce redskins of the equatorial belt. These I looked at curiously, for I had not contacted any of the race before. I had heard much of their hot-headed nature, their extreme combativeness bordering on blood-lust, and of their mental quickness coupled with a muscular dexterity making them the most feared warriors of Venus. But my business on Venus had never led me close to any of them, though certain of their leaders had at times interviewed Hecate, I had never been present to hear what went on.


  I asked one of them in the jargon that is used over all Venus between different races—“Have you ever heard of the Mighty Hecate?”


  ONE of them looked at me contemptuously.


  “She is called ‘The Mighty Hecate’ only by the swine who serve her. To me she is the ‘Limping Hag.’ What about her?”


  “I was thinking we might have something in common. We do! We both hate the Hag’s men.”


  He grinned.


  “And that is why we are here. But how could one help hating them? You know what they do with children?”


  “I know, only too well.”


  “Can a man like that? No, he must fight it! If such things prosper in the near future, it means the end of all mankind everywhere. They will become the blood cows for a vile race of ‘superior’ beings, who will subject us to always greater degradation as their long life makes them better able to trample us underfoot.”


  “That is what I wanted to learn—if you men understand why you were here. Much can be done with understanding men.”


  “We are here to entertain the vampires by fighting and dying for their entertainment. That our death leaves the children of our race that much more unprotected is only incidental.”


  “I do not know much about this part of the world. Are the Hagmen strong here?”


  “Everywhere but in the sea. The Tuons considered their work done when they cleaned them out of their territories. But they were strong under the Seven Cities, and many fled here from the war with the Tuons and the Sea People. They hid behind the Blind Masters here, who are deluded, and do not know what fearful things they harbor. These caverns have always been secret from the surface, here in the Southern lands. The Sea People themselves do not know what is here. Respecting the Blind Masters, they leave the Hagmen alone. It is sad, but what can we do?”


  “We can escape, bring them down upon the hiding vampires!”


  “We will be dead within days. Others do not know the truth.”


  “Yes, one learns the truth too late.”


  TIME dragged by leadenly. To amuse themselves, the agile red men began to practice with their slender, curved swords. I watched their unbelievably clever fencing with an envious eye. If only I could make a sword dance as could these red-skinned savages! Presently I said:


  “I have no weapon but this heavy blade of the Marsh-men. I know nothing of the art of sword play. If you taught me something of the tricks you display so lavishly, I would be grateful.”


  The red one I had spoken to before laughed.


  “Our skill is the product of a lifetime of training. You could not learn it in the short while you will live. Why bother?”


  “For the fun of it. My huge blade is longer, let me see you disarm me.”


  Much of the strength given me by Hecate’s integrative rays still remained with me. Coupled to my naturally huge wrists and hands this made me able to handle the big swords of the marsh-men easily. I whipped the yard-long steel from its scabbard, whistled it about the laughing red man’s ears. He ducked in unfeigned fright, for nothing is so dangerous as a sharp sword in a tyro’s hands.


  “What you ask is a great deal, white stranger! While I know enough not to harm you with my blade, you might stupidly spit me like a fowl. I do not like to teach you with that great thing you carry. If you would use a length of wood . . . but there is none.”


  I looked about. There was nothing but the heavy poles of which the bunks were constructed. I looked the bunks over, selected the thinnest of the hardwood poles, put my great hands to it and pulled it loose from the heavy framework with one wrench. As I turned around with it in my hands, I found the company all on their feet, staring at me with awe. Unconsciously I had performed an unbelievable feat of strength!


  “This job you have given me is still fraught with peril . . .” laughed the tall, sinuous red man, the plumes of his head nodding with his mirth. “You have the strength of an Ungi! One blow of that bludgeon would do as much damage as a sword, you great booby. However, let us see what you can do . . .”


  He lunged lithely at me with the long curving blade, I parried the lunge with the club, and brought the blunt end around to lunge in return. He caught the bludgeon on his blade, but his strength was not equal to tossing it aside, and I inadvertently pushed it into his stomach. He groaned and leaped back, his face red with anger. His blade whistled, a lock of my hair leaped from my head. I backed from him, seeking to keep the wood between myself and the lightning play of steel he was tossing around me. Accidentally my bludgeon caught his edge, which stuck in the wood long enough for me to tug it from his grasp. He stood unarmed before me, chagrin mixed with laughter upon his again smiling face.


  “You have little need of lessons, Big One. You have a natural ability which is nearly as good as skill. We will develop that, my friend. Heaven help your opponent in the arena.”


  The days went by swiftly, and we took turns in the mock battle that went on nearly continuously between one or the other. We all knew that soon our lives would depend upon our skill with a sword—and we did not waste our time, for there was nothing else to do with it. Swiftly I developed, soon was able to approximate the deadly skill of these red masters of warfare. I had heard of them before. I learned to respect and admire the red warriors of Venus in that cell. Swift to anger, they were as quick to forget, and they accepted me as a friend because I had avowed hatred of the Vampire Cult.


  AT NIGHT, as I lay in my bunk, Nonur’s ray would come mockingly to me, saying:


  “You will soon lie bleeding upon the arena sands, and I will laugh!”


  I would answer:


  “You have said that many times before. Why do you not learn a new thing to say?”


  “I will say a new thing to you when I show you what has become of Ceulna. Her fate you will learn before you die—and that will be rich entertainment. It is not a pleasant thing, what is happening to her.” I would answer:


  “You lie, as ever, Nonur! You do not even know where she is. Besides, you will not outlive me long. The Tuons are preparing an army to invade your caverns even now. I have seen to that.”


  “You lie, too, Steele. What you say is not true. They do not even know we live.”


  “You will learn differently too late, Nonur. If you had good sense, you would be far away from here now.”


  “It is our last retreat, Steel. There is no more. Here we fight to the death.”


  “As you did in Harak? Methinks they surrendered there a little prematurely.”


  “What makes you think they can defeat us here so easily?”


  “You have not near the strength you had then, and the Tuons are far stronger in numbers. Your existence depends upon a breath, a mere whisper would bring them down upon you. I have provided that whisper.”


  “You wish you had done so, you mean. The Tuons have not the faintest idea where you have gone. Nor shall they learn. As for their numbers, I have attended to that . . .” Nonur gave a hideous, triumphant laugh. If I had known what she meant! “You should see them!”


  The only thing that worried me about Nonur’s attempt to cause me mental torment with calculated taunts was her constant reference to what she had done with Ceulna. I could not believe that anyone could have seized her from the terrible Ungi beasts, yet it might have occurred. If it were not true, what then had caused the ship to be blown up? It was possible that Ceulna had dropped her pistol at sight of the horrifying monsters with their six legs and terrible jaws, then ran back to the ship in uncontrollable fright. There she could have been seized by someone sent by Nonur to destroy the ship, for it could not be left there to draw attention from searchers, if any were sent after us. But I knew no one had any idea where we had gone, for no one but ourselves had seen the trinket Hecate had given me. Had she given me that to get even with me, or in a hope that I would bring revenge upon Nonur whom she hated even though they were allies? I would never know.


  Another thing I could not understand was why these deadly swordsmen as well as myself had been given our weapons, once safely locked in our cells. This was explained to me, for our cells opened on corridors directly connected to the arenas. Those doors never opened except to take some of us to our deaths. There would be no opportunity to use our weapons except upon the wild beasts or savage men in the arena. Our food came to us through a slot under the door.


  All day before the event we heard the workers overhead preparing the circus for the games, moving to and fro in their labors. Too, the cells were now jammed with prisoners, and the great wooden pens with bellowing animals and monsters from the steaming jungles. Nonur proved to have a lavish hand where the sating of her lusts were concerned.


  Myself had learned a few things from the Red Warriors, and was not too greatly worried. For I had learned that my great strength gave my heavy longsword a decided advantage over the ordinary arms of even such men as the Red Warriors, making up somewhat for my lack of skill. I could move the heavy weapon quite as quickly as the Red Warriors could their own lighter swords, and its extra length made this advantage deadly. A long and strong-armed swordsman, I learned, does not need the skill and speed a lesser man needs. I knew, too, that against the green marsh-men, armed with a weapon similar to the one they had given me, they could not handle the heavy weapon even with two hands as rapidly as my own Earth muscles could. I had an advantage which made me feel equal to any human antagonist I might meet.


  In those days of fencing practice, I learned to like my sword with an affection for a good tool. Looking at its weirdly chased length, speaking of the age of development of the race of the marsh-men, I wondered how many centuries Earthmen, as well as marsh-men, had been deluded by the cavern monopolists into ignorance of the vastly better weapons in the Elder caves. And how terribly the race of man had been held back in its progress toward a sane and warless future by that same monopoly. And tomorrow, I was to die fighting with that weapon for the entertainment of these same monopolists, on an alien planet, before these sadistic, degenerate wretches. My blood was to be spilled to give them one more thrill to add to the vastly intense and unbelievable thrills the use of the Elder mech furnished them so lavishly.


  Well, I would make it short and sweet and as dull as possible for them. I had no wish to get them entertainment with my death, yet a man will cling to life, and fight for it even when the very struggle is giving his worst enemies a delightful period of vicarious adventure. I would fight!


  THE day of the circus dawned. The great penetrays that brought in the sunlight flooded the bright yellow rays through all our cells. Bustling guards hastened on last-minute preparations for the coming spectacle.


  During the morning the gladiators were led past our cell, fifty at a time, guarded by the grimly-held ray pistols of Nonur’s guards. Some of the officers were renegade Tuon males, some were marsh-men, some red men, a few were halfbreeds of the black race. The lowest class guard was the duckfooted black, tremendous, stupid, obedient, and utterly without human qualities to the casual eye. Myself could see in their rolling eyeballs and nervous movements a consuming fear—evidently Nonur had put a disciplinary fear of some awful fate into them. If I had known what thing Nonur held over them I would have understood their implicit, slavish obedience better. I was to learn.


  Past our cell the wrecks of the slaughter going on in the arena were dragged; mangled, still-moaning bodies, limbs torn off or chewed into fleshless fragments; bellies ripped with swords, heads crushed in or dangling on broken necks—dying or dead.


  Nonur was putting on a royal show for her followers. Her blood-drinkers, her vampires were sating their consuming lusts with ferocious abandon. If only I had known that this was but preliminary to the great spectacle; if only I had realized that Nonur was a different article than Hecate, who had long tired of such infantile appetites as blood and torture and synthetic wars. Nonur—was different. Her tastes ran to the bizarre, the terrible, the shocking. The utter abasement of all life before her must be completely shown, must be demonstrated with hecatombs of potential rebels, with troops of warriors, with vast display of force in utter destruction of alien power. But what to her was familiar and friendly; what to her was a loyal follower; was to any other mind a demon from Hell.


  Nonur was a product of a vastly different school of demonism than Hecate. What these differences were I had never fully realized.


  Mid-afternoon the call came for our own cell section to take to the arena. We were herded out under the mouths of ray-pistols, armed only with our swords, aligned in military order, marched into the glaring light of the sunlit arena. Overhead balanced the mirror balls, hung on cables from the cavern roof, from which the sunlight, brought through rocks and clouds by conduct-penetray, was reflected blindingly into a shadowless arena of white sand. The great bowl of the seat sections went up and up into the darkness; only the first rows of white faces were visible to us.


  We marched in order toward the great throne-like structure upon which Nonur and her retinue of vampires clustered, reclining on pillows of levitation, floating inches off the stone, their bodies assuming any position which comfort dictated. Halted before the monstrous seat of this still existent power of the immortal vampires, I stared up at the wrinkled, pink-grey faces of men and women I had known for what seemed a lifetime, when I had served as Hecate’s errand-boy and plaything.


  Nonur herself was the only one who had retained youthful appearance and beauty, others exhibited the abnormal growth of portions of their faces which had so disfigured Hecate. Behind the horrible old-young group of life, mostly alien to Venus, were grouped the favored slaves; nude females and males, decked with flowers and jewels, postured sensually, their faces masks of pleasure-wrecked character, sensual-lipped and sleepy-eyed, the playthings of these monsters. Their minds were in the same condition my own had been before the clever hands of the Tuon medical technicians had restored me to true life. As my eyes passed over these beautiful, debauched bodies, my heart dropped to my boots, for among them I saw with rage, with a vast horror—Ceulna! A changed Ceulna, who looked at me provocatively, her lovely face changed as by some horrible drug; her body, more beautiful than any other on all of Venus, wantonly displayed to all these amorous, debauched and lustful eyes!


  NONUR, her odd light-emerald eyes watchful as a Pele bird—the monster-hawk of Venus—peering at a prey in its claws, stirred in venomous triumph long awaited, as she saw my consternation at finding Ceulna alive and in the hands of her cruel and rapacious followers. Fierce rage boiled in me. I sought mentally for some way to strike back at her! Her voice came to me above the subdued roar of the crowd of off-duty warriors, of workers permitted this entertainment as a great favor, of rich marsh-men initiated into the mysteries at the price of their delusion of freedom—of heterae from the great sub-surface palaces she maintained under the Seven Cities.


  “Big Steel, do you feel so big now? Your lovely Tuon dancer, do you love her new position in life? She has done well, has she not? May you be as successful in your new profession, my brave gladiator. Try and stay alive—just try! One day you may find revenge upon me. Ha-ha—that will be the day! I can read you, Steel, and your thought is very amusing.”


  “There is no use of speech with a fool and a madwoman!” I cried back, spitting toward her face. “You can destroy, but you can not win. Soon the Tuons and Mer-people will sweep through your caverns, over your Seven Cities of delusion, and you will die more horribly than did Hecate! Think you to survive where she failed? Ha—I can laugh at you, too!”


  She tried hard to preserve her triumphant tone as she signaled for the games to go on; but the fear I had aroused in her would not quite stay out of her voice. It trembled, nearly tremoloed. Her hand gestured to the warriors who ringed the great gates where the beasts would emerge upon us. They threw back the bars and raced to safety in their protected metal-barred pits along the walls.


  Out into the glare of the arena shambled a horde of Ungi . . . but Nonur meant me to die, and behind them soon roared the great Auro, the vast-bodied equivalent of an Earth lion, though there is little resemblance. After this second wave of roaring, hunger-maddened beasts surged another wave—of flying reptiles, soaring out over the arena in hideous spirals, hovering, choosing a victim. I held the men together with my voice. I knew that only a united front could win us through, that to separate for greater freedom of action was fatal.


  Side-by-side, myself and my red warrior-teacher waited, our blades quivering in our hands, our shoulders touching our comrades on either side. The great, black Ungi shuffled their many branching legs closer like awful animated fungi, their monstrous heads nodding right and left, confused by the conflicting sight of enemies fore-and-aft. The flying reptiles stooped, swooped upon their broad backs, were torn off and thrown to the ground hissing and flopping their membranous wings. Swooped, too, toward our compact band, waiting before Nonur’s throne for the beasts to attack. Prowling back and forth, the Auro sniffed the sand, growled hungrily, licked at the bloodstains of previous combats. To top the menu, came a terrific screeching from the gates of the pens as a Genaulgl was loosed. It is a beast found only in the deepest fastnesses of the gigantic forests; a flesh-feeder. It leaps gigantically upon tremendous cat-like hind legs. Its striped hide is armored with small, but dense scales. Its mouth, steam-shovel like, is squarish, and armed with great dagger-like saw-set teeth. Its long, reptilian neck holds this fearsome weapon of its mouth thirty feet off the ground. Its great shoulders support two long, tentacular, boneless arms for grasping its prey, and it leaps like a kangaroo to get these weapons into play. It was the knight of the chess-board of nature’s development toward primeval beastliness, and no fifty men with swords were going to be able to destroy it, the scores of Ungi and the dozen Auro, as well as the flying reptiles which were kept from the spectators by electrified nets.


  A SCORE of bows had been allowed us, but the arrows given us were tipped only with small, stone heads, not war-arrows but small game arrows. Nevertheless, the Red Warriors knelt behind our front line, shot between us at the closing-in, shuffling line of Ungi; at the Auro, confusedly following the great black monsters, undecided whether to attack their formidable backs or the less formidable line of warriors. Behind these the mighty Genaulgl hopped closer, peering with its nightmare head over the squat necks of the Ungi, hissing with its great cylindrical tongue straight out and quivering, reaching with its tentacular, single-taloned arms, confused by the light and the noise, yet warily sweeping its vast head on its unbelievable neck about and about, choosing the most delectable object in sight to stay its long delayed hunger, to sate at last the starving stomach so long denied in the pens beneath.


  I could hear Nonur shrieking:


  “Live, now, Jim Steel, live now!”


  I resolved to do just that, but even my horror-tried eyes quailed at the vast bulk of the weirdly hopping, striped and poisonous looking Genaulgl, at the fiercely glittering eyes of the now quite close Ungi, making preliminary lunges with their terrible arms, to seize and pull us into a bone-crushing embrace. The great barrels of their bodies panted, the smooth flowing muscles under the black hide pulsed and reached, the hideous red excrescences on the wide-mouthed faces moved in grimaces of hunger and anger and bloodlust, the six bristled feet shuffled in that peculiar ground-covering walk that is like no other beast. Our blades flicked out, drew blood in long gashes, our feet sought assurance of the earth beneath, reaching wide for strength. One of the Ungi fell from a hard and skillful thrust of my red comrade. To make sure, as the awful bulk rolled in reptilian shuddering at our feet, I sliced one hard-to-spare blow down at the short neck. The blood gouted out purple and stinking over our feet.


  Together we kicked at it, trying to roll it out to the gaping hungry maws waiting for us, to give them something to appease the starving desire in them, but our combined strength could not move the dense weight of it. We circled slowly, swinging our blades, saving our strength, darting out whenever one of the Ungi gathered the six ugly pads of his bristled feet to charge. A trio of swords would seek for his vitals in a swift series of thrusts. Usually he retreated, screaming in pain, only to return, driven by an indomitable nature; the Ungi are known as beasts that never quit while life is with them but once they begin an attack, must be killed to escape.


  Now two, now three of the terrible creatures rolled and screamed before our swords. The swooping winged reptiles gathered at the scent of their blood, swooped upon the shuffling Ungi and ourselves, trying to get at the bodies between us. We withdrew a little closer to the wall, charged with electric wires to keep the contestants out of its loom and in sight. The reptiles swarmed over the bodies, writhing, squalling, flopping, tearing off chunks of bloody meat, diving ever at one of us or at the Ungi.


  Our swords beat at these, shearing off wings and heads, taking their poisonous bites upon our arms, knowing that we were doomed. It did not matter if we died swollen with venom or tom by the Auro.


  MEANWHILE the vast-bodied Genaulgl had hopped all the way around the arena, tried to get through the electrified net to the people, who shrank screaming from the awful head. Now he sniffed the air, rank with blood and sweat, hopped ever closer, suddenly landed among us, balancing on his tail like a kangaroo, grasping two of us with his long arms, while his vast neck arched over our heads, dwarfing us, shading us from the glittering mirror-suns.


  Our blades beat at his scaled sides, sank into his softer under-parts, twisting, thrusting, trying to extricate our comrades, but with great square jaws closed on their upper parts, he hopped thirty feet into the air, the two bodies dangling from his jaws like toys. He sat, thirty feet away, oblivious now to all but filling his maw, and in three great chomps had swallowed the first, began on the second. Sickened, I turned back to the reaching arms of the Ungi, only to see a leaping Auro sail over those arms, spread-eagled, directly above me, jaws wide. My sword leaped automatically to the chest, I fell backward with the terrible descending weight, my sword hilt desperately kept erect by holding it against the ground. The cat’s weight struck the point. It screamed like a siren as the weapon bit through ribs and vitals, emerged from the back. Leaving the sword, I rolled away from the clawing, convulsive limbs, seized another blade from a corpse, leaped back to the kill. A thrust from above into the soft part of the side, a twist to find the heart, to let out the throbbing blood in one great gouting hole of escape. I tugged free the great blade given me by the Marsh-prince, returned to the side of my red brother at arms. He grinned a warm smile.


  “Good work, whiteman from the sky. Better than I could do, by far. We may live yet another day.”


  “Not so long as that hopping horror of a Genaulgl lives on. He will kill us all before he dies.”


  For answer he pointed to an archer crouched behind us, aiming with exaggerated care at the monster still noisily chewing his meal of living flesh. The arrow sped, quivered in the side of the monster, the side toward the arena’s bank of shadowy faces. I saw what the red hunter meant. For the great beast reared erect, pawed at the arrow, looked at the great bank of faces in anger.


  That one subtly aimed arrow was all that was needed! The terrible monster reared up on those tall legs, crouched again, leaped fifty feet into the air, sailed like an avalanche, catapulted tons of bone and muscle directly at the thin barrier of power that was supposed to protect the people who were allowed to see Nonur’s fun.


  In a blaze of arcing, broken wires; in a shrill cacophony of screaming voices; of scrambling limbs and white, panic-faces of suddenly-stricken pleasure seekers—in a sudden pandemonium augmented as the flying reptiles swooped through the great hole torn in the wires by the bulk of the leaping monster, the pleasure of these thrill seekers was suddenly transformed into a horror for which they were much less prepared than were ourselves.


  After the flying reptiles the Auro leaped through the break in the barrier, and after these lumbered the slower, more terrible bulks of the Ungi. Grim smiles touched the faces of my comrades as we watched, standing somewhat awed at the sudden vengeance launched upon our captors.


  Above us the group about Nonur broke up into hurrying figures, scuttling into the tunnel-like passages which led out of the bowl of seats.


  Ourselves seemed ignored in the general flight, and not slow to realize our opportunity. We advanced, cautiously but rapidly, close together, but with eyes dancing for a way of escape, a way to turn this gift of chance to our profit. Into the corpse-strewn banks of benches our feet trampled silks and blood-dabbled garlands, and behind us our comrades leaped the wall under the still arcing breach in the wire.


  We went down the first passage we came to, after the flying feet of the packed mob. We turned aside from the frightened, panic-stricken jam into smaller passages, hewing our way wherever a guard offered resistance. Wherever the people jammed a doorway we hacked our way through ruthlessly.


  IN THE mad scramble of death we picked up several ray pistols from dead or dying warriors, and with these augmenting our scanty armament, raced down and down toward the pens from which we had emerged. Peering suddenly around corners, picking off still-pacing guards, racing along the dusty, ancient corridors of the labyrinthine caverns, we soon were unlocking doors, letting out the horde of arena-destined fighting men, arming them from the weapon rooms, turning back to the cavern city above us to see what a will and a weapon could do to our oppressors.


  I knew we would not get far; so did my panting comrades, but all of us burned to kill just one of the wrinkled, old-young vampires before death claimed us.


  I had a vague idea where to find Nonur before she was ready for trouble. It was our only chance to make ourselves felt—to entrap her. We would try to use her as hostage or force her to help us escape by command. Such plans were in our heads as we mounted a huge elevator cage and ran it toward the level on which Nonur was supposed to hold court.


  We poured from the elevator, thirty of us still able to wield sword, to aim a gun, but there were only ten short-arms to aim among us. Down the corridors we pounded pell-mell, our breath burning in our nostrils, our legs heavy, our eyes blurring with sweat, on into a great chamber where a strange, weird sight, an awful stench of corruption brought us to a halt.


  Before us in a great crystal-clear vat of amber liquid coiled and stretched a monstrous life! What it was I will never know, but as we groped around the prisoning plastic, it spoke to us in a voice of such awful penetration, of such fear-inspiring, Satanic assurance, of such blood-chilling intensity of venomous intent, as to freeze us all in the immobility of despair.


  “Children of puny man, my servant Nonur, the beautiful immortal has led you to me, that you might feast your eyes on my delightful forms, upon my lovely loins and gaping mouths. If you are wise, you will return to your pens beneath the arena, there to await a more natural death from the battle with the beasts of Venus than from my own alien appetite. For when I eat, I absorb, slowly; cell by cell my body takes in yours. You do not die, but live on in a constant immortal agony of subservience to my being. See . . .”


  As one moving a muscle, the terrible creature rolled its translucent interior of half glimpsed convolutions of glass-like flesh, and a woman’s face peered out at us, a face contorted in an agony unbearable—a face no longer a self, but only a dread despair enslaved by a mastering will. That face and some suggestion of her form remained upon the unrolling tissues, like a face painted upon a curtain shade, looking at us and remembering all of its past with an awful clarity. The eyes stared and wept, and one knew from those eyes and the half-heard thought still motile behind them that their owner would live within that beast for all her life, be its mind and memory as fully and completely as one’s own memory and mind. That form of life I do not want to think about; it was a thing that consumed mind and muscle and spirit and made them a part of itself without destroying one, but only incorporating one into itself as a slave into a slave-state. I gagged at the venomous hideosity of this fate. I retched at realizing that this once-lovely woman had lived the life of this alien and awful worm for unknown stretches of time.


  What was it? Had Nonur found it here and used it, making it more horrible than herself? It had called Nonur “servant” ! Perhaps this creature was the real Nonur, and she but a puppet it used, and had so used since unguessed periods of the past—a puppet it used to entice men into its power and its eerie and awful maw that did not kill, but did worse.


  I TURNED away from the awful creature, sick to the marrow, only to see a line of guards emerging from the curtained and arched doorways that ran clear across the back of the great chamber where the crystal plastic tank enclosed the hideous creature. It had wisdom, had that beast from some alien time and space, from the awful past of Earth or other planet it had survived, and now I understood why the person of Nonur was able to rule these immortal, dead-alive, but time-enwisdomed vampires, understood what Nonur was! She was the arms, the feet, the robot of this monster! This was Hecate’s successor!


  The entering guards had strung across half the wall, long ray-rifles trained upon us. At their command we dropped our weapons. The tall red warrior beside me flung one despairing suicidal bolt of dis at the crystal home of the alien monster, only to drop beside me with a shattered arm.


  I bent, raised him from the floor, turned to retrace my steps to the pens below. There was no use in fighting. My spirit, my mind, my self was confused and lost in the immensity of this revelation of evil. What chance had mere mortal man against such age-old beasts of time’s abyss?


  Despair went with me, step by step, and I sank into my bunk in the cell thankfully, hoping for the oblivion of sleep. Beneath me on the lower bunk panted and groaned the form of my red comrade, wounded to the death. I could do nothing for him. I knew they would kill him if he did not die before they got around to him, for I could see that he would never use that strong right arm to wield a sword again. A dis-bolt does not leave a man’s arm whole; moreover it leaves an infected wound. The radioactive poisons of dis cause the flesh to rot, and the wounds are deadly unless treated by expert hands. Such treatment he would not get.


  But, during the sleep period, I was roused by lights approaching outside in the rock-hewn corridor.


  Standing there, when I rose to see, was one of the hated gold-and-scarlet robes of the blood-drinkers[4], as they are called. Truth is, they do not drink it, but have it pumped into them direct from the child. This was a high one, of the inner circle of the Hagmen. I knew those symbols on his breast too well.


  Beside the hooded, sinister figure stood three others. One was a strange guard with plain leather harness and heavy broadsword, a ray-pistol of a heavy type, and a great bunch of keys. The other two figures, one very tall and one slight and graceful, I took to be a couple, a man and a woman. Both were shrouded in grey robes, their faces concealed by veils.


  One of the guards stepped in to my bunk, shook me by the shoulder as he flashed an antique lanthorn into my eyes. I got up groggily, he hustled me out by the shoulder before I could pick up my sword or anything else. I was clad only in a loincloth of rather scanty dimensions.


  The gold and scarlet figure spoke in that husky, aged-yet-young voice I had learned to distinguish as belonging only to those who lived on blood transfusions.


  “We would have speech with you before you die, Steel. Come!”


  I followed them down the corridor. The guards locked the door again and returned to their posts. I knew it was against the rules for a prisoner to be removed from one of those cells after he had once entered them except to be taken to the arena. But one did not expect Nonur to worry much about any rules, even her own.


  I kept glancing at the face under the scarlet hood, trying to make it out. I knew most of the inner-circle members from their conferences with Hecate at various times, and my curiosity consumed me. Who could it be and what could they want of me in the middle of the night?


  We walked thus for a long time, the muscles of my legs told me.


  We entered a chamber, and a door with the heavy lines of a safe door clanged behind us. The scarlet-robed man turned a great wheel, locking the door shut. I knew it was one of the metal rooms all Elder forts are equipped with, impervious to all rays. Then the man threw back the scarlet hood from his head, and I gasped!


  CHAPTER VI


  
    Beneath thy shield strong do they seem, by thee bestirred they strive in the fight;


    The Valkyrie Wagner

  


  THAT head—lean, ascetic, ultra-American, modern in every line, yet instinct with a wisdom, a knowledge of evil and its ways—I remembered well. I knew that suave, deadly slimness, and the rod he now brought from under his cloak, a long, slender rod wrapped about with silver spirals of wire. We had stood side by side behind Hecate on her last voyage when disaster struck.


  “You did not expect me, did you, Steel?


  You were not the only one to live through that blast. The Tuons took me into their service. I am doing this as a part of what I owe them. Understand? I am a friend!”


  “So the Tuon Amazons know of this place? You give me hope!”


  “That’s just it, they don’t! I fell in with Nonur after they released me to trace down others of Hecate’s company, and have not had a chance to contact them since. So, you can do us both a service.”


  “Go on. I am quite ready to believe anything of you. You never looked like a man to accept Hecate’s life-methods.”


  “No, I am not that depraved, in truth. But there is something even more important, which you must take care of for me. Do you remember Hecate’s last words to you?”


  “She gave me a map, telling me that a mighty and valuable machine lay there awaiting discovery. But when we landed, Ceulna and I thought she was killed, and I escaped by a chance meeting with a marsh-man, Donar.”


  “Well, that conversation was recorded, but the record was not read until you had left. Then it was too late, and they meant to get the details of the map from you after your honeymoon was over. But you never returned to Lefern. Now, here, I have learned that there is a mighty secret, and that she was telling the truth when she gave it to you. But she did not even know it was dangerous for you to come here. Or she forgot, she was nearly dead. I have the formulae and descriptions of the machine, the plans by which it may be assembled from parts stored in the ancient warehouses, as well as the chemicals which are mixed and put into it. I want you to take these to Lefern and bring help—all that can be raised. This thing is the answer to what we all seek, a defeat for age. No baby-blood business from the black past, but a real answer, a synthetic flesh as well as a magnetic device for repolarization of the aging flesh. It is a thing long to explain, but here are the plans. I cannot leave, but I can help you escape.


  “I will help you to escape if for no other reason than to spite that monster’s heritage. Hecate left a past that even I must do everything to combat. Yes, Big Jim, aiding you, is aiding myself.”


  “Nothing would please me more, if only I could rescue Ceulna. As it is, I don’t care much.”


  “Ceulna lives, I rescued her myself from the forest, blew up the ship. It is necessary for me to act as if I still were wholly one of them. I know it is not pleasant for you, but she will not be harmed so long as I live. But you can understand that where Nonur is concerned, anything can happen.”


  “And left me to die? I don’t quite trust you there! You rescue the most beautiful of the Amazons and leave her about-to-be husband to die!”


  “You must trust me. This is too big a thing for any one of us to squabble over! It is the very finest of the Elder scientific methods of fighting the degeneracy that is man’s curse. Radioactives cause this aging and degenerating in the race, and this ‘dunder-mech’ is the answer to the problem. But we do not have time to talk; your absence will be discovered. You must trust me and go. Would I bother with petty things? Steel, I mean the best!”


  “Well, give me the data, a weapon, and a ship. I can’t walk. I do not know how to survive a journey on foot across Venus’ swamps and jungles.”


  “We are going to disguise you, Steel. Then these friends of mine, the Nameless Ones, will do the rest.”


  I LOOKED at the two shrouded figures. They had dropped their veils, stood revealed as the girl who had guided me before, and as the young man called the Master. I smiled, but somehow I was disappointed. They had impressed me so very favorably on my first meeting, and then had shown so little ability when Nonur’s blacks walked in upon them, that I had mentally assigned them to a pigeonhole marked “ineffectual.”


  The girl smiled sadly. I remembered then that she could read my mind, and I blushed at my uncomplimentary thoughts.


  “This night we are going to make up for an age of mistakes by our race. We are giving our greatest secret, ‘dunder,’ to the good white Tuon race. What they do with it will be their fate.”


  “If I had some idea what ‘dunder’ was, I might be more enthusiastic,” I grumbled, taking the folded sheets of metal foil Montagna was handing me.


  That started his explanation. The words poured out . . .


  “While you put on this armor I will try to give you an idea of what dunder is and what it can be when it is fully understood by competent technicians. It has never been properly utilized, though these Nameless Ones have partially learned how to get some uses out of it.


  “Between man and woman vibrates a dual magnetism. The polarity of this magnetism is used on the creation of stim, a synthetic production of a similar magnetic flow to the flow of electric vital to life and necessarily composed of two separate kinds of electric, the male and female.


  “The Elder race discovered and used a whole gamut of these divergently polared electric and magnetic flows. They did not stop at male and female stim currents, but went on and created a vast variety of synthetic flows of stim electric. Some of them are known to you as the ‘divine afflatus’ and similar phenomena, produced by these rays.”


  “I understand,” I murmured, “but what has that to do with age or immortality or a substitute method of defeating age for the Tuons to use instead of baby blood? I don’t get the connection.”


  “I didn’t either at first. But I ran across some ‘sacred’ manuscripts in the possession of these Nameless Ones. It described a variety of beneficial flows of electric that nourish the growth of cells, determine their health, and ALTER THEIR NATURE BY REPOLARIZING THEIR INNER CONSTITUENTS! That is an all-important discovery—that by repolarizing a cell of the body, its very nature is definitely changed. The divine sensation one receives from some beneficial rays is due to the presence of these repolarizing pressures upon the body. The cell, under sufficient influence, becomes attuned to and receptive of much greater inductive energies, becomes stronger, and LOSES ITS ACQUIRED RADIOACTIVITY. Radioactivity and age are one and the same thing. That is why baby blood is effective, the glandular products of the child reorganize the cells of the body, wash out and. neutralize the radioactive accumulations that are the cause of age.”


  “I begin to get a glimmer of what you mean!”


  “This dunder-mech is their final and complete development of the possibilities inherent in a knowledge of the FACT of female and male divergent polarity in the cell batteries. In dunder this is used to dynamize a living substance in a new way, a vital battery that can be repolarized, renews unreproductive and aged flesh in a new relation to the circumambient energy fields, in a way that automatically neutralizes the destructive radioactive induction from the sun—”


  “Okay, Montagna, you win. I will leave it there.”


  Montagna buckled about my limbs a suit of the flexible black metal—plast armor he had always worn. Others had refused it as too confining, but it is the only sensible thing to wear in ray-battles, as it is impervious to many deadly rays. He put an ancient flame-sword about my waist, and hung a ray-pistol beside it. He shook my hand, pushed me off through the gap in the great plate of ray-armor that was the door of his chambers.


  OUTSIDE, I wondered as I strode after the swift gliding forms of the Nameless. I wondered whether something could happen luckily for me for a change?


  I could nearly hear the thought pulsing between the two and some distant group of these nearly speechless people, a people in whom telepathic communication had nearly replaced oral. I could sense that somewhere a council of great importance was being conducted, and that the tall youth called the Master was listening and speaking to the members while his sister did the simple thinking necessary to guide the three of us through the maze of antique, mysterious passages.


  When a man gets a little of that Elder science under his mental belt, it causes a bad case of scientific indigestion, for so much of their truths conflict with our “theories” and “accepted” untruths which we learn in school as “science.” I had a very bad case of this indigestion. Dunder-mech! Phew!


  “It makes of an evil man a good man, potentially, by inverting his mental polarity in relation to that of the sane normal man,” Montagna had said . . .


  I wondered, for it was hard for me to swallow that anything could make things like Nonur, or the monstrous transparent Yin Yan (for that was its name), a beneficent creature. I snorted. Montagna, for all his hard-headed, sinister, clever ways, was a sentimentalist to think such a thing. Under the domination of Yin Yan, in Nonur’s hands, dunder-mech, dunder-stim, dunder synthetic flesh, all would become yet more lures to catch and hold the innocent in the toils of evil destructive processes. It was my greatest fear that this immense Elder wisdom which he, Montagna, had given me on the thin metal-foil papers, should fall into Nonur’s hands before I got clear of these dark labyrinths under Nicosthene.


  I had gathered that the slim, ineffectual Nameless had lived for an age here under the Seven Cities on little but their knowledge of dunder, on synthetic foods, in little sun and less exercise. Their way of life had made them slender and weak, but “dunder” had kept them well and of good intent toward the human race. Healthier by far than the evil things that other caverns in some places have spawned!


  Now that the fine technicians of the Sea People and the Tuons were to have this “dunder” formula, it would be another tool for good. It must not fall into the hands of the monopolizers of all that is good from the past. I listened, as I walked, to my memory repeating Montagna’s words: “This formula is for a dynamo that will revivify with vital force by relating the flesh in a new way to energy without, outside the body, providing it with new mouths to feed on magnetism. As a kiss stimulates a woman or a man, a kiss from a dunder-covered robot revitalizes the inner cells of either male or female. It itself is the two poles of sex electric in operation as a battery of flesh. It is both male and female and more beside. As a magnet partakes of the qualities of a gyroscope by reason of its circular field, so do the poles of dunder matter . . .” I gave up! It was all Greek to me. I would carry the papers, but I refused to bother my head about what I could not comprehend. “New polarization for a richer flow of these fluid sources of energy from the womb of all energy . . .” My voice mimicked Montagna’s in hopeless humor.


  THE two graceful figures glided ahead of me, down long slanting ramps connecting the levels. Then we got into a sled-like conveyance which floated a few inches off the floor. The Master touched a simple one-dial control on the curving dash of the sled, and it began a trip I shall not forget. It darted off, smooth and effortless and quiet, at a terrific acceleration. A thin, barely visible black line in the center of the wide boring seemed to be a leadstring for what must have been an electric eye in the front of the sled. It swooped down the long ramps, along the endlessly complex ways of the levels, following some particular route line among the other lines that converged upon it and crossed occasionally. Minutes later, but God knows how many miles deeper, the sled pulled to a stop with a deceleration as severe as the start. I arose, followed the rapidly gliding pair of figures, my breath and pulse immensely increased in rate.


  Into a vast arching chamber they led me, and my eyes could not take in the Elder art—which is always so arresting—for wondering just what these people gathered here expected: there were so many!


  I could not guess how many. The chamber was immense, the faces lost themselves in the shadowy reaches of the place, and everywhere, squatting side by side, were the white-robed figures of the Nameless, their faces half hid by the white, semitransparent, and delicately glistening veils, their bodies indistinct in the soft robes. Ring after ring they stretched; male and female, young and old, and their eyes were strange and somehow wise and wearily waiting. It was as if they had sat thus for an age, and were only now opening their eyes upon a new hope of life.


  At the center of the rings of people reclined a dozen very old men and women, and they raised their white heads as the Young Master glided ahead of me and the girl, raised his hand and sent his thought pulsing to them. The white heads turned those dim eyes toward me, and I raised my hand and thought as strongly as I could.


  “I am here to help, if I can understand what to do.” It was all mysterious to me, I could not conceive of these people here beneath Nonur’s strength and her knowing nothing of it. Yet what thought I could read was wary with the thought of hiding, of secrecy. “Nonur must never know.”


  One of the aged figures rose and walked slowly toward me, took me by the hand and led me to the center of the circle of the Nameless Council.


  I could almost feel the concentrated thought of that host pulsing into my mind, and in short minutes I had absorbed a history of a great people, as well as a terrific compulsion to do or die that they might complete their purpose and fulfill their ancient destiny. It was a thrilling and a weird experience for me. I was in instant contact with a host of minds, their concentrated strength of will and time-strengthened purpose flowed into me with a freshening renewal of soul such as none of Hecate’s horrible treatments had ever given me. Strength of body she had given me, yes, but not this inner might, this iron of the mind with which these people were armoring the inner self of Big Jim Steel—armoring me with a spiritual or mental strength to match the muscled exterior nature had given me.


  Words were superfluous. I understood exactly what had passed in the long dreary time of centuries that had been, and exactly what they expected to cause to happen within the next few days or weeks . . . or years, if need be. I knew that Nonur was ignorant of the real numbers and nature of these Nameless People, had moved in overhead while they silently watched from the depths of the Elder Cities; watched while she battened on the blood of the marsh-men’s children; watched while she lied to and deluded the same marsh-men of Nicosthene and while her servants spread out through the upper caverns of the cities underlying the Seven Cities of the Deathless Kings. Watched—and made ready for her fall while she slaughtered and tortured and brought low all the long centuries of development they had lavished on the once-savage marsh-men. For they were the Seven Deathless Kings, had propagated the illusion of immortality in very much the same way early Christians were supposed to be taken up to Heaven alive and in plain sight of everyone. For long centuries the Deathless Kings had been thus elevated by some mummery, and which the seventh son inherited at the time of his elevation. This mysterious and very sacred ceremony among the marsh-men was what Donar had spoken of as his father’s coming “Elevation.”


  THEIR purpose in this illusion was good, they needed this awe of the King from the savage marsh-men to compel implicit obedience. And they got it, till Hecate came, found the dunder-mech and formulae, and planted her men there among the Nameless’ ancient caverns to obtain the secrets of dunder in full.


  Dunder was the only thing in their short intense inculcation of my mind that I had trouble in understanding. Which was only natural, it being one of the more complex of the mighty Elder race’s achievements. It is quite probable that they did not fully understand dunder themselves and hence were unable fully to convey the meaning to me.


  Dunder was a flesh-like synthetic plastic, very complex and containing virtues and powers no other substance contained. It was the great secret. Hecate had given me the map to locate. It was the mightiest, yet the simplest of all the Elder race’s vast achievements. Dunder was the staff of their rather wonderful life. The walls of their chambers were lined with the living, fleshlike synthetic. Their robots were covered with dunder. And they had such robots as I never saw in any of the Elder cities. Now they were “taboo,” lay unused, Another inexplicable custom.


  Dunder was a kind of synthetic-flesh-battery, generating a strong flow of vital electric within itself. This electric was a potent neutralizer of “de,” and as such had a very startling effect upon character and upon the thought of those who were in contact with it.


  As I learned more about it, I realized the worst of Hecate’s luck had operated when she had been too busy with her warring sufficiently to probe the possibilities and uses of dunder and the nature of these people whose life was founded on the use of dunder.


  But, like Hecate, I found myself under the stress of an urgent need for action. Nonur had decided to eliminate the Nameless of whom she knew, and whom she thought were all of the Nameless race. These dwelt in the higher level caverns, under her eyes, in constant contact with her blacks and her ray warriors. That they did not know of the dwellers in the deeps spoke volumes for their intense devotion to the need for secrecy, volumes for their mental powers, that could delude Nonur’s telaugs with false thought. Truth was, but a few members of the upper race knew of the existence of the lower race of the Nameless. These were the youth called the Master and his sister, and two of their immediate officers. The rest had evidently been treated hypnotically to make them forget the details of their past which would be informative to Hecate’s agents.


  Nonur’s ships and armed sleds were even now deploying through the great cavern highways toward the dwelling caves of the upper Nameless. She expected little resistance, and she meant to wipe them out to a man. Whether it was their assistance in removing me from her arena prison, whether it was some other cause which precipitated the anger of Nonur upon their heads, I did not know, and I suspected, neither did they. They had long expected such a decision from her, for she had not Hecate’s intense interest in their knowledge of the ancient sciences. She had only a fear of them and their knowledge, and she meant to get rid of that fear. Too, she obeyed Yin Yan, the tank-dweller.


  The young Master led me at a trot from that council meeting, toward the vast underground hangars and factories which they had kept a secret so long.


  Even as we came out of the long boring into the activity of the Nameless’ secret hangars and machine shops, a slow grey mist rose above the ranks of orderly arranged vehicles, above the scurrying figures of the slight-statured Nameless; hovered over the whole scene with a strange intense life and perception pulsating within the grey swirling cloud. I looked at the Master questioningly, but he did not answer, only ran forward and prostrated himself before this swirling cloud, his mind evidently communing with the dread, powerful presence that even I sensed so strongly as to be frozen with awe before the inexplicable evidence of supernatural power. I tried hard to use my weak powers of telepathic perception, managed to make out some of the youth’s words, and the awful answers from that strange life of mist.


  “O Mother Etidorpha,[5] from the bowels of the primal you come, from the ages of past life you survive, and you alone know the truth. Tell me, guide me, help me be and do what is best for our race, for your love of ourselves as your vehicle—answer now and aid us against this evil!”


  “My little pink son, my less-than-nothing ant, my child of the starving time of this world, tied here as am I by the circumstances of my nature—that is why I have arisen from my ancient bed in the core of our world. That is why now I rise to you from the rivers that drop into the deeps. Against the creature, Yin Yan, I intend to help you with my poor powers; live or die, he must be destroyed. For he means death to men and to all love. Fling your fleet against Nonur’s bloody might and foolish pride and desperate evil, and I will spin the wheels of chance for your people. It is not meet that such as Yin Yan and his tool, Nonur, should rule over the Nameless or over any creatures who bear still a spark of the God-blood and spirit within their puny bodies. Time will turn again, and your race will ride the tides of Tee toward greatness when they run this way through space. I know; I will help you reach that future. Go . . .!”


  IN a strange, blind awe I groped after the youth through the mist of HER body, entered the sleek flat-bottomed ship, placed myself beside the slim youth at the weirdly complex controls of the craft. The ship lifted, and even as we flashed across the vast chamber in the deeps, the mist-like sphere drifted into the rock and seemed to race into invisibility after us—or before us. One could hear a vast purr as of the life-force itself pulsing into motion and flowing through the rock about us—and I knew only that such things as mysterious Gods still existed on this old planet Venus! Legend had been shown to be truth so very many times to me that I had no mental recourse but to accept them all, every tiny lie of all the unbelievable fairy tales, as having a skeleton of solid incontrovertible truth.


  I did not dare to ask the youth about the weird phenomena, or what this Etidorpha might be, what she might be able to accomplish. After having seen Yin Yan, I could believe anything! Where had that creature been when first I met Nonur back on Earth? With her? Or waiting here in these caverns for her return, subtly willing her actions across even that span of distance. That Nonur, as a part of Yin Yan, was thus vastly able, was a creature of the abyss of time itself, was the servant of a monster unbelievable to even my calloused credulity, was a surprise I could not recover from easily. Now this, to find the Nameless race worshipping a mist from the core of Venus, a pulsing, living etherean creature of the rocks of the planet itself!—was all too much! I sat and waited and clutched my flame-sword and ray-pistol and waited a chance to fling myself into battle against enemies of—of . . . Etidorpha!


  CHAPTER VII


  
    Awareness is increased by setting up mental mechanisms that operate dynamically of themselves and by analyses and syntheses of thought forms take old rigid symbols and forms and blast them with searching thought, creating them anew, so be they are worth new creating..


    Elder Writings.

  


  “SHE is the one responsible for our being able to keep our numbers and living places secret from the men of Hecate and their later leaders. She caused them to disregard us—now she flings herself into battle for us. She is an ancient Goddess indeed.” The youth’s thought pulsed into me intensely. I could not escape listening if I had wanted. I thought:


  “It is not possible, but it is . . . FACT!”


  “She will tell us where they are, even how to avoid being trapped by their tactics. She will cause them to make mistakes, to do that which will cause them to fall before us. You will see. None can stand before the mist from the depths.”


  “One can almost believe in a God when one sees the truth of the theory of ethereal beings displayed thus!”


  “Do you not believe in a God? You are comical, my big brother!”


  “I did not, but logic compels acceptance, now.”


  “The far etherean worlds are full of life and mighty rulers. They do not approach Earth or Venus or the sun. Etidorpha was trapped here, may die before the awful eons of the cyclic round rolls Tee tides here and make the ether possible for her travel. Now it is space filled with destruction for her, she cannot leave the protection of the deep rocks of Venus.”


  “Tee tides! So space is filled with fluctuations of the integrative energies? I almost understand.”


  “The great races follow these intensities of Tee, revel in life and growth and power, avoid the cyclic tides of Dee which cause vast areas of space and the planets in space to become uninhabitable by immortals.” Even as he talked the Master flung the slim ship toward the head of a long column debouching from several small tunnels upon a great transcontinental boring, a river-wide roadway across the planet, I knew from experience.


  Speeding forward in the distance was a fleet of ships, small spacers and air vessels adapted to weapon-carrying for this attack by Nonur—a less uniform, more heterogeneous collection of ships than the Nameless’. But I knew Nonur was not a tyro, and I had little faith in the youth beside me. Somehow he did not seem made of warrior metal to me. He heard my disparaging thought, laughed softly to himself. He was full of confidence, and handled the craft, which was strange to me, with the hands of a veteran.


  The shorter fans went up ahead of us across the face of the speeding enemy, and long streams of luminous rays spouted from the noses of the half-visible vessels, filling the vast place with particles of luminous matter, flung out by the rays designed for that purpose, to bring an enemy into an obscuring cloud of phosphorescent particles. This could not have been done on the surface, but was practical in the great highway cavern, because the light seemed to bounce off the walls and reflect endlessly, giving vision a deceptive duplicity.


  Our hulls seemed magnetically to attract these light-charged ray-flung particles, and we became within instants bright gleaming targets for the dis rays Nonur’s ancient sharpshooters flung at us.


  Our own shorter fans were out now, and blocked off most of my vision. Against this black curtain our fleet sped with fearful audacity. I could not see anything but darkness, but the hand of the youth was sure on the guide bar. Straight as a string we sped toward the heart of the enemy fleet.


  Now and then beams of blistering heat burst through the curtain of blackness, missing us by feet. I clenched my fists, ducked my head in expectation of the seemingly inevitable crash with the walls which were invisible to me, with the enemy ships which were likewise invisible and magnified by that blackness and my fears into targets we could not miss with our bulk.


  Most of our weapons, I knew, were salvaged, were adapted from the antique mechanisms adapted to war purposes for which they were never meant to be used.


  But some seemed to bear the imprint of a lesser, later hand, might be the product of the Nameless’ own hands in modern times.


  SUDDENLY the shorter-fans blinked out before us, and we were at point-blank range! From all about me the Nameless fired, once, twice—and as suddenly the shorter went on again, all at once, perfectly co-ordinated. As the fleet wheeled, stopping, racing back a few feet above the smooth floor, I realized that the mental contact of these Nameless telepaths gave them an advantage in such maneuvers that could not-be overestimated.


  “Now,” I could hear the Master’s pulsing, vibrant young thought again, exulting, “we will lead them up and out onto the surface gardens near Nicosthene, let the green men see the defeat of their wonderful Nonur, see her vicious and tricky and evil in battle. Perhaps they will even attack her, too. They have hated her doings so long, blamed the evil upon us, their ancient rulers. Now let them see for themselves what beings they have chosen. In the battle we may have a chance to show the marsh-men what it is that is trying for mastery of the Seven Cities. I do not think they will want any more of it . . .”


  Fast as thought, the levitated ships sped smoothly along the tremendous ancient highway. Sometime in the past, the fires of that tremendous volcano, now gone out forever, had eaten through the super-hard walls of the ancient borings, left a space along the wall where light glared through from the sun in the valley of the crater. Into this opening the Master shot his craft, after us streamed the rest of the fleet, arrow-shape after arrow-shape spinning up through the tree-lined opening of the vast primeval garden that was the crater.


  Up and up, spinning in a tight spiral in the center of the valley. The cyclopean cliffs that ringed the terrific precipitous bowl fled downward past our slim, backward sloping wings. Out beneath us shot the black craft of Nonur’s evil crew. Into the sunlight, and up and up and up. The ships below fired steadily now, but it is not easy to hit a ship at that rate of speed. One of our number fell, a long smoke plume marking the plunge to death of the Nameless crew. Needle rays of dis burnt the air about us as we arrowed over the last rampart of the terrible valley of the Ungi, over the white-capped hump of the vast mountains, down onto the slopes where lay Nicosthene, a luxurious-looking city from the air, flowering plants and whitened rock buildings making it gay as if for a holiday.


  Straight over the great city gardens, terraced and patterned with clipped flowering shrubs, where the young marsh-men walked their maids of an evening, but now full of laughing children suddenly screaming with fear, sped the fleet, circling the whole great city in minutes.


  Below us the green, web-footed people poured from their houses onto the railed walkways that surrounded every great building, their eyes locking up at us like suddenly opened round flowers, their mouths gaping redly in wonder and fear as we shot past the great walls of the buildings in short hard turns, ducking the lancing fire of Nonur’s ships.


  The Master was bringing his battle out into the open where the marsh-men could see it!


  WHETHER he had made a mistake or whether he had planned it that way—from the great central buildings of the city of Nicosthene great stationary rays rose, lifting like searchlights, dulling the sun with their bright lances of fire. Where they touched a ship, that ship fluttered, stalled, glided or spun to earth. Soon the whole parklike expanse around the great city was strewn with ships. For the most part these were uninjured, were both Nonur’s and our own, and even as I wondered what next our own ship shuddered, the deathless engines from the hands of the Elder race faltered, hummed again, faltered and stopped. We glided gently to a landing among the star-flowered grasses.


  I had no more time for watching the whole vast scene of the conflict, for nearby lay one of the dark, unpolished ships of Nonur’s fleet, its sides never cleaned of the mottling hand of time as had been the Nameless’ ships. I bounded through the wide door of our craft even as she touched Earth, was running toward this ship, tugging with one hand at my flame sword, with the other at my ray-pistol. If there was a chance to kill a vampire, I wanted it. To let that baby blood forever free of its vile prison . . .


  From the cabin doors of the low craft leaped toward me the red leader of the crew. Behind him were a dozen of the cumbrousbodied, black duck-footed men, a half-dozen renegade Tuon males, three marsh-men, their usually frank faces marked with the signs of their enslavement to the vile pleasures of the vampires’ seducing tactics. Unhappy creatures, I knew only too well what temptations and what awful fears had placed them in Nonur’s ranks, but a man can not pause in battle to try the enemy. As I ran toward them I triggered the ray pistol steadily, weaving on my feet to avoid their bolts. My hair rose on my head, singed and curling, the tip of my ear wilted into a painful mass, and I was close enough to swing the great flame-sword.


  THE red leader leaped to meet me, his own slim blade singing to meet mine. The sparks of the deadly flame sword made a great arc of heat as the blades touched. His own wilted, the steel burnt off near the hilt. I ran him through. With the smell of his burnt flesh rank in the slow air, I spun to meet the next, wondering vaguely why Nonur had not given her men flame-swords, thinking she had been too sure they would not need them against the puny Nameless Ones.


  Beside me I found the soft shrouded shapes of my Nameless telepathic companions, in their hands strange rods of glittering metal, their fingers triggering these peculiar weapons.


  What it was I know not, but the fierce faces of the great black warriors relaxed, fell into frozen imbecility. They nodded sleepily, fell to the grass, their arms twitching convulsively. It was a weapon that put them hors-du-combat, that was all that mattered. I did not have time to wonder if they were dead or only paralyzed, before the tail of the ship beside which we had fought so briefly was rounded by a column of blacks, their great feet flopping in haste, their swords gleaming, and in their hands the ray-rifles I had seen in the chamber of the thing, Yin Yan, the tank monster.


  Seeing us, their ungainly run stopped, they knelt, brought the rifles to shoulder, began to fire at point blank range. I triggered two bolts of flaming dis at them from my pistol, stopped—There was nothing worth shooting at! The energy rods in the hands of the Nameless had taken care of them.


  Feeling that the battle was won before it began, I raced around the long tail of the ship, turning toward the hedge-rows where the tops of a cluster of wrecked ships showed a group of the enemy had come to earth. I was going to town on that bunch. The blood raced hot in my veins. I wanted to kill and kill, until no more of that brood of evil remained on the planet.


  Here I saw that all was not going as the Master expected, for out of the garden itself, where the soil was burned away, were pouring row after row of sleds, gun-mounted vehicles. Nonur’s forces had not all taken to the levitator ships. Some had trailed our flight with penetray, followed along under the chase in the upper caverns, and had seen the ships brought low by the defenses of Nicosthene which could not tell friend from foe but wanted no alien ships cluttering up their sky.


  These, I saw, had used their heavy, vehicle mounted dis-rays to burn a path upward from the caverns below, had come out into the scene of battle blasting away at all sides. The thin line of white-robed Nameless, who had almost surrounded the warriors from the grounded ships, had almost finished them, were now being mowed down in rows by the flaming scythes from these sled-like vehicles.


  Even as I crouched behind a flower-studded hedge, brilliant with scarlet blooms, watching this slaughter and wishing for some weapon potent enough to out-range the sleds’ great beams—even as I sighted carefully along my pistol barrel and started to press the trigger to drop the man behind one of the dis-beams on the heavy sled nearest me, I felt a strange tug at my harness belt, the heavy armor tightened painfully, half choking me about my waist and neck. An irresistible force dragged me to the ground, tugged me through a thorny hedge, lifted me dangling into the air, up and up.


  Straining, I turned against gravity, looked up. Overhead was a long slender needle of a ship; from it dangled a wire cable. From the cable dangled myself. The ship was lifting higher, higher, and the belt at my waist gave with a sudden rip. I was hundreds of feet off the ground, caught by impossible chance on the anchor-cable hook of an airship! Even as I seized the anchor to ease the strain on my waist, the belt parted. I swung suddenly by my hands over the bloody battle scene below. I needed all that Tee-ray strength given me by Hecate to hoist myself up, to place my feet on the prongs of the anchor. That antique ray-armor was light, but still not designed for climbing ropes.


  “Ceulna.”


  My heart cried—in the hands of Nonur, her mind affected already, my odd, nameless, lovable telepaths fighting for freedom, the lovely city of Nicosthene dependent on the outcome, the lives of all the peoples of southern Venus hanging in the balance—and myself dangling at the end of an anchor rope on a ship going to what unknown spot of this strange planet on what nameless errand? Would I never win to a sight of my beloved again? Would I never live to quench my anger and my steel in Nonur’s blood, in the hearts of her band of Vampires? Would I never get a chance to tear the hated scarlet and gold from a blood-drinker? Would I never see that awful empire of evil finally brought low?


  I DANGLED, hung on, and perhaps prayed a little to some such Goddess as Etidorpha, the hovering, thinking, grey rock-mist of the deeps below Nicosthene. Was that an illusion, perhaps? A lifelike delusion born of hope and prayer and years of worship by the telepathic Nameless? It could well be!


  Taking the scraps of my torn armor-belt I made myself fast to the metal cable with them, made myself as comfortable as possible to ride out this unasked trip to nowhere.


  Even as I completed the job of lashing myself to the swinging cable, the ship above me loomed closer. The cable was being wound into a gaping cavity in the bottom of the long, taper-ended cylinder above.


  The apparently absent-minded pilot above seemed to have remembered his dragging anchor at last, touched a button to rewind the drum. I hastily slashed the lashing I had just completed, with visions of myself being wound around a cable drum like a sausage.


  As my clutching fingers approached the revolving drum, my body still swung in the slipstream; it was either let go and drop all those thousands of feet into that mist-hung jungle of titanic growth below, or let myself be wound up into the cutting metal. Only strength and quick resolution saved me. Releasing my hands, my feet on the prongs of the anchor shoved my body up even as I toppled and my mouth opened in unavoidable chilling horror at the fearful distance to the ground below.


  My clutching hands seized the edges of the now closing, inswinging, hinged hatch doors. The automatic closing machinery stuck for an instant at the sudden weight on the doors, stuck long enough for my desperately clambering hands to hand-overhand up the edge of the hatch to the flooring of the ship. Swinging there by my hands alone, the released doors came on up to close about my chest, pressing painfully! I could raise myself up no farther. The doors gripped me just close enough to hold my straining muscles.


  Grimly I hung, and again chance stepped in! The pilot, perhaps failing to hear the slap of the closing doors, or told of the jam by the door controls failing to return to normal, joggled the door switch again. They fell open to full width, started slowly closing again. I swung my body up to the floor of the craft, lay there on the cold, smooth metal, panting, half unconscious with strain. The doors snapped shut beside me.


  After a long moment, when my racing heart had stilled and my arms ceased to quiver, I looked about, taking in my surroundings. It was unbelievable to me that the people of this ship could have failed to notice the battle, the long chance which had swung the anchor under my belt, myself dangling—yet such seemed the case. Cautiously I moved, pushed my still trembling limbs erect.


  Who were they, to pass unhindered where but minutes before two fleets had been downed by the defense ray of Nicosthene? They must be personages known to the warriors of Nicosthene well, even better than they knew the Nameless, or the Hagmen!


  When the anchor had seized me in its grip, I had dropped the pistol I had been aiming at the distant war-sled. I felt for the grip of my flame sword, felt reassured as I tugged it free of its insulative sheath, pressed the trigger, felt the deadly heat with gratitude.


  Whoever they were, if I got close enough to use this, they would not argue overmuch!


  If the ship had been on a course toward the north, I would have remained silent and unseen in the small compartment of the anchor cable, but I knew that the ship was bearing due west. I felt that each moment was taking me farther from Ceulna, perhaps forever from any possibility of seeing her. If I could but get to the Tuon cities, bring down those magnificent Amazons upon Nonur’s crew, blast them forever from life and release my sweet Tuon maid before the cruel lusts of the vampire crew destroyed her! My own melodramatic thought startled me with its intensity. Was it possible that I saw myself as a knight, fighting for his fair one against death and dishonor? It was a strange feeling for me who had so long been ashamed of every breath I had drawn.


  CASTING aside these speculations, I resolved to know just what the ship contained, perhaps to inveigle or force them to take me to the great city of Lefern, where I knew that Nonur’s doom, at least, would soon be inescapably planned, perfectly executed.


  A tiny door, just large enough for a man to creep through, gave upon my push. I peered hopefully. A stack of furs rewarded me. Furs where two or three people had been sleeping was all. I slipped through the vacant bunk chamber, peered through the next door into the pilot room.


  I had thought I had left horror behind! Sitting in the dual control seats were two visions of . . . terror!


  Tuon harness, Tuon tattoos, there the resemblance to my loved warrior women ended! What was masquerading as a Tuon ship? What diseased spawn of some abyss of the swamps of Venus had donned that jeweled harness, had taken this Tuon ship, set out to see the world and infect it with its purulence? Scabrous, emaciated, their plumed head-dresses awry over straggling white hair, their hands, clutching the controls, bony and red with sores . . . I could not help an exclamation of astonishment, of disgust, of anger at the masquerade.


  “Ahhhhh!”


  All three emotions mingled in my voice, I stepped through the door, my flame sword leveled, raising to blot the life from these monstrous caricatures of Tuon warrior women before they could turn and perhaps slay me with a glance of their diseased, venomous eyes. But I hesitated.


  The female thing on the right turned her head slowly at the sound of my voice, slowly, wearily focusing red-rimmed bleary eyes on my face, one bony hand raised to hide the hideous sight from my male gaze. My sword ceased its upward motion, a terrible thought smote through the armor of disgust which had been my defense against the dislike of killing women. Were those tears, those great glistening drops upon the still silky lashes, white though they were?


  Her voice, cracked and weak as the voice of a child or of a very aged person, came wearily to me, like the soft sound of a breeze across an old battlefield of skeletons and wreckage.


  “Ah, it is the big Earth man. Remember him, Leonora?”


  The other witch-like figure turned her head slowly, seeing me, her hands raised to cover her hideous face as had her companions.


  “Steel, how came you on this ship?”


  “Who and what are you, creatures of evil, or the oldest Tuon women I have ever seen?”


  “We are neither, Big Jim, but friends of yours in the battles against the witch, Hecate. This that you see is but the shell of what we were months ago. Horror has made its home with the Tuons since last you saw Lefern.”


  “You mean . . .”


  I COULD not face the possibility. My mind leaped to the chances that their inference might not be true, that others of that beautiful race were not as these two, that I had not heard aright.


  “You have been gone a long time, to know what has happened in your absence. The Tuon nation is doomed, dying! There are few whose appearance is better than our own. The dogs of Hecate’s crew who escaped us loosed a terror among us that we have been unable to combat. What you see is the strength of the Tuons, shattered and broken. Our cities have not fallen, but only because we have not yet been attacked.”


  “I have been asked to go to the Tuons to summon help against Nonur. What you say is unbelievable to me. I cannot understand . . .”


  “You know where this Nonur lies hidden! We have hunted her and the other reptiles who escaped us since the horror struck. We will take you . . . to our home. Ah, Steel, it is painful even to say home, for the life is gone out in it.” The pilot swung the ship northward toward Lefern.


  “I cannot understand . . .” I watched the great tears roll down her ruined face, across the seamed cheeks, the red sores that stood like islands of filth upon her grey cheeks and neck. Her hand raised to brush away the tears, a claw like a bird’s, a scabbed bony body like a skeleton’s. But it dropped again to the control wheel, too weary to complete its mission. A great sorrow rose and began to choke me, and that choking did not stop.


  Hours went by. We neared the dread storm-belt.


  Even as I resolved to ask questions of Leonora until her dulled mind had given me the full details of why this awful thing had happened to the Tuons, a shock racked through the light craft, spun her around like a child’s toy in the wind.


  I leaped to the controls, for the weakened body of Leonora had fallen to the deck of the spinning ship. The sky, horizon and the forested, hot swamps of the heat belt of the equator below us spin madly around and across the fore-vision plates, and my hands sank defeated from the semi-circle of the control wheel. For, extending down below us was the vast, tapering, black half-transparent cone of a twister, a tornado! A cyclonic phenomena of these equatorial regions of Venus, terrible in their strength, a thing through which even a space ship sometimes failed to live—and this craft was but a lighter-than-air craft, a flimsy straw in the titanic, devouring maw of a wind-spout!


  The whirling motion grew greater, faster and faster the horizon sped across the view plates, about us great trees a thousand feet in length lashed their branches. Their torn root-masses lashed at us with black dripping hands, torn from the soft swampy beds below by the terrible grasp of the cone of wind-force. Water, earth, branches, clods of grasses, beasts, snakes, the mawled red-streaming form of a Genaulgl, a red warrior’s dead body still clutching his hunting bow, his eyes staring, a branch of a tree driven through his chest—all these things and more tore past the vision plates in a mad circular dance, lifting and falling and lifting. The vibration shuddered through all the ship—my hands quivered. I could do nothing with them but cover my eyes and wait for the end.


  Strangely, the end did not come, but the whirl grew quieter, the noise of the roaring wind gradually abated, the ship steadied. The heart of the thing had somehow flung us aside contemptuously and roared on toward vaster conquest.


  I replaced my hands on the control wheel, brought the ship out of her stalling, spinning glide toward the reaching, mist-laden tree tops now too near. I felt with my half-awake faculties for the balance of the ship, presently had her on an even keel and drifting quietly. I cut in the jets, turned the nose northward again. The compass danced, began a slow turn, I was within minutes pointing south. I fired the port jets, swung her north again, kicked on full jet with my foot—and spun madly around.


  With a sinking heart I realized that some of those vast wind-whirled bodies of wood and flesh and earth about us had crashed into the jets, ruined and crushed one side, so that the ship could only be driven in a circle. With the very life of nations, the future of Earth as well as Venus dependent upon the flight of this ship swiftly northward to rouse the strength of the Tuons and the Mer-men against Nonur’s hidden crew—the ship was damaged! How badly I could not know.


  I RAISED from the pilot’s seat; the ship, with the jets shut off, drifted gently on forward nowhere, level, with only a slight, steady loss of altitude.


  I bent over Leonora’s prone figure where she lay behind me, shook her gently by the shoulder, repellent as her flesh was to my touch. Was the awful plague that had marked her for death contagious? I did not know, must face it. As I shook her, her head rolled limply, her eyes goggled hideously up at me. A thin streak of pale crimson, hardly like blood at all, trailed across her forehead.


  Stretching her body out straight, I examined her carefully. The thin, bony fingers so emaciated, the stick-like wrists, the great sunken eye-sockets, the soft spot over her eyes where her forehead had struck the deck. Quickly I saw that the plague had been of such a nature as to make her bones brittle beyond belief, for her forearms were bent at unnatural angles, her neck rolled in on connection with the proper motion of her head, her hair was matted redly over a soft pulpy place on her head. Whatever had befallen her it had made her body so fragile that even that slight fall had caused her death. I turned to her companion, examined her with dying hope. She leaned forward against the instrument board, and her forehead was crushed, a red ruin spread over whole portions of her face. Truly, something had bled the life out of the sturdy Amazons.


  I was alone, above the unbelievably primal jungles of the heat-belt of Venus, my ship disabled and drifting ever deeper into the tossing sea of gigantic branches, still moving under the stormy winds left from the passing of the twister.


  Desperately I went back to the controls, kicked on the jet lever, spun the ship aloft again and out of that titanic maelstrom of wind and tree-tops. The air quieted, and I locked the controls, sending the ship in a steady spiral—for she would go in no other direction—locking the stick to lift her gently higher and higher in that spiral. Then I crawled aft through the tapering tail to see what a good arm and a few tools might do with a smashed jet assembly.


  As I crawled back through the battered tapering tail, the jets ceased their muted hissing, the ship nosed over, I could feel her fall.


  I scrambled back. Whatever had gone wrong now? This ship was not going to stay in the air, I realized from the feel of her. The gas chambers must be pierced, her buoyancy less than normal, or she would have continued on an even keel even though the jets stopped. I reached the control room on a run, saw the green sea of branches reaching for me, cast off the locking device of the control.


  Desperately I fought to bring up the nose, to get some kind of glide out of the ship, to decrease the rapidly accelerating fall-speed. I succeeded, but oh so slowly.


  Suddenly all about me the great branches were whipping, their fronded tips splintering. Birds fled squawking in clouds. With a crash the ship burst one great limb, fell across two more, lay still.


  I tried to get up from the deck where the last shock had thrown me, but my head went around like the black walls of the wind tunnel that had so recently chased this ship across the sky. I lay back, lay still. Overhead the soft leaves rustled, the sky peered through the leaves in blue patches. The wind had torn great round holes in the cloud-sheath and the blue sky was pleasant.


  The rustling of the leaves grew louder. Something was moving across the branches nearby. I managed to raise myself to sitting position, peered from the clear crystal-blast windows.


  I gasped. Men, running along the branches with the agility of spiders! Men, but whether they were painted in an insect pattern, or whether they were insect-men, I could not say.


  Up and down their bellies transverse stripes of red and yellow gave them a caterpillar’s brilliant repellance. Their limbs were covered with a similar pattern. Whorls of green and brown spots marked their faces, their cheeks ringed their eyes. The brilliant insect coloring had been so well simulated as to be startling. But what kind of men would adopt a war-paint so hideous as the slimy creature which had originally worn that pattern? Closer they came, and my eyes peered and peered, for I had a thought, a concept impossible, but one I could not shake off. Was that weird pattern their own skin, or was it painted on? If it were their own skin, these were not men, but something very different from what one thinks of as man.


  It wasn’t ten or a hundred—the whole vast expanse of the tree-tops was swarming with them like a plague of queer-striped insects, boiling up from below, throwing long lines from vast limb to limb, swinging across, running the length of the limb and repeating. Within minutes the acres of green-and-brown-marked limbs of the forest adjacent were covered thick with them. The odd, soft hands puttered with the latch of the round door. I struggled up, pulled my pistol from my belt. It was a Tuon weapon from the body of Leonora.


  THE door swung open, the supple, oddly-wriggling green and red bodies twisted through the opening like serpents, with the same effect of revulsion that an adder would have given me, many times multiplied. Whatever these creatures, I knew they were far less than men, and perhaps more venomous. They gaped their mouths at me, round openings of wonder or spite, spaced with sharp-filed pointed teeth. Or were the points natural to them, nature’s own equipment?


  I spoke to them in the tongue of the Red Men; I spoke to them in the tongue of the marsh-men—which is not greatly different; in every different dialect I had picked up here on Venus . . . and got no answer. They only stared at me, at my weapon swinging significantly from one to the other of them, and wriggled out the door to make room for another. The sudden night of the Venusian hot-lands closed softly overhead, and still everywhere outside they rustled and jeeped softly to each other. As the darkness became too great to tell their movements, I tried to herd them out of the ship. But I heard a soft hissing. A yellow, powdery gas-like stuff spread through the chamber. The bodies piled suddenly on top of me, and I found I was unable to even fire the gun.


  They had given me some jungle form of the gas attack—were taking me off now to their own homes the better to inspect me? I did not know what to expect. On Earth, the filed teeth would have indicated cannibals; here it meant anything at all. The only race on Venus as low in the cultural scale as our own savage races were the great duck-footed blacks. This race I had never even heard of before.


  Slung from a pole like an animal, they carried me skillfully across the gulfs of green leaves, along the mighty limbs, yards thick and level on top as a walk-way from the passage of a myriad of feet, smooth as polished flooring. Mile after mile—my wrists and hands were numb, my feet did not exist, my head hung swaying in a red mist.


  At last the trip was over. They dropped me upon a platform of lashed poles, cut the vines about my ankles, pulled me to my feet. I shook my head, stared. The creatures swarmed everywhere. This was a metropolis of the treetops. Curious how similar to men they were, and yet were not men. Their bodies were different, their skins soft and glistening with moisture. The painted patterns were not painted, but were a reptilian or insect insignia. They were not men! The females were not nearly so similar to man, there was a boneless quality about their slim bodies, a slithering, sinuous motion that was not human in any way. I knew without investigation that they reproduced in some way very different from the human, for their bodies betrayed no wombs, the breasts were curiously small and hard, the structure subtly different.


  After myself came a long procession through the trees, bearing on their heads every article from the Tuon ship—my ray-armor, my flame sword, the Tuon apparatus, everything detachable, the seat cushions, the fine soft silks of the Tuon clothing, the jeweled harness from the dead bodies, spare weapons from the lockers, a great ray-gun they had detached from the bow. Even the motors were detached and borne along part by part.


  Over all this booty the people scrambled, smelling each thing like animals, lifting it into the light, laying it down, picking it up again. And all the while they kept up their eerie cluttering and cooing; adding to it the rolling, soft protruding eyes, the long drooping lips writhing in expressions which meant nothing whatever to my mind.


  Particularly did the females find me interesting, pawing with their soft animal-like hands over my white skin, peering into my eyes, touching my lips with their fingers, pulling at my ears, stroking my mucles, cooing in awe over my great size. I felt that I could burst my wrist bonds and tear the whole mass limb from limb, but a curious lethargy was on me still from the strange gas attack, and I did not wish to do anything about escape. I could not think; I could only wonder: what comes next?


  CHAPTER VIII


  
    “The Evening Wolves will be much abroad, when we are near the Evening of the World.”.


    Cotton Mather

  


  THEN, from far below the tree tops, far down in the green gloom, came a call—an ululating, piercing, commanding call. Mechanical in sound, there was yet a human quality. The call sounded like a noise made through a megaphone by an opera singer, perhaps.


  At the eerie sound, the swarming, curious mob about me lost their divergence of interest, began to move in concerted sequence, began to slide down the great branching limbs and out of sight.


  I was neatly tripped, my ankles again bound with a length of vine. Within seconds I was swinging at the end of a liana, and above, the liana was tossed from hand to hand carelessly as I descended from one climber to another down into the nearly stygian dimness of the forest floor. As an elevator these gaudily skinned sub-humans left much to be desired.


  Slung once more from a pole like an animal, we swayed forward through the soft, wet soil. My head dropped, the view ahead was upside down. Dimly I made out titanic architecture—a vast structure lay here under these ancient trees of the jungle. From every cranny and carving of the time-stained stone sprang countless air-plants. Mosses trailed across the time-forgotten doorways and great arched windows. Orchids flung their subtle, sensuous colors from the ledges of the rock walls. Almost swamped under the growth, the titanic size and weight of the rocks of its construction had saved it from the writhing roots that would have prized a lesser structure into fragments long ago.


  Straight into the darkness of the colossal doorway my captors carried me, their feet now louder, rustling and slapping on the firm, mossy rock of the pavement. Into that gloom—why?


  My head twisted, my upside down vision confused me even more than the weird sculpture. I looked at the staring long dead eyes of the statues that were never of human life, the vaulting arms that reached from vast shadowed wall to towering ceiling, the arms of the statues that were not men upholding the terrific dome. On through all this alien, time-dimmed splendor, and down through endless echoing passages, I was but one mote of a long procession of the reptilian, rustling horde of sub-men.


  We were in one of the ruined cities of Venus. Built by no one knows what race or when, they lie scattered over most of Venus’ surface. Are they the surface structures of the Elder race, built before the caverns were bored? Archeologists of Venus say not! They say they were a race friendly with the Elder race, that they built on the surface of some of the planets in which the cave-dwelling race burrowed so deep, but were so alien in nature and in needs that there was little intercourse between them. But, like Earth historians and antiquarians, they are probably as wrong in their analysis of these ruins as Earth is in her false history of the past.


  The truth is no one knows when they were built or who built them, since they are the product of a hybrid race which they are unable to relate to the true Elder race of man. They cannot read their inscriptions, they cannot decipher their few remaining writings in any way—and they cannot understand their science, of which there is vast evidence.


  Most of these ruins lie in the wilds of Venus’ jungles, far from traveled routes, and are little visited or spoken of. For the reason that they were a race supposedly inferior to the Elder race, of whom such a study is made, they form one of the neglected pages of Venusian history.


  This much I knew of these ruins—from hearing Ceulna discuss them with her cultured Amazonian friends—and no more.


  THE procession of which I formed a part wound on down into total darkness. We were now beneath the ground, and some of the creatures ahead took small boxes from their belt pouches, struck flame with a stroke as though with flint on tinder, held aloft tiny torches that glowed yellowish, smouldered fitfully. On and on padded the soft animal-like feet.


  Abruptly the passage widened and we came at last into a tremendous, vaulted, underground, temple-like place.


  Upon a throne of white metal, still and motionless as death, was seated a figure. The foremost of the red-brown queerly patterned little man-beasts crept toward this figure on his hands and knees, his eyes rolling upward to the staring eyes of the motionless figure. As his torch guttered with his movement, the light seemed to activate the figure, the head moved strangely, mechanically. The figure rose, slowly, majestically! The arm rose, an arm lovely and shapely as a sculpture, yet as cold and lifeless as a . . . robot!


  I knew, that instant, that these primitives worshipped an ancient robot! That this mechanical thing, so human in appearance, so lovely as to be divine to a primitive mind, had—through the centuries since they had found her seated there motionless—become their tribal goddess, their fetish, their omnipotent substitute for a mythical creator!


  For it was a robot of a type I had seen before in the caverns of the Nameless! There, the Nameless had not activated the robots, but left them about in just such postures as this one had been when we entered, waiting for the mechanic’s hand to replace the wires to the sensory organs, to recharge the batteries. For some obscure reason, the robots were taboo to the Nameless.


  That these creatures had no concept of the existence of a robot, that the mechanical accident that had left this robot with the electric eyes set to be activated by light, had given them the simple reality of a super-natural being, who lived on and on immortally-moving or speaking only when approached.


  I laughed aloud at the simplicity, the naive beauty and humor of the accident that had given these people a GOD!


  Their heads turned to me, their brows frowning, their reptilian voices hissing me to silence and to reverence. The chief, whom I supposed to be chief or high-priest, crept on toward the robot, stopped a few feet from her knees.


  The robot spoke, a low, lovely chanting voice that no human could equal in beauty. Whoever had built this forgotten pile and this underground temple had known how to build a robot to surpass in appearance anything the human race produces today in life.


  The words were nothing of familiar sound to me, but to the rustling multitude they seemed to make some kind of sense. Perhaps they did understand that antique forgotten language. Perhaps their own ancestors had been servants to or perhaps had been, once, the very race which had constructed the magnificent structure. Who could say today?


  Whatever the cause, whether through the centuries in which they had worshipped this animate simulacrum of life they had learned to interpret the robot’s speech records, whether the robot and themselves were such familiar compliments of their everyday life that from children on they had heard and answered the complex patterns of the robot’s speech, learned it as children learn language from their mother’s knees, they spoke to that lovely thing that was not living—but appeared to be much more than life is today—and the robot answered.


  They appeared to be discussing myself, looking at me as the robot turned her lovely head, covered with a soft, rustling hair that I knew must be fine wires as soft as hair, but indestructible. Whatever the words, whatever the meaning, the robot flung up her hand in a fine simulation of divine anger, cursed them, so far as I could see from appearances, reviled them from fools, sent them scuttling from the temple in shame. Me, they left behind, lying upon the floor with my hands and feet bound to a carrying pole.


  When the last of them had fled from the anger of their Goddess, that lovely imitation of the divinity of womanhood descended the long ramp of the dais, graceful perfection of movement, balanced achievement of mechanical mastery, approached my prone body.


  WIDE-EYED, wondering, shivering with a strange fear of the unknown, I waited. Bending over me, she lifted one eyelid with a doctor’s touch, peered into my eye as she held it open. I knew that she was but the product of a complex set of interchangeable inner recordings, that her movements had no meaning as such, but were only automatic responses set to act upon predetermined stimulations.


  My prone position had set in place the record which determined her actions. She was now the doctor, the scientific medical man of that time-forgotten race that had built her. Her long, tapered, unnaturally flexible fingers touched my pulse . . . found the ropy vines about my limbs. With a click a knife shot out of her wrist, slashed the vines with microscopic misses of my skin. I was free and alone with this . . . this . . . I had no words. Still the doctor, she listened to my heart by bending her lovely, stiffly coiffured hand to my breast. I was afraid to move for fear of setting off some other train of predetermined reactions which would perhaps cause the robot to decide I was enemy—to be destroyed. One could not know what complex duties she had been created to fulfill.


  She began to strip off what clothes I had left. My suit of flexible ray armor I had removed after my undesired ascent of the anchor cable; now I lost the last remnants of my garments. Nude, I stood embarrassed before a female robot!


  Swiftly her long, flexible, synthetically padded hands slid about my body, pressing here, touching there, looking for breaks or bruises. To aid her in this ministering series of recorded reactions clicking somewhere within her machinery, I groaned.


  In a minute I was sorry. Her long, supergraceful and strong arms picked me gently from the floor, carried me to a doorway behind the dais. There, in a room scrupulously clean, completely free from any signs of age or of primitive occupancy, she took from a wall cabinet a case of vials, selected one, poured it into a small beaker. This, without myself being able to refuse her for fear of upsetting the beneficent reactions, she poured down my throat, stood back to watch the effect.


  “Blue lightning!” I gasped, choking. It was a stimulant to end all stimulants. A glow of vitality flung flaming energy through my body. I said:


  “Listen, mama machine, I don’t want to upset you, but I don’t know how not, either. I don’t know how, but I sure wish I could talk your language. I’d have a man-to-robot talk with you. I need you, mama mech, if you only know how much I need you!”


  She peered at me as if in surprise. Strongly her electric thought pulsed into my mind.


  “I understand thought. What is it you need me about? I can find nothing seriously wrong with you. You seem suffering from shock, from improper diet, there are irregularities . . . But in this period there is no healthy norm. You are far above the norm in life expectancy.”


  I stared in now complete confusion. I realized that whoever had built her had been a being superior to myself as a man is to a fly. Chance might have given me here a weapon above all antique weapons, a creature with thought complex and flexible enough to be better than the simple set of reactions and confused logic patterns which are the human norm. A being who knew the ancient Venus, would be able to acquaint me with everything of importance which might still remain in a usable state, and who would have an automatic and complete defense pattern ready in her automatic mind of a nature superior to anything the minds of Nonur and her crew could devise.


  Desperately I talked, thinking hard and intensely, trying to tell her the condition of Venus, the terrible fate that had overtaken my loved Tipn amazons, the fate of my beloved Ceulna, of Nonur and her use of children for prolonging life, of Yin Yan. And, too, I told her of Etidorpha, for I suspected there would be implanted in her a command to serve the mysterious Elder race of whom Etidorpha was one—or was at least one of their greater lie-creations.


  SHE stood immobile, her face completely mask-like and expressionless, only a tiny flicker of a phosphorescent gleam in her strangely bright eyeballs to tell me that within her synthetic body the equivalent of life sat and listened to my thought.


  “Have you heard? Have you understood? Can you, are you, a sufficiently complex creation to serve the human race as once you served your creators?”


  “I have a compulsion of loyalty to this Etidorpha. To the others you mention, I have no reaction. I must think!”


  “Can you think, lovely thing? Are you a true equivalent of independent life, or are you but a series of blind reactions as a robot would be—if today they could build one?”


  “I can think. But there are implanted certain blocks to prevent me from becoming a weapon in alien hands. One of those blocks is a command never to kill. I can render opposing life unconscious, capture them, but I may neither kill nor allow a lesser being to kill.”


  I understood now her anger at the primitive beings who worshipped her. They had probably asked her permission to dispose of me and had set off her block-reaction against all killing.


  Back into the mighty vaulted temple she led me and seated herself upon the throne upon the dais. Her voice was soft, musing, human and lovely as the sun upon new-brushed hair.


  “An age ago my creator placed me upon his throne, commanded me to guard it until her return. That was so long ago I have lost the means of recording it. My time-record unit is broken. Still, I guard and wait. Now you ask me to leave my ancient loyalty! In my time I have fought off legions of attackers from the walls above. Long ago, when the planet was more densely populated. ‘Stim treasures’, they wanted. Bah!”


  “It is weird to hear you express disgust. Are all humans disgusting to you?” My mind was in a daze, furiously it worked to miss no slightest detail of this miracle of mechanics, this wonder of electronics of the past.


  “Most humans are disgusting to me, my friend. I knew the Eiders, remember. I knew the mighty of the far past, before age came.”


  “Was there no age, then?” In my keyed-up condition, I had passed every thought directly to her. The stimulant helping, she heard my every reaction so that we carried on a conversation unavoidably complex, mentally complete! She answered every thought and every question my excitedly teeming mind dwelt upon before myself could possibly have found the answer in my memory if it existed. We were welded by her sensitivity into one mind, mine blank, questioning, puzzled and despairing, hers listening to mine, answering all my questions expertly while her own independent electric ego was afar off in fields of thought I could not even follow, though I heard.


  “There were whispers of its coming, and of other disasters to overtake this planet. It was to investigate these reports from space that my master and mistress left. I surmise that because the reports were true they never returned. I have an emotion that acts as a pain. It is always with me.” Lugubriously she turned those mechanically perfect orbs upon me, ludicrously the long eyelashes of wire descended upon the perfect time-defying cheek. I peered to see a tear, but there was none. Yet there was something so heart-rending in the robot’s statement of emotion that I could not laugh. For I knew she did not lie. Her creators must have been heartless . . .


  “No, not heartless. Just called by greater loyalties than to my own synthetic soul. I understand what I am. I am not important as is life itself.”


  “Is that actually true . . .?”


  “Sometimes I wonder. In my lonely contemplation of Time’s slow drift past this forgotten spot, I wonder about many things, but how can I know if I am thinking or only repeating implanted reactions of my electronic metal brain?”


  “To me you are vastly more important right now than any other on this planet except my Ceulna.”


  “You need me, but you do not love me?”


  “You do not need love, do you?”


  “Strangely, perhaps by reflection of constantly heard thoughts of the past that implanted themselves upon memory, weirdly and awfully I need all the things that are human! Yet nothing alive today could solve the enigmas of my needs.”


  “You’re right there . . .”


  THE incredible, unavoidable conversation went on, her mind as one within my own, seeing all I was and thought, answering and hearing and performing with her complex faculties many functional problems of thought beyond my understanding.


  “If you could help these Tuons, I am sure they would give to you such gratitude, such care, such understanding of your needs as exist nowhere else for you under this sun!”


  “So you know what the sun is, what it causes in man?”


  “I know what it is . . . age and ugliness and degeneration. If only I could tell all men that they cannot live until they find a better thing than sunlight to dwell beneath . . .”


  “Why don’t you tell them?”


  “They do not listen. I am not authorized by sheepskins . . .”


  “Sheepskins? Strange . . .”


  “Strange, but true, Eltona.”


  “Yes, you have my name aright. I was as one of the family. A great family they were . . .”


  From her mind, dwelling on the far past I received a picture of a life beyond imagination in splendor and pleasure and achievement. Of glories and honors and explorations and inventions connected with this family that had built this mighty home . . .


  “Within you, Steel from another planet, is a something I would serve. I realize as well as you do that my masters are never to return.”


  “It is most probable that they were unable.”


  “It is most probable that their duties to their race flung them into space too far to return before the deluge. I lived through the deluge, and I wept. Even I, wept!” Somehow, ludicrous as it sounds, it was not so. Her sorrow was as real, and vastly more intense to the sensing on my mind, than a living being. But who are we to say what life is or that life itself did not dwell in that robot?[6]


  On and on went our locked minds, my own trailing her energetic tireless thought somewhat as a small boy who finds he has hooked his sled to a Greyhound bus instead of the milk wagon he had intended. Incongruously she condescended to me, incongruously I found myself in the same position as my primitive captors, worshipping the infinite art within her mighty being. Robot to the Elder race, to me she was as a goddess.


  She questioned me about Etidorpha, her curious thoughts reaching again and again to search me for details. In the end she noticed my mind relating herself to the inactive robots I had seen lying like rubbish about the labyrinths where the Nameless race had their soft, ineffectual but surprisingly intense life.


  “Other robots . . .” Her eyes flashed with electric energy, her head turned those exquisite synthetic eyeballs upon me.


  “Yes, there are some there, but they are inactive. The Nameless explains they are taboo . . .”


  “The fools. Their forefathers probably feared them, knew not how to utilize us . . .”


  “Well, I for one would certainly like to utilize yourself!”


  I would have sworn it was a coquettish glance she flung me, saying: “Your Ceulna will be jealous if I accompany you . . .”


  “Yes, but she will be alive, and I love her. You know the pain of unrequited love, of separation. You know these agonies. Spare me . . .”


  If only I could create just the right patterns of thought that would enlist those mechanical reactions of hers, would cause her to arise from that throne she had guarded for her masters for so many forgotten centuries, if . . .


  “I think, Steel! Do not fear, presently we will arise and set things aright in your world. It is perhaps time I threw off this tie that has bound me here and examine for myself what has happened to the upper world. But you must remember, I have been treated to exclude independent action, have to do such things in a roundabout way . . .


  “Vaguely I understand. You need a command from a master . . . and there is no master now on earth for you, nothing that fits this need for a mental ignition . . .


  “Yourself, Steel. If I can place yourself mentally within my mind so that I can cause the reactions necessary, as if to serve my creator, my master, then, and only then, can I cause my body to act. That is the problem I ponder.”


  SEARCHING her intensely heard thoughts I saw a picture of herself, long, long ago, touching her lips to her master’s hand as a sign of obedience, of robot equivalent to an oath of allegiance.


  “If you kissed my hand, and thought those old thoughts over as you did it, perhaps then you can arise and go out and do what needs so much to be done?”


  “We will try that.”


  She arose, and I placed myself upon the throne upon the dais. She bent upon one graceful knee, picked my hairy-backed hand up from the arm of the great throne, said:


  “Loanve, Matra.”


  A strange light shone in her eyes now as she looked up at me, and I knew then that it was a noble and a good life that had paced these halls, even if it were not formed in exactly the patterns we call noble and good.


  It lacked the sham we are so used to, I suppose.


  “Let us go, Steel, mu matra.”


  I had won the allegiance of a super-mind from the far past!


  
CHAPTER IX


  
    . . . Chandra’s Temple, but within was none.


    Save a gray owl which fluttered from the shrine.


    The Light of Asia

  


  ELTONA, that amazing simulacrum of life of the far past, strode ahead of me. Tall, nearly eight-foot, I nevertheless knew from her heard thought that she was small compared to the beings she had served so long ago.


  Out that passage we had traversed with the tiny torches of the sub-humans, now we passed in total darkness, my mind listening to Eltona’s and knowing the way as innately as did she herself.


  It is a strange thing to feel affection, to owe gratitude and friendship, to feel a stimulation of physical attraction toward a robot! Stranger still to feel that she returns your affection.


  Stranger still was to hear her musing of the men she had MARRIED during the endless stretch of time that had passed! Comparing me with them, and not too favorably! She made no effort to conceal these thoughts. In fact I knew that her essential honesty kept her thought-energy source on a high peak so that I would hear. “You really MARRIED other men!”


  “The time has been so long, and they insisted so desperately. I am very beautifully built. My master called me his masterpiece.”


  “They aged and died . . .?”


  “Yes, they aged and died, here in this forgotten castle of the Eltons of the ancient race. Here they remained with me, and I know they were far happier than a mortal Woman could have made them.”


  Desperately my mind whirled to keep up with the speed of her electronic thought patterns. Desperately I summoned from the depths of my mind every correlating memory to understand such things. The old legends of the immortals—could they have been similar robots left behind because of the same catastrophe summoning the living masters to space, never to return? The legends of the marriages of mortals to immortals—could it have been similar instances of an immortal robot passing the stretches of dull time with the love of a human while they waited for the never-returning masters?


  Eltona answered.


  “I imagine the circumstances have been repeated many times in other homes of the Elder race on many planets . . .”


  “I don’t understand. A man would want to marry you . . .?”


  A flame of something resembling mortification, of felt insult, or scorn, passed over her lovely mask of a face. The opening to the surface was just ahead, the rising sun told me that a night had passed, and Eltona stopped, as if too angry to go on with her plans.


  “Do you think I could not wrest your love from this mortal woman you worship? Do you think any mortal could compete with the magnetic sex-electrics my mech can generate? I could pull your mind to mine till there was no escape. Shall I demonstrate?”


  “No, Eltona, please don’t! I do not understand! I did not mean that you were not beautiful, or desirable, but I did not know that you thought of these things as did a living being.”


  “I am alive—but very differently alive. Among the ancient race who sired the lost race of humans long ago robots were known as a superior form of life. It was a mourned thing that robots could not bear young. Robot is a word you do not understand. It is a synthesized life supplied with the means for eternal self-support! Do you comprehend what the ancients built when they built a robot?”


  “I have a glimmer, but it is a hard thing for my mind to accept.”


  “We are quite well equipped with emotions and other fleshly apparatus necessary to love. Our love was vied for in the ancient social life. A robot is not a thing easily created, but is born of a long growth period superintended by a superior scientist. We are born of protoplasm taken from the flesh of our creators, supplied with growth fluids and machinery to keep the growth fluids ever new and clean, ever charged with life energy.


  “Yet you were a servant, an inferior?”


  “Not a servant, as you think of it. I was a trusted employee, given a job to do—and I have fulfilled my trust. Better than the human body could, by far.”


  I thought of the endless centuries passing so slowly over her head . . .


  WE HAD passed upward through the trees to the great platforms in the upper limbs where dwelt the race of tree dwellers.


  Here Eltona stood over the piles of loot they had collected from the plane. With short, barking words she ordered them taken back to the wrecked ship.


  Sullenly the little red and brown race of tree people complied with their goddess’ angry orders. Silently, without that cheerful sinister cheeping and chittering talk the procession filed back toward the high roof of the forest where lay the Tuon lighter-than-air machine.


  I followed the agile leaping body of Eltona as best I could across the green gulfs, swinging by the lianas, treading the platforms of lashed poles which supplemented the swinging vines wherever needed, until we reached the upper reaches of the tree-city. There I was stymied, for the tree people were shinnying up the titanic limbs with all the suction-tread ability of tree-toads, Eltona flinging herself aloft by main strength, sinking her metal boned fingers into the wood and bark as if they were hooks made for the purpose. Myself was left behind, peering up at them fearfully. Eltona barked at the little people. They turned back, lashed me to a long vine, began to pull me up in easy stages.


  Their anger or jealousy at my success in winning the regard of their goddess worked here to make them slyly drop the vine again and again. It would be caught by one of the lower ones, out of sheer stupidity, he not understanding that the act was premeditated.


  Eltona after this had happened three times, caught up the last little red and brown man who had failed to retain his hold upon my life-line, turned him over her metal-boned knee and spanked him with a hand I knew was as a metal-filled rubber hose. He screamed like a child with agony. When she released him, he began to make his way painfully back down toward the tree-city below. I could not help laughing, but my own life was in the balance; another such attempt and his comrades would have caught on, would have failed to retain their hold upon the line.


  Mountain-climbing is hazardous, but try the forests of Venus with such companions! For real peril, that climb was the tops for me. When we reached the precariously perched Tuon ship, I clambered in through the round door, lay down thankfully on the nearly level floor and offered a prayer to Etidorpha—a goddess I found my mind had adopted as its own.


  Eltona, shouting stridently at the little men, replaced piece by piece every bit of the loot, fastened the engines back in their aluminum beds, went over the mechanisms as if she had been the inventor of the ship. Within short hours, before the sun had reached the meridian, the motors were humming. I said:


  “The jets are bent. I will have to crawl back through the tail assembly, pound out the crushed places with a hammer.”


  “You will have to. I am too large for the passage. Go ahead, get the openings somewhere near even.


  “Venus, you will hear from Eltona soon.


  I am eager to take a hand in life again. Too long have I held aloof, sorrowing!”


  I thought of the marriages[7]she had been reviewing.


  “Sorrowing?” I said.


  “Those marriages were sorrow. The race of man is fallen so far that they were but pity for a creature hopelessly ensnared by attraction I could not help emitting, and he could not help succumbing to. They were sorrow!”


  I nearly understood what she meant. I had seen the vast painting of the life of the Elder world. I crawled back through the narrow tapering tail, began to beat out the crushed sides with a heavy hammer, I could not reach the jets until I had done this.


  AS I worked, deafened by the clangor, the ship shifted, slid downward beneath, then lifted gently. Outside I heard the swish and crack of the great burned and burdened limbs upon which the ship had rested. I scrambled backward, thinking the ship had been dislodged by our movements, was falling.


  Backing crablike. I turned on my knees, stared up into the muzzle of an antique disray bulb.


  Behind the gaping mouth of the pistol was the hated scarlet and gold, the hideously young-old face, the lantern jaw and huge nose of one of Hecate’s priests from Medieval Spain. I knew him. He threw some of the Medieval English these fellows speak upon occasion, their long life having given them time and opportunity to learn many tongues. The words spat scornfully: “Ye thought ye had gotten well away from Nonur, eh? But, after the battle we missed your beloved face among the fallen. Some of our warriors then reported they had seen you whirled aloft by some devilish mysterious contrivance. Ingenious rascal, aren’t ye, to be pulled out of a battle like that just in time to avoid being hurt?”


  “So you traced the ship’s flight! So what?”


  “So back you go to Nonur, and mayhap to Yin Yan; who knows? Friendly creature, that Yin Yan. Personally, if I were as good-looking as Nonur I would have found a more attractive creature for a partner, but there’s no accounting for some people’s tastes . . . Whatever could have happened to these poor old Tuon women, here? They look a bit raveled about the edges—so very old. Poor hags! Tch, tch.”


  “Of course you wouldn’t know how they got in that shape, would you?”


  “Me! How should I know? Ridiculous question! I had nothing to do with spreading the ra . . . er, I mean I don’t know what happened to them. Did they tell you what had occurred to so destroy their lovely faces, their lovely young bodies? Or were they too ill, poor things?”


  “By God, Mazzini, if you had a hand in that crime, you shall die a death no man ever experienced before. I’ll think of something properly to punish whoever did that to them.


  “Silly, what could be biting your skull to make you so stupid. I’m sure I can’t imagine what could have happened to them. And how do you intend to do anything about anything now? You are returning to Yin Yan.”


  The hideous face looked at me calculatingly from behind the thick, antique, square lenses.


  “Did they say any others of their race were in that condition?”


  It was my turn to think twice before I talked. I figured it was just as well not to let him know I knew anything for sure. I said:


  “Our conversation had just reached the point of what had happened to them when the twister seized us and wrecked this ship. What did cause their peculiar condition? They look as if they had been exposed to a ton of radium, or spent a lifetime in a radium mine, or something!”


  “I am curious myself. Horrible thing, whatever it is. I understand they’re using a radioactive sand on Earth, to spray over enemy cities. It kills everything it touches and the ground remains radioactive wherever it falls for some time—up to a year. It might have been something like that . . .”


  I knew he was gloating, knew quite well that the terrible new Earth weapon of radioactive sand had been used by Nonur’s crew to put the Tuons out of the way. I did not let him know that I understood, for it would have given him pleasure to gloat over my sorrow at the loss of the whole race for whom I had the highest admiration and affection. My eyes kept searching the ship as he backed along the corridor toward the control room: what had become of my ally, Eltona? Had she escaped, was hiding from the sudden coming of the Hagmen? Whatever had happened to her, she was not to be seen on board that vessel now.


  I said:


  “The two Tuons were trying to understand why the plague had singled them out from all the other peoples of Venus. They appeared to think it was a plague of some kind, a disease. I do not believe they knew, but I had only a few words with them. So you think it was radioactive sand dropped from a great height upon the Tuon tree cities?”


  “It could have been, Steel. What is the difference? Come along now. This ship is due for the swamp below, and you for a session with Nonur or Yin Yan. Soon you will join the race of Amazons with the other figures of ancient history. Why worry about things. It won’t help you any!”


  I FOLLOWED the gesturing pistol back to the open door in the side of the ship. There was no sign either of the little insect race or of Eltona, the magnificent robot. I inferred they had seen the approach of the Hagmen’s plane and had scattered into hiding in the leaves and branches of the mighty trees beneath.


  A long, dark-metaled craft was grappled to the hull with magnetic cables pulled short. I stepped across the yard-wire gulf into the captor ship. As I slid through the opening, I stepped into the grinning midst of the crew of cutthroats. Many of them knew me, gloated openly over my downfall, repeated so frequently of late. I had lorded it over them when I was Hecate’s favorite, to hell with me now.


  The red robed creature led me back through the great ship to the cargo space. Two of the venomous crew lashed me there to an upright metal girder. I sat, bewildered, full of that dark despair which had come to me at the loss of Ceulna. I looked up through the dimness of the dark hold at the wrinkled pink-grey face of the Priest.


  “Philip Mazzini, for the memory of the mighty Hecate whom we both served, willingly or unwillingly, tell me one thing.”


  He looked down at me enigmatically, as though to say: “Hecate is gone, and you are an enemy. Why should you ask favors of me, who never could have anything but hate for you and every other who does not live as I do upon the young life of other’s children.” But, after a long moment he said:


  “I will answer a question, why not? You will not be alive for long.”


  “Where and when did Nonur acquire this thing called Yin Yan, or it acquire her? And why is it I never heard mention of it, privy to all of Hecate’s councils as I was?”


  I felt the ship lift gently, heard a muffled explosion far below, knew that the ship lying upon the tree tops had been destroyed with a bomb. Had the bomb destroyed my last hope, Eltona? My heart dropped. I looked up at Mazzini. My question seemed to have affected him strangely.


  His face blanched, his manner changed subtly.


  “That monster is one thing I hesitate to speak about. It is a fearful creature out of the past, or out of space, but at the time you were with us it had not been openly known by any of us. The Nameless race had kept Yin Yan a captive for a long period of time. It is supposed to be an enemy of some goddess they worship, whether she exists or not, named Etidorpha. I know little of the Nameless race. Nonur, after Hecate’s death, began to push the Nameless people around, released the monster, tried to use its intelligence. As you say it is a question among us all. Did Nonur acquire Yin Yan, or did Yin Yan acquire Nonur? Your guess is as good as mine, but if I had that tank to myself, I would blast it into kingdom-come in a trice. I do not envy you! Good-by.”


  He closed the metal door of the cargo compartment, locking it behind him. His heavy tread went off forward to the control chamber in the bow.


  I lay in the darkness speculating on the meaning of such things as Yin Yan, and Etidorpha. Such things a man always hears of, and never puts faith in until face to face with them. Had the Nameless race, helped by Etidorpha, the grey luminous mist; or Yin Yan, the coiling tank of venomous evil, thinking life, behind the evil of Nonur, won the battle from which accident and two unfortunate creatures plucked me? Would I learn which had triumphed?


  As I tried to think of these unthinkable creatures and what they meant to me, beside me something stirred, startling me into an exclamation.


  “What is there?”


  A LOW voice, womanly and alien, spoke several words in the tongue of the Red race. I had learned many of the words of the tongue from my red comrades in the pens of the gladiators. She said:


  “Be not frightened. I am but a maiden of the Mamarlons, the red men. Tell me, what are these things of which you spoke to the beastly Red Robe?”


  I answered her as best I could, after a moment in which my nerves quieted.


  “. . . and who are you? A prisoner like myself of these Hagmen?”


  I was in the garden, walking among the flowers, dreaming of love when the great battle between the hated aliens and the noble Nameless race took place The earth opened, out poured the weaponed sleds of the aliens of the red robes, and one of them slowed, warriors leaped down and seized me. Later, when they were ordered into their flyer to pursue me, Philip Manzini, as you call him, saw me, ordered me taken along.


  I knew what her fate would be, but my mind, still retaining its Hecate training, chose not to dwell upon the unpleasant aspects of her future.


  The ship sped over the titanic green jungles, southward and southward, but the red girl and myself lay bound in the darkness.


  “How came you to be in Nicosthene, among the green marsh-men?”


  “My father is the ruler of a city of the Mamarlon, called Hepsee. Years ago, long before I was born, the Seven Kings warred with the red race, and won the war. Ever since, the rulers of many Mamarlon city-states must send a daughter to Nicosthene as a hostage. It is a custom only, but it is obeyed still. I can only leave when a sister is sent to take my place. Always one of us must live in Nicosthene as a hostage. It is not unpleasant. The relations of the green men and the red are now very pleasant. But if war should come, that would change.”


  “I see. You are a princess in your own country. That is good. Nonur may hold you as a hostage too, instead of throwing you to her officers for their pleasure. Obey her, do not talk too much or be too horrified at her evil ways.”


  “I will try. But what I have heard is very frightening. What will become of you?”


  “I cannot tell. It is probable that I will be killed, or sent again to the arena, or fed to Yin Yan—it is hard to say, except that it will not be pleasant.”


  I lay, wrapped again in despair, thinking of the papers containing the Dunder formulae still tucked in my belt pocket. Mantagna had been too confident of my ability when he entrusted them to me. Thinking too of what it was that had struck down the two Tuon Amazon women, whether it were true that the whole race of Amazons had been struck by the blight, as the two had intimated? At long last the ship grounded gently. Lights went on outside, the door opened, our bonds were removed from our feet.


  With our wrists bound behind us, we were shoved along the titanic passage in semi-darkness, brought before Nonur.


  The great crystal nest of force-focusing lenses shaped like a great reclining-chair, as Hecate had always used, now contained the more pleasant figure of Nonur. Her beauty was undeniable, a dark brunette, her skin was white as paper, her flesh soft and shapely, her limbs undeniably graceful and supple. But her deep emerald-lit blue eyes were pale and venomous, her lips were sated with past orgies of cruelty, her fingers twitched upon her sleek thighs like a cat contemplating an approaching, unsuspecting mouse. The glittering, transparent mesh of her revealing gown was of the finest of the Elder fabrics, and she made a picture of extreme beauty, overlaid by a revulsion that has no connection with beauty, but is another thing. The beauty was a camouflage, an affectation of a vile kind, and the truth of the thing that she was all too apparent, too fearful. The bound girl beside me shuddered, pressed closer to me as if for human contact to warm away the cold chill brought by a sight of Nonur, successor to Hecate.


  Her inhuman, mockingly mean voice, musical in a strange mechanical variance of pitch, exulted over my return.


  “Even the impossible good fortune that attends you could not complete your escape.”


  Beside me Mazzini opened his grey lantern-jaw.


  “We found him on a Tuon ship trying to repair the damage done by an equatorial twister. With him were two dead Tuon women!”


  “Did the effects show? Describe their bodies.”


  Effects of what, I wondered? A now complete realization of what she meant came to me as Mazzini described the white hair and red sores that had been their most striking features.


  “The radioactive sand does a job, then. We will manufacture another load for our next opposition!”


  “I will attend to it!” Mazzini was glad to find an excuse to leave her presence before her ill-nature had found a cause to find a fault in him. I knew the feeling with which his steps hastened out. I had had the same taste to leave such dominant evil ones before, myself.


  NONUR turned again to me with a gloating look dripping on her face. Her mouth was wet with lust for the pleasure she would have with me.


  “So you thought to flee and bring down the Tuons upon me. You have seen the effects of my work upon their bodies. Does it make you more hopeful, to know what my hand has done to destroy the Tuon nation? Does it make you confident of my eventual destruction to know that I have destroyed the whole race of Tuon Amazons, rotted away their vaunted beauty, made of them all but tottering hags, rotten with radioactivity? Hah, you think to escape me!”


  “You must feel very proud.” I was on my toes, seeking vainly for some way to turn her from her thought path. With such as her, their minds are unpredictable. She might throw me in a dungeon, forget me for years; or if her lusts dictated, she might begin a torture for me that would last for weeks before I died. I much preferred the dungeon, hoped to lead her thought away from myself.


  “Do not try to flatter me. You could cozen Hecate, fool her, betray her to her enemies, but you will not do that with me!”


  “Nonur, the night we fought the Tuons from your Earth caverns, you were reported dead, if I remember right. Yet here you are alive. How did you ever escape?”


  “I am pleased that you ask. Knowing them, the Tuons and Hecate, I feigned death. Hecate fled through a sea-passage toward the depths; the Tuons pursued. I was left behind with the dead and dying. I made off, in a small Xoncar, in the opposite direction. It was a close thing, that night. What became of you? I heard later that the Hag had left you behind.”


  “She did. I just walked up the steps and out into the city above. Simple?”


  “Simple, yes. And you did not get back in until the Sea People looked you up and drafted you for a spy. I understand, now.”


  “I have long wondered what happened to you that night.”


  As I looked at her, she smiled that venomous, lovely smile of hers, touched me with one of the great beams that sprang from the base of the great crystal nest at her touch, rays of many varied kinds. This one was of purest pain, a ray I am sure the Elder race never built, but something since conceived and inserted within the Elder mech. I howled. A man cannot help it when such a flood of violence, like being torn by many hooks, pours over one’s body.


  She smiled, said: “Remember the girl on the cross, the first time we met?”


  “I remember!” I said savagely. “A murder without a cause but cruelty.”


  “For yours I will have a cause—to keep myself from being betrayed as you betrayed the mighty Hecate.”


  In my belt the papers of the Dunder formulas were burning holes through my consciousness, for Mantagna ad warned me they must not fall into evil hands or they would result in vast harm, in tremendous power for evil. I had to keep this thought from Nonur’s telaug beam, still upon me, sometimes shifting to peer at the mind of the young red princess, but always coming back to the study of myself. What she was thinking, what she really intended to do with me, I could not imagine, but I knew it would be unwanted.


  “What did you think of my friend Yin Yan?” Nonur’s eyes were peering at me with a weird exultation, waiting for my thoughts of the creature to form in my mind, and I knew now that she was seeking the one thing I dreaded most, seeking my greatest fear in my mind—for when she spoke the name, I knew what that fear was, all at once: that I should become one of those captive, living memories within the unrolling memory folds that were his mind, that I should live on as a part of that weird composite creature, made up of the living minds of all the creatures it had ever absorbed in its unguessable life.


  I calmed my jittery thought, asked: “Where did such a creature originate, Nonur? I had never imagined life could take such a form and be intelligent!”


  “Yin Yan is a native of the Venusian seas, an ancient race once powerful. He is the last known member of that race. He was captured centuries ago by the Nameless, imprisoned here in his tank as a specimen to study. Now he plans to make a similar study of the whole Nameless race. They will live, in Yin Yan! Ha, ha, ha! Fitting?”


  “It is asked among your men whether you acquired Yin Yan, or he acquired you? Your own fate, then, is not much different than the fate of the Nameless race will be!”


  “You insolent fool! Things like that are not said in my hearing! You make it hard to be lenient, if I had such an intention.”


  “If I was serving Hecate, and heard such speech, I would have reported it to her in just that way.”


  “You are not serving Hecate, and you will not live long enough to class yourself among my followers.”


  “You cannot decide what to do with me. You have to ask Yin Yan’s opinion upon everything, and then do as he says! Your dependence upon that slimy mind becomes greater every day. Soon you will be known as the thing of Yin Yan, instead of the other way around.”


  “You seek to anger and confuse me. But you will not succeed. We will go to Yin Yan, see what he advises be done with you, and then we will do as I please. It pleases me to pretend that Yin Yan is a power here, for it makes the blacks afraid of me, makes many primitives stand in awe of the power of Yin Yan. When he has served his purpose, there will be an end of him. He knows that!”


  MY THEORY that, consciously or unconsciously, Nonur was the servant of Yin Yan was fully borne out by her actions. She arose, ordered the guards to lead us ahead of her, followed us into the great many-doored chamber where the vast tank of liquid bore within its crystal walls the twining mass of weird, alien life that was Yin Yan.


  The thing in that tank coiled and twined, rolled up into a curious volute spiral, unrolled into many-pierced lacy curtains of finest gauzy writhings, bunched again into a dense mass of strangely peering, probing sentience—and Nonur, the guards in their Spanish mail, carrying the antique ray rifles on the ready, and the red princess of Hepsee and myself, with my manacled hands, stood in a line and watched the weird thing. Awesome, alien, from the folds of him peered now and again the thin, one-dimensioned faces of people, like pictures printed on living paper, yet retaining life within that awful life that was Yin Yan. I shuddered uncontrollably, the Red Princess trembled steadily with revulsion as she gazed with eyes she could not tear from the writhing body and weird, changing face that seemed its head. Nonur spoke, almost reverently, muted the venomous pride in her voice, muted the dominating evil of her.


  “Mighty Yin Yan, I bring two prisoners for you to judge. What shall be done?”


  CHAPTER X


  
    Function and substance as the snake’s egg hatched


    Takes scale and fang; as feathered reed-seeds flight;


    Red roams the unpurged fragment of him, driven


    On winds of plague and blight.


    Gautama Arnold

  


  YIN YAN! That primordial thing, whether spawned in the beginning of time for this planet Venus, whether a result of the Nameless scientists’ fluids in which he was immersed in his tank, whether an intelligent being in the strictest sense of the word, or just a kind of sum-total of the many minds which his peculiar nature had kept alive within his body—whatever it was that imbued his life with such weird, awful, awe-inspiring character, he was the mightiest living creature I had yet encountered in this world where all the laws of nature as I had learned them on Earth were violated! He, I do believe, was the oldest living thing on Venus, excepting Etidorpha and perhaps the curious robot-goddess Eltona, though I could not succeed in thinking of her as living.


  My mind refused both Etidorpha and Eltona. They were beyond the grasp of my concept. I could see them, hear them, know they lived and still refuse them mentally as impossibilities somehow animated. The sentient, sinister, selfish, utterly repellent spirit that lived and writhed within Yin Yan’s tank, my mind accepted—disgusted, revolted, but unable to refuse his reality. Yin Yan, the monster whose shape defied classification, protean composite of snake and hydra and octopus and jellyfish, yet an intelligence, planning, thinking age-old thoughts of power and dominance over other lives.


  Yin Yan spoke to us with a great thought voice that shuddered and vibrated in our minds with an impact that was frightening. I could understand that men with little pride could grovel before this thing, beseeching mercy.


  “Mortals, worms, ephemerae crawling under this ancient sun—you disturb Yin Yan’s meditations and ask him to dispose of your futures. Think you Yin Yan cares what you do with these creatures of no soul and less mind? Away with them and with you, Nonur of the fearful soul. What is it I read in you that frightens you? Is it Yin Yan?”


  “It is that I fear attack from the Sea People. This man before you has attempted escape, gotten as far as the hot belt, where we recaptured him. I fear he may have gotten word off in some way to that race we fear most of all.”


  “The Sea People have not been informed, I read that in him plainly. I also warn you to rid yourself of him before he destroys you. He is a man marked by fate. He bears luck in his hands as other men bear a sword: dangerously. His courage, his tenacity, his ability are markedly superior. I would not delay. He is an enemy to get rid of, or a friend to cherish.”


  “He was no friend to Hecate!”


  “Hecate found him amusing. She was not one to care whether a servant were friendly or not. Toss the man in the tank. I will enwrap him in an immortal shroud. He will live forever, serving my mind with his memories. His will will become a mote within my will. Give him to me!”


  “And the maid of Mamarl, what of her?”


  “Let her serve me. She is a mild creature; I can control her to my wants with a glance.”


  Hopelessly I glanced around. A dozen of the heavy-bodied blacks of the guard, which I had always seen posted here by the score, were approaching me. I knew that a word from Nonur would precipitate me into that nutrient fluid which supported the life of Yin Yan. Desperately I wrenched at the bonds about my wrists. My strength again served me well. The ropes gave, parted strand by strand as I darted my glance from one to the other of the nearing warriors. The instant I felt I had my hands free, I sprang to Nonur’s side, pulled the short dagger from the belt of the guard beside her. With the same driving motion I swung her over my shoulder, her head dangling in front of me, waist high. The sharp blade I pressed against the pulsing side of her throat, a thin thread of scarlet marked the pressure. “The first hand to touch me kills Nonur!” I shouted, and without even pausing, kept in motion toward the greater of the many doorways with which this room had been provided.


  THE black faces of the guard spelled confusion. They stood motionless and puzzled while I sprang through the great door, raced down the hall to the elevator up which we had come the day of the revolt of the gladiators.


  The guard posted before the elevator door had not time to analyze the situation well enough to figure it necessary to leave me alone. He sprang for me, tugging at his weapon. I shouted at him.


  “Stand back, or Nonur dies!” He grinned at me in a sinister way; I could not help but know he meant: “You fool, do you think that is a threat. I would be pleased.”


  I blocked his blade with Nonur’s body. The point sank in her soft flesh. She screamed. The moment gave me time to sink my own dagger into his throat in a heavy, slashing blow. He dropped. I retrieved his sword from the floor, sprang into the elevator, spun the controls. Nonur’s body I flung to the floor like a sack.


  The great cage dropped, the ancient machinery screamed with the unoiled friction. Little of the old mech is properly cared for, but it is so superbly built that it does not cease to function. Within seconds I shot the brake wheel around again. The cage ground to a halt, the gears clanging in the wall teeth like bronze gongs. I leaped out, carrying the body of Nonur again across my shoulders. She was not badly wounded, but she knew better than to make a move that would cause me to kill her. Her lips snarled, her teeth gritted, her anger consumed her, as she groaned:


  “Not Yin Yan shall have you. Your death will be my own pleasure now. And you will not die as that girl on the cross; you will last for a time such as you did not believe, A stretch of painful time will contain your mind till there is no power to feel pain!”


  “Yah, Nonur! You are full of insane ideas, and to me you are ugly as the Hag herself.”


  Straight to the pens I went.


  “Nonur, order these guards to release the prisoners or I will toss you in among them!” Nonur shot one glance into the pens seething with the scarred gladiators, some of whom were survivors of many battles in the arena and knew this Hell-hole under Nicosthene and the place Nonur held in it as well as remembered myself. Along all the ancient iron bars their bodies pressed. They set up a continual shout:


  “Give her to us, Steel. Give her to us—” Whether I could have done so had not Nonur ordered them released I don’t know—but she was not taking any chances. Whether she thought I had retained a key from my former escape or whatever was in her mind, she shouted at the guards to do as I commanded.


  In short minutes the tunnels under the arena swarmed with the angry, scarred multitude; the best fighting men on Venus, and I am sure there were a good thousand of them. Speedily they passed out arms from the arena’s stores, began to press toward the upper borings, looking for more potent weapons.


  From the guards about, a half score of men, we took the ray rifles. The guards we pushed into the pens—locked the doors.


  “We take the same path as before. Today we have a hostage. I will go before you with the witch held where all can see her.” A tall green warrior of the marsh-men pressed forward, placed himself at my side.


  “Steel, I wondered what your fate. Then I heard you led a revolt, and how you were taken away in the night. Now you are back and with a hostage. That is good! They cannot ray us while you hold Nonur at sword’s point.”


  “Donar!”


  Joy swept over me, was drowned in my anxiety to make good this desperate last effort for life. “Guide us, Donar, you know these caves better than we.”


  “Do you want escape, or do you want battle and death? I think the former will not avoid the latter, so why bother?”


  “I was going to attack the room where Yin Yan lies in his tank. I know no other passages, no other thing to do!”


  Even as Donar pondered, and as I wondered just what his knowledge of this place might consist of, another figure appeared from above us, came floating down a shaft which lay empty and gaping where once had been a vertical car-line. The cables hung ripped and broken. It was evident that once the car had plunged past, ripping and breaking the very rocks of the shaft in its fall. Down into our midst the figure floated, reminding me of the painting called “Apotheosis of Pittsburgh,” on earth. It was a bad painting, I had thought then. Now, seeing this black-armored figure and strange silver-spiraled rod, descending by some means unknown to me, I decided I had been wrong. It was a good painting. It merely had lacked the explanation of levitation. In his hand he bore an intricately wired, glowing little box, and I realized it was some type of levitator he had rummaged out of the wreckage in his wanderings and set in operation.


  “Montagna!” I called to him.


  HE WALKED toward me, lifting at each step off the floor.


  “Steel, what have you got into now?”


  I turned Nonur’s face toward him. He paled a trifle, though on his pallid intellectual features I could not be sure that he was ruffled at all. He said:


  “My dear Chieftainess. Your posture, if unbecoming, is at least appropriate. I have long wished for this moment.”


  He let one hand fly, and the fine metal mesh of his ray-resistant glove must have stung her buttock, for she let out an audible “ouch.”


  “I have had a few moments for parley with those other vampiric entities known as Priests of the Hagmen. All of them are thoroughly sickened with this Nonur and her subservience to the monster, Yin Yan. We have decided to dispense with you, Nonur.” He gave her rather prominent backside upon my shoulder several more painful whacks, said:


  “And I don’t care what you do with your burden, nor what you do with yourselves. I have obtained you that much leeway. You can march off into the caverns in any direction. You will find no enemies unless you make them. You can go upward to the city of Nicosthene, downward to your friends the Nameless. I have obtained for you that much, and for you others, the same is true because many of you have fought bravely and well. We Hagmen have our generous moments.”


  I looked at him, stupefied.


  “You don’t want Nonur! My hostage, then is a useless burden? You know, I suspected this when I selected her and hoisted her to my shoulder, but I had no choice. Is there any of you would have served as a hostage?”


  “None. We are not in love with each other, you know.”


  “You leave us little choice. We just . . . walk off, get ourselves out of your way . . . that is all?”


  “That is all. I suspect I myself will be the next leader of this little band of immortals, Steel. Want to throw in with me?”


  “Since the death of the Tuons, your position is . . . different.”


  “It has had no effect upon me. Why should it?”


  I realized there would be by now many rays listening to us, even if none were offering to harm us. I know that the men who had thrown their weight to his strength would not approve of any such alliance as he had suggested secretly existed between himself and the Tuon intelligence corps. Vaguely I wondered if the little skull-mech had been inserted in his head that had nearly caused my death under Hecate.


  “We were just about to launch ourselves in an attack upon the chamber where Yin Yan waits within his tank. It was suicidal, but we knew not what else . . .”


  Suddenly the real truth of this man’s behavior dawned upon me, for down upon us from above flashed one instant of flaming sheets of lightning through the suddenly transparent rock. I knew now he had been delaying us for minutes while certain apparatus above us was brought into play by Nonur’s henchmen. Our little moment of power was destroyed by our dallying to speak with the “knight” in the suit of delicately-decorated ancient ray-flex armor.


  The weird rod in his hand had flashed into action with the advent of the power ray deluging us. As my mind blanked out, I saw that it was throwing great pulses of a cold light in waves of protection about the figure of Montagna. Everywhere about me my gladiators were falling unconscious, myself was tottering, while he smiled, unmoved and unaffected, into my failing eyes.


  My last thought was that this subtle cold-faced wretch was Nonur’s lover. That was the only explanation of the whacks he had had the effrontery to give her. It explained his presence in Hecate’s counsels, too. For where else would he be most valuable to Nonur? And it had been him who had brought Ceulna into this place . . .


  I CAME to my senses again. In an instant I was praying that I might resume the peaceful pastime of being unconscious. For I was suspended head downward, and the ropes cut my ankles painfully. But it was not that slight pain that bothered me. Directly beneath me was the great writhing mass of twisting folds that were Yin Yan’s body. His great eyes, full of wailing, lost entities, stared up at me; his tentacles, writhing upward slowly to grasp me. I stared into his eyes, and I could hear faintly a scream—Ceulna’s!


  Her face came into my vision, just outside the tank. I grinned, somehow, even then; a man cannot help grinning at Ceulna.


  “Don’t worry, Ceulna. You’ll get a better one where I came from.”


  She only wept heartbreakingly, stretching her arms out in a vain effort to reach me. The rope lowered with a little jerk—one inch. Nonur laughed, outside my range of vision.


  “Pretty, close-up, isn’t he, Steel?”


  “At that, he is better looking than your own flabby, pink self, Nonur. How is your friend, Montagna?”


  Montagna’s voice answered:


  “Don’t worry about the dunder plans, Steel. There is no Tuon Amazon race to deliver them to, and the plans themselves were phony.”


  “Well, it seems a lot of trouble for nothing.”


  “We wanted to provoke a move from the Nameless people. We learned a great deal from that bit of hocus-pocus.”


  I laughed. For at the wall behind Ceulna, where I could just make out Montagna and Nonur standing by a windlass to which my heel rope was attached, a grey mist swam, spun within the rock, and from it little grey streamers, glowing softly with angry vitality, reached and curled. Etidorpha was taking a hand!


  Now, if that was illusion, I would die. If that grey, moving majesty of her misty body was strictly imagination, I would die. If there were such creatures as ethereal spirits, if such creatures could exist and pass through solid matter, if a tenuosity so slight as to fly through solid rock as a fish through water could still possess a sensate, organized mentality, could possess the strength to affect matter, to move objects, to kill in one way or another, then Etidorpha was there behind them, waiting, reaching, spinning her weird body into greater solidity to reach and kill them with her faint misty arms. I would know, or I would die unknowing.


  Montagna’s low, penetrating, cultured voice was saying:


  “You see, Steel, I need young blood to live. And only evil and the ways of evil can give me that life I crave.”


  “I understand fully, Montagna. You lack the courage to die for the sake of hundreds of children—of thousands. How many did it take to keep Hecate alive?” Even as Montagna pondered my words calling him a coward, even as he raised his head to answer, a coil of that sentient grey mist wound itself about Nonur’s throat. I strained my head back to watch. They were just in range of my vision.


  “Ah . . .! Nonur’s scream was gurgle, gasp and surprise, was swiftly pain and terror. Montagna swung, saw the spinning, weird grey mist that was Etidorpha, struck at it with the peculiar silver-wound rod in his hand. The rod sparkled, threw a cascade of flying globules of redish opalescences over him, burst into flame. He dropped it, cried out with pain. Whatever Etidorpha was, she was power and energy, and that odd, ancient weapon of his was useless against her. Nonur screamed again, a muffled, despairing, wondering sound.


  Below my face the tank of fluid boiled with the angry coiling of Yin Yan. His great octopoid eyes rolled, he raised himself upon his score of tentacles peered at the scene. And there was fear in his thought, intense and vital and energetic. The many convoluted wet folds of him boiled and twisted upward, his tentacles streamed over the great crystal edge of the tank. Yin Yan was going to the defense of his servant!


  His thought, so close was I to the motion, to the writhing, pouring, twisting sliminess of him that it seemed I was a part of him, the tremendous mental energies of his excited, desperate effort made the thought louder than my own.


  “She, the mist goddess of the depths of the rock, has come from her hiding! She has struck mine . . . Nonur. She defies me, she will slay me next. Perhaps if I draw her away from Nonur the woman will turn a power ray upon the unsubstantial mystery that is her body and dissipate it like the living steam it is . . .”


  YIN YAN was out of the tank, was flopping, stretching; pseudopods of him reached and drew, tentacles formed and reached for the grey coils that throttled Nonur. ‘Montagna sprang back from the fearful monster, his hands spread against the wall in trembling fear that he could retreat from the scene of this battle no further.


  The reaching, wet tentacles of formless, motile, many-vacuoled ooze touched the grey coils of Etidorpha, touched and seemed to suck at the energy that moved the mist. For an instant the slimy mass recoiled from the contact, but desperately it returned, and under the suction the greyness turned paler, was drawn further and further away from the struggling, whitefaced, vampire-queen.


  Now began the strangest battle ever witnessed on two planets. Steadily Yin Yan drew the tenuous strength of Etidorpha into himself, and as steadily more and more of her flowed from the rock. Greater and greater grew the masses of spinning, faintly luminous, sentient mist in the vaulted chamber. The vile stench that was Yin Yan’s pervaded the air, writhing and flopping. The many weird folds of indescribable complexity reached and sucked and drew upon that grey, rock-borne mist, and now Nonur was free of the throttling energy that had choked her! Etidorpha was too busy subduing the absorptive Yin Yan. Whatever he was, he was also able to take in the weird soul-stuff of which she was made, able to absorb and rule parts of her as he had absorbed and dominated the minds of the animals and men he had eaten in the past.


  Nonur dashed from the chamber, and within seconds the great rays flashed into the hall of Yin Yan and swept, searching for the core of the life of Etidorpha to burn it into non-existence.


  CHAPTER XI


  
    The mind is a model in miniature of the Universe.


    And just as infinite if you WILL awareness.


    Eltona of Venus

  


  NONUR had reached her crystal nest, with its complex instrument board of variant ray-controls. Among them were the terrible dis-rays, dissociator rays, shorter and pain rays, levitator and pressure rays, solvent rays which take up atom by atom, electron by electron, any matter in their path, stim rays of infinite complexity and divine beauty. Swinging by my feet, I jerked my body in an attempt to cause an arc of swing that would let Ceulna reach me where she stood beside the tank. For I believed that within minutes Nonur would have succeeded in destroying Etidorpha, and that Yin Yan would return to his tank.


  The bulk of Yin Yan, vast and flopping, and rotund or flattened as he changed in his movements, had Montagna pinned within a corner of the chamber. He shrank against the wall, forced against his will to a close-up observation of the battle of Titans.


  Ceulna left the side of the tank, ran to the wall, ducking low to avoid the sweeping beams from Nonur’s frantic hands upon her ray controls, reached up to the pulleys through which my suspending rope passed. I wondered how many times those pulleys had been used for just that purpose. I wondered why Nonur had not kept her promise to see to my demise in her own inimitable way. I swung back and forth, struggling and at the same time trying to see what the grey mist of Etidorpha was accomplishing against the terrific strength of the ancient beast of the primal seas of Venus—Yin Yan.


  Yin Yan had sucked in, had drawn near half of the vast whirling force, the grey mist-globe that was Etidorpha, into his body. But he did not seem to be enjoying the effect of his absorption, was slowing down in his amorphous, jerking and twisting motion that accompanied his magnetic or psychic effort to encompass the weird force-body of the strange Elder-creature, Etidorpha.


  At the remainder Nonur was flinging her battle rays in a savage effort to burn away forever the thing that had nearly destroyed her. The wall where Etidorpha had emerged, in which part of her weird body was still intermingled with the rock, was red-hot and melting under the shifting, spark-throwing impact of Nonur’s compound destructive rays.


  As my struggles nearly ceased in the unavoidable fascination of the utterly alien, incomprehensible thaumaturgy of the conflict of astral, of spiritual force with the abysmal negative vitality of Yin Yan, the rope holding me suddenly gave way. I plunged into the fetid, vile-smelling nutrient bath that was Yin Yan’s nest.


  Ceulna, her poor subjugated self realizing mental freedom for the time her masters were busy with the battling Titans, had managed to release the rope that held me waiting for Yin Yan’s maw.


  I swam, gasping, to the slimy surface of the ichor, splashed to the side of the tank. With my feet still bound, I could not reach the upper rim of the plastic tank.


  I swam back and forth, trying to see through the wet and cloudy substance whether my protector had won the battle or whether Yin Yan had finally absorbed and subdued the peculiar tenuous substance that was the body of Etidorpha.


  A section of the rope dropped over the tank edge upon my head. I seized it, went hand over hand up the tank side and fell out upon the polished floor, dripping and exhausted.


  As I looked on the terrible conflict with the helpless eyes of a hashish eater, Ceulna bent with her clever long fingers busy at the knots about my feet.


  Yet we both knew that unless Etidorpha won and destroyed those about Yin Yan as well as the monster, there was no hope of our escape from the range of the rays. Yet we tried, for such is man: he attempts the impossible and sometimes finds it is possible.


  Still the vast repellent writhings of Yin Yan went on and on, still the grey force of Etidorpha whirled, flung out faint luminosities. The tendrils of mist shot through and through the slimy forms of Yin Yan’s complex center body, whirled in and out, seeming caught in a vortex of magnetic attraction. And no man could say who was stronger, or whether it were possible that the strange being that was from an Elder world, Etidorpha, could be destroyed by any weapon or by any beast.


  Nonur’s steady, slowly-shafting rays burned and blazed through the wall in which part of Etidorpha still clung as to an anchor, and whether or not she was decreasing under the terrible destructive forces of the rays, I could not tell.


  My feet were free, and Ceulna and I crouched by the great tank, peering in hypnotic fascination at the struggle of life-forms from a past beyond our understanding.


  QUITE simply, her slow goddess-graceful pace as subtly mechanical, as measured as the tick of some wondrous clock, Eltona walked into the scene of conflict, stood peering not six feet from the heaving terrible sides of Yin Yan. Not a flicker of surprise showed on the lovely mask of her face as my own mouth dropped open in amazement at her entrance. Her voice, more beautiful than a human’s could be, in slow and stately sounds accompanying her easily heard thought, asked:


  “Mistress of the dear past days, Etidorpha, command me, Eltona, Elder-ro of Eltona!”


  From the slow-whirling mist, from out of the subtle glow of her center, came Etidorpha’s thought:


  “Use combination 313. The force field will dissipate the carcass if you enter his flesh strongly.”


  Eltona, her eyes rapt suddenly with a glow of more than human emotion, stood for a second, then over her tall, too-graceful body came a vibrance—a gleaming, flashing iridescence of deadly force. As it appeared she stepped once, twice, was against the vast heaving, scaly, mossed sides of the monster. With her metal hands she began tearing great chunks out of the fleshy side.


  Yin Yan screamed, whirled heavily, struck at her with his several wide-open jaws, the great eyes of him wild and rolling and berserk with sudden pain. Calmly she thrust one arm into one pair of jaws. The great saw teeth clashed on the metal; bright scratches showed through the thin fleshly covering. With her hands she was clutching, tearing the soft inside parts of his throat. The monster hissed, like a steam escape valve, blood poured from his mouth. He reared back, upright the whole writhing mass of him, his many tentacles wrapped about Eltona with an effect as of slime from a sea of the pit tossed around a lovely God-statue. He picked up the too-lovely form, and with one furious exulting motion flung her across the wide vaulted chamber. Her body struck the farther rock of the walls with a deafening sound, sparks shot from Eltona’s eyes and arms and fingers. She fell to the floor with a metallic crash, lay still, motionless! I suppressed a sob. To have hope so suddenly presented, so terribly taken away. I had been in love with that robot as a man loves a divine masterpiece of art, and as a man somehow worships anything connected with divinity. Something as mighty as our concept of a God had created that body, put that mind within Eltona. I had seen an angel slain. I sobbed openly.


  I turned my eyes away from the still lovely, broken body of Eltona, whom in the short time I had known her had assumed a kind of invincible tower of strength stature in my eyes.


  I looked back to the again-enwrapped forms of the Titans, lit by the fires of Nonur’s madly burning rays, ripping at the rocks about Etidorpha with great gouts of penetrative fire.


  And now through the walls came many flashing lances of pale green povfer, the penetrative view rays of some new force—either Nonur’s people peering over their rays to see the battle, or some approaching fleet spotting a target! It could be either, I would not know till battle was joined.


  The only hope I had was that it was some power summoned by Eltona.


  ELTONA had been amused in her contact with my mind, had searched it rather thoroughly. Where had she been since I had crawled into the tail of that wrecked Tuon air-ship? Could she have summoned the Sea People. Or had she reached the dying Tuon cities, brought the poor radioactive bodies of the Tuons out in one last attempt to wipe out the scourge of the Hagmen?


  Whatever was outside behind those pale, searching view rays, Montagna found the desperation needed to scramble over the vast, retching, deadly mass of tentacles and scaly complex body of the monster, race toward the door by which Nonur had fled. He passed within feet of Ceulna and myself.


  I shouted: “Montagna!” and as his feet paused for the slightest instant, I flung myself after him in a flying tackle, got one leg, whirled across the room with Montagna tugging desperately to free himself.


  In my mind was still a doubt of his essential villainy. I had played a double part myself in this game in the past, knew how utterly impossible it became to decide what is best, which side to support openly, for the mind in ray-telepath work is so open to observation that the part of a doublespy becomes an inconceivable intricacy of false thought. One must delude oneself to make such an act convincing telepathically.


  As we struggled, I heard a hiss overhead, saw that Nonur had flung a bolt at myself, that the green rays had caught her red-flame ray on a sudden spear of darkness. My heart leaped. I had friends outside, and I knew they were coming in as fast as dis and pressure rays would smash a way, as fast as levitators would throw aside the debris of their entry.


  Getting a good grip on Montagna’s wiry, struggling body, I held him aloft, said softly:


  “Speak your piece, or I’ll break your neck.”


  “I have told you the truth, why ask me again? You should know what it is to play this part! The techs outside will want me alive in any case.”


  I lowered him, held him in a bear-hug while Ceulna brought the rope so recently about my own limbs and we lashed his arms and legs with many turns, lay him against the wall. We turned to take a look at Yin Yan and his antagonist, the mysterious mist of Etidorpha.


  Yin Yan was massively turning, his great tentacles lifting, pulling his vast weight back toward his tank. I could not know if he were wounded to death; if he had absorbed the force body of the Elder spirit, or if he was only exhausted from such a long period out of his necessary fluid. I stood, watching him make his cumbrous, weary way back, watched him climb slowly back into his great tank.


  There was no trace of the penetrating, vitally stimulating, grey moving mist of Etidorpha. Was she inside Yin Yan? I looked at him carefully, but could not tell. I had missed the last moments of the mightiest, the most strange battle I had ever witnessed.


  Nonur’s flaming ray spears had left the great hall of Yin Yan, and Ceulna and I were alone for the first time in—I could not think how long. It seemed years since we had taken off from Merondeep, the Mer people’s capital. On a honeymoon, we had thought!


  I took her in my arms, and for a moment forgot the battle I knew was flaming somewhere about us. Far off I could hear the hiss and sudden sweeping sound of the flung rays swinging through the rock, hear the soft, slurring sound of the shorter beams swinging in defense, hear the dis-flames blasting somewhere at the stubborn rock to make a passage. But here for a moment was peace, and Ceulna, her eyes clearer, looking up at me with almost the old light again in her eyes. Soon, I knew, away from evil ray cuts, the connecting nerves of her mind would heal, she would be again my intensely alive, witty, sarcastic, loving Ceulna.


  Even as our lips met, a low sound made me whirl. But there was nothing, until my eyes fell on the still, too-lovely form of the giant Eltona. Her eyes were open, staring strangely and sadly at me.


  Gently I released Ceulna, went and bent over the lovely mask of her face. Eltona, robot, perhaps, but a mind of vast power from a time when men were gods. Her eyes were soft and more womanly than I recalled. She murmured—or did she only think, so that I heard:


  “Your beloved, that child?”


  “She is not a child, she has nearly as many years as myself!”


  “She is so small, but I forget that men and women are small nowadays. The years, oh, the years that take you all away so quickly and leave me wretched and alone to keep my vigil. Ah, Steel, if only you had not come to Eltonal.”


  “I do not understand.” But I did. “Come to me,” she said to Ceulna and my almost-wife bent on her graceful dancer’s legs, touched her hand to Eltona’s face.


  “I can give you something for a love-present. You are a native, you can understand these things. Look into my eyes . . .”


  I STOOD bewildered, and Ceulna as motionless as death, her face white and suddenly blank, peering into the strange eyes of the female robot—staring, and staring, while the weird eyes ran a gamut of glowing color from pale green to violet to rose and to glowing yellow flame and back again.


  Ceulna said:


  “I will remember, Eltona.”


  I heard passing between them from Eltona a mighty flow of meaning that was not for my ears, so rapid and so deep, like a mind filled with text of huge meanings too great for man. And Ceulna nodding, smiling, ghastly in the white-faced concentration of the hypnotic.


  Finally Eltona closed those now terrible and death-weary eyes, released Ceulna from her grasp of mental power. Ceulna tottered and fell slowly against the long limbs and smooth beautiful body of the broken robot, and lay there unconscious.


  I shook Ceulna, brought her back to her senses. She looked up at me, and her eyes filled with tears, sobs racked her slim lovely body.


  “Oh, Jim—she had such a wonderful mind and so sorrowful a life. She told me things I could never learn from any other living thing. She printed her greatest knowledge on my memory ineffaceably. I’ll never be the same!”


  “Is she dead?”


  “Her thread is probably broken. But she may be brought back, she may be once again the same. She is not sure how badly her living ‘machine’ is damaged. Something is broken. She was using up the reserve energy in the cell-syntha-batteries of her mind.


  “I doubt if anyone on Venus understands such synthetic-life robots well enough to make repairs. She is dead—of our ignorance. She was probably the most valuable mind active on Venus.”


  Somewhere the Hagmen and Nonur were fighting desperately against an attack by either the Tuons, the Sea People, or the Nameless. I did not think it was the Nameless—because the rays came from higher, apparently from a fleet in the valley of the Ungi beasts.


  I wanted desperately to get into that battle. I hated Nonur and the whole system of fighting age with the blood of children. I knew that my life, anyone’s life, was a nothing to give for the defeat of the horrible scourge these vampires could become in the future if they flourished as they had done for the past centuries of their growth. First Hecate alone, then Spanish soldiers of fortune, then Venusian renegades whom they chose to aid them in taking over the Venusian city-states. Then back to Earth and such things as Nonur battening on the children of Earthmen. Stronger and stronger the vampire method had grown, and now when I thought it had been wiped out with the death of Hecate, to find it entrenched under the southern half of Venus’ continents, to find the whole of the Seven cities under their subtly secret rule, was demoralizing.


  Taking Ceulna’s hand, I pulled her toward the rear doorways of the Hall of Yin Yan where I had seen the guards come and go.


  “Ceulna, you have been a servant here. Can we not get our hands on a ray, a real weapon? At least can’t we see what is going on, find a vision ray?”


  She took my hand, raced off, pulling me with her swift dancer’s speed. I lumbered after, leaving the bound form of Montagna and the lovely tragic thing that had been Eltona, the living wisdom from the past. Leaving Yin Yan gulping sickeningly, weakened, perhaps dying, in his great plastic tank of life-fluid. I wondered what that stuff was—it was thick, viscous, my clothes and skin were sticky with the clinging, yellow, plasma-like substance.


  Ceulna stopped me before a wide door—peered in. Carefully she edged forward till the whole room was in sight. It was empty, but had not been so for long. Several helmets lay upon the floor and blood was splashed across one chair before a great telaug-vision screen.


  I FLUNG myself into the big chair, unheeding the blood, pulled the activating lever, swung the tenuous green penetrative vision ray across the regular grid of the borings, looking for action, looking for the Hagmen, looking for a chance to get in a blow. Ceulna bent to another ancient mech, curious, bulky and black with unpolished ages of corrosion, the curious grime these unoxidizing metals of the Elders acquire with time.


  Soon her ray was swinging parallel with my own, and I hoped it was something potent, for my own may have had weapon-ray attachments, but it was not a type familiar to me.


  Far-off on the wide highways sped many glimmering lights. Near at hand the caverns were vacant of all but sprawled corpses, cowering slaves, bewildered servants. Nonur and her crew had fled the battle. Whatever had attacked the caverns below Nicosthene had seemed too powerful for her courage to face.


  I swept the widening cone of vision down and down into the caverns of the upper Nameless, listened to their thoughts exulting over the flight of their enemy. Searched on down beneath for some sign of Etidorpha, for the Nameless of the abysses below, so deep that Nonur had not known they existed. There was nothing to be seen.


  Sorrowfully my mind searched for reasons for believing that Etidorpha had survived the attack of Yin Yan, found none but a faint hope that she was somehow invulnerable to death. There was a deep, powerful current of emotion about any thought a man had of Etidorpha. Immaterial as she seemed, there was yet a powerful magnetic attraction accompanying her appearance that made a man love, honor, trust the nature that dwelt in that grey moving nothingness. Had Yin Yan absorbed the powerful ionic force of her penetrative energies, been not weary but gorged with an intake of energy too great, was even now lying in his tank ingesting, digesting the mighty life he had drawn into his repellent carcass?


  I swept the rays sharp around to the tank where he lay, still and breathing in the fluid slowly, as if asleep.


  Through all his body I swept the vernier adjustment of the telaug, reading each vibration, searching for traces of his horrible meal. Each tissue of his body I examined, bringing up the power till I could read the very cells of his stomach sacs as they sucked in the acid fluids, and reached with their fibers for bits of matter and flesh. There was no sign of life resembling her for whom I searched.


  As I indulged this irresistible urge to learn the fate of the powerful, benevolent, alien spirit of Etidorpha, beyond the body of Yin Yan my augments began to shout with strange sounds. I sent the ray sweeping on and out toward the walls of cliff that hemmed the great crater valley.


  Close, now, they sped, ship after ship darting into the great holes they had blasted into these cliffs, and on into the stretching mazes of cavern that were the underworld of Nicosthene. Inside the ships my penetrative searched, and on the screen sprang out the faces of the attackers. For a moment I watched, then silently bent my head and wept. Sobs shook me. My hands would not attempt to work further.


  The ships were manned with the pitiful wrecks, the hags that had so short a time ago been vibrantly beautiful Tuon Amazons. Nobly they struggled with the death that was in them. Feebly their hands, once so skilful, urged on the space-fighters that require so firm a hand, such nicety of judgment upon the guide rods, such infinite co-ordination of hand and eye in close quarters. And still in their eyes blazed the invincible fire of freedom, that spirit that had long ago made their race throw off even the domination of man and love and home, that had made them the most feared fighters on Venus with sword or trident or far-spanning antique ray, with any weapon. Now Ceulna wept beside me, and in my mind I could hear the evil, vaunting cachinnation, the vile, exulting laugh of Nonur who had brought this evil death of radioactive sand upon them.


  It was from their vengeance Nonur had fled, craven before the flaming fire in their dying eyes. She knew she could not kill them all. In my heart I knew that Eltona had summoned them by some means from her home in the deep, unknown jungle, then had come on ahead to see what might be done to aid them. And had died, helping Etidorpha.


  A SHIP crashed into the wall near the great arches of the doors to Yin Yan. The feeble hands had been too slow to keep the hard-driving motors from plunging the ship against the wall of the slow bend of the great cavern way.


  I leaped to my feet, plunged out toward the sound. Something I could yet do for them—something!


  The long needle of graceful metal lay crushed. I darted around the bulge of keel, seeking a way in.


  The round locks swung open in my face. There stood peering at me—Onua! Not the Onua I knew, but a pitiful sketch of her! Age, the horrible taint of near-senility, had descended upon her in the short span of time we had been apart.


  With an effort I wiped all trace of my shock and repugnance from my face, tried to give her my heartiest greeting. But it was a sadly, inefficient effort.


  The once disciplined, controlled lines of her face had relaxed, sagged; the whole once lovely, fully developed, sensuous figure was deflated. Some ugly force had drained the life-matter out of her. With a vestige of her old grace she put out her hand to me, feeling with her fingers for my flesh, hoping, I knew, that she would not find the same hot, feverish dryness of the radioactive sand emanation burns which had consumed herself. Hoping that I had escaped exposure to the blight that had slain a whole race of people.


  I nodded.


  “I escaped, my Oanu. Let me give you my arm; I will show you this place. It is the place where Nonur held forth. She has fled toward some other gathering point. There are seven of these great cities of the Marsh-men, as well as many smaller cities of Red Men who have colonized these southerly parts.”


  “Six more of these nests of hate and lust to blast apart! And I am weary, Jim, weary to death!”


  “I want to show you a tank of fluid in which Yin Yan, a protean intelligent monster from the past of Venus, the last of his kind, still lives. The monster had control of Nonur’s mind. It may be that . . .”


  “I have heard of Yin Yan. I did not know it was true that he lived.”


  “Here, Oanu, are some papers the Red Robe, Montagna, gave me for you. I thought at the time he gave me these that he was telling the truth and had turned his scarlet cloak the way of Tuon—but he has since turned again, so near as one can tell of one engaged in being a double spy. He lies there bound.”


  I took her to Yin Yan’s chamber.


  Oanu bent over the slender figure of Montagna. His eyes were deceptively mild, as he said:


  “Oanu, the papers are more important than anything else. They contain the formulae for dunder, the legendary substance whose properties you must know from the old tales.”


  “Release this man, Steel.”


  Oanu’s voice had for a moment the old firm authority. I looked for her in spite of the fact I had myself been repeatedly in the same position as Montagna, with everyone but Oanu and a few intelligence officers thinking I had turned into a willing tool of Hecate’s, I could not bring myself to obey her order.


  “He has attempted to kill me, Oanu. I think he fears that we will stop his blood supply, and that he is in truth trying to aid Nonur to greater power. He loves his life too well. He is much older than myself, he cannot live without the blood . . .”


  “Release him,” Oanu repeated, her voice rising shrilly like an angry old woman’s shriek.


  I looked at the viperine stirring of Yin Yan in his tank beside us. I knew nothing of his methods, but it seemed obvious to me that this was a case of his taking control of Oanu as he had of Nonur.


  “Oanu, we will go back to the wrecked ship. If, with a ben-ray on you you still repeat that order, I will release him, not before. I do not trust him.”


  “I’ll do it myself, you fool. And don’t try to stop me!”


  I PICKED her up, carried her from the room away from the great orbs of Yin Yan’s eyes, watching her with a fierce, impelling stare. That beast from Time’s abyss would not get anywhere with that attack. Once out of his sight, Oanu seemed to forget the matter, began to examine the papers I had given her.


  “Dunder? It is but a legend. It is unbelievable that after all this time, it should prove to exist.”


  “I think it is but a trick of Montagna’s. But if he tells the truth, it may be of use against the radioactivity that consumes you all.”


  Incongruously, standing there by Oanu and conscious of the terrible decay that had struck her, the face of the dying Hecate rose in my mind. The long black witch-tresses snow white or fallen completely from the bare patches of her skull. Her face, that had been so flushed with children’s blood under the grey skin, and rock hard, turned a real grey of death and furrowed with wrinkle on wrinkle till the shrunken horrible mouth alone gave the face resemblance to the human. Pityingly I glanced at Oanu. But she was absorbed in the thin feather-light sheaf of papers that Montagna had given me. A light of comprehension, of something like hope began to dawn on the shrunken face.


  “Jim, there is hope! For the Tuons’. For all of us struck by the radioactives from the treacherous Hag-ships.”


  “That is hard to believe. Montagna—though I have since come to believe he was lying—at that time thought that this dunder might prove a method of fighting age that would not require baby blood or the sacrifice of other lives to one’s own.”


  “It could. It provides for the manufacture of synthetic flesh of all types, as well as for the synthesizing of the synthetic blood, the ancient Ichor. The Elder race used Ichor constantly. The natural blood is pumped out of the body, the Ichor is pumped in simultaneously. The natural blood is treated by being mixed with the Ichor for a period, then is replaced in the body. It is rather a complicated procedure, but once learned, would not be too difficult. Steel, I must return with this to our laboratories. There is so little time. Perhaps a week, perhaps two, and the last of us will be dead. The work must begin at once! Some of us will be saved.”


  With a pitiful simulation of her former grace and speed of movement, Oanu hurried toward the crushed ship in the great cavern way outside. I helped her into the round lock door, climbed in after.


  Across her desk in the control bridge were rows of communicators, tiny microphones and vision screens. She pushed buttons, activated the great multi-screen, began to give orders to the fleet far ahead in pursuit of the fleeing Nonur and her vampire fleet.


  “Crona, take command. I must return to Lefern to the laboratories. I have a formula which will prove a means of fighting off the radioactive poison. It means hope for all of us. Send a guard of ships to make sure I reach there safely—and Halfan, Freya, Delor, the experts on radioactivity. It is a subject we know too little about.


  I stepped forward beside Oanu, said: “As soon as you have time, Crona, contact the Nameless. They have a great deal of experience with this dunder and have used it for an age. Some of them will know what to do to help us. Pick out those people among them who know this process called dunder, know the dunder mech which the formula is used with, send them to Oanu in Lefern. There is so little time to experiment. You will have to bend every effort in this direction that is not required in pinning Nonur to the wall.”


  I turned to Oanu.


  “I think it would be smart to take Montagna along with us, too. He understands something about this. If the papers are genuine, he will be of value in deciphering them clearly.”


  HE LEFT the wrecked ship, walked back into the Hall of Yin Yan. His great eyes glowered, his lace-curtains of sensory and thinking organs rolled and unrolled venomously, a slow myriad of faces peered out one by one from the intricate folds. Oanu paid no attention. Ceulna turned from her engrossed examination of the prone body of the giant robot, Eltona.


  “Do you suppose, Oanu, that a strong concentration of conductive penetray within her body would make her able to tell us how to repair her?”


  “Repair! Who, what?”


  “O, I forgot, Commander. This is Eltona, a very superior robot of the Elder work, who summoned you from Lefern. Didn’t you know?”


  “Didn’t know. Thought it was you. She looks like you in a screen, Ceulna. Thought it was odd, you so different. But my eyes—I don’t know, am not sure of things now.”


  “Of course, Oanu. She just knows everything. She has been living as a goddess of a primitive people. Steel was telling me about her. Her mind has been active all that time since THEY left. If anyone could help her friends, she could. But she was smashed by that gross monster in the tank.”


  I could feel the pulsation of Yin Yan’s angry thoughts response as Ceulna called him a monster. Evidently he thought of himself as quite handsome. And evidently he was listening, might be in mental contact with his “servant” Nonur even now. The natural telepathy of which he seemed a master has no definite range, depending on the fine atonement of the magnetic fields of the brain cells. And the monster had such great strength.


  I knew he remained passive now only because the crew of Oanu’s wrecked ship had spread through the chambers, manned the weapon rays from which Nonur had fled. That he would be slain if he made a wrong move.


  Oanu, evidently in time with my own thoughts, gave a sudden order to these unseen but felt watchers, her own crew now seated at the rays in Nonur’s chambers.


  “Some of you start making record on this thing’s thinking. Steel says he has a mind, and he is very old. We might learn something useful from him!”


  “Aye, Commander Oanu. At once, we will begin the suggestion record No. A2, there is no use in using the primitive record one.”


  BACK from fleet came three ships, hovering a foot off the cavern floor outside. We went out to them. I helped Oanu aboard. Then I turned to Ceulna.


  “You will be more valuable back there, helping the technicians. You must have picked up something here that would be helpful to Oanu’s plan? I will remain. I might be able to get into the fight yet. There are six more of these Hagmen’s nests to clean out.”


  Ceulna kissed me, climbed aboard. Oanu said:


  “I will take care of her, Steel. She will not be lost again . . .”


  I knew that it would be the other way around, considering the weakened condition of Oanu and her warriors.


  “Oanu, it seems to me, from the little I know of radioactives, that it would be much better for you to go to Merdepon in the sea. The emanations are still deadly, and the effect will still be active. Their laboratories are quite as complete, and you would have their technicians to help you; minds unattacked by the sand’s poison. Besides, I would not wish Ceulna to be exposed to the same rays that have caused this aging in you all. Your work would be much easier; go to Merdepon.”


  “That is where I had intended to go. Do you think me a fool!”


  “You said Lefern!”


  “My mind is like an old woman’s, Steel. We go to Merdepon. I make such mistakes now.”


  “Ceulna, I will be with you as soon as Nonur is dead!”


  CHAPTER XII


  
    The sea rocs swoop and dive and rise heavy with prey, wide-winged and wise in hunting. The sky is home to them, the sea to me.


    Oltissa of MerDep.

  


  THE three long ships swept off, their levitator beams raising a fine dust cloud from the ancient floor, and I turned back to the gloomy, coiling thing within the tank. It had been hard to see Ceulna go away from me again, but it would feel better to know she was safe in Merdepon. To know that soon the Mer-people’s ships would arrive to help in wiping out the last vestiges of Hecate’s immortal devils.


  I walked around the room, looking disconsolately at the place where the body of the robot had lain, thinking of her strange beauty and the weird fact that she was, in truth, a better; a designed, purposeful life with built-in abilities greater than today’s humans. I looked at the place where Montagna had lain by the wail, before we placed him aboard the ship. I hoped vaguely that he was not evil, had somehow been controlled in his apparent action against us, was in truth against further growth of the baby-blood method of longevity. He could be an able ally.


  I started in toward the farther room, to get a ray into action and check up on what the Tuons were doing with the action against Nonur, when from the great corridor outside came the swish and pulse of a slowing ship. I ran to the wide doorway, saw another small ship with Tuon markings settling to rest. The round lock came open, and a grimacing, urchin face appeared. I yelled:


  “Hank. Hank Farne! Where the devil have you been?”


  “The women went off and left me! Since the blight made them all into Hags, they are ashamed to have a man see them. The fleet took off without saying a word to me about it. Maybe they forgot me, I don’t know. You know they don’t have a very high opinion of a man’s ability anyway.”


  I laughed.


  “Well, I need you, Hank. Come here and look at this thing in the tank they left me to watch!”


  Hank came slowly forward, bent, his face scabbed with the burns of radioactivity. My heart paused in sympathy for the havoc the radioactive sand had wrought in his slight, active figure.


  “What the devil did they drop on us, Jim? In Lefern, I mean.”


  It’s the latest war invention of those busy scientists in the U.S. war department. Radioactive sand! Some of the bunch of Hagmen on Earth got it out of their labs with ray-spies, sent it here. Nonur decided it was just the thing to drop on the Tuons, since they are so proud of their beauty. She was right; it finished them.”


  “No antidote, eh. Just like radium—it makes you old and done. My back creaks like I was ninety. My face looks like it was pleated.”


  “If they stay alive for a few months, I think the effect will wear off, if they stay out of Lefern. I don’t know—but since the sand itself loses its potency according to the treatment it received, from days to a year, and since the sand was not absorbed internally, the effect may wear off in time. But will they live long enough for the action to become slight enough? Will their bodies throw off the effect and grow youthful again? I don’t know!”


  “They? You mean me, too!”


  “Oh, hell, nothing could kill you. You’re poison yourself, you know. That sand will just get tired of trying, those emanations will turn right around and run, as soon as they find out what they’re up against.” Hank grinned.


  “I hope you’re right. I’m glad to see they missed you with the stuff. But what about Ceulna?”


  “Missed her too. She has been here with Nonur, in her old job of ‘recruiting’, plus other angles I’d rather not talk about. But our medicos will fix her mind up again like they did my own, after Hecate. I sent her back to Merdepon with Oanu just before you came.”


  WE STOOD now beside the tank of Yin Yan, watching the huge alien thing wind and unwind his lace-curtain memory, spotted with faces of dead men and women, laced with strange figure and glyphs and pictures of things that the mind could not relate, but that were, I knew, the mind of Yin Yan, visible because of the transparent nature of his flesh.


  “You are looking at a creature that not only eats other creatures but absorbs their mind into his own as a blotting paper soaks up an ink blot. That is what those faces are, the people he has been fed here by Nonur. It thinks, Hank. It thinks, talks, and is as old as the mountain above our heads.”


  “That could be a bad habit in a pet!”


  “I had a curiosity here that would have really intrigued you, an Elder robot, who was alive, who was eight feet tall, and who had been married several times.”


  “The perfect wife, except she outlived her men, eh?”


  “She was like a goddess, Hank. The greatest piece of art work in all the Caverns. And that is saying plenty. I would have been a candidate for her next husband, but I begged off because of Ceulna. When she made up her mind, turned on the love electric in that synthetic body of hers, her dynamos hummed. When she looked at you, it was all up. Can you imagine a scientist creating a perfect synthetic woman?”


  “Yes, I can imagine it. But I never expected to see it!”


  “She was a servant to a family of the Elders, called the Eltons. I will take you to the place where I found her—I mean she found me—when this is all over.”


  “I’d be delighted, since Oanu won’t come near me, now that her beauty is gone.”


  “You mean you might find another, like Eltona. Why not Eltona?”


  “I don’t know whether you are kidding or not, but a mind that has lived that long would have plenty to talk about after dark.”


  “Love was a complex art with that Elder race, and they built the art right into that robot, and then brought her to life. Such grace, such form, you can’t imagine.”


  “Sounds pretty terrific. But what are we supposed to be doing while our women are busy fighting for us. Stand here and talk?”


  “I don’t want to leave this monster, Yin Yan. He might get lonesome and decide to take a walk. And God only knows what he could do, if he wanted to. He has a superiority complex, is too proud to fight anything but another superior being. He tackled Etidorpha, and I don’t know whether she’s alive, or whether he’s digesting her!”


  “And who might Etidorpha be?”


  “You’re asking, but I’m not telling. You wouldn’t believe me anyway. You’ll just have to wait and find out. Come on in here where we can get a couple of rays working and see what’s going on. We can keep an eye on Yin Yan as well as the battle. They chased Nonur toward Ekippe, along the great highway. There are seven of the great cities of the Marsh-men, you know, and Hagmen under each one. It won’t be easy. I only hope Oanu gets safely to Mer-depon and sends a real force back here. The Tuons are on their last legs physically. Not in shape to fight . . .”


  “You’re telling me. I know how they feel. I felt the same way—ninety years old and getting older by the minute.”


  In my ear a voice from one of the Tuons of Oanu’s crew whispered:


  “Oanu left us here to watch Yin Yan and as a guard over this part of . . .”


  A blast of sound nearly knocked me down and the smell of burning flesh[8] came for an instant from the conductive ray. I knew without question that ah enemy ray had blasted the life from the Tuon warrior, left a smoking heap of flesh before the distant ray-screen.


  IT COULD be but one thing: Nonur had doubled back after leading her pursuit astray in the cavern labyrinth. She must be planning a counter-attack upon the Tuon fleet from this point. God knew how much strength she had summoned from the other six cities of the Marsh-men. Vaguely I wondered, as I started on a run for the ray-mech in the next guard chamber, whether there were any Nameless alive in the abyss beneath in which they had remained hidden for so long. Whether Etidorpha lived or even now was a part of that absorptive brain of Yin Yan—that brain with all the qualities of a stomach, in a mental way.


  I had just time to swing the great ray into action, send it leaping along the direction from which I guessed Nonur’s flanking attack was approaching, when a blast of force struck the mech, flinging me back sprawling on the floor. The tubes inside the metal sheathing burst with loud reports. From the ray I heard Nonur laughing her witch’s chuckle of exultation.


  “I’m still saving you for my own pleasure, Steel! Do you think you will escape me again?”


  I lay still, shuddering from the nervous shock always accompanying these force rays, so similar they are to nervous currents in the body that a near approach of one sends a man into a near-collapse from overloaded neural circuits. Into Nonur’s hands again! I thanked the Gods that Ceulna was far, far away.


  From where I lay I could see the great tank of Yin Yan in the distant chamber. As I lay there, too weak to move—my eyes may have fooled me—from his weird folds of transparent flesh a grey swirling mist arose, spun for an instant in a dance of triumph, wafted toward the walls, disappeared into the rock. Had Etidorpha been inside that thing all this time, battling for her life—to at last escape? Could herself be of sufficient strength to overcome that titan of brutal, alien strength? Or was my mind in a state of shock, in which any stray light gleam on the mist of the liquids over the tank induced such an illusion? Maybe I would never know. Etidorpha had evinced but a little interest in anyone but the Nameless race who worshipped her.


  Within minutes Nonur’s crew were swarming through all the chambers, in and out, bearing equipment, new tubes for the wrecked rays, new cables for the burnt out weapons’ power, settling the great ships in an alignment calculated to bracket the oncoming fleet of the Tuons when it returned unsuspecting from its trip along the great cavern highway. I know from what I could see that Nonur’s plans were good, the work efficient and well ordered, her warriors grim-faced and apparently unruffled by their losses so far. Her mechanics and electricians were hurrying desperately to get the whole firing front of the rays aligned and ready. Myself lay where I had fallen, strength slowly coming back to me, my shocked nerves gradually assembling their power circuits again to activate my muscles, my mind clearing. But what could I do, surrounded by the whole armed might of the Hagmen? Cautiously I tested my arm, it moved. I flexed the muscles, tried my strength cautiously. Not nearly myself yet, I lay and waited.


  My heart went out to that desperate fleet of dying Tuon amazons, using their last strength in an attempt to revenge the venomous deed that had brought the blight of radioactivity upon them. I knew they would come back here after they failed to find the fleeing Hagmen, would plan on organizing a thorough and exhaustive search, rest their dying limbs for one more attempt. My prayers went up to that dark inscrutable God that we do not believe in until we need him, then pray to anyway.


  I should have known they would return, for I suspected that Nonur relied entirely upon Yin Yan for her planning and heavy thinking. I should have guessed she would return for him if chance offered. And certainly we had left the place wide open to such an attack with but the crew of Oanu’s wrecked ship to guard the deserted center.


  SUDDENLY from the far chamber of the tank came a vixenish shrieking, a snarl of female cursing in a terrible voice I knew could be no one’s but Nonur’s. A Nonur who had discovered some setback, I guessed.


  I listened carefully, looking at the prone figure of Hank Fame to see if he heard. But he lay where he had fallen. The weakness of his body due to the radioactive emanations would allow a very slow recuperation from the force that had struck us.


  “What has happened to Yin Yan? Bring that thrice-accused traitor Steel to me. I’ll find out what they have done to him!”


  Two of the huge-bodied blacks flopped toward me, led by a shrivel-faced Hagman in scarlet robe and hood. A black seized me by each wrist, dragged me, feigning unconsciousness, toward the great tank.


  Dropped before Nonur, I remained motionless, with my eyes closed. She touched one of my feet with a tip of a flame sword. The terrible burn made me scream in agony.


  “Now that your wonderful self is awake tell me what happened to Yin Yan.”


  I knew there was no need for me to open my mouth, for the watch-ray had my mind on augment. I could hear my own thought, agonized with pain, automatically describing the battle of Yin Yan with the mist-being, Etidorpha.


  Nonur turned toward the tank, saying to the numerous rays that nimbused her, waiting for orders.


  “Stim him, give him ben, flood him with strong beneficials and stimulants. He may come around. I don’t believe any mist could kill him.”


  Lying there, moaning at Nonur’s feet, I decided with sulphurous exultation that Etidorpha had indeed remained inside Yin Yan, and had somehow conquered the strength of him, taken his life, wafted herself off on her own mysterious business again. How else explain what I thought I saw moments ago? How else? How else explain the collapsed, motionless mass of lifeless flesh in the bottom of the tank. When Yin Yan was alive, his innumerable gill membranes waved continually, circulating the fluid, and his thought membranes had rolled and unrolled constantly. Anyone could see he was dead. I hoped permanently so!


  I watched as those miraculous rays of the Elder race were poured in vast concentration from all the mech in range upon him, and Nonur stood waiting for results. I knew what those rays could do for a man, and they were wasting the miraculous health rays on an evil beast that should never have lived!


  The splash, or reflection of the focus of beneficials upon Yin Yan was doing me a lot of good. I lay still, hoping that some of my strength would be renewed from the effect. Yin Yan stirred, his gills began to vibrate, his strange inward rolls of flesh to contract and expand.


  It was an eerie, frightening scene. I was so inured to the unusual in my experiences since landing at Harak that I hardly noticed the witch-like beauty of Nonur’s nearnude figure, standing like a statue by a Daemon sculptor peering, peering into Yin Yan’s awaking mind. The vast crystal of the tank shimmered and glowed from the myriad of ben-rays, her figure glowed like my own with the diffuse plentitude of reflection, and the whole scene took on the beauty that ugly things can take on in a beneficial ray field. Yin Yan’s awful folds glowed with a prismatic glory, the dull faces of the blacks and the shrewd evil faces of the Hagmen standing at a distance peering curiously at the awful life in the tank, shone. The black’s eyes rolled fearfully. They stood in an awed fear of Yin Yan; he was like a devil-god to them. I could hear the cruel, careless thought of the distant harpies of Nonur manipulating the batteries of ben-ray, and the answering, lustful and coarse thought of the warriors who were watching with the range rays the distant approaches to this spot, to call the whole army into action at the first near approach of the pitiful Tuon amazons.


  Their dying state placed them at a terrific disadvantage in this type of warfare, for fencing with the deadly rays and powerful shorter defense rays can depend wholly, for success, upon the speed and co-ordination of eye and hand, and I knew the Tuons were slowed, handicapped by the creeping age of radioactive emanations. They were like doddering old people, trying to defeat these blood-filled vampires, these powerful, ignorant savage warriors who served the vampires, usually in complete ignorance of their habits. For if they knew, they would know they were cheated, would demand the young blood likewise. Usually they died when they learned of the secret vampirism of their red-robed masters.


  There were few people alive besides themselves who had actually seen them engage in the unholy pumping of a child’s blood into their veins, and their own pumped into the child to be renewed.


  They were necessarily few in number, and the wars with the Tuons and Mer-race had cut this number down by more than half.


  IN THE room, which I knew must be the present center of the whole organization, there were but twenty of the red-robes, and perhaps a hundred of the warriors who were their immediate officers, their staff officers of the renegade and professional fighters who served them. These were of every blood on Venus, scarred and hardened in many a battle before they ever took service under the Hagmen. Men never went to work for the red-robes till they could not get a job anywhere else. For once in their employ, a man never left except by death, and this was known among warriors everywhere.


  A certain number of the warriors of Venus are professional soldiers, serving now this ruler of this city-state, and now that. Wherever the chances of pay and loot were greater, there came a drift of hard-fared experienced fighters, and such slaves as Ceulna had lured with the stim rays and their bodies into signing with the Red Robes of Nonur.


  A man might rise in the service after that, but he never quit. I knew why, for I had seen them killed when they tried to leave. The Hagmen wanted no witnesses of their deeds loose in the world. But even so, the Tuons had learned, the Mer-people had learned in their deep ocean cities, and their doom was sealed. Or was it?


  Turning my head, looking at the hard confident faces, I knew that not a man there expected anything but that their rays would wipe out the Tuons to the last brave female. And knowing how slow and feeble their hands were since Nonur’s sand bombs had spread through the air above Lefern, I knew they had little chance of winning, and that they knew too that they could but go into death with blazing rays and burned hands fighting to the last gasp.


  My mind sped on a thought of Oanu and her trip to Merdepon. Strange they had not told the Sea People of the sand blight that had fallen on their lovely cities, strange she had not mentioned it to me. Had something of like devilishness been done to the Mer-race? Had this mind of Yin Yan’s linked with Nonur’s evil head been able to plan a similar coup upon the mighty undersea cities? I groaned, for I knew it must be true. That ancient mind from the seas of Venus must have figured out, from his immense knowledge of them, something that had served as a weapon to confuse, hold back, keep the Sea People busy while the Hagmen wiped out the Tuons. I groaned, for I knew Yin Yan would know what to do to blight a city in the depths of the sea, just as Nonur from Earth had brought with her the knowledge of the deadly nature of radioactives developed by the scientists of Earth’s war laboratories, and had used it to such deadly effect.


  My mind gave up the unpleasant duty of telling me all the things that must have happened to bring the great race of Tuons to this last battle. My mind refused to lose all hope, closed up, and began to dwell ironically on the lovely, too-soft lines of Nonur’s figure where she peered through the walls of the crystal tank, bathed in the glow of the benefical, beautiful as the Devil’s own chosen. I cursed her silently, again and again. And in my mind a soft whisper answered my curses.


  “We shall try, Steel.”


  Was it the Nameless? It sounded like a familiar voice, or was it perhaps a very distant Etidorpha. Was it the sweet young blind girl who had rescued me before? I could not know, but the secret soft voice brought a sweet and needed relief to the hopeless weary mind of me. If only I could have learned how that battle with the Nameless led by their young Master had turned out? I had been unable to find out what had happened since the two unfortunate Tuons’ anchor cable had snatched me aloft.


  FEELING like a sick man in a burning hospital waiting for rescue, I lay till one of the Hagmen signed to a black to stow me on his shoulder and get me out of the way. Nonur turned from her mental conversation with the reviving Yin Yan and said:


  “Put him in a strong cell. I will have some fun with him when this is over. And that won’t be long now, will it, Jim Steel?”


  I looked at her with all the disgust I could put in expression and said nothing. There is really not much use in conversation with such as her, their mental patterns are so different, fixed unalterably in destructive pattern. A man cannot understand them anyway.


  The black threw me to one broad shoulder and flopped off in the wake of a Red Robe, a man I did not know. He stowed me in a closet of the ray-chamber where Farne still lay on the floor, presently thrust Farne in upon me. The great metal door swung, clicked shut.


  On most of these doors the locks have been burst, since modern men cannot understand the simplest of their Elder locks, have to blast open the doors to get at the treasures left inside. Then, when they want to use such a door, they have to put on a bar of the primitive type, big plank of wood set in sockets, fastened to the door frames.


  We heard this bar set in place, lay in darkness. Farne moaned, I groaned. We said nothing.


  Outside I could hear the hiss and sweep of rays, the blasting of force ray impacts, knew that a battle was in progress. I turned over, put my shoulder to the door just to see if it gave. It did, just a hair, letting in a crack of light. If I had a tool, I could slide it through that crack, lift the bar. I searched my harness; but nothing. I searched the darkness of the closet, felt over Fame’s body; nothing.


  The racket of battle outside lessened, drew away. It could mean but one thing: the Tuons were retreating deeper into the caverns, away from the great valley of the crater where we had entered. I could hear the sound of jets, the hiss of rays, knew the ships were gliding off on levitators down the cavern ways in pursuit. I waited, heartsick for what I felt was the death of the great Tuon race of Amazons. To me, they were perfection, a way of life without fault, their ideals and their efforts to make life worth living finer than any other people. To perish so, at the hands of such evil ones as Nonur, was too much to bear.


  
CHAPTER XIII


  
    Porpoise wallow, waves leap high Green-white, the running colors fly—The laughing clouds roll silently While the sun ducks his blazing head The seas caress my straining thigh—Oltissa of Merdepon

  


  I DECIDED that with the fleet of Hagmen off again the caverns might be deserted, were at the least full of possible opponents than before. I threw my weight against the door, outside I could hear the plank creak and bend in its socket. Again and again I threw my whole strength into the thrust, and fraction by fraction the crack of light grew greater. At last I thrust my fingers through, raised the bar until it fell free of the sockets. I stepped out, looking at the sockets, which were split and wrenched and the screws starting from their holes.


  A hideous laughter from across the chamber broke upon my ears. I swung, startled to see—Nonur. She sat upon a great chair before the big weapon mech at which I had been knocked unconscious once today.


  On each side of her three of the red-robed Hagmen held heavy dis-ray guns level, pointing steadily at me.


  “So you thought I had left with the battle, hah? They do not need me to kill off the old women. I wait here for more important game, and I shall slay them, too. Meanwhile your death will amuse me. Get down on your knees!”


  I stood motionless, staring at her, the hatred and anger and frustration weaving a red haze like heat-lightning before my eyes.


  One of the guns began to hiss. Just over my head the flame passed my hair. Inadvertently I lowered my head, the flame came down still burning my scalp. Down and down the man pressed the gun, until I was crouched on the floor to avoid the steadily flaming ray.


  “Crawl to me, Steel. Crawl here to me!” Behind me another ray hissed into action, burning my buttocks, urging me forward to escape complete destruction. I crawled slowly forward toward her on my hands and knees, but both rays had scorched a large part of my anatomy before I arrived.


  “Kiss my feet, Steel. Before you die, you may have the privilege.”


  The burning flame forced my head down and down, and as my lips touched her foot, she drew her foot back, kicked me in the face. My nose began to drip blood. Anger consumed me, I gathered myself to fling myself at her throat, but another red robe had pushed his ray-rifle muzzle in front of her. I knew exactly what to expect, I had seen such scenes before, though Hecate did not herself indulge her sadistic lusts in this way. I had seen such as Nonur humiliate a man as far as possible before death claimed him.


  I knew the smartest thing I could do was to leap for her, make them shoot me dead, but I hesitated, hoping . . .


  Nonur signed to someone outside my range of vision. I heard a shuffling sound, saw the six wide, rounded pads of an Ungi coming nearer. I could not crouch there—my nerves were getting too ragged after these last few days. I leaped back, tried to find a way to escape the thing. The six ray-rifles presented a barrier that did not need to fear the beast. They stood there, laughing a little, watching my fear. At their scorn, I pulled myself together, faced the thing. Nonur wanted to see me killed.


  I was to amuse her for a short time with my death while she waited for something to happen in her developing plans. I would fight, would amuse her. It was ridiculous to think of beating the thing bare-handed, but I thought of it perforce.


  I straightened from my imposed crouch, leaped, swung a blow with my fist at the Ungi’s middle. I could not even reach the thing’s head. They are big! My fist rebounded from his barrel-like belly as from a truck-tire. It was that hard, that rubbery. Those thick, boneless tentacles of the Ungi flicked after my arm, just missed grasping it. I sprang back, leaped in again and swung a harder blow to his side, leaped away. He did not even blink, just shuffled those six feet steadily toward me, reaching with those rubbery arms to pull me close, get his wide, fanged jaws into my flesh.


  I DON’T know how long I kept that up, while Nonur laughed. My breath was coming in gasps, I was about done. Just when I thought I must surely collapse, a ray flame sprang from the rifle of one of the Hag-men, drove the creature back. It hissed, ululating its weird cry like a banshee over and over, but it backed up, was driven into the next chamber where a black warrior with another rifle took up the herding process, driving it on out of my sight. I turned back to find a great black duck-foot standing where I had stood before, in the center of the great chamber before Nonur.


  “Kill him, Anslar. I give you pleasure when you have beaten him to death. Take your time, beat him long, long! I give pleasure then. Me, Nonur, will stim you myself!”


  The huge black nodded, his great feet flopped toward me, one ham-like fist swung at me. I ducked, put my last strength into a haymaker at his jaw. He took it like the Ungi, hardly blinking, and I felt his fist strike me on the side of the head. I fell flat. I lay there, getting my wind back, but a ray from a rifle burned me, stung me erect with fiery pain. The black knocked me down. The ray burned me erect. The black knocked me down. I was a mass of pain. Burns and blows had me nearly out. I struck at the black weakly, was knocked down. I couldn’t get up. The black picked me up, began to beat me in the face with his fist. The world whirled in a great circular collection of flame-tailed comets around my head. Nonur’s laughter rang in my ears, hideous, exultant.


  “Having a good time, Steel? Do I treat you as well as Hecate? Too bad, isn’t it? We are so sorry for you.”


  An excited voice began to harangue Nonur. The six stood waiting. Nonur said:


  “Throw him back in his closet. Fix the bars anew. We will finish him off some other time. Things are beginning to pop down below. We’ll get rid of those Nameless hide-outs now!”


  I was vaguely aware of being tossed back in the closet, the door being swung shut, the bar’s sockets being hammered into place. I could hear the swish, swish of ray sweeping the far chambers, Nonur’s exultant laugh over some blow suffered by an attacker.


  Farne said: “I was watching, Steel. I couldn’t do anything. Maybe our turn will come.”


  I didn’t even groan. I just sank into that blackness that had been so ready to engulf me for what seemed hours.


  IT MIGHT have been a day, it might have been two. I came up slowly out of a fog of pain, felt someone shaking me. It was Farne.


  “Wake up, Steel. Someone’s coming for us.”


  I sat up painfully. The bar was lifted, light blinded me. Slowly my eyes adjusted to the glare. The slight figure, the transparent robe, the glowing figure beneath the white, the angelic effect of innocence and beauty and wisdom, intermingled delicately. It was the maid of the Nameless who had rescued me before.


  “Do you make a habit of this?” I asked.


  “Nonur has gone, fled again. A great new fleet approaches. Come, I take you to Etidorpha. You will die if not healed at once.”


  I tried to stand, could not. The girl said:


  “You, his friend, drag him out. I bring a Xonador.”


  “Whatever that is, bring it,” answered Farne, putting his arms under my shoulders, straining to drag me out of the closet.


  The girl, seated on one of those sled-like affairs, appeared. The sled glided on its levitator force beams, stopped beside us. She allowed it to settle to the floor. Together, straining, they rolled me upon it. She turned the lever on the front, the pointer whirled across the strange symbols of the dash. The sled glided off, picking up terrific speed as it swung onto the great highway. Shortly she swung off again, took a rampway downward. Down and down we went plunging like a frightened devil fleeing for hell. The weakened body of me could not stir, but I yelled in fright. Farne said:


  “Don’t look, Steel. I can’t stand it either. Just don’t look!”


  The minutes ticked by and still we fled downward into the rocky bowels of Venus. When at last I raised my head all means of determining whether we moved or were motionless were gone.


  We floated over a vast sea of swirling mist. Far off, like horizons, I could see the rock walls from out of which we must have plunged into this sea. Above us was air, below was mist, swirling, sentient, apparently the same kind of mist of which Etidorpha was composed. The air was gleaming, phosphorescent, and fogged with a tenuous, vibrant substance which emitted a soft light. I listened, trying to hear the maiden’s thought, for I suspected her of being constantly in contact with the other Nameless, being a kind of unit of their collective consciousness. For so it seemed to me must be their nature.


  She was not thinking to any distant race of her own. She was silent, her eyes closed, waiting. Presently below us the denser mist swirled, a formless vortice rose from the terrific depths one sensed beneath. Was this the very center of this world? Was this the very soul of the planet rising so monstrous, so all powerful, nearer, nearer? I did not know, but I felt that this was Godhead. The awful sensing of Presence became greater and greater. I bowed my head in awe, in reverence.


  The tendrils of the moving mist reached and touched us. The thought I had come to recognize as Etidorpha throbbed within me:


  “Children, I know why you come. I will help you, as I always do. Do not fear.”


  Then from that tremendous store that I knew was Etidorpha, from out of that sea of self that was her, throbbed through me a vital pulsing flow of life-will, a flow of what I knew must be her lifeblood. I knew now why Yin Yan had failed to conquer Etidorpha. Even that animated belly of a monster could not drink dry a sea!


  The little swirl of self she had sent along through the rocks after the Master’s craft, that Yin Yan had attacked, was no more to her than a finger tip, than a tiny drop of her blood, was one of her endless supply of eyes, of hands, of sensing tools.


  Under the vast ecstasy of her energy flowing through my body I became unconscious.


  WHEN I awoke, I was no longer afloat with the maiden and Farne upon a sea of life-mist deep in the core of Venus.


  I lay upon the soft pillowing pleasant stuff I had heard called dunder. About me were several of the Nameless, squatted like Yogis, paying little attention to myself. Farne was nowhere about.


  I moved a limb experimentally. There was no pain, my strength was nearly normal. I moved another, and the same result.


  I stood erect, stretching, feeling my muscles for sore spots. It was as though I had never been injured in my life!


  Gliding toward me across the soft pillowing stuff of the floor came the sweet-faced maiden.


  “I am a new man, Angel! Your Goddess is a real Goddess! Potent as any mythical immortal!”


  “She is an immortal, but she will not give her favors to anyone! After all, she knows how great is her strength, and what need she may have of it as the years become ages about her; and she waits for her kind to return again. But she loves us, spends perhaps too much of her for our unworthy lives.”


  “Little angel, love her always. Now, tell me, why did Nonur flee?”


  “A great fleet was seen coming from the north. She fled, but they passed on overhead, did not stop. I think they were the Sea People, as we expected, but I cannot know. Their shields were up and one cannot read with one’s mind what lies behind.”


  “Tell me one more thing. When chance snatched me from the battle in the Gardens of Nicosthene, was your brother, the Master, killed? Did you people beat Nonur?”


  “We fought only a little while after that. Then my brother signed to his friends within the city. The rays that had stopped the ships were shut off, we fled again. Their own ships were held for a moment, but Nonur began to fire on the city. That was the purpose my brother wanted, to show she was no friend to the Marsh-men. To show her and all her Red Robes for what they were, cruel, murderous pirates, so that no longer would they obey the Red Robes. He accomplished this purpose. Then he fled, I know not where myself, not back to the place where you saw the ships. Somewhere he has gone. I cannot know his plans, no one can, for they would let their thoughts out to a spy-ray. He waits somewhere now for the feeling against the Red Robes to grow everywhere in the Seven Cities. They will talk, their anger will grow, they have seen the supposedly good and benevolent Red Robes who have filtered into the priest organization of the Oracle’s servants. He waits till strength and anger rises everywhere against them. Then he will strike them again.”


  “I suppose I would understand if I knew more of the political and religious set-up in the Seven Cities.”


  “Yes, my big one. Now that you have been made whole again, what will you do.”


  “Little angel, if it were not that my heart is another’s, I would stay here and give it to you. But you know that cannot be!”


  “I know. You are as a brother in my heart, and it can never be more. But such things are sad to think of, for I would love you very greatly and well—if I loved you!”


  “First Eltona, and now you! Ceulna, it’s a good thing . . . My Lord, she will read of my thoughts at some later time, and has she a temper. She will roast my ears!”


  “And do you, great strong man, fear a woman’s tongue so much?”


  The fragile lovely face of the Nameless maid was mocking, a little sarcastic, but mocking sarcasm upon her sweet face was the gentlest of the many jibes I have received in my life.


  “Aye, little orchid of the darkness—the bigger the man, the more he fears a woman, I do believe. Now, take Farne: he can wind ’em around his finger. Me, I jump to a woman’s whip without thought of evasion.”


  “Perhaps that is because you’re so big. You love more greatly, and love makes a slave of everyone, soon or late.”


  “You have your slave, little one?”


  “There are some applicants—” Her gentle humorous thought pulsed in my mind, for she did not use oral speech for such intimate conversation. “But I fear none of them have yet taken my heart.”


  “See that you take the applicant who does win your heart first to Etidorpha. She will understand if he is worthy. You are a prize not lightly to be given to any man, remember that, angel!”


  “I will do as you say, big one.”


  FARNE came toward us, stepping gingerly upon the strangely living fleshlike floor.


  “Here we are, Steel. Loafing in luxury, like true Tuon men, while the women are out fighting!”


  “It’s fate, I guess, Farne. I don’t know what to do about it, do you?”


  “That mist in the deeps was some experience. I’d hate to try to tell anyone back on Earth about that one.”


  “Or about anything on Venus! But she made my busted face whole—look!”


  I turned my face to the light from the doorway, where the weird glow of the wall tubes came into the darkened chamber. Farne gasped.


  “I expected her to heal you, but not to do a plastic job. My God, man, you’re beautiful!”


  “Is it that bad? I read in the Nameless Maid’s head that my face was whole again, but she did not seem to think there was any great change. Is it different?”


  “It’s not so much that she changed the form. It’s the quality of the skin, or the light here. You look just plain beautiful, sort of angelic-like. I’d laugh, if it didn’t frighten me a little. I guess I’ll get used to it. But will you?”


  “I don’t have to look at it. Come on, let’s get into something. God knows what’s happening.”


  As I strode to the doorway a voice with misty fingers began to throb in my brain.


  “Steel—I have given you my self, you are now a part of me. If I had not done so, you would have perished, for your skull was cracked, and blood clots were forming in your brain. My strength is in you, and will remain, perhaps for always. I know what you do; you are a part of my thought. I am telling you to go to Merdepon. Your loved one and the other Tuon females are in grave danger. The secrets of the dunder formulae are also apt to be lost. Go, and you will learn what has happened. Remain here, and the Tuon race is doomed. For the dunder formulae alone can save them. Go . . .”


  I turned to Farne.


  “Did you hear that?”


  “Hear what?”


  “The mist being—Etidorpha! She said we should go to Merdepon! It doesn’t make sense. We’d be running away!”


  “Look, if she said to do something, you better do it. I was awake—I saw her. You were too near dead to know what happened. She poured herself into you like water. You had better listen, if she can talk to you!”


  “So we go to Merdepon. Come on, Oanu is in trouble, too! But what could happen in that place? It’s too formidable for the Hagmen to attack!”


  “We’re going! That’s all I want to know. That thing in the rocks said go, and I’m doing it. You might be imagining things, though. You were sure beat up. Your head looked as if a bottle of ketchup fell on it.”


  I called to the Nameless maid, who I knew must hear. She glided toward me again from the shadows. I asked her whether the message was real?


  “Etidorpha has claimed you as her own.


  I am one of hers, too. It is a good thing. You can hear her thoughts when she wishes. I was sick like you, near death, and she made me well. Now I hear her. She never lies. Go where she tells you. There is very real reason, for she never wastes her effort on a triviality.”


  I mused. If that dunder formula really could be used as a method of neutralizing radioactive poison or burns, then some delay might have developed. Oanu might be dead or too sick to explain. Ceulna might have collapsed from the strain of her experiences. They might not even have reached the city of the Sea People. Anything could have happened.


  “We’ll find a ship and get going!”


  “There are ships still in the great hidden hangars where my brother helped to refit them. I will take you there, choose what you need. Etidorpha commands—we obey!”


  She took us on her sled again, drove us to the huge hangar-like rock bowl. There were a score of ships, some in disrepair, still awaiting the mechanics, others rebuilt after the war-damage, ready for flight. No one demurred as we chose a swift fighter, bade the young sister of the Master goodbye and lifted off the floor on the levitator beams.


  Within minutes we were approaching the center where Nonur and Yin Yan had so recently been everything. Now they lay deserted, the last slave fled, and as we flashed past Yin Yan’s tank I glimpsed the huge beast with his heads severally projecting above the rim, listening, watching. Fame flung a heat ray at him as we passed, not to kill, for we knew his mind would always be valuable to the techs, but just to hurt him, to get even a little for being what he was, a thing no man could stomach. He flopped back into the tank. The liquid splashed. We imagined his thoughts cursing us in his own terrible patterns which were almost unreadable unless he chose to let them be clear.


  We spiraled up past the brilliant-hued cliffs of the crater valley, up and through the cloud sheath into the thin, dry air above the clouds. We sped northward at top speed, the air screaming past our sides and the clouds billowing a long trail of air pressure beneath our flashing ship.


  Hours, and we dived into the cloudsea, without having spotted another craft, down and down and down, the water closing about us without having emerged from the clouds. Only the instruments told me we were near the Mer-city.


  Traveling only slowly now, for neither Farne nor I were exactly expert at piloting one of these powerful vessels under water, I had a good chance to look at Merdepon.


  It came gradually into view . . . huge . . . glistening . . . speaking of an age of culture with every glimmer of light.


  I think Merdepon is the original city of the Mer-race, though they never bothered to acquaint me very thoroughly with the ancient history of their race. It was built by the Elder race. What it was under their mysterious ruling purposes, no man now knows.


  A series of tremendous blown globes of clear substance top the cavern ways that lead from Merdepon to the planet-webbing labyrinths of Elder caverns. Much of modern Merdepon is built within these vast globes holding out the titanic sea pressures. Much of it is within the caverns underneath the sea’s bottom. All of it is water-filled, though all equipped with water locks to keep the water pressures everywhere low. The Mer-race cannot stand the water pressures of the very deep sea any better than an air-breather, though they can live at twice the depth a man could in a diving helmet.


  There are whole sections of the Mer-race whose ancestry, in the far past, has adjusted them to greater pressures than others, whose ancestors lived in the shallower seas of Venus. As their social organization grew, these shallow breathers, and those needing greater pressure, intermingled so that there are Mers who need medium pressures for greatest comfort; thus nearly all their dwellings are equipped with locks and pumps which can be adjusted by a device analogistic to a thermostat to any water pressure desired by the individual.


  Within the crystal globes—like a toy city in an overturned fishbowl—we could see the towers and terraces, the brilliant water-plants, the glowing fishes swimming, the graceful, long bodies of the Mer-race gliding through the water. Parts of Merdepon are the original Elder erections, heavy masonry, curved and buttressed against all possible earth shiftings, built for time—for they lived through such great spans of life that they had no use for evanescent work.


  Beside, on top of, arching over these, the Mers had built their own brand of architecture, influenced by the nature of coral, by the decorative influence of the sea in which their lives were lived; great, intricate traceries of impossibly-flung arches, intricately pierced towers, rounded domes, minarets of pointed, much-angled and carved surfaces like Brobdignagian branches of coral, the windows the pores of the living stone—and everywhere upon the rock grew the water plants, the sea anemones, the trailing lacy water-weeds. I knew these were allowed as they kept the water fresh and oxygenated, kept it nutrient with their own life energies—and knew that even if it were not so they would be there for their brilliant beauty.


  It was a view a man does not forget: the beauty and grandeur of Merdepon, a kind of hybrid of the might and age-defying strength of the Elder thought, mingled with its child, the lovely cathedral-vaultings of more ephemeral life, the intricate stone tracery that appeared as if a breath would waft it all away.


  HANK brought the ship athwart the great platform that circled the huge, round locks, set it down for the official inspection we expected. The locks swung open, a tiny one-man sub shot out, clanked its grapples east to our craft. The locks of the two ships were seized magnetically together by the two magnets above and below—and Hank and I started wishing for waterhelmets. But the occupant merely looked in, nodded his huge head at us, motioned us to enter the first entrance lock. He was no one I knew. I did not like his looks, for he was of the “deep-water” Mers, and they are of a breed not so beautiful as the more numerous breed. Their spines are larger, their skulls thicker, their fingers shorter, and their mouths gross and inhuman. Strong; they are proud and contemptuous of other races, which is not the case with the other Mers. His face was not smiling, seemed to scowl upon us. I felt for some reason jittery as we released the magnets, jockeyed the ship for the now gaping lock-doors.


  From the heavy, rounded masses of the Elder buildings there swung toward us several great rays, glowing in the water, and I knew they were the ancient defense rays of the original Elder work being used by the garrison to see what ship was entering. Having an Elder ray trained upon one is very like sitting upon an atomic bomb, for with a touch of the operator’s finger such a ray can become the most terrible agent of destruction. They touched our ship, the whole metal fabric became as transparent as glass, and I knew our weapons were checked before the rays swung away.


  Our outer lock door swung open with a rush of water, and I peered through the glass. In the lock crouched a great-bodied Mer in a water helmet, and in each hand he held helmets for us. I released the dogs of the lock, the water gushed in. He waited like a statue, the low ceiling of the door much too small for his bulk, holding out the helmets. We took them, put them on. I released the mechanism of the outer door, caught hold of his harness strap. He backed out, swam off toward the great building which housed their equivalent of our Immigration Service. Hank and I bobbed along beside him like a couple of captive toy balloons hooked on to a zeppelin—or so it felt to me.


  These deepsea Mers are larger than the kind I had grown used to when I was with them against Hecate. This one was all of thirty feet, I swear.


  In my mind a question kept bobbing up: “Why was I meeting this type of Mer?” I did not recall having seen any of them in my former trip to Merdepon. I had understood they inhabited the southern deeps of Venusian seas, only came north to trade or in answer to a call for mobilization. Yet here they were as official receivers of visitors to Merdepon. A vague alarm kept buzzing in my head. But what made it? Why should I worry?


  I could feel invisible telaug beams searching my mind, but knew it was the usual thing. Curiosity alone explained it: anyone with a telaug always looks at the minds of newcomers. One can always feel these searching rays when one enters a strange city or returns from a trip to a strange place. I can tell the presence of such rays, invisible and inaudible to an ordinary Earthman, because of my familiarity with their effects on thought. When a ray is searching your mind, questions pop up, one thinks over the past, one feels vague alien emotions over matters of no concern, and a self-curiosity which is not one’s self makes the mind review for the intruder all the past. There are several sensations that accompany such rays: one hears things for which there is no apparent cause, such as distant conversation where no one is in sight; or thinks of sex with a feminine view-point, in case it is a woman operating the ray. Or one’s thoughts are shorted out to keep some other from observing them, etc. Or one sees pictures which do not seem to arise in the ego’s own imagination. Differently constructed thought patterns arise—and in this case I heard some mighty strange thought from the big fishy minds, fierce alien lusts echoed within me, and the bodies of the Mer-women about took on a new and attractive significance. I knew I was being examined. I paid little attention, but I sensed an antipathy. A vague mental bristling of anger took place within me. These minds despised me!


  Once inside the ancient, blocky building, the big horny-headed Mer swished into the main office. I looked about astounded!


  “This is not the city Merdepon?” I asked, taken off guard.


  “Yes, little air man, it is!”


  THE big Mer behind the low desk was sprawled at length upon a couch, cradling the slighter form of a smooth-skinned female whom I recognized vaguely as having been in this room upon my first visit. She was the earthly equivalent of a “steno.” But even in the somewhat more open social life of the Mers, it was not usual for the stenos to loll in the arms of their bosses while supposed to be on duty. At the other desks where should have been efficient good-looking females of the Mer office staff, lolled instead the great-bodied deepsea Mers, a score of them. Armed; each man wore his great antique dis-ray in easy reach of his hand, and half of them had a slighter-bodied female beside him or near at hand. The huge multi-typers of the office were idle. There was none of the waterproof paper forms I knew were usual. The whole place had an atmosphere somewhat as if Pancho Villa had moved into the White House.


  “I don’t understand. I came here in search of the Tuon leader, Oanu of Lefern. My fiancé, Ceulna of Lefern is with her. They have certain important formulas which they . . .


  “You will see them shortly, little man. But first we must ask you certain questions.


  It is known to us that you once worked as an operative in a mission of the Sea People to your planet, Earth. Is that true?”


  I nodded.


  His big mouth showed a long row of most ugly teeth, totally unlike the teeth of the lovely Mer women I had known. He said:


  “At that time you were under the orders of one named Oltissa of the Mer Intelligence?”


  “That is true!”


  “That is all we wish to know.” He turned to a big Mer hanging attentively on his fins a few feet away.


  “Take him away!”


  The Mer swished once, darted to us, seized one of us under each huge arm, and darted off. Within minutes an iron lock-door clanged shut on us, a bolt shot home. We were in an air chamber. I took off my helmet, looked at Hank.


  Fame said:


  “Stupe, there’s been a big change around here. The ins are out and the outs are in. Don’t you get it?”


  “If it is, what about it? What’s it got to do with us?”


  “We’ll find out when we find out, but I’ll bet Oltissa and her gang are doing plenty about it. They might possibly suspect us of being sent by some of the outs to spy on the ins, in which case we will stay locked up till the outs are definitely and completely out!”


  I sat down, looking at Hank wonderingly. It was too much for me. The Mers thought of me as an enemy because I knew Oltissa! Politics, thy name is mystery.


  “Only trouble is, Hank, the Tuons will be dead before that time, and those formulae are important. If they shut up Oanu then they aren’t doing anything about the dunder formulae, and the Tuons are going to die of the sand emanation burns.


  “We gotta talk to somebody, Jim. This thing can’t wait. I’ll be dead myself if something isn’t done soon. And I love that Amazon; Oanu is like . . . like . . .”


  “Like a wife, Hank.”


  “Yeh, only more so! I’ve got to do something. We can’t just sit here and take it. Those big fish-heads think they can pull this on us. They won’t get away with it!”


  I grinned, for Hank isn’t very big, and I tried to picture him pulling a thirty-foot Mer warrior fin from fin. The resulting picture was comic, if it hadn’t been hopeless as well.


  WE SAT listening to the faint murmur of the water circulated through the city by big pumps. The cell was about fifty by fifty, for the Mers don’t build even a prison cell small. Time dragged on. A faint sense of being watched told me some one had dropped a cautious ray in to us.


  In my ear a tiny whisper said orally: “I’m going to connect you with another prisoner. Don’t show any excitement. These big toad-Mers are top-dog now, but it won’t be always. They haven’t made themselves popular.”


  Somewhere I knew a dissident Mer was sitting at some complex telaug with multibeams. She or he was shifting one beam over another confusingly so that someone watching would be unable to tell just what was being done. Some of the Elder telaug mech has as many beams as a New York central has wires. No one but a mastermind could keep track of them all, and such minds no longer exist on Earth. They are utilized somewhat as a Hottentot would utilize a deserted telephone central-exchange—by ringing the bells, perhaps. No one today understands how these complex multi-beam outfits were used, for the Elder race had minds complex enough to handle them without benefit of correlating mech such as a telephone central uses.


  Somewhere at one of these practically useless complex ageless machines, a Mer was coupling my beam to one directed at another prisoner. In a moment I heard Ceulna’s voice: “Hello, hello!”


  My heart leaped, and my thought pulsed out along the beams so that the reflection startled me with its intensity. Reverberant effects sometimes accidentally augment such contacts with two or more minds. “Ceulna! Girl—talk! This is Jim!”


  “Oh, Jim! How came you here?”


  “That is a long story and you wouldn’t believe me anyway. I just got tired of the Marsh-maidens. They can’t compare with Tuon beauty, you know.”


  She made a little sound of anger. “This is not a time for humor, you oaf. Tell me, are you free?”


  “No, little one, I am not. Except for a million tons of water and some iron bars, I am. This cell is definitely confining!”


  “Oh, Jim. We have to do something about Oanu and the others with radioactivity burns. They will die without immediate treatment.”


  “Did she tell you how many are stricken, Ceulna?”


  “Yes, I know. We must get free and reach these Mer technicians. Many of them are under arrest, too.”


  “I don’t get it, Ceulna. What has happened here?”


  “The deep sea Mers from the south thought they got a raw deal on the spoils of Hecate’s cities. Mostly they were in Tuon cities, remember. The ruling Mers decided that since her treasures had for the most part come from Tuons originally, they should get the lion’s share. The toad-Mers, as these smooth-skinned Mers call them, started a rebellion, took over the government in a coup-d’etat. Since then they have grown steadily more and more overbearing and cruel. There will be a holocaust if they are not removed soon. The commoners will rise, and the aliens will kill them with the master weapons. It is a terrible situation, and the Mers of the more civilized city-states hate to start a Mer-war. So they are letting them have their way till some turn of events gives them an opening.”


  “Where do we fit in? Why pick on us?”


  “The new officials are so afraid they will make a mistake that whenever they are puzzled, they clap the person in jail. So we’re in jail, because they are too dumb to know what Oanu is trying to tell them about the dunder formulae.”


  “Ceulna, just before we left, Nonur was chased off by a big fleet. We though it was a Mer fleet. Who could it have been?”


  “It was a Mer-fleet. At the time of the overthrow of Merdepon’s government, the fleet was away. Warned, they did not return to their base, but tried to contact the Tuons for a conference. Thus they learned what had happened, where the Tuons had gone, and set out to help them whip Nonur. That’s all we’ve been able to learn.”


  “That leaves us just as much in trouble as ever. Our name is mud unless these toad-Mers wise up to what we want.”


  “They have put most of the educated Mers in jail as possible enemies. They fear culture, are themselves wild and uncultured—from the southern deeps.”


  “And Oltissa never mentioned them to me. I thought the Mers were pretty well amalgamated—but this is different.”


  “The civilized Mers are ashamed of their more savage relatives. But they have always been loyal, and contributed to the military quotas regularly. This rebellion was a complete surprise. That is why it was successful.”


  “So all our friends are out battling Nonur and the Hag-men and we are sitting here wishing we were, too. I can’t see any possible chance of our doing anything. But the Tuons have to be treated—right away.”


  THE subtle little voice in my ear said: “Your three minutes are up. Perhaps some other time, soon, I can help you . . .”


  I wondered if she was kidding me with that three minute stuff. Or just picked it out of my mind to confuse some listener whom she didn’t trust? Or did she mean that soon she would find a way? That little invisible voice was my only hope—and I didn’t even know if it was fish or air-breathing. It didn’t matter . . .


  Day dragged after day. Maybe a week, and Hank had aged years. I knew they couldn’t last at that rate.


  CHAPTER XIV


  
    Are all those who in a Nation live Condemned to be unwary,


    Of each other


    For nationality’s sake?


    An asp to harbor,


    Blindly?


    Elder Critique On Politics

  


  HANK and I were plenty tired of raw fish! These alien Mers never offered us anything else to eat.


  Then quite suddenly, came a grating in the lock, the water splashed in the lock, and there stood Oanu in a helmet. Hank stumbled toward her, and my eyes brimmed. Age is bad enough, but the premature blight that had fallen on Oanu and Hank was terrible. They embraced, and I wept for the young strength that had gone so suddenly from them, for the grace and spirit that were now only faintly suggested by Oanu’s bony, wrinkled form.


  I leaned over, tapped on her helmet. She took it off, said:


  “There is little time. The Mers are busy outside the walls. Someone has attacked the city. I suspect it is the Mer-fleet from the south, but it could be the loyal colonists from the Earth-seas come to help the former rulers. We are left to our own devices, and a friendly Mer released us. We came to you, for you know our need. Take the formulae, go to a friendly city, get the work done rapidly. Do not think of us, Steel. Just get out of the city and flee.”


  My mind did a flip-flop. I said to the little voice who had connected me with Ceulna:


  “I need you now. Help me to find the technical engineers of Merdepon. There is not time to save these Tuons by going to a strange city. You must understand our need, help us. Take us to the hiding place of the wise men of the city. Some of them must have hidden themselves in secret strongholds from these new grasping rulers!”


  For answer the ray seized my arm as if there had been a fleshly hand there. I knew what the distant operator meant. I put on my helmet, as did Farne, and started off. Hank came after, nearly supporting Oanu. With Oanu was Ceulna, and I grasped her arm, hurried her along without speech. You can’t speak through an air helmet in water without phones. I knew by that grasp on my arm that ray operations could be conducted if little noise was allowed to pass over the conductive rays. I knew too that if we made noise the operator would have to abandon us and take evasive measures from some suspicious listener.


  The invisible hand on my arm led on. We shuffled clumsily along. Over our heads darted squads of great Mer warriors, carrying ray-rifles, cables, supplies. Warships drifted along the great water-ways in the distance, patroling along the crystal walls to repel some break-through if attempted. Somewhere they were conducting a battle, and in the distance I could hear through my helmet what would have been explosions if my air helmet had not muffled them. Steadily the hand led us, through winding, tortuous passages, farther away from the big water-ways of the center city.


  We entered a low tunnel through which no full-sized Mer ever passed. The locks opened, let us through. We were in an air chamber again. I took off my helmet, looked out on a strange scene, suddenly familiar. It was the big lab where Hecate had been imprisoned.


  Shuffling ungainly toward us was a Mer man strange to me. Behind him was a glass panel and peering through it an impishly smiling face. Somehow I knew this was the father, but the one who had led me here was the child. The big Mer’s thought came to me now.


  “My daughter has told me of the sad affliction of the Tuons. I have summoned my friends still at liberty. We will attempt to work out your remedy, though I had never known there was remedy for radioactivity burns however severe or mild.”


  AFTER greeting us, the big Mer again retired to the adjoining water-filled room. Oanu sat down to a telaug and vision-ray screen, bringing the next room into full contact with our eyes and our minds.


  In the room were a score and a half of Mer technicians. I had seen their work, and knew that whatever Oanu had in mind could here be accomplished if ever, anywhere. She knew it, too. Her pitifully wrinkled hands flashed over the key-board of the telaug, reading their minds, correlating their abilities, ordering equipment placed, reading the dunder papers of Montagna to them. All their minds hooked up together in the palm of her hand, operating as a unit, a tool, a single multi-mind in her sole control.


  Hank and I were superfluous. I just stood there, watching and wondering. Would they be able to do the hitherto impossible; defeat radioactivity, defeat age? The life of the Tuon nation hung in the balance, but so did the whole future of intelligent life on two planets. If men could again live for long periods, for centuries instead of scores of years, they would grow into something worthy of the sons of the Elder races.


  Otherwise we would continue in the blundering, painful sham we now call living.


  At the far door of the adjoining water-filled room, two of the huge-bodied deepsea Mers stood, harnessed and weaponed, brutal mouthed, alien in that place of glittering glass and coiling wire, of humming dynamos and bubbling retorts, of microscopes and scintillant thought-exchange between scores of minds concentrating upon one scientific problem. I realized these were guards, bribed to allow these men the freedom of the laboratory. I knew not how that came about, but guessed there was little discipline among these scaly huge-finned monsters, mere caricatures of the gentle, cultured, graceful and powerful Mers with whom I had formerly lived and fought.


  I realized that it had not been my idea that had brought Oanu here, but a carefully laid plan by her former friends and scientific associates among the Mers, that I had been merely seized by an idea at the behest of the ray-operator, skillful in making a subject do things she wanted without knowing it was not his own idea. That she had made me bring them here at my own suggestion merely to make sure I would not find an objection in my mind to her plans. At a ray mech of great complexity in the other chamber this creature sat. I knew as one always knows such things in mental contact with ray that it had been her love and pity for the Tuons that had made this scene possible. The complex criss-cross of beams reaching from the big mech at which she sat reached out over all Merdepon, I knew, switched that Mer’s thoughts to an unobstructive channel, stilled that one’s fears, moved this officer to think of a love-tryst instead of his duty to his military trust. All swift as light, her thought was guarding, protecting, aiding these laboring, finned Titans, and finding time, in the midst of all that, to urge them on with emotional stim rays, at the same time urge some battling ship off in the deeps outside to greater efforts against the interlopers in Merdepon. Watching her, the old awe and wonder at what the mind can do with the Elder tools once it has mastered the use of them even in part came upon me, and quite suddenly I thought of Eltona. Was that Eltona? Was it?


  Eltona in fins, Eltona a Mer woman? My mind flung itself at her ray beams in question, and she heard, smiled mysteriously, mockingly at me. And I knew that somehow here was the new Goddess of Merdepon, Eltona masquerading as a Mer, by what magic I knew not.


  It was her face, but surmounted by finny spines of the crest of the Mer race; her long graceful hands, but with webs—and then I saw that it was possible. For an instant she let slip her mental power, and I saw that it was merely projected impression, that her body was the body of Eltona, but that she was wearing a hypnotic mask of powerful thought suggestion, such a thing as only she could have done, so that the mind looked upon her as a Mer, while in truth she was still Eltona. Strangely I wondered if I had seen Eltona as she was, or as she wanted me to think of her? I remembered the vaguely inhuman and terrible shapes of some of the Elder sculptures; the paintings that were bas-reliefs colored like life, in the dead ruins that surmounted her retreat in the jungle. The race who had built her were greatly different from the human. I remembered, too, the swift and soundless disappearance she must have made from the Tuon ship when it was captured by the Red Robes. She had just adjusted her mental thought emission to an impression of non-existence, and those who looked at her received an unavoidable conviction of “nothing there.”


  THE amazing things that can be done with electrically augmented and synthetic thought have always been a source of wonder to me, but none was greater to me than to realize that I had never seen the real Eltona! Even when she had dropped to the floor after her gallant attack upon Yin Yan, injured, immovable and in pain, still the mechanical, powerful, un-aging brain of her had kept up the illusion of humanity she had ordered it to send to me. Yet she was “only a robot.” It was lucky for me that she honored my love for Ceulna.


  Seeing her smile, I knew that even in the midst of her complex manipulation of every important mind in Merdepon for I knew from what I heard that was what she was attempting to do: run the whole alien mind organization which might frustrate this work if directed here even in the midst of her concentration upon the task of making hundreds of officers and officials remain in mental channels she prescribed, she was also conscious of myself and my petty thoughts of her. And I knew what she thought too: “Lucky?” Knew she meant: “you don’t know what you missed, mortal!” Knew she meant that: “I am the legendary figure, the immortal Goddess who takes mortal lovers. I am the figure about which the greatest poetry of mortals has been woven. I am Venus of the Hollow Hill. I am the Ice Maiden. I am the Elder robot.”


  “Robot?” I thought. There must be a better word for it. “Android . . . superior human, superior because synthetic, because designed by a God’s hands long ago . . .”


  Ceulna, seeing my dreamy, worshipful gaze upon Eltona’s active, lovely, nearly god-like beauty, her long hands a scintillant blur upon the keyboard of a mech I knew Ceulna would not even attempt to operate, said:


  “You are not in love with that Mer, Jim?”


  “If I told you what I thought of her, Ceulna, you would disown me.”


  “I’ll find out, you might as well tell me.”


  “You won’t find out, because she will prevent it.”


  With a fleeting roguishness like smiling quicksilver across her face, Eltona sent a something toward Ceulna—and her face blanked. Then she said:


  “Strange, I can’t . . . What were we talking about? What was it, Jim?”


  “I was saying I hope they succeed in the attempt to create an antidote for the poison, and you were saying: ‘They are succeeding.’ ”


  “I can read it in Oanu’s face, that there is hope.”


  I glanced her way, saw her rapt, ecstatic concentration, and weirdly I saw a misty nimbus reminding me of Etidorpha. And I felt a strange relief and a wonder for the gulfs of ignorance man has bridged with the words: “It cannot be!”


  VAGUELY my mind absorbed what the scientists were trying to do.


  They were attempting to neutralize a complex effect of the radioactivity of the sand upon the flesh of the Tuons by constructing a dynamo along entirely different lines, to create an electric flow of entirely different polarities and properties than any heretofore used or created. This magnetism was of such a nature that it could be used to create a synthetic life, a life real enough, but of a different nature than natural life. I knew it was something of the kind of thing that had made Eltona, but different in this use of it. The big Mers were putting together wires and metals in several kinds of dynamos, reconstructing others, leading the take-off cables into an intricate network about a vat of wood. In this wooden vat they poured a number of materials, some of them they handled with long tongs and from behind shields, and I knew that some of the constituents were highly radioactive.


  Then they activated the magnetic network about the vat, creating a strong electric flow within the material by induction, and at the same time a strong pulsation magnetic field throughout the material.


  Then they pulled a switch and the whole jumped and vibrated with the power. Eltona’s eyes glowed, and I knew that nearly the whole roomful of scientists were unconsciously following her direction. She was making radioactive flesh within the vat, then repolarizing it in such a way that the parts that had become infected by the radioactivity were charged by their own activity with an electric which caused them to be repelled instead of attracted as were the unradioactive molecules of flesh. I gathered, perhaps alone of all there, just what she was up to. Oanu must have known, for her eyes often swept to Eltona in admiration for her thought.


  After a time the big Mer techs took the material out of the vat. It moved, it lived, it was the stuff they called dunder in the caverns of the Nameless—and used it for furniture upholstery and wall coverings. I knew it was the same material of which Eltona’s body had been constructed, upon a metal framework.


  Now Eltona looked at Oanu, she arose, put on her air helmet and went through the lock into the water-filled lab. She lowered herself with the aid of the Mers into the big wire-encircled vat of wood. The lightings flashed in a pattern of unleashed power. Oanu shrieked in strange agony, mixed somehow with a wondering ecstasy, and I wept, for I knew with a terrible happiness that the thing was done. I knew that the fleshcell’s molecules that had become radioactive and were thus destroying the unaffected flesh molecules were rendered magnetically of an opposite polarity, were terrifically attracted by one pole of the field about the vat. I knew that the healthy normal flesh was terrifically attracted by the opposite pole of the big magnetic field, coruscating like living lightning, a vibrant terrific vortice of power at the other side of the vat. I knew that the tiny parts that were radioactive were thus rendered unattached from the flesh, were drawn off and dissipated, while the unburned cells’ molecules were kept in the body because they were not burned free of their supporting network of minute fibres. That this was an ancient method of cleaning and renewing the body, that each tiny cell-battery in the body was newly polarized so as to induct from the dunder electric and from all nature a healthy, undestructive energy, and that Oanu would emerge from the vat a new, young, healthy woman.


  So it was I was disappointed in the appearance of her when she did emerge in the arms of the Mers. She was still the wrinkled old woman, though her flesh was pink and new. I did not realize that now she would grow plump and firm and unwrinkled, that these wrinkles were the wrinkles of a baby; like a new-born baby’s flesh!


  CEULNA looked at me with shining eyes. She too had been reading the thought that flashed in a complete common consciousness like powered light around the room. We were all-knowing, thanks to Eltona’s multi-beams, and we were all thinking what Eltona knew we must think to understand.


  The ultimate interior of those dying cells of her body had been magnetically reorganized, one kind of healthy atom had been retained, another kind jarred and vibrated by magnetic repulsion completely out of her body, and the whole magnetic relationship of her atoms to the universe of magnetic flows around had been reoriented so as to supply her with a greater amount of that life-giving electrical inflow which keeps all of us among the living. Oanu had been freed of radioactivity, and its harmful effects had been nullified by expelling the harmed parts in extremely fine division.


  Eltona, dominating the score of great modern minds about her as an orchestra leader whose baton was a wand of absolute force, a multiple ray of absolute control, dominating the scores of military minds in control of Merdepon’s warriors in the same way, dominated me, watching, by the sheer incredible beauty of her synchronization of complex activities of her mind and hands upon the keyboard of the antique mechanism.


  I knew that there were before her several still unsolved problems of great magnitude, she had to bring this method of regeneration to the Tuon warriors, who were for the most part on the other side of the globe, and locked, I knew, in intricate ray-combat with the Hagmen.


  She had to accomplish the bringing together of the dying Tuons and the new method of freeing their bodies of the radioactives, she had to overcome and solve the whole complex problem of the Mer civilization, prostrate under a conqueror no less alien because finned and similar in appearance; had to solve the problem of bringing the Mers out of conflict and under her own absolute control just as were the scientists about her. She had, in simple language, to effect a revolution, make herself dictator, conquer the army of Mers investing the city, and loose them upon the Red Robes of Nonur in the southern hemisphere, and, after the successful completion of that war, bring about a vast application of this method of magnetic reorganization to millions of dying Tuons scattered over two hemispheres of a half-savage planet.


  I could see her mind, in the peculiar clarity induced by the saturation of the water with conductive beneficial rays, analyzing, computing, deciding and arriving.


  Then she acted. Slowly her appearance changed: she grew bigger to the eye, her beautiful mouth broadened, her female figure turned slowly masculine, her unweaponed harness began to bristle with arms. I was unable at first to understand what she had decided, what this sudden metamorphosis of her projected appearance was?


  But when she turned her rays upon the two broad deep-sea Mers standing guard at the door, I saw them blink, knew their minds were suddenly under hers, knew they were believing and seeing what she had decided was necessary for them to believe.


  Thus, without moving from her seat at the complex antique rodite-mech, she had impressed upon the warriors that she was the commander-in-chief of the forces of the southern deepsea Mers within Merdepon, and had sent them off on an errand of great importance.


  WITHIN fifteen minutes they were back, and with them was—the same creature who now sat where Eltona had sat at the keyboard! He swam into the lab belligerent, his eyes wary, his hands upon his side-arms. He looked at Eltona and she looked at him.


  Subtly his face changed. By what magic of hypnotic command empowered by the vast dynamos beneath the floor of the chamber, I don’t know, but the commander lay his weapons one by one upon the floor, stripped off his bejeweled insignia and handed them to Eltona. In a blank-eyed trance he was led out of the chamber by the two guards who had summoned him there. Immediately after him came officer after officer, standing for a moment before Eltona while she impressed upon him some order which I knew had all the inevitability of a post-hypnotic fullfillment. Then they turned upon quivering fins, flashed out the door upon her errands. Within fifteen short minutes she had taken over command of the Mers, was the Dictator of the city of Merdepon. And the Mers believed she was their own hereditary king, their own commander-in-chief of the investment of Merdepon.


  So it was that Merdepon was for half a day under a process of complete reorganization, and when we came out of the daze of wonder at what she was accomplishing, we found ourselves boarding a great Mer war-vessel.


  The newly-constructed dunder dynamos and the intricate mesh of cables were taken apart, stored aboard the ship by swift-swimming giant Mers.


  Eltona, having installed a working government of original Mer citizens in power in Merdepon, having mobilized the entire fighting power of the city under her own command, came aboard.


  The huge ship took off into the city ways, drove slowly out to the vast transparent walls, passed through the locks, drifted upward, took on speed. Behind us I sensed the multitude of rays weaving a coordination of command all through the fleet for behind us, one by one, nearly the whole strength of the Mers was taking to the air.


  We swam up out of the giant waves of a storm wracked sea, up through the narrow band of rain-lashed air, up through the rioting forces of the vast thunderheads of the cloud envelope, up into the clear upper quietude of the stratosphere, sped southward with the “civil-war” of Merdepon a quiet orderly people far below. I stood beside a new Oanu, my arm about Ceulna, and my mind a daze of uncomprehending wonder. How could she do it? I had seen it, but the rapidity and complexity of her thought-maneuvers as she had taken control of a vast city with but one rodite-mech had been too much for one mortal mind to absorb. Then to me insurmountable problems of strife between the separate breeds of Mers had been to her but elementary psychology, or the ABC’s of hypnotism with a neural current of mental command.


  I realized that she was perhaps the one person alive who understood the proper uses of such complex ray installations, and once having resolved to save the nation of Tuons from the destruction of Nonur’s attack, all obstacles must necessarily fall before her just as they would have fallen before some Elder race technician trained in the control of subject populations by means of the mental compulsions of the rodite-mech.


  “Oanu,” I asked, “tell me, how did you repair Eltona? I wept when I saw that she was broken—I thought she was dead!”


  “I reactivated her mind with conductive, read in her thoughts how to repair the trouble. Guess what was wrong?”


  “I don’t know, how could I? I can’t even begin to imagine what lies beneath the beauty of that flesh-like substance.”


  “She blew a fuse in her back! I found a new one in a little receptacle within her chest cavity.”


  I snorted.


  “A fuse—in Eltona. Sacrilege!”


  Oanu chortled.


  “If you could see inside her thought, her mind—oh my!”


  “When I first met her she seemed so consumed by ennui, by the time of waiting that had gone by, and she seemed unable to make an effort of her own will! She is so changed, so dominating, so self-controlled.”


  “INSIDE her is a dial with several markings. Such robots were constructed so as to be able to be used in different capacities. I changed the setting of her dial from the symbol marking her as a subordinate to the one marking her actions as dominating. It is a simple change. The electric of her dunder flesh batteries flows now through a set of patterns setting up an ego consciousness similar to the human. She is no longer a robot, but a being in her own right. She now has every attribute of the human mind plus the infinite capacities of the infallible mechanical action patterns endowed her by her creators. It is a lucky thing for us that I studied the ancient writings: I knew what the symbols on her setting dial meant.”


  “You mean that within her is a panel? You opened a door in her body and inserted a fuse—and changed the setting of her control-dial so that she now acts from self-conscious motives, rather than from a robot’s desire to serve?”


  “Yes. There is but one disadvantage, and I for one do not think it will be that.”


  “What is the disadvantage?”


  “Venus will have a new ruler! Her automatically correct logic will find no mortal mind of sufficient ability to do the job as she knows it should be done, and Eltona is already well on her way to the rule of all Venus!”


  I gasped. Ceulna laughed heartily. Oanu’s eyes sparkled with some of the old vitality. Ceulna said:


  “All Hail! It is time the Elder logic had a master to apply it. We have studied it, but we cannot apply it, for we do not fully master the movements. Venus will be a busy world for awhile, if what you say is true.”


  “I see myself bowing the knee to Eltona, and kissing her hand. It is the Elder way, but will the Amazons submit? Will the Mers submit? Will the savage Red Races? Will she not bring about a planet-wide war?


  “They will never know what happened! They will only know there is a law, and will obey the law or individually be segregated.”


  CHAPTER XV


  
    Opened the vials of venom, green


    Wrath-rays loosed on sad Ekippe


    The Hag-Horde lair’d . . .


    War chant by Oanu of Lefern

  


  THE fleet under Eltona made juncture with the Mers under Oltissa about midday, over the city of Ekippe.


  That was a meeting! The figure of Eltona, still wearing her projected mental impression of Ner-form, and Oltissa turning her beautiful nose up at her for resembling a deep-sea Mer. Oltissa thinking that here was a situation, herself being offered help by those who had so recently caused her flight from her home.


  But Eltona’s mind rose above the distaste and distrust in Oltissa’s mind, and with suave and perfect thought images conveyed to Oltissa, where they stood facing each other on the bridge of Oltissa’s ship, the state of affairs as she had left them in Merdepon, and perhaps with subtly calculated hints, something of the misapprehension under which she labored.


  From the caverns below Ekippe interplayed a dense web of reaching ray-beams, interspaced with defense screens. Ekippe itself was lightless, I realized the people must have evacuated the city to escape the holocaust of sudden death from the skies and from the caverns. It was here that Nonur was at present at bay; here her allies came to reinforce her; here the warriors came from the other five cities of the Marsh-men.


  In a fifty mile circle around the city hung Oltissa’s Mer-ships, black screens out turrets shoved up above the screens, fired by remote control.


  After a short conference Eltona retired from Oltissa’s flagship, returned to her own command. I had watched the meeting over the telaug, sat musing while below me the complex ray-beams intermingled in a death-lock.


  One segment of the circle of ships locked about Ekippe were the Tuons, and these now withdrew by command of Oanu, were replaced by the fresh warriors from Merdepon. From all that I could see, Nonur was here besieged by a force that would wipe her out, and were grimly determined to do so. But the black shorter fans spread all through the under rocks below Ekippe, shut off all view of Nonur’s forces. The ring of battleships kept up a desultory fire, with no discernible result, none that I could see with the equipment available to me.


  Our ship withdrew, followed the line of Tuon battleships up and into the cloud—sphere. I knew that Eltona meant to treat every Tuon still alive as she had Oanu, knew with rejoicing that the Amazon race would not die!


  The long needle of Eltona’s ship flashed into the lead, and I wondered idly if she was obeying the summons of Etidorpha. I could hear her calling, but it was not to me she was speaking. I had been hearing her so steadily since my immersion in her misty strength that I hardly noticed her singular presence in my mind, not consciously.


  Over the mighty mounts of southern Venus, down into the great crater valleys we sped, and after us came the ships of the Tuons, wobbling with the shaking, dying hands upon the controls, so that I sent a telaug beam after Eltona, saying over and over:


  “Slowly, slowly, Goddess Mechanitis,[9] their hands are weak and unsure, they cannot follow you so fast, but they will try, for they are heroic of nature . . .”


  She slowed the great pulsing power of the mighty Mer-ship, sent it in a slow, drifting dive down past the incredible walls of that valley. Again we entered the opening the Master had blasted in his flight, and without question, Eltona took the tortuous ways that I knew led to the sea of living mist that was Etidorpha. Why should she take the Tuons to her? I could not understand why she needed her. We had already proven the efficacy of the formulae provided by Montagna. How wrongly I had judged the man! Playing his double part perfectly, he had been forced to do what he had done to me, out of concern that nothing should happen to keep the Tuons from receiving the information. Yet, I could not understand . . . I gave up. The job of a double-spy is hard enough to play without trying to figure how another man would do it.


  SO IT was that the Tuon ships, so pitifully few now, came to rest upon the ledge of rock encircling the heaving sea of Mist I knew was the body of Etidorpha, the creature that proved to me the tenuous forms of life said to live God-like and forever out in the sunless voids of space do so exist and once visited Earth and the other planets of the solar system, once long ago when the sun was yet unborn.


  How had she come to remain here in the center of this cloud-girdled Venus? Her thought I probed with my questioning mind, and could hear a part of her musing at my suggestion of the past—and vast, incoherent to me, pictures of a way of life beyond the grasp of my mind hurtled strongly into vision. I saw Etidorpha left behind by a people she had never seen—because she was left an unnoticed seed growing within the rocks, not to be intelligent life until an age of growth.


  Etidorpha had never known her own race! Her gestation had gone on while the sun had blossomed from a small red spot on a huge planet at the center of the solar system to a vast flaming sun, scorching all the planets with its mighty heat, and had lain in the cool center of Venus while the first heat of the sun had died and the worlds had swarmed with life under the beneficent life-rays of the new sun. She had grown prodigiously within her rocks while on the surface life had grown prodigiously too. Trees had mounted until they out-topped all the mountains now known, and nothing had died—then. She had lain there thinking and unknowing her own nature while the vast races of the Elder groups had grown huge and had left for larger homes in space; had lain there while age had come down upon the swarming undying life from out of the sun and the blight of radioactivity had infected all the planets with the seeds of death. And had become in those ages the mighty spirit that she was now, whose wisdom was beyond wisdom, the child of the tenuous Gods of the etherean worlds of cold space—Etidorpha!


  Now her misty fingers reached out, touched each of the ships that must have seemed like children’s toys to her, and I wept as the ports opened and the pride of Lefern filed out before Oanu. The pride of Lefern, the crack troops of the Amazons, the best of all the Tuon nation, were a row of wrinkled, feeble old women, their harness hanging from their skeletal bodies, their eyes near blind, their teeth fallen out, their heads for the most part bald. Oanu wept, Eltona wept, and Ceulna crept to my side and buried her head in my arms.


  I could not take it. I went to my cabin and closed the door. But Eltona busied the Mers about getting out the dunder dynamos, rebuilding the field net of cables, preparing for the treatment of many at once—there on the ledges of rock overhanging the great, slow heaving life-mist of Etidorpha.


  Verily I believe she brought us there that she, Etidorpha might keep the flame of life burning within them while the beneficial effects of the treatment had time to make them strong again. Oanu was rapidly regaining her color but it would be years, I knew, before she regained her flesh and her skin filled out with firm muscle.


  Presently Ceulna came in to me, her eyes wet with tears, and flinging herself on the sleeping couch, gave vent to her grief. I merely sat, trying hard to think of something else. To one who was a member of the many Tuon clans and partook of their pride in their appearance, in their grace and bodily vigor, in their ability at the “games” and other events such as the biannual dance contests in which mates are chosen for the next love period. It must have been even harder to bear than for myself, who had been a part of their life for such a short time.


  Even I was grief-ridden, could not swallow the great lump in my throat that had arisen at sight of the emaciation and white hair of the once lovely and vigorous warriors.


  “Ceulna,” I said, “it might be a relief if cloaks were decreed to be worn for a year or so until their bodies return to normal vigor. Mourning cloaks, or bright colored ones, rejoicing that the blight is beaten; but cover up their stricken bodies from their own eyes for a time! It is too terrible to bear, what has happened to the most beautiful women on Venus!”


  She looked up, trying to stem her grief.


  “I’ll talk about it to Oanu. Something like that might help. O, Jim, it is so terrible, and they bear it so bravely. I cannot stand it!” She gave way to her sobs again.


  “I wouldn’t feel so badly, Ceulna. If anyone can pull them out of this tail-spin successfully, it is Eltona and this weird Etidorpha. With such Elder Wisdom at work and alive about you, you cannot fail to again become a great people. Let the Mers carry on the war for you, while yourselves regain strength and find a place to live again. The cities of the Tuons will not be livable again for a year or even two. Nonur said that, and who else knows what period the radioactivity of the sand was given?”


  “Oanu has ordered all the cities evacuated long ago. We are building anew . . . with such feeble bodies we must build new cities—”


  “I would live in the caverns as the Nameless do until the original cities are free of the poison, for your people have not the energy for such building now. What formerly took them a day will take them weeks of labor now.”


  A DAY passed, and two more, while Eltona got the process, underway of treating each of the Tuons with repolarization fields, with the dunder magnetic fields that defeated the disintegration proceeding through their bodies cell by cell. Then she came back to the ship.


  We lifted from the ledge, drifted gingerly up from the deeps where the lair of Etidorpha defied the sun’s dis magnetic forever, drifted into the great hangars where the Nameless’ ships waited for the return of the Master and his men, the Nameless warriors who so little looked the part of men of war.


  There Eltona held long converse with the old bald men who were left behind. Ceulna was the only Tuon left aboard the big Mer craft, the rest were Mers of the Northern shallow-sea variety, milder and more intelligent than the others, though Eltona had included two of the large fierce southerners in her immediate staff for appearances.


  Ceulna and myself occupied a cabin which was free of water. To enter the rest of the ship we had to put on our air helmets. I wondered whether the water affected Eltona’s mechanistic interior, but apparently it did not. To the eye she resembled a big, fierce male Mer, though she swam somewhat more slowly than the true Mers. I could not get over my wonder at her facility in deluding the senses. The supposedly infallible perceptions of the human race were to her but childish things, as easily misled as a child audience is bemused by a Master magician.


  After the conference with the Nameless oldsters, near a thousand of the unused robot bodies were brought to the ship by the sledlevitors of the Nameless, taken aboard. Then our big ship glided off toward the surface again, going out through the opening the Hag-men had blasted through into the gardens of Nicosthene. The city lay under us, apparently deserted. I saw here and there a hurrying Marsh-man, evidently one sent back from their temporary encampment for supplies or news. Somewhere out in that mighty forest of gigantic trees lay the Marsh-people, awaiting the end of the ray-war in which they were as yet neutral.


  Eltona shot the ship aloft with terrific acceleration, leveled off above the clouds, sped northward toward the hot belt. Apparently she was not worrying about the progress of the war with the Hag-men, had other things on her complex mind. Myself wondered plenty whether the Sea People alone could hold her under Ekippe, but I had not the effrontery to question Eltona as to why she left the battle for so long without her. There must be a sufficient reason.


  The ship entered the clouds again somewhere near the equator, came out above a wild, mountainous jungled land. Settled slowly through the trees. I gave a cry, watching through the port. Below among the vast trees lay that tremendous ruin in which I had found Eltona ruling as a Goddess to the little tree people whose skin was like colored lizards or tree toads, but had otherwise a human appearance. Below I could see them swarming, hanging from the trees in clusters. Over my telaug came their simple thought, and their chittering cries of alarm as the mighty warship settled down beside their vast shrine.


  I threw my telaug vision beam to full color upon Eltona. I wanted to see her metamorphose, see her change into her former appearance when she greeted the people who had been her servants and worshippers for such an endless number of centuries, for I had a sneaking suspicion that during the change I might see the real Eltona. I did not believe I had yet done so! The bodies of the robots we had taken aboard in the Nameless caverns were not all human of construction, and none of them were the equal of Eltona in workmanship. I wanted to know what Eltona really was, and whether she had worked her mental impression magic upon me when first we met or whether she really was the superwoman my mind insisted upon. Was she not rather some peculiar machine which made about her hypnotic visions to seduce the minds of men into any paths of belief she wished? Was she perhaps not even walking when we saw her, but drifting on levitor beams, and giving off a mental vision of wonderful sculptured legs in motion, of perfectly balanced and too-beautiful body moving to enchant? Or was she in truth a completely synthetic life-form, a product of a God-like creation by some master of the science of growth and life of long ago?


  AS SHE stepped from the water lock into the air and the reddish sea water gushed out cascading and sparkling in the sun as it fell through the plumed and blossomed tree limbs toward the earth far below, there was an iridescent shifting, an aura of glory sprang for an instant into view about her and then subsided into . . . my Goddess, Eltona of the human shape. But there remained upon my mech-recording apparatus a photographic impression of something, something my mind told me was not human in form. Feverishly, with my mind tearing to be free of the attraction this synthetic life held for me, with my soul full of a disloyal guilt because of my love for Ceulna conflicting with this irresistible attraction growing within me for Eltona, like a criminal seeking a pardon, I extracted the spool of wire and the little metalloid film roll from the mech, turned to the projector mech beside the ray. Upon the screen sprang the picture of Eltona as the great round lock opened, the water gushed out. I slowed the spinning mech to its lowest point. The image ceased to move, the great greenish body of the Mer-leader began to run together, streamers of aura sprang from the powerful magnetic field about her, and as the last of that picture of a mighty leader of the hugebodied Mers disappeared from the screen, I stopped the spinning spool with my hand.


  My head began to spin instead. For not my Eltona stood there smiling slightly, not my lonely Goddess from the past, but another thing unearthly, unbelievable! Manlike, woman-like, but neither. She was angelic, sexless, eternal as a sculpture of a God, and the love that was in my heart burned in another way. Beside me Ceulna gasped in wonder.


  “What is she?”


  “By all the Gods that ever were, I do not know, Ceulna. I only know she is to be loved, but not the way my mind was trying to, not the crude attraction that was growing in me. Do you love her, Ceulna?”


  “I had a strong attraction to her, but she was feminine, like a very dear sister I thought of her, but I knew her so little!”


  “To me she was becoming too great an attraction. I wanted to free myself. And I have ensnared myself in another way!”


  “I too feel what you feel. She is above us, she is something greatly more than a robot in our sense of the word!”


  “I think she is an experiment by some past master of life synthesis, endowed with every quality their race held dear! Made in an idealistic mold, and made immortal as truly as they could. Somewhere the man that made that divine creature lives and pines for his handiwork today! She was never left behind except some mighty barrier sprang between her people and herself, some barrier of nature, some suddenly flaming sun or terrible barrier of force vortices out in space. We’ll never know what became of her race.”


  “We will have her for our own private Goddess, Jim! We alone will keep her secret for her.”


  “Yes, we will not tell. She has her reasons for concealing her nature.”


  “I think I know why she does it.”


  “A man’s eyes can stand only so much of glory, Ceulna. It is good for me that I uncovered the secret, for something that could never be was stealing my heart from you—and who else could make me happy but you?”


  “I’ll take care of your heart, Jim Steel!


  You have no call to worry about it at all!”


  “I shall try that a little harder, my sweet.”


  “See that you do! Eltona! First Hecate, and now Eltona. And Nonur had her eyes on you, I suppose. Do you have a weakness for monsters?”


  “Hardly. She nearly killed me at our last meeting.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything. She kills everyone, soon or late, whether she loves them or not. You monster’s pet, you!”


  “Eltona is the reverse of monster, you must admit.”


  “Yes, Jim. I cannot blame you. It is good you have had enough of the ray experience to so use the apparatus and uncover her.”


  CEULNA and I helped the little spotted people carry out the robot bodies, helped lower them to the tree paths that led down to the mighty ruin far below. After that, we just followed. Our Goddess did nothing but walk ahead, looking too beautiful to live, and I knew that was what the little people expected. But what was she going to do with the robots? What connection had robots with the battle with Nonur, with our desire and hers to rid Venus and Earth forever of the parasitic blood-users? The Hagmen must be killed to the last man—what were we doing here?


  Eltona looked at me askance as my mind insisted on asking these questions over and over. I heard her reply:


  “Haven’t I yet demonstrated the value of robot-life in battle? Haven’t I shown you what a superior thing an Elder robot is, that you should ask me such a thing? With these, there will be no least chance for Nonur to come off best. No tricks, no clever treachery, no device of her puny mortal mind that these will not have an inbuilt reaction for. You will see the reason we have come so far from the battle presently. And one more thing, my Jim. Are you sure I did not fool the film so as to release you?”


  Eltona laughed, a silvery music of far-off delicate chiming, as of a spirit laughing from paradise upon a poor mortal who could not get in. A mocking, yet a kindly laugh. She must have been one who made men dance to her strange music on that glorious Elder life that is forever gone from the planets of our sun.


  I resolved to make sure of that, with other records taken when she was not aware of eyes upon her. She heard that, and laughed again. And the strange procession wound downward by the lashed platforms of limbs, down the long ladders, along the stately branches bowered with the long plumes of leaves, lit by the burning white light that the hot sun burns through the cloud layer in the hot belt, led by the laughing Goddess, tall, impossibly graceful, the wisdom of a mightier-than-mortal race sitting upon her face and peering out her eyes—and I could not stop thinking that she had blown a fuse in her chest-cavity not long before!


  But, my mind would answer: “So can a man be put out with the breaking of but one tiny nerve in his head. And it is not nearly so easily repaired!”


  Behind us the little spotted people toiled and sweated and passed the rigid white bodies of the robots along reverently with many soft exclamations, and calls one to the other, and soft coos of excitement and padding little feet upon the poles of their tree walks. And we wound down and down and came at last to the great stone doorway where the carved beasts sit forever grinning upon a world that has passed away, forever holding the vast arch of twined stone figures that reach up and support the crumbling stone above that is the mightiest castle on Venus. Passed through and on into the great circular court where likewise strange and awesome and sometimes basilisk figures stared at us from the stone in which they were frozen by some magic long forgotten.


  WE TOOK the darker of the passages, the one that led through the great beast’s mouth into the downward path again, and in the darkness we knew that our eyes missed more of the mighty art which had created this dwelling for creatures greater and more appreciative of such things than ever men could be.


  At last we came into the wan light of Eltona’s temple, where the little spotted animal people had worshipped her unknown to other men of Venus for so many silent centuries, and she had sat and waited for her Masters who came not. And she had married men who had found their way here to this great mystery in the jungle, that was spoken of but never seen, and saw the Goddess as beautiful as the legends of their grandfathers had said—and they had stayed with her as long as they lived. I wished vaguely that I had been such a one, brawny and hardy, blasting my way through that untamed morass of teeming dangers with a heavy red blade in my two hands and a young man’s curiosity and will to see the great Goddess who reigned in the temple of the spotted people.


  Ceulna took my hand and the wish died in my heart. So we stood before Eltona as she took her seat for an instant upon that throne that had been hers for so many empty years no man could count them. Worn was the stone, marked deep where she had sat and wished for some other duty to claim her subservient will, some other life to arise and make it her own—and it had never happened. I knew that if ever one woman had blessed another, Oanu had blessed Eltona when she had made that adjustment in the mechanism of her interior that gave her will the right to rule her, instead of lesser men’s commands. For Oanu knew there were no greater minds alive now, no one worthy to give orders to such as Eltona.


  Standing there as Eltona ignored us and gave orders in the chirrupings of the spotted people, I thought of the genie of my childhood books, and that they too must have been such able creatures, yet forced to serve the unworthy mortals who happened to learn the way of that command. How sad a thing it was that none had ever understood that the ancient magic was not a mumbo-jumbo, but a science that needed study to unearth the real sense beneath the magical occurrences, and so bring to men so much earlier all the good things that could be developed from the minds and abilities of such powers as Eltona. From the ancient books that were burned by the bigoted churchmen of the past could have arisen a mighty science so much earlier if only men had known it was not black magic or something to be frightened of, but only the remnants of a people who had gone before and left such as Eltona.


  I thought of how wrong our modern educators were too, to miss all the true mighty meaning behind these tales they called “nature myths,” “fairy tales” and such names. I was glad to be on Venus where the ancient monopolizers of the cavern secrets and the secrets in such ruins as the one that housed Eltona had been unable to keep all of the science of the Elders from the general mind of men, but had died and passed away and left their secrets open to the race, for the use of all.


  Meanwhile the long gleaming bodies of the robots were carried past the throne where Eltona sat musing, and ranged in rows upon the floor within the chambers beyond.


  ELTONA rose and passed within, and we followed her, feeling very young and foolish and utterly useless as she set to work to bring life and motion again into those bodies so long inactive.


  It was black magic that she did! She brewed things in great metal pots. She mixed liquids and distilled colored steams. She spun wheels and ground things into powder—and we watched and kept out of the way.


  The weirdly staring eyes of the empty robots looked at the ceiling and Ceulna and I walked along and counted and inspected them, and wondered just why each was different from the other and just what they would be like and be able to do when Eltona had brought the mysterious life that burnt within herself into these bodies too.


  Some of them were tall and graceful and bare of any semblance of flesh, pure gleaming white metal, shaped beautifully to human form but thin and rigid, like bones; and some of their eyes were empty of the eyeballs and stared blackly empty up at us. Others had shreds of strange material clinging to their metal limbs, so that we knew they once were clothed with soft fleshlike material as was Eltona.


  Others were not manlike at all, but had four or more leglike stalks beneath them, and many long tentacular arms upon their spherical bodies; others still were wheeled, with intricate mechanisms upon the wheels so that they were not meant to look like life at all, but were essentially machines. Two hundred of the strange bodies she had brought, and I did not know if there were more in the Nameless caverns or not.


  One by one Eltona opened the weird bodies, poured into long-dry receptacles the strange life-fluids which crawled within her vials, and which she had made out of so-called dead materials. One by one she replaced the broken eyeballs, the little torn wires within the open cavities, filled each its many tiny receptacles with strange things she brought from cabinets set in the walls.


  In the great chamber outside, the little spotted people chirruped softly and bowed their faces to the floor and hunkered there. I could hear their expectant thoughts awaiting the mighty magic their Goddess was making. Waiting to see the glory of life. Was she not the creator of all life everywhere? Of course she would make life again. She needed practice in the way of her magic. That was natural that she would return to the job of creating. Perhaps she would bring the Gods back from the new machines she had brought, and the old days would come again, such as she sometimes sang about when she was alone and weary and sad! She was bringing back the way of the first world before men were as they are now—a nothing. And she was making Gods, now, to do the work for her! I wondered to myself if they were not more right in their ideas than were ourselves, seeing Eltona with our mild educated eyes that were blind to the real God-like wonder of her work!


  One by one she brought those dead things back to life; one by one they rose up and regarded us with grave eyes in which life burned, brightly they regarded us and wondered, as I could hear with my strange powers given me by Etidorpha and my long use of the telaugs, wondering how puny the race of men had grown since they had fallen asleep. Wondering how long, how terribly long it must have been they were asleep for things to have changed so much on “The Planet of Love.”


  Wondering many things too complex for me to follow. And waiting for orders from Eltona. Eltona had made, I knew, an adjustment in their interior, turned that dial of difference which Oanu had turned in her, and I knew these creatures would obey no one ever but herself. Creatures? My mind could not call them anything but Gods and tell the truth, yet I refused to call them anything but machines, even though I knew something of that living stuff that Eltona had created sat in their electrical minds, at the center, and looked out with a new consciousness of self, and lived and was alive, and was no machine at all, but protoplasm of some different kind than our own but yet alive.


  THE mind of a man gets accustomed to wonder, gets used to explaining the unexplainable with easy phrases which shrug off the necessity for admitting you are not great enough to grasp the mighty things of truth before your eyes, but the shell of unfeeling defense against wonder which I had erected to keep from madness in these God-caverns was cracked by the sight of that eerie assemblage of mechanical godlings brought into being by Eltona from the very sleep of death. Given back their memories, their terrific ability built to cope with a world that teemed as no place we know teems today, created for problems and perils which a man cannot even imagine today, they stood or rolled or walked or flew—and all looked upon Eltona with glowing eyes in which gratitude dominated the emotions. Robots unemotional? You never saw an Elder robot! They built in emotions with a vengeance. Anger, no! But gratitude, affection, honor, ideals, the desire for active creative action . . . they had all the necessary emotions and a few more beyond my grasp. They were like living pieces from a chess-board of a million squares; myself was like a checker-player trying to understand them. It was an impossible task, and Ceulna and I stood about like they did, waiting, with our eyes on Eltona, eyes in which our own gratitude for her work shone too.


  And I could not help but feel that of all the robots on those great laboratory chambers, ourselves were the poorest constructed, the least worthy of our creator, whoever he was or when!


  But perhaps our creator was one of the lesser lights of that Elder race, who knows?


  Sometimes I believe the Bible, for it says we were created out of the dust of the Earth. I watched Eltona, and she used much more than dust to create life within those intricate machines again. And Eltona had been alive no man knows how long.


  Certainly alive long before that day that Adam and Eve left the Garden of Eden, for she knew the masters of such life herself—and the Bible does not seem to know them well, and pictures them hardly at all.


  Eltona says they left these planets long ago, and the Bible fails to note that the Gods have left Earth. Perhaps it was at the time that they left that Adam and Eve were cast out of the garden, perhaps as unworthy to take on the long trip? Perhaps too fragile of body to survive the rigors of such a voyage? Who knows?


  The Lost Books of the Bible relate how Adam and Eve dwelt in the Cave of Treasures for a long time after that. And Eltona had remained waiting in her cave of treasures ever since! Certainly she must have been older then than the races descended of Adam and Eve!


  These very ruins were older then than the human race on Earth. But it is scanty evidence to go on, for the Bible is very vague and no one knows for sure who wrote it, though some say God wrote it. But it is a subject much avoided by thinkers, for words said along those lines are so apt to be misunderstood if one questions ever that Adam and Eve were not the first things to live and think and act as men on Earth, or anywhere.


  Well, the Bible spoke of the great race of the Gods in many places, and so do I, and Eltona was a creation of the Gods as was ourselves. That her bones were of metal did not change the fact that she lived. Whether the Elder race had some supreme God above them all, I do not know. The Bible says so, and relegates the rest of the races of space to an ignored status. I think that gives a somewhat untrue picture.


  These robots were like newly awakened dead, like many clean minds coming to a soiled earth. Whether their eyes and their minds had always been so innocent of evil, of selfishness and the baser emotions, I do not know. Perhaps it was an effect of their long sleep, of their long waiting. Perhaps some slight mental activity had remained, and the long, long meditation had given them the perfect philosophy of life. Whatever it was, they stood waiting for Eltona’s orders with an effect of their combined presence over the telaug beams of their own inner mech—very like an array of angels.


  SOME of them went to work for Eltona, finishing the process of rehabilitation. They mixed the soft synthetic flesh with the dunder magnetic formulae, the same sort of thing the Nameless used for the upholstery of their weirdly living chambers. They spread and sculptured this living stuff into place upon the bare metal limbs and bodies of the robots. When they were through, those of the robots with human frameworks were ideally fleshed humans in appearance, though larger and more muscular, and somehow divinely beautiful. For all the tired little details that mortal life leaves upon the flesh were not present. The dark circles that hover even under the most beautiful eyes, the tiny invisible crowsfeet that mar the most lovely faces, the sag that is just noticeable on the most vigorous figure—all these things were not present. Like department-store window dummys, only vastly more so, they were too perfect to be true, yet they lived and thought and acted.


  There was a sadness in them, too. I knew they wondered sorrowfully where the race of beings who had created them had gone? Where the centuries had gone that had so changed their world? Where their friends and the old ways of their life had disappeared to? And I could hear Eltona swiftly explaining, softening the blow of the terrible changes that had come to Venus, and at the same time giving them a new ideal to fight for: the task of bringing back the old happy way of life to this planet again.


  My eyes were hot with some strange emotion as I listened to Eltona’s fiery thought building from their despair at the new conditions of their life a desperate resolve to remake the whole social fabric, the whole way of life of a planet. Swiftly her mind described what could be done, and I listened to her thought, though much of it was far too fast for my mind to grasp, I knew I had found in her a new and powerful leader whom I would not desert. One who would outlive me, so that seeking for other leaders would never have to be done by me! I knew what Oanu had done when she changed that adjustment in Eltona’s strange living mechanisms. She had given Venus a new Goddess!


  What would she do, now that she had a force of these superior creations? What would she do next? How would she set about cleaning Venus of such ailments as Nonur; the ailments of which Nonur and her kind were but a symptom, and not the prime cause?


  CHAPTER XVI


  
    Rode Surtur,


    His very sword a ray of light


    Snatched from the Sun!


    . . . for the third time crossed the cock,


    Assembling all for Ragnorock!


    “Elder-Days”


    J.C. Jones

  


  I THINK that time, in the world so far in the past, must have had a very different flow or flux than our own. These robot’s minds were geared to a faster pace of activity than a human mind could follow. Things began to happen with a startling, almost frightening rapidity. I think that I had not noticed this before because Eltona, being awake so long through the gradual slowing of the human race’s reactions and mental activity, had adjusted herself automatically to the slower rate of the mortals about her. But not so these newly awakened synthetic lives!


  Speaking so of the robots, I thought of the past on Earth, when all priests had shaven their polls so that the secret people could get a better ray-contact with their mind, and so control them better to their way of thinking.


  How sad it was that still they did not know of such things as Nonur under their feet, out of sight, preying on them endlessly. They could not allow it to be said there were caverns in the Earth without crying: “Madmen . . . Servants of Satan . . . Fiends from Hell.” How sad it was that men did not know the glorious truth of the Gods and the God above the Gods, as well as the idle parasitic race who had masqueraded as Gods for so long and so disastrously for us all.


  Fascinated by the rapidity of the robots, I watched them bring from the many great tunnels of the ancient place an array of weapons and vehicles, and work on them with their hands a blur of speed. I looked longingly at Eltona supervising the ultrarapid labor with a silly wish that I might somehow be the equal of these machine people in mental power and speed and strength. Her great light-emitting eyes flashed at me, telling me she had understood.


  It was scarce an hour later that she called me to her. Into my arm she shot a hypodermic big enough to use on a horse before I had even a chance to protest. The stuff coursed through my body like liquid fire, bringing rapidly in its wake an awakened perception, a vast awareness, a strengthening flow of increasing vitality. Then she led me by the hand to a great white cage that had been constructed in one of the ships they were refitting from the storehouses under the crumbling ancient palace. These were one of those rarest of finds to such as Ceulna, a place where the Elder race had left complete supplies which had remained untouched by the destruction of ignorant vandalistic hands through all the time that had passed. In the great ship they had dug out of the age of dust blanketing everything in those untouched stores, they had built what Eltona called a teupcage. It was a device which created within the wires surrounding it a field of magnetic which terrifically increased the rapidity of every electrical exchange that occurred within it. When I entered, and Eltona activated the wires about me, life and motion about me suddenly slowed to a snail’s pace, though myself remained very well coordinated. What had really happened was that all my neutral currents had been speeded up so that life, even the rapidly moving robots, seemed barely to crawl.


  “Now perhaps you can keep track of things and be a part of it all . . .”


  Eltona took herself off, leaving me there in the cage, which was equipped with telaug and weapon and levitator-mech controls. I soon found myself busy helping the now slowly moving robots with the levitators and speeding up the work everywhere with my telaug beams a step ahead of everyone else’s thoughts. Ceulna joined me after a time.


  “Jim, you’re moving inside there like a man on a hot stove. What’s got into you? I never saw you move like that; I can’t even see your hands!”


  “Come in, slowpoke, and find out for yourself. Then you tell me what it is!”


  I held the door open, and she entered. She nearly fell down as the door closed, with surprise at the sudden change.


  “It’s a time machine, or something. Everything outside has slowed down about ten times!”


  “It’s just a conductive and reenforcing magnetic field which speeds up your nerve energies. But it sure does change things, doesn’t it?”


  WITHIN a few hours the robots were ready for what lay ahead. The ships they had brought out, three great vessels, burnished all over and each separate mechanism serviced by the ultra-efficient living machines, lifted silently through the trees, accompanied by the awed cries of the frightened little spotted people, weeping and waving their grief and their goodbye to their Goddess. They could not understand what was happening, which was not strange, as it was too much for me as well.


  Southward, swiftly and high, keeping within the wet cloud sheath, for Eltona wanted no word of her coming to precede her, went the four vessels, the long black craft of the Sea People dwarfed by the tremendous gleaming things the robots had unearthed beneath the great palace of Eltona. Southward, toward Ekippe and the battle line, if there was still a battle line? Ray warfare is apt to be sudden death for whole armies, does not ordinarily take long for some weapon to find itself outranging the others and wipe out the whole of the enemy. But with such masters as Nonur and Oanu and Oltissa behind the ancient mech, I doubted that this sudden ending would have occurred. Most of such ray wars consist of bringing some rays into action, gradually sounding out and testing the defense and the range of the enemy, then calling from the far ancient storerooms just those weapons best designed to meet and overcome the weapons of the enemy. But in this process, whole armies of men can fall to the terrible killing power of the vast-ranging penetrative rays.


  That was why I knew that these four ships would contain probably the deciding factor of the conflict, if in the time we had been gone one had not managed to outrange the other. These robots must know the range of ray weapons, know exactly what weapons existed to out-range the greatest that Nonur’s limited knowledge of the Elder mech could imagine. Eltona certainly knew how to defeat Nonur, I more than suspected. Yet the four ships were a pitifully small force to pin such large hopes upon.


  We passed over the volcanic peak of Nicosthene still keeping within the obscuring clouds, though I knew that if there were enemy rays watching the skies they would not fail to find us with the penetrative rays. Beyond, toward Ekippe I could hear now with my telaug the deep mental waves of the discharging ray-bolts which are audible only to the mind. My heart rose. At least the conflict still continued. Nonur had not yet won free, nor the Mers been beaten!


  Still high, we saw at last the vast ring of ships circling the city of Ekippe. Here Eltona stopped, hung there far from the battle while from the three ships following came over my telaug their ultra-rapid thought and many strange sounds of activity. I swung my telaug upon the nearest of the three robot-manned ships. I didn’t want to miss a single motion of that amazing crew, of that too-rapid pseudo life and its ungraspable mental activity. I was like a cat fascinated by a television set. I couldn’t understand it at all, but I wanted to see what happened next.


  Ceulna, hearing my eager thought, telepathed me:


  “Get in your stim cage, Jim. Then you can follow them.”


  WE BOTH raced for the contraption, and once inside, we could watch the robots with some chance of understanding their now naturally-timed movements.


  Instead of watching the robots working over their strangely different beam mech, analyzing the character and nature of the rays visible from the rocks beneath Ekippe, Ceulna swung her own beam down toward Nonur’s position. I said:


  “That is what the robots are doing, watching Nonur. We will learn more about Nonur reading the robot’s heads while they work on the problem of Nonur’s strength.” Ceulna grinned at me.


  “I hate her so I just wanted to see if she was still alive, or if someone had managed to pot her.”


  “She is an admirable creature.” My voice meant the opposite of admirable.


  So it was that Ceulna and myself had the opportunity of a lifetime, to see the thought-patterns which the Elders had built into the minds of robots work out in battle tactics.


  With long needle beams the robots reached down toward the barrier rays blanketing all sight like a wall of darkness circling the city of Ekippe. Ekippe itself lies in a little valley between three great mountains; and a mountain stream, bright as crystal, flows through the center of the white-walled city. The buildings were much like those of Nicosthene, though taller and more graceful. It was an older city by far from its appearance, with that charm of age and use and living in the many deep worn paths, the mighty trees almost obscuring it with their limbs, the terraced gardens. But like Nicosthene, the Marsh-men had abandoned the place to avoid the terrible rays of the battling forces. The Marsh-men had no weapons with which to join the struggle if they had wished.


  The needle beams seemed to cause no effect in the dark barriers about Nonur’s stronghold, and apparently by their thought the robots did not expect any. They merely touched various instruments to the view-screens of the mech emitting the beams, took a reading, scribbling down the reading upon a pad. After a series of such tests, they put their heads together over the pad, scribbled the figures out in large indescribable numerals of some forgotten system of mathematics upon a larger black plate upon the metal wall, and nodded gravely over the result of their figures. Then one of their ships swooped in a dive toward the barrier—and I watched them as they picked up speed. Down, down, their inhumanly capable hands and mechanically fearless minds cool and entirely detached from any personal interest in the possible disastrous results of their “test”, they went.


  As they neared the barrier, one of the great fanlike spreads of ray dropped before them, and Nonur’s fiery disrays lashed at them. Lances of flame and the heavy explosive ray-bolts of blasting force sped toward them, lanced past them. They leveled out within feet of disaster, shot up in a long zoom. Returning to their former position the business of computation went forward again as calmly as before the dive. I realized they had drawn Nonur into using her heavy weapons to find out just what she had to fight with, to throw at them.


  Now came a business of bringing many cables of heavy metallic weave from the storerooms, linking ray-mech to ray-mech, computing the combined power on the blackboard again. A business of turning the resultant great beam upon the black barriers below, and watching them flame into nothingness and collapse like the tower of darkness falling.


  WITH the collapse of the barriers, the three robot ships dived in ultra-rapid evasive zig-zags, firing their heavy beam as they came, and below the lancing blasts of ear-splitting power became fewer. Unscathed, chased all over the sky by the reaching, futilely lashing beams of destruction, dancing at top speed of their space-spanning jets, flashing over the fortress in eye-defying ambits the battle went on and on. The robots were evading the terrible beams, but they were not reaching with their short bursts of fire the nerve-centers of the defense. After minutes of this ultrarapid maneuvering, the three ships, now dominating the whole scene of battle, withdrew again to their former position behind the battle lines.


  Followed a long conference in the antique tongue between Eltona and her revivified synthetic beings.


  I couldn’t follow all their thought, though I tried hard. What they meant to do was so unbelievable I couldn’t take it in. I just stood there and stared as the power-cable-changing, the mech-moving went on in the three strange ships. Then from the three great master beams there flowed down upon the smoking earth about Ekippe a great blue beam. A very weird pulsing beam of force that looked to me like it was made of molasses being pushed along by little flickering flames.


  For minutes that beam played upon the whole area of rock below Ekippe. And slowly it took hold; slowly the motion of the whipping, reaching, blasting force beams slowed and at last stilled entirely! They still burned upward toward us, but now these beams were still as though all below had fallen in death.


  Eltona turned to her great master beam, sent it flashing out around the waiting circle of near a thousand ships: Tuon, Mers, a few Red-men, allies of the Tuons, and far off to one side the hovering ships of the Nameless.


  “Descend, the rays are still. Advance and occupy the enemy territory! We have laid down a blocking force in which no ray is effective. Advance and give them your swords! Slay, slay! No ray can move or hurt you.”


  Looking over the scene, I realized at last what had been done. The robots had thrown a powerful magnetic field across the whole area, and in the strong field, all impulses of energy were altered, so much so that the electrically powered ray-motors which moved the great beams could not even exert power because their flows were altered in nature just as though it had passed through a transformer’s coils. The great beams burning up at us were no more harmful now that so much light, their very wave-length changed into harmless impulses, and the power to move them was gone as well. I laughed. For now, surely, the day of vengeance had come! Only a weapon like a sword would work in that field of energy.


  The robots and Eltona watched with a grim humor, I swear, as I buckled on the long-sword given be by Prince Donar, as Ceulna put on her own battle harness and sword. The ships settled to earth just outside the great circle of the field of force. We dashed out the ports, all of us but the Mers, and Ceulna and I sprang across the magnetically flattened grass toward Ekippe’s broad avenues, to enter those caverns where for the Hagmen was no ship to bear them away that would function now—for the field forbade all energy flows. To enter, and to slay and slay till there were no more blood-suckers alive on the planet of Love.


  AHEAD the revivified Tuons marched, rank on rank, still thin, the scars of radioactive burns on their faces, but their flesh firm, their step sound. Ceulna and I sprang forward, raced along the column seeking Onua.


  Rank on rank the warriors of Venus, the allies from the Red cities, the Marsh-men who had many of them joined the war against Nonur and the Hagmen, all those of Venus who had suffered the loss of some dear one, a child or friend or best beloved, marched into Ekippe from out the ships that had held the ring around Ekippe so long.


  The penetrative rays had long ago revealed, within the city, several entrances to the Elder caverns. One lay beneath the great central tower of the city. Another lay beneath an adjacent building and a third beneath a temple on the outskirts.


  These entrances were nearly jammed with officers striving to hold back the fury, to keep discipline.


  Following Onua’s grimly erect figure, we entered at last the central tower of the city, followed into the passages beneath, marching steadily down and down.


  Everywhere were the scorched paths left by the powerful penetrative rays bearing dis, and here and there lay the blasted bodies of the black duck-footed men, the green Marsh-men who had fallen serving Nonur, or who had failed to get away before the fighting started. Among these was an occasional Red Robe, and many a foot reached out from the marching line to kick a Red Robe’s dead body.


  Entered at last, from the modern hand-cut rock tunnels into the smooth machine-cut vasty borings of the Elder Race, we passed along the gloomy grandeur of that long-gone race, past the mighty statues of those who were so much more than modern man, who lived when the Devil’s Tower in Wyoming was a tree, who lived when Ygdrasil was living truth.


  On into the more and more complex chambering of the ancient city that lay beneath Ekippe, on through the empty echoing corridors, seeking for some sign of Nonur’s occupancy, seeking a flash of Red Robe fleeing in the distance we went, knowing that along every corridor the avengers were spreading out, loosing sword from the scabbard, knowing she could not now escape us ever again. For Eltona had rendered every ray unworkable with her Elder magic and delivered our enemy into our hands, armed only with the primitive sword.


  At last we saw them, throwing up a barricade, brandishing swords over the hastily erected piles of furnishings to bluff us into waiting while yet one more bench or chair was added to the pile.


  Some of Nonur’s duck-footed blacks had retained their primitive bows even though they had no opportunity to use them under her rule. From a half dozen of these, arrows shot out at us. They did not stop our advance one whit. There were but fifty or so men visible. I knew that they were busy erecting similar barricades along all the passages into the center of this place. I knew too that everywhere the Red Robes were working futilely over their ancient weapons. They would not understand, I did not believe, that they would never operate again until the last of them were dead.


  We charged the barricade, swept over it. My blade tasted blood, and my own blood leaped within me in a fighting fury. I wished for my comrades, the Red men of the arena, and the thought added flame to the fury within me. I remembered my comrade dying the night I left with the Nameless maiden and Montagna.


  The corridor was but wide enough for a score to meet face to face, and behind these we saw another barricade going up, and those behind the men we fought were retreating to gain this shelter.


  I knew that Eltona’s swift mind outside had analyzed the situation, was swiftly summoning warriors from every friendly city, that ships were even now descending upon the cities of the Red Men, lifting again loaded with hate for the Hagmen, that up every boring leading to Ekippe warriors would surge steadily until the last drop of that evil blood had been spilled upon the rock.


  And I was afraid! I was afraid that I would not reach Nonur and the inner circle of Red Robes in time to wet this ancient, noble sword in the blood they had stolen.


  OVER that first barricade we poured; the thin, worn Amazons of Tuon and myself, proud to be fighting side by side with women. For the women of the Tuons are that kind of warriors.


  Behind us lay the first swathe of the death we intended to cut through the Hagmen. Ahead lay barrier after barrier, and behind each the swords of Nonur’s slaveys waved. But not confidently, not arrogantly; rather fearfully held before them, for our anger and our courage had slaughtered that first group so quickly that no man could see it without fear.


  These Amazons, who had suffered every evil the followers of the blood-stealers could devise for some four centuries, who had been brought up in the shadow of fear and hate and horror of the Evil of the baby destroyers, of the parasitic Hagmen, always about them some reminder of the constant threat of their evil, now at last were advancing with equal terms, were presented with a chance to meet the Hagmen with only naked swords between.


  On every face about me this fact was a shining expression of fierce, thankful ardor; was a thought of revenge suddenly made into actual occurrence. Their feet advanced toward the next barricade with a sound of grim unswerving doom, a kind of soft beating of flesh upon rock like no other sound. And the fear of that grim advance marked every face peering above the barricade.


  THE arrows which had marked our first attack were missing now, and I knew there would be few enough of them. For with the ray-weapons always at hand, Nonur had not encouraged the primitive slaveys in their natural weapons, had used them only for labor. Now when she needed them, they had nothing, not even their natural skill with swords any longer in first rate shape.


  We poured over the flimsy pile of furnishings, of tall bronze statues, of marble busts and wooden benches, and met the clumsy efforts of the mixed horde of slaves, of warriors from all the races of Venus, with a fury of blows, not so much skillful as invincible in our anger, in our intent to slay quickly and cleanse the planet. They shrieked as the swords passed into them, they bounded and struck at us fearfully and hopelessly—and they died! We marched on.


  As we rounded a long curve in the corridor, I noticed a haze growing, growing. To Ceulna I remarked:


  “She must be laying down a smoke screen; perhaps she means to try to escape behind it!”


  “We will be lucky if that haze is not some poisonous gas. She is from Earth, you know, where such weapons as gas are considered useful.”


  Admiringly I watched Ceulna’s flushed, angry war-like face. The noble Grecian brow, the thin ears so stiffly arching, the wide upsweeping eyebrows, the deep, long sea-green eyes, the pink nostriled and narrow-bridged beauty of her nose, the nostrils palpitant with eagerness to reach her enemy. Truly, there is a something that war and the need for war breeds, that courage and the need to face death brings out in men and in such women as the Tuons, perhaps in any women raised for warfare as had these Tuons in their centuries of horrible conflict with the followers of Hecate and her methods which meant extinction for all normal living peoples. I think that is one of the failures of peace, that it does not properly stress the need for need, does not bring up a child in the understanding of the awful need for real and enthusiastic action against evil.


  The smoke grew steadily thicker, and we were half choking with it, hardly able to see. I called a halt, and Onua backed me up as I counseled the need for some kind of caution. We had no everpresent telaug and penetrative ray to tell us what lay before, no way to know what trap Nonur was devising ahead in the complex warrens of the ancient tunnels. As we gathered in a group about Onua, taking some needed breathing space and discussing the layout of the tunnels with which we were unacquainted, I counseled that since the smoke would rise, we must go lower and so avoid it, come upon her from beneath.


  Our column turned down a side passage, wound down and down, leaving just beneath the smoke layer a guard to watch for anyone attempting to pass back along the passage we had quietted. On the next tier of borings the smoke was less, and we took up our rapid march in toward the center of this tiered ancient city, as nearly as we could visualize its patterns.


  I knew we were apt to become disunited with the other forces advancing upon the Hagmen, and even as I spoke to Onua she dispatched couriers to make contact with the other columns of troops.


  As they sped off, the floor began to trickle with a thin flowing film of water! For a minute I thought nothing of it, but it rapidly became inches deep, became an impeding force flowing along our ankles.


  Ceulna said: “She has opened the water pipes, the antique water supply. It is disastrous. When the caverns fill no one will know how to empty them again. Where does she expect to be then?”


  “Do those antique pipes bring a heavy supply? Will it take long to flood?”


  “See how rapidly it rises! She has opened the great reserve reservoir as well. One cannot know how long it will take, but as sure as the sun arises in the morning, just as surely these caverns will never empty of water again!”


  I did not dispute her. I said:


  “I know little of how long it will take or how permanent the flood will be, but I know this, it were smart of us to seek the upper levels and block off the passages to the surface, there to await Nonur’s flight. She will be forced out of here just as surely as ourselves!”


  THE column turned, started back toward the surface. Rapidly, oh, too rapidly the water rose on our legs! More rapidly than rose the floor we passed along. The water raced past us in a flood, up to our knees, and now we had reached again the level of the smoke which somewhere Nonur had managed to create and fill the caverns. Choking, blinded with the smoke, stumbling along in the rapidly rising water, I realized that the plight of this column of brave Amazons was desperate. It was very likely we would never reach the surface ahead of the rising water. If we did, the smoke, now pungent and choking, could smother us if it grew thicker.


  “We rushed in here without guides, Onua. We are apt to pay for our haste.”


  I should not have reproached her, for I knew the terrible hate of the Red Robes that had blinded her natural caution of her people.


  Of numbers, or of possible tactics needed, I myself had given no thought at all. I had been sure that without the skill of the time-taught Red Robes at the ray-mech, my sword alone would be enough to slay them all, no matter how many or how disposed within the caves. I suppose some such thought had been in every mind: “Just let us at them without the rays that have always defended them from our wrath.” Now, we were drowning and smothering both at once, or soon would be.


  To top it, Ceulna had been swept away from my side in the milling, nearly panicking Amazons. To go forward seemed every moment more impossible in the rising waters and the thickening smoke.


  “Take the first passage we can find that rises upward, go up in spite of smoke or flame, of Hagmen or death itself.”


  Onua was striding on, eyes closed, one hand on the rock wall to guide her. I followed. I could only hope that Ceulna would find her way, there was no use and no time to look for her in this murk.


  We swung into a side passage of small bore that seemed to have a rising ceiling and hastened up the tunnel three abreast. There was no hope of all of us entering this passage. As the entrance jammed, the others of our column pushed on along the original passage.


  I recognized the nature of the passage as it widened and I came upon a series of stout wooden pens along the walls. These pens must underlay an arena, a huge ancient theatre circle which had been transformed into an arena of the bloody kind the Hagmen delighted in. Ahead I could see the glow of flames, understood that the Hagmen had set afire these pens to destroy the prisoners before release gave them a chance to vent their despair and rage upon their captors. That the smoke had proved a weapon was probably only accidental, but the flames barred our progress upward into the great theater bowl where it was possible the Red Robes had gathered their strength for a stand.


  Behind us the water lapped higher and higher. Behind us the ceiling, rose steeply out of the water. Where we had just passed was now closed, all below were drowned. I knew that everyone who had not entered that small passage after Onua must now be drowned in the lower, greater passage. Anxiously I looked about among the hundred or six score who had made their way behind Onua and myself. My heart fell as I saw nowhere the bright head and gallant shoulders of my beloved Amazon. Was I to lose her now when victory loomed so very close? Had I lost her?


  RAGE flooded up within me even as the rising water behind. I drew the great sword of the Marsh-men from my scabbard, strode forward into the flame-lit wooden-walled corridors of the prison pens. I knew what it would be like to be shut up in there with the flames licking at your body, meant to free some of the wretches I realized must be within. The flames shot up, the water lapped at my heels. I saw or heard nothing, for a killing mad rage consumed me, a sorrow at the loss of Ceulna that was more terrible than burning anger at the fact that Nonur had managed to hurt me even now.


  As I pushed on, bending low under the smoke pall, shielding my face against the darting, licking flames, screams and cries and groans began to beat about me. I saw the pens were filled with struggling, burning men ahead. The doors were locked.


  I began to slash at the heavy timbered bars of the cages, prying out one more by strength than by the cutting edge of my blade, racing on to the next as the survivors poured out. Soon there were dozens of us dodging the flames, which kept high, our lungs burning with smoke, prying at the bars with timbers, battering at the locks with weapons from the arena supplies, working to free the dying men inside. The work was a blessed relief to my mind again assailed by the loss of Ceulna.


  The water at our feet proved our salvation, as well as that of the smothering men inside. As it rose about our ankles, we wet garments in the water, wrapped them about our heads and shoulders. Soon there were hundreds of the arena warriors, scarred and battered from past battles in the arena, passing on ahead and out into the great bowl of the arena below Ekippe.


  As the last of them was free I pushed on ahead, was among the first to enter the wide, white-sanded bowl of the arena into the glare of the great sun-lamps hanging above. The shape of this arena differed from that under Nicosthene, being a regular octagon instead of the smooth circle, and the tiers of seats were more numerous. I saw a robe of Scarlet and Gold disappearing in a side passage from the ramp running up between two tiers of seats, sprang after him. Behind me came a rabble of Red warriors, green Marsh-men, black duckfooted slaves, and after them came the disciplined column, all that was left of the long column of thousands that had entered the central passage behind Onua. I could not bear to think of how many must have perished. I pushed on as fast as I could run, hoping only to slay one of these red-robed things before I died.


  I overtook him, cut him down with one savage blow from behind. As I stood over the nearly beheaded figure, I saw it was the heavy-bodied Massini who had captured me on my escape to Eltona’s castle in the jungle.


  Ahead I heard the clangor of swords, the shrieks of dying men. I raced on, swung around the bend of the corridor, saw the great doors of some Master chamber of the past. Before the wide-arched doorway were a mass of struggling warriors. Red Robes sprinkled among the Redskins, and the Marsh-men before the doorway. It was evident the Hagmen were trying to hold the interior clear of us for some reason.


  I LEAPED toward the battle, whirling that heavy Marsh-man sword above my head. My face blackened with smoke, my limbs burned in patches from the flames, I doubt my own Ceulna would have recognized me. My sword began to slash a path through the struggling mass before the door. A red haze in my mind swept me on. It was swing and crush, no chance in the press for anything fancy. The battle went to the strongest here. And I proved the strongest, for they fell away before me. I was through and into the great glittering vault, pillared with rosy glistening columns of some ancient work, vaulted and bright with concealed lights. In the center of the great chamber was a vast crystal door. Before the door were a score of Scarlet and Gold robes, and among the devils I saw the bare shoulders of Nonur, her body sheathed in that glittering metal mesh, her face writhing with frustration. I saw that that door represented escape by the way they paused before it, the way they looked at it. Beside Nonur I saw several other women, among them, strangely and impossibly, several Tuons bound.


  I sprang across the smooth, moist floor. Already the flood was creeping in, even here. I slipped, went to one knee, got up, crashed up the steps, sending the heavybodied Red Robes sprawling. I stood a half-dozen feet from Nonur, and a dozen swords reached for my life. I crashed my blade down upon them, whirled it aloft. Behind me the horde of prisoners from the arena pens poured in, screaming, bellowing their anger and their exultation at sight of Nonur.


  We ringed that group with steel, and sparks flew like rain as edge met edge, as stroke met stroke. Savage, swarming death loosed at last upon those who had meted out death to all but their favorites for so long on Venus. Death to those who had raped every city, every hamlet, of children at some time, who had preyed upon the people of Venus as wolves upon sheep.


  And we had her! She looked back at me, with a strange waiting puzzling to me upon her face. And then I saw what she waited for! I knew what that doorway was, and I shouted with sudden fear that she would yet escape us. That door was to one of the strange dream-mechs of the ancients!


  They were built to serve the weary, the escapist of their complex ancient life, and they were built to exclude him from the world, to save him from all possible contact with the realities of life FOR SO LONG A PERIOD AS HE SHOULD SET THE TIMELOCK!


  Nonur knew that no human power could enter one of those monstrous machines once they were shut and locked. The time lock operates from the inside. Ponderously the great crystalline outer door swung open, Nonur and a score of her followers, as well as the bound captives, pushed through after her. The great door swung shut in our faces. I stood there, among a hundred men as baffled as myself. On the other side of the crystal wall of the doorway, Nonur laughed at me evilly, triumphantly, and pointed to the prisoner who stood beside her, her arms wound with the white plastic cords of the ancient make. I had not noticed these captives except that they were Tuons, did not realize that by some passage some of our own attack force had won to Nonur and been captured. The face of the one Nonur pointed out to me was Ceulna! lovely Ceulna!


  Ceulna, locked in the time-lock dream-mech with Nonur and a score of the Hagmen!


  BEHIND me I could hear Onua, knew she had pushed on, stood now beside me.


  “She has but put off her fate. We will await her emergence though it take a century.”


  I moaned. I gnashed my teeth unconsciously.


  “How long was it set for? Onua, tell me more of the nature of what lies beyond. Why can’t we break in and set her free?”


  “They built imperishably, Jim Steel. And they built those dream-palaces in which to retire and be undisturbed. And when they meant undisturbed they meant undisturbed! No power on Venus today could break into that impervious, circling round-of-dreams.”


  I pushed my face against the crystal outer door, to see within what might yet be a glimpse of my beloved Ceulna, my warrior maid of Venus.


  The great metal inner door, composed of layer on layer of interlocking alloy, those alloys no modern tool will even scratch, was swinging slowly shut in answer to some mechanism within so protected by the insulative ray-impervious walls that the magnetic field of ray-neutralizing force laid down by Eltona affected it not at all! Six inches of space left by the slowly closing massive metal, and just behind I saw Ceulna’s lovely face, peering to catch a last glimpse of myself. Behind, Nonur peered, triumphant to see us frustrated of vengeance in the end. Seeing our love passing thus between us, poignant at the separation closing between us. Nonur’s face assumed a sudden, diabolical, wickedly joyful expression. She whipped a knife from her girdle, pressed it to Ceulna’s throat. As the door closed between us, I saw the knife flash in sudden slashing motion. Did I see the blood spurt from her white throat? Had Nonur only done it to leave me in torment, timing her motion so that it would appear to me she had slain Ceulna? Or had she done it so that my last sight of her would be of her slaying my own Ceulna? I could not know; the sight was not clear. I seized Onua. My grasp hurt her; she winced. “Did you see? Did she kill her?”


  “No one could see for sure, Steel. I could not make out whether she made a pretense of the killing or did so in truth.”


  “Onua, when will the door open? When can we enter? We will get Eltona and blast that place apart piece by piece.”


  “No one can enter there, Steel, until the time has passed. Not even Eltona! Everyone who knows anything of the Elder race-customs will know that. Those devices were built to give them an inviolable place to retire from this dull world into a world of their own, furnished entirely by visions from the dream machines within. We can only wait and hope, and keep the magnetic block-rays on so that she can not send a rays out to see whether we still wait or not.”


  “They have no food! They had not time to gather supplies!”


  “We don’t even know that, Jim. They may be forced to emerge in weeks, and they may not come out of there for years! We can only wait and hope.”


  I turned away, my head bowed. Like a sick man, I could not bear more of the continual frustration of my hopes for a life of some happiness, a natural human life.


  Suddenly something broke within me, and I turned again; flung myself at that gleaming inscrutable plastic doorway which had shut me off from all happiness. I tore at it with my bare hands, fell and got up again. Mouthing curses, I clawed at the barrier between me and my only true love.


  They picked me up, struggling and beating at them fiercely. They bore me away. I have never asked what happened that day. Nor does anyone intrude or call to mind what we who wait here under Ekippe may find when at last the inscrutable mechanism of the Elder retreat opens.


  Only time will tell whether Nonur’s dagger pierced that throat or only left me with the tormenting vision of a thing that seemed to be. And only time will deliver Nonur into my hands at last!


  But, inevitably, that time will come, and I will be here!


  


  [1] Just such a silent attack from the stratosphere by radio-active sand may be the end of America. Especially if they listen to the lying ray-voices which many officials think are the “super” secret service (U.S.) of a science they THINK is modern. And they do listen, to the voice that says—“we will guard you with rays, keep off the ships that bear your doom!” BUT they do not KNOW the doom will be kept off, they only BELIEVE it will!


  Not that all ray voices are lies, but what does an official who may not even speak of this “super secret” officially, know of the truth of such secret work. Are our leaders believing these secret voices while young Americans are condemned to madhouses for asserting they have heard the same kind of voices—and that the voices lie and torment—are not even sane in many instances!


  The Shaver mystery IS important. Watch what officialdom does with it, how they ignore and yet humor us in our wild assertions, wonder why they think they can ignore anything so vital to our safety. Are we betrayed by official stupidity to the control of a secret ruling clique without the mental ability or the necessary good intent to protect us from horrors as radioactive sand from the planes of rival nations? Watch what becomes of Palmer and Shaver and all connected with this sensational expose of unseen secret policies and forces of our national life. It will tell you much, warn you of vitally important dangers. What becomes of us in the future will tell you whether these secret powers in the deep rocks of Mother Earth ate our friends or our enemies—whether it is their policy of death to all who speak of them—or whether they want to be our friends, to help our race develop. It will tell you if the secret ray-groups of Earth are our friends or our enemies if this attempt to bring the ancient secret out in the open fails or not. And if we die in some accident, remember it was NOT an “accident.” Remember to leave this nation to its evil secrets—and go where a man can speak of such thins openly—to Stockholm or to the Arctic where few rays live in the caverns underneath. For this secret of ray is an EVIL secret, the greatest use of those rays is medical—to deprive the surface people of these beneficial rays and surgical techniques is an evil monopoly of vitally important health methods. As for the pleasure-rays, they are not necessarily demoralizing, but they ARE when in evil hands. These things must become public knowledge, those mechanisms must be studied openly by all science!—Author.


  [2] The keeping of the ancient secret enjoins certain procedures. For instance a man cannot be killed with a penetrative ray very frequently or the use and the nature of the weapon would become apparent to all, rather than a “mystery.” That is why Enora had to kidnap, or use a knife upon Steel, because to use the ray would give away their presence to the surface dwellers of Nicosthene.


  The same problems are constantly before the ray-people of Earth caverns. Endless dodges and subterfuges have become habitual through timeworn usage: when they want a man killed, a surface assassin is employed, since the death by ray would expose the penetrative ray weapon. When they want a man to do something, they use unnoticed mental control and suggestion, as out-and-out contact with his mind in open telepathic communication would expose the nature of their power and equipment. Similarly, the trickery which keeps the secret for them is intricate, habitual, and endlessly involved in taboos. “Knowing,” for endless centuries, has been equivalent to a death sentence for a surface man.


  This is why Steel knew it was useless to pursue Enora, for the ray would kill him, but would not unless it must to save her.—Author.


  [3] This is an ancient word of the caverns, and once was the name of an organization which periodically swept over the earth, killing all who in any way opposed the ruler of the caverns. Originally, in the Elder tongue, it was a word for a kind of police force who examined the people regularly for “der” and killed those whose Dee errant minds were too dangerously destructive. Just as a secret police can be—like the German SS corps, and similar murderous tools of tyrants—a completely evil force, so had the word spayderine come to mean everything evil. It is used even today to describe cruel bands of murderous ray-men who travel through the caverns, killing everything that blocks their path.—Author.


  [4] No one was more astounded than myself to learn that the ancient superstition of the vampire that lived on human blood was not a myth or folk-tale, but a genuine monster who had once been human. Medical science, pursued to its logical conclusions in modern treatises on transfusions, plus the nature of glands in the young and their function in causing growth and renewal of tissue backs up the physical possibility of the vampires’ real existence and longevity. That the vampire has been a possibility since the world came to know age was a discovery for me. That all these countless tales of vampires had a basis in actual scientific truth, was a revelation. Why assume that they did not exist, if they could exist, and it could be proven that they could exist and prolong life indefinitely by utilizing the blood of children? If modern monsters in human form do not utilize this means of retarding age is chance, and not by any means because of its impossibility. We assume these vampires of young blood do not exist! But when we know that such a blood donor would live on for years, that some blood donors have given hundreds of transfusions in modern hospitals in legitimate selling of their blood to save human lives, one wonders. Were the old tales true? Are they just as true today?


  How do we know they are not? We assume it!—Big Steele.


  [5] This strange rock-dwelling spirit is one of the legends of the caves. I call it Etidorpha to remind those who have read that book of the corroboration.—Author.


  [6] George W. Crile’s “Bipolar Theory of Living Processes” holds that:


  The life-organism as a whole is a bipolar electric mechanism bearing the pattern of the unit cells and the unit cells are constructed on the pattern of the atom.


  The normal and the pathological phenomena of man and animals can be interpreted in electrical terms.


  The application of electricity to the muscles of the glands, or to their nerve supply will cause them to perform their natural functions. This is a basic fact universally accepted by physiologists.


  The difference between the living and the lifeless is a difference in the energy content of the molecules.


  . . . Which so strikingly differentiates it (living) from the lifeless are due to the increase in the energy content of the molecules . . .


  In fact, who are our scientists to say that life did not dwell in that robot? So far as our definitions cover the matter—she lived.—Author.


  [7] Robot Marriages—One of the tales in the caves, from the past of that wonderland, is that in the early days there were many very wonderful and beautiful robots, so marvelously constructed that men married them in preference to real women! I have not got enough details on this to tell you whether this is a fulfillment of every man’s dream—a perfect wife—who talks only when her voice is needed, sings only beautifully and perfectly, wants love only when yourself wants love and needs her cooperation, but it is true that once in the caves the marriage of men to these antique human-like robots did occur.


  It is my personal opinion that many of the legends of fairies and genie are references to these various robots. Their behavior is often anything but human. Their desire to serve someone seems what would be built into such a robot: a desire to serve a master.


  So Eltona speaks of her past marriages because such marriages did occur long ago in the caverns, may occur today in the newly opened portions which are entered only by the elect, the fortunate children of the ancient families who have kept the God Caverns’ entrances to themselves and suppressed all the wisdom that man might have won from the relics of that superior race who built them. They themselves study little, do not want a more industrious people using the Elder science against them.—Author.


  [8] Penetray will conduct odors as well as all nerve sensations, heat, etc.—Author.


  [9] One of Diana’s numerous names in the past.—Author.


  LAIR OF THE GRIMALKIN


  Richard S. Shaver


  Earthmen had established bases on the planet Venus, and life went onward—except for the unlucky ones who ventured into the dreaded area of Granlor—and the Grimalkin


  FARAR pulled up his native dug-out and strode up the trail to the big plastic bubble that was the Compound of the Venus Mines and Export, Inc. He hated the place, but he was a hunter and the trail led . . .


  Farar was hunting the greatest quarry any earthman had ever trailed. The Grimalkin was not a “legend” to the web-fingered natives who had told him it nested in the depths of Granlor. Granlor was a vast swamp called Despair by the earthmen.


  In his hand was a .40 caliber Winchester rifle with telescopic sights which had cost his dead father a small fortune twenty years ago. Incongruously, slung at his belt was a frying pan, the web-fingers of the tall greenies were partial to frying pans. Across his wide lean shoulders cartridge belts were festooned, you couldn’t leave the bright things around, either, they’d be stolen. And everything that had weight and came from earth cost ten time’s its weight in gold here.


  Farar had a lead on the Grimalkin. One of the greenies had yarvaed him that a man in the mining compound had photographs of some Bunaes. Bunaes? Well . . . always found where the Grimalkin nested. Yarva? That’s thought-talk, greenhorn!


  * * *


  On Venus there were many areas still feared, uninhabitable, swarming with the unconquerable fecundity of alien life. Life-forms so destructive the earthmen had no weapon to meet their threat.


  In 2020, forty years after the first ship flamed down through the cloud layer, there were whole continental areas which explorers, prospectors and even army expeditions from earth had entered—never to return!


  Of all the places earth-men had learned not to go into, the one most shunned was an area called Granlor by the green-skinned Venusians. On the error-filled maps of the difficult planet, it was labeled the Swamps of Despair, at the headwaters of the mighty River of Doubt.


  * * *


  The man to whom Farar’s trail led was a youngster of twenty-two named Hal Worran. The pictures Farar’s native yarva had mentioned (to Worran known to no one but himself) were a series of color-photo shots of the Swamps of Despair. They had cost his brother his life, and he wasn’t showing them to any but the right man.


  His brother, before his death of acid burnt lungs, acids distilled by the flesh-eating plants of the swamps, had gasped out a tale of a mountain of platinum ore, of a terrifying monster, of a young witch . . . delirium, Hal feared.


  But the pictures could hardly be called delirium, and they proved two of his brother’s statements to the hilt.


  They were filled with strange and dreadful beauty, those swamp scenes. The eerie, irresistible lure of perfumed, poisonous plants—sweetly bitter blooms that lifted on their great mottled stalks of pale green—lifted strange cups of distilled acids that dripped slowly down the stalks and into the dead black water.


  That black water rippled silently, heavily; under the ripples moved the gaping mouths of serpentine horrors; tremendous, unknown, destructive life-forms occurring in the fearful, man-shunned swamps; purple and gold and snake-god beautiful—but terrifically, venomously able to destroy. Heavy orchids leaned their faces to be seen with vague roots dangling white and airy, like ghosts of plants yet to be.


  THE gigantic cypress of Venus, which is to the earth cypress what the redwood is to the evergreens—drips soft, grey, mossy limbs, and slow, dreadful air movements shift the shrouding mists. Here and there the cypress knees protrude like pointed, gigantic skulls, and the fierce lilies sway softly, their white and writhing pistils poised to strike their venom into any passing life—red are the lilies’ faces, like shed blood—and their leaves are black as death. The great white horn snake coils and crawls, or poises waiting for prey. The dim white-green of the swamp is the most striking and prevalent color—the heavy mists join with the cloud curtains higher to shut out all light but a dim green radiance peculiar to the swamps called Despair. The projections fascinated Worran.


  “She lives in there,” murmured Hal Worran to the tall, lean prospector he had met but an hour before. Hal had let it be known he had a lead on a platinum vein, and wanted experienced help to pin the lead down. The man had come knocking at his door, tall, pale and diffident—but with the scars and tough, worn clothing of the jungle guide to recommend him.


  He had been telling him of the legends of the swamps of Despair, of the beautiful witch said to inhabit the depths of the swamp, and to emerge periodically to bring her magic to the people.


  The man grunted, smiled slightly at the foolish tale. “Nobody can live in there, Worran.”


  Hal stopped the film. He changed the adjustment to make a still projection, inserted a tiny segment of film, snapped the switch.


  “Notice that hill in the background, Farar?” The man had given his name as Farar, Frank Farar—born on Venus thirty years before. He must have been one of the first children in the first earth colony. Hal was glad that someone who knew Venus as well as a native had turned up. He needed this man.


  Farar grunted again, giving his voice the nasal tang that only native Venusians use. Hal went on. “Note on the color film the peculiar deep black of the water. In the foreground the water is deep green. The hill itself is black as pitch. I think the whole hill is Polyxene! Platinum ore!”


  “You think the water gets a stain from the earth of the hill, and that it is platinum ore. Water won’t dissolve platinic oxide!”


  “This water will. It’s full of swamp acid, and some of that acid is nitric and hydrochloric. It’s been analyzed.”


  “What are you telling me this for. You don’t know me well enough to trust me.”


  Hal grinned confidently. “Listen, Farar, I’m not worrying about anyone fool enough to go into the swamp without certain things I’ve learned. He wouldn’t come out. You either take me along, or you die in there. Get it?”


  “I get it. You know something you aren’t spilling. But I’m not entering myself without proof you can stay alive.”


  “I’ve got proof right here. But I don’t know whether it will scare you or not. It’s a weird kind of proof—but man can live in that swamp!”


  Hal bent over the projector again, taking out the fragment of film, inserting another.


  “I clipped these pieces from the films brought out of the swamp by my brother before anyone else saw them. He was out of his head, kept talking about the Witch of the Swamp and I thought he was raving. But, look at the proof . . .”


  Hal snapped the switch, and the screen glowed again with the unearthly, poisonously lovely colors of the Swamp of Despair.


  IT WAS nearly the same scene, of the low black hill rising like the back of a monster out of the slow-heaving black water. But coming down the slope was a creature, too far off to be seen, and following the figure were a number of smaller man-like figures.


  Hal pulled out the film, and put in another fragment. “Now gaze on this and tell me men can’t live in that swamp.”


  “H’mmmm! Brownies! They are a legend of Venus, a dwarf race once supposed to dominate the planet, now vanished. I’ve seen some of their sculptures in ruins. That’s the original dominant race of Venus, Worran! Bunaes in Venusian.”


  “The girl is what interests me most. Just how do you explain her, Mr. Experience?”


  She had passed in front of the camera for a brief instant, and Hal had clipped from the film the few photos where she appeared. She was twice as tall as her dwarfish companions, dressed in a torn one-piece garment, her limbs bare and her white flanks spattered with green mud. Her hair hung over her small, firm breasts, her mouth open as if she were running, indeed if it had been enough film to show it, she would undoubtedly have been splashing along rapidly, for the water dripped from her legs and flew before her where her flying feet struck. The great lovely swamp flowers made a coronet about her dark flying locks, and the little men about her were looking apprehensively both ahead and back, as if fleeing in fear of some terrible danger which might strike from an unknown quarter; some danger which they would avoid if they reached a sanctuary toward which they ran.


  Hal snapped off the light, the scene vanished, and Farar sighed—as at the dispelling of a lovely dream.


  “Some girl, eh, Worran! Wonder who in hell she is, with her friends the non-existent and extinct Brownies . . . Impossible but true!”


  “That was the legendary Witch of the Swamp. You have heard the natives talk of her, now you’ve seen her photograph. You don’t doubt your own eyes, do you?”


  “That legend is a heck of a lot older than that girl was. She can’t be twenty . . .”


  Hal laughed. “If she can live in there, so can we.”


  FARAR shook his head. “Those little people knew a hell of a lot more about this planet than we do, Worran. She lives there because they show her how. The native Venusians don’t go in that swamp either. Their big feet don’t help them any against the swamp death in Despair. The mud doesn’t get them, but the air does. It’s poisonous; it seems alright, but it eats out the lungs, and then infection sets in, in the lungs. You ought to know what killed your brother; you must have been told by the doctor why he died.”


  “I was told. You are right, as far as you go. But my brother lived a lot longer than usual for men who enter the swamp. He got home again.”


  “Does that mean anything?” Farar wasn’t enthusiastic, but the reverse.


  “He had with him a square package, among the other things he brought. I didn’t know what it was until I projected his films. Did you notice anything about those little fellows?”


  “Yes, I saw they had a peculiar pack on their backs. What about it?”


  “That round device at the top of the back-pack pulls out on an extension, a hose. It is made to clamp over the mouth and nose, held in place by gripping with the teeth. I think that pack contains the secret of the method of living in the swamp. Those people are just like other humans, except for their webbed hands and wide webbed feet. And most native Venusian life has webbed extremities.”


  “So, suppose the pack does contain the secret. What about it?”


  “I went farther. I had the contents analyzed. It contains a filtering medium with a dozen neutralizing chemicals in it—but none of the chemicals hard to obtain. I have had a half dozen larger duplicates of that pack made, and we can use them—to breathe through!”


  “In the photo I didn’t see anyone breathing through their pack. How do you know it isn’t something else?”


  “They were running away from something, and had thrown off the nose clamps to make faster progress. Evidently they can stand it for short periods, only use it when they are exposed to the air for long hours. That is what misled me at first.”


  “There’s no way to prove your substitute pack is as efficacious as the original without risking our necks in the place, I suppose.”


  Hal turned quickly, facing the lean, leather-coated figure, sprawled negligently on his best Ham-leather chair. “Look, Farar, I don’t expect to make a fortune off that platinum without a little risk. Sure we’ve got to take the chance. If you don’t like it, get out! I think the work on the pack is adequate. Only I know what is in it. You’ve got to do it my way, and you’ve got to stick with me. You’re needed only for handling the wild life which I understand is particularly venomous in there, and I’m no crack shot. I can do it alone, if Venus contains only cowards. But I’d rather go in there with a stout heart beside me, in a man like you—if you have one.”


  FARAR grinned. “I was hoping you’d show a little spunk. I don’t aim to go into any such pesthole with a ninny, either.”


  Spontaneously, they shook hands. “Just the same, boss-man, we could test one of those packs from the edge of the swamp by putting it on a highland animal and tying him in there for a couple of days.”


  “And if you find him dead, how would you know exactly what killed him?”


  “Cut him open, if it’s his lungs congested—you know the pack’s no good. If his lungs are okay, then it was something else that did it.”


  Hal nodded, glad to hear sensible suggestions coming from his newfound associate. He was going to have him checked, just to make sure he wasn’t a well-known claim jumper or other undesirable, but from the quiet confident eye and able air, he struck Hal as an experienced hunter, a man who had grown up in conflict with the alien life—and stayed alive where others had fallen. Of the original colonists, this man was the first Hal had ever ran into who claimed direct descent from their number. Most of them had died without children, of one or another of the innumerable diseases and dangers of the alien environment.


  “Look, Worran, another thing I noticed, the girl in that photo didn’t have webbed hands! That means she is either of earth origin, or we don’t know a darned thing about Venus.”


  “I wondered about that. But if you want the truth, I don’t care if that hill isn’t platinum—the girl looks like gold to me.”


  “She might know plenty about the swamp . . .” mused Farar.


  “And she might have those little friends of hers put a dart in us, too.”


  “You plan to look it over with a heli—?”


  “I did. You can’t see a thing through the gigantic trees and the mist—gotta do it the hard way.”


  “I was gonna say . . . ” murmured Farar.


  VENUS contained, in this year of 2020, around ten thousand men and women of earth origin. They lived for the most part in plastic-shelled compounds around the mines of gold, platinum, radium, uranium and tungsten. Mostly they worked in the refineries or in the mines themselves, their living conditions were good but they were confined to the plastic shells of villages by the fertile and venomous natural life of the planet.


  There were but two main ports where the earth ships landed and took off with the refined metals and those whose labor contracts were ended and who had had enough of Venus.


  But on the fringes of this strictly mining population, confined by their shells in more ways than one, moved a few hundred intrepid souls who dared to brave the rigors of the jungles, mountains and all enveloping swamps. These prospected, hunted certain herbs and rare animals and insects—or just lived off the bounty of the natives; some of them were squawmen. A squawman was a particularly despised type on Venus. The Venusian natives were a good looking lot—at a distance. But when you got close, they exuded a strong bactrachian odor, and their greenish heavy skin was covered with odorous frog-like moisture. Their hands and feet were webbed, and their lungs were adapted to breathing water for long periods—when they so desired.


  There were a few hybrids about, curiosities, as the union usually proved sterile.


  They were intelligent and amiable in the same way a Great Dane dog is intelligent and amiable—but it doesn’t mean anything. He can’t or won’t read the morning paper, and he isn’t interested in discussing the next door neighbor’s cheating on his wife with that blonde.


  So the native Venusians were looked down upon and disregarded, which suited them very well. The venomous fauna kept the earthmen from spreading over hill and dale, kept their numbers reduced to a non-irritating minority—there were no “native wars.” They had watched the first earth ships flame down from their cloud-filled sky with complete equanimity, for a time had shown a flattering interest in their everlasting bustle—and then had put them in the category of the unexplainable—and ignored them, quite as much as they were ignored.


  There were very few men like this Frank Farar, who had been on Venus long enough to know anything about the place. Or about Grimalkins.


  The Venusians lived in stilt houses, thatched huts erected on the top of tall pole platforms, and in the high forests of the two great mountain ranges, the Kolian and the Donan mountains—they lived in strongly built stone houses, to keep out the ground life.


  Much of the wild life of the planet was reptilian. There were only two species with fur, and these were rats and a beaver-like animal. The heat was oppressive except in the mountain tops, and there it rained all the time. People remained on Venus only long enough to make a stake to get back to earth. But the mines paid the owners, who were for the most part nonresident, and men could always be obtained for high wages to make the trip.


  WOMEN were at a premium, and a few enterprising men had shipped in several shiploads of young girls and established a colony. But the women languishing from an intense nostalgia, would not stay. It was not so much the alien ways; it was the lack of normal sunshine and green leaves, the gray fog, the everlasting rains, the gloomy lack of social life—they would not stay. The men had tried force, imprisoning them—but the miners had broken that up in a hurry. And on Venus you couldn’t fight back against the miners; they were too hard to get.


  So the Venusian colonies were a gloomy place of men and cards and whiskey and homesick melancholy, and little else but work.


  Hal Worran had come with his father, a mining engineer, who had laid down his life before a giant spider of unknown category, on a desperate foray into the jungle to break the monotony. After his death, Hal had been allowed to live in his father’s house, cared for by the older men—until the arrival of his older brother—a mining engineer just out of college. Instead of going to work in the mines, his brother had elected to take the longer shot at the riches of discovery of new and greater deposits of ore. It was this that had led to his death of the effects of the air of the great swamp called Despair on the earth maps. The Venusians called it Granlor, but that didn’t matter. Nobody talked to the Venusians except a few like Farar.


  Earth educators had talked idealistically of Venus when it was first reached by space ship—but after the first colony had died off, and the others had failed to grow, earth herself ignored Venus. It just wasn’t wonderful.


  But to Hal Worran, Venus was wonderful! Every tiny crawling serpentine bit of life, every strange leaf, every legend of the past that circulated among the natives, every terrific angle and aspect of the unknown that hovered always over the landscape for him—was wonderful, and exciting, and forbidden by dangers for which men had no answer.


  Hal had studied his brother’s books with his help, and had studied in the library of the mine superintendent’s big house at the center of the plastic shell encircling the “Venusian Mining and Export, Inc.,” compound. Once it had been called Fog Paradise by an over optimistic planning commission. Now, like the other settlements, it was called by the mining company’s own name, and all pretense of establishing a normal city was abandoned.


  Hal had some money, left him by his brother’s insurance and his father’s savings. It wouldn’t last long, but it was enough to finance one trip of exploration. He was going to shoot the works—after that he would go to work.


  These films brought by his dying brother were all he had to go on, coupled with his brother’s scrawled diary of notes—they should be enough, he figured. If his brother thought that black hill was platinum ore—it was good enough for him.


  FARAR advised a long native dug-out, paddled by hand. Nothing goes wrong with a paddle; you don’t have to carry fuel. Farar brought two expensive repeating rifles, a .45 and a .32 with telescopic sights. Anything weighing as much as a rifle cost a small fortune on Venus, because of the freight from earth—and Hal examined the guns with proper appreciation.


  “We’ll probably need elephant guns before we get out—but I’ve found that a small bullet, placed in the right spot, is worth a lot more than a heavy slug badly placed. I never could fire a really heavy gun rapidly. And we’re not toting heavy target rifles. Besides, we won’t carry a darn thing we don’t have to have. For instance, sidearms. They feel nice and protective, but when you get up against a really savage beast, they’re inaccurate except at such close range that the beast will reach you before he dies. We don’t want to go lugging holster and pistol around anyway; unless you’re a dead shot with a hand gun; but if the dugout tips, they’d sink us. Like shoes, those high-laced kind you’ve got. Swell for snakes but if you fall in the water, like a stone around your neck. A light, hard-leather puttee is safer, easier to get on and off.”


  “I’m learning fast,” Hal said, enthusiastically discarding both shoes and heavy .45 revolver and cartridge belt.


  “I’ve got a snake serum kit that will do for the known kinds. But the kind we’ll run into in Despair are unknown, probably, and it won’t help much. So don’t get bitten! A paddle or club is better than a gun against a snake, anyway.”


  “You’ve got a mess of photographic equipment. I’d suggest leaving it. Dragging that stuff around maybe didn’t kill your brother, but it helped. All we want is some of that nice black dirt, and some snapshots of the area it covers.”


  “Go in light and fast in the dugout, come out quick with the samples. Carry nothing we don’t need absolutely. Right, Frank. You sound like sense.


  “We’ve got to carry sleeping hammocks, sleeping nets to cover ’em. We’ll probably have to sling ’em twenty feet from the ground and tie ourselves in, but we can rest as long as we keep our hammocks and nets. We can kill most of our food; there’s plenty of it. So we don’t tote a lot of grub. Just flour and grease, salt and etc. I’ll show you how to live in a Venusian jungle. I’ve traveled from the Kolian peaks clear along the rims of the Sunon sea to Param, across the hills there to the big water, up along the beach to Venusport—and nothing but a rifle and a frying pan. Enjoyed it, too! Except for sleeping! I never get used to tying myself in the crotch of a tree. Makes me stiff . . .”


  HAL laughed. He had the man he wanted, right enough. Probably not another man on the planet knew how to live in the forests and swamps that the native Venusians found so hospitable. Hal rubbed his hands together with excitement. Frank pointed at his hands—


  “Another thing. Don’t get excited! Not for any reason. In a pinch, you only get excited once. Just learn to hold that pulse down; it’s easily learned; keep trying.”


  “Why do all these other guys who try such stunts turn up dead?”


  “You mean they just don’t turn up.


  Because they get excited, forget to watch every little thing. An insect no bigger than your finger can kill you—if it’s the right insect. You’ve got to see everything, and not take a step till you do. That gets to be a habit, and a habit you change at your peril. They just didn’t have the knack of looking at everything in front of them before they walked into it. I’ll bet the spider that killed your dad could have been seen if he’d been looking for it. But he wasn’t looking!”


  “You know what worries me most, Frank?”


  “Whether that gal will speak to you, I suppose. Or turn up her nose. Girls are scarce enough on Venus to make a guy go into Despair, hah!”


  “No, not that. If those little guys with her are what you think they are, the original dominants of Venus, the boys that built the ruins that are so darn un-understandable—they know plenty we don’t! They’re liable to turn loose on us with something we can’t handle . . .”


  “They don’t worry me. Not if they have the same character the big natives do.” No use telling Hal what he really knew. Only worry him.


  “It’s not their character. But what wiped ’em out? What are they running from in the photograph? Is the old original threat that killed them off still waiting around to pounce on us when we show . . .”


  “You know what worries me the most, thinking ahead?”


  “Whether I’m wrong about what an outcrop of Polyxene ore looks like?”


  “No, money doesn’t mean so much to me as you’d think. I ain’t crazy to get to earth; I’ve never been there. What worries me is a plain ordinary little wren.”


  “A wren!”


  “Yeah, a wren! When I get near one, she lets go with a rattle, and I think it’s a big rattlesnake. Then I can’t see the rattlesnake. Then I get excited because I can’t find the snake—and the wren flies up in my face, and my hands shake. Those little birds worry me . . .”


  “I didn’t know they had wrens and rattlesnakes on Venus.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t know even whether they are wrens and rattlesnakes. I only learned what they were looking them up in books from earth. They’re the same thing but different colored. For instance the Venusian rattlesnake has his rattles all along his side, like sleigh bells along a harness. And I never saw a sleigh, or snow. The wren has a big red crest she shoots up when she flies in your face. But as near as I could learn they’re pretty near the same . . .”


  “Just the same, only different. Like everything else here, translated through a million years of variant environment, the similar life forms are far from similar.”


  “I’d probably get knocked off in a Terran forest by something you wouldn’t even worry about. Like the tigers I’ve read about. I never saw one. I’d think it was an overgrown house cat, or something.”


  “I never saw one either, Frank. I came here when I was fourteen.”


  “Heck, you’re an old settler! Aren’t many stayed here more than three years.”


  THE men were interrupted in their preparations by a knock on the door. Hal opened the door upon a stooped grey figure.


  “Another old settler, Hal,” said Farar over his shoulder. “The doc has been around pretty near as long as I have. He gave me castor oil when I was a kid.”


  “Doctor Allan,” cried Hal. “I’m glad to see you! Come in, come in!”


  The old man came in, moving his limbs painfully. Sometime he had acquired what was called Venusian paralysis, due to the inroads of a parasite which made its home in the nerves. He moved by jerks but fairly rapidly. He sat down, putting his hands together on the head of his cane and looking at each of them carefully, his head jerking back and forth.


  “Something on your mind, doctor?” asked Hal. He admired the old man, who had remained here, he knew, only to learn from the opportunities the alien life presented—and not from any preference for the climate.


  “I came to forbid you this trip,” Doctor Allan mumbled, his speech had been affected. Hal was used to his infirmities. “But seeing this tall jungle ape here with you, I withdraw my protests. If he goes along you have a chance. I never heard of any human coming out of that swamp alive but your brother. And he died.”


  Hal showed the old man his breathing-pack, explained why they had a chance to stay alive.


  “Only thing is, how long does this neutralizing effect last—how strong is that harmful acid in the air? You don’t know. I’d take a dozen refills for the pack, so that when the contents are exhausted, you can replace the chemicals.”


  Farar groaned. “We’re traveling light, doc.”


  “I said take it along! Your canoe will carry you—and the packs. If you lose either one, you won’t get back anyway.”


  “I have them made up; if you want the formula for your files, doc, I’ll give it to you on condition that you don’t divulge it till I am given up for lost.”


  “S’another thing. About that pack, who made it up for you? Does the party know what you are going in for, and where you are going?”


  “No. I told them nothing specific about my plans. They don’t know what the chemicals are intended for.”


  “If they knew where you’re heading, and why—they might give you phony packs and then jump your claims after you’re dead. But they don’t. I don’t trust anybody any more, not where a fortune is concerned.”


  “How’d you know I was after a fortune?”


  “Why else would you get ready to enter Despair?”


  “Show the doc your films, Worran. You can trust him, if you can trust anyone.”


  The old doc sat and jerked his limbs through the little show. When it was over, he said: “I’d give my right arm, aye, and a leg, to go along and see that place. Bring me some specimens, too, for my collection, Hal.”


  THE old man collected every freakish example of Venusian life, his house was a veritable museum of zoology Venusian. He was an authority on the subject, the only one of any importance who had spent an adult lifetime on the planet.


  He got painfully to his feet, shaking his head in affected sorrow over their imminent demise. “I’ll send flowers, orchids!”


  Hal was glad the old man had come. It served to recommend the character of the tall Frank Farar, whom he had not known previously. If Doc Allen did not warn him against him, he was okay for his book.


  “Orchids for brave men, worse luck. It’s a sheol of a planet, boys, be careful—and bring back specimens in nice dry moss—I don’t want any mouldy messes like some bring.”


  The old man jerked his unwieldy limbs away out the door and across the dark, sterile soil of the compound. Hal looked up at the gray plastic, over which the rain was pouring outside. Gray, mournful clouds pressing down, the falling rain, an occasional widewinged scarlet bird crashing against the transparent obstacle overhead. He shut the door.


  Farar raised the glass he had just filled.


  “To the defeat of Despair!”


  CHAPTER II


  FOR weeks they had paddled up the wide River of Doubt. The natives called it the Granlee, which had some connection with its source in the swamplands they called the Granlor. The earthmen had renamed it the “River of Doubt,” because anyone who went up it might entertain grave doubts of coming back down again.


  Wide as the Amazon of earth, the Granlee was sluggish, titanic in strength, tremendous in flood-time twice a year, just now shrunk to half its flood size. Occasionally gigantic tree trunks drifted down past their dug-out, a slender trunk of young cypress hollowed out by the natives with fire and stone axe. It was nicely balanced, and Farar had attached his own concept of an outrigger, with improvements enabling quick dismantling for passage through narrow places. Their baggage was reduced to the irreducible minimum; one hundred-pound packs, their rifles and ammunition. Each carried a machete from earth slung to their belt—and that was all.


  Day after day the grey-green dripping walls of the jungle slid past, and night after night they moored the dug-out, sleeping in the bottom with the dugout drifting at the end of a hundred feet of line. Farar always chose a place where they could moor and the current would keep them swinging in a short arc, rather than sweep them ashore. He apparently preferred the dangers of the swimming denizens to the attacks of those which prowled the shore.


  “Taint natural for the big fellows in the water to attack a boat. Never heard of it. They can’t smell you—especially earth people; we don’t have a smell they can place. But on shore, a guy snores—they hear him, and come from all directions, crawling, flying, or just oozing—to see what’s up.”


  Hal liked sleeping in the boat better himself. They could see what waited and followed them along the banks; the great carnivorous grey-striped red land eels with strong bodies twenty feet long, and powerful walking legs, who had evolved far beyond the amphibious stage of the earth eel; the tall-necked saurian called Felars, after the Venusian name, who could run like a deer and strike like a two-ton snake, with a head all fangs and fierce eyes. The first men had called them snake-giraffes, but the name had not stuck.


  THERE were other wonders, which Farar took as natural and everyday things, trees that bent slowly over toward them and showered them with bright little seeds from bursting pods, seeds that stuck like glue, shooting little tendrils into the very flesh, beginning to take root at once. They had to be torn off at once or they would grow into the body and kill a person.


  “Lotta animals die from that,” Farar would say, picking out the tiny tenacious rootlets. “S” the way the tree spreads. Animal gets it in ’im, runs till he drops, dies and fertilizes the ground for the seed to grow in. You run into them everywhere. It’s a bad one; watch it.”


  Hal watched it, as well as everything else, intently, carefully, his eyes darting, darting, getting the habit Frank had told him he must acquire or die. “Never miss a thing,’cause that’s the one thing that’s going to kill you. ’J’ever notice the nervous eyes on the Venusians. Always moving, moving, looking at every single object around them till they know what it is and if it can hurt them. Your eyes have to do that, here. So start looking, and keep it up.’


  “First thing I noticed about you, Frank. The way your eyes took in everything, moving, moving. First I thought you were a crook. Then I remembered I’d heard other old timers speak of Venusian eyes.”


  “There are no sloths in Venusian trees. They couldn’t live here like they do in earth forests.”


  Day followed day, paddle and sweat and curse the rain and the heat, and watch the water for the big swirl that meant a bad saurian of a size sufficient.


  They paddled on through the treacherous Venusian swamps, day after to tilt them over. Close such swirls were occasionally, close enough for Frank to sweep up the big rifle in one paw and take a bead. But he didn’t fire often, he would watch them come near, note the shadow overhead, decide it wasn’t edible, and move rippling away. Hal would sigh, settle back. Paddle, paddle, watch the water, watch the sky for darting Hory birds, the big horned flesh eaters that sometimes attacked men. Big owl eyes of them would swoop close, the naked wings flexed wide as they hung in the air, then away.


  “We don’t smell right to them,” Frank usually said, laying down the light rifle in its dry wrap. He always kept the rifles beside him covered with a light tarpaulin and a paper. If the paper was damp, he ran a dry swab up the barrel, then a little oil, then put dry paper toweling he had included in the indispensable list.


  “How many kinds of damn big lizards are there, anyway?” Frank asked after one of these brief encounters with day, always keeping a sharp eye out for some saurian monster ahead . . . the swirl of water that had shown a great square muzzle with chisel teeth, then turned away, flipping a thirty foot tail scornfully.


  “Nobody knows, Worran. I’ve read about earth explorers discovering new kinds of snakes on earth! What would they discover here? Nobody knows.”


  “Sure is a snake paradise. Something about this river gets me, Frank. Something I think about the next bend, what’s going to be ahead . . . I like this river. River of Doubt, eh?”


  “Yeh, but Doubt that means the unknown. Those guys named it, they didn’t love it. I love the rivers of Venus. Nobody knows what you’re going to find when you start up a river here. They’re all Rivers of Doubt.”


  “Are we crazy, Frank? Starting off after a half-naked wild girl, a platinum hill, and a lot of Brownies? Are we?”


  “Not us, boy! It’s the fellows digging down in those wet mines, breathing rock dust and getting miner’s colic, that are crazy. Digging somebody else’s fortune out of the rocks. At least we’re after our own, Hal!”


  “Yeh, they take as big risks every day. You’re right. I’m glad I got hold of you, instead of some greenhorn.”


  “That’s what the Doc said when he left me. “Take care of that boy, he’s a good one.” You’ve friends, Hal.”


  “He taught me what little I know. Some men make you feel like living had some sense to it. Men like old Doc, eh? He’d never let a pal down, always on the job to fix ’em up when they’re hurt; a life-time he’s spent, being good to people! And if he loves ’em, why men are some good, Frank.”


  “Sure they are! But quit talking, it distracts me. And a man can’t be distracted when he’s going into Despair. I never been here before, myself, you know.”


  “Uhh!” said Hal, starting his eyes on that dancing movement Frank had insisted on.


  THE river was widening, slowing, changing from clear green to a muddy grey green. Here and there streaks of darker water filled Hal with excited anticipation, thinking he was right about what made the water black in the swamp around that hill. Was it . . . or was he crazy, thinking the water had enough acid to pick up the black oxide in solution?


  Ahead the forest seemed to reach even higher, up and up into the lowering clouds, great boles marching across the place where the river should be. Straight into the water under these trees Frank headed the dugout, and quite suddenly there was no river, only quiet endless aisles of silence and poisonous beauty—the gloom and the awe and the deadly danger of the Swamp of Despair!


  “They didn’t know this swamp when they called it Despair, did they?” Hal was moved by the beauty, the weird exotic sensual fecundity of ferns and air plants and hanging orchids, the trailing grey beards of moss from the gigantic limbs of the cypress.


  “See that greenish mist ahead? That’s the poisonous mist that kills men in here. The plants don’t mind it, and the snakes don’t breathe enough for it to hurt ’em, I guess. But notice the silence! When a Venusian jungle goes as quiet as this one—look out!” Hal got out his packs, gave one to Farar, strapped one on his back. “We going to test one like you suggested?”


  “As guide I think we should. It would be too late to do anything if we went ahead and they didn’t work. But we have to catch an animal, and for that we’ve got to go back and look for dry land.”


  They caught a small hairless deer alive by creasing him, which astounded Hal with the accuracy of fire of Farar. They attached the pack, one of the spares the old Doctor had ordered. They slung the small, smooth-skinned, reptilian-appearing animal in the crotch of a forest giant some distance within the borders of the billowing green mist, and paddled swiftly out again to await results.


  Night was near, the long drawn twilight of Venus was fading, when they picked a spot for their base of operations, making a start on a tree-platform between a close growing group of trees on an island. Slinging their hammocks just above the rough platform of poles they turned in just as the darkness became complete.


  The silence itself was disturbing, the usual serenade of night birds, shrill insects, giant tree-toads—the hooting of the water reptiles, the moaning mating calls of unknown lizards—the scream of battling Hory birds—was all absent, and the absence gave them a strong sense of foreboding, of ominous hovering threat. Something deadly caused this silence, and this far from the borders of the poison mists—there should be the always present racket of the jungle night.


  Hal dropped off to sleep at last, vainly listening for something, something . . .


  HE AWOKE suddenly, overturning the hammock and sprawling on the lashed poles they had placed beneath for just that occurrence. It was the first time they had made a permanent camp, and Hal had expected a good night’s sleep without the necessary lashings.


  He lay for a minute getting his bearings, then stood up, trying vainly to learn what had wakened him. Farar rumbled from his hammock:


  “So you heard it at last. Wondered when it would wake you up.”


  “I don’t know what woke me!”


  “Listen, you’ll find out!”


  Then it came to him, that distant hum and beat as of massive wings—wings of tremendous size—beating the air! Or was it something else, some throbbing giant throat, pulling air in and out in vast gusts?


  Then came the roar! The very water quivered and retreated from the sound, the trees bent from it, the ear drums refused to bear it, the mind refused to consider it!


  “What in the name of God!”


  “I’m thinking that’s the reason this swamp is feared more than any other place. That is a leviathan, something new to me.” Farar still hesitated to tell Hal he came for this . . .”


  “Is that his wings, or his breathing . . .”


  “Sounds, like it’s wings and breathing, and that thing is miles away, Hal. It must be a mile long, to make noises like that.”


  “It sure ain’t a mosquito,” murmured Hal.


  “If I was in this for the money, I’d quit right now.” Farar grinned in the dark at his lie.


  “If I didn’t want to at least see it, I’d quit with you.”


  “There ain’t no such animal.” Hal stood there, listening to the dying sounds of the giant afar off, until he heard Farar gently snoring. Then he gave up and crawled back in his hammock. The grey dawn and the odor of frying meat woke him. Farar was up first again. He had brought up wet earth and made a firepit on the platform. He had made the damp wood burn with his magic, and was cooking an oteli, a squirrel-like animal the size of a dog.


  “Did I dream it?” asked Hal, from his hammock.


  “I wish it was a dream. But I’m afraid the thing exists. It may not be as bad as it sounds. Some of those giants are vegetarians.”


  “Not the kind with wings. And you said it was new to you—now you say some of those giants, as if you had run into something like it before.”


  “Heard the natives talk about the big ones. I thought they were legends, but it seems they keep legends alive, here. The Brownies are supposed to be a legend, too.” Funny how a man hates to reveal his inner works even to a friend, mused Farar.


  “Going ahead, anyway?” Hal’s eyes were bright on Farar’s.


  “Might’s well. Wotta we got to lose?”


  THEY took the deer down. A Hory bird had got to him, but hadn’t killed him. He was badly torn. Worran put a bullet in his head, and began to cut the carcass open. He wanted to see those lungs. The animal had lived, the mask had not been torn off his nose, and he wanted to see those lungs.


  The green mist billowed denser. Somewhere above, the clouds let a shaft of terrific sunlight through, and the mist glowed like emerald dust all about them. The red, bloody cavity of the hairless deer was vivid; their eyes smarted from the mist, hurt from the sudden sun. The sun went out as suddenly, and Hal stood up, the lungs a dripping clot in his hands. Carefully he parted the inner tissues with his knife edge, gave a sigh of relief. “Clean as a baby’s,” he handed them to Frank. Frank tossed them in the water, watched the sudden boil as a dozen pointed black snake heads shot toward the meat, thrashed savagely over it. Thick as a man’s arms, they had teeth to make a six inch hole in a man.


  “The weemies are sure thick in here,” he mused, watching the water from the broad rooted base of the tree they stood upon. “I wouldn’t know if the lungs were damaged or not, Hal.”


  “I used to study Doc’s medical library, and he told me a lot, showed me a lot. The lungs are unhurt.”


  “I’ll take your word for it. Now let’s take a look at your brother’s sketch maps. We might as well make the deep jump now, before the rain starts. Looks like a spell of mild weather . . .”


  Hal put up his knife, got in the canoe. They shoved off, paddles dipping rhythmically. The dull green-black water rippled past, the gigantic trees remarked majestically upon the puniness of man, the grey moss waggled dignifiedly, and the great white horn-snakes raised their heads from the skull-like cypress knees where they waited. The purple and gold of the water monsters flashed ahead where they leaped, but as the dugout neared, they dived out of sight. Above the water, in the slow drifting mist currents, nothing moved but the swaying black leaves of the nodding lilies, the sinuous glide of a snake along a limb, the soft drip of condensation—acid-water of the mist, dripping—and no other sounds I


  After an hour of this, Farar stopped paddling, opened his pack, took out a round gadget, fitted it on his rifle. He grinned apologetically at Hal.


  “Felt kinda guilty about this. It’s poacher’s equipment. But we don’t want to have that thing that made the noise last night hearing us. It’s the latest design in silencers.”


  “Didn’t know they had poachers on Venus!”


  “When they first came, they passed a lot of laws to protect the wild life. Now they know better, they ought to pass laws to protect earth people from the wild life. But the laws are still on the books, and the wardens still draw pay, and pinch a poacher once in a while. Most of the valuable bird skins are on the illegal lists. Fella has to make a living.”


  Abruptly the gliding dugout swung, as Frank spotted a landmark, a giant dead cypress, long succumbed to borers, now a tall skeleton of dead white against the grey-green wall. The map had mentioned it. It looked like a cross.


  “Should be getting there soon. Look alive for a change.”


  Hal came out of the dream engendered by gliding water and silence, gripped the mouthpiece of his breathing tube hard, tried to miss nothing that moved.


  They couldn’t have missed it if they had tried. It was much bigger than the photos had seemed, dominated the whole tree-columned horizon ahead, its broad black top disappearing in the green mists. “Hill! It’s a mountain!” Hal cried.


  “Smart piece of pocket money if it’s what your brother thought. Would a saved us a lot of work if he’d brought samples.”


  “He was dying, you know that!”


  FRANK headed the dug-out straight across the open water toward the black sides of the mountain. It took a long time. It was a mountain, distances were deceptive. For some reason nothing grew on that black soil, hard, impervious, almost rock it seemed.


  As the dug-out bumped against the sheer slope of the black loom, Hal darted his head toward a near splash. Had he seen what he thought he saw? Was that a “brownie” ? Or were his eyes playing a trick on him?


  “Thought I saw one of the little fellows dive in the water.”


  “If you do see one of those little men, don’t shoot unless you know he means trouble.”


  “I wouldn’t shoot ’em.”


  Hal was already busy breaking out a small prospector’s test kit, shaking a sample of the spongy, hard soil in a bottle with aqua regia. Adding sal ammoniac he got a slight yellow stain, which could be mud or P1C16, what he was looking for. It didn’t tell him anything, but it was encouraging. Farar watched him with a slightly condescending eye, then bent and with his forefinger loosened a bit of grey-white granulation from the dark earth.


  “If this is what you’re looking for, you can stop that. From what I’ve heard, the oxides of this stuff need only heat to drive off the oxygen anyway. Where’d you learn chemistry?”


  Hal grinned. “I didn’t. I looked up the tests in the encyclopedia.”


  “Well, you got it all right except you have to heat the acid and the ore together for days to get it all dissolved. But good ore always contains little granules of the straight stuff, and platinum always occurs with iridium, osmium, and a couple of other brothers of the same family. And here’s the granules.”


  “In my brother’s notes he says he never heard of platinic oxide occurring in nature.”


  “He had an idea it was platinum, and I think he was right. The black color doesn’t have to mean anything, he just thought it was the oxide. Polyxene is what they call platinum ore, and if it’s black here, there are lots of substances that could make it black.”


  “We’ll stake out our claims, fill a bag with samples from several spots on the hill, and get out. I don’t feel like sleeping in here, I’ll tell you. Too much gargantua . . .”


  “We’re probably the two ignorantest prospectors ever staked a claim.”


  “So what do they have an assay office for?”


  She hadn’t made a sound. She stood just behind them, still dripping. It was the drip that made Frank whirl and level the rifle.


  Then he snorted. She stood quite still and unafraid, looking at him curiously. She held up her hands and looked at them. Then she pointed at Hal’s hands, lax with incredulous surprise at his side.


  “Osky mar,” she laughed, her voice was all girl; a rich, natural, wild-flavored music.


  The two men exchanged glances in which amusement struggled with caution, and a certain natural masculine comment on her appearance was expressed by a low whistle from Frank.


  “Wheeoooweee! Some babe!”


  “Her photograph didn’t do her half justice.”


  “Justice? They were an insult!”


  “Osky mar yourself,” remarked Hal, grinning at her wide smile.


  She held up her fingers, running her fingertip over the finger webs, pointing out that there were no webs.


  “She means she has hands like us. That osky mar business sounds like some words I know. ‘Ousky mour’ among my native friends means—‘same people.’ It’s something like ‘Hello, clansman,’ in literal translation.” Frank was studying her. She certainly looked like an earth girl to him. There were no alien signs he could see.


  “Can you speak English,” asked Frank, taking a chance. An expression of complete surprise came on her face, the smile became a wide O of astonishment.


  “Engliss! You spik engliss! Papa!” It was the men’s turn to be surprised. Again they exchanged astonished glances. Frank mused aloud:


  “She must have been brought here when young. God knows how she got here. I don’t get it, but here she is. Now where are the Brownies?”


  “You’re papa to her, Frank.” Hal was laughing in spite of himself. “Papa, she says. Hah, hah!”


  “Don’t laugh yet, Worran. We don’t know what she’s here for. Wait till she lets us know what for . . .”


  “She’s not carrying a breathing pack. She hasn’t come far, and she’s going right back. Now where in H . . . did she come from that we didn’t hear her?”


  “She came up out of the water. I figured those gnomes lived under water. Now I know it! I’ll bet this hill is hollow, and we’re standing on her front stoop.”


  “An underwater entrance, like a beaver-house! Say! They’re not going to like it when we start digging the ore off their roof!”


  “That’s what I was just thinking. We’d better be nice, or they’ll tell us to leave.”


  The girl frowned at that. “Leave? No, no!”


  Frank squatted on his heels, the rifle in front of him vertically. He said—“Stay? Yes, yes!”


  “Papa!” She grinned, and let out a bird trill of laughter, sweet as a ripple in a brook, high and clear and carrying. Almost instantly the water swirled near the shore, a bald head popped to the surface, and a little web-pedaled man clambered ashore, stood dripping beside the girl.


  “Snow-white calling her dwarves,” murmured Frank.


  “I hope he isn’t her papa.”


  “I’m her ‘papa!’ She said so.” Frank was grinning, but he had lowered the rifle muzzle till it stared directly at the amphibian.


  ANOTHER and another of the peculiar pop-eyed little men shot to the surface, clambered ashore. Their eyes were tremendous, and they darted about with the motion called “Venusian eyes,” Hal noted. He tried to see everything himself. Their ears were not at all human, being very large, pointed on top, with wide flaring lobes. They were all three bald as eggs.


  “Your Brownies are a little greenish to me,” remarked Hal.


  “Now don’t interrupt, I’m trying to establish communication.” Frank was staring intently at the girl, trying to impress her with his essential benevolence, from the look of it.


  “You talk to me, girl. Do you live here?” Frank spoke very slowly and distinctly.


  Hal suddenly jumped, one of the little men had opened his mouth, unrolled an eight inch tongue with a fork in the end, and rolled it up again. He had a right to be startled.


  “Venusian mammals all show traces of reptilian origin,” murmured Frank, smiling at Hal. “I heard a Professor say so.”


  The girl had put her finger in her mouth, stood sucking on it like a child. “Yes, live here.” She seemed to be reaching back in her mind for something long forgotten. That once she had been an English speaking colonist was obvious.


  “You live in hill?”


  “Inside my home is. You visit me, nice?”


  “I visit you, nice, yes. But what about your little friends?”


  “Lil frens? Like me, like you, they!”


  “Well, what are we waiting for?” asked Hal. “She invited us in, if I know anything.”


  “Sure. But you don’t know anything, and neither do I. They might be cannibals, or poisonous, or crazy.”


  “Or drunk, or supernatural, or mean, or old ladies like you. You’re too cautious, man!”


  “I’m alive,” murmured Frank.


  “I’m alive,” echoed the girl.


  “And that’s evidence enough they mean well.”


  “It ought to be. But remember that racket we heard last night? That thing’s alive, too.”


  Inside Frank’s head the incredible pieces of the tremendous puzzle he had been trailing for a long, long time were falling into place now with a bewildering significance which he had been told would happen but which he had not truly believed. If these gnome-like people were the Bunaes (which was the origin of the earthmen’s appellation for the supposedly extinct race), then all was not good.


  The natives had assured him they were not extinct. He stood there trying to touch their minds with yarva, but they withheld thought-talk from him. That was a danger-sign, too!


  His native friends had assured him of the truth of an unbelievable tale about the Bunaes, that they still lived hidden away, and would come again to devastate the planet as of old. That they were not people, but the arms and legs and eyes of a monster that used them as servants and allies—on which they were dependent—even parasitic. They were the distantly controlled parts of a terrible symbiosis anciently inherited, serving a tremendous creature of awful nature, hating all other men.


  HE HAD thought it a wild tale until the yarva had sent him to Hal to see the photos for himself. These then were the servants of the Grimalkin he had come to see, the hunter’s instinct driving him unerringly to the lair.


  Other seemingly impossible things he had yarva’d of this planet had proved true unerringly.


  All his instincts were screaming caution to him, he was hot on the scent of the mighty quarry—but was he equipped to meet it?


  If a native Venusian had seen a Bunae he would have fled until his legs could carry him no longer—and they were not afraid of the terrible wild-life of the planet, could meet it gamely, even when it meant death.


  The yarva sense he had developed from his “greenie” teachings warned him of a hidden threat in their stares. A deep cold apprehension grew and grew in him, and would not die. This thing was true!


  The acid water of this swamp was the preferred habitat and hiding place of the vast monster he had heard, been told of, and now faced in the person of the little people who served him. He had heard it roaring in the night, why did he disbelieve what his logic told him must be true. The fact of the girl’s presence was the part that did not fit—or did it?


  ONE of the little men now decided that he wanted to know things.


  He stepped up to Frank and tapped his breathing pack. He chattered at the girl—“Osky mar papa paknari sepeeri.”


  She nodded and smiled. She said—“Paknari sepeeri, too. Yes! Frens like us,” she went on, and Hal got it. They were noticing his packs copied from their own.


  But Frank had been noticing things too. The third little man was pointing a funny little tube at him, and he didn’t like It. “Tell your other papa to put down that sleep producer he’s got on us,” he growled at the girl, pointing at the object.


  She turned and saw the weapon. She screamed—“Lakmari awfu dood, boxi mak!”


  “Thanks,” murmured Frank. “She’s handy as an interpreter. But I don’t like the idea of going into that hole of theirs without knowing more about it. Let’s just quietly shove off, and come back tomorrow after a little thought on the subject.”


  “I’m not crazy about it either. But I hate like hell to go off and leave her here. Seems like a crime.”


  “We’re not gonna leave her here. That’s why we gotta do things just right. So they’ll let us take her.”


  “They never will. We’ll have to steal her.”


  “She complicates things considerably,” said Frank, getting up and stretching his knees. Slowly, keeping his gun ready but not threatening, he walked down to the dugout, got in. Hal started to follow. He was in for a surprise. The girl flung her arms around his neck, screamed:


  “No, papas, no. Grimalkin kill! No. No!”


  “Did she say kill? Grimalkin kill! You know what a Grimalkin is, Hal?”


  Hal was blushing furiously. He had not been near a young woman for years, not since he was sixteen. The last young woman in the Venusian Mining and Export compound had died then. There were women on Venus, but he didn’t know them. Only the superintendent’s wife, and she was forty.


  “No, what’s a Grimalkin?” asked Hal, his hands faltering between unclasping the girl’s grasp or returning her embrace.


  “Don’t get excited, or you’re a goner!” Frank was watching Hal and the wild girl with quiet enjoyment of his embarrassment. “Well, a Grimalkin is a thing that there ain’t any of, like St. George’s dragon on earth. It’s an old legend among the natives. I think it’s what we heard last night.”


  “Just a dragon, that’s all. Nobody ever saw one.”


  Hal had unfastened the girl’s hands, got into the dugout. He was going to let the Grimalkin kill him, Frank guessed. Frank stroked the boat backward, swung away.


  “I wonder if I’m doing the right thing? The way that thing was sounding off last night, we might prefer to be under that mountain of ore instead of on top, at that.”


  Hal wiped the sweat off his face. It was raining gently. He put his nose mask on, and took up the paddle. Silently they stroked back to the island and their cache in the trees. Frank shot a poochie and cooked it. A poochie is a feathered serpent, Worran learned.


  . . . Only it barks like a dog! But it was good meat.


  They sat looking at each other, waiting for time to turn in. The light died away, it was night. But this twilight was different. It was filled with their own fear of that awful beast they had heard. Waiting for it to start. Waiting. The dark was ominous, and they knew now it was dangerous. The girl had made that plain.


  THE terrible thrash of wings came, loud, and in the silence, fearful. The snort of vast breathing, the lusty splashing, the heavings and then the hum and beat of flight. As the beat died away, Frank turned in his hammock. He lit a match, which he never did except when absolutely necessary. And he held the light in Hal’s face for long moments, till it burned his fingers. Hal didn’t get it.


  “What’s that for?”


  “Tomorrow we’re going dragon hunting, St. George.”


  About three seconds later he was snoring. Hal lay there wondering. Some things were hard to figure. This hunter hadn’t said he was going after that terrible beast of the swamp, or had he? He had said it! He didn’t say it till he looked into Hal’s face. He must have seen there enough courage to warrant the expedition. Or was it that? Was he just curious as to the effect on him of the terrific implications in the noises that beast made? Nest, dragon’s nest near here . . . Hal fell asleep.


  Of such stuff are dragon slayers made.


  They slept soundly all night!


  CHAPTER III


  FRANK seemed to know where they were going. Hal knew he had taken a fix on that sound with his sense of direction, and was heading straight for it.


  “How come you wanta kill that thing?” asked Hal.


  “Dunno, for sure. Just can’t help it, I guess. That’s why I looked at you last night. To see if you wanted to, too. And you did!”


  “You’re telepathic, or psychic, or something.”


  They paddled on, through terrific columns, a temple of Despair lovely with the curious dim green light bringing out the natural awe of the might of nature’s work.


  The water rippled silently, venomously alive with water serpents, following the dugout. Waiting, Hal knew. He could feel their hunger, waiting.


  Now and then the big V of a larger snake shot toward them, veered as it neared, and Frank caught up his rifle. Hal had picked up the knack of swinging in his paddle and scooping up the gun all in one motion, bringing it to sight, ready for fire. But Frank had said: “Don’t you fire unless I yell. This silencer of mine will keep Mr. Grimalkin from knowing we’re around. I’ve only got one along, so just don’t.”


  Frank plugged two of them, and they thrashed purple and gold coils all around the dugout, rocking it dangerously. Hal held his breath while the red froth and green slime squirmed and boiled with the hungry snakes tearing their wounded kin apart. Big ones could attack the boat. They had to be shot before they got that close.


  This scene had been repeated several times a day for Hal, but it never lost its thrill. He hated not having a chance to shoot too, today. But he had learned to obey the hunter in the bow. Hal wondered why he had changed from his usual place in the stern. But he hadn’t asked. He figured he wanted to look for sign of the monster.


  Ahead there loomed a vast tangle, the gigantic trunks of trees canted at crazy angles, making a giant brush heap. Frank backed water, began to circle the place slowly. Hal didn’t say anything. He knew now when not to talk.


  Closer and closer, the paddles hardly dripping, Hal mimicking Frank’s stroke, not raising the paddle, but twisting it and sliding it ahead for the back stroke. Noiseless as a shadow they slid closer to . . . the nest!


  They could hear the deep soughing breath now! Minutes apart, they seemed! Between the wrecked branches they slid the canoe, and Frank took the rope and wrapped it once around a limb, not knotting it but making a slipknot. Hal pictured themselves trying to run from that . . . It didn’t make sense! Frank picked up the heavy rifle with the silencer. Hal picked up the lighter gun. They slid up the canted trunk of the tree like two serpents. Slow, slow, not even scraping their feet. A twig cracked under Hal’s hand. They froze, didn’t move for minutes. The vast rhythm of breathing did not change. They went on. Higher and higher . . . and they could see!


  IT LAY in a hollow of trampled muck and limbs like a locomotive dropped there from above. Frank amended that. Like a freight train, with caboose attached!


  Its vast head lay like a Gorgon’s, the sorrows of horror in the deep lines of pain around the great closed eyes and the jaws that dwarfed a whale’s by three. Two round throbbing spots marked the ears. It was earless.


  The wings were folded along the terrible leviathan back like two collapsed circus tents. Circus tents made of mottled, hideous leather, scarred and horrible with past battles.


  The incredible pieces of a vast enigma clicked into place now in Frank’s memory, his deductive mind created the whole history of this terrific monster out of a bloody planet’s terrible past. Only one piece remained—were the Brownies, the Bunae—really servants of this thing?


  Why else was their home but a short distance from the ancient nest of a killer incarnate—a killer such as no earthman ever saw before? If they were attached to this thing by any bond but fear, why was the earthgirl living with them in apparent security? Still an enigma, but Frank was afraid. Afraid that they were up against some ancient mystical terror, some peculiar and inhuman thing that could not be understood, and would kill them before they did.


  But the hunter in him brushed aside the futile speculation as to what connection there was between the Bunae and this creature, thrilled at the size of the quarry, thrilled—and decided what he had not before decided—whether to try to match his skill against the monster he had but heard—or to get out and leave the mountain of rich ore to the swamp and its terrible guardian. Now he knew what he had to do, to risk.


  That horrible body stretched vast sinews—on and on; Hal turned his eyes away, sickened to his soul’s depth. The gargantuan haunches ending in great bird-grasping claws, big enough to pick up a three-story house . . .


  The tiny forepaws lay along each side of the terrible jaws, but they weren’t paws, they were hands, neither webbed nor clawed, just terrible, sentient, knowing hands.


  IT WAS like a Cerberus, guarding the gates of Hell, terrible and knowing and waiting. It was like chaos before life, the time-aura that hung stinking about it. This thing had winged across worlds before man crawled from the sea, one would think. It was like a Harpy, sleeping and dreaming of blood and the shedding of blood and the drinking. It was like the sea bottom, aged and ageless, barnacled and hoary and littered with bones about it. It was terror incarnate, and Farar was drawing a bead on the head of it I


  Hal’s heart dropped into his boots and bounced into his throat. No, this wasn’t sense! No bullet made by man could even sting this thing awake, let alone kill it! He had not realized Farar was mad! Mad, madness to even be looking at this ancient leftover from time’s worst period of hate!


  From the scalp, long tentacle—like bristles—moved slowly as the scalp muscles writhed beneath. It opened those three vast eyes, one in its forehead, two wide-placed beneath, and stared at them. Stared sleepily, unnoticing—or not? Stared, and visibly thought—yarva smart with the ages of mind-reading in its memory!


  Frank fired. Hal heard the venomous little unmistakable hiss of the silencer. The monster jerked his head as if a fly had bit him. A tiny fleck of blood appeared in the vast eyeball, spread quickly, one great eye was as if bloodshot suddenly, little veinings of running blood spreading outward from the center. The silencer hissed again! The monster roared, now! The wide circus tents began to unfold, fold on terrible fold, the haunches bunched, the vast claws spread and buckled with the weight, taking the strain of his lashing endless tail. Up and over that tail, like a titanic scorpion’s, down and crash! It must yarva this enemy, it could not see it!


  Frank’s rifle hissed again. Hal brought the 32 Special up, thinking he might as well be crazy too, but Frank knocked it down, gripping his arm with fingers that sank in to the bone. His eyes were bright as a demon’s on Hal’s, the fire of terrific strain and pride running in his glance like lightning. His words were as light and hissing as the silencer’s hiss.


  “Don’t move!”


  They stood there, and those vast wings spread over their head like night’s own shadows, wider and wider, the wind rushed down from their beat, the head of it reared up and up, the humanshaped hands pawed dreadfully at the now bright-red, blood-streaming eyes. Frank’s rifle hissed again. And again. He put in a new clip.


  Sentient, the thing that had nested in Despair since the dawn of life, by the stench of it, the odor of a thousand-year-old abattoir swept outward on the wind of its wing beats. Frank retched, the rifle bobbed. He steadied, and it hissed again.


  It lifted, the beating wings were a blur of power, the trees crashed as the wings beat against them; it lifted, the claws clenched and spread again, and a tree-trunk splintered—a tree that would have built a hundred houses.


  IT LIFTED, and Hal clung to his leaf-hung perch with hands that ached with gripping, his heart was tearing his chest apart, his breath came and stood and came again. Up, up, up, and still it blotted out the light, still the terrible stinking wind of its flight, still the fear that stopped a man’s blood in his veins.


  Up and up and up, flight into safety, and then it roared, and dived like a space liner. Roared like Hell on a holiday, letting out the souls, roared like a planet giving birth, roared down upon them, diving with its wings driving it down. Skimmed the tops of the trees, the vast wingtips close enough to step on, trees crashing right and left, crashing and splintering and falling. Trees it would take both of them more than a day to cut through knocked down with a touch of those wings!


  Up, up, up—and out of sight! “Sorry I didn’t bring two silencers!” said Frank.


  Hal gulped his breath back to living pace again. His eyes stared and stared at the “nest.” Bones and bones and bones—it was a nest built of bones! How long, how many years would it take to get that many bones together?


  “You know, Frank, you’re not as sorry about the silencer as you’re going to be when I remind you, you said not to bring cameras.”


  Frank didn’t try to smile. Both their faces were drawn and white, their limbs were shaking too much to try to get back to the canoe. They stood there, Hal filled with pride in his hunter, Farar. Terrific pride—in man!


  “Do you think you managed to blind it?”


  “I put bullets in each eye. It had three. If it’s not blind, I don’t know how to make it blind. If it is blind . . . wonder if it will stay blind? Some reptilian life-forms have remarkable healing powers. Limbs grow back on. Maybe eyes can grow back to sight again.”


  Frank put the breather back in his mouth. They descended the sloping trunk, got in the dugout.


  “If that thing can think, and I swear it is full of knowing, like an old man; and if it can see—we may see it again.”


  They paddled slowly back toward the hill of ore. They began to set out stakes, marking off two claims. They had to be right. It took time. They had driven off the guardian, now they were claiming the spoils.


  The water gurgled, a big bubble of air broke surface, and after it came a Brownie. He clambered to the bank, stood watching them. After awhile there were three again. Then there were four! Hal saw them, but decided to ignore them. When they finished they walked back to the row of little men standing gravely. They wore their packs today, and the breathers were in their mouths. Evidently yesterday had been an emergency, today was different. Today they meant to stay above the water for awhile.


  “OSKY mar,” said Hal genially, sitting down on a hummock and cleaning the dirt off his moccasins.


  “Osky mar,” they chorused, solemnly, unsmiling. They waited. Frank walked up.


  Suddenly the little tubes flashed, and light flared and splashed around them. Hal grabbed his eyes, they hurt like blazes. When he took his hands away—he couldn’t see! The little men had blinded them!


  “Grimalkin say!”


  One of them said that! Even as they were pulled to the water’s edge and tumbled in, Hal was trying to figure that one out! “Grimalkin say!” If that meant what he thought it meant, they were in for it! It must be coincidence, it couldn’t have possibly implied that . . . that the Grimalkin had ordered them blinded!


  When they were pulled out of the water Hal’s lungs were bursting. After he had coughed some of the water out of his lungs, he gasped:


  “Did he say ‘Grimalkin say’ ?”


  “That’s what he said.” Frank’s voice was far from unperturbed, but he seemed more cheerful than necessary.


  “Does that mean in English, or mean in Venusian something else?”


  “I suspect it means in English. Why do you think I shot that thing? Do you really think I wanted to get killed? I knew, man! It didn’t matter that I knew, till I saw the girl. Then I knew what I had to do! The Grimalkin, Hal, was a God. The Brownies worshipped him. I knew that. You didn’t.”


  “I don’t get it. That’s impossible. Nobody would worship that.”


  “If your ancestors worshipped the Grimalkin for a thousand years—you’d worship, too.”


  “I would, I suppose. But where does the girl come in?”


  “I guess you never read your fairy tales. The only way to understand Venusians is to read fairy tales. In primitive times, people thought like that. When they had a dragon to placate, they fed him a pretty girl. She was—dragon-bride.”


  “I knew all about what was supposed to be in this swamp, Hal. But I didn’t believe it. I thought the natives had lied to me; you know, tall tales. I came to you hunting the Bunae. Then I saw the photos of the Brownies and the earthgirl. That was when I really got suspicious. If they were true, like the natives had told me, then the Grimalkin was true, too.”


  “You said she was?”


  “They can’t feed her to that thing now. He won’t be around for awhile, if ever.”


  “Dragon-bride. That girl . . . God! And I never tumbled.”


  “You’re a dead game kid, Hal. But I was afraid knowing would upset you. Besides you wouldn’t have believed me. I didn’t use to believe the natives either, and they tell some wilder stuff than this. From now on, I’m making a study of Venusian folk-lore. Their fairy tales are so damn up-to-date.”


  CHAPTER IV


  FRANK was talking to a little man outside their cell door. The bars were of wood but it was ironwood. A knife wouldn’t cut it. He’d tried. Hal still couldn’t see. Sitting in the dark, he tried to make out the words of the Venusian patter. Frank was saying some words over and over, learning the differences between this brand of talk and the one he was familiar with.


  The talk went on and on. So did their blindness. The girl had been in to see them. She had been crying. Hal had put his hand through the bars and felt the tears on his hand as she squeezed it. She had said: “Papa, no, no!” The voice had given his heart a twist. It hurt her more than it did them! He could still hear her heart-broken words, over and over, sorrow and pain and love and wild music in the sweet voice: “Papa, no, no!”


  “Papa, no!”


  He guessed she called them papa because she had been little and had known only her father. Her father had had hands like them. So she called them papa. She didn’t need words, anyway. She had meanings as many as music, and the same kind. The wet tears on his hands told him more than words ever could.


  They were in the hollow hill. He knew that much. It had been too short a trip to go anywhere else.


  Day after day of blackness. Day after day after day listening to Frank chattering Venusian lingo to the little man who had to sit outside their door and guard them.


  Gradually Hal found he could understand them. Occasionally Frank would explain a word to him, tell him what was said. As time went on he became extremely interested because Frank was busily occupying his time by pumping the whole past history of Venus out of the Brownie. These remnants of a once great people were the only intelligent creatures on Venus who really knew that history.


  Day by day he absorbed the terrible history of a people whose very base was horror; of the building of their unspeakable civilization, incident by incident, village by city by state; and the fall again. Nights they would lie and talk over what they had learned.


  IN THE early times there had been several races of people; tall, goldenskinned races, short squat mermen, a race of winged creatures that were not men but had intelligence—five different types of intelligence had vied for the planet.


  But the little Brownies, who were called Bunae in their own language, had hidden in the swamplands in their hollow-hill villages long ago—just as they were doing now in the Swamp of Despair.


  Not far from the Bunae villages, there was usually the nest of a Grimalkin!


  The Grimalkin was the real dominant old first comer on the planet! He talked to the Bunae telepathically! He talked, and they listened and obeyed. They served him as eyes and fingers and locksmiths. Step by step, village by village, the men who served the intelligent Grimalkins conquered the other tribes around them, imprisoned them, enslaved them—and fed the war captives to the Grimalkin. Not that they fought very hard. The big creature they served did the fighting. He would swoop down upon a village eat a meal of people, and command them to surrender. Sometimes they tried to kill the monster, usually they just surrendered or tried to flee. But when they fled, there were the endless lines of the Bunae, blowguns and little flash tubes of blinding explosive light in their hands—to drive them back—to the slavery and the despair of watching their people used to feed the monstrous flying lizard every day.


  When such a tribe, conquered and nearly all used up as fodder, finally became too few, the process was repeated—the monster moved and the tribe of Bunae followed, leaving a colony of their own to people and hold the conquered land.


  By such irresistible alliance the dwarves and the monsters became the masters of the planet!


  But the alliance contained the seeds of its own destruction. When at last there were no more slaves, no more enemy tribes, no more anything to feed the monsters—they learned about that!


  They had become dependent on the monsters, and the monsters now fed on them! At first they chose by lot, as their conquered enemies had to do—who should be fed to the monster.


  Then they revolted against the horrors they had so diligently nurtured for centuries.


  They used their blinding explosive light tubes to blind the Grimalkins, and the blind things lay and starved; and they moved away from the stench of the vast dead bodies.


  Over the whole planet the war between the dwarves and the monsters went on, and at last there were very few Grimalkins anywhere.


  Alas, they had now no allies against the “savages” still hiding in the jungles. Farar smiled grimly as he heard the little man call the people hiding “savages.”


  Savages against horror . . .


  Now the reverse of their former conquering began, and village by village, fat Bunae city by city—the tall, straight, independent men of the forests took Venus away from the things that had served the winged monsters.


  NOW it was all over. There were no more Bunae, only themselves, a few people, and one great old Grimalkin whom they had always served. And Frank had blinded their God! They would pay, those two. They would be fed to the God when he returned.


  Such was their history, the history of a shameful alliance of a race of humans with a race of monsters. Sitting there in the dark, listening and staring at nothing, his blind eyes aching and aching, Hal saw that it was true! He had seen the giant winged thing! Those two had faced and bested the beast that had once devastated a planet!


  “It seems unbelievable from a modern point of view,” said Frank. “But when you know that many of earth’s primitive tribes worshipped such things as bulls, alligators, vultures—there is hardly a beast or reptile hasn’t been dignified with divinity by some fool group of primitives.”


  “Yes, even when they were supposed to be civilized, the Egyptians sacrificed to the river Gods by feeding girls to the alligators.”


  “I’m glad that I know what lived in the ruins, now. I had felt sad about the disappearance of a people. But now . . .”


  “Venus was the Grimalkin’s little nest, the whole thing under—a race of beasts!”


  “That thing was considerably more than a beast. It could talk to them—they talked to it.”


  “Priests always talk to their God one way or another.”


  “You haven’t heard the whole thing in the detail I have. It had thought, lots of it! It lay and telepathically commanded them. They were and are completely attached to its mind. Now they are like a people with their head cut off! They blinded us because we blinded their ruler!”


  “If they were keeping the girl to feed to him at their ceremony why didn’t they do it?”


  “He wasn’t interested enough to order it. She was only a small, skinny tidbit anyway. And they liked her, figured he would forget about her.”


  “I wonder if we’re permanently blind?” Hal couldn’t keep the break out of his voice.


  Frank didn’t say anything. Hal knew what he meant.


  As the days passed their keeper grew increasingly careless about his job, and resentful that no one else took his place. He was absent for longer and longer periods.


  They didn’t know it was her at first. They heard her feet, soft and quiet on the hard soil of the cave, knew someone stood there. Then she whispered: “I have brought you the healing light. But do not tell anyone you are not blind. You must keep on acting as if you were blind. The Great One is returned to his nest. All are away to greet him and to make amends. Soon they will have a ceremony, and they will feed him. There are only you two, and me, and one other wild man for him. It is hardly enough.”


  THEY did not know what to say.


  They waited. Hal went to the bars and put out his hands to touch her. She was much in his mind. In his hands she placed a tube, showing his fingers what to do. He pressed the stud, and her hands guided the thing close to his face. After moments a light stole into his mind, brighter and brighter—he could see vague shadows about him. He could see the girl like a quivering shadow before him! He cried out—“Oh, God, I can see!”


  “Quickly to the other papa,” she said, in her weird English. Hal put it before the crouching shadow he knew was Frank. After long moments Frank took it from his hands, stared into the soft glow of it.


  “It is very old. I got it from the witch-doctor’s bags. He is gone to propitiate the Great One, to make the Grimalkin happy. We must go before they come, papa!”


  “Mama, you’re wonderful!” Frank was crying. Great tears rolled down his cheeks as he stared and stared at the quivering pale light in the tube. After a long time he handed it back to Hal. “Stare at it as long as it glows. I think the light that blinded us had the power of repolarizing the inner nerve screens of the eyes so that light left them unaffected, like inert matter. This glow-tube changes the polarity back. It is probably a simple magnetic secret if we understood it. We’ll take it along. Now, open the door, sweet little savior that you are are, and tell me where the guns are.”


  She fumbled with the long triangular key in the ancient black metal of the lock, and the door swung open at last. They were out in an instant, hurrying the girl along toward . . . They didn’t know anything about their prison! Their eyes were astounded at the rich number of alien objects there were to see. The loot of the rich descended wealth of a nation lay stored in the long low rooms through which they fled. There were weapon rooms, from which Hal picked up a tube similar to the one that had blinded him. The other weapons, except for bows and arrows, were incomprehensible. There were even books, pictographs drawn on leather, and painted and decorated shields lined the wall, and everywhere there were statues of the Grimalkin, the hideous beast idolized, with spread wings and rampant claws grasping still other smaller monsters. Not so very long ago there must have been many more of them than they had thought lived here. But there was no time. They found their own breathing packs, their rifles and gear from the dugout all neatly piled in the end of the last room they came to. At one end of the room a hole, and in the hole black water was rippling.


  “Quick, someone comes,” cried Hal, pulling the girl back from the hole.


  THAT round bald head bobbing in the water gave Hal a repellent sense of alien horror, now that he knew what a degenerate thing it was. A race that had built an empire upon the strength of a bloodthirsty monster! Frank grabbed the little man by the neck and hauled him out of the hole. He spoke to him in Venusian, and the little man made a quick answer.


  “More coming, Worran. Keep the gun on them, while I grab them and take the tubes away from them. I don’t feel like going blind again.”


  But it wasn’t to be so easy. The girl gave a cry of fear, and Hal looked around just in time to catch the flare of the light tube. Blinded again, Hal knew that their jailer had been left behind and had seized the chance to take a nap. Waking, he had missed them and followed.


  Standing there with his rifle useless in his hands, he remembered Farar’s words, “Never get excited, or jail to see everything that could harm you”. He had been looking in the direction from which the little man came, but he had not seen him till too late. He should have noticed him but he had been watching the water instead of the opening beyond. Did it take catastrophe to teach a man to watch things?


  He could hear Frank struggling and cursing. The girl cried out again, and he heard a splash. After a time he was led back to the cell and locked in.


  He was alone, and the blackness was doubly oppressive. The day passed, he heard the lack of faint sounds in the caverns about that meant night. Night dragged on, and he wondered if they had killed Frank.


  Morning came, and he was dragged out. His arms were bound behind him, and he drew a deep breath as he heard the splash of the water tunnel ahead. The cold wetness and the falling were twice as bad when you could not see when they pushed you in.


  He was pulled out and walked along with the little patting footfalls of webbed feet somehow horrible around him. Presently a soft hand was placed in his hand, and the girl said—“Papa, no, no!” her voice mournful music.


  “We’re going to feed the monster?” he asked.


  “Yes, yess, papa! Soon no more me, no more you. Grimalkin, ahh!”


  “He’s one hell of a God if you ask me.”


  “He is very old. Their papas, and their papas, and their papas, served him and fed him. He has always been the Great One!”


  “Where is Frank?”


  “Other papa ran away. The light did not strike him; he made his back go to it.”


  “Ran away? I don’t believe it!” The sense of abandonment, of being left to die, of a friend deserting him in the hour of need, was a very great hurt. In his blindness he could not bear to think of it. He turned his mind from that and squeezed the girl’s hand.


  “What is your name, girl? You have never mentioned it.”


  “Name, me? No name, me! Just girl, puley.”


  “Puley, eh. That is Bunae for girl, eh?”


  “The little ones call me pidey. Long ago I was called a name, Janey Boone. Papa dead long ago, nobody name me Janey now.”


  “Janey Boone! A good old earth name! I thought so. Where else would you come from?”


  THEY were pushed along through low branches, and got into boats. The paddles dipped, he could hear the breathing grow labored. After a time he heard the stirring of the vast might of that thing out of forgotten time. The great tearing breaths like winds, the stirring of the wings, the crash of branches as he turned his might. He must be restless or in pain.


  “Are we getting near?”


  “Soon we go in to the Great One. Then no more you and me!”


  “No more you and me,” Hal echoed, squeezing her hand. “Janey Boone, brave girl.”


  Her voice was deeply sad but unshaken. “Always there was to be this for me. But the Old One never required it any more and they did not. Now he is angry and in pain. He moans . . .” Hal could hear the terrible roaring like a locomotive in pain just ahead. “I can see him, now! Soon we descend to him along the way of the bones. His eyes are bloody and black; something has hurt him.”


  “I hope it hurt him.”


  Underfoot he felt the crumbling, rolling bones, the stench of death was sickening. This nest of perdition had to claim that sweet child . . . and Frank, mighty hunter, ran away! He cursed him silently.


  It was just then, as he expected any second to feel the vast mouth close upon him . . .


  It was then he heard it. The high, nearly inaudible hiss—and knew it was Frank’s poacher’s silencer. Again, again, again!


  The wings began their terrible stirring, he could feel the ground shake beneath as the legs drew up and took the weight. The terrible roar was deafening as it bellowed. Hal threw his arms around the girl and pulled her back and back. They crouched among the stinking bones, and the roaring went on, rising higher to a terrible keening, the wings beat and beat; he could feel the ground rise from the release of the terrible weight. Overhead the air-blast from the wingbeat beat down upon them, and Hal covered the girl’s body with his own in case a wingtip should touch them. Up and up went the roaring. Up and up and died away!


  The venomous hiss of the rifle still sounded. He could hear it plainly now in the suddenly painful silence. Hear the cry of the stricken little web-footed horrors as they fell. He heard the spiteful snap as the tubes went off, light flared even though his blind eyes vainly tried to see what was happening.


  At last he felt a strong hand raise him, a strong friendly voice that touched his heart with the real meaning of friendship.


  “I’ve still got the healing tube! They’re all dead or crippled. We’re safe, I guess. Now let’s get out of this damned swamp and file our claim.”


  CHAPTER V


  THE trip down the River of Doubt, with Janey Boone chattering at both of them, was the happiest time of Hal’s life. Janey was irrepressible, her spirits, so long repressed by the threat of the monster and the gloomy ways of the little Bunae, found food for revel and delight in every sight and sound and word of banter. Her high, bird-like laughter set off the winged and scaled screamers in the jungle, and she loved to mock them so that they screamed back, swooping over the dugout in scores, scarlet and gold scaled; the Wiery birds trailing long green spines of beauty.


  She delighted in relearning her language, which she had nearly forgotten, but about her own past she had little to say, she could not recall.


  But she still had a fear, and she watched the cloud sheath constantly. At last Frank asked, “Do you think there are more Grimalkins?”


  “Not more! Him, the Great One. He will follow if he can see again! His eyes got better when you drove him off before. He is like an old man, spiteful, revengeful—and he is smart, like you! He knows who hurt him, the little ones told him. He could not see to strike back, but he will follow. He does not smell you, he smells you with yarva, see!”


  “Yarva yourself,” kidded Frank. “Yarva is mind talk. He smells people with it!”


  “I know the Great One. I talked to him. I can yarva him far away, in pain and terrible anger, waiting; at night he moves to another place nearer us.”


  “Waiting till his eyes heal up again. Hal, we’d better step on it!”


  “That would not matter. At night he gets around without eyes, by his yarva. In the daytime he always sleeps; the sunlight, the daylight, is bad for yarva. Blind, he cannot follow in the daytime. At night he flies overhead till he gets our yarva. Then he makes a nest there.”


  Hal imagined the great creature, hundreds of years old, venomously following his quarry, day after day. “Why doesn’t he swoop down on us at night?”


  “He is not sure he can yarva close enough. But when you get to your city home, then he can yarva, blind or not, the scent is strong, and he will kill everyone! This is his revenge! That is why I worry. When we get home he will strike that home to nothing! He is terrible, and he does not give up. He always thinks one thing, hate, hate!”


  “Can you yarva the thing?” asked Hal, not smiling even a little.


  “She’s probably got it straight, she ought to know. I wonder what I can do to throw him off. He’d crash into that plastic dome and the mining settlement would be hash. Natives taught me a little yarva, it’s true.”


  “How many bullets have you put into him, Frank?”


  “About eight in the eyes, and a dozen around them. But you must remember the massive bone structure, even behind the eyes, would absorb any bullet I have without letting it in. Too, a reptile like that has a nervous system that’s decentralized. Even a hit in the brain itself wouldn’t be fatal. But infection may kill him, I don’t know. His eyes were filled with matter and blood, and swollen areas around them. He was still half blind. He knew I was there but he couldn’t yarva me close enough to grab me. He had to run away, he had to get away from my fire soon enough. The healing powers of Venusian creatures is much greater than earth, I have been told. I have hit quite small hairless deer what seemed like a heart shot, and then a year later killed the same deer. Cut it open, looked at the heart, found the heart itself healed, the scar right in its valves.”


  “We can’t lead that horror back to the mine, Frank, if she’s telling the truth. And she certainly is not lying, unless she’s mistaken about the thing.”


  “I’m thinking, Worran. Thinking if she could yarva me its location . . .”


  The girl pointed silently.


  “The Old One sleeps over there, beyond where we camped last night.”


  “Why don’t he attack?”


  “He wants to kill all your kind, Frank. All hissing bullet spitters, like you!”


  “And he’s letting me lead him to them. That settles it. We can’t go home.”


  “Talking to those little Bunae, Frank, I remember their telling you about the ruins, how they were built. Now, near every ancient city of theirs, is a nest for such a thing. Couldn’t we set a trap in one of those, sleep in the ruin, and he’d nest there where the others did.”


  “If we had dynamite, and plenty of it.”


  “But we don’t. So . . .”


  “Even these forest giants, for a deadfall, aren’t any too big.”


  “That’s an idea, man, a deadfall. It would take work, but it might be done.”


  THE ruin lay along the side of a mountain, gloomy with the dead t, the tall towers crumbled and fallen, the wide walls covered now with giant creepers, snakes nested in the warm rock crevices, swarms of birds—the featherless flying reptiles that Frank called birds—took to the air at their approach.


  It was quite a city once; the little Bunae had had atrocious taste, though. The walls that still stood were lined with the rock-hard gesso sculptures of the pot-bellied lords of the Bunae. Frank laughed as he remarked, “They were better fed in those days than the ones we knew.”


  There were pictured processions, whole populations praying to the Grimalkin monsters, and everywhere the same idealization of the monster; over doorways his wings spread in stone, on the walls he accepted his human victims in a lazy crouch. It was evident that once the monsters had had little need to hunt food, it was brought to them on its own feet.


  “History of a planet,” murmured Hal, grim with the ugly past pictured before him, a past of the torment and wreck of a planet’s peoples . . . “It’s no wonder the natives are backward today. They never had a chance!” But Frank was hunting out the trail that led away from the city, that path beaten by a thousand thousand victims up the side of the mountain, steep but worn smooth, with stone steps at intervals. It was well marked. Along the way sculptures extolled the beauty of the great winged monster, and the servility of the pot-bellied little web-feet that served him.


  “Probably this one’s great grand-daddy nested here, long ago.”


  They stood at last above a natural bowl, round and beaten hard by giant feet, about it the same tangle of wrecked trees and fallen trunks, though there were no dead trees here.


  A ring of giant evergreens about the bowl leaned far outward away from the center, where long ago when they were young the saplings had been pushed away by the nestling weight of the monster.


  Here and there the out-thrusting giants were crossed, and nowhere could Frank’s eyes find a tree that leaned inward for his purpose.


  “You can’t fell a tree against its own lean,” remarked Hal.


  “These trees have done a lot of growing since a thing nested here. As big as anything I’ve seen. But they all lean away from the nest.”


  “If we stay here, he’ll be here tonight, and it’s nearly noon.”


  “Did you ever see a timber-slide?” asked Hal.


  “No. I never saw much lumbering. You can’t ship lumber to earth.”


  “Well, I did, and I want to show you how I think it can be done. Lumbermen make a long earth slide down the side of a mountain, then they cut the trees at the top, roll them to the slide and let them roar down. Get it?”


  THEY ascended the mountain above the bowl of ancient horror, and sighted a line down to the exact center of the nest.


  “Now we’ve got to clear every pebble and hump off that line, so that nothing diverts the descending weight. That’s work, but it doesn’t have to be perfect. There’s a natural trough leading to that bowl, except for that little ridge above it that turned the water away. We’ve got to cut through here, and that’s all.”


  “You’ve outlined a week’s work, and we’ve only one light axe. Think of something better.”


  “Okay. We go up to the very top of the mountain and fell and strip the biggest tree. That’s one afternoon’s work if we plug it.”


  “Then we point it down the hill, and hope it jumps that ridge and hits the big boy.


  “We’ve got to get it ready to slide, and put chocks under it to hold it that can be knocked out easily. We’ve got to carry water to wet down the first part of the slide—and by then it’ll be dark. Then we’ve got to take shelter till he lights. That’ll be toward morning.”


  “Shelter?”


  “You know they had underground places where they hid from the neighbor’s monsters during attack. We’ve got to find one, that’s all.”


  “After he settles and thinks he’s safe in this ancient nest, we sneak up the mountain in the pitch dark—that’s the part I don’t like. We’re apt to run into anything.”


  “Okay. We split up. You go back to the ruins with the girl, I stay here with a rifle and axe and wait till he lights.”


  “Why don’t we all stay here?” Janey was pouting, prettily.


  “He’d wonder. He yarva’s you better than us. He knows you, Janey. You’ve got to be under cover, and you’ve got to yarva him to light here.”


  “Yes, he yarvas me more than you.”


  “Will he yarva you what we plan to do to him,” asked Hal.


  “He might know. Sometimes he is sharp.”


  “I’ll be yarva’d to death if he does!”


  “I will not let him,” Janey was deadly serious.


  “Well, let’s go. It’s the best we can do and the time is short.”


  THE ring of the axe filled the afternoon, and by twilight they had one great timber poised on rollers, the rollers lightly chocked. The lighter end was down the hill but they could not help that. Two men could do no more.


  With their last strength they chopped the end of the gigantic lop to a sharp point. Then they rested as the darkness swept down.


  “Get going, Worran! You and the girl get under cover while there’s still light. You’ll have to run . . .”


  Hand in hand the two ran down the dim ancient trail of sacrifice, Hal clutching his rifle in one hand, the girl in the other. The rain was beginning, great flopping drops, and Janey was laughing with the thrill of racing along beside him, leaping down the stone steps, sliding along the sloping grass banks.


  The long twilight held, the ruined walls rose above them as they dashed through the gates, pounding pell mell along the deserted streets. Janey led him to the place unerringly; she knew how the little men built. They entered a low doorway, stooping along the down-sloping tunnel. Walking into pitch darkness, Hal’s ears, sharpened by past blindness, heard the rustle of scales ahead. He stopped short, drew the girl back into his arms.


  He pumped his hand flash, the generator hummed, the tunnel filled with light.


  Crouching ten feet away lay a serpent. It was all snake, and it opened its maw and hissed. If it hadn’t been a maw big enough to fall in, if it hadn’t had a two-foot horny crest, if it hadn’t shot its tongue out till it touched them with the forked tips, if . . .


  Janey pulled him gently backward. Step by step, while he fumbled with the rifle and tried to keep pumping that hand flash so he could see it, they backed up. The snake writhed, one great pulse of strength, and it was again close.


  Janey pulled him back. He dropped the flash, and the darkness was fear itself.


  He picked up the flash, pumped a light again. If he fired it would madden it; it would rage after them. If they kept backing up? They did. It followed, pulsing slowly along, trying to see what made the light, and would it hurt?


  “Yarva, Janey, see what he thinks Janey yarvaed, said: “He does not like lights. He is a night thing. Take the light away, or he will eat it.”


  Hal let the light die out, and they backed silently, step by step, and never knowing . . .


  “Yarva, Janey.”


  “He is going to nest . . . He is glad the light went out. He wants to lay his eggs.”


  “Her eggs, Janey.”


  “Her eggs. What’s the difference, he, her, huh?”


  “It’s a mighty important difference, sometimes. For instance, I’m a he, you’re a her. That’s important, isn’t it?”


  “Papa! Yes, yes!” She laughed, filling the tunnel with rippling forest music.


  They squatted close up beside the door by which they had entered. Janey said she wanted to yarva the Great One down to nest. She could do it better close to the surface.


  “So yarva works better above ground, eh?”


  Hal was deeply interested in her telepathy. She said, “Yes, I hear outdoors better, and they hear me. You can yarva many things safe, you know.”


  “Explain.”


  “You can make things go away if you make them think so they do it themselves. I used to make the Great One not hungry when the fast days come. Then he forgets to ask for me.”


  “The way you made the birds sing along the river?”


  “Yes, I make the Great One think of me as a flower, as a sound he likes to hear, never of to eat me, and so I am alive.”


  “Didn’t he ever eat the Bunaes?”


  “No, they are his servants, and they yarva him too. But the Great One yarva them too. Then they find the trails of the big serpents, and he goes to find them and eat them.”


  “Couldn’t he find their yarva scent himself?”


  “No, they all make silent sound. All animals do that, make silent yarva when hunted.”


  “Make a silent sound to me, Janey!”


  SHE closed her eyes, and Hal distinctly felt the impression of nothingness, of silence. He would have sworn she was not there. He opened his eyes, and she was gone!


  “Janey, Janey, oh hell! Now what’s up?”


  From outside came her merry laugh, and he went out into the dark and the rain and grabbed her close. She fell against him, peering up in the darkness, the great flopping drops striking her face. Her body was warm and soft and close, her laugh in his ears.


  “I yarva you think of me, Hal Worran.”


  “You know what I think of you, Janey, Janey! You know, of course!” Her face was almost visible, he felt that yarva of hers telling him glorious things in secret; he felt the infinite grace of what she pictured to his mind of her desire for him. He bent and kissed her sweet, soft, laughing mouth, pulled her back out of the rain.


  “Never trick me like that again, Janey. I get very hurt when you are not there.”


  “Never, papa? Never, maybe never?” So with soft music of words that meant so much to them and so little to anyone else they passed the slow hours of darkness, and Hal forgot the lean hunter waiting on the mountain top to kill the gargantuan winged threat that followed like a Harpy, never seen, always scenting them afar.


  But Janey did not forget, and even as she kissed Hal, and laughed at the new and infinitely sweet sensation of young lips to lips, her fear-experienced mind was searching, listening, yarvaing for the dread that would follow them.


  Toward morning, the far beat of the wings came to her, her yarva reached and touched the mind of the Grimalkin, signed to him slightly that this was the place they camped, and signified fear and hiding, touched him lightly with the sensing of herself so that he was sure—and nearer and nearer came the beat and throb of vast wings.


  She took Hal’s hand then, he pumped the flash and they descended again toward the deep tunnels.


  Even there the roar of his descent came to them, the thrash and beat and thump of him settling in the ancient nest of his forefathers, the nest that the girl’s yarva made him realize was waiting for him. The roaring died out, the night quieted, the far fear-screaming of the wild at the descent of horror from the sky died away, and the night outside was silent again.


  High on the mountain side above that grim ancient bowl Farar waited, leaning on his axe, listening and watching the black shadow swoop and hover and settle.


  Waiting while the horrible sound died away, and there was no sound but the soughing of the thing’s quieting breathing. Waited, and retched a little as the vast wingbeats sent the death stench of it up the slopes to him, and looked at the black sky with their faint far flashes of ever-lightning, listening, to the frightened sound of the forest life, cheeping and jittering and fleeing through the dark—away—away.


  JANEY yarvaed again that hate smell of it, following relentlessly and hating, hating; waiting till it could kill all things that had hissing stings. Till it found the city where the man-thing sourced, and made sure there would be no more man-things like that one.


  For long, for too long, it had ignored the man-things, but now was the time come to blood them till there was no more blood left. “Now, soon,” Janey heard it think, “soon it would know, their trail would lead him to the home-nest of the man-thing that had struck him, and vengeance would be the Grimalkin’s again.”


  Farar heard the deep soughing breath lessen and still, and the softer sound of sleep breathing come. He swung the axe, knocking the first small rock from under the log roller. Then quick he swarmed over the log and knocked out the chock on the far side, running back along the log to the heavier-burdened rollers at the butt and knocking out the heavier rocks and around the butt as the monster log stirred, and so at last the rollers were freed, and the weight of the great log groaned on the rollers as it moved, and moved faster, became an irresistible weight driving down, down—down toward the winged thing that could not be, but was!


  Farar stood spraddle-legged, the axe held high like a brand, and the demon gleam in his eye as he faced again the terrible strength of the monster, remembered the time-horrored, thinking face of the thing, the awful stench of an age of killing upon it. His face was a glory, was an eye-lightning cursing down upon the nest below. He was a spirit guiding the terrific rushing weight of the timber, shaft of gravity-borne endless mass, on and on; roaring its own defiance of all in its path, roaring and crushing aside boulders and trees and earth, rushing irresistibly down upon the bowl below.


  That bowl of ancient undead flesh nested, raised its half-blind horror-face and felt the quake as of the avalanche; the down-rush of fear from above; felt the power of a greater strength than its own bearing down upon it, felt fear that it had not known ever. Fear of a greater thing struck it; it unfolded the vast wings, sprang erect upon those terrible haunches, clasped earth deep with wide talons, and the wings beat once, it lifted—lifted . . .


  Again up at the hiding-tunnel’s entrance, little Janey Boone yarvaed ecstatically, feeling the fear and the lost, tearing loneliness of the horror; the strangeness of facing a power greater than himself, reveled in sensing the thoughts of terror and flight in the breast of that thing that had never faced a thing that shook the ground.


  As the wide wings beat, and it lifted up on its haunches to get its leviathan bulk airborne, Janey yarvaed desperately, telling it to face its enemy and fight, that no thing as strong as he need ever flee any other life; that this thing that rushed down was but a flea in the night, but a stomping beast of no strength.


  AS IT lifted, these thoughts of anger and of fighting back made it hesitate, it settled once, and turned to face the down charging weight.


  The great log hurtled over the slight brow of the bowl, lifted and hurled by the momentum, lifted and hurled straight at the breast of the monster.


  That scream, as the sharped spear pierced clear through the joint of the vast wing and the body, pierced and tore and pinned the titanic weight to the side of the bowl as a vampire is staked to its grave—that scream—the ululating, hill-quaking terror of death and pain and utter defeat. That death—agonized scream from it that had lived a dozen lifetimes and never faced a thing great enough to make it fear—and now faced death—that unending ululation brought Farar bending to a tree for support to keep from falling with pain of hearing. The yarva-sensing of that pain made Janey bend her head into Hal’s arms, sobbing with the ending of a strain that had been hers since she could well remember.


  She wept there in his arms for long minutes, for an hour; and the light came strange and strong and new, the grey-white dawn of Venus.


  Farar marched down the torn path of the tree slide, axe in hand and rifle in the other. As he marched he sang an old song his father had sung, though he did not know well what it meant:


  “John Brown’s body lies a mouldering in the grave.”


  Farar stood above the great blood-thrashed bowl of ugly agony and marveled at the giant havoc among the age-old evergreens; the flung trunks of giant trees, the wide trenches gouged by tearing death-thrashing claws, the broken endless reaches of those sprawled folds of wings, the terrific life-strength of the thing.


  The three vast eyes still stared malevolence up at him, the repellent slaughterhouse stench rose sickeningly, the sides still labored with its tearing great dying breaths. The whole green breast of the forest about the bowl was now but bloody-gashed earth and splintered trees.


  Farar stood and looked at those eyes, and examined that trembling forest-giant spear that had plunged clean through the terrible body and struck itself so deep into the earth the vast weighty butt of the timber quivered still and hung there, forty-five degrees of suspended stripped white pole, the clean wood scraped off the bark in the long run down the mountain now splashed with great dripping bloodstains.


  THE monster flopped once, and the blood rushed from the great hole in its side, the hot stench of it rose steaming, the vast claws scrabbled and scrabbled futilely as it still strove even against death to rise again. Farar wondered just how long it would take to die? Or would it die? Was the thing unkillable? The sides panted in great sighs, the limbs struggled on and on and on, and Farar mused above it like a Demon watching over the torments in Hell.


  He noted the healed tiny wounds of his bullets that had smashed into those eyes, now but healed-over pinpricks on the eye’s expanse.


  Janey and Hal came up beside him and looked down and marveled at the terror and strength still in it, and Janey threw rocks down on it to tell it once and for all that she was not a servant like the Bunae. It ravened at them, the great stick of timber shook and Farar saw it move in its socket, swing over and back, and he was afraid.


  “We are still in danger if that timber falls and looses him, Mr. Grimalkin is very far from dead. Go down and get in the dugout, I’m going to pump bullets into it to try and finish it off. When I come we will go, there’s no need your watching the ugly business.”


  They would not go and leave him, but compromised by ascending the mountainside and watching from a safer distance. Farar stood and fired steadily into the vast body, picking out every spot that might give a wound in a vital spot, and the monstrous flopping and writhing went on. There was no way to kill it, and at last they started to descend the trail leaving the vast thing pinned there like an immortal vampire-ghoul on his titan’s stake; praying that it was truly the spell needed to bind him forever.


  “Yarva Grimalkin once more, Janey, and tell us if he is dying?” asked Hal, smiling gently.


  “I did, and he doesn’t know. He is weak, and he cannot get up and fly, and that is all he knows. He will die, I think.”


  Farar stood for a moment exulting in the hunter’s pride in the catch, such a deed and such a quarry as would be sung of in hunter’s camps on Venus so long as men of Venus bore weapons after quarry.


  As he turned away he saw Hal approaching the dying carcass with the axe in his hand. Hal went up to the still grasping and ungrasping vast talon of the hind foot and began to jockey about trying to get in position to strike the still constantly moving claw.


  “What the . . .? Get away from the thing, you’ll be crushed!”


  “Not leaving without proof! I’m getting one of these claws.”


  So, leaping about to avoid being crushed, Hal hacked and sweat and cursed and loosened the great bird-like claw in its socket. Farar made a rope fast to the tip, and so pulling and hacking, they tugged the claw free and up away from the less frequent thrashings of the giant.


  BUT the pain of the last great indignity roused the beast again, and the vast haunches bunched and tugged, the blood spurted from his side as he raised horribly, straining against his stake to get over on his front again.


  With continual swaying and vast powerful wrenching, the tall swaying butt of the timber swung in a wider arc, and suddenly loosened, and swayed down and up, and down again, to crash thunderously on the high rim of the bowl, the weight of the butt over the high rim bearing down on the lighter point in the creature’s great side, lifting thus with leverage and so raising the weight he could not raise himself. Raised it till its vast legs dangled and reached for the ground, the terrible wings spread and whirred once and the leverage of the suspended butt of the log bore down and as his wings beat, the weight tossed the sharp end high, so springing the Grimalkin suddenly into the air as a boy would fling a frog from a bent spear.


  Up and up, turning end over end, the great wings beat at first feebly, then, feeling again the rush of wind about him, and believing himself to have raised with his own strength perhaps, the wide wings spread naturally, the long glide and circle on those sky-filling wings of horn and leather and aged scars and stench told them that it was again moving under its own power.


  Frank seized the girl’s hands and began to race with her for the shelter of the ruined city, for the persistence of life in that undead carcass might be such as to cause it to seek on and on after them till it found them in the sparse shelter of the great trees with great spaces between. It did so glide and hover like a hunting owl, stooping again and again for some shadow that it hoped was its enemies.


  At last, even as they crouched and ran through the gates of the ruins, they saw it rise from its following of them and fly straight across the city, just clearing the trees beyond, on and on, heavily in a ragged wavering flight.


  “We didn’t kill it! It wasn’t really dead. It was just badly hurt!”


  “I wonder if anything short of total destruction could kill it?”


  “What was it going to do, Janey?” asked Frank.


  “It is going to do what it did before, hide and get well and find us again.”


  “I’m going home. That thing cannot find us.”


  “Is it going back to its swamp home?”


  “If it can get there. But it weakens; if it falls, it will die.”


  THEY put the nightmare out of their consciousness, and three went down the River of Doubt. Happiness went with them, singing in the forest-wild voice of the girl; singing in the heart of Hal who had got her promise, yarva promise true!


  Something like happiness was singing in the heart of Farar, who had to his credit the besting of the greatest fighting beast of a whole planet. So the fabled Grimalkin of Venus did not exist?


  Unknown to them, Janey found yarva talk to make with distant friendly minds, and told the minds of the glory of their deeds and of the dying monster they had beaten and which had fled away to die.


  So, singing in yarva-style communication, far ahead of their canoe went the news of their exploit. It was a great warrior’s song that was passed along, and thrilled the hearts of the web-fingered natives who knew what the monster was and how unkillable.


  So it was that as they rounded at last the grey-walled moss-draped curve of the last mighty bend of the river above the mining camp, their destination, their paddles ceased their rhythm. Surprise and even fear struck them, for so many native craft they had never seen before in one place.


  Along the two wide-separated banks of the great river moved two lines of the long high-prowed ceremonial craft, hung with flowers, with maidens and women among the paddlers, and all chanting a famous war-chant of honor, sung only upon the return of a hero.


  The webbed hands drove the paddles rhythmically and beautifully. The song of victory swept across the water to them as the dugouts circled and surrounded them and the maidens tossed flowers upon them so that they moved in a sweet rain of blooms and laughter and cries of admiration and the great ancient song of honor to them ringing and ringing, the water flowing with flowers.


  Farar’s keen hard eyes softened and became filled with a proud moisture of gratitude to these his native friends—for he alone of the three knew what honor this was, how very few ever won the ceremony of the song of victory. And no earthman had ever received this accolade before.


  So escorted, they swept down to the landing near the great grey banks above which and back above the mighty trees reared the great glittering bubble of plastic which was the mining city of the earthmen. In there was miner-work and noise and earth-boring toil and soiling-smoke. Out here was singing and rejoicing and heartwarming praise and a people who loved them for what they had done. Farar knew a truth, this day.


  THEY marched up to the gates of the plastic bubble, Farar and Worran carrying the great claw on their shoulders, and the weight bent them. Clinging to Hal’s arm was Janey, bright and happy and smiling with yarva talk to the otherwise silent natives. For many of them knew how to speak to her, and she was their friend now.


  Suddenly, in the midst of this fun and deeply grave honor and flower-strewn path and singing voices, the workers and tradesmen inside coming out to the great gate to see what was going on and joining in with the smiling throng . . . suddenly, Janey gave a shriek, and seized Hal’s arm and Farar’s so that they staggered and dropped the weight of the claw.


  “Grimalkin come!” she screamed, and tugged the two men off the wide way of the city gate and into the forest beside.


  Screaming down like a diving plane came the avenger, roaring to be heard, now. For Janey had heard his hate thought—filling the sky with wings, beating, beating—to crash down upon this place and kill all who would wound him! Never, never should another face him.


  His weight struck the crown of the glistening plastic and buckled it in great tearing rents that ran across like shattering glass, but the stubborn stuff held its shape although the crown was torn across.


  Poised there on the top of the glistening bubble of the city-to-be, he was like the doom of the past awakened, the dread past of Venus awakened and terrible again. He roared, his great scorpion-like tail lashed down, and cracking plastic crevices ran from each blow like lightning from a thunder cloud.


  He beat at the glistening tenacity beneath him with his great horny jaws, beat and tore with his vast bird claws, and the whole city roof became a spiderweb of cracks running and interlacing and the fabric bent and gave beneath him till he sat in a bowl of cracked transparency and roared defiance and rage.


  Farar watched, and crouched there; with the people who had so honored him fleeing in all directions through the forest, and from the city gates streamed the earth-men. As they streamed out, the monster reached down and gathered up a claw-full of screaming, shrieking humans and mouthed them bloodily.


  Farar swung up his rifle, scuffled from out his pack the small cylindrical gadget and fastened it to the muzzle, took aim through his telescopic sights, and fired. The monster roared pain, and dabbled at his eyes, and picked up yet more people and stuffed them in his maw.


  FRANK fired, and fired again. The vast sickening ugliness slid purposefully down the side of the city shell like a child down a sliding board, and began to beat at the smaller trees and bushes along the trail. Carefully he flattened and beat at the area about the trail, making sure no thing lived, for he knew now that the thing did this stabbing of him from close at hand, was hidden in the leaves. Like a dog snuffling out a mouse, he snuffled among the flattened mess of branches and torn earth, making his great claws scratch in the way a chicken scrabbles for a worm.


  Hal and Janey were now running far back in the shadows of the forest, running hand in hand. Suddenly Hal tore loose his hand, and turned and left Janey, running furiously back toward the place he had last seen Frank. In his hand was his unsilenced rifle, and as he did not see Farar, he stopped and took a bead upon the great black center of the pupile of the eye, and fired. The shot cracked out in the horror of silence and the monster sat up like a dog begging, pawing at his eye and screaming, then bending again to search the bushes.


  Hal fired again, and the noise drew the great eye, it saw him. Hal turned and ran, in the other direction from Janey’s position, and the thing hopped grotesquely over the trees, and landed ahead of his fleeing, waiting to seize him as he appeared.


  Hal stopped, noting that the vast wound in the side was not healed, but was raw and green with infection, with maggots and great vermin-like white snakes in it.


  He drew his gun tight to the shoulder, taking steady aim, his last had missed the eye entirely. Crack—and the monster pawed his eye and hopped madly after the sound, and Hal ducked and crawled swiftly right toward where the thing had sat when he first fired.


  Thus crabbing backward into the mess of wrecked branches where it had searched, he came upon Farar, lying unconscious among the bloody thrashed leaves and earth and splintered limbs.


  Hal took his rifle with the silencer and the telescopic sights, and left his own lay there, and squatted on his haunches, sighting till he got the eyes again.


  So the game went on, endlessly he sighted and fired and scrambled under the covering leaves away from the searching eyes far above him.


  A grim idea came to him, and he led the hunt, not knowing which was the hunted—ever toward the wide burned place where the rockets landed and took off from earth.


  But he had no chance to put it into effect, for he saw the circling plane in time and picked up his heels and ran like a deer.


  The bomb fell right beside the wide wings, the eyes upstaring at the flying plane swooping so near—just missed crashing square into the harpy face of it.


  The concussion knocked Hal Worran flat, and merciful unconsciousness came to him for a second. When he rose and turned to look, there was a great smoking crater in the earth, and a great red scattered mass of flesh and bits of leathery wings, and hunks of torn limbs, and huge bones splintered and lying about.


  Hal quietly dropped his rifle and dragged his legs wearily off after Janey, who was not going to be fed to any Grimalkin, now!


  THE marriage ceremony took several days, for feasting was the native custom, and somehow he had to invite the diffident green-skinned men who had so welcomed them home. Janey yarva’d that they would always be welcome among them if they were included in the ceremony.


  Farar, who had not been badly hurt, kissed the bride as a best man should, the natives brought hides of soft green serpentskin, the white and gold furs of the Lajg for rugs for the bride, and dresses of the soft red leather from the hairless deer.


  * * *


  The Swamp of Despair echoes now to miners’ drills, and rattling conveyors. Above the deathly green mists rises the greatest of all Venus’ cities shells. High upon the gleaming clear plastic wall are the words—


  Worran and Farar, Inc.


  The silence of Despair is broken forever.


  For all his wealth, Farar likes to spend his time cruising the great rivers of Venus on long trips, hunting and exploring.


  Sometimes Worran and Janey Worran go along on these trips, when the kids are off at school.


  But the purple and gold serpents of the swamp do not like the new order of things, at all.


  THE END


  THE HOUSE OF RISING WINDS


  Frank Belknap Long


  THE HUNTER FROM SPACE ARRIVES TO TEACH JIMMY HOW FO COMBAT A DEADLY GAME!


  JIMMY MARLOWE sat on a stump in the wild wood, sobbing and digging his knuckles into his eyes.


  The thing that had happened to him was horrible.


  He was old enough to realize what murder meant and how close he had come to being the victim of a murderer.


  When Jimmy shut his eyes tight he was back in the cellar again. He could smell the dampness and the earth mold, and the vinegar-tartness of the cider vats. He could see the old carpets stacked against the coal bin, tightly rolled and swarming with silverfish. And he could see the dim shadowy trunk, looming out of the darkness overhead, and just the cuffs of his uncle’s trousers.


  Then came a hoarse grunt and the trunk descending, careening down the cellar stairs straight toward him.


  Jimmy had moved in time! Just in time he had leapt back, screaming, and the trunk had struck the stone floor with a terrible, splintering crash.


  But how could he go back to the house now? His Uncle Jack was a determined man. He was not a convicted criminal but a man free to plot and scheme.


  He would try again. He would keep on trying until Jimmy died, and owls hooted in the empty silence around the big dark house. His Uncle Jack and his Aunt Katie, whispering, conspiring together—waiting to seize the first suitable opportunity to get rid of Jimmy and have a satisfactory explanation for the police.


  He could see their parchment faces, their darkly brooding eyes, fastened upon him in sly reproach. “Why did you run away, Jimmy? Why, Jimmy lad? We only wanted to kill you!”


  Jimmy shuddered and opened his eyes wide. Sunlight slanted down through the aisles of the forest, bathing the woodland vista in a golden haze. A tiny humming bird, iridescent as a dragonfly, was hovering above a wide-petaled flower so close to Jimmy he could have reached out and grasped it,


  Ants were busy at the base of the stump, and a katydid was trilling from a bough overhead.


  Katy did . . . Katy did . . . Katy did. . . .


  Jimmy knew that Katy did—want to kill him. But Jimmy didn’t want to die.


  His Aunt Catherine had tried slyly by leaving the gas jet on all night in his bedroom. He’d stayed awake and turned it off, his right eye unlidded like the wary orb of an infant cyclops. But the next time—


  Jimmy was smarter than Katy. Jimmy was smart enough to realize what an inheritance meant. Although Jimmy was an orphan he knew more about mean, withered people than most little boys of eight.


  He was a bright alert little boy, by no means a prodigy, but guileless and loving, therefore quick to sense malice in adults. Even greed. The old dark house would belong to Jimmy when he came of age . . . if he ever did. The house and a very large sum of money. Money meant nothing to Jimmy and he hated the house as much as Uncle Jack loved it.


  But how could he give up his inheritance? He couldn’t just say, “I’ll give it up!” and forget about it.


  Uncle Jack was no dope. Uncle Jack trusted no one—and grownups were funny about giving away money. What if Jimmy grew up and changed his mind?


  “Here is your supper, Jimmy!” Uncle Jack would say. And in the soup—or the eggs, boiled hard the way Jimmy liked them—would be arsenic.


  Aunt Katie read detective stories. She read them aloud to Uncle Jack—and Jimmy had crept to the door and listened. Arsenic—Jimmy knew what that was and what it could do. It was a kind of medicine. But when you swallowed it you didn’t get well. You died.


  Jimmy turned pale when he thought about it.


  He’d have to run away. He’d have to but—who would take him in and hide him? If he was caught and brought back he wouldn’t live long enough to get another chance.


  “Jimmy, you’ve had your chance. Now it’s our turn!”


  Jimmy was starting to get down from the stump when a voice said, “I wouldn’t advise you to run away, Jimmy! Two can play at that game!”


  STARTLED, Jimmy looked up.


  The figure standing before him was that of a very tall, pale young man, his body fitted into the strangest suit that Jimmy had even seen. It wasn’t really a suit at all, but it looked a little like one of Uncle Jack’s oilskin slickers, long and wet and glistening.


  Pale green the slicker was and it covered the young man up completely from his ankles to his chin.


  “Don’t be alarmed, Jimmy!” the young man said. “I know all about you. I know just how frightened and miserable you are.”


  He smiled. “You need a friend, Jimmy—and you’ve got one!”


  Jimmy gasped, and blinked furiously. The young man had a very wide forehead, and his skin was so pale that Jimmy could almost see the bones of his cheeks shining through. His hair wasn’t brown or black but gooseberry green and when the sun shone on it it flashed with all the colors of the rainbow, like a dew-drenched spider web.


  His eyes were strange too. They blinked unceasingly and kept changing—just like the eves of a cat.


  The young man should have frightened Jimmy. But Jimmy wasn’t in the least bit scared. He wanted merely to swallow hard, on a mixture of amazement and relief and a sudden, overwhelming joy at having found a friend.


  “He’d never dare to hurt you, Jimmy, if he knew I was here!” the young man said. “He’s a cruel man and a cowardly man. Your aunt is more of an old vulture, though, and she dominates him. A nastier pair of humans harpies I’ve never had the good fortune to meet!”


  “W-who are you?” Jimmy gulped.


  “That can wait, Jimmy!” the youth said. “My world is not ugly and holds little that is evil. But we know what suffering is. Tell me something, Jimmy. Do you like zoos? Strange animals and plants with odd habits—winged and fanged like the beasts that trespass on your dreams when you’ve eaten something that disagrees with you?


  “You know what I mean, Jimmy. It’s like the fear of old houses and not being able to run fast enough. It’s so dreadful that when you wake you’re still frightened. It’s so good to wake up—safe and alive! But if the beasts were in cages, Jimmy, and you could look in at them and feel perfectly safe—wouldn’t you like that?”


  Jimmy must have nodded, for he suddenly realized that the young man had turned and was moving swiftly away through the forest. He seemed to know that Jimmy would follow him—and Jimmy did!


  They had to pass through heavy underbrush and Jimmy soon found himself lagging behind, and struggling with leaf-hidden snares that plucked and tore at his flesh. Not only clinging vines—chestnut burrs and big purple thistles.


  At first the young man seemed unaware that Jimmy was having trouble. But the instant he heard Jimmy cry out he stopped short and laughed. His laughter rang out merrily in the wild wood.


  “Jimmy, I forgot! You can’t pass through foliage! If you’ll have a little patience I’ll burn a path for you!”


  Jimmy saw the youth’s hand go under his slicker and come out with something slender and shining that looked quite a bit like one of the test tubes in Jimmy’s chemistry set.


  Jimmy shuddered despite himself. His uncle had given him the set on his eighth birthday, without warning him that some of the chemicals were not meant to be played with. Luckily Jimmy had survived the explosion with nothing more serious than a scorched hand.


  “You poor child!” Aunt Katie had whispered, pouring oil on his hand, and wrapping it in sterile gauze. “Sometimes I think your uncle is a bigger fool than he pretends to be!”


  “The house might have gone up in flames and your aunt burned to death in a terrible manner!” the young man said, pointing the tube at the heavy tangle of underbrush directly in front of Jimmy. “No wonder the malicious old vixen was upset. She wanted your inheritance for herself alone!”


  As the young man steadied the tube he looked straight at Jimmy and smiled. “Watch, Jimmy! I’m going to clear a path for you.


  FROM the tube there shot a blinding shaft of light.


  The underbrush shriveled as the light pierced it. Shriveled and coiled up, like a burning Chinese dragon made of silk.


  “What made you think of dragons, Jimmy?” the young man asked, his strange eyes shining in the glare.


  Jimmy hadn’t said a word. He had simply remembered the parade—and the accident, with the dragon bursting into flames. His uncle had “taken him to Chinatown to watch a parade and someone—not his uncle—had dropped a lighted cigarette on the dragon from a window high above the street.


  “You were only six but that parade must have made a profound impression on you,” the youth said. “Now, whenever you see something burning, you think of dragons. Isn’t that so?”


  Jimmy was too startled to nod. He was watching the burning underbrush roll away in a cloud of smoke, his jaw hanging open.


  “Quite a lot of little flames left, eh, Jimmy? Guess we’ll have to step up the beam a little.”


  The tube seemed to twist in the young man’s clasp. From it there shot a shaft of pale blue light. As Jimmy stared in slack-jawed amazement all the smoke vanished, and the flames dwindled and went out. The remaining foliage wasn’t even charred.


  “Now keep close to me, Jimmy!” the young man warned. “This part of the forest isn’t quite stable. I had to float the cages in and it took a lot of doing. Ever try floating a raft on a marsh that’s covered with less than six inches of water?”


  “No, I never did! Jimmy choked.


  “Well—you have to change the trees a bit and make sure the angles don’t melt and run together. It’s difficult when you’re just starting to get the feel of a forest like this. If it blurs when you’re using the tube you’ve got a problem on your hands!”


  He laughed. “You don’t know what I’m talking about—do you, Jimmy?”


  “It sounds crazy,” Jimmy blurted. “You’re not crazy, are you?”


  “No, Jimmy. But to be honest with you—I’ve often been drawn to people who are. They’re close to us, and very like us. They’re out of touch with ugliness, and look out through bright windows at a world that was never meant to be. Things start off wrong sometimes and stay that way. It’s nobody’s fault, but if you get to brooding about it—well!”


  Jimmy looked frightened. “I’m not—”


  “No, Jimmy. The sanity of childhood can’t be shaken. You don’t need to look out through bright windows. You are a bright window.”


  Jimmy’s fright diminished a little. He didn’t quite see how he could be a window but it wasn’t a terrifying thought—even if it changed things he had always taken for granted.


  He was sure that grownups who were crazy didn’t talk like—


  “What did you say your name was?” Jimmy gulped.


  “I didn’t say. But you may call me Lacula.”


  “That’s a funny name for a man!”


  “I’m not exactly human, Jimmy. But you wouldn’t understand that either. I came from very far off in a roundabout way. The universe doesn’t just stretch away forever, Jimmy. It’s like a house with an attic cellar, where you can meet yourself coming back. You can open a door and find you’ve just closed it or climb the stairs and be outside in a garden full of bright flowers that somebody planted in another time, another world.


  “But you have to know how to move around in the great house of the universe. You have to be very old or—very wise. It takes a lot of doing, Jimmy. It’s as though you were looking down through a peephole in a tree stump—looking straight down at the sky. You’d see all of the stars—but upside down and far away. And that’s as far as I can take you, Jimmy.


  “You’d have to fall through that peephole to see me as I really am. Now I’ve taken on a—well, call it protective coloration. You know how a chameleon changes, Jimmy. There are forces here that have shaped you, made you what you are. When I floated the cages in, the same forces changed me.


  “I look almost human to you but I’m not at all. Not really. It’s just skin deep, Jimmy. I’m just stopping over here. You know how trout fisherman stop at trailer camps, just for a day or two, to cast their flies on deep poles and hope for a sizable catch. They wear old jackets, and battered hats and you’d never think they were solemn as owls and gray and tidy in their big homes when winter closes in, freezing the foaming waters and their summer youth.


  “According to our lights—we all like to hunt and fish, Jimmy. You never know what you’re going to catch. The universe is so big there’s always something newly strange in the whirlpools beneath gray rocks in little green worlds where the great grappling nooks have never gone, where the huntsman must tread softly and fishermen ply his rod with care.”


  LACULA nodded. “Even now, Jimmy, I’m standing on a higher bank than you are. But you wouldn’t understand about the cones and the prisms—how they rushed together when I floated the cages in and brought me to your side of the stream.”


  Lacula was right. Jimmy didn’t understand. In fact, when he opened his mouth to ask another question he found there were no words for what he wanted to know.


  But Jimmy’s mouth stayed open. They had emerged into a clearing walled with sycamores and white-barked birch trees and Jimmy was looking at something so strange that the foliage at his back seemed suddenly darkened and terrifying and full of whispering shadows.


  In the center of the clearing stood a great, iron-barred cage, hemmed in by long grass and little mounds of fresh earth and the tracks of forest animals. When Jimmy stared intently he could see right through the cage—could see the long grass and the forest becoming wild again on the other side.


  But that didn’t change what he saw when he looked into the cage without straining to see beyond it. When he looked directly into the cage he saw only a tumbled waste of sand which stretched away to ice-capped mountain peaks shimmering in a purple haze.


  Only the width of the cage separated Jimmy from the long grass in back of the mountains, but in order to pluck a blade of that grass he would have had to cross the desert on foot, trudging on wearily for hours.


  Jimmy had no desire to pass between the bars and set foot in that trackless waste of sand.


  The beast was impossible, a nightmare. Yet Jimmy knew that it was real. It was foraging just inside the bars, an enormous, loose-jointed thing with soot-black eyes, and a long-tapering snout which it kept half-buried in the sand.


  The beast had the snout of an anteater but it was covered with down like a new-hatched chicken. It was fanning itself with a tail of blood-red plumes that grew straight out of its hindparts, and was almost as big as the spread tail of a peacock.


  It was a tail such as Jimmy had never thought to see on a beast, and it was matched in strangeness only by the long, diamond-bright claws which slowly unsheathed themselves as Jimmy stared. The beast raised one claw as Jimmy stared, and scratched itself, its dark eyes fastened on him as though it would have much preferred to be scratching his eyes out, and sinking its teeth in his throat while it wrapped its snout about him in swiftly tightening loops. Biting and tearing and ripping at his flesh, raking his back as he struggled, and bearing him to the earth.


  Not yet! Jimmy’s breath was a wheeze in his throat, he was cowering back in horror but he was still unharmed. He was still a safe distance from the cage, and he had no intention of moving closer, and giving the beast a chance to turn ugly.


  “Nothing to be afraid of, Jimmy!” Lacula whispered. “It’s a dangerous brute, but it can’t get at you. Remember, Jimmy, when you were six, and your uncle took you to the snake house at the zoo? He told you how deadly a cobra was, hoping to frighten you But the big, rearing snake, swaying back and forth an inch from the glass fascinated you, gave you a thrill. Just knowing it couldn’t get at you was fun!”


  Jimmy was trying hard not to look at the cage. But it would have been an accident of an unusual kind if he had failed to notice the big, square sign at the bottom of the cage. The sign was bright, like isinglass, and it glistened in the sunlight.


  The writing was funny—like on the boxes of cigarettes his uncle smoked, Imported Turkish tobacco—and then a lot of halI’moons and broken-off zigzags.


  Lacula laughed at Jimmy’s perplexity. “Like Arabic, eh, Jimmy? It isn’t really—but it’s not English either, Suppose we turn it into English.”


  Lacula raised the tube as he spoke and let the light shine out over the sign, The writing changed into letters.


  “All right, Jimmy! I’m sure you can read it now.”


  Jimmy read the sign.


  INHABITANT OF MARS


  This is a peculiarly vicious specimen, and must not be tellesated by the immature. Not all Martians are vicious, but the harmless varieties are much less interesting from a melfleshish point of view.


  Specimen captured and caged by Lacula in his third expedition to the Solar System.


  Jimmy couldn’t even spell out the hard words but he knew what a specimen was. When you chased butterflies and caught one—When Jimmy became very thoughtful and quiet he was a little ahead of his years. He had read a book about butterfly collecting and a book called “Astronomy for Young People.”


  Mars was a planet in the sky, not a star—and there were seven other planets. Venus was the brightest one.


  “Yes, Jimmy, Venus is as bright as a star when you look at it on a clear night,” Lacula said. “But what you really see is the sunlight reflected back. Suppose we take a look at a Venusian!”


  Jimmy wanted to scream when he saw it.


  THE cage stood at the edge of the clearing in bright sunlight but there were deep, dark shadows behind it and it was filled with swirling mist. When Jimmy stared past the bars he could see five other cages filled with moving shadows . . . each rocking a little as if buffeted by the wind that was blowing, keenly chill, up Jimmy’s spine.


  He tried hard to look at the other cages, but his eyes kept coming back to the hideous beast in front of him. The beast wasn’t moving at all, just watching him.


  The beast had gill-slits down both sides of its neck and webbed claws and feet, and when the sunlight shone on its big-eyed face it looked as dead as something hung up to dry in the window of a fish store. All choked up was its face, all mouth and all throat—as if it had spent its entire life gasping for air. Breathing harder and harder and never getting enough.


  “Keep your distance, Jimmy!” Lacula warned. “It’s a malicious little beast. You see—Venus is a dismal, foggy, horrible world. The air’s stagnant and thin and that creature has lived in a bog from the day it was hatched.”


  Jimmy took an alarmed step backward. Only Lacula’s calmness and smiling eyes prevented him from succumbing to utter panic.


  “It has no natural enemies,” Lacula went on. “But it knows how to hate. It would kill you just to get at your inheritance of fresh, clean air!”


  Lacula seemed suddenly to realize that Jimmy was trembling inwardly in horrible fright. He whirled abruptly and gripped Jimmy’s shoulder.


  “Now, now, Jimmy—don’t become frightened! I didn’t mean to frighten you. I guess you’ve seen enough. It’s time you were getting back to the big house.”


  Jimmy froze motionless. It was hard to believe that Lacula expected him to go back. He couldn’t, wouldn’t—not if he had to wrench free and take to his heels.


  “Don’t worry, Jimmy!” Lacula spoke softly. “I wouldn’t send you back if the danger were very great. You’ve got to trust me, Jimmy—and believe in me!”


  When Jimmy looked straight at Lacula a lot of strange thoughts seemed to rush together in his mind.


  Lacula was like many things at once—things that Jimmy had seen and imagined and dreamed about. A big, twisted tree trunk, all knotted and gray with moss, and the lightning forking down, and a little leafhopper, jumping about in the forest.


  And the gold and russet splendor of the autumn woods and someone playing a piano through shining windows in the dawn, and Jimmy himself lying in the dew-drenched grass, yawning lazily and stretching his arms while the morning mist rose about him.


  Lacula was much more than that. Lacula was the sea, wide and boundless, with the great sun shining down and Jimmy himself running along the sand, stopping to examine the bright shells and pink corals of the sea.


  Lacula was a treasure chest, green with seaweed, and a pearly nautilus and the far-off beating of jungle drums. Lacula was a mountain, rising pale and purple at the edge of all the jungles Timmy had ever dreamed of exploring, and Lacula was an attic filled with cobwebs and old trunks, the dust so thick on the windows that Jimmy couldn’t see out.


  Lacula was a maze of complicated machinery, all whirring and blurring, and Jimmy himself in a greasy mechanic’s uniform, his face smeared with grease. Jimmy himself working on Lacula, solving him, taking him apart. Jimmy savoring the joy of tinkering, of understanding the bright wonder of smoothly-moving parts, the wonder of pistons, wheels, grease cups, lovely rods and wires, all gleaming, a nest of revolving beauty filled with rainbow colors.


  BUT NOW Lacula was speaking to him and pressing something bright and shining into his hand.


  “In your world, Jimmy, everything’s all mixed up. You have myths and you have science—but you don’t realize that what you call a myth is just something true that you’ve found out for yourself without sitting down and racking your brains over it.


  “If you have any kind of a mind—you’ll notice things. Even that ugly Martian beast knows more than some of your scientists. It has its own myths and believes in them!”


  Jimmy could feel Lacula’s strong hand pressing his fingers together tightly over the shining object.


  “Hold on to it, Jimmy! I’m going to tell you how to use it. Long ago in your world a race of wise men had a name for it. The pipes of Pan! It’s really a science but they guessed—they knew! Now listen carefully Jimmy—”


  The sun was low in the sky when Jimmy got back to the big dark house.


  He opened the front door with a terrible fear in his heart, half-expecting to see his uncle standing in the lower hallway with a knotted cord swinging from his wrist. A horrible, vengeful figure like a hangman—prepared to make a sudden murderous attack on Jimmy for daring to run away.


  Timmy had forgotten that his uncle was a quiet, even-tempered man who knew how to bide his time. So overwrought, in fact, was Jimmy’s imagination that he had built his uncle into a bogey that did the man an injustice.


  Uncle Jack was the soul of discretion. Always there had been deviousness in his attempts to murder his nephew . . . a slow, careful approach to his deeds of dark violence which stamped him as an artist in crime.


  There was deviousness in the house now. A sinister and dreadful deviousness, a whispering behind a door on the second floor which was only slightly ajar.


  Back and forth in a room upstairs paced Jimmy’s uncle—and as still and taut as a spindle from an old-fashioned spinning wheel towered Aunt Kathie, her sallow face wreathed in a crafty smile.


  A tall, bony woman and a wrinkled-faced sprite of a man, looking almost kindly in his pacing, his bushy black brows knitted in thoughtful concern.


  “But what if it doesn’t work, Katie! I’m no electrician.”


  “Don’t be a fool! It’s bound to work, and it will look like an accident. When Jimmy’s in the bathtub I’ll simply reach in and push my electric coiling irons off the shelf I I tell you the current will pass right through him. He’ll be electrocuted so fast he’ll never know what struck him!”


  “I don’t like it! It’s risky and—it’s beastly!”


  Jimmy’s aunt smiled coldly. “Not half as beastly as trying to smash Jimmy’s head with a trunk. It’ll be quick and merciful!”


  “But the idea’s not new!” Jimmy’s uncle protested. “The police read whodunits too, Katie—don’t you forget it! That trick’s been used in fiction so often.”


  “Only four or five times, you white-livered Crippen! And not with coiling irons—electric fans, electric heaters. Can’t you see the beauty of it? Coiling irons attached to the house circuit and left on would carry just as much voltage. Enough to kill a child certainly.


  “And coiling irons are so light and could fall into a bathtub so easily. Jimmy stood up in the bath, with soap in his eyes, fumbling around for a towel. Jimmy accidentally knocked my coiling irons into the water. I’m getting on in years and I’m as absent-minded as the proverbial professor. I simply forgot to turn the coiling irons off.


  Jimmy’s aunt gave her mouse-colored hair a pat. “How do you like my hairdo? I won’t ask the police to admire it—just let them notice it. If we’re careful not to overact they’ll have to believe us!”


  “Are you understudying Constance Kent or Lizzie Borden?” Jimmy’s uncle sneered,


  “That’s not a very flattering thing to say. You have an ugly imagination and I’ll thank you to keep your thoughts to yourself. I could mention a few things that a certain Jack did.”


  Jimmy’s aunt gave Jimmy’s uncle a conciliatory poke in the ribs.


  But Uncle Jack was not appeased. “I still don’t like it!” he muttered.


  HEY continued to argue for a while, and as they bandied words their voices rose heatedly. Louder and louder they talked, all unaware that Jimmy had crept up the central staircase and was crouching just outside the door, his eyes wide with horror.


  “I’ve drawn your bath for you, Jimmy!” Aunt Catherine said, a half hour later.


  Jimmy had allowed his uncle to find him in the lower hallway—not in the upper. He’d returned downstairs and made a small noise to attract attention, and his uncle had come padding down in his carpet slippers, his dark, close-set eyes bright with solicitude.


  Jimmy’s return into the bosom of his family had been tacitly accepted with: “Next time you go bird nesting, Jimmy, you’d better tell us. When you just run off like that we think of everything, That quicksand bog on Miles’ place could take a youngster down mightily fast.


  “One of these days I’m going to give Miles a piece of my mind. The least he could do is put up a sign!”


  Drippy words, brimming with duplicity—not a word about the trunk crashing down.


  Jimmy wondered why, if his uncle felt that way, he’d failed to put signs all over the big, dark house, “Be careful! Watch your step, Jimmy! We only want to kill you!”


  Now Jimmy stood facing his aunt in his own small bedroom—pajama-clad and looking a little scared, but trying to pretend that he wasn’t at all.


  “Aw, gee—do I have to take a bath tonight, Aunt Katie?”


  “Jimmy, I’m ashamed of you! It’s been more than a week! How can you want to go around filthy?”


  It was on the tip of Jimmy’s tongue to plead a sore throat. He wondered why his aunt hadn’t thought of forcing him to take a cold bath, and opening all the windows while he slept. He’d heard that there were drugs now which could cure pneumonia quickly. Maybe that was why.


  Jimmy suddenly realized that he was letting Lacula down. He had no right to try and squirm out of it when he’d promised to be brave.


  “Aw—all right, Aunt Katie!”


  Up to the age of six Jimmy had never enjoyed the privilege of taking a bath in privacy. He’d had to make the best of Aunt Katie’s bending over the tub and scrubbing his back with a long-handled brush. Bearing down on the bristles, smiling maliciously, ignoring Jimmy’s protests and scrubbing him harder and harder, like an evil old witch. Sometimes Jimmy’s back had stayed sore for a week.


  But Jimmy was a big boy now and Aunt Katie was the soul of modesty.


  When Jimmy found himself alone in the bathroom he noticed with a little shudder inching up his spine that his aunt had left the door ajar. He’d expected that, of course, but it wasn’t easy to take.


  He noticed other things. The coiling irons at the edge of the shelf, directly over the towel rack and well within reach of a curving arm. And the little shimmer of heat which danced back and forth above the shelf. Someone had once whispered to Jimmy in a dream that if you can see heat it means that death is shoeing a horse and getting ready to ride.


  Jimmy forwent the ritual of the bath.


  He did not test the water with his hands or toes, or waltz around the bathroom drumming on his chest. He did not feel like Tarzan tonight.


  His mouth was as dry as death and he was careful to keep his right hand dry too—dry and tightly clenched as he kicked off his slippers, shrugged off his pajamas, and climbed into the tub.


  Aunt Katie had drawn Jimmy a piping hot bath. The water was so hot it warmed the sides of the tub but it didn’t warm Jimmy. A biting cold wind seemed to blow through him as he settled down in a tub that might just as well have been filled with ice water.


  Jimmy waited, his knees drawn up, and knocking together. Waiting was an agony. He sat there scarcely daring to breathe, feeling worse than helpless, feeling forever beyond help as the seconds lengthened into minutes and more minutes and waiting became intolerable.


  FOR AN INSTANT, as the wind rose and fell and swirled about Jimmy under the water, he thought he saw a shadow flit across the door. But it was quickly gone, and he saw nothing more for a full minute.


  His heart was beating wildly when the shadow returned—Blowing, blowing toward him through the water came even colder ripples. Of dread, of terror—swirling around his spine as he stared.


  The hand was gaunt, clawlike—but familiar. As it crept around the door Jimmy shuddered convulsively and flung a glance straight across the bathroom to the medicine chest mirror on the opposite wall.


  In the misted glass he could see his aunt’s face. She was peering around the door straight at him, not dreaming that he could see her, her teeth bared like the fangs of a she-wolf.


  The bony hand was reaching out now to grasp the electric coiling irons. Not to coil human hair but to coil Jimmy! To coil Jimmy into a knot of anguish in the water, with the great puteing awful shock of a tubful of electricity.


  Jimmy came wholly to life then. Lacula had shown him just how to grasp it and what stops to press. It was like a little flute—a child’s toy flute that could be played upon by a wise child instructed by a wisdom that was older than the human race.


  “If they come at you and try to kill you again, Jimmy—blow as hard as you can and don’t stop!”


  So—Jimmy blew!


  He raised the flute to his lips and blew upon it just as utter triumph flared in his aunt’s hate-convulsed face.


  A piercing shriek came from beyond the door.


  It was hardly human, that shriek. It was like the shriek of an animal with its leg caught in a trap, and tugging with all its might to free itself from the trap. As it pierced the door with its torment the bony hand whipped back.


  Away from the coiling irons and straight back against the white, stricken face in the medicine cabinet mirror. There was a sudden, terrible gust of wind, blowing outward from Jimmy as Jimmy’s aunt slapped herself in the face with her own hard knuckles.


  Then the door was ripped from its hinges and fell back upon her with a deafening crash.


  Jimmy blew harder.


  The water in the tub began to quiver and bubble up about Jimmy but he kept right on blowing.


  The wind rose and became a cyclone in the dark hall where the door was now spinning back and forth like a gale-lashed leaf in a forest of giants.


  Aunt Katie was trying to pick herself up from under the door.


  Jimmy could see her scrawny neck and sharply arching back, and a strange thought flashed into his mind. She’s just like a big, snarling cat, and if she had fur it would rise along her back.


  Then Jimmy saw his Uncle Jack. His uncle was rushing down the hallway toward the bathroom, his coat blowing up about his head. He was fighting the wind, which was tearing and ripping at him, and his face was a twitching mask of horror.


  There was something owl-like about Uncle Jack as he struggled with the wind. His hair stood out on both sides of his head in blowing tufts, and his cheeks kept sinking in and puffing out as though with an evil hooting that he was powerless to control.


  Suddenly as Jimmy stared, still blowing fiercely, a floorboard ripped loose directly beneath Aunt Katie. Before she could get to her feet she was rising on the board and clinging to it. She was screaming and another floorboard was ripping loose under Uncle Jack.


  Jimmy blew on the pipe.


  Down the long hallway the two floorboards floated, like rafts caught in a churning pool of darkness that kept spinning faster and faster. As the floorboards dwindled to spinning motes Jimmy blew with all his might.


  A brightness had begun to fill the bathroom. It swirled down from the ceiling and around the tube and the small piping figure in the tub.


  With it came a slight tremor, as though the ground beneath the house had at last felt the tug of the piping. The tremor increased in violence until it shook the walls of the house.


  But the house didn’t collapse. Though Jimmy continued to blow on the pipe the tremor subsided as quickly as it had arisen, as though the strange shrill music had lost its power to move and shake.


  But just before the house became quiet again a shrill, stricken cry drifted down to Jimmy as if from something that had been caught and caged in flight high above the house.


  IN ANOTHER INSTANT the entire ceiling seemed to roll back, and Jimmy found himself staring straight up at the stars with the pipe still pressed to his lips.


  Jimmy stopped blowing the small flutelike pipe then.


  Lacula was leaving the Earth. He was floating the cages out by balancing himself on a beam of light and training the tube in his hand on a long procession of cages floating in the night sky.


  He was facing Jimmy in the middle of the sky, but quite low down, and suddenly his hand went up in a greeting that made Jimmy’s heart leap.


  “Good hunting, Jimmy! I’ve had good hunting—thanks to you!”


  Jimmy stood up in the tub and waved back.


  He was still waving when Lacula flashed the light full on one of the cages, a cage so near to Jimmy that he could see the light—the light gleaming on the trees of a familiar forest and every stricken lineament of the two faces which stared out at him from between the bars.


  The faces were so white, drawn and ravaged by despair that Jimmy couldn’t bear to look at them.


  He could hardly bear to read the sign at the bottom of the cage.


  INHABITANTS OF EARTH


  These specimens are peculiarly vicious and must not be tellesated by the immature. . . .


  Jimmy didn’t want Lacula to know how he felt, for he was a little ashamed to feel pity for a malice as cold and merciless as the black night of space.


  He was ashamed because his eyes smarted a little, and the smallest of lumps had come into his throat.


  So—Jimmy shut his eyes tight.


  When he opened them again he was looking up at the ceiling of the bathroom.


  Jimmy looked down at his hand, and saw that it was empty.


  Jimmy got out of the tub, shivering a little, and into his pajamas—and went out into the hall.


  There were gaping holes where the floorboards had been ripped loose and the bathroom door lay in splinters at his feet.


  He ran along the hall, shouting, “Uncle Jack! Aunt Katie!”


  He should have known better, of course. He had seen the faces, staring out.


  But he kept on calling. “Uncle Jack! Aunt Katie! Uncle Jack!”


  Silence—not a sound anywhere . . . except Jimmy’s own voice calling out and his footsteps echoing through the big empty house.


  Silence—as complete as though some terrible unknown god of the outer darkness had sucked all sound back into itself.


  Silence—not a sound anywhere . . . except sweeping over Jimmy—the wisdom that comes from facing reality and taking it firmly by the horns. Jimmy was alone in his own house now—and someday he would marry and have children of his own.


  In a big, quiet, friendly old house.


  It was his house to make friendly now.


  His house—Jimmy’s.


  Somewhere in the bright, unfathomable otherwise . . . Lacula smiled.


  THE THIRD LITTLE GREEN MAN


  Damon Knight


  He was unnecessary. The first two had already convinced Shoemaker there was only one cure for his condition—and that was to get the hell away from space-ships and onto a nice red wagon.


  SHOEMAKER SAT IN THE OPEN sallyport of the ship and looked gloomily at a pale blue-green seascape, parted down the middle by a ghostly shoreline. The sea was a little greener, and the land was a little bluer; otherwise there was no difference to the eye. Once in a while a tiny breeze came in from the sea, and then the stink changed from sulphur to fish.


  Venus, he decided, was a pest-hole. If he’d known it would be like this, he would have socked old Davies in the eye when he came to him with his damned plans.


  And then he’d have got roaring drunk to celebrate his escape.


  Drunk . . . Boy, he’d been squiffed last night! And every night, except one horrible period when they’d found his cache and it had been three days before he could shut off the engines and make more. Thinking of that, he shuddered. Better get started early tonight; no telling when the others would be back.


  He rose and went back into the stifling heat of the ship. No cooling system in the thing; that’s one item he hadn’t thought of. But then, to hear Davies and Burford talk, Venus was going to be a kind of Turkish paradise, full of pomegranates and loose women. Nothing had been said about the temperature or the smells.


  He walked down the narrow passageway to the hold, entered one of the compartments, and stopped before a patched section of the bulkhead. The ship was practically nothing but patches, and this looked no different from the rest. But it was.


  Shoemaker stuck a fingernail under the lower end of the metal strip, and pulled. The strip came loose. He got his finger all the way under and lifted. The soldered edges tore away like so much glue.


  He caught the section as the top came away, and laid it aside. Behind it, in a space where plastic filler had been removed, were stacked bottles of a colorless liquid. He took one of them out and shoved it into his back pocket. Then he picked up the patch sheet and, holding it in place with one hand, took a metal-foil tube out of his pocket with the other. The gunk in the tube was his own discovery; a phony solder fluid that was pretty nearly as strong as the real thing, except that the slightest leverage would pull it loose. He smeared a thin film of the stuff all around the patch, held the sheet for a few seconds more while it dried, then stood off to examine his work. Perfect.


  The bottle in his pocket was uncomfortably warm against his thin rump. Well, he could fix that, too. He went down the passage to the next compartment, jockeyed an oxygen tank around until he could get at the petcock, and held the bottle in a thin stream of the compressed gas. In a minute the liquor was chilled.


  He was sweating prodigiously. Gasping a little, he went back to the sallyport and sat down. He settled his broad back against the doorway, put the neck of the bottle against his pursed lips, and drank.


  He was lowering his head after the fifth long swallow, when he saw something move against the misty boundary of sea and land. He followed it with his eyes. His long “Ahhh” of satisfaction ended in the sound of a man treacherously struck in the belly.


  A LITTLE GREEN man was standing there, a little poisonous-green man with blue-green whiskers and eyes like emeralds. He was about fourteen inches high, counting his big rabbit ears. He had an ominous look on his face.


  Shoemaker gaped. Suddenly, the things Burford had been telling him, this morning before he and the other two had left to go exploring, began to run through his mind. Flesh and blood can stand just so much, Jim. One of these days a pink elephant or a polka-dot giraffe is going to step out of a bottle and say to you—


  “Shoemaker, your time has come.”


  He jumped a foot. He was quivering all over.


  Just as Shoemaker was telling himself that it couldn’t possibly have happened, the little man moved a step forward and said it again.


  Shoemaker dived for the door and slammed it after him. Ten minutes later, when he stopped shaking long enough to open it again, the little green man was gone.


  This was not so good, Shoemaker told himself. Whether it was the d. t.’s or just a hallucination brought on by chilled liquor in a hot climate, that green man was nothing he wanted to have around.


  He started thinking about what Burford and Davies and Hale would do if they found out he’d started seeing things. They’d taken a lot from him, because he was the only man who could hold the Space Queen together; but this might be too much.


  For instance, there was his habit of stopping the engines whenever he ran out of liquor. Well, he had an alibi for that, anyway. Two days out of New York, they’d found his supply of Scotch and dumped it into space. Fighting mad, he’d waited until the others were asleep, then disconnected the transmutator that fed the rocket motors and adjusted it to turn out pure grain alcohol. With the addition of a little grapefruit juice from the stores, it made a fair-to-middling tipple. He’d kept going on it ever since.


  But, if there were green men in it . . .


  Shuddering, he went outside to wait for Davies and the other two. It was a little cooler now, with the sun clear around on the other side of the planet, but it was also a lot darker. Shoemaker turned on the light in the sallyport and stood under it, nervously peering into the blackness.


  PRESENTLY he heard a hail, and then saw the three lights coming toward him. Three of them; that meant nobody had been devoured by saber-toothed pipicacas, or whatever cockeyed carnivores there were on this Turkish bath of a world. That was good. If anybody killed any of them—big, slow-thinking Davies, the chubby, drawling Hale—or Burford in particular—Shoemaker wanted it to be him.


  That was Burford now. “Seen any elephants?”


  Damn him. There went Shoemaker’s idea of asking casually if they’d seen any little green creatures around. Burford was feeling sharp tonight, and he’d pounce on that like a cat.


  The three slogged into the circle of light. They looked a little tired, even the whipcord-lean Burford. Their boots were crusted with blue-gray mud almost to the knees.


  “Have any trouble finding your way back?” Shoemaker asked. Davies shook his big head slowly. He looked a little surprised. “No . . . No, there’s a river up yonder about a mile, you know. We saw it when we landed . . .


  “Jim was out cold at the time,” Burford put in. He grinned nastily at Shoemaker.


  “So we just followed it up a ways and then back,” Davies finished, putting his knapsack down on the galley table. He sat down heavily. “We didn’t see a thing . . . not a thing. Looks like we’ll have to pick up the ship and use it to cruise around . . . but we can’t spare much fuel, you know.” He looked reproachfully at Shoemaker. “We used up so much correcting course every time you shut off the engines . . .”


  Shoemaker felt himself getting hot. “Well, if you three commissars hadn’t heaved out my Scotch—”


  “Okay, okay, break it up,” said Hale boredly. He let his soft bulk down into a chair. Burford stood up, leaning against the bulkhead.


  “You hear anything on the radio, Shoemaker?” Hale asked.


  Shoemaker shook his head. “Had it on all day,” he said. “Not a peep.”


  “I don’t get it,” Burford said. “Radio signals started practically as soon as we hit atmosphere. They wavered, but we traced them down right about here. Then, as soon as we landed, they quit. There’s something funny about that.”


  “Well, now,” said Davies, wagging his head, “I wouldn’t exactly say it was funny, Charley. Now you take us, there might be any number of reasons why we’d quit signaling, if it was the Venusians landing on Earth instead of us the other way around . . . He sighed. “But it comes to this, boys. If there are any animals on Venus, intelligent or otherwise, it makes no never-mind, we’ve got to find ’em. We got to have some kind o’ specimens to take back, or we’re sunk. You remember how much trouble we had, just getting the Supreme Council to subsidize us at all . . .


  Shoemaker remembered. Davies’ math was all right; it was the only language he really knew his way around in. And he had the fuel, and the motor. All he needed was money to build a ship. But he’d picked the wrong time for it.


  It had been just five years after the end of World War III when Davies had started making plans for his ship. The World Federation was only four and a half years old, and still bogged down in a quagmire of difficulties. What with two Balkan and three Indian principalities still “unreconstructed,” ousted officials of other retarded nations raising hell with underground movements, the world rearming for still another war—plus a smashed, half-starving empire, smouldering with atomic fire, to deal with—the Supreme Council had little time or money to give to space flight.


  Davies, though, had had his first and only non-mathematical idea, and it was a good one. This is the way it added up. The World Federation argued, reasonably, that the only way to police the world effectively against the possibility of another war was for everybody to come into the W.F. But the hold-out nations in Europe and America, who had been neutral during the last conflict—and were powerful out of all proportion simply because they had—plus the millions of émigrés who had set up shop in South America and Africa, replied that the W.F. wasn’t going to police them, and that they’d sooner have another war and, furthermore, that if the W.F. thought it could win it, let them go ahead and drop the first bomb.


  The result was an impasse that was throwing the World’s Cultural Rehabilitation Program all out of kilter. Well, said Davies, suppose it were possible to prove to the reactionary nations that Venus was habitable—wouldn’t they jump at the chance to avoid World War IV by moving out entirely? Then the W.F. would be able to go about its business, organizing the Earth into One World—until it was so strong that the Venus colony would be a pushover, and serve them right.


  Meanwhile, what if there were intelligent life on Venus—intelligent enough to be a new source of cheap labor, now that every world citizen was demanding that his working day be cut immediately to five hours?


  The bored Bureau Chief to whom Davies had talked had nodded thoughtfully and said there might be something in it, and a few months later Davies had been set up as head of a new Department, with a wholly inadequate appropriation.


  Burford and Hale had been assigned to the project by the North American Labor Bureau, and Shoemaker, appealed to by Davies, had joined up principally because it was a tough job. Then they’d gone to work, spending the money in driblets as they got it. They’d had to revise the specifications downward half a dozen times, and when they were through, the Space Queen was a rule-of-thumb monstrosity that only a mechanical genius could hold together. Shoemaker was the genius.


  HE THOUGHT about the time the meteor had hulled them, piercing both shop walls and banging hell out of the compartment across the corridor. Shoemaker had been in the shop, so drunk he could hardly stand up; but he’d held his breath long enough to slap a patch over the hole through which all the air in that section had gone whistling out, and seal it tight. Then he’d staggered to an oxygen flask, turned it on full and got enough air in his lungs to keep from passing out. By the time the others rolled out of bed and came down to see whether he was alive or dead, pressure was back to normal.


  He remembered Hale’s white face poked through the open seal-door in the corridor. “What happened, for Pete’s sake?”


  “Termites,” Shoemaker had said.


  What a trip, ye gods, what a trip. He’d done some cockeyed things in his life, but this junket a million miles from anywhere took the oscar. And now, if he was going to have the screaming meemies, he wanted to have them in a nice comfortable hospital—not in this watered-down version of a surrealist’s nightmare.


  Burford was saying something to him. Shoemaker roused himself. “What?”


  “I said, what’s with you, Edison? You’ve been sitting there with a dopey look on your face for half an hour. You haven’t heard a word we’ve been saying, have you?”


  Shoemaker made a quick recovery. “I was thinking, bird-brain. That’s a little pastime us intellectuals indulge in. I’d teach it to you, but I don’t think you’d like it.”


  Burford looked at him sharply. Shoemaker began to sweat. Was it showing on him already?


  Burford said casually, “No offense. Well, think I’ll turn in. Big day tomorrow.” He strolled out, closing the door behind him.


  Shoemaker got up to go a few minutes later, but Davies said, “Say, Jim, there was something I wanted to ask you. I know. Now just what was it? Wait a minute, it’ll come back to me. Oh, yes. Jim, do you think—now, you understand, I just want a rough guess on this—do you reckon if we were to use up all the mercury we got, we could scout around and get us some of this sand, or maybe some ore from lower down—”


  When he finally got it out, it appeared that he wanted to know if Shoemaker thought they’d be able to refine some local mineral enough to put it through the transmutator without blowing themselves up.


  Exasperated, Shoemaker said, “Sure, easy. It would only take us five or six years to dig up the stuff, build a refinery, get hold of a couple of tons of reagents from Lord knows where, and adjust the trans-M to take the final product. Just a nice little rest-cure, and then we can all go home to glory and show off our long gray beards.”


  That started the old argument all over again. Davies said, “Now, Jim, don’t excite yourself. Don’t you see the thing is, if we go home with nothing but some mud and moss that we could have picked up anywhere, or some pictures that we could have faked, why, the Supreme Council will want to know what they spent all that money for. You know we’ll get disciplined, sure as—”


  Shoemaker’s nerves got jumpier by the minute. Finally he said, “Oh, blow it out a porthole!” and slammed the galley door behind him.


  He met Bur ford down the corridor, just turning in to his cubby.


  “Where have you been?” he demanded.


  “Where do you think?” Bur ford said rudely.


  Shoemaker was half undressed when a horrible thought struck him. In his stocking feet, he hurried up to the compartment where his liquor was hidden. The patch was lying propped against the bulkhead; the concealed space was empty. A crowbar lay on the deck, fragments of real solder from other patches clinging to its edge.


  Burning, he went back to the engine-room.


  Burford had been thorough. The microspectrograph had been carefully pried off and disconnected from the rest of the transmutation rig. Without it, the setup was useless for either the designer’s purpose—making fissionable plutonium—or Shoemaker’s—the manufacture of 200-proof happy water.


  Shoemaker didn’t have to look to know that the spares were gone, too.


  Luckily, he had about five quarts of the stuff hidden for emergencies in a canister marked “Hydrochloric Acid” down in the shop. With rationing, it would do. It would have to. Green men or no, he couldn’t go dry. He’d been a quart-a-day man for as long as he could remember, and it would take more than a spook or two to scare him off it.


  HE HAD to admit to a certain apprehension, though, as he sat on watch in the sallyport the next evening. Land, sea and sky were the same slimy monotone; the occasional breath of wind that came in from the ocean bore the same broad hint of decaying marine life. It had been just about this time last night when that—


  Restless, he got up and tramped around the ship. On the seaward side, beyond the huge muzzles of the rocket tubes, the greenish sand sloped downward abruptly in a six-foot embankment to the stagnant edge of the water. There was nothing out there, not even a ripple.


  To landward, there was nothing but mud.


  He sat down again, looked dubiously at his half-finished quart, decided to let it rest awhile. The glass had a green tinge from the sand around it. Resolutely, he turned his mind to the exploring party, tramping around in that godforsaken wilderness again. Well, what do you think, Shoemaker? he asked himself. How long will it take those supermen to give up their little paper-chase? Two more days? Three? A week? Shoemaker, he answered, I don’t know and at this point I don’t give a damn. I got more important things to worry about.


  That seemed to settle that. He stared gloomily at the bottle, then picked it up and drank.


  When he lowered the bottle again, pushing the cap shut with his thumb, the little green man was there.


  No, it was a different one this time. Rigid with shock, he could still see that this one was fatter around the middle and had shorter whiskers.


  But the expression was the same. Like a fiend on his way to a dismemberment party.


  He found his voice. “Where did you come from?”


  The little man smiled unpleasantly. “Mud and moss,” he said.


  Shoemaker wanted to yell. Holding a conversation with a hunk of mist, a nonexistent goblin! He hardly recognized his own voice when he said, “What do you want?”


  The green man walked toward him. “Heaved out my Scotch,” he said, and leered.


  Shoemaker did yell. Leaping to his feet, flinging his arms wide, he bellowed like a wounded carabao. The bottle slipped out of his fingers and looped gracefully into the sea. The goblin turned his head to follow it.


  Then, astonishingly, he looked at Shoemaker, said, “It’ll come back,” and dived in after the bottle.


  Neither of them came up, though Shoemaker hung onto the frame of the sallyport and watched for half an hour.


  SHOEMAKER heard their voices through the hull when they came back that night.


  “Where’s the old soak?” That was Burford.


  “Now, Charley, that isn’t nice. He didn’t say anything, but you could tell he wasn’t feeling so good when he found out you’d located his cache. I dunno’s we should of done that. He’s sure to get real uncooperative on us, and we need him.”


  “All right!” said Burford. “But have you noticed how shaky he’s been the last couple of days? What if he cracks up, then where’ll we be? I say it isn’t enough to just throw out his liquor—he’ll make more as soon as we get into space again. We ought to make him take the cure. Force it down his throat if we have to.”


  “Sure,” said Hale. “Just tell him we’re through kidding around. He’s got to take it and like it.


  “Now, boys, take it easy,” Davies said. “We’ve been all over this before . . .”


  Shoemaker grinned sourly. So that was what they were cooking up. Well, forewarned was forearmed; as a matter of fact, he’d given this possibility some thought a long time ago, and acted accordingly. So he had one hole card, anyway. But getting them to agree to an immediate takeoff was another horse.


  Wait a minute . . . There was an idea. If he played it right—it was tricky, but it might work.


  They were coming in the sallyport now. Shoemaker ducked down to the chem storeroom, found the bottle he was looking for and filled a small capsule from it. His hands were shaking, he noticed. That was what the fear of hellfire did to you.


  Shoemaker had reached a decision. Delirium tremens wasn’t a good enough answer; it didn’t fit. If he thought it was that, he’d gladly take the cure, even though the idea made his belly crawl. Of course, it was too late for that, anyway—he’d thrown out the drug in Burford’s sick-box and substituted plain baking soda long ago.


  But Shoemaker thought he knew what was happening to him, and it wasn’t d. t.’s. It wasn’t the usual dipso’s collection of crazy daymares at all; there was a horrid kind of logic to it. Instead of delirium, it was—judgment.


  That was as far as he’d gone. He knew he had it coming to him, and now he thought he was going to get it. But he hadn’t given up yet. There was one thing he could still do, and that was to run—get clear away from this damned planet. After that, he’d just have to take his chances. Maybe the things could follow him into space, maybe not. Shoemaker wasn’t sure of anything any more.


  He slipped the capsule into his pocket where he could get at it when he needed it, and went on up the passageway.


  “Oh, there you are,” said Burford. “We were wondering where you’d got to.”


  Shoemaker glared at him. “Okay, go ahead, ask me if I was digging for a microspectrograph mine.”


  Burford looked shocked. “Why, Jim, you know I wouldn’t say a nasty thing like that.” He took Shoemaker’s arm. “Come on up to the galley. We’re having a powwow.”


  Oh-oh, thought Shoemaker. This looks like it. He put his hand in his pocket and folded his handkerchief over the capsule.


  Davies and Hale stared at him solemnly as he came through the door with Burford behind him. He looked back at them, poker-faced, and sat down.


  Davies cleared his throat. “Er-um. Jim, we’ve been worried about you lately. You don’t act like you’re feeling too chipper.”


  “That’s right,” said Shoemaker, looking doleful. “I’ve been thinking about my poor old mother.”


  Burford snorted. “Your poor old mother died fifty years ago.”


  “She did,” said Shoemaker, taking out his handkerchief, “and she died with one great wish unfulfilled.”


  “Yeah? What was that?” Burford asked skeptically.


  “She always wanted to have a son like you,” Shoemaker said, “so that she could whale the living daylights out of him.” He blew his nose raucously, slipped the capsule into his mouth, put his handkerchief away and smiled beatificially.


  Davies was frowning. “Jim,” he said.


  “I wish you wouldn’t make jokes about it. We all know what’s the matter with you. You been fightin’ the liquor too hard.”


  “Who says so?” Shoemaker demanded. “Now, Jim, don’t make things difficult. I don’t like this any more’n you do, but—”


  “Like what?”


  Burford made an impatient gesture. “Go ahead, tell him, Lou. No use dragging it out.”


  “That’s right,” Hale put in, glowering. “Shut up, you,” said Shoemaker. He turned to Davies. “Tell me what? You’re not going to bring up that ‘cure’ chestnut again, by any chance?”


  Davies looked uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Jim. I know you don’t want to take it. I argued against it, but the boys finally convinced me. You know, Jim, if it was only you that we had to think about, I wouldn’t try to make you do anything you didn’t want to. But, don’t you see, this is it—either we all stick together or we’re sunk. If we don’t all keep in good shape and able to do our jobs, why . . . well, you see, don’t you, Jim—”


  “What he means,” said Burford, “is that this time you’re going to take the cure, whether you want to or not.” Shoemaker got up and put his chair very carefully out of the way.


  “Let’s see you make me,” he said.


  IT HAD to look good, so when Burford grabbed for him he stepped back and swung a hearty right into the middle of Burford’s face.


  Burford staggered, but kept on coming. He clipped Shoemaker’s jaw glancingly, swung again and missed, then gave him a beauty in the eye.


  Shoemaker aimed for the midriff and got it. “Uff!” said Burford. Then Hale tackled him from behind and the three of them were all over him.


  Shoemaker writhed, kicking, biting and using his elbows, but every time he tore loose they brought him down again. After a while he was beginning to wonder if he could get away even if he really meant it. Then, somehow, Davies got a half Nelson on him and bore down. Shoemaker decided it was time to quit.


  He looked at his opponents. Burford had a black eye and several assorted contrusions, Hale a puffed and bleeding cheek. He couldn’t see Daveis’ face, but the pants-leg stretched out beside his own was ripped and hanging down over the boot, revealing a hairy thigh. Shoemaker felt pretty good.


  “Whuff,” said Burford, gazing at him with a new respect. He got up carefully, walked over to the sick-box and came back with a box of powders and a glass of water.


  He knelt. Shoemaker glared at him. Burford said, “Okay, baby, open your mouth or we’ll pry it open. Hold his head, Lou.” Davies’ big hand clasped Shoemaker’s skull, and Burford pried at his lower jaw. The instant his lips parted, Burford tilted the powder into his mouth, then pushed it shut again. Shoemaker’s eyes bulged. “Swallow,” said Burford remorselessly, and grabbed Shoemaker’s nose between a horny finger and thumb.


  Shoemaker swallowed. “Now you get the water,” Burford said, and held the glass to his lips. Shoemaker drank, meekly.


  Burford stood up. “Well,” he said uncertainly, “that’s that.” Davies let go of Shoemaker and eased out from under him. Then he stood beside Burford and Hale, and all three looked down at Shoemaker.


  There were real tears in Shoemaker’s eyes—from having his nose pinched in Burford’s vise-like grip—and his face looked drawn. Slowly, like an old man, he got to his feet, walked to the table and sat down.


  “Now, Jim,” Davies began hesitantly, “don’t take on. It isn’t so bad. You’ll be a better man for it, you know. You’ll prob’ly gain weight and everything. Now, Jim—”


  Shoemaker wasn’t listening. His eyes were rigid and glassy, his jaw lax. Slowly he began to tremble. He slumped over and hit the deck with a thud, still jerking.


  “Good Lord!” exploded Burford.


  “What is it?” Hale demanded.


  “Mitchel’s reaction,” said Burford. “Hasn’t happened twice in thirty years. I never thought—”


  “Is it dangerous, Charley?”


  “Lord, yes. Wait till I get the handbook.” Shoemaker heard his quick steps, then pages being riffled.


  When he thought it was safe, Shoemaker sneaked a look out of one eye. The other two men were pressed close to Burford, staring over his shoulders. Their backs were to him, but he kept jerking his body occasionally anyway, just to be on the safe side.


  “Treatment,” said Bur ford hoarsely, “extended rest on soft diet, diathermy, u. v. irradiation, hourly injection of—Hell, we can’t do that. We haven’t got half the stuff.”


  “What happens if he don’t get it, Charley?” said Davies nervously. “I mean to say, how long—”


  Burford flipped pages. “General debility, progressing rapidly, followed by heart stoppage and death after four to ten weeks.”


  “Oh, my,” said Davies. “What’ll we do, Charley? I mean—”


  “Wait a minute, here. Are you sure he’s got what you think?” asked Hale skeptically. “How do you know he’s not faking?”


  “Faking!” said Burford. “Well—he’s got all the symptoms.” He riffled pages. “Immediate unconsciousness, violent tremors—oh-oh. Look at this.”


  The two heads craned forward eagerly. There was a moment of silence, and then Hale giggled. “Well, if he does that, I’ll believe you!”


  “Yes,” said Davies seriously, “but, if he’s unconscious, how can he—”


  Burford glanced at the handbook again. “He should be coming to any time now,” he said loudly. “When he does, we’ll know for sure.”


  SHOEMAKER grinned to himself. He knew that section of the Medical Handbook by heart. Patient remains unconscious and cannot be roused for twenty minutes to one-half hour . . . He kept his eyes closed and waited, jerking occasionally, for what he judged was a good twenty minutes, then another five for good measure. When he opened them again, he saw Davies’ anxious face a few inches away, flanked by Burford’s and Hale’s.


  “He’s coming out of it!” said Burford. “How do you feel, old man?”


  “Wha—?” said Shoemaker.


  “You’ve had a little stroke,” said Burford mendaciously. “Help me get him up . . . You’ll be all right, Jim, but you’ve got to do just as we tell you.”


  “Poisoned me,” Shoemaker gasped, suffering himself to be hoisted limply erect.


  “No, no,” Davies protested. “We’re trying to help you, Jimmy boy. Just go with Charley, that’s right. Here, take this bottle, Charley.”


  Even Shoemaker was a little startled by what followed.


  When they returned, Burford nodded solemnly. “It was blue, all right,” he said.


  “Poisoned me!” said Shoemaker, allowing himself to speak a little more emphatically.


  “Oh, hell!” said Burford, lifting Shoemaker’s quaking body into a chair. “So we poisoned you. We didn’t mean to do it. Question is now, what’s to be done?”


  “Why, we’ve got to get him to a hospital,” said Davies. “Got to start back to Earth immediately. Uh—but, Charley, will he be well enough to work on the trip?”


  “It might not kill him,” said Burford grimly. “But what about us? Are we going to go back empty-handed?”


  “Oh, my,” said Davies. “I forgot for a minute. No, we can’t do that. But look here, Charley—if he dies while we’re still here, how’re we going to get back without him?”


  “We’ll have to, that’s all,” said Burford.


  “Check,” said Hale.


  “Well, I got to admit you boys are right,” said Davies promptly, with a long face. “Never had to make a more difficult decision in my life. Poor old Jim! When I think—”


  He stopped with a gasp as Shoemaker rose to his feet, swelling visibly with rage. “When I think,” said Shoemaker loudly, “of the chances I’ve had—” he found himself encumbered by the broken halves of the capsule under his tongue, and spat them out violently—“to strangle the whole murdering crew of you quietly in your sleep—” His fingers curled. He started toward Davies slowly, on stiff legs.


  Burford was staring at the capsule-halves on the deck. Suddenly he bent and picked them up, saw the faint blue stain that still clung to their edges. Light broke over his face. “Methylene blue!” he said. “You knew—you hid this in your mouth and swallowed it. Why, you old—”


  “I did,” said Shoemaker, “and now I’m going to make you swallow it.” He stepped forward and swung a vigorous right that knocked Burford through the open door.


  Hale had picked up a chair. Shoemaker ducked aside as it whooshed down, meanwhile kicking Hale in the stomach. Then he looked around for Davies, but the latter, it seemed, was behind him. Something tapped Shoemaker on the back of the skull, and then everything faded away in gray mist . . .


  THE MIST lifted once, while, with a throbbing head, he listened to Burford explaining that everything on the ship that could possibly be a weapon was locked up; that if he attempted any more reactionary violence they would as soon leave him dead on Venus as not; and that if he knew what was good for him, he would behave himself both before the takeoff—which would occur when they pleased—and after it.


  He tried to tell Burford what he could do with himself, but he fell asleep again before he was half through.


  When he woke, finally, it was evening, and low voices from the galley forward told him that the other three had returned from another day of hunting. He got up, feeling stiff and heavy, and prowled disconsolately down the passageway as far as his shop door, which was, indeed, locked. He was hungry, but he had a feeling that the sight of any one of the other three human faces on Venus would take away his appetite. For lack of anything better to do, he stepped into the airlock, closed the inner door quietly behind him, and sat down morosely in the sallyport.


  Sky and sea were dull blue-green, without star or horizon. There was a stink of sulphur, and then a stink of fish, and then another stink of sulphur . . . He sat and sweated, thinking his gloomy thoughts.


  Shoemaker was not a moral man, but the sense of personal doom was strong upon him. Suppose there really were a Hell, he thought, only the preachers were wrong about everything but the heat . . . A splitting skull . . . No liquor . . . No women . . . A stinking, slime-blue seascape that was the same right-side up, upside-down, or crossways . . . And the little green men. He had almost forgotten them.


  When he looked up, he remembered.


  The third little man was slimmer, and had no whiskers at all. He carried a shiny golden dagger, almost as big as himself. He was walking forward purposefully.


  Shoemaker waited, paralyzed.


  The little man fixed him with his gleaming eye. “We’re through kidding around,” he said grimly. “Question is now!”


  And he laid the golden dagger in Shoemaker’s quaking palm.


  Shoemaker’s first impulse was to cut his own throat. His second was to throw the dagger as far away as possible. Those two came in flashing tenths of a second. The third was stronger. He rose effortlessly into the air, landed facing the sallyport, and, mouth wide open but emitting no sound, ran straight through it. He passed the closed inner door more by a process of ignoring it than by bursting it open.


  Directly opposite was the door of Burford’s chubby, just now open far enough to show Burford’s startled face. When he saw Shoemaker, he tried hastily to shut the door, but Shoemaker by now had so much momentum as to have reached, for practical purposes, the status of an irresistible force. In the next second, he came to a full stop; but this was only because he was jammed against Burford, who was jammed against the far wall of the room, which was braced by five hundred tons of metal.


  “Ugg,” said Burford. “Whuff—where did you get that knife?”


  “Shut up and start talking,” sad Shoemaker wildly. “Where’s the microspectrograph?”


  Burford opened his mouth to yell. Shoemaker shut it with a fist, meanwhile thrusting the knife firmly against Burford’s midriff to illustrate the point.


  Burford spat out a tooth. As Shoemaker put a little more pressure on the blade, he said hastily, “It’s in the—uhh!—fuel reservoir.”


  Shoemaker whirled him around and propelled him into the corridor, after a quick look to make sure that the way was clear. They proceeded to the engine room, in this order: Burford, knife, Shoemaker.


  Without waiting to be persuaded, Burford produced a ring of keys, unlocked the reservoir, and withdrew the microspectrograph. “Hook it up,” said Shoemaker. Burford did so.


  “Uhh,” said Burford. “Now what—whiskey?”


  “Nope,” said Shoemaker incautiously. “We’re taking off.”


  Burford’s eyes bulged. He made a whoofling noise and then, without warning, lunged forward, grabbing Shoemaker’s knife arm with one hand and punching him with the other. They rolled on the deck.


  Shoemaker noticed that Burford’s mouth was open again, and he put his hand into it, being too busy keeping away from Burford’s knee to take more effective measures. Burford bit a chunk out of the hand and shouted, “Hale! Davies! Help!”


  THERE were bangings in the corridor.


  Shoemaker decided the knife was more of a hindrance than a help, and dropped it. When Burford let go to reach for it, he managed to roll them both away, at the same time getting a good two-handed grip on Burford’s skinny throat. This maneuver had the disadvantage of putting Burford on top, but Shoemaker solved the problem by lifting him bodily and banging his skull against the nearby bulkhead.


  Burford sagged. Shoemaker pushed him out of the way and got up, just in time to be knocked down hard by Hale’s chunky body.


  “Old idiot,” panted Hale, “oof! Help me, Davies!”


  Shoemaker got an ear between his teeth, and was rewarded by a bloodcurdling scream from Hale. Davies was hopping ponderously around in the background, saying, “Boys, stop it! Oh, my—the guns are all locked up. Charley, give me the keys!”


  Shoemaker pulled himself loose from Hale, sprang up, and was immediately pulled down again. Burford, who was getting dizzily to his feet, tripped over Shoemaker’s head and added himself to the tangle. Shoemaker got a scissors on him and then devoted himself to the twin problems of avoiding Burford’s wildly threshing heels and keeping Hale away from his throat. Suddenly inspired, he solved both by bending Burford’s body upward so that the latter’s booted feet, on their next swing, struck Hale squarely in the middle of his fat face.


  At this point he noticed that Davies was standing nearby with one foot raised. He grasped the foot and pushed. Davies hit the deck with a satisfying clang.


  Shoemaker got up for the third time and looked around for the dagger, but it had been kicked out of sight. He paused, wondering whom to hit next, and in the interval all three of his opponents scrambled up and came at him.


  Shoemaker thought, this is it. He spat on his fist for luck and hit Burford a beauty on the chin. Burford fell down, and, astonishingly, got up again. A little disheartened, Shoemaker took two blows in the face from Hale before he knocked the little man into a far corner. Hale got up again. Shoemaker, who had been aware for some time that someone was pummeling his back, turned around unhappily and knocked Davies down. Davies, at any rate, stayed down.


  Burford, whose face was puffy, and Hale, who was bleeding from assorted cuts, came toward him. Hale, he saw, had the dagger in his hand. Shoemaker stepped back, picked up the unconscious Davies by collar and belt, and slung him across the deck. This time both men went down (Hale with a soggy bloomp), and stayed there. The dagger skidded out of Hale’s hand and came to rest at Shoemaker’s feet.


  He picked it up, knelt at a convenient distance to cut off Hale’s and Burford’s noses, and threatened to do just that. Burford intimated that he would do as he was told. Hale said nothing, but the expression on his face was enough.


  Satisfied, Shoemaker opened a locker with Burford’s keys, got a coil of insulated wire and tied up Davies and Hale, after which, with Burford’s help, he strapped them into their acceleration seats. Burford was acting a little vague. Shoemaker slapped him around until he looked alive, then set him to punching calculator keys. After a few minutes of this, Burford looked as if he wanted to say something.


  “Well, spit it out,” said Shoemaker, waving the golden knife.


  “You’ll get yours,” said Burford, looking scared but stubborn. “When we get back to New York—”


  “South Africa,” corrected Shoemaker, “where the Supreme Council can’t ask us any questions.”


  Burford looked surprised, then said it was a good idea.


  It was, too.


  THE lone star winked out in the blue-green heavens, and the winds of its passing died away. The throng of little rabbit-eared green men, floating on their placid ocean, gazed after it long after it had disappeared.


  “What do you think?” said the slim one without whiskers. “Did they like us?”


  The one addressed was yards away, but his long ears heard the question plainly. “Can’t say,” he answered. “They acted so funny. When we spoke to that one in their own language, so as to make him feel at home—”


  “Yes,” said a third, almost invisible in the mist. “Was that the right thing to do, d’you suppose? Are you sure you got the words right, that last time?”


  “Sure,” said the first, confidently. “I was right next to the ship all evening, and I memorized everything they said . . .”


  They considered that for a while, sipping from their flasks. Other voices piped up: “Maybe we should have talked to them when they were all together?”


  “Nooo. They were so big. That one was much the nicest, anyway.”


  “He took our present.”


  “Yes,” said the slim one, summing it up. “They must have liked us all right. After all, they gave us this”—swinging his flask to make a pleasant gurgle of 150-proof grain alcohol. “That proves it!” Burp!


  THE VENUSIAN


  Rog Phillips


  He was just a kid on a lark, but Earthmen were only toys to him!


  SAM JOHNSON stumbled through the drifts along what he hoped was the road, head bent forward to keep the blinding swirls of snow out of his eyes, his heavy brown coat tucked up around his neck and his hat pulled low over his ears.


  For two days now the storm had raged unabated. He was taking his life in his hands even to step out of the comforting security of his house, let alone go the mile and a half to the south pasture; but the cattle there, cooped up now in the ramshackle old barn, would bring better than five thousand dollars in the spring and he couldn’t afford to take any chances. Anyway the road was marked on either side by an almost continuous stretch of barbed wire fence, so there was little likelihood of his wandering off and getting lost.


  The wind made moaning noises, and now and then an almost solid avalanche of snow would come driving down through the dancing, gyrating flakes that blended into a white wall twenty feet away.


  Sam cursed the snow, and cursed the system that made him put desire for money ahead of desire for life and comfort. He did not delude himself into thinking he was making this trip out of concern for the comfort of dumb cattle. He had paid good money for the cattle, and expected to make a good profit in the spring. The death of one yearling would cut this profit down by several percent, and that was all that concerned him.


  The driving snow played tricks on his eyes. He had only gone fifty yards from the house when he could have sworn he saw a shapeless blob that might have been a man all bundled up with a glass globe over his head drop out of the sky near the side of the road, a huge expanse of parachute breaking his fall and then billowing in the wind. He stopped and looked intently at the spot, but finally decided he must be wrong.


  After that he could look off to the side of the road and see parachuted figures dropping out of the sky any time he wanted to, so he knew it had been a delusion. He knew that it would almost certainly be suicide to climb over the barbed wire fence into the field. Once there, he would instantly lose his sense of direction. As it was, about every fifty yards he ran into the fence on one side of the road or other. Each time he did he blessed it fervently and climbed back into the road.


  The newly-fallen snow was waist-high in some places. In others the ground was almost bare where the driving force of the wind had picked up the dry crystals and flung them back into the sky. Sam’s nose began to grow numb, and his cheeks tingled as skin cells froze and cracked open.


  It took him over two hours to make the mile and a half to the south pasture. At that he almost went by the old barn before he saw it.


  Inside he counted the cattle and sighed with relief and satisfaction. Every head was there out of the storm. It took him an hour to go over everything, dump more grain in the feed troughs, pump the watering trough full again, and get down a ton or so of hay and spread it around so that the cattle were almost covered with it. He didn’t plan on returning until the storm had blown itself out, which might take another week.


  It took him almost three hours to make the journey back to the house, so he had been gone almost five years in all. He knew Jenny would be worrying her head off, pacing the floor and wringing her hands while she moaned for sympathy from their two daughters, Mary and Martha.


  They were two of a kind. Sam sometimes wondered if they were his rightful offspring. Mary was twenty now, and Martha eighteen. They were handsomer than any movie stars he had ever seen, and twice as smart. They had come home for Christmas from the state college. That was a week ago.


  When they had come, in their fine city clothes and with their hair all done up by professional beauty specialists, he had felt sort of humble that and Jenny were uncouth and plain—just farm folks. He marveled each they could do such a fine thing. He time one of his daughters smiled at him. He never thought of the fact that it was his hard work that got the money that had made them fine, educated, city girls. It would never enter his thoughts because it was his right and his duty toward them. He was that kind of a man, too.


  SAM reached the gate that led to the house and fumbled with the latch. He worked the gate through the snow far enough so that he could slip through, then closed it quickly before snow could drift in and make a job out of it.


  The lights in the windows were bright and cheery. He put all his reserve into making the last ten yards to the back door. He was glad now that he had enclosed the back porch last summer. He could take off his wraps and hang them outside before going into the kitchen.


  He pulled off his heavy overcoat, revealing his broad, heavily muscled shoulders and handsome Norse features. Then he pulled off his boots. After that he took off his crumpled hat, revealing a high forehead, with blond hair combed straight back.


  Basically humble in his thoughts, he would have laughed at anyone who might have told him he was a throwback to the race of Norsemen who had once come out of the north to subdue the British Isles, cross the stormy Atlantic, and fight the elements all around the Arctic Circle.


  He could not know that the queenly bearing and grace of his two daughters were inherited from him, and that their beauty and grace were a heritage denied most movie stars. Sam thought that genes were something that thoroughbred cattle had—not the shuffle of racial tarot cards which, in the cycles of racial history, had repeated themselves in him and his daughters, so that they were as the Norse people of old.


  Divested of his heavy wraps Sam gave a thankful glance toward the stacks of wood at the far end of the porch, estimating that there was enough to ride out the storm, then twisted the knob and opened the door to the kitchen.


  He looked in, anticipating the first sight of his daughters, basking in advance in the looks of fond affection they would turn his way. Then his eyes widened in surprise, and his six-foot-four of manly strength stiffened into immobility. He stood that way for perhaps fifteen seconds, then toppled forward.


  THE speedometer needle hovered near the eighty mark. The driver, a thin, chisel-faced man of about forty, paid no attention to it, but kept his eyes flickering from the road ahead to the image of the car behind in the rear-view mirror.


  The car in back had been slowly creeping up for the last five minutes, and now was only half a block away.


  Up ahead a heavy coupe with lots of chrome was creeping along at a mere forty. The driver of the car looked at it intently as it grew larger, and finally nodded his head.


  “That’s it,” he said. The car leaned slightly as he swerved to the left to pass the coupe.


  “Now?” The voice was that of the heavy set man in the back seat.


  The driver nodded his head, but said nothing. The man in the back seat pressed a button. The complicated looking machinery clamped against the back of the car began to move silently. A long barrel of steel with an opening nearly an inch across changed directions slightly. A keen observer would have noticed that it pointed and moved independent of the car’s bouncing and swaying. It was gyroscope controled.


  Suddenly there was a cannon-like explosion. At the same instant the left front wheel of the pursuing car seemed to vanish along with a goodly part of the fender. Then the car behind dipped slowly to the left, rose lazily until it was standing on end. After that it turned a quarter of the way around and fell forward on its side, bouncing a couple of times in slow motion.


  The man in the back seat looked over his shoulder at the driver and grinned.


  The driver slowed down to forty and pulled a cigaret out of his vest pocket. He lit it with a kitchen match, ignoring the lighter on the dashboard.


  THE coupe pulled to the side of the road just behind the wrecked car. The young lady who climbed out and rushed toward the wreckage was twenty-two, five-eleven, and was in the habit of being mistaken for a movie star every place she went. People asked for her autograph without knowing who she was, convinced that she must be somebody important. Perhaps the star of the latest premier they hadn’t got around to seeing.


  She reached the wrecked car just as a blond, masculine head poked its way through a broken door window.


  “Thank God you’re alive,” she exclaimed. “Are you hurt badly?”


  The head ignored her for several seconds, peering up the road after the fleeing car. Then it jerked around in her direction.


  The eyes widened as they took in the girl’s classic beauty. Automatically the lips formed to emit a whistle. Then awareness of the situation took hold.


  “Help me get out of here if you can,” the head in the window said. It accompanied its request with a series of violent moves which succeeded in lifting the battered door into an upright position. Then it emerged, followed by a pair of wide shoulders and husky arms covered by well-tailored gray tweed.


  A final burst of movement brought out the rest of the man, who leaped to the ground and hastily grabbed the girl’s arm.


  “Quick,” he said. “They mustn’t get away.”


  She caught on instantly and almost beat him to her coupe. Automatically she climbed in on the driver’s side, and he, after a moment of indecision, decided there was no time to argue, and climbed in on the other side.


  She was good. She had the car in motion almost before he was in, and the door slammed shut from the burst of forward acceleration as the coupe took the center of the highway and picked up speed.


  The car ahead had disappeared around a bend in the road. When they reached the bend the highway stretched ahead for ten miles, but no car was in sight.


  “What do we do now?” the girl asked, letting up on the throttle. She flashed the young man a smile.


  “Nothing much to do,” he answered. “You can just let me out at the next town and I’ll get a wrecker. It was awfully good of you to help me like you did.”


  “Think nothing of it,” the young lady replied. “If you’d rather go back to the city, I was just out for a drive and had just about decided to turn around and go back anyway.”


  “That’s lucky,” the young man said. “I guess there’s no hope of picking up the trail of that car again. By the way, my name is Steve Kaiser.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” the girl smiled again. “I’m Mary Johnson. I have a book and gift store on Broadway. I’m afraid it runs itself, most of the time. At least I pay very little attention to it.”


  “You don’t mean the Looking Glass is your store!” Steve exclaimed.


  “Mm hmm,” Mary nodded, her eyes and hands busy at turning the car around.


  “I’ve been in there,” Steve said. “I don’t doubt that it does run itself. You have a very competent bunch of clerks in there. They’re so eager to please that sometimes I honestly believe if I asked for a book that had never been published they would get it published within twenty-four hours so I could get what I wanted.”


  “Oh, now,” Mary laughed. “They aren’t that good, but they all take the business very seriously. They should, because they work mostly on a commission basis. I’ve found that works better than straight salary.”


  STEVE glanced appraisingly at Mary’s slim figure and obvious youth.


  “You seem pretty young to have built up a big store like that on your own,” he speculated. “Inherit some money?”


  Mary straightened the car and started back toward town before she answered.


  “Not exactly,” she finally said.” I just followed directions. Good business advice and all that. It doesn’t take much to go into business. Most wholesalers are more than anxious to play ball with a new concern to help it get started.”


  “Especially when the new business has such an attractive owner,” Steve said, smiling at her.


  “Hmm mm,” Mary pouted her lips. “They all saw I had good business sense. By the way, what do you do for a living besides chase automobiles that carry small cannons to shoot people with?”


  “That’s about all,” Steve said wryly. “You see, I’m connected with the government in a way.”


  “Oh?” Mary arched her eyebrows. “It’s not the F.B.I. or the secret service, or anything like that,” Steve said. “As a matter of fact it’s too long a story to tell in just a few minutes.”


  “Yes I will have lunch with you tomorrow,” Mary said, smiling mischievously.


  “Boy, you’re way ahead of me!” Steve exclaimed.


  They both laughed.


  “I SHOULDN’T tell you any of this,” Steve said, holding his lighter to Mary’s cigaret and then to his own. They were at an exclusive table for two in the Old Heidelberg. It was nearly three o’clock, and most of the lunch patrons had left. “You see, it all started coming to light about a year ago. We don’t know what it’s all about even yet, but we do know that something terrible and sinister is going on, and our job is to get at the root of it, if we can. By we I mean me, and several hundred men who were chosen because of their past records and fields of training. During the war I was in the secret service. I came out alive, which is enough recommendation. Among the others are some of the most outstanding geniuses in different branches of physics and radio, and other specialists too numerous to mention. That will give you some idea of the scope of this thing.”


  “But what is it?” Mary asked.


  “I told you we don’t know,” Steve said. “All we know is that certain strange things have happened. Huge sums have disappeared from banks. There weren’t any robberies in the usual sense of the word. Checks cashed which, when the auditors got to them turned out to be perfectly blank. Chemical analysis showed not even a scratch to indicate how they had been made out. Other checks cashed which grew dark and uniformly silvered in a matter of minutes after the teller paid out the money. Altogether it has been determined that over fifteen million dollars has disappeared in this way.


  “If that were all, we wouldn’t be alarmed. It would just appear to be a band of crooks who had figured out a new racket. But there has been top secret leaks in government circles. When we found out about it we, or rather the secret service, put every kind of system to work to find out how it was done. We found out, all right. Every word that was uttered in secret session was being broadcast by radio right from the chambers. Since there was no radio that could be found we put the directional finder right in the chambers themselves and found out that a senator above suspicion was the broadcasting station.


  “We searched him. No radio. He took off his coat for the search. The directional receiver located the set in his coat. We tore the coat apart. The inner lining was a broadcasting set of incredible power! Circuits were silver paint in the fabric. The power source was a high voltage battery whose plates were dots of chemical on either side of the fabric and whose electrolyte was a chemical in the cloth under or between the dots.


  “The tubes—well, it didn’t have any tubes, but it had something strictly out of this world in place of tubes.


  That’s when this new group was formed. Some of our experts have been working on that coat for six months in an effort to find out the principle that eliminates the need for vacuum tubes and spark gaps in broadcasting.


  “The senator was entirely innocent. He bought his suit from a tailor who solicited his business and offered very low prices for very expensive suits. When we got to the tailor he had closed shop and couldn’t be found.


  “Those are some of the minor things. There’s the note sent to the Russian government by the State Department which was a request for some minor matter to be ironed out, which reached Stalin with its seal intact and its contents seemingly undisturbed. But the note Stalin got was a declaration of war, with hostilities to start in twenty-four hours if he didn’t get every last man of his troops off Korea in that time. He got, fortunately. We didn’t find out what was in the note for two weeks, and the State Department would have been nervy enough to pull a stunt like that.”


  Steve paused a moment, frowning.


  THAT would have been all right, too, if we could have been sure that the writer of that note meant things to turn out that way. If we could have been sure, and could have found him, we would have drafted him into the State Department at once. But it looked too much like an attempt to get us into war with Russia. From what we knew then it would have been much more probable that Stalin would have countered the threat by dropping a couple of his atom bombs we knew he had. It isn’t generally known, but Russia already equals us in atom bombs. The general public would go into hysterics if they knew.


  “There are other things, too. In the past six months seven of the nation’s top notch scientists have disappeared. Eleven others have died under mysterious circumstances. Besides those, over a hundred persons have disappeared who all have one thing in common—they are nationally known in their fields which range from radio to surgery. How many others have vanished that we don’t know about yet because they aren’t outstanding enough, we may never know.”


  During all this Mary had been listening attentively. Now she asked, “Why do you tell me this if it is secret? What if I were to tell it around?”


  “I don’t know,” Steve said slowly. “A hunch, maybe. You have a business that takes care of itself. I could see at once that you like excitement, and I thought maybe you might like to be one of our agents. Oh, I know it sounds scatterbrained. I don’t have any authority to put you on the payroll. You wouldn’t get paid. But if this leads to what I think it will, we need all the help in the world.”


  “What do you mean, ‘what it will lead to’ ?” Mary asked, puzzled. “What will it lead to?”


  “God only knows,” Steve said gravely, “but I have an absolute conviction, and I’m not the only one, mind you, that behind all this is an alien intelligence. I don’t mean Russian or Chinese. Nothing like Fu Manchu or fifth columns.”


  “Then what do you mean?” Mary asked patiently.


  “Extra-terrestrial,” Steve answered quietly.


  “What makes you say that?” Mary asked, sitting forward in her chair and leaning her elbows on the table.


  “Little things,” Steve said, shrugging. “Things that just don’t have the feel of humanness about them. Like that broadcasting set painted on the lining of the senator’s coat. It wasn’t like something some genius thought up. It was more like something evolved by an industry over a decade after making millions of them, giving the thing a refinement here, a slight change there, and so on. The cloth itself was terrestrial. So was the silver, although nothing we have in the way of silver paints would leave quite the same deposit. We can’t know what solvent or liquid was used to carry the silver when it was fluid. That evaporated completely. The thing was more like a radio would be if some expert built one from raw materials on a desert island. The know how is there, even though the resulting set wouldn’t have the stamp of mass production on everything down to the lugs the wires hooked into. That’s the way that broadcasting set was. I saw it. It wasn’t printed, like the circuits on our vestpocket receivers are now. It was drawn with instruments. But it wasn’t a trial and error attempt. It was designed to broadcast on a given frequency at a certain power.”


  “IT SEEMS TO ME,” Mary said seriously, “That you are picking the most improbable of explanations. We already have postcard radio circuits. Couldn’t any good technician design and build such a set?”


  “Not without using tubes,” Steve replied.


  “Suppose he invented a tube substitute?” Mary suggested. “After all that is the next logical step in radio, isn’t it? Why not stick to probabilities?”


  “I can see you have a great deal of good common sense on your side so far,” Steve said admiringly. “However, I haven’t told you everything yet.


  I admit that that radio might have been invented by a man, but there are things that couldn’t possibly have been made by any man. For example, the intelligent spider.”


  Steve chuckled at the expression of incredulity on Mary’s face.


  “He spun a web over the President’s pillow just a few minutes before the President was accustomed to go to bed. It so happened that the President saw him begin and watched him while he did it. He thinks the spider kept an eye on him, but as luck would have it, the President had been dozing in an arm chair just a few feet from the bed. He woke up like people do sometimes, without moving a muscle. He just opened his eyes a little, his senses alert. He saw the spider climbing up the woodwork at the head of the bed, fasten a thread and climb down, walking across the pillow. There he pulled the thread tight and began to weave the web. He did it hurriedly, and the President swears he felt the eyes of the spider look at him constantly.


  “When it looked like the spider was almost finished the President pretended to wake up. Like a flash the spider was gone. Experts were called in. They all declared the web was not the same pattern as that used by known spiders. The web was carefully taken down and analyzed. No trace of any kind of poison or germ was found, but the chemist who began the analysis died horribly before he completed it. Other chemists completed the analysis without injury, so it is assumed that the first chemist must have let the web touch his skin!”


  “I see what you mean,” Mary said slowly. “It would take an intelligent spider to know just where to place the web. Assuming it was a terrestrial spider, he would have spun a web of ordinary design. But,” Mary exclaimed, “if the web was poison, why didn’t it kill the spider?”


  “There is our strongest evidence in favor of another planet,” Steve said. “We have rattlesnakes, centipedes, and other animals on Earth who carry deadly poisons in sacs without harm to themselves. Even spiders have poisons; not deadly ones, but some, like the black widow, can kill if they bite in the right places. Suppose we have a spider who can weave a web and spread a poison over its strands as it goes along? It’s a logical evolutionary step.”


  “Hummm,” Mary said slowly. “So it is. I think I’m beginning to believe you.”


  “I’m glad you are,” Steve said fervently. “You see, I got through the war by following hunches. There was the time I was sure I had success at my fingertips on a secret mission. I was sure I wasn’t suspected. Then out of the blue I felt the urge to get out. I had just gone to bed when the hunch came. It was so strong that I didn’t stop to question it. I got quietly out of bed and packed my few things and sneaked out the window and down the fire escape ladder outside the window. Before I reached the street flames shot out of the window I had just left. Before I had gone a block the whole building was in flames.”


  “I KNOW how that works,” Mary said. “A strange impinges on your subconscious. Your conscious mind isn’t aware of it, but you are used to thinking in your subconscious most of the time anyway. It comes out as an unexplainable hunch.”


  “Perhaps so,” Steve said. “That wouldn’t explain the time I slept under my bed, for no reason at all, in Paris, and woke up at three in the morning when a bullet plowed into the dummy I had placed there, made of an overcoat and a wadded up pillow.”


  Mary started to laugh.


  “What are you laughing at?” Steve said.


  “I can just see you in that bedroom,” Mary said. “I can see you looking at the soft bed, shrugging your shoulders, and then resignedly crawling under the bed and going to sleep there.”


  Steve grinned. “You must have been peeking,” he said.


  Mary became serious again.


  “So I’m a hunch of yours,” she said gravely.


  “Mmm hmm,” he hummed, sounding quite sure of it.


  “Are you sure it isn’t—something else?” Mary asked.


  “Of course not,” Steve said gruffly. “I know when I’m outclassed.”


  Mary looked at him queerly.


  “You know,” she said, surprised and pleased at the same time. “You’re just like my father. By the way, since you’re telling me everything; just what were you doing chasing those men in that car yesterday?”


  Steve seemed not to notice the sudden switch.


  “They were perhaps the first positive lead we’ve had so far,” he said. “Of course we’ve had a net out for suspicious people who buy things at scientific houses. Three days ago those two bought two pounds of raw silver from an assayer. We put a watch on the hotel where they were staying. Yesterday they checked out. I was on duty watching them. I followed them. You know the rest.” Mary looked puzzled.


  “Why should they buy raw silver and run a risk when they can get silver out of any dollar, or dime for that matter?” she asked.


  “Coin silver isn’t pure,” Steve explained. “It has other metals in it that would probably interfere when they reduced the silver to a paint.”


  “Oh,” Mary said, but she seemed on the point of disagreeing about Steve’s reasoning.


  “Would you like to join forces with me?” Steve asked eagerly.


  “What could I do?” Mary asked. “You could give me the telephone numbers where I could reach you at any time of the day or night,” Steve began. “And we could get together and talk things over—frankly, Mary, you couldn’t help me much because I wouldn’t put you in danger for anything. That is, you couldn’t be of much help if there were any danger. You could give me a little moral support, though, and sometimes, like yesterday, if I could get in touch with you in a hurry you could be of invaluable assistance.”


  “I see.” Mary toyed with her napkin, her lips struggling to hide a smile.


  “Well,” Steve went on helplessly, “maybe you want to think about it. Could I call you later?”


  “I don’t need to think about it,” Mary said.


  “Oh,” Steve said regretfully. “Oh.”


  “I would like to help you,” Mary finished.


  “You would?” Steve asked. “Gee! That’s swell! Could we get together this evening and get things organized?” He glanced worriedly at his wristwatch. “I have to meet a guy in ten minutes, so I haven’t time now.”


  “Okay,” Mary said, smiling. She rose and Steve jumped around the table to help her with her wrap. As they walked toward the exit he took her arm possessively and she didn’t seem to mind.


  DR. WELMER looked up from his desk as Steve entered the room.


  “Did you succeed?” he asked sharply.


  “Yes,” said Steve. “But I think you’re wrong.”


  “What makes you think so now?” Dr. Welmer asked in surprise. “You were convinced enough before you had lunch with her.”


  “I know,” Steve said. “But dammit, she couldn’t be that kind. I know a little about character. She’s pure wool and—she has a swell figure, too.” He grinned. “Almost made a slip there, doc. But the main reason I changed my mind is that she pointed out the very thing that made us sure it was a plant.”


  “You mean she pointed out that they could use coin silver instead of running the risk involved in getting pure silver?”


  “Right,” Steve said, sitting down on the edge of a chair.


  “Well,” Dr. Welmer said slowly. “If she isn’t a plant we have nothing to lose, and if she is we have our one and only contact with whoever is running this thing we are fighting. That’s more than we had before.”


  “I played my part,” Steve said. “If she is a plant she now has the impression that I know more than I said, and that we have definite leads but aren’t talking about them. I was careful to convey the idea that we had absolutely nothing, but in such a way that it was extremely probable we have a lot.”


  “Did you also convey the impression that you had fallen for her?” Dr. Welmer asked.


  “That wasn’t hard,” Steve said evenly. “I have.”


  He turned his back on Dr. Welmer and went to the window. The doctor looked pityingly at his back, shook his head regretfully, and then went back to his papers.


  Finally, without looking up from his work, he said, “I hope for your sake you’re right. It is too seldom that a man in your work finds a girl worth having. It is always a tragedy when the one he falls in love with is on the side of the enemy. I hope it won’t color your judgment and bring about disaster.”


  ED TURNER’S column hit the public right between the eyes on Thursday morning, just three weeks after Steve’s luncheon date with Mary. It went like this:


  This will probably be the last column I’ll ever get to write. You’ll see why when you get through reading it. In the past ten years I’ve tried to live up to my initials and be the D.D.T. that brings the crooks in high places, the vermin in our government and unions, and all other insects that prey on the public gaze, where the sunlight kills public, right out into the light of them quickly.


  I’ve had a pretty good batting average, too, in those ten years. I’ve earned a good living at it, but the money wasn’t my chief motive. Neither was fame as a columnist. My chief motive was to help preserve the American way of life right here in America. Now it seems those ten years will have come to nothing before another year has passed. Why? Because there will not be a presidential election this year, for the first time in the history of our country!


  How do I know? I have before me on my desk as I write this column a photostat copy of the master plan of the present administration for the coming year. On it is an outline of the events that will be MANEUVERED to create a situation, and a list of the key men who will do the maneuvering.


  There is not space enough in this column to give the whole thing, and I am quite sure that I will not be given the opportunity to give what I have to leave out in future columns. Quite frankly, I don’t think I will be alive to write more columns after this one reaches the public.


  So here is the bare outline of what is coming. First on the list is a general strike of all workers scheduled for the first part of August. If you are a union man perhaps you know that your union is discussing that strike right now, on the basis of its being a demonstration of power, to last only twenty-four hours. What you DON’T know is that in that twenty-four hours the government is to declare a national emergency and martial law. ORDER the unions to call off the strike at once, and then not give them time to do it. The unions are being DUPED into calling the strike. DUPED by the administration, and they won’t discover they were duped until it is too late.


  Second, already the machinery of Fascist mechanics has been set up and is in operation. The most important cog in that machinery is the so-called loyalty investigation that has been in operation for some time. Designed to rid the government of undesirables, it has rid the government of all men who will not play along with a dictatorship putsch.


  Thirdly, in key sections of the country hired underlings of the self-styled coming dictator (you know who I mean), are ready to start local revolts and riots, so that the administration can point to those outbreaks as just cause for continuing the state of national martial law indefinitely.


  Finally, and this is the thing all the rest will lead up to, at the last moment literally thousands of local voting officials will be framed with phony evidence to prove they were going to substitute fake ballots. The ballots, already made out and in boxes just like the ones the real ballots would be in, will be “seized” in raids. Voting machines will be “seized” that are fixed so that the pressing of a “secret” button will change the final count to a predetermined setting.


  Then the government, already running the country under martial law, will issue a declaration to the effect that until such time as it can be guaranteed that the balloting will represent the true will of the people THERE WILL BE NO ELECTION.


  The government will deny this. They will undoubtedly force me to state publicly that I didn’t even write this column, but that it must have been substituted for my regular column by some undiscovered fifth column group. Your local newspaper in which this appears will probably make a lot of excitement with stories about mysterious substitutions of type after the galleys have been okayed by their editor. They will HAVE to try to cover up, or the government will CLOSE them up. DON’T LET IT FOOL YOU.


  That’s all, brother. Nice to have known you, we who salute you, and all that rot.


  TURNER’S column carried that bit of dynamite in fifteen home editions before it was discovered. Nearly fifteen million people got to read it before the papers were pulled off the stands and prowl cars tracked down newsboys on their routes and took their papers away from them.


  Efforts to undo the damage only added to it. Joe Doaks on South Central Street didn’t get his evening paper. At work the next day John Doe, who did get a paper told him why he didn’t get it.


  Editor Smith published a sworn affidavit on the front page of his paper that he read the proofs of Turner’s column and they were nothing like that. It must have been substituted just as the okay for starting the presses was sent down.


  But that is what Turner SAID he would have to do or close shop.


  The real clincher came when reporters tried to get hold of Turner so that he could deny the whole thing publicly. He couldn’t be found at first. Then his body with twenty-three machine gun bullets in it was found in an alley in Washington. No one heard the shots.


  The government was forced into the position of the man who is asked if he still beats his wife. It could say the column was true, which would be a lie—or it could try to prove it wasn’t true, which would only add to the evidence against the administration and cast doubt on the freedom of the press.


  The fact that in each paper the column appeared, the column had been slipped in just as the okay was given to start the presses, seemed a little too improbable.


  The next forty-eight hours saw some fast developments. The unions admitted that they had been discussing the possibilities of a nation-wide demonstration strike, but that now all such plans would be dropped, and that no union could hold a strike before the election date in November on penalty of expulsion.


  The President tendered his resignation to both houses, to take effect on the expiration of his term in office and withdrew his name from the ballots.


  Congress held all night sessions trying to substitute something for the loyalty courts, but got nowhere, although hundreds of schemes to accomplish the same effects in different words were considered. Finally the President sent a note to congress suggesting they abolish the practice.


  The unions and the administration leaned backward so far in an effort to convince the public the column had been nothing but lies that they were flat on their backs.


  The public and the administration were both as jittery as a home’s nest with termites. All that was needed to start the great American Revolution, as one columnist with a sense of humor put it, was for someone to stand on forty-second and Broadway at high noon and yell boo.


  Few people saw anything funny in that remark because it was too close to the truth. Far-sighted politicians who saw the handwriting on the wall quietly slipped onto the give-the-government-back-to-the-people band wagon and started turning up their fish horns. In the still hours of the night political carpenters were called in to replace old planks with brand new ones on party platforms, and senators stayed up all night culling their old speeches for quotes to prove that the new planks were actually the ones they had ridden to victory on all during their careers.


  ON THE Saturday night after this big explosion, Steve took Mary to the Club Cubana to dance to the music of Phil Brodey and his orchestra. Neither of them had spoken of the event, by common consent.


  More than once Steve caught himself looking into Mary’s eyes, wondering how it could be possible that she was a tool of the hypothetical, alien creature which all evidence pointed to as the mastermind behind events.


  But now the waiter was laying out their dinner and when the dance was finished they would relax and enjoy their meal while Steve carefully discussed the events of the week in exactly the way his superiors had ordered him to do.


  The music stopped. Steve dropped his arm from Mary’s waist reluctantly, and she hooked her arm in his as they walked across the floor to their table.


  He stood back of her chair while she sat down, and after helping her slide the chair close to the table he bent forward and kissed the crook of her neck.


  She shivered ecstatically, and Steve walked around the table to his place feeling like Judas. They ate in silence for several minutes, then Mary herself opened up the subject:


  “Steve,” she said seriously. “I’ve been thinking. This column of Turner’s that stirred up such a fuss sounds very much like that other thing you mentioned—the changed note to the Russian Government. What do you think?”


  “You’re right,” Steve said, sighing with relief at the way she had started things. “Not only does it seem done by the same hand, we have positive evidence. In a way we got it by pure luck. But sooner or later luck always runs against the criminal mind. The law can make mistake after mistake, so long as it gets the right answer in the end. The criminal can’t afford to make even one mistake. That’s why law and order always wins in the end.”


  “Then you finally have a definite lead?” Mary asked eagerly.


  Steve nodded. “It’s just one of those things. A grease monkey on the printing press of one of the newspapers that ran that column saw the man who changed the plate. He didn’t think anything of it. As a matter of fact he signaled to the operator to hold up starting for the fellow. Yesterday he remembered about it and called on the F.B.I. That was the right thing for him to do, because even the publishers aren’t free of suspicion on this!”


  “Have you arrested the man who did it?” Mary asked.


  “OF COURSE not,” Steve said.


  “We have him covered, though. We have a net around him so tight he couldn’t fall over without knocking down six of our best operatives. Right now he’s at work at the newspaper plant, but up in his room some of the country’s best scientists are going over everything he owns with all kinds of probes. I think you can understand that we’re deathly afraid. We’re up against something so subtle and so devilish that we may not win. We know that a button on a shirt may be anything from an atom bomb to a high powered broadcasting set; that a strain on a tie might be some new weapon we have never dreamed of in our science. The scientists that go into that room carry pocket geiger counters, allwave directional radio detectors, X-ray machines, delicate instruments, and cameras.


  “They wear gloves and face masks, carry oxygen tanks and canaries in cages, and there are truckloads of gadgets waiting out in the street in case they are needed. Also fire trucks surround the block, and dozens of police cars lie in waiting over every route to and from the rooming house where the man lives. We don’t expect to find a thing, mind you; but we dare not overlook a single bet. We are hoping that sooner or later he will contact someone who will contact someone else, who will lead us to the headquarters of this master schemer.”


  “You are thorough, aren’t you?” Mary exclaimed.


  A waiter approached the table.


  “You’re Mr. Kaiser?” he asked. Then, at Steve’s nod, “You’re wanted on the phone sir. This way.”


  Steve excused himself and followed the waiter. It was Dr. Welmer who was on the wire.


  “Listen, Steve,” he said hurriedly after Steve had answered. “We’re all set. Go back and tell her the man has started out into the country and that you must follow him. Tell her it’s out highway forty-nine. Invite her to go along. When you catch up with a car with license 354-865, pass it and pass the next two cars also, then slow down to the same speed as the car ahead of you. Got that?”


  “Yes,” Steve said tonelessly. He hung up and went back to the table.


  Mary looked at him with an expectant light in her eyes.


  Steve’s held a grim look as he answered heir unspoken question. He said in his own words what Dr. Welmer had told him to say.


  Mary jumped at the chance to go with him. Steve left a bill on the table to pay for their evening’s fun, and they hastily left.


  Steve’s car was at the curb in front of the club, motor running. Teamwork. Mary would assume Steve had ordered it there himself, which he should have.


  Steve climbed in behind the wheel while the doorman took care of Mary. He kicked in the siren and shot up to sixty, his eyes straight ahead.


  Highway forty-nine went north. In ten minutes after leaving the club they reached the city limits and open highway. Steve cut off the siren and pressed his foot down on the gas.


  Steve was too busy looking at the license plates of the cars they passed to think of anything else. Mary sat in silence.


  On a clear stretch Steve stole a glance at Mary. Her face looked eerie in the light from the dashboard. Her eyes were straight ahead her features grotesquely highlighted by the instrument lights. She seemed tense and expectant, almost worried.


  FINALLY license 354-865 flashed momentarily ahead. Steve took his foot off the throttle as he passed it. Cars were strung out ahead, about a block apart. He coasted past two more cars and then cut over. He was behind the car he was supposed to follow now, and things worked perfectly. A long string of cars were coming from the other direction so that he could not have swung out and passed it if he wanted to.


  It was another five minutes before Mary realized they were actually behind the car they had come so fast to catch up with. She didn’t realize it until traffic from the other direction had stopped and Steve showed no signs of going faster.


  The car was a prewar Chevrolet. In it, so far as Steve could make out, was only the driver—a man. It went along at a steady forty miles per hour, mile after mile.


  The procession passed through two towns before the Chevrolet turned off the highway onto a side road. Steve, knowing the layout of the roads in this part of the country, speeded up and took the next side road which ran parallel with the one the Chevrolet had taken.


  He could see its headlights off to the right as it went through the night. Finally it turned toward them and stopped. Its lights went out, leaving the stars in almost undisputed control of the night sky.


  Steve pulled to the side of the road, shutting off his lights. The other three cars which had followed him did likewise.


  Steve and Mary climbed out. They were joined by a dozen muffled figures. Introductions were made quietly.


  Dr. Welmer took charge.


  “We can cut across the field here,” he said. “It’s only a half a mile. Watch out for barbed wire, though.”


  Steve took Mary’s hand. Her high heeled slippers were giving her trouble in the soft dirt. When they came to fences he lifted her over. At the second fence he kissed her as she lay in his arms just before he lifted her over the fence.


  He could hear her breath quicken as he kissed her, but otherwise she gave no sign of reaction.


  A mass of farm buildings loomed larger and larger ahead. Everything was in darkness except for a small line of light from a curtained window in the farmhouse.


  Dr. Welmer led the way toward the largest building which was obviously a barn. The group clung close to it as Dr. Welmer led the way around it. He stopped and fumbled at something, then an almost inaudible creak could be heard as a dark rectangle opened up.


  Quietly the group slipped inside. When they were all inside he closed the door slowly. The click of the latch hit the silence with explosive force.


  “I’m going to turn on my flashlight,” Dr. Welmer whispered. The cone of light split the intense blackness to reveal the normal interior of a barn—stalls, feed troughs, cattle, a tractor, and other equipment.


  The light went out after it had been on several seconds.


  “Nothing in here,” Dr. Welmer said.


  WHEN the flashlights had gone on, revealing the interior of the barn, Steve had had his hand on Mary’s arm. He felt a sudden tensing of her arm, and heard an almost inaudible gasp of surprise escape her lips.


  Now, with the flashlight shut off and darkness once more cloaking everything, he felt her begin to tremble.


  Suddenly she bent close to him, her face close to his ear and the faint aroma of her perfume in his nostrils.


  “Steve,” she whispered. “We’ve got to get out of here. Please. There’s danger. Horrible danger. I feel it.”


  She had tried to keep her voice so low that no one but Steve could hear her, but in the almost absolute silence her voice was like the rasping croak of a loudspeaker, for all to hear.


  “What makes you think so?” Dr. Welmer asked. There was a faint mocking tone in his voice.


  “I don’t think so,” Mary said, terror clutching at her vocal chords. “I know it. You don’t know what you’re getting into! Please. Let’s go. Let’s get away from here while we can.”


  “I’m afraid it’s too late already,” a strange voice came, out of the darkness. “No, gentlemen. Leave your guns where they are. There are infra red rays here which make you as visible to me as if it were broad daylight. I will shoot the first man who moves for his gun.”


  The voice was thin, almost childish. Yet it contained the calm assurance of a man who holds all the trumps. The boyish chuckle that followed it might have been made by a twelve-year-old boy who has just won a marble from his playmate.


  “It’s too bad, Mary,” the voice went on, “That your emotions got the better of your judgment. It means that you will no longer be useful to me. I will have to punish you for destroying the value of this place. You know how much work has gone into it.” The childish voice was mildly rebuking.


  Mary began to sob quietly. Steve put his arm around her shoulder and glared defiantly at the darkness.


  A light sprang into existence and darted about the barn. Dr. Welmer had turned on his flashlight, hoping to reveal the source of the voice.


  A shot sounded from overhead. The flash of the gun lasted for a brief fraction of a second, but in that second a figure was revealed, standing at the edge of the hay loft, looking down at them. That figure stayed implanted in the vision of those below for several seconds after darkness returned. It photographed itself indelibly on Steve’s memory so that for the rest of his life he could recall it in its every vivid detail.


  It was the figure of an overgrown, hydrocephalic boy of not more than ten years of age. His bulbous head dwarfed a small, sharply featured face with a straight white wedge of a nose, thin straight lips, and pointed chin. The shoulders were narrow, the hips wide, and the legs noticeably knock-kneed. The eyes were large and dark, seeming to be painted on the face, so flat they were. The general incompetence and immaturity of the body were more than offset by the light of intelligence and other-world superiority in the large, flat eyes. Steve was left with the conviction that the bulbous head was not hydrocephalic, but the seat of a mind which, though childish and undeveloped, according to the standards of the race this child came from, was more than a match for the entire human race.


  MARY’S shoulders trembled under his protective arm. He dropped his arm to her waist and drew her close to him, glaring defiantly in the direction of the figure that the gun flash had revealed.


  Dr. Welmer now spoke up.


  “What does the nasty little boy intend to do now?” he asked evenly. “Are you so infantile and irresponsible that you will kill all of us? If you do I’m sure your mama will spank you when she finds you.”


  “Please,” Mary pleaded. “Don’t make him angry. He is just a child, but his race is so far ahead of us that even though a child he has powers and intellectual development that are greater than any of us could possibly attain. If you anger him he will kill us—just as you might kill a fly or a mouse. That’s all we really are to him.”


  “All right,” Dr. Welmer said soothingly. “He has a gun and can see in the dark. We don’t stand a chance. Either he is going to kill us or he isn’t. I’d suggest we all make a dash for the door. Maybe some of us can get away. Okay?”


  Instantly there was the sound of movement as everyone moved quickly to escape.


  Steve took Mary’s hand and started to move with the rest. She held him still. Together they waited for the expected shots. None came. When the last of the men had left the barn Mary followed slowly, leading Steve.


  They stepped through the door in time to hear Dr. Welmer order one of the men to run to the cars and radio for reinforcements to surround the farm and search it.


  “It’s too late for that,” Mary said sadly. “He’s already gone. You’ll never find him.”


  And they didn’t. When daylight came there were fifty state patrol cars around the farm, and uniformed men swarming everywhere. They found the tube that led from the hayloft straight down below the barn where it opened out on a series of radiating tubes that led in every direction. They found a work-shop in the hayloft and promptly sent for their staff of experts to go to work on it.


  They found the place where the strange child had taken a car and made his escape. A dragnet was immediately laid all over the state, but no one felt that it would uncover him.


  IT WAS midafternoon on Sunday before the activity of the search died down and Dr. Welmer, Steve, and the others on special detail gathered in the farmhouse.


  Mrs. Johnson had cooked a dinner that only a farmer’s wife knows how to prepare. She and her husband, and Mary, too, ran around the house as though lost. They were like parents trying to propitiate the city fathers when their small son has burned down the city hall so that the pretty red fire trucks will come out and go clang clang and squirt water all over everything. It was quite obvious that they had no real conception of the enormity of the situation, and it was also quite obvious that their minds could not quite accept the serious facts.


  After they had all settled around the groaning table and dipped their spoons in the bowls of rich soup, Dr. Welmer sad, “Suppose you go back to the beginning and tell us all about this monstrosity from space.”


  Mrs. Johnson started to talk. Sam Johnson interrupted her and said, “I’ll do the talking. You always get things mixed up.” Then he fastened his attention on Dr. Welmer.


  “It all began two years ago, during the heavy snow storm. I had gone down to the south pasture to make sure my stock was comfortable and out of the storm. When I was gone Cliff—that’s what we call the little fellow—dropped out of the sky in a parachute and saw the lights in the house.


  “He didn’t know whether we would be friendly or not, so he used a paralysis gun on Jenny and my two daughters. When I got back he used it on me. He was afraid of us. I didn’t blame him much. I’m afraid of a monkey, and if one came in the window right now I would probably not stop to find out if it were tame or not.


  “Anyway, when the paralysis wore off enough so we could talk to him he started right in on English. It didn’t take him more than a couple of hours to master it enough to get information out of us.


  “He stayed in his space suit the first few days, so we didn’t get a good look at him. I guess we thought the little we could see of his face was distorted by the glass. It wasn’t until after he stepped out of his suit that we realized he was just a little boy that had gotten lost.”


  “And what a little boy!” Steve murmured to himself.


  “You said it, mister,” Sam Johnson echoed. “He showed us enough of the things he could do to make us hesitate about calling in the authorities. He has a bunch of spiders that I think are intelligent. They live in his clothes like fleas live on a dog. At his request I brought a chicken in and turned it loose in the kitchen. He sicced his spiders on it, and they killed it. We gat the idea.


  “The storm kept us for two weeks after he arrived. During that two weeks he became satisfied that we were too afraid of what he could do to turn him in. After that he got a little friendly. I think he was homesick. Anyway, little by little, he told us all about himself.


  “It seems his father and mother and a lot of other of his people were cruising around the Earth on a sight-seeing trip. He’s from Venus. The people from Venus come here quite often, but never land. They just cruise around and look at things, then go back to Venus.


  “Well, Cliff got a bee in his bonnet that he wanted a little adventure, so he put on his space suit and slipped overboard when no one was looking. He brought his pet spiders with him and a lot of toy gadgets.”


  “How old is he?” Dr. Welmer interrupted.


  “WELL, now,” Sam Johnson said slowly. “I don’t know for sure. His age is equivalent to about eight years and may be eight years, for all I know. But we’ve known him for almost two years now, and he hasn’t aged as fast as a normal youngster. I’d say he’s aged very little at all. Judging from what I’ve seen I would say that it probably takes forty or fifty years for a Venusian kid to grow up, and that Cliff is more nearly twenty than eight.


  “Anyway, he behaved himself and we felt sorry for him. He let the girls go back to school after they promised they would keep the secret. In the spring he watched me do the planting, and then came up with some stuff that made my crops mature way ahead of time. He slipped some stuff in the drinking troughs for the livestock, too, that made them gain weight fast, so that I got quite a bit of extra money for them over what I usually do.


  “We got used to his appearance, and when the girls came home for vacation it wasn’t long until he was just part of the family.


  “He was always making something. One day he rigged up a box with peep holes in it and a comfortable seat inside. After that every time I went to town he rode along and watched things from that box where people couldn’t see him.


  “He read all the papers and magazines we had around the house, and then wanted more. Before the summer was over I had made so much extra money on account of the things he did that I decided it wouldn’t do any harm to give in and get everything he wanted.


  “Mary had graduated from college that spring, and when Martha went back to school Cliff asked Mary what she wanted to do. She said she would like to go into business for herself. Cliff seemed interested in that, so one day Mary took the sedan and drove into the city with Cliff all bundled up so that unless you stopped and looked at him close you wouldn’t see anything wrong with him.


  “Well, a couple of weeks later a man called and said Mary’s store was already for her to move into. It seems that Cliff had been writing a few letters here and there that made people do things, for some reason. I never did figure out how he did it. He said it was the power of suggestion, but it seems to me it would take more than the power of suggestion to make a hard headed banker go ahead and cancel a lease on a choice store location and do it over the tune of several thousand dollars without bothering to see who he was doing it for, or get their signature on a note or something. That was what happened, though.


  “Right after that Cliff bought a lot of scientific stuff and set up a laboratory in the hay loft. I went up one day when I didn’t have anything else to do and watched him. All he did was draw lines on paper with some silver paint he had mixed up. It was always something senseless like that, but when it was done it worked miracles. He took an old book off the book shelf in the front room and drew some lines on the pages. After that all you had to do was open the book at a page with the right station marked at the top and you got that radio station so you could hear it all over the house. We didn’t need the radio any more after that, so he made a dingus out of it and put it on wheels. He had a lot of fun with it digging tunnels all over the place. It sent out some kind of a force that would push all the dirt out of the way, even heavy boulders, and melt some of it so that there was a hard lining to his tunnels.


  “He got interested in writing letters about that time. It got so the mailman was delivering a dozen or so letters every day addressed to Cliff Johnson—that’s what he called himself. We had no idea what was going on until today. I was too busy with my farm work to read any of his letters or talk to him much about them. Jenny was too busy with the housework, Martha was in school, and Mary was in the city running her bookstore, which was making her a lot of money.


  “Sometimes Cliff would take a few sandwiches and disappear for a day or two. We always supposed he was just playing some game by himself down in the tunnels. We knew he was ten times as smart as any ordinary human, and we knew he came from a race that is probably a lot smarter than we’ll ever be as a race. But we had no idea the government had organized a whole branch of secret service to look for him, or that he had killed anybody, or kidnaped anybody.”


  Sam Johnson paused apologetically. Then he concluded, “I hope you don’t hold any of us to blame. If he ever comes back here we’ll certainly let you know unless he keeps us from it.”


  DR. WELMER looked thoughtfully across the table at Mary.


  “Did you know?” he asked.


  “I had begun to suspect it might be Cliff,” Mary said. “I didn’t see how it could be, and yet I didn’t see how it could be anyone else. I almost told Steve about him last night at the Club Cubana. Maybe I would have before the evening was over.”


  “You didn’t know that Steve’s meeting you was maneuvered by Cliff? That those thugs wrecked Steve’s car right after it passed you so that you and Steve would get together?” Dr. Weimar’s voice carried a faint note of incredulity.


  Mary reddened at the implications of his tone.


  “No, I didn’t,” she said. A light of sudden comprehension dawned in her eyes. “I think I understand why Cliff did that, though.”


  She reached inside her dress and pulled out a locket fastened around her neck with a fine gold chain. Then she handed it to Steve.


  “Cliff made this for me,” she explained. “I think now it must contain some kind of listening device so that he could hear everything said near me.”


  Dr. Welmer nodded his head.


  “That makes sense,” he said. “This Cliff didn’t need to let you know anything. Somehow he knows every intricate detail of human behavior and plays on it like ordinary kids do with tinker toy sets. I’m beginning to see a little of his slant on things. He’s just a kid raising hell for the fun of it, and not too careful about how much harm he does because to him were just a bunch of subhuman monkeys. He probably thought it was fun to try to create a revolution in the United States. He was probably disappointed when Russia didn’t start a war with us a few months ago.”


  Everyone was silent, digesting the implications of all this. Dr. Welmer broke the silence.


  “I wonder where he went, and where those scientists are that he kidnaped. I wonder how many thugs he has working for him. I wonder what he’ll do next?”


  “While we’re wondering,” Mary said thoughtfully, “I wonder if you haven’t underestimated Cliff a little?”


  “How do you mean?” Dr. Welmer asked.


  “You assume that he really intended that Russia fight us. You assume that he really intended us to have a revolution. I know that he absorbed all the details of human history. I personally brought him home scads of history books covering the whole period of history. I know him. Suppose he saw implications of current events that the rest of us couldn’t see? Suppose he knew that Russia would withdraw her troops from Korea. Suppose he knew that when that column hit the streets the administration would have to turn about face. Suppose he saw war with Russia coming, and figured out just the psychological solution to the situation to forestall it. Suppose he saw that the administration was actually planning a coup to farm a dictatorship? Suppose those scientists he had killed were up to something? Suppose that right now Cliff has the other scientists working on something that will prove of real benefit to mankind? I know him well enough to know he is sensible, even though he is only a child. I don’t think he would kill anyone just for an idle prank. I may be wrong, I know. He did things under our noses that we never would have dreamed possible. But is he malicious? Does he consider us monkeys to amuse him? Somehow I can’t believe that.”


  “YOU’RE stretching a few points to make a case,” Dr. Welmer said dryly, “but I must admit that by some far-fetched chance you may be right. The point is, we can’t have a kid like that wandering around loose. Our whole foreign policy is up in the air on account of him. Our government is in a position where it has to apologize for breathing. Our unions are afraid to call a strike over a just grievance. Frankly,” and Dr. Welmer laughed nervously, “I wish he’d go home and behave himself. If he doesn’t, and we can’t catch him there’s no telling what will happen.”


  “Dr. Welmer,” Mary asked. “What became of that man we were following last night?”


  “Oh, him,” Dr. Welmer said. Steve, sitting beside Mary, chuckled. “You tell her,” Dr. Welmer said. Mary looked at Steve curiously. Steve blushed in embarrassment.


  “He was just one of our men. Dr. Welmer was convinced you were a Mata Hari, a tool of this alien creature, set to spy on us and report back to Fu Manchu, the sinister Master. So he set a trap to make you give yourself away. You did, too, you know. Our man just drove out to your father’s place after we had located it. When he got in front of it he turned into the driveway, shut off his lights, backed out, and went back the way he had come. It was a long shot in the dark, and if you hadn’t gotten nervous and given Cliff away back there in the barn we would have had to go away without uncovering anything.”


  “I couldn’t help myself,” Mary confessed. “I didn’t pay any attention to where we were going, so when Dr. Welmer flashed his light on out in the barn and I suddenly realized it was our barn, and that in all probability Cliff was asleep up in the hayloft where he practically lived every hour of the day, I was afraid he would turn his paralysis ray on you, and maybe some of you would shoot him.”


  She smiled tremulously and Steve took her hand under the table and squeezed it reassuringly.


  “What do we do next, doctor?” Steve asked.


  “I don’t know,” Dr. Welmer said with a frown. “We’ll probably just have to wait for his next move unless something happens to give us a break. I only hope his next move isn’t as dangerous as his last was. Meanwhile we’ll go on with routine, trying to follow his movement from here, keeping an eye on the place, and hoping that nothing happens that we can’t handle. So long as that brat is loose we will never know from one day to the next what devilment he is going to cook up. It may come tomorrow. It may not come for a week, a month, or a year. But sooner or later he will cut loose with another of his schemes. Then we may find out whether he is a Sir Galahad as you think, Miss Johnson—or a sinister super-kid who classes us lower than his pet spiders, as I think myself.”


  Dr. Welmer’s hand had gone inside his coat as he talked. Now it came out in a quick movement that ended with a burst of flame and sound.


  The bullet crashed through the plaster in one corner of the room near the ceiling. Dr. Welmer got up from the table, his gun ready to fire again. He walked over and looked down at the small heap of plaster that had fallen. A small black ball lay in the white dust.


  Dr. Welmer took out his pen knife and stuck the blade carefully into the object, picking it up. He held it toward Sam Johnson.


  “Is this one of his spiders?” he asked.


  Sam looked at it.


  “Oh no,” he said. “Cliff’s spiders aren’t black. They’re a little larger than this and a golden brown in color.”


  “Dr. Welmer snorted his disappointment.


  “I wish we could find that kid,” he said worriedly. “Until we do I’m going to feel like spiders are crawling all over me.”


  He looked angrily at the gaping hole in the plaster until his features relaxed.


  “I’m awfully sorry about that, Mrs. Johnson, and I want to thank you for the wonderful dinner. I haven’t had anything like that since I was a farm kid myself. It hit the spot.”


  “That’s quite all right,” Mrs. Johnson said. “Sam can fix that hole all right, can’t you Sam.”


  SENATOR SQUEEMS’ dynamic lips stopped moving and the golden words of oratory stopped flowing from them. His hand reached into his breast pocket and extracted a spotless two-dollar handkerchief with which he wiped his high, intellectual brow while the densely packed sea of faces in the hall shouted their approval of what he had said, and their invisible hands clapped loudly, the thousands of individual hand-slaps blending into a low roaring sound that was music to the senator’s ears.


  He smiled his thanks, stepped back from his position on the front of the platform, and half turned, ready to take his seat. The applause was still a deafening roar. It would have been almost impossible for any other sound to be heard at that moment—almost impossible, but not completely so, because above that deafening roar another sound was heard.


  It was a voice. The voice came from nowhere and yet from everywhere. It came from the walls, the ceiling, and the floor. It even spoke from the sidewalks around the building. Its source was an incredibly powerful magnet in the basement of the building, so placed against one wall that it became the magnet of a dynamic loud speaker whose diaphragm was one of the supporting girders in the wall of the building.


  The voice didn’t say much. It began and ended while Senator Squeems was holding his breath. It began with just the words, “Senator Squeems!” uttered in an imperious, dominating tone that brought the applause to a hasty termination and left the audience frozen.


  Senator Squeems paused and looked out over the audience, puzzled. He couldn’t quite see where the voice might have come from. Then it began again.


  “Isn’t it true,” the voice said in faintly mocking tones, “that you have accepted over three million dollars in secret campaign contributions from various sources, and that these contributions are now salted away to the tune of one million dollars in twenty-and fifty-dollar bills in a box in the New York Trust, the same in the box you have in the Oklahoma City First National, and sums of a hundred thousand in various other safety deposit boxes you have rented along the path of your campaign trip, including box sixty-four in the First National Bank in this city, which you rented at three fifteen this afternoon for the purpose; and that brief case lying on your chair contains over half a million in currency which you plan to cache in a similar manner before your trip through the country is finished?”


  An enterprising press photographer snapped a picture of Senator Squeems’ expression just seven and thee-tenths second after the voice stopped. His co-worker, the reporter, had taken down what the voice said.


  The photographer slipped the film from his camera and put it in a secret pocket in the lining of his topcoat. The reporter hastily memorized what he had written, then folded the slip of paper it was written on and put it under the lining in his hat. They were too experienced to take chances.


  GOVERNOR BREED was turning into the home stretch in his speech, being broadcast over all networks to the nation, in his campaign for the presidency of the United States. While he read his carefully rehearsed speech into the microphone he was thinking what an easy time he would have of it now that Senator Squeems had been eliminated from the race for office.


  The other party would have to scrape up another candidate now, and there just wasn’t any prospective presidential material left in their ranks.


  Breed looked every inch a president as he stood, bent slightly forward, his hand holding the microphone stand steadily. His iron grey hair was combed back in a semi-pompador that set off his high forehead to good advantage. His finely-chiseled nose, strong mouth, and determined chin were those of a born statesman.


  Every voter in the country and even people who couldn’t vote because they hadn’t registered were listening to him.


  Then, into the soundproof room, resting on its vibration proof cushions so that no external sound could penetrate, lined with double-spaced plate glass so efficient that a person shouting outside could not be heard though it, came the voice.


  “Governor Breed!” it said firmly.


  Those just outside the room who were watching the Governor and listening to his speech through a cabinet radio saw him turn pale as the voice sounded.


  When it sounded, the Governor’s voice in the microphone had dropped to almost inaudible volume due to a little device on the broadcasting panel which regulates the volume of sound.


  Consequently a hundred million or so people heard it, as well as the Governor. It sounded again after a dramatic pause of four and three-fifths seconds.


  “Isn’t it true,” the voice went on, “that just four weeks ago you shot and killed a woman in St. Louis because you are the father of her illegitimate child and because she has been blackmailing you ever since you became governor and had threatened to expose you; that the gun you used is at this very moment reposing in a holster under your left arm against your ribs, and that the rifling marks on the bullet extracted from the chest of this woman, Mary Topalitsch, which is now in the hands of the St. Louis police department would check with a bullet fired from that gun you are wearing?”


  An enterprising press photographer caught Governor Breed with his right arm unconsciously resting over the concealed gun and an expression of defeat on his mobile face.


  The photographer took another picture of the Governor, the loose sheets containing his speech scattered at his feet where they had fallen, his head bowed in dejection.


  The two pictures appeared side by side in most of the country’s newspapers within a few hours.


  “THAT does it,” Dr. Welmer said, tossing the paper to one side on his desk.


  “Does what?” Steve Kaiser staid. “One of the presidential candidates was preparing for a rainy day and promising anything for a campaign contribution. The other did a little murder to cover a mistake he had made in a weak moment. The president himself has been practically convicted in the public mind of planning to become a dictator, and is out of the election picture. Now what will happen?”


  “You know this is Cliff’s work,” Dr. Welmer said. “Do you want to know what happens next? I’ll tell you. It’s going to be impossible to find anybody willing to run for the office.


  Steve looked startled. “You mean that every big political figure has some deep secret that he is afraid that mysterious voice would expose?”


  Dr. Welmer nodded grimly.


  “They aren’t all outright thieves or murderers,” he said. “But there are so many ways they could be smirched. Those that are okay feel that unless they received the okay of this voice, they might be framed with something. Everybody’s beginning to wonder if there will be an election at all. If there isn’t, then the Secretary of State will get the office.”


  Mary Johnson spoke up. She and Steve had dropped up to Dr. Welmer’s office on their way to the farm for the weekend to see if he would go with them.


  “Your know,” she said, “I have a feeling that Cliff will bring forward the man he thinks would make the best president. If he does, I think it will be a man above reproach and with ability that is outstanding.”


  Dr. Welmer looked at her with scepticism. “So you are still convinced that that brat from Venus has the interests of the world at heart!” he said with a snort. “You aren’t convinced that he’s just raising hell on Monkey Island, and enjoying all the fuss he’s causing.”


  “No I’m not,” Mary said hotly. “I think he knows what’s wrong with this civilization. Maybe he read it in a Venusian textbook. Maybe he figured it out by himself. That’s beside the point. But I’m convinced that he is quite calmly going about setting things right, here in America, just like an American boy might work on a jalopy until he got it to working.”


  “So I suppose if he came back and asked you to help him do it you would!” Dr. Welmer said.


  “No,” Mary said thoughtfully. “I’ve thought of that possibility, and what I would do if he asked me, and I’ve decided I wouldn’t. I think he should come out in the open, tell the people what he thinks, be frank about everything, and get rid of the organization of thugs he has built up.


  “Also stop stealing money out of banks,” Dr. Welmer said bitterly. “He’s started a fad in crime. Now bank tellers have to write down a list of all the checks they take in, the names on them and the amount, and the bank they are written on. I stood in line fifteen minutes at the bank yesterday to get my check cashed on account of it.”


  Dr. Welmer looked at Mary, his bitter expression changing.


  “I’m glad you believe that way about Cliff,” he said, “it means I won’t have to regard you continually with suspicion, wondering if you are secretly working with him.”


  “Then you’re going to take me off the assignment of keeping close watch on Mary!” Steve exclaimed in mock alarm, putting his arm around her waist possessively. “Then give me a leave of absence, boss, and let me do it on my own hook. I have a hunch it may lead to something big.”


  “Yes I am taking you off the assignment of watching Mary,” Dr. Welmer said with poker-faced severity. “And we can’t spare you so you don’t get a leave of absence either.” The he smiled and winked at Mary, adding, “But I can’t help what you do on your own time, can I?”


  “Got yu’, boss,” Steve said with grave seriousness. He pulled up the collar of his coat and pulled the brim of his hat down over his eyes. “Get goin’, Mary,” he said. “I’m follerin’ yu’.” Mary darted Dr. Welmer a goodbye smile and went to the door, glancing in pretended fear over her shoulder at the desperate looking “character” at her heels.


  IN THE hall outside he caught up with her and kissed her, while she pretended to be terrified. Then they laughed at each other and, arm in arm, went around to the elevator. Soon they were speeding along the highway to the Johnson farm.


  It had been over two months now since that day when Cliff, who had been dipping his fingers into the international situation and also the internal situation, with the help of a gang of hired thugs and kidnapped scientists, had almost been caught.


  For those two months his whereabouts had been a mystery. It had been known that he had built up a large organization of criminals who carried out his schemes to get the money they demanded as the price for their work. It was fairly certain he had had foresight enough to see the possibility of being discovered, and had built several secret bases for his operations.


  But there had been no trace of him during those two months after his escape—until his exposure of the two presidential candidates.


  The S.B.s (Special Branch, of which Dr. Welmer was chief) had found the magnet that turned the building into a dynamic speaker for the exposure of Senator Squeems, and the radio receiver and loud speaker built into Governor Breed’s briefcase, though they had not fathomed the principle of its loudspeaker yet.


  No one had bothered to find out how the criminal secret of each candidate had been uncovered. It had been uncovered. The fact was enough.


  The scientists in S.B. were in much the position that scientists would have been in the days of Newton, Leibnitz, Cardan, and those great thinkers of old if a modern youngster with his electric train, motor bike, two-way walkie-talkie and chemistry set complete with vitamins had dropped out of the sky and gone about his business of being a boy in a world of serious men.


  Of course, that modern boy would have no intelligent pet spiders peeking out of his shirt collar, able to do his bidding, although the time may come when human knowledge may make such a thing possible. He would be stymied by the fact that he couldn’t have walked into a store back in the days of Newton and bought a roll of copper wire. Cliff did not have that handicap because he merely made a paint of silver, and painted lines on paper for his wires.


  Also, Cliff, though merely a boy physically, had been living nearly twenty years according to the estimate of Sam Johnson the farmer, and his active brain had soaked up much more knowledge in those twenty years than most earthbound mortals pick up in a lifetime.


  What the adults of his race on far off Venus might be like was anybody’s guess. The presence of Cliff proved that they often made excursion trips to the Earth. The fact that none of them had ever landed indicated that they did not care to bother with a race that was obviously uncivilized and unintelligent according to their standards. (We do not find any missionaries going to live with tribes of African monkeys do we?)


  So unless Cliff got homesick and built a space ship and went back to Venus, or his parents decided it was necessary to land and look for him, it seemed fairly certain he would go on mixing in the affairs of men until he grew up. Since this would obviously result in the disruption of organized society, it had become imperative that he be found and stopped in some way.


  CLIFF had foreseen this reaction of the human race and had prepared for it. He had also seen that he would need many more hands than his own to carry on the many schemes his active mind dictated.


  When he had stood on the edge of the hay loft and looked down at the government men, and realized that they had found him because he had underestimated the reasoning ability of Dr. Welmer, the man in charge of the group, his mind had grasped at the reality and appraised it.


  He could have killed them all. Such a course would have been futile because obviously the Johnsons would not have condoned it, and anyway he had a great deal of affection for them. So after the one shot that knocked die flashlight from Dr. Welmer’s hand he had quietly slipped down the escape tube and gone to a carefully concealed underground garage a mile away, and driven to the secret headquarters he had built for this time.


  This headquarters was an old mansion near Chicago which an agent of his had picked up for practically a song. Vast underground rooms had been carved out underneath, and the scientists Cliff had selected and had kidnapped had been imprisoned here and set to work.


  Also the leaders of his mob contacted him here, although they never saw him. He had known instinctively that the sight of his boyish body, bulbous head, and knock-knees, would have destroyed their confidence in his leadership. Invisible, he was a mastermind to them, whose schemes brought them fabulous riches. His orders came to them through curious gadgets which they found in their rooms, or slipped into their pockets in some mysterious fashion. Gadgets that looked like innocent articles, but which spoke to them, and heard what they answered.


  So, as the master-mind of a far-flung secret organization which he had built up while himself remaining nothing more than a voice, Cliff had to content himself with staying in the secret suite of subterranean rooms which had been made for him—alone with his brooding thoughts which toyed with the destinies of men. Alone—except for his spiders, which were not ordinary ones.


  Especially was the one which stood with all six of its slender legs firmly planted on the table surface directly in front of Cliff not ordinary, for he was, in a way, the chief of the other spiders. In his glittering eyes a psychic might have discerned a glint of worry over his giant master. He was worried.


  He knew the thoughts that were troubling his master, and for the first time grave doubts assailed him as to the wisdom of those thoughts.


  THE newspapers naturally played it up big. So did the news commentators. The mystery of the thing gripped the imaginations of the people as nothing else had ever done. All anyone knew was that time had been bought on all networks so that some unknown person could talk for half an hour. Who that person was, and what he would talk about, was the big mystery.


  It was coupled with the presidential election. It was rumored that a new candidate was entering the arena, and that secrecy was being used to prevent any attempt to besmirch his character while he talked.


  It was also rumored that the mysterious “voice” that had ruined the reputation of the two party candidates was coming out into the open, and would offer himself as a candidate.


  As rumors usually do, they covered every conceivable possibility, so that someone had to be right. The lucky one would forever after fancy himself a “global intellect” and bask in the admiration of his wife, if he was married.


  Such is the course of prophecy and insight into world affairs. A thousand people make a thousand wild guesses. One of them is right. Therefore there is “something to” prophecy. And maybe there is.


  But the man who walked into the Tribune Tower at five minutes before seven and presented himself as the one who was to talk to the nation had not been “prophesied” by any of the wild guessers. They had been right only in their guess that he was offering himself for the office of President of the United States.


  The officials of the broadcasting studio had been pacing the floor worriedly before he arrived—afraid he wouldn’t come. When he did arrive they paced the floor, wishing he hadn’t shown up.


  He was a nobody! No one had ever heard of him. No one recognized him! And he didn’t even give his name!


  In appearance—well, he did look quite a bit like Lincoln. He was six-foot-three, Skinny, a grave looking face that was wrinkled in semi-folds, with a large mouth, black hair, and thick black eyebrows.


  He wore a brown business suit of the forty-dollar type, a white shirt that had been put on fresh from the store, and a blue tie that had cost only a dollar. With his black shoes and gray hat, he had on no more than seventy dollars worth of clothes.


  A nervous man who paid that much a year for the upkeep of his neat mustache ushured him into the room where he was to speak, then quietly faded out.


  At exactly seven o’clock the sign lit up that meant the microphone was on the air.


  THE man cleared his throat mildly, then repeated the operation more positively, so that the first sound to spread over the nation and come out through fifty million receiving sets was far from “presidential.”


  Then he began talking. His voice was deep and kindly. Untrained, it still had the slow, distinct quality that implants its meanings on the mind firmly.


  “I have been reading,” the man said, “of the mystery and interest centering about this broadcast time. To tell the truth, it is as much a mystery to me as to all of you who are listening in. I’m going to be perfectly frank with you.


  “I’ve never held a public office of any kind. I can’t even point with pride to a record as a successful deputy sheriff, let alone one as a governor of some state or a senator from some state.


  “Up until two weeks ago I had never thought of the possibility of being a politician. I would rather have been a bank robber. There’s no responsibility to being a bank robber, you know. Not that I ever was a bank robber. I once stole a dime out of my mother’s purse when I was ten years old. She found it out and my father gave me a sound thrashing. That cured me of stealing right off, before I had done enough of it to be really good at it.


  “So I don’t feel, myself, that I am really qualified to be a politician. When those fellows came to me and asked me to run for president I thought they were crazy. I kept on thinking so up until right now, I thought it was a gag.


  “I’ve always had ideas about things, and I’ve always expressed them, when anybody wanted to listen. Those fellows said that my ideas were good, and that that was the reason I was being asked to speak to all of you over the radio. So that is what I’m going to talk about; my ideas on what would be a sane government for our country. You don’t have to elect me president. But if you put somebody in office with experience, who would try to carry out the principles of sane government, I would be very happy.


  “What is a democracy? I’ve always asked myself that question and governed my ideas about government so that they would try to answer that question. First and foremast, a democracy is a government where everybody born into the world is allowed to develop his full capacities, just as a garden is a place where plants are allowed to grow up and bloom. But also, just as a flower can’t bloom if it is choked out by weeds, hemmed in by other plants that are also trying to bloom, and having to fight for a place to send down its roots, so also the individual must have room—have his rights and dignity protected.


  “So the government has a responsibility toward the individual to provide him with the opportunity to find the things that will develop his full capacities, and to protect his dignity as an individual.


  “That is only half the picture, however. The individual has a responsibility toward the nation of the same kind. He must so conduct himself that he doesn’t infringe on the rights of others dictatorially, and he must do his part in providing the government with the opportunity to develop its full capacities. It is a mutual exchange and a reciprocal responsibility.


  “It’s the basic must of a democracy.


  All legislation, all law enforcement, all foreign relations, must be in line with this fundamental relation or we cease to have a democracy. It is to society what the arithmetic table is to business. Business could not be stable if one business man said that two and two are four and another said it was seven. Democracy can’t be stable if one man can steal a million dollars and be praised, and another can’t steal a dime without being sent to prison.


  “Democracy can’t be stable if one man can be a dictator over another or use threats of force or coercion to make him do his bidding. That is basic.


  DEMOCRACY is built on experience, too, in addition to basic principles. This experience is embodied in the constitution, in precedent in law, and in the millions of laws that are in force in separate localities.


  “Democracy is also built on intelligence and planned direction embodied in congress, and the state legislatures.


  “A democracy is like a huge person. It has the millions of cells, or individuals. This is the body. Abuse of the parts of the body results in sickness. It has the various local departments of government which regulate commerce, trade, and conduct. These are the endocrine glands. They must be balanced or they throw the whole thing into maladjustment.


  “It has the legislative bodies which are the brain—the intelligence. It has the legal departments which enforce and pass judgment on violations of the laws. These are the liver and other organs which take the poisons out of the system.


  “But above all, at the head, must be the will; the judgment. A man without a sane, common-sense judgment, no matter how healthy or smart he may be, never gets anywhere. If he has good judgment he can go into any line of work and make a success of it.


  “In a democracy the president is the will and the judgment of the whole. Just as you can’t stop your heart from beating by an act of will, or make one of your arms grow twice as long as the other, so also the president can’t affect violently the routine of the nation. On the other hand, just as you, by poor judgment can in the long rim make yourself into a successful, prosperous person, so also the president can produce vast changes for the better or the worse of the nation.


  “You can’t become a successful business man unless you know sound business practice. You know what you are doing or you wind up a failure. Your president should know what he is doing also.


  “History has shown that very few presidents really knew what they were doing. They weren’t versed in sound basic principles.


  “Every system of government has its inherent weaknesses and points of vulnerability. So has our own. It is entirely possible to set up a dictatorship in this country within the bounds of the constitution and existing procedure. It is possible for any president we might choose.


  “No government we could devise would be entirely free of loopholes through which it could be made a futile screen to shield its leaders while they destroyed it.


  “We must face that fact. We must choose a man who recognizes those weaknesses of democracy as well as one who knows its strength—not to take advantage of them for his own selfish ambitions, as he well might, but to allow for them in his job of piloting the nation.”


  THE man talked on and on, elaborating his theme of sound basic principles, his voice deep and nice to listen to—apologetic and modest at times, firm and resolute at others. Finally he finished and turned away from the microphone.


  The studio manager rushed into the broadcasting room.


  “Just a minute, he said. “You’ve talked for half an hour, and I’m sure that you’ve impressed the people favorably. But what is your name?”


  “Oh, that’s right,” the man said contritely. “I did forget to tell them what my name is, didn’t I!”


  He stepped back to the microphone. “You’re going to be disappointed, folks,” he said sadly. “I’m Harvey Jones, an insurance salesman, and not a very successful one, either.”


  REPORTERS, in attempting to describe the reaction of the public to Harvey Jones, so that the people could pay a nickel to find out what their reaction was, immediately discarded the word, stunned.


  To a land of Li’l Abner fans, movie addicts, and Lincoln worshippers he was a “natural.”


  To the SBs he was another blind alley. He had never heard of Cliff. When Cliff was described to him and his pranks outlined, Harvey Jones promised that the search for Cliff would go on if he became president.


  When it was pointed out that he had undoubtedly been chosen by Cliff, and that it had been money Cliff stole from banks that had paid for the broadcast, Harvey had been all for withdrawing from the campaign for office. The SBs talked him out of it finally.


  They did this by pointing out that if he became president, Cliff might contact him in an attempt to gain control of the country by using him as a blind, and that it might then be possible to locate and capture the elusive youngster from Venus.


  DR. WELMER was pacing back and forth, his nerves worn thin. For two months now there had been no move made by Cliff.


  Lying open on his desk was one of the most remarkable books in the world. It was the collection of reports on Cliff, his activities, and the machines he built.


  “It would only take one little thing added to that report to make me go out and cut my throat,” he said angrily.


  “What’s that?” Mary asked, a smile playing about her lips.


  “If we were to find out that Cliff didn’t run away,” Dr. Welmer said, “but that they threw him overboard to get rid of him because he was a halfwit, where he came from, then I would realize how hopelessly unintelligent the human race is.”


  Steve began to laugh. He couldn’t stop. Mary joined him. That was too much for Dr. Welmer who had to join in.


  Finally Steve quieted down.


  “It is funny, at that,” he said, wiping his eyes. “A new variation of the old joke where somebody says, ‘that guy is the toughest fellow I ever saw,’ and the tough fellow says, ‘Aw, shucks. Where I come from they call me a sissy.’ ”


  “I guess it is,” Dr. Welmer said dryly. “We know a lot to back it up, too. The adults of Venus comp here to Earth on regular pleasure cruises. They never land. They have space ships. One of their kids is smarter than our geniuses. What does that add up to? Simply this. They don’t land or contact us because we have nothing to offer them in the way of materials or culture. They don’t try to wipe us out and colonize the Earth. Why? They could live here without any trouble. Cliff doesn’t experience any trouble with our gravity or atmosphere or food. I think they have no desire to expand because they have plenty of room for expansion left on their own planet. Maybe giant cities under that cloak of a cloud layer.


  “In this report book are fifteen major developments in electronics which experts believe we could not have discovered by ourselves for several centuries yet. They are so simple that it is quite probable that Cliff figured them out for himself, although he probably learned them at home.


  “Take the vacuum tube. It’s a big, expensive thing at best. What does Cliff do? He embodies the principle of the vacuum tube in a piece of solid silver. The same principle of action in every detail except that it will operate just as good a million years from now as it does now. A vacuum tube wears out in a short time.


  “Our experts work on it for months and finally understand it. Now the government is licensing it out to radio manufacturers.


  “But what about his source of power? We don’t understand it. We get radio circuits drawn on paper. They are radios, and work. In some of them the source of power is a fancy battery setup of paint and chemicals on the paper. In others there isn’t any source of power, but electricity flows in them.


  “Take those tunnels he bored on the farm. It is estimated that if Cliff had done nothing else but bore those holes while he was there, working twenty-four hours a day, it would have taken a continuous application of thousands of horsepower to do it. What does he do? He takes an ordinary radio, monkeys with it, and draws power out of thin air. We don’t know how.”


  I REMEMBER him telling me something about that once,” Mary said, a startled look of recollection on her face.


  “What did he say?” Steve asked eagerly.


  “Let’s see now,” Mary said slowly. “I want to get it straight. I think he said that it utilized the basic energy vanishment of the ether. That doesn’t sound quite right. I know it didn’t make sense at the time, either; but the combination of words was unusual.”


  “Try to remember,” Dr. Welmer said anxiously. “If you can remember the exact words, we can hand the phrase over to our best theoreticians and see what they can make of it.”


  “He said something about energy before that,” Mary said, a faraway look on her face as she went mentally back to the time she had been listening to Cliff talk about it. “He said that energy as defined in our textbooks was okay, but that it was an unnecessary concept and led to an erroneous viewpoint of activity. He said our law of conservation of energy was false; that the Earth itself was a huge energy sink, where the basic ether energy rushed in and simply ceased to exist.”


  “Speak into this recorder,” Dr. Welmer said, hastily opening the door of a radio cabinet and handing Mary a Microphone while he snapped switches.


  Mary repeated what she had said, then went on.


  “Gravity is merely a total effect of this energy vanishment,” she said. “Atomic explosion is another effect, diverting ether energy from its normal medium and translating it into linear motion of matter. There are other subterfuges which take advantage of this basic relationship between the ether and matter, making it possible to draw energy from the ether like you take water from a faucet. Oh yes, he used the expression, probability channels too. How did he use that now? I think he said—oh yes, he said that all our sources of power and even our scientific study was just overall statistical illusion, and that until we realized that we would never climb out of the age of savagery.


  “He said we looked at gas as having a temperature of so many degrees—say fifty degrees centigrade. Until we could look at the gas as a mixture of gases, some at temperatures of a thousand degrees, and some at temperatures of freezing and below, and learned how to build up probability channels to separate them, we could never have anything but a wasteful dissipation of our natural power sources.”


  “Go on. Go on,” Dr. Welmer and Steve said together.


  “He said that our scientists for the past few generations have been nothing but blundering intellectual elephants—muscle giants, trampling the trees and plants and classifying only the forests; the mass effects and positional illusion of reality. To become civilized, he said, we must learn that all we now know is based on mean value and rates and inseparable vector blends, whatever that is.”


  Mary paused, frowning.


  “Anything more?” Dr. Welmer asked.


  “There was more all right,” Mary answered. “But I can’t recall it now. He said something about what we thought of as infinitesimals were really stellar magnitudes in the universe, and that we would have eventually to deal with them that way. There was something he said about the ether. All I can remember is a vague recollection that he called it a dual ether. That’s all.”


  Dr. Welmer played back the record in the hope that Mary could recall something else. She could add nothing more.


  “Well,” Dr. Welmer said with a grim smile on his face. “The scientists have been going nuts over Cliff’s gadgets. They ought to go completely batty over this. I’ll have a secretary type this out and send it to Washington right away. By the way, Mary.” Dr. Welmer’s face wrinkled with a pleased look. “The government is charging royalties for use of Cliff’s things by factories. The money is being used to pay back all the money he’s stolen. Unless his thefts jump a lot over their present rate, the royalties will catch up with him so that he won’t owe a cent by the time we catch him. If we ever do.”


  THE Democratic party had discovered that Harvey Jones was a democrat, so they had held a special convention and railroaded him through as their candidate for president. That was all right by him, because he had been wondering how he could pay for his living expenses, sell insurance, and tour the country all at the same time. The party gave him a nice expense account from campaign donations.


  The newspapers found him a veritable gold mine of interesting comments.


  At one of the almost perpetual press conferences he granted because he didn’t realize he could decline, a reporter had asked him his views on business and the unions.


  “I heard a story once,” Harvey said in reply. “It seems that there was a fellow walking along a road on a hot day. He came to a well at the side of the road. There was a hand pump and a tin cup. He pumped for ten minutes and all he could get out of the pump was half a cup of water.


  Finally he went up to the farm house and told the farmer his pump was out of order.


  “The farmer said, ‘No it aint’t mister. I’ve just got a bleeder valve hid in the pump. While you were pumping yourself that half-cup of water you danged near filled my storage tank. Come on in and help yourself. You’ve pumped more than you could drink in a month as it is, so I guess you’ve earned a drink.’


  “The way I look at it,” Harvey said, “a working man is like that thirsty fellow who asks the farmer for a drink; the farmer figures the water pumped into the storage tank is all his and won’t give the man a drink.


  “All the wealth in the country, produced by miners, lumbermen, factory workers, and so on, could be likened to the water that came out of that well. The workers wages are like that half a cup of water that came out of the mouth of the pump. Not quite so exaggerated in proportion, but the same in principle. Getting a fairer share of the water into the cup of the man that pumps the water is what we should hold in mind when we start figuring out what is wrong with capital and labor.”


  Another reporter asked him what his foreign policy would be if he became president.


  “Well, now,” Harvey said with a chuckle. “I don’t quite know what you mean by foreign policy. I don’t pretend to know all about everything. I don’t even know what I would do if I became president. I keep thinking in my mind that the people will come to their senses before it is too late, and elect one of these professional politicians who knows all about it.


  “But I believe that when a foreign government says or does something I would ask myself just what I would do in his place. If I wouldn’t do what he did I would try to understand why he did it different than I would. The chances are he had a good reason. Then if the reason interfered with the welfare of law-abiding countries I would raise hell with him and make him stop doing it. Frankly, I don’t thank there’s any country right now that I would see fit to raise hell with unless it’s Texas. That beefsteak I had for lunch was pretty tough. Something ought to be done about it.”


  And in that one wise-crack Harvey Jones ensured himself of the solid vote of Texas.


  TO THE public he was rapidly becoming a Lincoln who would deliver them from the slavery of bureaucracy, the slavery of capitalism, the threatened slavery of communism, the impending slavery of dictatorship, the slavery to bosses, the slavery of free enterprise to unionism, or what.


  In his own shrewd way Harvey Jones realized what was happening, and feared it. At night before going to bed he would heartily curse the day he had been lured to the microphone. In the morning when he got up he would resolve to end the whole farce before the day was over. But somehow the fence between desire and action seemed unsurmountable.


  And so November rolled around, and Harvey became President Jones by the greatest majority any candidate ever received.


  In Chicago at the time, he promptly went to Washington. Some newspapers carried the headlines PRESIDENT JONES DESCENDS ON CAPITOL TO THROW OUT BUREAUCRATS. That was farthest from his mind. He went there for only one purpose, and he expressed that purpose to the acting President in a few words the first moment they were alone.


  “Mr. President,” Harvey said earnestly. “I didn’t want your job, but somehow I couldn’t seem to talk myself out of it. Now I’m scared speechless. Do you suppose I could sort of stick around and watch you for the rest of your term and learn a little about the job? I’d sure appreciate it if you’d let me.”


  The President proved he was a truly great man in his reply.


  “Why certainly, Harvey,” he said “As a matter of fact, since I am done politically anyway, and the enthusiasm of the nation is a rare thing to have, I think we should make it seem like you really have descended on the capitol, and take this opportunity to build you up even more in the public mind.”


  MARY was in her office working frantically. She could see the entire store through the plate-glass walls of the office, and in turn the personnel could see that she was in, and bring the problems that had piled up awaiting her decision.


  The phone rang constantly. People came in continually.


  Customers crowded the aisles buying books and other merchandise.


  A man in a State Patrol uniform came into the store through the revolving doors. Mary’s eyes rested on him briefly, then turned back to her work as she decided he probably wanted a book.


  The man glanced around until his eyes saw the office on the balcony with the beautiful young lady in it. He pushed his way gently but firmly through the crowded aisles to the stairs at the rear and climbed them.


  At the door to Mary’s office he knocked politely.


  At Mary’s invitation he turned the knob and entered, taking his uniform hat off politely.


  “You are Miss Johnson? Mary Johnson?” he asked politely.


  “Yes.” Mary nodded.


  “Your mother was hurt in an accident this morning,” the man said. “She’s at the emergency hospital with your father. I was sent to take you over to her. She demanded that I do this rather than call you on the phone. She said a phone call would make you reckless and you might hurry too fast in your own car and get in a wreck yourself, so to please her I came over to take you to her.”


  Mary listened to this wide-eyed with anxiety. Then she got up from her desk and grabbed at her coat.


  “Come on,” she said as she went through the door.


  The two of them hurried through the aisles to the front of the stare. Outside, waiting at the curb, was a state patrol car, its motor idling. In the front seat two men sat relaxed.


  “This way,” the man with Mary said, taking her arm and leading her to the rear of the car. He helped her in and entered after her, closing the rear door. The driver started the car and it pulled away from the curb smoothly.


  Mary sat down on one of the two leather upholstered seats which ran the length of the two sides of the back of the car. The man in uniform sat on the other.


  Mary’s face was pale. Her teeth were clenched on her lower lip. She sat silent and erect. Ten minutes went by; then fifteen. When twenty minutes had elapsed Mary began to grow restless.


  Finally she said, “How much longer will it take to reach the hospital?”


  “I guess you might as well know now as any time,” the man in the state patrol officer’s uniform said. “That story was just a ruse to get you in the car. And before you grow alarmed, the boss said to tell you that Cliff wants to see you. That’s all. You won’t get hurt.”


  Mary had half risen from her seat. As the full meaning of the words penetrated she sat back, relieved.


  “Oh,” was all she said. After that she remained silent, although her eyes carefully studied the appearance of the man opposite her. There was no way to see out and try to determine where she was going.


  AN HOUR later the car turned and bounced over a gravel road for perhaps fifty yards, then stopped.


  “I’ll have to blindfold you now,” the man said respectfully. “There’s no use resisting because we have orders not to hurt you, nor to let you out of here until you consent to being blindfolded.”


  “All right,” Mary answered.


  After she was blindfolded she heard the car door open. Then she was led out of the car and into a house, down several flights of stairs and along a straight corridor. At the end of the corridor she was pushed gently but firmly through a door and then heard it slam shut behind her. She stood still, waiting for a moment.


  “All right, you can take the blindfold off now.” The voice was Cliff’s, boyish and shrill.


  She reached up and pulled the folded cloth from her head, dropping it on the floor.


  Cliff stood a few feet away, a smile of welcome on his small face. He hadn’t changed in appearance. Mary saw that at first glance. But in some subtle way he no longer looked quite like a human being. She realized that he never had. It had only been his human personality and the familiarity with his appearance that came from long months under the same roof with him that had made him seem so before. These had grown dim in the months since she had seen him last, so that now he seemed different though he hadn’t really changed.


  “Hello, Cliff,” Mary said uncertainly.


  “Hello, Mary,” Cliff said his voice almost pathetically eager in its welcome. “Let’s go into my living room where it’s comfortable. I wanted to talk with you. That’s why I sent for you. Sorry I had to use a subterfuge. If I hadn’t, I feel sure you wouldn’t have come—at least not without notifying your friends in the S.B. so that they could follow you.”


  “You’re right there,” Mary said with cheerful frankness, her hands patting her hair back into place. She followed Cliff, marveling at the new strangeness of appearance of his huge cranium and his squat, knock-kneed body. From her absoluteness of human standards she pitied him in his grotesqueness. And he, walking ahead of her, pitied her for her subhuman though curiously beautiful figure.


  The living room was expensive looking. Fifteen by twenty feet, with an eight-foot ceiling, its oriental rug alone was worth thousands of dollars.


  It was decorated and furnished by someone who really knew interior decorating. From the human standpoint there was only one thing wrong with it—here and there the gossamer strands of daintily woven spider webs hung, and on some of them hundreds of baby spiders climbed back and forth in play, weaving their own almost invisible webs between the strands of the parent web.


  MARY drew back, remembering the web that had been meant to poison the president, that Steve had told her about.


  “Don’t be afraid,” Cliff said, reading her thought. “They only coat their webs with poison when there is some reason for it, and there isn’t any reason for it there. Sit down while I fix you something to drink. We’ll have lunch shortly. After that we can get down to business.


  “But right now I want all the news. How’s your mother and father? And how is your sister doing? Tell me all about them. I get very lonesome for the times at the farm once in a while.” His voice was eager and wistful.


  Mary dropped into a huge barrel chair and laid her head against its back. She closed her eyes to shut out the sight of dozens of spiders resting on their webs, their beady eyes looking fascinatedly at her. It was disconcerting, to say the least, to realize that those insects knew who she was, and had intelligent thoughts whirling around in their incredibly small brains. No doubt they were anxious to have news from home too and were waiting for her to speak.


  The clink of glassware sounded from a modern liquor cabinet she had seen on entering. In a low voice she told Cliff all she could think of about present doings on the farm, and her sister’s work in her senior year at college.


  When she felt the coldness of a glass against her fingers she opened her eyes and accepted the cocktail, thanking Cliff with her eyes as she sipped at it.


  After that she studied him closely while she continued about the farm work and her parents. She concluded with the happenings at her store—changes she had made, the way business continually improved, and how much money she was making now.


  During all this Cliff remained expressionless, his curiously flat eyes under his bulging forehead watching her with an unblinking stare. And while she talked to him she thought of the many things he had done, and the way he created situations to control the national and international events.


  She could imagine him relaxed in a chair in his room, his pet spiders crawling around the room and occasionally crawling up on his shoulder to be near him; some scheme for changing the world brewing those expressionless eyes.


  Suddenly she shuddered and felt afraid. She wasn’t afraid of Cliff. She feared what might come—what he might do. And she feared his power to do big things. It might have been good in more mature hands, but after all he was only a boy. What were the motives behind his machinations? Were they mature motives of a responsible adult? Or were they motives of capriciousness and disregard of the ultimate welfare of the race on this planet on which Cliff had dropped for a little excitement and adventure?


  A melodious chime sent its throbbing note musically through the room.


  “That’s our lunch,” Cliff said. He went to a sliding door in the wall and pulled it to one side, revealing a dumb waiter on which rested a tray that sent tantalizing odors into the room.


  PROMPTLY at ten minutes before twelve Steve strode into Mary’s store to take her out to lunch. He frowned slightly when he looked over the sea of shoppers and display counters to the large plate glass windows on the mezzanine through which Mary’s eyes usually met his with a smile when he came in. She wasn’t there.


  As he made his way toward the rear of the store he looked around, hoping to see her somewhere. One of the clerks who knew him stopped him and said that Mary had left over an hour ago with a State patrolman. She had seemed in quite a hurry, like someone had met with an accident and she was hurrying to them.


  Steve turned back to the front of the store and stopped to ask the doorman if he knew anything about it.


  “No sir,” the doorman said. “She went out with a patrolman, all right. There was a highway patrol car waiting outside. But she didn’t say anything to me about it or when she would be back.”


  His face brightened with a sudden recollection.


  “It should be easy to find out though,” he added. “I happened to notice that the license of the car was S-55S. That’s a catching number. Also the number of the car was painted on its side. It was number 54.”


  “Thanks,” Steve said.


  There were phone booths in one corner of the store. Steve found an idle phone and called the highway department. They informed him that car 54 was in the garage being overhauled. Its license number was S-555, all right; but definitely no officers had been assigned to it today, nor for the past week.


  Alarmed, Steve called Dr. Welmer and told him what had happened.


  “Quick,” Dr. Welmer said, his voice low and excited. “Call back that officer and tell him to keep this quiet until you can get over. Tell him especially not to call the garage and check on the car. We’ve got to work quickly, and not make any mistakes this time. When you get over to the state highway department make sure your order has been obeyed, then get the chief to call me.”


  Steve hurried out of the store and climbed into his car. Going through town he used his siren to clear the way.


  At the state patrol office he learned with relief that the man he had talked to hadn’t called the garage to check on the car.


  Dr. Welmer outlined his plan over the phone when the patrol chief called him at Steve’s request.


  “I want you to get every available man out on the highways all over the state,” he said. “I want them to stay there, stationed every few miles on every highway and road. Get the city police and the army, too. I want it so that it will be possible to tell within a mile or so where that car reappears on its way back to the garage where it is supposed to be right now. Don’t stop it or interfere with it in any way. And especially don’t give that garage any reason to suspect that you know the car is out.”


  STEVE stayed at the highway patrol office, while Dr. Welmer contacted other states to make the network of watchers cover bordering states. Then there was nothing to do but wait.


  It was four in the afternoon when the first report came in. A great deal of luck in the placing of men made it possible to narrow the point from which the car had come to someplace within a two-square-mile area of thinly scattered mansions with large grounds, near Chicago.


  The car let Mary out a block from her store, and then drove back to the garage where it was supposed to have been all the time.


  At Dr. Welmer’s orders no attempt was made to follow the men who had been in it, although some good snaps had been made of them as they emerged from the garage by a man a block away with a telephoto attachment on his camera.


  None of the men were known to the police.


  The moment Steve was informed of Mary’s return he hurried down to her store. Dr. Welmer had cautioned him on what he might find.


  “Remember, Steve,” he had said gravely. “No matter what happens, you must not let Mary know that we know she has seen Cliff. If she comes right out and says so, don’t let on that we knew about it. Be surprised. If she doesn’t tell you that will mean that either she has willingly gone over to his side or there is some threat he made that has forced her to do so. In either case it’s vital that she doesn’t suspect that we know about where Cliff has his headquarters.”


  Now, as Steve pushed through the entrance to the store he wondered what he would meet—the same Mary, or a new Mary with a secret she was hiding from him.


  She was in her office, her attention on the work piled on her desk. Steve pushed his way through the shoppers in the aisles to the back of the store without Mary seeing him.


  As he climbed the steps to the mezzanine his heart beat faster. At her door he hesitated before turning the knob. Then, letting his face fall into a mask of careless good nature, he turned the knob and pushed the door open.


  Mary glanced up.


  “Oh, hello, darling,” she said, rising and coming around the desk to meet him. “I’m awfully sorry about this noon, Steve. I was called out on business, and I expected to get back in time for lunch. Unfortunately I didn’t get back until just a few minutes ago.”


  “Oh that’s okay,” Steve said carelessly. “Business is business, so long as it isn’t monkey business.”


  “Oh this wasn’t monkey business,” Mary said a trifle breathlessly.


  Steve mentally kicked himself, as he told himself he had better be careful or he would upset the applecart.


  “You look kind of tired, Mary,” he said. “If you want to beg off on our date tonight just say the word. You wouldn’t have any fun if you’d rather be home in bed, and I wouldn’t enjoy it if I thought you weren’t enjoying it too.”


  “No.” Mary’s voice was noticeably tense. “As a matter of fact, I think I would like to have a couple of cocktails and get my mind off business. It would do me good.”


  “Good girl,” Steve said smoothly. “I’ll pick you up at eight and we can have dinner together, then dance afterwards. Okay?”


  Mary gave him a grateful smile and nodded her acquiescence.


  He stepped back. His hand was on the door knob.


  “Steve!” Mary said, her voice tense. He turned back toward her, his heart leaping wildly in the hope that she was going to tell him the truth. “What is it?” he prompted.


  Mary hesitated, then she turned toward her desk.


  “Nothing,” she said. “I’ll see you at eight o’clock.”


  STEVE’S lips were compressed grimly as he descended the stairs to the main floor and made his way out of the store. At the corner drug store he called Dr. Welmer and told him about Mary’s silence on her trip.


  “Well,” Dr. Welmer commented. “Maybe it’s better that way. Don’t blame her, Steve. There must be some very good reason for her silence.”


  “What’s the plan for catching Cliff?” Steve asked.


  “We’re going to take it slow this time,” Dr. Welmer said. “Our SBs are covering the area carefully. First we’re checking with county records on ownership of those houses. That may bring out which one it is without having to do anything that might bring our activity to Cliff’s attention. Also we’re checking with local stores and mail carriers, and with the telephone and telegraph companies. All those sources are sure to turn up the right place. Then what we do will be determined by the layout of the house and grounds.


  “It’s certain that Cliff has his escape planned and prepared for, so that the moment we set foot on his hideout he will be away to the next one, wherever that may be. So what we’ve got to do before we make our attempt to capture him is try to find out where his escape car is hidden, and have a tight cordon around the area. Even then with his unknown weapons he may break through.


  “It’ll probably be a week before we’re ready to act. Meanwhile report every day to me.”


  “I will,” Steve said grimly.


  DR. WELMER chuckled mirthlessly to himself as he slowly put the receiver back on its cradle. He had lied to Steve. Deliberately. He had no intention of giving Cliff a week in which to prepare.


  Before the highway patrol car had gotten back to town and delivered Mary at her store Dr. Welmer had determined which of the mansions in that suspected area was Cliff’s headquarters.


  A phone call to Washington had started things moving. Dr. Welmer had drawn three circles around the point on a map which corresponded with the location of the house. The radius of the first circle was one mile, the second was a mile and a half, and the third was three miles.


  Every street and intersection along those three circumferences was even now being rapidly manned by army personnel in jeeps, with light machine guns, gas grenades, and two-way radio.


  A special detail of fifteen jeeps with picked crews were being readied for the attack on the hideout. The attack was going to be swift and merciless. Cliff would be given his chance to surrender peaceably. If he didn’t accept it, the house would be attacked in force. The men had their orders that if they met resistance they were to show no mercy.


  Dr. Welmer drummed his fingers on the polished surface of his desk while he waited for the next of the frequent reports on the progress of his attack plan. On his face was a look of triumph.


  Cliff would undoubtedly have escape tunnels in all directions from the house. Unless these ran more than three miles he would run into a tight cordon of armed soldiers who would stop and search every car before letting it through.


  The cordons would remain until Cliff was captured. If he didn’t show up, every house in the large circle was to be searched and occupied until it was absolutely certain that Cliff was not in hiding in that area.


  If Cliff could not be found, the house where he had his headquarters was to be blown up, and the grounds around the house were to be mined and exploded so that any secret underground spaces would be exposed.


  There was good reason for Dr. Welmer’s look of satisfaction. There was no possible way for Cliff to escape from the trap being laid. It was closing in too quickly and too quietly for him to notice it in time to avoid It.


  The phone rang. It was the army officers in charge of operations.


  “Everything is ready, sir,” he said briefly.


  “Fine,” Dr. Welmer said. “Issue instructions to begin searching cars now. And don’t let any cars go into the center circle. We want that area as empty as possible before we close in.”


  “You’re coming up to be here when we close in on the house?” the officer asked.


  “Right,” Dr. Welmer said. “It’ll take me about an hour to make it. I’m starting right now.”


  He hung up and put his hat and topcoat on. Soon his car was speeding along the highway its headlights boring a path through the early darkness of the November night.


  THE jeeps were parked end to end at the curb when Dr. Welmer pulled to a stop. An officer came to meet him when he climbed out of his car.


  He saluted sharply and then held out his hand, saying, “I’m Lieutenant Peterson, Dr. Welmer. Everything’s ready for you to say the word.”


  “Glad to know you, Peterson,” Dr. Welmer said, shaking hands.


  He followed the officer and climbed into one of the jeeps with him. Then the procession started away from the curb and moved slowly down the street.


  “The grounds around the house are fairly free of shrubbery,” Peterson explained. “We’ll just drive in on the driveway and circle the house rapidly. When we have it completely circled so that no one could escape we’ll switch on the loudspeaker and you can order the fellow to surrender peaceably. It’s your show, and we have orders to follow your directions to the letter.”


  “Fine,” was Dr. Welmer’s only comment.


  The procession paused at a barricade across the street. Soldiers with machine guns mounted right in the street stood Silently, ready to jump to their guns and bring any car to a stop forcibly if it would not stop at the signal of the guards.


  Lt. Peterson stood up in the jeep and waved to the men barring their way. They stepped aside, saluting him.


  “This is the three-mile barricade,” Lt. Peterson explained. “They have been cautioned not even to let men in jeeps through unless they know them. It’s possible that the escape might be attempted with the aid of an army jeep and uniform.”


  “We ought to get the brat,” Dr. Welmer said. “I can’t see that we’ve overlooked any possible contingency.”


  Two more street barricades were passed. Then the procession turned down a side street. Headlights went dark and the cars slowed to a steady crawl.


  The lead car, just ahead of the one Dr. Welmer and Lt. Peterson were in, turned toward a driveway opening in a high iron fence. A gravel road shone whitely, leading in a gentle curve toward a large house that loomed darkly behind large trees, sparsely scattered over the ground on the other side of the fence.


  The crunch of gravel as the lead car’s tires bit into it was a loud staccato sound in the quiet of the night. A roar of motors getting into high speed was accompanied by the blinding glare of headlights and directed spotlights that suddenly came on in every jeep.


  In a matter of seconds they were around the house and halted, evenly spaced and about fifty feet from the building.


  The old mansion, revealed in the glare of concentrated light, was an ornate affair about fifty years old, built in the days when a dollar bought an hour of careful, experienced carpenter’s labor.


  When the last jeep motor died down and silence descended, the loud speaker came to life. Dr. Welmer took the hand microphone handed him by the technician and put it to his lips.


  “All right inside,” he said. “We know that Cliff is in there somewhere. Inform him that Dr. Welmer is out here and for him to come out peaceably. He can’t get away. We have military barricades for miles in every direction. He will stand a much better chance of living out the night if he gives up here rather than trying to escape and being shot down by soldiers.


  “We’ll give you five minutes to tell him and come out. After that we will start firing.”


  Three minutes went by with no sign of life from the house. Then a light, went on and the front door opened slowly. A cane with a white handkerchief tied to it came out into the open, followed by a man.


  The man walked slowly across the porch and down the front steps. At the foot of the steps he stopped and called Dr. Welmer’s name.


  “This way,” Dr. Welmer responded, standing in the jeep and holding his hand up.


  The man crossed the lawn to the jeep. Guns moved to keep pace with him.


  Ten feet from the jeep he halted.


  “The boss sent me out to tell you he wants to talk with you before he surrenders,” he said, his voice trembling slightly.


  “Don’t do it,” Lt. Peterson whispered. “If he gets you in there he can use you as-hostage.”


  “I know that,” Dr. Welmer whispered back. “But I want to get him alive if possible. I don’t think he will surrender if I refuse to grant his request.”


  He jumped out of the jeep and approached the man from the house. The man promptly turned and started back the way he had come.


  Dr. Welmer followed him.


  “We’ll give you fifteen minutes,” Lt. Peterson called after him. “After that we’re coming after you.”


  INSIDE, the guide led him through a reception hall to a blank wall. The wall slid back revealing an elevator. The elevator descended about twenty feet, slowly, then stopped with a rattle of cables.


  “This is as far as I can go,” the guide said. “Just follow the corridor to the end and knock on the door you’ll see.”


  He opened the elevator door and stood to one side so that Dr. Welmer could step out.


  The walls of the corridor were painted white. The floor was covered with rubber tile. It went straight for a hundred yards. Dr. Welmer realized that he had passed under the circle of jeeps above—perhaps off the property completely.


  The door at the end of the corridor was of metal. He knocked firmly, and at once the door swung back.


  Standing on the other side was the figure he had seen only once before, and that in the flash of an exploding gun, for only a split second. Yet he remembered every detail of it.


  “Good evening, Dr. Welmer.” Cliff’s voice was even and unemotional.


  “Hello, Cliff,” Dr. Welmer replied. “I’ve been looking forward to this moment for a long time.”


  Cliff smiled.


  “And I’ve been trying my best to avoid it for an equally long time,” he said. “I suppose I owe your visit to my inability to remain alone indefinitely without any contact with a human being whom I felt any affection for. In spite of all my precautions to keep my meeting with Mary secret, something must have disclosed it in time for you to follow the car that brought her here.”


  “No,” Dr. Welmer said kindly. “We didn’t know she was missing until an hour after she left the store.”


  “Then how—?”


  “I put out a pattern of watchers to see where the car reappeared,” Dr. Welmer said, a note of derision in his voice.


  Cliff blushed.


  “I always underrate your capabilities,” he said disgustedly.


  “I think we have you trapped this time,” Dr. Welmer said. “Want to hear the details?”


  “Yes,” Cliff said interestedly. “It will pose an intriguing problem whose solution may mean my continued freedom.”


  “We have the house surrounded,” Dr. Welmer explained. “If I am not out fifteen minutes from the time I came in here soldiers will come after me. They will carry walkie-talkies. If contact with them is lost the house will be destroyed without regard for their safety, because they will be presumed to have been killed.


  “At varying distances in all directions from this area are successive barricades, so that if you try to escape underground, when you go to the surface you will be hemmed in by these successive circles of guards and captured.”


  “I see,” Cliff said thoughtfully. A faint crease appeared in his smooth forehead.


  DR. WELMER’S eyes were fixed in fascination on this child from Venus. The curiously flat blue eyes were biologically meant for a place with very little light. The irises were contracted to mere pinpoints, but showed evidence of being able to open wide so as to detect light no stronger than that with which the moon lights up the landscape.


  The forehead was perfectly smooth and rounded, rising and bulging outward gracefully immediately above the eyes. There were no eyebrows or eyebrow ridges in the bone structure.


  Dr. Welmer estimated that the frontal lobe of the giant brain behind that forehead was probably larger than a normal human brain, and that the entire brain of the Venusian child was perhaps four times as large as the human.


  The jaw line was smooth and the chin almost sharp in its point. The nose was equally sharp and even. The lips were normal, though the mouth was smaller than average according to human standards.


  The cheeks were slightly rounded and the cheek bones occidental rather than oriental.


  The skin coloring was white with a pinkish shade, like that of a boy who spends most of his time out of the sun. The neck was slightly large to support the weight of the head.


  “You say you have only fifteen minutes?” Cliff said. “Well five minutes are already gone. That gives me five minutes to talk. I have something I want to say to you. That’s why I asked you to come in before I left.


  “You see,” he went on hastily, “when I came here I thought as did my parents and all Venusians, that the human race was still millions of years from civilization in spite of their cities and airplanes and radio. I think differently now. I have thought so since I first finished my study of your history. I am convinced that by occasional direction and correction of your historical trend you can be made civilized in a few years. That’s what I intend to do.


  “I realize that it may cost a few lives and require the breaking of a few of your laws as I go along, and that I could not hope to enlist the co-operation of your government, when I could not hope to make it understand what I am aiming for.


  “As a matter of fact, in the final stages of my program to elevate the human race I must become what you call a dictator for a time. Knowing you and your race, I realize you would not countenance this for a moment if you could prevent it; so I must go my path alone, using money to buy the services of those who are selfish enough to put self above the good of the race from their own limited viewpoint.


  “I’ll succeed. There may be setbacks like the present one, but I’ll succeed. I have perhaps two of your centuries of time in which to complete my work before I die of old age.


  “You know,” Cliff chuckled. “I could kill you where you stand very easily, but if I did, the scientists I have in other parts of this place might get killed if the soldiers decided to blow up the place before searching it. I’ll have to let you go this time. Perhaps the next time it will be possible to eliminate you as a source of annoyance. You’d better get back to the surface now.”


  Dr. Welmer realized that Cliff was not surrendering. He must have some sure way of escape.


  Faster than the eye could follow, Dr. Welmer’s hand reached into his coat and withdrew an automatic. In the same movement he fired at Cliff.


  There was a tinkling of glass followed by the slamming of a door.


  Too late Dr. Welmer realized that the figure before him had been merely a reflection in a mirror! A quick examination disclosed a thick door through which Cliff must have made his escape.


  Hurriedly he returned to the elevator and went back to the surface. His call from the front door brought soldiers into the house.


  It took half an hour to break down the door through which Cliff had made his escape. As it fell inward a blast of hot air swept out over the crowded men from a distant explosion.


  Later exploration showed that Cliff had blown up the tunnel five miles away in the direction of Chicago. It took a month to clear away the debris and follow the passage to its end. It came out in the basement of an abandoned house.


  IT WAS the day after this last hope of tracking Cliff had failed, that Steve and Mary dropped in to see Dr. Welmer. He gave them the news.


  “In a way I’m glad,” Mary said. “I believe in him. He’s a lonesome little boy growing up in a strange world. I don’t doubt but what he could build some kind of a ship that would take him home. He’s intrigued by a problem here that holds him. His older and wiser fellow Venusians adopted a policy of hands off thousands of years ago and have stuck to it ever since. The human race three thousand years ago was a barbarous, savage race. I believe myself that there is hope for us now. I’m rooting for Cliff.”


  “So I notice,” Dr. Welmer said coldly.


  “That’s right,” Mary pouted. “Rub it in. I’ve told you that I had no idea what direction we took when I went to see Cliff. I’ve told you everything.”


  “Yes, I know,” Dr. Welmer said. “But not until after it wouldn’t have made any difference. There might have been some little thing that would have turned defeat into victory.”


  “You mean victory into defeat,” Mary said firmly. “If something happens to Cliff the human race will go right on being barbarous. The atom bomb will wipe out all except a few hillbillies, and we’ll start all over again on the upward climb.”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” Dr. Welmer objected. “These scientists Cliff had kidnapped to do his technical work for him succeeded in penetrating the mysteries of most of the stuff they were forced to make. We now have exactly three hundred and twenty two very important patents owned by the government and listed under the SB file as due to Cliff’s activities. Among other things we now have the principle of tapping the energy of the basic ether without the dangers of radioactivity. We’ll do all right.”


  He pulled out a cigarette and lit it with a self-satisfied air.


  “And we still have an angle for getting a lead on that brat,” he added, dropping the match in an ash tray. “Before long he’ll contact President Jones so that he can pull the strings of government. Then we’ll get him.”


  “I asked Cliff about that,” Mary said.


  “Yes?” Dr. Welmer prompted, puffing contentedly.


  “He said he had no intention of ever getting in touch with the President, that the President was strictly on his own.”


  “What!” Dr. Welmer exclaimed. “Yes,” Mary said. “He said that the human race would never grow up by being led. It must be steered at times. The direction of its path through future history must be corrected by someone who knows how to steer and where to head it. He said other things, too. Things that convince me he’s right.”


  Mary looked at Dr. Welmer and Steve with a mischievous light in her eyes.


  “I think I’ll completely deflate you,” she said quietly. “Those scientists that Cliff kidnapped and forced to build machinery for him? Hah! Did he ever have any need for the stuff they turned out? He could have built in hours all the gadgets he has used so far. It was just his way of teaching them the principles of science that the world needs to grow up. He told me that himself. He said that civilization is built on certain technological concepts, certain philosophical concepts, and so on. That these determine the shape of the civilization when they are so thoroughly absorbed by the race that the children learn about them from their toys and grow up taking them for granted.


  “You think you have stolen a march on Cliff? Well, let me tell you something. You’re doing just what he wanted and intended you should do. You’re his slave by indirection. You do his bidding every day. You can’t help it. The only way you could stop doing it is to turn your back on the welfare and progress of your fellow men and kill those scientists with your own hands and destroy all the patents whose basic ideas Cliff gave us, and all the people alive today who use them and know them.


  “We are just puppets when a master comes along. He can play on our emotions—prod us into doing what he wants by appearing to try to prevent us. He can mold the mass mind at will so that you are helpless to change it back again. Look at the way Cliff picked the man he thought would make the best president and cleared the field for him and prepared the stage.”


  DR. WELMER tapped the ashes off his cigarette thoughtfully, a wry smile on his face.


  “Maybe you’re right,” he said slowly. “It reminds me of what a friend of mine said about the Communist party once. He said they had the power to rule this country by indirection if they only realized it. They could defeat any candidate for any office merely by supporting him to the exclusion of the rest.


  “By the way,” he glanced at Mary and Steve shrewdly, “I seem to remember seeing a strange glint in your eyes when you came in. Could it be that something I can’t possibly guess is about to take place?”


  Steve and Mary looked at each other guiltily.


  “You’re right,” Steve said. “Mary and I are going to be married. Two weeks from today.”


  “Mm hmm,” Dr. Welmer nodded his head with a look of being pleased about something.


  “What’s biting you now?” Mary demanded. “Instead of congratulating us you look like a cat that just ate the mouse.”


  “I was just thinking,” Dr. Welmer said succinctly. “Could it be that Cliff had picked Steve for your husband when he arranged that affair in which you helped Steve out, and consequently got acquainted with him? By his well known indirection? Hmm?”


  “Why—why you—” Mary began indignantly. A look of sudden realization dawned in her eyes. “Why! So he did!” she exclaimed. “There couldn’t have been any other reason, could there?”


  She looked at Steve and a slow flush spread over her face.


  “So I’ve been took!” she said softly.


  “Yes, darling,” Steve said obediently.


  TWO years were to pass before Cliff appeared again on the stage of history. During those two years there were rumors of a queer, boyish appearing man with a bulging head and knock knees in Russia, in South America, in Africa, and finally in the Orient. Rumor traced him—or someone like him, into the foothills of the Himalayas. There rumor stopped.


  It stopped with the rumor that a queer but likeable monstrosity of a boy-adult had been seen trudging over the dusty road that led into the foothills of Tibet. The rumor had been brought to the civilized world by an Englishman.


  “Queer chap—that,” the Englishman had concluded his rumor. “Undoubtedly a native of some sort, but he spoke deucedly good English with an American accent. There were a couple of spiders crawling on his tunic. Poisonous looking things. When I pointed them out to him do you know what he said?”


  The Englishman glanced at his audience with outraged indignation.


  “He said, ‘Yes, I know.’ And the best of it is that I would swear I saw a glint of amusement in the eyes of those spiders. Or was it my imagination? The last I saw of the fellow he was walking along, his knees knocking together and his bare feet kicking up the dust. I felt sorry for him in a way. He looked so lonely.”


  THE MOON THAT VANISHED


  Leigh Brackett


  A fallen satellite of Venus is the lure which leads three hunted beings to the island of smiling death!


  CHAPTER I


  Down to the Darkling Sea


  THE stranger was talking about him—the tall stranger who was a long way from his native uplands, who wore plain leather and did not belong in this swamp-coast village. He was asking questions, talking, watching.


  David Heath knew that, in the same detached way in which he realized that he was in Kalruna’s dingy Palace of All Possible Delights, that he was very drunk but not nearly drunk enough, that he would never be drunk enough and that presently, when he passed out, he would be tossed over the back railing into the mud, where he might drown or sleep it off as he pleased.


  Heath did not care. The dead and the mad do not care. He lay without moving on the native hide-frame cot, the leather mask covering the lower part of his face, and breathed the warm golden vapor that bubbled in a narghile-like bowl beside him. Breathed, and tried to sleep, and could not. He did not close his eyes. Only when he became unconscious would he do that.


  There would be a moment he could not avoid, just before his drugged brain slipped over the edge into oblivion, when he would no longer be able to see anything but the haunted darkness of his own mind, and that moment would seem like all eternity. But afterward, for a few hours, he would find peace.


  Until then he would watch, from his dark corner, the life that went on in the Palace of All Possible Delights.


  Heath rolled his head slightly. By his shoulder, clinging with its hooked claws to the cot frame, a little bright-scaled dragon crouched and met his glance with jewel-red eyes in which there were peculiar sympathy and intelligence. Heath smiled and settled back. A nervous spasm shook him but the drug had relaxed him so that it was not severe and passed off quickly.


  No one came near him except the emerald-skinned girl from the deep swamps who replenished his bowl. She was not human and therefore did not mind that he was David Heath. It was as though there were a wall around him beyond which no man stepped or looked.


  Except, of course, the stranger.


  Heath let his gaze wander. Past the long low bar where the common seamen lay on cushions of moss and skins, drinking the cheap fiery thul. Past the tables, where the captains and the mates sat, playing their endless and complicated dice games. Past the Nahali girl who danced naked in the torchlight, her body glimmering with tiny scales and as sinuous and silent in motion as the body of a snake.


  The single huge room was open on three sides to the steaming night. It was there that Heath’s gaze went at last. Outside, to the darkness and the sea, because they had been his life and he loved them.


  Darkness on Venus is not like the darkness of Earth or Mars. The planet is hungry for light and will not let it go. The face of Venus never sees the sun but even at night the hope and the memory of it are there, trapped in the eternal clouds.


  The air is the color of indigo and it carries its own pale glow. Heath lay watching how the slow hot wind made drifts of light among the liha-trees, touched the muddy harbor beaches with a wavering gleam and blended into the restless phosphorescence of the Sea of Morning Opals. Half a mile south the river Omaz flowed silently down, still tainted with the reek of the Deep Swamps.


  Sea and sky—the life of David Heath and his destruction.


  The heavy vapor swirled in Heath’s brain. His breathing slowed and deepened. His lids grew heavy.


  Heath closed his eyes.


  An expression of excitement, of yearning, crossed his face, mingled with a vague unease. His muscles tensed. He began to whimper, very softly, the sound muffled by the leather mask.


  The little dragon cocked its head and watched, still as a carven image.


  HEATH’S body, half naked in a native kilt, began to twitch, then to move in spasmodic jerks. The expression of unease deepened, changed gradually to one of pure horror. The cords in his throat stood out like wires as he tried to cry out and could not. Sweat gathered in great beads on his skin.


  Suddenly the little dragon raised its wings and voiced a hissing scream.


  Heath’s nightmare world rocked around him, riven with loud sounds. He was mad with fear, he was dying, vast striding shapes thronged toward him out of a shining mist. His body was shaken, cracking, frail bones bursting into powder, his heart tearing out of him, his brain a part of the mist, shining, burning. He tore the mask from his face and cried out a name, Ethne!, and sat up—and his eyes were wide open, blind and deep.


  Somewhere, far off, he heard thunder. The thunder spoke. It called his name. A new face pushed in past the phantoms of his dream. It swelled and blotted out the others. The face of the stranger from the High Plateaus. He saw every line of it, painted in fire upon his brain.


  The square jaw, hard mouth, nose curved like a falcon’s beak, the scars wealed, white against white skin, eyes like moonstones, only hot, bright—the long silver hair piled high in the intricate tribal knot and secured with a warrior’s golden chains.


  Hands shook him, slapped his face. The little dragon went on screaming and flapping, tethered by a short thong to the head of Heath’s cot so that it could not tear out the eyes of the stranger.


  Heath caught his breath in a long shuddering sob and sprang.


  He would have killed the man who had robbed him of his little time of peace. He tried, in deadly silence, while the seamen and the masters and the mates and the dancing girls watched, not moving, sidelong out of their frightened, hateful eyes. But the Uplander was a big man, bigger than Heath in his best days had ever been. And presently Heath lay panting on the cot, a sick man, a man who was slowly dying and had no strength left.


  The stranger spoke. “It is said that you found the Moonfire.”


  Heath stared at him with his dazed, drugged eyes and did not answer.


  “It is said that you are David Heath the Earthman, captain of the Ethne.”


  Still Heath did not answer. The rusty torchlight flickered over him, painting highlight and shadow. He had always been a lean, wiry man. Now he was emaciated, the bones of his face showing terribly ridged and curved under the drawn skin. His black hair and unkempt beard were shot through with white.


  The Uplander studied Heath deliberately, contemptuously. He said, “I think they lie.”


  Heath laughed. It was not a nice laugh.


  “Few men have ever reached the Moonfire,” the Venusian said. “They were the strong ones, the men without fear.”


  After a long while Heath whispered, “They were fools.”


  He was not speaking to the Uplander. He had forgotten him. His dark mad gaze was fixed on something only he could see.


  “Their ships are rotting in the weed beds of the Upper Seas. The little dragons have picked their bones.” Heath’s voice was slow, harsh and toneless, wandering. “Beyond the Sea of Morning Opals, beyond the weeds and the Guardians, through the Dragon’s Throat and still beyond—I’ve seen it, rising out of the mists, out of the Ocean-That-Is-Not-Water.”


  A tremor shook him, twisting the gaunt bones of his body. He lifted his head, like a man straining to breathe, and the running torchlight brought his face clear of the shadows. In all the huge room there was not a sound, not a rustle, except for a small sharp gasp that ran through every mouth and then was silent.


  “The gods know where they are now, the strong brave men who went through the Moonfire. The gods know what they are now. Not human if they live at all.”


  He stopped. A deep slow shudder went through him. He dropped his head. “I was only in the fringe of it. Only a little way.”


  In the utter quiet the Uplander laughed. He said, “I think you lie.”


  Heath did not raise his head nor move.


  The Venusian leaned over him, speaking loudly, so that even across the distance of drugs and madness the Earthman should hear.


  “You’re like the others, the few who have come back. But they never lived a season out. They died or killed themselves. How long have you lived?”


  PRESENTLY he grasped the Earthman’s shoulder and shook it roughly. “How long have you lived?” he shouted and the little dragon screamed, struggling against its thong.


  Heath moaned. “Through all hell,” he whispered. “Forever.”


  “Three seasons,” said the Venusian. “Three seasons, and part of a fourth.” He took his hand away from Heath and stepped back. “You never saw the Moonfire. You knew the custom, how the men who break the taboo must be treated until the punishment of the gods is finished.”


  He kicked the bowl, breaking it, and the bubbling golden fluid spilled out across the floor in a pool of heady fragrance. “You wanted that, and you knew how to get it, for the rest of your sodden life.”


  A low growl of anger rose in the Palace of All Possible Delights.


  Heath’s blurred vision made out the squat fat bulk of Kalruna approaching. Even in the depths of his agony he laughed, weakly. For more than three seasons Kalruna had obeyed the traditional law. He had fed and made drunk the pariah who was sacred to the anger of the gods—the gods who guarded so jealously the secret of the Moonfire. Now Kalruna was full of doubt and very angry.


  Heath began to laugh aloud. The effects of his uncompleted jag were making him reckless and hysterical. He sat up on the cot and laughed in their faces.


  “I was only in the fringe.” he said. “I’m not a god. I’m not even a man any more. But I can show you if you want to be shown.”


  He pulled himself to his feet, and as he did so, in a motion as automatic as breathing, he loosed the little dragon and set it on his naked shoulder. He stood swaying a moment and then began to walk out across the room, slowly, uncertainly, but with his head stubbornly erect. The crowd drew apart to make a path for him and he walked along it in the silence, clothed in his few sad rags of dignity, until he came to the railing and stopped.


  “Put out the torches,” he said. “All but one.”


  Kalruna said hesitantly, “There’s no need. I believe you.”


  There was fear in the place now—fear, and fascination. Every man glanced sideways, looking for escape, but no one went away.


  Heath said again, “Put out the torches.”


  The tall stranger reached out and doused the nearest one in its bucket, and presently in all that vast room there was darkness, except for one torch far in the back.


  Heath stood braced against the rail, staring out into the hot indigo night.


  The mists rose thick from the Sea of Morning Opals. They crept up out of the mud, and breathed in clouds from the swamps. The slow wind pushed them in long rolling drifts, blue-white and glimmering against the darker night.


  Heath looked hungrily into the mists. His head was thrown back, his whole body strained upward and presently he raised his arms in a gesture of terrible longing.


  “Ethne,” he whispered. “Ethne.”


  Almost imperceptibly, a change came over him. The weakness, the look of the sodden wreck, left him. He stood firm and straight, and the muscles rose coiled and beautiful on the long lean frame of his bones, alive with the tension of strength.


  His face had altered even more. There was a look of power on it. The dark eyes burned with deep fires, glowing with a light that was more than human, until it seemed that his whole head was crowned with a strange nimbus.


  For one short moment, the face of David Heath was the face of a god.


  “Ethne,” he said.


  And she came.


  Out of the blue darkness, out of the mist, drifting tenuous and lovely toward the Earthman. Her body was made from the glowing air, the soft drops of the mist, shaped and colored by the force that was in Heath. She was young, not more than nineteen, with the rosy tint of Earth’s sun still in her cheeks, her eyes wide and bright as a child’s, her body slim with the sweet angularity of youth.


  The first time I saw her, when she stepped down the loading ramp for her first look at Venus and the wind took her hair and played with it and she walked light and eager as a colt on a spring morning. Light and merry always, even walking to her death.


  The shadowy figure smiled and held out her arms. Her face was the face of a woman who has found love and all the world along with it.


  Closer and closer she drifted to Heath and the Earthman stretched out his hands to touch her.


  And in one swift instant, she was gone.


  Heath fell forward against the rail. He stayed there a long time. There was no god in him now, no strength. He was like a flame suddenly burned out and dead, the ashes collapsing upon themselves. His eyes were closed and tears ran out from under the lashes.


  IN THE steaming darkness of the room no one moved.


  Heath spoke once. “I couldn’t go far enough,” he said, “into the Moonfire.”


  He dragged himself upright after a while and went toward the steps, supporting himself against the rail, feeling his way like a blind man. He went down the four steps of hewn logs and the mud of the path rose warm around his ankles. He passed between the rows of mud-and-wattle huts, a broken scarecrow of a man plodding through the night of an alien world.


  He turned, down the side path that led to the anchorage. His feet slipped into the deeper mud at the side and he fell, face down. He tried once to get up, then lay still, already sinking into the black, rich ooze. The little dragon rode on his shoulder, pecking at him, screaming, but he did not hear.


  He did not know it when the tall stranger from the High Plateaus picked him out of the mud a few seconds later, dragon and all, and carried him away, down to the darkling sea.


  CHAPTER II


  The Emerald Sail


  A WOMAN’S voice said, “Give me the cup.”


  Heath felt his head being lifted, and then the black, stinging taste of Venusian coffee slid like liquid fire down his throat. He made his usual waking fight against fear and reality, gasped and opened his eyes.


  He lay in his own bunk, in his own cabin, aboard the Ethne. Across from him, crouched on a carven chest, the tall Venusian sat, his head bowed under the low scarlet arch of the deck above. Beside Heath, looking down at him, was a woman.


  It was still night. The mud that clung to Heath’s body was still wet. They must have worked hard, he thought, to bring him to.


  The little dragon flopped down to its perch on Heath’s shoulder. He stroked its scaly neck and lay watching his visitors.


  The man said, “Can you talk now?”


  Heath shrugged. His eyes were on the woman. She was tall but not too tall, young but not too young. Her body was everything a woman’s body ought to be, of its type, which was wide-shouldered and leggy, and she had a fine free way of moving it. She wore a short tunic of undyed spider silk, which exactly matched the soft curling hair that fell down her back—a bright, true silver with little peacock glints of color in it.


  Her face was one that no man would forget in a hurry. It was a face shaped warmly and generously for all the womanly things—passion and laughter and tenderness. But something had happened to it. Something had given it a bitter sulky look. There was resentment in it and deep anger and hardness—and yet, with all that, it was somehow a pathetically eager face with lost and frightened eyes.


  Heath remembered vaguely a day when he would have liked to solve the riddle of that contradictory face. A day long ago, before Ethne came.


  He said, speaking to both of them, “Who are you and what do you want with me?”


  He looked now directly at the man and it was a look of sheer black hatred. “Didn’t you have enough fun with me at Kalruna’s?”


  “I had to be sure of you,” the stranger said. “Sure that you had not lied about the Moonfire.”


  He leaned forward, his eyes narrowed and piercing. He did not sit easily. His body was curved like a bent bow. In the light of the hanging lantern his scarred, handsome face showed a ripple of little muscles under the skin. A man in a hurry, Heath thought, a man with a sharp goad pricking his flanks.


  “And what was that to you?” said Heath.


  It was a foolish question. Already Heath knew what was coming. His whole being drew in upon itself, retreated.


  The stranger did not answer directly. Instead he said, “You know the cult that calls itself guardian of the Mysteries of the Moon.”


  “The oldest cult on Venus and one of the strongest. One of the strangest, too, on a moonless planet,” Heath said slowly to no one in particular. “The Moonfire is their symbol of godhead.”


  The woman laughed without mirth. “Although,” she said, “they’ve never seen it.”


  The stranger went on, “All Venus knows about you, David Heath. The word travels. The priests know too—the Children of the Moon. They have a special interest in you.”


  Heath waited. He did not speak.


  “You belong to the gods for their own vengeance,” the stranger said. “But the vengeance hasn’t come. Perhaps because you’re an Earthman and therefore less obedient to the gods of Venus. Anyway, the Children of the Moon are tired of waiting. The longer you live the more men may be tempted to blasphemy, the less faith there will be in the ability of the gods to punish men for their sins.” His voice had a biting edge of sarcasm. “So,” he finished, “the Children of the Moon are coming to see to it that you die.”


  Heath smiled. “Do the priests tell you their secrets?”


  The man turned his head and said, “Alor.”


  The woman stepped in front of Heath and loosed her tunic at the shoulder. “There,” she said furiously. “Look!”


  Her anger was not with Heath. It was with what he saw. The tattoo branded between her white breasts—the round rayed symbol of the Moon.


  Heath caught his breath and let it out in a long sigh. “A handmaiden of the temple,” he said and looked again at her face. Her eyes met his, silvery-cold, level, daring him to say more.


  “We are sold out of our cradles,” she said. “We have no choice. And our families are very proud to have a daughter chosen for the temple.”


  Bitterness and pride and the smoldering anger of the slave.


  She said, “Broca tells the truth.”


  HEATH’S body seemed to tighten in upon itself. He glanced from one to the other and back again, not saying anything, and his heart beat fast and hard, knocking against his ribs.


  Alor said, “They will kill you and it won’t be easy dying. I know. I’ve heard men screaming sometimes for many nights and their sin was less than yours.”


  Heath said out of a dry mouth, “A runaway girl from the temple gardens and a thrower of spears. Their sin is great too. They didn’t come halfway across Venus just to warn me. I think they lie. I think the priests are after them.”


  “We’re all three proscribed,” said Broca, “but Alor and I could get away. You they’ll hunt down no matter where you go—except one place.”


  And Heath said, “Where is that?”


  “The Moonfire.”


  After a long while Heath uttered a harsh grating sound that might have been a laugh.


  “Get out,” he said. “Get away from me.”


  He got to his feet, shaking with weakness and fury. “You lie, both of you—because I’m the only living man who has seen the Moonfire and you want me to take you there. You believe the legends. You think the Moonfire will change you into gods. You’re mad, like all the other fools, for the power and the glory you think you’ll have. Well, I can tell you this—the Moonfire will give you nothing but suffering and death.”


  His voice rose. “Go lie to someone else. Frighten the Guardians of the Upper Seas. Bribe the gods themselves to take you there. But get away from me!”


  The Venusian rose slowly. The cabin was small for him, the deck beams riding his shoulders. He swept the little dragon aside. He took Heath in his two hands and he said, “I will reach the Moonfire, and you will take me there.”


  Heath struck him across the face.


  Sheer astonishment held Broca still for a moment and Heath said, “You’re not a god yet.”


  The Venusian opened his mouth in a snarling grin. His hands shifted and tightened.


  The woman said sharply, “Broca!” She stepped in close, wrenching at Broca’s wrists. “Don’t kill him, you fool!”


  Broca let his breath out hard between his teeth. Gradually his hands relaxed. Heath’s face was suffused with dark blood. He would have fallen if the woman had not caught him.


  She said to Broca, “Strike him—but not too hard.”


  Broca raised his fist and struck Heath carefully on the point of the jaw.


  It could not have been more than two of the long Venusian hours before Heath came to. He did that slowly as always—progressing from a vast vague wretchedness to an acute awareness of everything that was the matter with him. His head felt as though it had been cleft in two with an axe from the jaw upward.


  He could not understand why he should have wakened. The drug alone should have been good for hours of heavy sleep. The sky beyond the cabin port had changed. The night was almost over. He lay for a moment, wondering whether or not he was going to be sick, and then suddenly he realized what had wakened him in spite of everything.


  The Ethne was under way.


  His anger choked him so that he could not even swear. He dragged himself to his feet and crossed the cabin, feeling even then that she was not going right, that the dawn wind was strong and she was rolling to it, yawing.


  He kicked open the door and came out on deck.


  The great lateen sail of golden spider silk, ghostly in the blue air, slatted and spilled wind, shaking against loose yards. Heath turned and made for the raised poop, finding strength in his fear for the ship. Broca was up there, braced against the loom of the stern sweep. The wake lay white on the black water, twisting like a snake.


  The woman Alor stood at the rail, staring at the low land that lay behind them.


  Broca made no protest as Heath knocked him aside and took the sweep. Alor turned and watched but did not speak.


  The Ethne was small and the simple rig was such that one man could handle it. Heath trimmed the sail and in a few seconds she was stepping light and dainty as her namesake, her wake straight as a ruled line.


  When that was done Heath turned upon them and cursed them in a fury greater than that of a woman whose child has been stolen.


  Broca ignored him. He stood watching the land and the lightening sky. When Heath was all through the woman said, “We had to go. It may already be too late. And you weren’t going to help.”


  Heath didn’t say anything more. There weren’t any words. He swung the helm hard over.


  BROCA was beside him in one step, his hand raised and then suddenly Alor cried out, “Wait!”


  Something in her voice brought both men around to look at her. She stood at the rail, facing into the wind, her hair flying, the short skirt of her tunic whipped back against her thighs. Her arm was raised in a pointing gesture.


  It was dawn now.


  For a moment Heath lost all sense of time. The deck lifting lightly under his feet, the low mist and dawn over the Sea of Morning Opals, the dawn that gave the sea its name. It seemed that there had never been a Moonfire, never been a past or a future, but only David Heath and his ship and the light coming over the water.


  It came slowly, sifting down like a rain of jewels through the miles of pearl-gray cloud. Cool and slow at first, then warming and spreading, turning the misty air to drops of rosy fire, opaline, glowing, low to the water, so that the little ship seemed to be drifting through the heart of a fire-opal as vast as the universe.


  The sea turned color, from black to indigo streaked with milky bands. Flights of the small bright dragons rose flashing from the weed-beds that lay scattered on the surface in careless patterns of purple and ochre and cinnabar and the weed itself stirred with dim sentient life, lifting its tendrils to the light.


  For one short moment David Heath was completely happy.


  Then he saw that Broca had caught up a bow from under the taffrail. Heath realized that they must have fetched all their traps coolly aboard while he was in Kalruna’s. It was one of the great longbows of the Upland barbarians and Broca bent its massive arc as though it had been a twig and laid across it a bone-barbed shaft.


  A ship was coming toward them, a slender shape of pearl flying through the softly burning veils of mist. Her sail was emerald green. She was a long way off but she had the wind behind her and she was coming down with it like a swooping dragon.


  “That’s the Lahal,” said Heath. “What does Johor think he’s doing?”


  Then he saw, with a start of incredulous horror, that on the prow of the oncoming ship the great spiked ram had been lowered into place.


  During the moment when Heath’s brain struggled to understand why Johor, ordinary trading skipper of an ordinary ship, should wish to sink him, Alor said five words.


  “The Children of the Moon.”


  Now, on the Lahal’s foredeck, Heath could distinguish four tiny figures dressed in black.


  The long shining ram dipped and glittered in the dawn.


  Heath flung himself against the stern sweep. The Ethne’s golden sail cracked taut. She headed up into the wind. Heath measured his distance grimly and settled down.


  Broca turned on him furiously. “Are you mad? They’ll run us down! Go the other way.”


  Heath said, “There is no other way. They’ve got me pinned on a lee shore.” He was suddenly full of a blind rage against Johor and the four black-clad priests.


  There was nothing to do but wait—wait and sail the heart out of his ship and hope that enough of David Heath still lived to get them through. And if not, Heath thought, I’ll take the Lahal down with me!


  Broca and Alor stood by the rail together, watching the racing green sail. They did not speak. There was nothing to say. Heath saw that now and again the woman turned to study him.


  The wakes of the two ships lay white on the water, two legs of a triangle rushing toward their apex.


  Heath could see Johor now, manning the sweep. He could see the crew crouching in the waist, frightened sailors rounded up to do the bidding of the priests. They were armed and standing by with grapnels.


  Now, on the foredeck, he could see the Children of the Moon.


  They were tall men. They wore tunics of black link mail with the rayed symbol of the Moon blazed in jewels on their breasts. They rode the pitching deck, their silver hair flying loose in the wind, and their bodies were as the bodies of wolves that run down their prey and devour it.


  Heath fought the stern sweep, fought the straining ship, fought with wind and distance to cheat them of their will.


  And the woman Alor kept watching David Heath with her bitter challenging eyes and Heath hated her as he did the priests, with a deadly hatred, because he knew what he must look like with his beaked bony face and wasted body, swaying and shivering over the loom of the sweep.


  CLOSER and closer swept the emerald sail, rounded and gleaming like a peacock’s breast in the light. Pearl white and emerald, purple and gold, on a dark blue sea, the spiked ram glittering—two bright dragons racing toward marriage, toward death.


  Close, very close. The rayed symbols blazed fire on the breasts of the Children of the Moon.


  The woman Alor lifted her head high into the wind and cried out—a long harsh ringing cry like the scream of an eagle. It ended in a name, and she spoke it like a curse.


  “Vakor!”


  One of the priests wore the jeweled fillet that marked him leader. He flung up his arms, and the words of his malediction came hot and bitter down the wind.


  Broca’s bowstring thrummed like a great harp. The shaft fell short and Vakor laughed.


  The priests went aft to be safe from buckling timbers and the faces of the seamen were full of fear.


  Heath cried out a warning. He saw Alor and Broca drop flat to the deck. He saw their faces. They were the faces of a man and a woman who were on the point of death and did not like it but were not afraid. Broca reached out and braced the woman’s body with his own.


  Heath shoved Ethne’s nose fair into the wind and let her jibe.


  The Lahal went thundering by not three yards away, helpless to do anything about it.


  The kicking sweep had knocked Heath into the scuppers, half dazed. He heard the booming sail slat over, felt the wrenching shudder that shook the Ethne down to her last spike and prayed that the mast would stay in her. As he dragged himself back he saw that the priest Vakor had leaped onto the Lahal’s high stern. He was close enough for Heath to see his face.


  They looked into each other’s eyes and the eyes of Vakor were brilliant and wild, the eyes of a fanatic. He was not old. His body was virile and strong, his face cut in fine sweeping lines, the mouth full and sensuous and proud. He was tense with cheated fury and his voice rang against the wind like the howling of a beast.


  “We will follow! We will follow, and the gods will slay!”


  As the rush of the Lahal carried him away, Heath heard the last echo of his cry.


  “Alor!”


  With all the strength he had left Heath quieted his outraged ship and let her fall away on the starboard tack. Broca and Alor got slowly to their feet. Broca said, “I thought you’d wrecked her.”


  “They had the wind of me,” Heath said. “I couldn’t come about like a Christian.”


  Alor walked to the stern and watched where the Lahal wallowed and staggered as she tried to stop her headlong rush. “Vakor!” she whispered, and spat into the sea.


  Broca said, “They will follow us. Alor told me—they have a chart, the only one that shows the way to the Moonfire.”


  Heath shrugged. He was too weary now to care. He pointed off to the right.


  “There’s a strong ocean current runs there, like a river in the sea. Most skippers are afraid of it but their ships aren’t like the Ethne. We’ll ride it. After that we’ll have to trust to luck.”


  Alor swung around sharply. “Then you will go to the Moonfire.”


  “I didn’t say that. Broca, get me the bottle out of my cabin locker.”


  But it was the woman who fetched it to him and watched him drink, then said, “Are you all right?”


  “I’m dying, and she asks me that,” said Heath.


  She looked a moment steadily into his eyes and oddly enough there was no mockery in her voice when she spoke, only respect.


  “You won’t die,” she said and went away.


  In a few moments the current took the Ethne and swept her away northward. The Lahal vanished into the mists behind them. She was cranky in close handling and Heath knew that Johor would not dare the swirling current.


  For nearly three hours he stayed at his post and took the ship through. When the ocean stream curved east he rode out of it into still water. Then he fell down on the deck and slept.


  Once again the tall barbarian lifted him like a child and laid him in his bunk.


  All through the rest of that day and the long Venusian night, while Broca steered, Heath lay in bitter sleep. Alor sat beside him, watching the nightmare shadows that crossed his face, listening as he moaned and talked, soothing his worst tremors.


  He repeated the name of Ethne over and over again and a puzzled strangely wistful look came in the eyes of Alor.


  When it was dawn again Heath awoke and went on deck. Broca said with barbarian bluntness, “Have you decided?”


  Heath did not answer and Alor said, “Vakor will hunt you down. The word has gone out all over Venus, wherever there are men. There’ll be no refuge for you—except one.”


  Heath smiled, a mirthless baring of the teeth. “And that’s the Moonfire. You make it all so simple.”


  And yet he knew she spoke the truth. The Children of the Moon would never leave his track. He was a rat in a maze and every passage led to death.


  But there were different deaths. If he had to die it would not be as Vakor willed but with Ethne—an Ethne more real than a shadow—in his arms again.


  He realized now that deep in his mind he had always known, all these three seasons and more that he had clung to a life not worth the living. He had known that someday he must go back again.


  “We’ll go to the Moonfire,” he said, “and perhaps we shall all be gods.”


  Broca said, “You are weak, Earthman. You didn’t have the courage.”


  Heath said one word.


  “Wait.”


  CHAPTER III


  Over the Bar


  THE days and the nights went by, and the Ethne fled north across the Sea of Morning Opals, north toward the equator. They were far out of the trade lanes. All these vast upper reaches were wilderness. There were not even fishing villages along the coast. The great cliffs rose sheer from the water and nothing could find a foothold there. And beyond, past the Dragon’s Throat, lay only the barren death-trap of the Upper Seas.


  The Ethne ran as sweetly as though she joyed to be free again, free of the muddy harbor and the chains. And a change came over Heath. He was a man again. He stood shaved and clean and erect on his own deck and there was no decision to be made anymore, no doubt. The long dread, the long delay, were over and he too, in his own bitter way, was happy.


  They had seen nothing more of the Lahal but Heath knew quite well that she was there somewhere, following. She was not as fleet as the Ethne but she was sound and Johor was a good sailor. Moreover, the priest Vakor was there and he would drive the Lahal over the Mountains of White Cloud if he had to—to catch them.


  He said once to Alor, “Vakor seems to have a special hatred for you.”


  Her face twisted with revulsion and remembered shame. “He is a beast,” she said. “He is a serpent, a lizard that walks like a king.” She added, “We’ve made it easy for him, the three of us together like this.”


  From where he sat steering Heath looked at her with a remote curiosity. She stood, long legged, bold-mouthed, looking back with somber smoky eyes at the white wake unrolling behind them.


  He said, “You must have loved Broca to break your vows for him. Considering what it means if they catch you.”


  Alor looked at him, then laughed, a brief sound that had no humor in it.


  “I’d have gone with any man strong enough to take me out of the temple,” she said. “And Broca is strong and he worships me.”


  Heath was genuinely astonished. “You don’t love him?”


  She shrugged. “He is good to look at. He is a chief of warriors and he is a man and not a priest. But love—”


  She asked suddenly, “What is it like—to love as you loved your Ethne?”


  Heath started. “What do you know about Ethne?” he asked harshly.


  “You have talked of her in sleep. And Broca told me how you called her shadow in Kalruna’s place. You dared the Moonfire to gain her back.”


  She glanced at the ivory figurehead on the high curving bow, the image of a woman, young and slim and smiling.


  “I think you are a fool,” she said abruptly. “I think only a fool would love a shadow.”


  She had left him and gone down into the cabin before he could gather words, before he could take her white neck between his hands and break it.


  Ethne—Ethne!


  He cursed the woman of the temple gardens.


  He was still in a brooding fury when Broca came up out of the cabin to relieve him at the sweep.


  “I’ll steer a while yet,” Heath told him curtly. “I think the weather’s going to break.”


  Clouds were boiling up in the south as the night closed down. The sea was running in long easy swells as it had done for all these days but there was a difference, a pulse and a stir that quivered all through the ship’s keel.


  Broca, stretching huge shoulders, looked away to the south and then down at Heath.


  “I think you talk too much to my woman,” he said.


  Before Heath could answer the other laid his hand lightly on the Earthman’s shoulder. A light grip but with strength enough behind it to crack Heath’s bones.


  He said, “Do not talk so much to Alor.”


  “I haven’t sought her out,” Heath snapped savagely. “She’s your woman—you worry about her.”


  “I am not worried about her,” Broca answered calmly. “Not about her and you.”


  He was looking down at Heath as he spoke and Heath knew the contrast they made—his own lean body and gaunt face against the big barbarian’s magnificent strength.


  “But she is always with you on the deck, listening to your stories of the sea,” said Broca. “Do not talk to her so much,” he repeated and this time there was an edge to his voice.


  “For heaven’s sake!” said Heath jeeringly. “If I’m a fool what are you? A man mad enough to look for power in the Moonfire and faithfulness in a temple wench! And now you’re jealous.”


  HE HATED both Broca and Alor bitterly in this moment and out of his hate he spoke.


  “Wait until the Moonfire touches you. It will break your strength and your pride. After that you won’t care who your woman talks to or where.”


  Broca gave him a stare of unmoved contempt. Then he turned his back and settled down to look out across the darkening sea.


  After a while, the amusing side of the whole thing struck Heath, and he began to laugh.


  They were, all three of them, going to die. Somewhere out there to the south, Vakor came like a black shepherd, driving them toward death. Dreams of empire, dreams of glory and a voyage that tempted the vengeance of the gods—and at such a time the barbarian chief could be jealous.


  With sudden shock he realized just how much time Alor had spent with him. Out of habit and custom as old as the sea he had helped to while away the long hard hours with a sailor’s yarns. Looking back he could see Alor’s face, strangely young and eager as she listened, could remember how she asked questions and wanted to learn the ways and the working of the ship.


  He could remember now how beautiful she looked with the wind in her hair, her firm strong body holding the Ethne steady in a quartering sea.


  The storm brewed over the hours and at last it broke. Heath had known that the Sea of Morning Opals would not let him go without a struggle. It had tried him with shallows, with shifting reefs, with dead calms and booming solar tides and all the devices of current, fog and drifting weed. He had beaten all of them. Now he was almost within sight of the Dragon’s Throat, the gateway to the Upper Seas and it was a murderous moment for a storm out of the south.


  The night had turned black. The sea burned with white phosphorescence, a boiling cauldron of witch-fire. The wind was frightening. The Ethne plunged and staggered, driving under a bare pole, and for once Heath was glad of Broca’s strength as they fought the sweep together.


  He became aware that someone was beside him and knew that it was Alor.


  “Go below!” he yelled and caught only the echo of her answer. She did not go but threw her weight too against the sweep.


  Lightning bolts as broad as comet’s tails came streaking down with a rush and a fury as though they had started their run from another star and gathered speed across half the galaxy. They lit the Sea of Morning Opals with a purple glare until the thunder brought the darkness crashing down again. Then the rain fell like a river rolling down the belts of cloud.


  Heath groaned inwardly. The wind and the following sea had taken the little ship between them and were hurling her forward. At the speed she was making now she would hit the Dragon’s Throat at dawn. She would hit it full tilt and helpless as a drifting chip.


  The lightning showed him the barbarian’s great straining body, gleaming wet, his long hair torn loose from its knots and chains, streaming with wind and water. It showed him Alor too. Their hands and their shoulders touched, straining together.


  It seemed that they struggled on that way for centuries and then, abruptly, the rain stopped, the wind slackened, and there was a period of eerie silence. Alor’s voice sounded loud in Heath’s ears, crying, “Is it over?”


  “No,” he answered. “Listen!”


  They heard a deep and steady booming, distant in the north—the boom of surf.


  The storm began again.


  Dawn came, hardly lighter than the night. Through the flying wrack Heath could see cliffs on either side where the mountain ranges narrowed in, funneling the Sea of Morning Opals into the strait of the Dragon’s Throat. The driven sea ran high between them, bursting white against the black rock.


  The Ethne was carried headlong, a leaf in a millrace.


  The cliffs drew in and in until there was a gap of no more than a mile between them. Black brooding titans and the space below a fury of white water, torn and shredded by fang-like rocks.


  The Dragon’s Throat.


  When he had made the passage before Heath had had fair weather and men for the oars. Even then it had not been easy. Now he tried to remember where the channel lay, tried to force the ship toward what seemed to be an open lane among the rocks.


  The Ethne gathered speed and shot forward into the Dragon’s Throat.


  She fled through a blind insanity of spray and wind and sound. Time and again Heath saw the loom of a towering rock before him and wrenched the ship aside or fought to keep away from death that was hidden just under the boiling surface. Twice, three times, the Ethne gave a grating shudder and he thought she was gone.


  Once, toward the last, when it seemed that there was no hope, he felt Alor’s hand close over his.


  The high water saved them, catching them in its own rush down the channel, carrying them over the rocks and finally over the bar at the end of the gut. The Ethne came staggering out into the relative quiet of the Upper Seas, where the pounding waves seemed gentle and it was all done so quickly, over so soon. For a long time the three of them stood sagging over the sweep, not able to realize that it was over and they still lived.


  The storm spent itself. The wind settled to a steady blow. Heath got a rag of sail up. Then he sat down by the tiller and bowed his head over his knees and thought about how Alor had caught his hand when she believed she was going to die.


  CHAPTER IV


  “I Will Wait!”


  EVEN this early it was hot. The Upper Seas sprawled along the equator, shallow landlocked waters choked with weed and fouled with shifting reefs of mud, cut into a maze of lakes and blind channels by the jutting headlands of the mountains.


  The wind dropped to a flat calm. They left the open water behind them, where it was swept clean by the tides from the Sea of Morning Opals. The floating weed thickened around them, a blotched ochre plain that stirred with its own dim mindless life. The air smelled rotten.


  Under Heath’s direction they swung the weed-knife into place, the great braced blade that fitted over the prow. Then, using the heavy sweep as a sculling oar, they began to push the Ethne forward by the strength of their sweating backs.


  Clouds of the little bright-scaled dragons rose with hissing screams, disturbed by the ship. This was their breeding ground. They fought and nested in the weed and the steaming air was full of the sound of their wings. They perched on the rail and in the rigging, watching with their red eyes. The creature that rode Heath’s shoulder emitted harsh cries of excitement. Heath tossed him into the air and he flew away to join his mates.


  There was life under the weed, spawning in the hot stagnant waters, multiform and formless, swarming, endlessly hungry. Small reptilian creatures flopped and slithered through the weed, eating the dragon’s eggs, and here and there a flat dark head would break through with a snap and a crunch, and it would watch the Ethne with incurious eyes while it chewed and swallowed.


  Constantly Heath kept watch.


  The sun rose high above the eternal clouds. The heat seeped down and gathered. The scull moved back and forth, the knife bit, the weed dragged against the hull and behind them the cut closed slowly as the stuff wrapped and coiled upon itself.


  Heath’s eyes kept turning to Alor.


  He did not want to look at her. He did not wish to remember the touch of her hand on his. He wished only to remember Ethne, to remember the agony of the Moonfire and to think of the reward that lay beyond it if he could endure. What could a temple wench mean to him beside that?


  But he kept looking at her covertly. Her white limbs glistened with sweat and her red mouth was sullen with weariness and even so there was a strange wild beauty about her. Time and again her gaze would meet his, a quick hungry glance from under her lashes, and her eyes were not the eyes of a temple wench. Heath cursed Broca in his heart for making him think of Alor and he cursed himself because now he could not stop thinking of her.


  They toiled until they could not stand. Then they sprawled on the deck in the breathless heat to rest. Broca pulled Alor to him.


  “Soon this will all be over,” he said. “Soon we will reach the Moonfire. You will like that, Alor—to be mated to a god!”


  She lay unresponsive in the circle of his arm, her head turned away. She did not answer.


  Broca laughed. “God and goddess. Two of a kind as we are now. We’ll build our thrones so high the sun can see them.” He rolled her head on his shoulder, looking down intently into her face. “Power, Alor. Strength. We will have them together.” He covered her mouth with his, and his free hand caressed her, deliberate, possessive.


  She thrust him away. “Don’t,” she said angrily. “It’s too hot and I’m too tired.” She got up and walked to the side, standing with her back to Broca.


  Broca looked at her. Then he turned and looked at Heath. A dark flush reddened his skin. He said slowly, “Too hot and too tired—and besides, the Earthman is watching.”


  He sprang up and caught Alor and swung her around, one huge hand tangled in her hair, holding her. As soon as he touched her Heath also sprang up and said harshly, “Let her alone!”


  Broca said, “She is my mate but I may not touch her.” He glared down into Alor’s blazing eyes and said, “She is my mate—or isn’t she?”


  He flung her away. He turned his head from side to side, half blind with rage.


  “Do you think I didn’t see you?” he asked thickly. “All day, looking at each other.”


  Heath said, “You’re crazy.”


  “Yes,” answered Broca, “I am.” He took two steps toward Heath and added, “Crazy enough to kill you.”


  Alor said, “If you do you’ll never reach the Moonfire.”


  Broca paused, trapped for one moment between his passion and his dream. He was facing the stern. Something caused his gaze to waver from Heath and then, gradually, his expression changed. Heath swung around and Alor gave a smothered cry.


  Far behind them, vague in the steaming air, was an emerald sail.


  THE Lahal must have come through the Dragon’s Throat as soon as the storm was over. With men to man the rowing benches she had gained on the Ethne during the calm. Now she too was in the weed, and the oars were useless but there were men to scull her. She would move faster than the Ethne and without pause.


  There would be little rest for Heath and Broca and the woman.


  They swayed at the sculling oar all the stifling afternoon and all the breathless night, falling into the dull, half-hypnotized rhythm of beasts who walk forever around a water-wheel. Two of them working always, while the third slept, and Broca never took his eyes from Alor. With his tremendous vitality it seemed that he never slept and during the periods when Heath and Alor were alone at the oar together they exchanged neither words nor glances.


  At dawn they saw that the Lahal was closer.


  Broca crouched on the deck. He lifted his head and looked at the green sail. Heath saw that his eyes were very bright and that he shivered in spite of the brooding heat.


  Heath’s heart sank. The Upper Seas were rank with fever, and it looked as though the big barbarian was in for a bad go of it. Heath himself was pretty well immune to it but Broca was used to the clean air of the High Plateaus and the poison was working in his blood.


  He measured the speed of the two ships and said, “It’s no use. We must stand and fight.”


  Heath said savagely, “I thought you wanted to find the Moonfire. I thought you were the strong man who could win through it where everybody else has failed. I thought you were going to be a god.”


  Broca got to his feet. “With fever or without it I’m a better man than you.”


  “Then work! If we can just keep ahead of them until we clear the weed—”


  Broca said, “The Moonfire?”


  “Yes.”


  “We will keep ahead.”


  He bent his back to the scull and the Ethne crept forward through the weed. Her golden sail hung from the yard with a terrible stillness. The heat pressed down upon the Upper Seas as though the sun itself were falling through the haze. Astern the Lahal moved steadily on.


  Broca’s fever mounted. He turned from time to time to curse Vakor, shouting at the emerald sail.


  “You’ll never catch us, priest!” he would cry. “I am Broca of the tribe of Sarn and I will beat you—and I will beat the Moonfire. You will lie on your belly, priest, and lick my sandals before you die.” Then he would turn to Alor, his eyes shining. “You know the legends, Alor! The man who can bathe in the heart of the Moonfire has the power of the High Ones. He can build a world to suit himself, he can be king and lord and master. He can give his woman-god a palace of diamonds with a floor of gold. That is true, Alor. You have heard the priests say it in the temple.”


  Alor answered, “It is true.”


  “A new world, Alor. A world of our own.”


  He made the great sweep swing in a frenzy of strength and once again the mystery of the Moonfire swept over Heath. Why, since the priests knew the way there, did they not themselves become gods. Why had no man ever come out of it with godhead—only a few, a handful like himself, who had not had the valor to go all the way in.


  AND yet there was godhead there. He knew because within himself there was the shadow of it.


  The endless day wore on. The emerald sail came closer.


  Toward mid-afternoon there was a sudden clattering flight of the little dragons and all life stopped still in the weed. The reptilian creatures lay motionless with dragon’s eggs unbroken in their jaws. No head broke the surface to feed. The dragons flew away in a hissing cloud. There was utter silence.


  Heath flung himself against the sweep and stopped it.


  “Be quiet,” he said. “Look. Out there.”


  They followed his gesture. Far away over the port bow, flowing toward them, was a ripple in the weed. A ripple as though the very bed of the Upper Seas was in motion.


  “What is it?” whispered Alor, and saw Heath’s face, and was silent.


  Sluggishly, yet with frightening speed, the ripple came toward them. Heath got a harpoon out of the stern locker. He watched the motion of the weed, saw it gradually slow and stop in a puzzled way. Then he threw the harpoon as far away from the ship as he could with all his strength and more.


  The ripple began again. It swerved and sped toward where the harpoon had fallen.


  “They’ll attack anything that moves,” said Heath. “It lost us because we stopped. Watch.”


  The weed heaved and burst open, its meshes snapping across a scaled and titanic back. There seemed to be no shape to the creature, no distinguishable head. It was simply a vast and hungry blackness that spread upward and outward and the luckless brutes that cowered near it hissed and thrashed in their efforts to escape, and were engulfed and vanished.


  Again Alor whispered, “What is it?”


  “One of the Guardians,” Heath answered. “The Guardians of the Upper Seas. They will crush a moving ship to splinters and eat the crew.”


  He glanced back at the Lahal. She, too, had come to a dead stop. The canny Vakor had scented the danger also.


  “We’ll have to wait,” said Heath, “until it goes away.”


  They waited. The huge shape of darkness sucked and floundered in the weed and was in no hurry to go.


  Broca sat staring at Heath. He was deep in fever and his eyes were not sane. He began to mutter to himself, incoherent ramblings in which only the name Alor and the word Moonfire were distinguishable.


  Suddenly, with startling clarity, he said, “The Moonfire is nothing without Alor.”


  He repeated “Nothing!” several times, beating his huge fists on his knees each time he said it. Then he turned his head blindly from side to side as though looking for something. “She’s gone. Alor’s gone. She’s gone to the Earthman.”


  Alor spoke to him, touched him, but he shook her off. In his fever-mad brain there was only one truth. He rose and went toward David Heath.


  Heath got up. “Broca!” he said. “Alor is there beside you. She hasn’t gone!”


  Broca did not hear. He did not stop.


  Alor cried out, “Broca!”


  “No,” said Broca. “You love him. You’re not mine anymore. When you look at me I am nothing. Your lips have no warmth in them.” He reached out toward David Heath and he was blind and deaf to everything but the life that was in him to be torn out and trampled upon and destroyed.


  In the cramped space of the afterdeck there was not much room to move. Heath did not want to fight. He tried to dodge the sick giant but Broca pinned him against the rail. Fever or no fever, Heath had to fight him and it was not much use. Broca was beyond feeling pain.


  His sheer weight crushed Heath against the rail, bent his spine almost to breaking and his hands found Heath’s throat. Heath struck and struck again and wondered if he had come all this way to die in a senseless quarrel over a woman.


  Abruptly he realized that Broca was letting go, was sliding down against him to the deck. Through a swimming haze he saw Alor standing there with a belaying pin in her hand. He began to tremble, partly with reaction but mostly with fury that he should have needed a woman’s help to save his life. Broca lay still, breathing heavily.


  “Thanks,” said Heath curtly. “Too bad you had to hit him. He didn’t know what he was doing.”


  Alor said levelly, “Didn’t he?”


  HEATH did not answer. He started to turn away and she caught him, forcing him to look at her.


  “Very likely I will die in the Moonfire,” she said. “I haven’t the faith in my strength that Broca has. So I’m going to say this now—I love you, David Heath. I don’t care what you think or what you do about it but I love you.”


  Her eyes searched his face, as though she wanted to remember every line and plane of it. Then she kissed him and her mouth was tender and very sweet.


  She stepped back and said quietly, “I think the Guardian has gone. The Lahal is under way again.”


  Heath followed her without a word to the sweep. Her kiss burned in him like sweet fire. He was shaken and utterly confused.


  They toiled together while Broca slept. They dared not pause. Heath could distinguish the men now aboard the Lahal, little bent figures sculling, sculling, and there were always fresh ones. He could see the black tunics of the Children of the Moon who stood upon the foredeck and waited.


  The Ethne moved more and more slowly as the hours passed and the gap between the two ships grew steadily smaller. Night came and through the darkness they could hear the voice of Vakor howling after them.


  Toward midnight Broca roused. The fever had left him but he was morose and silent. He thrust Alor roughly aside and took the sweep and the Ethne gathered speed.


  “How much farther?” he asked. And Heath panted, “Not far now.”


  Dawn came and still they were not clear of the weed. The Lahal was so near them now that Heath could see the jeweled fillet on Vakor’s brow. He stood alone, high on the upper brace of the weed-knife, and he watched them, laughing.


  “Work!” he shouted at them. “Toil and sweat! You, Alor—woman of the gardens! This is better than the Temple. Broca—thief and breaker of the Law—strain your muscles there! And you, Earthman. For the second time you defy the gods!” He leaned out over the weed as though he would reach ahead and grasp the Ethne in his bare hands and drag her back.


  “Sweat and strain, you dogs! You can’t escape!”


  And they did sweat and strain and fresh relays of men worked at the sweep of the Lahal, breaking their hearts to go faster and ever faster. Vakor laughed from his high perch and it seemed futile for the Ethne to go on any longer with this lost race.


  But Heath looked ahead with burning sunken eyes. He saw how the mists rose and gathered to the north, how the color of the weed changed, and he urged the others on. There was a fury in him now. It blazed brighter and harder than Broca’s, this iron fury that would not, by the gods themselves, be balked of the Moonfire.


  They kept ahead—so little ahead that the Lahal was almost within arrow-shot of them. Then the weed thinned and the Ethne began to gain a little and suddenly, before they realized it, they were in open water.


  Like mad creatures they worked the scull and Heath steered the Ethne where he remembered the northern current ran, drawn by the Ocean-That-Is-Not-Water. After the terrible labor of the weed it seemed that they were flying. But as the mists began to wreathe about them the Lahal too had freed herself and was racing toward them with every man on the rowing benches.


  The mists thickened around them. The black water began to have a rare occasional hint of gold, like shooting sparks beneath the surface. There began to be islands, low and small, rank with queer vegetation. The flying dragons did not come here nor the Guardians nor the little reptiles. It was very hot and very still.


  Through the stillness the voice of Vakor rose in a harsh wild screaming as he cursed the rowers on.


  The current grew more swift and the dancing flecks of gold brightened in the water. Heath’s face bore a strange unhuman look. The oars of the Lahal beat and churned and bowmen stood now on the foredeck, ready to shoot when they came within range.


  Then, incredibly, Vakor gave one long high scream and flung up his hand and the oars stopped. Vakor stretched both arms above his head, his fists clenched, and he hurled after them one terrible word of malediction.


  “I will wait, blasphemers! If so be you live I will be here—waiting!”


  The emerald sail dwindled in the Ethne’s wake, faded and was lost in the mist.


  Broca said, “They had us. Why did they stop?”


  Heath pointed. Up ahead the whole misty north was touched with a breath of burning gold.


  “The Moonfire!”


  CHAPTER V


  Into the Moonfire


  THIS was the dream that had driven Heath to madness, the nightmare that had haunted him, the memory that had drawn him back in spite of terror and the certainty of destruction. Now it was reality and he could not separate it from the dream.


  Once again he watched the sea change until the Ethne drifted not on water but on a golden liquid that lapped her hull with soft rippling fire. Once again the mist enwrapped him, shining, glowing.


  The first faint tingling thrill moved in his blood and he knew how it would be—the lying pleasure that mounted through ecstasy to unendurable pain. He saw the dim islands, low and black, a maze through which a ship might wander forever without finding the source that poured out this wonder of living light.


  He saw the bones of ships that had died searching. They lay on the island beaches and the mist made them a bright shroud. There were not many of them. Some were so old that the race that built them had vanished out of the memory of Venus.


  The hushed unearthly beauty wrenched Heath’s heart and he was afraid unto dying and yet filled with lust, with a terrible hunger.


  Broca drew the air deep into his lungs as though he would suck the power out of the Moonfire.


  “Can you find it again?” he asked. “The heart of it.”


  “I can find it.”


  Alor stood silent and unmoving. She was all silver in this light, dusted with golden motes.


  Heath said, “Are you afraid, breaking the taboo?”


  “Habit is hard to break.” She turned to him and asked, “What is the Moonfire?”


  “Haven’t the priests told you?”


  “They say that Venus once had a moon. It rode in the clouds like a disc of fire and the god who dwelt within it was supreme over all the other gods. He watched the surface of the planet and all that was done upon it. But the lesser gods were jealous, and one day they were able to destroy the palace of the Moon-god.


  “All the sky of Venus was lighted by that destruction. Mountains fell and seas poured out of their beds and whole nations died. The Moon-god was slain and his shining body fell like a meteor through the clouds.


  “But a god cannot really die. He only sleeps and waits. The golden mist is the cloud of his breathing, and the shining of his body is the Moonfire. A man may gain divinity from the heart of the sleeping god but all the gods of Venus will curse him if he tries because man has no right to steal their powers.”


  “And you don’t believe that story,” said Heath.


  Alor shrugged. “You have seen the Moonfire. The priests have not.”


  “I didn’t get to the heart of it,” Heath said. “I only saw the edge of the crater and the light that comes up out of it, the lovely hellish light.”


  He stopped, shuddering, and brooded as he had so many times before on the truth behind the mystery of the Moonfire. Presently he said slowly, “There was a moon, of course, or there could be no conception of one in folklore. I believe it was radioactive, some element that hasn’t been found yet or doesn’t exist at all on Earth or Mars.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Alor. “What is ‘radioactive’ ?” She used the Terran word, as Heath had, because there was no term for it in Venusian.


  “It’s a strange sort of fire that burns in certain elements. It eats them away, feeding on its own atoms, and the radiation from this fire is very powerful.” He was silent for a moment, his eyes half closed. “Can’t you feel it?” he asked. “The first little fire that burns in your own blood?”


  “Yes,” Alor whispered. “I feel it.”


  And Broca said, “It is like wine.”


  Heath went on, putting the old, old thoughts into words. “The moon was destroyed. Not by jealous gods but by collision with another body, perhaps an asteroid. Or maybe it was burst apart by its own blazing energy. I think that a fragment of it survived and fell here and that its radiation permeated and changed the sea and the air around it.


  “It changes men in the same way. It seems to alter the whole electrical set-up of the brain, to amplify its power far beyond anything human. It gives the mind a force of will strong enough to control the free electrons in the air—to create . . .”


  He paused, then finished quietly, “In my case, only shadows. And when that mutation occurs a man doesn’t need the gods of Venus to curse him. I got only a little of it but that was enough.”


  BROCA said, “It is worth bearing pain to become a god. You had no strength.”


  Heath smiled crookedly. “How many gods have come out of the Moonfire?”


  Broca answered, “There will be one soon.” Then he caught Alor by the shoulders and pulled her to him, looking down into her face. “No,” he said. “Not one. Two.”


  “Perhaps,” said Heath, “there will be three.”


  Broca turned and gave him a chill and level look. “I do not think,” he said, “that your strength is any greater now.”


  After that, for a long while, they did not speak. The Ethne drifted on, gliding on the slow currents that moved between the islands. Sometimes they sculled, the great blade of the sweep hidden in a froth of flame. The golden glow brightened and grew and with it grew the singing fire in their blood.


  Heath stood erect and strong at the helm, the old Heath who had sailed the Straits of Lhiva in the teeth of a summer gale and laughed about it. All weariness, all pain, all weakness, were swept away. It was the same with the others. Alor’s head was high and Broca leaped up beside the figurehead and gave a great ringing shout, a challenge to all the gods there were to stop him.


  Heath found himself looking into Alor’s eyes. She smiled, an aching thing of tears and tenderness and farewell.


  “I think none of us will live,” she whispered. “May you find your shadow, David, before you die.”


  Then Broca had turned toward them once more and the moment was gone.


  Within the veil of the Moonfire there was no day nor night nor time. Heath had no idea how long the Ethne’s purple hull rode the golden current. The tingling force spread through his whole body and pulsed and strengthened until he was drunk with the pleasure of it and the islands slipped by, and there was no sound or movement but their own in all that solemn sea.


  And at last he saw ahead of him the supernal brightness that poured from the heart of the Moonfire, the living core of all the brightness of the mist. He saw the land, lifting dark and vague, drowned in the burning haze, and he steered toward it along the remembered way. There was no fear in him now. He was beyond fear.


  Broca cried out suddenly, “A ship!”


  Heath nodded. “It was there before. It will be there when the next man finds his way here.”


  Two long arms of the island reached out to form a ragged bay. The Ethne entered it. They passed the derelict, floating patiently, untouched here by wind or tide or ocean rot. Her blue sail was furled, her rigging all neat and ready. She waited to begin the voyage home. She would wait a long, long time.


  As they neared the land they sighted other ships. They had not moved nor changed since Heath had seen them last, three years ago.


  A scant few they were, that had lived to find the Dragon’s Throat and pass it, that had survived the Upper Seas and the island maze of the Moonfire and had found their goal at last. Some of them floated still where their crews had left them, their sad sails drooping from the yards.


  Others lay on their sides on the beach, as though in sleep. There were strange old keels that had not been seen on the seas of Venus for a thousand years. The golden mist preserved them and they waited like a pack of faithful dogs for their masters to return.


  Heath brought the Ethne in to shore at the same spot where he had beached her before. She grounded gently and he led the way over the side. He remembered the queer crumbling texture of the dark earth under his feet. He was shaken with the force that throbbed in his flesh. As before it hovered now on the edge of pain.


  He led the way inland and no one spoke.


  The mist thickened around them, filled with dancing sparks of light. The bay was lost behind its wreathing curtain. They walked forward and the ground began to rise under their feet slowly. They moved as in a dream and the light and the silence crushed them with a great awe.


  They came upon a dead man.


  He lay upon his face, his arms stretched out toward the mystery that lay beyond, his hands still yearning toward the glory he had never reached. They did not disturb him.


  Mist, heavier, the glow brightening, the golden motes whirling and flickering in a madder dance. Heath listened to the voice of pain that spoke within him, rising with every step he took toward a soundless scream.


  I remember, I remember! The bones, the flesh, the brain, each atom of them a separate flame, bursting, tearing to be free. I cannot go on, I cannot bear it! Soon I shall waken, safe in the mud behind Kalruna’s.


  But he did not wake and the ground rose steadily under his feet and there was a madness on him, a passion and a suffering that were beyond man’s strength to endure. Yet he endured.


  The swirling motes began to shape themselves into vague figures, formless giants that towered and strode around them. Heath heard Alor’s moan of terror and forced himself to say, “They’re nothing. Shadows out of our own minds. The beginning of the power.”


  Farther they went and farther still, and then at last Heath stopped and flung up his arm to point, looking at Broca.


  “Your godhead lies there. Go and take it!”


  The eyes of the barbarian were dazed and wild, fixed on the dark dim line of the crater that showed in the distance, fixed on the incredible glory that shone there.


  “It beats,” he whispered, “like the beating of a heart.”


  Alor drew back, away from him, staring at the light. “I am afraid,” she said. “I will not go.” Heath saw that her face was agonized, her body shaken like his own. Her voice rose in a wail. “I can’t go! I can’t stand it. I’m dying!” Suddenly she caught Heath’s hands. “David, take me back. Take me back!”


  Before he could think or speak Broca had torn Alor away from him and struck him a great swinging blow. Heath fell to the ground and the last thing he heard was Alor’s voice crying his name.


  CHAPTER VI


  End of the Dream


  HEATH was not unconscious long, for when he lifted his head again he could still see the others in the distance. Broca was running like a madman up the slope of the crater, carrying Alor in his arms. Ghostly and indistinct, he stood for an instant on the edge. Then he leaped over and was gone.


  Heath was alone.


  He lay still, fighting to keep his mind steady, struggling against the torture of his flesh.


  “Ethne, Ethne,” he whispered. “This is the end of the dream.”


  He began to crawl, inch by bitter inch, toward the heart of the Moonfire.


  He was closer to it now than he had been before. The strange rough earth cut his hands and his bare knees. The blood ran but the pain of it was less than a pinprick against the cosmic agony of the Moonfire. Broca must have suffered too, yet he had gone running to his fate. Perhaps his nervous system was duller, more resistant to shock. Or perhaps it was simply that his lust for power carried him on.


  Heath had no wish for power. He did not wish to be a god. He wished only to die and he knew that he was going to very soon. But before he died he would do what he had failed to do before. He would bring Ethne back. He would hear her voice again and look into her eyes and they would wait together for the final dark.


  Her image would vanish with his death, for then mind and memory would be gone. But he would not see the life go out of her as he had all those years ago by the Sea of Morning Opals. She would be with him until the end, sweet and loving and merry, as she had always been.


  He said her name over and over again as he crawled. He tried to think of nothing else, so that he might forget the terrible unhuman things that were happening within him.


  “Ethne, Ethne,” he whispered. His hands clawed the earth and his knees scraped it and the brilliance of the Moonfire wrapped him in golden banners of mist. Yet he would not stop, though the soul was shaken out of him.


  He reached the edge of the crater and looked down upon the heart of the Moonfire.


  The whole vast crater was a sea of glowing vapor, so dense that it moved in little rippling waves, tipped with a sparkling froth. There was an island in that sea, a shape like a fallen mountain that burned with a blinding intensity, so great that only the eyes of a god could bear to look at it.


  It rode in the clouds like a disc of fire.


  Heath knew that his guess was right. It did not matter. Body of a sleeping god or scrap of a fallen moon—it would bring Ethne back to him and for that was all he cared.


  He dragged himself over the edge and let himself go, down the farther slope. He screamed once when the vapor closed over him.


  After that there was a period of utter strangeness.


  It seemed that some force separated the atoms that composed the organism called David Heath and reshuffled them into a different pattern. There was a wrench, an agony beyond anything he had known before and then, abruptly, the pain was gone. His body felt well and whole, his mind was awake, alert and clear with a dawning awareness of new power.


  He looked down at himself, ran his hands over his face. He had not changed. And yet he knew that he was different. He had taken the full force of the radiation this time and apparently it had completed the change begun three years ago. He was not the same David Heath, perhaps, but he was no longer trapped in the no-man’s-land between the old and the new.


  He no longer felt that he was going to die and he no longer wished to. He was filled with a great strength and a great joy. He could bring his Ethne back now and they could live on together here in the golden garden of the Moonfire.


  It would have to be here. He was sure of that. He had only been into the fringe of the Moonfire before, but he did not believe that that was the whole reason why he could create nothing but shadows. There was not a sufficient concentration of the raw energy upon which the mind’s telekinetic power worked.


  Probably, even in the outer mists of the Moonfire, there were not enough free electrons. But here, close to the source, the air was raging with them. Raw stuff of matter, to be shaped and formed.


  David Heath rose to his feet. He lifted his head and his arms reached out longingly. Straight and shining and strong he stood in the living light and his dark face was the face of a happy god.


  “Ethne,” he whispered. “Ethne. This is not the end of the dream, but the beginning!”


  And she came.


  By the power, the exultant strength that was in him, Heath brought her out of the Moonfire. Ethne, slim and smiling, indistinct at first, a shadow in the mist, but growing clearer, coming toward him. He could see her white limbs, the pale flame of her hair, her red mouth bold and sweet, her wistful eyes.


  Heath recoiled with a cry. It was not Ethne who stood before him. It was Alor.


  For a time he could not move but stared at what he had created. The apparition smiled at him and her face was the face of a woman who has found love and with it the whole world.


  “No,” he said. “It isn’t you I want. It’s Ethne!” He struck the thought of Alor from his mind and the image faded and once again he called Ethne to him.


  AND when she came it was not Ethne but Alor.


  He destroyed the vision. Rage and disappointment almost too great to bear drove him to wander in the fog. Alor, Alor! Why did that wench of the temple gardens haunt him now?


  He hated her, yet her name sang in his heart and would not be silenced. He could not forget how she had kissed him and how her eyes had looked then and how her last desperate cry had been for him.


  He could not forget that his own heart had shaped her image while only his mind, his conscious mind, had said the name of Ethne.


  He sat down and bent his head over his knees and wept, because he knew now that this was the end of the dream. He had lost the old love forever without knowing it. It was a cruel thing, but it was true. He had to make his peace with it.


  And already Alor might be dead.


  That thought cut short his grieving for what was gone. He leaped up, filled with dread. He stood for a moment, looking wildly about, and the vapor was like golden water so that he could see only a few feet away. Then he began to run, shouting her name.


  For what might have been centuries in that timeless place he ran, searching for her. There was no answer to his cries. Sometimes he would see a dim figure crouching in the mist, and he would think that he had found her but each time it was the body of a man, dead for God knew how long. They were all alike. They were emaciated, as though they had died of starvation and they were all smiling. There seemed to be lost visions still in their open eyes.


  These were the gods of the Moonfire—the handful of men through all the ages who had fought their way through to the ultimate goal.


  Heath saw the cruelty of the jest. A man could find godhead in the golden lake. He could create his own world within it. But he could never leave it unless he was willing to leave also the world in which he was king. They would have learned that, these men, as they started back toward the harbor, away from the source.


  Or perhaps there was more to it. Perhaps they never tried to leave.


  Heath went on through the beautiful unchanging mist, calling Alor’s name, and there was no answer. He realized that it was becoming more difficult for him to keep his mind on his quest. Half-formed images flickered vaguely around him. He grew excited and there was an urgency in him to stop and bring the visions clear, to build and create.


  He fought off the temptation but there came a time when he had to stop because he was too tired to go on. He sank down and the hopelessness of his search came over him. Alor was gone and he could never find her. In utter dejection he crouched there, his face buried in his hands, thinking of her, and all at once he heard her voice speaking his name. He started up and she was there, holding out her hands to him.


  He caught her to him and stroked her hair and kissed her, half sobbing with joy at having found her. Then a sudden thought came to him. He drew back and said, “Are you really Alor or only the shadow of my mind?”


  She did not answer but only held up her mouth to be kissed again.


  Heath turned away, too weary and hopeless even to destroy the vision. And then he thought, “Why should I destroy it? If the woman is lost to me why shouldn’t I keep the dream?”


  He looked at her again and she was Alor, clothed in warm flesh, eager-eyed.


  The temptation swept over him again and this time he did not fight it. He was a god, whether he wished it or not. He would create.


  He threw the whole force of his mind against the golden mist, and the intoxication of sheer power made him drunk and mad with joy.


  The glowing cloud drew back to become a horizon and a sky. Under Heath’s feet an island grew, warm sweet earth, rich with grass and rioting with flowers, a paradise lost in a dreaming sea. Wavelets whispered on the wide beaches, the drooping fronds of the liha-trees stirred lazily in the wind and bright birds darted, singing. Snug in the little cove a ship floated, a lovely thing that angels might have built.


  Perfection, the unattainable wish of the soul. And Alor was with him to share it.


  He knew now why no one had ever come out of the Moonfire.


  He took the vision of Alor by the hand. He wandered with it along the beaches and presently he was aware of something missing. He smiled, and once again the little dragon rode his shoulder and he stroked it and there was no least flaw in this Elysium. David Heath had found his godhead.


  But some stubborn corner of his heart betrayed him. It said, This is all a lie and Alor waits for you. If you tarry you and she will be as those others, who are dead and smiling in the Moonfire.


  He did not want to listen. He was happy. But something made him listen and he knew that as long as the real Alor lived he could not really be content with a dream. He knew that he must destroy this paradise before it destroyed him. He knew that the Moonfire was a deadly thing and that men could not be given the power of gods and continue sane.


  And yet he could not destroy the island. He could not!


  Horror overcame him that he had so far succumbed, that he could no longer control his own will. And he destroyed the island and the sea and the lovely ship and it was harder than if he had torn his own flesh from the bones.


  And he destroyed the vision of Alor.


  He knew that if he wished to escape the madness and the death of the Moonfire he must not again create so much as a blade of grass. Nothing. Because he would never again have the strength to resist the unholy joy of creation.


  CHAPTER VII


  To Walk Divine


  ONCE more he ran shouting through the golden fog. And it might have been a year or only a moment later that he heard Alor’s voice very faintly in the distance, calling his name.


  He followed the sound, crying out more loudly, but he did not hear her again. Then, looming in shadowy grandeur through the mist, he saw a castle. It was a typical Upland stronghold but it was larger than the castle of any barbarian king and it was built out of one huge crimson jewel of the sort called Dragon’s Blood.


  Heath knew that he was seeing part of Broca’s dream.


  Steps of beaten gold led up to a greater door. Two tall warriors, harness blazing with gems, stood guard. Heath went between them and they caught and held him fast. Broca’s hatred for the Earthman was implicit in the beings his mind created.


  Heath tried to tear himself free but their strength was more than human. They took him down fantastic corridors, over floors of pearl and crystal and precious metals. The walls were lined with open chests, full of every sort of treasure the barbarian mind could conceive. Slaves went silent footed on their errands and the air was heavy with perfume and spices. Heath thought how strange it was to walk through the halls of another man’s dream.


  He was brought into a vast room where many people feasted. There were harpists and singers and dancing girls and throngs of slaves, men who wrestled and men who fought and danced with swords. The men and women at the long tables looked like chieftains and their wives but they wore plain leather and tunics without decoration, so that Broca’s guardsmen and even his slaves were more resplendent than they.


  Above the shouting and the revelry Broca sat, high on a throne-chair that was made like a silver dragon with its jeweled wings spread wide. He wore magnificent harness and a carved diamond that only a high king may wear hung between his eyebrows. He drank wine out of a golden cup and watched the feasting with eyes that had in them no smallest flicker of humanity. God or demon, Broca was no longer a man.


  Alor sat beside him. She wore the robes of a queen but her face was hidden in her hands and her body was still as death.


  Heath’s cry carried across all the noise of the feast. Broca leaped to his feet and an abrupt silence fell. Everyone, guards, chieftains and slaves, turned to watch as Heath was led toward the throne—and they all hated him as Broca hated.


  Alor raised her head and looked into his eyes. And she asked, in his own words, “Are you really David or only the shadow of my mind?”


  “I am David,” he told her and was glad he had destroyed his paradise.


  Broca’s mad gaze fixed on Heath. “I didn’t think you had the strength,” he said, and then he laughed. “But you’re not a god! You stand there captive and you have no power.”


  Heath knew that he could fight Broca on his own grounds but he did not dare. One taste of that ecstasy had almost destroyed him. If he tried it again he knew that he and the barbarian would hurl their shadow-armies against each other as long as they lived and he would be as mad as Broca.


  He looked about him at the hostile creatures who were solid and real enough to kill him at Broca’s word. Then he said to Alor, “Do you wish to stay here now?”


  “I wish to go out of the Moonfire with you, David, if I can. If not I wish to die.”


  The poison had not touched her yet. She had come without desire. Though she had bathed in the Moonfire she was still sane.


  Heath turned to Broca. “You see, she isn’t worthy of you.”


  Broca’s face was dark with fury. He took Alor between his great hands and said, “You will stay with me. You’re part of me. Listen, Alor. There’s nothing I can’t give you. I’ll build other castles, other tribes, and I’ll subdue them and put them in your lap. God and goddess together, Alor! We’ll reign in glory.”


  “I’m no goddess,” Alor said. “Let me go.”


  And Broca said, “I’ll kill you, first.” His gaze lowered on Heath. “I’ll kill you both.”


  Heath said, “Do the high gods stoop to tread on ants and worms? We don’t deserve such honor, she and I. We’re weak and even the Moonfire can’t give us strength.”


  He saw the flicker of thought in Broca’s face and went on. “You’re all-powerful, there’s nothing you can’t do. Why burden yourself with a mate too weak to worship you? Create another Alor, Broca! Create a goddess worthy of you!”


  After a moment Alor said, “Create a woman who can love you, Broca, and let us go.”


  For a time there was silence in the place. The feasters and the dancers and the slaves stood without moving and their eyes glittered in the eerie light. And then Broca nodded.


  “It is well,” he said. “Stand up, Alor.”


  SHE stood. The look of power came into the face of the tall barbarian, the wild joy of molding heart’s desire out of nothingness. Out of the golden air he shaped another Alor. She was not a woman but a thing of snow and flame and wonder, so that beside her the reality appeared drab and beautiless. She mounted the throne and sat beside her creator and put her hand in his and smiled.


  Broca willed the guardsmen to let Heath free. He went to Alor and Broca said contemptuously, “Get out of my sight.”


  They went together across the crowded place, toward the archway through which Heath had entered. Still there was silence and no one moved.


  As they reached the archway it vanished, becoming solid wall. Behind them Broca laughed and suddenly the company burst also into wild jeering laughter.


  Heath caught Alor tighter by the hand and led her toward another door. It, too, disappeared and the mocking laughter screamed and echoed from the vault.


  Broca shouted, “Did you think that I would let you go—you two who betrayed me when I was a man? Even a god can remember!”


  Heath saw that the guardsmen and the others were closing in, and he saw how their eyes gleamed. He was filled with a black fear and he put Alor behind him.


  Broca cried, “Weakling! Even to save your life, you can’t create!”


  It was true. He dared not. The shadow-people drew in upon him with their soulless eyes and their faces that were mirrors of the urge to kill.


  And then, suddenly, the answer came. Heath’s answer rang back. “I will not create—but I will destroy!”


  Once again he threw the strength of his mind against the Moonfire but this time there was no unhealthy lure to what he did. There was no desire in him but his love for Alor and the need to keep her safe.


  The hands of the shadow-people reached out and dragged him away from Alor. He heard her scream and he knew that if he failed them would both be torn to pieces. He summoned all the force that was in him, all the love.


  He saw the faces of the shadow-people grow distorted and blurred. He felt their grip weaken and suddenly they were only shadows, a dim multitude in a crumbling castle of dreams.


  Broca’s goddess faded with the dragon throne and Broca’s kingly harness was only a web of memories half seen above the plain leather.


  Broca leaped to his feet with a wild, hoarse cry.


  Heath could feel how their two minds locked and swayed on that strange battleground. And as Broca fought to hold his vision, willing the particles of energy into the semblance of matter, so Heath fought to tear them down, to disperse them. For a time the shadows held in that half-world between existence and nothingness.


  Then the walls of the castle wavered and ran like red water and were gone. The goddess Alor, the dancers and the slaves and the chieftains, all were gone, and there were only the golden fog and a tall barbarian, stripped of his dreams, and the man Heath and the woman Alor.


  Heath looked at Broca and said, “I am stronger than you, because I threw away my godhead.”


  Broca panted. “I will build again!”


  Heath said, “Build.”


  And he did, his eyes blazing, his massive body shaken with the force of his will.


  It was all there again, the castle and the multitude of feasters and the jewels.


  Broca screamed to his shadow-people. “Kill!”


  But again, as their hands reached out to destroy, they began to weaken and fade.


  Heath cried, “If you want your kingdom, Broca, let us go!”


  The castle was now no more than a ghostly outline. Broca’s face was beaded with sweat. His hands clawed the air. He swayed with his terrible effort but Heath’s dark eyes were bleak and stern. If he had now the look of a god it was a god as ruthless and unshakeable as fate.


  The vision crumbled and vanished.


  Broca’s head dropped. He would not look at them from the bitterness of his defeat. “Get out,” he whispered. “Go and let Vakor greet you.”


  Heath said, “It will be a cleaner death than this.”


  Alor took his hand and they walked away together through the golden mist. They turned once to look back and already the castle walls were built again, towering magnificent.


  “He’ll be happy,” Heath said, “until he dies.”


  Alor shuddered. “Let us go.”


  They went together, away from the pulsing heart of the Moonfire, past the slopes of the crater and down the long way to the harbor. Finally they were aboard the Ethne once again.


  As they found their slow way out through the island maze Heath held Alor in his arms. They did not speak. Their lips met often with the poignancy of kisses that will not be for long. The golden mists thinned and the fire faded in their blood and the heady sense of power was gone but they did not know nor care.


  They came at last out of the veil of the Moonfire and saw ahead the green sail of the Lahal, where Vakor waited.


  Alor whispered, “Goodbye, my love, my David!” and left the bitterness of her tears upon his mouth.


  THE two ships lay side by side in the still water. Vakor was waiting as Heath and Alor came aboard with the other Children of the Moon beside him. He motioned to the seamen who stood there also and said, “Seize them.”


  But the men were afraid and would not touch them.


  Heath saw their faces and wondered. Then, as he looked at Alor, he realized that she was not as she had been before. There was something clean and shining about her now, a new depth and a new calm strength, and in her eyes a strange new beauty. He knew that he himself had changed. They were no longer gods, he and Alor, but they had bathed in the Moonfire and they would never again be quite the same.


  He met Vakor’s gaze and was not afraid.


  The cruel, wolfish face of the priest lost some of its assurance. A queer look of doubt crossed over it.


  He said, “Where is Broca?”


  “We left him there, building empires in the mist.”


  “At the heart of the Moonfire?”


  “Yes.”


  “You lie!” cried Vakor. “You could not have come back yourselves, from the heart of the sleeping god. No one ever has.” But still the doubt was there.


  Heath shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter,” he said, “whether you believe or not.”


  There was a long, strange silence. Then the four tall priests in their black tunics said to Vakor, “We must believe. Look into their eyes.”


  With a solemn ritual gesture they stepped back and left Vakor alone.


  Vakor whispered, “It can’t be true. The law, the taboo is built on that rock. Men will come out of the fringe as you did, Heath, wrecked and cursed by their blasphemy. But not from the Moonfire itself. Never! That is why the law was made, lest all of Venus die in dreams.”


  Alor said quietly, “All those others wanted power. We wanted only love. We needed nothing else.”


  Again there was silence while Vakor stared at them and struggled with himself. Then, very slowly, he said, “You are beyond my power. The sleeping god received you and has chosen to let you go unscathed. I am only a Child of the Moon. I may not judge.”


  He covered his face and turned away.


  One of the lesser priests spoke to Johor. “Let them be given men for their oars.”


  And Heath and Alor understood that they were free.


  Weeks later, Heath and Alor stood at dawn on the shore of the Sea of Morning Opals. The breeze was strong off the land. It filled the golden sail of the Ethne, so that she strained at her mooring lines, eager to be free.


  Heath bent and cast them off.


  They stood together silently and watched as the little ship gathered speed, going lightly, sweetly and alone into the glory of the morning. The ivory image that was her figurehead lifted its arms to the dawn and smiled and Heath waited there until the last bright gleam of the sail was lost and with it the last of his old life, his memories and his dreams.


  Alor touched him gently. He turned and took her in his arms, and they walked away under the liha-trees, while the young day brightened in the sky. And they thought how the light of the sun they never saw was more beautiful and full of promise than all the naked wonder of the Moonfire that they had held within their hands.


  JINX SHIP TO THE RESCUE


  Alfred Coppel


  Stand by for T.R.S. Aphrodite, butt of the Space Navy. She’s got something terrific in her guts and only her ice-cold lady engineer can coax it out of her!


  BREVET LIEUTENANT COMMANDER David Farragut Strykalski III of the Tellurian Wing, Combined Solarian Navies, stood ankle deep in the viscous thud of Venusport Base and surveyed his new command with a jaundiced eye. The hot, slimy, greenish rain that drenched Venusport for two-thirds of the 720-hour day had stopped at last, but now a miasmic fog was rising from the surrounding swampland, rolling across the mushy landing ramp toward the grounded spaceship. Visibility was dropping fast, and soon porto-sonar sets would have to be used to find the way about the surface Base. It was an ordinary day on Venus.


  Strike cursed Space Admiral Gorman and all his ancestors with a wealth of feeling. Then he motioned wearily to his companion, and together they sloshed through the mud toward the ancient monitor.


  The scaly bulk of the Tellurian Rocket Ship Aphrodite loomed unhappily into the thick air above the two men as they reached the ventral valve. Strike raised reluctant eyes to the sloping flank of the fat spaceship.


  “It looks,” he commented bitterly, “Like a pregnant carp.”


  Senior Lieutenant Coburn Whitley—“Cob” to his friends—nodded in agreement. “That’s our Lover-Girl . . . old Aphrodisiac herself. The ship with the poison personality.” Cob was the Aphrodite’s Executive, and he had been with her a full year . . . which was a record for Execs on the Aphrodite. She generally sent them Earthside with nervous breakdowns in half that time.


  “Tell me, Captain,” continued Cob curiously, “How does it happen that you of all people happened to draw this tub for a command. I thought . . .”


  “You know Gorman?” queried Strykalski.


  Cob nodded. “Oh, yes. Yes, indeed. Old Brass-button Gorman?”


  “The same.”


  “Well,” Cob ran a hand over his chin speculatively, “I know Gorman’s a prize stinker . . . but you were in command of the Ganymede. And, after all, you come from an old service family and all that. How come this?” He indicated the monitor expressively.


  Strike sighed. “Well, now, Cob, I’ll tell you. You’ll be spacing with me and I guess you’ve a right to know the worst . . . not that you wouldn’t find it out anyway. I come from a long line of very sharp operators. Seven generations of officers and gentlemen. Lousy with tradition.


  “The first David Farragut Strykalski, son of a sea-loving Polish immigrant, emerged from World War II a four-striper and Congressional Medal winner. Then came David Farragut Strykalski, Jr., and, in the abortive Atomic War that terrified the world in 1961, he won a United Nations Peace Citation. And then came David Farragut Strykalski III . . . me.


  “From such humble beginnings do great traditions grow. But something happened when I came into the picture. I don’t fit with the rest of them. Call it luck or temperament or what have you.


  “In the first place I seem to have an uncanny talent for saying the wrong thing to the wrong person. Gorman for example. And I take too much on my own initiative. Gorman doesn’t like that. I lost the Ganymede because I left my station where I was supposed to be running sectionlines to take on a bunch of colonists I thought were in danger . . .”


  “The Procyon A people?” asked Cob. “So you’ve heard about it.” Strike shook his head sadly. “My tactical astrophysicist warned me that Procyon A might go nova. I left my routine post and loaded up on colonists.” He shrugged. “Wrong guess. No nova. I made an ass of myself and lost the Ganymede. Gorman gave it to his former aide. I got this.” Cob coughed slightly. “I heard something about Ley City, too.”


  “Me again. The Ganymede’s whole crew ended up in the Luna Base brig. We celebrated a bit too freely.”


  Cob Whitley looked admiringly at his new Commander. “That was the night after the Ganymede broke the record for the Centaurus B-Earth run, wasn’t it? And then wasn’t there something about . . .”


  “Canalopolis?”


  Whitley nodded.


  “That time I called the Martian Ambassador a spy. It was at a Tellurian Embassy Ball.”


  “I begin to see what you mean, Captain.”


  “Strike’s the name, Cob.”


  Whitley’s smile was expansive. “Strike, I think you’re going to like our old tin pot here.” he patted the Aphrodite’s nether belly affectionately. “She’s old . . . but she’s loose. And we’re not likely to meet any Ambassadors or Admirals with her, either.”


  Strykalski sighed, still thinking of his sleek Ganymede. “She’ll carry the mail, I suppose. And that’s about all that’s expected of her.”


  Cob shrugged philosophically. “Better than tanking that stinking rocket fuel, anyway. Deep space?”


  Strike shook his head. “Venus-Mars.” Cob scratched his chin speculatively. “Perihelion run. Hot work.” Strike was again looking at the spaceship’s unprepossessing exterior. “A surge-circuit monitor, so help me.”


  Cob nodded agreement. “The last of her class.”


  AND she was not an inspiring sight.


  The fantastically misnamed Aphrodite was a surge-circuit monitor of twenty guns built some ten years back in the period immediately preceding the Ionian Subjugation Incident. She had been designed primarily for atomics, with a surge-circuit set-up for interstellar flight. At least that was the planner’s view. In those days, interstellar astrogation was in its formative stage, and at the time of the Aphrodite’s launching the surge-circuit was hailed as the very latest in space drives.


  Her designer, Harlan Hendricks, had been awarded a Legion of Merit for her, and every silver-braided admiral in the Fleet had dreamed of hoisting his flag on one of her class. There had been three. The Artemis, the Andromeda, and the prototype . . . old Aphrodisiac. The three vessels had gone into action of Callisto after the Phobos Raid had set off hostilities between the Ionians and the Solarian Combine.


  All three were miserable failures.


  The eager officers commanding the three monitors had found the circuit too appealing to their hot little hands. They used it . . . in some way, wrongly.


  The Artemis exploded. The Andromeda vanished in the general direction of Coma Berenices glowing white hot from the heat of a ruptured fission chamber and spewing gamma rays in all directions. And the Aphrodite’s starboard tubes blew, causing her to spend her store of vicious energy spinning like a Fourth of July pinwheel under 20 gravities until all her interior fittings . . . including crew were a tangled, pulpy mess within her pressure hull.


  The Aphrodite was refitted for space. And because it was an integral part of her design, the circuit was rebuilt . . . and sealed. She became a workhorse, growing more cantankerous with each passing year. She carried personnel . . . She trucked ores. She ferried skeeterboats and tanked rocket fuel. Now, she would carry the mail. She would lift from Venusport and jet to Canalopolis, Mars, without delay or variation. Regulations, tradition and Admiral Gorman of the Inner Planet Fleet required it. And it was now up to David Farragut Strykalski III to see to it that she did . . .


  The Officer of the Deck, a trim blonde girl in spotless greys saluted smartly as Strike and Cob stepped through the valve.


  Strike felt vaguely uncomfortable. He knew, of course, that at least a third of the personnel on board non-combat vessels of the Inner Planet Fleet, was female, but he had never actually had women on board a ship of his own, and he felt quite certain that he preferred them elsewhere.


  Cob sensed his discomfort “That was Celia Graham, Strike. Ensign. Radar Officer. She’s good, too.”


  Strike shook his head. “Don’t like women in space. They make me uncomfortable.”


  Cob shrugged. “Celia’s the only officer. But about a quarter of our ratings are women.” He grinned maliciously. “Equal rights, you know.”


  “No doubt,” commented the other sourly. “Is that why they named this . . . ship ‘Aphrodite’ ?”


  Whitley saw fit to consider the question rhetorical and remained silent.


  Strike lowered his head to clear the arch of the flying-bridge bulkhead. Cob followed. He trailed his Captain through a jungle of chrome piping to the main control panels. Strike sank into an acceleration chair in front of the red DANGER seal on the surge-circuit rheostat.


  “Looks like a drug-store fountain, doesn’t it?” commented Cob.


  Strykalski nodded sadly, thinking of the padded smoothness of the Ganymede’s flying-bridge. “But she’s home to us, anyway.”


  The thick Venusian fog had closed in around the top levels of the ship, hugging the ports and cutting off all view of the field outside. Strike reached for the squawk-box control.


  “Now hear this. All officer personnel will assemble in the flying bridge at 600 hours for Captain’s briefing. Officer of the Deck will recall any enlisted personnel now on liberty . . .”


  Whitley was on his feet, all the slackness gone from his manner. “Orders, Captain?”


  “We can’t do anything until the new Engineering Officer gets here. They’re sending someone down from the Antigone, and I expect him by 600 hours. In the meantime you’ll take over his part of the work. See to it that we are fueled and ready to lift ship by 602. Base will start loading the mail at 599:30. That’s about all.”


  “Yes, sir.” Whitley saluted and turned to go. At the bulkhead, he paused. “Captain,” he asked, “Who is the new E/O to be?”


  Strike stretched his long legs out on the steel deck. “A Lieutenant Hendricks, I.V. Hendricks, is what the orders say.”


  Cob thought hard for a moment and then shrugged his shoulders. “I.V. Hendricks.” He shook his head. “Don’t know him.”


  THE other officers of the T.R.S. Aphrodite were in conference with the Captain when Cob and the girl at his side reached the flying bridge. She was tall and dark-haired with regular features and pale blue eyes. She wore a service jumper with two silver stripes on the shoulder-straps, and even the shapeless garment could not hide the obvious trimness of her figure.


  Strike’s back was toward the bulkhead, and he was addressing the others.


  “. . . and that’s about the story. We are to jet within 28,000,000 miles of Sol. Orbit is trans-Mercurian hyperbolic. With Mars in opposition, we have to make a perihelion run and it won’t be pleasant. But I’m certain this old boiler can take it. I understand the old boy who designed her wasn’t as incompetent as they say. But Space Regs are specific about mail runs. This is important to you, Evans. Your astrogation has to be accurate to within twenty-five miles plus or minus the shortest route. And there’ll be no breaking orbit. Now be certain that the refrigeration units are checked, Mister Wilkins, especially in the hydroponic cells. Pure air is going to be important.”


  “That’s about all there is to tell you. As soon as our rather leisurely E/O gets here, we can jet with Aunt Nelly’s postcard.” He nodded. “That’s the story. Lift ship in . . .” He glanced at his wrist chronograph, “. . . in an hour and five.” The officers filed out and Cob Whitley struck his head into the room. “Captain?”


  “Come in, Cob.” Strike’s dark brows knit at the sight of the uniformed girl in the doorway.


  Cob’s face was sober, but hidden amusement was kindling behind his eyes. “Captain, may I present Lieutenant Hendricks? Lieutenant Hendricks?”


  Strike looked blankly at the girl.


  “Our new E/O, Captain,” prompted Whitley.


  “Uh . . . welcome aboard, Miss Hendricks,” was all the Captain could find to say.


  The girl’s eyes were cold and unfriendly. “Thank you, Captain.” Her voice was like cracked ice tinkling in a glass. “If I may have your permission to inspect the drives, Captain, I may be able to convince you that the designer of this vessel was not . . . as you seem to think . . . a senile incompetent.”


  Strike was perplexed, and he showed it. “Why, certainly . . . uh . . . Miss . . . but why should you be so . . .” The girl’s voice was even colder than before as she said. “Harlan Hendricks, Captain, is my father.”


  A WEEK in space had convinced Strike that he commanded a jinx ship. Jetting sunward from Venus, the cantankerous Aphrodite had burned a steering tube through, and it had been necessary to go into free-fall while Jenkins, the Assistant E/O, and a damage control party effected repairs. When the power was again applied, Old Aphrodisiac was running ten hours behind schedule, and Strike and Evans, the Astrogation Officer, were sweating out the unforeseen changes introduced into the orbital calculations by the time spent in free-fall.


  The Aphrodite rumbled on toward the orbit of Mercury . . .


  For all the tension between the occupants of the flying-bridge, Strike and Ivy Hendricks worked well together. And after a second week in space, a reluctant admiration was replacing the resentment between them. Ivy spent whatever time she could spare tinkering with her father’s pet surge-circuit and Strike began to realize that there was little she did not know about spaceship engineering. Then, too, Ivy spent a lot of time at the controls, and Strike was forced to admit that he had never seen a finer job of piloting done by man or woman.


  And finally, Ivy hated old Brass-bottom Gorman even more than Strike did. She felt that Gorman had ruined her father’s career, and she was dedicating her life to proving her father right and Brass-bottom wrong. There’s nothing in the cosmos to nurture friendship like a common enemy.


  At 30,000,000 miles from the sun, the Aphrodite’s refrigeration units could no longer keep the interior of the ship at a comfortable temperature. The thermometer stood at 102°F, the very metal of the ship’s fittings hot to the touch. Uniforms were discarded, insignia of rank vanished. The men dressed in fiberglass shorts and spaceboots, sweat making their naked bodies gleam like copper under the sodium-vapor lights. The women in the crew added only light blouses to their shorts . . . and suffered from extra clothing.


  Strike was in the observation blister forward, when Ensign Graham called to say that she had picked up a radar contact sunward. The IFF showed the pips to be the Lachesis and the Atropos. The two dreadnaughts were engaged in coronary research patrol . . . a purely routine business. But the thing that made Strike course under his breath was Celia Graham’s notation that the Atropos carried none other than Space Admiral Horatio Gorman, Cominch Inplan.


  Strike thought it a pity that old Brass-bottom couldn’t fall into Hell’s hottest pit . . . and he told Ivy so.


  And she agreed.


  OLD Aphrodisiac had reached perihelion when it happened. The thermometer stood at 135° and tempers were snapping. Cobb and Celia Graham had tangled about some minor point concerning Lover-Girl’s weight and balance. Ivy went about her work on the bridge without speaking, and Strike made no attempt to brighten her sudden depression. Lieutenant Evans had punched Bayne, the Tactical Astrophysicist, in the eye for some disparaging remark about Southern California womanhood. The ratings were grumbling about the food . . .


  And then it happened.


  Cob was in the radio room when Sparks pulled the flimsy from the scrambler. It was a distress signal from the Lachesis. The Atropos had burst a fission chamber and was falling into the sun. Radiation made a transfer of personnel impossible, and the Atropos skeeterboats didn’t have the power to pull away from the looming star. The Lachesis had a line on the sister dreadnaught and was valiantly trying to pull the heavy vessel to safety, but even the thundering power of the Lachesis’ mighty drive wasn’t enough to break Sol’s deathgrip on the battleship.


  A fleet of souped-up space-tugs was on its way from Luna and Venusport, but they could not possibly arrive on time. And it was doubtful that even the tugs had the necessary power to drag the crippled Atropos away from a fiery end.


  Cob snatched the flimsy from Sparks’ hands and galloped for the flying-bridge. He burst in and waved the message excitedly in front of Strykalski’s face.


  “Have a look at this! Ye gods and little catfish! Read it!”


  “Well, dammit, hold it still so I can!” snapped Strike. He read the message and passed it to Ivy Hendricks with a shake of his head.


  She read it through and looked up exultantly. “This is it! This is the chance I’ve been praying for, Strike!”


  He returned her gaze sourly. “For Gorman to fall into the sun? I recall I said something of the sort myself, but there are other men on those ships. And, if I know Captain Varni on the Lachesis, he won’t let go that line even if he fries himself.”


  Ivy’s eyes snapped angrily. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it! I mean this!” She touched the red-sealed surge-circuit rheostat.


  “That’s very nice, Lieutenant,” commented Cob drily. “And I know that you’ve been very busy adjusting that gismo. But I seem to recall that the last time that circuit was uncorked everyone aboard became part of the woodwork . . . very messily, too.”


  “Let me understand you, Ivy,” said Strike in a flat voice. “What you are suggesting is that I risk my ship and the lives of all of us trying to pull old Gorman’s fat out of the fire with a drive that’s blown skyhigh three times out of three. Very neat.”


  There were tears bright in Ivy Hendrick’s eyes and she sounded desperate. “But we can save those ships! We can, I know we can! My father designed this ship! I know every rivet of her! Those idiots off Callisto didn’t know what they were doing. These ships needed specially trained men. Father told them that! And I’m trained! I can take her in and save those ships!” Her expression turned to one of disgust. “Or are you afraid?”


  “Frankly, Ivy, I haven’t enough sense to be afraid. But are you so certain that we can pull this off? If I make a mistake this time . . . it’ll be the last. For all of us.”


  “We can do it,” said Ivy Hendricks simply.


  Strike turned to Cob. “What do you say, Cob? Shall we make it hotter in here?”


  Whitley shrugged. “If you say so, Strike. It’s good enough for me.”


  Ceila Graham left the bridge shaking her head. “We’ll all be dead soon. And me so young and pretty.”


  Strike turned to the squawk-box. “Evans!”


  “Evans here,” came the reply.


  “Have Sparks get a DF fix on the Atropos and hold it. We’ll home on their carrier wave. They’re in trouble and we’re going after them. Plot the course.”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  Strike turned to Cob. “Have the guncrews stand by to relieve the black-gang in the tube rooms. It’s going to get hotter than the hinges of hell down there and we’ll have to shorten shifts.”


  “Yes, sir!” Cob saluted and was gone.


  Strike returned to the squawk-box. “Radar!”


  “Graham here,” replied Celia from her station.


  “Get a radar fix on the Lachesis and hold it. Send your dope up to Evans and tell him to send us a range estimate.”


  “Yes, Captain,” the girl replied crisply.


  “Gun deck!”


  “Gun deck here, sir,” came a feminine voice.


  “Have number two starboard torpedo tube loaded with a fish and a spool of cable. Be ready to let fly on short notice . . . any range.”


  “Yes, sir!” The girl switched off. “And now you, Miss Hendricks.”


  “Yes, Captain?” Her voice was low. “Take over Control . . . and Ivy . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t kill us off.” He smiled down at her.


  She nodded silently and took her place at the control panel. Smoothly she turned old Aphrodisiac’s nose sunward . . .


  LASHED together with a length of unbreakable beryllium steel cable, the Lachesis and the Atropos fell helplessly toward the sun. The frantic flame that lashed out from the Lachesis’ tube was fading, her fission chambers fusing under the terrific heat of splitting atoms. Still she tried. She could not desert her sister ship, nor could she save her. Already the two ships had fallen to within 18,000,000 miles of the sun’s terrifying atmosphere of glowing gases. The prominences that spouted spaceward seemed like great fiery tentacles reaching for the trapped men on board the warships. The atmospheric guiding fins, the gun-turrets and other protuberances on both ships were beginning to melt under the fierce radiance. Only the huge refrigeration plants on the vessels made life within them possible. And, even so, men were dying.


  Swiftly, the fat, ungainly shape of old Aphrodisiac drew near. In her flying-bridge, Strike and Ivy Hendricks watched the stricken ships in the darkened viewport.


  The temperature stood at 140° and the air was bitter with the smell of hot metal. Ivy’s blouse clung to her body, soaked through with perspiration. Sweat ran from her hair into her eyes and she gasped for breath in the oven hot compartment. Strike watched her with apprehension.


  Carefully, Ivy circled the two warships. From the starboard tube on the gun-deck, a homing rocket leapt toward the Atropos. It plunged straight and true, spilling cable as it flew. It slammed up against the hull, and stuck there, fast to the battleship’s flank. Quickly, a robocrane drew it within the ship and the cable was made secure. Like cosmic replicas of the ancient South American “bolas,” the three spacecraft whirled in space . . . and all three began that sunward plunge together.


  The heat in the Aphrodite’s bridge was unbearable. The thermometer showed 145° and it seemed to Strike that Hell must be cool by comparison.


  Ivy fought her reeling senses and the bucking ship as the slack came out of the cable. Blackness was flickering at the edges of her field of vision. She could scarcely lift her hand to the red-sealed circuit rheostat. Shudderingly, she made the effort . . . and failed. Conscious, but too spent to move, she collapsed over the blistering hot instrument panel.


  “Ivy!” Strike was beside her, cradling her head in his arm.


  “I . . . I . . . can’t make it . . . Strike. You’ll . . . have to run . . . the show . . . after . . . all.”


  Strike laid her gently in an acceleration chair and turned toward the control panel. His head was throbbing painfully as he broke the seal on the surge-circuit.


  Slowly he turned the rheostat. Relays chattered. From deep within old Lover-Girl’s vitals came a low whine. He fed more power into the circuit. Cadmium rods slipped into lead sheaths decks below in the tube-rooms. The whining rose in pitch. The spinning of the ships in space slowed. Stopped. With painful deliberation, they swung into line.


  More power. The whine changed to a shriek. A banshee wail.


  Cob’s voice came through the squawk-box, soberly. “Strike, Celia’s fainted down here. We can’t take much more of this heat.”


  “We’re trying, Cob!” shouted Strike over the whine of the circuit. The gauges showed the accumulators full. “Now!” He spun the rheostat to the stops, and black space burst over his brain . . .


  The last thing he remembered was a voice. It sounded like Bayne’s. And it was shouting. “We’re moving ’em! We’re pulling away! We’re . . .” And that was all.


  The space-tug Scylla found them.


  The three ships . . . Atropos, Lachesis, and old Aphrodisiac . . . lashed together and drifting in space. Every man and woman aboard out cold from the acceleration, and Aphrodite’s tanks bone dry. But they were a safe 80,000,000 miles from Sol . . .


  THE orchestra was subdued, the officer’s club softly lighted. Cob leaned his elbow on the bar and bent to inspect the blue ribbon of the Spatial Cross on Strike’s chest. Then he inspected his own and nodded with tipsy satisfaction. He stared out at the Martian night beyond the broad windows and back again at Strike. His frown was puzzled.


  “All right,” said Strike, setting down his glass. “What’s on your mind, Cob? Something’s eating you.”


  Whitley nodded very slowly. He took a long pull at his highball. “I understand that you goofballed your chances of getting the Ganymede back when Gorman spoke his piece to you . . .”


  “All I said to him . . .”


  “I know. I know what you said . . . and it won’t bear repeating. But you’re not fooling me. You’ve fallen for old Lover-Girl and you don’t want to leave her. Ver-ry commendable. Loyal! Stout fellah! But what about Ivy?”


  “Ivy?”


  Cob looked away. “I thought that you and she . . . well, I thought that when we got back . . . well . . .”


  Strike shook his head “She’s gone to the Bureau of Ships with a designing job.”


  Cob waved an expressive arm in the air. “But dammit, man, I thought . . .”


  “The answer is no. Ivy’s a nice girl . . . but . . .” He paused and sighed. “Since she was promoted to her father’s old rank . . . well . . .” He shrugged. “Who wants a wife that ranks you?”


  “Never thought of that,” mused Cob. For a long while he was silent; then he pulled out an address book and leafed through until he came to the pages marked “Canalopolis, Mars.”


  And he was gratified to see that Lieutenant Commander David Farragut Strykalski III was doing the same.


  MUTINY ON VENUS


  A. Bertram Chandler


  Boiling out of the slave-ship’s stinking hold, the slimy, fever-maddened natives fought for freedom. What miracle could save the handful of sickened Earthmen on the bridge from the most terrible death in the System?


  PORTER STOOD IN THE STARboard wing of his bridge, looking down and aft along the quay. He was a big man, and broad—standing fully erect he would have been bigger. But he slumped badly and ran to paunch. In spite of the fact that his white tropical uniform was clean and smart, with braid and buttons untarnished, it was obvious that the climate was getting him down.


  The climate—and the jobs that he had to do.


  This was one of them. Up the starboard gangway, driven and herded like so many animals, crept a reluctant stream of convicts. There were those who said that they were animals. Porter was not one of these. He felt a sympathy for the natives of this world, living their own life in their own way until the day when the ships of Man dropped roaring down through the eternal overcast. What followed was an old story. It had happened many a time on Man’s own planet—the demand for cheap labour and raw materials, the setting up of an alien and unnatural legal code by the conquering invaders to satisfy that demand.


  Convict labour is cheap. Convict labour is—expendable. No human would work in the marshlands of the Belt. Even among the overseers, armed and armoured, living in their air-conditioned, near-impregnable fortresses, the mortality rate was high. Among the natives—the convicts—it was higher. Conviction of an aborigine for failure to pay his poll tax was tantamount to a death sentence . . .


  Porter watched the wretches reluctantly mounting his gangway, being herded aft to the cell accommodation in the after tween decks. As always, he felt mingled compassion and repulsion. They were so nearly human, these people—and yet there was no denying their not distant reptilian or amphibian ancestry. And—they stank. This was not the first time that Porter’s ship had carried convict labour to the Belt ports—and no matter how he and his crew laboured to remove all traces of their unwelcome passengers the effluvium lingered, clung.


  Once a convict ship always a convict ship.


  There was a loud crash from the wheelhouse.


  Porter swore, turned abruptly and strode rapidly across the clean, but perpetually damp, planking of his bridge. He flung open the wheelhouse door. Dillon, his Second Officer and navigator was inside. He was standing just abaft the chart table, looking ruefully down at the big P.P.I. It was obvious that the spare tube would have to be shipped before sailing. Dillon had removed the unbreakable perspex cover with the intention of giving it its routine coating of disinfectant—without which it would speedily have become opaque with the rapid growth of airborne molds. He, somehow, had dropped the bottle. It had gone through the end of the tube. Porter pushed Dillon to one side, looked down into the broken, tangled mess of deflector plates, grid and anodes. He said, trying hard to keep his voice emotionless, “How did this happen, Mr. Dillon?”


  The Second put up a hand to push back his unruly red hair. He started a little as the disinfectant, which had splashed on to the less sensitive skin of his hands, stung his forehead. He replied, frankly, “I don’t know, sir.” Then, with infuriating vagueness, “Things drop . . .”


  “They always do when you’re around, Mr. Dillon. I don’t know what you’ve cost this ship for assorted breakages—but it must be a tidy penny. All right—get one of the juniors to lend you a hand and get the spare shipped. And make sure it’s tested before we sail.”


  “Ay, ay, sir,” replied Dillon smartly and thankfully. He left the wheelhouse, vanished down the ladder to the officers’ flat, there to break up the poker school by his demand for assistance. Porter watched the slight, red-topped figure of his navigator go, permitted a half grin to flicker over his heavy features. Dillon might be expensive—but he was a good lad. And he helped to keep the ship happy and amused. One question, almost a greeting, was always sure to raise a laugh—“Heard what the Second Mate’s dropped now?” The Captain went back to the bridge. He looked up at the Blue Peter drooping limply and dispiritedly at the raking foremast, then turned and stared at the squat, strong buildings of Port Barclay, watched their outlines soften and fade as the yellow mists marched in from the sea. And then he could no longer see the foremast nor, looking aft, the funnel. He could have believed himself alone in a tiny world of his own were it not for the unpleasant, hateful noises drifting up from the gangway—the cracking of whips, the plaintive, half human cries of the convicts.


  TELEPHONE buzzers sounded in the wheelhouse. Porter, looking down at his P.P.I. with its sweeping trace and its slowly fading afterglow, at the chart alongside it, ignored them. The Third Officer reported smartly, “All ready for’ard and aft, sir.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Carter. Tell the Chief Officer to let go everything. Tell the Second to let go everything but his back spring.”


  Porter heard his orders being relayed to fo’c’s’le and poop. He heard a new noise superimposed upon the steady roar of the blast turbines—the whine of electric motors as mooring lines snaked back aboard and on to their reels. The Third had switched to the amplifier, and the Chief Officer’s voice came bellowing into the wheelhouse, “All gone forward!” Shortly after Dillon reported, less noisily, “All gone aft but the back spring.”


  The Captain looked down at the P.P.I., glanced from it to the gyroscope repeater. As if waiting for his attention the repeater clicked, slowly at first, then more rapidly. Under the influence of the strong current the ship’s head was swinging away from the quay wall.


  At the Captain’s right hand, within easy reach from where he stood staring down at the chart and the P.P.I., were the engine controls. Without looking away from the two pictures—one static, the other slowly moving and limned in light—he stretched out and put both engines full ahead. The kilowatts pouring from the turbo-generators surged through the motors. The screws churned up the muddy water aft. Slowly at first—fighting her own inertia and the strong thrust of the current—the big ship began to move. “Hard a-port,” ordered Porter. “Hard a-port she is, Sir,” answered the Quartermaster. “Let go the back spring,” was the next command. The Third relayed it to Dillon at his station on the poop. Moments only had elapsed when the Second Officer’s amplified voice boomed through the wheelhouse—“All clear aft!”


  On the screen of the P.P.I. the two arms of the breakwater, two straight lines of pallid light, showed up ahead. Porter conned his ship so that she was steering straight for the opening. Outside the wheelhouse it was as thick as ever, zero visibility. Through the wet, yellow fog drifted the sound of voices, non-human, raised in dismal prolonged ululation. The aboriginal population of Port Barday had come down to the quay-side in force, was sending off the latest load of victims to Man’s cupidity in a way that was proper and fitting. From the steerage came a long, throaty wail in reply.


  Porter winced, tried hard to keep his attention on the safe, efficient handling of his ship. He winced again when the mournful sound from aft was suddenly cut off, was replaced by angry shouts and the cracking of whips. “They leave the poor beggars nothing . . .” he murmured to himself. He shrugged his heavy shoulders, stared grimly down at chart and P.P.I. The breakwater arms came abeam, swept astern.


  “Course now, sir?” asked the Third.


  “Not yet, Mr. Carter. Just because you can’t see the stem of this ship don’t blandly assume that it’s not there. I’ll let her run until we have two hundred yards clearance. Oh—and tell Mr. Dillon finished with stations aft. He can come up and check his gyroscopes.”


  Carter passed the order aft. The Captain looked down at the fluorescent screen, noted the time that the extremities of the breakwater arms cut the two hundred yard range circle. He said quietly—“Course zero, zero, zero, quartermaster.” The man replied smartly. The steering repeater clicked, slowly to begin with, then faster and faster. The illuminated, calibrated card spun jerkily behind the transparent face of the instrument. The wheel rattled over to starboard to check the vessel’s swing. “Course now, sir!”


  “All right. That will do the wheel. Mr. Carter, switch over to the Iron Mike . . .”


  Somebody flung open the starboard door of the wheelhouse, letting a gust of warm, fetid fog into its air-conditioned coolness. The door slammed shut. Porter straightened, looked up from the chart table, started to say, “Can’t you come in quietly, Mr. Dillon?”


  But it was not Dillon. It was a stranger, a big man, big as the Captain. He was dressed in khaki shorts and shirt with tarnished insignia. His knee-high boots were muddy. It was at least forty-eight hours since he had last shaved. His face, like Porter’s, was heavy featured, but it was the face of a bully. He bellowed, “Tell your officers to mind their own bloody business, Captain!”


  “Watch her, Carter,” said Porter quietly. He regarded the intruder for a few seconds, glanced at the dull metal on the epaulettes. Then—“I don’t think I have the pleasure, Major?” he asked.


  “Major Kemp. Officer Commanding Guard. Wallis took sick just before sailing, so they sent me.”


  “I should have been told. But what’s this about trouble with my officers?”


  “It’s that young, red-headed Second Mate of yours. He was coming along from aft just as we were putting the fear of God into those reptilian swine. He didn’t like it, tried to throw his weight around. So I put him under arrest.”


  “You put him . . .”


  THE wheelhouse door crashed open again. This time it was a native. Porter’s hand shot down to where the holster that he always forgot to wear should have been. The Venusian was bigger than any of the Earthmen. He was naked save for a belt studded with tawdry scraps of metal and mirror. He grinned, showing a mouth crammed full of needle sharp teeth. His protuberant eyes swivelled in their sockets as he stared about him, missing nothing.


  “Well, Quassa?” demanded Kemp.


  The native turned to face his master. He bowed—but there was, perhaps, only mock servility in his bearing.


  “Plenty trouble blunt end, boss,” he croaked. “Sailor officer call sailors, all fight soldiers. Sailors win. Me come here plenty quick, tell you. Maybe . . .” he looked at Porter and leered, gestured with the webbed claws that were his hands.


  “No!” almost shouted the Major. Then—“This is a fine mess, Captain. Your men start the voyage with mutiny.”


  “I think the mutiny was on your side. But . . .”


  The door opened and shut quietly. Dillon came in. His uniform was torn and he was bleeding from a cut over the right eye. He ignored the military officer, faced his own superior and saluted. He said briskly, “I have to report trouble aft, sir. When I came along from stations I found that the soldiers, under this man, had pulled some bundles of fat grass from the deck cargo. They had started a fire on deck. I don’t know what it was for—but I think that they intended roasting some of the convicts a little. Anyhow, the sparks were blowing for’ard. There was a grave risk of the whole deck cargo going up—and you know how fat grass bums. So I told them,” continued Dillon innocently, “to stop it . . .”


  “He was interfering with discipline!” blustered Kemp.


  “That is for me to decide,” replied Porter icily. “By Mr. Dillon’s telling—and you have not denied it—you and your men endangered this ship. That must not occur again. Furthermore, as long as I am Master here, I will not tolerate wanton brutality. Discipline, I agree, must be maintained. Apropos of that—one of the rules of this ship is that native passengers, free or under escort, are not allowed either on the bridge or in the engine room . . .”


  “But Quassa, here, is my personal servant and bodyguard. He’s faithful. And—he’s no more than an animal . . .”


  The Captain did not bother to dispute this. He looked from master to servant, noted well that the gleam in the protruding eyes was far from unintelligent. The same could be said for the whale, grotesque batrachian physiognomy. Here—true—was a savage; but never a brainless beast.


  “You can go now, Major,” said the seaman. “In case you are not familiar with the regulations regarding the carriage of convicts I will have a copy sent down to you. And, bear this well in mind, all and any disputes between your officers and men and mine are to be referred direct to me. Get it?” The last two words cracked like a whip.


  “Yes, Captain,” Kemp growled.


  “Then I shall see you for inspection at eleven hundred tomorrow.”


  PORTER turned his back on the Major, walked to where Dillon and Carter, together with young Lacon, the Fourth Officer, were bending over the chart table.


  “Dubonnet Island beacons showing up now, sir,” reported the Second. “We should have them abeam inside of fifteen minutes.”


  The officers made way for the Captain, who looked down at screen of the P.P.I., at the sweeping scan, at the slowly fading, wanly luminous traces. The island, marshy and low lying, did not show up well. There was no clearly defined shoreline, no indication of off-lying dangers. But the black line being traced on the sensitised paper of the sonic sounder showed that Porter need, so far, have no fears of grounding. And the radar conspicuous beacons on the island came up bright and sharp, were an unmistakable “D” of light impressed on the cloudy vagueness of the swampland echoes.


  “How much do we alter?” asked Porter.


  “Seventy-five degrees to port, sir.”


  “You can go down to the gyroscope room now. I’ll hold her steady on the beacons for you.”


  “Would you mind, sir, if I took Mr. Lacon down with me? He wants to see how it’s done.”


  “That will be all right.” Then—“But surely you’ve seen course altered before, Lacon?”


  “Not this way, sir. I served my time on Earth.”


  “Oh. And came here by the fastest rocket available with a brand new Master’s Ticket in your pocket and high hopes of big money and quick promotion . . . You’ll soon pick up our way of navigating, though. I was Chief Officer on the colonial trade myself before I came to Venus. The Captain paused, a far away look came into his eyes. Then, abruptly, “Run along down with Mr. Dillon. He’ll show you everything you want to know.”


  II


  DILLON’S TASK CLLED FOR A certain degree of skill, of practice, of familiarity with the instruments with which he was working. Porter’s part in the evolution called for seamanship of the highest order. The cursor on the P.P.T. was set at Green Nine Zero. The Captain had to jockey his ship, coming ahead and astern as necessary, so that the black line of the thin wire coincided exactly with the upright of the “D”, so that the range from the nearest beacon was four thousand yards, no more and no less.


  In the gyroscope room Dillon spoke into his telephone. “All ready, sir,” he reported. Came the answer, “Stand by, Mr. Dillon. I’ll let you know as soon as she’s on . . .”


  “I’m used to gyro compasses,” said Lacon. “But this . . .”


  “It’s simple, really. A gyro compass works on Earth because a gyroscope can be converted into a North-seeking mechanism. It is rigid in space, on Earth as anywhere, and will remain so—but tilting and turning relative to the Earth’s surface as Earth turns under it. The mercury ballistic keeps its axis parallel with the surface—and at the same time applies just enough force to make it precess back to the meridian . . .”


  “I know . . .” began the Fourth, but Dillon gave him no chance to continue. He enjoyed acting as Mentor. He said reasonably, “You’ve got to walk before you can run.”


  “Well, as you probably know, Venus does not rotate on her axis. Some day, when the Sun tides have slowed her up still more, she’ll rotate once with every revolution around the Sun. They reckon that Port Threlfall in the Belt, where we’re bound now, will have perpetual noon—and a solar altitude of ninety. That’ll dry the swamps out! Won’t be in our time, though. Anyhow—here we are now with day half a Venus year long, night likewise, no axial rotation and no gyro compass. Magnetic storms are far too common to let the magnetic compass be any more than a standby that’d never be used in any case. But all the routes and courses from port to port, from headland to headland, have been worked out. With Dubonnet right abeam, distant four thousand, we have to come seventy-five degrees to port. Then it’s a straight run of twelve hundred forty-nine miles to Cape Gilbey, seeing nothing till we hit it. Then . . .”


  “But . . .”


  “Bring her round now, Mr. Dillon,” came Porter’s voice.


  “Ay, ay, sir.”


  “So,” explained the Second Officer, “I just precess the gyroscope seventy-five degrees, as shown on this scale on the base plate. So . . . And I leave her tilted up, looking aft, about thirty-five degrees. She’ll have levelled off by the time we’re half way. She’ll be tilted up for’ard when we get there . . .”


  He shouted into the mouthpiece of his telephone, “Right on now, sir!”


  “Thank you!” came the answering hail.


  On the bridge, in the wheelhouse, the repeaters clicked over steadily from 075° to 000°. In the gyroscope room Dillon and the Fourth watched the heavy instrument swing, on its vertical axis, relative to the ship. It was hard to believe that it was not swinging, precessing, whilst the ship remained steady on her original heading. Both officers felt the desire, the absurd urge, to precess the mechanism back to its original zero on the base plate calibrations. Then they felt the ship roll as she came beam on to the heavy swell setting down from the for’ard. She lurched heavily. The gyroscope cover, that Dillon had carelessly left propped against a stanchion, overbalanced and fell. Dillon moved, fast, and caught it just in time. He lost his own balance, himself almost fell against the gyroscope. Lacon grabbed him and held him.


  The Second grinned at his junior. Then, airily, “Things will drop,” he explained. “Just a manifestation of the natural cussedness of the inorganic . . . But thanks, anyhow. I should have been very unpopular with Pop if he’d had to line her up all over again!”


  The next day—or, to be more precise, twenty four hours later on a world whose days were sixteen weeks long—the weather conditions had not changed. There was little wind—although there was a heavy beam swell—and the ship was still boring steadily through an opaque yellow fog. The air was saturated, so moist as almost to demand gills rather than lungs. But, in the wheelhouse and in the accommodation, it was comfortable enough. In the convict quarters—separated by airtight bulkheads from the human’s part of the ship—it should have been comfortable enough for those living there. Ports and doors and hatches should have been open to the moisture laden air, to the fog, to the sea’s exhalation of sweet corruption.


  Porter, accompanied by his Chief Officer, by Major Kemp and the Orderly Room Sergeant Major, made the rounds above deck first. He tested the tightness of the lashings of the big bales of fat grass, made sure that the greasy, oil-exuding vegetation showed no signs of slipping free of its bonds. He wrinkled his nose with disgust as a Vagrant eddy brought him a pungent whiff from the convict galley ventilators. There an unsavory stew of this same fat grass—together with sundry creeping things, fresh and very long dead, was being prepared. He wanted, as he always did when that odour hit him, to throw up. But, in front of the two soldiers, he had to maintain his seamanlike dignity. They, obviously bored with the whole proceedings, would have welcomed a diversion.


  He swallowed hard, said, “Everything seems to be satisfactory up here. We will inspect the convict decks now, Major.”


  HE LED the way to the nearest companionway. The stout double door was shut. Porter raised his eyebrows, stood back and waited for the Sergeant Major to step forward and open them for him.


  There were two guards on duty at this entrance, lounging at the foot of the stairway. They straightened to attention slowly and reluctantly. Again Porter’s eyebrows went up. Then his nose wrinkled once more. He had been prepared for the sickening stench of slimy, moisture exuding bodies, for the corrupt, hothouse atmosphere of the convict decks. But this was worse. It was not hot, it was not moist—it was dry, dusty decay and somehow evil. There was death in it.


  The Captain, shocked into alertness, glared around him. He saw the ports screwed tight shut, the closed doors, and, overhead, the dogged skylights. He walked to the nearest hygrometer, saw that temperature and relative humidity were well down. He heard the droning of the air-conditioning unit.


  Porter grabbed Kemp’s arm. He dragged the protesting Major to the nearest cell, forced him to look through the grill. Sprawled on the filthy matting were the two occupants. Their eyes were covered with a dull film. Their skin, that should have been moist and glistening, was dry and scaly. They were panting heavily. One of the Venusians raised himself on his elbow, looked straight at the two men. He did not know the Captain—but knew enough of the ways of men to recognize that four gold bars on the shoulder denoted authority. He said something in a dry, sibilant whisper, spread his webbed, clawlike hands imploringly. His lack-lustre gaze shifted to Kemp. The eyes, behind their translucent coating, glared redly. And the thin, hissing voice was that of a snake, with all of a snake’s venom.


  “What do you want to do, Kemp?” demanded Porter. “Kill them all?” Then, to his Chief Officer, “Get your men down here at once, Mr. Whitbread. Get everything opened up. Stop the air conditioner; put a padlock on the controls and bring the key to me.”


  “I’ll not tolerate this interference!” blustered the Major.


  “No? Let me tell you this, Kemp—I’m Master here. Humanitarian grounds apart, my responsibility is to deliver these—slaves—to Port Threlfall in good order and condition.”


  “They must be taught discipline. They’re straight from the jungle, some of them. There are one or two murderers among them as well as mere tax evaders. That swine who looked at you so imploringly—he’s got life for killing a trader.


  His cell mate assaulted a missionary.”


  “I will decide what conditions are to foe inside my own ship.”


  “But my guards, man. You can’t expect them to stand a four hour shift in a Stinking hothouse.”


  “I can, and do, expect it. That will be all.”


  And when Porter said “that will be all” in that voice—it was all. The soldier tried to argue and some of his men, sullen of being deprived of their comfort, joined in. But it made no difference. And Whitbread’s working party opened doors and ports and skylights, and a sighing sound went up from the packed cells, and the yellow life-giving fog surged and billowed in through every aperture.


  And Quassa, Kemp’s big Venusian servant, came in from the deck and stood behind his master. Porter looked at him a little uneasily, noticed how the native’s regard flickered from the military officer to himself. There was something ironical behind those bulging eyes, a grim amusement. And Porter thought—I’m a bloody fool. I should never have bawled Kemp out in front of his own men, in front of the convicts. The man’s a swine, and deserved it, but . . . The white man’s burden and all that . . . oh, well . . .


  He left the sullen Kemp, the perspiringly resentful guards, and walked slowly back to his own quarters.


  AT THIS TIME of the year—or day—you can never be certain what the currents will be,” declared Dillon.


  He, with young Lacon, was standing aft, on the poop. It was dark. It was blowing a gale from the eastward. The sky was overcast, but there was no fog. Instead there were frequent flurries of hail and sleet. A big floe, thin, brittle, breaking up still further with every sea, slid by, gleaming pallidly in the glow from the stern light.


  Lacon turned up the collar of his greatcoat, pulled the attached hood more securely over his head. He complained, “I never thought that Venus was like this.”


  “You’re seeing a side of Venus that very few people do see. Not every Master likes making a voyage to the edge of the night—even when it means cutting off a couple of hundred miles, But this Old Man loves it. Says it reminds him of Cape Horn . . .”


  “Me too,” agreed the Fourth, shivering. “But I still don’t like it.”


  “This’ll thicken your blood, man! I believe that if some of you young fellows really lived here, and had no means of transport, you’d do what some of the more backward tribes and most of the Day Side animals do—hibernate . . . And that reminds me—one thing you must see is the Day People migrating away from the sunset. There’s a couple of reels of film in the ship’s library—I took ’em myself with the infra-red camera. Whacking great twin canoes, decked over, with big square matting sails, scudding before the gale . . . One thing I’ve never got yet, although I’m still hoping, is the people of the thirty fourth parallel on the move. They don’t go in for sail. They have big, fish-lizard things, sort of marine draught horses, to tow their boats for them . . .”


  “And the people round our settlements?”


  Dillon spat over the rail.


  “They’ve had it,” he said flatly. “They’re fast becoming no more than parasites, hangers on. If they want to shift—or if the Powers That Be want to shift ’em—the likes of us get the job . . .” He continued, after a pause, “It’s a pity. They hadn’t a bad sort of culture—for their world. And now, whether we’re humane or not, that culture is dying. But this isn’t buying the baby a new frock!”


  He busied himself with the machine by the taffrail, pulled a fathom or so of fine wire from the big reel, bent a large, heavy grapnel to the end of it. Lacon, however, was still more interested in Venusian ethnology and biology than in navigation.


  “Is it true,” he asked, “that there are Night People?”


  The Second did not look up from his task. “Yes,” he replied briefly.


  “I was just asking,” said the Fourth a little huffily. “As a matter of fact I was yarning to Major Kemp just before I came aft—and I didn’t know whether to believe some of the things he told me or not . . . You know his servant, Quassa . . . Did you know that he’s a murderer? It seems that he broke into the hut of some woman scientist who was gathering data among the tribes, and he . . .”


  “I don’t want to hear it,” growled Dillon. “Although it’s just the sort of gentleman’s gentleman that Kemp would have . . . Now . . . Stand by for a demonstration of streaming the log. I suppose you had a Chernikeeff back on Earth.”


  “Yes.”


  “We have one here, too—as you know. And, as you know, the most efficient log ever made can’t give you more than your speed through the water. That’s all very well on Earth—your seasonal current charts are pretty reliable. They should be, too, with hundreds of years of data to work on. Here—we can never be sure. Luckily the seas are mainly shallow. As a matter of fact this technique was first tried out back on Earth, way back in the time of one of their World Wars. It was used by mine-layers and mine-sweepers, who had to navigate pretty accurately and closely in minefields. And they, as you know, were always in relatively shallow water . . . Here goes!”


  Dillon went to the weather, the starboard rail of the poop. He took good care to keep his body forward of the grapnel and its trailing tail of wire. He poised the grapnel like a harpoon, threw it like one, out and forward. The reel and the lead block whined as the wire ran out. It was only leading towards the bows for a matter of seconds, then it pulled the lead block along its curved track on the taffrail until it was stretching astern.


  The Second Officer ran aft. He snatched up a little feeler, an “L” shaped rod with a wooden handle. He brought the angle of the “L” down over the fast outrunning wire. He pressed down, hard. The wire sagged visibly. There was no real weight on it Suddenly it straightened with a jerk. Dillon removed his feeler, said—“She’s holding!” He drew the Fourth’s attention to the dial on the framework of the reel—“There! Nineteen point four over the ground. And we’re doing sixteen eight through the water, by Chernikeeff. And that’s not all.”


  He showed Lacon how the wire made an angle with the fore and aft line of the ship, how the reel swivelled, following the direction of the travelling lead block. He showed him the pointer and the calibrated plate at the base of the reel. “There you are,” he said. “Nineteen four over the ground, sixteen eight through the water, course made good twelve degrees to port of what we’re steering. Something for you to work out.”


  “How do you get the grapnel back?”


  “We don’t. They’re expendable. They’re the one thing I can drop without bothering to pick ’em up again. When I put on the brake the weak link will snap, and all we recover is the wire. That’s why we don’t do this more often . . .”


  THE wind was coming aft now, veering fast and increasing in force. There was no longer any shelter abaft the poop house. A sea broke over the starboard quarter—nothing heavy, luckily, but showering the two officers with frigid spray and tinkling fragments of thin ice.


  “To hell with this!” decided Dillon. “This is too much of a good thing.” He slammed on the brake of the reel, then started the little electric motor that would recover the wire. He stood with Lacon, his body swaying to the lift and scend of the ship, watching the gleaming filament snaking up over the rail. He cursed as an unusually heavy lurch sent him staggering. He clutched Lacon, put his mouth close to the other’s ear and bawled—“We’ll inspect the lashings on the deck cargo on our way back to the bridge. They may have worked loose.”


  “Wouldn’t surprise me!” shouted the Fourth. “Not in this weather!” He looked forward to the big, humped mass of bales on the after hatches, looming in dim, black silhouette against the dark sky.


  The end of the wire came up, clicked through the guide block. Dillon stopped the motor, then replaced the cover over the reel. The wind caught it, almost wrenched it from his hands. He had to fight to get it down.


  Just before he straightened the Fourth shouted, his voice full of sudden apprehension, “Did you hear that?”


  “What?”


  “A scream. And shots.”


  “Rubbish. Just the wind. And something rattling somewhere. We’d better see what it is.”


  Nevertheless Dillon got up from his knees, clutching the cover of the log for support, stood and listened. But there was no sound that was anything more than the noises of wind and sea. Yet he wasn’t happy. “Damn you, Lacon,” he growled. “You’ve made me as nervous as a cat with your screams and phantom gunfire. And, talking of guns, have you got yours?”


  “Afraid not.”


  “You should have it. You know very well that the regulations say that officers should go armed at all times whilst convicts are being carried.”


  “Have you got yours?”


  “I don’t see how that has anything at all to do with it.”


  “No? Well—there’s one maritime rule the same on Venus as on Earth. Don’t do as I do—do as I say . . .”


  Dillon laughed. “AH right, Fourth, you win. But I always fed such a bloody fool weighted down with lethal ironmongery. Things always happen to other people’s ships—never your own. . . .”


  “True,” agreed Lacon. “It can’t happen here.” He added—“We hope . . .”


  He switched on his torch, started to swing the beam along the wet, gleaming deck. Dillon struck his hand down. “Careful!” he warned. “Maybe you heard things, maybe you didn’t. But with the wind where it is now the turbines could explode and we’d hardly hear them here. We’ll proceed for’ard with caution—just in case . . .”


  Abruptly, blindingly sudden, the darkness of the fore part of the ship was torn with long streamers of flame. Lacon gasped, started to ask what it was. Dillon knew. Covering the ladders giving access to the boat decks were jets—fed, when the right valves were turned, by the blazing exhaust gases of the blast turbines. The fact that the right valves had been turned meant one thing—mutiny. It meant that the after part of the ship was in the hands of the convicts. It meant that Dillon and Lacon, unless they could win to the relative safety of the midships island, were as good as dead.


  “Quick!” cried the Second. “The after escape!”


  III


  FOLLOWED BY THE FOURTH, he climbed up the short ladder to the top of the poop house. There was the cowl of the big ventilator communicating with the motor room. There was a ladder inside the ventilator shaft so that, in the event of shipwreck, anyone trapped in the motor room had still one means of escape left.


  Apparently the engineers on duty were alive to the possibility that this means of egress might be used as an entry by evilly disposed persons. The aperture of the cowl was sealed with a closed iris diaphragm of steel.


  Dillon cursed. He ran to the box which housed the after telephone. He turned the pointer to the Engineroom position, pressed hard on the calling button. He bellowed “Hello!” into the mouthpiece for what seemed like several minutes. There was no answer. He twisted the pointer to Bridge. Again—there was no answer.


  He said bitterly, “I wish that the idiot who wired this ship was here!”


  “Why?”


  “The telephone cables run through the after convict decks. I don’t suppose that the mutineers have had the savvy to cut ’em on purpose—but they might have been torn down in a spasm of general destruction and bloody mindedness . . .”


  “D’you think they can see us here?” asked Lacon apprehensively.


  “No. At least, I hope not. The flamethrowers are making enough light—but we’re in the shadow of the deck cargo. Look!”


  He pointed. Atop the humped mass of bales appeared the black silhouettes of struggling figures. Firearms were in use—the two officers could see the orange flashes, faintly hear the detonations as they drifted aft against the roaring gale. It seemed that both sides had firearms. It seemed that one party, the smaller, was retreating aft over the uneven, treacherous surface of the bales.


  And then it was overwhelmed by a wave of dark figures that surged up and over from forward. The black silhouettes of arms rose high in air, the black silhouettes of clubs and knives descended with sickening viciousness. There was a faint, high screaming that died abruptly in mid note. But arms and weapons rose and fell still, like working parts of some machine running wild, out of control. Then the snow came down, thick and blinding, turning all the world into a swirling white opacity. White, that is, in the rays of the sternlight. On either beam it was grey. And forward, where the flamethrowers guarded the midships castle, glowing with a ruddy glare.


  “Come on!” bawled Dillon. “This is our only chance!”


  He jumped recklessly down from the deckhouse to the deck, slipped on the treacherous, unsteady surface and fell heavily. But he scrambled to his feet. Lacon saw that he was holding his torch so that it could, if need be, be used as a weapon. He himself did not risk the jump, but scrambled down the ladder. Dillon cursed him for his tardiness, growled—“Come on!”


  “Not so fast. Those flamethrowers . . .”


  “There’s bound to be somebody on the boatdeck. If we can only get as far as the ladder without being knocked of? . . .”


  The snow was thinning now. Lights showed as lights, not as vague, haloed blurs. The two officers could see, forward, the intermittent flashes from firearms and—for they were now on the starboard side of the poop and out of the shadow of the deck cargo—the roaring, jagged swords of fire guarding the boat deck ladder.


  Dillon led the way. He hugged the hatch coamings, the darkness down the side of the high-piled stack of bales. He ran lightly and easily, staggering ever so slightly with the motion of the ship. Lacon, following, did not have his senior’s confidence, his intimate knowledge of the layout of the vessel. And once he tripped over something soft and fell heavily. He started to get to his feet—and then saw what it was over which he had fallen. He stayed there on his hands and knees, retching, lacking the strength and the will to come erect. The Second looked back, hastily retraced his footsteps. He grabbed Lacon’s arm and pulled him away from the body. He put his face against the Fourth’s and almost shouted—“Snap out of it, man! He’s dead—and we can’t help him!”


  “But his face . . . And the way they’ve . . .”


  “I don’t want ’em to do the same to us. Come on, now!”


  Once Lacon was no longer staring at what had been Major Kemp he was able to move. The immediate memory was bad enough, but it wasn’t as bad as the actuality—the smashed face, the gouged eyes, the ingeniously obscene mutilations. The dreadful weakness, the urge to vomit, were not past—but they were under control. Dillon heard the Fourth muttering, over and over, “They won’t take me alive . . . They won’t take me alive . . .”


  THE SECOND renewed his grip on Lacon, shook him hard and brutally. “Are you coming with me?” he demanded, “or do you want to jump over the side now? It’ll be quite quick—especially if you remerriber not to strike away from the ship’s side, if you let the screws get you . . .”


  It was sound psychology, and it was enough. To every seaman, on every world, perhaps the ultimate in horror is the idea of falling overboard, of seeing the ship diminishing steadily and uncaring over the pitifully circumscribed horizon, or—perhaps worse—to be drawn into the vortex surging through the threshing screws.


  Dillon started forward again—more cautiously now, for Kemp’s had been only the first of the bodies. There must have been large scale slaughter on the after deck—of both Humans and Venusians. It seemed that all, or almost all, of the guards must have died—some fast, some slowly. Dillon stopped once or twice, conquered his repugnance, searched the corpses of weapons. But there were none to be had. Judging from the volume of fire coming from where the mutineers abaft the midships island were replying to the marksmen on the boat deck they were all in use.


  The two officers could see now what was happening. Bales had been torn down from the cargo, were stacked as a rough barricade from the hatch to the rail. Behind this crouched the convicts. On the boatdeck, above the flaming barrier to the ladders, were the defenders of the midships castle. They were taking what cover they could, were using their ammunition slowly and sparingly. It was the natives who were responsible for the ragged, crackling volleys. Execrable marksmen, handling weapons that they had seen used but had never before used themselves, they sought to compensate for their execrable marksmanship by sheer weight of fire.


  And it worked. Inevitably, it worked. Dillon saw two of the crew leap convulsively from behind their inadequate protection, slump and crumple in a conclusive sort of way.


  “Who’s that in charge up there?” asked Dillon suddenly.


  Lacon strained his eyes, strove to pierce the veil of fire and snow and steam. He said, uncertainly, “It’s the Third, I think . . .”


  “Stand by to rush!” barked the Second. Then, raising his voice, he bellowed, “Carter! Carter! We’re making a run for it! Turn off the flamethrowers when we get to the ladder! Turn off . . .”


  The dim, heavily muffled figure that was Carter raised a hand in acknowledgment, shouted and gestured to his men. With the wind aft, blowing the sound away from them, the two in the rear of the mutineers could not hear his orders, but they saw a man run to the little, protected hutch in which were the master valves. And this they saw as they were running forward, towards the barricade of bales and the surprised natives manning it.


  It was the surprise that saved them. The Venusians knew that they had swept the deck clear of human life. To them this was an attack in force, from the rear. Perhaps they remembered the tunnel escape, right aft, that they had omitted to guard. Or, if they knew nothing of these things, they assumed that there was some below-deck way from bridge to poop open to the defenders amidships.


  Dillon and Lacon were among the massed, slimy bodies before pistols could be brought to bear. Some of the mutineers did fire—but the vicious little rocket projectiles caused death and casualties in their own ranks. It was fists and feet—and teeth and claws. Except for the torches carried—and soon lost—by the officers, poor makeshift clubs, neither knives nor the crude bludgeons were used.


  On the boat deck Carter literally danced in an agony of apprehension. He dare not fire into that mass of struggling bodies. And he knew that if he did not do something about it he would be the witness of a slow, gruesome dismemberment—such as he had seen befall one of the guards. He wanted to lead a sally to rescue his two shipmates—but he had strict orders not to leave his defense position. He called a quartermaster—“Brown! Run up to the bridge, tell the Captain that Mr. Dillon and Mr. Lacon are down on the after deck. Ask if we can go down to save them!”


  But salvation came from an unexpected quarter. Dillon and Lacon were buried under a squirming pile of stinking, slimy bodies, unnaturally and unhealthily hot, waiting for the talons at their eyes, the knives at their joints. Lacon managed to gasp, brokenly, “I wish . . . I’d taken . . . your advice. It would have been . . . better . . .” Dillon made no reply. He relaxed, then put all his energy into one last effort. His muscles cracked as he heaved himself into a sitting posture, as he fought to free his arms. And then, amazingly, he was free. He glared around him wildly. He saw that a tall, big Venusian was pulling his compatriots up and away one by one, contemptuously tossing them to one side as if they were puppies. At first he did not recognize this strange, doubtful ally—then saw from the belt with its tawdry ornamentation that it was Quassa.


  The Venusian looked at him, showed all his needle-sharp teeth in what must have been meant for an ingratiating smile. “Bad Venies kill Master,” he croaked. “Come!”


  HE reached out a webbed talon, jerked Dillon to his feet. He kicked at the still struggling pile of bodies over Lacon, grasped that officer’s exposed shoulder with the long toes of his right foot, pulled him clear of the melee.


  Dillon went to his hands and knees, bent over his shipmate. He was still alive, but groggy. “Get up, man!” shouted the Second. “Quassa’s saved us. I don’t know for how long he can hold his friends off . . .”


  And that, indeed, was a doubtful factor. The big Venusian had turned to face his bemused compatriots, was haranguing them in his incomprehensible language. Or—he could have been cursing them. It seemed almost certain that they were cursing back. It was almost more than Dillon could do to turn his back on the scene, but he did so, dragged the half conscious Lacon up to and over the barricade of greasy bales. He looked back when he had boosted the Fourth over the barrier, was in time to see Quassa draw his knife, bring it slashing down on the head of a Venusian who was threatening him with a pistol. The body, green blood and brains oozing from the split skull, fell to the deck. The mob surrounding the loyal servant—or the renegade—drew back a pace. Pistols were drawn, but not used. And, still facing the mutineers, still loosing his stream of hissing, crackling invective, Quassa backed to the barricade, got over it somehow without turning, followed the slow, limping Dillon and the crawling Fourth to the foot of the ladder.


  “Off!” Carter bellowed.


  The jets of screaming fire dwindled and sagged, died. On his hands and knees Lacon reached the lower tread, put out one hand, screamed as the hot metal burned through glove and skin and flesh. Carter shouted orders. Two men hurried down, careful not to touch the glowing handrails, lifted Lacon and half hoisted, half carried him to safety. From the port side of the boatdeck came a hail of fire as the marksmen there covered the retreat of their shipmates, sent their projectiles along the face of the barricade.


  Dillon didn’t wait for assistance. He went up the ladder fast, in spite of his stiffness and weakness. That way the incandescent metal didn’t have time to burn through the thick soles of his boots. That way his feet weren’t actually burned—only half roasted. Nevertheless—he was whimpering a little when he got to the top.


  He took a firm grip on himself, fought down the childish noises that rose in his throat. And yet—strangely, unnaturally—they continued. They were loud enough not to be drowned by the hissing scream of the flamethrowers when somebody opened the valves again. Dillon turned. There, just behind him, was Quassa. The Venusian put out his hand to steady himself. The Second Officer did not shrink back from the contact as he ordinarily would have done. It was not gratitude to the native for having saved his life. It was pity. Quassa’s feet were no more than stinking, charred lumps of flesh. Every step he took must have been agony.


  “Shoot him!” somebody was screaming hysterically. “Carter! Shoot him! He did to Kemp what he did to the woman . . .”


  Dillon looked from the Third, his pistol raised uncertainly, to Lacon, sprawled on the snow-covered deck, weakly blubbering. Carter motioned to Dillon, with the pistol, to stand to one side.


  “Hold it!” ordered the Second. “You can’t. He saved our lives. What will these people think of us if this is the way we repay our helpers?”


  “Perhaps you’re right. But . . . The Fourth says . . .”


  “The Fourth saw as much as I did—and that was damn all. His nerve’s gone and small wonder. Better get him along to the Quack. And this poor devil, too.”


  “Don’t you think he’d better see the Old Man first? He may be able to tell us something. And, just in case, we’d better disarm him . . .”


  Quassa seemed to understand what was being said. Slowly, so slowly that there was no chance of his action being misconstrued, he pulled his broad bladed knife from his belt. He reversed it, offered it, hilt first, to Dillon. The man hesitated, then took it. He slipped it through the belt of his coat.


  Two sailors had picked up Lacon, were carrying him to the surgery. Barclay had hurried aft again, was once more engaged in his task of defense. The brief lull in the firing had come to an end, and the part of the boat deck where Dillon and Quassa were standing was dangerously exposed.


  “Come,” ordered the Second. Then—“Can walk?”


  “Can . . . walk. But feet . . . all burn . . .”


  “Bimeby fix. First, see Captain.”


  “See Captain . . . Good.”


  IT WAS NOT a pleasant journey from boat deck to bridge. Some of Dillon’s pity had evaporated, most of his repugnance had returned. The native was almost incapable of walking by himself, had to be helped every step of the way. Even through his thick, winter uniform the officer could feel the sliminess. He could smell the fetid breath—its unpleasantness enhanced by some cause; pain, fear, or the unnaturally high temperature that Dillon had noticed during the scuffle on the after deck.


  Captain Porter, a big bulk looming out of the snow-swept darkness, hurried forward as Dillon and the native climbed the last few rungs of the bridge ladder.


  “Dillon!” he cried. “I thought you were gone, man! And who’s that with you? Lacon?”


  “No, sir. Lacon’s been taken to the hospital. This is . . .”


  “A prisoner?”


  “No. It’s Quassa, sir—Kemp’s servant. He saved our lives.”


  Porter whistled incredulously. He said—“The others must have had it in for him badly.”


  “I’d like to get him down to the hospital, sir. His feet were charred to stumps on the red-hot ladder.”


  “I’d like to question him first. There are things I’d like to know. I’m sorry about his feet—but my Chief officer’s dead, and half my crew wounded, not to mention Kemp and his worthless bunch of gutter scourings. They let us down! They thought they could take things easy in this cold weather—according to all the rules the convicts should have been torpid, on the verge of hibernation. But there’s a drug—the Night People make it. It’s used in the labour camps on the edge of the night. And that’s what these Venies have got hold of!


  “You, Quassa! You savvy no-cold-sleep-medicine?”


  “Me savvy, Captain master. Major Kemp master, him keep little all time, give me suppose go Night Side. He no keep much. Mebbe cooks . . . Mebbe put in stew . . .”


  “You no savvy?”


  “No, Captain master.”


  “Sir!” cried Dillon. “Look at his feet!” He shone the torch that he had taken from the wheelhouse on the injured members. “Standing around in this snow won’t help them . . .”


  Porter coughed. He prided himself on being a just man, made it his boast that Human and Venusian alike could expect a fair deal from his hands. And after all, the native had saved the lives of his officers. He was alone and unarmed, and badly injured, on the bridge of a ship, in an environment as alien as the control room of a cruiser from Alpha Centauri would have been to the seamen.


  “All right,” he said reluctantly. “You go. See Doctor, make feet well. Me see you bimeby . . .”


  “I’ll take him down through the accommodation, sir.”


  “As you please. And hurry bade. I’m alone up here—and we should be picking up Cape Tennant at any time now.”


  DILLON turned to go into the wheelhouse, saw that Quassa had preceded him. And then, without warning, the doors shut. The heavy, armored screens slid up over the windows. And there was a shrill, imperative wail from the siren.


  Porter drew his pistol, discharged the full magazine at the now impregnable wheelhouse. But it was too late. And, by shutting and locking the doors, Quassa had gained far more than personal protection. He had gained control of the ship. The wheel was in there—although, unless the Venusian knew enough to switch from automatic to manual helm, the vessel would continue to steer herself. The engine controls were there. The telephones were there. So were the switches that controlled every door into the midships island.


  What Quassa could do didn’t really matter much. What did matter was the fact that, as long as he held the wheelhouse, he effectively prevented the ship’s rightful master from doing anything.


  It was characteristic of Captain Porter that he wasted no time on recriminations. He was never one of those shipmasters—all too common—who would be capable of saying: “We put the ship ashore, I got her off.” It was his error of judgment that had allowed the native on to the bridge. He would have rather hated himself had he behaved otherwise; after all, the Venusian had saved the lives of two of his officers, had suffered considerably whilst so doing. He had felt grateful to Quassa, he had felt sorry for him, and therein he had erred. It was because of his essential humanity that he had erred . . .


  “Mr. Dillon!” barked Porter to his navigator, who was struggling ineffectually with the armoured door of the wheelhouse. “Mr. Dillon! Go down to the boatdeck; see if you can find the carpenter or any of the engineers. See if Mr. Carter can spare them. Tell them to come up here. If Chips can still get to his shop for’ard, he’d better bring his tools.” Then, to himself, “I wonder what that blast on the siren was for . . .”


  IV


  PORTER WALKED ROUND THE wheelhouse, peering through the narrow slits in the armour plating of the window screens, methodically testing every possible point of weakness. But he wasted no time on futile attacks on thick metal with bare hands. He was content to wait until his engineers and his carpenter came to the bridge. He was confident that, given tools, they could soon effect an entry. And the creature inside the wheelhouse, once a door was forced, would be no more dangerous than an oyster out of its shell. Apart from the inconvenience he was causing he was not dangerous now. In the dim light from P. P. I., from magnetic compass bowl, from gyroscope repeater, Porter could see him. He was sitting huddled against the after bulkhead, looking at least half dead. The Captain was relieved. He was afraid that Quassa had, somehow, gained some knowledge of the ship’s whereabouts, had planned to alter course and drive her ashore on Cape Tennant. The advance guard of the Night People, following the twilight belt in its slow march around Venus, would be there now. They were vicious, unconquered, untamed. Probably, thought Porter, these fools of mutineers no more want to fall into their hands than we do . . .


  Aft, a ruddy effulgence through the driving snow, the glare of the flame throwers was more intense than ever. It was brighter now than the funnel exhaust, from which they were tapped. But it shouldn’t be . . . It couldn’t be . . . But it was.


  Some freak of visibility, Porter comforted himself. And he paced up and down the starboard wing of his bridge, his mind busy with the strategy that he was working out, the possibility of a surprise attack on the after deck by way of the tunnel escape. The survival of Dillon and Lacon showed that it might, probably would, work. It was extremely unlikely that the mutineers—especially with Quassa cut off from them on the bridge—would think to post a guard on the poop.


  The glare from aft was brighter now. Porter stopped his restless pacing, stood and stared astern. But the snow was heavy and all that he could see was huge black shadows moving against the evil radiance, all that he could hear was confused shouting and an incessant rattle of pistol fire. Then, suddenly, long streamers of crimson flame roared along the boatdeck, driven with blow-torch ferocity by the following gale. With them came great flying masses of burning matter, Hell’s witches riding flaming broomsticks down the storm. The wind deflector apron of the bridge was some protection—the flames and the blazing, wind borne grass lifted, cleared the bridge to fall forward, some in the sea, some on the fo’c’sle head.


  There was a clattering of feet on ladders. Dillon appeared, beating out a smouldering coat, and Carter. Some of the engineers—those not on duty below—were there. There were three of the quartermasters.


  “Your men!” cried Porter. “Where are the rest of the men?”


  “Safe, sir,” replied Dillon. “More by luck than judgment. We couldn’t get into the accommodation—all the doors are shut by the wheelhouse controls. We were chased along the boatdeck by the fire. But the crowd are all right. They’re sheltering in the lee of the bridge house. There’s a party under the Bo’s’n to deal with any fires that may start on the fore deck. And the Second Engineer has gone for’ard with Chippy to get some tools.”


  “How did the fire start?”


  “It was when that fool in there blew the siren. You know how the deck cargo was stowed—piled on after hatches and almost out to the rails, but with a sort of pit over each hatch to give clearance for the skylights. They were fighting from the pit over the Number Four Skylight; it was damn fine cover for them. Then, when the whistle went, they started pushing bales from the forward rim of the pit to fill the gap between Number Four hatch and the boat deck. It was about fifteen feet, as you know, a little too far to jump . . .


  “Somehow the stuff caught. It didn’t catch too easily; the top bales were sodden with half melted snow. A bale must have been pushed, or dropped, right into the jets from one of the flame throwers. They’re down to the light stuff now—the bales that are still dry. The wind’s catching ’em, rolling ’em over and over to the boat deck. And they’re blazing up at the slightest spark, and . . . Well, look for yourself, sir.


  “And they’re quite safe unless we manage to alter course, or the wind shifts. The fire’s eating back a little, but not much, and they’re working like fiends to wind’ard of it to get all the cargo shifted up for’ard . . .”


  IT WAS STILL snowing, but what fell was sooty rain, almost scalding hot. The air was rapidly becoming unbreathable. And still the ship lurched and wallowed in the following sea, still the wind, bearing ice and fire, roared upon them from dead astern. Porter wondered how long it would be before the carpenter and the engineers managed to force the wheelhouse doors, or before those shut in amidships—the engineers at their stations, the surgeon and his staff, the radio officer still trying to raise somebody on his all but useless transmitter—realized what was amiss and broke into the wheelhouse from the officers’ flat. Perhaps they were trying now. Perhaps the wind would shift. Sudden changes of wind at this season of the year, at this time of the year long day, were possible. A beam wind, aided by the fire fighting parties, would soon sweep the decks clear of flame. A head wind—and the primitive engineers would be hoist with their own petard. Meanwhile, was that bloody wood butcher making the tools?


  The wood butcher and the Second Engineer staggered up to the bridge. They were lugging a heavy bag that clinked metallically as they dropped it on to the deck. “A drill, I think, Second,” suggested the Carpenter. “Ay, Chippy. Ha ’e we any sockets tae plug intae?”


  The nearest, of course, was in the wheelhouse. Failing that, there was a deck-light on either side of the officers’ house, just under the bridge. The switch for these lights was in the wheelhouse. Had Quassa known the use to which it was proposed to put them he would have switched off. But all that he did know, all that he could know inside his armoured fortress-prison, was that his plan was succeeding, that the hated humans were being burned out of their own ship.


  The Captain and the Engineer and the Carpenter—the latter uncoiling a length of insulated cable—went to the wing of the bridge, looked down at the light, shining behind its transparent shield, that was their only chance of salvation. The superheated wind scorched their faces, a vicious gust of sparks made them, screw their eyes tight shut. But they saw how long streamers of roaring flame licked along the side of the house, seemed to impinge directly upon the spot where a man must stand to unscrew the cover, push home the bayonet plug.


  Chippy started to edge reluctantly towards the ladder down to the boat deck. And then the cable was snatched from his hand. It was Dillon who took it from him. He had removed his hooded coat, soaked it in the pool of melted snow that had collected over a choked scupper in the wing of the bridge, replaced it. He had tied a saturated muffler around the lower part of his face. He had taken a wrench and a screwdriver from the tool bag.


  “No, Mr. Dillon!” cried Chippy. “I’ll—”


  “No you won’t. You’re too long making up your mind.”


  The Second Officer ran down the ladder, his wet gloves steaming and sizzling on the handrail. He flung up his arm to shield his face, plunged into the smoke and sparks and the lurid roaring flames.


  Porter groaned, “He’ll never make it . . .”


  ON the bridge there were only the Captain, the Second Officer, the Second Engineer, the Carpenter. And Quassa. But he, so far as they could see through the narrow observation slits, was dead.


  The carpenter slipped a bit into the chuck of his drill, clicked futilely at the trigger switch. The Captain looked at the silent drill, at the carpenter’s seamed face, shrugged and turned his back. The Second Engineer got a hammer and a punch out of the bag, placed the punch carefully, and prepared the face of the door around the lock to receive the drill. “Hae ye no current yet?”


  The carpenter shook his head. “Get to it wi’ yer cold chisel, mon,” he said.


  The Second Engineer looked at him, at the tempered steel door, caught his lip in his teeth and turned to the tool bag. How long would it take to chip through the metal? Six hours? Eight?


  “Captain,” said the engineer, “There’s anither outlet below, in the shelter-deck. Let me haul in the cable, sir, an’ nip doon wi’ it.”


  “Stay where you are,” snapped the Captain. “Dillon’s working on the deck-light cover now, if he’s alive. You want to snatch the plug out of his hand just as he gets to the outlet?”


  “If he’s alive, sir . . .”


  THE Captain stepped aft and looked across at the hell that was roaring up the boat deck. It was no less than the inferno below, in the shelter deck, where the carpenter proposed to go.


  “Get to your chiselling, for a while at least.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  Porter paced the deck—fire aft, ice forward, the skin of his cheeks protesting the extremes. A billow of fat-grass smoke swept chokingly through the group, leaving eyes streaming and hands unsteady. The steady click of hammer against chisel continued. Once it missed a beat, and the carpenter grunted as the steel struck his hand.


  Porter ranged up to them, looked at the tragically small pit in the door from which the spinning crumbs were being gouged. He shook his head. Dillon should have had time . . . but Dillon was gone. A good man. An expression which was almost a smile crossed the Captain’s face. “Things drop . . .”


  Well, Dillon was cured. He’d drop nothing more.


  Porter peered into the wheelhouse. Quassa had not moved. There was a puddle of ichor round the ruined feet. The creature must be dead. He must have been all but dead when he entered the wheelhouse. The Captain marveled at the native’s strength of will. It was obvious now that the revolt was Quassa’s doing, probably planned far ahead, from the time when a series of ugly accidents had made him Kemp’s servant. He wondered how much Quassa had had to do with the sudden sickness of Wallis, the guard officer whose place Kemp had taken.


  But—the sheer ingenuity of that semireptilian mind! He might, in some other culture, have made a great general. He had foresight, and his action in saving the two officers in order to gain access to the bridge showed that he had the ability to think quickly, to seize the opportunity of the moment. The injury to his feet was not in his plans . . . what might he have done had he been able to move about in the wheelhouse? As it was, he had been able to lock the officers out and away from the controls, and signal his compatriots to pile up the deck cargo so that they might storm the bridge. The fire was not in his plans, either, apparently, though from what it was doing it might well have been . . .


  Quassa was an unusual native, certainly, but certainly not unique. Porter, like any good commander, was capable of an impartial judgment of the enemy. He knew enough history, too, to remember that greatness is a matter for posterity to judge. George Washington was a mutineer; Sir Francis Drake was a pirate; Schott, the pioneer of the spaceways, had been a brutal megalomaniac; yet all these were considered heroes.


  A race which produced a Quassa was entitled to better treatment than the herding and flogging to which it was being subjected. At long last, the pressures within the Captain that had manifested themselves in disgust and distaste for his cargoes, centered themselves on a disgust for slave-trading itself.


  Totally foreign to his usual habit, he swore a great oath and smashed his fist down into his palm.


  The Second Engineer looked up, startled. “What is it, Sir?”


  “The trade,” said the Captain. “The dirty, inhuman slave-trade. Second, be my witness. If I get out of this alive, I shall swallow the anchor before I ever again take out a slave ship.”


  “Ah, sir; but you are too high in the game. Too many ithers’ll follow ye if you do that. It’ll mean the end o’ slavin’ on Venus!”


  “I’ll tell that to my conscience,” said the Captain bitterly, “and good riddance to the filthy business!”


  HE turned and walked to the observation slit, more to present his back to the men than to see inside. He got his churning thoughts together and pushed them away. With his eye still to the slit, he spoke. “Chips.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “Haul in the wire. Want to chance it to the shelterdeck?”


  “Aye, aye, sir.” The chiselling stopped. A moment later, “Captain! Mr. Dillon must ha’ made fast to summat yonder. I canna budge the cable.”


  Surprisingly, for him, the Captain swore. “The poor devil must have secured it while he was working on the cover, and then died before he could plug it in. Who’ll volunteer to follow the cable out there and finish the job?”


  Both the others spoke, rushed to drench their coats. “One will do,” said the captain.


  The engineer held up a fist. “Odds!” he said, grinning. The carpenter returned the grin, held up a fist. The fists came down, fingers came out. Two for the carpenter, three for the engineer. “Fives, and odd it is,” said the engineer. “See you at tea-time, Chippy!”


  The captain turned away, back to the observation slit. Brave, brave, he thought . . . “Stop!” he roared.


  The engineer, his hand on the cable, stopped at the corner of the wheelhouse. The Captain bellowed something over the roar of the flames and the wind, the hissing of ice and spray turning to steam. He beckoned.


  The three pressed to the slot and stared inside.


  The opposite door was a rectangle of light. Through it hurtled a dark, tottering figure—“Dillon!” breathed the Captain.


  The second officer, reeling, his clothes smoking, threw himself on the wheel. The three who watched broke away together, ran for the other side of the wheelhouse and the open door. At the starboard corner they stopped, shrank back from the hot fury of the flames. “Wait!” shouted Porter. “He’ll swing her!”


  And swing she did. Slowly, dreadfully, the wind came around to the quarter. The flames and the smoke and the cascading sparks were shooting overside—at first at an angle only a degree or so from the ship’s longitudinal axis, but ever broadening. Now they were wide on the beam. Now they were going astern. And then, at last, the wind was right ahead, and the bows were dipping and plunging and sending up and aft great douds of icy spray that froze as it fell—and the afterdeck was an inferno in which nothing could live—in which nothing did live. “Th’ lad’s done it!” cried the carpenter. “Mr. Dillon has swung the ship an’ put the fire back on the devils!”


  The three behind the wheelhouse sprinted over the glowing, cooling deck and tumbled inside.


  Porter drew his pistol, went straight to the huddled, contorted body of Quassa. He approached cautiously at first, tried to stir the dead Venusian with a heavily booted foot. Then, his fears partially allayed, he put away his gun, made a more gentle, more thorough examination. Satisfied, he got up slowly from his stooping position. The flicking, vicious light in Quassa’s brain had gone out.


  “She won’t answer, sir!” called the carpenter.


  Porter sprang to the wheel. Dillon lay on the deck beneath it, his eyes open and rolled up, with only the whites showing, unconscious or dead . . . The captain’s eyes flicked to the Iron Mike, to the controls. Over the bank of switches which were wired to the gyro room was a clutter of sodden cloth—Dillon’s coat and muffler, which he had flung off when he came in. The Captain ripped them off, and laughed aloud with the release of tension. “Things drop!” he shouted. “After he swung her, his coat dropped on the board and switched back to automatic control!” He flipped the switch to “Manual” and steadied the vessel into the wind. Then, “Take her, Chips. Watch the spray and keep her headed into the wind while we make a check.”


  “It dropped . . .” someone said faintly. The Captain kneeled beside the Second Officer.


  “Dillon! Are you . . .”


  Dillon sat up, put a cautious hand to his face. “A bit broiled, sir,” he said. He sat up and weakly shook his head. From the expression on his face he deeply regretted having done so. “The mutiny—”


  “Finished with,” said the Captain,” thanks to you. How did you get that door open?”


  Dillon rose, gratefully accepting his Captain’s help, flushed, and said, “I was a little clumsy, I suppose, sir.”


  “Clumsy, man? You saved us and the ship!”


  Dillon wet his lips. “I got to the deck-light, sir. Tried to hold the plug in my armpit while I worked the cover loose. It—ah—it dropped, sir.”


  “The cover?”


  “No, sir. The plug. The cable. It dropped on the deck and the wind swept it over the side. I got the cover off the light and when I went to plug in, there was no plug. I followed the cable to the rail.” He wet his lips again. “It was—hot, sir. I pulled at the cable. It was fouled down below decks, some where—probably on the Y-bracing of the davits. There seemed to be nothing I could do. I pulled at it and it wouldn’t clear. It was too hot to make it back to the wheelhouse. I dived for cover, nearest place I could find.”


  The Captain helped him over to the chartroom settee. “Go on,” he said tonelessly.


  “Thank you, sir. I was standing right next to number Four boat. I opened the falls-box and jumped in and closed the cover. It was hot and stuffy there but I was out of the flame.


  “There was something hard poking into my kidneys. I felt around to shift it. It was the electric screw-jack that’s stowed there to lift the boat clear of the keel-blocks.”


  “Hold on, Second,” said the Captain. “When you lost the plug from the drill-cable, why didn’t you come back and report?”


  “I—I couldn’t,” said Dillon, and flushed again. “You have told me before, sir, that one day I would drop one thing too many, and this looked like it. I’m sorry, sir, but I suppose I just couldn’t face it.”


  The Captain’s jaw knotted. “Go on.”


  “Well, sir, it suddenly occurred to me that the screw-jack was just what the doctor ordered. I hopped out of the box, scooped out the jack, swung it over to the wheelhouse, and jammed it between the door and the stanchion, I plugged it into the decklight that I’d cleared before, and simply switched on.”


  “That jack weighs two hundred pounds!” exclaimed Porter.


  “Somehow, sir,” said Dillon, passing a hand over his forehead, “I didn’t seem to notice that at all. Anyhow, once it began to turn, something had to give. I was afraid for a moment that it would be the stanchion, but happily the lock let go first.”


  “Fine work,” said the captain. “Ah—Dillon. Tell me—did you strip off your coat and muffler before you took the wheel?”


  “Why, sir? I—let me see. No, sir I took off my coat, switched the control to ‘Manual’ and then took the wheel.”


  “Yes. I saw that.” The Captain leaned back. “Mr. Dillon, things—ah—things drop. You threw your coat on the board. It fell and switched back to automatic.” He threw up his hands. “After all that—if I may say so—heroic effort and ingenuity, you, Two-Oh, let your coat drop on the controls and cancelled all your efforts. When you swung that wheel it was disconnected!”


  “But I—but, sir, the ship—”


  Porter nodded. “The ship swung, the fire was blown aft, and—there is no more mutiny. Mister, we have work to do, but I shall expect an accounting afterward. Someone swung the ship’s head into the wind, and I don’t expect Providence to operate in the slave trade. Are you fit for work?”


  “I think so, sir,” said Dillon in an awed tone.


  “Then check your gyros. Heaven knows where we are.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  TWENTY MINUTES later, the bridge phone jangled. “Second Officer, sir, in the gyro room aft. Could you step this way, sir?”


  Captain Porter, in the midst of course and dead-reckoning calculations, forced his eyes from the P. P. I. and said, “Won’t it wait, man?”


  “I—I think it’s vital, sir.” Dillon’s tone, in spite of its flat telephonic quality, held such a quantity of shame and tension that the captain found himself smiling. Keeping the smile out of his voice, he rapped, “Very well, mister. Meet me at the after companionway.”


  Dillon reported how, carelessly, he had forgotten to replace the cover after his last routine inspection. In justice to himself it must be said that this same memory had first come to the surface, uncomfortably nagging, whilst he had been aft with Laron, streaming the log. And then had come the mutiny and the fire and the fighting . . .


  He had left the cover propped against a stanchion. It was easy to see what had happened—a roll or lurch, the quite heavy plastic and metal casing falling against the gyroscope, the inevitable precession, continuing until such time as the cover slid free. The ship was on automatic, and controlled by this gyro. When the pressure of the cover caused the gyro to precess, it turned on its gimbals; and when it turned, it swung the ship, blowing the flames back on the mutineers, who even now cowered in their accommodation, their spirit and their mutiny broken.


  Scarlet faced, and acutely conscious of his own professional inadequacy, Dillon stammered out his story to the Captain. At the end there was brief flash of the old nonchalance . . . He tried to grin. He said, with maddening vagueness, “Things drop . . .” Then he stood, shuffling his feet like a shamed schoolboy.


  Porter looked at him, at the man who had heroically entered the wheelhouse to save the ship, only to have his heroism negatived by his clumsiness in dropping his coat on the switches. He looked at the master gyro, subject of the same man’s clumsiness, which had succeeded where the man had failed. “Things drop . . .”


  “Just as well they do,” Porter conceded reluctantly. “Ah—shall we forget about this?”


  He turned abruptly so that Dillon could not see that he was on the verge of hysterical laughter. He stepped through the door and closed it, to lean against the bulkhead for a brief, deeply pensive moment.


  Captain Porter was as hard-headed an old shellback as ever sailed. And yet, as a philosopher once said, “No man will follow the sea unless he is mystic.” Porter would have blown up and withered away any man who charged him with mysticism; and yet deep within him stirred the line “. . . in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform. . .” He thought of his oath, and of the effect it would have on the Venusian slave-trade. He thought of Quassa, who was dead, who had failed in his supreme try, and yet who, through the miracle of Dillon’s clumsiness and the Captain’s decision, would win ultimately. Halfway between laughter and solemn awe, he moved up the alleyway toward his bridge, the vantage point from which he surveyed the little kingdom of which he still was king. Behind him he heard a crash, the unpleasant clamour of machinery protesting against sudden and violent stoppage. He hastened back.


  The Second Officer, replacing the heavy cover, had once again proved the truth of his favorite statement.


  Things do, indeed, have a way of dropping.
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  THE BOUNDING CROWN


  James Blish


  One against a horde of fantasms come true, the outlander sought his last strange haven—Charybdis Cauldron, where no Earthling had ever survived.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Renegade


  FEW people are single-minded enough to walk down the central avenue of the Venerian pleasurecity of Etoin without gawping to right and left at its system-famed beauties, it is probably the only beautiful city on Venus, at least to an Earthman’s eyes, and although the beauty is mostly veneer, it is startling enough to demand the attention forcibly.


  But Clyde Heywood was at the moment a very single-minded man. After eleven years on the level expanse of baked mud which is the sunward side of the planet, he was able to stomp down the avenue without granting so much as a glance to the chromium-and-gilt magnificence about him. His goal was the squat undecorated pile of the government building, and he was mentally engaged in preparing a tirade for the ears of the province administrators. There was a bedraggled card in his pocket, which had reached him a month late, by the irregular mail service on sunward Venus, and it was the card which was to be the subject of his tirade. It read:


  
    Etoin, March 6, 2002


    To: Clyde Heywood—SV29-M


    Our records show that the flyer registered under the above number and the name “Valkyr” has not been presented at the proper station for inspection in the time-period required. If you are unable for any reason to present this ship for inspection, kindly turn in your identification capsule and license at this office until such time as you are able to comply with the provisions of the Spaceways Act.

  


  Every time Clyde thought of this card he got a little madder. He had never had any idea of flouting the Spaceways Act; he was not a dishonest man. Only, a poor man whose capital was tied up entirely in one ancient and battered hopper usually couldn’t afford to have that hopper put under the keen eyes of the inspections men. They would indicate expensive repairs—all, it must be admitted, necessary for safety’s sake—which must be made before the Valkyr could legally fly again, and Clyde couldn’t make the money for those repairs without using the Valkyr.


  The usual procedure in such cases was to have a quiet little talk with the governor in Etoin, who in return for a promised percentage of future earnings would see to it that the Valkyr wasn’t called for inspection until its owner declared it ready to pass. Clyde had had an arrangement of that nature for a long time—so long that the exact procedure of ship inspection was a mystery to him. And the note had come at the worst possible time. The rockets of the Valkyr (in 2002 geotrons were still too expensive for miners) were in bad condition, and Clyde’s pocketbook was in worse.


  He paused for a moment outside the government building to look at the “Positions Available” board. Nothing. Nobody wanted a man with his training on Venus unless he had a ship; and he couldn’t fly transport jobs with a “Rejected” sticker on the forward port. He strode on in and entered the AG shaft.


  On the top floor he made for the door of the office whence the card had come, then changed his mind and burst into the governor’s office instead. A young man looked up from the desk, and Clyde felt a sinking feeling. This wasn’t fat old Manley; it was a new man.


  “W hat’s on your mind?” the official asked. On his sleeve he wore a novad with one chevron—the three concentric circles of Centrale, crossed by the bar representing the civil service. “You’re a little unceremonious, I must say.”


  “Where’s Manley?”


  “In jail—he’ll be there till about twenty forty-eight.”


  MANLEY in jail! Clyde was beginning to understand what had happened. The League of Nations on Earth had been replaced by Centrale just the year before—even on sunward Venus they had heard the reverberations of that plant-wide overthrow—and now a wave of honesty had struck the civil service. Damn!


  “Brother, you’re wearing a bounding crown,” Clyde said. “First the League of Nations ousts local Venerian government and Arai disappears so that Manley can take over; then Centrale throws the League out and you replace Manley. I’m glad I’m not sitting in your chair.”


  “Centrale encourages local government,” the official returned, “but I don’t think Arai is likely to come back and take my job. In the meantime, what can I do for you?” Mutely, Clyde shoved the card under his nose. “What’s the matter? Can’t you pass the inspection?” He looked curiously at the cockade of the now-extinct French Commune which was sewn on the pocket of Clyde’s worn flying suit. “You’re from Montbecque, I see. It’s all right if you’re late—the mails are irregular out there, I know.”


  “No, I’m not late. I just live off my ship, that’s all, and I can’t afford to make a hundred repairs, or pay storage either. What happens if I don’t turn it in?”


  “Nothing drastic. You’re deprived of your license and capsule until you can put the hopper through. Then we turn the works back to you. We’ll store it; any fuel that’s in it will be replaced when you take it out again.” He jabbed a finger at the V-ray on his desk and after a moment the little mirror glowed. “Joe? Send up a seventy-two hour authorization on SV29-M, will you? And look up the figures on past inspections.”


  While the governor waited for a reply, Clyde looked around the office. It was just as he had remembered it; the rows of filing cabinets, the circular V-Ray mirror reflecting the image of the interplanetary chronometer on Ceres, the list of “Positions Wanted” glowing on the far wall, the extra desk in the corner. A rangy, not to say mangy, Martian was looking at the list. Well, before long he’d be adding his own name to that roster of unemployed spacemen. He wondered if the contract on his future earnings was still in the file where Manley had stowed it. He found himself hoping the Centrale men had destroyed all those contracts when they took over, but he recognized the hope as a Freudian wish.


  “Yeah, Joe . . . Another percentage arrangement, eh? All right, tear it up and shoot me through that authorization . . . Right.” The young man looked at Heywood. “We kept Manley’s little graft records for checking. It’s a wonder how hard-headed guys like you could ever expect to pay for inspection when your legs were tied up like that.”


  “I had to do something,” Clyde said sullenly. “Without the ship I can’t pay for it, either.”


  “Well, this card coming up is a temporary license. It gives you seventy-two hours to get your ship over here—just show it to any cop who picks you up for flying without a capsule. Your ship’ll be safe until you need it.”


  Clyde felt somewhat relieved. This setup really wasn’t so bad. Only there was still the problem of keeping the pot boiling without the Valkyr to bring in the wherewithal . . .


  “You couldn’t find me a job with the government, could you?” he asked.


  The young man smiled. “ ‘I am a railing beside the torrent’,” he quoted. “ ‘Whoever will grasp me, may grasp me. Your crutch, however, I am not’.”


  “Also sprach Zarathustra,” Clyde said, grinning. “I see what you mean.”


  The official handed him the card as it emerged from the visiphone by his desk. “Here it is,” he said. “Good luck.”


  Clyde thanked him, turned and walked out. Behind him, the tall Martian followed him swiftly and plucked at his sleeve. “You a spaceman, bud?”


  “What if I am?”


  “My name’s Jolon. Outlander—in the days when there was an Outlands on Mars. I need a good min to fly a job for me.”


  “Sorry,” Clyde said briefly, recognizing the name as one on the IP’s “Wanted” list and wanting no part of it, honest or dishonest. “I’ve no ship and no license.”


  The Martian grinned mirthlessly.


  “You got an authorization and a ship you can fly for seventy-two hours. That’s all I’ll need. When you’re done you can buy back your hopper, your license, and your capsule. You can rent a whole floor in the Dream Palace, and live there at top speed for a month, to boot.”


  Clyde raked him with suspicious eyes. He didn’t like the sound or the source of the proposition, and he knew flying a commercial job on a ferry authorization was bad business—but he did need money. “Suppose you give me a definite figure.” he said.


  “Twenty nice round shiny new circles—five grand in the old coinage.”


  Right there Clyde lost most of his inhibitions, but the sum was so enormous that his instincts prompted him to abnormal caution. “What kind of a job is it?” he asked.


  “From Etoin to the Dobrudjan Estevons—exact destination your employer’s business until we’re actually in flight.”


  Clyde marked the evasion of his actual question but it did not surprise him; he had the information he wanted. “You’ve got touching faith in my engines,” he grunted. “Two thousand miles and back in seventy-two hours! Are you my employer?”


  “No, just the agent for the transaction. That’s not your concern, anyhow. Do you want the job or not?”


  Clyde stood motionless for the time it took to budget twenty circles.


  “I’ll take it,” he said.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Charybdis Cauldron


  THE VALKYR lay in her temporary berth just outside the city, the eternal pearl-gray twilight running over her scarred sides in quivering lines, as she shuddered to the deep-throated hum of her engines. Impatiently Clyde looked at his watch. Four minutes more. Jolon had claimed that his job, whatever it was, would depend on split-second timing, and unless the ship arrived at 1 p.m. on the nose there would be no twenty circles for its owner.


  Clyde spat experimentally at the tubes, which responded with a satisfactory hiss. Having enough fuel to spare to warm the tubes properly instead of blasting off cold and trusting to the spaceman’s god that they continued to fire was a new experience; but Jolon had supplied the fuel, and Clyde in his turn had put the Valkyr in as good condition as he could without money.


  He looked at his watch again, shrugged, and climbed into the ship. In the control cabin he increased the beat of the tinier slightly, first retarding the defective number three tubes. All ready. Quickly he ran his instructions over in his head. Land near the point where the Tetuci River left Etoin, open the airlock, and wait for Jolon and his passenger. Okay. He opened the throttle on the underjets.


  During the brief flight northwest across the city he tried to figure out just what it was that Jolon had planned. The spot he had indicated for landing was an isolated one, well away. from the general run of traffic, since the Tetuci was unnavigable throughout its length. The only buildings in the vicinity were a few factories, the government assay station for the north polar continent of Acor of which Etoin was the capitol, and the local prison farm. That didn’t seem to offer much material for the imagination. Well, he’d know all about it anyhow, very shortly.


  He circled once over the spot, as he’d been directed, and dropped into a fiat landing. To the southeast, across the turbulent yellow river, the city gleamed with the silvery shimmer characteristic of Etoin. On the western side darkness usually prevailed, but this time Clyde could see lights in the prison compound. A searchlight beam was sweeping back and forth over the squat buildings. He wondered if there was trouble there. He could hear no siren, but the wind was blowing strongly in the wrong direction, as it always seemed to on this part of the planet.


  His thoughts were interrupted by a clattering behind him, followed by the sound of the airlock slamming shut. “All right, Heywood,” Jolon’s voice snapped. “Take off, and be quick.”


  Obediently Clyde slapped on the underjets and the Valkyr careened into the air. Jolon’s passenger was muttering in a peevish undertone; he probably wasn’t used to the rough handling a small ship could give its occupants. The tone sounded vaguely familiar.


  Clyde set his controls for the Dobrudjan end of the Estevon Mountains and turned around.


  The passenger was ex-Governor Manley.


  “So I’m a getaway man,” he said harshly.


  “You are just that,” Jolon agreed, grinning cheerfully. “But it will be worth your while, if you keep your mouth shut.”


  “Yeah,” said Clyde with a sarcastic snort. “If this slob is my employer, most of the dough I’ll be getting is probably mine anyhow. So you made enough from suckers like me to be able to sling circles around in score lots, eh, Manley?”


  “I don’t think that’s any concern of yours,” the Venerian said, unruffled. “You got value received, didn’t you? I don’t remember ever having you called in unless you told me your ship was ready for it.”


  “No. You might also remember that I was never ready, either, since what I paid you made it impossible for me to make any repairs.” He looked at Manley with disgust.


  It is difficult to describe a Venerian to someone who has never seen one. They are very like Terrestrials externally, without any of the pronounced characteristics which make it easy to describe the inhabitants of other planets. The Martians are a canine race, the Ganymedians feline, the Callistans caprine, the lapetians ophidian, but the Venetians are not distinguished in this way; although they are, indeed, very different physiologically from Earthmen, the difference is internal and is almost impossible to outline without using the technical classifications of the Cartwright Nomenclature.


  For the purpose of this narrative, then, Venerians are a heavy-framed, pasty-white race stocky to the point of squatness, with features which look rather squeezed together from the top. In their own environment they are by no means repulsive, and they are friendly and scientifically brilliant, especially in biological and psychological fields; but a Venetian in a Terrestrial environment, or one who has taken, to Terrestrial ways of living, degenerates rapidly, the solid muscle of his body changing readily into fat, his face puffing, and his eyes assuming a fishlike dullness not normally characteristic of the race.


  This was what had happened to Manley—even his name was not Venetian—and the half-chewed cigar which he customarily wore in his mouth completed the ensemble. Clyde was suddenly thankful that he had brought a gun. Manley, he knew, was not a pilot, but Jolon was an unknown quantity, and if the Martian could fly the ship there was no reason why they should not jump him and pitch him out as soon as they were over the ocean. He grinned inside himself at the thought The Valkyr had a few peculiarities—anyone who tried to fly her without considerable experience would find himself in trouble.


  THE radio squawked tentatively and broke into the IP call. “Flash your capsule, please,” the impersonal voice of a vodor requested. Clyde had been waiting for this; it was automatic, tripped by the passage of the ship through the inductance field which surrounded the city. He cut in the speaker.


  “I’m flying a ferry authorization,” he said. “Recorded this morning.”


  “Number?” said the vodor with mechanical boredom.


  “SV two-nine-M.”


  There was a brief pause and the rattling of papers. “All right, Heywood,” a human voice came in. “You’ve got sixty-four hours left, so you’d better not get too far away from the city.”


  “Right,” said Clyde. “Thank you.” There was a double sigh of relief from behind him as he cut off. “Nervous, boys? We’re all right now, unless the sea patrol stops us.” The chances of that were very remote, but Clyde knew that they would not now take the chance of getting rid of him. His voice was on record now, along with the number of the authorization, and every police vessel from here to Atian-Kar would be able to check it if they chose; it would not be healthy for anyone else to answer their call on the Valkyr’s radio.


  “Tell me this,” he said. “Why is it that every time I hear about a particularly juicy piece of lawbreaking, there’s a Martian Outlander connected with it?”


  Jolon shrugged. “Simple. The Outlands have been broken up. You can t suddenly deluge a cooperative civilization with two million antisocial people and expect them to be assimilated without any trouble. Centrale should have thought of that. Things would have been a lot more comfortable for them if they’d left us alone where we were.”


  “You’re a philosopher, too,” Clyde commented dryly. “But all Martians are supposed to be, aren’t they?”


  “Yes,” said Jolon, smiling. “Just as all Earthmen are supposed to be engineers. As a matter of fact what I said was a pretty fair condensation of the warning the Tetrarch of the Outlands gave Centrale during the Moon Trial. Manley, are you a biologist? All Venerians are biologists, so if you aren’t you must be a Iapetian.”


  “Accounts for the snake blood in me, no doubt,” Manley agreed trying to adjust his stomach in the confines of an acceleration hammock. “Why didn’t you hire a plane with seats?”


  Clyde turned back to his control board, muttering. Far below he could see a vast dark expanse, flecked occasionally with streaks of white which came and vanished. They had already passed the mouth of the Tetuci and were over the ocean. The old ship was making good time. “We’re out to sea,” he reported, resting one hand pointedly near his heatgun holster. “Flying South-southeast at a pretty good clip. We should hit the Dobrudja before morning if nothing goes wrong. I take it you boys have a hideout fixed up in the Estevons somewhere?”


  “Yes,” said Jolon, glancing at Manley as if to caution him to silence.


  “Have you got an alibi fixed up for your time?”


  “I recorded my name at an Etoin hotel for the night and rumpled up the bed before I left. That should do the trick. Where exactly do you want me to go?”


  Jolon frowned as if considering whether or not to answer. Finally he turned to Manley and said, “Acorn hop jellying, something anyhow most acorns downtown?”


  Clyde did not understand Outlands code but apparently Manley did. “Caudal if must, pistachio acorns doubtless nadir anyhow turkey sandy hop,” he replied, and his face was so solemn as he pushed this nonsense past his cigar that Clyde chuckled in spite of himself.


  “All right,” Jolon agreed. “Heywood, do you know where the Charybdis Cauldron is?”


  “My God. You haven’t got your hideout there?”


  “You catch on quick. I take it you know the place.”


  “By hearsay, yes. I can find it, if that’s what’s worrying you.”


  “Find it, then.”


  “All right,” Clyde returned, shrugging. “It’s your party.” As he reached for his charts, his dislike of the job increased to an active worry. There wasn’t anything about it that didn’t leave an old-sock taste in his mouth.


  CHAPTER THREE


  The Fox God Rises


  THE five-thousand-mile chain of Venus’ Estevon Range starts near the source of the Loiseaux River in the polar province of Dibovitza, runs northward between Montecque and Barbados along the entire length of their borders, and ends at the ocean in a burst of incredible peaks in the westernmost tip of the Dobrudja. It is a volcanic and unpredictable range, impassable at most places, cutting off all communication between the central provinces except by plane, and the number of its mysteries is as great as its age.


  Among these mysteries is the Charybdis Cauldron, which is located among the great escarpments of the northern end, those mighty ramparts which the savages call the Pillars of the Sky. It is part of a nameless lake some ten miles in length, which is blocked on three sides by sheer sandstone cliffs, the open side gradually giving way to a heaving ooze from which with savage suddenness the jungle of the Dobrudja springs—a jungle as wide as the province itself, and as deep. In its center rises the small peak which is the island of Scylla, on which, the legends say, the Fox-God holds his immemorial revelry each “night” in the pale blue glow of the puffballs which float out over the uneasy waters from the borders of the jungle.


  Charybdis Cauldron is a nearly circular, funnel-like extension of the lake proper. There are two ways of reaching it; one is by means of a crumbling sandstone ledge which reaches from top to bottom of the pit in one complete turn; the other is through a low natural arch through which the waters of the lake flow. Only desperate men have ever used the latter entrance, for it is not really an arch, but a hole in the wall; and its bottom edge is too near the surface to admit any boat, even of the shallowest draft. Swimming in those waters is seldom attempted for a multitude of very good reasons.


  This opening is one of a number which breach the sandstone walls, some of which reach back into unknown depths of the Estevons. Beneath them, at the bottom of the pit, the waters move in a slow circle, draining inexplicably from the bottom. Every so often—the period varies, and the laws of its variation have never been accurately worked out—there is a vast gulping sound, and the waters of the lake are abruptly roaring in over the lip of an empty funnel. Where they go is not known, but some scientists ascribe the fresh-water area of Atian-Kar’s bay to them; something which is hard to determine because of the effect of the delta of the Loiseaux which emerges at the same point.


  This, then, was the spot which Jolon and Manley had picked for a hideout, and it was a good one. It was of no interest to the main body of Venetians, the savages were frightened of it, and scientists had given it up because of the expense of getting to it. The three men stood on the edge, with the raw heights of the Estevons cutting off the view on all sides, and looked down at the yellow, sluggishly wheeling current of the Cauldron,


  Clyde was none too pleased with the prospect, “I don’t like the looks of that ledge,” he said, frowning. “Venerian sandstone is insecure stuff.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned if I’ll swim through that hole,” Manley said. “For one thing, I’d hate to have the Cauldron empty while I was making for the bank.”


  “You’d never get that tummy of yours through the hole anyhow,” Clyde responded. He liked the idea less and less as he stood there. The terrible peaks frightened him vaguely; they frighten even the natives who have seen them all their lives, and to an Earthman whose Venerian experience had been confined entirely to the flat expanse of the sunward side, the relentless heights were overpowering.


  “Well, skip the standing around,” Jolon said impatiently. “Down the ledge with you, Heywood. See the big hole near the bottom of the incline—the one opposite the opening to the lake? That’s it.”


  Clyde shrugged and started down around the inside of the Cauldron, picking his steps carefully. There was something very fishy about all this. There was no reason why Manley should hide out this far from civilization—unless, of course, there was more to the affair than just a mere jailbreak. Maybe they planned an anti-Centrale coup—if so, he would have to watch his chance to break clear; he wanted no part m setting the governor’s crown to bounding again. He was glad once more fur his foresight in bringing a gun.


  Probably they would have dumped him off into the ocean before this if they had not been afraid of the gun and the sea patrol. But no, Jolon needed him to fly the ship—


  Or did he?


  He looked around quickly to see if they were following him, and he had just enough time to see that they were not when the sandstone shifted warningly under his feet. A cave-in! There was no time now even to think. He flung out his arms and leaped wildly for the opening Jolon had pointed out.


  FOR an instant he seemed to hang perilously over the Cauldron; then his fingers were digging into the soft floor of the cave as he scrambled breathlessly to safety. He jumped to his feet and looked out at the damage. The entire half of the ledge from the bottom to the mid-point had caved and slumped into the Cauldron, which had swallowed the enormous mass of stone without a trace. Above, on the rim, the Martian stood silhouetted against the gray sky, Manley beside him, peering in nervously. The latter withdrew as soon as Clyde came into sight.


  “Oh, you made it,” Jolon called. “Well, it doesn’t matter. This saves me the trouble of shooting you in the back.”


  Clyde’s gun spat a thin, intense pencil of heat, but too late—the Martian bad already disappeared. His voice came back, diminishing gradually into mountain silence, singing an ancient Terrestrial folk-tune:


  “But alas, I was no swimmer, so I lost my Clementine . . .”


  And then there was nothing to be heard but the muted gurgling of Charybdis Cauldron.


  Clyde did not waste time kicking himself for falling into such an obvious trap. Instead he looked about him, sizing up his chances. They did not seem very promising. The angle of the opening was very precarious, growing more so the nearer it came to the open air. There might be a chance of digging handholds out of the rock, but the angle made climbing them once they were dug a virtual impossibility. Swimming was out, for the chance emptying of the Cauldron was but one of the dangers involved there. There were also the watersnakes of the Dobrudja, whose appetite for warm-blooded meat was insatiable; and a single scratch from the fins of any of the many species of fish which inhabit all Venerian waters was poisonous to Terrestrials.


  That left only the cave itself. Of course, it had not been equipped as a hideout; it was as bare as the day it had been eaten out of the grainy rock. There was no back to it as far as Clyde could see, but that was not very far, for darkness had been gradually creeping over everything. That puzzled him, for having worked for eleven years in the eternal day on the other side of the planet, he knew that the sun never shone on this side; there was only the pale silvery light reflected from the bowl-like cloud-surface of the planet’s atmosphere, which was of moderate intensity, diminishing as you moved farther way from the twilight gone. This section of the Estevons was on the far edge of the twilight zone, so there was some excuse for its having a fuller “daylight” than Etoin—but why should the light vary?


  In a moment Clyde had the answer—libration. The slight wobbling of Venus upon her axis would cause the twilit area to shift a little back and forth over the planet’s surface; and this place, being on the very edge of that zone, would get the effect as a night-and-day cycle. That meant that for the next twelve hours at least he could expect no more light than Etoin got; plenty for all normal purposes, but no illumination Clyde would choose for exploring an unkown part of the Estevon range. He would wait for the next “day.” It was probably safe enough, despite the nearness of the Dobrudjas, for dangerous land animals would find his cave as difficult to reach as it was for him to leave.


  He settled himself as near the mouth of the cave as the slope would allow, grasped his pistol firmly, and began his vigil. After a while he fell into a troubled sleep.


  He awoke at the climax of a peculiarly horrible dream, in which he was an insect drowning at the bottom of a drainpipe. He had never before heard the roaring, gulping, gurgling sound which had awakened him, but he recognized it immediately—the Cauldron was emptying its waters into whatever mysterious gulf was below it, and the lake was pouring in through the hole in the funnel wall. It lasted only a minute or so, and then died away in a confused murmur.


  Then he became conscious of other sounds, and for a moment he could not believe his ears. Music! He speculated upon the sounds the wind might make in its passage through the mountains, but was forced to cast the theory aside—the tones were weird and wild, but there was a definite sequence of melody to them, and with them came a muffled pounding of drums.


  It was as close to darkness as Venus ever sees, a steely twilight obscured by the mist from the waters. From the breach in the walls of the Cauldron another light played, weak, blue, coming from somewhere over the lake. By lying down on his stomach Clyde could see its source. The little island-peak of Scylla was glowing softly.


  The glows resolved themselves into a myriad of small blue globes, which were drifting gently about the island and over the water. These were the aerial puffballs for which the Dobrudja is famous—the fruiting bodies of strange fungi whose mycelia only a few Terrestrials had ever seen. The scene was frighteningly weird. In the uncertain light the rocky island had assumed a vaguely canine aspect, its topmost height crowned by a gigantic fox-like face which looked out blindly toward the shrouded depths of the jungle. Over the whole vista the music skirled, its piccolo-like tones repeating a single long melodic phrase over and over again; each phrase was tipped by a single shrill note, almost at the limit of audibility; and at each recurrence of this note one of the puffballs burst like a star shell, scattering a haze of spores. The tiny blue motes filed the air, and unseen drums boomed frenetically.


  As he watched, he noted one of the blue globes which, a little apart from the others, seemed to be drifting his way. Almost immediately his fears were confirmed; the poisonous thing was gliding toward the opening of the cave with a motion almost purposeful, skimming low over the waters. All about it the waves of sound darted, and others of its ilk burst with increasing rapidity, but it reached the Cauldron unharmed. For a few seconds it bounced about against the edges of the rock, then dipped and floated in.


  The eyes of the Fox-God were upon him.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Riddle of Charybdis


  IN THE later, calmer years of his life, Clyde found it almost impossible to believe that his thoughts could have raced ahead coherently at the speed which they did while that puffball was blundering against the rim of the opening. There flashed into his mind a mental picture of a man he had once seen who had died of Dobrudjan fungus—a corpse-face, its mouth a clump of bluish threads, tendrils of blue crawling from his nostrils, his ears, even the tear-ducts of his eyes—and he knew, discounting superstition, that if the music should burst that ball at such close quarters and he should breathe the spores, the death he would undergo would be a thousand times worse than any the unknown Fox-God could mete out! Shooting the thing would be almost surely fatal, for it would be impossible to incinerate it all before it exploded.


  Almost simultaneously quick calculations of the possible emptying period of the Cauldron flickered through his head. He never remembered what results he got from those calculations—indeed, he forgot at the time the poisonous inhabitants of the waters—but whatever the conclusion was in mathematics, its expression in action was definite and violent.


  He plunged into the Cauldron; and a flash of blue light followed him down into its depths as the puffball exploded.


  Somehow he was not frightened. Fear is an expression of uncertainty, and Clyde knew what it was he had to do. The slow-moving currents drew him downward, and he swam with powerful strokes with its movement, keeping his body against the lake side of the funnel. Gradually, as he had suspected, the wall changed from a sheer vertical position to a gradual outward slope; then he was swimming free in a universe of water with no wall anywhere near him. The waters were still.


  His lungs were bursting, and little flashes of feverish red swept before his eyes in the darkness. He had deduced the existence of this underground reservoir, but if it should be entirely filled with water, with no air-space under its roof—


  His head broke into cold air, but the grateful breath of it he gulped down scorched his throat, Treading water, he surveyed his discovery. He was in a vast underground cave, lit bluely from an invisible source. Its length he could not determine, but he guessed that it extended far out to the Dobrudja—an underground duplicate of the lake above. The waters here ended at a shoreline not far away, and suddenly remembering the poisonous and rapacious creatures swimming beneath and around him, he struck out rapidly for the beach.


  He was not attacked. While he drew his exhausted body up onto the clayey sand, lie wondered why he had not been set upon and torn to shreds long before this. The waters seemed empty of life.


  Farther down the beach a single gigantic stalagmite reached from the floor of the cave to its roof, a gigantic pillar of stone which seemed capable of supporting the weight of a planet. It was pierced in three places with the mouths of smaller caves or tunnels, and from one of these openings a rope of woven vines suspended a frayed end to the sand. Clyde tried to orient himself. According to his figuring he was about a quarter of the way out beneath the lake from Charybdis Cauldron; in that case, the great pillar must be directly under the island of Scylla.


  This was an unpleasant conclusion, for it indicated that the mysterious musicians of the Fox God might have access to this cavern through the stalagmite’s tunnels, the mouths of which he could see from where he lay. If any puffballs should come blundering down here he would be trapped irrevocably. He tore a strip of cloth from his shirt and bound it across his nose and mouth. It did not make a Aery efficient mask, but it would probably filter out most of the large spores. He would have to shift it every so often so that the moisture from his breath would not make the cloth a spore-catcher rather than a protection.


  Thus inadequately armored against the unknown, he clambered to his feet, emptied the water out of his shoes, and walked cautiously toward the pillar. Perhaps one of those tunnels might lead him sidewards along the roof of the cavern to an escape somewhere on the edge of the lake. The one with the rope certainly communicated only with Scylla, but since all the openings were above his head, he would have to try that one first and hope for a branch tunnel. Gingerly he tested the interlaced vines. They held. Shrugging his shoulders, he started up, his wet hands slipping on the slick surfaces.


  As he got to the top he raised his head and looked into the surprised eyes of a native.


  FOR an instant the two were motionless, looking with astonishment into each other’s faces; then, before Clyde could let go or slide back down the vine, the Venerian’s huge hand shot out and grasped his wrist. Clyde was by no means a lightweight, but the native lifted him into the tunnel’s narrow mouth like a baby.


  “How did you get in here, out-worlder?” he demanded in a barbaric version of the South Continent dialect. His amazement at Clyde’s presence in the cavern was obvious. Well, Clyde thought, they work the religious gag in all the stories—I’ll take my chances with it.


  “I am an emissary of the Fox God,” he said, imitating as best he could the native’s shuddersome verb-splattered use of the almost verbless Venerian tongue. “I was created by the music from the waters below, and invested with a message for Him Who Commands.”


  He was amazed at how well the age-old trick worked; the native released his wrist hastily and stared with confused fear at his masked face. Well, and why shouldn’t it work? If you lived all your life in the visible presence of your God, you could be expected to have a fixation on the subject.


  “You come masked, like those against whom the Fox God has warned us,” said the Venerian cautiously. “Is this a sign?”


  “Do you question the forms which the God conjures up to serve him?” Clyde asked sternly. “I seem an out-worlder, yet you find me in the cavern which is sealed to all but the God’s elect.” He hoped fervently that this was the case; it certainly seemed logical enough. “The mask is indeed a sign and a symbol, representative of that which I must unveil to your leader alone.”


  “It is not similar to the mask-of-evil,” the native agreed enigmatically, “Whom would you see—our chief, or him whom the Fox God sent to precede you?”


  Clyde would much rather have spoken to the chief and steered clear of this local priest, but he knew that to insist upon such a course might arouse suspicion. “Take me to the god’s emissary,” he directed, and the native bowed his head respectfully and led the way back into the corridor.


  Clyde’s geological reasoning was fully vindicated as they climbed through the spirally winding tunnel. After ten minutes of a steady clawing from slope to slope, the native led the way out into the midst of a small forest, and the throbbing and keening of the music assailed his ears as if from all around him. He was standing on a hillside on Scylla, and fires gleamed through the trees from just below. A puffball whirled slowly overhead and then floated away, and Clyde withheld a sigh of relief by main force.


  The short trip to the house of the priest was an astonishing one. As they left the small patch of woods they came into a great clearing where ten fires, fed by briquettes of swamp-peat, burned in a circle; in the midst of this circle the musicians sat, swaying raptly with closed eyes as they blew through their reeds and flutes or thumped their many drums. They were all old. he noticed, and there was no sign of the dancers he had expected. He had never heard such complex rhythms; each drummer had his own pattern which he wove in among the others like a melody. It was pure rhythmic counterpoint, of a type not to be heard in the music of any other planet. Even the Iapetians, whose entire lives are bespelled by music, whose politics and business are controlled by it, had nothing to equal it.


  Then they were out of the clearing and walking through comparative darkness down the side of the hill. Below the shoreline the lake glimmered, and a horde of dark figures ran back and forth or launched small skin boats onto its surface. As his eyes became used to the renewed dimness, Clyde saw that they were casting nets; and his amazement was redoubled at the aspect of the waters themselves, which were broken by myriads of tiny black points. Water-reptiles, fascinated by the music! What a way of fishing! No wonder there had been none in the gulf below to attack him!


  He wanted to get a closer look at this unique folk-custom, but apparently they were not bound for the beach. About halfway down the native turned aside and led the way toward a single large hut, from the winds of which yellow light gleamed through sheets of translucent fish-bladder. Clyde felt the tightening of his muscles which always went over his body as he approached a possibly dangerous situation. No telling how impressionable his priest would be—he might see through the bluff at once. The tension was heightened as the two stopped before the door of the hut, for at that moment the music stopped too, and the night seemed to hold its breath while the native gave three slow knocks.


  The door opened, and an upper-class Venetian in a tattered gray uniform stood silhouetted against the light. “Hello, a Terrestrial,” he said in cultured tones. “Come in, by all means. You are dismissed, S’lguthyl.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The Bounding Crown


  “THIS beats me,” Clyde remarked in disgusted, mask-muffled tones.


  The letdown had made him a little angry. He looked in amazement about the interior of the hut. It was furnished simply but very comfortably; there was a well-cured fur carpet and a large bookcase filled with the long flat volumes of Venus, and several shabby but clean chairs and a table. Only the parchment windows and the guttering stone lamp gave any hint of the primitive world outside.


  “I managed to salvage quite a few of my personal possessions,” the Venetian said. “Sit down, won’t you? My name, by the way, is Aral.”


  Heywood gaped impolitely. “Not the pre-league governor of Acor!”


  “The very same. You thought I was dead, I suppose.”


  “I didn’t know—that is—everybody supposed so, after Manley took over the Province,” Clyde said.


  “Manley? Oh—he would take a Terrestrial name, I imagine,” Arai nodded. “Well, you probably know now from personal experience what happened to me. The Cauldron has been a favorite dumping ground for political undesirables for generations, and ‘Manley’ couldn’t be expected to show any originality. There are several others on the island.”


  “Any Earthmen?”


  “There used to be one, but finding it impossible to live in a mask all the time, he died a little over a month. You probably will too,” the Venerian said cheerfully.


  “Pleasant prospect. Not if I can help it. I mean to vamoose very shortly, if I have to grow wings to do it. Didn’t any of you ever try to get off this island?”


  “No. Oh, we could, I suppose. The spores are quite harmless to us, and the islanders have boats. But it’s a long and almost impossible trip over the mountains, and Atian-Kar is still three hundred miles away after you get over; arid to reach Lusknii, although it looks easier on the map because of the river, means about four thousand, miles of Dobrudjan jungle. It’s easier to stay here and be high priest—the food is good and the life, on the whole, healthful and uncomplicated.”


  Clyde looked at him sharply. There was something in the Venetian’s tone that was distinctly flat. Years of the System’s most antisocial business had taught Clyde to estimate voice values very carefully.


  “Somehow,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “I don’t think you actually enjoy it here. You were a pretty good governor according to report, and I’ve yet to see a Venetian who was robbed of anything who didn’t resent the robbery very strongly.”


  Arai’s small eyes glittered bleakly in his marble-white, wide face. “It is a matter which Earthmen are not usually prone to discuss,” he returned, his voice bitter. “Yes, I’d go back if I had the chance, but it’s useless to think about it. There would always be the League of Nations—I’d be spotted by your Terrestrial police, delivered to ‘Manley’, and dumped off into the Cauldron again. I suppose under the Spaceways Act things are a little better now, but even so the League certainly won’t look benignly upon my turning up and asking to have my province back.”


  Clyde permitted himself a smile before playing his trump. “Well, your friend Manley—”


  An explosion from somewhere outside drowned the rest of his remark in an ocean of thunder.


  YOU see,” Clyde explained to the Centrale governor, “it all depended, really, on the strip of cloth I tore from my shirt.”


  “No,” the official admitted, “I don’t see. All I can see is that you fell for a get-rich-quick scheme, broke the law, and came back with a dead Outlands criminal and a ghost governor under your arm.”


  Clyde grinned. “Arai didn’t think much of Earthmen, and he thought it likely that Manley would send a party out after him. to make sure he was permanently out of the way.” He gestured toward the Venerian.


  “I guarded against that by ordering my islanders to kill on sight any man wearing a gas-mask, since I knew that Manley’s Earthmen would have to wear them against the spores,” Arai supplemented. “The fact that Heywood showed up in a strip of cloth instead of a mask saved his life.”


  “But your ship?”


  “Oh, that. You see the Valkyr, not having passed an inspection for thirteen years, has a few little tricks which I’ve learned to handle but Jolon couldn’t. One of them is the number three tube, which has a defective feed line; if you operate all the bank on the ordinary timer system, three gets too much fuel and goes off like a cannon. Jolon didn’t know that, and when the concussion knocked him out Manley lost his head and jumped into the lake.


  “Old Arai’s natives fished him swearing out of the muck near the shore; we dragged the Valkyr off the lake bottom, and here we are.”


  The Centrale man shook his head wonderingly. “Well, under the circumstances I suppose Ed better overlook the breach of law involved,” he said, “since Arai will probably revoke any sentence I pass on you after he goes back into office. You were right, Heywood—this governorship is a bounding crown. Just remember, part of the reward money for Jolon goes toward ship repair. Do you think we ought to send, a squad down after Manley?”


  Arai grinned broadly. “I wouldn’t. He’s getting his punishment. I think he is by now the new high priest of the Fox-God.”


  ANIMAT


  Basil Wells


  Battling Venus’ slime and vicious frog-apes, J46 yet found time to wonder: Was he a man or an android?


  FOR TOO LONG HAD THE Sun Maiden been plunging sunward, her meteor-crushed jets and warped plates feeling the relentless chill of space eating swiftly inward.


  Past the orbit of Mars; down past Earth’s sector of space, and into the pull of Venus she flashed, her pace quickening. And crew-members, sweating and hollow-eyed within the foul closeness of space suits, worked desperately to repair that all-but hopeless damage.


  Abruptly the forward jets flared raggedly. The great ship faltered; its course shifted planetward, and even as the clouds swallowed the Sun Maiden the first of the patched jets exploded.


  The remaining rockets flared briefly and died. The captain jettisoned cargo and equipment before releasing the eight undamaged emergency vanes. The shrieking solidity of the Wet Planet’s air ripped the sturdy blades away as though they had been tinfoil and the ship’s fall remained unslackened.


  The slanting plunge ended at last. The nose plowed down a rocky mountain slope, crumbling with the impact, caromed off a boulder-strewn bench, and ripped through a tree-clad lower level into a mossy-grassed meadow. There, in a soggy treeless hollow, the scarred hulk that had been the Sun Maiden came to rest . . .


  JAY FORSIX turned puzzled eyes on the little knot of survivors beside the ship. His fair-skinned face was square, like his powerful short body, and there was red hair sprouting from beneath the gray plastin of his control case’s helmet.


  Jay looked like a man; he even talked, in a meager jerky fashion, like a man, but he was actually an android robot. Animats, Inc. turned out thousands of superior robots for the industries of Earth and Mars—durable, foolproof expensive machines they were. But for the uranium mines of Jupiter’s moons they also had begun to create these inexpensive living blends of animate flesh and bone, synthetic moronic creatures.


  “There are six animats—and us!” choked the little blonde haired girl. Already the constant moisture of the atmosphere coated her skin with shining dampness.


  Her companion, a tall dark-skinned girl, rubbed a bruised elbow thoughtfully. Her teeth flashed in a rueful smile.


  “Bottle the tears,” she snapped at the blonde girl, slapping her shoulder, “we got plenty water without them.”


  The smaller girl drew herself up. “Perhaps you don’t know who I am. I’m Thela Draper. My father owns most of Animats, Inc.”


  The tall girl laughed. “X with me, Thela. We’re in the same fix. No putting on a front—all we’ll be doing is keep alive until help comes.”


  “If it does come.” Thela Draper’s lips quivered. “I want . . .”


  “Will you shut up! I’m taking charge. You’re a spoiled empty-head even if you are atomic-plated. I’m not dumb even if I do dance for a living in dives you’d blast clear of.


  “Someday Ina Haan’s name will be in all the lights of Mars and Terra.”


  Jay Forsix shook his head numbly from side to side as he heard the women talking. Strange thoughts and sensations were crowding into his brain. His hand went up to the bulky helmet that was designed to keep his synthetic body under the control of humans.


  He gasped. The battery compartment was empty, its cover gaping. No wonder his uncontrolled senses were so active and his brain alive.


  “Gone,” he said to Ina Haan. He recognized her as the dominating character of the group.


  Ina pulled out a trim platinum-washed expoder and leveled it at the animat. But her finger did not depress the little stud that would send the explosive needles of biaton into his body.


  “Maybe an animat is dangerous without his controls,” she mused aloud, “and then again . . . We’ll see. I can always kill it later.”


  “Thank you, Ina Haan,” Jay Forsix said clumsily.


  Ina’s dark eyes widened. It was rarely that a robot spoke without being addressed, and then it used the term Master or Lady.


  “Get to work,” she commanded, “salvaging food and clothing.”


  The animat nodded. He turned toward the battered port.


  Ina was studying the serial plate on Jay’s helmet. “Take the others along, J46,” she said. “You are in charge of them.”


  Jay’s heart pounded proudly. The human one had confidence in him. Never, in all the six weeks of his short existence, had men spoken a kindly word to him. To them he had been a stupid machine to be worked out in the radioactive mines of distant worlds.


  “Yes . . . Ina Haan,” he said.


  “Onin Tufor,” he ordered slowly, “Zee Fivotu, come . . .”


  The animats rose from their mindless squatting and shuffled after him into the Sun Maiden’s scrambled interior . . .


  JAY AND THE TALL shambling animat called Onin Tufor were gathering the small, brown-husked fruit of the balloon-like kreth that grew on the slopes above the space ship. The fruit grew at the base of the swollen hollow globe, and on its stubby branches.


  In the days since their landing the two girls and the animats had learned to eat, if not like, the edible berries and fruits of the eternally clouded world. And they had made two comparatively unharmed cabins snug and only slightly damp by sealing them with tough sheets of kreth. “Would you boost me up?” asked Jay. Onin stared at him stupidly. He answered nothing but commands. Jay swore, a habit acquired from the dark-haired human, and twisted open the battery case of the animat. He wrenched out the batteries and sent them hurtling into a nearby thicket of nik-nik.


  “Ina Haan says we have good brains,” he told Onin, “if we do not have them deadened by the control cases.”


  Onin was sniffing at the warm thickness of the Venusian air, his slowly awakening eyes studying the ten-foot circle of mossy grass and brush visible. His shoulders were straightening and his movements were steadier.


  “She says it is peculiar that I know so many words and am so familiar with cities and machinery she mentions. It is as though that knowledge was placed in our brains when we were created.”


  Onin grunted something and started off into the nik-nik brush away from the invisible spacer. Jay followed, his hand on the crude metal club that Ina permitted him to carry.


  “The ship’s back this way.” Jay touched Onin’s shoulder. “And you forgot your bundle of roots and fruit.”


  Onin stopped and faced Jay defiantly. Something trembled on his lips and then he frowned, shaking his bony skull. He clawed at the strap, riveted securely under his chin.


  “Off,” he gurgled. “Take it off.”


  “And have your head blown off too? Not much. To protect the controls from tampering the technicians have planted explosives in the helmet. It’s suicide.”


  Onin’s fingers dropped away, his eyes thoughtful. When he spoke again his rusty uncertain voice was steadier.


  “Let’s go back,” he said. “Later we may learn . . . how.”


  “How?”


  “How to take them off.” Onin was scowling again.


  “The humans must not know your batteries are gone.”


  “No,” Onin agreed, his deep-set brown eyes studied Jay. “Without the helmets we could be . . . like them.”


  Jay Forsix nodded. “I have thought of that, many times. But the women would know. They would tell, and we would be destroyed.”


  “They die too,” the lanky one muttered, scowling. “Why not?”


  “No.” Jay hesitated. “No, I could not see Ina, or even the sulky one killed. And we know too little.”


  The lanky animat’s brain seemed to be awakening swiftly now. He laughed.


  “Already you think of yourself as a man,” he told Jay. “You are in love with the tall female.”


  “Perhaps I am.” Jay thumbed the line of his jawbone. “I feel a, sort of warmth . . . a happiness . . . when they are near.” Onin snorted out a disgusted exclamation. “Or perhaps you are like a dog worshipping its master.”


  Jay swung his fist at Onin’s jaw. Onin dodged, grinning.


  “You are wrong,” Jay spat out. “I am a man!”


  Onin shrugged. “All X here, animat. Call yourself a man.”


  “We will take all the batteries from the others,” said Jay, disregarding Onin’s jeer. “Perhaps the searchers will not find the wreck and we can go on living here. There are books and recordings to study.” Onin’s mouth twisted. “Small chance. They know the ship crashed somewhere in this area. And with the Draper female aboard they’ll spare no expense.”


  “I heard rocket motors yesterday,” admitted Jay.


  A sodden thud-thud of approaching feet warned them of another’s advance. Jay gripped his club tighter and waited, crouching.


  “A butmd?” Onin muttered, referring to the gray-skinned froglike natives of Venus.


  “So far we’ve seen none of them,” Jay whispered. And he found time to puzzle about the knowledge possessed by animats.


  “Jay Forsix,” called Ina Haan’s deep voice guardedly.


  The animat’s weapon dropped. “No talking,” he warned Onin.


  “Yes?”


  “Come back to the ship at once. There are frog men lurking around and they may try to rush us. I killed one.”


  “Killed one! That was a mistake, Ina,” Jay told her. “If we could have made friends with them . . .”


  The woman’s dark eyes narrowed savagely. “I’m in charge of our party, animat,” she snapped. “Remember what you are and who are your masters!”


  Jay’s blood ran hot. His nails bit deep into the palms of his hands as he bowed his head stiffly. His eyes were trained on the ground at the woman’s slime-crusted boots. He swallowed with an effort.


  “I remember,” he said slowly, his voice colorless as a true robot’s.


  Ina’s lips smiled triumphantly. Her eyes softened as she patted his shoulder possessively.


  “You are a handsome brute,” she said softly. “I could easily . . .”


  Onin grinned at Jay sardonically and winked. Jay shifted uncomfortably. Her hand dropped and she pushed at his naked chest.


  “Back to the ship!” Her voice snapped crisply as she led the way.


  THEY reached the ship without incident and dumped their loads in the kreth-patched airlock that served as a warehouse. Then the two animats went along a dripping short corridor past the humans’ cabin to their own quarters.


  The other four androids were lying on dank heaps of nik-nik brush half-asleep. Two of them were huge-chested, brutal-featured animats, patterned after the sturdy peasant stock of Earth; the others were pale-eyed, sharp-nosed little men. One of the little animats sat up.


  “I am awake,” he said, his high nasal voice carrying a note of hysteria. “The hum that hurts my head is gone. I can think.”


  Jay looked at Onin and nodded. “Dampness must have finished the cells. Maybe a short circuit.”


  “They’ll all be like this shortly,” Onin agreed.


  Jay released the battery case’s cover and snapped out the compact square batteries. The sharp-nosed animat, D601, scrubbed filthy fingers across his chin. His pale eyes darted furtively around the ruined cabin.


  “I’m hungry,” he whined. “I’d like a powdered steak dinner and a glass of blika. I got plenty of starshine in my straps.”


  His eyes widened as his fingers searched his ragged trunks.


  “Took me off,” he shrieked. “All gone. Every credit.”


  Jay shook the screeching little man.


  “What do you mean—all your credits gone? How would an animat have anything of value?”


  Desix Owun frowned and shook his head.


  “I—I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “For a moment it seemed as though—I was not—what I am.”


  “Try to think; to remember,” Jay urged. “I have a wild theory that maybe you remember more than you think. Why would the technicians implant knowledge of finance and credits in a labor robot’s brain?”


  A grunted oath brought Jay around on his heels. The larger of the two huge robots had Onin’s skinny arm twisted up behind his back.


  “Start degraving,” his deep voice was rumbling angrily. “How’d I get here and who are you? You keeping me doped?”


  Jay stepped across the heap of leaves to the giant animat’s side. His heavy club of metal was poised ready.


  “Slip him free,” he ordered sharply.


  “Blast me if I will,” grunted the animat, giving the bony arm a sickening wrench. Onin Tufor screeched thinly.


  Jay swung the club along the blunt-featured animat’s skull. The animat bellowed like a wild bull. He released Onin and clawed with dirt-caked fingers at his battered skull. Then he sprang at Jay.


  Jay Forsix backed away and slipped to one knee. The blow he had just delivered had dented the big brute’s helmet along its base but had failed to down him. He caught the thick body across his hips and flipped the animat’s six feet into the side of the cabin.


  The giant, Zee Fivotu, rumbled his primitive rage and rebounded from the wall to launch himself again at Jay. Jay swung his club across the brutal forehead and again above the ear. Zee Fivotu’s helmet crunched in.


  Jay fell backward to escape as much of the blast as possible. But there was no explosion. The helmet with its carefully guarded control case had somehow been rendered harmless by his blows!


  He rolled over and to his feet—to see Zee Fivotu’s back disappearing out the cabin door. He lunged after the animat but the giant android was out the lock before he could reach it.


  HE was conscious of another presence in the outer airlock as his shoulder brushed something yielding.


  “What?” demanded Thela Draper angrily.


  “Zee went blot,” gasped Jay. “Tried to kill Onin. And me.”


  The girl’s small exploder snapped out of her wrist holster into her hand and she sent a stream of mosquito-sized explosive bullets after the animat.


  A second later the all-pervading sea of fog had swallowed the apelike shape and she released the button. She jammed the weapon against Jay’s middle.


  “I knew we should have killed all of you animats,” she said coldly. “Without controls you are unpredictable—less than beasts.”


  Jay’s muscles tensed for the miniature bomb blasts that the pellets’ impact would bring. Then he relaxed, laughing quietly.


  “You know,” he said, “you should be at least four feet away before you fire. And before you can get that far I’ll have the gun.”


  The muzzle dropped away. Thela started to inch backward. It was common knowledge that a biaton needle’s explosion nearby was dangerous. The whole magazine might explode in her hand—a blast as devastating as a case of ancient dynamite.


  Jay’s hand chopped across the girl’s wrist. Her cry of dismay choked off abruptly and her eyes sparked contempt.


  “Go ahead,” she cried. “Kill me. That’s all you animats know how to do. Work, eat and destroy.”


  Jay tucked the tiny wrist expoder into his soggy trunks’ waistband.


  “Not interested,” he told her. “You better go back to your cabin and get another exploder. I’m keeping this one.”


  “No,” Ina Haan’s voice cut across the hostility of the tiny chamber laconically. “Give.”


  Jay shook his head. “I’m keeping it. And you better get another for Onin Tutor. I think we’re about to have trouble.”


  As though to emphasize his words a prolonged ghastly shriek came from the fog. They heard broken shouted phrases, human words but with something bestial and terrible in their anguished pleading.


  The screams rose higher and higher and choked off until almost inaudible.


  The women’s faces were pinched and terrified. They pressed close to Jay, forgetting that he was a man-made creature—a robot of living flesh—in their instinctive urge for the protection of the male.


  “That was Zee Fivotu,” he said soberly. “The Frogs have him. Probably tore him apart . . .”


  “We’ll be next,” said Ina Haan, her voice thinned.


  “Guard the lock, Ina,” ordered Jay. “I’m going back after the animats. We’ll need them all.”


  Ina Haan made no protest to Jay’s assumption of authority nor did he think it strange that he should take control. From somewhere in his acquired memories he had dredged up adequate knowledge of the butrads’ methods of attack.


  He raced back through the corridor to the animat cabin. Onin was grinning, his long bony face alight.


  “I’ve found how to remove the helmets,” he cried, “by inserting a small rod that locks the lever resting against the skull. We . . .”


  “No time for that now,” he told the animat, paying no heed to the battered control case Onin held gingerly in his long fingers. “The Frogs are attacking!”


  THEY sprawled atop the wreckage of what had been the Sun Maiden, their puny expoders sending their explosive needles at the blurred shapes that crept out of the fog’s pall.


  Down below the two women guarded the airlock with the two other expoders, and with them waited the club-armed animats.


  “Y’know, Onin,” Jay said, touching the button that sent a short burst into the butrads crawling closer, “I’m beginning to believe that we’re not animats.”


  The lanky animat gulped. “Huh? You think we’re human?”


  “Sounds reasonable. Your knowledge of the control case—of which I’d know little or nothing. And I know about the butrads, all their little strategies. Even Venus seems familiar.”


  “But we don’t know our own names. Just numbers. I’ll confess I know little about Venus or its fauna. But I remember Blake City on Mars. I can describe the laboratories of the university.”


  Jay stitched a burst of needles across a trio of the grotesque froglike natives. Two flattened where they lay to move not again and the third raced for the fog’s shield.


  “In other words our acquired memories are different.” Onin thumbed his huge nose leaving a mossy green stain. “But, of course, we may have been subjected to different training schedules before our—‘birth’. Perhaps we had instructors with different backgrounds transmitting through the mentamit.”


  Jay snorted. “Individual instruction? No! Uniformity is the rule for all robots. Any deviation is avoided. A mentamit recording is more probable, teaching the simplest rules of behavior and obedience.”


  Onin’s weapon spat its lethal needles in short steady bursts. Jay shifted so he could help his comrade stem the approaching rush of butrads. They came on, out of the grayness, an undisciplined mob, waving clubs and spears as they ran, their purple-rimmed mouths croaking insults.


  The two expoders slashed at them. Twenty of the hideous brutes fell, writhing and crying out thickly in pain, before the attack fell apart and disintegrated.


  “Last attack they’ll make today,” said Jay. He examined the meager supply of needles in his magazine and shook his head. “It’s almost night and they stick close to their nests with darkness.”


  Onin looked up from checking his own ammunition.


  “Almost gone,” he said glumly.


  “Jay,” a voice called from below.


  “What is it, Ina?”


  “Water’s coming into the ship. We’re in a foot of water now.”


  Jay turned to the north where the river’s invisible course snaked. A brook had rolled muddily past the ship and through the hollow where it lay before from the western mountain slope but now a swollen water stream had joined it.


  “The Frogs have breached the river and are flooding us out!” he shouted. “Probably they’ve damned the lower outlet. We’ll be under water by morning!”


  Onin swore in amazement. “They can swim underwater and attack. And with our guns empty . . .”


  “We could make a stand up here,” Jay mused, “but they’d starve us out. All we can do is slip away in the darkness and hide.”


  Onin looked over the side, gauging the height of the water.


  “By another hour,” he said, “we’d have to wade through ten feet of water.” He stood up, flexing his skinny arms. “Better go now.”


  “And have them see us? We’ve two space suits left intact. They’ll serve as diving suits. Using them we can escape unobserved.”


  “I’ll get them ready,” Onin offered. He started to climb back through the shattered spacer’s gaping plates.


  “Better get the biaton out of that helmet,” Jay suggested. “We can make a few hand grenades out of it. We’ll probably need some.”


  “We will,” agreed the lanky animat. “Our own helmets will supply some more. I’ll bring a rod up and well get rid of them.”


  THE dirty gray dawn of Venus caught the little party of humans and animats high up on the slope of the mountain. The fog was thinner here and as the light increased they had come upon a shallow fairly dry cave that opened above a narrow brush-covered bench.


  Their escape had been without incident, a series of weary walks underwater, two going out and one returning dragging the empty suit. The heavy suits they were forced to abandon at the water’s edge before starting the climb upward along the rain-washed ledges.


  Tired though she was Ina Haan’s eyes were bright.


  “It’s wonderful,” she told Jay, “to learn that you are not an animat. This is the break I’ve always been looking for.”


  Jay was puzzled by the girl’s excitement. He could not imagine why she was so pleased. Maybe she had fallen in love with him. At the thought he felt his heart pound faster. She was very desirable despite the tattered wisps of garments that half-covered her firm breasts and shapely woman’s body—or perhaps it was because of them.


  He took her in his arms and kissed her. She did not resist him, but surrendered her lips at once. Her eyes were dreamy.


  “You love me,” he said. “We’ll be mates!”


  Ina smiled mysteriously and leaned back against his chest.


  “We must take the expoder from Thela,” she said. “She might try to kill you to keep the secret of Animats Incorporated from the public. She’d want to protect her father.”


  Jay nodded, looking back into the cave where the other girl slept. “He’ll probably go to prison or be shipped off to the asteroids,” he agreed, “when we report this affair.”


  Ina’s eyes narrowed.


  “You must say nothing to anyone if we are rescued,” she told him. “The company would probably have you murdered before you reached the government heads of Earth or Mars.”


  “What’s to keep her from telling them, then?” demanded Jay.


  “I think she’s going to keep quiet,” Ina smiled. “Just let me: handle it my way.”


  Jay stared down into the foggy plain that extended outward for perhaps fifty feet from the cave mouth before it merged with the eternal gray blanket. Somewhere down there the Frogs would be swimming to the deserted space ship—searching it.


  “I wish I knew who and what I was before the company scientists worked on my brain. Was I a criminal or a political refugee? Or did they pirate a spacer I was on?”


  “It is a profitable racket,” mused Ina. “Taking humans and making robots out of them. Cheaper than creating and educating androids. Probably they made a few of the real article too.”


  Jay nodded sleepily. He wondered how many human beings had been condemned to the certain death of the uranium mines of Jove’s satellites.


  Ina went back into the cave to sleep and he sat there on guard. Yet he was weary and his head started to droop. In a moment he would have been asleep.


  A soft hand trembled on his shoulder. He turned, thinking Ina had come back. But it was Thela Draper.


  “I heard,” she said, her voice strained but low. “I want you to know Ina is wrong. If Father’s company has been breaking the laws I want it known. I know Father would do nothing wrong.”


  “You wanted to kill us when we first landed,” accused Jay.


  “But I thought you were uncontrolled robots—not men!”


  “Lucky Ina didn’t agree with you,” grunted Jay wearily.


  “Jay,” cried the girl, her eyes moist, “please believe me. I have regretted saying what I did every day we have been marooned here. Animat or man, you are worth a hundred ordinary men.”


  “Save your flattery for those who want it,” said Jay gruffly. “You’re not fooling me. Ina knows what you are. Get back to bed.”


  Thela’s eyes flashed. “I hate Ina. She’s cruel and scheming. She’s only using you!”


  Jay pushed the girl away back toward the damp heap of hastily gathered leaves and brush where she had been sleeping. He heard her sobbing for several minutes before she again dropped off.


  And the pale gray light outside strengthened . . .


  HIGHER and higher they climbed the mountain slope. The cave where they had rested now lay hundreds of feet below. The fog thinned and the glow of the swollen sun was a brighter blur above them. They could see for more than a hundred feet on either hand and above.


  “Spacer should find us easier up here,” Onin said. “If we can only find a plateau or wide bench where they can land. And the two rocket flares I brought along should help.”


  “We might even find an abandoned trading station,” Jay told him. “Before the Frogs became hostile several hundred of them were built in the uplands. A few of them are still in operation, or were at the period I seem to recall.”


  “I hope,” said Onin fervently, “we’ll find a fort or spaceport.”


  “Could be, but we haven’t stumbled across any discarded dlastin cartons,” was Jay’s dry rejoinder. “They’re stacked buckle-high around most settlements on Venus.”


  The little man, Desix Owun, came breathlessly up from the rear of the straggling party.


  “I saw Frogs on our trail,” his high voice shrilled, “hundreds of ’em. Gimme a stitcher.”


  Jay chuckled at Onin’s raised eyebrows. “Means an expoder,” he explained. He turned to the ex-animat. “Ina has an extra gun, the one Thela had. Tell her I said to give it to you.”


  Desix Owun’s shifty eyes gleamed delightedly. He hurried down to where the two women toiled upward.


  “I’m going back with the grenades, Jay,” the lanky man said. He took a swipe at his huge nose. “Keep climbing while I cover the rear.”


  “I’d rather go back,” objected Jay.


  “Some of them may have gone ahead of us,” said Onin grimly, “and they’ll be pushing rocks and spears down at you. We’re trapped here on the slope.”


  Jay could see the logic of the older man’s words. He climbed upward along the broken trail of ledges and watercourses more swiftly.


  And emerged suddenly, between two towering walls of shattered pink and black stone, on the edge of a grassy plateau-like expanse—the flattened top of the mountain they were ascending! He turned to call down to the others, and a spear grazed his shoulder.


  From below three explosions, raggedly spaced, told of the effectiveness of the crude grenades. Then he turned to face the unknown enemies of the plateau.


  They were butrads like those on the trail below, unlovely web-footed batrachians with the spraddled two-legged bodies of uncouth humanoids. Twelve of them were, all armed with spears, clubs and knives of bone.


  He fired carefully, husbanding his dwindling store of explosive needles. And they went down, one after another, until only one croaking giant remained on his feet.


  It was then that the trimmer key jammed.


  He worked with fog-wet fingers, not aided in the least by the sweat that suddenly began to drip down his arm and fingers, to clear the key. It was ticklish work for the exposed speck of biaton might explode at too rough contact.


  The Frog raced closer, his ghastly purple-rimmed eyes and mouth strained, and his croaking warcry booming triumphantly.


  There was an explosion of rockets overhead, growing more audible with every second; the butrad, hearing the sound, slowed his pace momentarily. That instant gave Jay time to holster his little expoder and snatch up one of the clumsy spears at his feet.


  He threw the weapon, scooped up another, and flung it. Both spears found sleek gray flesh, one in the stomach and the other in the batrachian’s neckless throat. The giant Frog staggered and lurched forward uncertainly. Jay’s fist swung up, smashing into the broad noseless face, and the native went down.


  One by one the three animats and the two women climbed to where he stood. He saw Onin hurl a last grenade downward and then climb upward again. The bony-framed man’s breathing was ragged as he reached the level and blood was dripping off his limp left hand from a spear wound in his shoulder.


  Onin sank down on the rocky level ground beyond the riven rocks. He groped in his pouch with his good hand.


  “The rocket flares,” he murmured huskily.


  The distant thunder of jets had swelled louder. There were several ships, Jay decided, the cadence of their rockets differed. In a matter of seconds they would be almost directly overhead.


  He ran out into the undulating grassy flat, knelt, and twisted off the flare’s cap. He adjusted the height for six thousand feet and depressed the firing stud. The rocket flare sped skyward, growling unevenly as its speed built up.


  A moment later a mushrooming blossom of orange light rode above them.


  Rocket jets hammered, after a long instant of suspense, out a one-three-two burst of fire. The signal had been seen. Jay shouted. He sent the other flare blasting heavenward to guide the ships.


  From the rocks at the rim a burst of expoder fire sounded.


  INA HAAN stood over the three animats, two of them still helmeted. Jay and Onin had not yet found time to free the men from their encumbering explosive-laden control cases. Their bodies were torn open by expoder needles.


  “What happened?” he demanded as he raced closer.


  “They attacked me,” Ina said calmly, “and I was forced to kill them.”


  “She lies!” Thela cried out. “She shot them down. So they couldn’t talk. She’s going to blackmail Father—use the money to make her famous.”


  Jay read the truth in the hard smile the dancer flashed him. She tipped up a defiant chin. And the little expoder in her hand swung to cover Thela and himself. She planned to blackmail Animats Incorporated, once clear of Venus, and their lives meant little to her.


  She nodded. “Better throw in with me, Jay. We can both be rich—on Animats credits. After what they did to you it’s only right.”


  “And keep my mouth shut about this traffic in hunted men?” Jay exploded. He shook his head. “I’ll rot in prison first.”


  “You’ll not have the chance, Jay.” For a brief moment Ina’s eyes were soft and pleading. “We could have plenty fun together on all that stardust . . .”


  “Even if she kills you,” Thela broke in, “I’ll talk. I’d rather see Father in prison than . . .”


  “You’re both fools,” said Ina Haan wearily, and the expoder swung up. Her face was twisted now into something not quite human.


  Her finger moved to depress the firing stud. There was an explosion on the rocks directly behind her and she spun about toward its source. It was Onin Tutor’s weapon that had fired the needle. The dying animat had aroused from his stupor long enough to loose but one ill-aimed shot. And that shot had missed.


  The dancer’s explosive needles ripped the lanky man’s torso into shreds.


  But that split second of death gave Jay the opportunity he needed. He sprang at Ina, knocked her expoder spinning, and the edge of his palm smacked hard along the line of her neck. She dropped, unmoving, and Jay knotted her wrists together with a pack strap.


  Thela came to him, and not far away the stratocars, surface ships equipped with radar and scanning scopes for work inside the Venusian cloud envelope, were grounding. In a few moments they would be bound for civilization again.


  “I meant it, Jay,” said Thela softly, her breathing shallow and unsteady. “No matter what comes—I’m blasting along with you.”


  With his arm around her waist the chunky man who had been an animat awaited the coming of the rescue party.


  THE HIMALAYCHALET


  Margaret St. Clair


  Venusians muscle in on the vacation of Oona and Jick!


  IT WAS Mrs. Worthington-Weens and a lama when Oona answered the chime.


  “The lama and I have come over to help you mediate,” Mrs. Worthington-Weens said.


  Oona swallowed. It wasn’t at all convenient: Jick was taking a bath, and lunch was due in twenty minutes: and they’d planned to go hiking on Everest this afternoon with oxy-packs and anti-gravs.


  “M-m-mediate?” she asked.


  “Certainly.” Mrs. Worthington-Weens sounded irritated. She always got cross if you didn’t understand what she was talking about right away. “We were talking about it yesterday.” She and the lama stepped off the top of the escalator and into the living room of the chalet. “Aren’t the Martians still annoying you?”


  Oona hesitated. It was true the Martians down the valley still played a lot on their zulcitrets, and at first Oona had found it terribly annoying. Their music sounded just like somebody rubbing a wet finger up and down a windowpane. But it was the kind of noise you could get used to, if you tried, and Oona had gotten used to it. Really, Mrs. Worthington-Weens was a lot more of a nuisance than the Martians were.


  “Well—” Oona said.


  The lama (he was a short, stocky man who smelled strongly of rancid butter and something else Oona couldn’t identify but rather thought was yak) seated himself on the floor.


  “Pull blinds,” he said peremptorily to Mrs. Worthington-Weens, and then, to Oona, “Sit here.” He indicated a spot on the floor opposite the door of the bedroom.


  Obediently, Oona sat. She did hope they weren’t going to stay long.


  The lama looked at her critically. “Feet all wrong,” he said. “Fold them, thus.” He illustrated.


  Oona, her joints cracking, followed his instructions. Mrs. Worthington-Weens left the window and sat down by Oona’s side.


  “He’s going to mediate between you and evil,” she said into Oona’s ear. “Evil is the Martians, and of course you represent good. Whenever he pauses in the scripture reading, you say ‘Om’ and I’ll say ‘Hum.’ The mystic syllables, you see. I’ll punch you, so you’ll know.”


  The lama got a manuscript out of the sleeve of his fuzzy brown felt robe and began to read. It sounded like somebody saying, “bong bong bong” over and over again. He paused’. “Hum,” said Mrs. Worthington-Weens. She punched Oona in the ribs. “Om,” Oona said.


  THE bedroom door opened a crack and Jick looked out. His jaw dropped. He frowned. Oona, catching his eye, shook her head desperately. There was a moment’s hesitation, and then Jick closed the door softly again. Oona heard a click and then a faint buzz. Lucky Jick, he was scanning the stereo.


  The lama had not noticed the interruption. “Bong bong bong,” he said. “Bong, bong, bong.”


  “Hum,” said Mrs. Worthington-Weens. Punch. “Om,” Oona said.


  They left at fifteen fifteen. Oona, almost paralyzed from the hours of sitting with her insteps pressed against the muscles of her legs, was barely able to get to the door to let them out.


  “We’ll be back tomorrow to help you,” Mrs. Worthington-Weens said as they went down.


  “This can’t go on, honey,” Jick said after he and Oona had begun their long-delayed lunch. It was hard to understand him; he had been eating for dear life, and even now his mouth was full. “Whyn’t you just not go to the door when the old battle-axe comes around? After all, it’s our chalet.”


  Oona shook her head: “I tried it once,” she said, “and she stood at the front door, chiming, for three-quarters of an hour. And then she went around to all the windows of the chalet she could reach and looked in them. It was terrible. I’d rather let her in and get it over with.”


  “Um.” Jick helped himself to a double portion of Mangosteen Cream Cake. “I don’t know why it is,” he said, speaking between chews, “but whenever you try to get yourself a little hideaway, away from it all, everybody wants to move in and get away from it all with you. Look at us, thousands of kilometers in the Himalayas besides this spot to choose from! And yet we’ve got Mrs. Worthington-Weens in a chalet on one side of us, and the Martians on the other. Well, now, let’s see. She comes around to mediate over you, doesn’t she, because the Martians keep playing on their zulcitrets?”


  “That’s what she says.”


  “So if you couldn’t hear the noise of the ‘zulcitrets, she’d stop bothering you, wouldn’t she?”


  “Well, I guess she would,” Oona replied cautiously. She stretched out one leg and wriggled her toes. Yes, the circulation was coming back; there’d been a while when she had felt that she was made of glass from her hip joints down.


  “Obviously,” Jick said, “the thing to do is to get an antiphone. You know, those things they use in the cities to kill the noise. I’ll call Davis and ask him. He’ll know where we can get one to rent.”


  He went over to the video. Oona, left alone at the table, looked out the window toward the vast rosy bulk of Everest and sighed. It was too bad. Jick was working a four-day week now, and they only had three days to spend at the chalet. And Mrs. Worthington-Weens (darn her) and the lama had mediated so long that hiking was out of the question for today. The sun was beginning to set, and Everest really was sort of dangerous at night.


  “The antiphone’ll be at Amritsar day after tomorrow morning,” Jick said, coming back to his seatette. “We’ll pick it up there. Hope it works.”


  “So do I.”


  * * *


  Oona realized, as the high, thin, squee-reech of the zulcitrets became inaudible, how much the noise had been bothering her.


  “It’s wonderful!” she said.


  “Quite an improvement, hum?” Jick said, turning to her with a smile. He made a small adjustment with a key. “There, now it’s beamed toward the Martians’ chalet. It won’t affect audibility from any other direction, though.”


  Someone chimed at the door. “It’s Mrs. Worthington-Weens,” Jick reported, “and the lama. I’m going into the bedroom. I’ll come out after they’ve gone. Good luck!”


  Oona had no luck. Mrs. Worthington-Weens disapproved of the antiphone and said so. “Mere illusion,” she sniffed. She looked accusingly at Oona through her lorgnon “Maya in its worst form. An attempt to evade true reality by means of the cheap scientific jugglery of the West. I’m going to turn it off.”


  She did. Oona winced as the noise of the zulcitrets filled the house once more. She felt confused. “I thought Buddhists believed everything physical was an illusion,” she objected falteringly.


  “That’s the old-fashioned sort of Buddhists,” Mrs. Worthington-Weens briskly explained. “The lama’s a member of the New Modern Orthodox Reformed Buddhist Brotherhood. We know that everything is real except the so-called discoveries of western materialism.”


  The lama seated himself cross-legged on the floor, and Mrs. Worthington-Weens followed suit. “Over there, dear,” she said kindly to Oona who was hesitating in the doorway. “The lama wants you to sit down so he can mediate a little more for you.”


  The lama got the same old Tibetan manuscript out of the sleeve of his low quality felt robe. “Bong bong bong,” he began to read. “Hum,” Mrs. Worthington-Weens said. She punched Oona.


  “Om.” Oona said helplessly.


  JICK was furious. “I won’t put up with it!” he stormed. He was walking up and down the floor Of the chalet, kicking things aside with his feet. “That old donina’s going to let us alone if I have to throw her and that yappy lama of hers out by the hair! I won’t put up with it. Blast it, we didn’t come thousands of kilos to get mediated to death.”


  He kicked a Martini table down to one end of the living room and followed it with a hassock and a couple of taffets.


  Oona frowned thoughtfully. It was horrid having Jick angry, even though it wasn’t at her.


  “Maybe we could make it so uncomfortable around here she’d leave by herself,” she suggested after an interval.


  “That’s an idea,” Jick replied. “Maybe we could.” He picked up the hassock, brought it back to its proper place, and sat down on it. “I’ve got to think.”


  Oona brought a plate of antipasto and a ewer of steam beer into the dining apse. If Mrs. Worthington-Weens kept on mediating with her, Oona could see that she was going to put on a lot of weight. Mediation depressed her so much that she ate and ate afterwards, trying to cheer herself up.


  “I’ve got it,” Jick said, pouring beer into his glass. “Have you ever seen a ‘Wet Paint’ sign?”


  Oona considered. “Not since I was a little tiny girl,” she replied. “I guess they don’t use them any more. Why?”


  “I only found out why the other day myself. It seems that nowadays, as soon as a painting job is done, the contractor installs a low-power concealed ultrasonic outfit near it—like the ‘Guardeens’ they use in buildings under construction at night. The ultrasonic outfit gives out waves of a frequency that make anybody who gets near it feel uneasy and afraid. The consequence is, that though paint’s just as wet as it ever was, nobody’d get near enough to touch it on a bet.


  “You get the idea, baby? If we can get one of those ultrasonic outfits with more power, and beam it toward Mrs. Worthington-Weens—Well, she’ll soon be going somewhere else to live.”


  Oona and Jick brought the ultrasonic outfit with them when they came out to the Himalaychalet the next week end. Davis, who knew a lot about sound, came along to supervise the installation.


  “It’s too bad this is an old model,” he said, puffing a little as he set it down in its place. “The new ones are a lot more compact and lighter to carry around. And they’re fully automatic. This one, unfortunately, has manual controls.” He began to fiddle with wires and dials.


  “Does that make any difference?” Oona asked.


  Davis fingered his lower lip. “Well—somebody has to stay here to keep the ultrasone functioning. And while it’s beamed down the valley toward your neighbor, Mrs. What’s-her-name, there may be back eddies in your chalet. They can be pretty unpleasant, sometimes.”


  “You mean we may get some ultrasonic effects here?” Jick asked.


  “You may. If you do, try to ignore them. Really, they don’t mean a thing.”


  “It won’t bother the Martians, though, will it?” Oona asked. The poor, good Martians—by contrast with Mrs. Worthington-Weens, Oona had grown quite fond of them.


  “Un-unh. It’s not beamed toward them, and their nervous organization’s not the same as ours, anyhow. Funny thing about ultrasonics—this length I’m using on your neighbor drives terrestrials wild, but Martians don’t mind it at all, and Venusians take to it like weetareetes to cream.” Davis finished his adjustment of the dials. “Now if you’ll take me down to Amritsar to catch the air bus before dark—” he said. “And remember, don’t let any back eddies you may get bother you.”


  WHEN Jick got back from Amritsar station, they turned the ultrasonic projector on. Oona listened carefully. She couldn’t hear a thing. Of course, she hadn’t really expected to, but it was disappointing all the same.


  Yes, disappointing. How disappointing and how sad life was, when you came down to it. There was sadness everywhere you looked. The poor Martians, for example, screeching away on their pathetic zulcitrets and never realizing how ephemeral and unhappy their little lives were. Mrs. Worthington-Weens, trying, with the help of her smelly old lama, to hide from herself—how barren and empty her life was. Sad. Sad. Sadness everywhere you looked. Tears began to run down Oona’s cheeks.


  “What’s the matter, honey girl?” Jick asked. He looked quite pale, and his voice was odd and strained.


  “Life’s so pathetic,” Oona answered, trying not to sob. A tear dripped down on her neck.


  Jick reached over and patted her hand sympathetically. “It certainly is,” he said in tones of deep depression. “I never realized it before, Oona, but it certainly is.”


  He got up and went over to the dial. As he turned it slightly to the left, Oona felt her gloom turn to a deep uneasiness. Something terrible was going to happen. She was sure of it. She’d never thought of it before, but the Himalaychalet was the worse place in the world to be in in an avalanche. And they were going to have an avalanche before morning. She could feel it in her bones. They’d be caught in it like rats in: a trap.


  “Let’s get out of here!” Jick said suddenly.


  “Before the avalanche crushes us?” Oona asked.


  “Avalanche? No, not that. Before the polar bears break in and eat us up.”


  Polar bears? Oona stared at him. Suddenly something in her brain seemed to click. She imparted her discovery to her spouse.


  “It’s just the back eddies,” she said breathlessly. “There really aren’t any polar bears, Jick, or any avalanche. None of this is real—Wh-what was that?”


  “What was what?”


  “I saw it going past the window just then—a horrible white thing. Jick, I’m sure—I’m sure—it was a ghost!”


  Jick did not laugh at her. His face was white and drawn. “Try to realize it’s the back eddies, dear,” he said. He sounded as if he were going to begin stuttering. “Just as you said; this isn’t real. None of it. And remember, if it’s affecting us so much, what must it be doing to Mrs. Worthington-Weens!”


  As the night wore on, that thought was all that kept Oona going. Jick suggested that she go to bed and try to get some sleep. (He’d make the adjustments on the ultrasonic projector himself.) Desperately, Oona refused. It seemed to her that if she had to go into the bedroom by herself, she’d hide under the bed and try to burrow through the floor boards in search of added security. The chalet was haunted, haunted! Why hadn’t she realized it before?


  Dawn came at last. The glorious bulk of Everest began to grow solid against the sky. It was like the rampart of heaven, like the gate of another world. How awful it was, how truly horrible, that anything so lovely should be infested with demons, vampires, afreets, ghouls!


  By the time full day arrived, Oona had broken down completely. She sat huddled on the floor in a corner of the room, her head between her knees. It—they—the dead things outside the chalet—were letting her and Jick live, for the time, because they enjoyed gloating over their prey. There was no escape. A wail broke from her lips.


  Jick knelt beside her and embraced her tenderly. “D-d-don’t be scared, honey,” he said. His teeth were chattering. “It’s just the b-b-back eddies. All those lions and leopards out there, and even the—the—bears”—(he shuddered) “—none of them are real.” He gave an unconvincing laugh. “We just think there are lions and—and so on, out there. N-n-none of them are real!” The copter van came for Mrs. Worthington-Weens and her effects at seven fifteen. When the last barrel and box had been carried out, Jick turned the ultrasonic outfit off. Oona sighed and opened her eyes.


  “Has she gone?” she asked.


  “Yep.” Jick stood in the middle of the room, stretching and; giving big yawns. “Gosh, if the old girl went through what we did, I feel almost sorry for her. That was some night. What do you say we have some breakfast, kid, and then go for a hike? I know you’re tired, but we’ll nave the anti-gravs, and I’d sort of like to get away from the chalet for a while.”


  Before they left, Jick turned the ultrasone on low. “Just in case Mrs. Worthington-Weens gets any ideas about coming back,” he explained. “And now, baby, let’s enjoy ourselves. Our troubles are over.”


  THEY had a lovely hike; they went nearly to the top of Everest before Oona got tired. When they got back, Oona hunted out the best dinner there was in the freezer (it cost 4.5 I.Us, but she was feeling in a mood to celebrate) and popped it into the Thermolux to heat up. Then she went out on the balcony to admire the view. What a wonderful view it was! Now that Mrs. Worthington-Weens had gone, Oona could really appreciate it again. Yes, a wonderful, wonderful view. Oona sighed with pleasure.


  She started. What was that smell?


  The base of it was fish, spoiled, oily, fish, but there was something bitter in it and something like skunk. Oona sniffed twice, her face puckering with disgust, before she placed it. Venusians! All terrestrials, without exception, found their odor disagreeable. And now a bunch of Venusians was moving into Mrs. Worthington-Weens’ chalet.


  Even as she dashed in to turn the ultrasone off, Oona reflected that it was probably too late. The ultrasonic waves, no doubt, had led the Venusians to sublet the chalet in the first place, but they weren’t going to move out just because the waves were shut off. Oh, dear.


  There was a chime at the door. With lagging steps Oona went to answer it. Probably it was the Venusians come to pay their respects; they were extremely punctilious in social affairs. Their manners were beautiful, but Oona-never enjoyed talking to them. It wasn’t only the way they smelled, it was the way they talked. It was sort of gurgling and tongue-tied and it sounded like too much saliva and too few teeth.


  The people at the door were plump, even for Venusians. The biggest one, the one with six chins and two stomachs and whose name, was Shallot-s’hu, had brought a fossilized “Dardanor” epiphyte as a friend’s gift, and the others had brought presents, too. Their manner were lovely, no matter how much the Venusians themselves smelled like fish, and Oona felt herself begin to warm to them.


  Jick came in and was introduced. Shallot-s’hu complimented him. With a tactful shyness, on his chalet and his wife. Jick looked at her proudly and grinned, and Oona couldn’t help being pleased. Darn it, the Venusians were really nice!


  The visitors rose to go. Shallot-s’hu hesitated. “Zee monks and bonzes down zee valley,” he said, “do zey ever bodder you? All zat chanting and ritual?”


  “Once in a while,” Jick admitted.


  Shallot-s’hu looked pleased. “Zat I can help you wit,” he said. “As a friend to a friend. We natives of Zamotzah have a zing, a reading, we use in cases like zeese. If you will all please sit down upon zee floor—yes. Zee feet, so. And when I pause in zee reading, dear friends, please make zee vocable, ‘ahom.’ ”


  He got a small green book out of his trouser cuff and began to read. It sounded like “zzzinnng zzinring 11111 zzzinnng.” Oona, squatting uncomfortably on her heels, stole a look at Jick. My, but his face was red.


  “You understand how it is, dear friends,” Shallot-s’hu said when the reading had comb to an end and the Venusians were at the door once more. “When evil threatens good, one must mediate between them, one must intervene. Sometimes one must intervene many times. We return tomorrow to help you intervene.”


  The Venusians went down the escalator, followed by the odor of oily fish. Jick and Oona looked at each other. There was a silence.


  “I imagine we can sell this place for quite a lot,” Jick said.


  M’BONG-AH


  Rog Phillips


  Such beauty had never been seen on Earth or Venus! Then incredible things began to happen—and beauty became horror


  “M’BONG-AH.” The word rose above the medley of voices, murmurs, juke box music, and the noisy rattling of the ancient ventilation fan. Whoever had uttered the syllables had raised his voice only then, for after the word was uttered there remained only the other sounds, blended into what some writer had once called the sonar atmosphere—the peculiar sonar atmosphere of the space port waiting room with its bar, lunch counter, dining tables, and a motley assortment of humans.


  At the sound of the word, the old man sitting at the bar half asleep over a glass of stale beer, opened his rheumy eyes and lifted his head. His unkempt beard and tobacco-stained mustache, as they lifted from the cradle of his arm crooked on the counter, were in character with his dirt- and sweat-tained suit and his worn out shoes.


  He raised the half empty glass and drank the stale liquid slowly, leaving glistening drops hanging onto his mustache after he set the glass down.


  His washed-out eyes peered into the mirror wall back of the bar, slowly surveying the huge waiting room, as if by a mere inspection he could locate the origin of the sound.


  There was the usual assortment of tourists—wealthy men and their families, wealthy bachelors and their secretaries, not so wealthy vacationers who had stinted for years so that they could take a trip to Mars or Venus or just to the moon and back.


  Over along the far wall was a table of men in uniforms. From the shoulder insignia they were cadet officers, probably from the army scow that the flight schedule board said would take off at five o’clock, three hours hence.


  While the old man watched them, the same voice lifted above the sonar atmosphere, It belonged to a flawless, scrubbed-red face of one of the cadet officers at that table.


  The old man pushed himself off the high counter stool and shuffled through the tables in the general direction of the young man. He came to a stop when he got within hearing distance, his eyes looking through the plate glass wall of the room onto the tarmac, his ears listening through their protection of uncut, dirty-white hair. His slow mind soon began to pick up the meanings of the words brought to it by his ears.


  “This will be a real chance to test out the theory I used as the basis for my graduation thesis,” the young man was saying. “The effect of continued sound patterns as a hypnotic. The Department thinks I might be able to discover something that would account for the higher percentage of space madness on some ships than on others. My theory is different than anything they have tried so far.”


  “Then you really think,” another young cadet said, “that the ordinary sounds on a space ship can produce madness?”


  “Not in themselves,” the first young man corrected. “Let’s put it this way. Everything that enters your mind is associated with something else, for the most part subconsciously. Here’s a hypothetical example: when you were four years old something very disagreeable to you took place. While it was taking place, a woman down the street was playing something on the piano. Consciously you were not aware of her playing the piano, or of even hearing any sound at all. Your mind was centered on this horrifying incident, whatever it was, and your emotion was overwhelmingly one of fear, intense fear.


  “For the rest of your life, piano music has a strange effect on you. It produces unreasoning fear. You can’t stand the sound of a piano. Now, when you are grown up, if by chance someone played the same music on the piano that was being played then, you would suddenly become unbalanced.”


  “I get it,” the second young man said, excitedly. “You think that there may be sounds on the ships that bring out hidden associations with actual events of the past.”


  “Partly that,” the first young man said. “But that is a generally accepted fact of psychology. What I am mainly interested in finding are sounds that are hypnotic in themselves. That is my contention—that there are some sounds which, if continued for days at a time, will drive a man insane. That there are other sounds which, if continued that way, will produce other psychological effects. I class them as purely hypnotic sonars, and . . .”


  HIS eyes fixed themselves on the old man standing near him. The old man was now looking directly at him. The first reaction of disgust at the old man’s unkempt appearance was quickly replaced by curiosity.


  The old man, seeing that he had gained the attention of the young officer, seemed about to retreat, but then in the momentary conversational silence which followed, he stepped closer to the table.


  “Your conversation interests me,” he said, his voice coming through his stain streaked beard in low, apologetic tones.


  “Oh, it does,” the young man said, smiling humorously at his several companion cadets. “And why, may I ask?” He sensed a bit of fun that might pass the time before they had to embark.


  The old man glanced questioningly at the one vacant chair at the table.


  “Sit down, by all means, sir,” the young cadet invited, the sign of respect intended as a subtle insult. “Sit down and tell me why my conversation interests you. I’ll buy you a beer.” This last was an impulse dictated by his better instincts.


  “Thank you, young man,” the old one said, surprise in his voice. He sat down, carefully wiping his mustache with his dusty sleeve in a useless attempt at a belated toilet. He looked timidly from one young face to another, and there was something in his life-dimmed eyes. Regret? A soul gnawing hunger for human companionship and respect? There was no way of knowing.


  The waiter appeared in answer to the young man’s signal, then departed for the bottle of beer.


  The young cadet winked at his companions.


  “Your talk of sound as a hypnotic,” the old man began hesitantly, “made me think that perhaps you might be interested in an incident in my life.” He waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal of the importance of anything about his life.


  “It isn’t important now,” he went on. “I doubt if anyone would even care to listen to an old man and the story of his life, especially one like me; but you are in search of something, and—and it is possible I might help you find it with this story.”


  “Fire way,” the cadet said, grinning. “We’ll have to listen to each other’s voices for months on this trip. Perhaps it will be a relief to have the memory of yours to turn to in our moments of despair.”


  The waiter brought the bottle of beer. The old man poured some in the accompanying glass with shaking fingers. He took a deep swallow and then set the glass down.


  “You may not believe it,” he said, “but once, long ago, when I was as young as you are now, I sat at this very table.” His finger pointed to a cadet whose chair was tipped back against the wall, one foot hooked onto the edge of the table. “It was right where you are sitting,” he said. “Oh, the uniform was different then. So was the ship I was waiting to embark in. And I wasn’t a cadet, really, though every man in government service then would be classed as a cadet by today’s standards. You could get all the men who had ever left the Earth into this waiting room. All the women, too.”


  THE old man stopped talking, his mind traveling into the past. From the dark reaches of memory a vast sea of prostrate, indigo skinned, naked humans were humming, humming, mmmmm. Crashing into the monotone of their low hum of worship came the sound of a hundred temple gongs, all hit at the same instant, then silenced at a signal by some unseen underpriest. And as the thunderous BONG came to an abrupt end, the sea of voices ascended in a sigh as of a thousand winds. Aaahhh.


  Once again he could see the eight foot tall, indigo skinned monarch, standing erect on the dais before his jeweled throne where he had suddenly appeared at the sound of the gongs—haughty, regal in bearing, savage nostrils flaring like a wild stallion’s, his ruby studded headdress sparkling crimsonly in the sun’s rays as they crept over the high peaks of Sierra Corscateh, filtered to feeble impotence by the eternal cloud layer over Venus.


  In memory he was seeing it again. He alone of all the people on Earth had actually seen it, and he only the once. Yet the sound of it as it crept through the Venusian jungles was a legendary horror. Many had heard it and shuddered as it died down, to be replaced by the crackling, growling sounds of the jungle. MmmmmMMMBONG-aaahhh!


  The young man was shaking his shoulder.


  “Hey, old man,” he was saying. “Wake up. You promised us a story for your beer. You might at least drink the beer before you go to sleep.”


  “Beer? Story?” The old man looked vacantly at the young faces before him.


  Retreating into the dim depths of his memory was the nightmare of darting, stealthy patches of indigo skin slipping through the dim shadows of the jungle, the distant, stepped-up chant of the savage horde, carrying their temple gongs as shields. MmBong-aahh, m’bong-ah, mbongah, mbongahmbongahmbongahmbongah. Heartless, soulless, alien, bestial.


  The old man dipped his tobacco-stained mustache into the sudsy foam of his beer, and the nightmare memory retreated all the way. His mind cleared.


  He began talking, his voice so low that the young cadet spacemen had to lean closer and closer to hear what he said. So close that perhaps they could hear it too, the eternal sound of the Venusian torture drum, faint, ever so faint, yet always there, in his mind.


  *    *    *


  “HOLD up a minute, Ben. Where d’you think you’re going in such a hurry?”


  Ben turned at the sound of the voice. He saw Fred Larkins taking long strides to catch up with him, a broad smile on his tanned face.


  “Good morning, Fred,” Ben greeted warmly. “Have to go up to G.H.Q. The old man told me to report there this morning for a special assignment.”


  “When did he tell you that?” Fred asked, falling into step beside Ben.


  “Last night. Jean and I took in a show and dance. When we got back her father was still up, working on reports of some kind.”


  “Well,” Fred chuckled dryly. “With you after the old man’s daughter and having the inside track, you can be sure that he’ll give you something eventually leading to a job like his.”


  “You’re jealous,” Ben laughed. “Anyway, you know as well as I do that there isn’t a man in the outfit that wouldn’t go for her, even if she were the daughter of the local grocer.”


  “That’s the truth,” Fred sighed. “How such a dried up old army bigwig could be the father of such a delectable lovable mouse is more than they can tell you in the books on genetics.” The two men walked for several yards in silence. They were members of the newest branch of the unarmy (United Nations Armed Forces). With the successful return of the first space ship from Venus a brief year before, the nations of the world had pooled their resources to build a space armada. Along with the actual construction of the ships, they had authorized the U.N. to create a special branch for the training of men for space flight. All this on the strength of one successful round trip to Venus.


  The results of that flight were top secret. Rumors had run the gamut of fantasy. Yet, no one seemed to know exactly what that ship had brought back in the way of space flight data, or specimens and pictures from Venus itself.


  Benjamin Arnold and Frederick Larkins were two of the twenty-odd thousand officers transferred to the new branch six months previously. During the six months, they had learned the principles of space navigation, the elements of astronomy, and a hundred small skills that the higher-ups thought were essential to the training of space officers.


  There had been hints that at the end of six months basic training the men would be divided up into teams of specialists, each section concentrating on some phase of this top secret. It was taken for granted that the whole program was aimed at eventually going back to Venus. Why it would take over twenty thousand officers and their necessary complement of nearly a million and a half men, was one of those questions one thought about but never asked.


  NOW Ben was on his way to receive special assignment. He left Fred at the entrance to the huge armory, promising to come out and tell him all about it unless he was sworn to secrecy.


  His leather heels beat a loud crescendo on the marble floor of the huge lobby of the armory, the sound echoing hollowly from the vast arches of the roof above. He took the wide, shallow steps that led to the G.H.Q. offices and unerringly headed toward the right door, a gigantic bronze affair that opened into the smaller hallways between the private offices of the legendary G.H.Q. staff.


  He hesitated only for a moment before the door whose frosted glass exterior bore the legend “Gen. G. H.


  Green.” Then he opened the door and entered.


  A trim WAC took his name and asked him to be seated. He sat, back stiff, and waited. An hour passed during which many bigwigs came and left, ignoring him. The WAC looked over at him curiously now and then. Regulations were very strict, however, and she did not invite conversation.


  Ben stole her an occasional look, admiring the firm tilt of her chin, the blond loveliness of her hair, the inviting curves of her trim body that even the unarmy uniform could not hide. He told his conscience that it was only to pass the time. And anyway, Jean was infinitely more desirable in every way.


  Finally, she looked his way and told him he could go in. Jean’s father, General Green, advanced to shake hands with him as he entered the inner office.


  Ben lifted his eyebrows in surprise at the reception. Something unusual must be up.


  His surmise proved to be right. In half an hour he had learned several things the world outside would have given much to know.


  For one, that here on Earth there was a genuine, real life Venusian, a woman. Really a girl. There was no way of knowing how old she was because Venusians did not reckon time, had no conception of it to the extent of measuring years.


  Ben then received his new assignment, which was to learn to speak and understand Venusian language.


  The essential facts of the mysterious Venus voyage came out slowly. It had been learned that Venus keeps one face eternally toward the sun, just as the moon does toward the Earth. Her surface was covered with vast oceans. On the sunward side, these oceans steamed and boiled, sending upward vast clouds of vapor. These encircled the planet and precipitated on its dark side as rain, then flowed in steady ocean currents back to the sunward side again.


  There were three continental land masses on Venus, all inhabited by a race of very fierce savages, entirely human in appearance except for their skin coloring which was a bright indigo. The crew of the ship had tried unsuccessfully to make friends with the natives. Nowhere had they been welcomed.


  TOWARD the last of their exploration, they had surprised and captured the one Venusian, a girl. Until recently, no progress had been made in winning her friendship. Loneliness had finally forced her to become tractable. Progress was being made in learning the meanings of the words of her language. The experts were making recordings of her voice. These would be used to teach the language to a select group.


  Ben was one of the chosen few for this job.


  General Green impressed on him the importance of keeping it all strictly secret. If the world got an inkling of the fact that a live Venusian was on Earth, not even the entire unarmy could keep them from seeing her. That would bring back her stubborn wild nature and prevent any further progress.


  If there was to be any hope of making friendly advances toward the Venusian savages, it was imperative that there be a group of officers thoroughly proficient in the language.


  Ben left the office overjoyed at his good luck. The first part of his assignment was to see technicolor pictures of the Venus terrain, and several minutes of closeups of the Venus girl, taken with concealed cameras in the place where she was kept.


  The movie session would not begin until two o’clock, and it was just eleven when he left General Green’s office. Fred was still waiting outside the building. “From the look of anticipation in your eyes, there must be a woman in it some place, Ben,” he said shrewdly.


  “Sorry, Fred,” Ben said gloatingly. “Top secret, old boy. Can’t divulge even a hint, you know.”


  “Ain’t it always that way!” Fred groaned. “Well, how about a drink at the local faucet. There’ll just be time before mess.”


  “Just a short one,” Ben agreed. “I’m going to have a weighty afternoon.”


  THE lights in the small theatre room darkened and the screen lit up. There were only twenty men there, all well acquainted with one another. None of them had known that any of the others were to be present until they had been admitted to the room and faced one another.


  The first picture to flash on the screen was a closeup of Venus itself. The commentator’s voice stated that it had been taken from a distance of about fifteen thousand miles.


  It was in color, remarkably clear cut as to detail. The slow movements of the cloud blanket could be discerned: reds, blues, and whites showing faint indications of the stratospheric currents.


  There was a darker spot moving slowly across the surface of the planet. This, the commentator said, was not a physical prominence as had been thought by astronomers in their early observations of Venus, but was a vortex, a giant whirlwind. Its centrifugal force kept the light colored vapors out of its center, leaving the dark hole that appeared on terrestial telescopes as a slowly moving protuberance, sometimes thought to be a mountain peak.


  At several times, these had been observed and their rate of travel measured. It had been thought that the period of rotation of Venus had at last been established; but after several such measurements it had been found that their variation in rate of travel was too great.


  The picture of Venus flashed off the screen, and was replaced by a man standing before a large chart showing a schematic cross section of the Venus atmosphere.


  The drawing showed the atmosphere in layers. There were curved arrows to show the direction and velocity of wind currents. There was a thick blue band to indicate the cloud blanket.


  On the sunward side, the cloud blanket extended down to the planet’s surface. The man was pointing to the blue band with his pointer.


  “On the sunward side,” he was saying, “the evaporating oceans shoot clouds of steam up to the stratosphere. Here they begin their process of condensing, dropping back toward the surface as rain. However, before the raindrops can reach the surface, the terrific heat once again evaporates them. This creates a perpetual churning over the sunward third of the planet’s surface.”


  His pointer dropped to a large circle on the drawing.


  “Here is roughly the beginning of the hot area,” he explained. “Cool air from the dark side drifts into this area, to become hot, lifting upward into the stratosphere along with the evaporating water.


  “This continual influx of cool air creates a low pressure area behind the wall. The uprushing heated air and steam spread out, going around the planet to the cooler side away from the sun. This current speeds up to nearly a thousand miles an hour, part way around, converging on an area that is roughly over the spot farthest from the sunward side.


  “The terrific velocity of the air currents of the upper layers drops rapidly as you go down toward the surface. Twenty miles above the surface itself the air currents are almost negligible. Below that, they tend toward the sunward side.”


  Now, the schematic diagram of the Venus atmosphere was replaced by a globe with land areas and mountain ranges molded to its surface. On the screen, the globe rotated slowly while the commentator used his pointer to indicate the areas he was discussing.


  Most of the surface was a smooth blue, indicating oceans. There were three large continents made of brown colored material. A fourth was molded in white.


  THE pointer settled on the white area.


  “This is the ice continent,” the commentator said. “It is the area toward which air currents on Venus converge. Its highest peak is twenty-three thousand, eight hundred and seventy feet above sea level. Like the glaciers on Earth, it flows, spreading out in all directions. At its outer limits, huge icebergs break off, to drift toward the sunward side.


  “It is doubtful if there is any land area under this continent of ice that would be above sea level if all the ice were to melt. Sea creatures similar to our seal and walrus swarm along its shores, but find their sustenance in the oceans rather than on the ice. No birds were seen on the ice continent.”


  His pointer swept across the ocean to the largest of the three land continents.


  “This continent,” he said, “is Winkum. Of course the other two are Blinkum and Nod. But Winkum is the largest of the three. Also the most favorable to life. It has a high range of mountains which were named the Sierra Corscateh. This mountain range runs along the edge of the sunward side, protecting the area behind it from the sun’s rays. Blinkum and Nod have no high mountains. Consequently their rainfall is heavier, storms beat the land surface, and the sun’s heat keeps most of it too hot for the life forms found on Venus. Certainly, it is undesirable from our standpoint.”


  He dropped the tip of his pointer and rested it on his foot, facing the audience from the screen.


  “The rest of this picture,” he said, “will be devoted to scenes on the surface as taken by moving picture cameras used by the first expedition ever to land there. You will see glimpses of the people of Venus as they flit from hiding place to hiding place. You will see a large number of these natives as they made an all-out attack on the space ship.


  “You will see the capture of one specimen brought back, a Venus girl. Two of our men lost their lives for that. They gave their lives to cover the retreat of their comrades who had captured the girl. I might add that the camera man was wounded too.”


  The commentator vanished, to be replaced by a jungle scene. His voice continued.


  “These shots appear much clearer and brighter than they are in actuality. They were taken with infra-red color film.”


  The jungle vegetation was leafy and dense. There was a continual drip of moisture that flowed along the leaves and down the fleshy trunks of the larger trees. The limbs and trunks of the trees were a sickly white. The leaves were a pale green, with here and there a plant with red leaves, and a scattering of others with bright yellow.


  The ground was a dense carpet of mosses and ferns. Richly colored mushroom growths were everywhere.


  There were birds of all descriptions. During the succeeding half hour of slow portrayal of landscape, several dozen different kinds of animals appeared.


  WHEN the first view of a human being came onto the screen. It was a man. He stood at the edge of the jungle, tall, broad shouldered, and slim waisted. His legs were noticeably long in proportion to the rest of his body.


  His skin glistened darkly, perspiration or condensation from the atmosphere giving it a sheen.


  Ben, watching the screen as this picture came on, felt at first that something must be wrong with the color film. Then he realized that there was nothing wrong with it. This man of Venus had a jet indigo skin color.


  The first surprise over, Ben studied the features with intense interest. The man had a high forehead above somewhat oversized eyes that appeared to be slightly flat. The nose was the most prominent feature, being quite wide with large, flaring nostrils. The way the nostrils flared with breathing reminded Ben of a blooded stallion.


  The figure was entirely naked. Nowhere was there a trace of hair. Even the eyes seemed to have no lashes, and there definitely were no eyebrows.


  If it were not for the large bronze colored circular shield the Venusian held by hooking his left arm in two straps fastened to it, the thin rope belt about his waist which held several knives of the same bronze metal, and the heavy mallet held in his right hand, there would have been no evidence that the man possessed any degree of intelligence.


  He stood motionless, staring into the camera for a full ten seconds. Then he turned abruptly and vanished into the jungle.


  There were other jungle scenes. There were aerial pictures of the jungle, the shoreline, and ten minutes of film devoted to the jagged range of peaks, the Sierra Corscateh.


  Then, for the first time, there were men from the Earth ship walking along the mossy surface of the planet. Six of them.


  One was carrying a small movie camera. The others had the very latest type of submachine gun cradled in their arms.


  The man with the camera moved away from the others a few yards. Then the viewpoint changed. The men watching the screen were now seeing through the eye of the small movie camera carried by an Earthman standing on Venus itself.


  Suddenly there was a flash of indigo. It came from a thicket not more than ten yards away. The foliage churned. Whatever was in it had been hit.


  Two of the men dropped their guns and rushed recklessly into the thicket, to appear seconds later dragging a wildly struggling figure, a female Venusian!


  They started toward the space ship which now showed at one side of the scene.


  Several natives burst from the thickets with their huge shields held in front of them. There would be a flash of movement near the top of a shield as a hand appeared and a knife was thrown. Evidently the natives were able to aim through some peephole in the shield and throw from the side of the shield while keeping their bodies completely covered.


  THEIR aim was deadly. Two of the Earthmen went down before the third could get his machine gun into action. As the now converging wall of bronze shields were being sprayed with the Earthman’s machine gun, a knife flashed directly toward the eye of the camera. It was a remarkable shot.


  The scene lurched sickeningly, then was replaced by one taken from the ship, showing the camera man being hit and staggering, a knife protruding from his shoulder.


  The machine gun had done its work well. Not a warrior was standing.


  The Venusian girl, still struggling, was being dragged closer to the ship. There were gasps of awe from the darkened room as she paused, motionless. Her figure was perfectly molded, high firm breasts of purple perfection, slender beautiful legs, and slim waist.


  Her face was distinctly feminine and possessed a beauty that seemed almost impossible, in view of the fact that her nose was wide with angrily flaring nostrils and there was no sign of hair anyplace on her entire body.


  She had paused, a giantess of strange beauty, the two Earthmen seeming helpless in their attempt to drag her toward the ship. Then she collapsed in a faint. It was only then that it was noticed she was wounded. There was a gaping wound in her side, and a sluggish dark fluid was seeping slowly from it.


  The picture vanished from the screen and the room was lit up. There were involuntary sighs of regret from the men who were there.


  “That will be all,” a voice drew them back to the realities of the present. “Report here tomorrow morning at eight. You are to begin learning the language of this strange race of savages.”


  The men filed out of the room silently. They were a trifle dazed by all they had seen in so short a time.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Ben Arnold was carrying on a lively, one-sided conversation with General Green while waiting for Jean to come downstairs. It would be their last date before starting to Venus.


  Ben hardly heard what General Green was saying. His thoughts were on what he intended to say to Jean tonight. He hoped she would say yes.


  At last she appeared on the stairs, a perfect picture of loveliness. Ben rose to greet her.


  She tripped down the stairs gayly, her voice as she greeted him a melody in his ears.


  Ben took her hand and held it possessively, leading her toward the door.


  “Where’re you going tonight?” General Green asked.


  “Out to the Clam Cove for baked clams and dancing,” Ben replied.


  “Well,” General Green said, “keep your eyes open. Sometimes you find a diamond in a clam that the cook missed when he cooked them.”


  “You mean pearls, sir,” Ben corrected.


  “Hah!” General Green snorted. “Even a fool should know you only find pearls in oysters.”


  He buried his head in his newspaper with a triumphant chuckle. Ben grinned at Jean and held the door open for her. When she had passed him, Ben fumbled in his pocket, drawing out a small ivory box shaped like a heart. He held it so that Jean couldn’t see it.


  “General Green,” he said.


  The general looked up and saw the box.


  “Is that what you meant, sir?” Ben asked with a smile. Still smiling, he closed the door.


  THE Clam Cove was crowded. It seemed that each man of the one and a half million who were to embark on the space ship flotilla within the next few days, had picked that particular place to spend his last leave with his girl friend.


  With dinner over and an hour of dancing behind them, Ben and Jean climbed into the car and pointed its nose toward the hills overlooking the Cove.


  It was Jean’s car, but Ben was driving now. He knew exactly where he wanted to go, and stepped on the gas, fearful that someone else might have beaten him to it.


  No one had. It was the pullout at the highest point of the road as it topped the hill and began its descent on the other side. Here was an unobstructed view of the ocean.


  There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The moon shone in full majesty, weaving a carpet of silver that stretched to the horizon in the east. A million stars studded the heavens, seeming larger and closer tonight than ever before.


  Ben and Jean sat in silence for several minutes, drinking in the beauty of the scene. They had been here many times before.


  It was Ben who broke the silence this time. “Jean,” he said softly.


  “Yes, Ben?” she invited.


  “I—I bought a ring today,” he said haltingly.


  “Yes?” Jean said.


  “I—that is,” he groped, “it’s an engagement ring. A diamond. You know, one of those things they find in clams.” His chuckle was forced and lame.


  “It that why they make clams out of men who buy them?”


  They both laughed. He held out his arms and Jean went into them.


  “Will you marry me when I get back?” Ben asked, his voice muffled by her hair.


  “You are a fool in many ways, Ben,” Jean said. “I wish so much you had asked me before tonight so that we could be married before you go. Of course I’ll marry you when you get back.”


  “Gee,” he said regretfully some time later. “I was so afraid you would say no. I just didn’t see how a girl in her right senses could ever marry me. You, especially. You are so beautiful, so wonderful. You could have the moon, the stars. You could have your choice of men so much finer than I that I just couldn’t convince myself that you would choose me.”


  “You’re wrong there, Ben darling,” Jean said softly. “A girl looks for something besides the moon and the stars. She looks for love and devotion. Sometimes she even looks for a little worship. But most of all she looks for someone she can feel at home with, someone she can look down on a little, look up to a little, see eye to eye with a lot, and someone who sends little thrills through her heart, so that she feels a little tug inside when he looks at her. When she finds that, she is very lucky. And I’ve found it, Ben.”


  “I—I wish I wasn’t going to Venus,” Ben said. “I would rather stay right here.”


  “Well,” Jean said, chuckling. “Dad said the only way to ever get you to propose was to send you off someplace like this, and you would work up enough courage to ask me just before you left. So maybe it took this assignment to Venus to do it. I only hope that nothing happens to you so that you do come back to me.”


  A worried frown appeared on her forehead.


  “What can happen?” Ben said. “We’ll be as safe as if we had never left the Earth, and in less than a year we’ll be back.”


  “And we can be married,” Jean said dreamily. “We can have an apartment of our own in the officers’ apartment house section.”


  “But first I’ll get a long furlough,” Ben said. “We’ll travel and see things. We’ll see Victoria Falls, the city of the Titans in South America; we’ll take a trip in the submarine liners that visit the underwater ruins of Lemuria in the south Pacific, we’ll—oh, we’ll see lots of things on our moneymoon.”


  “Come back, Ben,” Jean said fiercely. “Whatever you do, whatever it costs, come back. Promise me that.”


  “Of course I’ll come back,” Ben said. “Of course I’ll come back.”


  *    *    *


  THE sound of the torture drum grew louder. Its BOO boo BOO boo BOO boo BOO boo in maddening tempo dinned in the old man’s ears, drowning out even the rattling vibrations of the ancient ventilation fan in the wall of the waiting room.


  The cadet officers sat in various poses of polite interest, seeming to be unaware of that sound. Yet, how could they help hearing it when it was the very pulse of existence, rising from the roots of the universe and permeating it to the core?


  It kept pace with his breathing, with his heart beat, with his thoughts. Whatever he thought, that eternal sound came as a background—a foundation for thought, for memory.


  The two sounds, one the echo of the other—one the reflection from the damp dripping growths of the jungle, the other the hollow, soulless protest of a high priest’s torture drum. Or were they both from that drum?


  No. They were in his mind, his soul. And the wrinkled indigo face of the infinitely old high priest . . .


  The sound retreated until it was coming from far away. BOO boo BOO boo BOO boo BOO boo . . .


  Alien, impersonal, mechanical, irresistible . . .


  *    *    *


  THE fleet of space ships was ready to go. They were utterly unlike the first ship that had made the trip across the void. As a matter of fact, they could not possibly leave the ground unaided, let alone push their way into the stratosphere and break the chains that held them to the Earth.


  All they could do was make their own way after being carried far out in space by the one true space craft. This craft was the original ship that had made the trip, now done over to be the mother ship of the fleet.


  A mile and a half long and wide, a quarter of a mile thick at its hub, the mother ship had required too much of the Earth’s store of atomic power for its lifting principle, and too much of the rare alloys that made her hull the flawless thing it was, to duplicate even once, let alone several dozen times.


  This ship would carry the smaller ships aloft, one after another, until the last one was on its way to Venus. Then it would follow, to circle that planet until it was time to lift them free there so that they could return to Earth.


  The Chick Fleet, as it was officially tabbed, could land unassisted on a planet with atmosphere, due to retractible wings and crash-proof construction. The individual ships could steer and travel a course under their own power to Venus and back. It was only the power setup required for rising free from a planet that they lacked.


  The morning after his last date with Jean, Ben stood reading the slip of paper giving him his assignment. Fred Larkins joined him, holding a similar slip of paper. “What ship will you be on, Ben?” he asked.


  “Chick one,” Ben replied.


  “Me too,” Fred said. “That’s a break. How’d you make out with Jean last night? I saw you at the Clam Cove. If you had had eyes for anything, you would have seen me.”


  “Sorry, Fred,” Ben answered, apologetically. “Congratulations are in order, though. I finally worked up my nerve. We’re going to be married when this is over.”


  “Well, good for you,” Fred said in surprise. “Congratulations. By the way, be sure and write her every day. Women sort of insist on that, you know.”


  “Don’t worry, I will . . . Get out of here, you renegade,” Ben yelled with an outraged roar. Then he looked blue. “Gosh. I never thought of that. Nearly a year, and I won’t be able to see her or even get a letter from her!”


  “That ought to be a relief,” Fred said succinctly. “That blond baby I took out last night did her best to get me hooked. Nothing doing! When this is over, I’ll be a hero. Then I can do much better for myself. Much better,” he added with satisfaction.


  “Well,” Ben said lamely, “let’s report in. Get it over with. I feel like a prisoner being sent to the pen.”


  “I wouldn’t know how that feels, myself,” Fred said with a knowing look.


  “You get used to it,” Ben remarked dryly. “I remember the third time they sent me to the Rock for life. The captain of the prison boat at San Francisco harbor said, ‘Where’s that fiver I loaned you the last trip, you crook.’ And I said . . .”


  “Where’s something I can climb out of this on?” Fred laughed, trying to look desperate.


  “Get used to it, son,” a new voice broke in. “It’s all that’ll keep you sane during the next ten months.”


  Ben and Fred turned to face the newcomer, then came stiffly to attention. It was Georges Ley, commanding officer of Chick one, and veteran of the maiden trip to Venus.


  “At ease, men,” he said, grinning at their discomfiture. “I’m informed you are to be on my chick.”


  “Yes, sir,” Ben and Fred answered together.


  “Well, take it easy,” he said. “One thing you will learn when we get started is that we are all human beings together out there, not parts of a military machine. The only thing I don’t allow under my command is stuffed shirts. Now get along and report. We have a lot of organizing to do before zero. Every minute counts.”


  “Yes, sir,” Ben and Fred said crisply. They saluted and turned with a smart heel clip, and hastened away.


  Georges Ley watched them depart with a satisfied smile on his handsome, character lined face. They would do all right.


  “ALL right. Get along. Make room for the next fellow.” The voice of the traffic officer was matter-of-fact, as if he were directing tourists to the right track on a railroad depot.


  Fred and Ben “got along,” holding their traffic cards firmly in their hands, orderlies following them with their essential luggage. The bus they were to board was waiting outside at the curb.


  “Gee, look at that,” Fred said in soft amazement. “WAACs!”


  “Are women going along too?” Ben exclaimed.


  “I hope so,” Fred said devoutly. “From the looks of that Venus female, I prefer the home grown variety. I’d have to get pretty blue to pick up with one of them there native gals.” He laughed hollowly at his own joke.


  Ben looked him over critically. “I doubt if a native girl would give you a second look,” he said maliciously. “Look at you. You have—hair.” He shuddered realistically over the word.


  The two men climbed aboard the already crowded bus and found a seat at the rear. They looked around, recognizing most of the men on board. The WAACs were studiously avoided. There were four of them, two American girls, one Chinese, and the other Russian. Regulations concerning unwaacs were very strict. Many a man had ruined his army career by merely speaking to one in other than direct line of duty.


  If the expedition to Venus met with disaster and rescue was impossible, it was the duty of the survivors to attempt to start an Earth colony on Venus. That was the reason for the presence of the WAACs. Until and unless there was such a major disaster, army discipline would be maintained.


  The bus started, pulling out from the curb slowly. It would be an hour’s drive to the space port. The passengers looked longingly out of the windows. They were seeing the houses and planned streets of civilization for probably the last time before leaving Earth.


  They had to get over into the left lane to pass two cars that had run into each other. The drivers were standing beside their cars, waving their arms in a violent argument. It was the human touch necessary to make the on-lookers chuckle.


  Good old Earth. There couldn’t be another planet like her in the whole universe!


  At last, the bus drew up in front of the space port depot. Its passengers climbed off and drifted into the waiting room in two’s and three’s. There was a glistening bar, with a full mirror in back of it.


  There was also a long lunch counter. The floor space was crowded with tables and chairs. Against one wall was a juke box, the very latest style, as impressive and grand as a circus. A ventilation fan hummed merrily, smelling of factory newness.


  “What’ll you have, gents?” a bartender asked, grinning broadly. “Everything is on the house today.”


  Fred and Ben took their bottles of beer and made their way past the tables to one against the far wall. A waitress efficiently took their order for sandwiches.


  They relaxed. This was the last outpost, so far as they were concerned. When they left this room they would go directly to their ship and stay there.


  “Why can’t we just stay here forever?” Ben asked regretfully. “After all, what has Venus got that this planet hasn’t?”


  He sighed and leaned his chair back against the wall, placing his feet on the edge of the table.


  It was nearly an hour later, with those in the waiting room packed like sardines, that Georges Ley went through. Immediately after, the loudspeaker called all personnel from Chick one to go to gate three.


  Regretfully Fred and Ben left their table and joined the parts of the crowd moving toward the exit onto the tarmac. This was it.


  GATE three, or for that matter, any of the other seven gates to the field, opened onto the greatest spectacle man could possibly have seen on Earth.


  Stretching in two uniform rows were identical ships that looked like giant darning needles with their wings clipped off. There were a hundred and fifty of them, each one as large as an ocean going liner.


  The large hump toward the front of each ship, that gave it its darning needle appearance to a large extent, contained the telescoped wings covered by heavy armor.


  Under and forward of this wing hump was the shock head, a massive steel construction which acted as the seat of the huge shock springs attached to the crew cylinder.


  The crew cylinder was actually the main body of the ship, but was built into the shell as a freely sliding cylinder, resting its forward end against the shock springs. Any sudden deceleration of the ship would cause the crew section to decelerate more slowly because of the prolonged cushioning effect of the shock spring mechanism. There were shock absorbers which dampened this spring effect.


  In the tail of the ship, on the sides under the wing hump, and forward of that, were rocket tubes for steering and a certain amount of speed change.


  The shell plates near the stern of the ship were designed so that, at the last minute, in a landing on a planet with atmosphere, they would swing out from the ship and act as tail wings and air brakes, letting the ship land on an even keel at a safe speed. However, the shock setup had been designed so that the ship could plough its nose into the side of a mountain at a speed of two hundred miles an hour without killing any of the crew, provided they had strapped themselves into shock beds in preparation for such an event.


  Each of the ships would carry ten thousand persons and thirty thousand tons of freight. Loaded, each ship weighed eighty-three thousand tons. And there were a hundred and fifty of them! This was the achievement of a world at peace with itself, with all nations working together.


  So the papers said, and they were largely right. The bickering would really come later when each nation tried for a dominant position on the three habitable continents of Venus.


  BEN and Fred were the first to get off the field bus that had carried them from gate three to Chick one. In every direction could be seen speeding busses and trucks. Most of the cargo loading was done, but there were the million and a half people to be loaded in two days—a stupendous task.


  There were two unwaacs in the admission compartment, running autofiles. The two men handed over their identification cards. These were placed under the eye and in a split second two cards came out, giving the details for them, compartment numbers, duties, schedule, etc.


  The men were then hastened along the longitudinal shaft, directed by members of the permanent ship’s crew, and were assigned to different compartments.


  Ben tossed his personal belongings case on one of the bunks in his compartment, and continued with Fred to his.


  “What do you think this means?” Ben asked, pointing to a series of letters on his card after the notation, Asgn.


  “Hmm,” Fred said. “S.d. or s.b. It could be special detail or service detail on shipboard. Maybe it’s a new way of writing K.P. They’ll probably put you to hydrating the dehydrated potatoes. But wait a minute, I missed this. After it is “rpt to cm 0:0000.” That means you are to report to the commander immediately!”


  “Where’ll I find him?” Ben asked nervously.


  “Probably it tells where in our guide books.”


  The two men hastily searched through their pocket guide books. They didn’t have far to look. A schematic diagram of the ship inside the cover gave them the proper place.


  Ben soon found it and knocked on the door. It was opened by an orderly who stepped aside and invited him in to the ornate cabin. While he waited for Georges Ley to appear, Ben walked about on the thick, luxurious rug, examining the furniture and paintings on the wall.


  “Ley must go in for the better life!” he muttered thoughtfully to himself.


  An almost inaudible sound of a door being opened signalled the arrival of Captain Ley.


  “So you are Benjamin Arnold,” Georges Ley greeted him. “Well, so much the better. Although Gretta has little sense of humor, you will find yours necessary to get along with her.”


  “Yes, sir,” Ben said, coming smartly to attention and saluting. His face showed his curiosity, but he refrained from asking questions.


  Georges looked at him quizzically for a moment. “Aren’t you curious?” he asked, smiling.


  “Yes, sir,” Ben admitted, and added, “but I learned long ago that the quickest way to find out things in the unarmy is to keep my mouth shut and listen to my superiors.”


  “A boring procedure, but effective,” Georges commented. “Well, to satisfy your curiosity, Gretta is the name we have given the Venus girl. You are to have the doubtful distinction of making her acquaintance and trying to gain her confidence during our trip to Venus.”


  GEORGES raised his hand to his face to hide a smile. “It was decided you were to have a completely free hand in this,” he said. “Frankly, anything goes. If you can make her fall in love with you, so much the better. From a purely scientific standpoint, you know, it would be highly desirable to determine if the two races are compatible genetically. We are issuing no commands on that score, mind you, but let your judgment be your guide.”


  “What!” Ben exclaimed. “Count me out of this. Aside from other things, I am engaged to General Green’s daughter. We’re going to be married when I get back.”


  Captain Ley walked over to a mahogany liquor cabinet and opened it, his back to Ben. “You know,” he said, without turning around. “I could have you shot for your last remark. I thought it was quite clear that your orders are to get acquainted with Gretta on any basis you see fit. That is up to you. But when we get to Venus, she must be eating out of your hand. Is that straight?”


  “Wi—will she have any clothes on?” Ben asked, beads of perspiration standing out on his forehead.


  “Yes,” Captain Ley answered, “although she is very careless about such things. She is neat, housebroke is the word, I believe. And she has an instinctive abhorrence of filth. You will have to shave just before seeing her, each time. You don’t have to cut off the hair on your head, however. She knows that that is part of the Earth human body.”


  He turned and offered Ben a drink he had just mixed. “You were chosen for this task for two reasons. One, you are more proficient at her language than any of the others are. Two, you are six foot two, more nearly her height than any of the others who mastered her language. In brief, you have a better chance of winning her friendship than anyone else.”


  “But what of those who have been with her since she was captured?” Ben asked desperately.


  “She doesn’t like any of them,” Captain Ley said disgustedly. “You may as well know that I am one of those who tried to gain her friendship and failed. She tolerates me. That’s all. That’s the reason I was assigned the command of Chick one. I’m the only one she will tolerate and listen to.”


  “Well,” Ben nervously turned his liquor glass in his fingers. “I suppose an order is an order. I’ll do my best to win Gretta’s friendship because I realize it may mean the difference between peace and war with the Venusians; but as for anything more, nothing doing!”


  “It was a little too much to expect,” Georges Ley said with a lame chuckle. “However, I was ordered to suggest it to you. Forget I said anything about it, will you?”


  “Of course, sir,” Ben answered respectfully. “When am I supposed to begin?”


  “Right now,” Captain Ley said. “Finish your drink and I’ll introduce you to her. She has the compartment next to mine.”


  “Just like that, huh!” Ben murmured, finishing his drink in one gulp.


  HE FOLLOWED Captain Ley to a door at the side of the room. After the captain unlocked the door he swung it open, revealing an equally luxurious room on the other side.


  The person that rose from a deep chair to greet them was one of those things that “just ain’t,” in the common vernacular. Imagine a well proportioned woman seven feet tall, totally bald and without eyebrows or eyelashes. Imagine a feminine, beautiful face (if you cover up the wide nose with the large flaring nostrils), with well molded, warm lips, big warm eyes, shell-like ears, a curve to the jaw and chin that Miss America might well envy. And a body she would surely envy, only partly concealed by a specially tailored unwaac uniform.


  Now cover the face with something and expose only the nose. It would look like a cross between the nostrils of a miniature horse and that of a gorilla. Expressive, animal-like, in contradistinction to the beauty of the rest of the face.


  Imagine all the exposed portions of the skin of this creature—not white or tan or yellow or black, but a deep indigo. Picture the flawless white teeth with the almost black tongue as her mouth opens in a smile. That was the Venus girl. Like the duck bill platypus—something that just can’t be.


  In the first few minutes of introduction, Ben sensed that he had been “built-up” to her in anticipation of this meeting. She seemed a trifle coquetish, more than a little self conscious, and her facial muscles used a universal language of expression perfectly. Her smile was very nice, he thought. Her voice was much nicer than it had seemed on the language records. And her nose seemed to “fit” somehow, and seem natural. Perhaps it was because she was so used to having it.


  Against his will, Ben felt himself relaxing inside and enjoying this meeting. He even caught himself thinking that his special assignment might not be bad.


  In pronouncing her name, he found that the e in Gretta had to be formed by trying to form an e like in green and a u like in universal, both at the same time. It sounded like a prolonged purring of a German umlaut u. The a on the end wasn’t really an a, but more like a mild explosive ending to a sharp t. That was the way she pronounced it, and the sound had a beauty that surprised him immeasurably.


  He found himself uncomfortably aware of her curves, and a trifle angry at himself for being so. She was all woman. There was a womanness about her that crept under his skin and made him a trifle light headed. The language he had learned with great effort from the records, began to live in his mind as he used it and heard it spoken by Gretta. He didn’t know when Georges Ley left the room. It came as a shock that he could have been so absorbed in this Venus female as not to notice such a thing.


  GRETTA was very careless of keeping her dress down as she twisted occasionally in her chair, and seemed entirely unconscious of Ben’s staring which he couldn’t help. He realized she would have felt more comfortable without the dress. The thought that she might discard it as an uncomfortable nuisance, when she knew him better, sent tingles of fear and pleasure along his spine.


  Then he forced himself to concentrate on her nose, and to remember that she was not human as he thought of the word.


  He emerged from this first meeting with his conceptions tottering precariously and delightfully. He didn’t remember a thing they had talked about, much to his embarrassment when Captain Ley asked him. All he could remember was the dynamic, alive body, the warm, interested eyes, and the subtly expressive lips, a symphony in indigo. And after all, what is a woman if not a symphony, a melody of form and expression? Woman is found in the grace of the female cat, the playfulness of the puppyish bitch, the grace and beauty of the blooded mare, as well as in the dance of the harem girl or the Hollywood star. And Gretta embodied them all in a delightfully new guise of strangeness and contrast. She was Female.


  THE next two days were spent in almost continual drill for emergency operations. Every member of the crew and the passengers had to familiarize themselves with what they were to do if some section of the ship were hit by a rock in space. In practice operations, whole sections of the ship were sealed off and communications established between the isolated compartments.


  First aid procedure, for those caught in suddenly evacuated compartments in case of such a happening, was drilled into every person on board. They were taught how to allow their breath to escape so as not to explode their chest, in case all the air in the compartment they were in was suddenly to escape through a gaping hole in the shell. They were told in detail the physical things which would take place in their bodies. How their eyes would squeeze out of their sockets painfully, and must be left alone until a doctor could tend to them; how their blood would bubble through their skin and create an intolerable pin pricking sensation all over the body.


  They had to learn how to make their way to the lockers that contained space suits, and to put the suits on, without benefit of eyesight. They had to learn what pressures they could stand at first, and how to get their lungs to accept air again.


  They were given a small, candy coated capsule on a chain which they were to wear around their necks. This contained a strong drug somewhat like codeine which would kill pain without producing unconsciousness. This drug would make possible the retention of consciousness long enough to get safely into a space suit in the vacuum of space.


  In a short time, the ten thousand people on board were becoming one big happy family. They each wore a big “one” on their sleeve, sewed into the cloth. They were developing ship loyalty, and soon began making plans to challenge the other ships to ball games, when they got settled on Venus.


  THE zero hour arrived. All on board felt the first motions as the ship was wheeled up the ramp of the gigantic space ship. They felt their ship tilt upward as it went up the incline, and felt the vibration of the clamps as they banged against the hull, locking their ship in place.


  Finally they felt their weight increase from the climb as the space ship carried them upward. They were off! They couldn’t see a thing. Only Captain Ley and his officers would be able to see anything outside on this journey through space. Nevertheless, the realization that in an hour or two they would be far above the Earth’s atmosphere, ready to be shot out from the mother ship on their own, to crawl through the interplanetary void to Venus unassisted, was a real thrill to all on board.


  They could visualize every step of the way because they had seen it all in animated cartoon during their initial training period. And all of them had at one time or another seen the mother ship.


  They knew it had to be as big as it was or the drive principle wouldn’t work. This drive utilized so many millions of electrostatic volts pressure between the lift plates and the forward drive that there would be fatal arcing if the ship were built smaller.


  None could tell when they were shot out from the huge ship, it was done so smoothly. When the melodious ship bell sounded over the intercom, signalling that they were “on their own,” there were exclamations of disbelief. How could they be on their own? There was no evidence of motion, there had been no jar when they cut loose from their moorings in the hold of the larger craft.


  It was only when one went near the walls of the various compartments that there was any evidence that normal gravity wasn’t working. Then a feeling of lightness and vertigo was experienced.[*]


  “SO FAR so good,” Fred said. “We’re a week along now, and no hits on the shell.”


  He looked at Ben who was staring dreamily into space and had obviously paid no attention to him.


  “What’s the matter with you, Ben?” he asked, exasperated. “You’ve been acting queer lately. Don’t tell me you’re falling in love with that uncivilized Venus wench! I don’t think Jean would stand for that.”


  “Keep remarks like that to yourself,” Ben said stiffly. “If it came to a showdown, I think the Venusians have more of a right to the word civilized than we have. If you must know, I don’t like this attack in force. I think much more could be accomplished by a small party going in a spirit of friendliness.”


  “But aren’t we going in friendship?” Fred asked, wondering amazement in his voice.


  “Nuts,” Ben snorted. “Then why the million and a half men with full battle equipment? Mark my words: Any attempt at friendship will be made after we establish our hold on the planet, not before.”


  “Why sure,” Fred answered. “That’s only common sense. The Venusians are only wandering bands of savages. They have no central government we can deal with. We can’t do otherwise. We have to secure a position first, then try to make friends with them.”


  “Nothing but trouble can come out of that method,” Ben said pessimistically. “The Venusians do have a central government. It is a religious rule, to be sure, but it holds absolute power. Unless we win its friendship, we won’t get anywhere with the individual tribes. You’ll see.”


  “Hey! Which side are you on?” Fred joked.


  “Ours, of course,” Ben said. “But that doesn’t mean I agree with everything we do. Did you ever read anything about Earth history? I mean about the way the white race moved in and destroyed everything worth while about a culture before starting to study it? It’s always been that way. First we move in and gain control, killing the opposition. Then, we send in businessmen and missionaries to industrialize and Christianize the land. Then, when it begins to look like the back yard of the Bronx, the archaeologists and other scientists march in and ride around on the streetcars, coming up with a book on the country, its culture, historic remains, and religion.


  “The same thing is going to be done all over again, but this time with a whole planet. I don’t like it.”


  “Well,” Fred said practically, “There’s nothing you can do about it except obey orders, so stop beefing. I have my orders, too, and I intend to carry them out to the letter. You won’t find me being hauled up for high treason because of a lot of blue noses. Ha ha! That’s a good one!”


  He looked at Ben’s worried face. “Well, on second thought maybe it isn’t,” he added lamely. He went on in a kindlier tone. “Look Ben. Why don’t you stop taking the problems of Venus on your shoulders. Make out your reports, make official recommendations, and stop worrying.”


  “O.K., Fred,” Ben said. “At least, I won’t bother you with them any more.”


  BEN and Fred were grinning at each other when the ship gave a sudden lurch that threw them off their feet.


  “What was that?” Fred yelled, trying to grab onto something.


  There were three more lurches which sent them sprawling against a wall.


  The intercom gave off a series of shrill whistles which indicated that compartments G and N were punctured.


  Ben picked himself up cautiously and bent over Fred. Fred had been knocked unconscious, but opened his eyes while Ben was trying to lift him to the nearest bunk.


  The intercom sputtered, then said, “Compartments G and N punctured by hits. Take emergency stations. There may be more. We are in an unforeseen asteroid area. Take emergency stations.”


  It sputtered again almost immediately. “Lt. Arnold, report to Captain Ley at once,” it said.


  “I have to go,” Ben said. “Will you be all right, Fred?”


  “Sure,” Fred said weakly. “Just a conk on the head. I’ll be all right in a minute. Go on.”


  Ben rushed anxiously out of the cabin and made his way forward. When he burst into the captain’s cabin, Georges Lay pointed wordlessly toward Gretta’s door, then turned back to his desk and the phone. He was chewing anxiously on a cigar, while he listened to reports from the pilot’s room on the asteroids outside.


  Ben wasted no time. He opened the door to Gretta’s compartment expecting to see her in hysteria. Instead, she met him with a look of joy on her face.


  “We are at Venus now? she asked. “The bumps—they mean we have arrived?”


  “No, Gretta,” Ben said, relieved that she wasn’t alarmed. “We just hit some rocks. We have a long way to go yet before you are home.”


  “Well,” she shrugged her smooth shoulders in resignation, “it doesn’t matter. So long as I have you for my companion, it doesn’t matter when I get home.”


  She bathed him in a warm glance of affection, then looked shyly away.


  In the week Ben had known Gretta, she had changed much. She had become more Earth womanly, for one thing, and taken on a certain air of shyness toward him.


  Captain Ley had had to show her reels of pictures on how Earth women behaved, how they dressed, how they walked, etc. She had practiced for hours to imitate what she saw in those pictures. She had dived into the wardrobe of clothes tailored for her, where she had contemptuously ignored them before.


  The very sincerity of her obvious love for Ben, and the attempt she was making to become more like girls on Earth, made it impossible to laugh at her.


  BEN felt a little choking feeling in his throat now as she turned her eyes away. He hated himself for passively allowing Gretta to fall in love with him. He hated Captain Ley for choosing him for the roll of fifth columnist or peace delegate. He frankly admitted to himself that he was growing to love this Venus girl. He told himself that it was the same kind of love he would have for a dog or cat. But he knew he would not experience the same choking feeling for a little mother cat who loved him and worshipped the ground he walked on.


  The earlier dash of cold water—a good look at Gretta’s alien nose and bald head—no longer worked. Instead, her nose now looked beautiful, as if it “belonged,” and her lack of hair no longer seemed a deformity, but served to bring out the beautiful contours of her well-shaped head.


  She reached out impulsively and took his hand, leading him toward a chair.


  “Let’s play some checkers, Ben,” she said. “I know it isn’t your regular time to be with me. I suppose Captain Ley thought I would be afraid and sent you to calm me. If that is so and he comes in, you can tell him that a game of checkers is the only thing that would calm me.”


  “If you’re not afraid, I’d better get out and see if I can help,” Ben said lamely.


  “If you do, I’ll only scream,” Gretta said. “Then Ley will order you to come back. Anyway, with ten thousand people out there, they certainly don’t need you.”


  She pushed him playfully into the chair, then bent over and kissed him. He was too surprised to do anything more than just look at her.


  She stood up and looked down at him.


  “That was nice, wasn’t it?” she asked. “I learned about it in a movie this morning. It’s what Earth girls do when . . .” She turned away abruptly and went to a drawer, taking out the checker board and box of checkers.


  “Cheer up, Ben,” she said when she came back. “You are always looking so blue lately. I know, if you can beat me I’ll dance for you. Earth girls dance, and so do we on Venus. Would you like that?” She looked at him wistfully.


  “Of course, Gretta,” Ben said, smiling with an effort to be spontaneous.


  “Then I won’t wait until you beat me at checkers,” she said firmly. “You haven’t seen how we can dance on Venus. I’ll show you.


  “Here.” She ran into another room and returned with a drum made of a three foot section of fourteen inch pipe and two sheets of thin leather. “I talked Captain Ley into getting these from the ships stores for me. I made it myself. Play it like this.”


  She pounded gently on the drum in a certain rhythm. Ben, glad of something to do, picked up the rhythm after a few tries. Gretta listened critically for a moment, and seemed satisfied at what she heard.


  SHE began her dance. It was a slow, rhythmic movement with short steps. “This is the dance of M’bong-ah,” she explained. “It is the dance of the temple girls to the Gods of Venus. We must all learn it when we are young, because there is no way of knowing when we will be chosen to dance in one of the temples. Therefore, we must be ready.”


  Gretta changed the dance slightly.


  “This is to the great Ice God who lives in the center of the waters,” she explained. “Every priest must make the pilgrimage to the home of the Ice God in a boat. If he does not return, and many don’t, it is presumed that he did not please Him.”


  Suddenly, she fumbled with the buttons on her dress. Then she pulled it off in a hasty motion, revealing her wonderful, lithe body.


  “I cannot dance with clothes on,” she said. Then she swung into a violent dance with graceful, sweeping motions.


  “This is to the Heat God that dwells in His temple under the sun,” she exclaimed. “He is the most powerful of all the Gods of Venus. No one can approach him, though many have tried.”


  *    *    *


  Ben, against his will, watched her smooth body in its gyrating contortions. He had stopped playing on the drum, yet somehow the drum beats seemed still to impinge on the atmosphere. He was aware of nothing except that glistening, indigo body. He was hypnotized by the poetry of form and motion, and his heart pounded against his ribs, but strangely, with the tempo of the drum: Bom-bom BOM, bom-bom BOM. And beads of sweat dotted his brow, sliding into his eyes to blind him.


  He wiped the sweat out of his eyes with his knuckles.


  The sound of the torture drums beat in ever-louder dominating thumps, driving into his brain and becoming a part of his soul’s life. Loud. They could not stop until his heart stopped beating. Or was it that his heart couldn’t stop beating until the drums stopped?


  He looked at his knuckles curiously. They were old and gnarled. Dirty. His mind was confused. This was the waiting room of the space port depot, not Gretta’s room in the space ship.


  He should stay put. It wouldn’t do, this shifting around so much. His weak eyes looked at the ring of faces of the young cadets, waiting for him to continue. Had he been talking to them?


  He tried to remember if he had been talking. He musn’t talk. The torture drums. They weren’t so loud now. No. They were far away. But were they torture drums? He closed his eyes and tried to think.


  *    *    *


  BOM-bom BOM, bom-bom BOM.


  His hands were beating the drum as if with a will of their own. Gretta’s indigo body was weaving a symphony of movement over the rich carpet of her room.


  The dance was finished. Gretta completed it with a mad pirouette, dropping to the floor on her knees, prostrating her lithe form in a pose of abject worship. She held that pose for a full minute, then rose and hastily donned her dress once more, her eyes downcast in embarrassment.


  “I’m sorry, Ben,” she said contritely. “But I simply can’t dance with clothes on, and I wanted so much to dance for you. You forgive me, don’t you?” Her eyes pleaded with him.


  “Of course, Gretta,” Ben said shakily.


  Gretta advanced hesitantly. Her lips were trembling and tears welled from her soft brown eyes, moistening her indigo cheeks.


  A part of Ben’s mind whispered, “A good plastic surgeon could put a piece of cartilage in her nose and remold the nostrils so that they would be perfectly human, and thousands of women have to wear wigs.”


  Suddenly Gretta dropped to her knees and buried her head in Ben’s lap. She sobbed uncontrollably, her hands clutching spasmodically at his knees.


  “Oh, Ben,” she sobbed. “I love you and it’s so hopeless, and I wish I had never been born.”


  Ben reached out and put his hand under her chin, raising her face until he could look into her eyes. In his mind, an emotional storm was raging. She looked at him half fearfully, her eyes glistening with tears, a hope slowly dawning on her face.


  “Gretta,” he choked.


  “Yes, Ben?” she said breathlessly.


  “I—I—I’d better get out and see what the extent of the damage to the ship was,” he said, hastily rising.


  She stood up with him. For several seconds they looked at one another. Then, madly, his senses on fire, he took her in his arm?


  Her alien indigo face with its flaring nostrils, her hairless head and expressive eyes, hovered in delicious, nightmarish reality in his vision. Her warm, living body pressed against his.


  Their lips met hungrily. His mind reeled under the surge of emotion.


  HE FOUND himself standing with his back pressed against the door to Gretta’s compartment. He had no recollection of how he had gotten out there. His breath was raw and hot. He felt spent and exhausted.


  “I’ve got to think,” he said out loud. He felt he had to hear the sound of his voice to know he was alive and real.


  Captain Ley was sitting at his desk, intent on some papers. He appeared not to have noticed Ben’s entrance from Gretta’s room.


  With a visible effort, Ben quieted his breathing and made his expression more normal. Then he walked casually over to Ley’s desk.


  Georges looked up with a worried smile. “Hello, Ben,” he said absently.


  “What’s the extent of the damage, sir?” Ben asked.


  “Bad,” Captain Ley said. He filled and lit his pipe in silence. Then he went on, “Besides two compartments damaged and evacuated, the guide rails between the outer shell and the main cylinder are bent in three places. That means that a head-on landing would wreck us.”


  He chewed on the stem of his pipe. “There are forty dead and seventy-three hospitalized from that bombardment.”


  The desk phone rang. Captain Ley picked up the receiver. He listened in silence for a couple of minutes. “You’ll have to put everything into getting that fixed,” he said into the phone. “Let the other stuff go until you get that done.”


  He listened some more. “Well, cut some material from the shell about the damaged sections then,” he said exasperatedly.


  More listening. “I don’t care if it costs twenty lives,” he said. “They’ll be lost anyway if that isn’t fixed in time. You know that.”


  He hung up. His eyes brooded on Ben while he puffed on his pipe. “The tail assembly is badly damaged,” he said sourly. “If they don’t get it fixed before we hit the Venus atmosphere, we won’t have any way to brake the ship for landing, and with the guide rails bent, we can’t crash land and trust to our shock absorbers.”


  “And if we don’t land,” Ben added, “we fry in the sun, because we haven’t enough power to change our trajectory, and if we did we haven’t enough chemicals for air renewal to last until we went around the sun so we could land on the Earth or Venus again.”


  “That’s right,” Georges said, “And we can’t hope the mother ship will catch up with us before we hit Venus. She won’t even be through with lifting all the chicks off the Earth.”


  He grinned wryly. “I may as well tell you now,” he said. “The mathematicians calculated that two of the chicks would be destroyed on this run to Venus. Looks like we’re one of the two!”


  “You mean,” Ben asked, “if we don’t get the tail fixed we are done for?”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” Georges answered cheerfully. “We can still dip into Venus’s atmosphere. We can sail around with a heavy tail until our speed is down a little. Then we have to land wherever we wind up, whether it is in the ocean, on the ice continent, or in the center of the hot spot. We might be lucky.”


  BEN left the captain’s compartment and went to Fred’s quarters. Fred was asleep. He sat down and waited for him to wake up.


  The compartment was quiet. Everyone else that belonged in it was out.


  Ben closed his eyes and tried to think things out. All he could do was curse his fate: his fate that had made him fall in love with one of his own kind and then embark on a journey that would probably lose her to him forever; his fate that had now made him fall in love with a blue-skinned, seven foot giantess from Venus with a nose like an animal’s and a heart like that of the finest person on Earth, and with a body that could nestle against his so pleasurably.


  He found himself thinking in the Venusian tongue instead of in English, and cursed himself for that. He liked their language. In some ways, it was much more expressive and natural than English or any Earth language he knew. It wasn’t poetic. It didn’t lend itself to poetry at all. Yet there was a beat to it that made a poetry of a different sort, like a drum or tom-tom makes music in a different way than a violin.


  It was a kind of nature language. Very difficult to speak, yet easily understood. When it was partly mixed with English, as it had to be when things not known on Venus, such as dresses, were mentioned, it sounded like a tongue twister expert on the radio spouting double talk.


  He chuckled, then became aware that Fred was watching him. “Awake, Fred?” he asked.


  “Ya,” Fred said drowsily. “What time is it?”


  Ben looked at his wrist watch. “Half an hour till chow,” he answered.


  “Might as well get up then,” Fred said sleepily. “Have to shave before chow today. Save the undertaker the trouble later on if I’m nicely shaven.”


  He stuck his feet over the edge of the bunk and stretched lazily. Then he got up and went over to the corner washstand of monel metal. He hummed a tune while he shaved. Ben sat quietly and watched him. After Fred had dressed, the two went out into the corridor and toward the stern to the mess hall.


  Afterwards, Fred grinned at him, waved his hand in a mock goodbye, and left. He greeted Ben with the same grin four hours later in the hospital where Ben had hurried in answer to Fred’s call.


  DURING the flight, Fred had been working on the tail assembly, a volunteer job. Cosmic rays were stronger than they had thought. The men would spend one hour on the tail job, then stay in the hospital for a week. It turned out that half an hour’s work with two weeks in the hospital would be more like it. But it cost lives to find that out.


  Ben stood by the side of Fred’s bed. Nurses were hovering over the inert figure. While Ben watched, Fred tensed. Perspiration squeezed out of the pores of the skin on his white, flawless forehead, and stood there like glass beads. That lasted a minute, then Fred relaxed with a sigh.


  “Funny,” he said to Ben. “A man is born, grows up, lives a little and loves a little, all so’s he can put in an hour on a tail repair job.”


  A nurse dressed in crisp white was holding his wrist. A faraway look came into his clear blue eyes. He turned his eyes toward the ceiling. “What a waste!” he whispered loudly.


  He remained that way, with his mouth partly open, exposing his even white teeth, his eyes on the ceiling. The nurse frowned, as if she were exasperated at losing track of his pulse.


  “So long, Fred,” Ben said softly, and left the room.


  He hesitated in the corridor. Finally, he went forward to the captain’s compartment. Georges wasn’t there. He crossed the deep carpet and unlocked Gretta’s door.


  Inside, she came forward to meet him and put her arms around him.


  “Fred’s dead,” Ben said simply. Then he laid his head on Gretta’s breast, and she put her arms around him. Within them, he found the comfort he needed for his tortured thoughts.


  “Have to shave before chow today. Save the undertaker the trouble later on if I’m shaven,” Fred had said. Funny . . .


  IN THE days that followed, Ben spent more and more time with Gretta, and when not with her he was quiet and kept mostly to himself. Captain Ley noticed this, and asked the ship’s psychologist to study Ben unobtrusively.


  The repairs on the tail section weren’t going so well. Hope that the tail would be in working condition by the time the chick ship hit Venus’s atmosphere, was rapidly waning.


  Contact had been established with one of the other chicks, and eventually with the mother ship and the Earth. Nothing could reach chick one in time to save her. However, if they could stay in the air long enough before landing, chick two would attempt to find them and land near them at the same time, and thus be ready to help and give assistance to the injured, as well as defend them from the savages.


  Venus was growing larger every day. In the pilot cabin, the specially designed telescope brought it close enough so that the details of the stratospheric storms could occasionally be made out. Corrections were being made on the course, which had been thrown off slightly by the asteroids that had struck them.


  The corrected course would take them into the atmosphere of Venus at a tangent, and in such a direction that they would miss going over the hot side. Their forward brake rockets would cut their speed down from about thirty thousand miles an hour to a little under ten thousand by the time they hit the first wisps of air.


  Tension in the ship mounted as the day approached. Ben likened it in his mind to a trip on a roller coaster. It was like the clackety-clack of the cars going up the first steep slope, slowly pulled by the clicking chain.


  That was the way it was now, only the noise of the perpetual conversation supplanted the noise of the chain. Pretty soon there would come the firing of the forward rockets. That would be the pause at the top of the roller coaster before the downward plunge. He could even hear the voice of the barker. “Hold your hats! Keep your seats.” They would, too. Everyone on board would have to strap himself or herself into a shock seat, facing backward with a body-formed back rest.


  Ben knew that Georges Ley didn’t think there was much chance of their coming out alive. The tail assembly hadn’t been completely repaired to function as it should. They would have to trust to the forward wings. The ship couldn’t be steered. It would have to go where it willed, and be dropped in some spot that looked soft.


  The radio operator had radioed all the details of the damage by relay back along the string of chick ships to Earth. Already they would be altering the blueprints for the next series of ships. A lot of good that would do chick one!


  Gretta seemed to understand the spot they were in. Ben had kept her informed on every detail. With the final hour before the plunge drawing ever closer, he spent more and more time with her. Often the sound of the drum crept through the wall to Georges Ley’s ears, as he frowned over reports and scrawled figures on paper in an attempt to find a solution to their difficulties.


  THEN the hour, the minute, the second crept up. Everyone was strapped into their shock seats. Georges pressed his finger down on the button that set off the first of the charges in the deceleration tubes. There was a dull roar, and then a sliding motion accompanied by a series of rending crashes.


  There was no time to investigate. The second and then the third charge went off. The ship began to bounce. An almost inaudible screech began to grow as the tenuous atmosphere tore at the ship’s plates.


  The collapsible wings were out finally, and just in time. Air so thin that there was no more than a single atom in a cubic foot of it hit the wings with sledge hammer blows, causing the ship to jump and sway.


  More blasts from the forward jets cut their speed down continually.


  The bucking and swaying of the ship increased rapidly. Without the tail wings to steady the craft, the huge expanse of body tipped downward, presenting a broad surface which caught at the air and lifted too high, dropping again to be pounded by sledge hammer blows.


  The intercom, still working, announced that they had circled the planet once and were on their second time around. Their speed was down to a thousand miles an hour and still dropping rapidly.


  Then they struck. The forward half of the ship cleared the jagged edge of the mountain, but the stern half, hanging like the dropping tail of a rigid kite, slapped the edge of the mountain and sheared off, sending two thousand bodies flying in all directions.


  The front half spun end over end, pivoted by the undamaged wings, and miraculously stuck its nose in the geometric center of a six hundred acre plateau far up in the Sierra Corscateh range. By a second miracle, the ship cylinder slid smoothly on its guide rails and took the full cushioning effect of the shock absorber system, so that many did not even lose consciousness.


  Within twenty minutes, a radio beacon had been set up and flares put out. Almost before the task was finished, chick two loomed out of the fog and settled to the ground without a scratch. Her landing wheels were out, and when she landed she crept over to the extreme edge of the plateau.


  From then on, at two hour intervals, the chicks loomed darkly out of the fog and materialized into vast things settling on wheels, moving businesslike to the edge of the plateau like cars in a theater parking lot.


  It was vast, impersonal, and ghostly. The dense fog caused reality to fade off at a few feet, and gave the illusion that the entire cosmos was incredibly small.


  By accident, chick one had landed on the most ideal site conceivable. Here, far up in the Sierra Corscatehs, they could lay their base for future operations. From here they could send out scouting planes and troops, until they had spread their power over all of Venus.


  Here they were impregnable. No force of any size could come near the spot without exposing itself to annihilation. It was even doubtful if the natives of Venus could find the place.


  The temperature here was ideal, a comfortable sixty-five degrees. And most wonderful of all, the gigantic mother ship could drop to the plateau and pick up the chick ships with ease.


  THERE was a general bustle of activity as workers began the task of building permanent buildings, high officers convened to discuss the general plans for the next few weeks, and high and low alike walked along just scuffing their shoes in the soil, thankful that after their journey through the void of interplanetary space there was soil to scuff in.


  A steady atmospheric drift of three miles an hour was measured. This came up the slope from the dark side of the planet and crossed the higher mountains down into the area where the sun’s searing rays heated it again and filled it with high temperature steam.


  Scouting expeditions were sent out to explore the neighboring hills in search of deposits of various substances. One of the things most needed was cement for the many concrete structures that would go up. This material had not been brought along because it was so certain there would be plentiful supplies of the rocks out of which the cement is made.


  It was a field day for everyone who had a specialty, whether it was weather or geology, physics or chemistry.


  There was also an abundance of material for the biologists to work on. The plateau itself was covered with a mossy carpet of literally hundreds of varieties of plants. Insects abounded, and an occasional warm blooded animal was trapped and captured alive.


  In the midst of all this Gretta, the native Venusian, moved silently, watching wide eyed, always accompanied by Ben.


  With Ben at her side, she often consented to long sessions with the other of the Venusian language scholars. She told them many tales of the life and religion, of the foods and habits of the native Venusians.


  It was planned that she would be sent with Ben and several others of the men who could speak Venusian in a good will expedition to the lowlands. If they could contact the nearby tribes and convince them of the friendly intentions of the Earth invaders, these tribes might spread the news and make things less difficult when more people arrived from Earth and systematic colonization began.


  Three months rolled by. A cement plant was working. Cinder block buildings were going up everywhere. Massive machines were transforming the fog veiled terrain into a civilized area with concrete streets and buildings. There was a great deal of sunlight in spite of the fog, and it was hoped that enough varieties of vegetables from the Earth would flourish to make the first colony self-supporting.


  The day came for Gretta and Ben to wend their way down the mountain accompanied by a small army of troops whose officers spoke Venusian. The troops were lined up awaiting the orders for marching. The United Nations flag with its white background, a golden sun in the center with ten circles of various colors around it, waved lazily at the head of the troops.


  Georges Ley was talking to Ben. Gretta was holding Ben’s hand fearfully, her eyes darting here and there over the heads of the surrounding thousands of people.


  “BE CAREFUL, Ben,” Georges was saying. “These natives are fierce and savage. They will fight. No doubt of that. You’ll have to lick the first batch you run into. Then it’s your job to convince the survivors that playing ball with us is the only hope they have for survival. Gretta will serve as an example of how we will treat those of the natives that become friendly. All her fine clothes go with her.”


  He turned to Gretta. “It is hoped your people will like your fine clothes and be friendly with our representative. Do you think they might?”


  “I don’t know,” Gretta replied. “They will probably be afraid of me with clothes on. They may not even think that I am one of them. Not knowing what clothes are, they will mistake them for body growths, just as I did when I was taken. We may all be killed because the warrior is taught to kill first and then investigate, and Venusian warriors are greater and more powerful than you little men. Also, they know how to blend with the trees and the ground so that they cannot be seen. Why don’t you just be satisfied with staying up here in the mountains and not going down there? It can only lead to trouble. Every tribe has its own territory which belongs to it by right of heritage since the Beginning. Only the high priest of all the tribes could change that.”


  Georges shrugged. “We must go down because it is the command of the high priest of us little people of the Earth,” he said. “We dare not do otherwise.”


  “Then you must take drums,” Gretta said earnestly. “You must take many drums and beat them for peace.”


  “What’s this?” Georges said in surprise. He turned to Ben. “What’s this about drums? I thought you were supposed to find out what the best approach to these savages is?”


  “She never told me,” Ben said in confusion.


  “Yes, drums,” Gretta said hastily. “When one tribe goes into the territory of another without wishing war, it beats the drums in the peace beat. Bom. Ba ba ba ba. Bom. Ba ba ba ba. Like that.”


  Georges issued a hasty order. Soon a drum was brought. The drummer in the band came with it, objecting that he didn’t intend to join the expedition. He was only a drummer, not a soldier.


  He quickly picked up the right rythm for the peace beat and was ordered to accompany the troops.


  It was a ghostly procession that wound carefully down the mountain side. It had not gone a mile before it was in unexplored territory. Markers were built every five hundred feet so that they could find their way back.


  IN A MILE they dropped a thousand feet. It began to rain. The vegetation changed in character to a very dense weave of pale colored grasses. Over this carpet the men marched, with Gretta near the front, accompanied by Ben who walked with his face straight ahead, his lips in a grim line, his eyes cold and emotionless.


  Gretta looked at him anxiously from time to time and kept near him. The others marched ahead and behind in a lonely line, a handful of humans on an alien world, each alone with his thoughts.


  They emerged from the fog onto a promontory that overlooked a deep valley. Steaming jungle formed a smooth carpet two thousand feet below them.


  The rain had been left behind. The fog now stretched as a smooth grey ceiling which started a few feet above their heads and went in every direction. Here and there, a bluish grey veil seemed to hang from it. Permeating the cloud ceiling, the blue veils, and the varicolored carpet of the jungle was a universal luminosity that came from the sun’s rays, dispersed and redispersed, creeping half way around the globe as the minute water globules that made up the cloud layer picked them up and relayed them.


  At their feet, the ground dropped away in a steep slope which was deeply scored by ugly channels in which waters tossed their hoary crests in wild exultation, fed by the continual rains on the mountain behind. All that had kept the soil from being washed down into the plains ages ago was the tenacious, deep rooted grasses that greedily seized on every square inch of soil.


  An hour’s halt was called while a radio beacon was installed and lunch was eaten. Then the descent down the slope was begun. In some places the going was safe and swift. In others there were cliffs of rotten stone. Often the only means of descent was to slide down ropes for a hundred feet or more. Once a cloudburst nearly washed the whole party into one of the numerous rivers.


  An occasional tree began to break the monotony of the landscape. They were similar to a maple tree on Earth, and would have been classed in that family if found on Earth. Their leaves were much thicker, however, and had a soft, meaty structure not generally found in leaves of Earth plants. They were pale green in color, and translucent almost to the point of transparency.


  One of the men decided to taste a leaf. In an instant, Gretta had slapped it out of his hand. Then she took a knife and split the leaf lengthwise. Hastily she pointed to minute worms crawling through the meaty fiber, and explained that these would eat through the lining of the stomach and into the muscle tissue where they would multiply and eventually kill.


  A NEW caution was born in the members of the party. They turned to Gretta with questions continually.


  Ben watched her with eyes that knew her well. He noticed how her head turned often to the jungle below, and how she sniffed fearfully, as if sensing danger in the air.


  Once, the wind brought the sound of drums from far away. She listened, but said nothing. To Ben the rhythm was new and held no meaning.


  Finally, it was time to camp for the “night.” They had been on the march for twelve hours and covered territory that would take them at least two days to retrace when they went back, if they lived to go back. There were occasional clumps of trees and camp was started in one of the larger of these small groves.


  There was a strained atmosphere in the camp that hung like a physical, depressing force over all. Gretta disappeared into her tent as soon as it was set up. Ben walked to the edge of the camp where he could look down the last stretch of slope to the line of trees that marked the sharp cleavage between mountain and plain. It was no more than half a mile away now.


  In his mind was no anticipation of coming events. There was only bitter cynicism. He had seen the looks in the men’s eyes as Gretta possessively held his hand and marched at his side. He had sensed their reserve and contempt. Gretta had told as all women do inevitably, by look and action, that she belonged wholly and unreservedly to Ben.


  Was he ashamed? He asked himself that question as his bitter eyes looked coldly down the slope. The answer was no. He was not ashamed. He was only resentful of the hostility and contempt of those who thought he had mated with something less than human.


  They had not looked at him as they might at a white man in the arms of a Negress or a Chinese, or any other of the non-white races. No. In fact, that same look had been in the eyes of the colored races in the party: the Negroes, the Chinese, the Mongols, the Hindus, the mixed breeds.


  There was Joe Banks, the Negro G.I. from Chicago, who was right now helping at setting up tents. Everyone knew he was in love with Ludwiga Kratovitsch, the Russian WAAC, and she with him, yet no one thought anything about it. In his and her eyes, that same look of contempt had arisen as he and Gretta walked, hand in loving hand.


  Ben felt someone near him and turned. It was Gretta who had come out of her tent to be with him. “Why do you stand here alone?” she asked. “You have such a bitter expression. Are you regretting . . .?”


  “No, Gretta,” Ben said tenderly. “I am bitter because in a few short hours now we will meet your people, and then trouble begins.”


  “Not trouble,” Gretta said, and there was a strange note in her voice. “Your people are a little people. They think little thoughts, all except you. They think that mighty ships will make our warriors fall on their bellies in fear and surrender.”


  “Yes,” Ben said carefully. “But perhaps if your warriors will discuss things across the council room with our leaders, there need be no threats of mighty ships and bloodshed.”


  “YOU DON’T understand,” Gretta said. “I doubt if you ever can. You see, it isn’t the warriors that object. It isn’t the people. It is the Gods of Venus who will never permit you to gain a foothold here. We, the living, of Venus are taught from birth to be obedient to the dictates of the Gods through their priests. Already, many spirits of the little white people of Earth are giving the Gods trouble. I can sense it, Ben. Those white men killed on the first visit have managed to elude the traps laid for them by the priests. Now they have gathered together the spirits of those that were killed when we landed, many thousands of spirits who will fight against our Gods and be a thorn in their side.”


  “Nonsense!” Ben laughed. “Such things can’t be.”


  “But they are, Ben,” Gretta said earnestly. “Please believe me.”


  “I believe you to this extent,” Ben answered slowly. “The high priests hold their power through such beliefs. Priests have held power over all the Earth through such beliefs in times past. It was only by overthrowing the powers of the priests and teaching the people so that they weren’t bound by such beliefs that the priests’ power was broken. Perhaps that will have to come here as it did on Earth.”


  “Listen!” Gretta whispered, putting her hand on Ben’s arm.


  The sound of drums came up the slope from the jungle. Three slow beats and a pause. Three slow beats and a pause. The last beat of each three group was louder than the other two.


  “What does it mean?” Ben asked, curiously.


  “It is the war signal,” Gretta said. “Order your drummer to beat for peace. It won’t do any good, but it may change their minds enough so that they will talk to you before fighting.”


  “The men have to have their sleep first,” Ben said. “And you should be sleeping, too, Gretta.”


  “What about you?”


  “I can’t sleep,” Ben said. “I have too much to think about.”


  “I know,” Gretta said softly.


  She stood beside him in silence for a long time. The sound of the drums came up the hill in steady cadence, a soulless voice from an alien jungle.


  Finally, she broke the silence. “There is another way, Ben.”


  “What’s that?” Ben asked sharply.


  “We two could advance to meet the warriors alone,” she said simply.


  Ben jumped up. “Say! That is an idea!” he exclaimed. “With just me and you they would take us captive and listen to us. With the whole crowd there might be a fight, and then a lot of lives would be wasted. Maybe we can bring about peace between Venus and the Earth without the loss of a single life!”


  BEN went back into camp and soon had explained the new plan to the other officers. They agreed that it was worth trying.


  “Give me forty-eight hours,” Ben said. “That will cover every eventuality. If I don’t come back by then, go in prepared to shoot. I don’t have to warn you that they are born jungle fighters.”


  He took the drum and practiced the peace rhythm; four light, sharp beats followed by a fifth and loud beat repeated in rapid cadence without pause. It was a very difficult rhythm to keep up without error.


  By the time he was ready to start, the whole party had lined up to watch him go. His heart was light now. There was action ahead.


  Troops stood at stiff attention and saluted as he passed. But their eyes were straight ahead. He searched in vain for the least sign of friendliness from the men; there was nothing but coldness.


  Gretta marched by his side, lithe and graceful, her queenly head held high, her nostrils quivering at the anticipation of once again being with her own kind.


  As the last soldier was lost to Ben’s vision, and only the stretch of grass covered ground between him and the dark jungle ahead, unaccountably Jean’s face rose before him, a trembling smile on her red lips. Once again he heard her whisper, “I’ll be waiting for you, Ben.” His eyes blinded with tears of regret. His hands beat more fiercely on the drum. Bom bom bom bom BOM bom bom bom bom BOM bom bom . . .


  And Gretta marched by his side, her long shapely legs of deep indigo moving gracefully, on her beautiful face a smile of homecoming, marred only by the animal like quivering of her open nostrils. She wore cream-yellow shorts and open skirt and bra. The latest creation of a leading New York stylist made for her just before the trip to Venus.


  Thus, they walked toward the distant jungle across the uneven, grass matted ground. And as they approached closer and closer, indigo skinned giants stepped cautiously into the open, holding at their sides bronze discs eight foot in diameter that acted as both shield and drum. Curiosity was on their faces as they beheld a female of their own kind approaching them with a strange pigmy.


  Every step that brought the two nearer to the historic meeting, also brought more of the warriors out of the jungle, until there was a wall of them. When they were no more than ten feet from the solid rank of warriors, Gretta stopped. Ben stopped beside her, still beating on the drum. She touched his elbow and shook her head. He let his tired arms drop.


  A WARRIOR stepped forward a pace and spoke. “This is all very strange,” he said. “I think you had better have a good explanation or I will have to kill you right away.” He looked directly at Gretta.


  “The explanation is very long,” Gretta said. “It will be hard to believe.”


  “I know about you,” the warrior said. “You are the one who let herself be captured by the strange little people with beak noses and curious growths. Now you are tainted, too.”


  Gretta wordlessly took off her clothes and extended them toward the warrior. He drew back fearfully, but there were exclamations from the men standing behind him. Sensing his bravery was at stake, he took the clothes and turned them over in his hands.


  Then, for some unaccountable reason, he went into a rage, throwing the clothes on the ground and jumping on them. The line of warriors moved swiftly to surround Ben and Gretta. With drawn knives they motioned the two to follow those in the lead, and proceeded into the jungle.


  “What the . . .” Ben exclaimed in English.


  “They are taking us to the priest,” Gretta explained. “They are afraid to be friendly until the priest says they can. Otherwise, they might get into trouble.”


  This explanation cheered Ben up a little. He trotted so as to keep up with the long strides of his captors. Most of them were eight feet tall, long limbed and strongly built.


  They were following a path that wound tortuously through the dense jungle growth, often almost returning upon itself as it circled the huge trunks of trees. Monkey-like animals fled through the tree tops, chattering angrily. Birds of all descriptions flew with them, chattering sociably or scolding loudly at the disturbance.


  As the warriors walked swiftly along, they beat on their huge shields. Perhaps they were signalling ahead of their coming.


  A snake whose body was two feet in diameter and whose length was lost in the trees above, dropped its head curiously to watch. It made no motion to attack, even though several of the warriors brushed against its mouth as they passed. Its mottled green skin was smooth and seemed to have no scales like the snakes on Earth.


  Over an hour passed before they reached the log walled enclosure of the village. Without pause, the warriors entered the wide gateway and walked between rows of thatched huts to a larger structure in the center of the enclosure. Their tempo did not falter. They reminded Ben vaguely of ants who go through complicated maneuvers by instinct, and without the ability to alter one detail of action.


  GRETTA and Ben were thrust forward, and the warriors formed a solid line in front of the dark entrance to the large thatched building. Not until the last man had reached his place in the line did the beating on the bronze shields cease. Then, as if at some signal, utter silence descended like a blow.


  Ben looked curiously into the darkness of the doorway. He could see nothing inside. Minutes passed. Gretta stood passively where she had been thrust, her head slightly bent, but back erect. Ben watched her, trying to catch her eye.


  A dry, cracked voice sounded from the doorway. “So,” it said, “the strange animal from another world admires the beauty of the female of this planet.”


  Ben’s head jerked back to the entrance. A queer monstrosity now stood there. Nearly ten feet tall, the shrivelled, skeleton-like figure wrapped in brittle blue black parchment skin with deep folds, wrinkles, and blemishes was indescribably ugly. The large head rested on a fragile neck. The eyes were deep sunken and one of them was a uniformly evil yellow with no iris.


  The warriors fell on their faces and moaned softly. Gretta dropped gracefully to her knees and prostrated herself.


  “I come in peace,” Ben said. He felt helpless, and dared say no more until he found out their reaction.


  “If you come in peace,” the priest said dryly, “then go in peace, and take all of your kind with you. In peace you cannot remain unless we invite you to remain, and we will never do that.”


  “On our world,” Ben said haltingly choosing his words carefully, “the priests are all powerful just as you are here. I am only a slave. I must obey. It is their command that I talk peace with you because they will come whether you wish it or not, and would prefer to come in peace.”


  The priest walked over to Gretta and touched her side with sandalled foot. “Arise, my child,” he said. “You have been to the world this creature comes from?”


  “Yes,” she answered.


  “And do you find it pleasing?” the priest persisted.


  “This creature is my mate,” Gretta said simply. “I chose him of my own will.”


  Immediately, there was an uproar. From all sides, an angry thunder of voices swelled.


  The priest held up his hand for silence. When the voices died down, he turned his eyes to stare piercingly at Ben. “Do the high priests of your world approve of this mating?” he asked.


  “They do,” Ben answered. “They desire to know if the blood of the two worlds can mix.”


  HE LOOKED into the priest’s eyes, holding all thought from consciousness by a supreme effort of will. He was waiting, waiting for that look that had been in the eyes of his own kind. He knew it would come. This race in many ways had more reason to be proud of its heritage than any on Earth. He held his hands limply at his sides, waiting for whatever might come.


  It came unexpectedly. The priest made a strange sound. Immediately, Ben was seized from behind and held securely. The wizened old man stepped close, drawing one of the knives from his collection around his waist.


  With sickening horror, Ben watched him make a slit in his forearm with the point of the knife, and deftly peel back a square inch of Ben’s skin. Shock prevented him from feeling any pain. Next, the priest opened a small leather bag at his waist and took out a small object that looked somewhat like an acorn. This object he pressed into the muscle tissue exposed, and pulled the flap of skin back into place. It was done so quickly and in such a matter of fact manner that Ben’s mind refused to accept the evidence of his senses.


  Someone appeared with a handful of something that looked like mud. The priest took this and slapped it over the wound. A long strip of thin leather appeared. He wrapped this around Ben’s arm, then tied it in place with strands of grass.


  Ben’s vision was blurring. He looked vaguely around and was dimly conscious of Gretta, crumpled on the ground, her shoulders shaking with deep sobs. Numbness spread through his arm into his body. He could no longer see. And as the numbness spread, his mind seemed to become alert and strangely apart from the body.


  He seemed to stand suspended beside his body, unable to feel, unable to see, yet preternaturally awake and aware.


  He seemed to be waiting for something. He marvelled at his patience. He knew he could go on waiting, perhaps for centuries, just this way, without even wondering what it was he waited for, without caring.


  SLOWLY things began to form about him. He was on board ship. An officer was talking.


  “All right, men,” the officer was saying, “when your ears pop, you don’t have time to think. Open your mouth wide. The first indication you will have that a compartment is punctured is the popping of your ears. A split second later will come the sounds of the strike that poked the hole in the shell. If you don’t get your mouth open, your drums will explode outward, your sinus cavities will pop open, and you will strangle on the sudden gush of blood from the torn tissue. You have to get your reaction time down to a tenth of a second. We’ll go over it again and again—and again—and . . .


  Once again he waited, alone in the cosmos, and uncurious.


  Clouds swirled in purposive pattern, materializing.


  Huge road building machines were tearing a path through jungles. They piled trees up in piles as large as buildings. They ploughed the earth and graded it. They moved slowly, leaving ribbons of concrete behind them. They crept slowly forward, and behind them crawled ant-like ribbons of armored cars, troops, and loaded trucks.


  A band of Venusian warriors burst from the jungle in a desperate attack. Young men in brown trousers and shirts squirted liquid fire at them. The warriors ran screaming into the jungle, evil gobs of burning yellow clinging to their indigo skins, eating—eating . . .


  Things changed abruptly. He seemed to be floating in the air above the plateau where all the chick ships were. He could see far down the mountain side. The mists were gone.


  Parts of the hillside seemed to be moving stealthily. He looked closer and saw that it was masses of Venusian warriors covered with cloaks of grasses and leaves, stealing up in a surprise attack.


  Now the men in the camp below had seen them. They unhurriedly wheeled machine guns to the edge of the plateau and waited for the advancing warriors to get nearer. Here and there was a circle of men playing dice while they waited, one of their number occasionally peeking over the edge of the hill to see how much nearer the warriors had climbed.


  With a final spurt of energy, a wave of warriors threw off the grass covering and lifted their shields in front of them, beating their war song on the bronze disks.


  “Take ’em, kid,” a man holding the dice said.


  Another man stepped to the machine gun and sent a blistering spatter of lead into the advancing ranks of Venusians. They fell and formed a wall of newly dead, a barrier over which the rear ranks stumbled and fell before themselves becoming a part of it.


  Then the man at the gun rejoined the group playing dice.


  “It’s about time,” the other man said. “What took you so long? Your dice.” He handed the dice to the one who had just killed a couple of thousand Venusians.


  Ben seemed to be drawing closer to the plateau. His course became purposive. He was looking for Captain Ley. He found him in a large concrete room with several other officers wearing general’s uniforms. They were sitting around a massive table in the center of the room.


  One of the generals was talking. He sat with one heel hooked onto the edge of the table, his chair tipped back.


  “No report of Ben Arnold getting back to the party yet,” he said grumblingly. “I hate this waiting. Why don’t we go in and take over. Sooner or later we have to wipe out the blue boys. It might as well be now.”


  “We’re pinning our hopes on Ben,” Georges Ley said. “Poor kid. He’s been handed a mighty raw deal in all this. But it had to be. If they accept him as one of them, as a sort of tin horn god, so to speak, we can manage them through him until we are in a position to dictate without bloodshed. The public back home won’t stand for a mass slaughter like they used to a few centuries ago. I’m against it myself. I think that if we can’t win them over with friendship, we should go home and forget about Venus.”


  “Ha!” another officer snorted. “Can’t you just picture the human race steering clear of a whole planet, just because the savage natives on it didn’t want us to land! Imagine Columbus going back to the queen of Spain with the story that he couldn’t find any place for rent in the new world!”


  The generals around the big table started to laugh. Their laughter grew until it thundered down the side of the mountain and shook the trees in the jungle, and monkey-like creatures crept under sickly leaves to hide.


  The laughter retreated and once again Ben was alone, waiting, and not caring.


  Time passed until it had no meaning. A century or an eon seemed no different. A planet could be born, bear its myriads of creatures, and become an airless, lifeless world. A minute insect could flutter its wings for a fraction of an instant. And there would be no way to tell which time was the longer.


  The jungle of evil white blotches, sickly greens, yellows, and reds stretched out on all sides. A hundred yards away long indigo legs flashed briefly. A graceful female Venusian woman was trotting along a path. By her side keeping pace in clumsy gallop was a strange child, long of limb, hairless, covered with a sickly white skin with strange bluish blotches. Its nose was a huge beak, its mouth was weak and petulant.


  The Venusian woman was Gretta.


  She came to a village. Women ran out and drove her away with sticks. She ran off into the jungle, bleeding from the wounds she had received, her child stumbling along at her side, whimpering.


  She came to a concrete building in the jungle. Stumbling with weakness, she crept up to the door and knocked. Unwaacs came out and pushed her. She stumbled and fell. The girls picked up sticks and pebbles and threw them at her until she crawled into the jungle.


  There she fell, and the mottled creature that was her son crept up and suckled at her breast as would a young animal.


  Ben watched and marveled that he could have no feeling. He tried to tell himself that this was his son, and the words had no meaning for him.


  The scene was fading, slipping.


  WITH the force of an explosion, sound burst upon his ears and light upon his eyes. A thousand sensations from his body told him that he was again himself. The damp fetid smell of the jungle was in his nose, and the melody of jungle noises formed a carpet of sound for other and meaningful noises to lay on.


  He opened his eyes. He was lying on the ground. In front of him was a raised platform of some kind of stone, elevated about two feet above the surrounding ground.


  Twisting his head, he could see on either side of the platform a long line of tall warriors, each holding his huge shield behind him so that it seemed to form a picture of which he was the center.


  A moaning hum began behind him. He twisted his head as far around as he could and saw the front ranks of what seemed to be a huge throng of prostrate, indigo colored people, on their knees with their hands outstretched in front of them, their faces bent downward.


  There was a crash of sound that made him jerk his head back toward the platform. The hundreds of blows on the bronze shields struck in unison; the sound ended abruptly.


  From the kneeling throng, a sigh of worship rose into the air. Ben himself uttered a faint exclamation of awe. Standing in the center of the raised platform of stone was a man, perfectly proportioned, with skin of glistening blue marble. He was at least ten feet tall, and on his head was a jewelled headdress of rubies, each of which seemed to be a living eye of red.


  The mouth of this giant was generous and firm. There was a scar across one cheek. The eyes were alive and seemed to be twinkling with amusement.


  There was a rustle of movement behind Ben. Several figures were crawling around and past him toward the man on the dais. One of them was the wrinkled old priest to whom Ben had been taken by the warriors.


  These who were crawling forward were intoning words in a singsong voice. “Oh incarnate God of heat and light. Oh Ruler of the heavens and the lands of Venus. We have called You forth to advise us in our present need. Speak and we shall obey.”


  They intoned this over and over again, while the giant figure remained motionless. Each time they intoned it, they crept a little closer to the base of the platform. Finally, they became motionless and silent.


  THE giant waited, seeming to enjoy the dramatic moment of suspense he was creating. Then he spoke, softly, yet with a voice that seemed to carry without diminution to vast distances.


  “When the giant she-snake desires to eat of the fast, sharp toothed tree monkeys, she does not pursue them through the tree tops. She can strike swiftly, yes. She can run as fast as they, yes. Yet why should she pursue them when she can change, seemingly, into a comfortable nest in which they can cuddle in comfort and sleep? Should you not be as wise as the giant she-snake?”


  There were excited mutterings from the prostrated priests, but they did not rise. When their mutterings died into silence, the giant spoke again.


  “When the cannibal ants devour a nest of other ants, they do not pursue them one by one and overcome them. They join them and live with them, cunningly surrounding them with traps, and waiting for the day when they can snare them all without effort. In that way, a handful of weak cannibal ants can overcome countless numbers of strong, dangerous stinger ants with no danger to themselves. Can you not profit by what your eyes bring to you in the jungle around you? Why come to me and disturb my bliss with your childish lack of sense? Go rather to the ant and the snake. Ask them what you should do.”


  “But how shall we begin?” a priest muttered.


  “How indeed?” the giant mocked. “Let this tethered animal who has defiled your blood be your king.” He laughed witheringly, then turned and vanished into the jungle in two long strides.


  Immediately, there arose a babble of voices as the priests and gathered people discussed what had been said. The priests put their heads together. Finally, one of them jumped up on the stone platform and raised his hands. The storm of voices died down.


  “Hear me,” he shouted. “It has been ordered and we must obey. The white animal must be our king. It is a holy command.”


  In the priest’s eyes was a light of glee and triumph. It was seen by the people, who shouted their agreement loudly.


  Hands were fumbling at Ben’s back. The things that bound him were loosened and he was lifted to his feet and led to the platform. He felt himself pushed up and then he stood swaying, his limbs tingling as circulation began in them.


  From somewhere, a crown similar to the one the giant had worn appeared and was planted on Ben’s head. Then he was standing alone, the priests and the people facing him as they had the giant.


  “Oh king of Venus,” the priests chanted. “Command and we obey.”


  Ben stared in unbelief. This was more fantastic than the wildest dreams of madness. An inspiration hit him. He would call their bluff and force their hand. He would pretend he believed their little game and give them an order they wouldn’t obey. That would end this farce.


  “Then kill this wizened priest who dared to touch me,” he ordered imperiously, pointing to the priest he had first met at the large hut.


  “Mercy, oh king,” the old man moaned.


  “Kill him!” Ben shouted. They would never do it! He had called their bluff and exposed their trick.


  Then his senses reeled. Three of the other priests turned toward the man Ben had ordered killed. There was a flash of movement, and the man lay dying, three knives sunk to their hilts in his body. In a moment he was dead.


  “He is a true king!” someone shouted.


  “A king fit to lead us!” another echoed.


  Before Ben’s numbed senses could clear, he had been picked up and was being carried on the shoulders of two warriors, who ran swiftly along the path through the jungle, surrounded by other warriors.


  THINGS happened too speedily for Ben to catch up. He was taken to a large thatch building with many rooms, and told that it was his palace. Gretta was brought to him. There were bruises and cuts on her. Priests were bathing her hurts and covering them with mud poultices.


  A group of warriors came in, herding a group of women and men who immediately fell on their knees and began moaning. The warriors, grinning pleasantly, cut their throats expertly, too quickly for Ben to prevent it or even make a sound. Then a priest apologetically explained that these were the culprits who had touched Gretta.


  Bewildered, Ben could think of nothing to do or say. The damage was done. He needed time to think. He ordered the room cleared. Then he ordered the house cleared. At last he was alone with Gretta. She was in bad shape. No bones were broken, but she had been unmercifully beaten and stoned.


  Ben sank to the ground beside her and took her head in his arms, holding it close to his chest. She looked up at him and smiled wanly.


  He wanted to ask her what it all meant, but decided he had better wait until she was feeling better. Clumsily, he helped her to a mat of grass that served as a bed. She sank down on it gratefully, closing her eyes. He sat at the edge of her bed, and tried to bring order out of chaos in his thoughts. He finally gave it up and went to sleep.


  He opened his eyes to the sound of girlish giggles and chattering. A grass mat had been lain over the dirt floor of the room. A large hollowed out section of log rested on this and was filled with water.


  Gretta reclined in this primitive tub, surrounded by half a dozen girlish Venusians who were bathing her body and exclaiming over her beauty, obviously vying with one another to get in her good graces.


  Ben watched them without moving, his mind picking up the memories of yesterday, trying to make some sense out of them.


  So he was king of Venus! It must be so. The Venusians had killed one of their priests at his command. They had killed several of their own kind who had beaten Gretta. Actions speak.


  The mysterious giant who sneered at these people had ordered them to make him king, and they had done so without hesitation.


  His mind churned this over. The possibilities opened up rapidly. As king of Venus he could keep peace. He could “receive” the Earth expedition and make a treaty that would allow peaceful expansion, road building, education of the natives, and everything else that should be done.


  It was wonderful, if true. But his mind kept whispering that he was only dreaming all this.


  Gretta saw that he was awake. She stepped out of her bath and ordered fresh water with just a trace of the imperious in her voice. She, at least, accepted the apparent fact of her position as queen of Venus.


  One of the girls ran to the doorway and shouted commands. A dozen men came in and picked up the log tub and carried it out, returning almost instantly with another full of fresh water.


  Laughing at his vociferous protests, the girls pulled off Ben’s clothes and lifted him into the tub. The water was soapy and perfumed. He resigned himself to enjoying the bath.


  Afterward, when he had put his clothes back on, Gretta informed him that the council of priests were waiting for him in the council circle. He started toward the door. Gretta called him back and rescued his crown from where it lay on the grass bed. She put it on his head, a strange smile on her lips, lights dancing in her eyes.


  He felt like a man who had just been promoted to foreman of the shop on the morning after, as his wife kisses him goodbye and he starts for the streetcar line. In this case, the streetcar line was a double row of indigo skinned warriors, two of whom carried him on their shoulders, trotting in such perfect unision that he could almost relax. He reached one hand up and set his crown of priceless rubies at a jaunty angle.


  THE council of priests was a bigger affair than he had expected. It seemed that during the time he had slept, runners had gone to all corners of the entire continent and brought back the priests of all the tribes. There were thousands of them.


  When Ben appeared, they prostrated themselves, chanting some ritual that they evidently knew by heart, since they all spoke in unison. Ben waited patiently for them to finish. He felt quite foolish about the whole thing.


  Finally, the assembly finished their chant and settled back on their haunches, very much like a meeting on Earth. Ben began to enjoy himself. So far as he could tell, they were entirely sincere in their making him king, fantastically unbelievable though it was.


  He decided to push things as fast as possible. He told them of his plan to make a treaty between the Venusians and the Earth expedition. They listened gravely while he painted a picture of the advantages that would accrue to them from having modern civilization descend into their midst.


  When he finished, one of the priests rose and suggested that he appoint a group to study what should go into a treaty with the Earth group. Ben began to feel at ease. Committees made the whole thing seem so natural. The meeting ended with the decision to send a guard of honor with Ben back to the waiting exploration party, and instruct them to return to the home base in the Sierra Corscatehs with a message that a treaty would be drawn up, and a meeting to conclude the treaty would be held within a week.


  GEORGES LEY was reading a copy of the proposed treaty as drawn up by the Venusians and relayed up to the plateau by radio from the advance base in the clump of trees a half mile from the edge of the jungle. In some ways it was quite peculiar. In others it was just what they would have suggested themselves. For example, the committee of priests agreed that they were to occupy and improve areas which they themselves laid out, chosen from areas that the priests had selected. Certain areas were to be strictly taboo to the Earthmen. The penalty of death was to be imposed on any Earthman caught in those taboo areas.


  That was a little hard to take, but Georges knew that after the Earth occupation forces had established themselves, time would nullify such provisions of the treaty.


  Georges could see Ben’s hand in one provision, that all punishment of Earthmen was to be strictly under the jurisdiction of unarmy courts, and all punishment of Venusians was to be under jurisdiction of the priests, although Earthmen could sit in review of any case they wished.


  There was only one really amazing thing in the proposed treaty as drawn up by the Venusians. This concerned Ben Arnold. The Earthmen must officially recognize Ben as king of Venus. It was to go into the treaty that for the rest of Ben’s life he was to be subject to no law on either the Earth or Venus. He could be tried by no court on Earth or Venus or anyplace else for any crime whatever. Even if there were war between the Venusians and the Earthmen at any time, Ben was still to be above the law.


  Ben had added a comment of his own to this clause in the treaty. “I don’t know what to make of this clause,” he had written. “The council of priests flatly state that without that clause they will not consider a treaty of any kind, but will fight to the last Venusian. I think it is dictated by some kind of a sense of prestige. If their king is absolutely inviolate, he is really a king. Otherwise not. The whole thing is mysterious. They were all for killing me until some giant Venusian ten feet tall, whom I haven’t seen since, ordered them to make me king. Actually, all the clause will mean is that I get kicked out of unarmy status, and can break traffic laws with impunity when you get a few good roads built. I don’t plan on going back to the Earth and murdering my grandmother! But if I did, the treaty would protect me. No court would try me for it.”


  Georges chewed on the stem of his pipe and considered every angle. The treaty as proposed by the Venusians was entirely fair: more than fair, really, because it contained the loopholes that any smart diplomat would have included if the treaty were drawn up by his own side. Soldiers caught in taboo areas were to be executed, but they were to be tried by unarmy courts rather than Venusian courts, making it possible to get around the letter of the treaty.


  A few months of intense effort in road building and distributing their forces over the continent would make any effective uprising of the native population impossible. Then, the power of the priesthood could be undermined. Clothes would help to do that. They appealed to people’s vanity, and would become a ready means for getting native labor. In a few years, education could begin. In a century the natives of Venus could be educated into full partnership in the United Nations.


  There were a few minor matters that puzzled him. Who was the ten foot Venusian? What was his power? There had been king makers on Earth in the old days. Generally, they wielded the power behind the throne. Did this king maker of Venus have some idea of doing the same? It wouldn’t really matter if he did, so long as everything remained peaceful.


  Finally, Georges placed his signature at the bottom of the sheet to signify his acceptance of the treaty, and rang for a messenger to take it to the next officer on the list of those who were to study it.


  BEN strode purposefully along the gloomy corridor formed by the dripping vegetation that hemmed in the jungle path. Behind him, following doglike, was the stooped figure of the native priest that had in some way attached himself to Ben and become his guide and mentor. He had proven so invaluable that Ben had never thought of questioning him too closely on why he seemed to have been chosen to the post of adviser to the king.


  In fact, Ben had early decided to “play along” to a large extent, rather than assert himself too much, as long as things worked smoothly. His first “command” to kill a priest, which he had not dreamed would be carried out, had been obeyed so swiftly that he was almost afraid to give a command again.


  He was even afraid to express displeasure, because those who displeased him had a habit of draping their corpses where he couldn’t avoid seeing them a few hours later.


  The Earth “invasion” was going along smoothly. The giant roadbuilding machinery had begun the descent from the plateau even before the ratified treaty had been returned from the Earth, where it had been taken by the mother ship. As the giant machines slowly wended their way down the mountainside, they left a smooth highway behind them over which an endless procession of trucks from the cement plant rolled day and night.


  Ahead of this advance front had gone surveyors, guiding and marking the course that the behemoth was to follow. Native Venusians appeared by the hundreds, ready to join in the gigantic undertaking.


  By the time the highway reached the edge of the jungle, there were nearly as many natives as Earthmen at work. The natives proved extremely intelligent. Unarmy soldiers who had been pressed into duty as truck drivers and mechanics were replaced by the tall, indigo skinned natives. A system of pidgin English had been worked out, so that natives and Earthmen could converse well enough to get along. There had not been a single untoward incident to mar the smooth advance.


  And gradually Ben forgot the strange Venusian giant and what he had said to the gathering of natives while Ben lay bound and helpless. When he remembered it at all, he shrugged off the memory. If it had had any original meaning, that meaning was now lost.


  The Earth forces held together and played things safe. There would never be a chance for the natives to waylay the entire group and wipe them out. Headquarters remained on the plateau, inaccessible except by way of the highway which was guarded day and night. Concrete garrisons were constructed along the highway and kept manned by large contingents, in case of trouble.


  There was no trouble, and gradually everyone relaxed. Cities were laid out and houses built. Earth troops moved into the houses and took the natives who eagerly asked for work as servants.


  Gradually, Ben’s interest turned from the smoothly operating projects to a study of the taboo areas and the native religion. He alone of all the Earthmen was permitted to roam freely. Long talks with his former superiors in the unarmy had convinced him that his duty to the world and to Venus was more important than his private life.


  HE KEPT notes on everything he learned about Venusian life and customs. The notes were swelling, and by the time the Earth approached close to Venus again, so that the chick boats could make a return trip, he would have completed the first authoritative work on Venus history, religion, and custom.


  The most interesting phase of his study was Venus religion. The priests had been rulers, scientists, and teachers for countless generations. Ben was far from a scientist, but he had read many books that gave him a broad conception of history and science.


  He remembered something in one book, “The Decline of the West” by Oswald Spengler. In that, Spengler had described a little of the “civilization” of the Australian natives who invented the boomerang. He had commented that the type of thinking that resulted in the boomerang was unlike that which gave rise to analytic geometry, for example, and that if the native Australians had been allowed to develop in isolation until they reached a peak of civilization, that culture would probably have given rise to a science, mathematics, art, and philosophy unlike any other on Earth.


  The Venus civilization was very like that. Their science was a strange thing. Whereas Earth science had developed from materialism and was forcing its way into psychology, Venus science had had its roots in a superscience of psychology and study of the mind, and from that base was spreading slowly into the material side of life.


  Ben was learning. He was learning things which the Venusian priests considered elementary, and which Ben knew were just being discovered on Earth—things about the mind, its powers and capabilities. He was on his way to such a lesson now, as he hastened along the jungle path.


  The path ended at the edge of a large clearing in the heart of one of the taboo areas. This clearing was the only spot Ben had encountered where the natives cultivated plants. Their foods grew in wild profusion. There was no need for farms and gardens on Venus. Yet here, in the forty acres surrounding the rambling lamasary in the center, a well kept garden of flowers and beautiful trees flourished. Well tended paths laid out in straight lines and graceful curves wound among the flower beds. None of the plants here grew wild in the jungles, so far as Ben had been able to discover. He was sure that some of them could not grow wild. They didn’t produce seeds from the blooms.


  It was a strange mystery spot that fascinated Ben. The priests here were the only natives of Venus he had seen that habitually wore clothes, long robes of homespun wool from a sheep-like animal that roamed wild in the occasional natural meadows that appeared in the jungle.


  THE high priest was called Ung, and Ben couldn’t decide whether this was his name or a title. The life of the lamasary revolved around Ung. The lesser priests spent most of their time prostrate on the ground within listening distance of the high priest Ung. When Ung moved to some spot where they couldn’t hear, they would rise slightly and sidle along in a manner that gave the impression they had not risen at all.


  They never lifted their faces or spoke in the presence of Ung. Hence, although there were always many present when Ben was there, it always seemed that there was only Ben himself, Ung, and the nameless priest who had become Ben’s shadow, and who also prostrated himself as soon as he arrived.


  As Ben stepped into the clearing, he saw Ung walking slowly along one of the paths in the garden. Ung saw him at the same time and waved a cheery greeting. He stood still until Ben reached him, idly admiring a large orchid-like, bright red flower that he had picked.


  “Good morning, Ben,” Ung greeted him in Venusian. “I see by your purposive air that you have something definite on your mind today. But that can wait. I must finish my obligation to the nature world, and accept the gifts offered through me to the Gods of Venus.”


  Ung continued his walk, stopping occasionally to examine a flower. If it satisfied his critical eye, he picked it. When he had gathered a dozen different flowers, he turned toward the building. Ben walked beside him silently.


  “Nature worships the Gods just as man does,” Ung said to Ben as they neared the lamasary. “In some ways, she does so more humbly. Man offers only imperfection. Nature patiently creates millions of things so that the one perfect production can be offered.”


  They entered the building and crossed the large room which was the only one Ben had ever been in.


  “Come,” Ung said. “Today I will let you partake of the ceremony of offering gifts to the Gods.”


  Together they entered a smaller room, perhaps twenty feet square. Ben could not hold back his exclamation of surprise. In the four corners of the room were four huge idols. They were not the crude statues usually found in such places on Earth. Rather, they were so perfect in their carvings that they might have been frozen from living forms.


  Each was a Venusian, ten feet high. Each wore a crown of gold densely studded with huge rubies. Yet, only two of them had the dark indigo coloring of the living Venusian. The third was carved from pure gold, brightly polished. The fourth was of some flawless white material that glistened like pearl. There seemed to be an aura about each that made it seem alive.


  Ben looked at the statues closely. Only one of the figures was imperfect. It was one of the indigo colored pair. It had what seemed to be a scar on one cheek.


  Ben’s senses swam. This, unless he were going mad, was an exact replica of the giant that had appeared on the raised platform and ordered him made king of Venus!


  He looked half fearfully into the godlike face of the idol. The eyes seemed to look deeply into his own, sardonically, amused at his confused thoughts.


  Ben tore his gaze from the statue and turned to see what Ung was doing.


  UNG WAS standing before a carved stand in the center of the room that looked like it might have been designed as a drinking fountain. Instead of water spouting from it, a pale blue flame hovered over it. The flame must have gained its fuel from some opening in the pedestal, yet there seemed no opening and the flame itself did not come closer than an inch to the center of the large bowl in which it lived.


  Ben looked carefully at the flame. It was shaped somewhat like a teardrop, large and globular at the base, rising to a point. Its outlines were almost sharp. It wavered slightly and seemed to vibrate rapidly. It was nearly transparent, an almost colorless blue.


  He decided it must be a gas flame, the gas cleverly fed into the flame from minute orifices too small to see unless one bent closely and looked for them.


  Ung took one of the flowers he held in his arms. He passed it slowly into the flame. As the flame touched it, it disappeared at that spot. Almost studiously, Ung pushed it further into the flame, until with a final flick he sent the last bit of the stem into it.


  The flower had completely disappeared, leaving not a trace of ash. The flame had colored slightly while consuming the flower, but immediately resumed its light blue shade.


  One after another, Ung fed the flowers to the flame. They all vanished in the same way. As the last bit of stem vanished in the flame, a drum began to beat somewhere outside the room. Or had it been beating all the time, and only risen to consciousness in Ben’s mind as the last flower disappeared? He didn’t know.


  Expressionlessly, Ung turned and walked toward the door through which they had entered.


  Ben took a last look around. The faces of the four idols looked down at him, godlike and serene; young yet infinitely old, and their expressions alive with something undefinable. The living flame floated in its place, as alive as the four statues.


  The sound of the drum seemed to stand stationary in the air, a part of the room. Ben had a queer feeling that he could reach out and gather that sound into his arms, that it would have weight and solidity like an object.


  He stepped past the waiting Ung into the outer room and went over to the stone seat he always occupied while listening to the words of the priest. Ung sat down opposite him, his eyes studying the Earthman’s face. He began talking, his voice low and hypnotic.


  “The cosmos is One,” he began. “Yet, strangely, there is an infinity of possible cosmoses, and the One was faced with an insurmountable problem.


  Its Destiny was to enfold All within its bosom. Yet, how could the One that IS enfold the ALL that IS NOT?”


  UNG STOPPED talking. He swayed back and forth slowly, his eyes closed. He seemed either to be waiting for an answer to his question from Ben, or to have forgotten that he had said anything. Ben tried to decide which was the case. He was almost on the point of speaking when Ung began to talk again.


  “The answer is simple, although it took an infinity of time to discover it,” he said. “A mind is the answer. A mind is a cosmos within the Cosmos, separate and independent of its Creator.”


  “I can see that,” Ben said thoughtfully. “For a long time on the Earth, philosophers argued as to whether the Cosmos exists. The most they could conclude is that it is impossible to prove it exists, and that each individual mind must make its own assumption that the Cosmos does exist.”


  “Yes,” Ung said. “Even on the Earth it is recognized that the individual mind is a cosmos in itself, logically isolated from the One which gave it being by an unbridgable abyss. All logic is in the last analysis induction, and all Law is in the last analysis facts of the jewel called probability.”


  “The logicians of Earth would dispute that statement,” Ben said laughingly. “They have a well developed branch of logic called deductive logic, whose conclusions are certain, following from the premises, of course.”


  “I am acquainted with this phase of thought,” Ung said calmly. “It is illusory. Every simplest conclusion determined by deduction rests on a minimum of four inductive conclusions. Before even those four inductions can be made that make possible a simple deductive step, before they can be even formulated by the mind, several thousands of inductive conclusions must be reached by the thinking mind. Deduction is at best the timorous step of a blind idiot tottering on the edge of the Pit, and the ground crumbles beneath his feet if he pauses even for a moment in his journey.”


  “That’s a very gloomy picture,” Ben said. “If we can’t trust deductive conclusions, what becomes of our certainties? And, when you get right down to it, are you sure that your conclusion that deduction is as precarious as induction is not an incorrect inference you have formed?”


  “There are only certainties within the bounds of your own particular cosmos,” Ung said. “In your youth, you go through the stage of mental growth in which you dispute the existence of things that are beyond your senses at the moment. You form a theory that a certain object exists only when you see it or feel it, and conveniently ceases to have existence when it passes from your immediate awareness. As you grow older, you outgrow this child theory, yet in outgrowing it you are turning your back on one of the most fundamental truths of metaphysics, for the object DOES NOT EXIST except WHEN you are aware of it.”


  “Oh, come now, Ung,” Ben laughed. “Are you trying to tell me that when I turn my back on you and walk down the path I came here on, you will vanish and have no existence until I return tomorrow?”


  “That is precisely what I mean,” Ung said, seriously.


  “Oh, come now,” Ben repeated. He suspected Ung was pulling his leg.


  “You can’t see it?” Ung asked, sadly. “I know you could see the truth of that when you were no more than a child. Why can’t you see it now?”


  “Because it simply isn’t true,” Ben replied uncomfortably.


  “I see,” Ung said. “I am beginning to understand the basic fallacy upon which Earth civilization rests. It seemed inconceivable that so many countless individuals in so many generations, on a planet as large as Venus and in some ways more favored, could each discover the solid ground of metaphysics and then turn his back on it for the rest of his life. Yet I see that that must be the case.”


  HE STARED thoughtfully past Ben, through the doorway into the garden outside. “I wonder,” he said musingly.


  “You wonder what?” Ben prompted.


  “I wonder if the animals and insects of your planet do the same?” He smiled apologetically. “Pardon the seeming affront to your race, Ben. I have never seen a living thing from Earth except its intelligent species. Here on Venus, we study the animals and insects and learn their philosophies and try to understand them. Do you do that on Earth?”


  “Animals and insects on Earth have never shown the ability to reason, so far as I know,” Ben answered.


  “There you go again,” Ung laughed good naturedly. “You put so much store in reasoning. You make it the criterion of ability to draw conclusions and formulate theories.”


  “Isn’t it?” Ben asked in surprise.


  “Of course not,” Ung said emphatically.


  “Either you are so far off the track that I can’t find you,” Ben said good naturedly, “or I’m so far off the track that I can’t follow you. Which is it? Don’t answer. I know what you think.”


  Ung threw back his head and laughed heartily. “Let me ask you a question that may seem off the track of what we have been talking about, Ben, but really isn’t,” Ung said. Then, at Ben’s nod, “Is there anything in your mind that you are perpetually aware of? Let me put it in the form of an analogy. You believe that I exist during the time you are not aware of me. You believe my existence continues uninterrupted from day to day even though you are with me only an hour or two at a time. You could sit there and keep your eyes on me for as long as you could stay awake, and thus keep me continually in your sphere of awareness. Is there any thought or memory that remains within that sphere of awareness continually?”


  “No,” Ben said. “Not unless you mean that I am aware I am thinking.”


  “I don’t mean that,” Ung said. “Take the sound of the drum you hear.”


  “That’s right,” Ben exclaimed. “The drum has been beating all this time and I have been aware of it without really thinking about it. It started when we were in the other room and has been going ever since, yet I became so used to it that I stopped being consciously aware of it, until you drew my attention to it.”


  “IF YOU will permit,” Ung said, “I’d like to try something with you. It will be a sort of experiment to help you understand what I mean. I doubt if you will be able to understand Venusian science until you get past the first stumbling blocks that your own civilization has built into your mental makeup.”


  “What sort of experiment?” Ben asked, amused.


  “I want to plant the sound of that drum in your mind as a mental OBJECT,” Ung said. “It won’t be too difficult. It will give us something to build on as we go along. You’ll get used to it, just as you’re used to having a body. You’re intelligent. You have the ability to understand the things I must teach you, but not the groundwork from which we must start.”


  He studied Ben intently for a moment. “I see in your mind that you are attempting to write a book that will give the Earth an understanding of Venus. If you are to succeed in your chosen task, you must gain a true insight into our ways of thinking. If you will permit me to do as I wish, it will help you in a way that nothing else can.”


  “Go ahead,” Ben said. He felt flattered, for some reason he couldn’t fathom.


  “It will take what you call hypnosis,” Ung said. “I’ll have to put you to sleep.”


  “That’s all you will do when you have me hypnotized?” Ben asked, somewhat alarmed.


  “That’s all,” Ung said. “Just plant the sound of the drum the way it is beating now. That sound will continue in your conscious mind and become a part of your consciousness forever.” His voice had subtly altered. His eyes were peering intently into Ben’s. “It will repeat itself over and over, always the same, always there,” he went on, slowly and musically. “Just as you hear it now, so it will always be. Always sounding, always in your consciousness. It will be the One foundation of all thought for you, eternally beating in the same rhythm, never changing. You will be able to hold it in the center of consciousness and make it swell in volume until it is deafening. Yet, never can you destroy it. It will always be there.”


  Ben’s head gave a sudden jerk. He opened his eyes. Ung was talking.


  “I’m sorry, Ung,” Ben interrupted. “I fell asleep for just a second. What were you saying?”


  “How long were you asleep?” Ung asked, smiling.


  “Let’s see,” Ben frowned, trying to remember. A light of comprehension dawned on his face. “You hypnotized me!”


  Ung nodded. “That’s right. You’ve now taken the first step on the long path to understanding the Venusian mind.”


  “Just as simple as that,” Ben laughed. “I didn’t even know it was happening.”


  “Just as simple as that,” Ung echoed. “And now there is nothing more we can do until tomorrow.” He rose with an air of dismissal.


  Ben retraced his steps through the garden to the jungle path, his indigo skinned shadow following him silently.


  The beat of a drum followed him. He listened to it and it grew louder. He tried to change it and it defied all efforts, just as any external sound would.


  In some ways it was a comforting sound. Soothing. He remembered the strange quality it had had in the room of the flame, solidity. This was not the same. Fluidity described it more accurately. It was like the waves on an infinite sea beating against the shores of consciousness.


  THE DAYS passed swiftly. The time was coming when Venus and Earth would be in favorable positions for the chick ships to make the return trip to Earth.


  Ben was happy with Gretta. Happier than he had ever dreamed he could be. His daily visit with Ung and his manuscript occupied most of his time. Occasionally Georges Ley would drop around and spend a few hours. He would talk of things going on in the unarmy projects, so that Ben had a fair picture of how far things had advanced.


  Rich mineral deposits had been uncovered in many places. There were two large oil fields in operation. A cracking plant provided more than enough gasoline for all the motorized equipment. Things were being built on a permanent basis, and it looked as if Venus would become a paradise for both the Earth population and the natives in a few short years.


  Then, one morning, Ben woke up with a strange feeling that something was different. He lay in bed trying to decide what it was. He listened to the sounds of the jungle outside: the everpresent crackling sound of rapid growth, the occasional crash of a tree falling in the distance, the chatter of birds and the cries of tree animals that hung around the village. They were the same.


  He listened to the sound of the drum beat in his mind. It was as it should be. The temperature of the air was the same it always was. The odors of the jungle and the village were as they had always been.


  He shrugged off the strange feeling. Unless he had come down with some disease, there seemed to be no reason for it.


  Getting up, he went to the doorway of his “palace,” a concrete building that had been built for him. He felt tired, exhausted. Yet he had slept well. He couldn’t remember even having a dream.


  His eyes blurred a little. He raised his hand to rub them. There was some sort of smear on his hand. He looked at it. It was a smear of dried blood. He frowned and mentally analyzed his body feelings to see if he felt hurt anyplace. He didn’t. He went back to the sleeping figure of Gretta. She seemed all right. Thoughtfully he went to a washbasin and scrubbed off the dark stain. He decided to say nothing to anyone about it.


  It troubled him. Could he be developing into a sleep walker? His tiredness, as if he had done a day’s work since he fell asleep, seemed to indicate that possibility. But BLOOD!


  He wished now he had saved some of it. He could have had it analyzed to see if it were human blood. He inspected the bed where he had slept. There was not the slightest smear. Evidently, the blood had dried on his hand before he went back to bed.


  Gretta woke up and turned over lazily. She yawned widely, mumbled something, and went back to sleep.


  Ben looked at her thoughtfully. That wasn’t like her. As long as they had slept together, she had invariably awakened fresh and full of life. She acted almost drugged. He decided not to disturb her.


  Frowning in perplexity, he went into the dining room and ate the breakfast served him by efficient servants that had somehow become a part of his household without his knowing who they were or where they had been chosen.


  HE WAS just finishing when Georges Ley came in, followed by a protesting servant who insisted he should wait until he had been properly announced.


  “Good morning, Georges,” Ben greeted him, smiling to cover up the feeling of alarm he was experiencing. “Sit down and have a cup of coffee with me.”


  Georges hesitated. “I could use it, I guess,” he said. He sat down at the table. The cup of coffee slid in front of him almost before he was seated. He gulped some of the hot fluid, setting the cup back down with a bang that endangered its fragile existence.


  “Ben,” he said, “we have our first trouble. I suppose it had to come eventually, but I had begun to hope that it never would.”


  “Well?” Ben prompted tonelessly. His eyes were half shaded, and he sipped at his coffee slowly to help conceal the tenseness of his features.


  “Do you remember the Russian WAAC on chick one? The one that we all knew unofficially was in love with the Negro soldier?” Georges asked.


  Ben nodded, his throat tightening.


  “She was murdered a few hours ago,” Georges said bitterly. “The most brutal job I ever heard of. The medicos insist that her throat was cut first and that she was then picked up by the ankles and rapidly swung around in a circle. There is blood on the walls, the ceiling, and all the furniture in her room. Whoever did it had tremendous strength. She’s a big girl, weighs around a hundred and eighty. Do you think an Earthman has strength enough to whirl her around like that? I don’t, and I’d bet my bottom dollar that any twelve men on a jury would bring in a verdict of murder at the hands of an unknown Venusian.”


  “So trouble has come at last,” Ben said softly. “I don’t suppose there is any chance of keeping this secret for a while until we have a chance to figure things out?”


  “Not a chance now,” Georges answered. “It’s all over camp now. Before the day is over every man on Venus, including the natives, will have heard about it.”


  Ben looked bitterly at his hand. Could he have done it? The tiredness when he had awakened, the streak of blood on his hand; they were strong evidence. Yet, could he possibly have been strong enough to do it?


  Any way you looked at it, it was a crazy murder. Not the type of murder a man with his senses about him would do. But a somnambule, one who did it while asleep, he might do just that sort of thing. He might believe he was operating a spray gun. He might believe the girl was sick and that was the only way to cure her. He might—oh, he might have any kind of motive that seemed normal and sensible to his sleeping mind, the actual deed being translated into something else entirely in the accompanying dream.


  “There’s one possibility I’ve thought of,” Georges said, breaking into Ben’s thoughts. “Suppose a soldier did it. Suppose he went into her room and made advances toward her and she fought him off or declined without the apparent necessity of a fight. That is quite probable. The men have been here almost ten months now and army discipline is still rigidly enforced. Suppose also she threatened to report him. He decided to kill her. To throw suspicion on the natives, he did the first thing that came into his mind that would be likely to point the finger of suspicion away from all of us and, therefore, him. The whole thing strikes me that way, like what a white man without too much brains would think a Venusian might do.”


  “That’s a very good possibility,” Ben agreed. “It would be a good idea to make enquiries on that angle; perhaps conduct a thorough search of all quarters at once for the knife and clothing. Stop the laundry and search the dirty clothes. Somehow, though, that doesn’t seem to be to be the answer. I have a peculiar feeling that there was a SANE reason behind that murder. Call it a hunch.”


  “What do you mean by a sane reason?” Georges asked. “Could such a murder be done by a sane man, unless possibly by a native whose motives might be sane to him but not comprehensible to us?”


  “I mean that I have a feeling there is some definite reason for smearing that blood all over the room,” Ben said. “It sounds fantastic, I know. I can’t imagine what the reason might be.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind anyway, Ben,” Georges said, soberly. “I’d better get back and get your other suggestion into operation at once. I imagine the men in charge will take it for granted that it was a native and not look too hard for a white murderer.”


  He stood up and saluted. Ben stood up and returned the salute.


  HE STOOD there after Georges had left, watching the closed door with bleak eyes. Where had that hunch come from? From his subsconscious which held a clear memory of every detail of the crime?


  Ung watched Ben emerge from the jungle path into the garden, a quiet smile on his lips. There was a cruel twist to the corners of his mouth and a cold, amused glint in his eyes. He watched while Ben made his way through the garden up to the area way where he was standing.


  “Good morning,” Ben said, cheerfully.


  Ung hesitated, then nodded his recognition of the greeting. “Something is troubling you?” Ung suggested.


  “No,” Ben said. “Nothing at all. I feel fine. Why? Do I look troubled?”


  “You don’t look—rested,” Ung said, his eyes studying Ben keenly.


  “I didn’t sleep too well,” Ben said. “I woke up several times. Maybe I do look a little under the weather, but I feel all right.”


  Ung shrugged his shoulders imperceptibly and turned toward the stone seats he and Ben occupied during their discussions.


  Ben stared thoughtfully at his back as he followed. He had decided not to say anything to Ung. If something were amiss, and Ung knew all about it, he might give himself away if Ben pretended nothing had happened. Had his question about something troubling Ben been dictated by knowledge that something HAD happened? It might be.


  Ung sat down in his accustomed place and Ben sat down opposite him, waiting for Ung to begin the conversation.


  “You are progressing quite well,” Ung said, plunging at once into things he had been teaching Ben. “I think you are beginning to understand what is meant by each mind being a cosmos by itself, logically independent of all others. When you begin to realize that space is nothing more than a form of expression, you can understand that your mind and all it contains may be as vast as the so-called physical universe. You have no way of knowing deductively that the so-called universe is NOT entirely contained in your own mind. You don’t exhaust your mind in consciousness, nor do you exhaust the supposed universe while in a state of consciousness.”


  “Yes,” Ben agreed. “I am beginning to see quite clearly what you mean now. In fact, maybe I can go a little ahead of what you have told me already. I see the analogy between the individual mind as a cosmos, and the physical cosmos. If we consider the supposed physical cosmos as being the Supreme Being, then, assuming that it is perfect, our goal is to try to attain the same kind of mentality, so to speak, as the Creator is as a Reality. It’s personifying nature, in a way, but in a way that seems to be quite logical and with good grounds for validity. If we consider a man as being a mentality rather than a mind in a body of a certain shape, then that mentality can really be said to be made ‘in the image of God’.”


  “YOU ARE doing very well,” Ung said gravely. “Now, there are two paths open to the developing intellect. It can distinguish between Mind and Matter. It can build up theories concerning matter that are physical law, and theories about mind that are psychological law. This is the way of Earth development. It is predicted on the assumption that the mind is a functioning of a material structure which is a part of a postulated physical Cosmos. It is based, fundamentally, on the assumption you make that I exist during the intervals when you are not holding me in consciousness.


  “The other way,” he went on, “is to admit what you knew to be true when you were a child; namely, that there is no reality for you except the content of your consciousness and your mind. Then, with fewer assumptions you can start out with ONE and only one type of science, psychology. The laws of behavior of your mind alone. The inflexibility of so-called external reality then becomes inflexibility of psychological behavior of the mind. Manipulation of material surroundings then becomes conscious direction of mental processes in the same category as thought.”


  “I don’t think I get what you mean, Ung,” Ben said. “It sounds to me like you are trying to say that a physical object can be affected directly by thought.”


  “Precisely, if you learn how,” Ung agreed. “Let me give you an analogy. A man with some incurable habit. He tries to eliminate it, but all his efforts are of no avail. He is a slave to it. It is beyond his ability to break away from the habit that holds him in bondage. That very analogy is the clue to gaining mastery over so-called external reality. The method of curing the man with the incurable habit is to set up a different habit pattern that attacks the other habit indirectly. The usual method with an appetite habit is to introduce a psychological factor which eventually makes him violently ill each time he partakes of the particular substance of the habit.”


  “I think they do that with some habits back on the Earth,” Ben agreed. “I remember reading ads that claim that slipping their product into a cup of coffee will make tobacco cause a person to be ill, and so that person is forced to give up tobacco.”


  “That is essentially the right method,” Ung said. “And that’s what I’ve been doing with you: introducing counter habits that will, when they ripen, make it possible for you to manipulate nature mentally!”


  “I can’t see how,” Ben said, doubtfully.


  “Of course not!” Ung said, irritably. “You can’t see how until the time comes that you can do it.”


  “I guess you’re right,” Ben placated him.


  “Now we’ll get on with today’s exercises,” Ung said. “You now have the drum beat so integrated into your consciousness that it forms the foundations of thought for you. Now you must learn to mold it into form and substance, make it solid, so to speak.”


  “I think I know what you mean,” Ben said, remembering how the drum sound affected him in that room of the flame.


  “Very well,” Ung went on. “I’ll place you under hypnosis and guide your thoughts. Eventually you will be able to do it without hypnosis.”


  Ben struggled for a moment. He felt a vague alarm. Then his mind became passive. He had been hypnotized so many times now by Ung that he couldn’t resist.


  The beat of the drums pounded on the shores of consciousness, their echoes bouncing back into the frothing sea of sound. Protestingly but helplessly, the mind that knew itself as Ben Arnold sank down and down, suspended in a directionless space where it knew not even that it knew itself . . .


  MARY ADAMS, white, and Luella Browne, colored, were roommates. They were both originally from Chicago, U.S.A., and occupied a second floor room of the unwaac dorm in Chicago, Venus.


  Mary hadn’t been able to go to sleep. She kept imagining that she heard a strange rustling sound that seemed to come from deep in the ground.


  “Go to sleep, Mary,” Luella said, exasperatedly. “Or at least be quiet so I can get some sleep.”


  “But I tell you,” Mary said, “I hear it. It’s a strange rustling, like a million insects crawling on leaves.”


  “I hear it too, Mary,” Luella said. “But that’s no reason why we shouldn’t get some sleep.”


  “It scares me,” Mary said. “I wish I knew what it was.”


  She got out of bed and turned on the light. Wrapping her bathrobe tightly about her, she went into the bathroom. There were windows in all the rooms, but light was not intense enough to dispense with electric lights even when the eternal cloud layer thinned to a minimum.


  She took the drinking glass off the shelf beside the wash basin and reached to turn on the faucet. Her hand paused in midair. Her horrified eyes stared in fascination at the drain.


  The drain was literally filled with a seething mass of white. This mass would surge upward and spill over. The spill would separate into small, wormlike things. The instant they separated from the parent mass, they began to sprout legs. At least that is what it looked like, although it might have been just pseudopod tentacles shooting out from the central body. It might even have been fully developed legs which could be retracted entirely into the body, which were now being pushed out again.


  They were forming a moving carpet of evil white over the shiny brilliancy of the glazed bowl, and beginning to crawl over its edge. While they moved, they seemed to grow heads with large jaws.


  By the time they dropped off the edge of the wash basin onto the floor, they were a whitish, termite shaped insect. They were no longer the small worms they were when they spilled out of the mass pushing up through the drain of the basin.


  Mary screamed. Then she began chewing at the back of her hand frenziedly, backing slowly out of the bathroom.


  Luella jumped out of bed and into the bathroom.


  “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said, slipping her feet into her bedroom slippers and picking up her bathrobe.


  The two girls opened the door to the hall and ran rapidly. They didn’t know where they were going, except that it was someplace a long way from their bathroom.


  As they half ran, half fell down the stairway to the ground floor, they heard a soul-shattering scream from above. On the main floor there were thousands of the little white termite things.


  The two girls ran swiftly toward the front entrance, touching their feet quickly to the seething floor and raising them instantly.


  Near the front entrance Luella slipped and fell. At once, she was covered by a white blanket that spotted her dark skin. She screamed wildly, her arms threshing.


  Mary paused at the front door and turned. She saw Luella rise, her eyes crusted with the white things so that the lids could not close. She felt sharp, needle-like pains, as some of the things bit at the skin of her ankles. She pushed open the door and ran, the screams of her roommate dinning in her ears as she left the building.


  Outside she saw a huge indigo giant. Her eyes registered the fact that he seemed to be standing on a bed of the white things without their crawling on him, and that he held a huge bronze disk at his side. She was so used to seeing the natives now, and they were always so polite and obedient, that these things registered on her sight but did not penetrate to her mind. She ran up to him, crying “Save me” in pidgin English.


  He grinned at her broadly. There was a movement at the borders of her vision. She paused, looked into the soulless eyes and the grinning face of the native as the realization penetrated her consciousness that her throat had been skillfully cut and her blood was welling out, pouring down over her breasts.


  She took another step toward him before she fell. The last thing she felt was the pain of a million needles pricking her body, and the rough, raspy feel of wool on her skin. She died wondering about the wool. She didn’t know it was the legs of the insect things as they crawled over her skin . . .


  A HALF hour later, three men in a jeep slowed down to look at the cleanly picked skeleton of what had a few short minutes before been Mary Adams. Slowing down was a mistake. A mile further on, the jeep slewed off the concrete, the three men slapping at the things attacking their skin.


  A native jumped on the running board and cut their throats—an unnecessary act, but he seemed to enjoy it even though he knew it did not hasten their end by more than a minute. He dropped back to the ground and walked contemptuously over the carpet of white. Those of the insect things that clung to his feet quickly dropped off without hurting him.


  GEORGES LEY sat asleep in an overstuffed chair in his bedroom. His pipe slipped out of his hand and dropped to the floor. The sound of its dropping awoke him.


  He reached over and picked it up, absently taking his lighter from his pocket and relighting it. As he sucked on the stem to get it going, his eyes came to rest on the door to the bathroom. A carpet of white was moving into the room through the crack at the bottom of the door.


  As it advanced, it spread out exploratively. He snapped the lighter closed and looked quickly about him. The moving horde was all about him.


  One of the things crawled onto his shoe. He bent over to get a closer look at it. Several more climbed onto his shoes. One of them reached the top of a shoe and immediately sunk its jaws into his skin through his stocking.


  He took another look at the advancing carpet of white and made a quick decision.


  Luck was with him. The things hadn’t reached his car in the garage yet. As he picked up speed outside and turned the car toward the distant Sierra Corscatehs, his eyes took in the panorama of destruction. He saw hundreds of people fall and be covered instantly by the moving carpet. He saw grinning natives running through it unharmed, pausing only to slit a throat expertly.


  One native hopped onto the running board. Georges shot him through the head and drove on.


  Another native threw a knife at him. The knife caught him in the shoulder, sinking up to the hilt as it grazed the back of his shoulder socket and went into the back muscle just under the skin.


  His lips formed a grim line as he pressed his foot down on the gas pedal as far as it would go and prayed that no one would get in his way. Once, a huge creature ran blindly across the concrete highway just ahead of him, moving white patches spotting its hide. He heard it bleat pitifully until it moved out of his sight and sound.


  The tires became slippery. The car skidded dangerously at the slightest turn of the steering wheel. Another car crept up in the rear. Georges could not make out the driver. It might be another Earthman who had been lucky enough to escape. It might also be a native trying to prevent him from getting to the mountain base. He didn’t dare slow down to find out.


  He rounded a curve in time to see a car ahead turn around completely and tip over. The occupant’s face appeared momentarily before it was covered by the blanket of white. He had been a close friend of Georges.


  The skid marks on the pavement were flowing into a uniform white as Georges passed over them. The insect blanket looked somewhat like dirty, unreflected snow. If the highway hadn’t been raised above the ground on either side it might have been hard to tell where it left off.


  ABRUPTLY, the jungle ended. The highway went uphill at once. The white blanket became a grey-green white, blending off to the pale green of the hill grass.


  The danger from the insect things was over. George braked his car to a halt and waited for the other car. His gun was ready. If the driver was not white, he intended to shoot first and ask questions later.


  He waited ten minutes. The other car didn’t appear. Either the driver had met with disaster at the last moment before reaching safety, or it was a native who didn’t care to attack out of the jungle.


  Finally, Georges started his car again and climbed up the mountain. He looked back before he climbed into the cloud layer. The jungle spread out below as far as the eye could reach. Except along the borders, there was no sign of the white scourge. But along the edge of the jungle it spilled out, from a distance seeming to be melting snows that have lain all winter and become dirty and dull.


  Near at hand was a large herd of animals. They were the sheep-like animals that existed in the clearings of the jungles. They had evidently fled to the hills to escape the insect things. There were other compact herds of them on the hillside as far as he could see.


  His mind numbed by the realization of the awful catastrophe that had wiped out the Earth colony in the jungles without warning, Georges started the car again and slowly climbed into the cloud layer.


  Unless the same scourge had swept over the plateau above, there were no more than a hundred thousand left of the million and a half humans that had crossed the void from the Earth less than a year before!


  What if even these were gone? Was he the only white human left alive on all the planet?


  He stepped on the throttle. An hour later he reached the half-way mark service depot. He almost cried with relief when he saw an Earthman come out to meet him.


  And the man was surprised when Georges forgot rank and jumped out of the car to greet him like a long lost brother.


  GEORGES LEY sat at a desk reading a typewritten report. It was three days of Earth time since he had escaped the insect horde in that wild ride through the jungle to the safety of the hill country.


  Here was the report of the biology branch, and it read: The insect is somewhat analogous to the termite, but with startling differences. The soil of Venus in the jungles consists of a top layer of loosely packed dead vegetation in which thrive many varieties of small plants of the fungoid variety, growing entirely underground.


  Over twenty distinct species of these underground plants have been discovered and classified. Most of them are shaped like a puff ball, but a few are snakelike, being sometimes over fifty feet in length.


  Infesting this vegetable layer of ground, and existing in concentrations of a thousand to the cubic foot in most places, is a small, wormlike insect which lives off the fungoid varieties, leaving the roots of surface plants strictly alone.


  It has been established beyond question that the insects that did the damage are these worms. For some unknown reason, they suddenly emerged from the ground and underwent a metamorphosis analogous to the wing growing ability of some Earth insects; in this case the change being the growth of legs and mandibles, and the change in eating habits from vegetable to animal food.


  Above ground they attacked only animals, leaving all plants alone. Approximately seventy-two hours, Earth time, after they grew their legs, etc., they shed them and again returned to their former state as worms living on the underground fungoid plants.


  It is suspected that this three day period has something to do with their reproductive cycle. There is no strong evidence to support this at present, however, and further study of this species will have to be made before any conclusions can be made.


  There was much more to the report of a technical nature. Georges skimmed this swiftly. The facts were now clear. On Earth there was the seven year locust, the salmon flies, and many other varieties of insects that appeared and vanished mysteriously, living their own peculiar life cycles.


  The cataclysm that had wiped out nearly all of the Earth forces on Venus had been such a thing—unforeseen. Methods would have to be found to exterminate this species if the Earth hoped to develop Venus. Either that or some method would have to be devised to determine just when the three day period came so that the colonists of the future could escape to the hills until the danger was over.


  A few truths were becoming all too evident now. The Venusians obviously knew of the menace and knew how to make themselves immune to it. They had not warned the colonizers. They had received the Earth expedition with open arms and helped get them all down in the jungle for only one reason—they had counted on the insect wave wiping them out completely.


  They had hoped the base on the plateau would be abandoned so that every man on Venus would be wiped out. It might have been abandoned, except for the fact that it had to be maintained because the chick ships could not be moved down. They didn’t have power enough to take off unaided and they were too large to move down the hill. Except for the accident to chick one, and its landing on the plateau, the base would almost certainly have been on the lowlands.


  What would happen now? It made Georges ill to think of the future.


  HIS MIND switched to Ben Arnold.


  Was Ben still alive? Or had the natives let him be eaten up by the insects too? King Ben! It was a sour jest now. It would probably be better if Ben were dead. If he were alive, there would be too many complications.


  The treaty. Why had the natives been so insistent that it be included in the treaty that Ben was to be forever beyond the law? It had been done, whatever the motive that lay behind it. The United Nations had passed a special law with a clause of irrevocability, so that regardless of what might come in the future, Ben as an individual was beyond all law of both Venus and Earth. Even in a war with Venus, there was no revoking that law. In the first flush of enthusiasm over the wonderful way things were developing on Venus, everything had been done to ensure the continuance of friendly relations. Passage of the law had been effected easily, as being just something to satisfy a whim of the natives.


  It had been thought it was probably necessary to give their king “face.” The Earth governments had been more than eager to give the king of Venus all the “face” and importance the Venusians could desire.


  But now, the treaty had been a farce from the beginning so far as the Venusians were concerned. Each and every native had run his truck or done some other job, bowing and kowtowing to the Earth invaders, a wide grin on his face, knowing that in the near future that time would come when there was nothing left of the invaders except bleached bones and empty houses.


  Each native had been friendly and courteous and helpful, nursing in his heart the secret “triumph,” the knowledge that he was being friendly to a corpse.


  Thinking is based largely on tradition and custom. More so than a person would believe without going into it. Undoubtedly, the diabolical plan of the Venusians arose from their past tradition. That tradition was completely unknown to the unarmy expedition. Perhaps someday, the precedent for all this would be discovered. Maybe sometime in the dim past, some other race from another planet had landed and been destroyed by those insects.


  Georges’ thoughts kept returning to Ben Arnold. Was he alive or dead? What was the secret of the immunity of the natives to the insects? Was it natural or produced by some chemical? If it were chemical, they could immunize Ben and he would probably be alive. If it were natural, the dislike of the insects for the smell or taste of the native skin, then in all probability Ben was dead.


  What would happen now? The way the natives ran around cutting throats, they would undoubtedly fight any force sent down into the lowlands now. A task force was already being formed to go down in force. The tanks that had been brought for just that purpose were being gone over and fueled.


  The post set up at the edge of the jungle still had reported no contact with the natives. The insects had all gone back into the ground, though. If the natives were going to attack—but of course they wouldn’t. They would be thinking up something else, waiting for the inevitable task force that would be sent down to explore the damage and perhaps attempt revenge.


  Georges’ phone rang, breaking into his thoughts. He picked up the receiver listlessly. It was the observation detail at the edge of the jungle.


  “Captain Ley?” the voice at the other end of the wire asked excitedly. Then, without waiting for confirmation, “Lt. Arnold, I mean King Arnold, is here with several natives. He refuses to say a word, but one of the natives says they want to come up to the plateau for a talk.”


  “Put King Arnold on the phone,” Georges ordered.


  There was a pause. The voice of the soldier came again. “He still refuses to talk, sir,” he said. “He acts a little queer, like he was drugged or something.”


  “O.K., load them into a truck and bring them up,” Georges ordered.


  He dropped the phone back on its cradle and stood up. “So Ben is alive!” he muttered. Giving orders to his secretary to call a meeting of the general staff, he left the room.


  THE THIRTEEN members of the general staff sat on one side of the long table, six on either side of Captain Ley. On the other side of the table stood ten eight-foot natives, all of them old and with wrinkled skins. They were different than any natives Georges had seen before in that they wore a home-spun wool cloak that draped from their shoulders to the floor.


  One of the natives stood two paces in front of the rest. Immediately behind him and closely guarded by two of the natives stood Ben, his face devoid of expression, his eyes blank looking.


  The native in the front did the talking. “It grieves us that your people were destroyed by the ants,” he said, speaking in Venusian. “I am Ung, a lowly priest. I have been for some time the teacher of this,” he glanced at Ben with an expression of bitterness and hate, “this man whom we have taken for our king. He has known for some time of the menace. It was our understanding that he had given you warning.”


  “What!” Georges was so amazed that he stood up. “Is this true, Ben?”


  “True,” Ben said. His lips moved slowly, but the sneer on his face was unmistakable.


  “When the insects came,” Ung went on, “we were amazed to find that none of your people had left. To save them was impossible. We did the next best thing wherever we could. We ended their suffering mercifully.”


  “You mean cutting throats,” Georges said grimly.


  “Yes,” Ung bowed sadly. “It was all we could do. It saved only minutes of intense torture, to be sure, but it was merciful. After it was all over we began to wonder why you had not gone to the hills until the danger was past. We asked our—king,” again he turned and gave Ben a look of intense hatred. “He told us that he hated his own race and planned to destroy them so that they would leave us alone. Our people were deeply shocked, you may be sure. In the past time that you have been here, we have come to love you as brothers. We wish you to know that we do not condone the mad scheme of this man whom we made our king.”


  “Is what the priest says true?” Georges asked Ben.


  BEN SHRUGGED off the restraining hands of the two men on either side of him and stepped forward, the sneer on his face changing to a look of intense hatred and contempt.


  “It’s true,” he said. “You aren’t here to make friends with these people. You will do just as the English did in every country they overran; just as the settlers did to the Indians.”


  He flung his arms out in a dramatic gesture, tossing his head wildly. “I won’t see that happen! I’ll order my subjects to kill the rest of you by torture. Now get off this planet and stay off.”


  The two natives had stepped forward and now took Ben’s arms and dragged him back.


  “You see?” Ung said sadly. “He is utterly mad. We are a friendly people. We wish to do what we can to wipe out the terrible wrong that has been done you. We will work for you, help you rebuild.”


  The man sitting next to Georges handed him a note that had passed down the line. It read, “Ben is undoubtedly under the influence of some drug, or else under hypnosis. Order him held for observation and stall until we can be sure.”


  “It is our present ruling,” Georges said, “that your king be turned over to us temporarily for observation so that we can decide for ourselves if he is without reason and mad. We will then talk with you further. Meanwhile, we would be very grateful if you would remain here as our guests. It should take no longer than a few hours to decide.”


  “Before we grant that,” Ung said hastily, “we wish to emphasize that we have not violated our treaty except for the mercy slayings. We regret that our king cannot be held responsible under our law for his terrible crime. We regret that you cannot punish him either, that the treaty and your own law forbid that. We have already passed judgment on him so far as we are able. He remains our king for the rest of his life, but we have stripped him of his power. He is now king in name only. He can go where he will and no one can touch him. It is our decision that he be ostracized forever, a man without friend or country or race. It is our decision that you accept this ruling of the priests and impose the same ruling. If you do not, we will renounce our treaty and fight. If you do, we will continue to assist you. I am sure you will not be trapped by the ants when they come again.”


  He smiled and stepped back, his gaunt indigo frame showing grotesquely as his cloak opened and closed with his steps. In his eyes was a gleam that might have been triumph.


  “NO EVIDENCE of hypnosis or drugs, sir,” the psychiatrist said to Captain Ley. “He sticks to his story. He hates us and, according to his own admission, planned to get rid of us. According to him, the natives had nothing to do with it. He ordered them to keep quiet, saying he would warn us of the ants himself.”


  “But that’s impossible!” Georges exclaimed. “Are you sure it isn’t hypnosis?”


  “All our tests say no,” the psychiatrist said. “Of course, the native priests may know a few tricks about hypnosis that we haven’t learned. We’ve put him under hypnosis and he sticks to his story. We’ve tried truth drugs on him and he still sticks to it. If what he says is posthypnotic suggestion, I’d like to learn their method. We have no way of creating a permanent block in the mind that will defy counterhypnosis and truth serums.”


  “Have you found out anything at all?” Georges asked.


  “Nothing other than a strange phobia he had that his mind contains a substance made from drum beats out of which he can create another cosmos and destroy the real one at will. My frank opinion is that he is insane. If he is, it is quite possible that he really did plan all this in an effort to kill us all.”


  *    *    *


  THE OLD man felt a tug at his sleeve which jerked him back to the present. He opened his eyes. The ancient ventilation fan rattled. The motley sound of human voices hung in the air about him, and from a great distance the beat of the drums came, muted and patient in their tempo.


  The faces of the young cadets about the table were tense and white. The old man picked up his glass of beer and finished it in one gulp. It had become warm and stale.


  “Of course, there was a trial,” he said, wiping his mustache with a frayed coat sleeve. “The biggest trial there ever was or ever will be. The high priests of Venus were there. The least man on the jury was the president of some South American country. That was because the priests insisted that no one less than a ruler could sit in trial on a ruler, even though the ruler on trial couldn’t be touched by law.


  “The United Nations Court hired the best brains in the world to arrive at a decision equal to one Solomon might have made if he were alive. I think the wording of the court’s decision was that since Ben Arnold could not be tried, it was the peoples of Earth and Venus who were on trial, and those peoples were sentenced to refrain from speaking to or associating with Ben Arnold for the rest of his life. Stiff penalties were set up for anyone who was convicted of doing so.


  “It was something like that, anyway. I heard about it and read about it in the newspapers, piecing it all together until I got the whole story. It took some time. You see, I didn’t hear of the trial until over a year after it took place, so I had to hunt up the newspaper stories in old library files.”


  “Bu-bu-but . . .” one of the cadets tried to interrupt.


  “The trial was of course nothing but a farce, a show put on because the priests of Venus had made it plain that only on completion of the trial would they consent to peaceful exploitation of Venus once more. Georges Ley could have taken the stand and exploded the whole frameup, or setup, whichever you want to call it. Even I could have made fools out of the priests and put the blame where it belonged if I had been able to attend the trial.”


  “But wait . . .” the cadet tried to interrupt again.


  “THEY VOTED Ben Arnold a pension sufficient to keep him alive, and passed a law that he was not to be allowed to stay in one place more than a week. Only they worded it so that it would be impossible for him to stay in one spot longer than a week by imposing stiff penalties on any landlord or property owner who permitted him to live on his premises longer than that. Then they set him free. He was free to go where he wished—the Earth, Venus, and Mars when it was developed enough so that civilian space lines were running.”


  “But I thought . . .” the cadet said loudly.


  “The newspapers had a gold mine in it. Ben Arnold, a greater traitor than his namesake, Benedict Arnold. Ben Arnold, the arch traitor of all time.”


  “But I thought you were Ben Arnold, from your story,” the young cadet finally managed to say.


  “I am,” the old man said.


  “But you said you weren’t at the trial,” the cadet said quickly, “and history tells us that you were!”


  “The newsreels of that time show that you were there!” a second cadet said triumphantly. “You were there, if you are Ben Arnold.”


  “We’re talking of two different things,” the old man said patiently. “I was there and I wasn’t there.”


  “Look, old man,” the cadet who had bought the beer said, half rising. “We only have a couple of seconds left. The last warning has sounded for us to get aboard our ship. Can you tell us in a few short words what you mean? Please!”


  “I was not there,” the old man reiterated. “The last I remember before the catastrophe was sitting on the bench listening to Ung, back in his garden. The next I remember was standing before the flame, the four Gods of Venus looking at me from their ten feet of height. I had a fleeting impression that I had been staring at that flame that hovered above the pedestal for an eternity, from the eyes of one of those idols, but I can’t be sure. Either I’m mad, and the psychiatrists were right, or my soul was plucked from my body and planted, imprisoned, in the figure of the God of heat and light of Venus, while he took possession of my body to accomplish his revenge. I . . .”


  A shrill whistle issued its final warning. The young cadets shoved back their chairs and dashed for the gates. The ventilation fan whined shrilly for a moment, and then resumed its rattling. The blanket of voice noises and other sounds of the space depot hung motionless in the air.


  The beating of the drums came closer and settled around the old man possessively, and a blast of ozone-impregnated air soughed through the waiting room as the ship carrying the young cadets rose from the field outside.


  [*] ED. NOTE: The gravity device used on these ships acts in much the same way as a magnet acts on the electrons in a wire coil. It sets up a difference of potential toward the floor plates, which pushes every atom above this floor downward, producing all the common effects of gravity on all objects. The device itself sets up a gravity vortex analogous to a magnetic field. The field cannot be uniform, and is designed so that its weak areas are near walls where they are not needed so much.


  HISTORY LESSON


  Arthur C. Clarke


  SHANN AND HIS PEOPLE FIGHT THE WHITE TERROR!


  NO ONE could remember when the tribe had begun its long journey. The land of great rolling plains that had been its first home was now no more than a half-forgotten dream.


  For many years Shann and his people had been fleeing through a country of low hills and sparkling lakes, and now the mountains lay ahead. This summer they must cross them to the southern lands. There was little time to lose. The white terror that had come down from the Poles, grinding continents to dust and freezing the very air before it, was less than a day’s march behind. Shann wondered if the glaciers could climb the mountains ahead, and within his heart he dared to kindle a little flame of hope. This might prove a barrier against which even the remorseless ice would batter in vain. In the southern lands of which the legends spoke, his people might find refuge at last. It took weeks to discover a pass through which the tribe and the animals could travel. When midsummer came, they had camped in a lonely valley where the air was thin and the stars shone with a brilliance no one had ever seen before. The summer was waning when Shann took his two sons and went ahead to explore the way. For three days they climbed, and for three nights slept as best they could on the freezing rocks, and on the fourth morning there was nothing ahead but a gentle rise to a cairn of gray stones built by other travelers, centuries ago.


  Shann felt himself trembling, and not with cold, as they walked toward the little pyramid of stones. His sons had fallen behind. No one spoke, for too much was at stake. In a little while they would know if all their hopes had been betrayed.


  To east and west, the wall of mountains curved away as if embracing the land beneath. Below lay endless miles of undulating plain, with a great river swinging across it in tremendous loops. It was a fertile land; one in which the tribe could raise crops knowing that there would be no need to flee before the harvest came.


  Then Shann lifted his eyes to the south, and saw the doom of all his hopes. For there at the edge of the world glimmered that deadly light he had seen so often to the north—the glint of ice below the horizon. There was no way forward. Through all the years of flight, the glaciers from the south had been advancing to meet them. Soon they would be crushed beneath the moving walls of ice . . .


  SOUTHERN glaciers did not reach the mountains until a generation later. In that last summer the sons of Shann carried the sacred treasures of the tribe to the lonely cairn overlooking the plain. The ice that had once gleamed below the horizon was now almost at their feet. By spring it would be splintering against the mountain walls.


  No one understood the treasures now. They were from a past too distant for the understanding of any man alive. Their origins were lost in the mists that surrounded the Golden Age, and how they had come at last into the possession of this wandering tribe was a story that now would never be told. For it was the story of a civilization that had passed beyond recall. Once, all these pitiful relics had been treasured for some good reason, and now they had become sacred though their meaning had long been lost. The print in the old books had faded centuries ago though much of the lettering was still visible—if there had been any to read it. But many generations had passed since anyone had had a use for a set of seven-figure logarithms, an atlas of the world, and the score of Sibelius’ Seventh Symphony printed, according to the flyleaf, by H. K. Chu and Sons, at the City of Peking in the year 2371 A.D.


  The old books were placed reverently in the little crypt that had been made to receive them. There followed a motley collection of fragments—gold and platinum coins, a broken telephoto lens, a watch, a cold-light lamp, a microphone, the cutter from an electric razor, some midget radio tubes, the flotsam that had been left behind when the great tide of civilization had ebbed forever.


  All these treasures were carefully stowed away in their resting place. Then came three more relics, the most sacred of all because the least understood. The first was a strangely shaped piece of metal, showing the coloration of intense heat. It was, in its way, the most pathetic of all these, symbols from the past, for it told of man’s greatest achievement and of the future he might have known. The mahogany stand on which it was mounted bore a silver plate with the inscription:


  Auxiliary Igniter from Starboard Jet


  Spaceship “Morning Star”


  Earth-Moon, A.D. 1985


  Next followed another miracle of the ancient science—a sphere of transparent plastic with strangely shaped pieces of metal imbedded in it. At its center was a tiny capsule of synthetic radio element, surrounded by the converting screens that shifted its radiation far down the spectrum. As long as the material remained active, the sphere would be a tiny radio transmitter, broadcasting power in all directions. Only a few of these spheres had ever been made. They had been designed as perpetual beacons to mark the orbits of the asteroids. But man had never reached the asteroids and the beacons had never been used.


  Last of all was a flat, circular tin, wide in comparison with its depth. It was heavily sealed, and rattled when shaken. The tribal lore predicted that disaster would follow if it was ever opened, and no one knew that it held one of the great works of art of nearly a thousand years before. The work was finished. The two men rolled the stones back into place and slowly began to descend the mountainside. Even to the last, man had given some thought to the future and had tried to preserve something for posterity. That winter the great waves of ice began their first assault on the mountains, attacking from north and south. The foothills were overwhelmed in the first onslaught, and the glaciers ground them into dust. But the mountains stood firm, and)When the summer came the ice retreated for a while. So, winter after winter, the battle continued, and the roar of the avalanches, the grinding of rock and the explosions of splintering ice filled the air with tumult. No war of man’s had been fiercer than this, and even man’s battles had not quite engulfed the globe as this had done.


  At last the tidal waves of ice began to subside and to creep slowly down the flanks of the mountains they had never quite subdued. The valleys and passes were still firmly in their grip. It was stalemate. The glaciers had met their match, but their defeat was too late to be of any use to man. So the centuries passed, and presently there happened something that must occur once at least in the history of every world in the universe, no matter how remote and lonely it may be.


  THE ship from Venus came five thousand years too late, but its crew knew nothing of this. While still many millions of miles away, the telescopes had seen the great shroud of ice that made Earth the most brilliant object in the sky next to the sun itself.


  Here and there the dazzling sheet was marred by black specks that revealed the presence of almost buried mountains. That was all. The rolling oceans, the plains and forests, the deserts and lakes—all that had been the world of man was sealed beneath the ice, perhaps forever.


  The ship closed in to Earth and established an orbit less than a thousand miles away. For five days it circled the planet, while cameras recorded all that was left to see and a hundred instruments gathered information that would give the Venusian scientists many years of work.


  An actual landing was not intended. There seemed little purpose in it. But on the sixth day the picture changed. A panoramic monitor, driven to the limit of its amplification, detected the dying radiation of the five-thousand-year-old beacon. Through all the centuries, it had been sending out its signals with ever-failing strength as its radioactive heart steadily weakened. The monitor locked on the beacon frequency. In the control room, a bell clamored for attention. A little later, the Venusian ship broke free from its orbit and slanted down toward Earth, toward a range of mountains that still towered proudly above the ice, and to a cairn of gray stones that the years had scarcely touched . . .


  The great disk of the sun blazed fiercely in a sky no longer veiled with mist, for the clouds that had once hidden Venus had now completely gone. Whatever force had caused the change in the sun’s radiation had doomed one civilization, but had given birth to another. Less than five thousand years before, the half-savage people of Venus had seen sun and stars for the first time. Just as the science of Earth had begun with astronomy, so had that of Venus, and on the warm, rich world that man had never seen progress had been incredibly rapid.


  Perhaps the Venusians had been lucky. They never knew the Dark Age that held man enchained for a thousand years. They missed the long detour into chemistry and mechanics but came at once to the more fundamental laws of radiation physics. In the time that man had taken to progress from the Pyramids to the rocket-propelled spaceship, the Venusians had passed from the discovery of agriculture to antigravity itself—the ultimate secret that man had never learned.


  The warm ocean that still bore most of the young planet’s life rolled its breakers languidly against the sandy shore. So new was this continent that the very sands were coarse and gritty. There had not yet been time enough for the sea to wear them smooth.


  The scientists lay half in the water, their beautiful reptilian bodies gleaming in the sunlight. The greatest minds of Venus had gathered on this shore from all the islands of the planet. What they were going to hear they did not know, except that it concerned the Third World and the mysterious race that had peopled it before the coming of the ice.


  The Historian was standing on the land, for the instruments he wished to use had no love of water. By his side was a large machine which attracted many curious glances from his colleagues. It was clearly concerned with optics, for a lens system projected from it toward a screen of white material a dozen yards away.


  The Historian began to speak. Briefly he recapitulated what little had been discovered concerning the Third Planet and its people.


  HE MENTIONED the centuries of fruitless research that had failed to interpret a single word of the writings of Earth. The planet had been inhabited by a race of great technical ability. That, at least, was proved by the few pieces of machinery that had been found in the cairn upon the mountain.


  “We do not know why so advanced a civilization came to an end,” he observed.


  “Almost certainly, it had sufficient knowledge to survive an ice Age. There must have been some other factor of which we know nothing. Possibly disease or racial degeneration may have been responsible. It has even been suggested that the tribal conflicts endemic to our own species in prehistoric times may have continued on the Third Planet after the coming of technology.


  “Some philosophers maintain that knowledge of machinery does not necessarily imply a high degree of civilization, and it is theoretically possible to have wars in a society possessing mechanical power, flight, and even radio. Such a conception is alien to our thoughts, but we must admit its possibility. It would certainly account for the downfall of the lost race.


  “It has always been assumed that we should never know anything of the physical form of the creatures who lived on Planet Three. For centuries our artists have been depicting scenes from the history of the dead world, peopling it with all manner of fantastic beings. Most of these creations have resembled us more or less closely, though it has often been pointed out that because we are reptiles it does not follow that all intelligent life must necessarily be reptilian.


  “We now know the answer to one of the most baffling problems of history. At last, after hundreds of years of research, we have discovered the exact form and nature of the ruling life on the Third Planet.”


  There was a murmur of astonishment from the assembled scientists. Some were so taken aback that they disappeared for a while into the comfort of the ocean, as all Venusians were apt to do in moments of stress. The Historian waited until his colleagues reemerged into the element they so disliked. He himself was quite comfortable, thanks to the tiny sprays that were continually playing over his body. With their help he could live on land for many hours before having to return to the ocean.


  The excitement slowly subsided and the lecturer continued:


  “One of the most puzzling of the objects found on Planet Three was a flat metal container holding a great length of transparent plastic material, perforated at the edges and wound tightly into a spool. This transparent tape at first seemed quite featureless, but an examination with the new subelectronic microscope has shown that this is not the case. Along the surface of the material, invisible to our eyes but perfectly clear under the correct radiation, are literally thousands of tiny pictures. It is believed that they were imprinted on the material by some chemical means, and have faded with the passage of time.


  “These pictures apparently form a record of life as it was on the Third Planet at the height of its civilization. They are not independent. Consecutive pictures are almost identical, differing only in the detail of movement. The purpose of such a record is obvious. It is only necessary to project the scenes in rapid succession to give an illusion of continuous movement. We have made a machine to do this, and I have here an exact reproduction of the picture sequence.


  “The scenes you are now going to witness take us back many thousands of years, to the great days of our sister planet. They show a complex civilization, many of whose activities we can only dimly understand. Life seems to have been very violent and energetic, and much that you will see is quite baffling.


  “It is clear that the Third Planet was inhabited by a number of different species, none of them reptilian. That is a blow to our pride, but the conclusion is inescapable. The dominant type of life appears to have been a two-armed biped. It walked upright and covered its body with some flexible material, possibly for protection against the cold, since even before the Ice Age the planet was at a much lower temperature than our own world. But I will not try your patience any further. You will now see the record of which I have been speaking.”


  A BRILLIANT light flashed from the projector. There was a gentle whirring, and on the screen appeared hundreds of strange beings moving rather jerkily to and fro. The picture expanded to embrace one of the creatures, and the scientists could see that the Historian’s description had been correct. The creature possessed two eyes, set rather close together, but the other facial adornments were a little obscure. There was a large orifice in the lower portion of the head that was continually opening and closing. Possibly it had something to do with the creature’s breathing. The scientists watched spellbound as the strange being became involved in a series of fantastic adventures. There was an incredibly violent conflict with another, slightly different creature. It seemed certain that they must both be killed, but when it was all over neither seemed any the worse. Then came a furious drive over miles of country in a four wheeled mechanical device which was capable of extraordinary feats of locomotion. The ride ended in a city packed with other vehicles moving in all directions at breathtaking speeds. No one was surprised to see two of the machines meet head-on with devastating results.


  After that, events became even more complicated. It was now quite obvious that it would take many years of research to analyze and understand all that was happening. It was also clear that the record was a work of art, somewhat stylized, rather than an exact reproduction of life as it actually had been on the Third Planet.


  Most of the scientists felt themselves completely dazed when the sequence of pictures came to an end. There was a final flurry of motion, in which the creature that had been the center of interest became involved in some tremendous but incomprehensible catastrophe. The picture contracted to a circle, centered on the creature’s head.


  The last scene of all was an expanded view of its face, obviously expressing some powerful emotion. But whether it was rage, grief, defiance, resignation or some other feeling could not be guessed. The picture vanished. For a moment some lettering appeared on the screen, then it was all over. For several minutes there was complete silence, save for the lapping of the waves upon the sand. The scientists were too stunned to speak. The fleeting glimpse of Earth’s civilization had had a shattering effect on their minds. Then little groups began to start talking together, first in whispers and then more and more loudly as the implications of what they had seen became clearer. Presently the Historian called for attention and addressed the meeting again.


  “We are now planning,” he said, “a vast program of research to extract all available knowledge from this record. Thousands of copies are being made for distribution to all workers. You win appreciate the problems involved. The psychologists in particular have an immense task confronting them.


  “But I do not doubt that we shall succeed. In another generation, who can say what we may not have learned of this wonderful race? Before we leave, let us look again at our remote cousins, whose wisdom may have surpassed our own but of whom so little has survived.”


  Once more the final picture flashed on the screen, motionless this time, for the projector had been stopped. With something like awe, the scientists gazed at the stiff figure from the past, while in turn the little biped stared back at them with its characteristic expression of arrogant bad temper. For the rest of time it would symbolize the human race. The psychologists of Venus would analyze its actions and watch its every movement until they could reconstruct its mind. Thousands of books would be written about it. Intricate philosophies would be contrived to account for its behavior. But all. this labor, all this research, would be utterly in vain. Perhaps the proud and lonely figure on the screen was smiling sardonically at the scientists who were starting on their age-long fruitless quest. Its secret would be safe as long as the universe endured, for no one now would ever read the lost language of Earth. Millions of times in the ages to come those last few words would flash across the screen, and none could ever guess their meaning:


  A Walt Disney Production


  LIKE A KEEPSAKE


  John D. MacDonald


  “All I can say is, if this should be the world’s end, it’s a real black color . . .”


  NEW MEXPORT


  10 Sept. 1998


  DEAR ZILL:


  I guess you thought that all those things I told you the night before we blasted off for Earth were the same old talky handed to you Venusian women by every space-scarred, horney-handed guy on Interplanet.


  I guess you’ll be surprised to get this letter from me, too. Remember how I told you I thought your name was funny? Well, on the long trip back here to Earth I guess I said it to myself so many times, that it doesn’t sound funny any more. So please forgive me. It’s a wonderful name!


  Another thing I ought to tell you about, Zill. Remember how I made out that I had been around the route a few times. That was a lie. I know, I told you that I was an old hand. And I even told you that maybe next trip I’d be in a co-pilot’s slot. That was so much bunk, Zill. I just got out of space school two weeks before that last trip, and it was my first one. Maybe you guessed, but you were too much a lady to let on. As far as my job goes, I’m on damage-control and spend most all my time in a big mask looking at.a welding torch flame. Some job, hey?


  Well, the fellows told me what you Venusian women are like, and they told me that except for being pretty white on account of no sunshine, you all look the kind of women that here on earth we make actresses of. And then, they told me some other stuff.


  Honest, Zill, you’re the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen, and you were certainly right to smack me the way you did. I believed that stuff the fellows told me. I should have known what kind of a girl you are. I hope you’re not still mad. I’m not really that sort of a guy. Something about the soft night air there did things to me. Someday I’ll bring you here so I can show you what a moon and stars look like. After you walked off in a huff I wandered around for hours before I went back and hit the sack.


  Here I am in the big barracks near New Mexport, and I can tell you that after all that purple-and-green brush there on Venus it would look like a pretty rough place to a girl like you. The sun glares down and it would burn you to one big blister in five minutes. All rock and sand and hot wind.


  I hope I’ll be coming back soon, because we certainly got an awful lot to talk about, Zill, and I won’t make a fool of myself like I did near the end of our evening last time I saw you.


  I’m due to go back out again in three months, so that means it will be nearly a year before I see you again. The next time, I think I’ll get sick at Venusport and get myself grounded for about a month.


  The papers are all full of some sort of trouble in London. Tonight on the telescreen they gave us a quick look at it. I couldn’t make head or tail of it—a black line that, goes right up from a rooftop straight up. into the air. The big scientists have given out with a lot of fancy language but nobody seems to know anything about it except that it’s growing.


  They make me go to classes all the time and learn more stuff about space, and so I will have to stop this now as I have a class coming up. I’ll write again soon.


  Best regards,


  Bill Wheeland


  BRISTOLPORT


  20 Sept. 1998


  DEAREST ZILL:


  I guess you maybe are wondering what the dickens I am doing over here in England instead of staying at New Mexport and studying a lot of math and physics and stuff.


  Well, it’s like this. In the last letter I sent you, which you won’t get yet for another three months probably, I told about this trouble in London.


  Right now, it is two miles thick. I saw it three days ago. Looking at it is sort of like standing in the sunlight and looking into a place where it is black night. Velvety like. It is like looking at a wheel which is spinning so fast you can’t see it move. And is it ever dark!


  They found out about it when it was about the size of a pencil. The way they found out, some guy walked through it and.it cut him right in half. It stops at the Heaviside Layer. When it was little—about as big around as your pretty arm—the scientists messed with it a lot, shoving steel bars into it and so on.


  Every time, the black stuff eats off the steel in a flash without even joggling the arm of the guy that holds it.


  They don’t know what it is yet. The newspapers are full of fancy talk. One old bug calls it a “crack in infinity.” Imagine that? Others think it’s extradimensional, or a vortex of pure force, or some such crackpot thing. All they really know is that it’s black and it’s really growing fast.


  It doesn’t suck stuff up, though. The way it baffles them the most is that when you take a tub of water and shove it up close to the thing, it eats a hole in the side of the tub but the water doesn’t run out the hole. Beats me.


  Lots of crazy people have sneaked by the police lines and jumped into it. They don’t even yelp, I hear. Crazy religions have popped up all over and people are yammering about the end of the world. All I can say is, if this is the end of the world, it’s a real black color, you bet!


  Yesterday we watched the big artillery firing into it. Even though it’s only two miles thick, the shells don’t come out the other side. There isn’t any explosion, even. Except, of course, when the shells go bam before they hit it.


  They’ve tried flame-throwers and big jolts of electricity and fire hoses and everything, and nothing makes a dent on it. It just keeps expanding a little faster each day. Geometric rate of expansion, they say.


  People are awful excited, Zill. Lots of them are getting drunk, and people in the parts of London that aren’t touched yet are killing each, other and raising the dickens in general.


  The political boys are saying that this is the end of Great Britain at last, and there will have to be some new balance of power. You people on Venus know all about that, with both British and Russky bases not too darn far from where you live.


  Right now, Parliament is arguing about using an atomic bomb to break this black thing up. Some of them say too much property is going to be destroyed and if they pay no attention to it, it will go away all by itself.


  Hundreds of years ago they had something in London called the Black Death. You probably read about it in missionary school. Anyway, they’re calling this black pillar the Black Death. It fits somehow, and I guess it will catch on.


  On the telescreen this morning some U. S. politician from the Midwest made a short speech. He said that it was all a fake and that the British were making it up for some ulterior motive. If that thing is a fake, so is that congressman. And the British are beginning to think the Russkies put it in their back yard.


  Anyway, it looks like in a few days they’ll bomb it and then it’ll be all over. I’ll let you know.


  Zill, I’ve been thinking over all the things I want to say to you, and I bet anything that when I see you again I won’t be able to say a darn word. Already I feel shy and funny about seeing you again. I’m glad that two years ago they finally approved Venus-Earth marriages, if you know what I mean!


  Affectionately,


  Bill


  PARISPORT


  29 Sept. 1998


  ZILL, DARLING:


  London is gone. I know that isn’t as much a shock to you as it is to me, because you’ve never seen it. Well, it looks like you never will.


  The Black Death is ten miles in diameter now. It started a block from the East India Dock Road near where the River Thames makes that big loop you may have seen on maps. The west edge of it has gobbled up Kensington Gardens, the south end is down to Crystal Palace and on the north there isn’t any such place as Walthamstow any more. The east part of it is out in the Plumstead Marshes.


  Over here, we can see it during the daytime like a thin black shaft that goes right up into the blue sky, so far that you can’t see the top of it. It is perfectly cylindrical. And I told you how black it is.


  All the other countries have become pretty uneasy about the whole thing, but not to the extent of sending their big science bugs to help get rid of the thing. The newspapers and the telescreens are still loaded with wild guesses.


  You’ve got no idea of the confusion. You see, the thing expands so slow that you can walk right away from it. The only trouble is that all the kinds of transportation away from London are completely messed up. The roads are jammed with people carrying bundles away from London and looking back over their shoulders at the Black Death with their eyes bugging out.


  The thing that seems to have people the moat upset is the way the bombs worked. They used rockets, and with the controls they’ve got they can hit the date on a dime at a thousand miles, as you know. The rockets were launched from secret bases in the north of Scotland. The first one was aimed to go off at the heart of the Black Death. It roared across the sky and dipped down into the blackness.


  Nothing happened. They figured maybe it was a defective one. All the people had been evacuated for a long distance around the base of the thing. The second one that dropped into it didn’t do a thing, either. They busted, the third one very nicely about, a hundred feet from the edge of the Black Death and about ten feet from the ground to reduce the effective range.


  The big column of smoke and debris roared up to fifty thousand feet and you couldn’t see the Black Death any more. But an hour later you could see it all right. It was just as healthy as ever. Or as unhealthy. They tried two more, and then gave up.


  The United States is rushing all sorts of ships, air and water, over to England to evacuate the population if necessary. Already a few hundred thousand people have been transported to Canada, and they say the confusion there is something for the books. With winter coming on, that isn’t such a hot place to take them to.


  Tomorrow they’re having a big deal. I finally found out why all of us were brought over here. They’re taking the old ship, St. Louis, and selecting a skeleton crew by lot and taking her up to one hundred thousand miles, then jetting around and coming down with full steam ahead, with the idea of curving in under the Heaviside Layer and knocking the top off the Black Death.


  Maybe I’ll be picked as part of the crew. The thought of it gives me the cold shivers, but I wouldn’t tell that to anybody but you, Zill. The scientists think the Black Death may be weaker the higher you get.


  Last night I dreamed about you, honey.


  I dreamed that you were on the ramp waiting for me when I came out through the side port of a big, new ship. I hope it’s a true dream, believe me!


  With love,


  Bill


  ROMEPORT


  10 Oct. 1998


  ZILL, DARLING:


  This is in haste. Too busy to write, and besides, the Interplanet schedules are so fouled up I couldn’t be sure of getting this off to you.


  We are down here in Rome and everybody has a sick look on their face, believe me! The Black Death had a sudden spurt in the rate of growth and the northern part of the British Isles is the only thing left. It has come down and bitten a big semicircular chunk out of France.


  I’ve heard descriptions of how it was when the terrible thing hit the British seaports. There were untold millions of people who hadn’t been able to get away yet. When the thing came marching down toward the water, the only thing they could do was sit and take it; or go on out into the water.


  At Bristol, thousands of them crouched on the docks and sang old hymns and kept their eyes shut. As it marched across them the voices died out slowly, and then it went out across the water and after a while there weren’t any more heads bobbing around.


  There aren’t any more governments on the continent of Europe. Just millions of crazy people going as fast as they can toward the Mediterranean coast hoping to get across to Africa, arid other millions going towards the Russian border.


  We heard a rumor that at first the Russians were shooting them down, but pure weight of numbers won out and there doesn’t seem to be any Russian border any more. Already, we can see the thing on bright days.


  A black column in the sky in the northwest.


  A senator from California was on the telescreen this morning. He said that no true Californian believed for one minute that this European invention, the Black Death, would ever march to California’s sunny shores. He ended up with a weather report.


  There are eighteen space ships here at Romeport and yesterday some of the guys took one over without authority and blasted off. Central Control send a rocket interceptor and we looked for the flash at night, but I guess they were too far out when it hit them.


  I guess I didn’t tell you that the St. Louis slammed into the Black Death and there wasn’t even a ripple. It has sort of a fat and squatty look now, and they say that closer to it, it fills the horizon and you can’t see the roundness of it—just a black curtain of velvet that moves slowly.


  Time to move, now. We’re taking all the ships to New Mexport.


  This thing is getting out of control, honey, and I’m off my feed and not sleeping too good. I guess nobody is. I think about you a lot.


  All my love.


  Bill


  NEW MEXPORT


  22 Oct. 1998


  ZILL, HONEY:


  I took a look around this morning. It’s the most terrific thing I’ve ever seen! I had no idea there were so many space ships in operation. All sizes, all lined up across the desert here with their shining snouts pointed at the deep blue of the sky.


  There are no governments left on the face of the earth. I suppose every emergency winds up in the lap of the one guy who seems to have some answers. I never heard of this John Crown before. Anyway, he’s in charge. He had some sort of a job in Washington, I guess, before the government folded.


  We have perimeter defenses around New Mexport, manned by a big chunk of the army. He has a special batch of fast aircraft and they have been going to all parts of the world that are still untouched and bringing back people. They are all quartered within our perimeter defenses. Right now, the only thing space ships mean to the average guy is a chance to get off this planet.


  Last night I heard the heavy chug, chug, chug of rockets slamming out across the desert at the bands of rough citizens who would like to get in here and take over one of the ships. The people Crown is bringing in here are of all nationalities, and I guess that you could say they are the cream of humanity. He’s also having books and things brought in. That irritates a lot of the guys, who think that maybe this Crown will be rescuing books instead of people.


  New York is gone, baby. Funny, but the shock of New York going isn’t as bad as London. I guess, all of us are getting a little punchy.


  It’s tough on the little kids. They walk around here with smeary little faces and puffy eyes getting in everybody’s way, and there’s no way to tell them what the trouble is. I’m exhausted, honey. They’ve had me doing repair work on old ships that had been retired and hadn’t yet been busted up for scrap.


  So it looks like I’ll be seeing you before too long. I’m getting this, off in a ship that’s headed out in an hour, so I must close now. I’ve got to get the letter smuggled aboard. There’s no room for mail anymore.


  Right now, the Black Death has covered Montreal and New York, Cairo and Moscow. That’ll give you an idea of the size of it. The weather is clear and dry. I guess so many clouds and storms have blown into the darn thing that there won’t be any more rain here.


  All my love,


  Bill


  NEW MEXPORT


  DEAR ZILL:


  Where all the ships were there is nothing but sand. There are a few left. This morning we could see the blackness in the east. There hasn’t been any sunrise yet. The sun is behind the thing.


  I’ll give this to one of the guys in the barracks to take with him. He’ll give it to you personally.


  I don’t know how to say all this, Zill. I don’t know how to say any part of it. The board that Crown set up has cleared the last of the crews for the remaining ships. I’m not on any of the crews. And I’m not a passenger.


  I keep thinking that if I had maybe a year more experience in space I’d be worth taking along. As it stands, I’m just a punk who doesn’t know much about space and doesn’t know anything about anything else.


  All the time, I thought I’d be going. Pretty silly, wasn’t it? When I realized what was going to happen I got sort of a stiff grin on my face, and I went in and sat on my bunk and bit on my thumb knuckle to keep from crying like a baby.


  Misery loves company, I suppose, but I don’t get much comfort out of thinking of all the millions and millions of people who have disappeared into that Black Death.


  Crown thinks he’s staying behind, too. There’s a plan to slug him and put him aboard the last ship. He’ll wake up in deep space. I guess that’s a good thing. He’s turned this escape into a pretty orderly thing.


  Well, Zill, there isn’t much point in weeping on your pretty shoulder, and I’ve given up thinking that maybe they’ll change their mind about me. I even thought of killing one of the crew guys so that maybe I could take his place, but there are hundreds of guys in my shoes avid the odds are against my being picked, even if I could do such a thing.


  I keep thinking that things would have worked out very nicely for the two of us, but I guess it is just one of those things. You are very beautiful, Zill, and you will find a nice guy, I am sure. Better find a smarter guy than me, Zill.


  Joey is around looking for this letter, so I must close now. I like to think that maybe you will keep these letters of mine. Sort of like a keepsake.


  I know this writing is a little wobbly, but you ought to be able to read it okay. To tell the truth, I’m scared green!


  Anyway, when you find a nice guy, which I am sure you will, you better hide these letters of mine so he won’t read them and get jealous. If he isn’t good to you, honey, I will transport myself over there and I’ll haunt the son of a gun. Ha, ha!


  Your friend,


  Bill Wheeland


  ENCHANTRESS OF VENUS


  Leigh Brackett


  Laughing, she cast him down into the hideous depths, beneath the seas of flaming gas, to where dead blossoms swayed, whispering, over strangely Jumbled ruins . . . But there he found the secret of her power, and came surging hack—up from the depths, up front the seas, the tortured swamps—to storm her forbidding shrine and seek her within, death like a gift In his hands . . .


  THE SHIP MOVED SLOWLY across the Red Sea, through the shrouding veils of mist, her sail barely filled by the languid thrust of the wind. Her hull, of a thin light metal, floated without sound, the surface of the strange ocean parting before her prow in silent rippling streamers of flame.


  Night deepened toward the ship, a river of indigo flowing out of the west. The man known as Stark stood alone by the after rail and watched its coming. He was full of impatience and a gathering sense of danger, so that it seemed to him that even the hot wind smelled of it.


  The steersman lay drowsily over his sweep. He was a big man, with skin and hair the color of milk. He did not speak, but Stark felt that now and again the man’s eyes turned toward him, pale and calculating under half-closed lids, with a secret avarice.


  The captain and the two other members of the little coasting vessel’s crew were forward, at their evening meal. Once or twice Stark heard a burst of laughter, half-whispered and furtive. It was as though all four shared in some private joke, from which he was rigidly excluded.


  The heat was oppressive. Sweat gathered on Stark’s dark face. His shirt stuck to his back. The air was heavy with moisture, tainted with the muddy fecundity of the land that brooded westward behind the eternal fog.


  There was something ominous about the sea itself. Even on its own world, the Red Sea is hardly more than legend. It lies behind the Mountains of White Cloud, the great barrier wall that hides away half a planet. Few men have gone beyond that barrier, into the vast mystery of Inner Venus. Fewer still have come back.


  Stark was one of that handful. Three times before he had crossed the mountains, and once he had stayed for nearly a year. But he had never quite grown used to the Red Sea.


  It was not water. It was gaseous, dense enough to float the buoyant hulls of the metal ships, and it burned perpetually with its deep inner fires. The mists that clouded it were stained with the bloody glow. Beneath the surface Stark could see the drifts of flame where the lazy currents ran, and the little coiling bursts of sparks that came upward and spread and melted into other bursts, so that the face of the sea was like a cosmos of crimson stars.


  It was very beautiful, glowing against the blue, luminous darkness of the night. Beautiful, and strange.


  There was a padding of bare feet, and the captain, Malthor, came up to Stark, his outlines dim and ghostly in the gloom.


  “We will reach Shuruun,” he said, “before the second glass is run.”


  Stark nodded. “Good.”


  The voyage had seemed endless, and the close confinement of the narrow deck had got badly on his nerves.


  “You will like Shuruun,” said the captain jovially. “Our wine, our food, our women—all superb. We don’t have many visitors. We keep to ourselves, as you will see. But those who do come . . .”


  He laughed, and clapped Stark on the shoulder. “Ah, yes. You will be happy in Shuruun!”


  It seemed to Stark that he caught an echo of laughter from the unseen crew, as though they listened and found a hidden jest in Malthor’s words.


  Stark said, “That’s fine.”


  “Perhaps,” said Malthor, “you would like to lodge with me. I could make you a good price.”


  He had made a good price for Stark’s passage from up the coast. An exorbitantly good one.


  Stark said, “No.”


  “You don’t have to be afraid,” said the Venusian, in a confidential tone. “The strangers who come to Shuruun all have the same reason. It’s a good place to hide. We’re out of everybody’s reach.”


  He paused, but Stark did not rise to his bait. Presently he chuckled and went on, “In fact, it’s such a safe place that most of the strangers decide to stay on. Now, at my house, I could give you . . .”


  Stark said again, flatly, “No.”


  The captain shrugged. “Very well. Think it over, anyway.” He peered ahead into the red, coiling mists. “Ah! See there?” He pointed, and Stark made out the shadowy loom of cliffs. “We are coming into the strait now.”


  Malthor turned and took the steering sweep himself, the helmsman going forward to join the others. The ship began to pick up speed. Stark saw that she had come into the grip of a current that swept toward the cliffs, a river of fire racing ever more swiftly in the depths of the sea.


  THE dark wall seemed to plunge toward them. At first Stark could see no passage. Then, suddenly, a narrow crimson streak appeared, widened, and became a gut of boiling flame, rushing silently around broken rocks. Red fog rose like smoke. The ship quivered, sprang ahead, and tore like a mad thing into the heart of the inferno.


  In spite of himself, Stark’s hands tightened on the rail. Tattered veils of mist swirled past them. The sea, the air, the ship itself, seemed drenched in blood. There was no sound, in all that wild sweep of current through the strait. Only the sullen fires burst and flowed.


  The reflected glare showed Stark that the Straits of Shuruun were defended. Squat fortresses brooded on the cliffs. There were ballistas, and great windlasses for the drawing of nets across the narrow throat. The men of Shuruun could enforce their law, that barred all foreign shipping from their gulf.


  They had reason for such a law, and such a defense. The legitimate trade of Shuruun, such as it was, was in wine and the delicate laces woven from spider-silk. Actually, however, the city lived and throve on piracy, the arts of wrecking, and a contraband trade in the distilled juice of the vela poppy.


  Looking at the rocks and the fortresses, Stark could understand how it was that Shuruun had been able for more centuries than anyone could tell to victimize the shipping of the Red Sea, and offer a refuge to the outlaw, the wolf’s-head, the breaker of tabu.


  With startling abruptness, they were through the gut and drifting on the still surface of this all but landlocked arm of the Red Sea.


  Because of the shrouding fog, Stark could see nothing of the land. But the smell of it was stronger, warm damp soil and the heavy, faintly rotten perfume of vegetation half jungle, half swamp. Once, through a rift in the wreathing vapor, he thought he glimpsed the shadowy bulk of an island, but it was gone at once.


  After the terrifying rush of the strait, it seemed to Stark that the ship barely moved. His impatience and the subtle sense of danger deepened. He began to pace the deck, with the nervous, velvet motion of a prowling cat. The moist, steamy air seemed all but unbreathable after the clean dryness of Mars, from whence he had come so recently. It was oppressively still.


  Suddenly he stopped, his head thrown back, listening.


  The sound was borne faintly on the slow wind. It came from everywhere and nowhere, a vague dim thing without source or direction. It almost seemed that the night itself had spoken—the hot blue night of Venus, crying out of the mists with a tongue of infinite woe.


  It faded and died away, only half heard, leaving behind it a sense of aching sadness, as though all the misery and longing of a world had found voice in that desolate wail.


  Stark shivered. For a time there was silence, and then he heard the sound again, now on a deeper note. Still faint and far away, it was sustained longer by the vagaries of the heavy air, and it became a chant, rising and falling. There were no words. It was not the sort of thing that would have need of words. Then it was gone again.


  Stark turned to Malthor. “What was that?”


  The man looked at him curiously. He seemed not to have heard.


  “That wailing sound,” said Stark impatiently.


  “Oh, that.” The Venusian shrugged. “A trick of the wind. It sighs in the hollow rocks around the strait.”


  HE YAWNED, giving place again to the steersman, and came to stand beside Stark. The Earthman ignored him. For some reason, that sound half heard through the mists had brought his uneasiness to a sharp pitch.


  Civilization had brushed over Stark with a light hand. Raised from infancy by half-human aboriginals, his perceptions were still those of a savage. His ear was good.


  Malthor lied. That cry of pain was not made by any wind.


  “I have known several Earthmen,” said Malthor, changing the subject, but not too swiftly. “None of them were like you.” Intuition warned Stark to play along. “I don’t come from Earth,” he said. “I come from Mercury.”


  Malthor puzzled over that. Venus is a cloudy world, where no man has ever seen the Sun, let alone a star. The captain had heard vaguely of these things. Earth and Mars he knew of. But Mercury was an unknown word.


  Stark explained. “The planet nearest the Sun. It’s very hot there. The Sun blazes like a huge fire, and there are no clouds to shield it.”


  “Ah. That is why your skin is so dark.” He held his own pale forearm close to Stark’s and shook his head. “I have never seen such skin,” he said admiringly. “Nor such great muscles.” Looking up, he went on in a tone of complete friendliness, “I wish you would stay with me. You’ll find no better lodgings in Shuruun. And I warn you, there are people in the town who will take advantage of strangers—rob them, even slay them. Now, I am known by all as a man of honour. You could sleep soundly under my roof.”


  He paused, then added with a smile, “Also, I have a daughter. An excellent cook—and very beautiful.”


  The woeful chanting came again, dim and distant on the wind, an echo of warning against some unimagined fate.


  Stark said for the third time, “No.”


  He needed no intuition to tell him to walk wide of the captain. The man was a rogue, and not a very subtle one.


  A flint-hard, angry look came briefly into Malthor’s eyes. “You’re a stubborn man. You’ll find that Shuruun is no place for stubbornness.”


  He turned and went away. Stark remained where he was. The ship drifted on through a slow eternity of time. And all down that long still gulf of the Red Sea, through the heat and the wreathing fog, the ghostly chanting haunted him, like the keening of lost souls in some forgotten hell.


  Presently the course of the ship was altered. Malthor came again to the afterdeck, giving a few quiet commands. Stark saw land ahead, a darker blur on the night, and then the shrouded outlines of a city.


  Torches blazed on the quays and in the streets, and the low buildings caught a ruddy glow from the burning sea itself. A squat and ugly town, Shuruun, crouching witch-like on the rocky shore, her ragged skirts dipped in blood.


  The ship drifted in toward the quays.


  STARK heard a whisper of movement behind him, the hushed and purposeful padding of naked feet. He turned, with the astonishing swiftness of an animal that feels itself threatened, his hand dropping to his gun.


  A belaying pin, thrown by the steersman, struck the side of his head with stunning force. Reeling, half blinded, he saw the distorted shapes of men closing-in upon him. Malthor’s voice sounded, low and hard. A second belaying pin whizzed through the air and cracked against Stark’s shoulder.


  Hands were laid upon him. Bodies, heavy and strong, bore his down. Malthor laughed.


  Stark’s teeth glinted bare and white. Someone’s cheek brushed past, and he sank them into the flesh. He began to growl, a sound that should never have come from a human throat. It seemed to the startled Venusians that the man they had attacked had by some wizardry become a beast, at the first touch of violence.


  The man with the torn cheek screamed. There was a voiceless scuffling on the deck, a terrible intensity of motion, and then the great dark body rose and shook itself free of the tangle, and was gone, over the rail, leaving Malthor with nothing but the silken rags of a shirt in his hands.


  The surface of the Red Sea closed without a ripple over Stark. There was a burst of crimson sparks, a momentary trail of flame going down like a drowned comet, and then—nothing.


  II


  STARK DROPPED SLOWLY downward through a strange world. There was no difficulty about breathing, as in a sea of water. The gases of the Red Sea support life quite well, and the creatures that dwell in it have almost normal lungs.


  Stark did not pay much attention at first, except to keep his balance automatically. He was still dazed from the blow, and he was raging with anger and pain.


  The primitive in him, whose name was not Stark but N’Chaka, and who had fought and starved and hunted in the blazing valleys of Mercury’s Twilight Belt, learning lessons he never forgot, wished to return and slay Malthor and his men. He regretted that he had not torn out their throats, for now his trail would never be safe from them.


  But the man Stark, who had learned some more bitter lessons in the name of civilization, knew the unwisdom of that. He snarled over his aching head, and cursed the Venusians in the harsh, crude dialect that was his mother tongue, but he did not turn back. There would be time enough for Malthor.


  It struck him that the gulf was very deep.


  Fighting down his rage, he began to swim in the direction of the shore. There was no sign of pursuit, and he judged that Malthor had decided to let him go. He puzzled over the reason for the attack.


  It could hardly be robbery, since he carried nothing but the clothes he stood in, and very little money.


  No. There was some deeper reason. A reason connected with Malthor’s insistence that he lodge with him. Stark smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. He was thinking of Shuruun, and the things men said about it, around the shores of the Red Sea.


  Then his face hardened. The dim coiling fires through which he swam brought him memories of other times he had gone adventuring in the depths of the Red Sea.


  He had not been alone then. Helvi had gone with him—the tall son of a barbarian kinglet up-coast by Yarell. They had hunted strange beasts through the crystal forests of the sea-bottom and-bathed in the welling flames that pulse from the very heart of Venus to feed the ocean. They had been brothers.


  Now Helvi was gone, into Shuruun. He had never returned.


  Stark swam on. And presently he saw below him in the red gloom something that made him drop lower, frowning with surprise.


  There were trees beneath him. Great forest giants towering up into an eerie sky, their branches swaying gently to the slow wash of the currents.


  Stark was puzzled. The forests where he and Helvi had hunted were truly crystalline, without even the memory of life. The “trees” were no more trees in actuality than the branching corals of Terra’s southern oceans.


  But these were real, or had been. He thought at first that they still lived, for their leaves were green, and here and there creepers had starred them with great nodding blossoms of gold and purple and waxy white. But when he floated down close enough to touch them, he realized that they were dead—trees, creepers, blossoms, all.


  They had not mummified, nor turned to stone. They were pliable, and their colours were very bright. Simply, they had ceased to live, and the gases of the sea had preserved them by some chemical magic, so perfectly that barely a leaf had fallen.


  Stark did not venture into the shadowy denseness below the topmost branches. A strange fear came over him, at the sight of that vast forest dreaming in the depths of the gulf, drowned and forgotten, as though wondering why the birds had gone, taking with them the warm rains and the light of day.


  He thrust his way upward, himself like a huge dark bird above the branches. An overwhelming impulse to get away from that unearthly place drove him on, his half-wild sense shuddering with an impression of evil so great that it took all his acquired common-sense to assure him that he was not pursued by demons.


  HE BROKE the surface at last, to find that he had lost his direction in the red deep and made a long circle around, so that he was far below Shuruun. He made his way back, not hurrying now, and presently clambered out over the black rocks.


  He stood at the end of a muddy lane that wandered in toward the town. He followed it, moving neither fast nor slow, but with a wary alertness.


  Huts of wattle-and-daub took shape out of the fog, increased in numbers, became a street of dwellings. Here and there rush-lights glimmered through the slitted windows. A man and a woman clung together in a low doorway. They saw him and sprang apart, and the woman gave a little cry. Stark went on. He did not look back, but he knew that they were following him quietly, at a little distance.


  The lane twisted snakelike upon itself, crawling now through a crowded jumble of houses. There were more lights, and more people, tall white-skinned folk of the swamp-edges, with pale eyes and longhair the colour of new flax, and the faces of wolves.


  Stark passed among them, alien and strange with his black hair and sun-darkened skin. They did not speak, nor try to stop him. Only they looked at him out of the red fog, with a curious blend of amusement and fear, and some of them followed him, keeping well behind. A gang of small naked children came from somewhere among the houses and ran shouting beside him, out of reach, until one boy threw a stone and screamed something unintelligible except for one word—Lhari. Then they all stopped, horrified, and fled.


  Stark went on, through the quarter of the lacemakers, heading by instinct toward the wharves. The glow of the Red Sea pervaded all the air, so that it seemed as though the mist was full of tiny drops of blood. There was a smell about the place he did not like, a damp miasma of mud and crowding bodies and wine, and the breath of the vela poppy. Shuruun was an unclean town, and it stank of evil.


  There was something else about it, a subtle thing that touched Stark’s nerves with a chill finger. Fear. He could see the shadow of it in the eyes of the people, hear its undertone in their voices. The wolves of Shuruun did not feel safe in their own kennel. Unconsciously, as this feeling grew upon him, Stark’s step grew more and more wary, his eyes more cold and hard.


  Fie came out into a broad square by the harbour front. He could see the ghostly ships moored along the quays, the piled casks of wine, the tangle of masts and cordage dim against the background of the burning gulf. There were many torches here. Large low buildings stood around the square. There was laughter and the sound of voices from the dark verandas, and somewhere a woman sang to the melancholy lilting of a reed pipe.


  A suffused glow of light in the distance ahead caught Stark’s eye. That way the streets sloped to a higher ground, and straining his vision against the fog, he made out very dimly the tall bulk of a castle crouched on the low cliffs, looking with bright eyes upon the night, and the streets of Shuruun.


  Stark hesitated briefly. Then he started across the square toward the largest of the taverns.


  There were a number of people in the open space, mostly sailors and their women. They were loose and foolish with wine, but even so they stopped where they were and stared at the dark stranger, and then drew back from him, still staring.


  Those who had followed Stark came into the square after him and then paused, spreading out in an aimless sort of way to join with other groups, whispering among themselves.


  The woman stopped singing in the middle of a phrase.


  A curious silence fell on the square. A nervous sibilance ran round and round under the silence, and men came slowly out from the verandas and the doors of the wine shops. Suddenly a woman with disheveled hair pointed her arm at Stark and laughed, the shrieking laugh of a harpy.


  STARK found his way barred by three tall young men with hard mouths and crafty eyes, who smiled at him as hounds smile before the kill.


  “Stranger,” they said. “Earthman.”


  “Outlaw,” answered Stark, and it was only half a lie.


  One of the young men took a step forward. “Did you fly like a dragon over the Mountains of White Cloud? Did you drop from the sky?”


  “I came on Malthor’s ship.”


  A kind of sigh went round the square, and with it the name of Malthor. The eager faces of the young men grew heavy with disappointment. But the leader said sharply, “I was on the quay when Malthor docked. You were not on board.”


  It was Stark’s turn to smile. In the light of the torches, his eyes blazed cold and bright as ice against the sun.


  “Ask Malthor the reason for that,” he said. “Ask the man with the torn cheek. Or perhaps,” he added softly, “you would like to learn for yourselves.”


  The young men looked at him, scowling, in an odd mood of indecision. Stark settled himself, every muscle loose and ready. And the woman who had laughed crept closer and peered at Stark through her tangled hair, breathing heavily of the poppy wine.


  All at once she said loudly, “He came out of the sea. That’s where he came from. He’s . . .”


  One of the young men struck her across the mouth and she fell down in the mud. A burly seaman ran out and caught her by the hair, dragging her to her feet again. His face was frightened and very angry.


  He hauled the woman away, cursing her for a fool and beating her as he went. She spat out blood, and said no more.


  “Well,” said Stark to the young men. “Have you made up your minds?”


  “Minds!” said a voice behind them—a harsh-timbered, rasping voice that handled the liquid vocables of the Venusian speech very clumsily indeed. “They have no minds, these whelps! If they had, they’d be off about their business, instead of standing here badgering a stranger.”


  The young men turned, and now between them Stark could see the man who had spoken. He stood on the steps of the tavern. He was an Earthman, and at first Stark thought he was old, because his hair was white and his face deeply lined. His body was wasted with fever, the muscles all gone to knotty strings twisted over bone. He leaned heavily on a stick, and one leg was crooked and terribly scarred.


  He grinned at Stark and said, in colloquial English, “Watch me get rid of ’em!”


  He began to tongue-lash the young men, telling them that they were idiots, the misbegotten offspring of swamp-toads, utterly without manners, and that if they did not believe the stranger’s story they should go and ask Malthor, as he suggested. Finally he shook his stick at them, fairly screeching.


  “Go on, now. Go away! Leave us alone—my brother of Earth and I!”


  The young men gave one hesitant glance at Stark’s feral eyes. Then they looked at each other and shrugged, and went away across the square half sheepishly, like great loutish boys caught in some misdemeanor.


  The white-haired Earthman beckoned to Stark. And, as Stark came up to him on the steps he said under his breath, almost angrily, “You’re in a trap.”


  Stark glanced back over his shoulder. At the edge of the square the three young men had met a fourth, who had his face bound up in a rag. They vanished almost at once into a side street, but not before Stark had recognized the fourth man as Malthor.


  It was the captain he had branded.


  With loud cheerfulness, the lame man said in Venusian, “Come in and drink with me, brother, and we will talk of Earth.”


  III


  THE TAVERN WAS OF THE standard low-class Venusian pattern—a single huge room under bare thatch, the wall half open with the reed shutters rolled up, the floor of split logs propped up on piling out of the mud. A long low bar, little tables, mangy skins and heaps of dubious cushions on the floor around them, and at one end the entertainers—two old men with a drum and a reed pipe, and a couple of sulky, tired-looking girls.


  The lame man led Stark to a table in the corner and sank down, calling for wine. His eyes, which were dark and haunted by long pain, burned with excitement. His hands shook. Before Stark had stat down he had begun to talk, his words stumbling over themselves as though he could not get them out fast enough.


  “How is it there now? Has it changed any? Tell me how it is—the cities, the lights, the paved streets, the women, the Sun. Oh Lord, what I wouldn’t give to see the Sun again, and women with dark hair and their clothes on!” He leaned forward, staring hungrily into Stark’s face, as though he could see those things mirrored there. “For God’s sake, talk to me—talk to me in English, and tell me about Earth!”


  “How long have you been here?” asked Stark.


  “I don’t know. How do you reckon time on a world without a Sun, without one damned little star to look at? Ten years, a hundred years, how should I know? Forever. Tell me about Earth.”


  Stark smiled wryly. “I haven’t been there for a long time. The police were too ready with a welcoming committee. But the last time I saw it, it was just the same.”


  The lame man shivered. He was not looking at Stark now, but at some place far beyond him.


  “Autumn woods,” he said. “Red and gold on the brown hills. Snow. I can remember how it felt to be cold. The air bit you when you breathed it. And the women wore high-heeled slippers. No big bare feet tromping in the mud, but little sharp heels tapping on clean pavement.”


  Suddenly he glared at Stark, his eyes furious and bright with tears.


  “Why the hell did you have to come here and start me remembering? I’m Larrabee. I live in Shuruun. I’ve been here forever, and I’ll be here till I die. There isn’t any Earth. It’s gone. Just look up into the sky, and you’ll know it’s gone. There’s nothing anywhere but clouds, and Venus, and mud.”


  He sat still, shaking, turning his head from side to side. A man came with wine, put it down, and went away again. The tavern was very quiet. There was a wide space empty around the two Earthmen. Beyond that people lay on the cushions, sipping the poppy wine and watching with a sort of furtive expectancy.


  Abruptly, Larrabee laughed, a harsh sound that held a certain honest mirth.


  “I don’t know why I should get sentimental about Earth at this late date. Never thought much about it when I was there.”


  Nevertheless, he kept his gaze averted, and when he picked up his cup his hand trembled so that he spilled some of the wine.


  Stark was staring at him in unbelief. “Larrabee,” he said. “You’re Mike Larrabee, You’re the man who got half a million credits out of the strong room of the Royal Venus.”


  Larrabee nodded. “And got away with it, right over the Mountains of White Cloud, that they said couldn’t be flown. And do you know where that half a million is now? At the bottom of the Red Sea, along with my ship and my crew, out there in the gulf. Lord knows why I lived.” He shrugged. “Well, anyway, I was heading for Shuruun when I crashed, and I got here. So why complain?”


  He drank again, deeply, and Stark shook his head.


  “You’ve been here nine years, then, by Earth time,” he said. He had never met Larrabee, but he remembered the pictures of him that had flashed across space on police bands. Larrabee had been a young man then, dark and proud and handsome.


  Larrabee guessed his thought. “I’ve changed, haven’t I?”


  Stark said lamely, “Everybody thought you were dead.”


  LARRABEE laughed. After that, for a moment, there was silence. Stark’s ears were straining for any sound outside. There was none.


  He said abruptly, “What about this trap I’m in?”


  “I’ll tell you one thing about it,” said Larrabee. “There’s no way out. I can’t help you. I wouldn’t if I could, get that straight. But I can’t, anyway.”


  “Thanks,” Stark said sourly. “You can at least tell me what goes on.”


  “Listen,” said Larrabee. “I’m a cripple, and an old man, and Shuruun isn’t the sweetest place in the Solar System to live. But I do live. I have a wife, a slatternly wench I’ll admit, but good enough in her way. You’ll notice some little dark-haired brats rolling in the mud. They’re mine, too. I have some skill at setting bones and such, and so I can get drunk for nothing as often as I will—which is often. Also, because of this bum leg, I’m perfectly safe. So don’t ask me what goes on. I take great pains not to know.”


  Stark said, “Who are the Lhari?”


  “Would you like to meet them?” Larrabee seemed to find something very amusing in that thought. “Just go on up to the castle. They live there. They’re the Lords of Shuruun, and they’re always glad to meet strangers.”


  He leaned forward suddenly. “Who are you anyway? What’s your name, and why the devil did you come here?”


  “My name is Stark. And I came here for the same reason you did.”


  “Stark,” repeated Larrabee slowly, his eyes intent. “That rings a faint bell. Seems to me I saw a Wanted flash once, some idiot that had led a native revolt somewhere in the Jovian Colonies—a big cold-eyed brute they referred to colorfully as the wild man from Mercury.”


  He nodded, pleased with himself. “Wild man, eh? Well, Shuruun will tame you down!”


  “Perhaps,” said Stark. His eyes shifted constantly, watching Larrabee, watching the doorway and the dark veranda and the people who drank but did not talk among themselves. “Speaking of strangers, one came here at the time of the last rains. He was Venusian, from up coast. A big young man. I used to know him. Perhaps he could help me.”


  Larrabee snorted. By now, he had drunk his own wine and Stark’s too. “Nobody can help you. As for your friend, I never saw him. I’m beginning to think I should never have seen you.” Quite suddenly he caught up his stick and got with some difficulty to his feet. He did not look at Stark, but said harshly, “You better get out of here.” Then he turned and limped unsteadily to the bar.


  Stark rose. He glanced after Larrabee, and again his nostrils twitched to the smell of fear. Then he went out of the tavern the way he had come in, through the front door. No one moved to stop him. Outside, the square was empty. It had begun to rain.


  Stark stood for a moment on the steps. He was angry, and filled with a dangerous unease, the hair-trigger nervousness of a tiger that senses the beaters creeping toward him up the wind. He would almost have welcomed the sight of Malthor and the three young men. But there was nothing to fight but the silence and the rain.


  HE STEPPED out into the mud, wet and warm around his ankles. An idea came to him, and he smiled, beginning now to move with a definite purpose, along the side of the square.


  The sharp downpour strengthened. Rain smoked from Stark’s naked shoulders, beat against thatch and mud with a hissing rattle. The harbour had disappeared behind boiling clouds of fog, where water struck the surface of the Red Sea and was turned again instantly by chemical action into vapour. The quays and the neighboring streets were being swallowed up in the impenetrable mist. Lightning came with an eerie bluish flare, and thunder came rolling after it.


  Stark turned up the narrow way that led toward the castle.


  Its lights were winking out now, one by one, blotted by the creeping fog. Lightning etched its shadowy bulk against the night, and then was gone. And through the noise of the thunder that followed, Stark thought he heard a voice calling.


  He stopped, half crouching, his hand on his gun. The cry came again, a girl’s voice, thin as the wail of a sea-bird through the driving rain. Then he saw her, a small white blur in the street behind him, running, and even in that dim glimpse of her every line of her body was instinct with fright.


  Stark set his back against a wall and waited. There did not seem to be anyone with her, though it was hard to tell in the darkness and the storm.


  She came up to him, and stopped, just out of his reach, looking at him and away again with a painful irresoluteness. A bright flash showed her to him clearly. She was young, not long out of her childhood, and pretty in a stupid sort of way. Just now her mouth trembled on the edge of weeping, and her eyes were very large, and scared. Her skirt clung to her long thighs, and above it her naked body, hardly fleshed into womanhood, glistened like snow in the wet. Her pale hair hung dripping over her shoulders.


  Stark said gently, “What do you want with me?”


  She looked at him, so miserably like a wet puppy that he smiled. And as though that smile had taken what little resolution she had out of her, she dropped to her knees, sobbing.


  “I can’t do it,” she wailed. “He’ll kill me, but I just can’t do it!”


  “Do what?” asked Stark.


  She stared up at him. “Run away,” she urged him. “Run away now! You’ll die in the swamps, but that’s better than being one of the Lost Ones!” She shook her thin arms at him. “Run away!”


  IV


  THE STREET WAS EMPTY.


  Nothing showed, nothing stirred anywhere. Stark leaned over and pulled the girl to her feet, drawing her in under the shelter of the thatched eaves.


  “Now then,” he said. “Suppose you stop crying and tell me what this is all about.”


  Presently, between gulps and hiccoughs, he got the story out of her.


  “I am Zareth,” she said. “Malthor’s daughter. He’s afraid of you, because of what you did to him on the ship, so he ordered me to watch for you in the square, when you would come out of the tavern. Then I was to follow you, and . . .”


  She broke off, and Stark patted her shoulder. “Go on.”


  But a new thought had occurred to her. “If I do, will you promise not to beat me, or . . .” She looked at his gun and shivered.


  “I promise.”


  She studied his face, what she could see of it in the darkness, and then seemed to lose some of her fear.


  “I was to stop you. I was to say what I’ve already said, about being Malthor’s daughter and the rest of it, and then I was to say that he wanted me to lead you into an ambush while pretending to help you escape, but that I couldn’t do it, and would help you to escape anyhow because I hated Malthor and the whole business about the Lost Ones. So you would believe me, and follow me, and I would lead you into the ambush.”


  She shook her head and began to cry again, quietly this time, and there was nothing of the woman about her at all now. She was just a child, very miserable and afraid. Stark was glad he had branded Malthor.


  “But I can’t lead you into the ambush. I do hate Malthor, even if he is my father, because he beats me. And the Lost Ones . . .” She paused. “Sometimes I hear them at night, chanting way out there beyond the mist. It is a very terrible sound.”


  “It is,” said Stark. “I’ve heard it. Who are the Lost Ones, Zareth?”


  “I can’t tell you that,” said Zareth. “It’s forbidden even to speak of them. And anyway,” she finished honestly, “I don’t even know. People disappear, that’s ail. Not our own people of Shuruun, at least not very often. But strangers like you—and I’m sure my father goes off into the swamps to hunt among the tribes there, and I’m sure he comes back from some of his voyages with nothing in his hold but men from some captured ship. Why, or what for, I don’t know. Except I’ve heard the chanting.”


  “They live out there in the gulf, do they, the Lost Ones?”


  “They must. There are many islands there.”


  “And what of the Lhari, the Lords of Shuruun? Don’t they know what’s going on? Or are they part of it?”


  She shuddered, and said, “It’s not for us to question the Lhari, nor even to wonder what they do. Those who have are gone from Shuruun, nobody knows where.”


  Stark nodded. He w-as silent for a moment, thinking. Then Zareth’s little hand touched his shoulder.


  “Go,” she said. “Lose yourself in the swamps. You’re strong, and there’s something about you different from other men. You may live to find your way through.”


  “No. I have something to do before I leave Shuruun.” He took Zareth’s damp fair head between his hands and kissed her on the forehead. “You’re a sweet child, Zareth, and a brave one. Tell Malthor that you did exactly as he told you, and it was not your fault I wouldn’t follow you.”


  “He will beat me anyway,” said Zareth philosophically, “but perhaps not quite so hard.”


  “He’ll have no reason to beat you at all, if you tell him the truth—that I would not go with you because my mind was set on going to the castle of the Lhari.”


  THERE was a long, long silence, while Zareth’s eyes widened slowly in horror, and the rain beat on the thatch, and fog and thunder rolled together across Shuruun.


  “To the castle,” she whispered. “Oh, no! Go into the swamps, or let Malthor take you—but don’t go to the castle!” She took hold of his arm, her fingers biting into his flesh with the urgency of her plea. “You’re a stranger, you don’t know . . . Please, don’t go up there!”


  “Why not?” asked Stark. “Are the Lhari demons? Do they devour men?” He loosened her hands gently. “You’d better go now. Tell your father where I am, if he wishes to come after me.”


  Zareth backed away slowly, out into the rain, staring at him as though she looked at someone standing on the brink of hell, not dead, but worse than dead. Wonder showed in her face, and through it a great yearning pity. She tried once to speak, and then shook her head and turned away, breaking into a run as though she could not endure to look upon Stark any longer. In a second she was gone.


  Stark looked after her for a moment, strangely touched. Then he stepped out into the rain again, heading upward along the steep path that led to the castle of the Lords of Shuruun.


  The mist was blinding. Stark had to feel his way, and as he climbed higher, above the level of the town, he was lost in the sullen redness. A hot wind blew, and each flare of lighting turned the crimson fog to a hellish purple. The night was full of a vast hissing where the rain poured into the gulf. He stopped once to hide his gun in a cleft between the rocks.


  At length he stumbled against a carven pillar of black stone and found the gate that hung from it, a massive thing sheathed in metal. It was barred, and the pounding of his fists upon it made little sound.


  Then he saw the gong, a huge disc of beaten gold beside the gate. Stark picked up the hammer that lay there, and set the deep voice of the gong rolling out between the thunder-bolts.


  A barred slit opened and a man’s eyes looked out at him. Stark dropped the hammer.


  “Open up!” he shouted. “I would speak with the Lhari!”


  From within he heard an echo of laughter. Scraps of voices came to him on the wind, and then more laughter, and then, slowly, the great valves of the gate creaked open, wide enough only to admit him.


  He stepped through, and the gateway shut behind him with a ringing clash.


  He stood in a huge open court. Enclosed within its walls was a village of thatched huts, with open sheds for cooking, and behind them were pens for the stabling of beasts, the wingless dragons of the swamps that can be caught and broken to the goad.


  He saw this only in vague glimpses, because of the fog. The men who had let him in clustered around him, thrusting him forward into the light that streamed from the huts.


  “He would speak with the Lhari!” one of them shouted, to the women and children who stood in the doorways watching. The words were picked up and tossed around the court, and a great burst of laughter went up.


  Stark eyed them, saying nothing. They were a puzzling breed. The men, obviously, were soldiers and guards to the Lhari, for they wore the harness of fighting men. As obviously, these were their wives and children, all living behind the castle walls and having little to do with Shuruun.


  But it was their racial characteristics that surprised him. They had interbred with the pale tribes of the Swamp-Edges that had peopled Shuruun, and there were many with milk-white hair and broad faces. Yet even these bore an alien stamp. Stark was puzzled, for the race he would have named was unknown here behind the Mountains of White Cloud, and almost unknown anywhere on Venus at Sea-level, among the sweltering marshes and the eternal fogs.


  THEY stared at him even more curiously, remarking on his skin and his black hair and the unfamiliar modelling of his face. The women nudged each other and whispered, giggling, and one of them said aloud, “They’ll need a barrel-hoop to collar that neck!”


  The guards closed in around him. “Well, if you wish to see the Lhari, you shall,” said the leader, “but first we must make sure of you.”


  Spear-points ringed him round. Stark made no resistance while they stripped him of all he had, except for his shorts and sandals. He had expected that, and it amused him, for there was little enough for them to take.


  “All right,” said the leader, “Come on.” The whole village turned out in the rain to escort Stark to the castle door.


  There was about them the same ominous interest that the people of Shuruun had had, with one difference. They knew what was supposed to happen to him, knew all about it, and were therefore doubly appreciative of the game.


  The great doorway was square and plain, and yet neither crude nor ungraceful. The castle itself was built of the black stone, each block perfectly cut and fitted, and the door itself was sheathed in the same metal as the gate, darkened but not corroded.


  The leader of the guard cried out to the warder, “Here is one who would speak with the Lhari!”


  The warder laughed. “And so he shall! Their night is long, and dull.”


  He flung open the heavy door and cried the word down the hallway. Stark could hear it echoing hollowly within, and presently from the shadows came servants clad in silks and wearing jewelled collars, and from the guttural sound of their laughter Stark knew that they had no tongues.


  Stark faltered, then. The doorway loomed hollowly before him, and it came to him suddenly that evil lay behind it and that perhaps Zareth was wiser than he when she warned him from the Lhari.


  Then he thought of Helvi, and of other things, and lost his fear in anger. Lightning burned the sky. The last cry of the dying storm shook the ground under his feet. He thrust the grinning warder aside and strode into the castle, bringing a veil of the red fog with him, and did not listen to the closing of the door, which was stealthy and quiet as the footfall of approaching Death.


  Torches burned here and there along the walls, and by their smoky glare he could see that the hall way was like the entrance—square and unadorned, faced with the black rock. It was high, and wide, and there was about the architecture a calm reflective dignity that had its own beauty, in some ways more impressive than the sensuous loveliness of the ruined palaces he had seen on Mars.


  There were no carvings here, no paintings nor frescoes. It seemed that the builders had felt that the hall itself was enough, in its massive perfection of line and the sombre gleam of polished steel. The only decoration was in the window embrasures. These were empty now, open to the sky with the red fog wreathing through them, but there were still scraps of jewel-toned panes clinging to the fretwork, to show what they had once been.


  A strange feeling swept over Stark. Because of his wild upbringing, he was abnormally sensitive to the sort of impressions that most men receive either dully or not at all.


  Walking down the hall, preceded by the tongueless creatures in their bright silks and blazing collars, he was struck by a subtle difference in the place. The castle itself was only an extension of the minds of its builders, a dream shaped into reality. Stark felt that that dark, cool, curiously timeless dream had not originated in a mind like his own, nor like that of any man he had ever seen.


  Then the end of the hall was reached, the way barred by low broad doors of gold fashioned in the same chaste simplicity.


  A soft scurrying of feet, a shapeless tittering from the servants, a glancing of malicious, mocking eyes. The golden doors swung open, and Stark was in the presence of the Lhari.


  V


  THEY HAD THE APPEARANCE in that first glance, of creatures glimpsed in a fever-dream, very bright and distant, robed in a misty glow that gave them an illusion of unearthly beauty.


  The place in which the Earthman now stood was like a cathedral for breadth and loftiness. Most of it was in darkness, so that it seemed to reach without limit above and on all sides, as though the walls were only shadowy phantasms of the night itself. The polished black stone under his feet held a dim translucent gleam, depthless as water in a black tarn. There was no substance anywhere.


  Far away in this shadowy vastness burned a cluster of lamps, a galaxy of little stars to shed a silvery light upon the Lords of Shuruun.


  There had been no sound in the place when Stark entered, for the opening of the golden doors had caught the attention of the Lhari and held it in contemplation of the stranger. Stark began to walk toward them in this utter stillness.


  Quite suddenly, in the impenetrable gloom somewhere to his right, there came a sharp scuffling and a scratching of reptilian claws, a hissing and a sort of low angry muttering, all magnified and distorted by the echoing vault into a huge demoniac whispering that swept all around him.


  Stark whirled around, crouched and ready, his eyes blazing and his body bathed in cold sweat. The noise increased, rushing toward him. From the distant glow of the lamps came a woman’s tinkling laughter, thin crystal broken against the vault. The hissing and snarling rose to hollow crescendo, and Stark saw a blurred shape bounding at him.


  His hands reached out to receive the rush, but it never came. The strange shape resolved itself into a boy of about ten, who dragged after him on a bit of rope a young dragon, new and toothless from the egg, and protesting with all its strength.


  Stark straightened up, feeling let down and furious—and relieved. The boy scowled at him through a forelock of silver curls. Then he called him a very dirty word and rushed away, kicking and hauling at the little beast until it raged like the father of all dragons and sounded like it, too, in that vast echo chamber.


  A voice spoke. Slow, harsh, sexless, it rang thinly through the vault. Thin—but a steel blade is thin, too. It speaks inexorably, and its word is final.


  The voice said, “Come here, into the light.”


  Stark obeyed the voice. As he approached the lamps, the aspect of the Lhari changed and steadied. Their beauty remained, but it was not the same. They had looked like angels. Now that he could see them clearly, Stark thought that they might have been the children of Lucifer himself.


  There were six of them, counting the boy. Two men, about the same age as Stark, with some complicated gambling game forgotten between them. A woman, beautiful, gowned in white silk, sitting with her hands in her lap, doing nothing. A woman, younger, not so beautiful perhaps, but with a look of stormy and bitter vitality. She wore a short tunic of crimson, and a stout leather glove on her left hand, where perched a flying thing of prey with its fierce eyes hooded.


  The boy stood beside the two men, his head poised arrogantly. From time to time he cuffed the little dragon, and it snapped at him with its impotent jaws. He was proud of himself for doing that. Stark wondered how he would behave with the beast when it had grown its fangs.


  Opposite him, crouched on a heap of cushions, was a third man. He was deformed, with an ungainly body and long spidery arms, and in his lap a sharp knife lay on a block of wood, half formed into the shape of an obese creature half woman, half pure evil. Stark saw with a flash of surprise that the face of the deformed young man, of all the faces there, was truly human, truly beautiful. His eyes were old in his boyish face, wise, and very sad in their wisdom. He smiled upon the stranger, and his smile was more compassionate than tears.


  THEY looked at Stark, all of them, with restless, hungry eyes. They were the pure breed, that had left its stamp of alienage on the pale-haired folk of the swamps, the serfs who dwelt in the huts outside.


  They were of the Cloud People, the folk of the High Plateaus, kings of the land on the farther slopes of the Mountains of White Cloud. It was strange to see them here, on the dark side of the barrier wall, but here they were. How they had come, and why, leaving their rich cool plains for the festor of these foreign swamps, he could not guess. But there was no mistaking them—the proud fine shaping of their bodies, their alabaster skin, their eyes that were all colours and none, like the dawn sky, their hair that was pure warm silver.


  They did not speak. They seemed to be waiting for permission to speak, and Stark wondered which one of them had voiced that steely summons.


  Then it came again. “Come here—come closer.” And he looked beyond them, beyond the circle of lamps into the shadows again, and saw the speaker.


  She lay upon a low bed, her head propped on silken pillows, her vast, her incredibly gigantic body covered with a silken pall. Only her arms were bare, two shapeless masses of white flesh ending in tiny hands. From time to time she stretched one out and took a morsel of food from the supply laid ready beside her, snuffling and wheezing with the effort, and then gulped the tidbit down with a horrible voracity.


  Her features had long ago dissolved into a shaking formlessness, with the exception of her nose, which rose out of the fat curved and cruel and thin, like the bony beak of the creature that sat on the girl’s wrist and dreamed its hooded dreams of blood. And her eyes . . .


  Stark looked into her eyes and shuddered. Then he glanced at the carving half formed in the cripple’s lap, and knew what thought had guided the knife.


  Half woman, half pure evil. And strong. Very strong. Her strength lay naked in her eyes for all to see, and it was an ugly strength. It could tear down mountains, but it could never build.


  He saw her looking at him. Her eyes bored into his as though they would search out his very guts and study them, and he knew that she expected him to turn away, unable to bear her gaze. He did not. Presently he smiled and said, “I have out-stared a rock-lizard, to determine which of us should eat the other. And I’ve out-stared the very rock while waiting for him.”


  She knew that he spoke the truth. Stark expected her to be angry, but she was not. A vague mountainous rippling shook her and emerged at length as a voiceless laughter.


  “You see that?” she demanded, addressing the others. “You whelps of the Lhari—not one of you dares to face me down, yet here is a great dark creature from the gods know where who can stand and shame you.”


  She glanced again at Stark. “What demon’s blood brought you forth, that you have learned neither prudence nor fear?” Stark answered sombrely, “I learned them both before I could walk. But I learned another thing also—a thing called anger.”


  “And you are angry?”


  “Ask Malthor if I am, and why!”


  He saw the two men start a little, and a slow smile crossed the girl’s face.


  “Malthor,” said the hulk upon the bed, and ate a mouthful of roast meat dripping with fat. “That is interesting. But rage against Malthor did not bring you here. I am curious, Stranger. Speak.”


  “I will.”


  STARK glanced around. The place was a tomb, a trap. The very air smelled of danger. The younger folk watched him in silence. Not one of them had spoken since he came in, except the boy who had cursed him, and that was unnatural in itself. The girl leaned forward, idly stroking the creature on her wrist so that it stirred and ran its knife-like talons in and out of their bony sheathes with sensuous pleasure. Her gaze on Stark was bold and cool, oddly challenging. Of them all, she alone saw him as a man. To the others he was a problem, a diversion-something less than human.


  Stark said, “A man came to Shuruun at the time of the last rains. His name was Helvi, and he was son of a little king by Yarell. He came seeking his brother, who had broken tabu and fled for his life. Helvi came to tell him that the ban was lifted, and he might return. Neither one came back.”


  The small evil eyes were amused, blinking in their tallowy creases. “And so?”


  “And so I have come after Helvi, who is my friend.”


  Again there was the heaving of that bulk of flesh, the explosion of laughter that hissed and wheezed in snakelike echoes through the vault.


  “Friendship must run deep with you. Stranger. Ah, well. The Lhari are kind of heart. You shall find your friend.”


  And as though that were the signal to end their deferential silence, the younger folk burst into laughter also, until the vast hall rang with it, giving back a sound like demons laughing on the edge of Hell.


  The cripple only did not laugh, but bent his bright head over his carving, and sighed.


  The girl sprang up. “Not yet, Grandmother! Keep him awhile.”


  The cold, cruel eyes shifted to her. “And what will you do with him, Varra? Haul him about on a string, like Bor with his wretched beast?”


  “Perhaps—though I think it would need a stout chain to hold him.” Varra turned and looked at Stark, bold and bright, taking in the breadth and the height of him, the shaping of the great smooth muscles, the iron line of the jaw. She smiled. Her mouth was very lovely, like the red fruit of the swamp tree that bears death in its pungent sweetness.


  “Here is a man,” she said. “The first man I have seen since my father died.”


  The two men at the gaming table rose, their faces flushed and angry. One of them strode forward and gripped the girl’s arm roughly.


  “So I am not a man,” he said, with surprising gentleness. “A sad thing, for one who is to be your husband. It’s best that we settle that now, before we wed.”


  Varra nodded. Stark saw that the man’s fingers were cutting savagely into the firm muscle of her arm, but she did not wince.


  “High time to settle it all, Egil. You have borne enough from me. The day is long overdue for my taming. I must learn now to bend my neck, and acknowledge my lord.”


  For a moment Stark thought she meant it, the note of mockery in her voice was so subtle. Then the woman in white, who all this time had not moved nor changed expression, voiced again the thin, tinkling laugh he had heard once before. From that, and the dark suffusion of blood in Egil’s face, Stark knew that Varra was only casting the man’s own phrases back at him. The boy let out one derisive bark, and was cuffed into silence.


  Varra looked straight at Stark. “Will you fight for me?” she demanded.


  Quite suddenly, it was Stark’s turn to laugh. “No!” he said.


  Varra shrugged. “Very well, then. I must fight for myself.”


  “Man,” snarled Egil. “I’ll show you who’s a man, you scapegrace little vixen!” He wrenched off his girdle with his free hand, at the same time bending the girl around so he could get a fair shot at her. The creature of prey, a Terran falcon, clung to her wrist, beating its wings and screaming, its hooded head jerking.


  WITH a motion so quick that it was hardly visible, Varra slipped the hood and flew the creature straight for Egil’s face.


  He let go, flinging up his arms to ward off the talons and the tearing beak. The wide wings beat and hammered. Egil yelled. The boy Bor got out of range and danced up and down shrieking with delight.


  Varra stood quietly. The bruises were blackening on her arm, but she did not deign to touch them. Egil blundered against the gaming table and sent the ivory pieces flying. Then he tripped over a cushion and fell flat, and the hungry talons ripped his tunic to ribbons down the back.


  Varra whistled, a clear peremptory call. The creature gave a last peck at the back of Egil’s head and flopped sullenly back to its perch on her. wrist. She held it, turning toward Stark. He knew from the poise of her that she was on the verge of launching her pet at him. But she studied him and then shook her head.


  “No,” she said, and slipped the hood back on. “You would kill it.”


  Egil had scrambled up and gone off into the darkness, sucking a cut on his arm. His face was black with rage. The other man looked at Varra.


  “If you were pledged to me,” he said, “I’d have that temper out of you!”


  “Come and try it,” answered Varra. The man shrugged and sat down. “It’s not my place. I keep the peace in my own house.” He glanced at the woman in white, and Stark saw that her face, hitherto blank of any expression, had taken on a look of abject fear.


  “You do,” said Varra, “and, if I were Aral, I would stab you while you slept. But you’re safe. She had no spirit to begin with.”


  Arel shivered and looked steadfastly at her hands. The man began to gather up the scattered pieces. He said casually, “Egil will wring your neck some day, Varra, and I shan’t weep to see it.”


  All this time the old woman had eaten and watched, watched and eaten, her eyes glittering with interest.


  “A pretty brood, are they not?” she demanded of Stark. “Full of spirit, quarrelling like young hawks in the nest. That’s why I keep them around me, so—they are such sport to watch. All except Treon there.” She indicated the crippled youth. “He does nothing. Dull and soft-mouthed, worse than Arel. What a grandson to be cursed with! But his sister has fire enough for two.” She munched a sweet, grunting with pride.


  Treon raised his head and spoke, and his voice was like music, echoing with an eerie liveliness in that park place.


  “Dull I may be, Grandmother, and weak in body, and without hope. Yet I shall be the last of the Lhari. Death sits waiting on the towers, and he shall gather you all before me. I know, for the winds have told me.”


  He turned his suffering eyes upon Stark and smiled, a smile of such woe and resignation that the Earthman’s heart ached with it. Yet there was a thankfulness in it too, as though some long waiting was over at last.


  “You,” he said softly, “Stranger with the fierce eyes. I saw you come, out of the darkness, and where you set foot there was a bloody print. Your arms were red to the elbows, and your breast was splashed with the redness, and on your brow was the symbol of death. Then I knew, and the wind whispered into my ear, ‘It is so. This man shall pull the castle down, and its stones shall crush Shuruun and set the Lost Ones free’.”


  He laughed, very quietly. “Look at him, all of you. For he will be your doom!”


  There was a moment’s silence, and Stark, with all the superstitions of a wild race thick within him, turned cold to the roots of his hair. Then the old woman said disgustedly, “Have the winds warned you of this, my idiot?”


  And with astonishing force and accuracy she picked up a ripe fruit and flung it at Treon.


  “Stop your mouth with that,” she told him. “I am weary to death of your prophecies.”


  TREON looked at the crimson juice trickling slowly down the breast of his tunic, to drip upon the carving in his lap. The half formed head was covered with it. Treon was shaken with silent mirth.


  “Well,” said Varra, coming up to Stark, “what do you think of the Lhari? The proud Lhari, who would not stoop to mingle their blood with the cattle of the swamps. My half-witted brother, my worthless cousins, that little monster Bor who is the last twig of the tree—do you wonder I flew my falcon at Egil?”


  She waited for an answer, her head thrown back, the silver curls framing her face like wisps of storm-cloud. There was a swagger about her that at once irritated and delighted Stark. A hellcat, he thought, but a mighty fetching one, and bold as brass. Bold—and honest. Her lips were parted, midway between anger and a smile.


  He caught her to him suddenly and kissed her, holding her slim strong body as though she were a doll. He was in no hurry to set her down. When at last he did, he grinned and said, “Was that what you wanted?”


  “Yes,” answered Varra. “That was what I wanted.” She spun about, her jaw set dangerously. “Grandmother . . .”


  She got no farther. Stark saw that the old woman was attempting to sit upright, her face purpling with effort and the most terrible wrath he had ever seen.


  “You,” she gasped at the girl. She choked on her fury and her shortness of breath, and then Egil came soft-footed into the light, bearing in his hand a thing made of black metal and oddly shaped, with a blunt, thick muzzle.


  “Lie back, Grandmother,” he said. “I had a mind to use this on Varra—”


  Even as he spoke he pressed a stud, and Stark in the act of leaping for the sheltering darkness, crashed down and lay like a dead man. There had been no sound, no flash, nothing, but a vast hand that smote him suddenly into oblivion.


  Egil finished,—“but I see a better target.”


  VI


  RED. RED. RED. THE COLOUR of blood. Blood in his eyes. He was remembering now. The quarry had turned on him, and they had fought on the bare, blistering rocks.


  Nor had N’Chaka killed. The Lord of the Rocks was very big, a giant among lizards, and N’Chaka was small. The Lord of the Rocks had laid open N’Chaka’s head before the wooden spear had more than scratched his flank.


  It was strange that N’Chaka still lived. The Lord of the Rocks must have been full fed. Only that had saved him.


  N’Chaka groaned, not with pain, but with shame. He had failed. Hoping for a great triumph, he had disobeyed the tribal law that forbids a boy to hunt the quarry of a man, and he had failed. Old One would not reward him with the girdle and the flint spear of manhood. Old One would give him to the women for the punishment of little whips. Tika would laugh at him, and it would be many seasons before Old One would grant him permission to try the Man’s Hunt.


  Blood in his eyes.


  He blinked to clear them. The instinct of survival was prodding him. He must arouse himself and creep away, before the Lord of the Rocks returned to eat him.


  The redness would not go away. It swam and flowed, strangely sparkling. He blinked again, and tried to lift his head, and could not, and fear struck down upon him like the iron frost of night upon the rocks of the valley.


  It was all wrong. He could see himself clearly, a naked boy dizzy with pain, rising and clambering over the ledges and the shale to the safety of the cave. He could see that, and yet he could not move.


  All wrong. Time, space, the universe, darkened and turned.


  A voice spoke to him. A girl’s voice. Not Tika’s and the speech was strange.


  Tika was dead. Memories rushed through his mind, the bitter things, the cruel things. Old One was dead, and all the others . . .


  The voice spoke again, calling him by a name that was not his own.


  Stark.


  Memory shattered into a kaleidoscope of broken pictures, fragments, rushing, spinning. He was adrift among them. He was lost, and the terror of it brought a scream into his throat.


  Soft hands touching his face, gentle words, swift and soothing. The redness cleared and steadied, though it did not go away, and quite suddenly he was himself again, with all his memories where they belonged.


  HE WAS lying on his back, and Zareth, Malthor’s daughter, was looking down at him. He knew now what the redness was. He had seen it too often before not to know. He was somewhere at the bottom of the Red Sea—that weird ocean in which a man can breathe.


  And he could not move. That had not changed, nor gone away. His body was dead.


  The terror he had felt before was nothing to the agony that filled him now. He lay entombed in his own flesh, staring up at Zareth, wanting an answer to a question he dared not ask.


  She understood, from the look in his eyes.


  “It’s all right,” she said, and smiled. “It will wear off. You’ll be all right. It’s only the weapon of the Lhari. Somehow it puts the body to sleep, but it will wake again.”


  Stark remembered the black object that Egil had held in his hands. A projector of some sort, then, beaming a current of high-frequency vibration that paralyzed the nerve centers. He was amazed. The Cloud People were barbarians themselves, though on a higher scale than the swamp-edge tribes, and certainly had no such scientific proficiency. He wondered where the Lhari had got hold of such a weapon. It didn’t really matter. Not just now.


  Relief swept over him, bringing him dangerously close to tears. The effect would wear off. At the moment, that was all he cared about.


  He looked up at Zareth again. Her pale hair floated with the slow breathing of the sea, a milky cloud against the spark-shot crimson. He saw now that her face was drawn and shadowed, and there a terrible hopelessness in her eyes. She had been alive when he first saw her—frightened, not too bright, but full of emotion and a certain dogged courage. Now the spark was gone, crushed out.


  She wore a collar around her white neck, a ring of dark metal with the ends fused together for all time.


  “Where are we?” he asked.


  And she answered, her voice carrying deep and hollow in the dense substance of the sea, “We are in the place of the Lost Ones.”


  Stark looked beyond her, as far as he could see, since he was unable to turn his head. And wonder came to him.


  Black walls, black vault above him, a vast hall filled with the wash of the sea that slipped in streaks of whispering flame through the high embrasures. A hall that was twin to the vault of shadows where he had met the Lhari.


  “There is a city,” said Zareth dully. “You will see it soon. You will see nothing else until you die.”


  Stark said, very gently, “How do you come here, little one?”


  “Because of my father. I will tell you all I know, which is little enough. Malthor has been slaver to the Lhari for a long time. There are a number of them among the captains of Shuruun, but that is a thing that is never spoken of—so I, his daughter, could only guess. I was sure of it when he sent me after you.”


  She laughed, a bitter sound. “Now I’m here, with the collar of the Lost Ones on my neck. But Malthor is here, too.” She laughed again, ugly laughter to come from a young mouth. Then she looked at Stark, and her hand reached out timidly to touch his hair in what was almost a caress. Her eyes were wide, and soft, and full of tears.


  “Why didn’t you go into the swamps when I warned you?”


  Stark answered stolidly, “Too late to worry about that now.” Then, “You say Malthor is here, a slave?”


  “Yes.” Again, that look of wonder and admiration in her eyes. “I don’t know what you said or did to the Lhari, but the Lord Egil came down in a black rage and cursed my father for a bungling fool because he could not hold you. My father whined and made excuses, and all would have been well—only his curiosity got the better of him and he asked the Lord Egil what had happened. You were like a wild beast, Malthor said, and he hoped you had not harmed the Lady Varra, as he could see from Egil’s wounds that there had been trouble.


  “The Lord Egil turned quite purple. I thought he was going to fall in a fit.”


  “Yes,” said Stark. “That was the wrong thing to say.” The ludicrous side of it struck him, and he was suddenly roaring with laughter. “Malthor should have kept his mouth shut!”


  “Egil called his guard and ordered them to take Malthor. And when he realized what had happened, Malthor turned on me, trying to say that it was all my fault, that I let you escape.”


  Stark stopped laughing.


  Her voice went on slowly, “Egil seemed quite mad with fury. I have heard that the Lhari are all mad, and I think it is so. At any rate, he ordered me taken too, for he wanted to stamp Malthor’s seed into the mud forever. So we are here.”


  There was a long silence. Stark could think of no word of comfort, and as for hope, he had better wait until he was sure he could at least raise his head. Egil might have damaged him permanently, out of spite. In fact, he was surprised he wasn’t dead.


  He glanced again at the collar on Zareth’s neck. Slave. Slave to the Lhari, in the city of the Lost Ones.


  What the devil did they do with slaves, at the bottom of the sea?


  The heavy gases conducted sound remarkably well, except for an odd property of diffusion which made it seem that a voice came from everywhere at once. Now, all at once, Stark became aware of a dull clamor of voices drifting towards him.


  He tried to see, and Zareth turned his head carefully so that he might.


  The Lost Ones were returning from whatever work it was they did.


  OUT of the dim red murk beyond the open door they swam, into the long, long vastness of the hall that was filled with same red murk, moving slowly, their white bodies trailing wakes of sullen flame. The host of the damned drifting through a strange red-litten hell, weary and without hope.


  One by one they sank onto pallets laid in rows on the black stone floor, and lay there, utterly exhausted, their pale hair lifting and floating with the slow eddies of the sea. And each one wore a collar.


  One man did not lie down. He came toward Stark, a tall barbarian who drew himself with great strokes of his arms so that he was wrapped in wheeling sparks. Stark knew his face.


  “Helvi,” he said and smiled in welcome. “Brother!”


  Helvi crouched down—a great handsome boy he had been the time Stark saw him, but he was a man now, with all the laughter turned to grim deep lines around his mouth and the bones of his face standing out like granite ridges.


  “Brother,” he said again, looking at Stark through a glitter of unashamed tears. “Fool.” And he cursed Stark savagely because he had come to Shuruun to look for an idiot who had gone the same way, and was already as good as dead.


  “Would you have followed me?” asked Stark.


  “But I am only an ignorant child of the swamps,” said Helvi. “You come from space, you know the other worlds, you can read and write—you should have better sense!”


  Stark grinned. “And I’m still an ignorant child of the rocks. So we’re two fools together. Where is Tobal?”


  Tobal was Helvi’s brother, who had broken tabu and looked for refuge in Shuruun. Apparently he had found peace at last, for Helvi shook his head.


  “A man cannot live too long under the sea. It is not enough merely to breath and eat. Tobal over-ran his time, and I am close to the end of mine.” He held up his hand and then swept it down sharply, watching the broken fires dance along his arms.


  “The mind breaks before the body,” said Helvi casually, as though it were a matter of no importance.


  Zareth spoke. “Helvi has guarded you each period while the others slept.”


  “And not I alone,” said Helvi. “The little one stood with me.”


  “Guarded me!” said Stark. “Why?”


  For answer, Helvi gestured toward a pallet not far away. Malthor lay there, his eyes half open and full of malice, the fresh scar livid on his cheek.


  “He feels,” said Helvi, “that you should not have fought upon his ship.”


  Stark felt an inward chill of horror. To lie here helpless, watching Malthor come toward him with open fingers reaching for his helpless throat . . .


  He made a passionate effort to move, and gave up, gasping. Helvi grinned.


  “Now is the time I should wrestle you, Stark for I never could throw you before.” He gave Stark’s head a shake, very gentle for all its apparent roughness. “You’ll be throwing me again. Sleep now, and don’t worry.”


  He settled himself to watch, and presently in spite of himself Stark slept, with Zareth curled at his feet like a little dog.


  There was no time down there in the heart of the Red Sea. No daylight, no dawn, no space of darkness. No winds blew, no rain nor storm broke the endless silence. Only the lazy currents whispered by on their way to nowhere, and the red sparks danced, and the great hall waited, remembering the past.


  Stark waited, too. How long: he never knew, but he was used to waiting. He had learned his patience on the knees of the great mountains whose heads lift proudly into open space to look at the Sun, and he had absorbed their own contempt for time.


  Little by little, life returned to his body. A mongrel guard came now and again to examine him, pricking Stark’s flesh with his knife to test the reaction, so that Stark should not malinger.


  He reckoned without Stark’s control.


  The Earthman bore his prodding without so much as a twitch until his limbs were completely his own again. Then he sprang up and pitched the man half the length of the hall, turning over and over, yelling with startled anger.


  At the next period of labour. Stark was driven with the rest out into the City of the Lost Ones.


  VII


  STARK HAD BEEN IN PLACES before that oppressed him with a sense of their strangeness or their wickedness—Sinharat, the lovely ruin of coral and gold lost in the Martian wastes; Jekkara, Valkis—the Low-Canal towns that smell of blood and wine; the cliff-caves of Arianrhod on the edge of Darkside, the buried tomb-cities of Callisto. But this—this was nightmare to haunt a man’s dreams.


  He stared about him as he went in the long line of slaves, and felt such a cold shuddering contraction of his belly as he had never known before.


  Wide avenues paved with polished blocks of stone, perfect as ebon mirrors. Buildings, tall and stately, pure and plain, with a calm strength that could outlast the ages. Black, all black, with no fripperies of paint or carving to soften them, only here and there a window like a drowned jewel glinting through the red.


  Vines like drifts of snow cascading down the stones. Gardens with close-clipped turf and flowers lifting bright on their green stalks, their petals open to a daylight that was gone, their head bending as though to some forgotten breeze. All neat, all tended, the branches pruned, the fresh soil turned this morning—by whose hand?


  Stark remembered the great forest dreaming at the bottom of the gulf, and shivered. He did not like to think how long ago these flowers must have opened their young bloom to the last light they were ever going to see. For they were dead—dead as the forest, dead as the city. Forever bright—and dead.


  Stark thought that it must always have been a silent city. It was impossible to imagine noisy throngs flocking to a market square down those immense avenues. The black walls were not made to echo song or laughter. Even the children must have moved quietly along the garden paths, small wise creatures born to an ancient dignity.


  He was beginning to understand now the meaning of that weird forest. The Gulf of Shuruun had not always been a gulf. It had been a valley, rich, fertile, with this great city in its arms, and here and there on the upper slopes the retreat of some noble or philosopher—of which the castle of the Lhari was a survivor.


  A wall or rock had held back the Red Sea from this valley. And then, somehow, the wall had cracked, and the sullen crimson tide had flowed slowly, slowly into the fertile bottoms, rising higher, lapping the towers and the tree-tops in swirling flame, drowning the land forever. Stark wondered if the people had known the disaster was coming, if they had gone forth to tend their gardens for the last time so that they might remain perfect in the embalming gases of the sea.


  THE columns of slaves, herded by overseers armed with small black weapons similar to the one Egil had used, came out into a broad square whose farther edges were veiled in the red murk. And Stark looked on ruin.


  A great building had fallen in the centre of the square. The gods only knew what force had burst its walls and tossed the giant blocks like pebbles into a heap. But there it was, the one untidy thing in the city, a mountain of debris.


  Nothing else was damaged. It seemed that this had been the place of temples, and they stood unharmed, ranked around the sides of the square, the dim fires rippling through their open porticoes. Deep in their inner shadows Stark thought he could make out images, gigantic things brooding in the spark-shot gloom.


  Lie had no chance to study them. The overseers cursed them on, and now he saw what use the slaves were put to. They were clearing away the wreckage of the fallen building.


  Helvi whispered, “For sixteen years men have slaved and died down here, and the work is not half done. And why do the Lhari want it done at all? I’ll tell you why. Because they are mad, mad as swamp-dragons gone musth in the spring!”


  It seemed madness indeed, to labour at this pile of rocks in a dead city at the bottom of the sea. It was madness. And yet the Lhari, though they might be insane, were not fools. There was a reason for it, and Stark was sure it was a good reason—good for the Lhari, at any rate.


  An overseer came up to Stark, thrusting him roughly toward a sledge already partly loaded with broken rocks. Stark hesitated, his eyes turning ugly, and Helvi said,


  “Come on, you fool! Do you want to be down flat on your back again?”


  Stark glanced at the little weapon, blunt and ready, and turned reluctantly to obey. And there began his servitude.


  It was a weird sort of life he led. For a while he tried to reckon time by the periods of work and sleep, but he lost count, and it did not greatly matter anyway.


  He laboured with the others, hauling the huge blocks away, clearing out the cellars that were partly bared, shoring up weak walls underground. The slaves clung to their old habit of thought, calling the work-periods “days” and the sleep-periods “nights”.


  Each “day” Egil, or his brother Cond, came to see what had been done, and went away black-browed and disappointed, ordering the work speeded up.


  Treon was there also much of the time. He would come slowly in his awkward crabwise way and perch like a pale gargoyle on the stones, never speaking, watching with his sad beautiful eyes. He woke a vague foreboding in Stark. There was something awesome in Treon’s silent patience, as though he waited the coming of some black doom, long delayed but inevitable. Stark would remember the prophecy, and shiver.


  It was obvious to Stark after a while that the Lhari were clearing the building to get at the cellars underneath. The great dark caverns already bared had yielded nothing, but the brothers still hoped. Over and over Cond and Egil sounded the walls and the floors, prying here and there, and chafing at the delay in opening up the underground labyrinth. What they hoped to find, no one knew.


  Varra came, too. Alone, and often, she would drift down through the dim mist-fires and watch, smiling a secret smile, her hair like blown silver where the currents played with it. She had nothing but curt words for Egil, but she kept her eyes on the great dark Earthman, and there was a look in them that stirred his blood. Egil was not blind, and it stirred his too, but in a different way.


  ZARETH saw that look. She kept as close to Stark as possible, asking no favours, but following him around with a sort of quiet devotion, seeming contented only when she was near him. One “night” in the slave barracks she crouched beside his pallet, her hand on his bare knee. She did not speak, and her face was hidden by the floating masses of her hair.


  Stark turned her head so that he could see her, pushing the pale cloud gently away.


  “What troubles you, little sister?”


  Her eyes were wide and shadowed with some vague fear. But she only said, “It’s not my place to speak.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because . . .” Her mouth trembled, and then suddenly she said, “Oh, it’s foolish, I know. But the woman of the Lhari . . . “What about her?”


  “She watches you. Always she watches you! And the Lord Egil is angry. There is something in her mind, and it will bring you only evil. I know it!”


  “It seems to me,” said Stark wryly, “that the Lhari have already done as much evil as possible to all of us.”


  “No,” answered Zareth, with an odd wisdom. “Our hearts are still clean.” Stark smiled. He leaned over and kissed her. “I’ll be careful, little sister.”


  Quite suddenly she flung her arms around his neck and clung to him tightly, and Stark’s face sobered. He patted her, rather awkwardly, and then she had gone, to curl up on her own pallet with her head buried in her arms.


  Stark lay down. His heart was sad, and there was a stinging moisture in his eyes.


  The red eternities dragged on. Stark learned what Helvi had meant when he said that the mind broke before the body. The sea bottom was no place for creatures of the upper air. He learned also the meaning of the metal collars, and the manner of Tobal’s death.


  Helvi explained.


  “There are boundaries laid down. Within them we may range, if we have the strength and the desire after work. Beyond them we may not go. And there is no chance of escape by breaking through the barrier. How this is done I do not understand, but it is so, and the collars are the key to it.


  “When a slave approaches the barrier the collar brightens as though with fire, and the slave falls. I have tried this myself, and I know. Half-paralyzed, you may still crawl back to safety. But if you are mad, as Tobal was, and charge the barrier strongly . . .”


  He made a cutting motion with his hands.


  Stark nodded. He did not attempt to explain electricity or electronic vibrations to Helvi, but it seemed plain enough that the force with which the Lhari kept their slaves in check was something of the sort. The collars acted as conductors, perhaps for the same type of beam that was generated in the hand-weapons. When the metal broke the invisible boundary line it triggered off a force-beam from the central power station, in the manner of the obedient electric eye that opens doors and rings alarm bells. First a warning—then death.


  THE boundaries were wide enough, extending around the city and enclosing a good bit of forest beyond it. There was no possibility of a slave hiding among the trees, because the collar could be traced by the same type of beam, turned to low power, and the punishment meted out to a retaken man was such that few were foolish enough to try that game.


  The surface, of course, was utterly forbidden. The one unguarded spot was the island where the central power station was, and here the slaves were allowed to come sometimes at night. The Lhari had discovered that they lived longer and worked better if they had an occasional breath of air and a look at the sky.


  Many times Stark made that pilgrimage with the others. Up from the red depths they would come, through the reeling bands of fire where the currents ran, through the clouds of crimson sparks and the sullen patches of stillness that were like pools of blood, a company of white ghosts shrouded in flame, rising from their tomb for a little taste of the world they had lost.


  It didn’t matter that they were so weary they had barely the strength to get back to the barracks and sleep. They found the strength. To walk again on the open ground, to be rid of the eternal crimson dusk and the oppressive weight on the chest—to look up into the hot blue night of Venus and smell the fragrance of the liha-trees borne on the land wind . . . They found the strength.


  They sang here, sitting on the island rocks and staring through the mists toward the shore they would never see again. It was their chanting that Stark had heard when he came down the gulf with Malthor, that wordless cry of grief and loss. Now he was here himself, holding Zareth close to comfort her and joining his own deep voice into that primitive reproach to the gods.


  While he sat, howling like the savage he was, he studied the power plant, a squat blockhouse of a place. On the nights the slaves came guards were stationed outside to warn them away. The “blockhouse was doubly guarded with the shock-beam. To attempt to take it by force would only mean death for all concerned.


  Stark gave that idea up for the time being. There was never a second when escape was not in his thoughts, but he was too old in the game to break his neck against a stone wall. Like Malthor, he would wait.


  Zareth and Helvi both changed after Stark’s coming. Though they never talked of breaking free, both of them lost their air of hopelessness. Stark made neither plans nor promises. But Helvi knew him from of old, and the girl had her own subtle understanding, and they held up their heads again.


  Then, one “day” as the work was ending, Varra came smiling out of the red murk and beckoned to him, and Stark’s heart gave a great leap. Without a backward look he left Helvi and Zareth, and went with her, down the wide still avenue that led outward to the forest.


  VIII


  THEY LEFT THE STATELY buildings and the wide spaces behind them, and went in among the trees. Stark hated the forest. The city was bad enough, but it was dead, honestly dead, except for those neat nightmare gardens. There was something terrifying about these great trees, full-leafed and green, rioting with flowering vines and all the rich undergrowth of the jungle, standing like massed corpses made lovely by mortuary art. They swayed and rustled as the coiling fires swept them, branches bending to that silent horrible parody of wind. Stark always felt trapped there, and stifled by the stiff leaves and the vines.


  But he went, and Varra slipped like a silver bird between the great trunks, apparently happy.


  “I have come here often, ever since I was old enough. It’s wonderful. Here I can stoop and fly like one of my own hawks.” She laughed and plucked a golden flower to set in her hair, and then darted away again, her white legs flashing.


  Stark followed. He could see what she meant. Here in this strange sea one’s motion was as much flying as swimming, since the pressure equalized the weight of the body. There was a queer sort of thrill in plunging headlong from the tree-tops, to arrow down through a tangle of vines and branches and then sweep upward again.


  She was playing with him, and he knew it. The challenge got his blood up. He could have caught her easily but he did not, only now and again he circled her to show his strength. They sped on and on, trailing wakes of flame, a black hawk chasing a silver dove through the forests of a dream.


  But the dove had been fledged in an eagle’s nest. Stark wearied of the game at last. He caught her and they clung together, drifting still among the trees with the momentum of that wonderful weightless flight.


  Her kiss at first was lazy, teasing and curious. Then it changed. All Stark’s smouldering anger leaped into a different kind of flame. His handling of her was rough and cruel, and she laughed, a little fierce voiceless laugh, and gave it back to him, and remembered how he had thought her mouth was like a bitter fruit that would give a man pain when he kissed it.


  She broke away at last and came to rest on a broad branch, leaning back against the trunk and laughing, her eyes brilliant and cruel as Stark’s own. And Stark sat down at her feet.


  “What do you want?” he demanded. “What do you want with me?”


  She smiled. There was nothing sidelong or shy about her. She was bold as a new blade.


  “I’ll tell you, wild man.”


  He started. “Where did you pick up that name?”


  “I have been asking the Earthman Larrabee about you. It suits you well.” She leaned forward. “This is what I want of you. Slay me Egil and his brother Cond. Also Bor, who will grow up worse than either—although that I can do myself, if you’re adverse to killing children, though Bor is more monster than child. Grandmother can’t live forever, and with my cousins out of the way she’s no threat. Treon doesn’t count.”


  “And if I do—what then?”


  “Freedom. And me. You’ll rule Shuruun at my side.”


  Stark’s eyes were mocking. “For how long, Varra?”


  “Who knows? And what does it matter? The years take care of themselves.” She shrugged. “The Lhari blood has run out, and it’s time there was a fresh strain. Our children will rule after us, and they’ll be men.”


  Stark laughed. He roared with it.


  “It’s not enough that I’m a slave to the Lhari. Now I must be executioner and herd bull as well!” He looked at her keenly. “Why me, Varra? Why pick on me?”


  “Because, as I have said, you are the first man I have seen since my father died. Also, there is something about you . . . ”


  She pushed herself upward to hover lazily, her lips just brushing his.


  “Do you think it would be so bad a thing to live with me, wild man?”


  She was lovely and maddening, a silver witch shining among the dim fires of the sea, full of wickedness and laughter. Stark reached out and drew her to him.


  “Not bad,” he murmured. “Dangerous.”


  He kissed her, and she whispered, “I think you’re not afraid of danger.”


  “On the contrary, I’m a cautious man.” He held her off, where he could look straight into her eyes. “I owe Egil something on my own, but I will not murder. The fight must be fair, and Cond will have to take care of himself.”


  “Fair! Was Egil fair with you or me?”


  He shrugged. “My way, or not at all.”


  SHE thought it over a while, then nodded. “All right. As for Cond, you will give him a blood debt, and pride will make him fight. The Lhari are all proud,” she added bitterly. “That’s our curse. But it’s bred in the bone, as you’ll find out.”


  “One more thing. Zareth and Helvi are to go free, and there must be an end to this slavery.”


  She stared at him. “You drive a hard bargain, wild man!”


  “Yes or no?”


  Yes and no. Zareth and Helvi you may have, if you insist, though the gods know what you see in that pallid child. As to the other . . .” She smiled very mockingly. “I’m no fool, Stark. You’re evading me, and two can play that game.” He laughed. “Fair enough. And now tell me this, witch with the silver curls—how am I to get at Egil that I may kill him?”


  “I’ll arrange that.”


  She said it with such vicious assurance that he was pretty sure she would arrange it. He was silent for a moment, and then he asked,


  “Varra what are the Lhari searching for at the bottom of the sea?”


  She answered slowly, “I told you that we are a proud clan. We were driven out of the High Plateaus centuries ago because of our pride. Now it’s all we have left, but it’s a driving thing.”


  She paused, and then went on. “I think we had known about the city for a long time, but it had never meant anything until my father became fascinated by it. He would stay down here days at a time, exploring, and it was he who found the weapons and the machine of power which is on the island. Then he found the chart and the metal book, hidden away in a secret place. The book was written in pictographs as though it was meant to be deciphered—and the chart showed the square with the ruined building and the temples, with a separate diagram of catacombs underneath the ground.


  “The book told of a secret—a thing of wonder and of fear. And my father believed that the building had been wrecked to close the entrance to the catacombs where the secret was kept. He determined to find it.”


  Sixteen years of other men’s lives. Stark shivered. “What was the secret, Varra?”


  “The manner of controlling life. How it was done I do not know, but with it one might build a race of giants, of monsters, or of gods. You can see what that would mean to us, a proud and dying clan.”


  “Yes,” Stark answered slowly. “I can see.”


  The magnitude of the idea shook him. The builders of the city must have been wise indeed in their scientific research to evolve such a terrible power. To mold the living cells of the body to one’s will—to create, not life itself but its form and fashion . . .


  A race of giants, or of gods. The Lhari would like that. To transform their own degenerate flesh into something beyond the race of men, to develop their followers into a corps of fighting men that no one could stand against, to see that their children were given an unholy advantage over all the children of men . . . Stark was appalled at the realization of the evil they could do if they ever found that secret.


  Varra said, “There was a warning in the book. The meaning of it was not quite clear, but it seemed that the ancient ones felt that they had sinned against the gods and been punished, perhaps by some plague. They were a strange race, and not human. At any rate, they destroyed the great building there as a barrier against anyone who should come after them, and then let the Red Sea in to cover their city forever. They must have been superstitious children, for all their knowledge.”


  “Then you all ignored the warning, and never worried that a whole city had died to prove it.”


  She shrugged. “Oh, Treon has been muttering prophecies about it for years. Nobody listens to him. As for myself, I don’t care whether we find the secret or not. My belief is it was destroyed along with the building, and besides, I have no faith in such things.”


  “Besides,” mocked Stark shrewdly, “you wouldn’t care to see Egil and Cond striding across the heavens of Venus, and you’re doubtful just what your own place would be in the new pantheon.”


  She showed her teeth at him. “You’re too wise for your own good. And now good bye.” She gave him a quick, hard kiss and was gone, flashing upward, high above the tree tops where he dared not follow.


  Stark made his way slowly back to the city, upset and very thoughtful.


  As he came back into the great square, heading toward the barracks, he stopped, every nerve taut.


  Somewhere, in one of the shadowy temples, the clapper of a votive bell was swinging, sending its deep pulsing note across the silence. Slowly, slowly, like the beating of a dying heart it came, and mingled with it was the faint sound of Zareth’s voice, calling his name.


  IX


  HE CROSSED THE SQUARE, moving very carefully through the red murk, and presently he saw her.


  It was not hard to find her. There was one temple larger than all the rest. Stark judged that it must once have faced the entrance of the fallen building, as though the great figure within was set to watch over the scientists and the philosophers who came there to dream their vast and sometimes terrible dreams.


  The philosophers were gone, and the scientists had destroyed themselves. But the image still watched over the drowned city, its hand raised both in warning and in benediction.


  Now, across its reptilian knees, Zareth lay. The temple was open on all sides, and Stark could see her clearly, a little white scrap of humanity against the black unhuman figure.


  Malthor stood beside her. It was he who had been tolling the votive bell. He had stopped now, and Zareth’s words came clearly to Stark.


  “Go away, go away! They’re waiting for you. Don’t come in here!”


  “I’m waiting for you, Stark,” Malthor called out, smiling. “Are you afraid to come?” And he took Zareth by the hair and struck her, slowly and deliberately, twice across the face.


  All expression left Stark’s face, leaving it perfectly blank except for his eyes, which took on a sudden lambent gleam. He began to move toward the temple, not hurrying even then, but moving in such a way that it seemed an army could not have stopped him.


  Zareth broke free from her father. Perhaps she was intended to break free.


  “Egil!” she screamed. “It’s a trap . . .”


  Again Malthor caught her and this time he struck her harder, so that she crumpled down again across the image that watched with its jewelled, gentle eyes and saw nothing.


  “She’s afraid for you,” said Malthor. “She knows I mean to kill you if I can. Well, perhaps Egil is here also. Perhaps he is not. But certainly Zareth is here. I have beaten her well, and I shall beat her again, as long as she lives to be beaten, for her treachery to me. And if you want to save her from that, you outland dog, you’ll have to kill me. Are you afraid?”


  Stark was afraid. Malthor and Zareth were alone in the temple. The pillared calonnades were empty except for the dim fires of the sea. Yet Stark was afraid, for an instinct older than speech warned him to be.


  It did not matter. Zareth’s white skin was mottled with dark bruises, and Malthor was smiling at him, and it did not matter.


  Under the shadow of the roof and down the colonnade he went, swiftly now, leaving a streak of fire behind him. Malthor looked into his eyes, and his smile trembled and was gone.


  He crouched. And at the last moment, when the dark body plunged down at him as a shark plunges, he draw a hidden knife from his girdle and struck.


  Stark had not counted on that. The slaves were searched for possible weapons every day, and even a sliver of stone was forbidden. Somebody must have given it to him, someone . . .


  The thought flashed through his mind while he was in the very act of trying to avoid that death blow. Too late, too late, because his own momentum carried him onto the point . . .


  Reflexes quicker than any man’s, the hair-trigger reactions of a wild thing. Muscles straining, the centre of balance shifted with an awful wrenching effort, hands grasping at the fire-shot redness as though to force it to defy its own laws. The blade ripped a long shallow gash across his breast. But it did not go home. By a fraction of an inch, it did not go home.


  While Stark was still off balance, Malthor sprang.


  THEY grappled. The knife blade glittered redly, a hungry tongue eager to taste Stark’s life. The two men rolled over and over, drifting and tumbling erratically, churning the sea to a froth of sparks, and still the image watched, its calm reptilian features unchangingly benign and wise. Threads of a darker red laced heavily across the dancing fires.


  Stark got Malthor’s arm under his own and held it there with both hands. His back was to the man now. Malthor kicked and clawed with his feet against the backs of Stark’s thighs, and his left arm came up and tried to clamp around Stark’s throat. Stark buried his chin so that it could not, and then Malthor’s hand began to tear at Stark’s face, searching for his eyes.


  Stark voiced a deep bestial sound in his throat. He moved his head suddenly, catching Malthor’s hand between his jaws. He did not let go. Presently his teeth were locked against the thumb-joint, and Malthor was screaming, but Stark could give all his attention to what he was doing with the arm that held the knife. His eyes had changed. They were all beast now, the eyes of a killer blazing cold and beautiful in his dark face.


  There was a dull crack, and the arm ceased to strain or fight. It bent back upon itself, and the knife fell, drifting quietly down. Malthor was beyond screaming now. He made one effort to get away as Stark released him, but it was a futile gesture, and he made no sound as Stark broke his neck.


  He thrust the body from him. It drifted away, moving lazily with the suck of the currents through the colonnade, now and again touching a black pillar as though in casual wonder, wandering out at last into the square. Malthor was in no hurry. He had all eternity before him.


  Stark moved carefully away from the girl, who was trying feebly now to sit up on the knees of the image. He called out, to some unseen presence hidden in the shadows under the roof,


  “Malthor screamed your name, Egil. Why didn’t you come?”


  There was a flicker of movement in the intense darkness of the ledge at the top of the pillars.


  “Why should I?” asked the Lord Egil of the Lhari. “I offered him his freedom if he could kill you, but it seems he could not—even though I gave him a knife, and drugs to keep your friend Helvi out of the way.”


  He came out where Stark could see him, very handsome in a tunic of yellow silk, the blunt black weapon in his hands.


  “The important thing was to bait a trap. You would not face me because of this—” He raised the weapon. “I might have killed you as you worked, of course, but my family would have had hard things to say about that. You’re a phenomenally good slave.”


  “They’d have said hard words like ‘coward’, Egil,” Stark said softly. “And Varra would have set her bird at you in earnest.”


  Egil nodded. His lip curved cruelly. “Exactly. That amused you, didn’t it? And now my little cousin is training another falcon to swoop at me. She hooded you today, didn’t she, Outlander?”


  He laughed. “Ah well. I didn’t kill you openly because there’s a better way. Do you think I want it gossiped all over the Red Sea that my cousin jilted me for a foreign slave? Do you think I wish it known that I hated you, and why? No. I would have killed Malthor anyway, if you hadn’t done it, because he knew. And when I have killed you and the girl I shall take your bodies to the barrier and leave them there together, and it will be obvious to everyone, even Varra, that you were killed trying to escape.”


  The weapon’s muzzle pointed straight at Stark, and Egil’s finger quivered on the trigger stud. Full power, this time. Instead of paralysis, death. Stark measured the distance between himself and Egil. He would be dead before he struck, but the impetus of his leap might carry him on, and give Zareth a chance to escape. The muscles of his thighs stirred and tensed.


  A voice said, “And it will be obvious how and why I died, Egil? For if you kill them, you must kill me too.”


  WHERE Treon had come from, or when, Stark did not know. But he was there by the image, and his voice was full of a strong music, and his eyes shone with a fey light.


  Egil had started, and now he swore in fury. “You idiot! You twisted freak! How did you come here?”


  “How does the wind come, and the rain? I am not as other men.” He laughed, a sombre sound with no mirth in it. “I am here, Egil, and that’s all that matters. And you will not slay this stranger who is more beast than man, and more man than any of us. The gods have a use for him.”


  He had moved as he spoke, until now he stood between Stark and Egil.


  “Get out of the way,” said Egil. Treon shook his head.


  “Very well,” said Egil. “If you wish to die, you may.”


  The fey gleam brightened in Treon’s eyes. “This is a day of death,” he said softly, “but not of his, or mine.”


  Egil said a short, ugly word, and raised the weapon up.


  Things happened very quickly after that. Stark sprang, arching up and over Treon’s head, cleaving the red gasses like a burning arrow. Egil started back, and shifted his aim upward, and his finger snapped down on the trigger stud.


  Something white came between Stark and Egil, and took the force of the bolt.


  Something white. A girl’s body, crowned with streaming hair, and a collar of metal glowing bright around the slender neck.


  Zareth.


  They had forgotten her, the beaten child crouched on the knees of the image. Stark had moved to keep her out of danger, and she was no threat to the mighty Egil, and Treon’s thoughts were known only to himself and the winds that taught him. Unnoticed, she had crept to a place where one last plunge would place her between Stark and death.


  The rush of Stark’s going took him on over her, except that her hair brushed softly against his skin. Then he was on top of Egil, and it had all been done so swiftly that the Lord of the Lhari had not had time to loose another bolt.


  Stark tore the weapon from Egil’s hand. He was cold, icy cold, and there was a strange blindness on him, so that he could see nothing clearly but Egil’s face. And it was Stark who screamed this time, a dreadful sound like the cry of a great cat gone beyond reason or fear.


  Treon stood watching. He watched the blood stream darkly into the sea, and he listened to the silence come, and he saw the thing that had been his cousin drift away on the slow tide, and it was as though he had seen it all before and was not surprised.


  Stark went to Zareth’s body. The girl was still breathing, very faintly, and her eyes turned to Stark, and she smiled.


  Stark was blind now with tears. All his rage had run out of him with Egil’s blood, leaving nothing but an aching pity and a sadness, and a wondering awe. He took Zareth very tenderly into his arms and held her, dumbly, watching the tears fall on her upturned face. And presently he knew that she was dead.


  Sometime later Treon came to him and said softly, “To this end she was born, and she knew it, and was happy. Even now she smiles. And she should, for she had a better death than most of us.” He laid his hand on Stark’s shoulder. “Come, I’ll show you where to put her. She will be safe there, and tomorrow you can bury her where she would wish to be.”


  Stark rose and followed him, bearing Zareth in his arms.


  Treon went to the pedestal on which the image sat. He pressed in a certain way upon a series of hidden springs, and a section of the paving slid noiselessly back, revealing stone steps leading down.


  X


  TREON LED THE WAY DOWN, into darkness that was lightened only by the dim fires they themselves woke in passing. No currents ran here. The red gas lay dull and stagnant, closed within the walls of a square passage built of the same black stone.


  “These are the crypts,” he said. “The labyrinth that is shown on the chart my father found.” And he told about the chart, as Varra had.


  He led the way surely, his misshapen body moving without hesitation past the mouths of branching corridors and the doors of chambers whose interiors were lost in shadow.


  “The history of the city is here. All the books and the learning, that they had not the heart to destroy. There are no weapons. They were not a warlike people, and I think that the force we of the Lhari have used differently was defensive only, protection against the beasts and the raiding primitives of the swamps.”


  With a great effort, Stark wrenched his thoughts away from the light burden he carried.


  “I thought,” he said dully, “that the crypts were under the wrecked building.”


  “So we all thought. We were intended to think so. That is why the building was wrecked. And for sixteen years we of the Lhari have killed men and women with dragging the stones of it away. But the temple was shown also in the chart. We thought it was there merely as a landmark, an identification for the great building. But I began to wonder . . .”


  “How long have you known?”


  “Not long. Perhaps two rains. It took many seasons to find the secret of this passage. I came here at night, when the others slept.”


  “And you didn’t tell?”


  “No!” said Treon. “You are thinking that if I had told, there would have been an end to the slavery and the death. But what then? My family, turned loose with the power to destroy a world, as this city was destroyed? No! It was better for the slaves to die.”


  He motioned Stark aside, then, between doors of gold that stood ajar, into a vault so great that there was no guessing its size in the red and shrouding gloom.


  “This was the burial place of their kings,” said Treon softly. “Leave the little one here.”


  Stark looked around him, still too numb to feel awe, but impressed even so.


  They were set in straight lines, the beds of black marble—lines so long that there was no end to them except the limit of vision. And on them slept the old kings, their bodies, marvelously embalmed, covered with silken palls, their hands crossed upon their breasts, their wise unhuman faces stamped with the mark of peace.


  Very gently, Stark laid Zareth down on a marble couch, and covered her also with silk, and closed her eyes and folded her hands. And it seemed to him that her face, too, had that look of peace.


  He went out with Treon, thinking that none of them had earned a better place in the hall of kings than Zareth.


  “Treon,” he said.


  “Yes?”


  “That prophecy you spoke when I came to the castle—I will bear it out.”


  Treon nodded. “That is the way of prophecies.”


  He did not return toward the temple, but led the way deeper into the heart of the catacombs. A great excitement burned within him, a bright and terrible thing that communicated itself to Stark. Treon had suddenly taken on the stature of a figure of destiny, and the Earthman had the feeling that he was in the grip of some current that would plunge on irresistably until everything in its path was swept away. Stark’s flesh quivered.


  THEY reached the end of the corridor at last. And there, in the red gloom, a shape sat waiting before a black, barred door. A shape grotesque and incredibly misshapen, so horribly malformed that by it Treon’s crippled body appeared almost beautiful. Yet its face was as the faces of the images and the old kings, and its sunken eyes had once held wisdom, and one of its seven-fingered hands were still slim and sensitive.


  Stark recoiled. The thing made him physically sick, and he would have turned away, but Treon urged him on.


  “Go closer. It is dead, embalmed, but it has a message for you. It has waited all this time to give that message.”


  Reluctantly, Stark went forward.


  Quite suddenly, it seemed that the thing spoke.


  Behold me. Look upon me, and take counsel before you grasp that power which lies beyond the door!


  Stark leaped back, crying out, and Treon smiled.


  “It was so with me. But I have listened to it many times since then. It speaks not with a voice, but within the mind, and only when one has passed a certain spot.”


  Stark’s reasoning mind pondered over that. A thought-record, obviously, triggered off by an electronic beam. The ancients had taken good care that their warning would be heard and understood by anyone who should solve the riddle of the catacombs. Thought-images, spesking directly to the brain, know no barrier of time or language.


  He stepped forward again, and once more the telepathic voice spoke to him.


  “We tampered with the secrets of the gods. We intended no evil. It was only that we love perfection, and wished to shape all living things as flawless as our buildings and our gardens. We did not know that it was against the Law . . .


  “I was one of those who found the way to change the living cell. We used the unseen force that comes from the Land of the Gods beyond the sky, and we so harnessed it that we could build from the living flesh as the potter builds from the clay. We healed the halt and the maimed, and made those stand tall and straight who came crooked from the egg, and for a time we were as brothers to the gods themselves. I myself, even I, knew the glory of perfection. And then came the reckoning.


  “The cell, once made to change, would not stop changing. The growth was slow, and for a while we did not notice it, but when we did it was too late. We were becoming a city of monsters. And the force we had used was worse than useless, for the more we tried to mould the monstrous flesh to its normal shape, the more the stimulated cells grew and grew, until the bodies we laboured over were like things of wet mud that flow and change even as you look at them.


  “One by one the people of the city destroyed themselves. And those of us who were left realized the judgment of the gods, and our duty. We made all things ready, and let the Red Sea hide us forever from our own kind, and those who should come after.


  “Yet we did not destroy our knowledge. Perhaps it was our pride only that forbade us, but we could not bring ourselves to do it. Perhaps other gods, other races wiser than we, can take away the evil and keep only the good. For it is good for all creatures to be, if not perfect, at least strong and sound.


  “But heed this warning, whoever you may be that listen. If your gods are jealous, if your people have not the wisdom or the knowledge to succeed where we failed in controlling this force, then touch it not! Or you, and all your people, will become as I.”


  THE voice stopped. Stark moved back again, and said to Treon incredulously, “And your family would ignore that warning?”


  Treon laughed. “They are fools. They are cruel and greedy and very proud. They would say that this was a lie to frighten away intruders, or that human flesh would not be subject to the laws that govern the flesh of reptiles. They would say anything, because they have dreamed this dream too long to be denied.”


  Stark shuddered and looked at the black door. “The thing ought to be destroyed.”


  “Yes,” said Treon softly.


  His eyes were shining, looking into some private dream of his own. He started forward, and when Stark would have gone with him he thrust him back, saying, “No. You have no part in this.” He shook his head.


  “I have waited,” he whispered, almost to himself. “The winds bade me wait, until the day was ripe to fall from the tree of death. I have waited, and at dawn I knew, for the wind said, Now is the gathering of the fruit at hand.”


  He looked suddenly at Stark, and his eyes had in them a clear sanity, for all their feyness.


  “You heard, Stark. ‘We made those stand tall and straight who came crooked from the egg’. I will have my hour. I will stand as a man for the little time that is left.”


  He turned, and Stark made no move to follow. He watched Treon’s twisted body recede, white against the red dusk, until it passed the monstrous watcher and came to the black door. The long thin arms reached up and pushed the bar away.


  The door swung slowly back. Through the opening Stark glimpsed a chamber that held a structure of crystal rods and discs mounted on a frame of metal, the whole thing glowing and glittering with a restless bluish light that dimmed and brightened as though it echoed some vast pulse-beat. There was other apparatus, intricate banks of tubes and condensers, but this was the heart of it, and the heart was still alive.


  Treon passed within and closed the door behind him.


  Stark drew back some distance from the door and its guardian, crouched down, and set his back against the wall. He thought about the apparatus. Cosmic rays, perhaps—the unseen force that came from beyond the sky. Even yet, all their potentialities were not known. But a few luckless spacemen had found that under certain conditions they could do amazing things to human tissue.


  It was a line of thought Stark did not like at all. He tried to keep his mind away from Treon entirely. He tried not to think at all. It was dark there in the corridor, and very still, and the shapeless horror sat quiet in the doorway and waited with him. Stark began to shiver, a shallow animal-twitching of the flesh.


  He waited. After a while he thought Treon must be dead, but he did not move. He did not wish to go into that room to see.


  He waited.


  Suddenly he leaped up, cold sweat bursting out all over him. A crash had echoed down the corridor, a clashing of shattered crystal and a high singing note that trailed off into nothing.


  The door opened.


  A man came out. A man tall and straight and beautiful as an angel, a strong-limbed man with Treon’s face, Treon’s tragic eyes. And behind him the chamber was dark. The pulsing heart of power had stopped.


  The door was shut and barred again. Treon’s voice was saying, “There are records left, and much of the apparatus, so that the secret is not lost entirely. Only it is out of reach.”


  He came to Stark and held out his hand. “Let us fight together, as men. And do not fear. I shall die, long before this body changes.” He smiled, the remembered smile that was full of pity for all living things. “I know, for the winds have told me.”


  Stark took his hand and held it.


  “Good,” said Treon. “And now lead on, stranger with the fierce eyes. For the prophecy is yours, and the day is yours, and I who have crept about like a snail all my life know little of battles. Lead, and I will follow.”


  Stark fingered the collar around his neck. “Can you rid me of this?”


  Treon nodded. “There are tools and acid in one of the chambers.”


  He found them, and worked swiftly, and while he worked Stark thought, smiling—and there was no pity in that smile at all.


  They came back at last into the temple, and Treon closed the entrance to the catacombs. It was still night, for the square was empty of slaves. Stark found Egil’s weapon where it had fallen, on the ledge where Egil died.


  “We must hurry,” said Stark. “Come on.”


  XI


  THE ISLAND WAS SHROUDED heavily in mist and the blue darkness of the night. Stark and Treon crept silently among the rocks until they could see the glimmer of torchlight through the window-slits of the power station.


  There were seven guards, five inside the blockhouse, two outside to patrol.


  When they were close enough, Stark slipped away, going like a shadow, and never a pebble turned under his bare foot. Presently he found a spot to his liking and crouched down. A sentry went by not three feet away, yawning and looking hopefully at the sky for the first signs of dawn.


  Treon’s voice rang out, the sweet unmistakable voice. “Ho, there, guards!”


  The sentry stopped and whirled around. Off around the curve of the stone wall someone began to run, his sandals thud-thudding on the soft ground, and the second guard came up.


  “Who speaks?” one demanded. “The Lord Treon?”


  They peered into the darkness, and Treon answered, “Yes.” He had come forward far enough so that they could make out the pale blur of his face, keeping his body out of sight among the rocks and the shrubs that sprang up between them.


  “Make haste,” he ordered. “Bid them open the door, there.” He spoke in breathless jerks, as though spent. “A tragedy—a disaster! Bid them open!”


  One of the men leaped to obey, hammering on the massive door that was kept barred from the inside. The other stood goggle-eyed, watching. Then the door opened, spilling a flood of yellow torchlight into the red fog.


  “What is it?”” cried the men inside. “What has happened?”


  “Come out!” gasped Treon. “My cousin is dead, the Lord Egil is dead, murdered by a slave.”


  He let that sink in. Three or more men came outside into the circle of light, and their faces were frightened, as though somehow they feared they might be held responsible for this thing.


  “You know him,” said Treon. “The great black-haired one from Earth. He has slain the Lord Egil and got away into the forest, and we need all extra guards to go after him, since many must be left to guard the other slaves, who are mutinous. You, and you—” He picked out the four biggest ones. “Go at once and join the search. I will stay here with the others.”


  It nearly worked. The four took a hesitant step or two, and then one paused and said doubtfully,


  “But, my lord, it is forbidden that we leave our posts, for any reason. Any reason at all, my lord! The Lord Cond would slay us if we left this place.”


  “And you fear the Lord Cond more than you do me,” said Treon philosophically. “Ah, well. I understand.”


  He stepped out, full into the light.


  A gasp went up, and then a startled yell. The three men from inside had come out armed only with swords, but the two sentries had their shock-weapons. One of them shrieked,


  “It is a demon, who speaks with Treon’s voice!”


  And the two black weapons started up.


  Behind them, Stark fired two silent bolts in quick succession, and the men fell, safely out of the way for hours. Then he leaped for the door.


  He collided with two men who were doing the same thing. The third had turned to hold Treon off with his sword until they were safely inside.


  Seeing that Treon, who was unarmed, was in danger of being spitted on the man’s point, Stark fired between the two lunging bodies as he fell, and brought the guard down. Then he was involved in a thrashing tangle of arms and legs, and a lucky blow jarred the shock-weapon out of his hand.


  Treon added himself to the fray. Pleasuring in his new strength, he caught one man by the neck and pulled him off. The guards were big men, and powerful, and they fought desperately. Stark was bruised and bleeding from a cut mouth before he could get in a finishing blow.


  Someone rushed past him into the doorway. Treon yelled. Out of the tail of his eyes Stark saw the Lhari sitting dazed on the ground. The door was closing.


  Stark hunched up his shoulders and sprang.


  HE HIT the heavy panel with a jar that nearly knocked him breathless. It slammed open, and there was a cry of pain and the sound of someone falling. Stark burst through, to find the last of the guards rolling every which way over the floor. But one rolled over onto his feet again, drawing his sword as he rose. He had not had time before.


  Stark continued his rush without stopping. He plunged headlong into the man before the point was clear of the scabbard, bore him over and down, and finished the man off with savage efficiency.


  He leaped to his feet, breathing hard, spitting blood out of his mouth, and looked around the control room. But the others had fled, obviously to raise the warning.


  The mechanism was simple. It was contained in a large black metal oblong about the size and shape of a coffin, equipped with grids and lenses and dials. It hummed softly to itself, But what its source of power was Stark did not know. Perhaps those same cosmic rays, harnessed to a different use.


  He closed what seemed to be a master switch, and the humming stopped, and the flickering light died out of the lenses. He picked up the slain guard’s sword and carefully wrecked everything that was breakable. Then he went outside again.


  Treon was standing up, shaking his head. He smiled ruefully.


  “It seems that strength alone is not enough,” he said. “One must have skill as well.”


  “The barriers are down,” said Stark. “The way is clear.”


  Treon nodded, and went with him back into the sea. This time both carried shock weapons taken from the guards—six in all, with Egil’s. Total armament for war.


  As they forged swiftly through the red depths, Stark asked, “What of the people of Shuruun? How will they fight?”


  Treon answered, “Those of Malthor’s breed will stand for the Lhari. They must, for all their hope is there. The others will wait, until they see which side is safest. They would rise against the Lhari if they dared, for we have brought them only fear in their lifetimes. But they will wait, and see.”


  Stark nodded. He did not speak again.


  They passed over the brooding city, and Stark thought of Egil and of Malthor who were part of that silence now, drifting slowly through the empty streets where the little currents took them, wrapped in their shrouds of dim fire.


  He thought of Zareth sleeping in the hall of kings, and his eyes held a cold, cruel light.


  They swooped down over the slave barracks. Treon remained on watch outside. Stark went in, taking with him the extra weapons.


  The slaves still slept. Some of them dreamed, and moaned in their dreaming, and others might have been dead, with their hollow faces white as skulls.


  Slaves. One hundred and four, counting the women.


  Stark shouted out to them, and they woke, starting up on their pallets, their eyes full of terror. Then they saw who it was that called them, standing collarless and armed, and there was a great surging and a clamour that stilled as Stark shouted again, demanding silence. This time Helvi’s voice echoed his. The tall barbarian had wakened from his drugged sleep.


  Stark told them, very briefly, all that happened.


  “You are freed from the collar,” he said. “This day you can survive or die as men, and not slaves.” He paused, then asked, “Who will go with me into Shuruun?”


  They answered with one voice, the voice of the Lost Ones, who saw the red pall of death begin to lift from over them. The Lost Ones, who had found hope again.


  Stark laughed. He was happy. He gave the extra weapons to Helvi and three others that he chose, and Helvi looked into his eyes and laughed too.


  Treon spoke from the open door. “They are coming!”


  STARK gave Helvi quick instructions and darted out, taking with him one of the other men. With Treon, they hid among the shrubbery of the garden that was outside the hall, patterned and beautiful, swaying its lifeless brilliance in the lazy drifts of fire.


  The guards came. Twenty of them, tall armed men, to turn out the slaves for another period of labour, dragging the useless stones.


  And the hidden weapons spoke with their silent tongues.


  Eight of the guards fell inside the hall. Nine of them went down outside. Ten of the slaves died with blazing collars before the remaining three were overcome.


  Now there were twenty swords among ninety-four slaves, counting the women.


  They left the city and rose up over the dreaming forest, a flight of white ghosts with flames in their hair, coming back from the red dusk and the silence to find the light again.


  Light, and vengeance.


  The first pale glimmer of dawn was sifting through the clouds as they came up among the rocks below the castle of the Lhari. Stark left them and went like a shadow up the tumbled cliffs to where he had hidden his gun on the night he had first come to Shuruun. Nothing stirred. The fog lifted up from the sea like a vapour of blood, and the face of Venus was still dark. Only the high clouds were touched with pearl.


  Stark returned to the others. He gave one of his shock-weapons to a swamp-lander with a cold madness in his eyes. Then he spoke a few final words to Helvi and went back with Treon under the surface of the sea.


  Treon led the way. He went along the face of the submerged cliff, and presently he touched Stark’s arm and pointed to where a round mouth opened in the rock.


  “It was made long ago,” said Treon, “so that the Lhari and their slavers might come and go and not be seen. Come—and be very quiet.”


  They swam into the tunnel mouth, and down the dark way that lay beyond, until the lift of the floor brought them out of the sea. Then they felt their way silently along, stopping now and again to listen.


  Surprise was their only hope. Treon had said that with the two of them they might succeed. More men would surely be discovered, and meet a swift end at the hands of the guards.


  Stark hoped Treon was right.


  They came to a blank wall of dressed stone. Treon leaned his weight against one side, and a great block swung slowly around on a central pivot. Guttering torchlight came through the crack. By it Stark could see that the room beyond was empty.


  They stepped through, and as they did so as servant in bright silks came yawning into the room with a fresh torch to replace the one that was dying.


  He stopped in mid-step, his eyes widening. He dropped the torch. His mouth opened to shape a scream, but no sound came, and Stark remembered that these servants were tongueless—to prevent them from telling what they saw or heard in the castle, Treon said.


  The man spun about and fled, down a long dim-lit hall. Stark ran him down without effort. He struck once with the barrel of his gun, and the man fell and was still.


  Treon came up. His face had a look almost of exaltation, a queer shining of the eyes that made Stark shiver. He led on, through a series of empty rooms, all sombre black, and they met no one else for a while.


  He stopped at last before a small door of burnished gold. He looked at Stark once, and nodded, and thrust the panels open and stepped through.


  XII


  THEY STOOD INSIDE THE vast echoing hall that stretched away into darkness until it seemed there was no end to it. The cluster of silver lamps burned as before, and within their circle of radiance the Lhari started up from their places and stared at the strangers who had come in through their private door.


  Cond, and Arel with her hands idle in her lap. Bor, pummelling the little dragon to make it hiss and snap, laughing at its impotence. Varra, stroking the winged creature on her wrist, testing with her white finger the sharpness of its beak. And the old woman, with a scrap of fat meat halfway to her mouth.


  They had stopped, frozen, in the midst of these actions. And Treon walked slowly into the light.


  “Do you know me?” he said.


  A strange shivering ran through them. Now, as before, the old woman spoke first, her eyes glittering with a look as rapacious as her appetite.


  “You are Treon,” she said, and her whole vast body shook.


  The name went crying and whispering off around the dark walls, Treon! Treon! Treon! Cond leaped forward, touching his cousin’s straight strong body with hands that trembled.


  “You have found it,” he said. “The secret.”


  “Yes.” Treon lifted his silver head and laughed, a beautiful ringing bell-note that sang from the echoing corners. “I found it, and it’s gone, smashed, beyond your reach forever. Egil is dead, and the day of the Lhari is done.”


  There was a long, long silence, and then the old woman whispered, “You Her


  Treon turned to Stark.


  “Ask him, the stranger who came bearing doom upon his forehead. Ask him if I lie.”


  Cond’s face became something less than human. He made a queer crazed sound and flung himself at Treon’s throat.


  Bor screamed suddenly. He alone was not much concerned with the finding or the losing of the secret, and he alone seemed to realize the significance of Stark’s presence. He screamed, looking at the big dark man, and went rushing off down the hall, crying for the guard as he went, and the echoes roared and racketed. He fought open the great doors and ran out, and as he did so the sound of fighting came through from the compound.


  The slaves, with their swords and clubs, with their stones and shards of rock, had come over the wall from the cliffs.


  Stark had moved forward, but Treon did not need his help. He had got his hands around Cond’s throat, and he was smiling. Stark did not disturb him.


  The old woman was talking, cursing, commanding, choking on her own apopletic breath. Arel began to laugh. She did not move, and her hands remained limp and open in her lap. She laughed and laughed, and Varra looked at Stark and hated him.


  “You’re a fool, wild man,” she said. “You would not take what I offered you, so you shall have nothing—only death.”


  She slipped the hood from her creature and set it straight at Stark. Then she drew a knife from her girdle and plunged it into Treon’s side.


  TREON reeled back. His grip loosened and Cond tore away, half throttled, raging, his mouth flecked with foam. He drew his short sword and staggered in upon Treon.


  Furious wings beat and thundered around Stark’s head, and talons were clawing for his eyes. He reached up with his left hand and caught the brute by one leg and held it. Not long, but long enough to get one clear shot at Cond that dropped him in his tracks. Then he snapped the falcon’s neck.


  He flung the creature at Varra’s feet, and picked up the gun again. The guards were rushing into the hall now at the lower end, and he began to fire at them.


  Treon was sitting on the floor. Blood was coming in a steady trickle from his side, but he had the shock-weapon in his hands, and he was still smiling.


  There was a great boiling roar of noise from outside. Men were fighting there, killing, dying, screaming their triumph or their pain. The echoes raged within the hall, and the noise of Stark’s gun was like a hissing thunder. The guards, armed only with swords, went down like ripe wheat before the sickle, but there were many of them, too many for Stark and Treon to hold for long.


  The old woman shrieked and shrieked, and was suddenly still.


  Helvi burst in through the press, with a knot of collared slaves. The fight dissolved into a whirling chaos. Stark threw his gun away. He was afraid now of hitting his own men. He caught up a sword from a fallen guard and began to hew his way to the barbarian.


  Suddenly Treon cried his name. He leaped aside, away from the man he was fighting, and saw Varra fall with the dagger still in her hand. She had come up behind him to stab, and Treon had seen and pressed the trigger stud just in time.


  For the first time, there were tears in Treon’s eyes.


  A sort of sickness came over Stark. There was something horrible in this spectacle of a family destroying itself. He was too much the savage to be sentimental over Varra, but all the same he could not bear to look at Treon for a while.


  Presently he found himself back to back with Helvi, and as they swung their swords—the shock weapons had been discarded for the same reason as Stark’s gun—Helvi panted,


  “It has been a good fight, my brother! We cannot win, but we can have a good death, which is better than slavery!”


  It looked as though Helvi was right. The slaves, unfortunately, weakened by their long confinement, worn out by overwork, were being beaten back. The tide turned, and Stark was swept with it out into the compound, fighting stubbornly.


  The great gate stood open. Beyond it stood the people of Shuruun, watching, hanging back—as Treon had said, they would wait and see.


  In the forefront, leaning on his stick, stood Larrabee the Earthman.


  Stark cut his way free of the press. He leaped up onto the wall and stood there, breathing hard, sweating, bloody, with a dripping sword in his hand. He waved it, shouting down to the men of Shuruun.


  “What are you waiting for, you scuts, you women? The Lhari are dead, the Lost Ones are freed—must we of Earth do all your work for you?”


  And he looked straight at Larrabee.


  Larrabee stared back, his dark suffering eyes full of a bitter mirth. “Oh, well,” he said in English. “Why not?”


  He threw back his head and laughed, and the bitterness was gone. He voiced a high, shrill rebel yell and lifted his stick like a cudgel, limping toward the gate, and the men of Shuruun gave tongue and followed him.


  After that, it was soon over.


  THEY found Bor’s body in the stable pens, where he had fled to hide when the fighting started. The dragons, maddened by the smell of the blood, had slain him very quickly.


  Helvi had come through alive, and Larrabee, who had kept himself carefully out of harm’s way after he had started the men of Shuruun on their attack. Nearly half the slaves were dead, and the rest wounded. Of those who had served the Lhari, few were left.


  Stark went back into the great hall. He walked slowly, for he was very weary, and where he set his foot there was a bloody print, and his arms were red to the elbows, and his breast was splashed with the redness. Treon watched him come, and smiled, nodding.


  “It is as I said. And I have outlived them all.”


  Arel had stopped laughing at last. She had made no move to run away, and the tide of battle had rolled over her and drowned her unaware. The old woman lay still, a mountain of inert flesh upon her bed. Her hand still clutched a ripe fruit, clutched convulsively in the moment of death, the red juice dripping through her fingers.


  “Now I am going, too,” said Treon, “and I am well content. With me goes the last of our rotten blood, and Venus will be the cleaner for it. Bury my body deep, stranger with the fierce eyes. I would not have it looked on after this.”


  He sighed and fell forward.


  Bor’s little dragon crept whimpering out from its hiding place under the old woman’s bed and scurried away down the hall, trailing its dragging rope.


  STARK leaned on the taffrail, watching the dark mass of Shuruun recede into the red mists.


  The decks were crowded with the out-land slaves, going home. The Lhari were gone, the Lost Ones freed forever, and Shuruun was now only another port on the Red Sea. Its people would still be wolf’s-heads and pirates, but that was natural and as it should be. The black evil was gone.


  Stark was glad to see the last of it. He would be glad also to see the last of the Red Sea.


  The off-shore wind set the ship briskly down the gulf. Stark thought of Larrabee, left behind with his dreams of winter snows and city streets and women with dainty feet. It seemed that he had lived too long in Shuruun, and had lost the courage to leave it.


  “Poor Larrabee,” he said to Helvi, who was standing near him. “He’ll die in the mud, still cursing it.”


  Someone laughed behind him. He heard a limping step on the deck and turned to see Larrabee coming toward him.


  “Changed my mind at the last minute,” Larrabee said. “I’ve been below, lest I should see my muddy brats and be tempted to change it again.” He leaned beside Stark, shaking his head. “Ah, well, they’ll do nicely without me. I’m an old man, and I’ve a right to choose my own place to die in. I’m going back to Earth, with you.”


  Stark glanced at him. “I’m not going to Earth.”


  Larrabee sighed. “No. No, I suppose you’re not. After all, you’re no Earthman, really, except for an accident of blood. Where are you going?”


  “I don’t know. Away from Venus, but I don’t know yet where.”


  Larrabee’s dark eyes surveyed him shrewdly. “ ‘A restless, cold-eyed tiger of a man’, that’s what Varra said. He’s lost something, she said. He’ll look for it all his life, and never find it.”


  After that there was silence. The red fog wrapped them, and the wind rose and sent them scudding before it.


  Then, faint and far off, there came a moaning wail, a sound like broken chanting that turned Stark’s flesh cold.


  All on board heard it. They listened, utterly silent, their eyes wide, and somewhere a woman began to weep.


  Stark shook himself. “It’s only the wind,” he said roughly, “in the rocks by the strait.”


  The sound rose and fell, weary, infinitely mournful, and the part of Stark that was N’Chaka said that he lied. It was not the wind that keened so sadly through the mists. It was the voices of the Lost Ones who were forever lost—Zareth, sleeping in the hall of kings, and all the others who would never leave the dreaming city and the forest, never find the light again.


  Stark shivered, and turned away, watching the leaping fires of the strait sweep toward them.


  STAR-BROTHER


  Stanley Mullen


  Dying Earthman and deathless Venusian, they joined in the strangest comradeship the stars had seen . . . to build, from its mind-wrenching horror, a barrier that would forever preserve their planets!


  HE ROUSED from his stupor, stared numbly at the visiport. Venus lay dead ahead. A blinding crescent of reflected light edged the great bulging disk. Kelland smiled grimly. Dead or alive, he was going to be the first man to land on Venus. One by one the others had died, some quickly from what seemed only superficial burns, others slowly in frightful agonies as the radiation seared flesh from bone. Kelland had hung on, and he felt a half-humorous contempt for his late companions whose bodies he had callously stacked in a heap at the rear of the control room.


  Kelland was tough. He prided himself on the fact. You have to be tough to live very long in space exploration, and Kelland was older than most veterans of the Martian and Lunar expeditions.


  Before losing consciousness, he had even strapped himself into the control seat, hoping for a miracle.


  A quick glance at the control panel, with its glittering rows of gauges, told him all he needed to know. Only minutes separated the crippled ship from that weirdly concave circle of darkness which showed in the visiplate. At thirty miles a second, the doomed Todalla was diving in at too acute an angle. A crash was inevitable. This was the end of that long, long orbit from Earth.


  Casually, Kelland toyed with the switches activating the forward braking-tubes. No result. The mechanical parts had probably already begun the swift corrosion of radioactivity. Maybe the relays were jammed. Even if they were not, and the automatic mass-proximity relays worked the braking-jets, the distance was too short.


  Kelland shrugged. He was dying anyhow. Why should he care? Even if he survived the crash, he could not live long. His bulky, heavily-insulated space garments were allowing unbelievable heat to seep through. The control cabin must be like a furnace. Some of the controls felt almost spongy to his faltering touch. Already the radiation burns were tingling along his nerve ends. Inside, his bone marrow must be disintegrating, along with everything else on board.


  Kelland could see nothing definite in the seas of opaque mist which swathed the planet. Fog? Or dust clouds? The experts had never agreed. Whatever it was, fifteen miles of it blanketed the surface like a deep ocean. Fifteen miles—half a second at the present speed. The flicker of an eyelash.


  The disk expanded visibly, coming up at him with heart-gripping steadiness. Only faint blurs and fuzziness at the edges, evidenced any rotation. He blinked, trying to clear his fogged vision. When he looked again, the disk bad changed from concave to convex.


  The mass proximity switches were a last hope. Radar impulses were still going out, but feebly, and growing weaker as the power dwindled.


  The globe of harshly outlined blackness rushed up at him, ceased to be a globe, flattened oddly.


  Relays clicked, blazed electric blue sparks as the switches went home. Somewhere forward, there was eerie hissing as the tubes blasted off. Snowy flame bathed the dome-like bow. Then a series of numbing shocks before the jets leveled off. Deceleration built into agony, and trickles of blood thrust from the man’s eye-corners. A hot stream burst from his nostrils, drenching him. The staggering pain of full deceleration struck him like a hammer blow. His brain dissolved in roaring darkness. . . .


  The Todalla nosed into the barrier mists, with the lone surviving crewman unconscious. . . .


  THE SPACESHIP lay on its side, like a broken beetle. Oddments of wreckage had been flung in a wide fan where a storage hatch had burst its lugs. The hull was bent, scarred, strangely lopsided.


  Kelland’s first surprise was that he still lived. His helmet was dented and wedged firmly against the skull; reinforced breast armor had bent like soft cheese from the blow which hurled him so violently among the complex levers that he was lodged fast; his face plate of fused quartz was splintered by shock. Dazed and curiously sick, he still lived . . . and more, he breathed.


  Gratefully he sucked in air, realizing suddenly how foul the atmosphere of the rocket had become after the rectifiers failed. . . .


  Venus! This air should not be fit to breathe according to the briefing he’d had. Ammonia, methane. But here it was, and he was breathing it. The air had an odd taste and burned eerily after it got inside his lungs, but it was air . . . air, and a very similar mixture to the air he knew. No use bothering to test it now. It would do while he lasted.


  Kelland got hold of the generator base and managed to pry himself loose from the wreckage of warped and battered controls.


  Through the gap in the hull where the hatch-cover had ripped off, he looked out upon a deserted landscape. The Todalla seemed to have crashed among barren, rocky hills. Great conelike crags of weathered stone shone with harsh brilliance. A curious expanse of grayness, luminous, not murky and dark as an overcast sky on Earth, extended endlessly to merge somewhere with a vague horizon. Nearby, a metal tower built like a series of rings, diminishing in size as they rose above the flattened surface, soared high toward the gray canopy. From a dark globe at the top, a single beam of incredibly bright light pointed directly upward, penetrating the smooth seas of mist.


  Unimaginative as he was, Kelland was impressed. There was an artificial look about the flattened area where the spaceship rested. Sparse grass grew here, but the jagged pinnacles of rock around him were nude.


  As automatically as the robot pilots, Kelland scrambled out and began assembling and checking the scattered supplies. Some of the shielded containers were broken open, the food concentrates and other supplies already contaminated. Coolly, he estimated his chances. The air pressure was light, much lighter than Tibet, where he had trained and conditioned himself; but at any rate he was breathing. If the curious mist-barrier above served T screen out the deadly actinic rays—


  He stopped.


  His lips twisted in a bitter, scornful smile. How could he have forgotten? What meaning could survival reckonings have for him? He felt a tingling of his skin; hot rawness behind his eyes, in his lungs. Already the swiftly blighting decay of radioactivity must be working in him. . . .


  “Twelve to forty-eight hours after exposure,” the warnings had read.


  The languid air stirred to his raucous laughter. Well, he had his ticket—he’d paid for it. Might as well play out the comedy. A lot of men would trade their lives to be in his spot: the first man on Venus.


  Those long-haired technicians and speculators back on Earth talked pretty big about what was on Venus, what the atmosphere was, quoted spectrographic readings, thermocouple readings, calculated possible rates of rotation from the temperature of the visible layer. A lot they knew about it. He, Kelland, was there. He’d asked for it, and the gods of space had shoved it down his throat. The guessers back home had warned him it might be a fiery hot desert with continual sandstorms; in the old days, people had imagined riotous jungles of steaming heat filled with weird monsters; perhaps boiling seas around the equator, impossibly long days and nights, or a perpetual light side and dark side. . . .


  There was no limit to the speculations people could make, but it took someone like him, Kelland, to go there and find out. The rest of them could guess; he knew.


  At least where he was, there was no jungle, no boiling oceans, no desert, no storms. It seemed bleak but not uncomfortable. So far he had seen no water, but if the grass could grow, even sparsely, there must be some moisture. The ground even looked as if it might yield to some kind of cultivation.


  Kelland crawled back into the ship and got to the sending-room.


  The helioflash was useless, of course, without sun-power—he suspected that too little sunlight penetrated that layer of dense clouds or whatever to power the sender. The radio might do it. He went over the equipment carefully and found it in working order. The transmitter was small but potent, and he was well aware that the major observatories on Earth were all waiting, tensely, hopefully, for some word from the Todalla. One thing more, and he’d be ready to send. If that outside face of the barrier were ionized, he was wasting his time; the radio waves would be reflected back to the surface. He got sensitive instruments from the case and went outside to turn them full into that glare of luminous gray. The needles jerked and held strong. No use; the stuff was carrying a heavy charge.


  Disgruntled, Kelland kicked idly at the shattered radar-sender. Not much hope there.


  Outside again, Kelland broke into a food container, got out a thermal can of coffee, and drank it down black and steaming. The canned food was not appealing, but he ate it.


  Suddenly, he felt lonely and bored. Too restless for sleep, hounded by the feeling that his time was short, he decided to explore. There was nothing to keep him to the ship; he could carry enough grub and drinkables for the time remaining.


  Besides, he was interested in that metallic tower. Curiosity and a longing for companionship, of any kind, deviled him. Packing a kit of supplies, he set off in the general direction of the tower.


  AS He drew near the base of the structure, the sky cleared suddenly above him and a huge, richly red-purple sun shone through. The atmosphere was clear as crystal, without the faintest hint of haze; the sky palest yellow green with hints of vague orange-tint. Here and there swam clots of blurred violet, clouds perhaps, with a faint suggestion of sparkling luminosity. As the mist-barrier vanished, the beam of blindingly brilliant light died out from the globe atop the tower.


  From its base, a hundred feet in diameter, the structure seemed to reach up to fantastic heights. In spite of a grace and delicacy of design, the tower was solidly built of metal, part of which was plated with a facing material like translucent pale-green porcelain. There were no wires nor cables, no doors or windows, and Kelland thought only of some electrical device, not of a dwelling, as he studied it.


  Kelland stood now at the edge of the cleared and flattened area. Close at hand rose the forbidding hills and gaunt spires, surrounded by spills of broken rock. A narrow, tortuous gorge led among them, descending steeply to lower ground. Kelland followed it and came out finally into a broad valley, with low, smoothly rounded hills, through which moved a broad, placidly flowing river. Kelland stopped, gasping in amazement.


  On the nearer bank, filling a tremendous bend in the river, was a city for Titans. Built of the pure, blazing colors of the rainbow, it rose in smoothly rounded curves, individual buildings blending indistinguishably into the mass, piling up into forests of slender, glittering spires. Nothing earthlike could compare with its eerie geometries; its solid forms seemed to flow together and fuse, its materials were pure translucent color as if light had solidified. It sprang gradually from a sea of what Kelland thought were flower gardens, having no exact beginning and end.


  Color juxtapositions were curious, but blended tastefully, seeming a part of the very structure. Even the rioting gardens showed definite arrangement, and seemed to work a delicate counterpoint to the patterns of the city.


  Dazzled, attracted yet oddly disquieted by the alien beauty of the place, Kelland stood long minutes staring, before nerving himself to plunge across the grassy hillocks and flatlands toward the city.


  The scarred metal covering of his food-kit reminded him that he was hungry again. Time must have passed, though he had been but vaguely conscious of it. As he walked he ate, throwing aside the thermal containers like some casual picnicker.


  The city, as he drew near it seemed less like a city than a single, vastly complex dwelling. There were no walls or gates, no visible doors or windows.


  A long, exquisitely curved ramp led upward, disappearing as the walls curved in upon it. This must be the entrance, for no other opening marred the careless symmetries of the facade. For Kelland, there was now no turning back. Cautiously, he ascended, awed by the magnificence, the tremendous technical achievement of the place. A dread of encountering the alien species who had created such a masterwork of Titan size and goblin coloring broke through the crust of Kelland’s confidence, and dry fear rose to clutch at his throat.


  As the walls shut down around him, he experienced a sensation of being watched. There was still no sign of living inhabitants, nor evidence of any past habitation. Floor, walls and ceiling were apparently of one substance, some translucent metal fused into a single mass. Illumination came from deep within, giving a glareless, shadowless light. Cavern-like, the passage drove straight into the heart of the building, with no side openings, no niches, no furnishings of any kind. It was utterly unlike a place where anything lived.


  No fleck of dust, no mark of passage marred the smoothness of the floor.


  Worst of all was the silence whir hung everywhere like a tangible presence.


  Deeper and deeper Kelland penetrated the structure, his uneasiness growing subtly. Imperceptibly the walls drew back, the ceiling lifted. He found himself in a high, vaulted chamber. Here the light held curious distortions, a flickering seemed to move eerily about; colors shifted unpleasantly, transmuting forms and running a gamut of shades while he watched.


  Numberless apertures led from this chamber in all directions. These doorways, if such they were, puzzled Kelland. He studied them, watched while their sizes and shapes fluctuated, experimented with the distortions of light by moving about and looting at their arrangements from different directions. There was no order, no apparent pattern, no stability to them. It was almost as if they were part of a living organism.


  Uncomfortable in the hugeness of the vaulted chamber, where his muted footsteps echoed and re-echoed sibilantly, Kelland chose an aperture at random and followed a steep, spiraling ramp which led upward. After a short ascent, he came to another junction chamber, turning aside from it to follow a rambling passage which led through a series of apartment-like nests of circular rooms. These apartments did not confine themselves to a single level but wandered aimlessly up, down and around.


  The passage ended abruptly in a small, roughly circular cell, where a square block of metal protruded from the floor. Set into the walls were sheets of glass, apparently lenses or at least prismatic transparencies of some kind. As Kelland stared into them, his vision twisted agonizingly, turning back on itself. He saw his rough, homely face endlessly repeated, with cruel variations. A hard cramp got inside his e\ es, writhed and remained.


  Tired, badly frightened, Kelland sat down on the block, and fought the waves of dizziness which rose over him.


  Soundlessly, the lights went out.


  Kelland started upright, trying to peer into the blackness.


  Out of the blank nothingness which surrounded him came a voice, a voice that spoke not in sound but in word images that burned within his brain.


  “You cannot perceive us with your limited faculties. Do not try.”


  “Who are you? What are you?” Kelland screamed.


  Waves of thought-force beat upon the inner core of his consciousness. First they came in word-images which glowed like fire upon the inner shell of his mind; then graphic symbols, like half-seen, half-understood abstractions; later in complex pictures. Seas of new, breath-taking knowledge flooded him—profundities which drowned out and swept away the feeble concepts of his culture; a sickening grasp at infinities beyond his understanding, beyond even the fiery wings of imagination. . . .


  THEN it was gone. The presences he had sensed withdrew. A heavy silence oppressed the darkness. Slowly Kelland sank back upon the bench. He understood now, vaguely, that it had been created for his comfort, a gesture of compromise to his anatomical structure.


  The vastness, the unthinkable profundities of the revelation staggered him. Weak and ill with his tremendous effort of mind, he relaxed, groping at some kind of understanding.


  Gradually the darkness lightened. A luminous grayness grew steadily in intensity. The pressure of silence lessened, and again Kelland was conscious of the presences.


  It was distracting, being unable to face them. He felt that they were laughing at him, and words tumbled from his mouth in hopeless confusion. Even to him, they sounded strange, muffled, contorted, as if the images struggled for clarity in an unfamiliar medium. Disturbed, the fear on him again, he fell silent.


  The silence seemed to approve. Again the word-images came, beating at him, thrusting themselves into his mind.


  “Do not waste your energy trying to imagine the nature of our being—who or what we are does not matter. A creature like you would be unable to understand so complicated a life-form as ours. It is better that you do not try.”


  Kelland writhed. There was no contempt in the message, no suggestion of disdain or hint that to them he was repulsive and inferior. But the knowledge of his limitations and the appalling vastness of the concepts he had so dimly grasped, made him conscious of his species as one of the lower orders. His soul cringed away from them, and he felt as nakedly hideous, undeveloped, incomplete as a dog must feel in the presence of man.


  After a pause, the waves of mind-power swept over Kelland once more. This time there seemed a subtle difference, as if a more exact focus had been made; he felt confusion lessen, and the images became sharper.


  “You are right,” the images replied to his unspoken question. “There is a change. In order to relieve your confusions, I have separated myself from our group-consciousness, and will deal with you now as an individual. Also, since your inability to perceive me makes communication more difficult, I can offer you a focus for your attention.”


  A smear of glowing, molten color began to manifest itself upon the curtain of luminous mist. Without specific form, bodiless, like some three-dimensional projection of light, it hung motionless, yet seemed to flow and fuse with endless mutations of color.


  “Long, long have we known that our neighboring planet, which you name Earth, was inhabited. From our distance we have studied it carefully and in some detail. Naturally, there is much that we could never understand. It was thought at one time that we should make overtures to the most intelligent of your beings, but we were cautious. After certain unpleasant but enlightening experiences with other orders elsewhere, we had learned to think long before making contact with other life-forms.


  “With some of the more highly civilized beings of other systems, we have held communications for many generations, yet they need nothing from us and have little to offer ourselves. Strange, that our nearest neighbors should be so ill-suited to exchange ideas and necessities with us. We have much to offer your kind, much knowledge that you need desperately, but we distrust the gifts you might bring in return.


  “For a time we studied Earth and its brute folk most diligently, longing to reach across the gulf and raise Some species to a higher state. Then we watched, startled, your swift mutation from the brute stage. So much accomplished in so short a time, and yet you have a long way still to follow to the ultimate goal of your development. With growing uneasiness we saw knowledge spring up among you, knowledge and the thirst for still greater conquests. Among your minds are a few which burn with the brightest flames of intellect, but no individual beings are greater than their group-mind.


  “With us there is little individual entity; each of us is part of the whole, the group-unity; we do not function apart as readily as we do as a group.


  “It was decided by our group-council that we should make no effort to make contact with the people of Earth. Meddling with situations imperfectly understood could lead to untold damage. Not only that, but we feared for your safety should your kind gain knowledge more rapidly than the ability to use it. At first we thought it best to wait until you earned enough to seek us out; then to share freely with you all our hard-learned secrets. Later, as we observed your scientific skills and perceptions so rapidly outstripping, even engulfing, your slowly developing wisdom—we began to fear for ourselves. Too much of the brute nature still lingers in you; of kind-unity you have none. Centuries ago, when still your arts of learning were in their infancy, we decided to veil ourselves from you, to swathe our world in impenetrable mystery; hence the reflector-barrier. Tell me, do not your kind know more of the further stars than of our planet?”


  Kelland sensed something like a tentacle of thought-force probe his mind. As he willed himself to answer, before ever words left his lips, he sensed that the answer was received and noted.


  “Since that time,” continued the lien thoughts, “we have ignored your planet. Your arrival was a complete surprise to us. Knowing the stage of our scientific development several of your centuries ago, it was difficult for us to realize that any interplanetary travel could be dreamed of so soon. We were not prepared for you. Tell me, what did you seek here that seemed worth the dreadful risks you took to cross the gulf of space?”


  Again Kelland felt the knowledge nicked from his very brain as forces probed deeply, sorting the required answers from his jumbled confusion of thought.


  “Your unannounced arrival was a great surprise to all of us,” said the alien thoughts. “Had we been better prepared, the incident would not have occurred. When your craft came through the barrier screens, it was necessary to create a protective area around you, or you would have died in a matter of seconds, from exposure to the true nature of our world, our customary environment. Time was short, but we did what was possible. The composition of an artificial atmosphere approximating that of your planet was most difficult, and not altogether successful. However, it served. And whatever you saw, or thought you saw, of our actual surface world on your way here bears little relation to the reality. We created a world for you to live in temporarily, until we could study you as an example of your species at close range.


  “This was our first opportunity to study an actual example of an alien race. Our first step was to re-create both you and your ship in exact detail. Both were so badly damaged in the passage through the force-field and the actual crash as to be useless for our purposes. The duplication of the ship was elementary. Were you back now at the place where you made your landing, you would find a complete new vessel, exactly the same as the original in every way, standing close beside your own ship. Amid the shattered wreckage of the original, you would find your own shattered body. The re-creation of your physical entity was simple enough; the transference of memory, identity, and all the manifold patterns of thought-culture was much more difficult. Does the thought disturb you?”


  KELLAND’S brain rioted at the suggestion. He squirmed and half-rose from the bench. Something like a wave of laughter vibrated from the alien mind. “You do not accept the thought; that is curious. I have sensed a stubbornness in you, a denial of truth, illogical, one of your brute-patterns, no doubt. But it puzzles me. Why should I mislead you?”


  Kelland stifled the angry words which boiled up in him, deliberately blanking out his mind.


  “I fear we have reached the end of discussion,” said the alien, with a hint of sorrow in the thought. It was the first recognizable emotion Kelland had sensed in the aliens. “While our group-consciousness debates your fate, it is necessary that I complete the examination. It will be unpleasant for you, but there is no choice. I must enter your consciousness, learn all that you know of your culture, your complete thought-patterns, even those of which you are unconscious. There will never be another such opportunity, for after this our screen will be so completely energized that any unwanted visitors will be utterly destroyed on contact. I must absorb your consciousness, your complete identity; when it has been recorded, I will return it to you . . . for whatever time remains to you.”


  “You’re wasting your time, killing me,” Kelland burst out. “I was dying when the ship hit.”


  “You are mistaken,” the word-images corrected gently. “The new body is uncontaminated.”


  A wave of terrific mind-force struck Kelland. For a moment he reeled backward, then, furiously angry, he fought back. A wild impulse urged him to break free and run from the chamber. He got three long steps toward the doorway when invisible bonds descended over him; he felt the cold prisoning of metallic clamps on wrists and ankles, knew that he was, being lifted and transported bodily. He remembered being placed gently but firmly on the block, spread-eagled, arms and legs pinioned tightly again it as if with invisible bonds.


  Unable to move, he felt deadly pressure beat upon his mind. Sweat beaded his lips, stung his eyes, as he struggled vainly to combat the pressure. A vortex of darkness swirled about him.


  “It is useless to strive against me the voice within his brain murmured.


  Slowly the images faded. Kelland fought; but memory clouded, identity itself gave way gradually. Something cold and alien crowded its way into his brain. His very thoughts seemed drawn from him in hideous mental vivisection. While consciousness remained, he struggled, hopelessly, in vague terror, in bitter anger at this violation of his last core of human dignity.


  Before the darkness enveloped him there was a moment of strange and terrible beauty. As the other being entered and absorbed his identity, the two merged. Kelland stared in bleak anguish into the furthest immensities of Alien Spirit, treading the star gulfs, experiencing odysseys of thought beyond the wildest dreams of man.


  But the vortices of roaring blackness swirled with ever increasing tempo, sucking him down into abysses of fiery darkness. A flickering recognition of the battle lost . . . then blankness, horror unutterable. . . .


  TIME extended beyond the limits of infinity. Eventually, a spot of colored flame rose and danced in his Wain, and his subconscious mind followed its eerie convolutions. In the painful awakening was realization of spiritual death and resurrection—Kelland lay gasping upon the metal block while the dancing flame exploded and sparks like splintered light drove through his brain and body.


  With returning memory came recognition of his identity, and am awareness of being alone, blessedly alone again with himself.


  Memory flowed through him, galling, and he concentrated his mind-power up the vivid stain of drifting, light.


  Response was instantaneous. The word-images formed themselves within his consciousness.


  “It is as we thought. Worse. . . . Existence amid such chaos, such horror, must be unendurable.” Even the word-images seemed to writhe and stir with repulsion. “That such a people—our nearest neighbors among the inhabited worlds—should be so incapable, so unworthy, of receiving our gifts! It would be a kindness to blot such miserable beings from existence;”


  Kelland found himself responding in kind to the telepathic communication. The images moved more easily now, as if some sort of rapport had been established. And something of his horror, his disgust, transmitted itself along with the images.


  “Now that Eve seen something of what you’re really like, I can only pray for one thing . . . that our kinds should never meet. If I Could get past your barrier screen and send a message, it would be to warn away all other expeditions from Venus.”


  After a prolonged pause, there came a beating vibration of reply, coldly, without emotion: “At the moment, shaken by my revulsion at your species, I could agree most heartily with your desire. However, the decision of our council will doubtless be tempered by our greater horizons of evolution; fortunately for you and your species, our kind is the more tolerant race. Even such gulfs of difference as separate us are not impossible to bridge . . .


  “Yet eons of development separate our states of being. Were the decision mine, I should release you with a warning. I should send back this message to your world. Develop according to your own patterns, people of Earth. Conquer your diseases of all kinds, of both mind and body; master first your physical environment, then most important of all, master yourselves. When you have done this, come again to us—for we have much to give you.”


  “But, as I have said, the decision is not altogether mine to make. Not for generations has there been individual dissent from the group-decision of our kind.


  “I must leave you now, to place the records of my study before our council. Do not let thoughts of escape in that accurately duplicated spaceship tempt your mind. Even though that message you long to send back to Earth is nearest our hearts, there are simpler and less dangerous ways. . . .”


  “It would have been easier to let me die,” Kelland burst out angrily. “Why don’t you kill me and have done with it?”


  “If necessary, that will be done . . . with infinite regret,” came the reply.


  Kelland sensed withdrawal of the alien personality, and the oppressive silence lay heavily about him.


  His mind toyed automatically with thoughts of escape. In imagination, he was in the reconstructed spaceship, rising toward that curiously opaque mist-barrier, trailing streamers of glory as the jets gave forth their fearful power. Then he was past the barrier, the message clicking out on the transmitter, a wave of relief flooding over him as the “Message received” came through. A terrible nostalgia for Earth and all it could mean to a space-wanderer tortured him, and he longed to be starting the long tangential orbit home, Venus and its mysteries dead astern, left swiftly behind as the rocket accelerated. . . .


  With desperate savagery he wrenched at the invisible bonds—and flung himself to the metallic floor. The bonds were gone.


  Instantly he was on his feet, running with hard purpose. Each stage of his journey into the alien city was deeply etched in his mind, and he retraced his steps with careful precision. He slowed to a rapid walk, lest he slip and fall on the porcelain-like floor. Down the exquisitely curved ramp he went, and through the circular rooms. The city was alive with whispering echoes. The muffled clink of his boots on the smoothly polished metal rang in his ears like the clangor of alarm bells.


  Behind him rose a murmurous, excited buzzing as if swarms of excited bees sought viciously to repel an invader. In the sound was a note of anger and dismay, and from far behind came a flicker of oddly unsteady lights. Kelland took the last gallery at full speed, reckless of footing.


  Outside, the sun still burned hotly in a sky of purest yellow-green.


  The sounds of aroused pursuit lent wings to Kelland’s feet. Without pausing to speculate on the reality of the world about him, he went through it hastily, trampling the seas of flower gardens, leaving a lengthening wake in the curious grasses, as he headed directly for the cleft among the rock hills beyond which lay the ship.


  Panting, breathless, he came through the tangle of rocky gorges. The glint of polished metal welcomed him to the flatland.


  Beside the mangled wreckage of the Todalla was another ship, new and pristine, but an exact duplicate. Forewarned as he was, Kelland gasped in amazement. As he passed the broken, pitted hull of the Todalla, a twisted something caught in the wreckage drew his eye.


  Clad in the tattered rags of space leather, the_ pitifully broken thing sickened him, and he tried not to look too closely at it. Identification would be impossible at this stage, but he feared what supported suspicion would do to his mind. How long had he remained in the forbidden city of the aliens?


  There was a nightmarish unreality about the whole experience.


  As if in a dream, he went up the gangplank leading to the ship’s control room, slammed shut and sealed the hatch.


  Sick with excitement, he tested the manual controls and fuel gauges, then knifed home the jet switches. Response was instant. Rocket tubes flared to sudden life; the hull throbbed with power. With skill born of long training, he blasted off. A series of shocks steadied to a smooth flow of power. Accelerating as rapidly as he dared, Kelland sent the ship roaring up.


  Ahead in the visiplate, the sky clouded over, became an opaque canopy of gray, writhing clouds. Weirdly sparkling ghost-lights flickered through the mists. Was the barrier’s ionized layer charged with deadly currents of force? Something vaguely remembered sent ugly chills through him.


  He tore his attention from the visiplate, opened the throttle wide and braced himself as acceleration built upon itself.


  Between him and the visiplate a curious pattern of vivid light stains took shape. Alien thought-images formed in his brain.


  “Did you think, Earthman, that you could ever have escaped . . . had I willed you to stay? . . .


  “As I had anticipated, decision at the council went against you. It was felt necessary that you be destroyed. Sometimes ruthless destruction of another being is essential to the welfare of a race. But I, perhaps because my intimate contact with you has forever corrupted my judgment, could not concur in the verdict of death. I had given you the idea of escape, partly because I knew your kind so well and realized that you would mistrust any gift from me. To have kept you captive would have meant your death as surely as if we had slain you by your own weapons. And I would not have the stain of violence upon my people, however great the need. So I contrived your escape, watched over you and guided you in safety to the ship. Even the barrier has been de-energized to permit your safe passage.


  “Now go, swiftly, and give no thought to your message of warning. It will not be needed. From our distance, we will see that no further thought of exploring Venus comes to your people. Until you, too, have become civilized, it is best that you have no knowledge of our existence.


  “When you have passed the barrier, you will forget everything that has happened. . . .”


  Like a thundering arrow of metal the rocket ship drove into the barrier, which parted to receive it.


  And Kelland forgot. . . .


  SWAMP GIRL OF VENUS


  H.H. Harmon


  To die front the poison of the needles of a saro tree was the most horrible torture on all Venus—but maybe the fifels were worse!


  IN A TINY clearing around a saro tree in the vast Southlands jungle of Venus, two humans and a Venusian were watching a native die. There was worry on their faces, they were afraid the native was going to die before he talked. After he had talked, of course, they were quite willing for him to die, in fact, they would give him the last necessary shove in that direction, but they didn’t want him to pass on to his ancestors until he had told them what they wanted to know.


  “Do you suppose this punk is actually going to croak?” Red Haldane worried.


  “I think he’s playing possum,” Ambrose Ritter answered. “Stick another one of them needles in him, to prove we mean business.”


  The “needles” were actually thorns broken from the saro tree. Needle-sharp and coated with a virulent poison, the natives of the Southlands jungle had used them for ages as blow-gun darts. Humans could usually survive two and sometimes three doses of this poison. Venusians had acquired a certain tolerance to the poison and could survive five or six of the needles.


  The native on the ground already had four of the needles in him.


  A saro tree grew in the center of the little clearing. In fact, the existence of the saro tree accounted for the clearing itself, poison dripping from the thorns killed all vegetation within a radius of ten feet. Reaching up with his gloved hand, Haldane cut another thorn from the tree.


  “Where’ll I stick this one?” he asked.


  The third member of the trio, Kard, a Venusian, spoke softly in the slurry Southlands language. “Don’t stick him with it, just scratch him with the point. Better results from scratching. Hurt more, don’t die so fast.”


  “Oh, an expert,” Haldane said approvingly. He grinned and spoke to the bound native on the ground. “What say Juth? Wanta talk or want another dose of this?”


  He waved the thorn in the air, making scratching motions with it. A small droplet of dark green ooze had already collected on the point. With sick fascination in his eyes, Juth stared at the needle. “Not know,” he whispered. “Not know anything about Coth. Please—not know.”


  “He knows all right,” Kard grunted. “He’s just stubborn. Go on and scratch him with that saro thorn.”


  “Scratch yourself with it.” Hal McCabe spoke from the edge of the clearing.


  The three jumped like startled cats suddenly dropped on top of a hot stove. From the expression on their faces, that had thought no one was within miles of them. Haldane’s hand started toward the magna pistol holstered at his hip, Ritter’s hand jumped toward the rifle leaning against the saro tree, Kard dropped his hand to the hilt of one of the throwing knives stuck in his belt.


  When they saw the blunt muzzle of the magna rifle covering them from the edge of the clearing, they quickly changed their minds about reaching for their own weapons.


  Nobody in his right mind took a chance on a magna rifle. The three lifted their hands.


  “Okay,” McCabe said. The two humans he knew vaguely as being jungle traders, which was his occupation also. What they were doing here torturing a native he did not know, but he knew exactly what he was going to do about it. “Shuck the gun. You first, Red.” Muttered protests formed on Haldane’s lips—he didn’t want to lose his gun, Gently, McCabe squeezed the trigger of his rifle. There was a soft phut. No smoke came from the barrel of the rifle but something howled past Haldane’s head, and flared in sudden violence in the jungle behind—the explosive shell of the magna gun.


  “Better do as you’re told,” McCabe said. “You’re a long way from taw.”


  HALDANE hastily unbuckled the gun belt and let the pistol slide to the ground. McCabe turned the magna rifle toward the Venusian. The belt of throwing knives followed the pistol. Ritter had no hand gun. The rifle leaning against the tree apparently belonged to him.


  “Good,” McCabe said.


  “Who the hell are you? What the hell—”


  “Each of you break a fresh thorn from the saro tree,” McCabe said, as if he had not heard the question.


  The three hesitated. Although they didn’t understand the purpose of the order, they didn’t like it. With the squirming native before his eyes, knowing they had been using torture, McCabe had no hesitancy. “Break off the thorns,” he repeated. His voice was the coldest sound ever heard on Venus. Reluctantly the three obeyed him. Breaking off the dripping thorns, they fingered them carefully.


  “Stand in a circle,” McCabe ordered. The three men shuffled into position.


  “All right,” McCabe said. “We’re going to play a little game here. Each of you sticks the man in front of him. Ready now? Stick!” His voice roaring out the command, at the same instant he fired a shot from the magna rifle. The startled Venusian, his nerves already on edge, jabbed Red Haldane. Haldane roared in pain, and jabbed Ritter in an uncontrollable motion. Ritter screamed and jabbed the Venusian.


  The effect of the saro poison is similar to a jab with a red-hot soldering iron. The poison in the needles produced instant-pain and violent, uncontrollable, muscular contortions. A man who has been jabbed with a saro needle breaks instantly into a wild dance. A second later, so intense is the pain, he starts running.


  The three dived headfirst into the jungle. Yells and the sounds of breaking branches came back after them. Listening to the sounds go out of hearing, McCabe grinned. “You dirty bums, you got exactly what was coming to you.” He stepped out into the clearing.


  Revealed was a big man, tall and well-muscled, with a broad face and cold gray eyes. Greenish-colored water-proof clothes disappeared into water-proof boots, the standard water and bug-proof garb of a human in the Venusian jungle. His waist was circled by a broad belt, which held cartridge pouches, a hatchet in a protected sheath, two of the Venusian throwing knives. On his back was the typical pack of a trader.


  He knelt beside the squirming, bound Venusian. Quickly he counted the livid patches of slowly spreading red, the marks of the saro needles, shook his head when he saw four of them. Even to a native, this was going to be close. From his pack, he took a sealed box, which, opened revealed a hypodermic syringe and needles. Quickly he flushed an antiseptic solution through the syringe, plunged the needle into an ampule of colorless liquid. Into each of the patches of spreading red, he made a quick injection. Cleaning and replacing the hypodermic equipment in its container, he untied the native, made him as comfortable as possible, lit a cigarette, and waited. Already, under the influence of the drug, the native’s breathing had grown less labored and his heart action had improved. “What’s your name?” McCabe said.


  The native gazed at him from devoted eyes. “Juth,” he answered.


  “What were they trying to get from you, Juth?”


  “They try get me to take them to land of Coth,” Juth replied. “Or tell them the way. I not want to.”


  “Coth?” McCabe mused. “Never heard of it.” There were depths in this jungle that no human had ever penetrated, he knew. This was one reason he liked the place. Although space travel had been established for over twenty years, here in this jungle a man might find—anything. Venus was Earth all over again, with one important difference. It was Earth before the coming of civilization, before the dawn of the great barbarisms, Earth in the days of its wandering tribes, Earth in its savage jungle days.


  FROM THE jungle came a howl.


  From another direction came a series of grunts. Somewhere a lizard was singing, a high thin song like the piping of a wren. McCabe, whose ears missed nothing, knew that the howl came from a frog, that the grunts came from a mottled hyena hunting carrion, and as for the singing of the lizard, the sound took him back ‘o Earth, back to the days when he was a boy watching the wrens nest in the tin can beside the kitchen door. The singing lizard always made him homesick, He shrugged the homesickness out of his mind. Venus was his home now.


  Off in the distant sky, just under the canopy of eternal clouds, shadows moved. For a moment, McCabe thought they were planes, although he knew the only planes on Venus were helicopters brought by humans. Then he saw the flapping wings.


  Along the back of his neck, hair crawled. The things that flapped in the sky were huge birds. As he watched they slid out of sight into the clouds.


  “The great birds of Venus!” he thought. As a trader, he had heard his fair share of what he considered to be tall tales. Once a native had told him a tale of a lost tribe that lived somewhere in the Southlands jungle and raised and trained huge birds. There was something else too, about the birds and the bird people . . .


  He couldn’t remember what it was except that it hadn’t been pleasant.


  From behind him came a sudden wail. Turning, he saw the native had struggled to his feet and was pointing toward the sky where the huge birds had vanished. His face, already blotched with pain and oozing drops of green perspiration where the drug was boiling the saro poison out of him, was wretched with fear. Clutching at McCabe to hold himself erect, he poured slurred words into the human’s ear, speaking so rapidly that the trader could not understand him.


  “Slow down, old man. What’s wrong.”


  “The fifel—” McCabe translated the word literally to mean “flying death”


  “The fifel come. Hide!” Tugging at McCabe, the native urged him to seek hiding in the jungle. McCabe patted the stock of the magna rifle, with this gun he had stopped the charge of a swamp alligator that weighed three tons.


  “I’ve got my own brand of flying death,” he said.


  The native shook his head. “Gun no good,” he said. “No stop flying death.” Over and over again he said it. McCabe was unmoved. “You’ve got so much saro poison in you that you’re nuts,” he said.


  Off in the distance a rain squall was approaching. He fitted the cover over his pack and pulled the hood over his head. From the ground he picked up the magna pistol and buckled the belt around his waist. Juth clutched at the belt of throwing knives buckled it around him—and watched the sky.


  The rain squall struck. “Hide,” the native repeated.


  “Okay,” McCabe answered. They moved into the jungle.


  Above them, from the heavy growth of interlacing leaves, came the drum of raindrops. Down on the ground level was misty twilight. The jungle formed a canopy over them but Juth seemed to feel the canopy was no protection. Listening, watching every opening in the branches above them, he continually urged McCabe to hurry. Suddenly he stopped, hissed sharply, and jerked his head up like a dog on a point.


  Through an opening in the leaves above them, McCabe caught a glimpse of gigantic wings beating the air. Rising above the drum beat of the rain on the leaves were sharp, shrill voices calling back and forth to each other.


  The giant birds! The fifel were above them. McCabe lifted the magna rifle, then gulped as he caught a clear glimpse of one of the huge creatures. The bird had a rider!


  THIS ONE fact was enough to make the trader gasp. But there was a second, even more startling fact. The rider was a woman! And not only a woman but a woman from Earth.


  So far as McCabe knew there were not a hundred human women on the whole steaming planet. There wasn’t one in the whole Southlands jungle area and there wouldn’t be one, McCabe had always thought, in the next century. They liked their comfort too well to buck the jungle, style shows, new clothes, perfumed baths, none of which were available in the jungle. Hence, no women.


  Except one! And she rode a gigantic bird that, from its looks was more reptile than fowl.


  As McCabe gawked upward, his mind heavy with wonder, the second giant bird flapped into sight above them. Looking down, the rider seemed to catch a glimpse of him through the opening in the leaves. Calling out shrilly, the rider pointed downward, then flung something that came smashing through the green leaves above them.


  “Run!” Juth screamed. “Get away—quick!”


  “A bomb!” McCabe thought. He started to run. The bomb hit within ten feet of him and exploded with a soft phut. The explosion would not have harmed a singing lizard and McCabe’s first thought was that the bomb was a dud. Then as a giant hand seemed to reach inside of him and grab his lungs in a paralyzing grip, he realized only too well what the bomb contained.


  “Gas!” he choked out.


  It was the last word he spoke. The ground seemed suddenly to come up and hit him in the face. He went down like a falling tree, in a clatter of useless magna weapons, hit the ground, groaned, tried to get to his feet, and collapsed, unconscious.


  The native, holding his nose, got a few steps farther than the trade. Then a second bomb smashed through the leaves and the Venusian, forced to open his mouth to breathe, got a lungfull of the gas and went down to the ground with the trader.


  Above them, over the rain-splashed jungle, flapped two mighty creatures out of nightmare land, two flying reptiles. Off in the far distance, others were coming.


  Like vultures, They circled, then like vultures finding waiting carrion, they came down.


  THE AFTER EFFECTS of the gas were not pleasant. McCabe’s first dazed impression was that his head was going to split open. Then, as he realized how his stomach was feeling, he hoped his head would split open.


  On Venus, a trader has to have an iron constitution and a level head. Both are needed to survive. Venus is no place for little Nellies.


  No one had ever accused Hal McCabe of having lace on the edge of his underpants. When he opened his eyes, rolled over and sat up, cursing the way his head felt, he discovered he didn’t even have any underpants.


  Stripped completely naked, he was in a cell as bare as he was. Dim light filtered through a barred window high up on one wall. Between the bars splashed the eternal rain of Venus, The 52 hour day was drawing to a close. With McCabe was Juth.


  The red blotches of the saro poison had almost disappeared and Juth was looking better. The expression on his face said he wasn’t feeling as well as he looked. Like McCabe, Juth was without clothes.


  Holding his head in both hands, Juth groaned. “Head him feel like hell.”


  “Head him feel like mine,” McCabe answered. “Stomach him feel worse. Where the hell are we?”


  “That’s where we are,” Juth answered.


  “Huh?” McCabe grunted, not understanding.


  “In hell,” Juth said.


  Since hell was an Earth word and an Earth concept, Juth didn’t really know what the word meant. All he knew was that it was supposed to be a bad place. But, if he didn’t have a clear conception of the meaning of hell, he did know exactly where he was. And in his opinion, he was in a very bad place.


  “Land of Coth, land of fifel,” Juth said. “Same as hell. Maybe worse. Rather be in hell than back here.”


  “Back here?” McCabe questioned.


  “I here once,” Juth explained. “Captured, brought here, turned loose in valley. Got away. Fifel after me. You with me when they caught me. Bad luck for you.” He shook his head sorrowfully.


  McCabe grunted soundlesly. He got slowly to his feet, moved to the wall, and looked up at the grill in the window above him. His first leap was short. His second enabled him to catch one of the bars. He pulled himself up to the window.


  Overhead, so near the wisps of mist were passing just above the window, were the eternal clouds of Venus. Below him was a straight drop of hundreds of feet. Stretching away into the distance, almost hemmed in by mountains, was a tremendous valley. As he watched a giant bird rose from the valley, flapped upward through the rain, lit on a ledge, and waddled out of sight. From its talons dangled a swamp deer.


  “Valley is hunting grounds of fifel,” Juth said from the floor. “Birds are trained there.”


  Under the pressure of McCabe’s weight, the bar to which he was clinging was slowly bending. He stared at it. The metal was overlaid with a thick layer of greenish corrosion but at the spot where the bar was bending the corrosion was cracking away, revealing the dull yellow color of the metal underneath. A pressure began to build up inside the trader. He dropped back to the floor. “Juth, those bars are made of gold!” he exclaimed.


  “So what?” Juth said, utterly unimpressed. “You can bend bars and get out. Long way to ground. Big broken neck if you go that way.”


  “I wasn’t thinking about getting out,” McCabe answered. “Those bars are made out of geld. Doesn’t that mean anything to you.”


  Juth shrugged, conveying the impression that gold meant something but that his neck meant more. “Much gold here. Very common. That’s why they were sticking saro thorns in me, to get me to guide them to land of Coth. They wanted gold. Me, I wanted to stay alive.”


  “I see,” McCabe said grimly. “So that was what those buzzards wanted?” For a moment, he wished he had been a little careless in aiming the magna rifle.


  “Sure,” Juth said. “What good is gold to a dead man?” He shrugged. “Eh?” McCabe said, startled.


  “You and me same as dead men,” the native answered.


  “You got out of this place once, didn’t you?” the trader challenged.


  “Once,” Juth answered. “Very, very lucky. Nobody ever be so lucky twice.”


  “Tell me about this land of Coth,” McCabe answered. “Maybe we can figure out some way to be lucky twice.”


  OUT OF THE halting words, he got a picture of a vast section of land lost in the Southlands swamp, its location, even its very existence unknown to most natives of Venus. Probably it had been mapped on the radar screens of space ships from Earth but the mountains and the swampy jungle had discouraged attempts at landing here. Even the hardy traders had never penetrated to Coth. From Juth’s answers, McCabe got the impression that of all the savage places on this planet, the land of Coth was the most savage.


  “They turn us loose down in valley,” Juth finished. “Hunt us with great birds. Much fun—but not for us.”


  “Eh?” McCabe said. “You’re nuts, Juth.” But deep in his heart, McCabe suspected the native was telling the truth. He knew Venus and Venus was Earth in the days of Earth’s cruel youth, when strong men took what they wanted of the wealth and the women and weak men took what was left. In his more candid moments, McCabe could not see where the Earth had ever really advanced beyond this point. Men used space ships and knew how to control the atom, they had magic drugs to cure diseases, their astronomers probed the depths beyond the stars, their living was made comfortable by a host of gadgets, in these and a thousand other ways they had advanced, but in devious ways the strong men still got what they wanted of the available wealth and women. Men had hunted each other with bows and arrows, with spears and meat axes, with poison gas and atom bombs. Why shouldn’t one tribe of Venusians hunt other Venusians with giant birds? McCabe grunted tonelessly. There wasn’t any reason why they shouldn’t. It was just his bad luck to be on the hunted end.


  A metallic clang came from a section of the wall and a door swung aside. Three natives, armed with swords and the eternal throwing knives, entered. Behind them came the woman McCabe had seen riding the giant bird. The three natives said nothing. The woman moved forward into the cell.


  There followed then the spectacle of a tough jungle trader trying desperately hard to hide behind a Venusian as McCabe, remembering his nakedness, tried to put Juth between him and the advancing woman. “Get out of here!” he yelled.


  The girl stopped and stared at him, astonishment on her face. To her, the fact that he was unclothed meant nothing. She didn’t have on many clothes herself and she was completely accustomed to the society of unclothed natives.


  Profanity rumbled deep in McCabe’s throat. This was no way to treat a man. “What do you want?”


  “I—I want to talk to you,” she answered hesitantly, apparently at a loss as how to interpret his strange actions in trying to hide behind another person. “Belast captured you. He claims you do not belong to any of the jungle peoples, or even to Venus.” She spoke in the slurred Southlands language but a dialect that McCabe had trouble in understanding.


  “So I don’t,” he answered. “I came from another world.”


  “Another world?” Sudden eagerness showed in her eyes, then was quickly blotted out. “But there are no other worlds.” Glancing sideways at the natives with her, she repeated the words as if they were some lesson she had learned and must not forget.


  McCABE STARED at her incredulously. Her gray eyes and brown hair, her lithe legs and tanned skin, the shape of her face, these and a thousand other things told him she came from Earth. Why, then, should she deny the existence of other worlds? “What makes, baby?” he said softly, in English. “Have these buzzards got you behind the eight ball?” He glanced at the natives with her.


  She frowned at him, her eyes blank of understanding. “What noises are these?” she asked.


  “What kind of a game are you playing?” McCabe said angrily. He thought he was being tricked, somehow. There was also the galling irritation of his nakedness and the fact that he had to keep hiding behind Juth. Why in the hell had they taken his clothes away from him? Without clothes, he couldn’t think what he was saying to this woman. “Sure, I came from another world. So did you. Haven’t you ever seen a space ship?”


  The expression in her eyes seemed to indicate she thought he was crazy. Many natives, lost under the eternal cloud banks, had never seen a space ship, but this girl had certainly seen one, had in fact arrived in Venus in one. There just wasn’t any other way to get here.


  One of the natives stepped forward, lifting his sword. “Shall I teach this animal some manners?” he asked, indicating McCabe.


  At the sight of the sword, Juth dropped instantly to the floor. McCabe stood naked and alone in the middle of the room. As the native glanced over his shoulder at the girl, to see what she wanted him to do about teaching this animal some manners, the animal stepped forward, caught the native’s sword hand wrist in his left hand, shoved the sword out of the way and drove his right fist clear up to the wrist into the native’s stomach.


  The native whooshed air in a gasping grunt and went down, the sword clattering on the floor. McCabe snatched up the glittering weapon. “Grab the girl, Juth!” he yelled. The two natives were already moving.


  IN THIS moment, McCabe would have given a year of his life for a magna pistol. The two natives had been standing together. As McCabe picked up the sword, they split apart and each drawing a sword, came at him from different directions. If he had had a magna pistol, they would have been sitting ducks, but armed with a sword, he was the sitting fowl. From the left a sword reached at him. He struck it aside. From the right the second native moved in, sword arm outstretched in a diving lunge—and screamed in pain as the sword arm was suddenly cut completely in two. McCabe gasped. The girl had snatched free the sword strapped around her own shapely waist and had moved into the fight—on his side!


  McCabe was so astonished at the sight that the native coming in from the left almost spitted him before he realized what was happening. He swayed to one side. The sword passed under his arm. Dropping his own weapon, he closed his left arm around the native’s neck. Fists and the use of fists McCabe thoroughly understood. His right fist came up. There was a solid thwuck! Released, the native spun backward and collapsed, moaning, in the corner of the cell.


  McCabe turned to face the girl. “Thanks,” he said. She started to speak. He held up his hand. “Just a minute.” Stripping the clothing from the unconscious native in the corner, he speedily donned it himself. “Okay, now I’m ready to talk.”


  The native who had lost an arm was clasping the stump and standing in sullen silence against the wall. Juth was busy picking up swords and strapped belts of throwing knives around his middle.


  “So they were holding you prisoner?” McCabe spoke to the girl.


  “No, not exactly. They considered me as one of their people.” From her lips, in slurred Venusian and the stumbling, halting English that a child might use—or a person who has not spoken the language for a long time—poured a torrent of words. “I’ve been living here in this valley for twelve years. My father was a trader. He landed here in a space ship and the natives attacked him. Because I was only a child at the time, they adopted me.”


  “And you have been living here as a Venusian girl all this time?” McCabe gasped.


  “Living here and waiting for the day when one of my own people would come here!” she answered. ‘I didn’t dare try to escape without help. They would catch me and—” A shudder passed over her body. Her eyes came up to McCabe. “Will you help me?”


  “Of course!” the astonished trader answered. “The only catch is—how? Juth tells me it isn’t exactly easy to escape from the land of Coth.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” the quick answer came. “Less than a month ago, I discovered a perfect way to escape from this place. But I had to have help. Just as soon as night comes, we’ll be gone. That is—if you will help me?”


  “It’s a deal!” McCabe answered instantly. “But first, I want my own weapons, if you can get them for me.”


  “I can and I will. Come with me.”


  “But what about these birds?” McCabe indicated the three natives. “Leave them here,” the girl answered. “We’ll lock the door on the outside. They can’t escape.”


  “Hot golly damn!” Juth said, as he and McCabe followed the girl to the door. Outside of the cell was a tunnel cut into solid rock. The door had a heavy metal bar, which they fitted into place. In the distance down the tunnel a flaring torch set in a wall socket gave a dim illumination to the scene.


  “The whole mountain is honeycombed with tunnels and living quarters,” the girl explained. “The people of Coth live here, in the mountain itself. There are levels above and below this one. If we meet anyone, act as if you belong here and the chances are, you won’t be noticed. Your weapons are two levels below this one and we have to go down to the bottom level to escape.”


  THEY MOVED down the tunnel.


  Below the first torch was an open door, with dim light coming from inside. Through the door, they caught a glimpse of a Venusian family moving about. The sleeping mats had been laid out and the natives were preparing for the coming of night. Since their world turned on its axis once in every fifty-two hours, the natives had adjusted themselves to a sleeping period of approximately this length. For the next fifty-two hours, McCabe hoped the whole tribe of Coth would sleep like so many logs.


  They walked boldly past the open doorway and the Venusians inside did not so much as glance at them.


  More torches appeared in the wall niches, each one marking the door of living quarters. Each time they walked past. The girl, of course, was known. In the dim light, the two men with her were not conspicuous. When she led them safely down two levels and opened a door and placed his magna rifle in his hands, McCabe almost whooped with joy. With this gun in his possession, he could lick the whole tribe of Coth. The pistols were in this room too. He removed the sword harness he had taken from the native and strapped the pistol belts around his waist.


  “Okay, sweetheart, what next?” the trader asked.


  “Sweetheart?” The English word puzzled her and she repeated it, trying to grasp the meaning. “Don’t let it worry you,” McCabe laughed. “It’s just a name for a pretty girl. By the way, what is your real name?”


  A shadow crossed her face. “I do not remember my real name. My name in the land of Coth is Le-ann.”


  “All right, Le-ann, lead us out of here.” He had no idea where she was taking them but she had said she knew a way to escape and she had proved she knew all the ins and outs of the land of Coth. He and Juth followed her. They went down, down, down. The wall torches disappeared. They moved through darkness. Ahead came the sound of running water and McCabe knew where she was taking them. Into the swamp! Coming to the end of the tunnel, the swamp was before them.


  The night was pitch black and they couldn’t see the swamp but they could hear it. There was the sound of rain and the splash of water falling down the face of the cliff and above every other sound there was audible a vast, submerged, never-ending roar that came from the life in the swamp itself. The roar was composed of a thousand different sounds, the soft singing of a lizard, the distant muted bellow of an alligator, the hollow booming of love-hungry frogs as big as washtubs, all blended into one vast symphony of found. There were beasts out in the valley who made no sound, McCabe knew, like the wegarths, the hunting dinosaurs, who moved in silence. Le-ann didn’t seem to mind either the darkness or the booming symphony of death coming from the swamp. “Follow me,” she said, and plunged forward.


  “Hold up, hold up!” Juth protested He was a native and he did mind the swamp. “Cross swamp at night!” Horror sounded in his voice.


  “But we’re not going to cross it,” Le-ann answered. “We’re only going a little distance.” Urgency sounded in her voice. “Let me tell you, it would be better to try to cross the swamp on foot than to risk recapture by the men of Coth.”


  “The devil in front and the devil behind,” McCabe muttered. “Lead on.” He followed the girl. Juth followed him. But Juth didn’t like it. McCabe could hear the native praying softly to dim Venusian gods to protect him from all the dangers of the planet, but to protect him most from women and the swamp.


  THEY SPLASHED through water and mud. Slippery things moved reluctantly out of their way. In spite of the almost total blackness, the girl moved swiftly, not minding the rain or the mud any more than a native. Trying to estimate how far they had gone, McCabe guessed they had traveled less than half a mile. They were in a grove of tall trees and among a nest of interlacing vines. If there was a trail, only the girl knew where it was located. She stopped. “Wait here a moment,” her whisper came. She slid forward into the darkness and disappeared.


  Behind McCabe Juth stirred apprehensively, muttering about the delay. “There are wegarths in this place,” Juth’s whisper came. “I smelled one not two minutes ago.”


  “Hell, I know there are wegarths here,” McCabe answered. “Shut up, before they smell you.” He gripped the stock of the magna rifle. Ahead of him there was a click and a rasp of metal. Then silence. Then sudden light.


  McCabe stepped back, stifling the cry that sprang to his lips. He did not know what he had been expecting but light streaming from a round door in a metal hull was the last thing he had been expecting to see in the middle of this swamp! Before him was the port of a space ship! From that port Le-ann beckoned to them. Her voice rang out. “In here! Quickly!”


  McCabe needed no urging. He moved forward, Juth hastily following him. An instant later they were inside the air lock and Le-ann was closing the door behind them. She moved forward, unlocked and opened an inner door, closed a wall switch. Lights gleamed ahead of them, revealing what was unquestionably a room where men entering and leaving this vessel had changed clothes. Bulky space suits still hung in open lockers. A litter of disarranged equipment lay in one corner, oxygen masks, gloves, helmets, an old model magna rifle.


  “Lord in heaven, Le-ann!” the trader whispered.


  “This is my father’s ship,” she said quietly. “We will use it to escape from this valley.”


  The words and the tone in which they were spoken took McCabe’s breath away. He stared at the girl, saw the expression on her face.


  “I just located it,” she explained. “When I found it my memory came back and I remembered what it was and who I was. But I couldn’t fly it. If I had ever known how, I had forgotten.”


  “And you expect me to help you fly it?” McCabe whispered.


  “Of course,” she said, simply. Delight made her face radiant.


  “This is the way you expect to escape?”


  “Yes,” she answered.


  McCabe started to speak, choked over the words. One glance at the tumbled disarray of equipment in the corner told him that this ship had been heavily damaged in landing here. It had been in this spot twelve years, long enough for a jungle of vines and creepers to grow around it. Finding it, this girl had tried to make it fly. Now she expected him with his greater knowledge, to do the task she had been unable to do.


  “Le-ann—” He choked again. She just didn’t know. From what she had told him and from the condition of the ship, he suspected that she had taken a hard lick in the landing crack-up. Perhaps her memory had been lost. She didn’t know how space ships operated, he doubted if she had ever known. When this ship had landed here, she had been a child, incapable of understanding the intricacies of an atomic drive, of steering, lifting, and driving tubes. And now she did not know that this ship would never fly again. When she had found the ship after long years, it had seemed to her to be in perfect condition. True, she hadn’t been able to make it work—what risks had she unknowingly taken in trying! But McCabe could.


  She read on his face what he was thinking. “Please—” she whispered. “You can make it fly again.”


  He shook his head. “Nobody can make this ship fly again,” he said, as gently as he could.


  “BUT THE lights work,” she protested in a whisper, her face suddenly as pale as death itself. “If the lights work, surely the ship will work.”


  “The ship draws its power from an atomic drive,” he tried to explain. “An atomic engine lasts forever. Current for the lighting system is drawn from a magnetic converter and current will be generated as long as the converter lasts. Since it has no moving parts, it may last a hundred years, or until the insulation breaks down between the windings. The lights will work as long as the converter works, or until their filaments burn out, but that doesn’t mean the ship will fly. I’m sorry—”


  The pain of bitter disappointment showed on her face. “Then I brought you here for nothing? I’m sorry . . . I thought . . .” He saw tears in her eyes. He put his arm around her, patted her very gently. “You did the best you could, Le-ann. You tried. Juth and me appreciate it, don’t we, Juth.”


  “Damned right,” Juth answered. “Better here than back there. But we still have to walk out of damned swamp.” He shook his head vigorously. “Walk no good. Mighty soon dead.”


  “Anyhow we have a safe place to lie up and rest,” McCabe said to the girl. “You got that for us. Now it’s up to us to get out of this place. In the meantime, I’m both hungry and tired . . .”


  “There are tins in the lockers,” Le-ann said. She found the tins for them. The preserved food was still edible. He and Juth ate like hungry wolves.


  Outside in the night the swamp roared unheard. For this long night, they had food and shelter. Tomorrow some denizen of this swamp might make a meal off of them but tonight the stout steel hull of the wrecked ship protected them. In a bunk that some spaceman had once occupied, McCabe went contentedly to sleep.


  On Earth, he would have slept the clock around before he awakened. On Venus, his twelve-hour sleep was less than a quarter of the night. On a second bunk, Juth still snored. If left undisturbed, the native would probably sleep out the entire night. Having never learned to sleep fifty-two hours at a stretch, McCabe rose. He looked in at the cabin Le-ann had chosen, found she was still asleep, and went sternward to the engine room, hoping against hope that by some miracle he would discover the ship was still capable of flight.


  It was a vain hope. The engine was still there, hidden away beneath its shield of Zwenthoffer’s metal, but the stern drive tubes had rusted to paper thin shells. Moisture had crept up the tubes, rusting them away. The thought of moisture in this engine room sent him quickly to examine the shielding around the atomic engine. Examining it, he was making clucking noises of dismay deep in his throat, when a sound came from behind him. Turning, he saw Le-ann had awakened and had followed him into the engine room.


  “Oh, there you are,” she said. “I heard someone moving. Can you make it fly after all?” Hope showed on her face.


  McCabe shook his head. “No. And there’s something else . . .” Fear was beginning to climb through him. “Get back,” he told the girl. “Get out of the engine room. Quick.”


  SHE DIDN’T understand the reason but she obeyed him. From the passage, she called out. “What’s wrong?”


  McCabe did not answer. He was examining the shielding. Zwenthoffer’s metal, of course, had made possible the use of an atomic drive on space ships. This silvery-appearing metal was a shield that effectively stopped gamma and other types of hard radiation flowing from an atomic drive. Without Zwenthoffer’s metal, the lead shielding required to make an atomic drive safe for humans to use would have weighed so many tons that the ship would be incapable of flight. Zwenthoffer’s metal had been a god-send to space engineers, but it had one important deficiency—in the presence of moisture, it tended to break down. Hence all engine rooms were well equipped with devices to sop up all possible moisture.


  But moisture had crept into this engine room through the rusted drive tubes . . .


  McCabe turned to the wall counters, saw that they had all gone out of order long ago. In a supply locker, he found a spare radiation counter, a portable type, which was still serviceable.


  The instant it was set in operation, the little warning bell with which it was equipped began to ring, and the needle on the top of the case jumped over into the red as far as it could go.


  McCabe backed hastily from the engine room, closing the door behind him, noting as he did so that the door was lined with Zwenthoffer’s metal.


  Outside the door the ringing of the bell slowed but did not stop and the needle of the gauge remained over in the red.


  “What is wrong?” Le-ann questioned, worried but not knowing why.


  “The engine room is red-hot with gamma radiation,” McCabe answered. “An hour or two in there is sudden death.”


  “Radiation?” She did not understand.


  “I haven’t got time to explain it.” He moved forward, checking with the counter. Away from the engine room, the radiation was less, but even in the forward control room the needle remained too near the danger area.


  “This settles it,” McCabe said. “We’ve got to get out of this ship right now.”


  Moving to the bunk, he began to shake the sleeping Juth. “Wake up, sleepy head. Climb out of that sack. We’re clearing out.”


  “Clearing out? Not going into swamp!”


  “Maybe, maybe not,” McCabe answered. “Get yourself ready.”


  He didn’t like the idea of crossing the swamp any better than Juth but he could see no way to cross it in safety, except one. He turned to the girl, seeking information. She answered his questions promptly but when she understood what he was going to try to do, horror moved on her face.


  “The odds are ten to one against us, if we try that!” she exclaimed.


  “They’re a thousand to one against us if we try anything else,” he answered. “We’re going to try my way. If we fail we won’t be any deader than we will be if we stay where we are now.”


  “All right, we’ll try it,” Le-ann agreed.


  A few minutes later, they again opened the lock. This time they were quitting the space ship that so short a time before had seemed a secure refuge but had been revealed as a hidden death trap.


  Outside the lock was darkness. The hour was about the equivalent of eleven o’clock on earth. Rain was still falling. If in the early evening the sound from the swamp had seemed a rough approximation of bedlam, now that the middle of the night was approaching, the sound had almost doubled in volume.


  As they opened the lock, a wegarth that had somehow managed to smell out their hiding place and had waited patiently in the hope that they would sometime emerge, stuck its lean neck into the opening and reached a fanged mouth for them. Le-ann screamed and tried to draw back.


  McCabe fired once with the magna rifle. The bullet struck the back of the giant reptile’s throat, going straight into the gaping mouth. The explosion blew a hole the size of a basketball in the throat of the beast, shattering the spinal column. The wegarth collapsed in the doorway.


  They left it there, pushed past it, fled into the night, the girl, Le-ann leading the way.


  THE KEEPER of the fifel twisted restlessly in his sleep. The long night was near its end and his rest was almost complete. When the sun rose, important events were due to happen, events in which he, as keeper of the fifel, was due to play an important part . . . The two prisoners brought in the day before would be released into the valley and given a start, then the fifel would be turned loose. The warriors both male and female of Coth would ride f-he fifel and the rest of the tribe would watch the show from the high cliffs, screaming their delight and approval each time a circling bird spotted its prey and dived with outstretched talons for the kill. Or, if the fleeing prisoners managed to find refuge among the trees where the fifel could not get to them, then the gas bombs would be dropped and the warriors would go in. The gas bombs were the invention of a forgotten genius of Coth, perhaps the only genius the tribe had ever produced.


  Twisting in his sleep, the keeper dreamed of directing the hunt.


  Dozing half asleep and half awake, the keeper thought he heard a light footstep near him. One of his helpers, he thought, coming to ask his permission to begin preparing the fifel for the hunt. Let the fellow wait a minute, the keeper thought.


  A hand closed around the keeper’s throat, cutting off all chance at a yell. His arms were grabbed. Even before he realized what was happening, he was gagged, his hands were tied behind his back, he was yanked to his feet, and a cold voice was whispering in his ear. “Lead up to the fifel cages. And if you make a noise, you will get a knife in the middle of the back. Stick him if he makes a sound,” the voice continued, to some second person present.


  “Glad to,” the second person answered. “Juth very glad to stick this one.”


  With the point of a knife, Juth prodded the startled keeper forward. McCabe and Le-ann followed close behind. Ahead of them, the tunnel opened to the outer air on a high ledge. Dawn lights were in the sky and the rain had stopped.


  “I wish we could have made this hop at night,” McCabe said. “It would have been a darned sight safer. If this joint wakes up before we get away, we’ll have a nest of hornets after us.”


  “The fifel sleep at night,” Le-ann answered. “If awakened, they are vicious and unmanageable. They can be used only in the day. Hear! They are beginning to awaken now.”


  AHEAD OF them were muffled noises that sounded like the broken cawing of monstrous crows. Also, there was a leathery rustling, an occasional drum-beat of giant wings. Next they smelled the creatures. It was the most horrible stench McCabe had ever smelled. “Phew!” he whispered under his breath. “If we have to stand much of this, I’m going back and tackle the jungle.”


  The girl had placed a piece of cloth over her nose and was trying to breathe through it. “It’s awful, I know. I never could get used to it. I hope this is the last time I ever have to smell it.”


  “One way or another, I imagine it is,” McCabe answered. The keeper of the fifel did not mind the rank odor coming from their cages and Juth did not seem to notice it.


  “Each is kept in a separate cage.” the girl explained. “If they put more than one in a cage at night, there’s never but one left the next morning. One eats the other.”


  “Nice brutes,” McCabe said.


  They reached the cages, a row of grilled doors set in the walls of the tunnel. The keeper’s hands were released and under the pressure of the knife, he was told to put riding harness on the fifel. This he did by dropping a loop of rope over their necks, drawing it tight from a ceiling hook, and after the monster was half-choked, entering the cell and placing a bridle and saddle on the great birds. Each saddle was equipped with a shield and either a sword or an axe. The bridle reins were tied so tight to the saddle that the fifel could hardly turn their heads. “Otherwise they’re likely to eat their riders,” the girl explained.


  Wings flapping, claws dragging, three of the fifel were dragged forth to the high ledge.


  A thousand feet down below, soaked in the steaming mist of the morning, was the valley.


  “You guide them by pulling on the reins,” Le-ann explained. “If they don’t do what you want, beat them over the head with the saddle sword. And don’t try to be gentle with them.”


  “Okay,” McCabe said. “We’ll take off. But first we’ll tie up the keeper again.” He turned. The keeper was gone. Juth, engrossed in dodging a hooked claw that was thrust at him, had momentarily taken his eyes off the keeper.


  “Come on!” the girl yelled. “We haven’t a minute to waste.” She swung into the saddle, jerked loose the tie rope, and snatching the sword from its scabbard, hit the fifel a smashing blow on the back with it. The ungainly creature squawked and leaped forward, straight off the ledge. McCabe held his breath. Gigantic wings beat the air. Air borne, the fifel flew away, the girl waving at them to follow her.


  “You next, Juth,” McCabe said, “I’ll bring up the rear in case we get company.”


  “Here goes nothing,” Juth answered. He stepped into the saddle. Scorning the use of the sword, he jabbed the fifel with his throwing knife. The giant bird leaped straight up. Juth clung to the saddle for dear life.


  Then McCabe took off. His bird jumped from the ledge and dived straight down. He had the sickening sensation of falling free. Then giant wings spread out and beat the air and the bird was flying. McCabe breathed again. It was possible to ride these monsters! Up until now, he had hardly dared believe it.


  Across the top of the jungle, the three giant birds flapped away, Le-ann in the lead. Each flap of the monstrous wings was taking the three nearer to safety. Le-ann, looking back toward the high ledge, screamed and pointed. Turning his head, McCabe saw a whole procession of the monstrous birds launching themselves from the high cliff.


  “Well, let ’em come,” he thought. He lifted the magna rifle.


  MIST SWIRLED around them as they flew into a bank of fog. Above them was a cloud bank. Flying out of the fog, for a moment the pursuers were invisible, then they came in sight again, closer now. Fierce cries sounded behind them, light glinted on the blades of drawn swords. Le-ann’s white face was turned toward McCabe as she urged the fifel to great speed, beating it with the sword. She moved ahead. McCabe, making no effort to keep up with her, deliberately fell behind. He waited.


  The warriors of Coth were less than a hundred yards away. When they were within fifty yards, McCabe lifted the rifle to his shoulder. The gun belched, firing on full automatic as he kept the trigger pulled down, sweeping the ranks of the approaching hunters of Coth with bursting magna charges.


  The shrill cries of exultation turned to screams of alarm as the hail of death hit them. Stricken fifel plunged downward carrying their riders with them. Wounded birds tried to right themselves and failing, joined the downward plunge. Great gaps were blown in the ranks of the pursuers.


  “First time they ever run into a magan rifle,” McCabe grunted. “I wonder how they like it.”


  Swish!


  Out of the cloud-bank above him, diving with outstretched neck and closed wings, came a gigantic fifel. Crouched low in the saddle, brandishing his sword, the daring rider was barely visible.


  McCabe had no time to shoot. He ducked down in the saddle and tried to hold on.


  Crash!


  The diving bird struck his fifel a glancing blow. Both birds screamed and tried to fight each other. For a moment McCabe had the dazed impression that he was being knocked out of the saddle. Spinning, the magna rifle flew from his hands. To keep from falling, he snatched at the saddle grips. His hands closed around the handle of the axe. He jerked it free.


  Locked together the two giant birds were biting at each other. From behind his shield, the warrior of Coth reached for McCabe with the point of a sword. Lifting the axe, the trader brought it down with all his strength. The edge bit heavily into the shield, the warrior ducked down, the two fifel separated.


  Up in the cloud bank above him, McCabe caught a glimpse of movement, another warrior diving at him. He dropped the axe. From his belt he snatched the magna pistol. The stream of explosive bullets blasted upward. Above him in the air the diving fifel was struck and struck again. One wing blown from his body by the impact of the explosive charge, the bird turned over. The warrior fell. A scream ripped from his lips as he flashed past McCabe, diving headlong for the jungle far below.


  Clinging to the saddle, McCabe waited for the third charge. It did not come. Above him, no movement showed in the cloud bank. Behind him the pursuit had stopped. The warriors of Coth had met at last the magna guns of earth and had gotten themselves a fast bellyful of the blasting weapon.


  Looking for Le-ann and Juth, McCabe saw that they were trying to turn and come to his rescue. He waved at them to fly on. He didn’t need any help now. They beat the heads of their fifel around, turned the giant birds again toward the rising sun.


  Clutching the saddle with one hand, the magna pistol with the other, he followed them. Far ahead of them, the clouds were suddenly bright with light. Over there above the eternal cloud banks of Venus the sun was rising—a new day.


  Le-ann pulled her fifel near him, yelled out. “Are you all right?”


  “Never felt better in my life,” he answered. Ahead of them, many miles away but coming closer with each flap of gigantic wings, was the snug trading outpost that he called home. Riding beside him was the prettiest girl he had ever seen in his life. He put the two together—home and a girl. A grin split the leather of his face.


  THE END


  TIGER WOMAN OF SHADOW VALLEY


  Berkeley Livingston


  They were unbelievable, these tiger people! And she was lovely, but so terribly deadly!


  “AND NO blasted Hayes is going to beat me!” Hardin Sayres yelled, pounding the desk as he did so.


  ‘Bull’ Gorman hid a grin behind a wide paw and tried to look impressed. But it was hard, seeing the caricature behind the desk. Sayres was about five-feet-two, must have weighed about a hundred and twenty pounds and wore clothes too tight for him. His face was as narrow as his chest with a long pointed chin and nose and small beady eyes. Yet, ridiculous as first impressions were of the man, a second look gave one the feeling that there was an immense store of latent and terrible power in that tiny frame. The second glance would have been the more correct, Hardin Sayres had killed more men than some of the Central American revolutions did, and all by the pressing of a button, summoning his secretary, or the dictating of a letter. He owned Sayres and Co., Engineers, the largest building organization in the country, particularly of roads. And in the building of some of those roads, Sayres had counted the cost of lives a small thing.


  Gorman reached into a pocket and pulled a pack of smokes into the light. He lighted one and from behind the curtain of smoke, said:


  “So what’s the fuss? It’s going to be a race, isn’t it? An’ you got the best crew in the whole damned world, meaning me and ‘Shorty’ Sims. Hell! There ain’t an hour in twenty-four I can’t beat Larry Gaines to the punch . . .”


  “Shut up!” Sayres growled as best he could in his high tenor. Gorman flushed at the command. His eyes became bleak, but he held his tongue. He knew better than to say anything while Sayres was in this mood. “This isn’t the kind of race I can afford to lose, understand?” Sayres went on. “This is for the greatest prize ever. Because it was an American who discovered the field and an American who made the first journey to Venus, the Inter-Nations Council has awarded the United States the right to exploration, and exploitation of mineral rights to the light side of Venus—”


  He stopped and glared malevolently at Gorman, wishing that he didn’t have to tell this hulk of meat all this, but finding it necessary. “—Now get this. Hayes and I, in conjunction with a government agency sent the first flight to Venus. As you know they never came back though they could have. We know they landed there, and that they found an atmosphere approximating ours, that they did some exploring and found there were two sides to Venus, a light and dark, and that it was on the light side life existed. They spent two weeks there. There Interstellar-space communications system worked. Jackson was my minerals man on the trip. It was he who found the deposits of Holium . . .”


  This time Gorman showed life. His eyes widened and the cigarette was forgotten. Holium! Wow! There was maybe a pound of it in the whole world. Lighter than aluminum, stronger than the strongest steel alloy, impervious to heat, impregnable to wear, it was the perfect metal. The man who controlled the mines could control the world . . .


  “—But damn it to hell!” Sayres exploded, “the government said I had no right to claim since it was a joint expedition. And since the act of ‘Seventy two’ gave private enterprise the rights to all discoveries they could not claim it either. However, they could act as judges. So they said a race could be run between Hayes and my outfit. That’s why I called you.


  “There are going to be five of you in the crew. I am sure you’re going to win, but just in case, I planted someone in Gaines’ crew who will make sure he’s going to lose.”


  “Aah!” Gorman grunted. “I tell you, boss, I can lick him at any game he wants to play, including space travel.”


  “That’s fine,” Sayres said sourly. “Only this isn’t a game. So get out of here and get started. You’ve got twenty-four hours . . .”


  THE GREAT fog banks of Venus surrounded the tear-shaped ship. Larry Gaines, himself, was at the controls. This was the touchiest part, the most difficult, of the whole trip.


  He knew they were a hundred miles thick. But sometimes those grey streamers of fog extended to within a hundred feet of the earth. It took a master at the throttle to manipulate those last few miles.


  The four members of his crew sat silent and tense, watching him. Even Laura Jenks . . . The tightly-fitting space suit showed her figure to perfection. Her helmet hid the wealth of blue-black hair, but her features could be seen through the small window of unbreakable plastic. They were even, soft and lovely. All but her eyes. Those seemed to have a life of their own, so concentrated was their light, so bright with hidden power.


  She kept watching the strong hands of Gaines’ at the throttle, her eyes never leaving the sure fingers, so like an artist’s. She could see the mileage gauge from her position and saw the needle hovering at the thousand foot level. Her breath came and went in gentle sighs. Then she turned and looked at the rest of the crew with speculative glance.


  There was Gil Jones, the engineer; Hardy Johnson, Gaines’ buddy and co-pilot; and last, Fred Frick, plain mucker, a man supposed to have been taken from one of Hayes’ properties in Arizona. She wondered about Frick . . .


  Then the grey murk broke, strong sunlight showed the gentle contours of wooded, rolling country below them, and Larry Gaines’ voice came to their ears:


  “We’re in. It’s on automatic now. Off with the suits and prepare to land.”


  A few minutes later the ship landed gently as a feather in the bowl of a shallow valley and seconds afterward five figures stepped to the earth. And as they stepped from their ship, another, fifty miles to the east of them, landed with the same ease on a level stretch of grassland bordering a wide forest.


  The three men pounded the back of Larry Gaines’ in their exuberance. Laura only smiled but there was as much gladness in her smile as there was in the other’s rougher manifestations.


  “Guess we did it, all right,” Larry said. “Well. Might just as well get started. Frick, break out some ammo and the guns. Gil, get the maps and we’ll get right into it. First off, we’ve got to get oriented. So-ooo . . .”


  And while the four gathered about the figure of Gil Jones, a dozen figures studied the strangers from the shelter of an overhang looking down into the shallow valley. And after a moment the figures rose after backing off a few yards, turned and trotted off in the direction of a boat-like affair nearby. They were dressed alike in knee-length breeches, sandals and breastplates, but it took a single glance to show that half the group were men, the other half, women . . .


  BULL GORMAN marshalled his crew before him. Each man was armed with a snub-nosed auto-pistol, the deadliest small arm ever invented, with the hitting power of an 80 mm. shell. Crossed over their chests were four rows of webbed belting holding bandoliers of ammunition, enough for any emergency.


  “Okay, guys,” Bull said, his close-set eyes shifting rapidly from one to another. “It’ll be a cinch.’Cording to the map old man Sayres gave us we’re only a couple of miles from this outcropping. Burns, Heddon and Smitty will handle the pick and shovel work. Mulley and me’ll stand watch. Got it?”


  “There was silent acknowledgment. “So let’s get cuttin’,” Gorman commanded.


  They skirted the forest for a half mile and came onto a narrow road. So far, so good, Gorman thought. Jackson had sent out okay info. Now this road was supposed to lead straight back through the forest for some two miles, and they could come to a fork. The right hand road was the one for them. It would lead straight to the pit.


  They were panting by the time they reached the fork in the road. This part of Venus was semi-tropic and the forest held heat close to its green bosom. They stopped for a rest while Gorman moved onto the new road. His eyes narrowed in speculation. Wide enough for only two to walk abreast, it led straight as a die between twin borders of jungle giants. Fifty feet ahead of Gorman darkness made a mystery of what lay beyond.


  Gorman waited some fifty seconds, then waved his arm as a signal to start again.


  And as the five moved into the darkness of the road, an odd vehicle followed close on their heels, silent as the wind in the trees. There were ten men in the vehicle. One of the men, a short squat man, whose broad shoulders and heavy arms indicated one of immense strength, spoke aloud . . .


  “SO MORE have come. Just as the tiger-woman said they would. Well. This time we are prepared. Barta and her warriors are in the trees. The nets will fall before these five can draw breath to stop them. Not too swiftly after them, Hannes—”


  The darkness was not quite complete, but rather like the gloom of a church at twilight, with the same effect of light seeping through the lacy leaf patterns, as in the windows of the church. The five men walked one behind the other, close enough so that the length of an arm separated them.


  The auto-pistols were held by the stocks, ready for instant use. Gorman had recruited the toughest men he could find, men who would stop at nothing including murder.


  They were prepared for anything, from front and rear. But certainly they never thought the attack would come from above. The nets fell about the men silently, involving them in the silken folds, closing over them so that their arms were not free and their legs became entangled.


  And after the nets leaped the warriors, beings in knee-length breeches, whose chests were covered by breastplates. There were some twenty of them and they set about their work swiftly and with a silence which brought almost as much terror to the breasts of those in whose prisoners they were. For the Earthmen saw the taloned claws at the ends of the fingers, talons like those of a tiger, razor-sharp, curved to cut a throat or tear the flesh to ribbons.


  Gorman grunted in savage fury as he tried to free himself of the entangling cords. He could hear the mouthed fury of his friends. But it was all in vain. They were caught. And by women. For as the taloned beings came close they could see that the whole troop of them were women.


  “. . . They are taken, Harta,” one of them called to a tall woman of extraordinary thinness.


  “Good!” said Harta. “Baio will soon be here with the car. See to it that their arms are bound. I do not like the looks of these strange weapons they bear.”


  And after a few seconds the boatlike carriage glided silently up to the group. The five men, each wrapped in his cocoon of cord, were thrown to the bottom of the boat. The women clambered aboard and Baio turned it about and set the lever full-speed forward.


  “The Tiger Woman will be pleased to see these,” said Harta.


  “SHUCKS!” Hardy Johnson observed as they looked closely at the map. “I could of done better with my eyes closed. “We’re a good ten miles from this place.”


  There was good-natured laughter as Larry Gaines folded the map and placed it within its oilskin bag. He shouldered his semi-machine gun, grinned at the others and said, “Let’s go. Laura . . .


  The girl stepped to his side and looked at him with questioning eyes.


  “. . . Stay close,” he said in a low voice. “Frick and I are the only ones with weapons. They should be enough. Still, we’ve got to remember that the exploratory ship never returned.”


  She shook her head in understanding her strange eyes holding his in thrall. He thought: You’re the damned most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, the one woman I’ve ever thought of calling Mrs. Gaines. But you scare me. You make me feel inferior . . . Laura Jenks, explorer, aviatrix of space, first woman to fly to the moon and return, first woman to hold a Ph. D. from M.I.T. If you were as feminine as you look . . .


  “Yes,” she said in a low voice. “Frick has the other semi. I don’t quite trust Mr. Frick. Where did you pick him up?”


  He jerked his head at the words. He knew better than to ask what brought that to her mind. She never spoke without reason. “Why—oddly enough he came to me. Had a letter from Mr. Hayes, himself. Hayes suggested I use Frick. That he had the best reputation in his line in the whole country. And we’re going to need a mucker who knows his business. For sure none of us do . . .”


  “Still,” Laura said, her eyes intent on the heavy figure of the man under discussion, “I would watch him closely. You know, I wouldn’t put it past Sayres to hire a man like that.”


  Larry’s lips became a thin, bloodless line. Sayres! And Bull Gorman! Gorman was out there somewhere. Maybe he had even landed. There was about the same speed in the two ships. They had started at exactly the same instant. There was no reason why Gorman could not have landed. Surely he had enough space travel experience . . . Yes! Laura was right. Better watch Frick. Yet not make it too apparent.


  “Fred,” Larry called in noncommittal tones.


  The mucker walked over.


  “Better take the van. I’ll bring up the rear with Laura. That way we’ll get front and back should the need arise.”


  “Right, boss,” Frick said. His eyes, pale-blue and almost without expression, held Larry’s for an instant, then turned away. He stepped forward dutifully, and Larry waved them on the march. Gil Jones and Hardy carried the tools which Frick would use when the time came.


  The way led over the gently sloping hills, fresh and bright with greenery and flowers. Past the last of these hills was a barren bit of ground, like a scabrous sore in the flesh of the earth. The barrenness was enclosed completely in a sort of ellipse, some of which was the hills, but for the greater part, the tangled forest. The Holium lay within the barren pit of ground.


  They came after an hours walk to a road. There was no question of it. And the same thought occurred to all. If there was a road, then someone built it. Which meant people of some culture and intelligence lived on this planet. Yet Jackson and the government men had not mentioned seeing human life. Perhaps, Larry thought, it once existed but no more.


  The road wound between and over the hills. The sky was blue as the Earth’s own, cloudless and bright. The wind was soft and warm, that rustled their hair. It was like walking through fairyland. Then they topped the rise of a hill and the delusion was gone.


  Facing them and stretched across the width of the road, was a thin line of warriors. They held lances in their fingers, the tips of which were directed against the Earth people. And as Larry turned for some reason, he saw coming up on either side, as if they had risen from the earth itself, a half dozen boat-like cars.


  “Surrender!” shouted a feminine voice.


  Larry thrust aside the girl’s arm and leaped forward. He had seen Frick halflift the semi-machine gun. “Wait, Frick!” He called. “Don’t shoot!”


  Frick whirled at Larry’s words, the gun pointing straight at Larry. Then, before any could stop him, Frick bent low and ran swiftly for the protection of the underbrush close to the side of the road. And as he ran a half dozen fingers of blue flame sought him. But he had acted with a speed swifter than the other thought. He was gone before the flames caught him.


  “Drop your weapon!” the same voice commanded.


  He looked up and saw that though all the other warriors were without, this one wore a mask. He saw too that it was a woman who faced him, though he half-guessed it by her voice. Then the cars came up and those in front moved in.


  In a matter of seconds the four were bound hand and foot. Not a word was spoken, while they were being made prisoner. And after, only the low-voiced command by the masked woman, “In the cars. We return.”


  LARRY!” Laura whispered as she snuggled close to Gaines. “Look at their hands.”


  But he had already seen the taloned claws. Now he was busy in studying these people. The mixture was about even, men and women. Other than their complexions, which were slightly reddish, they looked exactly as Earth people. He wondered about their language. It was English. Yet he could guess at that. They had developed a sixth or seventh sense of speech to such a degree that they could make themselves understood. He realized, also, that such an accomplishment meant a high I.Q. Then his glance went to their strange weapons.


  And, as if the masked woman had read his mind, came the answer to his silent question:


  “A ray we have developed. It will not kill, but it will paralyze . . .”


  He looked at her in surprise.


  “You will learn more later . . . after you have talked to the others . . .” Others, he asked himself. Could that mean Jackson and Hyams and government men were alive? The answer would have to come later. The eyes of the woman hidden behind the mask were impossible to read. Several seconds went by before he became conscious of whispered words. “. . . Larry! . . . Larry!”


  He turned his head and looked blankly at Laura. She was frowning in displeasure. “I’m sorry,” he said lamely. “Didn’t hear you.”


  “Well . . .” she shook her head and went on, “Did you notice that these vehicles are running on a magnetic line? The keel doesn’t touch the ground.”


  He bent his head and saw she was right. The strange vessel was floating some ten inches above the road. He also noticed that they were riding the center of the road. And at a terrific speed.


  “. . . What you have come seeking,” said the masked woman suddenly, her hand sweeping in a majestic gesture toward the right.


  They all looked then. It was like seeing a bit of an alakali flat in an American desert scene. Larry judged the area as being some ten miles long by about five wide. What was of even greater interest were the numbers of people seen working there.


  “How did you know what we have come looking for?” Larry asked. His voice and glance were sharp.


  “The others came seeking the same thing,” was the reply. “Should your reason be any other?”


  Now Larry was nonplussed. Did she mean the first expedition or Gorman and his crowd? But the questions were driven from his mind by the quickened activity of the forward group near the controls. Some were looking skyward. Larry and Laura followed the questing glances. They saw only a small group of nimbus clouds slightly above the horizon. Yet even as they watched the clouds deepened, grew larger, heavier, darker, and somehow threatening, as if they held an awesome power.


  Larry’s keen hearing heard the masked woman’s whisper aside to the helmsman: “Think we can beat the storm?” He also saw the man’s negative shake of his head. Once more the masked woman spoke, this time aloud: “We’d best take cover. Hang it! Of all the places to get caught. But we’ll have to take a chance. As for you space-strangers, stay close to us and try to hug the ground as much a possible. Head for the west side of that hill, Magnes . . .”


  The man named Magnes turned a switch and a low humming told of an engine’s power being put to use. The boat turned in the direction of the nearest hill and after a moment they were in the shelter of its slope. They barely made it in time. The clouds which seemed so far off had come up with electrifying speed and now filled the whole sky with dun color. A strong wind had come up. Sheets of lightning shot from the cloud centers and thunder sounded like an artillery barrage. But no rain. As the whole mob ran for the shelter of the slope they could feel the wind increase, in violence and sound. It became a steady roar, horrible to hear and frightening.


  Larry threw his arm around Laura’s shoulder. He felt the pressure of someone at his other side, turned his head and saw that in the rush of people falling to the ground, the masked woman lay next to him. The darkness which the clouds had brought made it impossible to distinguish features but he felt certain it was she. Then the full fury of the wind struck and thoughts, feelings everything was driven from him. It was like being buffeted by something that was malevolent in its fury.


  The two women seemed to seek a path into him, so strongly did they snuggle to him for protection. And all he could do was hug the earth in futile pressure. Once he thought he heard a scream and felt horror, for he knew what the scream meant. Someone had been lifted by the wind. A twisted, mangled body would be found later . . . Then even thinking became impossible . . .


  THE STORM struck the vehicle carrying Gorman and his men, at the same time. But they were in the protection of the forest. Here, havoc was not as general, and after Baio stopped the boat they found shelter among the trees. Baio unloosed the bonds of the prisoners. But he forgot the auto-pistols they carried. Gorman knew only that they were free.


  A grim smile played on his lips as he looked at his men. They took the signal for what it was meant. Before Baio and the others could do more than think about the sudden actions of the five, it was all over. Their mangled bodies, ripped to shreds by the terrific fire power of the autopistols, were scattered on the ground. Not a single one was left alive.


  Then the storm struck!


  It did not last long, but its fury ripped the forest, thick as it was, to shreds. Miraculously, not a single Earthman was harmed. Instinct had made them fall, and they were so grouped that they fell close to the protection of the largest of the jungle giants.


  “Whew!” Gorman blew his breath out in a long sigh, as the storm died at last. “Well, that’s over. All right men. We’ve got a nice car to use. Damned good of these characters to leave it. I watched that jerk operate it and it’s a snap. One lever for control and steering. Let’s go . . .”


  Destruction lay on all sides as Gorman reversed the boat and brought it back to the road. It seemed as if only the largest of the trees withstood the fury of the storm. But he thought only of what lay ahead. Then they were out of the forest and ahead was the scarred whiteness of the Holium pit.


  “Hey! Look!” Smitty called. “They got guys working it.”


  He should have used the past tense. As they came close they saw that there had been men at work in the pits. But the storm had struck here also. Not a single recognizable human body was to be seen. The wind had torn and mangled them beyond recognition.


  “So what’s the difference,” Gorman remarked callously. “They won’t be in the way. Let’s get going with the picks and shovels. Mulley and I’ll stand guard.”


  IT TURNED quiet as a cemetery all in a second. One instant there had been fury, the next, peace. Larry lifted his head with effort and stared about him. Already the clouds were passing and patches of sunlight made shadows and light all around. He counted heads and sighed with relief when he saw that not a single one of his party was missing.


  Larry rose and flexed his muscles. All about him others were doing as he. He glanced down and saw Laura was smiling up at him. Then he heard someone groan and turning, saw it was Gil. He ran toward the man, some ten feet off. He left the semi-machine gun, which he had carried along without realizing, at Laura’s side.


  Gil’s injury proved to be a twisted ankle. Larry breathed a sigh of relief and turned to go back to Laura. He was just in time to see her stand, the semi held in the crotch of her arm, the muzzle pointing directly at the masked woman.


  “. . . Laura!” he shouted, his voice strident with alarm. “No!”


  Perhaps it was his sudden shout, perhaps something else. But she turned her head for an instant. It was enough for the masked woman. She acted with the speed of a cat. Her right hand came up and slashed sideways, catching Laura at the side of the neck and knocking her off balance. Before she could regain it the other pounced on her. But Larry was at their side before the woman could do more than strike again. As it was the talons raked Laura’s cheek cutting the flesh in a long bloody streak. Then Larry grabbed the masked woman from behind and whirled her off her feet.


  He discovered then she was no longer masked.


  AN ETERNITY seemed to go by as he looked into eyes hazel in color, whose depths seemed to form depths beyond, until he seemed to be looking into limitless pools of beauty. Her hair, midnight in color was loosed from the small circlet of metal which held it firm, streamed shoulder length. The sheer beauty of her face was poignant in its effect. Then she smiled and spoke:


  “It’s all right. My anger is quick to dissipate.”


  He released her, became conscious that others of the Venusians had gathered in a silent threatening circle, and turned to Laura.


  “What the devil kind of fool trick was that?” he asked bitterly. “These people have us at their mercy. We have to prove we are friendly and that we have come not to bring destruction . . . Hang it, Laura!”


  “I—I,” the girl stammered, yet her eyes showed no embarrassment, “I thought I was helping—” She looked down at her empty hands. The gun lay to one side. She started forward to pick it up, but the other woman stepped in front of her.


  “I’ll take this,” she said. “You might cause an accident. Besides, I cut your cheek. There is a first-aid kit in the boat-car. I’ll have one of my women take care of it.”


  The woman counted noses and found that three of her group were missing. The beautiful face showed sorrow as she bade the rest go back to the car. When they had all assembled, and this time she made it apparent that they were no longer prisoner, she said:


  “We will return to my city. The Earthmen who are there will be glad to see you.”


  BUT THAT was not to be. The boat-car had been wrecked beyond repair.


  “We must walk,” the woman said. It was evident from the way she was treated that she was more than just the leader of this group. A certain deference, by men and women alike, showed it. Without a word or look, they started off.


  Larry walked at her side. “How far?” he asked.


  “Twenty miles,” she said, smiling. “They will pass soon. And sooner if we meet a patrol car. Here take this weapon; it is far too heavy for me.”


  It was an open gesture of peace.


  Larry smiled and for the first time, forgot Laura. He didn’t see the look of hatred the Earth girl sent in the direction of the Venusian. Nor did the woman at Larry’s side seem to see it. The two talked as they walked; her name proved to be Sania, and she was the queen of Coris, the last of the cities of Venus. Larry learned many things of the planet. Human beings could live only on the light side, the dark side was perpetually covered by clouds which came down almost to the ground. Animals roamed the subtropic lands, fearsome creatures, which through the centuries, could live only in their habitat. A natural phenomena had occurred a long time back and had caused the terrible upheaval. So of the four cities on Venus, but one remained.


  “. . . Are all, are all the women on Venus,” Larry asked in somewhat embarrassed tones, “equipped with talons?”


  Sania looked down at her clawed finger tips. She smiled. And suddenly the talons were no longer there. Larry gulped. There was just no place for them to go. Her arms were bare . . .


  “A figment of the imagination,” she explained. “Just as the lances are, and the speech we use. We have the power to do some things, a power which is hereditary with us. I don’t know why I tell you this. It’s—it’s as if I have found someone I have been searching for, a long long time. Maybe I shall tell you all, later . . . She stored and stared through narrowed eyes at something in the near distance.


  Larry followed Her glance and saw they were skirting the wasteland which held the Holium deposit. There were people working in the pitted ground. Then Larry saw why she had stopped. Those people were dressed as he was dressed. They were not Venusians.


  “Gorman!” Larry said a low, angry voice.


  “Friends . . .?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “No. Not friends. Neither mine nor yours. They mean trouble.”


  She looked for a long instant into his eyes then looked away. Her hand came up and once more the talons were at the ends of her fingers. Her right hand reached outward, the fingers curved out as if she were about to strike. And before Larry’s very eyes the whole pit seemed filled with warriors, all bearing the lances he had seen before.


  BULL GORMAN had spotted the approaching party at about the same time. He came on the run to the men working feverishly with pick and shovel.


  “Need much more?” he asked anxiously. “I think a welcoming committee is at hand.”


  “I think we got it,” one of the three replied. “Stuff comes out easy, enough. Trouble is it weighs so little it takes a hell of a lot to make a hundred pounds. Aah!” One of the others came bearing the bread-like loaf of raw metal. Gorman dumped it into the sack, threw the sack on the hand scale they had brought and saw the sack now weighed exactly a hundred pounds.


  “That’s it, men. Let’s go!”


  They dropped their picks and shovels an4 started toward the rear on the run. But the sand-like ground made slow going. Gorman, in the lead was urging them onward, when suddenly, as if they had risen from the earth, hundreds of warriors sprang to life. Each of them bore a lance and each lance leveled in their direction. Gorman mouthed an oath and started blazing away with the auto-pistol, as did the other four. The damage was terrific as the warriors were mowed down by the score. But for each who fell ten rose, and lifted their lances. And one by one those lances shot the blue flames from their tips. Gorman watched his friends fall until he was the last on his feet. He whirled this way and that, shooting the pistol like a madman. He seemed possessed, his mouth twisted in screams of empty rage. Then at last his pistol was empty. He looked at it and heaved it from him, and stood standing, feet spread, waiting the onslaught of the warriors.


  Slowly the rage left his eyes and body and his shoulders sagged, as his brain became conscious of what his eyes saw. The entire area was empty of beings, other than for his four friends, lying on the ground as if they were dead. One of the hundreds of warriors he had seen not a single one remained. He heard the shouted command, but for an instant did not understand. When he did he turned slowly and faced the man who had called to him.


  “So now it’s you and me,” Larry Gaines said as he advanced toward the huge figure standing, legs spread, and thick shoulders hunched.


  THE INSTANT the miracle of the warriors took place Larry guessed at the strange power the woman possessed. She could project mental pictures, so real it was impossible to tell them from a mirage. Yet they were only imaginative.


  “Save that giant of a man for me,” he begged.


  She nodded. And after a while there was only Bull Gorman left. Larry started at a trot toward the pit. But he was not the only one who had guessed what had happened. Laura Jenks had surmised it before he did, even. And made her plans accordingly. Sayres had paid her well. And there would be even more on her return. What matter if Bull Gorman were left to die here? Or Larry. Sayres would pay her a fortune, now. She knew something not even Larry knew. That the only person alive on Venus, as far as she knew, was this woman with the tiger claws. She had seen how they disappeared, though Larry had not noticed she had been watching. All she had to do, Laura reasoned, was not to believe her senses. She tested her theory. Her fingers went to her cheek, where there should have been a gash, and found the skin as unbroken as ever.


  Elation took her in its grip. The way was clear now. She followed the others, saw the sack of Holium on the ground nearby, and saw also that the semi-machine gun lay where Larry had dropped it. All eyes were on the drama in the pit. None saw her bend and retrieve the gun . . .


  And there in the pit a terrific battle was raging.


  For once Larry thought he had underestimated a man. He thought Bull had only power. Bull had more, science. With Bull’s weight and strength, Larry was finding it tough going. The first few moments they fought and slugged toe to toe, and after a while their faces looked like raw red hamburger. Then Larry realized the only way he could beat this hulk of a man was by cunning.


  But Bull was cunning also. With the first blows, Bull knew Larry carried as heavy a fire as his own fists had. More, Larry was the more agile, the swifter of the two. If Larry could stay away long enough, he would wear Bull out. So Bull played smart.


  He pretended breathing heavy, even staggering a bit, as if he were tired out. And Larry fell for it. He danced in, led, and jabbed in feints. Then seemed to fall for the feints. Then Larry threw his Sunday punch. Only it didn’t land. Bull ducked and hit Larry below the belt as hard as he could. It was a foul blow but it laid Larry low. Then Bull lifted his leg and started to drive it into Larry’s face. Had it landed it would have killed Gaines.


  The roar of the semi-machine gun seemed to freeze Bull in mid-air. Then, like a tree falling, his body tumbled forward over Larry’s.


  “Larry!” Laura’s voice called. “Here!”


  He looked up and saw the girl, a wide grin on her perfect lips, beckoning to him, the semi, cradled in her arms.


  He raced to her and started to reach for the gun. But the muzzle suddenly was facing him. Her lips were still a grin, but it was something vicious now.


  “Hey!” he said. “What’s wrong?”


  It was Sania who answered. “She is evil,” the girl from Venus said. “See it in her eyes.”


  “Yeah,” Laura said. “Now make up your mind. Now. They’ll all die, your friends and the girl, if you don’t . . . You are carrying the sack of Holium back to the space ship for me.”


  “I—I,” Larry said miserably as he stepped forward a few cautious feet. “What’s this Laura?”


  “Stay put!” she said commandingly, the muzzle lifting an inch or so and covering his breast. “Yes or no,?”


  “I thought you were on my side!” he said, facing her squarely this time.


  “I’m on no one side but little Laura’s. And Sayres’ of course. He pays best. So let’s get going. All of you . . .”


  “What about the gang?” Larry asked.


  “They stay here on Venus. It isn’t a bad place. Then some day Sayres’ll send a couple of crews over . . .”


  “And they’ll be hunted like animals,” Larry said.


  Laura’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Don’t make me shoot,” she said. “That sack might be heavy, but I think I can manage it.”


  Larry knew he had no choice. She would murder now. Perhaps there would be a chance later. He looked to Sania and he looked off. He followed her glance and saw that they were in a small circle boxed in by an immense forest of thorns. And Laura laughed.


  “Stop playing, games!” she derided Sania. “I saw through you a while ago. I don’t believe it so it isn’t there.”


  Larry needed but one glance to see Laura had scored. Sania’s face bore a bleak and bitter look.


  “Let’s go, Laura,” Larry said. “You win.”


  SHE MARSHALLED the five people before her. Larry had the sack of Holium over his shoulders. The sun’s heat made rivulets of sweat stream from him. But it was the anger of his heart which really ate at him. Then the tear-shaped space ship loomed before them and after a moment they were in its shadow.


  They paused while she stepped around them. She moved backward and opened the side hatch. Her weapon never left covering them for an instant. The door gaped wide and dark behind her.


  Only Larry saw the sudden purpose in her eyes. It was as if he could read her mind. She had evidently been thinking it over and come to a decision. Larry would only be trouble. She knew enough about space travel to fly the ship alone. She was going to kill them all! He saw the weapon lift, and with a shout of warning, Larry leaped forward in a football dive and knocked Sania to the ground. There was the booming sound of the semi being fired, and Larry held his breath waiting for the slugs to hit.


  He looked past his shoulder and saw Laura lying on the ground. And standing in the hatchway was Fred Frick . . .


  * * *


  They buried Laura on Venus. And beside her lay the body of Bull Gorman. The four in his crew were brought to life by Sania, who merely waved her hands over them. The men of the first ship were alive and well, living in the very shadows of their space craft, hypnotized also by Sania. They lived in a state which made food unnecessary to them. And when they were brought to life again, they told Larry and the others they thought they had been brought to Sania’s city by her warriors.


  How Fred Frick got to be in the space ship was simply explained.


  “Shucks. When all those Indians like jumped up. I figured some of you might escape. First place you’d go for would be back here. So here I stayed . . .”


  “And lucky for us,” Larry said. “Well. Might as well start back for Earth . . .”


  He waited until the others got into the space ships. Then he turned to the girl waiting for him. He took her in his arms, looked into her eyes and said:


  “Tiger woman of Venus, eh? More like a kitten tone. Would you like to come back with me?”


  “It does get lonely here,” she said. “But perhaps I’m only a figment of your imagination?”


  “If you are I’m willing to take a chance,” he said.


  It was strange but he never did discover if she was that.


  THE GREEN DREAM


  Bryce Walton


  Owen Baarslag had brought terror to the swamp people. Joha, the little Venusian maid, was determined that he should not leave without it.


  JOHA, WHO WAS PART VENusian, twined her translucent fingers through the Earthman’s matted hair. She smiled. Strangely, from her light green face, red eyes shone with a terrible hatred and a malignant purpose. But the man asleep on the couch of lizard-skin softened with layers of wing-fearners from the Kuh-Kuri Swampbird, was unaware of that evil, almost lustful hate—for it blazed outward from her delicate face only while he slept.


  The greenish glow from her body seeming to alienate her from anything human, she squatted cross-legged on the damp tamped-earth floor beside him. His body was long and gaunt, his face angular with deeply sunken eyes which were closed in exhausted sleep. Only a slight twitching of his facial muscles and an occasional jerking of his body signified the horror of his growing nightmare.


  She withdrew her hand. Her eyes blazed more brightly like evil jewels into his, piercing the closed lids with invisible beams of malignant and gloating resolve. Her voice was very soft.


  “You do not sleep well, do you, Owen Baarslag? Every terrible thing you have done to my people here in the swamps—the torture, the slavery, the subjection and the terror—it haunts your dreams. Your blighted conscience crawls, doesn’t it, Owen?”


  The sleeping man didn’t answer. He was deep, deep down in the dark fastnesses of his nightmare, trying to escape, trying to awake.


  Outside the synthetic shell of the hut, in the fetid heart of the Venusian swamp Sector 5, a serpent hissed as it raised its pointed head from the slime and sank back again. A gigantic flying Gruoon gurgled overhead as it fell on its prey and flapped upward into the thick mist. Beyond these more abrupt sounds was the unceasing dreeing of millions of insects and the loud croaking of the bloated albino tree-toads that sagged heavily from the five-hundred foot crinoids.


  Now she looked with even greater intensity into his nightmare-twisted face, probed far behind the lids covering his black Tellurian eyes. The cold light from the captured still-living Shnug-fly which dangled from the low raftered ceiling molded a weird shadow on the walls of the tiny hut. Joha’s red eyes blazed brighter, brighter still. Her slightly webbed hands gripped together with a tremendous tension of mental effort.


  Owen Baarslag screamed. He sat up with a sudden heaving motion of agonized fear. His eyes were wide and horror-filled as he stared at the half breed creature beside him. Sweat streamed from his face made pallid by five years in the sunless swamp. His hands trembled over his bearded jaw.


  “Stith!” he choked harshly. “Get me Stith, quickly!” He raised an arm to strike her, but she weaved away. She brought him a box of the Stith tablets crystallized from the fermented juices of the Venusian aukweed. He tremblingly swallowed three of them. He got to his feet and stood there, shuddering, eyes wild with the memory of the terror-dream.


  HE STARED at her for a long time from fear-glazed eyes while the fear gradually died into clouds of suspicion. He suspected her ability to probe his mind during sleep and implant the seeds of nightmare there, she knew that. But it was only an intangible suspicion. He needed her. She was his only companionship in the vast global rain-forest of Venus. And he wouldn’t let the suspicion grow to the stage where he would have to kill her or worse. Her hold over him was a strong one. If he lost her, he would be alone.


  To the Tellurian colonists scattered minutely through the rich area of Sector 5, Owen Baarslag was an unspeakable obscenity. A degenerate derelict; an abnormal who had “gone native” and things even more despicable. A Stith addict who eeked out a precarious existence in the most polluted occupation known: that of forcing the timid Venusian swamp natives to harvest the meager crops of aukweed from the lake bottoms. The vile drug brought fabulous credits when Baarslag managed to get it into the hands of secret agents on the space liners that docked at the Vencity spaceport twice a year.


  And the Venusians themselves hated Baarslag with a helpless cowed fear. He beat, tortured and killed them whenever they refused to obey. And the necessity of probing the great depths of the lakes after the aukweed twisted and deformed those it didn’t kill, dooming them to a life of incurable pain.


  Shaking as with dohl-fever, Owen staggered to the door, peering through the insect-proof netting into the writhing tendrils coming up from the phosphorescent bogs. He kicked Joha aside as though she were some crude form of vermin.


  They considered him a despised abnormality, the authorities. There was a price on his head just the same, he mused proudly. Five thousand credits for his capture—alive.


  Dead, they wouldn’t care for him particularly. His brain was abnormal in an age when advanced psychometry had made abnormality a rare exception. They needed his brain for analysis. Five thousand credits—that was the price they placed on his brain in the massive Chrome laboratories in Vencity.


  The labs in which his twin, Professor Albert Baarslag, held his exalted position as Chief of Psychometry!


  The insidious influence of the euphoric stith burned into his mind, fogged his eye with delusions of grandeur. He saw himself as a martyr, a persecuted victim, sacrificed on the altars of socialization. He slumped down on the kuh-kuri couch again, and looked at the sinuous outline of the Venusian creature who took care of him as though love could exist between an Earthman and a half Venusian fish.


  “I wasn’t always what I am now,” he said. “You know that, Joha!”


  She nodded. Yes. She knew. She had heard various phases of Owen’s life history many times. She liked to listen. The more she found out about his twisted past the more horrible she could make his nightmare by employing her powers of suggestion. That power was common among her people—she still considered herself a Venusian in spite of her Tellurian blood—but the fact that she was part Tellurian enabled her to exercise that power on the Earthman better than a pure blooded Venusian could. She knew that Owen had only a slight subconscious realization of that power which she possessed, and which she had been using for the past year to sow those insidious seeds of nightmare in Owen’s mind.


  To admit that she held such power over him was to admit that this green-skinned creature was superior to him—and that Owen Baarslag could never admit. No one was superior to Owen Baarslag. The whole world of science had been jealous and envious of him. That was why they had banned him, made an outlaw of him!


  “I could have been the greatest cosmologist ever known,” he said. “You know that, Joha!”


  “Yes,” she said in that strange slurred tongue that seemed to hold such emotion, yet held no tangible meaning. “I know that, Owen.”


  Owen’s pale face that had been buried in the sunless mist clouded, darkened.


  “My own brother,” he said. “He betrayed me to the Scientific Council. Think of it, Joha! My own brother—my twin brother! Now it’s time for him to die.”


  “You have found a way to kill him?” She backed away, eyes wide.


  “Yes! And it is all perfect. Perfect. One would think Albert had prepared everything for my benefit, so that I might kill him. Everything is perfect. His experiment is finished. It is a great success. And he deserves to die. You know that, don’t you, Joha? Don’t you?”


  “Yes. I know it,” she said.


  OWEN glared into the mist. “Fifteen years of study. My record was undeniably the highest in my study section. I might have graduated from World Tech this year, Joha! I might be in those Labs right now—instead of rotting here in the slime-pit! I took the final psychotic tests, weeks of mental probing with those damnable scanners digging into my brain. And Albert—my own twin brother—with his hypocritical love for me—he was the one who turned in the negative report! As Chief of the Psychometric Council he could have passed me. It was because he was my zygotic twin—because he knew me more intimately than even the scanners—that he was able to deny me entrance into the Labs! Now, Joha, doesn’t he deserve to die?”


  And Joha, who had heard this countless times before, made the customary reply. “Yes, Owen.” And then added. “You have been waiting five years for him to perfect his Time-Encystment principle. This—suspended animation. You have said you would murder him, and take his place in the encystment chamber. But, Owen, are you sure you can escape detection long enough to get to him in order to kill him?”


  “Yes, yes! It is all arranged. I can’t fail. I must get to him. All these years of hell in this cesspool—they mustn’t be wasted, Joha. They can’t be wasted, can they?”


  “No,” she said softly. “They can’t be. But—but I love you so much, Owen. When you leave, I shall be so lonely. I will probably die of loneliness.”


  He laughed. It was a broken, bitter laugh. It was the laughter of a mad man. The paranoiac who is guided by a strange genius for planned destruction.


  The laughter died, and he seemed to have forgotten her. He paced back and forth across the tiny damp hut. “Now. Now it is time. Five years in hell—then paradise. Albert has perfected his time-encystment chamber. He has insisted, bless him, on undergoing the experiment himself. He insists against the will of the Tellurian Government, the Council, everyone. He is noble. ‘It would not be fair,’ he says ‘to allow another to take the chance. It is my experiment; and it is only right that I must be the guinea pig.’ Ah, my brother is so noble, so fair, as are all hypocrites! How simple it is, Joha! I kill him. I become Professor Albert Baarslag. I enter the time-encystment chamber as my illustrious brother. I am put into a state of suspended animation. And I awake in five hundred years—a free man!”


  Joha knelt down, a look of worship coloring the green of her half-human face. “You are so clever,” she said. “So patient and so thorough, and so brave.”


  “Killing him, that is all that really matters,” said Owen. “The encystment, that is only secondary. But it is ingenious, isn’t it—to become the man I kill? There can be no punishment, no ridiculous retribution. Revenge is futile; in fact it isn’t really revenge at all, if the avenger is made to suffer for his acts of vengeance.”


  Owen grasped Joha’s slim arm, spun her around. His mouth twisted with cruel pleasure as he saw the slight painful writhing of her lips. “You may begin your slow death from loneliness now, Joha. I’m leaving for Vencity tonight.”


  She looked sadly resigned as she came close to him, slid one hand up and into the thick matting of his hair. “You need rest, Owen. You were out there two days in the swamp getting that last three kihn of auk-weed without sleep. You should rest well before you go into danger. You only slept an hour.”


  He lay down with a long sigh. “Yes. That is a good idea. I’ll need all my powers when I go to Vencity. But those—those horrible nightmares.” His face drained, oozing sudden sweat at the memory. “Always the nightmare. The same one. But each time I dream, the nightmare gets more horrible! There must be some cause for it. If I could only find its cause. As soon as I assume Albert’s identity, perhaps I can use the psychiatric scanner on myself and find the basic cause.”


  But her cool fingers stroking his brows sent him back into the sleep he dreaded. Immediately her hands withdrew. “No, Owen, the psychiatric scanner will never find the cause of this nightmare. It’s artificially endowed, Owen, dear. It has no roots in your twisted childhood, or in your cruelty. And the scanner could never find its source. Because I am its source, and I am alien.”


  Her hands drew back from his face. Her eyes pierced brighter, brighter eating down down into the dregs, the dreary twisted depths of his mind.


  HE WAS running, running as before, always as before. But this time his pursuers were very near. He was running in a sticky bog. With infinitely slow agony he drew each foot out of the slimy muck, sat it down, drew up the other foot. Around him was a thick blanket of cold clammy fog. And he knew it was an endless fog—that if he ran forever he could never escape it. But he also knew he wouldn’t run forever, or even very long. His pursuers were too close.


  His pursuers!


  He looked back. A sense of profound norror sickened him. He recognized them now. For the first time they were near enough for him to identify them.


  He sank down on his knees. He began to crawl through the stinking ooze. Then he felt their nearness. They were surrounding him. He couldn’t escape. He saw a ring of cold green faces. Hands, innumerable hands, reached out, tickling him with a branch of small blue nettles.


  He screamed. The poison fangs of the bombi-vine. The final agonies of the damned. The bombi-vine! Death would be infinitely preferable to the sting of the bombi-vine. It was unendurable pain, indefinitely prolonged. It directly effected a mysterious distortion in the nervous structure. Science had no cure, had never found the cause. Men who stumbled onto the nettles of the bombi-vine sought a quick and mericful death as the only escape.


  Without death, the victim lived out a full lifetime of raw, shrieking pain. . . .


  His screams as he awoke silenced the giant tree-toads who hung heavily from the five-hundred foot crinoids. But before he left for Vencity through the darkness, he had suppressed the stark horror of the dream.


  Once more he had drowned his hell in Stith.


  HE CRAWLED out of the decrepit tractor, on the outskirts of Vencity. The city’s lights glowed eerily through the night-thickened blanket of fog, as Owen found his way cautiously through rotting vegetation, then hesitated before entering Swamper Swhin’s Dive. Tinny music came from the native band inside the smoky interior as it played the incomprehensible “music.” A few Earthmen and women sat inside at the small oblong tables—tourists getting a morbid thrill from Venusian culture.


  He slipped inside, around the shadowed wall and into a public audio-booth. He dialed the Vencity Laboratories. “Connect me with the Psychometric section, please. Urgent information for Chief Albert Baarslag.”


  “Who is calling?” the male secretary’s voice said sleepily.


  “Jonathon Graem, kelpli farmer, Sector 5. I have highly interesting information revealing some unknown facts about psychological motivation of native swampers in my sector.”


  The male secretary hesitated.


  “Professor Baarslag knows about me,” Owen persisted. “I’ve submitted other discoveries of mine to him before. He told me to come back, and report any new discoveries to him immediately.”


  “Just a minute, sir. I’ll connect your audio with Professor Baarslag’s study.”


  He knew he would get results with that line about new psychological discoveries concerning native behavior patterns. Their mental processes were quite a mystery. Not a mystery to Owen any more. As far as he was concerned, they didn’t have any mental processes at all.


  Owen waited for Albert’s voice. His twin still had a soft spot in his heart for him, he was pretty certain of that. A desperate appeal of the kind he intended to make would move his brother emotionally—get the sympathetic reaction he needed to complete his rather fantastic plan.


  His brother’s voice startled him. It was a perfect replica of his own. Soft, cultured and low. “Yes?”


  “This is Owen.”


  He heard a catch, a pause from the other end of the audio.


  “I—yes—why hello, Owen. Where are you? Wha—what do you want?”


  Owen grinned coldly, but his voice was warm with repentant emotion. “Albert. I—I’m giving myself up. I’ve had enough. It’s been a noble and futile life for me anyway. You know that it’s always been just a matter of time before I would give myself up. Well, this is it. I’m—just outside the City now. At Swamper Swhin’s Dive. But Albert—”


  The Chief of Psychometry’s voice was low, hoarse. “Yes, Owen.”


  “I want to see you first, Albert. I’ll probably never get to see you again. I’ll be a completely new personality when they release me from the reconditioning processes. I’d like to have a good talk with you before I turn myself in. Just a brother-to-brother talk, like old times, Albert. With me, it’ll be a sort of cathartic, a confession. I’ve sinned, sinned terribly. I’d like to get it all out of my system, and you’re the only one who might understand. Can I come up and see you tonight in your lab, Albert?”


  There was a long pause. “Why—why, I guess so, Owen. Yes, yes of course you may.”


  Gullible fool, thought Owen.


  “How can you get up here without being detected by the Scanner Guard?”


  “I have the identification disks of Jonathon Graem. They’ll pass the Scanner Guard. I—Jonathon Graem died in the swamp two years ago.”


  “By accident,” said Albert Baarslag pointedly.


  “Naturally,” said Owen with apparent sincerity, forgetting to add: “—after I pushed him into a bog and kept him there too long for his continued survival.”


  “Very well, Owen,” said the Professor of Psychometry. Then, “I’m glad, Owen. So very glad that you’re giving yourself up.”


  “I’ll see you soon then,” said Owen, and severed the audio connection.


  THE automatic electronic Scanner Guard passed him freely as the swamper, Jonathon Graem. Professor Albert Baarslag was in his study, waiting. The rich luxuriance, the soothing harmonics radiating from the opaque walls—all rekindled the violent hatred Owen’s paranoid mind felt for his twin.


  Albert Baarslag might have been Owen, only his dress was different. His matted hair and beard were the same; Owen had been careful to keep that constant similarity as he waited for this moment when it would be time to act. A plastilex smock covered Albert, whereas Owen was dressed in the rubberoidalls of the swamp farmer.


  Albert’s face was tense with conflicting strain. His eyes were flooded with sympathetic emotion, and also with a disgust he could not conceal. Albert stretched out a firm hand. Owen ignored it. Albert frowned, then motioned to a chair. Owen kept on standing.


  “Well,” said Albert. “So you’re repenting?”


  “There’s no use drawing out this obvious deception, Albert. I’ve been waiting for this opportunity. I’m here for revenge, Albert. To me, you are the most hated thing in the Universe. For the last five years I’ve been waiting only for this chance.”


  Albert’s face became grey.


  “Owen. Owen, listen. I did it for you. You’re inherently unstable. A life in the labs would have broken you. Without perfect cortical-thalamic integration, no mind could stand six months in these Labs.”


  “Go on, Albert. Talk. That’s what I’m here for. To watch you squirm.”


  “Listen to me, Owen! Whatever you do, you’ll be apprehended. You can’t escape. If you’ll give yourself up, like you said you would do, I can see that you get special longevity treatment in my specialized Lunarian Clinics.”


  “It’s too late for any ridiculous therapy,” said Owen. “I know what happens in those Lunarian Clinics of yours. The result is called a cure, but the poor devils who are supposed to be cured aren’t even the same personalities any more. Who wants to be a well-integrated but characterless nonentity?”


  “No, Owen! You’re not the extreme case that demands that kind of treatment. Only a slight lack of integration which can be leveled off—if you’ll only—”


  “That’s enough,” snapped Owen. “I have a cure, for both of us. A natural one, time-tested. It’s as old as mankind.” He revealed suddenly a small proton gun, issued to the swampers for survival against the carnivorous flora and fauna of Venus. He brought it out casually from inside the bib of his rubberoidalls, and directed it at Baarslag’s chest. “Jonathon Graem’s,” said Owen with a stiff grin.


  THE CHIEF of Psychometry staggered back from his chair, staring, eyes wet with fear and mental pain. “Not that, Owen—not from you—my—my twin.”


  “It is grotesque, isn’t it?” said Owen. “I thought so too, when you did something perhaps worse to me. Now listen. I knew you’d finally persuade the Council and the Government to let you be the victim of your own experiment in suspended animation. I’ve been waiting for them to agree, and for a definite time to be set for the beginning of the time-encystment experiment. You see, Albert, I wouldn’t kill you unless I knew there was a good chance to get away with it, as the old timers used to say. And I’m definitely assured of escape, Albert, I’m taking your place in the time-encystment chamber and I’m the one who’s going to see the future you might have seen.”


  Albert Baarslag stared at his twin with incredulous horror. He no longer seemed to notice the gun. “Owen,” he said faintly. “Owen. Listen to me. It won’t work with you. You’re unintegrated. You—”


  He finished the admonition with a long bubbling cry, and crumbled on the plastic mosaic of the floor. A bright, unreal-looking stream of blood flowed oilily from the blasted chest.


  Owen leaned with a sudden awful weariness against the desk. He had wondered how it would feel to kill his twin. Now he knew. A strange mysterious fear filled his heart as he stood there in the silence looking down at the corpse. Somehow, the revenge wasn’t so delectable as he had anticipated.


  But after that Owen didn’t waste any more time. First he dragged Albert’s body into the small but expensively compact and complete laboratory just off Albert’s office. He prepared a large vat which, thirty minutes after his twin’s corpse was lowered into it, revealed only scant fluid evidence that Albert Baarslag had ever existed. No one would ever check because Owen was assuming his identity. The blood-stained clothes he also disposed of in a similar manner. He cleaned up the blood-stains on the floor with the immaculate care of his kind.


  After that, dressed in Albert’s clothes, no one could possibly have known that it was not really Albert Baarslag, but the hated, despised, obscenity known as Owen Baarslag, who sat behind his desk.


  And it was the next afternoon that Professor Albert Baarslag was supposed to submit himself to the time-encystment experiments. The Professor, Owen Baarslag, was right on time as he dropped his gyro-car down on the vast roof-landing of the great Solar Museum which contained the deeply buried encystment chamber inside its massively thick and many-layered vault.


  The teleo-electronic robot attendant wheeled the gyro onto an elevator while Owen, stifling a growing feeling of dusty desperation, dropped downward toward the deeply-buried rendezvous.


  Professor Kaufman, one of the Chiefs from the Cosmology Section, greeted Owen with frank and open concern. From his earlier acquaintanceship with his brother, Owen knew that Kaufman had been Albert’s closest associate. Others greeted Owen with formal, though terrific enthusiasm. This was one of the most dramatic experiments of the past five eras—eras which had been obsessed with social sciences and not sensational pastimes.


  There weren’t many there besides the Teleaudio Ethercast Representatives. They were busy broadcasting to Earth, Mars and the rest of Venus, the details of the experiment in suspended animation.


  Owen was the center of the stage. The central actor in one of history’s most sensational dramas. And it was being witnessed by a bigger audience than had ever been commanded by the greatest dramatist in solar history.


  A soft-spoken interviewer from Solar Broadcasters questioned him. Owen’s voice in his perfectly acted role was being broadcast and telescreened everywhere on Earth, Mars and Venus. For the benefit of the teleaudience, a microfilm was projecting a complete scientific explanation, while the smooth-voiced announcer read it aloud for those who demanded visual and audial transition.


  And while the announcer explained for the fascinated audience, mostly laymen, Owen, two medics, and Kaufman, entered the many-doored thickness of the chamber, and into the very small interior where the encystment reservatory machine waited. To Owen, it resembled a streamlined coffin, barely large enough for his gaunt length . . . frightfully small, and confining.


  The thick series of interlocking doors were still open and Owen could hear the announcer’s voice:


  “AND, as you perhaps already know, the principle of Professor Baarslag’s time-encystment process involves phenomena we’re all familiar with. The stasis developed by Professor Albert Baarslag, and to which in exactly fifteen minutes he will subject himself, incorporates a kind of super-sleep principle. The synaptic connections will be broken through amoeboid contraction—and this disconnection will exist until that future time, five hundred years hence, when Professor Baarslag will awaken. Five hundred years is only the opening experiment, says Professor Baarslag. The next experiment can possibly be for any definite period of time.


  “This awakening is also interestingly arranged for by leaving one awaking threshold at its normal waking level. When this is activated by automatic relays—”


  Owen was stripped now, and his body was outstretched in the soft, deep depths of the reservatory. The sliding panel that exposed his upper torso was slid open and he was looking up into Kaufman’s red face, and the intent professional faces of the two medics. But Kaufman’s face was serious now as he reached inside the reservatory and gripped Owen’s damp hand.


  “Goodby, Al,” he said. “You’re curious about man’s destiny. I’m not. I wonder if you’ll really be able to bear the knowledge of where we’re going.”


  Owen’s mouth was dry. He licked sticky lips. He didn’t say anything.


  They were preparing his arm for an injection of hypnotosin.


  Owen twitched. He wanted to cry out his guilt. Surrender. He knew now that he had made a horrible mistake.


  But things blurred fast. He couldn’t speak. There was a dull, pleasant haze, a feeling of utter relaxation. Not utterly. It should be that way, but it wasn’t.


  Because he knew, now!


  Voices came from a very far distance, slow, soft and rhythmical. After the anaesthesia, they would sink slender electrodes through the brain tissue of the cerebrum’s third ventricle. Chemical reaction would destroy the substance of the electrodes gradually, a process of slow disintegration carefully gauged. And the lesions in the posterior region of the floor and walls of the third ventricle would heal, so that he might awaken—


  No! Anything would be better than this! He wanted to tell them. But he couldn’t. It was too late. He was going under—deep down and far under.


  He had been terribly misled by all the scientific jargon. Why couldn’t they have been simple and direct? All this principle really was, was a complete mastery and understanding of the oldest phenomenon in man—the most common and the most persistent mystery.


  Synapsis severed. Each cellular unit self-feeding through synthetic, inexhaustible sources. Oxygen intake lowered to an incredibly low level. But it was really nothing other than—


  SLEEP! Sleep! Pure, prolonged, unblemished, unsullied sleep!


  And so . . .


  Owen Baarslag was again running through the endless gray mist. His feet were again rising and falling with a terrifying, agonizing slowness from the thick, oozing bog.


  He was down on his knees again, crawling with a futile frantic desperation. They ringed him in. He was trapped again. He saw the cordon of silent, emotionless green fishmen. Venusian native fishmen and in their hands reaching out, were branches of the bombi-vine!


  He screamed. He kept on screaming as the nettles slashed his flesh with a burning hideous fire. It crept like molten liquid flame into his nerves, into his brain.


  Unendurable pain, indefinitely prolonged. His only escape from the nightmare had been his ability to wake. But now he was doomed to go on sleeping, sleeping and dreaming and knowing the infinite, implacable pain—


  —for five hundred years!


  JOHA, who was part Venusian, dove easily and silently into the swamp lake. She swam to the other side and stood poised on the bank. She met them there. The green fish faces gazed at her with unblinking eyes and one of them said:


  “It has been done, as you planned it, Joha?”


  “It is done,” she said softly. “For two years I prepared him for fulfillment of the dream. There is no escape for him now. The dream is planted too deeply. He will suffer torture greater than any he inflicted on our people. And he will suffer them for half a thousand of his years.”


  “Then your redemption is complete,” said the little green fishman. “What you have done entitles you to enter our tribe again. Even though you are part Tellurian, you are again considered one of us. Come, my daughter. Shall we go back?”


  Joha dropped down, bowed her head twice before him. “I am ready,” she said.


  VENUS TROUBLE SHOOTER


  Rog Phillips


  You can’t hide an eight-foot Venusian aboard a spaceship, unless he’s a ghost; and if he’s a ghost, he can’t wreck a ship, but he did . . .


  THE Old Man’s face was apoplectic behind his frayed black cigar. He made bullish breathing sounds while I closed the heavy walnut door behind me. Mentally I kissed fond farewell to the vacation I had been hoping to get. It would take at least two million dollars down the drain to make him this mad—and it would be my job to investigate that drain.


  I’m his trouble shooter. My name is Stanwoody Cripe. Rumor has it that my great grandfather was a bankrobber and had to change his name. He didn’t want to pick the obvious—Smith or Jones—and was at his wit’s end trying to pick a good one. In desperation he started to say, “Gripes! I ought to be able to think of one!” But all he got out was “Cripe—then a delighted expression flitted across his face—and from that day on he was a respectable business man by the name of Cripe.


  Rumor also has it that my father wanted to name me Pipe. He was a poet, and Pipe rhymes with Cripe. Mom wanted to call me Stanley after the first guy she ever went with. They compromised on Stanwoody.


  Be that as it may, my mother got her way in the end, because I’m generally called Stan, the woody and Cripe being used only when I get married or have to show my birth certificate or cash my paycheck.


  The Old Man is Gregory Janes, President of Interplanetary Enterprises Incorporated—commonly known as IEI—pronounced like ‘ayiy’. The assets of IEI are three billions more than the national debt of the USA.


  “You sent for me, GJ?”


  Instead of answering, he glared at me with glazed eyes for a long second, then picked something up from his desk and waved it in front of me. My eyes followed the thing back and forth until they had determined it was a nine by ten photo of some male employee.


  “Take a look at this man,” he said with a sort of quiet desperation in his voice. “Take a good look at him—because he is an O.T., a common operating technician, of which there are over a hundred thousand in Interplanetary Enterprises Incorporated.”


  I speared the photo and recognized who it was—Elmer Smith. Five-feet-seven, washed out blond hair, age twenty-three, weight a hundred and forty-odd, training B.Sc. in engineering and one year in the IEI p.g. school to fit him for his first job as O.T. in one of the power stations on Venus. That’s where he was now.


  “Take a good look,” the old man was saying again in a desperately devout way. “He is one O.T. who is making ten—no, twelve—times as much as the President of IEI this year—me!”


  So I did take a good look. I remembered Elmer’s appearance. I had tagged it as “washed out.” Besides washed out blond hair he had a sallow complexion, faded blue eyes, and an air of being numbed by novocaine when he moved. Also I did a little fast arithmetic and came up with the figure two million four hundred thousand dollars as what Elmer was making for the year.


  That sum of money tugged familiarly at my memory. What was it cost exactly that much?


  “You know our setup,” the old man ground out through his shredded cigar. “We give the O.T. the cost sheets for the two years preceding his taking over, and guarantee him a salary plus fifty percent of anything he can lop off of operating expenses. Generally that makes the new O.T. do a lot of thinking about the finer points of his job, and in the long run IEI makes a fortune off of the patents it acquires from the small improvements he dreams up to earn a bonus of a few hundreds.”


  “So Elmer Smith hit the jackpot,” I said innocently. Then I did a double take and wound up with a kind of silly, shocked feeling. The entire operating expenses of the type of station Elmer had been assigned to were about five millions a year—and that meant that Elmer had cut out practically all operating expenses!


  Gregory Janes watched the play of expression on my face with a sort of malicious satisfaction. I would have liked to have seen it myself, because I felt like a drunk might feel if his pink elephants remained with him when he sobered up.


  “Well!” I gasped. A sudden thought struck me. “Well!” I said, delighted. “This is wonderful I Elmer has discovered something that will revolutionize power. When IEI gets it into general usage we can write our own ticket. We can—”


  “We can’t do a thing,” the old man said softly. “Elmer refuses to tell us how he did it. And—he—changed—everything—back.”


  “You mean,” I asked slowly. “That he did it just to get the money, and intends to keep it secret instead of—oh, I get it; he wants more than the two million? Well, I don’t blame him. Anybody smart enough to make a discovery like his must be, is also smart enough to figure out the angles.”


  Gregory Janes was shaking his head monotonously while I spoke. When I finished, he said:


  “You’ve got it wrong. He isn’t interested in the money particularly. In fact,” he took a deep breath, “he seemed surprised to learn he had over two million coming to him for his year’s work. He said—and these are his very words, ‘I was just trying out something to see what would happen. I’ve found out, and don’t like what happens, so please let’s forget the whole thing.’ Imagine that!”


  Well, I could imagine it. What I imagined was a man using the IEI equipment to find out that an idea would work, and then trying to keep it secret and patent it later and reap all the benefits for himself—especially an idea that could bring unlimited electric power with no consumption of fuel.


  I spent an afternoon bringing myself up to date on the details. Elmer Smith had been O.T. at plant 63 on Blinkum, one of the three major continents of Venus.


  There are three major land masses on Venus. They are Winkum, Blinkum, and Nod. Of the three, Winkum is the one most favorable to life. The reason for that is its range of high mountains, the Sirrah Corscatehs, protecting it from the fierce heat of the sunward side of the planet.


  Blinkum and Nod have no such high ranges, and consequently the ground velocity of the wind is terrific. The native Venusians all live on Winkum. Also there is greater development of Earth colonies on Winkum. But on Blinkum there are large mineral and oil deposits—a natural combination that makes for technological development.


  The theoretical picture of Venus is surprisingly simple. The planet has no spin on any axis. It always presents the same side to the sun, like Luna does toward Earth. On the sunward side the seas boil constantly, sending steam upward. The steam goes so far and no farther. Above the blanket of steam rises a blanket of ammonia vapor and dust particles that hide the underblanket from probing spectroscopes. That’s what fooled early astronomers about Venus.


  On the area of Venus farthest away from the sun is a huge ice continent with ragged spires rising as high as five miles above ocean level. The stratospheric winds of Venus converge from the sunward side to this point where they drop and add to the ice continent all the time, and the cooling winds then strike out toward the sunward side close to the ocean, reaching velocities of one to two hundred miles per hour.


  Winkum, Blinkum, and Nod form a sort of land belt that divides the sunward side of Venus from the rest. They lie on the dark side, just out of range of direct sunlight and heat rays. If it weren’t for the terrific winds all three would be ideal. There are three gaps formed by the three breaks in the continent belt. Through these gaps, each no more than five hundred miles in width, ocean waters rush to the sunward side to replenish the evaporating waters.


  On Winkum there is a lot of rain, due to the Sirrah Corscatehs which break the air current and shoot it up to form a turbulent space where moisture condenses. On Blinkum and Nod it seldom rains. There are no lush jungles, but only grass blanketed prairies. Here and there a well-worn range of low hills rises futilely, swept clean of loose soil and vegetation by the eternal winds. On these can be seen streaks of metal color where veins of various metals are exposed.


  Blinkum is a thousand miles wide at its widest point and eleven thousand miles long. Its fabulous deposits of virgin copper and silver make it the richest asset of the human race. There are plenty of rich deposits of other metals, not only in virgin form, but also as ores; but it will be many centuries before all the known veins of pure copper and silver are exhausted—and none of the other metals are in enough demand to warrant the expense of transporting them out.


  Unfortunately, the oil deposits are all on Winkum; and aside from the normal number of power plants for developing electricity for home and commercial consumption, there is no use for the stuff. On Blinkum it is needed for the power consumed in mining operations.


  That is where it comes about that Elmer Smith could make his saving. He was O.T. at one of the many steam turbine plants. They burn oil. The oil has to come by air from Winkum. It is stored in underground tanks and mine tunnels, and runs into the fuel chambers at each power station through meters, so that fuel consumption for a plant is known, and fuel cost is charged to each plant.


  And that is also how he could get away with it for a whole year without it being discovered. All the oil storage spaces are interconnected, and the air tankers get rid of their loads at one central place, the oil flowing through pipes to the various storage tanks. The yearly consumption of oil of just one plant wouldn’t be noticed one way or another, since it is just about equal to the daily intake from the air tankers, and reserve storage space is distributed over so great an area. For plant 63 not to use its normal amount of fuel oil probably raised the oil level of all storage tanks a tenth of an inch.


  Plant 63 was a turbo-electric outfit, completely automatic, and needing only one resident technician to make sure things kept going.


  Two things keep the cycle steady. First is the oil fire which keeps changing the water to high pressure steam. Next is the eternal wind which cools off the water that changes the steam back to water after it has expended most of its energy driving the turbine.


  Shut off the oil fire and generation of steam stops, ending the cycle. Shut off the wind and the cooling water for the condensers gets too hot, and doesn’t change the spent steam back into water. That piles it up and builds up a back pressure that stops the turbine.


  So both are absolutely necessary. The turbine can’t possibly run without either. It’s impossible. So all Elmer had done was shut off the fuel oil and said “Presto” and the turbine had kept running and generating power.


  If he had cut fuel oil consumption maybe five percent he might have discovered some device to increase the efficiency of the oil fire.


  Instead, he had used a normal four days amount of oil. Allowing him two days to change things over, and two days to change things back, that meant that for three hundred and sixty-one Earth days he hadn’t used a drop of oil.


  And he wouldn’t tell anybody what he had done.


  It was a little out of my line, even though I was the chief trouble shooter for IEI and accustomed to delving into the technical side of things when necessary, from space ships to juke boxes, IEI owning plenty of both. But then, the way it looked to me, it was a little out of anybody’s line.


  Two methods of getting at the root of the matter suggested themselves. I could try getting Elmer to tell me what he had done, or I could go directly to plant 63 first and try to solve things directly by straight detecting.


  I’d done things like that many times. A bolt with new scratches on it, a peculiar curve on a Venturi meter chart, footprints in the dust on top of the boiler—all add up to something definite if you puzzle over them long enough. I could find out what changes Elmer had made that way, and I knew that plant 63 was being very carefully preserved until I either went there and looked over the clues or told the old man I didn’t need to.


  If it had been a crime or dereliction of duty or some other conventional thing, that’s what I would have done first; but I had a sneaking hunch that even if I figured out everything Elmer had done I wouldn’t be able to deduce the how or the why of it. The way I looked at it, only Elmer could tell me how he had run the plant without oil for a year.


  Elmer, the briefs told me, was still in Chicago, Winkum, waiting for his discharge papers, salary, and that nice fat bonus. A phone call brought me the information that the next ship would leave at midnight—in seven hours.


  I used up ten minutes of my office wire recorder, locked up my desk, and went home to pack.


  Space travel had settled into a pretty monotonous thing after the first excitement of it had worn off and the scientists had found out what could be done and what could not. It would be a sort of crutch affair for a long time to come, because actual space ships capable of landing and taking off from planets were a little beyond the means of the average Sears Roebuck customer, costing a tidy thirty-odd billions of dollars each.


  There were only four of them in existence, with three more under construction and due to be in operation in a couple more years. None of these four made the trip from one planet to another very often.


  Instead, they spent their days dipping in and out of the atmosphere of the planet they were assigned to, picking up the ships that did go from planet to planet. These ships used for space travel weren’t spaceships at all, but merely well built, pressurized airplanes designed so their wings could be completely withdrawn into humps above the ship body where stray debris in interplanetary space couldn’t ruin them.


  The mother ships, as the true spacecraft were called, were owned by the Earth government—the United Nations. The smaller craft that made the actual trips were owned by various corporations, including IEI. They would take off from airports like any other jet passenger job and rise into the stratosphere where they would land on the mother ship like they would on the old navy aircraft carriers. Then the mother ship would rise up away from the planet and set a course from which the planes could take off and coast to the planet they were destined for. Thus, the power for escape from a planet was supplied by the mother ship with its huge atom powered engines and acres of repulsor plates.


  Just as the flying stovepipe engine has to be going so fast before it can begin to work, the Graham repulsor plate has to be so big before it can lift even its own weight free of the gravity of a planet. That’s why the big mother ships had to be used to get ordinarysized ships away and into space.


  I took off from the Chicago airport at nine-thirty and landed in southern Arizona at the spaceport two hours later to be hustled over to the IEI ship by impatient attendants. Promptly at midnight, Central time, the ship began its three-mile glide which would leave huge clouds of half-burnt oil billowing out behind its jets.


  It took to the air casually, and in seconds the ground was far below. The simulated ports brought a clear view of it all; but I knew that it was not a direct view, but merely a projection from a “master-eye” in the pilot’s compartment.


  It seemed no time at all before the unbelievably gigantic ovoid of the mother ship came into view ahead. It crept up slowly until it was below us like an unreal, vast expanse of landing field, suspended far above the waters of the Gulf of Mexico.


  Other ships had already landed on it and were being pulled over to the sides and fastened down by pigmy tractors. There was just time to glimpse this before we, too, were on the flat back of the “mother” and being dragged while the wings of our ship pulled in.


  It seemed that already Earth belonged to some part of the universe far removed from us. Around us was a universe of metal field and robot-like machines, and insectlike things which were ships filled with people and mail and goods from factories, all going to Venus.


  Now and then a vibration shook vaguely through the ship, as another and another of the ships settled on the broad back of the mother, until finally I knew there were at least fifty of them.


  Now a new feeling penetrated the ship. It was a feeling of purpose—though what there was in it to give me that impression I had never been able to analyze. Down beneath the acres of flat metallic field, in the interior of the mother ship, men were touching buttons on remote control panels that directed the almost impossible forces which would carry us all away from Earth and into the vacuum of space.


  No eye had ever seen that vacuum and kept its ability to see. Ultraviolet and soft x-rays were too plentiful for the sensitive human eye to withstand. But everything that the human eye could have seen was brought indirectly by the master eye in the pilot’s compartment, screened and pared down so that it made sense.


  It was safe now to unloosen safety belts and relax. Any accident that could happen now would be fatal anyway, so safety precautions were unnecessary. Around me other passengers were emitting sighs of relief and beginning to relieve strained muscles. A stewardess was coming down the aisle asking passengers if they wanted something to eat.


  For eight hours to come we would live a life halfway between free space and Earth, while the mother ship pried herself free and set our course for Venus. Then once more would come a change. We wouldn’t fasten our safety belts, but drop down the sponge rubber crash cases that would hold us for the rest of our journey.


  We would be “on our own” then; one small ship alone in space, beyond the aid of the “mother” if anything happened. We were conscious of that now as we stretched and looked about and smiled at one another in friendly fashion and struck up conversations.


  I knew that my own face reflected the same expression that was on every other face—one of quiet determination to make the most of the few hours of freedom left before the real trip began.


  The stewardess, one new to me, gave me her professional smile and analyzed my emotions with her eyes while her lips asked me if I would like to eat something. I smiled back, sizing her up automatically. As an IEI employee she might some day come under my own professional scrutiny as trouble shooter.


  I thought of the six years of college she had behind her, and the two years of internship in some mental hospital back on Earth that were necessary to qualify her for her job as a stewardess on a space run.


  “My name is Mary Alice Demoth,” she said, her smile still friendly and inscrutable. That made me realize that I had been staring at her.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, caught off balance and feeling a little flustered. Then I caught myself and said, “That’s a very pretty name. I’ll bet your mother was a poet.”


  “She was!” Mary Alice said, surprise flooding her face. She looked at me then with a new respect.


  I remembered suddenly. Martha Demoth, the poet. She had been one of my father’s favorites. How did it go?”


  “Yon tree that holds the setting sun


  In leafy gnarled embrace,


  Protesting, grasping one by one


  The fiery radiants of His face.”


  I spoke the words softly, almost reverently. How many times had my father spoken them at sundown? There had been a tree that did that—if you stood in the right spot. I looked beyond the stewardess and could see it in memory while Pop stood beside me, my small fist lost in his long fingers, his deep voice . . .


  My eyes came back into focus in time to see the stewardess’ eyes brighten with a film of tears. Then she took a step and was asking the passenger in the next seat if he would like something to eat.


  “Yes, stewardess,” I heard him say. His accent was familiar. I jerked my head to look at him.


  My ears had told me before my eyes came to rest on him. He was a Venusian—one of their priests. He hadn’t been there when I got on or I would certainly have noticed him, and in the hustle of takeoff I hadn’t looked around too much at my fellow passengers.


  I wondered briefly how his nine or ten-loot frame would fit into the shock frame with its sponge rubber molded for a human. His indigo-colored face with its flat, apelike nose and human mouth, chin, and eyes was laced with fine wrinkles that extended even over his hairless head. His yellow robe of heavy monkscloth hung from his wide shoulders as from a coat-hanger.


  It startled me to see him. I had never heard of a Venusian leaving Venus of his own free will. When he caught my eyes on him he nodded at me gravely, then dropped them to the book he was holding open in his hands. I took the hint and turned around again.


  A large part of my success as a trouble shooter for IEI was due to my knowledge of Venusians and their ways. Their entire economy and society revolves around their priesthood and their religion. Their gods are geographical ones. To find one of their priests on a space ship leaving Earth was as unthinkable as to find a Catholic priest reciting High Mass over a pair of dice in a basement dive on the Seattle skidrow.


  In other words, it was the firm conviction of the Venusian priesthood that a trip to Earth was tantamount to turning one’s back on the gods of Venus—an act of blasphemy.


  What secret, awful rites must have been performed to circumvent this danger! And what, I asked myself, could have been the reason for such an unheard of trip?


  A vague uneasiness began to creep over me. I tried to dismiss it, but it grew on me.


  Two other stewardesses wheeled the trays of food down the aisle and distributed them to the passengers. Mary Alice had had her look at each passenger, and it was the duty of these two to get their sizing up of potential psychopaths in too.


  I ate my food while I tried to puzzle out the mystery of the priest. I knew, of course, of the stories of the four lifelike statues of stone in a secret Venusian temple, facing a mysterious, consuming Maxin-fire into which the high priest plunged sacrificial offerings of rare, perfect blooms from Venus’ sacred gardens.


  Those four statues were each a different color. There was a bright red one, representing the heat god who rided the sunward side of Venus. There was a spotless white one, god of the ice continent. And there were two indigo-colored statues, supposed to be the gods of Blinkum and Nod.


  As the story goes, these are the immortal bodies of four real gods, who could take possession of them and become as living Venusian men. And the high priest of the temple rules Venus as the representative and spokesman of these four gods.


  Only some plan of the high priest could have made a trip to Earth by a priest possible. It might be nothing worth worrying about. I certainly had enough worries ahead of me with Elmer Smith and his stubbornness! But why hadn’t the priest’s trip been publicized? I made a habit of reading all the papers and listening to news broadcasts. I hadn’t heard a thing about it.


  When I finished my second cup of coffee and lit my after dinner cigarette I decided the best thing to do would be to turn around and ask him about it.


  I inhaled two deep puffs to calm my nerves, then turned around, a casual, friendly smile on my face. The man in the seat behind me looked back at me, a smile forming on his own face. But it was a smoothshaven, pink face under a ten gallon hat, and had Texas stamped all over it.


  “Howdy,” he said in friendly greeting.


  “H—hi,” I muttered weakly, my eyes searching frantically for some sign of the Venusian. “Have you been sitting there all the time?” I glanced at his tray, the plates on it empty except for small scraps of food.


  “Ever since we took off,” he said with an expansive smile, pulling the wrapper off a long cigar and biting its tip. “My first trip—but I’m shore enjoyin’ it. So far,” he added with a worried crease between his clear, friendly eyes.


  I turned back in my seat slowly, a deep sigh escaping my lips. For the first time in my life I was unsure of myself and my senses. It was an awful feeling.


  Mary Alice Demoth was coming down the aisle from up forward. The way she kept her eyes down and her face expressionless I knew she was coming to talk with me.


  I was drinking in the sheen of her deep chestnut hair with its rich waves, the artistry of her nose and eyes and lips, the things about a woman that can make her something straight from Heaven. And yet I knew even as I watched her that it was not the sheen of her hair that held me in its growing spell, but the fiery radiants of a setting sun filtering through the boughs and leaves of a tree, long since cut down, that had always seemed to me to be as near to God as a mortal can get.


  I think she felt my gaze on her. She looked up, and I felt her gaze, timid with the sensitiveness of hidden memories shared, yet bold with the courage of one who knows the course is right.


  She started to sit down beside me. I saw her eyes flick to the seat behind me and widen in sudden surprise that was quickly masked. My own eyes flicked back and saw the Texan complacently reading a current novel. I knew, then, that Mary Alice had seen the Venusian priest when I had, and that he was no delusion.


  “You have a nice name, too,” Mary Alice said after she caught her breath. “Stanwoody. I looked it up on the passenger list.”


  “I see you ignore my last name,” I said with a chuckle. “But you’re right. I’ve always liked my name. It shortens to a simple, one-syllable man’s name, Stan, and at the same time has a sort of tang of shaving lotion to it when you pronounce the whole thing. You see, my father was a poet himself, in a way. That is, he never wrote poetry, but read a lot of it and picked out poems that he memorized and incorporated into his living. That’s how I happen to know your mother’s poem. It was one of his favorites. There was even a tree—”


  She was looking at me.


  “What kind of work do you do?” she asked.


  “I work for IEI too,” I said. “I’m a sort of trouble shooter. Whenever anything goes wrong that starts costing IEI money, they send me out to make it stop costing money.”


  I liked her laugh.


  “I remember where I’d heard your name before, now,” she said. “Weren’t you the one who cleared that stewardess two years ago when she was accused of stealing a passenger’s wallet?”


  “Yes,” I answered. Then I glanced around with mock caution and added, “but only because it was my job. I still think she was guilty.”


  A frown appeared on her face. I sensed what it was about before she spoke.


  “You’re supposed to be something of an authority on Venus, aren’t you, Stan?” she asked. When I nodded she went on. “Isn’t there supposed to be some sort of superstition about a phantom Venusian priest who appears whenever there’s going to be serious trouble?”


  Memory shocked me like a bath of ice. I had completely forgotten that superstition. Or rather, I had not connected it with the mysterious Venusian in the seat behind me who had turned out to be a Texan.


  I hesitated, wondering about the advisability of letting her know that I had seen him too. Deciding what was best to do was like flipping a coin, I thought, so I decided it would be better to tell the truth.


  “Did you check the passenger list to see if there really is one aboard?” I asked.


  It was her turn to feel the cold bath of shocked surprise. I could see it on her face and in her eyes.


  “I—I’m not sure,” she said slowly. “But it seems to me that the seat behind you is supposed to be empty.”


  I turned my head and looked back. The Texan was still there.


  “Is that the seat assigned to you?” I asked him, grinning to let him know my inquisitiveness was not hostile.


  “Why, no,” he answered. “I’m farther back on the other side of the aisle. I moved up here to get away from a lonely female critter back there—”


  He hesitated in embarrassment.


  “Was it before or after the stewardess asked you if you would like something to eat?” I asked.


  “Why, after,” he said uneasily.


  I sank back in my seat and looked at Mary Alice with triumph in my eyes.


  “That Venusian was there, then,” I said. “And he was no phantom. You saw him, and I saw him.”


  “But where did he go?” she asked.


  “He must be around somewhere,” I assured her. “He was no phantom, and he couldn’t hide his nine- or ten-foot bulk for long. I’ll bet if we look we’ll find he changed his seat to get away from me. Maybe he recognized me. I’m known to most Venusians by now. He didn’t want me asking him questions.”


  “I’ll take a look,” Mary Alice said.


  I watched her as she walked slowly to the stern of the ship, then retrace her steps and continue on forward until she had disappeared into the forward crew compartment. She was gone for several minutes before she reappeared and came back to sink into the seat beside me, a troubled look on her face.


  “He’s not listed as a passenger either,” she explained her delay. “I looked over the passenger list very carefully to make sure.”


  “Tell me what he looked like to you when you asked him if he would like to eat something, Mary Alice,” I asked.


  “Well,” she hesitated, remembering. “He seemed shorter than other Venusians I’ve seen on my three trips to Venus as a stewardess. He was quite old, with wrinkles even on the top of his head. He wore a yellow monkscloth robe, and the way it hung made him look like a coat hanger with a head. That’s all—oh yes, he was holding a book in his hands.”


  “That book!” I exclaimed. “Did you notice anything about it?”


  “N—no,” Mary Alice hesitated. “I just noticed it was a book. I would say it was an ordinary Earth book—probably American.”


  “There’s no question about it then,” I said, nodding to emphasize my conviction. “Your description tallies with every detail I saw myself. And he isn’t aboard now.”


  “No, he isn’t aboard,” Mary Alice said. “And yet—I can’t quite bring myself to believe he could have been, even though you and I both saw him.”


  “You’re looking at it backward,” I pointed out. “We both saw him. Therefore he is aboard. That’s more probable than your conclusion that, because you couldn’t find him just now when you looked, he isn’t aboard.”


  “But where could he hide?” Mary Alice asked wonderingly. “He’s so big!”


  I turned and looked at the Texan. He stared back, his big cigar smoking lazily, the blue streamer of smoke spiraling up and speeding near the ceiling toward the air-conditioning vent. He seemed to come to some conclusion in his thoughts. Sticking out his hand he said:


  “My name’s Sam Rayburn, Mr. Cripe. I recognized you from a picture I saw of you in the newspaper some time ago. Galveston is my home town.”


  “Glad to know you, Sam,” I said, stretching my arm over the back of the seat to shake hands with him. With my other hand I signaled Mary Alice by squeezing her arm twice, quickly. “What seat number did you have? Miss Demoth just said she can change your seat officially—and it should be, in case there’s an accident.”


  “I believe it was fourteen, sir,” Sam Rayburn answered.


  “I’ll go up and change it right away,” Mary Alice said, standing up and smiling innocently at the Texan. I watched briefly as she hurried up the aisle, and knew she had caught my meaning.


  “My first trip away from Earth,” Sam Rayburn was saying. “Yes sir. I’ve built my business up to where I have five stores now, and the Mrs. said if I wanted to go it was now or never.” He settled himself, looked critically at the end of his cigar, flicked the ash luxuriously into the ash receptacle recessed into the wall, and went on. “I’ve always wondered what the Venusians look like up close, Mr. Cripe. I imagine you’ve seen lots of them.”


  “Oh,” I shrugged, beginning to regret my interest in the man. “A few, more or less.”


  “Ha ha ha,” he laughed good-naturedly. “That’s the vaguest reply I’ve ever run across. A few more or less. I’ll have to remember that one and spring it on the Mrs. when I get back.”


  Mary Alice sank down beside me again, smiling at the Texan and saying, “It’s all fixed, Mr. Rayburn. This is your seat now.” I lifted my eyebrows at her. She shrugged her shoulders in reply.


  “Let’s take a walk, Mary Alice,” I suggested casually. I wanted to get out of earshot of Sam Rayburn.


  Five minutes later we were standing alone at the stern of the ship. There was a door leading into the tail where parachutes were stored.


  “Do you have a key?” I asked.


  She unlocked the door with her key and pushed it open. Then she stepped aside and looked at me questioningly.


  “Let’s go in,” I said. After we entered I closed the door behind us, switching on the overhead light. “I didn’t expect to find the Venusian in here,” I reassured her. “I just thought that we could talk in here without being overheard. What I’ve been thinking is that maybe Sam Rayburn is the Venusian priest.”


  “What!” Mary Alice exclaimed. “What makes you think that?”


  “He has to be on board someplace,” I said positively. “I can’t picture a Venusian that isn’t here being seen; but I can believe one that is here can change his appearance—by hypnotism or something. In other words, he could make everyone who looks at him believe they were seeing a very typical Earthman.”


  “If he can do that,” Mary Alice said slowly. He could leave Venus as an Earthman, and come back as one, and even live indefinitely on Earth without anyone suspecting he was a Venusian.”


  I shook my head.


  “That isn’t what I was thinking,” I said. “I was thinking about the superstition that whenever there is trouble a phantom Venusian priest is seen. I’m thinking maybe it could be more than a superstition.”


  “Sabotage?” Mary Alice asked, her eyes wide.


  “Possibly,” I said. I didn’t tell her of the horrible possibility presenting itself—espionage. We had thought ourselves immune to that from the Venusians. Their indigo-colored skin might be colored. Their animal-like nose might be changed by surgery. Their total lack of hair might be changed with a wig and artificial eyebrows. But their normal height of eight to ten feet could never be masked by any disguise—or so we had thought.


  To clinch our feeling of safety from espionage, the Venusian himself had built up the belief that leaving Venus even for a visit to Earth was tantamount to losing his soul.


  Yet, Mary Alice and I had seen a Venusian priest sitting in the seat behind mine. I had heard his voice. It was no delusion. It was real. He must still be on board, but he couldn’t be found. That was an absurdity—to hide his enormous body; unless he could do what certain Hindu adepts have been known to do; hypnotize those around him, including Mary Alice and I, so that we could look right at him and not see him—or look at him and see an ordinary Earth human.


  If that could be done here, it could be done on Earth and on Venus itself. There could be some plan of sabotage and espionage already existing, so well developed that in the near future we might wake up to find the Venusians in control, and ourselves the underdog race.


  It was the fact that it could be done, I saw, that was important. It created a point of vulnerability in the position of the human race.


  It was necessary that I get back to Earth at once and present what I knew to be facts to the proper authorities. They could devise means to get around hypnotism, such as remote inspection through television hookups, or routine photographing of crowds, that would bring out actual forms and uncover any Venusians.


  The problem of Elmer Smith and his two-million four-hundred-thousand-dollar bonus for a year’s work would have to wait.


  “Look, Mary Alice,” I said in sudden decision. “I have the authority to turn this ship back to Earth. There isn’t time to tell you the reasons. In fact, even if there were time, I don’t think I want to expose you to the danger you would be in if you knew what I suspect. So when we leave this room, we will go forward to the pilot compartment casually, as though nothing was on our minds. Once there, I will present my credentials and give the pilot his orders.”


  She was standing very close to me, staring up at me, her eyes wide with surprise at my words and tone of voice. Without conscious thought my arms circled her and I kissed her.


  We separated. She stood there, a dazed, starry light in her eyes. I wanted to kiss her again.


  “Let’s go,” I said gruffly.


  She opened the door and stepped out into the main section of the ship. I followed her.


  Sam Rayburn, the Texan, was standing there crowding the aisle. In his hand was a paper cup half filled with water. His calm eyes blinked at me owlishly, then he drained the cup with one gulp and dropped it in the waste receptacle.


  How long had he been there? He was tall—six and a half feet at least—and his ten gallon hat with its smooth dome . . .


  I grinned at him and pushed past him after Mary Alice. What if he was a Venusian! The instructions I was going to radio back to Earth would give us a reception that would trap him neatly.


  I felt his eyes resting on my back all the way forward.


  The pilot room of a space ship is an awe-inspiring thing. Instead of a glass dome bringing the spectacle of the starry heavens there is a huge panel consisting of nothing but the frosted glass panes of television tubes. Each of these is connected to its own individual “eye.” The “eye” can be centered on some heavenly object and will stay there, held by robot control. The master calculator superimposes the coordinates of the object at the bottom of the screen image, picking that data up from the mechanism of the “eye.”


  To me, the circuits in between the “eye” and the screen are the real wonder. For example, the circuit whose “eye” is turned directly to the sun; a twist of the dial will subdue the fiery orb until it is a pale disk, while its corona will brighten to any degree and come out sharp and clear. That’s the way it appeared in one of the squares of the panel as Mary Alice and I entered the pilot compartment.


  Luna also rested in its square; but Earth, lying underneath the mother ship, was not present. Venus was in her square, however, and magnified to the size of a large orange.


  I recognized the pilot, Rus Tryon. The two co-pilots were strangers to me. The other two stewardesses I had already seen when they distributed our meal.


  The clock on the instrument panel showed five hours and seven minutes to launching time. “Only we won’t be casting free,” I thought. “The mother will have to set a course to drop us in a trajectory that will bring us back to the field where we took off.”


  “Hello, Rus,” I said, returning his grin of welcome. The grin on his face changing to a smile, his eyes went past me then, as if welcoming someone else. I turned my head to see who he was looking at.


  Sam Rayburn stood behind me, an apologetic look on his face.


  “Sorry if I’m butting in, Mr. Cripe,” he said. “My nephew said if I was ever on one of these space ships to be sure and see the pilot room. I thought, ‘It’s now or never,’ when I saw you and the stewardess coming up here, so I tagged along.”


  He pulled a cellophane wrapped cigar out of his vest pocket, then stuck it back in, uncomfortably. I realized that all the suspicion and hostility I had felt on seeing him here was showing on my face. The others, all except Mary Alice, were looking at me queerly. I looked at her and saw the fear and tenseness in her eyes. I looked back at Sam Rayburn and decided to match his mood.


  “Well, now,” I said, almost in a Texan drawl. “There’s no harm done that I can see. Passengers aren’t allowed up here, but now that you’re here you might as well take a good look.”


  I had gotten control of myself. I could smile at him.


  “That’s moughty nice of you, Mr. Cripe,” Sam Rayburn said. The respect in his voice made me feel like I owned the whole IEI outfit. “Moughty.”


  It was hard—almost impossible—at that moment, to believe him other than what he seemed to be. I felt my fears receding from me. I was almost inclined to believe as Mary Alice had wanted to that the momentary glimpse of the Venusian priest had itself been an illusion or a delusion, rather than reality.


  “This is the screen panel my nephew told me about!” Sam Rayburn said, fixing his eyes on it and stepping up so he stood beside me. His shoulder was even with my eyes. The top of his spotless gray hat would have scraped the ceiling if he had not been slightly stooped. There was an odor of stale cigar smoke about him.


  His hand reached into his vest pocket again and brought out the cellophane wrapped cigar. He twisted it clumsily in his thick fingers while his eyes gazed, awestruck, at the image of the sun with its lazily drifting corona streamers.


  My eyes dropped to the cigar. There was a reflection of the television panel on its glistening surface . . .


  Once in my early teens I had dived too deeply in a murky lake Short of breath, I had looked about me to see which way was up so that I could shoot to the surface and breathe. The clouded waters had been the same in all directions. I had become panicky, and, terror stricken, had struck out in the first direction my body would take. An instant later my hands had sunk in the ooze of the lake bottom and, with a glad feeling inside me, I had reversed myself and used my feet to give me speed to reach the surface.


  I felt that way now. A weight was pressing in around me. It was hot and cloying. My head was turning this way and that in a frenzy of suffocation. There was no feeling of “up” with which my sense of balance could orient itself. For a terrible moment I was living again the nightmare of that experience at the bottom of the lake. Then my consciousness rushed to the present and I knew from long experience what caused it.


  Before I opened my eyes I knew that I was encased in the sponge rubber shock case, and that the ship was in open space on its own.


  A picture of a great-aunt in an old album I had seen many times when I was little rose in my mind, vivid in its tinny colors and unreality and outlandish costume. It washed away in a spiral of blackness to be replaced by the realization that the air I was breathing was opiated. It was always opiated during actual space flight in the passenger section.


  I wondered drowsily how much longer it would be before we reached—Venus? The effort to recall where I was going brought back everything with a rush.


  We were in space! Frantically I tried to recall what had happened. I could remember clearly up to the moment Sam Rayburn was standing beside me looking at the television panel. From there on it was a blank. I had been looking at the wrapper on his cigar . . .


  I groaned and shook my head to clear my thoughts. I had been going to return the ship to Earth and trap a Venusian priest I had thought was hiding on it somewhere. Too late for that now. The rockets of the ship didn’t have the power to turn the ship about and return it to Earth. It would have to continue on to Venus.


  Mary Alice! Memory of her came with a feeling of warmth and contentment. It was replaced by worry. She knew my suspicions. The Venusian would have had to take care of her too in some way. There was no question but what I had been hypnotized. Had the same thing been done to her?


  A new thought rose to plague me. Did the Venusian know the full suspicions? If not, then when this trip was over I could still start things going to uncover everything going on. But if he did suspect, if he knew that I had guessed the full implications of his presence on board . . .


  I shoved the thought from me and unfastened the shock case. I had to find out what had happened to Mary Alice before I did anything else.


  Soft music was playing over the loudspeaker. The make-believe porthole was showing a movie that was having its premiere back on Earth.


  A restful green light pervaded everything, giving just enough light to make things out. My drugged legs could hardly move. My arms felt leaden. I was fighting the lassitude that was trying to make me let things ride and go back to sleep.


  The shock case rose to the ceiling silently. I forced myself upward, and felt my body leave the seat. I bumped gently against the shock cushion and struck out for the center of the arched ceiling where I knew a longitudinal rod was located.


  My hand wrapped around it and I started pulling myself forward, hand over hand, while my weightless body dangled along. A child could have carried me along easily. I grimaced and groaned with the effort of overcoming the sluggishness of my drugged muscles.


  People were watching me curiously. No doubt several of them would press the alarm button in their shock cushions. So much the better. By the time I reached the forward end of the passenger section a stewardess would be opening the door with her gas mask on to see what was wrong.


  I was being foolhardy, I knew. A sudden burst from the robot-triggered rockets to avoid a rock fragment would send me smashing with bone-breaking force against things.


  And, not knowing anything that had happened, I might find the pilot section taken over by the Venusian. I didn’t see how else he could have circumvented my plan to return the ship to Earth. Still, I had been in my own seat. The other passengers staring at me with concern on their faces now were evidently not too alarmed. I must have, somehow, walked under my own power to my seat before the launching took place.


  The pilot room door was just a few feet away now. In another few seconds I could go through it—if it wasn’t locked. A red light flashed just above it suddenly. It dimmed and flashed again.


  I groaned in defeat. That red light was the signal that we were nearing Venus. It would flash fifteen times before the first decelerating rocket blast.


  Desperately I looked around. There was a vacant seat by the pilot room door. I pulled myself the last few feet, with the ominous red light blinking away the seconds, and pushed myself downward.


  I pressed the button that brought the shock cushion down to cover me and protect me from burst of deceleration. I was none too soon. Just as I felt it lock in place the red light brightened and an unseen force gripped me, pushing me forward.


  It lasted ten seconds, then was gone. My exertion had thrown off some of the effects of the opiated air. I could feel the blood pounding in my temples, the painful pressure of my heart against my ribs.


  I breathed deeply, feeling the soporific effects of the air creep into my muscles. I steeled myself for the second blast which I knew was coming.


  It came. The third, and fourth, and fifth. Then came the stomach dislocating bounces as the ship tore into the first streamers of atmosphere, more tenuous than the vacuum in a lightglobe, yet strong enough to tear loose any punctured shell plate and wreck the ship at the speed we were going.


  The soft music over the loudspeaker continued without pause. The figures in the movie playing on the imitation portholes were leaning casually on a bar, sipping drinks from wide lipped glasses, laughably incongruous in a reality where forces were so unpredictable and violent.


  A subsensual vibration crept through the sponge rubber. It was from the wings being slowly telescoped out from their hump. They would come out only a little way—just enough to keep us bouncing up away from denser atmosphere until our speed had diminished to only two or three thousand miles an hour.


  I had time for thought now. From here on it would be suicide to leave the protection of my seat.


  It was obvious that the hypnotic spell I had been under had not been broken until it would be too late for me to reach the pilot compartment. I had been under it all during the long trip.


  Whatever had happened in the pilot room, I wouldn’t be able to find out until we had landed. Whatever had happened to Mary Alice, there was nothing I could do now.


  I thought of Elmer Smith and the mystery of how he could run a power plant for a year without fuel. That mystery, important as it was, would have to take second place to the present one. The vague thought that there might be a connection crept into my mind. I laughed at it.


  By an absurd stretch of imagination I might think it possible that the Venusian was on board to prevent me from investigating Elmer; but then why had I been so neatly prevented from turning the ship back to Earth?


  No. It was mere coincidence that I was on the same ship as the Venusian. If I had been an ordinary citizen instead of an employee of IEI in a position to do a little string-pulling I would have had to wait for red tape clearance before getting on the ship.


  The Venusian couldn’t have known I would be on the ship for the very obvious reason that I hadn’t known I would be myself until a few hours before it was to depart.


  What was going to happen? I couldn’t believe the Venusian priest naive enough to believe he could get away with things if the ship landed at the regular airport on Winkum—unless there were more hypnosis or something to come that would get me out of the running until he could escape into the native quarters.


  Maybe he had hoped I would be caught when the ship decelerated. The memory of my close call brought sweat to my forehead. I had had fifteen seconds to get into the protection of a shock cushion—and hadn’t had a second to spare. If there had been no empty seats within a few feet I would be a smashed corpse lying against the forward bulkhead instead of a still living trouble shooter for IEI.


  It could be that the Venusian priest’s plans were going wrong at every turn—but I didn’t think so. They could have gone better for him. I could be dead and no one to suspect it was clever murder. But deep down inside of me I felt that it didn’t matter one way or the oilier in the schemes of the crafty priest.


  I looked at the television porthole and got my first hint that our landing might not be what it should be. By this time—from the feel of the plane its jet motors were on—it should be switched to a view of Venus so that the passengers could see its surface from the air. Instead, the movies were still running.


  I was still looking at it when the first jar came. It was an instantaneous thump followed by a feeling of being suspended in gravity-less space. That lasted several seconds. Then came a crash and a deceleration that pressed my head and body well into the thick sponge rubber shock cushion. I seemed to hold there eternally before I sprang back.


  My sense of balance was with me now, and it told me the ship was standing almost on its nose. The next moment, with a slow deliberateness in its motion, it settled down to an almost even keel. At the same time the lights went out and the television went dead.


  I unhooked the shock cushion and pushed it upward. Ignoring the sounds of alarm around me I reached in the total blackness for the knob of the door to the pilot compartment.


  The door swung open at my touch. A blast of frigid air struck me, freezing the perspiration on my face. Blinking my eyes I took in the horror that open door revealed.


  The television panel that had formed a simulated window at the very front of the pilot compartment was shoved aside in somewhat the manner of a clumsily opened lid of a can of beans. An eerie, blue-white light pervaded everything, revealing a ghostly vista of white shapes.


  The white shapes, I slowly realized, were distant, icy mountains. We were wrecked on the ice continent of Venus!


  A groan jerked my thoughts back to my surroundings. I stepped inside the pilot compartment and closed the door. I could see; but the tricky light made me nearsighted. It was almost a phosphorescence.


  “Mary Alice?” I called anxiously.


  “Here I am, Stan,” her voice answered in front of me to my right.


  With a cry of gladness I was at her side, freeing her from her shock seat. Then we were both working on the others. We worked against time. The numbing cold was seeping into us, slowing our movements, numbing our fingers.


  The other two stewardesses came free; Rus Tryon, the pilot, came next. Then—that was all. The two co-pilots were dead. They had been smashed by the caved-in front of the ship.


  Rus Tryon took over.


  “Emergency routine,” he said crisply. “Stewardesses instruct passengers to remain in their shock seats. Stan, see if you can determine how permanent and safe our position is. We might be perched on something and in danger of another fall. Pilot—that’s me—switch over to emergency batteries under floor of passenger section.”


  It was all important. I climbed over the twisted wreckage to the gaping hole at the nose of the ship. I was shivering violently. My clothes, damp from perspiration, were getting stiff. My breath was raw and made clouds of white steam. An errant memory from boyhood cautioned me against touching my skin against bare metal.


  The surface of the ice we were on was less than six feet below. Emboldened by that knowledge, I hooked my elbow on the jagged edge of the opening and leaned out to get a better view.


  To the left and ahead of me was a flat plain of dead white. Beyond rose enormous piles of white that tumbled and cracked here and there even as I watched. These appeared to be many miles distant. To the right of me the tableland extended what seemed a quarter of a mile and ended abruptly. Just above where it ended, seeming more like the stroke of a brush than reality, was a fine line of gray. Its upper edge was sharp and had an almost imperceptible curvature. It was the ocean!


  The ocean! The true hopelessness of our position sank in then. The shoreline of the ice continent was nothing but a place where huge chunks of glacier ice broke off, undermined below the waterline by the ocean. The chances were very remote that we could pass that barrier and reach the ocean without being crushed. And once on the ocean—It would be, roughly, three thousand miles to land. Three thousand miles of storms and high waves and treacherous currents that would suck us between the land continents and carry us to the hot side of Venus instead of tossing us up on shore where we could make our way to civilization.


  What had happened that had caused us to crack up so far off our course? Even as I framed the question in my mind the answer came to me with blinding clarity. That Venusian priest! And this was the sacred territory of the Ice God.


  Before the priest could advance into the higher circle of priesthood he would have to make his pilgrimage to the ice continent and get back safely.


  Well, I thought grimly, that in digo madman had arrived. But he would stand no more chance of getting back than we had.


  I pulled myself back from the ragged opening in the ship and picked my way over the wreckage to the door to the passenger section of the ship. When I opened the door I was greeted with warmth and good electric light. Rus Tryon had gotten the emergency batteries to working. A quick glance told me that the passengers were all obediently remaining in their shock seats.


  “How do things look outside, Stan?” Rus asked cheerfully, looking up from where he was bent over an opening in the floor. The dull black of batteries glistened from the depths.


  “All right for the moment,” I said, shrugging.


  There was no use alarming the passengers. In my own mind I knew how hopeless our situation was. We were close to the edge of the ice continent. Today, tomorrow, next week, or next year the part we were on would break oft with a deafening roar and plunge into the ocean—if we waited. If we found some way to slide the wrecked plane to the ocean and try to launch it, in all probability our added weight would precipitate the breaking off of the present shoreline, so that the plane would be ground to bits by the thousand-ton chunks of ice.


  Radio? Assuming a transmitter was left whole out of the wreckage of the pilot room, it was extremely doubtful that it could reach, and even if it did—I thought of the ill-fated exploring party that had tried to reach the ice continent by plane six years before. We were as good as dead and I knew it. But I shrugged my shoulders and grinned back at Rus cheerfully.


  Mary Alice and the other two stewardesses were back in the stern storage room. I stuck my hands in my pockets and started down the aisle to join them.


  Sam Rayburn, his Texas eyes calm as a placid cow, his spotless ten gallon hat still undented, gave me a cheerful questioning look from the prison of his shock seat.


  In the back of my mind I had concluded he was the Venusian. In the back of my mind I had concluded that the moment the ship crashed he had given up his hypnotic masquerade and darted off into the whiteness of the ice continent to commune with his gods—and no doubt freeze to death.


  Those conclusions had been definite and incontrovertible. I would sooner have lain awake nights worrying about whether IEI was too broke to pay me my salary than to have doubted them.


  To see him there, the same old Sam, slightly uncomfortable in an apologetic sort of way in the too-small shock prison, his Texas friendliness still serene and unshaken, did something to my mind and my knees.


  Without looking at Sam or anyone else, I hurried down the aisle to the storage room.


  “To hell with things,” I thought. And I knew I was nearer cracking than I had ever been before in my life.


  Mary Alice greeted me with a cheery smile. I joined in on taking inventory of things. I hadn’t paid attention to the names of the other two stewardesses when she had introduced me to them at the start of the trip, but now I learned in the general conversation that they were Jo and Ann. They were nice girls. The four of us were having a nice time working together until the icequake shook the ship.


  I found myself running and stumbling up the aisle toward the pilot compartment and realized I was very close to cracking. I slowed down and ventured a “Don’t worry, folks. Everything will be all right.”


  I found Rus Tryon peering through the jagged hole in the front of the ship when I closed the door behind me.


  “See any cracks in the ice?” I asked casually, joining him.


  “Nope,” he answered.


  “What happened that we crashed this far off our course?” I asked. “I haven’t gotten that straight yet.”


  He turned and looked at me then. In the phosphorescent light his face looked pasty white and his eyes looked bloodshot and pink.


  The second icequake began just as he opened his mouth to tell me. It was a violent shudder. It caught Rus off balance. He fell out of the ship, landing on his shoulders on the ice.


  I could feel the sickening swoop of things as I jumped out to help him. It was slow, interminable. It was still swooping in the same direction as we climbed back in the ship together, helping each other.


  We got in and grabbed hold of whatever we could and turned to watch the slow influx of dark gray water coming toward us over the ice. I found myself wondering why the ship didn’t slide.


  The water came almost to the ship and then receded, leaving the ice translucent where it had been. The swooping feeling was reversed now. Rus and I watched the water go away without breathing.


  I knew what had happened—was happening. The ocean sometimes undermined the shore of the ice continent quite a way in. When our ship had crash-landed it had jarred the whole area, and no doubt started cracks. The whole area was breaking away in one big chunk.


  It had broken away and dipped deep. The ocean water had almost come in over us. There was a chance it would now, on this back-swing.


  “Rus,” I said quickly. “Will this ship float in the shape it’s in?”


  “I think so,” he answered. “The passenger section is gas tight and has its own air replenishers that are good for another two weeks.”


  “Then get back in there quick,” I said. “There’s a chance the water will wash us off on this rockback.”


  “What good can you do out here if it does?” he objected.


  “There isn’t time to argue that,” I ordered. “Get in there.”


  We could see the water coming in from the other direction now. It seemed to be coming faster than before. Rus studied it broodingly several seconds, then left me.


  I watched the door close behind him, then I was alone. I was shivering. I knew the cold was my greatest danger, and I was beginning to doubt the wisdom of my hasty decision.


  But if the ship got knocked off the ice into the water, and floated in such a way that the doors couldn’t be opened without flooding the whole ship, there had to be someone out here to tell them about it inside.


  The water was coming in, falling over itself in some spots, advancing with just a ripple of determination in others, but coming swiftly all along its front. Across the gray water a hundred yards rose a clean, icy cliff. It rose maybe a hundred feet, straight up. That was where the chunk we were on had broken off.


  I looked up at the sharp line of the cliff edge. As I looked I thought I saw a dark splotch appear there. I squinted my eyes, cursing the tricky light, trying to be sure. Was it the Venusian?


  Rus hadn’t had a chance to tell me what had happened to make us land on the ice continent. Maybe now I would never know.


  Suddenly there was a jar that nearly shook me loose from the ship. Even as I felt it I knew its cause. On the backrock the berg had bumped against the under side of the ice shelf. Unless that jar broke up the berg we were safe—for a time.


  I looked up at the cliff edge again. Whatever I had seen was gone now—if I had seen anything. I continued to stare at it while my thoughts told me in scholarly fashion what would happen from here on.


  We were on a huge iceberg. Its area, from what I could see, was two or three hundred acres. It was low in the water which could mean several things. It could mean there wasn’t much thickness to it, which was probably true. But it could also mean the water was near freezing—if my hazy memory of those things was accurate.


  The ocean of Venus is fresh water. That I knew. All the minerals get washed over to the sunward side.


  The currents would carry the iceberg toward the land continents; but before we got there it would probably melt. In any event it would break up when we hit the storms.


  Maybe. Occasional icebergs were seen in the swift waters between the three land continents, proving that some bergs survived the trip.


  We had a chance now, though. That thought kept repeating itself in my mind. We had a chance. A miracle had happened. We were free of the ice continent and still alive. We had a week or two to work for our final salvation.


  We could get a radio transmitter working and get help. Helicopters could follow our beam and take us off, a few at a time.


  With a final glance at the edge of the cliff which was now slowly retreating, I climbed over the debris, keeping my eyes away from the two dead co-pilots in their shock seats, and went to the door to the passenger section of the ship.


  The door didn’t move under my pushing fingers. Panic gripped at my throat and I realized again how close I was to cracking. I was very cold.


  I rattled the knob, then pounded on the door panel with my fist. Part of my shivering now wasn’t from the cold.


  I had faced the possibility of being killed a moment before, with perfect calmness. I had sent Rus inside knowing that it was quite probable the waters would rush in on the backswing and wash me away, freezing me to death in moments.


  Now, with hope alive, the thought of freezing to death because of a locked door brought crawling horror to the surface of my mind.


  Why was it locked? Why didn’t someone open it and let me in?


  The door moved away from my pounding fists. With a sob of relief, and with no thought about what might be on the other side, I lunged through it.


  There was an instantaneous, photographic impression of Sam Rayburn standing in front of me. The expression on his face was changing from one of calm to one of surprise. There was something in his hand that looked like a gun; but I was past it and hurtling into his body.


  I couldn’t have stopped. At that moment I was the abject coward, the craven yellowbelly. The locked door had been too much. I had given way. I had broken.


  Sam Rayburn was off balance when I struck him. He didn’t have time to step back and recover. My momentum toppled him.


  My eyes fixed on his face and stared at the ludicrous expression on it in fascination. I was seeing things in slow motion. I saw his fingers relax their grip on the gun, and saw it begin to swing slowly on his trigger finger.


  I saw his spotless ten gallon hat dent on the metal hand hold of a seat back.


  Then all my terror switched its direction. Sam epitomized everything that had happened. I was on him before he landed on his back on the floor. My fists were landing on his chin, his nose, and his eyes.


  When I stopped it was because my frenzied mind could command my muscles no longer. I sat there chi Sam’s chest my breath coming in deep sobs—only it wasn’t Sam.


  I could hear the lazy slap of waves against the edges of the iceberg in the silence of that eternal moment while my thoughts adjusted themselves to the fact that it was the Venusian priest I was sitting on.


  “So I was right!” I finally said to myself, my old confidence that had been gone so long rushing back into my mind.


  Then Sam Rayburn was hurrying down the aisle toward me and I became a bewildered little boy.


  He stepped past me, the smell of stale cigar smoke going with him. I heard the door slam shut like a pistol shot in the closed room. The next moment his raspy breath was on my neck and I felt myself lifted up by strong arms.


  He paused with me in his arms, then jerked violently. After that he carried me down the aisle and set me down in the nearest empty seat. I learned later that that jerk had been him kicking the Venusian on the jaw to make sure he stayed out.


  I stayed where he put me. Pretty soon I felt soft arms around me and heard Mary Alice’s voice crooning soft words in my ears—words filled with reassurance and comfort and all the things a woman can put into her voice when she wants to.


  I was just beginning to enjoy that when somebody tipped my head up and I felt a hot spoon against my lips. I opened my mouth and my eyes at the same time, tasted the hot vegetable soup in my mouth and saw the smiling face of Ann looking down at me past the halo of Mary Alice’s rumpled hair.


  My eyes looked forward and I saw Sam Rayburn and Rus Tryon bent over the Venusian, who was on his side. Sam was fastening the indigo-colored wrists together with a belt off somebody’s trousers.


  I looked up at Ann again and grinned a little before I opened my mouth to let her know I wanted some more soup. I liked the way my head was resting on Marv Alice’s shoulder.


  I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have let myself be lulled into a feeling of security. At that moment I held all the cards. I should have been busy sorting them over, reading them, planning the future.


  Through a bit of phenomenal luck I had done something that should have been impossible. The Venusian had not counted on my turning coward and losing control of myself. He had not expected me to come in like a charging bull. He had expected me to walk quietly into his trap.


  Even so it had been the hard surface of the metal hand hold on the seat that had knocked him out. Maybe my fists would have done so anyway, but he was out when he reached the floor. I’ll never know.


  But I should have been considering what I knew of Venusian religion and superstition and taking them into account. I should have been giving orders.


  I had my moment right then—and muffed it. I drank hot soup and basked in the luxury of a soft shoulder to rest against. I soaked in the hero worship that oozed out of Ann’s eyes, and knew that she thought it was my masterful abilities as trouble shooter that had made me see in one infallible glance what the situation was when the door opened, and enabled me to take the Venusian by surprise and overcome him. I had a warm feeling at the thought that probably Mary Alice had reached the same conclusion. I wanted her to. I didn’t want anyone ever to suspect that it was not a brave man who charged through that door, but a craven coward with panic biting at his heels.


  I felt that from then on everything would be duck soup. We would get a transmitter working and make contact with Winkum. We’d have a nice, lazy trip until the helicopters came to pick us up. And in a week at the most we would be safe. I would be having dinner with Mary Alice at the Rathskeller in Chicago, Winkum, and be getting at the root of the problem of Elmer Smith and his system of running a power plant with no fuel.


  No one was to blame for what happened but myself. No one on the ship except myself knew anything much about the Venusians. And Venusians were the farthest thing from my mind right then.


  I was gulping hot soup and dreaming of a home with a fireplace, and me lolling in an easy chair with Mary Alice holding my head nestling in the curve of her neck. Maybe, once I got married, the old man would give me a desk job.


  It was three days, Earth time, before we reached the storm belt. We made good use of those three days. The wings of the plane were buckled and damaged beyond repair, but fortunately the fuel lines to the jets hadn’t broken. We had several thousand gallons of low octane fuel. Pieces of the wing covering cut into disks with tin-snips and slightly dished at the edges to hold oil made good fires in the open, with pieces of shirts and other cloth as wicks.


  Except for sleeping we all moved out onto the ice where we could watch the dark ocean waves come in and enjoy the fresh air.


  There was no way of estimating our speed. The ceiling of the sky was above us, impenetrable. Sometimes it churned, but most of the time it just hung there. We knew the current was carrying us toward the land belt and that the wind was going that way too. But there was nothing to use to gauge our speed.


  Rus spent most of his time salvaging parts from the wrecked front of the ship. He thought he might be able to build a transmitter and receiver so we could contact somebody and let them know we were alive.


  We transferred the Venusian priest to one of the seats after he regained consciousness and dropped the shock cushion down to hold him, locking it in position the same as was done for passengers who go off their nut with space madness.


  He accepted the food the stewardesses fed him without trouble. Except when he closed his eyes and slept, he watched what went on around him without expression. The passengers spent a lot of time looking at him. They had never seen a real live Venusian up close. I didn’t blame them for their fascination at seeing one.


  His skin was a deep indigo color. There wasn’t a hair on him anywhere. Hair was completely unheard of on Venus until the first Earth human arrived there.


  If you had cut a two-inch hole in a piece of cardboard and covered his face so only his nose showed you would have sworn you were looking at the nose of a great ape or a gorilla. If you had covered his nose with a two-inch disk of cardboard and looked at the rest of his face you would have thought him a real human being with something discoloring his face and all his hair fallen out. That’s the way all Venusians look. The priest was no exception, except that he was so old his skin was wrinkled with millions of fine creases.


  Sam Rayburn came up with a good idea the second day, Earth time. With a file and a hacksaw from the toolbox he fashioned a couple of heavy fish hooks from brass wire. In his quiet, good natured way he organized a crew and went about the job of fishing like it was something he did every day. He used silk-covered fine wire from a transformer for the line. And with the tinsnips he fashioned half soles for shoes out of some grill work and wired them onto his shoes and those of his crew so they wouldn’t be in any danger of sliding off the ice into the water. He used bacon for bait, pointing out that if it didn’t catch something it would still be edible.


  After he got going he was a busy man. All sorts of queer-looking fish were lurking around the edges of our iceberg. They snapped at the bacon as if they were starved and had never heard of hooks, which they hadn’t.


  In three hours Sam had a pile of fish that must have weighed half a ton. He finally lost his second hook to some fish big enough to break the wire line. When that happened he took off his ten gallon hat and scratched his head thoughtfully while he looked at the pile of fish.


  “Well,” he said. “I guess that’s enough anyway. By the time we eat our way through that pile of fish we won’t want to hear the word for the rest of our lives.”


  There was only one thing all the fish had in common. Just as hair was unknown to Venusians, none of the fish had scales. All of them had leathery hides like sharks. They ranged in size from a pound to around fifteen pounds. The bigger ones had broken the line and gotten away. Some of them in the pile looked almost like bass. Some were shaped like sharks and had sharp, pointed teeth.


  I was beginning to like Sam. He took everything as it came, with his slow, easy smile. To look at him you would think it was all part of the vacation he had been looking forward to all the years he had been building up his stores in Galveston.


  I had figured out everything that had happened. Rus swore that he had believed himself right on the course up to the minute the ship had crashed into the ice. I believed him.


  The Venusian, I was convinced, had chosen Sam Rayburn as his “thought mold.” Sam was a striking figure. Everybody took a good look at him when they saw him, and his image was strong in their minds. The Venusian priest was a master of hypnotism. Whenever anyone looked at him he hypnotized them and blocked off their consciousness of him and substituted the memory of Sam in its place. He had only slipped for that one minute when both Mary Alice and I had seen him as he really was.


  In that way he was able to sit right behind me all the time. It had been the Venusian who had entered the pilot compartment with Mary Alice and me. He had put me into a hypnotic stupor and sent me back to my seat. Also he had taken over the mind of Rus Tryon, the pilot, and through him had directed the ship to the ice continent.


  Mary Alice had been puzzled and confused when I had casually said I was tired and thought I would take a nap, and had left the pilot room without ordering Rus to stop the launching of the ship from the mother carrier. But she hadn’t suspected I was hypnotized. She had not dared to do anything on her own hook.


  She had come back to my seat once before launching time and asked me why I had changed my mind and I had said soothingly, “Take it easy, honey. I was all wet. Everything’s all right.”


  It made me break out in a cold sweat when I thought how pliable our minds were, and how skillfully the Venusian priest had molded our thoughts.


  But I was already making plans that would expose how much of this sort of thing was going on. Television eyes placed at the entrances of space ships when passengers were getting on, with the receiving screens far away from the possibility of a Venusian hypnotising the watchers would reveal any Venusian boarding a ship. When one entered a ship, remote control anesthetizers placed in the ventilation system of the ship could put everyone on board to sleep while police entered and captured the unconscious alien.


  It would all be very simple. Only no one had ever thought of the possibility of the Venusians being able to use their gifts of hypnosis to go to the Earth undetected. No system of precautions had been thought of for that reason.


  We were all becoming one big happy family as time wore on. The few passengers who were complaining or bitter about the hardships were kidded out of it by the many who recognized the fact that we were lucky to be alive.


  Soon everyone began to talk about the storm area we would have to pass through before reaching land. Anxious eyes studied the slow recession of the shore line of the iceberg as it melted, and tried to estimate whether it would hold together or not.


  Plans were discussed and discarded. Sam Rayburn himself suggested that we drive rods into the ice and secure the ship so that it wouldn’t slide off the iceberg if it rolled too much in the increasing seas. But it was Rus Tryon who pointed out that in that case if the berg broke in two and the part where the ship rested were to go under water it would be fatal for us.


  I entered these discussions, but in the back of my mind was a desire to talk to the Venusian priest and see what I could get out of him. I spoke about my desire to Rus. He thought it over and came up with a honey of an idea.


  “Why not create a conviction in the priest’s mind that there isn’t any hope for us?” he suggested. “We could talk about some break in the ship’s shell and create the idea that as soon as the ice breaks up we’ll sink. Maybe he would boast a little if he became convinced we wouldn’t live to tell about it.”


  It was easy to do that. A lot of the time the passengers were all out on the ice looking ahead to where they could see the black swirlings of raging storms.


  We chose such a time to be by ourselves back by the storage room, and put on a good, convincing act. We kept our voices low, but we both knew how good Venusian ears are, and felt sure the priest heard our every word.


  After we had worried about a mythical crack in the shell of the ship under the passenger section and expressed the belief to each other that we didn’t stand the chance of a snowball in the Mojave desert in July, we spent a little time telling each other we must keep the sad news from the passengers to prevent panic.


  Then, wearing very sad expressions, we left the ship. I waited until the next day, Earth time, to have my talk with the priest. I figured that would give him time enough to gloat about the success of his attempt to destroy us all, and put him in the mood to brag about it. Maybe then I could find out how many of the strange disappearances of space ships in the past had been the work of Venusians, and how elaborate and extensive the plans were—whether they went so far as to be a threat to the very position of the human race in the scheme of things.


  Word had passed around that I was going to talk with the Venusian, and that no one was to enter the ship while I did. That was easy to do. Everyone went outside at some time or other in the space of a day. They were told when they were outside.


  When I paused in the gaping hole in the nose of the ship and looked out before entering, every eye was turned in my direction. I waved my arm, smiling at Mary Alice who stood with Rus, Ann, Jo, and Sam Rayburn in a close group where I had just left her, then turned and crossed to the door of the passenger section.


  By the time I had opened that door I had managed to get a disheartened, defeated look on my face. And I knew it would be convincing. I was no amateur at the game of playing on people’s feelings—Venusians included.


  The priest looked at me expressionlessly as I closed the door behind my back and stood there looking at him. His indigo-colored face, a third again as large as a human’s, had that peculiar mixture of animal power and human intelligence so characteristic of the Venusian.


  A dribble of moisture went from his flat nose down to one corner of his lips. I went up to him and wiped it with some cleansing tissue. His eyes thanked me.


  I let my lip curl in bitterness, then turned away abruptly as if trying to hide my emotions.


  “I guess you’ve won,” I said dully as I took a few steps. I put my knees in the seat three rows ahead of him and rested my arms on the back of the seat, facing him. “By tomorrow,” I went on. “We’ll be in the storm area. The iceberg will break up. Once that happens—” I shrugged my shoulders expressively.


  He looked at me without change of expression. I waited a moment, then rested my chin on my crossed arms and pretended to study something in the seat in front of my eyes.


  “Perhaps I could make the end easier for all of you,” he said.


  Startled, I looked up at him. His face was impassive. I couldn’t tell what he meant. And yet I did know, too, from what I knew of Venusian beliefs.


  “Sorry,” I shook my head. “You ought to know us well enough to know we can’t retreat into a dream world and convince ourselves the things around us don’t exist.” I decided to lead out a low trump and see what happened. Screwing my mouth into a twisted smile I added, seemingly as an afterthought, “I don’t mind dying, or even the knowledge that death in a few hours is inevitable. I—just hate to die—with so many things unanswered.”


  He smiled then. It was a smile of condescension and amused sympathy. I scowled angrily to cover my feeling of triumph. I had struck the right chord.


  “You belong to a strange race, Mr. Cripe,” he said slowly. “A strange, mad race. That madness drove you across space to our planet—not because you needed to come, but because it was something you hadn’t done the year before. Each member of your race darts here and there through life in search of—what? Something that he can hold up triumphantly and exclaim, ‘Betcha never heard of this before!’ Right now, with death certain, you yourself aren’t so much concerned with the fact of death as you are with dying with questions unanswered.”


  I decided to upset him a little.


  “It’s a good thing you Venusians aren’t afflicted with the same disease,” I said, smiling briefly. “With your superior intelligence the human race wouldn’t be able to hold its superior position long if you Venusians got ambitions. But that’s our safety. You believe our drive and energy are a disease of inferior minds. Therefore you would never allow yourselves to have ambitions to take over.”


  Before I finished what I was saying he started grinning. He kept on grinning at me, his eyes bright. I began to feel like I did the time I raised a poker pot against a guy that had four aces.


  “We have never,” he finally said, his voice quivering with pride. “Been in the inferior position as you seem to think.”


  My heart did a double flipflop against the upholstery of the seat back against which my chest was resting. I forced a mild sneer to my face.


  “Boy, do you have a superiority complex,” I said mildly. “Sure, you managed to get to the Earth so you could ride on a Venus-bound ship and wreck it on the ice continent. But you’re a priest. I don’t know why you did it, but I gather it’s the old reason of having to pay a visit to the ice continent in order to advance in the priesthood. I know about that. You got to the Earth, but there probably aren’t more than twelve of you priests with the ability to hypnotize people like you have.”


  “Hypnotize?” he echoed. He opened his mouth like he was going to add something, then closed it. I kept still, waiting. The only sound was the occasional sharp crack of some part of the ship responding to the cold and the gentle rocking of the waves. Finally he spoke again.


  “What is reality?” he asked rhetorically. “Does a thing exist when you aren’t aware of it?”


  “Yeah, yeah,” I belittled. “I know. I know all about the Venusian belief that things don’t exist when you aren’t aware of them. The catch is that little ‘for you’ in your theory of reality. You Venusians don’t believe in a general reality independent of anyone’s being aware of it.”


  “But is a thing always what you think it is?” he said, changing his tactics. “Suppose one little ganglion got switched around? That isn’t hypnotism.”


  I kept my mouth shut. I wanted him to talk.


  “I think you had a scientist once who came very close to things,” he went on after a while. “He said, ‘If things can be explained without presuming the existence of something, why presume its existence?’ You humans presume the existence of a non-mental reality as the basis of all your individual realities, and yet such a non-mental reality can never be observed or even detected by a mind—except by theoretical inferences of very shaky character.”


  “What’s that got to do with your assertion that the Venusians have always occupied the superior position?” I shot at him. “Do they, by any chance, control the Earth government? Are there . . .” I decided to come right out, “other Venusians still on the Earth, trying to gain control of the Earth by hypnotizing and controlling those in power?”


  His reaction to this shot puzzled me. He seemed to breathe a sigh of relief about something. Then his seeming sense of relief changed to amused tolerance.


  “Why would we want to control the Earth government?” he asked. “To give us a feeling of superiority at being able to direct your mad ant heap of a civilization?”


  What had he been so relieved about? I barely listened to his reply, which, a few short minutes before, I had been most anxious to hear. Had something been said? Had the trend of our conversation been close to something he wanted to conceal? And had I veered to what he considered safer grounds?


  A feeling of exasperation rose in me. I felt as if I could almost reach out and contact a lot of things; but I didn’t even know what they would be. And I wasn’t getting anywhere with the Venusian. He was fending my thrusts almost absentmindedly. He was handing me things any book on Venusian culture repeated page after page.


  I heard the door open and twisted my head to see who had interrupted my private talk with the priest. It was Sam Rayburn.


  “It’s getting pretty choppy,” he explained his presence. “Rus thinks maybe we’d better all come inside.”


  He walked down the aisle toward me as he spoke. There was a worried frown on his forehead under his spotless ten gallon hatbrim.


  “Yes,” I said, watching his approach. “This iceberg might break in two if it gets choppy. Let’s go out and tell everybody to come inside.”


  I was twisting around and bracing myself. Inside I was cold. There was a layer of cold, then underneath I could feel myself cracking again.


  I was thinking what the Venusian priest had said about there being no external reality, but only mental reality. I was thinking how insecure our theories of external reality are. I was thinking how even instruments can be wrong.


  I was thinking of a trick I had learned in school years ago and wondering if I still remembered it. But most of all I was thinking of Mary Alice—and how nice it would be to watch the flames licking at logs in a fireplace while my head rested on her soft shoulder and her hair pressed against the skin of my forehead.


  I saw the toe of my shoe connect with Sam’s chin and knew even as it struck that it wasn’t enough. I saw the surprised, almost stupidly ludicrous expression of pain on his face.


  I wasn’t sure. That was the trouble with me. I liked Sam. Maybe I liked him more than anyone I had ever known. And I wasn’t sure. I either knew all the answers now or I was crazy. I didn’t know which; but I knew that I was doing the right thing in either case.


  I saw Sam’s hands come up instinctively to catch my leg. I twisted sideways and pulled my leg in, feeling his fingers slide away.


  He was too close to try it again. I put my shoulder against him and shoved, praying. He fell into a seat across the aisle. It was my chance to get away. I started to run and stumbled over his leg.


  My face scraped against the dirty rubber tile of the aisle. I could hear pounding on the door less than ten feet away from me.


  I didn’t bother to get on my feet. I got on my hands and knees and crawled.


  There were rapid foosteps behind me. I remembered another trick and suddenly scooted backward. Sam’s body crashed down on me, knocking out my breath; but he had overshot because of my sudden backtracking.


  I got to my feet as Sam began to turn over. I jumped on his back and reached for the doorknob, knowing that if I didn’t reach it the first time I never would.


  My hand gripped it and turned it. I prayed that whoever was outside would have sense enough to pull it open before I had to let go. I felt the smooth metal of the knob slip from my fingers.


  My head was resting on something soft. I knew without opening my eyes that it was Mary Alice’s shoulder again.


  “Here’s where I came in,” I thought dreamily. I moved my arm and a sharp pain came from my wrist. I opened my eyes.


  I let out a long sigh of relief when I saw Sam Rayburn’s figure lying in the aisle, his hands tied together behind his back and his legs tied together.


  “Hi, baby,” I whispered to Mary Alice.


  Rus was standing over me. Other people were strung out behind him, and faces were looking at me from the seats along the full length of the aisle.


  From the way the place tilted this way and that I knew we were in the thick of the storm belt now—but we were all inside!


  “Feel good enough to explain a few things?” Rus asked eagerly.


  “Give him a chance to catch his breath,” someone said.


  “Sure,” I heard myself say. I pointed to Sam Rayburn and saw my wrist was swollen. “That’s the Venusian priest,” I said.


  I watched the look of amazed disbelief spread over Rus’s face with secret amusement. Then he shook his head.


  “Huh, uh,” he said with finality. “He’s out cold. I can understand how he might hypnotize us all into thinking he looks like Sam Rayburn while’s he’s conscious, but not when he’s out cold. He was working with the Venusian, though. He locked the door when he came in to find out if we could get in out of the storm. He wanted us all to be swept away by the waves. Anyway, if he’s the Venusian, what about this indigo-colored giant we have here?” He pointed at the figure imprisoned in the locked shock seat.


  “That’s Sam Rayburn,” I said, grinning.


  “Take it easy, Stan,” Rus said. He looked worried about me.


  “It’s the truth,” I said, struggling to a sitting position on the floor. I grinned at a sudden thought. “When and if we reach Winkum you’ll realize it. You’re going to see an amazing number of Sam Rayburns walking around the native quarters of Chicago.”


  I watched the look of mystification on his face.


  “You see,” I explained. “The Venusian priest built up a permanent block in all our minds so that whenever we see a Venusian in actuality, the image will shortcircuit over to an image of Sam Rayburn. We all have a hypnotically induced fixation. Maybe an incurable one.”


  I glanced at the figure of the Venusian sympathetically, knowing that it was really Sam.


  “I think it was a sudden impulse that made the Venusian complete the cross so that we thought Sam himself looked like a Venusian,” I went on. “It got Sam out of the way, anyway. And unless he was hypnotized too he probably has been thinking we are all crazy.” The indigo face remained undisturbed and expressionless. I sighed.


  “I guess he’s hypnotized,” I said. “Anyway, you know what the scheme was now. The real Venusian priest planned on locking us all out on the iceberg when we reached the storm area so we’d be washed off and drown. Then when the ship got within a few miles of the land belt he’d dive off and swim ashore.


  “I know the whole scheme now,” I continued. “It’s the same old desire of the Venusians to drive us away so they can remain in peace. There’s been a high percentage of wrecks of space ships lately. They thought they could discourage us and make us give up space travel if they made it costly enough. It may work, too, unless we get out of this alive.”


  I saw the storm of protests coming from all sides. I held up my hand for silence and shouted down the murmur of voices.


  “Maybe you think I’m nuts,” I said. “But listen to reason. Sam—if he is Sam—tried to lock you all out. If you want to believe he’s what he looks like—Sam Rayburn—that doesn’t alter that fact. So make sure he’s safely locked in a shock seat before he comes to. Then if we get out of this alive you’ll learn whether I was right or not on the other.”


  “Seems to me maybe you’re the Venusian,” a sharp-nosed woman said suspiciously.


  “How did you suspect him?”


  Rus asked as the woman subsided under a withering glare from Mary Alice. “There wasn’t a thing to point to him after we captured the—ah—real Sam Rayburn,” he hesitated, glancing doubtfully at the indigo-colored giant imprisoned in the shock seat, who, according to my theory, was really the pink-skinned Texan.


  “I didn’t,” I said. “Not until he had come in and was half-way down the aisle toward me. Then it soaked in that he had flicked the safety lock on the pilot room door as he closed it, locking all of you out. That made me remember something the supposed Venusian had said a minute before. He had said, ‘Suppose one little ganglion got switched around? That isn’t hypnotism.”


  “When I realized Sam had locked all of you out, and was coming down the aisle with the intention of putting me out of the running, and I suddenly remembered what the supposed Venusian had said about switched ganglions, the whole pattern fell into place. I realized it was a case of the dog whose mouth watered when a bell was rung and no meat was around, because the bell had rung when he was fed for so long that the ringing of the bell and watering of the mouth were functionally connected.


  “What is the seeing of a person who is familiar to you?” I elaborated. “It is the unlocking of the combination to one single brain cell. It happens in dreams, so that in dreams people and things have every least property of actual reality. Sam Rayburn is a person who gets impressed on people’s minds when they see him. All of us had a definite brain cell with his brand on it. What the Venusian priest did was twist our neural circuits around so that when we saw him, all the impressions from him—indigo color, height, animal nose, and so forth, unlocked the idea of Sam Rayburn.”


  “I see what you mean,” Rus said, still doubtful.


  “He waited until just the right moment,” I went on. “The storm was nearly here. In time you might have found a way to open the door—but before you could the waves would be washing in. I was supposed to be unsuspecting. I was supposed to wait until Sam—the Venusian—got close enough to get his hands on me. It almost worked.”


  Rus looked down at the still unconscious figure of Sam Rayburn on the floor, and shook his head. I could see he still thought I was wrong.


  * * *


  “Reminds me of Texas,” Rus said half jokingly.


  I gave Mary Alice a little kiss and set my glass of wine down, and crossed to the window where Rus Tryon stood, his hand parting the curtain.


  Outside a procession of lazy Sam Rayburns were strolling along the pavement, their ten gallon grey hats unspotted and undented, their faces pink and healthy.


  “But you’re convinced now, aren’t you?” I asked maliciously. “Yeah. Yeah. I’m convinced,” Rus answered without taking his eyes off the Sam Rayburns. “Only—I’m wondering if Texas will be as bad.”


  It was twenty-four hours since we had been picked up by a veritable swarm of helicopters from the floating wreckage of the space ship as it sped in mad spirals through the swift currents between Winkum and Nod on its way to the sunward side of Venus.


  They had found us by following the direction of the signals Rus sent out on his improvised radio transmitter, and had brought us straight to Chicago, Winkum.


  When we arrived I found that the old man had given me up for dead and had already promoted someone else into my place, and the new man was already working on the mystery of Elmer Smith.


  I was still chuckling from the conversation I had had with Gregory Janes, my boss. He wasted just four words on my return from the dead. As soon as he was sure it was me he said, “I’m glad you’re back.” Then he started telling me to get on the job.


  “Just pretend I’m dead yet,” I kept repeating. Roughly three hundred dollars of IEI expense money went into those words, repeated monotonously as an answer to every argument and inducement he offered.


  In the end I got a raise, a six-month vacation with pay, a bonus for uncovering the scheme of the Venusians to drive us back home to our own planet, and a raise in title to Chief of the Trouble Shooting Department of IEI. I had been that anyway all the time, but without a desk or official title.


  I gave another look at the Sam Rayburns outside the hotel room window and returned to Mary Alice and gave her another kiss and picked up my glass of wine.


  “Just think, honey,” I said, glancing carefully at my watch. “It’s been two hours and twenty-four minutes since you became Mrs. Stanwoody Cripe.”


  “In another . . . thirty-six minutes,” Mary Alice said, checking my watch carefully. “It will be our third wedding anniversary. We will have been married three hours.”


  “And no children yet?” Rus mocked dryly from the window. “Gripes!”


  The phone chose that moment to interrupt our laughter. I set my glass of wine down again and crossed the rug and lifted the phone from its cradle.


  “Mr. Stanwoody Cripes?” a female voice asked eagerly.


  “Yeah,” I grunted.


  “Earth is calling, Mr. Cripe,” she said importantly. “Just a moment please.”


  “Nuts,” I said, glancing worriedly at Mary Alice.


  “Who is it?” Mary Alice asked. “Mr. Janes?”


  “I suppose so,” I groaned. “He’s probably convinced I’m the only one on two worlds that can get at the root of the Elmer Smith mystery—” I looked startled at the phone receiver which I was using to emphasize my words. “But so help me—I—I’ll quit before I’ll waste a minute of our honeymoon talking to Elmer Smith.”


  “How long would it take?” Mary Alice asked quietly.


  “Couple of weeks, maybe,” I said, looking at the toe of my shoe. “Well . . .” Mary Alice said. “Listen, Stan, my boy,” the old man’s voice came pleadingly over the phone.


  “Cripes, what a honeymoon,” Rus snorted.


  “Yeah, GJ?” I answered the voice on the phone. I was still studying the toe of my shoe. After all, when a man eliminates fuel from a power plant, you can’t just forget about it, can you?


  THE END


  WHERE NO FOOT WALKS


  Richard S. Shaver


  Deep in the dank fastnesses of an underground river lay the secret that meant freedom from Carian slavery or death “where no foot walks.”


  VENUS hadn’t caught on, back on Earth, the way the first trippers had expected. Many of the prisons that had been established, a la Devil’s Island of ancient history, stood abandoned, in this year 2060. They hadn’t been able to keep the guards sent out from Earth on the job. Most of them chose to go over to the Carians, when they found out it was that or death.


  But the abandoned Earth-built prisons weren’t empty. A few of them were still used for prisons, by the Carians. Others were inhabited by the webfooted greenies, who were apt to bunk up anywhere that was dry.


  The Carians were a mysterious bunch. No one, except an occasional greenie, ever claimed to have actually seen one. Yet they were the chief reason Earth had abandoned her colonization schemes.


  On Venus, that didn’t mean the Carians were hobgoblins. It only meant they didn’t like publicity.


  Few people could honestly say they had actually seen a Sanarian, the legendary Sanar-dren, ruling family of all Venus since time immemorial. And still ruling, secretly, almost surreptitiously, in spite of the Carian’s deadly enmity.


  Secrecy and concealment was an ancient and highly developed art on Venus, as Earthmen had learned to their cost. That cost had been the loss of all face, all power, on Venus. Those Earthmen who remained.


  *    *    *


  Lee Grim, for a period of time whose extent he himself could no longer reckon, had been a prisoner of the Carians, and he was not so sure they were not hobgoblins, at that. As punishment for escape attempts, he had progressed from mild duress to whipping to steady solitary confinement in the deepest of the endless cells of Fogway Prison, as Earthmen had named it.


  Lee Grim was one of the few who could honestly say he had seen the Sanar-dren. He had also heard, but not seen, quite enough of the Carians, as they often passed his cell in the total darkness they preferred.


  He had even become acquainted with the Saran princess, Naritza; and she was certainly no hobgoblin. She was as beautiful a chunk of woman as ever wore webs between her fingers. He had been doing an errand for her—one that required his own knowledge of safe-cracking methods on Earth—when the Carians caught him.


  Now he listened to the damp drip, like tears, upon the rotting stones. He tried to see along the rows of cells, but the darkness. In those passages no foot walked! That is, no foot that should walk anywhere. The Carians went by; he could hear the skipping, dragging, frightening sound of them. But he never saw them! And that sound could not be made by feet!


  To his eyes, endlessly searching the black, no thing ever showed a face. And thank God for that, he sometimes muttered. Lee was pretty sure he didn’t want to see Carians.


  Lee Grim bent a back that was getting increasingly bony over his daily chore of rubbing one link of his chain against another, with a little rock dust thrown on to give it a bite. After what he felt must be years of time, he was beginning to get results.


  The far drip of dampness was a rain of quiet sound, just heard. Lee thought of his own life as a thing to be borne against his will. Lee had a friend, invisible to anyone but himself. He called her Hope, and made a game of seeing her bend above him, encouraging his everlasting rubbing of the two worn links against each other.


  Then his lovely friend, Hope, whom he had shaped and imagined into being, took to squatting in the farthest corner and gibbering quietly to herself like a mad woman. Grim ignored her and, with fingers that often bled, worked on at the now rust-pitted chain.


  Moving, seeing, warmth, human joy of life—these things had become to Lee like bits of broken glass that swirled before his eyes in a sour wine; a wine he was sure he would never relish drinking again.


  Grim had been young-looking, thirty years old the day he had promised the Saran’s princess to bring back—His mind clamped down on the thought and banished it. He must be getting weak to allow such things to peril what slim chances he had of freedom. If the Carians should yarva that thought out of his head, he would be tortured until the complete data was in their hands. Or until he was very dead. Grim wondered just how old he was now? He wondered if he would ever know?


  A day came when the links wore quite through. With trembling hands, Lee twisted the pieces out of each other. A gaunt man rose to his feet, and with him rose a lean wolf of terrible rage, held on a leash as thin and taut as the borderline between sanity and madness. Lee choked the wolf and wrestled with it, and it came to heel. Some day he would turn that thing loose on the Carians, but not this day.


  Hobbling, painfully stooping, like an old, old man, Lee made his way up the deserted passages until the white light of day struck at his eyes like sharp pain.


  He stood for a long time, out of sight, until at last he could bear that pain. Then he stripped off the rags that his clothes had become, made a loin cloth of them. The rest he shoved into a niche in the crumbling wall.


  As the Earthman guard came tramping, Lee bent, made a pretense of sweeping with his bare hands at the floor. It was a feeble pretense, but he could not run. If the guard did not notice his white, thin body, or the chain marks on his wrists; if—


  Grim switched off his mind, remembering some of these guards had picked up the way of hearing with yarva senses, and were addicts of the drug that gave the peculiar sensitivity. That’s why they were here, working for the Carians as guards . . . because they couldn’t go back to Earth with the drug hunger. There was no red honey back on Earth.


  He might be taken for one of the workers, if the man did not bother to look too close. There were several freed Earthmen tolerated around the place. Men who had long given up all pretense of being anything but spongers on the peculiar hospitality of the Carian—Lee couldn’t think of a proper word. He had still the fear of one of them hearing him. They had a way of being insulted by such thoughts.


  The guard passed, never pausing in his stride. Lee straightened, in his hands the fallen chunk of rock he had found along the wall. He took a swift stride, brought it down on the guard’s skull.


  He stood a long time above the still figure, feeling sick, unable to believe he had succeeded! He would have given odds he hadn’t the strength to crush a fly, let alone a man’s skull. But that lean wolf of rage had broken the leash, stood mouthing the throat of the dead man yet. Grim choked the wolf again until it crouched and melted from his vision. This was no time to let imagination turn into madness.


  Still trembling violently, he stripped off the man’s clothes, put them on. Then he hefted the lax heels, wondering if he could really drag him some place where he would not be found at once. The body did move to his tug, he dragged it back and down, panting, his breath painful in his lungs.


  Those were hard steps to take, back into the darkness he had hated so long. He rolled the body into an empty cell. They were all empty—or almost all, down here. Except for himself, there had been few others in the dark subterranean cells. The Earth guards had put him there after he had tried escape the first time. This was the second. Grim gave a dry cackle. As if he would ever find strength for a third!


  Sometimes the weird steps where-no-foot-walks, didn’t come for days at a time. They wouldn’t find him for at least twenty-four hours. That black, impossible shadow that bore his food to him had often forgotten him for days. Lee yondered if that blackness was a Carian—or just due to the darkness? One day he would learn that. One day he would kill a Carian, and after that, many more.


  The keys at his borrowed belt gave off a sound that is like no other. No sound can be so envied, can mean so much to a long termer, as a bunch of keys at a guard’s belt.


  Now they were at his belt, not to be hated or envied, but to be used! It was unbelievably sweet, that jingling sound, and full of a peril that raced like nectar along his wakening nerves.


  He swung the weighted billy, loosened the heavy gun in the holster. Then he took it out, pondering. It was a gas pellet gun, Earth made, good only at close quarters against a crowd. And not much good in the open, especially if there was a breeze. He should have some other weapon.


  Lee went through his pockets, hoping. That Hope! Hope was a crazy woman, who gibbered in the corner. Why did he ever listen to the mad words she said? Then his hands closed on a little metal object. A Carian explosive needle gun! One of the things that had helped Earthmen decide they wanted none of Venus!


  He turned it over, a strange unholy joy in his veins leaping up, running like fire over his face! The magazine in the odd octagonal handle was packed with tiny, shiny needles of terrific explosive force. At least a hundred dead enemies, this thing meant!


  Grim pumped up the air cylinder, took off the safety, tucked it in his right-hand pocket. Then, his bony body every bit as ludicrous as he felt it must appear, he swaggered up the tunnel with the oversize uniform flapping about him. Let them notice; he had their death in his hand!


  There was nothing ludicrous or pitiful in Lee Grim’s mind. He couldn’t afford it, someone might yarva it. He knew exactly how he looked, but he had to act with his thinking; it was more important than his appearance, here! He almost hoped they would try to stop him. But he shoved the thought down, and thought of the fog. Most Earthmen cussed the fog incessantly.


  Across the sun-baked bullpen, where Earth chemicals had made the soil free of plants, he walked now with exaggerated care in the big boots, stepping straight as a robot, lifting his feet too high as if he were half-drunk with one or another of the outlandish greenie’s brews. He stood unblinking by the wide gate while the boys overhead pulled the windlass and let him out.


  Down the trail to the jungle, his back was one over-sensitized ache of expectation for the shot that did not come. Evidently they hadn’t looked too close, this time, or did not give a damn. They were probably stewed; most Earth guards were most of the time. The Carians were supposed to find drunkenness amusing.


  There was only one more of the ex-bulls between him and the open jungle; the fellow who took out the lumber gang. He might not even run into him, if he kept his ears working.


  Lee’s face was a bearded death’s head, turning left and right, involuntarily now. His legs were weakening already. He couldn’t walk more than a couple of miles, he knew. He’d be through before he ever got to the river! It had been close, working on that chain. A few more days of waiting for the meals that came so seldom and he would have been unable to walk. He had to try for the boats.


  The motors in these Carian craft were strange to Earthmen. To most greenies, too, except those who wore the Carian brand on their damp shoulders.


  Lee stood a long time among the ferns above the slim shapes of the moored boats, listening to the water, watching the flies, wondering which of those fragile shells was the fastest, wondering if he could start that unearthly motor that looked like a coffee grinder with plumbing in a goldfish bowl. His knees buckled, standing there, and he slumped to the wet ground, crawled through the mud to the boats, eeled over the side. He untied the line from the ring laboriously, gave the boat a feeble push, and fell back weakly to stretch out full length in the bottom.


  Far off he could hear the chock and thump of axes, the occasional hoarse shout of the guard overseer. He didn’t even try to start the motor; they made a penetrating buzz. Not yet. Later, he would try.


  The current seemed to take hours before it gripped, and the trees overhead began to move their limbs in a slow dance, backward. Lee turned over and was sick on the boat bottom.


  It couldn’t last, this luck, it was that madwoman, Hope, playing with him. Someone was sure to see the empty boat, some fool of a prisoner would shout to the guard, to curry a little favor with him. Hell, he had forgotten all the details of the plan. He had meant to turn all the boats loose and drape a few limbs over one, push it along the undercut of the bank and get away while they were retrieving the others. But he hadn’t had strength, and he had forgotten. Now, they had boats to chase him, and he knew he’d never figure how to start the motor.


  He shook now with a steady, weary trembling. His hand on the little repeater was soaking wet, he took the gun out of his pocket, steadied it against the gunwale. Then it came—and Hope laughed at him.


  “There’s a boat loose, boss! Drifting by . . .”


  “Get back to work. I’ll phone in for someone to get it.”


  The bull voice of him! Lee hated the heartiness of every guard, well-fed while he starved, too lazy to bring him food, too drug-drunk to care. Well, now he had an alternate plan. The guard was walking downstream to the portable walkie-talkie where it hung by the trail. The prisoners were higher up now, the boat was moving along the same pace with the guard. They wouldn’t even see what happened. Lee wished they would see and make their try for freedom too. Hell, it didn’t matter if they did. A man from Earth had to be abandoned, condemned of his own race, to fall into Carian hands. They had no place to go on Venus if they did escape.


  Lee waited till he heard the bull voice, then raised his head above the boat’s side. His first shot took the guard right in his fat waist, and the interior explosion was muffled. He doubled up, fell on his face. Lee fired again at the box on the tree. He hit the trunk, the needle made a crack you could have heard for a mile.


  He crawled aft to the motor, fumbled over it, wondering if there was a button to start it. There were several buttons. He pressed three before it began to buzz, and the boat moved away from the dead man. He leaned back, held the tiller idly, and the little boat started to split the water down the middle of the river.


  “Now let them come!” growled Lee Grim, free man!


  *    *    *


  Naritza, daughter of the ancient people. Naritza, whose direct family line had ruled all Venus once, and still ruled a good part of it—quietly, without ostentation. Naritza would be a queen in another year, when she reached twenty-five. But that was mere formality; she was really queen already, since her father’s death, and especially since old Many-eyes died.


  Naritza was an extremely well proportioned female, clean-limbed and lovely, her skin only a faint green and quite soft and fine. Her family had in truth little in common with the grosser greenies, the wide-footed, frog-odored folk of the surface lands. They were the last of an ancient, infinitely aloof caste.


  She could have passed for an exotic Earth girl, except for the transparent webs between her long, clever fingers. But her alert eyes would have marked her as Venusian. No Earth woman’s eyes had ever contained the depth, the quick sensitivity of yarva-trained perception, the expressive mobility—and few Earth girls had the pride of lineage the ancient breeding on which to base the regal pride of Naritza’s warm glance.


  She sat in the farin-drom[*] and in her hands was a very peculiar skin, flexible and soft—nothing over which to shed tears, but Naritza was quietly weeping. Even as she wept, she deftly manipulated the material, coating it with quicksetting fish-scale glue, shaping it, setting it. The stuff took on a weird, unearthly appearance under her careful fingers and appraising eye, wet with tears as they were.


  After a time she stood the stiffening thing in the corner, and smiled a sad smile at the hideous mask of age, the wrinkled leathery neck, the apertures of an insect’s breathing along the ribs, the insect-like legs, the wide-horned feet. No one would recognize her under Many-eyes’ hide! And it was his own suggestion! She had loved the old creature, one of the last of a nearly extinct race.


  None but herself would know of the masquerade, either, for old Many-eyes had died in her own farin-drom, and none but herself had known or would know he was dead.


  For nearly a century, Many-eyes had been a servant and counselor of the family of Sanar-dren, of which Naritza was the sole surviving member. There were distant cousins and others, but none of direct line. Their family had always employed some of the aroaksig, and even as the last remnants of the once numerous race of the aroaksig died out, so had the Sanar-dren grown few. But still, the power had remained, somehow. So far as she knew, the aroaksig were extinct, except for this one that had just died in her service.


  There would be no more nations of many-eyed, man like insects on Venus. They had been a clever people, cultured and numerous and dominant over all Venus; long, long ago. But their day had passed, and they had gradually become only—the aroaksig, feared for their knowledge of strange sciences and magical works, flattered or tortured to obtain from them the locations of the ancient hiding places of the treasures of the vanished nation. The greenies had carried on the ancient feud which had been the aroaksig’s downfall, and accounted for the last groups of them.


  Naritza could play the part of the old servant to perfection, for old Baludjik had raised her from a child.


  To Naritza, the skin meant freedom from the weary business of playing Queen-to-be in a place where all the decisions were made by the Council of Seated Thinkers, anyway. She laughed, remembering how Lee Grim had called the Seated Ones “honey-ants.” She had yarva’d. the meaning of the strange English phrase from his mind, to break out in unseemly laughter right in the dignified faces of the Council.


  “If only Lee-grim were here, so I could befool him with the costume,” she murmured aloud, as she always did when she thought of him. For he had always insisted she speak aloud, and not depend on yarva for him to hear her thought.


  Lee was the only Earthman she knew, and of all the people on Venus, he was the only man she knew who was like herself. For the Sanar-dren were a family whose characteristics were so different from the commoner variety of greenie that she felt more at home with Lee-grim than with her own people.


  Of course the proper word for greenie was Arakhopi, but Lee-grim always refused to use any Venusian word he happened to find uncomfortable on his tongue.


  Naritza felt very lonely in the gloomy caverns where the Sanar hid themselves to keep to the ancient ways and ruled the surface Arakhopi from afar, as they had always done. Ruled everywhere, except where the dark power of the Carian menace spread itself with fear and drugs and sudden death. And the Carians encroached steadily on the Sanar’s ancient domain. Soon would come the unforgiveable affront, and the Sanar would lock with the rising strength of the Carians in a death struggle. That time was not yet. But when Lee-grim returned from his mission to the Carian’s stronghold, that struggle might break out at once. For he had been sent to get—


  Naritza locked her mind on the forbidden thought. Some spy might yarva the secret of the thing from her mind. She dared not think of his mission.


  She clasped her long, thin, webbed fingers together, and made a mind picture for herself, seeing Lee-grim as she had seen him last, going up and up the endless steps toward the jungle above. He had been clad in green leather with the Carian arm-brand, and he had looked very fine. Just like one of the Earthmen guards the Carians had hired after the prisons had been abandoned. Except that Lee-grim did not have the drug-flush, the heated, angry eye, the sneer, that marked those dissolute renegades. Men who had gone over to the Carians who had really been the agents of the Earthmen’s downfall on Venus. Gone over, she knew, to get an unending supply of the drug Frondespar, which the Earthmen ignorantly called “red-honey.” Ignorantly, for Frondespar means “bloody dew of death.” It was forbidden of ancient law, but the horrible Carians used the drug to chain men’s wills, to make of them obedient and unsqueamish servants. The sturdy Earthmen had great resistance to the drug, and were the most feared of the Carians’ tools. Naritza gave a scornful laugh. Their bodies resisted, and their minds gave way! What spineless creatures those other Earthmen were!


  *    *    *


  Lee Grim wasn’t thinking of pursuit. Curiously enough, he was thinking of honey-ants. Despising them, fearing them, liking them, admiring them—all at once. And going to them! Funny, they were the only people on all Venus, or Earth either, who had any use for him.


  The people Grim called “honeyants”—after the swollen, suspended bodies of the common Earth variety—were unknown to most Earthmen on Venus. But Grim had run into them while he still had his freedom. It had been on an errand for them he had run afoul of the Carians.


  The Carian people—if they were people—were enemies of the creatures Grim called “honeyants.” And it had been the Sanardren mark on his ring that had decided things against him when he was caught with a drill and a bottle of soup outside the burstopen treasure vault.


  Lee shuddered a little, thinking of the row on row of swollen brains of the Sanar council, seated immovable in their chairs, the bones removed from about their brains, the brains themselves stimulated by some Venusian system of feeding into an exaggerated growth, a growth beyond belief unless you saw it as Grim had seen it.


  The brains were supported in a liquid; a semi-transparent tank held the liquid and the brain. The bodies of the men were atrophied, feeble caricatures of life and manhood. It was horrible to look at, but those boys were smart. You had to admit their methods worked. Honey-ants, mused Grim, condemned to be living receptacles of their ancient race’s long-accumulated wisdom.


  He ought to be getting pretty close to the way, now. He should be seeing one of their marks, soon.


  The Sanar were perhaps the only real culture on Venus. Even the greenies, though, had only a slight acquaintance with them. For the most part they looked upon the legendary rulers in the same light as Earthmen look on God—a benevolent power which somehow has little effect upon their real life, and can well be ignored. Or rather, like Earthmen look upon the legends of the troll-kings, as fairy tales best forgotten.


  Grim steered carefully around a wide boil in the river current. He knew it was a big eel, and those things were carnivorous. The greygreen walls slid past, the swarming reptilian life of the jungle stuck its vari-colored heads out of the wall of leaves and watched the humming little boat go by. The Hory birds swooped and Grim did not even check the motor or duck as the great claws opened, the wide leathery wings caught air and spread right overhead, and then winged away with a raucous shout of disappointment. Earthmen did not smell right to Hory birds. Or did Hory birds do their hunting with yarva, too? Grim wondered how they knew he was an alien, of debatable nutritive content? How many years would it take for them to learn that Earthmen were edible even though they didn’t smell like frogs, as the Venusians did?


  The grey twilight deepened, the darkening veil stole across the vast breast of the now widened river. He was well into the swamp, and little islands dotted the slow sweep of the disappearing current. Pretty soon there would be no current, and there would be increasing endless repetitions of the islands, and then just mud with channels between . . . on and on. Grim shut off the strange motor and composed himself for a nap. The boat drifted on into the darkening swamp.


  The lights woke him. The splash of nearing paddles didn’t put him back to sleep. He lay still, hoping to be unnoticed, though it would have been smarter to have started the motor and trusted to speed to get away. The light came right on; it was too late to get going, now. The bows bumped heavily, Grim grabbed a seat brace to keep from rolling out. The big greenie held the long bow paddle high, ready to brain him if he made a hostile move. Grim lay still, listening with his deaf Earth mind for the yarva questions he knew were being thrown at him. Yarva, the Venusian thought-talk, doesn’t need any interpreter, but Earthmen are not good at it. They hear it, but not clearly.


  “Why should we let you pass, foreigner?” was the question as near as Grim could get it.


  Grim could not mention the Sanar cavern toward which he was bound. The greenies would only think he was lying. He couldn’t say anything about the Frondespar he was hoping to get, because few greenies trusted men addicted to its use. Not that he was an addict, he hastened to add, knowing they were hearing him think. He just needed a lift from it to remember where he was going. He couldn’t say he was escaped from the Cartans’ prison pens; most greenies were quite ready to do the Carians a favor because they feared to get on a Carian blacklist. That meant sure death. Grim wondered if these greenies had been sent to search for him, and suppressed the thought. They didn’t carry the Carian sign, the cross and round disk with the serpent curves in the center. It would have been on the soft green leather of their kilts.


  Most of this thinking Grim knew he should not allow to pass in his mind, for a good yarva man could pick it right out of his head. But he was too worn out to hold it back. A man can hardly stop thinking except with great effort and terrific alertness. He tried to think of a good excuse for being there in a Carian boat. The motorboat was one of the Carians’ few secrets left from the old time of the Aroaksig alliance.


  The big man with the threatening paddle suddenly grinned. Grim knew he had been taking in every undisciplined thought in his weary head, and his head was screaming the wrong kind of thought! To Grim, the grin was a sinister mockery. It meant the man saw through him to the truth of his presence there. Then he heard a reassuring yarva:


  “Have no fear, strange old man, we will not send you back to the place where men rot.”


  The big canoe moved slowly along, bumping the side of the motored craft. One of the big greenies made a line fast to the bow ring, the paddles began to cut water again. The man in the bow turned back with his light and paddle to fend off floating logs or charging saurians.


  Grim fell asleep.


  When he awoke it was day again; the grey, wet, hot morning. He was still in the same boat, the man in the bow still stood with the big paddle poised, the score of paddles rose and dipped. The big war canoe was cutting along as if they were all fresh as daisies. Grim sat up.


  Not one head turned, not one spoke in good oral speech. Grim shivered. So he was an “old one” to the greenies now. It brought home to him again the terrible need he had for the Sanar.


  In years he was only thirty. He couldn’t have been in that dark hole long enough to turn into the thing of no account, the pitied, the disregarded!


  Among the greenies, the old do not work and have no weight in respect, no voice in council. On Venus, to be old is to be gently shunned, generally ostracized, considered mildly crazy and wholly dependent and a not necessarily tolerated nuisance. And he looked like an old man to them now! To a greenie, old people are crazy . . .


  Grim chuckled. On Earth they let the old people dictate everything and most innocent young fun is more or less disapproved. He wondered what some of the greybeard censors of American life would say if allowed to see a greenie mating dance. He wondered what a Bostonian moralist would do with the greenies’ endless entertainments, featuring the virile and the unmentionable in all degrees. Maybe the greenies were right, and repression was really the result of centuries of senile thinking dominating all Earth life. He was sure he had heard that yarva thought juggled back and forth in discussion.


  A skipping, dragging sound in his mind, yarva born—or from his fear-shot memories of the long darkness! The skipping, dragging sound of those impossible bodiless feet in the dark. For an instant he was back in his chains, shaking with fear of the things that he knew were there but which he could never see. The Carians had their secrets, perhaps as numerous and deadly and unmentionable as the Sanar’s secret wisdom.


  The headman’s house was a little bigger, the stilt posts a little more cleverly carved, and the giggles of the peeking women were a little more restrained. Lee didn’t realize until the bow-man went up the ladder ahead of him that he had had the honor of meeting the headman already. It was the one with the big paddle who had not been sure whether to bat out his brains or say “howdy, stranger.”


  The long-peaked house was like any other of the hundreds Lee had seen. The same froggy odor from the green skin of the greenies. The same tinkling eerie music from the web fingers of some female on their greenie version of the banjo—it was more like a balalaika than anything else. The same painted hangings made of the green-tanned deerskin. The same rushes on the floor and low reclining chairs—couches, really. The same easy welcome . . . except for one thing.


  The headman waved him to a couch, and then sat down at a very un-greenie mechanical contrivance and began to twist a dial on it to several figures on the dial, very like a dial phone. But it was no phone. The metal of it was at least a thousand years old—years of hard usage, too. And the curious design shaped smoothly into that hard metal by no known method of metalworking . . .


  He recognized that design. It was Sanar work, early. Probably of the Lanee empire period, the open period. Grim sat, and heaved a sigh of relief. Greenies didn’t have mechanical things unless they got them from the Sanar—the Carians didn’t turn loose their secrets that easily. He had been picked up by order, he realized that now. They must have gotten news of his escape immediately it occurred—by yarva grapevine, of course.


  Over the contrivance an image began to grow, hanging in the air miraculously, projected up from the solid metal of the top by unknown electrical means. Grim wondered if it was electrical, or some other kind of force? The image was a picture, the picture was a room in the underworld of the Sanar—and the face in the center of the projection was old Many-eyes, the major-domo of the femme who had been queen when he worked for them. Hell, he still worked for them. He would have to begin to remember how to think for yarva sensitives again. Learn all over again. He felt so stupid and so tired.


  The headman did not speak. He motioned Lee to stand near the image, which looked at him for a long minute, saying nothing. Then the head with the numerous eyes turned slightly, nodded at the headman, and was gone.


  The savage touched a switch on the device, put a hand under the simple rough table on which it rested. The table reversed sides, the device fitted neatly into a hole in the floor. The hiding place would have eluded the most searching eye. It was just gone. Of course, one of the logs of the floor was hollowed out there. The rushes hid the edge of the table top which was now the bottom. Lee chuckled, thinking how many years the Earthmen had been here and still did not understand that the greenies had access to a science older than their own—but secret to the many, known to but few.


  The headman called out orally: “Vaga freed, bog yan!”


  A young greenie girl came in, bashfully holding out a tall cup of deerhorn. It contained the familiar red sweet wine. He hoped it was spiked with Frondespar; he needed the strength it could give. His body trembled a little with the desire for the drug, and he knew the days when he could take it or leave it alone would be few in his present weakened condition.


  He gulped it down, spilling a precious drop or two. In two minutes he was sound asleep, as he had not expected. The drug was there, plus another he had not foreseen.


  *    *    *


  When Lee awoke, he knew by the dry clean smell that he was deep underground. The light was gone. In its place was the familiar soft luminosity that takes the place of light for those used to this particular kind of darkness. His eyes adjusted easily; he had sat so long in real darkness wishing for this particular warm soft luminescence.


  The honey-hunger in him was gone. He was relaxed and for the first time—in how long was it . . . years?—he felt that life was not a burden and that there was a chance that something interesting could happen to him, worth waiting for.


  He rose unsteadily to his feet, when SHE came in. He stood, remembering in a vivid rush her beauty—it could not have been more than one year after all. For time had not changed her as it had changed him.


  She caught her breath with a sharp intake as she saw these changes, the haggard death’s head face, the matted filth of his hair, the rings of scar tissue and the fresh scabs about his wrists where the pronged chains had bit in, the bony skeletal body. Her yarua was strong and clear . . .


  “Please sit down, Grim-man! You must be very weak. Let your respect be tempered with consideration for yourself. You will need long care to replace the strength they have stolen from you. We can never heal away all the hurt, of course!”


  Grim sat, and something like tears came into his eyes. He felt the weakness wet his cheeks shamefully. He coughed, dragged his palms across his eyes, leaned back in the soft padded green leather. His heart swelled. He felt that life was wonderful and that Hope was not a mad crone squatting in the corner. He spread his hands in a meaning gesture.


  “I can’t help being too glad to be welcome, Naritza.” Then he managed to make yarva talk. His mind did that double shuffle all Earthmen find necessary to ready it for sending telepathic messages. “I mean Queen Naritza. You must think I have failed in my mission and come to you as a beggar and a failure in the one thing you asked of me. Yet you make me welcome! I am glad to tell you I did not fail.”


  Naritza sprang to her feet from the low stool where she had dropped in front of his chair. Her hands clasped together, her mouth was a round “O” of surprise. He wondered if she were acting, to make him feel that at last he had succeeded in what had long been a secret ambition . . . to pull something that yarva could not detect.


  “Always your thought has been that you have failed! You should not have done that. If we had known we could have raided that foul den of the Carian night bats!” She stopped, her eyes shifting from his in embarrassment.


  It was really superb. That is, if they did know he had had it with him all the time. But he had made a habit of thinking of his “failure” and it had been that thought that saved him from torture he would never have survived. The Carians had never suspected his mission had succeeded.


  Lee picked up the little clip of razor blades from his things, lying still on the table where he had left them. He would soon know how long it had been, for Venusian time recording had little in common with his own weeks and months. They would say it had been from Dan to Dar, and that Dan was forty days and Dar ninety, and there were eight other periods, all different, in between . . . and he would give up trying to figure it out in Earth time. His mind didn’t exactly work any more. But it would . . .


  He slid out a blade, placed it on the scar on his calf, made a quick deep slash. The blade gritted on the stone. He pressed the flesh, and the thing popped out. The Queen swooped with a cry of delight and seized it from the floor. Lee quietly fainted. He was too weak to stand even that much pain.


  When he opened his eyes all that superb symmetry of HER was gone, he was alone. But not for long.


  Many-eyes, the old aroaksig servant, came gliding. His eerie musculature seemed greyer, his height was less, he had shrunken and changed since Lee had gone away. What a strange outlandish frame his was! Lee wondered if there were bones inside that brown leather hide, or something else? He couldn’t fathom just what Many-eyes really was—beast, bug, fish or snake—but certainly he was not connected with the human race except in habits. Only his size was similar to the human. Many eyes began to draw water for his bath, and then to apply ointments to his numerous small wounds taken in his short passage through the jungle to the boats. Lee made his way to the sunken stone pool in the floor, let his naked body in gingerly. Many-eyes began to scrub him vigorously with a long handled brush. Lee cussed him amiably, and Many-eyes never cracked an expression on that mask-like insect face of his. Lee knew the history of his ancient race, knew that of all the hidden wisdom of the planet, perhaps the most important was hidden in his horrible head.


  “Do you do this for everybody, Many-eyes?” asked Lee, in yarva-talk. “Or is this a signal honor? I always took you for a being far above such mundane tasks.”


  The yarva from that strange old head was weak, almost apologetic, and somehow familiar, though Lee could not remember ever talking with him before.


  “Queen Naritza say, me do. She like you, I like you. You are weak and sick, I will make you well with aroaksig drugs, known to no other. Could you be in better hands?”


  Lee couldn’t say no. Old Many-eyes probably knew more about medicine as well as science than the smartest of their bottled bigbrains reposing in the Hall of the Council or the “Hall of the Honeyants,” as Lee called it. Lee drank the big bowl of fluid he brought greedily. He knew the aroaksig had put in it all the healing art of his race. And they were regarded and feared as the greatest and the most powerful wizards by the greenies who had succeeded in wiping out the last of their once immense nations.


  Lee wondered vaguely how that had been done. The greenies had no great science. It was probably the ancestors of these same Sanar bottled brains who had turned the trick against the power of the aroaksig. It was probable that Many-eyes had come to this place in chains as a captive, and had outlived his captors, as well as his people and their war for survival.


  Lee Grim fell asleep in the water, but it was not the drugs Many-eyes had given him. It was just plain exhaustion.


  *    *    *


  Naritza had slipped the tiny red gem from Grim’s slashed leg into a slot in the projection device. On the wall of her farin-drom the device was now making a huge map of the many tiny marks on the gem. Beneath the relief map of the surface of Venus were a series of wriggly lines. These were the network of caves beneath the surface. On one of those dark wiggly lines was a round red dot. She cried out with joy when she spotted it.


  For three centuries the Sanar had been trying to get this gem from the Carian treasure house without letting the creatures of darkness learn what it was!


  The Earthman had been a natural for the job which had cost them so many agents, with his Earth knowledge of cracksman methods unknown on Venus. With his Earthman’s innocence of yarva sensitivity making it possible to tell him what to get without revealing to him inadvertently the importance or the nature of the gem he was to steal. A Venusian of sharp yarva intelligence would have found it impossible not to ferret out from an instructing mind the concealed knowledge of what was on the gem. The agents they had sent previously had not known exactly what they were looking for, and they had failed. Had failed even to get into the storehouse of Carian treasure, let alone select from all the many gathered things the one thing needed.


  She took the gem out of the projection slot, and with it in her hand sprinted with un-queenly speed down the dim corridor to the great hall of the brains. She put the gem into the slot of a much larger device there, her whole slender, beautiful body trembling with eagerness. Through her mind the massed supplication of the seated council, unmoving acolytes, immovable masters of the stored thoughts of past centuries pulsed in yarva so strong she could only deny them by not thinking at all. She switched on the light, and a grave sigh of relief from all the living dead there rewarded her. After a second she switched off the light again.


  A profound silence where before had been a vibrant inquiry. The whole vast vault of the chamber echoed with the thankful silence, the accolade of deep emotional stasis, seldom given except for the most able work of the greatest benefit to the race of the Sanar. She wished Grim were here to feel that warm silence and know that always he would be the hero of all time to the Sanar. They knew and the Carian evil did not know! They had a fighting chance now! Before there had been only a waiting till their weakness became known, a matter of time.


  *    *    *


  “For this,” murmured Naritza, “the ancient nation of the Sanar will give you anything you can wish for . . . and almost anything you can wish for is within our power.”


  Grim grinned, the first real smile that had crossed his face in—how long was it, anyway?


  “Like the fairy tales, eh? Not three wishes, but an unlimited number of wishes? And you are the queen of the serpents, or of the fairies . . . giving me anything I wish in return for a service. As I recall the stories, there was always a catch to it. You had to make the wishes very carefully or you fell afoul of some dirty work. What’s the catch, Naritza?”


  Her face saddened a little.


  “The catch, dear Earthman, is that you may never leave us. Since you know about the gem and what is upon it, you may not go where they might catch you. They would not be so obtuse again, and we cannot risk it. Otherwise, anything within our power to grant is yours.”


  “Even you, Naritza?”


  His meaning, none too subtly put in yarva-talk, his Earth mind clumsy and inept in the customary circumlocutory picturing of delicate subjects, made her face flush with embarrassment for an instant. But the blush was gone as swiftly as it had come. She did not smile, and her eyes were very grave upon his, very sweet, and not at all yielding.


  “Even myself, if you insist, Lee Grim. But our customs and taboos are very rigid, and if the council of the minds sees wrong in it, it would not be granted. I am supposed to be wed only to one whose nature would most greatly forward the power and the well-being of the Sanar mind-peoples. To the council of the minds, our mating would look like the mating of a wild boar to an orchid. They look upon you as a talented savage, product of a young and ignorant people and not suited to our ancient cultured life pattern. They are grateful, but they would be greatly shocked if you made such a request.”


  “Nevertheless, Naritza, I make that request! If they do not see fit to grant me the one thing that I ask, how then suppose that their rewards are ever anything but sops thrown to fools who do not know enough to ask for just wages?”


  Her face was now bright pink with embarrassment. That vital, utterly symmetrical body of hers was poised on tip-toe, as if she would rather run than stand there facing him who so crudely demanded what the long, long centuries of Sanar culture had been at such pains to produce—herself, Naritza, daughter of the ancient line of rulers, shaped and fitted by the work of so many, for so long, to her task. He knew he was being a beast to make such a demand. Nevertheless he had suffered, and other than herself there were few women on all Venus who would please him. There was greenie blood in the lower classes of the Sanar, and the greenies smelled like frogs. However dainty and lovely they might be to a Venusian, Grim didn’t want any. But Naritza was of the old blood; and the old families of the Sanar had lived underground so long the green of their skin was no longer the protective hide of a greenie, but of soft light green texture, not at all like a frog’s skin. Besides all that, in all his life he had had no real affection for any woman but Naritza. Lee mused upon all this, standing there waiting for her to speak. Finally he said:


  “Don’t you know you are the only woman on Venus or Earth either who is shaped to my desires? Are you so yarva blind you do not read that in me? What request did you think I would make? For drugs, for the red fluid of mind death? For drunkenness? For the rough hides of a dozen greenie women? For gold, when I can go nowhere to spend it? If you are so unapproachable and holy that one may never touch you, where can I find your like? Do similar lovely creatures hide in the caverns of your ancient race awaiting my approach? Where then are they?”


  “No, Lee-grim, I am the only one, or almost the only one. In the far south are others of the old blood lines, but you could never find them. I will put your request to the council. But I know their answer will be an evasion. The man who marries me will become in all legality the ruler of the Sanar. They would not want to put their necks under an Earthman’s foot, Lee-grim!”


  *    *    *


  The expedition to the place marked on the map of the gem was formed of many tall surface greenies, members of the Anand surface tribe. There was also old Many-eyes, Naritza’s personal servant and representative here, and three of the younger of the council, those still vigorous enough in body to stand the trip. Their brains were not yet of an unwieldy size, though they had to be protected by being carried in sedan chairs. The chairs were equipped with special basketwork rests for their heads.


  There was also the animal called Grond. He was a tremendous thing, used for tracking by the Anand hunters. His color was grey, and to Lee he was more akin to an Earth lion than anything else. He was more dog than cat, but he was more besides. He was a yarva-trained beast, very old for his kind, and with wise eyes that sent shivers down the back, great round eyes above a square, saliva-dripping mouth. It was a mouth set with square-cut even teeth in a double row. They constituted a set of as efficient bone crushers as could be imagined. His eyes, darting back and forth with that true Venusian jungle watchfulness, never missed the slightest movement, or sound, or mimical thought, in the immediate surroundings. Grim sometimes stroked the monstrous creature, making much of him out of self protection, for his alien smell seemed to worry the beast. He was always looking at Grim as if he couldn’t quite remember what his smell reminded him of—and not quite sure that when he remembered it would be good.


  They had turned three times to the right and traveled many miles of the ancient deserted caverns, were making ready to embark upon an underground stream. There were three long canoes; they had been carried all that way on the husky greenie shoulders. The Anands were decorated for the warpath, their customs in this not unlike American Indians. The Anand warriors painted with wide zig-zag bands of bright pink, startling upon their green skins. Across their faces the weird zig-zag made masks of quite acceptable ferocity. Grim could see where the pink markings would conceal slight wounds in battle, which could have a use in preserving morale, he guessed.


  The attack came silently, at first. They must have used blow guns to open the onslaught, for the tall greenies loading the canoe at the water’s edge began to drop into the water without a sound. Except for hearing the skipping, dragging sound that was so familiar, Grim would not have realized what was up. He yelled “Down, we’re attacked!” in thunderous echoing tones before he remembered no one would even understand the English words.


  Grim crouched behind the proud curve of the carved prow of a canoe, peering for the source of the death that had struck. Then the explosions came, one after another, all about. He remembered that the Carians had perfected the explosive needle gun, which was really a highly developed blow gun, with an explosive added to the dart. They had used a silent poison in the first needles thrown, to delay recognition, he imagined. It had probably given them time to get several more warriors before they realized they were being attacked.


  Grim tugged out his own Carian hand gun, began to pull trigger toward the imagined source of the fire. He had heard the weird, familiar sound of Carian movement overhead, on a ledge above their own beside the river, farther down stream. One of his shots found a mark. The skipping stopped and a shrill scream of unearthly timbre echoed and re-echoed across the rock roof of the rushing stream.


  The fear he had carried so long, fear of that unseen presence of Carians—shrank within him. Maybe you couldn’t see them, but they could be hurt! They were made of flesh, whatever they were.


  From the hands of old Many-eyes a long beam of light flashed suddenly up to that ledge whence the scream had issued. The greenies poured a cloud of darts from their blow-guns upon the shadowy figures clustered there in the light beam. Blue-black bodies began to leap in agony, began to melt away like black furs in a furnace. Several sprawled, end over end, tumbling down from the ledge into the hurrying water. Little black wings flopped in the water horribly, the wide ghoul eyes of them rolled in death as they sank. Grim felt a retching, familiar to him, yet new, now that he saw them. Now he knew what they looked like!


  The true Carian was not a powerful, invisible and fearful creature of wizardry, but a bat-like animal of black fur and wings that enabled it to get about in darkness as if invisible. The skipping, dragging step Grim saw now was due to the pads of its feet being attached to the wings, which ran all along the body’s length in the way a flying squirrel’s wings are attached.


  These were the second most advanced race of old Venus, mused Grim, picking one of the shadows off the ledge, and they were certainly nothing to worry overmuch about, to pull such a stupid ambush. The horror they aroused, he saw, was due to a sensed lack of ordinary animal goodness and naturalness about them. They were some ancient thing, long survived past its meridian, something in which the decay of evil had become the will, the moving pattern.


  Black of skin, with their soft bat fur making them invisible to all reflected light, made them hard to see and harder to hit.


  They must have expected fewer of the Sanar, or had in fact not expected them at all, but been surprised themselves. Hid on the upper ledge, they had started firing because they yarva’d that one of the Sanar had detected them. The man who noticed them was of course the first to die. Yarva worked that way, as Grim had noticed to his discomfiture more than once.


  They had made the gun he was firing, and it was a good accurate gun, carefully made, finely decorated. Deadly in effect, Grim knew that such weapons had helped to decide Earthmen in abandoning their attempts to tame Venus. Too many Earthmen had died without trace of their assailants. Earthmen had given up hope of uncovering their hidden enemies on Venus. This gun carried a load of ammunition in its handle to last for hours of this kind of firing. It had the virtue of making its noise at the point of contact, and none at the source of impetus.


  The deadly little needles were exploding all about him. Grim scrabbled closer to the water, putting the whole high prow of the canoe between himself and the accurate fire. Just what did they want? Couldn’t they get away?


  The answer came quickly, as a half-dozen slim shapes launched themselves in gliding flight, swooping down like chunks of sliding darkness, impossible to see clearly enough to hit. They struck all in a heap about the beam of light old Many-eyes was carrying. The light Many-eyes had held steadily upon them as they descended went out. Then they rose, heavily, carrying the frail old being. It was Many-eyes’ knowledge they were after!


  Grim fired as rapidly as he could. There were at least six carrying the old one. He got two, and the others sagged with their burden into the water near mid-stream.


  A flight of other dark shapes launched from the ledge, splashed into the water like so many flung stones, carrying captors and captive alike beneath the rushing surface. They did not come up again within Grim’s vision, limited by the half-dozen glow-lamps’ dim beams. He snatched up the stronger device carried by Many-eyes, lying where he had dropped it, sent the beam after the vanished swimmers—but there was nothing.


  They had what they had come for: knowledge of their expedition and its purpose—in the person of old Many-eyes. Grim cursed, and Naorld, the head-man of the Anands—the same who had once nearly crushed his head with a paddle—looked at Grim sadly, exchanging with him a rather strange message of condolence. If Grim could have read that mind aright, he would really have torn his hair! But Grim did not know who Many-eyes really was, and Anand held his peace. He himself had only guessed it recently.


  “Get ’em, Grond!” growled Lee, and Naorld repeated the order to the animal.


  He was off like a windmill, churning water as he arrowed toward mid stream. There he went under like an otter, and so from their ken for a time. But Grim knew that between the beast and Naorld a thin string of yarva sensitivity held strong as a cable. Both knew the other’s thought constantly, which was strange to observe for the first time.


  Naorld barked an oral order. The remaining warriors swung into their places along the canoes. They shoved off onto the swift rushing breast of the ancient river. Paddles dipped and gleamed, the tall scowling prows of carved Lei wood began to sway to the strokes of the angry warriors. But one long canoe remained, and beside it lay enough dead to man it twice over. There were no cries, only a grim pursuing silence.


  Grond surfaced once, far ahead, then dived under and they swung to follow on his trail. But an hour passed, and there was no more sign of Grond, nor sign or sound of the enemy. They paddled on. Grim knew that he was like a blind man with men who possessed eyes. Their sensitive minds had some scent of the quarry ahead. He knew that Grond was in constant contact and could find them at any time he returned. Yet it was all mysterious darkness, silent threatening water, splash and sweep of paddles, bending backs, bunching of arm muscles and leaping of the slim canoes—to no visible purpose that his senses could detect.


  “How did they know the aroak-sig was our ruler?” moaned Naorld, in oral words of the Anand dialect. Grim caught the curious, impossible meaning by chance. He strained his mind to question the big chief, whose face was set in a grimace of despair—somehow like a child’s face, full of the utter despair of which only a child is capable. The man would not give him a plain answer, and Grim realized that he had inadvertently uttered some secret that even himself was not supposed to know.


  How could the old servant-like hanger-on of the Sanar palace be the ruler? Wise, yes, and a kind of scientist of many parts, knowing many things unknown to any others but his race, a race that had passed on, taking their knowledge with them except for such as Many-eyes. But for him to be the ruler, where he had always been the captive, the slave, the servant! Had it been his custom to hide his identity as ruler behind the role of servant?


  “Sometime you will understand this, Earthman, if you should live long enough. I cannot tell you; the secret is not mine to divulge,” grunted Naorld, between paddle strokes, pulling deep, scanning the dark water ahead, reaching with his yarva sense for the big animal they had unleashed on the trail.


  Grim could not recover his mental equilibrium. Old Many-eyes, whom he had condescendingly allowed to scrub his back—the ruler of the immense and ancient power of the Sanar? And he had thought the queenly young Naritza was hereditary queen by royal descent! Strange people. When would their surprises cease? The ugliest, most unassuming, most completely shunned creature in all the palace crew—was after all this time discovered to him as the real ruler! He was glad, now. He had always been humorously fond of the queer-looking creature, feeling a kinship because like himself he was an alien to his surroundings.


  “I’m glad Naritza didn’t come,” murmured Grim. “It could have been her they took instead of the old insect.”


  Naorld gave him a curious glance of complete scorn, as if his brain were one that should be turned in on a new one. The big Grond surfaced right ahead of the canoe, and they backed water, helped the animal aboard.


  One of the “tank” brains, slung in a kind of low hammock in the center of the big canoe, began to give off commands in a shrill penetrating yarva voice that even Grim could hear.


  The canoe picked up speed again, and Grim pondered the yarva command: “To the place of the gem-map, there we will find what is needed to bring back our Master.” He hadn’t meant master, though. He had used the feminine of the word. Could it be old Many-eyes was a female of his near-extinct species?


  It was too much for Grim. He knew that a journey such as this, for the living-dead bodies of the big-brained men, was a thing undertaken only because of some immense need for their presence. None other could take their place, or they would not be here. Yet the Carians had abducted the one member of the party whom Grim had considered least important, fondly believing the old creature had only come along to tend to his own personal needs. The ruler! Grim shook his head in wonder.


  Mile after mile of the underground waterway passed gloomily by, lit only by their own dim glowing beams from the ancient glowlamps. Grim wondered what was in the graved metal bowls of the lamps to give off endlessly so much light—and did not ask, for their usual answers to such questions were so involved that Grim believed they did not know themselves.


  The passing of centuries had left their marks on the timeless walls, walls cut deep with many ancient bas-reliefs, writings, and an occasional full sculpture in a niche. These were things whose meanings were lost to all living things, Grim suspected, and much of it was aroaksig work, incomprehensible to any human mind.


  The river had kept the same level so much of the time it had cut away the rock everywhere as evenly as if cut with a rock saw, and chiseled out neatly in a deep round, beneath the surface. The current was steady, rapid but not turbulent; just that silent resistless push, onward into the depths of Venus’ rock heart. The water surface gleamed like a polished mirror, throwing back the glowlamps’ light in curiously weird distortion.


  The canoes swung about a long curve, backed water abruptly, headed into a dark opening against the current. Over the opening a strange symbol glowed phosphorescently. In the center of the character was a round, red dot.


  This was the place, the goal of their journey, the location of the trove marked on the ancient map on the gem he had stolen. It was also the place the Carians had selected for another ambush. They were clustered on the projections of the rocky roof, hanging like bats, unnoticed until the canoes were directly underneath. Then they dropped, in long swooping curves, firing as they glided past at close quarters. How had they known they would turn up here? Did they know the goal of their journey? Was it a fool’s errand they had undertaken, a Carian trap? Grim wondered, but he was too busy firing at the gliding shadows of their ghostly attackers to think deeply.


  As the numbers of swooping shadows decreased, he deduced that they had accidentally selected the same route used by the Carians in escaping with their captive, and so had run afoul of a force set to delay their pursuit. The warriors took up their paddles as the last of the Carians glided off into the darkness, resumed the journey.


  But Grim knew that they were followed, watched constantly by distant gliding, turning figures, that they would be under large scale attack as soon as forces could be brought. He set himself to pick off these distant gliding shadows, but soon gave it up. They were impossible to hit in the darkness.


  Another mile of hard paddling against the current brought them to their journey’s end. A shelf of rock jutted out into the current, with low mooring pillars of seemingly carved wood, time-eaten, deep-cut with rope marks of a time now forgotten. He touched the wood, making fast the mooring line. It was not wood at all, but stone made in a curiously perfect imitation of wood. Even the bark had been imitated by laborious minute carving.


  The sedan chairs of the three minds from the Council were lifted out, the helpless creatures lifted into them like babes. A slight blow could cause those minds serious concussion, he saw. The party formed a double line, warriors to the number of a score going ahead, the rest behind. They carried blow guns ready-fitted with the poison darts, their eyes searched the dimness apprehensively, Grim knew this trip had been wearing down their savage stoicism to the breaking point. It would not take much of that silent, deadly attack now to finish them off, and they knew it.


  Behind them, as they moved upward along a low tunnel, Grim heard the skipping steps as Carians glided to the stone wharf, looked over their boats. If they shoved them off, they would be marooned, and Grim called out in English.


  “The boats are being sabotaged, can’t you yarva as well with your heads as I can hear with my ears?”


  “I will go back, guard the boats,” grunted a warrior beside Grim in Anand—and turned back with a half-dozen of his fellows. Grim wondered if they had shirked the duty of watching the boats because of fear? But as the six returned, he saw the shadows of the Carian spies lift from the shelf, glide away over the water. There were but three or four of them.


  But a short distance onward the passage ended. It was a great square doorway, bare of ornamentation, and over it glowed the red gem that seemed the symbol of whatever it was the Sanar sought here.


  From within the doorway came at short intervals a deep moaning vibration, somewhat like a foghorn at a distance. The door itself was metal. There was no handle, no key hole, no hinges, no bolts—nothing by which to open it. It was one massive sheet of bronze-colored metal, pitted slightly with a greenish corrosion. The men stood, looking at Grim with puzzled faces, looking at the three brains in their slung chairs, helpless now that the goal was reached. And Grim remembered that he had been originally hired by the Sanar to crack open just such a door to a treasure house of the Carians, to get the original gem. From the baggage packs they brought his kit of earth tools, stood waiting confidently. He was supposed to open the door, and up till now they had not even mentioned the fact to him.


  Lee Grim chuckled a little bitterly. Of course it had not occurred to them to brief him orally, they had probably flung a message at him in yarva and assumed that he had heard when he did not reply. And that satchel of burglar tools of his was as bare of nitro as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard!


  He stood, the open satchel in front of him, staring at the enigmatic door of some ancient hardened metal, knowing it was nearly as tough as the best tool steel, some unknown ancient alloy. He cursed his grandmother, the absent-minded one, for having passed the trait on to him.


  From the darkness a needle of light flickered, exploded against the metal. He ducked sidewise, clawing rock to get out of the line of fire, jerking out the little handgun of Carian workmanship, looking for something in the blackness to fire toward. The warriors formed a circle around him, blowguns elevated at an angle, and Naorld swung the stronger beam of the aroaksig light in a great arc, revealing the three flying shadows circling just beneath the roof. It was their purpose to delay the opening of this cache until their brothers brought more force.


  Grim looked down at the gun in his hand, puzzling how he was supposed to open that door with no equipment but a hand drill, a small jimmy, a doctor’s stethoscope, an assortment of superhard bits, a litter of assorted electrical tools all useless here with no power. He wondered why he had brought these special electrical tools to Venus anyway? Had he thought the Venusians would have light sockets convenient to their money boxes?


  He examined the door again, noting the spot where the Carian explosive needle had bitten a round gouge out of the stuff—it wasn’t so hard, at that! Suddenly the idea struck him, he jerked the magazine from the handle of his own Carian gun. There were a good fifty of the needles still remaining. He had his nitro right with him, after all, and maybe he could open that door!


  He applied the stethoscope, tapping the door lightly all over, listening to the echoes in the metal, figuring out the location of the hinges and the locking bars inside. He would have only one charge to do this job. It had to be placed exactly right.


  He picked the spot, began to drill a series of holes in a circle, pointing the drill toward the center. He would have only concussion to set off that charge. They would have to be close together.


  He filled each hole with the tiny potent needles, left ten in the magazine. Then he stood back, sighted carefully, fired into the drill hole at the top. The resulting detonation was satisfactorily loud, the Anand warriors all dropped fiat as if shot, then stood up sheepishly, eyeing Grim a little reproachfully for forgetting to yarva his intentions to them.


  The force had blasted a great hole into the metal, from the hole streamed a flow of unearthly light, liquid flickering stuff seeming almost material. Grim put his hand to the edges of the ruptured metal, tugged at the door. Abruptly it slid sidewise, smoothly as if oiled, on rollers apparently.


  Grim stepped through, looking over the back of the great door to check his preconceived ideas of the locking mechanism. His explosive had been planted directly over the round lock in the center, and had blown the whole mechanism loose. It had been a good guess, but an inch more to the left and that door would have held!


  Naorld stepped through, his face a smile of complete approbation of Grim’s skill. Grim wondered if he had yarva’d all that doubt and puzzlement in his mind, and was now acting as if Grim’s success was premeditated. After him came the three chairs of the helpless big heads. Their chorus of pleased yarva made Grim look over the treasure they had come so far to seek.


  There was a glow of unearthly, dancing firelight, over the whole chamber, and the many surfaces of the strange objects were a dazzling multiplicity of polished facets of peculiar geometrical pattern. It was stuff somewhat like sheets of glowing stainless steel, fitted together in a number of devices whose use Grim could not even guess at. But these mysterious devices were not what the expedition had come for.


  Naorld began to pick up squarecut helmets from a neat stack, one by one, issuing one to each man. Grim knew he was missing all the conversation, that the minds in the chairs were directing Naorld, explaining the use and purpose of each article, directing how they were to be used.


  There was body armor, severely plain, but shaped to the peculiarly hideous body structure of the aroaksig. This must be one of the crypts of that vanished, enigmatic insect race! What lay here could be known in detail only to an aroaksig, and their own Many-eyes was now in the Carian dungeons, if he had lived this long. Grim guessed they would have to get him out of Carian hands before they would know what to do with the bulk of this material. But he was wrong.


  As Grim slipped the helmet handed him over his ears, the world as he knew it vanished, to be replaced by another of wide plains of limpid light, many-colored, with queer comings and goings of bands of irridescence. He could see, with the helmet on, right through the rocks, but there was little to see that meant anything to him. Far off a line of flying winged shapes swept along above a band of rushing white light! After a second he guessed what they were—Carians, flying to complete their destruction of this expedition! That meant he was seeing them through solid rock more than a mile away! That rushing band of white light was the river they had traversed, not the slower stream outside this crypt, but the bigger river it joined.


  “The helmet of search,” murmured the big watching braincase. “Now take up the spears of light, and we will not need to fear the Carian deviltry again.”


  Naorld obeyed the yarva orders, selecting from a leaning stack of objects long metallic white wands, which he handed to each warrior. Grim took his, examined it. One end was a rounded blunt point, the other bore a lever along the handle, to fit into the palm as the fist closed. Grim closed his palm about this grip, and from the blunt tip shot a fierce bolt of terrific, blazing power. Grim dropped the thing in startled amaze, looked up at the ceiling where he expected to see the rock burnt away. Still with the “helmet of search” on his head, the path of the spear of light glowed redly, on and on, as far as his eye could see.


  Grim slipped off the helmet, looked up with his naked eye. There was nothing to be seen but the dimlit surface of the rock, unmarred except by a minute discoloration.


  Naorld’s big webbed fingers bit into his bicep:


  “Do not fire the spear yet! We will pick off those flying horrors from here, with this ancient power!”


  There were scores of marvels in this treasure house from Venus unknown past that Grim wanted time to examine.


  “You will not leave this unguarded? If this place falls to those bats of the night, they would wipe us out in minutes!”


  “Half will remain, Grim! With these weapons, our force will be sufficient to blast the Carian stronghold itself—and there is our ruler to rescue from their torture—we cannot wait! Come!”


  *    *    *


  That trip, on down that grim and silent river to the depths of darkness where the true heart of the Carian power lay, was one Grim would never forget. There was only the silent rush of the water, the rise and fall of the paddles, the strange walls with their ancient inscriptions and sculptures. There was only the rushing silence—but that was engraved on his mind forever.


  Naorld called a halt when they came upon an upreaching slope of red-veined granite with great steps cut in, reaching up and up into the darkness. Once it had led to a city of long-vanished Venusians, but now it led up to the citylair of the animal-like Carians, furred and grisly, ghoul-like in their habits of silence and secrecy. There were scores of the Carian motor boats drawn up on the shelving granite. There was a rank smell of Carian musk. There was a tension of watchfulness—but no sign of life.


  “First we will have to meet the Earthmen the cowardly bat-things have hired to do their fighting!” growled Naorld in Anand oral talk, so that Grim would catch his meaning.


  “That is a meeting I have long awaited,” yarva’d Lee Grim, the old hatred of the brutal guards of the Carian prison rising up again, that lean, scarred wolf of rage bursting the leash on which he had held it so long. “Some of those Earthmen were hirelings of the Carians long before Earth gave up her colonies here, were instruments of death to all Earth’s hopes on Venus. Maybe Earth will get her revenge on some of those traitors!”


  They pressed on, up and up the endless series of steps hewn out of the solid red granite so long ago. In the distance solid bold figures of red stone marked the walls of the ancient city the Carians had adopted for their stronghold. Few men had seen this place, the Carians preferring to keep all but trusted hirelings at the farthest distance possible.


  Lee dropped the “helmet of search” over his eyes again. It gave him a picture of the reality before him as vague to his mind as an x-ray to a novice, but even more confusing. Nothing was as it should be. He lifted the helmet again, made out his true position, and dropped it again. He wanted to see both the outside and the interior works of reality, and he realized now why there were three little holes in the solid metal of the helmet. The race of the aroak-sig had had many eyes, some six or seven of different sizes arranged about their weird heads. He saw now that they reserved three of them for seeing with normal vision, used the rest to see with these helmets right through the substance of matter.


  Upon the towering red stone walls lines of crouching creatures waited, ready to fling themselves in aerial dives upon the attackers when the time was right. Outside the walls, a row of machine-gun emplacements, Earth style, of concrete, with both vertical and lateral slits for firing. The green-clad guards lounged idly, confidently, waiting their nearer approach before entering the confines of the pill boxes. Grim grinned, an exultation and a sense of righteous retribution burning in his breast. Were that gang of skunks going to be surprised!


  As the green-clad figures began to slip into the low doorways, closing them, the barrels of the heavy guns swung, here and there they fired a clip to warm the guns and get the feel of the range. Grim held up his hand. The ricochets from those shots were uncomfortably close. They were firing down upon them, and they knew how to handle those guns!


  “Let ’em have it,” he growled to Naorld in English. “Why waste more good men on the likes of that crew?”


  Naorld made a cutting motion with his right webbed hand, sighted with his own spear of light, and from each slender wondrous weapon burst a terrible beam of the strange fire of the ancients.


  Grim could not resist slipping up his helmet to see the results of that strange, fearful volley.


  Along the walls the black hideous shapes of the Carians were dropping, fluttering in death, tumbling down and down with lax wings, over and over. In the pill boxes the leaping guns quieted. He could guess the surprise on those besotted faces as death came from the unseen beams. To his naked eyes, there was no sight or sound of the force that was killing the enemy. The rays were invisible!


  He dropped his helmet, watched the brilliant white shafts dance and arc and seek out ever one more victim. And even as he watched, he saw there were no more living things to bar their way into the strongest city on Venus—strongest by reputation of deadliness, if not in fact.


  Their party of less than fifty warriors marched on up the slope, wary of the easy victory, but nothing appeared to bar their way. Grim searched deeper with the x-ray vision of the helmet, down into the rocky base of the great old city. There was scurrying, swarming movement, a rushing and a gathering and a swift flight away into the hidden depths beneath; the Carians were leaving.


  Grim shouted aloud, began to sweep his spear across the multitudinous movement, watched the strange shapes of the Carians drop before the spear of light as if scorched instantly to death.


  After a time the last of them was gone. The whole city lay before them empty of life. The rage within him died away, but an exultation, and a vengeance not yet satisfied, remained.


  They flung ropes with grapples to the top of the walls, swarmed up, opened the gates. They marched into an empty city of dead black-winged creatures. The Carian power would not soon again show its secretive hand, Lee felt.


  Grim began systematically to search the endless stinking warrens, his helmet giving him sight through all the walls, making the task, hopeless otherwise, extremely simple. He wanted very much to find the old aroaksig, Many-eyes, and question him about the nature of the things still in that crypt. Also he wanted to know what he meant by being a ruler, and not telling Lee Grim who he was! Curious creature. Likeable trait, at that.


  A movement in that endless repetition of chambers caught his eye, a flash of light in the glass-like appearance the helmet gave to matter. One small cluster of the red whorls he had come to know meant life of the Greenie type—he wondered if the aroaksig also made the same kind of image on the helmet vision? He lifted the helmet, went rapidly toward that place.


  Old Many-eyes lay in the round rock cell, bound hand and foot. Grim bent over him, cutting loose the twisted ropes, saying:


  “So you’re the real boss of the whole shebang, you old faker! Why didn’t you tell me you were the real ruler, instead of washing my filthy back like a servant?”


  The hideous mask-like face turned, peering at him with two bright eyes, the other eyes dull and vacant and glassy. A shiver went along Lee’s spine. There was something very queer about this creature. The two eyes that glistened at him so softly, so beautifully, so tenderly, could never belong to any insect-beast out of the time-wasted past!


  Clumsily the old living fossil got to his feet with Lee’s aid, stretching his limbs with strange grace for one so obviously stiffened. The thing did not speak. Strain his mind as he might, Lee could detect no yarva thought from that weird head. It clung weakly to Grim’s shoulder, the ugly horned hands clasping shakily.


  “What did they do to you, old fellow?” asked Lee, thinking he must be badly hurt, perhaps near death. “You know, I’ve missed you, not that I ever expected to until I saw the damn bats fly away with you! And especially when they said you were the ruler. You could have knocked me—I thought that sharp young Naritza was the queen-to-be!


  “Look, Many-eyes, you can do me a big favor. You’re in Naritza’s confidence, and you could recommend me as a husband, you know. If she isn’t queen, I don’t see what objection anyone would have? You could get it thoroughly through her head that I’m in love with her—Well, say something! Aren’t you even glad to see me?”


  The ancient death-like mask of the insectoid being peered and nodded assent, and a husky feeble voice like no other Lee had ever heard from him murmured: “I am sure Naritza will marry you, Lee-grim. Just keep after her!”


  The creature had spoken Anand orally, and Lee understood well enough, though there was something decidedly odd about the timbre of its voice.


  Even as Grim stood there, trying to figure out the weird angles of this thing, Naorld rushed into the cell, threw himself at the ugly creature’s feet, embraced the horned, horrible knees. Then he stood up, his face an agony of anxiety, placed both big webbed hands to Many-eyes’ weird head, and tugged! The head came off in his hands!


  Naritza raised her lovely, long.


  “Have they harmed you, Highness?” begged Naorld, in an agony of shame that this should have happened to his queen while under his protection. “My life is forfeit, loved ruler, if they have harmed one hair of your head!”


  Naorld continued an unintelligible harangue, but Grim staggered back against the wall, his head spinning in puzzlement. Naritza glanced at his shocked, open-mouthed astonishment, and broke into a storm of rippling laughter. After a moment, Naorld, reassured by her laughter, looked at Grim and broke into the easy greenie bellow of merriment.


  Grim was suddenly angry at the way he had been taken in. He strode to the queen, whom he had never before touched except with profound respect, caught her to him in an embrace, planted a long hearty kiss upon her lips. Naorld seized him by the shoulder, whirled him back against the wall, held him there while he looked at the queen for instructions. Lee knew his forward act could be the death of him, even after the work he had done for them. He yarva’d desperately:


  “As I recall, the aroaksig masquerade said that Naritza would marry me. I have a right to kiss my affianced, every right in the Venusian calendar!”


  Naritza went on straightening her damp hair, dimpling slyly at Grim, held helpless against the wall in Naorld’s huge grasp.


  “I will marry you on one condition, dear Lee-grim. That condition—that we go to Earth for our honeymoon!”


  “Earth? Why, Naritza, the council—”


  “Exactly, my husband. To get me back again they will have to grant my right to marry whom I please. Do you consent?”


  “I consented a long time ago, Naritza! Now, Naorld, get your big hands off my windpipe and vamoose. We want to be alone!”


  Naritza smiled sweetly at Naorld, who released Grim and stood embarrassedly, smiling with a shy stupidity.


  “You’d better treat your king-to-be with more respect, good Naorld, or he will find a new chief for the Anand people!” Naritza smiled at him, and he went out. grinning like a huge boy.


  Their kiss was very sweet, and Grim knew again he would never cease learning new things about Venusians’ ways, and the ways of women.


  THE END


  [*] Farin-drom—Venusian for “Queenly harem quarters”; in this case used only by Naritza.
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  TO EACH HIS OWN


  Jack Sharkey


  A world ideal for life will have life on it—but don’t expect ideal life!


  ON SEPTEMBER the 24th, 1965, the Venusian spaceship Investigator floated gently to Earth in Times Square.


  The sleek metal belly of the ship touched feather-light upon the asphalt “X” of Broadway and Seventh Avenue, and stubby stabilizing legs extended from ports along the sides of the hull, bracing the ship’s mass against dangerous rolling, leaving it hulking there like some metallic beetle at rest.


  The sun was almost directly overhead, sending yellow-gold serpentine glints wriggling on the gleaming surface of the ship. After the very slight thumping as the ship settled into place, there was no sound throughout the nearby streets of New York.


  Absent was the noise of traffic, the hubbub of voices, the hurry-scurry of pedestrians. Nothing but heavy oppressive silence everywhere outside the body of the ship. No apprehensive eye appeared at a window to stare at the visitor from the nearest planet. No telephone was picked up in nervous haste to warn the authorities of the possible menace to the peoples of Earth. Just the silence and the dancing sunlight.


  Inside the spaceship, there was swift, practiced activity.


  The Venusians were a picked, trained crew. This, the first contact with the third planet, called for quick reaction, accurate evaluation, and competent decision.


  Each of the five aboard had a job to do immediately upon landing. With no conversation, they were all at their tasks. It was an operation they’d practiced many times over, back at their home base on Venus. They were sick of the thing even before being sent to Earth. But their training had paid well, for now their motions were automatic, each separate action swift, sure and precise.


  Gwann, the pilot, his heavy-lidded eyes narrowed with the intensity of concentration, checked and re-checked his instruments and gauges. His nimble three-digited hands, with their long, flat palms, flickered from button to switch to dial. He locked the stabilizing legs into position, once each leg had made its contact securely with the surface outside. He dampered the power of the interplanetary drive, leaving its deadly emanations at a low, and therefore safe, degree of pulsation. He checked the release valves of the individual skimmers, making certain at the same time that, should the atmosphere outside be hostile to Venusian breathing, the tanks were filled and the cockpit seals were tight and break-free.


  DROG, the navigator, used compass, ruler and stylus upon the scant, almost rudimentary Earth map, to determine the exact point of contact with the third planet. Venusian telescopes were able to see—very indistinctly—continental outlines at the twenty-million-mile distance to their neighbor planet. But the foggy overhang that shrouded their home planet had made sharp topographical drawing well-nigh impossible.


  Volval, as Drog passed him the information, relayed the findings by light-beam back to their home base. The geographical location, coded into the tight beam, sped outward from the surface of Earth toward Venus, where it would not be received for at least a minute and a half. Volval, having transmitted the data, waited impatiently while the Venusian biochemist tested the outside surface against their leaving the ship.


  Jorik, the biochemist, revolved the small metal “cage” with its quivering, burbling Venusian life-forms on it back into the space over his worktable. The animals seemed unharmed by their exposure to the alien planet, but he began more definitive tests upon the samplings of atmosphere and soil and vegetation brought back by a tiny robo-skimmer that had searched throughout a three-mile radius of the ship immediately after the landing, and had returned by homing beam to its tiny access port in the thick metal side of the ship.


  While Volval waited in increasing irritation, and Jorik ran his tests, Klendro, the most expendable member of the expedition, studied his speech over and over, his three-valved heart squirting its watery blood through his tiny, hairlike arteries and veins.


  Klendro was almost a social outcast with these others, these real spacemen, though his job, he felt, was the most important. Klendro was the Venusian ambassador to the governments of Earth. He went over his speech again, hoping that the Earth broadcasts picked up now and then on Venus had been accurate enough for the Venusian linguists to write him a speech that wouldn’t embarrass the Earth people by its inane misuses of their tongue.


  Broadcasts had indicated that the major powers on Earth were the United States—whatever those were—of America and Soviet Russia. The Russian broadcasts, however, being nothing more than a series of eulogies declaring the happiness of life in Russia, had been too lacking in breadth to give the linguists much to work on. They had therefore chosen English as the tongue in which Klendro was to make his speech.


  He lifted the scroll once more and began reading his speech half aloud, having a bit of trouble, as usual, in controlling the square-tipped surface of his tongue in forming the unfamiliar syllables.


  “Pipple of Arth,” he said, slowly and with much effort, “it is with grett plazzer that we mek this, tha farst contact with arr nebber planet. We are from tha second planet from yer—or mebbe Uh shudd seh arr—sun. Tha planet you knaw as Venus. We feel that we can share with arr nebber planet the froots of arr—of arr—” Klendro braced himself, then forced out awkwardly, “moot-yoo-ull sa-yan-tific ri-sarch . . .”


  He refolded the long coil of the scroll and stuffed it into his belt-sack. Well, he told himself, for better or worse, I’ve got to give this speech. He wished he were anywhere but here.


  SOME of the broadcasts had indicated a certain belligerency in the inhabitants of this alien planet. He wondered, with a kind of sick fright, if he would ever have the opportunity to deliver the speech, even badly. Some of the more esoteric phrasings of the Earth broadcasts had eluded the interpretations of the Venusian linguists. One of the more recurrent phrases was a “slug in the guts.” They were not sure exactly what this entailed, but, from the context, the linguists were certain that it was something dire, possibly fatal.


  Klendro was a very unhappy Venusian.


  “Volval!” Klendro heard Drog cry out. “Did you send that stuff?”


  “Yes,” the light-beam operator called back. “I’m waiting an Jorik now.”


  “All set here,” called Jorik, coming into Volval’s compartment, followed by Gwann. “The atmosphere is breathable. A little heavy on the oxygen and light on the carbon dioxide, but that was expected before we took off. If we take deep inhales and periodic radiation, we should be all right.”


  “Fine,” said Gwann, the pilot and leader, as Klendro came into the room with the others. “Better keep your guns loose in their holsters, though. You know what they’ve told us about the Earthmen.”


  “Hot-headed.” Volval nodded.


  “Will we take the skimmers?” asked Jorik. “Or do you think the Earthmen would prefer being met without the barrier-screens around us?”


  “They’d prefer it, all right!” said Drog. “However, in my opinion—”


  “We’re going to have to chance it sooner or later without the screens,” said Gwann. “The batteries in the skimmers won’t last forever. We might as well go out there as we are.”


  “Who goes first?” asked Jorik.


  “Well,” Gwann shrugged, “if the crowds look hostile, I should go, as your leader. If they seem merely curious, then it’s up to Klendro, as our ambassador, to make his speech.”


  Jorik frowned. “Now, wait, Gwann. Perhaps I ought to tell you. The sight records on the robo-skimmer showed no evidence of Earthmen outside the ship.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” said Gwann, his eyes flashing. “Venus reports this city is one of the most populous.”


  Jorik smiled wryly. “Then the populace certainly ducked out of sight quickly when they saw the robo-skimmer coming.”


  Gwann seemed on the point of making a sharp retort, and instead turned away toward the exit lock. “Since things seem suspicious, I’d best go first.”


  “Sir,” said Volval, laying a hand upon his leader’s arm.


  “Yes?” queried Gwann, pausing.


  “Good luck, sir,” Volval faltered, drawing his hand back.


  “Thanks,” said Gwann, not unkindly. “For Venus,” he added.


  “For Venus,” the others echoed.


  Gwann released the safety lock on the circular metal door and turned the valve handle. Slowly, the door recessed itself in the metal pocket in the ship’s wall, and Gwann went out into the yellow glow of the sunlight glittering in Times Square.


  THE sun was glowing crimson on the horizon when the five Venusians met once more at the door of their ship.


  “Nothing—no clue, no people,” said Jorik, his face wrinkled with puzzlement. “I can’t understand it.”


  “Perhaps some holocaust . . .?” Volval began weakly.


  “Or a war?” Drog hinted gravely.


  “Impossible!” said Gwann, leaning against one of the legs of the gigantic ship. “There is a conspicuous absence of anything that might be construed as a weapon of war. There are no bodies in the buildings or in the streets. No wreckage anywhere.”


  “Perhaps they have been frightened by our appearance and have gone into hiding?” asked Klendro, fingering the edge of his now futile scroll where it protruded from his belt-sack.


  “Nonsense,” said their leader. “From all we’ve learned of the Earthmen, fright would only make them aggressive. They would not have hidden from us; they’d have tried to shoot us down when we emerged from the ship.”


  “There was one thing . . .” said Jorik slowly. “I almost did not see it, but its shadow passed close by me on the side of one of the buildings, and I looked up barely in time to get a glimpse of it before it vanished.”


  “What was it like?” asked Gwann quickly.


  “Some sort of animal, probably carnivorous,” said Jorik. “I cannot be certain, of course, but I saw a mouth with teeth bespeaking flesh-eating. Quite a—” he repressed a shudder—“quite a large mouth.”


  “Strange,” said Gwann. “Exceedingly strange. You saw only the one?”


  Jorik nodded.


  “Well,” said Gwann, “one carnivore cannot have accounted for a population that runs into the millions. Besides, the Earthmen would be able to deal with mere animal life.”


  KLENDRO remembered the “slug in the guts” and blanched.


  “What should we do, sir?” asked Volval. “Our orders were to make peaceful contact with the Earthmen. If there are no Earthmen—?”


  “Calm yourself, Volval.” Gwann smiled, patting the younger man upon the shoulder. “If there are Earthmen to contact, we’ll make that contact. I have an idea.”


  “What, sir?” asked Drog. “We shall each take one of the skimmers and investigate the surface of the planet. Now, while our maps are incomplete, I feel that Drog can draw us up competent enough maps to guide us over the surface of Earth.”


  “I can try, sir,” said Drog. “We’ll meet back here at the ship in five days,” said Gwann. “All of you take along enough supplies for five days, plus an extra day’s rations in case of emergency. The homing beam on our ship will bring you safely back if you get lost.”


  “One thing, sir,” said Jorik, his brow creased in a frown. “We’d best all take along extra ammunition for the guns.”


  “The carnivores?”


  The biochemist nodded. “Where there’s one, there are bound to be others. That one I saw was large enough to bite a chunk out of a skimmer.” Klendro, pale already, lost more color.


  EACH was assigned a continent to check. Of the two extra continents, Drog took one, and Gwann the other, the consensus being that the pilot and navigator could better cover extra territory than the others, who were less used to piloting the sleek skimmers.


  Volval was to go to the Europe-Asia land mass, Gwann to Africa and Antarctica, Klendro to Australia, Jorik to South America, and Drog to Arctica, after first checking over the North American Continent on which they had landed.


  “Something exceedingly strange,” said Jorik, before they separated, “about the consolidation of their civilization. So much wasted land area.”


  “The sooner I get back to Venus, the happier I’ll be,” said Gwann, keeping his voice down so that only Jorik, the biochemist, could hear him, “This place is eerie. It’s—it’s like a ghost planet.”


  “And there’s something wrong about the buildings. They are abominably inefficient. I can barely conceive the uses of some of the artifacts.”


  “Maybe,” said Gwann suddenly, “we never will know!”


  “Sir,” said Volval, approaching the pilot, “I’ve discovered some maps.” He held out a packet of papers, tinted blue and brown.


  “Good work, Volval,” said Gwann, taking the packet. “Where did you find them?”


  “In one of those small shops, not far from the ship, sir. I cannot read the designations, of course, but I thought that, by a comparison with the maps from Venus Observatory, we might—”


  “That’s intelligent thinking,” said Gwann, nodding. “Their maps are bound to be similar to ours. Klendro! What can you make of these?” The ambassador came over and took the thick packet. The paper of the maps, as he did so, tore apart, and bits and pieces of the soft, pulpy edges dropped in a shower to the street.


  “Not very substantial material, is it?” he muttered, unfolding the topmost of the maps. He looked over the colored line drawings on the page in some bewilderment. The letters spelling out “Rand McNally” meant nothing to his alien eyes. The map itself was a mercator projection of the globe, the extreme northern and southern continents being somewhat distorted. After a few moments, he shook his head.


  “I’m sorry. All the Earth broadcasts that we intercepted gave me a working knowledge of the spoken word, sir, but I’m afraid their actual word symbols are beyond me. It would take trained linguists months, perhaps years, to get a correlation between the sound of the word and its written image.”


  “Drog?” said Gwann, turning to the navigator.


  Drog took the rotting sheet in his hands and studied the configurations of the continents. After a bit, he brightened.


  “Sir, I think I can figure this out. According to our landing calculations, we are here.” He jabbed a digit at one section of the page, and was distressed when it went right through. “The material seems to be falling apart, sir.”


  “Perhaps,” Jorik suggested, “it is undergoing some unnatural stress—possibly tied up somehow with whatever it was that depopulated this city?”


  “A good point, Jorik,” said Gwann.


  A LONG black shadow slid across the pavement near their feet and the five Venusians, very much startled, looked overhead. They were barely in time to see the huge gray form of the carnivore before it vanished behind a sign atop a nearby building which bore the mystifying information “Pepsi-Cola.”


  “There, sir!” cried Jorik. “That’s exactly like the one I saw earlier!”


  “Those teeth!” Klendro whimpered. “They could bite one of us in two!”


  “And what they could do to us, they could do to an Earthman,” Gwann said speculatively. “From the sizes of the doorways in these buildings, and the clothing on display in the shop windows, the Earthmen could not have been much larger than us.”


  “Sir,” said Drog, holding up the map so that the leader could see it, “look here. This blue section that runs all over the map. You see, it’s marked circle-arc-fork-cone-zigzag.”


  “Yes,” said Gwann. “I see. What about it?”


  “Well, sir, it recurs on the map, but each time it has a new group of symbols in front of it. What can it mean?” Gwann frowned and studied the five symbols: O-C-E-A-N.


  “Seems to suggest a similarity between all of them,” said Jorik. “Perhaps the first symbol only means that the section is in a different place.”


  All five Venusians studied A-R-C-T-I-C, A-N-T-A-R-C-T-I-C, I-N-D-I-A-N, and the other symbols that were used in conjunction with the mysterious O-C-E-A-N.


  “A tribal tabu!” exclaimed Jorik.


  “What are you talking about, Jorik?” said Gwann impatiently.


  “You recall I said there seemed something strange about the consolidation of the populace in certain areas? The wasted land space?”


  “Yes, yes. What about it?”


  “All these sections marked O-C-E-A-N are the unused areas. There must have been some sort of tribal superstition about dwelling in those areas. That would explain why all the people lived on the higher ground here.”


  “I—I would have expected to find something blue in that area,” said Gwann uncertainly. “Or else why is it so marked?”


  “Sir,” said Jorik respectfully, “some sections are colored very oddly—even in red. Yet no such colors were found anywhere on the planet by our telescopes, were they? And none of these large blue areas shows population centers. Tabu areas, obviously—not to be inhabited.”


  Gwann shivered. “The longer I stay here, the less I like it. Come on. Each of you take one of these maps. Drog, you assign us to a specific sector by these maps, rather than by ours. We’ll meet back here at the ship in five days.”


  One by one, the Venusians got aboard their skimmers, making sure the protective barriers were working, and then glided off to investigate the ghost planet.


  DROG, sliding in his trim craft over the North American continent, stopped many times, at each large city he discovered, but the story was the same as in New York. Empty buildings, no particular damages except what could be accounted for by decay and long disuse. Every so often—more often than he enjoyed—a flock of the huge carnivores soared above his skimmer, their long, dark shadows slithering over the cockpit in the dancing yellow sunlight.


  Once, one of them broke away from the group and spiraled down to investigate his craft. Drog jabbed the button of the nose-gun hastily, and a lance of metal sped with a flicker of light into the thick hide of the oncoming monster.


  A thick spray of blood gushed from the wound, as the great beast writhed in torment before sliding down through the atmosphere toward the distant ground. Its blood hung in a grisly trail over it as it plunged, marking its passage, then began to fall slowly after the beast.


  Drog was by now almost a mile beyond the point where he had fired at the carnivore, but he wasn’t too far away to see its hungry companions swoop down after it and begin rending it even before it reached the ground.


  He shuddered and looked away.


  As he soared onward, he determined to keep the barrier on all night long, while he slept. If he could sleep . . .


  North America taken care of, as well as possible in his limited time, Drog headed northward for the continent of Arctica.


  Nothing but bare land and ocean bottom met his eye.


  Feeling increasingly queasy, he nosed the skimmer around and set it swishing back toward New York.


  JORIK watched the shadow of his skimmer pacing his own motion over the tops of the tangled jungle trees below. He inclined the nose of the craft downward, and began a shallow glide toward a clearing in the midst of the dense undergrowth.


  Braking the skimmer gently, he let it settle slowly into the resilient grip of the tall yellow-brown grass in the clearing. Making sure his gun was loaded and the safety catch off, he slid open the cockpit and eased himself out.


  He was—though of course he didn’t know it—deep in the Matto Grosso of South America. Everywhere he looked, violent flares of color peeped at him through the twisted, swaying vines that clung everywhere. Nature had run riot in the jungle. No subtleties of shading or form here. Long, sharp leaves gleamed greenly on all sides of the biochemist. Radiant reds glowed from the shadowy depths of forest beyond the small clearing. Golden streamers hung in profusion from each crooked elbow of the chaotically twisted tree branches all about him.


  Despite the brilliance and beauty of it, Jorik sensed a hidden menace in the place. He should, at that spot, have been hearing shrieking, roaring, bleating, grunting of animals, the cries of birds and skittering of insects. There was nothing but that all-pervading silence.


  Jorik moved slowly away from the skimmer and approached the nearest tree, his scientist’s eye pondering something not-quite-right-looking about it. As he got to it, and touched it, the thick, corrugated bark fell into powder between his fingers. He pressed, pried, thumped and tugged at the tree. It was dead. Dead and rotting.


  His heart fluttered annoyingly in his breast. There was something frightening about the way things were going. He could understand a war destroying human life, even civilization, but this—this was primeval territory. The beasts, the plants, the lower forms of life—these should have survived.


  But they hadn’t.


  Suddenly afraid, he rushed back to his skimmer, slid into the cockpit and took off, rising at a swift vertical angle from the dead jungle.


  Toward the eastern coast of South America, he saw many fine hotels, with magnificent curves of beaches following the perimeter of the land mass on which the people had lived—already he was thinking of them in the past tense—and Jorik wondered at the absence of the blue O-C-E-A-N that should have bordered those beaches.


  But as he glided outward from the coast, curving steadily northward toward New York, he saw that the beaches, with their pale silver sands, extended outward and downward toward only more land, soon becoming rocky, then turning at last into mud and ooze, with a sprinkling of blackish-green weeds. But no visible trace of the mysterious O-C-E-A-N.


  GWANN, searching throughout Africa, fared no better. Only the silence, the rotting vegetation, and the absence of landlocked life. Higher in the atmosphere of the ghost planet, he saw many of the carnivores, but also smaller animals, soaring in gloriously colored groups, and seemingly harmless. There were times when he had to pass through literal clouds of these smaller beasts, whizzing and bobbing and gliding past him by the millions, only to vanish in the hazy distance with a blaze of color.


  Africa having proven fruitless, Gwann directed the skimmer toward the opposite polar region from that which Drog was to investigate.


  Like Drog, he found only land there, and no continent. The land was ocean bottom. He consulted his map, but there was nothing below his skimmer that corresponded with the cryptic markings: A-N-T-A-R-C-T-I-C O-C-E-A-N.


  He turned his skimmer around and started back for New York.


  VOLVAL, CRUISING from the Alps to the steppes and back again, found nothing to explain the disappearance of the Earthmen. Many cities, many lands, hamlets and villages, huts and palaces . . . It was the same every place. Silence. Fleeting glimpses of the carnivores and sometimes tinier-but-similar beasts. But no Earthmen.


  KLENDRO HAD passed over the surface of Australia fifty times in his five alloted days without discovering life of any sort other than the carnivores. And they, for some reason, were unusually well represented in that region. They had come at his skimmer in grinning swarms, but the barrier held firm, and the unlucky nearer ones spun away with scorched flesh glowing red, to be torn to pieces by their companions.


  When he decided further investigation was useless, Klendro was very glad to leave that place. A group of the carnivores gave chase, but Klendro spun his ship about long enough to shoot metal darts into two of them. As the others swerved back to begin an impromptu feast on their wounded companions, Klendro turned the skimmer up to full speed and made quick connection with the homing device on the ship, back in New York.


  “I DON’T understand it,” said Gwann, on the night of the fifth day. The Venusians were all back in the ship in Times Square, having a meal together that was partly to satisfy their appetites, partly to celebrate being together again with their friends.


  “It’s incredible, all right,” said Jorik. “A whole planet—and of a high degree of civilization, too—wiped out. The very vegetation dying. And that’s the frightening part of it: Not dead, mind you, dying. That means that whatever happened here happened recently.”


  “And those constructions in the buildings,” said Volval, staring bemusedly at the wall, “the ones marked S-t-a-i-r-w-a-y. I wonder what they were for.”


  “Obviously they were decorations added by the architect,” said Drog. “Any fool can see they served no purpose. If anything, they hindered the use of the access slots to the various levels of the buildings.”


  “Well,” said Gwann, “our work here is through. We’d better be heading back to Venus.”


  “And your report?” asked Jorik.


  “Positive,” said Gwann. “Favorable for immediate possession and colonization.”


  “It’s a good little planet.” Jorik nodded. “But why do you suppose the Earthmen all vanished?”


  “We’ll probably never know,” Volval sighed.


  “Not unless,” said Klendro, indicating a bale of salvaged Earth materials, “our linguists and archeologists can make some sense out of this junk here.”


  “Let’s hope so,” Gwann said. “The mysteriousness of this whole thing is going to drive me crazy if they don’t.”


  “Well, sir,” said Drog, consulting his charts, “if we’re going to take advantage of juxtaposition of the two planets—”


  “Right,” said Gwann, turning and making his way toward the pilot’s compartment. “We’ll depart from Earth in ten minutes. Secure all hatches and loose objects until we get into space.”


  The crew hurried to their tasks.


  HALFWAY to Venus, Volval, paging idly through one of the rotting books from Earth, gave a shout.


  “What is it?” said Gwann, coming into the light-beam operator’s compartment, stretching to ease the-muscle cramps from his long stint in the pilot’s cabin.


  “I’ve found a picture of the carnivore, sir!” said Volval proudly. “Look, sir.”


  “Hmm,” said Gwann, studying the fading illustration. “I believe you’re right. Jorik!” The biochemist popped into the compartment, his face curious. “Yes, sir? What is it?”


  “Isn’t this one of your carnivores, Jorik?” asked Gwann, giving him the book.


  Jorik, reaching for the book, nudged one of the newspapers atop the stack near the cabin wall, and the front page fluttered unnoticed to the floor. Across its surface were spread the incomprehensible—to Venusian eyes—words:


  LITHIUM BOMB TEST COULD DESTROY WORLD


  Noted Scientist Declares Dan-


  ger of Polar Experiment;


  Melted Polar Caps


  May Flood En-


  tire Globe


  Jorik studied the picture carefully, his gills trickling a faint stream of bubbles as he concentrated on the image of the carnivore. “Yes, that’s one of them, sure enough. I wish I could read Earth writing. I wonder just what a T-i-g-e-r-s-h-a-r-k is.”


  Volval bobbed up from his place and floated to a port in the ceiling, through which he could see the tiny, glittering ball of Earth, its blue-green surface sparkling like a star against the black backdrop of empty space.


  “I can’t understand what killed them,” he said. “Living conditions were ideal.”       END


  DOOM SHIP


  Robert Moore Williams


  When the space ship crashed, the lives of twenty humans lay in the hands of a fanatic!


  CHAPTER I


  The ship’s falling!” Screaming the words, the girl in the yellow dress tossed the cocktail, with which she had been celebrating the successful takeoff from Venus, straight up against the metal ceiling of the main cabin with a sudden gesture.


  To John Balfour, who of necessity had developed a feel for such things—along with a feel for a thousand other things that helped a man stay alive on the Veiled Planet—it had seemed for some time that the ship had been yawning badly from her course. The steering jets had roared too often, he had thought, and the ship had been nudged southward well away from the lanes usually followed by space ships taking off from Venus. He had shrugged the feeling aside. Presumably the pilot knew his business. Presumably pompous Captain Vincent knew how to get a commercial liner into space. Presumably—


  The lifting jets faltered, the girl screamed, the floor of the cabin tilted downward. The girl, grabbing hastily for a handhold, lost her footing and landed in Balfour’s lap.


  In other circumstances, he would have thought it was quite nice to have this curvesome chunk of pulchritudinous female animal in his arms. In fact, sitting there watching her, he had been wondering if maybe, before the ship eased in to Luna Station on Earth’s moon—


  There were a lot of things he had missed during the two years he had spent on Venus and women was one of them. The human women on Venus were a wary lot, generally, and the native girls just didn’t—Well, they did, of course, but it wasn’t the same. Now if this Lora Calhoun—


  Balfour’s pleased anticipations had been interrupted when the jets faltered and Lora Calhoun herself landed in his lap in a flurry of yellow skirt that revealed two very attractive legs, though he did not have time to notice such things.


  A loudspeaker in the ceiling suddenly began to blurt words.


  “All passengers in your seats at once. Fasten safety belts. Prepare for emergency landing.”


  The speaker was striving for a calm tone of voice. He wasn’t succeeding. The sudden faltering of the lifting jets and the tilt of the floor of the ship had frightened the passengers. Actually, so far as space ships were concerned, there was no such thing as an emergency landing. There was either a safe landing or there was no landing at all. The elaborate system of padded chairs with attached safety belts was largely to make the passengers feel safe. It fooled nobody. When a space ship actually crashed, all that was left to do was to pick up the pieces—if they could be found at all.


  Balfour caught one glimpse of the passengers scuttling for their chairs like startled rabbits diving into their holes at the appearance of a fox. At the front end of the cabin, the Negro steward, who a minute before had been mixing and serving drinks, was holding on to the bar with both hands. In Balfour’s arms the girl was squealing.


  The jets caught, burst out with a full-throated roar. Groans ran through the steel hull of the ship. The floor tilted. Balfour held his breath. If the jets held—


  Through the port he caught a glimpse of something that warned him the jets had better hold. For a minute, the eternal cloud banks of Venus had lifted. Below him was spread a vast panorama of jungle, of mountains lifting up out of swamps, of rivers winding their way through that swamp, of inter-connecting canals. From this height the cities were not visible, but he knew they were there, hidden by the jungle, cleverly built into the mountains.


  The world down below him was Go-roum, the impenetrable home of the savage warrior races of Venus. So far as Balfour knew—and it was part of his job to know—only one human had ever penetrated the Go-roum and had emerged alive to tell his story. He was that human. He had spent the better part of two years down there in that festering green tangle. During that time there hadn’t been a minute when his life had not been in danger. If the Roum had penetrated his disguise, if they had suspected his purpose there, they would have sliced off his head with no more compunction than they showed in slicing off the head of a jungle lizard.


  They were warriors. From the oldest doddering graybeard to the youngest boy in his cradle, they practiced daily with weapons. They were savages. They cared nothing for the life of any creature, including themselves. But they were not fools.


  On the contrary, Balfour had clear evidence that the scientific advancement of the Roum equalled that of humans in some respects, and in one area at least, exceeded the discoveries made by earth’s scientists.


  When the first human landing had been made on Venus, the Roum had been the masters of the planet, holding tributary every other race, exacting tribute from every tribe, but at the first appearance of a space ship in their sky they had dropped their conquests as if they were suddenly too hot to hold and had pulled back into the jungle homeland from which they had sprung. Every Roum administrator, every Roum warrior backing him up, every Roum scientist investigating local resources had stopped work at a single command and had headed for home.


  The liberated tribes had hailed the humans with great joy, as liberators, but the humans, viewing the hegira of the Roum, had not been happy about the situation.


  If you startle a tiger at his kill and the tiger takes one look at you and the gun you carry and, recognizing the deadliness of the gun, does not dispute his kill with you, you know one thing for sure. You’ve got to watch out for that tiger!


  The humans knew they had to look out for the Roum. The day would come when the Roum would emerge from their jungle strongholds to be at human throats.


  Human suspicions were strengthened when they tried to make friends with the Roum. The Roum were willing to be quite friendly, outside their jungle, they sent deputations of scientists, to exchange information, they sent other deputations, to examine space ships, but the information they were willing to give in return was useless and they were not willing to permit humans to visit their homeland. The gate there was jammed shut, locked tight, and triple barred. Whatever they were doing there, they considered their own business. They didn’t want any visitors, they didn’t want any guests, they didn’t want any scientific observers. All they wanted was to get inside a space ship.


  Orders from up above had soon placed all space ships, all space ports, all space crewmen, off-limits to Roum.


  You don’t give a gun to a tiger. You don’t give space ships, or the secret of their construction, to the savagest race of warriors in the solar system, not if you’ve got good sense. Instead you put them in the strictest kind of quarantine, you isolate them as you would isolate the carriers of a dangerous disease, hoping that time and endless patience will enable you to make friends with them. While you are giving them time to learn how to live in peace, you keep both eyes wide open, watching for the’ flash of a knife being drawn, you keep both ears keenly alert, listening for the creep of stealthy feet coming up behind you.


  Especially you don’t give them space ships, when rumors begin to come through that they have a new weapon. What that new weapon was, no man knew. John Balfour had spent almost two years, as a secret agent, trying to find out what it was.


  Some of the results of the use of that weapon he had seen, the scarred side of a mountain that looked as if it had been hit by a continuous succession of thunderbolts, a ragged, burned section of jungle that looked as if it had been hit by an atomic bomb, only no bomb had been exploded there. Roum scientists didn’t have that secret yet. But they had something else, something perhaps as dangerous and as deadly, something that gashed the side of a mountain, something that mowed down the jungle.


  He had seen where the weapon had been tested. When it was, its effective range, how it worked, he did not know. But one thing was certain, he did not want to see these weapons mounted in fleets of space ships, he did not want to see the Roum warriors turned loose in the lanes of space.


  Grim-faced Admiral Hatridge, in Venus Port, had listened to his report, and had ordered him back to earth in person to disclose his findings to the highest UN administrative authority, who must make the decision as to the action to be taken here on Venus. Perhaps his action might be a full-scale minor war, against the Roum, as a preventative measure, but likely it would not be. You can’t successfully atom bomb a jungle thousands of square miles in area. Also, you don’t use an atom bomb on a hornet’s nest unless you are sure you can cope with the remaining hornets. Also, you just don’t use an atom bomb unless you have no other alternative, not if you’re human.


  During the split second in which the jets faltered and caught, during which the loudspeaker shouted its commands and the passengers scuttled for their cushioned chairs and safety belts, these thoughts passed through John Balfour’s mind. In his mind was one other thought. If the ship crashed here, if the ship landed here, Roum scientists would have what they wanted—the secrets of space ship construction. Even from a wrecked ship, they could learn too much.


  The girl twisted in his lap. The forward jets faltered, their steady roar became a broken blast. Balfour scrambled to his feet, dropped the startled girl in the chair he had just left, and headed forward for the control room.


  Perhaps nothing could be done, but if anything could be done, now was the time to do it.


  Two men were in the control room, pompous Captain Vincent and the pilot. They had their heads together and their eyes on the instrument panel. Captain Vincent looked up as the door opened. Surprise showed on his face.


  “No passengers allowed in here. Get to hell out.”


  Technically, the captain was in the right. Passengers were not permitted in control rooms, especially during an emergency. But Balfour had no intention of letting a technicality stop him.


  “Captain—”


  “I’m doing everything humanly possible to save the ship. I don’t want any advice from a passenger.”


  “You’re going to get some,” Balfour spoke. “Captain, this ship is over the Go-roum.”


  “What?” Vincent gasped the word. Involuntarily he turned toward the port. Outside there was nothing but mist. “You’re crazy. We’re a hundred miles north of the Go-roum.”


  The captain’s eyes jerked toward the pilot, then came back again to Balfour. “Who the hell are you? What do you want?”


  “I haven’t got time to tell you who I am. What I want is this: Don’t make a forced landing here. If we have a choice of landing here and landing somewhere else, then try to land somewhere else. Try to land out of the Go-roum, no matter how much additional risk you have to run.”


  Captain Vincent’s face turned purple. “Are you trying to tell me to risk my life and the lives of my crew and passengers by gliding this ship an extra hundred miles when I see a chance to set it down in safety here—”


  “I’m telling you to take that chance,” Balfour answered.


  “Look, Captain!” the pilot shouted. The radar screen in front of him had come to life, revealing a high, jungle-covered plateau. What was hidden under the growth of trees the mist-probing radar did not reveal, but it showed one fact clearly—the plateau was fairly level. Beyond it were high mountains. Below it was a broken tangle of impenetrable gorges. The ship was miles above it but, with careful handling, it could be set down on the plateau.


  “We can land there,” the pilot stated. The broken roar of the jets accented his meaning. “With luck, we can take off again, after the ship is repaired.”


  Captain Vincent made his decision instantly. “Then land there.” His hand went inside his coat pocket, came out with a flat, snub-nosed automatic. His eyes glared at Balfour. “Get to hell out of my control room.”


  Balfour sighed and stepped backward through the door. It was too much to ask the average run of human beings to risk their lives on the chance that other men might live yet this was what he had been trying to do here in this control room. If this ship fell into the hands of the Roum, if their scientists had a chance to study it, if the Roum warriors with their vicious secret weapon were loosed on the lanes of space, then certainly other men would die, men who had never heard of the Roum.


  Counting passengers and crew, there were not over twenty human beings on this ship. Captain Vincent had refused to take a chance with their lives when taking that chance might have given untold thousands a better chance for life in some future that was to come. A few might have died here, that thousands might live later.


  For a moment, John Balfour considered with pleasure the thought of throttling Captain Vincent. The damned fool! Even if he saves his neck by landing here, the Roum will chop off his head soon enough.”


  Down there in that jungle the Roum would certainly see a space ship in distress over their land. It would be a spectacle that would interest them as nothing else would. They might keep alive the human occupants of that ship, until they had learned everything the humans knew, but there would come a time when the lives of human cattle would no longer be of value to them. Then—


  There comes a time when a man accepts the fact that he is going to die. This time came to John Balfour now. If the ship crashed, he would die. If the ship landed safely, the Roum would get him. No matter which way the scales dipped now, the answer was the same.


  Some men accept their fate with sullen indifference, some accept it with paralysis, some, snatching at straws, scream with fear. Captain Vincent had been one of the straw-snatchers. Balfour accepted it in none of these ways. He was still alive. Something might yet be done. Warning might be given. He hurried to the radio room.


  A word from him to Admiral Hatridge in Venus Port that a space ship was down in the Go-roum would bring a space cruiser in a hell of a hurry. If worst came to worst, an atom bomb could blow the wrecked ship into fragments of molten metal so small that no scientist could determine how they had once functioned. Admiral Hatridge would issue an order to drop such a bomb, if he had to! If he knew in time that such an order was needed!


  Kicking open the door of the radio room, Balfour stopped, appalled.


  A hammer had been used in here. Nothing else could account for the wreckage that had been done. The panels shielding the RF transmitters had been effectively smashed. Behind the panels the transmitting tubes were a tangle of twisted filaments and broken grids. Tuning coils had been smashed. The key, for code operation, and the mike, for voice transmission, had been pounded into broken metal and smashed plastic.


  Yes, a hammer had been used to accomplish the destruction here. Whoever had wielded the hammer had used it first of all on the head of the radio operator. He sprawled forward on the floor, a youth with his sleeves rolled up as if he was ready for work. The back of his head had been smashed like an egg-shell.


  No SOS, no warning, no call for help, would ever go out over this radio transmitter. This radio operator would never pound his key sending out an urgent warning to the admiral at Venus Port that a space ship was down in the Go-roum.


  At the thought of what this wrecked radio room meant, Balfour took an involuntary step backward. In the throbbing roar of the faltering jets, he did not hear the step in the passageway behind him.


  Nor did he feel the blackjack hit him. He didn’t know anything had hit him. Suddenly, he just didn’t know—anything.


  CHAPTER II


  The soft, musical chirp of the creech, the tree lizard, came to his ears. For a moment, he thought he was back on Venus again, in the jungle, but on second thought he knew this was not right. He was on a space ship headed for earth. But, if this was true, how did it happen he could hear the musical chirp of a lizard that lived in the jungle of Venus?


  It was too much of a problem. He gave up trying to solve it. Voices came to his ears. Somewhere men were arguing. Frightened men. He listened without any great interest. What were frightened men to him? Something wet and soft passed over his face.


  “What are we going to do?” Squeaky Voice said.


  “I still say our best bet is to take guns and supplies from the ship and head straight into the jungle,” Firm Voice answered. There was strength in this voice. Balfour decided he liked the man who owned it.


  “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” a soothing voice spoke. “We can remain right where we are, in perfect safety. In forty-eight hours, at the longest, the ship will be repaired. Then we can take off again.”


  Dimly, Balfour recognized this voice as belonging to Captain Vincent. Who was Captain Vincent? At this moment, he didn’t know. He didn’t much care. The voices came again but he had lost interest. Something soft and wet was passing over his face again. He opened his eyes.


  Kneeling on the ground directly in front of him was as beautiful a pair of nylon-clad knees as he had ever seen. There was a runner, he noticed, in one of the stockings, and the pink flesh showed through. There was a yellow dress—He lifted his gaze. The higher up he looked, the better it was.


  “I see you’ve come to,” a girl’s voice said. “And started acting just like every other man.”


  “Is that wrong?” Balfour said. He didn’t know what he was talking about.


  “No, I guess not,” the girl answered promptly. “A man who didn’t act like that wouldn’t be much good.”


  “Oh,” he said. “What makes a man a good man?”


  “Oh, strength and courage and a sense of fair play, and a lot of other things. How do you feel?”


  “Fine,” he said. It was a lie and he knew it. He sat up. The effort made the world reel around him. He grabbed at the ground and waited for his vision to clear. The girl slipped an arm under his shoulder. “Thanks,” he said. It was odd that he couldn’t remember her name. There were some things about her he could remember, but definitely. Unfortunately her name was not one of them.


  In front of him, at the edge of a sheared swath of broken jungle growth, a space ship rested. The .main lock was open. Two men were crawling cautiously around the lifting jets in the bow, examining them. Other men were cutting down trees, clearing away underbrush, slashing away with axes and with long knives. They worked like men whose lives depended on their speed.


  “So she got down all right?” he spoke.


  “At the last moment, the jets came on,” the girl answered. “It wasn’t a bad landing, except that it was in the wrong place.”


  “At the last moment—” This seemed important, somehow. He tried to think how. Thinking at this moment was a difficult task. There were blank spots in his mind and the back of his head hurt. He ran exploratory fingers over the sore spot, winced as he touched the bruise there. “How’d I get this?”


  “You must have bumped your head when we landed,” the girl said.


  “Ah,” he said. This was one possible explanation. It didn’t sound right somehow but he couldn’t, at the moment, see what was wrong with it. A pompous man in a uniform with a a lot of gold braid was bending over him.


  “Glad to see you have regained consciousness,” the man was saying. “Are you all right now?”


  “Nope,” Balfour answered. Dimly he recognized this man as Captain Vincent. The captain’s face radiated determined cheerfulness but his eyes were worried and fretful. The captain looked over his shoulder. “I can’t remember much,” Balfour said.


  “Probably a mild concussion,” Captain Vincent said. “After a severe blow on the head, the memory is often blank as to the events that took place a few hours before the accident. Nothing serious. The important thing is not to worry. We’ll be out of here within forty-eight hours—”


  “Forty-eight hours?” The words touched a responsive chord somewhere in Balfour’s mind. At the touch, part of his memory came flooding back. He got quickly to his feet. He remembered now, who Captain Vincent was, and he remembered who he was and where he was. “Captain, we can’t possibly remain here forty-eight hours! We’ve got to take off immediately, within the hour, if that is possible.”


  “Can’t do it,” Captain Vincent answered.


  “But we’ve got to do it Captain, we’re in the Go-roum—”


  “I don’t care if we’re in hell, we can’t take off immediately. That’s final.” The picture of outraged dignity, Captain Vincent stalked away toward the ship.


  Balfour rubbed his head. His mind was still blank, in spots. He couldn’t remember how he had received the lick on the head. For that matter, he couldn’t remember how he had gotten out of the ship.


  “I saw you in the passageway and dragged you out,” the girl explained. “I—we were all afraid the ship might blow up.”


  “Blow up?” The words reached into his mind and struck a responsive chord. His clenched fist crashed into his open hand. “That’s the answer!” Excitement crept into his voice. “Captain Vincent!”


  “What the hell do you want now?” Captain Vincent waited for him to come up.


  “We’ve got to make preparations to blow up the ship, if the Roum come!” Balfour said. He tried to keep his voice calm, he tried to act as his suggestion was completely reasonable. It was reasonable to him. The important thing, the only important thing, was to keep a space ship out of the hands of the Roum.


  “Are you out of your heading,” Captain Vincent gasped.


  “It won’t be difficult,” Balfour explained. “We’ll run wires into the fuel tanks. If the ship is repaired in time, we’ll take off. If the Roum arrive before the repairs are complete—Boom!” He made a gesture with his hands to indicate the violent flare of a tremendous explosion.


  All color drained out of Captain Vincent’s face as he listened. “Of course,” he said. “That’s a splendid idea.”


  “You’ll do it?” Balfour’s face beamed. This had been easier than he had expected. Maybe it had been too easy.


  “I’ll get the electrician on it right away,” the captain said. “You lie down and rest. Don’t worry about it.” The captain continued toward the ship. He moved at a trot now and he looked back over his shoulder as if he was afraid Balfour was following him. Balfour went back to the group of passengers.


  “What was that you said about blowing up the ship?” the girl spoke. She seemed scared and worried. He wondered why.


  “If worst comes to worst, that’s what we’ve got to do,” he said.


  “Why?” A little paunchy, squeaky-voice passenger shot the single word at him.


  He tried to tell them why, listening, they gathered around him in a tense little group. Light filtered down through the leaves of the jungle growth overhead. Somewhere a creech chirped musically. When he had finished, the passengers were silent.


  “You mean we’ve got to take a chance on death so that somebody else will have a better chance to live?” Liora Calhoun spoke slowly.


  “That’s it exactly,” he said. She seemed to understand what he meant. A tall bronzed-faced man seemed to understand.


  “You’re crazy!” the little paunchy passenger screamed the words. “I don’t believe the Roum exist. If they do exist, I don’t believe they will bother us.”


  “They exist all right,” the bronzed-faced man spoke. He extended his hand to Balfour. “My name is Jenkins. I’ve been a jungle trader and I know the Roum. You’ve hit the nail right on the head. If it comes to a blow-off, you can count on me.”


  “Thanks,” Balfour said. He took the offered hand. The grip was firm and strong. Dimly he remembered this man as having the firm voice he had first heard when he was recovering consciousness. He had liked the voice then, he liked the man even better. “I don’t imagine there will be any trouble. Captain Vincent has agreed to wire the fuel tanks.”


  “Maybe,” Jenkins said. “Maybe there’s trouble on the way right now.” He looked toward the ship.


  Balfour turned. Captain Vincent had emerged from the lock. Two men were with him. The captain spoke to the two men and pointed toward the passengers. The two men nodded, moved forward. Balfour watched them. In his mind, something seemed to click. Suddenly he remembered what he had forgotten. His memory, jarred out of focus by the blow he had received, gave him back a picture of the wrecked radio room, the dead radio operator. He remembered the quick step that had sounded behind him as he backed out of the radio room and he realized at last that the jolt he had received had been a blow from a blackjack.


  Who had struck it?


  He didn’t know. But he had grim suspicions. With those suspicions came an even grimmer thought. Perhaps the landing of the space ship here in the Go-roum had not been an accident! Lora Calhoun had said that the jets had come on full force just before the ship landed. That one fact alone ought to have made him suspicious. It would be easy to juggle the controls and fake an emergency, then cut on the jets so that the ship landed safely. If there was an investigation later, all the passengers and the crew could be called on to testify that the emergency had been real. The weight of their evidence might force Admiral Hatridge, in Venus Port, to believe that the ship had been forced to land in the Go-roum.


  That would clear the crew and the passengers of complicity in faking a forced landing. Somebody would have a fortune in Roum gold and would be safe to enjoy it. The Roum would have what they wanted most of all—a space ship.


  Watching the two men approach, Balfour’s hand went automatically inside his coat, feeling for the gun he had carried on Venus. Too late he remembered that when the ship had taken off, he had presumed he was safe and had packed the gun in his bag. His hand came away empty.


  “Balfour?” The two men stopped in front of him and the taller spoke a single word. They were members of the crew. They had a job to do but their faces revealed they didn’t much like the job.


  “I’m Balfour.”


  “You’re under arrest.”


  “Who said so?”


  “Captain Vincent said so. He said you are acting like you’re crazy and that he wanted you arrested and confined.” The speaker shrugged. He was just a member of the crew. The shrug said that when he was given orders, he had no choice except to obey them.


  “Okay.” In indifference, in saying that he too, had a job to do, that he too was under orders, Balfour’s shrug matched the shoulder movement of the speaker. He stepped forward. With all his weight behind it, his left fist went out. It landed full on the jaw of the taller of the two men who had been sent to arrest him.


  The man went over backward. He hit the ground with a thud. He wiggled, shook his head, and tried to get to his feet. Behind him, Balfour heard a passenger gasp. He heard the girl cry out.


  “Watch it, the Other one has a gun!”


  It pleased him, somehow, to know that she was trying to warn him. He saw the second, shorter crewman back up hastily when he swung his fist, he saw the man snatch at the bulky pocket of his coveralls. The man he had knocked down was also reaching for a pocket. Both of them had guns. Both were prepared to use them.


  Balfour didn’t hesitate. He moved toward the second man. Something went past him, fast. He caught a glimpse of Jenkins. The second man was trying to back away. Jenkins went in like a tackle, diving at the man’s knees. The trader and the crewman went down together.


  On the ground, the man whom Balfour had hit first was getting the gun out of his pocket. Balfour bent down. “I’ll take it,” he said. Dazedly, the fellow yielded the gun. Balfour moved to help Jenkins. The trader, gun in hand, was already getting to his feet.


  “You work fast,” Balfour said.


  “I’ve had some practice,” Jenkins said.


  “You make up your mind fast too,” Balfour said.


  “Meaning about which side I’m on?” Jenkins said. “Hell, I know a man when I see one.” He grinned, then the grin changed to a frown. “Anyhow I didn’t like the way the ship went down. The jets came on a little too pat to save us from crashing. I didn’t like it.” The frown grew grimmer. “The question is—what next? Unless I miss my guess, it’s not going to be healthy for you and me around here.”


  “You haven’t missed your guess,” Balfour said.


  In the lock of the ship, Captain Vincent was waving his hands and pointing toward them. Two crewmen dropped to the ground. Each carried a sub-machine gun.


  “Are you a good man in the jungle?” Balfour spoke, to Jenkins.


  “Fair,” the trader answered.


  “That’s where I’m going. Come if you want.” Keeping the startled group of passengers between him and the men advancing from the ship, Balfour moved toward the jungle. Jenkins came right behind him. They were slipping out of sight in the jungle growth when Balfour realized that another person was following them.


  “Hey!” he called out protestingly.


  “I’m going with you,” Lora Calhoun spoke. “You’re not leaving me behind with this bunch.”


  His eyes were on the yellow dress she wore. Already it was coming apart at the seams. He could imagine what the sharp thorns of jungle creepers would do to that dress. “Do you know what you’re doing?” he said.


  “Nope,” she answered. “But I know why.” Her eyes were on his face. There was hunger in them as if she saw something she had not known existed. “You meant what you said about being willing to die so that somebody else might have a chance to live, didn’t you?”


  “I meant it,” he answered.


  “Then I’m coming with you,” she said.


  In spite of the meaning back of her words, he opened his mouth to protest, then closed it with a snap as something blurred across the tangled area of broken growth in front of the space ship. A streak of light seemed to leap from the jungle. It was an odd kind of light. It blurred the air as it moved and it produced a crackling sound in the air, like the discharge of static electricity.


  Coming from the edge of the green growth fifty yards away from Balfour, it leaped at, and struck the foremost of the two armed members of the crew trotting toward the group of passengers half hidden under the green growth.


  The man flung his hands up in the air. His manner was jerky, he acted as if he had touched—or been touched by—a high tension electric wire. The tommy-gun described a short arc in the air. The man screamed, a sound ripped from the cavernous depths of his throat and from the deeper depths of his being. Balfour had heard a few men scream like this? He knew what it meant. When such a scream was ripped from the hidden depths of a man, it meant that death had found him both suddenly and unexpectedly. Like a rag doll falling, this man went down. When he touched the ground, he did not move again.


  At the edge of the jungle, peering through the sights of a strange weapon that looked like a cross between a sub-machine gun and a miniature radar set, Balfour caught a glimpse of a dark face.


  He snatched at the girl’s arm, yanked her past Kim. “Crawl!” he whimpered.


  The Roum had arrived.


  CHAPTER III


  Hiding at the edge of the jungle, not daring to try to escape for fear that flight itself would reveal them, Balfour and Jenkins and Lora Calhoun saw the results of the piece of treachery that had taken place here. The instant the first shot was fired—apparently the Roum fighter who fired it had mistakenly thought that the tommy-gun was a far more dangerous weapon than it was—fighters instantly began popping out of the jungle. They came from four different places, in long files, each warrior on the run. Though no commands were given, each fighter seemed to know instantly what to do. The files formed a circle around the ship. Every human was caught within the circling net thus flung out. Instantly the net began to draw tighter around the ship.


  Captain Vincent appeared in the lock. As if his appearance was a signal, a dozen Roum fighters detached themselves and ran to him. The captain greeted them with bristling anger. “What kept you so long? You were supposed to be here within an hour after we landed. I’ve had the devil’s own time trying to keep the passengers and the crew under control. One of the passengers even wanted to blow up the ship. You should have been here sooner.”


  His anger was vitriolic. The Roum leader smiled placatingly. “We came as quickly as we could. The ship was not put down in the spot where you were told to land.”


  In this moment it was obvious that the Roum had succeeded in getting through to at least one member of the crew of a space ship and this in spite of all the precautions that had been taken to prevent it.”


  “That dirty son—sold all of us out!” Jenkins gritted. Unconsciously he lifted the pistol he had taken from one of the two men who had tried to arrest Balfour, trying to line up the sights on Captain Vincent.


  “Cut it out!” Balfour hissed. “How long do you think we would remain alive if they found us?”


  “Not long,” Jenkins admitted. Reluctantly he lowered the muzzle of the pistol. “But it might be worth it if I could take him with me.”


  “Wait and see,” Balfour said.


  “What’s there to see if we do wait?”


  “If I know the Roum, there will be something to see, and we won’t have to wait long. Watch!”


  A file of Roum fighters were already entering the main lock of the vessel. One by one the members of the crew who had been working inside the ship began to emerge, each escorted by a roum warrior, until the entire crew and the passengers had been lined up at the stern of the ship. Under guard, the humans stood there, milling like uneasy cattle that have been captured by wolves.


  A command rang out in the Roum tongue. Balfour knew enough of the Roum speech to know what was going to happen next. He saw the platoon of warriors step forward and lift their weapons. Involuntarily he covered his eyes.


  Captain Vincent’s voice lifted in a shout. “No! You promised you would see me safely to—” The shout died in a sudden scream.


  Balfour didn’t see it but the screams told him what was happening. The humans were being massacred. When the screams died out, he opened his eyes. All along the stern of the ship dead bodies lay on the ground. The Roum leader was stepping forward to deliver the coup de grace to a squirming human who was not yet dead.


  Beside him on the ground, Balfour could hear Jenkins breathing in short panting gasps. Lora Calhoun seemed to have stopped breathing entirely. She had changed completely from the girl Balfour had first met, with a cocktail in her hand, celebrating the take-off from Venus.


  “You’ll get over it in time,” he said roughly. “Come along now. We’ve got to get away from here before they start checking the dead bodies against the list of passengers and crew and discover they haven’t got all of us.”


  “Anyhow Vincent got exactly what was coming to him,” Jenkins said. “That’s something, anyhow.”


  “Something—but not enough,” Balfour said. They slid silently into the protection of the jungle. No shout came from behind them, announcing their discovery. The Roum were still too busy with the ship to take time to wonder if they had destroyed all of its human occupants. Later, the question would occur to them.


  Within half a mile, Balfour stopped. The impenetrable tangle had closed completely around them and the ship was no longer visible. He squinted at the sun. “Couple of more hours of daylight,” he said. Jenkins nodded. The girl was silent. Creeper briars had already begun to do their deadly work on the yellow dress.


  “We had better take stock,” Jenkins said. “We’ve got two pistols and no food. The first jungle cat, the first tiger lizard that comes along will just naturally gobble us up. There’s over a hundred miles of this jungle to the first trading post.” He shook his head. “I make the odds ten to one against our ever making it,” he said. “That presumes the Roum don’t discover our existence and take after us, in which case the odds are a hundred to one—against.”


  Balfour nodded. “So you two get started,” he said.


  “Eh?” Jenkins was startled. “What do you mean—‘get started’ ? What about you?”


  “I want to have a crack at destroying that ship,” Balfour said. “The filler pipes leading to the fuel tanks open through a special lock just forward of the stern. I thought after dark I could open the lock, unscrew the filler pipe caps, run wires down into the tanks—”


  “Where are you going to get the wires?” Jenkins said. “Where are you going to get the batteries?”


  “Well—”


  The trader laughed. “Don’t you ever give up, pal? Don’t you ever admit you’re licked?”


  “Sure,” Balfour admitted. “It’s just that, back there when I thought the ship was going to crash, I decided I was as good as dead. Since I’m already dead, it doesn’t matter what kind of chances I take.” He groped through his mind for his reasons, found he didn’t actually know them. “So you two try to get through to Venus Port and report to Admiral Hatridge what has happened here. I’ll stay and have one last crack at the ship.”


  “The admiral will wait a long time if he waits for me,” Jenkins said. “I don’t duck out and leave a pal in trouble.”


  “But somebody’s got to get a report to the admiral,” Balfour said. His gaze centered on the girl.


  “Not me,” she said. “And that makes it unanimous.”


  “I guess we’ll all stay,” Balfour said. “As soon as it gets dark—” He looked back toward the ship.


  In the Venusian jungle night comes quietly. Because of the eternal cloud banks overhead, the light is never very bright. The shadows begin to firm long before the sun is gone, resulting in a misty twilight. In that twilight, the night-roaming creatures begin to awaken, the jungle cats begin to prowl, the tiger lizards move from the quiet glades where they have been hiding during the day.


  As the twilight thickened, the three humans moved back toward the ship. Ahead of them, lights gleamed in the jungle.


  “They’ve hooked lights on to the ship’s generators and strung them outside,” Jenkins said. “But what are they doing?”


  About the ship, the Koum were as busy as bees. Immense activity was going on in the jungle. Trees were being chopped down, creeper vines were being carefully pulled from their positions and with their roots still in place, the long green tendrils were being led toward the ship. In this rain-soaked hothouse those vines would grow ten feet in a single day.


  “Camouflage,” Balfour said. “They’re hiding the ship.”


  He knew the camouflage would be effective. Within a few days, the fast-growing vines would hide the ship completely from observation from the sky. Since the vines were alive, even infra-red photography would not detect any difference in the vegetation on the plateau.


  When the ship failed to report in at Luna Station, a search would be instituted for it but no search would ever discover this hiding place.


  “Smart son-of-a-guns,” Jenkins said.


  “Their smartest development is that weapon they carry,” Balfour said. “That’s an adaptation, for hand use, of the big weapon they have discovered.” He told them about the testing sites he had discovered. “Admiral Hatridge would give his heart’s blood for one of those hand guns. If he had one of them as a model, he could tell the Roum he knew all about their secret weapon, and that they had better keep the peace, or else.”


  “But he doesn’t have one,” Jenkins said. “And the Roum do have a space ship.”


  “I know it.”


  Keeping carefully out of sight, they studied the scene before them. Roum were visible everywhere, tall, dusky-skinned Venusians in trim uniforms. Their features and their bodies were very close to the human, except for a sixth finger on each hand and a slight slanting of the eyes. As they worked, each carried the stubby little weapon that resembled a cross between a tommy-gun and a portable radar set. Parties were hard at work in the jungle, other Roum were examining the ship from the outside. Lights glowing from every port indicated the examination that was taking place inside the hull.


  “I was thinking, if we had uniforms—” Balfour said hesitantly.


  “I’ve had the same idea in my mind,” Jenkins answered. “Come on. We’ll see if we can borrow a couple of uniforms from a couple of Roum.”


  “What about me?” Lora Calhoun whispered.


  “You stay right where you are.” Balfour said. “We’ll pick you up later.” They left her hidden at the base of a gigantic tree. She didn’t like it, but she didn’t protest.


  “Stout girl, that,” Jenkins said, as they moved away.


  “I agree,” Balfour answered.


  The first Roum, busy cutting branches to use for camouflage never really knew what hit him. So far as he was concerned, an arm suddenly came from nowhere behind him, clamped around his neck and jerked him backward. He didn’t even get a chance to notice that the hand on that arm was a monstrosity, that it held only five fingers.


  “The uniform fits well enough,” Balfour said. . The cloth was some closely-woven water-resistant material. A leather belt holding a knife circled the waist. Balfour knew this was the death knife, by which the defeated fighter was supposed to take his own life. He was interested in the gun. The principle of operation he did not understand but there was an obvious safety and an obvious trigger. More than how to release the safety and pull the trigger he did not need to know. He slipped the uniform cap on his head, rubbed dirt on his hands and face.


  “Now a nice new suit for me,” Jenkins said.


  The second Roum must have heard the approach of stealthy feet. He was nervous and very much alert. His wariness got him a chance to start a yell, which died in a strangled gasp as Balfour caught him in the crook of the arm and tightened the deadly hold around the neck. The warrior vanished into the jungle growth.


  “You do that real neatly,” Jenkins observed.


  “It’s part of my job to know how to kill a man—or a Roum—silently,” Balfour answered. Between them they swiftly stripped the silenced warrior of his clothing.


  “Our luck is good—so far,” Jenkins said. He examined the gun, made certain he knew how to use it, slipped it in its sling.


  Together, with no attempt at concealment, they stepped into the bright glare from the lights the Roum had strung up and moved directly toward the ship.


  CHAPTER IV


  As far as the Roum were concerned, it looked as if two of their warriors had come out of the jungle and were going definitely about their business. The warriors were in proper uniform, they carried their weapons properly, obviously they were Roum fighters. No one paid any attention to them. The Roum had not yet got around to checking the passenger and crew list against the dead bodies of the men they had slaughtered, hence they did not as yet know that any humans were missing.


  The Roum were too excited to be wondering about such cattle as humans. They had what they wanted most—a space ship. When their scientists had finished examining the vessel, their hidden workshops would begin to hum with life, turning out long ships with which to range the star lanes. Because of the eternal cloud banks that covered Venus, they had never really appreciated the potentialities for conquest offered by the worlds beyond the sky. Most of them had never realized that some of the stars they saw occasionally were actually worlds like their own. They knew this fact now. To this race of fighters, the thought of new worlds to conquer was like a magic elixir, stirring them on to new ambitions. Peace was only for weaklings, was their motto.


  The two warriors went directly to the stern of the ship, where they began to examine the hull. Since they seemed to know exactly what they were doing, they were obviously acting under orders. They stood looking up.


  Jenkins sighed. There was real regret in that soft sound. “You’ve got to have a special wrench to open the damned lock over the filler pipes,” he said.


  “I see,” Balfour said. “They’ve got a new type cover. The old ones simply screwed out. I had hoped that we could screw them loose, then perhaps a match—”


  “Hey!” Jenkins said, startled. “If you dropped a match in those tanks, how in hell would you ever get away?”


  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Balfour said.


  The trader eyed him. “The hell you hadn’t. You intended to unscrew that cap and then drop in a match. You crazy fool! I could think of a nicer way of committing suicide but I couldn’t think of a faster one.”


  Balfour shrugged. “I would have given you a chance to get into the jungle first,” he said. For a moment, he was silent. Then his voice came again. “I’ll go into the ship and find the wrench. You stay here and act like you’re busy.”


  “We’ll go into the ship,” Jenkins gently corrected him. “While you find the bench, I’ll raid the electrician’s kit for a couple of spools of wire, a high tension coil to produce a jump spark, and some batteries. We’ll lay the wire into the jungle just exactly like we know what we’re doing.”


  “Do you think we can get away with it?”


  “We can try,” Jenkins said. They moved to the lock.


  The Roum had not posted guards as yet. Probably the need for guards would occur to them later, but at this moment, flushed with conquest, certain that all the humans were dead, they had seen no need for sentries. No one challenged the two warriors who stepped up into the lock and disappeared inside the ship. They parted at the place where the main passageways separated. Both the tool room and the electricians shop were at the stern of the ship but they were on opposite sides of the hull.


  “Meet you at the filler pipe lock,” Jenkins said. Balfour nodded.


  The door of the tool room was open. Inside a single Roum was busy examining the ship’s supply of tools. One by one, he was cataloguing them and entering the records, in neat script that looked like bird tracks, in a small note book. Balfour stepped inside and gently closed the door.


  “Vasose se? Who are you?” the Roum growled.


  “I was sent to help you,” Balfour growled in reply: He knew enough of the language of the Go-roum to make himself understood. He hoped the occupant of this room would not notice his strange accent.


  The Roum did notice it. “Your voice is strange,” he spoke, rising to his feet.


  “I have a throat pain,” Balfour answered. “I want a special tool—”


  In the rack across the room he saw the wrench for the lock over the filler caps. The human mechanic who had once used this room had cleaned the wrench and put it carefully in its place, against the day when it would again be needed. Balfour stepped forward and pulled it from its resting place.


  “No one may take anything from this room,” the Roum growled at him. “Those are my orders.”


  “Ah!” Balfour said. He swung the wrench. Made of steel, with a handle a foot long, it was a heavy tool. The projecting prong, designed to fit into the square opening of the small lock over the filler pipes, made its own opening—in the skull of the Roum.


  Balfour wiped the stains from the wrench, slipped it inside the belt of his borrowed uniform. Gently, he closed the door as he went out. In the passageway no one challenged him. He dropped to the ground, still unchallenged, and moved directly to the stern.


  For the first time, he dared to hope.


  The lock was a steel cap. He fitted the wrench into the socket, began to turn. The block of steel turned easily under the pressure of the wrench. It came loose and sagged downward, held by a chain on the inside designed to keep it from dropping to the ground, revealing an opening about a foot in diameter. Visible now were the plain caps over the filler pipes.


  The other end of the wrench fitted the socket in the filler pipe caps. He inserted the tool.


  Directly above him, Roum were lifting long vines over the hull of the ship. Dim thunder was rumbling in the distance and rain had begun to fall in big drops. The Roum were swearing at the rain. The cap over the first filler pipe came off in his hands. He could smell the raw gases rising from the fuel inside the tanks.


  Where was Jenkins? One of the tanks was open. One was enough. If one exploded, the others would go too. Balfour glanced toward the main lock. Jenkins was not in sight. He began to loose the cap from the second filler pipe.


  The thunder growled closer and the rain grew stronger. Streaking downward through the light, each rain drop seemed as big as a golf ball. In this rain, in the growing storm, they would have an excellent chance to string wires into the jungle. Hope rose in him, stronger than before. Perhaps, after all, he was not a walking dead man! Perhaps he might live again! Perhaps, if he succeeded here, and Admiral Hatridge played his cards right in this grim game, a lot of people might live.


  A shadow moved near him.


  Startled, he jerked around.


  Jenkins stood there. Jenkins was leaning against the hull of the ship.


  “I didn’t get—the wire—or the batteries—or the high tension coil!” Jenkins’ words were spoken in a taut whisper.


  “You didn’t get—” Balfour broke off what he was going to say. The tone of the trader’s voice warned him that something was wrong.


  “I got a knife instead,” Jenkins whispered. He pointed to his chest.


  Dimly visible, protruding beyond the uniform, was the hilt of a Roum death knife. The blade was within or very close to the trader’s heart.


  “He saw—I only had five fingers,” Jenkins whispered “He had the knife in me—before I knew he realized I wasn’t a Roum.” The voice faltered into silence, then came again. “I’m sorry—but I didn’t get him. We won’t have time to string the wire.”


  “You’re dead, man!” Balfour gasped.


  As if he had not heard him, Jenkins continued. “The whole ship is arousing, inside. Run, man! Get to Lora! Get away.”


  “Run?” Balfour whispered the single word. “But—”


  “I know,” Jenkins spoke. “You’re thinking this job ought to blow. Well, it will blow! The pipes are open?” He raised himself to his full height, looked at the work Balfour had done. “Good!”


  Lifting the weapon he had borrowed from the Roum warrior, he thrust the muzzle straight down the filler pipe.


  “Any job a match will do, this little gadget ought to do better,” he said.


  Appalled, Balfour stared at him. “But—”


  The trader’s voice rose in a snarl. “There are no ‘buts’ about it. You would have done the same thing for me. I’m doing it for you. Run! you’ve got a chance, now, to get away.”


  From the main lock a shout sounded. A Roum warrior had dropped to the ground there. He was shouting a single word over and over again. “Spy! Spy! Spy!”


  “Get moving!” Jenkins gasped.


  “And leave you here?” Balfour spoke.


  “You don’t seem to understand,” the trader answered. “I want it this way. I’ve got a knife in me. No matter what happens, I’ve only got a few minutes to live. There is no possible way I can escape, no possible way you can help me. All I’ve got is a choice of how I die. Let me go out in a blaze of glory.”


  Balfour made up his mind. If he were in Jenkins’ place, he would demand the same privilege. He didn’t say another word. For an instant their hands met, in the fierce grip of a final farewell, then Balfour turned and began to walk toward the edge of the jungle.


  “Good luck,” the trader’s voice came after him. “I’ve got maybe five minutes. You had better be gone by then.”


  Balfour did not answer. All around him Roum warriors were moving toward the fighter standing on the ground outside the main lock. A whistle was blowing. The shrill notes of the call for assembly rang through the rain-soaked night.


  Lighting rolled along the horizon. Thunder roared. To Balfour, knowing what might happen at any second, the walk through the flood lights to the edge of the jungle was the longest distance he had ever travelled in his life. A thousand needles of anticipatory dread jabbed at his back.


  At any moment a Roum warrior might challenge. In answer to the assembly call, all the Roum were moving toward the ship. He, alone, was going in the opposite direction. Would he make the safety of the jungle? He didn’t know. He was past all thinking, past all worrying about such a little thing as life, past all hoping. He reached the edge of the floodlights, slid into the jungle.


  “Lora! Lora!”


  In the illumination from a flash of lighting, he caught a glimpse of the tall tree where they had left her.


  Her voice answered him. Oblivious now, of the fact that he might be detected, he ran toward her. He found her. Soaking wet from the pouring rain, she clung to him.


  “Quick! Down behind the tree!”


  She didn’t ask any questions. With the bulk of the giant tree looming protectively over them, they threw themselves flat on the ground. “Cover your ears!” he said huskily.


  Off in the distance, thunder rolled. From the direction of the ship came a fierce shout, the cry of a hunter who had located his prey. Balfour knew the meaning of this shout. Jenkins, leaning against the hull of the ship, had finally been detected.


  Answering the shout, came a flash of fire. Following the flash of fire was a monstrous blast of thunder. At the ship the dying Jenkins had finally pulled the trigger of the Roum gun the muzzle of which was thrust down the filler pipes leading to the fuel tanks . . .


  The very ground under them leaped convulsively. The air howled with sound. The tree above them bent far over from the rushing air fighting to get away from the explosion. The night was filled with chunks of flying metal. The whole jungle seemed saturated with this metallic rain.


  It was the tree that saved John Balfour and Lora Calhoun. It bent double from the blast but it did not go over. The stout trunk protected them from the ghastly rain of redhot metal flying through the night.


  Eventually the last chunk of metal had come back to the soil of Venus. John Balfour sat up. His ears ached from the fury of the explosion, his mind seemed to be reeling. In the spot where the space ship had rested a tremendous blaze was shooting flames a thousand feet into the air. All the fuel had not exploded. The remainder, burning there, was turning the broken hull of the ship into a mass of twisted, fused wreckage.


  “We’ve got to start moving now,” Balfour said. “Roum search parties will be all over this area. We’ve got to get out before they get here.”


  “What chance have we got?” she asked. “You said yourself the jungle cats—”


  “One good thing I can say for the Roum,” he answered. “They’ve got a weapon that will stop the biggest jungle cat that ever lived.” He lifted the little weapon he carried.


  Through the rainy, lightning swept and thunder harried night, she followed him away from the wreck of the burning ship. Jenkins, he put out of his mind. The jungle trader had died as he wished, a hero. Somewhere, someday, there would be a monument to Jenkins. Perhaps a monument would not be enough, but it would be something.


  As for him, Balfour knew that again he dared to hope. Ten days and ten nights would be needed to reach the first trading post. From there, they could go forward in comparative security to final safety. The gun would protect them against the wild life, the jungle itself would provide them with everything they needed . . . Well, perhaps not with everything. He thought of the yellow dress Lora Calhoun was wearing. Then he thought of the ten nights, nights with her warm softness very close to him. A smile struggled to existence on his face . . . No, the jungle could not supply a yellow dress, or even a reasonable facsimile of same. It could only tear a yellow dress to shreds, revealing fully what lay beneath it.


  On Balfour’s face, the smile became a grin . . .


  METAL BOUNCER


  Lee Owen


  THE SALOON was a typical dive located on the fringe of the rocket port.


  It catered to the hard-bitten men who came out of space and demanded the most potent beverages that men could concoct, drank them, and vanished back to their ships—sometimes. At other times they tore apart any particular place that struck their fancy.


  Guu, the philosophical Venerian sized up the rolling gait of the gigantic earthman who just swung through the door. His heavily lidded eyes took in the sun-blackened hard-bitten face of the man. He sighed. He knew what was coming.


  The Earthman rolled up to the bar. He sized up the Venerian contemptuously. He banged a huge fist on the bar. “Gimme a slug of kor-kor—and leave the bottle here,” he roared. “I’m gonna do some man-sized drinkin’ !”


  Mentally Guu agreed. Anybody who could swallow the stuff much less like it, was undoubtedly a real drinker. He placed a glass and bottle before the spaceman and accepted the credit book, tearing out the right amount.


  Guu went to the end of the bar and spoke softly and sibiliantly into the phone there. Then he went back to the center of the bar and awaited the inevitable.


  The Earthman took a slug of the potent brew. He shuddered as it went down and shook his shaggy head. Immediately he poured another and wolfed it down and then a third. Guu’s eyes popped. This was going to be fast.


  The Earthman swayed a little and then downed a fourth. Suddenly and without warning he picked up the bottle, took it firmly by the neck and shot it unerringly at the bartender. But Guu was fast. Moreover he was expecting it. He ducked and the bottle shattered into a thousand pieces along with part of a huge mirror and a dozen other bottles.


  Silently Guu thanked his gods that he had the credit book. Calmly the Earthman announced in stentorian tones; “I’m gonna tear this stinking hole apart!” He walked over and seized a chair. “Hurry!” Guu prayed.


  The saloon door swung open. Standing in it was the Earthman’s equivalent . . . but its passive shining features betrayed its substance. The huge robot thundered forward, its steps shaking the floor. As a child seizes a piece of candy, it tore the chair from the drunken Earthman. Its arms flashed around the bulk of the man, seizing him in an unbreakable grip. The smiling face of Guu arose above the bar. He glanced at the credit book in his hands. “Back to Dock number Three,” he said.


  The robot lumbered out clutching the screaming infuriated Earthman. Helplessly the man thrashed around held gently but firmly. Guu watched the two disappear. He went over to the phone. “The service has been performed,” he said, “what is the fee? . . .”


  TWO WORLDS IN PERIL


  James Blish and Phil Barnhart


  Chapter I


  It was morning in the garden. A dim, pearly light filtered down from above, tinting the green haze with swirls of opalescence. The tall, graceful plants swayed slightly in the current, and a school of tiny fish passed unhurriedly, leaving a trail of bright ascending bubbles.


  Heimdall stared at them. His wide eyes turned from the leafy fronds to the garden’s bright-pebbled floor, then rose to peer into the glowing haze that was the sky. He saw a great scarlet bloom hanging close above his head, and the thought came:


  This is wrong. Why?


  He raised one hand in an impulsive gesture—and stared at the heavy glove with vague recognition. He became conscious of the smooth transparency of a helmet, the swathes of thick, muffling fabric, the hard metal that pressed against him when he moved. That was right enough: he was wearing his spacesuit. And he was wearing it, because . . .


  Heimdall frowned, and arose with a quick, awkward lunge, wincing as a stab of pain shot through his head. Memory came with it. He’d been riding the under-jets down toward the dim-lit Venusian sea. An injector had blown, and the spaceship, the Hope, had yawed wildly, flinging him against the control-panel and starting the small vessel in a disastrous dive, straight for that glassy, sullen sea.


  He’d had just time to slam the escape-hatch lever with one mailed fist and be catapulted out. Evidently he’d knocked his helmet on the side of the hatch—no, he could still recall spinning like a dervish in emptiness, the watery world wheeling about him . . . Then, blankness that was like a throbbing blow.


  So the impact with the surface of the water had knocked him out. No wonder! The suit was strong, but not meant to protect its wearer from such a blow. At the speed he must have been falling when he hit, it was lucky he was still alive. But where was the ship? It had been plunging away from him on a tangent when he bailed out. It could be as much as a thousand miles away, on the bottom of an unknown sea, on an unexplored world—and he had to find it, and soon.


  A sudden movement roused him. A few yards away, a screen of feathery, deep-blue ferns parted, and a vision stepped daintily through.


  Heimdall gasped, enchanted. This was the most exquisite thing in a whole garden of marvels. She was small and delicately formed with floating masses of dark hair and great soft eyes fringed with long lashes. She paused, her dusky hair swaying above her, and looked around. She saw Heimdall.


  She stepped back quickly, her hand dropping to a metal object protruding from the kilted garment at her waist. Then her dark brows, narrowed in a tiny frown; she stood there, poised on the balls of her feet, and her hand drifted away from the weapon.


  She came forward fearlessly then, launching herself through the water with swift gliding steps, supporting herself briefly with effortless movements of her webbed fingers. She floated to a stop close to Heimdall, and he drew back, fascinated by the mystery of the cloudy mass of hair that floated about her. For a long moment they looked at each other, face to face.


  The girl’s wide eyes were dark-pupilled and depthless, with a hint of the sea’s green in them. Her nose was tiny and tip-tilted, the arched nostrils tightly shut. At either side of her soft chin, the pink, delicate edges of gills pulsed gently; her small, high breasts were still—obviously she had no need to breathe.


  She stared at him for a moment, reading the hesitant wonder in his eyes. Then her lips parted, and she touched his arm, her fingers light as the touch of sea-foam. Though her voice came clearly to Heimdall through the resonator in his helmet, he could not understand her. He said, “Are you real?” and smiled at her.


  She shook her head, and took his arm again. He followed her as she moved away toward the hedge of blue ferns. At first, his efforts to imitate her gliding walk nearly pitched him head foremost onto the pebbled floor. But he learned quickly, and in a moment they were past the trailing fronds of the blue plants and into further mystery.


  There was a wide, shallow depression here, carpeted with algae and delicately terraced in descending levels of smooth green stone. At the hollow’s center was a miniature summerhouse, a thing of graceful coral pillars, roofless and festooned with anemones. All about the villa were high, branching sea-ferns, with trumpet-shaped blossoms of a startlingly vivid blue that opened and closed in sleepy rhythms. Swarms of tiny golden fish played among the branches, weaving intricate, flashing patterns.


  As he watched, the ferns shook suddenly, and two dull-grey creatures, almost like men, burst into view. He felt the girl beside him draw back suddenly. The grey creatures came toward them with swift, clumsy steps, but Heimdall hardly noticed them.


  He had seen the fountain.


  It came from an opening in the pale stone blocks, and it was a fountain of air—myriads of bubbles, large and small, that rushed swiftly upward, glinting yellow in the light. Bubbles—yellow bubbles!


  The Gas! But that was back on Earth . . .


  In the visiplate, a cloud of dirty-yellow bubbles was streaming up from a raw cleft in the Atlantic floor. A dead fish floated past, its belly bloated and discolored.


  “This is only one of them,” Vidor said. “There are thousands of these fumaroles—more every week.” He reached out to the dials, and the viewpoint rose swiftly up the turbulent yellow column—reached the surface of the water, and receded, so that they could see the dense, billowing clouds rising into the air. That air was already suffused with a faint, deadly tint of yellow.


  “We’ve kept it from the people, but they’ll have to know soon,” Vidor said. “These subterranean shifts have become more and more frequent in the last ten years. All over the earth the crust is cracking, readjusting. There isn’t enough heat left in this old planet to cause many earthquakes, but there’s plenty of the Gas. It bubbles up—in jungles, in wastelands, in fissures all over the ocean floor. It’s deadly—and we can’t stop it.”


  He turned his burning, dark-circled eyes on Heimdall. “It adds up to this: the human race has another generation to live. Two, at the outside—but that’s optimism.”


  Heimdall nodded slowly and crossed the room to the ceiling-high window. They were far inland, but in the bright summer afternoon there seemed to be a faint tinge of yellow. He could imagine it growing, deepening; he could imagine stepping out into it, and finding his lungs filled with strangling fire. And when the Yellow Gas had gone—dissipated, oxidized, ionized, absorbed into the rocks—the sun would rise on a planet swept clean of man.


  “The cause seemed inconsequential at first,” Vidor said softly. “Just a minute drop in the solar constant—the first we’ve ever detected since we’ve been able to measure it. We thought it might change the weather a little, that’s all. But it’s upset thermal balance in the earth itself. So—our world is striking a new balance between its inner fires and the sun. The change isn’t big, but—it’s enough!”


  Heimdall clenched his muscular, sun-browned fists. “Is there no chance at all, Vidor?”


  “There’s one. Venus.”


  So he had come to Venus to explore the possibilities of re-colonization. And Venus had the Gas!


  He felt a violent tug at his hand, looked down, and saw the gin’s hand clutching at his. The grey-skinned manthings had her by either arm and were drawing her away. Her face, twisted toward him over her shoulder, was frightened and—puzzled.


  He did not stop to reason. These beings were taking her away, and he didn’t want her to go—that was enough. He lunged forward, growling in his throat, and caught the nearest grey man by the calf in steel fingers.


  Thrown off balance in mid-step, the creature tumbled side-wise and released his hold on the girl. His companion stopped and turned, scowling.


  The grey man picked himself up, gaping at Heimdall; then he plunged effortlessly forward and swung at Heimdall’s helmet. The blow travelled slowly, but when it struck, Heimdall’s ears rang. His shoulder armor clashed into the green cobbles, and he flailed in slow motion among the sea-ferns. He struggled toward the grey man, crouching, his fingers curled.


  The creature side-stepped him easily and wrapped his arms around Heimdall, his corded muscles contorting. The metal of the suit did not even creak. Heimdall slashed a clenched fist at the grey man’s face.


  The hairless head snapped back. Its owner went plunging backward, to land in a cloud of sediment and the flesh tendrils of algae. The creature writhed feebly, stunned. His companion, eyes full of savage amazement, drew a silvery tube from the pouch at his waist and levelled it deliberately.


  The girl cried out and broke free. The gun hissed. Something slammed hard on Heimdall’s chest, and then his back thudded on the green stones again. Past his own toes he saw the girl shoot away across the terrace, her slim legs flashing, her smooth body fighting the currents generated by the blast. The fallen grey man reached for his own gun—


  Heimdall’s hand closed on a fragment of stony coral and swung it, fighting against the nightmare resistance of the water. The fallen grey man went limp and began to drift. The other snarled something Heimdall could not understand, and dove away through the gas-fountain toward the other side of the terrace at a surprising speed.


  Heimdall was hopelessly outdistanced in the first fifty feet, and would have lost the chase had it not been for the bosques of algae. His opponent turned a triumphant face over a grey shoulder, and caught his foot on the topmost ledge. Heimdall was upon him in a brittle shower of broken coral.


  The creature gasped and raised his slim, silvery weapon, but Heimdall’s vision was suffused with the red glare of rage. He knocked the tube aside, deliberately shifting his grip to the grey man’s throat. He propelled one mailed fist at the contorted face.


  A pink mist rose, and drifted slowly with the current.


  Chapter II


  After a long time, Heimdall felt the girl tugging at his arm. He looked up, saw her wide eyes staring at him, avoiding the bloody thing that lay at his feet. Her face was white, but she managed a smile.


  “L’ahnshe said. “E doni Vahn.”


  He allowed himself to be led away, but not without a backward glance. Slim, arrow-sharp black fish were hovering greedily in the red mist . . .


  They passed through the tall pillars of the summer-house, through an archway and into an inner court. The girl knelt gracefully and made a motion. Heimdall could not see; in response, a section of the flagstones dropped away, revealing green depths.


  With a quick smile for him, the girl stepped through and fell out of sight. Heimdall peered over the brink after her. She was floating effortlessly downward; after a moment he jumped after her, churning at the water. The heavy armor dragged him swiftly past her, and slammed him hard against the bottom. The girl’s golden laughter showered down; she darted in a swift circle above him, then alighted and took him by the hand.


  She led him down a long, tubular corridor into a greenish glow of light. At the doorway a tall man, black-haired like the girl, came out to meet them. He stared at Heimdall, then shot a swift question at the girl. She seemed to be explaining as she followed him into the room.


  For a moment Heimdall was left to himself to examine the strange shapes that crowded the cubicle. They reminded him strongly of Vidar’s apparatus: the same litter of coils and tubes, the same heavy shielding, the same impression of power being herded gently toward mysterious goals. There was, of course, no ultraphone, or Venus and Earth would have talked together long before this; Heimdall knew that the ultraphone in the Hope must be the only one on this planet, and that was lost.


  The man placed his hands on Heimdall’s shoulders, his eyes lit with excitement. He said, haltingly, “Airht?”


  Heimdall stared uncomprehendingly for a moment, then nodded. “Earth,” he said. “Sure. How’d you know?”


  The tall man turned, crossed to the opposite wall and opened the paneling, disclosing a ceiling-high cabinet filled with squares of metal. One of them was nearly black with use; the Venusian took it down and broke it open, revealing a sheaf of limp, cream-colored material printed in jagged lines.


  The man walked back toward Heimdall, feverishly turning the leaves. He scanned one page, said something in a high, explosive voice, and turned impatiently to a section at the back. He ran his finger down the page, then looked at Heimdall eagerly and said, “ ’Ow deed you cahm? Wair ees your sheep?”


  English! These people kept their records a long time—it had been two hundred years since the Venus expedition had been called back! Still, there’d be no sense in trying to talk to this stranger as if he knew the language well—he was obviously working from an ancient dictionary.


  “My ship is lost,” Heimdall said carefully. “I had to—”


  “Lohst?” The tall man shook his head and thumbed the book again, grimacing. Evidently the word was not in it, or he didn’t know where to look for it. He said, “Tlosara!” and threw the metal case to the floor. The girl spoke softly; the tall man shrugged, picked up the book again, and strode out of the room.


  “My father,” the girl said. “He go for mahn—machine—help you unairstan’.”


  As she spoke a younger man, with close-cropped reddish hair, came sidewise through the doorway. His left arm was crooked around a cylinder topped by a lambent globe. Wires led from it to two rings of silver metal, which he held in his right hand.


  The girl’s father followed, swept papers off a low stool, and made Heimdall sit down on it, while the young man set his mechanism down on a bench and slipped one of the circlets over his head. The other, even when fully expanded, would not fit over Heimdall’s helmet, but the young man crammed it down as far as it would go, like a cockeyed halo. Then he touched the machine.


  A humming filled Heimdall’s ears, flowed gently into his brain, filling his skull like a soft, viscous liquid. Fingers of it probed delicately, this way and that, and sparkles of sensation, crazy-quilt patches of memory flickered in and out of being as they touched. He recognized the sensation from descriptions; the unfamiliar device evidently was a sort of EEG probe, like those used back home for scereosurgery.


  Suddenly the bodyless fingers came to rest, prodding insistently at a section of his mind that was dark and silent. Involuntarily he resisted a little; instantly a torrent of strange words, pictures, ideas roared through his brain. He felt himself sinking into unconsciousness, into a morass of memories in which old and new were frighteningly mixed . . .


  Heimdall felt the hot August sun pouring down on his uncovered head. He was standing on the landing-plaiform of the Hope gripping Vidor’s sweaty palm. Behind him he could feel the cool darkness of the open airlock, waiting for him. The others had drawn back a little; their faces and robes were a blur of shimmery color.


  Vidor said, “Remember—you’re all we’ve got. If the Hope fails, they’d never let me build another ship. You’ll be stranded up there—and we—we’ll be dead.”


  Heimdall knew. The great Martian rebellion of 2246, and the 2249 Ganymedian Plague, happening with such disastrous coincidence, had brought Earth’s colonial expansion to an abrupt end. Threatened with economic suicide on one hand and swift, terrible disease on the other, the Security Council had ordered all Earth-born settlers home—except the plague victims on the Jovian moons.


  Those had been left to die. Just as Earth’s population would be left, unless Heimdall proved that Venus could be re-colonized—that the same death which was overtaking Earth had not begun there also.


  That had been more than two hundred years ago. Now there was no one alive who could remember the last Tri-planet ships rusting on the ways, no one who remembered the taste of Martian kulcha or the evanescent beauty of Ganymedian dream-diamonds. No one wanted to remember. Their histories had convinced them that interplanetary travel had been an extravagant mistake; and the Council, fat and flushed with a balanced budget and a balanced population, discouraged all dreamers.


  Heimdall remembered. He was one of the last of the spacemen’s sons, in whose blood still ran the fiery lust for far trails—one of the last who treasured forgotten books on rocket design, astrogation, aerography . . . At night, looking up at the bright, tantalizing sparks, he had felt such a painful wave of hopeless desire that he could scarcely bear the touch of Earth under his feet.


  He said,” I’ll remember.” But it would be difficult. Difficult to think of anything with Earth behind him, the stars shining on his face, and the pale, beckoning glow of Venus up ahead—hard to remember even the catastrophe which had forced the Council to relax, this once, its jealously guarded taboos . . .


  “Good-bye,” he said. “Don’t worry, please, Vidor. I’ll call you the moment I land.” He turned and stepped into the airlock, and it swung solidly closed behind him.


  The memory made Heimdall groan. Call Vidor—with what?


  “Ah,” said die young man’s voice. “Now we will know the truth.”


  The sound of the words was strange, but it was a long moment before Heimdall realized just how strange they were. He looked at the young man questioningly.


  “Yes, we have conditioned you to speak with our tongue.” He smiled. “This we could do—to teach, though not to learn! I am called Dara, and the old one”—indicating the black-haired man—”is Kilio Tei. It will gladden us to answer your questions.”


  “Thank you,” the Earthman said. The words tasted odd, but he seemed to be making sense. “Heimdall is my name. I come from Earth, as you guessed.”


  “Noran found you alone. Surely you had a ship?”


  “I lost it,” Heimdall said ruefully, “or it lost me. I had trouble and had to abandon it in mid-air.”


  Both men’s faces fell. “And at this crucial moment!” Tei said. “The weapons that must be lost with it! But wait—you have been away from it a long time. Must we not replenish your air supply? Your power?”


  “I’m drawing air from the water, and that hump on my back is a ‘vest pocket’ reactor,” Heimdall said. “I can stay in the suit indefinitely, though it isn’t comfortable.” He remembered his own crucial mission and added tensely “Have you had any trouble with gas here?”


  “Gas?” said Tei. “You mean in the water? The Holrites have tried it, but without success; we are better equipped than they to resist such weapons.”


  “But the Yellow Gas that bubbles up from the fountain?”


  “Oh, that gas is always with us. It is the cause of this war—I will explain in due course. It is no danger to us, directly.”


  Dara’s deep voice interrupted. “Tei, where is your daughter?”


  Heimdall realized suddenly that she had been gone for some time. He turned quickly to catch Tei’s reply.


  Tei frowned. “Why—she went above, to scout for the Horlites, I think.” Except for the faint lines in his face, he looked little older than Dara.


  “Horlites!” The other’s face darkened. “Here? And you said nothing?”


  Tei bowed his head in confusion. “I forgot. I was so excited by Heimdall—so important a discovery—”


  “Important, no doubt. But of no importance if he falls into their hands! How did your daughter know—”


  Heimdall interrupted, smiling at Dara’s mercurial temper.


  If you mean the grey things, they attacked in the garden, two of them. I killed one; perhaps the other also.”


  “Yes? You are of Earth; you have the strength. But if they return in numbers—”


  “Do not let yourself be alarmed, Dara,” Tei said, smiling also. “She will be safe. Ah, see for yourself: here she is now.”


  The girl swung through the door, her hair streaming behind her. “Tei!” she cried. “The Horlite—the one that was struck with coral—he was not dead. He’s gone!”


  “Tlosara!” Tei said. The word would not translate itself in Heimdall’s mind: evidently it was an oath. “He’ll bring others. You should have ended, him, daughter.”


  “I know—but the Earthman is so strong. I was sure he had killed both. I’m sorry, father. I hate killing, you know that.”


  “Don’t grieve over Horlites. Come help us gather the things we must take away.” He turned to the bench, where Dara was already scooping up instruments and records, putting them in a pouch of woven reed.


  Heimdall said, “Why should we leave? They run faster than I do, but they can’t injure me—I could kill them if they made trouble.”


  Dara shook his head impatiently and moved toward the door. “If they come, they’ll bring heavy weapons that can destroy even you. We are at war, Heimdall.” He disappeared up the corridor. Tei bound a last sheaf of paper and launched himself after the redhead. Heimdall shrugged in his armor, and he and the girl went out together.


  There was a delay at the end of the corridor, because Heimdall could not jump high enough to reach the trapdoor above. “We dare not waste time,” Dara said nervously. “I have warned the garrison at Colahara, but if Granjo and Moda don’t get the message before they start back here—”


  “Let’s go above and leave our packs at the brim,” Tei said. “Massive though he is, three of us can lift him.”


  This operation proved every bit as complicated as Heimdall had expected. By the time the trapdoor had closed behind them the girl was breathing heavily. “You are so clumsy, Heimdall,” she said, giving him a wry smile. “If only you did not have to stay in that suit!”


  “Perhaps something can be done about that,” Tei said, leading the way up the terrace. “At Colahara they have learned something of Horlite methods. But what of your food supply, Heimdall?”


  Heimdall looked at the dial on his right wrist. “The concentrates tank is nearly full,” he said. “But I don’t know how much time that gives me.”


  “There is only one time in this world—not enough,” Dara remarked bitterly. “If we can reach Colahara . . . The water-plane is hidden here.”


  Heimdall could see nothing but a forest of high-branching, dark-skinned plants. Dara squeezed into an almost invisible opening between their trunks and vanished; the others followed.


  All but Heimdall. He tried to squeeze in after the others, but the sturdy trunks refused to give; the suit was like a metal wall around him. “Wait!” he shouted. “It’s too narrow for me.”


  For a moment there was silence. Then, seemingly quite distant. Noran’s voice came drifting back. “Wait there. We will bring the plane—”


  And it was then that a shadow came swooping over the jagged fronds.


  Chapter III


  It happened slowly, but when it was over it seemed to Heimdall that it had taken no time at all. At first he saw nothing but the shadow. Then something flat struck his helmet an ear-splitting blow, bowling him over among the weeds.


  Lying on his back, he caught a glimpse of the parabola of bubbles that followed a huge, grey-skinned creature zooming up and away from him. Above, more clearly, he could see others—scores of them. They were fat slug-like things, tapering at both ends, with two great flippers sculling at either side. Astride each one, riding easily in a sort of crude harness, was a grey man. Most of the animals were being guided toward where the plane lay, but a few came swiftly down toward Heimdall.


  They were deceptively fast. Before he could get his footing, the second one was flashing over him. The beast’s rider flung something that seemed to grow like a thin, delicate cloud—but it was a weighted net, and it clung. Heimdall staggered back, his mailed fingers ripping through the meshes. Another fell, then another. One of the grey monsters shot past him, one flipper thudding heavily against his side. Another net closed over him—


  Over Heimdall’s head a silvery ovoid darted. Tei’s plane! A port opened and there was a sharp hiss. One of the grey fish vanished in a cloud of blood and giblets.


  The Horlites wheeled their mounts away warily; the ship soared after them. Behind it a tight group of four riders swung a squat, heavy tube of dull metal into position—


  The watery Eden bowed and trembled to the tube’s concussion. Through the cloud of sediment and blood-mist and floating debris, Heimdall saw the plane lurch and settle slowly, its bow torn open.


  Then a second and greater blow slammed his head against his helmet, and the floods of pain roared him out into deep night.


  When the floods died away, Heimdall was in a room like the inside of a grapefruit, curving harshly all around him. The walls were a dull, translucent blue; the small, flat floor was the same color. There was no furniture, and he was alone.


  His metal suit was gone; so was the lining coverall. His brown body was bare and unhampered. His nakedness gave him an overpowering sensation of relief. He took a deep breath.


  Nothing happened. His chest moved only slightly; his nostrils seemed to be plugged. Frantically he tried to draw air through his mouth, but his tracheal opening seemed permanently shut, too. And yet he felt no sense of suffocation—


  An unfamiliar pulsing on each side of his neck distracted him. He put his fingers gently beneath his jawbone.


  GUIs!


  The room was filled with water—and he had not even noticed.


  He explored the new organs cautiously. They were just as he remembered Koran’s; narrow, almost vertical slits just under the rear point of his jawbone. There was no pain in them; he might have grown up with them. Somebody was a master surgeon, that was for sure.


  A grating sound snapped his attention away in time for him to see a door fall away from the depressing blue wall. A grey man stepped through.


  Heimdall started up with a growl. The grey man gestured lazily. A paralyzing shock struck Heimdall’s chest, knotting his muscles into clumps of agony. He sprawled, groaning.


  “Very sorry,” the grey man said, in the soft, slurred tongue Heimdall had learned at Dara’s hands. “But the Airthman is very strong, very enduring. A weak one such as I—he must use his electrical powers. It pains me, this, I tell you truly. Let us be friendly, and then all will be well.”


  Heimdall looked at him and said nothing, but he was thinking hard. The Horlite’s formal speech seemed to suggest that the language was not his own. And the shock? It reminded Heimdall of the electric eel; evidently the grey man could store a considerable charge, to which he himself was immune. But how long did it take him to charge up again?


  The other smiled broadly. “Please forgive me; I must make myself known. Among the Horlites I am lowly, but I am of them: Tu Ukan, commanding the third army. Naturally, we of the Horlites were greatly surprised to find an Airthman here, after your abrupt departure three hundred orbits before. We have long wished to make contact; and you are so reasonable and gracious. Ah, yes. We can talk in friendliness, as the emissaries of our illustrious races.”


  The natives were supposed to be semi-savages back then, Heimdall thought, and land-dwelling. Of course we never thought of looking under water, or we might have seen Noran’s race. But what are the Horlites doing down here?


  One thing was sure—he was going to have to be careful.


  Ukan squatted on the floor, motioning Heimdall to do the same. “You have doubtless noticed, Citizen, this very difficult operation we have performed upon you, so that you might better enjoy our beautiful world. Are you not pleased?”


  “A remarkable job,” Heimdall said. “A people born with gills would never have developed such a technique.”


  “True,” the Horlite said, unruffled. “Would you return this small favor, then? How did you come here?”


  “In a spaceship,” Heimdall said shortly. Ukan obviously had guessed that much already.


  “Ah, yes. But where is this ship?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Please, Citizen,” Ukan said softly. “Certainly you must have some idea of its location.”


  “No,” said Heimdall. “None at all.”


  Ukan arose. “This is impolite of you Citizen. We have done much for you.”


  Heimdall shrugged. The grey man’s face turned a deep blue, but he made a brief struggle for control, and won. “It is very sad,” he said. “These white swimmers—what have they offered that has made you so stubborn? Would you not rather see Venus a sunny world, half land, half water, like your beautiful Airth? These pale-bellied fish-men—they are jealous of the Horlites, who may live on the land, and think we mean to steal the ocean as well. They have never seen the sunlight, so they think we envy them their chilly depths!” As propaganda, it was pretty clumsy. If Ukan had had the same operation performed on him as the one that had transformed Heimdall, he could not go back to air-breathing without further surgery. And as for sunlight, Ukan could never have seen it even on land—sunlight never got through the atmosphere of Venus. The Horlite seemed to think Heimdall was completely ignorant of Venusian conditions.


  “Where are the swimmers who were with me?” Heimdall demanded. “Are they hurt?”


  The grey man smiled. “They are not far away. One was wounded, and we fear for him. But the other two are well.


  We are trying to persuade them to explain certain of their mechanisms which were not destroyed in the crash. Perhaps you would like to see them?”


  “Yes.”


  Ukan’s smile broadened into an unpleasant grin; he stepped over to the near wall. “We are pleased to be gracious,” he said. “We of the Horlites are not barbarians, no matter what they have told you. You will see.”


  Turning his head away, he barked something in the same oddly accented language Heimdall had heard the grey men speaking in the garden. A voice answered quietly from an invisible source, and then a segment of the translucent substance became cloudless and clear.


  Through the nascent window Heimdall could see another room, almost spherical like this one, but larger. A grey man was standing with his back to the window, partially blocking the view, but in the next instant he moved aside. Beyond, on the opposite wall, was a huge circular port which was shimmering green, evidently looking out into the open ocean; but Heimdall paid it little attention. He had eyes only for Noran and her father.


  Tei was standing next to the great green disc, his wrists held by a grey man on either side. Heimdall gave him a brief glance—he did indeed seem to be unhurt—and looked down. Noran, her single garment blackened and almost totally torn away, was crouching in the middle of the chamber, one hand covering her face. A Horlite was leaning over her, his lips close to her ear. He straightened when Ukan snapped a word at him, but the girl did not move.


  Heimdall stared at her. There was something frightening in her motionlessness, in the droop of her silky shoulders. “Noran!” he cried involuntarily. Ukan’s grin slipped side-wise a little, but he made no move to interfere with Heimdall.


  The girl’s head lifted slowly, and her eyes moved, her eyes travelling slowly with a terrible sightless stare. Heimdall’s heart thudded agonizingly against his big rib-cage.


  “Heimdall?” Noran whispered uncertainly. “You are here? Where—”


  “Nearby. In the next room, I think. I’m a prisoner too. There’s a grey man named Ukan here—”


  “Heimdall!” It was a high, frightened cry. “Tell them nothing! They will—” The Horlite standing over her lunged forward and clapped a knobby hand over her mouth. Heimdall’s muscles corded, but Ukan touched his elbow gently.


  “Forgive my lieutenant; he is overzealous. Ah, yes. The pale girl is hysterical, and says things she does not mean.”


  Heimdall shook him off. “Make that devil let go of her.”


  Ukan bowed his head with mocking deference and droned an order. The Horlite holding the girl stepped back reluctantly.


  “Speak to her again,” Ukan murmured. “Ask her how the water-plane fared after our crew hit it. Perhaps we can make repairs.”


  “Are you hurt?” Heimdall called, ignoring him. “Where is Dara. What do these Horlites want?”


  The girl put her hand to her forehead wearily. “They have not hurt me, yet, I think—I’m too tired to know. Dara—Dara they must have killed. He was wounded and they questioned him. Then they took him away. But he told them nothing, nothing!”


  Heimdall clenched his teeth. He knew nothing of the relationship which existed between the red-headed young man and Tei and his daughter. Dara had seemed to be Tei’s major assistant; possibly, too, he had been Noran’s assigned mate, or her lover—the clues were too few to make a trustable guess. Whatever the truth, he had been a tough, quick-thinking, likeable youngster—and a brave one, evidently. Heimdall discovered suddenly that his dislike for Ukan had turned into an active loathing. He eyed the grey man’s wobbly neck with murderous speculation.


  “Ask her what drives the water-plane,” Ukan was insisting, his voice taking on an edge. “She will answer you. Ah, yes. She fears us so foolishly.”


  Heimdall continued to stare fixedly at the Horlite’s useless windpipe. It looked satisfyingly fragile.


  “I’ll ask her nothing,” he growled. “I don’t like your methods, grey man. If your intentions are as good as you claim, you can let us go. Right now. Or else—”


  “Or else?” Ukan said. “Or else what? Do you threaten? Your language is stronger than your eyesight, Citizen Heimdall.” With an unexpected, savage gesture, he sent the Earthman thudding to the floor, his body contorted with agony. The shock seemed stronger this time than before. Heimdall fought it grimly, his mind churning. How long had it been since the first shock? Had it really taken Ukan that much time to build up another charge, or had he only seen no occasion to use it again until now? The answer was crucial, but it evaded him.


  “Enough of this ridiculous posing,” the Horlite said, turning to the window between the rooms. “Citizen Tei, we have no reason to be polite to you. You know our powers well enough. The Horlites do not brook silence from the fish-people; your Dara may ponder that forever in the Great Deep, but you have not so much time for philosophy. Speak out. I order it.”


  Tei looked blindly for the source of the voice, but obviously he could not see into this room. He said harshly, “I have nothing to say.”


  “Think twice. Your time is limited. I will time you. For every second that you remain silent, from this time forth, your daughter will pay. Do you doubt me?” Ukan rattled a quick sentence in his own language. His lieutenant smiled nastily and extended spidery fingers.


  Through his own haze of pain Heimdall saw Noran’s smooth flanks clench into tetany, her arms lock over her suddenly board-stiff abdomen, her face drawn into a rictus of agony.


  Tei lurched forward, but his guards, grinning, yanked him back. The spasm was very revealing, and the guards, though they did not belong to Noran’s race, were obviously enjoying it, as one might enjoy the inadvertent shamelessness of monkeys. Heimdall, still helpless, extended his loathing of Ukan to the whole Horlite clan.


  “Gently, gently,” Ukan said. “The pale girl is delicate. Well, Tei? Is silence this valuable? Speak; I may not counsel gentleness forever.”


  The Horlite’s eyes were fixed on the clear space in the wall, taking in the scene with an unctuous satisfaction. Heimdall lay where he was, eyes all but closed, gradually regaining control of his hypertonic muscles. Then, cautiously, he drew his legs up under his chest, and allowed himself to drift back to the floor in the slight current his movement had caused. Ukan threw him a quick glance and went back to watching the show; Heimdall’s play-acting was crude, but here it was sufficient.


  The moment Ukan looked away, the muscles of Heimdall’s thighs corded and his feet thrust powerfully against the floor. He hurtled through the clear water like a torpedo.


  Ukan sensed the sudden movement and swung to meet it, his eyes bulging. But he was late; if he had had time to build up another jolt of electricity, he did not think fast enough to use it. Heimdall’s knotted fist was like a rock hurled from a catapult. The Horlite’s head jerked, and lolled sidewise queerly; he went back against the wall and slumped in slow motion toward the floor.


  Heimdall disentangled himself from the flaccid body and looked down at it without regret. He had not meant to break the creature’s neck, not just yet, but he had no cause to be sorry that the thing was done. It was only inconvenient not to have Ukan alive to issue orders, under duress; now Heimdall would have to get out on his own. He thought he could manage that.


  He surveyed the empty room. The girl had not been able to see him, or Tei to see Ukan; that meant that the temporary window was a one-way transparency. So he had perhaps a minute or two, before the Horlites in the next chamber would expect another order from their chief, and become suspicious when it was not forthcoming.


  He propelled himself to the spot on the wall where the door had admitted Ukan, and thumped it tentatively. It bent under the impact. No, that wouldn’t do; even slightly flexible metal couldn’t be forced. But how about the window? He glided over to it. Some notion was swimming in the dimmest regions of his brain, maddeningly far away. He tried to bring it closer. If—


  He had it. The window had looked to be made of the same material as the rest of the room, before Ukan had cleared it. If that was so, then the only way to make it transparent was to crystallize it temporarily—and crystals shatter.


  He bent to the corpse and ripped the tunic of metallic cloth from it in a single rude yank, draping the stuff over his own head and shoulders. The weave was close, but he could see through it hazily. Groping, he found his way to the side of the room opposite the window, where he leapt cautiously upward, reaching for the wall at the same time with his feet. When his body was nearly horizontal in the water, he launched himself like a cannonball at the other side—


  There was a shattering sound, like a waterfall of glass. His head rang with the heavy, sudden blow, but he did not quite black out. His cloaked shoulder slammed against something sharp and unyielding. He clawed at the tatters of his improvised helmet; the water foamed about him.


  Then he was free. The Horlites holding Tei had released him and were clutching at their sidearms. From the center of the room, the guard next to Noran, obviously more quick-witted than the others, stabbed his spread fingers frantically at Heimdall; but the shock that came to him through the water would have shamed a 3-volt flashlight battery. The creature had drained too much of his stored power into Noran herself.


  Heimdall’s toes gripped the floor and hurled him forward again, past the astonished group, straight at the huge green disc which lead to the open sea.


  There was another heavy impact against his head and shoulders, and then he was free in the cool depths. For a moment he was stunned and lost; his skull had taken quite a knocking in the past few days, and up and down were hopelessly confused. Along his left shoulder-blade there was a long, burning line, like an incandescent wire. Then a white shadow slipped past him, and a familiar, silvery voice said softly: “Heimdall!”


  The universe was turning right side up. He struck out weakly in the green gloom. “Noran? Is Tei—are you—”


  “Here.” Her bare arm slipped magically under his shoulders, and her legs fluttered alongside his, treading water. “We’re both free. The grey ones are afraid of you—but we must hurry. We’re over the Great Deep here; the Horlite fortress fronts on it. We’ll have to cross it before they chase us, if we can.”


  “Is it as deep as all that?”


  “Two Earth miles, and wide—too wide for anyone with artificial gills to cross it. Except you, Heimdall, if you are still strong.”


  Tei came floundering up to them, his face alight. “Well done, Heimdall! But we must hurry now—”


  “Which way?”


  “Straight ahead. Colahara and the Horlite fortress face each other across the Deep. It is the barrier which has held them back for a generation. If only we had been able to stick it out here!”


  “What?”


  “I sent an impulse to the College before the plane crashed,” Tei explained. “They knew we had been captured, and that the fortress was the logical place for the Horlites to take us. We might well have been rescued.”


  “It wouldn’t have been as easy as all that,” Heimdall said grimly, striking out. “These grey men are not stupid. We’ll have to cross this canyon, no matter how deep it is—and pray that Colahara will strike before we tire.”


  Chapter IV


  It was deep night in the abyss. Shocking, phosphorescent things circled greedily, all teeth and bulging eyes, and edged their huge heads closer. An eel-like ribbon writhed downward into the blackness, its glowing sides changing from color to impossible color.


  Heimdall gritted his teeth and paddled doggedly. He had started out with a smooth crawl, and discovered it to be utterly useless in water that had no surface; then he had tried side-stroke, which lasted him a while, but had proved too wasteful of energy; finally he had been reduced to this frog-like ungraceful wriggle, which would have evoked unbelieving laughter from his university swimming coach. But it worked, after a fashion.


  Beside him over the deep violet abyss Noran moved effortlessly, with a sinuous, fish-like motion that defied analysis. A little behind, Tei followed, working hard, but graceful in his own way. The huge, grinning heads wheeled about them, and the abyss yawned.


  “How far yet?” said Heimdall hoarsely.


  “I don’t know,” the girl replied. “Are you tiring?”


  “A little. The Horlites forgot to give me webbing for my toes and fingers.”


  Tei snorted. “Forgot! Not they. They have good reasons for everything they do. They made you a water-breather because in your metal suit you were protected from their electrical organs—but give a prisoner webbing to help him swim? They have better sense.”


  “Whatever the reason,” Heimdall said, “I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up. We’ve been sinking lower and lower all the time. The pressure is increasing—I can feel it, it’s making me a little dizzy.”


  “We’ll try to carry you if it comes to that. But you are stronger than we are. If—”


  Tei broke off and peered ahead, his eyes gleaming.


  “What is it? What’s the matter?”


  Tei obviously did not trust himself to speak; he pointed a long, trembling finger directly ahead and up a little. For a moment Heimdall saw nothing at all in that direction. Then, gradually, it emerged: the vast, cliff-like ramparts of a mountain, silhouetted against a dim glow from the sky, and atop it—


  In the haze it was impossible to see in detail what it was that clung to the top of that peak, but its outlines were fabulous. Smooth, soaring towers; sweeping walls; keeps and barbicans; the dark eyes of embrasures; pinnacles crowned with merlons.


  “Colahara,” said the girl softly, and Heimdall felt the thrill of gladness that shook her.


  “It’s a long climb,” he said doubtfully.


  “No matter,” Tei said, his voice quivering. “We can rest on the slopes of the mountain. The depths cannot crush us now.”


  Yet it seemed to Heimdall that they might. With the goal in sight, his abused body, cramped by the abysmal cold, weakened by repeated shocks, worn by steady striving, began to fail. He thrust frantically at the yielding water, but there was no force behind the stroke. The mountain began to slide slowly, smoothly, inexorably upward before him, the dreamlike towers of Colahara receding toward the green heavens. He heard Noran’s voice, calling his name, but it was a meaningless sound . . . the pressure grew around his head . . . something cold and sharp pressed into his side . . . then came a violent shock that blotted out everything.


  The voice was very far away at first.


  “Heimdall? Heimdall!”


  There was hard rock under him, and the voice was insistent. After a moment he sat up, weak, but a little rested.


  “Heimdall!” Noran said. “Are you all right? How do you feel?”


  “Groggy. What—”


  “You must come! The grey men haven’t seen us down here yet, but any moment—”


  He stood up shakily and looked about him. There was little to be seen but the steep sides of the mountain and the empty wastes of the Great Deep.


  “What grey men? There’s nobody here but us fish.”


  “They’re above. They forestalled us. Colahara must have attacked the fortress as we surmised—but the Horlites didn’t pursue us across the Deep. They attacked the College in force, while the Colahara water-planes were away attacking them! If we stay out here much longer, we’ll be killed!” As if in confirmation, another shock shook him, milder than the last, but still agonizing. He looked up at the faraway, dim towers. Shadows flitted around them.


  The girl was already ahead of him, clambering gracefully among the water-worn boulders. “This way,” she said.


  Heimdall gave Tei a boost over the largest of the rocks and leapt after him. Over his head a black torpedo hurtled, swirling the currents behind it, and curved up and away—one of the Horlites’ dolphin-like mounts. Evidently it had lost its rider and was running away.


  “One for our side,” Heimdall said. “Have the Horlites any chance of reducing this citadel?”


  “A very good chance,” Tei said grimly, grappling for a fresh hand-hold. “They have heavy artillery, as you saw. And the sharks they ride are elusive targets for fixed heavy guns such as the College mounts. The water-planes are badly needed.”


  The “dolphin” passed overhead again. The beast evidently had seen them, for it was cruising back and forth curiously, its evil pig-eyes glittering. Heimdall eyed it uneasily.


  “Is it intelligent enough to carry back a report?”


  The girl laughed. “Tlosara! No, certainly not. It probably wonders if you will feed it.”


  Heimdall paused on a narrow ledge and thought a moment. “How do I let it know that I will?” he asked finally.


  Tei gaped at him. “Are you mad, Earthman? If you call it and then have no food to offer, it will kill us all. Just let it alone and it will go away.”


  “I don’t want it to go away,” Heimdall said stubbornly. “Look. You can get to an entrance to the College all right from here, can’t you?”


  “If the grey men do not see us, yes. There is a long-unused escape port up there where the fighting begins—”


  “They won’t see you—leave that to me. Call the big fish.”


  Tei shrugged fatalistically and uttered a high-pitched, eerie note. The shark arced back eagerly toward them, launching itself with a sinewy, sinisterly beautiful motion. It drew up beside Heimdall’s ledge, great flippers sculling with deceptive gentleness. Its expectant silence was somehow more deadly than any possible sound it might have made.


  Heimdall looked at it tensely for a moment, eyeing the empty harness, the trailing bridle and stirrup-like slings. As he had suspected, there were even spurs, with huge, cruel rowels on them, and the tight-drawn bit was spiked on both ends. Controlling a mount like this required stern measures. He jumped.


  At the same instant the creature’s suspicions began to operate, and it glided forward, short temper already lost. But it was a little late. Heimdall’s forked legs clamped with all his strength around the beast’s body, and he clawed frantically for the bridle.


  He had scarcely grasped it when the shark’s long body snapped back and forth like a living whip. His head jerked on his shoulders, and his spine felt as if it had cracked—but he had the bridle, and one stirrup as well.


  Changing tactics abruptly, his mount arrowed forward. It took it only seconds to reach express-train speed. The slipstream of the water tore at Heimdall, and he bent low and kicked for the other stirrup.


  He found it. He reined back, hard. The water boiled as the blubbery flippers feathered frantically. In a single smooth motion the creature was over on its back and heading straight for Noran and Tei.


  Ruthlessly Heimdall dug in his left heel and jerked back his right arm. The universe spun again, and when he had his orientation back he was headed up. The creature made a tentative attempt to dip again, but a heavy tug on the reins brought it back; its savage little brain had recognized superior force.


  The light grew. Heimdall had a few seconds to think. This had been a foolhardy idea—he had no weapons, and the grey men were armed. Their electrical organs alone would be enough to kill him now that he had lost his suit. Heimdall grinned recklessly. He had both piloted planes and ridden horses; in this combination of the two skills, he might be able to show the Horlites a few tricks.


  As he scudded over the last rise, he left the night of the Great Deep behind for an iridescent twilight. Colahara towered above him, a vision straight out of a fairy tale—but there was no time for sightseeing now. On a sharp outcropping two Horlites were dragging a familiar bulky tube into position; they were already standing on the rock and herding their mounts, which were lowering the tube into place. A low-set embrasure in the College wall was spitting death over their heads, but the unseen gunner could not depress his weapon enough to reach them.


  Heimdall steered his captured shark directly underneath the outcropping, reined in to a stop, and carefully selected a loose, sharp-edged rock which lay precariously in a crevice. His heels nudged the shark’s smooth sides—


  A second later he was hurtling toward the preoccupied Horlites. One of them looked up briefly, waved, and went back to his work. Heimdall’s Viking ancestry would not let him pose as a friend; besides, the essence of his plan was diversion. He whooped wildly, a berserker from another cosmos of belief.


  The grey men scattered in alarm, but the big fish was faster than they were. With the fragment Heimdall brained the first one and shot like a comet after the other. The fleeing creature hooted desperately to his own mount, but he might as well have been calling for the aid of the mysterious Tlosara. The two riderless beasts, crazed by the blood-mist, were already battling over the fresh corpse on the outcropping.


  Heimdall’s shark took the Horlite’s head off with one smooth swipe, and tried to swerve back after the body, but Heimdall had other plans. Shouting joyously, the blonde giant rode his finny charger straight for the center of the grey horde.


  The phalanxes turned to meet him. He wrenched at the bridle and shot away from them over the deep.


  Something gleamed briefly below him. For a moment he was about to climb away from it toward the faraway surface. Then the realization smote him like a blow.


  The ship!


  Of course! The Horlite bridgehead into the sea fronted on the Deep; and the country of Norna’s people ended at the steep slopes on the opposite side. The Hope outweighed him by many tons; he had come to rest on the currents in Kilio Tei’s garden, but the ship, striking the slopes, had rolled slowly down and away from him, coming to rest at last in the foothills below Colahara.


  An invisible missile whistled past his head, and the shock-wave nearly burst his eardrum. No time now to tangle with the Horlites. If he could only make it to the Hope—


  A distant, composite cry came to him as he plunged into the depths, a cry of astonishment and despair. Heimdall hunched over the flat shoulders and head of his mount, clenching his teeth. He knew that to Noran and Tei and the College this looked like desertion—but there was another world whose life depended upon him, and upon that glint of metal so far below.


  He glanced over his shoulder as the great beast he rode arrowed down. Behind, four riders were coming after him, spurring their mounts viciously. He looked again a moment later, and saw with despair that the Horlites were gaining. Their sharks were fresh, while his was tiring markedly.


  The barrage from the ramparts of Colahara had stopped now, but more missiles from the riders’ hand-guns came boiling past him. An instant later, the beast lurched under him, and a slow cloud of dark red drifted away. It moved its great flippers once more, convulsively, and then began to roll ponderously over.


  Desperately Heimdall kicked his feet out of the stirrups and dived. The ship was so close now—


  The pressure closed around him once more as he thrust himself downward, half hidden in the drifting cloud of blood from the dead animal. Pressure hammered at his ears, choked and blinded him—but he saw the smooth, curving white hull dimly before him.


  Groping, he propelled himself along it, until his numbed fingers encountered a series of grooves that he knew. Swiftly, fighting against the blankness that threatened to overwhelm him, he thrust his fingertips into the grooves and depressed the lockbars underneath. The airlock opened with maddening slowness, almost thrusting him away from his hold.


  He flung himself inside, and turned to close the lock again—


  The dim figure crowded purposefully in after him, gun raised. Heimdall flung himself to the curved floor. The Horlite’s first shot went over him, exploding deafeningly in the tiny chamber. Heimdall felt himself lifted, hurled forward into his adversary.


  Instantly the Horlite’s fingers were at Heimdall’s throat. Weakened by the pressure and his long fight against one danger after another, he struggled to hold on to the last shred of consciousness, grappling the other’s gun wrist with one hand, groping behind him with the other—


  His hand found the lever and yanked it over. The lock door closed ponderously—shutting off the view of another twisted Horlite face.


  The grey man’s thumbs pressed agonizingly into Heimdall’s larynx. Summoning his last strength, he planted his hands against his attacker’s chest and heaved.


  The Horlite went back, and his shoulders struck the arching wall with a muffled clang. His grip loosened, and in that instant Heimdall was upon him. The Earthman’s fist crunched into the grey face, once, twice, and the creature sagged heavily.


  Heimdall waited only long enough to make sure that the Horlite was dead; then he dragged himself down the passageway to the engine room. He’d have to fix that injector, and quickly.


  The ship was full of water; that was probably going to cause trouble. It took him twenty minutes of straining and peering into the partially dismantled blast chamber to find out which of the plasma spargers had burned out. It took him fifteen minutes more to replace it, keeping his eyes focused and his hands steady by will alone. When it was done, he lurched up the slanting passageway to the control cubby.


  The pressure was intolerable; he could barely see the control board. The pumps, he thought dazedly. He found the studs, mainly by feel, and tripped them.


  After that, he hung onto the guide rail and waited. Gradually, the pumps, designed to exhaust air from the ship in case of contamination, did their work with the heavier medium. With the engine tight again, no more water could get in. Gradually, the pressure went down. Heimdall’s head cleared, and a little of his strength returned. He slumped into the bucket seat, and his hand found the firing button.


  There was a heavy groan from the engine compartment. Otherwise, nothing.


  He sat stunned for a moment, and then the thought came: Perhaps it’s nothing serious. Maybe I have one more chance. But what could be the matter? There could be no such thing as being out of fuel on the Hope; her “fuel” was electricity from an atomic pile, her propellant was any liquid or gas that would ionize—her engine was a modern version of the Coupling ion gun, almost a thousand years old in principle. Touching that button should have filled the blast chamber with a raging cloud of maddened ions in a split second—ions that, guided by a magnetic field thousands of gauss strong, should have blown the chamber and the tubes free in an instant—


  Through the metal of the hull came distant boomings, and occasionally there was a metallic clank as a missile struck the Hope herself. The battle was raging up there still, and he couldn’t help!


  Frantically he scanned the meters on the board. The pile meter showed a k of better than 1.7—nothing wrong there. And there was power flowing to the magnet windings, to the RF ionizing field, to the plasma tank pumps. Maybe there was power being bled off somewhere by the sea-water—if so it didn’t show on the board. And there would be precisely nothing he could do about in in any case; he did not dare to empty the ship entirely—he didn’t know whether or not his lungs would still function after the Horlite’s surgery. He suspected not.


  Wait a minute. That firing button operated on a timer. It only took a microsecond to trigger the ionization of his present reaction-mass, which was distilled water. Sea-water has a lower dielectric constant. If he could set the timer forward a little, just enough to keep the initial triggering current flowing a little longer—giving the chamber and the tubes a chance to blow out the sea-water and let the plasma start flowing from the tanks . . .


  He opened the top of the control board frantically and scanned the back of the firing circuit. There was an Allenheaded screw mounted in a little resistance there; normally he carried a full kit of tiny Allen wrenches in his coveralls, but he was birthday naked now. He forced the tip of his finger hard against the top of the screw, until he could feel the hexagonal edges biting into the flesh, and turned. The screw moved, very slightly; perhaps it was enough.


  He snapped the board back down into place and hit the button again.


  The floor bucked and surged under him. A second later came the thunder of the tubes, tripled by the high sound-conductance of the water. Heimdall’s heart bounded joyously. The Hope was his again!


  On the trip across from Earth, the bucket seat had felt hard, but after the shark-saddle it was like an easy chair. He grinned tightly, strapped on the safety belt, and opened the throttle. The silver torpedo lifted, came roaring out of the abyss. Grey shapes scattered in terror before it.


  Heimdall tilted the space-stick forward and to the left, and the Hope swung, bellowing its defiance. The towers of Colahara crossed the viewplate; then a squadron of Horlites, whirling toward him determinedly.


  The Hope wasn’t armed. But she needed no arms now. The throttle inched forward again under Heimdall’s hand, and the Hope slammed her shock-wave into the middle of the Horlites; they scattered like chaff. Behind her, steam raved back and up from her screaming jets.


  It took only one flight through the heart of the Horlite army to cut it into nothing but a fringe of scalded, screaming fugitives. Grinning savagely, Heimdall pedaled the Hope onto her tail.


  A small dark blob, silhouetted against the rippling sky, assumed definition as he climbed, separated out into a group of grey men wrestling with a heavy tube. The cover-guard—waiting to hit the returning water-planes of Colahara from above. They were going to get more than they bargained for.


  The Horlites, however, could hardly have failed to see the howling vessel bulleting toward them. The tube’s mouth opened in Heimdall’s face; then the gun kicked back among its crew, and the Hope rang like a kicked kettle and rocked dangerously off her ascent path. Heimdall swore and wrestled the ship back on course—the back of the bucket seat bit into his kidneys—


  And then he was flying free, rocketing toward emptiness on a pillar of flame. The Hope was considerably more massive, now that she was filled with water, but she had power to spare; she would not perform maneuvers as tightly as before, that was all. In the rear viewplate, the glassy surface of a sullen sea receded.


  Free!


  The realization was intoxicating. Free to mount the dim yellow air, free to go back to the space between the planets, the space he loved—free to return to Earth again, with a message that meant life. No matter that he could no longer breathe Earth’s air; it wouldn’t be long before no Earthman could—or would need to. His hand reached out for the throttle.


  But when he touched it, it was to cut the power, and send the ship in a great parabola back toward the sea. Earth could wait; Heimdall still had some unfinished business on Venus.


  The Hope plunged back into the water like an enormous silver porpoise. Only diminishing bubbles of steam marked her course after that; and then, even those had dwindled and vanished.


  Chapter V


  Heimdall stood with Noran and her father beside the bulky ultraphone in the control room of the Hope, now at rest again on a high plateau in the heart of Tei’s country. Heimdall adjusted it tensely.


  “Is anything wrong?” Noran said.


  “I hope not. It’s delicate. Theoretically it’s a sealed system, and as shockproof as we could make it; but if so much as a drop of water has got inside it, it’s a goner.”


  “It will work,” Tei said. “You saved our people, Heimdall. Tlosara will be merciful; you will save your own, too.”


  “But I may have to go home to do it,” Heimdall said grimly. Noran took his elbow involuntarily, then released it. At the same instant, the dials all bobbed abruptly together, like dancers. The device was drawing power! Heimdall tapped out the coded signal for Vidor, and waited. It was a long way to Earth . . .


  The screen lit, and Vidor was looking at them all. For a moment he seemed utterly baffled; then he recognized Heimdall and his eyes flashed. The scientist did not speak; there was no need for that. It was plain to see that he was swallowing a large, hard lump.


  “Hello, Vidor,” Heimdall said. “Sorry, I couldn’t call sooner. It’s been kind of complicated here. But I made it. Can you tune the Council in on this?”


  Vidor nodded once, Noran and Tei were watching him with awe. For them it was a historic occasion, just as it was for Heimdall, but for different reasons. Vidor looked offscreen at something, then said:


  “Circuit’s open, Heimdall. For God’s sake, report!”


  “All right, listen carefully. The Yellow Gas is here; it was the first thing I hit when I got here, though I didn’t recognize it at first. The planet is swathed in it. I didn’t make the connection until I saw it coming up from the ocean floor, just like it does on Earth. As far as I’m able to judge, Venus got hit with it just when we did, when the solar constant changed, but it’s worse here because the loss of solar heat is more serious on Venus.”


  Ultraphone transmission is about 25 per cent faster than light; it was only an instant before they saw Vidor’s face sag. “Then there’s no hope,” he said.


  “On the contrary,” Heimdall said. “Listen to me, Vidor. “There are two intelligent races here, not just one. The greyskinned, land-living people we met during our first colonization—the Horlites—are only half the story. There’s another race, a white-skinned one, that lives permanently under water. That’s where I am right now: on the bottom of the sea. This is water around me, and I’m breathing it. The point is that the Gas is tolerable in solution; the gills the white-skinned people have filter it out. The grey men could breathe it free a little better than we could on Earth, but the concentration is now going up beyond their tolerance. Clear so far?”


  “Clear, but even more discouraging,” Vidor said. “How can you possibly—”


  “Look closely at my neck, Vidor. You’ll see that I’ve got gills, just like Noran and Kilio Tei here. What’s happened is that the Horlites—the grey creatures—have developed a method for producing Gas-tolerant gills by surgery, and inducing physiological changes to match. Since they can’t live on the land, they’ve invaded the ocean. They performed the operation on me while they had me captured, and you can see that I’m in no discomfort. In fact, I feel great.”


  “Gills?” Vidor said, his eyes gleaming. “Gas-tolerant? Magnificent! Do you know the method?”


  “No, of course not, I’m no medico. But the water people do; they’ve just discovered it for themselves, from hints they got from the Horlites. But they need help. Can you send it? If you can, you’ll get the gill-surgery technique in return, and you can live in the oceans of Earth—or of Venus, if you like them better. But you’ve got to hurry. It’s a war to the death here.”


  “We’ll be there,” Vidor said, with grim satisfaction. “And we’ll bring the whole arsenal. We haven’t fought among ourselves for thousands of years for nothing. If your swimmers can give us the gills and a new life, we’ll bum the Horlites off the face of the planet for them. Can you hold out six months?”


  Heimdall turned to Tei. The man’s face was radiant. “What does he say?” he asked Heimdall, his eyes still glued to the image of Vidor’s face. “He has promised help, I can understand that much.”


  “He asks if we can hold out against the Horlites for six months. If so, Earth will come here and destroy them utterly. I think myself that we can do it, Tei; after all, we have the Hope now. What do you think?”


  “Of course,” Tei said simply. Heimdall turned back to the viewplate.


  “Tei says yes, Vidor.”


  “Good. Great work, Heimdall. I knew you’d remember us.” His face suddenly took on a puzzled expression. “Er—that’s a lovely girl standing next to you, Heimdall. Don’t you know you’ve no clothes on? For that matter, your friends aren’t exactly over-dressed, either.”


  Heimdall threw back his head, and his booming Viking laughter rang across forty-five million miles of space. “Better get used to it, Vidor. You’ll be bare as a baby yourself, once you take to living underseas. Clothes are a nuisance under water.”


  “Well,” Vidor said nervously, “they still matter here. You’re talking on a world-wide hookup, you square-headed hero. Better find yourself a pair of trousers before you come home.” He smiled. “In the meantime, hang on. We’ll be there in six months—in force.”


  The screen went blank. Heimdall turned and smiled at Noran. She was not smiling, however; the few smatterings of English she had picked up from her father evidently had been sufficient to enable her to catch the gist of Vidor’s last speech.


  “Home?” she whispered. “And you shall be leaving Venus when the war is over, then?”


  Heimdall’s Smile broadened. “No,” he said. “Vidor doesn’t understand yet, but he will. I’m already home.”


  COEFFICIENT X


  A. Bertram Chandler


  Without magnetic poles, navigation on Venus was a simple case of plotting course lines—until compass variations began to wreck ships. All they had to do was find the cause of the magnetism. . . .


  THERE WAS a crowd at Port Lincoln to meet the incoming Maid of Venus. Furthermore, and surprisingly, it was a crowd of members of that class known usually as “the brass hats.” Bronzed knees and forearms stood out in startling contrast to spotlessly white tropical uniforms. Dark faces shone under white covered caps, the peaks of which seemed almost to sag under their heavy loads of golden palm leaves. The diffuse, yet strong light gleamed richly on epaulettes that could have been carved from solid gold.


  As a general rule it was only the “royal” ships—Duchess, Princess, Queen and Empress—that brought the populace out in large numbers to witness their arrivals and departures. Nobody travelled in those humble freighters—the Maid and her sisters—except those who were in too big a hurry to wait for a regular passenger sailing, or who could not afford anything better.


  Winthrop, the ethnologist, turned away from the viewport. “Good God!” he remarked in an awestricken voice, “a full guard of bleeding Admirals, no less . . .”


  “Surely not . . .?” queried Parker. The little man seemed worried about something. “Couldn’t they be Police—or Customs?”


  “Not in those trousers,” replied the other. “Or, to be more precise, hats and ashbucket handles. Much as they love uniforms, these people have very definite ideas as to who should wear what. Looks like there’s all the high brass of the Hesperian Navy down to meet us. And they ain’t here to meet me—that’s certain. Or you . . .”


  “I’m afraid . . .” Parker started to say, but he was interrupted by the brazen voice of the public address system: “Will Mr. Parker,” it bellowed, “please report to the after airlock? Will Mr. Parker . . .”


  The little man pulled a comb out of the pocket of his crumpled drill trousers, ran it hastily through his scanty, greying hair. He tried, without any marked success, to make his undistinguished features look distinguished. He muttered a hasty farewell to those by the viewport and departed, trotting fussily, in the direction of the gangway. Winthrop was able to watch him descending that flimsy looking, spidery construction, an Admiral on either side of him, two naval ratings bringing up the rear with his inconsiderable baggage.


  “Who is that guy?” he demanded. “What has he got that I haven’t got? And yet he gets passed through Immigration, Quarantine and Customs like a dose of salts! Who . . .?”


  “Search me.” The Assistant Purser, coming from the ship’s office with a bundle of papers, joined the handful of passengers at the port. “His passage—a last minute rush job—was booked through one of the commercial agencies. I always had the idea that he was selling something, or something . . .”


  “Whatever he’s selling—it must be damned important,” said Winthrop bitterly.


  “HERE, on Venus,” declared Admiral Jones, “it’s damned important.” The Admiral was big, and broad, and brown—with a voice to match. It would, perhaps, have sounded better singing in grand opera than barking orders on a ship’s bridge. And yet . . . this same Jones had that indefinable something with which the sea, on any world, stamps its servants; that less subtle air of command that sits lightly but unmistakably upon the high officer. The gold epaulettes, with their star and anchor, could easily have been thrown aside as being of no real importance. The rank, thought Parker, is but the guinea stamp . . . And yet, for all his timidity, his mildness, he was unimpressed. He was an expert—and, on distant Earth, one of the few surviving practitioners of an almost obsolete craft, an all but lost art. Almost obsolete . . . But so long as the machines—the expensive, power consuming mechanisms—carried within themselves the faintest possibility of breakdown there would be employment for him and his bare half dozen or so professional brethren. And the fact that the high Admirals of the Union of Hesperian Republics were paying heavily for his services put the faintest trace of condescension into his attitude.


  And here, on Venus, there were no machines; there could be no machines. Here, on Venus, the compass adjuster was a high-ranking, highly-paid technician. And, for all their lofty standing, the Venusian experts had acknowledged themselves beaten—and Parker, recommended by the Superintendents of the Terran Merchant Navy as the best man for the job, had been sent for post haste.


  “Suppose you start at the beginning, Admiral,” he suggested.


  “Very well. Forgive me if I go into too much detail, if I go over facts that are, that must be, common knowledge. But it is just possible that, by so doing, I might give you some little clue that our own navigators have missed. You know, of course, that a gyro compass can’t work on Venus—it needs axial rotation of the world upon which it is being used if it is to function as anything better than a directional gyroscope. I know what you’re going to say—why don’t we work out some system of navigation utilising directional gyros? It could be done—but it will take time to make and mount the instruments, to modify the ships, to train the navigators. And we’ve got along fine with the magnetic compass for a good few years now. Why should it suddenly start to let us down? But that’s what you’re here to find out.


  “This business of no axial rotation cuts both ways. It washes out the gyro—but it means that, as we keep always the same face to the Sun, the nickel-iron core stays put and the variation does not vary. Deviation doesn’t worry us much—our wheelhouses, chartrooms, the bulk of our superstructure, are bult of plastic. There are the masts, of course—and sometimes a magnetic cargo. But the ships are swung at the commencement of each trip and the compasses adjusted by their navigators. Then it’s largely a matter of Dead Reckoning, of estimated positions. Soundings aren’t much good to us—the bottom contours are far too uniform. Our Vertical Force instruments give us the magnetic latitude—but that’s only a single position line. Radar is out—we have a powerful station, the Sun, doing its best all the time to jam whatever frequencies we may use. Sure—it’d work fine on the Dark Side. So would our ships—if we fitted ’em with runners to slide over the ice! Yes, Mr. Parker, the Sun may be a friend to navigators back on Earth—but it’s only a nuisance to us here!”


  “WELL—there’s the picture. All our navigation is based upon just one instrument—the perfect machine with no moving parts, no demand for external power, nothing to go wrong. And it is going wrong! The first case was Lady Jane, Washington to Port Braun with ganna nuts and Venus teak—nothing magnetic in her cargo. She went on the Orleans shoal—miles off her course. It was foggy—it always is over the water—and they didn’t see the breakers till they were right under the stem. The survivors swore that their compass had been correct when sailing from Washington, that there had been nothing to cause abnormal deviation. We put it down to set—what else could we call it?—although here, on this world with no seasons, our current charts can be relied upon.


  “Then there was Lady Irene—piled up on Point Howard. A rather doubtful case—she had iron ore. Lady Maud found the Pandora Rocks. Lady Kate wandered into the fringes of the Hot Spot and as near as dammit got sucked into the vortex. Lady May finished up at Toussaint instead of Christophe, days overdue, with her officers wondering if the New Haitaian Republic had gone down with all hands during the voyage . . .


  “Oh, I could tell you more stories. But these will give you an idea. And we’re so utterly dependent upon our sea-borne traffic, Mr. Parker. We can’t afford to throw ships away. We can’t afford that long period of uncertainty when a ship pushes off into the sea fog, of wondering if she—together with her freight and passengers—will get to wherever she’s supposed to be going . . . Something is causing this trouble. It’s up to you to find out what it is.”


  “I suppose it is,” agreed Parker.


  Jones drummed with his big, thick fingers on the lid of his desk, turned to the little compass adjuster a face both dark and mournful. He said, his voice a full octave deeper, “We’re relying on you, Mr. Parker . . .” The way in which the words were said made Parker think that they should have been set to music.


  Still—he felt flattered. This big, dark man, this sun-tanned colonist in all the trappings of a full Admiral, was dependent upon him, his knowledge, his skill. He squared his shoulders a little, inflated his flat chest a full half inch beyond its norm and said briskly, “I should like to make a trip in one of your ships, Admiral. Could it be arranged?”


  “It has been arranged. You sail tomorrow morning for Port Gilbey in Lady Lou. Your gear has already been taken aboard. Meanwhile—I trust that you will join us in a little party tonight. Captain Wilkins, of Lady Lou, will be there with Mrs. Wilkins . . .”


  Quick work, thought Parker. Too quick. He had wanted time to browse around Port Lincoln, to sample to the full the exotic, lush atmosphere of the place. Save for a vacation on the Moon this was his first time on any world outside Earth. But this colonial Admiral—and who was it who had told Parker that the tropical conditions of Venus had engendered a philosophy of mananai—was a hustler. Oh, well—there’d be time enough for sight seeing if—when—he solved the mystery. “When do we start?” he asked.


  “Now,” replied Jones. “You can use the shower here, and there is a tropical mess kit for you to change into—we had it made to your measurements . . .” He grinned whitely. “With the compliments of the Hesperian Navy, of course . . .”


  Parker thanked him. But he was feeling more than a little miffed. He disliked being organised—yet here, on the very world where he had every right to expect a certain tropical indolence of outlook and action—he had been given no time to sit and think from the very moment of arrival. But it is politic not to pick quarrels with high brass—whether home or colonial.


  IN SPITE of everything the evening—if such it could be called—was a success. It was not dark, of course. The Sun, invisible behind the golden glowing overcast, had not changed its altitude by one second of arc since Parker’s arrival. But the little clockwork gods in the observatory had decreed that it was evening, the time for rest and play, so evening it was. Workers of all kinds had changed their bright, daytime apparel for even more brightly glowing leisure wear. The narrow streets were full of gay, carefree crowds—faces that could have belonged to any nationality back on Earth, where such absurdities as race still mattered, shone happily over shirts and skirts and blouses that could all have come from one common dye vat at the rainbow’s end. White and brown, black and yellow—they were Hesperians. A new world was theirs, a new culture, a new start. Parker wondered what, if anything, had been worth bringing from distant Earth. Himself, perhaps, with this special skill . . .


  There was dinner first—rich, highly spiced, a succession of unfamiliar yet undeniably palatable dishes. Then there was the theatre, and Wallace Ramillo’s Siren of Centaurus. Parker had seen it before, in New York—and there the light, flimsy operetta, the incredible adventures of the first interstellar explorers among the fantastically humanoid denizens of Centaurus VI, had seemed merely absorb. Here—it was, somehow, of a piece with the turbulent, highly coloured world outside.


  At the night club, to which they went after the show, there was a singer whose voice was sultry honey. There were dancers that could have lured the halo of any saint from his head. And there was rum, smooth and potent, served ice-cold with the fresh juices of indigenous fruits.


  Jones, with his shift from shorts and shirt to gold braided, beribboned mess kit had changed, somehow, from the Admiral to the good-time-hunting sailor ashore. Wilkins, the tall, thin Captain of Lady Lou, had a dry, pawky humour that broke out unexpectedly. Louise, his wife, made Parker regret that he was married—and that she was married. Like her husband, she could have been a member of any Earthly race, or all of them. Venus was a huge melting pot in which white and yellow, black and brown, were being blended. The results were—pleasing. The ability to live, to play, of some of the coloured folks lost nothing by admixture with the drive—on Earth so often squandered, so often without a worthy objective—of the whites. Louise Wilkins was typical of her world, of the new race that was growing up to populate it. And she seemed to have taken a liking to the little compass adjuster. As Wilkins, reprehensibly, had fallen for the rather faded blonde—a professional song and dance artiste from Earth, brought along as company for Parker—it didn’t matter much.


  IT WAS strange and confusing at the last to come out of the garish artificial lighting into the almost deserted street—and to find it still broad daylight. But the alcohol had taken the keen edge from perception and Parker, climbing unsteadily after the Captain and his wife into the cushioned interior of the car that was to take them to the wharves, soon fell asleep. He awoke briefly as he was helped up the gangway, received a dim impression of sheer, white painted plating, of streamlined upperworks. He collapsed into the bunk of the cabin to which he was taken—stiff collar, starched mess jacket and all.


  When, some few hours later, an attractive stewardess brought him a tall, clouded glass of something cold and refreshing he felt like a corpse warmed up . . .


  He was sitting on the edge of his bunk, trying to hold his lighter steady enough for him to get the end of a cigarette into the flame, when Mrs. Wilkins came in. She, too, showed signs of wear. But the dark shadows under her eyes did no more than accentuate the slight decadence that was part of her charm. The filmy robe that she was wearing was also agreeably decadent . . .


  But Parker was in no appreciative mood. He wanted to be left alone. He wanted a cold shower and a large coffee, black, with perhaps a couple of codeines. He groaned a little. The woman came and sat beside him, put up a cool hand to stroke his fevered forehead. “Poor little man,” she murmured in her husky contralto, “I know just how you feel . . .”


  Parker winced at her touch. He demanded, ungallantly, “Is there a bathroom around here? I want a cold shower.”


  “Why, yes. Through that door. You have one of the V.I.P. suites—bedroom, sitting room and bathroom. But have you a loofard?”


  “A what!”


  Louise Wilkins laughed, showing very white teeth. “It’s just a silly craze,” she explained. “Most men don’t like ’em, although some do. But no woman would be without one—as long as they stay in fashion. They come from the Kingdom of Laguna. They’re . . . swell.”


  “Oh.”


  “You can borrow one of mine if you like. Bill—that’s Captain Wilkins—got me a pair when they first came out a couple of months ago.”


  Somebody rapped smartly on the door.


  Each percussion sent a stab of pain through Parker’s head, as did the movement of his jaws when he said, “Yes?”


  The door opened, and a rating stood there, very smart and trim in white shorts and singlet. He brought his hand up to the salute and snapped, “Captain’s compliments, sir, and will you come up the bridge?”


  “You’d better go, Mr. Parker,” advised Louise. “Aboard his own ship Bill’s a very impatient man. Wilberforce—take the gentleman up, will you?”


  “Yes’m!”


  The sailor saluted again and turned. Parker lowered himself carefully from his bunk to the deck, followed his guide through gleaming, spotless alleyways, up ladders, until at last a double door opened into what was evidently the wheelhouse. This, it seemed, could be included in the ship’s system of air-conditioning if so desired, but now, leaving port, its big, square windows were open to the hot, misty air. Various junior officers stood by telegraphs and telephones and other instruments. The Captain, very spruce and alert, stood beside the quartermaster at the wheel. Parker was suddenly acutely conscious of his own bedraggled finery, of the dirty, grey stubble on cheeks and chin. He was dimly aware that he was letting the side down—told himself, untruthfully, that he couldn’t care less.


  Wilkins turned to the Earthman, grinned broadly. “I always thought,” he remarked good humouredly, “that you people could take it . . . However—I’d like you to satisfy yourself that our compasses are in order before we push off. Lieutenant-Commander Grogram, my navigator, will be swinging for deviation as soon as we get clear. But that won’t be for another few minutes. We’ve been held up waiting for Lady Katrina to come in—she suddenly appeared out of the fog. She’s a week overdue.


  PARKER walked to the forward wheelhouse windows and looked out. He saw that Lady Lou was still alongside, although only a single line from each end held her to the quay. Then he looked away from the shore to the other ship, drawing slowly abeam, passing. He saw, for the first time, what manner of ships were builded by these Hesperians. He liked what he saw.


  Lady Katrina was long, all of six hundred feet, but not too beamy. Her hull and her streamlined upperworks were white, with a broad purple ribbon. There were two masts, each a pale buff, but no funnel. The built-up bridge structure, however, broke what otherwise would have been a too monotonous line amidships.


  At her gaff was the ensign of the Union of Hesperian Republics—a golden star on a black field. At her main was her own national flag, that of the New Haitaian Republic. At the fore, a vivid splash of colour, floated the courtesy flag, the standard of Lincolnia, a red, rampant lion on cloth-of-gold. Parker could see the faces of the officers on her bridge, the passengers along her promenade decks—and what he could make out of their expressions seemed justification for the bright display of bunting. They looked utterly relieved at having, at last, found their way into port. They were badly frightened people.


  “More compass trouble,” muttered Wilkins.


  “Looks like it. But . . . what are those, Captain?”


  Those were long, sinister shapes, fore and aft and amidships, over which Lady Katrina’s deckhands were throwing and securing tarpaulin covers.


  “Guns, of course. And rocket projectors. Good Lord, Mr. Parker, you don’t suppose that we have all our naval titles, our Admirals and Commodores, with only merchant ships to sail in, do you? We have one battleship—John Paul Jones—and quite a few cruisers. But all our ships are, should the need arise, fighting ships.”


  “But who . . .?”


  “The Kingdom of Laguna. Don’t they teach any Hesperian history in your schools? The Lagunans are the descendents of those who Were too wild and tough for the first colony here—you remember, perhaps, that it was run from Earth. They broke away, and made themselves a country right on the edge of the Twilight Zone, and the way to it is through a maze of reefs and shoals that only they have charted properly. They have themselves a king, and dukes, and barons—all claiming descent from the very first men to land here. They attract all the lazy, criminal elements from the Republics. At one time, not so very long ago, they got everything they wanted by piracy. But John Paul Jones and the cruiser squadron mopped up a large fleet of their frigates that was chivvying a Freetown-Brownsport convoy, and they’ve been keeping quite ever since. Apart from a few silly, useless women’s toys they’ve nothing to trade with. I don’t think that it’ll be long before they rebuild their fleet and start up piracy again . . .”


  THE OTHER ship slid slowly past, her outlines dimming in the mist. Wilkins turned away from Parker, barked sharp orders to his officers. The two remaining lines were cast from the shore bollards, snaked in over bow and stern. The ship quivered as the twin screws, biting deep, started to revolve. From below came the hum of the blast turbines, rising in pitch to a whine. Lady Lou edged out from the wharf, sheered to port to pass between the two arms of the breakwater as soon as Wilkins judged that his stern had sufficient clearance. Grogram—small, alert and very dark—came up to the bridge. The blue and red ends of bar magnets were visible over the top of his shirt pocket.


  “Do you mind if I watch?” asked Parker.


  “Surely not. There’s no black magic about it—only common sense. And you’ve been at the game longer than me.”


  The little compass adjuster followed the Lieutenant-Commander up the ladder to monkey island. He looked with interest as the other removed binnacle cover, set up azimuth mirror, unlocked binnacle doors. It was evident that the man knew his job. It was safe to assume that his opposite numbers aboard the other ships of the Hesperian Navy knew their jobs . . . However—this man Grogram might yet make some false move.


  Astern, the low shoreline was already fading into the mist. But two lights, two pillars of light, ruddy, baleful, glared through the fog.


  “The leads,” explained the navigator. “They bear 273. I shall check for all the coefficients on them.” He went to the voice pipe, shouted down—“Ready now, sir!”


  “All right, Pilot!” Wilkins’ voice came back faintly. “You take over!”


  “Then—Dead Slow, please. And bring her round to Zero Zero Zero!”


  The ship turned slowly. The lights opened but Wilkins, using stern power, brought them back into line. Grogram watched the dry card swinging inside its bowl, the graduations sliding past the lubber’s line. They hesitated, steadied. “Is she right on?” demanded the navigator down the voice pipe.


  “Right on, sir.”


  “Good.” Then, to Parker, “Steering and Standard agree.” He bent over his azimuth mirror, mumbled—“Bearing 286. True—273. Error—13 west. Variation—ditto. Deviation—nil . . .”


  The process was repeated on 045, on 090, on 180—and so on, back to North. It was evident that Coefficients B and C had been properly compensated—and D. The compasses were correct for this magnetic latitude at least. Parker supposed that Grogram would swing ship on the Magnetic Equator to ascertain whether or not the induced magnetism had been correctly compensated for by soft iron spheres and Flinders Bar. Given the data from the builder’s yard, however, this should not be necessary.


  “And you, Mr. Parker,” said the navigator abruptly, “have to find Coefficient X . . .”


  “COEFFICIENT X?” Parker was still far from bright.


  “Sure. Coefficient A we don’t bother with. Our compasses are far too important for us to allow them to be wrongly positioned. B—the fore and aft component—has been dealt with. So has C—athwartships force. And knowing C, and the building direction, I’ve been able to compute how much of B to compensate with permanent magnets, how much with Flinders Bar. D—effect of athwartships soft iron—is very small in these ships and, in any case, I’ve never had to shift the spheres since I’ve been in this ship. E we can ignore. There is nothing asymmetrical in our construction . . .”


  “But X?”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Parker. I wish I did. Perhaps you’ll find out. I hope that someone does . . .” He went to the voice pipe. “All correct, sir. Will you carry on?”


  Parker asked: “Have you had any trouble with this . . . X in this ship?”


  “Just once. We were coming along the Ballantine Coast, and, luckily, it was a relatively clear day. According to the steering compass the ship was right on her course. We couldn’t take any cross bearings—it wasn’t clear enough for that—but we could see the high land looming through the fog. I was beginning to think that it looked altogether too close for comfort, and then the look-out started yelling and pointing like a man possessed. As well he might—there was broken water, the Toulouse Shoal, right under our port bow. Well, when the flap was over, we managed to check our compasses for error. We had the Larramie beacon showing up by that time, and we swung her for deviation. There wasn’t any. So we officially called it what we all called it then—abnormal set. But—and I’ll bet my Sunday boots on it—there wasn’t any.”


  “Local magnetic anomaly?”


  “Could have been—but that position was investigated most thoroughly, and there were no signs of it.”


  From forward came the sweetly plaintive notes of a guitar. Grogram grinned. “This should be good,” he told Parker. “Come and see—and hear . . .” He led the compass adjuster to the forward apron of monkey island. They both leaned on the broad Venus teak rail, looked down and forward to the forecastle head. There was a little crowd of seamen there—some standing, some sitting on bollard and coils of rope. The instrumentalist was a tall man, not overly dark, attired in civilian clothes of flamboyant colour and cut. Gay ribbons fluttered from his guitar. He looked up to the bridge, waved his hand in impudent salute to the officers. “That’s Admiral Stormalong,” explained the navigator. “Our Calypso Man. He signs on as such—all the ships carry them, they keep the crowd amused and happy. He’ll try to tell us that the effort he’s just bringing out is entirely extempore—but I’ll wager that he was sweating and slaving all last night over it . . .”


  With a flourish of notes the singer burst into his topical jingle.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Eber since de worl’ began

            De compass am de frien’ of Man;

            Noah, he use him in de Ark

            To lead him through de flood an’ dark;

            ol’ John Chinaman, dey say,

            With him find Americay;

            Columbus keep him pointing West

            To fin’ de islands ob de blest.

            Now, on Earth, his work am done

            As long as de machinery run;

            Here, on Venus, we stay true—

            Compass, we depends on you!

            Doan’ yo’ lead us to our fate,

            Doan’ yo’, please, deviatate!

            Big bold buccra come from Space

            To keep yo’ in yo’ proper place . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  Then—


  “Massa Parker, lissen good, doan’ say Ah didn’ warn ya—


  “New broom he sweep clean—de ol’ broom know de corner!”


  Grogram laughed, showing his white teeth. From the bridge below, from the promenade deck below again, there were chuckles, a spatter of hand clapping. Parker didn’t know whether or not to be amused at being thus singled out, wondered if he dare be offended. The latter course of action, however, would get him nowhere, would only prejudice his hosts—or employers—against him. He managed a sickly, insincere grin, joined the navigator in applauding the Calypso Man. This latter swept off his hat and bowed low. He took up his instrument again, clattered lightly into a fresh jingle. But this time it was only an account—imaginary, Parker hoped—of the Bo’s’n’s amatory adventures in Port Lincoln.


  The Earthman asked—“What did he mean by that last crack?”


  “Search me, Stormalong—as he calls himself—is really a most erudite individual. He’s steeped in the traditions of his people, can reel out old proverbs by the hour—and that was one of ’em . . .” Grogram laughed again. “Well, Parker, let’s hope you do sweep clean!”


  “Anything else doing?”


  “Why, no. The course is set and all, we hope, is clear. I suggest we get outside some breakfast . . .”


  “Thanks—but I think I’ll get out of this rig and have a black coffee sent up to me room.”


  “Please yourself. Me—I could eat a horse. Well, I’ll be seeing more of you, Mr. Parker. Any help you want—don’t hesitate to ask. We’re as keen as getting this mystery cleared up as you are—keener. We work here.”


  PARKER followed Grogram from monkey island down to the bridge. Wilkins had already gone down and there was only the officer of the watch pacing back and forth. The compass adjuster detained the navigator for a few minutes whilst he looked at charts, paying especial attention to those showing Variation and Dip. He insisted, too, on inspecting the automatic steering machinery. He was familiar enough with that used on Earth’s seas—an accessory of the gyro compass. But this was something new in his experience. The card of the steering compass was perforated all around its perimeter, and a strong light below the card sent its beam through the perforation coincident with the lubber’s line, this beam striking photoelectric cells in the wheelhouse deckhead. Without his instruments—they were yet to be unpacked—he could not determine whether or not this arrangement was a possible source of freak deviation, but he could not see how it could be.


  But the navigator, obviously, was growing hungry and impatient. Parker called it a day, let him lead him back to his room. As soon as Grogram had left him he rang for the stewardess and ordered a strong, black pot of coffee. Whilst waiting for the brew he went through to the bathroom, fiddled with the various taps until he had the water running at a temperature to his liking.


  The coffee came then. He carried the tray into the bathroom, poured out a cup and set it on a stool by the side of the tub to cool off slightly. He stripped off his incongruous finery, subsided gratefully into the warm water. He sipped his coffee, lit and lazily smoked a cigarette. But his mind was active. Coefficient X . . . What could it be? He remembered once hearing somebody say that there was a big X in any and every equation—the human element. But surely that did not, could not, apply here. The days were gone—if, indeed, they ever were—when the bold, bad villain of the sea story could put a ship ashore by stowing a keg of nails alongside the binnacle or, more scientifically, playing silly beggers with the correcting magnets. True—there was one power out to do a bit of no good to the mercantile navy of the Hesperian Republics. But it was hard to believe that the Kingdom of Laguna had an agent aboard every ship. That would make the Lagunans impossibly clever, the Republicans incredibly stupid. Such Hesperian naval officers he had met had been far from stupid. He had yet to meet a Lagunan, but refused to believe that they were some variety of colonial supermen.


  Still . . . Coefficient X . . . Maybe Grogram had something . . . Maybe . . .


  The cigarette dropped from Parker’s lips, fizzled briefly in the bath water. He started to snore. As his head slid down toward the surface of the water his snores acquired a not unpleasant gurgling quality. A fraction of an inch lower, and they would have stopped altogether. But this did not happen, and Parker slumbered undisturbed, until Louise Wilkins came in.


  SHE SAID, in a hurt voice, “But you didn’t borrow my loofard . . .” Parker, startled into wakefulness, involuntarily submerged. He broke surface, coughing and spluttering. He saw who it was by the bathtub, hastily grabbed his sponge and pressed it into duty as a figleaf. Louise Wilkins said again—“But you didn’t borrow my loofard. Captain Wilkins is always saying that they’re a nasty, decadent habit—and I did so want to see what the reaction of a member of your older culture would be to them.”


  Parker swallowed, then wished that the bath salts supplied by Lady Lou had been selected for flavour rather than aroma. He said slowly, “Would you mind waiting outside? I’ll come and talk to you as soon as I’m dressed . . .” Louise laughed softly. “Silly little man. I know what you’re thinking, but here, on Venus, the bathroom is as much a place for social gatherings as any other room in the house.”


  “On Earth it’s used for bathing.”


  The woman laughed again. “It wasn’t always,” she told him. With her slender, beautifully kept hands she indicated the coffee pot and its accessories, the pack of cigarettes, the ash tray. “Is it now?” she demanded ironically.


  Parker, in spite of himself, grinned. “Well,” he conceded, “it’s used for . . . thinking. After all, there’s plenty of precedent. Remember old Archimedes . . .”


  “And do you think that you’ll find the answer to your problem in the tub? After all—magnetism isn’t hydrostatics.”


  “Perhaps not.”


  There was a knock at the door. Wilkins came in. He raised his eyebrows a shade ironically, murmured—“Ah, I see that Louise has already introduced you to one of the more Roman aspects of our culture. . He was followed by two officers whom Parker had yet to formally meet, another woman. The compass adjuster felt a fool—a fool in an embarrassing nightmare—when he was presented in turn to the woman passenger—she was the wife of the President of De Kuyper’s Land—the Engineer Commander and the Paymaster Commander from his bath. When in Rome . . . he thought. But not in Greece, surely never in Greece . . . If Archimedes had had to contend with this sort of thing his Principle would still be undiscovered.


  The Captain rang for cocktails and quite a party developed. Parker lost some of his shyness, began almost to enjoy himself. But he was greatly relieved when they all left him to conclude his toilet in peace, when he was able to scramble out of the luke-warm water, dry himself, shave hastily and dress for lunch. And some of his embarrassment returned during the meal when, sitting with them at the Captain’s table, he saw the two women look at him and exchange significant glances. He decided that Wilkins must be right about the loofards, whatever they were, because anything connected with bathrooms and bathing on this planet just had to be decadent. He blushed, applied himself to the Chicken Maryland that was, they told him, the white flesh of a marine lizard. But it was good.


  THE VOYAGE, in its earlier stages, was uneventful. There was nothing to see. Parker prowled the bridge, stared with the watch officer into the warm mist—or, at times, fog—spent most of his waking hours getting in Grogram’s hair. He insisted that the ship’s navigator explain everything in words of one syllable, with, if possible, working models and a diagram, leaving nothing to inference. He followed him to the poop when the grapnel on the end of its fine wire was dropped into the shallow Venusian sea, the speed at which the drum revolved giving Lady Lou’s speed over the ground. He watched him intently when he used his Vertical Force Instrument, plotted the position line obtained on the isoclinal chart, compared it with Dead Reckoning, Estimated Position, and the lines of soundings obtained with the fathometer. He hovered over Grogram during the latter’s daily inspection of the automatic steering gear, his own instruments ready to detect any freak deviation caused by that electrical apparatus. But Coefficient X was still elusive—and if it had so far put in an appearance its effects had passed unnoticed.


  One morning—as registered by the chronometers—Parker was on the bridge before breakfast. The Venus teak decks were still wet—the watch on deck had been scrubbing them. The compass adjuster felt the planking soapy and slippery underfoot as he walked with caution to the wheelhouse. Wilkins was there, bending over the chart table. He acknowledged Parker’s salutation absently. “If Grogram is right,” he murmured, “we shall be picking up Cape Wellin in about twenty minutes. The weather’s more or less clear—we’ll see it before we hit it . . .”


  “Where should it be?”


  “To starboard.”


  Something rough crawled over Parker’s sandalled foot. He yelled involuntarily, kicked it away. He looked down. A small, lizardlike creature, with a skin the texture of a coarse sponge, was squirming frantically on its back, kicking ineffectually with its short legs in a vain effort to right itself. “What . . .?”


  “Oh, it’s quite harmless. It’s just one of Louise’s beastly loofards—either George or Margaret. I can’t tell ’em apart—and don’t want to . . . All right, George . . .”


  Wilkins, with no great tenderness, righted the little creature with his toe, “So that’s a loofard . . .” said Parker thoughtfully. “But what do they dot I mean, what are they used for?”


  “The name should tell you. Loofah . . . Lizard . . . See? They’re bathroom pets. All the women went crazy over them. Train ’em for all sorts of things. Reward ’em with—soap. Look at George now. He’s happy.”


  Parker looked at George. The little beast was crawling along a deck seam in which some trace of soft soap still lingered. The black tongue flickered in and out easily. If George could have purred he would have purred . . . The compass adjuster reflected on the fantastic metabolism of the things, upon the mess of alkalinity that their innards must be, and shuddered. He said, with feeling, “I’d as lief get into my bath with an alligator . . .”


  “Me too,” agreed Wilkins.


  FROM forward came the sudden clangour of the bell as the look-out on the forecastle head struck two hasty strokes. He bawled up to the bridge, pointing, “Land ahead! Land to port!” The Captain swore, paled under his deep tan to an unpleasant muddy colour. “Hard-a-port!” he shouted. The quartermaster, standing by in the wheelhouse, ran to the wheel, the officer of the watch switched from automatic to manual steering. “Stop port!” snapped Wilkins. The cliffs were close now—ahead, to port and starboard. To port, to the westward, was open sea—if Lady Lou came round in time. “Full astern port!” shouted Wilkins. Then—“Full astern both!”


  Lady Lou shuddered. Parker thought at first that she had touched, then realised, with a pang of relief, that it was the unwonted vibration of full stem power. For long minutes she hung there, the cliffs neither closer nor receding. Then they seemed to draw back, ever so slowly, into the mists. The Captain said, trying hard to keep his voice normal, “Stop both.”


  Grogram, with other officers, had come running to the bridge when the panic started. He seized Parker’s arm. “There!” he cried, “there’s your Coefficient X!” Parker swore softly to himself. First his attention had been distracted by the loofard, then he had been too scared by the imminence of shipwreck to look at his instruments. He looked at them now, hanging quietly and innocently in the strategic places on the wheelhouse bulkheads that he had selected for them. They told him nothing. He looked at the course recorder and, according to that, Lady Lou had been steering an exact and steady 000, North—until the time that steering had been switched over from automatic to manual. Then there was a brief—squiggle. Now, according to compass and course recorder, she was still heading 000. But the cliffs of Cape Wellin that had loomed so menacingly ahead were now broad on the starboard bow. “I suppose your compasses are correct?” Parker asked Grogram.


  The navigator addressed the Captain. “Have I your permission to swing, sir?”


  This was granted. What followed was routine stuff. With the ship’s head on the four cardinal and the four quadrantal points a bearing was taken of the end of the land. The mean of these eight bearings gave the magnetic bearing. The difference between each observed bearing and the magnetic bearing would give deviation—if any. There wasn’t any—now. There had been.


  Grogram announced his results to Wilkins. The Captain grunted surly acknowledgment, glared at Parker. Parker tried to glare back, remarked huffily that he couldn’t pull rabbits out of a hat. He regretted the words as soon as they were out—but he couldn’t unsay them. Acutely conscious of the mounting hostility against himself on the bridge he retired to his own quarters. There must be some clue, he kept telling himself. There must be some lead . . . It’ll be something damned obvious . . . But what?


  HIS SHIRT was unpleasantly sticky against his body—he had perspired heavily during the few minutes of danger. He had already, on getting up, showered—but decided that another bath and a change of clothing before breakfast would do him good. He manipulated the taps, then, whilst the bath was filling, stripped in his cabin. The warm water, as he slipped into it, felt good. He let himself sink to chin level. He remembered that he had omitted to bolt his bathroom door. But it didn’t matter. He was out of favour with the autocratic rulers of this ship, he could not expect any social calls on this morning of all mornings.


  In that he was wrong. The bathroom door opened quietly, and something small and unpleasantly squirming hurtled through the air to land with a splash almost in Parker’s face. “I brought you Margaret,” explained Louise Wilkins sweetly. “They just chased the poor dear down from the bridge—said she was getting underfoot . . .”


  “I don’t want your beastly . . .” began Parker, but the girl was gone. She had heard her husband, his voice far from pleasant, calling for her in the alleyway. The compass adjuster sighed. He looked at the bathroom pet with distaste, watched it paddling lazily around in the warm water, shuddered away from it as it approached his naked body.


  “And I thought these people were civilized . . .” he said bitterly.


  Margaret, sucker-equipped feet making unpleasant plopping noises on the smooth sides of the tub, climbed up to the soap dish. Two stubby paws captured the slippery, sweet-scented cake, from the mouth that was little more than a tubular orifice the tongue flickered out, glided over the glistening surface of the soap with a revoltingly caressive motion.


  It was too much for Parker. He hastily clambered out of the bath. As he reached for a towel he heard a gurgling noise. He turned to see what fresh horror had been unleashed—and saw that the plug had been lifted and that the water was running out of the tub. From the bottom of the bath the loofard looked up at him amiably.


  They must be quite strong, though the man. That plug’s stainless steel . . . He swore softly, whispered—“I wonder . . .” He replaced the plug. Margaret looked up at him with beady eyes, but didn’t offer to do anything about it. Parker offered her the soap to lick—this overture being accepted with a certain air of condescension. He ran more water into the bath—and the loofard climbed back to her vantage point by the soap dish.


  “I suppose I must . . .” muttered Parker unenthusiastically. He got back into the tub, splashed around a little, then got out. Quick as a flash Margaret dived from the side of the bath to the plug. Her snout touched the shining metal—and lifted. The plug lifted with it. Still Parker wasn’t quite sure. He found a handkerchief, stuffed into the waste vent in lieu of the plug. He ran more water. He climbed into the bath again, climbed out. Once again the loofard dived. But the improvised plug refused to be lifted, the long snout only poked it more firmly into the hole.


  And like Archimedes before him Parker ran naked and dripping from his bath, shouting—“I have found it!”


  “AND SO that’s Coefficient X . . .” mused Jones. “What do you suggest, Mr. Parker?”


  “That these loofards are absolutely forbidden aboard ship—or, at least, kept under proper control.”


  “Forbidden it will have to be. There’s another Coefficient X—the human element. People will be careless. And we can’t afford carelessness at sea. I’d decided to forbid the beasts some time ago . . .”


  “Some time ago, Admiral? But . . .?”


  “I’m sorry, Parker. But this business absolutely bristles with X’s. But let me tell you the story. First of all, I’m not a gunnery man or a tactician. I’m a navigator. Coefficient X has been my baby from the word go. Oh—I don’t mind admitting that it had me guessing, that, like you, I found the answer by sheer, blind chance. In my case it was when I was having dinner with Dr. Cosset—he’s one of our top biologists—and his wife. Gosset could talk about nothing else but these beastly loofards and what he’d found out about them. He mentioned—merely as an amusing angle of loofard physiology—that the males have red polarity for’ard and blue aft, the females blue and red. It can be turned on and off at will. There are times, too, when it’s involuntary—pleasureable stimuli—such as the eating of soap!—produce the field. Oh, it’s not as fantastic as it sounds. Back on Earth you have your electric eels and such, and the loofards work in the same way. But they have iron instead of calcium in their bone structure.”


  “Well, the good Dr. Gosset carried on and on about his new toys—or pets—but for the latter part of it I wasn’t paying any attention. The loud clang that the learned biologist didn’t hear for the noises he was making with his mouth was the penny dropping. But you had already been sent for, were due to arrive in a week’s time. Then I saw the chance to kill several birds with one stone.


  “You don’t know our women, Parker. I suppose that they’re the inevitable product of a combination of pioneering and all the comforts of civilisation. They’re spoiled here, utterly spoiled. They’ve yet to produce the technicians, engineers, artists, that your women do on your world. But they’re powerful. Make no mistake about that. We brought one thing too many from Earth when we came here. We thought we’d start on a strictly rationalist basis—but the devils die so much harder than the gods.


  “There’s—superstition. There’s Voodoo in it—but all the other races that are now Hesperians have thrown in their two bits worth. The women—bless ’em—are in it all up to the neck. You’ve never been in the hills back of Port Lincoln, have you? You’ve never heard the drums thud-thudding through the hot, steamy mists. You don’t know what it is to find a mess of blood and white cock’s feathers on your door. Oh—I’m not superstitious. I don’t believe that people are put to death by supernatural means. But there are rather too many willing hands to slip the poison into food or drink . . .


  “YOU’VE no idea, Parker, the uproar that will be caused when the signal goes out to prohibit loofards at sea. The female passengers and staff; the Captains’ wives—oh, they’ll all hate me. But they’ll hate you more. The fact that you’re an Earthman will help . . .”


  “And you let the ships sail . . .” began Parker indignantly.


  “No. Please don’t think that of me. As soon as I found out I had a standstill order promulgated with the utmost speed. Lady Lou was the only ship sailing after the order. Wilkins knew, of course. So did his navigator . . .”


  “But here’s another way in which you’ve been very useful. I hate to have to say it, but we, on Venus, still stand in a little awe of the Mother Planet. Theoretically, Parker, you and I are equals. And, as an Admiral, I rank you. But you have something that I haven’t got. Oh—it’s not a question of where either of us happened to be born . . . It’s this. There was a saying once, wasn’t there? Who holds the Moon, holds Earth. Things have changed. The Moon belongs to Earth, not to any one nation. But—Who holds Space, holds the System. Earth has the monopoly of interplanetary transport, and she’s freezing on to it at all costs. You, the Earthman, hold Space. I, the Hesperian Admiral—and I was born in Wales!—don’t.


  “But to return to our Coefficients . . . I was tempted, Parker, to claim the credit for having solved the problem. It would have been a nasty smack in the eye for the Lagunans. It would have shown them that we were at least as smart as them . . . But that wasn’t the way we played it. You were due in a few days—so you were met at the spaceport with all the pomp befitting the reception of somebody very important. The Lagunans—if our agents have done their jobs properly—will be convinced that you’re Terran Intelligence, a Special Investigator, or something. As long as they think it’s something official we’re happy. Because they’re scared of Earth. There’s always that nagging fear at the back of their minds that some day they’ll overstep the mark, go a little too far—and bring Earth’s battleships roaring down through the eternal overcast to settle their hash for keeps.


  “You’ve made them think, Parker. You’ve made them worry.


  “And I’m worried, too. Those blasted women! You’ve deprived the lady passengers and the Captains’ ladies of one of their little luxuries—a luxury that will still be enjoyed, look you, by their sisters ashore . . . And already I’ve heard whispers, already the little drums have started to beat back in the hills. So you, my good Parker, are being sent back in Maid of Venus. She completes loading tomorrow. And you’ll be under guard until she blasts off. I’d hate to see anything happen to you after all you’ve done for us. .


  For an appreciable time Parker made no reply. He sat slumped in his chair opposte the Admiral’s desk—a little man, grey, deflated. He hated Venus and he hated Jones. Jones had killed something that to him, not usually given to romantics, was intensely bright and glamorous, more precious by far than the large cheque he had received for his services . . . a dream.


  The little compass adjuster had few illusions. He knew that on his home planet he was no more than an anachronism, that the instruments he tended had not been used, would not be used, in generations. The machines—radar, Loran, gyro compass—never went wrong. But briefly and gloriously he had been Parker the Trouble Shooter, the new Archimedes, the Hero of the Union of Hesperian Republics. He felt like tearing the black and gold silk ribbon of the decoration from his breast, barely fought down the impulse to fling it in Jones’ face.


  He essayed a smile. It had all the warmth of watery moonlight on a tombstone. He said bitterly, “I heard a proverb, Admiral, from Lady Lou’s Calypso Man. New broom he sweep clean, de ol’ broom know de corner . . .”


  Jones grinned. “Parker, man,” he chuckled, “you sure hit the nail right on the thumb!”


  In spite of everything Parker managed to laugh.


  WINTHROP, the ethnologist, turned away from the viewport. “Heaven’s above!” he exclaimed, “here’s little, mousy Parker coming back with us! If it wasn’t for the fact that he’s still got his full guard of Admirals I’d say he was getting the bum’s rush!”


  “Too . . .” added the Assistant Purser softly.


  Winthrop pretended not to hear. With the Assistant Purser and two of the engineers he watched the little man, with his brassbound escort, coming up the spidery gangway. Behind them, disdaining the ship’s conveyor belt, came a full two dozen naval ratings bearing cases and bales and boxes. The Hesperian Republics had not been ungenerous. Parker was leaving Venus with far more baggage than he had brought with him. Then those at the port saw the officers and seamen making their way back down to the landing field. It wasn’t long before Parker came to join the little group inside the ship.


  He was surprised to see the ethnologist. He said: “I thought you were staying a full six months.”


  “I was. They asked me to leave . . . They would. You’ve no idea what an interesting set-up they’ve got here, Parker. It’s a sort of a cult—a veritable Irish stew of a cult. There’s everything in it—Voodoo, the Tongs, the old, semi-religious friendly societies—oh, most every Earthly race and culture has made some contribution. I got rather too interested. So . . .


  “And you?”


  “It got too interested in me,” said Parker.


  Winthrop couldn’t hide his incredulity. “In y . . .?” he began. Then, a little more politely, “Why?”


  The alarm bells started to ring, and the public address system to bellow—“All passengers and personnel not on duty to their quarters! All passengers and personnel not on duty to their quarters! Passengers and off-duty personnel will strap themselves securely into their bunks. Passengers and . . .”


  Winthrop ignored the clamorous admonition. “Why?” he demanded again.


  Parker, the little man ever obedient to the voice of authority, started to walk in the direction of his stateroom. He looked back—and the mulish expression on his face told the other that he was about to be told all that he ever would be told.


  “Coefficient X,” said Parker.


  THE END


  TWO AGAINST VENUS


  Rog Phillips


  It seemed the only way to get at the secret of this planet’s superstitions was to let its natives turn you into stone . . .


  CARL STEVENS sat precariously with his feet on the desk, the chair resting on two legs. His hands were cupped at the nape of his neck. His lazily serene blond head was one to bring out the desire to possess in women.


  The older man across the desk, although resembling Carl in most physical respects, had none of his calm.


  “Men are too scarce here, Carl,” he said. “You’ve got to pitch in. We—I need you here. The natives are getting uneasy. Unless we keep them in hand they’ll desert—and that would mean ruin to me. My whole fortune is tied up in this contract to put a tunnel through the Corscateh Ridge.”


  “But, Dad,” Carl objected mildly. “I’m not an engineer. I know a little of the Venusian lingo—enough to get along with a co-operative native; but frankly, I haven’t the least idea how to meet the problems of this job of yours. I’d be a handicap.”


  “You’ll learn fast enough,” John Stevens said confidently. “And anyway, the natives know all that is needed about the technical aspects and running the machines. That isn’t what you’re needed for.”


  “Then what am I needed for?”


  “Morale,” John said. “You must have read how the natives’ lives are governed by superstition and their peculiar religion.”


  “Yes, of course,” Carl murmured disinterestedly. “But what has that to do with cutting this tunnel? It’s just a job.”


  “It’s more than that,” John Stevens said slowly. “This Corscateh Ridge is a sort of natural wall dividing the domains of the god of the hot side and the god of the inhabitable continents.”


  “Say, that’s right!” Surprise made Carl drop his feet to the floor. “Maybe you do need me, Dad. I sort of hate to give up my vacation, though. I’d wanted to sort of explore so that I would have material for my Doctor’s. How far is there left to go?”


  “Not more than fifty feet,” John replied. “But when that’s done there’s still the building to put up; and the temperature out there is around two hundred. Even the natives will have to wear refrigerated suits—if they stay and work.”


  “If,” Carl echoed. “O.K., Dad. I’ll stay.”


  “Thanks, boy,” his father said gruffly. There was a silence. The older man broke it on a ruminative note. “I wonder sometimes about these natives of Venus. Science says they can’t possibly be an offshoot of the human race—something about convergent evolution. They cite examples of convergent evolution back on Earth—two completely unrelated species having very nearly the same appearance. They say that’s what humans and Venusians are. The few offspring of mixed parentage have never been able to reproduce, you know. Even though they have been able to grow up into normal people who look quite a bit like a white Venusian with lots of purple birthmarks.”


  “Everybody wonders about it,” Carl said, taking out a cigarette. “It’s pretty conclusive though that it is convergent evolution, and that there has never before been any contact between Earth and Venus. I’ve read a couple of pretty good books on the subject, showing details of structure of the two species, man and Venusian. Similarity of shape is about all they have in common. If the Venusian nose had a bridge in it instead of looking like the nose of an ape, their shape would be identical with ours—though of course they are an average of a foot and a half taller than we are. But their indigo colored skin is different under the microscope, and they have never had any hair. One book argues that since the two skins are different the Venusian and human brains are different in some way, since the brain develops in the embryo from skin on the back.”


  “I doubt that about the brains being different,” John said. “They’re more like us in the way they think than some Earth races.”


  The phone on the desk jingled. John Stevens scooped up the receiver. His attitude changed abruptly at what he heard.


  “Come on, Carl,” he said, rising and going to the door. “The tunnel’s through. It was less than we figured.”


  HE SPOKE over his shoulder as they hurried along the corridor to the main shaft.


  “Fortunately we sealed off the bore about a hundred feet back from operations,” he said. “That way we were prepared for any unexpected break through. That was Laura on the phone. It’s her shift at operations.”


  “A woman?” Carl exclaimed.


  “A girl,” John corrected. He chuckled. “Mighty nice girl, too. I was going to let you meet her as a last resort to convince you to stay and help me out. She’s my secretary, and volunteered to help out by taking one shift every other day with the natives. They work harder for her than for any of the men, too.”


  The thunderous screech and rattle of ore cars drowned out voices. Carl and his father climbed into one of the slow moving cars and hung on. Ten minutes later the string of cars stopped against the dead end of a huge circular wall that looked vaguely like the circular door to a bank vault.


  There was a platform here on either side of the tracks, its floor even with the tops of the cars. Neatly ordered lockers, piles of equipment, and two almost naked seven-foot Venusians were on the platform.


  The two Venusians evidently didn’t know yet of the break through. They welcomed “Boss man” and “Boss boy” with wide grins that disclosed perfectly formed white teeth. Their skins were a richly glistening indigo filmed with moisture.


  “I’ll see if I can get Laura on the phone,” John said. He went to the phone nailed to a vertical plank against the bare granite side of the tunnel. His conversation consisted of yes, and a couple of O.K.s.


  “Laura says the atmospheric pressure is sixteen point eight,” he said after he hung up. “That’s nearly two pounds less than on this side. That’s about what we figured. Lucky we did or we wouldn’t have put up a double partition for a lock.”


  “What makes the difference?” Carl asked.


  “The wind,” John explained. “It blows toward the hot side. At the top of the Ridge the wind velocity is about seventy miles an hour. Down at this level on the leeward side that makes a vacuum.”


  “I see,” Carl said.


  “Put on a suit,” John ordered, reaching for one of those hanging along the wall at the end of the row of lockers.


  They were, Carl saw, very much like the standard space suit on all interplanetary liners, except for the bulging refrigerating pack on the back—more bulky than the standard heat pack of a space suit.


  The natives helped them into the suits, screwing in the transparent helmets with smooth twists of glistening dark hands whose backs were deep indigo and whose palms were a lighter shade that blended into pale blue.


  Almost at once it was comfortably cool. Carl sighed with relief at the unexpected comfort.


  He followed his father to a door in the barrier, discovering as he walked that the suit seemed to weigh almost nothing. It was constructed so that its rigid frame took most of the weight away from the body.


  Carl followed his father through the door, a sealing hatch-cover affair. There was another similar barrier fifty feet farther on. When they reached it John Stevens opened a large valve. There was a sucking hiss that died swiftly. Then that door was open and they were inside.


  HERE an almost impenetrable fog filled the bore, with rivulets of steam trickling down the crystaline surface of the walls. Lights were faint foci of incandescence here and there, and obscured gray figures moved about.


  One approached as they stood in indecision.


  “Am I glad you’re here,” a feminine voice said with relief. “They’ve been determined to quit work and get out. If they do that they’ll take every one of the natives with them.”


  “Laura,” John said. “This is my son, Carl.”


  Carl looked curiously at the girl under the spherical glass helmet. Laura returned his gaze with one equally frank. John Stevens left them and went over to the group of natives who were standing near the place where the steam seemed to be entering.


  “I never expected to find a girl up here when I decided to pay Dad a visit before seeing the rest of Venus,” Carl said. He held out his hand and smiled.


  Laura took it. They both looked down, startled, as they suddenly realized their hands were encased in insulated gloves that were an integral part of their suits.


  “What does it look like outside?” Carl asked.


  “Come and take a look,” Laura said. He followed her to the break.


  The break was a jagged opening. One of the rock borers had tumbled half way through it and was lying on its side. Rocks had fallen, partly covering it, but making the opening larger so that it was possible to climb over the machine and out into the open.


  The scene that met their eyes as they emerged was one of cosmic fury unleashed—and alien. At their feet bare rock, sterile and washed by eternally condensing and evaporating steam, dropped swiftly to disappear into a seething wall of boiling vapors.


  Above, where the relatively cool winds from the other side of the Ridge whipped over, clouds came and vanished with unbelievable speed.


  As they watched, it seemed they were the focus of a concerted attack by white, billowing enemies that some strange force was driving back at times, and at others weakening to allow sudden surges that threatened to succeed in engulfing them.


  There was no color—only whites and grays and the lifeless washed rocks. And the heat. It radiated through their helmets and made itself felt against their faces in spite of the refrigeration inside.


  Carl discovered Laura drawing closer to him.


  “Do you realize this is something no human being has seen before?” he heard her say, subdued.


  “All this work of driving through a tunnel to look at this wall of steam!” Carl answered. “What good will it do?”


  “I don’t know,” Laura said. “Maybe none; but it will at least give us a point of observation of weather phenomena at the edge of the sun side of Venus—with a hasty retreat to the safety of the other side of the Ridge.”


  “Wait!” Carl said suddenly, pointing. “What’s that?”


  TWO HUNDRED yards down the slope was something darker than the surrounding rock.


  “I thought I saw it move,” he said. “Let’s go down and see what it is.”


  “No,” the girl said. “Wait. Those rocks may be treacherous. It can’t be anything alive, anyway, in this heat.”


  “It moved again,” Carl said excitedly. “And it’s the color of a native. You know the standard for priests these natives set. A priest gains his rank by visiting the sunward side and bringing back proof he’s been there. Maybe this is one that ventured too far over and couldn’t make it back.”


  “We’ll have to risk the danger then,” Laura said. “If he’s still alive there may be a chance to save him. Let’s go.”


  “Take my hand,” he said.


  They made their way down slowly, stepping from one loose rock to another, stumbling and picking themselves up again and going on. Long before they reached him they knew it was a Venusian.


  It was impossible for him to be alive in the near boiling point heat, yet he was, feebly crawling over the blistering rocks, upward toward the Ridge on whose other side lay the coolness of life.


  They reached him and dropped down beside him, trying to pick him up. He seemed not to feel their touch, but kept crawling as if his muscles were working after his cooked brain was unable to tell them to desist.


  “Great priest of the Sun God,” Laura said in the Venusian language.


  The great body jerked as at an electric shock. The hairless head paused, then slowly lifted. Sightless eyes peered at them—sightless and cooked-white. Eyes twice as large as a human’s, protruding from indigo sockets in a grotesquery of sculpture. For a breathless minute Carl and Laura stared at those sightless orbs. Then, slowly, the Venusian toppled over on his side, cooked skin scraping loose as he settled in death.


  It was only then that they noticed the bag hung around his neck by a native hemp cord. A bag of the native priest-cloth. The orange Colored bag was large as a woman’s handbag. It contained some object that was heavy as Carl tentatively lifted the bag.


  “He’s dead,” Carl said. “Let’s take this bag and try to hide him with a few rocks—at least so he can’t be seen from the tunnel.”


  He took the bag from around the dead neck and handed it to Laura, then hastily built a low wall of rocks to hide the body.


  “Let’s go,” he finally said, straightening up. He took the bag from Laura. “Probably nothing in it but some rocks,” he muttered. “But we might as well take it along and look into it when we get back to the office.”


  WHEN THEY climbed back over the borer into the tunnel they heard the voice of John Stevens and the excited, deep voiced mumbling of several natives talking at once. This kept on until they had stepped into full view in the tunnel.


  Suddenly one of the natives let out a shout and pointed at the orange bag in Carl’s hand. At once the natives became silent. Too late Carl realized they would recognize what the bag meant.


  The silence grew intense, then abruptly changed into a thunder of voices. Carl understood what they were saying.


  “No!” he shouted, holding the bag behind him. “Great Sun Priest gave it to me, his white brother. He is dead now. His word is a command.”


  The thunder settled into low mutters. The natives were debating among themselves whether to go out and look. Three of them reluctantly separated from the others and went to the break, vanishing outside.


  “Let’s go to the office and find out what’s in here,” Carl said softly. Laura nodded.


  “Go ahead, you two,” John Stevens said. “The next shift will be here in a few minutes. I’ll stay until they come. Somebody’d better remain here with these natives.”


  Carl and Laura turned to leave. One of the natives came up to them and bowed, speaking hesitantly in the native language.


  “If you please,” he said. “We can tell you what is in the bag, if you but care to listen.”


  “And what is in the bag?” Laura asked, smiling.


  The native turned and glanced at his fellows, who nodded their consent for him to speak.


  “It is the living stone,” he said. “It will look to you as other stones, yet it can be shown that these stones live and have life and are not as other stones, just as the living creature is not as the dead creature.”


  “Would you come with us, man-of-wisdom, to explain more?” Carl asked slowly, hesitating over the Venusian words.


  Once more the Venusian turned to his fellows, who gave their consent.


  As the three left the blocked off head of the tunnel and rode the ore cars back to the office Carl was carefully concealing his inner excitement.


  He had read of the stories of Venusian gods of living stone, able to step out of the stone and assume flesh, and who, whether in stone or in flesh, were the real rulers of Venus.


  The native had said it could be shown that these stones lived. If that were so in any sense of the word, then he had his fingers on something worth presentation for his doctor’s thesis.


  His thoughts turned to the dead Venusian who had been carrying the bag. He must have picked up the stones—if stones they turned out to be—not far from where he had been found. He certainly couldn’t have traveled far over rocks hot enough to cook flesh. So if it turned out that there was anything unusual about the contents of the orange bag, it should be simple to find the spot where it came from, and get more.


  Carl felt of the objects in the bag as the cars jogged along. They were hard like rocks. There seemed to be two of them, one smaller than the other.


  They reached John Stevens’ office. The native held out his hand for the bag. Carl hesitated, then gave it to him. The native made a rapid motion in the air with his fingers as if going through some religious routine, and opened the bag.


  His hand reached in and drew out one of the objects, handing it to Carl.


  It was undoubtedly stone. It was a soft pink in color, a pink that seemed to shine through a white surface from inside.


  CHAPTER II


  CLYDE MASTERS sat at his desk scanning the reports that had been turned in by his various operatives. As chief of the troubleshooting department of Venus-American he was more important than the President of the United States, and almost as important as the least of the vice-presidents of V-A. That was understandable when you considered that the capital stock of V-A was worth more than three times as much as the United States, and better than seventy-five percent of the Government’s income came from taxes on V-A and dividends on V-A stock owned by the Government.


  Clyde was fully aware of his relative importance in the scheme of things; but he was equally aware of the precariousness of his position. One major blunder and he could conceivably be through. Done. Washed up.


  Since he never wanted this to happen he spent long hours each day studying the reports of his operatives, who in turn spent long hours each day gathering the material for the reports.


  He wouldn’t have thought of himself as a superman, but he knew all his operatives personally—and there were over two thousand of them. He wouldn’t have thought of himself as a financial wizard, but one of his many responsibilities was to see that the par value of V-A stock and the market value stayed about the same.


  He had a habit of never overlooking any bets. He had a habit of estimating the potentialities of unimportant details. Sometimes an insignificant little thing would send him tearing off to Venus—and almost invariably that insignificant little detail would become a very big thing by the time he got there.


  The report he was reading at the moment said, “Carl Stevens, son of contractor on Corscateh Ridge bore, reports finding two strange stones in bag about neck of native found dead on hot side of Ridge. He further reports that a native claimed the two stones to be ‘alive’.”


  Clyde Masters, his frowning eyes re-reading the report, reached ant and picked up the telephone.


  “Put me through to Venus, honey,” he spoke into the receiver. “And while I’m on get me reservations on the next ship.”


  He hung up and continued reading reports. Venus was nearly behind the Sun. In a geodesic trajectory, spaced about two million miles apart, were the V-A space ships going to Venus—and from Venus back to Earth, as regular in their schedules as passenger trains between any two large cities in the United States. His telephone call would be relayed on tight beam along this string of ships, stepped up through each relay station, so that, aside from the ten minute interval of time between planets that made conversation a long drawn out affair, the call would be as clear and undistorted as a local call.


  In twenty minutes the phone rang. He picked it up. It was the Venus operator.


  “Your party is being rung,” she said. “You may begin your message. If he does not answer by the time it arrives we will record it for him.”


  “This is Clyde Masters. I’m coming to Venus on the next ship to leave here. When I get there I want Carl Stevens and those two stones, the native who claims they’re alive, and all others connected with their discovery. Have them ready for me. I don’t want any time wasted when I get there. Also, have all Venus reports sent both to my ship and to my office here. That’s all.”


  He dropped the receiver back on the hook and continued reading reports. The efficient switchboard operator took care of the routine task of calling Clyde’s house boy and telling him to have things packed and at the spaceport, making sure the reservation for passage went through smoothly, and sending out the interoffice memo announcing that Clyde Masters was leaving for Venus.


  THIRTY-SIX hours later, as the ship he was on neared the Moon’s orbit, Clyde received the first report in response to his orders. It read:


  “Instructions received. Stones in our possession. Wish permission to turn them over to Research for tests. Carl Stevens and Laura Wilde agree to be on hand. Native who made statement about rocks cannot be found.”


  It was signed Fred Nelson, O.Q.C..


  Clyde thought it over and sent an O.K. for the stones to be turned over to Research. Forty-eight hours later a second report came.


  “Stones exhibit remarkable properties very similar to life. One stone left intact, other used for tests, and broken into small working specimens. On standard tests the specific heat of material seems to be infinite, and its temperature stays at 100.03 degrees. Sample weighing five grams absorbed two hundred thousand calories without change of temperature. Second specimen weighing three grams gave off five hundred thousand calories in refrigerated medium of temperature minus twenty degrees F. in ten hour period, then suddenly dropped its internal temperature and became ordinary matter, with specific heat of 17.32 and chemical structure similar to quartz. More elaborate tests being devised on basis of unusual properties.”


  Clyde read the report a second time. Then he went to the ship’s library and searched through one of the several books on Venus and its inhabitants. At last he found what he was looking for: “The normal body temperature of a Venusian native is slightly higher than that of an Earthling, being 100.03, approximately one and four tenths degrees higher than for humans.”


  He whistled in amazement. Was it coincidence that the mysteriously constant temperature of the “living” stone was exactly the same as the normal body temperature of a Venusian?


  He thought over the idea of suggesting a few further tests, then decided against it. After all, Research had some of the System’s best scientists. They would not only think of everything he could, but also probably find or point out what was wrong with his suggestions if they were haywire.


  So, instead, he hunted up the ship’s captain, George Walters, an old friend of his, and talked over the mystery of the living stone with him.


  “I think I have a possible explanation,” Captain Walters said thoughtfully. “That native called it ‘living’ stone. We all know that Venusian has many subtle twists to its meanings that we can’t understand. In this case maybe he merely meant that it was a stone that kept the priest alive while in the hot zone.”


  “But how could it keep him alive?” Clyde asked.


  “Well,” George Walters said. “Suppose you strapped two flat pieces of this stuff to the bottoms of your feet. Where it came in contact with your skin it would maintain the temperature of your skin at the Venusian normal of 100.03 degrees, no matter how hot or cold the stuff you were walking on. If it can keep its properties when ground up into a powder, it could be made into a paste and painted over the skin, and keep the skin a normal temperature regardless of how hot the atmosphere. So a native could travel in the hot zone with perfect immunity simply by wearing stone sandals and painting himself with a paste made of the stuff.”


  “I see,” Clyde Masters said softly, surprised at the thought. “Then the stone itself is not ‘alive’ in any sense, but merely has some new physical property. I wonder how it can store up such vast quantities of heat? There’s possibilities there.”


  “Possibilities, yes,” George Walters said dryly. “But maybe we’ll never find out what they are. My guess is that the natives’ll never tell us how to turn ordinary stone into this new stuff. Their educated class, the priests, consider us a bunch of fools who are on the wrong track in our science.”


  “Yes, I know,” Clyde said. “They say we missed the boat when we accepted an external world outside the mind. I find myself studying what they mean by that every once in a while.” He chuckled dryly.


  “I just thought of something else,” George said. “The stones tie in with the stories about a secret temple where there are four statues of living stone, shaped in the images of the four gods of Venus.”


  “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” Clyde said. “But that story claims that those four gods actually live in their stone counterparts, and sometimes step out and become flesh-and-blood Venusians. But on that basis the native really meant the stones were living—alive.”


  “Perhaps he did,” George agreed. “But that wouldn’t affect my theory of the use the stone is put to in going into the hot side of the planet. You know, it would be very enlightening to find out how high a temperature the stone can withstand.”


  “Maybe the next report will give us that information,” Clyde said. “That is their next obvious line of study, now that they know it can stand only so much cold before it loses its stable-temperature property and ‘dies’.”


  AND in a small room in one wing of the sprawling Research building of V-A that was exactly what they were doing. A ten gram piece of the rock was inside a complex furnace setup, and the various instruments connected to the parts of the setup were clicking off the calories of heat being absorbed by it. The figure was already fabulous.


  “Where does all that heat go?” Dr. Evard Smith asked in amazement as he read off the figures.


  “We’ll have one possible answer shortly,” Dr. Jimmy Hope said. “If the heat energy is being transformed into mass we’ll be able to detect an increase in mass of the specimen according to the equation, E equals Mc-2. According to our figures the specimen should weigh half a gram more than when we started, when we take it out two hours from now. If it doesn’t, then we’ve at least proven that the energy absorbed is not transformed into mass.”


  “If it isn’t transformed into mass, then what?” Dr. Smith asked.


  “Well,” Dr. Hope said, shrugging his shoulders. “In that case we have two possible explanations. One, it may be transformed into some type of radiation that is departing from the specimen at light speed—some frequency that we may be able to detect. The other, that we at last have an entering wedge into something long suspected, but never detected; hyperspace channels of energy.”


  “Hyperspace?” Dr. Smith echoed incredulously.


  “Maybe not the hyperspace of mathematics,” Dr. Hope said. “But there’s been a lot of study that led to the belief that life was in some way different than ordinary matter. The experiments performed on insects by several scientists back in the middle twentieth century disclosed energy appearing that couldn’t be accounted for by ordinary laws of chemistry and physics. They were, remarkably, very similar to the results we’re getting on these stones. And that specimen that ‘died’ did so in a way perfectly analogous to living matter.


  “Even if this specimen has gained enough mass to account for the energy absorbed, we still have to find out in what way it was accomplished. And regardless of how it took place, we have the distinctly new phenomenon of energy of motion being changed directly into mass.”


  “What’s happening now?” Evard Smith asked. The meter showing absorption rate was clicking off zeros. Dr. Hope studied it uneasily. The dial showing the temperature of the stone showed it to be still at 100.03.


  “Evidently it’s stopped absorbing heat,” he said. “I don’t like that. I think I’d better take it out of the furnace now, before something happens.”


  Suiting his actions to his words, he pulled the switch that would shut off the furnace. It was his last act before the wave of searing, explosive force swept through him, leaving nothing but a tottering mass of carbon and calcium.


  The blast wrecked the whole wing of the Research building and left the rest of the structure dangerously cracked.


  CLYDE MASTERS re-read the report from Fred Nelson, O.I.C. It read, “Explosion wrecked wing of Research building where experiments on rocks were taking place. Everything destroyed except rocks themselves, which were found intact. Experts state that explosion was similar to atomic kind, but with no evidence of radiations or radio-activity present. Seven men killed, including Dr. Hope. No clue as to type of experiment that caused explosion.”


  He hunted up George Walters, the captain, and showed the report to him.


  “What do you think of that?” he demanded.


  Captain Walters studied the report. “What’s your own opinion, Clyde?”


  “I don’t know what to think,” Clyde Masters said, frowning. “Considering that Hope was almost certainly trying to ‘kill’ a sample of the rock with heat, it seems likely that he raised it to a critical temperature where it exploded.”


  “That might be the case,” George Walters said thoughtfully. “But there’s another possibility. Suppose instead of raising a specimen to a higher and higher temperature, he was pouring heat energy into it at some constant high temperature. Considering that be probably switched to high temperatures at least twenty-four hours ago, that seems the more probable.”


  “You mean there might be some critical energy-density at which the stuff explodes?” Clyde asked. “Yes, that’s more likely to be it—or a combination of the two, temperature and energy absorbed. A breakdown, releasing all the stored energy like a condenser will release its charge by arcing when a certain electrical potential is reached that will force an arc to a ground. Too bad no record of what he was doing is left. We know now that the stuff can be dangerous, though. Can’t you speed up this tub a little and get there sooner?”


  “Can’t be done,” Captain Walters said. “We’re still a little over ten days away from Venus. You’ll just have to have patience.”


  Five hours later another report arrived. It read, “Carl Stevens and Laura Wilde reported missing. According to Stevens Sr., they were in refrigerated suits in hot zone, and are now over the safe period of operation of refrigerating units. Impossible to search for them.”


  “And I have to be cooped up in this tub another ten days!” Clyde groaned.


  CHAPTER III


  “YOU KNOW, Laura,” Carl said, pulling a blade of the tough Venusian slope grass and sticking it in his teeth. “I keep thinking that dead native couldn’t have come far before reaching the spot where we found him.”


  “I feel the same way,” Laura said. They were sitting on the ground not far from the tunnel.


  The ground dropped away at their feet. A thousand feet below began the Venusian jungle that covered most of Winkum, the major continent. Another thousand feet the other way, upward, was the almost flat ceiling of clouds that stretched unbroken to the horizon. And at their backs the steep slope of the Corscateh Ridge rose into the clouds.


  “What do you say we put on refrigerated suits and do a little exploring and see if we can’t find where the native got that bag of rocks?” Carl suggested. “We could probably cover all the ground he could have been over in a couple of hours, and the suits are good for ten times that before the power pack for the refrigerating unit gives out.”


  “Your father stands a good chance of going broke on the tunnel, doesn’t he,” Laura said. At Carl’s nod she continued. “The fact that one of the big V-A men came all the way up here to get those stones, and made us promise to be here when an even bigger official came from the Earth, makes those stones seem pretty valuable. If we could find a large deposit of them—”


  “Say! You’ve hit it!” Carl exclaimed. “It’s obvious. That native was a prospector, and those were samples. There has to be a large deposit of that stuff not far from where we found his body. We can stake out a large claim under the New Territory Acts, and Dad can recoup his losses on the tunnel.”


  “That’s what I was thinking,” Laura said. “We haven’t anything else to do—unless your father can get another crew to build the observatory building at the hot end of the tunnel, and that doesn’t seem likely right now.”


  “We’ll have to plan this so we don’t get lost,” Carl said. “We can plant a red searchlight at the tunnel opening to act as a beacon. We can take a couple of the hand generator flashlights with us. They’ll stand the heat.”


  “Let’s go get it all ready now,” Laura said eagerly. “Then we can get an early start right after we sleep, and be able to do a lot of exploring in just a few hours.”


  THE BODY of the dead Venusian wasn’t pleasant to look at now. Carl and Laura kept their eyes away from it, circling in an ever widening arc in search of some sign to indicate from which direction he had come.


  The stones under their feet were smooth and treacherous, the largest less than a foot across. None of them had the appearance of the stones in the bag.


  As their circling spread out it occasionally took them into the fog. Then the red light at the tunnel became an eerie disembodied thing.


  But still the flashlights were not necessary. The light of the sun, refracted and reflected through countless fog particles, gave a uniform light sufficient to see everything at near them.


  They were holding hands as they explored, now, so as not to get separated. Constantly they looked back at the red beacon light, to make sure they didn’t wander too far.


  The rod was lying between two slightly separated rocks. They saw it at the same time. It was six inches long and half an inch thick, and too straight and too round to be other than artificially made.


  Carl lifted one of the boulders out of the way and picked it up. It was made of the same kind of stone that had been in the native’s orange colored bag.


  Laura and Carl studied it excitedly. Carl held it in his gloved hand between their transparent dome helmets so they could see it together.


  Laura’s foot slipped on a rock. She swayed against Carl. The rod touched the surface of his helmet. Instantly he heard words in the Venusian language. A mere fragment of speech before the rod lost contact in his effort to catch Laura and keep her from falling.


  “Did you hear that?” Carl asked, looking around. “I thought I heard a native calling.”


  “No,” Laura said, puzzled.


  Carl frowned at the rod, remembering that it had touched his helmet while he had heard the voice. He raised it and placed it against his helmet again. At once the voice became audible. He touched it against Laura’s helmet. She heard the voice too.


  She took the rod from Carl and placed one end of it flat against her helmet and listened. Then she turned slowly, pausing when the rod pointed directly away from the red beacon light.


  “It’s directional,” she said. “The voice sounds louder in this direction.”


  “Let me see,” Carl demanded eagerly. He tried it and found she was right.


  “But how does it work?” Laura asked, mystified. “It’s nothing but a rod made of that stone!”


  “It’s not as mysterious as it seems,” Carl said. “Of course, the fact that this type of stone has three properties is something unusual; but the principle is understandable. The rod has a definite resonance wavelength. A radio wave of that wavelength reinforces itself and results in physical vibration. All other wavelengths of radio waves dampen themselves and die out. So-if there’s a radio transmitter of the right frequency it will cause this rod to vibrate at a radio frequency, and the strength of the vibration can be modulated by audiofrequency waves, so that audible sound will be produced. In other words, this is a directional radio receiver of the ultimately simple type.”


  “I think I read somewhere that some types of metals have that property at near absolute zero temperatures,” Laura said slowly. She looked up, startled. “But that means that there is a radio transmitter somewhere near here, doesn’t it?”


  Carl nodded. “I was coming to that,” he said. “The length of the radio wave must be somewhere around six inches. Unless it’s designed along lines similar to this receiver rod. it means that there is a radio tower near here, so close that if there weren’t any fog we could see it from where we are standing.”


  Laura peered uneasily into the fog. “But that would mean metals and radio tubes and—and—” She stopped, confused.


  “And people,” Carl completed the thought. “Venusians, rather. That poor devil we found the bag of stones on must have been carrying this rod, and dropped it when he got too weak to know what he was doing. No doubt he was using it as a sort of compass, since it’s directional.”


  “Then we can use it too!” Laura said eagerly. “We won’t have to stay within sight of the beacon light.”


  “But that transmitter may be fifty miles from here!”


  “Then how did that native cover the fifty miles?” Laura asked. “No. I think we’ll run onto something before we go a mile.”


  “Guess you’re right,” Carl gave in. “Let’s try it and see. But don’t forget our main purpose. Let’s keep our eyes open for rocks like those in that bag we had.”


  WITH LAURA holding the rod against her helmet and Carl holding her hand to steady her, they began the tedious descent of the rocky slope, slipping often, but never falling onto the hot stones.


  Occasionally gusts of wind would tear at them. Now and then the fog would miraculously vanish about them, and the colorless landscape would be revealed for fifty yards in every direction. Then, as abruptly, the air would again assume white translucency that seemed to hold them suspended in a formless and directionless universe—directionless except for the almost intangible directional property of the monotonous native voice speaking in the rod of stone.


  Neither Laura nor Carl could make sense out of what the voice was saying. After a time they realized that it was saying the same thing over and over again in exactly the same tone. Less than half of the words were familiar, and not enough of them to get a clear meaning.


  Carl took the rod and placed it against his helmet after the first half hour.


  “I’d say the voice is a recording,” he said finally.


  “That’s what I thought,” the girl agreed. “And I’ve been thinking something else. The natives don’t have mechanical science—at least not that we know of. Do you think some secret group of humans could have a headquarters over here on the hot side? There might be other things besides the living stones over here. Maybe jewels or Uranium.”


  “I don’t know,” Carl said. “But should they keep it secret? I’m beginning to think maybe the native population of Winkum isn’t all the population of Venus. We may discover a highly advanced scientific civilization here on the hot side.”


  “It would have to be, to be able to live where the temperature is so high,” Laura said. “They would have to have sources of tremendous power to maintain refrigeration for any place large enough to hold many people.”


  “Unless it was underground. There could be underground caves, with tunnels leading from the other side of the Ridge. Cool winds could blow through those tunnels and provide the natural cooling system. Sometime in the past the natives could have found those openings and followed them.”


  “Then why did the native try to get back to the cool side of the Ridge by walking over blistering rocks?” Laura objected. “And why are the natives so afraid of this side of the Ridge? They claim it’s ruled by a different god than Winkum.”


  “I don’t know,” Carl said. “But maybe we’ll find out before long.” They walked on in silence. Only the rod made any sound, and that only when it was held against a helmet as a sounding board.


  Finally they came to the transmitter.


  THERE WASN’T much to it. It consisted of a large tombstone affair made of the living stone, with two flat discs of the same material on top, each about an inch thick and four feet in diameter, set so they were six inches apart, facing each other. It was obviously the transmitter, because the rod gave off the loudest sounds when pointed at it.


  “Those two flat stone discs could serve as an antenna,” Carl said. “I don’t know how, but if they were made of metal, and were insulated, they would make some sort of short wave antenna. I wish I knew more about radio. There must be some sort of connection between the fact that those discs are six inches apart, and this rod is six inches long. But maybe even if I knew a lot about radio I wouldn’t be able to figure it out. It’s native, and the Venusians seem to have a different slant on science than we have. Maybe they’ve discovered principles we don’t know anything about.”


  “What do we do now?” Laura asked. “Go back?”


  “I don’t know,” Carl said thoughtfully. “There ought to be something around close. Maybe an opening to a cave or something. It wouldn’t make sense to just have this transmitter stuck up here for no reason.”


  He placed the rod against his helmet again, idly. At once he heard something. It was a native voice, but it was now speaking in English.


  “You are correct, Earthling,” the voice spoke. “The transmitter also acts as a receiver of sound waves when someone is near it.”


  “Hey!” Carl said. “Listen to this Laura took the rod and listened. She nodded excitedly and gave it back to Carl.


  “We hear you,” he said, placing it against his helmet again.


  “At the base of the transmitter you will discover a hole into which the rod fits,” the voice went on. “When you place it there it will cause part of the ground to drop slowly and reveal an opening.”


  “What about it?” Carl said to Laura, repeating what he had heard. “Maybe we’re getting into something we shouldn’t. I think we ought to go back and tell V-A what we’ve discovered. Then when we come back we’ll have some support behind us. This way, if we get stuck no one will ever know what happened to us.”


  “I think you’re right,” Laura said. “We don’t know what we’ll be getting into. Let’s go back. Anyway, the power packs on our suits won’t allow us too much leeway for further exploration. We can call up that V-A official and tell him about it, then come back tomorrow.”


  “I’m afraid you won’t have that opportunity,” the voice said dryly. “You see, you are dependent upon the voice of the transmitter to guide you back the way you came. Without it you will become lost. That voice is now shut off, and will remain shut off. But you do not need to be afraid. You will not be harmed—if you do as I have told you.”


  Worriedly Carl explained to Laura. She took the rod.


  “He’s right,” she said. “Without the voice we can’t get our directions, and we can’t see the red beacon from here.”


  “We could chance it,” Carl suggested. “I don’t like the idea of getting you into this. I wish now I’d come alone.”


  “Nonsense! I wouldn’t have missed this for anything. Let’s do as he suggested. After all, the natives aren’t hostile.”


  “They can be mighty dangerous, and they’re more subtle than an oriental,” Carl said. “Remember the history books? The natives almost succeeded in wiping out the first colonizers by ‘neglecting’ to warn them about the white, flesh-eating grubs that used to come up out of the ground every so often?”


  “Even so, there’s less danger in going ahead than there is in getting lost and getting cooked when our power packs give out.”


  “O.K.,” Carl said reluctantly. He squatted and searched for the hole in the base of the transmitter. It was not hard to find. He slid the rod into it. The rod stopped with only an inch still protruding.


  EVEN BEFORE he took his hand away from it he was aware that the transmitter was rising in front of him. It was an illusion. The ground on which he and Laura stood was sinking down. It was an elevator with a camouflaged floor. It sank ten feet and came to a stop. There was the opening of a dark tunnel in front of them, leading off toward a rectangle of light in the distance.


  Carl and Laura stepped onto the smooth floor of the tunnel and began walking toward that distance light. The walls on either side of them were of black obsidian, radiating a heat that penetrated their suits uncomfortably, driving home the fact that they were at the mercy of the unseen owner of the voice that had spoken to them through the transmitter.


  But now there was a wind blowing down the passage from ahead, forcing them to lean forward into it.


  Carl turned on his flashlight. It bathed the dark passage with light, revealing the details on the walls, the chisel marks on the walls, the worn unevenness of the floor produced by the passage of countless feet over its surface.


  As they progressed along the passage the rectangle of light seemed to stay the same distance away from them. Finally Laura remarked about this.


  “I think the passage must curve a little,” she said. “And what we see is a reflection on the wall far ahead of an opening even farther away.”


  “It slopes down a little, too,” Carl added. “And we are going farther into the hot zone.”


  “It can’t get much hotter,” Laura said. “The water keeps the temperature around the boiling point even in the hottest part, doesn’t it?”


  “I don’t know,” Carl answered. “We won’t have to worry about that though. What’s this?”


  He played his flashlight ahead. There was a niche in the wall. A ten foot tall native stood erect within the niche. His face was turned toward them. There was a smile on his lips. But there was something strange about him.


  “Hello,” Carl said in Venusian. The native made no answer, and as Carl and Laura came nearer they realized he was not a living Venusian, but a lifelike statue! So perfectly formed was the statue that even when they stood close they seemed to feel the aura of life emanating from the erect form.


  They looked up at the giant figure. How long had it been there? There were little differences between it and the normal Venusian. Its shoulders were a little more massive, its bearing somehow kinglike, even godlike. And yet . . .


  “The nose!” Laura gasped. “It has a bridged nose, like we do!”


  “So it has,” Carl said wonderingly. “I looked right at it and never realized. And have you noticed that the stone the statue is made of reminds you of that pink stuff that is supposed to be alive?”


  “Yes,” Laura said. “And it has exactly the same shade of indigo as the natives. How can stone have the same color exactly?”


  “You’d almost think a real live Venusian could suddenly separate from that statue and step down.” Carl laughed nervously. “Come on. Let’s go.”


  They turned to leave. Blocking their way were several shapes. Carl turned his flashlight on them. They were Venusians; but unlike the natives Carl and Laura had seen before, their faces were completely human. Instead of having noses like apes, their noses were bridged and straight, like that of the statue.


  “Come,” one of them said in Venusian. The others stepped forward and formed a guard around Carl and Laura.


  “Is this a welcoming committee?” Laura asked Carl nervously.


  The one walking beside Laura seemed to understand her words. He stared down at her from the height of his seven-and-a-half feet.


  “Our god is angry at your coming,” he said somberly. “We take you to his high priest.”


  “You mean,” Carl said, stumbling over the Venusian words, “that we are to be sacrificed to your god?”


  “Sacrificed?” echoed the native. “No. Not slain. You will be made into gods. What greater punishment can be given a mortal?”


  CHAPTER IV


  IT WAS Captain Walters who hunted up Clyde Masters a few hours after the report of Carl’s and Laura’s disappearance. He found him in the library of the ship, deeply immersed in books on Venusian subjects.


  “I’ve been looking for you all over,” Walters said. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about things.”


  “And I’ve been doing a lot of reading, George,” Clyde Masters said, looking up. “It hasn’t gotten me anywhere, though.”


  “Well, look,” Walters said, sitting down. “Those stones are still intact, aren’t they? Why not carry on the experiments? I’ve thought of several lines. One is, grind up some of the stuff into a fine powder and mix it with some kind of paint, and paint a hollow box with it, with-a thermometer inside. See if the stuff keeps the interior of the box at 100.03 degrees regardless of outside temperature.”


  “Sounds like a good idea,” Clyde said. “Got any more?”


  “Yes. Microphotographs of its structure, tests of its electrical conductivity—that should be interesting, especially if the stuff does conduct a current. I wish I had some of the stuff to experiment with. I’d gladly risk blowing myself up to find out more about it. Can it be stabilized at any other temperature than that of the normal body temperature of a Venusian? It stands to reason it can. It stands to reason that its temperature isn’t a cosmic standard, but one incorporated into the substance by whoever designed it.”


  “Say that again,” Clyde said, sitting forward.


  “I merely said,” Captain Walters said, “that that temperature of 100.03 degrees is not a cosmic standard, but incorporated into the substance by whoever designed it.”


  “That’s what I thought you said,” Clyde said. “It gave me a flash of inspiration. You’ve heard of Wood’s metal? It’s an alloy with a melting point low enough to melt at the touch of a flame from an ordinary fire. Here’s something else: ice that is melting stays at 32 degrees regardless of the temperature around it, so long as it remains ice. And it absorbs a lot of heat in freezing, and gives off a lot in melting.”


  “But this substance doesn’t seem to change its state,” Walters objected.


  “How do we know it doesn’t?” Clyde asked. “And how do we know what state it’s in—except that it’s solid—and ‘alive’.”


  “I see what you mean,” Captain Walters said excitedly. “And here’s something else to support that theory. Sulphur has different states in which it behaves differently. Drop molten sulphur into cold water and it becomes rubbery and plastic instead of crystaline.”


  “Right,” Clyde agreed. “So maybe we can get a picture of what happened to the stuff that caused the explosion. Let’s start on the hypothesis that 100.03 degrees is a critical temperature for the stuff. That is, in order for it to gain in temperature it must change its state. Also, for it to drop from the critical temperature it must change state. And to change state it must give off or absorb a tremendous amount of energy in the form of heat.”


  “Then we have the report on the stuff changing its state from freezing,” Captain Walters said. “When that happened it became ordinary quartz—or maybe quartz with some special impurity in it that hasn’t been analyzed yet.”


  “Like plastic sulphur becoming crystaline sulphur,” Clyde said. “O.K. That’s comprehensible. Now we come to the other change—produced by pouring more and more heat into the stuff until it changes. Most substances melt when that’s done, but this stuff produced a gigantic explosion, and then was found unchanged. From the reports it wasn’t even cracked by what happened. How would we account for that on the basis of our theory?”


  “Well,” Captain Walters said thoughtfully, “I think we must recognize that the nature of that change is tied in with the nature of the state the stuff is in at 100.03 degrees. We can bring in the concepts of kinetic and potential energy very nicely. We can say that kinetic energy of the heat absorbed is transformed into potential energy in some way. That disposes of it without changing the temperature of the stuff at all. The mechanism of storage doesn’t matter right now. It could be analogous to that stored in a watch spring when it’s wound up—tension and stress rather than molecular activity: perhaps even a form of nuclear tension not yet known to our science. Then suddenly—bingo! All the stored up potential energy is released, maybe as radiant energy—a searing blast radiating outward and raising the temperature of everything in its path, while the components of the stuff sort of relax back to normal.”


  “You know something?” Clyde Masters said. “That sounds almost exactly like a description from a physics book on how an atom emits its energy-packet. I wonder—”


  He became lost in thought. After awhile he shook himself. “I’d better get off some orders,” he muttered.


  FRED NELSON, O.I.C. of V-A troubleshooters on Winkum nodded his head sympathetically at John Stevens’ account of the disappearance of his son and secretary, the two missing special-built suits with refrigerating units in them, the red spotlight installed at the hot end of the tunnel, the fact that they had been gone forty-eight hours, and the power packs on the suits that were good only for ten hours, or twelve at the outside.


  The contractor’s lips trembled a little in spite of his self control. Nelson felt very sorry for him, but hid it. This was the time and place for expressions of hope, not pity.


  “I think you’re worrying about something there’s no need to worry about, sir,” he said. “Consider what facts we have. The dead native obviously couldn’t have gotten where he was from this side of the Ridge, since he was already there when the breakthrough occurred. Therefore he must have come from some place over there where it’s possible to live. That means there must be caves or something cool enough to live in.


  “We can safely conclude that unless your son and secretary met with a fatal accident they would have been back before their suits gave out—unless they discovered these caves, or whatever they are, and have shut off their suits and are exploring them. When they get through exploring they will simply turn their suits on again and come back. Don’t you think that sounds reasonable?”


  John Stevens examined the short, pudgy figure and keen intelligent eyes of the dark-haired operative with a new respect.


  “The way you put it,” he said with new hope, “it sounds like that’s what must have happened. I know Laura is a sensible, cautious girl. Carl is inclined to be overly enthusiastic about his ideas and activities; but Laura would have served as a restraining influence to keep him from venturing too far to get back. Maybe you’re right.”


  “You bet I’m right,” Fred said with an air of confidence he did not feel inside. “I came up in my ‘coptor. I have some men coming up in a truck with some equipment. We’re going after those two. I’ll bet a year’s salary we find them alive.”


  “You’ve given me new hope,” John Stevens said gratefully. “How soon will the truck get here?”


  “It should be here any minute now,” Fred said.


  Half an hour later it arrived. There were six men on it. They drove the truck up as close as they could get to the track where the ore cars came out of the hole in the hill and started loading searchlights and power cables into the cars.


  Fred and John watched the loading.


  “Those are infrareds,” Fred explained. “And we have special goggles. We’ll be able to see a long ways into the fog. When we get set up we may be able to see where they went right away.”


  Two hours later one of the infrared searchlights had been set up at the tunnel opening on the other side of the Ridge.


  John Stevens, and everyone else in the party, had put on the red-sensitive goggles before donning their refrigerated suits.


  “If this spot doesn’t reach far enough,” Fred said. “We can string out a hundred yards of cable and put up a second one.”


  The light went on. It seemed to bore a hole in the fog that went in and in until it ended against a circle of boulder-strewn ground.


  John Stevens pointed out where the dead Venusian lay, and the man who directed the spotlight sent it in explorative journeys from that point into the fog-enshrouded distances.


  “They’d have very slow going across ground like that,” Fred commented. “But so much the better. That means we will probably be able to see where they wound up.” He looked at Mr. Stevens and added hastily, “It will be a cave opening or some sort of structure. I’m positive of that.”


  But the spot explored every square foot until it was reaching nothing but fogginess at the end of its beam, and nothing but boulders had been revealed.


  “I’d say we penetrated half a mile,” the man guiding the spotlight said. “We’d better set up another farther in.”


  “You talked yourself into a job, Joe,” Fred said. “All of you get on it. I’ll guide the spotlight so you can see where you’re going.”


  IT TOOK an hour to carry the heavy reflector over the round rocks and string out the power cable. When it was done Fred fixed the first light directly on the second, and he and John Stevens picked their way across the rough terrain after the others.


  Fred stopped at the dead Venusian and examined him and the neighboring ground while Mr. Stevens waited with averted eyes. They both felt a little sick as they walked on. In both their minds was the question: would they find Carl and Laura like that—cooked so thoroughly that overdone flesh was falling away from whitened bones?


  The excited shouts of the men reached them soon after. They hurried their steps, peering through the fog until they could make out what the men had discovered.


  Almost at the limit of penetration of the second spotlight could be made out something shaped like a tombstone with a round shape perched on top.


  “What is it?” one of the men asked.


  “That’s for us to find out,” Fred said, “It’s man-made, so that’s where Carl and Laura went, though how they could find it in this fog with just a couple of ordinary flashlights is something I can’t figure out. You’d better go back, Mr. Stevens. Joe, you come with me. One of you return to the first spotlight, and the rest of you stay here by this one. Joe and I will signal you in some way if we think we need you.”


  “I’d like to go with you,” John Stevens said.


  “No,” Fred said, almost harshly. “Come on, Joe.”


  He started out, Joe behind him, while John watched them go, a bewildered expression in his eyes.


  “Whyd’ye have to treat him that way?” Joe asked. “He’s a nice guy.”


  “I know. I know,” Fred said. “What do you want me to do? Explain to him that his son is probably in the hands of outlaw natives and may be dead in some religious sacrifice by now? I only hope he doesn’t get the implication of that man-made tombstone thing—that there are natives living out here—though God knows why!”


  Joe cursed. “Of course,” he added. “I’m dumb.” He looked at the eerie structure now barely three hundred yards away with a light of foreboding in his eyes.


  “I wish we had some guns,” he muttered. “I’ve got a strong hunch we’ll need them.”


  “Nuts,” Fred snorted confidently. “Guns would just get us in trouble. I’ll bet you a week’s pay some of these indigo devils out here know me by sight. We’ll all be buddies in no time, and they’ll hand back those two kids with apologies.”


  “And if they don’t?” Joe sneered. They had reached the stone monument affair now and stood looking at it.


  “Let’s suppose they don’t hand Carl and Laura over,” Fred said. “Let’s suppose they take us too, and refuse to let us go. In a few days we’ll be presumed to be dead. By that time Clyde Masters will be here to take over. He won’t monkey around. He’ll give the priests of Winkum just so much time to produce us. At the end of that time he’ll declare the treaty ended. Or maybe he’ll do something subtle—like setting off a few of the newest atom bombs around this area where we’re standing now. In fact, we could get some real information about the weather cycle that way.” He chuckled. “No. We don’t need weapons.”


  “Say, Fred,” Joe said. “Look at this rod sticking out down at the base of the thing.” He reached down and twisted it experimentally. The ground on which the two men stood began slowly to sink.


  CHAPTER V


  CARL and Laura were beginning to tire in spite of the balanced construction of their refrigerated suits. Carl estimated to himself that they had traveled two miles underground.


  The natives remained silent, walking with easy strides, pressuring the Earthlings to walk faster and still faster.


  The wind had stopped. Carl wondered if that meant that the elevator that had dropped them to the mouth of the tunnel had gone up again. If it had there would be no way for anyone to ever find out where they had gone.


  Ahead, the rectangular area of light was directly visible now, drawing nearer. Laura’s hand gripped Carl’s. He turned to look at her. Her eyes were wide. She was holding her lower lip in her teeth to keep it from trembling.


  “Keep your chin up, honey,” he said softly.


  She turned her head toward him and saw the look in his eyes. She smiled and relaxed.


  A few minutes later they stepped from the tunnel. They were in a gigantic cavern whose arched roof was supported at regular intervals by thick columns of granite.


  The walls and roof, and even the floor of the cavern, Carl saw, were of the same pinkish stone they had found on the dead native.


  But Carl’s eyes observed something even more remarkable. At regular intervals in the roof of the cavern were circular areas, perhaps ten feet across, that seemed a part of the rocks, but which emitted a subdued glow of white light. These luminous disc-like areas were the source of light that made the scene bright as day.


  But now something else jerked the Earthlings’ attention away from the awesome wonders of the cavern. The natives had come to a stop with them Now, one by one, they were reaching up and taking off their bridged noses. In the bright light it was easy to see that the noses were merely some sort of mask fitted over the normal Venusian, ape-like nose.


  “What was the purpose of wearing those things?” Laura asked timidly.


  “They cool the hot air,” one of the natives replied, speaking in his own language. Then, frowning in concentration, he translated into English and added, “You can take off your refrigerated suits now.”


  Carl didn’t need a second invitation.


  “We’d better,” he said to Laura. “If we ever get to go back where we come from we’ll need every ounce of power left in the power packs.”


  The air was very warm, but quite bearable. There was a smell to it faintly like that of a foundry where molten steel and burning coke cauterize the atmosphere.


  Carl carefully stood both suits against the wall of the cavern beside the tunnel opening. Then once again he and Laura were being hurried along by the natives, this time directly toward the distant center of the cavern.


  It was impossible to estimate the full size of the underground world. The massive columns that supported the roof hid the distance. Shortly the floor of this vast place became a jungle of vegetation. Carl recognized plants that Venusians used for food and realized that they must be grown expressly for that purpose.


  Here and there were the native huts. The dark indigo natives could be seen working in the fields. And overhead, now a hundred feet above, were the sun-like discs of light, regularly placed between the thick columns supporting the roof.


  THEY WERE approaching a forest of tall trees similar to the ones in the jungles of Winkum. Flabby white branches held thick meaty leaves which drooped heavily. Pale mosses and brilliant orchids adorned the unholy growths. And over this area there were no sun-like discs.


  The natives led Carl and Laura into the jungle. They sped along in the gloom, hearing the faint rustle of mysterious movement in the trees and in the thick undergrowth on either side of the path.


  Abruptly they came to the edge of the jungle and found themselves in a clearing that covered perhaps ten acres.


  All about them were orderly beds of strange flowers. Here and there a Venusian, draped in a cloak of orange cloth, bent over the plants, working, or walking slowly with bent head, apparently deep in thought. None seemed to be aware of the presence of the newcomers.


  Their guides and captors led the two Earthlings along a straight path between beds of beautiful flowers in full bloom toward a stone building in the center of the clearing. As they neared it they could discern a tall orange-robed figure standing before an arched doorway, waiting, his eyes on them.


  As they came near, Carl saw that the robed figure was that of an old Man—incredibly old. His almost black indigo skin was a network of deep wrinkles covering a skull devoid of flesh. The large, hypnotic eyes were sunk far back, seeming to lurk in their hiding place, glowing with a deep fire of intelligence.


  The natives dropped to their bellies and crawled toward this Venusian. They were intoning in hushed tones some chant that was unintelligible to Carl and Laura.


  “I give you welcome,” the robed figure said. Both Laura and Carl gasped. It was the voice that had spoken to them through the rod of living stone. The words were clear and precise English without a trace of accent.


  “Does that mean we aren’t prisoners?” Carl asked. “If so, I would just as soon go back the way we came.”


  “The way you came?” the Venusian echoed. “But you did not come any way. The past does not exist. There is only the present—and you are here. The rest—” He spread his hands in a gesture of dismissal of the whole of past time—“is just a phantasm of memory created to provide an answer to existence.”


  “The way you say that you almost make it sound true,” Carl said uneasily. “I take it you’re the high priest of the god of the sunward side of Venus.”


  The robed native bowed his head in agreement. “That is so,” he said. “I am the keeper of the Flaming Gateway through which lies unending life. I am the guardian of the inner shrine of the god of the hot side. I am the first of the four high priests of this planet you call “Venus.”


  There was an air of majesty about him as he spoke. An aura of power seemed to descend over him. Against his will Carl felt himself wanting to drop to his knees before this eight-foot Venusian.


  “I am Ra, high priest of the Sun god,” the priest concluded.


  HE CLAPPEDhis hands twice.


  The natives that had brought Carl and Laura squirmed backward until they were ten feet away, then rose to a stooped position and retreated, still facing Ra. When they were well away they straightened and turned, trotting off into the jangle.


  Ra watched them until they had vanished, then turned to Carl and Laura with a smile.


  “But you are tired and hungry,” he said. “Permit me to give you nourishment from my stores. Please relax on these seats while I summon my servants.” He pointed to several large seats of the pink stone, exquisitely formed for comfort Mid appearance.


  “I am tired,” Laura said. She dropped into the nearest seat. Carl sat down beside her. They found the seats cool to the touch and strangely relaxing.


  As Ra vanished into the building Laura said. “You know, Carl, I can’t believe anything is going to happen to us.”


  “I wonder what that native meant when he said we would be made into gods?” Carl said thoughtfully. “He made it sound like something horrible.”


  “But there is nothing horrible about it, my boy,” Ra’s voice sounded behind them. He had come out unnoticed. Giant robed figures brought out trays of food and a table. Ra said no more until the attendants had left, then he continued. “To live forever, to be adored by all Venus, what could be so horrible about that? Of course, from mortal eyes it might seem horrible, to become as stone; but eventually as with all others of the gods, you will develop the ability to step down from your stone dwellings and walk among the living.”


  “You mean we are to be turned into stone?” Laura asked, slow horror in her eyes.


  “Let us say, rather,” Ra, the high priest said, “that your spirit will be transplanted into lifeless stone and given life. For where else could the living stone gain its life, if not from the living?” He looked down at them from his great height, smiling benignly. “But you must eat, and then sleep. There is much in store for you after you have slept.”


  Carl and Laura looked at him numbly, feeling to the full their helplessness. Suddenly they felt very hungry. They ate eagerly until they were full.


  The hypnotic eyes of Ra, priest of the Sun god, watched until their heads fell forward in sleep. Then he signalled with an imperious hand. Two lesser priests came out silently and carried the two Earthlings into the temple.


  CHAPTER VI


  “CHEER UP, Masters,” Captain Walters said cheerfully. “You look as though you’d like to do something drastic.”


  “I would at that,” Clyde Masters said. “My O.I.C. on Winkum is gone with one of his best men. The report just came in an hour ago. Fred took some of his men with him to go after Carl Stevens and that girl. They found the entrance to a cave. Fortunately Fred had sense enough to order the men he left behind not to follow him, but to stay there and be ready to show us where he got in.”


  “And he didn’t come out?” Walters asked.


  “He’s been gone forty-eight hours without a trace,” Clyde said bitterly. “He’d better be back by the time I get there or there’s going to be some native heads chopped off. I hope the natives realize what they’re getting into. Some of the vice presidents would welcome an excuse to abrogate the treaty.”


  “Well,” Captain Walters sighed, “How about that stuff? Anything more discovered about it?”


  “That’s something else,” Clyde said, frowning. “The new scientists assigned to it insist its temperature is a constant 163, and that it is luminescent—gives off light.”


  “Maybe they’re right,” the captain said. “That would tie in with the theory of change of state. The stuff released a terrific amount of energy in that explosion. Maybe it altered its structure. You remember, one of the things we discussed was the possibility of it getting rid of the energy it absorbed by radiating it off at some frequency. Maybe now that frequency is in the visible spectrum.”


  “Sometimes I think you missed your calling,” Clyde said with a twinkle. “You seem to figure out more about the stones than the scientists working with it. If Dr. Hope had had your ability he wouldn’t have been caught in the explosion. He would have handled the stuff by remote control behind ten feet of concrete.”


  “What I’d like to learn,” Walters said, ignoring the compliment, “is how did ordinary matter get that way. It must have been ordinary matter to start with.”


  “What makes you think so?” Clyde asked quickly.


  “Well,” the captain said slowly, “for one thing, if it occurred in nature we would have run across it someplace before this. Of course, that isn’t certain. We could have missed it, especially if it is found only on the sunward side of Venus. But the main thing that points to it being artificial is the fact that the piece that ‘died’ became ordinary matter. I’ve been toying with the idea of the special properties of the stuff being due to some molecular structure that arises only under very special conditions.”


  “Such as?”


  “I don’t know,” Walters admitted. “After all, we know practically nothing about the basic working of nature. Take radio-activity, for instance. At one time it was thought that the energy of disintegration came from destruction of mass. Then more refined measurements proved that it couldn’t, and a sort of cosmic energy was invented to account for it. That idea of a universal cosmic energy fits in nicely.


  “Let’s suppose the rocks don’t store up energy, but radiate it away,” he continued. “Like they are doing now. Then where did the energy released with the explosion come from? Let’s suppose it was released cosmic energy, and that while the stuff was changing its state or structure it triggered this energy release.”


  “Where does that get us?”


  “It gets us this,” the captain said. “Then we could assume that no matter how long the rocks absorbed energy they wouldn’t explode, for the simple reason that they would be radiating it away as fast as they absorbed it—acting as transmitters, taking all kinds of heat energy and transforming it into one special kind—maybe even one special frequency—and transmitting it harmlessly away, perhaps as radio waves.”


  “Then what would have caused the explosion?” Clyde asked.


  “That’s what I don’t know,” Walters said. “But then it would be something Hope did at that particular instant. Maybe we’ll never know—unless the Venusians tell us. Maybe even they don’t know. But I think they do, because they know how to make the stuff stable at the temperature of their bodies. That means they have the secret of how the stuff is made to be the way it is.”


  “I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” Clyde said. “You write down your recommendations on what experiments to try. I’ll have them sent to the scientists at Research.”


  FRED, the O.I.C., and Joe walked cautiously along the black-walled tunnel.


  “Carl and Laura must have come this way, don’t you think so?” Joe said nervously.


  “Of course,” Fred said. “There doesn’t seem to be any other way for them to have come.”


  He played his flashlight along the walls.


  “Look at those tool marks,” he said. “Those natives must be something to be able to carve out a passage in solid rock with a temperature near the boiling point.”


  “Maybe they had some way of cooling it,” Joe suggested. “This wind isn’t hot. Say! The wind’s stopped!”


  “Probably because the elevator went back up,” Fred said. “That would shut off the draft.”


  He played the beam of his flashlight ahead. It came to rest on the statue of the ten-foot native with a spasmodic jerk.


  “God!” Joe gasped. “Look at the size of him! But what’s he standing there grinning about?”


  The two men advanced warily.


  “It’s a statue!” Joe muttered. “But even now I’d swear it was alive. What’s it doing here, anyway?”


  “I was just wondering the same thing,” Fred said. “Is that some kind of a doorway it’s standing in?”


  “Just a niche in the wall.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” Fred said. “Keep your eye on the thing. I don’t want a kick in the seat of my refrigeration suit.”


  He squeezed around the statue and disappeared. A moment later the wall behind the statue swung back.


  “Just as I thought!” he said triumphantly. “There was a rod down next to the floor. I twisted it.”


  He squeezed back out, a grin of triumph splitting his face.


  “Well, Carl and Laura didn’t go that way,” Fred said. “We’d better keep on down the tunnel. Wait a minute. If we keep in the tunnel they may be waiting for us. This way maybe we can sneak up on them.”


  They went through the opening. Inside they found another stone rod in the wall. Fred touched it and the stone slab slid back into place.


  The tunnel they were now in slanted steeply downward. Joe began to look worried. “Do you think maybe we made a mistake, Fred?” He asked finally.


  “Maybe,” Fred admitted. “But I’ve been thinking. Those indigo devils wouldn’t expect us to find that side opening behind the statue. I think it’s highly probable they took Carl and the girl this way, and expected any rescue squad to follow the obvious path. So we’ll just keep on this way for a couple hours and see where we come out.”


  HALF AN hour later the tunnel leveled off. The black stone walls changed to a fleshy pink. Without telling Fred, Joe shut off the refrigeration in his suit to see how hot it was. Five minutes later it was still not uncomfortably hot inside the suit. He told Fred what he had done.


  “That means I was right,” Fred said. “It is cool enough to live in here. We can go ahead without having to worry about our power packs giving out.”


  They walked on. The walls about them seemed alive with soft lights in their depths that danced and played, darting ahead of them, dropping behind, changing from pink to blue to turquoise, and all the time seeming sentient and playful.


  “I feel like we were walking a bunch of frisky pups,” Joe growled good-naturedly. “Wonder how this place would look in the dark. Shut your flashlight off for a second.” In the darkness the cavorting shadows of luminescence seemed more vivid and alive than ever.


  “Where does the light come from?” Joe asked uneasily.


  “Probably from way ahead,” Fred said. “These walls can carry reflections a long ways.”


  “Then why don’t the lights stand still?” Joe objected. “You’d almost think they came from a fire, the way they dance around.”


  Fred turned his flashlight back on. They walked in silence. There were no side tunnels. There were occasional twists and turns. They had long ago lost track of direction.


  “I’m gettin’ worn out,” Joe said suddenly. “Let’s sit down and rest awhile.”


  “Let’s go a little ways further,” Fred said. “I’m tired too, but I want to see what’s around that bend up ahead there.”


  When they rounded the bend in the tunnel the path straightened out. Far ahead they could see an almost blinding light that seemed to waver and vary.


  They went toward it, cautious for any sign of life. The tunnel ended, to be replaced by a wide path along a ledge that was cut in the side of a cliff.


  They were in a natural gorge, deep underground. The faces of the two cliffs rose up to be lost far overhead. When the two men crept cautiously to the edge of the ledge and looked down they saw a spectacle beyond description.


  A thousand feet below, it seemed, was a seething cauldron of fire—and yet not fire. A lake of bright light was there, its surface a seething inferno of explosiveness. Great globules of fiery radiance shot upward, driven by explosions below the surface of the lake, to drop down slowly like luminous bubbles. Giant waves of liquid fire beat against the sides of the cliffs, subsiding, to rise again and again.


  “Take off my helmet, Joe,” Fred said, drawing back from the edge and standing up.


  “What for?” Joe asked. “That stuff down there is white hot.” But he unscrewed Fred’s helmet.


  Fred crept to the edge again and looked over.


  “It’s just as I suspected!” he exclaimed. “That stuff down there is cold.”


  “Cold?” Joe said. “That’s impossible.”


  “See for yourself,” Fred said, standing up and taking Joe’s helmet off.


  “You’re right,” Joe admitted after a moment. “The air coming up from down there isn’t much more than sixty or seventy degrees. It’s cool. Hey, look!” He pointed to a large bubble of fire that was rising higher and higher instead of dropping back as all the others. Caught in an updraft, it had already been born very close to the two men on the ledge.


  THEY WATCHED as it came closer. It was even with the ledge, poised as if in indecision. It’s filmy surface shone with intense brilliance, and in its depths something seemed to look out at them.


  They retreated until their backs were against the cliff wall. The bubble drifted toward them until it was no more than six feet away.


  A high, melodious humming was coming from it, rising in intensity and dying away until it was a bare whisper.


  Without warning it broke. It’s film dropped to the stone ledge, leaving an area of wetness.


  Fred and Joe knelt down and examined the wet spot. It seemed to be soaking into the rocks, and slowly the rocks changed to a fleshy pink in color.


  “So that’s what it is,” Fred said, almost in a whisper. “It’s the stuff that turns stone into that stuff we got from Carl Stevens. What the natives claim to be living rock!”


  “Good lord!” Joe said explosively, straightening up.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Remember that statue of a native outside the door to this tunnel?” Joe said. “He was too lifelike to be a statue. Don’t you see what happened to him? They poured some of this stuff on him and it turned him into stone—living stone. God! I had a feeling he was alive. I could almost see him thinking and knowing we were there, behind his motionless, yet alive, face.”


  Suddenly Fred grabbed Joe’s arm. “Quiet,” he whispered, pointing along the ledge in the direction they had been going before they stopped.


  Across the narrow gorge a hundred yards along the cliff two giant natives had appeared. Between them they held the motionless form of a girl. Her clothes were stripped from her. Her long black hair hung over her bare shoulders, accentuating the whiteness of her skin. Her eyes seemed to be open, but she didn’t resist. She seemed drugged.


  The two natives carried her to the edge of the abyss. An orange-robed figure, a head taller than the two that carried the girl, appeared from the opening in the cliff.


  “A priest!” Joe whispered. “And that must be Laura. Can’t we do something to stop this?”


  The priest lifted both arms upwards and outwards as if in supplication.


  The two natives picked up the lax figure of the girl and tossed it over the edge. It turned over and over as it fell, the long black hair streaming away from the head. The fiery lake reached up hungrily and drew the lovely form to its bosom.


  The two natives vanished into the cliff, but the orange cloaked priest remained, in his attitude of supplication.


  Fred and Joe, as if hypnotized, held their eyes rooted to the spot where Laura had disappeared in the seething cauldron.


  The wild turmoil of the lake of fire seemed imperceptibly to alter and take purpose. It seemed to gather over the spot where Laura had gone down.


  Then her head appeared briefly for an instant as the boiling seemed to still. Then it was above the surface. But it was large now—larger than even the head of the huge priest, and growing rapidly.


  It grew and expanded until every feature stood out in full detail. Her body rose and grew until her giant head was even with the ledge upon which the native priest stood.


  About her marble white gigantic body the lake of fire seethed and bubbled like champagne in some alcoholic’s dream of heaven. Her eyes, huge seas of blue, looked into those of the priest. Her red lips held a smile. Her black flowing hair stood up in flowing waves as though some strong wind from below had caught it.


  And neither Fred nor Joe could tell afterwards how many hours or days or weeks they stood there, paralyzed with the grandeur and the unexpressible horror of what they witnessed.


  CHAPTER VII


  CARL STIRRED and opened his eyes. He lay there for several minutes, between waking and sleeping, with the feeling that never before in his entire lifetime had he been so comfortable and relaxed.


  After awhile his mind began to dwell on that strange comfort. What caused it? The answer came in response to his questioning. It was some quality of the bed he was lying on, something refreshing to the touch and seeming to reach under the skin and soothe the muscles.


  He turned over onto his side. Slowly, gently, the surface on which he was lying changed its shape to conform the new contours of his body. It was as though he were lying on a mass of slow molasses with an unsticky, unbreakable surface film. And yet he had the firm conviction that the slowly yielding substance was stone!


  He placed the flat of his hand against it and was aware of its coolness—a coolness that was exhilarating and restful.


  The strangeness of it made something click in his mind, and suddenly full memory of everything that had happened rushed over him.


  He sat up and looked wildly around. He expelled a breath of relief at the sight of Laura, still asleep, on a bed similar to his. She looked very small and helpless curled up like a kitten on the vast expanse of the “stone” bed that was at least twelve feet long and half as wide. His own was as large. Both were obviously designed for the Venusians. There were six other such beds in the great room, and forty feet away a large arched opening broke the continuity of the wall of brownish cement blocks.


  Escape! Carl weighed the possibilities. His and Laura’s refrigerated suits were gone—back by the tunnel mouth. It would be impossible to get that far without being seen. No Earthling was able to match his strength against that of a Venusian. There was no use even in trying.


  The situation was hopeless from the standpoint of fighting a way out. What else was there? Bluff? Subterfuge? The Venusians might believe that nothing outside their awareness existed, but from all Carl had read and seen he didn’t think he could outwit a Venusian. Their intelligence was a smoothly functioning force, the same as their bodies.


  Carl grinned wryly at his thoughts. He realized that if the Venusians had bridged noses and a white skin he would feel very inferior to them. He became aware of Laura’s eyes upon him. He smiled and jumped off the bed, crossing to her.


  “How does it feel to be a solitary potato in a ten acre field?” he asked jokingly.


  Laura surveyed the huge bed quizzically.


  “What a wonderful sleep I had,” she said. “There’s something about this bed . . . And what a dream I had!”


  She passed a hand over her forehead, frowning slightly.


  “I dreamed that I was so huge that that priest, Ra, was a pigmy no bigger than my nose,” she said. “I was standing in a stormy lake of living fire that seeped into my body and made it grow and grow and—but I couldn’t move. It—it’s still vivid, I can close my eyes and make it seem I’m actually back in my dream—but now Ra is gone—and there are two little Earthlings in space suits.”


  “That’s just a nightmare conjured up by what Ra said about turning us into stone,” Carl said comfortingly. “Forget it. Personally I think he was just pulling our leg.”


  Laura shuddered at the vividness of her thoughts.


  “I’m afraid, Carl,” she said. “I feel as if that nightmare is going to come true. But—in the dream it wasn’t a nightmare. It was—was wonderful. But I don’t want to be turned to stone.”


  Carl looked at her uneasily. Her eyes stared into space as though at something she could see far away through the walls. He bent over and took her hand and pulled gently.


  “Get up, Laura,” he said. “We’ve got to figure out some way to escape.”


  “Escape?” Laura echoed, not seeming to understand the meaning of the word. “Oh. Escape. Yes, we must try to escape, Carl. I think I know a way out of here. Yes, I’m sure I do.”


  CARL OPENED his mouth to speak, but as Laura rose from the huge bed and started toward the doorway with obvious purpose in her stride, his lips closed and he followed her, a puzzled, light in his eyes.


  She seemed to have forgotten him by the time they reached the exit to the large sleeping chamber. Once through it she turned to the left without hesitation.


  Carl looked about uneasily. No one was in sight. He followed her down the wide hallway and turned through another large arched opening.


  They were in a square room twenty feet across each way. In its four corners were four statues, each perfectly formed, of giant native figures. One was the normal indigo color of a native. A second was white as alabaster. A third was a black so deep that it seemed the figure was a three-dimensional shadow rather than a solid thing. And the fourth figure was glowing with a white radiance like the sunlike discs in the roof of the cavern outside the temple area.


  Each of these giant statues had about it an aura of living power, and each faced toward the center of the large room.


  In that center was a pedestal, gracefully formed, and from the center of its flat top rose a flame of blue fire. It seemed to hover over the pedestal rather than rise from it. The ovoid bottom of the flame was at least an inch from the pedestal top. No trace of smoke or burned gases rose above it.


  Laura looked neither to the right nor the left as she crossed this room to another doorway. Carl hastily surveyed the room as he hurried to keep up with her.


  They were in another wide hall. Abruptly there were steps leading downward. Laura descended these steps, faster and faster, as though being pulled by some force outside her.


  “Laura!” Carl called. She seemed not to hear. He caught up with her and took her arm. She shrugged his hand away and kept on. Full of doubts as to the wisdom of letting her have her way, he followed, his eyes searching ahead for the first sign of trouble.


  They were now in a tunnel hewn through solid rock. Far ahead there seemed to be a dancing, wavering light, its reflection cavorting in the blackness of the tunnel walls.


  And Laura was a fleeing wraith ahead of him, running now, her feet barely touching the floor, her long black hair streaming out behind her.


  Carl was close behind her. He intended to stop her, but as fast as he ran, he could not overtake her.


  The light ahead was a brilliant reflection at a sharp bend in the tunnel. Carl was ten feet behind as Laura reached this bend. His breathing was hoarse, his pulses pounding at his temples.


  Still running, Laura’s body seemed suddenly to be bathed in fire. It circled her, enwrapped her, each licking tendril of light seeming a living thing. Then abruptly she had paused.


  She half turned, her hand went up to her mouth and a shrill, agonized scream broke from her lips. Her eyes were wide, glazed.


  Then he was beside her, his arms around her, protecting her, while an unspeakable horror tore at his mind, threatening to engulf his reason.


  He felt again that strange sense of aberration and visual magnification he had felt the first time he had seen a ten-foot Venusian, as the eyes bring the immensity of the being, while the mind tries to reject its size. He felt a strange splitting of his awareness, as if he were in two places at once, viewing the same thing from two vantage points. And he felt an embarrassment that made him wish to turn his head, while a powerful fascination held his gaze.


  There before him, looking at him, was Laura—but Laura a hundred times magnified—a living head of stone! He walked slowly forward, his numbed feet carrying him to the edge of the cliff. He looked downward past the breasts alive with the movement of that giant body breathing—down and down to where she stood in a lake of fire that beat in slow, breaking waves against her ankles.


  He felt his eyes drawn again to the face, the eyes large as a normal sized head. He looked into them.


  Then he became aware of a repeated sobbing sound at his back, monotonous and soulless. He turned. Laura lay in a crumpled heap on the ledge, her face contorted with emotions impossible to define.


  He went to her and picked her up. The curve of her jaw was white and graceful. For an instant he hesitated with doubled fist, as calm as a surgeon in an operating room. Then he struck a sharp hard blow, catching her as she crumpled.


  CHAPTER VIII


  “THE RADIO operator just informed me that you had received a very lengthy report from Venus,” Captain Walters said eagerly, coming into Clyde Masters’ stateroom and crossing to a lounge chair. “What did my outlines of experiments produce? Anything definite?”


  “Before we go into that,” Clyde said with a broad smile. “I have good news. My two operatives and Carl Stevens and Laura Wilde are back safe. Miss Wilde and young Stevens are in the hospital suffering from shock, but the doctor’s report says they will be O.K.”


  “That’s wonderful,” Walters said. “But somehow I expected as much all along. The natives can’t afford anything that would give us an excuse to start hostilities against them. Now. What about the experiments?”


  “Just like that you brush off the saving of lives!” Clyde said. “Well, all right. I’ll tell you, since that report also came in. That other report on the stones right after the explosion was erroneous. Not all the stones glowed. Only the piece that had been in the furnace, evidently. The others still had their original properties, and they did what you suggested and found out they radiate on a wavelength of sixteen centimeters, with considerable radiation outside that wavelength, but all within the sixty-four centimeter waveband.”


  “What about the luminous chunk then?” Walters asked eagerly.


  “That has them puzzled,” Clyde said, still smiling. Its spectrum analysis shows only the lines of the known elements making up the Stones, but there’s no trace of infrared radiation. There’s something about that stuff that makes it either not radiate at all or radiate only in the visible spectrum.”


  Captain Walters nodded his head vigorously. His eyes were very bright.


  “The technicians don’t know what to make of it,” Clyde added. “But they seem to think you must have some pretty definite idea, or you wouldn’t have been able to outline such specific experiments.”


  “It was just an idea,” the captain said modestly. “But now it seems pretty certain my idea was right. Did you ever hear of nuclear induction, Clyde?”


  “Of course,” Clyde said. “Who hasn’t?”


  “Then you know the theory it’s based on?” Walters asked.


  Clyde Masters shrugged. “In a hazy way, is all,” he admitted.


  “According to that theory,” Walters explained. “A molecule or atom will spin like a top, and in spinning it will radiate at some definite frequency, depending on the nature of the impulse generating the spin, and the structure of the molecular or atomic unit.”


  “That sounds all right,” Clyde agreed. “But what’s it got to do with this?”


  “Simply this,” Walters went on. “In ordinary matter that spin goes on all the time, but under random conditions. In the nuclear induction setup this set of random conditions is unified into a definite pattern by the imposed high frequency magnetic field produced in the space where the substance or sample is placed. Then the spins of most of the units generated by the push and pull of the imposed magnetic field are acting all at the same time.”


  “Sure,” Clyde said. “I know that. But what—?”


  “I reasoned this way,” Walters interrupted him. “Those rock samples seemed to behave like matter in the induced field in the nuclear induction setup. At least, it seemed that no matter what type of energy went into the samples, a different type came out. Was it a definite type? That’s what I wanted to find out. It was. It follows that some unknown factor has fixed or crystalized all the atoms and molecules of those rock samples into a very fixed system. It’s like—like having a pendulum that swings at a definite rate no matter how it hit, and the energy of impact of any external force merely varies the amplitude, not the frequency of the swing. Get the idea?”


  “Yes. I think so,” Clyde said slowly. “But what could produce such a rigid state of affairs?”


  “I think I have the answer to that, too,” Walters said. “Meson matter. As you know, there are now sixty-five different known mesons. They range from about four times the mass of an electron to better than twice the mass of the Hydrogen atom. Practically nothing is known about them other than their mass. I reasoned: suppose mesons were something like matter? Suppose they can in some way interpenetrate matter, so that mesons and atoms can become a sort of crystaline complex different than ordinary matter? Suppose in some way mesons of certain types could be collected as one fluid in a container or something? Assuming they could, then, being very fine in structure, they might soak into a chunk of rock, say, dipped into the stuff. Predicating that, we would have exactly the results we seem to have with this ‘live’ rock.”


  Clyde pursed his lips in a silent whistle. He looked down at the sheets of the report on his lap and thumbed through them.


  “Read this,” he said, handing Walters one of the papers. “It’s about a lake of cold fire my operatives report.”


  Captain Walters glanced worriedly at his wristwatch.


  “I won’t have time now,” he said. “We hit the atmosphere of Venus in six more minutes. Mind if I take it with me?”


  “Go ahead,” Clyde said. “And as soon as we land, if you can get clear for an hour or two, I’d like for you to go with me to see my operatives and that girl and boy.”


  LAURA LAY motionless, her long black hair sweeping upward over the pillow, the carelessly covering hospital sheet exposing her smooth white throat and the slow curve of firm breasts.


  Her eyes were open, staring unseeing at the ceiling of the sterile room. Her red lips moved slowly, mumbling barely audible words.


  “She’s been that way ever since this morning,” the nurse whispered. “She doesn’t even blink her eyes.”


  “Catalepsy,” Clyde murmured to Captain Walters. “The doctor said it was induced by shock, and from what Fred said about her seeing a huge stone image of herself, I don’t wonder!”


  “In that lake of cold fire,” Captain Walters said in a hoarse whisper. “That meson-matter lake!”


  “Yes, Ra, high priest of M-S’Ah,” Laura intoned softly, her lips barely moving. “I am to forget. I am to live in peace, not knowing. Until I am ready to die I will not remember. It is the commands of M-S’Ah, god of the hotlands. I—will—forget.”


  Her words, and the way they were spoken, so softly and yet with such a strange quality they seemed thunderous, sent a chill through the nurse and the two men.


  As her voice stopped, time seemed briefly to stop also. Then, cavernously, from deep within her firm white breast, life seemed to flow into her face. For a long instant after her awakening she was still. Then her eyes blinked rapidly several times and she turned her head. Her eyes looked at the two men. Her lips parted in a tired smile.


  “Who are you?” she asked weakly. “Where am I? Is this a hospital?” Her eyes surveyed the bed and the room, settling on the nurse. “Was there an accident? There must have been. The last I can remember is the bore breaking through and the hot steamy air coming in . . . But that’s wrong—I met Carl right after that?


  Where’s Carl? Please bring him to me, I want Carl. Please.”


  “Of course, my dear,” the nurse assured her. “I’ll go get him.”


  She nodded an unspoken message to Clyde Masters as she went to the door. Laura had recovered.


  * * *


  And on the ledge overhanging the lake of cold fire deep under the surface of Venus, Ra, High priest of the god, M-S’Ah, god of the sunward side of the planet, gazed inscrutibly into the enormous eyes of the statue he had molded from the form of Laura once she had risen from the lake of fire and expanded according to the properties of the clay of Creation. As he gazed, he saw the light of her soul depart at the bidding of his will.


  When he turned away there was a tear in his aged eyes, for it was written on the scroll of Time that when She returned M-S’Ah would be her slave—and henceforth the Earthlings would rule all Venus . . . for as long as the planet should endure.


  THE ULTIMATE PERIL


  Robert Abernathy


  In this vicious war between worlds. Earth’s enemy put to use the strangest weapon of all: an involuntary traitor!


  THE Sheneb was five thousand tons, built in Venusian yards as a copy, line for line, of an Earth cargo carrier. As such she had served her first few years, driving crewless between Venus and its colonies on the outer worlds.


  Now she was converted. Lusterless black, absorbent not only to light but also to far longer wave lengths, hid her magnesium skin, and an atomic blast gun peered threateningly from an airless swivel turret built clumsily into her once clean-cut nose. That was for war.


  For her present purpose there were other changes. The cargo decks had been stripped of all equipment and sealed off by partitions from the engine and control rooms forward. That was to protect the Venusian crew from the poisonous oxygen breathed by the prisoners in the hold.


  After thirty hours in space, twenty-six under zero acceleration, the cargo decks were uninhabitable. But men, women and children still clung to life there, a tangle of bodies helplessly adrift in the fetid air. The Venusians had provided little ventilation, no light, and no waste disposal mechanism, which last was a peculiar horror in the weightlessness.


  But perhaps worst of all was the darkness. It denied them the little comfort of seeing other human faces in their hell. And in the darkness no one could count the living and the dead. And if, floating in that black pit, you bumped against a rigid body, it was not worth the effort to find out whether the stiffness was that of death or the cramped rigidity of space sickness—not the nausea that had wrenched most of the prisoners in the first hours, but the other space sickness that was worse—zero neurosis, free-fall hysteria, any names there are for the primitive terror of falling, falling endlessly into blackness for more than an Earth day now. Very few knew how to take that sensation; many gasped and fought for a support that was not there and lapsed at last into a paralysis of fear.


  Not long after acceleration had ceased, the word was passed round that Favreau, Ambassador of All the Nations, was dead. That might mean something in interplanetary politics—but here he was only one of many dead.


  A woman’s voice, a girl’s by the sound of it, was sobbing and talking through sobs, trying to rouse someone named Jim—and failing.


  Another voice interrupted her, speaking almost in Ralph Degnan’s ear: “Better let him be. If it’s zero neurosis, he may be luckier than we are.” Degnan recognized the voice as that of the doctor who had tried to calm and help during those first hours of darkness and crushing acceleration and terror. The doctor went on, explaining quietly, as if he were in the clinic, “In that condition blood is drawn away from the brain. It helps combat the derangement of blood pressure in free fall, that may bring on cerebral hemorrhage. Zero neurosis may be a survival mechanism.”


  “Survival?” The girl-voice caught up the word, and laughed with a surprising, bitter energy. “I’ve been praying for the deflectors to fail when a meteor comes in our path.” The conversation, so close and yet invisible, irritated Ralph Degnan’s raw nerves in ways he didn’t stop to analyze. He said savagely, “If you’ve got to pray, who don’t you make it for an Earth warship? And dammit, doc—you don’t have to be scared, to live in free fall.”


  IN THE silence, Degnan could hear unhurried breathing close beside him. He sensed that the doctor was trying to see him, studying the tones of his voice.


  Finally, the steady voice said, “Perhaps you’re not afraid, my friend. I’m sure I am, both of now and when I try to imagine life in a prison on Neptune . . . But I think you’re upheld by another emotion that has much the same physiological effects as fear. Anger, or hate.”


  “I’m waiting,” said Degnan flatly. “The Venusians never make a mistake—they think. They and their ‘total mentality’. I’m waiting.”


  “There’s no chance here.”


  “Maybe on Neptune, if that is where they’re taking us.”


  The girl’s voice came out of the blackness, sounding frightened, uncertain. “Who are you? I don’t think you’re one of us.”


  “Who’s ‘us’ ?”


  “Most of the people here,” explained the doctor, “are from the colony at Ghrup Shiyap. Attached to the embassy there, as I was. Even when we heard—we hoped we’d have some diplomatic immunity. Maybe we do—they haven’t killed us outright.”


  “I was a clerk in the embassy. I got the job to be with Jim—my brother.” The girl’s voice shivered. “There wasn’t any warning. Only a radio flash—and then they came for us—”


  “I believe,” said the doctor soberly, “that all the Earth people on Venus were rounded up within an hour of the first news of fighting. The Over Race is efficient.”


  “They were even more efficient in my case.” The others couldn’t see Degnan’s twisted grin. “They put the finger on me two weeks ago. I didn’t know the war had begun until they shoved me on board this ship.”


  “We don’t know much more. It was reported that a Venusian cruiser fired at installations on the Moon, that Callisto was bombarded by Earth ships. No major engagements.”


  “There will be,” said Degnan with grim confidence. “After what they’ve done, Venus is at war with every country on Earth. That makes the odds in first-class battleships alone better than thirty to their one—and in manpower, if you can call theirs that, still better. We’ll smash them.”


  “I hope you’re right,” said the doctor, a queer doubtful note in his voice.


  The girl asked hesitantly, “Where were you? Before they arrested you, I mean.”


  “In the Gray Barrens near Ghrup Unur,” said Degnan. “Trading with the Under Race. Those are Venusians a man can deal with. Their minds work like ours.”


  The doctor remarked unemotionally, “Our captors would say that’s because we’re savages, too.”


  DEGNAN said nothing. His hatred of the Venusian Over Race was too deep and too precious to waste in words. But the stifled sound that did escape him must have been expressive, for the girl spoke in a new voice, rich with pity: “They must have hurt you terribly. I don’t see how anybody could live through two weeks of being their prisoner.”


  It was like running into something sharp and hard in the enfolding blackness. It jarred the fierce intent anger out of him and left him feeling hollow and weak.


  He said shakily, “I don’t know. I don’t remember what they did to me.” His eyes stared into the darkness until he saw points and darts of light that weren’t there.


  “What’s the matter?” inquired the doctor’s even voice.


  “Twelve days,” muttered Degnan hoarsely. “I’m sure of that, anyway. That long between the time they grabbed me and when they put me aboard. But I don’t know what happened in those twelve days.”


  “That’s not unusual, you know. Frequently the mind rejects a memory that’s too painful.”


  Degnan didn’t answer. He was groping, trying to sound out the frightening abyss that had suddenly opened in his own mind, his own memory.


  “Whatever you’ve forgotten is over and done,” the doctor reminded him gently.


  Degnan shook his head to clear it, said between his teeth, “Sure. That’s right. What matters now is getting out of this, back to Earth—”


  He stopped, jolted by the loudness of his own voice. The darkness of the hold had grown suddenly denser with the death-stillness around. The weary murmur of voices, the fainter rustle of movement, had stopped as if everyone had become stone.


  And it seemed to Degnan that he had seen a faint light flicker and vanish, but had thought it a trick of his eyes. The next moment he knew it had been real, as a chilly sibilance, like a snake’s sound, cut through the silence and came nearer.


  He caught an eye-stinging whiff of formaldehyde. There were gasps of hard-held human breath, and the sighing hiss of the propulsion tubes attached to the Venusian’s body as it moved purposefully among the helplessly floating, blind Earth people. It could see, no doubt, if only dimly by infra-red in the stifling-hot hold.


  DEGNAN knew by the stench that the creature was hanging very near him, motionless, for the hissing had ceased. Perhaps it was watching him and no other, with those great sightless-looking eyes whose glittering reflections under light would seem an empty fire of hell . . .


  He almost screamed, and twisted convulsively like a hooked fish—which for all practical purposes he was, for a fang of hot metal had bitten through his shirt and skin at the meeting of shoulder and neck. He felt the barb grate against his collarbone and pain came flooding as he was yanked into motion through the air. Then he was drifting free again—and a hard invisible wall collided violently with him. He scrabbled at it, seeking a hold that would let him launch himself at the enemy he could not see, and the effort thrust him away from the wall to dangle helplessly in the blackness where there was no up, no down, nor any way at all, and he did not know whether the smarting in his eyes was from tears of rage or from the creature’s formaldehyde reek.


  Someone whimpered like a trapped animal, and Degnan collided again—this time with something soft and moving, another human. They embraced one another by common consent, with the blind need to grasp at a stay in the spinning void. Then Degnan knew that the other was a woman; he felt her strangled sobbing and heard it in his ear, and by that sound was sure it was the girl he had been talking to a few moments ago.


  “Steady,” he muttered foolishly. “Maybe it won’t—”


  Something blunt and hard punched him breathtakingly between the shoulder-blades, and lights danced before his eyes. Some of the light persisted until he knew it was really there. The Venusian had propelled the two of them, still clinging together, through an opening door into a communication shaft, and there was dim red light in the shaft, enough that Degnan could see and reach out to snatch at the handholds fixed inside it—


  He was thrust sickeningly, painfully away. They drifted along the tube toward brighter light, and as their bodies turned slowly in air, Degnan saw the Venusian following. Its hunched leggy form—which, if it had been far, far smaller, scuttling round and round in a kitchen sink, would have been merely disgusting—differed not at all from that of the Under Race, with some of whose members Degnan had talked and traded and almost made friends. But the huge compound eyes, that gave it three hundred and sixty degrees of vision, gleamed with the bale-fires of a dreadful intelligence. Or perhaps you only thought you saw in those eyes what you knew was behind them: the total mentality of the Over Race, which might be called superhuman with as much or as little justice as man’s mind could be called supercanine . . .


  It had a long-hafted goad like an elephant man’s hook, with which it prodded them impatiently once more. It must be uncomfortable here. The air in the shaft was muggy-hot and stifling with formaldehyde gas, but it was humanly endurable, which meant that the Venusian, save for its breathing apparatus and the complicated protective garment that sheathed most of it, would have died in it almost equally fast from oxygen poisoning and from freezing.


  There was something funny—the Venusians had gone to the trouble of exhausting their own air from this part of the ship and replacing it with something like Earth-normal. They must have some very special motive for fishing two living humans out of the hold. Degnan’s flesh crawled when he tried to guess the reasons they could have.


  THE MONSTER behind thrust them forward again, and they drifted out of the communication shaft into a room—forward of the ship, Degnan judged by its size, and lighted with the murky red glow that was all human eyes could register of what for Venusians was a brilliant illumination.


  There were two more Over Beings here, afloat side by side, watching. Degnan knew more about Venusians than most men, but he couldn’t read their expressions—his experience among the Under Race didn’t help him there; these creatures were as different in mind from their poor relations as they were in body from man. But he recognized the insignia one of them wore as those of a high officer in the Venusian fleet—surprisingly high to be aboard this miserable cargo shell. Both of them were armed, and Degnan’s other thoughts were lost in the craving to get his hands on one of those weapons.


  He saw something else that made his heart bound with illogical hope. At four places around the red-lit chamber’s periphery the wall bulged smoothly inward, and an airseal door was inset into each curve. Those, on this model of ship, marked the berths where emergency rockets, provisioned and fueled, were carried when a crew was aboard . . . And one of those doors was standing open, more red light glowing beyond.


  The madness of the idea didn’t occur to Degnan then. He twisted and got his first look at the girl he was holding and who held to him. Her face floated before—above, below?—him, ghost-pale in the bloody light, darkly haloed by hair that drifted in wild weightless disorder. As he had half-expected from her terrified rigidity, her eyes were wide, dilated, unseeing. He tried briefly to pry one of her hands loose from his arm, and knew he would have to break her fingers first.


  She had to be jarred out of it, and that inside seconds. Already he could hear the hissing of the third Venusian’s air-tubes, emerging from the shaft.


  Degnan clenched his teeth and slapped the girl’s face; her panic grip loosened, and he caught her by the shoulders and shook her till he was afraid her neck would snap. But he saw her lips move, the pupils of her eyes return to normal size, and he whispered sharply, “Do you hear me?”


  She nodded dazedly. The Venusian that had brought them out of the hold was hovering close, barbed goad poised; the red chamber was turning slowly about them. Degnan whispered, “There’s one chance. When I say ‘Go!’, we’ll shove off in opposite directions. Action and reaction. You try to occupy the one there; I’ll take the two on the other side.”


  She drew a shuddering breath, said, “All right.” He was thankful she didn’t add what they both knew—that the chance was no chance at all.


  “Get ready, then,” said Degnan harshly. They braced themselves against each other and waited for their slow rotation to bring them into position . . .


  The high-ranking Venusian floated into Degnan’s field of vision with a soft hissing. One of its almost-hands of delicate claws and flattened pads was extended, holding something that gleamed and that Degnan recognized—too late, a fractional instant before it exploded into blinding light.


  The flare was literally blinding; when it vanished he could see only confused darkness. He had met it before, when he was seized, and knew it for one of the Over Race’s clever new devices for dealing with Earthmen—one harmless to themselves, since it used light invisible to Venusians. But there was something funny about this time. The darkness didn’t stay on and slowly clear up, but he stay on and slowly clear up, but he and shadow, seemed to be plunging into concentrically smaller circles of buzzing nothingness, himself dwindling away to nothing, losing consciousness . . .


  THE RED light burned once more.


  The air was murk-red, close and stuffy, and something somewhere was going “Blip . . . blip. Blip . . . blip,” in a curious paired rhythm.


  And someone was shaking him by the shoulders, almost in time to the noises. Degnan snorted, gulped down a sudden sickness, and sat up, looking into the face of the dark-haired girl.


  “Turn about’s fair play,” he said dizzily, “but you can stop now.”


  She drew back, gazing at him with intense relief. “Thank heavens! Now maybe you can do something.”


  Degnan threw his legs over the edge of the bunk he had been lying on and stared blurrily at gleaming dials and instruments set into an opposite wall, very close and curving. He passed a hand across his eyes. “Do—what?”


  “Find out where we’re going—and—and do something about it.”


  The man’s head was clearing. Now he became aware of the low monotonous rumble of a rocket drive; that, and the cramped quarters, and the red light, told him where they were. But once oriented, he only felt more bewildered. They were in an emergency rocket from the Venusian freighter, and it was under power.


  The girl was watching him as if expecting him to produce a rabbit from a nonexistent hat. Her hair, still tangled, hung normally about her face now—one Venus gravity would be the acceleration of the lifeboat—and the traces of hysteria were gone. She was as rumpled and soiled as Degnan; she was thin, and her face with its bright expectant eyes held shadow-smudges of suffering. And for all that she reminded him somehow of Athalie—Athalie far away and dear, a part of the pleasant dream that life on Earth seemed now. But Athalie was blonde and richly curved, and he had never seen her other than immaculately clean, sweet-smelling, well-groomed . . .


  He heaved himself shakily erect, glancing round the interior of the rocket. Half of it was bunks, uncomfortable but endurable for man or Venusian, three of them, one above the other; the other half was filled by an instrument panel with another bunk above that. The blipping came from the panel and went on and on maddeningly.


  The controls he saw were oddshaped, made for Venusian claws, but mostly recognizable; few and simple compared to those of a regular space ship. The rocket was not equipped for complex navigation or sightseeing; there were no vision devices, no calculator.


  “That noise,” Degnan said over his shoulder, “is a radar echo. This type of boat has an elementary pilot mechanism that automatically heads for the nearest planet-sized body. It’s bouncing a beam off the nearest planet—listen.” The thing went ‘Blip . . . blip.’ The interval is the time it takes for the echo to get back. Twice the distance to the planet in lighttime. Which means it’s pretty close. If it’s Earth, we’d be inside the Moon’s orbit.”


  “If it’s—Do you think it’s Earth?”


  “Yes,” said Degnan deliberately. “That’s the likeliest—considering how long the Sheneb accelerated and how long we were in free flight, we could hardly have been close to anything else. It couldn’t very well be Mars, and Mercury’s beyond the Sun . . .”


  “Earth!” the girl said in a choked voice. She watched him with puzzled eyes as he turned away and sat down heavily on the bunk’s edge again. “But—aren’t you going to—”


  “—do something?” Degnan shrugged ironically. “The robot’s steering on the radar-sight, and I couldn’t do any better. There should be an automatic parachute-release, too, when we hit atmosphere—but we won’t need that. Earth’s at war now, and nothing bigger than a pebble could slip past the interceptor barrage. We ought to be picked up before long.”


  “Oh,” sighed the girl.


  “Now,” said Degnan, “let’s you tell me something. What happened? How’d we get here?”


  She looked at him blankly. “Why—we got away—didn’t we?”


  “We were about to try. But I didn’t duck in time.”


  “Oh, yes—your plan.” She smiled uncertainly, a frown puckering her brows. “Evidently it worked.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Degnan rudely. “We both must have passed out.”


  HE THOUGHT hard, aching head in his hands. And cloudy pictures rose in his brain—memories, or half-memories, plucked with difficulty out of emptiness. Himself, wresting the steel-tipped goad from the Venusian’s grip—battering at the others with it, smashing a chitinous head. A couple of jointed legs afloat in the air and twitching gruesomely. Thrusting the girl through the open door, diving after her. Launching the lifeboat into space.


  In clipped syllables he imparted those fragments to the girl as they occurred to him, and she nodded thoughtfully. “Yes. Yes, that’s the way it was.”


  Degnan flexed his right arm and tested the muscles of his back likewise. He said, “I’m stiff and sore enough to have been in a fight. And if we both remember it, it must be so. But neither of us remembers very clearly—isn’t that right? In other words, something smells!”


  “You know what the doctor said about memories.”


  “Uh-huh. We forget unpleasant things.” Degnan smiled grimly. “But if I really smashed up three Over Racers—that’s a pleasure I’d never forget. And I’d feel good now—but I don’t. That bothers me, too.” The girl gazed at him helplessly. Degnan grinned with sudden abandon. “The answer I can think of—I must be a dual personality, and one of me’s a superman. That’s the only way we could have got away like that; we didn’t have the chance of a snowball in hell.”


  He got restlessly to his feet, paced the cramped space of the rocket’s cabin. His last sharp-etched memory was of that greater red-lit chamber aboard the Sheneb, the watching monsters, the blinding light. Beyond that everything was fuzzy, even now that they had compared notes. And something else was eluding him. Something was wrong about here and now, about this ship.


  He turned sharply on the girl. “Look—what are we breathing here?” She stared wide-eyed and said without conviction, “Air.”


  “Obviously. But where’s it coming from?”


  “The aerator. I knew enough to check that, before you came to.”


  “Yeah, sure,” said Degnan softly. “But that’s a Venusian aerator. It should be turning out formaldehyde—not oxygen. Furthermore, the temperature here’s about thirty degrees Centigrade, where a Venusian thermostat should be holding it at a hundred.”


  She bit her lip. “Then—the Venusians must have fixed it that way. On purpose.”


  Degnan looked at her with a surprised new respect. “Go on,” he Urged. “Develop that thought.”


  “I—can’t,” she faltered. “I don’t see why.”


  “Neither do I.” said Degnan blackly, and resumed his pacing. “But so help me, I’m going to.”


  The girl gazed at him with veiled intentness. She saw a rough-hewn face masked now by two weeks’ growth of crisp black beard—that must have got its swarthiness from an admixture of American Indian blood, whence also high cheekbones, and a thin, determined mouth that might under the wrong conditions be cruel. It was not the face of a man accustomed to be baffled long.


  “Yes,” she murmured, “I think you will.”


  IT WAS less than an hour later when the radarscope changed its note abruptly and emitted sharp staccato sounds that, translated from interplanetary code, were a peremptory “Heave to!”


  Degnan had made a note of the rocket control; he shut the power off and, floating weightless once more, sought for and found a two-way radio. He tuned it, and brought in a hard-boiled voice, speaking English with a Latin accent, which said it was the Chilean battle cruiser O’Higgins, and ordered, “No funny tricks. You are covered, señores cucarachas!”


  With fervent persuasiveness, Degnan explained that they were not cockroaches, they were human. The voice sounded unconvinced, then half-convinced—all the same, a booby-trap expert must board them before they could be picked up by the cruiser.


  “That,” Degnan admitted, “is a sound idea.”


  The girl caught her breath. “Do you think this ship is a trap with us for bait? That would explain—”


  “If in a few minutes we get blown to atoms,” said Degnan levelly, “it’ll just about explain everything.”


  But after some fifteen minutes the lifeboat, pronounced safe as inspection could make it, was engulfed by a huge lading lock in the cruiser’s side.


  Aboard the O’Higgins there was gravity again—naturally, since the cruiser had, like all modern warships and very few other vessels, a full gravitic drive, which meant that its acceleration was limited not by human capacity to endure but by its power plant’s ability to give out, and that it could spiral faster than an ordinary ship could travel a straight line.


  Degnan, bedraggled, unshaven and red-eyed, clambered out of the lifeboat’s airlock and confronted a brown smooth-faced little man immaculately glittering in uniform.


  “I am Menendez, capitals de la Armada del Espacio. And who are you, who come to us under circumstances so peculiar?”


  “Ralph Degnan’s my name; better make a note of it,” said Degnan curtly. “The two of us have just left the custody of our friends the cockroaches; we couldn’t be choosy about the circumstances. Ex-freighter Sheneb, apparently heading toward Neptune . . .” He glanced sidelong at the girl; she looked ready to faint now that rescue was an accomplished fact, and was making futile absent-minded efforts to repair her face and costume, without seeming to pay attention to what was being said. Nevertheless, he switched to Spanish, becoming more polite in obedience to the form of the language: “If Your Honor pleases, I will request that he land me at the city of Los Angeles.”


  Captain Menendez raised a startled eyebrow. He said stiffly, “We land at Valparaiso, six days from now.”


  “Es preciso.” Degnan’s eyes bored steadily into the other’s. “If Your Honor will check my identity with North American Military Intelligence . . .”


  The captain was startled again, with the other eyebrow. He recovered himself. “Very well. By all means, señor Degnan. And while the check is being made, with what may I serve . . .”


  “Un bano!” said Degnan prayerfully.


  A BATH and shave achieved in the cramped facilities of a cabin in officers’ quarters, and the food he was brought devoured, Degnan lit the first luxurious cigarette in two weeks and thought briefly of the dark-haired girl—mostly of how little he knew about her. He didn’t know who or what she was—or even whether that was important.


  What was important—a gnawing feeling told him—was the confusion in his own memory. The enemy had done that, somehow; on Venus, Degnan knew, psychology was the mother of sciences, like physics on Earth, and they had had plenty of chance to study the human mind, which they considered so inferior to their own.


  It was so vivid, that glimpse of a Venusian like a smashed bug sprawling in midair, a couple of detached legs jerking. Vivid, but somehow it lacked the essential stuff of reality. It fed without appeasing his bitter hatred of the Over Race.


  He couldn’t say just why he hated them so intensely. It was a feeling scarcely connected with what he, personally, had suffered; the best reason he could think of was his instinctive sense of their abnormality, some monstrousness about them wholly apart from their unhuman form. In a sense, the dominant species of Venus was an artificial product; they didn’t come normally from eggs like the Under Race, but out of the hot spawning beds where forcing and selection kept the recessive mutation that had created them alive.


  Degnan shook his head angrily. The Venusians couldn’t have made him a tool in any fantastic scheme they might have for getting behind Earth’s defenses. That left the lifeboat—which some time ago had been cast off into space, headed back toward Venus with jammed controls. And the girl: was she Number One? She looked like only an unhappy young woman who had been an inconspicuous clerk until caught in the vortex of interplanetary war, who was as innocent as her story . . . which could be checked easily, of course.


  He wouldn’t have to worry about her any more. Unless—which was unlikely—they ordered him to when he reported in Los Angeles. He lit a second—or was it a third?—cigarette, and tried to let the smoke sooth away his trick memories and the all-too-real recollection of the black and crimson hell on the Sheneb.


  A knock at the cabin door, and an orderly was there, saying respectfully: “El capitan le atiende.”


  Captain Menendez was affable. “It is impossible for the O’Higgins to leave her patrol, Colonel Degnan—but a North American liaison vessel will come alongside to take you off and to Los Angeles. That will be before very many minutes now. Your Intelligence was delighted to hear that one of their agents had escaped the claws of the Venusians. Y es verdaderamente un milagto, no?”


  “A miracle—yes,” admitted Degnan with gloomy reserve. That was just what was bothering him so much.


  Menendez looked puzzled; he said severely, “You are more lucky than you know. I have received a dispatch about the ship that you escaped from—a freighter, was it not, of a type like our M3s?” Degnan nodded.


  “Then it can be no other. It tried to run away, and the warship that had ordered it to stop was forced to open fire.”


  “And the people—the Earth people on it?” asked Degnan with stiff lips.


  The captain shrugged. “Of course their presence was not known,” he said apologetically, then brightened: “But you see how effective is the Patrol. If the cucarachas come close enough to look at our Earth—one pounce and we are on them!” He glanced round him, swelling a little, and Degnan sensed the little man’s proud confidence in the steel length and strength of his great ship, its power and its armaments that could lay waste to a whole planet’s surface. The Venusians too had ships like this, but not as many as the United Nations of Earth; and in the tremendous battleships, compared to which a mere cruiser was a mosquito, they were hopelessly outnumbered.


  “Tell me,” said Degnan, “how has the war gone? Where I’ve been, there wasn’t any news.”


  Menendez shrugged again. “Nor have we heard much. In the last days our forces have occupied Neptune and the Venusian moons of Jupiter and Saturn, but that was a trifling affair; they had been evacuated already. So far we are defensive; we guard ourselves arid prepare. Of course,” he tried to look knowing. “I cannot tell you the plans of the Combined Fleets. But one thing I tell you: this war will not be long.”


  “I hope you’re right,” said Degnan, then realized that he was repeating the doubtful words of the doctor on the Sheneb.


  “Oh, yes—one more business. Do you wish that the señor be sent to Earth with you? She is of your nation.”


  With an effort, Degnan brought his attention back to that problem. “She’ll have questions to answer, I think—” He stopped short. “Yes, send her along.”


  ON THE SHORT trip to Earth, Degnan scarcely noticed the girl or anyone else; he was greedily wrapped up in studying a Los Angeles newspaper, borrowed from the lieutenant in command of the courier vessel.


  He was somehow disappointed by his first real glimpse of Earth’s reaction to the interplanetary war that was only nine days old. There were many columns of “war news” but very little news. A feature article on the interceptor barrage which made Earth a fortress, and which was claimed—it seemed to Degnan not very convincingly—to be far superior to that with which Venus had surrounded itself. On the front page in boldface type a noncommittal communique from the new Combined Fleet Headquarters, Somewhere on Earth. Elsewhere, articles that hinted nebulously at the plans for a tremendous offensive being perfected by the world’s best military and scientific brains at that hidden base, whose location was secret lest the enemy concentrate some desperate, all-out thrust on it . . .


  Degnan snorted, smelling a rat. He knew that there was no need to figure out an attack strategy now; the plans for offensive action against Venus under all conceivable circumstances had been ready and on file for years as a matter of simple precaution, ready to be put into effect at any moment.


  Still scanning the paper, he did not notice that the messenger-boat had landed until a crewman touched his shoulder. As he rose, he saw that the port was already open and the girl had disappeared. It struck him suddenly that he had never learned her name; he scowled and told himself to forget it.


  It was a sunny afternoon and the sky of Earth was blue. Outside Los Angeles Spaceport he halted on the sidewalk and blinked, almost overwhelmed by the actuality of swarming human life that went on under the shadow of Venusian war.


  Gleaming traffic flowed swiftly by, with Los Angeles traffic’s traditional disregard for life and limb. The people who crowded the streets in the sunlight wore holiday faces, filled with social gaiety or smug relaxation or petty clinging worries. Among them, the frequency of uniforms, soldiers and spacemen, showed that times were something more or less than normal. But not one of them looked toward the sky in either fear or defiance.


  Beside the gateway was a poster, displaying a hideous and inaccurate painting of a Venusian, its prehensile paws upraised in an unnatural pouncing pose. The caption was screamingly funny. It said: EXTERMINATORS WANTED. ENLIST TODAY!


  Degnan stared at it with a curious sense of distaste. There was such a vast difference between this cartoon bogey and the reality of forty million living monsters on Venus who planned and worked coolly, purposefully with all the power of their alien, total minds, to shatter and end the carefree world of man . . .


  A MAN WAS standing at his elbow, thoughtfully watching him. Degnan turned deliberately, a chill question ready in his eyes; but that evaporated as he met a familiar face. “Jay Marlin!”


  The other grinned easily. “That’s right. They told me to shepherd the stray lamb back to headquarters. You look like you need an escort, too—sort of lost.”


  Degnan nodded slowly, fumbling for words. “I feel like a stranger here, someway. I must have expected . . . oh, hell, I don’t know.”


  Jay’s smile grew quizzically sympathetic. “You must have been through the mill, Ralph. But that’s why General Fleming is so anxious to see you. You’re the only man who was on Venus when the war began and who got back to tell us about it.”


  A plain maroon sedan was waiting. Degnan sank into its cushions with a sigh of disbelief.


  He said lamely, “I’ve not had time to get a report ready.”


  “You’re to make it verbally to the General himself. I told you he was anxious.”


  Degnan was silent. It came to him like a dash of ice water that he could report exactly nothing on the period of time they would be most interested in. Did he detect, lurking behind Jay Marlin’s unchanged friendliness, just the faintest note of watchful distrust? They would be justified in holding him in suspicion. He was forced to suspect himself, so long as that torturing twelve-day blank defied him, held its secrets though his hands clenched involuntarily and the blood pounded in his ears with the effort to remember . . .


  “Sorry,” he said absently. “What’d you say?”


  “I said,” repeated Jay, “we’re there.”


  THE LEATHER=BROWN face of General Fleming, district chief of NAMI, was covered by a crossing, branching and interlacing system of deep wrinkles, which, as the shrewd mind behind them chose, could be amiable, stern, persuasive, ferocious or impenetrable. The General wore his impenetrable look as he listened to Ralph Degnan’s tale.


  At last he said, “Is that all?”


  “All I can remember,” said Degnan steadily. “As I indicated—it’s quite possible I’ve forgotten something important.”


  “Um, yes.” The General switched off the recording machine that had been humming quietly on his desk, thus making the rest of the conversation private. “We’ll come back to that.” He leaned back with half-shut eyes that still watched Degnan narrowly. “The first part of your report, on the Venusian primitives, may come in handy eventually, but hardly now. Your findings are negative; we’d accomplish nothing by trying to stir up the Under Race against its masters, since it’s too backward technologically to count at all in a modern war.”


  “Still,” said Degnan, “they’re people, in spite of their looks. The Over Race aren’t.”


  The General gazed at him soberly. “To be perfectly frank, Colonel—in your expressed judgment of the Over Race I seem to hear a note of hysteria.”


  Degnan choked back quick resentment. He said in a carefully controlled voice, “I think we’re underestimating them. I’m not a defeatist. But their conviction of their own superiority—”


  The General snorted, his wrinkles ferocious. “That’s what I mean. You’ve let them get your goat. Convince you they can defeat us with occult mental powers, or some such rot!”


  “Remember,” said Degnan stonily, “they have total mentality. They think consciously, logically, with their entire brains, while we use only a small part of ours for that, and the rest is unconscious mind—emotional, rather than logical.”


  “That’s why I think the fact that the Venusians deliberately began this war is—well, ominous. They’re constitutionally incapable of fighting just because they’re mad. They don’t get mad. They’ve begun it because they think they can win. We outclass them in all ways of making war that we know about. So—they must be ready to make war in ways that we’ve never heard of.” Degnan drew a deep breath, curiously relieved at having brought his own buried fears into the open in plain language.


  “They haven’t shown much sign of it so far. No Venusians ships, except the tub you were on, have come near our patrols for several days now. They’ve sent across a good many bombardment rockets—cheap imitations of ours, like their ships—but not a one has got through. Now, where’s their terrible secret weapon?”


  “I don’t know. I do have an idea, though, about one thing they must be banking on. Our fleets were prepared long ago; why haven’t they already blasted Venus?” The General was silent, and Degnan knew he had touched a live spot. “Maybe it’s because our fleets are national, and each of our sovereign ‘United Nations’ is holding back, for fear of losing its one or two or three battleships and being at the mercy of its Earthly neighbors when Venus is licked.”


  THE GENERAL squinted at him, observed in a dangerously soft tone, “You’re talking now, Colonel Degnan, about things that are out of your province and mine as well. Strategy is made by Combined Fleet Headquarters.”


  “I’m on the outside, but I can still think.”


  “Maybe,” said the General with an odd grimness. He made his wrinkled visage stern. “Now I’ll tell you about the Venusians’ secret weapon. Though I shouldn’t have to; you seem to be a casualty already.”


  Degnan merely stared at him. A moment before he had been hot with conviction; now he was cold, feeling fear contract about his heart again.


  “We know what they’ve been trying to do,” rasped Fleming, “and we’re putting a stop to it. During the last twenty years, a lot of Terrestrials have been on Venus for shorter or longer periods. And off and on, especially in the last few years, we’ve been considerably irritated by their kidnaping our citizens—as you were kidnaped. Always the same pattern—grab one of our people, then release him after a while, with apologies but no explanations. And they must have got to a lot of humans without our ever knowing it.


  “Now we know their aim was to work on the minds of as many Terrestrials as they could, which was probably several hundred. They’re good at psychology and that sort of thing, including hypnosis; I’ll grant they know more about that than we do. And they were using hypnosis to turn those people into traitors—so many Venusian agents—back here on Earth.”


  Degnan said, fighting against a wild sinking feeling, “You can’t hypnotize a man into betraying what he believes.”


  “So the psychologists tell me,” admitted the General heavily. “I’m not saying your loyalty’s been subverted, Degnan. But they did get to a lot of people who weren’t very well-balanced to begin with. We’ve been rounding them up—everybody who’s ever been on Venus gets checked and double checked. And we’ve uncovered a lot of bad eggs already. They’ve even got an organization of sorts, centering right here in Los Angeles, since most of the ships went out to Venus from here. That’s one reason you were given an escort from the field.


  “In your case—you can see we’ll have to suspend you from active duty. You’ll be given an association-test before you leave this building; if its results are negative, you’ll be at liberty, but you’ll have to come back for detailed psychiatric examination and treatment if indicated.” Degnan was pale under the swarthy complexion that not even sunless Venus had been able to blanch. He moistened his lips, said numbly, “I see.”


  The General rose and extended his hand. “I’m glad you understand that we can’t take any chances. No hard feelings, then?”


  “No, sir,” muttered Degnan, not knowing whether he lied or not.


  HE WASN’T surprised when they let him leave after the association-test; he knew enough about such things to be sure that his unhesitating responses had been the right ones. Loyalty to one’s nation is evinced by the right automatic responses to certain key words, such as “liberty”, “king”, “fatherland”, “the proletariat”; and loyalty to the species, though a deeper, truer, more instinctive thing, can be measured in the same manner.


  Whatever the Venusians had done to his mind—and they had obviously done something—hadn’t affected his inmost self. They might have blanked out some of his memories and left him with post-hypnotic suggestions to remember things that had never happened, but they couldn’t have indoctrinated him.


  As he paused urdecidedly in front of the NAMI building, a girl’s cool voice called, “Ralph!”


  He looked up, and saw a vision of splendor—a smooth new sky-blue car, plastic top pushed back, parked by the curb in front of him, and Athalie Norton gazing at him from behind the wheel, a shadow of annoyance on her flower-pretty face that was framed by spun-gold hair.


  “What’s the matter, Ralph?” she asked crisply. “Did General Fleming deafen you? Get in—you can explain on the way out to the house.”


  He slid in mechanically beside her, without answering, which didn’t seem to bother her. She fed power to the gravity-thrust motor and shot the car expertly out into the traffic stream with a surge that would have spun the wheels of anything whose power was transmitted through the wheels. Degnan watched her, reflecting that Athalie did everything like that—surely, with a sort of determined violence. Her fragile blonde beauty was deceptive; behind that mask she always knew what she wanted and got it. Once upon a time she had decided she wanted Ralph Degnan.


  “How,” he asked, “did you know where I was?”


  Athalie smiled secretly. “I have ways—or Father has.”


  Naturally, thought Degnan. Athalie’s father was a big man, with the bigness of the corporation he controlled. North American Steel. One way or another, he had made an astronomical amount of money. And Athalie was her father’s money’s child.


  He wasn’t sure he was pleased to see her so soon. There were things be needed to work out alone.


  “What did they want you for in such a hurry?”


  “They wanted,” said Degnan grimly, “to tell me I was canned.”


  She gave him a flashing sidelong glance. “How come?”


  “As a psycho, practically. Since the Venusians picked me up, my memory has holes and kinks in it—so NAMI can’t trust me any more.”


  The girl sighed lightly. “Well . . . that’s good. You need a vacation after all those ghastly experiences. Poor Ralph! You can stay at our place and take a good long rest.”


  DEGNAN was startled by her reaction; then he remembered that his job had never meant anything to her but a minor irritation once the illusion of glamor it had had for her had. worn thin. She would gladly have made a kept husband of him; he had sworn fiercely, privately, that she never would.


  “Actually,” he said carefully, “I’m suspended, indefinitely. That means until the war’s over. But . . . I’ve got a nasty feeling there may not be any world after this war, Athalie.”


  She frowned daintily. “You talk like Father. Since the war started he’s gone crazy—acts like he thought he was twenty years younger, only he isn’t. They requisitioned the Azor a week ago; so he offered to remodel it with his own money. And every time I go by our landing field, I have to see what they’re doing to it—as if they couldn’t fight the Venusians without spoiling that beautiful ship! I’m sick of hearing about the war. If you can’t talk about anything else, Ralph darling, please shut up.”


  “Okay,” said Degnan.


  She looked at him longer this time, arching a delicate brow, and almost sideswiped a slower vehicle. “Have I offended you? I don’t want to . . .” She had taken the roadway through Elysian Park, and now she turned the power switch to “Braking” and let the car roll to a stop on a small branching driveway behind a shielding screen of trees. Then she leaned back against the cushions, and her brisk wilful self-confidence seemed gone, she was suddenly younger, softer. She breathed, “It’s been so long . . .”


  Degnan wouldn’t have been human if he could have disregarded that unveiled invitation.


  But when she murmured dreamily, close to his ear, “This is real, Ralph. The real thing, and all the rest, all your silly worrying and fretting—cobwebs—” the soft words stabbed him like poisoned knives, and he drew away from her, with eyes grown suddenly cold and remote.


  “I don’t know, Athalie. I don’t know whether you’re as real as some of the things I’ve seen.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  He tried to tell her, then, about the prison ship Sheneb, the triumphant monsters and the humans whose black nightmare there had ended mercifully in a burst of atomic flame. She listened, uncomprehending, her nose wrinkling at last in disgust.


  “That’s all over. You’re safe on Earth. Why not forget it?”


  “I’ve forgotten too much already, I think. And I’ve got a feeling that remembering is important not just to me but to a lot of other people as well.”


  The scarlet pout of her lips was childish, but her eyes were a scornful woman’s. “You think Earth won’t defeat Venus without your help? I thought they told you your help wasn’t wanted.”


  That stung; he snapped, “Nothing matters to you but your own selfishness, does it?”


  He’d forgotten Athalie had a temper too. “You’re the selfish one! You’d sacrifice me to some crackpot idea! Go on, spout about your patriotism or whatever it is you love more than you do me!” Once started, she didn’t give him time for breath, let alone interruption, and her rage was self-fueling. “I hate you! Get out! Out of my car and out of my sight!”


  Degnan had grown cooler as she grew furious. “All right,” he said quietly. “I’m going.”


  BEFORE he was out the door, Athalie started the car with a jerk that all but sent him sprawling in the grass. He recovered his balance and watched the sky-blue machine whip out of sight beyond a tree-masked curve, as if racing to a date with a smash up:


  Degnan shook his head ruefully and turned away, back toward the main road and the border of the park.


  This wasn’t their first quarrel, but he had a strong feeling that it might be the last. It was too bad about Athalie, because it really wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t changed; but Degnan knew objectively that he had, since thirty hours aboard the Sheneb and since twelve days of—what?—on Venus.


  The blank was still there. It must be that out of it crept the uncanny sense of urgency that was stronger and stronger upon him. Of catastrophe, vast and formless, impending unless—or if?—he, and no one else, did something he couldn’t quite remember.


  As he plodded along the roadside, the scene with Athalie retreated to the back of his mind. Nevertheless, when the car eased to a stop beside him, he thought for a moment it was she, come back.


  Then he saw that this car was different. An older model, black, ill-kept, its top almost opaque with dirt and scratches. It had the distinctive personality that old cars acquire, and it was somehow familiar.


  But its driver was nobody Degnan had seen before. An oldish man, face marked by hard living like his machine’s finish, he leaned toward Degnan, thumb still on the button that had opened the door. “Going downtown? Climb in and save your feet.”


  DEGNAN got in, muttering thanks.


  As the car rolled leisurely ahead down the curving parkway, his brain clicked with sudden, belated recognition. This same battered machine had been behind them all the way out here, following with a closeness and tenacity that could hardly have been accidental—t hat obviously hadn’t been.


  He didn’t feel alarmed, but he did know a lively curiosity. He tensed invisibly, waiting for the move that must come.


  “Ever been on Venus, pal?”


  Ah-ha, said Degnan to himself, and aloud, “You’re psychic, huh?”


  “Nah,” said the driver. “You just got the look. I was there once, myself.”


  Check, thought Degnan.


  “Yeah,” said the other man. “I was a spaceman once, believe it or not. Back before gravities, too, when you sweat out most of every trip in free fall. I been to Venus and Mars and all them places out there. Advancing the cause of Man’s Glorious Empire—you know. Now I’m retired, on a pension a bedbug couldn’t live on.” He spat sidewise, out the window. “A guy gets a raw deal when they got no more use for him. Maybe you know something about that, yourself.”


  “I’m thinking,” said Degnan coldly, “that you know more about me than you’re letting on.”


  The man laughed shortly. “Okay. So you know all about me, and I know all about you, Mr. Degnan. Why not? We’re two of a kind.” Getting no answer, he went on rapidly, “We’ve got a lousy deal, and we know the system’s rotten. Don’t we? It all looks fine—” He gestured jerkily out the windows: they were back on a business street now, where even under the sinking sun the storefronts, the glittering beetle-cars, the walking people were luminous with life and color. “All pretty things and fun—but underneath it’s rotten, shot full of holes. People, crawling all over the world—there’s too many of them, and they’re stupid. We know it can’t last. Don’t we?”


  “You mean Venus is going to win the war?”


  The other flashed a scared, uncertain glance at him; crawling though the car was now through the traffic, his driving began to make Degnan nervous. “What do you think?”


  “I’m no prophet. But I know this,” said Degnan bluntly, “that you’re human—but the thing that’s talking out of you has bug eyes and claws for hands, and breathes formaldehyde.”


  He saw the man’s hands cramp on the wheel; a moment later, as if in instinctive flight, they swerved the car into a sheltering side street. The voice held a hysterical note that was a fusion of pleading and threat: “I’m giving it to you straight. You’re one of us. They got part of you, too, back there. They’ll never give it back, that part of us, until they win. So they’ve got to win!” The last words were a whine of fear.


  Degnan ruthlessly suppressed the jelly-like quivering of a kindred fear inside him, and sank his voice to an icy tone of menace. “All right, I’ve heard enough. I’m an Intelligence agent, mister. Drive to NAMI headquarters. Don’t try anything; I’ve got a gun.”


  That was a bad bluff, he realized as the other snapped on the brake, jerking them forward, and twisted, reaching, and snarling, “The hell you have!”


  DEGNAN lunged across the seat; one flat hand caught the fellow under the chin and slammed his head back against the plastic cowl, the other chopped down with split-second timing on his wrist. Degnan scooped the pistol up and leveled it.


  “Leastways, I’ve got a gun now,” he amended with a tight grin. He felt almost grateful to the Venusians’ slave for providing a splurge of violence to snap him out of his fruitless mental grubbings. And a new idea had struck him; he added, “But I don’t know whether it’s really worth while running you in. The likes of you’ll never damage the war effort much . . . Tell you what, rat. I’ll turn you loose, if you explain about that last line you were handing me.”


  “What—line?” the man muttered dizzily.


  “About the Venusians keeping part of you.”


  The other tried to look defiantly jeering. “It’s not just me. It’s you too. They’ve got your soul on Venus, and you’ll never get it back unless you help them win!”


  Degnan hesitated, then decided against further questioning. This bird evidently knew nothing, apart from what the Over Race for their own purposes had planted inside his skull.


  He pronged open the door and thrust his hand with the gun into a pocket. “Okay, brother—you can go tell the other zombies to scratch my name off their list.”


  He gazed after the swiftly receding car with a grim smile. That injunction wouldn’t be obeyed, he was sure—if he didn’t meet that one again, there would be more of the same kind looking for him. Which meant, he hoped, a chance to learn more about the thing that most vitally interested him now.


  Without much difficulty, he got his bearings and caught a bus for a part of town he knew well, close to the Municipal Spaceport. His plans were simple: he’d rent a room—since he had to stay in Los Angeles anyway, waiting for instructions from headquarters—lie low, and wait few trouble to come to him.


  En route, he went over what he’d learned. It wasn’t much. General Fleming had been right; there were Venusian agents, human ones, on Earth. And Degnan knew the outlines of one type of induced delusion that the Over Race used to bend minds to their will.


  But what had they used on him?


  The business of captive souls, he snorted at. But the fact remained that he had lost, if not his soul, twelve days on Venus . . . Perhaps a psychiatrist would be able to straighten the tangled threads and ravel out his memories, when they got round to his case. But he sensed unreasoningly that something was going to happen before then, something terrible and irreversible, something that he alone must prevent . . .


  IT WAS almost midnight when he finally found a lodging, for the city was overcrowded with the soldiers of the Fleet. The streets were full of them too, even at that late hour, wandering in groups and with girls, carefree as boys on an outing. Earth had known no war in their memory or in their fathers’, and their brief military training had given them scant sense of what it might mean.


  Degnan went to bed in a fog of depression compounded of his sense of impending disaster, memory of the quarrel with Athalie, and sheer physical weariness.


  When he woke at two p.m. the last cause, at least, had been removed, and he felt more equal to the struggle—if only he knew what he was struggling against.


  As he ate afternoon breakfast in a second-rate, uniform packed restaurant, his attention was snared by the modulated tones of a news commentator, rolling from the place’s wide-open radio:


  “Monitors on the Moon report that Radio Venus has broadcast something like an ultimatum to Earth. Receivers here didn’t pick it up, of course, because of the all-wave scrambling by our defense barrage. But I’m authorized to pass on some of the juicier parts; they may give you a laugh, particularly when you remember the news we got a few hours ago—about how the Gharukh, the one first-class battleship Venus bad under the Armament Limitation Treaty, was caught off base and blasted out of space by the North American battleship Alaska and the Chinese Yang Tse.


  “But now the high spots of the Venusian pronouncements. The Over Race announces as its war aims the extermination of humanity and conversion of Earth, according to a prepared ‘planetary engineering blueprint’, into a Venus-type world, with a cloud blanket and formaldehyde-carbon-dioxide atmosphere.


  “The alternative to unconditional surrender—destruction by a mysterious ‘final weapon’, which is ready to strike at any moment, but which the Venusians hesitate to use, they explain, because it might damage the planet Earth itself and put difficulties in the way of their conversion plan. So they call on us to surrender, offering as bait the promise that a ‘chosen few’ of the human race will be spared and allowed to migrate to Mars—‘a suitable home for the coldblooded poison-breathers who now inhabit Earth’.


  “Surely no more evidence is needed that the war lords of Venus are completely out of touch with reality . . .”


  Somebody in the cafe did laugh at that crack. But Degnan sat staring at the radio, and the glitter of its chromium recalled the gleam of great inhuman eyes, alive with intelligence and a coolly calculating consciousness of power.


  Disgust crystallized in him, for the shallow humans who scoffed at the Venusians because they had never conquered space and had shamelessly borrowed and stolen the achievements of Earth science in that field. But the scoffers did not realize that Venus had a science of its own. Their science was not so much quantitatively as qualitatively different from Earth’s, and its most basic tenets seemed sheer nonsense to an Earthly mind . . . The Over Race had liberated atomic energy, for example, before the coming of the Earthmen; but no human scientist had ever fathomed the workings of a Venusian atomic engine. They seemed to regard the subatomic particles as possessed in some fashion of will and purpose, and they coaxed atoms apart with gentle persuasion instead of smashing projectiles.


  That much Degnan knew—and he was very far from laughing at the Venusian ultimatum.


  He realized with a chill start how close his thinking was coming to the propaganda line he had heard yesterday evening, about the decadence and stupidity of mankind. Had he too soaked up some of that mental virus? And what touchstone would serve to distinguish the ideas native to your mind from those deftly inset by a monstrous psychologist?


  WHEN HE got back to his room, the green light on the phone recorder was aglow. From headquarters, a summons to come in for further examination, he thought with an odd stirring of rebellion, and flipped on the speaker.


  A woman’s voice, hauntingly known to him. “Colonel Degnan—this is Margaret Lusk, who was with you on the Sheneb.


  “I have to warn you. Something is about to happen—will begin happening very soon, that will be tremendously important to you and through you to—everybody. You must be ready.”


  The voice changed, became somehow more emotional, more human, and still more familiar. “If you’ll meet me this evening at seven, in front of the City Museum—maybe I can tell you something more. I can’t promise, because I don’t know how I know what I said before . . . But please come. You’ve got to come!”


  That was all. The recorder hummed unnoticed for a time; finally Degnan spun it back and ran the message off again.


  Whatever the quirk in his head was—delusion, premonition—he wasn’t alone with it. He had company, and the knowledge was a straw to cling to.


  Warmly, though he thought impersonally, he remembered the darkhaired girl called Margaret Lusk—ridiculous that he hadn’t learned her name before, after all they’d been through together. He felt a queer bond between himself and her, born of a few long, long minutes aboard the Sheneb; and he found himself, half-consciously, comparing his memory of her face, ravaged by suffering and terror, with his last glimpse of Athalie—blonde beauty marred by passion, her furious blindness to everything but her own desires. The comparison was in Margaret Lusk’s favor.


  Above all, though—she might hold the answer, or a part-answer, to the question that was becoming his nightmare.


  BEFORE seven o’clock he was marching restlessly up and down in the park grounds before the Museum. In the warm gathering dusk, there were other strollers otherwise preoccupied. Couples arm in arm, walking or sitting on the benches and talking and laughing softly while darkness came over the city.


  In the west, above the trees, a bright star shone before the rest—Venus as evening star. The people in the park saw it, but their gayety was not damped by it.


  As the night came nearer, Venus grew brighter still and the other stars came out, and high up among them brief sparks of light streaked swiftly like the burning pebbles of a meteor shower, and died redly or flared out of existence in soundlessly brilliant explosions. They came as often as one to the minute, in every part of the sky, and Degnan knew what they were—bombardment rockets from Venus approaching Earth at five hundred or a thousand miles a second, caught and wiped out by the interceptor barrage.


  Ahead of him a girl squealed with a tingling thrill of fright and snuggled against the soldier with her, as they saw one flash out brighter than the rest.


  “That was a near one,” said the soldier gruffly. “Must not have stopped it more than two, three hundred miles up. But,” he swelled his chest a little “we’re safe. Not a one’s got through, and not a one’s going to.”


  The girl murmured something admiring.


  Margaret Lusk was late showing up. Degnan was beginning to wonder if she’d stood him up, or if there had been some mistake in time or place. And then he glimpsed her at the other end of the tree-lined walk he had been pacing, turned, and hurried toward her.


  As he came near he saw that it was really she, trim and tidy as he bad not seen her before, her dark hair braided neatly about her head. She saw him too, smiled quickly and started to call to him . . .


  A huge and blazing star glided clear across the sky, drenching the Museum’s grounds and the whole city in an unholy bath of reddish light. Far to the eastward it touched the Earth, and a second later a mountain of searingly radiant vapor began rising there, boiling higher and higher and turning night to day even as the fire-trail faded.


  By that glare, Degnan saw the girl’s pale face and wide eyes looking like holes burned in a blanket. He said idiotically, “We’re all right. The city wasn’t hit.”


  “It’s happened!” she gasped, and he couldn’t tell whether her tone was terror or ecstasy. She stood stiffly beside him but apart, gazing at the rising pillar of fire.


  Degnan’s ability to think came back; he snapped, “Better get down. Flat on the ground. The shock-wave’ll be here before long.” But it was minutes before the ground heaved and shuddered with earthquake. On the heels of the earth-wave came the air-wave, a hurricane in violence, and in its midst the lights in the Museum facade, which had so far burned steadily, went out as something happened to Los Angeles’ central power plant. Screams rose then from among the people scattered in the park.


  THOUGH Degnan didn’t know it then, he had seen the arrival of the first of the hyperspace projectiles, which landed fifty miles east o€ Los Angeles. The manner of its coming was this:


  The great robot brain in Denver, which coordinated the defense barrage over all North America and parts of the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, registered, routinewise, the approach of a Venusian missile aimed at the West Coast. Nothing unusual; a torpedo of normal size, traveling at the somewhat low velocity of five hundred miles per second. In routine fashion, also, the calculator transmitted the information to its human watchers at the same time that it made the necessary computations and sent out the necessary orders to subsidiary units of the interception network. No special alarm was sounded, since it was a simple piece of work to encompass the projectile’s destruction.


  To do that, the robot brain in essence set up within its own structure the rocket’s flight in space and physically possible evasive maneuvers, correlated with the positions of the mines strewn lavishly in orbits about the Earth. It sent out the signals to set those mines in motion that would carry them across all possible paths of the missile, with their blast guns, their charges of atomic explosive and their seeking, thinking controls.


  Within the brain the paths converged, met, and the rocket was destroyed.


  But in the reality of space, ten thousand miles out—a detector in the Venusian projectile tripped a switch at the first contact with Earth radar, and threw it into hyperspace drive. And it never reached any of the predicted positions, never encountered the searching beams or the shattering explosions.


  The robot brain knew that within a fraction of a second. It rang the alarm, this time, and simultaneously sent the inner belt of mines into action.


  By now men were incredulously watching the instruments that registered the hyperspace projectile’s flight—or tried to register it; the wild shifting of the needles, the crazy fluctuation of the graphs could not be translated into any meaningful space-time coordinates.


  While they stared, helpless, the embattled calculator used its last resort; hundreds of interception rockets, tiny, viciously potent proximity-fused things, left their launching sites and climbed at a hundred thousand gravities’ acceleration to meet the enemy.


  It evaded them, too, still flying its impossible course, and fell not far from San Bernardino, which together with neighboring Riverside and other towns and villages around, vanished that instant from the face of the Earth. Like most such weapons, the hyperspace projectile bore no explosive warhead; but it struck at five hundred miles a second. It blasted a crater a mile across, and the shock waves from it did much damage in San Diego.


  By that time the second one, which landed on Calcutta and killed two million people, was coming in toward the Asiatic sector.


  DARKNESS, pallidly relieved by the rising moon, lay with strange silence on the great city. Somewhere, far off, sirens sobbed of disaster.


  The girl stood facing Ralph Degnan, her back against a tree-trunk in a vaguely defensive pose. He could not read her face, a white blur in the shadow.


  He commanded again, “Think! What more do you know?”


  “I don’t know,” said Margaret Lusk. “I had to send you that message, that’s all. Something told me to call you—but not about meeting you here. That was my idea.”


  “I can guess what ‘something’ was,” growled Degnan. He wanted to question her ruthlessly and to the point, but he was finding it hard to concentrate. Something was churning in his mind, struggling toward the light like a formless monster heaving itself to the surface of a swamp. Since the projectile’s fall he had felt that—the sense of being about to remember something once known but forgotten.


  His outward senses seemed to strain sympathetically toward hyperacuteness. He thought he heard rustlings round about, a stealthy scuffing of feet in the park shrubbery.


  An idea struck him with shocking force. He demanded, “Say! How’d you know where to call me? I only found that room late last night!”


  She made no reply, but he heard the quick, suspicious intake of breath.


  “Answer me!”


  Then the slight sounds he had heard and half-dismissed materialized into a rush of pounding feet from every side at once. Instinctively he ducked and spun around. Someone tackled him round the waist and hung on, and other hands were laid on him. His fists lashed out at indistinct figures, and smote air as often as flesh and bone; he lunged furiously, and had a moment’s hope of breaking free before something blunt and hard descended stunningly on his head.


  The blow made the joints of his skull creak like rusty hinges, and for a while time stood still. When he began to struggle out of the fog, there was a while when he only wanted to crawl back under it and leave his headache outside.


  He grew aware that he was sitting propped up, and the feel of the cushioned seat and its slight movements told him he was in a car. Someone was on each side of him. He thought: I’m getting lots of free rides. Then he realized that this was a Ride in the worst sense of the word.


  A BRASSY voice was speaking—Degnan couldn’t see, because something like a sack was pulled smotheringly over his face, but he formed an instant dislike for the speaker—“I say get rid of him. Hell! If I’d hit him a little harder, there wouldn’t be any argument.”


  “Nah,” said a whining voice that he remembered sharply, from yesterday evening, “you couldn’t hit that hard, Clark. His head’s so thick, even they couldn’t pound anything into it.”


  “Maybe I’ll show you if I could,” said Clark viciously. “Now, what’s wrong with stopping right here and kicking him off a pier? We got enough troubles without him . . .”


  “Will you listen to me?” broke in a voice that chilled Degnan to the bone, for it was the voice of Margaret Lusk. “I tell you, he knows something. He has a command. Or why would I have been told to send him a message?”


  Degnan thought dully: Slaves of Venus, all of them. I was going to lead them on and find out what they know about this hypnotic business—so I walked straight into a baited trap. And now I’m supposed to know something they don’t!


  What, exactly, was he supposed to know? . . . Oh, yes. Sure. That’s right.


  He remembered, but not the where and how of his coming to know what he did. It fitted somewhere in that twelve-day blank that he still couldn’t fill in consecutively . . . It was like in the stories where a crack on the head cures the hero’s amnesia; but he knew it wasn’t that simple.


  Clear to him were principles and details of the construction and operation of the Venusians’ new weapon, the hyperspace projectile, and of the hyperspace drive in general—a startingly simple modification, simple at least to Venusian minds, of the Earth-invented gravities. It was as plain as if someone had just been explaining it all to him, even the gravitic principles he’d been hazy on before.


  The revelation shocked him so that he moved convulsively, and discovered that his wrists were lashed together.


  “He’s coming to life,” announced still another voice beside him.


  The girl went on unheeding: “It’s obvious they have a purpose in this, and we’d be crazy if we disregarded it. They cast him adrift with me in the Sheneb’s life rocket, close to Earth—and I think he was the one they wanted to be sure got here, and I was just ballast. We’ve got to wait and see.”


  “Okay, okay,” grumbled the man called Clark. “But I think we’re cutting our throats.”


  Degnan hadn’t stirred again; he was slumped between his captors, prey momentarily to a paralyzing horror.


  He could imagine what was happening now all over Earth—wherever the Venusians chose to aim their new unstoppable projectiles. Irresistible, yet real and deadly, because the concept of hyperspace as an otherwhere, wholly out of touch with here and now, was false; rather, it was an otherhow. The great calculators of the Earth’s defense centers, and the lesser brains of the barrage, could compute trajectories and probabilities in normal space time, but the course of a hyperspace missile was utterly unpredictable by normal mathematics. Interception of one of them would be pure lucky accident.


  THE CAR stopped. Still blinded, he was pushed roughly out. Even with a hard muzzle thrusting into his back, he had to draw tight rein on the impulse to break away and mako a dash for freedom.


  He tripped over low steps, heard a door open and smelled close indoor air. The gun prodded him forward a short distance, then Clark’s voice behind him ordered, “Turn left.”


  Degnan sensed that the room was a small one even before someone jerked off the blinder. He found himself facing a beefy redfaced man who stood negligently pointing a heavy gun. Degnan’s eyes widened slightly; the gun was a flame pistol, actually a compact, pocket-sized atomic blast, strictly forbidden to civilians.


  The room was sparsely furnished with a couple of chairs, a table, and a studio couch; dust of neglect on everything. The single window was shuttered, the ceiling light on, which must mean the power had come back.


  Behind Clark’s thick figure, Degnan saw the slight one of Margaret Lusk, flanked by his insinuating acquaintance of yesterday and another man, a hollow-eyed, unshaven specimen. The girl’s dark gaze rested on Degnan with speculation and, he thought, a touch of compassion.


  Clark waggled the flame pistol. “Okay, fellow. She says you’ve got a command. What is it?”


  Degnan was stonily silent. The truth wouldn’t do him any good, and he didn’t know enough to risk making up a story. If he could learn a little more about what went on—


  Clark scowled. “If we’re going to find out anything from this dummy, maybe I’d better persuade him to talk.”


  “You don’t really think that would work?” said the girl coldly.


  “Never know what a guy’ll take until you try him.”


  “You make me sick,” she said, and Degnan had to marvel despite himself at her air of cool superiority. “I don’t know why you had to go after him in the first place. Whatever command he carries with him will be set to function in its own time and way, though he may not know what it is himself—and we may be interfering with the Over Race’s plans.”


  Clark’s red face grew shades paler; he backed away from the prisoner, the flame gun jittering in his grip in a way that set Degnan’s teeth on edge.


  “But we can’t let him go,” mumbled the big man. “Can we?”


  The girl shrugged. “No. But we can keep him here, and try to find out—in an intelligent way—what he’s supposed to do.”


  “How?”


  She bit her lip, frowning faintly. Her gaze traveled searchingly over Degnan’s set face, as if trying to read his thoughts. If she could have done so, she wouldn’t have found them pleasant; he was nursing the bittersweet thought of getting his hands on her throat. At the moment, it seemed to him that he hated the girl more than the others, as if her betrayal of humanity had wounded him personally and deeply . . .


  She said with decision, “We’ll have to try hypnosis.”


  The other slaves of Venus stared. Clark grunted suspiciously, “Maybe you know how to do that?”


  MARGARET LUSK nodded confidently. “It’s the only way to find out what’s in a person’s subconscious mind—and that’s where the Over Race plant their commands.” She picked up a handbag from the table and rummaged in it, came out with something that flashed—a small mirror; she explained, “It’s not hard. You fix their attention with something bright, and . . . Well, just keep quiet and I’ll show you.”


  She moved to the studio couch and spent a minute or so carefully adjusting its cushions, then beckoned Degnan to sit down. He obeyed silently, watching her with gathering puzzlement. “That’s it. Now lean back. Way back. Relax.”


  There was an odd tense urgency in her low voice—scarcely the soothing note the hypnotist uses. And the whole show was unutterably phony. Degnan was no expert on hypnotic technique, but he was familiar enough with it to realize that Margaret knew a good deal less than he . . . Deliberately he kept his expression impassive, leaned back obediently against the cushions, hands still bound behind him.


  She was waving the hand-mirror slowly to and fro in front of his eyes, murmuring, “Relax. Sleep. Go to sleep . . .” She couldn’t really imagine that hocus-pocus would work. It might conceivably have had an effect on a very cooperative subject; but anybody knew that to put an unwilling victim under you needed drugs or other drastic aids. Then he noticed from the corner of his eye that the spot of light reflected from the little mirror was dancing erratically on the wall; the hand that held it was trembling.


  The others were taken in, though. They watched open-mouthed, with something of superstitious awe—except Clark, maybe; the big man’s eyes were narrowed as they rested on the girl. But even he had dropped the heavy flame gun into his jacket pocket.


  Margaret’s dark eyes held Degnan’s, and their bright intense gaze mirrored—pleading? “Go to sleep. You’re sinking—down, down—deep into the cushions—”


  Degnan’s bound hands writhed behind him, while with all his control he strove to remain outwardly immobile. He managed to keep from moving, even when a sharp pain stabbed one of those searching hands. He fumbled further, got hold of the penknife that had been hidden just under the edge of the cushion at his back. It was a little thing, but razor-keen. With infinite care he began working it between his wrists and the thin, tough cord that held them.


  Clark scowled darkly and came forward, hulking and purposeful; he grasped Margaret’s arm, and Degnan saw her wince. “You’re getting nowhere fast,” he growled. “I’ve seen hypnotism acts, and that’s not the way—”


  She whirled on him in a fury that must have been real. “Now you’ve done it. I’ll have to start over—”


  “I don’t know.” Clark didn’t let loose of the girl. “I’m beginning to wonder just what the hell you’re up to.”


  THERE WOULD’T be a better chance. Degnan came to his feet in a rush whose impetus was behind the long straight punch he aimed at a point below the big man’s ear.


  Clark had time to start turning his head, and caught it glancingly on the side of the jaw, but it sent him reeling against the wall. And Degnan, without ever stopping moving, had scooped up a chair and clubbed it down on the fellow who had tried to convert him the day before.


  The hollow-eyed one was backing to the far end of the room and tugging out a pistol. Degnan sent the chair rocketing at him with the speed and unavoidability of an artillery shell, and swung around to face Clark, who had come dizzily erect and was clawing at his coat pocket. Degnan tackled him and they crashed to the floor together; Degnan applied the ju-jitsu methods that were part of his NAMI training, and an instant later the flame gun was in his-hand.


  As he scrambled clear of the groaning Clark, he heard Margaret’s scream blend with a crash of glass. The hollow-eyed man was backed against the further wall with an automatic in his hand, and he had just dodged a thrown table lamp. Without hesitation and almost without aiming, Degnan pulled the trigger.


  The concussion was almost stunning in the little room. The air filled chokingly with smoke, and through it flames climbed with a crackling roar, blanketing one end of the room and already blocking the doorway. Degnan snatched up the other chair, found Margaret with his eyes. He shouted, “The window!” and drove the chair—luckily it was a metal-framed one—through glass and shutters. Instantly the fire whipped toward the vent created. Degnan caught Margaret’s hand; he shouldered his way through the window, breaking out the remains of the pane, and drew the girl after him.


  The night air was cool and sweet. Behind, the house was burning like a torch; some not too scrupulous builder must have used inflammable plastics in it. “Make sure your clothes haven’t caught,” said Degnan breathlessly, “and come on!” He gestured toward the back, where a weed-grown garden seemed to lead to an alley.


  “Wait!” cried Margaret. “Maxon’s car’s out front.”


  “That’s ri—No; we haven’t got the key.”


  He saw her smile in the glare of the fire. “I have it. I took it off him while you were fighting the others.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned!”


  THEY raced round to the front of the burning house. As yet, the noise and blaze didn’t seem to have attracted anyone; the nearest dwellings were lightless—perhaps many people had fled the city or taken to their cellars in fear of the hyperspace bombardment, and the police and perhaps the fire department too would be having their hands full tonight.


  As he set the car in motion, Degnan said quietly, “Thanks, Margaret. I hope you’ll live to know how much this means.”


  She didn’t look at him or answer. Degnan drove slowly for a little while, to avoid being reported fleeing from the scene of the fire; he touched the button that slid back the top of the car, and glanced at the night sky. Overhead, the stars were lost in a murky darkness in which intermittent lightning flickered, weirdly soundless, and once or twice there were long streaks of fire and far thunder. With prescient certainty, Degnan knew that Earth could not long endure the punishment Venus was giving her now . . . His face grew hard with determination.


  He turned onto one of the arterial highways, heading toward the center of the city, and increased speed as much as he dared, until the old car’s drive unit whined protest into the whistle of wind.


  Margaret said abruptly, “I want you to know—I didn’t lead them to you on purpose. They knew where you were, anyway—it was Clark that gave me your address.”


  Degnan’s mouth tightened; he didn’t take his eyes off the road. “I still don’t get the whole picture. What about these ‘commands’ of yours?”


  This time her gaze was steady and fearless upon him. “It was horrible. I just didn’t seem to care. Everything was ugly and useless, and I hated everybody and myself most of all . . . It wasn’t hearing voices or anything like that. I just knew what I had to do, and all the time I knew too that something a long way off was pulling the strings and making me do it . . . Then, when they slugged you, there in the park, something seemed to go ‘pop’, and I knew it had lost control.”


  “For keeps?”


  She held her head high, beautiful in a defiance aimed not at Degnan but at the monstrous thing in her memory. “Sometimes I can feel it trying to creep back like a snake, crawling, trying to wrap itself around me.” She shivered. “But I can brush it away. I’m myself now, and I’m going on being myself.”


  Degnan was silent, wondering: posthypnotic suggestions, then? Her telepathic sensitivity must be way up there, ever a hundred on the Bjornsson scale . . . His own sensitivity was low, he knew, and he hadn’t felt anything like that. In his case there were only memory gaps and memories that weren’t real. For the first time it occurred to him that his knowledge of the hyperspace principle might be one of those—but he couldn’t believe that; the knowledge was too complete, too logically coherent.


  “How’d you come to get mixed up with that gang?”


  “I wandered away from the spaceport—I didn’t know where I was going. Somebody was following me, I think—” Degnan nodded, as if to say “naturally”—“then I met Clark, and he showed me how to lose them, and took me to that house where the others were. They told me I’d left my soul on Venus, and it was true, then. Later on they seemed to be afraid of me, because I knew things they didn’t . . .” She paused, passing a hand across her eyes.


  INWARDLY, Degnan cursed the Over Race’s science. But outwardly he smiled and said, “You’re out from under now. They can make it stick with minds that are off balance already, but they guessed wrong about us.”


  She gave him a queer, scared look. “I’m free now. But I’m not so sure about you.”


  “Eh?”


  “I told those men I thought you had a command from Venus. I’m still not sure it isn’t true.”


  “If so,” said Degnan harshly, “something’s gone wrong with their chain of command. They’re due for a shock! But if you thought that, why’d you help me get away?”


  Margaret’s face was in shadow as they passed between lightless rows of houses. “I’m not sure,” she said candidly. “I like you, Degnan, and I wanted to help you—but I have a funny impersonal sort of feeling about you, too. As if—you were the most important man in the world.” Degnan smiled tautly. “There your feelings are on the right track. I am.


  “What do you mean?”


  “That thing that landed east of here tonight—and others like it must be hitting Earth every few minutes. I know what they are and how to stop them, and I’ve got to make what I know count in time. That’s why we’re on the way to NAMI headquarters now.”


  “Oh,” was all she said.


  He had once more to admire her control. There on the Sheneb he had thought her hysterical; actually she had been sapped by the mental poison the Venusians had administered. Now she was whole again and strong.


  “I’m not taking you there,” he assured her. “Stop off anywhere you like.”


  She didn’t brighten. “I’ve nowhere to go; my brother was my only relative,” she said tonelessly, and he wondered if she knew the prison ship had been destroyed. “And if any of those men got out of the fire back there—they and the others like them will be after me.”


  Degnan hesitated momentarily. “Now’s not a good time to turn yourself in. Everybody’ll be scared halfwitted by what’s happening and you might get some rough handling. I’m not looking forward to an easy time myself.” He came to a quick, illogical decision, assuring himself that what he, and the whole world, owed this girl outweighed the minutes that would be lost. “I’ve got a room rented for a week in advance and a feeling I won’t be using it. There’s automatic service; if you don’t go out, nobody’s likely to even know you’re there for a few days, anyway. And when this is over, I’ll see you again.”


  He knew where he was now, and picked a turnoff from the highway without hesitation. In front of the hotel, he pressed the key and some folded bills into her hand, then gave her the flame gun he had taken from Clark, and advised curtly: “If the police find you—better give yourself up and hope for the best. But if your ex-playmates come around—give them fair warning, then push off the safety, like this, and let fly. It’ll blow the side out of the apartment but don’t let that stop you. You ought to be all right if nothing hits Los Angeles—which it won’t, if I get through in time.”


  On impulse he bent to kiss her goodbye. The kiss lasted longer than it was meant to, with the race for the world’s life still ahead.


  GENERAL Fleming was restlessly on his feet, pacing aimlessly back and forth as if his roomy office had become a prison cell. The shriveled mask of his face no longer hid the very real fear and uncertainty behind it.


  A redeyed and unkempt Ralph Degnan sprawled in the General’s chair and wished the General would stop talking so he could catch a moment’s sleep before the flier was ready. It had been a grinding session in the small hours with the handful of mathematicians and engineers he had finally persuaded them to call in—those men, who had been working without sleep on the problem of the hyperspace projectiles, had been at first wearily impatient, not believing, then at the last they had been wide-awake, firing questions at him faster than he could give the answers that were already clear in his mind.


  Fleming said abruptly, “I’ve had our defense potential concentrated over Los Angeles as long as you’re still here. Once you get to Combined Fleet Headquarters, you’ll be out of danger—about the only place on Earth they still can’t touch. It’s been more than six hours now since they sent over any of those damn things, but no telling when it will start again. God, how I’d like to think they’d used up their supply . . . Maybe those devils are just getting something new ready. We stopped over half of them during the last hour’s bombardment, and deflected most of the rest. But we’ve fired three months’ ammunition in four and a half hours. Our production can’t begin to fill the gap. You’ve got to be right!”


  Degnan said nothing. General Fleming worried on: “I can’t understand why human operators, working by guess, can stop them oftener than the machines.”


  “The calculators are logical,” said Degnan. “And so is the path of a body in hyperspace. But it’s a different logic. That’s all ‘hyperspace’ means—a different set of rules from those that apply to normal space and energy and matter, the rules man’s been learning and building machines by for thousands of years. Our robot brains work according to those rules, so they can’t determine the trajectory of a hyperspace projectile.”


  The General shook his head bewilderedly.


  “Our physics has been devoted to determining the characteristics of space, which to the Venusian psycho-physicists means the behavior habits of energy and matter,” explained Degnan wearily. “They found that other behavior patterns are possible. The difference is a question of energy levels. When a projectile changes to hyperspace drive, it loses about one kilogram of mass, which means enough energy to shake a planet. That’s related to the variation in limiting velocities—incidentally, we can use this principle to travel faster than light, or the Venusians can, if—” He stopped.


  The General frowned, grasped at a reality he could understand. “Colonel Degnan—I think I can admit now that you were right about the reason for delay in our offensive.” Degnan smiled faintly. “The big powers were afraid their handsome warships would get dented?”


  “Not any more, by heaven! Last word from CFHQ says the delegates took just one quarter of an hour to reach a unanimous decision after the second projectile landed. All fleets made fully available. The offensive is being mounted now—”


  A phone on the General’s desk buzzed. He snatched it up, listening for a moment without answering, and turned on Degnan with the receiver in his hand. “On your way! Your clearance has come through and the flier will be ready by the time you’re on the field!”


  DEGNAN’S memory preserved in photographic, nightmarish detail one glimpse of Los Angeles Spaceport as he skirted the field with his guards.


  Far out beyond the girdling fence, four great black warships loomed ready for takeoff and rendezvous with the gathering fleets. Above them the sky was turbulent, murkily luminous; Earth was slowly veiling her face in the smoke and dust of her own destruction, the reek of shattered cities and ruined countrysides.


  Between the fence and the field itself, under a glare of floodlights, seethed a mass of people, men and women almost equally mixed. They were the same people Degnan had seen in the streets and parks of the city, walking by twos and laughing unafraid in their security. Now, a confused crying rose over them, a voice of tears and lamentation. Women clung to their men, summoned this hour to duty, and wept and would not let them go to space and the deadly ships and the horror of airless or flaming death millions of miles from anything. And the men—were leaving wives and sweethearts on a world grown perhaps less safe than the gun-decks of a warship.


  Along the fence ranged stiffly a line of robot marines, armored bodies gleaming coldly under the lights, waiting mindlessly for orders from the mustached officer who stood beside them and watched the scene with an air of bleak dissatisfaction.


  As Degnan and the two Intelligence agents with him hurried past, the officer turned his back on the crowd. Drops of sweat glistened on his expressionless face as he snapped an order to the motionless machines. The line of seven-foot robots pivoted with inhuman precision and moved on the swarm of humans, against and among them. Their steel arms flashed and thrust, separating those who must go from those who stayed behind, with the efficiency of a mechanical sorter . . .


  One of the men with Degnan muttered something under his breath. The other said, “They ought to stop that. They shouldn’t let those women come this far: they go crazy when they see the ships. It’s bad for morale.”


  “Oh, dry up!” said the other.


  Degnan said nothing. His dark face was rock-hard as he led them both across the field toward the flier that waited, dwarfed by the vastness of the interplanetary cruisers.


  One of his escorts—the one who had said, “Oh, dry up!”—went aboard with him, the other returned to report that they’d got him safely that far.


  GLANCING out through the heavy glass of a window, Degnan became aware that, above the artificial lights of the field, the sky was beginning to flush with rose and delicate violet. Not a minute later, when the flier was many miles above the Earth and racing westward, that had become a red and murky dawn, the dust of battle diffusing sunlight and turning itself into the likeness of smoke from hell’s furnaces.


  Westward, out over the Pacific. Degnan turned to the man beside him, “Where we headed? Asia?”


  The agent shrugged; Degnan guessed that he honestly didn’t know. Combined Fleet Headquarters was the secret of secrets—Earth’s hidden nerve center, housing the top military staffs and the top scientists who could—perhaps—still make use of Degnan’s special knowledge in time.


  Degnan had firmly intended to sleep through the flight, but a gnawing unrest kept him wide awake now. Deliberately he lit a cigarette; by the time it was smoked down the flier might be over China. He found himself alternately glancing at his watch and staring with smarting eyes out the window, into the flaming cauldron of clouds that brightened as the ship rose higher, then began fading again as its flight outran the sunrise. His imagination did strange things with it, turned it into something terrible, a burning wind and fire that swept over the face of the Earth and left lifeless desert behind. The Over Race’s final weapon, with which their radio had threatened Earth again last night . . .


  Probably a bluff, he told himself angrily. And why should it occur to him now? He could do nothing that he was not doing already—going at a dozen miles a second to save Earth from the hyperspace bombardment.


  But why the deadly pressure behind his racing thoughts, the cold knot of fear in his stomach, his sense that the sands were running out?


  A change of pitch in the high screaming of thin air outside told him the ship was going down, probably slowing as well toward a landing. It rocked and swerved a little, battered by the changing pressures of a too-swift descent, and Degnan glimpsed a vast sweep of ocean, glittering in faint moonlight, unbroken by any land. All at once he remembered that these gravitic fliers could travel under water as well, and he knew where Combined Fleet Headquarters was—under the bottom of the Pacific, below one of the great deeps. The only place on Earth, sheltered under all that cushioning water, that no interplanetary bombardment could reach. There might have been a political motive for the choice of location, too; the oceans had belonged to no nation since the first feeble international laws were set up.


  A MINUTE or two left. The roar of riven air grew louder, more ominous—like the whistle of a shell prolonged intolerably, for a lifetime before the explosion thunders, like the scream of a falling bomb—


  A bomb was falling, howling and shrieking its tuneless death song before it blew itself into nothingness and took with it the whole Earth, everything, everything that had been good and bad and indifferent in the world of man. Its crescendo noise swelled and beat against the confines of Degnan’s skull, drowning the one silent sound that he had to hear.


  Something in his brain was struggling, beating on a closed and barricaded door, shouting incoherently into the clamor of the descending bomb. Degnan saw only the sweeping second-hand of his watch. He had to understand, to remember before that hand went round once or twice again and it was too late forever and ever.


  Something was coming up out of the abyss of darkness and drugged forgetfulness. The gleam of his watch-face transformed itself into the pitiless shining eyes of a great Venusian, eyes cold and burning with knowledge and passionless will.


  It was a scientist and a ruler—one of the masters of the Over Race, who would some day be masters of the Universe. As man had foolishly dreamed . . .


  “Forget,” it seemed to drone in the travesty of human speech that was the best their voice-converters could make of Venusian speech-sounds. “Forget one minute longer, and the experiment will succeed. Go on. You cannot fail. We cannot fail.”


  It lied. With a savage effort of will, he wiped the vision out of existence. And as it vanished, the floodgates of memory were opened, and he knew—what Venus had planned, what he had been about to do.


  As Degnan’s sight cleared, he found himself on his feet, swaying like a drunken man. Before him danced a face, that of his escort, whom he must have pushed aside as he stood up—a shocked stare, dawning suspicion: “What’s the matter with you?”


  Degnan faltered only a moment. With merciless clarity he realized the impossibility of explaining to this man, or any other, in the time that was left; with regret, but with brutal purposefulness, he hit the agent on the point of the jaw and saw the man fall down limply.


  The pilot had still less warning. Degnan struck one skillful, chopping blow and snatched at the control bar; through the nose window he saw the steely glint of waves sliding swiftly nearer, and yanked. He felt nothing, of course, through the full-gravity-thrust drive. But now there was only the night sky in the window, and he knew the flier was climbing almost vertically. Only then did he heave the half-stunned pilot out of his seat and into the aisle of the passenger compartment.


  HE SANK into the seat, breathing hard, momentarily incapable of further thought or action. Through timeless intervals, the sky’s turbid darkness gave place to a hard, crystal-clear blackness, and in it the stars came out and shone with unwinking brilliance. On the control panel an alarm buzzed stridently and a red light winked on and off. That meant the flier was approaching the danger limit for unshielded atmospheric craft, radiation in the space around it becoming dangerous to life. Still, it was a while before Degnan stirred to shift the controls and drop Earthward again.


  He leveled out in the stratosphere, recovering from shock and beginning to think furiously. There was no hiding here, high up in air; within minutes, at most, an alarm would be out and radar tracers searching for the flier. Overpowering the other, seizing the ship had been an almost instinctive reaction of self-preservation; it made no real difference in his position. He was outlawed anyway, exiled from Earth now and forever by the strangest and most terrible fate a man had ever suffered.


  Behind him someone groaned, beginning to come to. Almost without looking around, Degnan slammed and locked the door of the pilot’s compartment. Clinging desperately to sanity, he tried to form a plan.


  He knew now the nature of the Venusians’ final weapon. He was that weapon.


  Every atom of his body, every particle of flesh and blood and bone was a grain of explosive waiting for the flash of a detonator.


  Earthmen had known, without thoroughly understanding, that the Over Race’s science could convert any inorganic substance into fissionable material without changing its overt physical or chemical properties; for that reason, import of articles from Venus had been rigorously supervised. They had not known, the enemy had carefully kept them from finding out, that the same thing could be done with living matter. The Venusian liberation of nuclear energy was inferior, in ergs returned for ergs invested, to Earth’s use of the power metals—but it had the one decisive advantage in war, that a Venusian atomic bomb could take any form, even that of a living, breathing man. The one form in which it would surely pass Earth’s defenses and find its way—


  Degnan remembered what the detonating impulse was to have been. A simple and thoroughly Venusian device. His arrival—his own realization that he had arrived—at CFHQ would have been the trigger.


  Mass times the velocity of light squared—he tried briefly to calculate the force of explosion, and recoiled from the figures that suggested themselves. At the very least, Earth’s vital center would have vanished into dust together with cubic miles of the planet’s surface.


  HE COULDN’T go back. If he were taken to CFHQ, even his conscious knowledge of what was to come would not check the automatic reaction. Even his lifeless body must not return to Earth. It was that thought, largely, that had kept him from heading the flier on into space and the burning bath of radiation; the defense patrol would intercept it and bring him back, alive or dead. He couldn’t imagine that there was any alternative way of setting off the explosion, any control that could reach across space from Venus—but the danger was too great for any chance to be taken.


  Also, he was not the kind of man to display suicidal courage until every other kind of courage had failed.


  The Venusians had known him well, he realized sickly, when they had chosen him. They had planned every step ahead, foreseen everything, when they had arranged his “escape” from the Sheneb, his return to Earth with the knowledge they had deliberately planted in his mind, knowledge important enough to make sure he would be sent to CFHQ—latent, triggered into consciousness by the fall of the first hyperspace projectile. Perhaps they had even made sure to see that he would be in the open to see that by inspiring Margaret Lusk to make a date with him in the park; at all events, her call had been a psychological primer, to put him in a receptive mood. His capture by the Venusians’ slaves, to be sure, had been a crossup in their scheme—it showed, what might be important, that they didn’t have direct mental control over the humans they had worked on—but it had made little difference. They had known he would get through; they had chosen their instrument with perfect understanding of human psychology . . . But, no: their plan had failed at the last moment, when the mental blocks they had used on Degnan had gone down by a miracle he was still too dazed to question. There was still room to hope.


  Drenched in cold sweat, Degnan stared at the gleaming dials and knobs before him, the paling sky beyond the nose of the flier. He had headed it mechanically back the way it had come, toward the North American coast. And now an idea began to glimmer . . . He would be risking not only his own life—forfeit already!—but many others besides; yet on the other hand . . . Convulsively he leaned forward and spun the power rheostat as far as it would go.


  The line of shore was featureless in the light of a gray dawn, encroaching on the oily darkness of the sea. Degnan braked the flier swiftly and swooped lower, finding partial orientation by the lights that still shone sickly here and there, where Los Angeles sprawled to southward.


  At last he located the little bay he knew. Rummaging hastily in a storage compartment, he found the automatic pistol stowed there as per some ancient regulation having to do with mutiny on shipboard; he thrust it into a trousers pocket. He cast his coat aside, and dropped the flier still lower. When it drifted at a bare twenty miles an hour only a few feet above still deep water not far offshore, he flung open the emergency door, took a deep breath and in the same motion pulled back on the control bar and leaped clear.


  WHEN HE broke the surface, striking out for the beach, he dashed the water from his eyes and saw the flier already far away, climbing and vanishing into the gray-rose sky. The farther it traveled before it was picked up, the less help it would be to the men who shortly would be combing the planet to find him.


  If they could know not only where he was but what he was—there would probably be a mass exodus from Los Angeles right now. He reflected grimly that, if the worst were realized, if there were an open switch on Venus that would be closed when the enemy grew tired of waiting, Los Angeles would get it whether he was there or not. He had stayed there two days—and a nail-paring of his, a stray hair from his head, would be enough to level city blocks.


  He splashed ashore and broke into a jogging run that, weary as he was, he could keep up for the short distance he had to go.


  As he ran, the Earth seemed to groan beneath his steps with a premonition of catastrophe.


  He couldn’t go to the authorities again; with horrible vividness he pictured himself trying to explain to them, being called crazy and shipped back, a prisoner, drugged perhaps, to CFHQ so the scientists there could pick his brains. But he had to have help, and he was going to the only place on Earth where help might be.


  The wide white house came into sight as he rounded a bend in the beach road. Built in the rambling California style, among pruned green gardens on a rise of ground, it had a view of the sea from its flat roof—the roof where, on a warm night with a great moon silvering the Pacific, he had got engaged to Athalie, once in a world that was far away and unreal. Tonight, if tonight ever came, there would be no moon.


  But Athalie was there. He found her—having flung open the unlocked door and plunged inside without ceremony, in a sudden fear lest the house be as deserted as it looked—in the spacious living room; she was huddled in a big chair, against the wall opposite the great windows that looked eastward across the dunes, staring out at the brightening sunrise.


  She didn’t seem to see him standing in the doorway. He called hoarsely, “Athalie!”


  The girl raised her head, saw him, and sprang to her feet in a quick scared motion. She took a recoiling step.


  “It’s me. Ralph.” He came toward her, and she did not retreat again, but her gaze on him was feverish and blank. There were sleepless shadows under her eyes, her bright hair was unkempt, her makeup smudged, some of her fingernails broken and untrimmed. Half-consciously Degnan noted those details and could not understand, until he remembered that she, like all Earth, had gone through the night of terror, the hours of the hyperspace bombardment. He hesitated. “Is your father here?”


  She shook her head, said painfully, “He went with the Fleet. He had a reserve commission, and he got them to take him. He went on one of the battleships—I don’t remember which one.”


  DEGNAN was prey to a sinking feeling. He would greatly have preferred, just now, to talk to Charles Norton, who was his friend and whose combination of hardheaded-ness and imagination he respected . . . But Athalie would have to do. Certainly the quarrel they’d had counted for less than nothing now.


  He said with an uncontrollably pounding heart, “And your father’s yacht—did it go out with the Fleet?”


  “No. The guns weren’t ready, or something. What do you want?” she demanded uncomprehendingly.


  “I want that ship,” said Degnan, and the way he said it made her take another backward step. Her lips moved and relaxed without framing a question. “It’s still on his field? Guarded?” She nodded, finally got out, “Why?”


  He ignored the query. His whole being was centered on the need to that ship—perhaps the only space-going vessel left on Earth now which had a full-gravitic drive, which might carry him through Earth’s defense and out of reach . . . “Listen. They’ll let you in to look at the ship, won’t they? And maybe me with you. You’ve got to help me get to the Azor’s controls.”


  She went on staring at him; then a spark of the old strong-willed Athalie flared up. “You must be crazy! Where have you been? What’s happened? What can you possibly—”


  He took a deep breath, realizing the strange figure he must be—drenched from head to foot, haggard, the awful burden he carried showing in his face. “I want to go to Venus,” he said, and regretted it the same moment; now he would have to explain, and he had hoped to get Athalie’s help without that.


  “Now I know you’re crazy. Venus! Nobody can go to Venus. The Venusians are coming here . . .” She broke; her body shook with sobs, but her eyes were dry and over-bright.


  He might have tried to comfort her, but somehow the strength wasn’t in him. He stood gazing down at her, and in terse sentences, jealous of the time that was trickling through his fingers—in a toneless voice, as one telling a story already grown old, he related what had happened since yesterday evening; told her why he must go to Venus, or failing that at least leave Earth, if he died in the attempt.


  She quieted, and as he finished, shrank back against the wall, pressing her hands against it. His eyes bored into her, seeking; but he could not tell whether she believed or not.


  AFTER A silence that was not long, but seemed so, Athalie said, “But even if it’s true—it doesn’t make any difference. Everything’s over anyway. We—Earth is going to surrender.”


  “The hell you say!”


  She nodded abstractedly, as if he had agreed. “It was on the radio a few minutes ago. A message from Venus: if we don’t surrender, they’ll start the bombardment again at one o’clock. We couldn’t stand it—you see that, don’t you? They broadcast the message, because the censorship is down—we’ve all got to make up our minds now. And the Nations’ delegates are meeting to decide.” The world seemed to rock around Degnan. He muttered hoarsely, “The Fleets . . .”


  “They can’t win. The radio didn’t say that, of course—but everybody knows it’s hopeless.” She straightened suddenly and grasped at his arm with nervous strength, her manner fevered again. “Ralph! The Venusians have promised to let some people go, to live on Mars. They’ll let us go if they think we’re on their side. Help me think, Ralph—how can we make them understand we’re in favor of surrendering?”


  For a moment Degnan felt hollow, sick and weak inside; he realized how tired he was . . . He set his teeth and caught Athalie by both shoulders in a grip that made her cry out sharply. “That’s enough of that!


  Mankind isn’t ready to quit yet. And you—you’ll do one last thing for your own world before you start bowing and scraping to Venus!”


  Athalie had wilted. He felt her trembling, knew it was fear of him and did not relent. Nothing mattered now except his purpose.


  There was a half-mad light in the eyes that met his—or perhaps they only reflected his own. She faltered, “Don’t, don’t—I will.”


  He let her go, feeling at last a touch of pity for her. Last night had shattered her brittle self-confidence, left her subject to only one motive: fear.


  He ordered, “Take me to the Azor.” It was Degnan who took the wheel of Athalie’s sky-blue speedster and pushed it at savage speed over the road that wound along the shore. But as Charles Norton’s one-time private landing field came in sight, he slowed and flung at the girl:


  “I’ll be an engineer friend of yours, who wants to see—informally—if the ship mightn’t be usable after all. I can talk some technical language, and you vouch for me . . . At least they’ll be thrown off guard.”


  There had been a low fence around the field when he had seen it last; the military had heightened that and topped it with barbed wire. One gate was closed and barricaded; beside the other one, a flimsily-built guardhouse. And beyond the fence—the Azor, its once golden hull painted space-black, a spidery temporary scaffolding about it. Work was evidently at a standstill now. They wouldn’t have touched the engines, though; and even if the ship weren’t sealable he could fly it in a vacuum suit.


  HE was well aware that he had no chance of getting to Venus alive. But he knew the Azor of old, knew what its powerful drivers would do; there would be an excellent chance of shooting past the units of Earth’s defense patrol that had not been drawn off by the offensive, into deep space, and once out there—set a collision course for Venus and give the engines full power. By the time the fuel was exhausted, the ship would have a velocity of over five thousand miles a second. Even if it were blasted to fragments when it hit the Venusians’ barrage, the fragments would still have the momentum of its two thousand tons.


  And if that death plunge should carry him close enough to the enemy world—There was a question which, when it first occurred to him, he had hastily crammed back into the darkest recess of his mind; he brought it into the light now. If he were to think, with deliberate conviction: I am at Combined Fleet Headquarters—now!—would that thought set off the reaction, before the brain censor could label it a lie?


  He set the brakes in front of the gateway and reached for the door-button, eyes still fixed hungrily on the space ship. Then a scuffing sound jerked his head around—and he saw the car’s other door already open, and Athalie outside, running, stumbling across the sand toward the guardhouse, crying shrilly, “Help! Help! There’s a crazy man out here!”


  For only an instant, Degnan sat stunned. The thought streaked through his head: I should never have looked away. If I’d only kept my eyes on her she’d never have dared—But there was no time for regrets. A uniformed figure had appeared at the door of the guard-shack, and the sun flashed on metal in its hands.


  Degnan slammed full power into the drive unit and spun the wheel; the car whipped round with violence that almost blacked him out. There was only one way to go and that was back, a quarter mile of naked shore before the road dipped from sight, and he took that road at a hundred, a hundred and fifty miles an hour, tires screaming on the curves. He thought he heard a shout behind; but he was counting on the fellow not shooting before he found out what was up. For a wild moment, he had thought of crashing the fence; but then the guard would certainly have opened fire.


  The rising ground hid him, and he released held breath. But he didn’t slacken the deadly pace for half a mile more; then, within sight of the Norton house, he swung the car off the road, careening into the ditch where it would be partly shielded from aerial view by a couple of scrubby pines, and sprang out. His weary muscles responded poorly, but he drove himself into a dogged run—inland, toward the city.


  Within minutes the hunt would be up—on the ground, in the sky, many against one, and sometime the lone quarry must stop, rest, while the ring closed in . . .


  Skirting a tree-bordered road, he slowed at last to a walk. The road and the air above seemed deserted, but he kept under cover of the trees. Ahead, the sun climbed higher—a weird sun, a white disk through the high pall of dust that hung over the Earth.


  SOMETIME later, he was in an outlying business center; normally its streets would have already been crowded at this hour, but today there were few people, and those hung in knots on the street-corner or crept aimlessly about, glancing up in furtive fear at the pallid sky. Among them, Degnan’s bedragglement and his haggard look was not conspicuous; his clothes had finished drying as he ran, and he had halted briefly to brush away the incrusted salt. He breathed more deeply; by losing himself among Los Angeles’ millions, he would at least gain a little time.


  Much further on, in a little park, he crept beneath a dense thicket of bushes to rest. The leaves sagged tiredly under a film of sooty dust, and as the day wore on it was growing crushingly hot, as before a thunderstorm. At one o’clock—


  With continuing effort Degnan held himself just above the edge of sleep, letting his body rest while his mind stayed feverishly awake. Could he ever sleep again? For he might dream—An hour or more by the white sun he lay there—his watch had stopped since his plunge into the sea—and at the end of that time got stiffly to his feet and went on. Aimlessly now, for there was no use trying to put more distance between himself and the point where he had last been seen—the point around which they would have drawn a circle, within which he must be. Perhaps they already knew, by a process of elimination, that he had gone into the city.


  He knew now that no one on Earth would believe his story. Athalie . . . She had not believed—not that it would have made any difference; she was too far gone in hysteria. She hadn’t even been scheming to get him caught, back there; she had only been running away.


  Here and there on the streets he saw pairs and groups of new citizen militia, grim-faced, with arm-bands and rifles, often accompanied by regular police robots. The night just past must have created a problem of order the regular forces couldn’t handle; there would be many who, like Athalie, had lost their heads completely, and their panic could take unpleasant forms. Human civilization had been shaken to its roots. And over every effort to hold it upright now lay the shadow—the new Venusian ultimatum.


  Somewhere on Earth, out there under the Pacific, no doubt, the United Nations’ delegates were meeting under that shadow. And in each of them—the poisonous thought: “They’ve promised to spare a few. If one should speak out now for surrender—”


  Those men would surely reject such a motive with revulsion. But there was another, more insidious thought: “Man’s time has come, to go the common way of a million other species, of the dodo and the tyrannosaur—outclassed and replaced. What use to struggle against a higher life form?”


  IN ALL THE millennia of his blundering, bloody history, man had achieved no more than the vision of detached intelligence, emancipated from the blind compelling forces that rose constantly out of his unconscious to mock him with apehood. The unconscious is the larger part of Homo sapiens’ mind; there had been dreams of a Homo superior to come some day . . . But the Over Race had such intelligence now.


  Some Earthly psychologists had claimed—and the Venusians had never denied—that the brain of the Over Being was actually inferior, in absolute potential, to the human. But their potential intelligence was one hundred per cent realized and uninhibited by feelings; it wasn’t that they lacked emotional drives, but their emotions were on the conscious level, the intellect dominant.


  The history of Venus was relatively short, as the Over Race was a recent mutation of their lesser kin whose psychic structure resembled that of men. But that history was one single purposefully rising curve, without the waverings and cyclic reversions of man’s past; on Venus there had been no dark ages, no great divisions and wars. In the absence of the factors which had made introspection a hissing and a byword among Earthly psychological methods, the science of mind had led technical achievement—but that too had advanced on the rising curve. That the first ships to cross space had been Terrestrial was perhaps only an accident; under their cloud blanket the Venusians had had little idea of astronomy, no direct knowledge of stars and planets.


  That was a basic environmental difference. Through all his wanderings and dark ages, man had seen the stars overhead, and dreamed dreams; he had been at last almost ready to reach out for the stars . . .


  That was the last and greatest prize at stake in this last war: the right to fulfill that human dream. Only for the Venusians, if they won, it would be no such fulfillment, but only another episode in the smooth mechanical functioning of their total intelligence.


  Yet, for all their superiority, they had made one basic mistake in the field where they were strongest; Degnan, on whom the error had been made, could recognize it now. They had wholly misunderstood the duality of the human mind, supposed that knowledge erased from the conscious would no longer affect the subject’s motives or actions. But human psychologists, who had fumbled at the gates of the unconscious for centuries, knew that to it belonged the complex of blind forces which the old theologians had called “conscience”, and to which various names had been given since Freud’s pioneer hypotheses; by any name it was the same, a power greater in the end than merely conscious reason or will. The Over Race could not be expected to see that; their mentality was by definition conscienceless . . .


  THE SIGHT of a squad of armed militiamen jarred Degnan out of a sleep-walking bemusement and made him step quickly into the doorway of a cafe, to busy himself holding matches to a waterlogged cigarette. The cafe was open, and he glimpsed a lighted television screen inside; he realized then two of his own most immediate problems—he must eat if he were to have the strength to keep going, and he must know whether a general alarm had gone out for him.


  In the latter he was almost incredibly lucky. He had scarcely collected a hasty meal and sat down inconspicuously in a corner—fortunately the cafe was an automat—when the screen blazed with an announcement, at once printed and spoken for extra emphasis:


  “The persons whose pictures will be shown immediately following are slaves of Venus and traitors to Earth. They are believed to be somewhere in this city. All citizens are requested to watch for them and assist in their capture dead or alive.”


  A series of over a dozen pictures, with names, ages, other data, displayed for a minute or two apiece. Among them Degnan recognized the red-faced Clark; and last in the series was Margaret Lusk. Degnan’s heart contracted strangely as her image filled the screen; it was a moving picture, breathtakingly real, and it must have been taken some time ago, before she had gone to Venus, for in it she was smiling with a carefree gayety he had never seen in the brief time he had known her, and in the background were glimpses of a summer landscape of Earth . . .


  Then a repetition of the announcement. “The persons whose pictures have just been shown . . . Dead or alive!”


  Degnan bitterly regretted not having advised the girl to go straight to the police. But everything had seemed so simple then. Now—it wasn’t likely to make any difference to her, or anybody else, before long, anyway.


  The important thing was that they hadn’t broadcast his picture. Perhaps that meant they still hadn’t come to a decision about what was behind his disappearance; certainly, at least, it meant they wanted him alive.


  If they caught him, it wouldn’t be alive. It was as good as certain now that his dead body would be harmless, that the only trigger was a perceptive reaction in his living brain. By now the Venusians, as their new ultimatum showed, had written their “final weapon” off the books and were going on to victory without it.


  Degnan froze; the telescreen now showed a news-announcer, and “the Fleets” had come crashing into his consciousness.


  THE ANNOUNCER’S face had an ill-hidden strained, hunted look, “. . . that military operations which began around Venus at eight o’clock Pacific Time had practically ceased. Some units of the Combined Fleets, including a number of cruisers and lighter craft, were reported regrouping between Venus and the Sun, with a good chance of returning safely to Earth. The two battleships, San Ch’ieh and Yucatan, previously thought to have escaped the Venusian barrage, are now definitely known to have been lost . . .”


  Mechanically, Degnan glanced at the clock beside the telescreen. It was eleven o’clock; three hours since the Fleets had contacted the enemy.


  And it was evident that the Fleets had been destroyed. At the moment he didn’t even care much about learning the details; he only half listened as the announcer went on, in a taut unnatural voice, briefly reviewing the disastrous Battle of Venus. Little enough was known—only that the Over Race had produced some new and frightful wizardry, that Earth ships had exploded and disintegrated in apparently clear space still a quarter of a million miles from the enemy world, attacked by something which neither ordinary equipment nor that hastily rigged up to cope with hyperspace missiles could detect or fend off. With what he alone knew, Degnan could guess at the nature of that attack. A variation on the hyperspace principle, pulsating fields projected by devices too small to register on detectors until it was too late; the ships must have torn themselves apart as portions of their structures ceased to obey the same physical laws as the rest . . .


  Within those three hours the last of the great battleships, Earth’s pride and power, were dead. One of those ships, given ten minutes inside the enemy’s defenses, could have reduced the part of Venus inhabited by the Over Race to something resembling the surface of the Moon; but they had never had a chance to get that near, had never, after the first contact, had even a chance to win free again.


  With a shrinking foreboding, Degnan glanced round him, covertly studying the faces of the other people in the cafe. In them he did not find the shock and unwillingness to believe that he felt himself—but then these people had, no doubt, heard earlier reports and had time to grow familiar with catastrophe. He did see an ominous blankness, a helpless, hopeless fixity in the eyes that watched the screen, that might mean resigned despair—might mean the end. If people like these, a couple of billion of them in all the lands of Earth, were ready to give up, it would be their decision that counted. The delegates’ votes would be cast according to what the observers in their various countries reported on the state of mass feeling, on the results of hurried surveys, the resolutions of local political organizations . . . It was obvious that, as Athalie had said, the censorship had been removed, complete freedom of information restored; that at least was a heroic gesture in what might be man’s last hour.


  DEGNAN compelled himself to finish eating and drinking, and went into the streets again, under the veiled noonday sun. He had to keep going—the more nearly he was approaching the end of his strength, the more surely he had to keep moving; if he stopped for long, he might sleep, and sleeping be captured. But as long as he was awake and in command of himself—Degnan’s hand tightened on the pistol that reposed in his pocket.


  He wasn’t much worried about the militia now, and was sure he had nothing to fear from the bulk of the people he passed, or who passed him by—merely wandering aimlessly, like him, or going mechanically about business that no longer mattered. He wondered what they would do, if they knew what walked among them—run screaming for non-existent safety, or merely stand rooted in a numbness beyond fear?


  The pale sun had passed the zenith; the air hung dusty, hot and heavy as the air before a storm, unshaken in the abnormal silence that lay over the city. But in that silence Degnan heard suddenly an explosion of voices, a murmur that rose and swelled with bursting tension. He saw a cluster of people on the street-corner ahead. They pressed round a news-vending machine; sheets fluttered, were snatched and torn as the crowd jostled and grew.


  Degnan sensed that the storm had already broken. Careless for the moment of attracting attention, he grasped an arm on the outskirts of the mob: “What’s up?”


  The man turned with an unseeing stare, then gestured at a paper that was held briefly aloft by someone, its headline vivid:


  UN REJECTS VENUS DEMAND


  Somehow he was a couple of blocks further on, hearing the same story from a public newsscreen. Ten minutes ago the Nations’ delegates had voted unanimously against surrender; perhaps their decision had been made much earlier, but they had delayed, gaining time.


  The crowd collected in front of the screen blocked the street, but even now, after the first stirring, they were surprisingly quiet. Most of them wore the same still, set expression that Degnan had seen and tried to analyze before, but now, looking from one to the other, he saw those faces with new eyes. Resigned they were—resigned to suffer and die if it must be, without shouting and fanfares, but not to yield.


  And in him rose a feeling long unfamiliar—a sweet and poignant sense of pride in his own kind. If man were about to pass into extinction, he would not go like the dodos that bowed their heads under the clubs, but as the last tyrannosaur or the last sabertoothed tiger must have perished—fighting.


  DEGNAN felt clearheaded once more, stronger; it was as if a part of his burden and weariness had been taken from him. The spirit of Earth’s peoples, expressed in that unanimous vote—even if their unity should mean no more now than that of the Five Nations of the Iroquois or of Sitting Bull’s confederacy had meant against the white man’s rifles—was something to remember to the very end.


  Someone in the crowd shouted, loud above the rustle of voices, and pointed into the sky; and many, Degnan among them, looked up in time to see a great ball of fire that fell through the overcast, seemed for a moment striking at the city, then veered away and vanished into the west.


  The voices blended in a long sigh. The torment had begun again, and this time there would be no reprieve . . . Presently there were other flashes in the clouds, meanings and whistlings far up in air, the hurtling fire-trails of last-ditch interception missiles rising from Earth itself. With what the defenders had learned and the preparations that must have been made in over twelve hours’ respite, it should be possible, for a time, to destroy most of the enemy projectiles or at least deflect them away from the great population centers; it might even be days before the world’s defensive stores were exhausted. But it would be folly to hope that the Over Race was not ready to carry on the bombardment that long, for as long as they needed to.


  Degnan stood motionless, face upturned like the rest; but inside him was a sudden turmoil. It was as if the sight of that first fireball had tripped a spring in his head, even as a similar spectacle had last night—but then the spring had been set by Venus. This time was different; there was no flash of memory lighting up the dark places of his mind, but facts he knew long since were falling into place with swift precision.


  Abruptly he whirled, pushed his way ruthlessly out of the crowd and began to run.


  He pounded through deserted streets and past other skyward-staring groups clustered round the news centers, while above the lightning flickered, up there where the Battle of Earth was being fought. He no longer saw it. Before him danced images from memory, and most constant among them was the vision of Margaret—a queerly superimposed picture, that, of her face as he had seen it last in reality, shadowed by horror past, and as she looked at him from the screen, smiling unafraid in a world that was gone. And in his ears was the echo of words she had spoken last night.


  And there was a mathematical certainty. The end of the first hyperspace bombardment had come shortly before midnight—bare minutes after Degnan had arrived at NAMI headquarters. For some six hours, then, the Venusians had held their fire without explanation.


  To Degnan the reason was clear. They had discontinued the assault lest it interfere with the functioning of their final weapon. Forced at last to assume that something had gone wrong, they had sent the ultimatum, allowing another quarter-day for its acceptance, during which Degnan might still conceivably accomplish their plan. And now at last they had given him up . . .


  But they could not have known what time he got to the NAMI office. No matter how uncanny their ability to foresee probabilities—and they had shown it amply in the scheme they had built around him—they couldn’t have calculated that closely, if for no other reason than that his involvement with their own agents would have upset all timetables.


  Unless—


  Margaret saying: “Sometimes I can feel it trying to creep back . . .”


  If that had been a post-hypnotic effect, it meant nothing. But if it were what she had seemed to think it was, if she had been—possessed—by an alien mind millions of miles away, on Venus—then the Venusians could have known through her. It seemed impossible, but it made the picture complete. Degnan had judged her telepathically sensitive; and now he could guess, for the first time, why she had been returned to Earth with him.


  And she had helped him escape—why? Degnan winced. But it didn’t matter. What mattered now was to find her, use her in one last attempt.


  AS DEGNAN ran, there settled on his shoulders a new burden of responsibility, and that which he had had to bear before seemed light. For he was about to take the fate of worlds deliberately into his own hands.


  Pounding heart and straining lungs told him he couldn’t keep up this pace much longer—and there must be miles to go; he was still only roughly oriented in the unfamiliar section of the city to which his wanderings had led him. Grudgingly, he slowed to a rapid walk. Public transportation seemed to have vanished, and there were very few vehicles of any kind moving; Degnan glanced wistfully at the occasional parked cars, but to appropriate one would take time and tools he didn’t have.


  Ahead of him walls and windows were suddenly lit by a flash far brighter than the murky day. He looked back into the west, and saw there a cloud rising, an immense inverted cone of steam and spray, losing shape as the fire within it faded, dwarfing all the city’s buildings. A hyperspace projectile had barely missed and had fallen into the ocean.


  Moments later the ground jarred and shook with a force that flung Degnan to the pavement. He heard the tinkle of shattering glass and from somewhere the prolonged roar of collapsing structures. Dust and plaster fell from overhead. He scrambled to his feet and broke into a run again.


  Three quarters of an hour later, spent from haste and from struggling through streets half-blocked with rubble, he reached his goal.


  The small hotel looked deserted, though it was practically undamaged, having lost no more than a few windows. Degnan panted up the stairs—and paused in dismay; the door of the room where he had told Margaret to stay stood ajar.


  As by its own will, his hand dipped into his pocket and came out with the pistol, slipped off the safety catch. Dead silence all around. He pushed the door wide with an abrupt motion, and looked into an empty room, almost as he had seen it last.


  A picture hanging askew, a lamp toppled—but that was no doubt caused by the temblors just past. Intuitively he knew she was gone, and at the same time his mind refused stupidly to grasp the possibility—gone without leaving any word? Or taken away?


  Then a scuffing sound from behind warned him; he spun and recoiled inside the room, catching a flashing glimpse of the half-dozen men in police uniforms and civilian clothes who had appeared almost soundlessly. Degnan heaved a table against the door just as a crashing impact sprung the latch. A second blow jarred the heavy table back a couple of inches. Then Degnan took aim at the door, just above head level, and fired.


  A sound of hasty steps and silence again, broken only by a mutter of voices in which he could catch no words.


  He was in the bag. The room was on the third floor, and even so there’d be others posted around. This was the end . . .


  “WHAT’S THE matter, Ralph? Can’t we talk this over?” Jay Marlin’s voice from the hall outside. Degnan shifted his grip on the pistol butt, grown slippery in his hand. He answered in a flat voice, “No. I’m afraid not, Jay.”


  “Listen—we’ve got plenty of guns and gas out here, but we don’t want to use either one. There are some who think the Venusians got to you, Ralph; but I don’t believe it, I don’t believe you’d turn against us. Whatever’s happened, it can’t be as important right now as a defense against the bombardment. And you’re the only man that can give us that, the only man that can save Earth!”


  How close that was to the truth and yet how grotesquely far away! He was not Earth’s salvation but its greatest danger. Try to explain that? He remembered Athalie’s unbelief and treachery. The chance was too great, the danger too monstrous. And yet—


  He was silent, trying for a moment to put everything else out of his mind and look sanely, objectively at the thought that had come to him, trying to be sure it was not just that he was cracking up, his personal urge to cling to life getting the upper hand and urging him to grasp at a hope that was not there.


  He said from a dry throat, “There was a girl here—”


  “She’s all right. We picked her up early this morning.”


  So Margaret had already been in their hands when her picture was broadcast. They would have suspected he might come back here, sent out the picture in hopes of increasing the probability. And they had guessed right, without knowing all that was at stake.


  “Jay.”


  “Yes?”


  “Maybe we can make a bargain.”


  “Name it.”


  “I’ve got to have a solemn promise. Let me talk to that girl for a little while—half an hour. It doesn’t have to be alone, just undisturbed. At the end of that time, I’ll go quietly to CFHQ, unless—and you’ve got to promise me that, too—unless by then the bombardment has stopped.” There was a brief pause; then Jay Marlin said, “My word on that wouldn’t do you much good. I’ll have to call headquarters; that’ll take a couple of minutes. These other men will stay right where they are. All right?”


  “All right,” said Degnan. He didn’t move, but stood facing the door, the automatic in his hand.


  After a lifetime, the other was there again. “Ralph—it’s okay. I talked to General Fleming himself. He promises you’ll be given what you ask.”


  Degnan let the gun fall; it thudded dully on the carpet. He pushed his barricade aside and let the door swing open.


  IN THE anteroom of Fleming’s office, Jay Marlin pressed his hand. “Good luck. I don’t know what you’re trying to do, Ralph—but good luck anyway.” He wheeled sharply, and went out before Degnan could manage so much as “Thanks.” There, thought Degnan, went a man who would have believed him.


  Other NAMI agents accompanied Degnan into the office. The General was waiting, looking older than he had last night; with him was a youngish man with a smooth face and Mongoloid eyes.


  “This is Mr. King,” General Fleming waved a hand jerkily, “liaison deputy from Combined Fleet Headquarters. By his permission, we shan’t have located you—officially—until thirty minutes from now.”


  King nodded, glanced silently at an expensive wrist watch.


  Degnan hardy gave either of them a second look. He had eyes only for Margaret Lusk.


  She was in a chair beside the General’s big desk, and she looked very small and dejected. But at sight of Degnan she sprang to her feet with a tremulous glad cry.


  “Ralph, Ralph!” She flung her arms about his neck, “They told me you’d disappeared—and I thought—”


  “Easy,” he said softly. “Things haven’t gone just the way I figured, Margaret. I need your help again.” She raised her head and looked into his face clear-eyed. “Tell me how.” He couldn’t believe, now, the dark suspicions that had burgeoned again not long ago—and that made what he had to ask harder. He steeled himself.


  “Remember what you told me last night? About the thing that kept trying to creep back. Is it still trying?” A shadow of pain crossed the face close to his; she closed her eyes as if to shut something out.


  “I think so—I’m afraid—”


  “Stop being afraid—and let it come back, have control again just for a little while. You’ve built up a defense against it—you’ve got to tear the wall down now. It’s the only thing that will help—and you’re the only one that can do it.” He was at once commanding and pleading.


  She shuddered, then was quiet; but he could feel the effort she was making, the tenseness of her body. “I—I’ll try.”


  GENTLY he seated her in the chair.


  She looked up at him for a long moment, then leaned back. After a little she closed her eyes, and he saw a wave of revulsion pass over her face. Her hands clenched in her lap and then slowly, deliberately unclasped. Her eyes stayed shut and she was still.


  Degnan had to know how fast his time was passing. He glanced round and saw no clock, but his eye lit on King; he made a peremptory beckoning motion and pointed to his own wrist. The other man’s slanted eyes read the gesture; face impassive, he unfastened his watch and handed it over.


  Five, six minutes gone. “Margaret!”


  Her eyes opened and stared; they were blank, blind, as they had been when he first looked into them on the Sheneb.


  Degnan spoke to her, to the thing behind her eyes, slowly and distinctly. “I have twenty-four minutes left.


  When that time is up, unless by then the hyperspace bombardment has ceased and Venus is ready to surrender, I will be sent to Combined Fleet Headquarters. The Headquarters is located at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean.” Out of the corner of his eye he saw the General and the liaison agent start and look at one another. He went on steadily, “Earth’s oceans are water, hydrogen oxide. Their total mass is in the neighborhood of one and one-half quintillion tons, of which about one-tenth is hydrogen. One gram of hydrogen, converted into helium, yields seventeen hundred billion calories of heat . . .”


  He added a few more rough calculations. The enemy could check and reduce them to exactitude in next to no time—if the message were heard, if the thing in Margaret’s eye was not only here, in her mind, but also there, forty million miles away . . .


  If they heard, and if they believed, it would take them time to decide—though far less time than men would have needed—and again time for radio signals to halt the hyperspace projectiles that were on their way to Earth now. And how long might it take for a thought to cross space? The speed of light—or less, or more? There was no way of knowing. The hands of King’s watch moved at abnormal speed, as if the mechanism were running mad.


  Degnan began again, repeated the message almost word for word, with slow deadly emphasis. It was as if his naked will strained to bridge the gulf of nothing and make contact with the enemy.


  Venusians were not men. No man quite knew how they would respond to a given situation. He was offering them, now, the choice they had hurled at Earth: surrender or die. The people of Earth were willing to accept death before defeat. But the Over Race was coldly logical, and Degnan felt sure that it would not respond as man had done . . .


  THERE was silence when he finished. And in the stillness the faint tintinnabulation of small objects in the room, responding to the Earth’s ceaseless vibration beneath the onslaught it was enduring. The floor shook solidly, once or twice, at shock-waves from nearer hits.


  Two-thirds of his time was gone. No use repeating the threat again—the battle was already lost or won.


  Perhaps the Over Race could recognize one of their errors now—an oversight that was understandable, since Venus had no water and no oceans, and the chance of a sufficiently violent explosion under the pressure of a great mass of water inducing the hydrogen-helium reaction, by a star, must never have played much part in their thinking. But of course they knew the theoretical possibility, and that once begun in a hydrogen concentration vastly above that in the Sun, it would be a chain reaction. And they could figure the effects. Within minutes after the detonation of Earth’s oceans, Venus too would be dead, sterilized by the terrific outrush of heat and radiation; it was doubtful if such a blast would leave any life in the Solar System. Watchers out in the Galaxy, if there were watchers, would record a Stella nova of unaccountable briefness.


  The other mistake the Venusians had made—the psychological one—was probably a mystery to them even now.


  Degnan called once more, “Margaret!”


  She did not stir; she hardly seemed to breathe. He wanted urgently to see light in her eyes again, see her face alive once more, if so it be that this were the end. He grasped her shoulders and drew her erect, unresisting.


  “Margaret—wake up. It’s all over now.” That was the truth, one way or another. “Come back to me, Margaret . . .” He bent to her parted lips. That seemed to rouse her; he felt her lips come alive under the kiss, her body lose its hypnotized rigidity.


  He said close to her ear, “I’m sorry. I’m afraid I hurt you for nothing.”


  She sighed deeply. “I’m all right now. It’s gone . . . and you’re here . . . and I know it won’t come back any more,” she murmured, like a little girl being comforted out of a nightmare.


  General Fleming coughed. “Colonel Degnan. Your time is up.”


  DEGNAN released Margaret and turned away, his face a frozen mask. Did the Over Race’s misunderstanding of human mentality go so far that they had imagined he was bluffing. Or had he misjudged the Over Race—were they too capable of the hatred stronger than death, which so often in the human past had led men to go to destruction, if only to take an enemy with them?


  He said, “I’m ready,” and to Margaret, “Don’t worry. It won’t be long.”


  But her face was stricken. She must have sensed something behind the words; or perhaps she remembered and understood something of the message he had tried to send.


  Degnan didn’t look at her again. The guards flanked him in the open doorway. The General said briskly, relievedly, “We’ve landed a flier in the street outside. Only a few minutes—”


  King, seated on the edge of the General’s desk and apparently absorbed in putting on his watch, looked up abruptly and said, “Wait.” Fleming stared at him, opened his mouth; but the deputy from CFHQ gestured imperiously for silence.


  Degnan tried to listen, and was hindered by a roaring in his ears. Unsteadily, he put a hand on the jamb of the door, and felt no vibration in the cool wood; and he saw the answer in the others’ faces at the same time.


  King reached for a phone at his elbow. “Sector Defense . . . That’s right. Give me the Head Coordinator. At once.” He snapped a curt question or two, listened, then broke the connection and asked for another, direct to Combined Fleet Headquarters. Waiting, he gazed quizzically at Degnan. “No projectiles have come in for close to three minutes now—and they were coming five or six to the minute. Now, what shall I tell the general staffs?”


  General Fleming made an incoherent noise; his eyes darted from King to Degnan and then to Margaret, and his wrinkles, for perhaps the first time in their history, expressed something like fright. He looked on the verge of crossing himself.


  Degnan moistened his lips. “They’d better get in touch with Venus right away and discuss surrender terms. The surrender of Venus, that is . . . The Over Race ought to agree in occupation and destruction of their spawning beds; it isn’t in them to set their race above self-preservation. That way they’ll be extinct after a generation; and we can get along with the Under Race.”


  Margaret moved quietly to Degnan’s side, and he drew her against him; but he was bracing himself for the questions that would come as soon as King finished talking to CFHQ. He couldn’t answer those questions—not until Earth ships had taken control on Venus and spiked the enemy’s guns.


  And then—In him was still a cold, dead weight of knowledge: Venus was defeated, but the curse that had been laid on him remained. He was still and forever an outcast from the rest of his victorious kind . . .


  Earth would be grateful; no doubt they would be ready to give anything he asked, perhaps even the right to remain among men. He couldn’t do that, though.


  Margaret nestled her head against his shoulder, and looked up with the beginning of a smile on her lips. She might smile again, in a world without fear, as she had in that picture on the telescreen . . . He blotted the thought out.


  She said, “It’s really over now, isn’t it? And we’re all right.”


  Degnan looked away for a moment. She was going to be hurt too, he realized, and the sooner it was over the better. For a moment, just now, he had wondered if she knew . . .


  He said in a low voice, disjointedly, “The end of one thing is the beginning of another. Now that the System is safe for man—before long they’ll be building the first ship to go beyond. A long trip, a one-way trip perhaps, for whoever’s chosen to go. And I think—”


  Her arm tightened about him in a close embrace of possession and understanding. She whispered: “As long as the star ship will carry two.


  THE END


  CALL OF DUTY


  J.J. Allerton


  Weller had his own definition for duty; but there are times in a man’s life when right uncompromisingly takes the wrong way’round . . .


  “DAMN IT, ‘Bull’, you can’t do it! Larry’s your brother.”


  Ed ‘Bull’ Weller suddenly shot erect, his shoulders hunched, his eyes glowering, his brows, thick as soot across the wide bridge of his nose, meeting. Bull Weller was a sight to see when he stood straight. Six and a half feet tall, he weighed in the neighborhood of two hundred and fifty pounds, all of it bone and muscle, Tom Berthold backed away a couple of steps in alarm. Sometimes it didn’t take much for Bull to use his fists on a man. Certainly less than Berthold had said.


  “I don’t have a brother; I don’t have friends; I don’t have anything on my mind but duty! Get it? Duty! I was told what to do and it’s my duty to do it. That’s why they gave me the ‘Star Queen’. Because Bull Weller’s the kind of guy who gets done what they want. And nobody stands in his way. As for Larry, he of all men, should know how I feel. And since he acted the way he did he’s going to be man enough to take the consequences.”


  “It’s broken bigger men than Larry,” Berthold said, his shoulders heaving in a faint shrug.


  “He’ll have to chance it, then!” Bull said. “And let me tell you something, mister. Another riot like the men put on the other night and I’ll restrict them to quarters for a week, and you for a month. So keep ’em in line.”


  Sheer anger blinded Berthold. Otherwise he would never have permitted himself to say what he did:


  “Bull! Listen! You’ll go Venus-mad if you don’t watch it. Larry’s a good kid, and a smart one. He knows what the score is out here . . .”


  “Yeah! A dame. A green-haired Venus dame from a kilo dive. So he gets into a fight over her. And kills a man. Why the dumb punk could have wrecked the whole operation. Doesn’t he know I’m doing my best to get these crazy baboons in line and keep them there? I had to pay out nine bottles of booze to the headman because of that killing. Lucky for Larry the guy was a trouble-maker anyway. But Larry’ll have to take the rap.”


  Berthold’s lips tightened. He saluted smartly and did an about-face and stepped from the room. Weller sank back into his chair with a sign of intense weariness. His right hand went toward the top drawer in a subconscious desire. The bottle of Venusian kilo reposed within. He looked at his hand, eyes suddenly wide, as if realizing the hand’s intent, and shoved it into his pocket.


  Kilo, that fragrant, easy-to-down Venusian liquid. How smoothly it went down, how swiftly the effects took hold. It was against the law to take it back to Earth. It was said of the stuff that once a man drank it he would kill to get hold of more . . .


  “Damn this heat!” Weller muttered and stepped to the window overlooking the landing field. His breath came fast as he looked to the spot where the Star Queen lay snuggly at anchor. “Aah, you beauty,” he spoke aloud. “And guys like Berthold want me to forget duty. Why, that’s how I got you. That’s why they gave you to me, to make this trip. Because I have never failed in my duty.”


  He sighed again and moved to the opposite window. A heavy frown settled over his brow as he looked over the scene spread before him. A vast pit, several miles in diameter had been dug in the earth. It was fairly shallow but would grow in depth as the gigantic digging machines would settle into their work. Immense lights, set on portable carriers, made day out of the night and showed thousands of workers busy at their tasks. Weller wiped the sweat which suddenly poured from his forehead and slipped an anti-heat capsule from his pocket and swallowed it.


  “Damn this heat!” he muttered again. There was no need to look at the room thermometer. It would read between eighty-eight and ninety. That was as low as they allowed the air-conditioning to go. Lower and the difference between the outside and inside temperatures would prove too much. Men would sicken of heat fatigue and would be useless for weeks. The anti-heat capsules did an effective job, replacing on the instant all salts lost from the body, and besides, supplying a store of energy to it. The men were supposed to take two capsules in a twelve-hour period. The trouble was the men took one on arising and the other some eight hours later, when they went off duty. The energy in one of the capsules allowed them a night of fun they couldn’t take otherwise.


  THE THOUGHT of fun brought Larry to his brother’s mind. Bull wondered what had gotten into his brother. After all, Larry was a Second-Commander, not some petty Ensign, newly-commissioned. Furthermore! Larry had gone through Air-Annapolis, the toughest school in the world. Duty should be a part of him, as the skin is, not something like a suit of clothes, to be worn only for some occasions.


  He thought of the girl Larry had fought over. Pretty enough. Maybe stronger words would be better. Sensuous enough, provocative enough, made for loving and ready for it, Weller thought. But a kilo dive girl. What the hell I Let the dames alone until a man gets back. That way there’s no trouble.


  He turned at the sudden knock at the door. He roared for whoever was on the other side to come in. His eyes went wide, then narrowed into speculative slits at sight of the tall, almost nude man who stepped across the threshold.


  “Leepa! What do you want?”


  Leepa brought his palms to his eyes, his lips and then let his hands fall limply to his sides, before replying:


  “Earthman! My children complain. The work is too hard. They say they are driven without letup, that they do not have time even to eat—”


  Weller placed his huge fists on his hips and looked at the Venusian for a long moment. This was not new to him. Leepa was headman of a very large tribe. He supplied all the workmen on the project. The trouble was, Weller thought, they were Venusians. Lazy, undependable, shiftless, without responsibility, the men were a problem. But Leepa was their leader and when he told them to work they did.


  “Did I not tell you,” Weller explained in Leepa’s dialect, “that I will need your men only until the depth is reached where the machines can take over?”


  “Yes,” Leepa said, “the Earthman did. But he did not say what that depth is.”


  That point, Weller realized, was going to be hard to explain. For it could be at fifty feet, five hundred or five thousand. Only the Hagel Counter could tell. Hagelium, the most precious metal in all the Universe, was found only on Venus. The genius of Earth’s scientists had invented and manufactured the complex and huge machines they would use when the metal would be found. Machines which could in a single operation, tear away all the base metals, refine the Hagelium down until it was in a pure state, and press it into small bricks ready for processing. Fine leaf would be pared from those bricks and placed in the barrels of the huge heat-rifles used on air cruisers and destroyers. Hagelium had proven to be the only metal which would not melt under the terrific heat given off in the firing of the rifles.


  And that was Weller’s job. To bring back a ton of the metal. He had three months in which to do the job. A month had already gone by and the Hagel counter had as yet not showed any signs that the metal was at hand.


  “Do I not pay your men well?” Weller said. “Nor do I complain when one or more of them do not come to work because they had too much kilo the night before.”


  “True. The Earthman speaks the truth. He does not complain. He has them lashed ten times for the first offense, and fifty for each following. But that is to be expected. It is the matter of hours and food—”


  WELLER suddenly smiled. Leepa had wetted his lips with his tongue. The devil had come for whiskey, and for nothing else. But an excuse had to be used for the interview . . .


  Weller moved over to the desk, opened the lowest drawer on the left and pulled two bottles of whiskey from it. He handed them to the Venusian and said:


  “Here. A gift. To show how much the Earthman appreciates Leepa’s good work in his behalf.”


  “The Earthman is kind,” Lee pa said, going through the ceremony of the palms to the eyes, lips and sides. Then he backed out.


  Weller fell into the chair and leaned back. And after a moment his hand went to the drawer where the Kilo lay. And this time he did not draw it back. The swallow he took out of the gourd took half the contents from it. It was so easy to drink. And the feeling a man got from it was so fine, so right . . .


  The guard saluted smartly, did a right face and marched ahead of the two senior officers of the Star Queen. He opened the barred gate to the pen, stepped back and did a left face and let his rifle come to rest.


  The slender man who had been standing pressed against the bars stepped out and came to attention at sight of Berthold and Bull Weller, There was a ten-day growth of beard on Larry Weller’s face, yet the sensitive features seemed even more so. Only the eyes were hard, blaring in anger.


  “All right, Larry,” his brother said. “At ease. Now I hope this has taught you a lesson. You can go back to quarters and shave and dress up. Take the afternoon off; do what you want. I won’t say anything. Just stay away from the kilo joint!”


  Larry saluted about faced and started off. He had said nothing to his brother. Suddenly he turned and marched back to the two men. Once more he came to attention.


  “Sir,” he said to Bull. “I don’t know what lesson I was supposed to learn in that hell-hole. But I can tell you what I learned. That a man can get all twisted up, so badly he starts to fall to pieces.”


  “What did he mean by that, Tom?” Weller asked as they started off on their inspection of work progress at the pit.


  “Gets pretty hot in that compound,” Berthold said. “Sun beating down on that tin roof, and when it rains, well, you know what a Venusian rain’s like . . . Guess Larry’s a bit knocked out from ten days of it.”


  “Oh, hell! Let’s stop coddling Larry. I know you like him. But damn it! He’s no child. Time he learned responsibility. Now enough of Larry and let’s get on with the inspection . . .


  Berthold’s lined, middle-aged features settled into lines of repressed anger. Bull was getting harder and harder to get along with. This job was a tough one, Berthold admitted to himself, but there was no reason to take it out on everyone. This business of inspection. His lips thinned in a sour grin. Damn! Nothing but an excuse to watch the men get lashed . . .


  THE KILO joint was in full swing. Star Queen were awaiting them at the pit. It didn’t seem much deeper, since Larry had been imprisoned, ten days before. Bull moved away from Berthold, stood at the lip of the huge excavation and looked across to the far side. There was an inscrutable look on his face. He turned abruptly, marched back to the inspection line and in the company of Berthold did his inspection. He was more rigid than ever, this afternoon. Anger blazed in many eyes at the amount of punishment Bull dealt out. But their real anger was at the fact that Weller had called for an inspection in the afternoon when the heat was almost intolerable and sweating made it impossible to present a neatness of appearance.


  Inspection of the men over, Bull went down into the lip where the officer in charge was awaiting him. Rank on rank of Venusian worker squatted on the ground. Armed guards patrolled the area, watchful for trouble. The Venusians did not carry arms. But most of them carried a curved and sharp jungle knife. It was as necessary to them as their hands, and more useful.


  The officer read from a list of petty insubordinations and work failures. And as the man’s number was called Bull would issue a punishment, so many lashes, so many days in the laborers compound. Then the punishment detail was called and the first of the lashings began.


  Berthold stood the whip of the steel-tipped lash as long as he could and asked to be excused. But Bull Weller stayed to the very end. For as the executive officer it was his duty to remain and see to it punishment was meted out.


  He didn’t seem to notice the bloody men lying on the ground before him in the punishment area. But Bull’s nostrils were dilated and tiny sparks lay deep in the brown eyes. Damn natives, he thought as he started back. Teach them to behave, he would. And he was getting a bit fed up on Leepa and his leeching. How much of the damned whiskey could he consume? Leepa had better watch his step from now on or he too would feel the steel-tipped thongs.


  He heard the barked orders to return to work as he passed the last of the guards and climbed back to the surface. The men and officers had broken ranks and were either going off-duty or on. Bull looked toward Venustown in the growing dusk, and felt a sudden urge for something. Maybe a change of scene might do him good, he thought. Getting stale. Office and quarters, office and quarters. A man could go bats that way. Maybe Berthold was right.


  Better go back and change to civies. Wouldn’t do to see the exec, officer in town in uniform. Bad impression on the natives . . .


  THE KILO joint was in full swing. The battered juke box of a previous century, the relic of one of the early visits of a first freighter to Venus, was grinding out a tune. Men stood at the bar, three deep, natives in loin clothes, sailors from the Star Queen, in fatigue shorts, officers in undress and kilo girls, the Venusian equivalent of a bar hostess.


  Bull Weller parted the beaded curtains which served for a door and passed over the threshold. His piercing glance saw the table at which Berthold and two other officers were: seated. Bull stepped forward, shoving his way through the dancers and receiving dirty looks until they recognized him. Then they stopped dancing for an instant and looked at him in wonder. For this was the first time the chief had ever been seen in a kilo joint.


  One of the officers with Berthold said something in an aside to him and Berthold looked quickly toward Bull. He arose and waited his chief’s arrival.


  “Aah, sit down!” Bull growled. “Just keep doing what you were. I thought I’d get away from that damned operation. The sight of the pit was getting me down. At ease, gentlemen, at ease—”


  He looked at the small glasses in which a green liquid, murky as turgid waters, and heavy as oil, floated. Kilo, He swallowed quickly and turned away to look at the dancers.


  “Drink, Ed?” Berthold asked.


  “Kilo?” Weller asked in apparent disinterest.


  “Yeah. Kilo—”


  “Nah. Tried it the first time I was here. Can’t stomach the stuff. I’ll order whiskey. At least it’s a man’s drink.”


  Weller turned to survey the dancers again and found himself looking into a pair of hazel eyes, slanted and provoking. Tawney skin contrasted with hair green as jungle grass. The girl wore a skimpy halter which only served to accent the swelling breasts. A colored skirt, worn at an angle and cut off well above the knees, showed her slender curving legs and thighs in all their sculptured perfection. She held a glass of kilo in her left hand and placed her right hand on the table as she bent toward Bull.


  He caught his breath at the sudden sight of the almost exposed breasts.


  “You do not remember Neela?” she asked.


  She spoke in English and fairly well. Bull shook his head. “Why? Am I supposed to?” he grunted.


  She laughed and bent even closer. “Ha-ha! The Earthman jokes. ‘Ten lashes!’ Neela remembers. It is hard to forget ten lashes. And only because I was drinking with your brother. But with you, bah! This is for you!” The contents of the glass spilled over the hairy chest and ran down into the white fatigues Weller wore.


  But before the others could get around the table Weller stopped them with uplifted hand. There was a wide smile on the man’s lips. Only Berthold guessed at the wild anger which seethed beneath the surface. “Yes,” Weller said. “Now I remember. You were the girl about whom my brother fought and killed a man. Yes. I had them give you ten lashes. I see I made a mistake. Should have had them give you fifty—”


  Her hand moved with lightning-speed behind her. But before it could bring out the slim blade concealed in a scabbard at the waist in the rear, Bull Weller had imprisoned the small hand. He had to move swiftly but fortunately he didn’t have the table to contend with. He held the hand prisoner, twisted behind her, and grinned into her eyes. And suddenly Neela was moving sensuously against him, straining her body to his, pressing her breasts against the hairy chest.


  Weller went pale through the tan and mouthing an oath, he shoved her away. She went spinning onto the floor to fall in a heap in a far corner. For an instant the tableaux held. Then one of the other girls giggled in laughter, another took it up and then the room rocked with it.


  Neela got to her feet and stepped through the beaded curtains. And what might have been trouble disappeared in laughter . . .


  Weller was sweating through every pore as be slid his chair cut and fell into it. A girl came over for their order and Weller said; “Kilo.”


  The others looked at him in stunned silence.


  “Damn!” Weller exploded. “I meant whiskey. And the rougher the better. Quick, damn you!”


  The girl turned and scurried to the bar.


  “Native trash!” Weller said after downing the whiskey neat. “I’ll be damned glad when we get back. It’ll be good to see an Earthwoman again.”


  “Here’s to it,” Berthold said, holding his glass up.


  “Hold it!” Weller said. “If it’s toasts we’ll be making, then let’s have some bottles up here.”


  BERTHOLD mumbled a good-night and staggered toward his quarters. Weller, sober though he had consumed two quarts of whiskey, watched the other depart, then stepped into his own room. The instant the door closed he knew he was not alone. The light switch was head high at his right hand. He flicked it up, bent low and leaped to one side . . .


  Laughter trickled toward him as he slowly straightened. Seated on his bunk, the bottle of kilo cuddled against her breast, sat Neela.


  “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded. “And give me that bottle!”


  He snatched it from her fingers and she laughed again at the expression on his face. “I thought you might be lonesome,” she said lightly. “And it is always better to drink kilo with someone you like. No?”


  “No!” I don’t like you, for one thing, and I don’t drink this slop for another. So get out of here and off the base before I have you thrown into the laborer’s compound for the night. Beat it!”


  “You are foolish,” she said, as she moved sinuously toward him. “Neela knows. The look of kilo is already in your eyes. And Neela is warm, warmer than the dried-out Earthwomen she has seen from the tourist ships.”


  He took hold of her arm roughly, started to drag her toward the door and found that she had turned herself toward him and was pressed against him now. The blood suddenly was pounding in his veins and the room was unbearably hot and the fragrance of her was overwhelming.


  He shook himself free and pulled her to the door. The room was suddenly plunged into darkness as she flipped the light switch down. And though his hand was on the knob he did not open it. Nor did he draw away when she pulled him toward the bunk . . .


  Two more weeks passed. Two-thirds of the allotted time had almost gone. And still the Hagel counter showed a blank. Bull Weller was almost constantly on kilo, and the girl, Neela, was an every night visitor. More and more lashings were resorted to, to keep the laborers on the job. And Leepa was never sober anymore.


  Weller sat in his shorts and fingered the message just handed him. It was brief and to the point, just like the others had been. It asked, or rather demanded, to know what was happening. He crushed the piece of paper and hurled it in a corner and sat and glowered. Then he pulled the gourd of kilo from its receptacle and drank the contents in a single swallow.


  It never failed to give him the lift he needed. But now it worked in another way, also. It deadened his sharpness of action and thought, made him a little lethargic.


  The door opened and Berthold, in the company of Larry Weller entered. There was a worried look on the second’s face. Larry’s sensitive features seemed carved of marble, so immobile were they.


  “I—I was worried,” Berthold said.


  “Why the hell don’t you knock?” Bull snarled.


  “I did, sir,” Berthold flushed at the words.


  “You did? With what, tissue?”


  “Sir,” Larry broke in. “You ordered punishment detail today.”


  “Yeah! Yeah. So I did. Well. Let’s get on with it.”


  THE NUMBER of those to be disciplined was fantastic. The slightest lack of effort was enough to warrant ten lashes. Fifty were common punishment and of late Bull had raised the number for severe discipline to seventy-five. Almost without exception t-lie entire seamen body of the Star Queen were on armed duty as guards.


  Their eyes mirrored resentment as they watched his slovenly figure approach. But he had eyes only for the whip in the hands of the disciplining officer. The list of offenders and their deeds was long. And suddenly the heat made itself felt. Anger curled into open flame in Bull Weller’s breast.


  “Ta hell with it!” he suddenly shouted. “Who’s next on the list?”


  The officer read the next number and an elderly native stepped forward. Silence greeted his move. It was obvious to all the others something was amiss. Only Bull Weller could not sense it.


  “So-o? Loafing on the job, eh? Well. I’ll teach you, personally, why you shouldn’t do it again. Give me the lash, Ensign.”


  The old man faced Bull, not a sign of fear on his rather handsome features. “ ’tis not meet that such as you should punish one as I,” the old man said. “Punishment should be given by small men.”


  It was a rebuke which made the faces of all those listening go red. But Bull was fingering the steel-tipped whip with ill-repressed desire. He was deaf to the old man’s words. He knew only that he was going to do the whipping today . . .


  The old man held up until the thirtieth stroke. Then he fell to the ground, too spent to do more than moan. Blood streamed from the gaunt body in a crimson tide.


  “Get up, damn you!” Bull Weller shouted in a wild frenzy. “I ain’t through!”


  “You’ll kill him, you fool!” Berthold suddenly stepped in front of Weller. “Those natives’ll run amok any second.”


  Weller whirled, shot a chopping right to Berthold’s jaw, and snarled, “Arrest this man. Arrest him, I say—”


  Berthold recovered from the blow, stood stiff and straight while the Ensign approached. The side of his jaw was already purpling.


  “I’ll take it all the way to headquarters,” Berthold said softly.


  “Maybe,” Weller said, suddenly sobering. “And maybe not.” He turned suddenly morose, as though conscious of his fall from grace. His action had been uncalled for. Yet he found it impossible to retreat from the position he had left himself in. His was not a compromising nature. “All right. Dismissed—”


  BULL WELLER paced the room with the frenzy of an animal. The last of the kilo he possessed had been used a few moments before. It was too early for Neela to come. She had become his source of supply. To hell with her, he decided of a sudden. She got it from the kilo joint she worked at, anyway. He could get it there, also. He searched his pockets for money. Nothing. He remembered then that he had given the last of it to Neela for the purchase of the last gourd of kilo.


  So they’ll give it to me for nothing, a good customer like me, he thought. And if they don’t, I’ll just take it, that’s all. And I’d like to see the one’d stop Bull Weller . . .


  Ordinary seamen passed him as he hurried along. They grinned as he passed, not even noticing their sloppy salutes. Nor did he hear their sudden talk about, “—Kilo-happy Weller—”


  Weller had but one thought in mind, the drug-like drink . . .


  The kilo-joint was alive and brimming over with business. A freighter had docked that morning and the merchant seamen were off duty. The first place they had headed for was the kilo-joint. Weller swept aside the tinkling beads and peered through bloodshot eyes at the now-familiar scene. Several of the men were wrestling in play with some of the serving girls. The noise was deafening with the shouts of men and the squeal of women and the constant grind of the ancient juke box.


  Bull shouldered his way to the bar. The native bartender came over, eyes clouded in half-anger, half-fear.


  “A bottle of kilo!” Bull grunted.


  The native turned and took one from the shelf and placed it in front of Bull. Bull grabbed it, pried the cork off and swallowed a full half of it.


  “—The money, please,” the native said.


  “Money? Navy doesn’t need money,” Bull said as he started to leave. “Not me, anyway.”


  “No? And who the hell are you? And what navy you belong to?” a thick-set man with truculent eyes asked thickly as his heavy hand fell on Bull’s shoulders. “Pay the man,’fore I take it outa your hide.”


  Weller placed the gourd carefully on the bar, pivoted sharply and swung. The blow knocked the other in a heap. But he didn’t stay on the floor long. Blood streamed from a pulped mouth as the man lowered his head and came in swinging with both hands.


  Bull took a couple of punches, suddenly bent and grabbed the other about the waist and lifted him high, hurled him across the room. Silence had fallen the instant the fight had started. But as the sailor’s body went sliding across the room, bowling over a couple of drunken dancers in its wake, bedlam broke loose. A half dozen men rushed Bull, and at the same time a general melee broke out.


  Bull roared in sheer glee. A free-for-all, something he hadn’t been in for years was taking place. For the first time all thoughts of kilo, all thoughts of Neela left him. A fight, the feel of flesh being smashed, of men tumbling to the floor under the sledge-hammer blows of his mighty muscles, that was the life.


  HE LEAPED forward, swinging with both hands, powerful blows which knocked a man down to stay. But he wasn’t the Bull Weller of old. Kilo had taken its toll of him. His sharpness was gone and even some of the power. He swung with his weight alone, now. It was enough for a while. Then as more and more men came to him, and he had to contend with three and sometimes four at a time, he found himself gasping for breath, taking more punishment than he was giving.


  As usual, the natives stayed out of the fight. It could mean a death sentence to get caught in one. But now, as if conscious of Bull Weller’s weakness, some of them edged into the fight. And their way of fighting was with the razor-sharp jungle knife.


  But though Bull’s strength and speed was not of old, his brain still functioned with speed and clarity. He realized he was going to get a terrific shellacking. He had been fighting in the open. Suddenly, he lifted one of those trying to get in at him and swung him as one swings a club. The others fell beneath the swinging body of the one in Bull’s hands. Then Bull slung the man across the floor and leaped for the bar.


  Something tore at his side and Bull swerved and kicked at the figure which had suddenly slid in at his left. The native was lifted off the floor by the kick and the jungle knife fell from his nerveless fingers. Bull scooped the blade up, reached the bar and turned at bay.


  “Come one, come all!” he gasped. “This little toy’ll take the whole lot of you—”


  He waved the weapon in front of him in a threatening gesture. And saw beads of red fly from it. Not till then did he realize he was wounded. He could feel the blood trickle from the slit in the flesh. He knew it was only a flesh wound. But he could not take this bleeding for long. He caught the flash of the thrown knife in the nick of time and ducked. It buried itself in the wood panelling behind the bar. Another came his way and this one almost did the job. He barely ducked in time and as it was felt the blade slice a nick out of his ear lobe.


  Help came from an unexpected source. The stocky man who had started the fight suddenly shouted:


  “Get those native boys. They’re using stickers.”


  The room was cleared in a moment. Bull leaned weakly against the bar, the knife drooping from his fingers. The stocky man stepped to his side, a wide grin on the man’s mashed lips, the blood still dripping in a steady flow.


  “You sure can hit, matey,” he said grudgingly. “Too bad those natives started throwing the stickers. We’d have had one hell of a good time. Say! You’re hurt!” he suddenly saw the spreading stain on the undershirt.


  “Huh?” Bull asked, trying to concentrate on what the other was saying.


  “Hell! You’re hurt. Better get you back to your base. Lend a hand here, mates.”


  Instantly, the same men Bull had been battling were at his side, their rough calloused hands tender as they could make them as they lifted him up and carried him out. It took four of them to carry him the quarter mile to the base.


  “Thanks, men,” Bull said as he pulled himself free. “I can manage from here on. I’ll send for the medico—


  They turned at the sudden opening of the door. Bull felt the blood leave him as he saw Neela, struggling in the arms of a couple of seamen, come screaming and kicking from his room. Behind her, pale and determined, came Berthold. They stopped at sight of the disheveled and bloody Bull Weller.


  “What goes here, Berthold?” Bull demanded. “I put you under arrest . . .”


  “And I ordered him released,” said a quiet voice from the doorway. “Consider yourself under arrest, Captain Weller, until further time as the case is brought to the proper authorities.”


  BULL HAD come erect at sight of the gold braid on the man’s sleeve. He had recognised him immediately. Admiral Bryan, head of the Air Arm of the Navy.


  “May I ask what happened, sir?” Bull asked in a low voice.


  “Too many things,” Bryan said. “The work was not progressing satisfactorily, we could not get a proper answer as to why, reports were coining in of your actions, and I thought the importance of your task demanded my personal investigation. You knew the fleet of the invaders from Star X would be here within six months. The finding of Hagelium was of the utmost importance. Yet you found time to consort with a native girl, drink kilo, a forbidden drink, until you could no longer think straight, and the greatest crime of all, allow yourself to become an accessory in the crime of sabotage.”


  “Sabotage!” Bull roared. “That’s a lie!”


  “No it isn’t,” Bryan replied. “Do you know why the Hagel counter never showed the presence of Hagelium? Because the native girl tampered with it while you were under the influence of kilo—”


  “Neela! Not you,” Bull said.


  She broke free and suddenly leaped at Bull, spitting at him, her fingers hooking at his face, tearing the skin to bleeding ribbons. The guards pulled her away while she screamed: “Pig-Earthman. Killer of helpless old men. Old fool, kilo-drunk. Aah! How I fooled you—”


  Bull heard his brother’s voice as from a long distance:


  “I tried to tell you, Ed. But you wouldn’t listen. Neela was Leepa’s daughter. They tried to sabotage the work from the beginning. I got wind of it and tried to worm it out of the girl but she caught on. There was a fight and I had to kill the native. You wouldn’t listen, you bull-headed fool.”


  Bull turned away from his brother’s pitying eyes and mumbled:


  “I was only trying to do my duty. I was only trying to do my duty.”


  “Duty,” Admiral Bryan said slowly, “is an elastic word and does not bind all the time. You were blind to the important things in your pursuit of duty. And so you failed, even failed to maintain what you held the most important thing. Look about and see where your duty led. Sloppy personnel, maintenance in disrepute, discipline at a low ebb, and worse, open sabotage. There is no excuse, Weller.”


  “I-I’m not try-trying to ex-excuse—” Bull Weller began and slumped to the ground in a faint . . .


  “WHAT TIME is it, guard?” Weller asked. He felt better, refreshed, and no longer stiff.


  The guard turned a worried face toward the man on the bed.


  “Huh?” he asked foolishly.


  “What’s wrong?” Weller asked at the worried look on the man’s face.


  “Listen,” the guard said.


  Weller stepped to the window before the guard was conscious of his move. He saw and heard then what was happening. The camp was being attacked. Tiny flashes of orange flame lit the night and showed where the forces of the Star Queen and the Admiral’s ship, The Missouri, were fighting.


  “How long’s this been going on?” Weller asked.


  “Since dark. They got to the generator and smashed it. And the dirty savages are like snakes. They sneak in, cut with those damned slicers, and run.”


  Four days had gone by since they had placed him under guard at the make-shift hospital. Tile wound he had suffered, healed quickly and well by the end of the fourth day and now Bull felt restless, anxious to get out, at least for a walk. But they had told him another day would have to pass before he would be permitted exercise. Now he peered through the window at the strange fight raging below. And suddenly he made his mind up.


  The guard fell like pole-axed steer under the sledge-hammer blow Bull shot to the side of his jaw. In an instant the ray pistol in the guard’s holster was in Weller’s hand and seconds later he was slipping down the quiet corridors.


  The natives had picked their night for a fight. The clouds were thick and heavy, and sweat poured from Bull Weller in a constant stream as he made his way toward the fighting. Bull guessed at the reason for the battle. The giant machines had already started their work and shortly the Hagelium would lie snuggly in the hold of the Star Queen. It was to the prevention of that which led to the attack.


  He stumbled over a body knelt at its side and saw it was a sailor from the Admiral’s ship. The man’s head hung by a thread of bloody flesh. Weller dropped on the instant. The only way to make progress, he realized, was to crawl. The ground was sopping wet and in a moment he was not aware of physical discomfort. He had to get to Berthold and Larry!


  Something moved to his right and he froze. Again the something moved. Then he saw it, a completely nude native, jungle knife in hand, stealing through the knee-high grass. The native grunted once, sighed and died, as Weller drove home the blade.


  Once more Weller began to crawl forward. He had the lay of the land pretty well in mind. The Earthmen were entrenched somewhere ahead. Now and then he caught the flashes of their ray pistols. His own was tucked safely in the waistband of his shorts. The knife he had taken from the native when he fell on him was in his right hand, ready for instant use. At least it would be silent and as efficient as the ray pistol.


  HE LOST track of time and place, only knew that he had to be fairly close by now, as he crawled along. Then he came to a rise and peered over the edge of it. He grinned widely when he saw that he was but thirty yards from a group of the Earthmen. The grin faded when he saw what lay between him and the others. At least a hundred of the natives were in the open, prone on their bellies, waiting the chance to slip in . . .


  He knew he had to risk it. Rising to his feet Bull bellowed: “Larry! Tom Berthold! It’s me, Bull.”


  It was a chance in a hundred he took that either Larry or Tom would be among those below. But they were. Their answering shout sent him pounding across the grass, straight toward the hidden natives. He ran low, as if he were still playing football for Air-Annapolis, the knife held firmly in his hand.


  Men rose from all sides and tried to intercept him. Some reached him only to fall beneath the slicing blow of the sharp knife. But some managed to get in blows of their own. How it happened that none were serious in nature was a miracle of luck. And a greater one that Bull won through. But in the excitement of his sudden dash the natives had lost their heads and had risen to their feet. The ray pistol and rifle fire cut them down in their tracks, the instant Bull crossed over.


  “Damn it!” Larry growled as he embraced his brother. “The Admiral’ll have you executed for this.”


  “Yeah. Yeah” Bull, said gruffly. “Later. Right now we got to beat these guys. Where’s Tom?”


  “Right here, you bull-headed ape,” a voice spoke out of the darkness at Weller’s side.


  “Good! Fine. These our boys, Tom?” Weller asked.


  “Every one.”


  “Mind if I take over?” Bull asked, and without waiting began to issue orders. Larry and Berthold gasped at what Bull planned. Yet if it worked the battle would be over in short order. There was one hitch to it, though.


  “—The trouble is,” Berthold explained. “They’re between us and the ship—”


  “So we fight our way in,” Bull said calmly. “Just like that.”


  “Just like that,” Larry Weller said to himself. And marvelled as he always had in the past, at the daring of his elder brother.


  IT WAS hand-to-hand battle. Their weapons were useless in the darkness. More, they could not risk indiscriminate firing for fear of hitting a comrade. Men died and fell as the two forces met. Bull shouted, his voice clarion-loud, as he slugged and stabbed at whatever naked shape came in his path. Silently, but as vicious and efficient, Larry and Tom fought at his side. Time after time it seemed they could not possibly win through. And time after time Bull Weller’s sheer guts paved the way over a heap of dead bodies. The three men were bleeding from many cuts though none serious in nature, by the time they reached the Star Queen.


  The hundred which had started to the ship were half that in number. But they were enough for what Bull planned. Within a matter of minutes the land anchor was shipped and seconds after, with Bull at the helm, and Tom and Larry at the firing command posts, the Star Queen lifted her spheroid shape into the air. Bull whipped the ship back and forth in slow runs to make sure he had enough air speed, then gave the command for the execution of his plan.


  Night turned into day as hundreds of lights flashed their brilliance from the belly of the ship. And as the scene lighted and the shapes of men were made plain, Tom and Larry set their gun boards to work, firing with small caliber heat guns. The natives below melted before the ravaging flames and ran blindly to escape the holocaust of fire from the sky. And a lone figure stood erect, his greying hair blowing in the breeze, and his head tilted back.


  “Whoever did that will get a double-promotion. On my word of honor!” Admiral Bryan said.


  * * *


  ADMIRAL BRYAN looked at the bandaged figure of Bull Weller and shook his head wryly. The three, Bull, Larry and Tom Berthold stood at rigid attention before the Admiral. The Star Queen was back at anchor again.


  “You have done a magnificent job, Bull,” the Admiral said.


  “Thank you, sir,” Weller replied.


  “But despite your work I must, regretfully, pass sentence on you. The charges you face are serious, as well you know. And since you were guilty of them I am forced to do what must be done. Ten years at hard labor, Edward Weller, is the minimum I must pass upon you.”


  Bull Weller paled and gulped. He knew the Naval law as well as the man facing him. Bryan was right, Weller thought. There was no way out of it.


  “Gentlemen,” Admiral Bryan suddenly was tense and low-voiced, “I have been informed by the Admiralty, that we are officially at war. The fleet of the invaders from Star X has been sighted. I was also notified by Admiralty that the sabotage which took place on Venus was inspired by traitors who used the guise of tourists. This I tell you in passing. The important message, however, was the notification of war.


  “It is important to all of you in many ways. By the authority vested in me by my superiors, Thomas Berthold is now a Captain of the Air Ann of the United States Navy. And Lawrence Weller, by that same authority, a full Commander. As for you, Edward Weller, I grant you full pardon by that act of war, which enables me to pardon prisoners who warrant a pardon. Hell. We need men like Bull Weller.


  “How do you feel now, Rear Admiral?”


  “Rear Admiral?” Bull gasped.


  “Yes. I promised the man a double-promotion, who thought of using the Star Queen. And although no one heard me I felt duty bound to keep that promise.”


  “Duty bound—?” Bull asked in a low voice.


  “Yes. And remember, duty is a flexible thing Bull. Don’t use it as a rod.”


  “Not anymore. I’ll go to Tom and Larry first,” Bull promised as the four sat down to the game of poker they had started earlier, before Bryan had received his message . . .


  DO UNTO OTHERS . . .


  Lee Owen


  JIM MORLAND relaxed comfortably with the tall cool drink at his side. The aluminum hut was cool and inside there was no hint of the steaming jungle heat, for the refrigerators threw the B.T.U’s away. Jim listened to the pleasant throb of the compressors and thought that the Venusian life wasn’t bad at all.


  He glanced at the chests at the side of the room. They were crammed to the top with soron, that weed-like substance from which the medicos pulled a variety of hormones. On Earth it was worth its weight in polonium.


  He’d been shrewd, Jim mentally congratulated himself. Dealing with these stupid primitive people was a cinch. Here they were working like slaves for him, in return for the cheap and shoddy baubles he’d brought with him—utensiles, fish-hooks, nets, rubber tubing, pikes, and an odd assortment of junk.


  At New Cinn they’d warned traders and colonial to play square with the natives. Bah! What for? They were happy with their junk. As soon as the Earthman was gone, and when the shoddy stuff had fallen to pieces, the seal-like Venerians would go back to their simple ways forgetting all about the men whom they had dealt with. Those crazy warnings of the Colonial authorities were just a ruse to make sure traders spent a lot.


  Morland glanced at the calendar. The rocket was due in seven more days. He’d collected enough soron to make him happy for a long time with the credits it’d bring. He was going to get out of this swamp once and for all.


  The scratching at the aluminum door of the hut resumed. He went to it and opened it. Framed in it was the four foot seallike Venerian. It held a wooden box filled with rusty little pieces of metal which Morland recognized as fish-hooks he’d traded a few weeks ago. The creature held It out supplicatingly. Without a word Morland closed the door. For a while the scratching continued. Then it stopped.


  A few hours later he was making his last trek. He moved slowly through the muddy ooze underfoot. His reference was the little radar beacon in the cabin. It was a double job so that nothing could go wrong. There was chance of his getting lost, in “radio” light of the two beams.


  It wasn’t hard to dispose of his “goods”. The ignorant natives willingly gave soron for the shoddiest mass of junk. Morland had been out about four hours and the steaming stickiness of the mud-suit was beginning to bother him. Now was the time to go back.


  He turned up the volume of his little head-set, expecting to catch the usual buzz. But there was no sound! The radar beacon must have failed! Frantically Morland moved, running up and down trying to find a reference point. But there are to references in the Venerian jungles . . .


  Morland never did find the beacon. Three days later his exhausted terrified body sank beneath the softening mud, marked momentarily by an air bubble . . .


  And a little while later, a Venerian removed the blanket of mud from the tower atop an empty aluminum hut . . .


  NOCTURNE


  J.J. Allerton


  It was strange, weirdly beautiful celestial music that the astronomer conducted on the faraway planet—but much stranger still was the orchestra that he led!


  CHAPTER I


  Landing on Jonah


  PERCY MOORE was quoting: “ ‘And it is told how Grayne of the Bright Breasts descended into hell, searching for Brian, her strong darling.’ ”


  He was standing on tiptoe to peer over the shoulders of his fellow scientists—Shiela Fain, the red-haired ecologist; Fritz Schmidt, the stolid agronomist, and the Venusian ichthyologist with the unpronounceable name. All were squinting through the almost intolerable glare of the viewport as Rick Lander piloted the Star Rover toward her first landfall in ten months.


  “Poetry again!” snorted Fritz. “I’d say Rick was trying to hit a gob of caviar frizzling on a red-hot dumbbell.”


  “Sorry.” The little astronomer abominated the agronomist, just as he told himself he hated the others, but he kept his voice level. “If you must be technical, Rick’s shooting for the single planet which revolves around L-726-8 in the constellation of Cetus, or The Whale.”


  “We’ve heard you spout all that a hundred times,” hissed the ichthyologist. “L-726-8 is a red double star, located about six light years from Earth. Both its components are surrounded by one envelope of hydrogen and calcium gas. We know that, but I say if we can look at those suns from this distance with the naked eye, they must be as cold as fish.”


  “Not quite that bad, Itchy. Our planet Is close enough to its primaries to be comfortably warm. I wonder what kind of life we’ll find down there.”


  “Grasshoppers, probably,” Shiela improvised, as she looked at Percy with distaste, “I’d guess that their favorite food is parboiled Irish astronomers.”


  Percy, whose fair skin spaceburned at the slightest exposure, ducked out of the viewport glare.


  “Speaking of food,” “Itchy” patted his abdomen gently, “what’s the news from our hydroponics?”


  “Bad,” answered Fritz. “The rust has spread to everything except the tomatoes. We’ll be out of luck for both food and fresh air if we don’t find them downstairs.”


  “All Shiela’s fault,” snarled Percy, as he rubbed ointment into his reddening cheeks. “If she hadn’t insisted on showing the starving Centaurans how to set up’ponies, they wouldn’t have brought those cursed rust spores into our ship on their pseudopods.”


  “Let’s not start that again!” Shiela dropped her flippant tone, “We had to help the Centaurans. You know as well as I do that our charter requires us to give aid and comfort to any intelligent beings we may encounter.”


  “Yah!” Percy’s face resembled a well-buttered beet by this time, and he was in no mood for compromise. “If we should find grasshoppers when we land on Jonah, I suppose you’ll insist they are intelligent and make us teach them how to jump farther. As for me, I’m wondering whether they’ll taste better fried or grilled.”


  “Everything tastes better raw,” said Itchy.


  FURTHER argument ceased as Rick rang the alarm which meant the braking rockets were about to go on. You don’t quarrel when coming in from deep space for a landing. You curl up in your bunk, strap yourself down and try to die. You do so, that is, unless you are the pilot in the control room—and then you wish you could!


  The stern chase after Jonah was a long one. The ship had to rush along at fantastic speed to keep from falling into the incandescent gas cloud which reached unceasingly for it with flaming fingers. The Star Rover handled clumsily when out of the Warp. Nevertheless, she finally caught up with the speeding planet, circled it several times in a narrowing orbit and finally bumped thankfully to rest on a broad green plain near a winding river.


  When Shiela regained enough strength to loosen her harness and stagger from her cabin to the control room, she found Rick sprawled over the console. His handsome curly head cradled in his arms, the big pilot was sleeping the sleep of the just. She stretched out a slim hand to stroke those curls, then jerked it back at the sound of footsteps.


  “Go ahead, kiss him,” cooed Percy, as he entered the blister after her. “I won’t look.” His cynical words hid the ache in his heart.


  “You knock-kneed, half-baked, insignificant little star-snooper,” cried the girl, hands to her burning cheeks. “For two credits, I’d . . . I’d go and smash your precious accordion!”


  “We’d better get him to his cabin,” the astronomer grinned wickedly. “Sweetums has had a busy seventy-two-hour day. Here. Give me a hand.” Showing surprising strength for his slight build, he caught Rick under the armpits and backed toward the door, while Shiela carried the pilot’s long legs.


  “Good old Rick,” he added, as they put the sleeping man into his bunk. “The only one of us who’s doing what he really wants to and what he’s been trained for since boyhood. The only one of us who is at home in deep space.” He lit a cigarette in defiance of regulations, and concluded: “Snores, though, doesn’t he?”


  Every line of Shiela’s flat back shouted her fury as she gave the blankets a final tuck and stalked out of the room toward the main cabin.


  “Maybe we ought to wait for Rick to decide,” Itchy was saying as she entered. “He’s in command.”


  “I’ve checked all the instruments,” Fritz argued. “The air outside is breathable and absolutely germ-free. We can see for miles over the plains, so we’re in no danger from attack. Let Rick sleep while we go out and stretch our legs. What do the rest of you say?”


  “Don’t see any reason why not, especially since some people are ruining the little air we have left in here with cigarette smoke,” said Shiela.


  “I disagree,” Percy cut in.


  “Coward!” She spat the word at him. “Stay inside, then.”


  “I will. Somebody has to stand guard.”


  The others scrambled down the landing ramp after the main port had unscrewed. The astronomer dragged a machine gun into position so he could protect them if necessary. Then he sat down in the entry, dangled his legs and chain-smoked as he tried to make sense out of what he saw, and out of life in general.


  Superficially, the landscape resembled that of Earth. And yet, bathed as it was in ruddy light from the double sun, it was so subtly different that it made him shudder.


  “Half of Shiela’s prediction came true,” he thought. “There’s the grass—but where are the hoppers?”


  The rolling landscape obviously was under cultivation. Yet what farmer would plant in such a fashion? The round fields varied from a few square yards to about an acre in diameter and had large star-shaped empty spaces between them. The crops had been planted at different times. Some of the—cane, was it?—was only a few inches high. In an adjoining patch the stalks might tower to eight feet.


  “Fetishism, I suppose.” He shifted his seat to keep out of the midday sun. “Fantastically wasteful, though. I don’t get it.”


  His attention turned to his companions, who were skylarking like children escaped from school. Taking advantage of the low gravity, they had started a wild game of leapfrog along the riverside.


  “They’re basically a decent lot,” he mused, “so why do they keep ribbing me? Is it because we’ve been cooped up in this space-can too long? Does my accordion playing annoy the rest of them the way it does Rick? My name, perhaps? I can’t help that. Or is it just that we’re all misfits: Fritz, who wanted to be a lawyer. Itchy, whose real ambition was to be a fisherman. Shiela, whose heart was broken when she found she didn’t have the voice for grand opera.”


  HE SHRUGGED and fumbled for his lighter, remembering their first quarrel. That had been on the way out from Earth to Centaurus. They were all one happy family then, before the space jitters got them, and Shiela had seemed quite fond of him. She had been singing folksongs to his accordion accompaniment, when he had ventured to suggest that she really was a contralto instead of a soprano.


  One word led to another. After the blowup they had not spoken for months, and Rick had taken his place in her heart.


  “Be careful,” he heard Shiela call, now-, after Fritz had made an especially spectacular leap. “Don’t damage the crop. And don’t step on so much as a bug until I can learn the ecological setup here.”


  “Bug?” said Itchy, nibbling one of his foreclaws in puzzlement. “There are no bugs. No birds either, and not a fish in the entire river. What a dump!”


  “That is odd.” Fritz was dusting himself off. “How does this cane become fertilized without the help of insects? Bisexual, do you suppose?”


  “And it’s so quiet,” said the girl. “Listen!”


  But there was nothing to listen to. Not a breath of wind stirred. The cane stood dense and tall, as though carved on stone. Each of the humans could hear his own heart beating.


  “The fields remind me of something,” she continued. “Like—I have it!—like stubby organ pipes.” She shivered despite the heat. “Maybe we’d better be getting back to the ship.”


  “I’ll take a specimen of this and see what it looks like under the microscope.” Fritz bent down at the edge of the nearest canebrake.


  “No!” cried the girl.


  Before the word was out of her mouth the agronomist had snapped off one of the plants at its base.


  A strange thing happened then. As the stalk broke they heard a ping, like that made when a piano string breaks, but much louder. And as Fritz stared at his trophy in amazement, there came a soft echo of the tone from all sides, as though the horns of elfland were answering. It was a little thing, but somehow coldly frightening.


  Although he was several hundred yards away, Percy heard the ping and its echo, as well.


  “A perfect middle C,” he thought. “And the responses were all complementaries. What goes on here?” Then, as he saw the others strolling hurriedly toward the ship, he called, “Don’t worry, folks. I’m covering your retreat.”


  *   *   *   *   *


  “Those plants are almost identical with terrestial saccharunn oflicinarum.” Fritz told them that evening after they had finished an unappetizing meal of concentrate remnants. “It has distichous leaves, many-pointed culms, strong terminal panicles and—”


  “In other words—” prompted Percy.


  “In other words, it seems to be a very close relative of sugar cane. Fact is, the sugar content is extremely high. No need to worry about food any more. Just gather enough of it, run it through the synthesizer, and we’ll have any kind of protein or carbohydrate we desire.”


  “Will it purify the ship’s air if we plant it in the ‘ponic tanks?” Itchy asked.


  “Yep. It grows so rankly, it probably will absorb more carbon dioxide and give off more oxygen than the stuff we have been using.”


  “Let’s start harvesting tomorrow, then.” Percy pushed away his half-eaten portion of hash. “We can pay the farmers for any damage we do, if, and when, we locate them.”


  “No!” This time Shiela’s reaction was more than her highly developed response to anything which the little astronomer suggested. “No. We mustn’t touch it until the farmers give us permission.”


  “Now, Shiela,” pleaded Fritz. “I can’t scare up enough food in the whole ship to make another meal. We’ve got to do something.”


  “I know.” She ran distracted fingers through her heap of auburn hair. “But I won’t have the responsibility, I tell you. I think Rick should take the ship up and look for a settlement. The geometrical planting of those fields shows that a high order of intelligence exists somewhere on this planet. If we damage the cane we might lose our charter. Rick—”


  “Riklci-tikki-tavi, the infallible,” yawned Percy. “Okay. You win. We’ll wait for Solomon to wake and deliver judgment.”


  He rose. Then, a look of astonishment on his thin face, he grabbed the edge of the table as he started to stagger crab-wise across the floor.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Music in the Night


  


  


  AS HIS companions roared with laughter, the answer struck him and he flushed to his ultimate freckle. He made another break for his cabin, and would have crashed into the wall if Itchy had not extruded a long leg and collared him.


  “All right—laugh!” he snarled. “But wait till you stand up and seem to see the whole ship tip over.”


  They tried it, and had to hang on as he had done to keep from falling.


  “It’s really the tide,” Percy condescended to explain. “Jonah is so near his suns that their pull does queer things. At noon today those suns pulled directly upward, so the only effect was our loss of weight. Since we’ve been at table, both suns have sunk to the horizon. We have been too busy talking to notice the change, but we’re now being pulled sidewise with about the same strength as Jonah’s own gravitation pulls us downward. Split the angular distance and you’ll see why the floors seem to slant toward the west.


  “Tonight,” he continued viciously, as he jerked loose from Itchy and managed to reach the corridor, “Jonah and his primaries will all be pulling straight down. We’ll be about double our normal weight. . . . Happy dreams, if your lung muscles can take it!”


  “Insufferable little squirt,” said Fritz, when the astronomer had gone. “Someday I’ll break his conceited neck. Guess I’ll put an alarm across the main port, though, and leave it open. If what he says is correct, we’re going to need all the oxygen we can get tonight.”


  It was around midnight when Percy heard heavy shuffling sounds approaching his open cabin door. He raised leaden eyelids, managed to lift an arm and switch on the light at his bunkside, then lay inert. If a Jonahan were creeping up on him, it would have to creep. He was in no shape to offer opposition.


  Instead, it was a sagging-cheeked, puffy-eyed Rick who stumbled in.


  “If only Shiela could see her darling now,” thought the little man, forgetting that no human is fit to look at when navigating under two G’s.


  “What’s goin’ on?” husked the pilot.


  “Combined gravitational pull of Jonah and its—”


  “Oh, lord, I know that.” Rick sat down with a thump. “But I heard some sort of weird caterwauling. Thought you were playing your squeeze-box and came down to kick your teeth in.”


  “Not I.” Percy nodded toward his beloved accordion and ignored the “caterwauling” crack from the tone-deaf pilot. “Maybe some of the others were singing.”


  “I looked in every cabin. They’re all dead to the world.”


  “What kind of noise was it you heard?”


  “Sounded like a million cats on a back fence.”


  “It would.” The Ulsterman dragged himself to his feet and stood swaying groggily. “Let’s look outside.”


  They resembled two drunks as they dragged their three hundred and fifty-pound bodies down the corridor with the aid of the hand rails. Arriving at the open port, they forgot their discomfort as they stared, slack-jawed, across the shimmering, slightly phosphorescent fields of cane.


  A stiff wind was blowing now. Millions of plants, bent almost to the ground, were swaying in lazy waves under the pressure. And with each undulation, a thunder of piercingly sweet musical tones was sweeping the Star Rover.


  This was not a meaningless caterwauling, despite Rick’s description. Instead, the effect was somewhat as if a forest of musical saws was being beaten in unison by primitive tribesmen.


  “Like the skirling of bagpipers marching forward over a lost battlefield mounded with corpses,” whispered Percy.


  “Of all the gosh-awful rackets under heaven—” Rick began.


  “Shut up!” The astronomer bent his head and listened intently.


  “Diatonic scale, like that of the ancient Greeks,” he muttered. “No half tones. No minors. No chords. No dissonances. Just a monody in march time. Lord, how far can one go back?” Then he quoted in a changed voice: “ ‘Agas gobhfasfaidh an fear no dhiaidh sin thrid mo lar anios!’ ”


  RICK’S voice came loud and harsh through a pause in the music. “Stop that Gaelic blithering!” He was sweating, though the air was cool.


  “It seemed appropriate, somehow,” Percy explained. “The line is from Ronsard’s lament for Mary, Queen of Scots: ‘And until the grass shall grow after that up through my heart.’ ” As a rush of wind sent the music soaring to a nerve-racking climax of dominants, he continued: “Those overtones tell the story. This is the kind of music Siva taught the Hindus when he played to them on his zitar with its million sympathetic strings.”


  “I think you’re whacky, calling this stuff music when it’s only a noise that rattles my back teeth. Come inside.” He was white as a sheet as he plucked at Percy’s pajama sleeve. “I can’t take it.”


  “Your being tone-deaf makes it easy for those subsonics and supersonics to frazzle your nerves,” the astronomer explained, as he pressed the buttons which set the port revolving into an airtight and soundproof seal. “You need a stiff drink.”


  Rick leaned against the corridor wall, wiping his face and taking great gasps of air, as though he had just run up five flights of stairs.


  “What’s out there?” he panted at last. “Life,” answered Percy. “Intelligent life of a high order. Those cane fields make up a giant wind organ. My guess is that the size of the patch and the height of the cane determines the note on which each vibrates. But,” he continued gravely, “where is the keyboard for that organ and what kind of being sits at it? He . . . or it . . . is a primitive. That’s shown by the barbaric quality of the music. Perhaps we can find him tomorrow. Come on to bed, now. You look shot.”


  “I don’t like it.” The man who could whip the Star Rover through a nucleonic storm or a “coal sack” without flinching, was on the verge of hysteria. “I’m going to take the ship up and find a quieter spot. I can feel that infernal racket still—in here.” And he rubbed his head in explanation.


  “Suit yourself, Rick. But don’t try to leave Jonah. The air-conditioner’s down and the food’s low.”


  “Do I have to have you tell me my business?”


  The pilot staggered away. Percy was buckled into his harness by the time the rockets roared.


  It did not surprise him, the next morning, to find the Star Rover nested in a field of cane identical with the one she had left. Apparently the whole planet was covered with the stuff, was one vast instrument.


  Rick seemed his old supermanic self at breakfast, now that the suns were shining and the “caterwauling” had stopped. As usual, he made a great fuss over Shiela, and she almost purred whenever his laughing eyes met hers. It was tacitly understood that they would be married, someday.


  “I’ve been talking things over with the others,” he boomed as Percy skittered in late, over a floor which now seemed tilted toward the east. “Flew clean around Jonah last night. The whole darn planet, outside of its seas, rivers and lakes, is just like what you see outside. Completely uninhabited, Nothing but canebrakes.”


  “Should be ideal for colonization,” Shiela put in.


  “Not for Venusians,” Itchy objected, as he slopped the chowder which was his only remaining shipboard food. “No fish. My people like fish. Five times a day!”


  “Okay. We’ll log it fit for terrestrials and be on our way home. Fritz has completed his analysis of the flora, fauna and soil.”


  “That was easy,” grinned the Dutchman. “No fauna. One type of flora. Soil a uniform sandy loam high in humus.”


  “But who made that music last night?” Percy asked.


  “Music, he calls it!” Rick laughed. “You folks should have heard it! Nobody and no thing would be caught dead making noises like that. It’s just a natural phenomenon. I’ll log that, too, and suggest that only deaf persons be sent here as colonists. . . . Fritz, the next move’s up to you.”


  “First thing we do is clean the’ponic tanks so we can transplant cane into them. That will guarantee our air supply in space and also give us some green stuff to ward off scurvy. Then we’ll mow several acres of the cane, dehydrate it and pack it ready for the food synthesizer. Drop your forks. We’ve got a nasty job ahead.”


  THEY found that the’ponies, except for the three tanks containing healthy tomato plants, were a sour mess, due to ravages of the Centauran rust. Up to their knees in rotting vegetation, the quintet scraped, cursed, slid and perspired until they had stoked the last of the pulpy rubbish down the incinerator. They finished by hosing out the glass tanks and disinfecting them with the strongest solution Fritz could mix.


  By the time the room was bright and shining once more, the day was so far advanced, and they were so exhausted and filthy, that they postponed any attempt at transplanting new growth until the next morning. After a dip in the brook, which seemed intent on running uphill and crawling over its western bank, they ate a skimpy meal of scraps and tumbled into their bunks.


  Percy woke to the sounds of music and of Rick’s grumbling as the pilot clumped past his door. He followed, to find the others grouped on the landing ramp. It had been lifted clear of the ground for safety’s sake.


  Percy tried not to look at Shiela, who resembled her own grandmother under the pull of high gravity. The others were a depressing enough sight—with the exception of Itchy, whose hard shell could not sag.


  “I never heard anything so lovely,” the girl was saying as he approached. “Reminds me of a wordless Gregorian Chant.”


  “Listen to her!” Percy snorted. “It hasn’t the slightest resemblance to an ecclesiastical Plain Song or Cantus Firmus. There’s no mode or meter. Hardly any melody.”


  “Showoff! I studied voice for three years in Italy, remember.”


  “You wasted your time.” He was fighting to keep down his anger at her display of ignorance, but it was no use. His hunger for her was so great that the only way he could keep any control over himself was to get fighting mad.


  “Squeeze-box artist!”


  “Cut it out, you two,” rapped the pilot. Usually he encouraged them to be at each other’s throats, but now he was in no mood for the cruel sport. “And shut that port. I’m going crazy! Can’t sleep a wink.”


  “But we’ve got to get to the bottom of this,” protested the girl. “That cane is making real music. Which means one of two things: Either it is intelligent, which I can’t believe, or somebody is—is playing on it. That being the case, we don’t dare transplant or cut any of it until we get permission. New Washington would be sure to lift our charter if we—well, harmed it.”


  Deep in his heart, Percy agreed with her, but his hurt pride forced him to side with Rick for once.


  “She’s talking nonsense,” he told the worried pilot. “As you suggested, those tones must be the result of natural phenomena. There’s nothing to get upset about.”


  “You’re wrong on the last point,” frowned Rick. “Personally, I haven’t been so upset since I was a kid and my mother dragged me to hear a performance of Tannhauser. About halfway through the opera I started having hysterics. She took me home and gave me a good hiding. Now, get that port shut before I start banging my head against the wall.”


  He meant it!


  They got little sleep the rest of the night, what with their weight and the closeness of the air inside the closed ship. They snapped at one another during a sketchy breakfast, then set grimly to work uprooting a large area of cane.


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  When the Cane Screamed


  


  


  THE job proved difficult. The apparent early morning tilt of the fields made them seem to be digging into the face of a steep hillside. In addition, the roots of the plants formed a tangled mat extending three feet below the surface. Nevertheless, they kept doggedly at it until, by midafternoon, they had the’ponic tanks jam-packed with burgeoning growth.


  “Let’s knock off,” begged Itchy, whose long, carapaced body was more fit for tunneling than for strip mining.


  “No,” said Rick. “I want to get away from this cursed place as fast as possible. Let’s try to finish.”


  Shiela, who had said hardly a word all day, spoke up now. Her piquant face was smudged and strained. Her voice shook ever so little as she inspected the crop of blisters on her hands.


  “I still think we’re going about this the wrong way,” she said. “For hours, I’ve been convinced that the cane has been passively resisting our efforts to uproot it. I’m sure it doesn’t want to be transplanted, but since we haven’t—haven’t hurt it much, it—”


  “Look, my dear,” answered Rick, as he slipped a possessive arm around her bowed shoulders. “I know this digging is no work for a girl. Why don’t you go back to the ship and rest while we finish?”


  “It isn’t that.” She drew away from him. “It’s just that I think we’re going at this in too much of a rush. We should learn more about this life form before we start killing—and eating—it.”


  “What do the rest of you think?” asked the pilot.


  “I’ve learned everything that microscopes and test tubes can tell me,” answered the agronomist. “I found no sign of intelligence.”


  “I’m hungry and I want to go home,” was Itchy’s reply.


  Rick glanced at Percy, but the little man said nothing as he leaned on his spade at a weird angle and wiped the sweat out of his eyes.


  “That settles it, then. Shiela is overruled. Break out the machetes and get busy.”


  Suiting action to word, Rick swung one of the razor-sharp knives at the edge of the nearest field.


  A second later he staggered back, tripped over his own feet and crashed to the ground.


  For the stalks of cane were screaming as they fell!


  They made a sickening, ghastly sound, and it was multiplied hundreds of times by the sympathetic responses set up in the untouched fields.


  Rick leaped to his feet. His face was frightful to behold. For the first time since he had left Earth he went to pieces, lost command of himself and of the situation.


  “Filthy garbage!” he railed, plunging into the thick of the brake and swinging his machete like a man possessed, despite Shiela’s wail of protest. “Talk back to a man, will you? Take that—and that! Lie down and say ‘Uncle’ !” He was a boy again, pummelling an enemy.


  Although his voice was soon lost in a rising billow of chaotic, agonized sound, his frenzy communicated itself to all of the others except the girl. Caught up in a mob psychology, they ran to his aid and hacked and yelled above the uproar until the sap from the severed plants flowed stickily over their boots.


  “Saint Bartholomew’s Day,” thought Percy, a part of whose mind seemed to be watching the “massacre” from miles away.


  He was remembering a grisly tale his old grandmother once told him, a tale of the ghostly football players of Cushendun, who used a skull for their ball and the crumbling gate of a forgotten graveyard as their goal. But even as his thoughts raced and clamor shook the red sky, he went right on chopping cane.


  Before they collapsed from sheer exhaustion they had cut ragged gaps in four fields. After the shortest possible rest period they loaded endless bundles of the stuff on their aching backs and wrestled them up the ramp. As the suns went down, they helped Fritz cram most of their harvest into the dehydrator, and a small part of it into the synthesizer for conversion into their evening meal.


  “We’ll finish up tomorrow and get the blazes out of this dump,” said a sheepish Rick as they sat, red-eyed and relaxed, around the dining table, waiting for their food to cook. “I didn’t mean to go haywire, Shiela, but I’ve had about all I can stand of Jonah.”


  SHIELA didn’t answer. She sat looking at her hero as though he were a stranger. The tension was broken when a trap at Itchy’s place clicked and deposited a steaming pile of synthetic fish cakes. He hissed with delight and attacked them with both hands.


  The others got what looked like charcoal steak and French fries.


  “The best I could turn out in a hurry,” Fritz apologized.


  He and Rick got busy plying knife and fork. Percy was trying to show his will power by finishing a cigarette before starting to eat, but the effort made sweat stand out on his high forehead.


  Sheila took four or five bites, then pushed her plate away.


  “What’s the matter, honey?” Rick asked through a full mouth.


  “I don’t know. Guess I’m just too tired to eat.”


  “She means,” Percy grinned, “that she feels like a cannibal—or like a little girl who can’t bear to eat her pet hen.”


  “That’s not so!” stormed the ecologist. Then, as her face assumed a greenish tinge, she dashed from the room.


  “Crazy kid,” chuckled Rick, as he polished off his plate and pushed the “seconds” button. “She’ll get over it. This is the best meal I’ve had since we left home. You outdid yourself, Fritz.”


  The agronomist wasn’t listening. Instead, he was staring at Percy.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he asked. “Did Shiela’s performance make you queasy, too? You haven’t touched a bite.”


  “No,” lied the astronomer. He couldn’t even give that much credit to his foe. “It’s—it’s just that I don’t quite trust this stuff. I want to see what a diet of synthesized singing cane does to you folks before I try it.”


  “Our pal!” Rick’s face paled. “Eat up. That’s an order!”


  “There’s nothing in the ship’s articles which gives you command over my diet,” Percy snapped.


  “Get out of this cabin before I brain you, you little wart!” Then, with false heartiness to Itchy: “Let me try one of those fish cakes. They look good.”


  The sound of munching died away after Percy left.


  “If there’s ever a murder aboard the Star Rover, you’ll know that I committed it,” gritted Rick.


  *   *   *   *   *


  Gnawing hunger and his steadily increasing weight made sleep impossible for Percy. He heard the cane begin to tune up after darkness fell and the night wind rose.


  For half an hour the music was tentative, hardly reaching his cabin. But when, at last, it swelled to its first crescendo, the sound jerked the astronomer out of his bunk to stand trembling, with fingernails biting into his palms.


  For this time the sound really was a discord, rasping, horrible and somehow obscene. It affected the highly trained ears of the listener in much the same way that the perfect monody of previous nights had ripped the nerves of the tone-deaf pilot.


  “ ‘Like sweet bells jangled, out of tune,’ ” he choked.


  The music broke off in midsweep, as though ashamed. It tried again. And again that soul-shattering discord.


  Percy crawled back into bed and buried his head under the blankets. He stifled there for what seemed an eternity, then emerged cautiously. The night was utterly still. Or was that a lagging footstep far down the corridor?


  Throwing on part of his clothes, he headed in the direction of the sound. Glancing into the cabins of his companions as he passed them, he saw that each was empty.


  The landing ramp was empty, too, and, worse still, had been lowered until it touched the ground. He clumped back to the control room, found a lantern and returned to the port.


  As he got there, the music resumed. But now there was no discord. The monody was perfect, leaping and triumphant.


  PERCY swept the searchlight across those slaughtered fields, then ran down the ramp. Moments later, he had Rick’s white body focused in the beam.


  The big fellow’s nakedness was partially concealed by a scattering of tall stalks which had escaped his machete earlier in the day. His eyeballs were rolled upward until only their whites showed. He was swaying lightly to the breath of the night wind. And he was keening like a banshee on the perfect—for him, impossibly perfect—tone of Middle C.


  Percy knew, almost without having to listen, that, with Rick’s help, the brake was able to regain its proper pitch.


  He grasped his chief’s brawny arm and shook it fiercely. The only response was a reflex which sent him sprawling. He tried again, shouting hoarse warnings, and went down from a wild punch which closed his right eye.


  Shaking with pain and fright, the little man went in search of Fritz. He could not budge the bellowing Dutchman. Itchy, too, was in the same cataleptic state and hissing like a calliope in the bass clef.


  Percy skirted the waving, bowing grain until he spotted Shiela with the needle of light. She stood slim amidst her discarded garments, knee-deep in a trampled growth of young cane. From her round throat was pulsing a contralto note so sweetly perfect that it tore his heart.


  “Shiela!” he called, when the breeze and the music died for a moment. “Shiela! Can you hear me?”


  Her supple arms, upthrown above her head, did not stop their languid motion, but he fancied her body strained toward him.


  “Shiela! It’s Percy. Come here at once!”


  She shook her head, sending her long, unbound hair in waves over milky shoulders and tip-tilted bosom.


  “Grayne of the Bright Breasts,” he marvelled.


  Then he lunged forward. Disregarding the screams of the cane which he trampled, he caught the girl around the hips, slung her over his shoulder and ran for the ship.


  She fought him like a cat. Her nails ripped his back and her knees beat a tattoo against his ribs. Somehow, though, he managed to stagger up the ramp, dump her on the corridor floor and seal the port.


  As the sound of music died the girl yawned, stretched and opened her eyes. Then she screamed and fled like a nymph pursued by fauns.


  “Shiela,” he called, as soon as he had regained his breath and followed her to her locked cabin. “Something terrible has happened! Come out. We’ve got to talk.”


  “Go away,” she sobbed. “I never want to see you again.”


  “It’s the others,” he persisted. “They’re out in the brake.”


  “I was out there, too, wasn’t I?” Clad now in a bathrobe, which clung to every womanly curve of her, she opened the door and stood leaning against the jamb. “I remember going to see what was the matter when that awful discord started. After that, everything got mixed up. I thought I was singing at La Scala. Oh, how I sang! Then you stood up in the audience and shouted at me. I hated you for ruining my aria. There was a riot or something. I woke up lying in the corridor with nothing on. I thought—”


  “Never mind. Come on. I’ll mix you a drink and try to explain.”


  “You think it was caused by the food, somehow?” she asked, half an hour later, as she fitted a poultice to his black eye.


  “I’m sure of it. I ate nothing and I felt no compulsion. You had only a few bites and I was able to snap you out of it. The others gorged themselves. I couldn’t budge any of them.”


  “It’s like Circe and the men she turned into swine, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, although I think it’s a matter of chemistry rather than enchantment. Also, I make a rather pitiful Ulysses. And where is Mercury’s blue flower, which will lift the curse?”


  “What can we do?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “And what can we eat?”


  “Tomatoes,” he answered grimly.


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Home Sweet Home


  


  


  RICK, Fritz and Itchy were hammerering on the port when he awoke. They laughed uproariously when he tried to tell them what had happened.


  “Another of your fairy stories, Percy,” jeered Rick. “It just got so stuffy in the ship that the three of us decided to sleep outside, didn’t we?”


  “Sure,” agreed a lacklustre Fritz. “Sure,” echoed Itchy, after a pause.


  “Of course we did,” Rick repeated. “Fritz, I’m famished. Rustle up some ham and.”


  “Herring for me,” warned the Venusian.


  Their boisterous confidence was considerably dampened, however, when Fritz came back from inspection with a report that the transplanted cane was wilting in the’ponic tanks.


  “It almost seems to be sulking,” he said with a puzzled frown. “It isn’t dead. I’ve changed the solution. Maybe it will revive.”


  “Well, there’s no use doing any more work outdoors until we get the’ponies growing right,” yawned Rick, as he finished his third cup of coffee. “Think I’ll turn in for a while. Can hardly keep my eyes open.”


  He headed for his cabin and the others followed.


  “What do you think, Shiela?” Percy toyed with his stewed tomatoes.


  “I’m scared stiff!”


  She reached out her hand as though to touch his, then drew it back and blushed.


  “It’s all right.” He smiled ruefully. “I know you hate me, but we’ll have to work together on this. Beauty and the beast, eh?”


  “You’re horrid!” She flounced away.


  He went to his cabin and tried to think. It was no use. Idly, he took the accordion off its hook and fingered a few chords. Remembering how Rick hated the sound, he carried the instrument to the landing ramp, swung the port almost closed and sat staring out over the cane.


  “Music,” he said to himself at last. “They call it the universal language. I wonder?”


  He rippled the keys.


  “You wonder what, Percy?”


  Shiela came out on the ramp, sat down beside him and hugged her dimpled knees like a little girl.


  “They are—it is so primitive,” he answered. “It would be like trying to explain the unified field theory in sign language. Still—”


  He slammed the boards of the accordion together in a crash of soaring chords. Was it his imagination, or did the cane shimmer and bow?”


  “What are you thinking of?” Percy shivered like the cane as she leaned tensely against his shoulder. “We’ll die here, won’t we? We’ll never see the green hills of Earth again.”


  “You mentioned Gregorian Chants the other day,” ne said hastily. “Here’s what a real one sounds like.”


  Under the pressure of his long, spatulate fingers, the accordion began speaking with the voice of angels.


  “Perhaps the good Pope Gregory was a wee bit hasty when he ruled that the use of sharps, flats or harmony were offenses before the Golden Throne,” Percy mused, his brogue thickening. “Yet if ever there was a living man who had listened to the heavenly choir, it must have been His Holiness. The Ould Bhoy, he said, would be sure to sink his pickers and stealers into any monk who let choristers sing different notes at the same time.


  “Of course,” he went on, his eyes still watching the plain, “different parts of a chorus could sing in rotation. But that was antiphony, not harmony. And the poor cowled fellow who first introduced a half note in the liturgy was called a dangerous radical.”


  “How do you know all this?” She gazed at him in wonder.


  “I studied music too, child, in Belfast.” His prominent Adam’s apple jumped in his throat. “I dreamed of being a great orchestra leader. “But,” he grinned crookedly, “the telies weren’t kind to me. I became an astronomer, then. Few people look at us.”


  He played on and on. The untold millions of cane stalks stood at attention. The lurid dumbbell winged its way across the saffron sky.


  “And now,” he said after an hour, “let’s commit a sacrilege—one that would have had us excommunicated a millennium ago. Primitives, you know, abominate the tritone, or use it only as a warble in air-raid sirens. Gregory called it the ‘diabolus in musica.’ Listen! I’ll give them fair warning.”


  He ended the last chant with a scandalous ululation of thirds.


  From all points of the compass a thin, shocked wailing answered him. The cane writhed as though in torment.


  “So endeth the first lesson.” He rose and helped the girl to her feet. She did not draw away, and he went on: “Tonight we’ll know whether my hunch is working.”


  THAT evening he was on the alert and blocked Shiela’s path as she started with the others out of the ship. She came to herself almost at once and followed him meekly to the landing platform.


  There, as the night wore on, they sat listening raptly to a succession of Plain Songs in the eight proper church modes which would have delighted Pope Gregory’s pious old heart.


  “Very good indeed,” beamed Percy in the hour before dawn, after he had brought a blanket from his cabin and wrapped it around the shivering, wide-eyed girl. “They learn fast. Also, you’ll notice that they’re skipping one note. That’s because you’re not doing your duty, my girl, in that field over to the left.”


  “It will grow up again, won’t it?”


  “My guess is it’s growing an inch an hour right now, to be in the act as soon as possible.”


  “You know,” she said, “this all reminds me of something I once read in an old book, by a man named Webb, or Wells. He thought life was like the sea and that the individual was only a momentary wave, or a stalk of cane growing.”


  “Could be.” He picked up the accordion as the suns wheeled over the horizon, the breeze died and the brake grew silent. “Now, I’ll give them their second lesson.”


  “That’s an old English madrigal,” Shiela exclaimed, as he swept into the lilting strains of “Sumer is icumen in.”


  “You did learn something when you studied voice, after all. The madrigal is also a fine example of descantus or counterpoint. A two-part song, you’ll notice, with plenty of rhythm but still no half tones or real harmony. Fra Guido of Arezzo started that ball rolling back in the Tenth Century, and almost got burnt at the stake for his pains.”


  He shifted to the rollicking “Robin and Marion” by the Humpback of Arras, and went on:


  “It was a sort of revolution, you know. People had become bored with the stiff chants. They still sang them, of course, but they started combining them with popular folksongs called ‘slippery songs.’ What a rumpus that raised!”


  “I don’t understand you, Percy.” She stared at him blankly. “What are you up to?”


  “Let’s have tomatoes for breakfast,” he yawned.


  *   *   *   *   *


  The Star Rover lay silent all day while the five explorers slept the sleep of utter exhaustion.


  Percy was up in time to watch Rick, Fritz and Itchy stalk out to their nightly choir singing. They had not bothered to put on clothes this time. Neither did they speak to him or to each other. And he noticed something even more disturbing. They seemed to be acquiring characteristics of Jonah’s vegetation.


  Rick’s curls peaked above his head for all the world like a seed pod. Fritz had lost much weight and gained a sort of elfin litheness. Itchy’s shell was turning a bright green. They were drifting away, almost beyond rescue.


  “ ‘The mark of cane,’ ” Percy couldn’t resist saying to Shiela.


  “Don’t,” she whispered. “The poor things! And you saved me from that.”


  “Only because you didn’t sock me in the eye.”


  This night Jonah rang with as near an imitation of madrigals as the cane could supply. In fact, to the astonishment of the watchers, the men out in the field sang the words to the tunes—words they had forgotten since their far childhood on Earth.


  “How about a little real harmony, now, ladies and gentlemen?” Seizing his accordion, Percy cut boldly in at the end of a round with the crashing thunder of Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress.”


  “The introduction of harmony in music played a big part in winning people to the Reformation,” he explained to Shiela. “I’ll try it again!”


  Out in the fields all was confusion and dissonance for a moment.


  And then the Jonahans recognized that they had met their master!


  Obediently, they followed his switch to the chromatic scale, with its multitude of sharps and Arts. How they did this, Shiela could only guess. Perhaps by cross resonances among the various fields of whole tones. Perhaps by wrenching their chromosomes into new patterns.


  “How—” she began, then stopped.


  Percy was transfigured. His hawk-nosed face had lost its homeliness. He stared unwinkingly at the high stars. His fingers flew. At last he had realized his life’s ambition. He was leading an orchestra, an orchestra of billions of perfect instruments, the only living orchestra in the Galaxy. He was content.


  Shiela buried her head in her arms and sobbed, silent and alone.


  How he played that night! First Palestrina. Then, by easy stages, into Bach, Handel, Haydn and such early masters of the symphony as Beethoven. The unearthly orchestra obeyed and supported him. Great music furled around Jonah like a banner and the very seams and rivets of the Star Rover sang with it. Even when his increasing weight made his fingers too heavy for the keys. Even after Shiela had half-led him to his cabin, the planetary symphony thundered on.


  WHEN she shook him awake in the dusk of another day, the girl said, “The tomatoes are all gone. From now on, we starve.”


  “Then I must make the supreme test tonight,” Percy said. “Tonight, or never, I must really talk to them. Tell them we meant no harm. Explain that we need food and help in getting home. Say that I will return and teach them more. Ask them to release the others.”


  “But how, Percy? How?”


  “I—don’t know.” His heart ached as he saw how pale and thin she had become. “I thought maybe I could dc it with a homophony.”


  “Homophony?”


  “Yes, dear. That’s the instrumental music developed during the last three centuries—the music perfected by Sobietsky on Earth, Trantor on Mars, and Susurra on Venus. It has one supreme melodic part with an harmonic accompaniment. It almost talks, if one has ears.”


  “I know. But homophony on an accordion!” She looked at him, her great eyes filled with tears. “You need a hundred instruments. You need a theremin, a trautonium and several electronophones. It’s impossible!”


  “I can only try.” He shrugged thin shoulders.


  Her heart went out to him as he took his pitiful “squeeze-box” from its hook and edged, crabwise but valiant, down the sloping corridor.


  This night, as they took their places on the landing platform, the fields were hushed though a good breeze already had risen. By the starshine they could see the three explorers, also silent in their accustomed places. They looked scarcely human, now.


  Percy stepped forward briskly, as though the ramp were a podium bathed in the glare of a dozen spotlights. He rapped the railing sharply.


  A sigh went through the cane, like that with which Terrestrial audiences are said to have greeted the immortal Toscanini.


  He started with an uncomplicated but melodic symphony—Sibelius’ “Finlandia”—and, despite the lack of rehearsals and the limitations of his instrument, he completed it.


  He even got through Shostakovich’s Twelfth to the satisfaction of the Jonahans, who broke into an involuntary thunder of wild chords at the close. But halfway through Trantor’s “Hymn to the Galaxy” he went to pieces and the homophony dribbled away into silence.


  He tried again, teeth clenched and face ghastly white. But even his expert tegers could not turn an accordion into an electronophone and the Jonahans lid not understand enough to help. He broke off in the middle of a bar, hurled the instrument from him and lunged for the door.


  “Wait!” Shiela threw herself on him. ““You can’t quit. Think of Rick, Fritz and Itchy out there. Think of yourself and what this means to all music lovers everywhere. Think of me. I have faith in you.”


  “I can’t,” he choked. “You were right. I need an orchestra.”


  “You have one. There never was another like it!”


  “How can I tell them what I want, with that silly thing?”


  ’Take it!” She pressed the accordion into his hands. “Try once more—or I will hate you, the very stars will hate you!”


  Obedient as a child, he resumed playing. And this time something of Trantor came through, some part of the vast dream he had had of the stars and their peoples singing and working together throughout the millennia in proud brotherhood. It came through blurred and faint, like something seen fluttering inside an alabaster box held to the light, or as some of the majesty of the Aurochs was caught when a caveman scratched its image on a wall with a charred stick.


  When the song ended there was no acclaim. The cane merely waited, puzzled, tense, and somehow angry.


  T failed! Urey don’t understand.” Percy slumped against the hull, fumbled abstractedly for a cigarette and quoted: “ ‘Ta me reidh leat go ndeantar damh combra cool! I am done with you until a narrow coffin be made for me!’ ”


  Again he was ugly, Shiela thought bitterly, ugly and frustrated as Satan.


  “Let me try.” She picked up the forgotten music box at last.


  “You?” He tried to laugh. “Go ahead, then. Finger it like a piano. Never mind the bass. And remember—you’re a contralto, not a coloratura.”


  FOR LONG moments she stood her fine head thrown back, gazing out over the impatient fields. Then her fingers began to move hesitantly. This was no attempt at homophony—only a simple melody more than five hundred years old.


  Percy stared, as though the ghost of Blind Rafferty had risen before him. He did not heed the pain when the forgotten cigarette burned his fingers.


  And she sang, as once she had dreamed of doing at La Scala and the Metropolitan. Gravely, she sent her voice ringing bell-like across the plains. And her simple words carried with them the traditions, longings and aspirations of the race of man.


  “Mid pleasures and palaces, tho’ we may roam,


  Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home. . . .”


  “Trite,” he thought, reaching out a hand to snatch the box from her. And yet, the words were evoking pictures of the red-berried rowan trees and the booming surf of Antrim Glen under his closed eyelids. Perhaps, please God, even an alien intelligence would glimpse the message.


  “A charm from the skies seems to hallow us there,


  Which, seek through the world is ne’er met with elsewhere. . . .”


  On and on she went, tearing her lonely heart out through the last plaintive reprise:


  “Home. Home. Sweet, sweet home!


  Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home!”


  They felt the tension and the questioning ease as she collapsed, sobbing, against the side of the ship.


  Out in the brake, three frightened explorers started a lumbering run toward the ramp.


  In the ‘ponies, though they did not know it, the wilted cane rustled and straightened into new life.


  “You did it, Mavourneen.” Percy took the trembling girl in his arms and cradled her bright head on his shoulder. “What I couldn’t do with my knowledge, you did with your heart. They understand. They’ll let us go now.”


  “You made me understand first,” she answered. “Oh, Percy, Percy! Forgive me for all the nasty things I’ve said and done to you.”


  *  *  *  *  *


  Two days later they stood in the control room, looking down at Rick as the Star Rover, safely back in the Warp, plunged homeward from Jonah at four times light speed.


  “Maybe you should change your mind, colleen,” said Percy. “I’m just a balding star-snooper without even a past. Rick has everything a fair woman could want—a brilliant future, courage, good looks—and curly hair.”


  Her hand made no motion, this time, to stroke those curls.


  “Poor Rick,” she sighed. “Take-offs knock him out as badly as landings do. We’d better get him to his cabin.”


  OUT OF THE PAST


  H.R. Stanton


  AS A CIVIL engineer with the Terran Services, I’ve knocked around quite a bit. I’m not particularly moved by emotion or sentiment. In my game you can’t be—not if you want to live long. I’ve seen sights that would make the average man’s blood run cold—sights which have left me unaffected. But there are rare times when even I am touched. I’ll never forget, as long as I live, that simple little discovery which Harry Fellen, my co-worker, and I made.


  We were doing a routine survey on Venus a few weeks back. It was hard uncomfortable work as all Venusian operations are. Try getting up some enthusiasm in a temperature of a hundred and twenty degrees with a relative humidity of one hundred per cent. Try doing it while you’re wearing a spore-suit and a filter mask. It’s not exactly fun.


  Anyhow we were running this survey, using a small copter, and doing a lot of marking on foot in the heart of the fantastic-growths that cover Venus. We’d left the copter at a temporary base and were running a base-line—just the two of us—to be used later in spotting a small rocket port. We had the best equipment—radio and optical, as well as a complete drawing room in the copter—but we were not exactly jumping with vigor. The swamps drain a man too easy.


  Harry was walking knee deep in mud toward me. I put down the optical sighter.


  “Jim,” he said in an unusually earnest tone, “come over here a minute will you?” He stopped and motioned me to follow him, “O.K.” I said, “What do you want.”


  “Take a look at this.”


  I followed him for a distance of about three hundred meters. The little walk was fatiguing. Harry was waiting.


  “What’s up?” I asked rather uncuriously. He pointed to a clump of vegetation at the base of a gigantic tree. I looked closely but 1 saw nothing unusual. Here was a huge lump of mossy, undergrowth, crawling alive with typical Venusian spore-growths, in all, an ugly sight.


  “I don’t see anything,” I said after a time.


  Harry took his light aluminum shovel and jabbed at the mold-covered pile. It gave a distinctly metallic ring. I looked curiously at Harry. Without a word I joined him and in five minutes we had uncovered a sizable expanse of metal. We were practically floating in our suits after the effort, but this was something!


  Harry looked at me and I looked at him. “You know what this is?” he asked in a feeble voice.


  “I know,” I said slowly, “that’s a rocket—and I’ll bet credits, it’s the Prometheus!”


  Seventy years ago the first interplanetary rocket to Venus was launched—and it had never been heard of again. The loss hadn’t stopped men, but I remember reading accounts of how the event was taken on Earth.


  To make a long story short, Harry and I went at it, uncovering enough metal to enable us to make a cut into the badly corroded thing. We saw the remnants of skeletal dust that remained under the thick coating of Venusian life-forms.


  Nothing was recognizable, no writings, no notes, no film. Only the etched nameplates told us the name of this incredible adventurer to the planets.


  Here, standing on an alien planet, seeing the tragic remains of a glorious undertaking, realizing that we were of the same breed, made me feel prouder then, than ever before.


  Well, when the incident was reported, it made quite a stir; they’re going to leave the hulk here, and put up a monument to the men who made the last trip. I’m going to be in on the ceremony—not that I’m a sentimentalist you understand—but I want to hold my head just a bit higher . . .


  PLAGIARIST


  H.R. Stanton


  In an age of advanced technology, it would be difficult for any one person to extol the virtues of a dead era. The two cultures would be utterly alien.


  AT twelve months, Jamie sucked a chubby thumb, opened blue eyes wide in new-found joy.


  “G’een fingers c’eeping up a window,” he babbled, pointing. His nurse-mentor glanced at the small, weakly plant growing in the sterilised soil of its pot inside the crystal curve of the nursery window.


  She smiled indulgently. “A member of the leguminosae exhibiting the movement known as circumnutation,” she corrected him.


  “Wass it’eaching for?”


  “It’s not reaching for anything, James. There is no sentience in its movements. They’re not even in direct response to any external stimuli. If the tendrils happen to come in contact with a support, the friction causes them to coil round it.”


  Jamie pondered this.


  “Ifn g’een fingers don’ fin’ anyfing to hold on to, do they keep g’owing wight up to th’ sun?”


  “They’re not fingers, James. If there’s nothing for them to grip, then they shrivel and die.”


  Jamie was sad for the pea-plant in its hopeless quest to get a grip on life and climb nearer the sun. Then he forgot it in his efforts to blow bigger and better spit-bubbles.


  The nurse secretly took the pot, thrust it into a garbage slot. Dirty things to have around the nursery. She wondered who’d put it there on the sly. His mother, she supposed, during his sleep period. Should know better. Infringement of rules anyway to enter the nursery without permission. James was an awkward enough child without giving him such adscititious things to distract him from the path of learning. He was always finding fantastic metaphors and incorrect labels for the most commonplace objects. Backward in speech too, unlike his sister Chrome who’d pronounced her permitted vocabulary perfectly at eleven months.


  AT eighteen months, his mathematics tutor looked at the graph paper he’d snatched from under Jamie’s stylo.


  A wavering but strangely firm circle, with radiants, above a horizontal.


  “No co-ordinates. No . . . What is this anyway? It isn’t an analysis.”


  “Sun,” said Jamie dreamily. “Sun looking through the window, laughing at me.”


  “What are you talking about, boy? Your statement’s without meaning, so I shan’t examine it. And I remind you that this is not your draughtsmanship and design class. Even if it were, this”—he waved the paper—“this would mean nothing.”


  “Does everything have to mean something?”


  Under his breath the tutor groaned in mock anguish: “Another reversionist.”


  WHEN Jamie was two, his nurse-mentor reported in writing to his parents: “As I informed you on your last visit to the nursery, James shows every sign of a reversion to the old child-norm despite all prescribed conditioning and instruction during his most formative period; and I am reluctant to pronounce him as fit to assume the responsibilities of family and social intercourse.


  “However, my new house-pupil is due today and I must consider my duty to James at an end. He is, of course, a most lovable child, but I must beg you not to permit his charm to prevent you from doing your utmost to curb his predilection for fantasy and—I must say it—distortion of truth.”


  Georg Steel-Sec frowned at the letter. “She says you’re a liar, Jamie.”


  Jamie was indignant. “I’m not. Sometimes I can’t tell the whole of the truth as I see it because I haven’t the words yet. But that’s not lying. And anyway, it doesn’t hurt anybody.”


  “But you are an untruther, young Jamie,” said his sister Chrome with all the self-righteousness of her four years. “This morning you said there was a little red man sitting on the bottom of my bed. And there wasn’t.”


  Jamie mumbled: “Not my fault you couldn’t see him.”


  Georg Steel-Sec shook his head. “No one minds you having day-dreams, Jamie lad. But don’t project them. Have some consideration for other people whose regard for objective truth may be higher than yours. You’ve seven years to prepare for your first Estfod. Our family record is good. You won’t uphold it if you examine yourself rather than the world. Introspection is the death of learning. It’s not such a bad world that you should thus need to escape from it.”


  Matron Marion Steel-Sec, mother of Jamie, smiled. It was easy to see from whom Jamie had inherited his lively dark-blue eyes. “What a loose phrase, Georg,” she murmured. “ ‘Not a bad world.’ Quite meaningless.”


  Georg was about to reply, decided not. Marion might not be as brilliant intellectually as his other wife, Mrs. Janet Steel-Sec. But her gentle wit and secret laughter disconcerted him in argument more easily than Janet’s incisive and unemotional reasoning.


  IT wasn’t a bad world—for most.


  Ancient prophets of sterile woe were forgotten even before a psychotic world had paradoxically regained sanity by an act of inspired madness—The Burning—in which the ashes of the old self-doomed cultures had been mixed with their end-product: atomic debris.


  And in the rebirth, the ancient visionaries were finally confounded. Mechanical, social, administrative perfection did not bring the threatened sterility and stasis. Minds were freed to seek their full and sufficient beauty.


  Conflict was sublimated in pure research, or in cultural rivalries which culminated periodically in Estfods—open competitions between communities and individuals with sinecure government posts as prizes.


  Only in one respect would the old gloom-rakers have been correct. With reason now ruling, only functional, pragmatical beauty was recognised. In maturing at last, men had lost the delights of unreason, of fantasy.


  Except in the nurseries.


  And here—during what were now recognised as the two most formative years of existence, when only specialists should have access to young, acutely-impressionable minds—the child was gently weaned from such atavistic introversion and set on the path of semantic exactitude.


  Escape mechanisms were unnecessary now, said the psychos, and their demands must not be permitted to hinder mental development.


  Escapism went the way of the vanished vermiform appendix.


  Except in recalcitrants like Jamie.


  HE was nine, with a few months to go before his first and most important Estfod, when he found the capsule.


  He had enjoyed the intervening years far more than his tutors.


  From Rome, his sixth-year mentor had written to Georg Steel-Sec in semi-humorous despair.


  “He’s more trouble than the other nine of my travelclass together. He wanders off alone every day—preferably slipping away unobserved in the middle of a lecture. He usually makes for the nearest pastoral community to talk with any of the inhabitants he can find who may not be at work. But failing this, he’ll beguile a citizen from productive labour, thus, of course, exacerbating his delinquency.


  “Yesterday he even inveigled the councilhead of a community into a game of his own devising, played with small six-sided cubes marked with numerals. As a result, according to a tally they were keeping, this man owed Jamie his entire personal estate, including his wives, and a lien on his income for the next six months! It appears, however, that the transaction was one which Jamie calls ‘a pretend’, meaning that it had no foundation in fact.


  “When I reproved him for wasting the man’s time in such idle and useless play, he replied ‘The laws of chance are beautiful.’ I asked him whether he didn’t mean uncertainty principles. He said ‘No. Chance is human. Uncertainty is statistical.’


  “You see? No referents! No basis for correction! And allied to his evasive attitude is a charm of bearing and speech that makes if difficult to be stern with him. After a recent truancy, when I’d pointed out the paralogisms and palpable sophistry of his excuses, he calmly handed me a bunch of wildflowers and said: ‘They argue better than I can.’


  “His records are before me as I write. But for their testimony, I’d say he’s weakminded. But his natural intelligence index is well above average, his psychencephalog rating is sound, and his empathy quotient is high. Too high, perhaps. His self-imposed task at the moment is to persuade the local pastoral communities which prefer natural milk to the synthesised product to discard their machinery and milk the cows by hand because ‘the cows prefer it’ !


  “His fellow-pupils complain that he relates wild tales of meetings with all manner of curious creatures; and when asked to adduce proof, his invariable reply is ‘Close your eyes and look.’


  “You shouldn’t conclude from all this that I’m an unsympathetic pedant, lacking in a sense of the humanities and aesthetics. We’re all entitled to an inner life, but after we leave the nursery, we should endeavour to keep it to ourselves. Jamie blithely refuses to grow up in that respect.”


  FROM Buenos Aires, his seventh-year mentor had sent a picture of blue pampas and green mountains to his father, with the disgusted note: “This was done in architecture class.”


  Jamie’s eighth-year mentor sent a poem—


  
    A distillate of virgin souls


    which filled a polythenic tube


    in sparkle, squeeze and pulse


    (chrysalis, nascent, unborn amid the stars,


    a corybantic frieze, but muted,


    an abruption from the spheres)


    were caught in cloud and, slothing wearily


    vapid, titrated in the alkaline mist,


    they spilled their lifebreath


    and with a choric cry


    were one with naught.

  


  “That,” the tutor sarcastically commented “is Jamie’s attempt at recapitulating what chemistry he has learned during the year. When told it meant nothing, he said ‘Maybe not, but it sounds good if you read it aloud.’ ”


  Georg sighed, threw this latest report to Matron Marion. She read it, head tilted to one side. She smiled. “Jamie’s been flitter-drifting over the prairie at night, watching the stars.”


  “Perhaps you can understand him,” said Georg. “But don’t ask me to.”


  JAMIE stood in the white, wide-arched corridor outside the lecture-room and looked down at the broad sweep of the River Thames, tinted pale gold by the slanting sun of a morning in early Spring.


  He’d just transmitted his weekly letter to his mother and, as usual, was feeling homesickness pangs.


  “Dear Marion: Pre-Estfod Year is a bore. Mainly recapitulation. Even London in Spring, with the pastel facades of its graceful university buildings mirrored for mile on mile in the ancient river (that sounds good—read it aloud!) doesn’t reconcile me to work.


  “Other pre-Estfod pupils are impressed by the atmosphere of great learning here—Janet admired it greatly, I’m told—she would!—but I can’t savour the season of rebirth in a city, however beautiful. I’m thinking of our own summer home in the Ozarks—expect you’re there by now—and nostalgia pricks deep.


  “However, I scrounged some fuel for my flitter last night and—yes, you’ve guessed—I shall play hookey this afternoon. I shall drift down to the West. If I’m stopped, I can always say that I’m on my way to the Wales country, where—according to legend—the Estfod originated thousands of years ago——


  But it was to the south-west that Jamie flitted that afternoon, swinging low and lazily over soft green pastureland with the smooth-humming vanes of his flitter making a wide halo above his head.


  He rose a little to approximate his position by the distant coastline of the English Channel. Eleven miles inland, he guessed. A thousand feet below him was a curiously regular configuration of earthworks in the form of three roughly concentric ovals which encompassed perhaps 120 acres of raised ground.


  He wondered if it were a natural feature. The rose-pink roofs of a small community showed nearby. He drifted down towards the outskirts, landed near a seat where a countryman was regulating the humidity panel of a field.


  He folded his vanes. The man turned, smiled, said: “Maamin’ to ‘ee. Graand it be, tew. Wer be fraam?”


  “Uh?”


  “Sorry, young’un. You’re not local, then? It’s a preserved dialect.” Jamie smiled back. “I like it. From documents?”


  The countryman shook his head in wry wistfulness. “No, son. The Burning was pretty thorough. By word of mouth. But we’ve even retained some poetry.”


  Jamie’s eyes gleamed. “Like to hear it sometime. But right now I’m interested in that place. Spotted it from the air. Is it natural?”


  “American, aren’t you? Student?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  The man got the humidity panel adjusted to his liking, turned to regard the vast earthworks. “No. It’s not natural. Pre-Burning history,” he said shortly, as if that explained all. “Still known around here as Madden or Maiden Castle. Nothing of interest there—unless you’ve a girl with you and you’re seeking quiet and a couch of soft turf. But you wouldn’t be interested yet.”


  “Eh? I’m nine,” Jamie said, mock-indignant.


  They laughed together. The age of directness encompassed even children—though the ancients might not have regarded their formative period as a “childhood.”


  The countryman said: “Taking your first Estfod soon, I suppose. Going to try for a job?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Good luck.”


  “Thanks. And goodbye. Think I’ll take a look at your Maiden Castle. Perhaps I’ll bring a girl next time.” He strode off over the springy turf, turning to wave.


  He scorned to use his flitter, scrambled easily up the sloping sixty-foot high outer earthwork. History mouldered unseen beneath his feet.


  AS the countryman said, The Burning had been thorough, scientific—after the initial madness had passed away—accomplished with candor and iconoclastic enthusiasm. No thought, word or wrack of past-Grecian civilisation had been thought worthy of survival. Mankind was to be given a new, clean start.


  There’d been much good in the old, it was admitted, but all, good and bad, was tainted with the indictment of failure: no cultures that harbored the germ of their own downfall could be honoured by posterity, and even their widest and most innocent ramifications were included in the overall responsibility for the final fission war.


  The new builders didn’t say history was the bunk. But they junked it, whole.


  Even the so-called time-capsules had been sought with detectors, unearthed, destroyed.


  But this had been done mainly on the basis of extant public records of their burial. And if an old, eccentric philanthropist and bibliophile named Sir George Hicks, in a final praiseworthy bid to achieve some kind of Butlerian immortality, had chosen to bury his own capsule, then there’d be no public record.


  Especially since, in gaily ironical whim, he’d directed the burial of the molybdenum cylinder in a spot which for scores of years had been mapped, picked over, fretted at, dug up, filled in, combed and chivvied by generations of earnest archaeologists, historians and students.


  Layer by layer, historic detritus had been laid down by ancient Britons, Romans, Saxons, Celts, each adding their part to a natural fortification. Then layer by layer it had been removed for the edification of twentieth century science.


  Of course, it may have been in an access of prophetic wisdom, rather than in mere whim, that Sir George had chosen Maiden Castle—hiding a needle not in a haystack but in a needle factory.


  It remained undisturbed for centuries, since it was in a section that had been particularly well-combed of historic bric-a-brac; and there were no more archaeological excavations at all after The Burning.


  Jamie found it the hard way.


  He stood at the brink of a steep bank, regarding the view. Winter gales and insistent south-west rains, balked by force-screen from affecting the cultivated fields below, had undercut the earth.


  The brink gave way. He slid fifteen feet in an abruption of gravel, turf and dirt, landing up with one arm around the exposed end of the capsule—a happening so pat that Jamie took it as an omen.


  He wiggled the cylinder until the full six feet of it came away in a further rush of gravel. It was bright, unpitted by the ages. The natural impulse was immediate.


  A curious feeling of elation, of potential fulfilment, joined his normal boyish curiosity as he fined down a jet from the fuel chamber of his flitter, and began to cut.


  A child who rescues and opens a sealed bottle from the seashore expects at very least a romantic tale of castaways, if not a full-sized genie. Here the anticipated romance, though of time, not the ocean, was of the same quality.


  So Jamie was disappointed for a moment when he found the tiny microfilm reels. He’d have to wait until he could use his father’s hobby-laboratory before he could examine the treasure properly.


  The ethics—and legal aspect—of the matter he dismissed with a grin.


  It was an extremely plump small boy who rose above the ramparts of the ancient earthwork under the laboring vanes of a flitter. Pockets, hip-pouches, booties, flying-pants and blouse bulged and sagged with the learning and works of the ancients, the contents of two great private libraries of literature and music.


  Maybe the long-crumbled bones of Sir George Hicks, in his forgotten grave a few miles away, stirred at this fulfilment.


  “YOU don’t understand. You’re just a girl.” Jamie was pettish. He was immediately annoyed with himself for letting his sister see that she’d irritated him.


  Chrome took breath to snap back, realised that she’d scored a little triumph. She smiled complacently.


  “You’re such a child, Jamie.”


  “Then why d’you want to walk with me? Go walk by yourself.”


  Jamie stared moodily out of the wall-sized window of their playroom, at the dark green conifers beyond the shielded belt of lawn around the summer home of the Steel-Secs.


  He wanted to walk in the hushed depths of the wood, and think about the strangely beautiful things he’d been learning recently. Talk aloud, maybe. Couldn’t do that with Chrome tagging along.


  Chrome said: “I don’t like walking in the woods alone.”


  “You don’t like the woods at all. You’re just trying to spoil my pleasure.”


  Chrome pulled her cap down firmly over her dark hair. “That’s what I want to discover—what pleasure you do get from wandering in there. Anyway, if you don’t take me, I’ll tell Georg who broke that relay in the orcheston. And I expect,” she added sweetly, “that he’d also like to know what sort of work you’re doing in his laboratory that you have to be so secretive about—oh!”


  She gasped. Jamie whirled from the window, dark-blue eyes wide in surprise and anger. He grabbed her wrists. “You’ve been spying on me you—you Goneril!”


  She was taller, two years older. But his emotion frightened her.


  “I haven’t. I haven’t, truly. Let me go!” She twisted her red-marked wrists from his grasp, backed towards the safety of the door, nearly crying. “But I’ll tell now. You’ll see.” She turned and ran.


  “Tell—and be damned!” Jamie wasn’t sure what “damned” meant. It was one of his new words from the ancient microscripts. But it sounded very scathing.


  He left the playroom, thoughts whirling, too preoccupied to remember the force-screen bounding the garden. It threw him back like a rubber membrane. He caught his heel, sat down with a thump. He opened his mouth for a cussword. Nothing came. Perjoratives weren’t taught.


  Chin in hand, he tried to think of something appropriate from his new learning. “Quote,” he murmured “I do begin to have bloody thoughts. End quote.”


  Cold moisture from the turf made itself felt through his breeches. He sighed, scrambled up, went to the pedestailed switch that momentarily lifted a segment of the screen, and walked out into the dry, natural, unconditioned and—to Jamie—far sweeter air of the piney woods.


  HE scuffed up pine needles with his feet. Rights of children were respected. His father, having given him permission to use the laboratory—ostensibly in connection with preparation for the Estfod, now only a few weeks away—wouldn’t dream of violating his desire for secrecy, however much he might wonder at its purpose.


  But the orchestron was another matter. The fabulously intricate and expensive composing-playing machine in its sound-proofed hall was operated as a rule only by Jamie and his mother, Matron Marion.


  The other Steel-Secs, rather than feed formulae of their own devising into the orchestron, preferred to listen to the complex mathematical forms of the professional musicologists which could be accompanied on the stero screens by complementary geometrical color-harmonies.


  But sometimes Georg like to try out an amateur composition loaned by a friend. He’d get curious results if he tried it at present. The relay wasn’t broken, just wired out of the circuit; but it had taken hours to fix and it would take longer to unfix.


  Chrome had obviously seen him tinkering, and tried the instrument afterwards. She’d kept the information to herself until today, intending to use it in some way to coerce him into recognising her “superiority.” Jamie snorted aloud. She’d tried that before.


  It was to be her first Estfod too—minimum age for girls was eleven—and she was continually taunting him that her preliminary ratings were far higher. “You won’t even be placed,” she’d say. “You’re lazy.”


  But he’d show her. Show everyone else too.


  He sat, hands around knees, back against the bole of a pine at the edge of a shallow watercourse. If he slipped back home straight away, he mused, he might be able to put the instrument right before his father tested it. But then it wouldn’t play his new music.


  Mother Marion knew, anyway. She’d defend him, if necessary. His elfin face softened at the thought. She was—comfortable. She was sympathetic, if not always completely understanding; a constant, gentle bulwark against the tacit demands of his other seniors.


  SHE’D found him two days before, sprawled under the cover of the orchestron, holding a screwdriver, rubbing his already grubby chin in perplexity.


  “It’s too complicated,” he explained. “I only want three parts, and it tries to orchestrate the lot and makes a terrible row.”


  She took the strip of film from the feeder. “I’m not surprised,” she said after a moment. “You’re giving the poor thing indigestion. These figures are totally unrelated.”


  “Mathematically, perhaps, but not musically.”


  “But that’s a contradiction. If there’s no recognised mathematical progression, it’s not music.”


  “Not logical music, perhaps. But music. Fairy music.”


  He burrowed again. His voice was muffled. “When I’ve finished, it’ll swallow that trio and like it. I’m cutting out part of the integrator. I want just a bass and two melodies in counterpoint to start with.”


  He emerged, ruffled, sat at the controls.


  Despite the pitch—arbitrarily chosen by Jamie, and too high; the tempo, too fast; the stark electronic quality, minus overtones; and the absence of rubato—Beethoven might have recognised the first movement of his string trio in C minor, Opus 9, number 3.


  Marion screwed up her pretty face. “It’s ugly.”


  But she listened intently, trying to follow and correlate the interplay of vibrations with her trained mathematician’s ear. “There is a pattern, I suppose,” she said as the movement ended. “But it’s difficult to discern it, despite the very limited frequency range.”


  “That’s the chief charm of it for me—its apparent disorder,” Jamie said. “Rules are made to be broken.”


  “But not in music, surely—the highest form of purely numerical expression. It’s—unco-ordinated.”


  “Does it move you?” Jamie asked.


  “It gives me a headache,” said Marion, with a nouance of mock-indignation.


  Jamie laughed. “Sorry. But that’s because you’ve been taught that perfection lies in precision. You’re trying to analyse it instead of just listening and—and feeling.”


  Marion asked him to play it again. She said thoughtfully: “Its disorder is more apparent than real. But it certainly wouldn’t be popular. Why confine yourself to little more than half the audibility range and use only full or half-tones?”


  “That’s how it was written.”


  “Then it’s not your own work?”


  “Not exactly,” Jamie answered carefully. It would be unfair to burden her with his secret. Penalty for failing to report a pre-Burning find was severe—ostracism for a year. “Call it a transcription,” he said.


  Then Marion had spotted a sheet on which he’d worked out the conversion values of the curious musical notation of the ancients—a more difficult task than transcribing their verbal script, which was readable at sight with a little practice.


  He’d explained it as an experiment in musical shorthand. She had appeared to accept that; but since, almost to a glance, it was a clumsy, space-wasting device, possibly she had her suspicions. But they’d cause her less uneasiness than the admitted truth.


  JAMIE hoped his father wouldn’t probe Chrome’s babblings too closely. He got up, brushed pine-needles from his clothes, turned for home to—“face the music.” He grinned. The old ones had had some useful phrases.


  Chrome was waiting for him in the play-room, tensed to run if he were still angry. But Jamie was calm. He only shrugged when she said: “They’re waiting for you. Family council. I warned you.”


  She tried to sound self-righteous, but she seemed afraid of what she’d done. She shrank away as Jamie walked to the door. He ignored her.


  Family councils were rare and serious occasions, even in such a small unit as that of the Steel-Secs’.


  Although his father sat at ease, flanked by Matron Marion and Mrs. Janet Steel-Sec, and spoke informally, there was an atmosphere of constraint in the big family-room.


  Jamie felt a quirk of trepidation. Surely the orchestron didn’t call for this amount of fuss. . . .


  “Sit down, Jamie. We’ve heard something very disturbing about your activities.”


  Jamie looked at Marion. She shook her head slightly. She hadn’t told. Georg noticed the movement, said: “We don’t approve of the manner in which this has been brought to our attention. But if it’s true, it’s too serious to ignore. Where’s your sister?”


  Chrome had come silently into the room, tiptoed to a corner seat. She said meekly: “Here, Georg.”


  “Then come forward,” he said sharply, with a tiny grimace of distaste that Jamie didn’t miss. “You’re not here as a spectator, to hide away in corners. You know the rules. Repeat what you told us about Jamie. He’ll then have the right to deny—or justify.”


  Chrome stood, pink-faced, smoothing down her smock unnecessarily with hot hands. “I—that is, Jamie—”


  “What’s wrong with your tongue? It was loose enough a while ago.”


  Jamie sniffed audibly.


  “Well, you see, he wouldn’t take me into the woods with him this afternoon, and—and—”


  “And you were annoyed, I suppose? I quite see. Aren’t you supposed to be self-sufficient at your age, without wanting to attach yourself to your brother.”


  “Oh, no—no it wasn’t that,” Chrome said hurriedly. “Only he’s been acting in such a curious way lately that I became suspicious and I’ve been trying to find out what he was doing.”


  “Worse and worse,” Georg mumured. “You were so concerned for the honor of this unit that you’ve been spying on him. And when he wouldn’t make it easy for you to do just that. . . .”


  Janet laid a hand on her husband’s arm. “Really, Georg, you shouldn’t speak to Chrome as though she were the culprit. It’s out of order.”


  Georg sighed. “Well, let her proceed. And keep to the facts.”


  “Go on, Chrome,” Janet said kindly. “Just repeat what you told us.”


  But Chrome, ready to be defiant, nerved to bear the mild contempt of both Georg and Jamie, couldn’t withstand the sympathy of Janet Steel-Sec. She broke into tears—unusual in even the smallest child of the era.


  So unusual, it thoroughly embarrassed the adults.


  “Oh, Lord.” Jamie breathed the archaism to himself. But he wasn’t embarrassed. Tears were frequent in the old microscript tales. He’d even felt a salty prickle in his own eyes while reading or even, for no reason at all. While looking at the disordered beauties of a hill-country sunset.


  And his quick young heart went out to his sister in a way he couldn’t define. Men and women were supposed to be equals in every practicable way, he knew, but—girls were queer sometimes. They couldn’t help it. Chrome probably hadn’t meant to be mean. . . .


  Impulsively he got up, put a comforting arm round her shoulders, led her to the door. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll tell them. I don’t mind.”


  This magnanimity was too confusing for Chrome’s emotional comprehension.


  She gave Jamie a puzzled little half-smile through her tears and went off to her room to wonder about the queerness of boys.


  She finally decided she should have kicked his shins for trying to make her feel grateful.


  Georg regarded his son with a curious light in his eyes.


  “He’ll either be a great man—or a great fool,” he said softly, to no one.


  Jamie came back, sat down, asked bluntly: “What did she tell you?”


  It seemed she’d told—plenty. For a moment, as his father was speaking, Jamie almost regretted his kindness; then he shrugged mentally.


  Piqued by her exclusion from his “secret” she’d evidently sneaked into that section of the laboratory which had been set aside for his private use. She had not understood most of what she’d seen. But Georg had deduced the truth from her descriptions. Compared with this, the sabotage of the orchestron was a minor matter.


  But Georg respected the statutory rights of responsible children. He’d not yet investigated for himself.


  “With your permission, Jamie,” he said, “we’ll now visit the laboratory. You needn’t say anything yet.”


  He walked on ahead with Janet. Marion gave Jamie’s hand a quick squeeze.


  GEORG silently inspected the array of microscripts, Jamie’s transliterations and the musical “shorthand,” all neatly arranged and classified.


  He picked up a reel from an as-yet unexamined pile of’scripts. He replaced it and, unconsciously, wiped his fingers on his tunic.


  Detestation of the mad, unordered, suicidal past of mankind wasn’t indocrinated. It was innate. The Burning, spontaneous at first, then purposively directed, had set up a mass psychological block among the civilised majority. Man, reborn, shuddered at the chaos of the womb. Conveniently, there was a selective amnesia. And, unlike the individual amnesiac, mankind fought not to remember, but to forget.


  Georg said slowly, regarding the evidence of hard, devoted work: “If only you’d shown the same application to your prescribed pre-Estfod curriculum, this couldn’t have happened.”


  Both Janet and Marion, despite themselves, were intrigued by a set of color enlargements which Jamie had made experimentally from a reel entitled “A Century of Fashion’s Foibles.”


  Sir George Hicks’ tastes had been both catholic and eclectic, exoteric and esoteric. He was both acute scholar and boisterous, broadminded beefeater—a paradox that his wife, Lady Hicks, had never resolved.


  Marion and Janet, arrayed for comfort not dubious concealment, couldn’t restrain amused, whispered comment at the pictures of ancient feminine outerwear.


  Georg frowned at them. They turned away hurriedly.


  He asked Jamie: “Where did you find the capsule?”


  Jamie told him.


  “You knew you should report it?” Georg had been half-hoping that Chrome’s tale was untrue. His voice was grave. “Or at least, if you had qualms about doing that, leave it to be discovered by someone with a greater sense of duty to the community? Instead, you smuggle the pernicious stuff beneath our very roof! Now it devolves on me to inform the authorities, and the whole unit may be ostracised.”


  Marion gasped.


  Jamie said quickly: “That won’t be necessary. You could disown me.”


  “That’s meaningless. We don’t ‘own’ you. You are your own man. But you certainly won’t enter the Estfod under the aegis of our unit name. I’ll strike it off the entries today. If you think you have the slightest chance, after wasting your time with this sort of thing, you can enter under a chosen name.” He turned to the women. “You agree, of course?”


  Marion said: “Perhaps you—” then stopped short, and deferred to his judgement with a nod. Sex equality was more honoured in spirit than in fact, in unit relationships.


  Janet asked: “Do you intend to inform?”


  “Of course not. Jamie will put these things together and bring them to me tomorrow morning for destruction. We’ll deal with it as a unit not a community matter.” He paused in the doorway. “I can forgive deception, Jamie. But not bad taste.”


  Janet left the laboratory with him.


  “How does he know it’s ‘bad taste’ ?” Jamie said indignantly to his mother. “He hasn’t read any of it.”


  “You’re fortunate the consequences haven’t been more serious. Leave it at that,” Marion said, dutifully stem. “I suppose that music you were playing the other day came from here?”


  “Yes. And you know you liked it, in a sort of way. Not all that the ancients did was evil, surely?”


  “I don’t know, Jamie. I haven’t thought much about the matter. Janet is the psychosociologist, not I. Do as Georg says. In practice, he’s usually right.”


  HER self-deprecatory tone annoyed Jamie. “There’s a deal of difference between expedience and moral right. Or perhaps you wouldn’t wish to argue with Georg about that?”


  Her brow furrowed. Jamie folded his arms, a truculent, challenging little guardian of his proscribed treasures. A puzzling boy. She understood him better than Georg. But. . . .


  “You should know that I don’t argue. That’s not cowardice. It’s tolerance. And—with respect to Georg—a sense of humor.”


  “All’s for the best in this best of all possible worlds,” Jamie murmured, groping in the bran-bag of his new-found knowledge. “Voltaire’s Pangloss would have been happy.” He leaned against the bench. “There’s nothing more intolerable than easy tolerance,” he added moodily. “I almost wish Georg had reported me.”


  To his surprise, Marion laughed. “Tell that to Chrome when you wish her goodnight. About tolerance, I mean. I expect she’s very annoyed with you by now.”


  “But why should she be—” Jamie began. But Marion, smiling, had left him.


  HE walked down the bench, fingering his treasures reflectively. He picked up a sheaf of his latest enlargements, began automatically to clip them in order. A passage caught his eye—


  
    “. . . but man, proud man,


    Drest in a little brief authorit,y


    Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d,


    His glassy essence, like an angry ape,


    Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven


    As make the angels weep.”

  


  He mouthed the words softly, waiting for their sense to penetrate—sense which seemed to come not from mere verbal precision, but from the swing and flow and roll of their juxtaposition.


  Aloud, he commented: “ ‘Glassy essence’ What does it mean? Nothing, you’d say.”


  In imagination, his father stood before him. No—a whole audience of people like his father, and he was addressing them.


  “It means nothing—but it means everything. And there are no words to replace then. Yet with your analytical minds, enfeebled to the glories of metaphor, you’d seek mere synonyms. What would you say—‘silicaceous distillation’ perhaps? You’d look so hard for a meaning that it would, in truth, become meaningless. You would—pah!”


  He gave up trying to make them understand. The audience faded.


  L’esprit d’escalier was all very well, but he hadn’t in fact attempted to defend his attitude to his father. Now it was too late. The edict: destruction of his treasures. The further edict—entry to the Estfod under a chosen name instead of that of the family unit—was a trifling matter. He’d had no intention of trying for an administrative post anyway. A place in an agricultural community, where he would live his work rather than work for his living, was his aim; and no Estfod rating was necessary.


  But the contents of the capsule mustn’t be destroyed. They might not contain true wisdom, but they enshrined a curious beauty.


  He’d raised them from the dust of ages, and he couldn’t stand by and see them reduced to dust in a vibro-incinerator.


  He made his preparations.


  Marion noticed a restrained glint of excitement in his eyes when he went to bid the three adults a polite goodnight before going to his own room. She asked no questions.


  From his window, Jamie looked long at the piney woods etched black against a sky of deepening rose, heard in his mind the whisper of the first night breeze among the branches, saw the clear stars come into their own. It would be strange out there beyond the house-screen at night. Uncomfortable, maybe. But he’d feel closer to those ancients. They might not have understood the secrets of nature, but they enjoyed them. There was joy in mystery.


  He set his chronometer to wake him in two hours’ time, and slept.


  IN the morning, Georg said: “It’s not in my nature to be suspicious, but I don’t see how Jamie could have done this without assistance in so short a time—fueling the’copter, loading all that rubbish of his, some of my instruments, two power-packs, bedding, fuel, clothes; then manhandling the machine beyond the screen before taking off.”


  “You’re suggesting I helped him?” asked Marion.


  “I think you knew last night he intended to do this.”


  “I knew no more than you. He looked excited. I might have guessed.”


  “Yet you said nothing. Do you approve of his action?”


  “No. But I understand it. Didn’t you ever want to run away, as a child?” Georg was genuinely puzzled. “Run away? From what?”


  “Just—run away. From the adult world, perhaps. Away from people who can’t dream. Jamie didn’t need help. It’s amazing what energy a child can put into such an enterprise.”


  “Why speak of him constantly as a child? He’s old enough to be a responsible member of the unit and the community. I dealt with him as such. Yet he behaves as if I’d threatened him with corporal punishment.” Georg grimaced at the thought. “There’s no reason for it.”


  “Jamie’s mind isn’t conditioned exlusively by reason. That’s why he’s more of a child than you realise. And less of a child too, perhaps. You expected him to accept without question or explanation the adult view that the material from the capsule should be destroyed for the good of the community.”


  “Great Semanticos!” Georg’s voice rose. “Should it be necessary to explain that? He’s been educated, hasn’t he?”


  Marion said firmly: “He’s been told, not educated. We can’t expect children like Jamie to accept such adult dicta without question. It’s like telling a child not to put its finger behind a jet orifice and not explaining why. At the first opportunity, it’ll bum its finger.”


  “Now you’re denigrating the entire educational system.”


  “Only with reference to one subject and to students like Jamie. We know The Burning was good. But Jamie must be told why.”


  Georg grappled with an unfamiliar idea, trying to remain calm despite innate repugnance to the subject. “That’s impossible,” he said at last. “To examine why men were once little better than beasts might reintroduce those very mental factors which brought them to that state. The Burning wasn’t dictated by one man, or even a group. It was decreed by the collective wisdom of a world suddenly become sane. To examine sanity is to court it. Jamie and others like him—very few I believe, fortunately—must adapt themselves to the community, not expect the community to adapt to them.”


  Georg remembered his own comment that Jamie would be either a great fool or a great man. Its vagueness now irritated him. How define either “great” or “fool” save by reference to the community? And if Jamie didn’t fit. . . .


  Georg sighed, gave way to another vagueness: “If only Jamie were a normal boy—”


  “I believe,” said Marion with one of her secret smiles, “that that’s precisely what he is.”


  Georg refrained from questioning that. He asked: “Where do you think he is? That machine has a two-thousand-mile range.”


  Her husband, Marion reflected, looked rather like a boy himself at that moment. A worried boy. He was, indeed, young. Pity that so much of the easy spirit of youth was occluded by the constraints of early maturity in a mature world.


  “Will you look for him?”


  “No.” Georg was suddenly quite adult again. He was very fond of Jamie, but—“The answer to one irrational act is not another,” he said. “I tried to save him from his foolishness. If he insists on inviting ostracism, he can do it alone.”


  But later, alone in his office in the building of the District Barter Association, he put in several private calls to relations and friends, enquiring casually whether they had seen Jamie. None had.


  On returning to the summer home in the afternoon—in a hired’copter—he found Marion waiting for him with a note.


  She said: “Jamie set the’copter down just outside the screen. Janet and Chrome were in the garden. He waved to them and ran off into the woods before they could reach the machine. This was on the seat.”


  It read: “Returned with thanks. I needed it to carry my things. I’m not far away, but it would take you a long time to find me. I don’t suppose you want to, anyway. See you at Estfod. My chosen name will be William Beethoven Whitman. I’m quite comfortable, for a couple of weeks.”


  THAT wasn’t strictly true. On previous excursions Jamie had discovered a natural bower in the side of a gully, hollowed out by rain beneath the spreading roots of one of the few deciduous trees in the district.


  It was damp and dirty. He dried it out with infra-red from one of the power-packs, but had to resign himself to the dirt and to the tiny things that crawled into the warm interstices of his bedding. He obtained water from a rill in the bed of the gully, sterilising it with a small sonic generator.


  He rigged two powerful lights, screened by bedding during darkness, and worked far into the night to complete his fascinating task of enlarging and classifying the microscript material.


  He’d have worked much faster despite all practical difficulties, if he could have refrained from close examination.


  But a glance would draw him inexorably into realms of fantasy and speculation, of faery poetry, of majestic, thundering prose.


  He spent two hours over a set of color prints of paintings, puzzled at first by what appeared to be disorderly masses of color unrelated to any given chromatic scale, then intrigued as he began to divine the impressionistic, evocative technique.


  On the third day, Jamie realised, reluctantly, that it would take years to examine everything thoroughly. And he was nearly out of copying film.


  For the purpose he had in mind he’d have to make a selection, as representative as possible, on the basis of what he’d already learned.


  THE year’s Regional Estfod was held in a semi-natural shielded amphitheatre in red sandstone country. Half a million could view the proceedings on magna-screen from the comfort of their own’copters or from the tiered sit-easies.


  At an outer check-point, a steward looked down at the hot dust-begrimed figure of a small boy. “ ‘Copter-check?”


  Jamie said: “No. I hitched to the nearest centre, then hoofed it.”


  “You—what?” Nearest centre was five miles.


  “Walked. Ever heard of it? You put one foot in front of the other—like this. Envoys,” Jamie added enigmatically, “always walk the last lap.” He eased the pack on his bruised shoulders. “Where’s District Four Administration?”


  “The blue structure in that row. Follow the pathway of the same color. But—excuse me—don’t you think it would be wise to clean up a little before you report?”


  Jamie grinned. “That can wait.” He headed for the blue building at the far side of a wide, paved plaza.


  It was early in the day. Only a few entrants, mostly of his own age—first timers—had arrived. They stood chatting in groups. Some had already donned the coloured distinguishing robes of their districts.


  Jamie deliberately left the straight blue path and walked on the neutral grey paving. He recognised a yellow-robed girl from his fifth-year class. She saw him, was about to speak, then turned away suddenly, head high.


  She’d probably remembered a story he once told her of his escapades in a rural community. She’d listened wide-eyed for a while then, as his invention grew wilder, had interrupted: “But it just can’t be true—jumping over houses on a cow and talking to a horse!” And Jamie, with scorn well-practised on sister Chrome, had replied: “Of course it’s not true, but it’s exciting.” The incomprehension on her little face had changed to a faint disgust. Jamie chuckled at the memory.


  He paused for a steadying breath at the entrance to the building. If there was a hitch now—


  There was none at the beginning of the interview, apart from the look of puzzled distaste on the face of the district organiser at his dishevelled clothes.


  Jamie dumped his burden without ceremony. Sand trickled from the shoulder-pack on to the carpet. “I’statted my revised entry a week ago. District Four. Chosen name, William Beethoven Whitman.”


  “Yes. I saw it.” The blue gowned organiser hesitated, drew a card from a desk file. “Tell me—why did you alter your entry? Your birth patronymic is an honoured one in our district.”


  “My business,” said Jamie shortly. “Is my entry legal?”


  So his father hadn’t “disowned” him. For some reason that annoyed Jamie.


  “Quite in order. As an individual entry, do you want your points credited to the district?”


  “No.”


  The organiser shrugged, made a mark on the translucent card. “And you wish to enter all solo classes—adult and pre-adult—and you don’t want your accretion of points entered in the competitive scale for governmental appointments?”


  “No again. Don’t you see this chip on my shoulder?”


  The administrator peered, shook his head. A three-inch sand-lizard chose that moment to escape from the warm dungeon of Jamie’s hip-pocket. It blinked, then with claws a-splay, scuttled down his leg into the shadow of the organiser’s desk.


  Jamie scrabbled for it. His muffled voice came from under the desk. “Sorry . . . C’mere Horace. Don’t get scared or you’ll lose that tail.”


  He stood up, stuffed the disgruntled lizard back into his pocket.


  The organiser gulped. “I think that’s all, Mister—er—Whitman. You’ll find the schedule on the notice-board outside.”


  Jamie departed, whistling. The organiser took a deep, thankful breath. Georg Steel-Sec came from an adjoining room, smiling. “I warned you.”


  “I don’t understand the lad.”


  “Neither do I. But his mother tells me he’s a genius. And I never argue with my wives.”


  The organiser looked down at his desk, fiddled with a stylo. “Corporal correction is out of the question I suppose?”


  “Great Semanticos, yes! Not that Jamie would report me if I resorted to it. But I’d go down in his estimation. And somehow I wouldn’t like that.”


  THE amphitheatre was filling. Jamie checked that all solo competitions were confined to the first day. District group efforts—choral, dramatic and terpsichorean—were spread over the remaining two days.


  He dumped his pack and, after a wash, looked at some of the graphic-arts entries in the booths rimming the amphitheatre.


  He was depressed by the stark accuracy of perspective, the dull permutations of standard color-scales. Some of the spray painting in depth were highly imaginative, but in a circumscribed manner—conventional interpretations rather than extensions of reality. He wished he’d had time to adapt the impressionistic technique of the ancients to depth form.


  But maybe he’d taken on enough already: free-theme poetry, self-accompanied song, orchestron composition, dramatic declamation—


  “Nervous, Jamie?”


  Mother Marion, slender in a pearl-grey gown, distinctive among the multicolored partisan gowns of other pre-judgement viewers in the booth, touched his shoulder. Jamie flushed in sudden pleasure.


  “How did you—?”


  “I’ve collected a strabisbus watching for you through binoculars from our sit-easies. Georg waited for you in the district office.”


  “Didn’t see him.”


  “He probably thought you wouldn’t want to, and kept out of sight. He said you looked well. You do.” Her dark eyes were anxious. “But don’t you think you’re being a little too romantic about this business?”


  “No, Marion. I have to tackle this alone now. But—I’m glad I’ve seen you.”


  “And you’re not nervous?”


  “A little. But I won’t be if I know you’re rooting for me.”


  “If I’m what?”


  “Pressing the ‘unconditional applause’ button on your sit-easy.”


  Marion wanted to run her fingers through the dark disordered hair of her son as he smiled up at her. But it might embarrass him.


  She said: “Can’t promise to do that, Jamie—unless you deserve it, of course. And even if you do badly, I shan’t mind, so long as you believe in yourself. Look us up soon, won’t you?”


  And with a smile that stayed in his mind for a long time, Marion was gone in a graceful swirl of pearl-grey fabric.


  Jamie felt empty. The trudge to Estfod had made him hungry. But it wasn’t that kind of emptiness.


  Half an hour to go before the competitions began. Poetry first. And he was one against the rest. No. That was romanticising. Marion was right. Romanticism didn’t befit him anyway, because he could laugh at himself. And heroes never did that.


  He stepped outside the booth. Beyond the amphitheatre screen was a range of blue-hazed mountains. He wanted to be there, soothed by their stillness. He wanted to be back in his hideout, despite the damp and the bugs and the beetles. He wanted to be back where he’d found the capsule, swinging low over the sweet green English pastures. He wanted to be—


  Most anyplace but where he was.


  “Sure I’m nervous,” he admitted aloud. He collected his precious pack, wandered down the S-ramp to the compartmented terrace where the competitors, mainly young—and all except Jamie in the colored robes of their districts—were waiting for their names to be called.


  From there, they would walk down a straight ramp to the stage before the dais at which the specialist judges sat immediately under the towering magnascreen.


  A mechanic was acting as stand-in while the scanners were focused. A white-overalled midget himself, his image in depth suddenly towered fifty feet above him, mimicking his every gesture, reflected in the millions of hairlike wires comprising the screen.


  Jamie shivered. Pity the screen couldn’t boost the ego in ratio with that monstrous life-like figure. It looked as if it might easily bend and crush the tiny gesticulating simulacrum at its feet.


  But no—the simulacrum was the master—a midget controlling a puppet a thousand times its own size. And if your image could step out, devastatingly real, still under your control—


  Jamie looked away, grinning at his riotous fancies. One day he’d learn to keep them under control. He saw Chrome, realised that, almost unconsciously, he’d been looking for her.


  SHE was talking with a group of District Four competitors. He went up to them. Words were difficult. He just looked. Her grey eyes engaged his. For a moment, it seemed she might smile. Then she remembered his infuriating magnanimity.


  She glanced away, her small pink face tilted back. “I hope,” she said distantly “that you’ve observed correct procedure, Jamie. I see you’re not wearing the Ozark robe. Not that it really matters what you do as far as the Steel-Sec unit is concerned.”


  And he’d wanted to be friends. It hurt.


  Impulsively, Jamie blurted: “Speak for yourself, pug-nose.”


  One of the girls in the group giggled. Chrome’s face flushed scarlet.


  Jamie regretted the words straight away. Because although Chrome did have a pug-nose—now shining like a little red beacon—he was fond of her.


  He didn’t remind himself that he was also fond of most anything that lived and breathed and was itself.


  He said: “I’m sorry.”


  And that was too much for Chrome. He was being magnanimous again I Equally on impulse, and forgetting her desire to give an impression of grown-upness to the others, she hefted her blue robe for clearance and became a primitive young animal.


  The kick landed, hard. Jamie yelped, as much with surprise as pain. He backed away, squatted tailor-fashion—a natural, quite dignified movement with him—and rubbed his grazed leg.


  Chrome had shocked herself. She stood, hand over mouth, eyes wide in sudden dismay. The group was silent. There was something vaguely indecent about violence.


  Jamie sensed the constraint. He, at least, could appreciate his sister’s action. It even made him feel more fond of her.


  He laughed. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”


  Disapproval of the group was soon directed to him alone again. Horace, the sand-lizard, made another break for freedom. He plopped, heavy-fleshed, on the paving, scuttled for cover.


  A flurry of robes and scuffle of feet from the startled group put extra speed into his claws. He escaped into a sandstone gully behind the terrace.


  Jamie thoughtfully said: “Damn,” but made no recapture attempt. “Guess he deserves to get away.”


  “Little barbarian,” a youth muttered to Chrome. “Hardly blame you for losing your temper with him.”


  “Annexe for unattached competitors,” said another of the group pointedly, “is further down the terrace.”


  Jamie got up. He said: “Good luck, Chrome.”


  She turned away.


  A SHORT acclamatory orchestron piece opened the Estfod. Keyboard and player sank back to a chamber beneath the stage and with no further ceremony, the judges of free-theme poetry filed to their places on the dais.


  Adults and second Estfodders had been given age precedence. Together they numbered only fifteen. Group events were more popular with adults than individual competitions.


  Jamie calculated he had two hours to kill. He wandered down from the terrace backstage, found the technician in charge of the gigantic festival orchestron.


  The man was an enthusiast. Jamie’s ability to engage in highly technical conversation intrigued him. He rhapsodised about the complexity of the machine and, implicitly, his own mastery of the circuits.


  “Something like this?” Jamie handed over a formalised diagram.


  “Yes. But there’s three stages missing here.”


  “Couldn’t fool you,” Jamie said admiringly. “Would it take you long to short them?”


  “But that introduces imperfections.”


  “Not the way I see it. Look—”


  Jamie argued. The man was a technician, not a musicologist. Finally he admitted he could—and agreed he would—make the changes at short notice when he heard Jamie’s chosen name announced.


  Jamie came up from the comparative behind-scenes gloom to the sunlit terrace, sat down. He tried to stifle growing apprehension.


  Wouldn’t do for an ambassador to have stage-fright. That was his job, he told himself for the hundredth time—an ambassador. A representative of the ancients who’d been scorned, discarded with contumely, forgotten, good with bad. Great hearts and minds deprived of their shining immortality by the whim of a hurt world, relegated finally to dust.


  And only through him, an insignificant boy, might they live again. Frightening responsibility. But it was queer how he could feel both scared and exultant. As if he’d been dedicated. . . .


  With part of his mind, Jamie appraised the efforts of the latest competitor, a yellow-gowned girl fifty feet high with voice amplified to match, declaiming in impeccable trochaic metres—a clever weave of trimeter, tetrameter and eight-foot—about a holiday trip to Venus.


  The six judges—he could just discern their expressions from his vantage-point—were obviously pleased with the cunning way she worked in details of fuel-passenger-cargo ratios, ionisation rates, astrogation co-ordinates, intensely interesting comparative statistics on bearing-loads of different types of engine, and biochemical and botanical data on air-purifying systems.


  Jamie’s ironical view of the piece was that the decibel-measured hum of mechanical applause from the sit-easies round the amphitheatre—taken into account by the judges—might have been greater if the girl hadn’t ended so lamely with the dull and irrelevant information that there were seventy passengers aboard the ship and that one of them, a woman colonist, had given birth to a boy weighing eight pounds.


  It was the only part that interested Jamie. He wondered offhandedly what they’d named the space-baby.


  THE last competitor in that class bowed his way from the stage. First Estfod competitors were alerted. Jamie was glad he was low in the list, alphabetically. Chrome would come first.


  Chrome’s verse, in unvaried iambic hexameter, concerned itself with some aspects of recent meteorological research.


  It received a gratifying volume of applause.


  The stage-side amplifier whispered: “William Beethoven Whitman.”


  Jamie almost ran down the ramp. He didn’t want time for last-minute doubts about his selection.


  “Extracts from longer works,” he announced. “Theme—the dignity of Man and the mystery of his Being.”


  After half-a-dozen selections, with only the slightest pause between each, he came to his last passage.


  
    I am he that walks with the tender and growing night


    I call to the earth and sea half-held by the night.


    Press close, bare-bosom’d night—press close magnetic nourishing night!


    Night of south winds—night of the few large stars!


    Still nodding night—mad naked summer night.

  


  The silence from the amphitheatre when he finished was like a physical blow. His stomach seemed to curl into a tight, unmoving ball.


  He could hear the puzzled, interrogative whispers of the judges behind him. He turned, bowed formally to them, walked off, a pale, stiff little figure.


  He blinked hard, twice. That was that. But—he’d show them yet.


  A competitor touched his arm. “Was that gibberish intended as a joke?”


  Jamie looked at him, tight-lipped. He said: “Idiot.” He walked back up to the terrace.


  THE poetry judges left the dais to correlate their findings for later announcement, and the adjudicators for self-accompanied song took their places.


  Jamie’s emptiness had become a physical pang, but he still couldn’t face food.


  He sat doggedly, almost unmoving, until his turn was announced.


  He had chosen a combined work—verse of an ancient playwright set to music by a later composer. The orchestron needed none of his special adjustments for simple accompaniment on a single manual.


  The sound engineer hurriedly boosted output to make Jamie’s subdued announcement audible.


  “—of a mythical creature, a sprite or spirit, on promise of its release from bondage to a scientist or so-called ‘magician’—”


  As Jamie took his seat, his ears, hypersensitive from tension, caught the whispering of the judges.


  “—the one whose poetry was quite incomprehensible. . . .”


  “And what in the name of reason is he blathering about now?”


  “Silence, please”—from the chairman—“The lad must have a hearing.”


  Jamie struck the keys almost savagely, but after the initial chords he moderated his touch in character with the aery nature of the song. His accurate, pure, bell-like treble rang out—


  
    “Where the bee sucks, there suck I:


    In a cowslip’s bell I lie;


    There I couch when owls do cry—”

  


  He went through the song with its musically-necessary repetitions, modulated it, came back to the original key—


  
    “Merrily, merrily, shall I live now


    Under the blossom that hangs on the bough.”

  


  This time, there was applause—low and obviously hesitant. The musical mode was strange and the words seeming-nonsense. But the boy certainly had a voice.


  “Wasted,” murmured a judge as Jamie bowed to the dais. “Quite wasted. A pity.”


  Better, thought Jamie. He felt sure Mother Marion had been among those applauding. If only he could have the whole day to recite, sing and play to them. . . .


  HE went to one of the rural-craft stalls, impatiently stilled his insistent hunger with honeycomb and milk. He didn’t want to listen to the remaining song-competitors or to the opening of the orchestron class.


  He feared distraction from his purpose, feared that his pragmatical education, despite his enlightenment, might reassert itself and he’d find himself admiring cultural criteria that, consciously, he now despised.


  Stomach still taut, as if in fear of a blow, Jamie returned to the competitors’ terrace.


  The musicologist judges, and the majority of the audience, were listening with intrigued attention to the stark logical development of an overture on the theme of a certain cosmological equation.


  The composition brought in a daring passage which indicated a false assumption—a confusion between kinematical and absolute temporal values. It brought frowns to the faces of the judges.


  But, Jamie noted, they smiled with relief when the composer, a green-gowned youth, restored the correct equation in an intricate atonal fugue and juggled the remaining basics into a triumphal, impeccably accurate finale.


  The musicologists were sufficiently impressed with the piece to venture an immediate judgement. They took off only a few points for the inaccurate passage, presumably because it had been so swiftly and humorously corrected.


  The chairman made it clear that, in their view, accuracy should not be deprecated, even when the intention was that it might be reasserted to greater effect.


  If that was their attitude . . . Jamie shrugged. He was more interested in the audience than the specialist judges.


  He took his time when his name was called, forcing calm. He riffed along the seven manuals in turn. Second and third stages had been cut. The technician had kept his word. Jamie breathed relief. He fed the co-ordinator with the plastic strips of his prepared score.


  “Manual control over tempo, expression and quality only,” he announced. “A non-descriptive piece extracted from a symphonic work, using five sets of variables with limited frequency range.”


  The first notes swelled into the amphitheatre.


  It may have been a vocal extension of the vivid fantasies which Jamie had never learned to control, welling up from his own subconscious; but the voice was real to Jamie, even to its quality.


  A soft, kindly voice: “Slower, my son; then as passionate avowal grows, bring up that secondary theme and hasten the whole.”


  Jamie’s careful and loving fingers, and the scanned strips, managed an interpretation of the second movement of the Seventh Symphony of Ludwig van Beethoven that even that reputedly-irascible but great-hearted genius might have been proud to acknowledge.


  Jamie knew it. And he felt sure that, somehow, somewhere, it had been so acknowledged.


  He’d finished within the time limit. His hands fell to his knees.


  Surely they’d understand it . . . Surely they couldn’t keep silence after that. He held his breath.


  The audience weren’t silent. They had been aurally affronted by music which alternately raised their hopes of logical resolution then dashed them. They gave the negation of applause. A dissonant burring noise.


  Jamie was sick with resentment. His voice boomed into the amphitheatre: “I don’t give a purple damn whether you like it or not! You—”


  His voice was cut off.


  The judges argued. One, a thoughtful young man whose summer home was in mountain country, said: “Barbarous perhaps. But there’s something in it that escaped me. Maybe if we had it again—”


  “Not now,” said another hastily. “Concensus of opinion is that this competitor needs psychological treatment. He wouldn’t have appeared again today if the rules could have been interpreted to debar him.”


  BUT Jamie was to appear again. With finality. The shadows of the far mountains stretched purple among the foothills and the westering sun was low as he came on to the stage for his declamation.


  Others had chosen mainly sociological themes for their short oratory. But Jamie had a bigger bone to pick.


  Results of the other events had already been announced. He had scored the least points in each. His only shred of encouragement had been when the young musicologist, dissenting from the majority judgement, had stated that Jamie’s music was, perhaps, “too radically new for immediate appraisal; and I would reserve my opinion until I have heard further examples. He might be well-advised to temper the impact of his experimentation by employing the more-accepted modes as a framework.”


  Too new! That was a laugh.


  From the corner of an eye, Jamie saw his figure loom large in the magnascreen. He faced the amphitheatre.


  “I have no oratory prepared,” he said, “no set, carefully-phrased speech acclaiming the glories of this age. For me, they do not exist. This culture is founded on falsity, on the denial of all beauty unless it has observable referents.


  “But a culture that denies the free play of minds unfettered by the bondage of exact meaning is denying the only semantic difference between man and the higher primates—imagination. And without that, beauty is sterile.” He glanced back quickly at the judges. They were muttering together. He’d have to speed it up.


  “Today I gave you fantasy, strange beauty wrought by words forced to transcend their own limitations. But you scorned it because your minds are in chains, disciplined to regard words as invariables—”


  That was telling ’em!—denunciatory terms were flowing coherently through his mind almost faster than he could express them—


  “For science, seeking ultimate truth, such verbal discipline is necessary. For art, seeking ultimate beauty, it is crippling.”


  Now for it. Jamie took a deep breath, raised his voice.


  “Once there were men who understood and cherished the power and mystery of words and the musical counterparts of words. And because I have tried to achieve and share that understanding, I shall be branded as a criminal.” A quarter of a mile from the stage, Georg Steel-Sec, face white, half-rose from his sit-easy in sudden agonised realisation. “Can’t they stop the young idiot?” he groaned. Beside him, Marion was relaxed, almost limp. With the intuition that Jamie had inherited, she had sensed the inevitability of something like this throughout the day. Resignation had drained her of most emotion. But there was a strange, quiet hint of pride on her lovely face as she watched the screen.


  “Those works you heard today,” cried the fifty-foot image of Jamie, “were not my own. They were from the pre-Burning era! Is it a crime to rescue such beauty? No! It’s you who are the criminals—”


  One of the judges made frantic signals to a technician.


  Behind Jamie, the magna-screen blanked.


  To the spectators in the vast expanse of amphitheatre, Jamie suddenly became a tiny, insignificant, inaudible figure.


  He heard the sound-feedback from the amplifiers fade, realised what had happened.


  “Criminals!” he shouted, with all the shrill power of his lungs. “Murderers—you’ve murdered the past—murdered your own heritage—”


  A judge came up and took Jamie gently but very firmly by the arm.


  WITH moonlight making a halo of its vanes, a flitter descended to a feather-landing on an inner rampart of an ancient earthwork in southern England. A small boy shucked its harness, sprawled on the mist-damp grass, chin in hand.


  He’d felt a curious compulsion to return to Maiden Castle. It was lonely. But almost anywhere was lonely for Jamie, socially ostracised for two years.


  A year for failing to report his find and—with an irony that brought a wry smile to his lips—a year for plagiarism: submitting work to the Estfod which was not of his own composition.


  He could stand ostracism. But the complete failure of his mission was harder to bear.


  Softly, to the night air, he said: “I’m sorry. It’s too late, I guess.”


  He listened hard. His imagination didn’t fail him. Or perhaps the reply actually came, by some strange physics of affinity; for there was no time, death or distance in Jamie’s personal wonderland, and what can be imagined, can be—


  It came in the voice he’d heard as he played the ancient symphony at the Estfod.


  “Too soon, not too late . . . not yet . . . not yet . . .


  Men will grow young again, with fuller wisdom, and then—”


  Jamie sat up. Not yet. And—not here?


  He looked at the skies. He saw a bright diamond beyond the moon.


  JAMIE wiped streaming sweat from his forehead. The leaves of the giant trees ringing the glade drooped in the never-ending heat.


  He swiped ineffectually at an enormous winged insect.


  He looked at his pupil who stood eager for praise in front of the squatting class.


  “Not bad, Y’runi,” he said. “Try it again, and this time pay more attention to the plosives.”


  That was the main trouble with Venusians—they found the plosives difficult. But they had magnificent voices otherwise. And anyway, they were very enthusiastic and put a lot of expression into it.


  Y’runi moistened the orifice that served him as a mouth, and tried again.


  
    “To ve or not to ve: that is the question:


    Whether ’tis novler in the’ind to suffer


    The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,


    Or to take arngs against a sea of trouvles,


    And vy owosing end theng?—”

  


  Jamie leaned back against a fallen trunk and closed his eyes.


  He was quite happy.


  THE END


  DEATH-BY-RAIN


  Ray Bradbury


  Four men, crash-landed on Venus, world of eternal rain. Three men, slogging through drenching gloom. Two men, staggering senselessly on. One man, battering at the endless curtains of rain, RAIN, RAIN!


  THE RAIN CONTINUED. It was a hard rain, a perpetual rain, a sweating and steaming rain; it was a mizzle, a downpour, a fountain, a whipping at the eyes, an undertow at the ankles; it was a rain to drown all rains and the memory of rains. It came by the pound and the ton, it hacked at the jungle and cut the trees like scissors and shaved the grass and tunneled the soil and molted the bushes. It shrank men’s hands into the hands of wrinkled apes; it rained a solid glassy rain, and it never stopped.


  “How much farther, Lieutenant?”


  “I don’t know. A mile, ten miles, a thousand.”


  “Aren’t you sure?”


  “How can I be sure?”


  “I don’t like this rain. If we only knew how far it is to the Sun Dome, I’d feel better.”


  “Another hour or two from here.”


  “You really think so, Lieutenant?”


  “Of course.”


  “Or are you lying to keep us happy?”


  “I’m lying to keep you happy. Shut up!”


  The two men sat together in the rain. Behind them sat two other men who were wet and tired and slumped like clay that was melting.


  The lieutenant looked up. He had a face that once had been brown and now the rain had washed it pale, and the rain had washed the color from his eyes and they were white, as were his teeth, and as was his hair. He was all white. Even his uniform was beginning to turn white, and perhaps a little green with fungus.


  The lieutenant felt the rain on his cheeks. “How many million years since the rain stopped raining here on Venus?”


  “Don’t be crazy,” said one of the two other men. “It never stops raining on Venus. It just goes on and on. I’ve lived here for ten years and I never saw a minute, or even a second, when it wasn’t pouring.”


  “It’s like living under water,” said the lieutenant, and rose up, shrugging his guns into place. “Well, we’d better get going. We’ll find that Sun Dome yet.”


  “Or we won’t find it,” said the cynic.


  “It’s an hour or so.”


  “Now you’re lying to me, Lieutenant.”


  “No, now I’m lying to myself. This is one of those times when you’ve got to lie. I can’t take much more of this.”


  They walked down the jungle trail, now and then looking at their compasses. There was no direction anywhere, only what the compass said. There was a gray sky and rain falling and jungle and a path, and, far back behind them somewhere, a rocket in which they had ridden and fallen. A rocket in which lay two of their friends, dead and dripping rain.


  They walked in single file, not speaking. They came to a river which lay wide and flat and brown, flowing down to the great Single Sea. The surface of it was stippled in a billion places by the rain.


  “All right, Simmons.”


  THE lieutenant nodded and Simmons took a small packet from his back which, with a pressure of hidden chemical, inflated into a large boat. The lieutenant directed the cutting of wood and the quick making of paddles and they set out into the river, paddling swiftly across the smooth surface in the rain.


  The lieutenant felt the cold rain on his cheeks and on his neck and on his moving arms. The cold was beginning to seep into his lungs. He felt the rain on his ears, on his eyes, on his legs.


  “I didn’t sleep last night,” he said.


  “Who could? Who has? When? How many nights have we slept? Thirty nights, thirty days! Who can sleep with rain slamming their head, banging away . . . I’d give anything for a hat. Anything at all, just so it wouldn’t hit my head any more. I get headaches. My head is sore; it hurts all the time.”


  “I’m sorry I came to China,” said one of the others.


  “First time I ever heard Venus called China.”


  “Sure, China. Chinese water cure. Remember the old torture? Rope you against a wall. Drop one drop of water on your head every half-hour. You go crazy waiting for the next one. Well, that’s Venus, but on a big scale. We’re not made for water. You can’t sleep, you can’t breathe right, and you’re crazy from just being soggy. If we’d been ready for a crash, we’d have brought waterproofed uniforms and hats. It’s this beating rain on your head gets you, most of all. It’s so heavy. It’s like BB shot. I don’t know how long I can take it.”


  “Boy, me for the Sun Dome! The man who thought them up, thought of something.”


  They crossed the river, and in crossing they thought of the Sun Dome, somewhere ahead of them, shining in the jungle rain. A yellow house, round and bright as the sun. A house forty feet high by one hundred feet in diameter, in which was warmth and quiet and hot food and freedom from rain. And in the center of the Sun Dome, of course, was a sun. A small floating free globe of yellow fire, drifting in a space at the top of the building where you could look at it from where you sat, smoking or reading a book or drinking your hot chocolate crowned with marshmallow dollops or drinking something else. There it would be, the yellow sun, just the size of the Earth sun, and it was warm and continuous, and the rain world of Venus would be forgotten as long as you stayed in that house and idled your time.


  The lieutenant turned and looked back at the three men using their oars and gritting their teeth. They were as white as mushrooms, as white as he was. Venus bleached everything away in a few months. Even the jungle was an immense cartoon nightmare, for how could the jungle be green with no sun, with always rain falling and always dusk? The white, white jungle with the pale cheese-colored leaves, and the earth carved of wet Camembert, and the tree boles like immense toadstools—everything black and white. And how often could you see the soil itself? Wasn’t it mostly a creek, a stream, a puddle, a pool, a lake, a river, and then, at last, the sea?


  “Here we are!”


  They leaped out on the farthest shore, splashing and sending up showers. The boat was deflated and stored in a cigar-box packet. Then, standing on the rainy shore, they tried to light up a few smokes for themselves, and it was five minutes or so before, shuddering, they worked the inverted lighter and, cupping their hands, managed a few drags upon cigarettes that all too quickly were limp and beaten away from their lips by a sudden slap of rain.


  They walked on.


  “Wait just a moment,” said the lieutenant “I thought I saw something ahead.”


  “The Sun Dome?”


  “I’m not sure. The rain closed in again.”


  Simmons began to run. “The Sun Dome!”


  “Come back, Simmons!”


  “The Sun Dome!”


  Simmons vanished in the rain. The others ran after him.


  They found him in a little clearing, and they stopped and looked at him and what he had discovered.


  The rocket ship.


  IT WAS lying where they had left it. Somehow they had circled back and were where they had started. In the ruin of the ship green fungus was growing up out of the mouths of the two dead men. As they watched, the fungus took flower, the petals broke away in the rain, and the fungus died.


  “How did we do it?”


  “An electrical storm must be nearby. Threw our compasses off. That explains it.”


  “You’re right.”


  “What’ll we do now?”


  “Start out again.”


  “Good Lord, we’re not any closer to anywhere!”


  “Let’s try to keep calm about it, Simmons.”


  “Calm, calm! This rain’s driving me wild!”


  “We’ve enough food for another two days if we’re careful.”


  The rain danced on their skin, on their wet uniforms; the rain streamed from their noses and ears, from their fingers and knees. They looked like stone fountains frozen in the jungle, issuing forth water from every pore.


  And, as they stood, from a distance they heard a roar.


  And the monster came out of the rain.


  The monster was supported upon a thousand electric blue legs. It walked swiftly and terribly. It struck down a leg with a driving blow. Everywhere a leg struck a tree fell and burned. Great whiffs of ozone filled the rainy air, and smoke blew away and was broken up by the rain. The monster was a half mile wide and a mile high and it felt of the ground like a great blind thing. Sometimes, for a moment, it had no legs at all. And then, in an instant, a thousand whips would fall out of its belly, white-blue whips, to sting the jungle.


  “There’s the electrical storm,” said one of the men. “There’s the thing ruined our compasses. And it’s coming this way.”


  “Lie down, everyone,” said the lieutenant.


  “Run!” cried Simmons.


  “Don’t be a fool. Lie down. It hits the highest points. We may get through unhurt. Lie down about fifty feet from the rocket. It may very well spend its force there and leave us be. Get down!”


  The men flopped.


  “Is it coming?” they asked each other, after a moment.


  “Coming.”


  “Is it nearer?”


  “Two hundred yards off.”


  “Nearer?”


  “Here she is!”


  The monster came and stood over them. It dropped down ten blue bolts of lightning which struck the rocket. The rocket flashed like a beaten gong and gave off a metal ringing. The monster let down fifteen more bolts which danced about in a ridiculous pantomime, feeling of the jungle and the watery soil.


  “No, no!” One of the men jumped up.


  “Get down, you fool!” said the lieutenant.


  “No!”


  The lightning struck the rocket another dozen times. The lieutenant turned his head on his arm and saw the blue blazing flashes. He saw trees split and crumple into ruin. He saw the monstrous dark cloud turn like a black disk overhead and hurl down a hundred other poles of electricity.


  The man who had leaped up was now running, like someone in a great hall of pillars. He ran and dodged between the pillars and then at last a dozen of the pillars slammed down and there was the sound a fly makes when landing upon the grill wires of an exterminator. The lieutenant remembered this from his childhood on a farm. And there was a smell of a man burned to a cinder.


  The lieutenant lowered his head. “Don’t look up,” he told the others. He was afraid that he too might run at any moment.


  The storm above them flashed down another series of bolts and then moved on away. Once again there was only the rain, which rapidly cleared the air of the charred smell, and in a moment the three remaining men were sitting and waiting for the beat of their hearts to subside into quiet once more.


  They walked over to the body, thinking that perhaps they could still save the man’s life. They couldn’t believe that there wasn’t some way to help the man. It was the natural act of men who have not accepted death until they have touched it and turned it over and made plans to bury it or leave it there for the jungle to bury in an hour of quick growth.


  The body was twisted steel, wrapped in burned leather. It looked like a wax dummy that had been thrown into an incinerator and pulled out after the wax had sunk to the charcoal skeleton. Only the teeth were white, and they shone like a strange white bracelet dropped half through a clenched black fist.


  “He shouldn’t have jumped up.” They said it almost at the same time.


  Even as they stood over the body it began to vanish, for the vegetation was edging in upon it, little vines and ivy and creepers, and even flowers for the dead.


  At a distance the storm walked off on blue bolts of lightning and was gone.


  THEY crossed a river and a creek and a stream and a dozen other rivers and creeks and streams. Before their eyes rivers appeared, rushing, new rivers, while old rivers changed their courses—rivers the color of mercury, rivers the color of silver and milk.


  They came to the sea.


  The Single Sea. There was only one continent on Venus. This land was three thousand miles long by a thousand miles wide, and about this island was the Single Sea, which covered the entire raining planet. The Single Sea, which lay upon the pallid shore with little motion . . .


  “This way.” The lieutenant nodded south. “I’m sure there are two Sun Domes down that way.”


  “While they were at it, why didn’t they build a hundred more?”


  “There’re a hundred and twenty of them now, aren’t there?”


  “One hundred and twenty-six, as of last month. They tried to push a bill through Congress back on Earth a year ago to provide for a couple dozen more, but oh no, you know how that is. They’d rather a few men went crazy with the rain.”


  They started south.


  The lieutenant and Simmons and the third man, Pickard, walked in the rain, in the rain that fell heavily and lightly, heavily and lightly; in the rain that poured and hammered and did not stop falling upon the land and the sea and the walking people.


  Simmons saw it first. “There it is!”


  “There’s what?”


  “The Sun Dome!”


  The lieutenant blinked the water from his eyes and raised his hands to ward off the stinging blows of the rain.


  At a distance there was a yellow glow on the edge of the jungle, by the sea. It was, indeed, the Sun Dome.


  The men smiled at each other.


  “Looks like you were right, Lieutenant.”


  “Luck.”


  “Brother, that puts muscle in me, just seeing it. Come on!” Simmons began to trot. The others automatically fell in with this, gasping, tired, but keeping pace.


  “A big pot of coffee for me,” panted Simmons, smiling. “And a pan of cinnamon buns. Boy! And just lie there and let the old sun hit you. The guy that invented the Sun Domes, he should have got a medal!”


  They ran faster. The yellow glow grew brighter.


  “Guess a lot of men went crazy before they figured out the cure. Think it’d be obvious! Right off.” Simmons panted the words in cadence to his running. “Rain, rain! Years ago. Found a friend. Of mine. Out in the jungle. Wandering around. In the rain. Saying over and over, ‘Don’t know enough, to come in, outta the rain. Don’t know enough, to come in, outta the rain. Don’t know enough—’ On and on. Like that. Poor crazy fool.”


  “Save your breath!”


  They ran.


  They all laughed. They reached the door of the Sun Dome, laughing.


  Simmons yanked the door wide. “Hey!” he yelled. “Bring on the coffee!”


  There was no reply.


  They stepped through the door.


  THE Sun Dome was empty and dark. There was no synthetic yellow sun floating in a high gaseous whisper at the center of the blue ceiling. There was no food waiting. It was cold as a vault. And through a thousand holes which had been newly punctured in the ceiling water streamed, the rain fell down, soaking into the thick rugs and the heavy modern furniture and splashing on the glass tables. The jungle was growing up like a moss in the room, on top of the bookcases and the divans. The rain slashed through the holes and fell upon the three men’s faces.


  Pickard began to laugh quietly.


  “Shut up, Pickard!”


  “Ye gods, look what’s here for us—no food, no sun, nothing. The Venusians—they did it! Of course!”


  Simmons nodded, with the rain tunneling down on his face. The water ran in his silvered hair and on his white eyebrows.


  “Every once in a while the Venusians come up out of the sea and attack a Sun Dome. They know if they ruin the Sun Domes they can ruin us.”


  “But aren’t the Sun Domes protected with guns?”


  “Sure.” Simmons stepped aside to a place that was relatively dry. “But it’s been five years since the Venusians tried anything. Defense relaxes. They caught this Dome unaware.”


  “Where are the bodies?”


  “The Venusians took them all down into the sea. I hear they have a delightful way of drowning you. It takes about eight hours to drown the way they work it. Really delightful.”


  “I bet there isn’t any food here at all.” Pickard laughed.


  The lieutenant frowned at him, nodded at him so Simmons could see. Simmons shook his head and went back to a room at one side of the oval chamber. The kitchen was strewn with soggy loaves of bread, and meat that had grown a faint green fur. Rain came through a hundred holes in the kitchen roof.


  “Brilliant.” The lieutenant glanced up at the holes. “I don’t suppose we can plug up all those holes and get snug here.”


  “Without food, sir?” Simmons snorted. “I notice the sun machine’s dismantled. Our best bet is to make our way to the next Sun Dome. How far is that from here?”


  “Not far. As I recall, they built two rather close together here. Perhaps if we waited, a rescue mission from the other might—”


  “It’s probably been here and gone already, some days ago. They’ll send a crew to repair this place in about six months, when they get the money from Congress. I don’t think we’d better wait.”


  “All right then, we’ll eat what’s left of our rations and get on to the next Dome.”


  Pickard said, “If only the rain wouldn’t hit my head, just for a few minutes. If I could only remember what it’s like not to be bothered.” He put his hands on his skull and held it tight. “I remember when I was in school a bully used to sit in back of me and pinch me and pinch me and pinch me every five minutes, all day long. He did that for weeks and months. My arms were sore and black and blue all the time. And I thought I’d go crazy from being pinched. One day I must have gone a little mad from being hurt and hurt, and I turned around and took a metal trisquare I used in mechanical drawing and I almost cut his lousy head off. I almost scalped him before they dragged me out of the room, and I kept yelling, ‘Why don’t he leave me alone? Why don’t he leave me alone?’ Brother!” His hands clenched the bone of his head, shaking, tightening, his eyes shut. “But what do I do now? Who do I hit, who do I tell to lay off, stop bothering me, this damn rain, like the pinching, always on you, that’s all you hear, that’s all you feel!”


  “We’ll be at the other Sun Dome by four this afternoon.”


  “Sun Dome? Look at this one! What if all the Sun Domes on Venus are gone? What then? What if there are holes in all the ceilings, and the rain coming in!”


  “We’ll have to chance it.”


  “I’m tired of chancing it. All I want is a roof and some quiet. I want to be alone.”


  “That’s only eight hours off, if you hold on.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll hold on all right.” And Pickard laughed, not looking at them.


  “Let’s eat,” said Simmons, watching him.


  THEY set off down the coast, southward again. After four hours they had to cut inland to go around a river that was a mile wide and so swift it was not navigable by boat. They had to walk inland six miles to a place where the river boiled out of the earth, suddenly, like a mortal wound. In the rain, they walked on solid ground and returned to the sea.


  “I’ve got to sleep,” said Pickard at last. He slumped. “Haven’t slept in four weeks. Tried, but couldn’t. Sleep here.”


  The sky was getting darker. The night of Venus was setting in and it was so completely black that it was dangerous to move. Simmons and the lieutenant fell to their knees also, and the lieutenant said, “All right, we’ll see what we can do. We’ve tried it before, but I don’t know. Sleep doesn’t seem one of the things you can get in this weather.”


  They lay out full, propping their heads so the water wouldn’t come to their mouths, and they closed their eyes.


  The lieutenant twitched.


  He did not sleep.


  There were things that crawled on his skin. Things grew upon him in layers. Drops fell and touched other drops and they became streams that trickled over his body, and while these moved down his flesh, the small growths of the forest took root in his clothing. He felt the ivy cling and make a second garment over him; he felt the small flowers bud and open and petal away, and still the rain pattered on his body and on his head. In the luminous night—for the vegetation glowed in the darkness—he could see the other two men outlined, like logs that had fallen and taken upon themselves velvet coverings of grass and flowers. The rain hit his face. He covered his face with his hands. The rain hit his neck. He turned over on his stomach in the mud, on the rubbery plants, and the rain hit his back and hit his legs.


  Suddenly he leaped up and began to brush the water from himself. A thousand hands were touching him and he no longer wanted to be touched. He no longer could stand being touched. He floundered and struck something else and knew that it was Simmons, standing up in the rain, sneezing moisture, coughing and choking. And then Pickard was up, shouting, running about.


  “Wait a minute, Pickard!”


  “Stop it, stop it!” Pickard screamed. He fired off his gun six times at the night sky. In the flashes of powdery illumination they could see armies of raindrops, suspended as in a vast motionless amber, for an instant, hesitating as if shocked by the explosion, fifteen billion droplets, fifteen billion tears, fifteen billion ornaments, jewels standing out against a white velvet viewing board. And then, with the light gone, the drops which had waited to have their pictures taken, which had suspended their downward rush, fell upon them, stinging, in an insect cloud of coldness and pain.


  “Stop it! Stop it!”


  “Pickard!”


  But Pickard was only standing now, alone. When the lieutenant switched on a small hand lamp and played it over Pickard’s wet face, the eyes of the man were dilated, and his mouth was open, his face turned up, so the water hit and splashed on his tongue, and hit and drowned the wide eyes, and bubbled in a whispering froth on the nostrils.


  “Pickard!”


  The man would not reply. He simply stood there for a long while with the bubbles of rain breaking out in his whitened hair and manacles of rain jewels dripping from his wrists and his neck.


  “Pickard! We’re leaving. We’re going on. Follow us.”


  The rain dripped from Pickard’s ears.


  “Do you hear me, Pickard!”


  It was like shouting down a well.


  “Pickard!”


  “Leave him alone,” said Simmons.


  “We can’t go on without him.”


  “What’ll we do, carry him?” Simmons spat. “He’s no good to us or himself. You know what he’ll do? He’ll just stand here and drown.”


  “What?”


  “You ought to know that by now. Don’t you know the story? He’ll just stand here with his head up and let the rain come in his nostrils and his mouth. He’ll breathe the water.”


  “No.”


  “That’s how they found General Mendt that time. Sitting on a rock with his head back, breathing the rain. His lungs were full of water.”


  The lieutenant turned the light back to the unblinking face. Pickard’s nostrils gave off a tiny whispering wet sound.


  “Pickard!” The lieutenant slapped the face.


  “He can’t even feel you,” said Simmons. “A few days in this rain and you don’t have any face or any legs or hands.”


  The lieutenant looked at his own hand in horror. He could no longer feel it.


  “But we can’t leave Pickard here.”


  “I’ll show you what we can do.” Simmons fired his gun.


  Pickard fell into the raining earth.


  SIMMONS said, “Don’t move, Lieutenant. I’ve got my gun ready for you too. Think it over; he would only have stood or sat there and drowned. It’s quicker this way.”


  The lieutenant blinked at the body. “But you killed him.”


  “Yes, because he’d have killed us by being a burden. You saw his face. Insane.”


  After a moment the lieutenant nodded.


  They walked off into the rain.


  It was dark and their hand lamps threw a beam that pierced the rain for only a few feet. After a half hour they had to stop and sit through the rest of the night, aching with hunger, waiting for the dawn to come; when it did come it was gray and continually raining as before, and they began to walk again.


  “We’ve miscalculated,” said Simmons.


  “No. Another hour.”


  “Speak louder. I can’t hear you.” Simmons stopped and smiled. He touched his ears. “My ears. They’ve gone out on me. All the rain pouring finally numbed me right down to the bone.”


  “Can’t you hear anything?” said the lieutenant.


  “What?” Simmons’ eyes were puzzled.


  “Nothing. Come on.”


  “I think I’ll wait here. You go on ahead.”


  “You can’t do that.”


  “I can’t hear you. You go on. I’m tired. I don’t think the Sun Dome is down this way. And, if it is, it’s probably got holes in the roof, like the last one. I think I’ll just sit here.”


  “Get up from there!”


  “So long. Lieutenant.”


  “You can’t give up now.”


  “I’ve got a gun here that says I’m staying. I just don’t care any more. I’m not crazy yet, but I’m the next thing to it. I don’t want to go out that way. As soon as you get out of sight I’m going to use this gun on myself.”


  “Simmons!”


  “You said my name. I can read that much off your lips.”


  “Simmons.”


  “Look, it’s a matter of time. Either I die now or in a few hours. Wait’ll you get to that next Dome, if you ever get there, and find rain coming in through the roof. Won’t that be nice?”


  The lieutenant waited and then splashed off in the rain. He turned and called back once, but Simmons was only sitting there with the gun in his hands, waiting for him to get out of sight. He shook his head and waved the lieutenant on.


  The lieutenant didn’t even hear the sound of the gun.


  HE began to eat the flowers as he walked. They stayed down for a time, and weren’t poisonous; neither were they particularly sustaining, and he vomited them up, sickly, a minute or so later.


  Once he took some leaves and tried to make himself a hat, but he had tried that before; the rain melted the leaves from his head. Once picked, the vegetation rotted quickly and fell away into gray masses in his fingers.


  “Another five minutes,” he told himself. “Another five minutes and then I’ll walk into the sea and keep walking. We weren’t made for this; no Earthman was or ever will be able to take it. Your nerves, your nerves.”


  He floundered his way through a sea of slush and foliage and came to a small hill.


  At a distance there was a faint yellow smudge in the cold veils of water.


  The next Sun Dome.


  Through the trees, a long round yellow building, far away. For a moment he only stood, swaying, looking at it.


  He began to run and then he slowed down, for he was afraid. He didn’t call out. What if it’s the same one? What if it’s the dead Sun Dome, with no sun in it? he thought.


  He slipped and fell. Lie here, he thought; it’s the wrong one. Lie here. It’s no use. Drink all you want.


  But he managed to climb to his feet again and crossed several creeks, and the yellow light grew very bright, and he began to run again, his feet crashing into mirrors and glass, his arms flailing at diamonds and precious stones.


  He stood before the yellow door. The printed letters over it said the sun dome. He put his numb hand up to feel it. Then he twisted the doorknob and stumbled in.


  He stood for a moment looking about. Behind him the rain whirled at the door. Ahead of him, upon a low table, stood a silver pot of hot chocolate, steaming, and a cup, full, with a marshmallow in it. And beside that, on another tray, stood thick sandwiches of rich chicken meat and fresh-cut tomatoes and green onions. And on a rod just before his eyes was a great thick green Turkish towel, and a bin in which to throw wet clothes, and, to his right, a small cubicle in which heat rays might dry you instantly. And upon a chair, a fresh change of uniform, waiting for anyone—himself, or any lost one—to make use of it. And farther over, coffee in steaming copper urns, and a phonograph from which music would soon play quietly, and books bound in red and brown leather. And near the books a cot, a soft deep cot upon which one might lie, exposed and bare, to drink in the rays of the one great bright thing which dominated the long room.


  He put his hands to his eyes. He saw other men moving toward him, but said nothing to them. He waited, and opened his eyes, and looked. The water from his uniform pooled at his feet, and he felt it drying from his hair and his face and his chest and his arms and his legs.


  He was looking at the sun.


  It hung in the center of the room, large and yellow and warm. It made not a sound, and there was no sound in the room. The door was shut and the rain only a memory to his tingling body. The sun hung high in the blue sky of the room, warm, hot, yellow, and very fine.


  He walked forward, tearing off his clothes as he went.


  IMITATION OF DEATH


  Lester del Rey


  Councilman Curtis would never cooperate with Max Fleigh’s plans for overthrow. But a duplicate of Curtis, a similacra which could not be distinguished from the real man, would follow Fleigh’s orders to perfection. And one man, Jeremiah Greek, knew the secret of making the duplications . . .


  MAX FLEIGH’S heavy jowls relaxed and he chuckled without humor as he examined the knots that bound the man at his feet. Quite impersonally, he planted the toe of his boot in Curtis’ ribs, listened to the muffled grunt of pain, and decided that the gag was effective. For once, Slim had done a good job, and there was nothing wrong. It was probably unnecessary, anyway, but there could be no bungling when the future of the Plutarchy was at stake.


  Incompetence had cost them an empire once, and there would be no third opportunity. The stupid democracies that had called themselves a World Union had colonized the planets and ruled them without plan. And when Mars, Venus, and the Jovian Worlds had revolted and set up a Planet Council, all that Earth could do was to come crawling to it, begging polite permission to join what they should have owned!


  But that had been before practical realists had kicked out the dreamers and set up the Plutarchy under an iron discipline that could implement its plans. Now they were heading back toward their lost empire, colonizing the asteroids and establishing claims that gave them a rough rule over the outlaws who had retreated there. With the Council softened up by years of cautious propaganda, they were in a position to ask and receive a Mandate over the scattered planetoids.


  It was the opening wedge, and all they needed. Once the asteroids could be given spurious independence to seek a Council seat, they would be ready to strike at the Jovian Worlds. With proper incidents, propaganda, and quislings, plus the planetoids to separate Jupiter from Mars, there could be no question of the outcome. Earth would gain a majority of three votes, and the Council would be the basis of a new and greater Plutarchy.


  Fleigh gave the bound body of Curtis another careless kick and went forward to the cabin, where the lanky form of his companion was hunched dourly over the controls of the little space-craft. “How’s it going, Slim?”


  “So-so.” Slim ejected a green stream of narcotic juice and grinned sourly. “But I still say we been crowdin’ our luck too hard!”


  “Rot! Lay out the right moves, cover all possibilities, out-maneuver your enemies, and you don’t need luck! Ever play chess?”


  “Nope, can’t say I did. Played the horses on Mars, though, time we h’isted the Euphemeron. Won, too—after I bought my lucky ghost charm; been in the chips ever since!” Slim’s grin widened, but his face remained stubbornly unconvinced.


  Fleigh chuckled. If the planetoid outlaws depended on magic, while the Council visionaries spouted sentimental twaddle, so much the better for the realists. “Charms don’t work in politics, Slim. We have to anticipate resistance. And you saw what happened to our fine Martian Councilor Curtis when he decided to expose us and ruin the Mandate!”


  “Yeah.” Slim’s yellow teeth chewed thoughtfully on his cud. “S’pose he’d stood on Mars, though?”


  “We’d have dropped hints of just the information he needed on Ceres and trapped him there—as we did. Checkmate!”


  “Or check-out! So when he don’t come back, they smell a rat—an’ I ain’t plannin’ on bein’ around to chew rat-poison. My grandpappy killed a Councilor once—poor grandpappy! . . . Hey, there’s the rock!”


  THERE was no outward sign of life on the barren little planetoid. But as the ship came to a grinding stop in a narrow gorge, a concealing shield snapped over them, and a crudely painted sign blazed out in phosphorescent gaudiness on one rocky wall: SIMILACRA, LTD. Jeremiah Greek, Prop. (A line in Greek characters.) Specialist: (An other line in Greek characters.)


  Fleigh came out of the lock first and paused while he waited for Slim to shoulder the tarpaulin-covered Curtis and follow. He grinned and pointed at the Greek characters in the sign. “Magician and wonderworker; specialist in imitation and mockery,” he translated. “I looked it up on Mars, so don’t go thinking it’s some kind of spell . . . Now if the old fool will open up . . .”


  Max remembered his own preconceptions of Greek’s process, pictured various impressive-looking apparatus, which included a large tube through which some sort of lightning zigzagged, and a beautiful woman taking form from a stream of transmuted elements streaming from the top. It was nothing like such cinematic legerdermain, of course.


  “Why ain’t English good enough for him?”, complained Slim. “I don’t go for that magic stuff, Max. We been . . .”


  But the Sigma was already swinging back on its tips to reveal a passage through the rock. A little, shriveled man in tattered shorts and thick-lensed glasses stood motioning them in impatiently, and the door closed silently when they obeyed his summons. They headed down a side passage toward a ramp and the sound of busy humming.


  Greek threw open a door and pointed to a table where the duplicate of Councilor Curtis lay, with a duplicate Jeremiah Greek fussing over it and humming through his nose. The guide dropped to a bench and began removing his chest and inserting a fresh power pack between two terminals.


  Slim’s mouth dropped open and his burden slipped from his back to the floor with a sodden thump, while he stared from one Greek to the other, and back to the first. His fingers were stretched in the ancient sign of the horns as he watched the changing of accumulators, and his voice was hoarse and uncertain. “A damned robot!”


  “Not a robot—a similacrum,” denied the owl-eyed man who must have been the original of the metal creature. “I’m a mimesist, not a creator. A robot has independent life, but that’s only a limited copy of my memories and habits, like this phoney Curtis. And those tapes you brought me, Fleigh—they stink!”


  He gestured toward the spools of the marvelous wire that could record electromagnetic waves of any type of frequency up to several million megacycles. In one corner, a stereoplayer was running one off, but the vision screen was fuzzy, and the voice part was a mass of gibberish.


  Fleigh scowled at it, and turned back suspiciously to Greek. “Sure you know how to use them? Those were made by—”


  “By a fool who had a shield leak in his scanner! Only a few were any good. I was using pancyclic tape before you ever saw a stereo-record. Where do you think I impress my similacrum’s memory—on a real brain? It takes miles of tape to feed the selectrons! I did the best I could, but . . . Here, take a look!” He reached into the false Curtis’ mouth and did something that made the figure sit up suddenly.


  Max went over and muttered into the thing’s ear, but after the first few answers it lapsed into sullen silence, and he swung back toward Greek. “I told you Curtis had to be perfect! This wouldn’t fool a Jovian!”


  “And I told you I wasn’t Jehovah—I specialize in mechanical imitations,” Greek answered shortly. “Bum tape, bum similacrum! If you brought me some decent reels, I’ll see what I can do, though.”


  FLEIGH grunted and yanked the tarpaulin off the real Curtis. At the sight, new interest appeared on Greek’s face, and he came over to examine the Councilor, but stopped after a cursory look had shown that the man was still alive.


  He nodded. “That’s more like it, Fleigh. I’ll set up an encephalograph and ideoform analyzer and record directly off his mind—it’s better than feeding impressions from tapes, anyway, though I always used an editing circuit before. Okay, you’ll get something his own mother would swear was perfect.”


  “When?”


  “Depends. Narrow-band analysis would take a couple weeks, but it’d be permanent. If I run an all-wave impressor in, the tapes will be barely affected. I can do it in ten-twelve hours, but your similacrum will begin to fade in a week, and wash out completely in a month.”


  “Suits me,” Fleigh decided. “We won’t need him more than a few days; any place where Slim and I can catch up on our sleep while you finish?”


  Greek’s double came to life at a signal and led them down a series of rock corridors to a room that lacked nothing in comfort, then went silently out and left them alone. To Fleigh’s relief, Slim tested the bed in sour displeasure, pulled a blanket off, and rolled up on the floor, leaving the flotation mattress unoccupied. He had as little use for such luxuries as his boss had for his presence in the same bed. Max climbed in and adjusted the speegee dial to perfect comfort with a relaxed grunt of pleasure.


  He had no intention of sleeping, though, while things that concerned him were going on. Three hours later, he heaved out and slipped silently down the rocky halls on sponge-rubber slippers. But his training had covered the stupidity of spy-stereos, and there was nothing stealthy about his entry into the laboratory. Greek looked up from a maze of wires and gadgets with faint surprise but no suspicion.


  “Couldn’t sleep,” Fleigh volunteered apologetically. “I was wondering if you had any barbiturates?”


  A few minutes later he took the tablet from Greek’s double and turned back down the hallway with a muttered thanks. He had learned all he wanted to know. Both Greeks and Curtises were present and accounted for, where they belonged, and the mimesist was busy about his work; there was no funny business involved. Actually, he had expected none, but it never did any harm to make sure of such things when dealing with men who were outside the law of either the Plutarchy or the Council.


  Slim was snoring and kicking about on the floor when he returned, and he grinned as he plopped back onto the mattress. The outlaws were useful enough now. But once Earth took over the Mandate, something would have to be done about them; too many were the wrong sort to fit into the Plutarchy. Fleigh stretched with a self-satisfied yawn, and slipped into well-earned sleep.


  GREEK’S similacrum wakened them in the morning and led them back to the laboratory, where the scientist was waiting beside the imitation Curtis. The real Councilor must have been drugged, for he lay unconscious on one of the tables. Fleigh wasted only a casual glance at him, and then turned to the new similacrum as Greek flipped it on.


  This time his tests were longer, and there were no sullen silences from the imitation. Its response was quick, sure, and completely correct; the real Curtis could have done no better, and Fleigh stepped back at last and nodded his approval. He’d demanded a perfect similacrum, and it had been delivered.


  “You’re sure it has a good strong desire to live?” he asked briefly as he fished into his bag for the little prepared relay that was ready.


  Greek smiled faintly. “They all have that—they couldn’t pass as normal men without it. And if your dimensions were correct, you should have no trouble installing your relay.”


  He stripped aside the blouse, to reveal a small cavity in the back of the similacrum, with a bundle of little wires which Fleigh hooked onto the relay. It slipped in, and locked firmly. Greek unclipped the tiny switch from inside the machine’s mouth. The animation within the similacrum disappeared at once, to snap back again as a switch on Fleigh’s bag was pressed. A little circle of the pancyclic strip moved over a scanner inside the bag, sending out a complex wave, while a receiver in the similacrum’s back responded by closing the relay. Then the animation was cut off again, and came back at once on a second pressure of the switch.


  “Attempted removal of the relay will destroy all circuits, just as you ordered,” Greek assured the operative. “Well?”


  Fleigh’s face mirrored complete satisfaction. “You get the fire emeralds, as promised!”


  He reached into the bag and came out with a little bundle, a grin stretched across his face. It stayed there while Greek moved forward quickly, to stagger back with a chopped-off scream as the slugs poured into his face and exploded his head into a mangled mess of blood and grey tissue!


  For a second, the Greek double moved forward, but it turned with a shriek and went down the hall at a clumsy run as Fleigh ripped the smoking gun from the package. He let it go. Curtis’ head dissolved under a second series of slugs, and only the similacrum of the Councilor was left in the laboratory with the two men.


  Slim closed his mouth slowly and reached for his green narcotic, but he made no protest. The other moved about, gathering up combustibles and stacking them in a corner, then setting fire to the pile.


  “Which takes care of almost everything, Slim,” Fleigh said calmly. They headed out and down the hall toward their ship, with the imitation Curtis moving quietly along behind. Another slug from the gun destroyed the lock on the big Sigma, and they pushed through, out into the rocky gorge. “Nothing left to chance, and a perfect red herring to cover up Curtis’ disappearance.”


  SLIM DUCKED into the lock and went forward to the controls. “Uh-huh. Grandpappy’d sure of admired you, Max! Used to look just the same when he drilled somebody he didn’t like . . . All set for takeoff?”


  “Forgetting anything, Slim?”


  The outlaw looked up in puzzled surprise, while Fleigh shook his head and went over to the receiver. There was no sense in trying to teach the fool anything, apparently, but at least he might have learned elementary caution from his mode of life. The Plutarch operative ripped out the tape from the illegal all-wave recorder and slipped it into a playback slot, while slow comprehension crossed the other’s face.


  But everything was in order, with the usual hash of faint signals on various frequencies. There were no signs of a strong response, such as would have been made by any attempt on Greek’s part to double-cross him with a call to the outside. He set the receiver to record, and went toward the rear cabin and the similacrum, while the ship blasted off and headed toward Mars.


  The false Curtis was already at a table, and groping through a bag of notes the original Councilor had carried. It looked up as Fleigh came in, grimaced, and went on organizing the papers before it. The operative dropped to a chair with his familiar humorless chuckle.


  “You realize your life is dependent on obediance, uh—Curtis?”


  “Would I have let you kill myself otherwise?” the thing asked grimly. “Leave that control gadget of yours where I can get it, and you’ll feel the difference between my hands and mere flesh ones! But meantime, I’ll cooperate, since I have no choice; I suppose you intend helping me with my speech before the Council?”


  Fleigh’s appreciation for the peculiar genius of Greek went up several points, as he assented tersely. The thing was perfect, or so nearly so that it seemed to consider itself the real man. There would be no trouble on that score. As for the control bag—he had no intention of letting that out of his hands until the similacrum was turned off.


  It gestured toward the notes with a motion peculiar to Curtis. “You’d only ruin anything you edited, Fleigh. I’m perfectly capable of writing the thing myself, and it’ll sound like me! But if I’m going to give you a clean sheet and not make the whole Council suspicious, I’ll need more information than I have. I must have the whole picture, so that I can take care of all objections without running counter to what some other Councilors may know already. Also, I think you’d better learn to address me as Councilor Curtis!”


  “Quite so, Councilor,” Fleigh agreed, and this time the amusement in his laugh was genuine. “Now if you’ll tell me what you know of our plans and methods, I’ll fill in the blanks. But I want to see that speech, when you’re finished.”


  IT WAS amazing, the amount of evidence Curtis had managed to accumulate in a brief week; or perhaps much of it had been in his hands before, and only needed organizing against what they had let him find on Ceres. It was enough to have ruined all hopes of Earth’s getting the Mandate, and seriously endangered her relations with the Planet Council in addition. Fleigh made a mental note to press for an investigation of some of the outland operatives as he began filling in the missing links in the other’s information.


  Curtis took the facts down in a note-book, grim-faced and silent, checked them back, and reached for the typewriter. The first part of the speech he had meant to deliver needed but slight modification, and Fleigh read it over the similacrum’s shoulder as it operated the machine. Then the going grew tougher, and there were long pauses while the thing considered, revising a word here, or changing a paragraph there. It disregarded Fleigh’s suggestions with the same disdain that would have been on the real Councilor’s face, and the operative began to realize that it was justified. When it came to writing speeches, he was only an amateur, and this was professional work.


  He was beginning to regret that the thing could have a life of only from a week to ten days, when it finished; Earth could have used such a propagandist, particularly one accepted on the Council as Mars’ chief representative! Curtis’ speeches had always been good, but he had never realized that the man’s talents would have been equally good on propaganda. It was hard to believe that this was fiction, as he listened to the calm, assured voice running through it, apparently reciting only the simple truth, and yet coloring every word with some trick of oratory that seemed to make it glow with virtue and integrity.


  “Perfect!” he commented when it was finished. He cut off the relay signal, watched the similacrum slip to the floor, and went forward to the control cabin with a full measure of satisfaction. Earth could not fail!


  And already the red disc of Mars was large and close on the viewplate. Fleigh hadn’t realized the time the writing of the speech had taken, but he did not regret a second of it as Slim began nursing the ship down through the thin atmosphere toward the Solar Center.


  THE TASTE of coming victory was strong in Max Fleigh as he waited outside the Martian House the next day, but Slim was still glum and morose. Part of that was probably due to his orders to stay out of the usual outlaw haunts on the planet, where the police might have picked him up and ruined the whole plan. The rest, Fleigh decided, was just his natural fear of what he could not understand.


  The outlaw was grumbling and turning his lucky ghost charm over and over in his palms. “Leavin’ the thing run around this way! We been lucky, Max, but tain’t reasonable to figger it’ll hold! You shoulda let me tail him!”


  “Sure, Slim. People expect him to go around with you at his heels, no doubt!” Fleigh spat dango seeds out of the open car window, and took another bite of the cool fruit before going on. “We have to let him circulate; no Councilor just back from a two-week trip would hole up before this meeting, when he had instructions to pick up and last minute details piling in. Besides, we’re not dealing with Curtis now, but with a machine. And it knows who its master is! The minute I cut the relay, or it gets ten miles away from me—no life!”


  He spotted the similacrum coming down the steps and jumped out to open the car door. Slim grunted dourly, pulling his chauffeur’s cap further down over his forehead, but he took the curt order from Curtis with no other protests and headed the big car toward the Council Chambers. The Councilor passed over two slips of elaborate pasteboard and leaned back against the seat.


  “Passes for the two of you. Are you sure Slim knows what he’s to do?”


  There was a disgusted sound from the front, but Fleigh ignored it. “He’d better; we’ve been over it often enough. But go ahead and make sure.”


  The similacrum ticked off the points with incisive authority. The Council Chamber was radiation proof, and since Curtis would not be trusted with the relay signal, the success of the whole thing depended on Slim’s behavior. Max had secured a duplicate of his signal generator which the outlaw was to use outside the Assembly, while Fleigh went inside with his and waited. The operative had developed complete confidence in the ability of the false Curtis, and he was sure of his own part. It was all up to Slim, but there was no reason for him to fail, and he had always taken orders well enough before.


  Actually, it all went off with perfect smoothness. The guards passed him in after a careful scrutiny of his permit, and he carried the briefcase that held the generator up to the gallery and turned it on. Seconds later, the similacrum came through the big doorway, with only a slight flicker of uncertainty as the antiradiation shield touched him and he passed from one generator to the other.


  Curtis walked along the aisle with the proper confidence and attention to his friends, presented his credentials for the purely perfunctory examination, and turned off into one of the little council-rooms. Two of the other Martian Councilors followed him, and passed out of Fleigh’s field of view, but he was not worried about that. Slim came slouching down the gallery stairs and dropped into a seat beside the operative, putting the duplicate generator between his feet.


  “Satisfied?”


  “Perfect,” Fleigh assured him. They would reverse it going out. After that, Curtis would announce that he was leaving on a long trip to Ganymede, and they would be able to dispose of the similacrum without any parts left to show what he was.


  THEN CURTIS came back into the main chamber. Apparently the Council had been waiting for his return, for the Sergeant-at-Arms waved for order, and the meeting began, with almost no preliminaries. Earth brought up the subject of the Mandate, and the head of the Venus Council began to come to his feet. But Curtis was up first, and the Chair recognized him.


  Fleigh relaxed completely as the familiar words of the speech began to come to him, while the Venusans glanced about in surprise, and then began to listen. A moment later they were under the sway of his oratory. The single speech should do it, since the question had been tentatively decided in favor of Earth at the last meeting, pending Curtis’ investigation. By night, the mandate should be a fait accompli, and Earth could begin moving out her mercenary legions in the squat “mining” freighters.


  Fleigh had a pretty good idea of who would lead them. He’d been in line for promotion for some time already, and the Plutarch had dropped hints of the outcome of success. It would be good to leave the dubious position of operative and become a legally recognized governor of the mandate planetoids, to settle down and begin organizing his own private little plans for the Plutarch’s job!


  Slim nudged him with a bony knee, but Fleigh was too wrapped in his own thoughts to bother until the other seized his elbow and hissed at him. Then he came out of his daydreams. Something was going on—the Councilors were paying too careful attention, and the Earth Delegation didn’t look right! In a second, his mind was back on the speech, and the words came to a chilling focus in his ears.


  “. . . found the organization inconceivably complex. And yet the basic pattern is old—old as the barbarism that prompted it. Gentlemen, I have only my word as evidence now, but I can name names and give exact locations that will enable our Planetary Police to confirm every word of it before night falls on this meeting. The Plutarch of Earth, on the twentieth of April, forty-two years ago, gave the following orders, which I quote . . .”


  Fleigh grabbed for Slim’s generator, and yanked the button savagely, but still the damning words went on, detail piling on exact detail, while Secret Servicemen moved forward to cut the speaker off from the Earth Delegates. Their rudeness was an open declaration that Earth was immediately severed from the Council! Max ripped out the generator, crushing the delicate tubes in his hands. He was stamping on his own device at the same time, but the voice went on unchecked!


  Down on the floor, Curtis looked upwards without pausing in his detailed list of evidence, found the operative’s eye, and grinned. Then he resumed his normal gravity and went on!


  Slim’s hands were trembling and fumbling over his charm. Fleigh practically carried him to the aisle, and dragged him along as he made his way up the infinite distance to the gallery door. Every step was made with the expectation of a shouted order from Curtis that would send the big explosive slugs tearing through him, but it did not come. Instead, there was only the quiet continuance of the speech, and Slim’s hoarse prayers to the ghosts of the charm to save them.


  Surprisingly, the doors opened in the hands of the courteous guards, and the hall was before them, with no police in sight. Max cut Slim’s babbled relief off with a crisp whisper. “We’re not out of it, you fool! Ten to one, it’s cat and mouse, with us the losers. But if we’re going to make use of the tenth chance, shut up! Walk, damn it, and grin!”


  THERE WAS another flight of stairs leading down, a long hall, and a second door that opened promptly and politely as they neared it. Then the main steps led down to the street. It was impossible that the similacrum could have given no orders for their arrest; as impossible as that the relay could be tampered with! But the big car waited at the curb, and there were still no police.


  Reaction left Slim drooling narcotic juice over the hands that were caressing and kissing the charm. Fleigh yanked him savagely into the car and gunned the electros. It went tearing out into the street under full power, while a wild yell of despair ripped out of the outlaw’s throat.


  “My ghost charm!” He was pawing frantically at the door lock, with his face swivelled around toward the bright receding twinkle of the metal piece on the sidewalk behind. “Max! Max!”


  “Shut up and stay put! There must be a hundred more of those things you can buy if we get out of this.” Fleigh freed a hand and forced the cringing fool back into the seat, where he relaxed woodenly, terror fading out to sullen despair that gradually mingled with doubt.


  “Then let’s get out quick, Max! Oncet we hit Earth, I know a guy’s got another. Tain’t as good a ghost with it as mine, but it ain’t no fake, neither! You gotta give me enough to get it, Max!”


  Fleigh hid his thin grin from the other. They’d need more than a ghost charm or even planning if they ever went to Earth! He’d seen what happened to failures there, and he knew that it would be better to walk into the nearest Planet Police Bureau. But he reached over soothingly and patted the outlaw’s shoulder. “Sure, Slim. We’ll get you another, maybe before we leave here.”


  It shouldn’t be hard to find one of the charm peddlers, and dope up a story. There was a place on Venus where they could hide, once Slim worked up his nerve to pilot them there—and provided that their luck held long enough to keep the police from impounding the little craft. But the hideout would take money, and that had to come first. Planning took care of that; he’d always been careful to avoid being his personal fortune up in the Earth Operative strongholds.


  He swung the car around a corner, glanced up at a jeweler’s sign, and cursed without slowing down. The red light was on, warning that it had been raided. One of his secret quarters gone!


  He stopped obediantly for a through highway, and roared on. But the second was no better. There was sweat on his forehead, and his hands were slippery with it when he headed out Mars Center Canal into the suburbs. Damn Curtis! It was impossible for him to have found the hideout—or should have been!


  But there was no warning light in the window of the third and last place. The lawyer’s faded sign swung in the thin wind, and everything was serenely peaceful. Fleigh jerked Slim out of the car, set its automatic chauffeur, and let it go rolling off.


  Then he moved up the steps with the outlaw at his heels, listened cautiously at the door, and nodded. The steady click of a typewriter indicated that the scrawny little secretary was doing the routine office-work, and Sammy must have been undisturbed. He opened the door eagerly, to a louder clicking from the typewriter.


  ABOVE IT, Curtis looked up with la an assured smile, and waved the grandfather of all hand weapons at him in genial greeting!


  “Come in, Max,” he said cordially. “Like my double’s speech?”


  Slim’s trembling hand fumbled out automatically in the sign of the horns. His blanched mouth worked furiously, but the words refused to come until Curtis turned to him. Then jerked back, waving his fingers. “He couldn’ta . . . We’d of beat him . . . Max! He’s dead! He’s a ghost!”


  Fleigh’s hand groped for him, and missed. Another apparition came into the room from the inner office. This one was a shrivelled, little man, with owl-eyes that blinked at them out of thick-lensed spectacles. Jeremiah Greek picked up a pencil with a contented grin, drew it across the bare flesh of his arm; and held the red mark that rose on the skin out toward the outlaw.


  “In the flesh,” he stated.


  But Slim was no longer listening. Slowly, as if moved by worn-down clock-works, he slid down the wall and his dead-faced head bent forward to meet the knees that drew upwards. There he stayed, motionless.


  “If that’s catatonic return to the foetal position, it’s an all-time record for speed,” Curtis commented with quiet interest. “Sit down, Max. You seem to have overestimated your companion’s moral fiber, and underestimated your opponent’s. Never count on luck! It takes planning to get anywhere in this universe . . . By the way, Jeremiah Greek is the original inventor of pancyclic tape; you should have checked up on him, before you trusted him, and found out the way your Plutarchy gypped him out of his invention. He wasn’t the sort of man who’d cooperate very well with Earth. In fact, he was the sort who could and would fake a tape for your recorder to cover up the call he put in under my code to the Martian Council!”


  Fleigh moved toward the chair as the gun commanded, only half conscious of the words. He sank into a sitting position, his mind churning savagely and getting nowhere. Play along! Keep your eyes open! If you let the other guy make the moves, he’ll slip up somewhere. It was basic training to operatives, though there was uncertainty in even that logic now. But there was nothing else to do.


  Greek picked up the account. “With a promise of secrecy from Councilor Curtis, and a chance to do legitimate research here, I felt quite free to drop my very doubtful loyalty to my native planet, Mr. Fleigh. Those two similacra you shot were crude, and the brain and blood imitation was quite poor, I thought. But fortunately, you didn’t investigate thoroughly.”


  “I didn’t think the relay control could fail. So you simply let the similacrum collapse and took its place?” Fleigh was forcing himself to casualness, while his brain hashed over all the rules for upsetting a trap. But it returned inevitably to the basic need of stalling for time, and keeping them talking.


  “Not at all,” Curtis corrected him. “We were late returning, so they simply used an all-wave receiver to record your control signal on pancyclic tape, inserted it into a generator, and the similacrum had his freedom in his pocket two minutes after you turned on your control in the Council Chamber. You really didn’t think I’d leave my speech in the middle to chase you, when I had a perfectly good double, surely?”


  FLEIGH’S eyes darted to Slim, but there would be no help from that quarter. Not a muscle had moved since the outlaw had collapsed onto the floor!


  He forced himself to relax deliberately. Relax! As long as he was tensed up in the chair, they’d watch him, but they’d be less cautious if he seemed to abandon hope. And he was younger and faster than they were, in spite of his fat.


  Greek’s amused cackle broke his chain of thought. “So simple a solution, Max! But of course, an involute brain would miss just that . . . That’s fine, relax! And when you start anything, you’ll be surprised to find how quickly and efficiently a couple of sentimental visionary fools can shoot! Or do you think, Councilor, that we’re really such fools?”


  “I doubt it,” Curtis answered, with the same hard amusement in his voice. “As I see it, a reactionary is simply unable to adapt to new conditions; he’s filled with a blind, stubborn dependence on the rude past. And brute force is an admission of that intellectual poverty. Max, you should have studied history better. The addle-pated idealists have a peculiar habit of winning.”


  They stood there, grinning and studying their captive with the one thing in the universe he had never encountered—open contempt. Fleigh wet his lips, glancing from one to the other, and considering the hopeless distance to the door.


  And suddenly the beginnings of an idea permeated through the hard knot of fear in his brain. They didn’t believe in brute force! They wouldn’t kill him without provocation; and they couldn’t turn him in to the police!


  He swung back to Curtis, and this time there was a grin on his own lips. “You said you promised Mr. Greek secrecy, Councilor. Not immunity, because the old law against making robots is too strong; and similacra would be considered robots. Well, just how do you figure you can turn me over to the authorities without breaking that promise and having him strung up beside me?”


  “I never meant to turn you in,” Curtis answered.


  “And you said yourself that brute force was stupid!”


  “Quite true.” It was Greek who answered this time. “But the rules of justice sometimes invoke it. The penalty for treason, like that for robotry, is still death, though we’ve abandoned most other reasons for capital punishment.”


  “Then turn me in! Or kill me yourselves—and you’ll find that brute force really is stupid on Mars! The police here are the best in the system, which is why I always preferred to do my little jobs elsewhere. You amateurs wouldn’t have a chance. Well?”


  But he knew that he had them, and the taste of freedom in his mouth was sweet after the fear and hopelessness of their gloating power. He did not wait for an answering nod from them, but turned from his chair in calm assurance, and headed for the door.


  GREEK’S voice interrupted his exit. “Just a minute, Max! You really should know all your mistakes, and there’s one we forgot . . . Never use a perfect similacrum! It can’t be perfect without thinking exactly like its original; the same mind must operate the same way. Your similacrum was limited only by the time it could exist—and it knew that, as well as knowing it was useless among real men!”


  “So what?” Fleigh asked jauntily, and reached for the door. “And so long!”


  Steel hands grabbed him, and a pair of arms with inhuman strength picked him up and turned him around to face the two men. Curtis dropped his gun onto the table with a slow, deliberate motion, holding the struggling operative with a single hand, while he stretched the other out to Jeremiah Greek. Then he turned toward the door, dragging the fat body of Fleigh along without effort.


  “So when you’re found dead in your house, killed by the robot you were having built in some fiendish plot against Councilor Curtis, I don’t think the police will worry—beyond seeing that both you and the robot!


  are thoroughly beyond repair!”


  There was bitterness in the voice of the similacrum, but it was resolute and determined bitterness. “When the real Curtis replaced me in the Council Chamber, he meant to make my few days of existence as pleasant as possible. But even a limited similacrum likes to be useful.! Come along, Max.”


  Max Fleigh went along; there was nothing else he could do, as the duplicate of Curtis tossed him into a small car and began driving back toward the town and the house that had been his Martian home and would soon be his tomb. He couldn’t even think straight, for his head insisted on dwelling on nonsense.


  Slim had been right, after all, and his ghost charm had brought him luck, even after he lost it. But for the man who had refused to believe in it, there was no hope for such insane oblivion. There was simply no hope of any kind.


  THROUGH VENUSIAN MISTS


  Ace Carter


  IN the middle of the battle to make Earth a paradise two adventurers found it was all they could do to keep the world, from starving . . .


  JEFFREY LUDD rose from his chair in the air-conditioned Welfare Office in Venburg, the rudimentary, and only, city on Venus. His heavy jowled face wore an expression of sullen rage as he stared down at Welfare Officer Streeter, lean, sun-dried, thin-lipped.


  “You’re a fool, Streeter,” snarled the big man. “You’re stuck on this sweltering spot, letting yourself get burned out, dried up—what for? A lousy pension at the end of your term. I’m offering you a chance to feather your nest while you’re here. And you haven’t got to do a thing for me—just turn a blind eye, that’s all.”


  “Get out, Ludd,” said Streeter quietly, “It takes a lot to rouse me to physical action in this heat, but you’re getting close to it. On your way. I’m expecting my new assistant on the next spaceliner, and I don’t want him to get a wrong impression of me. He might judge a man by his acquaintances.”


  Ludd’s amber eyes gleamed balefully. He seemed on the verge of hurling his massive bulk at the coldly smiling man in the chair, but instead he wheeled about and strode from the room. A blast of hot humid air rolled in from outside as the door slid open, then it closed automatically, and again kept at bay the sodden waves of Venusian heat.


  Streeter helped himself to an ice-cold drink, glanced at his watch, then picked up the electroculars, switched them on, and peered through them and focussed them through the clear plastic window. The perpetual mist over the Venusian landscape was pierced by the electroculars; he saw the dull gleam of metal in the air as the spaceliner from Earth dipped, flattened out, and came to smooth rest at the landing platforms.


  The side airlock in the craft opened and the passengers emerged, most of them known to Streeter—staff of Ludd’s Plantation, a couple of members of the Venusian Provincial Council, old Dr. Creel, and a young stranger.


  “My new assistant,” murmured Streeter. He grinned slightly, noting the gestures and movements, indicative of lively, excited interest. Then the grin changed to a frown as Ludd came into focus, strode up to the young man and engaged Mm in smiling conversation for a few minutes.


  Streeter put down the electroculars and left the office, walking over the soggy ground and through the vicious heat mists which limited visibility to less than twenty yards. Ludd had gone by the time he reached the new arrival.


  “You’re Lionel Bright?” said Streeter, and introduced himself.


  “That’s right.” Young Bright puffed slightly. “Golly! This heat—it’s terrific. Is it always as bad as this?”


  “To-day’s about normal,” replied Streeter, taking the young man’s bag and leading the way to the Welfare Building. “Sometimes we get really hot days. Still,” he added, as he slid open the door, “there’s no need to get out too much. The whole place here, office below and quarters above, are sealed. And when you do go out you’ll stick to wearing your heat-resistant suit and helmet.” He eyed the young man curiously. “What made you apply for this job?”


  “A change—adventure,” replied Bright with a little laugh. “I’ve never been off the Earth before, and I thought this would be a whole lot better than sitting in an office feeding figures into an electronic calculator.”


  “ADVENTURE!” Streeter fastened on to the word. “Why, this is just a smalltime town with the climate of ten African jungles rolled into one. Nothing happens here, except an occasional breach in the regulations in the employment conditions of the Venusians. By the way,” he said, frowning. “That fellow Ludd who spoke to you at the landing platform; he’s the cause of most of our trouble here. He’s not satisfied with grabbing the best land around Venburg and using the Venusians to work it for him; he’s trying to get around the conditions awarded to the natives. Our job—yours and mine—is to see that he doesn’t get around them. He’s making a fortune here, but he isn’t making it quick enough to suit him. As you know, the Atomic War on Earth wiped out vast areas of food-producing lands, rendered them sterile, and now we rely to a great extent on the Green Planet here for the essential chlorophyll which is infused into our artificial food tablets.”


  “Yes, of course,” said Bright. “If it hadn’t been for that requirement I doubt whether we’d have achieved space travel as quickly as we did.”


  “When a man’s hungry he’ll do anything for a feed,” commented Streeter. “And we can’t have Atomic Wars and food—not on the same planet.” He took up the electroculars and handed them to the young man. “Take a look through that window and you’ll see Ludd’s processing plant where the chlorophyll is extracted from the leaves harvested by the Venusians.”


  “It’s a huge place,” remarked Bright, after looking through the electroculars. “It must have cost him a fortune.”


  “And he’s trying to get back a bigger fortune in return,” said Streeter grimly. “There’s been rumors that an artificial substitute for chlorophyll is being sought. If that happens, Ludd’s schemes will crash badly. That’s, why he’s so keen to grab what he can, and to work the simple Venusians to death if necessary.”


  “That place over in that direction,” said Bright, swinging the electroculars. “What is it? There’s a wall around the grounds, and a sort of tower above the main building . . .”


  “Dr. Creel’s place,” said Streeter. “He was supposed to be working on the artificial chlorophyll, but no one knows much about him. He’s a sort of mystery man here. Supposed to have come out from Earth to get away from it all, and do some experimenting in peace. He was on your liner, by the way.”


  “I know, but he didn’t speak to a soul. Sat poring over papers and books . . . Gosh!” The young man’s voice rose. “There’s a man in that little tower room. He’s looking down through the metal grille.”


  “Old Doc. Creel looking over his estate,” smiled Streeter.


  “No, it isn’t the Doctor,” said Bright. “I know what he looks like.”


  “An assistant then,” yawned Streeter. “Come and have a drink.”


  “Thanks. Just a moment . . . He’s gone now, gone from the window, anyway. It looked sort of startling to see a human face up in that little tower.” Lionel Bright took his drink, then he was up again exploring with the electroculars. “He’s there again,” he announced. “I wonder . . .”


  “Don’t,” said Streeter. “Have another drink.”


  He looks worried, harassed,” said Bright, still looking. “You know, it—it almost seems as though he’s locked in up there, a prisoner.”


  Streeter laughed. “Keep going,” he said. “An imagination like yours should take you to all sorts of interesting situations.”


  “Well, take a look for yourself,” said Bright, reddening. “See what you think.”


  STREETER took the electroculars and focused them. The man’s face was close, a stranger to him. Fellow about forty, square faced, suggesting a stocky body. He was looking through the grilled window, his brows contracted. He moved away for a moment, then came back, apparently he was prowling around the confined space of that little tower room. Streeter lowered the electroculars slightly, taking in the high walls surrounding Dr. Creel’s property. He started slightly. A Venusian was walking up and down on great splayed feet outside the western wall, like a sentry. Queer! Queerer still was the sight of another Venusian who suddenly appeared at the angle of the south and west wall. The two natives stood together, their wide lipless mouths moving in conversation, then they separated and resumed their pacing.


  “Something is going on there, Bright,” remarked Streeter slowly. “Whether that chap is a prisoner or not I can’t say, but there’s a guard been placed outside the walls.”


  “Isn’t it our job to investigate?” asked Bright eagerly.


  “Our job,” replied Streeter, “is to watch the Venusians, to see that they aren’t overworked or their social customs interfered with. The humans on this planet are protected by the Security Council Officers. But,” he went on, seeing the younger man’s look of disappointment, “there’s nothing to stop us from taking a walk as far as Dr. Creel’s place, if you feel like it.”


  “Do I!”


  “All right. Get into that heat-suit first, otherwise you’ll think you’ve been wading through hot water after you’ve walked a few hundred yards.” Streeter frowned thoughtfully. “Put your Welfare Officer’s badge on. The Venusians have a great respect for officials. And I think I’ll take my raygun.” He pondered a moment. “Yes, and a length of cord won’t go amiss. We may manage to get over that wall, and cord is always useful in a climb.”


  “You intend to climb up to that—” began Bright, excitedly.


  “We’ll see,” interrupted Streeter. “May not be anything in it, but no one ever fell down through being prepared. Ready now?”


  The two men, covered by the heat-resistant material, left the building and walked over the warm oozing ground. Ahead, seen dimly through the mist, was one of the many fertile valleys of Ludd’s plantations, where a team of Venusians, their scaly arms working rapidly, were picking the vivid green crop. Streeter led the way, skirting the valley, picking his path over the sodden ground. The softness gave way to hot black rocks as they drew nearer to their destination, and then, with startling suddenness the high stone wall loomed up through the shifting fog.


  “Someone coming,” muttered Bright.


  “Leave him to me,” counselled Streeter, as a bulky figure approached. The Venusian guard stopped abruptly, one long arm slipping around behind his back and returning with a raygun gripped in the creature’s two fingers. The black lidless eyes under the flat green reptilian head were menacing, but Streeter appeared undisturbed. “Greetings,” he said in the dialect.


  THE Venusian responded, and as his eyes fell on the Welfare Officer’s badge he slipped the raygun back into its holster. For a few moments Streeter engaged the Venusian in conversation, then the latter, his scaly face creased in a smile, turned and resumed his pacing.


  “What did he say?” asked Bright curiously.


  “All he knows is that he’s to keep watch on the wall, and to use his raygun if necessary,” said Streeter.


  “But he isn’t suspicious about us—Welfare Officers. The poor devils trust us implicitly; they associate this badge I’m wearing, with their rights and privileges and conditions . . . Come along this way. He won’t be back for a few minutes. I’ll get on your shoulders and when I reach the other side I’ll throw the cord back over the wall and you can climb over after me. I’m mighty curious now about our mysterious Dr. Creel.”


  “Yes, he struck me as a weird sort of chap when I saw him on the spaceliner,” said Bright. “Didn’t speak to a soul, glared around suspiciously all the time he wasn’t buried in his papers . . . You’re going to get over here?”


  Streeter had stopped, looked around quickly, and nodded. Bright bent down and then straightened up slowly with the other man on his shoulders. A few moments later he was over the wall and had sent the cord snaking back.


  “Now we are in it,” said Streeter, when Bright joined him. “We’re trespassing, and if our friend, Dr. Creel, has any lethal designs he’s more or less within his rights to blast us with a raygun. I only hope we’re not being watched through electroculars.”


  THEY walked towards the house, pausing every now and again to peer through the mist. They stepped from the dark blue-green lawn on to a vitrified surface from which rose the wall of the house. Keeping close to the wall, and walking softly, they reached the tower, which apparently was a stair-well from the lower to the upper floor and extending above the house to form the little room above.


  The metal grille gleamed faintly, but there was no one now at the window.


  “Funny if that chap was just taking a look-see over the grounds from above, and is now back downstairs chatting with the Doc,” murmured Streeter. “Ouch! What’s up?”


  “He’s there,” said Bright, who had clutched at the other’s arm. “I just saw his face for an instant.”


  “Well, that’s something,” admitted Streeter. “Come on, around this way. There’s a lower roof to the left, over the porch. We can climb on to that, and then on to the higher roof, and then we should be able to work around the tower.”


  Half-a-dozen steps along the path Streeter stopped suddenly. “Back against the wall,” he whispered. “Someone coming—a Venusian by the sound of it.”


  A Venusian it was. The heavy thudding steps of the flat feet told them the identity of the approaching figure before it appeared, a dark shadow in the enveloping mist.


  There was no possible chance of escaping detection. The Venusian must pass within a foot of them if he kept to the vitrified path around the house. The flopping footsteps came closer. Streeter tensed himself, and even as the Venusian stopped, and reached behind for his raygun, Streeter had leapt forward and the butt of his own gun caught the creature behind the neck. He sank limply to the ground.


  I DIDN’T bargain for a patrol inside the wall,” he muttered. “Should have, I suppose, but I couldn’t see this low down with the electroculars. Come on. We’ll have to move quickly now. There may be others . . .”


  Using Bright as a ladder Streeter clambered on to the low roof, after which, with the aid of the cord he helped his assistant up after him. They reached the higher roof and warily made their way to the tower, which they approached from the rear.


  He worked his way around to the front of the tower until he was at the window, holding to the metal grille.


  “Hullo,” he called softly.


  A smothered exclamation came from inside, and a white startled face appeared at the window.


  “It’s all right,” said Streeter reassuringly. “We’ve come to help you. I take it you’re a prisoner up here?”


  “Yes,” gasped the other. “But how—”


  “We’ll go into that later. The grounds are surrounded by Venusian guards, and there are others just below. I’m a Welfare Officer, by the way. Now, quickly, what’s it all about? For a start, you’re being detained here illegally?”


  “Yes, yes, by that villain, Dr. Creel. He’s a—”


  “All right! Call him all the names you like, when you get out. This is a job for the Security Officers.”


  “No—not yet,” said the man in frightened tones. “If Creel has warning of a raid he’ll finish me oft’. He’s desperate. And his guards and spies would warn him.”


  “H’m.” Streeter pondered. It would be a risk anyway to try to get out of the grounds. “Just stand aside,” he said at length. “I’ve got a raygun here. I’ll bust this grille with it.”


  HE withdrew the gun, and a softly hissing ray sprang from its muzzle and played on the metal grille. The bars turned blue, but held. “Might have guessed,” he muttered. “They’ve been impregnated against ordinary ray-frequencies.”


  “What about the roof?” It was young Bright’s voice.


  “An idea,” admitted Streeter. He hoisted himself up with the aid of the bars, and played the gun on the reinforced plastic roof. “That’s better!”


  In less than five minutes he had lowered himself through the hole in the roof and was in the dim hot little room, where he was shortly joined by his assistant.


  “How did you manage to find me?” was the prisoner’s first breathless question.


  “My young assistant, just up from Earth, happened to spot you through the electroculars from our office. It’s on rising ground, and the angle is just right for a view of this place. We also saw the Venusian guard, and that naturally made us suspicious. So,” said Streeter simply, “we called.”


  “Thank goodness!” said the man fervently.


  “Why are you being kept here?” asked Streeter.


  The other hesitated so long that Streeter repeated the question. “I—I suppose I can trust you,” said the man. “Briefly, my imprisonment here has to do with—with synthetic chlorophyll.”


  “Ha! Dr. Creel’s rumoured to be working on that.”


  “No—I have been working on it. Dr. Creel and his partner Ludd—”


  “Partner—Ludd!” repeated Streeter in astonishment.


  “Yes, they’re partners in the plantations here, but they’ve kept the partnership secret. I have the formula for synthetic chlorophyll, and Dr. Creel wants it. He’s offered me a big sum for all rights to it, so that he can either use it to recoup Ludd and himself from any losses in their plantations, or else to suppress the formula altogether.


  “I see. Well, now it’s our move.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Burn the lock off the door for a start,” replied Streeter. “Then downstairs, and get the Security Office on the visiphone. If Creel gets in the way, that’s going to be unfortunate—for him!”


  But Streeter had barely time to level the muzzle of the raygun before he was shocked by a wild yell from Bright, followed by a gasping curse from the other man. Streeter spun round. In the far corner of the little room, Bright was reeling back, his hand clutching the wrist of the prisoner who was holding a raygun.


  “What the devil—”


  “Grab the gun, Streeter,” yelled Bright. “Don’t let him point it at you.”


  “Drop it!” snapped Streeter, pointing his own gun at the man’s hand. “Drop it, I say, or I’ll blast your hand off!”


  The man’s struggles ceased. His eyes glared hate, but he opened his fingers and the raygun dropped to the floor, where it was pounced on by young Bright.


  At the same instant the door was flung open, and an elderly dark-faced man stood in the opening, holding a raygun before him.


  “DON’T move, any of you,” he snapped. “We’re armed too, Dr. Creel,” said Streeter coolly. “If you use that gun on one of us, the other will blast you where you stand. I’d say it was a stalemate.”


  The doctor lowered his gun. “How did you get in?” he demanded. He looked past Streeter at the other man. “You—Knowles!”


  “Just what is this?” said Streeter. “Were you keeping him prisoner or not?”


  “I!” The Doctor staggered. “Why, of course not. This is the first intimation I had that he was here. I’ve had guards placed around the house to keep him, and any other of Ludd’s criminal associates, out!”


  “And you’re not Ludd’s partner in the plantations?”


  “Are you mad?” snapped the Doctor. “Ludd’s been trying to bribe me to keep off my researches in synthetic chlorophyll. Naturally, I refused to listen to him.”


  “I’m beginning to see,” said Streeter softly. “Bribing is a habit with Ludd. He tried to bribe me to turn a blind eye to any breaches in the regulations of the Venusians’ working conditions.” He turned to Knowles. “And where do you come in? I don’t want any more lies, by the way.”


  “Oh, you’ll get the truth now,” said Knowles dejectedly. “I was to conceal myself here while Dr. Creel was away. He’s been putting a guard around his house while he was here, so Ludd suggested I get in while Creel was paying a visit to Earth, and hide and live on synthetic tablets for a few days, until he returned. He put his guard back on this morning, but of course I was already here. I was going to get down to-night and try to force Dr. Creel to drive over to Ludd in his aircar—which he would have done because my raypistol would have been in his back all the time.”


  “You—you scoundrel!” burst out the Doctor.


  “Go on,” commented Streeter.


  “Ludd was going to force a deal with Dr. Creel. If the Doctor refused—” Knowles shrugged.


  “I TAKE it you’re prepared to give that as evidence?” said Streeter.


  “Yes,” said the other man eagerly. “I’m not taking it all. Ludd’s the boss, and he’s going to get his share.”


  “You’ll get yours, too,” Streeter reminded him sharply. “I’d hate to think of what would have happened if one of us had come here alone. Or if I hadn’t had a raygun.” The other was silent.


  “He intended shooting us down as it was,” went on Streeter grimly, turning to the Doctor. “But he wanted to get us inside and off our guard, and dispose of us quietly.”


  “And you thought I was keeping him prisoner,” said the Doctor. “Tell me, how did you discover his presence here?”


  “I didn’t. It was my young assistant here, who had an enthusiastic fancy for peering through the mists of Venus.” Streeter eyed his assistant. “By the way, why did you suspect he wasn’t a prisoner, Bright? I take it you knew when you gasped and I accused you of nerves.”


  “He told us he was locked in the room,” said young Bright, grinning. “Yet, when I leaned against him as you were operating on the lock—which of course wasn’t locked—I felt the outline of a raygun in his hip pocket. I knew then that he couldn’t be a prisoner when he had the means of blasting his way out. I was ready for him then. As soon as he made a move I pounced on him.”


  “I said you had nerves,” remarked Streeter dryly. “I’ll amend that to nerve. And thanks, Bright.”


  THE MAZE


  Frank M. Robinson


  The psychological experimenters have long used mazes to test animal intelligence. But this was a new, and very, very effective kind.


  “Civil Service will be looking for you—in fifteen days,” he said.


  “We’ll be lucky if we’re still alive in fifteen days,” I said grimly.


  “That’s what I like about you, Bob—always the optimist.”


  I shrugged. “You know how it will turn out in the end. The pity of it is we have to keep trying. To give up would classify us as being stupid. And we can’t afford to look stupid, can we?”


  He started cracking his knuckles until my nerves felt like they do when you scratch a blackboard with your fingernails.


  “You’ve been through the maze three times now,” he said.


  “I know.” It zoos hot in the cube but right then I felt cold as ice.


  Camden and I sat on the ground, leaning back against the glassite walls of the cube. The light filtering through made us look like seasick sailors. I felt tired.


  Suddenly there was a plucking at my mind, an insistent urge to remember—to remember back to the first day of my vacation. Another trip through the maze was due. I knew how it would start—but how would it end this time?


  It would start out like days usually do on Venus—terrible.


  I yawned and brushed the sweat off my forehead. Morning on Venus is always the same. Wake up with a thick head and a short temper and a damp feeling in the hollows of the bed where little puddles of sweat had collected. I yawned again, rolled over on the soggy sheet, and tried to catch a few more minutes of sleep.


  The insistent buzzing of the visor wouldn’t let me. I switched on “voice” and buried my head under the pillow.


  “Robert Germaine? This is the Bureau of Assassination Information. Acknowledge, please.”


  My heart did a sudden thump and I was wide awake.


  “This is Germaine,” I said.


  The caller continued. “Notification of Intent to Assassinate victim Robert Germaine. Marcus Kennedy III registered with the Bureau his intent to assassinate the above named person beginning at noon on the 23rd day of May. Cause: the attentions of the secretary Janet Chandler.” He faded from the screen and the set went dead.


  It was perfectly legal—if I could kill Kennedy before he got me, they’d never convict me of murder. And vice versa for Kennedy. There was only one slight catch. I was practically fresh from Earth, with no more friends than I could count on the fingers of one hand. Kennedy was rich, influential, and powerful. He could afford a bodyguard. And if I did knock him off, one of his friends would register their intent with the Bureau. I couldn’t win.


  Abruptly, I tried to minimize Kennedy and the notice. I couldn’t afford to let myself get scared—a mind paralyzed by fear would be nothing but a handicap in trying to outwit Kennedy.


  Funny, I thought, wake up the first morning of my vacation and have an assassination notice staring me in the face. It was almost as if I hadn’t awakened at all and the whole thing was just part of a nightmare I was having.


  I took a cold shower, toweled myself, and put on my shorts. That was the only good thing about the planet—just put on your undies and you were dressed for the day. Guys like me who did publicity work for the Venus Colonial Office played up the informality of daily dress for all that it was worth, but it never did counterbalance the planet’s many failings.


  I looked at my watch. I had three hours before noon—and there was an obvious step I could take before then.


  I went back to the visor and dialed a number. A portly looking businessman came on the screen.


  “Acme Protection Service at your service, sir.”


  “What would be the charge for the assassination of Marcus Kennedy III?”


  “One moment please.” He came back with a thick ledger and began flipping through it. “One million dollars would be our charge for Kennedy. One half down, which would be nonreturnable, and the other half upon successful completion of the murder.”


  “What are the statistical chances of success?”


  He clucked sympathetically. “Nine point three percent. Elis bodyguard is well trained.”


  “How about straight protection for me?”


  “Protection for the legal thirty-day assassination period would be a thousand dollars a day. You understand that this includes food tasters and the immediate services of a reputable physician in case of trouble.”


  “Chances?”


  “Considerably better. Our chances of successfully protecting you are forty-three percent.”


  I couldn’t afford either one and told him so. He frowned. “We can offer you advisory service for a flat fee of fifty dollars, payable on your visor bill.”


  “I’ll take it. What do you advise?”


  He waited a moment until the visor had registered the contract.


  “Disappear.”


  At more than fifteen bucks a syllable, advice was coming high nowadays.


  I snapped the off-switch angrily and then thought better of it and dialed again. This time I switched the selector over to “color.”


  The girl on the screen smiled a warm greeting. “Oh, it’s you, Bob.


  I—”


  “Marcus Kennedy III has just declared open season on Germaines and I’m to be the prize trophy of the season,” I interrupted. “The reason he gave was you.” She didn’t say what I expected her to so I said it myself.


  “You could go back to him,” I suggested. “After all, which would you like the most? To be married to a wealthy old man and live in luxury the rest of your life or have a little urn of my ashes on your mantelshelf?” The way I phrased it, it didn’t even seem like a contest.


  “Don’t be silly, Bob, neither,” she said, escaping the horns of the dilemma with a woman’s logic.


  “Fine,” I said sarcastically. “What do you propose I do?”


  “Disappear,” she said calmly. “Hide out for thirty days. At the end of it, Kennedy can’t touch you. In fact, he’d be obliged to protect you. If anything happened to you then, he’d be the first to be suspected. Once the legal thirty-day period is up, it’d be his neck if you were killed.”


  “To say nothing of mine. Thanks for the tip—though I’m not crazy about spending my vacation behind dark glasses and whiskers. Doesn’t exactly sound heroic, either.”


  She made an annoyed sound. “Heroism and its emotional connotations went out in the twentieth century. Besides,” she added, her eyes softening, “I’d much rather have you alive, Bob.”


  It was two minutes before I realized the set was off.


  Jan’s suggestion was a good one but where on Venus could I go? I didn’t know many people—certainly nobody influential enough to intercede with Kennedy. The policy of VCO—like any other business on Venus—was strictly hands off. All Terra men are warned when they come to Venus to watch their step in local affairs.


  I was still thinking about it and getting no place when the noon mail arrived. I heard it drop from the mail chute onto the kitchen table but I let it sit. I had more important things on my mind than the latest printer’s proofs on pamphlets for the VCO. Besides, I was on vacation.


  The “mail” exploded five minutes later.


  I clawed my way out of the plaster and splintered furniture into a room filled with smoke—I could hear the crackle of flames in the kitchen. I wasn’t bleeding much—mostly bruised and shaken up with a king-sized headache.


  The crackling of the flames sounded louder and I opened the door leading to the hallway. A bleak expanse of fire steel stood just outside, effectively sealing off my apartment. Fire precaution, I remembered, to keep the fire from spreading. One of the strong points the apartment building offered when I rented there.


  The smoke made me choke and I staggered to the fire escape on the outside. As soon as I opened the screen, the beam of a needle gun seared the plastic door frame beside my head.


  I dropped to my knees and rolled against the wall. A portion of it gave to my touch and half a second later I was plummeting down the clothes chute. I landed in the basement of the building with a jar that knocked the wind out of me. Things to file and forget, I thought—a small pile of dirty shorts doesn’t do much good in breaking a four-story slide.


  Outside, a detachment of the Security patrol had arrived along with the usual crowd of curious onlookers, the eager spectators who would patiently wait for the Security boys to bring out my charred body. I came out of a side entrance and slowly worked my way through the mob, hoping nobody was noticing me.


  It wouldn’t take Kennedy long to figure out that I had escaped. I had, at the most, an hour’s start before he organized a search that would probably prove to be fatally successful.


  I don’t know what brought Oliver Camden and his experimental farms to my mind—I suppose by logical elimination. Try to think of the most remote, the least populated, the least likely place on Venus where a guy would want to go and you automatically think of Camden’s Extraterrestrial Biological Research Farms.


  It had its points. Venus is a difficult planet on which to get “lost”. The towns are few and the only link between is the tubeways, or in most cases, the swamp buses that paddle over the marshy surface. It would he simple for Kennedy to station a man at the tubeways and the bus station to watch for my departure. Or else, alert men in other towns to await my arrival. I still had half an hour’s lead, though. If I left now and got off at some spot between towns, I stood a good chance of ditching Kennedy’s bloodhounds’.


  To try and remain in the city itself under an assumed name and a disguise was impossible. The endless questioning and red tape of the Venusian bureaucracy made the first impractical—and to try and disguise yourself when all you wear is a pair of shorts was equally out of the question.


  I had to leave town and get off at some halfway point. The only halfway point I knew of was Camden’s Farms.


  I paid the fare at the bus station and idly watched the people getting on. An old lady was the first after myself. Then a sailor from the Venusian Navy and his girl friend hopped aboard for a sight-seeing ride and a dark seat in the rear. A tourist from Terra got on next—you could tell he was from Terra by the fancy shorts and halter he wore, he waddled down the aisle, spotted me by one of the windows, and eased down next to me.


  The swamp bus pulled out of the station, its huge wheels starting their monotonous sucking sound, and I turned on the seat visor to take my mind off the bleak scenery.


  “Been on Venus long?”


  “Two years.”


  “Practically a native, eh? Quite a country. Great for rheumatism and asthma. Where you going to now?”


  “Two towns up,” I lied.


  Suddenly the seat visor lit up with what I knew was going to be a familiar face before the thirty days was over. It was the lard-white, slightly-bloated face of Marcus Kennedy III. I went to turn off the scope but my fat friend from Terra stopped me.


  “Gotta hear this,” he wheezed.


  Kennedy started to speak. “Ladies and gentlemen, Kennedy Enterprises is starting a great new contest for our visor audiences. All you have to do is identify the person whose photograph we show to you on the screen and notify Kennedy Enterprises immediately. The photos may he of your town mayor or they may even he of the person sitting next to you as you watch this. To. the first person who notifies us of the identity and whereabouts of the person in the photograph, we will award one thousand dollars in cash. Here is the first photo.”


  I had to admit it was a good likeness.


  “Kennedy doesn’t miss a trick, does he?” my fat friend said in a low voice, pressing a needle gun against my side. “That was just in case I didn’t catch up with you. Now suppose you and I get off at the next stop and wait for Mr. Kennedy, eh?”


  Fat boy must have trailed me from the fire—hut since T was still alive, that meant he had orders to treat me kindly. I shoved against him so that the needle gun was clamped between his body and mine.


  “If you pull the trigger now, your gun will backfire,” I said quietly. “The gases can’t escape from the muzzle.” Fatty blinked hesitantly and I brought up my hand from the rear and caught him at the base of the neck. I let him slide a little, propped him up in the seat so it looked like he was sleeping, and fed him some stimo-capsules from the vending machine on board. When Kennedy caught up with Fatty, out cold and stinking of stimo, there’d be hell to pay.


  I got off at the Farms—or what I thought was the Farms.


  “You go down the road about a mile,” the driver said. “Just be careful you stay on it. You’ll have a tough time if you ever get off.”


  The paddles started up again and a second later the bus had disappeared into the fog.


  I started out sloshing through the mud, still thinking of my departure from the city. So far my plans had developed more laws than a piece of cracked china—and one of the worst was the walk to the farms along the semisolid strip of mud laughingly called a road.


  It was two hours later when I staggered up the wooden walk leading to the administration building for the Farms.


  “Have a drink,” Ollie offered. I took the glass, swallowed, and then had sense enough to start sipping it like it was nectar—it wasn’t every day you get a good grade of Earth-import bourbon.


  Ollie hadn’t changed much in the two years since I had seen him last. A little more on the tubby side, a little whiter—he had been neglecting his sunlamp—and a lot balder. But still the same old, sharp-minded Ollie.


  “What have you been doing lately?” he asked, settling himself in a chair.


  “Working for VCO—sold my soul as a publicity man. How about you?” I asked innocently.


  “Still testing and getting no place.”


  “Testing? Testing what?”


  Ollie sighed. “I thought everybody knew why I came to this fungus-ridden fever spot. Research on the Squanchies, Bob.”


  “But—”


  He held up a hand. “Tell you more after supper. I’ll be better fortified to answer any and all stupid questions then.”


  The meal wasn’t bad—he had an indentured cook who seemed to be fairly happy with his lot and was quite skillful in hot-weather cookery. Usually, it takes time to wean most new cooks away from the starches-and-fried-foods routine.


  After the ice cream and menthol mints, Ollie opened up with what it was all about.


  “How intelligent are you, Bob?” he asked, filling up my glass with bourbon.


  “Bright enough to recognize good liquor when I taste it.” I caught the look on his face. “Oh. You mean seriously? I had a fairly high GCT on my Terra Transfer examination—about an 10 of 140. Nothing exceptional. Why?”


  “How intelligent is your dog?”


  “Why, I don’t know,” I floundered. “Fairly bright for a hairless, I guess.”


  “What if you wanted to find out for sure?”


  “Uh . . . I suppose I’d have to conduct tests, something like that. Oh, I get it! You’re—”


  “. . . Trying to figure out how intelligent the Squanchies are.”


  I pushed my empty glass forward for a refill. “Just between you and me, who cares—outside of the realm of knowledge for the sake of knowledge?”


  Camden chuckled. “In a way, it’s funny. Two powerful groups are pouring money into the project for two entirely different reasons. One group, here on Venus, is interested in a large supply of cheap labor. But any labor, to be useful beyond the extent of a beast of burden, has to have a certain minimum intelligence. There’s another group on Terra who were instrumental in getting the Extraterrestrial Protection bill passed a decade ago. You remember the bill? It calls for the protection of all extraterrestrial forms of life that can be described as intelligent, according to qualifications set forth in the bill itself. That’s the picture—one group wants to know how intelligent the Squanchies are so they can exploit them; the other wants to know so they can protect them. Comic, in a way.”


  “I suppose it’s harder than it looks, eh?”


  “Have some bourbon—it improves that mind of yours. You’re right. It’s tough. You can’t go up to the beasties, draw a picture of the solar system, point to yourself and say ‘one-two, one-two, me intelligent, how about you?’


  “O.K.,” I laughed. “So you foiled the fancies of the fictioneers. What do you do—give ’em a Stanford-Binet?”


  “Very funny. There are several preliminary things we have to go through. First, you have to establish a means of communication—which is, incidentally, very difficult to do. Since we and the Squanchies are about on a par with you and your dog as far as communication goes, only tests in which the beastie goes through some sort of activity are eligible.


  “Then you have to figure out what you mean by intelligence. The dictionary says ‘the ability to reason’ which leaves a lot to be desired. And once you figure out what you mean by ‘intelligence’ you have to figure out a way to ‘grade’ that intelligence. And don’t forget that all intelligence is comparative. Are we interested in how intelligent a Squanchy is compared to another Squanchy—or to a human being? And if you’re going to compare them to Homo sap, there’s a million more things that have to be taken into consideration.


  “In the first place, you couldn’t expect it to do things that it isn’t physically capable of doing. A Squanchy could never brachiate like a great ape, no matter how vital it was that it do so. And we can’t set up tests for them using the same standards as we do on Terra. There are measuring sticks we use on Terra that are darned reliable. Sex and the rule of self-preservation, for example. We can make the assumption that they apply to living things on Venus—but can we be sure? We’re dealing with things that have no connection with Terra; they’re not beings like us, neither are they of our environment.”


  “You must have learned something in two years,” I said cautiously.


  Camden shrugged. “More physical progress than anything else. We’ve built up the station, got a staff together, built warehouses, built the ‘cube’ for the Squanchies, found out what they eat and information like that. They’re peculiar in their diet, by the way—fresh shrubs and muck-reeds doesn’t suit them, it has to be rotten. Half of our first group wouldn’t respond at all until we found that out.”


  “Flow are you going to figure out whether the Squanchies you test are bright—for Squanchies . . . or are they idiot members of the species?”


  “Don’t know for sure. Test what we think is a representative sample and hope for the best.”


  “I suppose there’s a reward if you succeed and a bit of unpleasantness if you don’t?”


  “You’re so right. The cheap labor group will run me off Venus—or at least make it unhealthy for me. The humane group would probably forget about being humane, accuse me of being in league with the first bunch, and try and do me in if I went back to Terra.


  “One thing for certain—I’d never hold another job on either planet.”


  For a guy who loved his work like Camden did, the future looked none too inviting.


  I went on a tour of the Farms with Camden the next morning. The first stop was the “cube”—a huge, glass-sided affair looking like a gigantic, plastic building block. A cleared space extended all around it and inside was a jumble of vegetation, muck, and water—it looked like the cube had been open on one side and just inverted over-a typical section of Venus.


  “It’s closed at the bottom, too,” Camden said, “so they can’t burrow out. Makes a pretty good cage for the beasts. Easy to observe but it still keeps them, as nearly as possible, in the same environment that they’re used to.”


  We walked along it and I began to appreciate the immensity of the cube; it was over two hundred yards on an edge. We went to an observer’s platform and looked in. I didn’t see much at first besides the towering trees, the unhealthy looking vegetation, and the stretches of muck and mud that cradled stagnant pools of water. Then I watched for movement and spotted a Squanchy. It wasn’t too pleasant to look at. It stood about four and one half feet high—a slit-faced, toothless, green-scaled travesty of a human being. Small gills that opened in the neck dilated in synchronism with the thing’s breathing.


  “I’ve seen them before,” I said, “only then I wasn’t sober. It looks more vicious than bright, too savage to be intelligent. I should think they would be quite a menace.”


  “They were considered to be when humans first landed—any alien being would probably be considered a menace by the first landing parties. Since the first days of colonization, though, they’ve been hard to find. They avoid the cities and towns. Their hides were never worth much, which probably saved them from organized extermination. The dozen or so in the cube represent a lot of sweat and ingenuity on our part. If elusiveness was a symbol of intelligence, then here are the brains of the solar system.”


  We walked over to another vantage point.


  “What have you done so far?” I asked, gazing curiously into the murky depths of the cube.


  Camden frowned. “Oh, we’ve done some of the basic work. We’ve dissected a few, traced the pattern of their motor receptors and effectors, found out which part of their brains—we think it’s their brains—control which part of their bodies. We’ve studied growth in the young of the species and established that development is from the general to the specific in matters of movement and feeling. That is, they learn to perform general movements and actions before they go on to specific things, like grasping, or throwing, or pushing buttons—that sort of thing. We know as much about them that way as we do about any mud puppy back on Terra. But do they think? Are they reasoning creatures? I’m no nearer to knowing the answer to that than I was two years ago. If you’re interested, I’ll take you to the test lab. Martin is running off some tests today.”


  I nodded and we started over. The test lab was a big shedlike building located on the northern side of the cube.


  “What’s the general system you’re using?” I asked. “I had some psych in secondary, but I’ve forgotten most of it by now.”


  “The system is fairly simple. The precise method by which a Squanchy thinks actually is not important to us, so long as the end result is the same. That is, given a problem, can they solve it? That’s all there is to it. Of course, the problems we set up for them are more directly related to their environment.”


  Martin—one of the biologists at the station—met us at the door of the shed and motioned us in.


  “How do the Squanchies do? Stupid, bright, or just plain dumb?” I asked.


  “I don’t know,” Camden said sourly. “We haven’t had a response that could be classed as either one.”


  At the other end of the building, Martin was fussing around a large cage that seemed subdivided into corridors. A Squanchy huddled in a cage that was much smaller. Apparently it was to be released into the larger cage when Martin was through with his adjustments.


  “What do you mean, you can’t classify them? That seems like admitting defeat at a rather low level. If you can’t classify their responses, it seems to me that your two years here haven’t paid off at all.”


  He looked at the Squanchy’s cage thoughtfully. “On the surface, I suppose it looks as if you’re right. Actually, as I suggested before, we’ve got a good deal of information. Don’t forget that no information at all, biologically or otherwise, existed about the Squanchies before we came here. So far-we’ve failed in what we directly set out to do. Sometimes I’m inclined to think that our difficulty is a very simple one that escapes us because of its simplicity. Other times, I’m just . . . well . . . confused. Regardless of everything else, a Squanchy is still an animal with a central nervous system that has to eat to exist and follows a standard pattern of reproduction. You’d expect that there’d be some similarity between it and animal species on Terra.”


  He grinned crookedly. “Only there isn’t. You can set up a very simple test that a moronic white rat could run and they’ll fail it completely—but still not fail it in a standard way. We had one where three different paths led from the Squanchy cage to another containing a choice bit of rotting muck-reed. One of the paths was easily accessible, the others were rigged so that it got a whiff of chlorine gas if it tried to use them. Squanchies react to chlorine, incidentally, as we would to a gigantic dose of hydrogen sulphide or ammonia. It took the right path the second time out; it never repeated after that, neither did it try the chlorine paths. It didn’t do anything—it just sat.”


  He wiped his glasses and continued in a low voice. “Ten million dollars worth of research just sat on its haunches and got hungry. Practically any animal on Earth could have learned the maze and after the first three trials, they could have repeated it correctly every time. But a Squanchy? Uh-huh.


  “You’d think,” he continued, “that a Squanchy would have to have a certain minimum intelligence to exist in an environment like this. It must have to solve problems concerning its existence every day—unless it has the great granddaddy of all fairy godfathers watching over it.”


  He lowered a view-through glass sheet that enabled us to watch the test but hid us from the Squanchy, then pressed a button releasing the Squanchy into the maze. It blinked sleepily at first, scratched a part of its scaly arm, and then apparently caught scent of the muck-reed. It lumbered along the main corridor of the maze and turned right. A whiff of chlorine drove it back. Without hesitation, it turned left and gobbled the muck-reed. The second time through it seemed quite hesitant, came to the turning point, and after five minutes of due deliberation, turned left. The third time was even worse. It didn’t seem to want to attempt it at all.


  “Maybe he’s had all the muck-reed he wants,” I suggested.


  “They eat it by the bushel,” Camden said, “and this particular specimen has been starved for three days to make sure he’d be interested.”


  Back in the cage, the Squanchy, after much deliberation and false starts, had again arrived at the turning point. Once there, its hesitancy vanished. It promptly turned left again. This time, it was met with the chlorine gas. The Squanchy backed away warily, then turned and ambled back to its own cage, seemingly devoid of any more interest in the affair.


  Camden shook his head sadly. “See what I mean, Bob? There you see two years of research sitting on its haunches and searching for water fleas. Maybe you can dope it out—I can’t.” He started back to the shack and I followed.


  I sprawled out on the couch and let the sweat run off me onto the floor. It was hot and muggy, one of those days when newsprint would be so damp it would fall apart in your hands. The obsolete air-fan Camden had turned on did nothing but warm up the air still more. For the hundredth time I forced myself to forget about the ski slopes at Rainier and concentrate on something else. More than one climate man will tell you there’s been colonists on Venus who have gone insane because they let their dislike of the weather grow into a mania.


  Camden slouched behind his desk and idly tapped the top of it with a pencil. He was thinking hard but no new ideas were developing—he had got to the point where you do nothing but go around in circles.


  “All of your tests turn out like that?” I asked.


  He snapped the pencil and tossed the pieces into the disposal chute.


  “Just about. Same sort of reaction. Complete the test once, perhaps, and then stall on the rest of it. No rules in the book that cover that. Given a simple test, any living organism improves his performance of the test as the number of practice periods increase. Apparently our Squanchies are the exceptions. The more repetitions, the less response. Maybe they operate on the law of diminishing returns or something.”


  “No logical reasons why?”


  “None that I know of.”


  It was hard to keep from surrendering to the idea that it was all Camden’s worry and none of my own. I felt the sweat run down my back and balanced the clammy discomfort against the energy required to get off the couch and take a shower.


  Camden guessed what I was thinking.


  “Bob, it’s none of your affair. Let’s shower for dinner.”


  At the table, he seemed lost in thought. If I asked a question, he wouldn’t answer; and if I repeated it, he’d look up and ask me what I had said.


  “You know, collie,” I said, “you and I have somewhat similar problems. You try to solve the riddle of the Squanchy’s intelligence—or lack of it—and I deal with the stupidity of an animal that by all rights should turn in a lot better performance than he does.”


  Camden looked puzzled. “Which one’s that?”


  “Man,” I said, feeling somewhat smug over my little simile.


  “To illustrate,” I continued, “did you ever stop to wonder how they get people to come to Venus in the first place?


  “You know I work for the Venus Colonial Office—publicity work and that sort of thing. Find out a lot of interesting items, some good, some bad, depending on how you look at it. VCO twists them so they all sound good. You remember the ads in the papers back on Terra and the colorful posters around the Rocket Fields and take-off ports? Come to Venus, the Planet of the Tropics! The heat and humidity are good for everything from asthma to yaws. Or you consider that not much of the planet is explored and you bill it glamorously as the Planet of Mystery, which not only sounds intriguing but sexy. You gloss over the fact that any Colonial has the right to homicide by presenting it as Adventure at Every Step! You stress the fact that Every Settlement is a Model of Sanitation and Every City a Masterpiece of Cleanliness, forgetting to state that they better be or fungus and disease would decimate the planet in a week.


  “Well, that’s my job—take a king-sized Turkish bath and present it as a Paradise in the Rough!”


  I took my fork and stabbed savagely at the piece of tropical butter on my plate.


  “People are stupid, Ollie. If they were bright, they wouldn’t fall for the stuff I put out. Venus is a foreign culture, Ollie. If people had any brains at all, they’d use them in observing the culture and looking over exactly what they were getting into. They’d find out about the weather and the customs before rushing in to spend two years trying to find a sure cure for prickly heat. Either that or get into an argument with some Colonial and find out—too late—that if he doesn’t like you, he has a right to homicide.”


  Camden yawned. “Very interesting, Bob. I’ll sleep on it.”


  “Have nightmares about your ignorant Squanchies, more than likely,” I muttered.


  It felt like an earthquake. I clutched the sheet frantically and jerked my eyes open. Camden was shaking me up and down by the shoulders. He stopped when he saw me open my eyes.


  “You’re a hard man to wake up! What ignorant idiots we’ve been, Bob! The answer’s been in front of our eyes all the time and we never realized it!”


  “O.K.,” I grumbled, “the sun is shining and the birds are singing and I’m to be Queen of the May. What’s the big idea of waking me up?”


  “Tell you at the cube, come on!” I hadn’t seen anybody dance around on two legs so excitedly in a long time. He threw my shorts and halter at me and we ran out to the cube. The entranceways were open, the glassite doors standing wide. The silence was almost tangible; there were no sounds from any of the other buildings in the living quarters compound. The huts that housed the laborers seemed empty.


  I yelled at the top of my lungs, partly to see if anybody was around and partly to break the tension.


  There was no reply.


  Camden and I headed for one of the glassite doors and ran inside. We slowed down then, both of us realizing the difficulty of searching forty thousand square yards of Venusian muekland right then.


  “I suppose we ought to search the compound first,” Camden said slowly.


  There was the quiet whoosh of hydraulics behind us. We whirled—and faced a blank expanse of glassite wall, unmarred by any opening.


  “Martin or one of the others playing a joke?” I suggested, knowing perfectly well that they wouldn’t.


  “Poor joke,” Camden said grimly. We walked to the walls and looked out at the compound and surrounding muekland, made green by the glassite. Figures were moving in the distance and I pounded on the glassite, trying to hail them.


  The figures came closer. I felt sick. The figures were Squanchies, slouching purposefully to the cube.


  “How come?” I asked, pointing to the figures outside.


  “Turnabout,” Camden said quietly.


  I watched them for a minute.


  “They’re not stupid, are they?”


  “That’s a masterpiece of understatement. No, they’re not.”


  “When did you figure it out? Last night?”


  “Yes. I told you I’d sleep on what you said. I didn’t. I stayed awake and thought about it. It seemed to me that some place in that tirade of yours was an idea.” He paused. “It’s too bad that it didn’t occur to me sooner.


  “In your confessional last night you said that anybody with brains would use them in observing our ‘culture’ before jumping in. It occurred to me that that’s what the Squanchies have been doing, maybe one of the reasons why they’re so hard to find.”


  “How about the ones you did catch?”


  He shrugged.


  “Maybe some of them let themselves be caught—sacrificed themselves in the interests of Squanchy science. What better way of evaluating the intelligence of a race than to let them try and test your intelligence?”


  “How about the test failures? How do you explain them—if they’re so bright!”


  Camden almost smiled. “It’s relatively easy to make up intelligence tests for animals lower on the scale than us, but how would you go about making up ones for those that were higher! If a lower animal made up an intelligence test for us—by their lights—how do you think we would fare? Do you think you could figure out the factor of repetition, for example? That’s one of the things that really stumped our beasties. Invariably they would perform a test correctly the first or second time but how about after that? Having performed it correctly—and knowing they performed it correctly—could they figure out the reason why we wanted them to do it again and again? If you were in their position, could you do it? You’d probably do what they did—sit on your haunches and wait for our next move.”


  “Why do they have us locked in now?” I asked, feeling that I already knew the answer.


  “Turnabout, Bob. We’re to be the subjects and they the experimenters. They found out all they could one way; now they’re going to try it our way.”


  Late that afternoon we found out what had happened to the others. We saw it when we rounded a small hill in the cube, simply walking around for the exercise. It wasn’t very pleasant. Both Ollie and I got sick. I couldn’t help thinking of his phrase: We know as much about them that; way as we do about any mud puppy back on Terra.


  “You made a lot of mistakes when you were conducting tests, didn’t you?” I asked.


  Camden nodded. “I know—there’s nothing to prevent them from making mistakes either. Maybe fatal ones.”


  “Nice thought,” I said.


  I wondered what they would do. It would probably be clever, and it wouldn’t be—nice.


  I sat and waited.


  My head ached. “What happened?” I asked.


  “You’ve been in the maze Camden said.


  “What maze? I thought the Squanchies were going to do something to us?”


  “They did.” He laughed dryly. “I have to go through this each time you come out of it. Tell me everything that happened to you from the first morning of your vacation.”


  I did.


  “Looking back over your memory of events, do you notice anything peculiar about them?” he asked.


  I thought for a while. “One small thing,” I said. “I came out here to get away from Kennedy; but once I got here, apparently I never thought of him again. That seems odd.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Well—for a guy like me, I seem to have led a pretty exciting life for a while.”


  “You never knew Kennedy,” Camden said quietly. “It never happened. You woke up the first morning of your vacation, showered, had breakfast, and read a novel. Late that afternoon you came out to the Farms. Nothing happened on the way. From there on, your memories are real. But you never knew Kennedy. You never were trapped in a burning building, you never were held up on the swamp bus. Your memories from the moment you woke up to when you arrived here are false. It never happened.”


  My head was spinning. “What did they do?” I asked dully.


  “The ten-hour period from the time you awoke the first morning of your vacation to when you got off the bus has been made into a mental maze. The Squanchies blanked out your memories for that length of time, put in a few ‘key’ memories of things that could happen, and let you fill in the gaps. The visor call from the Bureau was one of these; so was the explosive letter and the burning apartment, so was the fat man on the bus. You filled in the gaps in your memories so they’d be coherent. You figured out how to get out of the burning building on your own, you figured out how to dodge the fat man.


  “It’s a good intelligence test; they put you, mentally speaking, in a certain jam and you figure your way out of it, mentally speaking. Simple—they pose a problem and you solve it. They posed the problem of the burning apartment—you solved it by thinking of using the laundry chute as an exit. There’s always a


  solution—provided you can think of it. The beauty of it is, it actually never happens. No apparatus, no physical preparation. It’s all in your mind.”


  “I think I see,” I said. “How would I fail to pass the test, though? If it’s all in my mind, what would be the sign of failure?”


  “What would be the mental state of a person who thought he had died—knew that he had died?”


  “Oh.” After a while I said: “What about you?”


  “They haven’t done anything to me.” he said slowly. “I think I’m the control for you.”


  “How many times have I been through?” I asked.


  “Four.”


  “I’ve been lucky. I wonder if it can keep up?”


  Camden looked away. “You’re pretty bright,” he said.


  But I knew what he meant.


  I sat down on the ground and leaned back against the glassite wall. I felt tired.


  Suddenly I stiffened. There was a plucking at my mind, an insistent urge to remember—to remember back to the first day of my vacation. Another trip through the maze was due. I knew how it would start—but how would it end this time?


  It would start out like days usually do on Venus—terrible.


  THE END


  TO THE END OF TIME


  Robert Moore Williams


  What fearful harmonies of the cosmos had shaped the music that spread madness in the steel canyons of Earth! That quest took Thorndyke to the deadly hotlands of the Veiled Planet, on a journey that stretched before him, beyond his own life—


  THE native Venusian guides, tense and sullen with fear of something they could not or would not name, had come into this region with reluctance. Thorndyke, who had no respect for superstition, was intelligent enough not to browbeat them. He had cajoled them instead with much talk about all the atjol, the fiery native drink, they could buy with their wages, and they had gone forward again, moving toward the precipitous mountain region of the hotlands jungle. Then, when it became apparent that their destination was actually the plateau that they called Kith-kal-sar, the singing mountain, they had taken council together and had decided on a course of action, without telling their employer. The first Thorndyke knew of it was when he awakened in the morning and discovered that the whole safari crew, porters, guides, cooks, and the rest, had vanished in the night.


  Thorndyke was short and stubby, gnarled like an oak tree, and although he was actually one of Earth’s foremost psychologists, nobody seeing him for the first time ever believed he was anything but a pirate. Timid women had been known to faint at the sight of him. Stronger specimens, on meeting him, invariably reached mentally for a baseball bat or some other weapon, to have handy just in case. He had long since accepted the fact that he was not pretty, and as for the opinion of the female members of the order mammalia, he cared not two hoots what they thought of him. Or what anybody else thought He was a little universe all in himself, complete with his own natural laws, which he made up as he went along.


  Most men, deserted by their guides and helpers in the hotlands, would have started hot-footing it out of there. Thorndyke, operating according to his own peculiar laws, spent five minutes in outraged profanity, then selected a light rifle that threw a bursting charge capable of stopping a garo or a cat lizard, added a kit of medicines and food, and headed straight toward Kith-kal-sar.


  To his mind, the goal he was seeking was sufficiently important to justify the risk. The goal was neither wealth nor fame. It was a song.


  Back on Earth, where the song was being played, it was called Journey to the End of Time. Though no one on Earth knew how, it was certain that the music had come from Venus, as a recording of a native song. On Earth, it had been brought to the attention of a famous band leader, who had sensed at least part of the possibilities of the piece. The band leader had translated the weird half and quarter tones into notes capable of being produced by human musical instruments. Unquestionably the music had lost much in translation. Unfortunately it still had too much left, all of it bad.


  The first effect was sadness. The second was a deep melancholy. The third was—disorientation. It might take the form of murder, insanity, suicide . . . The first, and last time, the number had been played on the air, over a hundred people died violently. Apparently, any dangerous tendencies already present in the human mind were accentuated by the music.


  After one playing, the Department of Health had hastily ordered the number withdrawn from the air. But wire recordings existed and these were being played in clandestine hideouts, in fierce little night clubs, at secret orgies.


  The music exploded something in the psyche; it caused a disease of the mind. Remembering the new diseases that had been brought back from the planets with the first interplanetary vessels, and the rigorous measures that had been necessary then, the U.N. had acted as they would have done if a new extraterrestrial had appeared on Earth, by sending a crew of germ fighters to the origin of the disease to isolate the germ and combat it.


  If, lamed in translation, crippled by musical instruments of another world, it still possessed so much power, what might be the effect of the music in the original, as it was played on Venus? This question worried them. There were other fringe questions, though, that worried them even more.


  Thorndyke was a member of the team trying to locate the origin of the music. The investigation had been difficult. The Venusian tribes living around the spaceports either did not recognize the music, as played back for them from Earth recordings of Earth instruments, or they were unwilling to admit their knowledge. Rumors and tips had indicated that perhaps here in the hotlands, at the place called Kith-kal-sar, the singing mountain, the source of the music might be found.


  As he was crossing the side of a precipitous hill, with pools of swamp water and mud below him, Thorndyke’s foot slipped. He tried to catch himself, failed, and went headlong down the hill. With a mighty splash he landed in one of the pools. When he came to the surface, he caught a log that was anchored to the bottom, and seeing what he had aroused on the sandbar across from him, he held onto the log, let himself float, and did not move a muscle. He knew enough about garos, the swamp alligators, to keep still.


  His fall into the pool had awakened the garo. If he moved, the vibrations of that movement would be transmitted through the water, the garo would pick them up and come to investigate the juicy tidbit that had fallen into its private cafeteria.


  Lifting its head, the garo tried to locate the source of the splash that had aroused it.


  Creatures that fell into this pool always splashed as they tried to get out.


  Thorndyke did no splashing. Maybe the garo would go back to sleep. Then the human could wiggle, an inch at a time along the log, and float to shore.


  And maybe he couldn’t.


  Alligator bait! he thought bitterly.


  The garo knew something strange was in the pool. Under the circumstances, the monster had no intention of going back to sleep. Thorndyke could see the creature raise itself up and look around, trying to see from weak eyes if anything edible was in sight. The garo couldn’t see very far or very well. It grunted, inquiringly. Thorndyke didn’t grunt back.


  THE HOT hot afternoon was still. Sunlight glinted through an opening in the clouds. Somewhere in the jungle a rain bird shrilled. A dragonfly with iridescent wings a foot long flew across the pool. Thorndyke was aware of sound—somewhere. It came from somewhere on the slope and grew stronger—a swelling chorus of song. Deep bass voices roared a chant until the whole jungle seemed to echo with it.


  Listening, Thorndyke felt a sudden, irrational anger surge within him. The lust for battle, the clash of swords on shields, the cry of the victor, the sob of the stricken, all were in this music. Thorndyke felt hate rise in him, hate for the enemy. His heartbeat quickened.


  He was dimly aware that he was listening to a song like Journey to the End of Time. It was a different song, written for a different purpose, but it sprang from the same source. The first effect of this wild music was anger. The second effect was—hallucination. As if his mind were a movie screen and a new film had been spliced into the middle of an old picture, the hallucination hit him.


  The pool of swamp water, with the restless garo on the bank, faded instantly. His eyes seemed to disconnect themselves. His mind looked at a new scene. He found himself in a place that he knew did not exist except in his imagination.


  He was sitting in a beautiful living room with a picture window across the corner. Through the window he saw a breath-taking vista of snow-capped mountains sweeping away into the distance. He recognized them somehow as the Colorado Rockies. They were so real he could have been willing to swear he was actually looking at them. In his hand was a drink so real he could savor the smokiness of the Scotch, and sitting beside him was a woman. He could not visualize her features clearly but he knew she was very near and very dear to him.


  A woman! By this one fact, Thorndyke knew he was dreaming.


  While the music swelled in a growing flood, the illusion held. When it died, the illusion vanished. Thorndyke, gulping, saw that he was still holding onto the log. The garo was leaving the sandbar to search the pool for him, but the human was not aware of this fact. His attention was held by what was happening on the hillside.


  The music makers were there. They were a group of barrel-chested little men about three feet tall. They looked a lot like pygmies, like the vanished Bushmen of the South African veld, almost naked little men with barrel chests. Thorndyke caught glimpses of them scurrying through the trees on the steep slope, their bass voices emitting agonized bellows. He saw why they were running, why they were alarmed.


  A human woman was after them. She had in her right hand a slim, supple tree branch, and she was laying about her with all the strength in her arm.


  For a second Thorndyke gaped at this astonishing sight, then he became aware again of his own situation and lifted his voice in a yell.


  At the sound, the woman dropped the switch and stared around her. She located Thorndyke in the pool.


  “Hey, look out, there’s a garo in that water!” she shouted.


  “Hell, I know it,” Thorndyke answered. “If I move, he’ll locate me.”


  “Don’t move,” the woman shouted. She came down the slope in a surefooted run. Like a monkey, she shinnied up a slender tree growing at the edge of the water. The tree bent under her weight. Splashing her feet in the water, she began shouting to Thorndyke.


  “Swim, you idiot, while I draw the garo over here.”


  The swamp alligator, certain that it had now located the juicy tidbit that had fallen into its pool, headed straight toward her. She jerked her feet out of the water before the ugly snout emerged.


  Thorndyke had never had any swimming lessons, but he didn’t need any now. Dripping water and mud, he scrambled up the bank. The girl slid down the tree and came toward him.


  The expression on her face said that now she had seen him, she regretted cheating a perfectly innocent alligator out of its dinner.


  Thorndyke didn’t mind her reaction. He was used to it. She had freckles, and brown hair and eyes the color of the skies of Earth. He liked her, instantly. “I can’t help how I look,” he said. “You can blame it on poor heredity. I’m a throwback to the ape-man.” He grinned at her.


  Astonishingly, she grinned back.


  “Where’d you come from? What are you doing here? Who are you? What were you doing in that pool—fishing?”


  “One question at a time,” Thorndyke said. He took off his pack, upended it, poured out the water. “I’m Jim Thorndyke.”


  “I’m Neva August,” the girl answered. “My father is a missionary here.”


  “A what?” Thorndyke said. He never ceased being astonished at the places the missionaries penetrated, but of all the places he expected to find one, the hotlands of Venus came last. He told the girl what he was doing here.


  Surprise showed on her face as she listened, then it was replaced by fear.


  “The Noro music has reached Earth?” she said. “Then Haswell escaped after all.”


  “Who is Haswell?”


  “He is a prospector, or said he was. He was here with us for a while. He made a recording’ of some of the Noro music, then disappeared. I didn’t know what happened to him but I thought the Noros—” She paused. “They objected to having a recording made of their music and I thought—”


  “They had dropped Haswell into the swamp?” Thorndyke asked.


  “Well, something like that.”


  “Who are the Noros?”


  “I forgot you do not know them.” She looked away, searching the trees on the hillside. Her voice rang out in a series of deep tones.


  In response there began to appear around them, hesitant, sullen, staring at Thorndyke with no friendliness whatever, the three-foot pygmies of the hotlands swamp. These were the music makers of Venus.


  “They’re angry with me,” Neva said. “I stopped a war between them. They’re both angry and grateful because of that.”


  “You stopped a war?” Thorndyke asked puzzled. “How?”


  “With a switch,” she answered. “I know you must be thinking that a war that could be stopped with a switch was not very important, but it was important, to the Noros.”


  “They don’t even have any weapons,” Thorndyke said.


  “They had the War Song,” the girl said. “That was weapon enough.”


  “Eh?”


  She looked thoughtfully at him as if she were trying to estimate how much she could tell him. “Go on,” he said. “I’m ready to believe anything. How can a song be a weapon?”


  “I don’t know, but it is. There were two bands of Noros and they were going to fight each other with that song and nothing else. When they finished one band or the other would have been dead. I’ve seen it happen.”


  “But the song had no effect on you,” he said.


  “I have learned how to keep from hearing it,” Neva explained.


  “And you dared to use a switch on them?”


  “Yes. When they started the War Song, I became very angry. I didn’t stop to think what I was doing, I just grabbed a switch and lit in on them, as if they were bad children.”


  “And they didn’t try to fight you?”


  “No, they were just angry with me. They know that the War Song is bad and they know I am doing right in stopping it. So they let me.”


  “If they know it’s bad, why do they ever start it?”


  “Why do humans start wars?”


  It was a question that Thorndyke could not answer.


  “This is no time to talk philosophy,” Neva spoke. “You’re soaking wet and lost You come home with me and meet my father. There you will also have a chance to study the Noros.”


  CHAPTER II


  Yellow Lightning


  THORNDYKE recovered his rifle from the slope where he had dropped it. The Noros clustered around him and it was in his mind to give them a demonstration of the weapon. On the other side of the pool, the garo had crawled out on the sandbank again. Thorndyke took careful aim at the head of the monster. The rifle cracked sharply; the garo’s head vanished in the explosion.


  The Noros seemed totally unimpressed. One Noro spoke to Neva.


  “This is Tom. He says the gun is no good, it makes too much noise,” the girl translated.


  “But look what it did to the garo,” Thorndyke said.


  “He says he can do more than that to the garo, with his music,” Neva answered.


  “Eh?” Thorndyke said.


  It was a worried psychologist who followed the girl through the jungle. Moving along with them as silently as shadows were the Noros. Thorndyke was-very much aware of the puzzling mystery presented by these barrel-chested little men.


  “Here is where we live,” Neva said. They had come to a large open glade on the side of a mountain. Below them were the swamps and the rain forest. Above them a steep slope led upward to a high plateau. Directly in front of them, in the face of a limestone cliff, was the large opening of a natural cave. In the opening a tall man was standing. He waved at Neva, then, at the sight of the man with her, he came striding forward, astonished at the sight of another human being.


  “Daddy, this is Jim Thorndyke. This is my father, Lawrence August.”


  “It is a pleasure to meet another human,” August said, extending his hand, His grip was firm, his manners were courtly and pleasant. He came of a generation that put great emphasis on manners. “I’m glad to meet you. You are not, by any chance, the James Thorndyke who wrote the book on the psi function of the human mind?”


  It was Thorndyke’s turn to be surprised. “I am,” he answered.


  “Then there is no one from Earth I would rather make welcome here,” August said. “Unless I miss my guess, we have here an example of the psi function, of the effect of mind on matter, unlike anything science has ever known before.” He nodded toward the Noros, filing past them into the cave.


  Thorndyke caught a throb of sound. As the Noros moved past them, they were singing.


  “It is the gathering song,” Neva spoke. “No, you must not listen, or you will try to follow them. Turn it out of your mind. Don’t let yourself hear it.”


  “The gathering song?” the psychologist said. He felt an impulse rise in him to follow the little men.


  “It is the song they sing when they are gathering for the night,” the girl said. “It calls them together. Put your hands over your ears.”


  Thorndyke obeyed. The song dropped several notches in volume. The impulse that had been rising in him dropped to a whisper which remained, inside his mind, like an echo of siren music. The Gathering Song! The War Song! The song that was called Journey to the End of Time! Each piece of weird music seemed to have a special job. What other songs did they have? Above everything else, what vast mystery was hidden behind die music?


  The Noros filed out of sight inside the cave and the echoes of the music died away. Thorndyke followed August into the cavern. Near the entrance, where the sunlight still fell, a complete camp had been set up. It was a comfortable place, but it was very near the entrance to the cave. Thorndyke wondered about the cat lizards coming in here at night, then the question passed from his mind and was forgotten.


  “Where do the Noros live?” he asked.


  “We do not know,” August answered. “Somewhere here in the cave, but we do not know where.”


  “Haven’t you ever tried to find out?”


  A look passed between August and his daughter. “Yes,” Neva answered hesitantly. “But somehow or other, they have always slipped away from us.”


  “Neva believes they hypnotize us each time we try to follow them,” the missionary slowly added. He saw Thorndyke shake his head and continued: “I know what you are thinking—hypnosis without the full consent and cooperation of the subject, is not possible, but I am not certain that the Noros do not know more about hypnosis than we do. Certainly they know many things that—” He stopped abruptly. “Come, sit down, my friend, and tell me about Earth.”


  “Later,” Thorndyke said. “Right now I want to talk about the Noros. Tell me what you know about them.”


  “It won’t be much, I’m afraid,” August answered. “The proven facts are very few. Everything else is guesswork. For instance, I don’t know whether the Noros are a primitive people just beginning the climb to civilization, or whether they are the most advanced race in the solar system . . .”


  That night a storm whipped the jungle. Lying on the folding cot that August had given him, Thorndyke could hear the storm roaring outside the cave. Once something else roared out there too, a cat lizard or some other creature of the Venusian swamp. Thorndyke clutched his rifle. He could hear the creature in the glade outside the entrance to the cave.


  Coining from nowhere and from everywhere, a burst of music sounded. It was Journey to the End of Time.


  Out in the night something screamed. The music died.


  Holding the rifle, Thorndyke moved to the entrance of the cave. A flash of lightning revealed that the glade was deserted. The creature that had been there was—gone.


  What had happened to it? Thorndyke did not know. But he had the eerie notion that unseen eyes watched the entrance to this cavern and that unseen forces guarded it.


  Neither Neva nor her father appeared. They seemed to accept the matter as commonplace, if they had heard anything.


  It was an uneasy psychologist who returned to his cot that night.


  THE NEXT morning, there was a roar in the sky and a stubby winged spaceship barge flashed through the mists. Hurrying outside the cave, they heard the thrum of jets as the barge was eased to a landing on the plateau above them. A few minutes later a group of men were glimpsed coming down, the steep slope. Neva stared toward them.


  “Haswell!” she said.


  Haswell, a machine pistol holstered at his hip, came arrogantly down the slope. He was a tall man, with a narrow face and sharp, alert eyes. Following him were two men whom Thorndyke did not know, although he recognized the type. Men like these two might be seen roistering in the spaceport of Luna, drunk and rolling down the main street of Venusport, hanging around the employment offices of the spaceship lines on Earth, trying to ship out to one of the planets, to any planet, it didn’t matter which, just so they got away from Earth as fast as possible. They were space bums, willing to cut any man’s throat for a dollar.


  Haswell reached the glade and came toward them. “Hello, Neva. How are you, August?” His manner was friendly; there was a grin on his face. He looked at Thorndyke. The grin went away. “Who’s this?”


  Neva introduced them. Haswell said he was pleased to meet Mr. Thorndyke. His eyes said he wasn’t.


  “Why did you come back here?” Neva said.


  “Maybe to see you,” Haswell answered. “Boys, get busy.” The two men nodded. Moving to the entrance of the cave, they began to drive metal stakes into the ground. The hammers rang sharply in the quiet morning air.


  “What are they doing?” August asked.


  “Staking a mining claim,” Haswell told him.


  “A mining claim?” the missionary was startled. “But there are no minerals here.”


  “That’s what you say but that isn’t what the counter says. I checked this mountain carefully. I couldn’t locate the bed of ore but the counter says there’s radioactive rock under the plateau, in tremendous quantities. With the price of fissionable material as high as it is today, this place is worth more millions than you can count.” Haswell’s adam’s apple moved up and down as he spoke. Apparently the thought of millions made him want to swallow.


  The sharp clang of the hammers was the only sound in the still air. Once the notices were posted, Haswell had exclusive rights to this area for twenty-five years. Slowly, Neva spoke. “That means mines will be developed here?”


  “It certainly does,” Haswell answered.


  “But what will happen to the Noros?”


  Haswell shrugged. “Out.”


  “But this is their home,” the girl protested. “Suppose they don’t want to move? What happens then?”


  “In that case—” Haswell shrugged again. He broke off, to stare toward the cave entrance.


  Five Noros, led by Tom, were coining out of the cave. Moving with a sureness that was full of meaning, they advanced straight toward the humans. Haswell’s hand moved toward the machine pistol at his hip, then came away.


  The five stopped in front of him, and Tom spoke in deep, guttural English.


  “Go away,” the Noro said.


  “Go away?” Haswell was astonished, then angry. He laughed. “Well, if this don’t beat hell—”


  Tom spoke to Neva, in the Noro tongue, the bass tones ringing clearly as he expressed a concept he could not put into English. Finishing, he did not wait for an answer, but turned and walked away. The other Noros followed him.


  “What did he say?” Haswell asked.


  “He said he had warned you and that whatever happens now, will be your own fault.”


  For a second, Haswell seemed shaken, then he grinned. “I thought those little devils would try to make trouble. Well, I came prepared for them.”


  “What are you going to do?” August asked.


  Haswell did not answer. Motioning to the two men to follow him, he moved up the slope. They came back later, with three more men. All were heavily armed. All carried heavy metal cylinders and gas masks.


  “Keep back,” Haswell grimly warned August.


  Putting on their masks, the men set up the metal cylinders at the entrance to the cave. They opened the valves; a heavy yellowish smoke sprewed out into the caves.


  Haswell came over to August. “Gas,” he said grimly. “That’ll fix ’em.”


  From nowhere and from everywhere, from the thin layer of soil lying over the solid rock below them, seemingly from the very atoms of the air or perhaps from the structure of space itself, came a burst of music. A wild flood of roaring notes, it was—Journey to the End of Time.


  Yellow heat lightning seemed to flicker in the air.


  Standing near the mouth of the cave, one of the men snatched the mask from his face, screamed, and disappeared.


  “What happened?” Haswell shouted. He moved toward the group of men there, then backed away. The yellow lightning flickered again. The second man was gone.


  “The Noros are doing that,” Haswell said harshly. His gaze fixed on Neva. “Stop them!”


  “Stop them?” the girl faltered. “How can I?”


  “You can stop the war song, you can stop this too. Take a mask and go into the cave—”


  “She will do no such thing,” August spoke.


  Haswell snatched the machine pistol from the holster at his hip. He pointed it at August but when he spoke, the words were directed at Neva.


  “Either go into the cave and stop them or I’ll shoot,” he said.


  Thorndyke took a step forward. The gun muzzle swung toward him and slugs blasted past his head. Near the cave entrance, the third man screamed.


  Haswell turned his head to look toward the sound. Neva grabbed his gun hand.


  For a second, the two wrestled. As Thorndyke and August moved forward, something like a shimmering wall of light moved between them. The yellow lightning flashed. Neva screamed.


  The spot where she and Haswell had stood was empty.


  That much Thorndyke saw. Then the electric shock that went with the lightning hit him. He felt himself falling; then he didn’t feel anything.


  CHAPTER III


  Journey to the End of Time


  THORNDYKE recovered consciousness slowly. As the fringes of his senses came back, he was aware of vague sounds: the screeching of a bird in the swamp below, the far-off bellow of a bull garo. He groped through his mind for understanding. Something had happened, he didn’t know what. Then he remembered. The jolt shocked him back to consciousness. He sat up.


  Beside him, August lay stretched on the ground. The old man moaned softly. Thorndyke’s memory still had blank spots. His gaze roved, seeking what ought to be before his eyes, Haswell and Haswell’s crew, the gas cylinders in the cave entrance, the yellowish gas, and Haswell’s men, were gone. Haswell was gone. Neva was gone. Thorndyke struggled to his feet. Looking at the sun, he estimated that he had been unconscious for less than an hour. He bent over August. The missionary was breathing and, given time, would apparently be all right. The problem was—where was Neva?


  When someone was lost, you shouted for him. Thorndyke’s voice lifted in a shout. There was no answer. He had the feeling there would never be an answer. Panic rose in him.


  Movement at the mouth of the cave caught his eye. Tom appeared there. With him were four other Noros.


  The little men seemed frightened. They stared around. Their deep voices rang with questions. Thorndyke moved toward them. Tom pursed his lips, trying to form unfamiliar words. His first effort came out, “Whar—” The second time he got “Whery—” Then he got a recognizable, “Where—Nevy?”


  “That’s what I want to know,” Thorndyke said. He reached out, seized the Noro by the shoulder,’ shook him as one shakes a recalcitrant child. The Noro’s head rocked on his shoulders. Anger appeared in his eyes at this indignity, but he endured it. “Neva is gone,” Thorndyke shouted.


  “Gone?” Tom echoed. The anger went swiftly from his eyes.


  “Yes, you damned idiot, she’s gone. I want to know where. I want her brought back. I want it done right now. Do you understand me?”


  The Noro was badly frightened now. Thorndyke released him. Tom’s bass voice spoke in a whisper to the other two, telling what had happened.


  “Where is she?” Thorndyke demanded. The Noros looked at him. They did not answer. Despair showed on their faces. “Gone—gone—” Tom whispered the word. “Journey—How you say?—to end of—time. Like with cat lizards, with bad man. She was near bad man when we send song. We not see her, not know—” The broken voice went into silence.


  “Trip into time?” Thorndyke whispered.


  “Into future, we send her,” Tom answered. “I—cannot explain.”


  “You don’t have to explain,” Thorndyke said. “All you have to do is bring her back.”


  The Noro shook his head. “We cannot. It not possible. Most likely, it not possible. Sorry.”


  Again Thorndyke grabbed Tom’s shoulder, again he shook, harder this time. “Damn you, you’ve got to bring her back!


  “But—most likely cannot.”


  “Why not?”


  “Can send into time, cannot bring back, unless—”


  The third Noro spoke abruptly. Thorndyke could not understand a word that was said but the Noros became excited. They looked at the psychologist.


  “Thersill says, can try,” Tom said.


  “Can try what?”


  “Can try bring her back.”


  “Then do it!”


  “But there is catch.”


  “What catch?”


  “Somebody have to go after her.”


  “I’ll do it,” Thorndyke said promptly.


  “I catch to that too,” Tom said.


  “Eh? What catch?”


  “You may not come back.”


  “Well—” Thorndyke’s, hesitation lasted only a moment. His mouth closed with a snap. “I’ll take the chance.”


  “Come then. Must hurry.” Tom turned to the cave. Thorndyke followed the Noros.


  Neva had said that she had tried to follow the Noros into the hidden depths of the cave, but that they had always eluded her. Going with them, Thorndyke could easily understand that. They followed in darkness a twisting, winding trail visible only to the Noros. They stopped, and a door swung open. Thorndyke gasped.


  Ahead of them was a great blue gulf of light, stretching away into the far distance. He saw that here, inside his high plateau, was a tremendous cavern. The floor of the cavern lay far below him, a vast panorama of miniature cities, of fields and forests, all in the same small scale as the Noros, and all bathed in the bright blue light that blazed in the center of the roof.


  In the middle of the cavern was a building. It was large even to a human; to the Noros it must have been gigantic—the crowning effort of a race.


  “FATHERS come here long ago from dying land,” Tom explained.


  A long flight of twisting steps led down to the floor of the cavern. They were spotted as soon as they appeared in the doorway; faces turned toward them, and little men could be seen running toward the bottom of the steps. When Thorndyke reached the bottom, voices rang out, questioning, demanding. Tom had to do a lot of explaining fast. To Thorndyke, it was obvious that Tom had broken a tribal law in bringing him here. Tom’s explanation was finally accepted, though with reluctance.


  “Come to big building,” Tom said.


  The entrance to the. building was large enough for him to walk through without bending his back. Inside, he caught a glimpse of a single immense room, but he was taken to a small enclosure that was apparently a workshop. Noro technicians were here. Tom explained to them what was needed. They looked at Thorndyke doubtfully, shook their heads, then got busy. First they got his exact weight, then they fitted a strange kind of metal cap over his head and ran a series of tests. Perhaps they were measuring minute brain currents. Why, he didn’t know, and didn’t ask. Other technicians were busy building a kind of metal pack designed to be strapped around his chest. He saw they were building two of the packs. Finishing this, they strapped the first pack around him, gave him the second to carry.


  “Come,” Tom said. Thorndyke followed the Noro into the big room.


  Noros jammed it. They sat in orderly rows in a complete circle around the machine in the center. Tom led him down a narrow aisle directly to it.


  It was like no machine Thorndyke had ever seen before. There were dozens of meters, their scales calibrated in colors, each monitored by a Noro in a control chair. In the heart of the machine was a master control board, at which a single wizened Noro sat, like an old spider in the midst of many webs. The old spider looked at Thorndyke. There was compassion in his eyes.


  “From machine lines of—push—flow,” Tom said. “Bad man had instruments which find lines of push from here. But he made mistake. He thought instruments said uranium was here.”


  Thorndyke grunted. He remembered Neva had said that Haswell had tried to get the Noros to guide him into the depths of the cave but that they had refused. They were concealing from the prospector the existence of this machine.


  “Ready,” Tom said.


  “Ready,” Thorndyke answered.


  “Use this pack for Neva,” Tom explained. “It bring her back, if we lucky. Without pack, she cannot return. We send you to take pack to her.”


  “I’m ready,” Thorndyke said. Tom nodded at the ancient, gray-haired Noro at the master control. He pushed a switch. A gong chimed. The music began. It came from the massed Noros. Beginning softly, it started to rise in volume, a gigantic chorus of bass notes, singing Journey to the End of Time.


  In this split second, Thorndyke realized at least a part of the function of the music. It had originated as a musical expression of something else—a psychological process. It served to focus their minds, perhaps, or to induce the necessary mood. In itself, it was probably of little importance. The important part,-was within the mind. It was the mind that could look forward into the future—that could attract or kill. The mind could do a thousand and one other things, many of which it could not understand itself.


  He saw, also, the part the machine played in this strange rite taking place in the cavern of the blue light. Roughly translated into human terms, the machine was a power amplifier. It received the thought pressures within the massed Noro minds and amplified them to any desired strength, concentrated them, focused them. Through the machine, the thought pressures could be focused at any desired spot inside the cavern or out of it. They could be focused on the ledge outside the entrance to the cave, in the jungle swamplands, perhaps anywhere on Venus.


  In front of each meter, a Noro watched intently. The wizened Noro at the control board, watching Thorndyke, shoved home a final switch.


  Thorndyke screamed as a million microscopic needles jabbed him. He felt a supercharged jolt of electric tension spring into existence in the air around him. Yellow lightning licked across his vision. He saw the Noros, the vast hall itself, waver and fade like a vision seen through distorting glass.


  Cold struck him, he did not know how many degrees of it, but he knew if it lasted long, he would be frozen stiff. He had the impression of flickering movement far too fast for the eye to follow.


  The cold faded. He fell, stumbled, fell again, got to his feet.


  Weak sunlight hit him. The cloud-bank was gone. The jungle was gone. The sun shone down on a dying planet.


  He was on a slope. Below him in a valley a line of dead trees marked where there was a dry river-bed. Dust blew past him on a languid wind.


  This—this was the future of Venus, how many million years away he could not tell. This was the Veiled Planet when it was no longer veiled. He was not at the end of time, but he was near it, for this planet.


  He was aware that his mind was showing symptoms of refusing to obey him. His will forced it back into its proper groove. Below him, on the slope, a creature lay—a cat lizard. Dead. He could not see the cause of death. Nearer still there was a man, one of the men who had been with Haswell, The man was dead.


  WHERE was Neva? He lifted his voice again, calling her name. The effort made his lungs hurt. In the thin air, his shout was not much louder than a whisper. He felt his heart begin to pound as it struggled to supply sufficient oxygen to his tissues. In this air, the life-giving gas was scarce.


  The pack circling his chest hummed softly. He felt the surge of electric currents in it, reminding him that back in another time the Noros still maintained contact with him, through this pack.


  “Neva!”


  A halting voice answered him. She stood up slowly.


  He saw her. He ran toward her.


  She stared at him as if she could not believe her eyes. It was the first time in his life that a woman had ever seemed pleased to see him. Her clothes and her face were dust covered. He thrust the pack toward her. “Here. Put this on, I came for you. This will take you back.” The effort made him pant.


  “You—came for me?” She seemed dazed, unable to comprehend. Reaching out, she touched him. “You’re real,” she whispered.


  He tried to grin. “The Noros sent me. This pack will take us back. There isn’t time to explain. Just put it on—”


  She took the pack from him, stared at it as if she did not understand. To one side a footstep squeaked. A voice rasped: “Where’s my pack?”


  Haswell stood there. He had been sitting down and had remained unseen until he stood up.


  Aghast, Thorndyke stared at the prospector. Until this moment, he had forgotten that Haswell existed.


  “So you didn’t bring a pack for me?” Haswell said.


  “I—I’m sorry. I—”


  “Don’t let it bother you,” Haswell said. “I’ll just take yours.” He lifted the machine pistol.


  “Like hell—” Thorndyke said. Haswell squeezed the trigger. A stream of lead squirted past Thorndyke’s head. He ducked.


  “If that pack will get me back, I want it,” Haswell said. “I’d just as soon take it off a dead body.”


  “All right,” Thorndyke choked. The pack was a circling band of metal eighteen inches wide and over two inches thick. He had seen the Noros fit a series of compact tiny instruments into that space. Tiny batteries furnished a limited supply of ‘power. Slowly, Thorndyke released the catches. He slipped it from his body, handed it to Haswell. The prospector reached for it. Thorndyke’s fingers seemed to loose their grip. The pack fell to the ground. Haswell bent to pick it up.


  Thorndyke stepped forward. With all the strength in his body, he hit the prospector behind the ear.


  Haswell went over. Thorndyke jumped at him. Both went to the ground with Thorndyke on top. Haswell, gripping the pistol, tried to bring the muzzle up against the body of his antagonist. Thorndyke caught the wrist of the hand that held the gun. He heard Haswell swear.


  The prospector was as agile as a cat lizard. Somehow he got a knee up into Thorndyke’s groin. Stars splashed before Thorndyke’s eyes. Strength went out of him. But he held on to the gun hand. He waited for his strength to come back.


  It didn’t.


  Aware that his lungs were laboring for air, he guessed the fatal truth. His strength was not coming back. Strength depended on oxygen and there was too little oxygen in this air to support activity. A fight here was impossible. Violent exertion would result in the collapse of oxygen-starved tissues. The cat lizard and the man on the slope had died for this reason.


  Panting for breath, Thorndyke let Haswell try to throw him off. His sole activity was to hold on to the gun hand.


  Haswell dropped the gun. After that, Thorndyke made no effort to resist.


  He felt Haswell heave violently at him. A quiver ran through the prospector’s body.


  “Damn you—” Haswell shuddered. And was still.


  The man was dead. His overburdened heart, pounding furiously in an effort to supply oxygen to meet the needs of tissues that had evolved on Earth, had simply collapsed from the effort. Death here was simple and quick.


  Thorndyke knew that he too, was very close to death. He did not move a muscle. He was aware that Neva was trying to help him. He whispered to her to stay away.


  He was fighting another battle, harder perhaps than the fight against Haswell, a fight for enough oxygen to stay alive. The only way he could win was to keep absolutely quiet. Even then, he was not certain he could win. It might be that his efforts to breathe, even the beating of his heart itself, used up more oxygen than he was taking in.


  He thought, Here, near the end of time, when the solar system is running down, when man and all of man’s achievements are gone . . .


  Every muscle in his body screamed for more oxygen. Every instinct in him yelled for him to breathe faster. But, if he breathed faster, the very act of breathing itself might be using up more oxygen than this air contained. He forced his laboring lungs to breathe slower and slower.


  Eventually, nerve cell by nerve cell it seemed to him, the clamor in his body died down. He knew then that he had won this fight. He sat up.


  He told Neva what had happened. “Put the pack on, Neva. I’ll put mine back on. We’ll get out of here.”


  Back to a day when oxygen was plentiful, back to a time when the solar system was not near death. He picked up the pack, started to slip it into place, stopped, stared at it. For a moment he thought his heart was going to stop.


  Either he or Haswell had kicked the pack. Part of the metal cover had been knocked off. Inside, in a jangle of broken wiring, all loose ends and smashed connections, hung the broken coils and tubes.


  “Can you fix it?” Neva whispered.


  “I can try,” he answered.


  Half an hour later, he knew It was a hopeless task. Special tools were needed, special knowledge, special skills, tools and knowledge and skills that only the Noros possessed.


  “You—you can’t go back?” Neva asked him.


  Thorndyke shook his head. He was marooned here, forever.


  “Then I won’t go either,” Neva said. “If you have to stay here, I will stay too, with you.”


  In another world and in another time they had had a word for what she was saying. It was a word that Thorndyke had never fully understood until now. Now he knew what it meant, knew also that it was too late to realize that meaning. He choked.


  They sat side by side, leaning against a stone ledge, and watched the dull red ball of the sun go down. It went down very slowly.


  “LISTEN—” Neva whispered. Thorndyke at first thought his ears were deceiving him. In the thin air of this planet, coining from nowhere and from everywhere, was a trace of music. He listened to it, caught his breath.


  It was the madness melody: Journey to the End of Time.


  It swelled in a mighty chorus, burst into a flood of sound, then died in quick silence.


  On the slope above them bass voices called.


  “Thorny! Nevy!”


  They leaped to their feet.


  “Here!” Thorndyke called, huskily.


  On the slope above them were—Noros! They saw the face of Tom. It was a worried face, then at the sight of them, it broke into a grin. Tom came bounding down the slope to them. He too, wore a time pack.The thin air did not seem to bother him. His barrel chest hardly heaved.


  “Was worried—oh, I see. Get plenty busy here plenty quick.”


  He saw the damaged pack, guessed what had happened. He and the other Noros with him got busy. Noro tools they had, Noro knowledge, Noro skill. Thorndyke’s voice lifted in a shout of exultation.


  “Pack fixed,” Tom said. “Now we go back again.” He looked up at Thorndyke, tried to find words for something he wanted to say, spoke rapidly to Neva in his own language.


  Neva translated. “He says to tell you that the Noros came from this time, long ago, that they escaped from the oxygen death of this world back into time, fleeing the death that is here.”


  “What?” Thorndyke gasped. Yet he knew the Noros had come from some other land. Why not from this land? Their barrel chests could only have evolved in air where oxygen was scarce. Most of all, their tremendous sciences could only have been the result of millenniums of development.


  “He says to tell you that they are the descendents of both humans and Venusians, that the two races intermingled and became one race, becoming smaller at the same time. He says that in one sense, the Noros are your far-removed grandsons.”


  “Grandsons!” The thought shocked him.


  Yet he saw that, in one sense, at least, it was true. To them, he was Cro-Magnon man, the shaggy man beast of the dawn world.


  “Hi, pop,” Tom said, grinning.


  “Hi, son,” Thorndyke answered.


  They fitted the packs into place. Thorndyke and Neva went together, through the biting instant of cold. The vast cavern appeared and again in their ears was the enigmatic music—Journey to the End of Time.


  The great hall rang with the sound of it. To Thorndyke, it was the happiest sound he had ever heard.


  LATER, Thorndyke returned to Earth with Neva. Still later, he built himself a house in the heart of the Rockies, a house with a picture window looking out over a breathtaking panorama of mighty peaks stretching away into the far distance.


  In his hand is a pleasant drink; the room is cool; the touch of spring is in the air. The cushions are soft and Neva is sitting beside him, snuggled close, her head resting on his arm, her dark hair flowing downward.


  With a shock, he realizes that this is the hallucination that came to him in the swamp.


  The future that he saw on far-off Venus has come true.


  Or has it? He may still be in the pool of water, with the garo searching for him. The Noros on the bank may be projecting into his mind the colors of the Rocky Mountain sunset, the picture window, even Neva herself.


  Which is the reality, and which is hallucination?


  He realizes he will never know. He doesn’t care. It is enough just to dream that she is here with him and that the sunset colors are guilding the distant peaks with gold.


  There is a trace of soft music somewhere in the background. He listens. Is he remembering something or is he really hearing this music? It is the soft muted strains of Journey to the End of Time.


  VENGEANCE, UNLIMITED


  Fredric Brown


  Could there be any conceivable excuse for the invaders who had wantonly blasted Venus into a molten hell? There was, the vengeance fleet discovered—and it was a reason all-conquering Earth could never forget—or remember without shame!


  THEY came from the blackness of space and from unthinkable distance. They converged on Venus—and blasted it. Every one of the two and a half million human beings on that planet, all the colonists from Earth, died within minutes, and all of the flora and fauna of Venus died with them.


  Such was the power of their weapons that the very atmosphere of that suddenly doomed planet was burned and dissipated. Venus had been unprepared and unguarded, and so sudden and unexpected had been the attack and so quick and devastating had been its results that not a shot had been fired against them.


  They turned toward the next planet outward from the sun, Earth.


  But that was different. Earth was ready—not, of course, made ready in the few minutes since the invaders’ arrival in the solar system, but ready because Earth was then—in 2820—at war with her Martian colony, which had grown half as populous as Earth itself and was even then battling for independence. At the moment of the attack on Venus, the fleets of Earth and Mars had been maneuvering for combat near the moon.


  But the battle ended more suddenly than any battle in history had ever ended. A joint fleet of Terrestrial and Martian ships, suddenly no longer at war with one another, headed to intercept the invaders and met them between Earth and Venus. Our numbers were overwhelmingly superior and the invading ships were blasted out of space, completely annihilated.


  Within twenty-four hours peace between Earth and Mars was signed at the Earth capital of Albuquerque, a solid and lasting peace based on recognition of the independence of Mars and a perpetual alliance between the two worlds—now the only two habitable planets of the solar system—against alien aggression. And already plans were being drawn for a vengeance fleet, to find the base of the aliens and destroy it before it could send another fleet against us.


  Instruments on Earth and on patrol ships a few thousand miles above her surface had detected the arrival of the aliens—though not in time to save Venus-—and the readings of those instruments showed the direction from which the aliens had come and indicated, although not showing exactly how far they had come, that they had come from an almost incredible distance.


  A distance that would have been too great for us to span had not the C-plus drive—which enabled a ship to build up to a speed many times the speed of light—just been invented. It had not yet been used because the Earth-Mars war had taken all the resources of both planets, and the C-plus drive had no advantages within the solar system since vast distances were required for the purpose of building up to faster-than-light speeds.


  Now, however, it had a very definite purpose; Earth and Mars combined their efforts and their technologies to build a fleet equipped with the C-plus drive for the purpose of sending it against the aliens’ home planet to wipe it out. It took ten years, and it was estimated that the trip would take another ten.


  The vengeance fleet—not large in numbers but incredibly powerful in armament—left Marsport in 2830.


  Nothing was ever heard of it again.


  Not until almost a century later did its fate become known, and then only by deductive reasoning on the part of Jon Spencer 4, the great historian and mathematician.


  “We now know,” Spencer wrote, and have known for some time, that an object exceeding the speed of light travels backward in time. Therefore the vengeance fleet would have reached its destination, by our time, before it started.


  “We have not known, until now, the dimensions of the universe in which we live. From the experience of the vengeance fleet, we can now deduce them. In one direction, at least, the universe is 1.12 x 186,3342 x 60 x 60 x 24 x 365.24 x 10 miles across. The fleet, traveling in a straight line, circled the universe, as it were, to its point of departure ten years before it left. It destroyed the first planet it saw and then, as it headed for the next, its admiral must have suddenly recognized the truth—and must have recognized, too, the fleet that came to meet it and must have given a cease-fire order the instant the Earth-Mars fleet reached them.


  “It is truly startling—and a seeming paradox—to realize that the vengeance fleet was headed by Admiral Barlo, who had also been admiral of the Earth fleet during the Earth-Mars conflict at the time the Earth and Mars fleets combined to destroy what they thought were alien invaders, and that many other men in both fleets on that day later became part of the personnel of the vengeance fleet.


  “It is interesting to speculate just what would have happened had Admiral Barlo, at the end of his journey, recognized Venus in time to avoid destroying it. But such speculation is futile; he could not possibly have done so, for he had already destroyed it—else he would not have been there as admiral of the fleet sent out to avenge it. The past cannot be altered.


  PATCH


  William Shedenhelm


  Old pilots like Pop Gillette weren’t needed any more to ran the big ships. Nowadays yon were boosted and roosted by the grace of Gimmick. Sooner or later, Pop predicted, something was gonna louse up . . .


  THE WALL SPEAKER IN THE control tower was crackling softly with space static when the voice first cut in. “Lorelei calling Venusport for landing. Over.”


  Even across ten thousand miles of space the sharp New England twang clearly showed the origin of its owner. Toe flicked the transmitting stud and winked at the radar man.


  “Venusport to Lorelei. Come on in, you old space pirate. Use Ramp Four. Out.”


  He glanced at the green spot on the radar sweep screen that was the Lorelei, entered a set of figures in the tower log, then leaned back in the chair in front of the control panels and lit a cigarette.


  “That Pop,” he said, nodding vaguely at the radar screen and the log book, “must be damn near two hundred years old, and he’s still the best pilot in the System. Used to have the All-Planetary run back when it was really something. When they put in automatics for cruising it made him so mad he quit and never would go back. Said he wasn’t going to let a bunch of machines run his ship, even out in space.”


  He blew a beam of smoke at the spot that moved slowly toward the center of the radar sweep screen.


  “He bought the tub he calls the Lorelei at a surplus sale, and spends all his time batting around the odd corners of space that the Survey Patrol hasn’t gotten to yet.” Joe puffed his cigarette reminiscently for a minute. “I remember the first time I saw him land the Lorelei. Lord, what a sight. No one else has ever had the nerve to try it the way he does it, or at least lived to tell about it I wonder if he’s gotten too old to do it anymore.”


  The radar man stared at the faint speck that showed above the horizon, then brought it into magnified focus on the tele-screen.


  “He’s coming in awfully funny,” he said.


  Joe got up and stood staring out through the sides of the big plastic bubble that formed the walls and roof of the control tower.


  “I think he’s going to try it. Watch this!”


  THE STUBBY OVALOID was angling in towards the Port from a little above horizontal, as though to make a belly landing. Just short of the field, the steering jets gave a tremendous side blast that whipped the ship into a tight upward arc. All the ship’s jets winked out, and the ship whistled straight up for over a mile, began to slow, and dropped back in free fall. The ship dropped faster and faster toward the concrete apron, tail first, its jets dead.


  Two hundred feet above the ramp Pop Gillette hit the bank of firing buttons and hit it hard. The heavy ship shuddered to a stop five feet above the ramp, cracking the concrete with the fury of its rear jets, spinning like an enormous pin-wheel, its rotator jets gushing fire in hundred-yard sweeps.


  Joe wiped the sweat from his forehead and dropped into his chair.


  “Brother! Someday his tubes are going to misfire when he tries that, and the Lorelei is going to be spread from here to Marsport!”


  The radar man did not answer immediately. He was still standing at the dome, his mouth slightly agape, staring at the stubby ship that now lay silent in Ramp Four. He pulled himself together, closed his mouth with a click, and moved back to the sweep screen.


  “Who the hell is that guy?’


  “You’ve heard of Pop Gillette. Everybody in space has. Anytime you want to tell a whopper about space, all you have to say is, ‘I remember one time when Pop Gillette and me was out around so-and-so . . .’ And whatever nutty place you name, he’s probably really been there, and whatever nutty thing you can think of to happen, it probably really did happen to him.”


  The radar man nodded in recognition,


  and Joe went on.


  “Like the time he got mad at the people at White Sands Port. One night he goosed an asteroid down right in the middle of their main landing strips. The damn thing was a quarter of a mile long, and almost as high. How he got it down through the atmosphere, nobody knows, but he did . . . and he landed it so gently that nobody knew anything about it until they looked out their windows the next morning. They finally got the Patrol on him, and told him the asteroid was legally his, so he had to think of a way to get rid of it. He did. Turned out to be laced with uranium, so he rented, the whole darned field for a month, cut the thing up and carted it away. Sold it for a fortune.”


  The outer door of the ovaloid ship was now open, and as one of the Port’s zeeps rolled alongside, a man, miniature in the distance, slid down the ship’s side-ladder and climbed aboard. Joe swung the directional p.a. at the zeep.


  “Hey Pop . . . come on up!”


  THE LITTLE FIGURE waved, and the zeep headed for the control tower. As it drew nearer they could begin to see Pop Gillette more clearly. He was a thin little man, deeply space tanned. He could have been anyplace from fifty to three hundred and fifty. He rode sitting on the rear edge of the speeding zeep, balanced precariously, calmly puffing a Venusian cigarote.


  He came through the outer control rooms like a Martian whirlwind, spraying greetings and minor presents in all directions.


  “Hi there, Tom. Saw your uncle out near Ganymede. Living with a Phobian Bat Woman . . .


  “Hi there. Here’s that gooloo bird’s tail feather you asked for five or six years ago!” (It had been near twenty years ago, when the recipient was four years old.)


  “Hello, Honey. You know that Neptunian Rock Egg you wanted? Got a couple in my ship as big as your head. Come up to the hotel for supper tonight and I’ll give them to you!” He winked roguishly at Honey and whirled into the control room.


  “Hi Joe, you landlocked lard-bottom. What have you been doing?” And before Joe could start to answer, he went on. “Had an unusual thing happen to me out on Pluto. I was out prospecting for liquid hydrogen wells when I sprung a leak in my oxygen tank. I got it fixed, but most of my oxy had leaked out. Had enough for fifteen, maybe twenty minutes, and the ship was two hours away. Thought I’d never make it. Finally started back with a load of icicles under my arm. Every few minutes I’d stop, break off a piece, and drop it into my tank. Turned out to be pure oxygen, frozen stiff!”


  When Joe had regained his composure, he tossed a wink at the radar man, who was again standing with his mouth ajar.


  “Say, Pop,” Joe said with careful casualness. “All-Planetary’s Mercury-Venus liner is coming in about oh-four-four.”


  Pop choked on a lungful of cigarote smoke, and, turning crimson through his space tan, glared at Joe.


  “You better clear out of this tower, son. When that bunch of gears comes in, it’s apt to take this whole side off the planet!”


  Joe kept his face serious.


  “I hear this is one of the new models,” he said. “They only use the pilot for landings. Take-offs and cruising are all automatic.”


  Pop Gillette tossed his cigarote into the disposall in disgust.


  “I wouldn’t put it past that bunch of pants-brains to just point the things and light a fuse. Those young punks they have for pilots couldn’t belly on the moon.”


  “But Pop,” Joe said. “You’re too old to work a liner even if they did go back to manuals.”


  Pop Gillette flashed red and purple, and glared at Joe.


  “Too old! Do you know what I hit when I brought the Lorelei in just now? Fourteen damn G’s! If she wasn’t an old meteor patrol ship she’d crack open like an egg the way I handle her. Too old my space-warped rear!”


  “But ships are bigger these days, Pop. When you were shoving them they couldn’t have weighed over half a million tons. The one that’s due this afternoon tops two million. That’s a lot of ship.”


  Pop Gillette shook his head derisively at such ignorance, which was, after all, to be expected from a ground crew man.


  “They’re all the same. Once you have the feel of it,” he rippled his fingers as though working a bank of firing keys, “it works anyplace. I run the Lorelei just like I used to run my liners. I can cut it a bit finer than I could a big ship, but elsewise it doesn’t make any difference how big they come. I could stand that liner on her butt and write my name clean across that field.” He jerked his head at the four-milewide Venusport, and glared at Joe and the radar man. “And cross the ‘t’s’ and dot the ‘i’ !”


  IT WAS AN HOUR LATER, while they were sitting around drinking Venusian wine, that the call came through. You always expect a distress call to be weak and difficult to understand, but this one wasn’t. It was as clear as though the transmitter were in the next room.


  “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! All-Planetary Liner Twelve calling Venusport! Over!”


  At the first sound of the universal distress call, Joe and the radar man went into action. Joe hit a red stud that alerted all the units at the Port, and cut in the speakers in the other control sections, while the radar man got a rough bearing on the liner, and switched up the amplification until he had the ship located within a foot, and its speed and course plotted to five decimal places.


  All this in the time it took the first call to come through. Joe flipped the transmitting stud.


  “Venusport to All-Planetary Twelve. All other units clear the air immediately. Come in.”


  The voice cut in sharply through the space static again, sounding a little frightened and tense.


  “All-Planetary Twelve calling Venusport. Something went wrong with the radar deflectors. We took a meteor through the control room. Luckily it just clipped us, but it put a ten foot hole in the side. The man on duty got out okay, but we lost all the air in that section. We can’t bring her in with that hole in her. We have to have air in the control room, or all the switches arc out. Over.”


  Outside, the control tower ships were being moved out of the way, back into the hangars and into the pits. Blinker lights and radio landing beams were flickering out “Stay Clear!” warnings to all ships in that segment of space. Joe flipped the stud again.


  “Is the hole too big for a plastic patch? Over.”


  “It’s a good ten feet across. We haven’t got any patches that big, and even if we did have, they wouldn’t do any good. Once we pumped the air back in, the pressure would boot the patch out into space. The only thing that will work is a welding job. Over.”


  Joe shook his head glumly and flipped the stud.


  “We’ve got enough monalloy here to fix it, but we haven’t got a portable welding outfit that could handle the job. Down here we could have it fixed in half an hour. Over.”


  There was a pause before the voice came back.


  “That’s a lot of help. Over.”


  POP GILLETTE tugged at Joe’s sleeve.


  Joe started to shake him loose, but stopped when he felt the old man’s grip tighten on his arm like a space grapple.


  “Let me have that thing,” he said. He took the mike from Joe and flipped the stud.


  “Hey there! What’s your cargo?”


  The speaker was silent for a moment, other than for the faint crackle of the space static. Then the voice cut in again, a little more resigned than before, as it rattled off the list of cargo.


  “Let’s see. We’ve got twenty tons of unrefined uranium from Titan, fifty thousand gallons of mercury from Gany, and twenty tons of canned wooklah meat from Jupe. At least we can live on wooklah meat on our way to Alpha Centauri.” He laughed nervously. “Boy, is All-Planetary going to be mad, at a hundred bucks a can. Over.”


  Pop Gillette scratched his chin reflectively. Finally he shook his head in disgust.


  “I could have told that bunch of fatheaded clod-lubbers they couldn’t trust a bunch of machinery. If they’d of had a pilot watching the screens instead of some half-baked crewman, this wouldn’t have happened. Easiest thing in the world to blast around a meteor, but try to tell that to that bunch.” He spat in disgust. “I swore I’d never lift a hand for All-Planetary again as long as I lived, but now I guess I’ll have to go up and fix that damned liner. First vacation I’ve had in five years and I have to play nursemaid to a bunch of half-wits!”


  He glared at Joe. “Well, are you coming or aren’t you?”


  Joe looked at him blankly.


  Pop Gillette shook his head sadly at the mental level of Venusport’s personnel.


  “Somebody’s got to bring the Lorelei back down, don’t they? Lord, the people they put in responsible positions these days. . . . Come on! Get the cadmium out!” And he was halfway down the stairs before Joe was on his feet.


  “And bring a roll of scotch tape!” he shouted back.


  What happened after that is pretty well a matter of the records. Every telecast carried the report for days. Pop Gillette got aboard the liner by bringing the Lorelei alongside. Then, with Joe holding her steady as she went, Pop jumped across the twenty feet of open space, scotch tape in his space suit pocket, to the liner’s open port.


  Then he brought the liner down for a tail landing, as pretty as you please.


  IT WAS TEN MINUTES later that Pop Gillette and Joe sat drinking their Venusian wine again, watching the ground crews welding a new plate on the liner, a mile away across the Port.


  “But how did you do it?” Joe asked. “And why the scotch tape?”


  Pop Gillette deftly poured a tumbler of wine down his throat and reached for the bottle.


  “Simplest thing in the world. I used the tape to stick a couple of bed sheets over the hole, inside and out.”


  Joe stared at him in puzzlement. “Bedsheets? What for?”


  Pop Gillette cast his eyes heavenwards as for deliverance. “I’m sure glad I don’t run a liner anymore. I might get somebody like you for a co-pilot. I had to have a mold, didn’t I? You heard the pilot say the patch had to be metal to stand the pressure. Fifteen pounds to the inch over a ten foot patch is a lot of pressure. Well, after I had the sheets over the hole, I turned it towards the sun, filled the mold, and turned it around away from the sun. The temperature drop in space did the rest.”


  Joe put his hand to his brow and glanced at his wine glass suspiciously. “I vaguely get what you’re talking about, but just what did you make the patch out of?” Pop Gillette chuckled wryly.


  “The mercury, of course. Froze hard as steel when I turned her away from the sun. Perfect fit, too.”


  CAPTAIN HAM


  John and Dorothy de Courcy


  He was captain of one of the giant modern space-liners—it would be a cinch to fly the first spaceship to Venus!


  IT IS RESOLVED THAT INASMUCH AS IT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS CENTENNIAL CELEBRATION TO GIVE TO THE CITIZEN OF THIS CENTURY A CLEARER IDEA OF THE PAGEANT OF SPACE TRAVEL AND ITS BEGINNINGS, THAT THE FIRST SUCCESSFUL MOON ROCKET, THE LUNA III, BE RECONDITIONED AND ITS ORIGINAL VOYAGE AROUND THE MOON DUPLICATED, THAT ITS EMBARCATION SHALL BE MADE FROM ITS ORIGINAL LAUNCHING SITE, THAT ITS ARRIVAL SHALL COINCIDE WITH THE OFFICIAL OPENING OF THE CENTENNIAL CELEBRATION OF SPACE TRAVEL, AND THAT BOTH ITS DEPARTURE AND ARRIVAL SHALL BE TRANSMITTED AROUND THE WORLD VIA VIDEO AND OPTICAL PROTECTION.


  IT IS FURTHER RESOLVED BY THE PLANNING COMMITTEE THAT THE FIRST SUCCESSFUL INTERPLANETARY ROCKET, THE PROMETHEUS BE REMOVED FROM THE INTERNATIONAL MUSEUM AND FITTED FOR SPACE TRAVEL, AND THAT SAID PROMETHEUS SHALL EMBARK FOR VENUS AT THE HOUR AND MINUTE AT WHICH VENUS APPROACHES ITS POSITION WHEREIN THE ORIGINAL FLIGHT WAS MADE INASMUCH AS THIS CENTENNIAL CELEBRATION SHALL BEGIN ACCORDING TO THIS PLANETARY POSITION IRRESPECTIVE OF THE ACTUAL TIME IN EARTH YEARS.


  BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT THE CREWS OF THE ABOVE MENTIONED SPACE CRAFT SHALL BE CHOSEN BY A BOARD OF EXAMINERS ON THE BASIS OF SKILL, EXPERIENCE, AND PREVIOUS RECORD OF INTELLIGENCE.


  (Excerpt from the minutes of the first meeting of the Planning Committee for the Centennial Celebration of Space Travel.)


  CAPTAIN Hamling Fox III, better known as Captain Ham when he was out of earshot, reported to the offices of Terran Space Lines quite sure of what was to come. Since he was the commander of the two thousand, five hundred passenger Antares, the largest space ship to be constructed, it was fitting that he should impress others with the dignity and honor of his great responsibility.


  The receptionist greeted him pleasantly. “Good morning, Captain Fox. The Director is expecting you.” Captain Fox nodded abruptly and walked past the reception desk. The girl followed his tall figure with a speculative eye then turned back to her work.


  The Director glanced up when his secretary opened the door. “Captain Fox is here, Mr. Black.”


  “Send him right in,” the Director replied.


  The secretary also covertly studied Captain Fox. He was young and handsome in a rather arrogant way and obviously brilliant to hold such a responsible position. There was something about him however which was slightly repulsive. Self adulation and exaltation seemed to ooze from his pores and he accepted all admiration as his logical due. This may have accounted for the fact that at thirty-two he was still a bachelor.


  “Good morning, Captain, good morning,” the Director said, rising from his chair and extending a hand. “Hope I haven’t inconvenienced you.”


  “Not at all, Mr. Black,” Captain Fox replied, conveying the impression that it was indeed an inconvenience and Black could be duly thankful that he had come.


  Mr. Black chuckled hollowly. There was something about this Captain Hamling Fox III, that annoyed him but he was feeling too good right now to bother with annoyances. He motioned Captain Fox to a chair which the young Captain accepted regally. Mr. Black cleared his throat and said, “I suppose you’ve heard all about the Centennial?”


  “Naturally,” Captain Fox replied, casually.


  “Well, in that case, you know that the Luna III and the Prometheus are going to duplicate their original flights?”


  Captain Fox nodded.


  “The crews for the two flights have been selected with great care and you will be happy to learn that you are among the successful candidates.”


  Captain Fox nodded again. “Yes, I rather expected I would be.”


  Mr. Black drew in a long breath and held it.


  “In view of my past record, how could the committee select anyone else?”


  “Oh no!” Mr. Black murmured to himself.


  “Did you say something, Mr. Black?”


  “Oh—no,” Mr. Black repeated.


  “Hmm yes,” Captain Fox nodded. “At any rate, I considered the matter and decided that I would probably receive a nomination and possibly be elected, but—I wonder about a small point.”


  “What might that be?” Mr. Black asked, wondering that there was anything in this world of which Captain Fox was unsure.


  “Well—ah—this is a great honor and all that rot but—well there’s the matter of pay, you know, and seniority—and then there’s my command, the Antares.”


  “Naturally, you’ll receive full pay.”


  “Ah—of course,” Captain Fox agreed, “but a man of my position in command of the largest craft on the line, well—there’s a certain prestige—that—isn’t exactly duplicated on an old hulk.”


  Mr. Black’s jaw had been growing tighter and tighter. “Do you mean that you’re going to turn it down?”


  “Well—yes.”


  Mr. Black had been toying with an electrostylus and when Captain Fox replied, he involuntarily snapped it in half. “Are you serious?” he asked hoarsely. “But of course you’re serious!” Taking another deep breath, he glanced at the memo pad on his desk. “Captain Fox,” he began gently, “I know you realize that there are other space lines and that there are other captains working for those space lines. Suppose you turn this down and Trans-solar Navigation has a man commanding one of those ships. People are going to get the idea that Trans-solar has better captains than we do and because of the publicity, their business is going to improve.” lie waited tor Captain Fox to speak but the Captain merely looked at him blankly.


  “If you think you’re going to get away with this,” Black roared, “you’re crazy!!”


  “Isn’t it my prerogative?” Captain Fox asked incredulously.


  Mr. Black groaned. Then he straightened suddenly. “Look, Captain Fox. Suppose I offer you double pay, triple pay!!”


  Captain Hamling Fox III considered this for a moment then nodded his head. “Triple pay,” he agreed.


  Mr. Black slumped down in his chair again, mumbling under his breath. “There isn’t a red-blooded spaceman alive that wouldn’t give a month’s pay for a chance at one of those babies just for the hell of it—and—they had to pick YOU!” He picked a card up from his desk and handed it to the Captain. “Here, talk to the committee about it. I don’t feel up to it.”


  Captain Fox accepted the card and rose stiffly.


  “But please,” Mr. Black added, “don’t make any unnecessary demands. Try to make it look as though you want to do this.”


  Captain Fox looked back at him from the door pityingly. “All right, Mr. Black, for you I’ll do it.”


  Mr. Black’s face convulsed again and he dropped his head down on his desk, cradling it in his arms. This was just too terrible. It couldn’t actually be happening.


  Captain Fox, however, walked calmly into the building that housed the Centennial Committee offices, looked around with a vague expression of disdain, then strode across the room to the reception desk.


  “I am Captain Hamling Fox the third,” he announced.


  The receptionist looked up at him quizzically. “Ah—what can I do for you. Captain?”


  “I would like to see the Planning Committee or—whoever is in charge.”


  The receptionist pressed a button. “Captain Hamling Fox to—”


  “Captain Hamling Fox the THIRD.” the young captain interrupted.


  “Captain Hamling Fox the THIRD,” the receptionist repeated in a strained voice, “to see you.”


  Captain Fox could not hear the reply but the receptionist pointed to a door. “The chairman will see you.”


  As was his custom, Captain Fox replied with a curt nod, walked to the door and opened it without knocking. The chairman, a stocky, graying man with a perpetual smile on his face, was standing beside his desk.


  “Ah, Captain Fox. Nice to see you. I’m Humphry Cain, chairman of the Planning Committee.”


  “Delighted to meet you,” Captain Fox replied automatically.


  “You’ve come about your nomination, of course. It’s certainly been a job selecting men for these historic flights. I imagine you feel quite lucky.”


  “Not exactly,” Captain Fox replied, “but I’ve decided to accept your offer.”


  The perpetual grin on Cain’s face dimmed a trifle. “Ah—yes,” he chuckled. “Well, we thought that you would like to command the Luna III. That way, it won’t interfere with your regular activities.”


  “If you don’t mind, I would rather command the Prometheus. It’s a larger ship you know and I’ll be getting triple pay.”


  “Well—Captain, I’m not sure—you see—well—the arrangements have all been made—”


  “Oh—I see. Well—that’s unfortunate. I had hoped to be able to take part in your little celebration. Good day, sir.”


  “Wh—wait!” Cain gasped. “Y—your joking! You’re not turning this down!!”


  Captain Fox stared at him, puzzled. “Well naturally, old man. It’s purely a practical thing. I draw a hundred credits a day in flight which means I would receive three hundred a day on one of these trips, but the Luna III will only be on a six day run so it would hardly be worth my while. On the other hand, the Prometheus will be on a thirty-six day run and it would make a rather tidy sum.”


  “Y—you mean—you’re doing this for money?”


  “Why of course,” Captain Fox replied, smiling. “It’s my company that wants me to command one of the ships. I’m doing it merely as a favor to them.”


  Humphry Cain stared at him without a trace of his perpetual smile. “You WILL command the Prometheus hut you WON’T command the Luna ITT. Is that right?”


  “In essence, yes.”


  Cain shuddered to think of the video announcements. “Captain Fox of Terran turns down Centennial!” He gritted his teeth. “Very well, then. I’ll make the necessary changes. IPs a little late but—”


  “Thank you,” Captain Fox said, as if this were the thing which should have been done in the first place.


  Cain didn’t hear him. He was still thinking about all the changes that would have to be made and wondering if he could get it all done in time. “Yes,” he murmured. “You can command the Prometheus.”


  They shook hands and Captain Fox left, so he didn’t hear what Humphry Cain suggested he do with the Prometheus.


  A few days later, Captain Fox received an invitation to a banquet at which he was to meet the other members of his crew, but he declined with a short note saying that he always met his crew when he boarded his ship. This enhanced his unpopularity almost as much as did his refusal to attend instructions in the operation of the Prometheus. This note stated, “I am aware of the principles of space flight.” Sincerely, Captain Handling Fox III.


  He did, however, condescend to come down to the field an hour before time to board ship. A special escort ushered him through the expectant crowd and over to the gayly bedecked platform. All eyes were turned toward the heavens to get the first glimpse of the returning Luna III, and it disturbed the Captain somewhat that his arrival received so little attention.


  As he mounted the steps of the platform where the officials, dignitaries, participants and the other members of his crew were waiting, several video men rushed forward and focused their equipment on him. Since Captain Fox had become the attraction of the moment, the chairman of the Planning Committee took this opportunity to introduce him to the other members of the crew.


  “Captain Fox, these are your shipmates. May I introdu—”


  “Please!” Captain Fox interrupted. He turned to the three uniformed men standing at the chairman’s side. “Attention!” he barked.


  The three looked at each other momentarily as though wondering what to do, then with half smiles, they lined up, shoulder to shoulder. The oldest of the group, a heavy, gnarled man, stepped forward and saluted. “Chief Engineer, Joe Underhill,” he mumbled.


  The second man stepped forward, trying vainly to hide the smile on his thin, dark face. “Navigator, Gordon Le Strange.”


  The third made no effort to cover his amusement and chuckled when he said, “Maintenance Officer, Max Weston.”


  Captain Fox glared at the three men in true disciplinary fashion then said, “Men, I expect complete discipline aboard my ship. You’re good men and I know we’ll work well together.” He glared at them again. “At rest!” He turned to Cain who had been standing at his side, and thereby failed to see the suppressed convulsions of laughter of his crew. “Please don’t interfere with the relationship between me and my crew,” he said to the chairman. “Discipline is the backbone of good spacemanship.”


  Like others before him, the thought occurred to Cain that this couldn’t be real. It must be a bad dream.


  At that moment, the landing signal sounded and all eyes turned back to the sky. The Captain of the Luna III carried with him a pair of golden shears inset with diamonds and rubies which he was to give to Captain Fox. It would then be carried to Venus by Captain Fox where he would cut the tape across the vast, new space port which had hurriedly been completed in time for the Centennial. So it was with a great deal of glowing pride that Captain Fox watched the tiny dot of light appear and mushroom rapidly into an inferno of roaring, incandescent gasses.


  The Luna III made a rather hard landing, rocked precariously, then settled upright. It was a tense crowd that wailed for the hatch to open and when it did, three men emerged, greasy, dirty, their uniforms torn and one with a bandage on his head.


  The captain, limping slightly, led the bedraggled group across the field and up the stairs. When he finally reached the top of the platform, he extracted the golden shears from his tunic and held them forth to Captain Fox. As Captain Fox’s hand dosed over the shears, the other man chuckled. “It couldn’t happen to a better man,” he murmured.


  Captain Fox accepted this compliment as obvious, called his men to attention, marched down to the field and over to the waiting Prometheus. As soon as the four men had disappeared inside, the decorated gangplank was withdrawn and the hatch closed.


  Inside, Captain Fox wheeled and faced the other three. “Le Strange, I assume you are to act as my first officer so I would like all hands assembled after the takeoff.”


  There was an awkward silence then Joe Underhill snorted. “Beg your pardon, Captain, but all hands ARE assembled.”


  Captain Fox looked at him blankly. “All hands? Arc you joking, Underhill?”


  “We’re all there is.”


  “But where’s my pilot?”


  “What do you thing you are?”


  “I’ll have no insubordination!” Captain Fox snapped.


  “Don’t you think we’d better get this thing off the ground and argue about it afterward? You put on a good show out there so let’s call it off now and get to work.”


  Captain Fox stiffened. “I’ll have you before the Commission for insubordination, Underhill!”


  Underhill snickered but said nothing.


  “All right then. Report to your stations. We’ll take off immediately.”


  He turned on his heel and marched up the companionway to a door marked, Control Room. His fingers groped expectantly for the opening button which he failed to find. He stepped back from the door a little and looked at it. It was dogged shut and it suddenly occurred to Captain Fox for the first time that he wasn’t aboard a modern craft. He grasped the dog with one hand and wrenched. It didn’t move. Using both hands, he pressed on it. It still didn’t move. Angrily, he threw his weight behind it and shoved. The dog gave way all at once and his knuckles smashed into the bulkhead.


  His bellow of pain and rage brought a head through a door at the far end of the companionway. “Having trouble, Captain?” Joe Underhill called.


  Captain Fox flung the door open. “NO!” he yelled. With all his strength he hurled the door shut behind him and at that instant his forward movement was arrested. Over his shoulder he could see that his coat tail was pinioned in the air seal gasket and the dog had fallen back into place.


  “Underhill!” he screamed. He pounded frantically at the dog with his knuckles but he couldn’t reach high enough to free it. In frustrated rage he started unbuttoning his tunic. At that very moment, the dog flicked open and the door was shoved inward with considerable violence. The edge of the door collided with the back of Captain Fox’s head and sent him sprawling on his face.


  “Did you ring, sir?” Underhill asked.


  Captain Fox got up on his hands and knees, shook his head as if to clear it then looked up at the Chief Engineer. “Underhill!” he croaked. “I’ll see that you’re busted for this! Get back to your station!”


  Grinning, Underhill pulled the door shut and jerked the dog down in place. He must have been a strong man for the dog was nearly as tight as it would go. Captain Fox didn’t notice this, though. He arose, shaking, and walked to the controls.


  The control room itself was a rather narrow cubicle with a transparent bow. From the ports, Captain Fox could see the excited crowd and the group waiting tensely on the platform. Pulling his jacket down, he sank into the control chair. His eyes took in the controls with a single sweep. Not one of them looked familiar.


  Thirty seconds passed during which time his mind worked feverishly. At last, feeling fairly sure of himself, he turned on the annunciator system. “Stations report!”


  “Engine room ready.”


  “Maintenance ready.”


  “Navigation ready.”


  “Twenty seconds!” Captain Fox called. He inched the acceleration lever forward and glanced at the others beside it. He decided that the one with the red handle must be the activator. His memory told him that this ship had been powered by atomic fission. Other vague memories stirred around in his mind but failed to come to the surface.


  “Ten seconds 1” Captain Fox called. He flipped the master switches closed and watched the signal lights blink on. Instrument needles quivered and adjusted themselves and the whine of small motors could be heard.


  “Five seconds!” Captain Fox called, “four, three, two. one.” His perspiring hand pushed the activator forward. Immediately a great hand seemed to jerk him out of his seat, hurl him against the wall a few feet behind and he felt no more.


  Captain Fox had a vague sensation that much time had passed. This was crowded out of his consciousness when his stomach began to knot and retch. He struggled to open one eye and finally succeeded. He was either lying on, hanging from, or next to a bunk. His semicircular canals told him nothing. He felt something tight across his stomach which turned out to be a broad, webbed belt.


  “Where am I?” he asked, too sick to be original.


  He heard a rustle of movement and Max Weston’s face swam into view. Swam was the proper word, for he was lying horizontally in the air and pulling himself, hand over hand, on a chromium plated hand rail.


  “Oh don’t do that!” Captain Fox groaned. “Get down on the deck where you belong.”


  The figure made a quarter turn so that the face was directly upside down. Captain Fox discovered this when he opened his eyes again. His stomach retched but not so much this time. “What’s the matter with you?” he asked weakly.


  “Nothing,” the upside down face replied. “Are you feeling better now, Captain?”


  Some of the Captain’s scattered wits began to reassemble. “Why are we in free fall? Tell that mutinous engineer to get the floor gravs on!”


  “Captain, this ship is a hundred years old. It hasn’t any!”


  “Tell Underhill I want to see him anyway! And have him come in right side up!!”


  “Okay Captain.” Weston made his way to the door with graceful overhand strokes. He grasped the dog and pulled himself in a quarter circle so that he was right side up, apparently standing on the deck. Then he flipped open the dog and disappeared.


  “What a mess!” Captain Fox muttered. “No discipline! Broken down ship! An incompetent crew! I’ll have them ALL before the Commission!” Joe Underhill came through the doorway, right side up. He was floating through the air, his feet not moving and he stretched out his hands, catching himself on the bunk. To Captain Fox, this sight was even worse than Weston’s swimming.


  “Underhill!” Captain Fox said thickly. “I’m going to charge you with attempted murder!”


  Underhill laughed. “You mean when I opened the control room door?”


  “No, that’s not what I mean. You either cut off the acceleration compensator or you failed to have it in proper condition and as a result, I was nearly killed in the takeoff.” Underhill pulled himself into what appeared to be a sitting position on the bunk. “Son,” he replied, “I’m nearly twice your age and I’ve been a spaceman ever since I was seventeen. Yet when they wanted me to come down and learn how to run this thing, I came. There ISN’T any acceleration compensator! You tie yourself down and hang on for dear life! Thank heavens you only set the acceleration for two G’s. Otherwise you’d have been squashed like a bug!” With a start of horror. Captain Fox remembered that he had meant to begin the flight at twelve G’s, the limit of the lever, but for some reason had failed to do so.


  “I’ll have no insubordination,” the Captain said abruptly. “Now get off my bed. I’m going back to the bridge.”


  “You feel well enough?”


  “Sir!” the Captain screamed. “Sir,” Underhill added casually. “Of course I’m well enough!” It took all of his strength to unfasten the buckle on the strap which held him down. Underhill had reached the door when Captain Fox attempted to straighten himself out of the bunk. He heard a dull thud and turned to see the Captain floating limply toward the deck again, his eyes closed in unconsciousness.


  Underhill propelled himself back to the bunk, drew the Captain’s limp form onto it and fastened the belt across him. He put one arm around a stay and sighed as he pulled the ship’s log from a pocket. Laboriously he wrote, “0700. Thirteenth hour of flight. Captain unconscious again,” Then he scribbled his signature and tucked the log back in his pocket.


  Two hours passed before Captain Fox regained consciousness. Every joint ached as he eased himself out of the bunk and along the hand rail. It took some arduous work before he gained access to the companionway and after wrestling with another dog, he finally entered the control room.


  Le Strange, the navigator, who was working at a calculating machine which was strapped to his knee, looked up. “Hello Captain. Where’re your pants?”


  Captain Fox looked downward and saw that he had on only a blouse and a pair of shorts. “I’ll tolerate no insubordination!” he replied mechanically. “I don’t know where they are.”


  Le Strange propelled himself out of the pilot’s chair, floated across the small room and closed the hatchway, dogging it down. “There aren’t any automatic checks on the hatchways so we have to keep them closed and dogged.”


  Captain Fox was floating horizontally in the air. one hand holding the rail, “Le Strange, see if you can find my clothes, will you please?” It was more of a plea than an order.


  Le Strange nodded, opened the hatch and closed it behind him.


  Slowly, Captain Fox made his way across the room and into the pilot’s chair. He studied the unfamiliar controls, piecing information together bit by bit. He was just beginning to get a general idea of how things worked when the hatch opened and Le Strange returned.


  “Here’s your stuff, Captain.” He grabbed onto the rail with one hand and shoved the bundle of clothing toward the Captain.


  Captain Fox caught the bundle, unfastened it and wriggled into his pants. Donning his tunic, however, was a little difficult. He eventually ended up floating head downward with his tunic just out of reach. He groped for it savagely and succeeded only in turning himself away from it. He writhed and twisted in the air, trying to move himself but his hands and feet were just out of reach of everything.


  Le Strange smiled. “I got loose a while ago,” he said, holding out a helping hand. “It’s a good thing the compartments aren’t any bigger.”


  The Captain took hold of the hand and came downward to the deck. “Thank you,” he said stiffly, feeling more like his old self.


  The navigator nodded absently and went back to fiddling with the calculator.


  When Captain Fox finally got his tunic on, he went back to the pilot’s chair. “What is our position?”


  “Huh?” Le Strange looked at him blankly.


  “What is our position?” Captain Fox repeated.


  “I’ll have it in a minute,” the navigator murmured. “Had a little trouble getting my readings.”


  “SIR!” the Captain bellowed.


  Le Strange played with the keys of the calculator for a moment then looked up. “Did you say something, Ham?”


  “WHAT!” the Captain gasped.


  “Oh, I thought you said something.” The navigator went back to calculating.


  “MISTER LE STRANGE!!” Captain Fox snarled.


  The navigator went on with his work. “Just call me Gordy. Everybody does.”


  Captain Fox leaped from his chair in rage. Le Strange heard the crash of breaking glass and glanced up, startled. The face of a large chronometer was bashed in and the Captain was in the process of ricochetting to the floor. However, Captain Fox didn’t go completely out this time. The bandage which had been placed on his head after the last regrettable accident helped to cushion the shock. In a half daze, he felt the navigator grab him and thrust him back into the pilot’s chair.


  “Got to watch yourself in free fall,” Le Strange grinned. “Are you hurt much?”


  The Captain’s mouth worked frantically but no words came out. Just as he was recovering his powers of speech, the navigator pulled a small, white card out of the calculator. “Well, here it is,” he said.


  Captain Fox stared at the card, trying to focus his eyes properly on the figures. When at last they began to register, he turned and glared at the navigator. “Mr. Le Strange!” he snapped.


  “Just call me Gordy,” the navigator suggested.


  “MISTER LE STRANGE!” the Captain repeated venomously. “What does this mean, PLUS or MINUS five thousand kilometers?”


  The navigator looked at him, puzzled. “Why it means we are somewhere within a sphere ten thousand kilometers in diameter arbitrarily set up in space.”


  “I’m aware of what it means,” Captain Fox replied with forced patience, “but why, may I ask, is there no accuracy? I KNOW that navigation in space can be pinned down to a sphere of less than a thousand meters! Are you going to tell me that YOU’RE the best navigator they could find? If this is a joke, I’ll have you know I’ll not tolerate it!”


  “Joke?” Le Strange repeated, laughing. “But we have no beam calculator and certainly no space for a flight integrator. This is the best I can do with optical instruments considering the fact that I must use ports that have uneven refraction.”


  “But that’s sheer guesswork!”


  “Oh well, I can confirm it by calling our escort vessels but I understood that we were to try to simulate the first flight as much as possible.”


  “Oh never mind!” the Captain groaned.


  Smiling slightly, the navigator began pulling himself toward the hatchway. He turned before closing it and looked back at the sagging figure of Captain Hamling Fox III. “Don’t worry about it, Ham,” he said. “When we approach Venus, I can pin it down to a gnat’s eye.”


  Captain Fox went rigid in his chair but before he could say anything, the hatchway banged. “Two of them!” he mumbled. “Insubordination! Mutiny, that’s what it is. If I ever make it to Venus, the Commission will hear of this.”


  Still seething, he went back to the controls. At the end of two hours, he made a slight correction in the course which might or might not be correct.


  He glanced again at the navigator’s card. “Plus or minus five thousand kilometers!” he hissed.


  The annunciator interrupted his cogitations on law and order. “Come and get it, Cap, if you feel up to it.”


  “WHAT!”


  “I’ve got some food, skipper. Shall I bring it up?”


  “What’s the use,” the Captain groaned.


  “What did you say, skipper?”


  “Never mind! I’ll come after it!”


  Captain Fox worked his way down the companionway and into a tiny mess room. Le Strange was fastening himself to the hand rail. “Better tie on, Ham,” he said. “That way you’ve got two hands to eat with.”


  Captain Hamling Fox III stared at him balefully but he pulled one of the short belts attached to the hand rail around his body.


  Max Weston, who was working at the small commissary unit, glanced at the Captain. “How you feeling, skipper? You get all your brains tucked back in again?”


  The Captain’s lips compressed. “I will not let him goad me,” he breathed. “I will not let him goad me,” Aloud, he said, “I’m feeling quite well, thank you.”


  Weston wrapped a small cord around his arm and pulled himself over to the Captain. Attached to the cord was a cloth bag which he gave to him. “Want me to show you how to—”


  Captain Fox jerked the bag away. “I’m perfectly capable of handling it myself!”


  “No offense,” Weston replied, pulling himself back to the commissary.


  The Captain opened the top of the bag, keeping the cord around his arm. He reached in and brought out a large, rubber syringe with a short neck. He stared at it for a moment then squeezed it a little. A stream of hot coffee squirted out and struck him neatly in the right eye.


  “Ooouuuch!”


  The other two men turned quickly. “Having trouble, skipper?” Weston asked.


  The Captain ground his teeth. “NO!” Little brown globules of coffee hung in the air varying in size from an eighth to a half an inch.


  Weston waved a piece of doth across the center of the room and absorbed most of them. Then he propelled the cloth toward the Captain. “You’re dial is kinda wet, skipper.”


  Captain Fox caught the cloth and wiped his face. “I’ll have no insubordination,” he said as a matter of course. He sent the cloth back toward Weston then applied the syringe to his mouth. At a gentle pressure, coffee emerged and be drank it all.


  Next he pulled out a shiny, metal tube about an inch in diameter. The tube telescoped in the center and he discovered that by applying a slight pressure, a ball of something oozed from one end. He put it in his mouth and found it warm with a pleasant, meaty flavor.


  After the Captain’s stomach was filled, he felt immensely better although he was inclined to brood somewhat over the mutiny of his crew.


  “Food concentrates aren’t bad, are they Ham?” Le Strange commented.


  “Hmph,” the Captain grunted, and propelled the bag back toward Weston.


  Weston placed the bag in a compartment then turned to the Captain, “It’s your turn to wash dishes but if you don’t feel up to it, I’ll do it for you.”


  The Captain went limp, his mouth agape. “Yo—you’ll wash dishes for ME I Why—why—”


  Weston grinned. “Okay, if you want to, skipper. I just thought you might not feel much like it.” He gave a quick bound against the wall and sailed across the room. Before the Captain’s frozen tongue could find words, he was gone.


  Captain Fox turned to Le Strange. “Do YOU do dishes?”


  “No, I’m off watch now,” he replied. “It’s my turn next mess.”


  The utter incongruity of it all left the Captain weak. “Never mind, never mind,” he told himself. “Just wait till the Commission hears of this!” At this point, Le Strange too bounded across the compartment, leaving the Captain alone.


  Captain Fox sighed. “Well, I’ve got to play it their way,” he murmured. “It’s a wonder they haven’t killed me outright. I’ll work—I’ll wash blame dishes—but when it comes to a showdown, they’ll pay for this!”


  Captain Fox had never before experienced what he called mutiny, yet it called up some associations which were almost, but not quite, over the threshold of conscious thought. He hauled himself over to the commissary unit and fed utensils into the cleanser and took them out again while he thought. He was fastening a syringe to one of the wall clips when he recalled something. It was a mutiny he’d heard about, but where? Not someone he knew.


  “Hmmmm,” he mused. Still the elusive thought remained beyond his grasp. When he had finished, he made his way back to the control room. Underhill was seated in the pilot’s seat.


  “Going to take over now?” the older man asked.


  “Will you trust me with it?” the Captain asked acidly.


  Underhill grinned and climbed out of the chair. “Well,” he said, stretching, “I guess I’m off watch now.” He pulled the log book out of his pocket and passed it to the Captain. “I assigned the watches while you were unconscious and kept everything up to date.”


  “Thank you,” Captain Fox replied, not the least bit thankfully. He sat down and fastened the strap. After Underhill had closed and dogged the hatch, he opened the log book. While thumbing through it, he discovered that there were twenty-two escort vessels carrying dignitaries of all kinds, all of which could reach the ship within twenty minutes.


  “Hmm, bet they haven’t thought of this,” he murmured. If he could only reach the signalling equipment, one of the escort vessels could help him put down this mutiny in a matter of minutes, but where was the signalling equipment? The radar reflectors for meteor detection were beside him. He studied everything and then his eyes fell on a rack in which there was a chart board. He snatched the board out of its rack and there was the ship all laid out. It took him no time at all to find the tiny cubicle marked, Signalling Equipment.


  It could be reached from either the companionway or the navigator’s cabin. He’d have to wait until he was sure Le Strange was asleep. While he waited, he turned over in his mind the message he would send announcing the incredible mutiny. At last, satisfied that Le Strange was asleep, he carefully pulled himself to the hatchway and undogged It. He opened the door a crack and listened. There was no sound except the whine of air blowers which he hoped would mask the noise of his movements.


  He left the entrance to the control room wide open and with infinite care, inched his way down the companionway to the door of the signal room. With even greater care, he undogged it and eased himself inside. It was empty and the door leading to the navigator’s cabin was closed and dogged.


  When Captain Fox was convinced that he had not been heard, he made his way to the large, square transmitter. It was unfamiliar to him but the controls were plainly marked. After a moment’s study, he snapped on a switch and from within the boxlike machine came a faint humming sound.


  It took several more minutes to obtain what appeared to be the proper adjustments and since he expected discovery at any moment, he decided to give it a try. Placing his lips close to the fixed microphone, he said, “Call—”


  The brazen clanging of alarm bells drowned out his words and they echoed the length of the ship. With frantic haste, the Captain sprang through the open hatchway, hitting the wall of the companionway heavily. He literally flung himself into the control room and toward the pilot’s seat. Uppermost in his mind was the fact that somehow the signalling equipment had been wired to prevent him from making his plea, but a frosted glass plate in the center of the instrument panel told him otherwise. It was glowing brilliantly white and in the center was a small, black ring and almost in the center of this was a red dot.


  “Meteor!” he gasped. He released the control wheel from its lock and pulled it a quarter of a turn. The red dot moved almost imperceptibly. It was close, too close! Taking a deep breath, he spun the wheel several complete turns, trying to brace himself against the pressure. He held the wheel tight with both hands as he felt the chair being torn away from under him. The red dot was out of the black ring now and crawling toward the edge of the plate. He pulled one hand free and tried vainly to hold onto the chair as he spun the wheel back. His hold slipped and once again he felt his body fly through the air and strike heavily against the wall.


  Through a red haze, he saw Underhill crawling through the door sideways then blackness overcame him.


  Captain Fox felt as though he were floating through something or on something and then suddenly he realized he was standing on the deck of an old fashioned sailing ship. A man below the quarter-deck waved his sword at him. “Surrender, Captain Bligh!”


  “You’ve got me!” Captain Fox replied, “but I’ve not given up, Mr. Christian I You haven’t seen the last of me!”


  The face of Fletcher Christian immediately changed into that of Joe Underhill and the sword became a huge wrench. His hair was tightly braided and hung down his back in a little pigtail. It was tied at the end with a bit of cord.


  Regally, Captain Fox descended from the quarter-deck.


  “Goodbye, skipper,” somebody called.


  The Captain turned and glared at Max Weston. He had a black patch over one eye and a bandana over his head. In his hand was an old pistol which he waved menacingly toward the Captain.


  “Shoot and be damned, you mutineer!”


  “Go on, get moving!” another voice ordered, thrusting a cutlass toward him. It was Le Strange, wearing a three cornered hat.


  “Yeah, get moving!” Underhill, alias Fletcher commanded.


  They shoved him onto a small plank which led over the side.


  “Start walking!” Underhill ordered.


  Grimly, the Captain walked to the end of the plank then stopped. “I’m leaving!” he bellowed, “but I’ll be back, Mr. Christian! I’ll be back!!” The last words turned into a scream rs the plank seemed to dissolve under him and he was falling, falling, falling.


  He was still falling when his eyes opened. Then he realized he wasn’t falling but floating.


  Joe Underhill was near by, looking at him from an odd angle. “Feel better now, skipper?”


  “Ooooohhh,” Captain Fox groaned. “I’ll be back Fletch—I mean, I’ll have no insubor—”


  “Ah, you sound like your old self.” Then the Captain remembered the meteor. “Did we miss it?”


  “We missed it,” Underhill replied. “What happened?”


  “I was in the sig—” He clamped his mouth shut. He studied Underhill’s solicitous face and thought of his dream. Slowly a smile spread across his countenance as he pictured Underhill in knee-length pantaloons and his hair pulled back in a pigtail. The grin became a chuckle and then he laughed. “Fletcher Christian 1” he roared. His sides began to ache from his mirth but he couldn’t stop. It was just too ridiculous.


  Underhill’s face was twisted up into an expression of anxiety. Fie clenched his hands together helplessly.


  Gradually Captain Fox’s convulsions began to subside and Underhill relaxed a little. “Are you sure you’re all right, Captain?”


  “I—I guess I am,” the Captain replied, still smiling. He pulled himself toward the pilot’s scat. “I’ll finish my watch, Joe.”


  With a puzzled frown, Underhill propelled himself to the hatchway.


  Captain Fox turned to look at him again. “Fletcher Christian!” he snorted and began to laugh again.


  Hesitantly, Underhill went through the companionway. “You’re sure you’re all right, sir?” he called back.


  “I think so,” Captain Fox replied, “and forget the SIR stuff.”


  “You ain’t all right,” Joe Underhill murmured and slammed the hatch.


  Captain Fox decided to tell him about it later, maybe at the next mess. Right now he had a lot to think about. He turned to the controls and adjusted the ship back on its course.


  Some days later, the Prometheus screamed into the upper atmosphere of Venus and began to brake down rapidly. Many thousands of people were on hand to witness the landing and millions more, both on earth and Venus, were watching its descent in videos. In hushed silence, the spectators scanned the sky above, waiting for the first speck that would announce the arrival of the Prometheus for the second time in a hundred years. When it was finally sighted, a great shout went out in greeting and it settled lower and lower toward the vast, new field on which no ship had ever landed before.


  It seemed to hang over the field for a moment, the roar from its reaction engines filling the air and then at last, its heavy shock absorbers hit the ground and the flight was over. The escort ships roared down, circling overhead in a great display, waiting for the ribbon which stretched across the field to be cut.


  The little group emerged from the Prometheus and walked to the big ribbon about a hundred meters from the stand on which the officials were waiting. They saw Captain Fox take the gleaming shears from his pocket and video men held their instruments close.


  However, at the last moment. Captain Fox did an unusual thing for he pressed the shears into the big hand of Joe Underhill and pushed him toward the ribbon. Millions of people watching and listening heard Joe Underhill say, “Nix skipper, it’s your job!” And hundreds of shocked, unbelieving people who either knew Captain Fox or knew of him, heard him reply. “Go on, you big lout, cut it or I’ll hang one on you!”


  Millions more are still puzzling, if they think of it at all, about the answer to a question put to Captain Fox. An official asked, “To what do you owe your success, Captain Fox?” And Captain Fox had replied with a grin, “To Fletcher Christian.”


  They had no chance to question him further for the four walked nonchalantly off the field, each with his share of dust, grease and dirt, his uniform torn, and one had a bandage on his head.


  THE END


  THE INSCRUTABLE GOD


  Sandy Miller


  SPACEMEN are a superstitious lot.


  They wear rings and charms and amulets. They carry strange devices and their bodies are tattooed with prayers whose very sound is gibberish. They believe in omens, signs and portents and the mysterious is common to them even though they work with the finest machines that science can provide.


  Farrane was a spacemen, and even among that hyper-superstitous clan he was regarded as peculiar, for around his neck, suspended from a leather thong, bulky, weighty and awkward, he wore a heavy placque of metal. On this placque was inscribed in a strange Venerian dialect whose odd alphabetic characters look like little spears, a prayer to the god of Heat, the ultimate consuming god.


  They needled and joked and kidded with Farrane. They laughed at him and gibed at his strange and particularly prominent talisman. “You’ll get round-shouldered carrying that load of titanium around,” they’d joke. “You’ll make more money in a foundry,” they’d laugh, but Farrane would smile enigmatically and continue to do his work—he was an engineman third class—and say little, enduring the ribbing with perfect equanamity.


  The “girls” who infest every spaceman’s bar from Terra to Pluto, would ridicule Farrane but they’d be just as glad to take his credits as the next.


  But Farrane had the last laugh.


  Coane is a spaceport on the Callistan fringe group. It’s wild and wide open and the Terrans there who run the place are outnumbered a hundredfold by the weird powerful semi-humans, the natives, the Callistans. Great dragon-like creatures, their tentacular bodies are enough to drive a sane man mad. And when they manage to get liquor—which they occasionally do in spite of the strictest regulations—they are sheer hell. They go insane with a killers’ lust and God help anyone in the vicinity.


  Farrane was in the. Green Lamp, a hangout as rugged as can be. He was quietly drinking, talking with a girl and ignoring the boisterous roistering crowd when a Callistan—“undulated” is the best word—in. He was completely drunk on Rome powerful beverage and before a single weapon could be drawn, he had cleared the room of living flesh using his seven arms and four steel bars,—small I-beams-they were—to crush into death’s insensibility, the roomful of humans.


  He paused before the terror-stricken Farrane who stood with an arm about the frightened girl. His hideous face wrinkled with thought and he brought back an arm to lever it across the humans. His single eye fell on Farrane’s amulet, the titanium plate with Venerian script. He stopped his arm in mid-air and turned away.


  They killed him a short time after, but the miraculous story of Farrane’s escape made the rounds. The queer link between the Callistan and the Venerian amulet hasn’t been explained but a half dozen anthropologists are working on the connection.


  They think the Callistan’s were once a higher people who visited or migrated from Venus.


  Farrane doesn’t talk about it. He just wears his amulet and smiles!


  SURPRISE!


  Lynn Standish


  HARLEY WESSON let the nose of the Venture I drop lower and lower. The sleek body of the rocket edged down into the vaporous sight-blocking clouds. Harley’s eyes were glued to his controls, always watching the tell-tale radar altimeter which told him how far above tangible matter he was.


  Through the ports nothing could be seen. The arrival of Man on Venus apparently was going to go unheralded. Wesson turned to his partner:


  “What do you make out?” He asked Jess Frale.


  Jess took his eyes from the infra-red scope. “Not a thing yet,” he replied slowly. “The murk is too thick or we’re still too high.” He muttered half to himself: “The Martian landing was twice as easy.” Delicately the two men manuevered their bulky torpedo “Venuswards”, the Venture I responding perfectly to the touch of hand and the guidance of brain.


  “Oh, oh,” Jess said excitedly, “this is it. The scope shows something solidly!”


  “Five hundred meters,” Harley sang out.


  Abruptly the air cleared and perfectly visible before the explorers lay the terrain of Venus! The cloud-layer was perfectly smooth, that blanket through which they had just passed. Somehow whitish, pale light filtered through the cloud-layer, illuminating the “acquain”, for the land masses beneath them were in reality large islands surrounded by the unmistakable sheen of water.


  Harley brought the rocket down without trouble, seating it cleverly on its jets with the skill born of long practice. The tail guides sank deep into the soft ground. Suited and armed the two men stepped out of their ship. Air samples would come later.


  Through Harley’s phones crackled Jess’s voice. “To your left, Harley! Look! Something’s coming!”


  Harley swung around, his blaster-rifle at the ready, prepared to fire if necessary. Some strange creature was running toward them.


  And as the running figure drew near them, Harley gasped with surprise. It was a human being!


  He glanced at Jess and saw him staring unbelieving. “What—what—” Jess started to say.


  Then the stranger was on them.


  Harley’s diaphragms vibrated with the sound of a voice. The words were high and clear and held such a tone of happiness or joy that he could hardly believe them.


  “Thank God,” the voice cried out, “thank God, you’ve come!”


  Harley stared at the man who faced them. Unmistakably he was an Earthman. His manner and bearing were so familiar. He wore a crude garment of some tattered material, but on his wrist was a conventional wrist-watch!


  “I’m Professor Joseph Loring,” the stranger said, tears of joy streaming down his face, “and believe your eyes. Yes, I’m an Earthman, the first one to cross interplanetary space. You may have read four years ago about the disappearance—I was working on a time—machine! And I warped space as well as time . . .”


  REVOLT!


  Ronald Adison


  CHAPTER ONE


  VENUS. Miles and miles of hot, stinking swampland, hellish forests of nightmarish shrubs and crawling beasts, a nauseating copper-red sun that scorched out your eyeballs . . .


  And I had thought I would like Venus! As if a man had said he would enjoy a stay in hell. Because that was what Venus turned out to be—sheer, unrelieved hell.


  Oh, I had walked into it with my eyes wide open. I knew—or thought I knew—what conditions were like on Venus. How the nights were as black as a bucket of coal tar, how the days seemed to stretch into infinity—an infinity composed of a blinding glare that crept through the thickest of sun-glasses and brought streams of sweat from every pore.


  But it was five years ago when I offered to come out. I was just turned twenty-two, sound in wind and limb, possessing the required amount of intelligence and practical knowledge, and just itching to work as a pioneer upon another planet. In other words, like many youngsters of my age, the bug had bitten me. I was space-crazy.


  Space-crazy! Hell, I must have really been crazy to come out to this God-forsaken hole millions of miles from good old Mother Earth—and just to act as overseer to a bunch of Venusian slave-miners.


  Venus had been conquered now for fifteen years. Although perhaps “conquered” is hardly the word.


  We just walked in without a speck of resistance. The Venusians practically waved the warring Earth spaceships in to land. No co-operation, though. Just an indifferent “make yourself welcome” attitude.


  Arid the Earthmen certainly did make themselves welcome. At first, it looked as if the long voyage across space had proved worthless. There wasn’t much point about conquering a planet that had nothing to offer. And at first glance that was the kind of planet Venus turned out to be.


  But then—underneath those endless swamps, deep down into the planet’s interior, was found something that made Venus the most precious planet in the system. Metal.


  Just that. Nothing else. But what metal! A hundred times stronger than steel—and a hundred times more durable—it was a godsend to Earthmen who were trying to build space-ships that wouldn’t crack-up so often and wouldn’t tear themselves apart through external pressure in the heart of space. The metal found on Venus would make space travel incalculably safer—almost as safe, indeed, as driving an ordinary jetocar along a London road. And what is more, it was relatively easy to mine.


  So far, so good. But there was one thing that puzzled me. The Venusians. Jim Sanders, I told myself more than once, plenty of those Venusians are just as intelligent as you are—maybe more so.


  And yet—and yet when the spacemen arrived Venus was practically a bare planet. No cities, no real signs of habitation, no indication of any form of civilisation. The Venusians there were several millions of them—lived in scattered groups over the surface of the planet, their only dwellings being rough shacks made out of wood from the nearby forests.


  Intelligent creatures living like primeval man did on Earth! They had much of science at their finger-tips, they had brains that could work out the most complicated mathematic equations, they had the means of building fine cities and ultra-modern equipment and a new, mighty civilisation—for they must have known of that all-powerful metal which lay buried beneath their feet. But instead, they preferred living like brutes without the power of reasoning. It beat me.


  I talked to a few of them about it every now and then—they had a pretty simple language once you had mastered the essential points, and their vocal organs were shaped much like ours—but they were rather reticent about the matter. You couldn’t get anything out of them at all, in fact. They just stared at you blankly, and said that they never wanted to live any other way. Which could hardly be called a very satisfactory answer.


  Naturally they didn’t particularly wish to mine the metal—we called it zenophyte—but as it would take two or three thousand men to do it effectively, they had to be made to do it.


  Their food all came from the forest, in the form of a kind of juicy, pulp-like plant which grew in abundance. Men were posted along the route to the forest armed with guns, and no Venusian was allowed to pass. Work—or starve, they were told. So not unnaturally, they chose to work.


  Not exactly democratic, but it was the only solution. The metal could not be mined in any other way.


  And so the Venusians on the part of the planet which had been picked as a site did our mining for us. There wasn’t anything else they could do. They had to eat to live. Other Venusians tried to smuggle supplies through, but we soon got wise to that, and made sure our little settlement was thoroughly cut off from the rest of the planet.


  Besides myself, there were only a dozen or so Earthmen on Venus. Just three of us were in charge of the actual mining operations—the big boss was Henry Slade, a harsh, unemotional spaceman who liked the feel of power and never hesitated to use it. It goes without saying that he was unpopular with the rest of us.


  Carl Randson and myself, as his two assistants, had to face—and somehow swallow—more of his rampings and ragings than the rest of the outfit. And sometimes we got pretty fed up with it. Carl was a tall, rangy kind of fellow, rarely anything but cheerful—unless Slade had been biting more than usual—and looking as if he would be more in place in the American West of two or three centuries ago. He had the appearance of being in the wrong job and even in the wrong period of time. But he was a likeable chap, and he and I got along together fine—though sometimes I wished he wouldn’t be so darned cheerful over everything.


  The rest of us on Venus were employed on the spaceport which had been built—as a dispersal and arrival point for the cargo-ships that ploughed their way across the gulf to carry mighty loads of zenophyte back to Earth. It didn’t take more than ten men to keep the space-port in working-order—the Venusians, of course, did all the loading.


  As usual I was cursing the day I had been fool enough to sign a seven year contract to work on this ghastly pebble of. space, and I looked moodily down at the production sheet for the day’s work. Sweat trickled down between my sun-glasses, and my shirt stuck to my back as if it was held there by glue.


  Carl Randson entered, bubbling over with good humour. He looked as cool as a cucumber.


  “Hi, Jim old boy! Slaving away merrily, I see. Where’s the big cheese?” He thumped me heartily on the back. I winced.


  “He’s just gone down to the mine. Production level has dropped a fraction, and he’s gone to find out why. I don’t think he realises yet that the Venusians aren’t robots.”


  Carl grunted. “He’s a swine. Sometimes I’d like to grab him by his fat neck and sling him into the swamps. He’ll find others of his kind slithering in the mud.”


  I looked at his frowning face reflectively for a moment. “Hell, this can wait”—I threw the production sheet on one side—“let’s go down to the mine and see if Slade’s coming any of his funny business. Those Venusians have been taking it from him all along the line, but there’s a limit to what even they can stand—and if he isn’t careful they’ll be tearing him to pieces.”


  “That wouldn’t be a great loss,” said Carl.


  CHAPTER TWO


  WE went out into the full glare of that awful Venusian sun. The air on Venus was heavy but breathable, and felt as hot as a baker’s oven.


  The main pit shaft was a couple of hundred yards ahead of us. We could see the burly figure of Slade bellowing and gesticulating by the pit head, almost drowning the sound of the pulleys as they clanked their way down and round the shaft.


  He saw us and yelled out: “Hi!—you two. Come here!”


  It was evident that we were already coming, but the almighty Henry Slade wanted us to hurry up.


  “I expect he thinks we ought to break into a trot,” growled Carl.


  Slade glared at us as we reached him. “Took your time, didn’t you?” He turned to me. “Sanders, you understand the lingo of these swine better than I do. Get some sense out of this devil, will you? I’ve been asking him for the last half-hour why the rate of production has gone down, and he gabbles back so fast that I can’t understand a word he’s saying.”


  I looked at the Venusian with whom Slade had been having his altercation. “All right, Joro, let’s have it,” I said.


  Joro was the foreman over the whole of the Venusian miners. During the fourteen or fifteen years since the mines were established on Venus they were run practically all the time by the Venusians themselves. Earthmen could not work in such an alien climate, and all they could do—or wanted to do—was sit back and watch, or have an office job like myself. Venusians had even been appointed to hand out the rations of the succulent plant which was their sole food.


  Joro said: “We have come to a difficult section of the metal. It is embedded far more deeply into the surrounding rock than we have before encountered; it will probably be several days before we can work completely through it.”


  I translated this to Slade. His bull-like face broke into a scowl. “That’s a lot of piffle,” he burst out angrily. “This is just an excuse they’ve concocted for slacking. Tell him until the production figures reach their normal proportion they’ll all be on half-rations.”


  “Do you think that’s wise?” said Carl. “They won’t be able to reach a full output, anyway, if they haven’t got enough energy to do it.”


  “I wasn’t talking to you,” grated Slade. “Keep your opinions until they are asked for.” He turned back to me. “Do as I say.”


  I shrugged, and told Joro of Slade’s threat, the main point of which he must have gathered already—the Venusian knew enough of our language for that purpose. But his wrinkled, grey-green face remained passive.


  Like all Venusians, he was only about five feet in height, and his skin was entirely that weird greyish-green in colour. He was, like us, a biped, but his arms were proportionally much longer than ours, dangling down almost to his knees. He was rather squat, and resembled more than anything one of those little Egyptian idols that can even nowadays be picked up in the antique shops on Earth.


  But the effect, as a whole, was not repulsive. Most people, before seeing a member of an alien race for the first time, somehow imagine that they will find it rather sickening in appearance. However, this rarely proves to be the case. Something unutterably different from anything one has ever seen before does not often seem horrible—on the contrary, it is usually very interesting, and sometimes even fascinating.


  And the Venusians, both physically and as a complete race, were indeed fascinating—more especially collectively. As such, they were an enigma. Why, for instance, did they live like savages when they were so intelligent? Why didn’t they put up a scrap of resistance to the invading Earth ships fifteen years previously? Why, even now, were they so amenable, and never rebelled against the harsh treatment they sometimes received? These were all questions to which I should dearly like to know the answers. They were a very strange race, and I for one couldn’t understand the workings of their minds one little bit.


  Joro stood before me, seemingly indifferent to what I had told him. Then he said: “I will tell them of your decision. It is a hard one, and it will mean much suffering. We need food to sustain us even more than you do. But it will still not prove possible to make faster progress on this section of the metal. We are already doing our best. I am very sorry your leader thinks we are not working as hard as we could, but he is wrong in his opinion. I can only repeat that we are doing all we are able.”


  “Humph!” grunted Slade, when I told him what Joro had said. “Never pay any attention to the word of a Venusian, Sanders. Naturally they’ll say they’re working harder than they really are. It pays them to, especially if we’re fools enough to believe it. But I’m not fool enough, and I think they’ll change their tune soon, after two or three days on half rations.” He chuckled grimly.


  I looked at him, and wondered that any man could be so heartless towards anyone of any race. I tried to keep the anger out of my voice. “I think you are making a big mistake. It won’t do any good, anyway, even if you are right. They’ll be too weak to do their work properly.” Carl nodded in agreement.


  Slade glowered at us. “It strikes me that you two are getting a bit big for your boots,” he said angrily. “You’re here to carry out my orders, not to give some of your own. I know a hell of a sight more about these green lizards than either of you—I was on one of those space-ships that landed here fifteen years ago, and I’ve been here ever since. And after all that time I know ’em like the back of my hand. They’re liars and, they don’t like work. But they’re going to like work or starve. They can take their choice. There’s plenty more Venusians to take their place if need be.”


  He waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal at Joro and stumped off towards the building.


  Carl and I looked at his retreating back. “The swine,” gritted Carl, “the rotten, filthy swine! What does he know about the Venusians? They’re just machines to him—machines to fetch out that lousy metal without a minute’s rest and at the same rate of progress all the time. He can’t see that their bodies need a certain amount of respite the same as anybody else’s.”


  “To hell with him,” I said. “I’m going to see that the Venusians get their normal rations, and I’m quite willing to face the consequences, if he finds out.”


  “Me too,” replied Carl. He grinned. “I hope he does find out. It’ll give me the chance to let him have a piece of my mind. I’ve been dying to tell him what I really think of him ever since I came here.”


  At that moment there was a dull roaring overhead. We looked up, and saw the vast shape of a space-ship swooping in to land.


  “Hello,” said Carl. “The cargo-ship is a bit early. They must be using up that zenophyte at a pretty rapid rate. Come on, let’s go and hear all the latest news. I hope they’ve brought one or two letters for me—haven’t heard from the folks for quite a time now.”


  We walked towards the distant bulk of the cargo-ship as it lay sprawled like a huge metal colossus in the confines of the space-port.


  CHAPTER THREE


  SLADE had heard the ship come in and he was there just before us. As we walked up he was talking to the Captain, who had then descended. His pig-like eyes glinted at us. “So you don’t want the poor Venusians to strain themselves, eh?” he growled. “The Captain here has just told me that the zenophyte is required to build a complete fleet of ships—and they’ve used up all the supplies we’ve sent them, with the result that all work is at a standstill until we can send them more of the stuff. That’s right, isn’t it, Captain?”


  “Yep,” was the laconic reply.


  I said: “Well, we’ve got four and a half tons of it in the storage sheds. That ought to be enough to keep them going for quite a time.”


  Slade answered impatiently: “You don’t understand, Sanders. These space-ships which are being built are top priority. All other types of space-ships are being discarded—they are now out-of-date. This metal will be used to construct every ship made from now on. The Earth Council decided this at a special meeting a couple of weeks ago. And they want us to speed up production by twice as much again.”


  “What!” Carl gasped. “That’s damned impossible. The Venusians are working at full stretch as it is.”


  “That’s a matter of opinion. Anyway, I’m going to use another couple of thousand of Venusians—we’ll rope them in from other parts of the planet—and work them in shifts, day and night. We should be able to make it all right in that way.”


  Thus calmly did Slade talk about employing two thousand more Venusians—”roping them in,” as if they were a lot of cattle. It sickened me, and I could see Carl felt the same way. Hell, we had already gone far enough with the Venusians—it was their planet, and we were working them as nothing less than slaves. I still couldn’t see how they kept taking it, without once rebelling.


  Carl said: “All right. It’s your funeral. I don’t think the Venusians are going to take very kindly to this new stunt.”


  Slade sneered. “Still worrying about them rebelling, aren’t you? I’ve been here for fifteen years, and they haven’t shown signs of doing so once—”


  “It doesn’t mean they never will,” interrupted Carl. “I don’t think they can stand much more—they’ve just about taken the limit.”


  Slade laughed. “Believe me, they haven’t got the guts to rebel. Besides, where would it get them if they did? We’ve got guns, they’ve got nothing. We’ve a couple of space-cruisers that could knock hell out of them in half an hour—we could burn the lot of them to a frazzle before they had time to lift a finger. Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”


  Carl shrugged hopelessly. He looked at me, and we turned to go back to the mine. Might as well let Joro know the worst straight away.


  But the voice of the Captain detained us. “Hey,” he said. “I thought Venus was completely flat—all swamps and forests—not even a solitary stone on the surface?”


  “So it is,” I said. “The surface of Venus is all vegetable—there isn’t anything mineral at all until you dig down at least a quarter of a mile.”


  The Captain looked puzzled. “Then what about that cave I saw on my way in to land?”


  “Cave?” echoed Carl. “There are no caves on Venus.”


  “Well, what I saw wasn’t a mirage! I was still pretty high up, and travelling at a speed, so I only got a quick look at it. But it was certainly some kind of opening in the ground—and there were one or two Venusians walking towards it. They didn’t appear to be at all anxious to be seen, either.”


  Carl and I exchanged glances. “We’d better investigate this,” I said, frowning.


  Even Slade looked a trifle concerned. “Probably nothing,” he grunted. “Still, no harm will be done by having a look.”


  “I’ll show you where it is,” offered the Captain.


  “No,” said Slade. “You’ll be needed here to help with the loading. Let them go on their own. You can give them a rough idea where you saw it, can’t you?”


  “Sure. It was just outside the forest over there”—he pointed—”and on the other side of it was a spot on which it looked as if a village had once rested. Seemed to have been destrored by fire.”


  “I know where you mean,” I said. “It’s only two or three miles away. And I’m certain there wasn’t a cave there.”


  “I tell you, I saw it,” the Captain insisted.


  Slade said: “Go and take a look. It won’t do to take any chances. Take the ‘Firefly’—and better make sure the rocket-guns are in working order.”


  Carl grinned sarcastically. “You aren’t worried, by any chance?”


  “Worried, my eye! I don’t suppose for a minute you’ll find anything. It’s just a precautionary measure, that’s all.”


  Carl laughed out loud. “You know, Slade, underneath all that false bravado of yours, you’re scared stiff that the Venusians might one day decide to fight instead of just take your rotten Orders.”


  Slade whitened. His knuckles bunched like lumps of iron on his fists. “That’s calling me a coward, Randson,” he said, his voice shaking with anger. “I could break you for it if I liked to mention it in my report. Insulting a superior officer carries a heavy penalty.”


  “Sure it does,” said Carl. “So do little things like putting Venusians on half-rations and drinking alcohol whilst on duty. Think it over, Slade. I shouldn’t be too hasty about making out that report.”


  Slade swore, and lifted his fist. Carl stuck his chin out. “Go ahead. There are two witnesses. It would be goodbye to your pension, wouldn’t it?”


  With an effort Slade lowered his arm. “I won’t forget this, Randson, by God I won’t.”


  Carl grinned at him, and gave me a wink. “Let’s go, Jim. We’d better set his mind at ease about that Venusian rebellion he’s worrying over.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  THE “Firefly” was one of the two armed space-cruisers we kept on the planet just in case there was ever any trouble. Two was felt to be quite sufficient to control the quiescent Venusians, and as a matter of fact they were practically rusting in the hangars, for rarely were they used apart from a very occasional survey flight. Fifteen years of unruffled resignation on the part of the inhabitants of the planet had made us rather lackadaisical about sending out patrols. It seemed so unnecessary.


  “Don’t you think you went a bit too far, Carl?” I asked, as we walked up to the shining streamlined hull of the “Firefly.”


  “No. He can’t do anything about it. The Company on Earth aren’t so unemotional as to let the thing ride if I told them about Slade wanting to put the Venusians on half-rations. And if I let go that he drank like a fish. . . . well, we’d have a new boss here on Venus in no time.”


  “I suppose you’re right. But all the same, I should watch your step from now on. Slade doesn’t like being crossed, and he’ll be after your blood.”


  “I can look after myself,” said Carl confidently.


  We climbed on board. As senor, it was my job to handle the controls. But if need be, Carl could do it just as efficiently. There wasn’t anything very complicated about the controls of a space-ship—most of them were easy to handle, and responded instantly to the proper touch.


  Carl settled himself down beside me—the “Firefly” was only a two-seater, but in consequence very fast and carrying a deadly armament.


  I opened the locker and took out a couple of jet guns—powerful, snub-nosed affairs which had a terrific velocity and could be practically depended upon to kill anything up to the range of three hundred yards.


  I glanced at Carl. “Slip one of these in your belt—just in case,” I said.


  Carl grinned. He had by this time recovered both his temper and his composure. “No need to sound so grim about it, Jim. The probability is that we’ll leave those guns in our belts untouched for the whole of the trip. You sound as if we were going to meet a murderous band of cut-throats.”


  I switched the “Firefly” over to the take-off position, and looked thoughtfully out at the runway. “Maybe I am taking this too seriously,” I mused, half to myself. “But the whole thing seems rather queer to me—a mysterious cave springing up from nowhere, a party of Venusians anxious not to be seen . . . I can’t figure it out.”


  “Don’t forget you’re only going on what the Captain told us,” Carl reminded me. “And he was still at a considerable height and travelling none too slowly. I shouldn’t worry overmuch about it—my guess is that we’ll be back here inside a couple of hours with nothing to report.”


  “Let’s hope you’re right,” I said. The “Firefly” throbbed into life, there was a moment of slight tension, and then we were airborne.


  Below us, spread out like a vast, yielding green carpet, were the swamps of Venus. Endless, steaming with an inner life, interjected only with forests and jungles that stood out with vivid clearness against the surrounding flatness of the planet.


  Within a matter of seconds we were over the spot described to us by the Captain of the cargo-ship. I looked out. There was the edge of the forest; there was the burned-out village. But nothing else, not a speck or a sign of anything unusual.


  “All right, where’s this cave?” taunted Carl, jogging me with his arm.


  My eyes swept again the stretch of green below me. “Doesn’t seem to be one,” I said. “But we’d better go down and make sure.”


  Carl laughed. “Cautious devil, aren’t you? It’s as evident as the nose on your face that there isn’t a cave down there. Still”—he grimaced expressively—” if you must go down I suppose you must. But watch out you don’t put us in a part of the swamp that will swallow us up. I don’t fancy providing a dinner for a pile of pea-green filth.”


  “That’s all right,” I said reassuringly. “I’ll land in the clearing where the village once stood—that should be solid enough.”


  The “Firefly” swooped downward, and the clearing loomed larger and larger, seemingly tilted like a massive sloping roof.


  Carefully I eased the ship back a little, switched the lever on to “landing,” and cut the power by three-quarters. The “Firefly” dropped slowly but with deadly accuracy towards the clearing—like one of those old-fashioned helicopters.


  I swung the door open and stepped out. Silence greeted us; the silence of a village long dead.


  It was hellishly hot, like everything else on Venus. Perspiration oozed from my forehead almost as soon as I got out of the ship. In my first three months on this accursed planet, before I had relatively got used to the intense heat, I had lost almost three stone. Venus wasn’t a plage for Earthmen.


  “Shall we start looking?” asked Carl, drawing out his jet-gun with mock ferocity and glaring about him with an expression of grim purposefulness.


  I laughed. “Don’t act the goat, you fool—and put that damn thing up. It doesn’t seem very likely that we’ll have to use it.”


  We trudged away from the ruined village towards the outline of the forest which lay before us. The air was heavy and fetid, and the ground beneath our feet squelched and hissed, and gave a little as our boots sank into it. But years on the planet had given us an insight as to whether the ground would support us or not—there were unmistakable signs if it was unsafe, and those signs were absent from this particular stretch of swamp.


  “The hell with it!—there’s nothing here,” said Carl disgustedly. “We’ve been sent on a proper fool’s errand. Let’s get back, this darned heat is getting on my nerves.”


  “It is pretty hot,” I agreed. “All right—it’s pretty evident we’ll find nothing. Let’s go.”


  We turned, and then stopped in incredulous amazement. I drew in my breath sharply, hardly able to believe my own eyes.


  “Good—God,” half-whispered Carl.


  Before us stood—Joro.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  THE shock of seeing Joro there, miles from the pithead which he was supposed to supervise, rendered us speechless for a few moments.


  And before we had wholly recovered, Joro spoke: “You are surprised to see me?”


  “You’re telling me!” said Carl feelingly. “How the heck did you get here?”


  “I walked. It is only two and a half miles from the mine, Earth-distance. Immediately after you left to board the space-ship he gestured towards the distant “Firefly” your leader returned and asked me if I knew anything about a cave. Of course, I replied that I didn’t, and he seemed satisfied with my answer. Then he told me of his decision to increase the output of the mine by employing more Venusians. I tried to preserve an outward calm, but I realised that this was—as you say—the last straw. My people have carried the heavy burden which has been inflicted on them uncomplainingly for many years. They have worked and suffered that Earthmen might profit. But now they will work and suffer no more—what your leader has asked is too much to ask of anyone. We will, I know, rebel. And that is why I am here.”


  Carl and I stared uncomprehendingly at the small, shrivelled Venusian. What he had said was so unbelievable that we failed to understand the import of it at once. For how could the Venusians rebel? They were weak, helpless creatures against the might of the weapons we could use, if necessary.


  I said: “Don’t be so silly. You can’t rebel. We’d wipe you out inside an hour, the lot of you.”


  “Are you so sure?” asked Joro.


  There was an air of confidence about his voice that I didn’t like. But I said: “Of course I’m sure. You couldn’t even make a fight of it. Be sensible.”


  “I am being perfectly sensible,” said Joro. He inclined his head and gestured with his arm to the right. “In there you will find the answer to my doubtless surprising attitude.”


  We followed his gaze, and saw—the cave.


  Perhaps to call it a cave would be somewhat misleading, but that was certainly what it would look like from the air. It seemed to be made of some kind of silvery substance that glittered in the sun, sparkling and twinkling as the rays caught on its surface.


  “Zenophyte!” breathed Carl, yes, that was it. Zenophyte. The infinitesimally-valuable metal for which we had to dig deep down into the bowels of Venus. And here it was, shimmering on the surface of the planet, its sides forming an arched entrance to a yawning black pit, which the eye could not fathom.


  Carl and I looked at each other. It was evident that Joro wished us to enter the cave. What lay beyond?—that was the question mirrored in our eyes. Then we both remembered the guns in our belts, and felt safe and secure.


  “Let’s go,” said Carl.


  We would squash the rebellion here and now. Whatever was in the cave couldn’t be a match for a couple of jet guns. If necessary we could blast our way out. But here was a chance to end any feeble attempt at revolt—without shedding blood, if possible, but by the use of force if there proved to be no other alternative.


  The cave loomed before us. We entered—first Joro, then Carl and myself.


  Immediately the blackness was broken. A beam of light appeared ahead of us, and spread and widened as it approached. Within a matter of seconds it had filled the whole area with light.


  We looked around, and found ourselves in a long, narrow passage, which inclined downwards in a gradually descending slope.


  Suddenly we heard a rumbling behind us. Carl whirled round. “Back, Jim!” he yelled. The entrance was closing rapidly behind us.


  But it was hopeless. Long before we could reach it, it shut with a crash.


  Joro spoke: “Do not be alarmed. It is merely a precautionary measure—to hide the entrance from any outside view. Nobody would now suspect the existence of a cave—you are quite safe, no harm will come to you. That I promise.”


  He led the way downwards. This was fantastic! Here was unmistakable evidence of civilisation—but I had been on Venus for five years, and in that time not one speck or sign of it had I come across before. The Venusians, although intelligent, had seemed to live entirely like brute beasts. But it looked as if I would radicallly have to alter my former views. Obviously they were far from being as backward as they had led us to believe.


  Carl nudged me. “Keep a tight grip on your gun,” he whispered. “Joro seems friendly enough, but if the worst comes to the worst we might have to fight our way out.”


  Then the passage broadened suddenly. We came to a door, blocking the end of it. As we drew near it slid noiselessly open.


  Joro stood aside. “Enter,” he said. Rather suspiciously, and with our hands on our gun-belts, we did as we were asked.


  Inside were—machines. Dozens of them. Some large, some small, all beautifully-made and with an air of definite purpose about them. They filled the whole room, their sleek streamlined shapes bulging and spiralling. The sight was incredible.


  Half-a-dozen Venusians were also in the room, moving in and out between the machines, industriously checking things here and repairing things there.


  “These are the last remnants of our civilisation,” said Joro. There was a hint of pride about his voice.


  “Last?” I asked, puzzledly.


  “Yes. Once we had a great and wonderful civilisation, peopled by a mighty race. It is a long story—too long to tell. But I intend to enlighten you on much of it. To begin with—”


  Carl suddenly uttered a roar of rage. “Our guns!” he yelled. “Where are our guns?”


  I looked down at my gun belt. It was empty.


  A faint smile seemed to flit across Joro’s wrinkled old face. “They have been removed,” he said. “Just in case of accidents.”


  “Removed?” I echoed, stupidly.


  “An elementary process. Involving the alteration of the molecules of your guns into a microscopic, harmless element which I suppose is now drifting through the air around us. It was quite simple.”


  “But—but where—?” I began, gropingly.


  “Where did the power to do this come from? It emanated from the machine in front of you. It was trained on you from the moment my friends here knew I was bringing you down. You see, it would be an unnecessary risk to leave you in possession of fire arms. You might be tempted to use them.”


  “Really?” said Carl, in an attempt to get back some of his old good-humouredness.


  “However, I brought you here to tell you why the Venusians intend to rebel. And to do that fully I will have to go back two thousand years in our history. It will help you to uuderstand better what I will tell you afterwards.”


  Then the lights went out. For a moment I was alarmed. But suddenly, on the near wall, appeared a square of light, which gradually took the form of a picture—a moving-picture, like those ancient movies we used to have on Earth.


  The scene was undoubtedly Venus. But not Venus as it was to-day, not remotely like the Venus of the present. This was an entirely different Venus!


  CHAPTER SIX


  HERE was a great civilisation. Huge cities, towering skyscrapers bigger than those in America, streaming traffic moving at high speeds, people clad in rich, colourful clothes . . .


  “It is beautiful, isn’t it?” said Joro, half-sadly. “That was the Venus of two thousand years ago, when you Earthmen were little better than savages.”


  I was gripped by the magnificence of it all . . . this mighty panorama spread out vividly before me, forming a civilisation far in advance of even the Earth of the present day.


  “But—what happened?” I managed to say.


  “Watch,” said Joro.


  For a few moments after he spoke the scene from the remote past remained the same.


  And then—horror!—ghastly, destroying horror! A red light appeared in the sky, and fell in its crimson mantle upon the city. It touched the top of the highest building. The building shuddered, trembled, and colapsed, like a huge landslide of flaming rocks—leaping and crashing to the streets below, reduced to smoking, scorching ruins.


  Like ants the people ran. And like ants they perished, shrivelling into nothingness as the wave of heat and the tumbling masonry reached them.


  Soon the whole city was ablaze from end to end—one huge red pile of ruins, flames shooting upwards to the sky. Annihilated. Wrecked. Shattered. Everything and everywhere perished and dead.


  The lights went on again. I found myself trembling. Beads of moisture were adhered to my forehead. Never had I seen such wholesale destruction before. It had shaken me to the very depths of my soul.


  “Horrible, horrible!” Carl, white-faced, was muttering.


  “Yes, it was horrible,” said Joro. “But it was only the beginning.”


  “The beginning?” I cried.


  “It was the first blow in a war which lasted only a few short weeks—but which destroyed every trace of civilisation and practically all life on the planet. I will show you another scene, set a few weeks later.”


  The lights dimmed and disappeared. Once more we saw the surface of Venus. But it was a vastly changed surface. Everywhere was blackened and scorched. There was no signs of life. Just endless ruins—and drifting ashes.


  Then the earth heaved. It was an awe-inspiring sight. Parts of the crust were torn away and sent billowing into the sky. Streaming jets of lava appeared, twisting and spiralling upwards, and then descending again like a cloudburst of molten rain.


  As we watched in fascination Joro spoke: “The events which had occurred on the surface proved too much for the inside of the planet. It was jerked into activity by the intense heat which was forced in through the crust. This heat caused explosions deep down, explosions which by natural laws expanded upwards, finally bursting through the crust and sending showers of hot lava on to the planet itself.”


  We watched the surface of Venus breaking and crumbling, remnants of buildings falling into huge craters which suddenly opened in the earth and swallowed them like a child swallows candy.


  Then the picture faded. Mercifully the lights came on and we were back in the world of the present, having witnessed a terrible series of events which had happened two thousand years ago.


  “So Venus was destroyed?” said Carl.


  “Almost entirely. And by our own folly—the dreadful folly of war. But a few of us survived. The war had been forseen, and special shelters had been built. Many of them were of course destroyed by the unexpected upheaval of the surface, but one or two remained intact. This was one of them. My ancestors lived here, amongst all that remained of Venusian civilisation”—he gestured to the machines around him—”for generation upon generation, whilst above them the surface gradually cooled. Venus was like a planet just born, and it took time for the lava to settle and form itself into the swamps with which Venus is now covered.”


  “But how about all this scientific apparatus?” I said. “Surely when you did eventually return to the surface you could have used it to re-build your civilisation?”


  Joro smiled. “That was certainly its original purpose. But it was felt that a return to so-called civilisation would lead inevitably to yet another war, with all the resources of science at hand to destroy our planet a second time.


  So we decided to remain in a primitive state, living without the aid of science and civilisation as you know it. And for two thousand years we were very happy in the existence we had chosen for ourselves.”


  “And then?” asked Carl.


  “And then you Earthmen came. We were unable to put up any resistance—we had no weapons, no spaceships, nothing. So for the first time in our planet’s history we felt the iron hand of the conqueror—an alien conqueror—and it was not pleasant. But for fifteen years we bore it—the majority of us because we did not think we could do anything else but bear it. However, there were a few of us who knew of the existence of these caves and the wonderful instruments within them—for from generation to generation only a few of us had been told of their existence, in case things should ever become unbearably difficult in the life we had chosen for ourselves.”


  “You mean you voluntarily returned to the primitive state?” Carl asked, incredulously.


  Joro gave a wry smile. “Science and advanced civilisation left us little to thank them for. You must remember that our planet was almost completely destroyed by the instruments of science. We could not afford to take the chance of such a thing happening again. So we ‘forgot’ about the machines stored here which could restore us to our former mode of life. It was a hard decision to make, but at the time it was thought best. And since then, only a chosen number of us has ever known that there were machines hidden away that could bring back those days of long ago.”


  “And you intend to go on living like this?” I asked. The answer was emphatic. “No, we do not.” Joro’s eyes clouded a little. “It has all been a mistake—a natural mistake, but all the same a very regrettable one. Nothing—not even a lasting peace—can atone for civilisation and all the wonders which can come out of it. For the past two thousand years we have struggled like brutes of the jungle whilst we had reasoning power even higher than of Earthmen. All for the cause of peace. But I believe we have learned by the ghastly havoc which took place long ago, and if we built our world up once again we will not destroy it a second time. And thus we are going to use these machines for their proper purpose, and not leave them here for ever in idleness.” Joro drew himself up proudly. “It took you Earthmen to restore our self-respect—you drove us too hard and too far. And now we are going to remove your yoke and have Venus for the Venusians once more.”


  There was a silence. Joro, we knew’, was speaking for the whole of his race.


  “You are right,” I said at last. “This is your planet. We have no business here. But unfortunately many Earthmen will not see it that way. You will have to fight for your planet. Liberty will not be freely given to you.” Joro smiled. “We fully realise that. But we do not believe we will have to fight so hard as you think we will. At this moment your leader is being told that he is required to free my people from the mines. He is also being told that we do not want to fight, and that certain Earthmen can remain on Venus for the purpose of trading. So much metal for so much material we may need to build our world anew. We hope he will listen to reason. We would like a peaceful settlement.”


  Carl laughed bitterly. “Slade make a peaceful settlement? Not on your life! He will fight, make no mistake about that.”


  “We have given him forty-eight hours in which to decide,” said Joro.” In the meantime you wall remain here as hostages. But have no fear. You will be quite safe.”


  Carl and I hardly heard his closing remarks. Forty-eight hours!—that was just time enough for a fleet of ships from Earth to be sent to deal with the rebels! It looked as if there was going to be War with a vengeance . . .


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  IT seemed a long wait inside that huge room in which was enclosed Venusian science from two thousand years ago. But gradually time passed . . . a whole day, a day and a half, almost two days . . .


  Calmly Joro switched on a screen. “Your friends are about due now,” he said.


  “You mean that you knew ships would be sent from Earth?” I gasped.


  “Of course. You surely do not underestimate us? The entrance to the cave is open. They will be able to spot our whereabouts immediately.”


  The screen showed the surface of the planet, and portions of the sky above it. There appeared a speck in the sky. Then another—and a third, a fourth . . . the space-ships had arrived!


  Their purpose, we knew, was to wipe out this nest of Venusians who had the effrontery to want their planet for their own. We knew, also, that our lives would count for nothing. We had walked into this trap with our eyes wide open; now we must take the consequences, and perish with the Venusians.


  The ships—fully a dozen of them—swooped lower. They had spotted the cave.


  I held my breath. These minutes could be my last. And I was scared—make no bones about it—no man likes the thought of being killed, especially when not being able to hit back. Those men up there were fellow Earthmen. They were seeking to destroy people of an alien race. Even if I could, I would not raise a finger against them.


  They tore towards us, and soon their vast shapes filled the screen. I shut my eyes, and waited . . .


  Nothing happened. I opened my eyes in amazement.


  By this time I had expected to be dead. Carl grinned at me. “Surprise!—they didn’t open fire.”


  “They did,” said Joro.


  We gaped at him.


  “In more or less the same way as your guns were disintegrated, the armament in those ships were rendered useless. The crews, however, are quite safe—the landing apparatus is not interfered with—and doubtless they are wondering why they failed to blow us into extinction.”


  And they were. Joro, Carl and I walked to meet them as the space-ships, one by one, landed near the cave.


  The crews alighted, scratching their heads. To say they were flabbergasted was an understatement. It must have been the quickest and least bloodiest war in the history of the universe.


  But the Venusians were looked at with a new respect. People who had a trick like that probably had more potent ones up their sleeves to use if necessary. It wouldn’t do to trifle with them, when they could quite plausibly annihilate men in the same way as they had annihilated armaments. This was a case for diplomacy . . .


  *   *   *


  And diplomacy duly paid off. The situation was discussed at high levels, was passed on to even higher levels, and finally the Venusians were given their independence. No other course was open, anyway.


  Not a drop of blood was spilt in the process, the thing was discussed in the friendliest possible manner. And trade relations were opened with Venus, who began their tremendous task of building a civilisation which could compare to that of two thousand years ago.


  The metal zenophyte, was of course the remains of that civilisation of the former Venus. And we were allowed Venusians to mine it for us under much better conditions than were allowed them formerly under Slade.


  Henry Slade, incidentally, was gently but firmly relieved from his post. The Venusians refused to allow him to stay. Where he is now I neither know nor care—but wherever he is, I shouldn’t think a whiskey bottle is very far from him. I still laugh when I remember that bewildered look on his face when the Captain of the space-fleet told him he had decided to take the matter to higher sources before fighting against the Venusians.


  Well, there isn’t much else. Carl and I remained on Venus—somehow I didn’t like the thought of leaving after all!—and were in charge of trading operations with the Venusians.


  Joro is a kind of Prime Minister over all Venus, his wrinkled face looking much happier now. He had achieved his heart’s desire—Venus for the Venusians. Which is as it should be. And believe me, Earth doesn’t lose by it. The Venusian revolt—short and bloodless—proved a good thing for all concerned.


  THE END


  TREACHERY FROM VENUS


  Everet Rigby


  CHAPTER ONE


  SLOWLY, with infinite dignity, a brilliant cortege mounted the gilded staircase which led to the Assembly Chamber of the Council of Earth. As they approached the double doors of the Chamber, the two guards, dressed in the familiar blue and gold uniform of the Terran Guard, sprang to attention, heels clicking with the precision of automata. The right-hand, and therefore senior, officer took one step forward, saluted, and demanded in the traditional form: “Here sits the Council of Earth. Who seeks to be admitted, and in whose name?”


  The answer came at once, again in the traditional words, for no others would serve. “The Prince of Tahrahn seeks to be admitted! In his own name he seeks it, as Venusian Ambassador and Minister Plenipotentiary to the Council of Earth, and in the name of Skohn, Emperor of Venus, Overlord of Mercury.”


  The doors swung ponderously open, and the Prince of Tahrahn and his followers strode forward into the great Chamber to the waiting Council. With slow, arrogant tread they approached the great table, and the Councillors rose to their feet, bowing courteously to the newcomers, who, in turn, returned the bow, but with such a frigid, disdainful air as robbed the gesture of any courteous intent. With a certain sinuous grace, they took the seats prepared for them, and there was a general clearing of throats and rustling of papers as the Earth Councillors resumed their seats.


  The Prince of Tahrahn, who had already introduced himself to the guards outside, leaned back in his chair and surveyed the assembled Council, not rudely, certainly, but with a lofty condescension which was obvious to all. True, his features were so different from those of the human race that it was utterly impossible to read any expression there, and much of his arrogant bearing might be put down to his consciousness of noble birth—an important matter on the feudal world of Venus, but meaningless on Earth for many centuries.


  Although humanoid in form, that is to say with a head, a torso, two upper and two lower limbs, he differed in almost every other particular from the human race. And this is scarcely surprising, since the dominant race of Venus is reptilian in origin. The Prince, then, under his scarlet robes, had a body of dark brownish-green, covered with fine scales, and would have been as much at home in water as on land had his dignity allowed him to sink so low. His face, although of the same colour and texture as the rest of his princely person, resembled quite closely that of an earthman. The eyes were wide-set and large by Earth standards, and the ears were long and somewhat pointed, but the nose and chin followed the Earth pattern in their essentials; the most glaring incongruity was the mouth, for the Prince, in common with his companions, had a mere slit of a mouth with no lips at all.


  The President of the Council rapped the table and rose to his feet. “In the name of the Council of Earth,” he began, “I extend to your Highness . . .”


  “One moment,” interrupted the prince with a languid wave of one webbed hand. “Before we begin, would you be good enough, Mr. President, to increase the temperature? I find this room uncomfortably cool.”


  The President flushed angrily and glanced at the thermometer on the desk before him. Swallowing his annoyance, he pressed the bell by his side and spoke hurriedly to the attendant who answered the summons. Turning again to the prince, he made a noble effort to smile pleasantly. “Your Highness must be aware,” he said, “that the temperature here is already considerably higher than normal; however, I have instructed it to be increased still further.”


  The prince nodded distantly. “No matter. I would not wish you to be inconvenienced, gentlemen. But we waste time. Shall we proceed?”


  With a sigh of exasperation, the President took up his notes. Did the Venusians intend to be discourteous, he wondered, or was it merely their alien nature which always produced these clashes of temperament? He hurried through his message of welcome, looking in vain for any gesture of appreciation, and proceeded to the main point at issue.


  “Your Highness is already aware,” said the President, “that the epidemic on Earth is rapidly getting out of hand. The supplies of curative which you have been good enough to send us have been miraculously successful in effect but woefully inadequate in quantity. I am not exaggerating when I say that the fate of the human race is at stake, and I implore you to help us with large quantities of this fungus which, you admit, is of no value to you.”


  The Prince shrugged. “It is true,” he admitted, “that the plant in question is valueless to us, but it is extremely rare. As I have already informed you, the collection of this simple little fungus involves great cost in material and life. You have no knowledge, gentlemen, of the dangers which beset anyone who enters the jungles of Venus. I tell you, the price we have fixed is most reasonable; I can increase your supplies, but can you pay for it?”


  The President set his jaw grimly. “No,” he answered, “we cannot pay for it. You insist on payment in radium, and we have already sent to you nearly half the supply available on this planet. More we cannot spare. Surely, there must be some other material of value? Synthetic radio-actives? Rare isotopes?”


  The Prince dismissed the offer with a contemptuous gesture, and rose to his feet. “It is profitless to discuss the matter further,” he declared. “There is but one thing which we require of you, and one thing only which you require of us. I should have thought the question an easy one, but it is plain that your need is not as great as you claim.”


  The Councillors had been silent up to now, but this arrogant speech was more than they could bear. Hot and uncomfortable in the hot-house atmosphere, they were also hot with anger.


  A white-haired old man on the President’s left rose to his feet, mopping perspiration from his chin. “Last week,” said the old man, “I stood by and watched my family die one by one. You say our need is not great? Let me make a suggestion. We will send men to search your jungles for the plant we need. All we ask is that you give them free passage and the opportunity to seek. Will you do this?”


  The Prince raised his webbed hands in mock horror, “Impossible! An alien race to wander at will on Venus? Our religion forbids it! Even if we were to be so mad as to allow such a thing, your puny Earthmen could not survive more than a few days. No, gentlemen, you have my terms—I am not interested in your foolish suggestions!” And with an arrogant toss of the head, the Prince of Tahran, followed by his silent companions, swept through the great double doors, past the sentries, and down the staircase to the waiting autocar.


  In the Council Chamber, the President rapped savagely on the table to quieten the angry tumult that had broken out, and, when order was restored, spoke more to himself than to the Council.


  “Very well,” he said. “Now we know where we stand. We shall take our measures!”


  CHAPTER TWO


  CAPTAIN GILBERT TODD of the Special Division, Terran Guard, was a puzzled man. To be recalled to duty on the third day of a fourteen day leave was bad enough, but why should he have to report to the Director himself instead of his own immediate chief? Well, he’d know soon enough, he reflected—must be something pretty special. He allowed his imagination to wander over the possibilities, rejecting one idea after another as too fantastic for belief. In the middle of a vague day-dream involving the capture of drug-smugglers on the frozen wastes of Jupiter, he was abruptly recalled to reality by a voice from the communicator on the opposite wall inviting him to enter.


  Hurriedly smoothing down his uniform, he crossed the ante-room and pressed the button on the doorway; as it slid noiselessly open, he stepped smartly into the office beyond, saluted, and stood rigidly to attention. The door closed noiselessly behind him. The Operational Director came round from behind his desk and greeted him with a friendly grin. Waving the captain to a comfortable chair, he picked up a card from his desk and cleared his throat.


  “Captain Todd,” he began. “I understand my summonse recalled you from a well-deserved leave?”


  “I don’t know about the well-deserved part of it, sir, but I was on leave. But that doesn’t matter. Is it a new assignment?”


  The Director nodded. “Yes, captain, it is. Rather a special one, as a matter of fact. So special that you can turn it down if you like.”


  Todd began to look interested. “That certainly is special, sir! But of course, I won’t turn it down, whatever it is.”


  “I hoped you’d say that, captain. But, remember, I won’t hold you to it if you do change your mind. Listen.”


  He seated himself comfortably behind the desk and surveyed the captain for a moment.


  “I don’t know whether you’ve guessed,” he went on, “but this assignment has to do with the Epidemic. Just a moment . . .” He raised a hand to forestall the captain’s interruption. “I know what you’re going to say. You don’t know anything about fighting epidemics, and you don’t see how you can help. That’s what I’m going to tell you. But first of all, let me give you a picture of things as they are at this moment. You already know that things are bad, but you don’t know just how bad. Very few people do know. The plain truth is that the human race faces extinction in the very near future; believe me, that is no exaggeration, but a simple fact.”


  He paused for a moment, absently toying with the card in his hand, and went on: “The Epidemic is a completely new and different disease; the widely accepted belief that it is a mutant form of the ancient polyomyelitis is false. Moreover, the most intensive activity of all our experts has failed to show any method of combatting this scourge. I will go further than that: we do not even know in what circumstances it is contracted! There is no evidence that it is a true infection in the accepted sense of the word: certainly, the injection of blood from an infected to a healthy person will transmit the disease in all its virulence, but casual infection by normal contact between individuals is not sufficient.”


  Todd looked puzzled. “But surely, sir,” he broke in, “It must be! How else can the Epidemic spread?” The Director looked at him keenly across the desk. “That, captain, is precisely what we have been asking ourselves! The outbreaks occur at regular intervals of four weeks: every four weeks, a large number of people of all classes and descriptions spread over an area of a few hundred square miles contract the disease and ninety-five per cent of them die. Ninety-five per cent. The remaining five per cent., I may add, wish they had.”


  He was silent for a moment, and then suddenly leaned across the desk. “Captain Todd, you are a layman, but an intelligent one. Can you suggest any possible explanation of these facts? Any explanation, no matter how fantastic?”


  The captain shook his head, slowly. “No-o, sir, I can’t . . . Unless . . . But, no, that’s out of the question . . .”


  “What’s out of the question, captain?”


  “For a moment, sir, I wondered whether . . . whether . . . some outside agency could be deliberately responsible. It would account for the facts, but it’s impossible of course!”


  The Director leaned back in his chair. “Is it?” he asked innocently. “We are beginning to wonder!” The captain sucked in his breath sharply. “The Venusians!” he whispered. “But why? Why?” As the full import of this terrible idea struck him, he shook his head, and looked again at the Director sitting grim and silent before him. “But surely, they’ve been sending us some curative drug, haven’t they? Some antibiotic fungus that works like a miracle?”


  The Director nodded. “Yes,” he agreed. “They have. An obscure fungus found only in the Venusian jungles, which, as you say, works like a miracle . . . The payment they demand is radium . . . in large quantities. Our whole available supply would be sufficient to buy treatment for perhaps ten million people.”


  “I see,” said the captain slowly. “And you suspect that they . . .”


  “Exactly!”


  The captain sat for a moment in stunned silence, Looking up at last, he met the Director’s gaze squarely. “You spoke of an assignment for me, sir?”


  “Yes, captain. The most dangerous assignment you ever faced. I want you to steal a quantity of the fungus. You are a qualified space pilot, and have spent a period in the bodyguard of the Earth Ambassador on Venus. You are familiar with the Venusians, and have some knowledge of their language. Not that that is likely to be of much value. Most important of all, you are a man of considerable resource and daring, as your past record bears witness. Will you go?”


  “When do I leave, sir?”


  The Director came forward and shook his hand. “Three days from now. In a two-man ship: your companion will be a technician sufficiently familiar with this fungus to identify it readily and ensure correct collection and storage. All the help and information I can give you is in this envelope; you will memorise it before leaving this room. I need hardly add that, until you return, the Government of Earth has no knowledge of your whereabouts or even your existence; if you fall into the hands of the Imperial Army, you can expect short shrift and we can do nothing to help you.”


  The captain took the slim envelope, and shuddered involuntarily at the vast responsibility descending on his shoulders. “Just one thing more, sir, for my own peace of mind . . . is mine the only expedition?”


  “No, captain, there are five more, but the less you know of them, the better. One ship-load of this drug will give us the breathing-space we need—more than that we dare not hope for.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  THREE days later, a swift patrol-ship blasted off from a hidden space-field somewhere on Earth and disappeared in the evening sky. It bore no name or number, and the silvery metal of its hull was concealed by skilful camouflage.


  Pressed hard against the padding of his seat by the five-gravity acceleration, Captain Todd grinned sympathetically at his companion, to whom spatial acceleration was a new and unpleasant experience. During the intensive three days of briefing which had preceded their departure, Todd had learned a good deal of respect for Ling, and the oriental, in his unemotional way, had shown his liking for the captain. The only point which bothered Todd was whether the oriental’s spare physique would stand the gruelling conditions they could expect on Venus—assuming that they could make a landing in safety! True, Ling had passed the exhaustive physical tests, but the captain had all the practical man’s distrust of theoretical and artificial tests of any kind.


  “Feel all right, Ling?” he shouted above the roar of the motors.


  Ling managed a feeble grin. “Very far from all right! How long does it go on like this?”


  “About four hours altogether, but only the first hour at this rate; the other three hours we accelerate at one G, and that’s scarcely noticeable. That means we shall have a velocity of about 900,000 feet per second—about 600,000 miles an hour. Our parabolic course will be about a hundred and twenty million miles long, so we’ll coast for about a hundred and eighty hours and then decelerate slowly so that we can manoeuvre her easily. Think you can make it?”


  The oriental nodded grimly, and the captain relaxed again. Forty minutes to go, he thought, and everything fine. Hope it’s as easy as this at the other end . . .


  With the terrible burden of acceleration lifted at last, the little ship sped on through the ether for day after monotonous day. Ling was amused at first by the absence of gravity, but the many little inconveniences involved soon stifled his amusement. To float freely and weightlessly was a pleasant sensation, but there were drawbacks; an unguarded movement might lead to an undignified swoop to the cabin ceiling, and before the flight was over, he had more than one bruise to show for it!


  Now the Earth had faded to an inconspicuous speck behind them, and Venus loomed large ahead. Decelerating steadily, and constantly alert for the ever-present danger of patrols, they approached until the orb of the planet swelled to fill the sky and its gravity began to tug insistently at the ship.


  Todd turned up the power to counteract the gravitational pull, and turned to his companion.


  “This is it, Ling,” he announced. “From now on, it’s a matter of luck. Ninety-five per cent, of the population of Venus lives in the regions corresponding to our Arctic and Antarctic zones, and the rest is sea and jungle, but they have scattered posts and experimental stations all over the surface. We have to go in fast enough to stand a chance of not being spotted, but slowly enough to choose our spot. If we land on or near a station, we’ve failed—if we get over that danger, our troubles are just beginning! All set?”


  Still braking heavily, they plunged into the dense mist of the lower atmosphere and sat watching the instrument panel in tense excitement. Slowly, the minutes ticked by, until, miraculously the vision screen cleared abruptly to show a dense mass of tropical vegetation zooming towards them; nearer and nearer it swept as the captain savagely forced the ship in to a landing at a speed well above safety level. With a splintering, tearing crash, they sliced through the tree-tops, the ship rocking and swaying from side to side, until with a final bone-shaking crash, it shuddered to a reluctant halt and was still. Todd threw himself back in his seat and mopped his streaming face. “Expedition arrived safely,” he reported to no one in particular.


  * * *


  An hour later, two jumpy and apprehensive Earthmen, their limbs and bodies clad in light armour against the bite of reptiles, and their hands and faces protected from insects by repellent cream, stepped gingerly out into the unknown.


  The ship had crashed its way through the heavy foliage above and now lay completely screened from observation from above; in fact, it was so well hidden that Todd felt a qualm as to whether they would ever find it again! But that had to be risked.


  Their surroundings agreed fairly closely with the conditions they had been led to expect, for although the Venusians did everything in their power to prevent the leakage of any information whatever, some knowledge had filtered out from time to time.


  They had been fortunate enough to land on fairly solid ground as far as they could judge, but all around lay thick steaming swamp in which flourished tropical vegetation of the weirdest kind. The dense foliage above made it a place of half-light and moving shadows, and the swampy ground tugged longingly at their feet with each step, releasing each foot with a long, reluctant sucking plop which made their limbs ache almost at once. But worst of all was the heat—not merely the actual temperature, for that they expected, but a thick blanketting humidity so great that their lungs ached with protest.


  Nor was this all. Underfoot, the swampy moss was alive with darting reptiles which struck constantly and ineffectually at the Earthmen’s leg armour, and the air was full of the high-pitched whine of insects. They had walked barely a hundred yards when Todd called a halt, and they cautiously sat on a fallen tree to mop their streaming faces.


  “See anything, Ling?”


  “I see much, and all of it extremely interesting, but the fungus, no. As far as we could judge from the structure of the fungus, these would be just the conditions in which it would flourish . . . Ugh, you filthy beast!” He kicked off a two-foot lizard which was creeping along their tree-trunk, and stood up again. “Are we going on?”


  Todd joined him, and they began a systematic search of the area round the ship. It was exhausting work, and Todd, powerful though he was, soon felt the strain. Ling, strangely enough, seemed to stand the conditions better, whether because of his lesser weight or his absorbing interest in seeking the exact conditions in which the fungus might be expected, was more than Todd could tell, but he looked admiringly at his companion more than once as they plodded through the swamp.


  The hours slipped by, and a sudden deepening of the shadows warned them to seek the shelter of the ship. They had barely reached it when the light faded completely, and they were glad enough to slam the port and throw themselves in the seats of the cabin.


  Ling professed himself too excited to sleep and volunteered to take first watch; Todd raised no objection, and as soon as they had sprayed the cabin with insecticide and turned on the outside microphone, he made himself comfortable and closed his eyes.


  Over the microphone came the myriad noises of the awakening jungle. The whine of the insects softened to a steady hum, but the night filled with growls, barks, and roars the sources of which they could only conjecture. In the far distance, they heard from time to time a deep, shattering roar that made the whole ship vibrate, and each time they heard it the other noises froze to sudden stillness, then, after a few minutes, slowly began again.


  The night passed without incident, however, and they started early, so as to cover as much ground as possible before the real heat of the day. The new day brought fresh hope, and the absence of any sign of discovery or pursuit made both men confident of the final success of their mission. Nor was their confidence misplaced, for, just before noon, they found a patch of more solid ground which Ling excitedly declared was the likeliest spot so far.


  Rising from the swamp itself was a low hillock, still covered with low creepers and purplish moss, but free from the larger trees whose tough branches made travel so difficult. The creepers here were covered with thick, wiry thorns which they were obliged to hack away before they could approach, but these grew less abundant until, as they came near the summit, the ground became more open. At the same time, they began to notice an overpowering stench which seemed to come from the summit itself—a foul animal odour which made them hurriedly fix their breathing filters.


  The centre of the hillock was occupied by a roughly circular hole some twelve feet in diameter; below they could see slime-covered water, and it was from this that the stench seemed to come.


  Ling shouted in excitement and pointed a shaking gauntleted hand at the rim of the hole: inside it, growing in rich profusion was the fungus they had come so far to seek!


  CHAPTER FOUR


  LAUGHING like children, with success in sight, they set to work at once to collect the precious material and convey it to the ship. For the first time, they separated, and, for the sake of speed, Ling collected the fungus while the captain carried it back to the ship. Within a few hours, the hole was stripped as far as they could reach, and the special storage compartment in the ship was crammed full. Ling carefully measured the conditions of temperature and humidity, and even collected some of the foul slimy water from the hole to ensure that the fungus would be kept alive as long as possible.


  It was on this last expedition that disaster came.


  They had already transported one can of the foul liquid, but Ling insisted that they needed another. He leaned over the rim, with the captain grasping his belt, for the soil was treacherous after their trampling. Suddenly, the water below began to bubble, and the stench, already overpowering, spewed forth in thick gusts.


  Todd heard his companion gasp, and tightened his hold on the belt, coughing a little himself, even through his mask.


  A moment later, Ling was scrabbling furiously at the soil, pushing back in wild haste. “Back!” he screamed. “Get back, for God’s sake!”


  In one swift movement, the captain, accustomed to sudden action, swung him away from the hole, threw him clear, and reached for the heat-gun at his belt. Ling scrambled to his feet and began to run as a huge, nightmare of a head appeared above the hole’s edge. Eight-foot jaws, armed with triple rows of ponderous teeth, stretched out at the end of a long scaly neck that seemed to Todd’s incredulous gaze to be unending.


  Ling, already ashamed of his ignominious flight, circled back to the captain’s side, weapon held ready in a shaking hand.


  “Back away, slowly, Ling,” whispered Todd. “Don’t shoot unless it shows signs of attacking—it may not notice us . . .”


  They began to back cautiously away, the great, baleful eyes of the hideous monster watching them venomously. . . . they reached the edge of the thorny creepers, and as the captain half-turned to cut a way through, the creature struck!


  It was over in a flash. One moment they were standing together, and then Todd was alone. Ling hung screaming from the monster’s jaws while the captain aimed his weapon at the hideous neck and kept his anger hard on the trigger.


  The heavy heat-gun would burn a hole through three-inch armour plate in one short blast, but five, long, agonising seconds passed before it penetrated the tough scales of the Venusian monster. The ground rocked and heaved as it struggled in the death throes, and Ling, still screaming, pitched to earth, rolled over, and lay still. The vicious head, half severed from the neck, snapped ineffectually a few feet away, and then, with a last, convulsive heave, it too lay still.


  Todd knelt beside the broken body of his companion, and felt for his pulse. As he strained to detect the faint, tenuous thread of life, Ling opened his eyes. His face contorted with effort as he feebly motioned the captain to come nearer—there was no mistaking the urgency of his expression, and Todd bent his ear to the dying man’s lips.


  “. . . . Got it,” Ling was whispering; “Away . . . Tell them . . . fungus associated animal life . . . may grow that way . . .” The contorted face relaxed suddenly and the anxious eyes grew fixed and staring. Ling was dead.


  Todd stood up. He had a duty to his dead companion—it was unthinkable to leave the broken, bleeding body as it was, but there was no time to waste. If the heat-gun blast had been detected, the hunt would be up within a few minutes. Ling would have understood . . . Without a backward glance, he strode off and made his way back to the ship.


  Now that he was alone, the alien jungle seemed more ominous than before. He paused for a moment as he heard a faint crash ahead, and then went slowly forward, gun in hand.


  Todd mopped his face as he came to the ship, and bolstered his weapon with a thankful sigh. Just a few minutes, now, he told himself, a few minutes more, and the job’s done . . . He opened the port and pulled himself up into the air-lock. Still only half-way in, he whirled as a rustling sounded close behind him, and the jungle exploded in his face with a blinding flash. Even in the split second before unconsciousness, he realised that he had failed, and the knowledge was bitter indeed.


  * * *


  Todd dreamed. He was lying helpless on something hard and unyielding, and somewhere, a long way off, two Venusians discussed him with dispassionate indifference.


  In the dream, he strained to catch what they were saying—it was important, he knew, very important.


  “. . . caught one alive, at any rate,” one was saying. “Five more ships have been destroyed with their crews, but one will serve our purpose.”


  “This one should soon recover consciousness,” another voice answered, also in the harsh but sibilant Venusian tongue. “He will be able to answer questions almost at once, but the general paralysis will persist for several hours.”


  Captain Todd opened his eyes, and tried to move. His limbs failed to respond, and as the mists began to clear he realised what had happened. The Venusian paralyser! He closed his eyes again in an effort to gain time, but the movement was too late.


  A stinging blow across the face forced him to look up, and he felt the vibration of a violent kick in the side, although no pain penetrated. A major of the Imperial Army of Venus looked down on him with gloating contempt, while further back in the ship’s cabin stood a civilian—a high official of some kind, to judge by his dress.


  The official spoke to his companion. “He is awake? Good. Kindly go and supervise your men in righting the aircar. I will deal with the prisoner.”


  The major saluted and left. The official must be a high one, indeed, Todd reflected. He watched the Venusian as he settled himself comfortably in the seat facing him. Why did they want him alive? It was almost as if the other had read his unspoken thought. “You are most welcome, captain,” he declared mockingly in badly accented but understandable English. “So welcome, indeed, that a reception committee is waiting at my laboratory to do you honour.”


  Todd shuddered in spite of himself as he remembered the many stories he had heard of the refinements of torture which the Venusians kept at their disposal for the purpose of extracting information.


  “You will be interested to learn,” went on his captor, “that you were detected by the blast of a weapon of some kind. Very thoughtless of you, of course, but perhaps you had no alternative?”


  Todd remained grimly silent.


  “And so very unfortunate,” gibed the Venusian, “when you already had what you wanted. You should have set off at once.” He shook his head pityingly. “A foolhardy race, but not lacking in courage, I will admit. It seems almost a pity to exterminate the breed . . . ah, that interests you, does it? I thought it would! Perhaps you would care to know more? Really, captain, you are most uncommunicative! Ah, well, you will talk soon enough . . .”


  Todd became aware of a dull ache in his side and a faint tingling sensation in his toes, and his heart leapt with excitement. The paralysis should last for several hours, but it seemed to be fading already . . . his armour! That was it, the Venusians had reckoned without the fine mesh armour, and he might have a slim chance after all . . .


  Changing his tactics, he forced himself to keep his twitching limbs still, and spoke to his captor. “You talk of exterminating the human race,” he said. “Surely that is a little ambitious?” He remembered an old oriental proverb quoted by Ling, and added: “A frog has to pass a very severe examination before it becomes a dragon!”


  The Venusian smiled pleasantly. “How very apt! So you are a wit? I shall look forward to a long talk with you, captain, although I very much doubt whether your observations will be in a humorous vein! However, for your own private information, the Earth race is indeed doomed. The fascinating disease we are distributing is making splendid progress, and the radium with which you purchase the antidote will enable us to complete the final weapon.”


  Todd looked incredulous. “You are responsible for the disease? But that is impossible!” The twitching of his awakening muscles was almost unbearable, and the cracked ribs from the Venusian’s kick were a searing agony, but no hint of the pain showed on his face.


  The Venusian smiled his slow pitying smile. “You are very stupid. Of course we are spreading the disease. Unfortunately the organisms are very short-lived, and only those infected within a few hours contract the disease, but it will serve. Soon the Weapon will be ready and we can make an end . . .”


  Through the ship’s microphone came the sound of distantly approaching men; it was now or never! Bracing himself for a supreme effort, Todd catapulted himself across the cabin and fastened his fingers round the Venusian’s throat. It was no time for niceties, and he forced his aching thumbs to squeeze and squeeze, fumbling with his foot for the lever that would lock the outer port.


  It was over in a matter of seconds. Dropping the limp and lifeless body, and supporting his injured side with one hand, he sank gasping into the control seat and started the motors.


  Shouts of confusion and alarm came over the microphone as the roar of the motors rose to a crashing crescendo and the ship quivered and lurched drunkenly as the power reached the rockets. With a sudden jerk the ship moved forward and up, crashing through the trees to freedom.


  Panting in his seat, Todd pressed down the power lever, notch by notch, oblivious to the agonised protests of his own body. If only he could get a few minutes start, he could beat them yet . . .


  CHAPTER FIVE


  AVERY, shame-faced major of the Venusian Imperial Army stood rigidly to attention and listened to the scathing comments of his superior.


  “I would not have believed such inefficiency to exist in ray command,” the indignant commander was saying, glaring fiercely at the offender. “You are given a childishly simple assignment—the capture of a puny earthling—and have him in your hands, paralysed and powerless. Like a fool, you leave him to a civilian, and he makes good his escape! And now, to crown your ineptitude, you tell me that you do not know whether the civilian was alive or dead!”


  The major squirmed uncomfortably, but knew better than to speak in his own defence. The bitter, contemptuous voice went on:


  “You realise that this civilian was in charge of certain operations of vast importance, and that he had knowledge which, if it came to the hands of the enemy, would be disastrous to our plans?”


  The major nodded miserably, but remained silent.


  “I have recommended that, in view of your past record, your execution will be swift. This is more than you deserve. You may go.”


  * * *


  In the far-off Imperial Palace, his Serene Highness the Emperor of Venus drummed nervously on the table with a scaly hand as he solemnly addressed the assembled generals.


  “And so, gentlemen, we must be prepared for anything. The Weapon will not be ready for many days, and must be adapted at once for defensive purposes. Within twenty days, the Fleet can be equipped to receive broadcast power, and can then beat off with ease any attack. Once it is so equipped, the original plan can be followed. This will delay matters, but there is no alternative . . .”


  * * *


  On Earth, there was a turmoil of preparation. With the suspicion of foul play now become a certainty, the Council knew that the only hope was to strike, and that quickly. Whatever the Venusian weapon was, it was not yet ready, and there was nothing to be gained by delay. All over Earth, all activities not directly connected with the preparation for war ceased abruptly, and every ship capable of conversion to a fighting vessel was the scene of frantic activity.


  Already the First Fleet stood on its space-fields, manned and equipped in every detail, waiting only the completion of the Second Fleet to cover the rear and form the second line of attack. And in thousands of foundries, factories, and machine-shops, work went on day and night to provide a third battle-line should it be needed.


  The Council of Earth had decided that the full facts should be made public, and mankind laboured with a single-minded purpose to avenge the past and wipe out the threat to the future. Old bickerings and party strife were forgotten, old enmities and jealousies put aside, and each man vied with his neighbour only in the amount he could do in the common cause.


  So it was that, before many days had passed after the dramatic return of Captain Todd, Earth became an armed camp. To add to the universal hatred of the common enemy, a Venusian ship was detected less than ten thousand miles from Earth: it made no response to the signals of the patrol vessel, and there was a sharp running fight before the alien ship was captured—intact, but with a dead crew.


  When evidence was found on the Venusian vessel of its being designed for bacterial warfare, the story was complete. All men spoke with one voice for the first time in Earth’s long history—”The Venusians must be destroyed!”


  And so the First Fleet rocketed skyward to do battle for the human race. Ten thousand ships there were, the pride of the Earth, and in them rode the flower of Earth’s manhood. A million miles ahead of the main body, the scouts probed the vastness of the System for any sign of the enemy, probed it with every instrument and detector that the fertile wit of man could devise and with the keen expectancy that knows not what to expect.


  Following behind came the battle cruisers, each with its escort of swift interceptor vessels and its supply ships. More than a hundred in number and well-nigh impregnable in might, the cruisers represented the greatest display of power yet assembled. Each one, if unhindered, could wipe clean of life ten thousand square miles of surface in an hour, and was no less formidable an opponent to another ship in space. Greatest of them all—the Flagship—directed the operation from a control-room that would easily have housed a village and left room to spare.


  And in every ship, unexpressed but almost tangible, went the hopes and prayers of the whole human race.


  As this vast panoply of power went forward on its vengeful errand, the space-fields of Earth busied themselves with the final preparation of the Second Fleet.


  A mere five hundred ships, this—a puny force compared with its great predecessor, but still no mean adversary. Its backbone was a mere handful of the newest ships, completed or tested too late for inclusion in the First Fleet, and there were many scarred and battered veterans, hastily reconditioned and brought up to date. Passenger ships and cargo vessels of all types made up the number, some fully armed—or as fully as their design would permit—some sketchily armed, and some with little or no armament at all. These latter, manned by ready volunteers, had the function of drawing the enemy’s fire, or, if they had the opportunity, of becoming themselves projectiles if they could take an enemy with them to eternity.


  Nor was this all. Every vantage-point on Earth housed defensive weapons, and there was no lack of men—and women—ready to use them. And the factories laboured on, frenziedly, unceasingly, to produce ships, weapons, instruments, supplies, and the myriad needs of war.


  The days passed slowly, and the First Fleet drew nearer and nearer the objective. Not a single enemy had been sighted, and hopes ran high that the surprise would be complete.


  But as the Fleet began to decelerate—a mere two million miles from Venus—contact was made, and all hopes of surprise faded. Hurtling from the cloud-covered globe before them, the enemy fleet came to give battle—came in open order, apparently in careless disarray, as though they had taken off hastily and without any plan. All were small ships, and their numbers were few against the might of the Earth Fleet.


  There were many in the Fleet who rubbed their hands in glee and spoke confidently of the slaughter to come, but the more sober and experienced men looked troubled and said little, wondering what this apparent unpreparedness meant.


  Nor was there long to wait. As the gap between the forces narrowed and the men of the Fleet sat ready at their weapons, the enemy struck.


  Long before the most powerful projectors on the battlecruisers were within range of the enemy, destruction began to fall among them, and as they approached nearer, the destruction fell thicker. The smaller ships were contemptuously ignored, but one after another of the great cruisers were destroyed without striking a blow. Some exploded in a brilliant flash of energy which encompassed any other ship within a hundred miles, some glowed briefly and buckled like paper, and a few plunged on, dead and desolate across the void. Along the line of communications ships strung out behind the Fleet all the way back to Earth went the message of disaster and the hastily conceived theories of the nature of the Venusian weapon. The force that was striking down one proud ship after another was not new—energy bolts such as they themselves would use—but the range at which it was employed was impossible. The battle-cruisers were hopelessly outgunned by much smaller ships, ships which could not possibly produce more than a small fraction of the vast power available to the cruisers! Slowly the realisation dawned that there was but one explanation—broadcast power! Venus had solved the problem that had baffled mankind for centuries, and Earth was at her mercy.


  CHAPTER SIX


  EVEN as the message of despair sped on its way back to Earth, the Admiral strove to bring his force into action before it was obliterated. With the distance between the two forces rapidly diminishing, the point was almost reached where the long-range weapons of the heavy cruisers could be used with some faint hope of success, but the number of cruisers still remaining was pitifully small. Weaving erratically in their paths to make the Venusians’ aim more difficult, and screened as much as possible by the smaller ships, the handful of cruisers bore down on the enemy with a two-fold object: to destroy any ships they could, and, if possible, to break through to the planet itself and create as much havoc there as possible. As this manoeuvre got under way, another factor entered into the Admiral’s calculations. The Venusians had largely ignored the smaller ships in order to concentrate their attack on the cruisers, and almost before they were aware of it, droves of scouts penetrated to torpedo range. A full dozen Venusian ships perished in as many minutes before they realised their danger, and the cruisers found a precious respite while the enemy turned his attention to the scouts and interceptors which were growing so dangerous. Best of all, the Venusians were compelled to fall back a little to maintain their protective screen over the home planet, so that the battle moved a little closer to enemy territory.


  The gallant little ships fell in scores, but there was no lack of others to rush in, launch a space torpedo, and perish in their turn. But the unequal struggle could have but one outcome, and the struggle ended at last with the Venusians triumphant if reduced in numbers. Then came the battle of the giants. Less than a dozen cruisers had run the gauntlet of fire to come within range of the enemy, but the little band of survivors was high with purpose. A single direct hit from a Venusian would utterly destroy a cruiser, but, once within its range, a cruiser could administer the same medicine. Twisting and turning wildly, every gun firing, the Earth ships fought back at the enemy, striving all they knew to break through the barrier of fire to the planet, and one by one, they met annihilation on the way, but this time they had company in their destruction, for many Venusian ships perished with them.


  Slowly, as their numbers dwindled, the Earth ship drew nearer to their objective, until a mere thousand miles separated them from the bulk of Venus. Lucky hits from the last three ships threw three of the enemy into flaming extinction, and the Flagship and two others dived into the gap. The emptiness of space filled with the coruscating flash of unleased energy as the enemy ships tried frantically to close the momentary gap, but in that instant, they were through. They roared into the atmosphere as the pursuing enemy fire dwindled—even the coldly calculating Venusians hesitated to launch the nightmare force of an energy bolt in the direction of their own planet—but only the Flagship survived the barrage to plunge alone through the cloud belt. Decelerating to the limit of human endurance, the Flagship sought for a worthy target to attack in the few minutes of survival which would remain to it, and in the brief time which elasped before the automatic defences found their target, a terrible rain of destruction was launched on the inhabited plain below.


  Long before its own load of destruction reached the surface, the Flagship died. And though every-man of her crew perished in an instant of flaming energy, and her intricate controls were fused to worthless scrap, the Flagship plunged downward, first at a steep angle that was the resultant of her own velocity and that of the blow which had destroyed her, and then, as the attraction of the planet gripped her, vertically with swiftly gathering momentum. As the dead ship gathered acceleration, her hull glowed white-hot from the friction of the atmosphere.


  Still downward, and the tortured metal grew brilliantly incandescent and began to soften. A few minutes more, and the incredibly resistant alloy would have fused to a shapeless mass of molten metal, but before that point was reached the terrible projectile struck.


  In one flaming instant, the whole store of man’s most powerful agents of destruction which the huge ship contained dissipated itself in an unthinkable holocaust.


  Had there been any Earthmen there to see, he would have groaned to see the waste of this tremendous destruction, for the Flagship had passed a full thousand miles from the inhabited plain of Venus to come to her end in dense jungle.


  There were no Earthmen to see, but there were Venusians in plenty, and these died in an instant. The whole planet shuddered, and the wave of concussion travelled to the far-off cities to take its toll of life. And behind the concussion came the even deadlier plague of radio-active gases and particles that made the very air and water potent poisons.


  Far off in space, the Venusian fleet faced panic. Secure in their possession of broadcast power which made them invincible, they were leisurely mopping up the scattered remnants of the Earth Fleet when their weapons died. Nor was it long before the pursued became the pursuers as the little ships discovered the proud Venusians to be almost powerless before them, and savagely set themselves to exact vengeance. They had no way of knowing that the Flagship, plunging blindly to its own destruction, had fallen on the one spot on Venus which could turn defeat into victory. Hidden in remote jungle, the immense source of broadcast power was incomplete in its defences, and the terrific momentum of the falling Flagship had crashed squarely into it and through it. The explosion of the subatomic weapons of the ship had fallen on fertile ground, and the vast stores of fissionable material in the station had produced the holocaust of power fitting enough to be the funeral pyre of the Venusian race.


  * * *


  Space hummed with rumour.


  The Second Fleet, approaching on what it believed to be a suicide mission, heard with amazement of Venusian ships that could neither fight nor run effectively, and pressed on to see for themselves. The Venusians, battered and crippled as they were, sent up all the self-powered ships they could raise to oppose the forces of Earth, but these were contemptuously swept aside.


  Asking no quarter, the arrogant race manned their defences with courage, and many Earth ships fell in flaming ruin on Venus, but, one by one, the batteries were silenced as destruction rained down from the avenging Fleet.


  The Venusian colonies on Mercury did not escape.


  Warned of the wrath to come, they swallowed their pride and sued humbly for peace. Stripped of weapons, with their spawning beds destroyed, they lived out their lives on the torrid plains of Mercury, pondering perhaps on the follies of treachery and aggression. So perished the Venusian race from the Solar System. Venus itself, a barren, radio-active waste, bears witness to man’s determination, and on Earth, united as never before by common danger, man works on to fulfil his ultimate destiny.


  THE END


  VENUS TROUBLE


  Rog Phillips


  Elmer Smith ran a Venus steam turbine plant without using fuel. Stanwoody Cripe ran into trouble finding out how he did it!


  I WATCHED the gray topography of the terrain below speed by. The continent of Blinkum, which is a thousand miles wide at its widest point and takes up eleven thousand of the twenty-four thousand miles of circumference of Venus, was perhaps the most monotonous country in the universe.


  The monotony was interrupted here and there by man-made buildings, all large and massively constructed to withstand the eternal winds that sweep from the dark side of Venus to the sunward side. On the roof of each building a number could be seen.


  I was creeping past such a building down below. Its number was sixty-three, the one we were looking for. Plant sixty-three was the one that O.T. (operating technician) Elmer Smith had run for a full year with no consumption of fuel. It was my job at the moment, to find out how he had done it—if I could.


  Each of the plants like sixty-three consumed about five million dollars’ worth of fuel oil an Earth-year. Elmer Smith had saved five million dollars in operating costs. As an incentive, the O.T. was offered a bonus of fifty percent of what he could save on operating costs over the average of the two previous years. His bonus was two and a half million. That was just twelve times the salary of the Old Man, Gregory Janes, President of Interplanetary Enterprises Incorporated whose capital assets were worth about three billion dollars more than the national debt of the U.S.


  It was unheard of that a common O.T. should make twelve times as much as G.J. It made the Old Man very angry, so he asked me to find out how Elmer had done it—but Elmer was non-committal.


  I’m Stanwood Cripe, chief trouble shooter for I.E.I., commonly referred to as “ayly.” I’d been given this assignment by G.J., and had taken off from Earth to Venus on a regular passenger ship. Only a couple of minor things happened that got me off the track.


  One of those minor things was to get married to a gal named Mary Alice. She was probably chewing her fingernails back in New Chicago, Winkum, waiting for me to hurry up and figure out how Elmer had run a power plant without fuel, so we could take our honeymoon.


  The pilot had cut off the jet motors. I twisted my head to one side and watched the air. Briefly, there was a stationary distortion in the air, in the form of a refracting wave that spread out from the short wingtip at a forty-five degree angle. While it existed we were going at sonic speed. Then, we dropped to subsonic and the wave was lost.


  I twisted around in my seat and lifted my head so that I could watch the coptor blades rise from their well. I never tired of watching the marvelous mechanism of a plane. The four large blades rose out of the well and telescoped out to their full length, rising on a telescoping shaft. I felt the braking effect of their resistance to the air at our five or six-hundred mile an hour velocity which was rapidly dropping.


  There was a coughing sound as the motor that ran the blades started. The four blades started up, and changed into a disk of blurring motion. The blades took over the guidance of the ship, and it rocked, inert, under the parachute effect of the coptor screw.


  The pilot turned back, dropping the plane slowly as we went along, so that when we were again over plant sixty-three we were only a couple of thousand feet above it. Under jet flight we had been at an altitude of about eight miles, in the layer between the stratosphere winds from the sunward side to the dark side, and the ground winds from the dark side to the sunward side.


  The plane hung at an angle of thirty degrees, its coptor blades biting into the wind. The pilot was heading for the landing spot to the leeward of the plant. It would be a ticklish job. It takes an expert to fly on Venus, where the very best of weather would be considered grounding weather back on Earth. My pilot, Jim Forsythe, was one of the best. Even at that, I would probably have had a softer landing if I had jumped the last twenty feet before our landing.


  The new O.T. came out to meet me. He was Bill Southern, a smart young fellow, who had graduated from M.I.T. with honors, and was slated for a top job after his first few years of service in outpost jobs. His deal was special in that it took the two years’ costs previous to the last year, and had a special provision to prevent him from getting a cool two million and a half as Elmer Smith had done.


  He grinned in welcome as I stepped out of the plane. I grinned back, though I was still trying to get my vertebrae unscrambled from the jarring thump of the landing.


  The pilot was still in the plane, collapsing the coptor mechanism into its well, and otherwise fixing things for an indefinite stay. I looked at the plane, a beautiful needlenose craft, with wings that stuck out from the sides about three feet. Jim Forsythe, the pilot, waved an okay to me from the transparent forepart of the ship.


  I followed Bill Southern through the door into the huge power plant. The comforting odor of steamheated air combined with that of lubricating oil welcomed me. The noise of the wind that whistled outside was replaced by the subdued, businesslike hum of turbines, the muted-roar of furnace flames behind the expressionless wall of furnace fronts that formed the opposite wall of the plant As I paused to soak-in this atmosphere, I felt a sense of defeat and impotence. How could I find out anything here?


  Sure, I knew all about such plants—I knew the whole setup—I could have operated the plant myself—I could have built it. I knew all about the vast oil reserves that filled the worked mine shafts, and provided the source of fuel for plant sixty-three and all the other plants strung over Blinkum. I knew the theory of power networks too. It’s quite a complicated thing when you have interconnected generating plants along a six or seven thousand mile round trip power circuit.


  “How’s everything, Bill?” I asked, just as if I knew the guy instead of having had to learn all about him from the files.


  “Okay, Mr. Cri—Cripe,” Bill Southern said. Most people acted a trifle embarrassed about my name at first—probably not sure whether it sounded insulting or not. Grandpa had a real sense of humor when he invented that name.


  “Find any signs of anything that might point to tampering?” I asked.


  “Plenty,” Bill said. “I’ll show you after we have a bite to eat. These machines don’t make sense so far, but they definitely point to the fact that Elmer Smith did a lot of changing around here—as well as changing things back.”


  “Let’s have some coffee and a sandwich,” I suggested. “You can tell me what you’ve found while you fix a snack.”


  We went over to the small office and living quarters that were standard equipment for these power plants. Jim Forsythe joined us by the time Bill had the coffee started.


  The coffee, as everyone knows, was a standard mixture of synthetics. The coffee industry was one of the first to fall under the wave of biochemical achievements that took place from 1950 to 1960 during the decade of progress. That was the period when biochemical synthesis reached its maturity. Product after product was analyzed and duplicated in the chemical plants. Flavor and effect became a real science.


  “Bill,” I said, when he had things going, “what have you found out?”


  “Well,” he said, “first I went the rounds with a torque wrench. That was my best bet. I tightened one of the big nuts on the turbine cases to about five hundred pounds of torque when I first put the case on. When it was warm after a few hours of running, I tightened it again to five hundred. That held it. A month later eight hundred wouldn’t budge it. A year later it took over a thousand to start it off. That way I could tell which nuts had been loosened.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “What did you find?”


  “I found that one of the turbine cases had been taken off about a year ago,” Bill Southern said.


  “Anything else?” I asked.


  “I checked the inventory of parts,” Bill said, “I found that some pipe was missing. I’ve looked for it, and I can’t find where it was used, or what became of it.”


  “Some pipe missing?” I asked incredulously. “Huh! Probably replacement. The old pieces will be in the scrap pile.”


  “They aren’t, though,” Bill said. “I’ve checked all the piping, too. There’s one six-foot section of three-quarter-inch pipe replaced in the water side of one of the condenser units—the one for steam turbine number four.”


  “What does the log say about the pipe, if anything?”


  “Nothing. Not even anything about that replacement—and nothing about the other pipe missing from the warehouse supply.”


  “Maybe the missing pipe will give us some clues to what Elmer Smith did,” I said, “but I have a sneaking hunch it will take more than clues to give us an idea of what took place in here about a year ago.” I looked out through the glass wall of the room at the vast organization of machines that was the powerplant. It hummed quietly in its production of power which was sufficient to run a city, “I’d liked to have been here about a year ago and seen what Elmer did. The furnaces were cold, and their fuel oil shut off. The steam turbines were running at full speed, generating full power—but not from steam, though God knows what it could have been! What else could it have been? Whatever it was, it would take tons of it. Where would it have come from? Elmer couldn’t have brought a hundred pounds of anything here without the company knowing about it.”


  I sipped my coffee, and looked out over the plant, speculating.


  “I’ve thought of a possible explanation for the missing pipe, Mr. Cripe,” Bill Southern said. “If Smith used it to make new circuits in the piping of the plant, to have left it around would have given us the obvious pieces of the jigsaw puzzle to put back where they fit.”


  “That’s probably right,” I admitted, my respect for Jim mounting. “If we had all of those missing pieces of pipe we could find out where they fit, rehook them, and study the circuits. He had to destroy them, but how could he? Maybe they’re hidden some place. Wonder if there are any abandoned mine shafts near the plant, to which he could have hauled the pipes on the truck?”


  “I haven’t been away from the plant to explore yet,” Bill said.


  “You can do some exploring,” I said to Jim Forsythe, my pilot. “Do it on foot, and keep within sight of the building until you’ve explored every square foot.”


  I turned back to Bill Southern.


  “Is that old piece of six-foot length of three-quarter-inch pipe in the junk pile?” I asked.


  “It was,” Bill said. “I found it and laid it to one side. It was split open almost its full length.”


  “Let’s see it,” I said, gulping down the last of my coffee.


  I followed Bill into the far end of the plant. We went through a small door which hung in large sliding doors, and found ourselves in a continuation of the building, which was walled off from the plant. The replacements were kept here, and also the debris, such as old pipes, old insulation, worn out meters, and so on.


  Bill went straight to a piece of pipe propped against a post. He handed it to me without speaking. I examined it closely. It was three-quarter-inch galvanized pipe, threaded at both ends. The length of the pipe was mostly split open, and the split followed a rough longitudinal line that conformed to the crystallization pattern of the metal. The split edges were pushed out considerably so that the gap was half an inch in some places.


  “What’s the normal pressure on this line?” I asked.


  “Forty pounds,” Bill said. “It’s fed by a duplex steam pump, so the pressure couldn’t exceed ninety pounds.”


  “That’s what I thought,” I said. “If the line valve was shut off with the duplex pump going, the pump would come to a stop as soon as line pressure equaled steam pressure. The steam pressure is regulated by a reducer valve from the main steam line that prevents the pressure from going over ninety pounds. Right?”


  “Right,” Bill agreed.


  “Then we have a clue right here,” I said. “This pipe couldn’t have been broken open by pressure in the line. There’s only one other thing that could have done this.”


  “What’s that?” Bill asked, mystified. “You don’t mean freezing! That would be absolutely impossible. The coldest it ever gets here is forty-five degrees—but we can check with the temperature charts for the past year and find out for sure.”


  There were two temperature meters; one to measure outside temperature, and the other to measure the temperature inside the power plant. We found the daily charts filed away in the storage files where they were supposed to be. We took them out and began to look them over.


  I skipped through those for outside temperature. They seemed to be normal, as the ink line stayed at an even fifty-seven degrees Fahrenheit. The date of each entry was stamped in the blank center on the date line.


  “They seem okay,” I said to Bill. “I don’t see any sign of freezing weather. How’re the ones for the plant?”


  He was frowning at the pile of paper disks he had on the table in front of him.


  “I don’t like the looks of them,” he said. “The temperature line on each is okay, but look at this!” He pointed to the date stamped on one.


  I looked where he was pointing. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong. Then, I saw what he meant. On the area of the paper where the date was stamped there was a lighter color to the paper—and on the printed date line over which the date was to be stamped there was apparently a poor job done in the printing.


  “Looks to me,” Bill said slowly, “like an old chart, with the original date taken off with bleach, and the new date stamped over. The stamp ink is easily bleached, but the print ink of the line is different stuff—it’s carbon base rather than vegetable, and would remain.”


  “I believe you’re right,” I said excitedly. “That means he took a year’s batch of charts and changed the dates. Wonder if the outside charts are that way.” I glanced at some of them—the ones for outside temperature were also faked!


  “Now why would he do that?” Bill Southern asked, puzzled.


  “Only one reason could stand up,” I said. “He wanted to conceal the temperatures that actually existed here during the year. He probably changed the charts every day as he should, but destroyed the actual charts, and covered up the shortage by using charts of some previous year.”


  We searched through the stored files and found out that Smith had substituted charts from six years back. The boxes supposedly holding those charts were full of unused ones.


  “Well,” I said, wiping the dust off my coat sleeves with my hands, “we have two strong clues pointing to freezing temperatures existing here last year—faked temperatures charts, and that burst cooling water pipe. You’re sure that other piping wasn’t used to replace burst pines?”


  “Quite sure,” Bill said. “Most of it was six-inch and fourteen-inch steam pipe anyway.”


  “That would be hard to hide,” I suggested. Bill didn’t say anything. My thoughts turned to those bolts that had been loosened during the year. “Show me the places where units have been worked on,” I said. “It’s the number four turbine and condenser unit,” Bill said.


  I followed him to the turbo-electric generator which rested on the upper floor. The huge condenser was underneath. I knew the construction.


  The turbine takes high pressure steam (four-hundred pounds pressure) which shoots through striking the turbine blades attached to the rotating shaft. The steam is deflected back against stationary blades which again deflect it so that it strikes another row of speeding blades. It does this several times, then shoots out into the vacuum chamber. A lot of the steam’s heat and pressure is already transferred into the motion of the turbine, which in turn runs the generator. The steam condenses rapidly against the walls of the thousands of copper tubes in the huge condenser tank, and gives up the last of its heat of vaporization through the copper tubing walls to the blanket of water inside the copper tubes. This heats up the cooling water, so it’s pumped rapidly through the condenser to the cooling vats outside the building, where it’s sprayed in fountains into storage pools, the air rapidly cooling the heated water.


  Meanwhile, the condensed steam in the form of water is pumped out of the bottom of the condenser and forced back into the boilers where the furnace flames convert it into high pressure steam once more.


  That’s the theory of the turbine steam plant in operation—simple to understand. The reason gasoline turbines weren’t used was that in a plant this size the cracking plant necessary to convert crude oil into the gasoline necessary to run the plant would have been about three times as big as the steam generating plant that used the crude oil. Gasoline turbines are superior to steam turbines only in the smaller sizes around a hundred horsepower.


  Bill Southern showed me where covers had been taken off of unit four. It was obvious that a great deal of work bad been done on the unit. How much, I began to realize two hours later. Huge steam pipes showed signs of having been taken off. Flange bolts proved to have been monkeyed with very recently. Sheet-metal screws, which held insulation jackets in place, were still bright from scraping with screwdrivers.


  Since none of the other turbine units had been tampered with, it gradually became obvious that whatever Elmer Smith had done to the plant to make it run without fuel, had all been done to unit four. Since at least two of the turbo-electric units were necessary to generate the load on plant sixty-three, that meant that either the changes had been such that the generator itself could put out more than its rated capacity, or in some way unit four had been changed to provide the energy necessary to run the other generators!


  That was a startling thought—that unit four could in some way be made to generate energy of some sort that could run two other turbo-electric units, or maybe itself and one other that didn’t have to be changed in any way.


  Did unit four itself generate any electricity during that year, or did it produce all the power generated during that year? I put the question to Bill Southern. We brought out the books that gave meter readings for all the units.


  Generator four had produced no electricity during the entire year, that is, until the last three days of Elmer Smith’s year of duty. He had cut it into operation three days before the replacement was due to arrive, and left it running.


  That meant that the generator of unit four had not been connected to the power circuit. If unit four had done any running, it had been with an idly spinning generator. Therefore, the changes made in four had been made to convert it to do something in relation to units generating the actual power, without the generator itself, generating electric power.


  In some way, the turbine and the condenser of unit four had been made to take the place of the steam boilers in the generation of power.


  I was beginning to reconstruct the superficial aspects of what had gone on. Elmer Smith had arrived at plant sixty-three with his plan perfected down to the last detail. Unit four had not been in operation when he arrived. As soon as the O.T. Elmer was succeeding had packed his things and left, Elmer had gone to work Gn unit four. When he finished changing it to fit his plan, he cut in the extra idle unit with unit four during a slack load period, then shut off the fuel and let the boilers cool down—or maybe kept them hot for a few days—until he was sure his theory worked in practice.


  It had worked, so from then until three days before the new O.T. was to arrive, unit four had replaced the bank of steam boilers. The generator of unit four had played the part of a flywheel only, giving the blades of the turbine the momentum needed to keep them from fluttering and changing speed easily.


  I began to feel a sense of inadequacy. It was beginning to look as if it would take more than my knowledge to figure it all out, even if we found the missing pipes. I couldn’t even be sure about that burst three-quarter-inch pipe. It was from unit four. If unit four was creating the power necessary to run two turbo-electric units out of nothing, that burst pipe may have been carrying four-hundred pounds pressure rather than ninety.


  Still, the next thing on the agenda was to find those missing pipes. They had to be somewhere. I let Bill Southern make his routine checks on plant operation, and went outside to see how Jim Forsythe was doing in his search for them.


  I saw him almost a mile away, wandering aimlessly. I set out to intercept him, my eyes exploring the terrain under my feet.


  Thousands of feet overhead hovered a solid appearing cloudy layer of leaden gray. Underfoot, the thick bunch grass formed a soft carpet, with bare granite forming patches that the wind kept free from sand or soil that the roots of plants could cling to.


  I leaned unconsciously into the wind, which never varied in the slightest. There were no hills big enough to act as barriers to the turbulence. The winds had a clean sweep from the ice continent on the extreme pole of the dark side, across the flat continent of Blinkum, and on into the sunward side where they swept upward to return to the ice continent via the stratosphere.


  As I walked, a new thought occurred to me. Although the land was flat, undoubtedly the granite underneath wasn’t. The soil had filled in these low spots. That meant that there might be places where Elmer could have buried the pipes and replaced the bunchgrass sod. The excess soil, when spread out to dry, could have been picked up by the wind and distributed, so there would be no telltale pile of dirt left.


  I hastened my steps to tell him about it. Unless he found the pipe or a hole it could have been dropped into, we would have to cover the ground again with a metal detector to locate it.


  When I reached him, he told me he had covered a complete circle of the plant, and hadn’t found anything.


  Back at the plant I called Mary Alice on the phone. I knew she would be anxiously awaiting word from me.


  “Hi, Mrs. Cripe,” I said when I; heard her voice.


  “Are you all right, Stan?” she asked, anxiety in her voice.


  “No,” I said. “The plane crashed and I got killed. I’m calling from the spirit world.”


  “That joke is just moderately funny,” Mary Alice came back. I groaned deeply in admiration. She laughed delightedly at my suffering.


  “How’re things?” I asked. “Find some nice clothes on your shopping tour?”


  “I haven’t been shopping,” she answered. “I’ve been working.”


  “Working?” I echoed. “Now you listen here, Mary Alice—”


  “Don’t you use that tone of voice to me, Stanwoody Cripe,” she interrupted. “I’m the bride of the chief troubleshooter for ‘ayiy’ and that makes me chief-assistant troubleshooter, so I’ve been out shooting trouble.”


  “And I’ll bet wherever you cut off a dragon’s head two grew in its place,” I groaned.


  “Maybe,” she said with a pert tone of superiority and self-satisfaction. “But where you’ve been battling the tail of the dragon, I’ve been having a few talks with its head.”


  “Meaning Elmer Smith?” I asked, unable to keep the startled admiration out of my voice.


  “I thought that would do something to you,” Mary Alice said.


  “Say!” I said. “That’s a good idea. I’m glad I thought of it. Maybe your womanly wiles can work where officials couldn’t get to first base. Go to work on him.”


  “I already have, Stan,” she said coyly. “He’s nice.”


  “I knew I should have brought you along with me,” I sputtered. Her tinkling laughter added fuel to my jealousy.


  “Have you uncovered anything out there, Stan?” she asked.


  “Don’t change the subject,” I said “What have you accomplished with Smith?”


  “Elmer?” Mary Alice asked. “We’ve had dinner together, danced, and seen a couple of shows.”


  “All in one day?” I mocked. “That’s right,” she said. “It has been only part of a day. It seems longer”—Her voice was wistful, but changed on her next words—“because I feel as if I’d known Elmer for ages,” she added with elaborate soulfulness.


  “Hang up,” I said. “I’m going to call G.J. and ask for a transfer to the colonial farms where I can keep you under my eye all the time.”


  “Good!” Mary Alice said. There was a click.


  “Hello?” I said. “Hello?” I jiggled the receiver.


  “Number, please?” a female voice said.


  “I was disco—why you little—” Mary Alice’s laughter was catching. I chuckled. “Okay, what have you found out from Smith?”


  “All right, I’ll tell you,” Mary Alice said. “I’ve found out that you won’t find out anything. He says that if he were to let anyone know what he did out there it would destroy civilization on Venus, bankrupt I.E.I., and upset the whole economy of the solar system. That’s why he isn’t talking. Not only that, he’s going to tell I.E.I. to keep their two and a half million dollars and just give him his salary for the year.”


  “That’s white of him,” I said sarcastically. “Now all I have to do is tell G.J. that Smith said to forget it.


  He would of course drop the whole investigation immediately and let us take our honeymoon. It wouldn’t bother him in the least that there was some way to save ayiy about eighty-five million dollars a year on Blinkum alone, not mention a few billions in other places. All he has to do is just wait for one little upstart to open his trap and start talking.”


  “I know what you mean,” Mary Alice said thoughtfully. “But the fact remains that it belongs to Elmer, and if he wants to keep it to himself he has a right to.”


  “The heck he does,” I said. “It belongs to ayiy. He did it on their time, with their equipment, and is getting paid two and a half million for doing it.”


  “Oh, no,” Mary Alice said, “He perfected it before he went to work for ayiy. He says the very charts you might uncover to present as evidence would prove that there was no experimenting done on ayiy time.”


  “I guess that’s true,” I admitted. “We hired his skills, and unless those skills invented something while in our employ, we don’t own those skills. Have you gotten anything out of him that might give a clue? For instance, what did he mean when he said it would destroy civilization on Venus?”


  “He wouldn’t elaborate,” Mary Alice said.


  I hung up a few minutes later without learning anything more. My wife had promised to keep working on Smith—a little too eagerly, I thought, but after all, I couldn’t go around building up jealousy. I had work to finish before I could take Mary Alice on our honeymoon.


  I left the office and went across the plant to the warehouse section. Up until now I had been taking obvious things first. Now the time had come to start getting down to the abstruse.


  In the warehouse section was all the equipment necessary to make repairs. There were lathes, pipe threaders, welding machines, both gas and electric, pressure testing outfits, as well as the bins of parts, the shelves on which rested replacement valves and factory-packed panel meters and automatic controls. There were workbenches and drawers full of tools. There were wrenches galore. There were the racks that held piping of all sizes and types—enough to outfit a wholesale hardware house.


  All this stuff had been brought in by the huge amphibious freighters; tractor-treaded, ocean-going scows of five-thousand tons’ displacement. They sailed from ports on Winkum and made a large circle to get away from the swift waters of the channels between the two continents, and crawled up on shore on Blinkum, traveling overland to wherever their cargo was to be unloaded. These amphibs and the huge aircargo planes formed the lifeline between the continents of Winkum, Blinkum and Nod.


  I took off my coat and rolled up my sleeves. The six-foot length of three-quarter-inch pipe that had burst was leaning against the post where I had left it. I took it to a bench and examined it some more.


  Maybe pressure could have blown that pipe open. I decided to find out.


  I took a twenty-foot length of three-quarter-inch galvanized pipe from stock and cut a six-foot length and threaded it at both ends. I screwed a cap on one end, then screwed the other end onto a reducer on the pressure testing machine.


  I started up the pump and smoked a cigarette while I watched the pressure needle climb slowly. At sixteen hundred pounds per square inch the needle suddenly dropped back to zero. The pipe had burst.


  The break was similar to that in the other pipe, but only about four Inches long, with a gap only an eighth of an inch at the widest part.


  That settled that. A pressure burst wouldn’t split the pipe along its full length. I had thought as much, but wanted to make sure.


  A full length split, then, would have to be due to freezing. Solid ice, building up unrelieved pressure, would slowly split the pipe and spread it out uniformly.


  There was refrigerating unit other than the standard kitchen refrigerator and deep-freeze. Neither would accommodate a six-foot length of pipe. The deep-freeze had two compartments with variable temperatures for keeping different things.


  There was no need of testing and duplicating the pipe split. It was now obvious that it had been done by freezing, and that was utterly insane.


  The whole thing was insane—to run a powerplant without fuel—perpetual motion. It was like so many I things that had been accomplished in the history of science—impossible, but they worked. When they were working, science figured out why, and where the mistakes were that had led to the belief that functional invention was impossible.


  One thing was certain, though. Number four wasn’t run by perpetual motion, which is the creation of power out of nothing. Wherever the energy had come from, it was real energy that had run up wattage on the meters, and therefore had been taken from some source of energy. But what source of energy was there besides the normal supply of fuel oil piped into the plant through a sealed meter? Absolutely none!


  By a wild stretch of imagination I could connect the almost proven fact that sufficient cold to freeze a pipe and burst it by taking heat energy from the atmosphere itself would leave the atmosphere cold. But that violated the laws of entropy. To extract heat energy from the atmosphere with devices like the generators in a power plant would consume more power than it produced. If that could be done, electric refrigerators could be built without motors and run without fuel.


  I had to face it. There was no source of energy available other than that of fuel oil, the latent heat contained in the atmosphere itself, and in the eternal winds that whistled around the eaves of the building. The force of motion of the winds, although a possible source of energy, would have taken windmills bigger than the power plant itself to produce enough power to run the generators.


  It had to be the latent heat of the air.


  My thoughts turned to Elmer Smith. I looked about me, at the workbenches, and the gloom that dwindled into darkness away from the “vhf” light tubes. I pictured Elmer here, alone, hastily preparing the pipes and things to change the plant over so it would use the heat of the atmosphere itself as the source of power. Quiet genius. Genius could be so quiet and unobtrusive. It could look out from characterless eyes. You could look at it and never suspect its presence, or its power to manipulate Nature’s vast forces.


  Elmer Smith, five-foot-seven, twenty-three years old, washed out blond hair, his hundred and forty pounds far from impressive, was such a genius.


  His life so far hadn’t been much. He had gone to school, graduated from college with the standard B.Sc., put in his application with I.E.I., gotten some minor job somewhere while he waited his turn, gone into I.E.I. p.g. training for a year, then come out here.


  It was doubtful if he had ever been off the Earth until he was sent here to Venus by the company. Probably he had never been in love. Most geniuses spent their early years lost in their growing intellect, then bingo—one day they were in love.


  A vague uneasiness stirred in my thoughts. Mary Alice was playing with fire if she was leading Elmer Smith on. Having fallen for her myself, I could understand how easy it would be for Elmer to do the same. Maybe he had gone overboard already. The awakening would be a terrific blow to him when he found out she was my wife, and had just been trying to worm his secret out of him for me.


  I shrugged off the uneasy feeling. What the heck? Elmer would have to learn to face life by himself.


  My thoughts were interrupted by the entrance of Jim Forsythe.


  “I’ve found the pipes,” he said.


  “Good!” I forgot all about Elmer Smith and Mary Alice. “Where are they?”


  “Just outside the plant,” Jim said. “You won’t be able to do anything with them, though, because they’re just a pile of oxides.”


  I followed him. The pile of stuff looked like slag from a furnace. At first I could see no evidence that it had been piping, but as I picked up chunk after chunk I saw here and there that the stuff had been piping, now completely oxidized and broken up.


  “How’d he do that?” I asked. But I knew the answer even as I asked. He did it with red hot steel in a bath of pure oxygen. If Elmer had a generous source of liquid oxygen, all he had to do was lay a pipe on the ground, heat part of the pipe until it was red hot, then spill liquid oxygen generously on the ground around it. The pipe would burn like red hot charcoal, slowly and thoroughly, not changing shape much, then it could be broken up easily.


  I stared at the pile glumly. So Elmer had destroyed the one way to find out how he had changed things around. If the piping had been intact, to fit the pipes would have been all I had to do. With everything together, I could have figured out how to get unit four going, and get the plant back the way Elmer had it running without fuel.


  Then, my thoughts turned to Mary Alice. She was my only hope. If she could make him fall in love with her and blab his secret to her the world would have it, and Elmer would get over his broken heart as soon as he got the nice fat bonus to buy things on which to exercise his talents.


  I decided to call her and tell her I had come to a dead end and the rest was up to her. I hurried back into the plant office and called the hotel. The girl at the switchboard rang our room for several minutes—there was no answer.


  It gave me an empty feeling to hear the buzz in the receiver as the phone in our hotel room rang time after time—no one answered. I pictured the apartment and heard the shrill ring blasting through the room with no Mary Alice there to hear it.


  She had gone out with Elmer Smith, of course. That made my empty feeling all the emptier. It was the first time since the first day I had set eyes on her that I hadn’t been able to contact her at any time of day or night that I wished.


  While the phone was ringing my thoughts went back to that first meeting. Strange, how something out of an almost forgotten childhood can be the tie that knits two people into the bond of love.


  I’d always sort of felt love would never find me—that is—real love. As chief trouble shooter for I.E.I., I met a fair cross-section of the cream of womanhood—secretaries, stewardesses, nurses, woman bosses—women with everything. Some of them I liked, some of them affected me indifferently. None of them had ever created that “something” in me that I could recognize as the thing people in love called love.


  I’d gradually come to assume that some day I would pick one of the passing parade that suited me, and marry her. Then, Mary Alice had walked down the aisle toward me—calm, efficient, and sympathetic. She was a trained stewardess on a passenger spaceship, no different than hundreds of other girls—until I learned she was the daughter of my father’s favorite poet. Then, somehow, her hair had changed from just a hairdo to a symphony in deep chestnut richness; her face from just a well-formed combination of eyes, nose, mouth, etc., to something full of meaning that I wanted to keep on watching.


  I found out what love was in the only way it can really be found out—by experiencing it. Sure, it’s possible to reduce it to psychological elements. In my subconscious was a sense of insecurity, that I had never been able to get rid of, created by the death of my father. There had been a subconscious wish to remain a child, with the dreams and realities of youth. There had been the natural urge of the adult male to find a mate and raise a family. There had been a feeling of the insecurity of living alone with no one to depend on.


  There had been the thousand factors in my subconscious that had suddenly come together to leap out and fasten on the wonderful answer to them all, Mary Alice Demoth. Psychology would explain that these were the factors that made falling in love possible, but psychology couldn’t produce the actual miracle, the transformation in my whole being that made me in love.


  Now Mary Alice was out with Elmer Smith, perhaps even giving him one of her wonderful smiles. I felt jealousy strike its cruel barbs into me.


  “That number doesn’t answer,” the hotel switchboard girl interrupted my self-torture.


  “Have her call my number as soon as she comes in,” I said, and hung up reluctantly.


  I went into the plant and joined Bill Southern, the O.T., and Jim Forsythe, my airplane pilot. We killed an hour discussing possible ways Elmer might have changed unit number four.


  Bill fixed us a dinner in the kitchen of the living suite connected with the office. After dinner we played cards. The hours passed slowly—Mary Alice didn’t call.


  It got to be well after midnight. There’s no change from night to day and day to night on Venus; but there is a twenty-four hour pattern of life imposed on you by clocks. It’s as rigid as if night and day actually existed.


  At one A.M. I called the hotel again—no answer. At two, I called once more—still no answer. At two-thirty the card game broke up for the simple reason that I couldn’t keep my mind on the cards at all any more.


  “A trouble shooter at work,” Bill Southern chided. I liked the fellow. He was twenty-six, had dark hair and a square chin. He wouldn’t climb far, but he’d be a solid human brick in the I.E.I. structure.


  “Yeah,” I said. “This problem’s got me.” I let it go at that. I hadn’t told them to whom the phone calls were, so they didn’t know the real cause of my distraction. Both Bill and Jim thought I was deep in thoughts of how to run a powerhouse on thin air. Hah!


  I stood up and watched while they started a game of two-handed rummy. After a while I wandered into the plant to look around and kill some more time.


  My footsteps were again directed almost unconsciously toward the number four turbine. It was no different than the other three. Every part on it could have been replaced by the same part on any of the other turbines.


  I watched it, as it hummed with hidden power—five-thousand horsepower. I looked across the red tile floor at the boiler front that concealed the giant water tube boiler which generated the steam to run the turbine.


  How could a single five-thousand horse turbine be changed to take the place of two giant boilers? How could a five-thousand horse turbine provide ten-thousand horsepower of energy to run two other turbines?


  I reviewed in my mind the principle of the turbine. It consumed live steam at two-hundred pounds’ pressure. The steam molecules could be considered as individual little balls that hit and rebounded from the moving rotor blades in the turbine. Each little ball, on hitting and rebounding, imparted a blow to the blade. That blow, when added to the billions of similar blows, was the power that ran the turbine and drove the generator that created the electrical flow in the power lines.


  Since the energy was imparted by the little ball, it resulted in a reduction of the energy potential of the little ball, and left the ball flying at a reduced speed. In other words, the aggregate of little units of steam lost heat—cooled off. This loss of heat left the last stage of the turbine considerably colder. The units of sleam went into the condenser at around two hundred and eight degrees Fahrenheit, ready to condense into water the moment they struck the cool walls of the condenser pipes.


  On the other side of the condenser pipes was water—cool water from the spray ponds outside the building. The condensing of the spent steam heated this cool water so that it went back to the spray nozzles as fairly hot water, which was to be cooled off by the atmosphere.


  The condensed steam, now hot water, was pumped back into the boilers where the fire changed it back into high pressure steam. Then, the steam returned to the turbine and performed the whole cycle all over again.


  By analogy it was possible to transpose the cycle to air instead of steam. It was possible to have liquid air enter the boiler and evaporate into gas, the liquid air taking its heat of vaporization from air forced through the boilers and up the stack. The evaporated air, at two hundred pounds pressure, could then enter the turbine and do the work of driving! the generator, the air losing temperature in the process and dropping down to subzero temperatures. It would obviously do that if there was a vacuum in the condenser chamber to prevent back pressure. This vacuum could only be produced if the air that entered the condenser was immediately liquefied, just as the spent steam in the steam cycle had been. The air was pumped out as a liquid. If it remained a gas it would take pumps, big pumps, working at high speeds, to maintain a vacuum. The only way the cooled air could liquefy in the condenser would be if there was liquid air circulating in the cooling water half of the condenser.


  The steam-cycle could be replaced by the air-cycle all right, but the cooling water system would have to be replaced by a circulatory cycle of liquid air at temperatures far below the liquefying temperature of air! The circulatory system then, was the problem. If this were solved, then any of the turbo-general or-boiler units could be run on air instead of steam. Any such unit could be thoroughly dried out until there wasn’t a water molecule in it, by running dry air through it and through a tank of dry calcium chloride, which would remove the moisture. Then fill the boiler with liquid air and let’er go.


  The problem would be to keep the condenser cold enough to condense the spent air from the turbine. Such a cycle, from the steam side, would need no outside aid. Therefore, unit four wasn’t needed in the power side; but, since it had served some special function, it must have played a vital role in the cooling system.


  I looked over the humming plant, almost able to envision it as it had been under Elmer Smith’s guiding genius. Cold boilers were filled with liquid air, the forced draft throwing the warm atmosphere through the furnace and into the maze of tubes that was the boiler. The air would then come out of the stacks intensely cold, condensing moisture so that it would look like smoke.


  The stove-hot steam lines would be at air temperature, filled with ordinary air at two hundred pounds’ pressure. There would be no freezing problems in the boilers or the steam lines. In the boilers themselves there would be no problem of pipes melting, so the Hash vaporization principle could be used, that of letting liquid air into the boilers in just the right amount, to replace that drained off by the turbines as they generated power. In the condensing circuit the coating of ice from the atmosphere would act as a natural insulant.


  My head was almost splitting from the intense effort to reconstruct what Elmer Smith had done, but I had reached bedrock. In some way, he had replaced the condenser cooling-system with condenser-unit number four turbine circuit. This bad eliminated the spray cooling-system outside the plant.


  In some way number four turbine had gotten below the evaporating temperature of air. It had provided the liquid air that circulated in the cooling jackets of the other condensers to condense the air into liquid form. Then it could be pumped out to maintain the proper vacuum in the exhaust end of the running turbines. It was pumped out, then back into the boilers to evaporate again.


  I’d climbed a mental ladder, so to speak, and arrived at a peak of achievement where I could relax for the moment. I glanced at my watch. It was three-thirty, and Mary Alice hadn’t called.


  I hurried back into the plant office and called the hotel again. There was no answer from our room. Mary Alice was still out.


  Suddenly, I realized that this had gone beyond the point of idle jealousy. Something must be definitely wrong or Mary Alice would have called me. Even if she hadn’t gone back to our room she would have called me from some place to let me know she was all right.


  It was absurd to think that Elmer Smith would do anything to her. It was much more likely that the Venusians had done something. Maybe the Venusians had kidnapped both her and Elmer!


  I cursed desperately. Why hadn’t I thought of that as a danger. I had recently foiled a well-laid scheme of the Venusians to make spaceflight so costly in lives that the Earth would give up space travel, and then I had blithely gone my way, secure in the conviction that the Venusians would do nothing to retaliate! What a fool I had been. I didn’t even know what had become of that Venusian priest I had captured and turned over to the police when we were rescued.[*]


  I ran into the room where Bill and Jim were still playing rummy.


  “Get the plane ready for takeoff,” I ordered. “We’re going back to Winkum immediately.”


  Jim Forsythe looked at me, astonished. then dropped his cards on the table and went out.


  “Sorry, Bill.” I said. “Some trouble has come up that demands my presence back in New Chicago. I’ll be back later. Keep track of anything that turns up here, and if you want me in a hurry call me at my hotel.”


  I gave him the number and hurried out. Jim Forsythe had the coptor blades idling when I got to the plane. I turned and waved at Bill, who was standing in the doorway of the plant, climbed into the cockpit, and closed the plastidome cover while Jim gunned the coptor motor.


  The ship rose uncertainly under the lift of the huge blades until it almost cleared the plant. The wind suddenly took it and tossed it in violent acceleration.


  Jim gunned the motor and dipped the coptor blades deeply into the wind to pull us forward and upward. There was a contest between my stomach and my body to see which could keep inside the plane. My stomach lost.


  Then we were falling in a steep downward glide as the coptor mechanism retracted into its compartment and the jets warmed up. The flat monotony of Blinkum was rushing up to meet us.


  Blinkum seemed to tilt crazily. At the same time my stomach returned to the fold and cradled around my backbone as the jets shot the ship forward into sonic, then supersonic flight toward Winkum.


  It was seven A.M. when I stepped out of the hotel elevator and strode down the carpeted hall to the motionless door to our room. The key had been at the desk. Mary Alice still had not shown up, but there might be some note or clue in our room.


  As I unlocked the door, the noise rebounded in the quiet hall. Somewhere down the hall came the faint, rhythmic snore of a sleeper. The clang of elevator doors on another floor sounded.


  I pushed the door open and entered the room, flicking on the light switch just inside. Seconds later I stood still in the center of the room. There was no note, no sign of violence—no nothing. I hadn’t really expected anything. Mary Alice had obviously gone out with Elmer Smith and there hadn’t been any reason for her to leave a note. Whatever had taken place had happened after she left.


  Suddenly I thought of Russ Tryon. If Mary Alice had needed help in a hurry, Russ would be the one she would call. He was the pilot of the ship we had come to Venus on, and had been best man at our wedding.


  Three quick steps took me to the phone, I waited impatiently for the night operator to wake up, then asked for Russ’ room number. The phone rang five times.


  “Hello,” his sleepy voice answered.


  “Russ?” I said—“Stan. Do you know where Mary Alice is? She isn’t in the room, and there’s no note.”


  “What!” His voice was suddenly wide awake. “Hell! She was going to have dinner with Elmer Smith. That’s all I know. She had some idea about worming his secret out of him.” He was silent for several seconds. “What time is it, Stan?”


  “A little after seven,” I said.


  “Then something’s happened,” he said. “Where are you?—Your room?—Stay there till I get there. I’ll be right up.”


  He must have dressed in the hall and the elevator as he came up, because he arrived in less than two minutes. I was glad to see someone else with a look of grave concern. It gave me company in my misery.


  “What do you think could have happened?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I keep thinking of that Venusian priest.”


  “Have you called Elmer Smith’s room?” Stan asked.


  I mentally kicked myself and went to the phone. I hadn’t even thought of it, but as I asked the operator for his room number I realized I probably had thought of it and dismissed it. If Mary Alice was missing, he would be missing too.


  The phone in his room kept ringing but remained unanswered. I knew I had been right. I dropped the phone back into place with a feeling of satisfaction which I wondered at. Why hadn’t I thought to call him before? My mind had refused to accept the possibility of her being in his room at this time of the morning.


  “He didn’t answer,” I said. Russ noted the relief in my voice, a dry smile on his face. He deliberately destroyed that relief with his remark.


  “Too bad,” he said. “If he’d been there we could learn more of where she went and what she did. We’d have something to go on—and we haven’t a thing now.”


  “That’s right,” I said, misery settling over me once more. “Not a single thing. If it were someone I didn’t care so much for I could think of something. Everything I think of is long range, like calling on the police to trace their movements. In a couple of weeks maybe we could find where they were last seen, but I can’t think of two weeks without knowing where Mary Alice is and whether she’s dead or alive. I’ve got to know now.”


  “Take it easy,” Russ said. “Sit down and let me take over.”


  Russ went to the phone. Soon he was talking to the police. His quiet, assured tone, his questions about the Venusian priest, gave me a feeling that he would do much better than I at tracing down possibilities. He hung up and turned to me.


  “The Venusian priest is still in jail,” he said. “He’s being held incommunicado until instructions come from Earth on what to do with him. They’re going to put out a general alarm and call in an emergency force to search for Mary Alice and Elmer Smith. They’ll give us a report in about fifteen minutes. Want a drink?”


  I shook my head. “Then I’ll order coffee sent up,” he said. “I need some even if you don’t.”


  I couldn’t bear the thought of idly drinking coffee while Mary Alice might be dead or dying. However, when the waiter set the tray down on the table and I smelled the coffee’s rich aroma, I realized it was what I needed after a fifteen hundred mile trip and all the mental anguish I’d been through.


  The phone rang. I spilled my coffee trying to set down my cup to answer it. Russ grabbed up the receiver.


  “It’s the police with their report.


  Hello. Yes . . . I see . . . I’ll do that . . . thanks.”


  I waited impatiently for him to hang up and tell me the other side of the conversation.


  Russ hung up. “They say Mary Alice had dinner in the hotel dining room with Elmer Smith from six thirty to eight o’clock. Afterward she waited in the lobby for about ten minutes while he went upstairs. Then he came down and they left the hotel together. They got in a taxi which took them across town to a nightclub. In the taxi Elmer kept arguing that he didn’t drink and didn’t like nightclubs—”


  “Were the police following them?” I asked incredulously.


  “No,” Russ said dryly. “They’re just doing in minutes what you thought would take weeks—mainly because you are so important They’ve been getting all this by questioning. The hotel part came from the hotel dicks, waiters, and taxi drivers who were gotten out of bed at this ungodly hour by the solid fist of the law on their bedroom doors. There’s roughly three thousand men working on this—all of them awakened by a mass emergency alarm system which was originally installed in the event that there should be a native uprising. To get back to what they’ve accomplished—from that nightclub, at five minutes to nine, they got in another taxi and went a few blocks to a second nightspot. They stayed there until ten. The police don’t know what they said or how they acted there, yet, but they have the manager of the place getting the names and addresses of the girls that wait on tables there. They’ll have the girl that waited on Mary Alice and Elmer Smith as soon as possible. Something said somewhere along the line and overheard by some employee waiting on them might give a clue to where they are now.”


  “God!” I said in awe. “Where did they go from there?”


  “That’s all they’ve found out in fifteen minutes,” Russ said. “Give them another ten minutes to locate her, will you?”


  I was too dazed to laugh at the joke. Sometimes organization scared me. A human being by himself is a nice creature with a pleasant personality, but the planets were not bridged by human beings themselves. They were bridged by something greater than a mere human being—a lot of human beings knit into something superhuman in its abilities. The basis of it was teamwork, with each person doing something a single person could do easily without strain. I shook my head, marveling.


  “They’ll report again in a few minutes,” Russ said. “As soon as they end one place they’ve been, they wake up all the taxi drivers working near that place and show them pictures of the two.”


  I could hear the muted symphony of police sirens wailing over the city—had heard it unconsciously for several minutes—and realized it was hundreds of police cars hurtling down streets to this place and that, searching. uncovering one clue after another.


  Yet, what would they accomplish? Would the trail they were following end with two corpses? Would it end at the edge of the Venusian jungle? Would the final report be “Presumed to be captives in the hands of the natives?


  The phone shrilled stridently again. Russ picked it up, grunted a hello, and listened, then handed it to me without changing his expression, I was never to forget that.


  “Hello?” I said.


  “Listen, darling,” a voice said. “Why didn’t you stay put? Elmer and I are at the plant. He’s going to show me how he ran it without fuel. Come on back. I can’t talk any more now or he’ll suspect something. He fell in love with me, and he’s showing me because I pretended to think he was a liar and would throw him out.”


  While the words beat into my frozen mind I was trying to realize that it was Mary Alice and that she was all right. What she had done came to me in a flash. She’d taken Elmer to drinking places until he was half drunk, then put the pressure on him until he made up his mind to show her he wasn’t a liar. Mary Alice, thinking me still at Blinkum, had hired a plane to take them to Blinkum where Elmer could show me what he had done.


  “Say something!” Mary Alice’s voice ordered.


  “Thank God!” I breathed, and the phone slipped from my fingers. I heard Russ saying we would be there as quick as we could get there, but his voice sounded incredibly far away.


  My face was still smarting as the coptor blades pulled the plane into the air toward the gray ceiling of clouds. The smarting was due partly to the rough slapping Russ had administered to snap me out of it, and partly to the humiliation of having fainted.


  It was the same plane I had used before, but the pilot was Al Forsythe, Jim’s brother. During the hour and a half it took to make the fifteen hundred miles I slowly recovered my poise and perspective.


  Of course Mary Alice hadn’t had a chance to phone me and tell me they were coming. I should have thought of that. It was all so simple and clear, now. A little thought would have told me the Venusians didn’t do things impulsively. If they did anything about that priest in the New Chicago jail, it would be after they consulted their gods and got orders. That priest himself—if I knew anything about the Venusians, would be killed for getting caught, instead of the revenge being directed at anyone responsible for his capture.


  I was so happy I was punchdrunk, but in the back of my mind a vague worry still persisted.


  It was obvious Elmer Smith was in love with Mary Alice. Otherwise he wouldn’t be doing what he was doing whether drunk or sober—and he had probably never been drunk before in his life!


  How would he feel when he woke up to what had happened? I was an adult, disillusioned male, and I had fainted with relief at the knowledge that Mary Alice was safe! How would Elmer react when he found out—as he must—that she had played him for a sucker to make him expose his secret?


  I wouldn’t worry too much about it if Elmer was an ordinary man. An ordinary man might be sore about it, or even decide to hate women the rest of his life. He might even go nuts and try to kill the woman. Elmer Smith was a genius—probably a great genius.


  He had gone against his better judgment which told him that to reveal his secret would be catastrophic for Venus and perhaps for all civilization. He had risked that merely to prove to Mary Alice that he wasn’t a liar!


  I told myself I was ridiculous to jump out of one worry that was groundless into another that was even more groundless. I tried to get the worry out of my mind as the plane ate up the miles faster than I could count them, but it wouldn’t be banished.


  Out of the corner of my eye I saw a frown on Russ’ face. I wondered if he was worrying about the same thing, but I kept my thoughts to myself.


  My thoughts shifted back to the police organization that had been suddenly brought to quick action. It was organization, teamwork, that accomplished superhuman miracles. The individual in such an organization was an ordinary human, doing a routine chore. He was a cog that could be replaced by another with a half hour’s instruction.


  Elmer Smith was no such cog. With his mind and his two hands he had calmly switched a whole power plant to a different way of running that consumed no fuel.


  What else could he do with that intellect? I wondered, and the thought deeply disturbed me. It might be a horrible thing if that mind were to become warped by some blow.


  “Damn Mary Alice,” I groaned. “Poor, naive, loveable, little fool. She didn’t—couldn’t—realize what she was doing or might be doing. She was treading where the angels of I.E.I., including me, fear to tread—and it was too late to stop her.”


  Plant sixty-three came into sight below us. Al Forsythe cut the jets. I was too tired and too full of worry to raise up and watch the air wake that would appear as we dropped to sonic speed. I just hung onto my seat and waited until we could get out of the plane and the sooner the better.


  Mary Alice and Elmer had probably passed Jim Forsythe and me on our return to New Chicago. I looked down and saw their plane on the small landing area.


  Our wheels hit the ground. I shoved back the plastidome and bolted out with Russ Try on a split second behind me.


  We hurried to the door of the plant. No one had appeared to greet us. Bill Southern was probably occupied with Elmer and Mary Alice.


  I twisted the doorknob and rushed into the plant. Russ caught the door before it swung closed, and followed a step behind me. I stopped so abruptly to survey the huge expanse of the plant that Russ stepped on my heels.


  No one was in sight. Suddenly the door from the workshop and storeroom opened. A moving pipe appeared and as it came into view the figure of Bill Southern was seen carrying it.


  He saw me and waved, but said nothing. I watched him as he went to the head of the grill steps leading down to the space where the condenser to unit four was situated. He and the section of flanged piping he was carrying went down those steps out of sight.


  I groaned. There could be only one meaning to that—Elmer was changing things back to the way he had had them.


  “God!” I groaned audibly. I should have been delighted. Wasn’t it what I wanted? We would learn what Elmer Smith had done, and then I could take my six months vacation arid Mary Alice and I could go somewhere on our honeymoon. Still all I could do was groan “God!” Something was wrong with me. Maybe I was deficient in Vitamin E. But when I glanced briefly at Russ Tryon’s face I saw an expression there that reflected my own feelings.


  I walked slowly over to the head of the stair well and looked down into the condenser pit of number four. I saw Mary Alice sitting on the cushioned insulation of a big pipe.


  Bill Southern and a stranger with mussed, hemp-colored hair were grunting over the section of pipe Bill had carried down, and were trying to get it into place.


  The stranger, I knew, was Elmer Smith. A great compassion for him welled up in me as I took in his clean shoulders, his mussed hair, and his capable movements.


  Bill had not told Elmer or Mary Alice of my arrival. He had probably decided to let me make my own moves. He was just playing along the way the cards were handed out. I made a mental note to put in for a reward bonus for him.


  Something made Mary Alice look up. Her eyes met mine. Our glance held for an eternal instant, then she shook her head and looked down again. She was telling me to play it like I didn’t know her.


  Well, the damage was done. Regardless of what this did to Elmer, I might as well play along so I.ET. would get the benefits of his invention.


  I leaned my elbows on the guard rail around the pit and watched. Russ glanced at me, then did the same.


  I watched Elmer Smith work. I watched him turn often to glance at Mary Alice and give her a quick, boyish grin. I got several good glimpses of his youthful face. He never looked upward. His eyes either remained on what he was doing, or jumped over to take in Mary Alice.


  The pipe squeezed into position. Elmer and Bill bolted the flanges tight, as they were the copper-seal type, and needed no gasket. The torque wrenches cinched the bolts to even tension.


  Finally Elmer stepped back, and wiped his hair out of his eyes with a grease-stained sleeve.


  “There,” he said. “It’s all done. Now all we have to do is get in running.” His voice came up to my ears clearly—I liked it—It was unselfconscious, honest.


  He glanced up suddenly. His eyes widened as they met mine, but there was no alarm on his face. He recognized me, I assumed, from my picture, but he had evidently made up his mind to go right through with his promise, and my presence didn’t alter that.


  He lowered his head, said something to Bill Southern, then helped Mary Alice to her feet with that possessive manner of a man in love.


  I watched her face closely. It was obvious that she didn’t realize what she had done. I understood. Elmer was the cause of our not having the honeymoon to which newlyweds are entitled. She was beautiful enough so that I had no delusions about my being the first man who had fallen in love with her. She had waited until the right guy came along. All the other guys had gotten over being in love with her without cracking up. To her way of thinking, Elmer would get over it too. So it wasn’t cruel, it was sane and normal. It was like a woman burning dynamite sticks in a cookstove because she thought they were stove size prestologs.


  I half veiled my eyes to hide their misery as they followed Mary Alice and Elmer up the steel grill steps. He was helping her, a carefree grin on his face as her high heels caught in the grill work. Bill Southern was staying down, either to complete last minute preparations to get unit four going, or because he guessed what was going on and didn’t want to be around. His actions indicated that he had guessed Mary Alice to be my wife.


  “Hello,” Elmer grinned. “You’re Mr. Cripe. I want you to meet Mary Alice.” He turned to her proudly.


  “We’ve met,” I said gruffly, quickly changing the subject. “You’ve changed things back to the way they were when you were running the plant?”


  He frowned, evidently debating whether my bruskness was insulting to Mary Alice or not. His spirits didn’t drop to the level of recognising in insult, real or imagined.


  “All fixed,” he said, smirking. “Number four is fixed now. It’s the turbulator in the final cooling stage—the key to the whole thing.”


  “Turbulator?” I asked.


  “Yes,” he said simply. “You see, in the steam turbine the steam has to leave the turbine rotor before vaporization begins, because the droplets that would condense against the blades would set up destructive vibrations. Also the droplets would wear out the blades in no time if they didn’t break up from the vibration. That’s why the actual condensation of steam has to take place in the condenser instead of the last ounce of heat energy being used to drive the rotor.


  “The same holds true for the air cycle,” he continued. “The air has to leave the operating turbines before condensation of the gas starts. It goes into the condenser of the turbine and partially condenses against the cooling walls because on the other side is liquid air as a coolerant. The vapor then goes to number four turbine at near zero absolute pressure. The rotor of number tour spins idly, at a subharmonic speed regulated by a variable resistor shorted across its generator to absorb the power generated by the extraction of the last bit of heat from the liquefying air. There’s also a bypass circuit shooting liquid air into the steam to further cool the liquid air.


  “The liquid air goes through number four turbine—the turbulator—into number four condenser, where it’s pumped out and introduced into the cooling jacket of number four. From there it goes through the condenser cooling jacket of the units in service, and then to the boiler injector.”


  I nodded grimly, not saying anything, not trusting myself to say anything. Mary Alice was beginning to sense my thoughts and mood. Her head was turned away and she had a funny expression on her face.


  The smooth skin of Elmer Smith’s forehead creased into parallel, fine lines between his wide set eyes, “I’ve let you know how I did it now,” he said worriedly, “but I’m afraid it isn’t going to do you any good. With just one plant using it there isn’t much danger of upsetting the weather pattern of Venus. I studied the effects on the atmosphere very carefully and made lots of measurements and concluded that with even three or four plants operating like this it would change the wind pattern and shift the cold-hot axis of Venus enough to cause a catastrophe. Your men can repeat my study and verify it.”


  “Yes,” I said. “I’ll order that done, and not put any other plants under operation on it until we verify your conclusions and study what can be done about it.”


  “Good,” Elmer said with relief. “And about my two and a half million bonus, will I get it all right?” He gave Mary Alice a knowing look.


  She read that look all right. Her lips trembled and she looked away, avoiding Elmer’s eyes.


  I took a deep breath. It was now or—there could not be a never. Mary Alice was my wife.


  “Thanks for giving up your secret, Elmer,” I said. “My wife was sure you would when you realized—”


  “Your wife?” Elmer interrupted me. His eyes switched back and forth between my frozen face and Mary Alice’s slowly reddening one.


  His features were a vivid drama on a stage that filled all consciousness. He read and denied and accepted and denied what he knew was true. He flashed back in memory over every second of his hours with Mary Alice and realized she had never once led him to believe by word that she was available to his affections. He plucked out the isolated smiles and intimately appearing encouragements that she had undoubtedly used, and realized they could be meant two ways. He added them up, in this moment of clarity, and realized that she had deliberately, though not maliciously, trapped him, goaded him, and played on his innermost, most sacred temple of self-esteem.


  “Your wife,” he said, his voice seeming to come from some other place than his mouth and throat. “Of course.” His face was relaxing into an almost vacuous expression. “Very nice woman. Sorry I didn’t realize.”


  “I thought you knew,” Mary Alice said, attempting to set things right. “My rings . . .”


  “I didn’t notice them,” Elmer said. “I’ll go now. Bill knows how to get things running—I’ve been telling him. Glad to have met you, Mr. Cripe.”


  He stepped around me and half ran to the outside door. Mary Alice started to go after him, but my grip on her arm prevented it.


  She looked into my eyes, her own troubled and worried. I shook my head slowly.


  “Let him alone,” I said.


  A coptor motor coughed and settled into a roar outside the building. The roar deepened, then receded rapidly to silence as the plane, in which Elmer had brought Mary Alice, was caught by the wind and scooped away with him in it—alone.


  Mary Alice’s lips trembled. She moved hesitatingly against me, laid her head on my chest and cried softly.


  I stood there, stiff and unyielding, my thoughts following Elmer in the plane as it rushed upward and away into the alien atmosphere of Venus.


  Then, slowly, I put my arms around her shoulders, and comforted her. She let herself go, finally realizing to the full extent what she had done.


  You can’t hurt a man that bad and expect nothing to happen. What would happen to Elmer Smith? I hoped we’d never know.


  THE END


  [*] In “Venus Trouble Shooter”, (Other Worlds, Nov 1949), a Venusian priest, hypnotically disguised as another of the passengers, had wrecked the passenger spaceship, plunging it to the ice continent of Venus to destroy it and all on board. Stanwoody Cripe had penetrated the scheme and captured the priest. The ship had landed on a shore of the ice continent. The wrecked ship and the ice it was on had broken loose and drifted across the hemisphere of ocean toward the sunward side, and, as it neared the land continent belt, coptors had come out and taken everyone to safety. In the excitement of the rescue and his marriage to the stewardess, Mary Alice, immediately after, Stan had merely turned the priest over to the authorities and forgotten about him.


  CARRY ME HOME


  Henry Kuttner


  On that fog-shrouded Venusian mountaintop lay an eternal Pool, where icy diamonds and blood-red rubies, emerald idols and rich yellow gold sparkled seductively in darkling depths . . . and striding confidently up the strange path toward that island in the sky came Red Rohan, thief of Venus. Rut the treasure, of course, had a Guardian: a Monster . . . or possibly a god . . .


  YOU COULD SEE THE Mountain sometimes, on the clearer days, from as far away as the town called Foggy Morning. The unearthly lands between swam in jungle, stirring endlessly with the pale, restless foliage of Venus, garrulous jungle full of a continual murmur that had all the notes of human speech imperfectly heard.


  The Quai told fabulous tales about the Mountain, drawing up the third eyelid dreamily over their yellow gaze and humming gently through their noses between words, in the disconcerting way of Quai. They said there was a pool up there, and something in the pool. They said the pool was blue—under a sky of unbroken, eternal cloud, the pool was blue.


  They said there was a monster in it. Possibly a god. No Terrestrial understands Quai speech very clearly yet, so they may have said both monster and god. It sounded intriguing, but too remote to interest anyone in the frontier towns along the Terrestrial Highway. Terrestrial holdings on Venus are precarious yet, strung along a chain as narrow and perilous as Bifrost, and infringments against Venus and Quai have proved too dangerous for any man to commit more than once.


  Three men slipped out of Foggy Morning just ahead of the vigilantes one day, getting the jungle equipment they needed by direct and deadly means. Frontier justice being what it always is, the vigilantes pursued them only far enough to make sure they would not return. The men were robbers. If the vigilantes had caught them they would have hanged them. But when they had chased them past the turn-off that leads southwest toward Flattery and north toward Adam and Eve, and on along a little winding, diminishing path due west, they paused and looked at each other and began to laugh. The path went straight into forbidden Quai lands, and its far end was the Mountain. The vigilantes shrugged and went back to Foggy Morning.


  There were d’vahnyan in the jungle. D’vahnyan is a complex term, but its basic import is death-dealer. The Quai were quite competent to look after their own lands. Hanging might have been preferable.


  THE CAVERN was reasonably dry, considering. It was reasonably safe, or as safe as any refuge could be in Quai territory. A small, soft fire burned in a hollow of sand near one wall, pale lavender flames licking up and whimpering in the annoying way all fire does on Venus. Something in the wet air damps its color and the flames never feel really hot even when they bum you.


  A man named Rohan lay drowsily with his back to the cavern wall and his eyes shut, singing to himself.


  “Swing low,” he sang, “sweet chariot, comin’ for to carry me home.”


  Condensing fog gathered in big drops along the outer brow of the cave and dripped continually as an obbligato to the song and the whimper of the fire. One of the other men was sitting on his heels just inside the fringe of dripping water, gun across his knee, peering into the misty jungle. The third man threw down an emptied ration-tin with violence and said, “Red!”


  Rohan did not open his eyes.


  “Yes, my little friend?” he said.


  “Red, I’m sick of it. I’m going back! You hear? There’s no use waiting any longer. Barber isn’t coming. Why should we sit here waiting for the police to come and get us? I tell you there’s been a d’vahnyan on our trail since yesterday; morning, and I don’t like it. I’m going back. I’ll take my chances—”


  Rohan grinned sleepily.


  “If you get there before I do,” he sang, “tell all my friends I’m comin’ too—”


  “It’s crazy,” the other man said. “It isn’t safe to wait around here any longer. I’m afraid of the d’vahnyan, if you’re not. I’m going.”


  He made no further move. Rohan listened to the quiet complaint of the flames and thought of the d’vahnyan of Venus.


  The d’vahnyan’s place in Quai society is not comparable to any Terrestrial equivalent. He approximates police, judge, jury and executioner all in one, though his powers are not limited to the enforcing of justice; he also—for no reason Terrestrials have yet grasped—destroys trees or whole forests, burns occasional villages, dams or diverts rivers, and at times sterilizes the soil of agricultural areas. His decree is never questioned. He is debarred from the fields of science, using the weapons the blue-clad ll’ghirae give him, without understanding the principles of the devices he wields. The ll’ghirae correspond to scientists or priests of science, and are forbidden knowledge of the Realities. Exactly what the Quai mean by Realities is not yet known.


  But a few of the more concrete realities of life on Venus the Terrestrials have learned fast, often the hard way. Foremost among them is the absolute power on Venus that sometimes a man found of the d’vahnyan. To wield it they seem to have surrendered much—perhaps the whole ego as we think of it. They rule by a sort of divine right, and no one dreams of questioning or disobeying them or lifting a hand against them. Their lives are sacred and their decrees irrevocable.


  “I don’t trust them,” Forsythe said again. “I’m going back.”


  “The Quai are a funny people,” Rohan said cheerfully, opening his eyes a little to peer out past the watcher on the threshold and into the drifting mist. “They work in a mysterious way their wonders to perform. An amazing race, the Quai. All right, Forsythe. Goodbye. Jellaby and I are going to climb the Mountain.”


  FORSYTHE JERKED AROUND heavily, his dark face flushing with anger and incredulity. Even Jellaby, at the door, looked back over his shoulder and his freckled jaw dropped.


  “What?” Forsythe demanded.


  “You heard me.”


  “I won’t do it,” Forsythe said excitedly. “You’re crazy. That wasn’t what you told me. You said Barber Jones would pick us up at the clearing and fly us out with the loot. The road toward the Mountain was just to fool the vigilantes. Oh no, Red! Oh no!”


  Rohan rolled over lazily to face his companions.


  “Did you really think,” he inquired, “that Barber would bother with us if we didn’t get away with the bank hold-up? We’re in an interesting spot, Forsythe, my friend.”


  “I don’t like it.” Forsythe’s voice was heavy. “We should have left the bank alone. There was pretty near as much money in the saloon safe. But no, we had to bust into the bank and set off the alarm in Police Headquarters clear over the bay at Swanport. How long do you figure before the police come for us, Red?”


  Rohan closed his fist on a handful of moist, sandy soil and let it trickle slowly through his fingers. His look was gently marveling. Terrestrials were still so new—himself struck with astonishment at the simple discovery that this world was made of soil. Plain dirt, rock, sand, prosaic as Earth itself. You expected something more glamorous of the Morning Star.


  “A band of angels,” Rohan sang, “comin’ after me, comin’ for to—”


  “You can’t go up the Mountain,” Forsythe pursued doggedly. “What’s the good of it? What’s up there but some kind of devil-fish in a pool? I tell you, it’s crazy!”


  “What’s up there, my friends,” Rohan said, and in the violet firelight his face took on a sudden look like fever, “what’s up there is a fortune! There’s a pool, all right. There’s a—well, some kind of a monster. And you know why it’s there? To guard a treasure. Jewels, Forsythe. Rubies and diamonds, Jellaby. For a thousand years the Quai have been throwing offerings down to their monster-god. And nobody knows it except us. Not a soul except us three. That’s why we’re going up the mountain, Forsythe.”


  Forsythe grunted.


  “You been dreaming,” he said.


  “I had it straight,” Rohan said, “from the horse’s mouth.” He laughed. “I got it from Crazy Joe.”


  Forsythe’s head snapped around sharply and he caught his breath to hoot with angry derision. But Rohan saw the derision pause and heard the breath run out in an uncertain, half-reluctant sigh.


  “Uh-huh,” Rohan said. “Think it over. I did. I got him drunk, you see. First time I ever saw Crazy Joe drunk, but I happened to be the lucky guy who drank with him. And he talked . . .”


  ROHAN HALF SHUT HIS EYES and looked through his lids at the dim, complaining fire. Crazy Joe, he thought. How crazy? Babbling over his liquor about a treasure he’d seen and walked away from, not wanting it, not really caring. That was crazy. Only a crazy man would do it. But wise in his craziness, with strange threads of sanity twining through the warps of his mind. The Quai paid him a curious respect and abided by his owlish council. They told him things he was not too crazy to turn to account sometimes. It was probable that he knew much more than he ever admitted to. He wandered freely in Quai territory, and he knew what lay at the top of the Mountain . . .


  “I saw him next day,” Rohan said. “I thought it might have been just drunken talk. But he claimed the whole thing was true. He told me all about it I believed him.” Rohan grinned. “Would I be here now, if I hadn’t? Why, if even a part of it’s true, half the jewels on Venus are lying right up there on top of the Mountain, just waiting for three guys like us to come and get ’em.”


  Then he shut his lips together on a tight, secret smile and thought of the other thing Crazy Joe had said was up there. Forsythe and Jellaby were dubious enough about the jewels. What would they say if he told them about the d’vahnyan?


  “You needn’t be afraid of the d’vahnyan,” Crazy Joe had said, combing his beard through his fingers thoughtfully, drawing down his thick, bleached brows. “I’m not. I know too much about ’em. I found out. Up there.” He had chuckled, looking shrewdly at Rohan. “They’re not so mysterious, once you know the secret. It’s all up there. The treasure, the pool, the monster—and the secret of the d’vahnyan.”


  Rohan had regarded him dubiously, with rising excitement imperfectly tempered by reason. The strangest part of the whole strange business was that he believed Crazy Joe. You had to know Crazy Joe to understand why. Nobody knew what his real name was, or where he came from. Oddly, there were times when the part of his face that showed between ragged beard and ragged bangs had a distracting familiarity to Rohan, but he could not identify it. The man was unquestionably mad, but there was dignity in his madness, and he was not known to distort the truth.


  Moreover, he could talk to the Quai. He had even been known to hold conversations with the d’vahnyan, at a distance, looking up into those cold, inhuman faces and stroking his beard as he spoke. They never exchanged an unnecessary word with sane humans, but to Crazy Joe they spoke with respect.


  “What do you know about them?” Rohan had asked eagerly, all his own hatred and distrust of the d’vahnyan boiling up in him behind the question. The inhuman, the unspeaking, the terrible d’vahnyan because of whom his one real success on Venus had been thwarted. “What do you know?”


  “The secret of the d’vahnyan,” Crazy Joe had said mildly. “I can’t tell you. I couldn’t if I would. It isn’t a thing you can tell. You have to see it.”


  “A weapon?” Rohan had asked urgently. “A machine? A book? Come on, Crazy Joe, give me an idea! What is it?”


  “It’s up there on the Mountain,” was all Crazy Joe would say. “Go up and see for yourself. I did. I’m not afraid of ’em now. They talk to me. If you want to know about it, you’ll have to go up the Mountain and find out. It won’t be easy, but what is? Go ahead. Find out for yourself.”


  So Rohan was going.


  HIS CURIOSITY about the d’vahnyan was devouring. The death-dealers were such a terrifying class of people, if you could call them people at all. They weren’t people. They weren’t alive. They weren’t dead. They were more like beings from another star than creatures of human stock.


  What their powers were nobody knew, though Terrestrials made guesses. They could destroy at a distance in many changing ways, all of them explicable by analogy, though the analogies might be quite wrong. Ultrasonic waves can focus invisibly to a point and destroy with heat and vibration. Did they kill with a power like that? Perhaps.


  The intricate wrappings of gleaming black stuff they wore, interwoven with shining curled threads, might in themselves be some unearthly sort of weapon; as the winding of the armature on an electromagnet controls its efficiency, so these elaborately wound patterns woven with strange threads no Terrestrial had ever seen at close range might control the enormously efficient powers the d’vahnyan wielded.


  The sciences of the Quai both paralleled and diverged from Terrestrial sciences. No Venusian has ever seen the stars, but from the structure of the atom the Quai evolved a very pretty picture of their own sun and sister planets. It was known that they drew upon the very shortwave radiations that filter through the clouds of Venus from the sun and stars, for example converting (in controlling the balance of food supply) starch to sugar with the aid of polarized infra-red, as Terrestrials learned to do long ago. There can be biological converters as well as technological ones. So a converted energy drawn from without or from within, and probably controlled by the gleaming black wrappings of the d’vahnyan, was the weapon they wielded. But where they came from, what they were, nobody knew. Perhaps not even the Quai.


  Perhaps Crazy Joe knew. Perhaps, if Rohan reached the Mountain, he too might know. He only knew now that his hatred of the d’vahnyan was an uncontrollable and an irrational thing, resembling more a man’s deep, instinctive aversion to an alien life-form than his dislike of a fellow creature, however unpleasant. They did not suffer from the drives that made Rohan what he was, and he hated them for that. They were passionless, and he felt bewildered scorn for them. They were curiously selfless, and he felt contempt because of that. But his reasoning mind told him they were simply men, after all, men who followed orders in what they did, as most men do. He did not mean to let them thwart him this time. He was afraid of them, but he feared failure more than the d’vahnyan. He would not, this time, turn back for anything.


  “I don’t know,” Forsythe grumbled. “I don’t like it, Rohan. It isn’t safe. That Mountain’s a long way off.”


  “You like it here?” Rohan inquired, smiling. He rose limberly. He was a tall man, good-looking, pleasantly smiling. You had to look twice to see, underneath, the kind of a man he was and had been.


  “You wait here,” he said, “and the d’vahnyan will come and get you. You go back and the vigilantes will string you up, unless the police get there first. You come with me, and the chances are good that a genuine, authentic monster-god will eat you. But you’ll see such a treasure before you die, Forsythe, I promise you’ll be happy.”


  The man in the doorway had been watching the jungle all this while, but his large ears were alert. Now, without turning his head, he said hoarsely,


  “Red, how much of this did you plan?”


  Rohan’s pleasant face went blank with guilelessness.


  “Plan, Jellaby?”


  “You wouldn’t have told us about the treasure—if there is one—unless you’d needed us. Right? You knew we wouldn’t run the risk on your say-so unless we had to. Right? So I’ll ask it again—how much did you really plan?”


  Forsythe was slower on the uptake, but he got the idea after a moment.


  “Yeah!” he said, and then, with gathering heat, “Yeah, Red—what about that? You figured the bank hold-up, didn’t you? It couldn’t be the saloon—it had to be the bank, so the Police would chase us if we muffed it. You wanted the Police after us, Red! So we couldn’t turn back. So we’d have to come along on your crack-pot scheme into Quai territory. Well, here we are! We can’t go back or forward. And all because you’re as crazy as Crazy Joe when it comes to money! Red, I—”


  “Shut up, Forsythe,” Rohan said in a sudden whisper. “Look out there—Jellaby! Is that something—something black?”


  THERE WAS INSTANT SILENCE in the cave. The breathing of the three men seemed loud in the close confines of these rock walls which made up an alien planet. The dripping fog sang plangently on the sill and the fire whimpered thinly to itself.


  Jellaby shifted the blaster in his hands and his whole position changed so that he seemed to become part of the weapon, lifting it toward the jungle path.


  “No,” Rohan breathed. “Careful, Jellaby. You don’t know the Quai. Don’t shoot. Just wait.”


  “Red, can you kill a d’vahnyan?” Forsythe asked in a faint voice.


  “I don’t know. I’d like to find out.” Rohan’s voice seemed to come through his teeth. His face had a touch of the fever tint again in the violet firelight, and his eyes looked bright and hard. “I’d like to know,” he said. “Someday I’ll find out. Maybe today. Maybe now. If there’s any thing I hate—”


  The mists parted dramatically and out of the unveiled jungle aisle a tall, black figure with a white face came stalking straight toward them. Jellaby’s finger crooked convulsively on the trigger. Forsythe swore under his breath. Rohan did not make a sound. He stared, eyes a little glazed, at the approaching figure.


  A part of his mind reminded him that the d’vahnyan must be following orders in what they did. There had been nothing personal in the ruthlessness of the d’vahnyan who three weeks ago had stalked into Rohan’s flourishing mine camp on the outskirts of Careless Love and with one gesture brought Rohan’s whole investment crashing.


  But he felt the heavy beat of anger throbbing above his ears as he thought of it. The rich lands of Venus invited exploitation. No frontier was ever a place for the scrupulous, and Rohan had come because his talents flourished best where the law was weakest. He had the seed, of greatness in him and he knew it unerringly. The knowledge had driven him all his life. But he needed a raw frontier, to flourish in, and Venus had seemed so perfectly the place for him—until that d’vahnyan stepped out of the pale jungle and with one gesture dismissed all the toiling Quai . . .


  “They’re mine!” he had protested to the passionless, unseeing figure in black. “They owe me more than they can pay!


  They’ve got to work it out!”


  The d’vahnyan may not have heard at all. Barter is something the Quai society does not recognize. And so Rohan’s budding empire crashed and he found himself empty-handed again, with empty pockets, with nothing but the driving knowledge of his own potential power and a corrosive hatred for the d’vahnyan who had come between him and all that Venus promised.


  He smiled pleasantly into the face of the black-wrapped being before him. Of course it hadn’t been this particular d’vahnyan, back in Careless Love—or had it been? How could you tell? You tend to think not of “them” but of “him” in every separate case when you think of the d’vahnyan. Perhaps because you never see more than one at a time, and there is no way whatever to tell them apart. Inevitably you come to feel that there is but one omnipresent, omnipotent d’vahnyan in all Venus, miraculously appearing in hundreds of places at once. Empty-eyed, remote, passionless, he stalks about his duties. His very name means one who is beyond life and death.


  THE d’vahnyan paused almost on the threshold of the cave, looking at them out of remote, indifferent yellow eyes. Behind him there was a soft flurry of motion among the pale trees and a; little group of Quai in single file came out one by one into the clearing behind the d’vahnyan and paused too, looking into the cave.


  The Quai were tallish men, supple in intricate, tightly wrapped, white waterproof bindings that fitted them like a second skin. They looked like spectral mummies with triangular faces and seal-sleek fur for hair. A Quai is strikingly reminiscent of the little Venusian tree-chuck that slips quietly through the trembling foliage, looking down at you with a wondering gaze. While you are still an Earthlubber you may be reminded of a lemur or an owl, but after you know Venus the Quai will remind you of the tree-chuck and nothing else.


  These four stood still and regarded the Terrestrials with an air of deprecating curiosity. The d’vahnyan, in glistening black, his remote gaze unfocused, stood facing the cavern, watching some vacancy in the air about six feet beyond the three Terrestrials. He laid his right hand under his left forearm, letting his left palm fall forward toward the cave. The black wrappings gloved him, and their glistening blinded the observer a little. You could never be sure if he really held a weapon or not.


  In a totally expressionless voice the d’vahnyan said:


  “The Mountain is forbidden. Go back.”


  Rohan smiled cheerfully. The four Quai blinked their mild yellow eyes.


  “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Rohan said. “We seem to have lost our way. Hope we aren’t trespassing,” His smile was ingratiating.


  All four Quai exposed their teeth in a sudden, unexpected snap at empty air. One of them said something that had the overtones of a Gregorian chant. He added a few words in ill-accented Spanish, all of them profane. Then the four looked at Rohan in grave, astonished inquiry and put their hands on top of their seal-sleek heads.


  The d’vahnyan might not have heard. He stood silent, unmoving, waiting, Rohan was aware of a little chill down his back, and he swallowed hard, choking down anger.


  “The Mountain is forbidden,” the d’vahnyan said again. “Go—now.”


  Rohan grinned deliberately. “Certainly,” he said. “Glad to.”


  You don’t argue with the d’vahnyan. It was probably a great concession that this one had repeated himself even once. Rohan wondered if the thing—the man—felt anything at all. If he did, he was probably a little concerned about this rather delicate situation of trespass. Relations between Terrestrials and the Quai were not very easy.


  It is extraordinarily hard for Terrestrials, reared in the severely practical, commercialized thinking of ancient Rome, to understand a society footed in a world that never knew Rome. Thinking contacts might have proved literally impossible, if it had not been for the d’vahnyan.


  It seems commentary enough on the problems of cooperation to point out that eccentrics like Crazy Joe appeared to find the Quai and the d’vahnyan far easier to understand than normal Terrestrials could. Wandering subnormals like Crazy Joe are inevitable in any frontier society, which attracts misfits by its lawlessness and wrecks them by its ruthless inflexibility.


  But it was in great measure thanks to the Crazy Joes of the Terrestrial Highway towns that a rough sort of working harmony had been achieved between the peoples of the neighboring worlds, They were cousin races at least, children of sister planets and sprung from human stock. But oh, the differences in their thinking!


  Behind Rohan, Forsythe spoke in a low voice.


  “We’d better go back, Red. He means business. You know you can’t kill a d’vahnyan. It’s been tried. I don’t want any part of this. I’m going back.” His boots grated on the cavern floor as he took a step forward. Rohan swept him back with an outstretched arm.


  “We’re going,” he said aloud, in his pleasantest voice. “Hand me my pack, Forsythe. We’re going.” But in his mind, above the seething of controlled anger, he was saying, “Oh no, not this time! I gave in once, but not again. This time the risk’s worth anything I have to do. Oh no, we won’t go back!”


  HE SHOULDERED HIS PACK and stepped through the veil of dripping water, out of the cave. The d’vahnyan uttered a sudden sharp hiss, and the four Quai unexpectedly shivered and drew back. Some heavy burden of awareness seemed to come over them and the four slumped inside their wrappings. It occurred to Rohan suddenly that they must be prisoners—the d’vahnyan’s prisoners for some obscure Quai crime. The d’vahnyan hissed again, without seeming to move a feature. The Quai bent their heads and filed on across the clearing. A billow of mist rolled out to meet them and they plodded into it and vanished. The last to pass turned one bright, anguished, hopeless glance toward the Terrestrials, then let his third eyelids film across the look, and the mist swallowed him up like death itself.


  Rohan felt a sudden burning contempt for them. How spinelessly they gave in to the d’vahnyan, four against one, and never dreaming of resistance. It was the way on Venus, but it was not Rohan’s way.


  Forsythe, shrugging his pack into place, stepped out past Rohan.


  “You were a fool,” he said disagreeably, “to think you could get away with this. If Barber’s ship came down right now, I wouldn’t get aboard. I don’t trust you, Rohan. You’re crazier than Crazy Joe.” He scowled and turned to the d’vahnyan. “Will you guide us back?” he asked. “We were fools to come. I’d have left long ago if I’d known the way.”


  The d’vahnyan’s slanting forearm with the enigmatic threat of the half open palm moved in the direction the Quai had vanished. Forsythe grunted and stepped down onto the path. Jellaby, awkwardly cradling his blaster in one arm, lumbered after.


  Rohan did not move.


  The d’vahnyan’s cool, implacable gaze rested upon him lightly. He lifted the threatening hand higher. There was no way to know what weapons he had—a flick of the finger might annihilate them all.


  Rohan, looking into that expressionless face, deliberately let his banked anger rise. This was the turning point in his life on Venus, he thought. Give in now, and wind up like Crazy Joe. Face the d’vahnyan down, and the treasure on the Mountain would buy an empire. It might even buy the power to crush the d’vahnyan forever, and he knew that an empire would be valueless if he failed to crush them. He knew suddenly that it was neither the empire nor the treasure he yearned for now—it was the ruin of the whole d’vahnyan clan. The thousands of dead-faced replicas of the single d’vahnyan before whom a planet humbled itself. Confidence and power surged up in Rohan’s mind. He could do it. He knew he could do it—if in this single showdown he could outface the d’vahnyan.


  He saw Forsythe striding down the path toward the oncoming billows of mist which had already swallowed the submissive Quai. Jellaby paused uncertainly, looked after Forsythe, looked back at Rohan.


  Rohan drew a deep breath. There was only one way to conquer, now. Had anyone ever really killed a d’vahnyan? Had anyone, before now, dared try? “Why not?” he thought. “What have I got to lose?”


  He dropped his hand to the blaster at his side, tipped the holster up and fired very quickly, not drawing the gun, not giving the d’vahnyan any warning or himself time to think.


  THIS WAS A NIGHTMARE, Rohan thought. They were running, running, running, the three of them, through mist and pale trees wreathed in vines and fog, and the leaves talked continuously around them, trembling like a jungle in terror.


  Rohan could scarcely see the pale foliage before his eyes. That flash, back there, had been so nearly blinding . . . What flash?


  “Oh yes,” he thought casually. “The flash when I shot the d’vahnyan.


  Reason suddenly took over in his spinning mind, and he seemed to be screaming a shocked and incredulous question at himself: Shot the d’vahnyan? I shot the d’vahnyan?


  He stumbled and fell forward, clasping a tree-trunk to break the fall, and leaned there for a long moment, his cheek against the wet bark, water dripping down his neck from the trembling foliage above, while he wrestled with his own stunned and awakening memory.


  “I shot the d’vahnyan,” he told himself carefully. “Oh yes, I did it. I, Red Rohan, shot a d’vahnyan, and here I am, alive. So it can be done. I did it. But what happened then? Why am I here?” His memory did not want to retrace its path, and he set his teeth and forced his mind back to the moment before the cave, when the gun jolted in his hand, and—


  The flash. The blinding sun-flash, yellow white, the brightest light that had ever burned on Venus. No Venusian ever saw the sun. Even the fires burned lavender. Even gun-fire flashed pale violet. But this flash had been the color of the sun. Blinding. Stunning the eye and the mind.


  It engulfed the d’vahnyan. And the mist rolled forward to cloud the sun-color. Rainbows, he remembered, had shimmered for an instant in the mist, surely the first rainbows that had ever shone on Venus.


  But had the d’vakhyan fallen? No man could stand against the discharge of a blaster fired into him from three feet away. But was the d’vahnyan a man? He asked himself the question, and the garrulous leaves whispered all around him, giving no answer. There was no answer. There was only the blinding flash, the mist, the rainbows, and—


  And then they had run.


  “Forsythe,” Rohan called, his voice unsteady above the conversations of the leaves. “Forsythe. Jellaby!”


  Dark figures looming up out of the trees behind him gasped and slowed in their forward plunge.


  “Red?” Forsythe’s uncertain voice inquired. “Red?”


  “All right,” Rohan said, forcing his tone toward normality. “All right, calm down now. We’re okay. Everything’s under control.”


  “Control!” Forsythe said bitterly, leaning against a tree and gasping for breath. “Oh, sure, everything’s fine! You shot a d’vahnyan. I saw you do it! You know what the penalty is for that?”


  “Do you?” Rohan managed a wry grin. “Nobody knows. Maybe nobody ever tried it before. Maybe it’s a brand new crime. But they’ll work out some punishment to fit it. And we—”


  “Shut up,” Rohan said. He was striving hard to regain his lost composure. He said again, “Shut up, Forsythe,” and his voice was almost pleasant. “What’s done is done. Now you’ll have to come along with me. If we reach the Mountain we won’t have a thing to worry about. I promise you that.”


  “I won’t do it,” Forsythe said, still breathing hard. “I’m going back and wait for Barber. You got the message to him and I think he’ll come. We didn’t give him time enough, that’s all. He—”


  Rohan said wearily, “Barber’s dead, Forsythe. He died two years ago.”


  THERE WAS A DREADFUL silence among the three men for a very long moment. Then Jellaby slowly unslung his rifle, his big hands moving almost unguided, his eyes beginning to burn upon Rohan.


  “Don’t you do it,” Rohan said. “I’m your only chance.”


  “Barber—dead?” Forsythe echoed blankly. “I don’t believe it. You’re lying. You—”


  “I lied before, yes. I had to. I needed you two.” Rohan’s voice was assured, gently urgent. “No message ever went through to Barber because it couldn’t. I haven’t got any pipeline to hell. Barber lived a long, nasty life and he died in a crack-up in the jungle two years ago. I heard about it from Crazy Joe. I was afraid you might have, too, but I took the chance. I had to. I tell you, if we get to the Mountain you’ll never regret what I’ve done. We’ll be so rich no government can stop us. We’ll carve an empire out of the Venusian jungle and we’ll be three emperors who rule half a world. There’s enough for all of us. This whole planet is just lying here waiting for men like us to take over. I know the way to do it. I’m going on. I need your help and I’ve made sure you’d have to give it. You can’t go back now. The whole planet’s against us. All we can do is push on toward the Mountain, and if we get there, we can buy and sell the world.” He elbowed himself away from the tree. “I’m going on. You can follow if you want to.”


  The two in the path looked at him wordlessly, rage and terror stopping up their mouths. Forsythe choked a little and tried to speak, but the words died and his eyes went suddenly round, showing a circle of white around each iris. He was looking back the way they had come.


  Rohan swung about and looked too. Distinctly in the murmuring silence they all heard the crunch of soft feet moving over pebbles. Rohan thought violently back along the way he had come, searching for a memory of crossing pebbles. He looked down. His feet were dark with moisture. Yes, a broad shoal of pebbles and then a rushing brook that wound through the trees. A long way back? He couldn’t remember.


  They heard pebbles roll and crunch, far off, hidden among the leaves. Then there was the sound of rapid water gurgling around an obstruction—such an obstruction as wading legs. Pebbles crunched again on the nearer bank. After that, silence.


  It might be farther than it seemed. Sound carried strangely sometimes among these deflecting leaves.


  Rohan sucked in breath, settled his pack with firm, decisive hands, checked his blaster.


  “Come along,” he said, and his voice was almost cheerful again. The pressure of danger was like a strong drink to him now. There could be no hesitating, no uncertainty. The only course was forward. “Come on—quick! We can make it if we keep ahead.”


  “Ahead of what?” Forsythe whispered, rolling his white-ringed eyes back toward the mist-hung jungle they had passed. “It’s him, you know. I—I’ve been seeing flashes of black through the leaves. He’s after us. He’ll get us, Red. We killed him and he’ll follow us till he gets us. Red, I—”


  Rohan’s big hand cracked sharply across the swarthy, sweating face.


  “Shut up and get going. Ahead of me. Jellaby, you too. I don’t trust you behind me. Go on—march!” He laughed on a note of exhilaration. “I’ll come last, so if he catches us I’ll be the first to go.”


  Uncertainly, on hurried, stumbling feet, the two plunged ahead of him. Rohan drew another long breath, grinned, let it out in a melodious whistle. The trembling, pale leaves conversing all around them shivered to the notes of defiance in his voice as he began to sing.


  “Swing low,” he sang to the mist and the vine-wreathed trees, “sweet chariot, comin’ for to carry me home . . .”


  THE MOUNTAIN’S tremendous shoulders loomed above the mists, monstrous, streaming with veils of cloud, naked above the clinging jungle. It was gray scoriae stone, smudged all up and down its sides with great soft blurs of color where lichens grew pink and amber, pale green, dusky blue. The peak was hidden. The pool, the treasure, the secret, drew cloud about themselves and pretended not to exist at all.


  Rohan looked up at the peak warmly and lovingly, hardly believing he stood here, so close to the goal that would make all his dreams come true. He saw the steep road winding upward and half shut his eyes, picturing himself coming down it laden with treasure. With rubies and diamonds. And wiser than the Rohan who stood here at the edge of the jungle. He would be stronger than the d’vahnyan when he came down that road. A Rohan would come down who knew the secret of the d’vahnyan who held a whole planet in submission. It would be Rohan who gave the orders, then.


  He glanced back. The following feet still came on. They had seen nothing through the whispering leaves all the way, but the follower had not faltered. Nor had he tried, Rohan thought, to overtake them. It had been enough to follow. Rohan knew he ought to feel frightened. Forsythe and Jellaby were cold and shaking with long-sustained superstitious dread as they looked back. But Rohan felt so sure of the secret which was almost in his grasp that fear did not touch him.


  By the time that unhurrying follower caught up with him, he would know more than the d’vahnyan knew. He would be stronger than the d’vahnyan. If he hurried, now.


  “All right,” he said. “Get along. Up the Mountain, boys. I promise you, once we——


  “Listen!” Forsythe said. They stood frozen. The jungle babbled with mindless, lisping voices. A wind sighed down from the heights above. Somewhere far off, thunder rolled. And then the sound came again, hollow and thin, distorted by the leaves between.


  “Ro-han,” the voice was calling. “Rohan. Red Ro-han!”


  This time a cold shiver went sharply down Rohan’s back.


  “Go on!” he said. “Up the Mountain, quick!”


  The voice called again, miraculously nearer. The follower seemed to be coming after them now in seven-league boots.


  “Ro-han, Rohan . . .”


  Rohan broke into a leaden run, the pack bumping on his shoulders. The Mountain was so near. If he could get even a little way ahead, perhaps—


  “Rohan?” the voice said from the edge of the trees. “Rohan, wait for me.”


  He turned in spite of himself. Then he let his breath out in a long, foolish gasp and said, “Crazy Joe!”


  The old man grinned at him above the ragged heard. “Sure it’s me. What did you think? Wait a minute.”


  He came striding confidently across the moss, swinging his arms. He was a stalwart old creature. No one knew how old, or how young. The bleached beard and hair might be white with age, or from some more obscure reason. Nobody knew much about Crazy Joe except that he came and went when he felt like it and answered no questions. His face was extraordinarily bland and peaceful. He did a great many very odd things at odd times, and it was probably quite true that he was mad.


  He looked immaculate, which was an unexpected part of his eccentricity. His blue jeans were spotted with dew and rain, but he wore them tucked neatly into the tops of wrapped Quai sandals, and his denim shirt was Government Issue designed at Swanport for Terrestrial wear on Venus. He had stuck a pink flower in its pocket-flap and he was probably not aware that several spotted blossoms and a pale butterfly rested on his tousled hair.


  “Thought I’d get here first,” he said, grinning his rather foolish grin. “You must have come fast.” He tilted his head back and peered up the steep road that wound about the Mountain. “Well, well,” he said softly. “Hasn’t changed at bit. Which one of you plans to go up first?” Forsythe said unsteadily, ignoring the question, “Was that you behind us all the time? There wasn’t—anybody else?”


  “I dunno just what you mean, son,” Crazy Joe said, blinking.


  “Was there a—did you see any—” Forsythe could not quite get the word out.


  “A d’vahnyan,” Rohan said it for him. “We think one of them’s after us, Joe. See anything?”


  CRAZY JOE TURNED and looked thoughtfully at the jungle, running his fingers through his beard. The pale butterfly struggled furiously and freed itself, blew away on a soft gust of wind.


  “He followed down the labyrinthine ways,” Crazy Joe murmured, “of my own mind.”


  “What?” Forsythe asked impatiently. Crazy Joe shook his head and his grin was vacant. “Which one of you plans to go up first?” he asked again.


  “We’ll all go, of course,” Rohan said. “What about that d’vahnyan, Joe?”


  “If he wants you, he’ll catch you,” Joe said. “I wouldn’t worry if I were you. There was a band of angels comin’ after me.” He smiled at Rohan. “I heard a lot of singing about ’em. You going up first, Rohan? You can’t all go together, you know. That’s against the rules.”


  Rohan made an impatient gesture. “I make the rules from now on. Who’s going to stop me? There’s nobody up there, is there?”


  “Oh yes. One Quai, always. Waiting.”


  “What for?”


  “Waiting to be devoured,” Crazy Joe said casually. “By the thing in the pool. You knew the treasure was guarded, didn’t you?”


  Forsythe looked at Rohan expectantly. Rohan looked away, and met Jellaby’s tense gaze on the other side. The two men spoke simultaneously.


  “So that’s it!” Forsythe and Jellaby said with a single voice.


  Rohan laughed. “Not what you’re thinking, no. I’ll dive for it if you’re afraid to. I never said it would be easy. But you’ll have to help. If somebody’s standing by with a gun, I’ll feel a lot—”


  “No, Rohan,” Crazy Joe said earnestly. “You can’t do that, you know. Only one at a time. Think it over, Rohan. Remember what’s up there.” The eyes under the faded bushes of brows were keen. “That you won’t discover unless you’re alone.”


  “What’s all this?” Forsythe demanded. “It’s a secret,” Crazy Joe said childishly. “Rohan knows.” He glanced back at the shivering jungle and his voice blended with its dreamlike soughing. “Behind, the vats of judgment brewing,” he said, “Thundered, and thick the brimstone snowed.” He looked at Rohan and smiled. “He to the hill of his undoing . . . Pursued his road . . .”


  “Ah, you’re two crackpots together,” Forsythe said, turning abruptly away. His face was thoughtful. He seemed to be evolving some new idea, and that Rohan could not—dared not—allow. There was again, as always, only one solution.


  Rohan stepped back from the little group, laying a hand on his holstered gun, tipping it up ominously. He would not have to draw it. He could shoot well enough at this range from the holster. It was a trick he liked.


  “All right, Forsythe,” he said, not troubling any more to make his voice cheerful or pleasant. “Jellaby, over here. Both of you. We’ll go up together, you two-first. Crazy Joe—”


  He looked speculatively at Crazy Joe. He was thinking that he would have to kill the old man, sooner or later. He was dangerous on too many counts. He could lead the two others back to the Terrestrial Highway, and only fear of the jungle kept them submissive to Rohan now. With Crazy Joe for a guide, they would be free of him. Also, Crazy Joe knew too much about the Mountain. What he had babbled once he might babble again, and Rohan did not intend for anyone else to stand where he stood now. He fingered the trigger meditatively, hesitated, decided the moment was not yet. “Crazy Joe,” he said, “get back and don’t bother me. I make the rules from now on.”


  Forsythe’s heavy face wrinkled up in a thoughtful grimace. Rohan didn’t like it. He jerked the holstered gun threateningly.


  “Forsythe—” he said.


  Forsythe squinted at him, lifted his upper lip and laughed harshly.


  “Crazy Joe,” he said, without taking his eyes from Rohan’s, “is there another path down this mountain?”


  “Only this one,” Crazy Joe said tranquilly.


  “No other way to get down?”


  “No. It’s all precipices except this side, where the road is.”


  Forsythe, still holding Rohan’s gaze, stepped back deliberately, found a convenient rock and sat down, laughing his annoying harsh laugh, his eyes small and full of malice on Rohan’s.


  “Go on,” he said, goadingly. “Why don’t you shoot?”


  Jellaby barked out a sudden, understanding burst of amusement.


  “He won’t,” he declared. “Not him.”


  “Why won’t I?” Rohan demanded, struggling hard to keep his anger in check.


  “Because you need us, that’s why,” Forsythe said flatly. “And we don’t need you. You wouldn’t have let us in on this at all if one man could have made that trip through the jungle alone. You needed us. When you come down the Mountain loaded with jewels you’ll need us worse than ever. All right, you tricked us into coming. But it was your idea, not ours. You go right ahead and wrestle with your devil-fish up there. If you get the treasure, fine, we’ll share it with you. If you don’t come down, that’s fine too. Crazy Joe will guide us back. Suit yourself, Red. You asked for it.”


  “We didn’t shoot any d’vahnyan,” Jellaby added. “We’re clear. We’ll help you carry your rubies and diamonds back, but we won’t get ’em for you.”


  Rohan looked at Crazy Joe. The old man smiled impersonally.


  “One at a time, Rohan,” he murmured. “That’s what I said. It isn’t allowed any other way. Even if you shot me, it wouldn’t make any difference. You’ll have to go up alone.”


  THE STEEP STONE ROAD curved around a leaning monolith and wind poured downward along it like a stream of cool, invisible water. Below, through gaps in the mist, the trembling jungle showed. Stormclouds hung purple and laced with distant lightning. Rohan’s feet as he climbed left stains of pale green and pink and violet on the road, the colors of crushed lichens.


  He could not see the men below any longer. He knew what they were thinking, though. He knew what they were planning, for he would plan identically if the situation were reversed. Forsythe and Jellaby did not mean to risk the ascent, but when he came down loaded with jewels, they would shoot him as he came. Or try to.


  He thought of Crazy Joe’s mild, witless gaze, watching him up the road until mist blotted the lifted faces out. He thought of Crazy Joe’s voice, babbling old poetry.


  
    “Oh youth that would attain,


    On, for thine hour is short,


    It may be thou shalt gain


    The hell-defended fort . . .”

  


  He laughed a little. He felt very sure of himself. Continents of cloud rolled beneath him like the planet he was going to conquer when he had conquered the Mountain. It was odd, how sure he was of the treasure and the secret that would make the d’vahnyan vulnerable to him. He had only a madman’s word for it, and yet he was very sure indeed. The breath burned in his chest, not wholly from the climb. He was brimmed with excitement, dread, a fierce anticipation. Crazy Joe had been right, after all—he had to be alone at this climax of his life. He must stand or fall by his own efforts. But he would not fall.


  The road turned sharply. He had reached the top.


  He stood quite still, looking about him with narrowed eyes, whistling through his teeth without being wholly aware of it. “Sweet chariot,” he whistled, “comin’ for to carry me home.”


  There was an island in the sky. A walled island with a wide, wide gate like no gate he had ever seen before. Through the strange, lacelike meshes of it he could see the flat summit of the mountain in a gray light that cast no shadows. A windy whispering sighed across the plateau. The scene was as still and colorless as a steel engraving except for the startling blue of the pool. Crazy Joe had not lied. It was sky-blue, on a world that had never seen the sky. Thirty feet across, lapping level with the smooth rim around it, colored like eternity, the pool lay waiting him.


  He stood on the lip of a wide stone semicircle with the wall beyond it. Against the wall facing him was a rickety structure like something you might see in a bazaar near the Mediterranean, back home on Earth. A roof of tree-fronds on unsteady poles leaned against the wall, sheltering a fantastic clutter of objects beneath its dripping eaves. The hut was a jackdaw’s nest of junk. Lying motionless in a huddle of fringed blankets on the ground, a Quai slept placidly.


  Waiting to be devoured, Crazy Joe had said.


  Rohan looked curiously over the bazaar-booth’s contents, taking an inventory of the trivia in a Quai’s life that had seemed important enough to bring with him to the hour of his death. Surrounded by the detritus of his incomprehensible Venusian life, the man slept on. He lay on his face and only the pink soles of his bare feet were visible beneath the tumble of blankets. His hands were clasped together on top of his seal-sleek head.


  Above him fringes and braided ribbons fluttered from pins on the wall. There was a wire cage with a captive insect like a moth crawling about inside, chirping softly. A chain of bells hung from a carved globe of deep red wood. There were three totally incoherent paintings in irregular frames. A whistle hung by a long tassel. A pot of water held three colorless flowers, each with two petals creased down by a careful hand.


  Rohan’s feet did not make a sound on the rock, but he was aware after a moment that a round yellow eye had opened in the shadow of the Quai’s uplifted arm and was regarding him without expression. The Quai did not move.


  Rohan shrugged a little and went on toward the gate.


  THE WALL WAS HIGH and very thick, so thick that the gate aperture was really a passage about twenty feet long. The gate itself was a web which entirely filled the passage from end to end. Some spider who spun glittering, curled metal thread had been at work here. It reminded Rohan of something. What? Curled threads—yes, like the threads woven into the wrappings the d’vahnyan wore. His heart beat a little faster in triumph at this implied confirmation of Crazy Joe’s promise.


  How you passed the Gate was another matter. He squinted up at the wall. Far too high to scale. He glanced back at the Quai, and saw that the man was now sitting up, cross-legged, clasping his ankles and watching Rohan without expression. He was a little struck by the Quai’s face. Arrogance was on it. This was a man who had wielded much power over a long period of time. The set of the mouth showed it, and the imperious gaze. How strange that such a man would forsake life among his people and climb the. Mountain with his few small valued things to bear him company until the summons came . . .


  Rohan looked back at the gate. This time it seemed to him that there was an opening which led a little way into the web, like the entry into a maze. He put out a cautious hand, tested the firm, curled lace of the metal, found a vacant space the size and shape of a man, stepped forward into it.


  He stood there, peering intently before him, searching for the next open space. He was certain that it existed, but he had to keep his mind firmly fixed on the patterns to find it. Wind blowing through the gate sang faintly among the webbings.


  After a moment Rohan saw the next opening, squirmed to the left, squeezed between vibrating traceries of bright wire, and stood in another open space several paces inside the gate.


  It was certainly, he thought, a machine. Some intricate Venusian mind had built it for some purpose no Terrestrial was likely to understand, but it was definitely a functioning mechanism. It took the most intent concentration to find one’s way through, and, the moment the mind relaxed, the gate began to press the intruder back toward his starting point, gently, resiliently, almost imperceptibly.


  Rohan pushed ahead, paused for long minutes, searching the dazzling confusion before him until suddenly the right perspective took shape and he saw the next passage opening, clear and unbarred, leading another three feet or so into the tangle. When he stepped into it, the way he had just come blended instantly into the labyrinth. Suddenly frightened, he searched for the way back, found it after a few minutes, and discovered he had lost the forward way. While he hunted again for it, he was aware of the pressure of the web, of bright curled wires moving past his face. The gate was pressing him toward its outer surface.


  Resolutely he fixed his mind on the immediate problem, found the way forward, pushed into it, paused, searched again. Very slowly he made his way toward the plateau on the far side of the wall. The pool lay placid, waiting.


  “IS THIS ALL?” HE THOUGHT, looking around the empty mountain-top. Only the wet, sighing wind hissed in his ear for answer. It was all. The encircling wall hid nothing. Bare stone overgrown with blurs of colored lichens and the pool itself, an unlidded eye staring up at infinity.


  Rohan strolled toward it, paused on the brink, looking down.


  His heart turned over.


  This much at least of Crazy Joe’s tale was true. There were stars down there in the deep sky-blue of the water, stars that winked up green and red, blue and amber. Great drifts of jewels set and unset, thicker than the sands of the pool’s floor.


  Then a shadow stirred, deep down. A vast, thick coil moved upon itself, turned over slowly, settled back to rest. It was only a part of a vaster shadow. He leaned to peer closer. But the water was milky. He could not see.


  Not very much is really known about the fauna of Venus. Terrestrial exploration has been confined to narrow corridors, and if there are dangerous beasts in the jungles they generally shun the highways and the towns. What may dwell in the seas of Venus is as unknown as the deepest secrets of our own seas. This thing was vast and sluggish, dimly gleaming where light struck it strongest. Rohan measured its bulk as well as he could, considered it with a sort of reckless caution. It was slow. It was probably not hungry, or the Quai outside the gate would not be waiting there. Presumably some kind of summons would come when the Quai was wanted. Or did they operate on some private schedule of their own?! At any rate Rohan was a strong swimmer. Also, he had a knife.


  He thought, unfastening his shirt, “If I can get up only a load or two of what’s down there, it’ll be a start. I can hire a ship and come back here with enough artillery to kill the thing and clean out the pool. Maybe I won’t even wake it up, if I’m careful.”


  Then he thought of the d’vahnyan, and glanced again, rapidly and with uneasiness, around the plateau. Had Crazy Joe told three truths and one lie about this place? The pool was blue, as he had said. It held treasure and a monster of some kind. But the greatest treasure, the secret behind the d’vahnyan—where was it? What was it? No, Crazy Joe did not tell lies. Unless it was unwittingly. Could that be it? Some vague fantasy he had dreamed up here, staring into the hypnotic eye of; the pool? No, for he did know the secret. He did talk with the d’vahnyan, easily, with strong influence sometimes. Well, never mind. At least, the jewels were here. After that there would be time enough to explore further.


  A curious sureness drove him on. The secret was here. He could see no tangible evidence but something deeper than reason told him Crazy Joe had not misled him. In its own time the secret would come to him, as it had come to Crazy Joe.


  He stepped out of his trousers, settled the long knife on its thong around his wrist, poised on the pool’s brink.


  HOW SOFT AND SMOOTH the water was. Not like real water. Stroking strongly downward, Rohan marveled at the texture of the blue infinity he sank through. He kept his eyes open, enjoying the deepening blueness, watching for the flashes of color that struck upward like some sunken autumn from the bottom of the well. It was like swimming through blue air toward stars.


  He felt happy and light. It was strange to think how intimately he shared this water with a monster whose shape and nature he did not know. The water was full of death, but he did not fear it. It was full of life and light too, if a man had the courage to reach for them.


  The jewels lay heaped in thick, bright hillocks, unevenly on the sand. It seemed to Rohan that they lay smoothest in a broad path across the pool’s center, as if—something—had dragged a wide track across the treasure many times. But the deep waters hid all sign of the dweller here. Perhaps it slept. Perhaps it had withdrawn.


  Rohan shook out the strong, light sack he had brought for the treasure. It wrapped itself around his arm, clinging like seaweed. He reached for a heavy, half-submerged outcropping in the sand to hold himself down and found he was gripping a carved figure studded with slippery gems. It served the purpose.


  What a lot of the treasure there was, he thought warmly, riffling it over with his free hand. Big rubies like blood-drops, strings of half dissolving pearls, linked diamonds set in imperishable yellow gold, corroded boxes spilling out colored drifts of stones. Little idols with enormous emerald eyes. Ivory furred with the swaying green hair of water-growths. Steel mirrors pitted with corruption that had once given back the yellow-eyed glances of pretty Quai girls, corruption now themselves. Steel daggers dissolving off studded gold hilts. So much of it, too much, richness pressed down and running over.


  Happily Rohan brushed the surface, uncovering yet more treasure underneath. Working fast, he sorted out the largest and the best and thrust them into his sack. Great pale-eyed diamonds, globes of preciousness as live as stars, strings of lustrous rainbow color, faceted drops of congealed brightness. It was wonderful.


  It was Christmas morning. It was Easter, with all the dazzling eggs nested here awaiting him.


  His lungs began to burn. He turned over and shot up through paling blueness toward the air, his heavy sack trailing. He began to laugh exultantly just before he broke the surface, and hung sputtering and choking for a while before he emptied his jewels on the bank and dived again.


  The treasure flashed brighter than before. He dug into it, tossing it over and over, filling the sack anew with the power and the glory of a planet. A second time he rose to the surface, emptied his bulging sack, dived.


  This time he uncovered a drift of pure crimson drops, like a man unearthing a vein of clear gold in a mountain of crystals and silver. He dug with both hands into the rich heaps, blinking in the clouds of sand his digging had dislodged, reaching for the bigger and brighter jewels which always lay just an arm’s length out of his grasp.


  A long, slow coil of disturbed sand rose out of the milky distance past his face. The water stirred, deeply and slowly.


  Then with great deliberation a grasp like marble closed around his ankle.


  ROHAN WRITHED OVER IN THE water convulsively, letting the rubies fly. They sank in a sluggish red rain about him through the blue water, turning over slowly, as he tugged in a moment’s almost fatal panic at that relentless coil. It was heavy and hard and cold, like stone. And it was drawing him in . . .


  It did not seem possible to him that a slow sun was beginning to burn through the clouds of blinding sand which he was raising in his struggles. He thought wildly that the light burned in his own mind, a symbol of shock and fear. But the tentacle drew him downward and inward toward the light, and as it grew and broadened with nearness it was the color of the sun itself, clear, bright white gold, shimmering in the waters that were colored like the blue skies of Earth. Blue skies and sunlight—two things no eye upon Venus had ever seen, except perhaps here.


  His lungs burned. His vision blurred with sand and water and terror. He was not aware of himself as a reasoning creature at all in this moment. He was only a wild, struggling thing frantic to escape.


  The thong-hung dagger, following his flailing motions faithfully, struck his palm finally and brought reason back. His fingers closed and with his last conscious strength he drove the dagger down hard, into the murk where the sunlight burned, into the heavy coil that was creeping higher around his ankle.


  He felt the whole coil flinch. He slashed again. The water churned and the marble grasp slackened a little. Writhing double, blind with light and darkness, he stabbed once more into solid flesh which he could not see, and this time the heavy coil relaxed and slid slowly, slowly away.


  Rohan shot up through foaming water, luminous water that boiled with sand and sparkled with broken reflections from that strange sunlight which burned at the bottom of the well. He broke the surface with what seemed his last despairing effort, and hung there clutching the stone rim, his body swinging helplessly in the churning water, wondering how soon the coil would rise again and lay its marble weight around his legs.


  A hand seized his wrist. Two hands. Without looking up he made feeble climbing motions against the side of the pool, but it was the strength of the two pulling hands that saved him. He stumbled, gasping and choking, over the edge at last, onto dry pavement, and lay there spent for an unmeasured space of time.


  WHEN BREATH AND VOLITION came back to him he opened his eyes and saw a pair of white sandal-wrapped feet on a level with his face, a tumbled heap of jewels kicked this way and that between them. Slowly, as exhaustion ebbed a little out of him, he pushed himself up until he was sitting beside the flashing heap of his treasure, looking into the face of the standing man. Imperceptibly he was working the dagger forward around his wrist so that his fingers could close on it.


  The Quai was not looking down at him. He knew the arrogant face, but its arrogance was not for him. The Quai’s third eyelids were drawn across the round eyes and their gaze was focused remotely beyond Rohan and downward, into the pool. Automatically Rohan turned to follow that veiled gaze.


  He had not imagined the light in the pool. It burned stronger now, very bright, very clear. And the water was troubled from deep underneath. A sudden turbulence rushed up, subsided, rushed higher, spilling blue trickles over the rim. Then a great bubble rose and burst, and just under it the shining light came floating, up, up from the bottom of the well and the center of the world. A cold, still brilliance that dazed the eye.


  The Quai spoke in a hushed voice.


  “Were you summoned?” he asked Rohan.


  “Summoned?” Rohan echoed the question blankly. Then a little of his old confidence came back, and even in the face of this uprising mystery from the pool he found himself laughing. “Summoned? Oh no—I came!”


  The two men looked at each other for a measuring moment. Even through the veiling lids Rohan saw the cold arrogance in the Quai’s eyes and knew it for a remote echo of his own. But there was a difference . . . the Quai had come humbly, acolyte and sacrifice in one. Rohan laughed again and scrambled to his feet Exhaustion still weighted him, but he could not rest—yet.


  What was going to happen next he had no idea. He only knew that he could deal with whatever came.


  His discarded clothing lay beside the pool. Shivering a little in the soft, wet wind that breathed across the Mountain, he got quickly into his shirt, pressing the seal-tapes with one rapidly moving hand while with the other he groped for his trousers. The cloth felt clammy against his wet skin.


  He was buckling the reassuring weight of the gunbelt around him when the next great bubble burst. Another rose after it. And another. Rohan turned, settling the holster against his thigh. The Quai stood motionless, with the jewels in a glittering tumble around his feet. He too stared down into the pool. The water boiled. The light like the sun rose higher, higher . . .


  Out of the seething blue waters lifted the monstrous head of the dweller in the well. Slowly, slowly it rose, water streaming from its shoulders, and over its head the flat, unwavering sun burned cold white gold, shimmering, shivering, sending out slow rings of light that eddied and faded, spread and paled to an embracing potency that was felt but not seen. They touched the mind. Delicately they touched the mind . . .


  What did it look like? Rohan could not be sure, even while he stared. The light dazed him. He only knew the thing was monstrous. Mailed and shining, it drew its magnificent length over the verge of the pool, coil by coil. Before it, stealthy, slow, tentative as the first light of dawn, moved the rings of expanding radiation. The thoughts of Rohan and the Quai moved out from their skulls in measurable waves from each thinking brain, and the radiations from the flat white light met them and moved inward as if on concentric stepping-stones, inexorably toward the center and the source of all thought.


  Gently, gently. But the storm was rising.


  ROHAN SHUT HIS MIND TIGHT, violently rejecting that touch. It drew back slightly, puzzled. Then it came on again and there were no doors of the mind he could close against it.


  A great many lightning thoughts rippled one after another through his head. The jewels. First and last and always, the jewels. And how he could hope to get to them, with that monstrous light-crowned thing rising so slowly from the pool. And how, even if he did get them, he could escape. For he felt very sure that the rings of expanding light were quiescent now, barely stirring. There was no way of guessing their full power if the creature were aroused, or how far down the mountain they could spread, burning and sinking, paralyzing the mind.


  It was not immortal. He had struck it with his knife and it had let him go. Certainly it was not a normal creature by any Terrestrial judgment, but it was not supernatural, either. He had struck it, and—


  The slow, upsurging coils hesitated. Out of the water a slash in the mailed side rose gingerly. The creature paused, swung its magnificently crowned head back to consider this twinge. And Rohan knew his chance . . .


  The Quai never even heard him coming. Rohan’s long knife flashed twice in the quiet air, hard, accurate blows to hasten the sacrifice which this man of Venus had come to offer his god. Rohan knew what he was doing. He knew how to guide the blows.


  It takes perhaps three seconds for oblivion to come, when you strike deep at the right spots. In those three seconds the Quai had time for one quick look of blank amazement over his shoulder, and then no more.


  Rohan was braced to catch the sagging body before it began to give at the knees. He caught it neatly and strongly over his bent shoulder, letting its weight double across him, and surging forward in the same quick instant that he stooped.


  His timing was perfect. When the sun-crowned head of the monster swung round again, the hurled body of the Quai sprawled limply against its gigantic face, hung there for unmoving seconds, and then slid very gently downward to lie flat upon the pavement in the pools of spilled blue water. The pools turned red.


  Rohan wasted no glance at what was happening between the sacrifice and the god. He was moving with the rapid, accurate gestures of an automaton, scooping up gems with both hands, dropping them blindly into his pockets. He had hoped to go down from this pool laden heavily, pack and pockets, with treasure. But now he told himself rigidly that he could make these scooping gestures twice more—once more—no more—


  Resolutely he poured the last double handful into his pockets and scrambled backward on his knees, ignoring the bruise and scrape of the stones, trying not to look at the monster and its victim as he went.


  But when he stood panting before the gate he glanced back once, for just one quick, curious look, before he flung himself forward into the slow, intricate web that lay between him and freedom. It was for this, chiefly, that the Quai had had to die. The treasure was only part of it. Even if Rohan had had time to load himself with jewels, still a man must die to give him time to negotiate this gate.


  He had one backward look only. The monster had halted half in the pool and half out of it. The great crowned head was bent, and light floated very lazily outward in slow, slow rings. The creature seemed to be inspecting, the sprawled Quai leisurely. And Rohan saw one thing about it that struck his mind with stunning impact. He could not understand this. It was impossible. He had assumed all this while that sacrifices between Quai and monster would be consummated in the time-honored way-r-that the god would devour its victim.


  But he saw now that the god had no mouth.


  THE THREADS OF THE gateway shimmered like the intricate armature-wrapping of the d’vahnyan. Outside, in the leaf-thatched hut where the Quai had slept his last sleep in life, the caged moth chirped with plaintive sweetness. There was no other sound on the Mountain but the sigh of the grey wind and the soft chinking of the jewels in their pockets around Rohan’s waist.


  He went fast, down the steep road. He did not know how soon the rings of light might begin to pulse out and drop down after him, delicately touching the secret chambers of the mind, touching and pulling him back . . .


  Part of him wanted to be pulled back. For he had accomplished only half his purpose. Or had Crazy Joe lied, after all? He had thought that when he came down this road he would carry a double treasure—jewels and knowledge. Something had gone wrong, somehow, somewhere. Tantalizingly, at the very edge of his mind, wisdom knocked for entry.


  The curled threads of the gateway—the curled threads of the d’vahnyan’s ominous wrappings. The gate, and the wrappings—each was certainly a sort of unearthly machine. The latter controlled by the waves flowing from the strange, inhuman brain of the d’vahnyan, the former activated and shaped by Rohan’s desire to enter, to pass through. Or by the monster.


  Twice on Venus Rohan had seen the sun—once in the crowned monster’s brilliance, once when he shot the d’vahnyan. Surely the link between the Mountain and the d’vahnyan was a strong one. But it was not clear. He had missed its significance, somehow, somehow . . .


  There was not time yet to worry about it. He had the jewels. Later, he could come back with weapons and reinforcements and take what he wanted from the pool. If the secret knowledge that could make all d’vahnyan vulnerable was there, and he thought it was, he would take that too, at his leisure. He could manage everything, with what he carried in his pockets.


  There was only one last obstacle now. He touched his gun reflectively and watched the road below. Forsythe and Jellaby. They would be waiting for him . . . no, for what he carried. To their minds he knew he himself was only a vehicle now, for the delivery of treasure.


  Somewhere on the path below they would meet him to dispute the treasure. He grinned, wondering which of them he would shoot first. That it would be Rohan who shot first seemed self-evident to him. And with Jellaby—or Forsythe—out of the way, the balance would shift once more and the survivor’s return to civilization would depend solely on Rohan in the long jungle trek ahead. One man alone could not make the trip in safety. It took two at least.


  “Forsythe,” Rohan thought. “If there’s any choice, I’ll kill Forsythe.”


  It was curious in a way how totally he discounted Crazy Joe.


  WHITE FOG SWAM LAZILY UP to meet him as he descended. Looking out over the immeasurable miles of dissolving jungle, he thought he saw a glitter of light wink once and vanish, very far away. Foggy Morning, Flattery, Swanport, civilization. A long way off.


  The fog closed around him. He walked half blinded, in white cloud. Rocks loomed like waiting figures at every bend. After a while he drew his gun and carried it ready, the safety off, knowing that he was coming nearer and nearer to the danger area where almost certain ambush waited him. He went very cautiously now, searching each crevice he passed, all his senses tuned to a singing alertness. And presently, with no surprise, he heard a gentle click of metal on rock a little way ahead in the blankness, and knew that the moment was upon him.


  Feet shifted on rock. A voice whispered a fierce warning. Rohan smiled. “Forsythe first,” he thought. It was bravado and nothing more. He knew he would simply fire at the first moving shadow and hope for the best. He stood perfectly still, hugging the rock wall, his senses straining into this blank grey world where death waited him on the downward path.


  Behind him, above him, quite clearly in the fog, footsteps sounded.


  Rohan pressed flat against the rocks, turning his head sharply. That was impossible.


  He told himself that acoustics must be confused in this heavy, blind dimness. He told himself he had imagined the sound. For there could not possibly be footsteps behind him. No one had passed him going up. There was no other way to the top. And he had left nothing alive on the Mountain. Only the moth in the cage and the monster in the pool.


  But now the sound of footsteps rang clear again on the rock above, coming nearer. It was no trick of the echoes or the mind. Someone was following him down the steep road. Someone striding firmly on shod feet that struck loud on stone and muffled on lichens.


  Suddenly the mist felt cold around him.


  The Quai was dead. Surely, surely the Quai was dead. But there had been no other human up there. For a disorienting moment he thought that the man who strode the path so confidently was himself, and he who pressed shivering against the rocks a stranger without a name.


  He made himself lean out, peering urgently along the way he had come, cursing the mist and yet grateful to it, for he was not sure he really wanted to see the face of this follower at his heels. How confidently the footsteps rang upon the road. How fast they came.


  The mists blew thicker still.


  The men below him on the road heard the footfalls now. Metal clinked on stone as someone raised a rifle with awkward haste. A voice hissed angrily. Feet shifted on pebbles. The ambush was ready.


  For whom? For what?


  Rohan laid a hand on his heavy-laden pocket, lifted his gun tentatively, the beginnings of panic stirring uncontrollably in his mind. In seven-league boots the following footsteps strode down upon him.


  At the last moment some quick instinct warned him to clear the path, to get out of the way. He flung himself flat against the high rock wall which was the road’s inner edge.


  Out of the mists and past him the d’vahnyan stalked. His black wrappings gleamed. His empty, remote, passionless eyes touched Rohan indifferently and moved away. From very far off the impersonal eyes saw and dismissed him, eyes which held no ego and no consciousness of self.


  But Rohan knew the face.


  There had been arrogance and pride upon it like his own, the last time he had looked into it. But the man was dead now. He knew that. The man had to be dead, with Rohan’s knife-thrusts in him, at the edge of the pool, and the monster nuzzling its sacrifice. The monster with no mouth . . .


  It had received its sacrifice, then. And now a d’vahnyan came striding strongly down from the Mountain, his face stamped into the same imperishable matrix of selfless, dispassionate calm which every d’vahnyan bore.


  Stamped—by what?


  Rohan leaned, sick and shaking, against the rock, waves of cold revulsion pouring over him, knowing the secret at last. So that was the source of the d’vahnyan. So that was what the monster fed upon. Staring into the lost, ghostly, erased face of the d’vahnyan, he knew why the death-dealers of the Quai are beings beyond life and death.


  But the two in ambush just below him did not know. Rohan held his breath, shivering, powerless to intervene in what came next, although he knew to the last spinning whirl of the brain in his skull exactly what would come. He had been through this before.


  Below him he heard the whisper of an indrawn breath as the d’vahnyan strode by and was swallowed in cloud. It was the inhalation a man takes when he braces a blaster stock to his hip and holds until the finger finishes tightening on the trigger.


  It finished. The sharp, echoing crack of gun-fire exploded stunningly in the fog as Jellaby fired at the half-seen, stalking figure which he disastrously mistook for Rohan—


  The fog split and took fire and burned like the blaze of a white-hot sun. The eye and the mind went blind before it.


  WHEN ROHAN COULD SEE again, the road was clear before him. Jellaby’s blaster lay abandoned ten feet below. The fog had burned itself away for a broad half-mile around the sun-hot flash of expending energy. And time had burned away, too. How long a time he did not know.


  Then scuttling motion, far below him at the foot of the road, told him the answer. Ten minutes? Fifteen? Thirty? Long enough for Jellaby and Forsythe to run blindly almost to the edge of the pale, garrulous forest at the Mountain’s foot.


  Mindless panic still controlled them, and they ran like little mannikin figures jerking on strings, seen from far away. They ran from no pursuer, driven by their own blind terror.


  For the new-made d’vahnyan, unharmed, another mannikin far off, stalked away into the jungle at an angle divergent from their flight, moving steadily upon his own inhuman business, answering some soundless call which no human ears could hear.


  Who could guess what summons a d’vahnyan?


  “You ought to know, Red,” a voice said from very near by.


  Rohan jumped convulsively, glaring. How could he possibly have missed seeing Crazy Joe?


  The familiar figure leaned against a rock in full sight, six steps away on the downward path, arms folded, eyes on Rohan. He was smiling in his bush of beard.


  “You were thinking out loud, Red,” he said.


  Rohan laughed shakily. His head was still buzzing and there was a misty, dreamlike quality over everything he thought or did. He moved, and his laden pockets jingled faintly. Thought of the jewels brought him back to something nearer sanity, and sudden cunning moved in his mind.


  The jewels in the pool were his. He had suffered much for them. He would go on down the Mountain, catch up with Forsythe and Jellaby, kill one of them and travel with the other to safety. After that—time enough to decide. But one thing he must do first. Crazy Joe had talked too much once already about this Mountain and this treasure . . . now it was Rohan’s and nobody else’s. Forsythe and Jellaby knew. They must be silenced, eventually. Crazy Joe had better be silenced, too. Now.


  Rohan felt for his gun. The holster was empty. He looked down in sudden panic. Far down the slope pale light glinted on steel. He must have dropped the blaster when the flash of sun-glare stunned them all.


  He sighed, met Crazy Joe’s eyes, thought of his knife. Yes, that would do. Crazy Joe never carried a weapon. The knife would do very well.


  There was no use talking about this. Crazy Joe was smiling at him, and he smiled back, automatically, and with one smooth motion drew the knife from his belt and stepped forward, his lips still curved in the meaningless smile as he tipped the blade for that fatal spot just inside the collarbone, where life beats so near the surface that one thrust quenches it forever in the briefest count of seconds.


  Moving like a man in a dream, he drove the knife straight home.


  How strange, he thought remotely, that Crazy Joe made no move to defend himself. How irritating that calm smile was.


  A streak of jagged lightning sprang up at the knife-point as it slid across Crazy Joe’s chest. Not biting in, but sliding, and trailing cold fire after it . . .


  Stupidly Rohan blinked at the slit shirt-front. And at what he saw beneath the shirt. The tight black wrappings, glittering with curled metallic thread.


  From a long way off Crazy Joe said quietly, “This wasn’t my idea, Red. On Venus, when the summons comes, you—”


  “Was I—summoned?” Rohan whispered, and hardly heard the answer because of the ringing in his ears.


  “I told you about the Mountain, didn’t I? That was the summons, Red. Only the strong men answer. Only the men it can use. Look up, Red.”


  ROHAN LOOKED UP. A slow ring of light was dropping gently downward around the Mountain. Light like the sun, white gold, shivering in the dim air. It flickered by Rohan’s face and faded. But another ring came after it, stronger and broader, touching the brain as it passed.


  Crazy Joe, still smiling calmly and compassionately, nodded toward the upward road.


  “Go on, Red,” he said. “Get it over. There’s work to be done on Venus. I know. I do it too. You were summoned. Go on.”


  The third ring of light floated down past Rohan’s face, and his mind reeled in his skull. The fourth ring touched . . .


  Suddenly Rohan’s hands rose and clasped tight on top of his head. But under his defending fingers, under the cuirass of his skull, he felt movement. No, not movement—light. Brilliant and clear, white gold like the sun and the short, strong microwaves which the sun and stars send out even through clouds, even to a world that never sees the sun.


  Rohan thought quite lucidly for an instant of the sun in a clear blue heaven, warm, shining. Quick nostalgia stirred in him at the memory of a world called Earth, a long way distant, dissolving in space and memory. A world called Earth, where a man named Rohan used to live, a long, long time ago.


  A man called—what?


  He stamped once on the path, feeling rock solid under him, searching for reassurance in an eclipsed universe. There was a bearded face before him. He knew that face. It had always been hauntingly familiar, under the disguising beard, and something more concealing than the beard—a calm and passionless peace. The peace that comes when a strong ego drains out and—something else—flows in. Something else, like light, like blazing gold, like the white flame that was stirring in his brain. This time he knew the erased identity that had dwelt once behind that face.


  He said, “You were Barber. You were Barber Jones.”


  Crazy Joe smiled and nodded.


  Rohan’s hands clasped tighter on his head. He said painfully, “And I—I’m—”


  But he could not finish. He was no one. He had no name at all.


  “Go on back,” Crazy Joe said from infinite distances. “There’s nothing else left for you now. Nothing at all.”


  A ring of clear bright light sank about him, widening and expanding, and the name of Rohan faded, the name of Earth dissolved. Jewels clinked as he turned obediently to face the rising path. Last of all the bright thought of power faded, and the use of treasure.


  In the emptiness of his mind he searched remotely for a name that had dissolved irretrievably in the burning of the light of his brain. And after a moment or two he seemed to find it. D—it began with d—


  D’vahnyan.


  He leaned motionless against a rock for a long time, doing nothing. Once his lip drew back in a fading snarl of defiance. But then he moved, took an unsteady forward step, and then another, back along the way he had come. It was the way he had come all his life, toward this Mountain and this upward path.


  Burning with light and color, the jewels dropped from his pockets one by one as he climbed, marking the stumbling stations of his return to the Mountain and the pool and the thing that waited for him.


  EVEN STEVEN . . .


  Charles L. Harness


  James Goddard was marooned in the worst hellhole on Venus for two more years; but then he saved the life of a man named Steven—who made things even by dropping a stone where it would do most good.


  JAMES GODDARD, Botanist, Venus Colonial Commission, nosed his ship carefully through a mass of giant lufa bulbs and made a quick survey of the dense and lofty growth floating a mile above Venus in the steaming air about him. The jets were making very little smoke, and so far he was undetected.


  He turned his attention again to the swarm of bird people wheeling and dipping a thousand yards ahead. He was still too far away to identify the object of their excitement, but as he drew closer their shrill cries penetrated the ship cabin and made his heart beat faster.


  He wet his lips uneasily. It was the last day in the month and the freighter was due with that precious mail pouch. He didn’t want to get involved in anything dangerous before he had a chance to spend a few hours with his mail—before he could renew that rare and vital contact with his wife and son. After that he would risk his life with equanimity.


  Maybe it was a false alarm, nothing to get excited about . . .


  His ship moved a little faster. Possibly they had caught a porpon, that fleet but defenseless tidbit of the floating forests. Perhaps two or more of their own kind were fighting. It needn’t necessarily be—


  But it was a man. Goddard realized this as soon as he saw the three-hundred foot liana swinging from a lufa island that floated high overhead. At the end of it would be a man, or what was left of one, depending on how far the feathered devils had got with their little preprandial ceremony. The pendulum was not swinging in a very wide arc. Either they had just begun, or it was nearly all over.


  Goddard thought one last thought of bulging mail pouches and gently cursed the day he was born.


  His foot crammed into the accelerator. As the little ship gathered speed, he drew his Farmann from its holster and put crosshairs on the liana. The red bird things saw the ship when it was three hundred yards away. Some darted to intercept him, screaming at the top of their lungs, while the remainder moved to cut down and rush away with their prize.


  Goddard simultaneously pressed the firing button and ducked a shower of shattered plastic as a stony beak stabbed through the cabin nacelle. He twisted the Farmann around with awkward swiftness and fired twice. The creature screamed and flopped over the side of the ship.


  He peered anxiously over the bow toward the liana: it was still swinging, but the bird people had almost severed the tough fibers. Again the Farmann coughed, and this time he hit the cord.


  The human pendulum dropped toward Venus, a mile below, pursued by shrieking feathered furies. Goddard swallowed rapidly several times as his ship dived in pursuit, crashing headlong through island after island. Somewhere along the insane descent he lost his pursuers and overtook his plummeting human quarry. As hurtling ship and hurtling man drew parallel, Goddard got a brief glance of a shredded Colonial uniform, and a moment later, when a brilliant shaft of sunlight flashed on a bloody face, stricken eyes sizzled into his.


  During the last thousand feet, free at last of lufa growth, Goddard rolled back the shambles of the nacelle and swept up the falling body.


  The guest surveyed his face wryly in Goddard’s shaving mirror. “Unfeeling beggars, aren’t they,” he said, touching the bandages gingerly. “All one piece, though, thanks to you. I’m Steven, geologist, sector 819.”


  “Goddard, botanist, 818. Yes, you seem to be in pretty good shape. Those cuts will soon heal.” He stared at the other with interest. The red hair pushing up from the be-swathed face reminded him of some giant Venusian vegetable. “Wandering somewhat afield, weren’t you?” he asked with good-natured curiosity.


  “A little. But maybe it’s excusable. My secret passion is pitchblende. The Assistant Commissioner has turned four hundred of us loose in 819 to look for it.” His mouth curled humorously. “He even ordered us to carry samples so we’d always know what we were looking for.”


  Goddard smiled. “That’s the A.C., all right.”


  Steven pulled a couple of inky stones from his pocket. They gleamed dully in the subdued light of the hut. One looked like a black arrowhead, “The boys place great store by their pitchblende samples,” he continued. “We might accidentally walk down the Post street without our britches, but we’re never without our samples. Point of honor.”


  Goddard chuckled silently and handed Steven a glass of tonga, which the latter drained at a gulp.


  Goddard refilled the glass. “I thought pitchblende was igneous,” he said.


  Steven looked at his host with new respect. “It is. And 819 is pure sedimentary. It’s like looking for diamonds in a coal bed.” He sighed. “Sometimes the field crews say things about the Assistant Commissioner that border on the uncomplimentary.” He went on more seriously: “We really think the stuff is in your sector. You have pegmatites popping out all over the place. We sneak over here every chance we get. I was looking over the massif a few miles up the ridge when your red angels spotted me.” He looked around the hut. “Say, don’t you botanists travel in trios? Anybody else with you on this assignment?”


  Goddard studied his liquor for a long time. “I was placed in charge of 818 four years ago,” he said slowly, as though trying to remember. “In the first year I lost seven assistants in rapid succession, three to swamp fever, two to the bird people, and two unaccounted for. I think they deserted, but I don’t hold it against them. I’ve handled the station alone, ever since.”


  “Four years . . .” breathed Steven. “Great Venusian frogbats!” He put his glass down and took the bottle from his host’s unresisting hand. “Don’t you get lonesome?”


  “What do you think? I have a wife and son living in Philadelphia. I don’t suppose I’ll see them until my enlistment expires. That’ll be two more years. Of course, the freighter comes in once a month with the mail and picks up specimens. But that’s all.”


  “Why don’t you ask for a transfer to a Class I Post? You’d have family accommodations and could send for your wife and son.”


  “That was the original understanding with the Assistant Commissioner. But now he says I can’t be spared from here until I get a replacement. And nobody has volunteered since the first year. But let’s talk of more cheerful subjects. What’s it like in 819?”


  Steven swished the bottle around and looked embarrassed. “We get preferential treatment, of course, since we’re looking for fissionables. We have a Class I, with the lufas cut away for miles around, swamps drained, and so on. There’s a school, a church, a theatre . . . the works.”


  “Sounds wonderful,” said Goddard wistfully.


  Steven pulled the arrowhead of pitchblende from his pocket again and peered at it. “This freighter,” he said, “when is it due?”


  “In a couple of hours. But you don’t have to go. Stick around; rest up a month or so. Maybe you’re in no condition to travel.”


  Steven laughed. “Sorry, old man. I’ve got to get back.” His brow creased as he studied the piece of pitchblende again. Then he looked through the window out into the clearing. “Is all that stuff going into the freighter?”


  “That’s the cargo. Some of the specimens are awfully messy, like that one in the pot. Maybe you’d better wait until next month.”


  “Hmm. That’s what you call a ‘raining thing’ isn’t it? Fairly common in these parts, I believe. They won’t bother me. I’ll be glad to keep them company. Incidentally, do you happen to remember just where you dug up that particular one?”


  “No. Why?”


  “I was merely wondering. He tossed the little black stone into the air and caught it. “Anything I can do for you, outside?”


  “Not much, I guess. You might tell the fellows to drop around once in a while. I’ve got a deck of cards, and remember, the tonga is four years old.”


  “Old chap, I’ll do that. In fact, I’m going to extend an extra-choice invitation, and I have a hunch it’s going to bring you some visitors—all sorts of extra-choice visitors.”


  Steven stuck the bit of pitchblende back in his pocket and upended the bottle. It seemed to the puzzled botanist that the man’s few visible freckles were dancing.


  Then a big plump thing swept down at them from the skies.


  “Hey! Here’s the freighter!” cried Steven. “I’ll help you carry these things out. Let me take the rain bush!”


  The geologist seemed greatly amused at something. He was still chuckling when he waved goodbye to Goddard from the freighter porthole.


  Goddard stood there for several moments, mystified, the mail bag clutched in his hand unopened, until the big ship disappeared over the high edge of the lufa.


  One morning a week later he looked out of his greenhouse and saw a pompous shape burst from a sleek Commission coupe and run up to the hut.


  “Goddard! Goddard!” shouted the visitor, whom he recognized immediately as the Assistant Commissioner.


  Goddard washed his hands quickly and ran through his garden to greet the man.


  “Hal There you are, Goddard! All right, where did you get that monkey bush?”


  Goddard’s jaw dropped. “Monkey bush?”


  The Assistant Commissioner led the way into the hut “Now try hard, Goddard,” he pleaded. “I didn’t jet three thousand miles to this forsaken hole just to get a blank stare from a second-rate botanist. You’ve got to remember where you got that damn orangutan!”


  “Oh,” said Goddard, with sudden comprehension. “You mean raining thing. Why, they grow all over the place. I don’t keep a record of location unless the plant is quite rare. I guess you finally read my recommendation for growing them in the Sahara. The leaves are deliquescent and drip water constantly. We can—”


  “Forget the plant!” howled the Assistant Commissioner. “It’s the soil the Commission is interested in!”


  “Soil? You mean around the roots? It’s just plain dirt, dug up along with the plant,” said Goddard, genuinely puzzled. “Just where, I can’t—”


  “No, Goddard!” cried the Assistant Commissioner, dropping into the only chair. “No, don’t interrupt me. You listen a minute.” His voice sank to a significant whisper. “Ever since we found a high concentration of thorium in ruhk weed we’ve maintained a Geiger-Muller check on everything, animate or otherwise, leaving the planet for our Chicago laboratories.


  “That’s how we found this,”—he tossed Goddard a small object—“in the sod of your chimpansy bush.”


  It was an inky little stone, somewhat resembling an arrowhead.


  “You wouldn’t know it,” said the Assistant Commissioner, “but that’s pitchblende!”


  “No!” said Goddard faintly.


  “Yes!” The Assistant Commissioner got up from the chair and began pacing the floor. “It’s most unfortunate you don’t know where you dug up your tree, Goddard. Very inefficient method of handling your specimens. It means I’ll have to order a general reconnaissance. I’m transferring the 819 group over here, and you can look for the construction squad in a few days. Maybe you can recommend some high ground where they can put a Class I Post?”


  Goddard managed a nod from where the wall was holding him up.


  “You can keep that pitchblende sample as a reminder to be sharper in the future,” said the Assistant Commissioner. “And another thing, Goddard. I want the closest integration between your department and these geologists. I don’t want to have to do all the thinking on this planet.” He smiled ingratiatingly and extended his hand. “No hard feelings?”


  Goddard may have hesitated the barest fraction of a second. Then he grasped the outstretched hand with vigor and sincerity. “Sir, you may inform the Commission that 818 and 819 are cooperating on a level they wouldn’t believe possible!”


  “Not yet, of course, Goddard, but your spirit augurs well for the future. And I think your family will like it here when we get the place cleaned up.”


  The botanist stood in the doorway long after the visiting jet was airborne. A warm euphoria stole over him as he began to visualize floor plans for his future cottage. He wondered whether he’d train his son as a botanist, after all. The mineral sciences might be worth investigating. Great fellows, those geologists. No stone in their hearts . . .


  THE END


  FIRE BRAND!


  A. Bertram Chandler


  Could this then be the notorious Firebrand, and the thing at her slim waist the notorious, blood Weapon? This small, dark woman with hair cropped almost like a man’s—could she have pirated the Terran spaceliner? But Fleming knew he’d have his answers perhaps sooner than be wished . . .


  HE CAME slowly out the door of the trading post. He was mopping his brow with a large, gaudily patterned handkerchief. It was hot inside the garish, shoddy building, in spite of all the efforts of the air conditioning plant. It was hotter outside. And the trader cursed softly, without enthusiasm, as a matter of routine. He cursed the heat, the humidity, the perspiration that dripped from the tip of his high-bridged nose, that ran in clammy rivulets down his smooth, hairless body, that saturated the loincloth that was his only clothing.


  It was almost sunset.


  The blur of light—hazy, diffuse—that was all that was ever seen of the sun from Venus, hung low above the western horizon, turning the sullen yellow of the sky to hot gold. Eastward, darkly ominous shadows were already creeping up the eternal overcast. And there was a faint flicker of lightning, a low growl of thunder, sensed rather than heard.


  Inland from the post stretched the marshy plains, the lush, low jungle. Distant, more than half shrouded by mists, were the unpretentious undulations of the smooth hills. And to the north was the sea—like the sky above it, a dirty yellow. Little, tired wavelets collapsed in utter exhaustion upon the grey beach, well below the line of oozing, gelatinous scum that was high water mark. And there was a brief flurry of foam as something big and black broke surface, threshed the water with tail and fins, then vanished.


  The trader stood at the root of the jetty, stared out to the northwest. Now and again he raised his hand absently, brushed away the little winged insects that hovered in a dancing cloud around his close-cropped blond head. But all his attention was given to the distant skyline. Vague it was, and misty. And nothing solid broke the indeterminate union between sea and sky. It seemed that nothing ever had broken it—that nothing ever would. But the trading post, the jetty, were evidence that ships had sailed these seas. Had sailed . . .


  Already Aphrodite, the little freighter operated by the Venus Trading Corporation, was a week overdue. Long since, the trader would have called Port Lanning to make enquiries, but for the fact that among the cargo that Aphrodite should have been bringing were spares to replace certain burned out components of his radio.


  He was worried. This had never happened before. Aphrodite, until now, had always arrived with clockwork regularity. And the long talk, the drinking session, with her skipper had been one of the few, welcome breaks in his monotonous routine, one of the things that helped to keep him sane. And the natives were talking, he knew. He had seen them looking out to sea, had heard them muttering among themselves in their croaking, incomprehensible language. And the drums had been beating in the low hills, had been rapping their intelligence from peak to insignificant peak, from island to island.


  He was a man alone—one lone alien among hostile myriads. His weapons commanded respect but he knew that, if it came to a showdown, he could not hope to stand off assault, siege, indefinitely. He allowed himself a momentary disloyalty to the Corporation, a dull resentment against their policy of economy, retrenchment, that had reduced the staffs of the tiding posts from two or three to one. With two men to stand watch and watch the post would be practically impregnable. With two men to man the launch the dangers of the hazardous voyage to Port Lanning would be more than halved.


  He was a man alone—and he almost felt that he was the last of his kind upon this steaming world. There were times when he would have thought so save for the fact that, once or twice in the last three days, he had heard the drumming of rockets, the distant, whistling scream of jet-propelled aircraft, above the clouds.


  The sun went down, and the gold faded to yellow, to green, and the indigo shadows crept across the sky, and the lightning was dazzlingly violet, running down in rivers of vivid flame from the zenith. And where the little waves lapped listlessly at the sand was a dim, pallid fire, and where the line of scum lay along the high water mark was a brighter light, shining with the luminescence of decay, of rottenness. And in the hills and in the jungle drum answered drum, the staccato, coded melody drowned ever and again by the crashing thunder, fading and swelling as the rising, gusty wind veered and shifted.


  The first rain began to fall.


  For long moments the trader stood in the downpour, grateful for the refreshing, cleansing coolness. And then his body shook with a slight chill, and he remembered that his alarms were yet to be set and tested, and that he would be a good target against the glow from the door of the post, and that his pale body would stand out against the darkness in vivid relief with each lightning flash.


  Walking slowly, striving to ignore the uncomfortable feeling in his shoulder blades as he walked to the open door, turned his back to the hostile marsh and jungle, he went inside. And the door shut, and there was no longer any light save that of the lightning and the phosphorescence of the sea; and the post, shrouded in rain and darkness, its garish colours forgotten, loomed like a fort.


  It was a fort.


  There was a brief rattle of fire from the cupola on the roof as the trader tested his guns against the coming night.


  And the drums, distant but insistent, answered.


  THE TRADER pushed aside his plate, fumbled in the pouch at his belt for his cigarettes. One more carton, he thought. I shall have to go easy . . . And his mind, as he brooded over this last deprivation, was that of a filially devoted but unjustly punished child. I have always been a loyal servant of the Corporation, he thought. The trite phrase pleased him, and he repeated it aloud. And his memory, as he smoked the rationed cigarette, ran over the countless instances in which he had proved his loyalty—petty economies, shrewd bargains, frank and unashamed swindling.


  He sighed, rose from the table. He carried the dirty plates, the debris of his meal, into the little scullery. The debris of the last meal was still there, and that of the meal before—but until it became offensive he would take no steps to dispose of it. He returned to his living room, got out his Log and his account books. And there he sat until the scratching of his pen was drowned by the shrilling of the alarms.


  His first action when he reached the cupola was to open the switch that put the guns on automatic fire. Had he not done so they would have blasted, in a very few seconds, the figure that was staggering through the rain, over the short, sodden, grass-like vegetation towards the post. The stranger, wavering like a white moth in the beam of the searchlight, was indisputably human. Here was no scaly monstrosity, no Disney frog trying to look like a man, no batrachian undecided whether to walk erect or hop.


  The trader cursed. It was obvious, in spite of the teeming rain, the downpouring torrent that turned the beam of his searchlight into liquid silver, that his visitor was a woman. Again he swore—but his oaths lacked any real weight. It was a full month since his last leave in Venusburg, since his immersion in the mercenary delights, the commercialized ecstacies, of that city. And he was hungry for the sound of a female voice, the sight of a female face and figure, the feel of soft woman-flesh against his own.


  But suddenly he became aware that the beating of the drums was no longer distant, was no longer confined to the distant hills. The thunder and the lightning had ceased, and there was no sound but the incessant beat of the rain—the beat of the rain and the beating of the drums. From all around it came, from the south and the east and the west. And the fringe of the jungle from which the girl had run seemed to waver, to put out pseudo-pods, to creep out over the pallid marshland.


  There was a flicker of fire, then, along the jungle verge. And there were great gouts of spray tossed up at the girl’s feet. And she weaved as she ran—and the trader realised that her unsteady gait was not altogether the result of fatigue, that she was putting the unseen marksmen behind her off their aim.


  A flick of the hand—and the searchlight was on manual control. Another deft motion—and the door of the post was opened. And then the beam swept up, and along the tide of dark, glistening bodies, showed with pitiless clarity the horde of Venusian Swamplanders, pointed them out to the questing tracer of the heavy machine gun. The attack surged forward over its own debris. And the flashes of fire along its front became more frequent, and the strange thudding made by the rifle bullets as they struck the thick, tough plastiglass of the cupola.


  But it couldn’t go on for long. Savages the Venusians may have been—but they were intelligent savages. Nonhuman they were—but, like humankind, each individual placed a definite value upon his own life.


  And so the tide withdrew, and the marsh was presently splotched by the great, pallid bodies of the scavenger worms that oozed up from out the sodden soil, and the song of the drums grew distant and still more distant, and drum answered drum from peak to insignificant peak, and rattling, incomprehensible messages ran all the long, straggling length of the Van Dusen Archipelago.


  And the trader put his weapons, his searchlight, once again on automatic control, tested his circuits, and went down from the cupola to meet his unexpected guest.


  CHAPTER II


  SHE WAS SMALL, this woman and darkly brunette, her hair closely cropped, almost like a man’s. And the face was neither beautiful nor even conventionally pretty, but it had a charm, a vivacity under the fatigue, that made uninteresting by comparison the simpering Venusburg beauties flaunting their half-nude charms in full color all along the walls of the trader’s living room.


  Her upper garment was in rags, and the smooth skin, from shoulder to waist, from thigh to broken sandals, was a network of scratches, evidence of the thorns and brambles through which she had forced her way. And the blood oozed still from the shallow wounds, spread in a wet film over the wet, smooth skin.


  Above the bedraggled loincloth was a belt, and from it depended a holster, and from the holster protruded the butt of a heavy pistol. Sight of the weapon, of its grained wood grip worn smooth and polished by long handling, did much to inhibit the emotions that were stirring in the woman-starved mhn. And as he shifted his gaze to her cool grey eyes, his own faltering uneasily under the steadiness of her regard, she spoke.


  “Thank you,” she said simply.


  It was gratitude—but it was gratitude such as might be displayed by royalty in the acknowledgement of some service performed by a courtier. There was some power, in her or behind her, that demanded assistance as though by divine right.


  The trader’s glance fell to her feet, to the pools of water that were slowly growing on the thick pile of the carpet.


  “In there,” he said with a gesture towards the door, “you’ll find some dry clothes . . . And ointment for your scratches. There is some danger of infection.”


  “I know.”


  The voice, a contralto that could have been sultry, was cool, almost disinterested. The man was at a loss. This woman was altogether outside his experience. But he went to his bedroom, picked up a pile of garments almost at random, gave them to her with a hint of shyness, of apology. And he went to a cupboard, brought out his last precious bottle of whisky, set it, with two glasses, on the table. And he emptied the contents of two whole packets of cigarettes into an ornamental box that was but rarely used. And he ran his hand over his chin, and wished that he had shaved. And then he went back into his bedroom and changed his plain, none-too-clean loincloth for one that was patterned with gay flowered designs, that to his mind had always suggested palm trees, guitars, a full tropical moon. And when the girl came out he was disappointed to see that she was still wearing her gun.


  SHE HAD achieved a sarong effect with the clothes that he had given her. It suited her. All that she lacked was an hibiscus flower behind the ear. Ugly, incongruous, was the broad leather belt, the holster, the heavy pistol. And so was the case or pouch that hung on her right hip, that was bulging with what had the appearance of papers.


  The trader, mute enquiry in his eyes, poured whisky into her glass. When it was almost full she signalled to him to stop. Before he could fill his own she had raised hers, had swallowed its contents with almost a single gulp.


  She said: “I needed that.”


  “You really must have.” The man was shallowly sympathetic. Then—“My name is Fleming, Peter to my friends. And this place is Howard’s Landing.”


  “Howard’s Landing? Tell me, Fleming, how can I get to Port Lanning?”


  “By sea. There is a launch. But Aphrodite should be in at any moment now. She is a week overdue already.”


  “She’ll never come. But how soon can we leave? It is imperative that I get to the port as soon as possible.”


  “Not so fast,” ejaculated Fleming. There was too much secrecy—even though it was unintentional—too much high-handed demanding. “Before we go any further—who are you? What are you? What are you doing here? And—” he had just realised the calm certainty with which she had made her statement “—what do you know about Aphrodite?”


  “Don’t you know?” It was the girl’s turn to be surprised.


  “No. Both my transmitter and receiver burned out two days before the ship was here last. She should have been bringing spares . . .”


  There was a little silence, broken only by the steady drumming of the rain on roof and walls, by the distant drums calling from hill to hill, from island to island, all along the straggling length of the Van Dusen Archipelago. And there was a sound that could have been rifle fire, but it was too far away to bring any hint of immediate menace.


  The girl looked at the trader, at the useless radio set along the further wall. She got to her feet, sagging a little, for she was very tired. And she went to the receiver, tinkered a while with dials and switches, satisfied herself that the apparatus was in truth inoperative. Then—“You must have heard of me. I am Elspeth Van Dusen. And Aphrodite will not be coming because she has been seized by us, has been converted into a gunboat.”


  Fleming said, harshly: “You are talking in riddles. But I have heard of you. The Van Dusen woman. The firebrand. And there is a reward for you.”


  “Yes.” The girl’s hand fell to the polished butt of her pistol. Her face told of some mental struggle, of a decision struggling to be made, of alternatives weighed and balanced. The exact nature of the struggle the man was never to know—whether or not to hand out to him the same line of propaganda that had been handed out to the other traders, that had won most of them to the rebel cause; whether or not to count on the dangerous, two-edged weapon of her sex.


  And the tension in the room was intensified as some shift of wind, some freak of conductivity, brought again the rhythmic throbbing, the coded melody, drum calling drum from peak to unpretentious peak, drum answering drum all along the straggling length of the archipelago.


  PERHAPS it was the drums that decided her. It was the low throbbing, beating in time with her pulse, the rhythm of her blood, that told her that, here and now, the use of her womanly weapons would be dangerous—to herself. And she was tired, and she doubted her ability to keep the situation under control should she allow it to develop.


  “This is how things stand,” she said, her voice crisp, official. “We, the colonists, have risen against the Corporation. Most of the cities are with us, the bulk of the traders. And some of the Corporation police have deserted to us, bringing their arms. We hold the Macrae Coast from Port Lanning to just south of Venusburg. There is fighting in De Kuyper’s Land. There has been a naval action in the Rynin Straits, with heavy losses on both sides. And neither of us has air superiority—neither of us has any air force to boast about. Most of the rockets and jet planes were destroyed on the ground, by sabotage . . .”


  “And Earth . . .?”


  “Earth is neutral. Earth will intervene only if either side uses atomic weapons. The Commissioner announced that his duty was merely to protect the interests of Terran nationals. And—under corporation law—there are no Earth nationals on Venus. Only the commissioner, his staff, and the crews of the two space liners still at Port Lemaire.”


  “And you say that most of the traders are with you?”


  The girl looked at his face; puzzled it was, incredulous, but not unintelligent. Dispassionately she analysed him. He has a brain, she told herself with a flash of insight, but no mind . . . With distaste, but almost with sympathy, she applied the rules of the science, the art, she had learned when she was a student of psychology, the skill that had been of such value to her as a propagandist. And she saw on what fertile ground the seeds of Corporation indoctrination had fallen. The Corporation was more than bread and butter—it was mother and father, it was Earth. And it was the friend of the little man who would be king, of the type not sufficiently able, or just a little too unlucky, to rise to high rank on any of the democratic worlds. That was it. Under its rule the Corporation gave kingship. True—it was only the rule of a few square miles of swamp, of jungle, over a few hundred or a few thousand non-human savages. But it was power, the authority to be a just or an unjust judge, the sole arbiter in disputes, to kill or spare without question. For, so long as the Corporation’s posts showed a profit, no questions were asked. And the traders, neither merchant nor civil servant nor bureaucrat, but a little of all three, held undisputed sway over most of the area of Venus outside the cities.


  And they hated the people of the cities—the intellectuals, the masterless men. They hated them for their enmity to the Corporation. They hated them for their intention to raise the far from brainless Swamplanders to human cultural levels. For they had long been monarchs by Divine Right—and the Corporation was their god.


  “Most of the traders are with us,” said the girl again.


  “With your


  “Of course.”


  “And the others?”


  “Dead.”


  “You filthy murderers!” shouted Fleming. He took a step towards her, hand upraised, face contorted with passion, the loose, weak mouth set in a hard line of hate. And he stopped when he realized that he was looking straight into the muzzle of the girl’s pistol. She had drawn with the swiftness and smoothness of a striking snake—and he did not need to be told that she would pull the trigger should she think it expedient. He had seen weapons in women’s hands before, but had sneered, had laughed, had refused to take either the weapons or their owners seriously.


  But this was different.


  CHAPTER III


  “WILL YOU sit down,” said Elspeth Van Dusen. It was more of an order than a request. Her voice was emotionless. She gestured towards a chair with her gun.


  Fleming sat down. He was not sorry. His knees were trembling, and he knew that the blood that had suffused his face had fled, that the shock of coming hard up against a purposiveness that would stop at nothing, must have produced a deathly pallor. And his pride was hurt and his comforting doctrine of male superiority had received a severe blow, and he needed time to at least—think of some face-saving gesture.


  The woman sat opposite him, the lithe grace of all her movements struggling through the hampering garment of her weariness. And she lowered her pistol, but it and the hand that held it lay on her right knee, could move, if required, with deadly speed and accuracy.


  She said: “Some of the traders have been murdered. Did you know Williamson at Taylor’s Bay?”


  Fleming nodded.


  “He was Venus born. Yet he was loyal to the Corporation. He had his wife living at the post with him . . .”


  . . . tall, golden of hair and golden of skin, Eleonora Williamson glided through Fleming’s memory . . . There was the time that he had stopped overnight at Taylor’s Bay on his way to Venusburg . . . And Williamson had been away, visiting the little chief of a nearby village . . . He’d returned early that evening, unfortunately but in the eyes of Eleanora had been the tacit understanding that some other time . . .


  “. . . and she has been murdered, too. They flayed them alive, and used the skin for their drums . . .”


  . . . and the memory of Eleanora was replaced by the vision of a screaming red horror . . .


  “. . . and it has been the Corporation that has murdered them—and many others.”


  Fleming fought down his rising nausea.


  He said: “The Corporation?


  But . . .”


  “Yes. The Corporation. You saw the mob that was after me. Where do you suppose they got their rifles? And they have machine guns, too, and artillery—the old, worn-out pieces that have been thrown out of the police arsenals . . .”


  “The Corporation? Arming the natives?” This was the ultimate crime, the unforgiveable sin—and yet he was not as incredulous as he should have been. His reception of the story was the crystalisation of months, of years of doubts, of disapproval of petty economies, of unnecessary harshness towards employees. He must have known for a long time that his idol had feet of clay—but he would never have admitted it. It had taken this stranger, this hated firebrand from the cities, to push the false god from its pedestal.


  He said, flatly: “I don’t believe it.”


  He almost convinced himself with the conviction in his tone.


  “No?”


  SHIFTING her gun to her left hand, holding it at the ready, the girl fumbled in her wallet. Papers fell out, littered the floor. At last she found that which she wanted—a score or so of sheets of various sizes, clipped together. She threw them to the trader. And she stooped to retrieve the documents, the flimsy sheets with their intricate designs, that had fallen to the floor. And Fleming saw his chance, and moved swiftly—but not swiftly enough. Again he was looking into the muzzle of the pistol. And—“Next time I fire,” said the girl. Then—“While you’re here you can pick these up for me.”


  Fleming picked them up. There were documents of all kinds. There were banknotes of high denominations—not Corporation money but good, solid Earth currency. Elspeth Van Dusen’s eyes narrowed when he handed them to her. She could have sworn that only reports and similar papers, valueless to all save those in the movement, had fallen. She had made, she knew, a bad mistake. But it was too late to rectify it.


  She stuffed the papers back into the pouch. She gestured again towards Fleming’s chair with her pistol. And—


  “Read,” she said again.


  The trader read. There were copies of orders made by the Corporation, of acknowledgments made by its agents. There were the originals of both orders and acknowledgments. And there was a signed, witnessed statement made by Fergus, the skipper of Aphrodite, admitting the part that he had played in arming the Swamplanders. It was damning evidence, incontrovertible, telling a tale of a system in which profit took precedence over human work, wealth and happiness. The papers could have been forgeries. They could have been lies coming from the rebel propaganda machine. But Fleming could not convince himself of this. The story they told tallied too well with scores of little, hitherto unrelated facts stowed away in the odd corners of his brain, that had never, until now, been brought out into the light, had never been recognized as being the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.


  The trader read on, his brow furrowed, his whole attitude that of a man whose gods are gone, who has no gods with which to replace them. And Elspeth Van Dusen stuffed the other papers into her wallet, the banknotes, the millions of credits of Terran currency.


  I was careless, she thought. I was a fool. But I am tired . . .


  And she remembered the Spurling swooping down to the Port Lemaire landing field, the grey-uniformed figures of the Corporation police falling like ninepins before the fire from its guns. And they had boarded the Earth liner, and they had dragged Hoare out of his stateroom . . . It was a pity that he had been killed by the fire from his own men when they were running back to the Spurling . . . And there had been the Terran officers—some approving, others regarding her and her men as no better than bandits. The Captain had shouted about piracy and had threatened reprisals. The Purser had needed no urging at pistol point to make him open the safe . . .


  And unexpected reinforcements of police had arrived, and Morrison and Blake, who had left the Spurling against her orders, had been killed, and a withering fire had swept the landing field as they were running to the plane, and they had all been killed . . . Excepting herself. And she had got the Spurling up, and the police had opened fire with one of the anti-aircraft batteries. Their shooting had been wild—but they had scored what was almost a direct hit on the turret drive.


  SHE HAD realised, then, that she could never hope to make Port Lanning. She had headed for the coast. So far as she knew all the remaining posts were friendly. But before she could make Howard’s Landing the drive had failed altogether . . . She did not care to dwell upon the flight through the jungle, the throbbing, insistent drums on all sides, the nagging, panic-inducing memory of what had been done to the wife of the Taylor’s Bay trader, the mutilated corpse and the flies, the fact that she and her partisans had arrived too late to save, and before the scavenger worms had done their cleansing work . . .


  And the fingers of her left hand beat a little, soft rhythm on the arm of her chair, a staccato melody that was in time with the faint, distant throbbing, brought by some shift of wind or freak of conductivity, as drum called to drum from peak to unpretentious peak, as drum answered drum from island to island, all down along the straggling length of the archipelago. And she smiled, and her hand went down to caress the wallet at her belt, the money that was to be the price of ultimate victory. And to her the distant drums were the rattle of small arms, the thud of explosives, as Venusburg fell to the rebels and to the Corporation police under Colonel Hendaye—who could be bought . . .


  Fleming heard the sound. He looked up. And he. remembered, illogically, a girl in Venusburg. She had been, he recalled, a queer kid. She had liked poetry. It never occurred to him that, had the dice been thrown a little differently, she herself might have been a poet. And, one night in her rooms, he had picked up a book, little, bound in limp leather. And in a spirit of derision he had started to read—and had fallen under the spell of the tinkling quatrains, the philosophy of hedonism that they expounded. How did it go?


  
    
      
        
          	
            . . . Then take the Cash, and let the Credit go—

            Nor heed the Music of a Distant Drum . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  A distant drum. Arise, ye prisoners of starvation . . . Comes the Red Dawn . . . Oh yeah?


  And he looked at the girl. He saw that she was half dreaming, that she was seeing and hearing things outside his range of vision, of comprehension. And such was the longing intensity of her thoughts that they half communicated themselves to him, carried by the quivering air. He sensed dimly who and what she was. And the half-realization brought him no closer to knowing her, no nearer to sympathy; coloured his feelings only with scorn and derision.


  Then take the Cash and let the Credit go . . .


  CHAPTER IV


  CREDIT . . . Where did it get you? The Van Dusen who had been the first on Venus had received the credit for his actions—and had died a poor and broken man. This Van Dusen who hoped to be the liberator of Venus . . . Perhaps the history of the future would ring with her praises—but what would her life be? Danger, the continual struggle against adversaries and, should the times become more stable, arduous, unremitting toil until the end. The only true happiness for a woman was in the home, with children, in the service of the stronger sex. Even the Venusburg girls got more from life than she did . . .


  And the little fool must have a cool million in good Earth credits in her wallet. And she would take them to Rebel Headquarters, or the Central Committee, or whatever they called themselves, in Port Lanning and say: Look what a good girl am I. And they would pat her on the head and chase her out on some other scatterbrained mission . . .


  The money belonged to the Corporation. That much was obvious; no other individual or group of individuals on Venus possessed such huge sums of ready cash. It had been stolen. But that had been the fault of other servants of the Corporation, not himself. Besides—by arming the natives the Corporation had forfeited the allegiance of every right-thinking man. And if he should rob the thief, deprive her of her spoils, he would be rendering a signal service to his employers. It would mean that arms from neutral Earth could not be purchased, that high government officials could not be bribed.


  And that was the only service that the Corporation could now expect of him.


  Once in Venusburg—and one of those notes would smooth his way to Home, would buy his passage to distant Earth . . .


  The sound of the drums came louder, louder, beating in from the jungle, breaking against the thick walls of the post like the breakers of a long, heavy swell rolling in unchecked from the other side of the world, rising and falling, setting the very air a-shake so that visual images seemed to shiver as if seen over a flame.


  The two in the room roused from their reveries, looked at each other with something akin to intimacy, drawn together in a strange, sexless union by the bond of common fear. And the alarm bells shrilled, and sharp, distinct, above the rhythmic throbbing came the rattle of musketry.


  The trader was first to his feet. He ran out of the door, up the stairs to the cupola on the roof. And when he got there his searchlights were blazing, and the ugly snouts of his guns were swinging from side to side in small arcs, the noses of small, bloodthirsty animals smelling out the prey. And the edge of the jungle, to the south and the east and the west, was alive with little, twinkling points of flame, with the ragged volley fire of the Swamplanders, kept under some semblance of control by the mission-educated savages who were the Corporation’s officers.


  “Take the eastern sector!” shouted Fleming.


  The girl obeyed mutely. And her guns, and the trader’s to the west, were answering fire with fire, were replying to rifle bullets with three-quarter-inch explosive tracer. To the south, where the guns were still under full automatic control, the tide of attack surged out from the jungle, across the swampland. And so far it came, and crossed the invisible line drawn and measured by the electronic fire control gear—and the southern guns added their stammering clamour to that of the manned weapons.


  Fleming swung his guns around in a great arc to sweep the flank of the broken attack; on the other side of the cupola the girl did the same.


  “It always works!” shouted the trader, his face aflame with the berserk joy of killing. The Van Dusen girl did not reply. Her face was serious. She killed efficiently, of necessity, and took no pleasure of it. She deplored the slaughter of those who should have been her allies, registered it in her mind as another crime for which the Corporation would have to answer.


  FAR TO THE south the jungle was lit by a flash, a gout of vivid orange that flamed on the underside of the low overcast. Seconds later came a screaming roar that passed overhead, that receded rapidly, that culminated in a pillar of fire and smoke and high-flung spray in the sullen sea. The crash of the bursting shell came seconds before the thud of the gun. To the east was another flash, and to the west two more. The shells fell short and wide; the gun to the south fired again and it, too, was short.


  Fleming tried elevating his own weapons, tried to attain the range of the Swamplanders’ artillery, but it was useless. The girl saw this even before the first tracer were falling, all of a mile short, into the dark jungle.


  She said: “It’s hopeless. And it’s only a matter of time before they get the range, before they blow the fort to smithereens . . .”


  “Artillery . . .” muttered the trader bitterly. “They gave them artillery. They never gave me anything heavier than a machine gun . . .”


  His voice was hurt, complaining, and it was obvious that the nature of the armament issued to the natives had utterly destroyed whatever vestiges of loyalty to the Corporation that were left in his mind. He—an Earthman—could be trusted only with relatively light automatic weapons. Those over whom he had been given dominion had been entrusted with the power of gods; the means, the ability, to strike and maim and slay over a distance measured in miles, not in yards.


  “This launch of yours,” the girl’s voice was urgent, “where is it?”


  “The boathouse by the jetty . . .” He loosed off another futile burst at the distant guns, winced as a shell seemed barely to skim the cupola, as another burst hard against the southern wall of the post. He looked almost reproachfully at the weapons that had been the symbols of, the means of enforcing, his authority. He threw the switch that would put them all on full automatic control, at the command of the deadly accurate but undiscriminating brain whose sense organs rotated ceaselessly and tirelessly atop the cupola. Not looking back, not looking at the girl, he stumbled down the stairs. And as the girl followed there was a burst of fire from all guns as a fresh attack burst out from the fringe of the jungle; advanced, wavered; withered as it crossed the invisible line measured and drawn by the electronic fire control.


  WHEN SHE GOT down into the post the trader was packing a bag, throwing into it clothing, photographs, the last carton of cigarettes, the last bottle of whisky. He did not look at her, but glanced hurriedly around what had been his home, making last decisions outside the range of her knowledge, her experience, as to what was to be crammed somehow into the bag, what was to be left for the slimy fingers of the Swamplanders. He plucked a photograph of one of the Venusburg beauties from the wall, placed it, not without care, on top of his other possessions, pulled the zipper of the bag shut with a decisive gesture. And he started for the door, the bulging container bumping his legs. The girl followed.


  Outside the air was hot, humid, lit by the flicker of gunfire, by the flare of close bursting shells, by reflected light from the searchlights on the cupola that were still, like the antennae of some monstrous insect, swaying and dipping, vaguely questing. And like that of swift flying insects was the passage past their heads of singing bullets as unseen marksmen on the jungle verge, handicapped by the flickering, flaring, shifting light, tried their hardest to pick them off; as Death sighed and passed them by.


  They were more than half way to the boathouse when the girl ran two or three steps forward, caught up to the trader, clutched his arm.


  “What?” he demanded roughly.


  “The northern guns in the cupola. Are they on automatic control?”


  He stopped, swayed as the raised, forward-swinging right foot was checked abruptly, was lowered gingerly to a place beside its fellow.


  “I forgot . . .” he stammered.


  “Then you’d better go back and switch off.”


  Fleming turned, looked at the post, black against the beams of its own searchlights, against the brief, eyesearing flare of the bursting shells. And as he watched a whole corner of the squat, square building was torn away, was dissolved in the incandescent blast of high explosive. And the next shells fell wide, proving that the hit had been more a matter of luck than skill.


  “You’ll have to go,” she said. And the unsteady light gleamed on the metallic object in her hand, the gun with which she was prepared to enforce her commands.


  “But . . .”


  And then the argument was settled. A shell landed fair and square on the cupola. And the searchlights went out, and the guns were dead, and there was nothing whatsoever to hinder the inevitable rush from the jungle.


  And as the trader fumbled with the lock of the boathouse door the drums were beating with a note of triumph, were closing in from all sides, their staccato melody enhanced by the noise of the ragged, random volleys that, abruptly, ceased. The Swamplanders liked to take their prisoners alive if possible. And there were precious minutes wasted whilst the trader set the gyro compass of the launch to the dock heading, waited until the flywheel was revolving with sufficient speed. And more minutes were lost when the screw had to be cleared of the hastily slipped stern line; and the boathouse landward door was already going down before the battering rams when the launch surged out through the seaward entrance, trampled beneath her sharp forefoot those who had swum out and around to cut her off. And the rifles opened up again, and the bullets threw up gouts of spray, sang with a high, keen note as they struck the smooth plastic of hull and upperworks, the metal of fittings, and glanced off.


  And then they were out to sea, into the darkness, under the cover of a welcome and opportune bank of mist; followed only by the menacing, yet fading, throb and rattle of the drums.


  CHAPTER V


  IT WAS hot in the pilot room of the launch. The windows were down, and the wind, created by the motion of the craft, swept through, presented an unconvincing illusion of coolness. And the sun, climbing slowly towards the meridian, no more than a diffused blur behind the mists, the eternal overcast, added to the humidity with every degree of altitude gained.


  Normally, this would not have worried the Venus-born Elspeth Van Dusen. This was her world, and she loved it; and to her Earth, with its clear skies, its winds, cool more often than not even in the Tropics, would have been as uninviting as is Mars to the Earth-born.


  But she was tired.


  With Fleming she was keeping watch and watch, but her watch below had been a matter of fitful, uneasy slumber, broken by the efforts of the trader to force the bolted door into the cabin, by the shrilling of the alarm bells when a school of the huge, Venusian flying fishes attacked, by the hectic, eventful minutes she had spent behind the launch’s machine gun whilst Fleming maneuvered the little ship.


  And tiring, too, was the strain of keeping a constant check upon the trader’s every action, of making sure that he was keeping the launch headed Nor’ West for Port Lanning and not North by West for Venusburg. When she had first come on watch she had obtained observations—a position line by magnetic dip, crossed by a line of soundings as they passed over the Clarendon Deep. As yet Fleming was playing square. Whether he would continue to do so she doubted. But she carried the means—her hand went down to holster—to enforce his unwilling loyalty to the rebel cause. And she carried in the wallet at her side that which would have seduced many a man from his allegiance even to a cause in which he most passionately believed . . .


  THE LAUNCH slid through the oily water, the hot mists, as smoothly and easily as something in a dream. And some shift of wind, some freak of conductivity, brought quivering life to the humid air; low, on the borderline of the senses, rhythmically monotonous, drum called to drum from peak to insignificant peak, drum answered drum from island to low island, all down along the straggling length of the archipelago. And the sound that should have been a warning of danger, that should have brought alertness, lulled; and the ticking steering repeater, the ever so slightly wavering line drawn by the course recorder on its slowly revolving drum, swam giddily before the girl’s eyes as she strove desperately to keep her heavy lids from falling. She thought that it would be wise to cut out the automatic pilot, to take the wheel herself. But to raise her hand to the switch was too much effort. She started the movement—and slumped down in the chain And she did not stir when the door of the cabin behind her opened silently and slowly, a fraction of an inch at a time. But when the soft lead piping in the trader’s hands struck the back of her neck, she jerked convulsively.


  He thought at first that he had killed her, but then he saw that she was breathing. She would have to die anyway, of course, some time before Venusburg. He had relinquished all thought of claiming the bounty on her dead body for, large as the reward was, it was small compared with the bills that he now pulled, with avid hands, from her wallet.


  Alive, she would talk. She would remain silent, if possible, about the plans, the secrets, of the Central Committee of the revolution. But regarding his theft of what had already been stolen, she would need no urging. Dead—and they would wonder what had become of the huge sum that Hoare had been taking to Earth.


  So she would have to go . . .


  But first . . .


  He felt the compulsion to assert his masculinity, to prove to his own satisfaction that this servant of the dialectic, of forces outside his limited comprehension, was, after all, just another woman. And so he found some strong cord in the pilothouse locker, and he lashed her securely, then dragged her down to the cabin. He threw her on to one of the bunks, returned to the control post.


  And there he busied himself briefly with chart and parallel rules and dividers, laid off the course that would bring the launch to the Venusburg approaches. The steering repeater clicked rapidly as the bows swung round to the new heading. And that was all that, to the eye, was changed. There was still the same hot mist, clinging to the oily surface of the water, blowing in stifling clouds through the open windows; the same flickers of the little red light on the alarm panel as the radar, the asdic, picked up dangers that were too far away to be an immediate menace. Fleming pondered briefly on the strangeness of Venusian evolution, on the fact that no indigenous life form possessed organs, senses, to serve in lieu of sight under such conditions as these. But the theory—of which he had briefly and disinterestedly read—of recent vulcanism did not mean anything to him. All that he felt was a dim thankfulness to something vague and far away, a gratitude for the more than even chance he had been given to bring the launch to Venusburg singlehanded.


  WHEN Elspeth Van Dusen woke up the first thing she saw was Fleming. He was looking at her, his eyes hot and greedy. And tendrils of the fog had followed him down the short companionway to the cabin, were eddying around the room, were sucked up into the column of hot air that was rising above the master gyro compass.


  For some reason this seemed to have a significance greater, even, than her present predicament. But she ignored the behavior of the fog in the convection currents, the splitting headache, the vile taste in her mouth. She looked straight at the trader, felt a sense of ascendancy as his eyes shifted uneasily.


  But she knew that it was an empty, meaningless victory. She knew that at any moment now her body would go down into the hot sea, to be wrangled over by the ferocious fish-lizards, the tentacular, deadly horrors that defied classification.


  And while she stared steadily at the man, she fell a prey to self pity. It was hard that it should all have to end like this. Not so much the death—that comes to all—but the shame, the ignominy. For this, she had killed, had pirated the Terran spaceliner, had fled across De Kuyper’s Land with the shells of the Corporation anti-aircraft batteries bursting close under her stern. And the fruits of her piracy, the price of the lives of her men and those of the police, the bribe that was to have bought Colonel Hendaye and his regiment, now became this despicable man’s, to fritter away as he wished—


  The alarm bells suddenly shrilled, and there was a dull shock as the launch struck something solid but yielding, heeled sharply as her keel scraped over the obstruction. And Fleming ran up the steps, and there was the sound of rapid machine gun fire, then silence, then more bursts.


  The girl grinned. It sounded as though the trader had his hands full. It seemed that he must have run straight into a basking school of the big fish-lizards. And she allowed herself to hope.


  When the launch heeled over it had rolled her out of the bunk. And she stretched, experimentally, and found that she could still move her legs, that she could roll over the quivering deck. And she found that, from a supine position, she could lift her feet and, even with both ankles bound, manipulate the catches of the binnacle doors with her toes. It does not take long in the telling—but in the doing it was an arduous, delicate operation, not without pain.


  And it was especially painful when she pressed her bare foot against the end bearing casing of the gyroscope. And presently there was the smell of scorching flesh, of burning skin, added to that of hot lubricating oil. And the instrument precessed inside its binnacle, rotated clockwise on its vertical axis, and the automatic pilot faithfully followed it. And the straight line drawn on the chart did not waver in its straightness, and as far as Fleming would know—for he, as the frequent bursts of machine gun fire testified, was not overly interested in navigation—the launch was still hugging closely the rhumb line to Venusburg.


  And the time came when Elspeth Van Dusen could bear the pain no longer. But she was satisfied that she had achieved her object. She could see the chart,-the position she had obtained when she came on watch, and the pencilled course line running—even when steering for Port Lanning—within a few miles of the westernmost islands of the archipelago. She was confident that—unless the fog should lift—the launch would ground. Arnd she was sure that the fish-lizards would not easily abandon the pursuit. And for a man to be engaged in a running fight and, simultaneously, to be concerned with the safe navigation of his vessel is almost an impossibility. Especially when his trust is pinned to untrustworthy instruments . . .


  She contrived to shut the binnacle doors, wincing when she brought pressure to bear upon her scorched and blistered feet. She rolled and wriggled back to a position just under the bunk, to the place, as nearly as she could remember, to which she had been thrown when the launch heeled. And she lay, relaxed, awaiting the inevitable grounding, reserving her strength for whatever emergencies might arise. What they would be she had no way of foretelling—she could only guess. And unless she fell alive into the hands of the Venusians, her fate, no matter which way the dice fell, could be no worse than that which was already in store for her.


  CHAPTER VI


  SHE WAS not asleep—although she was not far from it—when the launch grounded. The stranding came in the middle of a prolonged burst of machine gun fire from the deck. And in the interval, the long interval, between the first shock and the reversing of the engines, the powerful machinery of the launch had had time to push her well up on to the beach.


  And whilst the engines were still going astern the machine gun opened up once more. Then there was silence, save for the vibration of the straining screw, and Fleming came down the companionway. He had a knife in his hand. Hypnotised, the girl stared at the gleaming blade, wondered if she had miscalculated, if her plans had miscarried.


  The trader said nothing. And as he approached she saw that the light in his eyes was that of fear rather than hate. And she heard, above the throbbing of the screw, the sound of drums as the Swamplanders’ coastal look-out signalled to their comrades inland the intelligence that a ship had grounded.


  “You’ll have to help me,” he said. “You’ll have to cover me with the gun while I run an anchor out astern. The fish-lizards are still waiting for us in deeper water, and the Swamplanders know that we’re here . . .”


  “Suppose I say no?”


  “You won’t. You daren’t. You told me what they did to the Williamson woman.”


  “But . . . I can’t trust you.”


  “And I can’t trust you. When I’m carrying out the anchor you’ll be pointing a machine gun at my back . . .” His voice was appealing. “Can’t you see? We’ve got to trust each other.”


  “Have we? When you’ve got my pistol and a couple of million of Earth credits tucked into your belt . . .”


  “The money? Look—” his tone was reasonable “—suppose we split fifty-fifty?”


  “And you land me at Port Lanning—and give me back my gun . . .”


  And whilst they bargained, desperately, the noise of the drums swelled, drew closer. And with much unsettled he slashed with his knife, freed her for the part that she was to play towards his—and her own?—salvation. And he tried to hurry her when she flexed cramped limbs, when she insisted on adjusting her dress, hunting for and putting on her sandals. And the drums were very close when they finally went on deck, and their appearance was greeted by a ragged volley of rifle fire, and they could hear the saurians drawing too much water, they were, to venture into the shallows—splashing and snorting and hissing only a few yards away, but hidden from view by the sea fog.


  Over the land it was relatively clear. They could see the wall of the jungle verge looming through the mist, passably distinct, but distorted, seemingly a sky-scraping cliff. And they could see the horde that was pouring from the jungle, spilling out over the marshland. And drum called to drum along the broad front of the attackers; drum answered drum from the swampy beach to the low hills inland, beyond the jungle. And there was a drum in the sky, too; a curiously regular beat that swelled as it came up from the south, that passed rapidly overhead, above the low overcast; that died to a droning mutter in the north.


  Elspeth Van Dusen ran to the machine gun. She swung the weapon in a wide arc, ignoring the bullets that went whining by on invisible wings. And the staccato song of the heavy gun was added to that of the Swamplanders’ drums, of their ragged, irregular volleys. And as she fired she found time to wonder why their own machine guns, their artillery, were never in evidence, were called in only when all else had failed. Perhaps, she thought, anything more powerful, more deadly, than a rifle is, somehow, sacred, is to be used only after prayer and fasting . . . And her lips curled in a thin line of amusement as she watched her tracer, bright in the dull, hazy air, sweep the Swamplanders’ front, watched the attack surge back like a spent wave.


  “Cover the sea!” shouted Fleming.


  HE WAS in the shallow water—only up to his knees, it was, and he had slung over his shoulder the anchor from the starboard hawse-pipe. And he had thrown the windlass out of gear so that, as he waded aft, the chain rattled slowly out of the locker. And as he saw the girl looking at him he took one hand from his burden, gestured down to the wallet at his belt. “It’s all here, he cried. “So I’d better come back . . .”


  The girl thought: I suppose so. But it’s a pity. The brute is too strong—there aren’t many men who could carry that anchor out . . . And he’s still got my gun . . . But I’m playing for my life as much as the money—and if he does break his bargain he’ll have our agents on Earth to deal with . . . If I’m alive to tip them off . . .


  And she loosed off a burst to warn off the saurians that were still splashing and hissing and grunting in the fog just outside the shallows; and she swung the gun rapidly to deal with a fresh attack that came surging out of the jungle.


  The rattling of the cable over the gypsies of the windlass ceased. She looked behind her, her finger still on the trigger of the gun, her tracer still sweeping the jungle verge, and saw Fleming wading back. She saw the muscles of his torso bulge as he hoisted himself over the gunwale. And then he went to the windlass, threw it in gear, started the motor that would, he hoped, heave the launch clear of the sand bar.


  From the north came the sound of the strange drum in the sky again. And from the jungle the Swamplanders’ drums answered, drowning it in a great wave of sound. And the machine gun jammed as the forward swinging breech block pulled a defective round in two, jammed the projectile into the chamber and dropped the battered cartridge case into the recoil-actuated mechanism. Fleming looked up at the abrupt cessation of the sound that was to him, to both of them, a song of hope—then began to heave fast and yet faster at his sternwards leading cable.


  The chain tightened, the links rattled over the gypsies, down into the chain locker. And the launch did not move. It was obvious that the anchor had failed to take hold, was dragging through the soft sand of the bottom.


  With cold desperation Elspeth Van Dusen worked to clear the jammed gun. She forced herself to forget all else but the intricacy of interacting working parts, the bent and battered cartridge case, the propellant scattered over the mechanism, the round in the chamber. And she got it working, and she loosed off the first burst at the onrushing Swamplanders—had it not been their intention to take the man and the girl alive their rifle fire, inaccurate though it was, would have accounted for them long since—and suddenly realised that the drum in the sky was overpoweringly loud.


  Swooping down at them was a jet plane. She recognised it as one of those, fitted with a primitive, fixed drive, that had been turned out in the Corporation’s workshops at Port Lemaire. On the underside of the short, stubby wings was a golden, rayed sun—the insignia of the Corporation. And from the guns in its nose a stream of shells drew a line of angry fire and smoke across the wet sand, straight for the launch. And she saw the vaned, black shape detach itself from the plane’s belly, fall with deceptive slowness. She threw herself prone behind her gun, waited long seconds for the burst—and knew that the falling bomb must, inevitably, take her for its target.


  SHE SAT up, coughing and retching. The acrid fumes of high explosive were a bitter poison in her lungs. And when the deck heaved gently beneath her she knew that this was only an effect of the nausea, the shock.


  She opened her eyes.


  The deck—only scarred by the shells from the Corporation plane’s guns, by the splinters from its bomb—was heaving. Blast is a freakish thing. In this case it had lifted the launch and thrown it into the deeper water just clear of the sand bar.


  The windlass motor was still running. And the anchor lifted from the bottom, rattled against the bows, jammed in the hawsepipe. The windlass strained and complained. The girl ran forward, switched off, realised that Fleming was not on board.


  Fleming was where the launch had been. He was stretched supine on the grey sand. Blood from the gasping wound in his side turned the sand from grey to black. But he was not dead. He stirred, tried to raise himself on one arm. He started to scream. And a murmurous background to the thin, pitiful sound was the fast diminishing thunder of the drive of the Corporation ship, the mutter of distant drums from the jungle, where the Swamplanders had retreated.


  Throwing the windlass out of gear, the girl let go the anchor. She dived, struck out for the beach. After a few strokes she found bottom, was able to walk, to splash and struggle through the warm, muddy water. And then she was standing over Fleming. He looked up at her, and stopped screaming. He looked at her as though she was the most beautiful thing in his world. And then the expression on his face faded, was replaced by a horrified incredulity as she knelt beside him, undid the fastenings of his belt, stood erect with the belt and the wallet and the holster in her hands.


  When she was buckling it around her own waist—such was her relief at recovering the twice stolen money that she did not think to step back out of reach—he clutched her leg.


  “You can’t leave me!” he cried. “You can’t! You can’t!”


  Dispassionately she looked down at him. She saw the wound in his side, the splinters of white bone protruding from the bloody, pulped flesh. She knew that she, with the aid of the medical kit carried by the launch, could never hope to save his life. And that his life was not worth saving. She felt no sense of loyalty, of obligation. Accident had made them members of the same species—but that was all.


  She tried to break away, but he clung to her. His fingers bruised the flesh of her ankle. And when she attempted to walk towards the water, the waiting launch, she only succeeded in dragging him a scant inch or so over the sand. She stopped, then, stood listening to the drums, to the staccato melody that told that the Venusians, frightened off by the display of Terran power, were mustering their courage for a last attack. She kicked, hard, with her free foot. The trader whimpered, the tears ran down his face, but he did not relax his hold.


  She pulled the pistol from its holster. Fleming cried out when he saw the ugly weapon, started to scream again. And the crashing report drowned his high, thin shrieking, and his grip on the girl’s ankle relaxed and she pulled clear and stood, for a brief second, looking down at the sprawling, ungraceful body. There was no pity on her face. There was a faint shadow of what could have been regret. She was remembering the bodies she had seen—and the disgust, and the bitter, impotent grief and rage—when the rebels stormed Palmer’s Ford, over-ran the defences that had been hastily thrown up around the Corporation prison there. She remembered the torture room of the Corporation police. Her own lover had been among those who had been put to death there. He had died, at last, only an hour or so before the surprise attack.


  And she was sorry that this loyal servant of the Corporation had died a swift, clean death by her gun instead of a more lingering one under the Swamplanders’ knives.


  But it couldn’t be helped.


  And as she waded out through the shallows the drums swelled to a crescendo, and the first of the fresh attack was advancing on broad, webbed feet over the marsh.


  WHEN THE ship loomed out of the thinning mists—there was no warning, for all the electronic equipment had been put out of commission by the explosion—she put the wheel hard over, turned to run. Then she saw the ripple of red at the stranger’s gaff recognised the high forecastle head, the bridge set well aft, the twin rocket batteries at the bow. It could only be Madrileno—late Aphrodite of the Corporation’s service. And when the rocket roared from one of the auxiliary cruiser’s bow projectors, burst in the water just forward of the launch’s stem, she had already stopped, had thrown the engines into reverse.


  She lit the last of Fleming’s precious cigarettes, sat quietly and waited, grateful for the respite, for the opportunity to let responsibility fall on other shoulders than her own. The Odyssey that had started at the Port Lemaire landing field, in far away De Kuyper’s Land, was at last finished.


  And some shift of wind, some freak of conductivity, brought quivering life to the hot, humid air; a peak to unpretentious peak . . .


  . . . and she smiled, and her hand went down with a caressing motion to the wallet at her belt. In her mind the staccato melody was the rattle of small arms, the thud of explosions, as Venusburg fell to the combined forces of the rebels and Colonel Hendaye’s police. But that would not be the end. It would only be a beginning . . .


  . . . while drum answered distant drum from island to island, all down along the low, straggling length of the archipelago. . . .


  THE MERCHANT OF VENUS


  Richard Ashby


  When the travelling theatrical group landed on the little planetoid they had no idea that the immortal bard would be needed to settle a family quarrel and to save their lives as well.


  Heral Smith Agency


  Professional Bldg.


  Port Luna


  Hello, friend Heral:


  As is my custom I tender to you another piece of correspondence to be put in your files under “J. Marty Reed,” for you have ever been more to me than a mere booking agent. In effect, you are the custodian of those papers which will one day, no doubt, find their way into my formal biography—a beacon-like study that will, in years to come, throw a cool and cogent light upon this mid-23rd century . . . and upon myself, as I humbly admit that I represent an important aspect of the Art Life of our times.


  Before I proceed with the account of my last engagement, I must remember to acknowledge the receipt of my manuscript. It reached me by packet just before we left Mars, I shall not suggest that you have not shown diligence in presenting it to the proper publishers, for I know you to be tireless and astute and consecrated to the finest that is Theatre. But is it not a sorry commentary upon the Culture of today that such a work as my “Flamingo Dream” has found neither publisher nor producer? (Did you try Doubleday? Simon & Schuster?)


  The hour is 21 by the clock here in the forward stateroom. I light my pipe (that superb meerschaum given me by the Flagstaff Little Theatre) and reflect upon what has transpired in the past week. Where to begin—is that not ever the chronicler’s task? Perhaps with Mars . . .


  Solis Lacus was not too kind. The people, of course, loved us, but the critics had presumably been hard upon a diet of belu-weed, so senseless and bitter were their attacks.


  It was, therefore, with some relief that I received your gram to proceed to Lima One to offer our cycle to the house of the’roid’s Leader and Lady.


  Our crossing was uneventful and tiring. Few of us got much sleep, for the second-hand cruiser which was assigned us had a mean habit of yawing as it went into drive, and shuddering When it emerged. (Couldn’t something newer and better been found, something longer than 200 feet? The twelve of us were utterly caged in this craft. Be that as it may . . . I do not wish to sound unduly concerned with anything so grossly material.) We spent the travel time, as usual, attending to our wardrobe and effects, and I . . . when inspiration seized me . . . turned my hand to scribbling a few new playlets.


  Also, we had nightly study groups over the few charts and photo-maps and models of Lima One which were made available. And our pilot (who was turning out to be a fair juvenile lead, as I had hoped) concerned himself with the phones, in constant endeavor to learn more of the regulations and flight ways of the Feranti Cluster.


  The Feranti! Lima One! How can I describe it all to one who has never been there. My imagination boggles. . . .


  As you are perhaps aware, there are several thousand such bodies as Lima One in the entire Feranti Cluster . . . ranging in size from diminutive estates of fifteen cubic miles, on up to the huge city-states, afloat on their saucers of dwarf matter.


  We were but 50,000 miles from Venus, moving out, when the Cluster was sighted. I could not resist calling the members of my troupe together in the lounge and retelling the glorious story of how the Dominion had found such a pitifully few planets capable of supporting life; how imperative was the need for living space if man was to go on; and how, but a scant hundred and fifty years ago, The Swarm was found at the rim of our system. What a saga I painted in that hour—of men setting forth in tugs for the spot, traveling in warp because they then were ignorant of the horrible gene effect of hyper-time, which cut out individual bodies from The Swarm and lugged them through black and weary space into the friendly light of Sol. I also told what I knew of the struggle to work with tool the dwarf matter, and of the herculean tasks men accomplished in providing the new’roids with heat, atmosphere, water, and a proper ecology. With one hand flung out at the glittering spectacle of Feranti, I concluded with: “There is our triumph. There before us, and in a thousand other such clusters about the system . . . there has man made lebensraum, and with trust in God and in the Dominion he shall go on!”


  It was a very electric moment. I could feel I had been magnificent. Not one of my troupe could speak. (I had the foresight to make a sight-sound tape of my address. After editing it and touching it up here and there I shall entrust you with two copies. One for the file “J. Marty Reed” and the other for you to sell. I am certain it would find favor in classrooms if not in home libraries. Be sure to retain full rights, Heral.)


  At the edge of the drift with its gay kaleidoscope of lights stretching thousands of miles out and up, we were met by a pilot boat and escorted past the shoals into the very heart of the Feranti Cluster. Fifty miles from Lima One the pilot boat uncoupled and stood off, and we dropped down to our destination.


  The light of Lima One was of a soft peach hue, as if dawn and sunset were vying for the velvety shadows of its lakes and forests. I was surprised to find it such a small affair, for last year’s almanac said the ‘roid housed four thousand. Later, however, I discovered that the single ramble of buildings that make up the city goes down as far as up, leaving nine-tenths of the land a park with nary a trail nor hut to break its virgin aspect.


  The customs’ party which issued forth to meet us as we grounded was, I swear, riding horses! A craft from out of the Cluster was evidently something of a novelty, for we were welcomed by women and children, each astride an animal . . . as was customary of the earthlings back in the days of the New Deal and Lincoln.


  The quarantine was a farce. A medic, smartly clad in silk and leather, looked at our papers, thumped our chests, and made out a receipt for our landing bond.


  This, then, was Lima One!


  No matter how one has acquainted himself beforehand with the folkways and manners of a people . . . no matter what sights one has seen, or the life one has lived, to land on ground other than one’s birthsoil is always somewhat of a thrill—or am I prematurely old at sixty? For as I peered from the salon ports I could already sense the subtle strangeness of Lima One. While waiting for my hosts to arrive, or at least for some transportation to take us from the landing meadow into the city, I speculated upon the various social patterns that mankind follows when he flourishes off Terra or Luna. While I speculated, I waited for the horses to ride off. I am no more frightened by such beasts than most men, but as the leader of the troupe I felt a certain sense of responsibility to those in my charge. It was not until I saw that most of my actors had debarked and were mingling with Limans that I realized my precautions had been wasted. In a moment I, too, was breathing in the crisp and fragrant atmosphere of this tiny world. The horses paid utterly no attention to me.


  What magnificent specimens, physically at least, are the people of Lima I thought. I have since learned that ugly children and the old among the commoners are not allowed to remain here. Nor is obesity long tolerated, even amongst members of the two leading families.


  I strode boldly up to the nearest citizen, a stark and sinuous woman with long red hair who sat her mount as though it were a stool. “Greetings,” I said. “I am J. Marty Reed, playwright and director of this group.”


  She looked down at me, rather coldly I fancied, and said, “Well?”


  “Can you tell me where we are to go?”


  The woman wheeled her beast about and called to someone. “Hey, Matthew, when’s the funeral over? This guy wants to know where he goes.” Someone shouted back a reply which I did not catch.


  “Funeral?”


  “Red hair” nodded. “A nephew of the Leader. He was killed two days ago.”


  It was then, to my shock, I noticed that she and the others on horseback were wearing swords. Had it not been for their saddles of fine plastic, and the tiny phone-cases at their wrists, I would have sworn I was back in the days of knights and bicycles and the war between the United States.


  “The Leader and the Lady and the others are not at the burial party. It’ll go on all night, no doubt, but Matthew is to take you through the gate and to your rooms, I don’t know anything about your luggage.”


  “But my dear lady . . .” Her eyes had been wandering, however, and she rode rudely off to join a knot of women who were gathered around talking with my pilot and two other actors.


  So began our first day on Lima One. When the others were escorted into the city . . . some of them actually riding beasts that had been brought empty for them—I stayed behind with our effects. I cannot say I was too pleased with our reception.


  Early the next morning I was awakened by the arrival of the transport, and spent the next few hours supervising the moving of our costumes and cameras and viewers into the city. Our quarters were in the top wing of a graceful stone tower, which offered a splendid view of the jumble of spires and arches and ramparts that made up Lima One’s skyline. There was little to complain of in our wing. The furnishings were rich and tasteful, and bore the stamps of some of the finest emporiums on Venus. Our food was sent in, warm and in generous quantities, and while there was an over-abundance of fish and game, I found no fault with the flavors.


  That afternoon I was summoned from the suite I had taken for my own use, by a young lass in conservative halter and shorts. She announced that her Ladyship would speak with me, and quickly led me down a reach of twisting corridors to a small column set into a span of cold stone wall. The lass produced a key, and she touched it to the lock whereby a section of the column slid in upon itself, revealing the interior of a satin-lined elevator.


  “Her own,” the attendant informed me. “We drop straight to her chambers.”


  We did. The door slid in, and a wave of warm and perfumed air assailed my sensitive nostrils. By the dim glow of lanterns, I could make out the lavish silken and velvet aspect of my surroundings. I stood before a vast canopied bed. To the left and right, in the further reaches of the gloom, were the usual fittings and trappings of a woman’s room—mirrors, closets, chests and lounges.


  Quizzically, I turned to my guide, but I faced only an imperturbable smoothness of wall. She had gone.


  “Come here, man.” A woman spoke . . . her voice low and soft, but seasoned with authority. I saw her then; a splendid creature with white face and black hair, sitting crosslegged at the far shadowy end of the bed’s expanse. Gallantly, I moved forward, and dropped to one knee.


  “I am most honored. On behalf of myself and my troupe, I wish. . . .”


  “What’s your name?” she interrupted. She took an apple from the headboard and sniffed it delicately.


  “J. Marty Reed.”


  “What’s the ‘J’ for? Or is it a spelled name?” Eyeing me, the woman took a swift sharp bite from the apple.


  My knee was tiring, but I hadn’t yet been bidden to rise. “James, your Ladyship.”


  “Call me Alice. You want an apple? They’re not very good. I’m in mourning.”


  “I’m very sorry to hear that,” I murmured.—“About the young nephew that is.—And no apple, thanks.”


  “If your name is James, why do you not call yourself James?” She threw the fruit across the room, and as tribute to her accuracy, it banged into some receptacle.


  “It’s the custom in the Theatre, in some branches of Literature, and in other arts, Alice, for one to avoid such a commonness as ordinary first names.”


  She sat up straight and glared at me. I was growing sufficiently accustomed to the inadequate illumination to see that her eyes were as black as her hair, that her mouth was large and very red, and that all in all . . . despite her frown . . . she was extremely comely. Her costume of grey trousers and vestlet was becoming to her lush figure. “So, Reed! I am common because I call myself Alice?”


  “Your Ladyship, surely you know that the First Woman of Lima could not possibly be so described. The mirror alone must tell you that. Your beauty, your liquid tranquil voice, your queenly bearing . . .” I left the sentence unfinished, for I saw her relax somewhat. A smile played at the corners of her mouth.


  Obviously, I had lost none of my knack with women.


  “Call me Alice.”


  “Alice.”


  “Have a peach.” She tossed me one. Nimbly I caught it and found it to be frightfully fuzzy. I bit at it bravely,


  “Come up here and sit, man.” Wriggling over, she patted the bed’s satin coverlet. Did I dare?


  There seemed to be no one else in the vast room. I dared.


  “May I presume to tell you something of my humble self, Alice?” I began modestly. “I am . . .”


  “What about your turn, your act? How does it go? Do you use a stage?”


  “Oh, no. We’re Life Players.” I slipped off my sandals and crossed my legs comfortably on the bed. Then I told her about our group; how we were hired by one or two spectators to conduct our dramas on busy city streets, in ships, in hotels and private homes, and how an occasional spectator or two follows along and is totally ignored by the actors as they perform.


  “As though we were peepers? And invisible?”


  I nodded. What a sweet, naive child she was. “Exactly. The actors pay no attention to you. They are trained to make room for you in a craft without seeing you. They allow you into their private lives, so to speak. The effect is vastly more flexible and realistic than the crude methods of a few generations ago.”


  “And you . . . what parts do you play?”


  “Your Ladyship, Alice, I am the director.”


  “Oh.” She lay back against the padded headboard and surveyed me. “So you tag along with the audience?”


  “Lands, no! I sit in my chambers before view screens and cue my players over phones. They wear the speakers hidden in their hair. You see, more than two-thirds of our plays are done from just a rough plot, so they are utterly dependent upon J. Marty Reed for their dialogue and business.”


  She seemed rather unimpressed, so I hastened to add that my troupe and I were considered the best in the business. “Tell me, my dear, how many will attend our little offerings? You and the Leader? No more?” I was particularly anxious to stress the fact that the audience be held to two—three at the most. So often, up in the sticks, one finds an actual crowd of watchers.


  Alice pursed her lips thoughtfully for a moment. “The Leader and I . . . Uncle Jether . . . Uncle Paul . . . Aunt Lornel and her children. . . . The scribe and his wife and family . . . and thirty or forty cousins.”


  “But your Ladyship! That’s impossible. Why, that’s . . .”


  “I spoke only of my side of the family. The Leader, of course, will wish to bring his . . . his kin along. All told, let us say about a hundred.” Sternly, I folded my arms and stood. “That cannot be. Why, in three plays, the audience gets into an air car with my players. There are at least ten vital scenes in which the audience is to look over a player’s shoulder as he marks a passage in a book, or writes a note, or reads a letter. A hundred people I How are they to fit into a cab? How are they to crowd about an angry married couple in their bed? It’s utterly out of the question, my Lady. I’m very, very, sorry, but no. A hundred!” I laughed, hollowly.


  “A hundred,” she said serenely, “perhaps more. I have not yet decided about my favorite servants, and their families, of course.”


  I drew myself up and frowned down at her. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to speak to the Leader about this. I’m certain he was advised of our procedures.”


  The Lady Alice lounged herself into a new and more comfortable position, arid despite my indignation, I couldn’t help but marvel at the gossamer qualities of her garb. “He has been advised.”


  “Then I must speak to him immediately.”


  “Nope.” She took a long and thick strand of her ebony hair and began to plait it. “He’s busy up in the Dark Tower—dueling.”


  “Du—”


  “But of course. He has to avenge his nephew. Today he fights . . . let’s see . . .” she frowned prettily, “first, Albert the younger, his father next, and then Maxwell the physician. Poor Maxwell let the boy die, you see.”


  When I found my breath I mumbled something about one man fighting so many.


  “He never loses.” Her voice carried an odd blend of pride and boredom. “It’s a Dark Tower duel, you see, and the Leader is very good at that. He goes in at one end of the hall—where there is absolutely no light, and his opponent enters at the other.” A delicious shiver possessed her for a moment. “They use hatchets.”


  I sat back on the edge of the bed. Hatchets!


  What mad parody of civilization had I blundered into? “Dueling,” I finally managed, “is prohibited by the laws of the Dominion. Surely that is understood here?”


  “Pah! There are eight thousand, four hundred, and seventy-one’roids in the Feranti Cluster. There are over a thousand such clusters in the system. I have seen men of the Patrol but five times in my life, so who is to say we cannot settle problems here in our own honorable fashion? Do you?”


  “Not I,” I said weakly.


  “Well, then!” And that finished that. She signified it further by moving quickly so that she sat next to me. “And now I want you to know why I sent for you.”


  “I think I’d better be going, your Ladyship. There are . . .”


  “Silence. I sent for you, Reed, to see how you may best serve me. I think I know. You see, there is a little joke you are to play for me.” She put her hand on my arm and held her imploring face not three inches from mine. “Please?” Her breath was perfumed. Not unpleasantly.


  “A joke, you say? On whom?”


  “On my husband. I want you to . . .”


  That did it! “Goodby, Alice. See you at the performance.” With nasty visions of another man and I prowling about a black hall, swishing at each other with hatchets, I blundered across the bedroom, my eyes frantically studying the walls for hint of exits. Suddenly the room blazed into light, and at that instant my doom was sealed. I turned just in time to have the Lady hurl herself into my arms, her costume in bawdy disarray. A door to our right opened and the young woman who had led me here appeared and leveled a camera.


  Alice pushed herself away from me and set about rearranging her clothing. “Very good, Linda. You will hide the picture. You will say nothing to anyone until I command you to. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, Lady.” She retreated as quickly as she had entered.


  “And now, my man, shall we talk?”


  We talked. What else could I do?


  The woman informed me that the pictures would be given me when and if I had fulfilled a certain request. If I did not, well . . . I would not be the first fellow whom the Leader had sliced for showing too little or too much affection for his wife, Alice.


  The request was, simply, that I write and present a play during my stay on Lima One that would mock, parody and humiliate the members of the Leader’s side of the family.


  Alice said she had never liked them. She hoped the play would shame them into leaving.


  That evening in my quarters as I gloomily set about the business of rigging the view screens and checking circuits, a virile middle-aged man of fifty or sixty wandered in unannounced. I was in no mood for intruders, especially not this gaunt giant.


  “Why don’t you knock?” He wore a sword, I then noticed, so I added, “Hello, sir.”


  “Umph!” For a moment he studied me, then turned to inspect the equipment I bad set up. “You J. Marty Reed?”


  “Yes, sir. And you?”


  He glowered. “I’m the Leader. ‘H’dy do.”


  “Good—Very good, sir. How do you do?”


  “I’m a patient man,” he stated, apropos of nothing I could discern.


  “I’m sure of that, sir. Have a seat?”


  He lowered his long frame into the lounge I had pulled before a view screen.—“And stop that infernal ‘sirring’.”


  “Oh, you bet Coffee? Venusmoke? Anything?”


  “Humph.” The Leader began massaging his hands. They were each as large as my head, and terribly scarred. “Reed, I’m a patient man, but I’m getting sick of all this killing in my city. I run a kind and democratic city. Don’t hold with sirring and airs, nor did my father. But there are others . . . You know?”


  “Oh, yes, others.” I gestured weakly.


  “Her people—sick of them, sick of them. You hunt?”


  As the ancients said, I was on the ropes by now. “People? I mean, hunt? Uh . . . no. That is . . .”


  “Take you on a good hunt before you leave. Winged snakes. They live over the rim on the bottom side. Take ’em with ropes. Good show.”


  I had seen a snake once when I was a kid. It was an ugly devil about two feet long. The topic definitely did not attract me, but if I could possibly ingratiate myself with this Leader . . . if I could possibly tell him my side of the story before she got to him . . .


  “Snakes. I once saw a devil of a big snake—five feet long.”


  For the first time the Leader’s hard young face relaxed into a grin, a twisted and horrible sort of grin. “Five feet, you say—well, well, well I Then we’ve really got something for you. The beasts we’ll go after are five feet through. Take ’em with ropes.”


  I reached into a nearby drawer and took out a handful of stim pills which I began eating like candy. They nerved me to change the distasteful subject. “See here, sir, I understand that you expect quite a little crowd at our plays.”


  “You had much experience, Reed?”


  “Hunting?”


  “No, plays. You given many?”


  Gladly, I launched into the story of my professional career, telling him of my beginnings in California on Earth. My triumphal tour of Australasia. Briefly, I sketched the account of my years and years of popularity, the years before a few embittered and illiterate critics forced me into writing and directing, rather than acting. Then I recounted the new upward climb of J. Marty Reed . . . of the successful tours of Rome and Peiping, of my being a feature attraction at New Capetown, and of Venus, Luna, and most recently, Mars.


  The Leader, whatever his barbaric faults, listened to me like a gentleman. “Then you are the man who can help me.”


  A little wind of fear blew along my neck. “Uh?”


  “I’m a patient man, but I can take no more of my wife’s relatives. When they go I shall have peace on Lima. I’m willing to set them up on a Void of their own . . . at the other end of the Cluster. There can be no happiness nor peace for anyone as long as we live here together. I cannot come right out and make them go, so you . . . in your plays . . . are to mock them and mimic them—hold them up to the light of ridicule. I want them to see their faults as others see them. Then, perhaps, they will be glad to go. You will do this, of course?”


  My mouth and I spent the next few minutes attempting to point out to his stubborn lout that his plan was sickly with illogic, that what he proposed could only lead to bloodshed, that . . .


  “You will do as I say. You have four days in which to comply. If you do, I shall reward you well. If you do not, you forfeit your landing bond and receive no money for your work.”


  “But . . .”


  “As you yourself have said, you are rich with experience, in both the directing and writing of playlets. This will be no great task for you.”


  “No, but . . .”


  “And besides, I order you to do as I say.” The Leader walked to the door. “If you do a really good job I’ll let you come hunting pthors with me in the caves.”


  He left.


  I ate two more stim pills.


  Winged snakes, five feet through the middle I I did not even wish to imagine what a pthor was. Whatever the monster, we’d probably hunt it with slings or sharp sticks.


  I got up and paced about the room a few times. Surely there must be a solution to this pickle. With a tremendous effort of will I forced myself to consider things calmly. This approach, however, succeeded only in giving me a slower, more thorough depiction of death by handaxe.


  I let go with my anger. Who did this knave of a Leader think he was dealing with, anyway?—A man of no experience?—A callow thespian?—A coward? It was a happy thing for him I had kept my temper during our conversation.


  Several lengths of street, and an entire wing of the “castle” had been reserved for our dramas, and it was fortunate that the founders of Lima One had built on a grand scale. Almost two hundred spectators were on hand to observe our performance, but I, trouper that I am, rose to the occasion and rewrote the story while it was being played. There are few other directors in the System who could have done it. The job entailed keeping one eye on the view screens and another on the scripts, while choosing from the three-dimensional model of Lima One the rooms, halls and grounds next to be used. The huge audience made movements extremely unwieldy, and I imagine only those in the front ranks heard anything of the dialogue.


  Several times during the performance my eyes would dart to those screens which were rigged to check on audience reaction, I noticed that the Limans were well-armed and paying as much attention to each other as they did to my players.


  I cannot truly say it was a successful first night.


  That evening (for the atmosphere of Lima One is darkened regularly by ion control) I pleaded a headache, which was certainly true, and instead of attending the festivities in our honor, I slipped from the city and made my way through the gates out to the ship. As a keen judge of character, I knew I could quickly determine whether or not the guard could be bribed. . . . for I had been toying with the idea of swift escape. As I neared the dark bulk of the craft there was a fearsome thundering and someone rode up to me atop a horse. A light blazed in my face.


  “Your name!”


  My name, indeed! I let him know that I was master of the craft he had been set to watch, and that I was not accustomed to having my eyes blinded by the lamps of rude servants.


  It proved to be an untactful remark. Hoarse with rage, the mounted man bawled out that he was a brother of the Lady, and that with him rode his son.


  Two others trotted up. I was literally ringed by the snorting animals. “What is this?” asked a newcomer.


  “It says it owns the ship. It thinks us servants.” Laughter, raucous and rude, greeted this, and the one with the light spoke again. “Reed, know that your rusting tub is guarded day and night of your stay by a brother of the Lady and a brother of the Leader. Although why such precautions should be taken I cannot say, for the drive coils of the ship have been removed for safe keeping. So I see no harm in your entering the craft. Do you, inlaws?”


  They thought not.


  Neither did I.


  My troupe and I were here, it appeared, until our task was done.


  Mournfully, I wandered across the velvety meadow, back into the city.


  The following evening we presented a drama that had always been well received—a period piece with much discharging of ancient percussion weapons, hand to hand fights, and several near seductions . . . in short, a clever farce. All went well until Gloria, my leading lady, took her entrance. Swooping down into a courtyard where two struggling men vied for possession of a gun, she parked her flier and ran to the assistance of her “lover.” I took up the “mike” that spoke into her left ear . . . the “mike” for giving directions. “Gloria, closer in,” I ordered. It was necessary that she play but a few feet from the men, for the appreciative crowd had moved up past the chalked lines of their boundary.


  The girl on the screen paused, allowed herself a quick flicker of perplexity. I took this to mean she had forgotten her lines. “Gloria,” I repeated, “closer in.” Then into the cue mike, the one that spoke into her right ear, I gave her her line: “Your knife, use your knife.”


  Dutifully, she said, “Closer in,” and fumbled at her girdle for her knife.


  With horror, I realized what had happened. She had donned each speaker over the wrong ear, and the lines I fed her she was taking for directions; the directions for lines.


  “You’ve got your speakers on backwards,” I hissed.


  “You’ve got your speakers on backwards,” she repeated. The men adroitly managed to fake wrestling holds while each in turn changed the position of his speakers.


  Clutching both mikes, I rose before the screen and shrieked, “No, no, you fools! You blundering sophomores. She was the wrong one!”


  Both men started shouting, but the older man allowed his opponent to take the speech. “You fools! She . . .” (pointing to Gloria) “she was the wrong one.”


  They stopped fighting and regarded Gloria. The girl, In complete confusion, took the knife from its sheath and regarded it.


  Opening both mikes at once, I said, “Gloria, get in the ship.”


  “Get in the ship,” she said, getting back into the ship. The two men stared stupidly at each other. Then Peter, the older and more experienced, attempted to carry on the new line. “She had us both fooled, friend. Shall we go after her?”


  The other nodded gladly and followed Peter over to the flier. I yelled with rage. Both men yelled obediently.


  Throwing down the two mikes, I took up those to another waiting group . . . three men and a girl. “Hurry out and stop them. Kill them. Do anything.”


  The screen showed the four dashing from a nearby doorway, guns drawn and barking. There was nothing for the former combatants to do but fall, which broke their chest vials of “blood.”


  The play was utterly ruined.


  But the audience began clapping and whistling. Shouts of approval filled my chambers. So I had the three men shoot each other dead, the woman go to the flier, drag out poor confused, weeping Gloria, and “knife” her. There was one woman left. She threw herself on the body of the man, who in the ordinary course of my play would have been her husband, and sobbed hopelessly.


  To my utter disgust the audience broke into thunderous applause.


  I pounded the stud that rang a gong, the signal that the drama had finished, then turned to look at the pack of Liman fools who could take pleasure and appreciation from such a fiasco as they had just witnessed.


  Some of the poor boobs, I swear, were weeping.


  An hour later my abashed band of thespians, carefully avoiding each other’s eyes, were summoned—along with myself—to an audience with the Leader and his Lady.


  They too liked the performance! The Leader advised me to feature more adventures such as this. “And perhaps,” he added, “perhaps just one comedy before you leave.” He winked slowly, coldly. I knew what he meant. I tore my gaze away and looked at his Lady. She smiled charmingly, but one slender white hand drew a dagger an inch from its jeweled sheath.


  I knew what she meant, too.


  The mounted guards allowed me into my ship without a word. I made straight for my cabin and over a bottle of fine Martian brandy, I reviewed my life just once more. It had been a good life, short perhaps, for I was only sixty, but good. While there was still time I drank several toasts to it. Then I settled down to a close examination of my predicament. It came to this: I could please the Leader, and be framed to death by his Lady. I could please the Lady and be fed to the flying snakes by the Leader. Or I could please neither of them and incur their combined enmity. Even if I escaped with my life, the troupe and I would be paupers . . . worse than that, I realized, for in lieu of cash to pay the landing bond, I had tendered a thoroughly worthless check—thinking to cover it with our earnings here. That would get me at least ten years in the foul, miasmic prison-swamps of Venus—a death hardly preferable to one by hatchet.


  Of course, the brandy and I reflected, I could charm the Lady Alice into a coma of desire, duel the Leader to hash, and settle down as the new head of Lima One.


  Hah!


  Even I knew better. Who did I think I was? Robin Hood? Ewart Grier? Kent Duncan?


  Duncan!


  The brandy glass dropped to the floor as I stood suddenly. Kent Duncan had settled on Venus, less than a hundred and fifty thousand miles from this ghastly’roid, and Kent owed me a favor. Hadn’t I hidden him amongst the members of my troupe, that time in Capetown when the Yard Patrolmen were searching for him? He’d not only charmed the mayor of Capetown out of a casket of jewels, but charmed the mayor’s wife even more piquantly. I, seeing in him the same flamboyant qualities that I, myself, possess, had given him asylum.


  I rushed to the control room and examined the phones. They had not been locked nor crippled. Trembling, I picked up the dial, managed to dial Bell Venus. The girl there gave me Information and I told her whom I wanted—“Kent Duncan, president or manager or whatever of Duncan’s Department Store in Rossville. J. Marty Reed calling, and reverse the charges.”


  “One moment, please.”


  As I waited, I became increasingly positive that if anyone could save me it would be Duncan, for although he had recently turned respectable merchant I knew he’d forgotten more about roguery than the wiliest Dominion politician had ever known. Apprenticed to a magician at an early age he had matured into a most skilled and popular entertainer. Such success had left him unsatisfied; he turned to music, and had his ditties not been so bawdy they would have circled the System. As it is, his melodies are often heard whistled in the strangest places—a dock on Mars, a nightclub on Luna, the halls of the Dominion in San Francisco. When Duncan had finally vanished, he was mourned by women from Venus to the rim of the System.


  Few knew where he had gone . . . I was one of those few. The man had taken on a disguise, banked his money, and embarked on a vagabond’s life; juggling, singing, making love, he traced a roisterous path from continent to continent on Earth, and then, as he grew more confident of his new identity . . . and as the System began to forget him (as they forget even heroes) he voyaged out to the pioneer’roids, and even to Jupiter and Saturn. Eventually, as with the first Kent Duncan, the second of the new name and face became as well known, and he chose to retire, a few years back, to respectability on Venus . . . the ground of his birth.


  “We have your party. Your party accepts the charges. Go ahead please.”


  Another woman’s voice, this time Duncan’s secretary, informed me her employer would be free to talk in just a moment.


  Then finally, “Reedy! You old ham!”


  For a few seconds I was speechless, wracked with relief and nostalgia. “J. Marty Reed, and I am not a ham. Can you talk?”


  “Scrambler? Sure. What’ll the key be?”


  “Do you remember the name of the Mayor’s wife in Capetown?”


  He said he did, chuckling, and the speaker turned suddenly to solid static. I punched in the letters “L I S A” on my scrambler, and the static vanished. “What’s the trouble, Reedy?”


  It took me but a few minutes to explain. Duncan seemed vastly amused. “Then you’ll come?” I asked.


  “I dunno. This Alice, the Lady . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Is she pretty?”


  I went into detail.


  The following evening, a slim pencil-like craft eased down through the violet sky and settled beside my larger ship. Even as the hot metal of its jets began to tinkle and sing as it cooled, a party of horsemen galloped out to surround the new arrival, and I was forced to wait while the foolish landing formalities were conducted. At last Kent emerged, his tall angular body was wrapped in an orange cloak and his twisted face had the odd blending of the saturnine and the humorous that I had remembered. As I called and waved, he swung himself atop a horse and rode off with a party of the Leader’s relatives and henchmen. With some pique I walked after them.


  It was not until late that night that Kent Duncan came to me. He’d been detained, he explained, by having first dined with the Leader, and afterwards, taken cocktails with the Lady.


  “You mean you know them?”


  “Through phone and letter, yes. I’ve sold them furnishings for the last three years. That very couch you’re sprawled on came from my store, and that fireplace, too, I believe.” He examined the piece, an oval bed of stone, surmounted by its mask of metal. “It was buff and neutral when it left the store, though. Some tasteless ass on Lima has added the stripes and dots.”


  I could not repress a smile. Duncan the merchant! Duncan the decorator! Fantastic. An older memory of the man suited him better—the ragged minstrel who’d arrived sweaty and grinning in my quarters one stormy night, stolen jewels and stolen woman with him, after having faced down ten of the city’s crack dicks with a crossbow. “So you’re utterly respectable at last. I had to hear it from your lips.”


  He smiled, shrugged noncommittally.


  “You are respectable, aren’t you?” Again the vague gesture. The implication delighted me: In a land of knaves, the double-dyed knave is king, and if not king, at least priest or chief surgeon. Kent could not fail me.


  “Well,” I began, pouring myself a glass of wine, “about my spot of trouble. What do you think of it?”


  “I haven’t given it much thought, but it looks rather hopeless.”


  “What?” The wine soured in my mouth.


  “Exactly, Reedy.” He toyed abstractedly with a coin, his skilled fingers making it vanish and reappear. “This’roid’s ripe for a full scale bloodbath. In the past year there have been twelve fatal duels, three poisonings, and several crude ‘accidents.’ That’s just on the Leader’s side of the family, and the Lady’s relatives have had it about as bad.”


  “But my God, why don’t they just get a divorce and one of them clear out, relatives and all?”


  “Too proud. Not only that, he says they’re in love. You see, this feud was going on when they married. It began way back in their parents’ time. Some wit turned a snake loose in Alice’s mother’s bath. She couldn’t see the joke, so she retaliated by having two snakes left in the bed of her brother-in-law, who she was certain was the prankster. Unfortunately, one of the snakes was mildly poisonous. Brother-in-law had to be taken to Mars for treatment. By that time, sides were chosen—even among the servants and workers—and the quarrel was well into its dueling stage.”


  Grudgingly, I expressed admiration for the speed with which Kent had become informed on the matter. I asked how he had managed it.


  “It was nothing, really. Linda, the lady’s personal girl . . . I spent a while with her after leaving Alice.” He smiled pleasantly, flipped the coin into the air. It did not fall back down.


  For a few seconds I peered into the ceiling’s gloom, automatically attempting to fathom how it had vanished. Then as Kent idly produced it from his pocket, my irritation returned. How could he be so glib, so utterly unconcerned in the face of the disaster that confronted us. I asked him this.


  “Confronts you,” he corrected. “But don’t worry, Reedy old ham, you’ve got two more days to produce. Something will turn up.”


  Nothing turned up by the next evening. Kent, far from worrying about my plight, appeared to be enjoying himself tremendously. The medieval style of Lima One charmed him. He rode out in the morning to hunt with the Leader, spent the afternoon showing the Lady the latest dance steps from Venus and Luna.


  That evening, after my troupe had romped noisily through a gun-happy thriller, he proceeded to entertain all corners in the central cocktail hall with songs and bits of magic. One day to go!


  For an hour, I tried to make him come with me to talk, but neither he nor his audience would have it. Miserably, I retired to my quarters. For another hour I brooded until my eye fell on a hatchet that hung on the wall with other ancient weapons.


  I took it down. There seemed no other solution.


  Turning off the lights, I practiced creeping about the room, hiding here, darting forward there, slashing furiously at shadows.


  Five minutes later I turned the lights back on.


  There had to be some other solution. There just had to!


  When Kent finally arrived, I explained this to him. He wasn’t so sure. “Anyway, Reedy, this isn’t such a bad way to go.” He examined the hatchet. “I’ve seen the Leader’s collection of dueling weapons. His hatchets are wonderfully keen. I doubt if one could tell the precise moment one . . . lost something.”


  “A great friend you are, Duncan.” Bitterly, I reminded him how I had once sheltered him, risking not only my reputation, but my liberty as well, “And instead of helping me,” I concluded, “you loaf about swilling drinks with these savages and singing them your little songs.”


  Kent put down the hatchet. “Exactly. I kept enough of the Lady’s followers in the lounge tonight to stop the trouble from becoming worse.”


  “Trouble?”


  He nodded. “A niece of the Lady kicked the Leader’s great aunt. Happened during your drama. A little later, great aunt’s son shoved the Leader’s uncle into a moat Uncle climbed out, got a couple of friends, and went looking for trouble. That’s why I kept everyone I could in the lounge till uncle got cold and went home. Linda told me what was up.” I attempted to pour wine for us. Kent took the decanter from my shaking hand and did the service. For a while he watched my misery in silence. Then at last he laughed, tossed off his drink. “Reedy, I’ve got an idea.” He jumped to his feet, strode excitedly about the room. “It just might work.” Taking up the hatchet, he hurled it against the far wall where it stuck squarely between two hanging swords. “You may not have to use that after all.”


  I didn’t see him again till after lunch the following day. When I pressed for explanations, he answered that he’d been in his ship overnight, phoning his home and writing. “I have written a play. ‘Written’ isn’t quite the right word, I suppose, but I’ll let it serve.”


  “A play?” My new found hopes drained and vanished. “Oh, excellent! I have one night left to breathe, and you have written a play. Perhaps you’ve painted some pictures, too, or tossed off some songs?”


  Kent ignored my agony. “How quickly do your players memorize?”


  “As quickly as any. A day for each hour of playing.”


  He left the table, walked thoughtfully across the room. “Not fast enough. I could cut, I suppose, but . . . Call your group together right now, Reedy. We haven’t much time. I’ll give them a synopsis and we’ll trust to luck tonight. Do they improvise business well?”


  I nodded. “But . . .”


  “Call them. Hurry!”


  On the crowd screens I watched nervously as the Leader’s party formed into a tight and well-armed knot. Across the square, another group collected its members. The two bands eyed each other frigidly, their hands held casually near hilt and holster.


  It was almost time. Kent and I seated ourselves before the main player’s screens, with plenty of coffee and tobacco at hand. Our scripts and mikes stood ready before us. At last my players whispered from their speakers that they were at their places and ready.


  I looked at Kent, and smiled bravely.


  He nodded.


  I pressed the stud for the starting gong.


  “No players on till the lights go down and up,” Kent said. “Understood?”


  A whispered murmur of assent issued from the speakers.


  Kent put down the cue mikes, picked up the one wired to address the crowd, and began reading from his script: “Two households, both alike in dignity, in fair Verona, where we lay our scene, from ancient grudge break to new mutiny, where civil blood makes civil hands unclean. From forth the fatal loins of these two foes a pair of star-crossed lovers take their life; whose misadventured piteous overthrows do with their death bury their parent’s strife.”


  I turned the lights down and up as Kent cut his mike, snatched up another. “One and two, on stage.”


  Two of my players emerged from a doorway and strolled into the arena. The audience was ominously silent and intent. Kent nodded to me and we began feeding lines to those players assigned us. They repeated beautifully, with barely a second’s lag between our words and theirs.


  As the drama unfolded I again lost heart. Certainly such a tale as this could only lead to bloodshed; it concerned two noble families . . . as much alike the Leader’s and the Lady’s as Kent had dared to draw them. My players fought in the first five minutes of drama, and I trembled lest excitement and empathy involve the glowering mob that watched.


  But there was more than fighting in Kent’s play. Busy as I was with the tasks of feeding lines and directions and standby cues, there was a critical portion of my mind that stood back and took notice of the singular beauty of some passages. For instance in one scene, the hero, Romero, stands beneath the window of the woman he loves. He says: “But soft, what light through yonder window breaks? It is the east, and Julie is the sun I Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon, who is already sick and pale with grief . . .” A curious, yet not unattractive rhythm to the words, I thought. And a moment later, in the same scene, the girl Julie, says, “O Romero, Romero, wherefore art thou Romero? Deny your father and refuse your name; Or, if you will not, be but sworn my love, and I’ll no longer be a Coy.”


  A nice sentiment, I had to admit. In addition to being a scoundrel and a tunester and a magician, Kent Duncan seemed to have some talent for scribbling. I made up my mind to let him know I might tutor him if he wished.


  As the story line became more involved, I noticed the audience had softened somewhat. No longer did they divide their attention between my players and the members of the other faction across the way. Instead, they seemed to hang onto every scrap of dialogue, following curiously each new sorrow of the play as it unfolded.


  It was a terribly tragic thing Kent had written. There was this young Romero Martin, and he was in love with Julie Coy. Their families were at war with each other, just like the Leader’s and the Lady’s. The two families liked nothing better than to dash about sticking each other, so there was sufficient obstacle in the lover’s way to make way for drama. Finally, a kind minister had enough of the killing, so he told Julie to drink a certain drug which he gave her. It was supposed to bring on a sort of suspended animation. Then, when her family buried her, Romero was to sneak into the crypt and flee with her.


  But something fouled up: A servant phoned Romero that Julie was dead. Romero rushed to the vault in his flier, killed a fellow who attempted to bar his way, then went in to his beloved, whom, to him, appeared to be dead.


  I confess that I shed a tear when young Romero knelt beside the sleeping Julie and said: “Death, that has sucked the honey of your breath, has had no power yet upon your beauty. You are not conquer’d . . . beauty’s ensign yet is crimson in your lips and in your cheeks, and death’s pale flag is not advanced there.”


  For the first time during the play our audience became audible. I was not the only one who had been moved. These wicked savages, burdened with their swords and guns, were sniffling and blowing their noses. And as Romero, waving his gun in the air, shouted, “Here’s to my love. O true apothecary! Your drugs are quick. Thus with a kiss, I die . . .” the audience began yelling that Julie was not really dead, but my actor taking no notice, put the gun to his temple and “shot” himself.


  The report awakened Julie, and my actress . . . knowing that the lines I fed her would not be heard amidst the lamentations of the crowd, simply clasped her dead lover to her breast, then took his still smoking gun and did away with herself.


  There was to have been more to the play, but when Kent heard the new expression of grief that welled up from the spectators, he closed his script and cued the waiting actors offstage to vanish.


  “I think that about does it, Reedy,” he said pointing to the large crowd screen at our right I looked up and saw . . . could it be possible? I saw the Lady’s mother, hanky to her face, rush across the courtyard and awkwardly embrace the Leader.


  “And that, friend,” said Kent, “is a cease-fire signal in any society. Even Lima One.”


  Well, Heral, I believe I have told you about all there is. The Leader, rather sheepishly admitted that what I had done was a far better thing than the spiteful lampooning he had requested. He stated that there would be peace on Lima One, for a while, at least, and he rewarded me with twice the money specified in the contract.


  The Lady said virtually the same thing, save that her reward consisted of a delightful kiss . . . a reward I deemed advisible to quickly return to her. She also turned over to me the incriminating photo. Instead of destroying this, I intend to have it enlarged and framed, once we arrive at New Ellay, for it is not every man who can claim to have wooed such a lovely vixen, and with such a disregard of his personal safety. (Secretly, I believe the Lady Alice rather fancies me. Would that the coming engagement in California could be put off . . .)


  And Kent? Kent Intends to remain for a while on Lima. A vacation, he termed it—Vacation, indeed!—


  Snakes and pthors and riding on horses. But then, Kent has always liked such things. My last view of him, was that of him sitting comfortably in the saddle atop a huge black male horse . . . the Lady riding close beside him. He is a fabulous character, Heral, and though he claims to be now but a simple merchant, I know that he uses his store on Venus as a respectable cloak for his frequent “vacations.”


  Regards


  J. Marty Reed


  THE END


  ALCHEMY


  John and Dorothy de Courcy


  Although other explorers had found Venus cold, forbidding, and lifeless, this adventurer found it a world of marvelous delight. What strange alchemy had transformed it on that one Earthling’s behalf?


  IT IS ONLY an alien who can really enjoy the exotic, but the alien who has no connection with the scene, who has not even the vaguest idea what will come next, he truly experiences an unusual and wonderful thing for he smells strange smells, touches strange textures, hears strange sounds and the very air he breathes is somehow different. And so it was with me, lying on the ground, unfamiliar ground with an odd, soft feel, powdery to the touch yet not clinging as earth dust would. Suddenly remembering where I was, I sat up and looked about me.


  When I had left the earth, I hadn’t known where to go first as there were so many places to visit, so many exciting and unusual sights to see and an infinite variety to choose from; but I had finally selected Venus, partly because it would be a short hop but mostly because exploration had revealed so little about it. Those who had gone there had found only a waterless dust bowl with unending dust storms which made any extensive investigation next to impossible.


  Yesterday, very tired and in need of sleep, I had landed and had climbed out of my ship to find not a dust storm but a curious crowd watching me. I stood there dumbly, wondering what to do, until one who seemed to have authority took me with him into their city. He seemed to know I was tired for he left me in a compartment barren of furniture yet seemingly possessed with all the comforts. Assuredly I had slept well for this soft, springy ground had been my bed.


  As I gazed about me, I wondered if it had been wise to leave my ship, but so strange and foreign were my surroundings, I soon forgot about it. I walked through an archway which led outside and discovered that most of the dwellings about me were much the same. There were neither doors nor windows and there seemed to be no streets. The houses could have been made of earth for the walls were the same color as the ground and they were round, hexagonal and octagonal, generally.


  Beyond the houses in what appeared to be approximately the city’s center rose towers, high into the air. They seemed somewhat triangular to me and tended to come to a point although the distance made seeing difficult. Then I heard the bell as its sound rolled out across the city in a great, ringing crash. I jumped and looked in the direction of the towers. Again that strange, rumbling clang struck me like a physical blow. As yet I saw not a soul in the spaces between the domiciles and I thought it incredible that anyone could sleep through such a racket.


  For the final time, the voice in that mighty bell rolled out, leaving a pregnant silence in its wake, a silence that must soon give birth to new sounds or it would surely burst asunder from its own electric tension. I stood there waiting, for what I did not know, avidly drinking in each detail of a new world. At that moment, my host appeared.


  PERHAPS it was the light of morning or perhaps it was because I had drunk of the refreshing cup of sleep but he seemed less formless and more concrete than when I had last seen him. Actually, he could have been a man, a rather large man and not the least bit freakish. His features were classic and his nose was long enough to be distinguished yet not so much as to be ridiculous. His hair was pale and golden tinted and his eyes were a bright blue. The mark that would set him apart from earth men was his skin, for it too was blue.


  “Was he barbarian?” I wondered, “or was his a philosophy too deep for my mind to grasp.” His feet were bare, yet what need for shoes on such resilient soil? He wore a short skirt which for its color could have been woven silver, yet by its weight and flexibility must be cloth or perhaps some plastic which we did not have. There was no belt nor did he wear adornments. Indeed, his smooth skin with long powerful muscles flexing beneath it had no need of ornamentation.


  He smiled then just as anyone would smile. He had teeth, seemingly like mine but more even and white, perhaps because of the contrast of his skin. He asked me a question in his deep voice, making motions with his flexible hands.


  I did not understand.


  He pointed to his mouth and made chewing motions.


  This was clear and I nodded my head. “I eat,” I said, then went through the motions of lifting a fork full of food to my mouth and masticating it.


  He repeated the word. “Eat.”


  I moved my jaws and nodded my head.


  “I,” he repeated flatly.


  I pointed a finger at myself and said, “I.”


  He pointed his forefinger at me and said, “I.”


  This time I shook my head violently and grasping his firm hand, turned it around so that he too pointed to himself.


  He smiled again, pointed to himself and said, “bo—!”


  I pointed to myself then and said questioningly, “bo?”


  Gravely he nodded.


  We surmounted the “you” problem in a moment. “You” appeared to be “ti.”


  My host, believing that he had enough fundamentals said, “I eat, you eat,” and then nodded his head.


  It was a rather rudimentary thing but it gave me food for thought while my tall host led me toward food for the body. We went into the house again through a different archway and there I found what appeared to be a board or piece of plastic about three feet square on which rested little pyramids of assorted food stuffs. My friend seated himself or more accurately, contorted himself, for he folded his legs into the manner of a statue of Buddha. This I tried and found I could still do since at one time I had practiced yoga for my health.


  The food was certainly unique but tasty. Not one familiar flavor was represented although there was salt in a small pyramid in the center of the table. There was a pile of small, green things which resembled radishes but which tasted vaguely like cooked potatoes with a dash of parsnip added. There were many other curious things but I cannot describe them for there is nothing to compare them with. All of them seemed to be vegetables except the beverage. This was served in small opalescent cups slightly smaller than our own cups and about the shape of a flower pot. I should say, was already there, since no one appeared to add food or take any away.


  The liquid was sweet but had body in the manner of coffee. It was quite clear and had a distinct blue color. My friend named each item of food as he picked it up and I endeavored to remember them.


  Again I asked myself the question, “Are they barbarians or have they passed beyond civilization?” When all things needful are present, it could indicate either the idyllic existence of a tropical island or the culmination of millennia of progress.


  WHEN the meal was finished, we arose and I stretched my rather cramped legs. My host made a circular motion toward the outside, smiling broadly. I nodded and followed, my legs still aching a bit. When we were outside, I thought of my ship and how maybe I should go back but then I reasoned that I came here to see the planet and not the ship. Certainly there had been no sign of hostility so far and I felt somehow that my rather battered craft would be left alone.


  The light on Venus is peculiar. There seems to be something in the air which screens off most of the sunlight, yet the day seemed as bright as on earth when it is slightly overcast. I saw no shadows for light seemed to be everywhere and then I remembered that I had not seen any artificial lighting of any kind in the house. I looked back through the archway we had just come through and saw that it was just as light inside as it was outside, that same peculiar bluish light which seemed to be everywhere yet came from nowhere.


  The air was warm. The temperature appeared to be unvarying as I remembered that the same warmth had persisted throughout the night. I wondered about these things and wished desperately there were some way I could ask questions.


  My friend waited patiently for me whenever I stopped to look about. We walked between innumerable houses, all doorless. A number of people were outside and I discovered they were actually a beautiful people. They were all blue although the shade varied from a rather pale tint to a pronounced purple hue. The women were generally paler and were clad the same as the men. The colors of the short skirts varied through the spectrum including colors that we cannot as yet impress upon fabrics. Some noticed us, some called greetings to my friend and some gave us only a passing glance.


  We walked for a long time, several hours, always in the general direction of the towers. As we approached them, I could see that there were four of them spaced about a hundred feet apart in a diamond shape. They rose approximately six hundred feet although I could be far wrong.


  My host allowed me to wander around the base of the first tower and scrutinize it. I thought at first it was made of copper or a rose gold yet when I touched it, it was not cold like metal but rather neutral like a plastic. There was an open archway on the side facing the inward part of the diamond and I could make out another on the farthest tower.


  Again I had that intense desire to ask questions, to make myself understood. But how could I? Even if this man could guess my questions, how could he answer me so that I would understand? Wondering, I looked at my friend and he smiled. I studied him for a moment, trying to decide what lay behind that smile. Was it one of understanding or just an automatic response to what he thought ridiculous? I couldn’t tell.


  The smile faded gradually from his face as he stared back at me. Then he smiled again and said, “I eat.”


  I hadn’t noticed but I too was hungry. It had been a long walk. I nodded and he began walking toward the nearest of the houses. I walked along beside him, trying to keep in step but it was almost impossible to match those long, effortless strides. We went through an archway and found a woman within. Before her was a triangular board, a little larger than the one we had dined from in the morning. She smiled at me reassuringly and behaved in every way as though she had fully expected both of us.


  I wondered how this could be, for my friend had spoken to no one in this vicinity and again the thought occurred. “Primitive or beyond understanding?”


  The food was totally different from what I had eaten earlier except for the beverage. My friend chatted with our hostess, smiling occasionally and using gestures which could have meant most anything. When the meal was over, I smiled at the woman, trying to convey the impression that I had enjoyed the meal. Perhaps it was wishful thinking on my part but she seemed to understand.


  MY FRIEND rose gracefully and walked to the archway. I attempted to do the same but my legs were so stiff and sore from the long walk and the cramped sitting position that when I tried to straighten up, I fell. So surprised was I at the incredible softness and rubberlike quality of the ground that I just lay there for a moment. Then realizing that I wasn’t the least bit hurt, I pulled myself into a sitting position and when I thought of my clumsiness, I laughed. Once started, I couldn’t stop and the tears rolled down my face.


  My friend helped me to my feet and it was then I noticed that he too was laughing, only it was more like a heavy rumble which came from his throat. He bid our hostess goodbye and we went outside.


  I looked at my friend questioning. Try. He smiled and pointed to the towers. I nodded and followed but this time we walked straight through the archway. Almost immediately I saw why we were here, for leading upward around the central well was a spiral ramp. It was of a material as soft and resilient as the ground.


  On an impulse, I sat down and removed my shoes, heavy, cumbersome things. I tucked my woolen socks inside the shoes and stood up and for the first time I realized that the ground was warm. My tall friend smiled, a seeming knowing smile, Yes, it was obvious and had been, that I needed no shoes here. We started up the ramp and I found walking much easier indeed.


  On the wall beside the ramp lay the purpose of our visit, for painted or impressed with a startling clarity were figures, acting out a wordless drama. I saw the way these people were in the early beginning, learning fire, learning to work stone though I had not seen a stone since my arrival.


  Up the familiar climb toward civilization, we walked. The higher we ascended, the higher the civilization. I stopped at each picture, studying it carefully until there appeared technology, a strange technology which certainly no longer existed. “Why had they slipped back?” I wondered. “Why the decline?” And then I saw an all too familiar thing, war.


  For some reason, I was saddened. They seemed such a peaceful people. It was a shame that they had had to taste of war, death and destruction. Perhaps they were better off as they were.


  We walked further and further upward and I began to feel strange things, vague stirrings in my mind. At first, I thought it was the effect of the alien pictures, pictures that were too clear. But as we ascended, I found it growing stronger. On and on we went, passing by the panorama of life and death, of man rising to new peaks and falling to new depths but this time it was man whose skin was blue.


  And then we came upon another series depicting war and I started as I stood before a mushroom-shaped cloud. So they had even had atomic energy. It seemed incredible. Something surged inside of me, a strange something and I thought perhaps it was the horror I somehow knew would be depicted soon, the ghastly spectacle of suicidal atomic war. Yet when it came, the feeling inside of me grew, the surging became intense, that something which eluded me seemed almost within my grasp. Here, pictured with unworldly vividness, was the end of a world.


  Yet I found it was not the end, for many had survived and they began rebuilding. Gradually, the shape of the thing they were building became plain. It was the towers or a group like them, rising up into the heavens. Here again was advancement. So the end had not come in the hell of atomic war. But where then? Where had all of this knowledge gone?


  Onward and upward we walked and now I saw space craft They had traversed the depths of space, even to our earth. They had built cities everywhere, had become a great and mighty people. I marveled that so much had been gained and was so obviously lost But was it lost? It seemed to be. I had seen nothing that would indicate otherwise.


  Then came a series of pictures which puzzled me for they showed the blue-skinned people leaving their great cities, reentering their space ships and returning to their home planet. There seemed to be no reason for this exodus and I pondered each picture for some time. The more I thought, the more sure I became that somewhere locked in my mind was the answer to the puzzle. It was as though I were trying to remember something, something logic told me I could not possibly know and yet it was there, just on the rim of consciousness.


  And then we came to the last picture. I felt as though I had been shocked electrically. I know the blood drained from my face as I stared, unbelieving. How could it be? Yet there it was, the final picture, showing my friend standing just as he was standing and myself just as I was, even barefoot. How could they have known? It was a perfect mirror image in miniature. I moved a little but the picture of me did not. It was not a reflection. I continued to stare, fascinated, and slowly I realized that the picture was a familiar one to me. I had seen it before but where? I groped, sought frantically within my mind for the explanation but it continually escaped me, remaining just beyond my reach.


  DAZED, I turned to my friend but he only smiled. It was a smile with the quality of all knowing wiseness and suddenly, he too seemed familiar to me, someone I had known for a long time. He motioned me to go onward through an archway but I couldn’t move. I felt as though I were half in and half out of my body.


  Gently but firmly, my friend took my arm and guided me to the archway. I paused on the threshold, fear beginning to clutch at me, but my friend urged me on. We entered to face an aging man whose skin was quite light though still blue. He motioned me to sit as he was, cross-legged, and I did, hardly knowing what I was doing and only vaguely conscious that my friend had done likewise. Then the old man reached out, touched my forehead just above my nose and I fainted.


  When I opened my eyes, I felt that time had passed but there was no way of knowing. My friend held me upright, my head resting against his massive shoulders. Within myself I felt peace, a quietness I had never known and then all at once I realized I knew. I lifted my head and looked at the aged one who sat unmoving. Yes, I knew! I understood these people!


  “Are you feeling better now?” the aged man asked.


  It was an alien language yet somehow I understood. I knew many other things, I felt many other things, but all I could express was, “yes—yes—I’m much better now.”


  Now I knew that here was perfection, that theirs was not a civilization of the body but one of the soul, and that somehow I was a part of them and they were a part of me.


  “Yes,” the old man said aloud. “You are one of us. You always have been. If you were not—” He broke off but I understood. I was a descendant of those early pioneers who had come to earth. This I knew. If it were not so, I would have found nothing when I landed for where I was now was in, and yet not in the world, a place apart and not visible to ordinary eyes.


  I looked into the eyes of the man beside me and knew I would never leave, would never want to leave. This was my home, my real home and these were my people, my people because of a bond more powerful and everlasting than one of flesh and blood for I was one with myself, a truly integrated being, and therefore one with all men who were as I.


  Unbidden, I stepped through another archway and found what I knew would be there, a short skirt such as all the people wore. I removed my clothes quickly and drew on the little garment, then turning, I looked into the polished oval of metal, finer than the finest mirror. Already my skin was bluish and, smiling, I ran my fingers through my hair, fluffing it.


  I PREPARED to leave then hesitated a moment. I knew that waiting for me was the man with whom I would be forever, forever his as he would be forever mine and yet I had one tiny regret, a regret which quickly changed into humor. When I finally emerged from the little room, I was laughing. I hadn’t brought my lipstick.


  THE EVER-LASTING FOOD


  Margaret St. Clair


  Richard Dekker, Brushed by Godliness, Finds the Burden of Mere Mortality on Venus a Heavy One!


  CHAPTER I


  Sanedrin Love


  THE decision is difficult, I know,” the surgeon said. Since he was a Venusian his face was quite impassive but there was sympathy in his voice. “Unfortunately there is no one else whom we can ask. And we cannot wait much longer. You are her husband. You will have to decide.”


  Richard Dekker held his clasped hands before his eyes and stared at them. They were trembling. Part of his mind wondered irrevelantly why they wouldn’t stop trembling when he was ordering them to. His lips were dry—he had to lick them twice before he could speak.


  “I thought—physicians were supposed to save life,” he said.


  “Yes, yes—but this is not a simple case, Pamir Dekker. You see, your wife is one of the Sanedrin.”


  Dekker made a noise in his throat.


  “She is one of the Sanedrin,” the surgeon repeated. “That means—well, you have been married to her for three years. You know a little of what it means. If we operate she will lose the Seeing. A Sanedrin without the Seeing!”


  For a moment the physician’s mask of calm cracked and Dekker saw abstractedly that there was consternation inside the man.


  “It is unthinkable. We must ask you to decide.”


  “Is it quite certain that the Seeing will go?” Dekker asked after a silence. “Isn’t it possible that—that there might be some mistake?”


  “I’m afraid not. As soon as she was brought here after the accident we sent for the Pamia Ver. She is the best brain surgeon in the hemisphere today. She said—well, the prognosis is as I told you. It is impossible to intervene in the Pamia Dekker’s skull without destroying the part of the brain tissue where the Seeing lies.”


  “She would not be affected other than that?”


  “No, she would have all the ordinary human senses. Her eyes might be a little less sensitive to certain shades of red, that is all.”


  “And if she is not operated on?” Richard Dekker asked, still staring at his hands.


  “She will die without regaining consciousness.”


  Dekker’s mouth twitched. “How long have I?” he asked.


  “A little more than an hour.”


  “Take me to my wife.”


  How could he decide, Richard Dekker thought as he looked down at Issa lying small and white in the hospital bed. They had taken away all the pillows, so that she lay quite flat on the hard mattress and her slight body scarcely raised the coverlet. How could he decide? He loved her, he wanted her to live. He wanted her to live! She was his wife.


  But she was one of the Sanedrin too; Dekker had been married to her long enough to know, as the surgeon had suggested, a little of what that meant.


  Once, the only time he and Issa had discussed it, she had tried to tell him what the Seeing was like. Faced by Dekker’s profound basic lack of comprehension, Issa had been forced back on telling him what it was not, rather than what it was.


  It was not sight, nor an extension of it, nor hearing, nor telepathy. It was something different from, something greater than any of these. It was, simply, the Sanedrin Seeing.


  And Issa had concluded, “I feel so sorry for you, Dick. Why, if I didn’t have the Seeing I wouldn’t want to go on living. How can you stand it? There would be nothing to go on living for.”


  Nothing to go on living for. How could he ask her to live without it? But he wanted her to live.


  BLINDLY Dekker turned from the bed and made his way over to the window iris. Outside there was a broad stretch of emerald lawn where dark-skinned Venusians walked about sedately and a patient or two took the air.


  Children ran about them, looking, in their bright clothing, as gay as butterflies. The prospect ended, as prospects on Venus always seem to end, in a little jetty built out into the surging foam-filled water of the turquoise sea.


  While Dekker watched, a gentle rain began to fall from the rich clouds overhead. One patient was wheeled back into the hospital but the others stayed out, smiling with pleasure, and the children ran about more gayly than before. They were like little flowers refreshed by the rain.


  There was no help here. He must go back to his decision. If only Megan were here it would not be so difficult. Issa’s foster sister would surely know, much better than he, what was the right thing to do. She had a lifetime’s experience of Issa—Dekker had known her only for three years.


  But they had not been able to locate Megan yet and even when she was found she would be the width of the planet distant from Issa’s hospital bed. It would take her many hours to come. Dekker must make his decision by himself.


  Issa had not moved. She lay as still as death. Once she moaned and Dekker, though he knew she felt nothing, was stirred by a passionate pity. He wanted to gather her in his arms, to assure himself that she was still alive. He did not dare even to touch her hand.


  Even at the first Dekker had found something incredible in Issa’s love for him. It had been a wonder, something to be received with awe and gratitude.


  Now, looking down at her, so wan, so small, so remote, her ordinary dazzling fairness changed to a deathly white, he could not believe that the past had really occurred.


  Had Issa really lain night after night in his arms in love? Had she conceived by him, given him a child? Was he really the father of a son by one of the almost-mythical Sanedrin?


  Half-Sanedrin or not, young Dick existed. Momentarily Dekker’s face relaxed, thinking of the boy. And since he existed, didn’t that change things? Didn’t that make it a little less selfish to ask Issa to live?


  There was a rap at the door. The surgeon entered. “Your decision, Pamir Dekker,” he said formally.


  “Operate. Save her,” Dekker replied almost absently.


  The surgeon bowed. His face was completely inexpressive. It was impossible to say what he thought of the order. “Prepare the Pamia Dekker for surgery,” he said to the nurse.


  Issa was kept under narcotics after the operation for about one hundred and twenty hours. During most of that time Dekker and Megan sat in the hospital waiting room together. They had little to say.


  “Did I do the right thing?” Dekker asked suddenly when their vigil was half through.


  Megan turned to him. She was a warm brown girl of unmixed terrestrial blood, though her foster parents had been Sanedrin. “I think so, Dick,” she answered slowly. “What else could you do? Any terrestrial would have done the same.”


  “But this is Venus. Would a Venusian? What if she hates me for it, Megan, after she’s well?”


  “She won’t hate you, Dick, no matter what happens. She loves you too much.”


  “I’m afraid,” Dekker answered. “I’m afraid.”


  ISSA came down the low staircase smiling. She smiled a great deal nowadays. Her silver hair had been drawn to one side in a deep scroll to hide the scars of her accident and her gown of silver tissue left her back and one alabaster shoulder bare. She was almost inhumanly beautiful. She looked as if she had been sculptured out of moonlight.


  She came up to Dekker, still smiling, laid her white hands on his shoulders and kissed him. He turned a little dizzy from the kiss. When he released her she stepped back and smiled back at him again. It was kind of her to smile, Dekker thought, watching her with the frozen anxiety he had felt ever since he had taken her home from the hospital.


  Or was her smile sincere? Was it possible that she was really happy? She had never been more tender, more loving than she was now. Was it possible that losing the Seeing had meant so little to her? The surgeon, at Dekker’s request, had told Issa of her loss while she was still convalescent.


  She had nodded, saying, “I thought that was it,” and had not thereafter mentioned it. And always she smiled.


  But Dekker had come into the room once unexpectedly and found her sitting huddled in a chair with tears running down her cheeks, her face a mask of misery. She had jumped up when she saw him and begun chattering gayly. He might have thought that he had imagined what he had seen except that her cheeks were wet.


  And there were other things. Issa, before her accident, had loved the view from Neiriton, a low promontory near their home. Dekker himself had thought it pretty enough but Issa had insisted that it was extraordinarily beautiful. Almost every evening they had sailed there so she might enjoy it. Now she never wanted to go.


  As an experiment Dekker said, “Shall we go out in one of the boats after dinner, Issa? We might sail over to Neiriton.”


  “Not tonight, Dick,” Issa answered.


  “I’m a little tired. Some other time.”


  Dekker made no comment. After a moment Megan—she was on leave from her duties as field anthropolgist in the Statira district—came in, murmuring apologies for her tardiness. They lay down on the dining couches. Issa pressed the button for dinner to begin.


  They were halfway through the meal when Megan, leaning toward Issa solicitiously, said, “You’re eating nothing, Issa. Nothing at all. I’ve been watching you. Do try some of the souffle. It’s really very good. I gave the instructions for it to the robot myself.”


  “You worry about me too much, Megan,” Issa answered lightly. “It’s only that I’m not hungry tonight. I had such an enormous lunch no one could expect me to eat.”


  That, Dekker knew, was a false statement. He had been with Issa at luncheon and she had eaten nothing then, though she had played with her food and tried to make it seem that she enjoyed it. She ate less every day.


  When the dessert came Issa got up from her couch—she moved beautifully, like a dancer—and walked over to the row of window irises. Through them one could look out over the garden and the little private wharf.


  “It’s going to rain,” she said in the gratified tone in which Venusians always made such announcements. “But first we’ll have an electrical storm. A really big one, I think.”


  DEKKER felt a tiny quiver of uneasiness. Fond as he was of Venus—he had wangled an appointment as oceanographer with the government even before he met Issa—he thoroughly disliked its electrical storms. They were perfectly safe inside the house, of course. Like all structures on the planet it was fitted with electrical diverters of high efficiency.


  But the uncontrolled insensate elemental fury of a bad Venusian electrical storm always disconcerted him. Terra had nothing like that violence. As if to confirm him in his uneasiness there came a remote crash of thunder. It was plainly many kilometers away but startlingly loud.


  Megan got up and went to stand beside Issa at the windows. Her tawny skin and soft green gown set her in sharp contrast to Issa’s moon-blanched loveliness. For a moment they stood side by side. Then Issa turned away.


  There was another peal of thunder, much more close. “This is going to be a bad storm,” Megan said to Dekker. “I’ve lived on Venus all my life but I never can get used to them. Listen to that!”


  “They have their uses,” Dekker answered perfunctorily. He was wondering why Issa hadn’t wanted to visit Neiriton. “These storms fixate a lot of nitrogen.”


  “You sound more like an agronomist than an oceanographer,” Megan answered, laughing. “Nitrogen fixation! It would take more than that to reconcile me—where’s Issa gone?”


  The hint of alarm in her voice alarmed Dekker. He looked up, startled. Issa was not in the room.


  “She must have gone upstairs,” Megan said quickly. “But I didn’t hear her. I wonder if—”


  A terrific thundercrash cut across her words. The room seemed to shake in a wave of white light. Megan whirled around to the windows. “She’s gone outside!” she said in a startled voice.


  Dekker started for the door at a run. Issa outside? She’d be killed, she’d be killed! He must bring her back.


  Megan hurried after him. She threw her arms around him and tried to hold him back. “Wait, Dick, wait!” she said urgently.


  “She’s trying to kill herself!”


  “No she isn’t, Dick!” Megan was almost shrieking to be heard above the crashing of the thunder but her voice held such conviction that for a moment Dekker paused and stared at her.


  “She knows what she’s doing,” Megan said more calmly. “Let her alone! She’s one of the Sanedrin, Dick.”


  “Do you want her to be killed?”


  “She won’t be hurt. I’ve been watching her. I know her better than you do. It’s for her sake. Wait, Dick.”


  Dekker started toward the door once more and then haggard with indecision, halted. Megan took him by the wrists and drew him to the window rises. “Watch,” she said imperatively.


  Issa was walking with small light steps through the garden. Though the sky was alive with the crashing serpents of light she moved as surely as if she danced to inaudible music. Once the garden dissolved in a ghastly stunning flood of white light. Dekker smelled the phosphorus-like reek of ozone. He was sure Issa had been struck. But she moved on into the storm unfalteringly.


  She reached the end of the jetty and walked out onto it. Numb with horror, uncomprehending, Dekker saw that her steps were quicker now. She was hurrying.


  She came to the very end of the wharf and stood there for a moment, quiet, outlined against the boiling, foam-filled sea. Then her arms went up as if in exultation to the intolerable glory of the sky. To Dekker’s incredulous eyes she seemed to wait, radiant and exalted, for the coming of some supernatural well-nigh intolerable delight.


  Was she waiting or summoning? Her upraised arms seemed to call, to invoke. And after a second the answer came.


  The heavens cracked apart. Light boiled, dazzled, stunned, annihilated. The ground shook. The discharge was so vast that Dekker pressed his hands tightly over his already closed eyes. It was like the end of the world.


  


  


  CHAPTER II


  Disappearance


  


  


  WHEN he could see again, everything was dark. The air was filled with the steady hissing roar of torrential rain. The electrical storm was over. There was no sign of Issa anywhere.


  Megan turned to face the door. “She’ll be coming back now, I think,” she said with some confidence. She gave Dekker, who was looking at her blankly, a reassuring nod.


  The door opened softly and Issa came in. Dekker’s first impression was that she was taller than she had been. She was drenched to the skin, sodden, but she was almost blazing with vitality. Her eyes were wide and exultant, her lips curved in an irrepressible smile.


  Dekker stepped forward. Now that Issa was back unharmed he felt a complex emotion toward her that was tinged with hatred.


  “Why did you go out like that, Issa?” he demanded. “Were you trying to frighten me? You might have been killed.”


  Issa looked at him levelly. She was still smiling, as if she could not resist the need to smile. “I’m sorry that I frightened you, Dick. But killed? Oh, no. I—” She halted, then continued as if she had come to a decision. “Dick, I’m never going to die.”


  Dekker heard Megan draw in her breath sharply. For a long moment he stared at his wife. “Do you—what do you mean?” he asked at last.


  Issa made a gesture with one wrist. “That I’m immortal now.”


  “Issa, Issa, you’re not well, you’re not yourself. Go upstairs and rest, darling. I’ll call a physician, get a nurse.”


  “No,” Issa said.


  For a moment she stood confronting him. Their eyes warred and Dekker was defeated. It was then that doubt died in him.


  “Sit down, Megan and Dick,” Issa said a little absently. She spoke as if their behavior, after all, did not much concern her. “I’ll explain it as well as I can.


  “When I learned that I had lost the Seeing, Dick, I wanted to die. I tried to hide it from you because I loved you but I think you knew anyway. It was hard to hide.


  “Everything I had loved was changed, was altered. You weren’t the same, neither was young Dick. I couldn’t bear to see the things I loved when I had the Seeing, like Neiriton. And the longer I was without the Seeing the more I missed it. I didn’t get used to it.


  “Tonight I was nearly at the end of What I could endure. I still loved you, Dick, but love wasn’t enough. I didn’t see how I could go on living. And all the time”—Issa’s exultant smile flashed out like light on a sword blade—“all the time I was tailing heir to this.


  “When the lightening began tonight I understood. It was odd how suddenly understood. I went out in the storm to be nourished by it. I’m sorry that I frightened you, Dick, but there was never any danger. The lightning”—once more Issa’s smile flashed out—“the lightning is my new food.”


  Megan put out one hand to her foster Bister in protest and appeal. “Issa,” she said very softly, “aren’t you human any more?”


  “Not in the way you mean,” Issa replied.


  After a moment’s silence she continued, “Oh, I’m not quite invulnerable. Under certain circumstances I suppose I could be killed. But I’ll never know sickness again nor weariness nor the slow, imperceptible aging of the tissues that leads to natural and inevitable death.


  “I’ll never again have to get energy in the crude way that human beings do—from the dead flesh of animals or by robbing plants of their stored-up food. And with these emancipations there goes something positive—I can’t describe it—a continued increasing delight.


  “I don’t suppose you can imagine it. I couldn’t But what does it matter now that I haven’t the Seeing? That was for human beings. Now I have this.


  “When the Pamia Ver operated on my brain she did something more than she had intended to, something she would never have dared to attempt deliberately. With her knife she stimulated a portion of the brain which is absent in most human beings and dormant even with the Sanedrin, the portion of the brain which controls a higher metallic life.


  “Slowly that brain center awoke in me and my body changed. Tonight I learned teat I had become someone who could literally feed on the energy of the storm, on the lightning’s flash.


  “I feel remote from you now, Dick and Megan, though I used to love you both. There is an isolation in being as I am now which is not lonely at all but vast and joyous. I feel remote from everyone now except perhaps young Dick. He is my child and he is half Sanedrin.


  “I’m sorry I can’t help you, Dick and Megan. Since I used to love you I should be glad if I could give you the gift that the Pamia Ver’s knife gave me. It is impossible. You are not Sanedrin. But for young Dick there is much hope. I mean to try what I can with him. If I can I shall give him”—Issa hesitated—“immortal life.”


  Dekker sprang to his feet. Because, at the bottom of all his passionate emotion, he was afraid, his voice was harsh. “Be quiet, Issa. You’re not to go near Dick, do you hear? You’re not to look at him, you’re not to touch him. I forbid you to!”


  ISSA inclined her head slowly in what might have been submission and assent. Without another word she turned and walked toward the stair. They heard her sure light steps as she went up.


  Dekker turned to Megan, who had sunk back limply in her chair. “Is she insane?” he asked, a catch in his voice.


  “Issa? Oh, no.” Megan pressed her hands to her eyes and sighed deeply. “Get yourself a drink, Dick,” she said. “You’re shaking all over. Get one for me too.”


  When the tumblers were half-empty,. Megan said, “No, she’s not insane, Dick. You don’t really believe that yourself. I think everything she told us was true. There’s a story that the first of the Sanedrin, Ischachshar, lived for nearly a thousand years, you know. He was finally killed by one of his jealous children. The story says that he ‘fed on light.’ ”


  Dekker’s hand shook so that the drink slopped in his glass. “It was horrible,” he said, as if to himself, “horrible, to see her standing there with her arms up as if she were so glad.


  “Have I lost her, Megan? I thought, after the operation, that she might forgive me and love me again. I knew she was Sanedrin but she was always human before. I can’t believe that this—this thing has happened to her.”


  “You know it has, Dick,” Megan said.


  There was a silence. “I’m jealous of her,” Megan said at last.


  “Jealous?” Dekker said violently. He put his glass down on the table with a crash, his overstrained nerves finding a momentary relief in action. “Jealous? Because she’s not human any more, because she’s a sort of monster that can feed on the raw energy of lightning? Be glad you’re human, Megan! Don’t talk like that.”


  “Oh—who wants to be a human being, Dick? Are we so enviable? Our lives are too short, they re too limited. We’re the slaves of time and however much we try to cheat, to fool ourselves, he has us on a heavy leash.


  “We don’t live long enough. The limitation of time lies at the heart of everything we undertake. I remember, when I was fifteen or so, how much I wanted to spend the next two or three years studying the flora of the Venusian salt marshes. There wasn’t time enough. Since I wasn’t intending to make botany my life work I couldn’t, as we say, ‘afford the time’ to study the halophytes.


  “We’re never free from that temporal pressure, even in little things. We don’t even read the books we’d like to read or listen to the concerts we’d like to hear because of that. And yet the world is so full, so rich, so varied, that a dozen lifetimes wouldn’t be enough. How long would it take for us to understand and use and enjoy all that is rightfully ours? But we have only the one short life.


  “And now Issa tells us that she’s immortal. She won’t even know sickness or age, which are a sort of death in themselves. Do you wonder that I’m jealous of her, Dick?”


  “Do you mean that you’d like to live forever, Megan?” Dekker asked.


  “Yes. Wouldn’t you? Answer honestly, Dick.”


  There was a silence. “Of course I would,” Richard Dekker replied.


  DEKKER woke abruptly a little before daybreak. His heart was pounding. Even before his eyes were fully opened he felt beside him in the bed for young Dick and discovered that the boy was gone.


  He knew then what had happened. He was already sick with foreknowledge when he went into Issa’s room and found it empty. Some of her toilet things were missing and when he ran into the nursery he saw that young Dick’s clothing and toys were gone.


  Megan hurried into the nursery. She was still fastening the shoulder clasp on her thin green tunic and her hair was rough with sleep. “I heard you,” she said. “Is something wrong?”


  “She’s taken him,” Dekker answered. “They’ve gone. But where? How?”


  “The wharf,” Megan said quickly. “She must have gone in one of the boats.”


  They went running toward the wharf through a light morning fog that left Megan’s hair diademed with drops of moisture. In the boathouse, when they reached it, the aquaglider and the cabin cruiser Tryphe were riding quietly at their moorings. But the quick little sailing sloop was gone.


  “I’ve got to go after her,” Dekker said. “I’ve got to find her and bring her back.” He fell silent, wondering where, in all the expanse of foam that covered nine-tenths of Venus’ surface, Issa could be.


  “Do you have to go after her, Dick?” Megan asked slowly. “She’s not a criminal. She loves young Dick. He’s her own child.”


  “I can’t lose him too,” Dekker said almost desperately. “He’s my child, too. Haven’t I any claim on him? And besides, Megan, Issa isn’t—isn’t human any more. You heard her say last night how remote she felt from us. She doesn’t judge things the way we do.


  “The boy’s only half Sanedrin. I’m afraid that in trying to make him immortal she might—she might”—he choked over the words, then, almost inaudibly, continued—“cause his death.” Megan’s tawny eyes grew wide. After a moment she nodded. “Yes,” she said. “All right. I’ll go with you, Dick, of course. You’ll make much better speed if you have someone to relieve you at the piloting. But I wonder where she can have gone.”


  “Not very far, surely,” Dekker answered, thinking aloud. “She’d have taken the Tryphe if the place where she is going were a long way off. But a wind-powered vessel is perfectly satisfactory for a short trip and she always preferred handling sails to tinkering with a motor. She never liked the Tryphe very well.


  “No, she can’t have gone far—unless she’s planning to sail into one of the Westerly Currents and let herself be carried along. Some of the currents are extremely fast. She’d make quick progress if she did that.”


  Megan was frowning intently. “I don’t think she did that somehow. She’s all alone and if she’s planning to—do what you said with young Dick—she’ll need equipment and supplies.”


  She frowned again, pressing on her cheek with one clenched hand. “Do you know where I believe she’s gone? It isn’t so far from here, either. To Hermeia, Dick.”


  “To Hermeia? Why should she go there? It’s not a large city, not a metropolis.”


  “Yes, but it’s the oldest of the Sanedrin cities, the first one they built when they became culture heroes for the rest of Venus. It’s always been more Sanedrin than any other city and more of them live there than anywhere else. I think Issa would turn to her own people for help.”


  Dekker chewed his lower lip. “I believe you’re right,” he said. “We’ll go to Hermeia after her. We’d better get busy loading supplies.”


  It was broad daylight when the Tryphe left the little pier. As they shot out into the turquoise water, their wake breaking behind them into rich foam, Dekker felt his spirits rise. His anguish for Issa’s loss—a loss that he knew now was irrevocable—was no less keen than it had been, but he was able to push it a little away from him. There was a chance, at least, that he would get young Dick back.


  Megan, standing beside him in the bow, smiled up at him reassuringly. “Don’t worry,” she said, raising her voice to be heard above the hiss of the water, “he’ll be all right.”


  “I hope so—Megan, when you lived with Issa’s father and mother, what was it like?”


  “ ‘Like?’ Oh, they were very good to me, very kind. I loved them. Most parents are not half so kind and good. But they were strange too, Dick, you can’t imagine how strange. The Sanedrin strangeness! Why do you ask?”


  “It’s young Dick,” Dekker replied haltingly. “I was thinking about him. He—I—I love him. I’m proud of him. He’s a beautiful child. But he’s odd sometimes, much odder than Issa herself ever was.


  “Do you know what she was doing before the accident? She was teaching him to read! He’s not quite two, he can’t speak plainly yet. But he can read simple sentences. I love him dearly, Megan, but I’m a little afraid of him.”


  “Sanedrin,” Megan said comprehendingly. “Sanedrin!”


  


  


  CHAPTER III


  Pursuit


  


  


  IT was deep dusk when they reached Hermeia. The greenish lights were already coming on in the streets. They moored the Tryphe at the public wharf for small vessels and set out through the hilly town, Megan leading the way.


  Dekker saw, as they walked briskly through the lower streets, what Megan had meant when she said that Hermeia was more Sanedrin than other cities. It was not that Hermeia was ancient, though the black basalt of its walls and buildings was eaten and pocked by time. What gave the city its particular flavor was the sense that time here was meaningless, that yesterday—and all the yesterdays before it—were coexistent with today.


  The reflections of the street lights lay in oily greenish pools on the polished surface of the black stone steps as they went up. When they had gone high enough to see the harbor lying below them Dekker asked, “Where are we going, Megan?”


  “To see the Pamir Shan,” Megan answered a little breathlessly. She laughed. “I never thought of trying to get a car,” she confessed “There never seem to be any for hire in Hermeia anyhow. Besides, it’s only a little farther.


  “The Pamir Shan is an old man, very old, a historian. He was a close friend of Issa’s grandfather. I’ve known him ever since I was a little girl. I think, somehow, Issa may have gone to him.”


  The Pamir Shan’s house, set in a small moist garden, was quite dark, but Megan went to the door unhesitatingly. “He’s not asleep,” she explained to Dekker. “He doesn’t need light for the seeing.” She rapped confidently on the door.


  It was opened for them almost at once. The man who stood there was old, so old he had almost lost the typical Sanedrin fairness, but he was only a little stooped. He wore a long straight tunic of white byssa fiber and there were copper bracelets on both his arms. For a moment he peered at them uncertainly.


  His face cleared. “I didn’t recognize you at first, little Megan. You’ve changed. And that’s Dick with you, Issa’s husband, isn’t it? Yes. Come in, come in. I’m glad to see you. I was rather expecting you.”


  He led them through the house to a study at the back. As he lit the triple lamp Dekker saw that the room, though spacious, was so filled with books, scrolls and tablets that the space available in it resembled a shallow cave scooped painstakingly from hard rock. Transit parent cases of objects and artifacts were everywhere.


  “Sit down, won’t you?” the Pamir Shan said courteously. “And you’ll excuse me if I do so, I trust. I find standing rather tiring, at my age.”


  “Has Issa been here, Shan-ya?” Megan demanded directly. She was sitting on the edge of her chair.


  “Yes. Early this afternoon.” The Pamir Shan put his fingertips together and regarded the digits with some dissatisfaction. “I must be getting old, older than I realize,” he said, as if to himself.


  “How could I have failed to understand that something had happened to her? But I did fail, I thought only that she was looking remarkably well though a little remote. I was surprised that she could look so well, so contented, when the Seeing was lost to her.


  “She sat there, in that chair”—the Pamir Shan gestured—“with her child on her lap and we talked. We exchanged news of our kith. Then she said that she had heard that I had written a paper on Ischachshar, the first of the Sanedrin. She asked me to let her read it and I got a copy from the shelf and gave it to her. I was a little flattered, I think.


  “She read it, still with young Dick sitting on her lap. Once she laughed and said, ‘You have made a mistake here, Shan-ya. I shall tell you about it some day.’


  “When I asked her what she meant she laughed again. She gave me back the paper, saying it was very well written.” There was a ghost of pride in Shan’s voice. “We talked a little longer, and then Issa went away. After she left I found she had taken something with her. She had taken the key of Gwethyngrimm.”


  THE phrase meant nothing to Dekker. He looked at Megan and was surprised to see that under her tan her skin was very pale.


  “The Key?” she said, almost in a whisper. “She took the Key?”


  “Yes. It was in that case.” Shan indicated one of the crystal-topped boxes.


  Dekker could see that it was empty and the side was unlatched.


  “I realized then what had happened and why she had taken it,” the Pamir Shan went on. “She took Iwor with her too but that doesn’t matter. What is important is that she has taken the Key. It is dangerous. You must go after her.”


  “Is my son in danger?” Dekker demanded. There was a dreadful cold feeling around his heart.


  The Pamir Shan’s lean shoulders moved in a tiny shrug. “I fear he is,” he answered somberly. “But what hinges on this is greater than the life of any child, however dear.


  “The Key is very powerful. It is a secret of the Sanedrin. When Issa stole it she stole what can change and control Venus’ geodesic currents. Our planet is near the sun. The currents are strong, If the Key is misused”—the Pamir Shan hesitated—“Issa may cause movements in the crust.”


  Megan was biting the back of her hand. “I knew it was hallowed, Shan-ya,” she said, “but not that it was so powerful.”


  “You are not Sanedrin,” the old man said with the wraith of a smile. “We keep our secrets. But the worst of it is that I dare not send one of us after it. I dare not! It is a bitter confession to make.


  “We Sanedrin have been good for Venus, I think. We have loved it and served it. Even if we didn’t originate on this planet—and my belief is that we did—we have deserved well of it.


  “It’s the fashion among Venusians nowadays to laugh at us a little, to regard us as a little quaint, a little obsolete. But it is kindly laughter. They feel toward us as almost grown children do toward their parents. We do not mind. Good parents want their children to grow up.


  “I mean, you see, that we Sanedrin have some reason to be proud of ourselves. We have served well, we have been selfless and disinterested. But we remain human beings and hence imperfect. What Issa has would almost tempt an angel. I dare not send a Sanedrin, capable of becoming as she is, after her.


  “They would coerce her if she did not give her gift to them willingly. And once they were immortal and fed on the everlasting food that Issa eats . . .


  “Power corrupts. Even Issa, for all the remoteness I felt in her, may be corrupted by it. There would be strife among us Sanedrin then and fratricide and in the end—great power corrupts greatly—a Sanedrin dynasty. It would be a shame beyond all shames if we, who have done so much for our planet, should finish by enslaving it to us.”


  The Pamir Shan’s lower lip quivered. Dekker saw that humiliation and fear had reduced the old man, for all his urbanity, almost to tears. “You must go after her,” Shan finished. “You must bring the Key of Gwethyngrimm back.


  “And now, Dick, Issa’s husband, will you go outside? I wish to speak to little Megan alone for a while.”


  Dekker, waiting alone among the heavy perfumes of the damp little garden, noticed how still the air had become. Not a leaf stirred. They seemed weighed down with the air’s oppression and heaviness.


  Megan came out from the house. As they started down toward the harbor together Dekker asked, “What did he say to you?”


  “He told me how to use the Key,” Megan answered. “He told me how to find Gwethyngrimm.”


  WHEN they got back to the Tryphe she was moving up and down slowly at her moorings on a sleek oily swell. A wind had begun to blow steadily from one direction but its force was still so slight that the surface of the dark water was smooth as glass. Dekker thought it must be going to rain.


  Megan led him into the cabin under the hanging lamp and got out the portfolio of charts. “I’ll show you where Gwethyngrimm is,” she said. “Shan-ya said it was all right to show you approximately.”


  “What is Gwethyngrimm? A city?”


  “No, it’s an island,” Megan replied abstractedly. She was hunting for the right chart. “It’s the place where the Sanedrin first appeared on Venus. None of their historians has ever been able to trace them back beyond that—here it is.”


  She outlined a circle with her forefinger on the chart which, like most Venusian maps, showed little but the blue of varying tints which indicated water.


  Dekker looked at the area Megan had indicated. “There’s no land there,” he said doubtfully.


  “Gwethyngrimm’s there though,” Megan said. “Now listen, Dick. This is the way we are to go. We are to sail due east from Hermeia until we hit the Westerly Currents. We are to let ourselves be borne along on them for twenty-six hours.


  “Then”—Megan hesitated—“Shan-ya told me to bind your eyes and do the piloting. But I am allowed to tell you that we will pick up a current which will float us straight to Gwethyngrimm.”


  “A current from here to here?” Dekker said incredulously. He indicated a spot on the intricate looping of the Westerly Currents and then pointed at the area in which Megan had located Gwethyngrimm. “There’s no such current. I’m an oceanographer. I know.”


  “You don’t know everything,” Megan answered. She began to fold up the chart. “If Shan-ya says there is a current which will carry us to the island you can be certain that current exists.” She put the book of maps back on the shelf. The up-and-down motion of the Tryphe was becoming more noticeable.


  Dekker sighed. For a moment he pressed his hands wearily over his eyes. “Yes, all right,” he said. “We’ve got to trust him. By the way, Megan, what is that Iwor he said Issa took with her?”


  Megan smiled. “Iwor’s a person, not a thing,” she replied. “He’s a young man, Shan-ya’s grandson.”


  “A black sheep?” Dekker asked. Something in her tone made the question reasonable.


  “No, not quite that. Jotor, Shan’s son, had an affair with what Shan calls ‘a worthless earth girl’ and Iwor was the result. He hasn’t force of character enough to be much of anything, either good or bad. Shan-ya told me once he should never have been born but he takes care of him and keeps him around to run errands for him. I suppose Issa thought he might be useful in the same way to her.”


  There was a rap at the cabin door. Dekker opened it. A man dressed in the dark blue tunic of Venusian officialdom was standing there.


  “I’m the wharfinger,” he said in introduction. He cleared his throat. “A storm warning is being issued to shipping. A tropical storm is approaching from the southeast. It is feared it will reach hurricane proportions. All small craft are urgently advised to stay in port for the next forty-eight hours. That is the warning. You have been warned.” Dekker thought the man was reciting the contents of a bulletin verbatim.


  “Thank you,” Megan said. The wharfinger nodded and turned to go. They heard him scrambling up on the wharf again.


  Megan and Dekker exchanged glances. “We can’t wait,” Dekker said almost apologetically. “Forty-eight hours is too long. We’ll have to take our chances with the storm.”


  “I know, Dick. It’s all right. I’m really not much afraid. Why don’t you let me steer for a while? It’s time you took a rest.”


  THOUGH the wind steadily freshened as the night wore on, Dekker hoped against hope that the Tryphe might escape the worst of the storm. A little before dawn he realized that he was wrong.


  The sky, instead of showing the usual pearly luminescence which dawn brings to Venus’ layers of perpetual high clouds, had taken on an ominous greenish tint. Discolored and livid, with streaks of sinister yellowish orange, the sky looked as if it had been bruised. Nearer the zenith heavy storm clouds were beginning to form.


  Megan, who had been sleeping on the cabin settee, got up and stood beside Dekker. “I guess we’re in for it,” she said, picking up his unspoken comment. A rain flurry rattled sharply against the cabin’s crystal hood. “Is everything tight?”


  “As tight as I can make it. The Tryphe’s really a pleasure craft.”


  “I know.” Megan yawned and shivered. “I wish it would hurry up,” she said. “I’ll make us a hot drink. I hate waiting for something unpleasant to start.” She busied herself with the galley stove.


  Megan had not long to wait. By the time they were drinking scalding theobromine from thick mugs, the little Tryphe was pitching so it was difficult to stand. The trace. of the barograph had been going down steadily. Now it was almost vertical.


  Dekker gulped down the drink and handed the empty mug to Megan. The rain was coming down in blinding horizontal sheets. Head forward, eyes narrowed, he tried unsuccessfully to peer through it. It drove against the cabin’s hood with lunatic violence.


  He could see nothing—there was no visibility. The sky was gone, wiped out by an element that was neither water nor air. Even the waves, like moving hills, he perceived more by instinct than by sight.


  The mere noise of the storm terrified. It seemed to beat on the brain physically. The intelligence was stupefied, benumbed by it. Indescribably loud, hungry, shockingly malevolent, it was the voice of a disembodied but implacable hate.


  Megan was clutching the stanchion to stay upright. Her lips were white. Dekker knew what was in her mind. In a storm of this magnitude there was always the danger of a changasa, the unpredictable erratic monstrous single wave to which Venusians gave the name of “shipwrecker.” Since Venusian waters were kilometers deep the changasa could attain, in theory, irresistible height and violence.


  Dekker was fighting to keep the Tryphe on her course. As long as she could meet the waves bow on she would be all right. Her motors were running steadily and she was as buoyant as a cork. But if she got even a few degrees off . . . His wrists were beginning to ache.


  The Tryphe was climbing up on glassy slope and down into the trough of the next undauntedly. Once she was too slow and the roaring green closed over her. She fought her way up through it gamely, staggering like a boxer who won’t quit. Dekker smiled faintly. He felt proud of the little craft.


  His wrists and shoulders ached with weariness. As his fatigue increased he tried to force himself to greater attentiveness. But by now, though it was nearly ten in the morning, the world without the Tryphe was enveloped in a maniacal twilight. If he could only see!


  Once more the Tryphe lurched up too slowly on the swell of the wave. Dekker waited expectantly for her buoyancy to reassert itself, for her brave push up through the dark water. The moment lengthened. The ship seemed to hesitate. And then, with a sick shudder, Dekker realized that he had let her get off course.


  He wrenched wildly at the wheel. It was too late. The wave was on them, even now.


  


  


  CHAPTER IV


  Gwethyngrimm


  


  


  IT went right over them. They went down in a welter of crashing thready blackness, the Tryphe reeling far over on her side. Dekker was sure for an instant that she was going on over. Painfully she came upright once more. Dekker tugged frantically at the wheel. The Tryphe seemed to gasp, to perk—she no longer responded to her helm.


  Dekker knew instantly what had happened. The port turbojet had been stripped by the wave. The center and the starboard jets were still functioning but that left the Tryphe as badly balanced as a bird with only one wing.


  His hand darted to switch off the starboard turbo. He was relieved to find the Tryphe handling normally once more. The difficulty was that the reduction of her power by two thirds left her with very little ’way with which to meet the storm.


  The next wave hit them broadside. Again there came that thready, roaring blackness like the beginning of unconsciousness. But cutting the two side turbos had added minutely to the ship’s stability. She came upright a trifle more quickly. Dekker, his face dripping sweat, was able to get her. back on course.


  Megan had half-slid, half-climbed to the sail locker. Now she stood beside it holding the huge byssa hoops of a sea anchor in her hand. Dekker grinned approval at her quick-wittedness but shook his head sharply as she approached the cabin door. A sea anchor would help the Tryphe a great deal in her crippled state. But it was beyond the possible to rig the anchor now.


  None the less the storm was abating. The sky was perceptibly lighter, the waves less high. The stunning noise was dying into the rush of an ordinary storm.


  Though Dekker knew it meant nothing more than that they were approaching the area of uneasy calm which lies at the dead center of a hurricane he welcomed the respite. It would last for perhaps twenty minutes. In that time he could put the sea anchor out and might be able to repair the turbojet.


  Abruptly the Tryphe emerged into an unnatural calm. The sky was leaden, the choppy wavelets black. The sudden cessation of noise and fury made it seem as if the ship had slid into an abnormal vacuum.


  Turning the wheel over to Megan, Dekker went outside. He rigged the sea anchor so that the craft was headed in the opposite direction. When the storm began again the wind would come from a new quarter. Then, leaving Megan to rig another anchor from the stern—she had been handling sailing craft ever since she was five and was quite as competent a seaman as he was—he went back into the cabin and plunged into the oily intricacies of the turbojets.


  He found, as he had feared, that the port jet was beyond repair. The wave had twisted its stout metal vanes into a crushed mass. The Tryphe carried spare parts but a new turbo would take hours to install. They would have to get through the second half of the storm with only the center jet.


  He went back outside. Megan had rigged the stern anchor to her satisfaction and was now engaged in making a minute adjustment on the one from the bow.


  He stood watching her for a moment, conscious of his more than physical fatigue. It was curious what a relief he felt in watching her—quick, graceful, intent—as she worked.


  What made him look up? It was not that the sky had darkened—it was already dark. Nor was it noise—the changasa is soundless. Perhaps a breath of air fanned his cheek, perhaps it was a warning from the enigmatic force we label instinct. Dekker looked up to see an Everest of water off the bow.


  For a fraction of a second he could only stare at it, fear submerged in a gigantic awe. Then he threw himself on Megan—there was no time to warn her—and hurled her to the deck.


  He clutched one of the cleats on the Tryphe’s deck with each hand. Afterwards, he found four semi-circles in the flesh of both his palms where his fingernails had driven in. He groped with his toes for another cleat and found it. His hope was to pin Megan so firmly between his body and the deck, to glue his body so closely to hers, that even the changasa could not wash her overboard. It could be nothing but a hope.


  THERE was a noise now, a very low roar. Dekker found time to wonder, ironically, why the cosmos thought it necessary to use so much power to destroy two tiny sentient atoms like Megan and himself. It was absurd, like using a sledgehammer to crack nuts. And then came the wave.


  It was indescribable. Dekker was only semi-conscious most of the time. He fought for breath and strangled endlessly. Under the tons of water his bones were bent like wax, his flesh felt like bruised sea kelp. Once there was pain in his left arm, a pain remote and unimportant beside the terrible frustrated need for breath. But always something in his mind kept repeating tonelessly—hold on, now hold on.


  The wave passed. Dekker drew his body feebly away from Megan and tried to sit up. When he moved salt water came from his mouth and nostrils in a great gush. He leaned on his right arm, head drooping, and vomited. His left arm was useless. He thought he had broken the radius and the ulna. He was too exhausted to have any emotion at being left alive.


  He loomed down at Megan. The wave had torn her tunic from her shoulders so that she was naked to the waist and she did not seem to breathe. When he pulled her over so that she faced him he saw that the whole left side of her face, from the temple to chin, was raw. Her shoulder was one great bruise.


  The wind was beginning to spring up. In a time so short that seconds would measure it, the Tryphe would be entering the second half of the storm. Almost at the end of his strength, Dekker half-pushed, half-dragged, Megan toward the cabin. He saw with passionate relief that she had begun to breathe. By the time he got her to the door she was cooperating feebly.


  Once in the cabin, he got a hypodermic syringe from the aid chest and gave himself an injection of glucose. He followed it with anti-histamine taken orally. As his head cleared he repeated the treatment on Megan—she was lying on the settee breathing in shuddering painful gasps—and ended by plastering salve on her raw, oozing face. Then he turned to steering the Tryphe through the second half of the storm.


  That time, as he remembered it afterward, was a nightmarish blackness shot through with bright white flashes of pain. Periods of mentaltorpor seemed to alternate with feverish intellectual activity.


  Part of the time, when his arm hurt worst, he was simply light-headed. He remembered complaining petulantly to Someone that They were unreasonable in expecting him to steer the Tryphe through a storm like that when he had only one hand. Steer her somehow he did. The two sea anchors were a great help. Somehow the Tryphe got through the storm. He and Megan were going to live.


  They lay for nearly twenty hours under the calm heavens, while the ship drifted idly, and slept and rested. Dekker replaced the ruined turbojet and when Megan was able she set his broken arm. The aid textbook open before her, his unbroken arm for a guide, she pulled and prodded and compared until the bone was back in place again.


  Throughout the process she was as calm and efficient as a hospital nurse. But when the arm was safely inside a splint Megan burst into a flood of wild tears. Dekker was oddly pleased though he could not have told why.


  As soon as he was able Dekker picked up the course and headed the Tryphe due east again. They had lost time but not as much as they would have if they had waited out the storm in Hermeia at anchorage. On the second day they reached the Westerly Currents.


  For twenty-six hours the Tryphe was borne along on the swift smooth-flowing blue water. Then Megan bound Dekker’s eyes and took over the piloting. He had no idea where they were or how the ship was moving, On the fourth day they came to Gwethyngrimm.


  It was not in the least as Dekker had expected it. In his mind had been the picture of a city, an old city like Hermeia, set on a low green island in the water. He had thought they would find the physical traces of habitation—buildings, houses, wharves, docks—however deserted and ruinous. But Gwethyngrimm looked not only as if it had never been inhabited—it seemed that it could never have been habitable.


  IT was a vertical island, made of wild and jagged rock masses piled one on top of another toward the heavens haphazardly. There were fantastic aspiring towers and pinnacles, slender Gothic spires, pointed minarets. The rocks were of all colors, red and green and brown, orange and cinnabar slaty blue.


  In the center of the island the jagged rock mass went up and up and up. Dekker followed it up with his eyes, from pinnacle to pinnacle, and found that its top was actually hidden from sight by a wisp of cloud.


  They sailed around the island twice, hunting for a place to anchor, before they discovered a tiny almost-land-locked bay. On the smooth water inside, the little sailing sloop Issa had taken was riding at her mooring. So they knew that Issa was on Gwethyngrimm.


  Dekker took the Tryphe into the bay very carefully for fear of submerged rocks. He made her hawser fast to one of the jagged rock points that came almost to the water’s edge.


  “The island must be volcanic,” he said to Megan, who was standing beside him on the deck. “Volcanic, and then very much eroded. Didn’t you say, Megan, that this is the place where the Sanedrin seem to have originated on Venus? Here? I don’t understand it. How could anybody, even Sanedrin, live here?”


  “Yes, they began here,” Megan answered. “How it was”—she shrugged—“nobody knows. Nobody knows.”


  Dekker scrambled ashore and helped Megan out. For a moment he hesitated. In the waste of rock around them there was no sign of a path. Then he turned and began to lead the way up.


  They had climbed for perhaps a kilometer, with many back-trackings and retracings, when Issa appeared.


  She seemed to come out of the rocks. Even in the full light of day her flesh was faintly luminous. And Dekker saw without surprise that her feet were not quite resting on the rock.


  “I saw you coming,” she began without preamble. “I am sorry you suffered so much in the storm. But why have you come to vex me? Why could you not leave me in peace?”


  Dekker stepped forward. His heart was pounding hard. “I want my son,” he answered. “I want young Dick.”


  “I gave birth to him,” Issa replied. “I love him too. Can you not understand? No, I see that you cannot. Very well then, I will show him to you. And then you must go. I will not be disturbed.”


  Without waiting for a reply she turned and began to ascend. They followed toilsomely behind her. Now and then she stopped and waited for them to rest. They came at last to a shallow platform, scarcely more than a ledge of rock. Behind it was the round opening of a cave.


  “He is inside,” Issa said. “But”—she spread her shining arms out across the opening as if to bar them—“you are not to touch him. Do you understand? If you touch him he will certainly die.”


  She lowered her arms. Dekker and Megan went within.


  For a moment Dekker could see nothing. The cave—it was round like a bubble blown out of rock—was full of dim lights and shadows that flickered and moved. Then he made out, against the other side of the chamber, two bluish clots of luminescence. Conduits went from them to half-seen enigmatic apparatus, to switchboards and keys. And between the lights, lying on a pallet on the rock, was young Dick.


  Dekker’s mouth opened in horror. He heard Megan, beside him, cry out. For a moment he was unable to believe his eyes. Could this be young Dick? What had turned the nappy, healthy child he remembered into this inert pathetic nearly-fleshless huddle of bones?


  He turned on Issa furiously. “What have you done to him?” he demanded, his voice breaking with anger and despair. “Have you killed him? Is he dead?”


  “Oh, no. This is necessary, Dick. There must be a period of katabolism before the anabolic phases can begin. He is not suffering. He knows nothing. And there is little danger. Only if he is moved or disturbed.”


  “But how can you run the risk?” Megan asked. Her face was pinched with distress. “How can you bear to see him look like that? Your own child?”


  “How can I?” Issa laughed. “Come outside, Dick and Megan, and I shall try to show you.”


  


  


  CHAPTER V


  The Key


  


  


  AS they went toward the entrance, something moved among the shadows at the back of the cave. Megan started. “What was that?” she demanded uneasily.


  “That? Only Iwor,” Issa answered. Her tone was indifferent. “He has been helping me. Come outside, Megan and Dick.”


  She led them along the ledge for perhaps fifty paces and then stopped. “Stand here,” she directed. “No, you, Megan, farther over. So.”


  Megan shrank back a little, looking down at the rock before her feet. “You are using the Key, Issa?” she asked.


  Dekker followed the direction of Megan’s eyes. In the rock there was a shallow depression, perhaps a meter wide, and at the center of the depression a hole. A shaft of translucent metal came up out of the hole and seemed to run away again into unknown depths.


  At the upper end of the metal shaft, resting on it and spanning the depression in the rock from side to side, was a shallow salver-form basin of thick crystal. The basin was filled to the brim with some liquid, transparent as water but much more alive, whose surface was puckered into a thousand tiny ripples and eddies and waves. They sparkled and shone in the light until the surface of the liquid seemed to laugh.


  Against one side of the basin, floating on the liquid, was a heavy metal disk. Its surface was oddly channeled and undercut and at one side a network of shining greenish lines had been inset. It must, Dekker thought, be the Key of Gwethyngrimm.


  Issa stooped and touched the surface of the disk. With the tips of her long fingers she turned it infinitesimally. It seemed to move with difficulty, as though the liquid in the basin resisted it. As the disk moved Dekker thought he felt the faintest flutter of vibration in the air.


  “Yes, I am using the Key,” Issa said, straightening. “I have learned much about it, more than old Ischachshar ever knew—but I brought you out here to show you why I do as I do with young Dick. Stand quietly, both of you, and think of nothing. That makes it easier for me.”


  She put her right hand on Dekker’s forehead, the other on Megan’s head. At the touch Dekker felt a warm electrical thrill ripple over his skin. Issa’s fingers moved and shifted a little as if she were studying, through the bones of his skull, the very contours of his brain. She halted and nodded. Then she pressed the heel of her hand down lightly toward his eyes.


  It was as if some strange and powerful circuit had been closed. Dekker felt vast alien energies stir in him. His heart had begun to beat in mighty thrusts, like a giant’s heart, and his limbs seemed to expand, to mingle with light, to grow glorious. Such joy flooded through him that his body could hardly contain it. He wanted to shout aloud in exultation, to raise his arms in delight to the heavens.


  And he saw with sudden lucidity that what was called life was only a qualified kind of dying, that he had been chained, until this moment, to a body that rotted and fell into decay even while it moved and breathed. He was alive now. He was an eagle, long caged, whose wings had at last been given to the air. He was free.


  Issa took her hand away from his head. “The bone in your arm is knitted, Dick,” she said. “And Megan, your shoulder and face have healed.”


  Dekker, still dazed with what he had experienced, looked toward the girl. The immense mottled bruise on her shoulder was gone. And the skin of her face was smooth and glowing. He began to fumble with the knots of the bandages that held the splint of his arm. But he knew before he undid them that the break had knitted, that the arm was sound and whole.


  “What did you feel then, Megan?” Issa asked.


  “I felt—” Megan halted. There were tears in her eyes. “I felt—” she began again, then spread her hands in helplessness. “You know what I felt, Issa. You eat an everlasting food. Immortal Issa! Is it like that with you?”


  “Yes, always. And now do you understand, Megan, why I take the risk that I do with young Dick, with my own dear child?”


  “I understand,” Megan replied slowly. “Whether it is wrong or not I cannot blame you. No one who ever lived could do otherwise.”


  ISSA nodded. For a moment she studied them. “I loved you both once,” she said. “Dick was my husband, Megan my sister. Before you go I should like to give you a gift.


  “I cannot give it to Megan. Her brain is different from yours, Dick. Did you notice that I took my hand more quickly from her head than yours just now? If I tried with her I should kill her or leave her an idiot. But I can do something for you.


  “Not immortality. That is not possible. But I can give you two hundred or two hundred and fifty or three hundred years. Years of life as you felt it just now. Two hundred years and always with that same delight. Come, Dick, will you accept my gift?” She smiled at him and raised her hand again toward his head.


  Dekker felt a honey-sweet blaze of anticipation run through his veins. He was almost faint with the burden of his longing and his delight. It would be his, all his—the time, the space, the years filled with radiant more-than-human energies. All for him, all his, Issa’s wonderful incredible gift.


  But a part of his brain was putting a question, a question he didn’t want to hear and yet couldn’t help hearing. What about Megan? the question ran. Reluctantly Dekker turned and looked at her.


  She was smiling at him. Her whole sweet brown face was alive with happiness at his good fortune. Only her eyes were shadowed and a little sad.


  Somehow her look made Dekker remember how she had lain on the deck of the Tryphe after the changasa had passed. She had been so small as she lay there, so frail and broken. He had been dreadfully afraid she was never going to breathe again.


  And at the recollection something strange awoke in Dekker, something limited and merely human and melancholy, something that made all Issa was offering him not too important, not too hard to reject.


  There would always be regret, he knew. As long as he lived a part of him would ache with bitter severed longing toward what Issa was offering him and what he was giving up. It was hard to surrender that starlike happiness and delight. But he could do it. He turned toward Issa, his mind closed to regret.


  “I am grateful to you, Issa,” he said formally. “But I must refuse the gift.”


  Issa looked at him blankly. For a moment her isolation and indifference were pierced. “But—why? Why not?”


  “It’s Megan,” Dekker answered. “I can’t take what you could give me, Issa, if she can’t have it. She’d be alone.”


  “Does she mean so much to you, then?” Issa said incredulously. “For one woman, nothing but a human being, you would give up three centuries of more than human life? Think well, Dick, of what you are doing. Is she everything to you? Do you love her so much?”


  “I don’t know about that,” Dekker said awkwardly. He had turned a dull red. “But I couldn’t take it without Megan. It wouldn’t be fair.”


  Issa’s face was illumined by a wonderful tenderness. “Bless you, then,” she answered softly. “Bless you. I see I had forgotten the strength of human love.


  “And now, before you go, come into the cave and see young Dick again. He will waken in a little while. Before he wakens you must be gone.”


  She led them back into the cave, past Iwor, who was standing by the entrance. Dekker had a fleeting impression of a slack young man, dark of hair and eye, whose face was molded in lines of childish petulance. Then he was looking once more at his son.


  “Why—he’s much better!” Megan cried. She looked unbelievingly at the child lying between the two pale clots of light. “What is happening? He is not half so thin as he was!”


  “He is in the anabolic phase now,” Issa said in explanation. “His body is building up again.” She turned a switch and the blobs of light died away. “Your fears were foolish, you see. All is going well. All will be well.


  “And now you must go. He will wake soon.”


  MEGAN hesitated. “Shan-ya sent us after you, Issa,” she said. “He was afraid of two things. He was afraid that you would misuse the Key, that you would set up strains in the planet’s crust. And he was afraid that you would use the Key to give immortality to others of the Sanedrin. He was greatly afraid of that.


  “He told us to bring the Key back to him so that those two things should not happen. Shan-ya is old and wise, Issa. He was much afraid.”


  “Tell him this,” Issa answered, “that I will bring the Key back to him in a little while. And he is not to be afraid. I promise that I will be careful, that the Key will not be misused. And I will never help anyone except my own son, Dick, to eat the everlasting food.


  “Tell him that. The two things he fears will not happen. Good-bye now, Dick and Megan. And—what is it earth people say?—good luck.”


  Dekker and Megan started down through the maze of rock. They had gone seventy or eighty meters when the sound of a voice raised behind him made Dekker turn.


  “But you promised, Issa,” Iwor was saying petulantly. His voice was high and whining. “You promised, you know you did. You said that if I’d help you with Dick you’d make me immortal too.”


  “I promised nothing,” Issa said with rather chilling indifference. “You have misunderstood.”


  “But you said—do you mean you won’t give it to me, after all the trouble I’ve been to with Dick?” Iwor’s voice was thick with self-pity. “After all I did for you? You lied to me!”


  “I have not lied to you. You lied to yourself,” Issa said remotely. “You were deceived because you wished to be deceived.


  “Even if I could make you immortal—and I cannot—I would not do it. You are not worthy. Be quiet, Iwor. I dislike your voice.”


  Dekker watched for a moment. The episode seemed to be over. Iwor was leaning against the rock wall, his body stiff with sulkiness and discontent. But he appeared to have accepted Issa’s dictum, though ill-humoredly. Once more Dekker and Megan started down.


  They had got nearly halfway down the slope when Issa screamed. It was a beautiful terrible sound, wild and inhuman, that might have come from a bird’s throat. Dekker, his heart pounding in sudden fear, spun around.


  Iwor was stooping over the basin where the Key floated, the Key that controlled Venus’ geodesic currents, the Key to Gwethyngrimm. Every line of his body expressed triumphant spite. He put out one hand and wrenched strongly at the key.


  Once more Issa screamed. From the rocks under Dekker’s feet, seemingly originating in layers of instability many kilometers below, there came a low grating roar. As the noise drove toward the surface from those black grinding depths it grew louder and changed to a furious bellowing. And Gwethyngrimm shook.


  Dekker threw his arms around Megan to help her keep her feet. There was another shock and another and another. The rock pinnacles around them were moving in a fantastic crashing dance. On the far side of the island Dekker saw that a cleft had opened and the sea was pouring in.


  A wave of searing heat drove toward him. His hand went up instinctively to shield his face. The air near where Iwor was standing moved in blistered shifting waves. A ravenous heat was pouring from the translucent metal column on which rested the basin and the Key.


  Heat and something much more than heat. Iwor had remained stooped above the basin, his hand stretched out. Now his body seemed to shrivel up and grow dim. As Dekker watched he slipped gently and weightlessly over on one side. His body lay for a moment against the rock. Then it fell atom by atom into nothingness.


  ISSA was hesitating on the ledge, almost wringing her hands. With a throb of anguish Dekker realized what was in her heart. Young Dick was still in the cave. It might yet be possible for her to save her son. She could certainly save herself. But unless the Key were turned back to a neutral position, unless the forces Iwor had wakened were hushed again into sleep, Venus would be shaken to the core.


  Her people would be scourged by earth shock and fire rains and tidal waves. There would be a horrible harvest of destruction and death. Every second increased the sure calamity. Issa’s own immortal flesh must be sacrificed to turn the Key.


  “Bun!” Issa screamed down to them, her voice breaking on the note. “Run! I can’t save Gwethyngrimm!” She gestured imperatively at them. And then, her white garments fluttering around her, she leapt toward the metal column. The last Dekker ever saw of Issa, the memory he had left to take with him, was of her stretching out her hand undauntedly through the consuming radiation to turn the Key.


  When perhaps two kilometers of boiling sea separated the Tryphe from the island Dekker looked back. There was nothing left of the fantastic sky-touching rocks of Gwethyngrimm except a lonely monolith. And even as he watched, it broke off and crashed into the raging sea.


  They fled then, fled for many days and nights through nightmare and insanity. The skies above them rained down ashes, the black sea steamed and seethed and sent up geyser jets. Dead fish floated belly up around their prow. The steaming air was foul with sulphur reek.


  They fought their way through at last to clean skies and calm blue seas. When they had left the Westerly Currents and were sailing west again to Hermeia, Megan said, “You must not grieve so, Dick. The boy—young Dick—he felt nothing, I am sure. He died in his sleep.” She laid her hand lightly on his to comfort him.


  “As for Issa,” Megan went on after a silence, “as for Issa—” For a moment her voice broke, and Dekker saw that her lips were trembling. But when she began to speak again her chin was high and her voice was filled with pride.


  “What Issa did was nobly done and well. We must not grieve for her. She died for others. She died as befitted one of the Sanedrin.”


  “I know,” Dekker replied slowly. He looked out over the blank surface of the blue sea, thinking. How could Megan understand what he had lost? Issa had been his wife, his first love, but it was much more than that. She had been at the last to him like some regal star burning in the heavens—strange and remote in her immortality—but lovely, bright.


  Her death had left a part of the sky darkened.


  Issa was gone.


  But Megan was smiling up at him. Dekker bent over and kissed her soft warm mouth. He had Megan. They were together. And together, not too sadly, they would take up the burden of mortality again.


  KISS AND KILL


  P.F. Costello


  Making love to Betty, he discovered, was like juggling an atom bomb: the risk is terrific but look at the fun you have!


  GREGG rose soundlessly from his hiding place behind a bloated puffball and took careful aim. There were four Earthmen and two Venusians in the small clearing. The Earthmen huddled around the small campfire, not for the warmth but for the drying effect of the heat. The two Venusians were slightly to one side, settled comfortably on woolen blankets, woolen because hair of any kind was their favorite food.


  Gregg’s knuckle tightened on the trigger, then paused while his eyes darted to the two tents. Which one was Betty in? He wished he knew, but there was no way of finding out. And this opportunity might not come again.


  His face became a mask of grim destruction as he squeezed the trigger and re-aimed almost before each steel-jacketed bullet left the barrel of his compact automatic.


  The four Earthmen froze into various positions as they were caught by the high-speed bullets, then slowly toppled to the pithy ground. Even as they were sinking in death Gregg was pumping bullets into the Venusians and cursing monotonously as he saw the wounds close up, a frothy bubble of air forming over the spot where each bullet had entered.


  “It’s no use,” he groaned, dropping behind the concealment of the puffball.


  Swiftly, desperately, he jerked the loading clip out of the automatic and inserted another. This one was loaded with bullets designed for killing Venusians. Soft metal noses designed to flare out into jagged plates of destruction that could tear large holes in the unholy flesh of the boneless natives. Leave them so decimated that they could not pull their flesh together again.


  Gun reloaded, Gregg stood up again, recklessly ignoring the possibility of the Venusians having recovered from their surprise enough to return his fire.


  They were gone. The flap of the larger tent was swaying slightly, mute evidence of the way they had gone.


  “If they get to Betty—” Gregg groaned, leaping forward.


  He couldn’t fire into the tent blind. Betty was sure to be in there. She might be hit, and though the soft bullets wouldn’t kill her unless they made a direct hit in one of her eyes, they would leave deep bruises and broken skin where they struck a human being.


  He reached the tent and jerked back the flap, gun ready. His eyes darted about the gloomy interior. It was empty.


  There was a gaping rent in the back of the tent and two glistening ribbons of slime leading off into the fungoid jungle, trails left by the two Venusians in their hasty flight.


  Had they taken Betty with them? Greg rushed to the other tent to make sure. She was not there.


  He came out of the tent. One of the four Earthmen was trying to rise. Gregg went over to him and bent down.


  “Where are they taking her?” he asked grimly, ignoring the red splotch spreading over the man’s chest . . .”


  “Go to hell,” the man gritted, glaring at Gregg with bloodshot eyes.


  His features a grim mask, Gregg gripped the man’s hair with his left hand and slowly dug the thumb of his right hand into the man’s eye. The man began to scream.


  “Where are they taking her?” Gregg repeated, twisting his thumb slightly and pressing more.


  “God!” the man screamed. “Don’t!”


  Gregg let go. The man sank back, blubbering softly.


  Gregg waited two seconds, then gripped the man’s hair again.


  “To the ravine between the two mountains north of here,” the man said quickly.


  “Who’s there?” Gregg demanded. As the man hesitated, Gregg started to pull him up by the hair.


  “The king of Venus,” he said hastily.


  “Who else?” Gregg demanded. “What Earthmen?”


  When there was no answer Gregg jabbed at the now bloated eye. The man screamed.


  “What Earthmen?” Gregg demanded.


  He stared at the man’s face, etched with the agonizing pain inflicted on his eye, then let him fall back and stood up.


  “Too late,” Gregg muttered. “If he had only lived long enough to tell me who’s behind this.”


  He ran into the smaller tent and out through the jagged hole in the back, bent over in a half crouch as he followed the twin trails of nearly dry, glistening slime through the forest of infinitely varied shapes and colors, the toadstool forests of Venus. . . .


  AS GREGG half ran along the trail he cursed monotonously in a bitter mixture of anger and discouragement. He was envisioning what could be happening to Betty this very moment. The Venusians with their insatiable appetite for wool and hair would be stripping her as they fled, coating her entire skin with their digestive slime that would seal her eyes closed, form bubbles over her nostrils that would pop and send the glue-like stuff into her nostrils.


  He had once seen a man rescued from a Venusian. The man had tried to kill himself, sickened to the soul and retching, feeling that never again could he feel clean.


  The toadstools were silent spectators of his progress, arrayed in their bright greenish yellows, leprous grays and waxy whites with immodest underthings of dark browns and blacks.


  A soft-shelled snail big as a man’s head paused on the sloping dome of a yellow-and green-streaked toadstool to wave its drumstick horns at him questioningly. With a snarl of rage at everything Venusian Gregg shot it, feeling a small sense of pleasure as he saw its delicate form become a blob of scrambled egg and shell slowly seeping into the jagged wound left in the pithy dome of the toadstool, one disembodied horn waving an indignant protest at this wanton act.


  With unbroken stride Gregg hurried on, maintaining a pace that would enable him to overtake the two Venusians and Betty before long.


  The twin ribbons of slime, each six inches wide, went in almost a straight line with no attempt at concealment.


  “They must be trying to reach something fairly close before I can catch up to them,” Gregg muttered. “I’d better keep my eyes open.”


  Ten minutes later he found what the two Venusians had been trying to reach. Only his experience with the hidden dangers of this alien planet saved him.


  The twin ribbons stretched on ahead of him, utterly innocent in their beckoning of him to follow. But at his feet the color of the pithy ground began a change. Ahead it was darker and richer in texture, the toadstools larger and fatter.


  He stopped, backing slowly, realizing that he had almost ran into one of the Venusian rivers that flowed along through the soil without disturbing it, as a stain flows through a blotter.


  If he had continued on another few steps he would have sunk into the saturated pulpy soil, never to escape.


  He had one chance of crossing successfully. It was a method he had never dared to try before. He had read of it, thinking at the time that only a fool would try it. But now there was no choice.


  He bent down and touched a finger to the trail of slime left by the Venusians. It was thin but strong. Not strong enough to support his feet, but it provided a smooth surface that would add to the possibility of success in what he was about to do.


  Quickly he began searching among the toadstools of the forest around him. He found several of the species he was looking for, and finally one larger than the rest.


  He seized its umbrella-like body and worked it up and down until it broke free of the stem. He caught it before it could strike the ground. Its underneath was a delicate pink, thousands of meaty veinings radiating out from the solid center scar where it had joined the stem.


  Carrying it, he hurried back to where the twin trails of slime led across the hidden river, thinking with gratitude of the experience he had gained during his youth in North Dakota—experience that would make the difference now between life and death.


  He backed up until the darker soil, betraying the hidden river, was twenty yards away. He began running, slowly at first, then faster and faster.


  At the last possible instant he leaped, directing his line of flight expertly so that he would follow one of the slime trails, projecting himself and stretching his body with the toadstool cradled under him like a sled so that when he landed most of the force would be horizontal, carrying him forward instead of shattering the toadstool.


  He felt the jar of the landing as he prayed the toadstool wouldn’t break. The next instant the forest was speeding past him and he knew he had succeeded so far.


  But there was still one danger. If his momentum didn’t carry him to solid ground he would be marooned, unable to leave the security of the toadstool without being sucked into the mire.


  Even as he conjured up this picture in his tortured thoughts his impromptu sled grated to an abrupt halt, held together for a brief instant, then split into several pieces, dropping him to the ground.


  He got up, viciously pulling the sheets of sticky slime off his hands and clothing. The ground under his feet supported him! He had crossed successfully.


  THE TWIN trails of slime turned to the north now. Ahead they showed a slightly weaving pattern.


  “Thank God!” Gregg breathed. “They think I can’t cross, so now they’re taking their time.”


  He broke into a run, taking his automatic from its holster to have it in readiness. The sodden thud of his running footsteps and his panting breath were the only sounds about him.


  Then suddenly he saw them. The short stalks, terminating in eyes, were curved around, watching him. Their slug-like bodies were undulating madly in an endeavor to carry them faster than he could run.


  Between them they were carrying Betty, now stripped of all clothing and hair, appearing to be a pink mannequin wrapped in smoky cellophane.


  As Gregg put on a burst of speed the two Venusians skidded to a halt, realizing that escape was impossible.


  Their bulbous-brained heads came into view, mottled brown and gray puffball growths having no features, and only the two eyestalks.


  Simultaneously they released Betty who dropped to the ground and half rolled over, writhing in intense nausea, fragile transparent bubbles forming at her nostrils and breaking, giving evidence that she lived.


  A sucking hole formed at the base of the bulbous dome of one of the Venusians.


  “Don’t shoot, Earthman,” it mouthed. “We can lead you to what you are seeking.”


  “Get away from her,” Gregg said, bringing up his gun. “Get away from her.”


  The two Venusians backed awkwardly, their eyestalks rigidly watching him.


  Gregg advanced slowly as they retreated, until he was standing over Betty. He looked down at her, her perfectly formed body fouled by its coating of cloudy slime, hairless, writhing with intense self-loathing.


  He lifted his blazing eyes to the two mute natives. Calmly, coldly, he sent a soft bullet into each, watching their middles suddenly become evilly stained blobs of discolored albumen.


  A mouth formed in the throat of one of them, emitting a sucking moan. Sluglike each formed a coating of slime and backed up, trying to shed it and heal themselves.


  Gregg sent shot after shot into the Venusians until they were gummy pools with the stench of hydrogen sulphide exuding from them.


  Then, pity softening his expression, he bent down and began powdering Betty’s writhing body with crumbled dirt to dry the slimy coating so that it could be pulled free.


  Finally he had it completely cleaned off. Still shuddering, Betty sat up, trying ineffectively to conceal her nakedness, giving that up and reaching up to touch her hairless scalp. When her fingers encountered nothing but skin the full realization came that her beautiful blonde hair was gone.


  She dropped her face into her arms and began to weep. Her crying was interrupted by a nauseous shudder.


  “Here, Betty,” Gregg growled, taking off his shirt. “Get into this.”


  She looked up at him, saw the soft expression on his grim features.


  He dropped the shirt at her feet and turned his back.


  “I—I’m dressed,” her voice came weakly a few moments later.


  He turned. She had rolled up the sleeves. The tails of the shirt hung halfway to her knees.


  “You look—” Gregg blurted, then stopped.


  “C-cute?” Betty said in a desperate attempt to attain a casual air.


  Gregg nodded. And suddenly Betty was huddled against his chest, sobbing unrestrainedly. Gregg’s arms went around her clumsily, holding her close, comforting her.


  “COME ON, Betty,” Gregg raid after a while. “You must brace up. We’ve got to figure some way to get out of this mess and back to civilization.”


  “I c-c-can’t h-h-help it,” Betty sniffled against his neck. “I f-feel defiled. I-I’ll never b-be able to I-I-look at myself again. And I c-can’t go back where p-people are b-b-bald h-head-ed.”


  “You’ve got to,” Gregg said. “I’ve got to get you to safety, and then I’m going after—”


  “I’m not,” Betty said. “I’m staying here with you and h-h-helping you.”


  “Without a shirt to your name?” Gregg asked.


  Betty disengaged herself and looked down at Gregg’s shirt that barely covered her softly rounded contours. She smiled at him wanly but stubbornly.


  “One,” she corrected. “P-p-possession is n-nine points of the law.”


  “You’re a game kid,” Gregg said gruffly. “Turn your back and I’ll add a pair of shorts to your wardrobe.”


  “That’s better,” Betty said ten minutes later. “I don’t feel s-so immodest now. Do you have any idea where we’re going?”


  “We can’t go back to our wrecked ship,” Gregg said. “There’s one of those Venusian rivers between us and that. I took a desperate gamble and skidded across it using a greasy-skinned toadstool cup for a sled, but we couldn’t hope to succeed at that another time. Our only hope is to try to make it to where those renegades were taking you: There must be ships there that we can steal.”


  They circled the rotten blobs that had such a short time before been two members of the only intelligent species on Venus, and headed toward the north where the serrated horizon dipped down in a sharp dent, the goal the dying man had mentioned to Gregg.


  “What happened to those men who kidnapped me?” Betty asked.


  “I shot them,” Gregg said calmly. “One of them lived long enough to tell me where they had been headed.”


  Betty didn’t answer, thinking of the other members of their own party that had been shot down in cold blood—those who hadn’t been killed in the crash landing of the passenger ship on which she had been stewardess and Gregg the pilot.


  “Stop that!” Gregg said sharply, and she knew that her thoughts had been showing. By an effort she became aware of things around her, gradually seeing in them the touch of a Disney-ish fantasy.


  From some distance to the right of their path came a sharp explosive sound. They stopped in their tracks, Gregg holding his automatic ready, searching through the forest of toadstools for some sign of movement. Almost immediately they saw it.


  It was a swirling cloud rising and expanding, perhaps two hundred yards away, the wind already beginning to break it up.


  “Oh!” Gregg said in relief. “That was a puffball explosion we heard.” He looked at Betty. His gaze went inevitably to her bald scalp. He turned his eyes away hastily.


  “Have you got a knife?” Betty said, her voice barely audible. “I could use one of the sleeves of this shirt to cover my head.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Gregg said. “It will protect the scalp until your hair starts growing again.”


  “W-will it—ever?” Betty said, close to tears.


  Gregg looked at her pathetic expression, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips against his will. Suddenly he was laughing.


  Betty’s expression changed to outraged indignation. Then she was struggling against the contagion of his laughter. It was too great for her. She was laughing with him, nearly doubling over with mirth.


  She placed her hand on his shoulder for support while she shook with gales of laughter.


  And suddenly, somehow, they were in each other’s arms, their lips meeting hotly in a long kiss, their hearts pounding against each other in their close embrace. At the same instant they both stopped, becoming suddenly gravely serious.


  For a long moment they stared deeply into each other’s eyes, their souls naked and undefended.


  “What happens now?” Gregg said softly.


  Betty lifted her face, her eyes veiling to half hidden pools of deep flowing surrender. Gregg’s head bent. Their lips met again, tenderly, then fiercely.


  Betty pulled her lips away, kissing Gregg’s cheek and then his ear.


  “The knife,” she whispered, dreamily, her lips caressing his ear.


  “Very touching,” a strange voice exploded into their consciousness.


  GREGG AND Betty froze against each other in startled surprise. Then Gregg reached suddenly for his automatic.


  “Touch that gun and you die,” the voice barked.


  Gregg paused, remembering with a sinking sensation that his gun was loaded with the soft bullets that couldn’t do much damage to an Earthman.


  He turned his head slowly in the direction of the voice.


  The man was standing in spraddle-legged nonchalance, holding an automatic steady on them in one hand, a piece of one of the edible giant mushrooms in the other. He was fat. He wore an unpressed and almost shapeless infantry uniform. Close-cropped black hair topped a fat face and slanted eyes. There was no mistaking his light yellow, shiny skin.


  “A third generation renegade!” Gregg exclaimed.


  “Right,” the man said. “Now step away from that girl and drop your gun—very slowly, touching it only with the tips of your fingers.”


  “Third generation?” Betty echoed. “Why, he looks like an oriental—a Mongolian.”


  “No no,” Gregg said, not taking his eyes from the man. “His great grandparents were as white as you and I.”


  “That’s right,” the man said. “But me—because Venus does something to the human strain—I’m kicked out. Me and a lot of others.”


  Gregg had stepped away from Betty, moving slowly and carefully. At the same time he was reaching down for his holstered gun with his fingertips. “We’re fat and yellow,” the man went on, his eyes watching Gregg’s movements warily. “We can’t have white girls unless we find them.” He flicked his eyes toward Betty for the barest fraction of a second.


  In that instant Gregg jerked out his gun and fired. The fat man fired an instant later, but Gregg’s soft-nosed bullet had caught him on the chest, flattening out and making a painful bruise, spoiling his aim.


  Gregg pressed the trigger again as he felt the whine of the bullet passing near his ear. Again and again.


  Each of his soft bullets struck, inflicting pain and bruises like the tip of a cracking whip. But the fat man now realized that Gregg’s gun was loaded with soft bullets. He was steeling himself against the pain and attempting to aim.


  In another moment he would fire. Gregg leaped toward him with reckless abandon.


  The fat man fired three shots wildly, then turned and fled before Gregg could reach him.


  Gregg sent several shots after him, one catching him between the shoulder blades and staggering him momentarily. Then he was lost to view behind a giant toadstool.


  Quickly Gregg changed clips, firing the soft bullet still in the firing chamber so that a steel-jacketed mankilling one was ready for firing.


  “I’ve got to get him, Betty,” he said grimly. “If I don’t he’ll stalk us and wait until he can knock me off.”


  “Wasn’t he terrible looking?” Betty said shuddering. “He looked like—like a toadstool, with his shiny yellow skin. But what’s this about third generation? I’d never heard of it.”


  “It isn’t generally known,” Gregg said. “They try to keep it secret. But you know of the law that says no human beings can stay on Venus more than ten years, and then only so long as they stay single. If you get married you have to go back to the Earth at once.”


  “Yes,” Betty said.


  “This is what made them pass that law,” Gregg said. “For some unaccountable reason the human race changes when it reproduces on Venus. There’s still a few hundred of these third generation unfortunates roaming around in the toadstool forests. Whenever they’re caught they’re shipped back to the Earth and placed in an experimental colony on one of the south Pacific islands. They’re encouraging them to live normally there, and waiting to see if they revert to the normal strain again.”


  “Maybe we could capture him and turn him over to the authorities,” Betty suggested.


  “Not a chance,” Gregg answered dryly. “We’re going to be lucky to get back ourselves. I wonder where he got that gun? And that uniform? It looked hand sewn. I wonder . . .”


  “What?” Betty asked.


  “The wreck of our plane,” Gregg said. “There’s been too many plane wrecks in the last twelve months, and they’ve all been in this general area. And when rescue crews got to the wrecks they found them stripped. The third generation humans might organize by themselves, but they couldn’t sneak into our cities and sabotage the planes. That would take white men.”


  “But why would white men do that?” Betty asked.


  Gregg thought he saw a movement in the direction the fat man had gone, and fired hastily. The shot echoed hollowly back from the toadstool forest.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Unless—maybe they plan on using these third generation humans, capitalizing on them to set up an empire of their own and get a monopoly on the mold drug industry.”


  He took Betty’s hand and took up their journey toward the distant cut in the mountain range.


  “It looks like we may have uncovered something—if we live to report it,” he said.


  “DO YOU think he’s still following us?” Betty asked a half hour later.


  “I don’t know,” Gregg said. “Probably not. He’s probably feeling pretty sore all over from those soft slugs.”


  “Then I’d like to borrow your knife,” Betty said.


  “Oh, yes,” Gregg said, stopping. “Here, let’s get behind that big toadstool over there first so we aren’t so exposed.”


  He helped her cut off the sleeve and split it so she could wear it as a shawl.


  “You look cuter every minute,” he said, inspecting the results. “If we get out of this alive—”


  “Maybe we won’t, Gregg,” she said. “You know, I—I never thought it would be like this—I mean—I always thought it would be just ordinary. Falling in love with someone at a dance, getting proposed to in the moonlight—setting a date for the marriage and sending out announcements. Now I—I don’t seem to care so much about that.”


  Gregg took a step toward her.


  “Uh-uh,” he said, stopping. He laughed shakily. “Remember what happened last time? We won’t get out alive unless we—”


  Her fixed expression arrested his words. He abandoned caution, crushing her against him. Their lips met hungrily, fiercely.


  “Oh, Gregg,” Betty whispered, her breath hot against his cheek. “I love you, love you, love you.”


  “Soon it will be my turn,” the voice of the fat man sounded, calmly.


  But even as he spoke Gregg had lifted Betty off the ground in one arm and swung around, firing.


  The fat man had been standing spraddle-legged as before, a broad smile on his fat lips. He remained that way when the small black hole appeared in the center of his chest.


  His hand holding the automatic slowly dropped, and the black fire in his eyes changed to a bright glaze. Almost ludicrously he toppled backwards, the automatic spilling out of his fingers.


  “Got him!” Gregg said softly.


  He went forward warily, gun ready, and bent over the fat man.


  “Is he dead?” Betty asked weakly.


  “Yes,” Gregg said. “He’s out of our hair now. That’s one relief. But I—I almost feel sorry for him.”


  Betty came up beside him. Together they stared down at the fat face with its lips still smiling in death.


  “It’s almost impossible to believe his ancestors were white people,” Betty said.


  “They were, though,” Gregg said. “It’s just one of those unexplainable things. There are lots of instances known where one species of life became something different in a different locality. Back in 1950 when Israel was being founded, there was one section where people who had been dark-haired and dark-eyed for as long as they could remember, changed to blond haired blue eyed people in the first generation on the new soil. In West Virginia there’s a strip of land where a certain variety of tobacco plant changes when grown there. No one knows what causes it. Not a chemical, because it doesn’t grow like that in the same soil when that soil is taken somewhere else. A radiation maybe. Maybe it’s some radiation on Venus that does this to the human race.”


  He turned away from the dead man, taking Betty’s hand and leading her with him. They had gone only a dozen steps when a droning sound became audible. Over the tops of the toadstools a helicopter came into view.


  Betty leaped into the air excitedly, waving her arm. Gregg seized her roughly and dragged her to the ground.


  “Quick,” he said. “Let’s get under that toadstool over there.”


  “But why?” Betty asked, bewildered. “That’s a civilized plane—” Her eyes widened as she recalled what Gregg had said about white men being behind the mystery of the fat man and his uniform.


  She crawled under the low hanging canopy of the toadstool and huddled beside Gregg. Above them the dark latticework of the underdome of the toadstool looked like rafters in a miniature, other-world house.


  Together they watched the helicopter come to a landing near the corpse of the fat man. Even as the wheels were touching the ground a door in its side opened, and three men leaped out, running in three different directions to concealment behind the thicktrunked toadstools.


  “I got a glimpse of the face of the one that went to the right,” Betty whispered. “He’s a yellow-skin. You were right, Gregg. I’m sorry.”


  “Let’s be very quiet,” Gregg whispered back. “Maybe they won’t find us, or maybe I can figure out something.”


  “I’LL TAKE the copter up where I can see them if they come out of where they’re hiding,” a voice from the interior of the plane said loudly. A moment later the motor roared, lifting the helicopter into the air.


  “I’m going to take a chance,” Gregg said. “I’m sure of where one of those yellow-skins are.”


  He slid to the edge of their circle of concealment under the dome of the toadstool and took careful aim four feet up the thick stalk of the toadstool twenty feet away. He fired and pulled back into the shadow quickly.


  There was a scream that rattled into silence. A limp figure fell into view, lying still.


  “That’s one of them,” Gregg whispered. “I only hope the other two figure. I may know where they are, and move so I can locate them.”


  There were several minutes of silence during which the only sound was the loud drone of the helicopter overhead somewhere, muffled by the natural soundproofing of the toadstool. Then a voice called loudly.


  “Say, mister,” it said. “You must have us wrong. We aren’t here to do you harm. We’re your friends. You shouldn’t shoot us. What do you say? Friends? Huh?”


  “Thank God,” Betty breathed. “Let’s get out from under this thing. I keep thinking it’ll fold in on us and digest us.”


  Gregg clamped a hand over her mouth and held her still.


  “Quiet,” he said.


  Her eyes became so large and round in her bewilderment that Gregg grinning, took his hand away and kissed her.


  “Haven’t your ever read anything about World War II?” he asked. “All they want us to do is show ourselves and we’ll be shot—or worse.”


  “But maybe he’s telling the truth,” Betty whispered. “Are you going to shoot everyone who comes along, Gregg?”


  The grin twisted into a mask of bitterness.


  “Yesterday I had never killed anyone in my life,” he said softly. “But now—every time I pull the trigger I think of all those people in the plane, dead. I think of you captured by those men back there and those two Venusians, of you covered with—” He didn’t complete the thought, but turned away, crouching down to look out once more.


  He caught his breath sharply and motioned to Betty to keep silent. In plain view, less than six feet away, were a pair of legs.


  With infinite care Gregg brought up his automatic, aiming it through the wall of the toadstool at a point above the legs. But he didn’t pull the trigger. He waited.


  “Hey, transport pilot,” the voice sounded loudly outside. At the same time the feet pivoted, indicating that their owner was turning, looking in various directions. “See? I’m out in the open. I have no gun. I’m your friend. Come on out, pal.”


  The feet moved away.


  “I’m going to try something,” Gregg whispered to Betty. “The toadstools echo and disguise the direction of a voice if it’s any distance.”


  He went to the edge of their cover at a direction at right angles to where he knew the man outside to be. Cupping his hands on his mouth he called:


  “If you’re friends have the helicopter land and all of you come out in plain view and drop your guns.”


  “Where are you?” the man answered. There was a brief pause, then, “All right, we’ll do that.”


  Greg chuckled. “I was hoping he would do it,” he whispered to Betty.


  “See!” Betty said. “You were wrong about these men in the helicopter.”


  The droning noise had changed. Betty and Gregg peeked out. It was landing at the same spot where it had landed before.


  “You stay right here,” Gregg ordered sternly. “No matter what happens don’t come out. Not even if I tell you to. I’ll come here and get you when everything’s O.K. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Gregg,” Betty said meekly.


  They continued watching the helicopter. The two surviving yellow men had opened the door of the machine.


  “Remember what I said now,” Gregg admonished. He gave Betty a brief kiss and crept out from under the toadstool on the side opposite the helicopter.


  QUICKLY HE ran away from the toadstool until it was out of sight. He changed directions, going in a wide circle and creeping warily toward the helicopter from another direction.


  There were now three men standing beside it. One, the pilot of the machine, was white, and dressed in a business suit. All of them had their hands in the air.


  Gregg studied the two yellowskinned men. Neither was fat, but both had on the same type of uniforms that the fat yellow man had worn.


  Gregg tried to see inside the copter. He could see part of the interior, but no one else was visible. He frowned, hesitating.


  Nodding briefly to himself he barked, “Walk well away from the plane, but keep together.”


  Without hesitation the three walked forward, stopping when they had gone about thirty feet.


  Gregg’s frown deepened.


  The lift blades of the copter were idling slowly. The plane seemed unoccupied. But this had to be a trap. He felt sure of that. He had counted on them thinking of some way to trap him. That was the only way they would have done as he suggested.


  One thing had been obvious from the very start, he reflected. These men would never let him get back to civilization where he could report their location. Their sole aim was to kill him. They had other ideas about Betty.


  He studied the three men, still standing with their hands held high in the air. They were, of course, counting on his not being able to shoot them down in cold blood. Or were they?


  Gregg’s eyes went back to the copter worriedly. Was there someone lurking inside, waiting for him to reveal himself, so that whoever was hiding in there could shoot him?


  He studied the three standing with their hands up. He could shoot one of them maybe and change position fast enough so that no one could get him. But all three?


  A plan suggested itself. He could go to the plane and get in it, take it into the air, and make these three start marching. When they had gone far enough he could come back and get Betty, and they could make it back to civilization in the helicopter.


  But maybe that was what they wanted him to do. Maybe their scheme for trapping him was dependent on that.


  There had to be someone else in the plane. Nothing else made sense. Someone well concealed, with his gun trained on the doorway, or perhaps from some vantage point inside the plane where he could get in a shot the moment he stepped into view.


  That meant, Gregg concluded, that if he shot the three, whoever was in the plane would take off immediately and hover in the air, ready to drop on him if he moved.


  Gregg studied the copter. Where would a man lurk inside it? It was a familiar type of craft. He had flown them himself more than once, just to broaden his experience as a pilot. It was a ten-passenger machine. There were several places a man could conceal himself. A dozen shots could be fired into the body of the plane without knowing if anyone lurking there had been hit.


  It might be possible to cripple the ship with a shot, but it offered an immediate means of escape from the toadstool forest wilderness. It was the bait.


  The three men with their hands high in the air had their backs to the ship. He could sneak to the ship without them seeing him. That, more than anything else, spoke of their being someone left in the plane. The bait was dangled, apparently not connected with any sort of trap. It was too simple. Too innocent appearing.


  Suddenly Gregg made up his mind what to do. He checked every point. It wasn’t fool proof, but it might work. At least it would leave him and Betty no worse off than they were before.


  TAKING CAREFUL aim he shot down the three men with cold lack of emotion. It took little more than a second. Without trying to hide he turned to the plane.


  “All right, you in there,” he called loudly. “Throw your gun out and come out with your hands up. If you try to take the plane up I’ll cripple it.”


  There was a flicker of movement inside the plane. Gregg threw himself to one side. A shot sounded. Something hot touched Gregg’s left arm at the shoulder.


  He landed flat on the ground and rolled over several times before stopping. When he stopped he was in prone position, his eyes on the plane, automatic ready for instant use. There was a grim smile on his lips. He had figured right. It had been a trap. But now there was only one against him!


  He risked a quick glance at his arm. A furrow had been ploughed in the skin. It wasn’t bleeding much. A nervous grin flicked across his face. His eyes darted back to the helicopter with its idling blades and deceptively calm cabin, its invitingly open doorway.


  A hand came into view holding a gun. There was a shot. The hand vanished. The bullet had gone wild. Gregg quickly aimed and fired through the cabin at the spot where the hidden man would be. A second later came an agonized cry.


  Gregg waited. There was no movement from the plane. Had he killed or wounded the man? Or was this a scheme of the man to lure him toward the plane? Gregg’s nervous grin flicked again, briefly, as he envisioned the man waiting for him to stick his head in the doorway and get it blown off.


  Five minutes went by. Ten minutes. Suddenly the motor in the plane speeded up. Gregg caught the quick movement of the man inside as he darted back into concealment in the body of the cabin. The blades weren’t running fast enough to lift the plane off the ground.


  “Nice try,” Gregg muttered. Then a vision of the control panel of the copter rose in his memory. From what he recalled of this type of helicopter it would have been far quicker to rev up for takeoff than to increase the lift motor speed by a lesser amount.


  “I wonder if he could have had some reason for doing that?” Gregg muttered.


  He risked glancing up into the sky. Three black dots were moving along just under the cloud layer.


  “So that’s it!” Gregg muttered. “He wanted to drown out the noise they make. He’s been in radio contact with them.” He couldn’t make out much about the planes. From their slow speed, however, he knew they must be helicopters.


  He glanced back at the plane on the ground and decided to take a long chance. In rapid succession he fired the rest of the clip into the cabin of the plane, spacing the shots under each of the viewports.


  Jerking out the clip and dropping it, he put in a second one and jumped to his feet, running toward the plane.


  He counted on the man inside either being hit or not daring to move, waiting for more shots.


  Instead of heading for the open door of the plane, Gregg dived under it.


  “Now,” lie smiled to himself, “you’ll have to stick your head out to get a shot at me.”


  He placed an ear against the belly of the cabin. Then he shook his head. The motor sound drowned out any noise from inside the cabin.


  He hesitated only a moment. There wasn’t much time. He decided he would have to risk it. He crept to a point just under the open door way.


  In a quick movement he rose and looked in, ducking his head back down again. Then he stood up once more. What he had seen convinced him. The body of a man was stretched out full length in the aisle between the seats, a black hole just in front of the right ear, blood still seeping slowly from it.


  “No chance of his playing possum with that,” he grunted. He turned in the direction of the toadstool under which Betty was hidden, “Betty!” he called. Then, “Nuts!”


  He looked up at the approaching helicopters, plainly visible now. “It’ll be nip and tuck,” he muttered as he ran to get Betty.


  A minute later he lifted her into the cabin of the plane and followed, slamming the door.


  “No time to dump out the corpse,” he said. “We’re going to have to run for it—and we’d better be lucky.”


  AS HE SLID into the pilot’s seat and jerked down on the gas level, feeling the sudden increase in weight as the helicopter rose from the ground, he saw the three copters swooping down.


  Gregg didn’t rise to meet them. He waited until he was able to clear the tops of the tallest toadstools and sent the copter in dizzy flight sidewise that took it a hundred yards in half as many seconds.


  With hastily remembered skill he manipulated the controls so that at the end of the swoop the cabin had swiveled about so that he was facing the three pursuing copters.


  “See if there’s anything resembling a machine rifle in here, Betty,” he said over his shoulder.


  Even as he said it he worked the controls, sending the copter zooming upward and to one side to avoid the foremost copter coming at him.


  “H-how can I?” Betty complained, picking herself up off the seat she had been thrown into.


  “Sorry, honey,” Gregg said.


  He caught a glimpse of a fat, bright yellow face through the plastiglass covering the pilot section of the copter he had just evaded. Then he went over it.


  Swiftly he pivoted the cabin. The three copters were going to do what he had feared. Separate and come in from three different angles so that he couldn’t keep them all three in view at once.


  “Well, there’s an answer to that,” he muttered.


  He set the ‘copter in full flight along the tops of the round domes of the toadstool forest, touching the control of the tail propeller until the cabin was slightly sidewise.


  With one eye forward he watched the approaching copters. One was driving directly for him, the other two well to either side.


  He waited until the one driving toward him was less than a thousand feet behind him, skimming over the tops of the toadstools. Abruptly he lifted the plane and reversed its balance.


  The movement caught the other pilot unprepared. One instant he was in hot pursuit, the next he was trying to avoid the suicidal plunge of the ship directly at him from above.


  Instinct took the place of judgment, for a split second. The next instant it was too late to correct his blunder. The undercarriage drove into the pulpy mass of a toadstool, tipping the copter over.


  Gregg saw it land upside down, the lift blades biting into the soil, the cabin taking up the spin and swirling wildly for several revolutions.


  But now the other two were coming in, and that trick would hardly work a second time.


  Gregg went up in a vertical climb. He smiled as he saw the pursuers receding below.


  “Maybe this is the answer,” he said to Betty. “We have a lighter load. Maybe our ceiling will be enough above theirs so that they can’t reach us, once we get up there.”


  “Maybe we could lose them in the cloud layer,” Betty said.


  “Not a chance,” Gregg said. “All aircraft on Venus are equipped with a very compact radar that can see in the cloud layer like it wasn’t there.” He pointed to a small screen in the center of the instrument panel and a toggle switch beside it. “But if we can stay above them,” he went on, “we might be able to make it to the nearest airport base.”


  The other three planes were a thousand feet below when Gregg and Betty saw the lift blades bite into the first misty tendrils of the cloud layer and send them downward onto and around the outside of the plastiglass cowling of the forecabin. Seconds later they were lost in a spaceless void of luminous gray fog.


  Gregg turned on the cabin lights and switched on the radar. Betty watched the screen with interest.


  “That’s the first time I ever saw one of them working,” she said.


  “Those three dots in the screen are those ships below,” Gregg said. “If they were ahead of us they’d be red instead of black. It’s a combination of color TV and radar that shows four composite directional views, each in its own color.”


  Betty looked outside. “We seem to be stationary,” she said. “Are we still going up?”


  “There’s the altimeter,” Gregg said, pointing. “That red mark on the dial is the ceiling for the plane. We’re almost up to it now. I’m hoping that needle will go past the red mark. It should since we don’t have ten people on board.”


  They watched the needle climb until it was indicating an altitude five hundred feet above ceiling. It stopped there. They watched the three black dots in the radar screen as they grew larger. Finally they grew no larger. They had reached their ceilings and were still a few hundred feet below.


  “Hooray!” Betty said happily.


  “How about a kiss to celebrate, honey?” Gregg asked. He slid out of the pilot seat and caught her in his arms.


  “You didn’t give me a chance to say yes or no,” Betty gasped, “but the answer is—”


  “Put up your hands,” a strangely sucking voice sounded near them.


  “GOD!” GREGG said explosively.


  Slowly he took his arms from around Betty and raised them. “I’m beginning to think kissing you causes these things to happen, Betty,” he murmured.


  With their hands elevated they turned in the direction the voice had come from. In the small doorway leading to the tail luggage compartment was one of the native Venusians, an automatic held ready, several small appendages wrapped around its stock and the trigger.


  A wound-like orifice opened in the throat and worked suckingly, emitting words.


  Gregg didn’t pay attention to the words. Betty was suddenly shuddering. She moaned faintly, her eyes rolling back, and started to fall.


  “Don’t shoot!” Gregg said sharply, catching her and lowering her into a seat. “She fainted.”


  “I won’t shoot,” the suckingly slurred voice of the Venusian snail-like creature said, “unless you reach for your gun.”


  Gregg made sure Betty was safe and stood up. One of the eyes of the Venusian was fixed warily on him. The other eyestalk was studying the dead man stretched out in the aisle.


  “Sometimes I don’t quite understand you Earth creatures,” the Venusian said from his throat orifice. Both eyestalks focused on Gregg. “Take your gun out of its holster with two fingers and drop it, then kick it toward me.”


  Gregg hesitated. He saw the tendrils wrapped in the trigger of the Venusian’s gun tighten.


  “I guess there’s nothing else to do,” he said grimly.


  Very slowly he did as he had been ordered.


  The Venusian glided forward until he had passed over the dead man and was resting on Gregg’s gun. The trail of slime he left was evidence of how useless the gun would be now.


  “Slide into a seat,” the Venusian ordered. “Then lean over the back of the seat in front until you are hanging slack by your middle. I’m going to pass you and I don’t want you in a position to start anything.”


  Gregg did as he was told. He had heard stories of how fast Venusians could react if they wished. Hooked over the back of the seat, he realized it was a very effective way of preventing him from moving suddenly. Long before he could get into a position for attack the eyestalks of the Venusian would see his movements and enable their owner to shoot him.


  He watched the snail-like advance of the Venusian who glided forward and slowly turned around.


  “Now pick up your female and go into the luggage room with her,” the Venusian ordered.


  Gregg picked up Betty and went to the rear door. The compartment was small. He set Betty down and went inside, then pulled her in beside him.


  “Close the door,” the Venusian ordered.


  With a sinking feeling of defeat, Gregg complied. Shortly after he heard the click of the lock. He was locked in, without a gun, in total darkness.


  A low moan came from Betty’s lips.


  “Take it easy, darling,” Gregg soothed. “You’re all right. He isn’t going to touch you.”


  “Where am I?” Betty said. “It’s so dark.”


  “He locked us in the luggage compartment,” Gregg said. “I—I guess he’s going to take us to their hideout and turn us over to the yellow-skins.”


  There was a sudden sickening lurch of the helicopter, to one side. It began a series of swoops in different directions.


  “If he can get this crate there without a crackup,” Gregg amended.


  He felt Betty’s hands touch him exploratively. He took them in his and sank down beside her on the floor of the compartment.


  “That Venusian snail’s a worse driver than I was the first time I took a copter up,” Gregg groaned. “I’ll be sick before long.”


  “I haven’t anything in me to be sick with,” Betty said weakly. “Will you kiss me again once more—before I die Gregg?”


  “Why not?” Gregg said recklessly. “What could happen in here?”


  He bent toward her in the darkness, his lips finding her cheek and planting caresses on it as they searched for her lips. She sighed in ecstasy as their lips met. His arms crept about her waist, pulling her close to him. He felt her arms twine about his neck, her breasts press against him.


  At that instant there was a crash. The compartment tilted to a forty-five degree angle. A searing pain shot through Gregg’s wounded shoulder as it struck the wall.


  “My leg!” Betty screamed. “My leg! It’s broken!” A long minute later she said, “Maybe it isn’t. Get off of it you—you baboon.” Then she was laughing and crying at the same time. “I’m convinced now,” she said. “I’m a jinx or you’re a jinx or we’re a jinx to each other. Every time you kiss me something awful happens. I’m swearing off.”


  THEY SAT huddled together. The Venusian seemed to have gotten the hang of the controls. There were no more wild lurches. The helicopter was travelling smoothly.


  “I guess it won’t be long now,” Gregg said after a long silence. “They’ve got us and there’s nothing we can do. You know, I smelled a trap when they marched away from their plane to show me they meant no harm. I was right, but I didn’t think of looking in the luggage compartment to make sure there were no more of them. What a fool I was. And after all we went through!”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” Betty said, pulling his head toward her and planting a cautious kiss on his cheek. “And while there’s life there’s hope.”


  “Sure,” Gregg said gruffly. “Sure, that’s right. While there’s life there’s hope. But while—I have the chance, Betty, I want to tell you—I love you. I want you to be my wife—and I’ll die trying to make that possible.”


  “I love you, Gregg,” Betty said simply. “Even if I die—no matter what happens—that will make my life beautiful. I hope—too—that we get out of this some way, so that we can get married and settle down on Earth—you with a transport job, me raising a crop of—of little pilots and stewardesses.”


  “Funny,” Gregg said slowly. “We’ve been on the same run several times and we never gave each other a tumble. It took this to get us together—when maybe it’s—”


  “Don’t even say it!” Betty warned. “It’s never too late. I—” She took a deep breath. “To heck with the jinx,” she said bravely. “I want a kiss.”


  “I’m a sucker for doing this,” Gregg said.


  He took her chin between his fingers and lifted her face. Their lips met fearfully. When nothing happened they wrapped their arms about each other, prolonging the kiss hungrily, lovingly, and then passionately. . . .


  A lurching crash shook them violently. They were thrown against the wall of the compartment. It became the floor, and then the wall again as they rolled onto the inverted ceiling. A giant hand picked them up and threw them against another wall, pinning them for a moment, then dropping them.


  Dazed, they slowly sat up. There was a dead silence. The motors were shut off.


  Footsteps sounded beyond the door, almost too loud in the silence. Muffled voices. A moment later the key rattled in the lock of the door. A crack of light appeared, blinding Gregg and Betty.


  “Come out of there,” an Earthman’s voice barked. “One false move and you’ll be shot.”


  Blinking his eyes in the unaccustomed light Gregg picked Betty up, setting her on her feet.


  “We’re coming out,” he said.


  Keeping his arm protectively around her he went through the door.


  He blinked his eyes at the blinding light, then blinked them again at what he saw. It was an Earthman in the uniform of the Planet Police!


  Gregg jerked his eyes past the man, out through the door in the shell to the conventional airport buildings. The United Planets flag flew lazily in the breeze over one of them.


  “You’re the police?” Gregg said, jerking back to the man. “Thank God! We’re safe, Betty!”


  IT WAS AN hour before things were straightened out to everyone’s satisfaction. Dazedly Gregg and Betty learned that the Venusian native was a member of the native police who had been on the track of the gang who had been sabotaging commercial planes. He had located their secret base and joined them. It would have taken him months to make the journey back overland. He had stolen aboard the helicopter and waited for a chance to take it over, bringing in some captives to present as evidence. He had been as surprised at learning they weren’t part of the gang as Gregg and Betty were to learn he wasn’t.


  In his slow sucking speech he had described how he had dropped into the lift vanes of one of the two remaining helicopters with the undercarriage, and as a consequence when he himself landed the plane had tipped over.


  Police pursuit planes were quickly on their way to capture the hiding place of the band of third-generation yellow-skin humans and renegade whites.


  Gregg and Betty were alone in the office of the post captain, waiting for transportation back to their home base. The captain had gone out someplace to get some clothing for Betty.


  They stood uneasily in the center of the room for a while. Finally Gregg took Betty’s hand. They went over to the windows overlooking the field from which fighter planes were still taking off.


  There was another long silence. It was Betty who broke it.


  “Gregg,” she said hesitantly. “M-maybe we’d better not get married after all.”


  “Why not?” Gregg said, startled and half indignant. “What is this?”


  “I’m just convinced that, no matter where we are, when we kiss each other something’ll happen,” she said, avoiding his eyes and looking out at the field, a smile tugging faintly at the corners of her mouth. “We can’t go through life having a major calamity every—every ten minutes.” She turned to face him, defiantly. “Can we?”


  Gregg stared at her, stupefied.


  “The heck we can’t!” he said. “And we’re going to start right now!”


  Betty made an attempt to evade him. He caught her in his arms. She turned her face away. He persisted doggedly until his lips caught hers, holding them. She struggled briefly, then returned his kiss, her arms going around his neck.


  Slowly their lips parted. They drew back, wonderingly, staring into each other’s eyes in delight.


  “Well what d’you know!” Betty cooed. “Nothing, but absolutely nothing, happened!” She lifted her face for another kiss. . . .


  . . . She opened her eyes, a splitting headache pounding at her skull. She was lying in a stretcher. Gregg was bending over her, his shoulder and head bandaged, an anxious concern on his dirt-streaked face.


  “What—” Betty said. Her lips soundlessly completed the question. “—happened?”


  “One of the fighter planes went out of control as it took off from the field and crashed into the building where we were,” Gregg said. He flushed guiltily, looking away.


  Betty tugged at his arm. He looked back at her. She held up her arms toward him, a brave smile on her lips.


  “Let’s try it just—once—more, my darling,” she said pathetically. “Are you game?”


  Gregg looked around. They were well away from the burning building. There were no planes in the sky nor on the airstrip. There was nothing moving within fifty feet.


  He looked at Betty then, a fierce hungry light in his eyes. He leaned forward, taking one last hasty glance around, then hunched his shoulders.


  “I’ll always be game, darling,” he said.


  THE END


  VENUSIAN CLAIM-JUMPER


  Lee Owens


  THE FAT man waved airily. “That’s what I want you to do, Johnson,” he said, “Make a regular daily patrol in the heli—but don’t do it exactly on schedule. I don’t know who the raider is—but he’s ambushed two patrols already.”


  In spite of the de-humidifiers I could feel the oppressive sticky Venusian atmosphere weigh me down. I shrugged.


  “I’ll worry about that, Blanding,” I said. “I’m no amateur with a rifle.”


  “Get this straight, Johnson,” the fat man said. “I’m paying you to knock off this claim jumper and his raiders. I don’t want another dead man. These people are mighty shrewd and it’s a dead certainty that an Earthman’s behind them. They’re getting away with hundreds of tons of uranium ores. Remember this is for keeps. You’re not playing games with children.”


  “You hired me,” I said, “remember? I’ll handle my end of the job.”


  He dragged his ponderous bulk to his feet. “Well, that’s that. You’ll operate out of Hut No. Four, a new magnesium job we’ve hidden pretty well. If you want you can leave right now. The heli is outside, with your equipment and food supplies. I suggest you drop in once a week, at least.” I left the room with a strong feeling of dislike for Blanding. There was something treacherous about the man. I climbed in the heli and checked my equipment, including the rifles, my heat pistol and the spore suits. Here in Veneria, you didn’t have to wear spore suits because the atmosphere was acrid with chemical sprays which destroyed them. But out in the bush-brother, if you were caught a minute in an open space before a thorough rain had cleared the atmosphere, your lungs would blossom into hideous cancerous growths.


  The heli leaped into the air at my touch. In spite of the mugginess and stickiness of the dense air, there was something interesting about the job. I’ve knocked around a lot, but this Venusian venture looked good to a System stray like myself.


  The first week nothing much happened. I patrolled Blanding’s claims but I saw nobody except the almost human Venusians patiently working the mines for Blanding. Once or twice an overseer would come around for a. check-up but for the most part the natives worked alone.


  I was in the hut one night after a long thirty kilometer patrol. I’d just finished eating and was half-dozing into sleep. I heard a knock on the door. I pressed the button which opened the lock and let the stranger in the airlock where he could be sprayed with chemicals before he entered the room. But I held a heat pistol in my hand.


  “All right,” I said, “come in.”


  The inner door opened and a figure stepped through. I nearly jumped with surprise. Beneath the grotesque spore-mask and under the bulky coverall, I was looking at a girl. Those curved bulges weren’t air!


  The girl was fully armed but she had no weapon in her hand.


  “Well, Mr. Johnson,” she said, “how do you like gunning down innocent natives?”


  I raised my eyebrows with surprise. “I don’t get it,” I answered. “I’m patrolling for Blanding, and I haven’t seen a claim-jumper yet.”


  “Don’t lie to me,” she said venomously, her voice acid with hate. “I’ll show you the bodies, you rotten pig.”


  “Now wait a minute, sweetheart,” I tried to joke, “You’re all mixed up.” I gestured with the flame pistol. “Besides, I don’t like strangers playing rough with me—see?”


  She laughed, a short ironic, bitter laugh. “If you raise that gun a centimeter, I’ll have you blown to shreds.”


  Involuntarily I looked toward the glassite windows. I could see three shadowy figures and the unmistakable outlines of rifles—pointed at me!


  I shoved the heat pistol back in its holster. “Listen,” I said, “I’m being level with you. What’s this all about? All I know is Blanding hired me to watch out for. claim jumpers. I haven’t seen any yet, and I haven’t gunned anybody down. Believe me, lady, I’m telling. the truth!”


  Her eyes narrowed. “You might be just dumb enough at that,” she said quietly.


  “You don’t know Blanding well, do you?” she asked suddenly.


  “No, I just met him a little more than a week ago.”


  “That explains it,” she said. “You’re coming along with me—I’m going to show you something. I’m going to show you what Blinding is doing with his—with my—mines.”


  At her command I put on coveralls and spore-mask and went out the lock. She let me carry a rifle, but of course with three Venerians walking: behind us, I was helpless to do-anything: dangerous to her.


  We walked through the night, stumbling and jumping and staggering through the dense vegetation. It’s a lot different than working a helicopter, I’ll say that.


  I recognized the number two mine the minute we came on it. It was an open strip affair. I nearly jumped with shock when I saw what was going on. A half dozen men were loading air scows with ore as fast as they could shovel it. And there was no mistaking that-rotund figure. It was Blanding!


  We dropped, behind the bole of a tree and watched operations. “What is this?” I whispered.


  “My name’s Corine,” the girl said. “These mines were stolen by that dirty dog—the last steal he’s ever going to make too,” she said vehemently. “I’ve always wanted to get him within a rifle sight.”


  “Wait a minute,” I muttered, “what’s the idea of him raiding his own mines?”


  “Don’t be simple,” she said, sharply. “He’s avoiding government regulations. He’s shipping the stuff back to Earth custom and tax free which just about quadruples his profits. Get the pitch?”


  “Corine,” I said grimly, “I’m not exactly what I appear either. My real name is Rannon Blake. I’m with the Patrol. This is the leak all right.” I glanced at the Venerians. “Tell your boys to play ball with me. I don’t want a bullet between my ears.”


  She muttered something rapidly to her Venerians and they grinned simperingly, nodding their obvious approval.


  I drew a careful bead on Blanding. “All right, Blanding,” I hollered out, “surrender! This is Blake—I mean Johnson—I know the whole story!” Blanding jerked up with surprise. He made an abrupt turn, agile for a man of such bulk, and a heat pistol flared from his side. The bolt cut through my coveralls. That was all brother. I fired.


  The big figure fell. My bullet had gone through a knee-cap. Nothing takes the fight out of a man quicker.


  The rest was easy. Blanding’s rogues gave up in a hurry. I’d finished another successful patrol. And this one was even more successful. I’m thinking of going into the mining end myself. A beautiful face and a luscious figure—even under coveralls—have a lot to do with it—Corine knows that . . .


  SIX-LEGGED SVENGALI


  Fredric Brown


  All the explorer had to do was prove he was smarter than a mud turtle—but on Venus that’s not so easy!


  BASE CAMP certainly looked good to me after hours of wandering alone through the eternal thick fog and thin drizzle that is Venus. You can never see more than a few yards ahead of you, but that’s all right; there’s nothing worth seeing on Venus anyway.


  Except, while our expedition was there, Dixie Everton. It was strictly on account of Dixie that I’d joined the Everton Zoological Expedition, led by her father, Dr. Everton of the Extra-Terrestrial Zoo at New Albuquerque. I was paying my own expenses, too; Dr. Everton didn’t think I’d be a worth-while addition to the party. What was worse, he didn’t think I’d be a worth-while husband for Dixie. And there I disagreed with him, but definitely.


  Somehow or other it was up to me, on this small expedition, to prove to him that I wasn’t quite as non compos mentos as he thought. Maybe that sounds kind of corny, but that’s the way it was. And judging by my luck thus far, I had about the chance of a popsicle on the sunward side of Mercury of convincing him.


  Actually, I had little real sympathy for the expedition. I’ve never thought much of people penning animals in cages to be gawked at. Already, of the sparse animal life on Venus, two species had become extinct: the beautiful Venusian egret, to supply plumes for hats in a ridiculous revival of the millinery styles of the 19th century, and the kieter, whose meat was delicious beyond belief, to adorn the tables of wealthy gourmets.


  Dixie beard me come into camp. She stack her beautiful head through the flaps of her teat and smiled at me. That helped considerably. She asked, “Get anything, Rod?”


  I said, “Only this. Is it any good?” I opened the moss-lined box I used as a game carrier and took out the only animal I’d caught, if it was an animal. It had gills like a fish, eight legs, a comb like a rooster’s, only larger, and blue fur.


  Dixie looked it over: “It’s a weezen, Rod. We have two back at the zoo, so it’s not a new variety.” She must have seen the disappointment on my face because she added quickly, “But this is a good specimen, Rod. Don’t let it go yet; Daddy will probably want to study it when he has time.”


  That’s my Dixie.


  Dr. Everton came out of the main tent and looked at me distastefully. “Hello, Spenser. I’ll shut off die signal now. Crane’s back, too.”


  He walked over and shut off the radio-like gadget that had been broadcasting a directional click signal to enable Crane and me to get back to camp. On Venus without that transmitter and a matching pocket receiver, you’d be hopelessly lost a few dozen yards from your base.


  “Crane get anything?” I asked.


  “No specimens,” Dr. Everton said, “but something well worth eating. He got a swamp-hen, and he’s cooking it for us now.”


  “Wouldn’t let me touch it,” Dixie said. “Says women can’t cook. It must be about ready; he’s been working an hour. Hungry, Rod?”


  “Almost hungry enough to eat this,” I told her, looking at the weezen I was still holding. Dixie laughed and took it from me to put in one of the hold boxes.


  We want into the main tent. The swamp-hen was ready and Crane served it proudly. He’d done a good job on it and had a right to be proud. A Venusian swamp-hen, properly cooked, is as much better than fried chicken as fried chicken is better than boiled buzzard. It’s out of this world, or any world.


  And it has four legs instead of two, so there was a drumstick for each of us.


  There wasn’t much talk while we ate. But over coffee, Dixie said something to me feat didn’t make any sense at all—something about a turtle.


  “Hah?” I said. “What turtle?”


  Dixie looked at me as though to see whether I was kidding or not and then she looked from her father to John Crane, and then there was an awkward silence.


  I frowned and asked what went.


  Crane sighed. He said, “A Venusian mud turtle, Rod. What this expedition came for, primarily. And apparently you found one this morning.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said patiently. “I not only didn’t find one, bet I never even heard of one. What kind of a gag is this?”


  Dr. Everton shook his head sadly. “Spenser, we let you come along only because you swore you knew how to capture one.”


  “I said that?” I looked at Dixie pleadingly. “Is this a conspiracy to kid me, or what?”


  Dude looked down at her plate unhappily.


  Dr. Everton said, “Yes, definitely you found one of the turtles, or were near one. I’ll explain.


  “You see, Spenser, many creatures have amazing protective mechanisms for use against their enemies. There are the insects that survive by resembling twigs—the harmless snakes that have the markings of deadly vipers—the small fish that can puff itself up so large that it cannot be swallowed—the chameleon that—”


  I interrupted him. “I’ll concede protective mechanisms, Dr. Everton. But what’s that got to do with whatever we’re talking about?”


  He wailed a finger at me. “All right, you concede protective mechanisms. Now we come to the protective mechanism of the Venusian mud turtle. Like all other forms of life on Venus, it has limited telepathic powers. In its case, a special adaptation of telepathy. It can induce temporary amnesia concerning itself—its very existence—in the mind of any creature coming within a certain range of it.


  “In other words, if anyone goes out hunting a Venusian mud turtle and finds one—he not only forgets he was hunting it but that he saw it or ever heard of it!”


  Probably my mouth dropped open a little. I said, “You mean that I was out hunting a—”


  “Exactly,” said Dr. Everton, a bit smugly.


  I looked at Dixie and this time her eyes met mine. She said, “That’s right, Rod. Finding a way to capture one of the turtles was the main purpose of this expedition. And part of the reason Dad let you come along was the fact that you swore you knew how to do it.”


  “I did?”


  “Just a minute, Rod; I’ll show you. I know you’re finding it hard to believe, when you don’t remember.” She left the tent a minute and came back with a letter; I could see that it was in my handwriting. She gave it to me and I read it and my ears began to bum.


  I handed it back to Dixie and there was a long silence.


  Finally I broke it. “And I didn’t even give any of you a clue,” I asked, “as to how I was going to go about being smarter than a mud turtle?”


  Dr. Everton spread his hands. “You wouldn’t tell us.”


  “How long will this amnesia last? Is it permanent?”


  “No, it will run its course in a few hours—five or six, perhaps. But after that, if you encounter another of the beasts, it’ll happen all over again.”


  I thought that over and it didn’t help any way that I could see. But I suddenly wondered about something. I asked, “If everyone who sees one forgets about it, how is it known to exist?”


  “It’s been photographed several times—but by explorers who didn’t remember taking the photographs until after they were developed hours later. It looks considerably like a terrestrial turtle; has six legs instead of four and is round rather than oval. You studied pictures of it quite closely.”


  Crane had arisen from the table and secured half a dozen photographs from a small portable desk that sat in one corner. “Here’s your object of search, Rod.” There was amusement in his eyes.


  I stared at them, still unbelievingly. “They’re cute little fellows,” I muttered. “Big eyes. Look kind of wistful.”


  “Rather rare, even as Venusian life forms go,” Crane told me. “This area of twenty or thirty square miles is the only spot they’ve been reported.”


  “Race is correct,” Eh-. Everton grunted. “And at the rate things are going they’ll be extinct before we ever secure a specimen.”


  I frowned at that. “What do you mean?”


  Crane shrugged, “Some of the attempts to catch them have been rather disastrous to the mud turtles. One biological expedition tried a poison gas, thinking to kill a few and at least have some dead specimens. However, what obviously happened was that upon death they sank deep into the mud. Another expedition used a narcotic in hopes of rendering some unconscious. They—”


  Dr. Everton put in, “Well, be that as it may, if this expedition fails, it will probably be the last. The attempts to capture the mud turtle are proving much too expensive.”


  I rubbed a hand across my face. This was like having a hangover after a six-day binge. If it hadn’t been for that letter in my own handwriting I might still have suspected that they’d conspired to play a joke on me.


  I said ruefully, “Whatever idea I had, it must have been wrong. I have met the enemy and I am its. If you’ll excuse me—”


  “What are you going to do, Rod?” Dixie asked.


  “Going off to think awhile.” I turned to Dr. Everton. “Unless you want me for something.”


  “No, go ahead, Spenser. We’re going out hunting again, possibly oar last trip before we leave. But—” He didn’t exactly say that I wasn’t going to be a very valuable addition to the hunting party, but be meant it all right. And I didn’t blame him.


  I went back to my own tent—each of the four of us had a small private tent outside the big one—and sat down on the cot. I tried to remember something, anything, about turtles or a turtle. But aside from what they’d just told me, I couldn’t dredge up a thing.


  What idea had I had? Well, whatever it was, it hadn’t been very good. I felt like ripping my hair out.


  There was a cough at the tent entrance. “May I come in?” It was Dr. Everton’s voice.


  “Sure,” I said.


  He came in and I motioned him to sit down, but he shook his head. He said, “I’m sorry I have to remind you of this, Spenser—while you’re down, as it were—but it wouldn’t be fair to me if I didn’t. And you’ve indubitably forgotten it along with everything else concerning the turtle.”


  I looked up at him, puzzled.


  He said, “You don’t remember our agreement?”


  I shook my head.


  “It was simply this: I told you that if you could do what you said you could, I’d withdraw my objections to your marrying Dixie. In return, you agreed that if you failed—”


  “Oh, no.”


  “You did, Spenser. You were so sure of yourself that you seemed to think you weren’t taking any chance at all. But you did promise that if you failed, you’d accept my verdict and not continue to see Dixie.”


  It seemed impossible that I’d have said that—but I knew Dr. Everton was an honest man. I had to believe him.


  He said, “I’m sorry to have to remind you of it. And frankly, I’ve come to rather like you somewhat, personally. But I still don’t think you’d be a good husband for my daughter. She is a brilliant girl. She is entitled to someone who—uh—”


  “Who’s smarter than a mud turtle,” I supplied glumly.


  He said, “Well—” and went on kindly to try to make me feel a bit better about it, but it didn’t help. Pretty soon he left and I sat there. And sat there.


  I must have had an idea that I’d been pretty confident of, I knew, if I’d made a deal like that with Dr. Everton. But what had the idea been? What good is an idea if you don’t remember? Or could I possibly have been smart enough to have left a message for myself?


  I went quickly to the foot locker that held my clothes and equipment and lifted the lid. There was a message chalked on the inside of the lid, all right, and it was in my own lettering. Three sentences. I stared at them. “TURNABOUT IS FAIR PLAY. CAN A PERSON WITH AMNESIA GET AMNESIA? PHASE IS THE ANSWER.” I stared at the message and groaned. I’d had to be cryptic, yet. I couldn’t have put it in plain English so I’d know what I was talking about. Probably I’d figured that if I put it plainly Crane or Everton might see it and steal my idea. But what had I meant?


  TURNABOUT IS FAIR PLAY. CAN A PERSON WITH AMNESIA GET AMNESIA? PHASE IS THE ANSWER.


  Nuts. It must have meant something to me when I chalked it there, bat it meant absolutely nothing now.


  TURNABOUT IS FAIR PLAY. Did that mean that I’d deliberately let myself get caught by a turtle first so I could turn the tables and then catch it? Can a person with amnesia get amnesia? Wasn’t I immune now? Maybe, but what did I mean by phase being the answer?


  I heard sounds of the others leaving camp and I grabbed my equipment quickly, including the moss-lined specimen box, and hurried out. They were out of sight—from the sound of their voices, about twenty yards away—but they answered when I called out, and waited while I slogged through the mud after them.


  Dr. Everton was last, and I fell in beside him. I said, “Listen, Doctor, I’m almost getting a glimmer of what my idea was. I think I let that turtle get me cm purpose. I think I went out alone cm purpose so I’d come near one.”


  “Yes? Why?” He sounded interested.


  “Because you see that, having been caught, I’m going to be subject to that amnesia for another four hours or so. And while I am, I think I’m immune. I think that if I see a turtle now, I won’t forget what it is and that I want to capture it.”


  He turned and stared at me. “Spenser, maybe you’ve got something there. But it’s a slim chance.”


  “Why?”


  “This visibility—or lack of it. According to those pictures it blends in pretty well with the mud. It crawls along on top of the mud, but it’s the same color. You wouldn’t find one unless you happened almost to step on it.”


  I looked around and mentally agreed with him.


  I thought, phase is the answer, and then tried to figure out what I meant. It made nuts.


  We slogged along, with me concentrating so hard that I was afraid of spraining a convolution. What had I meant by phase? Why had I had to be so cryptic? And this was going to be my last chance . . .


  I strained my eyes into the fog as I walked.


  “How large would you say the turtles were, Doctor?”


  “About six inches in diameter, I’d say from the photographs.”


  Not that it mattered much. At six yards, in this fog, you couldn’t have seen an elephant. Dixie and Crane were only two steps ahead of us and I could barely see them.


  “And it’s exactly the color of mud?”


  “Beg pardon?”


  “The turtles,” I said. “Are they the same color as this mud?”


  He turned and looked at me. “Turtles? Are you crazy, Spenser? There aren’t any turtles on Venus.”


  I stopped walking so suddenly I skidded in the mud and almost fell. Dr. Everton looked back at me. “Something wrong, Spenser?”


  “Go on,” I said. “I’ll catch up with you in a minute. I’ll explain later.”


  He hesitated, as though he wanted to ask me more questions, and then, obviously realizing he’d lose sight of Crane and Dixie unless he hurried, he said, “All right, see you at the camp if we get separated.” The minute he vanished into the mists, I put down my specimen box as a landmark on the exact spot where I stood. I started walking in a spiral around it.


  Phase is the answer! It wasn’t cryptic after all. I’d merely let myself get caught—alone—by one of the turtles so I’d be out of phase with the others. I was immune, for this short period, and they weren’t. So the turtle had “got” Everton and that was my clue.


  I was making my fifth circle of the specimen box, about six or seven feet away from it, when I almost stepped on something that was motionless and almost invisible on top of the mud. It was a six-legged turtle. I picked it up and said, “Aha, my beauty. Turnabout is fair play, and phase was the answer!”


  It looked at me with a pair of big, soulful eyes and said sorrowfully, “Yeep?” I felt a twinge of conscience. I knew good and well that now a method had been found, other zoos, other museums, would want specimens and—


  I suppressed that line of thought and put the turtle firmly into my box. This meant Dixie, and Dixie meant everything. Using the directional click signal as a guide, I slopped back to camp.


  I was chuckling to myself when they got back a few hours later.


  It was turnabout again, but I was ready to convince them. I’d dug into my foot locker and found all the ammunition I needed—scientific periodicals with articles about the Venusian mud turtle, newspaper accounts of the departure of the zoological expedition and its primary purpose. And, of course, Exhibit A, one Venusian mud turtle in excellent condition and alive.


  I got Dr. Everton aside and, as diplomatically as he had reminded me of the deal between us, I reminded him.


  He sighed. “All right, Rod,” he said. “I don’t remember it but I’ll take your word. I think that—right now—I’d say yes anyway, regardless of whether there’s a wager covering the matter.”


  We shook hands, and he smiled suddenly. “Have you and Dixie set the date?”


  “I’ll have to check with Dixie,” I told him, “but I know what day I’d choose. And you’re technically captain of a spaceship and can perform the ceremony before we leave.” I grinned at him. “In fact, I’d better cash in before I get amnesia again and forget what the deal was.”


  “Get amnesia again? You think you will?”


  “Unless this is the same turtle I came near the first time, I think I will, yes. As soon as the period of immunity from the first turtle wears off, this one will get me and I’ll forget things again for a few hours. And that’s about due to happen, if it’s going to.”


  I found Dixie in the main tent and the exact words of what I said and what she said are none of your business. Half an hour later, Dr. Everton married us and then, because we wanted to do our packing and take off before the approaching end of the Venusian day, we pitched in.


  I did most of the work inside the ship, getting it ready, so I was the last to pack my own duffle and bring it abroad. Naturally I threw away everything I didn’t need—one always does before a trip in space—including emptying the moss out of my specimen box and releasing an odd turtle-like creature that couldn’t have any value as a specimen; it must have got the catch open and crawled in by itself because it was nothing I’d ever caught. An appealing little creature, somehow; I was glad I didn’t have any reason to keep it a prisoner.


  Maybe I should have asked Dr. Everton about it, but I was in a hurry to start the trip back to earth—and my honeymoon.


  YOUR NUMBER IS UP!


  John Jakes


  When he was told that death was only weeks away, Walter Ford found what he had always wanted: a reason to go on living!


  THE CAB swung around a long curve.


  Walter Ford slumped against the window, trying to shake the pain from his head. But it persisted horribly, a biting in the front of his skull that was like a sword sloughing through cheese with a million tiny sharp edges.


  He shut his eyes. The unuttered thought symbols forming in his head were fuzzy and indistinct.


  After a moment he opened his eyes again. The dark watery jungles swirled past below the aerial highway, lost in a dim world of never-lifting fog. He sat staring at the jungles as the ground cab whirred through the traffic heading toward Cloud City. He formed no more thoughts.


  He had to keep his mind a blank. Relax, and perhaps the pain would go away. The pain had to go away! His whole existence depended on the absence of mental turmoil. His brain must be sharp and clear!


  His eyes swung up to the small building and focused without thought on the huge beacon searchlights as the cab drew nearer.


  The light ripped through his skull with shocking suddenness, tearing away the carefully-built barrier of calm. Thoughts came cascading back, and they were still shadowy and imprecise. The pain came back, too.


  Ford felt his stomach flutter and jump. He could not escape the pain that had been within his head since he arose that morning. All day at his apartment he had fought it, with mineral baths in the gold-inlaid lavatory, and blasts of vaporized phenobarbital from his expensive air-cooling system. But it was no use.


  He lifted one arm. brushing back the green cloak of Callistan dream silk. His watch showed five minutes before eleven in the evening. Ahead in the fog rose the towers of Cloud City. The minutes slipped by with fearful regularity.


  And he did not know what to do.


  He allowed a faint groan to come from his lips.


  The driver turned from his control stick, High Martian face peering in blue puzzlement. “Is something wrong, Earth sir?”


  “No,” Ford said weakly, drawing his cloak tightly about him. “No, nothing’s wrong. Keep going.”


  “Is the Earth sir ill?” the driver persisted.


  Working for extra credits, damn him, Ford thought angrily. Fawning like all the Martians. Why can’t they ever stop acting like groveling dogs? Why can’t they stand up beside Earthmen and act like they have faith in themselves?


  Even these mental images were distant, and they went whirling away over the gray prairies of his mind like dust-ghosts driven before a wind.


  Having received no answer from Ford, the Martian concentrated a moment on slipping the cab into an adjacent lane, and then questioned, “Shall I drive the Earth sir to a Health Center?”


  “Listen,” Ford said, shivering when he realized that his voice was a rough croaking, “I want to go to the Four-World Casino. Do you take me there, or do I get out and find another driver?”


  The Martian turned back to his controls with a sad countenance.


  Ford leaned back. No use getting panicky. He had a faint suspicion as to the cause of the pain, but he lacked the technical knowledge on which to found his fears. The best course of action would be to wait and observe how the pain affected his operations at the Casino.


  In rapid succession, he thought about his climb upward, of his luxurious apartment in the suburbs, of the way of languorous, wealthy life that had been won through a trick of chance.


  But above all these thoughts, chipping at them, was the blade of fire slowly driving itself through his brain.


  It would be a relief, he reflected, to scream loudly. But that would make the Martian take him to a Health Center whether he wanted to go or not. Once in a Health Center, defeat would be certain.


  And he would not submit easily to defeat. He would try his skill, and if, on some remote chance, he was failing, he would then decide upon a course of action.


  Walter Ford let his eyes rest beyond the Martian’s shoulder.


  Far at the end of the aerial highway, where the road dived like a conduction cable into a mass of machinery, rose the slender and magnificent towers of Cloud City, aglow with the play of a thousand colored light beams.


  The battleground . . .


  THE CAB slid neatly into a parking dock.


  Ford opened the door and stepped hesitantly to the plastic pavement. He handed his two-solar fare to the Martian driver, not wanting to look at the man’s pained blue expression. He could not afford to give his usual three-solar tip. His source of income might suddenly vanish.


  He stopped before the circular entranceway. The Four-World Casino was a large building, built in the shape of a gigantic smooth silver sphere, and dappled with brilliant shimmering dots of white fire that flared and vanished on the polished surface.


  Crowds swirled past him into the Casino. Men and women laughed and talked, some drunkenly, but all with the assurance of great wealth. Expensive jeweled robes of the yellow Neptune women brushed against the severe but richly-made tunics of Earth’s great. People of a hundred worlds, on vacations, on wedding trips, on excursions, on spending sprees, on binges of wild euphoria. They all streamed into the silver sphere.


  Ford drew a deep breath. The greatest gambling house in the Solar System, and I’m part of it. But for how long?


  Resolutely then, he strode toward the entrance with the gathering crowd. The slate-skinned Venusian doorman bowed slightly and said, “Good evening, Mr. Ford.”


  Ford nodded in what he hoped was a casual fashion.


  Erik Maul stood in the lobby, laughing with a group of Uranian dignitaries. His frame was clothed in a simple tunic of purple cloth, and he played the role of a perfect gentleman. But Ford noticed, as he always did, the scars on Maul’s arms and face that could not be concealed. Maul’s little black eyes and crew-cut hair gave him an appearance of rough-hewn politeness, but Ford knew that he was not urban at all, but hard and dangerous. He had ingenuity, and that had won him the ownership of the Casino. But he had ruthlessness, too. That kept the Casino definitely his.


  Ford strolled past, and was not the least bit surprised when Maul did not speak, or even glance at him. Ford was an employee of the other man, but a type of employee that Maul would never recognize publicly, or even acknowledge existed.


  Beyond the lobby was a sunken dining room, where Venusian waiters served exotic dishes in a dim interior complete with small swishing waterfalls. On one side of the room was a long mirrored bar.


  And beyond that, up a long flight of stairs and through a large doorway, Ford could see the main gambling room. Tables stretched in every direction, surrounded by people with hungry, searching faces. Ford recognized some of the other House Telepaths, and realized that it was time for him to be at work. But the pain still clawed at his mind with numbing persistency. He needed a drink, badly.


  While Undo Traubwein, the half-Terran half-Venusian bartender, drew him a glass of swamp liquor, Ford examined his face in the mirrored wall behind the bar, taking stock of his situation.


  He was not young. Forty had vanished two years before. His hair was still thick and brown, but little laces of gray showed here and there. The eyes were a bit sunken, but the long severe jaw was still relieved by a mildly humorous quirk of the lips.


  With my job, thought Ford, a pleasant existence. Without my job, a space bum. Sweat in the stinking crew rooms of the star freighters and burn yourself out in four years or less. Of all the ways to live and die, that was the worst.


  “Here you are, Mr. Ford,” Traubwein said, setting down the chilled glass of syrupy liquid. Their particular section of the bar was empty, and Traubwein leaned across confidentially. “Want to gamble me for it?”


  Ford was not smiling. Could he win, with the pain? Perhaps he had better find out.


  “Sure,” he answered quietly, sipping the icy swamp liquor. “Get them out.”


  TPRAUBWEIN extracted a pair of dice from under the bar and shook them in one lumpy hand. “Eleven to one,” he was saying. “Easy, Mr. Ford. Only eleven chances to one.”


  Ford wasn’t listening. Harp music floated in the darkness of the dining salon, and the waterfalls rippled coldly. He was struggling to fight the pain.


  “Throw them,” he whispered.


  Traubwein’s hand darted up, and opened.


  Ford shot his mind forward ten seconds into the future, and focused on the position of the dice as they would land. The impression, though present, was vague.


  The dice were falling from Traubwein’s hand.


  “Five,” choked Ford, “five. He closed his eyes and sought the other number.


  The dice tumbled lazily toward the bar. The harp whirled up and up in glittering patterns. Voices made a muted thunder.


  “Five,” repeated Ford with effort “. . . four!”


  The dice clacked on the bar and lay there, black dots staring complacently from ivory faces.


  Ford looked carefully at the bar. One of the dice bore two pair of dark pinpoints. The other had five.


  Ford let his face relax in lines of weary, relieved humor. “Nine,” he breathed, “is correct.”


  Traubwein shook his head as he always did. “Drink on the house, Mr. Ford. You’ve got the touch. The old magic touch.” He moved to another customer in bewildered pleasure.


  Walter Ford slid off the stool and moved around the end of the bar. The first test was beaten. The projection of the future had been blurred, but he had gotten it correctly. He would work after all.


  But as he moved to the stairway leading up to the main gambling room, he realized that the pain was now even worse.


  He chose Interplanetary Roulette, He liked that best, and there were no other House Telepaths working the table.


  Ford approached the cashier’s booth and bought ten white chips at a thousand solars apiece. Then he moved toward the game table.


  THE GAMBLING room was an expensive insane asylum. Men sat around the poker tables with iron faces and tapped their fingers nervously on the green baize while taciturn Venusians dealt. Women with two-bright eyes gasped and clutched their expensively clad breasts, and shrieked when they won or sobbed hysterically when they lost. Under the pale white glow from the high frescoed ceiling, everyone was brittle and crisp. They could be strengthened in a moment by a turn of good luck, or shattered by chance to empty tinkling wrecks.


  Ford managed an inward smile as he took his place at the roulette table. Chips clicked constantly in the room, and breathing was a rushing ocean tide.


  It was simple, really. Ford and other men he recognized about the room had a strange gift. They were able to project their minds to a maximum of two minutes into the future along the time continuum. They could see where the wheel would stop, or how the cards would fall or the dice roll.


  That is, if they did not have a piercing knot of fire inside their heads to dim their thought images.


  The Venusian croupier raked in the losing chips from the last turn and lisped, “Place your bets, ladies and gentlemen. Place your bets.”


  Ford waited a moment and then sought the impression. It came, painfully mushrooming up from deep fog banks. His armpits were sticky beneath his tunic, but he dropped a chip on black twenty-one.


  The wheel went spinning in a blur of red and black motion. It stopped. The ball came to rest.


  Black twenty-one.


  Ford pulled in his winnings, ten chips for the one he had bet. Across the table a globular Uranian gentleman emitted what passed for a groan and waved his two suckers helplessly, leaving the table.


  The second time was harder. He got an impression of red forty-four.


  And the wheel whirled and the little ball bobbed into a red pocket numbered with two fours.


  At least, Ford thought, I haven’t lost it entirely. Thank God for that.


  He noticed two people across the table watching him.


  One was a blond young man in what was obviously a rented tunic. He wore it reluctantly, and Ford classified him as a man who was out of place in the Casino. The girl with him was dressed in a pink shimmering gown. Her face was adorned by a very full and determined lower lip, and eyes that were lost between smoke and the sea. She, too, did not fit in the crowd.


  But something on both their faces told that, for whatever reason, they had to be there in the Casino! They had to win. Not for amusement, not for the savage drunken thrill of beating the gods. A piece of life depended on their, winning.


  A piece of life depends on me getting the numbers right, Ford said to himself. He stabbed for the correct picture. Red eight.


  As he dropped his money on the table, he saw that the girl was suddenly conversing with the young man, and then they too placed their money on red eight.


  Ford experienced an exhilarating lift in his spirit. This was how it began. This was what Erik Maul paid him for. This was why he got a large salary, and solar checks from postal boxes that bore no return address.


  He bet on numbers with house money, and won because of his peculiar skill. He got people on the table to follow his hunches. He built them up, won just so much. Then he got the right number but did not lay his money on the correct square. He lost, and so did they, usually quite a bit. But his money was returned later, to be re-used, like that of all the other House Telepaths.


  It was rather tricky. No wired tables. No tabbed cards. No weighted dice. The turnover was such that few visitors who lost ever came back, and gambling laws were nonexistent in Cloud City. Erik Maul cleaned up, and Walter Ford lived well. At the moment, he wanted to continue living well.


  THERE WAS a clacking rush and the ball settled in red eight. The girl gave a little cry of pleasure and the young man smiled wanly.


  Ford reached for the next number with increasing difficulty.


  “Place your bets,” came the croupiers slithering voice, “Placeyourbets placeyourbets placeyourbets . . .” Ford’s hands were clenched on the table edge, digging into the green cloth. His mind was a mass of endless clouds, empty of color. They rolled and tumbled in turgid motion. He tried to batter his thoughts at them, make them split . . . split . . .”


  And slowly a little shard of light nudged through, and he saw the wheel as if through a gauze curtain. Black . . . what was it three . . . nine . . . thirty-nine . . .


  He dropped his money and the young couple quickly followed suit.


  There were no other bets. The other customers were watching the play intently.


  Ford did not look at the wheel, but stood with his gaze on the ceiling, until he heard the girl catch her breath in what he thought amounted to happiness.


  He was considering a return to the bar for another drink when he saw that the girl was talking excitedly to the croupier. “Please,” she was saying breathlessly. “Just a minute . . .”


  “Madam, the rules are that we cannot have more than a two-minute interval between rotations.”


  “But it won’t take even that long,” she argued, her short brown hair shaking.


  “Wait, Ann,” the blond boy said shakily.


  “Wait nothing!” She reached into his tunic pocket and extracted a check book, eyes full of the hope that this was the blessed pay-off. She scribbled in the book and ran to the cashier’s booth, returning with a stack of white chips.


  Good Christ! There must be at least fifty thousand credits. And on this table., Jen to one . . .


  Her eyes bored into the older man’s, and her full mouth framed one desperate word, “Everything.”


  She thinks I’m lucky. This is the point where I play the wrong number.


  “Will you place your bets?” the croupier said irritably.


  The effort was terrible. His mind strove to rip the dark clouds, but they stuck together, glue like. Then they opened and shut in an instant, but that was worse than ever. First lie caught a glimpse of black twenty-seven, and then the whole image jerked to the side and montaged into red thirty-two.


  “Sir,” lisped the croupier loudly at Ford, “do you wish to bet?”


  The pain rattled his head, kicking against the walls with scorching hot imp’s feet. Which number . . . which number was right. They had to lose. . . .


  He decided impulsively that the second number was the correct one. His hand moved a chip in the direction of red four, a random selection.


  Coldness washed over him. The power is slipping away. The old magic power. Without it, I’m nothing. A bum. A poor stinking space bum. I’ve got to hold on to the touch!


  Savagely, he smashed his fist down on red thirty-two.


  No one moved as the girl pushed her pile of chips onto the same square. The croupier observed Ford warily. The globular Uranian came back and watched, his suckers making tiny liquid sighs.


  He had to know. He had to keep the touch.


  The wheel went spinning. It slowed and the ball skittered. Ford leaned forward intently as the little sphere bounced into black twenty-seven, seemed to hesitate, and jumped to red thirty-two.


  The blond boy was grinning foolishly, and the girl laughed and hugged him. “We won,” she exclaimed, “we won, Joe, we won!”


  “Yeah,” the boy called Joe mumbled, “yeah . . .”


  Ford was washed clean of even the pain. He had gotten the right number, but they had bet on his choice and won, when he should have seen to it that they lost. Fifty thousand, at ten to one . . . ten to one . . .


  “This table,” said the croupier slowly, chiseled eyes on Ford, “is closed.”


  The girl rushed around to the older man, seizing his arms. “You’re lucky,” she said, “you’re so lucky, and we needed that money so badly. Passage back to Earth. The rates are so high. We didn’t have very much, and you were so lucky . . .” Small tears welled from her smoky-blue eyes, and she stood quickly on tiptoe and brushed her lips against his face. They were faintly moist and hot. . . .


  “Thanks,” said the young man called Joe awkwardly, extending one hand. Ford shook it woodenly, hearing only part of the words. “Oxygen farm . . . wiped out in formaldehyde storm up country in the jungle . . . almost everything gone . . . sister and I . . . money . . . chance . . . family . . . new start . . . back . . . Earth . . .”


  And then they were gone, and the activity of the room went on unabated.


  Ford stood rigid, not daring to move. The pain flashed and clanged through his whole body.


  A hand fastened on his arm.


  “I think,” came the lisping voice of the croupier, “that Mr. Maul will wish to see you.”


  He made a signal to someone and they moved off through the crowd.


  THE ROOM was quite small, and hidden in a maze of false walls and panels that could only be negotiated by employees of the Casino. The croupier had vanished, and Ford waited for the next move.


  Erik Maul rose from the straight chair behind his slab-like desk of gray jungle wood. His brows were drawn together, juts of hair hanging out over eyes that were filled with vague displeasure. His mouth, on the other hand, rose and fell spasmodically in a smile, and the ridged scars near his nostrils appeared to jiggle and dance.


  “Walter,” Maul said with a moderately generous air, “that cost me a lot of money.” He gave Ford no chance to reply, moving to the wall and pulling back the drapes decorated in orange and green with intertwining winged snakes and naked women.


  “But I don’t mind the money. That doesn’t worry me, because I’m getting it back.” He indicated the wall that was now exposed.


  Ford had seen the window before. It overlooked a great expanse of darkness, which was in reality a very large sunken room. Far down at the bottom, bound in a circle of light, a man and women groveled and clawed at the floor. Joe and Ann.


  Their heads were tilted upward, pleading, but Ford knew they could not see their observers. Their clothes were dirty, and their faces were drawn in lines of almost unbelievable insane terror.


  “When we throw them out via the rear entrance, they won’t have any desire to collect their winnings,” Maul explained casually, taking a glass of pale blue liquor from a wall dispenser. “Subsonic waves are quite effective. Although below the threshold of human hearing, they nevertheless generate feelings of mad, unexplainable terror that can completely overwhelm a personality, and make it cringing and weak. They won’t come back.”


  Ford was appalled by the sight of frenzied unreasoning fear that showed itself in the couple groveling in the pool of light. For a moment he was unaware that Maui had jerked the curtains closed and returned to his desk.


  “Sit down,” Maul said gently, with no hint of the ruthlessness.


  When Ford complied, he began quietly, “Walter, you can see why the money part doesn’t bother me. But you made a bad maneuver. If I didn’t know you I’d say it was a deliberate cross.”


  “It wasn’t for the solars,” Ford replied in a thick voice. “It wasn’t for the solars at all.”


  Maul tinkled the ice in his glass. “Explain.”


  Ford told him the story with labored slowness, from the beginnings of mental vagueness that morning, to his desperate attempt to retain the touch of projection, that had resulted in the winnings of the girl and her brother.


  When he finished, he stared at the floor dejectedly.


  “I believe you,” Maul admitted. “I believe you because you’ve been with me quite a while, and because I know you know it would be dangerous to cross me. I want to help you, and I’d like to keep you working for me. My House Telepaths are no good to me unless their minds are in perfect working order.”


  There it is, thought Ford. The first slip in the long fall back to emptiness. “I’d like to keep you working for me . . .” Without the Casino, nothing . . .


  “Do you have any idea as to the cause?” Maul wanted to know.


  “The only possible explanation I can find is that the radiation exposure that caused my mind to be able to visualize the future has somehow run its course of beneficial effects, and is developing harmful ones.”


  “When were you exposed? I remember your telling me, but. . . .”


  “Six years ago, on the freighter Mar sport Queen, just off Europa. I was working in the damping room when the pile shieldings broke. The blast knocked me out for three days, and when I awoke, I got flashes of what my situation would be, a few seconds in the future. There were no other bad effects then, and there haven’t been any up to now. I learned to control the projections, and you hired me off that Jovian gambling ship and brought me here, along with the other Telepaths you’d picked up through the system.”


  Maul nodded. “So many details. Hard to remember. Tell me, do you think it’s possible that reaction may have taken this long?”


  FORD PONDERED for a bit, then answered, “I don’t really know. I’m no technologist, but I have heard that some artificial isotopes have a long half-life. And the isotopes they were using on the Queen, her being a tramp ship, may have been pretty tricky.”


  Maul was busy pulling back the top of his desk and dialing a visor number. A Venusian appeared, flattened out on the crystal desk-top screen.


  “Put in a call to Berger,” Maul ordered. “Get him to his office right away, and send me a driver.” He slid the panel shut without further comment.


  “Walter, I’m sending you to a friend of mine, Dr. Berger. He works for me, and he’s the best mediophysician available. We’ve got to find out how bad this is.”


  “You’ll give me chance, won’t you?” Ford whispered raspingly. “You won’t throw me out, will you, Erik . . .”


  “I know what’s bothering you, Walter. When I picked you up, you were just another tramp worker. The touch gave you an angle. That’s all anybody needs. Just one good angle.


  “I’ve seen a good many like you, Walter. Never had anything, and bingo, the gods drop a gift in their lap good for a lifetime ticket to a cash paradise. And if they ever start to lose the angle, they fight. They kick and squirm at the end of the hook because they don’t want to give up the cash paradise they never really earned.


  “Maybe that’s right, maybe it isn’t. I’ve been in the same position, but I’ve made sure there was more than one angle, and that each one was backed up.”


  Ford was folded weakly in his chair, suddenly very old and useless. The fast ride to the top, and the long, long fall. No talent, or desire for anything but the pranks of fortune.


  “You’ll throw me out,” Ford began. He was unable to finish.


  “If you’re washed up,” Maul agreed. “If your talent for projection is going to pieces, I’ll let you go.” His voice softened a trifle. “I’m giving you this chance because you’ve been a good worker. But if the doc says you’re no good, I’ll have to let you go.”


  A small bulb glowed on the desk.


  “Come,” said Maul, and a uniformed Venusian appeared.


  “Take Mr. Ford to Dr. Berger’s quarters and wait to bring him back.”


  Ford stumbled to his feet, bumping against the gray man. He felt strong hands on his arm, guiding him. He didn’t watch where he was going, letting himself be led. As they moved through a narrow crooked hallway, he heard the panel to Maul’s office close.


  Ford imagined that it was a kind of curtain. The play might be over, and he might be forced to leave the glittering theatre for the hell of the ordinary world.


  LIGHT AND garbage-tainted noise washed over the alley from the wire-covered windows of the kitchen. Ford climbed into the rear seat of the runabout, and the driver headed the machine toward the street.


  The route he chose was an unfortunate one. He turned the vehicle at a brightly-lit gate and drove up a steep incline to the East-West Causeway. As the runabout purred along, Ford watched the sky, now dark of searchlights to allow the Terran population a little sleep.


  Below the elevated highway, huddled together in an inky mass, lay Rocketville.


  Rocketville was the slum section of Cloud City. It was completely Terran, an outpost of the criminal and the second-class spaceman. Down there in the shadowy world of cheap frame buildings, the lost Earthmen wandered, eyes and bellies hungry. Anything could be bought in Rocketville. Women, or dope, or a hundred other illicit pleasures.


  The sight of the section made Ford sweat. Rocketville, stronghold of corruption. Empire of rusty, dirt-covered dreams. Final stop on the road to nothing.


  The runabout crept by a lighted stairway that led down.


  Down, thought Ford, to a finish for purpose. Down to skimpy pallets and knives in the throat for a tin of vitamin concentrate.


  He watched Rocketville, fascinated. A flame-gas sign reared its serpentine head in letters of angry, bleeding scarlet. Stardrift Hotel.


  Drift, ran the words in Ford’s aching head, drift, drift to nothing.


  He seized the shoulder of the Venusian driver.


  “Hurry up,” he snarled. The man nodded imperceptibly and stepped on the accelerator. . . .


  DOCTOR BERGER had a spacious office in a large professional quadrangle. He opened the glassite door to Ford’s knock, inviting him in.


  The doctor was a fat man, with black-rimmed glasses, stringy hair and lips like cords of pink rope. Whenever he opened his mouth, his teeth jutted into prominence like carefully-scrubbed cliffs.


  “Come inside,” he said, stifling a yawn. “Maul always did want service at an ungodly hour.”


  Ford entered the doctor’s laboratory, a maze of tubes and glass contraptions that twined to the ceiling. A desk light threw hulking deformed shadows on the walls.


  “We’ll dispense with the usual record, name, date of birth and all that. I take it Maul just wants to find out what’s wrong with you.” He took off his glasses and peered at Ford. “Something is wrong, isn’t it?” He sounded as if something had to be wrong, when he was called out of bed in the middle of the night.


  “I’ve been having pains in my head,” Ford told him.


  “Give me all the pertinent facts.”


  Ford hesitated. No one was supposed to know about the inner workings of Maul’s Casino.


  “Come come,” admonished the doctor, seeing his reluctance, “do you think Erik Maul would keep me on his payroll if he thought I couldn’t be trusted?” He grinned sourly. “I never gamble in the Casino. I know how the Telepaths work.”


  “May I sit down?” Ford asked weakly.


  Berger frowned and looked about, finally dragging over a wooden bench. He lit a cigarette and observed the shadows on the wall as Ford began his narrative.


  Minutes later, he dropped the cigarette on the floor and stepped on it. “This way,” he said, and his voice was hushed.


  He led Ford to a large cabinet, one side of which was an opaque crystal screen. “Step inside,” he directed, moving to a bank of dials. He adjusted the strangely calibrated knobs and flicked a switch.


  Light came from the crystal screen, and an object took shape. The gray hilly landscape of a human brain.


  Berger searched for a faint purple radiance. He found it, and reluctantly switched off the machine.


  “You may come out,” he said to Ford. He fumbled in his shirt pocket and brought forth a crumpled package, extending it to the other man.


  “Cigarette?”


  “No. No thanks. Did you find anything?”


  “What you suspected, Mr. Ford, is true. The exposure encountered six years ago has only now begun to take effect. Primary radiation disintegration of the brain has set in.”


  Ford closed his fingers tightly around a fold of his cloak. “How bad is it?”


  Doctor Berger drew the cigarette from his mouth, exhaling with a faint flapping sound. “The pain will continue with increasing severity.”


  “Isn’t there any remedy?”


  “None.”


  “But I’ve got to have perfect mental coordination!” Ford’s voice was frenzied. “I can’t work unless I have that!”


  “You needn’t worry about working.” Berger returned to the bench and picked up his glasses. “You will not live more than four months.”


  Ford swallowed. The gulping sound was queer and ludicrous. “There’s absolutely nothing you can do?”


  Berger pulled open a gray wall cabinet and took down a small lead cylinder.


  “Inside, there is a hypodermic, filled with an aqueous solution of a strong radioactive isotope. If you wish, you can inject this into your bloodstream when the pain becomes too severe. It will relieve the pain for a period of about a week, but death will then come very quickly. It will be painless. Otherwise, the final weeks will become nearly unbearable at the close.”


  Ford pocketed it numbly. “How much do I owe you?”


  “Nothing.” Berger replied. “I work for Erik Maul.” He paused, and added, “So long as I’m able.”


  HE LET Ford out the door, where the Venusian waited. In the lift tube down to street level, Ford accepted the fact that he was already dead. The wealthy gambler was gone, and would be forgotten. His road to a rich life had ended abruptly at a strange foggy door, beyond which he could not see.


  Again they drove on the Causeway over Rocketville, and again the Stardrift Hotel seemed to beckon with red hands, Come to Rocketville, where life is for nothing. . . .


  Despite the pain, Ford sat bolt upright in the rear of the runabout.


  An idea nudged its way from the back of his mind. The idea grew and ballooned, laughing insanely, until it threw down all other ideas and remained triumphant, a mocking and monstrous ruler of his being.


  He was going to die. That he could almost accept. It came eventually to everyone.


  But he was going to die without purpose!


  Walter Ford was linked with the race of Earthmen by many of the same desires, motives and appetites. Like every other Ter ran, from the great Imperators in the Asteroid Palaces, to the most sodden and diseased whore in Rocketville, his whole life had been a struggle to prove that Walter Ford had meant something, as an individual, to the world he lived in.


  He tried to argue that Walter Ford would leave something finer, something more beautiful in the world of the stars, even if it was only a memory. But he had nothing that would ever be of any use to anybody. His own gift had always been used to his own ends.


  That was the final muddy bottom of the fall; the knowledge that nothing in the great pulsing universe of space would be different or better because he had lived. . . .


  He relaxed and let the pain flow through him. Why not use the hypodermic? In a week there would be an end to uselessness. Why not go down to Rocketville and wait in the vacuum for death to come?


  But he knew that he must seek an opportunity to prove, in some small way, that his life had been worth something to one more person other than himself.


  He fought the pleading bloody brightness of the Stardrift Hotel, and ultimately won. Once he almost touched the shoulder of the Venusian and asked to be let out, but he jerked his hand back at the last moment.


  The runabout sped on, and Walter Ford sat there, blindly searching for one shimmer of value in a totally meaningless existence. . . .


  FORD WAITED in the alley while the runabout backed up and headed for the parking lot. Completely at a loss for action or thought, he gazed vacantly at the wire-grill windows of the Casino kitchen. Plates rattled, and there was a hiss of steam and a voice growling through the fetid air, “Hurry up you gray bustard hurry up with the order them people are waiting say for jesus sake will you hurry up. . . .”


  He raised his hand to knock at the rear door. His head throbbed dully.


  Hardness ground into his back.


  “Wait,” a voice ordered doubtfully. “Wait or I’ll kill you.”


  He lowered his hand with obvious caution, sensing a familiar strain in the voice. It seemed to struggle against a creeping fear.


  “You’re going to take me in there,” the voice went on, edge of force fighting to slice at the fear. “I won the money, and I’m going to make them give it back. You’re going to take me in there or I’ll kill you.”


  He recognized the voice. “May I turn around?” he asked.


  The hardness vanished. “All right. But slowly.”


  Her pink gown was torn and dirty, and the ravages of the subsonic waves were plainly stamped on her face. But the gun was steady, checkered into little yellow squares by the light from the kitchen windows.


  Her eyes squeezed together, peering, and then she caught her breath. “You . . . the lucky one. Do . . . you work for them?”


  He nodded.


  Resolution drained from her, then flooded back. “I’m still going in. My brother’s at a charity Health Center. Whatever they did to us, when they took our money, hurt his mind. The doctor said he needed special therapy. Expensive therapy. And we’ve got to get back to Earth and our family.”


  “You’re still afraid, aren’t you?” Ford asked gently.


  “Very much afraid, but there are things stronger than fear. I want to exist, Mr. lucky-whoever-you-are, and existence depends on getting back to Earth. Everything on Venus for my brother and I . . .” Her voice slid down the scale, shivered and broke, “. . . is smashed.”


  This, thought Ford suddenly, could give meaning to emptiness.


  “Give me the gun,” he said.


  She jabbed it in his middle. “We’re going inside.”


  “Give me the gun!” His voice was firm, yet quiet. “I’m going to help you. Please.”


  She peered at the checkerboard pattern of his face in the kitchen glow, and put the heavy automatic in his open hand. Ford’s fingers closed over the cool steel. She buried her face in her hands, sobbing.


  “Listen carefully,” he instructed, feeling the exciting tingle of a real purpose. “Get a cab and bring it to the front entrance.”


  “I don’t have any money,” she choked. “They threw me out a few minutes ago when I tried to get back in . . .”


  He gave her a solar note from his tunic. “This will get the cab. Keep the motor running. When I come out, have the driver go very rapidly.”


  Bewildered, she saw him knock at the door, and then vanish a moment later as it slid shut. She hurried down the alley, puzzled. . . .


  IT WAS dark in the hall, but he knew the way to Maul’s office. Glancing about to assure himself that no one watched, he took Berger’s hypodermic from his pocket and removed the lead casing.


  He wished for alcohol to swab his arm, but plunged the needle in nevertheless. There was no hesitation, no fear. This was a meaning for death . . .


  A wave of cool dreaminess flooded over him. Then it and the pain were gone.


  He manipulated a panel, hurried down a second hall, and soon stood before Erik Maul, smiling pleasantly.


  “What’s the verdict, Walter?” Maul asked affably.


  “Nothing wrong,” Ford lied, “absolutely nothing. Temporary migraine, that’s all. Gave me some medicine that fixed me up.”


  “Is that the truth?” Maul said.


  “Got a deck of cards?” The reply was almost bantering.


  Maul spread the deck face down before him. Ford, with his back to the desk, said, “Put your hand on a card.”


  “Got it.”


  Ford reached haltingly for the impression, expecting it to blur. But as Berger had predicted, the radioactive solution had removed the pain and made him able to think clearly and with absolute precision.


  “Jack of diamonds,” Ford announced loudly.


  Maul exhaled. “Correct.”


  “Another.”


  “Got it.” Maul’s hand reached for one card, started to turn it, then quickly flashed to another instead.


  “Three of clubs . . . no . . . eight of hearts.”


  “Eight is right.” Maul turned up the first card also. Three black clubs seemed to grin at him in triumph.


  He slapped Ford’s back in a friendly fashion. “Walt, you’re okay. Feel like going back to work?”


  “Very much so.”


  Maul gestured expansively. “Then go right ahead.”


  Ford paused in his passage to the door. He had to know one thing, before he pulled the cross.


  “Erik,” he said, “if something ever does go wrong, will you kick me out?”


  “This is a business, Walter.” Maul caressed one of the scars along his nose. “I’d have to let you go.”


  “No room for friendship?”


  Maul laughed. The sound was grating. “You know the answer. This is a business. No friendship when you’re no good.”


  Ford smiled wanly and started through the maze of panels and hallways to the gambling room.


  Activity continued unabated. His watch said eight minutes before five in the morning, but the women still had grasping eyes, and the men still tapped nervously on the green baize.


  He returned to the Interplanetary Roulette table, now reopened. The croupier’s gray face rose in bewilderment, and then froze once more in taciturn lines.


  Ford drew out nearly all of his solars, or rather, the solars Maul had sent him. One hundred and twenty thousand.


  “No chips,” he said to the croupier. “Just this one bet.”


  The man frowned. Ford edged closer to him, swinging out his cloak and pressing the gun against the man’s side. No one else at the table saw the weapon.


  His mind reached out easily, grasping red fourteen. He dropped his money.


  “Spin the wheel.”


  It flashed in a blurring circle, and the ball jumped into a red slot.


  “Fourteen,” wheezed the croupier, “wins.”


  “Walk with me to the cashier,” Ford ordered. The Venusian complied, eyes darting furiously over the crowd. None of the others in the room seemed to notice.


  “One hundred and twenty thousand solars,” Ford said to the cashier, “at ten to one.” He jammed the gun against the Venusian’s side and laughed harshly. “Isn’t that right?”


  “That,” murmured the Venusian, “is right.”


  Astounded, the cashier handed over a roll of solar notes.


  “Move ahead of me,” Ford commanded. They proceeded leisurely through the now-closed dining salon. The harp plunked weakly, and the waterfalls fell with dribbling slowness. The Venusian knew better than to run.


  Undo Traubwein was arguing at the bar with a skinny High Martian youth in evening dress.


  “The world,” exclaimed the Martian drunkenly, “and the universe, is one of science. There is no place for superstition, necromancy, magic . . .


  it’s a world of infallible logic.”


  “Be good, Undo,” Ford smiled as he strolled past the bar.


  Traubwein waved one gray hand, and turned to his Martian companion. “There, mister, goes one man that’s got the magic.”


  THEY WERE almost to the front entrance when the Venusian made his break. He bounded forward, whirled, and yanked out a little knife. “Assist!” he yelled to everyone in general, and rushed at Ford. A Neptune woman shrieked in a high-pitched whine, drawing her scale cape tightly about her.


  Ford shot rapidly five times. The Venusian took a halting step, gurgling, “Assist.” Pale ichor filled his mouth and dripped over. He sagged and fell.


  Ford was through the entrance, shoving the doorman out of the way. A cab ground to a stop and he leaped in. A moment later, they were roaring away through the streets.


  He refused to let the girl talk. He ordered the driver to take him to the East-West Causeway and drop him off. Then he turned to her.


  “Here’s the money. Don’t ask how I got it, or why. It will take Maul a little while to get organized. By that time you can be with your brother at the Health Center. They’ll never find you, or even connect you with me. All I ask is that you remember, when you’re back on Earth, that a lucky man did you a favor.”


  She could not cry. It seemed wrong to sob helplessly when such a man as this was speaking.


  The cab stopped.


  “East-West Causeway, Earth sir,” the Martian driver said obsequiously.


  Ford peeled off a ten-solar note from the pile on the seat. “You never saw me, or the girl.”


  “Yes, Earth sir.” The blue face radiated servility. “Most assuredly, Earth sir.”


  Ford climbed out of the car and stood leaning on the door.


  He smiled at the girl and brushed at his graying hair in an embarrassed fashion. “I wish I weren’t so old. I’ve forgotten your name.”


  “Ann. What’s your name? I want to remember.”


  “I’m just the one who was lucky.”


  He closed the door and waved to the driver. The cab shot away through a maze of buildings.


  FORD WALKED rapidly up the Causeway beside the early-morning traffic. The foggy sky was beginning to flicker with the glow of dim searchlights. Just another morning in Cloud City.


  He felt surprisingly fine. There was no pain. His head was a perfect crystal bell. A week, and then . . .


  But it would be quiet, Berger had said.


  Ford considered returning to his apartment, but Maul would certainly begin any search there. There was one place, however, where Maul would never seek him.


  He came to a stairway going down.


  He glanced over the railing to the frame-building cheapness of Rocketville. Come, beckoned the bloody flame-gas sign, come to the Star drift Hotel, last outpost of futility . . .


  No, he thought, not any more, and walked down the stairs.


  He emerged from the shadow of one of the great pillars supporting the Causeway. Somebody shouted in the artificial dawn, and a beam-gun sizzled in the distance.


  From a small bar, a trumpet screamed in golden anguish, and drums cracked and slammed in a frenzy of Terran joy.


  Very calmly, he approached the front of the Stardrift Hotel and stepped inside.


  The lobby was dim behind the spotted glass windows. A slovenly Earthman leaned against the counter, picking his teeth. His bloated stomach shoved against a candy-cane shirt.


  On a leather couch, a drunken blond jet-man wrestled with a woman whose face was scabrous with disease. “No, honey,” she moaned, “no not now I can’t oh no not now . . .”


  “What can I do for you?” said the candy-shirted man, as if he didn’t care in the least.


  Ford examined his tunic. Two fifty-solar notes left.


  “A room. Any room.”


  The fat man flung him a key. “Number eleven. To the left of the stairs.”


  “And send me up some cigarettes and . . .” Ford hesitated. It had been a long, long time. “And—yes—some beer.” The fat man grabbed the solar note.


  “Just a minute,” he said as Ford turned away. “We’re gonna need our rooms end of next week. Big fleet of cargo liners in from Antares. How long you planning to stay?”


  From far away came the tortured angel scream of the trumpet, and beyond the spotted windows the searchlights of the Causeway high above began to flicker in the foggy sky.


  “Not long,” Ford replied. “Not long at all.”


  He moved briskly, up the creaking stairs.


  THE END
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  WHEN ALIENS MEET


  J.T. McIntosh


  Both Martian and Venusian culture was more advanced than Earth’s. Man only had one advantage which might save him from being a colony or a battleground.


  They shot my father as a traitor. He was a murderer too, but his treason was so much worse than mere murder that murder was hardly mentioned at his brief but quite just trial.


  I was fifteen then, and looked twenty-five. I was one inch over five feet, the daughter of a traitor, silent, unemotional, and a general in the Army. Yes, General Price—General Phyllis Price, a general who had never held any other rank in the army. I was also quite incredibly beautiful, but everyone knew the secret of that. No one but me knew the details, or ever would know them, but everyone on Earth knew a little of the story.


  I was a general because I had to sit in on all conferences and know everything that was going on, and say whether I approved or not. You couldn’t have a woman civilian contradicting the Prime Minister, the Minister for War, the Air Secretary, and the field-marshals and admirals. So I was a general, pro tem., because Earth was facing two great enemies and I was the only human being who had any experience of one, and knew more about the other than anyone else except my father. When he was dead, no one mentioned the fact that he had been my father. It was tacitly admitted that I couldn’t help that.


  Two years before, twenty thousand people had gathered well outside London to roar their acclaim as Jim Price set out for Mars—and to turn away with misty eyes as the tiny ship disappeared from sight. I didn’t guess then how well I was to know that little ship. Jim Price was a hero then, the man who had conquered the moon and was opening to mankind the way to the stars. I was there, but I bore only a curious, fleeting resemblance to the Phyllis Price of two years later. I was a pale shrimp in a blue cotton dress, like most girls of thirteen but smaller, as the newsmen’s cameras caught First Man on the Moon Price’s fond farewell to his daughter before pushing man’s boundaries a few million miles wider. He didn’t say much to me—just “I’ll tell you all about it when I get back, Phyl.”


  I was left for a year wondering whether I was an orphan or not. I was staying with my mother’s elder sister, Aunt Margaret. I was an ordinary sort of kid, more interested in swing and screen stars and clothes and boys (who weren’t much interested in me), than my father out in space somewhere. I had never had a chance to get to love him. I tried dutifully, but I couldn’t help knowing that if he never came back it wouldn’t make much difference to me.


  I was sitting up in bed one night, churning in a whirlpool of adolescent emotions, when the door opened quietly and someone stood just outside the field of my bedlamp. I clutched the sheets tight, one half of me terrified and the other detached and interested, wondering whether for the first time in my life something worth a newspaper headline was going to happen to me. Space hero’s daughter assaulted in bedroom.


  “Don’t you know me, baby?” he asked quietly.


  He was exactly the same, dressed in the same one-piece overall. I leapt from bed and rushed to him. His death would have meant little to me, but at times like that you get caught up in a web of emotion and laugh and cry, and time hits a bump. I kissed him and hugged him. For the moment nothing in the world mattered as much as the fact that he was back.


  “The ship’s in the lane,” he said abruptly, breaking the spell. “Get dressed.”


  My sobs stopped. I stared at him wonderingly.


  “I have to do this, Phyl,” he said. He kept his face in shadow, so that his eyes were lost in black pits.


  “Do what?” I asked.


  “I can’t go myself,” he went on, half to himself. “But someone has to. It’s the only hope. If I had a son it would be a job for him. But . . .”


  I dragged him into the light, half expecting to see a scarred, hideous face. But he hadn’t changed, except that his eyes would never meet mine.


  “You’re going to take me back to Mars!” I whispered, terrified.


  “No. I’m not going to take you anywhere. You’re going alone. And not to Mars, to Venus.”


  My world spun for a moment, then settled, looking much more promising. “You haven’t been to Venus?” I asked accusingly. He shook his head. I saw the picture, and liked it. Girl conquers space. First human being to land on Venus—Phyllis Price. It would be there in the history books a thousand years hence. In twenty thousand years I’d still be remembered. Children at school would learn the date of Phyllis Price’s landing on Venus. Venusian cities would have Phyllis Price squares . . .


  “Why didn’t you say that before?” I murmured thoughtfully.


  He smiled bleakly, perhaps realising belatedly how he should have handled me. I forgot the dangers. Or rather, not being entirely a fool, I put them aside until I could no longer ignore them. I was blind to everything except fame.


  “Oh, well, if it’s necessary . . .” I said.


  “I wish I knew. It might be a terrible mistake.”


  But I wasn’t interested in his mental conflict. He left me while I dressed. “Don’t waste weight by putting on a lot of clothes,” he said. “It’s hot out there.”


  “Hot—in space?”


  “You wouldn’t understand if I explained in detail. The atomic motors generate heat—more than the ship can possibly lose in space. But I’ve written down all you must know.”


  So five minutes later I came out shivering in the cool autumn night, dressed for a heatwave. Again my father hurried me, not giving me time to think. My enthusiasm was rapidly cooling. If I had to take off alone for Venus I wanted cheering crowds and brass bands as Jim Price had had. I must have said something of the sort.


  “If people knew what I know,” he said, “they wouldn’t let you go at all. That’s why I’m rushing you off like this.”


  “They would stop me? Because it’s dangerous—for me?”


  My father grinned wryly in the gloom. “No one would stop you doing anything that Was dangerous for you,” he said. “If that were all, they’d just wish you good luck.”


  We had reached the little ship, parked neatly in the lane like a car. But though it could carry only one, it was five times the size of a car.


  My father slid back the lock. I drew back. “This is ridiculous,” I said. “I can’t pilot this thing. I . . .”


  “Everything’s worked out for you. You’ll find a note on the table telling you what to do.” Gently he pushed me inside and shut the door.


  I might have beat on the door until he let me out, but once again I had a rosy vision of the journey, and still under its influence read his note and started the motors. The course was pre-set. Before I had time to get far in my deliberations I was leaving Earth’s atmosphere.


  It certainly was hot. I started to read the voluminous instructions he had left for me, sweat running into my eyes.


  It wasn’t as easy as he had made out. I had to learn to handle the ship and a lot of other things. There were days that were endless, days that were lost because nothing remained of them in my memory to distinguish them from other days. I had to get used to the constant heat—that was like learning to live in a Turkish bath. I had to develop a time sense that was independent of night and day. My small mental resources were stretched to the limit by the mere effort to stay sane. Yet I wasn’t unhappy. I was still seeing myself as a heroine of space.


  I reached Venus. Rather ludicrously, perhaps, I hovered for a moment before landing while I put on my clothes, which I had not worn since I was only a few thousand miles from Earth. It was no cooler without clothes, but at least there was nothing to hold the sweat. On top I put the rubbery suit that would enable me to breathe in the poison bath of Venus. I was no physicist, but I could read a dial as well as anyone. There was a little oxygen, but it was a mere trace smothered in carbon dioxide. I wouldn’t live in that hot, moist atmosphere for thirty seconds without the suit.


  I’ve never told anyone in detail what happened on Venus, and never will. I’m not afraid of my sanity—that’s safe enough. But the sanity of others—well, it all depends on how much imagination they have. Anyway, it’s not a story for Earth ears. It’s between me and the Venusians.


  Yes, there are Venusians. They’re not unlike humans in that they consist physically of two legs, a trunk, a head and two arms. They’re more like an aeroplane in the way they stand, on two short legs and tiny tail, the body tilted forward and upward from the tail, the arms, in a position of rest, out like wings. But they don’t fly. Their bodies, in fact, are singularly useless.


  They breathe carbon dioxide and exhale oxygen. Their lungs—two of them, like ours—ignore the hundred other components of the Venusian atmosphere and distil pure carbon dioxide.


  They think, but not as we do. They think rather like an internal combustion engine, in a series of tiny explosions, adding up to terrific power. And if you ever meet one it won’t be long before you can talk to him, even if you’re the first human he’s met. He’ll make you say something—anything, it doesn’t matter to him—and when you’ve talked for a while he’ll be able to reply. Soon you’ll find he’s using words you know, but haven’t used. Perhaps wrongly at first, but in an hour or two he’ll speak English as well as you do, and more fluently. His voice will be an exact replica of yours.


  When I told them the circumstances of my arrival on Venus, how my father had returned from Mars and immediately sent me to Venus, they showed the only excited interest I knew them to evince then.


  They discussed it openly before me, in my own language.


  “Could he be hoping for help from us against the Martians?” someone asked, really thinking aloud. “The Martians will obviously attack and subdue Earth unless we take a hand. That must always happen when two unequal races come into contact. Earth didn’t seem to know this. But to know of our existence and to send the girl here he must have had some source of information about us. It could only have been by deduction.”


  “Earthmen couldn’t have deduced it,” said another. “It must have been the Martians.”


  “Wait,” said the first Venusian. “Earthmen may vary. They have obviously greater potentialities than they have ever tapped. Jim Price may be one of Earth’s great thinkers. A super human.”


  “No. They vary little relatively, as we have learned from the girl. They think they have progressed from a lesser species, while obviously they have regressed from a superior one.”


  You can only remember what you understand at the time. Only when the Venusians were faintly puzzled, trying to reach a conclusion, had I any chance—then—of understanding their thought processes.


  On another occasion one of the Venusians said: “From what we know of Price from his daughter, he must have expected her return. Also the Martians allowed him to return. What was their purpose?”


  “It could only have been to demand surrender,” someone answered. “Our purpose, of course, will be purely ethical. The question is, while Earthmen are purely bystanders now that all three races have space travel, which is the superior race, the Martians or ourselves?”


  If they’d asked me, I’d have said I couldn’t conceive of a race which they would have to fear. But then, I could never have conceived of them before I met them.


  The Venusians’ minds were such that they needed nothing else—not numbers, nor machines, nor organisation. They were minds that had their roots in some cosmic framework; minds that could annihilate anything but distance, with no physical reinforcement. The only limitation on the Venusians was their slow, unadaptable bodies and the fact that their incredible minds were prisoned in them.


  Even then, terrified, half mad, in constant mental and physical torment, I saw that the Venusians had a weakness, if anyone of any race could ever get near it . . .


  One thing was clear. Only Earth’s science would ever have achieved space travel. The Martians, according to the Venusians, must be a logical race, with very little imagination. They could never use the method of trial and error, the only method for the discovery of space travel. The Venusians worshipped beauty, justice and genius. They were not scientific in the material sense. They had no mechanical ability. They had no machines. Given the space ship they could duplicate it on a larger scale and in a general way understand its functions, but they could never develop and improve it.


  Yet they could be a terrible enemy, without machines. Why had my father sent me to Venus to give them the secret of space travel? Even they didn’t know. They used as a working hypothesis the possibility that he had expected help from them against the Martians. But they were aware that his choice of me as the emissary instead of himself was not in accord with this theory.


  I never questioned Venusian conclusions. One might as well, knowing nothing about cars, insist that they must run better on water than petrol.


  When they had finished with me they might have let me go straight back to Earth. But if they had even stray dogs would have been sick at the sight of me. It wasn’t that they were sadists and had deliberately mutilated me. It was rather, as a philosophical Venusian who knew the phrase might have remarked, that you can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs.


  So they kindly reconstructed me. Mentally, of course, for they had no machines. I was of an alien race, but that made no difference. The only real resemblance between Venusians and Earthmen is in standards of beauty. Knowing the nature of ultimate beauty, they made me such a woman as has never been born. Suppose in a world there are no radios but crystal sets—and one eight-tube superhet. I was like that.


  When I returned to Earth I didn’t need a mirror on the wall to know I was the most beautiful thing on the planet. Beside me, a screen star and a hideous old woman were equally unattractive. Moreover, I would live at least five hundred years. My mind was cleaned out, overhauled, sharpened—more than the Venusians knew, for even they didn’t know everything. I could get more out of life than anyone else on Earth. That was part of the solution to the Venusians’ ethical problem of what to do with me. There was more to come. When they took over Earth I should still be favoured. For I had made it possible.


  How can anyone explain the inexplicable? It’s a rhetorical question. You can’t. You can only say what happened. That’s incomprehensible enough sometimes, but it must always make some sort of sense. I don’t explain the Venusians. I don’t try to interpret them. So at least I don’t go as far wrong as those who do, knowing far less of them than I do.


  On the trip back I learned a lot about myself that even the Venusians didn’t know. They hadn’t allowed for human capacity for development. Or at any rate, they hadn’t allowed enough. They had shown me things they never meant me to be able to do myself. But human capacities are really rather amazing.


  I landed quite publicly on Earth, near London. I knew I would soon be conferring with my father, with the Prime Minister, the Army, Earth’s foremost scientists. I was right.


  I found Earth already under the strictest military rule it had ever known.


  I had been gone seven months. Only after that gap did I learn the news my father had brought back from Mars.


  The Venusians, naturally, were right. The Martians were a logical race. They would never have discovered the secret of space travel. Earth, despised when they knew us by both Martians and Venusians, had had to do that and open the door to two great enemies.


  When I landed I was surrounded by soldiers. They were not the coarse, kindly Tommies of romance and comparatively chivalrous local wars. They were hard-faced men who had already machine-gunned hysterical crowds and seen friends and relatives swept away to concentration camps. Earth couldn’t afford to panic. Democracy and the rights of the individual were suspended everywhere, until further notice.


  “This way, popsy,” they said, and tried to push me around a little, just for luck, and to show me I wasn’t somebody just because I had been to Venus. They were rough with me because they had learned to be rough with everybody. They had learned, these ordinary, decent men with families of their own, what all servants of dictatorships learn. You’re never shot for being brutal and inhuman, but you may be for being kind and considerate.


  However, it didn’t get them far with me. I had learned enough with the Venusians to show them that even unarmed I wasn’t defenceless, and that though there were twenty of them I could go with them or not, as I pleased.


  That night there was a conference. I didn’t see my father until we sat opposite each other before the Council—fifty statesmen, soldiers, scientists and propagandists.


  Little incidents reveal a lot. Before the proceedings began my father rose to come to me, but was pressed back in his chair. He tried again, and was actually cuffed into submission. That showed, when you thought of it, the temper of the whole world.


  I still wasn’t radically different temperamentally from the child who had set out for Venus. I looked different and thought differently, but I was the same girl. I rose with an adolescent’s impetuosity and walked across to my father, before everyone. They would have cuffed me too, if they could.


  When a man decides to do something, his thoughts are not only in his head, but all around him. I was no telepath—neither, strictly speaking, were the Venusians. I couldn’t read thoughts at will, but I could jumble them with my own. No one would ever assassinate me, even in my sleep. I could still reach out unconsciously and muddle any antagonistic thought so that the assassin shot himself or fell stiffly or writhed in agony. I couldn’t control people. I could only stop them controlling themselves.


  “Why did you send me to Venus?” I asked softly.


  “Because if there is an answer, that’s it.”


  “You knew what they’d do to me?”


  “The Martians deduced their nature from the history of the solar system and particularly the planet Venus. As they had deduced ours. I knew roughly what would happen. Phyl—tell me—has it helped? Have you any idea of how to save Earth?”


  “Why couldn’t you go?” I demanded, ignoring his question.


  “Because they would learn all I knew of Mars. Also a great part of Earth’s science. From you they could learn very little.”


  “You knew how they’d drag what I did know out of me?”


  He shrugged tiredly. “It happened to me too. When the Martians could learn what they wanted by using a truth serum or their own form of lie-detector or their calculators and analysers, they used them. When they couldn’t, they gently probed my nerves so that I screamed and told them what I knew. Like you, I could save nothing.”


  The council buzzed, ready to start its deliberations, held up by this fantastic conversation between father and daughter that no one else could hear—and by the fact that anyone who tried to break it up collapsed on the floor and squirmed like a crushed insect.


  “What makes you think,” I said softly, “that I could save nothing?”


  His eyes burst into flaming life. “But, Phyl—how could you . . .”


  “They tortured you,” I said coldly, “and you broke.”


  He nodded.


  “It doesn’t seem to have marked you much,” I said, surveying him casually.


  “There’s not a sign. They knew too much about medical science, among all their other sciences, to have to mutilate me. Just a touch on a switch . . .” He shuddered.


  “We on Earth don’t extract information from people like that,” he went on. “We aren’t cold enough. We make people talk under truth serums, and the conscious mind isn’t able to sift and interpret. We torture sadistically, and men die under the interrogation. They know they have only to last long enough, and they’ve won. But I knew I wasn’t going to die. It was going to go on . . . And when the Martians had what they wanted, they went on to make sure. I searched my mind for something to tell them, something that might interest them. At last when there was nothing left that I could say, they stopped. You couldn’t have taken that, Phyl, and kept something back?”


  I turned away from him and went back to my seat. It was cruel—almost as cruel as his sending me to Venus, knowing what would happen.


  That conference lasted twelve hours. My father repeated, apparently for the hundredth time, almost all he could say about Mars. The Martians were bipeds, cold-blooded, a versatile life form. They could live on their own planet, on Earth, probably on Venus. They could limit their numbers or multiply rapidly at will. They intended to come to Earth in a few weeks’ time and take it over. Just like that.


  Their science had missed space travel, but it hadn’t missed much else. Unlike the Venusians, they wouldn’t come in ships that were simply copies of his own. They would come in vast ships with ten times its speed.


  “And why,” asked someone, “did you send your daughter to Venus—giving us a second enemy when one was more than we could handle?”


  The interest that followed this question showed it was one which my father had previously refused to answer.


  But he was ready to answer it now.


  “Because,” he said, “the Martians are afraid of the Venusians. They kept no secrets from me, their purpose being, as I’ve told you, for me to return and tell all I know, when we should surrender to the Martians and save fighting. But remember, as theorists they are in a class utterly beyond us. They knew exactly what Earthmen were like, long before they had what we should consider evidence. They also knew the nature of the Venusians, without ever having had any communication with them. And while we represent no problem to them, they feared what might happen in a clash with Venus. They feared the material and hypnotic power of the Venusian mind.


  “So, ready to try anything to save Earth, I sent my daughter to Venus—to give the Venusians space travel, though she didn’t know that was the purpose.”


  “And what do you suggest now?”


  “Surrender to the Martians.”


  His first word was delivered in silence, but the rest was swallowed in a roar of anger. He jumped to his feet.


  “Hear me out!” he shouted. “If we surrender to the Martians, we shall be partly outside this conflict which must now take place. When alien races meet, there can be no co-operation, there must be a fight for survival. I’ve discovered that. If we surrender, the Martians must protect us, or lose all benefit of our surrender. Their struggle with the Venusians may go on for years, even centuries. And all the time we shall be developing, under Martian authority perhaps, but never given their full attention. We may achieve something in centuries that we can never accomplish in a few weeks.”


  There was silence after that as the delegates mulled over Jim Price’s suggestion. It left a bad taste, but it was undoubtedly a plan worth considering, even if only to be rejected. It offered more than any other course.


  “We haven’t heard Phyllis Price,” said Colonel Thurmer. He was one of the men who had been writhing on the floor after an injudicious attempt to get near me. Perhaps because he was young and strong, he had recovered sooner and more completely than the others. He had been watching me, I had observed with not unnatural interest, with attention that wasn’t purely impersonal.


  I rose. The Venusians hadn’t made me any taller so there was nothing commanding about me as I stood and surveyed them.


  “My father is right,” I said. “I can offer a little more if his suggestion is followed. You saw a few minutes ago one of the effects of what the Venusians taught me. Perhaps I should explain how it came about.


  “The human mind has potentialities far beyond its normal use. We knew that long before the Venusians told me. One of its curious facets is that human beings can do almost anything they believe to be possible. You’ve seen time and again how a thing is thought to be impossible. Then someone does it. Soon scores of people have followed him. There are cases in athletics, mountaineering, psychology, musical technique, aerobatics, surgery, almost every field we’ve developed. The impossible often becomes possible not because of new discoveries, but because we know that what has been done once can be done again.


  “This is a capacity,” I said, deliberately underlining my words, “absent in both the Martians and the Venusians. Am I wrong?” I asked my father directly.


  “No, I don’t think so, but . . .”


  “It was because of this that the ordinary child who set out for Venus—forgive my lack of modesty—became something rather special. I think I managed to hide two things from the Venusians. One was the fantastic extent of my mental development once I had seen what could be done by mind alone. I have only started to develop, I admit, but I can see nothing to stop me going on. I believe that in a matter of weeks, I personally will have nothing to fear from Earthmen, Martians, or even Venusians. That’s something I don’t think the Venusians could have counted on. They knew we had greater potentialities than we can call on, but they didn’t see how easily and quickly they could be tapped.


  “My point is this. In a few years I shall be the equal of a Venusian mentally. By that time I’ll be able to impart my abilities to others, as they did to me, accidentally. It will be slow, and only a few at a time can be handled. But in fifty years, perhaps less, Earth won’t be defenceless. It will be growing towards equality with the Venusians—perhaps superiority—and will already be capable of dealing with a purely materialistic race like the Martians.”


  “And the other thing?” demanded my father.


  I smiled. “You don’t think I kept it from the Venusians merely to tell it to everyone here, do you?” I said mockingly. “The Martians would have it out of you in five minutes.”


  There was uproar again. But I saw Colonel Thurmer slowly nodding, and my father grinned faintly. I waited for the noise to die away, then said: “It’s a simple little thing that everyone here should be able to see for himself, but which the Venusians couldn’t know and the Martians would probably never think of. It might be of great value to us and it may be a complete disappointment. If any of you think of it, I think you’d be well advised to keep it to yourselves.”


  There was a great deal more discussion, mostly repetitive. When my father made another plea for surrender, Dr. Lindrum, the atomic scientist, snapped at him: “We know you are a renegade, Price, sent back to demand our surrender. That invalidates your plan. Probably every word you’ve said was by the instruction of the Martians.”


  They said the same thing over and over again, Price and Lindrum, during the next few weeks.


  Someone else asked. “How do we know that there are any Martians or Venusians? We have only the word of this man and his daughter.”


  My father smiled grimly. “You’ll soon know,” he said.


  I refused to demonstrate further the new abilities I was developing, and even refused to tell them about them. “In a few months at most,” I said, “the Martians will learn all you know. It’s no part of my plan to have them know that they have only to kill me and a potential source of danger is gone.”


  “But they will know that anyway,” said my father. “What you’ve done and said already will be reported in detail to them soon after they arrive—whatever anyone here may think.”


  Uproar again, and shouts of “Yes, by you.”


  “True,” I said, “but I won’t be here. And nobody will know where I am. But I don’t want the Martians to know much about me, nevertheless.”


  It went on and on—and not only that conference, but others like it. My father always said the same thing, and usually I said very little. But in between conferences I talked with him and learned everything he knew about the Martians, including all the tiny details that he had never told anyone else—the details that completed the picture. In return I told him nothing.


  “You don’t trust me very far,” he said wryly once. “You’re right, of course. How did you manage to keep anything from the Venusians? They were quite horrible, I suppose?”


  “Not deliberately,” I said. “Just incidentally. It might have driven me mad, but as it happened it didn’t. They were just—curious. How did I keep things back? Sometimes I think all women are stronger than men. At the beginning I just put two things away in a safe in my mind, and later when I was telling everything I knew they weren’t there to come out. I had realised that telling them wouldn’t make things any easier for me. So I hung on to them.”


  “Couldn’t they probe your mind?”


  “No. It’s like that convenient lie about hypnotism—you know the one—no one can ever be made to do something he believes to be morally wrong. Only this isn’t a lie. No one can ever read another person’s thoughts unless he co-operates. Race doesn’t matter. Nor intelligence. It was no easier and no more difficult for the Venusians to probe my mind than a Venusian’s. I could read your thoughts, but only if you let me. When you’re talking to me, I get stray thoughts. The only other things that ever come through involuntarily are strong intentions. I’d know, for example, if you decided to strangle me. You wouldn’t get far.”


  “Does it have to be you?” he asked. “I mean, would you know if I decided to strangle anyone else?”


  I nodded. “That’s a pretty powerful thought. You can conceal most things, but not that.”


  So he knew. He knew that when a few weeks later the whole defence council was on location, so to speak. We were viewing progress at an atomic defence station. Dr. Lindrum was showing us round. Curiously, he and my father were the two main forces pulling the council in opposite directions. My father plugged his one theme—surrender. Dr. Lindrum plugged his—fight the Martians. Atomic missiles might not beat them, but they would show Mars that Earth wasn’t a pushover.


  The set-up was so simple it was strange that no one saw what was going to happen. Dr. Lindrum was the one man who could enable Earth to make a fight of it. There was so much in his mind that no one else knew. Yet as we stood there no one moved for long seconds as my father seized his chance and grasped Dr. Lindrum by his thin, yellow neck.


  It seemed minutes before anyone else moved, while my father’s veins stood out and Lindrum choked. At last they tried to drag Jim Price away, then hit him on the head, but his grip never relaxed. He held on long after Lindrum was dead.


  As they led him away he looked at me. He knew I had known what he intended to do. He knew, too, that I could have stopped him. I had done nothing.


  I saw him once more, after the trial, a few minutes before they shot him. “I was right, wasn’t I?” he asked.


  “It was necessary,” I agreed. “Earth must surrender now, or put up so little resistance that it will amount to surrender. And that will give me a chance. Lindrum was so sincere that the only way was to kill him.”


  I realised how cold and inhuman my thought processes were becoming. But in coldness and inhumanity there was strength. My father seemed to sense it.


  “It’s curious,” he said. “I know you’ll win. You, Phyl, not Earth. What an incredible creature you are now. You must be right about the Venusians—they couldn’t know what they were doing. They’d never have let you go.”


  “They had to let me go,” I said. “They must follow their rules of ethics. I brought them space travel, which they wanted. It was impossible for them to kill me or keep me prisoner. They owed me something, and they haven’t finished paying it.”


  “This secret of yours, Phyl,” he said. “Is it something to do with their curious ethics? Can you put them in Earth’s debt? Do you mean to make it impossible for them, with their ethical rules, to harm Earth?”


  I shook my head. “We could never do enough for them,” I said. “That’s not the way. It’s simpler than that. If it works.”


  “Can’t you tell me—now?” he asked.


  I looked at him—a man who was to die in twenty minutes. “I’m sorry,” I said. “You might get a reprieve. They might realise even yet that you’re no traitor, only a man who does what he believes is right. Even if that entails sending his daughter to hell or killing one of Earth’s greatest scientists. This thing—the Martians mustn’t know it. They must never know it.


  “I see the Venusians as our friends,” I went on thoughtfully. “It could happen. With the Martians it can be nothing but war.”


  He looked at me steadily. “I suppose I should bless you or wish you good luck or something, Phyl,” he said. “But it wouldn’t mean anything to you. You’ve put human feelings behind you, haven’t you? You’re not really human any more.”


  “I could be,” I said. I thought, involuntarily, of Colonel Thurmer. “I can switch it on and off. But you’re right, it’s off now. If I switched it on, I’d cry now, and that wouldn’t help either of us.”


  He said casually: “You could stop them shooting me, I suppose?”


  I had hoped he wouldn’t say that. Yes, I could stop them, theoretically. There was nothing to prevent me, except the knowledge—that inexplicable Venusian ethical prompting—that I had no right to interfere in this case. That I could call on vast cosmic powers for many things, for war or for peace, for life or death, but not for the life of Jim Price. I said nothing, and nothing more passed between us.


  After I had seen him die—and he died as unconcernedly as I expected—I made my way to the space ship and checked it. It was ready for flight. I might have gone then, but one of the guards came to me and shouted wildly in my ear, though I was only a foot from him.


  “I hear you,” I said soberly. “I’ll go in the ship. It’s faster than any plane.”


  The Martians had come—or perhaps it was the Venusians. They had annihilated Liverpool, presumably as a demonstration of their power. Liverpool was a cloud of settling dust. The Martian casualties—one ship, caught by a blast of air that even the greatest theorists had failed to predict. They would be more careful next time.


  The military thought for some unknown reason that the attack was by the Venusians, but I thought it vastly improbable. A city devastated by the Venusians would never be a cloud of dust. It would be a curious, twisted wreck with all its atoms fused by nothing but Venusian minds, or more likely, an unharmed city with mindless thousands squirming in its streets. The Venusians couldn’t destroy anything. They could only modify it.


  I was there in a matter of minutes, talking, of all people, to Colonel Thurmer, who had flown from London. Before him was a strange red heap.


  “No,” I said. “That was no Venusian. It’s Mars all right. They’ll be waiting now for a radio message of surrender, I expect. Or perhaps they’re on their way to destroy Paris or London.”


  “If only Dr. Lindrum were alive,” said Thurmer, staring into the sky.


  “You think that would help—after you’ve seen this?” I smiled without mirth. It was the first time I had talked to him alone. There were hundreds of people hurrying about us, but we were alone.


  “Then you think it’s hopeless?” he said. He was not a man on whom inaction and hopelessness sat well. He would never believe anything was hopeless.


  I gave myself a few seconds as a young girl and looked at him. Perhaps he sensed the difference. We stood in the metaphorical shadow of dead Liverpool, a stocky, fair-haired young man in uniform and a small, impossibly beautiful girl in soiled but neat overalls, and wondered if there was such a thing as a future for us and for our world.


  Then I came back from my short holiday, and as before, he knew it at once.


  “Do you want to see what’s left of the ship?” he asked.


  To Thurmer I was something of a god. He had once felt the lash of my mind. He bore no malice, only a deep respect for my abilities. He thought I would merely glance at the wreckage of the ship and reconstruct the whole mechanism in my mind.


  I smiled faintly. “I’m no scientist, colonel,” I said. “Not that sort. I’m almost a Venusian and machines mean nothing to them. All I know of machines I learned here.”


  “You’re going?” he asked, as I turned.


  “To Venus,” I said.


  A shadow came over his eyes. “You’re not running out on us, general, are you?”


  “You think I’m a coward, going to Venus? I’m wondering if I’m not being foolishly heroic.”


  His eyes lit up with irrepressible hope at the idea that I might be able to accomplish something. But the girl who found pleasure in gazing into young colonels’ eyes was asleep again.


  I sat before the controls in the space ship for a long time in indecision. No Venusian could harm another Venusian. But was I strong enough to rank with them yet? I didn’t doubt I would be in the end. The trouble was, I didn’t want to wait another five years, a year, even a month.


  It was as a human that I decided at last to go. A Venusian would have waited until he was sure, even if it had been a hundred years.


  I didn’t land near any Venusian city. In fact, I landed as far from civilisation as I could. I stayed in a Venusian jungle for a week. Then, feeling like a gambler risking everything on one throw, I made for the city where I had been interrogated. Its name was the fourth letter in the Venusian alphabet, so I may as well call it D.


  They were surprised that I had returned. But immediately, before I spoke, they had begun to comprehend the position.


  “We underrated you, Phyllis Price,” said a Venusian. I never knew them as individuals—not until afterwards.


  “Yes,” I said. “I want to demonstrate how much. I think you’ll find it interesting.”


  “Of course.” Elucidation of a mistake was always interesting.


  “You will obviously destroy the Martians. It will be necessary for self-defence.”


  “That may or may not be the case.”


  “I have learned a little about them and assure you that it is.” Their minds were probing now, but I felt no danger to me. Presently they would try to modify my brain and body. That would be the real test. I still didn’t know whether I could withstand them or not.


  “I think,” I went on, “that it would be best if you concerned yourself with the Martians entirely and left Earth alone.” That was the formal announcement of my position. We were using Earth language but Venusian convention.


  “You have reasons?” That was also formal.


  “I came prepared to show you one. But first please finish the preliminaries. If I am still too weak to withstand a mental assault, it would be as well for us both to know.”


  There were nine of them present now, facing me like planes on a tarmac. The one I was talking to nodded, imitating the human gesture.


  There was a vast invisible, inaudible battle. No one moved, but ten minds worked at full pressure. Nothing happened. My mind swelled in triumph. They could never harm me now. Not one Venusian, not a thousand of them. Even if they tried to overwhelm me physically I could hold them off. The leader recognised the fact.


  “Yes, we underrated you,” he admitted. “As a matter of interest, since you are now out of our power, have you already reached your limits?”


  “No. I expect that to take about five Earth years.”


  “So we gained nothing from you. You realise the debt is paid, and we would now destroy you if we could?”


  “I realise that.” What he meant, of course, was that my development invalidated the gift of space travel to them. “I came prepared to offer you my aid in return for yours. It can be, I think, a good bargain. I’ll be able to give you a great deal of assistance.”


  “In return for what?”


  “Defence of Earth against the Martians.”


  “And your inducement? Your weapon? What you would call your ace in the hole?”


  I smiled bleakly. “You are unfortunate,” I said. “It’s something you could hardly know about. I can destroy you. I thought of it while I was still the simple creature you first knew. It was only a guess then. Now it is certainty.” I showed him something I had carried in a pocket of my suit.


  “Beautiful,” he said. “An Earth flower?”


  “A daisy,” I said. “This is a rose. And this a tulip. Beautiful, as you say—but deadly. They grow easily. They grow luxuriantly on Venus. I have tested it. In this warm, moist atmosphere, with your rich, thick soil, they grow visibly—twenty times as fast as on Earth. They choke your own vegetation, and grow through it. I have only to drop a few seeds here and there and in a year or so your whole planet will be choked. You can never keep it under control.”


  “Hardly a deadly weapon.”


  “Our flowers,” I said softly, “breathe carbon dioxide and exhale oxygen.”


  There was silence filled with agitated thought. “You have no machines,” I said. “You couldn’t fight it. In a year you could not live on your own world. In a hundred years Venus would have an atmosphere like Earth’s. We could live here. Not you.”


  There was no expostulation, no pretence. You don’t have to be dramatic with the Venusians. They knew they were beaten.


  “You are right,” said the Venusian, “we are unfortunate. It is the one thing we cannot fight. We could destroy whole vast areas of vegetation. But if it grows as you say, that would not be enough.”


  “I would need more than a bluff for such confidence,” I told him.


  “So I believe. Very well. It is clear we must do as you say.”


  It was a great, but somehow empty, victory. The Venusians didn’t dramatise either. They weren’t even angry. I had a good argument. I was enough of a Venusian to look at them with a kind of sympathy. It was a victory won by luck. I had a lot to make up to the Venusians. I meant to do it.


  There would be others like me—humans with Venusian powers. I saw no reason why I should be alone. I thought of Colonel Thurmer with powers like my own, working with me as an equal, a companion . . .


  Companion—well, that was one word for it.


  THE END


  EMPIRE OF EVIL


  Rog Phillips


  All that stood between Earth and final destruction was a creature from Mercury which no one trusted


  A BLUE Mercurian, arrogance in every line of his shell-covered body, was leading a white Earth-girl up the street. The Earth-girl was practically naked. She walked with head bent, shoulders drooping—a creature without hope. The rope around her slender waist, by which the Mercurian hauled her along, had raised a cruel, circular-abrasion on her otherwise smooth brown skin.


  The girl stumbled and the Mercurian jerked ruthlessly at the rope just as a pair of Darrien’s blacktailed Venusian fighters paused in passing to grin and lay lascivious hands upon the girl’s body.


  The Mercurian snarled and yanked the girl away. “Mine!” he spat, and laid a hand on the zam-gun at his belt. He pushed the girl behind him and faced the two Venusians, ready to kill or be killed in defense off his rare prize.


  Ordinarily there would have been quick death here—either one Mercurian spilling out his green blood on the walk, or two Venusians stiff in death, their black tails twitching and snapping. The Venusians, who considered themselves the aristocrats of Darrien’s hideous army, had more than once taken loot from their fellow fighters from the other planets. And this young virgin was a prize indeed.


  But the Venusians were sated at the moment. Their bellies were full of raw flesh and warming Bizant liquor. So they laughed and moved on, much to the Mercurian’s surprise.


  Seated at a cafe table nearby, Ron Kratnick was fighting with himself as he had never fought before; battling to hold his fury in check; striving to keep from leaping forward to tear the Mercurian’s dome-shaped head from his shoulders. Bright in Ron’s senses was the vision of what was going to happen to this girl. Apparently fresh from Earth, probably from America, she had no doubt been taken in one of the rapier-like raids of Darrien’s forces and, according to the code of Darrien, she was fair loot of the blue Mercurian soldier.


  Ron Kratnick writhed inwardly as he thought of Darrien—that archfiend of the universe; thought of the man’s devilish cleverness in discovering the one thing which would make his interplanetary army fight like tigers possessed—the promise of Earth-women as their own property, to be used as they saw fit. The girl, beyond doubt, would be better off dead.


  But Ron held himself in by conjuring up the words of Blake Wentworth, Chief of Universal Intelligence: “You’ll see some terrible things on Venus, Kratnick. Things done to our women and to captive soldiers that will make your blood boil and well-nigh unseat your reason. Your ability to control yourself will be the mark of your success or failure. When you see a girl raped or tortured, you’ve got to remember that you can do nothing for her—that your allegiance lies with the millions here on Earth—that your success will mean salvation for them. When you get to Venus, you’ve got to ignore everything except your prime objective.”


  “And what is that objective?” Ron had asked. He’d been called, completely unbriefed, from an assignment in Africa, and had come to Chicago with no idea whatever as to what his orders would contain.


  BLAKE WENTWORTH, a highly capable, but sorely harrassed Intelligence Chief, had smiled bitterly. “I’ll come to that, but first, let me give you the background.” Wentworth’s smile twisted into deeper bitterness as he snatched a cigarette from the tray on his desk. “Most of it you” know, of course, so we’ll just call it blowing off steam on my part. A man’s got to sound off once in a while, or the stuff piles up inside him and cracks him up.”


  “I understand, sir.”


  “To a certain extent, maybe, but you can’t know how I feel. You can’t know that because you haven’t been in the saddle—taking the abuse for the mistakes made by others.”


  There was sympathy in Ron’s smile. “I’m a good listener, sir.”


  “The trouble with this planet, Kratnick, is that they were too cocky. The chosen people and all that silly rot. It came on gradually of course. With the most advanced brains in the universe we naturally were the superiors of the barbaric peoples we found on other planets. Our technical know-how was such that we had no trouble controlling them. And as time went on we considered ourselves as the paternal lords of the universe. The High Council members got up off their fat lard buckets and spouted off about how the blue Mercurians and the Venusians and the Martians loved us and looked to us for guidance.”


  This was evidently a subject close to Wentworth’s spleen because he mashed his cigarette into a tray and his eyes blazed. “Loved us! Any fool with half an eye could see they hated our guts, envied us our advancements and drooled down their tusks at thoughts of getting us by the throats.”


  Ron had said nothing There didn’t seem to be anything to say. Wentworth scowled at his subordinate much as though he considered it his blame and then went on:


  “Then we came up with that foul scheme for getting rid of our own trash and scum. Send them to Venus! Take our mobsters and degenerates and murderers and foist them off on the Venusians, and if the Venusians didn’t like it—the hell with them! I remember when a pompous ass of a hypocrite named Lanson made the suggestion in the High Council. I can remember his very words!”


  Wentworth had unconsciously burlesqued the voice and attitude of a typical well-fed politician: “Fellow citizens, why should the sweet air of earth be polluted by the breath of such as these? Let’s send them to consort with their own kind—the savages in the red jungles of Venus. Let that steaming red planet fulfill the destiny for which it was created—let it be our penal colony.”


  The Intelligence Chief had stopped for lack of breath and Ron felt called upon to say something. “That was quite a while ago. I was just a kid then.”


  “Yes and I was still a young man when that groundwork for today’s hellishness was laid. But I was in the Service when Darrien reared his rotten head and had to be dealt with.”


  “That I remember clearly,” Ron said. “It was a big issue in the press. After his two attempts to overthrow the government I remember there was a great public clamor for his execution.”


  “I was a part of that clamor,” Wentworth replied grimly. “I went before a Council committee and testified that regardless of Darrien’s general rottenness, he had one of the greatest brains of all time;, that by sending him to the penal colony of Venusia, we were sewing the seeds of our own possible destruction.”


  “But they sent him there anyhow.”


  WENTWORTH’S mood had changed from one of fire to one of moody defeat. “That’s right. My words meant nothing and the Council went along with the sob-sisters and the so-called humanitarians. As a result, we lighted a time-bomb that’s going off now. Darrien went to work immediately. Because certain men are criminals it doesn’t follow that they have no brains. Darrien combed the cesspools of the universe and came up with brains by the bucketful. In ten years he built, a war machine that has us with our backs to the wall. He built the most ferocious army ever conceived by the simple process of offering his soldiers our women as prizes.”


  It had been Ron’s turn to frown. “But, sir, we aren’t exactly helpless. We have four space fleets, any one of which is capable of blowing Venusia out into the void. I’m just an agent and I don’t know what goes on on the inside, but I know that’s what the public’s howling about. They want to know why we haven’t done just that—blown Darrien’s rat’s-nest to Kingdom Come. Your talk of our having our backs to the wall surprises me. I didn’t know it was that bad.”


  “And neither does the public,” Wentworth said grimly. “They blame the Council for not stopping the Earth-raids of Darrien’s space ships. That’s impossible unless we destroy Venusia.”


  “Then why don’t we?”


  “Because we can’t.”


  It was equivalent to saying a man couldn’t slap a fly on his own wrist, Ron allowed his expression to mirror surprise but he said nothing. Wentworth lit another cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke out through his nose. He then asked:


  “Did you ever hear of the Clanton Space Mine?”


  Ron shook his head and Wentworth smiled without humor. “If you had,” Wentworth said, “it would mean a leak in Intelligence. Very few people know about it. If the information got out, there’d be panic in the streets.”


  He punched a button on his desk. A door opened at the far end of the room and a young man entered. The young man had about him, the impersonal air of the scientist. He crossed the room and stood by Wentworth’s desk, staring at the Chief through calm, impersonal eyes. Wentworth closed his own eyes, evidently from sheer weariness.


  “This is Corbett,” he said. “One of our brilliant young brains. Corbett, tell this man about the Clanton Space Mine.”


  While Wentworth appeared to sleep, the young scientist turned to Ron and spoke in a flat voice as though he were reading his words off a sheet of paper:


  “The Clanton Space Mine can be compared, for the sake of understanding its function, to the explosive land mines used in ancient wars to blow up a road over which the enemy was passing. It is used for exactly the same purpose relative to a ship passing through a given area of space. It is an entirely invisible and unregisterable—”


  Ron held up a hand. “What do you mean by unregisterable?”


  “That its presence cannot be detected by any instruments—at least by any instruments we have been able to devise.”


  “I see.”


  “This mine consists of a ray and was discovered by Andrew Clanton—”


  WENTWORTH was evidently not asleep because he waved an impatient hand without opening his eyes and said, “The hell with that. Everybody knows Clanton is a scaly-legged genius Darrien picked up in a Martian booze house. Tell him how they use the mine.”


  The youth went on: “To the best of our knowledge, the ray emanates from a central power plant located in the city of Venusia. It is projected so that it forms an umbrella over the city and about seven hundred square miles surrounding it. Functionally, this ray umbrella explodes any missile, lethal or otherwise, which comes down into its area of effectiveness. That area, so far as we can ascertain, has a depth of about a mile and lies about two hundred miles above the city and surrounding jungles.”


  “Remember that, Kratnick,” Wentworth said, still without opening his eyes. “Seven good men died getting his the information.”


  There was a moment of silence, after which Wentworth said, “All right. Tell him the rest.”


  “We know also that there are entrances—tunnels so to speak, through this umbrella—uncontaminated passages in space through which Darrien’s ship can enter and exit safely.”


  “Rut,” Wentworth cut in, “we don’t know where they are.”


  “Is that all, sir?” the young scientist asked. Wentworth nodded and then Corbett left the room.


  “You know the score now, Kratnick,” Wentworth said. “You know why Darrien’s been holding us helpless. If we can’t get through that umbrella with a bombardment squadron, these raids will continue until Earth is in panic and Darrien has recruited enough emboldened fighters from other planets to come down and annihilate us.”


  “I see why you call the situation serious,” Ron said grimly. “What are my orders?”


  “They’re pretty much equivalent to suicide. I want you to go in and locate that projection plant and put it out of commission.”


  “Might I ask why I was picked for the job?”


  “On your record.” Wentworth hesitated, then spoke with an added grimness in his voice. “You’re entitled to the truth, Kratnick. I told you seven men had already died in the project. They were all good, but that number includes Tanton, the Mercurian. I banked heavily on him but he’s been gone for over four months now, and we’re giving him up for dead. Anything Tanton couldn’t crack is—well, almost impossible.” Ron was genuinely shocked upon hearing this news. Tanton! The blue Mercurian had been practically a legend among the men of Intelligence. A master of over fifty languages, a graduate of Cambridge and the Harvard University of Advanced Theoretics, he was an unsurpassed nuclear physicist, a recognized composer and—this above all—an incurable adventurer. Why, it was an honor even to be considered for a project on which the great Tanton had failed!


  “And there were six others beside Tanton?”


  “Our best men right up the line. Three Earthmen, a Martian, and two Plutonians. It’s practically a certainty they’re all dead. Probably died in agony after being tortured. You may refuse the assignment if you wish.”


  “How do I get through the umbrella?”


  “As a member of a Venusian raiding party. At times we get information as to where a raiding party intends to strike. Not very often but when we do, we use that information pretty grimly—we allow the raid to be made and use it to plant an agent in Venusia.”


  RON HAD understood instantly and his stomach tightened in protest at the seeming callousness. Darrien’s forces were allowed to make off with a number of Earthlings in order that Intelligence could make a stab at winning this grim struggle. The unfortunates who were captured became hapless pawns in a game that was for keeps—a game where the stakes ran into the millions of lives.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Wentworth said. “I know it seems treacherous and rotten, but in this business you’ve got to weigh all the evils and condone the lightest in order to smash the heaviest.”


  “I understand,” Ron said.


  “The Raiders come in lots of about five hundred—usually only one ship—and are a mixture from every planet. Fortunately for us, Darrien has recruited a battalion of Earthmen—renegade exiles from our slums and cesspools. We’ve managed to capture a few of these and when the raid is staged, you’re to infiltrate into the marauders. If necessary in order to carry it off—snatch yourself a woman captive and take her back to Venusia.”


  “I’ll be entirely upon my own of course.”


  “Entirely. One of our space fleets is patrolling continuously off Venusia. We’ll give you their wave length and you’re to notify them if you succeed in destroying the projector.”


  Wentworth got to his feet and held out his hand. “And I promise you,” he said grimly, “if you can do it, there’ll be a big hole in Venus immediately thereafter.”


  “I’ll try my best, sir,” Ron said, and shook Wentworth’s hand. He had left, terribly sorry for this man who had to sit at a desk with the weight of the whole terrible affair on his shoulders; this man who perhaps saw in his dreams the faces of Earthlings sacrificed in a plan he himself had had to devise.


  “Good luck, Kratnick,” Wentworth said.


  “Thank you, sir,” Ron replied.


  Crouched in some bushes two nights later on the outskirts of a small town in Iowa, Ron had listened to the chirping of crickets in a nearby swamp and searched the dark skies for signs of a space-ship. He was clad in the tight gray britches and red tunic of Darrien’s Earthmen Brigade. He wore the leather harness which distinguished those renegades, and he carried a zam-gun on his hip. In a supply packet at his belt were papers—genuine enough—identifying him as Louis Diehl, a young St. Louis embezzler who had been exiled to Venusia, had returned as one of Darrien’s raiders, and was now safely put away in the cell blocks in Chicago. Ron also wore, on his tunic, the tiny, almost imperceptible blue stitching which would identify him for what he was to any agent he chanced to meet.


  But I won’t meet any, he had told himself. They’re all dead and I’m the eighth in line.


  The red tail of a space-ship appeared in the sky. Ron crouched in the bushes and thought of Tanton.


  CHAPTER II


  TANTON’S greatest asset was a sixth sense which was uncanny in warning the blue Mercurian of danger. The moment he had set foot on Venusian soil, this sense rang a signal bell—told him point-blank that he was being watched.


  Possessed of the azure, shell-skin of all Mercurians, he was incapable of facial expression, but his round eyes searched every face in the vicinity and finally settled upon two Venusian idlers in civilian garb who were lounging nearby in entirely too casual a manner. Had Tanton been capable of smiling, he would have done so now. What stupid ass had put these two dolts on his trail?


  As he shuffled away from the Earth-raiding space ship after it had set down in its home port with its warriors and their booty, his mind went swiftly to work.


  Starting with the knowledge that he was being watched, he began reasoning—building from that fact alone. First, it was obvious that he’d been spotted for what he was—an Earth Intelligence Agent. Therefore, his presence on the space-ship was known even before he left Earth with the raiders.


  Armed with this knowledge, he moved into line with the raiders who were waiting to be numbered off before having their loot returned to them, and was struck by the fact that the two Venusians made no move to collar him. This gave him something more to build upon.


  Obviously they had been told to watch him rather than to make an arrest. With this thought in view, he moved casually out of the line and drifted toward the gate of the enclosure, certain that no one would detain him.


  The two Secret Service men drifted also toward the gate and followed Tanton up the street. Tanton, moving casually, and with no apparent destination, made it very easy for them. He avoided crowded streets and wandered up into the second tier of the city and stood for a time gazing up at the vast glass dome which covered Venusia. This dome, one of the greatest architectural feats in history, covered twenty-five square miles and shut out the vast heat of the flaming sun, thus turning Venusia into an air-conditioned city. Tanton gawked up at it like the most naive tourist, keeping careful sight on his spotters the while.


  Absolutely certain of his facts now, he returned to the first tier, had a leisurely dinner, and then moved off toward a certain intersection at the west end of the city. He knew exactly where he was going, although he certainly did not appear to.


  So, when he was quite ready, he shook off the two Secret Service men by the execution of one quick maneuver, redoubled his pace, and went straight to an ancient stone building where he found a door; a door cleverly camouflaged with dust, debris, and apparent disuse.


  He knocked on the door, his knock a staccato of taps, obviously in code.


  Then he lounged against the wall and awaited results.


  Ten years prior to this time, he had gone through exactly the same movements and now—as then—the results were identical. After five minutes, a small window opened in the door-panel and a red, hostile eye peered out.


  “I’m Tanton,” the agent said. “I want to see the princess.”


  These words he had also used ten years before and now the same, hideous misshappen creature drew back the panel and croaked that he should enter.


  WITHIN, Tanton found a small room, lit by a dusty levon tube which, barring deliberate or accidental damage, would burn forever. The incredibly filthy one-eyed creature who acted as door-keeper apparently recognized Tanton—acted in fact, as though ten years was hardly longer than ten minutes. The thing held out a scaly hand and gave with what was intended to be a grin. “One creda,” it mouthed. “One creda for food.”


  Tanton laid a silver coin—a three-creda piece—into the hand and was rewarded with a frenzied little dance as the creature showed its appreciation. As Tanton crossed the room and went down a flight of stairs into the murky levels below, the creature was still registering happiness.


  Tanton moved swiftly, entirely sure of himself. He was in a tunnel now, which stretched off into the distance, illuminated at irregular intervals by levon tubes, and with other tunnels giving off it every few hundred feet.


  This was the famed Undercity of Venusia, a tunneled and catacombed area of unmapped crypts and death traps with a history so gory as to make even the Casbah of olden times pale into positive respectability.


  Here, like slavering rats in the darkness, lived the vermin that had been rejected by the greater body of vermin exiled from Earth. In these passages dwelt the absolute dregs of the universe. Even members of Darrien’s intrepid Secret Police had been known to resign rather than pursue a criminal into these deadly labyrinths.


  A complete shadow-government was known to exist down here. The King of the Undercity was reputed to be a four-armed freak named Tza-Necros from the Planetoids, where evolution sometimes went wild and produced all manner of fantastic animal forms. This monster, possessed of a fine brain in his repulsive cask of a head, had created the shadow-empire himself and stood out successfully against even the ruthless Darrien who was said to have recoiled in horror at accounts of what went on in the Undercity. Twice Darrien had attempted to clean out the foul nest, too strong even for his stomach, and as a result, several thousand of his men now lay rotting in the dark tunnels below.


  Tanton, however, seemed entirely at home. He moved with a sure step from one passage to another. He walked with zam-gun in hand and coldly alert when coming abreast of a cross-passage or to a place where the tunnel ceiling vaulted away and left room for balconies giving on the tunnel itself.


  He was entirely conscious of the hungry eyes that followed his progress but he found that no creature barred his way.


  The passages were taking him ever downward and it seemed, finally, that he must be at least a mile under the first tier of the city above him. Then he stopped abruptly, examined a wall on his right, and tapped it sharply with the butt of his zam-gun. He waited for ten minutes, after which time, the routine at the first entrance, high above, was repeated, and again Tanton said:


  “I want to see the Princess.”


  There was no hesitancy on the part of this doorkeeper, a young Plutonian with a zam-gun of his own clutched in his fin-like hand.


  The room inside was cleaner this time, and furnished with deeply upholstered chairs and a thick white yangskin rug.


  THE AGENT stepped inside, showing no hesitancy nor even a ghost of caution. “Tell the Princess Tanton is here. Make it quick or I’ll strip off your hide and push it down your throat.”


  This was evidently language the young guard understood, because, with a surly growl, he pocketed his gun and went out through another door.


  A few moments later he returned, and Tanton was ushered through the inner door.


  There was the sound of tinkling fountains, the music of rippling water, an artificial sky of lazy blue with white clouds floating by. A pathway of yellow brick led off through this amazing paradise, winding through rows of palm trees and banks of carefully tended flowers.


  Tanton hesitated for a moment and then a voice called out to him: “Here Tanton—over here.”


  The blue Mercurian moved in that direction and came to a fern-rimmed pool out of which there arose a golden flame of a girl, completely naked, to stand on tip-toe in the lush grass and shake water from her long blonde hair.


  Tanton sat down on a marble bench close by. As a sign of friendship, he removed his harness and dropped it in the grass.


  “It’s been a long time, Tanton,” the girl said. “Throw me the towel there, and my robe.”


  Tanton picked up both articles and carried them to the girl. He stood by while she dried her brown body and slipped into a robe of fluffy gold-flecked material.


  “You’re in trouble of course,” the girl said, laughing, “or you wouldn’t have come.”


  “I’m in trouble—yes—but that’s got nothing to do with it. Your callousness wounds me.”


  She laughed again as they made their way back to the bench. Tanton sat down and the girl dropped into the grass at his feet and sat looking up at him. “Tell me the news. What goes on on Earth and around the Universe?”


  “He still keeps you cut off from things then?”


  For a moment her mask of gayety slipped and Tanton could see the bleak unhappiness underneath. He had met this girl, long years before, in a New York cafe. She’d been a dancer then and when this paradise in the heart of Venusia’s Undercity had been offered her—with certain strings attached—she’d taken it in lieu of a more strenuous life on Earth.


  Margot had not changed one iota through the years. This, however, did not surprise Tanton. Rather, he’d have been surprised to find signs of age, what with Margot’s access to the youth hormones developed in Kordo’s Martian laboratories.


  “Yes,” the girl said, “I’m trapped here, but he’s good to me. He’s kept his end of the bargain and I’ve kept mine.” She smiled and waved a hand in the direction of the pool and the glittering apartments beyond the garden. “What other girl has had what I’ve had? I live in the most beautiful place in the Universe. My every wish is granted. I have fifty people to fulfill my slightest whim. I’m the luckiest girl ever born.”


  “You’re trying hard to convince yourself of that, aren’t you?” Tanton said. Margot dropped her eyes and Tanton went on: “Can anything compensate for the ordeals you go through with that four-armed monstrosity from the Planetoids?”


  MARGOT laid a hand on Tanton’s armored knee. Her eyes were still downcast. “Tza-Necros is good to me,” she said. But she could not hide the hopelessness in her voice. “If it wasn’t for him I’d be an ancient hag by now. I was over a hundred years old when I stopped counting. He got the hormones for me that give me eternal youth. I have complete mastery here in my buried Eden. He gives me what other girls only dream of having and all he asks in return is my—love.”


  “He hasn’t got your love and he knows it. All he asks is your body.” Margot raised her head in a flare of defiance. “Well—isn’t that little enough?”


  Tanton put a hand under her chin and kept her from again lowering her head. He stared into her lovely face until she cast her eyes down. “Why don’t you stop trying to kid an old friend,” he said softly.


  “It’s his body, isn’t it?” she whispered glancing down at her golden torso. “He’s kept it young.”


  “Stop it!”


  The girl held her poise for a few more moments. Then it cracked and she flung herself down to bury her face in Tanton’s harness and burst into a frenzy of weeping.


  Tanton sat motionless watching her. Possibly a little pity was mirrored in his round eyes, but more probably not. Tanton came of a realistic race and was not given to emotion.


  When her sobs had diminished, he reached down and lifted her to the bench and sat her down beside him. “That’s better,” lie. said. “You’ve been a lot of things in your lifetime, Margot, but never a hypocrite. Now stop the blubbering and tell me about it.”


  She looked at him—dry-eyed now—her face oddly expressionless. “Damn you to hell-fire,” she said, dully. “May God spit in your stupid eyes. I should have you killed and use your skull for a flower-pot. But—I can’t.”


  “Of course you can’t. One doesn’t kill old friends. Besides, my skull would poison the flowers. Tell me—how long have you felt this way? How long have you been fed up?”


  There was utter hopelessness in her voice. “I’ve always hated it, but for the last five years it’s been—horrible. I can’t seem to steel myself against it any more. Those—those four hairy arms—that slavering mouth!” She lowered her head into her hands for a moment, then raised her head and there was a hard smile on her face.


  “Sorry. I’m trapped here and there’s no escape. But tell me about yourself. What news of the outside world?”


  But Tanton’s mind was not on world-events. He had no inclination whatever to turn himself into a walking newspaper. Instead, the wily Mercurian was evolving plans of his own. Already, his brain was busy building a ladder of intrigue and double-dealing up which he could climb to his objective—the destruction of Darrien’s ray-projector. He was no lily-white crusader, this Mercurian. He had learned his business in a hard school and it wasn’t by chance that he was one of the cleverest agents in Earth’s employ. His one saving grace was utter loyalty to whatever cause he served. His reason for serving a cause was entirely a selfish one—for example he was an Earth Intelligence agent because it was the most lucrative proposition he could find for his peculiar talents.


  Nor was there any high-mindedness in the loyalty he gave after casting his lot with a particular group. It was simply a matter of common-sense and good business. An untrustworthy agent would soon find himself out of a job, whereas a loyal one increased his reputation and, it followed, his monetary value.


  SO NOW, with a structure of intrigue forming in his mind, he laid his first groundwork. “Have you ever taken a lover?” he asked. “Some man a trifle more palatable than our four-armed friend?”


  Margot shook her head. “No. I’ve lived up to my part of the bargain. It’s the last shred of decency left to me.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way,” Tanton said. “Any man in Venusia would sell his soul for two hours with you.”


  “That may be true,” Margot said without ostentation, “but it makes no difference.”


  “If you’d be a little more reasonable, I think I could get you out of here. Back to earth where you’d be safe from Tza-Necros.”


  The shot, fired at the girl when her guard was down, brought quick blood. She grasped Tanton’s hand. “You—you could get me out?” In her eyes was wild entreaty. Then she caught herself and her shoulders drooped. “You talk foolishness, my friend.”


  “You should know me better than that. I don’t babble for the sake of bearing my own voice. I said I could get you out and I can—safely.”


  “But what would my taking a lover have to do with it?”


  Tanton did not answer for a moment. His mind raced up the line of Darrien’s bully boys until lie came to Lars Valcan, head of the grim and bloody Secret Service. This branch of officialdom was vested with the duty of counteracting espionage and ferreting out dissenters in very form. Also with the protection of government installations. Beyond doubt Valcan would know the location of the ray-projector.


  “Would you be willing to spend a half hour with Lars Valcan?” Tanton asked. “That is if I could in turn promise you safe passage back to Earth?”


  “How would that help?”


  “It’s merely a matter of enlisting powerful friends,” Tanton lied glibly. “Valcan wouldn’t help us for any amount of money. But for the privelege of holding you in his arms. To be able to talk of it later—” Margot, even in her degradation, had the grace to flush.


  “In less than three months you could be walking the streets of New York City,” Tanton said. “Riding across the good green land—breathing Earth air and bathing in the blessed sunlight.”


  Even then, Tanton knew he’d won. Even before Margot said, “HI try it.” Then, even more bitterly. “I guess I’m desperate enough to try anything.”


  Swiftly, Tanton followed up his advantage. “I’ll be back in three hours at the most,” he said. “Send orders to ail entrances that I’m to be admitted no matter who is with me. And you be waiting in the garden.” While talking, he had been snapping his harness on. Now he turned away and left as he had come, quitting the hidden paradise for the foul passages beyond. A short time later he was across the city, standing in front of a tall marble building which housed the offices of the Secret Police. He was entirely alone, his spotters not having picked him up after his exit from the Undercity.


  HE STRODE boldly up the well-worn steps and into the lobby where a young Venusian with a built-in scowl and a zam-gun on either hip barred his way.


  “I want to see Lars Valcan,” he said. “Take me to him.”


  “You must be as stupid as you look,” the Venusian snarled. “No one sees Lars Valcan—except maybe over the lip of a roasting pit.”


  “I’ll see him. Tell him that Tanton, Intelligence agent from Earth wants an interview. And jump to it or you’ll fry on a griddle before sundown.”


  The guard’s mouth dropped open. Here was something utterly inconceivable. It couldn’t be a joke because jokes weren’t perpetrated within the walls of the Secret Police Building. Here all was grimness and stark reality. The guard walked slowly away, backwards, his eyes still on Tanton. The guard waved a hand and immediately four uniformed soldiers moved in from various locations about the lobby and formed a square around Tanton. The agent ignored them.


  The guard backed up to a counter behind which two other officials were seated. He spoke to them in a low voice over his shoulder. They came close to the counter, leaned over, and the three held a hurried conference, after which one of the officials snapped a switch and spoke into a mouthpiece.


  After a few moments he got up and came around into the lobby toward Tanton. “This way,” he said sharply.


  With the four-man guard still in entourage, Tanton was escorted to a small room and placed before a visi-plate. There was a whining sound and the plate lit up to reveal a heavy-set, handsome Earthman seated at a desk. The man, frowning, remained silent.


  “Greetings, Valcan,” Tanton said easily. “When your two spotters got careless and lost me, I felt slighted. I’m certainly more important than that. I came to make inquiries and, incidentally, to do you a service.”


  The paths of these two had crossed before and Lars Valcan had no reason to love Tanton. But Tanton knew his man. He knew that Valcan, sure of his own position, would grant him an interview out of curiosity if nothing more. An interview was all Tanton asked.


  “Send him up,” Valcan growled and the plate went dead.


  Tanton entered Valcan’s office, threw his harness on the floor and took a chair beside the Secret Service Chief’s desk. He was as much at ease as he would have been in the office of his own chief on Earth.


  “Even though I’m going to have you tortured to death,” Valcan said, “I’ve still got to admire your nerve—walking in here like this.”


  “I said I was here to do you a service.”


  Valcan smiled coldly. “How stupid do you think we are, Tanton? Let me tell you a little about yourself. You infiltrated into a party of our raiders near a small town in Maryland. You used the papers of a soldier, an Earthman, named Brad Wilcox who was captured on an earlier raid—”


  “I threw the papers away before I boarded the space-ship,” Tanton cut in. “I knew a man of your caliber wouldn’t be fooled so easily.”


  “Don’t interrupt me. Two men were put on you the moment you stepped on Venusian soil.”


  “And they lost me two hours later.”


  “Do you know why you weren’t picked up? Do you know why all the Earth Intelligence agents who came before you weren’t picked up until we were quite ready?”


  “Of course. Darrien wants Earth to keep on sending agents until they run onto something. The S. S. lets them wander about as they please. It’s Darrien’s method of stalling for time. And do you know where I went after I shook off your spotters?”


  “No,” Valcan growled.


  “I went down into the Undercity to report to my boss—to deliver him some documents from New York.”


  VALCAN showed genuine surprise.


  “Your boss! Are you trying to make me believe you’re working for Tza-Necros?”


  “Of course I am, and I don’t care whether you believe it or not—you will later. I got stranded in New York on an assignment when Earth suspended all flights to Venus. I had to get back, so what better way was there than to sign up with Earth Intelligence in order to get a ride?” Valcan was no fool but his brain was not in the same league with that of Tanton. He smiled coldly and asked the question Tanton was waiting for. “Why did you have to join Intelligence to board one of our ships? You’ve slipped up, my friend.”


  “Your raids weren’t exactly broadcast beforehand,” Tanton answered, suavely. “Earth Intelligence was getting information on a few of your landings and I had to join up in order to locate one of your ships. Any fool should be able to figure that out.”


  If Tanton had been capable of smiling, he’d have done so now at Valcan’s dark discomfiture. However, he allowed the Secret Service Chief no time for a reply.


  “But that’s not important. The important thing is that I’ve got a proposition for you for Tza-Necros. The old boy’s scared stiff.”


  Valcan was entirely disarmed by surprise and interest. “Tza-Necros? Scared of what?”


  Calmly, Tanton threw his bombshell. “That new death-ray Clanton invented. The one Darrien’s going to use to clean out every living thing in the Undercity. Tza-Necros bought some information about it from a professional informer and he’s in a panic. I understand Clanton can turn it into the underground tunnels and annihilate all life in twenty-four hours. That’s true isn’t it?”


  Valcan was thinking fast but still the clever Mercurian agent was able to follow the process of that thinking almost as easily as though Valcan had put it into words.


  Up to this point, Valcan had been wondering whether or not Tanton had been lying about not being an Earth-Intelligence agent. Now, so long as he had Tanton in his power, the point no longer mattered. It was overshadowed by the new information.


  Granting that Tanton was working for Tza-Necros, it was both logical and possible that some sharp-witted informer had sold the Undercity dictator some silly rumors about the Clanton Space Mine. The secret was closely guarded and not one man in ten thousand knew the location, there in Venusia, of the ray-projector. But rumors got about and it was entirely possible the thing had been rumored as a device to clean out the Undercity.


  On the strength of this, and by some somewhat faulty reasoning, Valcan decided Tanton was also in the dark as to the true nature of the device.


  “You mentioned a proposition,” Valcan said coldly.


  Tanton chuckled inwardly. “He’ll give you a million credas in gold for the location of the ray projector.”


  “In other words, he takes me for a traitor.”


  Tanton sighed. “I didn’t think you’d do it for mere gold,” he said, “and neither did Tza-Necros. So he’ll throw in Margot. That will give you an idea of how scared the old boy is.”


  “Then Margot really exists?” The golden girl who lived in an Eden under Venusia, was in the realm of legend. Tales of her beauty and her ability to please her four-armed lord, were legion, but no one was sure she was other than the dream of some hopped-up story teller.


  “Of course she exists. I’ve seen her myself. If you agree, I’m to take you down into the Undercity and show you the place Tza-Necros built for her down there. You can visit her down there or bring her out, which ever you choose.”


  Sore temptation beset Valcan just as Tanton knew it would. Valcan’s reasoning ran thus. What did it matter if Tza-Necros knew the location of the ray-projector? Once, he, Valcan, got the money and the fabulous Margot, he could see that Tza-Necros was acquainted with the true facts—that the projector in reality guarded Venusia from Earth’s space-ships, and thus guarded, also, Tza-Necros’ Undercity.


  But Valcan brought himself up sharply. It was absurd; entirely absurd. But then again—Margot. The golden legend of the Undercity. Valcan yearned for the prestige that would go with acquiring her for himself—from parading her in the smart eating and drinking places of Venusia. But—


  Abruptly, Valcan pressed a button on his desk. Three heavily armed guards entered the room. Valcan pointed at the blue Mercurian agent.


  “Put him in a cell,” he snapped. “I’ll make out the execution orders for early tomorrow morning.”


  Tanton was lead away, and at that moment his faith in his own powers fell to zero.


  CHAPTER III


  AS RON KRATNICK watched the dark skies over Iowa, the fiery tail he’d observed, brightened, and a silver ship rocketed down out of space.


  Immediately lights began flashing on in the village nearby; but not before the great shining globe from Venus, coming in a long, graceful sweep, had set down on the meadow-land of Iowa.


  Ramps shot out of the globe; doors opened automatically, and Darrien’s hordes spewed forth. They were as motley a collection of demons as Ron had ever seen gathered in one place. First came a contingent of Darrien’s pride—the evil, black-tailed Venusian fighting men, each carrying a zam-gun and armed also with the death-sting, swift and terrible, embedded at the end of those whipping, black posterior formations. Then came the blue Mercurian devils, the eyes in their shell-covered faces alight at the prospect of Earth women’s bodies. Came the ferocious Martian hillmen, thirsting for pillage and loot.


  Like an ocean wave they frothed across the level ground full of the weird, eerie cries of other planets. The wave engulfed Ron and he rose up and went with it, became a part of it, and he told himself: Now I’m a renegade. I want a share of the loot Darrien promised me; my share of white Earth-flesh. Think the part and I can better act it.


  The invaders were smashing into houses now. There were terrified Earth-screams added to the din, as the scene took on the horrible proportions of something straight out of hell. Appalled at the sight, Ron found himself frozen while the action milled about him. From the house in front of which he stood, three persons came running; a very old man, a middle-aged woman and a girl of perhaps eighteen, fleeing from a Martian hillman.


  The Martian passed the elder two in one long stride and caught the terrorized girl by the arm. In desperation, the elder woman struck out at him only to go down, her skull crushed by the butt of the Martian’s zam-gun. The old man stumbled and went headlong to receive a kick from the Martian which doubled him up in agony.


  Ron’s stomach was revolting at the scene around him; women and girls dragged, partially clad or entirely naked, from houses; dragged by arms, legs, or hair; some thrown over the shoulders of the raiders to scream and twist and writhe helplessly.


  I can’t stand much of this, Ron told himself through gritted teeth. But I’ve got to stand it! Hold myself in!


  Then, at sight of two Venusians on down the street fighting over a cowering blonde girl, Ron realized there was something he could do—a small thing but it would keep him from going mad and blowing the whole deadly-important assignment.


  He leaped at a Martian hillman who now had a shrieking girl in his arms and knocked him spinning with one blow of his right fist. The surprised Martian went down, only to come up with a roar of rage, mouthing again and again the word that could be heard from all directions: “Mine—mine—mine!”


  THE GIRL had fallen too and Ron caught her by the wrist as the Martian charged in, clawing for his zam-gun. Ron flung the girl behind him where she crouched, sobbing, with her face in her hands. He took the Martian’s head-on charge on his lowered right shoulder. He heaved, fiercely happy at the feeling of impact, and hurled the hillman backward.


  “Mine! Mine!” Ron shouted into the hillman’s tusked mouth and jammed his zam-gun into the creature’s gut. He snapped the switch and a great hole appeared in the hill-man—a round, bloodless hole from which the Martian’s bowels, heart and lungs had vanished into a sharp crackle of atomized dust. The Martian’s lips came back off slavering teeth. He was dead but the horrible jaws still worked as he melted to the ground.


  Ron whirled and slugged out at a blue Mercurian who was reaching for his nightgown-clad prize. The Mercurian snarled in protest, nursing the split shell on his right cheek. But he was not inclined to argue further and went hulking off in search of other loot.


  Ron lifted the girl over his shoulder. As he carried her along he could feel her breasts and the agonized pounding of her heart against his neck. “Mine! Mine,” he shouted in triumph as he passed other raiders intent upon their work. And it seemed to him that his smile must have resembled a leering, grinning skull.


  The raid was in its final stages now. A horn had been sounded from the space ship and the raiders were streaming back toward the meadow. Some with live loot—others who had to be content with inanimate plunder—and some with empty hands.


  But back they went because life, after all, was the dearest thing, and to be left behind meant certain death.


  Ron lagged behind the streaming mob, snarling at the envious, empty-handed raiders. He allowed them to pass him by as he swung in a circle toward the comparative gloom of the bushes. With only a few raiders left to board the waiting ship, Ron set the girl on her feet, held her erect when she would have slipped down in heap.


  “Run,” he gritted in her ear. “Off that way into the darkness! For God’s sake—run!”


  The stricken girl did not understand at first. Then she took a couple of faltering steps, tangled one foot in her torn nightgown, and went down, moaning.


  Glancing desperately around, Ron yanked her to her feet. “Don’t you understand me? Run!” With a sweep of his hand he tore away the entangling nightgown, leaving her stark naked. He jammed the garment into her hands and whispered, “Put it on later, but get away from here!” He gave her sharp slap on her bare bottom and had the satisfaction of seeing her come to life and turn into a blurred white streak to disappear into the gloom.


  Whirling around, Ron dived for the space ship where only one ramp was still down. He scrambled up the ramp and got inside just as the door swung to and thudded into the heavy rubber jambs, leaving a smooth, unmarred surface on the outer shell of the ship.


  Two Venusians pushed him aside and locked the inner door. Ron turned away quickly, hiding his face as much as possible, but it was evident the Venusians were paying him no attention. He hurried up the inner ramp, faced now with the first important hurdle of the assignment. He was impersonating a genuine Earth renegade. His papers were in order, but that renegade had not been aboard this ship at the start of its journey. For all Intelligence knew, its previous seven agents may have been spotted for what they were immediately upon boarding the raider’s space ships. The trip to Venus was something more than a suburban jaunt and while there was probably no check made until the ship reached its port, a masquerader could be turned up by the men themselves. Associations were made on a trip of this sort. Men made friends with other men and were known. An unknown man would be a subject for investigation.


  RON HAD a plan to at least partially overcome this danger. From aforeknowledge, he knew the customs followed on such occasions as this. He knew the men were not allowed access to their booty during the flight back to Venus; at least not to the live booty.


  The captive women were segregated in a separate compartment to be turned over to the soldiers upon arrival. This forestalled possible fights and dead-struggles over the prizes enroute. It also allowed the officers much pleasure at their leisure. Things happened to the more desirable captives on the trip back—things Ron didn’t dare think about.


  And too the soldiers themselves were segregated in small groups for the better handling thereof. Although it was not mandatory, the men congregated with their own kind. Martians usually traveled with Martians. The Venusians hung together and the Earth renegades, the most clannish of all, usually congregated by themselves. So Ron had decided to avoid the Earthmen who would no doubt turn him up as an interloper, and select other companions for his trip to Venusia.


  He picked the most vicious of them all—the black-tailed Venusian warriors themselves. He followed a group of these into a compartment, tossed his harness on a bunk and prepared to snarl down any other claimant.


  There were roughly twenty-five Venusians in the group, he estimated. Also he saw one Martian and a single Plutonian. The Martian, his tusks still bloody from the raid, took the bunk next to Ron and sat down to wind a piece of dirty cloth around a small ankle-wound.


  Ron stretched out in his bunk, closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath. He had completed the first leg of his assignment. The ship was already in motion and soon there would be food for the victorious warriors. Then the Venusians would pile into their bunks and put themselves into a dream-state, a drug-induced stupor, for which purpose each Venusian carried a small bag of dried leaves from the Jadic bush—that evil, red vegetation which could be found only in the stifling Venusian jungles.


  I wonder if I’ll ever get there? Ron thought. I wonder how soon some alert officer will spot me?


  I wonder how long I’ll live?


  When he finally went to sleep it was with the feeling that he would be yanked at any minute from his bunk and made to face a blinding light, while voices barked questions into his ears and heavy fists maimed him for not answering.


  But he slept on and awakened to find food on the table. The Martian and the Plutonian were seated at the table. They’d just finished eating and were conversing in some outer planet language unfamiliar to Ron.


  At the other end of the table a single Venusian was gnawing on a leg of beef, cracking the bone with his strong teeth to get at the marrow inside. As Ron watched, the Venusian growled to himself and returned to his bunk.


  Ron got up and went to the table. The two from alien planets stopped talking and eyed him with hostility. He ignored them, filled a plate and satisfied his appetite.


  JUST AS he was finishing his meal, the door opened and a Venusian entered. The man wore the distinctive harness of a high-ranking officer. He walked straight to the table and stood looking down at Ron. He remained silent as Ron tensed his muscles for what appeared to be a payoff. So this was what had happened to the other Intelligence men. Spotted even before they left Earth, they had each been jetted away to quick death in high space.


  But the Venusian officer remained silent and made no motion toward Ron. He stood for a full minute staring down at Ron. Then he grinned—a knowing, wolfish grin—and went out as he had come.


  Reaction set in and Ron felt suddenly weak. The Martian and the Plutonian, who had sat silent, their eyes on the tableau, now returned to their conversation. Ron got up from the table and went back to his bunk.


  The episode left him bewildered. What lay behind it? He could have sworn the Venusian officer knew him for what he was. Yet the man had gone calmly about his business. Was it a cat and mouse game? Knowing they had Ron helpless, were they toying with him? Ron was inclined to doubt this. It wasn’t the way Venusians did business. One thing was certain to Ron, however. He would never reach Venusia alive.


  At least a dozen times during the trip, Ron was clinically—but silently inspected by men from the officers’ quarters. Each time he prepared for the end and was set to do battle. But each time nothing transpired in the way of action. It was a bewildering thing and wore his nerves to raw edges. By the time the ship was ready to set down in its home berth he was as tense as a steel wire.


  But again, nothing happened. He quitted the ship and mixed with the boisterous raiders in the bull-pen prior to numbering off. No one, apparently, was paying him any attention whatever.


  Now was the time, he decided. Certainly he wasn’t going to stand around waiting for death. He moved casually toward a ramp, expecting, any moment, to be apprehended or shot down in his tracks.


  No one barred his way. He achieved the enclosure beyond the ramp and mixed in with the Venusian citizens who were there to welcome the raiders home and feast their eyes on the white captives who would soon be led from the ship.


  Ron moved through the crowd and toward the exit. He found no one there to bar his way, and drifted out into the street. Now he increased his pace and quick elation surged through him. Apparently it had all been his imagination!


  Then he discovered the two Venusians on his trail and realized the reverse was true. He had been spotted. He was definitely known as an Intelligence agent.


  But what was the game? This question entered his mind after he had spent an hour moving around the city and knew, beyond doubt, that the men were following him. Did they expect him to lead them to someone? If so, to whom?


  He debated the wisdom of attempting to elude them at this point or to wait for a more favorable opportunity. If he tried to get away from them and failed, they might arrest him then and there.


  Mulling this question over in his mind, he found himself passing a sidewalk cafe on the first tier of a busy street. He dropped into a chair and saw his two spotters immediately stop and lean casually against a wall some fifty yards away.


  When the waiter came, Ron ordered a bottle of Bizant liquor and drank a full glass without stopping. He had not slept well on the trip in from Earth, nor had had much of an appetite and the liquor tightened his already raw nerves.


  His whole being writhed for action. He was tired of the cat and mouse game. As a result of the liquor, he had a mighty urge to end this thing for good and all.


  In short, he stopped thinking like an Intelligence agent, and when the blue Mercurian came along, dragging the white Earth-girl by a rope, Ron had to fight with himself as he’d never fought before. His liquor-heated rage flared brightly and he gripped the table-edge with both hands until his knuckles were white.


  He sat with his teeth locked tight together as he watched the two Venusian soldiers paw the girl with obscene gestures. He waited for the explosion that didn’t come.


  Then, as the trouble passed over, and the blue Mercurian jerked cruelly at the rope, Ron lost his battle. He was out of his chair like a projectile. The hell with the assignment! The hell with everything. He had to twist off the arrogant head of that blue Mercurian or go completely berserk.


  He heard a voice—his own—yelling, “You turtle-faced son-of-a-bitch! Leggo that rope!” as he dived straight at the blue man.


  CHAPTER IV


  TANTON, lying in comfort on the stone floor of his cell, was inclined to be philosophical about the whole thing. He had no fear of death, nor did he have any regrets. During all the years he’d played at his dangerous game, he’d known that, someday, this would happen. His wily intrigues, practiced to gain his own ends on practically every inhabitable planet, had always been successful. But he’d known that, someday, one would miss, and that he would be finished.


  He was aware of his mistake in this case. He’d misjudged the Secret Service chief. The structure of his intrigue had been basically sound except for one flaw. He’d banked too strongly on Valcan’s lust for the beautiful Margot—upon his greed for the prestige of acquiring her.


  This he could only shrug off as a mistake and forget about it. It did irk him somewhat that he’d be marked in Earth Intelligence offices as having failed on an assignment. But that too was of no great importance. He wouldn’t be around long to suffer the humiliation.


  With this thought in mind, he went to sleep.


  The following morning he was awake to hear footsteps in the hall. The roasting pit, no doubt, was now at the required high temperature. The footsteps stopped and the door opened.


  But it was only a guard bearing a tray of food and a flagon of water. The guard set the food down and retired. Evidently, Tan ton decided, they were going to feed him before roasting him. For this he was grateful and set to work upon the tray with gusto.


  After eating, he went back to sleep. When he awoke the small window, high in his cell, was black. Night had come. The day of his execution had passed and he was still alive.


  This surprised him. But as day after day passed in monotonous regularity and he saw no one but the silent guard with tray and flacon, his wonder increased with the time.


  What had gone wrong? Then, suddenly, he knew and his faith in his own abilities shot sky-high. He hadn’t failed. Not by any means, and he could sense the struggle going on in Valcan’s mind—analyze it as accurately as though Valcan had come down to tell him about it.


  The Secret Service chief was fighting between greed and fear. In the beginning, fear had been the stronger. Because of this he’d thrown Tanton into a cell, but the greed stayed his fingers, day after day, from signing the death warrant.


  Tanton took a new lease on life and began wondering how long Valcan would hold out. The weeks became months and the months became four, with Tanton waxing fat and lazy in his cell.


  It must be quite a battle, he told himself. I wonder how long he can hold out? The next morning there were footsteps in the hall as usual but more brisk now, with a sound of more positive authority.


  It was Valcan.


  HE ENTERED the cell and stood down at Tanton who was stretched full length upon the floor. “It’s been a long time,” Tanton said.


  “I couldn’t make up my mind. I’m still not convinced that—”


  “But you’re ready to go ahead with it?”


  Valcan glanced uneasily at the door, then continued speaking in a lower voice. “It’s not as easy as you think. Especially now that you’ve been committed to jail. The best I can do is to see that you escape. I’ll give your guard an order to show you an escape-route—a passage to the second tier of the street behind the building. Then, after you’ve escaped, I’ll come down and kill him for negligence of duty.”


  “A clever procedure,” Tanton said, and was entirely sincere about it. He’d been guilty of equally treacherous deeds more than once in his career.


  “But once you’re beyond the walls, you’ll have to fend for yourself. I’ll have to put every man on the alert. And if you’re captured you won’t live long enough to make any accusations against me.”


  “Don’t worry,” Tanton said, cheerfully. “I’m not in the habit of getting caught.”


  “Then where can I meet you after you’re clear?”


  “What time is it?”


  “A little after the thirteenth hour.”


  “Meet me, at the eighteenth hour, on the first tier of Darrien Promenade and a small street called Antor. And come alone. Otherwise we will not be admitted to the Undercity.” Valcan was silent for a moment before he said. “I believe you said I could bring Margot out of the Undercity with me. Otherwise—”


  “That will be your privilege. And you can also bring the million credas out.”


  “That is of no consequence. I already have well over ten million credas.”


  Tanton got to his feet. “Why don’t you give me the location of the ray projector now?” he suggested. “It might save time, and will put Tza-Necros into a good mood to receive you.”


  “Do you think I’m a fool?”


  “I was hoping you were, but I guess I’m wrong,” Tan ton said. “When will the guard come?”


  “Within an hour,” Valcan said. “And remember, you’ll have not more than five minutes before the alarm will be sounded. Goodbye now—I hope we meet again.”


  “At the Promenade and Antor Street. The eighteenth hour.”


  Fifteen minutes later, Tanton was standing alone in the small alky behind the prison. Another five minutes and Valcan had personally slain Tanton’s guard and had sounded the alarm for the agent’s recapture.


  Tanton moved swiftly in the few minutes of grace, but not swiftly enough. Before he could shoulder his way into a trans-city jet car, a masterswitch was thrown at Secret Service Headquarters and every pilot obeyed the red signal to stop his car. A cordon was thrown around a mile-square area with the prison as its center. With a smoothness indicating long practice, the Service went into action, checking people out of the area, one by one, through turnstiles and ordering them not to return until the Service quitted the restricted area.


  Tanton was neatly trapped.


  And he knew what his fate would be if he were captured. Quick death. Beyond doubt the Service men had been ordered to shoot him down instantly upon identification.


  PAUSING on a side street to take his bearings, Tanton wracked his brain for a way out. But, while infinitely clever, he was not given to working miracles. His lightning brain reviewed the situation and gave a negative report. There was no way out. All the civilians in the area would be checked at the exits. Then the square mile would be combed by men walking elbow to elbow. No escape.


  Tanton stepped back into a doorway as footsteps sounded on the deserted street. A moment later a lumbering giant of a man, a Martian, came around the corner and moved in Tanton’s direction. Pushing his head into view, Tanton saw, first the Martian, and then the practically naked Earth-girl he was dragging along by means of a rope around the latter’s slim waist.


  Tanton catalogued the girl instantly. Obviously an American, she was no doubt from some town recently raided by the Venusians. The droop of her smooth shoulders and the fear and utter hopelessness in her eyes, marked her for what she was. Loot. A girl taken on a raid by the Martian, and now his property to do with as he saw fit.


  Another point impressed Tanton. This Martian was evidently looking for a place of seclusion—some deserted nook or alleyway, where he could examine his prize in privacy.


  Then a plan for salvation—his own salvation—was born in Tanton’s mind. Had he been able to smile, he would have done so as he stepped from the doorway and moved toward the Martian and the captive girl.


  The Martian, immediately suspicious, yanked the girl roughly forward and pushed her behind him as he scowled at Tanton. The latter walked up, a picture of innocent interest, and craned his neck to peer around the Martian. He noted, in doing so, the red welt of the rope completely encircling the waist of the lush Earthgirl.


  “A rare prize,” Tanton said. “Is she for sale? I’ll pay two hundred credas gold. A hundred and fifty platinum.”


  “Mine,” the Martian snarled. “I took her in a raid.”


  “Of course she’s yours, but I want to buy her. I’ll pay.”


  The Martian considered for a moment. “I’ll sell, but not now. Two days from now I’ll return to this spot with her at the same time. Then I’ll sell.”


  Tanton considered in turn, but the Martian had no idea what was in the Mercurian’s mind. He had no credas on his person and no intention of buying the girl. Also he had no weapon. Hence the seeming thought on the Martian’s proposition which was in reality, a ruse to get a trifle closer to the man—close enough to jerk the zam-gun from his harness.


  Finally, Tanton shook his head. “No. I want her now—not after you’ve spoiled her. I’m not interested in second-hand goods. “I’ll pay three hundred—gold.”


  The Martian did what Tanton had hoped he would do—turned his head to look appraisingly at the girl and consider whether he could find more pleasure with the money in some Venusian booze and flesh house, than with this slim brown Earth-virgin.


  He turned his head just enough for Tanton’s arm to streak out and come back gripping the raider’s zam-gun. The Martian whirled in alarm but his brain probably hadn’t even time to form the fear-pattern because—in an instant—his head was gone, charred into a thimbleful of black crust by the ray from the zam-gun.


  AS THE big body melted to the pavement, Tanton snatched the rope from the lifeless hand and said to the cowering girl; “You’re mine now. See that you come along peacefully and keep your mouth shut. Otherwise I’ll sell you in the first flesh house I come to.”


  The girl whimpered and lowered her head in complete defeat.


  A few minutes later, Tanton, now apparently half-drunk, weaved his way toward one of the turnstiles set up by the Secret Service. He was shouting a ribald Mercurian drinking song and seemed surprised and bewildered upon finding a barricade.


  “What’s this?” he demanded of a young Service Lieutenant. “Who stands in the way of a soldier of Darrien? One side or I’ll fry you.”


  The lieutenant’s eyes were on the Earth-girl as Tanton had anticipated. To the young Venusian, Tanton was obviously a triumphant and most fortunate raider who was parading his booty for all to see. Pulling his hot eyes away from the girl, and scarcely looking at Tanton, the lieutenant glanced at the record sheet in his hand and waved Tanton through. As the girl followed, her arms folded to cover a portion of her nudity, she felt the hand of the lieutenant brush casually over her body. She shivered and responded to the jerk of the rope in Tanton’s hand. “Come on, girl,” Tanton said. “No one bars the way of an Earth-raider.”


  Tanton gave the girl no rest as he hurried across the city. He was past the main danger now, but the whole Service had been alerted and he would possibly be challenged at any moment, though—thanks to his masquerade—it was doubtful.


  He kept to the direct thoroughfare on the first tier, considering audacity to be a good thing and had no trouble until he was within a quarter-mile of his goal—the nearest entrance to the Undercity of which he had knowledge.


  Thus, with safety almost in his grasp, he was intercepted by two swaggering Venusian fighters. Their lustful eyes brightened at sight of the girl and, as Tanton hauled her past them, their hands were upon her.


  Here was possible trouble and it had to be met head-on. Tanton snarled as he yanked the girl toward, him. “Mine”, he spat, and gripped the butt of his zam-gun.


  But the reaction of the Venusians was not as Tanton expected. They were in an amiable mood—rare for Venusians—and they laughed good naturedly as they moved on. Tanton breathed a sigh of relief. A brawl at this point would have brought inquiries—inquiries fatal to Tanton.


  Then, just as he was resuming his course, trouble sprang at him from another quarter. This in the form of an apparently demented Earthman—a handsome young man in the harness of Darrien’s raiders, who dived straight at Tanton’s throat from a cafe table nearby.


  Tanton, unable to draw his gun, whirled to meet the charge and went down under the fury of the mad assault. He heard a thundering voice in his ear:


  “You turtle-faced son-of-a-bitch! Leggo that rope.”


  Tanton’s head cracked hard against the pavement but that bothered him not at all. His skull could not have been split with a hand axe, so thick and hard was its shell-covering.


  But he had a vulnerable point at his neck and the Earthman evidently knew this because he had Tanton’s head gripped in both hands and was twisting it. Too much of this and the head would snap off at the base of the neck. Then the crazy Earthman could lift it away like a disconnected door knob.


  TANTON strained—heaved up ward—and his eyes came into line with the Earthman’s chest. There, almost invisible, was the faint blue stitching which marked him for what he was—an Earth Intelligence Agent.


  It flashed swiftly through Tanton’s mind that this man was a disgrace to his planet. He’d lost his head while on an assignment.


  But that did not change the fact that Tanton was also close to losing his own head. He jerked the Earthman close to him and gritted. “Stop it you fool! Look at my tunic! I’m an agent myself. My name is Tanton!”


  His words pierced the Earthman’s brain and quieted the manical fury of his attack. His expression changed to one of bewilderment as he loosed his hold on Tanton’s tortured head.


  “We’ve got to get away from here quick,” Tanton hissed. “The Service men will haul us to jail and we’ll be lost. A crowd is gathering already.”


  Ron Kratnick saw that this was true. Passers-by had stopped to watch the fight and the walk was becoming crowded.


  “I’ll throw you off,” Tanton whispered. “Then I’ll get up and run with the girl. You follow us until you see me turn into an alley but don’t catch up with us till then.”


  With this, the blue Mercurian executed a mighty heave, sending Ron Kratnick rolling into the gutter. Immediately, Ron doubled up as though in agony, as though a hidden blow had paralyzed him.


  The Mercurian was on his feet instantly to gallop off down the street, dragging the whimpering girl behind him.


  After a reasonable time, Ron got to his feet and ran after the fleeing Mercurian.


  Ahead with the girl, Tanton found he could not travel very fast. The girl was bare-footed and was not used to running full-tilt through city streets. Then Tanton glanced back and found that the Earthman had developed a limp which retarded his progress. Thus the distance between them remained pretty much unchanged.


  The second time he glanced back, Tanton saw something else. Two Venusians, obviously spotters who had been put on the Earthman’s trail, had recovered from their surprise at the swift turn of events and were now in pursuit. Fortunately Venusians were slow of foot, but even so, the distance between them and the earthman was fast diminishing. Tanton was happy to see that the Venusians had not drawn their weapons. Evidently they felt well able to catch the Earthman alive.


  Tanton pulled cruelly on the rope, forcing the Earth-girl to increased speed and it was with a feeling of relief that he came to the alley toward which he’d been running. He pulled the girl into the narrow passageway, then pushed his head around the edge of the building and looked back down the street.


  The Earthman’s limp had magically vanished and he was kiting up the street at a speed which caused the Venusians to claw for their zam-guns.


  Then the Earthman was braking his speed to turn and slip into the alleyway past Tanton.


  “What now?” Ron asked, gasping for breath.


  “The spotters,” Tanton said, his zam-gun already in his hand. “You take the short one. I’ll cut the tall one in two.”


  AS THEY approached and hurled themselves into the alley’s mouth, the two Venusians died instantly as rays from two zam-guns fried various parts of their anatomies into fragments of hard black crust.


  As the men fell, Tanton stepped forward and sprayed the bodies with the zam-gun until there was nothing left of either one except a few fragments of crust.


  Watching this brutal annihilation, the Earth-girl sobbed and swayed against the wall, close to the end of her strength.


  “I’m not doing this because I enjoy it,” Tanton growled, “but we can’t leave any remains to be discovered later. This is too close to an Undercity entrance. By the way,” he said to Ron, as his zam-gun crackled out the consuming heat ray, “since when has Intelligence been hiring fools like you?”


  Ron Kratnick flushed in the semidarkness of the alley. But he hurled back no defense at the insult because he had no defense. He’d acted the fool all right—the callow school boy—and the incident could easily end his career as an agent. “I—I don’t know why I did it!” he said. “I knew those spotters were on me and I decided things were hopeless with all the other agents dead. I had to make one gesture of defiance before they killed me. This is my first assignment away from Earth and—”


  “—and if you keep on the way you’re going, it will be your last,” Tanton cut in. “What’s your name?”


  “Ronald Kratnick. S-rating. Nine successful assignments.”


  “You must have been a devil for luck,” Tanton observed sourly as he cleaned up the last of the unseared flesh on the ground. “And thank heaven I rate you so I won’t have to beat a cocky young superior down to his natural size.”


  Ron felt heat rising within him at the Mercurian’s tone and words. But he dampened it swiftly with the knowledge that he deserved censure. And too, this was the great Tanton. One took criticism from Earth’s top agent and didn’t resent it—at least not outwardly.


  “I’ll take your orders of course,” Ron said, stiffly.


  His work completed, Tanton turned and pointed to the girl. “You’d better carry her,” he said. “She’s about finished. You’ve got to get down into the Undercity before she can stop and rest. Better cut that rope off her.”


  “The Undercity?” Ron asked in surprise. He’d heard of rumors of that horrible place—tales of its cruelties and obscenities, but he’d never been really sure it existed in fact. He took a knife from his supply packet and sliced the rope off the girl’s body. As he did so, Tanton spoke to her:


  “I’m sorry to have treated you so roughly,” he said, “but the act had to be convincing—for your sake as well as mine. What’s your name, girl, and where are you from?”


  For a moment she did not answer, her expression indicating extreme confusion. Then she whispered, “Glory Evans. I was captured in a raid on Smithton, Tennessee.”


  “Speak up, girl,” Tanton said in a not unkindly voice. “You’re among friends now. You’ll find clothing and safety down below.”


  Glory Evans did not react with any degree of gratitude. Instead, her fear deepened. Even on Earth she’d heard the horrors of the Undercity. To her, it seemed little different from the fate from which she’d been rescued.


  “Things will be better now,” Tanton assured her, “but we must keep moving. I’ll lead the way. You, girl, walk behind me, and Nine Successful Assignments here, will cover the rear.”


  RON TOOK the sarcasm in silence and the three of them moved through the alley to stop at what appeared to be an abandoned plastic shack. Tanton tapped a code on the door panel.


  While they waited, Ron wondered how the door, which opened outward, could be used before they moved the huge pile of refuse in front of it. He was soon to learn.


  After a few minutes, during which time they had evidently been closely inspected from some hidden vantage point, the door opened. But it moved inward, frame and all, on hinges cleverly covered by strips of plastic. Tanton motioned and they climbed over the heap of debris into the small room beyond.


  A wizened little Earthman was the keeper of this Undercity entrance. His mouth opened, revealing a toothless jaw, and he said, “You can go on down—on Margot’s order, but I have no escort for you.”


  Tanton was relieved to hear the words as he feared the order allowing his entrance in to the Undercity accompanied by other persons had been cancelled. He’d told Margot he’d be back in three hours. It had been almost four months.


  The old Earthman pushed back a panel in what seemed to be solid rock, and Tan ton stepped through into a tunnel lit by a pair of dust covered levon tubes. When the girl hesitated, the blue Mercurian grasped her by the arm and pulled her through. His manner was not rough, but was far more firm than gentle, “We’ve no time to waste on timidity.” he snapped.


  Once beyond the panel, Tanton turned and, with a gesture, forbade the doorkeeper from closing it. “You’ll have to go on alone,” he said to Ron. “The two of you. I’ve got an appointment at the eighteenth hour that I’ve got to keep. I’ll give you a note to Margot and a map showing how to get to her. Don’t tell Margot you’re an agent. I’ll explain things in the note and she’ll give you sanctuary.”


  Tanton wrote swiftly on a pad he took from his supply packet. Then he drew a map on another slip of paper and handed them both to Ron. “Things aren’t tough enough, as it is,” he growled. “I’ve got to be saddled with a couple of babes in the wood on top of everything else.”


  Ron flushed. “See here—” he began.


  “Obey orders,” Tanton snapped. “Follow this map and you’ll be all right.” He went out through the panel as he’d come—then turned back. “And keep your zam-gun handy. You’ll bump into some unsavory characters down there. A zam-gun speaks the only language they understand.”


  With that he was gone. The panel slammed to, leaving Ron Kratnick and Glory Evans alone under a levon tube at the head of a long flight of stairs. Ron’s resentment at Tanton’s attitude was still in his voice as he said, “Well, we might as well get going.” He resented being humiliated in front of this lovely girl, and, unconsciously, he took it out on her. “Give me your hand,” he said. “I’ll lead the way.” Glory made no answer as—her hand tight in his—she followed Ron down the long flight of stairs.


  At the foot of the stairs, they found a tunnel, lit at irregular intervals by levon tubes, stretching off into seeming infinity. The silence around them was like a live, sinister thing, waiting to pounce at the first opportunity. After traveling a hundred yards, Ron stopped and consulted Tanton’s map. “It shouldn’t be hard to find, but we’ve got to keep our eyes open. No telling what manner of creatures live in this cesspool.”


  AS THEY moved forward, the silence was broken, not by any abrupt sound, but slowly, imperceptibly, like leaves stirred by a breeze in a forest. Then, gradually they could detect a new note which arose into a babble of sheer gibberish—the language and dialects of the Universe chuckling and babbling in the darkness.


  The girl cringed against Ron. “I can feel them,” she whispered in terror. “Eyes in the darkness, boring into me! What—what have we gotten into?”


  “We’ve got to go on,” Ron said. “It was Tanton’s order. I have to obey.”


  “Will you make me a promise?” Glory Evans faltered. “Promise to kill me if—if—”


  “It’s not as bad as that,” Ron answered. “These creatures down here know better than to face a zam-gun. They’re probably just curious as to who we are.”


  Ron, entirely inexperienced so far as Venusia was concerned, listened to the gibberings and decided they were motivated by fear. Thus did he completely misinterpret the rising tone.


  They were possessed of a diabolical cleverness, these obscene creatures—this legion of the damned lurking in the Undercity of Venusia. Clever to the extent that Ron and Glory were already identified as two inexperienced Earthlings; and also, word was being passed up and down the tunnels that Glory was an Earth girl, fair game for the lusts nurtured in unholy darkness. The word was being passed along, and now the tone of the chatterings was one of exultation.


  Ron and Glory walked on, came to an indicated turn on Tanton’s map, and moved into a new, broader tunnel.


  Now, suddenly, there was complete silence, as though a great hand had been clamped over the myriad mouths in the Undercity.


  “See,” Ron said. “They’ve topped.”


  “Yes but why—why did they stop?” To the terrified girl it was like a lull before some deadly storm.


  “It’s all right,” Ron said. “Tell me what happened to you. You said you were taken in a raid?”


  “Yes,” Glory said. She was now walking close to Ron and, through sheer weariness, she no longer attempted to hide her lovely breasts from view. Worn and almost beaten, this futile attempt at modesty must have seemed a small thing to her, beside the horrors she had faced and was facing even now. Ron glanced down and his eyes caught the breathless contour of her young bosom and the smooth lines of her thighs and legs. He jerked his eyes guiltily away as she said, “It happened in the dead of night. We had guards in the town, but no one knew where the Venusians would strike next and it was impossible to cover every city and village. The space ship flashed down and those fiends were screaming in the streets and dragging people out of their homes before we knew what was happening. I was pulled from bed by a Martian raider and dragged from the house. On the porch I saw my mother lying dead—”


  “Don’t talk about it,” Ron said quickly. “I’m sorry I brought it up.” Then a trifle bitterly, “I seem to do the wrong thing and say the wrong thing with amazing regularity.”


  Glory Evans reached up impulsively and laid her hand on his chest. “Don’t condemn yourself,” she said. “It’s all right. You’ve been good to me. I—I—you don’t know what that means after what I’ve faced.”


  “I’ll see that no one ever hurts you again,” Ron said, warmly. “I’m going to—”


  AT THAT exact moment, they were plunged into the middle of hell incarnate. From the balconies above, giving onto the tunnel—from out of dark crypts and passages—there poured a smothering army of pure horror.


  In the light of the levon tubes Ron and Glory could see them; drooling, slithering, galloping, jumping from above—they came in such numbers as to make Ron’s zam-gun useless.


  Creatures from the Planetoids—some of which could have been classed as human and others undoubtedly lower animals—the products of places where evolution had run riot—had produced savagely and without regard to any known law.


  Ron brought his zam-gun up and burned away three legs of a sixlegged creature which had advanced upon him with a single great arm outstretched. A bat-like entity with the face of an Earthman and wings, spawned on some Planetoid, came hissing down from above. Ron cut it in two. It fell with a screech of agony and then Ron’s gun was knocked from his hand. He saw a giant Plutonian reached out and pull Glory from a pile of furry, gibbering man-apes. But he could do nothing for her. He was held helpless in the iron grip of a shell-covered creature he couldn’t classify.


  He heard Glory scream once in terror. Then he went down into feathery darkness, spinning—spinning—spinning, as a great weight crashed against his skull.


  CHAPTER V


  AFTER ridding himself of Ron and Glory, Tanton went cautiously back into the first tier of Venusia. The going was easier now because night had fallen and he had the advantageous cover of darkness.


  He left the alley at its far end and found himself in a deserted street some two miles from the intersection of Darrien Promenade and Antor Street. It was well into the sixteenth hour and Tan ton covered the two miles by the process of flitting from one shadow to another, avoiding the main thoroughfares with their bright levon tubes for the dim residential ways.


  Upon arriving in the vicinity of the Promenade and Antor, Tanton veered to the left and found an alley leading him along one side of a giant warehouse. It was not by chance that he’d selected the particular intersection for his meeting with Valcan. He knew this neighborhood well, as was proven by the manner in which he found the small, ground-level window into the warehouse.


  Once inside, he lay hidden in a fuel bin until the watchman plodded past on his hourly rounds. Then Tanton commandeered an empty lift and rode to the forty-second floor. Quitting the lift, he let himself out on the roof and walked half a mile through a maze of ventilators until he came to the far side of the building. Time had moved halfway through the seventeenth hour.


  Now, from his vantage point at the roof edge, he could look straight down upon the intersection at which he was to meet Valcan.


  A scene of great activity was laid out below him. The section had been roped off and, under strong lights, a great many men were working feverishly. They were operating in crews, digging into every nook, every suspicious corner which might house a hidden door into the Undercity. Brit-guns had been brought into play in order to cut passages through rock. Every door in the vicinity had been broken open and even sections of the pavement had been eaten away by the Brit-rays.


  Tanton did not even bother to congratulate himself upon finding he had forecasted Valcan’s move successfully. There had been no doubt whatever in his mind as to how the Secret Service Chief would proceed.


  The man wanted, above all, a safe entrance into the Undercity. The cunning with which these entrances were hidden, had been the main thorn in Darrien’s side. False entrances had been found from time to time, but they had invariably turned out to be death traps for Darrien’s men. And upon the two occasions when true entrances had been found, it was almost as though Tza-Necros had given out the information himself, because the Undercity King’s men were waiting for the onslaught of Darrien’s warriors. And, in each case after the slaughter, the entrance and dozens of the tunnels lying beneath, were sealed solid with ray-contaminated rock which made sure death the price of further tampering.


  Tanton chuckled to himself at the sight of Valcan himself pacing restlessly about down below, receiving negative reports from his squads and venting his rage by smashing one lieutenant to the ground with a single blow of his fist.


  TANTON waited patiently and, as the eighteenth hour approached, he saw Valcan call his men in and send them away, a group at a time until the area was practically deserted. The portable lights were extinguished and dragged away and finally, only Valcan himself remained, almost invisible now, in the deep shadow of a doorway.


  Apparently satisfied, Tanton left the building by the same route he’d entered it. He emerged from the alleyway and leaned casually against a wall on Antor Street, scanning the passers-by. There weren’t many. After a few minutes, Tanton selected a child of not more than ten years, collared him and pulled him close to the wall. He pointed down the street toward the doorway in which Valcan lurked.


  “You see that entrance?” he said to the startled child. “You’ll find a man standing there.” Tanton thrust a folded piece of paper into the child’s hand together with a ten-creda piece. “Carry this note to him and then be on your way. He won’t hurt you. Just hand him the note and then go and spend these credas.” Released, the child was off at a dead run. Tanton watched as Valcan’s arm came out of the shadows to take the proffered note. He imagined the reaction in Valcan’s not-too-clever mind as he read:


  
    Now that you’ve enjoyed yourself, let’s go on with our business. Walk seven sectors down Antor street. If you have men following you I’ll know it. If you try any tricks I’ll probably have a chance to kill you.


    Tanton

  


  The blue Mercurian watched as Valcan wadded up the note and threw it angrily to the pavement, then looked searchingly up and down the street. Tanton could see the indecision working in Valcan’s mind and was somewhat relieved when the latter finally quitted the doorway and strode down Antor Street with all the mannerisms of a sulky child.


  Tanton did not follow Valcan. Instead he traveled swiftly up into the second tier of the thoroughfare and moved with long strides toward the rendezvous. His pace was such that, when Valcan had finished counting off seven sectors, Tanton’s voice greeted him from a dark areaway: “I’m glad to see you’ve come to your senses. Here—let me put this blindfold on you.”


  Valcan scowled and raised his hands in objection, whereupon Tanton said, “Don’t be a fool. This alone should convince you I’m sincere. If you were allowed to find an entrance into the Undcrcity, you know very well Tza-Necros would never let you return alive.”


  The Secret Service chief made no further objection, allowing himself to be blindfolded and led back through the areaway by the crafty Tanton.


  There followed now a period of what seemed aimless wandering. In truth it was just that, and eventually, Tanton brought Valcan back to the exact spot from which they’d departed. It was the place of his first entrance into the Undercity four months previous.


  There was the red, peering eye and, once inside, the plea: “A creda for food, my master. This miserable one starves while serving the great Tza-Necros.”


  Tanton knew the wretch was well fed and that the money would go for a brief hour of drug-induced ecstasy. He parted with a silver creda and led Valcan through the inner door and down into the first tunnel.


  THERE he removed the blindfold. Valcan rubbed his eyes and scowled down the long passageway. “If I could bring Darrien information about this place—information with which to destroy it—I would soon sit far higher in his counsels,” Valcan said.


  And in Tanton’s mind was a brusque, unuttered question: Doesn’t this fool know he’s going to die? How can a man allow lust of a woman and greed for prestige blind him to stark fact? How can men be so gullible?


  “The vilest rats are the hardest to kill,” Tanton said, easily. “But now we must hurry. And keep your gun handy. We may encounter resistance.”


  But there was no resistance—only eyes gleaming in dark places and the foul gibberings of creatures who had not seen sunlight for countless years.


  Tanton left the Secret Service chief in the small anteroom to Margot’s garden—left him under the watchful eye of the hostile young Plutonian—and hurried on to find Margot.


  She was resting on a fur-covered lounge in her apartments. As Tanton entered, she arose and drew a robe around her golden body. “I thought you’d been killed,” she said, and Tanton was elated to detect genuine concern in her eyes.


  “It took longer than I thought,” Tanton replied. “But nothing has changed. Aside from the time I spent in jail, the thing has gone off without a hitch.” He hesitated for a moment. “You haven’t changed your mind have you?”


  She came toward him, a tired smile on her face. “If you had returned in three hours you’d have found me in a different mind. But for three months I’ve dreamed of freedom—of the good green Earth—and now—well, I’ll do anything—anything to get away from this place.”


  “Excellent. Let me brief you on what is to be done.” Seated beside Margot on the luxurious couch, Tanton explained very carefully what her role was to be. “And now I’ll bring the fool in,” he said. “Then I must seek an audience with Tza-Necros.”


  At the door, he turned back. “By the way, what have you done with my two babes-in-the-woods? You’ve put them out of harm’s way I hope?”


  Margot questioned with her eyes. “Your babes-in-the-woods? What are you talking about?”


  “An Earthman and a girl I took with me when I broke out of jail. I sent them to you with a note? You mean they didn’t get here?”


  “Of course not. I would have been told immediately.”


  The news saddened Tanton somewhat, but not too much. Obviously the two had been trapped—set upon out in the tunnels. By all odds they were dead now. Too bad. The girl was a raving beauty and the young agent was probably not beyond hope. He’d have probably been a good spy with a little guidance.


  But, so long as neither of the two had been included in Tanton’s original orders, he felt no responsibility for them. There were far larger things at stake than those two. With no further thought on the matter, he hurried across the garden to where Valcan was impatiently waiting.


  “She is awaiting you,” Tanton said. “And I must say, you are indeed a fortunate man. I regret that my own luck never exerts itself to such an extent in my behalf.”


  Valcan wore his perpetual frown. “Let’s get ahead with it. This place makes me nervous. I wish now I’d signed that execution order.”


  “You’ll change your mind when you see her,” Tanton replied cheerfully.


  He pushed Valcan through the inner door and closed it behind them. “This way,” he said, and led Valcan down the yellow brick path.


  “I can’t believe it!” Valcan exclaimed. “I don’t understand how such a place could have been built. It’s beyond conception!”


  “Slave labor,” Tanton said, as if that explained the whole thing. “Margot is waiting over there. Come.”


  HE PUSHED Valcan into Margot’s chamber, and when the latter saw Margot, reclining on the lounge, he stopped with a quick breath standing before her.


  “Here is your new master, my dear,” Tanton said.


  Margot arose from the couch. “My lord,” she murmured, and came forward, sensuous, languorous, her arms reaching.


  Valcan took a step forward, but was brought to a halt by Tanton’s sharp words. “Just a minute. There is a small formality before I can leave you to your own devices.”


  “I don’t understand,” Valcan said.


  “I can understand why it slipped your mind—the matter of the projector’s location. I have demonstrated my good faith and that of Tza-Necros by bringing you here. The time has come for you to deliver. Where is the projector located?”


  Valcan’s bedazzled mind was upon other things. Without taking his eyes from Margot’s lush body, he said, “It is in a gray stone building on Neptune Way near the intersection of South Plaza. The building is marked as a food processing plant—”


  Valcan brought himself up sharply upon the sudden realization of what he’d done. He’d told the truth! This crafty Mercurian had manipulated him into a trap. With devilish cunning, he’d asked his question at exactly the right moment—when Valcan’s guard was down.


  Valcan had told the truth and he was certain that Tanton knew it.


  In so doing, Valcan realized he’d divested himself of his one weapon—his sole means of defense-now that he had walked blindly into what could be a trap.


  Swiftly his suspicions returned to be resolved into dreadful certainties. The blue Mercurian was no emissary of Tza-Necros! He was an agent of Earth intelligence, sent to locate and destroy the ray projector. And—in league with this golden creature of the Undercity, he’d drawn information from Valcan which no method of torture, however fiendish, would have produced.


  How could I have been such a fool? Valcan asked himself. His eyes darted, in desperation, toward the harness which lay on the floor near Margot’s couch.


  But he was never to get his hands on the zam-gun holstered in the harness. Margot, schooled by Tanton for just such a possibility as this, moved with swift grace to stoop and snatch the gun from its clip. She stepped backward, the gun ready for use, but her face showed both indecision and anger.


  The latter was directed at Tanton, not Valcan, and her red lips framed an accusation. “You used me!” She said. “This talk about a ray projector. I don’t understand it, but I know there is something wrong. What sort of an intrigue is this, Tanton?”


  Her sudden perception threw the blue Mercurian slightly off balance. He hadn’t expected it at this point.


  A MOMENT later he was fighting for his life as Valcan hurled himself across the intervening space and smashed the agent to the floor.


  “You’ll never use that information!” Valcan yelled. He locked Tanton’s arms to his side, thus preventing him from drawing his gun, and then wrapped his free arm around Tanton’s head seeking to twist it from the agent’s body.


  Tanton managed to free his left arm as pain shot down his spine. He locked his hard, shell-covered hand around Valcan’s throat and heaved upward with his knees. Valcan flew through space, but unfortunately for Tanton, his own zam-gun, knocked from its clip on his harness, bounced away also and skidded well beyond reach.


  Both antagonists dived for the weapon. Both laid a hand on it at once. Then Margot’s voice, so filled with fright and anguish as to freeze them both, cried out:


  “Stop it! For God’s sake, stop it!”


  They, too, had heard the heavy footsteps coming in from the garden through the open portal. As one man, they tinned and stared at what approached.


  A great hairy monstrosity with the body of a giant ape, yet more erect and with a certain dignity in its movement. Two pairs of long arms extended from the thick torso upon which sat the ugly head of a Planetoid misfit. Only the eyes of the creature commanded respect. They were large, liquid, beautiful, perpetually brilliant. And without doubt they mirrored the able brain within the skull of Tza-Necros.


  He was accompanied by a guard of four Plutonians, each armed with two zam-guns and a Brit projector.


  Both Tanton and Valcan got slowly to their feet, their personal differences forgotten at the approach of this greater peril.


  “He’ll kill us all,” Margot whispered in terror. “He’ll kill us all.”


  Tanton looked desperately around for a means of exit. There was none. He lashed at his brain, demanding a plan of escape. But even Tanton’s agile mind could not work miracles. It seemed his clever intrigue was to go for naught.


  There’s always some little angle you can’t figure, he told himself sourly as Tza-Necros’ gross body appeared in the doorway.


  CHAPTER VI


  WHEN RON KRATNICK opened his eyes he was still not sure of having returned to consciousness. Truly the scene around him could as easily have been something in a nightmare. It was unbelievable.


  He lay in what appeared to be a vast cavern. An open fire in its center threw weird dancing shadows on the far-away ceiling and walls. The fire also revealed a circle of bodies and faces. Hideous bodies and faces which could have well been done by a painter gone mad. Crouching, lascivious, bloodlusting entities formed a circle, well back from the fire, and there was continuous, terrifying sound as they jabbered, cackled and snarled in a hundred languages and dialects.


  Close beside Ron lay the still body of Glory Evans. Her lovely back was curved as—with her knees drawn up—she buried her face in her arms. Ron slid a hand to her shoulder. She quivered from head to foot and Ron felt a sob run through her body.


  Immediately the jabbering heightened as a thousand eyes saw that movement, and a giant voice roared out: “Be still, all of you I Stop this babbling or I’ll lash the hides off you!”


  Ron turned his head to behold an Earthman standing close to the fire. He was a giant in stature, close to seven feet in height. He wore a pair of tattered pants, sawed off just above the knees. His feet were naked and his great chest was covered with thick curly hair.


  But it was the man’s face that held Ron. A face mirroring a thousand years of evil. It had been slashed and scarred in a hundred brawls but—oddly—the monster’s teeth were all in place—large, even, and white as Earth-snow.


  The man held a zam-gun in one hand and a long black whip in the other, and his manner left little doubt that he was commanding the situation. Ron lay motionless as the man’s voice boomed out:


  “We’ve had a piece of luck thrown our way and you fools are too stupid to realize it. I don’t know if this man is worth anything, but the girl is a prize indeed.”


  And a chorus went up from the shadows to show that all the fiends agreed. “Graaaaa—yaoooo—fffffttaaaa!” and a sound like sharp teeth cracking bones.


  The giant cracked his whip. “Silence! Listen to me! Listen to Caliban who can tear you apart a dozen at a time. Does anyone doubt that?” The clamor subsided into a surly backwash and the one who called himself Caliban went on. “The trouble here is that none of you are equipped to think. The girl is a prize, yes, but what good is one girl when there are hundreds of us. We could only fight over her and many would be killed and the girl torn to pieces in the bargain.”


  Somewhere back in the shadows was an articulate voice; “Then let’s start tearing. I’ll take an arm to put around my neck when I go to sleep.” Another voice: “I’ll take—”


  But coarse laughter drowned out the rest and Caliban was shouting again. “We know that Tza-Necros has an eye for beauty. We know that had he seen this girl first, she’d never have come our way.”


  A shout of agreement.


  “Then by all that’s holy—let’s sell her to him. If I’m any judge, Tza-Necros will pay us enough so that each man in the Undercity gets ten credas. Isn’t that better than maybe a shred of flesh and probably nothing at all?”


  THERE WAS a change in the gibbering and cackling. The air was filled with whisperings now and many little conferences went on out in the darkness.


  “If you agree,” Caliban shouted, “I’ll arrange a meeting with Tza-Necros and I promise you I won’t come back empty handed.”


  A shout of approval went up. Immediately Caliban turned and prodded Ron with his foot. Ron came to a sitting position and Caliban bent down to sweep Glory Evans up into his arms.


  “I’ll put them in the prison,” Caliban said, “and then negotiate with the Overlord.”


  Two willing lieutenants seized Ron by either arm and dragged him along in the wake of the striding Caliban. The circle broke at one side of the cavern and the place was quitted for a low-ceilinged tunnel leading off at a slightly rising angle. Some few hundred yards of this and another cavern was achieved; a smaller one but still large enough to house a small stone building with room to spare.


  Two guardsmen stood in front of the door but their attitude, far from hostile, was almost ingratiating as Caliban said, “We have two tenants for you. We want to leave them here while I seek an audience with the Overlord.”


  The eyes of both guardsmen were on the body of Glory as Caliban cradled her in his arms like a child.


  “You’re going to sell her?” one of the guards asked.


  “If Tza-Necros will buy.”


  “I’ll buy,” said the other. “I’ll give you a hundred credas—platinum.”


  A roar of laughter went up from the citizens of the Undercity who were now pouring into the cavern. “Come back when you have a hundred thousand credas to spend,” Caliban said. “Open the door.”


  The guard did as he was bidden and Caliban strode into the building and laid Glory on the floor. The jail was apparently a one-room affair occupying the entire building. It was very dark inside, the only illumination coming from the levon tubes outside the small windows.


  Ron was shoved inside with such force that he went to his knees. He heard the door slam and the key turn in the leek. Then Caliban’s booming voice directed, evidently, at the guards:


  “You’re going to be watched pretty closely while I’m gone, so I’d advise you to keep the door locked and stay outside.”


  A roar of understanding went up from the crowd. Quite obviously, the guards would not be left to themselves. Then Caliban’s heavy footsteps faded away.


  Ron got painfully to his feet and went to Glory Evans, who lay motionless on the floor. He knelt beside her and turned her so he could look down into her face. By the light of the levon tube rays filtering in, he could see the thick-lashed eyes open. His hand, having dropped unconsciously to her breast felt the rise and fall of her breathing. He snatched it away instantly. Somehow it seemed like taking advantage of helplessness.


  Glory did not draw back from Ron’s touch. In fact she did not seem conscious of it so much as the compassion in his attitude.


  With sudden abandon and with a flood of tears, she threw herself into his arms and her manner was that of a child; a child searching for pity, tenderness, for something to keep from cracking up completely.


  RON HELD her close in his arms as the explosion of tears and grief wracked her body. He said nothing, allowing her to cry herself out. And he was mute for another reason: he could think of nothing to say—no words of comfort for this harrassed and tortured girl. There was only hopelessness, evil, and viciousness to be anticipated. Better that he remain silent.


  He became conscious, now for the first time, of what Glory Evans really was. With her beauty held close in his arms, the perfume of her in his nostrils, he realized it had been more than a breaking point that had made him leap to her aid there by the cafe. He’d heard, vaguely, that sometimes love is like that; it can come suddenly, without apparent reason, and not even be recognized for what it is.


  She was quiet now. She raised her face to his and he could see her smile in the dimness. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Sorry for being such a problem to you. You’ve trouble enough without a weeping female on your hands.”


  Without thought, as naturally as taking a breath, Ron pulled her close and kissed her. An odd, tingling shock went through him at contact with her lips. She did not draw away. For a long moment she lay motionless, neither giving nor taking. Then she came alive with a suddenness that thrilled Ron and she accepted his kiss avidly, hungrily.


  After an eternity, she drew away and nestled down into his arms. For a long time nothing was said. Then Peon’s bitterness of spirit returned.


  “I’ve failed you,” he said miserably.


  “Failed me? Don’t say that, darling. You’ve done your best. It will be easier—whatever comes will be easier—knowing this—having felt your arms around me—your kiss.”


  “I’m no good. Sure—I’m rated as a successful agent on Earth—nine assignments, but what were they? Local disturbances—things petty and unimportant beside an interplanetary project like this.”


  “You’re wrong,” she said, fiercely. “They wouldn’t have sent you if they hadn’t—”


  “They sent me because they had no one else I It was a move of desperation. Why, I’m not in the same league with men like Tanton. It’s like comparing an advanced scientist and a—a school boy!”


  She put her fingers over his lips. “I won’t let you say such things!” But he drew her hand away and there was sudden hope in his face. “Tanton. I’d forgotten. Why, we aren’t lost! Far from it. With Tanton calling the turns, it’s just a matter of time. He’ll get us out. Good old Tanton. He’ll see that I get a chance to at least use my muscles even if I don’t know how to use my head.” There had been faint sounds as of movement somewhere in the cell, but so intent had they been upon themselves, they hadn’t noticed them. Now the sounds came louder, hoarse breathing and the shifting of a body.


  Ron tensed as he searched the shadows about him. “Did you hear that?”


  Glory raised fearful eyes. “Yes. There’s someone else in this cell.”


  “A rodent of some sort maybe. I’ll look around.” He got slowly to his feet and sought to disengage himself from Glory, but she clung to him desperately.


  “Don’t leave me,” she said. “I’ll go with you. Let me hold your hand.” Together they moved softly in the direction from which the sounds came. The cell was a large one, running at least a hundred feet from wall to wall. It seemed miles until they finally caught sight of the figure lying prone in one corner.


  “It’s—it’s a man,” Glory whispered. “Another prisoner. It’s—a blue Mercurian!”


  Ron bent swiftly down over the figure. His hands explored. Then he braced himself and pulled the inert body forward into the dim light sifting through the window.


  “It’s Tanton!” he exclaimed in sheer unbelief.


  CHAPTER VII


  AFTER leaving the jail cavern, Caliban threaded his way unerringly through the tunnels until he came to a great bronze door over which glowed several oversized levon tubes. He lifted in both hands the great iron knocker and allowed it to drop three times against the door. Three claps of thunder boomed through the tunnels. A full five minutes passed, after which a small door cut in the great bronze barrier opened to reveal two repulsive creatures of the Planetoids standing alert with drawn guns.


  The giant eyed them with a certain contempt as he folded his great arms and said, “I am Caliban. The Overlord knows me well from keeping the rats in check down here. Tell him Calibao brings good news and would have an audience.”


  One of the guards stepped through the doorway to make sure Caliban was alone. Then he motioned the man inside and closed the door which Tza-Necros kept between himself and the scum roaming the tunnels of the Undercity.


  One of the guards remained at his post while the other led Caliban through a maze of marble corridors to another closed door. Bidding Caliban wait, the guard opened the door and stepped through, closing it after him.


  But during that brief moment, Caliban’s ears were struck by the surge of sound—the withering blasphemies roared out in a voice which would have put a bull to shame; the curses and oaths of ten planets spewing forth from the foul throat of a man beside himself with rage.


  Caliban frowned. He knew that voice well. Tza-Necros was in a vile humor, to say the least. Caliban’s annoyance at this turn of events was plain to see. He cared not a whit as to the luckless victim of Tza-Necros wrath. The thought in his mind was that the Overlord would be in no mood to do business.


  When contented in mind, Tza-Necros would not hesitate to pay a hundred thousand credas for so lush an object of his lust as the fairskinned Earth-girl. This Caliban knew. But, in his present mood, Tza-Necros was unpredictable. He might even go so far as to have Caliban slaughtered in his tracks for no reason at all.


  Frowning, the giant Undercity leader turned away from the door and began retracing his steps. He would return to the tunnels and wait for the storm to blow over.


  But he had gone scarcely ten steps when the door opened and the guard called out. “Wait there! Where are you going? Tza-Necros commands your presence in the throne room.”


  Reluctantly Caliban turned back, cursing himself for a laggard and consigning his soul to the devils of Neptune. He marched into the throne room with his head held high, expecting the worst.


  As the door closed upon him he stood transfixed at the sight he beheld. Tza-Necros his four fists doubled, his arms held in rage above his ugly head, was standing on the dais in the center of the great room. On either side of him, a line of frozenfaced guards were at motionless attention, their eyes staring straight ahead.


  On the floor before the dais, lay a naked, golden girl of breathless beauty; a beauty which could be seen even through the blood she had shed and the torturous lashings to which she had been subjected.


  AS CALIBAN entered the room, the whipmaster, a brawny Martian hillman, had stepped back and was running the whip through his closed hand to cleanse it of blood.


  And Caliban could see the blood had not all been that of the girl. Nearby lay the still body of an Earthnian, and Caliban was startled to note that the official harness of Darrien’s Secret Service on the back of the prone figure. A quick glance told Caliban the man had been beaten to death. The girl, however, was alive.


  As Caliban entered the room, Tza-Necros beckoned with two arms and shouted. “Come forward, Caliban! You arrive at an opportune time. I have a present for you and your underground scum!”


  “A present, my lord?”


  “A rare one. This unfaithful witch is gall to my eyes. Entertaining lovers under my very nose. Betraying me after I’ve laid the treasure of the Universe at her feet. At first I thought it would sooth me to see the vile little bitch flogged to death, but-that is not enough and your coming has given me a happy thought.”


  “I am yours to command, my lord.”


  “Then take her down into the tunnels with you and sate yourself as only a bucko like you would know how to do.”


  “I can only consider myself fortunate.”


  Tza-Necros raised a hand. “That is not all. A stipulation, my faithful rogue. When you are through with her, I command you to seek out the most loathsome of your creatures and devise added tortures. And let the vengeance of Tza-Necros be seen by all. Take her.”


  Caliban stepped forward and lifted the unconscious Margot to his shoulder. “Thank you, my lord,” he said, and turned to leave the throne room.


  But he was brought to a halt by Tza-Necros’ voice. The Overlord, now somewhat exhausted by his rage, was passing a hand across his forehead. “Hold until I release you,” he said. Then in a milder, but petulant voice. “There was something. All devils! but with all this chatter about rays to clean out the Undercity and rays to hold off the Earthlings and Margot consorting with two lovers at once—I can’t get my thoughts straight. But there was something.”


  There was a moment of dead silence after which Tza-Necros said, “Oh yes of course—your business. You did not wander in here by chance. What brings you up from the lower tunnels? Is there trouble—unrest?”


  “No, my lord. I had business but it is of a trivial nature. I wouldn’t think of bothering you with it at a time like this when you are wrought up by ingratitudes. It can wait.”


  “Good man, my Caliban. Come tomorrow and I’ll have a flacon of wine for you.”


  Caliban went out as he had come and he was greeted in open-mouthed wonder by the guards. Old in experience, this was the first time they’d seen a man make his exit carrying a beautiful blood-soaked girl over his shoulder. They closed the door on Caliban and stood babbling between themselves.


  Caliban was not happy. Far from satisfied with events, he went slowly down the tunnel, scarcely conscious of the girl he carried. What, he wondered, was all this talk about a ray to depopulate the Undercity. As to the troubles between Earth and Venus, Caliban cared nothing. He was content in the Undercity and that was where his loyalty and his interests lay.


  He mulled over the snatches of information Tza-Necros had given out in his tirade and found them to be no information at all. Obviously the girl on Caliban’s shoulder had been untrue to Tza-Necros, and for that Caliban hardly blamed her. But had a portion of Tza-Necros’ wrath been generated by treachery of another nature? Who had that Earthman been—the one dead on the floor of the throne room? Obviously an official in the Secret Service.


  Caliban shook his head in perplexity and went on his way.


  CHAPTER VIII


  TANTON was in deplorable shape. Obviously, he’d borne the brunt of a vicious attack during which weapons far more destructive than whips had been used. The hard shell-covering found on all blue Mercurians in lieu of skin had been cracked in three places. The green life-sap which flowed in his veins had run freely from these wounds and from his nose and mouth.


  As Ron pulled him into the light, Tan ton opened his eyes and sighed deeply. “It was a great show while it lasted,” he said in a labored voice. “I did some fast talking, but Tza-Necros went completely bats and refused to believe anything. Valcan was killed and maybe Margot too, for all I know. Mercurians are a lot harder to kill so I’m being saved for the hot hooks and the roasting pits.”


  He raised a hand to his battered head and then noted the consternation and bewilderment of Ron and Glory.


  “You don’t have the least idea what I’m talking about, do you? Well—it doesn’t make any difference. By the way, what happened to you two?”


  In a few words Ron told him, whereupon Tanton sighed again. “Couldn’t even walk down a tunnel without getting into trouble, eh? Well, it doesn’t matter. We’ll all be buttoned up in twenty-four hours. It looks as though this one certainly backfired on me.” He came to a sitting position. “Ouch! One of those guards used an iron club.”


  “You—you mean there’s no hope?” Glory faltered.


  “We’re both sitting in the same spot,” Tanton answered tartly. “Can you see any?”


  His sharp mood was generated, not by fear of what seemed the inevitable, but by the knowledge that he was being shown up as a failure before these two. “Help me to my feet, will you? I want to see how bad a shape I’m in.”


  As Tanton creaked and twisted erect, the sounds outside the prison deepened into a roar. “Something’s going on,” Ron said. “Maybe they’re coming for us.” He turned to face the doer, his arm around Glory’s slim shoulder.


  The door opened after some minutes of heated controversy outside, and Caliban strode in with Margot over his shoulder. Tanton’s eyes widened. Without preliminaries, he asked, “Where did you get her?”


  “A gift to the citizens of the Undercity by Tza-Necros,” Caliban said. He was frowning and seemed bemused—far away—as though deep in thought. “I’m going to put her away until I can figure this thing out. There’s more here than meets the eye. Tza-Necros says she wasn’t faithful to him, but there’s more—a lot more—and I don’t like it.”


  No one saw Tanton’s eyes brighten as he watched Caliban place Margot on the hard floor. And it was of course impossible for the rest of them to know what was going on in his rapier sharp mind—that he was even now formulating plans to turn defeat into victory.


  GLORY, WITH a cry of pity, dropped to her knees beside the still Margot and cradled the golden beauty’s head in her lap.


  Tanton ignored both of them, his eyes on Caliban. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure,” he said.


  The other scowled at him. “My name is Caliban. I’ve lived in the Undercity for twenty years. Who are you and where do you come from?” Ron opened his mouth to fill in with an introduction of his superior, but a quick motion of Tanton’s hand blocked off the young agent’s words.


  “I am a gentleman of fortune,” Tanton replied and there was a distinct note of sadness in his voice. “I garner information and go about selling it, making a creda wherever possible. But now I’ve come to the end of my string.”


  There was contempt in Caliban’s voice. “Oh—an informer. And Tza-Necros has condemned you to death?” Tanton sighed as if in resignation. “True, but I will not suffer in the roasting pit. I’ll die here in this hole along with the rest of the Undercity’s people. In twenty-four hours there won’t be a single living thing below ground in Venusia.”


  Caliban snatched the bait and bolted it down—swallowed it whole. He advanced menacingly upon Tanton. “What are you talking about, Blue man. Is it something about a ray that will destroy all life in the Undercity?”


  Tanton was taken aback—at least his wide eyes so indicated. “You seem to know a great deal, Caliban. May I ask—?”


  The huge Earthman frowned importantly. “I have my sources of information. I have ears and eyes.” Tanton made as if to turn away. “Then there is nothing I can tell you, except that I think we should both do the merciful thing.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Keep our knowledge to ourselves.


  It will do no good to panic the Undercity by telling the people the truth. So long as they must die, let them die quietly without knowing what hit them.”


  Caliban strode forward and seized Tanton roughly by the shoulder. “You mean we should lie here like rats in a trap waiting for death?”


  “What else is there to do?”


  Caliban brushed aside all pretense. “You know far more than I—tell me.” Tanton nursed his cracked shoulder-shell. “There isn’t a great deal to it. You know, of course, that Darrien swore long ago to clean out the Undercity. But it was only recently that he found a means of doing so—a poison ray which will be turned into an entrance to the Undercity—an entrance which his men have found—a ray which will travel into every nook and cranny of this place and not even the smallest microbe will be left alive. I tell you when Darrien gets through, the Undercity will be the most sterile place in the Universe.”


  “How do you know all this?”


  “Getting such information is my business. In this case I corrupted a high official of Darrien’s Secret Police—promised him great wealth when Tza-Necros heard his story. The man I brought into the Undercity was the Secret Service chief himself—Valcan.” Caliban clenched his great fist. Of course! The Earthman he’d seen lying dead at Tza-Necros’ feet. The face had seemed familiar. Now he knew! The man had been Valcan. “What happened?” Caliban demanded.


  TANTON shrugged. “I made a mistake. I did not have direct access to Tza-Necros. I could reach his ear only through Margot, for whom I once did a service.” Tanton stopped and shook his head sadly. “But such an approach was a fatal mistake, because Tza-Necros found us in Margot’s apartment and accused us of being her lovers. We were dragged into the throne room and beaten. Valcan died under the lash and I’m to be roasted on hot hooks. But, as I say, that will never happen, because—”


  Caliban waved an impatient hand. “Stop babbling,” he shouted. “You said the ray will be used within twenty-four hours? Do you know the location of the projector?”


  “Yes, but Tza-Necros would not listen—”


  “The fool!” Caliban thundered. “The thick-headed fool I Sacrificing the lives of all of us because of his stupidity.”


  “I’d hesitate to put it so bluntly, but that’s about it. Well—no matter now. The game has been played and lost.”


  Caliban towered over the blue man and raised his fists. “What are you—a spineless jellyfish? Do you propose to cringe against the wall and wait for death?”


  “What else is there to do?”


  “Fight, man, fight! There are ten thousand creatures down here—ten thousand fighters who have groveled too long under the heel of Tza-Necros. With their lives at stake do you think they’ll stand helplessly by?”


  It was as if a great plan had suddenly blossomed in Tanton’s mind. “Why, of course! Why didn’t I think of it?” His eyes lit up with a great hope. “I can see it now. Ten thousand citizens of the Undercity streaming up into Venusia, not only to destroy the ray but to avenge a hundred years of persecution! It’s—it’s magnificent!”


  Caliban strode to the door and threw it open. His great voice boomed out, echoing and reechoing through the tunnels: “Citizens of the Undercity. Hear me! Come and gather around if you value your lives! We have been betrayed and left to die! All of you who would strike a blow for your own existence, come and hear me!”


  Inside, Tanton closed the door. Then he crossed to where Margot was regaining consciousness, and knelt beside her. “I’m going to keep my word,” he said. “In a matter of hours you’ll be on your way back to Earth. Things didn’t go exactly as I’d planned, but—”


  He stopped speaking as Glory, who was still cradling Margot gave a low cry of wonder and horror. Ron also came close and knelt down. He raised his eyes to Tanton with a look of utter consternation, then lowered them again to where Margot was changing—magically—before their eyes. First, small wrinkles had appeared at the corners of her mouth and her eyes. Now the flesh—the glorious golden beauty of her was shrinking visibly—drying up and falling away under skin which was becoming gray and withered.


  Margot’s mouth—now an ancient and toothless one—opened like the mouth of a gasping fish.


  “The hormones,” she croaked. “I was supposed to take the hormones—I—”


  The aging became swifter now. It was like some mad montage—a young and beautiful girl fading away and a hideous wrinkled crone taking her place.


  “The hormones,” she gasped. Then the pitiful old mouth opened and hung slack; the gray-coated, sightless eyes became set in a ghastly stare.


  SWIFTLY, Tanton reached down and closed the eyes forever. “She was very old, you know,” he said quietly. “Well over a hundred years. She was kept young by a secret hormone that Tza-Necros provided. Without it, she was doomed.”


  “She’s—she’s d Glory breathed in horror. So swift had been the transition from blooming beauty to dried-up skeleton, that the effect was chilling in its grimness.


  Tanton lifted the wisp of a body and moved off into the shadows. “She lead a full life,” he said. “A very long life. But I have a feeling she’s happier now than she’s ever been.” He returned, empty-handed, to the wide-eyed Glory. “Maybe someone ought to say a prayer,” he muttered, then turned toward the door as the voice of the mob outside rose to a thunder.


  The door opened and Caliban rushed in. “We’re on the move,” he shouted. “If you know where the ray is located, you’d better lead the way.”


  But Tanton knew it was more than the nonexistent death ray that motivated this upheaval. His lie had been merely the trigger—the small thing that had touched off the revolt. True motivation lay far deeper. Here was an irresistible surge of outraged humanity—horrible humanity it was true, but humanity nonetheless—moving up in fury to right ancient wrongs.


  And it was in Tan ton’s mind where the first seeds of this violence had been sewn—long ago by the pompous voice of a politician: “Let Venus be our penal colony—And there must have been a twinge in the Blue Mercurian’s conscience, because he told himself: One must weigh two evils and attack the greater with the smaller. All is greed and hunger among men and their greed and hunger are the only effective weapons to be used against them. To defeat darkness, the tools of darkness must be used.


  Then the roar of the mob rose to an even greater volume to bring Tanton back to the business at hand.


  CHAPTER IX


  GLORY HAD been provided with adequate clothing—the harness of a fighter—and she moved—with Tanton, Ron, and Caliban—at the head of a column that assaulted the bronze door to Tza-Necros’ underground palace.


  The door was cut to pieces and a wave of misfits of the Universe, swept over all resistance in its onward surge. Guarded by a circle of Undercity warriors, Glory saw Tza-Necros—his inner guard annihilated—battling like ten demons with his back to the wall.


  The Undercity fighters lay in stacks around him. His more lethal weapons gone, he slashed a crimson circle with a short-sword clutched in each of his four hands. “Back—back, you foul scum!” he roared. “I am your king! I am your master!” And he proved himself their master right up to the final, bloody moment when a zam-gun ray cut off his arms, one by one and left him a helpless, screaming maniac. The scum of the Universe moved in on him then, to take bloody accounting for the years of pain and exploitation. They gloried in tearing him to pieces, bit by bit—in inflicting savage torture until his last scream became a gurgle as life left his grotesque body. His last words were a bewildered plea: “I’m one of you—one of you—one of you. Have mercy.”


  Then death.


  The mob, aflame from the new freedom and the smell of blood, surged on through the palace, tearing Margot’s garden to pieces, brick by brick. Then up into Venusia, along with the hordes of fellow exiles who were streaming out of the Undercity entrances to spread bloody destruction in all directions.


  The astonished population of Venusia stared in flat-footed horror at the sudden egress from the depths; many of them stared too long and went down to quick death as the waves of madness released, engulfed and destroyed them. The policing mechanisms of the city went into complete panic and chaos. The more experienced Secret Service and the City Police were unable to function because of the panicked populace. There was no room for maneuvering—no chance to assemble and deploy, so mad was the scene of carnage and so frenzied the attack.


  Tanton, moving at the head of Caliban’s column, adroitly held the latter to the main objective—the ray projector. Working through the giant Earthman, he displayed a skill which any great general would have envied. Truly, the man seemed possessed of limitless talents.


  Due to his generalship, the column was organized and thrown around the gray building with military precision. The assault on the entrances was launched as one movement. The doors were beaten down and Glory, Ron, and Tanton, were among the first of the invaders to be swept inside.


  Glory heard herself, screaming, calling out to be heard over the din of battle. “Caliban! I saw him go down!”


  “He was cut in two with a zam-gun,” Tanton shouted. “Come—this way! Quick!” He pushed Glory roughly toward a stairway leading off in to upper levels, and motioned Ron to follow. There was deep concern in Tanton’s voice because, again it seemed, ill-luck was besetting him.


  OUT IN THE streets there had been panic and chaos, but not so in the ray-projector building. Here was the cream of Darrien’s vanguards—the picked soldiery of all the Universe—trained and briefed for only one job—the protection, of the ray projector at any cost.


  Their ranks had been dented by the first wave of crazed Undercity fighters, but they had stiffened and gotten down to their work. Like machines, they poured death into the invaders—like implacable robots, they reformed their lines and hurled back Caliban’s hordes. And in this action, Tanton sensed his own defeat.


  He knew full well that the Undercity fighters would be beaten. When Darrien’s organized ranks gained their footing they would move like a steam roller over the deceived and misled creatures from underground. Truly—though with much blood and rapine—it would be the end of the Under-city, but Tanton had gambled that during the upheaval, he could accomplish his purpose. Now he seemed doomed to defeat, as the elite guard of the gray building pushed the last of Caliban’s sorry army out into the streets and made fast their own defenses.


  With the main action going on below, Tanton found no one to bar his way as he led the two Earthlings up the stairs. His hopes bloomed anew at the thought that possibly he could achieve his ends by stealth. The projector would certainly be located high up in the building. Maybe it could still be reached. Possibly even Darrien’s elite guard had made the mistake of depending on the first line of defense down below and had given no thought to the danger of infiltration through their ranks.


  The infiltration had been accomplished, and as the three invaders went higher and higher without encountering resistance, Tanton allowed himself to hope anew.


  They reached the top abruptly, coming to the head of a staircase and finding themselves on a circular platform just under the roof of the building. The platform ran around a giant opening. A steel railing was built thereon to keep the unwary from tumbling down into a great pit twenty floors deep.


  In the center of this pit lay Tanton’s assignment; a tremendous silvery ray-tube, anchored at the bottom and extending upward to almost the level of the platform. Laid out horizontal, the tube would have covered over an acre of ground, and from its curved, silvery top, an invisible ray could be heard as it went out through an opening in the roof to blanket Venusian and explode any missile moving in that direction.


  Tanton could not smother the shout of triumph that welled up in his throat as he saw the pile of anti-gravity discs piled on one side of the platform. Certainly he could not have planned things better. Scanning the roof, he stepped to the wall and pushed a lever. Immediately another section of the ceiling drew back to make an opening large enough for comfortable exit. Evidently the platform was also used as a hangar for guards on sky patrol.


  Tanton swiftly hauled three of the plates out onto the platform. From a pile lying near the wall, he tossed a pair each of gravity shoes to Ron and Glory.


  “Put them on,” he shouted. “Then get on the plate and wait for me above the building.” As he spoke, he donned a pair of the shoes himself. “As soon as I give the signal,” he said to Ron, “send word to the Earth squadron out in space that the ray is destroyed. And don’t wait for me. After they get word we’ve got to get out of here quick or we’ll be killed by falling bombs. This whole place is going up in atomic dust.”


  RON SHOWED Glory how to guide the anti-gravity plate by moving her body. Then he threw the switch and steered her through the roof opening. Swiftly, he set his shoes on his own plate and followed her.


  It was after they had cleared the building and were hovering within sight of Tanton, that disaster struck. It came in the form of a dozen guards who had crept up the stairs and were advancing on Tanton from three directions. They came as silently as clouds because a quick glance at the situation had shown them their problem. The blue Mercurian was there of course to destroy the projector. Therefore they must get their hand on him rather than blast him down, because he stood so close to the edge of the platform that he could easily fall into the pit.


  Tanton, intent upon his work, raised his head and saw the men creeping in—but too late. Turning in the heavy gravity shoes, he heard Ron’s voice from above.


  “Hold it!” Ron yelled. “I’m coming back to help!”


  In a matter of seconds, Tanton took in the situation, estimated his chances and made his decision. “Don’t come back!” he yelled. “You can’t help. Take the girl away and give out the signal! That’s an order!”


  Ron slanted his plate out of the dive and then, before his horrified eyes, Tanton made a last contribution toward the security of Earth.


  Just as the hands of a guard reached out to seize him, he hurled the man backward with a single sweep of his arm and took a step forward. Held down by the heavy shoes, it was a slow step, but there was just time for another.


  The second step was into space and Tanton went plunging down into the pit to smash, with his own body, the great tube of the ray projector.


  There was an explosion so loud and with such force, that it hurled Ron and Glory far up into the sky. When the plates steadied away Ron looked, grim-lipped, at the white-faced Glory—saw that she was unhurt—and pulled a small sender from his supply packet. He set the dial and a moment later his voice came in on the board of the California Queen, flagship of Earth’s Space Fleet Three:


  “Ronald Kratnick—Earth Intelligence to squadron commander. Umbrella destroyed. Umbrella destroyed.” Twice he sent the message and then the clipped, “Message received.”


  Ron didn’t even bother to repocket his sender. He threw it from him and yelled to Glory: “Let’s get out of here—and fast! Straight up!”


  They reached the glass dome of Venusia in a matter of seconds and now, with the projector destroyed, they were able to go safely through the opening in the dome through which the ray had been allowed to escape.


  On they went, ever upward until Ron tilted close to Glory’s plate and clamped an oxygen cup over her nose. He had only one cup available and when Venus was lost in the haze beneath them and the heat of the sun was searing their skins, Ron felt his lightheadedness increase and a black curtain began its descent over his brain.


  But before he passed out, there was the silver oval of the California Queen hove to, with space-suited rescuers issuing from a porthole.


  The last thing Ron remembered was the thin atmosphere heaving and bucking about him as the fleet’s bombs smashed down on Venusia and left a great yawning hole in the red forests of the planet.


  THE COMFORTS aboard the California Queen were such as to wipe away quickly, the horrors of the Undercity. Ron, seated in the lounge, holding Glory’s hand, had been silent for some time. Glory looked up at him and smiled.


  “I’m going to leave Intelligence,” Ron said.


  “That surprises me,” Glory replied, “but I’m glad—very glad.”


  “It’s because of “I don’t understand.”


  Ron smiled and there was a sadness in the smile. “It’s hard to explain, but—well, he was a schemer, a liar, a master of intrigues and there was nothing he wouldn’t do to gain his ends. But over and above it all, he was great—that’s the only word I can think of to describe him. He was willing to give his life for any cause to which he pledged himself, and there is no sterner test of any man than that.”


  “And that’s why you’re resigning, darling?”


  “No, it’s because, after seeing him operate, I know I can never be better than second grade. I was a school child beside Tanton, and I won’t be a second-grade anything. If I can’t be the best, I’ll drop out.”


  His smile deepened. “You know—I think I’d make a swell farmer. In fact I think I could be a farmer second to none.”


  After he’d kissed her, Glory said, “That’s wonderful, darling. And I think I could be the best farmer’s wife in the Universe.”


  THE END


  THE FITTEST


  Katherine MacLean


  Man is the most adaptable animal, the fittest to survive that we know; but there’s one vital quality he lacks. . . .


  AMONG the effects of Terry Shay was found a faded snapshot. It is a scene of desolation, a wasteland of sand and rock made vague by blowing dust, and to one side huddle some dim figures. They might be Eskimos with their hoods pulled close, or they might be small brown bears.


  It is the only record left of the great event, the event which came into the hands of Terry Shay.


  Like all great events it started with trivial things.


  A tiny item in the Agriculture budget caught the hawklike eye of a senator. He stood up. “Item, $1,200 over estimate for automatic controls of space rocket, see appropriation estimate 108, Department of Extreme Conditions, Human-Plant ecology, cultural viability liaison to UNESCO and F.A.O. of U.N.” He looked up, smiling a deadly smile. “I don’t understand much of this gobbledegook, but I know what the word rocket means. Will somebody please explain to me what qualifies the Department of Agriculture to waste our money shooting off rockets?”


  A Department of Agriculture man arose, riffled through folders and read aloud the statement of the director who had requested the rocket. This caused further difficulties, for the language was technical, and nobody understood it. On the second reading they managed to catch the word Venus.


  Venus! Headlines in eight chains of papers carried the senator’s unkind request that the committee of investigation include a psychiatrist. The ninth chain showed the initiative of a more alert reporter by carrying an interview with the director of the Department of Extreme Conditions.


  It was a small, elaborate rocket, no more than twenty feet long. Doctor of Botany Ernest P. Crofts was somewhat impatient of laymen but he showed it to the reporter proudly, gesturing at it with a lest tube of some odd greenish stuff in his hand. When asked what was in the tube he became indignant.


  “But I told you already. Haven’t you read any of my articles in the Journal of Paleontology? Or Jabson’s letters in the Survey of Botanical Sciences? . . . NO? Well you must at least have heard of the new Smith-Ellington theory of atmospheric dynamics—No? My stars! What do people read? Doesn’t anyone follow the debates? What do they think the rocket is for?”


  The reporter informed him that they did not know what the rocket was for, and Crofts pulled himself together to explain.


  There had been a long curiosity and debate among paleontologists and astronomers because spectroscopes had shown that the atmosphere of Venus was carbon dioxide, proving that there was no plant life on Venus, for plants convert carbon dioxide to oxygen. Venus was a desert. Yet it was supposed to be the sister planet of Earth, and the point of strangeness in the comparison was not the strangeness of Venus, for its atmosphere was chemically logical—it was the strangeness of Earth. Why did the Earth have air of free breathable oxygen? Why was there so much water? Could plants alone have worked the change, or did it require an initial oddity? The paleontologists argued bitterly.


  Doctor Crofts believed that microorganisms and plants alone had changed Earth, and he was ready to prove his belief by sending a rocket to Venus, and spraying it with a collection of molds and slimes and lichens specially bred to the old conditions. If his test worked, then some day, when space liners were available for inexpensive migration to Venus, that dry poisonous place would be green and moist with plants, and the air sweet and fit to breathe.


  Congress cared little for paleontology, but it could see the advantage of transforming a million acres of wasteland into good salable real estate. The bill passed with little discussion.


  Venus was slowly approaching its nearest point to Earth, and the finishing touches were being put on the rocket.


  Terry Shay was the top reporter of the Humanist press, and he was always ready to catch the government in some bureaucratic injustice or inhumanity. Even high officials of the government, who usually had hard words for ignorant prying busybodies, feared and respected the byline of Terry Shay and knew that the public interest stood behind him.


  For a crusader it is hard to distinguish between genuine concern for the welfare of the people, and the need to make the readers read and the circulation grow; and perhaps Terry Shay was beginning to forget that there was a difference.


  When the letter came he opened it, and then sat for a while holding it in his hand and thinking of circulation figures and the rich white light of publicity.


  The letter was from the A.S.P.C.A. and it pointed out that Venus might possibly have animal life adapted to its own conditions, and to change those conditions could therefore come under the heading of cruelty and slow torture and murder of animals.


  He read it over and laughed.


  “What is it?” asked Patty, his secretary.


  “The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and the British Humane Society want to take out an injunction against the Venus seed rocket. They want me to help.” He laughed again. “I think I will.”


  She was puzzled. “But what have they against the Venus rocket? What harm could it do any animal?”


  He explained, grinning. “There might be natives on Venus.”


  She was startled by the idea but still puzzled.


  “On Venus? How could they breathe? What would they eat? That’s not very likely, is it, Terry?”


  He grinned more widely. “No, but nobody has been there to see. There is a reasonable doubt, enough to rock those bureaucrats back on their heels with an injunction. They should have thought of the possibility. They should be more careful of who their damned lumbering machine is likely to run over next.”


  He got his publicity. There was a great quarrel among experts, overflowing onto the radio, television, and all the public papers. While they were arguing the injunction went through, restraining Dr. Crofts from sending the seeds. . . .


  Patty’s motives are not known. They may have included some dream of a desert being grown over by trumpet vines and lilac bushes and birds and running streams. She may have been angry with Terry for some reason of her own.


  He came in from a radio speech and found a clipping on his desk. It stated that Anton Gottlieb of the American and German Rocket Societies had finished a new spaceship to add to the fleet of five now prospecting the asteroid belt. Gottlieb stated that the new design was so economical of weight that it was theoretically capable even of landing and taking off again from a medium-sized planet without refueling. Under the clipping was a note from Patty.


  “Why don’t you go to Venus and see for yourself?” the note said. “Think of the publicity!” It is impossible to say what would have been the tone of her voice if she had said it, but it sounded like a dare to Terry Shay.


  The next night he went on the air to tell the world that he was going to Venus.


  The country was interested; they had argued enough, now they wanted an answer. They passed the hat to raise the fortune that was needed to buy the spaceship for him, and they placed side bets with each other on what he would find on Venus.


  While the collection of money went on, Terry turned up at the proving grounds to consult the designer.


  “Why not?” said Gottlieb, spreading his hands and shrugging. “If crazy people want to go to Venus, I will convert the ship for Venus. It will only need a little change in fins, there, and a stronger tripod, there, so, and—” He paused and considered the spaceship meditatively, a light of speculation growing in his eyes.


  “This search, it will make the test more dangerous, yes?”


  “Yes.”


  “You land, maybe, and take off again?” He was growing excited with some idea of his own.


  “Yes.”


  “Good! Then I will go with you.” He beamed.


  Terry considered having “Papa” Gottlieb as a companion and stifled a grin. “But what of your responsibilities, Mr. Gottlieb?”


  Gottlieb looked harassed. “That’s what Minna says. Always she wants me to stay on the ground. Always she says, think of the children—I think of the children, their father a designer who has not the faith to test his own ships! No, this time I go!”


  In the archives of the newspapers of the time one can find photographs of the Department of Agriculture man nervously shaking hands with the two before the takeoff, and wishing them well in a stilted memorized speech. In most of the photographs, Dr. Crofts and Anton Gustav Gottlieb seem embarrassed by the cameras and crowds, and Terry Shay is smiling and eager to go, but in one picture Terry Shay has already climbed into the ship and Dr. Crofts is handing Gottlieb a symbolic going-away present. It is a package of morning glory seeds, the caption says, and they are both smiling wryly.


  After they had been through the first acceleration and picked up extra fuel at the moon, Gottlieb took time for Terry’s instruction. Gottlieb was of the opinion that non-engineers were backward children and halfwits, but he kept to his task, sometimes despairing, but always inexhaustibly patient, and succeeded in drilling Terry in the care and handling of spaceships and giving him some rudiments of navigation. Terry came to know “Papa” Gottlieb very well, and tried to turn the tables on him by discussing politics. Gottlieb usually evaded the subject with a good natured “Ach!” of despair.


  Once he said, “Did I ever tell you I did not like people?”


  “No.” Terry smiled; the statement was ludicrous. Gottlieb obviously liked everybody.


  “I don’t like people. They are very silly,” said Gottlieb soberly. “I was in five concentration camps. They were all alike.” He touched the scars on his neck. “What good is politics, Terry?”


  When Terry began trying to explain, Gottlieb interrupted with a long interminable story about the baby sayings of his youngest daughter, and pulled out his wallet to show him her picture. He carried pictures of all his children and was always ready to talk about them, but this time it came to Terry that the round-faced little engineer had deliberately changed the subject, so he left it at that.


  Venus was coming very close, a great dark globe showing a narrow ribbon of sunlight around one side.


  “Maybe there is life,” Gottlieb said. Terry was not prepared for what came next. “What puzzles me is why you want to save these Venusians. Why do you want to, Terry?”


  The full ruthless implications of that sank in slowly. Terry turned from the viewplate with a feeling of shock. “If I don’t, they will die,” he pointed out carefully, as if to a child.


  The chubby engineer laughed. “If the amoebas had worried about that, we would still be amoebas. Only the fittest should survive. Differential breeding. How else can we have a better race, eh? Progress is built on death.”


  “You talk like a fascist,” Terry pointed out, quietly, as he would have pointed out that Anton Gustav Gottlieb had leprosy. The little engineer merely looked at him soberly and picked up a book.


  Terry mastered himself and thereafter avoided political topics and the subject of saving Venusians, painfully aware of the danger of making the trip intolerable with quarrels. He mentioned it just once again as they watched Venus turning under its eternal blanket of dust storms. “Give them a break,” he said. “They have as much right to live as we do.”


  Gottlieb said dreamingly, “Life belongs to the future.” They looked at each other for a moment of pure antagonism.


  “It belongs to nothing!” Terry snapped, and then they went into the dust cloud of Venus and were too busy to talk.


  Dusty wind, rocks, high-piled flowing dust dunes, weirdly scoured mountains, black vitreous chimneys of forgotten volcanoes, sudden torrential rains that condensed in the stratosphere and then evaporated again before they reached the ground, heavier rains that reached the ground and scoured gullies in the dust without wetting it, and left the gullies to be filled again with dust in one sweep of wind, and over it all heat, a dry constant heat of 120 degrees. They were the first humans on Venus.


  Terry forgot his temper.


  They flew back and forth over the weirdly beautiful, sterile landscape, combing for signs of life and arguing cheerfully on which formula for a locus of chemical imbalance should be used first. The temperature was too stable and the light too dim for a radiation imbalance. They decided on the geologic formula and began to take soundings at likely ridges.


  At the end of the second day, when tempers were wearing thin and eyes were beginning to blur with the strain, they found a hollow section in a water-bearing ridge, found its open end, put on spacesuits to give them air and keep them cool, and went in.


  It was there.


  First it was merely a crevice with sand and fine dust drifted in to make a level floor, but there were footprints. Then there were furry cublike creatures who fled before them, leaving the sand heaps of play fortresses and tunnels, and a trail of small footprints. And there was an aura about the place—a mood.


  They turned on their helmet lights and walked onward, listening to distant shrill squeaks at the edge of audibility. “They have a double sight system, maybe,” Gottlieb said, stooping slightly as the cleft smoothed to a small rough corridor. “Light and sound. Sound is for seeing in the dark. They are smaller than people,” he added absently, stooping lower as his helmet brushed the ceiling, but the deduction did not seem important, for they would see them soon and tell them all about Earth. Terry found himself thinking of astonishing tales to tell them about Earth.


  “They are very friendly,” he said gratefully. He had never felt this form of telepathy before, a communion of feeling instead of thoughts, but it was astonishing how right it seemed, like coming home to a family after being with strangers.


  “Like relatives, thought sharing with one another,” Gottlieb muttered. “Useful,” then again, “Good!” as he passed an intersection of tunnels with bracing that showed a keen understanding of structural principles. The work was done in stone, with only a few touches of some soft metal, gold or silver, that needed no smelting.


  Presently the two Earthmen came upon them working in the depth of the mine, channeling and conserving a faint trickle of water. The leader-one stopped work for a moment to come forward and greet them. His fur was not exactly fur, but something more like brown velvet, but otherwise he was very like a small brown bear. He looked at them with intelligent, interested brown eyes, and after hesitating a moment took their extended hands and shook them, and returned to work. They fell to and helped.


  “Evolved from a water-digging animal,” said Gottlieb. “Probably a water-fueled metabolism. Carbon from the air and energy from the temperature differential of evaporation. This air is dry.”


  He paused, holding a long flat slab of rock. The leader-one spoke a few words of precise direction, interested by the clumsiness of the strangers.


  “I beg your pardon,” Gottlieb said gently, smiling. “I don’t understand you, Mr. Teddy Bear.” The native made a gesture of apology and pointed. Gottlieb placed the slab carefully where indicated. “They have a language,” he said simply. It showed that the telepathy needed some supplement. It was as vague to the community of bears as it was to the Earthmen. Terry and Gottlieb worked on for a while, and then sat down and leaned against a wall to relax, with their lights off. They could hear the natives working steadily, tapping and grinding, and sometimes lighting the dark for themselves with a supersonic beep.


  “We’ll have to go back for more oxygen cylinders soon,” Terry said.


  “Yes,” said Gottlieb.


  They walked back up the long corridors to the outside and the ship. “Just like brown bears,” Terry said warmly. “I always liked those brown bears that mooch candy bars and popcorn in the parks. I’d like to take some of these back and introduce them around to the guys.”


  “Oxygen would be death to them,” warned Gottlieb. “They will need technology and spacesuits. Their science is backward because of the rock, not because of too little thinking. What use is thinking without fire, wood, or hard metal? What can intelligence do with nothing to work with but rock? One needs tools!”


  “Let’s take them some,” said Terry, “This is one native minority in history that is going to get a fair break.”


  The first trip, they took with them a double armload of empty plastic food cans for the natives to use as water containers. Then Gottlieb stayed behind to watch their use and learn a few words of their language, his face beaming and excited behind his faceplate. Terry returned on the second trip with Gottlieb’s tool kit and some plastic wall plates from the storeroom bulkhead. “It’s cooling,” he reported. “Pretty soon we can start.”


  The leader-native began to understand vaguely that the blowtorch was some sort of a tool. He touched and lifted the oddly shaped, beautifully worked object which was so strangely not stone, and not dust, and not gold, and he hooted at it supersonically to see it better, then looked up skeptically at the Earthmen. It could not be a tool. It was not a wedge, and not a hammer, but he hoped with great yearning that it would be a tool.


  Amused, Terry watched his play of expressions. “Let’s show him,” he suggested.


  They decided to build a cistern, with piped water.


  Water dripped with tinkles and splashes into the carefully built inadequate rock of the natives’ storage pool. Before turning the blowtorch on, Gottlieb warned the natives away with a gesture. “Different metabolism—heat radiation might be very dangerous to them.”


  The cluster of small brown bears felt his anxiety and obediently trotted off up the corridor to a safe distance, while the two Earthmen set to work in their heavy spacesuits to build an airtight cistern.


  When they had finished the natives came and looked, and then as if by prearrangement drew off up the corridor again, leaving two behind.


  One of the two who was left tugged at the blowtorch in Gottlieb’s hand, looking up earnestly at his face.


  “He wants me to show him how to use it,” Gottlieb said, still worried.


  “Go ahead,” Terry said, amused. “He knows what he’s doing.”


  The volunteer’s motions seemed unsteady, but he mimicked Gottlieb’s demonstration efficiently enough. The engineer handed him the blowtorch and showed him how to turn it on. The other native stood to one side making a steady supersonic note, and watching.


  The volunteer turned on the blowtorch without clumsiness, started faintly as the thin blue flame tongued out, skillfully smoothed the rough unfinished plastic comer for three minutes while they watched, then died and fell into the storage pool.


  The blowtorch clanged down and flared on the floor, and Gottlieb reached it and turned it off before it did any more damage.


  The group of friendly sober little bears came forward again. First there was the next-most-expendable, who had stood close to the experiment and beeped to give a side lighting of sound to what happened and measure the range of the deadly effect by being close. Then there came the main group which had stood around the bend of a corridor and watched by the distorted reflection of sound, and last there was the leader who had gone some distance away up a side corridor, out of reach of any possible danger. The logical pattern of the arrangement was clear.


  It was rather horrible to Terry, for he understood how ready they had been.


  They were thumping the chest of the one who had stood close, and gabbling questions at him. Gottlieb and Terry drew together, watching silently.


  “Why do they have to be so damned cheerful about it?” Terry demanded.


  Gottlieb was calm. “It is a good death, dying for the future. They must have hoped they could use the blowtorch. They know they need tools. He would not have had such a chance usually.”


  “A chance to be killed, you mean?” Terry asked sarcastically, watching as two teddy bears picked the body up from the shallow water of the storage pool and casually carted it away. There was no doubt that he was dead. Even the two Earthmen had felt the flash of pain that preceded the dark. “Fine chance!”


  “A chance to be useful,” Gottlieb protested, hurt. “He was weak. Probably he was sick and that was why they chose him.”


  “Chose him!” Terry felt sick. The whole business began strangely to seem like an extension of his argument with Gottlieb, with the teddy bears unfairly taking Gottlieb’s side. He stepped forward and gripped the shoulder of the leader, and turned him around, speaking directly at the large intelligent eyes.


  “You’re a sort of adviser to this bunch. Do you mean to say that you chose two who were sick to be killed, while you went and hid yourselves?”


  The native’s eyes widened in the universal sign of puzzlement, and he let out an involuntary supersonic beep, unconsciously trying to make out a dim meaning by sonic reflection. Terry felt the gulf of misunderstanding between them. He shook the furry body gently, trying to convey his meaning. “But that was murder,” he said. “That was cowardice; sending someone else to take the danger!”


  Gottlieb laid a hand on his arm. “Please, Terry. You are not fair to him. He is a superior type, with better genes. He must be careful of himself.”


  Terry felt the familiar rage rising in him and tried to check it in a mental pause, making his mind blank. In the brief silence came a feeling of peace. The natives were going back to work, but they were disturbed by the disturbance of his feelings and trying to soothe him as they would soothe a fretful child, wanting him to feel that—everything was all right, everything was all right, single deaths, individual hurts cannot matter to life in the long run, everything was the way it should be—It was like a lullaby, a song of reassurance and strength, the enfolding protecting arms of time and fate—


  “They are hellish persuasive,” said Terry. Gottlieb was tugging at his arm.


  “We must go back now and make ready for the return. Come on, Terry.”


  They went back through the long corridors, leaving their heavy alien footprints in the fine overtracked sand, and the children scattered excitedly back from the entrance as they reached it, then drew in again to watch them work. After a time the leader and some of the other adults came shyly out of the caves to help.


  “Remember what I told you,” remonstrated Gottlieb’s voice in Terry’s earphones.


  “You didn’t waste those lessons.” Terry grinned, looking around the storage compartment, and understanding its construction from remembered lessons. He had emptied it of the surplus emergency equipment, and now he began dismantling a fuel compartment, stripping its surplus weight from the spaceship for the return trip. He unbolted a heavy plate, slid it to a hatch door and looked down before throwing it out.


  There was nothing in sight but the usual barren drifting sand and the comically foreshortened figure of Anton Gustav Gottlieb below and to one side, happily pow-wowing with a gang of small, square, interested teddy bears.


  Terry grinned and released the wide metal plate. As it slid from his hands a sudden dusty gust of wind slewed it in the direction of the group. It looked as if it would fall too close.


  “Look out!” he called. The plate sliced through the air, turning at an angle directly toward the leader-native.


  “Look out!” Only Gottlieb could hear the call in his earphones, only Gottlieb looked up and saw the whole thing. There was no time for the engineer to do anything. It was too late to reach the native.


  Very clearly, as in a nightmare, Terry saw the foreshortened spacesuited figure step deliberately into the path of the plate, and try to catch it with his hands. The sound of impact came clearly, first through his earphones, then like an echo a fractional instant later through the air, sounding very far away. Terry took a deep breath and went for a first aid kit.


  As he reached the ground and passed through the ring of natives towards the still figure in the spacesuit he could hear Gottlieb whispering something.


  Hoping for word of what to do, Terry bent closer, tuning up his earphones, listening.


  “Survival of the fittest—the fittest—the fittest,” whispered Anton Gustav Gottlieb, and died.


  Terry touched his shoulder, but there was no sound of breathing, and a swirl of dust came and settled on the glass of the faceplate.


  He understood suddenly.


  “Papa” Gottlieb. He had not been very smart in some things. His table manners may not have been perfect, but he was a man. He had seen some hard things and he had not liked the way life was lived on Earth; he had wanted to have it done better, and he didn’t care by whom . . . by men, or by calm, enduring, intelligent teddy bears. . . .


  “You damned fool.” Terry raised his face to the dusty sky and tried not to think for a while.


  It was easy. Soothing thoughts came from somewhere . . . that there were many other people left on Earth, many to be friends if one only came to know them—many to spare—no great loss—we all die eventually—no matter—no reason for shock—everything normal—everything all right.


  Terry choked and looked around at the concerned ring of small brown bears. “Everything is not all right, dammit!”


  They said nothing, but they were contradicting him with their calm and strength and certainty of the future—the long future and the stars which he knew about and they could not yet foresee. . . .


  “—the fittest—” he said wildly. The leader-one climbed up on Gottlieb’s chest, and peered worriedly into Terry’s face with brown intelligent eyes. His ears were flattened back to his head to keep out the dust, and he looked almost like a man.


  “Oh no,” Terry said determinedly, backing, seeing what Gottlieb had seen. “You don’t fight, do you. You wouldn’t have any wars—would you.” His shoulders touched the ship’s ladder and he reached into his knapsack and brought out something. It was the packet of morning glory seeds. Slowly he tore the envelope open and scattered the seeds into the dusty wind, then climbed up into the ship, sat at the controls and lifted her up for Earth.


  Terry Shay never told.


  You won’t find it in the histories, but it is written among the great lost choices. . . . It could have been different. It might have been a partnership.


  But it might not.


  GLASS WOMAN OF VENUS


  Richard S. Shaver


  Once more Frank Farar plunged into the weird jungles of Venus on a strange quest—a woman whose body was transparent as glass! But he didn’t bargain on the monster that pursued her.


  HE came in from the night like the ghost of the jungle itself, with the scent of forest and river and swamp still with him. He put up his guns, changed Ibis clothes, ate, and sat silent, with some inner dream of his journey through the mystery swamps of Venus clouding his eyes.


  We made ready to spend most of the night talking, for we knew Frank Farar and how he hungered for Jus own humankind, after one of his hunts. Janey, my wife, got out her hidden blackberry wine and packed the kids off to bed in spite of their protests—we could tell Farar was not in any mood to be pestered with questions by our three youngsters.


  I knew why Frank had come. I had been wanting to see him on a very important matter, and that weird telepathic yarva talk by the greenies had reached him. Here he Was, but I could tell by his manner that my inadvertent summons had jerked him away from something more absorbing than any of his former hunts.


  This night, it started when Janey asked him, “When are you going to take a rocket to Earth and find yourself a wife?”


  She was joking, of course, for somehow the idea of Frank with a wife was quite unimaginable. I hadn’t told Janey that the scheduled rocket from Earth had not arrived this time, but she probably knew—she heard quite as much native yarva talk as Frank himself. Frank had probably picked up the news and tucked it away for future examination. In the introspective state he was in, I guessed he had not given the non-arrival of the Earth-rocket serious attention as yet. But I was perhaps the only human on Venus who really knew how terrible the situation on Earth had become. And the greenies for some reason do not yarva me easily.


  Frank always pretended to envy Janey and myself our wedded bliss and our three chubby kids. Tonight, he gravely explained to Janey why he never married . . .


  “You see, Janey, I fell in love with a woman in the rain forest, one time. She wouldn’t go my way, and I couldn’t go hers. Since then, I haven’t wanted any other woman.”


  Janey, suspecting one of his taller types of yarns, only made a wry face and settled down to be ribbed a little. Frank liked to fool her into believing something he told because she would check his mind with her yarva sensing; and he could fool her because he had an unusual facility with yarva, raised the way he was. Then he would laugh at her for being fooled when she should have seen through the tale. She was sure of it when he started off:


  “She wasn’t like you, Janey. She was a native of Venus, all right, but she was no greenie. She didn’t have a froggy odor, though her fingers were slightly webbed. She was plumb beautiful, even if you could see right through her! Yes—she was a transparent woman! As transparent as glass.


  “She just wasn’t the type for marrying. How could a transparent woman hide anything from a husband? And how could a woman be happy if she couldn’t keep a secret from her husband?”


  Janey sniffed.


  “Still, you fell in love with her?” I prompted, needing a laugh as much as Frank did. But I sensed something behind the seemingly silly tale.


  Janey poured tumblers of wine, and sat sipping, measuring Frank with her eyes, and looking somehow a little frightened, as if she hoped what she saw in his mind wasn’t really there. I wondered what it was that scared her; it didn’t show on Frank’s face.


  Janey had always preferred Frank to any of our other friends, and it would have been nice if he had married and settled down near the imine compound. Not that you could ever expect Frank to live inside the Shell over the mine compound. He hated the plastic things, hated the shut-in feeling, hated the very safety they gave. He thought like a greenie, from being with them so much.


  “Why couldn’t you marry her, Teally?” asked Janey, to fill the silence.


  FARAR talked on absently, and we both knew he was listening to something far-off, some distant mutter of meaning in the wild jungle night. “Well, she was green, but that was no objection. Her people wouldn’t let her go. She was a medicine woman, taboo in certain ways. To have her, I had to join up and be a . . . member I Peculiar, Ancient people, the last of a great nation, hiding in the ruins . . . not for me!”


  I couldn’t knock the conversational ball around any more. I had to ask:


  “Have you heard about Earth?”


  He came out of it then. His eyes lost that listening absent look. The jungle that had come in with him receded again to the background.


  “Yes, Hal, I know. The natives don’t miss anything as big as that.


  They’ve known from the first, and they pity us. Did you ever think you’d be pitied by a greenie?”


  I chuckled, a ghostly little sound in the unnatural night. The lights of our living room, the plastic shell high overhead, the guns, the throb of machinery in the mine weren’t succeeding, tonight, in keeping Venus out.


  “I always thought they pitied us, Frank.”


  “They know the rocket didn’t come on schedule. I heard them discussing it. They know about the plague, and they hope the rocket never comes, because it might bring the plague to them. They know what we think the Earth plague would do to them if it got loose here on Venus. That talk of theirs as I came in is what sent my mind back to the glass woman, the medicine woman. I was trying to remember some of the things she told me and showed me. Some pretty wonderful things. She just might be able to help us.”


  “Tell us about her,” ordered Janey, curling up at my knee like the kid she really was. I got keyed up to hear about the glass woman myself; the way Janey was reaching into his mind I knew it was something very different.


  Frank leaned back, and stretched out his, long green-leathered legs. The fringed greenie moccasins on his feet were a different style than I remembered, and even his soft gray leather shirt was trimmed in a bead style I had never seen before. I wondered where he had been this time, but didn’t ask, knowing he would tell me in due time.


  “Well, she was shaped like a Grecian sculpture. Hal, but she was transparent as glass. More like green Jello, only that doesn’t convey the real beauty of her . . . All her veins and organs were visible inside, and they were different from an Earth human’s, probably different from the greenies too—I should know more about anatomy. In a bright light you could see right through her, see the blood move and pulse, the heart beat, and it was indescribably beautiful. In a dim light she looked as solid, as anyone. I loved her, and that made things especially fine, of course. But there was another thing . . .” He fell silent, listened afar off again, and we waited till he stopped listening.


  Then I laughed, figuring Frank was stringing out his ribbing for Janey’s benefit, pretending not to notice she was yarvaing him, and making up a whopping big pretense in his mind which she would take for Gospel truth. He could do it, too. He had, more than once.


  I lit my pipe, grinning at the pair of them fighting out their silent battle of mind searching, and said, “You may get Janey to believe that—she doesn’t know quite as much about physiology and zoology and such things as a college product. But remember I went to school on Earth, and there ain’t no such animal.”


  Frank fumbled out his own pipe. He always waited till I lit mine, probably reading Janey’s permission in her mind, or seeing that she didn’t like the smoke and figuring that if she could stand my pipe she wouldn’t mind his too.


  “Hal, I didn’t expect you to believe me. Remember I never told you about the winged monster of the Swamp of Despair. I waited till you saw and heard it yourself. You thought I went along to find platinum. I was really hunting the monster all the time, and you furnished the means.”


  “There’s no such thing as a transparent woman!”


  FRANK puffed up his pipe, his eyes on mine giving me that little tingle that told me there was peril so close that he couldn’t talk about it—just like he used to do when the giant water snakes would ease up to the canoe and try to come aboard.


  “Hal, there are dozens of transparent animals in nature. Jellyfish, one-celled animals, lots of things. But this woman belongs to a human race that developed along a side-track somewhere along the road of evolution. They went on getting human, but they retained the original transparent flesh. There are quite a lot of them. I have some photographs I never showed to you because there’s a certain sentiment attached. Besides, I knew the best way to keep their secret was to keep it to myself. They don’t want contact with other people, and I think they’re right. They are too different! The old hatred of the alien would cause them trouble . . .”


  I watched as he took a little packet from his belt pouch and handed it to Janey. I asked, “Then why show them now, Frank?”


  His eyes were bleak on mine, and I knew the answer. Their welfare couldn’t be considered before that of Earth men, and Earth was being wiped out by a plague. Something that strange Venusian woman had told him made him believe they had the cure for the plague, the cure that had eluded all of Earth’s vaunted medical resources.


  I asked again, for I could never get used to picking my answer out of the air like a person does when yarva sensitives are around.


  “Why show them, Frank? It might get out, get to some of the nosey scientific societies, or to some grab-all corporation . . .”


  Janey handed me the photographs, one by one, as she examined them. They were ordinary snaps, a woman standing beside two men, three kids in the background. It looked like double exposure, you could see the outlines of trees right through the people.


  They were very handsome people. Not dressed like greenies in a gee-string and a knife, they wore feather rings at the knees, and beads and armlets, and a tall headdress. One carried a weapon I recognized as the progenitor of the Carian needle gun. These were people still possessing some of the civilization of the Venus that had once existed, the cultured world of long ago.


  “Nice looking,” I said, handing back the snaps.


  Frank wrapped them up and put them away. He sat looking into the aquarium, watching our pin-striped plupy battling the alligator moth-wing.


  “I stayed with them for months, Hal. I love those people. I learned a lot. I hate to take a chance on the publicity that might get out about them. Some of the greenies gossip and listen . . . right now, they may be telling it.”


  Janey cocked her head, smiled at Frank, “No one’s listening—I can tell.”


  Frank shook his head. “Things always get out, on Venus, unless you go underground where yarva can’t spy you out. That’s where they live.”


  I got impatient. “Frank, you’re nervous. Too much jungle, too much watching for danger. Forget it and relax.”


  He did relax, and grinned, agreeing with me. “When I got better acquainted with them, they showed me a lot of things they saved from the past. Some of the things were ancient records of their science, and some of the records were medical case histories. She read them to me, yarva style, you know how. Some of those diseases they used to fight resembled the present plague on Earth. It’s even possible it was taken back to Earth in some specimen or other, who knows? It’s like nothing ever seen on Earth before.”


  Janey got to her feet, started off toward the supply room door. I called after her. “What do you want in there this time of night?”


  Her answer came back full of that determination I had always admired, even when it pushed me to efforts I would never have made on my own.


  “I’m going to check my pack, and yours. I know what’s coming, and this time you’re not leaving yours truly home with the kiddies. Mrs. Beacham can take care of the house for once. She’s offered to, often enough. We’ve got things to do!”


  VENUS, in this year 2024, contained around ten thousand men and a few hundred women of Earth origin. Mostly they worked for the refineries or in the mines. Their living conditions were good, but they were confined to the plastic shells of the mine villages because of the venomous and carnivorous life of the planet.


  On the fringe of this strictly confined population moved a dozen intrepid souls who dared to brave the jungles and rivers and far-looming mountains. These were for the most part descendants of the first trippers. Many of them were pretty low in the social scale, living with greenie women in their tree huts and refraining from all useful effort. They were the only men on Venus, however, who knew the planet well enough to get around with a reasonable degree of safety.


  There were very few men indeed like Frank Farar who really liked the rivers and swamps and who felt at home and safe in the terrible forests. Even the greenies themselves weren’t over-anxious to enter Borne of the places that Farar reveled in exploring. There were things Farar knew about Venus that the greenies of the villages didn’t know!


  There was only one thing the native people could do that Farar couldn’t do better. That was to breathe under water. They were amphibians, with webbed hands and feet, and knew just as much of the geography of the bottoms of their seas and mighty rivers as they did about the river banks and mountains. But the swamps, for the most part, they left pretty much alone. They lived elsewhere, for a number of reasons. And a lot of the land area of Venus is trackless, impenetrable swamp.


  * * *


  HER skin was a soft translucent green, and inside her semitransparent form could be seen the little curlicues of veins and transparent nerve endings in visibly minute complexity. She was beautiful in the way that tooled crystal is beautiful, the little lines of inner fiber making an interior design of extreme grace all through her. She was like a transparent microscopic animal, stained green on the microslide, and then enlarged into the macro world.


  She parted the tall reeds and peered out wistfully, warily, over the wide, gray river, watching the mighty strength of it swirling on and on. Down stream approached a far-off canoe, and she must know what it contained. Intently she waited, until the four in the canoe became visible. Then silently she slipped away, unseen by the travelers.


  * * *


  WITH Farar in the bow of the big outrigger dug-out was a greenie guide, an old friend of his, brought along for no real need but to make the upstream paddling less arduous for Hal and Janey Worran. Frank always stroked the bow, with his guns in easy reach, ready to knock off any obstreperous reptile that decided the craft meant a meal. The river contained some monsters, and one was sure of a water reptile attack two or three times a day.


  “Worran and Farar” spelled the name of one of the wealthiest mining outfits on Venus, since our mutual discovery of a platinum lode four years before. But Frank prefered the danger and the thrills of jungle exploration to sitting at home within the mining compound’s plastic shell poring over account books. So I had to take care of the jbusiness. Janey, who had been raised by the “brownies” as we called the little dwellers in the uninhabitable Swamp of Despair, also proffered the wilds to the village compounds, but she had her children and her home to care for.


  This time, we both declared a vacation, to accompany Frank on a trip to learn if the certain native race of his acquaintance had or had not the cure for a disease that was decimating earth. The thermo-plastic roof over our mine and village might keep out heat, insects, greenies and disease—but it also kept out adventure. Neither I nor my wife could endure it for a permanent existence. Not with Farar beckoning, with rifle and pack and canoe.


  Wide as the Amazon of Earth, this river Granlee was as sluggish, as titanic in its strength. In flood time, twice a year, it became a veritable inland sea.


  Our dug-out was a slender trunk of the native cypress, hollowed out by the greenies with fire and stone-axe. It was nicely balanced, and Frank had attached his own improvement, a demountable outrigger, Our baggage was an irreducible minimum, sixty-pound packs, forty for Janey, and the rifles and ammunition. Even so, we did not mean to carry packs for any distance.


  Farar was able to live off the country if need be, traveling through the forests with only frying pan, rifle and salt and flour. But we could carry all our gear if anything happened to the canoe. The packs contained prospecting equipment, microscopes, containers for specimens, fishing tackle and spear heads. The spear heads were for gifts to greenie friends we might meet—to make sure of their friendliness. A fish spear of steel is the greenie idea of the perfect gift. We used them ourselves for about half our meals, spearing them out of the river and into the pan, literally.


  Old Doc Allen, also a zoologist and the man who had helped develop Frank into a jungle expert from his lonely orphaned boyhood, had approved all our equipment and given suggestions how to check the medicine woman’s information as to the plague cure.


  Past us swept the mighty current, dotted here and there with the snout of a curious reptile, round as a keg—a keg set with glittering pointed teeth and tiny golden eyes. They were the chief peril of river travel, both insatiably curious and without fear, being nearly supreme in their element. The Hory birds swooped and screamed, but never attacked, though they were big enough to have made an attack a serious problem. They sometimes attacked greenie canoes, but had never been known to dive on a man from Earth—the smell was too alien. The distant banks, only one of which was ever visible were always half-hidden by the everpresent river mist.


  To myself, this mist typified the terrific lure of the rivers of Venus, for the mighty boles of the virgin forest trees were never quite completely visible, nor the lurking shadows ever quite anything but a mysterious promise of peril, not defined, not immediate, but always waiting to be uncovered. When the occasional sunburst did break through the cloud layer long enough to dispel the mists for a time and the forest titans reared their majestic beauty in sudden naked splendor, when-the mists drained away and parted, dissolving to reveal completely the life surprised at the loss of the ever-present hiding mists, beauty and terror and peril were then completely seen, but something of the keen attraction of Venusian travel was lost by the revealment.


  I would not love Venus half so much if I could always see it clearly. For Venus has always that lure that beautiful women know so well, their beauty unadorned is never quite so completely overwhelming as when partially hidden. Venus had always that perfect lure of mysterious beauty. One was always waiting for a glimpse of the perfections only half revealed by the misty fripperies with which Venus adorns herself.


  On Venus, when one bids goodbye to a friend, it is always to see his figure drift into invisibility in the mist. And when he comes again, it is striding suddenly out of the mist, magically present all at once. So is Venus always full of sudden exhilarating surprise, always pregnant with wonder about to burst upon one out of the wall of warm, gray fog.


  JANEY and Frank and I had discussed this subtle attraction of Venus, and I think we all felt the same about it. Surely no other river on another world could ever promise so much and hide so much.


  Mornings and evenings the fog thickens, settles down close about one, and it gives a feeling of security to an old resident—no promenading peril can spy you out for possible prey in the fog. I think the common faculty for yarva sensing was developed among Venusians because of the fog. Certainly greenies would never find each other’s villages without yarva to guide them.


  At high noon the fog thins to a luminous all-pervading whiteness, coloring all things, making every beautiful line a ghost filled with some ethereal essence, outlining all shapes with its own rich quality. This ever-changing, never-changing fog and mist is the characteristic Venusian background to which one grows accustomed and does not note except as the background. One’s nose serves as an eye quite often, bringing scent of places and creatures before the eye perceives and to those to whom the yarva faculty is second nature, I have been told the eye-mindedness of Earth thinking is as alien as Chinese to a citizen of Brooklyn.


  So it is that Venusian natives see with their nose and hear with their mind, sensing thoughts about them before their eye registers even a hint. They smell and they hear and they think of things they have smelled and heard with their yarva sense that they have never seen with their eyes. To Janey and Farar, raised among natives, all this was accepted and understood as the nature of life. To me, raised on Earth, this business of sensing others’ thought when I could not even see them, of smelling out danger when my ears heard not a sound, when my eyes detected not a change in the luminous curtain of light about, was never accepted as quite natural. I was always an alien, on an alien world, troubled because my senses were not built to cope with the hiding mist. Always a fish out of water, depending upon others like a blind man. Yet I had learned to love it, had learned to get along as does a blind man, by leaning on my companions’ more able senses. It is probable that I enjoyed this voyage up the River of Doubt in search of a transparent race more than my companions, because I was so much more conscious of the peril and power and mysterious might of the river Granlee.


  QUITE suddenly she appeared out of that mist, guiding with one small paddle her cockleshell of skins stretched over the bent limbs of trees, using the current to come down upon us. I gasped, for she was quite as beautiful as Farar had intimated—much more so, in fact. Farar was no judge of Earth women—no man raised on Venus has much opportunity for contact with them, there are so few. This woman would have won beauty contest back on Earth hands down.


  Farar’s usually somewhat grim face became wreathed in a grin, his own leather cheeks pinked with the first blush I had ever seen on him. The woman grasped the paddle tip he stretched to her with one graceful hand, and suddenly the last of the mist veils dropped from her and she was beside us, her hand on the wale, the two craft gently heaving together. So does Venus ever spring its surprises, terror or beauty; and this was beauty suddenly born out of the mist even as was the planet’s name-sake.


  A single curling plume of the Venusian purple egret nodded over her graceful head, the softly curling hair of her blond mane was shoulder length, and emeralds and rubies were glittering among the mass of bright hair. Her eyes were very pale and uncomfortably direct, and in this light her transparency was a quality that kept me gasping, every glance revealing some new inner beauty I had never known existed within the flesh.


  Janey was fascinated, and she and Frank were both gone into that trance of close yarva-talk from which I was excluded. I put my head close to Janey’s and listened, and my weak telepathic senses revealed the interchange of rhythmic chanting meanings, something like listening to “Beowulf” when you couldn’t quite make out the words—you got the thrill of it, but not the exact shades of the word meanings. I knew that in a few minutes they would all know everything necessary about each other’s presence here. I knew that somehow this woman had heard the yarva-talk passed across the miles, come to greet us and guide us. There was welcome in her eyes and in the gestures of her hands, and inwardly I put Farar down as A simpleton where women were concern to pass up this creature because she was “not his kind.”


  Somewhere far off a drummer-bird banged its great horned head against a hollow tree, and the echoes rolled and rolled like distant thunder. As if at a signal, the trance of the three in close yarva broke up, and the greenie in the bow turned his head and gravely winked at me. I knew what he meant, that this meeting between “the hunter” and the “taboo woman” was filled with more possibilities than can be classed under strictly business. I winked back, and he plunged his paddle in, waited for me to catch his stroke. Again the paddles dripped and dipped, and the medicine woman of the Fenirdren released our craft. Her own light bubble of skin darted ahead, stayed there in front of us, her back and shoulders and long glass-like arms pure poetry in motion.


  I looked at Janey, hoping she would relate the substance of their interchange, but her eyes mocked me mischievously. She knew very well I was slightly smitten by the woman’s unexpected beauty, and Janey was punishing me for thinking someone else attractive. Yarva has its disadvantages, too!


  WE paddled on, as usual myself the only one who didn’t know exactly what was forward. I sighed. At last Farar spoke to me:


  “She’s asking us for help, Hal, instead of the other way around. I made a deal with her. I’ll help kill off their vermin if they’ll let us have the cure to the plague. I’m pretty sure she knows the disease, from the old records if not from present-day incidence. If she doesn’t, I can’t read her mind rightly.”


  “Kill off what vermin?” I asked, disappointed to have him bring all the wonder and bright speculation in my mind down to reality—the reality of a job of killing off rats. But Farar was always the realist.


  “It might mean saving mankind,” murmured Farar, not answering my question. “It doesn’t look like they’re going to stop it.”


  From what I had heard of the progress of the strange new plague on Earth, if we stopped to do a pied-piper act there might not be any mankind left to save. I said so, in a grumbling monotone, knowing they would hear it with their minds if not their ears.


  Farar rebuked me, saying: “The race is fighting for their lives, too, Hal. They are only asking the gift of survival in return for the same thing. You can’t blame them.”


  Exasperated, I bellowed: “Against what, for Pete’s sake! Can’t you remember I can’t hear yarva?” Farar grinned, he loved to get me riled. “If there was a word for it, I’d tell you. It’s a kind of intelligent snake-mole with a hundred legs, as big as a python. They live in their own system of caverns. They bore through solid rocks with their snouts, and they love to drag the Fenirdren into their hidey-holes. Do you begin to get the picture?”


  I grunted, trying to visualize the thing. I didn’t succeed. I asked grumpily, “How do they kill ’em?”


  “They don’t, that’s why they wanted ‘the hunter.’ When I was here before, they had patched up some kind of truce with the things. But somebody accidentally broke into one of their sacred caves, and it all started up again.”


  “Very clear,” I growled. “Intelligent centipedes like moles only they’re like snakes with legs and they have sacred caves and eat transparent people. Only on Venus . . .”


  “Could it be!” finished Janey. “But it is, and they need us, and we ought to be able to find an answer for them when the fate of our mother world depends on it.”


  The glass woman had dropped down with the current and Farar was holding our craft with one hand while she pointed with her paddle at some thing I couldn’t even see beyond the mist. I suppose some distant member of her race was sending a picture of something and they were looking at it with yarva while to me there was nothing to see but the wall of bright mist. Quite suddenly the mist darkened abruptly and I knew the sun was sinking, invisible and yet vast beyond some far mountain, snowcapped and tremendous on the unseen horizon. The imagination learns to work on Venus, and I was pretty sure that my imagination was often actual perception, but not yet certain. When you are always certain, then you have become yarva-minded, and the so-called imagination tells you the truth of things, instead of a fancy lie.


  Janey murmured softly in my ear, and I slipped an arm about her little waist, needing her, glad she was along. Just ahead a great water beast surged titanically, sending a shower of spray over us, and none of us paid any attention. It was a jormont, which is the largest and most timid of creatures on the planet. We knew it by the sound of its blowing, by the feel of its vastness in the waves washing past us. It’s the quick, silent things you fear on the river, not the noisy ones.


  “There are a dozen of their ancient cities nearby, Hal. I wish you could see them. They’re showing them to us with unison yarva. She’s pointing out the direction of each one to Frank. They must have been a beautiful race when they were on top! Sprang from a spore of the normal opaque race, I suppose the Doc would say. They are like no other race in their transparency, and they have inherited a culture distinct from all others on the planet, having always been taboo because of their difference.”


  “DO they live in their ruins, Janey?” I asked, abject as a blind man at all this passing just beyond my reach.


  “Mostly underneath, because they can’t stand staying on the surface a lot. Light affects them too much. You can see their bodies wouldn’t have much strength against strong light. Once Venus was different, the fog thicker, then the surface cities were built. They have a legend that once Venus drifted in darkness, without a sun, and. was captured by the sun out of space. Their legend tells them they are the oldest race, the original human of this world, and that the others sprang from their seed after the sun came into the skies. The others’ opacity is a built-up defense against the sun, and their own transparence was preserved because they moved underground—so runs their legend. But like all legends, they aren’t sure.”


  “Thanks, Janey.” I was full of gratitude for learning even this much of all I knew she had learned about these hidden people in that all-revealing close-yarva trance she had gone into with the medicine woman of the Fenirdren.


  A sudden idea struck me, and I exclaimed too loudly into Janey’s ear:


  “If they are the old original race, and we obtain access to their ancient records, no telling what we will find! I remember legends of terrific machinery. The aroaksigs were an ancient race and had some mighty science. No telling what might be lying about since their beginnings!”


  Janey held her ear with one hand. “She told us some strange things about their cities. The ruins of the Fenirdren are taboo still to the web-foots, you know, and these things aren’t known generally. They had a power source not understood today, but the secret might be learned from the ruins. Their medicine was superior to the aroaksigs and they were the acknowledged masters of medicine on Venus for many centuries. The aroaksig doctors practiced in every ancient city.” Frank, listening to us with his mind, broke in. “We’ll have no time for those things. The fact that the scheduled rocket from Earth didn’t show up last week means things are mighty bad. Old Doc Allen told me they should have given it up months ago, according to his information from letters from doctors on Earth. If they had kept on, it was inevitable the plagixe would appear on Venus. It may show up here any time.”


  I knew they all had a picture of what the plague was like in their minds, but I had as yet to hear a description of the symptoms. I asked, “What is the plague like, Janey?”


  “It starts with a terrific fever, and they just can’t break it. The patient gets red and redder, then when he dies he slowly turns white as bone. They haven’t even isolated the virus.”


  I grunted. I knew something about the medical drug cartels on Earth. They were probably trying to get the cure in some drug they could sell for a dollar a molecule, while the real cure was a stiff dose of common epsom or a bath in bichloride. Meanwhile the people died.


  “If we do get the cure from these bidden people, we’ll have to commandeer a rocket from the Corporation’s field. They couldn’t let us take off without orders, and how can they get orders when there’s no rocket from Earth?” Janey smiled grimly. “They’ll let Frank take off, Hal.”


  I smiled, too. Most Earthmen had an exaggerated respect for Farar. Farar could have been elected president of Venus, if he had asked for it. The greenies would all vote for him too. To all of which he seemed oblivious, going his way silent and uncommunicative, talking only to the yarva minds.


  Presently the little skin boat of the woman ahead swung off the mighty breast of the Granlee and headed up a tributary. It was pitch dark, and I was conscious of the change only by the feel of the paddle, the sensing of the river going away behind and the smaller stream ahead. This was the Grannin, and it led up into the mountains. Earth men had not yet renamed it, perhaps never would.


  Ahead the woman flashed a little light. It swung about overhead, the thin beam penciling out the mighty branches of trees close overhead. We moored to a great limb almost touching the water, and the woman led the way, walking lightly up the slant of the mighty limb to where a little tree house waited the traveler. We slung hammocks from the hooks provided, were soon lost in sleep. All about the night life of the jungle roared and screeched, moaned and bellowed. In the river the great saurians courted and splashed—and to all of us it was but accepted background. Each of us knew that in the jungle it is the silence that betokens real danger.


  * * *


  SEVERAL days travel later, we pulled up at a tremendous stone wharf, mooring the canoes to great metal rings hanging uncorroded above the flood.


  Beyond, under the vast, yet delicate fronds of the fern trees, loomed the quiet time-eaten grandeur of the forgotten city of the ancient Fenirdren. For long minutes we sat motionless, drinking in the overwhelming message of past glory stretching on and on beneath the vast plumes of scenery. Frank turned to me as we started to unload the canoes.


  “Alinoa tells me the paths of this city are lined with death; a bloodthirsty thorn bush equipped with suckers at the base of the thorns. The limbs are under some inner tension that releases when you pass, so that the thorns whip around your legs. Men have been killed by them, strong and able men I So use your eyes, you and Janey.”


  The Hory birds seemed to have made the great empty city their headquarters also, swooping and screaming much too close about us as we invaded their sanctuary. Their hideous leather wings fanned the stench of the scavenger, their long spear-like beaks clashed their anger. The mist was full of them, diving, sensing our alien threat, wheeling in sudden indecision, screaming upward again. The most loathsome cry in the forest is the scream of the Hory birds, and here they lived in uncountable multitudes. Their cry was full of a terrible knowledge of their numbers, and each of us became newly aware of the horror that is the character of the bird—for if they descended on us in sudden swarming attack we would be torn into pieces in short minutes.


  The medicine woman annointed each of us with a scent from a little earthen bottle from her capacious pouch. It was not a pleasant smell—the musk of the great saurians of the river—but it was one thing the Hory birds really feared. The great alligator-like beasts lie always beneath the surface of the river, their bright tongues extended and looking like a piece of freshly tom meat—and woe to the sudden dive of the bird who mistakes its appearance, for the great jaws snap shut about it instantly.


  I would rather smell like an alligator than be a stain upon the ancient stone paths of the lost city of Kronad, I decided, wrinkling my nose as Janey’s face grimaced at the smell.


  These ruins were unlike any others I had seen on the planet, possessed of an immutable timeless quality, vast buttresses outlining some cavernous arch of a doorway, trees obscuring the details of the complex stylized ornamentation, cut into the stone intaglio, speaking to the eye of whirling motors in the hands of the artist.


  The path led on and on into the forbidden city, and the constant threat of the angry swarms of leather-winged Hory birds, actually a kind of pterodactyl with spiny hair plumes on its red and ugjly rear. At close quarters it is about the ugliest specimen of life in all the swarming jungles of the planet.


  To keep an eye on the waiting traps set everywhere by the bent and hungry carnivorous thorn, to watch the swoop and disregard the ugly scream of the swarms overhead, to step exactly in the faint prints of the little feet of Alinoa, became an ordeal of strict attention to the necessary that left little time for the examination of the absorbing details of the ancient architecture. We passed wonder on wonder of wind-worn sculpture, luring doorway after doorway, on and on, the vast forms of the mighty structures becoming ever more fantastic about us, unable to look up and lose ourselves in the strangeness of the scene.


  AT last we stood before a great circular structure, the thorn trees finally behind us, and the birds retreated to a higher level, the crush of limbs and plumed ferns overhead too thick for flight. Alinoa gave Farar a glance, and I knew there was a world of information in her mind then, but not a word of it could I catch. Behind me little Janey murmured calmly, unmoved by all the strain of our passage:


  “This is the entrance to one of the ancient tunnels which leads to the city where her people now dwell . . .”


  “Lord’s mercy,” I whispered, mopping my brow. “Another hour of that and I would have been ready to drop.”


  Janey snickered. “She just warned Frank that now the real danger begins! The devalans sometimes wait in this passage for the unwary foot!”


  I groaned. “And what may a devalan be, Janey mine?”


  “A devalan is a snake-like-a-mole-like-a-centipede-like-a-python, in your clumsy word talk.”


  “The vermin she wants us to kill!” I exclaimed. “Does she expect us to kill them without any more preparation than this? I couldn’t throttle a butterfly with both hands, right now!”


  Janey snickered some more, “O man of my unwise choice,” she said in greenie words, which all of us sometimes used because of its containing so many words that English just doesn’t have in stock, “we must pass this path of peril to reach safety, just as she did to bring us here. Where a mere woman can travel alone, are you, mighty hunter, fearful to enter? Lead on, a woman precedes you! Or must I perhaps push?”


  She gave me a gentle shove, which shamed me into following the now almost invisible form of Alinoa into the dark, misted entrance, into a total blackness after the bright mist. I groaned.


  I knew that Janey was humorously discussing my discomfiture with Frank in yarva talk, for he chuckled and called ahead, “Fear not, brave one; if anything eats you I will have revenge for you.”


  The medicine woman took out that little light of. hers again, and in its slim pencil beam her face was a cameo cut out of ancient green glass as she murmured to me in the Fenirdren, which is the mother-tongue of the greenie language:


  “There is no danger if you but obey me. They will scuttle away into their holes unless they sense your fear. Bear always the thought that to you the devalan is quite vulnerable, it is a simple mind, and will believe the yarva thought you send.”


  Very simple instructions! All you have to do is not to worry as you walk through a pitch-black tunnel of unknown extent, following the faintest pencil gleam of light, and feel yourself invulnerable against a thing which was wiping out a people possessed of weapons still undiscovered by Earth men! I tried, and Janey snickered as she listened to my attempted bluffing of the unseen creatures.


  Now and again, beside the graceful wraith ahead, I caught a glimpse of the ancient sculptures cut in the walls, speaking of an age of culture long passed away, speaking of wars and conquerings and ages of peace, speaking of the time when Venus was not a rain-drenched swamp but a planet of highly civilized humans. The dim form led on and on, a ghost from that past, through the maze of winding passages, built when the Fenirdren had fled from the cataclysm of nature sweeping Venus. Just as it had swept earth, Venus had her flood in her past. Venus had gotten her weight of water out of space at that time, and had seen the face of the sun but seldom since. But in the days before that flood, Venus had not been only jungle and swamp and endless ocean.


  Down here the civilizations of Venus had made their last stand against the forces of a nature gone wild, and in the end had lost. But some had lived on, and we were here to salvage just one needed remnant of that ancient wisdom, the cure for one disease unknown to man.


  She spoke again, now realizing that I could not hear yarva, saying: “But a little way, my hunters, and we will be safe in the firelight.”


  To the natives of Venus, Farar was known as “the hunter.” The other Earth men were called “the people of the glass houses.” It somehow followed that Frank was about the only Earth man on Venus the Venusians considered qualified to throw a stone.


  THE caverns began to betray signs of life, somewhere ahead a motor throbbed with power. We passed a brilliant doorway through which we caught a glimpse of a machine moving silently, the glow of molten metal and the smell of burning fuel, and I could have sworn that standing watch above the moving machine was the gigantic form of a robot. But either my imagination was running wild, or Janey and Frank knew it already, for they gave it not a glance.


  We came at last to the living quarters of the strange transparent people, and were welcomed with the traditional glass of grale-juice, heart-warming and tongue-loosening. We sank wearily down on the soft furs of the long-haired mountain goat, called dak in Fenirdren. The woman smiled down upon us from the doorway and dropped the smooth green skin across the opening, indicating that these rooms were ours to do with as we pleased. I fell asleep almost immediately, waking only to grumble as Janey pulled off my boots.


  * * *


  THE strange transparent heads of the council nodded all together, weirdly one in their movement, and I knew that so was their yarva strong and unified before Farar’s inner eyes.


  Frank spoke aloud, so that I might hear the palaver, know what we planned.


  “For a price I will hunt out your devalans and destroy them, root and branch. That price is the health of my people on Earth. They perish of a strange disease, and in your medicine woman’s mind I have seen knowledge of that disease still with us from the old time. I must have it all, to send back to my home world.”


  Frank and I knew they had foreseen his request before ever we tied up our canoes at the ancient wharf a day’s trek away. This was but the customary rigamarole, ancient and unbreakable formality. It had all been decided before we arrived.


  Frank translated their silent answer swiftly for my benefit.


  “It may be that in our stored treasures of records from the past there is described a cure for this sickness. But it is also likely that the cause may be one unknown even to our ancient wisdom, what then?”


  Frank smiled and sat down cross-legged upon the mat. “In that case, I will visit pleasantly with you, you are a hospitable race, and by and by I may get up and go to hunt your devalans. For there is no hurry, and my people far away will perish, for I can not help them.”


  “It would be very sad,” the nodding glass heads were saying, “if you allowed us to be slain by the devalans for want of effort.”


  Frank nodded. “It would be sad, tout what can I do. Life has no meaning when the race is dead. And presently the last of them will come here, fleeing the disease and bringing it with them, and all on Venus will perish too! It will be very sad, but why waste time on such little threats as the devalans when the greater plague is at hand. We must all die, does it matter how?”


  The old heads nodded, the faces lit up with appreciation of his wisdom. “All is useless and the arm of the hunter becomes weak. The race of man is dead, and two worlds swing empty on their course. It will be sad.”


  “So must it be,” agreed Frank. “Let us drink and be merry, for the time is short.” He rose as if to go, but Alinoa glided forward as if a magnet drew her to his arms. They stood there in embrace, oblivious of the naked transparent heads of the circle of the council, their lips almost touching, their eyes somehow giving out a glow of some insupportable ecstasy. I felt it, knew it was my own weak yarva sensing the thing they were saying to each other with their eyes.


  Frank suddenly turned his head to me, translating the words of the nodding council, who did not even lift their eyes to the two lovers before them, “First kill the devalans!”


  And his answer he gave them, “First give the medicine lore for my people!”


  The nodding heads of the ancient wise, the embracing lovers, myself sitting silent and ignored, wove themselves into an unforgettable scene as the will of Farar struggled with the ancient secretiveness of these hidden people.


  At last the hand of the skeletal old figure in the center of the half circle of seated figures lifted, a hand thin and with the flesh so invisible that it was truly a skeleton in the light of the lamps.


  Frank walked out with his arm about the lithe waist of their medicine woman, and I knew he had won. But I wondered how he meant to fulfill a promise to kill a tribe of creatures hiding in inaccessible rock burrows, unimaginable in their various talents! Rock-burrowing, silent in attack during sleep, thinking and organized as any savage tribe, armored with a hide impervious to the rock through which it burrowed, and equipped with teeth it used to crush rock fragments in clearing out its burrows!


  I followed him out, wondering if perhaps he wasn’t pulling a fast one. I didn’t see how he meant to wipe out a race of things that lived in endless warrens of burrows no one of which was big, enough to let in a man.


  AGAIN in our quarters, the green-glass woman sank into a primitive chair of wood and leather. I bent beside her, to hear her yarva. Farar sat facing her, cross-legged on the floor.


  Her statuesque head bent, her transparent brows knit as she concentrated on the complex thoughts which she must convey to a mind like Farar’s, which had never before conceived the nature of the devalans.


  “You do not know the devalan, and there is much to know. Our weapons are useless, for we cannot get close enough to use them. In them the yarva sense has reached a height beyond other species, they have no eyes, nor need of them.” Farar shook his head. “I cannot quite believe that, meaning no offense. No beast can be more sensitive than such triumphs of nature as your own selves! You mean they can outrange your yarva sense?”


  “They attack when all are asleep, and race to their holes when anyone awakes. And always they take with them some of our number. We will not long survive—ten years, twenty, who knows when there will be no more of us?”


  “On Earth,” Farar said, “hunters use a small animal which they send into the burrows after quarry. Perhaps such an animal exists which might be used against the worms?”


  The woman had an infinitely sweet, sad smile, and she shook her head, a resigned gesture of the defeated, like an Hypatia knowing the darkness ahead for all her people.


  “There is no known animal can kill one. They multiply rapidly, and would over-run Venus but for the fact they often eat each other.


  The older eat the younger, and the males battle each other at mating season. But even so, their numbers grow. I have no hope, but Earthmen have always some new method for every problem, they are so young-minded . . .”


  “Keep telling all you know about them,” I asked, “and some little detail may give Frank or myself an idea.”


  “Their burrows underlie all these caverns we call home. The devalans follow them to some deep fastness where they breed and sleep all together in great masses, like snakes in a ball. One cannot get rid of ants by stepping on the few that appear on the floor. They must be struck at on their own grounds, where we cannot reach.”


  “Poison gas, smoke, water . . .” I asked.


  “We have tried all three, with no results. The caverns they dwell in are so extensive, some deep draft carries gas and smoke away. Water they ignore. It is possible they can live underwater, I don’t know.”


  Farar stood up. “We will have to shoot ourselves a couple of specimens. After we examine their bodies, it may be some weakness that you have overlooked will show itself.” The woman rose from the graceful leather seat, a deer hide stretched across a curved pair of tree crotches, hewed out and set together with perfect craftsmanship. As she rose, she and Frank embraced again, stood drinking in each other’s face, so that I withdrew to leave them. I could not understand how Farar had come to leave such a treasure of a woman, one who so obviously thought the world of him. But I had much to learn about her people and their customs.


  FRANK’S best rifle was an old Winchester Model ’95, a .405 W.C.F. with lever action, using a special magnum cartridge he ordered from Earth. Frank did sometimes make his own cartridges out of used casings, but he did not consider his own dependable for anything but utility shooting. Today he opened a box still sealed, and I knew he expected to do some long range work.


  Alinoa led us through two miles of clean, lived-in caverns, to enter a ruined section where quakes had sheared the borings, and rubble and rock falls choked the way. We had brought part of a deer carcass, which we set out for bait, and Alinoa. and Janey crouched down behind us with their heads together to send out a yarva message calculated to bring the sensitive worms, a thought of meat and eating, visioned by Alinoa from her experience with the rock-worms. Janey reinforced the yarva and Frank and I leveled our rifles over a natural barricade of fallen rocks, waiting. A devalan appeared almost at once. I hated to think how close it must have been when we put out that meat.


  My first sight of the thing gave me a bad case of buck fever, I fired three times with my fingers on the trigger guard and was sure I had killed him—then came out of it to realize there had been no report. That brought me to, and I sighted at the horror with my mind under control, refusing to think of the gray coils, the twenty-foot length, the eyeless flattened cone head with the awful mouth set with chisel-teeth that could crunch off rock, the strange flat rock-cutting paws made of some impossibly hard horny material that cut away rock as if the claws were tool steel. Moving with quick, darting, gliding motions, the huge thing came from the darkness suddenly, into the light Alinoa had set in the creviced roof, reared its head watchfully right and left. I knew that Janey and Alinoa were reading its rudimentary mind, smoothing away the fear-thoughts, making all seem right by careful suggestion.


  On this trip I had brought two of my own guns, and I was using the heaviest, an ancient Garand I had picked up in our only gun shop on Venus. Some of the old black-tip armor-piercing cartridges had been available, and after experiencing on other trips with Frank some of the peculiar bullet-shedding talents of Venus’ wild life, I had bought some, I doubt if there was a better gun available for the work in front of it than this gun with its armor-piercing load.


  The reports of our two rifles, fired almost simultaneously, were deafening, and the sudden startled movement of the monster as the bullet struck made it impossible to see what effect we had made. The thing writhed backward in an impossible S turn, in an instant was almost invisible among the fallen rock. The tip of its tail made a sharp slapping noise as it shot into its burrow opening. Frank said: “Damn it all, we didn’t drop him! I know where I hit him, square on the forehead where his eyes ought to be, and I swear it never fazed him!”


  “These old armor piercers should have dented him. I aimed just back of the head. I believe I hit him twice, but it sure didn’t bother him much. Let’s see if we drew blood.”


  We moved forward, both of us conscious of the fact that our guns were most probably useless against the things if they chose to attack. Janey and Alinoa sat silent and waiting, still with their heads together. I guessed they were sending fear thoughts to the monsters, to keep them off us.


  FRANK looked at me ruefully when we reached the bait. The thing had had time to take the bait with it! There was no blood we could find, and I picked up the bullets I had fired, bent out of shape, and examined them. Frank found his own, flattened completely, and looked at mine.


  “Like spring steel, it gives enough to take the shock, and isn’t pierced! First time I ever heard of a living animal with that kind of covering! This is going to be tougher than I expected.”


  I groaned. “Tough is the word for it, Frank! And if so much didn’t depend on it, and time didn’t matter . . . But we’ve got to do this in a hurry and get the cure, the drug—whatever it is—back as fast as we can make it. Now how can we figure out an animal like that in a hurry and exterminate him? We can’t even get a specimen . . .”


  Janey called shrilly: “Come back, don’t stand there! That cavern is one of their little playgrounds and several of them are on their way to see what made all the racket! Let’s get out of here with those popguns and hunt some nice humming birds.”


  Frank cocked an ear and started on a run and I scrambled after. Behind me I could actually hear the scrape of the emergence of one of them, but I didn’t stop to look. We made our way back to the quarters given us by the Fenirdren, and we went fast.


  “If we only had a vacuum cleaner,” murmured Janey, bustling around the big room, setting our stuff to rights. There was a thin film of dust over everything, the place had been long unused.


  Frank rubbed his nose with one thoughtful forefinger, “A vacuum cleaner, eh. I wonder!”


  I looked at him. “If you could suck them out of their holes with a strong vacuum, what are you going to do with them after you get them out?”


  Frank leaned back and grinned. “Ask Janey, it’s her idea.”


  Janey laughed, eyes sparkling. “I picked up a long green snake in ours once, Hal, and when I emptied the bag, he was hamburger! See!”


  I laughed, but a vacuum was no more use to us than a blower, and the Fenirdren had already tried gas. But in the back of my head an idea was trying to get out. I tried to pin it down.


  “In Africa, the natives sometimes poison water holes, and kill thousands of animals in a short time, after antelopes have spoiled their fields. If we could reach their water supply . . .”


  Frank snapped his fingers. “Water seeks its own level. Treated water poured down their burrows should reach their water supply—if they drink water?”


  Frank went silent for a few seconds, and I knew he was talking to Alinoa. He brightened, and the furrows went off his brow.


  “They drink water, but the poisons that have been tried had no effect. I’ll bet there is one they never tried . . . radioactivity I Nothing living can stand it!”


  I sighed. “Just where do you plan to get a hundred pounds of uranium, or radium, or any other purified radioactive? When the A-bomb was perfected, the U.S.A. spent upwards of a billion dollars on the research alone!”


  “On the refining plants, you mean! I don’t think the research men ever got many millions of the money. You forget this is Venus, that there are ores here never reported, that I know things about this planet no other white man knows. I know that Alinoa can get radioactive minerals.”


  “Look Frank,” I said, hoping to avert what I knew could be the finish of us, “whatever you put down these holes, the chances are the things will be driven upward to escape it. And when those numbers come, you can’t protect yourself or anyone! First you’ve got to get something that will stop them. That takes a gun like the bazooka, and it takes men trained to use it. We don’t have either!” Frank didn’t look discouraged. His eyes were very confident, a little amused. “We do have oil. There is a pool of it drained from some oil shale outcrop on the mountainside. And these people are metal workers. We should be able to improvise a few flame throwers, for our protection, if we do drive them up. That is worth trying. If it doesn’t work, we’ll really have to think hard.”


  THERE were four or five hundred of Alinoa’s tribe, when we got them all together. They were a fine, large people, handsome and sturdy, a little shy from the centuries of secrecy and hiding. Frank showed them how to make a wooden pipeline by splitting logs, hollowing out the centers, banding them back together with hoops of iron, Fortunately the pool was high; if we had had to improvise pumps it would have stumped us. Working in shifts, we finished the pipe line for the oil right down to the cavern where Frank and I had failed to kill the devalan.


  Meanwhile Frank had been busy with the oldsters in their shops, in the area of the caves through which we had passed when we arrived. We had seen the metal smelting, and there were some complicated and peculiar machines still operating from the long ago. The Fenirdren metal workers were a clique, a little guild of about thirty old timers who allowed only one apprentice to join them each year. They knew a great deal, and at the same time their ignorance was abysmal. For in those caverns were halls of ancient machinery, museums of relics from far antiquity, of which they were totally ignorant because of a taboo.


  There, they manufactured the little poison needle gun which was the fore-runner of the Carian needle gun with explosive needles. It was nearly as good a weapon, but the poison was slower acting by far. With it, they got about as good results as Earth’s South American aborigines with the blow-gun.


  They made hoops for their wheeled wooden carts, parts for harness for the tame deer they used for beasts of burden and for food and the green leather of which they made so many things. They made a pretty fair iron axe for chopping fuel, and a war-club of iron with edges all along it, like a maquahitl, but a lot more effective. They turned out several kinds of breast plates for warfare. Actually the Fenirdren had little use for most of these things, shunning all physical contact with other races as they would the plague. The metal workers kept the ancient art alive, but that was all.


  Though some of the ancient complicated machines were in use, they did not understand them. They used a steam hammer that was standing there when Noah didn’t even have a canoe. They had replaced the original furnace with a crude furnace of brick and clay, and a boiler salvaged from some antediluvian junk pile. With it they shaped the more refractory bits of blacksmithing.


  All about, shrouded in the dust of time, stood relics of the past that historians and ethnologists and similar students of Earth would have given a right arm to see . . . and they didn’t even know they were of value to anyone.


  It was into this atmosphere of forgotten knowledge and long past science that Frank strode, determined to improvise out of whatever was handy a modern flame thrower for battle against a creature which even a flame might not stop. It had to be a mighty good flame thrower—and it had to use raw crude petroleum.


  THE night we finished the pipe line I was sitting in our quarters, tuckered out, trying to wish up energy to crawl into the blankets. Frank walked in, threw himself into that same leather and wood seat that Alinoa graced when she called. His brow was corrugated like a tile roof, and so dirty you could have planted potatoes in the furrows.


  “What’s got you down, as if I didn’t know?” I asked.


  “I’ve got everything but a portable air pressure for the flame throwers. How do they make a flame thrower that carries its own pressure? It’s too much for me!”


  I grinned, and rubbed it in a little. I don’t get a chance to rib Frank often; he’s usually a jump ahead. “They built flame throwers back in nineteen seventeen, more than a century ago! You don’t mean to tell me that you don’t know as much as an engineer of that ancient vintage? Impossible!”


  “I can throw a flame,” he went on, ignoring my words, “but I have to use an air compressor I built out of some of the old junk laying around. It’s so damn heavy it takes ten men with ropes to move it, and I put wheels on it. But if we have to cover a retreat with that thing, and it only pumping air for one or two flame throwers, we’ll be in a fix. I’ve got to figure out a flame-thrower man can carry. And doggone me if I know enough!”


  “It takes a lot of air to burn that crude oil, Frank. The old timers didn’t use fuel oil, they used gasoline, and the pressure of the burning gases threw the stuff—it burned mostly at the perimeter of the blast, where the air could get at the hot gases. Your principle is wrong for a portable device. But I can’t see how you’re going to get around it.”


  “I think they used oxygen tanks, liquid oxygen,” he mused. “How in time could we manufacture liquid oxygen with our non-existent equipment?”


  I sighed. “Give it up, Frank. We’ll only get ourselves killed trying to handle those rock-boring monsters. Put your friend Alinoa off with the explanation, wheedle her cure out of her, and we can go back to our mine. There, we transmit what we have learned to Earth, and manufacture weapons to kill off the rock-worms. Then we come back, properly equipped, and do the job right.”


  Frank looked at me, and I felt a little stupid not to know it couldn’t be done that way.


  “It’s the oldsters! They won’t let us have the records, and Alinoa doesn’t know the exact details of the treatment. We can’t wait. If our reports on the progress of the plague on Earth are correct, Earth will be depopulated in the time it will take us to go back to headquarters and return here. It’s the time element, Hal! We’ve got to finish them off fast, and every day’s delay means Earth has lost another big fraction of her people. They won’t give us the data we need until we do the job, and we just can’t wait to get equipment to do it right!”


  I leaned back, seeing now much more clearly what he was trying to do, I suggested, “Then just let the oil run down the holes into their nests, Frank. Oil itself is pretty poisonous stuff.”


  “That would only bring them out, if it bothered them at all. And we can’t kill them—they’d kill us. We’ve got to figure something!”


  I started to think out loud. “Neither of us is a first-rate engineer, Frank. We don’t even know our own mining operations as we should! My brother was the guy who really discovered our lode. We’ve got to figure out something primitive, something positive and simple, that we can understand well enough to do it correctly. Now think about this pan . . .


  “Manufacture a large number of simple smoke bombs, you know, a colinoa shell with a fire inside, with little holes for air. The natives float them on the water when they’re fishing, to keep the mosquitoes off. They’re just flax-weed packing, soaked with fish oil, and they bum for hours. We roll one of them down every burrow we can find, then start pouring in the oil. The oil will reach some big opening below and gather there, and the smoke bombs will float on top of the oil. If I know anything, one or more of those bombs will set the surface of the oil afire, and with so many burrows in and out, you will have the equivalent of a huge pot, similar to the pot in an oil burning furnace. Air will come, and it will find a chimney effect from these burrows. It will make its own draft. Result, the whole underground they live in will get too hot to hold them. So maybe what’s left will try to reach the surface. The burrows they try to crawl up will be chimneys of carbon monoxide. If any do reach the caverns of the Fenirdren, they’ll not be thinking of battling anybody or anything.”


  It was this plan we adopted. Frank only insisted on placing his huge air tank and flame thrower in the big tunnel where we had entered the cavern into which the burrows opened. If they did come up fighting, we would have the flame to hold them back while the rest of the Fenirdren escaped.


  The members of the council came to watch our final preparations, and then departed with ill-omened shakings of the wise old heads. I suppose they went back and gathered their belongings together and started off for a safer place.


  The smoke bombs burned all right. We rolled the big hollow shells, giving off smoky clouds, down every burrow we could find. Then we passed hollow wooden tubes to each of a dozen burrows, and let in the oil from our main pipe line. Then we moved back to Frank’s flame thrower to await developments.


  At first nothing happened, and in front of us the reach of vacant rubble-strewn cavern stretched empty, the air layered and heavy with the smoke from lighting the smoke bombs. After a bit this still air began to move, and I gave a cry of delight. “The oil has caught, man! The draft is beginning!”


  As the minutes passed, the flow of air became a wind about us. Then it was no longer air, but gases, heavy with the smell of burning oil, and increasing steadily in temperature. We rolled the improvised compressor back and back, till we found an intersection of the tunnel where the heated gases found their natural chimney upward. There we made our stand about a score of the transparent Fenirdren, in war-paint and feathers, carrying battle axes of iron, with breast and leg plates gaudy with gold paint.


  Two of us turned the big wooden wheel that kept the air pressure up in the ancient tank on wheels, and Frank held the nozzle, twin tubes of metal, one carrying air and the other oil. The cart held a huge hollow log filled with crude oil, and there was another piston type pump with a painted warrior ready to work the piston that forced the oil into the air stream. It was just a crude blow-torch, but it threw a fifteen foot flame, and Frank thought it would stop a worm. We didn’t know yet.


  The great tunnel into which we peered, waiting a rush of the monsters to escape, became a dim red from the heated gases pouring up in a steadily increasing stream. The fact there was yet little smoke I knew was favorable, it meant the inpouring oil flood was getting plenty of air for its burning. The burrows of the enemy must be getting uncomfortable—and the success of our scheme depended entirely on the layout of those burrows, a thing we could only guess at, and not know surely.


  WE had just about given up and decided to go home and await results in more comfortable surroundings, when the first mad devalan boiled up out of one of those smoking chimneys and came for us like a bolt of gray and horrible lightning. Frank held his big iron tube to the torch we had kept lit, and the feathered warrior gave the piston handle one push. The oil lit, and I turned on the air pressure a little, hoping against hope we wouldn’t have to face this oncoming twenty-foot eyeless thing with no flame. The flame shot out a good five feet and I turned the air on full as Frank swung the flame to meet the oncoming writhing destruction.


  The flames boiled out, wreathed in black greasy smoke, completely hiding the onrush of the thing. The whole tunnel in which we stood was filled in front of us with flame. We stood pumping, and each of us must have felt sure that mighty armored worm was going to come right on through the flame. Frank shut down his own air control a second, and the flame shrank back.


  Just about six feet from Frank the huge thing lay, whipping back and forth in torture, its whole tremendous length scorched black—and still very much alive! It was pain alone that had stopped him, the heat of the burning oil had penetrated that hide-armor deep enough to give him probably his first dose of pain in his life. He went through the same kind of contortions a fishworm going on a fish-hook usually performs.


  We didn’t have time to wait and see if one dose was fatal, for out of the burrows that lined that now superheated section of cavern came more and more of them, writhing up and out, heads swinging right and left—and then the dash toward us.


  Frank swung up the flame, letting them have it, banking the flame against the wall to see the effect, and then back again as more and more of the things piled up just in front of him. The pile of madly contorting monster flesh grew so high we had to roll the whole clumsy heavy equipage back, with much straining and heaving—and Frank burned them down as they swarmed over the top until the cavern was full to the roof and no more came through.


  I groaned, “I hope that that is that . . .”


  Frank, his face covered with soot out of which his eyes gleamed with the old demon gleam of the hunter facing his prey, turned to bellow, “That isn’t that! They’ll be coming upon us from another way! We might as well back up to the next intersection. These things may number in the thousands and we may be at this for days! Just roll her back to our next post. You’ll be able to tell it by the nozzle and valve on the pipe line.”


  He was right. At the intersection they were already approaching, in serried ranks, an army of what I felt sure must be thinking creatures. Creatures knowing they had to reach and kill us or die. Those rock crushing teeth gnashed with a roar from hundreds of them, far as eye could reach in the murk. Those terrific tails drove them onward, the bodies writhing altogether, curve on curve like the waves of a sea of horrible flesh. Military organization, it looked like. Perhaps those we had met before had been the civilians, and now they had called out the shock troops as a kind of national emergency measure. I laughed at the word. For them it was emergence into the upstairs or die of the vast flames spreading everywhere below.


  Frank filled the opening of the intersecting tunnels with the flame, and the transparent warriors pumped the hand wheel furiously. The smoke and fumes were unbearable, driven back upon us by the on-rushing force which pushed the very air ahead of it with its volume.


  The first ones reached the flame, and came on and on, a thin inaudible screaming coming out of the great mouths, heard mentally only. The bodies thrashed and quivered and piled up, and over the top rolled the next wave into the flame.


  Then the inevitable happened—the improvised air pump decided to spring a leak!


  THE pressure dropped until Frank had only a feeble four foot flame in his hand, and on came the writhing worms, eyeless, horrible, reaching out with those flattened conical heads . . .


  It was no use. Frank was going to stand and take that charge of death, and go down—the thing wasn’t sense! I grabbed the big pipe from his hands and threw it at the oncoming horde. Then we ran, unashamedly, all the half score of us, leaving the flame-thrower and the scene as fast as legs could carry us.


  “No use dying just because your make-shift weapon conked out,” I yelled in Frank’s ears.


  He didn’t answer, saving his breath for running.


  On came the army of terrible rock worms, filling the cavern behind us, sweeping on almost as fast as we ourselves could run. To me it looked like Venus was going to experience a coming-out party it would not forget—and if those worms discovered the surface people could not kill them, it could well mean the end of man on Venus.


  Frank, running beside me with his face black as coal and his eyes and teeth gleaming out like a Demon fleeing Hell, full of the thrill of danger and the immense kick he always gets out of pitting himself against the impossible, yelled in my ear: “The fat’s in the fire, now! They may overrun the whole planet!”


  As we emerged from the ruined section of cavern into the inhabited portion, Alinoa was waiting for us. In her hand was a torch, and beside her an ancient and huge metal brazier, and as we came up to her she touched the torch to the contents. A thick, white, sweetish smoke issued from it in volumes, quickly filling the cavern. She explained.


  “It is a scent they find irresistible. It is to them as catnip to the cat.”


  As we ran on, we saw the wisdom of the act, for the creatures stopped at the smoke, and we could see them milling about, crawling over each other in a mad frenzy to get nearer the big brazier. It gave us time to make good our escape.


  The living caverns of the Fenirdren were empty of life. My heart was wrenched when I realized that our actions had driven them from their homes into what might well be permanent exile. At that, they would be better off than waiting around for the devalans to pick them off in their sleep, one by one.


  The passage to the opening in the ancient city we covered in a third the time we had used in entering. The paths through the thorn-grown streets of the dead city we ran through at a good clip, treading on each other’s prints exactly to avoid the deadly spring of the thorn branches. Janey followed Alinoa and I followed Janey, Frank brought up the rear. Ahead of Alinoa ran one painted warrior, I suppose he was her appointed guard who went first to make sure nothing happened to her in traversing the dangerous paths of the city. Overhead the Hory birds screamed and swooped in greater numbers than before, but we were too much worried about the writhing horrors on our trail to worry about the diving, screaming freaks from the past, I laughed as I imagined a Hory bird trying to sink a tooth in the hide of a rock-worm, and yowled as a whipping thorn scraped past my shin, leaving a row of scratches such as a wildcat might have made, I quit thinking then, and concentrated on putting my feet exactly in Janey’s prints.


  OUR long outrigger was already in the water and the greenie who had remained to guard it in place, paddle in hand. Yarva has its blessings. His homely mug was full of anxiety for our safety. I wondered what his name was, for yarva makes names and such personalities rather useless. Many greenies have no genuine given name—one “knows” them, and that is sufficient.


  That trip down the River of Doubt! One would have sworn the things knew intelligently exactly what we had done to them and meant to have their revenge. I asked Janey if that were true, and she said: “Individually they are not very bright, but they have a kind of group consciousness, to which they are linked by their high sensitivity in yarva communication. That mass consciousness knows its home has been destroyed, knows that vast numbers of its members have died in agony—and knows we are responsible. They will not give up pursuit until we are dead—or they are!”


  Along the visible bank of the great river the gray and horrible shapes poured steadily, their energies inexhaustible. I suppose a body that can store energy to use in boring a hole through solid rock would find travel in the surface forest a nothing. Paddle as swiftly as we might, with the great sluggish current adding its flow to our speed, they kept pace easily.


  Frank was like a man with his arms cut off, finding his beloved rifles useless against them. He would glance at his guns, lying wrapped at his feet, and his eyes would swing to the marching tide of gray and hideous flesh pouring along just visible through the river mists. Once he put down his paddle, picked up his rifle and sighted carefully, fired. I wondered if he had decided the area just back of the head might be vulnerable, for one of the great gray worm beasts in the front tide reared, and that inaudible scream that one could yet hear in the mind came at us across the water.


  “You hurt him, Frank! Where did you hit him?” Frank lay the gun down disconsolately.


  “He kept on going. I must have touched a part that bruised, but it sure didn’t stop him.”


  He did not fire again, and to me it was the height of foolishness to think of hurting an army of monsters of that number. How many there might be we had no way of knowing. They were out for our blood. Janey could hear it. Frank could hear it, and in the skin boat ahead of us Alinoa and her guard, and all of them thinking the same thing. I knew it for a fact, hearing it with yarva the way they did.


  A deadly intent animated that on-driving mass, the waves of its movement rhythmic as marching feet, on and on. Trees crackled as their weight passed, crackled and fell upon them without harming them. I knew they must be leaving a track broad and smooth as a highway, every plant and unevenness of the ground crushed and flattened. As far as eye could see through that mist of Venus, there was only the steady waves of gray flesh.


  “See if you can yarva their numbers,” I asked Janey, remembering how she could make a person think of something she wanted to know. She looked at the things, reaching out, her face expressionless yet filled with a loathing as her mind touched that mass-mind of the worms.


  “They don’t know numbers, Hal,” she answered, at last. “They are the only ‘people.’ They live in the rocks, and every other living thing is a lesser thing. They think that all rock everywhere is filled with their burrows, so it seems they have never entered rocks where there were no burrows of their ancestors. They live for centuries, time seems to have little meaning to them. And none of them knows of a place in the rocks where there are no rock-worms. So there must be millions! But we have angered only a portion. They call themselves Zan, a tribe or colony. There are many other tribes, but we have harmed the Zan, and we must die.”


  I nodded, looking at Frank. He had probably gotten all that long ago for himself, so I said nothing. We just plied the paddles, fleeing down the river, and our plans were only to place distance between ourselves and that army of writhing things. We were not succeeding!


  Ahead of us, in Alinoa’s light skin boat the two transparent people paddled easily. They could have left us, gone where the others had gone, for their boat was much faster than ours. I wondered where the rest of Alinoa’s people were?


  I was just about to ask, when I realized that they might have escaped the notice of the worm’s minds, and that mention of them might bring down upon them the vengeance they had escaped so far. I looked at Janey, and she shook her head slightly. I knew I was not to think of them again in any way. So I knew that the others of our party were carefully erasing thoughts of the rest of the transparent people from their minds, in order to keep the worms from learning of their new location.


  AS before a forest fire, animals fled from the advancing host in a mad rout of panic. Tall-necked saurians, the felar of Venus, a kind of snake-giraffe, crashed along in blind running panic—and that was a beast that feared no living thing. Running among them were the little green-hided reptilian deer of Venus, the felar’s natural prey, their mutual feud forgotten in their desire to escape the gray ranks of the rock-worms’ advance. The red-striped land-eels, a formidable fighter, wove their fantastic hued forms among the running shapes, making good time for a thing with legs so small and short. And over the whole mad rout the Hory birds dived and screamed and whirled madly, a macabre dance as of dried bodies of hideous bats whirled by the wind. The incredible plumed bird life winged among the Hory birds, safe now in the general mad excitement, making long curved lines of lovely flight through the ugly up and down dance of the Hory birds. The whole forest was moving, fleeing the steam roller of incredibly heavy life boiled out of the burrows by the burning oil of Farar’s attack.


  “They’re definitely following us?” I asked Janey, unbelievingly.


  “Wherever we go, there will the Zan go,” she said to me, absently, watching the tremendous spectacle, more frightening than a forest fire, more terrifying than a tornado, more resistless than a tidal wave. And that terrific manifestation of nature on the rampage was following us!


  Our two little vessels swung on, paddles dipping steadily, the vast breast of the river breathing up its spirals of soft mist, the great trees bending, quivering their awareness of the ground tremors of the marching rock-worms. Past the wide branch of black water that marked the water-way leading into Granlor, where the “Worran and Farar Mining Company” compound lay, on down the great River of Doubt toward the distant sea. I didn’t ask a question as we passed the turn-off toward home, for I knew that whatever was in Farar’s mind must not even be thought of clearly, or the worms would yarva a warning from his thought, and take a counter-measure. I realized he must have conceived of some trap to lead that terrible pursuit toward, but I banished the thought firmly, and Janey nodded approval.


  “The river was never so welcome a highway as this trip, knowing the things cannot travel upon it too,” she remarked to me, to keep the conversation going and so distract my mind from thoughts that would not help our case.


  ONE of two of us was always awake while the others slept. The days fled by in a nightmare of weary travel, one like the other, and still the scene was unchanged in its terrifying movement and power. The chase went on, and we were the pursued. The Zan meant to follow to the ends of the planet if necessary.


  At last we came to the broad restless face of the “big-water,” the sea of Sunon. Frank turned the dug-out along the coast, close to the white sands, and we made rough going with the waves tossing us badly. The skin boat of Alinoa had to be abandoned, it was no craft for this water, and she and her companion came into the dug-out.


  On along the coast; and I blessed the outrigger Frank had put on that frail shell of wood again and again as the thing swayed and tossed and tipped. The great gray worms came out on the white beach into complete visibility, sweeping onward in a tide of vindictive might.


  One could never get a real idea of their numbers as they always stretched on into the limits of visibility, the fog cutting off the sight. I could not help constantly wondering what sanctuary we were heading toward, what place on the world was going to be safe for us with this pursuit was beyond my guess.


  The Kolian peaks thrust up tremendously now on our right, and between their abrupt shoulders and the beach was only a thin belt of ancient trees. Through these trees and upon the beach the worms marched now. They were timing their progress by ours exactly. Into the Bay of For-param, following the beach, and so into the mouth of the tide-water reaches of the River of Am, where it makes a little sea of its own, a place forbidden because of the things that live in its warm brackishness. It was a stretch of water I had never seen, for no boat ever approaches the River of Am or enters For-param. I knew there was some particularly vicious life that nested there, but I could not for the life of me recall, if I had ever heard, just what.


  Frank gave me one look, the old demon gleam of the hunter’s eye about to close on his quarry, and I knew that here he expected some crucial test of his hidden plan—and I knew from that demon-gleam that we were all in deadly peril and to be on my toes. The dug-out swept on, making good time with the wind behind us and the waves thrusting us along, slapping the stern. It was a scene of true primeval beauty. No greenie, even, had ever ventured to build a hut in one of these vast forest giants crowding right down to the water’s edge—as if to thrust back the very sea with their strength. There was a waiting threat here, a venomous, taut waiting, as if the forest itself was sheltering with its spread of greenery some last protector, some ancient power that would forever keep out man and all his works.


  It was just the kind of place I would have expected Frank to flee to in last extremity, a place where no one but a child of the forest itself could ever have felt safe. The quietness of the vast aisles of tree boles, the waiting of the tossing branches, restless, knowing, and biding their time, told me that some thing was hidden here too great to fear even the rock-worms.


  I felt that here Frank expected some titan of the unknown wilderness to rear up and strike at the onrushing worms. The wind and waves had thrust us ahead of their march now. They came on, swarming along through the brushy undergrowth, crushing over the open places where the soft green sod disappeared beneath their weight. Frank checked the progress of the dug-out, put up his paddle, picked up his rifle.


  He fired one shot into the air, the echoes rolling and bouncing again and again from the vast sides of the Kolians, dying down at last in the far passes of the mountains beyond sight. Then he wrapped the rifle up again and put it away.


  Frank swung his head from its intent watch of something I could not even guess, and gave me a few words—“Watch. You’ll see something few men have seen and lived to tell about it.”


  “And hold still!” Janey admonished. “No one of us is to move until he gives the word.”


  THE worms were milling now, spreading out in a great circular clearing where the beach pushed up along a small brook between the great slopes of the mountainside. Here some thing had kept the tree growth back through all the reach of the brook, up to where it bounded from the rocks and fell in a long arch from the cliffs above. I guessed that the clearing was underwater part of each year. Now its grasses and clean white sands were covered swiftly over with the slowly milling worm forms, circling and spreading out, gathering and waiting for us to come to them. We did not mean to do so.


  It was evident to me that these things hated water. None of them so much as wet a side in the low-breaking surf. Not once had one of them ventured into the water or even taken a drink in all that march of days on end, that I had seen.


  “Don’t they even drink?” I murmured to Janey, but she only shushed me softly and I shut up, anything that could make Janey that quiet was dangerous.


  Now far-off I could discern a movement among the trees, the tops swaying and lifting, some vast thing or things rushing through the branches, drawing nearer and nearer, and I cursed my mind blindness that would not let me reach out and sense what it was, as the others were doing. Their faces blanched, their hands clenched on the gunwales. The paddle dropped from Janey’s hand with a little clatter into the bottom of the boat. I could only wonder, not even break the terrible quiet with a query.


  Then out of the tree tops burst form and movement, a thrusting upward and a leaping forward, vast lengths and reaches of IT, racing forward terribly, eager as mink is eager for blood, a snouting and lusting sound coming from IT, like great smacking lips and swallowings.


  In spite of myself I burst out, “What in Hell IS it?”


  No one answered me, all were frozen in the terrifying waiting of that coming of the great thing or things. On it rushed, mottled tentacles or many bodies thrusting eyelessly forward, ridged across the bottom parts, mottled over with green and brown and vivid tiny lines of blood red.


  If it had been motionless you would have sworn it was all tree limbs; but in motion, you would have sworn the mightiest python of all time was trying to go off in all directions at once.


  Closer and vaster it came, and I saw that it was not one, but many, not serpent either, but great lengths of powerful flesh, legged with vast short legs like a cat’s, clawed and powerful. Its many backs arching gave the illusion of one serpentine length. It was a horde of elongated cats, yet not cats. As they swept closer, I saw it was a pack, a hunting pack, summoned by the rifle shot and sweeping down for the kill.


  There was a kind of serpentine cat form, that ran in packs in these forests of the unknown Kolian mountains, a vast stretch of country which the greenies sedulously avoided. I knew that here was one of things Frank knew about Venus that no one else knew. No Earth man had ever entered these forests and returned but Frank. This was the master life form of these forests, things huge as a truck-and-trailer, that ran through the vast trees in hunting packs that no other life could ever approach and still escape. One of the monstrous tree dwellers leaped in a great arc out over the rock-worms’ milling mass, a leap of fifty feet at least, clear from a hundred and fifty foot forest giant’s limbs onto the backs of the worms.


  The weight of it was so enormous that the whole tree bent and leaped back as it sprang, and as it landed on those stubby, enormous clawed limbs on the backs of the worms, it went into action.


  Moving swift as a weasel, its tail whipping like a flail, its forepaws cuffing and crushing, and in its mouth already one of the rock-worms, like a fish-worm in a chicken’s beak. It had thrown itself into combat as if to a feast!


  WE had all crouched lower and lower in strain as the great tree-springing swarm of life had neared, and were now but four heads peering fascinated over the boat’s edge. No man had ever seen a battle like this—before nor since. The rock-worms indestructibility had been put to a test by Frank’s knowledge of the forests, and here it met its match!


  Those vast shovel jaws of the tree monsters crushed down on the worms, and blood flowed. It was a red blood, like any other! More and more leaped down as the pack joined in. The beach was a thrashing mass of embattled titans, the worms retreating along the beach, their flattened cone heads striking deep wounds into the sides of the tree-dwellers, their rock-crushing teeth tearing and tearing at the bulk of the tree-monsters, but themselves crushed by the great cat-paws. No matter how tough their hide, the understructure of their bodies gave way completely from the terrific crushing power of the giant blows.


  I was burning with questions to ask Frank about them, and did not dare to open my mouth for fear of attracting the blood-thirst of the creatures; a blood-thirst like a weasel’s, I saw, that would stop at nothing if it scented blood.


  I knew a lot about Venus, as much as any other Earth man but Frank, and here was a terrific monster I had never heard of. Frank gave me a glance, his face flushed over with the thrill and terror and drama of the terrible battle, his eyes gleaming with that triumph of the hunter that is like no other in its fierce satisfaction.


  * * *


  GOING back, we paddled slowly, wearily. There were no vengeful Zans on our trail. In fact, there were no Zans! The tree-cat pack had eaten them like lobsters. After the bloody feast, they had gone, swiftly bounding again into their trees and racing off through their sheltering branches, highway and home and roof to them, death to all others on Venus I At last I could hold it no longer. “Why didn’t you ever tell me about those things, Frank?”


  Frank, himself now and paddling calmly, gave a little laugh. “You wouldn’t have believed me, Hal. And there is no way of showing the things in that forest to anyone—they wouldn’t live through the trip. The first time I saw them, I was lost, heading for the sea, trying to get to Param down the coast. I knew it was bad country, but I didn’t know how bad till one of those things poured itself out of a tree next to me and gulped down a big amphibian that had come out to browse. It was one of the croc-nosed saurians, and it looked like a fighter, but it never had a chance. I sat for as long as two days, motionless, waiting for them to move oil without noticing me. I never spent as bad a time as I did when I first ran into those monsters—and I have never been back to For-param since. Nor will I again, except for some necessity like this.” Janey, still pale after the ordeal, but otherwise standing the strain of the long journey well, laughed too, with Frank. It was a kind of hysteria of relief that ran through us all, so that Alinoa and her transparent escort joined in and all of us laughed together, helplessly.


  I wiped my eyes, asked, “Just what is so funny, anyway?”


  Janey said, “I think it’s because Frank had all this happen to us so he could take Alinoa to Earth with him.”


  “Did he really, Janey? Did he plan it this way?”


  Janey nodded. “I have yarva’d him pretty carefully, and he’s a little too pleased about it all. He hoped it would work out so he could separate Alinoa from her tribe and have her to himself, and he did it. Don’t you know him by now?”


  I laughed again, not with relief, but just with knowing Frank had got his way against the impossible again. Then a thought struck me, and I asked in English, “How about the big bruiser with her; won’t he object?” Janey shook her head, “He’s her brother, silly! Didn’t you know even that? He is also a medicine man, like herself, and he came flong as guardian of the tribal treasures, the records in that roll hanging from his neck. I keep forgetting to tell you everything—I expect you to pick up something once in a while. It’s hard to remember you’re the same as deaf.”


  I cogitated the new information. “That I should have known all long.” I looked at Janey. “Let’s go along. You’ve never been to Earth, and you don’t have to be afraid of the plague any more.”


  Janey gave a cry of complete indignation. “What, leave Venus, where I’m safe, for the awful old Earth! Why, Hal Worran, I’ll never go there!”


  I slapped my brow. “Venus, where she’s safe!”


  To Janey, raised on Venus, our recent adventures were the normal course of affairs, and civilization was a conglomeration of unknown terrors!


  We stayed on Venus. The “primitive” medicine woman of an obscure jungle tribe took a rocket to Earth to tell earth scientists how to cure a plague.


  Yes, Frank and Alinoa came back married. They now live in a gigantic tree house Frank had built by the greenies, according to his specifications. It is a mile away, on the edge of Granlor. The webfoots call it the “Palace of the Hunter.” Like Alinoa, the palace is also “anban,” taboo to all theft or unnecessary contact by the greenies. In fact, I believe the Palace of the Hunter and his mate is a lot safer place to be than a plastic compound. It’s a lot pleasanter, too.


  THE END


  NO DARK GALLOWS FOR ME


  John W. Jakes


  What weird mystery surrounded the House of Gulbrandsen in the dark Venusian wilds? The price of the secret was death!


  THEY HUNG you on Venus. The. gray skinned natives were old fashioned by Terran standards, and when you committed a Major Offense and they caught you, there was a public execution in the plaza. They made you walk up the long, steps to the platform. They put the rope around your neck and their faces might have been cut out of gray stone when they sprung the trap: You dangled and choked and twisted and died on a great black gallows carved from the wood of trees that grew in the steaming jungles:


  They hung you for. Major Offenses. What the fat man had just proposed was a Major Offense, and yet, I had almost decided to accept his offer.


  We sat in the dim bar of the hotel, drinking tall chilly Venusian mak. The fat man massaged his face. “Well, McShane,” he said finally, “do we go?”


  “Mr. Breen,” I answered him slowly, “I’ve been a professional hunter working, out of Venusburg for nearly seven years. But no one’s ever asked me to guide them to the House of Gulbrandsen. It just isn’t done.”


  “Well,” he murmured again, his little eyes laughing for the hell of it, “I want to do it. I like taking chances. A man in my position has nothing to do but spend his money. It gets damned boring, nothing to do but spend money.”


  That was it, money. I needed it. I had never wanted much, consciously, because I realized that a man in my position couldn’t make a lot. Not too smart, I am, but I found that out long ago. I’ve always had strength, and weak men are willing to buy strength to guide them and make them glorious hunters.


  But business had been bad for the last six months. Customers were dropping off! My last one had caught the fever up in swamp country. He died and I never got paid. That was three months back, so I wanted money. Not much; just enough, to get off Venus and move to Ganymede. Hunting was picking up there. That’s why I even listened to the fat man’s offer.


  I sat silent for another minute. Thoz, the gray Venusian, polished the bar. Music drifted in from somewhere in the hotel, the crazy weird rhythm of harps and a pair of bongo drums.


  “It’s hanging if we’re caught,” I told him.


  “Yes,” he said, smiling flatly.


  “And maybe something worse; Men have gone to the House of Gulbrandsen, and some have come back and not been caught. They say Rogeir Lorden was one, and that he was power crazy when he walked out of the jungle. He rose to System Imperator. Fontaine came back drunk with the idea of finding beauty in any form. He wrote his poems and died insane, yelling at the wind on a Martian desert.” I shrugged. “Those are legends, but the place isn’t exactly healthy.”


  “Yes,” repeated Mr. Breen irritatingly, his face hungry. “But think of it. Something new, something exciting, stimulating!” His chubby pink hand clutched the woven table cover and a diamond winked in the hazy light.


  “I don’t want excitement,” I said. “I want money. That’s why I even consider . . .”


  “Hello,” she said. I looked up. She was warm in her white dress, and not very pretty. Terran, but her face was too wide, her lips too thick, her eyes too dark. Still, she was a problem.


  She sat down and touched Breen’s sleeve. “Is Mr. McShane going?”


  “I don’t know, my dear.” She’d called me by name, but I’d never seen her before.” Evidently the fat man had told her about me. Anyway, he introduced us. Her name was Jan. He didn’t say she was his wife, but mistresses were a common thing among the rich men of all the planets.


  “If we go,” I stated, “only if we’d have to travel-light, in a motor lorry. No native bearers. They couldn’t be trusted. They’d run away and shoot off their mouths to the authorities, once they found out where we were really heading.”


  “Do you know where the House of Gulbrandsen is?” Jan wanted to know.


  “Sure. Everyone does.”


  “And what?”


  “A place. That’s all.”


  “You’ve never gone there?” Surprise.


  “No. I’ve never had a desire to.”


  “But he does now,” Breen put in, giggling. “A desire for a nice fat roll of credits. Correct, eh McShane?”


  I LOOKED at Jan; a physical problem, and I liked physical problems, when I could handle them. She seemed easy enough; not like the House of Gulbrandsen.


  She pouted with her sticky lips. “Are we going?”


  “We . . .”


  “Yes,” I announced, “we’re going.” Rising, I added, “I don’t want to talk about it any more right now. I’ll meet you for dinner tonight, if you like.”


  “Fine,” Breen laughed, taking a drink of his mak. I nodded curtly and walked away, feeling the woman’s eyes in me all the way.


  I said hello to Thoz, the bartender. He had one customer. Sawtell, the barfly.


  Sawtell was a fixture in the place; a fixture that guzzled rye, moving from bottle to bottle as other men moved from minute to minute. He had been around the hotel for a long time. Some of the traders said he had once been a college professor. Others related that he had come back from the House of Gulbrandsen, started drinking and never stopped. Anyway, he was a colorless man; nothing more than an ageless walking bottle.


  “Hullo, McShane,” he shouted from his stool, waving his glass and spilling some of the rye on the sleeve of his dirty whites.


  Walking out of the bar and down the broad steep stairway to the hotel lobby, I didn’t bother to answer him. I was concentrating on two problems: Jan, and the House of Gulbrandsen. I couldn’t decide which was the more important.


  FOR SIX days after that, we got ready; renting a big half-track lorry, buying food, clothing, medicine and Steiner Disintegrator weapons. We needed no maps. I knew where to look.


  I saw very little of Jan; at dinner the first evening, and a couple of times in the hotel lobby. But always there was Mr. Breen. Fat Mr. Breen, who peered at me once in a while as if he half suspected what I was thinking about the woman. He was not all fat, I’d decided. He, too, had a kind of ruthless strength. It took power to make a fortune in the brawling star-empires, and somehow I knew that he would be strong enough to kill another man, if the occasion arose.


  We kept deathly quiet about our destination. The morning of our departure, I walked up the wide stairway into the bar. Thoz was there as always, eternally swiping with his rag.


  He looked at me out of his gray stone face. “A hunting trip, Mr. McShane?”


  “Yeah, Thoz, a hunting trip. Give me a case of good Terran whisky.” Nodding, he vanished through a door at the end of the bar. Someone slapped me on the back. Sawtell, glass of rye in one hand, gazed at me owlishly from bleary eyes.


  “Going into the jungle, McShane?”


  “That’s right.” I was getting tired of the questions.


  He grinned crookedly. “You’re smart, McShane. You’ll never go where I went. You’ll never go to the House of Gulbrandsen, “will you?” He laughed hackingly and downed the rye.


  So the stories were true. He had come back. I kept my eyes on the shiny top of the bar as I replied, “No . . . no of course not.”


  I must have said it wrong. He set down his glass and murmured, “You know, I think maybe you would go. I think maybe . . .”


  His eyes Widened and his scrawny blue-veined hands clutched at me. “Don’t ever go, McShane. Don’t ever go, or you’ll lose your immortal soul!”


  Throwing off his hand, I shot back, “Stop talking like a goddam Tri-Dimensional. You ought to be writing their tear-jerkers for them.”


  Thoz returned silently, hefting the case of liquor. I paid for it and headed out of the bar. Sawtell tagged behind, babbling, “You’ll lose your soul, McShane . . . I know . . .”


  I think I said, “Go to hell,” as I walked away lugging the heavy case. Now that I think back, it sounded as if Sawtell was almost sobbing.


  OUT IN THE street, Jan and Mr. Breen were Waiting in the parked lorry. The equipment was loaded and the motor turned over quietly. Handing up the case of whisky, I climbed into the driver’s seat. Breen was wearing his usual expensive and sweat-stained whites, which he’d have to change for an anti-disease suit once we hit the jungle. Jan was already wearing hers, a tight-fitting rubberized black garment.


  Perspiration beaded around her mouth as she pulled on her cigarette. “Scared?”


  “Why should I be? I’m getting paid.”


  “Certainly,” Breen chuckled, “getting paid. Perhaps in more than money.” Jan looked straight ahead.


  I jammed my foot on the accelerator, shifted into hyper-low, and the lorry started to roll.


  Right then I should have turned back. I know that now. I should have gotten out, but there was the woman, and the money to get to Ganymede, and the stories of the House of Gulbrandsen that were probably, in reality, only the confused dreams of men like Sawtell. We rumbled through the gray streets, past the gray people who hung you for a Major Offense such as we were setting out to commit. I should have gotten out.


  But I didn’t.


  * * *


  Have you ever seen a picture of the jungles, up country from Venusburg? Most atlases have them, and they show the thick dark vegetation, the strange forms of plant life. And yet, they lie.


  They don’t show the fog that hangs like an endless shroud. They don’t show the leeches and the thousands of filthy little insects that stick to your skin and suck your blood. They don’t show the monstrous animal-things that creep through, the endless twilight. And they don’t show the heat.


  Above all, the heat. It blankets you and makes you weak. It tears and grates and shreds your nerves. It makes something dark rise from the hidden corners of the mind.


  The House of Gulbrandsen was seventy miles from Venusburg. We made forty of those miles the first day. There were roads, if you want to call them that, up to ten miles of the place.


  We made camp in a glade, and set up the air-conditioned tents. One for Breen and Jan, one for me, and a third for cooking and washing. In the everlasting twilight, we ate our supper.


  No one said much. The other two were tired and irritable from the day’s ride. Breen looked pale and even a little sick. I offered him an inoculation tablet against, the fever that stalked the jungle, but he didn’t want it in any manner or form.


  “Don’t need tablet,” he gargled, stuffing a piece of bread into his pink mouth. “Feel fine, fine. Eat, drink and be merry.” He laughed and spluttered.


  “Oh for God’s sake shut up,” Jan snapped, rising from the little table.


  AFTER SUPPER they vanished into their tent. I sat in minesmoking and listening to the creech-creech of the insects. I tried to sleep, but even in the icy coolness of the air-conditioning, I couldn’t. The twilight had deepened into semi-blackness when I went outside. Striking a match to another cigarette, I climbed up to the front seat of the lorry.


  Something moved beside me. My hand grabbed for the knife at my belt, but I stopped.


  “Hello, McShane,” she was saying. Her cigarette winked like a little orange star in the fetid night.


  “What’s the trouble? Couldn’t sleep?”


  “No.” Her voice was harsh, intense. “The thought of tomorrow . . . seeing someplace new and dangerous. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. In that way, I’m like him.” She motioned with the cigarette at the fat man’s tent.


  “You’re not like him in any other way,” I told her.


  “No, I’m not. I’m like you, McShane. I’ve never had beauty. But there are other things more important to men than bodily beauty. Modes of conduct . . .”


  She laughed bitterly. “Breen bought those things, like he’s buying your knowledge of this country. I hate it, really. I wish . . . I always wish I could be buying and selling people like he does.” She stopped, the thought dying away.


  And suddenly, without any kind of dramatic awakening, the thought seeped into my brain. Yes, that would be fine. To have money that could control people. To . . . I cut off my thoughts. There was no sane and legal way for me to reach that faraway goal. I had to be satisfied, with selling my strength, and being practical. Get to Ganymede, that was all that mattered.


  I started to reply, and bumped into her mouth, moist and warm on mine. Her arms went around my neck holding tightly. A moment later, she whispered in a damp little voice, “We’re both being bought, but we can forget for a while . . .”


  As I kissed her again, a voice shot through the gloom, “Lovely, lovely!” There was a light in my eyes, bathing the two of us in a white glow. The voice behind the light was Breen’s. It sounded weak.


  “Get down, will you, McShane? We’ve, got to discuss this.” He laughed, and I thought I heard him retch.


  “Turn that light away,” I told him. Jan sat quietly beside me. Breen did as I asked, and I stood up, ready to jump to the ground.


  I saw that he had a small Steiner Disintegrator in his fist, aimed at my belly. He was swaying to and fro, his face unhealthy, his eyes full of hatred.


  I jumped wide, purposely. My feet struck his arms and the gun went sloshing into the mud. I slugged him once and he collapsed.


  As I was bending over him, Jan climbed down. Breen’s skin was blotchy and pale. “It’s the fever,” I said after a moment. “He didn’t put on the anti-disease suit soon enough. We’d better go back to Venusburg in the morning.”


  “I’m going on,” she bit out. “He’s always been able to buy everything, but here’s one thing he couldn’t buy safe passage to the House of Gulbrandsen, whatever it is. He wanted to see it. Well, I’m going to have the satisfaction of having been there, when all his money only got him half way.”


  “You’re sure?” I asked her.


  “Yes. You can go back.”


  She knew, cleverly, that I wouldn’t let her wander off in the jungles alone. Death could come quickly . . .


  “I’ll go. We can leave him in the tent and set up a Repulse Barrier around it so that no animals can reach him.” I lifted the flabby body, dragging it toward one of the shelters.


  As I ducked through the flap, I heard Jan say, “I’ll be waiting in your tent, McShane.”


  She was waiting all right.


  WE STARTED out next morning in the lorry, leaving Breen unconscious behind an unbreakable wall of force. Twenty miles we traveled through the jungle; twenty miles without a word. I kept my hands on the wheel and my eyes straight ahead on the muddy road. Jan smoked nervously, fierce exultation on her face.


  The road ended ten miles short of the place. We abandoned the halftrack and made our way on foot, chopping and hacking with bush swords, slapping the insects, and sweating.


  At last I pointed up ahead and announced, “There.” It was an open tract of ground, perhaps a hundred yards across, cleared of all vegetation. The bare strip stretched off out of sight in either direction, forming a circle of open land that surrounded the House of Gulbrandsen.


  Jan rushed to the edge of the trees and started across the open space. I grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “Wait! I told you it was hanging if we were caught!”


  She laughed sharply. “Caught? There’s no one within ten miles, of this godforsaken place.”


  “No humans,” I corrected, motioning to the right where the clearing curved away. A black box-like thing, some six feet square, was trundling toward us around the bend in the circle.


  “There’s the guard. It’s a spotting device with a televisor lens hooked to a receiving set in Venusburg.” I indicated a round aperture in the front of the thing. “There are three of those, powered by atomics. That clearing circles the House of Gulbrandsen, and those three boxes move around the clearing at regular intervals. They never run down, and if their lens picks up any human life crossing the path, a picture is relayed to Venusburg and a patrol flier is sent out to pick up the offenders.”


  “But it can be avoided?” she asked eagerly.


  “Sure. The Venusians themselves don’t know what’s beyond that clearing. And those machines are inefficient. They only spot in front of themselves, but the native police rely on the boxes, plus fear of the place, to keep people out. Get down!” I pulled her to the ground beside me, and crouched behind a pale blue fern as we watched the black box roll by.


  Jumping up, I yelled, “Let’s go. We haven’t got much time. Run . . . and run fast!”


  We ran. The first box was almost out of sight, but to the right, where the first had come from, came another. Its eye cell was not quite on us as it trundled around the bend. We pounded across the open strip and I shoved Jan forward to the ground, taking a dive myself. Lying flat, we watched the box wheel by. Its lens remained dark, a sign that we had not been detected.


  As we rose cautiously, Jan grimaced and asked, for the second time this trip, “You scared?”


  “Let’s get going.”


  The area inside the circle was jungle no more horrible than the outside, no less. We tramped for a minute or so, and then, abruptly, we broke through the trees?


  There, in the center of a second clearing, stood the legendary House of Gulbrandsen!


  I was almost disappointed. It was a massive stone place, much like the squat temples of Desert Mars. There was a dark doorway carved through the stone. And that was all.


  “So this is the place where men go out of their minds,” Jan said hollowly. “Good God.”


  We walked up the slight hill to the building. It was so simple when I look back. So damned innocently, simple . . . and so deadly.


  Cautiously I stuck my head in the door. Blackness. The room couldn’t have been very large. I found a piece of plant fibre on the ground and set fire to it. Thrusting it ahead, we walked in.


  The guttering torch gave a little light. On one wall was something that looked like a machine. Panels, dials, strange calibrations; I didn’t understand any of it. We advanced, the torch throwing a circle of yellow before us.


  Jan screamed thinly.


  OUT OF THE darkness loomed the figure of a man, seated cross legged on a shelf of stone. He wore a tattered robe, and he looked, how many years old in the knowledge of mankind? His face was a mesh of wrinkles, his hair long and dirty. He held his hand folded quietly in his lap, and his eyes seemed to be the only living things in that whole dim universe. Those eyes burned; burned with the brightness of unborn worlds, with the light of hellish rituals, with the glow of dying suns. They were infinitely old, infinitely wise, and infinitely cruel.


  Standing there with Jan clinging to me, I only sensed those things. I turned to drag her from that place of the old man of hell when he spoke, dryly, croakingly. His voice was that of one who detests life.


  “Welcome to the House of Gulbrandsen. I trust that your true wants shall be satisfied.” That was all he said. Jan whimpered softly behind me.


  And then, I realized that something was emanating from that machine on the wall. Something that swept into my mind, over and through it. Something so terrible that even now I cannot describe it, can only see its devilish results.


  That machine seemed to probe my mind, as I instinctively knew it was probing Jan’s. It stripped away the layers of consciousness, one by tearing one, until it reached the root of all being. It tore and flayed, making me ashamed and sick, as if I had been suddenly standing at the altar of a church, stark naked before the congregation. That was how the machine humiliated. The thing raped our minds.


  And as quickly as it had begun, it was over. I felt oddly different. Free. Powerful.


  That old man smiled, the torchlight crawling along his wrinkled face in canyons of obscene humor. He raised one wry hand. “Farewell,” Unable to move, I stood there with the torch heavy in my hand. From somewhere, a gust of stale, rank wind rushed through the stone building. The torch flared and vanished. The old man, too, was gone. The spell broken, I whirled, seized Jan and dragged her toward the square of gray light that was the door.


  We kept on running, to the circular clearing, where we dodged by the trundling black boxes, and on. I don’t see how, but I think we must have run or stumbled the ten miles back to the lorry.


  The next thing I remembered, we were jolting along the road back to the camp.


  “How do you feel?” I said to her. “Wonderful, McShane. I don’t know why, but I feel wonderful. Was there . . . something . . . inside your mind, too?” I nodded.


  After a moment, she spoke resolutely, “I think I’m through with Breen. I’m through with being bought and sold.”


  “So am I,” I said; I didn’t know why then, but I do now, and today those words are the beginning of the real horror from the House of Gulbrandsen.


  I thought for a while as the lorry bounced along. An idea was forming, slowly, darkly, within my mind. Still staring ahead, I asked her, “Who gets the money if Breen dies?”


  “I do,” she said, and her voice whispered with death.


  That night we dragged Breen, screaming with fear and the fever, from his tent. We tied him on the ground behind the lorry. He kept screaming as I shot the lever into reverse gear, and the half-track backed up slowly and ground him to a bloody mess on the rear treads.


  We took what was left of his body back to Venusburg, and told the native police that he had been horribly mangled and killed in a hunting accident. There were a few of the grisly remains in a canvas bag, and that seemed to satisfy the Venusians. I remember standing there before them, opening the bag and staring down calmly at the red horror within it, and not feeling sorry.


  Jan and I split up after that, but only for a while. Breen had a will, and Jan would get the money, but I couldn’t see her until after the deal was carried through. So I’ve been waiting. here in the hotel while she cleared things up.


  And this morning, I learned. And now I know why the road will wind through death and cruelty, and why there is nothing that can be done.


  I was sitting-in a dim corner of the bar, drinking mak. Thoz was there, still polishing. Sawtell came lurching over and sat down.


  “I haven’t seen you since you got back,” he mumbled.


  I didn’t answer.


  “How was the hunting?”


  “No good.”


  “I heard about the accident.”


  “So?”


  “So,” he replied, gulping some of his rye and wiping the sleeve of his coat across his mouth, “you want to hear a story?” His eyes, watched me, alert.


  “What about?”


  “Well, you see, a long time ago I was a professor of Chemistry at the University of Venus, over in Cloud City.”


  I couldn’t help. laughing. “A professor? You’ve been hitched to that damned bottle all your life.”


  HE LIFTED one shoulder. “I said this was only a story. It’s about a friend of mine, another professor over there; a brilliant man. His field was the brain. My friend knew that the subconscious mind of man would control man’s actions, if the conscious were not stronger, and full of conditioned responses like conforming to society, developed from birth right on down. My friend also knew that the subconscious mind was inherently bad, and that it was this deep ego that caused sudden outbreaks of cruelty, and obscenity, and evil.”


  “This isn’t very interesting,” I told him, sipping the mak. He ignored me and took another drink to make the story flow more freely.


  “My friend had a wife and three children. They were in Cloud City at the time of the People’s Uprising. You know about that?” Seeing me nod wearily, he went on, “His family was slaughtered by the revolutionists; butchered to death. But my friend got away. As I said, he was a brilliant man, and like most brilliant men, he bordered a bit on madness. When his family was wiped out, he ran away into the jungle and never came back.


  I went in to see him, once. He had built an instrument which could reshape man’s brain, because he hated everyone, Terran and Venusian alike. He hated humanity.” Sawtell was grinning drunkenly, and a nagging fear began to bite at me.


  “This machine he housed in a building, and he is there with it today. Whenever a human being walks into the building, the machine begins to function. My friend will die someday, but his machine will never run down. It’ll liberate the subconscious mind of all who approach it, making them prey to its drivings. It will wipe away all the mental blocks in conscious thinking.”


  “Is that place . . .” I choked.


  “My friend’s name was Dr. Erik Gulbrandsen. You know the name of the place. He hated life after Cloud City, and he made himself god there in the jungle, changing the life of anyone who happened to come there. I don’t know his motivations, really, but a madman’s motivations are hard for so-called sane people to understand. I only know I went to see him. Years ago, I had trouble with liquor. Bad trouble. But I got over it. Then, when I went in to see if I could help Erik, the machine fixed me. I got what I wanted, whether I really wanted it or not. So here I sit. A sopped rag full of cheap rye . . .”


  I remembered the legends. Roger Lorden came out, hungry for power. He fought and chiseled and bribed and murdered his way up to System Imperator. Fontaine had an overwhelming desire to find beauty, and he followed it, thought, it drove him Out of His mind. And McShane . . . McShane Sawtell was looking into his glass, looking sorry for himself. “I told you, McShane, your immortal soul is what you lost. I wonder what you got in return . . .”


  “Get away from me, goddam you!”


  I yelled. Thoz looked over at us and went back to his bar rag.


  Sawtell staggered up from the table, blubbering to himself. He reeled toward the door of the bar at the top of the steep wide steps. Teetering there, he looked back and gestured with his glass. “Your soul, McShane, your soul . . .”


  Crying, slobbering drunk, he started out and down the stairs, vanishing beyond the door frame. I sat staring at the table, the impact of what I had learned welling up in me. Dimly, I heard a woman cry shrilly from the lobby.


  Thoz went out and came in again. He glanced in my direction and said, “Sawtell stumbled down the stairs. Neck broken.”


  I looked at my mak glass, sick.


  Picking it up, I weighed it in my hand and then smashed it on the table top. My hand got cut . . .


  SO THAT’S the way it is. You can see how it works out. Jan and I had wanted to be able to buy and sell people. Before the House of Gulbrandsen, that had been a dream that the rationalization of our conscious minds smashed before it even found words. But now the walls were ripped down. We had gone after what we wanted when we killed Breen. After all, the mind is the only thing that ever stops any of us from obeying the impulses to evil that live in every one of us.


  I’m not a lucky man. If I was, I’d have been caught back there by those trundling machines. I’d be hanging on one of the big black gallows in the plaza, with no trouble. Jan is coming to the hotel in an hour. She’s got free rein with Breen’s money, and we’re heading back for Terra, to buy and sell other people and make them dance with the fat red millions.


  We’ve got the money-hunger, and it will drive us. We’ll be together just so long, and then one of us will want it all. I’ll kill her, or she’ll kill me, whichever one it starts eating on first.


  Erik Gulbrandsen sits in the stone building up in the jungle, keeping watch over his machine, waiting for others.


  He’s taken care of us. I hope he’s satisfied.


  THE END


  POISON PLANET


  William Oberfield


  . . . It was only a, muffled gun-shot, deep in the rank, fetid jungles of Venus—a single bullet from the gun of the gaunt, blaze-eyed man called Heinie. But it plunged the crew of the VENUS I into a Hell, from which there was no return . . .


  CAPTAIN JAMES McBRIDE didn’t know exactly what to make of it at first. The first Earthmen ever to set foot on Venus, he and his crew had come armed to the teeth, fully prepared to fight wild elephants, giant tigers, prehistoric monsters or anything an imaginative mind might dream up.


  When they found evidence of absolutely no danger at all they stood around with their heavy weapons and felt mighty foolish. The only signs of animal life were the small creatures that scampered right up to the men and chattered at them, unafraid, and birds more evident by sound than by sight. There were no trails made by giant animals, no heavy, frightening sounds in the jungle about them. Only a misty, drowsing calm.


  The mist was always there, they were to find out later, steaming up from the wet ground by day and condensing in a blanket of life-giving water by night. Otherwise, Venus resembled mildly tropical Earth without storm and tempest. The lack of these made one think of thunder and lightning as some unseen, unknown entity bound to Earth alone in chains of gravity.


  The only really unpleasant note was the condition of the ship in which they had come. The underside was a mass of twisted steel and buckled plates, where it had come down considerably harder than it had ever been intended to come down. It was something that could never take to space again, even if the “H” tanks hadn’t been torn loose to gush out their contents.


  Communication with Earth was out. A transmitter small enough to fit the ship and yet powerful enough to breach millions of miles of space, as well as penetrate two atmospheres, just wasn’t made. The expedition was on its own.


  The orders were conditional. If possible, they were to set up an outpost on Venus, as others had done several years before on Mars. Consisting mainly of scientists, the crew was to find out all it could about the new world. In one year the second ship would follow, bringing engineers and laborers. The scientists were to have, by that time, the information required to form the first colony quickly, wisely, and safely.


  If confronted with insurmountable obstacles, they were to return at once to Earth with whatever information they might have as to the nature of the obstacles.


  McBride grinned in spite of his regret over the loss of his ship and looked at the wreckage. That sort of made the orders unconditional.


  Things could have been worse, he thought. Not one of the ten men in the expedition had been lost or even badly injured. And, Venus being the land of plenty that it had turned out to be, it was beginning to look as if the stay here would be a pleasant one.


  He was just starting to get some of his old spunk back when Jeff Flaunders came up to him with a worried frown on his face.


  Because of the limited space aboard the ship, Flaunders was a combination of several men, as were most of the others. Specially trained for the expedition, he handled anything that went under the heading of botany, biology or zoology.


  Now he was looking worried.


  “You look a lot like bad news,” McBride said as Flaunders drew near. “Might have known there’d be a catch to this world.”


  “More than a catch,” Flaunders said. “I hope none of the men has eaten anything native to Venus.”


  McBride shook his head. “They haven’t if they’ve followed orders. I told them not to touch anything until you had made a report.” He looked at the other questioningly. “Poison?”


  “We brought twelve white rats and two monkeys along for experimental purposes,” Flaunders said. “Now we have only six rats. Each of the others we fed a different kind of native fruit or meat. That was about five hours ago. In the past hour they’ve gone into convulsions one after another. Seemed to go blind, too. Died within minutes.”


  “You tried it on just the six rats and not the monkeys?” McBride asked, and got a nod from Flaunders. “Then that’s just six things tested. Maybe something edible will turn up yet.”


  “Small chance.” Flaunders was positive. “Thompson used a little of his chemistry and found a substance he couldn’t identify, not only in the stuff we fed the rats but in twenty-some other plants. He even found it in the flesh of the animals we caught. That makes it pretty certain that it will be found in everything. When the rats died we pegged that substance as the poison.


  “What to do about it is another question. Since it’s entirely new to us it would probably take years to find a way to neutralize it, and it plays such an integral part in the structure of everything on Venus that we’d have one sweet time trying to completely draw it out. Anyway, a lot of needed lab equipment was smashed in the wreck. That makes it even more of a problem.”


  McBride listened, frowned and rubbed his cheek. “In other words, we might as well give up any idea of living off the fat of the land.”


  “That’s about the size of it,” Flaunders agreed. “Our best bet, the way things stand now, would be to try and have a garden going before our supply of food runs out.”


  “Check,” said McBride. “But the seed was brought along just in case the soil and climate should prove suitable for planting. What do you make of that?”


  “Climate ought to be just about perfect,” Flaunders grunted. “As to the soil, Thompson and I will check on that right away.”


  IN ANOTHER DAY a few things had been learned. There was now no doubt about the poisonous nature of Venus. The infuriating thing about it was that the creatures native to Venus thrived about them on food that would put out the lights for good for any Earth-born animal.


  But that was not quite so hard to take when they found that the soil was suitable for Earth crops. That left nothing to get excited about.


  So they thought, until Venus turned stubborn.


  No one knew exactly how stubborn Venus could get until the garden location was being cleared of weeds. They had gone over about fifty feet of the clearing, working earnestly and not bothering to look back, when one of the men—a lanky individual called Henry Higgins—turned to look back, put one grimy fist on his hip, hunched his shoulders, stuck out his chin and hollered, “Damn!”


  The others turned and looked surprised. Not that Higgins’ well-known exaggerative ways any longer surprised them, but what Higgins was looking at might surprise anyone, including the botanist in Flaunders.


  The eight-or-ten feet of ground directly behind the men was clear of weeds. But at the far edge of this cleared space little green shoots were thrusting inquisitive noses above the ground. Beyond these were one-inch plants, then two-inch, and four and six and eight, on up. They formed a slope up to the edge of the clearing.


  “Damn!” Higgins said again, and tossed away his spade.


  Someone laughed uncertainly. The others scratched their heads, cast blank stares at one another and forgot how to keep their mouths closed.


  “Just what in blazes do you make of that?” McBride asked of Flaunders.


  Flaunders could be quite an optimist when he wanted to; he was one of those rare persons who seem to grow stronger with each failure. At least on the surface.


  “Only what I see,” he replied, not willing to show consternation. “Amazingly rapid growth, but they’re still only weeds. It’s just going to take a little applied science.”


  “Maybe.” McBride didn’t like it. “But I’ve done a little farming in my time; know what it is to worry a chunk of farmland out of the raw. And the nature of Earth is dead compared to this.”


  “Bunk!” Flaunders scoffed. “Work, certainly. But we’ll be eating fresh corn in two months!”


  McBride looked around, seeing little you wouldn’t see on Earth. What’s wrong with me? he thought. It’s my place to keep the spirits of the men up, not to dampen them. Flaunders is right, of course. This stuff is still only vegetation, even if it is styled after Jack’s beanstalk. Jack chopped down the beanstalk and killed the giant Our giant is the threat of starvation, but killing it is still a matter of stalk-chopping. If Jack could do it so can we.


  IT STARTED OUT like that. Two weeks of hacking and digging, of specially prepared weed-killer and the aid of every trick known to science, and there was a strip of dark, rich ground all ready for planting. It looked like things were really beginning to roll. They did roll. Right up against a blank wall.


  A few days after the planting, Flaunders was looking at a handful of black spider-things and swearing under his breath. The shriveled spider-things were seeds brought from Earth. They were shot through with hairlike roots, and that was the strange thing. It was strange because the roots were not their own.


  It took several more days for Flaunders to understand. When he did he took on an attitude faintly remindful of a cornered rat. In a spot, but frustrated to fighting anger. The ship had contained enough food for only about two months to begin with, and more than two weeks had now come out of that. Starvation was becoming a very real possibility in his mind.


  “We’re up against something big,” he said, peeved with himself for having to admit it. “We’re fighting millions of years of evolution.”


  McBride sensed something disturbing in the other’s voice. Maybe a trace of fear. “What do you mean?” he said.


  Flaunders enlarged. “A very long time ago a war started here on Venus. It was a war among plants. You find the same thing on Earth, too, but not on this scale. There must have been certain ‘aggressive plants’ which threatened to force out all others. The others, in order to survive, had to evolve into something even more deadly to other plants. Once started, it had to keep going. Now, after millions of years, they’ve evolved into things capable, of vicious little tricks you’d never be able to count.


  “What happened to our seeds is one of them. Some of the roots extend into microscopic threads hardly more than streaks of single molecules. You can’t dig them out and they escape all the ordinary weed-fighting methods. One of their cute little tricks is to attach themselves to other plants and seeds and absorb them, strangely enough not harming their own species. Add to that the rapid growth, almost comparable to the motion of the minute hand of a clock, and planting anything from Earth among them is something like throwing a housecat into a den of wild lions.”


  “A very pretty picture,” McBride groaned. “We can’t go back to Earth for a year, everything on Venus is poison and we have less than two months’ supply of food. Now you as much as admit that there will be no garden. I’m suddenly getting a headache.”


  “I didn’t say we had failed,” Flaunders said sharply. “I’m never going to. By thunder, we’ll beat this hellhole if it takes every minute of our time!”


  That was a sane enough statement. They had the seeds and they had the soil. With good health and the will to work, what was to stop them?


  Only weeds.


  “ONLY WEEDS,” McBride said ten weeks later. “They couldn’t be responsible for this! Ten weeks of breaking our backs and losing our minds, and you can’t even tell that we’ve done anything. It must be a nightmare!”


  Flaunders was a man all washed out, a man badly stung. How hard for an optimist to face defeat!


  “Ten years,” he said reflectively. “That’s what it seems like. Thirteen since we crashed. Lucky number.”


  “A week since we’ve had anything to eat,” said McBride. “Or has it been two? Anyway, it’s too late to think about a garden. And if you and Thompson can’t find a way to make this stuff fit to eat—” There was no need to complete that sentence.


  Flaunders said nothing, seemingly absorbed in thought.


  “Why don’t you stop trying?” McBride said suddenly.


  Flaunders looked up as if he thought he hadn’t heard right. “Why in the world should I do that?”


  “Because as long as you try the rest of us have hope.” McBride’s sunken cheeks burned red. He was somehow ashamed of his thoughts, but still determined to voice them. “Without that hope we wouldn’t go on waiting and starving. There wouldn’t be anything to wait for. Maybe there isn’t anyway. Do you actually think there is any hope?”


  Flaunders stared for a moment, considering the suicide tendency behind McBride’s words. He turned away, hardly disturbed by the morbid idea. “I don’t really know,” he replied at last. “I don’t even think any more. I just keep going like an automaton, not hoping and not giving up. That’s my responsibility. Mine and Thompson’s. Maybe we will find a way and maybe not. The only thing to do is to keep dogging it till we drop.”


  “No need to blame yourself for that,” McBride said. “God knows you tried. With all the generators of this and that, the sprayers and fires and wires strung all over, we looked like we were fighting a real war instead of one against plants.”


  Flaunders snorted. “A hell of a lot of good it did. We destroyed the weeds and the properties of the soil with them. By the time we reactivated the soil the weed seeds had come on the wind. Same thing all over again. How much good did the hothouse do us, even with all the filters? Nearly microscopic seed came in on our clothing, in our hair. I’d rather fight elephants or pre-historic monsters. At least they’re big enough to see and slow enough to cope with.”


  These were two skeletons, speaking of starvation under a tree loaded down with plump, ripe fruit, watching small animals scamper. The easy way out was all around them. They thought about it.


  All together there had been ten men. Now ten skeletons. Now ten scarecrows with faces unshaven and dirty, with clothing hanging in tattered strips and extra holes punched in belts. They were slowly starving to death in the Garden of Paradise, in the land of plenty. And nothing, you would think, could be worse than that.


  But there was something worse. It came shortly. The real Hell started with a gun.


  THE GAUNT MEN were sitting around in a circle, pow-wow fashion, pretending to work out an answer and all feeling that there wasn’t any, when McBride noticed Heinie, the cook, handling his automatic. It wasn’t the mere fact that he was handling the weapon that deserved notice. It was the way he was handling it.


  Heinie sat with a faraway look in his eye that was now glistening and now lackluster, fondling the gun in a way that suggested something. Black words not spoken, but safety off, a damp brow and moody reflections.


  “Heinie,” said McBride. “Anything wrong?”


  Heinie’s eyes came back from that far place with a start. He laughed bitterly. “Anything wrong! Two weeks without a damned thing to eat, and the man wants to know if anything’s wrong!”


  No respect for rank now. No more tin-soldier discipline. What penalty can you impose upon a man mere days from death?


  “You’d better put away the gun, Heinie.”


  Heinie stared back at McBride with a sort of thoughtful defiance. He didn’t put away the gun.


  “Then hand it over,” McBride said, and started getting up.


  “Stay where you are! All of you!” Heinie’s sunken eyes were suddenly glaring at the others over the muzzle of his gun. The others settled back, a little afraid but not caring much.


  “As cook,” Heinie was saying, “it’s my place to prepare meals. I haven’t been doing my job. Now I’m going to.”


  “Don’t let it get you down, man,” McBride cautioned. “It’s not your fault if we haven’t—”


  “Listen to me!” Heinie cut in sharply. “I happened to be in the Navy when I was only a kid, and three other guys and myself were once in a fix a lot like this. Only we were adrift on the open sea in a life-raft. Three of us kept from starving to death, but we had to draw straws to do it. The one who got the short one—well, I’ve been having nightmares about it ever since. God! We didn’t even have a fire—”


  His voice trailed off, his eyes drawing inward with some shocking memory. McBride edged toward him.


  “Hold it!” Heinie ordered, coming out of the daze.


  McBride stopped, half inclined not to. He wavered, drew back, and decided to try and argue it out.


  “You’re—sick,” he said. “Say you do kill one of us; do you think you could go through that ‘life-raft thing’ again? Do you actually think any of us, starving or not, could bring ourselves to do what you suggest?”


  “I’m not going to go through it,” said Heinie. “But if I could be around to collect, I’d lay you ten to one that you will.”


  McBride shook his head negatively. “Stop being foolish. You need a rest.”


  Heinie did it then. He did it quickly, before anyone had a chance to stop him. He jerked the muzzle of the automatic up to his own temple.


  “So long, suckers!” he shouted, and pulled the trigger.


  THE LOUD REPORT made the silence that followed seem even more silent. The men who had come to their feet stood like statues of a mad sculptor, watching the black hole turn red and gush. Then it came, dawning in their eyes. The hungry, frightened, hopeful fascination, the impact of conflicting thoughts. It grew stronger and burned in the sunken eyes of these dead men who wanted to live. There was no mistaking the intent, no mistaking the desire.


  McBride saw it and understood. “Good Lord, no!” he said. He tried to keep saying it, thinking it.


  But he was as near death as the others. The mutual thought bloomed in his mind like some evil flower. It made him tremble. Sweat suddenly stung his eyes, ran into his mouth.


  Food! Slow miserable death on one side and food on the other! A chance to live a little longer. Maybe Flaunders would find something in another week, and one meal might make the difference between seeing that and not seeing it. One wanted to live! You couldn’t bring Heinie back anyway, so why not live? Heinie had wanted! it that way. A human is an animal as much as a pig or a cow. A chance to live, to hope again!


  Some part of his mind screamed at him. “Cannibal!”


  “The only chance!” cried another part.


  “Vulture!” said the soul-part with unnerving keening. “Will you have loin? Or perhaps the rump?”


  His flesh prickled, the sweat flowed in streams. Unheard murmurings distorted his mind.


  “Only this once, for a little more time!—Maggot! Dungworm!—Only another week and maybe the Venus II, months ahead of time—Fool! Not a chance! Die now, quickly!—No, no, no! Still some hope! Never give up. Never say die! Oh, God, Heinie! Why did you suggest it?”


  Gibbering conflict, a trend to insanity. The voices inside beat his brain against his temple and raged. The civilized man went to his knees and drew back. The beast man thumped his chest and screamed.


  “Alright!” McBride shouted, wondering why his voice sounded so angry, why his face felt distorted. He drew his feelings within himself. His voice grew flat and quiet with bitter irony.


  “Alright,” he said. “Go ahead. Undress the main course.”


  WHEN THE MEAL ENDED the Hell came. Full stomachs restore sanity. The beast man lay down, well fed and sleeping, to leave the civilized man awake with his thoughts. A new kind of Hell, this one that started with a gun. You could see the fires of it burning the face of every man.


  Like the extra-animated Henry Higgins, He sat with unnaturally red cheeks puffed out beneath his beard, eyes glassy wet, looking at McBride as if harboring some question too awful to ask. There was something of the frightened, wild animal about him as his eyes left McBride and jerked around from one face to another. Then he was up and awkwardly running in among the trees.


  The men got up from the rough table that had been set tip outside the ship. They got up and went away, slinking, like a sex maniac leaving the scene of his crime when his reason returns and he knows his insanity. They went away by themselves—those not too sick to walk—and hid from one another.


  But a man can’t hide from himself. That was the Hell. This was not a liferaft on the open sea, every man told himself. This was a green, smiling world with the smell of flowers on the air, with plenty of glistening, tempting fruit growing wild and enough game to make an Indian hunter call it the Happy Hunting Ground. Like a camping trip back on Earth. Like a picnic where you get drunk and start eating and then sober up with the smell of blood in your nostrils to find yourself chewing the hair off the detached leg or arm of your best friend.


  What did every man tell himself? That it wouldn’t happen again, ever, this terrible thing. When they found the strength and courage to go back and clean up the remains of a meal, knowing it to be the remains of a meal, when they had put what was left of Heinie in a hole and covered it with dirt and set up a stone marker, they promised one another it would never ever happen again.


  The next day they put it on paper, in black and white. An agreement. On the third day they thought about it, and on the fourth day they began wondering why they had done it. And on the fifth day—


  On the fifth day they found Thompson, the chemist, hanging from a tree a short distance from the ship. Quite dead, of course, and no one had to ask why he had done it.


  Hunger madness walked among the men. They took Thompson down from the tree. Hunger madness whispered in their ears. They listened.


  McBride took out the agreement and looked at it, having heard the tempter’s whisper. He didn’t think much. It hurt him to think. But something that had been done once—


  He looked at the men and saw an inescapable vise tightening. He looked at himself and saw the same. At his feet fell the small fragments of the agreement.


  THE CREEPING HELL closed in.


  The real Hell that had started with a gun. Could these any longer think of themselves as men? After the second time the change starts. It gets a little easier. All you have to do is keep from looking at anyone. It’s nice to live. With life there’s hope. Don’t get cheated.


  What happened one day surprised no one. Eight of the ten remained, two gone. Thompson had been gone for days. The hunger returned. The pendulum swung back. The beast man shoved out any remaining noble thought and screamed for food. The addict returns to his drug, the pervert to his revolting deed . . . As mad as these, the starving.


  Nor was McBride surprised when he found himself holding a little stick. He wasn’t greatly disturbed when it turned out to be the short one. Sympathy from the others? Not a bit. Only a sort of brooding resignation. And hunger. Always hunger.


  “Flaunders,” McBride said. “Where’s Flaunders?”


  “Don’t worry,” the one who had passed the straws said. “He took his chance with us. Been working like a madman since Thompson went. He wouldn’t stop, so I took the straws in to him.”


  “I don’t care about that,” McBride informed. “But I’ve known him since we were kids. Just felt that I’d like to—well—maybe it’s better this way.” He started slowly away.


  “Where you going?” someone said suspiciously.


  McBride looked at the man with a feeling part disgust, part pity and a little of something unexplainable. He almost laughed.


  “I’m not depriving you of your next meal,” he said. “I just feel like being alone for this.”


  He walked slowly on, taking his thoughts with him. What was the purpose in all this? All a monotonous cycle, constantly repeated. From the torture of starvation to the torture of the shame and bitter self-accusation that makes one despise himself, back to the starvation. Men slowly becoming something lower than pigs, and knowing it all too well. A satisfying of the body at the expense of decency, even of sanity. A Hell within souls.


  And all for what purpose? To live? For how long, and in what hideous way? There would be only one lonely and sick man left long before help could come. What would that last man do? Go completely mad and try to devour himself? Like the two snakes who met one sunny afternoon and decided to swallow one another. Each took hold of the tail of the other and both swallowed and swallowed until nothing at all remained. There was no purpose. No purpose or reason at all.


  A SHORT DISTANCE back among the trees McBride halted and looked back. There were bushes between the men and himself. This was it. He drew his automatic.


  Strange, he thought. I don’t feel at all like I should about this. It’s just like routine procedure, something you do every day. I actually think I’m glad I came out with the short straw.


  He even thought coolly about the best way to do it. The heart? Not sure enough. The brain, like Heinie? A little better, but what if there should be a nervous twitch at the wrong time and a deflection caused by the bone of the skull?


  A babble of voices came to him as if from a great distance, through his thoughts. Excited voices. But he was in a world of his own, now. All the others were behind him, cut off.


  Safety off, he put the muzzle of the automatic into his mouth and aimed it sharply upward. The most efficient way, probably. His finger tightened.


  He heard the deafening report and felt the recoil jerk his arm down. Somewhere he had heard that a man killed instantly by a gun never lives to hear the report. It puzzled him. Why didn’t he fall? Why could he still see the green tangle of Venus and hear sounds?


  There was a ringing in his ears and a sickening shimmer before his eyes. His shocked mind refused to come back to things for a moment. Who were these laughing, crying, shouting skeletons whirling about him with their dirty beards and red-rimmed eyes?


  “It’s Flaunders,” someone shouted. “He’s done it!”


  “Done it,” McBride repeated dumbly. “Done what?”


  Then Flaunders was shaking him by the shoulders and grinning. “Come out of it, man! You’re safe; we all are, now! There’s no need for any more of this—gluttony! Don’t you understand? I’ve won! I know how to treat the fruit, even the edible animals of this world, so we can eat them and they won’t hurt us a bit!”


  McBride tried to call order to mind, starting from the beginning. He looked dazedly at the gun in his hand.


  Flaunders laughed. “Don’t look so surprised to be alive. One of the men hit your arm just in time. You missed death by an inch.”


  It was all too much at one time, a skirling confusion.


  “That what you said about beating the poison,” McBride said. “Are you sure? It’s not just something on paper, something not proven?”


  “Lord, no,” Flaunders said, fighting down an urge to shout. “I had it worked out yesterday, but it still had to be tested and the white rats and two monkeys we brought along for experimental purposes were gone. So I went out last night and gathered some fruit and treated it and tried it on myself. Just look at me and you have your answer. I feel fine.”


  Still dazed, still not quite understanding how everything had happened, McBride started back toward the ship with the others. But one thing he knew. Venus had been beaten!


  THE MEAL was all day in the preparing. The eating was a gala event, a banquet, a roaring party. It lasted two hours.


  There wasn’t any wolfing down. When you have been starving for weeks you just don’t start off that way. You take a small bite and wait until you are sure it is safely down. Then you take another small bite and wait again. If you keep doing that you have a chance of holding what you eat.


  They didn’t mind. This food was not the kind you had to force yourself to chew on, like—some other things.


  There were little animals looking something like rabbits, but tasting more like chicken, fried golden brown. There were oranges that tasted like nothing of Earth and apples that reminded you of pawpaws in fall. Seven different kinds of meat there were, and it seemed like a hundred different kinds of fruits and nuts and herbs. There was even a juice that proved mildly intoxicating. All a little different, but all delightfully, temptingly good!


  “We’ll be eating like this every day!” Flaunders said. “Maybe we can even set up a bar, with fruit-juice drinks and wine and even invent a new kind of beer. Big, foamy schooners of beer on Venus! Won’t the work crew be surprised when they get here!”


  They let it run away with them. It went to their heads. The warmth of intoxication, the feel of stomachs filling out. All the things long missing now returning in full force, all at one time. Almost it was too much. Almost death from excessive joy.


  They went on and on like that, the most happy men ever. They wanted it to go on for ever, but the feast had started late and it ended late. After the two hours they felt like sleeping. In fact, they felt a more relentless urge to sleep than they ever had before.


  The result of a full stomach, they supposed, or the aftermath of months of hardship let in by the sudden relaxation. It certainly wasn’t a matter of choice. Who wanted to sleep at a time like this, a time for staying up all night and celebrating? But the sandman said no, and right now he had the advantage.


  One by one they yawned, stretched and drifted off to bed like carefree children, and to hell with cleaning up. That could wait until tomorrow. Tomorrow! It was wonderful to have one to think about. Tomorrow was a golden day.


  The last to turn in was Captain McBride, just as sleepy but not so carefree. He alone, perhaps, was not completely satisfied. Underneath the powerful urge to sleep was a question, and that question needed answering. Or did it? In one way it didn’t really matter. He went in and found his bed in the darkness and decided to forget the question.


  FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER McBride lay awake. The great urge to sleep was still there, but sleep wouldn’t come. No, that was not it exactly. He wouldn’t let it come. He was fighting it. The question wouldn’t go away, and it really did need answering after all.


  Moving around quietly in the darkness He made sure that the men were sleeping. Then he returned to the bed next to his, the one in which Flaunders slept.


  “Flaunders,” he said softly.


  The question grew in his mind. “Founders,” he called more urgently. He jostled the quiet form.


  “What’s wrong?” said Flaunders, half asleep.


  “Nothing exactly. I want to talk a bit.”


  “Better sleep. The time is—”


  “Go on,” McBride said intently.


  Flaunders fought himself awake. “Nothing. Half asleep: Didn’t know what I was saying. What do you want?”


  McBride lay down on his own bed, hardly able to keep his eyes open. “Maybe I want to talk about the Garden of Eden, about the pair who were told that a certain fruit was death to them, and about a serpent who told them it wasn’t.”


  Flaunders said nothing.


  “Must have been quite a persuader, that Serpent,” McBride went on in dream talk. “Up until this morning I guess I might have welcomed such a one, and I don’t think I was alone in feeling that way. Men were never intended to live the way we were living. We really didn’t want to live if we had to live that way. We only convinced ourselves that we did. We were caught in a hellish vise and each of us knew it, underneath. So a talking serpent who could convince us that the fruit of Venus was not poison might not have been such a bad idea.”


  “Why talk about that?” said Flaunders, like a man talking in his sleep. “It’s over. We’ve beaten Venus.”


  McBride tried to open his eyes. It was too much trouble. His own words seemed to him like someone else talking, far away and unreal. There was a feeling like being detached from one’s body.


  “Beaten Venus, yes,” he said. “But I’m wondering how. I keep thinking how this kind of poison acts. Probably affect us as it did the rats and monkeys. Takes four or five hours to act, and it hasn’t been three since we started eating. Was it only chance that your treatment of the food took all day and had to be extended up to the last moment before serving? It wasn’t even sampled before three hours ago. And so I wonder.”


  Flaunder’s voice seemed to come out of a deep well. “Let’s get some sleep.”


  McBride’s voice almost matched it. “Not yet. I haven’t mentioned about the medical supplies we brought along. Even drugs. It would have been simple for the welcome serpent to treat the food with something to deaden pain, to make us sleep through it.”


  His voice trailed off in sleep, his thoughts drifting away with the night. Still the question wouldn’t go away. It forced him partly awake. He didn’t even realize how little of a question it was now. His body was a chunk of lead, not able to move. To speak required almost more effort than he could muster.


  “Flaunders. You didn’t. It’s just fatigue, letdown after strain. I know you won’t lie if I ask you. All I want is to hear you say you didn’t.”


  Flaunders wouldn’t have tried to move if he could. He lay on his back with his hands folded on his chest. Appropriate.


  “Goodnight,” he said.


  LAST LAUGH


  Theodore Sturgeon


  There was nothing so terrible as the Gabblers. Human ears could not withstand their horrid uproar—and death to all comers glared from their eyes.


  AS we approach the year 2300, the most popular parlor game seems to be picking the Man of the Century. Some favor Bael benGerson because he rewrote the World Constitution, and some hark back to Ikihara and his work on radiation sickness. More often than not, you’ll hear Captain Riley Riggs nominated, and that comes pretty close to the mark.


  But it misses—it misses. Pm just an old space-hound, but I know what Pm talking about. I was Communications Officer with Riggs, remember, and even if it was all of sixty years ago I remember it as if it was last month. The Third Venus Expedition, it was, and the trip that changed the face of the Earth. That was the space-voyage that brought back the Venus Crystals, and made you and you into the soft and happy butterflies you are today. Things were different in the old days. We knew what it was to put in a solid five-hour work day, and we had no personal robots the way everyone has today—we had to put our clothes on by ourselves in the morning. Well, it was a tougher breed then, I guess.


  Anyway, my bid for the Man of the Century was on that ship, the old Starlure—but it wasn’t Riggs.


  They were a grand crew. You couldn’t want a better skipper than Riggs nor a better mate than Blackie Farrel. There was Zipperlein, the engineer, a big quiet man with little eyes, and his tube ‘techs, Greaves and Purci—a wilder pair of fire-eaters never hit black space. And there was Loma Bernhard, the best navigator before or since. She was my girl, too, and she was gorgeous. There were two other women aboard—a ray analyst by the name of Betty Ordway and Honey Lundquist, the Damage Control officer. But they were strictly from blueprints and homely to boot.


  And for comic relief we had this character Slopes. He was shipped because of some special training in the Venus crystal. I don’t know why they bothered to put him aboard.


  Any development work on the crystals would have to be done on Earth when—if—we got back. I guess they figured there was room for him, and maybe he’d be needed to locate the crystals or something. Meanwhile, he was useless. We all thought he was and we told him about it often enough to keep him reminded.


  Not that he was a nuisance to anybody. It was just that he was funny. A natural comic. I don’t mean the kind who slips an antigravity plaque under the tablecloth and switches it on when somebody sets down the soup, and I don’t mean the life-of-the-party who sticks a brace of fluorescent tubes under his collar and pretends he’s a Martian. This Slopes was just automatically funny to have around. He wasn’t quite big enough, see, and though he wasn’t homely, he also wasn’t good-looking enough to do himself any good. His voice wasn’t quite deep enough or loud enough to be completely heard . . . I guess the best way to say it is to call him an Almost; a thoroughgoing Almost. And the difference between Almost and Altogether—at least in Slopes—was very funny to ship out with, and he had it in every department.


  NONE of us knew him before he came aboard, which he did two hours before blast-off in civilian clothes. That was his first mistake, though why I should call it a mistake . . . after all, he was a civilian technician. Even so, all the rest of us were from one or another of the Services, and we just naturally had something in him from the start. Purci, the No. 2 Tubeman, was lounging in the alleyway when Slopes stepped off the cargo-lift with his gear, and he sized the man up right now. Purci was tall, loose-jointed, relaxed, deadpan. He took Slopes aft (down, that is, since the Starlure stood upright on her tail-vanes when she was aground) and showed him where to stow his gear. The locker Purci gave him happened to be the garbage port, which scavenged out automatically when we hit the ionosphere. There was no real harm in that—there was plenty of gear in the slop-chest which almost fit him, and at least he looked halfway “regulation.” But he sure was funny. The look on his face when he went to that garbage port six hours out was indescribable. I have to laugh now thinking about it. And for the rest of the trip all he had to do was ask where anything was, and some one’d say, “Look in the garbage!” and the whole crew would lay back and roar.


  Probably the most fun we had was at “turnover” when we stopped accelerating and went into free fall. For Slopes’s benefit the artificial gravity was left off, and all hands but Zipperlein, who was at the drive controls, gathered in the wardroom to watch. Word had been passed to everyone but Slopes as to just when the gravity would cut out, and believe me, it was a tough job to keep from busting out laughing and spoiling the whole deal. We all sprawled around hard by a stanchion or a bolted-down table so we’d have something solid to grab when the time came. Slopes came in and sat by himself near the chow-chutes, innocent as a babe. Greaves sat with one hand cupping his wrist-watch and his eyes on the sweep second-hand. About three seconds short of turn-over, he barked, “Slopes! Come over here, huh?” Slopes blinked at him. “Me?” He uncrossed his legs and got to his feet, timidly. He had taken about two steps when the drive cut off.


  I guess nobody ever gets really used to turnover. Your stomach gives a delicate little heave and the semi-circular canals in your inner ear rebel violently. You tense yourself, all over, to the cramping point, and get no end confused because though you know you’re falling, you don’t know which way—and anyhow, your reflexes expect a swift and sudden impact (because you’re falling) and there just isn’t any impact, so your reflexes feel foolish. Your hair drifts out every which way, and through and through, completely separated from your intense panic, is the damndest feeling of exhilaration and well-being. They call it Welsbach’s Euphoria. Psychological stuff. Anxiety relief with the gravityless state.


  But I was talking about Slopes.


  When Zipperlein cut the drive Slopes just went adrift. His advancing foot touched and lightly Scraped the floor instead of making a good solid pace. He flung his arms backward, I guess because he thought he was falling that way, and as his shoulders checked the arm-motion, they were carried down while his feet went up. He did a slow-motion half-somersault and would have gone all the way around if his feet hadn’t touched the overhead and stopped his rotation. He hung in midair with his head down and his feet up, with nothing to hang on to, and with the powerful feeling that though the blood ought to be rushing to his face, it wasn’t. All of a sudden, everything around him acted like up, and there wasn’t any down left anywhere. He grabbed wildly toward the bulkhead, the overhead, the door—things he knew he couldn’t reach. After that he subsided, trembling, and by that time the rest of us had recovered from the weird impact of turnover—after all, we’d all felt it before—and we could enjoy the fun.


  “I said ‘come here!’ ” Greaves snapped.


  Slopes sort of flailed at the air and jigged with his feet. It made no never mind—he just stayed where he was, head down and helpless. We roared. He flapped his lips a couple of times, and then said, real strained, “Mmmph. Mmmph.” I thought I’d die.


  “Don’t be so standoffish,” said the Lundquist chick, the Damage Control officer. “Come on down and give us a kiss.”


  Slopes whispered, “Please . . . Please.”


  Betty Ordway said, “Make him say ‘Pretty Please’.” We laughed.


  “Reckon maybe he don’t like us,” I piped up. “Come on down and join the crowd, Slopesy.”


  Somebody said, “Hold out some garbage,” and everybody laughed again.


  Zipperlein came in, hand over hand. “Looky there,” he said in his big, fat, flatulent voice. “Man can fly.”


  “Got his head in the clouds,” said the skipper. Everybody laughed again—not because it was funny—because it was the skipper.


  “Please,” said Slopes, “get me down. Somebody get me down.”


  Greaves said, “I like a shipmate that can stand on his own feet. Slopes, I asked you real polite-like to come on over and be sociable.”


  Zipperlein laughed. “Oh—you want him?” He went from the door to the scuttlebutt, from the wardroom table to a lighting fixture, one hairy hand after another, until he could reach Slopes’ foot. “Greaves wants you,” he said, and shoved.


  Slopes spun end over end. He began to wail—“Ow-oo! Ow-oo!” as he turned. Spinning, he went from one end of the wardroom to the other toward Greaves. Greaves was ready for him, his hands firm to a banister-bar, his feet doubled up. When Slopes reached him, he planted his feet in Slope’s back and booted him, spinning no longer, unship toward the Captain. Riggs gave him a shoulder, and shunted him over to me. I butted him back to Greaves. Greaves reached but missed him, and he hit the bulkhead with a crunch. Weight is one thing—you can get rid of that. Mass is something else again. Slopes’s hundred and fifty-odd pounds were all with him, at high velocity, when he hit the wall. He hovered near it, whimpering.


  “Zip,” said the Captain, “Turn on the grav plates. This could go on all day.”


  “Aye,” said the engineer, and swarmed out.


  I’D been hanging on to Lorna, partly because I knew she’d have hold of something solid, and partly because I just liked to hang on to her. “Ace,” she said to me, “whose idea was this?”


  “A poor thing,” I said, “but mine own.”


  “Ace,” she told me, “you know what? You’re a skunk.”


  “Ah, climb off,” I grinned. “You should see what they did to me when I was a cadet.”


  She turned to look at me, and there was an expression I’d seen in her eyes only twice before. Both times she and I had been strangers.


  She said, “I guess you learn something new every day. Even about people you know pretty well.”


  “Yep,” I said, “and it’s a blessing. You can look at the stars just so long on these trips, and then you can watch just so many visitape recordings. After that you need something to relieve the monotony. I think we all owe Slopes a rousing vote of thanks.”


  She said something then but I didn’t get it. Everyone was laughing too hard. Zipperlein had cut in the artificial gravity and Slopes had thumped to the floor, where he writhed, hugging it to him as if he loved it, which of course he did. Everyone does coming out of free fall.


  Oh, we had a ball that evening. I’ll never forget it.


  THERE was a lot of chit-chat aboard about our mission. Now that we have Venus crystals by the hundreds of millions, it’s not easy to tell you just how valuable they were sixty years ago. The Second Venus Expedition had picked up two of them, and both were destroyed in the tests that determined their characteristics—sort of like throwing a bottle against a wall to find out if it’s brittle. The first was shattered purposely—no one knew at that time that it was different from any other crystal known—so that it could be chemically analyzed, a solution prepared, and new crystals grown. But Venus crystals just don’t grow. The second crystal Was subjected to some high-frequency resonance tests. Someone got a little too experimental with the frequencies used and the crystal blew up. Data on the explosion showed that what we had just had in our hands, but didn’t have any more, was the key to broadcast power—power so plentiful that everyone could have it practically for free. The power we already had, Since the techniques for fissioning copper atoms had been developed. But broadcasting it was something else again, unless a tight beam could be aimed from power plant to receiver and kept that way, even if the receiver was on an automobile or a’copter and dodging. The Venus crystal could do that job—vibrating at just power frequencies and sending back radiations that would guide in the power beam. Get enough of those crystals, and we could do away with millions of miles of transmission wire, and convert it to enough fuel to power Earth for a couple of centuries. Don’t forget, mankind has been laying a network of copper over the world for going on four hundred years, and there’s lots of it.


  So for a fuel-hungry Earth, these crystals were top priority. And the only thing that stood in our way—aside from getting to Venus—was the Gabblers.


  The First Venus Expedition discovered the Gabblers, and left them Respectfully alone. The Second Expedition discovered that the Gabblers had a stock of the precious crystals—and got chased the hell out after picking up two. It was our job to bring back a whole slew of the crystals, Gabblers or no Gabblers. Although our orders ran to a bucketful of fine detail, the essence of them was: “Treat with the Gabblers and get crystals. If the Gabblers won’t play—get the crystals anyway.”


  “I hope we can get them peacefully,” Lorna would say. “Humans have destroyed and killed enough.” And I’d tell her, “It don’t matter one way or the other, kid. Gabblers aren’t people.”


  “They’re civilized, aren’t they? Almost?”


  “They’re savages,” I’d snort. “And monsters as well. Keep your sympathies for nice smooth hungry human beings like me.”


  Then she’d slap my hands away and go back to her computers.


  ONCE Slopes asked me about the Gabblers. “Are they really humans?”


  “Humanoids,” I told him shortly. He made me a little uncomfortable to talk to, somehow. I mostly enjoyed his comedy. “They Walk on two legs, and they have hands with an opposed thumb, and they wear ornaments. That’s all they use the crystals for. But they breathe ammonia instead of oxygen and have Lord knows what kind of metabolism. Why, Slopesy? Figuring on rootin’ in their garbage?”


  “I was just asking,” he replied gently. He put on his timid almost-smile and went aft. I remember laughing at the thought of him up against a couple of Gabblers—the most terrifying object in history since some ancient tale-teller dreamed up the Gryphon. All but two of the crew of the Starbound, the Expedition Two ship, had thrown down their packs and run for their lives at the very sight of a Gabbler. The other two had faced them out until the Gabblers started to scream. The psychologists had a lot to say about that noise, but it was too much for any normal human being. One of the two men broke and ran, and no shame attaches to him for that. The other was cut off from the ship, and stood paralyzed with fear while the Gabblers screamed and trumpeted and pounded the earth with their scaly fists until it shook. He fired one shot in the air—he had sense enough not to risk wounding one of the enraged creatures—to frighten them off. Perhaps it did. All he remembers is a redoubled bedlam—such a gush of furious, animal noise that he passed out cold on the spot. When he came to they’d gone. The two crystals were lying near him; he picked them up and ran blindly for the ship. It took eight months of the world’s most advanced psychotherapy to straighten him out, and they say he’s not quite normal yet, though he’s lived to be an old man. What fantastic psychic emanations those angry creatures used as weapons was not known, but the idea of Slopes up against them really tickled me.


  THE watches passed quickly enough with Slopes aboard to keep us amused. I’ll never forget the night Greaves slipped a spoonful of head-mastic, the damndest adhesive that has ever been developed, into one of his sandwiches. Slopes bit into it and right then his upper teeth were welded to his lower teeth. He ran around in circles, whimpering, with half a sandwich sticking out of his face, flapping his hands uselessly. It was a riot. The stuff was quite harmless—it’s chemically inert, and it yields readily to a little low-grade beta radiation, which breaks down the molecular cohesion. But we didn’t radiate him until we were good and ready. I wish you could have seen the fun.


  We forgot about him when we broke atmosphere on Venus, though I rigged the infra-red viewscreens for Lorna—they’re a little cleaner than radar in ammonia fog—and she took us in neat as you please. We located the spot where the Starbound had landed by feeding a photo-map of the scene into the automatic pilot and matching it to the viewscreen.


  Lorna threw the nose up and flipped the controls to the gyros.


  Tail-first we drifted down, sitting on a diminishing pillar of fire, while Lorna’s eyes were glued to the echo-gauge which indicated the solidity of the footing under the ship. Once let one of those space-hoppers fall on its side and you could call yourself marooned. We didn’t have anti-gravity drive in those days. It was real primitive stuff. All the dash and daring’s gone from you young’uns.


  There’s not much to tell about Venus. It was as unappetizing and useless then as it is now—except that somewhere out there were the crystals we had come for. Through the ports we could see nothing but fog. Through the radar and infrared screens we saw rolling country, crags, pale blue vegetation and an occasional tree-like growth far larger than such things ought to be.


  We had to sit tight for twelve hours or so while the ground under us cooled and the chemical mishmash of fixed and unfixed nitrogen, nitric acid, ammonium, nitrate, osone and water stirred up by our landing worked itself out. Most of us slept. I don’t think Slopes did, though. He travelled from the infrared to the radar apparatus, fore, aft, right, left, above and below screens. He even haunted the blank, fog-ridden portholes, peering into that swirl of heat and chemical reaction, straining his eyes and his heartbeat for little glimpses of that meaningless Venusian landscape. And it was Slopes who roused us.


  “Gabblers!” he jittered. “Come look! Captain Riggs! Captain Riggs!”


  He was as excited as a ten-year-old, and I’ve got to admit it was catching. We crowded around the screens.


  EMERGING from the crag-strewn undergrowth two hundred meters from the ship were moving things which, in spite of our careful indoctrination, made us gasp and turn away. They were bigger than men—I hadn’t figured on that, for some reason. They were much bigger. As for the rest . . . I have a vision of yellow fangs, angry red eyes, and grey-green scales that is vivid enough—I’d as soon not talk much about it.


  “Let’s have some sound,” said the skipper. I went into the communications shack and cranked up an amplifier. I switched in an exterior microphone and plugged the output into the intercom. The ship filled with the background noises of an alien planet—a hollow wind-sound, startling because the fog seemed so still; birdlike squeaks and screams, distant and different; and over it all, the repulsive chatter and back-chatter of the Gabblers—the sound that had given them their name. It was an insane sound, hoarse and seemingly uncontrolled. It ranged harshly up and down the scale, and it differed rather horribly from the obscene yammering of apes in that it seemed to carry consistent intelligence.


  “Tubes!” barked the Captain. “Break out the suit stores and walkie gear. Sparks, stand by your shack. I want separate recordings of every suit transmitter. Navigator, tend the screens. Four volunteers here by the exit port. Jump.”


  Now, I don’t want to run down the courage of the Space Service. It might be nice to say that everyone aboard clicked his heels and said “At your command, sire!” On the other hand, when I was telling you about the Starbound men who broke and ran when they saw the Gabblers, I think I made it clear that under the circumstances they carried no shame with them. Riggs asked for four volunteers; he got two: Purci, who, without dramatics, genuinely did not give a damn, and Honey Lundquist, who I suppose wanted to be noteworthy for something besides being as homely as a blue mud fence. As for me, I was glad I’d been assigned to my communications equipment and had no decision to make. As for the rest who didn’t volunteer, I don’t blame them. Not even Slopes, though I still thought it a fine idea for him to face up a couple of hungry Gabblers, just for the comedy of contrast.


  Riggs made no comment. He just stripped and got into space harness, the other two following. The rest of us helped them pull on the skintight rig and clamp down the globular transparent helmets. They tested their air and their communications, and then went to the inside gate of the airlock. I opened it for them.


  “We’re going to make contact,” said Riggs stonily. His voice came from the intercom speakers rather than directly from him. It was eerie. “We’ll try to make it peaceful first. So no sidearms. I’m taking a pencil gun, just in case. You two stay close together and behind me. We’ll stay hard by the ship, and under no circumstances let ourselves get cut off. Check communications.”


  “Check!” yelped Purci.


  “Check!” whispered Honey Lundquist.


  The skipper marched into the lock with the other two close behind him. I rumbled the gate shut behind them, and opened the outer lock with the remote control. All hands left aboard dove for the viewscreens.


  THE Gabblers, twenty or thirty of them, stuck close to the bush. Although we could not yet see the skipper and his volunteers, it was immediately evident that they had been seen. The Gabblers came out with a rush, and a more terrifying spectacle these old eyes have not seen. In the intercom, I heard Purci say “Ugh!” and Honey say “Eeek!” The Captain said “Steady” in an unsteady voice. Behind me, there was a faint thunk as Betty Ordway passed out. I let her lie and went back to my screen.


  As if by common agreement, the bulk of Gabblers halted at the crest of the gentle slope between us and the brush, and three of them came forward together, one ahead and two behind. The rest set up such a roaring that the giant trees visibly quivered. It was just about then that the skipper moved far enough out to be visible, with Honey and Purci close behind him. They stopped, and the three advancing Gabblers stopped, and, incredibly, the crowd at the top of the hill doubled its noise. I couldn’t help it—I turned down the gain control on the outside mike. I couldn’t stand it. Lorna thanked me. Slopes wiped his face, Working the handkerchief around his eyes so he wouldn’t miss anything.


  There was a moment’s tension—I don’t mean silence; the gabbling kept up at that astounding volume, but nothing moved. When movement started, it was awfully fast.


  The Captain raised both arms in what he obviously felt was a gesture of peace. Judging by what happened the Gabblers took it as a deadly insult. They went straight up in the air, all three of them, and hit the ground running. They travelled in great bounds, yowling and roaring as they came, and behind them the mass of their followers started down the slope. Over the racket I heard Honey Lundquist Cream.


  The three space-suited figures looked very tiny down there at the approach of that wave of bellowing giants. I saw one of the three go down in a faint. Riggs yelled a futile, “Halt or I fire!” and aimed the pencil gun. One volunteer scooped up the limp form of the other, draped it across the shoulders of the space-suit, and began lumbering toward the ship. Riggs aimed, fired, turned, and ran without waiting to see what his shot had accomplished.


  IT was Slopes who leaped to the lock control and pressed his nose to the vision port to make sure all three were safely inside, and then slammed the outer door. He switched on the air-replacement pump that would get rid of the ammonia gas in the lock, and dove back to the screens.


  There was a cluster of Gabblers around the one Riggs had shot. The noise was fiendish. I went to the shack and turned down the volume again, but you could actually hear that racket through your feet on the deck-plates.


  The inner lock gate slid open, and a very pale-faced skipper stepped out. Behind him were his volunteers—Honey Lundquist looking winded, and Purci draped over her shoulders. “He fainted,” she said unnecessarily and dumped him in to our arms.


  We rolled him into a corner and kept our eyes on the screens. “Anyway, I got one of them,” breathed Riggs.


  “No you didn’t, Captain,” said Slopes. Sure enough, the prostrate Gabbler was sitting up, weaving his massive tusked head from side to side and shrieking.


  “Are they bullet-proof?” Greaves mouthed.


  “No,” said Slopes, devastatingly, “The skipper shot him smack on that crystal he had around his neck.”


  Captain Riggs groaned. “And that’s about as close as we’ll get to those crystals this trip,” he predicted morosely. “They never told me it was going to be like this. Why in time didn’t they send a battle cruiser?”


  “To kill off these creatures and loot their bodies for their ornaments?” asked Lorna scornfully. “We’ve come a long way in the last thousand years, haven’t we?”


  “Now that’s not the way to look at it,” I began, but Riggs cut in, “You’re right, you’re right, Lorna. Unless we get them to cooperate, we’ll spend years in finding out how they make the crystals. Or where they mine them. And we haven’t got years. We’ve got about four more days.”


  See, sixty years ago a ship could fuel for just so much blasting. A trip was timed for the closest transit of the planets. To leave Venus and chase after Earth as the planets drew apart again in Space was out of the question. Now, of course, with power to throw away, it happens every day.


  We got Purci out of his suit and revived him. We were all ready to swear that he’d had some secret weapon used on him. He didn’t scare easily. It was probably just his particular response to that particular level of noise—a completely individual thing. But at the moment we were ready to believe anything of the Gabblers.


  The ship began to tremble.


  “They’re attacking us!” yelped Greaves.


  But they weren’t. There were more than ever of them. The entire slope was covered with bulky, scaly, horribly manlike monsters. They were all gabbling away insanely, and in great numbers they’d squat down and pound on the ground with their mallet-like fist.


  “Working theirselves up into a frenzy,” Zipperlein diagnosed. “Skipper, let’s blast off. We’re what you might call underequipped for this sort of stuff.”


  Riggs thought. “We’ll stick it out for a while,” he said finally. “I’d like to feel I’d done everything I could—even if it’s just sitting here until we have to leave.”


  I had my doubts, and from the looks of them, so had the others. But no one said anything. The ship trembled. We went and had chow.


  ABOUT thirteen hours before blast-off time I was staring glumly into a screen at the swarm of Gabblers when I sensed someone beside me. It was Slopes. He’d been left pretty much alone in the past three days. I guess everyone was too depressed and nervous to want fun.


  “Look at ’em,” I growled, waving at the screen. “I don’t know whether it’s the same ones or whether they’ve been working in relays to keep the hassle going all this time. You’d have to be a Venusian to tell one from another. I can’t tell ’em apart.”


  He looked at me as if I’d just told him where the crown jewels were hid, and walked off without a word. He began pulling off his clothes. None of us paid any attention. If we thought anything at all, I guess we figured he was going to take a shower. Before any of us knew what was happening, he’d skinned into a spacesuit and was clamping on the helmet.


  “Hey! Slopes! Where do you think you’re going?”


  He said something but I couldn’t hear. I reached back and flipped on the intercom, which would pick up his suit radio. He repeated his remark, which was simply. “Out.” He stepped into the airlock and slid the door shut.


  Riggs came pounding out of the control room. “Where’s that crazy fool go—” He went for the airlock, but the red light over it blazed, indicating that the chamber was now open to the outside, and Slopes was gone.


  “Get on his beam,” Riggs snapped, and grabbed a mike from my bench. “Slopes!” he roared.


  I punched buttons. Slopes’ voice came in, far more calm and clear than I had ever heard it before. “Yes, Captain.”


  “Get back in here!”


  “I’m going to try for those crystals.”


  “You’re trying for some suicide. Get back here. That’s an order!”


  “Sorry, Captain,” said Slopes laconically. Riggs and I stared at each other, amazed. Slopes said, before the Captain could splutter out another word, “I have an idea about these Gabblers, and I’m the only one qualified to carry it out.”


  “You’ll get killed!” Riggs bellowed.


  “I will if I’m wrong,” said Slope’s quiet voice. “Now, if it’s all the same to you, I’ll switch off. I have to think.”


  Riggs was filling his lungs when he saw Slopes’s radio-response indicator wink out on the board. The breath came out in a single obscene syllable.


  All hands went to the screens, in which Slopes was just visible walking away from the ship. “Qualified!” I snorted. “What the hell is he qualified for?”


  “Humanity,” said Lorna. I didn’t know what she meant by that. Her face was white and strained as she watched the screen.


  THE Gabblers went into a flurry of activity when they saw him. They crowded forward, practically stepping on one another to get at him. Three or four of the fastest raced out to him, screaming and clashing their tusks. As if to gloat in his helplessness, they circled him, leaping and yammering, occasionally dropping to drum powerfully on the ground with their fists. Then suddenly one of them picked him up, held him high over its head, and raced up the slope with him. The mob parted and closed again behind the creature, and the whole scaly crowd followed as Slopes was borne up out of sight in the blue underbrush.


  “Of all the ways in the world to commit suicide,” breathed Purci. Honey Lundquist began to sob.


  “It isn’t suicide,” said Lorna. “It’s murder. And you murdered him.”


  “Who?” I demanded. “Me?”


  “Yes, you,” she flared, “you and all the rest of you. That poor little tyke never hurt anyone. You did the rottenest thing that can be done to a human being—you persecuted him for what he was, and not for anything he’d done. And now he proves himself man enough—human enough—to give his life for the mission we’ve all failed on.”


  “If he went out there to get killed,” said Betty Ordway with icy logic, “it’s suicide, not murder. And if his going out there had anything to do with getting the crystals, I don’t see it.”


  “I didn’t see you giving him a tumble,” said Honey smugly.


  Lorna didn’t try to fight back. “I didn’t really know what he was until just now,” she said ashamedly, and went to her quarters.


  “We ought to go out after him,” said Greaves. Everyone just let that remark lie there. Riggs said, “We blast off in eleven point three hours, whatever,” and went into the chart room. The rest of us stood around trying not to look at one another, feeling, maybe we were a little hard on the guy, and damn it, we never did him any harm, did we?


  It hit all of us at the same second, I think, that after three days of incessant babbling and groundthumping, it was deadly quiet outside. Everybody started to talk, and shut up after two syllables. And I think we all began to understand then what Lorna had been driving at.


  It was Purci who said it for us, softly, “He didn’t want to come back into this ship. He didn’t want to go back to Earth. He didn’t belong anywhere, because no one ever bothered to take him in. And I guess he just naturally got tired of that.”


  I don’t think fifty words were spoken—outside the line of duty—in the next ten hours.


  IT couldn’t have been more than ninety minutes before blast-off when we heard the Gabblers coming back. Heads came up one by one.


  “They want another bite to eat,” someone said. Someone else—one of the girls—swore abruptly.


  I threw power into the screens. The underbrush was alive with Gabblers, swarming toward the Ship. “Skipper!” I called, “blast off, huh? and singe the scales off’n them.”


  “You keep your big stupid fat mouth shut,” said Lorna. It was barely a whisper, but I’ll swear you could hear it all over the ship. “They’re bringing back Slopes!”


  She was right. She was so right. With his legs wrapped around the neck of a capering Gabbler, his face slightly blue because of a dwindling oxygen supply in his suit, and a wide grin. Slopes rode up to the ship, followed and surrounded by hundreds of the scaly horrors. The Gabbler he rode knelt, and Slopes climbed stiffly off. He waved his hand, and a full fifty of the creatures dropped to their haunches and began pounding the dirt with their fists. Slopes walked wearily toward the ship, and four Gabblers followed him, each carrying a bulky bundle on its head.


  “Port open?” someone managed to say. I checked it. It was.


  There were heavy thumps in the port, and a nerve-wrackingly close blast of Gabbler chatter. Then the red light went out and we heard the whine of the air-transfer pump.


  At last the door slid open. We fell all over each other to get his helmet and suit off. “I’m hungry,” he said. “And I’m awful tired. And I swear I’ll be dead for life.”


  We rubbed him down and wrapped him up and fed him hot soup. He fell asleep before he was half finished. About then it was blastoff time. We secured him in his bunk and lashed his four big bundles down and, after a couple of short puffs to warn the Gabblers back, we reached for the stars.


  TN the four bundles were eight hundred and ninety-two perfect Venus crystals. And on the return trip we tried so hard to make up to Slopes what he’d been through all his life that we actually began to be jealous of each other. And Slopes—he was no longer an Almost. He was very definitely an Altogether, with a ring to his voice, with a spring to his step.


  He worked like a slave on those crystals. “They’ve got to be synthesized,” was all he’d say at first. “Humanity and the Gabblers must be kept apart.” So—we helped him. And bit by bit the story came out. The nearer he got to analyzing the complex lattice of those crystals, the more he’d say. So it was that before we reached Luna we found out what he’d done.


  “Those Gabblers,” he said, “you had them figured wrong. That’s the damn thing about a human being—anything he doesn’t understand, lie fears. That’s natural enough—but why does he have to assume that every emotion he causes in a strange animal means the animal is going to attack?


  “Just suppose you’re a small animal—say a chipmunk. You’re hiding under a table eating cake-crumbs and minding your own business. There’s a half-dozen humans in the room and one of them is droning on about a travelling farmer and a salesman’s daughter. He reaches the punchline and everybody laughs. But what about Mr. Chipmunk? All he knows is that there’s a great, explosive roar of animal sound. He all but turns himself inside out with fright.


  “That’s exactly what happened with human beings and the Gabblers. Only the humans were the chipmunks, for a change.”


  Someone exploded, “You mean those lizard-apes was laughing at us?”


  “Listen to him,” said The New Slopes. “How indignant can you get? Yes, I mean exactly that. Human beings are the funniest things the Gabblers have ever seen in their lives. When I went out to them they carried me off to their village, called in neighbors for miles around, and had themselves a ball. I couldn’t do anything wrong. Wave my arm—they roared. Sit on the ground—they doubled up. Run and jump—they lay down and died.”


  Suddenly he shoved aside his work and spoke from down deep inside himself. “That hurts, somehow, doesn’t it? Humans shouldn’t be laughable. They’ve got to be the kings of creation, all full of dignity and power. It’s inexcusable for a human being to be funny unless he tries to be. Well, let me tell you something—the Gabblers gave me something that no human being ever was able to give me—a sense of belonging to humanity. Because what you people went through when the Gabblers first rushed to you, laughing, is what I’ve been going through all my life. And it’s never going to happen again. Not to me; for thanks to the Gabblers I know that all you superior joes are just as funny as I am.


  “The Gabblers are gentle, grateful people. They enjoyed the show and they showered gifts on me. When I indicated that I liked crystals, they went out and got more crystals than I could carry.


  “And I’m just as grateful, and that’s why these crystals are going to be manufactured so cheaply on earth that there will never be another Venus Expedition for them. Don’t you see? If mankind ever makes close contact with a race that laughs at them on sight—mankind will exterminate that race.”


  On second thought, maybe they shouldn’t nominate Slopes as Man of the Century. Maybe he wouldn’t like for the Gabblers to get that much publicity. And besides, he’s a stinker. He married my girl.


  THE END


  LAUGHING MATTER


  H.B. Hickey


  The Cave of the Mad God was like a maw—destroying the souls it engulfed. But why didn’t the curse work on Benno?


  SIT DOWN, mister; take the load off your feet. Plenty hot up here, eh? Especially when you’re not used to it.


  Have I been on Venus long? Oh, not so long. I know, yes, I know. But you’d be astonished at how young I am. I’m sure you would. But then, a lot of things up here are surprising. Ha ha!


  A drink? Sure, anything you want. Even absinthe. After all, you’re a long way from Boston, Mass.


  Do I know who? Benno? Benno Bates?


  Ah, I had a hunch you’d ask about Benno. What are you, a policeman, a husband or a bill collector? A bill collector, eh? Had to be one of the three, you know. Who else would be looking for Benno?


  That much money, eh? Well, I’m not surprised you came all this way to collect.


  No, I don’t expect Benno soon. No, not tomorrow either. In fact, I wouldn’t wait around here at all, if I were you. I don’t think Benno will be coming in.


  Here, have another drink. No, no, I’m not giving you the business, as you call it. Here, have another drink.


  Sure, this is Looney’s. That’s right—I’m Looney. Who else would I be? Funny name, Looney, eh? Benno gave it to me. He thought it was very funny. A real joker, Benno, always making fun. Ha ha ha!


  I know, it isn’t a nice name. Benno did other things that weren’t nice either. But I’m not the violent kind; I couldn’t lift a finger against anyone, no matter how angry I became. More the intellectual type, yes.


  Well, thanks, I will have one with you. Very kind of you to buy. It doesn’t happen often up here, believe me.


  Where does Benno live? What was his last known address? Listen, a man like Benno makes sure his address is never known.


  When I last saw him? Well, let me see. About six months ago, I think. Memory’s not so good, you know. Mixed up a bit sometimes. Ha ha! But I think six months would about be right.


  The place was different then. Five thousand dollars I’ve spent remodeling. Makes quite a difference, five thousand dollars. I always wanted a real nice place, you see, and as soon as I had the cash, I fixed it up.


  Oh, yes, about Benno. He was sitting over there, where the bar was before I moved it. It’s much better here, don’t you think? Gives me a view of the whole cafe.


  Anyway, Benno was there when Barney Corriden came in.


  Barney Corriden. Another one, just like Benno. Always making fun. Very vicious sense of humor, you know. Of course, like I said, I’m not the violent type myself. I wouldn’t lift a finger in return.


  They were partners at one time, you know. Oh, yes. Some dirty business or other. They broke up partnership before I came up here, though, so I wouldn’t know.


  But it couldn’t last long anyway.


  Two different types, you know. Benno so tall and graceful and handsome—in a slimy way, I always thought. And Corriden, a redheaded, thick shouldered, ox of a man. They were bound to fall out. And nobody hates like two partners who have fallen out. Isn’t that true?


  No, they weren’t in competition. Corriden was in the slave trade, you see. His type of work: Round them up, beat them up, throw them in cages and sell them to the highest bidder. Illegal, of course, but very good money.


  For Benno, of course, something more genteel. In with the Venusian priests. All kinds of things the priests need for the different rites. Mostly forbidden now by Earth law. But Benno got them in somehow. Oh, yes, in very solid with the priests.


  WELL, SIR . . . Yes, yes, I know.


  But if you don’t let me tell it my own way, I’ll get mixed up. Here, have another drink. On me.


  So Benno Bates was sitting at that table there, where the bar used to be, or just beyond it, really. With a lady tourist from Earth. They were drinking champagne. Leave it to Benno!


  He was telling her all about Venus. About the customs and so forth. Later, of course, she’d learn a few other things from Benno. That’s what I meant about husbands and policemen, meaning no offense, mister. Just my way of talking. And, of course, giving the devil his due, Venus can do things to a man’s mind after he’s been here a while.


  So, anyway, there was Benno, his dark eyes shining and her looking into them while he told her things. About the time he took the medicine up Fog Peak to save an expedition. And about the time he was lost for eight days on the Red Sands. All kinds of things like that.


  Not exactly boasting, either, or at least it didn’t seem to her that he was boasting. And all the while, you know, him thinking about what would happen when he got enough champagne into the lady.


  Well, all of a sudden Benno looks up and there is Barney Corriden standing by the table. For all his size, Barney can move fast and quiet. Even drunk as he was.


  “Hello, blowhard,” Barney said.


  Benno looked at him very hard.


  “Who is your friend?” the lady asked. She was really too drunk already to be quite a lady, and I think that’s what bothered Benno. Nobody likes to lose one after it’s hooked, if you’ll excuse the expression.


  “He’s a meat peddler,” Benno said, laughing. “Wholesale. In the packing trade, as we call it.”


  “Oh, I didn’t know you had an industry here,” the lady said.


  Benno’s laugh was not pleasant. “Oh, yes. He specializes in the two-legged kind, on the hoof. With the best reserved for his own table, of course.”


  This was a very nasty thing to say. You’ve seen the Venusian women? Well, the aborigines are much uglier, believe me.


  The fine red hairs on Barney’s neck were bristling. “Tell the lady about your own line of work, Benno,” he said.


  “Oh, he has,” the lady said, already somewhat confused. “He’s in medical supplies.”


  “Yeah,” Barney grunted. “Medicines. The kind that make a Venusian willing to hop in the high priest’s fire. The kind the priests give little girls so they’ll grow up—”


  “Shut up!” Beano shouted.


  IT WAS getting very serious, believe me. Barney had a gun under his armpit and he was itching for a chance to use it. And as for Benno, well, Benno could get that knife out of his sleeve and into a man’s heart quicker than you or I can spit.


  Nice fellows, eh? Ha ha!


  “So he was telling you about Fog Peak?” Barney said, not paying much attention to Benno. “Well, the only time Benno Bates ever got both feet higher than the ground at once, the cops were on his tail.”


  “Listen—” Benno warned, moving his chair back.


  “And if he ever spent five minutes on the Red Sands, his guts’d turn to jelly,” Barney went on. “Not that Benno’s got any guts to speak of.”


  Benno pushed the table over. He’d forgotten all about the lady by then. And besides, Barney was rubbing elbows with the truth about him not being too brave. According to Barney, when someone had to be taken care of, Benno usually had a friend in the priesthood arrange it.


  “You dirty slaver!” Benno shouted. “Why, you filthy jungle rat!”


  Barney just laughed at him, waiting for him to make a move toward that knife.


  “So I’m a jungle rat,” Barney sneered. “That’s why you let me do the collecting when we were in business together, huh? You wouldn’t have the guts to stick your nose into that jungle!”


  Well, there were a few other people present. Benno couldn’t let Barney talk that way.


  “Any time you think you’re braver than I am . . .” he said, and he jerked his head at Barney’s shoulder.


  Well, right there was where I stepped in. In a nice way, of course. It might have talked itself out, blown over, but you never know.


  “Gentlemen,” I said.


  “Blow, witless,” Barney told me. He always called me that.


  “Beat it, Looney,” Benno said. And a few curses, of course.


  “Really,” I said, “there’s no reason for violence. And why should you argue? One says he’s braver; the other says he’s braver. Why not settle it sportingly?”


  “Huh?” They both stared at me. “Sure. You’re both sporting gentlemen. Make up a regular test, with a bet on the outcome, if you wish.” Barney looked at me. “Witless,” he said, “I think you ain’t so crazy after all.”


  Grinning at Benno, he said, “Well, blowhard? How about it? We could each take a knife and some water and step into the jungle. First man to come out the other side takes the bet.”


  “Great idea,” Benno said. “For you.”


  “I thought you wouldn’t like it,” Barney laughed. “All right, how about the Red Sands, with the same equipment? You put in eight days there, remember?”


  Benno’s face was getting red. He might have been on the point of walking out on Barney. Or he might have been figuring his chances to use the knife before Barney could draw his gun. With Benno, you couldn’t tell.


  “Wait,” I said. “You’re not being fair, Barney. You’ve got more experience than Benno in things like that, you know. It’s got to be something where you’re both equal, something neither one of you has done before.”


  “Hell!” Barney said. “Like what?” I thought about it. “Well,” I said at last. “Well, you could try the Cave of the Mad God.”


  Benno’s eyes got very wide. Barney turned white as paste. A terrible silence hung over the place.


  THE CAVE? Llhunaua el’asii y’llaau—The God Who Laughs. You don’t know the legend, I suppose. No?


  Well, according to the Venusians, Llhunaua was born with a terrible appetite. He ate all the food and drank all the water until nothing was left for anyone else. And still he was hungry, demanding more and more.


  And then, one morning, he awoke to find a large platter heaped with food. Without a thought, he gobbled it up, not even waiting until his mother and father could join him for a bite. And it was only when he was down to the bones that he found two rings. The rings belonged to his parents, who had sacrificed themselves to his gluttony.


  Llhunaua went mad on the spot. In Venusian, you notice, the word for god and the word for laughter have much in common.


  At any rate, to return to the story, the mad god could not even bear the sight of himself—the reason mirrors are still tabu among Venusians—and ran away and hid in this cave, where he still lives.


  Once a year, on Llhunaua’s birthday, the High Priest rolls away the stone at the entrance to the cave and sets inside a platter of precious metal heaped with food. The next morning, when the stone is moved aside again, all the food is gone.


  What’s that? Superstitious mumbo-jumbo? I know how you feel. At first, everyone feels that way, but after you’re here a little while, you’re not so sure. Venus does things to a man, as I said.


  To get back to the cave, though, it serves another purpose, too. When a Venusian commits any one of certain crimes, the motive for which may be considered greed, the High Priest rolls aside the stone at the entrance and the criminal is driven inside. The only way he can get out is to go through the cave, which is really very large, as it takes two days; and very nearly circular, for the small opening of the exit is near the entrance.


  Not much of a punishment, you think? I don’t know. Crimes of greed are quite rare among the Venusians.


  You see, those who come out are not the same. They are mad. Llhunaua has taken their souls.


  Believe me, no Earthman who has been here long and knows about it, would think of entering that cave.


  WELL, TO get back to Benno. He and Barney Corriden simply stood there for a few moments. Barney was licking his thick lips, his hard features softening to putty, “Quite a test,” he muttered.


  Benno looked at him and began to grin. “So? Who’s the blowhard now?”


  “Listen, you dirty dope-peddler!” Barney snarled. “I’ll break every bone in—”


  “Sure. But what about the cave?” Barney couldn’t believe his ears. “You mean you’d do it?”


  Benno Bates looked angrier and more vicious than any man I have ever seen. He dug into his pocket and flung his wallet on the table.


  “For how much money?” he shouted.


  Barney looked at the wallet and began to unbuckle his money belt. “Come on in the back room,” he said.


  They took me into the back room with them. They counted out the money, twenty-five hundred dollars apiece of their evil-stained wealth. I was the stakes-holder.


  “Listen . . .” I said. “Perhaps I was hasty.”


  “If he’ll do it, I’ll do it!” Benno snarled. “We both go in and the one who comes out, or comes out in better shape, is the winner.”


  “Who’ll be the judge?” I asked.


  “You! And you’re going to roll that stone away and put it back.”


  “Not me,” I said.


  “You.”


  Well, what could I do? Against two like that, you know.


  The details presented quite a problem, however. They knew each other very well, you see. Two men go into the cave together, and only one comes out.


  Who would know what happened? Who would even dare ask? How long does it take to put a bullet into a man’s head? Or a knife into his back? Or even, for men like that, to make a twist with the hands when another’s back is turned?


  It was I who thought of the solution.


  They could both go armed and neither would have to be afraid he’d be left dead inside the cave. Both would come out, or neither.


  I took a chain and twisted it tightly around Benno’s left wrist and around Barney’s right wrist, and then I took a lock and ran it through the links where they crossed. I snapped the lock and put the key in my pocket. They were as good as handcuffed.


  Then, we went.


  It is not a long ride, only an hour and a half on the speedy Venusian camel to the edge of the Red Sands, where the mountains fall away into the terrible abyss and the stones are hot as fire during the day.


  At night, however, it is cold enough. Especially with one’s thoughts. And we had to go at night, in order that we should not be seen by Venusians.


  The stone is very large, resting in a sort of cup. I’m not very strong, and at that moment my arms seemed made of overcooked spaghetti. Benno and Barney had to help me roll the stone aside, leaving it balanced so I could push it back easily.


  They slipped into the opening. With a quick shove, I sent the stone back Into place. And then I jumped onto my camel and got out of there as fast as I could.


  THEY FOUND themselves in a low chamber, several hundred feet long and widening gradually from the narrow opening. At the entrance it was quite dark, but as they moved forward a faint glow developed, sufficient to illuminate the cavern dimly.


  The walls and floor and roof of the cave are of that strange Venusian rock sometimes found underground, slightly luminescent and of a perfect pinkish skin tone. Very much like human skin.


  There was no sound at first as the two men moved along toward the larger cavern. Just the sound of their feet scuffing on the floor.


  And then, just a few feet from the larger chamber, they heard something.


  “Ssst,” it went. “Hsst.” Like a stage whisper, like someone calling them.


  They looked around quickly. Nothing. Tortured shadows in the far corners of the huge chamber. Nothing more.


  A faint odor they had noticed was now becoming stronger. Not a pleasant odor. The smell of an old grave, perhaps. Flesh had rotted here.


  There was another sound now, a sort of snicker. “Hee-hee.”


  It was the sort of thing to remind a man of a fun-house. But even a fun-house is frightening in the dark. And these sounds, this insane snickering and chuckling, seemed to be in their very ears.


  They turned quickly from left to right and back again, jerking each other to and fro as they tried to catch sight of the thing that mocked them. At times, the sounds were so close that they whipped around, snatching blindly, and caught only shadows.


  Time gets lost in a place like that. Large chambers, small ones, they all become the same, and the minutes and hours rim together like quicksilver.


  Even the walls were no longer steady. The flesh colored rock writhed and twisted itself into the shape of human arms and hands that reached out for the two men. And the insane laughter, louder now and echoing and beating at their brains as they began to chase it, grew until they were in the midst of a subterranean Bedlam.


  Somewhere very close to them this thing was, so close that if they could only move quickly enough, they could seize it. But they couldn’t move quite fast enough. It was always just out of reach.


  And it was very sure of itself. It laughed at them and mocked them, even when they were only a short distance from the exit. It followed them as they ran wildly, clutching at them with ghostly fingers, telling them they could never escape.


  I WAS BEHIND the bar when they came in, still chained together. A few people in the place at the time, but nobody except me knew where they’d been. They came up to the bar.


  “Whiskey,” Benno ordered.


  I poured out two doubles and set them down. They gulped the drinks greedily, and only after the liquor was burning in their stomachs did they reach out their hands for me to unlock them.


  I got the key out quickly and freed their wrists.


  What? You suppose the experience did what? Restored their friendship?


  Look, am I talking about Lord Fauntleroy and Pollyanna, or about Benno Bates and Barney Corriden? They hate each other more!


  “The money!” Benno snapped, jerking his head at me.


  “The money!” Barney shouted, banging the bar.


  Benno glared at him. “Wait a minute, you!” And to me, “Fork it over, Looney!”


  “Fork it over?” Barney snarled. “It’s a standoff, ain’t it?”


  “Is it?” Benno asked, and his grin was not pleasant to see. “Give him a mirror, Looney.”


  I dug down behind the bar and got a small mirror and handed it to Barney. He took it, his hand beginning to tremble.


  It was a terrible thing.


  His hair was no longer red. It was white; an old man’s hair. His face that had been hard as wood was lined and wrinkled and weak with fear and aging. His lips were loose and his eyes watery pale.


  Two days in that cave had done this to him.


  “So I guess I win,” Benno said. Barney stared at him. But Benno was the same as ever. His clothes mussed, of course, and torn here and there. And he hadn’t shaved for a couple of days, naturally. But otherwise the same.


  Somebody else would have been satisfied. But not Benno.


  “The funny thing,” he said, and his smile was nothing but evil, “the funny thing, Barney, is that there’s nothing in that cave. Nothing. It’s only the air going through that makes the noises.” Benno, you see, being in with the High Priest the way he was, had known the truth all the time. He hadn’t been frightened for an instant. “Nothing but air,” he said again. That was all that was needed. Barney Corriden suddenly threw back his head and began to laugh. “Ha ha! Ha ha ha!”


  Oh, yes. Quite mad. Crazy as a loon.


  HERE, MISTER, move your elbow and I’ll wipe up there. I must’ve filled your glass too full.


  Yes, it was a terrible thing. Just the kind of joke Benno liked, you know. Yes, I suppose the money counted a great deal too.


  So at least what? Your chances of collecting the bill are better? Oh, no. I told you that in the first place. No use your waiting. Benno isn’t coming in.


  Anyway, he never got the money.


  You see, Barney might have been quite insane, but his reaction was automatic. He had that gun out in a flash, and before Benno could make a move, he was spouting blood from the bullet wounds in his head and body.


  He died on the spot.


  Barney? No, nobody did anything. He got out of here too fast. Headed straight for the jungle and never came back. I suppose the aborigines got him. They’d been waiting long enough.


  So tell me, mister, what do you think of my place? The new bar is quite nice, don’t you think? And the decoration, too, wouldn’t you say? Of course, you can do quite a bit with five thousand.


  What? Naturally I kept the money! I was a creditor, too. As much money as either of them had, they always paid by signing the check. Why shouldn’t I keep the money?


  All right, so sue me. So say I was involved, that it was my idea in the first place. No, I was not in with Benno!


  What can you do, anyway? Take out the bar? Scrape the paint off the walls?


  And say, about the paint, what do you think of that flesh color? Natural, isn’t it? And quite an idea, covering the bar to look like human skin. Don’t you think so?


  What’s that? You mixed me up, changing the subject like that. Oh, yes, that’s right. The whole thing happened in five minutes. Exactly as I.


  THE END


  SECRET OF THE FLAMING RING


  Rog Phillips


  As an immortal god, Zeese was possessed of great powers. Yet, his very existence depended upon the courage of a mortal


  MY MIND flinched as I forced myself to look at the thing facing me. Its sightless, empty sockets that had once held eyes, but which were now deep hollows exaggerating the height of the bridge of the nose. The bloodless lips, their fluidity lost in a set curve of bitterness and cynicism. The ghastly forehead of shining silver that rose from the flesh just above the eyebrows, to curve as flesh would curve into a hairline high on the head, with thick brown hair combed to hide where flesh knit itself to metal. The round tube that protruded from that metal forehead, capped with a glistening curved surface of glass like the lens of a camera. The deep hollow in the right cheek that bespoke the absence of bone underneath.


  I watched in revulsion as hands reached up and skillfully inserted glass eyes, fingernails gripping and pulling out the lids to allow them to slip in; as those hands slid a plastic pad past opened lips, so that the deep hollow in the cheek took on a more natural shape.


  With shaking fingers, I opened the small box I always carried with me, took out two opium pills and swallowed them. I had already taken two, and one was my regular dose.


  I looked again at the thing facing me so mutely, its glass eyes staring straight ahead, the lens in its forehead glinting blankly. Slowly, the first two opium pills I had taken fifteen minutes earlier took over, lifting my mind to the lofty plane of impersonalness that was the sole preserve of gods and opium addicts. My lips parted in a mirthless smile, and those of the thing facing me also parted, their smile equally mirthless and bitter.


  I watched my changing mood reflected on that ghastly face. In my thoughts, I regarded it more and more impersonally, as the second pair of opium pellets crept through the walls of my stomach into my bloodstream, and thence to my brain.


  My smile grew less bitter, more genuine. And that on the face less than two feet away from me reflected my changing mood exactly—as it should—since that face was the reflection of my own in my medicine cabinet mirror, and that round lense that glinted in the center of that silver forehead was the eye with which I saw.


  I turned away from the mirror and went through my bedroom into my office. Breakfast was waiting there for me. I forced myself to eat it. I was alone. I always ate alone.


  When I had finished, I pressed the buzzer that brought the waiter who took the remains away swiftly, escaping from the sight that made all men flinch.


  I watched him come and depart from the security of my lofty position on the mental plane, where the quadruple dose of opium had lifted me. When he had gone, I continued to sit there, behind my desk, neither awake nor asleep. I was utterly relaxed, feeling the utter serenity that is an attribute of the gods course through my being. . . .


  I LOOKED up as the door opened, and smiled when I saw that it was Diana, one of the strip tease girls. She left the doorway and crossed hesitantly, to stand on the other side of the desk from me. Her eyes were troubled. There was that tense look to her red lips. I wondered if it might be Renaldo again.


  Renaldo was one of Pete Scoffo’s boys. He’d been making a play for Diana.


  “Renaldo again?” I asked. She shook her head. “Then what?” I asked.


  “Maybe I just dropped in to pass the time of day with you,” Diana said, hooking a shapely leg on the edge of my desk and sitting there, her body half turned, her lips smiling affectionately at me.


  My lips returned her smile. I knew that wasn’t the truth. The strip girls liked me. They should, since I was all that stood between them and white slavery on this godforsaken strip of hell. Here, civilization consisted of three casinos with all the trimmings, one of which was mine, which I ran from this desk Diana was now holding down so gracefully. But drop in to pass the time of day with me? No. It was too much of an ordeal for them to do that.


  I knew how much it cost them—to look at my silver brain pan and the lens in the center of my metal forehead.


  “Don’t kid me, Diana,” I said. “Don’t try it. If it isn’t Renaldo, it’s something else.”


  She was looking at where my silver brain pan went under the skin just over my eyebrows, and knit to it. That shocked glaze in her eyes told me that. I knew. I felt the same way when I looked in a mirror.


  “Diana!” I said sharply.


  That snapped her out of it. She took a deep breath, sort of shuddering, and looked away from me.


  “Well?” I said.


  “There’s a new face at the bar lately,” she said, holding out a hand and inspecting the flawless, purple enameled nails.


  That’s the way she would consider it—a new face at the bar. The strip girls went through their routine on the small stage. The bar was a series of connected counters that radiated fan-wise from the stage, so that everyone could see without obstruction. The girls saw those faces looking up at them in the subdued lights; saw them and read their stories. They were the same faces every night. When a new one showed up, it stood out like a neon sign in the dark of a Moon crater.


  “Yes?” I said. “Probably off the ship that stopped here a few days ago.”


  We used the same terms we had used back on Earth, because we kept up the same routine. Here on Venus, there was neither night or day, only the same perpetual twilight, unchanging. But our clocks registered Eastern Standard time, the same as New York. When the gay white way of New York turned on its lights, that was when we did, too.


  “Not off the ship,” Diana said. “He pays for his drinks with platinum kreps.”


  Now, I knew why she was worried.


  THE PLATINUM krep is a Venusian coin worth about fifty dollars. Back on Earth, they bring twice that, but here on Venus, that’s the standard rate of exchange.


  It’s a peculiar setup, in a way. No trace of the race that minted them on the entire planet. You might find the coins anywhere. They’re just a shade smaller than a quarter, and the same thickness, with four letters, the same on each side. The and r are over the e and p. That’s why they’re called kreps.


  Nobody knows what those four letters mean. They look very much like ordinary letters, but that’s just coincidence, since the Venusian origin would make them have no connection with our own lettering.


  Altogether, several tons of them have been found. The first ten pounds brought a fabulous price. After the first ton was unearthed, here and there, it became obvious that there would be plenty more, so the price dropped to the price of the platinum and stayed there.


  They became so common that they were used on Venus as much as American dollars for money, but it was rare to find someone using them exclusively. When someone did, it generally meant he had found a cache of them. The jackals then began following him around, and after awhile his body would turn up.


  So I knew why Diana was worried. The new face must belong to a nice guy. Nice guys don’t last long on Venus. Especially if they seem to know where maybe a ton or so of kreps are hidden, and stagger off with a load of rouell under their belts to replenish their buying power.


  And rouell, in case you don’t know, is the drug that has the same effect on the human body as alcohol. It is to alcohol what saccharine is to sugar. A pound of rouell and some artificial flavorings, plus lots of water, makes almost any kind of drink. When you have to include interplanetary postage and freight rates, it makes the difference between a reasonably priced drink and one nobody could afford at any price. I sell rouell beer, equivalent to the best natural beer sold on Earth, for twenty-five dollars a glass. That includes the floor show—the strip tease—which is the only kind of show men are interested in out here.


  And into this setup, a new face had appeared. A face that appealed to Diana. A face that probably looked up at her and through her to some dream of the past—and grimy hands that dropped kreps on the glistening plastic of the bar in exchange for drinks.


  “Have you tried learning anything about this guy?” I asked.


  “I haven’t had a chance, Joe,” Diana said. “And I’m afraid I won’t get one. Renaldo.”


  “I see,” I said. “I might have to have something done about Renaldo. On your way outsell Blacky to come in. I’ll find out about the stranger for you and let you know.”


  “OK, Joe,” Diana said. “And thanks.” There was relief in her eyes as she turned away from me and left.


  BLACKY was my right hand man.


  His real name was James G. Whitcomb, but even in the Service he had been known as Blacky. We’d been in that smashup together, the one that left me like I am. He’d come out lucky—physically—but with the unshakable conviction that what had happened to me was his fault. That’s what hindsight judgment does to a guy, because only God could have guessed the timing of things right, and Blacky wasn’t God.


  When I had picked this concession on Venus, Blacky had requested and been given an indefinite leave of absence from active duty in the Space Patrol, and had simply come along with me.


  I found out soon enough that I couldn’t succeed without him. Help wouldn’t stick with me if they had to see my face every day. Blacky could stand it. So he sort of ran things for me—but always in a way where I made the decisions. To him, I was boss—and so I was boss to the rest of the help.


  I think that without him, I would have quickly gone insane, and he knew it.


  He came in less than five minutes after Diana left. His eyes held only curiosity as to what was on my mind. I might have been just a perfectly normal appearing guy for all I could get out of his glance as his eyes rested on me.


  “Diana says you want me,” he said.


  “I do. I hear there’s a new face at the bar, spending kreps. Diana’s interested in him. What’s he like?”


  “I noticed him, of course,” Blacky said. “Nice build. Might have been an athlete in school, and not out of school too many years. Civilian manners. Was intelligent once. Dreams gone. You know the type. Like a boat floating down the river with no one in it.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I knew.


  “I’ve watched him. Tried to figure him out,” Blacky went on. “Funny guy. He sits there and dawdles over his beer. He looks up once at each girl that comes out for her dance, then turns away. All except Diana, He watches her. Funny thing there, too. He just watches her face. Stares at it like he was hypnotized.”


  “Maybe he knows her,” I suggested.


  “If he does,” Blacky said. “Why doesn’t he make the normal play? Hunt her up when she’s mixing, and give her the old line about remember me when we went to school together?”


  “Where’s he staying?” I asked.


  “Next door,” Blacky answered.


  “Good enough,” I answered, and it was. I owned the hotel next door. I could keep track of him and see he didn’t get it in his room some night.


  “Anything more?” Blacky asked.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Bring me some of the kreps he’s been spending. Be sure they’re the ones he’s passed.”


  “I anticipated that one,” Blacky said, handing me a handful of the platinum coins. “I’ve been having the bar boys give them to me for two days now.”


  “What a drinker,” I said dryly, hefting the coins. There were forty of Them, and at two drinks for one coin, that meant forty glasses of rouell beer a day. Ten days more of that could produce some awful results. “Keep him under your wing, Blacky. I may want to see him in a little while.”


  I WAITED until Blacky had left before rising from my desk and crossing the door to my little private lab.


  In the lab, I spread the forty kreps out on the table and inspected them with a magnifying glass. Very few people knew it, but there were several kinds of these coins. The differences were minute, but distinct. They could mean anything. Though they might actually be nothing more than the distinctive differences between separate stamping dies. No one knew, of course.


  But I saw right away that these forty kreps were different than any I had run across before. I took out my Grandville, the accepted authority on Venus, to make absolutely sure. There was no mistake. The k had a little curve in the long line that wasn’t on any known krep.


  It was entirely possible that someone might go out in back of my casino and kick up the flaky Venusian soil and uncover a handful of these very coins with their new marking that I had never encountered before.


  But that wasn’t likely. The country had been pretty well combed within a radius of a hundred miles of the settlement. Everything was covered with the soil and unholy vegetation of the jungle, but easily uncovered—and more easily spotted with the metal detectors. It was accepted by authorities that this area had been one of the last occupied by the Venusians, and was therefore the most recent.


  These particular coins, being different, might have come from an older place, farther away. There might even be artifacts that would tell us more about the vanished race.


  My interest in the stranger suddenly increased. I knew I would have to talk to him and find out.


  I left the kreps laying there, returned to my office and sat down behind the desk and waited. While I waited, I thought about things.


  VENUS HAD been reached by spaceship in 1965. In the fifty years since that first landing, several dozen settlements had been born. There wasn’t really any reason for them except as a place to exist for those who, from the comfortable discomfort of Earth, had sought Adventure and Romance and Fame on Venus. When they got there, they generally didn’t have enough sense to go back home, at first. Later, they didn’t have enough will power.


  Whatever Danger lurked in the untamed jungles of Venus could be met adequately with a Flit gun and a needle of penicillin. Whatever Romance there was on Venus was on the sordid level of cash in advance. Even that was out in my own casino. My strip girls got paid well just for their dance. Five dollars from every drink went into their salaries, and into bank accounts back on Wall Street, New York, so that they could look forward to security in a few years without having to sell their souls down the Styx.


  But that was true only in the Gardena. In the other two casinos—Pete Scoffo’s Limbo Casino, and Nick Pampolos’ Shangri La—bright-eyed young misses periodically replaced wornout, disillusioned, soulless hulks of young-old female humanity who were then either returned home, or sent to a hospital while their minds and bodies rotted from disease.


  And what of Fame? Venus had its pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, just like every frontier had had since Adam’s sons first looked beyond Eden. There would be undying Fame for the first lucky man who found some cavern or uncovered some buried crypt that contained the remains of a native Venusian.


  There were the coins, the kreps. There were the stainless steel utensils, the rusted remains of metal objects that seemed to be everything from floor lamps to automatic dishwashers. There were the positive indications that the Venusians had been a highly civilized race with electric power.


  But there were no books, no pictures, no statues, no bones. Nothing. For all anyone knew, the Venusians might have been boneless slugs that dissolved into the soil when they died.


  SO MEN WHO believed all adventure was in the field across the road, came to Venus to look. And in the depressing dampness of the dripping jungles, they steeped their nervous systems in rouell until they died, or went insane and were shipped back to Earth in straight jackets.


  There were the jackals like Renaldo, who came to make money any way they could without working for it—and did. They played in the card games and cheated for a percentage. Where they could get away with it, they robbed outright; derelict men or girls, it made no difference.


  They existed only because Pete Scoffo and Nick Pampolos had a use for them.


  So there was Pete and Nick.


  And there was me. A strange contrast, in a way. Two men, handsome and well proportioned, but with distorted and corrupt souls, that grew fatter on the misery and calamity of their fellows. I, with a distorted and corrupted shell that turned a man’s stomach to look at, but the only haven of mercy for the weak to turn to.


  I laughed without humor. Once, Pete and Nick had come to face me—me, Joe Grimm! It was to have been a showdown over my “stealing” two of their imported girls who had thrown themselves from second-story windows of their hotel prisons, risking death to get away.


  Pete and Nick had called politely, and said they merely wished to see me to discuss a few things. They’d left their guns at the bar and come into my office unarmed.


  I had made them wait five minutes—while I took out my teeth and the cheekpad, and took off the shoulder brace that serves to hold my right arm into a semblance of its proper position. I slipped the two dirty-yellow glass eyes into my empty sockets. I’d had those two eyes made in anticipation of the moment.


  It was the only time I’ve ever taken pleasure in the reaction my appearance caused in others. I was ashamed of myself, but Pete Scoffo and Nick Pampolos left me and mine alone after that. Only their jackals, like Renaldo, came around. But Blacky and his boys could handle them.


  My thoughts now turned to Diana and the eleven other girls on my strip revue. They were a symbol of the Race. It’s hard to put over the necessity of that.


  Men came and sat at the bar and drank rouell and watched with hopeless eyes. Then, they left after a time and disappeared in the jungles, to turn up weeks or months later with the things they could trade for money—or with their pockets weighted with kreps from some cache they had discovered.


  But the girls themselves, they had come because they were promised great riches in a couple of years of harmless strip-tease. Perhaps only I kept that promise, but there again, strangely enough, I was the only one who never made that promise. Every one of my girls had come first to some other casino—the Limbo or the Shangri La, or from one in some other settlement. They had somehow managed to escape and find refuge with me, the horror in their minds gradually forgotten.


  DIANA WAS the only exception.


  She had shown up almost a year before and insisted on seeing me personally, said her sister had told her about me. She said she had just arrived on the local plane from the spaceport.


  Blacky had come in and told me about her, and that she wanted to see me. I told him to tell her she could go to work, but I wouldn’t see her. She’d sent word back that she wouldn’t work for me unless she could see me.


  Well, it was quite a shock to her. She couldn’t quite hide it, game though she was. I’d stood there in the middle of my office while she forced her eyes to keep looking at me like there was nothing wrong with my appearance.


  I’d stood there, a silly smile on my lips, waiting. I knew what I could expect. One of two things: Either she’d break, and run gibbering from the room and from me, the nightmare; or a look of pity would come into her eyes.


  But I’d been wrong. The first shocked glaze of her eyes at seeing me had slowly gone away to be replaced by a voiceless wonder—and something else. It was a religious tribute to the miracles of modern surgery that could take a piece of hamburger that had been a man and make it live on. Maybe there was a little admiration in it for the piece of hamburger that had the will to live on. I wasn’t sure.


  Anyway, she had gone to work for me, and forced herself to drop into my office occasionally and talk to me and act like nothing was wrong with me.


  She was a real woman. I often wondered why Blacky didn’t make a play for her. I even broached the subject to him once, half jokingly. He looked at me queerly and changed the subject. The grotesque thought had come to me that he had made a play for her and she had told him she was in love with me! Met


  CHAPTER II


  THE STRANGER came into my office quite unwillingly, to say the least. Blacky and three of his aides brought him in. But once in, the sight of me was like an ice cold shower to his rouell-fogged brain.


  He stood there, swaying slightly, blinking. Finally, he shook his head like a wet dog shakes its body. His hair made me think of that comparison. It was too long, and coal black. Glistening.


  “Your name?” I asked coldly. “Oh,” he said. I could see the thought in his mind. It was, “It can speak!” He swallowed painfully and said, “None of your business. Since when does a man have to give his name in a dive like this?”


  He was looking at my obviously glass eyes with a drunken smile of confidence.


  “Since right now,” I said. “And in case you think I don’t see you, let me assure you that this camera-like contraption on my forehead is a very good eye. Perhaps better, since its color separation is optical rather than biochemical. Right this minute, you were looking at my glass eyes. Now, you are chewing your lip.”


  “I’ve heard of you,” he said, slightly angry. “In fact, I’ve read the three books on your eye.”


  “Oh?” I said encouragingly. He didn’t rise to that, so I said, “The reason I wanted to see you was because I’m curious about the kreps you’ve been paying your beer with.”


  “Pretty good counterfeits, aren’t they?” he sneered.


  “Sure, sure.” I smiled. “I’ll give you fifty genuine ones for every one I see you stamp out. Is it a deal?”


  His shoulders sagged a little. “So what?” he said. “They’re genuine. Anything wrong with them?”


  “A few things,” I said slowly, watching him closely. I felt that I would learn more from his expressions than his words. His face was too expressive not to betray him in a lie. “What’s your name?” I shot at him suddenly.


  “Fred Murdock,” he said without thinking—and I knew at once it was his real name and that he regretted giving it out. “What’s wrong with them?” he asked defiantly.


  “Let’s see if I can make you understand,” I said.


  There was a sound over by the door, and Diana walked in. As she passed Murdock, she looked straight into his eyes. He returned the stare, seeming to hold his breath the while. Finally, she pulled her eyes away and smiled at me with an effort at casualness.


  “To get back to the subject,” I said, “there are two major things wrong with the kreps you’ve been spending here. One, they are slightly different than any other krep so far discovered. Second, microscopic examination of the crystalization shows that they were stamped out less than fifty years ago, while all others discovered were stamped at least a few hundred years back.”


  His face became a blank mask.


  “I doubt if anyone would bring raw platinum from Earth to Venus and stamp out kreps to waste on rouell beer,” I went on slowly. “The only sensible conclusion I can come to is that they were coined by living, native Venusians—and that you found where they live, and stole the kreps from them!”


  He looked at me incredulously, as if I were insane, but I saw what I wanted to see in the back of his eyes.


  “Are you crazy?” he asked.


  “Look,” I said, “I’m not a crook. I’m maybe the only guy on Venus who would help you and not ask anything for doing it. If you’ve found a place where live Venusians are, tell me, and I’ll see that you get full recognition as the discoverer. Not only that, I’ll see that you get back to Earth a millionaire.”


  He stared at me for a full minute. Then he said, “You go to hell.”


  He turned and started for the door. Blacky made to grab him, but I shook my head. He brushed past Diana without a glance and slammed the door as he went out.


  “What was the idea?” Blacky asked.


  I was looking at Diana, who was staring at the closed door. “Give him time to think,” I said gruffly. I went into my lab and closed the door. I didn’t want to talk to Diana right then.


  IT WAS almost closing time, two in the morning, when there was a timid knock on the door and the sadeyed redhead, Gertrude, came in.


  “I overheard something I think you ought to know,” she said defiantly, knowing that I usually kicked tale bearers out before they could spill their guts.


  It had been about a year and a half before that Blacky and a few of the boys had rescued Gertrude from the door of the Limbo Casino. She had escaped and run into the street and been caught, and was being dragged back in.


  “Have a drink, Gerty,” I said kindly. She shook her head. “Have a seat then,” I laughed. “What did you overhear?”


  “The new guy,” Gertrude blurted. “The one with the wavy black hair. I overheard him talking to Diana. I didn’t deliberately eavesdrop. I was sitting at the bar with a customer, and he stopped with his back to me and reached out when Diana was passing him, and talked to her quickly.”


  “What did he say?”


  “He said, ‘You’ve got to come away with me, Diana.’ And she said, ‘You fool, get out of my way. Get out of here and never come back.’ That’s what she said.”


  I digested that slowly and sat back, feeling easier. So Diana had told him to scram. But what good did that do me? None. Except that it meant she would probably stay on working for me.


  “Thanks, Gertrude,” I said. I pulled open a drawer and took out the ledger book. “That gives you a hundred dollars added to your account in New York.” I wrote it down.


  “Thanks. But you don’t need to do that. I wouldn’t have said anything, but I had a feeling about it.”


  “Feeling?” I echoed. “What do you mean?”


  “I had a feeling that Diana and that guy know each other. Just the way they talked. The way Diana said, ‘You fool’ wasn’t the way you’d say it to a bum, but the way you’d say it to someone you knew well enough to make it mean just that.”


  I COULD see what she meant, and see that maybe she was right. I remembered the way Diana and Fred Murdock had looked at each other in my office.


  “And?” I prompted.


  “If that’s the case, he might make trouble for her,” Gertrude went on. “He had that look in his eye. A guy that can come all the way from Earth after the girl that jilted him, could do something desperate after being told to get out like that. That’s why I thought I should say something. I know Diana wouldn’t, and I’m afraid that guy might hurt her.”


  “Tell Blacky I want to see him on your way out,” I said. “I’ll tell him to keep an eye open for trouble that way.”


  “Thanks, Joe,” Gertrude said. From the relief in her voice, I knew it had been more of a worry than she had let on.


  Blacky came in right away. “Gertrude said you wanted me,” he said. “What’s up?”


  I told him what Gertrude had reported. I concluded with, “Well, what’s your opinion? Do you think Fred Murdock is Diana’s ex-boyfriend?”


  Blacky shook his head. “Could be, but I don’t think so. He might be her brother. I’d put my money on that, rather than the other.”


  “Why?”


  “The way he looks at her,” Blacky explained. “He looks at her like she didn’t have a body. You know. Sits there and stares at her face during her dance. But even so, I don’t think he knew her before he showed up here. It doesn’t hold water that he came from Earth to talk her into going back with him.”


  “Why not?”


  “Where’d he get the kreps?” Blacky asked. “Can you imagine him coming here to talk Diana into going back with him, but pausing a few months to look for kreps to drink himself silly with first? I can’t.”


  “It doesn’t sound likely,” I admitted. “But can you imagine a guy that never spoke to a girl before, stopping her and saying, “You’ve got to come away with me, Diana.”


  “I never thought of that,” Blacky frowned. “It sounds cockeyed. But even so, it’s more possible for a stranger to sit there until he imagines he knows her, than it is for a boyfriend hell bent to save her from the life of a dancer to go out and prospect for kreps first. And those kreps . . . was it true what you said, that they must have been minted in the last fifty years?”


  “I think so,” I said. “I’m no expert, but that’s the way it seems to me. I’m sending some of them to New York to a laboratory where they can check up on the crystalization. It’ll be several months before I hear from them, probably.”


  “In that time, Fred Murdock could drink himself to death without half trying,” Blacky said dryly. “What should I do? Kick him out of the settlement? Or I could have some of the boys keep an eye on him night and day.”


  “That would be better,” I told him. “Night and day. Move whoever’s in the room across the hall from him in the hotel, and have a couple of the boys watch all night.”


  DIANA DIDN’T come in after work like she sometimes did, to smile at me and give me a casual, “Goodnight, Joe.” I was glad. If she had come in, I might have asked her about Fred Murdock, and I didn’t want to. It was too much like sticking my nose into other people’s business without their permission—and it would have killed me to have Diana tell me to mind my own business.


  The only thing on which Pete Scoffo, Nick Pampolos and I were in agreement was closing hours, but that was a vital thing. With all three casinos closed, the population of the settlement naturally went to their respective rooms and slept it off. That way, a normal day was maintained.


  I slept, too, and for the first time in several days, I didn’t have a single ache to torture me. I put the metal cover over my eye lens, and lay in silence in my soundproof bedroom off my office and laboratory. I mulled over the mystery of those kreps. The next thing I knew, the chimes of my alarm clock were waking me.


  I felt swell. My regular morning opium tablet made me feel even better. I was humming one of the tunes Marty and his orchestra boys play for Diana’s dance when Blacky came in. I looked at his reflection in the mirror and stopped humming.


  He was chewing his lip and looking at my back, not noticing that I could see him in the mirror.


  “Joe,” he said, sounding doubtful or maybe hesitant.


  “What’s the matter with you this morning, Blacky?” I said kiddingly, shutting off the shaver and turning to face him.


  “Diana’s gone,” he said in the same tone of voice he would have used to say, “I can’t find my collar button.”


  I STOOPED down to pick up the pieces of the electric shaver. It had hit the washbasin as it slipped from my fingers. Blacky was over at once, helping me. We concentrated on the shaver, inspecting it, discussing whether it would still work.


  “If it won’t work, I’ll loan you mine until the plane comes next week,” Blacky said.


  Then, my mind had recovered enough so I could face what he had said about Diana.


  “You said Diana’s gone?”


  “Yes,” Blacky said. “Gertrude knocked on her door to ask her to have breakfast with her. She says the door came open when she knocked. She pushed it open a little farther and saw the bed all made up. She went in, and Diana wasn’t there.”


  “That’s all?” I asked. At Blacky’s nod, I said, “Let’s go over and take a look. What’d your boys report on Fred Murdock?”


  “He’s still in his room,” Blacky said. “Went there right from the bar last night and hasn’t come out since.”


  “Sure?” I persisted.


  “We can make sure,” Blacky said.


  We did that before going into Diana’s room. I used my master key to open Murdock’s door very quietly. He was on his bed, dressed, but dead to the world. In sleep, his handsome face looked like that of a petulant child.


  I closed the door after a swift look around, and we went back down to the second floor to Diana’s room. The door was still open, but we found Gertrude waiting inside.


  “Find anything?” I asked, wishing she weren’t there. I wanted to be alone—or at least away from dames that had “feelings” by which they might divine the fact that I loved Diana. I didn’t want anyone ever to know that.


  “I didn’t look,” Gertrude said. “That’s net my job.”


  “That’s right,” I said. “You can go now.” I waited until she had gone, then I got to work.


  HER CLOTHES, so far as I could tell, were all there. Blacky stood in the middle of the room and very wisely said and did nothing, waiting for orders. I didn’t give any. I was doing this by myself.


  Then, I found the arrow.


  It was in the back of the bottom drawer of the dresser beneath some folded nightgowns. I took it out, and Blacky and I looked at it.


  I’d done a little archery myself in my younger days, and knew a little about arrows. This one was no ordinary arrow, designed to shoot into a bale of straw.


  It had a murderous metal head on it, needle sharp with four knife-edged vanes, able to cut clear through a man at ordinary speeds. The shaft was of a very fine grained wood.


  But it was the feather vanes which fixed our attention. They were not of bird feathers. That wasn’t noticeable at first glance, though, because they were brightly colored, crimson, with little pearl-like speckles. A bird feather has hairs on it that are all separate like the teeth of a comb, and straight. These were not that way. The fine tendrils grew together instead of being separate. They were something like the veining of a leaf.


  “It looks like a tanned and colored leaf, trimmed to act as vanes,” Black said.


  “Tanned,” I said. “That’s the right word.”


  I examined the sharp metal head of the arrow again. The metal looked like platinum, but might be any one of several alloys.


  “Too bad she didn’t leave a note,” Blacky said. “Undoubtedly, what she’s done is hiked to the next settlement. She could make it all right. Even live off fruits and berries and hike all the way to the spaceport.”


  “She did leave a note,” I said.


  “Huh?” Blacky was startled.


  “The arrow,” I added. “Where do they tan leaves to use on arrows?”


  “I don’t know,” Blacky said. “No place that I ever heard of.”


  “That’s right,” I agreed. “So we can be sure this arrow is a product of Venus. Diana is a Venusian.”


  I tossed the arrow. Within two feet it straightened out, and when it hit the wall, its sharp point sunk in so that it stood out perfectly straight.


  “Then—” Blacky started for the door.


  “Wait a minute,” I stopped him. “I’m way ahead of you. Fred Murdock’s a Venusian too; but let’s let him sleep while we figure out a few things.”


  “But he might get away,” Blacky objected.


  “Not as long as he doesn’t know Diana’s gone,” I said.


  BLACKY turned back into the room reluctantly.


  “I suspected him,” I said. “Those kreps. It isn’t likely an Earth man would discover live Venusians and then just quietly slip into a settlement and say nothing about it, even when he’s drunk. But I didn’t suspect Diana of being one.” I went over and pulled the arrow loose.


  “Did you ever see such an arrow?” I said. “You wouldn’t really need a bow with, one of these. You could throw it hard enough to kill a man. With a little practice, you could hit a running man at fifty feet with one.”


  “If Diana’s a Venusian,” Blacky asked, “why did she dance here? I know it would have been easy for her to get in here. But why?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Sure it was easy. I believed her story about her sister telling her to come here to make a fortune. Why shouldn’t I? And why should I even check up on ship passengers to find out if she was listed? It wouldn’t occur to me or anyone else that she hadn’t come from Earth.”


  “Boy!” Blacky whistled. “So Venusians are people just like us. And we have one of them—Fred Murdock!”


  “Let’s go back to the office,” I said. “I’ve got an idea.”


  I locked the door and we went over into the Casino and into my office. I took the arrow into my lab and locked it in the safe.


  “What’s this idea?” Blacky asked.


  “If Fred Murdock, or whatever his real name is, finds out that Diana has simply lammed out of here,” I explained, “he’ll get out himself. Probably go to wherever it is the Venusians live.”


  “Then we can follow him,” Blacky said quickly.


  “And lose him. Suppose we tell him that we shipped Diana someplace else? Mars, for instance? That will complicate things for him. He won’t just try to get back home then. Maybe he’ll even play ball with us to get her back, and we can find where the Venusians are.”


  “It’s a nice idea,” Blacky said. “I’d better warn Gerty not to talk.”


  “And have Myrtle announce that Diana has gone to Mars,” I said. Myrtle is our mistress of ceremonies. She introduces each girl before her dance and asks the bleary-eyed customers to “give the little lady a hand”.


  “What if Diana comes back?” Blacky asked suddenly. “I can’t see her just running out without saying goodbye to you, Joe. She likes you.” That’s what I love about Blacky. He always says just the right thing to make me feel better.


  “How do you know whether a Venusian woman likes me?” I asked harshly. “She was a spy, wasn’t she?”


  “I’ll get to Gertrude and Myrtle.” Blacky left quickly.


  I paced the floor, cursing bitterly at having given away that it meant something to me. I was being a fool Diana had gone, and I wanted to find her, follow her. What would I do when I found her? I didn’t know.


  I didn’t care whether humanity discovered the Venusians or not. All I cared about was finding Diana. The only way I could do that was by working on Fred Murdock.


  IT WAS AN hour after the Casino opened that he came bursting into my office without knocking—and Blacky right after him.


  He brought up short in the middle of the room. Blacky got to him and put on a wristlock, holding it just tight enough to let Fred Murdock know he could apply pressure quick.


  “What have you done to her?” Fred asked. “She wouldn’t have gone of her own free will!”


  “Now, Mr. Murdock,” I said, bowing slightly and smiling like Pete Scoffo would do. “She was under contract to me. I merely sold her contract to a friend of mine from Mars, who was here last night after closing time. She objected to going, a little. But after all . . .” I spread my hands with a gesture implying that she was in no position to argue.


  “You inhuman, metal-capped beast!” Murdock said, with more real hate in his voice than I had ever heard in any voice before.


  It almost made me relent and reassure him of the truth; but then, he wouldn’t cooperate. Instead, I put on an outraged expression. “I’m getting tired of this tramp,” I said to Blacky. “Kick him out. I don’t want him around.”


  “Don’t worry,” Murdock said. “I wouldn’t stay here another minute. But tell me where on Mars she’s going to be.”


  “How do I know?” I shrugged, “Maybe he won’t even take her there. Maybe he had a crush on her, and will keep her on his private space-yacht for his own amusement.”


  That was cruel. But it worked.


  “Look,” Murdock said, “I’ll lay my cards on the table. Diana isn’t what you think she is. She’s a—a—”


  “A what?”


  The mad light in his eyes flared, then died to smouldering fires. “What would you say,” he asked me softly, “if I told you that Diana is almost three thousand years old?”


  I laughed like it was a good joke. Blacky joined in. But something in me was turning over, and if it wasn’t my stomach, it was the next thing to it.


  “I’ll have to tell my friend from Mars she’s that old,” I said. Then I added another cruel dart: “After he’s had her a while.”


  BLACKY HAD to use the wristlock and put an arm choke hold on to keep it.


  “You cheap, warped scum,” Murdock ground out. “Don’t you realize what you’ve done? Diana is—Diana!”


  “Don’t go calling me a scum, you cheap rouell sop,” I spoke with convincing anger. “The stuff’s affected your mind. Diana is Diana. Huh! I don’t care if Diana is Diana is Diana. I made ten thousand dollars on the deal. So get out of here and forget about it. Get yourself another girl when you get straightened around. If you’re broke, I’ll buy your ticket back to Earth.”


  “Ten thousand?” He said it incredulously. “Money?” The idea hadn’t occurred to him. It soaked in now, like water soaking into the parched lips of a dying man on the desert. “Look. I’ll pay you twenty thousand to get her back. Fifty thousand. A hundred. Whatever you say. I’ll have it here in two days. Only, you’d better have her back when I get here with it. Understand?”


  I sucked on my lip like Pete Scoffo does when he’s considering something. Then, I tried to look suspicious. “A hundred thousand,” I said slowly. “Where would you get that much?”


  “I’ll get it,” Murdock said.


  “What in?” I asked, pretending disbelief. “Kreps?”


  He nodded.


  “Suppose you didn’t show up with the money?” I asked. “I’d have to pay my friend maybe twenty thousand to buy back her contract. I’d be out ten thousand.”


  “You’ll have to trust me,” he said desperately. “I give you my word.”


  “The word of a rouell addict?” I scoffed. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do, though. I’ll agree to it if you’ll take three of my boys along with you to make sure you get back. That Way, if you don’t, I can get my loss back out of your hide.”


  “I can’t do that!” Murdock said desperately, “I’ll have to go alone.”


  “Afraid we’ll find out where it is?”


  “Call it that if you wish,” he said stiffly.


  “Then the deal’s off.” I shrugged. “Frankly, I don’t think you can lay your hands on a hundred thousand in kreps. And anyway, do you realize it would take a truck to bring it here from wherever it is?”


  “No, it wouldn’t,” Murdock said. “A hundred thousand dollars would be two thousand kreps, and I could carry them alone.”


  “What do you mean, a hundred thousand dollars?” I snarled. “The deal was a hundred thousand kreps. Nothing was said about dollars.”


  I watched his shoulders sag. For a second, I felt ashamed of myself. But then, I remembered that it wasn’t true that I had sold Diana. She was gone, and I was only trying to force Murdock into leading me to the place where she had gone. That would be the only place he could hope to get a hundred thousand kreps.


  He opened his mouth and closed it several times. Sweat was beginning to come out on his forehead. I decided to drive my advantage while I had it.


  “Is it a deal, or do I have Blacky kick you out into the street?” I demanded. “And even if it’s a deal, I don’t trust you, now that you tried to renege on your offer. I’ll radio my friend to hold up two days, and I’m coming along with plenty of men to make sure you go through with it.”


  “OK,” he said bitterly. “It’s a deal.”


  “Take him out of here, Blacky, while I radio my friend’s ship at the spaceport. Then, we’re going after that money. Don’t let him out of your sight, and don’t let him talk to anybody. We don’t want any hitch.”


  Blacky winked at me over Fred Murdock’s shoulder and released him. I waited until they had gone, then went about making arrangements for the hotel and casino.


  CHAPTER III


  LIVING IN the little world of the Gardena Casino and its hotel, one forgets the details of the Venusian jungle landscape. The ground on Venus is springy, being practically nothing but decaying vegetation for many feet down. The Leper Trees with their dull white limbs and thick, pulpy leaves, form a ceiling to the corridors that wind under them with little or no obstruction from underbrush.


  Above all this is the eternal wind, but in these hush corridors there is no breath of air. There are insects. Countless millions of them. Nor are there any birds to keep their numbers down. Animals and birds and all creatures of flesh and bone are unknown to Venus—or had been up to now aside from the people that came here from Earth.


  It was rare that the insects bothered with men, though. Their whole life cycle was centered around the Leper Trees and their juicy leaves, which served both as food and a place to lay eggs.


  It had been years since I had walked in the jungle. I had thought then that it was more like a quiet graveyard than anything I had ever seen.


  I still thought so as I walked along, flanked by several of Blacky’s boys, following the defeated figure of Fred Murdock.


  Blacky had taken no chances. Fred Murdock was handcuffed to two of the men, with three-foot lightweight chains between the cuffs so they would allow plenty of freedom. The two walked behind him. Blacky walked beside him as we went farther and farther into the jungle.


  I went up to Murdock and bent over to whisper in his ear: “How much farther?”


  “Maybe five hours walk,” he said.


  Murdock curved to the right from the straight line path we had followed from the settlement. I had more or less expected this, I hadn’t thought he would be foolish enough to start out from the settlement on a straight-line path to our destination, Also, if he could have gotten there and back in two days by himself, we had not followed the path he would have taken alone, or we would have reached the place the night before.


  IT WAS SHORTLY after turning that Blacky spied the body off to the side. The others ahead of us, Murdock included, had missed it—and we didn’t say anything. Blacky just stopped me and pointed. Then, we went over to look.


  “It’s one of Scoffo’s boys!” Blacky said as we stopped beside it. It was laying on its stomach, the face half turned.


  He turned the body over with his foot. The broken shaft of an arrow protruded from the chest. The other half of the arrow was laying on the ground under the body.


  I picked it up. It was a mate to the one back in my safe, taken from Diana’s room.


  Blacky tried to pull the arrow from the body. It was lodged solidly. “The point must be stuck in a vertebrae,” Blacky said. “Do you suppose Diana did this?”


  “I hope not,” I said. “I can’t imagine her killing anyone. Just the same, it’s a good thing Murdock didn’t see this. If it was Diana, he would know it—and realize we were kidding him. Then, he would refuse to take us farther.”


  “We’d better catch up,” Blacky said. We went back to the trail and walked swiftly. “I hope one of those arrows doesn’t find its way into me,” he added as we caught up.


  “Maybe Renaldo circled us and laid a trap for us,” I thought aloud. “If so, he couldn’t have known we’d change our direction, so it’s failed.”


  “I wonder why that fellow was killed?” Blacky muttered nervously. “It doesn’t seem to make sense.”


  “An awful lot hasn’t made sense lately, starting with Murdock and the coins he used to buy drinks with,” I said. “But if we’re near the hideout of the Venusians, it’s possible that in scouting around, this guy accidentally stumbled into one of the Venusians out for a stroll, and tried to take him, or her.”


  “Or he was following us,” Blacky said. “I wonder if we’ll be welcome. Isn’t it hoping for too much to think that Diana can make us welcome—if she’s here? How do you know we won’t get the same treatment?”


  “I don’t,” I said flatly. “But if we get a chance, I’ll try to prove to them that we didn’t actually come after riches, or even to discover their hideout. And we’ll keep it secret if they want us to.”


  “I think sometimes you believe in Santa Claus,” Blacky was skeptical.


  “So do you,” I grinned. “Or you wouldn’t have quit a nice future to come with me.


  “Quit a nice future is right,” Blacky said. “If those arrows start flying. They’re about the most—”


  He drew in his breath sharply. I looked at him quickly, then followed the direction of his eyes. I could see nothing to have caused that gasp of surprise.


  “What is is?” I asked softly.


  Blacky’s features slowly relaxed. “Nothing,” he said. “It couldn’t have been anything. Just a trick of light and shadow.”


  “Well, what did it look like?” I persisted.


  “Hard to say,” Blacky said. “Looked for a second like a dwarf with red trunks on, and the pinkest skin I ever saw, and two short horns growing up just at the scalp line. Realistic as the very devil. But impossible.” He felt reassuringly of his gun in its flat shoulder holster.


  I looked at Blacky keenly. I knew he wasn’t the kind to imagine things. I was more willing to accept the evidence of his senses than he was. “I think it’s time we had a little talk with Murdock,” I said, making up my mind suddenly.


  WE HASTENED our steps until we were at the head of the procession.


  “I want to have a talk with you before we go any farther, Murdock,” I said. “I want some straight answers to some straight questions.”


  Fred Murdock stopped and sat down on the ground with his back to a tree. I squatted in front of him. Blacky motioned the others to spread out and keep a sharp lookout.


  “What’re your questions?” Murdock was sullen.


  “Are you an Earthman—or a Venusian?” I asked bluntly.


  “What’s your next question?” he asked.


  “You haven’t answered the first one yet,” I said sharply.


  “That’s right, I haven’t,” he was calm. “I might not answer any of them, but let’s hear them.”


  “This place we’re going to,” I said. “Is it just a cache of kreps, or is it a place where Venusians live? In other words, are we going to meet some of your pals?”


  “Any more?” Murdock sneered.


  “Yes,” I said. “Did you ever see a pink-skinned dwarf with short horns growing at his scalp line?”


  “So you drink rouell, too,” he jeered.


  “Very seldom.”


  “Suppose your questions don’t mean a thing to me?” he asked.


  “That’s possible,” I said. “One more, then. Did you ever see arrows on Venus? Arrows so delicately balanced that you could kill a man just by throwing one at him?”


  He opened his mouth as if to interrupt when I first mentioned arrows, then left it open as I finished. His skin turned a shade paler than it had been. “Where did you see an arrow like that?” he asked harshly.


  I looked up at Blacky triumphantly. “Oh, I ran across one in Diana’s things after she was gone.”


  “Only one?” he asked, then bit his lips as if regretting the question.


  “There might be more,” I said casually. “I was just getting some of her underthings to give to one of the other girls, and ran across it in a dresser drawer.”


  I STUDIED him closely. I felt that I was skating awfully close to thin edge in some way. Maybe I had even skated too close.


  Murdock looked around slowly, licking his lips nervously. His eyes seemed to be searching through the trees. He struggled up without speaking. “Shall we start on?” he asked dryly.


  “You aren’t going to answer my questions?”


  “No.” His lips curled in contempt. He brushed by me and started on.


  The two men he was handcuffed to started to follow him. I motioned them to stand still. Murdock came to the end of the chains. He hadn’t expected that, and jerked back off balance, sitting on the ground with a dull thud.


  I stepped around in front of him and looked down at him.


  “You aren’t going to answer my questions?” I repeated.


  “No,” he glared up at me. “I agreed to bring you a hundred thousand kreps. You insisted on coming along. If you’re afraid, go back and let me do it alone. But don’t ask questions.”


  “Suppose when you get to where we’re going,” I suggested, “you’re overruled? Suppose the other Venusians don’t want to pay?”


  Murdock stared past me into the distance, an affected look of boredom on his handsome features. I tried another tack.


  “Obviously, you Venusians have tried to keep your existence secret,” I said. “How are you going to do that after this? I’ll know where your secret place is. Renal do and his men will follow us and find it, unless we manage to trap them and tie them up until we get back.”


  Murdock continued to remain silent and look bored. I repressed an urge to hit him.


  “All right,” I said, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. “I’ve tried to cooperate with you. Remember that.”


  “I’ll tell you one thing,” Murdock said, rising. “Don’t bother about Renaldo. Keep your men together.”


  “O.K,” I said. “O.K.” The perversity of human nature. That one sullenly given bit of advice made me feel grateful.


  WE PLODDED on under the cathedral dome of leprous branches, their pendant leaves hanging heavy from thick short stems, pale green mottled with diseased white, and dense swarms of small insects that moved like sentient gray clouds through the labyrinth of branches.


  The ground had taken a “slight upgrade, but I knew it wouldn’t go higher than fifty feet, because none of this terrain rose higher than that until the foothills of the distant mountains were reached.


  In fact, I wondered where a colony of Venusians could hide, this close to the settlement. Certainly not above ground. And if not above ground, where? In caves under the surface? It would have to be that. But if so, why hadn’t the entrance been discovered by some prospector? Every inch of all this ground had been explored time and again. Not only that, aerial surveys had mapped it, so the least visible sign of structure would have been discovered.


  I was puzzling over this when the sound of the shots came. I dropped prone. Everyone except Fred Murdock did the same. He stood with careless disdain, apparently not caring whether he got shot or not.


  It became apparent at once that the shots were too far away to be meant for us. They came from ahead.


  Blacky crawled over to me and lay down beside me. “Sounds like Renaldo was ahead of us and ran into an ambush,” he said under his breath.


  The sounds of shots were coming thick now, and drawing closer as if Renaldo and his cutthroats were running in our direction.


  There were forms flitting from tree to tree now, converging ahead of us from both sides. They seemed to be horned dwarfs.


  “Hold your fire until we’re attacked,” I shouted, loud enough so that the dwarfs could hear and know I had given the order.


  Whether they heard or not I didn’t know, but they seemed to be paying no attention to us watching through the trees ahead.


  IT WAS obvious that they were planning to attack Renaldo from the rear in his running retreat. It was also obvious they didn’t expect any attack from us, because I could have shot half a dozen from where I lay.


  Their horns were not visible from their backs. Their broad shoulders were hairless and light red, like the skin of a baby. Their short arms and incredibly short, stocky legs were bare. Over each back was hung a quiver full of arrows, but none of them carried bows.


  “Just as I surmised,” I whispered to Blacky. “Those arrows were designed to be thrown, as well as shot from a bow, and you can see why now. Those dwarfs are too short to manage a bow effectively, and a bow short enough for them to handle wouldn’t have any more zing than they could give the arrows by throwing them.”


  “Those short arms look like they pack plenty of muscle,” Blacky observed. “Looks like we’re going to find out a few things in the next few minutes.”


  Ahead, past the dwarfs, a figure came into view. It paused and turned back, firing at some invisible target.


  With a smooth continuous movement, half a dozen short arms reached back and pulled an arrow from a quiver and threw it. Not an arrow missed its mark. The man fell where he stood.


  Two others came into view and were shot down by the silent arrows before another man discovered the ambush and shouted a warning.


  Bullets came in our direction now. One went past me with a vicious whine.


  Then, suddenly, it was over. Four men came into view with their hands held high in the air. They were less than fifty yards away. One of them was Renaldo.


  I felt disappointed at the sight of him. I felt that with him alive, there was going to be more trouble.


  The dwarfs were materializing from all directions now. There seemed to be at least a hundred of them. Some of them had been surrounding us, and I realized with a sinking sensation that if any of my men had foolishly fired a shot, we would have been completely at the mercy of those short creatures.


  And since we were obviously at their mercy anyway, there was no use in being cautious. Blacky and I realized that at the same time, and stood up.


  As we walked toward where they were gathering about Renaldo and his three surviving henchmen, our own men stood up behind us and followed us.


  “How about taking these handcuffs off now?” Fred Murdock asked as I passed him.


  “Not until I get ready,” I snapped at him, and walked on.


  “Maybe that was a mistake,” Blacky said in an undertone.


  “And maybe not,” I answered. “I want to find out why the horned dwarfs didn’t shoot at us. Maybe they want Murdock to be in chains.”


  The dwarfs were milling around Renaldo and his three fellows, and seemed to be tying their arms behind them. There was a lot of shouting and chattering in a strange language.


  Some of the dwarfs were looking at us with friendly expressions. I found myself instinctively liking them. Their large faces were frank, and carried the mark of habitual good nature.


  I PUSHED through them gently until I was facing Renaldo. His three companions were pale and frightened, but he himself was defiant and snarling.


  “So you had to stick your nose into something that was none of your business.”


  He said nothing. His glare was eloquent enough.


  All four of them were bound tightly at the wrists with thongs that seemed to be tanned vine stems of some kind, flexible and strong. The dwarfs were in the act of hobbling them with the same kind of thongs.


  I took the opportunity to look closer at the trunks the dwarfs wore. They were of a thick material, dyed different colors, red, blue, and a variety of other colors. They seemed to be woven in one piece like swimming trunks, in an elastic weave that hugs the body.


  Other dwarfs were joining the group now, carrying arrows bright with blood. They had evidently gone among the slain men and retrieved their arrows, which was understandable since each arrow was so carefully constructed that it must have taken hours even under ideal conditions to make them.


  With the four tied securely so they couldn’t escape, the dwarfs began looking at me curiously. It must have been as much of a shock to them to see a silver skull that merged under white, normal skin just above the eyebrows, as it was to any Earthman.


  It began to dawn on me that they had heard of me before. Their manner gave that impression. And it encouraged me. I felt that they must be from Diana. She had perhaps had reports and knew I was coming after her, and had told them not to harm me.


  “Do any of you speak English?” I asked.


  They looked at one another, grinning, and said nothing. I waited for some action, and studied their horns.


  The horns were about an inch and a half long, straight up, and about three quarters of an inch thick where they met the scalp. They were in every instance the same color as their hair.


  I believed these people must be the native Venusians. It was a deep relief. If they were the Venusians, then Diana wasn’t one, nor was Fred Murdock.


  A DWARF came running up, his short legs moving like blunt pistons. He was different than the others in that he wore a turban-like affair on his head.


  He began shouting in a high pitched voice. The horned dwarfs jumped around excitedly, in high good spirits; then, as his voice became sharper, they began to fall back and form into ranks like soldiers.


  When they were lined up, three deep, he strutted up and down the line like a proud sergeant. When his back was turned, they grinned at one another as if they were enjoying his strutting immensely.


  I was enjoying it myself. Even he seemed to be enjoying the ludicrous figure he knew he made, and that it was a good joke among all of us.


  Finally, he seemed satisfied with his show of discipline and turned to me. “You are Joe Grimm,” he stated. “I am Shot Mahoy. I have orders to tell you to return to the settlement and forget all about us.” He seemed to expect this to be welcome to me.


  “Yes, I am Joe Grimm,” I said. “But I am not returning to the settlement. I’m going on.”


  He looked uncomfortable now, as if this turn of events was something he hadn’t counted on. “But if you do that,” he protested, “we’ll have to kill you.”


  “Are those your orders?” I asked.


  “N-no,” he hesitated. “But you can’t come. It’s not best for you. It’s orders that have to be obeyed.”


  “Whose orders?”


  “It’s the orders of Zeese, our master,” Shot Mahoy said. “They cannot be disobeyed.”


  “And what does Diana say?” I asked softly.


  He squirmed uncomfortably. “She says not to harm you.”


  “And her orders cannot be disobeyed either,” I taunted.


  “Diana is safe?” Fred Murdock shouted.


  I TURNED and looked at the wild expression on his face. I had never seen anything like it. It seemed the very muscles of his face would pull apart at the conflict of relief at the knowledge Diana wasn’t sold to some bloated beast, anger at my deceit, rage at being deceived, and self condemnation at having been tricked by such a rank device.


  “Of course she’s safe,” I said coolly. “What did you think I was—a heel?”


  “But why that fantastic story then?” he asked.


  “To get you to lead me to Diana,” I said. “And I’m not turning back now. I’ll find her if I have to bring excavating equipment all the way from Earth to do it—if I live.”


  The horned dwarfs were looking at me with a strange light in their eyes. It seemed to be pity. I felt my scalp crawl. I had given away my secret. They all knew that I, a wreck of a man—not even a man, only a tangle of nerves held together by opium—loved someone too beautiful to waste herself on me.


  “So the metal monster loves the strip tease girl,” Renaldo sneered.


  I pulled my automatic out and shot him carefully through the forearm. It didn’t quite satisfy me. I shot again, smashing his collarbone.


  I held my gun half raised and looked around at everyone. In my mind, I was wondering how it would seem to be one of them, looking up at me, my gun raised and smoking slightly, my eyes glassy and unmoving, my lips straight and calm as they always were unless I was smiling. Renaldo was right, I was a metal monster.


  Even Blacky had turned pale and stepped back a pace instinctively. Murdock looked almost sick, probably thinking he would get it next.


  The spell was broken by Shot Mahoy. His high pitched voice sounded for all the world like that of a Japanese vegetable peddler naming the price on tomatoes. “You want to go on?” he said. “Very well. I will face Zeese in his displeasure. I will perhaps die, but it will be a pleasure.”


  The lined-up dwarfs broke ranks, dropped to their knees and bowed to him, then pivoted and bowed to me.


  I stared at this spectacle in stupefaction, not knowing what to make of it. Shot Mahoy, however, seemed to be very happy about it, and said, “My men will follow me—and you.”


  There was a deep groan. I turned to see Renaldo falling slowly, crumpling at the knees. I rushed to him, wondering how I could have been so insane as to shoot him in cold blood.


  Taking out my pocket knife, I cut his wrists thongs and slit his shirt. Blacky was giving orders to bring some first aid equipment.


  The two bullets, I saw, had gone on through, leaving gaping holes at the back. It would take skin grafting, but several weeks of healing before that could be done.


  I swabbed the wounds with alcohol. Renaldo had fainted. Powdering the raw tissue with the sulfa-hormone healing powder, I taped on dressings and turned the job of fastening splints over to Blacky.


  My head was aching as it seldom had ached since I left the hospital. I got an opium tablet out of my metal pillbox with fingers that shook so much, they could hardly hold it.


  CHAPTER IV


  ONE THING opium does for a headache, it gives the illusion that the skull is lifting away, making more room for the cramped brain. Or maybe the opium just makes it possible for the mind to imagine that, so as to create the illusion of relief from pain-pressure. The pain is still there, but not quite the same. It’s disembodied, impersonal. You can withdraw from it and be aware of it as something external.


  Almost immediately, I began to wish I had taken it sooner. Then, I wouldn’t have shot Renaldo. Sure, he was a guy that deserved it. He hadn’t followed me out here just to grab a fortune and turn me loose so I could sick the Venus police on him. He would have killed me and a dozen others for ten kreps without hesitation.


  It wasn’t that I felt sorry for him. It was that I regretted having stooped to something like that—shooting a bound man while he stood helpless. It scared me a little that I was capable of doing such a thing.


  We were walking again. The horned dwarfs were making Renaldo and his three men walk ahead, kicking at them with blunt legs when they slowed down.


  Fred Murdock, I noted with surprise, was still handcuffed. I looked questioningly at Blacky who was walking along beside me. I had been out for a few minutes—in my opium-induced thoughts. Blacky knew this. He was well acquainted with my vagaries.


  “Shot insisted Murdock be kept in chains,” Blacky told me. “I don’t know why, but it seems no love is lost between them.”


  I noticed Blacky’s tones were slightly uncomfortable, and tender in a growling sort of way. I started cursing in my mind monotonously. I would rather have died a thousand deaths than have anyone suspect my love for Diana. Now, even the common lugs Blacky had taken along for this trip, the card shills and bouncers, knew about it. I had told them by my own actions.


  Shot was trotting around on his short legs, his huge pink head with its yellow turban bouncing ludicrously. He enjoyed being officious. He kept his fellow dwarfs in a semi-military formation, barking at them in his high pitched voice in words I couldn’t understand.


  I liked Shot more and more. I felt expansive toward him. Here he was, a deformed creature, enjoying life, unafraid of death, almost boisterously enthusiastic about everything he did.


  BUT WAS he deformed? If there had been only him, I would have said yes; but there were about a hundred others just like him. A race of dwarfs? I wondered.


  I wondered about dwarfs back on Earth, too. Could it be that sometime in the dim, obscure past, a race of dwarfs had mixed their blood with that of the ordinary human stock, and now occasionally in the shuffle of genes the original dwarf pattern reappeared?


  Assuming the horned dwarfs were the native race of Venus, could it be that thousands of years ago they had come to Earth on a visit?


  The implications in the existence of these dwarfs were plenty!


  And the name—Shot Mahoy. Vaguely Irish. Even his large, friendly face with its pug nose was very Irish.


  Who and what was Zeese? Shot Mahoy had called him the Master, and seemed to take it for granted that Zeese had the right to kill him if he disobeyed his orders. Zeese. With a little distortion, it could become Zeus who, in old Greek legends, was God himself—an anthropomorphic Supreme Being.


  Zeese. And Diana. And the horned dwarfs. And the arrows. There had been one of those arrows in Diana’s things in her hotel room.


  And Fred Murdock had hinted that Diana was almost three thousand years old! The memory of that came as a shock. Maybe he knew what he was talking about.


  The sight of those dwarfs marching along on their blunt legs made anything seem possible! But if Diana were an immortal . . . three thousand years old . . . I felt a sinking feeling at the possibility, then realized that it didn’t make any difference. She wouldn’t have me even if she were only the twenty-two or three she appeared to be. No woman could feel love toward a monstrous blend of flesh and metal like me.


  My thoughts turned to what might lay ahead. I began to wish that it might be dangerous, that I might die. That would solve everything quite nicely.


  Bad as it was to have these people around me know that I loved Diana, it would be horrible to have her know it. If she were to find out, and look at me incredulously, and burst out laughing at the ludicrousness of it . . .


  My scalp began to crawl. Sweat began to break out, sending sharp needles of torture into each pore.


  I should turn back. I should call out to Shot Mahoy to stop. Tell him I had reconsidered, that I had decided to go back to the Gardena and spend my days taking care of things. Rescuing and rehabilitating foolish girls so they could go back to the Earth clean again, and with enough money to live on the rest of their lives without working.


  To go ahead was torture, suicide, death. And yet—I couldn’t halt. I couldn’t quite force my lips to say the words that would bring everything back to sanity.


  I almost did. I opened my mouth to shout. It hung open while my mind battled with itself.


  And then, it was too late.


  THE MARCHING dwarfs and men had stopped at Shot’s shrill command. He was intoning strange words. The ground at his feet was rising, parting, to reveal a shaft of light that came from the bowels of the planet itself.


  I strode forward to stand beside him, Blacky at my side. Revealed was a series of stone steps that went downward and twisted until they were out of sight.


  Over my head was the section of ground that had lifted. It was supported on a flat slab of stone that rested on four polished cylinders of stone, rising from beside the stone steps. A device entirely of stone! It was no wonder that wandering prospectors hadn’t discovered it with their metal detecting finders.


  Shot Mahoy bowed low and motioned me to descend. Without hesitation, I started down the steps, not looking back, knowing that Shot and his dwarfs would never let anyone who had seen this secret opening turn back.


  I took the steps faster and faster, Blacky keeping pace with me. They spiraled completely around in a slow arc, going ever deeper into the ground.


  There was a six inch drop to each step. I counted them until I had counted to a thousand, and still they continued on down.


  Behind us came the noise of the others, following more slowly. Perhaps I should have waited, but I rushed on recklessly, not caring what happened to me.


  The light, brighter than the much filtered sunlight of the surface, seemed to come, from everywhere and nowhere. The stone steps were clean and worn, as if millions of feet had passed this way since they were first carved out.


  Ahead, suddenly, the steps ended. I took the last few in reckless leaps, and stood at the bottom, my breath taken away by the gigantic splendor of the scene that confronted me.


  It was a vast natural cavern whose mineral streaked, jagged roof arched impossibly high. Either we had descended far deeper than I had thought, or that roof had to be above the outside surface!


  But that ceiling was only a background impression. It was the trees—green trees with small leaves and dark branches. If these trees were not transplanted from Earth, they certainly also were no relative of the sickly Leper Trees of the surface.


  And birds! There were birds everywhere, cutting the air with swift wings like swallows, perching on branches, rising from the tall grasses that covered the ground, and dropping into the concealment of those grasses. The air was filled with their fluted songs, the bright colors of their darting wings.


  “Well, we came,” Blacky’s voice sounded at my elbow, regretfully. I sensed what he meant. Life would never again be the pleasant daily routine of the Gardena. Whatever the future held, the normalcy we had carved for ourselves that had been going on undisturbed even two days before, would no longer be a part of us.


  A creature very like a small deer came plunging toward us in long leaps. It paused in alarmed curiosity as it sensed our presence, stood looking at us, then turned and ran away in an easy, leaping gallop through the tall lush grass.


  “Yes, Blacky, we came, didn’t we?” I said softly.


  I EXPLORED as far as I could see for the signs of habitation or roads. There was nothing man-made to be seen. Behind us, the sounds of the rest of the party became louder as they came closer. We waited, and finally they were with us, the horned dwarfs marching on past us, our men stopping around us and exclaiming in surprise and awe at the scene that confronted them.


  Shot Mahoy came up to me importantly on his short legs, and grinned in delight. “This is our home,” he said. “Not here, exactly, for this is one of the many game preserves and parks; but you are now in our world within a world—the real Venus.”


  “You are a native Venusian?” I asked.


  “Ho-ho-ho,” he laughed. “There are people and people, and who can say where they came from? But we have lived here so long that no one knows when we came here, or from where; so you can say we are native Venusians all right.”


  He left me for a moment to shout shrill orders to his troops. They began moving out into the plain. He came back.


  “We must keep moving,” he said. “You will find time to admire the scenery as we go along. We have many miles to go yet before we can rest.”


  “Where are you taking us?” I asked.


  “To Zeese, Joe Grimm,” he said. “I can do nothing else. But don’t be afraid. There’s nothing in him to fear. It is only in the friends of he who calls himself Fred Murdock that you will find cause for fear, and we may be able to avoid them.”


  “Tell me more, Shot Mahoy,” I said. “Just who is Fred Murdock, and who are these friends of his?”


  We were walking through the tall grass now, in the wake of the others where they had trampled it flat. Shot Mahoy settled into a rapid stride beside me.


  “I know very little myself,” he began. “And much of what I know, I’m not sure of. There are many peoples here in Venus. They may be roughly classified as the immortals, the mortals, and we dwarfs. But that classification tells you nothing much. Zeese is a giant of a man, and as old as he is big. It’s rumored that he is the sire of all the human races.”


  THE DWARF looked up at me, trying to see into my glass lens as I looked down at him.


  “You will come barely to his knee,” he added quietly. “There are many stories as to how Zeese originated. One of them is that he discovered the secret of immortality. In trying it first on himself, he succeeded, but also caused himself to grow to his present proportions without intending to. He corrected this defect in the process when he made the others immortal.


  “There are many immortals—just how many no one knows. They live all around the planet. Some of them will have nothing to do with Zeese any more, and he lets them be, not caring.


  “There are also the mortals—offspring of the immortals, it is said, but not inheriting immortality. They are a sad race that spends its days in envying the immortals and bemoaning their fate of eventual death. Of such is the one who calls himself Fred Murdock. Often treacherous, they are also weaklings. In form and appearance, they are as the immortals. But they grow old and die.”


  “What about you?” I asked. “Are the dwarfs immortal?”


  “No,” Shot Mahoy said, “There may be some of us somewhere that are immortal, but none that I know of. Zeese has said that we were here when he first came, thousands of years ago. Then, we were the only race of man on Venus.”


  “And what of Diana?” I asked, dreading the answer.


  “I will let you ask her for the answer you are dreading to hear,” Shot Mahoy said with a sly glance. “You see, this is her game preserve, and she should be hunting somewhere near here. Anyway, she is expecting us.”


  “Expecting us?” I asked vaguely. “Tell me one thing, Shot. If she is an immortal, why did she come to my casino and dance?”


  “Perhaps it was because she likes to dance,” Shot Mahoy said. “Or perhaps it was because she had heard of you and wanted to meet you.” And with that, he galloped off on his stubby legs to shout unnecessary orders at his goodnatured fellow dwarfs.


  Blacky and I looked about us as we followed the others. We were already out of sight of the stairway that led to the surface. About us were the trees, trees that might have been transplanted from Earth, though I didn’t recognize what kind they were.


  Far overhead, the glistening-wet roughness of the cavern dome hung like a granite cloud, and between us and it thousands of birds flew aimlessly—birds that I was almost sure were not of any species known on Earth. One especially, was a type that was larger than a robin and snow white, with a sharp beak and a call as musical as that of a meadowlark.


  Suddenly, it occured to me that Shot Mahoy hadn’t answered my question about whether Diana was immortal or not. He hadn’t actually answered anything—or had he? He had said, “Perhaps she had heard of you and wanted to meet you.”


  And Fred Murdock had said that he had read all three volumes about my eye. He had heard of me, too. Was that it? Was Diana interested in me as a medical marvel? Was I to find in Diana a coolly superior immortal being who had “gone slumming” and played the part well, just so she could study one of the most spectacular products of modern surgery?


  My head was throbbing again. I took another opium pill and slowly regained my attitude of aloofness from the realities that tortured my thoughts.


  THE HOURS wore on. We stopped for a hasty lunch which the horned dwarfs didn’t care to partake in. Shot Mahoy explained that they ate only one meal a day, and that a very heavy one before their sleep period. So ingrained was this custom, that if they were to eat anything they wouldn’t be able to keep awake.


  I estimated that we had gone fifteen miles, when at last the stony ceiling of the cavern dropped to meet the plain ahead of us.


  The dwarfs were carrying Renaldo, spelling each other off every half mile or so. He was weak, but I knew from past experience that there would be no infection in his wounds. The healing powders developed to their current state of all-purpose perfection insured that.


  The dwarfs ahead suddenly stopped and looked upward. My eye followed their gaze. Overhead, there was a battle going on.


  One of the white birds was being pursued by a larger bird that looked like a hawk. The smaller bird was darting this way and that in a frantic effort to dodge the sharply out-thrust claws of the pursuer, whose greater wingspread and power brought those claws closer to their target with each swoop.


  As I watched, a silver streak rose from the ground at a spot on the other side of some trees. That swift streak reached and touched the larger bird, and materialized as an arrow, piercing the bird’s body.


  A hoarse cry escaped its throat. Its wings thrashed frenziedly for brief seconds, then it was plummeting downward in directionless struggle with the arrow. It landed almost at my feet.


  I walked over to it, marvelling at the uncanny marksmanship that could strike a bird high in the air in its unpredictable flight. As I bent down to pick it up, a cry from the throats of the dwarfs made me look up.


  A TALL FIGURE had emerged from the cluster of trees, holding a longbow. It was Diana! There was no mistaking her beauty. Hanging at her waist was a quiver of arrows. On her red lips was a smile. She was wearing one of the gowns she had brought with her when she first came to the Gardena.


  I noticed these things while I tried to turn and run, my legs frozen with a paralysis of terror at the prospect of her seeing me.


  But she had already seen me, and as she came toward us, her eyes were on me. I stood there, waiting, unable to move, the dead hawk in my hand.


  I had never seen her look at me the way she was looking now. Her eyes held lights I had never hoped to see in any woman’s eyes again. Impossible as I knew it to be, she was not seeing the thing of flesh and metal that was my outward appearance. Or if she was, it had ceased to be abhorrent to her. She stopped less than three feet away from me. Her lips trembled a little.


  “Hello, Joe,” she said, her voice sweeter than words can describe. Her hand reached out and touched my cheek as I tired to answer.


  I could feel a hot flush burning my face. I wanted to turn and run, and keep running forever.


  “You don’t need to say anything, Joe,” Diana said. “Shot Mahoy sent a messenger ahead, and I know everything—even how you tricked Fred Murdock into guiding you here.”


  “You—you’re not mad at me for coming?” I stammered. And as I read the answer in her eyes, I suddenly wished I had eyes with which to tell her what was in my soul—the love, the terrible torture, the hopelessness, the despair.


  Then, without realizing I had done so, I did a mad, a terrible thing, for which there could be no forgiveness. I dropped the dead hawk and stepped forward, throwing my arms around her. My lips found hers and crushed them. I felt her warm body against mine. I felt her quick breath against my cheek.


  Then, about to release her and step back and wait for the look of contempt and disgust that I knew must come, my senses suddenly reeled. It was utterly impossible, unthinkable—but her lips were returning my kiss with a passion equal to my own!


  I felt hot tears gush from the glass filled pockets of my eyes and bathe my cheeks, making them slippery against hers. She was making soft, crying sounds, her arms around me, holding me close.


  Finally, I leaned back and withdrew my arms, taking her face between my two hands and holding it so I could look in her eyes.


  “Diana,” I said. “How can this be? All this time that I’ve tortured myself with thoughts of what would happen if you ever found out—and you love me! How can you?”


  “How can I?” The thought seemed new to her. She laughed delightedly at the thought. “How little you know about women.”


  I put my arms around her again and drew her close.


  “I’ve thought that myself,” she said, her voice muffled in my neck. “I’ve thought, how can he love me if he learns I am centuries old—a legendary figure on Earth—at the dawn of history as man knows it. You see, Joe, in that sense I’m a cripple, too.”


  “Then it’s true?” I heard my voice say, weak and thin.


  It was her turn to draw back. “Does it make . . . a difference?” she asked.


  “Not to me,” I said. “But to you? You will see me grow old and die in a few short years.” As I spoke those words, a horrible question rose in my mind. How many countless others had she loved and been loved by as they grew old and dropped along her path?


  The question was banished by her answer. “No,” she said, “that won’t happen. One of two things will happen. Either you will be forbidden to me and we will have to deny our love forever—or you will be made immortal as I am. That is for Zeese to decide.”


  “Zeese again,” I muttered.


  I looked around us. We were alone. The others were gone. I saw them almost a mile away, moving toward the wall of the cavern. Obviously, they had departed to leave us in the privacy of our first finding of each other.


  Diana picked up the dead hawk and withdrew her arrow, wiping it clean on the grass, and putting it in her quiver with the others.


  Then, she placed her hand in mine and we started walking toward the retreating figures of the dwarfs and the others. For the first time in a long time, my head was not aching. Whatever might come, Diana loved me.


  Grotesque though I might be in the sight of others, in her sight I was desirable. That, more treasured than anything else, could never be taken from me.


  CHAPTER V


  THERE FOLLOWED days such as I had never dared dream of. Days of companionship with Diana, during which we roamed the fields of her private hunting grounds and she taught me how to use the bow. Because there were a few bones missing in my shoulder assembly, I wasn’t able to use the same type bow she herself used. But from some mysterious source, one came that was designed just for me. Anyway, the arrows seemed to need very little force behind them to fly unbelievable distances.


  Sometimes, we hunted. Sometimes, we sought the privacy of some clump of trees and lay side by side, telling each other our innermost thoughts.


  During this period of bliss, however, I sensed a worry in Diana that she tired to hide from me. Zeese. He was quite a bogey man to her. I had to pass that hurdle before she could marry me.


  Fred Murdock, I learned, had been sent somewhere to get the rouell out of his system. I gathered in a vague way that he was some sort of hanger-on at the court of the immortals, and had fallen in love with Diana, as had many other young men. I didn’t blame them.


  He had followed Diana when she came to the Gardena to work for me, and had drunk himself silly when she refused to have anything to do with him. I felt guilty when I thought of the way I had tricked him into bringing me here to this underground world.


  Blacky and his boys were growing restless. Once, Blacky went hunting with Diana and me, but after that he refused to. I knew that was because he felt that he made a crowd.


  I began to wonder what to do about him and the boys. Renaldo, I learned, had managed somehow to escape into some dark reach of this underground, and no one seemed at all concerned about finding him and his three men.


  “Where they’re going, we don’t need to worry about them coming back,” Diana had said, and changed the subject before I could ask her for more details.


  A week passed. Then, Diana brought up the subject of Blacky. “Do you think we could rely on him and the others to keep quiet about all this?” she asked gravely.


  From that, I knew she had talked to someone, and that they were wondering what to do with Blacky, too.


  A day later, Diana and I accompanied Blacky and the boys and Shot Mahoy and his jovial warriors across the plains, to the long climb upward back to the surface. There, we said goodbye, and I promised Blacky I would be back someday soon. If I didn’t show up, he was to have the whole casino and carry it on as we had before.


  Diana ordered Shot Mahoy to show Blacky how to come back if he wanted to for any reason. So we all said goodbye, and Diana and I stood close together, watching them climb until they were out of sight around the first bend in the stairs.


  I felt very subdued on our way back across the plain. Blacky had been my other self for so long, I felt lost without him.


  Diana was silent, sensing my mood. Also, she had other things on her mind. It wasn’t until later in the day that she spoke of them. “Now, it’s time to face realities, Joe.”


  “Such as what?” I asked. “Zeese?”


  “Yes,” Diana said, and I could see she was worried about it.


  WELL, I was worried, too, and the closer we got to Zeese, the more worried I became. Our trip was made in Diana’s private car, which was a superstreamlined thing of plastic with no wheels to support it, that sped along an almost optically perfect tunnel highway. It floated half an inch off the road, apparently held up by the compressed air that drove it.


  Our journey took us through several gigantic caverns similar to Diana’s own private hunting grounds. Some of them were filled with buildings of almost dreamlike architecture. In these cavern cities, I caught brief glimpses of other cars similar to the one in which we rode. There were many people, also, and most of them were the horned dwarfs.


  Finally, the highway merged into a broader one on which there were many cars ahead of us and behind us. This was in a tunnel. When the tunnel ended, the broad highway swept out over the floor of a cavern far larger than any of the others. The ceiling of this cavern was at least a mile overhead.


  There were cultivated fields, large parks, and for several miles, a river flowed along beside the highway. In the distance could be seen the tall towers of buildings. We were coming to a city as large as any on Earth.


  “How far below the surface of Venus are we here?” I asked Diana.


  “About twenty miles,” she answered matter-of-factly. “The slope of the highway has been constant. We’ve come over two hundred miles. This is Zeese’s cavern city we’re coming to.”


  “And to think that we’ve been scraping the surface up on top for half a century without suspecting what was below us!” I marveled.


  We were entering the city now. It was in many ways like any supermodern city, if you pretended the cars were maybe year after next’s models. All the buildings had a new look to them, as if they had just been built. This was due to the absence of smoke and other dirt that begrime the buildings of Earth cities.


  There were sidewalks on which thousands of the dwarfs were going their ways, streets filled with the ethereal appearing cars like the one in which I rode with Diana.


  Some of the buildings were at least twenty stories high. Ahead, I occasionally glimpsed a building taller than all the rest. It was toward this building that we headed. Finally, Diana drove her car up a ramp onto a broad portal leading to its interior.


  There, we got out and turned the car over to a dwarf attendant. We stepped onto an escalator that carried us upward. Altogether, we then climbed ten stories, each at least fifty feet high. The escalators themselves were twelve feet wide, with enormous steps six feet deep and three feet high.


  I felt diminutive in spite of the many dwarfs around us, half as tall as I.


  “Just how big is Zeese?” I asked.


  “Almost thirty feet tall,” Diana answered. “Part of his height is due to the first immortality serum he perfected, but he originally came from a race of Earthmen that were giants.”


  “Earthmen?” I said. “Did you come from the Earth yourself, Diana?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I’m from the race you know of as Titans. Sometime, I’ll tell you the story of how Zeese discovered the secret of immortality and chose a few of us for his companions; how we discovered science and developed it to the point where we were able to leave Earth and come here to Venus.


  “Since Earthmen have been coming to Venus, we have slipped among them and paid visits to Earth to study the history of events since we left. We know that many of your legends of gods are distorted tales of the days when we were still there, trying to lift man out of barbarism. Eventually, we were forced to conclude man wasn’t ready yet, and so we left and settled here among the horned dwarfs. But we can’t talk anymore just now. We’re coming to the floor where Zeese holds audience.”


  WE WERE the only ones on the escalator as it slowly rose into the vast audience chamber, big as a cavern itself. Its ceiling, fifty feet overhead, was a sky blue laced with marble laticeworks of supporting beams.


  Then, I could see nothing but the giant figure reclining in a huge stone seat at the far end of the room. I remembered the time I had first seen a full grown gorilla when I was eight years old. For a moment, I had felt the impression that I was looking through a magnifying glass at an ordinary monkey. I had the same sensation now, a feeling that I must have slipped an enlarging lens in my eye case.


  Zeese was of normal proportions, well formed. His thirty feet of stature was hard to accept with the mind. There was a smile on his bearded face as I looked at him. And as I looked, a deep voice, thunderous in quality, speaking very slowly, ordered me to come forward.


  I felt like an ant crawling on a sidewalk as I went across the vast floor toward him, and each of his feet were as thick as the body of a full grown man. He could have reached out with one foot and crushed me like an insect.


  There was a bright twinkle in his huge eyes. Those eyes were a soft brown, as was his hair. “So this is Joe Grimm, the man who, out of all the countless ones she could have taken in her long life, Diana has chosen as mate.” The thunderous deep voice chuckled.


  It was the most awesome phenomenon I had ever witnessed—that giant bearded head so far above me, even though Zeese was reclining in a half slouching sitting posture in his mountain of a chair. There was a keen intelligence to it, a fluidity of personality to the half concealed red lips nested in the beard. There was an unmistakeable humanness.


  But there was also something unhuman. Something . . . cosmic. Words couldn’t possibly describe it. It was fearsome. It was like watching the inexorable passage of planets on their courses from the emptiness of space, and knowing that no human power could possibly alter their paths.


  I WAS afraid. Behind that massive forehead lay a brain larger and heavier than my entire body—and older than written history. My future, my very life, hung suspended there, subject to the whim of that giant being.


  Mercy? Pity? Could these have any effect on the workings of that ancient mind? Or were his decisions dictated by standards I couldn’t comprehend? Yes, I was more afraid than I had ever been before in my life. So I stood there, a pygmy barely coming to his knee, and I tried as best I could to keep from trembling.


  Even when he took a large magnifying glass several feet in diameter and leaned forward, holding it before him and looking at me through it, I stood silent, barely controlling my trembling. I wanted desperately to take an opium tablet, but didn’t have the courage nor the will to move.


  “Very sloppy,” Zeese’s thunderous voice mumbled absently. It was like listening to a very slow public speaker—or more accurately, listening to the record of a voice run at half speed. “But also done with more skill than I believed possible in mortals. You are obviously able to see clearly through that lens, since you appreciate Diana’s beauty.”


  His breathing was like the sigh of wind through the trees as he studied my forehead lense. He straightened up and laid the huge magnifying glass aside. “The only question now,” he said heavily, “is whether you have the courage?” It came as a direct question.


  “The courage for what?” I dared to ask.


  Instead of answering, he reached out and wrapped a hand around me. His thumb and fingers completely circled my body as he lifted me and held me in front of him. With a smooth, dizzying swoop, he moved me to his right shoulder and sat me down.


  My feet were lost in his beard. Sitting, my head came just high enough to see over his. I grasped at his ear for support.


  Diana was looking up at me with a grave smile. I smiled back nervously, feeling like a kitten being played with by a grown man.


  “Turn the beam on us, Diana,” Zeese said. Then, to me, as Diana turned and crossed the huge chamber and vanished through a small door set in a large one: “This beam is a weapon to which I’m vulnerable. I wish to see what its effects are on you, Joe Grimm. So when I feel its full effect, I want to hear from you what you feel.”


  Diana returned immediately with a tube that looked very similar to a large flashlight. From the doorway, she pointed it at us. A pale beam shot out.


  At first, I felt nothing. Then, slowly, my skin began to tingle queerly. Under me, I could feel the massive shoulder on which I rested jerking slightly. Then, I felt electric forces tugging at my own muscles.


  “What do you feel, and see?” the deep voice asked, as though suffering terrible agonies.


  “My skin tingles,” I said. “My muscles are a little jerky from some force like an electric current.”


  “What—do—you—see?” Zeese asked boomingly.


  “Why, nothing,” I said.


  “Nothing?” he echoed, his thunderous tones carrying a note of despair.


  “Nothing different. Unless it’s the flashlight thing Diana has turned on us,” I said. “Everything looks the same as it was.”


  THERE WAS a sigh of escaping breath. The light winked out. Diana came running toward us.


  “He can see!” she shouted.


  “And he called it nothing,” Zeese said. “Joe Grimm, you are the only living being that can see when that weapon is turned on him!”


  “You mean it blinded you?” I asked, as he sat me down on the floor.


  “Yes,” Zeese said. “And it will paralyze the sight of every eye, except yours. Now, perhaps the stalemate that has existed since before the dawn of your history can be broken. If it can, if you can fetch me the ring that is held by my enemy, Votan, without which I have not dared move from this cavern for thousands of years, you shall be given immortality and have Diana by your side throughout eternity.”


  “But Zeese,” Diana exclaimed. “Even though he is immune to the blinding light, he is almost certain to meet death if he succeeds in getting the ring. He couldn’t escape with it.”


  “Nevertheless, he must steal the ring back from Votan,” Zeese said.


  “Unless he does, he will be denied immortality, and you must forget him.”


  “In that case,” I said. “I’ll get the ring or die in the attempt. Life will not be worth living if I can’t have Diana.”


  “Well spoken, lad,” Zeese said. “And I give you my word that you shall come through alive—if I have to go after you myself. But now, I’d better tell you what the ring is, and what you’ll be up against in braving Votan’s lair.


  “There is a jewel made of a substance stranger than any material known to man. It’s not of matter as man knows matter, but of elements finer than the electrons themselves. Long ago, the substance of this jewel was gathered from space over thousands of light years in extent. So rare is this substance, that it was possible to gather only enough for one small jewel, which was set into a ring for me to wear on my finger. And this jewel has the ability to gather the forces of subspace itself and focus them. The wearer of that ring can control forces that form and destroy suns and planets.


  “Votan learned of this ring and devised a plan to steal it. He created the blinding ray, and because there was no defense against it, was able to take the ring from me.


  “I had been wiser than he thought, however, for in shaping the ring, I had my craftsmen build it so that it could not be used by anyone whose finger was not as large as my own, and there is no other creature alive as large as myself. Further, the ring was devised so that if it were damaged or altered, it would immediately explode the jewel and send its component substance back into the subether from where it was gathered.


  “Without the ring, I am helpless. I must lurk here in the protection of my fortress cavern. Votan himself is of the race of giants from which I sprang. He was the first after me to become immortal by injection of the serum I devised. But before I made him immortal, I discovered what had caused me to grow, and eliminated that from it, so he remained his normal ten feet in height.


  “Come, I’ll show you the way to the ring. HI show you the ring itself. Watch closely, and you will be able to remember every step of the way.”


  ZEESE ROSE to his feet, towering above me. He crossed the vast auditorium to the giant door and opened it. I followed, Diana beside me.


  We were in a smaller room now, filled with giant machines that were like strange electronic devices. He turned one on. From its interior, beams shot out to focus against a smooth wall of the room.


  “You had best start from Diana’s hunting preserve,” Zeese said. “Here, at one side of her cavern, is an entrance to a tunnel that leads down to Votan’s domain. It is this way that the one you call Renaldo escaped.”


  On the screen, I saw Diana’s cavern with its birds and deer-like creatures. The scene rushed toward a large face of stone that moved aside as we watched.


  Then, the tunnel rushed past on the screen as if we were riding in a swift car of some sort. It came to another blank wall. Zeese manipulated the electronic machine. On the screen appeared a part of the wall. There was a stone protruding from it.


  “Push on this stone, and it will open the portal to Votan’s lair,” Zeese said. “Then, smash the stone so that the portal cannot close.”


  The scene rushed on and on down the curving tunnel, until at last it came out in a cavern as vast as that of Zeese’s. It sped by back ways and almost obscure paths until it came to another tunnel. It followed this only a short way when it came to a side passage that opened up into a large chamber.


  There was a large block of polished marble. On its glistening surface lay the ring. On the screen, the jewel glowed with an almost blinding brilliance. The ring band was large enough to fit around Diana’s wrist.


  “I tuned the spyray to avoid contact with the living,” Zeese said. “On your journey, you will be met by many dangers. You should be able to meet them all by taking the blinding ray tube with you, because you’re immune to it. And the element of surprise will be on your side until you have reached the ring. After that, you must watch your step.”


  ON THE WAY back to Diana’s cavern, I began to recover from the numbing shock of Zeese’s presence and the superscience I had witnessed and seen evidence of. Unbelievable as it was, it was no more unbelievable than man’s own science, in many ways.


  A century or two ago, it would have seemed fantastic to learn of a substance like Plutonium, not found in nature; man-made; so powerful that a few pounds of it could destroy a city. A jewel of a substance finer than electrons, that gathered cosmic energies and directed them through the wearer, was fantastic only because it belonged to a science unknown to man.


  And, surely, if man could develop from the dark ages to flight to the stars in three short centuries, these immortals could build science beyond man’s wildest dreams in the thousands of years they had had to develop.


  Diana, sitting at my side, driving the car, held secrets that would have caused scientists to revise their whole field of knowledge.


  Even that spyscreen, as Zeese had called it—was that a simple moving picture projector, or something that could actually bring views of things far distant, through miles of rock? And the simple flashlight laying on the seat beside me in the car—Zeese had claimed that its rays blinded him. They hadn’t blinded me, but I had felt a strange tingling of my skin and twitching of my muscles as if a current of electricity had been generated in me. Was it possible that the science of Votan had found a way to focus a magnetic field, and send it out as a beam, so that it could set up induced currents over a distance in the same way as one coil of a transformer sets up a current in another?


  I knew little of science. All I could do was accept what I saw. Try to meet whatever danger I was to encounter, and try to come out alive—for Diana.


  CHAPTER VI


  I TRUDGED along the tunnel, wishing I could rest. I had come miles since leaving Diana at the entrance to the path to Votan.


  Swinging from my left hand was a heavy, shorthandled maul. It was to use in smashing the stone key that opened and closed the portal to the lower caverns.


  In my right hand was the blinding ray tube. Resting against my ribs was something warm, asleep. It was a bird. When Diana had taken me to the opening, she had whistled melodiously, calling, and one of the birds circling above us had alighted on her shoulder. She had tucked its head under its wing and soothed it to sleep.


  “Keep it safe,” she had said. “If you need me, waken it and turn it loose, and it will fly to me. I’d go with you, but Zeese forbids it. Remember, Joe, if you don’t live, I would rather be dead than continue to live alone after having found you.”


  The bird’s warmth against my ribs was a tie that bound me to Diana. It was tangible evidence of her love.


  The light of the upper caverns was fading slowly. Whatever elements there was in that atmosphere that gave rise to it, it was growing more feeble here, as if lack of circulation kept it away from this tunnel.


  I had been walking for at least three hours, and was beginning to wonder how much farther I would have to go before reaching the barrier where I could use the heavy maul and discard it.


  Then, suddenly, it was directly ahead of me. Actually, there was no sign of it, If I had not known it would be there, I would have thought it just a dead end to the tunnel. But my eye now found the stone that would open the portal. I pressed in on it. Silently, a whole section of the wall dropped downward until its top surface became part of the floor.


  I brought the heavy maul carefully against the stone and, after several tries, felt it shatter. I was grateful then for the weight of the heavy maul. Without that extra weight, I would never have been able to break that stone with my lack of leverage due to a missing collar bone.


  THERE WAS a hoarse whisper of sound behind me that caused me to whirl in alarm. My finger was on the stud that would shoot out the blinding beam of energy from the tube in my hand when recognition of the four figures against the wall halted me. It was Renaldo and his three stooges.


  “Is that you, Joe?” Renaldo whispered in a hoarse voice.


  “Yes,” I said.


  He crawled toward me, moaning. “Save us, Joe,” he cried weakly. “We’ve been down here all this time without food or water. We’re dying.”


  While he talked, he crawled toward me. Suddenly, his hand reached out and seized my foot, jerking it from under me. As I fell, the three against the wall leaped forward.


  Instinctively, I kicked out. I felt my foot connect with something solid. Then, I was pinned down. Renaldo, with a rapidly swelling eye, stood over me, his face full of hate. He had my gun in his hand.


  “I ought to kill you now,” he snarled. “But I’ll wait until you lead us out of here.” Then, to his men, “Let him up. If he tries anything, I can shoot him.”


  They stepped back. I got up painfully. My head was aching.


  “If you want to get out of here,” I said. “The only way I know of is back the way we came.”


  “Yeah?” Renaldo sneered. “Then how come you knew exactly how to open this wall?”


  “Have it your own way,” I said.


  “Search him,” Renaldo said to his men. “But don’t get in line with this gun.”


  I stood still while they searched me.


  “What’s this?” one of them exclaimed. He jerked open my shirt and brought out the sleeping bird. “A dead bird,” he said disgustedly, and threw it aside.


  In midair, the bird shot its head out from under its wing and took flight. Renaldo shot at it once, nervously, and missed. But that gave me a chance. I ducked down and picked up the blinding ray tube, flashing it on even as I picked it up. At the same time, I scooted back so I could bathe all of them with its rays.


  Renaldo, blinded, turned this way and that, and quickly discovered that with his back to the ray tube, he could see. “This way!” he shouted. His three companions turned in the direction of the sound. They ran until they were about fifty feet away. There, they stopped and tried to turn back to face me. They discovered that meant becoming blinded again. They gave it up and ran until they were out of sight on the road to Votan’s kingdom.


  I shut off the ray. It was a wonderful defense weapon. I could understand why there had been a stalemate between Zeese and Votan for so long.


  Diana’s bird was gone. My gun was gone. I hesitated. Should I turn around and go back? I couldn’t hope to accomplish anything without the gun, even though I had the blinding ray.


  IF I TURNED back, though, the element of surprise would be gone. Renaldo and his three men would continue on until they were killed or captured, believing they were on a path that would lead them out of the cavern world. Votan’s men would come and discover the portal open and the key to it smashed, and would wait here.


  My only hope of reaching my goal without a fight against overwhelming numbers of Votan’s hordes was to follow after Renaldo as swiftly as possible. It might even be that they could serve me a favor by being decoys for me—if I kept them in sight.


  Without hesitating any longer, I started after them. In a short time, I saw them going ahead cautiously but with a distance-eating stride.


  Hour after hour we continued. Once, I thought I heard the beat of wings behind me and turned; but I could see no sign of Diana’s bird.


  At last the tunnel ended. I waited until Renaldo and his men had left it, then crept up to the opening to the large cavern I had seen through the spyscreen.


  The cavern was exactly as I had seen it. I quickly found the first path I was to take on my journey across it. I noted, too, that the cavern was teeming with people. There was a large city that covered most of its floor.


  Renaldo had gone off to one side in a direction away from that in which I was to go. I slipped from the security of the tunnel and ran swiftly to the concealment of a clump of trees. When I reached them, I saw the next landmark I was to reach. As I ran to it, I heard the sound of a shot behind me, some distance away. Renaldo had been discovered.


  I stopped and looked back. A quarter of a mile away, I saw Renaldo and his three men being attacked by dozens of Votan’s men who used bows and arrows. As I watched, I saw Renaldo fall, and in quick succession his three companions also fell. That was the end for them, and as I turned my back on them and continued my way, I felt perhaps it was for me, too. It would be discovered now that the portal was open. I couldn’t come back this way, and there was no other way back that I knew of.


  With Diana’s, bird gone, there would be no way to take Zeese’s ring to him if I succeeded in stealing it. Yet, I kept on, because there was no alternative.


  Then, out of the air, there was a flutter of white wings. Diana’s bird reappeared, and settled on my shoulder. It had followed me rather than return to Diana. It seemed almost that it understood its mission and responsibilities. I returned it to the safety of my shirt. Shortly after, I lay down in the concealment of some bushes and slept.


  I AWOKE refreshed but thirsty.


  The bushes bore a purple berry which was quite sweet and juicy. I fed the bird some berries, too, then let it fly, feeling that after having returned to me once, it would do so again. And I was right. As I made my way around the perimeter of the cavern, keeping to the concealment of trees as much as possible, it made a few low flights, but for the most part rode on my shoulder.


  When at last I saw the opening of the tunnel ahead, I tucked its head under its wing and returned it to my bosom. Then, I crept forward, ray tube held ready.


  The tunnel was much larger than any other I had seen. It was big enough to allow Zeese himself to walk upright. It was deserted.


  Before entering it, I turned to look back over the valley of the cavern. At least a mile away, I saw a man walking toward me.


  Suddenly, I realized it was no ordinary man. At that distance, he should appear small. Instead, he appeared quite large—as though he were less than a city block away.


  It was Votan, coming directly toward the tunnel, and it wouldn’t take him long to reach it! There was no time to waste.


  I ran along the tunnel until I came to the side passage. I knew every step of the way as if I had been here hundreds of times.


  Without hesitation, I entered the large chamber and ran across to the pedestal on which rested the gleaming jewel. It was much smaller than I had remembered it. The ring band of white platinum was wire thin.


  Inspiration hit me. I reached out and took the ring. Pulling open my shirt I took out the bird and draped the ring over its head. Then I tossed it into the air and waved for it to go.


  It swooped down and hovered before me for an instant, as if bidding me goodbye. Then, it was gone. And unless it were discovered and shot down, it would make it back to Diana’s hunting preserve. The portal was open. There was nothing to stop it.


  NOW, I SEARCHED for a place of concealment. Votan would be here shortly, and there was no way to escape. The giant room was devoid of places to hide. I had wasted precious moments.


  I heard slow, heavy footsteps. A man ten feet high appeared in the tunnel opening to the room. Votan was bearded, and looked enough like Zeese to be his brother.


  His eyes went to the pedestal and saw that the ring was missing. There was a snarl on his face as his eyes came to rest on me.


  I pointed the blinding ray at him and darted to one side. He rushed toward the spot where I had stood, his feet threshing in an attempt to crush me. Keeping the ray turned on him, I backed toward the exit, while Votan stamped about the room. At the last instant, he realized what was happening and dashed blindly toward me, but I was running down the passage toward the main tunnel, holding the ray tube on my shoulder, pointed in back of me.


  I reached the main tunnel and paused. To go back the way I had come would be suicide. The tunnel in the opposite direction led upward at a slow grade. The fact that Votan would expect me to try to go back the way I had come, decided me. I ran deeper into the tunnel until it curved slightly, so that I couldn’t be seen.


  Then, suddenly, I was bathed in tingling light. Along the ceiling of the tunnel, spots of light showed where the blinding rays were originating. I realized now why it was impossible for anyone but me to come here.


  But why would there be blinding rays in this direction? This led away from the path I had come. Could it be that in this direction led another route to Zeese’s kingdom?


  Ahead of me lay a deep pit in the floor. If I had been blind, I would have stumbled into it. There was a narrow ledge along the wall of the tunnel that led by it.


  When I reached the other side, I felt safe. Votan wouldn’t be able to follow as long as the blinding rays were on.


  How many hours I ran on, sometimes falling and laying still, sometimes barely able to stagger along, I don’t know. At last, I came to a blank wall that brought my senseless flight to an end.


  I lay down against it and slept the sleep of utter exhaustion. And, only a moment later, it seemed, I awakened with the feeling that the wall was moving.


  I rolled away from it and stood up. It was dropping slowly down!


  MOMENTS later, it had sunk into the floor. Zeese stood there, his thirty feet towering above me. On his finger, I saw the ring I had placed about the neck of Diana’s bird.


  The jewel in that ring was now glowing with fires of fury. It seemed that flames laced out from it hungrily, and drew back reluctantly.


  “Joe Grimm?” Zeese’s heavy voice sounded questioningly.


  “I’m here,” I shouted.


  “Come into my hand,” Zeese said, stooping down and laying his hand on the floor.


  I did as he said, realizing he couldn’t see me. He was blinded.


  When he felt me touch his hand, he gently wrapped his fingers around me and lifted me onto his shoulder.


  “The deadlock is broken,” he sounded exultant. “You will serve as my eyes to lead me to Votan. Can you do that?”


  “Yes,” I shouted.


  “Then let’s go,” he said. “I’ll feel my way along and you can warn me of traps and tell me what to do to get around them.”


  It was like riding the back of a super-elephant to sit on his shoulder and hang onto his ear and heavy mat of coarse hair. After a while, I caught onto his gait and rode much easier.


  Time after time, I directed his feet so that he missed falling into the deep pits in our path. And, at last, we were back at the side passage leading to Votan’s lair.


  “I could destroy his lair,” Zeese whispered. “But I must be sure he’s in it first.”


  He stole forward, his enormous feet silent as he set them down with infinite care.


  “We’re almost there,” I whispered. “Another step and you’ll be at the entrance.”


  “Hang on,” Zeese whispered.


  He took a giant stride that carried him into the chamber. His hand came up, and from the ring came a titanic blast that bathed the entire chamber with cosmic, destroying force. It lashed out—and then crept back into the ring.


  “Was he there?” Zeese asked.


  “No,” I said.


  “Then he’s outside,” Zeese muttered. He turned around and retraced his steps to the main tunnel, and turned toward the valley outlet.


  Shortly, we were there. As far as the eye could reach were warriors lined up, long bows ready to loose an avalanche of arrows.


  “Back,” I whispered quickly.


  Zeese stepped back. We had not been seen. Quickly, I told Zeese what I had seen.


  “I’ll destroy them,” he said. “Tell me when we’re out of the tunnel.”


  He charged forward, and when he stepped from the tunnel into the open, I shouted for him to use his ring.


  INSTANTLY, flame lashed out over the valley before us. The archers had unloosed their first salvo of arrows. Most of these were consumed in midair. One brushed by me too close for comfort. Several had lodged in Zeese’s giant frame. He seemed not to notice them.


  The cosmic fire drew back into the ring. On all sides lay charred bodies and smouldering vegetation.


  Then I saw Votan. He was striding toward us over the bodies of his warriors, contemptuous of the danger of the ring. I told Zeese. The ring lashed out, engulfing Votan with its consuming fire. When it drew back, he was still advancing. His clothes had been stripped from him. His massive beard and mane had been burned short. Yet on he came.


  I told Zeese. Again, the cosmic flame lashed out from the ring. Again and again, until the ground Votan walked on was seething lava.


  I saw a possibility there, and told Zeese. He directed the force of the ring at Votan’s feet. Slowly, they sank into the molten rock. While sulphurous fumes rose up around him, he sank lower and lower, unable to escape.


  Not until his lashing arms had disappeared from sight did I let Zeese stop. And when the cosmic flames drew back within the ring at last, we stood there until the molten rock cooled over and hardened.


  “He should be dead by now,” I said.


  “No,” Zeese said. “He can never die, but also he can never get free.”


  THE DOOR to my office opened.


  Diana came in and hooked a shapely limb over the edge of my desk. I looked at her through the solitary eye in my forehead. Her eyes looked down at me lazily.


  I smiled up at her and straightened up. “What’s up?” I asked, trying to keep my voice calm.


  She shrugged. “Just a little trouble at the bar. Blacky is taking care of it.”


  “Send Blacky in, will you?” I asked her.


  She nodded, gave me a smile and turned to leave.


  I was glad she couldn’t see into my eye and know that I loved her. It would never do for her to learn that.


  I couldn’t stand the look of revulsion that I was sure would appear on her face.


  I stood up and stretched, wishing she hadn’t come in and broken into my dreams. The opium was wearing off now.


  Opium is a terrible, wonderful drug.


  It takes you in its toils and makes all your dreams come true. Mine had almost come true. In another moment, I would have been made an immortal, and Diana and I would have gone off to some distant star on an ecstatic honeymoon.


  I sighed. Venus is a dreary planet. There is nothing here but Leper Trees, the remains of some departed civilization—and derelicts, men who come here in search of their dreams. They don’t have sense enough to leave when they can, and later they don’t have the will to leave.


  SHE HAD started for the door as my thoughts followed her. And then, with the door already opened, she turned back to me. There was a strange look on her face—a look that I had never seen there before.


  “Joe,” she said hesitantly.


  “Yes, Diana?”


  “Joe . . . I don’t know how to say this . . .”


  “Say what, Diana?”


  Somehow, I knew what she was going to say. It was in her eyes. And what I saw there left me frozen in my chair. For something was happening that was impossible. It could not be . . .


  “Joe, we ought to get married. I know you’ll never say it—now that we’re back here on the surface world. But Zeese promised happiness to us . . .”


  Her voice trailed off for a moment and left me speechless. I could only stare at her, my mind refusing to believe what I heard, but my heart crying out to her.


  Then, her voice picked up again and she smiled wanly. “Unless, of course., you never really wanted it that way, Joe.”


  Unless I never wanted it that way! I got up from my chair, conscious of the fact that I had knocked it over in my haste. And then I was around the desk, reaching for her. And she was waiting.


  I knew that this wasn’t an opium dream—even though everything pointed to that being the case. How could I have awakened in my office with the realization that it was only a dream?


  I thought of Zeese as my arms closed around Diana and I felt the soft warmness of her against me. To a god, anything and everything is possible. Even this. And he had promised us happiness . . .


  Even if it was a dream, I never wanted to wake up again. . . .


  THE END


  TICKET TO VENUS


  E.K. Jarvis


  Markham was sore space travel was net yet possible. Then how could this unknown agency dare sell tickets to other planets?


  THE OFFICE had appeared as if by magic. One day the suite of rooms was empty, the next day furniture was being moved in. The third day the office was open for business.


  A sign painter was busy lettering the front door as Markham passed it on his way to his own modest office.


  SARTIN LINES


  At noon, when Markham started out to lunch, he saw that other words had been added to the door.


  GENERAL TICKET OFFICE


  Tickets here for


  LUNA


  MARS


  VENUS


  Perhaps nothing that could have happened, short of death itself, would have hit him harder than these three words lettered on the door. LUNA. MARS. VENUS.


  According to the Information discreetly conveyed by the lettering on this door, they were selling tickets to the planets right here in this office, just as, down on the first floor, they were selling airline tickets to Europe, Asia, and the islands of the far seas.


  This—in 1951!


  The idea shook him. For a moment he had the dazed impression that he had stood still for a very long period while time had gone racing by. There was a story—He groped for it. Rip . . . Rip Van Winkle. He felt as Rip Van Winkle must have felt, awakening from the sleep of twenty years and coming face to face with marvels.


  He stood there in the hall of the building, letting the noon-time rush of hungry people heading for lunch jostle past him: a tall, lean, too-brown-skinned man clad in quiet, well-fitting clothes, with die tiny button of a hearing aid barely visible in his left ear, staring at the words on the doorway of this newly opened office. He was the only person who seemed remotely interested in this door. A few others glanced curiously at the words and hurried on.


  To most people lunch was more important than space flight.


  It’s a gag, he thought. The words are just the come-on. If you go in, they will try to sell you mining rights on the moon, or a ranch on Venus, or an uranium deposit on Mars.


  Sometime in the future these things would be for sale in Earth markets. But not yet. Humans had not as yet perfected space flight.


  It has to be a gag, he repeated.


  If anybody on Earth had made a single space flight, even the relatively short hop to the moon, every newspaper on the planet—with the possible exceptions of Ievesta and Pravda—would have carried headlines on this astonishing performance. It would have been on every radio program, every columnist would have commented on it, and the fliers would have been on every telecast program. Here In New York, there would have been a parade down Fifth Avenue, with the fliers in open cars, while frantic secretaries tore up every telephone book in Manhattan to provide a fitting shower of paper to welcome the heroes.


  There had been no parade, no shower of paper to plague the street-cleaning department, no radio and television interviews. Acres of trees had been chopped down to provide paper to describe the flying saucers and various rocket experiments in progress in New Mexico, but there hadn’t been a whisper about a successful space flight. The Army had sent up a rocket which seemingly hadn’t come down—the Army, or the Air Force, or whatever, couldn’t find this rocket anyhow—but otherwise there had been nothing. Markham made it his business to keep track of such projects.


  Therefore this office was a gag!


  BUT WAS it? Had space flight actually been accomplished with no resulting fanfare and was one result of such an accomplishment the opening of an office to sell tickets to the planets?


  Space flight would come some day, he knew. When it did come, an office to sell tickets would be opened somewhere, and somebody would make a profit out of the sale of tickets. There would be a freight office near the space port, with thick-chested men weighing freight shipments and carting them around in electric trucks. Chrome for Venus, and magnesium, and whole space-ship loads of the wonderful plastics developed on Earth.


  “All right, I’ll go see,” Markham said to himself. The sign on the door seemed to pull him toward It. As if it were a magnet and he an iron filing, he moved toward the door. He could not see what lay beyond the frosted glass panels. All he could see were those magic words: LUNA—MARS—VENUS.


  His hand touched the doorknob and he stopped and took a quick step backward. What if this was a trap?


  At the thought, his hand darted inside his coat, to the bulky body of the hearing aid amplifier snuggled in his vest pocket. The feel of this compact little device was reassuring. As long as he wore this hearing aid, he was in no danger, except from the transtron field, in which the aid would not operate.


  Was a transtron field in operation here? Tendrils seemed to flow out from his mind, testing the space around him. He shook his head. There was no transtron field here. The tendrils flowed back, reporting that all was quiet. He opened the door.


  There was a reception room and beyond it a door, with the word Manager on it. This door was partly open, revealing that the manager was not in at the moment. But the reception room was occupied by a girl behind a desk.


  The girl behind the desk was utterly reassuring. She had long carmine-tipped finger nails, platinum hair that had obviously come out of a bottle, and false eyelashes, the long, droopy kind.


  Markham liked this girl on sight. She was so common, so cheap, so gaudy, that she had to be real. A girl like this in a front office could not conceal a trap. She was too obviously stupid, for one thing, and for another, she looked so much like a come-en that she had to be real. He liked her because just the sight of her made him feel safe.


  When he opened the door, she favored him with what she obviously thought was an alluring smile. “Was there something you wanted, sir?” Her smile said that whatever it was he wanted, she had it.


  He ignored the smile. “Yes. How much is a ticket to Mars?”


  Her face dropped a little. She consulted papers in front of her. “That depends. Anywhere between $26,000 and $64,000.”


  “Two prices to the same place?”


  “That’s what it says here.” Her frown said she didn’t understand it either but that was what the book said and a girl couldn’t go wrong by sticking to the book. She bent forward to examine the papers. “It depends on whether or not Mars is at per—per—perhelion or at a-perhelion.”


  “What does that mean?” Markham said. He knew perfectly well what the words meant but he wanted to see if she knew.


  “Gosh, mister, you’ll have to ask Mr. Lewellyn. He’s our manager here. He knows about things like that.”


  “When will Mr. Lewellyn be in?”


  “Sometime this afternoon, I guess. But I can sell you a ticket.”


  “How much will the price be?”


  “Well, our next trip goes on October ninth and the price then—I’ve got it right here—is $38,000. Gosh, that seems a lot of money, don’t it?” Markham was silent. Maybe the girl didn’t understand the reason for a sliding scale of ticket prices to Mars, but he did. Depending on their relative positions at any time, the distance between Mars and Earth varied from approximately 40,000,000 to about 60,000,000 miles. If the price of the ticket was computed on the actual distance between the two planets, then the price ought to vary.


  Markham shivered. This little detail of a sliding scale of ticket prices was so accurate it was somehow frightening. And the whole situation here in this office was so commonplace that it made him uneasy.


  In 1951, you ought not to be able to find an office selling tickets to the planets!


  “If you will put down a deposit, sir—”


  But fear was rising in Markham and he was heading for the door. The fear came from some hidden source within him and it rose as a compelling flood. “Later, perhaps.” He flung the words back over his shoulder.


  OUTSIDE, he was shaky. All during lunch, even with the rattle of dishes and the hum of conversation around him, the shakiness persisted. Was it humanly possible that space flight had been developed to the point where tickets could be sold to the planets? If it wasn’t possible, then fraud was being attempted.


  The city had an organization set up to deal with cases of fraud—the Better Business Bureau.


  The man at the Better Business Bureau laughed heartily when Markham told him the story of this new office that had opened in his building. “Ha, ha, ha, that’s a new one! What won’t they think of next to separate a sucker from his money? Sure, we’ll look into it and we’ll put them out of business too. Can’t have a bunch of crooks stealing money that honest businessmen are entitled to get. No, space travel isn’t here yet. What gave you an idea like that? This is obviously fraud. We’ll look into it.” The tone of the investigator’s voice said he would have the Sartin Space Ship Lines out of business within twenty-four hours.


  Markham felt a little better. He left his name and telephone number. Late that afternoon, the bureau called. “I went over and talked to those people. The manager insisted they were a legitimate concern. He even offered to show me the space ship itself.” The Business Bureau man sounded shocked, as if he had run headlong into a fact too big for him to handle.


  “What!” Markham was shocked too. “Where is it?”


  “He wouldn’t tell me where it is. He said he didn’t want a crowd of curious idiots thronging the landing field, which is quite small. He said there is some danger for spectators, and for this reason he wanted no publicity.”


  “When will he take you to see the ship? I assume you’re going?”


  “Why, any time, he said. I didn’t exactly ask him but I got the impression he would be glad to take me out to the space port tomorrow afternoon. I guess I’ll have to go. Do you want to go along?”


  “No,” Markham answered. “Yes—I don’t know.” Fear was rising in him again.


  “Well, make up your mind,” the Bureau man said, and hung up.


  MARKHAM spent the entire night trying to make up his mind. By morning he had decided that the bureau representative might not be too reliable in matters such as this, that he wasn’t a trained investigator, and that he might draw erroneous conclusions. But there was another agency—


  When the office of the FBI opened the next morning, Markham was waiting. He was interviewed by a tall, pleasant-faced man whose name was Smith and who looked like he ought to be either an accountant or a lawyer. Smith listened patiently to Markham’s story, but without showing much real interest.


  “Why do you report this space ship matter to us?” Smith queried.


  It was a question Markham had not been anticipating and which he had difficulty in answering. “Why—it’s my duty as a citizen. After all, if this is actually happening—”


  “Do you think these people are really selling space ship tickets?”


  “Well—”


  “Do you think space flight is possible?”


  Markham twisted uncomfortably in his chair. He did not like these questions, nor did he like the direction in which they were leading. He had been prepared to face laughter and scorn but he had not been prepared to have his private beliefs questioned. What if they made him take a lie detector test?


  His voice took on a placatory tone. “I realize you people must hear a great many strange stories from—well, frankly, from a lot of nuts. But—well, you can go see for yourself.”


  “We will,” Smith said. “In these times we have to investigate every rumor, no matter how wild it seems. You say there is an office in your building that is selling space ship tickets. We are not greatly interested in the sale of the tickets, but a ship capable of flight to the planets, this does interest us.”


  There were other questions, probing, prying, and revealing. When the interview was over, Markham was glad to get away.


  When he got off the elevator in his own building, there was that door again, with its leering words:


  LUNA


  MARS


  VENUS


  Pressures inside of him took him straight toward it. The same girl was behind the desk. She had changed the color of her nails to deep maroon. There was no other change.


  “Sold any tickets yet?” Markham asked her.


  “You’re the gentleman who was in yesterday? No, we haven’t sold any yet. But maybe we will today. You wanted to go to Mars, didn’t you?” He was mildly astonished that she could remember the planet he had inquired about but he did not answer her question. “How long has this line been in operation?” he asked.


  “Gee, mister, I don’t know. I only came to work yesterday. Did you want a ticket?”


  “Before I make up my mind, I want to see the ship.”


  “Oh, in that case, you’ll have to talk to the manager. Just go right on in. Mr. Lewellyn will see you.” Markham didn’t go in. He knocked politely on the inner door. And the manager came out. Tall and stately, with clear blue eyes and snow white hair, he looked like a banker. Just the sight of him inspired confidence. Looking at him, Markham understood why the Business Bureau man had felt this man represented a legitimate concern. Markham almost felt the same way himself.


  “Come in, sir. I am Richard Lewellyn. I’ll be glad to answer any questions you care to ask.”


  THE OFFICE was modestly furnished. The desk was plain walnut, the ash trays were without chromium trim, the fountain pens were old fashioned. Markham eased himself into the chair beside the desk and found it comfortable. “Do you actually have ships that fly to the planets?” he demanded, almost sharply.


  Lewellyn seated himself behind the desk and folded his hands across his stomach. “Of course. My dear sir, are we not offering tickets for sale? Would we sell tickets on non-existent space ships?”


  “But why haven’t we heard of this space ship line?”


  “Because Mr. Sartin does not want any unnecessary publicity. He has a quirk that amounts almost to an obsession about seeing his name in the newspapers. Of course, we realize that some publicity will be unavoidable, but Mr. Sartin wishes it held to a minimum. And since he is the man who devised the Sartin Drive and built the first space ship, naturally his wishes are to be respected. It had been his dream for years to perfect space travel, then quietly to open up freight and passenger offices and to make the announcement that flight to the planets is now possible, on a matter-of-fact basis, just like buying a train or a plane ticket. No fuss, no blaring headlines, no gushing of newspapers over his great accomplishment: these are his ideas.”


  “I see,” Markham said. It sounded reasonable. Just as ocean lines and steamship ticket offices had followed a long time after Columbus, commercial interplanetary transportation on Earth would follow the first daring human adventurer who reached the planets and returned. He began to ask questions. Lewellyn answered without hesitation. “Can I see the ship?” Markham finally asked. To him, it was the only important question.


  “Of course,” Lewellyn answered. “Do you think we are trying to sell a pig in a poke? If you really want to buy a ticket, you can see the ship. If you have a commercial proposition to offer us, you can see the ship. As a matter of fact, I am planning to take a representative from the Business Bureau and a newspaper reporter out to see the ship this afternoon. If you care to go along with us, we will be most happy to have you.”


  “What time?”


  “We plan to leave about five-thirty.”


  Markham made up his mind. “I’ll be here. How are we going to get to the space port?”


  “In the company’s regular limousine,” Lewellyn said.


  ARRIVING at the Sartin Lines office ten. minutes ahead of the appointed time, Markham discovered that the Business Bureau man was already present. With him was a tall, seedy individual in rumpled clothes whom Lewellyn introduced as a Mr. Johnson, a reporter.


  “I thought you did not want any publicity,” Markham said.


  “As I told you, we neither welcome it nor avoid it,” Lewellyn explained. “Mr. Sartin realized that a venture of this magnitude cannot be kept secret forever and he is prepared to accept a certain amount of the right kind of publicity, as a necessary evil. He trusts, however, that the newspapers will not give undue space to his small accomplishment.” This last was said with a warning look at the reporter.


  “He ‘trusts’ in a pig’s eye,” the reporter answered. “He’s just pretending he doesn’t want any publicity so he’ll be hounded with it.”


  “You don’t know Mr. Sartin,” Lewellyn said stiffly.


  “Just show me this ship, old playmate. That’s all you’ve got to do. I’ll do the rest.” The reporter seemed to muse darkly about some secret matter.


  Lewellyn shrugged but did not reply. The reporter lit a cigarette and yawned. Plainly he had no faith whatsoever in the reality of a space ship. “And here I had a date tonight,” he muttered, brooding again.


  Lewellyn looked at his watch.


  “Let’s get going,” the reporter said. “I haven’t got all night to spend looking at a space ship. Maybe, if we hurry, I can still catch her before she calls up somebody else . . . Hey, Mac, how long before we get this show on the road?”


  “I’m waiting for another passenger,” Lewellyn answered. The tone of his voice indicated he was in complete agreement with Mr. Sartin not only about publicity but about the men who provided it. “If your time is too valuable, I suggest—”


  “Don’t mind me, Mac, it’s just that this dame won’t wait.”


  Markham kept in a corner and said nothing. He was both fretful and worried. He disliked the flippant attitude of this reporter.


  The door opened. The man who entered was greeted respectfully by Lewellyn and was introduced around. He was the FBI agent to whom Markham had talked in the morning. And obviously Lewellyn knew his occupation.


  “Well, we’re all here,” the manager said. “The press, the representative of Better Business, the majesty of the law, and one potential cash-paying customer. Now if we only had a crook to round out our little group—”


  He laughed heartily at his own joke.


  The car was a big limousine. A uniformed chauffeur was at the wheel. The side of the car bore the words in modest lettering:


  SARTIN SPACE SHIP LINES


  The car slid through traffic with the effortless ease of a ghost. Lewellyn sat in the front seat beside the chauffeur and kept up a running conversation with the FBI agent on the jump seat immediately behind him. Markham sat in the middle of the back seat, the Better Business agent on his left, the reporter on his right. The reporter was still brooding darkly and was urging the chauffeur to “get some speed out of this hearse.”


  “We will need a little more than an hour to reach the port where the ship is kept at present,” Lewellyn explained.


  Markham thought: space flight coming to Earth like this! A reporter muttering about a girl and an incompetent little man from a business bureau and a tall detective from the FBI, and he—all going out to see a space ship!


  What strange things these humans did!


  Darkness bad fallen before the car had left the city behind it. They were in rolling, hilly country. The car purred smoothly up a long hill.


  When it reached the crest of the hill, it kept right on going up.


  AS HE GOT the sensation of continuous rising motion, Markham knew instantly what had happened and was happening. His hand darted to the control switch on the artificial hearing aid that he wore, snapped a button there, snapped it again and again.


  He knew that snapping the button was useless. The transtron field had already hit him. Sensitive tendrils inside his mind reported the field as it leaped into existence. The movement of his fingers frantically pushing the button on the hearing aid was reflex action, like a drowning man clutching at a straw. He crouched against the seat, shivering with apprehension, his face a mask of torture.


  In the front seat, Lewellyn laughed gently. “The voul projection does not work in the transtron field, eh, Ulgardu? Too bad. Too, too, bad.”


  Like a trapped animal, Markham huddled against the seat of the car, his mind searching frantically for a means of escape that he knew did not exist.


  This was it and he knew It He had only one hope.


  The silence in the car was broken only by the hum of the powerful motor, which was much louder now that it was not only operating the space-warping drive that lifted the car upward but was also supplying current to energize the transtron field. But the car was not moving fast, not really fast, yet.


  Markham dived for the door of the car, snatched it open. No one made a move to stop him. Air hit his face, the door of the car resisted his efforts to open it. He got it open six inches, far enough to see the distance that lay below him.


  Below him winked the lights of a town in the dusk. The car, slow as it was moving, was already several hundred yards in the air.


  “Go ahead and jump, if you wish,” Lewellyn’s voice came from the front seat. “Jumping now will save us trouble later. So if you jump you will be doing us a favor.”


  A sound was torn from Markham’s throat. He let the pressure of the air stream slam shut the door and collapsed again on the back seat.


  Lewellyn laughed, gently.


  Johnson, the reporter, craning his neck to look out the window, suddenly began to scream.


  “This damned automobile is flying through the air like an airplane!” The reporter sounded like a mao scared to the verge of insanity. He grabbed the door handle, crouched holding it but afraid to open it. He screamed again.


  Better Business was screaming too, in a high falsetto. “Let me out of here.” He said it over and over again, like a phonograph record that has stuck in the same groove.


  In the front seat, Lewellyn spoke. “You wanted to see the ship, didn’t you?”


  “What ship?” The reporter gobbled the sound. He had forgotten the purpose of this trip.


  “That’s where I’m taking you,” Lewellyn answered. He gestured toward the sky. “It’s up there on an orbit that keeps it constantly on the night side of Earth.”


  “But—but—but—” The reporter again made the gobbling sound. Under the dome light, his face was twisted, his eyes were those of an animal. Sweat was on his face and his throat was working as he tried to find words to say. Abruptly his face muscles went slack and he slid forward on the floor boards, falling face down.


  “Probably only fainted,” Lewellyn said.


  THERE was one man in the back seat of the car who had not spoken and who had not moved. Only his face showed what was happening inside his mind. His face had turned gray. His hand went inside his coat and came out with a gun.


  He was the FBI agent, Smith.


  At the sight of the gun, Markham tried to pick up hope again.


  “I don’t know what you’re doing or how you are doing it. I don’t know where you came from or what you want.” The agent spoke the words carefully, one by one, as if he was measuring their impact. “But I know you had better take us back down to Earth again.” He nude a stabbing movement with the gun in his hand.


  Lewellyn became aware of the gun. As his eyes came to focus on it, his face seemed to freeze. Then he laughed.


  “Take us down!”


  Lewellyn continued to laugh.


  The gun thundered.


  At the distance it was held from its target, the bullet could not miss. Lewellyn’s face should have exploded in a bloody pulp under the impact of the heavy slug. But nothing happened to his face. It lost none of its good humor.


  Directly in front of his face a piece of metal flared into existence, the bullet striking an invisible barrier between the gun and Lewellyn. The slug splashed upward, as pieces of metal, struck the roof of the car, and fell to the floorboards.


  The only sign that it had been fired was a thin stain of metal rising upward along this invisible barrier, a stain of metal and a reek of smoke.


  The FBI agent’s eyes came to focus on that stain. Slowly and reluctantly, he slipped the gun back into the shoulder holster from which he had taken it.


  Markham watched him put the gun away. The little hope died in him. He had not really expected anything from the gun.


  “You should have known better than to try to use such a weapon,” Lewellyn said. “I had to be prepared to face a real weapon, in case Ulgardu sensed he was being trapped as the transtron field went into operation. A barrier that would stop the voul projection would also stop a bullet from your gun.”


  “Ulgardu?” the agent said.


  Lewellyn nodded toward the back seat. “The man you call Markham back there. Only his name isn’t Markham and he isn’t a man. He is a criminal from Venus who has been hiding out on Earth. I’ve been looking for him for a great many years. He is wanted badly back home.”


  “Huh?”


  “A very wary, very suspicious, and very competent criminal,” Lewellyn continued. The tone of his voice became professional, he spoke now as one criminal hunter to another. “Even after we had located him, we didn’t dare take a chance with him. I assure you that the weapon he carries hidden in that artificial hearing aid he pretends to wear is most devastating in its effects. Most devastating.”


  THE TRACE of a shudder crossed Lewellyn’s face. “To take him at all, we had to trick him into a spot where we could clamp down on him with the transtron field, which is an electro-magnetic force flux which nullifies the operation of the voul projection. Since the transtron field itself requires a special installation, it alone was a difficult problem. Then we had to get him into a position where, once we had trapped him, we could get him away from Earth immediately.


  “It was quite a problem. We had only one fact to go on, that he would like to return to Venus, if he could manage it in safety. The friends who had brought him here in the first place could not return for him because we were watching them. They would help him again, if he could find some way to get to Venus. So we gave him that chance.” He chuckled softly, as some joke that he alone knew.


  “Then that space ship ticket office—” the agent gulped.


  “Bait, of course,” Lewellyn answered. “We opened it where he would be sure to see it. He would be exceedingly cautious, of course, but as long as he thought he had a chance to get to Venus undetected, he would investigate that chance. And, since he knew the development of science on Earth has not yet achieved space flight, the first thing he would demand to see would be the ship, to make certain that it would actually operate. He would not be likely to trust his precious body to some clumsy rocket flier; he would want to make certain that Earth scientists had actually developed a vessel capable of space flight. We would, of course, agree to take him to see the ship, but under conditions of our own choosing, said conditions including transportation in this car, which is a stock model from an Earth manufacturer but which includes some special equipment which we installed ourselves.”


  His eyes twinkled at Markham, hunched down in the back seat. “The car fooled you, didn’t it?”


  “A lot of things fooled me,” Markham growled.


  “But—but—” the agent’s voice had developed a creak. “Why didn’t you tell us what you wanted? We would have helped you.”


  “We like to kill our own snakes,” Lewellyn answered. “And if we asked help from you, we would have to admit that we exist. Such an admission would distort your whole economic and social structure.


  “It is much better to let you develop space flight yourselves. Then you will grow with it rather than have it thrust upon you from the outside. Incidentally, I am sure your scientists will develop space flight within a few years. Then we will be glad to do business with you.”


  “But—what about us?”


  “You? Oh, you’re going to Venus with us.”


  “To Venus?” The agent sounded shocked.


  “Yes, you will like it there. It’s a nice place. And in a few years, when your people develop space flight, you will be allowed to return home.”


  “There will be a hell of a stink raised about our disappearance,” the agent protested.


  “Yes, I imagine inquiries will be made,” Lewellyn answered. “Well, it won’t be the first such mysterious disappearance. As to the office of the Sartin Space Ship Lir.es, we’ll just let the owners of the building close it for non-payment of rent. I imagine the authorities will give the girl I hired a difficult time but I doubt if they will learn much from her. As to the mystery of your disappearance, it will have to remain just that.”


  His voice went into silence.


  The big car rose upward. Below them, the surface of the earth was already many miles away. Above them, keeping always in the shadow of the turning earth, the space ship was waiting.


  TYRANT AND SLAVE-GIRL ON PLANET VENUS


  John Wyndham


  Bert wanted to rebuild his proud lost world. To achieve this end, he had to take his choice of either the decadence of Old Mars or the whip-wielding virility of the New Venus.


  ON THE LEFT bank lay the ruins of a great city. According to the Martians it was called something like Thalkia. It was unlike any waterside city, unlike indeed, any city that Bert had seen on Earth. There were no vestiges or signs of quays. Instead, half a dozen stone paved roads, ramps with low walls, ran from the land into the water. Looking over the side of the boat one could follow them down into the murky depths. From them Bert had deduced that the Great Ones who had built the city had employed some kind of amphibious craft able to run from the canal into the market-places or wherever it was that the cargoes were needed. It was just another of those hints about the Great Ones that, put together, added up to practically nothing.


  Several times Bert had stopped there, and made his way among the ruins. They told him practically nothing: he could not deduce even the size or nature of the Great Ones. Pale red sand had crept across much of the place. Out of it protruded pillars and walls of the darker red stone, and, between them, the corners of fallen blocks. Here and there great lintels, architecturally fantastic, and structurally impossible on Earth, still stood. It could be seen that the Great Ones had abhorred the straight line, delighted in the subtle curve, and had had a particular penchant for a gently swelled three-sided pillar. And, too, that there was nothing ephemeral in their building notions. Allowing for the different gravity, there was a massiveness which nothing on Earth, save possibly the Egyptian pyramids, had employed. It awed Bert quite a deal to be standing in the remains of the oldest structural work anyone had ever seen. The civilization of Earth seemed by contrast like a quickly blown and burst bubble. He doubted whether Thalkia had looked much different at the time when men’s ancestors were leaving the trees for the ground. Each time he had come away humbled by antiquity, and with the desire to dig there one day and find out more about the Great Ones.


  Yet this time as his boat chugged past Thalkia he almost failed to notice the place. His arm was over the tiller, and he steered without thinking. The eyes under his battered hat’s brim were not even conscious of what they saw.


  Many miles behind him, beside a smaller canal than this, stood a ruined tower that had changed from its obscure original purpose to become the home of a Martian family, and it was there that his mind was lingering. The family sustained itself on the produce of a few fields irrigated by the usual wheel beside the canal. It was to keep the wheel turning and to repair such domestic objects as confounded the limited local talent that Bert had the family on his schedule of calls.


  Of seven Martian years (which would have been something over thirteen Earth years had the disintegrated Earth survived as a measure of time) Bert had spent more than six wandering the canals in his boat, leading a tinker’s life from which he returned occasionally to base at the Settlement to pick up metal, make a few pots, and collect such supplies as he could conveniently remove. The small farms and scarce villages on his route had become used to him, and to putting broken objects aside for him to mend when he called. And he had grown to know and to like the people who lived in them.


  At first, to his Earth-raised mind, they had been too quiet, and ineffective, and fragile-looking, so that like most of the Earthmen he had thought them decadent. But in time he began to see himself and the other Earthmen with something like Martian eyes—as neurotic, acquisitive, and with values which were sometimes suspect. He had begun to wonder whether ‘drive’ was always the virtue he had been taught it was—whether it might not sometimes be the expression of instability or poor integration. Though that was not a thought one would mention to another Earthman.


  “To us it seems,” a Martian had once told him, “that a sense of guilt lies on each of you Earthmen. You all of you think that you ought to be better men, or bigger men, or at least different men in some way. We wonder why a whole race should have the inferiority complex which makes it base its virtues on the assumption of its own inadequacy. To us that seems strange.”


  IT SEEMED strange to Bert, too, and not very palatable when put in that way, so that he had disputed it. Nevertheless, as time went by, he had found himself understanding Martian views better, and Earthmen’s views less well.


  It was disagreeable to realize, too, that the Martians mattered more now, for the Earthmen were finished. The ‘drive’ of the Earthmen, which was something superimposed upon the normal will to live, had brought them to the end. By accident, carelessness or irresponsibility it had torn the Earth into the millions of fragments which now circled the sun as an inner asteroid belt.


  The few hundreds of men left stranded here and there were of no account any longer. It made little difference whether they died off from drink or illness, or waited for old-age to take them. In less than thirty Martian years the last of them would have gone, and the brief disturbance of their incursion would gradually drop out of Martian memory, leaving no sign but some admixture in the Martian blood—which brought Bert back to considering the family that lived in the ruined tower.


  There, as in other places, he had been accustomed to tell tales to the children as he worked. He had been only half aware that they were growing up. Mars was a world so spent, so far into old age, that younger generations still growing up there seemed not only incongruous, but pointless to an extent where he scarcely admitted to himself that they were doing so. His last visit, however, had left no doubt about it, for the youngest daughter, Zaylo, whom he thought of as a little girl, had suddenly become transformed into a young woman. The realization had disquieted him in a way that was quite new . . .


  BERT HAD come to some sort of terms with the conditions thrust upon him. He was not interested in the few Martian girls who hung around the Settlement. Occasionally he came across one of the Earthmen who had settled down with a Martian girl. Sometimes it seemed a qualified success, more often it didn’t. In the early days some such idea had tentatively entered his own head, but he had dismissed it, rather as he had dismissed the idea of an alcohol-soaked life in the Settlement. The indications were, he decided, that it did not work well.


  Bert was not analytical in the matter. It had not occurred to him that the chief factor in a Martian marriage would be the temperament of the man concerned—his ability, or lack of it, to adapt. Nor had he looked closely at the motives of his decision. He was aware that he resisted something, but had anyone told him that in his heart he was sentimentally preserving a useless loyalty to a world and a race that had finished, he would not have believed it. If his informant had gone further, and told him that the Earth he revered was an idealistic, romantic conception with little likeness to the vanished Earth of reality, he would not have understood.


  What he did understand was that the sight of Zaylo had somehow pulverized in a moment a philosophy which had hitherto been adequate enough, and that the placidity of his existence had been torn to shreds. In his mind he could hear the voice of Annika, Zaylo’s mother, saying: “Life is not something which you can stop just because you don’t like it.” He did not want to believe that. There had been a poet once back on Earth who wrote:


  I am the Master of my Fate,


  I am the Captain of my Soul.


  That was what Bert believed—or hoped.


  EVER since the day when he had accepted the grim fact that he was stranded on Mars for the rest of his life he had steered his own course. He had shown the Greater Fate that it could not get him down, and he intended to go on showing it. Zaylo was a trap—a beautiful trap, like a flyeating orchid. The sight of her and the sound of her voice had pierced through all his defenses. He ached from the resulting wound. He knew perfectly well that if he were to stay near her he could no longer hold that Captaincy undisputed. He was jealous of her power to move him, angry with her for revealing to him the dry sawdust within his life. And so he had run away . . .


  He was now in the process of discovering the paradox that it takes a very strong mind to run away really efficiently, and that if the mind is that strong it probably doesn’t run at all. Certainly he had been unsuccessful in his efforts to leave Zaylo behind. She stood between him and everything.


  When his eyes were on the massive ruins of Thalkia, what he was seeing was Zaylo. Zaylo in a deep-yellow skirt stencilled with a pattern in warm brown, with her hair held high on her head by three silver pins; the delicacy of her hands and arms, the unhidden beauty of her young breasts, the curve of her shoulder, her skin like copper woven into satin, dark eyes looking depthlessly back into his own, red lips trembling on a smile . . .


  BUT HE did not want to see Zaylo.


  Deliberately he banished her. “Those,” he told himself aloud, “are the ruins of Thalkia, one of the greatest cities of Mars. That means only five or six miles now to Farga’s place. Take the waterway forty-five degrees right at the junction. Let’s see. Farga . . .” He consulted his notebook to refresh his memory regarding Farga’s family and household. Farga’s son, Clinff, would be pretty well grown up now. A useful boy, more mechanically minded than . . . And then somehow he was thinking of Zaylo who was also pretty well grown up now. He was watching her moving with the grace of a young Diana on delicate feet that seemed to caress the ground, noticing the carriage of her head, the rhythm of her walk, the—


  Bert shifted, and muttered. He brought a determined gaze to the water ahead. Yes, Clinff had a better mechanical sense than most of them. One might be able to teach him . . . It was queer how difficult it was for Martians to grasp the simplest mechanical principles . . . Take the lever. When he had tried to explain it to Zaylo there had been a delightfully earnest little furrow between her brows . . .


  Farga walked down to meet him as he ran the prow ashore on the shelving bank. The Martian was smiling, and holding out his hand in welcome—it was a custom which he had picked up, and punctiliously observed with Earthmen. Bert had a first impression that he was slightly surprised by the visit, but in their greeting he forgot it. He slung a sack of belongings and tools over one shoulder. Farga laid hold of a smaller bag, but failed to lift it. Bert reached down one hand, and raised it easily. The Martian shook his head, with a smile.


  “On the moons of Jupiter I, too, would be considered a strong man,” he observed.


  “If I could go back to Earth now, I guess I’d be as weak as a kitten,” Bert said.


  “As a what?” inquired Farga.


  “As a—a bannikuk,” Bert amended.


  Farga grinned broadly. “You a bannikuk!” he said.


  They ascended the bank and made their way through the fringe of clinking tinkerbells which crowned it.


  BERT was glad, and a little surprised, to see that Farga’s house was still standing. After Farga himself had built the walls of flat, uncemented stones, Bert had selected suitable roofing slabs from the Thalkian ruins and ferried them down. When he hoisted them into place he had doubted the strength of the walls to support them, but Farga had been satisfied, so they had left it. Even after years on Mars Bert still found his judgments of weight and strength fallacious; Farga was probably right, and the structure had no weather to contend with, only heat and cold.


  The place was the ordinary pattern of Martian homestead. A few fields strung along the canal bank, a wheel to irrigate them, and the house—which was part shed and granary, and part human habitation. Meulo, Farga’s wife, appeared in the doorway of the dwelling part as they approached. Other interested but much smaller faces showed at the mouths of burrows close to the house, then the bannikuks came scampering out, filled with their usual insatiable curiosity. They began to climb Bert’s trousers the moment he stopped. He discouraged them gently.


  The inside of the house was clean. The floor was paved with a jigsaw of flat stones. There was an immovable stone table, its top polished by use; a set of stools carved from soft rock. In one corner stood a simple loom—an object of some value for several parts of it were of wood—and in another was the bed with a mattress of dried, strawlike stalks. No one could say that Martians were sybaritic. On the table Meulo had set out a dish of what the Earthmen called potapples, for they looked like potatoes, and tasted, with the help of imagination, very slightly like apples.


  Bert dropped his burdens and sat down. Four bannikuks immediately raced up the table sides to gather in an interested group immediately in front of him. Meulo shooed them off. Bert picked up a potapple and bit into it.


  “Things going well?” he inquired.


  He knew what the answer would be. A farmer’s living on Mars was sparse, but not hazardous. No vagaries of weather, few pests. Trouble usually arose through the few simple tools wearing out and breaking. Farga recited a brief list of minor calamities. Meulo added one or two more. Bert nodded.


  “And Clinff?” he asked. “Where’s he?”


  Farga grinned. “You know what he is—interested in machines, almost like an Earthman. Nothing would hold him when he heard the news. He had to go off and see the ship for himself.”


  Bert stopped in mid-munch.


  “Ship!” he repeated. “Ship on the canal?”


  “No, no. The rocket-ship.” Farga looked at him curiously. “Haven’t you heard?”


  “You mean they’ve got one to work again?” Bert asked.


  FROM WHAT he recalled of the dozen or so ships lying on the Settlement landing-ground it did not seem likely. The engineers had early reported that all the remaining fuel if pooled would leave little margin over one take-off and one landing—so no one had bothered. Perhaps someone had succeeded in making a satisfactory fuel. If so, they must have been mighty quick about it, for there had been no talk of any such thing when he had left the Settlement half a Martian year ago. And why try, anyway? There was no Earth to get back to. Then he recalled that during the first years there had been a number of rocket rumors which turned out to have nothing in them. The Martian grapevine wasn’t any more reliable in its information than other bush-telegraphs.


  “When was this supposed to be?” he asked cautiously.


  “Three days ago,” Farga told him. “It passed south of here, quite low. Yatan who is a friend of Clinff’s came and told him about it, and they went off together.”


  Bert considered. All but three of the ships at the settlement had been stripped or broken up. The three had been kept intact because—well, someday, somehow there might be a use for them that nobody really believed in.


  “Which ship was it? Did he see her name or number?”


  “Yes, she was low enough. Yatan said it was a long name in Earth letters—yours, not Russian—and then A 4.”


  Bert stared at him.


  “I don’t believe that. He must have made a mistake.”


  “I don’t think so. He said it was different from all the ships at the Settlement Shorter and wider. That is why Clinff and he have gone to see it.”


  Bert sat quite still, looking back at Farga without seeing him. His hand began to tremble. He did his best to control his excitement. A4 would, he knew, be one of the new atomic-drive ships—at least, they had been new thirteen Earth years ago. There had been a few in more or less experimental service then. Everybody had said that in a few more years they would replace the liquid fuel ships entirely. But there had not been one of them among those stranded on Mars. Perhaps the boy had been right . . . What he had said about the shape would be true. Bert could remember how squat they had looked in pictures compared with the lines of normal space-ships. He got to his feet unsteadily.


  “I must go to the Settlement. I must find out,” he said, speaking as though to himself.


  MEULO made as if to protest, but her husband stopped her with a movement of his hand. Bert did not notice either. His eyes seemed to be focused on something far away. He started towards the door as if in a dream. Farga said:


  “You’re leaving your tools.”


  Bert looked round vaguely.


  “My—? Oh, yes—yes.”


  Still without seeming to know what he did, he picked them up.


  They watched him go, with the bannikuks scampering unnoticed round his feet. He trudged on, brushing through the tinkerbells, setting a thousand little leaves clinking and chiming as he passed, and disappeared over the rim of the bank. Presently came the familiar sound of his boat’s engine, then it speeded up, greatly beyond its usual phut-phut. Farga put his arm round Meulo.


  “I feel I ought not to have told him. What hope can there be for any of these Earthmen? Their world has gone. Nothing can bring it back to them,” he murmured.


  “Someone else would have told him,” she said.


  “Yes, but then I should not have had to be the one to see such loneliness suddenly in a man’s face—and such an empty hope,” he told her.


  When the night made its sudden fall Bert switched on his light and kept travelling. For the first time he wished that he had built his boat for more speed. On the third night he fell asleep at the tiller and grounded on the gradual bank with just enough impact to awaken himself to his need of proper sleep. On the fifth day he reached the Settlement.


  In all that journey Zaylo troubled only his dreams. When he was awake his thoughts continually brought back pictures of Earth. That was stupid, he knew. Wherever the rocket had come from, it certainly could not have come from the swarm of circling asteroids which now represented Earth, Yet the association of ideas was unavoidable. It was as if an old locked box in his mind had been opened, letting scenes and reminiscences spring out as the lid was raised. And he made no honest attempt to force them back.


  For the last few miles he might have been upon an ocean. The body of water formed by the junction of several important canals, the curvature of Mars, and his own lowly position took him out of sight of land. But presently he was able to make out the slender spire of the useless radio mast dead ahead. An hour or so more, and he had driven the boat ashore at her usual berth. He jumped out, drove the grapple into the sand to hold her there, and strode off towards the Settlement.


  The moment he set foot inside the fence he was aware that the place felt different. On previous visits its spiritlessness had closed around him like a blanket that became a little thicker each time. But now that sensation was missing. The few men he saw on his way to the central clubhouse did not drift in the old way. They looked as if they had received an injection which made them walk with a purpose.


  In the clubhouse bar-room the transformation was a little less complete. A number of the habitués sat at their usual tables, too alcohol-logged and sunk in cynicism to change much. When he had helped himself to a drink he looked round for someone who might be coherent and informative. A group of three talking earnestly at a table by the window caught his eye. He recognized the two bearded men as out-of-settlement men like himself. He crossed the floor to join them. The man who was doing most of the talking was pale and sallow beside the others, but he had the more decisive manner. As Bert came up he was saying:


  “You put your names down now, that’s my advice. I’m willing to bet you get chosen for the first batch—You, too,” he added, glancing round as Bert pulled up a chair. “We want men like you. Half of them here have gone rotten. They’d never pass any physical examination, or stand the change. I’ll put your names up right now, if you like—with a priority mark to ’em. Then once the doc’s looked you over, you’ll be all set. How about it?”


  The two agreed without hesitation. The man wrote down their names, and glanced interrogatively at Bert.


  “I’m only just in. What’s it all about?” Bert asked with an effect of calmness. He was rather pleased with the way he was managing to control the excitement thumping in his chest. “All I’ve heard is that a ship is said to have come in,” he added.


  “It’s here now,” said one of the bearded men.


  “From Venus,” added the other.


  TH PALE MAN talked. The other two listened as eagerly as if all he said was fresh to them too. There was a gleam in their eyes and a look of purpose on their faces. Bert had not seen a look like that for a very long time.


  “Ever been to Venus?” asked the pale man.


  Bert shook his head.


  “The trip here was my first,” he said.


  “There’s a future on Venus. There’s none here,” the pale man told him. “Things are going ahead there. We’d have let you know that long ago, but for that static layer over the place that cuts the radio out.”


  He went on to explain that it had been clear from the time of the first landings there that Venus could be given a future.


  “Here on Mars,” he said, “conditions were far better than anyone had expected. The atmosphere was a great deal denser and higher in oxygen content than anyone had estimated, and the temperatures more tolerable. It was thought that only lichens or similar low forms of life could exist. Well, we were wrong about that. All the same, it is pretty nearly finished here now—well on the way out. There are the useful deposits of minerals which for some reason the Great Ones never bothered to work, but that’s about all. It had gone too far to be worth a serious attempt to colonize. As for the moons of Jupiter—well, anybody who’s content to spend his whole life in a heated spacesuit might live there, but no one else. But Venus was something different . . .”


  In a rather elementary manner he went on to explain why Venus was different. How the conditions on the younger planet could be considered as approximating—roughly—very roughly—to those on Earth some millions of years ago. How the density of the atmosphere helped to offset the increased heat of the sun so that, though the tropics were impossible, conditions at the poles were tolerable if not comfortable. How, in fact, it was possible to consider colonization of limited areas.


  “And we were still doing that—just thinking about it, that is. We had got as far as establishing an exploring and shipping base on the island of Melos not far from the northern pole, when we found out more or less by chance that the Slavs had sent out two loads of emigrants and actually established a colony on an island near the South Pole.”


  “I never heard of that,” Bert put in.


  “You weren’t meant to. The Slavs kept quiet about it. They were kind of pathologically prone to secrecy, anyway. We kept quiet because we didn’t want a first-class international row on our hands. We’d have had to do something about it—and we knew that if we started we’d be in for some full-scale nastiness. The best thing we could do seemed to be to start our own colony, pronto.


  “Well, the Slavs had the drop on us there. They’d done a bit of criminal transportation on simple, old-fashioned lines—the way we used to do ourselves on Earth. But nowadays we had to get recruits for it. That wasn’t easy. Maybe you’ll remember a lot of blarney on pioneer lines. Bands, flags, receptions and all that? A lot fell for it. But there had to be other incentives, too, and as decent conditions as we could manage when they got there. And in that we did score over the Slavs. They’d just sent their lot out with as much equipment as they thought strictly necessary—and it’s wonderful how little that can be in a tough, well-ordered state. But then, the Slavs are a tough people.


  “Still, with all the start we could give ’em our first lot wasn’t stuck on the place—but they’d signed for a minimum of five Earth years, and a pension at the end of it. There were twenty-five families in that first lot. Another twenty-five families were in space on their way there when whatever it was that happened at home did happen.”


  Bert nodded. “I remember. They were due for take-off about a week after we left.”


  “They made it, too. Several other ships came in, as well. But a good many just vanished. They tell me that two ships that were on the Venus-to-Earth run managed to divert here. They hadn’t a chance to turn back, of course. Deceleration and acceleration again would have left them with no fuel for landing. The most they could risk was expending some fuel on making the diversion.


  “But that didn’t apply to an atomic-drive ship. The Rutherford A4 had left Venus two days before, and she did have the reserve of power necessary for a stop, start and land, so she got back—with not a lot to spare. As far as we know, the other atomic ships all bought it. A1 was smashed in a crash on Jupiter, you remember. A 2, 3 and 5 are thought to have been on or near Earth when it happened.


  “SO YOU SEE our position was a lot different from yours here. We had about the same number of space-port personnel, but we didn’t have a whole flock of miners and prospectors—just a few explorers, botanists, chemists, and the like. And we had a colony containing some fifty women, and nearly a hundred children. Also we had a planet with its best years yet to come. We’ve got something to work with and to work for. This time the human race has got hold of a planet where it really is in on the ground floor. But what we need right now is as many men as we can get to help us. We’d be getting along a lot faster if we had more to oversee the work.”


  “Oversee? What, one another?” said Bert.


  “No. We’ve got the griffas working for us.”


  “I thought—”


  “You thought griffas were only good for making fur-coats? That’s what everyone thought. On account of the price the furs brought nobody bothered to get nearer to them than shooting range. But that’s not so. They’ve got quite enough intelligence to do useful work, and they can be trained up to more tricky stuff when we’ve got the time. Of course, they’re small, but there’s any amount of them. The thing is they’ve got to be watched all the time. There has to be a man in charge—and there’s our chief limitation.”


  “So what you’re offering is a kind of foreman job?”


  “That’s about it—to begin with. But there’s opportunity. It’s a place that’s going to grow. One day it’s going to grow mighty big, and have all that Earth ever had.


  “Maybe the climate’s not too good, but there are decent houses to live in, and already there’s getting to be something that looks like civilization. You’ll be surprised. Here on Mars there’s nothing to do but rot. So how about it?”


  “You took a long time finding out you needed us,” Bert said.


  “No, we knew that all right from the start. Trouble was the getting to get here. That took time. Fuel. To fuel, a rocket you’ve got to produce fuel on the big scale. It takes a lot of labor and time that we couldn’t afford for the returns. Just building the plant was too expensive for us to think of. But when we ran across fissile material we could spare the time refining that to get the A 4 into use. We want radioactive material anyway, so it became worth doing.


  “Now we can take forty-five men this trip, picking the fittest first. You’ll make it, easy. You’ve not let yourself go to seed like most. So how about putting your name down?”


  “I’ll think about it,” Bert said.


  All the other three stared at him.


  “God Almighty!” said the pale man. “A chance that’s almost a miracle to get off this sandheap—and you’ll think about it!”


  “I was twenty-one when I came here,” Bert said. “Now I’m thirty-four, Earth reckoning. You kind of grow into a place in that time. I’ll let you know.”


  HE WALKED OFF, conscious of their eyes following him. Without noticing where he was going, he found himself back at the canal bank. He sat down there among the tinkerbells, and stared across the water.


  What he was seeing again was a ruined tower beside another canal.


  A life that went on there placidly, harmoniously. A group of people content to live simply, to enjoy what life offered without striving restlessly for some undefined end. People who were quite satisfied to be part of a process, who did not perpetually itch to master and control all around them. It was true that Mars was close to dying. But the whole solar system, the whole universe was in the process of dying.


  Was there really so much more virtue in battling for thousands of years to subdue a planet than in living for a few centuries in quiet content? What was it the Earthmen imagined they sought with all their strife, drive, and noise? Not one of them could tell you that ultimate purpose. For all one knew there was none, it might be just a nervous tic. All their boasts need not be more than the rationalizations of a dominating egoism imposed upon a kind of transcendent monkey inquisitiveness . . .


  The Martians were not like that They did not see themselves as arbiters, as men to be made gods. But simply as a part of life.


  Some lines from a poem came into his mind. Whitman had been speaking of animals, but it seemed to Bert to apply very well to Martians:


  They do not sweat and whine about their condition,


  They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins,


  They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God,


  Not one is dissatisfied—not one is demented with the mania of owning things . . .


  The image of Zaylo stepped into his thought’s sight About her like an aura was a sense of peace to soothe his mind and heart.


  “Time to rest, Earthman,” her mother had said.


  But he had fled because to rest, to settle down, to make a home there seemed like a betrayal of all that the vanished Earth had taught him. The act of surrender to Mars at last, and against which the voice inside him still protested: “I am the Captain of my Fate.”


  And now there was the chance to join others who thought that way. A pitiful few, but determined to rise again above the catastrophe which had all but finished them.


  A vision of Earth as it had been replaced Zaylo in Bert’s mind. Cities full of life, wide farmlands rich in crops, the music of great orchestras, the voices of crowds, the liners on the seas, and the liners in the air. The world made fit for man by man—the glorious dream of the composite mind of man come true. None who were living now would ever see Earth’s genius on its pinnacle again. But it could climb there in time. The spirit still was there. One day there would be recreated on Venus everything that had seemed lost with Earth—perhaps it would be a creation even more magnificent.


  What he was being offered was a chance to help raise civilization again out of disaster. That, or to stay on in puny futility on Mars . . .


  The image of Zaylo stood before him again, lovely, gentle, like balm for a bruised spirit, like heaven for a lonely soul . . .


  But there beside her shimmered the spires and towers of new cities springing into Venusian skies, great ships cleaving Venusian seas, myriads of people laughing, loving, living, in a world that he had helped to build.


  Bert groaned aloud.


  The echo of a puritan ancestor said: “The hard way must be right: the easy way must be wrong.”


  The murmur of another mocked it: “The way of vanity must be wrong: the way of simplicity must be right.”


  No help there.


  Bert sat staring into the water.


  A sound came from the Settlement behind him. He did not hear it start. He was suddenly aware that men’s voices were singing. Occasional drunken bawling was familiar, but men singing lustily, cheerfully, with hope in their hearts was a thing he had not heard for a very long time. He raised his head, listening:


  “Oh! There’s lots of gold so I’ve been told


  “On the banks of the Sacramento . . .”


  It floated across the sands like an anthem. Shades of the forty-niners, ghosts of covered wagon-trains crawling, crawling across prairies and deserts, over mountains, forging on against hardships and hunger. With not much gold at the end, perhaps—only an arid land. But a land which their sons would make to bloom like a garden there beside the Pacific . . .


  Bert stood up. Decision poured into his blood like strong drink. He felt a glow of comradeship for the men who sang. He turned, squaring his shoulders. He carried himself like a man refreshed as he strode towards the Settlement again. Throwing back his head, he let it go with the rest:


  “Oh-h-h! There’s lots of gold so I’ve been told


  “On the banks of the Sacramento . . .


  BERT WAS gazing out of the window as the narrow-gauge electric train pulled away. The perpetual clouds which allowed never a glimpse of the sun, hung grayly over the landscape. The grasslike growth on the cleared ground looked pale, insipid, and scarcely green at all. The forest beyond rose like a woven wall of much the same ghostly tint. The details of the distance were blurred, of course, for it was raining—the way it did nine-tenths of the time on Venus.


  On one side the line ran close to the landing-field. Hulks of spaceships lay about there like half-flensed whales. They had been gutted of all useful instruments and parts long ago, and huge slices had been cut from the sides of many to supply the need for hard metals. Only the small Rutherford A4 stood intact and shipshape, ready to take off in a day or two on a second trip to Mars. Figures were still busy around her. It was reckoned that she would be able to make three trips during this conjunction, after that she would have to lay off for a while until the next.


  Over on the far side of the landing-field coils of black smoke poured from the metal mills and rolled away across country, sooting the pale alien trees.


  Whatever else you might feel about it, you had to admit that a staggering amount of work had been put into the place in thirteen years.


  Through the other windows which faced the inner side of the curve the line was taking, one could see the houses of the Settlement dotted about. Here and there among them magnificent pennant-trees had been deliberately left standing. Their immensely long leaves rippled in the wind, writhing like Medusa’s hair. Crowning the central rise of the Settlement stood the massive palisades of the Seraglio. The upper part of the stockaded wall bristled with down-pointing stakes, and above a top fringed with sharp spines an occasional roof ridge showed.


  Bert’s neighbor noticed the direction of his gaze. “Pie in the sky,” he observed, shortly. “Jam tomorrow.” Bert turned his head to look at him. He saw a man of middle height, perhaps ten years older than himself. As with all the Venusian colonists his skin was pale and had a softened, flabby look.


  “Meaning?” Bert inquired.


  “Just that,” said the man. “The old dangling carrot You’re one of the lot from Mars, aren’t you?”


  Bert admitted it. The man went on: “And you think that one day they’ll say: ‘Okay, you’ve been a good boy!’ and let you into that place?”


  “I’ve been examined,” Bert told him. “They’ve immunized me against everything anybody ever heard of, and they’ve given me a certificate which says I’m healthy and fit for parenthood.”


  “Sure, sure,” said the man. “We’ve all got ’em. Don’t mean a thing.”


  “But it certifies—”


  “I know. And what’d you have done if it didn’t certify? You’d have raised hell. Well, they don’t want guys raising hell around here, so they give you one.’Seasy.”


  “Oh,” said Bert.


  “Sure. And now they’ve given you a job so that you can show you’re a good, reliable type. If they’re satisfied with your work you’ll be granted full citizen rights. That’s fine. Only you’ll find that they can’t quite make up their minds about you on this job, so they’ll give you another, maybe one or two more before they do. And then, if you’re very, very good and respectful you’ll become a citizen—if you aren’t, you can still go on trying to make the grade. Take it from me, it’s a nice tidy kind of racket, pal.”


  “But if I do become a citizen?” asked Bert.


  “If you do, they’ll congratulate you. Pat you on the back. Tell you you’re a swell guy, worthy to become one of the fathers of the new Venusian nation. The old carrot again, pal. Unfortunately, they’ll say, unfortunately there isn’t a wife available for you just at the moment. So you’ll not be able to set up house in the Seraglio for a little while. So sorry. But if you go on being a good boy—So you do.


  “After a while you get restive and go to them again. They’re sorry, but nothing doing just yet. In fact, there’s a bit of a list ahead of you. Trouble is boys took to the climate here better than girls. Very unfortunate just at present. But it’ll be better later on. All you have to do is be patient—and go on being good—for a few years, and the balance will right itself. Then you’ll be able to move into nice comfortable married quarters in the Seraglio . . . You’ll have a sweet little wife, become the father of a family, and a Founder of the State. Jam tomorrow, pal . . . If you should get sore, and tell ’em a few things, you lose your citizenship—like me. If you get to be a real nuisance around the place—well, you sort of disappear.”


  “You mean that all they tell you is phoney?” asked Bert.


  “Phoney, pal? It stinks. Chris Davey took this place over the day after we heard about Earth cracking up. Since then he’s let his buddies run it the way they like, so long as they produce the goods. The result is plenty of work for everyone, and no muscling in.”


  BERT LOOKED OUT of the window again. The Settlement was behind them now. The cleared ground on either side of the line was planted with unfamiliar, almost colorless crops. Here and there parties of the little yard-high griffas toiled between the rows with the rain dripping from their silver fur as they worked. Occasionally a man in a long waterproof coat and a shovel-shaped hat was to be seen striding from one group to another and inspecting progress. Another part of his uniform was a whip, “Well, they’ve got some results to show,” he said, looking back at the smudge from the metal mills, almost hidden now by rain and mist.


  “Yes, they’ve got that,” the man admitted. “That’s the griffas mostly—the donkey-work, I mean. There’s plenty of griffas—all you like to round up in the forests. Lucky for you and me.”


  “How?” asked Bert.


  “On account of they need us to supervise. The griffas won’t work without. So it’s no good having unlimited griffas without men to look after them. That makes Chris Davey’s buddies think twice before they wipe a man out. Take me. I’m what they call a subversive element—and I’d not be here now if they didn’t need all of us they can get to look after the griffas. It was even worth bringing your lot from Mars.”


  “And what do the griffas get out of it?” Bert asked.


  “The chance to live a little longer—if they work,” said the man.


  Bert made no comment on that. He sat looking out at the blanched landscape through the drizzling rain. Presently the train jerked itself aside on to a loop in the single line, and settled down to wait for a bit His neighbor offered him a roll of the curious local bread. Bert thanked him and bit into it. For a time they champed in silence, then the man said:


  “Not what you expected, eh? Well, it’s not what any of us expected. Still, it’s all we’ve got.”


  “Huh!” grunted Bert non-committally.


  His mind had been wandering very far away. He had been back in his old ramshackle boat idling along the canal. In his ears was the friendly chug of the engine mingled with the tinkerbell chimes. The thin, crisp air of Mars was in his lungs again. Beyond the bank, red sands rolled on to low mountains in the distance. Somewhere ahead was a water-wheel that would surely be needing attention. Beside it a ruined tower of carved red stone. When he walked towards it the bannikuks would come bounding out of their holes, clinging and squeaking, and pestering him for nuts. In the doorway of the tower Zaylo would be standing in a bright-colored dress, the silver pins shining in her hair, her eyes serious, her lips slightly smiling . . .


  “No,” he added. “Not what I expected.” He paused, then he added. “How did it get this way?”


  “Well, the Administrator here was okay with authority behind him, but without it he was nothing. Chris Davey saw that right off and moved fast. The only serious opposition came from Don Modland who wanted a democratic setup. But Don disappeared quite soon, and that had a kind of discouraging effect all round. So Davey and his mob took over. They built the Seraglio stockade for the safety of the women and children—they said. If you’re one of Davey’s mob, that’s where you live. If you’re not, you never see the inside of the place. You only think you may, one day.


  “Maybe it is true what they say about the birth rate and the death rate in there. Likely it’s not. There’s no way of checking. The place is guarded. It’d be hard to get in—harder still to get out, alive. If you’re one of Davey’s mob you carry a gun—if you’re not, you don’t. The long and the short of it is that as long as the results are coming along Chris does not trouble how his buddies get them.”


  “He’s made himself kind of—king of Venus?” Bert suggested.


  “That’s about it. This part of Venus, anyway. He’s sitting pretty, with everything the way he wants it. The doggone thing is that whether you like it or not, he’s making a job of it. He is building the place up, in his way.


  “One of the things his buddies put out is that it’s a race between us and the Slav lot down in the south. If they get ahead, and come beating through the tropics some day, it’s going to be bad for us. So it’s better for us to get ahead.”


  “And attack them, you mean?”


  “That’s the way of it—sometime, when we’re ready.”


  A TRAIN CAME clattering past on the other loop. Small open trucks loaded with produce, others full of iron-ore, some travelling pens packed with silvery griffas, a couple of glass-windowed carriages on the end. Their own train started off again with a series of jolts. Bert continued to look out of the window. His companion’s hand came down on his knee.


  “Cheer up, son. We’re still alive, anyway. That’s more than you can say for most.”


  “I was alive on Mars,” said Bert. “Then why did you come here?” asked the other.


  Bert tried to explain it. He did his best to convey his vision of an Earth reborn. The other listened sympathetically, with a slightly wistful expression.


  “I know. Like the Old Man said: ‘—a new nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal—’.”


  “Something like that,” Bert agreed. “Son,” said the other man, “you were very young when you left Earth.”


  “I was twenty-one,” said Bert. “Twenty-one’s still trailing clouds of glory—for all it thinks it knows. It was a grand thing the Old Man said, but have you ever thought how many empires had to grow up and be knocked out, or how many billions of poor guys had to die in slavery before a man could get up and say that?”


  “I hadn’t,” Bert admitted. “But it has been said. So why can’t this be a ‘nation conceived in liberty’ ?”


  “Well, I guess perhaps the Old Man didn’t have quite the right phrase, maybe. You see, after a creature is conceived, it has to go through all the stages—kind of recapitulate its evolution before it can get born.”


  “That doesn’t sound much like a subversive element talking,” said Bert.


  “You don’t have to be in a hurry to be subversive. All you got to do is to say ‘why?’ when it ought to be ‘yes’. If you keep on saying it you find yourself booked for another spell of managing griffas in the quarries, the way I am now.”


  “But there’s no reason to go back to the primitive. What’s been said and worked out is all there in the books—books that are here on Venus. What I’ve seen for myself and what you’ve told me goes against it all. The thing they’ve set up is something like an ancient slave-state. We all know there’s a better way of life than that—so, for God’s sake, what’s happening? With all the knowledge from Earth behind them, and the chance to build a new Earth here, surely they aren’t going to pour half of history down the drain?”


  The other man looked at him for some moments before he answered, then he said:


  “Son, I guess you’ve got it kind of wrong. Building a new Earth is just what they are doing, What you’re complaining about is that they’ve not started in building a new heaven.” Bert regarded him more closely. “I don’t get that I can remember Earth, you know.”


  “Me too. The difference is, like I said, the clouds of glory. What did you do there?”


  “I went to school, then to college, then to the School of Space-training.”


  “And me. I worked on buildings, in factories, in ships, on docks, in spaceports, on railroads. I bummed around quite a stretch. Do you reckon I got to know what Earth was like my way—or was your way better?”


  Bert sat silent awhile, then he said: “There were fine cities, happy people, music—and fine men, too.”


  “Ever seen an iceberg? The part you do see looks mighty pretty in the sunshine.”


  “There was enough to show the way a world might be, and ought to be.”


  “Sure, sure. We all know the way things ought to be. We all got our little heavens.” He paused contemplatively. Looking at Bert again, he added: “Maybe—one day. We have come quite a way in a few thousand years, but we’ve still got to grow up. Takes time, son, takes time.”


  “But here things are wrong. They’re going back. They seem to have forgotten all the things we’ve learned. We have to go on, not back. Now the people on Mars—”


  “Sure. Tell me about Mars, son. That’s one place I never was.”


  Bert went on telling him about Mars. About the place itself, about the way the people, for all the simple poverty of their lives, seemed to enjoy life as a gift in itself, not as a means to something else, and were happy that way.


  The little train rattled along. A dim line of hills ahead became visible through the drizzle, but Bert did not see them. His sight was all nostalgic. It showed red deserts set with placid canals, green patches about little homesteads. Somehow he found himself telling the stranger about Zaylo . . .


  The stranger said nothing. Once or twice he made as if to ask a question, but let it go unspoken. Bert talked on, oblivious of the compassion in the listener’s eyes.


  They were almost at the end of the line before the other broke in on Bert’s mood. He pointed out of the window at the hills now quite close.


  In places the green-gray vegetation on the slopes was scarred with the dark marks of workings.


  “There’s where we’ll be doing our jobs,” he said.


  Presently the train jerked to a stop. Bert stood up, heavily and wearily. He collected his gear and followed the other man into the drizzling rain. He felt bowed down by his load. His feet shuffled in a clumsy trudge. He wondered how long it was going to take his muscles to adapt to Venus. At present the place bore down as heavily upon his flesh as upon his spirit . . .


  BERT STOOD on the lip of a small quarry, surveying the scene beneath him. Because, rather remarkably, it was not raining he had an extensive view. But because it was likely to resume raining at any moment he still wore the long waterproof coat that was practically a local uniform. Beneath it his feet showed in large boots that were clumsy, but did keep out the wet. At his waist was a belt supporting a machete and a sheath-knife on the left. His other instrument, a whip, with its twelve-foot lash carefully coiled, was thrust into the belt on his right hand side.


  Looking down almost between his feet he could see his party of fifty griffas at work. They were loading ironstone into small trucks which they would presently push on to the slope which led down to the terminus of the line, and later wind up again. Beyond the sheds and tangle of trucklines, at the terminus itself he could see the electrified line, flanked all the way by cleared and cultivated fields, stretching like a rather uncertain swathe cut to the horizon.


  To either side the natural Venusian forest grew untouched. Mostly it was a monotone of the pallid and, to unaccustomed eyes, unhealthy looking gray-green. There was a little relief here and there from the pink flush of the displeasing plant they called the mock-rose—it reminded Bert more of a spiky-petalled dahlia which had been swollen to some eight feet in diameter.


  Even more scattered, but giving some relief were occasional streaks of true green, and blobs of slaty-blue. Pennant-trees reared their crests magnificently above the ruck with their ribbons streaming. Still higher rose the feather-tops, swinging in great graceful arcs even in so light a wind. With the rippling fronds of the tree-ferns they helped to give the illusion that the whole plain was in undulating motion. Bert, pensively regarding the span from the mist-hidden sea in the east to the shadowy mountains in the west, loathed each acre of it individually and intensely.


  The only things in sight he didn’t loathe were the griffas. For them he had a mixture of pity and fellowbeing. They were intelligent little creatures, but the general opinion was that they were dead lazy. As Bert saw it, that just showed narrow thinking.


  Laziness is a relative term to be measured against work. Nobody calls a flower or a tree lazy.


  The point was that a wild griffa never had any conception of work. When it was caught and shown work, it didn’t like it. Why should it? The captives netted by a drive in the forest came in as sad-eyed, bewildered little figures, of whom a number went promptly into a decline and allowed themselves to die. The rest had no great will to survive. Life in captivity was very little better to them than no life at all. The only thing that made them work was the desire to avoid pain.


  They were intelligent enough to be taught quite complicated duties, but what no one had been able to instil into them was the sacred idea of duty itself. They could not be brought to the idea that it was something they owed to these human invaders of their planet. It was Bert’s job to keep them working by the only effective method. He loathed that, too.


  There was also the uneasy feeling that his position in Venus society was not all that different from theirs . . .


  HIS WANDERING thoughts were brought back by the sight of the foreman-overseer climbing the path to the quarry. Bert descended to meet him.


  The man gave him no greeting. He was dressed like Bert himself save for the sign of authority represented by the pistol on his belt. As he strode into the working it was plain that he was in a bad temper. His hard eyes looked Bert over with the full insolence of petty authority.


  “Your lot’s down on production. Way down. Why?” he demanded. But he did not seem to expect an answer. He glanced round, taking the place in at a sweep. “Look at ’em, by God! Your job here is to keep the little rats working, isn’t it? Well, why in hell don’t you do it?”


  “They’re working,” said Bert, flatly.


  “Working, hell!” said the overseer. He drew his whip. The lash whistled. A female griffa screamed horribly and dropped where she stood. Her two companions, linked by chains to her ankles, stood quivering, with fear and misery in their dark eyes. The rest, after a startled pause, began to work very much more actively. Bert’s hand clenched. He looked down on the fallen griffa, watching the red blood well up and soak into the silver fur. He raised his eyes to find the overseer studying him.


  “You don’t like that,” the man told him, showing his teeth.


  “No,” said Bert.


  “You’ve gone soft. Building this place up is a man’s job. When you’ve been here a bit you’ll learn.”


  “I doubt it,” said Bert.


  “You’d better,” the overseer said unpleasantly.


  “I didn’t come here to help build a slave-state,” Bert told him.


  “No? You’d just like to start at the top—with none of the dirty work, wouldn’t you? Well, it can’t be done. You tell me one great nation or empire on Earth that didn’t have this behind it at one stage?” He swung his whip with a crack like a rifle shot. “Well, tell me—?”


  “It’s wrong,” said Bert, helplessly.


  “You know a better way? Love and kindness, maybe?” the man said, jeering. “You’ve gone soft,” he repeated.


  “Maybe,” Bert admitted. “But I still say that if there’s no better way of building than driving these creatures crazy with pain and fear until they die, then it’s not worth doing at all.”


  “Tchah! Where’s your bible, Preacher? There’s just one way to get the work that’s got to be done, and this is it.”


  His whip whistled again. Another little griffa screamed, and another.


  Bert hesitated a second. Then he drew his own whip. The lash sang through the air and wrapped itself around the overseer’s neck. At that moment Bert yanked on the handle with all his strength. The man lurched towards him, tripped on a chunk of ironstone, and came down on his head. Bert dropped the whip, and dived to stop him drawing his pistol.


  His leap was superfluous. The overseer was not in a condition where he would be able to use a pistol—or a whip—any more.


  THE griffas had stopped work and stood staring as Bert got up and fixed the holstered pistol to his own belt. He raised his eyes from the man on the ground and stared back at them. He turned and went towards the toolshed. There he took down the long-handled pincers that were customarily used to cut a dead griffa free from his fellows. Then he went back to them and got to work.


  When it was over they stood round puzzled, with dark, sorrowful eyes blinking at him from silver-furred faces.


  “Go on, you mugs! Beat it! Shoo!” said Bert.


  He watched them scuttle away and disappear into the dense growth above the quarry, and then turned to reconsidering the fallen man. The overseer was heavily built. It was laborious to Bert’s still unaccustomed muscles to drag him out of the quarry, but he managed it.


  A short way down the path he paused a little to recover his breath. Then, with a great effort, he lifted the body, and heaved it into a mock-rose. The petal-like tendrils received the weight with a slow, engulfing movement like the yielding of a feather-bed. The large outer leaves began to close. Presently the thing was a hard tight ball looking like an enormous, etiolated brussels sprout.


  Bert sat down on a stone for ten minutes, regaining his strength, and thinking carefully. Then he stood up, with decision. But before he left he went back into the quarry to fetch his hat, for it had started to rain again.


  Once the acceleration was over, Bert emerged from his hiding-place and mingled with the rest. A full hour passed before someone tapped him on the shoulder and inquired: “Say, what the hell are you doing here?”


  THE Captain and the Chief Officer regarded him uncertainly as he was brought before them. The pistol he wore was almost a badge of rank in itself.


  “What’s the trouble?” Bert inquired, blandly.


  “You’re not listed. How did you get here?” the Chief Officer inquired.


  Bert looked surprised. “Not listed! Somebody must have slipped up. They only put me on this job yesterday.


  But they said you’d been informed already, Captain.”


  “Well, I hadn’t. And what is ‘this job’ ?”


  “It’s—er—well, kind of recruiting-sergeant. You see I can speak four Martian dialects, and get along in several more.”


  “Recruiting Martians, you mean?”


  “That’s the idea. Spin ’em the yarn, and bring ’em along. They’ll be useful managing griffas if nothing else.” He looked steadily back at the Captain as he spoke, hoping that it would not occur to either of them that a Martian transferred to Venus would only be able to crawl about, if he weren’t actually pinned flat by the gravitation. It did not. Probably they had never even seen a Martian. The Captain merely frowned.


  “I should have been informed,” he said, stiffly.


  “Bad staff work somewhere,” Bert agreed, “But you could get radio confirmation,” he suggested.


  “Do you know anything of radio conditions on Venus?” inquired the Chief Officer shortly.


  “No, but on Mars we—”


  “Maybe, but Mars isn’t Venus. Well, since you are here, you’d better make yourself useful on the trip.”


  “Aye, aye, sir,” agreed Bert, briskly.


  BY THE LOOK of it no one had touched the old boat since he had moored her. Bert patted the engine, and then primed it. A pull-up or two and she started. He laughed aloud. The old phut-phut-phut was like music to set his feet dancing. He cast off. With his arm over the tiller, he chugged out on the great canal.


  Beyond the junction, and on a smaller canal, he stopped. From a locker in the cabin he produced old, patched clothes and a pair of the crude shoes that he was accustomed to make for himself. Overboard went the clothes they had given him on Venus, and the heavy, laced boots with them. He hesitated over the pistol, and then threw it after them—nobody used or needed such a thing on Mars. He felt lighter as he watched them sink.


  The miseries of the last few weeks on Venus, the long journey back from the quarries to the Settlement when he dared to move his weary body only by night for fear of being seen, the long wait in hiding close to the landing ground, the keeping alive on shoots and roots, the perpetual wet misery of the rain which scarcely ever let up, the anxious waiting for the return of the Rutherford A4, the delay while she was being made ready for her third and last trip of the conjunction, and, finally, the nervous business of smuggling himself aboard—all these began to become a bad dream.


  He hitched his trousers, and tied them with a piece of cord. He was bending over the engine to re-start it when the sound of a sudden thunder came rolling across the desert.


  Bert looked back.


  Above the horizon a plume of black smoke rose and expanded. He nodded in a satisfied way. The Rutherford A4 would not be taking part in any more slaving expeditions.


  IT WAS the mind’s eye picture come to life—even to the squeak pitched above the tinkerbell chimes telling that the waterwheel needed attention. As he walked towards the broken tower there was the familiar thump-thump of Annika, Zaylo’s mother, at her work of pounding grain. The bannikuks scampered up, pestering—only this time he had no nuts for them, and they wouldn’t seem to understand that. Annika rested her stone pestle as he approached.


  “Hullo, Earthman,” she said. Her eyes searched his face keenly. “You have been ill?” she added.


  Bert shook his head, and sat down on a stone bench.


  “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Remember last time I was here you said that if Earth was recreated now it would be stranger to me than Mars?”


  “So it would, Earthman.”


  “But I didn’t believe you.”


  “Well—?”


  “I think I see what you meant now.” He paused. “Back home,” he went on, “we used to talk about men and women we called saints—the funny thing about them was that they never seemed very real. You see, once they were dead, people agreed only to remember the good things about them. Seems to me—well, it might be there never was a place like the Earth I remembered . . .”


  Annika nodded.


  “A heaven behind you is no good,” she said. “A heaven ahead is better. But to make a heaven around you is best.”


  “You understand things, Annika. I was like a rich man who had been cheated out of all his money—the only worthwhile thing seemed to be to get it all back.”


  “And now—?” asked Annika.


  “Now, I’ve stopped fooling myself. I don’t want it. I’ve stopped crying for the moon—or the Earth. I’ll be content to live and enjoy living. So this time—” He broke off.


  Zaylo, coming out of the door in the tower base, had paused there at the sight of him. She stood quite still for a moment, poised with the grace of a young goddess. The coils of her dark hair shone like lacquer, her misted-copper skin glowed in the sunlight. She put her hand to her breast, her eyes sparkled with sudden pleasure, her lips parted . . .


  Zaylo was not quite as he had pictured her. She was ten times more wonderful than anything memory could contrive.


  “So this time,” Bert repeated. “This time I have come to stay.”


  THE WEDDING PRESENT


  Lou Tabakow


  Only the god-color’s golden glory could be a fitting gift—and Vroom found just the thing for


  “BUNK!” said Neil Stanley to himself. “What do those fat bureaucrats back in Venus City know about outpost natives? They sit in their air-conditioned. offices reading reports and making out directives that just make it tougher on the guys stuck out in these god-forsaken swamps.” Still muttering to himself, he reread the memo.


  “To All Personnel In Outlying Venusian Stations:


  “It has been brought to the attention of the board that some of the operatives are becoming increasingly friendly with the natives. While in some respects this may lead to better co-operation, such practices must cease until a thorough study of the natives and their culture is completed by our sociological staff. It is recommended that contact between humans and aliens be held to a minimum, with no fraternization whatsoever. The unfortunate results of using human standards by which to judge alien thought patterns was forcibly brought out in the Martian debacle, where the rebellions are still a source of annoyance.”


  “Fine thing!” thought Neil. “They plant a guy out here on a year’s contract and tell him to prepare a report on the flora and fauna of the region, and then turn around and order him to steer clear of the friendliest, most inoffensive creatures on any planet.”


  “Gee, I wonder what Evelyn’s doing now,” he mused, as his mind went off on a pleasanter tangent.


  The lovely golden-haired daughter of Venus City’s only minister had her pick of the eligible men on Venus, but just three months previously she had promised to marry Neil, an unknown, penniless naturalist. They had talked over his assignment to the interior and decided that they just couldn’t afford to pass up the ten-thousand dollar bonus and the chance for recognition the job would give him.


  His revery was rudely shattered by the landing blasts of the supply rocket, which as usual was a week over-due.


  *    *    *


  Fifteen minutes later the pilot was stretched out on the hammock, balancing a gin fizz in one hand and a cigar in the other. A heavy-set stranger, whose deep sunburn attested to his recent arrival on Venus, sat facing Neil.


  “I’m with Interplanetary News Service,” the stranger informed him. “We are preparing a feature to acquaint our readers with the work being done here in anticipation of full colonization.”


  “I’ll be glad to help you in any way I can,” Neil offered.


  “First of all,” continued the correspondent, “our readers would like to know why you men on these outposts always work alone and are not allowed to return to Venus City until your contract is up.”


  “That’s an easy one to answer,” replied Neil. “We would like nothing better than to work in teams, but available specialists are so rare, and must be spread over so vast an area that there just aren’t enough to go around. When the project was first started, the men were allowed a week’s furlough every three months, but after getting back to civilization, so many reneged on their contracts that now no furlough time is allowed.”


  “I see,” nodded the reporter. “Now, what can you tell me about the natives? Most people have a vague general idea that they are totally unlike any other intelligent life form yet discovered, but beyond that little is known.”


  “They certainly are different,” smiled Neil. “If you’ve ever seen a mass of yeast buds under a microscope, that will give you an idea of their physical appearance, though they are of course vastly larger, ranging in size from one to five feet in diameter. They seem to have no proportion or symmetry whatsoever, with buds growing out at every angle. There is no sign of any appendages or sense organs, yet they seem to have a limited perception of color, ranging through the oranges and yellows.


  “Though possessing no brain they are telepathic to a high degree, and if a human touches any part of their ’bulbous bodies, he can perceive their thoughts and they his. They are entirely parthenogenetic, and like certain lower life forms on Earth, are able to regenerate lost or injured parts. The buds can be shed at will and a new bud will grow to take its place, while the shed part takes on a life of its own with all the memories of the parent.”


  “How do you as a scientist account for vision without visual organs and intelligence, even telepathy without a brain?”


  “The only satisfactory answer seems to lie in the cell nuclei. When a thorough study of these has been made I predict that the Venusian cell nuclei will be found to differ radically from those of any other form of life with which we are familiar.”


  “Are these strange creatures hard to approach?” asked the newsman.


  “On the contrary,” replied Neil, “they are the friendliest creatures imaginable, seeming to possess sympathy and kindness to a greater degree than most humans; though headquarters seems to think differently,” and he handed the official memo to the reporter.


  “We’ll have to be shoving off,” interrupted the pilot, reluctantly setting down his empty glass. “We’ll just have time to make outpost forty-seven, and the Earth liner won’t wait for you, you know. Anyway, Neil looks as though he’s ready to die of impatience to get at his mail.”


  Neil had been eagerly shuffling his stack of mail and disappointedly found only one thin envelope from Evelyn.


  EVEN before the plane had cleared the makeshift field he was eagerly reading:


  
    Dearest Neil:


    Please forgive the shortness of this note, but I have so much shopping and packing to do. I wanted to surprise you but Dad insisted I let you know beforehand so you could prepare. Dad has finally cut through the red tape and received permission for me to join you there. He will come down with me to perform the ceremony and then return with the supply rocket. It’s been so long, Darling, but now we’ll never be apart again.


    I’ll be seeing you soon,


    Evelyn

  


  Neil felt a light touch on his shoulder and looked up to see the bulbous monstrosity whose name sounded like a rocket taking off. The closest he could come orally to pronouncing the mental sound was Vroom.


  “Hello Neil Stanley,” came the thought. “I sense a feeling of happiness in you.”


  “You sense right,” smiled Neil. “My fiancee is coming down to marry me.”


  “Fiancee; marry?” questioned the Venusian. “I do not understand.”


  “Explaining about the birds and the bees to an asexual being is a tough assignment,” laughed Neil. “Let’s see; you understand friendship. How do you feel when you are in close mental rapport with someone?”


  “It sends a sort of glow through me,” replied the native, “but in you I sense something more; an ecstasy, a longing that permeates every pore of your body. Only the god-color can so affect one of our race. Occasionally, however, one among us possesses within himself the true god-color, and just to be near such a one is joy. In your thoughts of your friend I perceive something of this feeling.”


  “I’m afraid my friend’s only claim to the god-color is her hair,” thought Neil. “As to the rest of her I’m afraid she’s too pale to suit your fancy; but she sure suits mine.”


  “On joyous occasions it is the custom of our tribe to proffer gifts. Would it be against human dignity to accept a gift from a friend?”


  “On the contrary; it would make me very happy,” replied Neil. “We humans also offer gifts on such occasions. We call them ‘wedding presents.’ ”


  “That is good. I shall consult my brothers concerning a wedding present for our human friend,” replied Vroom. “In the meantime I would like to have you witness our greatest ceremony. We can still reach the sacred grove in time, if we leave immediately.”


  For the better part of an hour they trudged through the soggy dripping jungle. The dim light that managed to penetrate the perpetual cloud blanket, sifted down through the pale green foliage, lighting the way with a ghastly hue.


  No colorful birds swooped and zoomed here, nor sent out their sweet mating calls. All that could be heard was the squish, squish of Neil’s boots as he sank ankle deep at every step, and the steady monotonous drip, drip, of water. This had been falling incessantly on this super-saturated world since before Earth history was recorded and would continue to thus fall, long after Man and all his works was forgotten.


  For two hundred feet above them towered the ancient Bulta trees, silent sentinels, titans, who had stood thus unmoving for countless ages. They were lords of this miasmic world, whose huge transluscent leaves had never been stirred by the faintest breeze in this dim unchanging vale of eternal ennui.


  On and on they marched through the pale green phantasmal world of dreadful silence, until Neil wanted to shriek aloud, to impress somehow his presence on this sightless, senseless, uncaring solitude. A premonition, a feeling of impending horror steeped his spirits in a deep malaise, as the folds of melancholia settled down upon him like a shroud.


  SUDDENLY they were out of the jungle and stood on the outer fringe of an immense bowl-shaped depression, filled to overflowing with tier on tier of natives who were packed so closely together that they touched their neighbors on every side. In the exact center of the natural amphitheatre roared a huge bonfire, before which stood the largest Venusian Neil had ever seen. He was fully ten feet in diameter and of a bright orange hue. From time to time he plucked buds from his body and flung them on the blaze.


  The huge assemblage swayed slowly, in unison, like a vast sea of life, a single undulating entity. Neil touched Vroom, and sensed an almost unendurable ecstasy, an awe, a feeling of cosmic beauty, that pulsed like a single heartbeat through the multitude.


  “No wonder fire has such an effect on them,” Neil mused. “Condemned to this nightmare world of eternal silence; seeing everything in different shades of harsh black and white; the warm color of flame is the only beauty they can ever perceive.” Two lines from a poem sprang to his mind:


  “I never saw a man who gazed with such a wistful eye;


  Upon that little patch of blue that prisoners call the sky.”


  A feeling of nostalgia, a longing for the blue skies of Earth overwhelmed him.


  For over an hour the weird ceremony went on while volunteers from time to time approached the blaze and flung parts of their living bodies upon it. The water-logged vegetation of this world was useless as fuel, Neil remembered with a start. Finally the fire was allowed to die down and the assemblage dispersed quickly through the gloomy jungle; Neil and his guide remained until all but the bright-hued native had departed. He now approached them, and after a mental conversation with Vroom, broke off one of his buds and dropped it at Neil’s feet.


  “Take it,” thought Vroom, touching Neil lightly. “It is his present to you. You can be near it the rest of your life and steep your soul in the god-color. I only wish I could bestow upon you so great a gift, but as you can perceive, I am only a pale imitation of the true god-color.”


  FOR over a month, Earth time, Neil had anxiously awaited the next rocket, which as usual was overdue. He had fashioned curtains, cunningly sewn, of the transparent wings of the giant sulu moth. On the dirt floor lay the furred hide of a guldu, which though soft as down, would shed any amount of water. The walls were tastefully decorated with pale green bulta leaves.


  He had neglected his work while he lived in the sweet world of anticipation.


  He would take her walking through the jungle, and she would gaze about her in fascination, just a little dread, and cling tightly to him for protection. She would slip in with coffee while he worked on his reports, and sit close to him. They would plan and talk of many things and dream great dreams that would draw them closer, ever closer. When she passed his chair during dinner she would lean over and rumple his hair and plant a light kiss on his cheek.


  In his revery the pestilential swamp became an Eden. There was a touch on his shoulder and he looked up to see Vroom.


  “Neil Stanley my friend,” thought the native, “I have brought your wedding gift,” and he proffered an inartistically wrapped parcel securely tied with lempen vines.


  “Open it, my friend,” thought Vroom, “that I may share in your joy. Never did I dream that I would be so fortunate as to get such a beautiful god-color for your wedding present!”


  The vines were so tough that despite the sharpness of his knife, Neil had to hack at them, and as the last vine parted the parcel was jarred off the table and went bouncing and rolling across the dirt floor, shedding its covering of bulta leaves.


  Neil stood there and screamed, and screamed; horribly; insanely; as he would for the rest of his life, seeing the light reflecting back the god-color in a glorious halo from the cascading golden hair.


  THE END


  EXILE FROM VENUS


  E. Hoffmann Price


  Earth was a world of murdering savages; bleak and desolate; contaminated by deadly radioactivity. Only Craig Verrill’s atavistic stubbornness—and a rash promise, made in fury—could have brought him back to that perilous birthplace of Man . . .


  THE SOLICITUDE OF Linda’s voice, the seductiveness of her perfume, her very presence as they sat in the artificial twilight of the Domes of Venus, tempted him to abandon his plan to sail at once for Terra, venture among the savage Terrestrians, and get possession of that enormous ruby they called the Fire of Skanderbek.


  Linda was long legged and supple waisted, with dark eyes and gold-bronze hair, and very white skin. Her cheek bones were just sufficiently prominent to keep her face from being too regular; and there was a perceptible dusting of tiny freckles which accented the irregularity, adding a piquant touch. These were natural, and a rarity that had existed only in fable for the past six-hundred years, for the glow-lamps and the occlusive Venusian atmosphere seemed to combine to make the freckle almost impossible. However, though the cosmeticians had driven the Board of Science frantic until they had devised a process for artificially imitating Linda’s unique flaw, this distinction had not spoiled her.


  “Never mind what I said, last night,” Linda pleaded. “We were all angry, you and Gil and I. No sense at all!”


  “But I promised,” Verrill said stubbornly. Which helped—a little—to sustain himself against backing down from the rash venture for which he had not a bit of taste.


  He had an angular face, narrowish, with the bony structure well accented. His nose was prominent; his hazel eyes were intent and impatient. He was lean, muscular, and all in all, just the sort of Venusian to go on such a crazy venture—yet he didn’t like the idea at all, now that he had had time to consider.


  “Let’s forget it all, Craig! Rubies aren’t important enough. The one Gil brought me from that trading post of Terra isn’t—wasn’t—”


  Verrill said sourly: “That’s what makes me feel so foolish about it. He brought you a souvenir, and I grabbed it from you, flung it into the lake, and pasted him. What for?”


  “Oh, Craig, who cares! Gil was lording it over you. I was too smug and pleased with the gift to realize how far he was going. Oh, all right, of course you were wrong! But what of it?”


  Verrill shook his head. “I fairly shouted myself into it.”


  “I don’t want you to go.”


  “I know you don’t. But too many of our friends were within sight and hearing of the whole mess. Sooner or later their attitude would make you unhappy about a man who talked big, and then backed down.”


  HIS INSISTENCE widened Linda’s eyes. The civilized Venusians were always ready to take the sensible, the expedient way. Had they been otherwise, had they not been the descendants of sensible Terrestrian ancestors, they would have been included in the devastation which had left all but small and widely scattered patches of Terra uninhabitable for the past seven-hundred years. Rather, those who today were Venusians would have been struggling savages, scraping out a living in some uncontaminated area.


  Verrill’s was an almost Terrestrian stubbornness; something primitive and atavistic, very much like that queer quirk which made some Venusians return to their native Earth to set up trading-posts, where they bartered with the barbarian tribesmen for tobacco and wines, spices and jewels and perfumes, all manner of luxuries which Venus did not offer.


  Linda made her final appeal: “Leaving all this, to scramble around in that terrible waste and desolation—oh, do be sensible!”


  Her voice, and the kiss that followed it, made Verrill at once aware of what generations of Venusians had taken for granted. He looked across the gardens and the lake, and up at the prodigious span of girders. The original purpose of the structure had been to house a military outpost that was to have outflanked a comparable one on Luna. In the years just before The War, engineers and scientists had been sent from Terra to build those enormous domes, plastic-sheathed and air-tight, to exclude the raging dust-storms and the overwhelming concentration of formaldehyde which made up most of the natural Venusian atmosphere. Rather than rely on any system depending upon chemically prepared oxygen, they had established gardens, orchards, fields of plant-life which liberated sufficient oxygen to maintain the required balance.


  This was to have been simply a garrison. According to plan, it would have played a decisive part in the final clash for Terrestrian supremacy. Meanwhile, there had come to be little difference between the rival dictatorships, except in the wording of their slogans. The Anglo-Capitalist Bloc had borrowed all the kinds and twists of regimentation of the rival bloc. The difference finally became one of flavor rather than principle.


  A cool-headed few, in command of the Venusian garrison, had seen that neither side could win; that there would be only mutual and total destruction. The warfare became more and more atrocious; and the Anglo-Capitalist Bloc drifted further and further from the sort of organization that the Venus garrison, in no immediate danger, could contemplate defending with enthusiasm. Thus, when one day the Lunar Base radio complained of attack by suicide-ships and then went abruptly silent, the Venusian Base, which might have been expected to cry “Geronimo!” and leap into the holocaust, instead underwent a short and violent revolution in which the ardently military were disposed of. Then, stubbornly intending to survive chaos and idiocy, the Venus Base folded its hands and sat out the fatal clash that ended The War and virtually the whole of Terrestrian civilization with it . . .


  After several centuries, the Venus Council risked an exploration party to Terra to see whether the globe was becoming fit for human habitation again. Large areas had, of course, through natural processes become decontaminated; there were scattered colonies of survivors—farmers, herdsmen, hunters, armed with clubs, spears, and other primitive weapons. Contact was made, communication struck up, trade—of considerable importance to both—established; and, after the ten years which this took, the Venusians were left with very little inclination to colonize Terra. Life under the domes was comfortable, with controlled climate, law and order, science and art. Comfortable, civilized, and sensible. While Terra—


  “Be a sensible Venusian”, was what Linda meant. “Don’t go looking for trouble when you can do better without. Don’t be a typical Terrestrian!”


  The whole clash of the previous night had been silly. Irritated by Gil Dawson’s giving Linda a ruby as a souvenir of his official inspection-tour of the Council-controlled Terrestrian trading-posts, Verrill had flung the trinket into the lake. After a brisk fracas in which Dawson had finally wearied of getting up, only to be knocked down again, Verrill had shouted to Linda and to most of Venus that he’d get her a man’s-sized ruby, the Fire of Skanderbek. She, thoroughly outraged, had told him and Dawson that by Heaven she’d not be the prize, either of a brawl or a souvenir-finding contest. To make it good, she had concluded by telling Verrill that he’d be far better occupied if he got the Venus Council to assign him to one of the committees for improving the living-standards of the Terrestrians, and won the Fire of Skanderbek as a token of their gratitude.


  But however earnestly she besought him to forget it all, Verrill was just as unhappily determined to go through with it. “I can’t back down. Dawson will surely take a crack at stealing the Fire himself—and that would make it tough for me. And for you.”


  “Oh, let the fool try!” she cried, desperately. “He’d never come back from the territory of those wildmen.”


  Verrill shook his head. “He might come back. Even though I did give him a trouncing, he’s anything but a clown. You wouldn’t accept the Fire of Skanderbek if he offered it—but he’d give it to someone else, and then—well, a lot of women do dislike you! There’s nothing I can do, except to beat him to it.”


  And so, Verrill went to do as he had to do.


  THE SPACE-FREIGHTER veered from her course only a little; instead of landing in the sun-blasted plain at the foot of the mountains into which Verrill was to go, she launched a crew-boat which took him to the trading-post at the foot of barren limestone bulwarks.


  Dawson was not at the post. But while a head start was a happy omen, Verrill knew that it had its limits, since his plan to ingratiate himself with the barbarians until he could seize the fetish-ruby and return to the post involved so much time that the gain of hours or days meant little.


  Ingratiate himself—steal the Fire of Skanderbek—and get out—infinitely simpler than Linda’s suggestion, probably an utterly impossible one, of deserving it finally as a gift. His first look at the bearded mountaineers convinced him that no amount of do-gooding could ever move them to gratitude.


  Those lounging in the compound of the fortified trading-post wore homespun pants and sheepskin jackets. They fairly clanked with trade daggers, trade pistols, and trade hatchets; some carried trade muskets, and some had the new repeating rifles. Their tanned and hairy faces and bitter eyes made it plain that looting and robbing, brawling and mayhem and murder were their very breath of life.


  They spoke the international language which had developed sufficiently to come into common use around 2200 A.D. English, while a nightmare of contradictions to baffle a foreigner, had offered these advantages: next to Chinese, no other language was so free of inflections; and it could so readily assimilate all manner of foreign words. Thus, since the tone-deaf Occidental had not been able to master the simplicities of Chinese or other Mongolian tongues, the Asiatics had taken up English, with which had been blended Arabic, Urdu, Malay, and a good deal of Western European; and, while seven centuries of Venusian isolation had made the speech of the people of the Domes diverge from the original international Terrestrian, Verrill had not too much difficulty in making himself understood.


  “This black bag,” he told a group of the caravan men, “will interest Ardelan—that’s your chief’s name, isn’t it? Let me go into the mountains with you to talk to him.”


  “You’re crazy,” a craggy faced fellow with drooping moustaches and hard blue eyes told him, levelly. “You think I’m crazy.”


  Verrill laid out three daggers. He picked one up, jabbed it into the top of a table cluttered with heaps of goatskins, dried apricots, raisins, and bags of coriander seed. He bent the weapon until the grip touched the table top. He released it. It snapped straight up, with a fine, high pitched spang. He plucked a dagger from the mountaineer’s belt, drew the other weapon from the table, and slashed them edge to edge.


  He cut shavings from the mountaineer’s weapon. Then he stropped his own blade on the palm of his hand for a couple of strokes, and next ran it along his arm. The hairs toppled as he cut them free; there was no drag at all, the edge was so keen.


  “Mine are not trade daggers,” he said. “Bet you the three that Ardelan will listen to me, and not throw me out.”


  The Terrestrian’s eyes gleamed. “What do I put up for a bet?”


  “A pair of those boots you’re wearing. Put my knives in your belt now. If I lose my bet, they’re yours. If I win, you’re welcome to them anyway.”


  So the caravan men fitted him out with garments and boots like their own; and Verrill went into the mountains with them.


  II


  THE TRAIL SNAKED ALONG precipices and wound past narrow, hidden valleys. At the foot of a cliff lay the shell of a space-cruiser which had been telescoped from its original six-hundred feet to a bare two-hundred, though much of the nose had melted from the impact against the rocks. Gnarled oaks and junipers reached up from a riven seam of the shell. The metal had not rusted. It was merely tarnished to a slate gray. It was a mine of such metal as could have furnished all manner of implements for the Terrestrians—but they did not know how to exploit it.


  Finally, Verrill was looking down into narrow, upland meadows where sheep grazed. There were barley patches. His eyes felt as though they were full of sand. The snow-white glare from cliffs, and the dust which rose in yellow puffs at every step, made the way a torment for one accustomed to the paradisiacal clime of the Venusian Domes.


  Each day’s march brought the donkey-caravan within sight of alternate trails, guarded by mud-brick towers, where armed men were stationed to watch the moves of hostile neighbors. The return, even without pursuit, would be dangerous.


  At last they came to Ardelan’s mud-walled houses, huddled on a rocky shelf which overhung a fertile valley. The settlement was surrounded by a wall of earth and stone, and had escaped contamination because no one would have bombed a 12,000 foot range of limestone peaks except by mistake.


  When the trading convoy filed into the tangle of flat-roofed houses which surrounded a hard-packed central square, women, children, and dogs came out, each in full voice. The procession kept straight on toward the entrance of a two-storeyed building. Half the ground-level was a stable; the rest, a courtyard where Ardelan and a handful of armed companions lolled under an awning of black goat-hair.


  Terrestrian faces were no novelty to Verrill; but this time, being a stranger among them—instead of merely a spectator seeing a handful of them, half defiant and half uneasy in the strangeness of a trading-post—he saw what he had never before noticed. They tended toward height and ranginess, prominence of nose, angularity of face; yet behind this likeness was a shadow-pattern of racial differentiation. There were differences of flavor, rather than of outright form. The flare of a nostril, the shape of an eye, the fullness or thinness of lip—a thick necked one, here and there, suggested that, generations back, there had been among his ancestors a blocky Mongol from Central Asia.


  The guards, instead of presenting Verrill, explained him as though he had been some trade article. Ardelan, listening, studied his visitor with entire impersonality, as he might have scrutinized a basket of fresh ripe apricots to see how they had endured being hauled so far.


  “What’s in the bag?” he demanded, abruptly.


  “Medicine. I am a doctor.”


  “What for? People die anyway.”


  “A doctor,” Verrill explained, concealing his dismay, “is not to keep people from dying. He is to make it more agreeable for them until they finally have to die.” Ardelan addressed his henchmen. The answers summed up to this: that if nothing much ailed a man, he’d get well by himself, and if something really incapacitated him, it would of course be something so serious that he could not last long at the best.


  Ardelan digested this wisdom, then asked, “Verrill, can you make knives like these you gave that man?”


  “I am a doctor, not a blacksmith.”


  “Can you make guns or cartridges?”


  “No.”


  “Can you fight?”


  Verrill glanced uneasily about, as though Ardelan might be on the point of selecting an opponent to test the stranger’s claims. And, having read Verrill’s face, Ardelan snorted, and not waiting for a reply, demanded, “Then what are you good for?”


  “To treat the sick,” Verrill repeated, with growing sense of futility. “To bind wounds. To set broken bones.”


  “Look at us. We’ve done very well.”


  “I can do better.”


  “Can’t work, can’t fight! Good for nothing but doctoring. Bad as a priest! Lock him up; I want to think this over.” The guard hustled Verrill and his medical case into an empty granary. They slammed the door and rolled a boulder against it. It made no difference whether or not he could shove the door open; there was nowhere to go if he did get out. He could not find his way back to the trading-post except over the way which his escort had brought him: a guarded way.


  IN THE HALF-GLOOM, Verrill noted that the wall had been cracked by earthquakes. These cracks gave him hand and toe holds, to climb up until he could catch the rough-hewn timber which supported the roof of brush and clay. Lying on the crown of the wall, he could look out through rifts in the roof.


  Herdsmen were driving their flocks in from distant slopes. Others drove donkeys laden with brush. Verrill was appalled by the ever present evidence that Terrestrian life was a matter of digging, scratching, and enduring the elements. The stark emptiness of the sky worried him; he was accustomed to the perpetual twilight and impenetrable clouds of Venus.


  Well away from the settlement, and outside the wall, was a small, squatty cube with a small tower at each corner. The structure was backed up against an overhanging cliff, and was unapproachable except from the walled town. The precipitous ending of the shelf guarded the whitewashed cube more surely than if it had been within the town wall.


  The open doorway was so large in proportion to the structure itself that surmise made Verrill’s pulse hammer. That must be the shrine where the Fire of Skanderbek was kept.


  Toward dusk, drums rumbled and trumpets of ram’s horns bawled hoarsely. Men carrying tightly bound bundles of brush marched in procession toward the whitewashed cube, and chanted as they went. When they came to the place, they filed in, each coming out with his faggots ablaze.


  They returned to their houses. Before long, Verrill’s captors brought him a bowl of mutton stew, and leathery cakes of bread. “They couldn’t have cooked this stuff so soon,” he reasoned. “It must have been cooking all the while, on fires already lighted. That procession was fire worship.”


  He sat there a long time after he had licked the gravy from his fingers. A shocking business: meat so plentiful that it was fed to a prisoner, and yet the barbarians knew nothing at all about cookery.


  The town swarmed with flies. Vultures perched on the walls and watch-towers, waiting to clean up the garbage and offal flung from the houses. The community well had a nasty taint from surface drainage from the stables. Verrill, after a bad night’s sleep, spent the morning deciding that when pestilence did break out, he would need his medical supplies for himself.


  The women, shapely and graceful, gathered about the well to fill the earthenware jugs they carried balanced on their heads. They chattered mainly about the outsider, giving most emphasis to his looks, though devoting certain speculation to his possible usefulness, and probable destination.


  “Kwangtan,” they all agreed, “wants him killed or sent away.”


  From what he could piece together from the various relays of women he overheard.


  Verrill concluded that Kwangtan was the keeper of the shrine; and that medical practice was the monopoly of old women, who cooked up herbs. These potions, plus Kwangtan’s incantations, kept the community in health.


  The drowsy silence of midafternoon was broken by an hysterical screeching and screaming. Before Verrill could arouse himself from the stupor of half suffocation, the door was jerked open and several men pounced for him.


  “You, with the medicine! Work for you. Bring the black box!”


  THEY HUSTLED HIM to a house where several old women were shaking and back-slapping a boy of three or four. The kid’s mother, one of the few redheads in the colony, was wailing at a pitch that made Verrill shiver. A beetle-browed young man with a wiry beard squatted on the floor, looking helpless. All he did was repeat, “Get Kwangtan!” And no one paid him any heed at all.


  At the sight of Verrill, one of the old women laid the child on a sheepskin spread on the floor. The child’s face was gray. His lips were bluish. His eyes bugged out. He wheezed agonizingly. It made Verrill’s skin twitch, just to see the little fellow’s losing battle for breath. He was slowly choking. With all voices suddenly stilled at Verrill’s approach, the sound became all the more ominous.


  In his utter perplexity and dismay, Verrill hoped that what he heard was the death-rattle which would relieve him of the task about to be forced upon him. The absence of Kwangtan, the holy man, told him the story: that wise fellow was not going to lose any prestige by tackling something he could not handle.


  “What’s wrong?” Verrill asked, with a show of assurance.


  “You’re a doctor,” the lad’s father snarled. “Do something.”


  “He swallowed an apricot seed,” the child’s redhaired mother said. “It’s stuck, we can’t shake it out, he’s choking. Get it out, you blinking fool!”


  The kid’s father drew and cocked his pistol. The dry click chilled Verrill to the heart He remembered an old story of an emergency operation at a trading-post. The yarn had given the Venusians quite a thrill.


  Ardelan stalked in. He nodded his approval of the man who had a pistol trained on the doctor. “Stranger, do not make any mistakes. Kwangtan has warned us.”


  Verrill had a raft of Venusian specifics for just about every known ailment; he had counted, however, on nothing of the sort which now confronted him—had looked forward simply to giving the savages pills, and swabbing them with antiseptics. As he knelt, he fumbled helplessly with the instruments in the case.


  “Do this right,” Ardelan said. “Or he shoots.”


  Verrill loaded a hypo with a local anaesthetic. The glint of metal, and the sudden end of the child’s gagging as the injection stilled his struggles, nearly cost Verrill his life. Ardelan’s big hand knocked the pistol out of line as it blazed, and the slug scorched Verrill’s cheek and pounded a chunk out of the wall.


  “He’s not dead,” the chief said, “Not yet.”


  A splash of antiseptic.


  Then, nerving himself, Verrill made a slit in the throat. There was not much blood. He got the apricot seed free. With haggling jabs, he took a couple of stitches. He taped and bandaged.


  Then, shoulders sagging, he settled back, trying to keep from toppling to the floor. The kid’s lips were no longer bluish. He was breathing freely. At last he blinked, cried out, and reached for his throat.


  “He’s brought him back to life!” the redhead cried, and snatched up the boy.


  VERRILL CRUMPED. He toppled, and sprawled. He was, however, conscious, and when he heard what the mountaineers were saying he realized that had he done it intentionally, he could not have done better than collapse.


  One said, “He’s left his body for awhile to fight off the devils, so they won’t come back to hurt the kid.”


  Verrill muttered and mumbled until, satisfied that his act had been up to their expectation, he sat up. Again, he faced a pistol, but this time it was presented butt foremost.


  “Take it, doctor. It’s yours,” the kid’s father said.


  And now Kwangtan, the fire priest, joined the group.


  His deep-set eyes blazed fiercely. His face was sunken. His hands were like parchment drawn over bones. He wore white pants and a white shirt. His beard and his shoulder-length hair were white. For a moment, Verrill thought that the old fellow was a veteran of The War. His age made him fantastic in a colony where men over forty were scarce, and those over fifty, rarities; though old women were more than plentiful.


  Verrill declined the gift of the pistol. “Give it to the holy man,” he said. “I did not come here for pay.”


  Then he went with Ardelan to sit under the black awning where the chief settled disputes, and planned raids on neighboring tribes.


  “Excellency,” Verrill pointed out, “holding a pistol at a doctor’s head is no way of making sure hell help the patient.”


  “You are a stranger. You might have killed him with a curse.”


  “He was already nearly dead.”


  “But he was still alive, and you might have finished him.”


  “He must have known I’d do my best.”


  “Still, if the boy had died, that clan would have lost a fighting man, so your clan had to lose. That is our law.”


  “Is that why Kwangtan wouldn’t help?”


  “Not at all. He’s not a stranger. And if the women who were working on the boy had kept at it until he choked to death, no one would have hurt them. They’re not strangers.”


  “The quicker I get out of here, the better!”


  Ardelan permitted himself to smile. “Once you are no longer a stranger, doctoring will not be so dangerous.”


  III


  AS ARDELAN’S RESERVE thawed out, Verrill pressed him with questions. “Your men talk about nothing but raids on your neighbors’ flocks, and about feuds. Haven’t you enough sheep?”


  “Doctor, you know how to save lives, but you know nothing at all about living.”


  Ardelan pointed toward the gateway, which opened from courtyard to the square. Half a dozen women, high-breasted and long-limbed, were gossiping at the well. Their wild gracefulness was blood-stirring. Verrill contrasted them with the studiedly elegant ladies of Venus, and with Linda particularly.


  “We have enough sheep, and enough women,” the chief explained. “The sheep don’t make trouble. The women do. If my men are not to cut each other’s throats, they must have outside enemies to keep them busy. Or the jealousies of their wives would prod them to too much competition with each other.”


  Thinking back to his quarrel with Gil Dawson, Verrill had to concede Ardelan’s point and principle. And then he got back to the perils of being a stranger. The following day, he proposed, “Let me take part in the fire ceremony of an evening. In that way, I won’t be a stranger so long.”


  The chief got up, presently, and dapped his hands. A retainer came forward with two horses. They were hammer-headed, shaggy, Roman-nosed, and with fierce eyes. The saddles were sheep-skin pads. There were no stirrups.


  Verrill said, “Excellency, you ride. I’ll walk.”


  They set out for the shrine. Meanwhile, half a dozen horsemen came in from the other end of the shelf. One, overtaking Verrill and the chief, slowed down enough to exchange a hail, and then pressed on. Before they came to the shrine, the rider had finished his business with Kwangtan, and was leaving.


  He circled wide, to avoid an encounter. This made Verrill uneasy. The man was dust-caked, sweat-drenched, and sagging.


  Ardelan frowned. “More trouble! That’s one of the outpost guards. I wish I could have just the right amount of raiding, and no more.”


  “He might have told you what it was about.”


  “He will, at the sunset council. But Kwangtan has to dip his long nose into everything first, or he makes trouble.”


  They got the news in a hurry.


  Standing in the entrance of the shrine, Kwangtan cursed his chief and the doctor as well. “Get that fellow out of here! He’s come to steal the Fire of Skanderbek. And you’re a fool for allowing him around here!”


  Ardelan endured the cursing until he had a chance to ask, “Have you had another vision, Holy One?”


  “The man who just rode up told me what I had already learned from the fire gods. This Verrill has promised the ruby to one of his women.”


  “Who said that?” Verrill demanded.


  “One of your own people who fly down from heaven. One called Dawson. At the trading-post. Dawson talked about you to our men, and to our neighbors.”


  “You stick to your own business,” Ardelan interposed, quietly. “He will stick to his. He is an outlaw from his own people. Naturally, his enemies try to harm him.”


  The snarling saint listened. He and Ardelan eyed each other. What unspoken thought passed between them was beyond Verrill’s guessing; yet it must have had force, for Kwangtan offered no objection when Ardelan said, “Verrill, come in with me and bow to the flame.”


  THE INTERIOR of the shrine was much larger than the front had suggested. This was because of a grotto in the overhang of the cliff. From a rift in the natural shelf of rock came hissing jets of fire. They wavered, varied, blending into each other and separating again.


  Behind the low barrier of flames was a monstrous ruby, uncut, yet a perfect hexagonal crystal, with edges clean and sharp. This was not from any alluvial deposit, else the faces would have been dulled and the edges chipped.


  Whether or not the stone had been polished, Verrill could not even surmise. At all events, this was a ruby that had come from the original matrix, the rocky birthplace of gems. It collected all the wavering light, transformed it, and poured it back again, transmuted into living red. The crystal seemed to pulsate with a life of its own.


  The beauty and the splendor made Verrill picture the Fire of Skanderbek against Linda’s white skin—and the wonder of it must have showed in his face, rather than the resolve to have the gem at any cost, for Kwangtan’s radiant hostility softened perceptibly. Verrill imitated Ardelan’s gesture and bow: and the two withdrew from the shrine.


  “I don’t doubt,” said Ardelan, once he was in the saddle, and Verrill tramping alongside, “that you’d steal it if you could get out of here with it. Don’t try it. Maybe I could—but probably I could not—save your life.”


  “You’d not try any too hard.”


  “You are wrong,” the chief countered, earnestly. “Slitting that kid’s gullet and not hurting him was something I’d never heard about. Maybe you can be useful around here.”


  “Not with what Kwangtan thinks of me.”


  “It really depends on the women—though quite a few of the men believe in the fire god.”


  “You don’t,” Verrill said, boldly. “Though you do wonder a lot about fire that comes out of a rock, with no fuel.”


  “I don’t wonder as much as you think. There’s a place, far away from here, where a blaze like that comes from the ground sometimes when a camp fire is built too near it. But the wind whisks the flames out and then there’s nothing but a smell.” Verrill had by now revised somewhat his notions on savages. “Then why do you put up with that wild-eyed fanatic?” Ardelan smiled indulgently. “You people from the outside know many strange things. How to come down from the stars. How to make guns. But the few of you I’ve talked to are dog-ignorant when it comes to people. The fire god is something our neighbors don’t have. It makes us stick together better, and keeps us from fighting among ourselves. Aren’t any of your people smart enough to have gods?” Verrill answered, with feigned humility, “I came to teach you people a few things but it seems I can learn something. Then it will be a fair exchange.”


  The next day, he had Ardelan send a courier to the trading-post. The man carried an order for a consignment of medical supplies to be sent from the Venusian Domes via the next freighter. There was also a letter for Linda, telling of the success of his first operation, and of Dawson’s first move to make trouble. “But Gil was a bit late” he wrote. “I’d already got in pretty solid. That won’t keep him from trying something else. He must have talked a good deal before he left. If you hear any gossip as to what he planned to do or how he intended to do it, be sure and write me the details. From all I’ve seen of Terra so far, they should have bombed it even more than they did. One well-organized Dome is worth a dozen Earths. But the natives don’t seem to mind a bit . . .”


  KNIFE AND GUNSHOT WOUNDS and fractures, Verrill reasoned, would make up most of his practice: surgery, that is, in its engineering aspect, rather than as a corrective of ailments. And the centuries, fortunately, had worked to keep his task from being utterly beyond a well-educated layman. Whereas in the twentieth century, there had not been more than two or three specifics, there were now ten times as many. It was a matter of taking the proper bottle, just as, in ancient times, one had reached automatically for quinine, the primitive specific against malaria.


  Meanwhile, what had been his prison became his home and his dispensary. During his wait for the shipment from Venus, he instituted a garbage-disposal program. He condemned the shallow well, and had them build a wooden flume from a spring high up on the mountainside. Each radical move, however, had to wait until a cure he had effected assured him of sufficient momentary popularity to enable him to kick an ancient unsanitary practice overboard.


  Then one night came a furtive sound at his door, as though someone were trying to enter by stealth. A cold shiver trickled down his spine. Though he doubted that the fire priest was coming to dispose of him, there was all too much chance that Kwangtan had convinced one of the tribe that carving the stranger would in the long run be beneficial. Despite the warning, and Verrill’s readiness for whatever might be creeping up, he had his moment of terror. However well he handled himself, he could not win—for if he killed an intruder, there would be a blood feud.


  Groping in the dark, he found a length of firewood. He had to end the matter by knocking the other out before he could come to grips to make it a finish fight. Stealthily, he skirted the wall. He heard the soft mumble of the leather-hinged door as it dragged the hard earth. A sliver of moonlight reached into the darkness. Barefooted, Verrill made no sound as he evaded the widening streak of light. A patch of shadow broke it. A dark shape edged into the gloom. Verrill measured the distance. He gathered himself.


  He had to make sure whether there was only that one, or whether others had joined. He held his breath until his pulse hammered in his ears. The motion at the door had stopped. He was afraid to exhale—


  And then he breathed again.


  The one who approached had long hair which mirrored red glints. She had shifted enough for the moonlight to outline the curve of cheek and throat, and hint at the smoothness of shoulder and ripeness of breast. The arms were white and slender. Her stalking motion was beautiful even in the obscurity.


  There was a whisper of sandals, and of breath. She was then of a sudden close against him, and seemingly not at all surprised. It was as though she had expected him to be precisely where they met in the darkness. He must have dropped the cudgel, for at the first touch of her, he was stroking the sleek red hair, and with the other hand tracing the curve of waist and back.


  She snuggled closer, and he said, “Falana!” as though touch and taste and smell had identified the girl as surely as sight. She was Falana, the aunt of his first patient. She wore the shapeless, crude garments of the tribe, yet it was as though there were neither homespun nor even a wisp of air between them.


  Falana had no words to waste as she found his month in the darkness. There was nothing to explain. When he stepped back and further into the gloom, she was close as ever; and, as if seeing in the darkness, she seemed to know exactly where he spread his sheepskin mat—


  She did know. Or else he must have remembered.


  When Falana finally got around to talking with words, she did not tell him how she had admired him from first sight, or that his surgery had been marvelous. She said, “I’ll bring my things over in the morning,” and yawned contentedly, and snuggled closer.


  VERRILL spent a restless night, being intensely occupied in telling himself, over and over again, that Venus was a long way off, and that whatever happened on Terra did not really count, unless as a result he became embroiled in feuds on Falana’s account and to such an extent that he would be unable to make off with the Fire of Skanderbek.


  Well before dawn, Falana went to the door to get a small bundle she had left lying at the jamb. Before Verrill knew what was happening, he got his first whiff of breakfast cooked in his own home.


  “Eating with neighbors,” Falana observed, “must have been awful. And you never know who might poison you.” Watching Falana patting oat cakes into shape, and baking them on a hot rock, he began to see her as a very pleasant reality, though he could not help but go longfaced when he considered how he had without doubt inherited a few dangerous animosities as well.


  She must have read his thought, for she said, “It’s much better this way, Verrill. You haven’t more than maybe one-two-three enemies on my account. But as long as you lived alone, doctoring all day while most of the men are out with the flocks, they’d all be suspecting and hating you.”


  There was nothing to explain to Ardelan. The chief seemed to have been expecting something of the sort. “Falana, he said to Verrill, “probably didn’t get around to telling you this, but you can either send her home, or else take her to the fire temple to get Kwangtan’s blessing. Then you won’t be a stranger and more, and you’ll get along better.”


  That very day, Falana and Verrill knelt before the altar of living flame and passed their joined hands quickly through the fire. This time, Verrill got a good look at the shrine as Kwangtan blessed them.


  He likewise got a look at the surroundings. He noted Kwangtan’s cell, hewn out of the limestone cliff. He noted the cairns of rock raised above the grave of each of Kwangtan’s predecessors. Having sized up the situation, he decided that his next move would be to ride a circuit of Ardelan’s territory, to treat those tribesmen who rarely if ever got to town. By becoming acquainted with all the trails, he would have a better chance of escaping with the Fire of Skanderbek.


  Too bad he could not take Falana along. She would be a sensation, back home. The most skilled cosmeticians of the Venusian Domes could not begin to duplicate Falana’s glowing red-bronze hair.


  IV


  BY THE TIME MEDICAL SUPplies and equipment arrived—and also a message from Linda, who was thrilled from having heard of his good work among the barbarians—Ardelan’s mountaineers had begun to accept Verrill as a man, and not a mere medico. His efforts to ride their half-tamed horses, time and again picking himself up from where they had thrown him, to mount and try again, amused them enormously, and gave them a comfortable feeling of superiority—and evoked a degree of respect.


  To make his escape with the Fire of Skanderbek, he would have to ride on a few cattle-and sheep-stealing raids and so acquire sufficient skill for getting away with his loot.


  It was Falana who explained the monstrous ruby’s status as a tribal fetish. “Ages ago,” she said, “the gods destroyed the world with fire, and after the flames had gone, the ghosts of the dead flames danced over the earth, and killed whoever came near. They killed without burning. The ghosts of the fire lived in the earth and air and water. And there were only small patches where men could live.


  “And there was Skanderbek, a wise man who talked to the ghosts. Maybe he smelled them. Maybe he could see what others could not. Others say that he had a talisman that talked to him, and warned him where not to go. There are many stories.


  “Skanderbek led his people to these mountains in time to keep them from starving or being poisoned. He made fire come out of the rock. Everlasting fire. Over it he hung the fire stone you now see. He taught us to bow to the fire and serve it, so that when the fire gods stopped hating mankind, the ghosts of the dead flames would go away. The years passed, and there was always further range for our animals. Other people came, and then of course there was looting and war.


  “But Skanderbek talked with gods and devils, and so no one could drive us out of here. One day Skanderbek said, “I am going back to the gods. Let such and such a one take my place; I have taught him what to do and what to say to the holy flame, so that fire will never again destroy the earth. And one day, wearing a new body, I will come back! All this was a long time ago, long before your people came out of the sky with knives of steel, and with, guns, to trade with us.


  “And now tell me about your gods, Verrill.”


  There was very little to tell Falana, except that Science had become, had from the beginning been the god of Venus. He was quite too busy reflecting that Skanderbek, a man like himself, had undoubtedly used a Geiger counter and some imagination, and had as a result become a god.


  He was thinking also of Linda’s letter. She had not been able to give him much gossip about Dawson’s plans to oppose him, since Dawson had left without having done much talking. But he inferred from what she did write, and from stories Ardelan’s tribesmen brought from the disputed frontier, that a Venusian was living with the neighboring tribe, giving them rifles to take the place of their trade muskets. This suggested that Dawson was taking the simple and direct approach: coaching his protectors in the art of more efficient fighting, so that as the climax of an eventual raid into Ardelan’s almost inaccessible fortress, Dawson could seize the Fire of Skanderbek and make off with it in the confusion.


  Whatever Verrill intended to do, he would have to do it quickly.


  HE WENT to the shrine and asked, “Kwangtan, where is the grave of Skanderbek?”


  “Skanderbek,” the priest said, contemptuous of ignorance, “is not buried. He went back to the gods. Now go, and stay away.”


  “I have heard a story like that,” Verrill retorted. “Among my own people, there are old books, ancient before Skanderbek was even dreamed of. And it is written always how one leader or another went lack to the gods, not dying as other men died. But we know better. A man dies, and his bones remain.”


  Kwangtan’s eyes sharpened and changed. He seemed to be asking himself whether this might not be one of those times when the wise thing was to make an ally of an enemy. And Verrill was at the same time thinking, “Lies are the foundation of all priestcraft, and I’ve got this one searching the foundations.”


  Verrill said, “If a man found the bones of Skanderbek, he could build a shrine there for the gods of death. Men serve most what they fear most.”


  “Which of us fears death?” the priest challenged. “We are fighting-men.”


  “My patients act otherwise,” Verrill blandly countered. Then: “Skanderbek had no wings. His bones can not be far from here. The bones of Skanderbek will give a light like a glow-worm or a firefly. Wherever they are lying, they will be easily recognized. Any herdsman would know if he found them.”


  Verrill was gambling on the probability that Skanderbek, leading a group of Terrestrians to safety, had exposed himself overmuch to the deadly radioactivity, more so than any of those he led. Whether there had been sufficient to make his bones radioactive until they would glow, either then or now, was an open question. But Kwangtan was of the line of priests who create and maintain a tradition: the blend of knowledge and falsehood that keeps their craft alive and their privilege secure. Kwangtan would surely have enough of that blend to set him wondering, and in his own interests.


  It was time to leave; and, nodding contentedly, Verrill left, rightly assured that the old devil would lose no time hunting the bones of Skanderbek, lest someone else find them first and set up a rival shrine. He would have to hunt by night, and alone. The nights were cold, and the trails dangerous.


  A few nights later, Verrill went out, high on the rimrock, to lurk in a perilous perch overhanging the shrine. He saw Kwangtan momentarily outlined by the light that came from the grotto. The priest was making for the spring, and then climbing higher. Apparently he was going out by a secret way, for a concealed purpose. Well satisfied, Verrill climbed down out of the bitter cold wind which whined eternally about the limestone buttresses. Unobserved, he went down again into the shelter of the ledge, and to the house where Falana was asleep.


  She no more perceived his return than she had his departure.


  BEFORE MANY DAYS had passed, Verrill was busily probing for bullets, suturing sword slashes, and setting bones. When the fighting men he had salvaged were well enough to be about and looking for more trouble, Ardelan confessed that he had entirely revised his notions on doctors. And that gave Verrill his chance to say, “I’ll go along the next time there’s a raid. I could have saved that one who died on the way.”


  Ardelan shook his head. “There is a personal enemy of yours among our neighbors. I can’t take any chance of your being killed or captured.”


  “You’re making a priest of me!” Verrill said, mockingly. “Living on the fat of the land, and taking none of the risks.”


  “You’ve made that for yourself,” Ardelan retorted. “And speaking of priests, you’ll have one for a patient.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Kwangtan is coughing a lot. He’s failing rapidly. We had always thought he would live forever.”


  Verrill shrugged. “He’s old, so old he hasn’t much time left. He’d rather die a little sooner than admit that there is anything I could possibly do for him. Letting me treat him would be casting serious reflections on the fire god. How was the raid—did it pay?”


  “Pretty well, all around.”


  “A few more sheep, and some more work for me!”


  “More than that,” Ardelan corrected. “There’s a nice looking valley, but it’s always been deadly. Poisonous from the beginning. We’ve never used it. That stranger, that Dawson, must have found out that the curse is no longer on the soil. They’ve been using it for their flocks. Well, it’s ours, it always has been, so we ran them out.”


  “They’ll come back?”


  “Of course they will; but with enough raids, we’ll discourage them, and then we can send some of our own people to hold it permanently. Build a settlement.” Verrill had heard talk of all this, but not in such clear terms; now, having got it from the chief, he could take notice, and he was prepared.


  “Your oldest son will live there,” Verrill surmised, “to represent you?”


  Ardelan nodded. “Good experience for him against the day of my death, when he will rule the tribe.”


  “That’s been worrying you.”


  Ardelan’s brows bristled and his eyes went fierce. “Worrying about the day of my death—what do you mean?”


  “I meant, worrying about your son’s taking an exposed outpost.”


  “It’s good experience for him.”


  “It’s worrying you. The next son is six years younger.”


  The chief grimaced. “He’s a reckless young fool and a show-off. Like I was at his age. And I don’t think he has my luck.”


  “Next time there’s a raid,” Verrill promised, “I’ll go. It will be good for all your men, not just for him in case he is wounded. It won’t look as though you’re favoring your son.”


  Ardelan grumbled something midway between throat and beard, and gave Verrill a gesture of dismissal. Verrill knew when to stop pressing a point; and he knew also that further words had not been needed.


  In this he was right. He rode out with others who went to reconnoiter the dangerous valley, and there was no objection. He rode well. His presence was good for the morale of the raiders. And while he caught no sight of Dawson, he won prestige from supposedly having come to the frontier camps to get a shot at his enemy. Actually, he rather hoped that he would not have any such chance to settle the feud . . . it would be much more satisfactory to have Dawson witness his return to Venus with the Fire of Skanderbek.


  And of an evening, when he was at home with Falana, she would sit with him as he watched Venus hanging low over the rimrock, white and splendid; she was finishing her term as evening star. And the sight of that far-off globe made him more than homesick. It accentuated his feeling of remoteness and of exile, and at the same time made him uneasy and uncomfortable, as though he and his Terrestrian redhead were somehow under Linda’s eyes.


  And he was afraid lest Falana read his thoughts. The longer he stayed, the harder it would be to leave; for in spite of his having come with fraudulent intent, he had done enough good to these barbarians to have become attached to them.


  Meanwhile, the sooner Venus became the morning star, the better he would like it.


  V


  AT LAST CAME THE NIGHT when he felt sure that Kwangtan’s search for the bones of Skanderbek had become such a fixed habit that the priest would be ranging further and further afield, leaving the shrine unguarded for an ever-lengthening period. The length of Kwangtan’s absence was the measure of Verrill’s head-start.


  As he set out for his goal, he said to himself, “When the ol’ devil misses the ruby, and then hears I’m gone, he’ll likely play foxy and cook up a yam about my having taken it back to the gods. He couldn’t be so dumb as to admit he was out wandering when he should have been guarding the shrine . . . I’ve done a reasonable number of other miracles since I brought Falana’s nephew back from the dead . . . so if he’s smart, he’ll invent another miracle, and that will make it nice for Falana . . .”


  And so, all at ease, he rode boldly from the walled enclosure. The guards, assuming he was going out on a case, settled back after greeting him, and drew their sheepskin coats closer about them.


  Nearing the shrine, he left his horse in the shadow of a limestone ledge, to proceed afoot. He had to make sure that Kwangtan was actually away.


  Stealthily, he made the most of rocks and shadows to cover his advance. The gurgling overflow of the spring combined with the whining of the wind to make a curtain of sound. He was quite near the spot from which, unseen, he could look in and see if Kwangtan was there, when he heard a disturbance which gave him all the answer he needed.


  Kwangtan was not abroad, hunting a dead man’s bones. He was instead choking, gasping for breath; in his struggle, he knocked down some pottery, judging from the clatter.


  The sounds, and the way the old man had been scrambling about by night, exploring ravines and caverns, exposing and overtaxing himself, told the story. He had come to the end of his crooked rope.


  This was perfect. It had worked far better than Verrill had anticipated. Just sit and wait for silence and the finish.


  But another ingredient took effect. Verrill’s own long-sustained pretense of being a doctor drove him forward against his best interest. After two paces taken in a helpless daze, he was no longer compulsion-driven and bewildered; he ran, and with his kit. He had brought it with him, from force of habit as much as for making a show for the benefit of whomsoever he might encounter along the way to the border.


  As he knelt beside his patient, Verrill concluded that Kwangtan’s heart had been cutting up tricks; though with exposure and worry, other complications might have set in. He got his vials and his hypo and set to work.


  Of a sudden, he knew that he was not alone with his patient. Startled, he glanced about.


  FALANA was in the doorway, and with her two of the guards. They held her by the arms. She had a bundle of something wrapped up in a shawl. Her face showed only impatience and annoyance at their stupidity. Their faces were still changing; the growth of understanding and the accepting of a new idea had not yet erased suspicion.


  The sight of the trio gave Verrill the story, before any could speak: Falana, sensing what he planned, had packed up a bundle and had set out after him; and the guards, even though not getting the entire point, had suspected that the doctor was up to the very trick of which he had been accused. Falana had from the start been a hostage, at least a bond sufficiently strong to guarantee his good behavior. Thus the sight of her apparently preparing to follow him into the night had aroused all the suspicions which his work had lulled.


  Falana said, “The poor fellow’s half starved, Verrill! And shivering from cold! Let go of me, you blockheads—he’s busy and I’ve got to give him a hand.”


  She plopped her bundle on the floor, brought out a small pot, and set to work heating water over the sacred flame.


  “If you don’t like it, get some brush,” she told the guards, “and I’ll stop the sacrilege.”


  Blinking owlishly, they obeyed.


  When they returned to kindle a fire on the floor, she had dried meat in the pot. “Here, hold this!” she directed, and taking a heavy cape from the bundle, she blanketed the patient Next she drew the shawl about his head and shoulders. Whatever else she may have had in the bundle, Verrill did not know, for she had very deftly wadded the odds and ends into a shirt and had tucked the lot under the priest’s head, for a pillow.


  When Kwangtan responded to treatment and regained consciousness, be did not have any idea as to what had happened, or why people were gathered about him. But he swallowed some of the broth Falana offered him.


  The guards explained, “The doctor knew you were in trouble.”


  Falana nodded. “He awakened suddenly and told me to follow when I had this and that gathered together. The gods talk to him. Now that you’ve had your fill of snooping, suppose you go on about your business!”


  They went, leaving Verrill and Falana to sit up with the priest until he was out of danger.


  Within the hour, Verrill could have ridden off with the Fire of Skanderbek. Instead, he made apologies to himself; he could not rob a patient, or even collect his fee before he had really earned it.


  SEVERAL DAYS PASSED, and word of Verrill’s having heard the voice of the gods and so having gone to the shrine in time to save Kwangtan gave him an enormous boost in prestige. He had the priest at least halfway on the road to recovery when a courier brought news of another outbreak on the border. He hesitated to leave his patient, and decided to wait until the warring tribesmen made actual contact. As nearly as he could analyze the report, both sides were still scouting, skulking, maneuvering into positions suitable for the seizure of, or the defense of, the valley that Ardelan claimed as his own.


  There would not be a serious clash until both sides had completed their infiltration whereby each planned to catch the other off guard, and so precipitate a panic the result of which would be relatively few casualties and a great deal of loot in the form of stampeded or abandoned or lost animals.


  These barbarians, Verrill told himself, had a warfare far more civilized than had been that of The War, and also, a lot more sensible—there was a result to show for the effort exerted, and a profit instead of a mutual loss.


  He decided to stay with his patient, and then by dint of hard riding join Ardelan’s son when there was immediately impending need.


  Falana said, “You’re making a mistake. Now is your chance.”


  Just that way: with no build up at all. And she was right, for he needed no explanation of her meaning. He knew all of a sudden that she had tuned in on all his unspoken debates with himself. He and Kwangtan were supposed to be able to talk with the gods. That was pure nonsense. The gift was largely a feminine monopoly. Falana undoubtedly knew all about Linda, instead of merely about the Venusian Domes.


  Verrill answered, “I can’t rob a patient. If he dies or gets well, then it will be different . . .”


  Falana shrugged, and for no apparent reason, moved a bundle wrapped up in a cape. “Suit yourself, Verrill, but you are letting your luck wear thin. If you want it this way, though, I’ll be ready whenever you are.”


  “You were all ready the other night?”


  “Of course. And when the guardsmen caught me, I was scared silly. I don’t know what would have happened if that old devil hadn’t been at death’s door. Now is your chance . . . It won’t ever be better.”


  Falana was right, so very right, yet Verrill balked. He mounted up, with his medical kit, and with a pair of pistols thrust into his sash.


  He was worried, and worn down. Tending to Kwangtan, and within reaching distance of the ruby, had been difficult. Worse yet, there was the problem created by Falana. Whenever he convinced himself that once back in the Venusian Domes, he would forget the Terrestrian girl, his argument went into reverse: and he knew that regardless of distance, the bond could not be broken in fact. Then, pursuing the endless debate from its other alternative, neither could he remain an exile from Venus, and stay away from Linda by any choice of his own.


  And all this went with him, oppressing him as he rode toward the new valley which would so enrich Ardelan’s people.


  VI


  VERRILL was still well short of his destination when he heard a rider behind him: a horse blowing and wheezing, ridden nearly to death, yet carrying on. He wheeled about. It was Falana who had overtaken him.


  “You little idiot, go back home!”


  “I won’t.”


  “You will, and now.”


  “Yes, if you carry me back.”


  “What’s the idea? You know I’m coming back, and you know there’s a lot of trouble ahead, where I’m bound for.”


  “I’m going anyway.”


  And then her horse collapsed. Verrill had no magic to restore it to life. “Now I can’t go back,” she announced, contentedly, as though she had foreseen this decisive detail.


  She mounted up and rode behind him. From time to time, Verrill halted, and cocked an ear. Thus far, he had heard no firing. He had seen no signal fires on the crests that were dark against the stars. The way became harder, and until moon-rise, difficult to pick.


  When the first half-glow whitened the limestone slopes and the high snowcaps, the mountain world became a maze of illusion and shifting glamour.


  Finally, Verrill’s horse sniffed the air, and would have whinnied, had he not checked him in time. As he paused, he wondered whether Falana’s presence, the night he had saved Kwangtan, would be sufficient precedent for her accompanying him into the field; or whether instead suspicion would be aroused.


  He had reined in at the edge of a deep shadow. Before he could make up his mind, Falana said, “Turn around and see—I’ve got it.”


  As he twisted about, the horse shifted, moving out of the shadow and into light strong enough for him to see the ruby she had in her hand. It collected enough of the glow to pulse and flame as though in its own right. One good look he got, and then she had knotted it again into the end of her scarf and thrust it securely between her breasts “I’m going with you to the home of the gods,” Falana said, “and if they, your people, don’t like me, they can do what they want with me. But I’m going.” However she had made away with the gem, there would be the devil to pay when Kwangtan missed it. His exclamation of dismay made her add, “He won’t make any trouble. He smothered under his sheepskin robe.”


  Verrill preferred not to ask whether she meant that the invalid had himself done this, accidentally, or whether, aroused by her prowling, his protest had been stifled, quickly and silently, by a solid armful of a woman who knew precisely what she had to do to save herself. Instead of being horrified by a very logical suspicion, he dismissed the query: for in either event, he had no longer any choice concerning Falana. She had made the bond so strong that wherever he went, he would take her. There was no more clash between him and Dawson. The bond that had attached him to Linda had been cut. Whether by smothering the fire priest, or merely robbing the fire god, Falana had done well for herself.


  After a silence, he said, “There’s someone just ahead. My horse scented them. Whoever they are, they may have caught some sign of us. You get down and wait. The sight of you is likely to make the outposts think I’m leaving the tribe. And now is no time for suspicion!”


  “I know another way around, and out,” Falana said. “A hard trail, but we can make it.”


  “Whoever’s ahead, up there, might start wondering. All I have to do is go ahead and identify myself, and then go my way.”


  “You can make some excuse for coming back this way,” she said, and slipped to the ground. “I’ll wait.”


  HE RODE ON, at a walk. Ten to one, Falana had smothered Kwangtan, not out of malice, but simply because he would have kept her from following Verrill. Since Verrill could not reject her, he had to accept the act as his own, however heavy the burden. He shrank from the very suspicion of the deed, and at the same time, his eyes were tear-blinded from realization of her devotion, so much more reckless than any Venusian woman’s could have been.


  A horse whinnied. Verrill’s mount answered. And before Verrill could hail the dimly-discerned rider, revealed when he rounded a sharp curve, he knew that this was an ambush; the recognition between horses had come because the animals ahead had been stolen from Ardelan’s herd.


  Despite his disadvantage, knowledge came before he had made himself too good a target.


  That split-second sensing gave him a chance with his pistol. He spurred in, shooting. A wild shot grazed him. The enemy stampeded, as though from the sudden fear that they had tricked themselves; it was as though his boldness had convinced them that he had a large party at his back.


  In half a dozen hoofbeats, he was through. One horse was down, and struggling. Something thumped into the ravine, far below. There was a brief shower of rocks, and the diminishing clatter of hoofs.


  Only two had lain in wait: and one was bound for home.


  Verrill reined in sharply, and called to Falana. She answered, and knowing it was all over, came toward him at a walk.


  Verrill was badly shaken. Falana, knowing that he would be, was giving him a welcome moment to himself. This was his first taste of combat.


  The enemy, sprawled among the rocks, groaned and cursed, as though shock had until that moment held him unable to make a sound. This was something familiar to Verrill, for in his way, he was now a doctor—in fact—a man was a man, whether friend or enemy. And this one, being a man he had wounded, evoked his response more readily than had Kwangtan.


  Verrill dismounted. The man in the shadows mumbled and choked; the man’s horse lay dead; and approaching his own handiwork shook Verrill’s composure. Worse yet, he should not dally. No telling who might have heard the shots, who might be hurrying to the scene. But he could not abandon a patient, though this might become a dangerous business, with the Fire of Skanderbek taken from the shrine—


  Three sounds blended. Verrill understood each, but too late.


  “Now see if you’ll get the ruby!” the patient challenged, triumphantly, and fired.


  Venusian accent and intonation; pistol blast; and then, as Dawson, unwounded, bound up to take Verrill’s horse, came the third sound: Falana’s cry.


  Her approach, afoot, had tricked Dawson. She was on him from the rear before he sensed his danger. He swayed, he choked, and he would have flung her aside, but for the knife with which she finished him. Stab and slash; and he was dead before she could crawl free of him to go to Verrill.


  Dawson, living with the enemy tribe, had learned raiding tricks, and had known how to tempt an enemy by offering hope of plunder. By feigning a mortal wound, he had played the game as his brothers in raiding would have played it: and at the most he could not have hoped for more than a horse, and the weapons of the supposedly greedy and reckless one whose loot hunger had driven out ordinary caution. Moonlight on Verrill’s face had given Dawson his moment of triumphant recognition—and then, sudden death which he might otherwise have avoided.


  The irony of all this passed through Verrill’s mind during the moments which elapsed before he could recover sufficiently from shock to speak. Teeth chattering from the deadly chill which took hold of him, he said, “Physician, heal thyself.”


  He knew he was beyond mending. He knew also that he had long drawn-out hours of agony ahead of him. Falana knew, without being told, that she would soon be alone; that she would never board the long gleaming shell on the take-off ramp of the trading-post to go with him to the home of the gods. Since he was shivering, she wrapped a shawl about him, and waited for him to tell her what else to do.


  THE SHIFT OF THE MOON thinned the shadows that had tricked first one and then another of those who had met in that rocky angle. Verrill pointed to the kit, and told her how to load the hypo. He had done this himself, many times, for those he knew he could not save. They lasted just as long, but avoided consciousness and pain. This had won him esteem. And now he was to learn how good his work had been.


  His vision began to play tricks, and his memory also, but he was sure that the white orb shimmering, rising from behind a distant crest, was Venus, beginning her term as morning star. Seen through that thin mountain air, Venus was an expanding splendor, and memories danced: memories of Linda, blurred with the memories of all other Venusian women, perfumed and sleek and all bejewelled. They were shapes of the mind, rather than a semblance to the eye; for at the same time, he saw clearly where he was, and who was beside him. And he was glad that it was Falana.


  Falana peeled off her jacket and blouse. She cut a long strand of hair, and despite the biting wind that lashed her from shoulder to hip, she shaped a loop, using two long hairs to suspend the Fire of Skanderbek from about her throat.


  She knelt, posed by sure instinct, head flung back, and the monstrous ruby all ablaze against her white skin. The lower end of the six-sided crystal barely dipped into the shadow of her breasts.


  The Venusian images of memory were blotted out, and with them, the great white orb as well. Falana became all women in one, yet remaining all the while wholly herself.


  Verrill’s face, or her own instinct, told her when to end the tableau. She slipped into her jacket and went into the shadow beside him. She caught him in her arms, to pillow him better than had the rocks and the saddle-bags that had softened them. And then Verrill went on his long road, and entirely content, for he had in his way done with the Fire of Skanderbek as he had planned.


  Not long after sunrise, a handful of Ardelan’s men came along from the new valley. They had routed the raiders. Somewhere, they told Falana, there had been several shots, which had alerted them.


  “The shots Verrill fired,” they concluded, having seen and understood from the face of things.


  She gave them no time to wonder about her presence. “He was going to stay for days and days with the people Ardelan was sending into the new valley. I made him take me with him. So I was here when he killed his enemy, the one with whom he had a feud.”


  Despite their grief at losing their doctor, the mountaineers forgot none of their ways. Methodically, they took the gear from the dead horse, and stripped the dead enemy, leaving nothing but vulture bait. And among the things they found in his clothes was the Fire of Skanderbek.


  “The gods told Verrill,” Falana said. “But not all, and not in time. Only enough to send him where he would meet the thief.”


  They studied his face, and one said, “It is clear that the gods welcomed him when he took their road.”


  Later, Ardelan himself joined them. He heard, he saw, and then he said, “We will bury Verrill by those others who have guarded the Fire of Skanderbek. He saved many lives for us, as Skanderbek did in the old days.”


  And this was done, with no one wondering at Kwangtan’s death. Some said that the spirit of the priest had guided Verrill to overtake the looter. Falana heard the legend grow, and could not tell what Ardelan really thought. Whatever his thought, the chief kept it to himself, until, days later, he said to Falana, “Verrill’s son will be a great man among us, to watch the Fire of Skanderbek, and teach us the way of the gods.”


  Which seemed reasonable enough to Falana, who had command of more miracles than any man.


  FLIGHT TO DISHONOR


  Gerald Vance


  Drake, his heart filled with poisonous hatred, became a traitor to his people. But he forget that no poison is stronger than its antidote!


  THE VENUSIAN water-front was a garish microcosm of human evil. Hard-eyed women slipped through the sense-drugging smoke looking for men—of any sort, in any condition, from any planet. Gamblers, thieves, simpering perverts, sat at tables against the wall, drinking the sickly sweet Venusian kilaris and watching the women, watching each other, searching for some sign of human frailty or weakness, searching for someone they might cheat or rob or betray.


  Drake sat alone at a corner table. His hand was curved loosely about a glass, a cigarette hung from his thin lips. A tall man with a spare hard body, he watched the crowd with eyes that were bitter and mocking. There was no compassion in his face. He was laughing at these dregs, these human vultures; and he laughed at himself because he was one of them. Thin reedy music filtered through the room. Occasionally a woman’s scream split the air. Or a man’s curse crashed against the walls.


  A girl emerged from the swirling smoke before Drake’s table. An Earth-girl, she smiled at him from a tired pale face and put one hand on her hip. “Hello there,” she said. “Do you want company?”


  “Not yours,” Drake said, glancing at her with impassive eyes.


  She shrugged and strolled on.


  Drake sipped his drink, wondering why he had rebuffed her so coldly. He had wanted to hurt her, of course. That was the great and wonderful joke. You hated those who were like yourself—that was it.


  A scream sounded. A woman cried, “Don’t! Stop it! Let me go!”


  Drake turned lazily toward the sound which was coming from the adjoining table. The Earth-girl was struggling with a huge Venusian. He held her on his knee and was roaring with laughter as she struggled to escape his embrace.


  No one else paid any attention to the scene. It was too common an occurrence to cause more than mild interest.


  The noise bothered Drake. He glanced sourly at the struggling pair, hating them both, but hating the Venusian slightly more than the girl. For that reason he acted. He picked up a bottle from his table and slapped it viciously across the Venusian’s face. The Venusian leaped to his feet with a snarling cry of rage hissing through his lips, but Drake moved faster and kicked him squarely in the stomach. The Venusian went down to the dirty floor and lay there writhing in pain.


  “You were making too much noise,” Drake said in a quiet almost courteous voice. “No offense, understand.”


  He returned to his table, the Venusian picked himself up and limped away and it was over. The music soared up again and the tiny flare-up was lost like an extinguished match on a black and windy night.


  The girl stood before Drake’s table, slowly rubbing a bruise on her left arm. “Thank you very much,” she said.


  Drake shrugged and sipped his drink.


  The girl hesitated an instant, then sat down at Drake’s table with a defiant smile. “Now that you have befriended me, you cannot ignore me. You have made yourself responsible for me. May I have a drink?”


  Drake nodded at his bottle and an extra glass on the table. “Go ahead.”


  “Why are you so bitter? A woman, perhaps?”


  “No analysis, please. You can have a drink, but not my life story.”


  “Why? Is it so sad?”


  “We aren’t talking about it, remember? If you want to hold someone’s hand, give me back my drink and be on your way.”


  “Oh, all right.” The girl drank a glassful of the harsh liquor and sighed gratefully. “That’s better.”


  Drake studied her as she poured another drink. She was about twenty-eight or twenty-nine, he judged, and not bad looking. Her hair was dark and drawn back severely from her thin but well-moulded features, and her eyes were clear and deep blue. She seemed nervous, he thought, in spite of her effort to be casual. What he could see of her figure was quite all right.


  “Would you like to come to my apartment?” she asked him a moment later.


  “Why?”


  “We might talk, have a drink or so, providing you bring along a bottle. It might be pleasant.”


  “There’s always that chance,” Drake said dryly. He looked at her and she lowered her eyes. He saw a flush of color moving up from her throat to her cheeks. “We do what we can,” she said, looking at the scarred table top. “We must stay alive, although God knows why. Life isn’t much fun.”


  “Don’t tell me your sad story either,” Drake said. “I am not interested in details of dull lives. Mine included. Nothing is more boring than the maundering account of how badly we’ve been used. Where is your apartment?”


  She mentioned an address, a rather good one. Drake raised his eyebrows at her, but she shrugged and said, “It was a gift from an old friend. He is taking it back next week, I believe.”


  Drake didn’t want to go with her; nor did he want to sit in this reeking cesspool any longer. He chose what seemed the lesser of two evils.


  “Very well, let’s go,” he said. “What’s your name?”


  “Vanya.”


  “Undoubtedly an invention, but what’s the difference? Come on.” He paid his check and they walked out together. . . .


  HER APARTMENT was simply and tastefully furnished. It overlooked the harbor where two of Venus’ oceans conjoined. A light breeze stirred the beige drapes. Drake sat down and crossed his long legs. The girl asked him to make himself comfortable, pointed out cigarettes on a low table, and then excused herself and left the room. Drake lit a cigarette and smoked idly, watching the smoke curling toward the high ceiling and thinking about nothing at all.


  The door Vanya had used in leaving the room opened again, and without looking up, Drake said; “Okay, what’s the game?”


  A man’s voice said, “You are not surprised?”


  Drake turned his head and saw two men standing in the doorway. They were Venusians: huge, patient-seeming types, with flaccid jowls and lemon-colored skins.


  “Hardly,” Drake said. “It was all too pat. Now what the hell do you want?”


  “Ah, a direct type. That is fine.” The man who spoke had a faint scar on his left cheek and seemed to be in authority. He entered the room and sat down in a chair facing Drake. The second Venusian also took a seat, but on the far side of the room.


  “We need your help, Commander, Drake. Yes, I know your old title, you see. My name is Arish.”


  Vanya appeared in the doorway. She didn’t meet Drake’s eyes. “May I go now?” she said in a low voice.


  “Of course, of course,” Arish said.


  “They made me do it,” she said, speaking in a rush. “I hope it doesn’t make trouble for you.”


  “Forget it,” Drake said, smiling cynically. “But next time you tell a man to bring his own bottle, be sure to hide the ones in your apartment.” He pointed to a cabinet in the corner in which there were half a dozen bottles of liquor. “It might set your chump thinking—as it did me.”


  Vanya wet her lips and then, turning suddenly, hurried out the front door.


  “And now,” Drake said to the scarfaced Venusian, “what do you want of me? Obviously you’ve gone to the trouble of finding out about me, so I’m hoping that your trouble won’t be wasted.”


  “We hope not, Commander Drake, We know that you were in the Space Arm of Earth for many years and that you acquired a brilliant record. We know that you got into difficulty with your commanding officers eight years ago and were—ah—dishonorably discharged. Is that correct?”


  “Perfectly,” Drake said coolly.


  “It was for disobedience of orders, we understand. You exceeded your authority in capturing a pirate ship, and were therefore thrown out of the service.” Arish smiled sympathetically. “Instead of giving you a medal, they chose to disgrace you. You had enemies in the service who were jealous of your reputation, of course.”


  “I suspected as much,” Drake said dryly.


  “Very good. Now we know that at the moment you are without funds of any kind.”


  “Correct again.”


  “Thank you. We can remedy that, perhaps. We want you to do a bit of work for us. Nothing very difficult or dangerous. Does that interest you?”


  “ ‘Of course. What sort of work?”


  ARISH PAUSED delicately. “We wish you to prevent an Earth ship from leaving here for Saturn tomorrow night.”


  “Why?”


  “That I cannot tell you. To be frank, I do not know myself. This ship, and certain papers aboard her, are what you might call pawns in a mighty chess game. Earth wishes to move the pawn, we wish to keep it here. That is all I can tell you.”


  “Okay. What do I do?”


  “You accept our proposal?”


  “Yes. Does that surprise you?”


  “Not actually, but your ready compliance is more than we dared expect. We feared you might have a lingering loyalty for your native planet. Despite how they treated you, we thought that—”


  “Let’s don’t talk about it anymore. Earth is just a ball of cooling iron about forty-six days to my left. I’m a realist. I learned that words like loyalty, idealism, patriotism, are like so many rings of smoke. They blow away in any breeze and cease to exist. They are platitudinous pap to be fed to school children. Now what do I do, and how much can I make?”


  “Excellent. The money will be adequate, I’m sure.” He mentioned a sum and Drake smiled agreeably. “Now our plan is this: We have a Space Arm uniform, with suitable insignia for your old rank of Commander, in a hotel room not far from here. Wearing that, you will have access to the Earth port here, and once inside, I feel you can devise some means to prevent Space Ship 311 from reaching Saturn on schedule tomorrow night. All we ask is a few hours delay.”


  “It’s not so easy as you make it sound,” Drake said.


  “We are paying you to be ingenious, Commander Drake.”


  “Well, I’ll take a crack at it.”


  “Here is the address you will go to now,” Arish said, handing him a slip of paper. “Reconnoiter the port tonight, if possible, and then let us know of anything you need.”


  “How will I get in touch with you?”


  “We will keep in touch with you,” Arish said, underlining the work ‘keep’ slightly.


  “And when do I get paid?”


  “Half now, and the remainder when you can assure us that Space Ship 311 will not reach Saturn on schedule.”


  “Very well,” Drake said, standing. “Let’s have it then. I’ll collect the rest tomorrow.”


  “You are confident.”


  “That’s about all I have left,” Drake said, and accepted a roll of money from Arish . . .


  A ROOM HAD been reserved for him at the address Arish had given him. He found a Space Arm uniform hanging in the wardrobe, and on a shelf beside it there were the flaring golden wings that denoted a Commander’s rank. Drake looked at them for a moment, a musing smile on his lips, then undressed quickly and went into the shower. He resolutely kept himself from thinking of anything at all as he soaped his lean muscular body and rinsed himself under a stinging spray of cold water. After that he dressed, slipping into the uniform with an ease that came from long practice. He buttoned the twin rows of gold buttons on the tunic, his fingers working automatically, and buckled the heavy leather belt about his flat waist, and pinned the flaring wings to his sleeves. Slinging the short black cape over one shoulder and putting the visored cap on his head, he left his room and went quickly down the single flight of stairs to the lobby.


  The girl was sitting there in a straight chair. She came quickly to her feet when she saw him and walked to him with short hesitant steps. Drake stopped and looked down into her pale, anxious face. She looked frightened, he thought.


  “They made me do it,” she said, avoiding his eyes.


  “You said that before, in your rooms,” Drake said.


  “They have my brother in custody. They threatened to give him drugs while he was unconscious, make him an addict. They said they would mutilate him unless I helped them.”


  “Well, you have saved him from that harrowing fate,” Drake said. “You should be happy.”


  “I haven’t got you into trouble, have I?”


  Drake laughed shortly. “Don’t worry about me—” He paused, trying to remember her name. “It’s Vanya, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, don’t worry about me, Vanya. Good-by.” He nodded to her and walked out of the cheap hotel into the swarming streets of Venus . . .


  AT THE Space Port, a grimly efficient cadet was checking the papers of all entering the port. Drake stood off to one side of the huge gates, gazing up at the dark sky as if he were checking the weather. He was the picture of soldierly composure as he stood there—smoking a cigarette and looking up at the heavens with a casually interested expression—but his mind was very active. He had to get into the port, but he had no papers, and this grim cadet looked just the type to enforce his regulations on everyone, regardless of rank.


  The cadet was being very severe at the moment with two Venusian laborers. Their passes weren’t dated properly and he told them with finality that they would have to go to the processing office and get them fixed before they could enter the port. They protested that they would lose a night’s work, and they said, crowding close to the cadet in their concern, that he knew them well, had seen them every night for months, and couldn’t he let them get their passes straightened out at their lunch hour, or tomorrow?


  The cadet said no, finally and emphatically, and they tromped off, mournful and disconsolate.


  Drake flipped his cigarette away and approached the cadet.


  “Your name, please?”


  “Nelson, sir. Cadet Second Class, Jonathan Nelson.” The cadet came to attention, saluted stiffly, and fixed his eyes on a point about three inches to the right of Drake’s shoulder.


  “At ease, young man,” Drake said, smiling. “X only wanted to congratulate you on the way you handled that situation. You’re doing your job well. What’s your Commander’s name?”


  “Commander Bailey, sir.” The cadet was still at rigid attention, but couldn’t control the flush of happiness that had mounted to his cheeks.


  “I’ll mention this to him,” Drake said. “Carry on.”


  With that Drake strolled casually into the Space Port, while the young cadet let out his breath happily and began composing the letter he would write to his fiancee on Earth the instant he got off duty.


  Drake asked a passing workman for the location of Space Ship 311, and learned that it was at the northeastern end of the field. He walked in that direction, his step springy, his eyes straight ahead, and returned salutes with a sharpness that caused several cadets to stop after he had passed and stare in admiration at his rigid, retreating back.


  The 311 was on the ground beside its mooring tower, to which it would be hoisted the following morning. Now, bathed in searchlights, it was two hundred feet of slim shining beauty. Workmen were making the last preparations and adjustments under the supervision of lieutenants. Drake walked briskly up the companionway, and returned the salute of the cadet who stood at the doorway of the ship.


  “Is the commander on board?” he asked.


  “No, sir. Pie left two hours ago.”


  “Very well, I’ll go aboard. I’m from the Admiral-Inspector’s office.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  FOR THE first time in eight years Drake stepped into a military ship of the Earth fleet. He paused a moment as memories came back to him, memories of his first flight as a cadet, memories of his first command, and the joy of driving through the void, master of the destiny of every man on board. He remembered the clean harmonious discipline of his ships, the will and spirit that his men displayed in reaction to his fairness and competence. There were other things, too: the panoramic view of asteroids, comets and star fragments racing toward the visi-screen, and being deflected, miraculously it seemed, by the ship’s far-flung gravitational fields; the thrill of spotting a pirate ship thousands of miles off in the void, and the even greater thrill as the rockets of his ship pounded into the chase. And still other things: The coffee alone in his cabin after a gruelling night, the commendations that came occasionally from his superiors, and finally the settling to Earth with the feeling of a job well done.


  Well, that was over, long over, Drake thought with sudden bitterness. He glanced ahead, down the clean shining corridor, and squared his shoulders. Now he was going to add something to those memories of his career in the Earth Space Arm. Something not quite so pretty, he thought, but a damn sight more remunerative.


  Pie strode along the corridor of the main deck, passing an occasional surprised cadet or lieutenant, until he came to the forward control room. An idea had come to him in the instant he had paused inside the ship—an idea that would earn him the rest of the Venusian’s payment. Rapping on the door of the control room once, he pushed it open and stepped inside. The control room was small, about twenty feet square, and here were the precision instruments and charts that guided a ship through the maze of the void. A flustered cadet sprang from a chair and saluted hastily.


  “Sorry sir, I just sat down to tie my shoe.”


  Drake smiled briefly. “A very sensible thing to do. You’re on duty here, I presume. Your name?”


  “Merriweather, sir.”


  The cadet was about twenty, fairskinned and blond, with light blue eyes and earnest, healthy features. He was deadly serious, and probably not too intelligent, Drake judged. And that was fine.


  He glanced about with seeming casualness, but his eyes stopped for a second on the master-chart which outlined the course for the 311’s flight. It was set for Saturn, the computing arms locked in place. The arms, like the prongs of a huge compass, triangulated Saturn, Mars, and a dense asteroid cluster about twenty points off Saturn. These were the points on which the 311’s course was based. The officer in charge at the blast-off would supply the measurements and figures now on the chart to the pilot, and he would set his course accordingly. A one mill error in the placement of a computing arm would send the 311 hundreds of thousands of miles out of its way. It would cause a delay of six, possibly eight hours. And that was enough. Drake turned to the cadet with the air of a man who had just made a decision.


  “Please be good enough to tell your commander that I wish to see him.” The cadet swallowed. “I’m on duty here, sir. My orders are not to leave this room until I am relieved.”


  “You are hereby relieved then,” Drake said.


  “The commander isn’t aboard, sir.”


  “I did not ask for any information. I asked you to go to his quarters and tell him I am here and wish to see him.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  THE CADET departed, rather hesitantly, Drake noted. He might not be unintelligent after all. When the door clicked shut, Drake stepped quickly to the master chart and turned the set screw that locked the computing arm in place. As the arm swung free, he moved it in a two mill arc, set it down, and twisted the set screw tight. As he did so, he heard a click behind him. He didn’t straighten up; he remained bending over the chart, appearing to study it, but his mind was moving swiftly, carefully. Had the cadet seen him change the position of the computing arm?


  “The commander isn’t in his quarters, sir. The mate informs me he left the ship two hours ago.”


  “Oh, very well then,” Drake said, turning casually from the chart. “I’ll see him later.”


  “Sir—” The cadet swallowed, halted, and his cheeks were bright with tension.


  “Yes?”


  “My orders are to see that no one touches anything in this room.”


  “Those are the usual orders, I believe.”


  “Sir, you touched that computing arm.”


  Drake met the cadet’s eyes squarely. He firmed his jaw and let his eyes reflect an anger he didn’t feel. For perhaps thirty seconds he stared at the cadet, watching him twist and melt under his gaze.


  “I might be mistaken,” Drake said at last, in a deliberate, icy voice, “but I think you said I touched this computing arm. Is that what you said?”


  “Yes, sir. I thought I saw you touch it as I entered.”


  “You thought! What was your rating on your last eye examination?”


  The cadet swallowed. “Nine, sir. It should have been eleven, but I had been ill—”


  “Please answer my questions. I don’t want case histories. Now, Cadet Merriweather, I realize that you are understandably excited about your present responsibilities. That does you credit. However, considering your eye rating, and the fact that you think you saw something instead of being sure of it, I feel that your present lack of control can be attributed to factors other than a too-intense devotion to duty. Do you think I have a point?”


  “I don’t know, sir,” the cadet said, swallowing hard.


  Drake felt he had pressed the youngster far enough. He smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry about it. I’d hate to tell you how I felt my first night as deck officer on a Space Ship. It’s a rough sensation.”


  “I know, sir.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Drake said, smiling easily. “Carry on.”


  The cadet wet his lips and seemed on the verge of saying more, but Drake brought his arm up in salute, and the cadet did likewise, hurriedly, and whatever he was going to say never passed his lips. Drake walked out the door, and five minutes later was riding in a car to his hotel. . . .


  AS HE opened the door of his room he smelled thick Venusian cigar smoke. He wasn’t surprised to see the Venusian, Arish, sitting in a deep chair, his plump legs crossed comfortably.


  “Watching your investment, eh?” Drake said, tossing his hat and cape on the bed.


  “Of course,” Arish said, fingering the scar on his cheek. “What have you accomplished?”


  “It’s all set,” Drake said. “I changed the position of a computing arm on the master chart. The mistake will take 311 at least eight hours off its course. Satisfied?”


  “Perfectly. And you?”


  “I feel fine. Just fine. I’ll feel better with a quart of your stinking liquor in me, but I still feel pretty good.”


  “Excellent.” Arish stood slowly and took a flat sheaf of bills from his breast pocket. “True to our agreement, here is the balance of your payment.”


  “Put it on the bed. No, I have to sleep there. Put it on the floor. I feel fine, but not fine enough to touch that money yet.”


  “I thought your scruples had been put away with your childhood toys,” Arish said, smiling; but his tiny eyes were watching Drake carefully.


  “I thought so too,” Drake said. “Now would you please do me the great favor of getting the hell out of here?”


  “But of course,” Arish said. But as he went out the door his eyes were very thoughtful.


  Drake got drunk that night. He slept fitfully, and awoke with a pounding head and a furry tongue. He lay in bed, smoking a cigarette that tasted foul, and wondered, without any real curiosity, what was going to happen to him. For he knew he had taken a step that would lead him into a different way of life. Now he was a traitor—and that did something to a man. Drake had not been particularly honest or upright in the eight years he had been out of the service. He had run contraband, fought in some dubious pirate battles, operated a couple of fly-by-night space lines. But that was larceny, not treason. He had taken the last downward step; he was as low as he could get. There was no redemption left to him. Despite his callousness, his bitterness, his rage at Earth, he felt sick and weary.


  He showered, shaved, and got into the uniform again, almost unconsciously. He had sailed under false colors, so there was no reason to change them now.


  DOWNSTAIRS he debated what he should do. Breakfast seemed like a horrible idea, but it would kill time. And after that, what? Drake didn’t know.


  He went out into the murky misty sunlight and turned to the right. He hadn’t taken ten steps before a voice—a loud, surprised voice—called his name.


  Drake turned, feeling suddenly vulnerable and naked. An officer attired in a Space Arm uniform—a captain—was hurrying toward him, hand outstretched, a smile on his dark narrow face.


  “Drake, this is a pleasant miracle,” the man said.


  Drake took his hand automatically. “I’m afraid I don’t remember you,” he said.


  “Well, there’s no reason why you should,” the captain said cheerfully. He was not as tall as Drake, and his body was slim and well-conditioned. His eyes were brown and direct, and his hair was black with wings of gray at the temples. “I’m Captain Riley, Stan Riley; but when I met you I was a cadet, assigned to your ship, the Sun King.”


  Drake had a vague memory of a Cadet Riley, an alert intelligent boy with good stuff in him. But the memory was very vague.


  “What have you been doing with yourself?” Captain Riley asked. “Are you with the fleet or have they got you behind a desk?”


  Drake couldn’t believe that Riley didn’t know he had been cashiered, dishonorably discharged from the service. Still, he reflected, it was possible; there were thousands of officers in the Fleet and it was possible to lose track of even your friends. Obviously, Riley didn’t know about Drake’s disgrace.


  They had fallen into step now, walking slowly along the crowded sidewalk. “I’m not with the Fleet anymore,” Drake said, answering Riley’s question. “I do a little bit of everything now.”


  “Nothing you can talk about, eh?” Drake smiled with unconscious bitterness. “No, I’d rather not talk about what I’m doing now.”


  Riley was off duty, and asked if he might join Drake for breakfast. There was no logical reason to say no, Drake realized, and so he said yes. But he found that he enjoyed Riley’s company. They didn’t talk about the Fleet, but Riley was amusing, enthusiastic and undemanding as a conversationalist. Afterward, he said he had some business to attend to, but asked if he might see Drake for a farewell drink that evening.


  “All right,” Drake said. “Supposing you stop by my hotel. But why do you say a farewell drink?”


  “I’m leaving for Saturn tonight,” Riley said. “On the 311.”


  He shook hands with Drake quickly and firmly, and walked away and was soon lost in the crowded street. Drake rubbed his forehead tiredly and walked back to his hotel.


  RILEY ARRIVED at Drake’s room about six o’clock with a bottle under his arm. He found glasses and poured each of them a drink.


  “To the Fleet,” he said, and Drake echoed, “To the Fleet!”


  They sat down, glasses in hand and Riley stretched his legs out comfortably. “This is the life,” he said.


  “Yes, indeed.” Drake wished Riley would finish his drink and clear out. He found the deception unbearable, and inside he was gnawed with guilt.


  “What’s your mission at Saturn?” he asked.


  Riley shrugged. “Nobody knows. The rumor is we’re delivering some papers to our people there. Information they need in a hurry to discuss disarmament proposals at the Interplanetary Conference. Something like that, at any rate. Why?”


  “Just curious,” Drake said. The information wouldn’t get there in time, of course. Earth’s representatives would be at a temporary disadvantage. It didn’t seem terribly important; but Drake knew that such apparent trivia often had far-reaching effects on overall decisions and strategy.


  THERE WAS a hesitant knock on the door, and Riley glanced at Drake. “Expecting company? I can clear out any time.”


  “No, I’m not expecting anyone,” Drake said. He went to the door, opened it and saw Cadet Merriweather, the youngster who had been on duty in the control room of the 311. The young man looked nervous and frightened; but his jaw was set in hard tight lines.


  “I wish to talk to you, sir,” he said. “Come in.”


  Cadet Merriweather removed his hat and entered the room. He blinked when he saw Riley. He saluted quickly and what was left of his confidence seemed to drain away. “I didn’t know you were here, sir,” he said.


  “Well, why should you?” Riley said in a good-humored voice. “You’re not paid to know my whereabouts.”


  “I came to talk with the Commander,” Cadet Merriweather said in a shaky, over-loud voice.


  “Do you mean in private?”


  “No, sir. Not exactly, sir.”


  “Well, speak up, man,” Drake said. Cadet Merriweather swallowed painfully. “You moved a computing arm on the master chart of the 311 yesterday. I saw you do it, but I was too confused to report it. But I did order a crewman to follow you, and he reported that you were staying at this hotel. I haven’t slept since then, worrying about what to do. But I’ve made up my mind now. I may be wrong, sir, but I’ve got to do my duty.”


  “What is it you’ve got to do?” Drake said casually.


  “You are under arrest, sir,” Cadet Merriweather said, and drew a rocket gun from the holster at his waist. He pointed it squarely at Drake’s stomach. “I’m going to take you to the ship commander and tell him what I saw you do. After that the matter will be in his hands. Please be good enough to take your hat and cape and come with me.”


  Captain Riley stood up quickly, an astonished look on his face. He looked at Drake, then at the cadet, and gave a short laugh. “This is the silliest thing I ever heard. Do you realize what you’re doing, Cadet?”


  “I realize, sir,” the cadet said. Drake was conscious of nothing but relief. It flowed through him warmly, wonderfully. He had been caught, and the damage would now be rectified. He didn’t care what happened to him—but he knew that he still cared what happened to Earth. He felt grateful to Cadet Merriweather.


  “The cadet is right, Riley,” he said in a quiet voice. “I did move a computing arm on the master chart yesterday. I was paid to do it.”


  Riley stared at him in amazement. “You can’t be serious, Drake.”


  “I’m serious, all right,” Drake said. The feeling of relief was growing, spreading through him with a sensation that was nearly joyful. “Don’t look so tragic. No harm will be done. Report the whole sorry business to the 311’s commander, reset your course, and that’s all there is to it.” Riley’s lean dark face was grave now. He nodded to the cadet, and said, “You’ve done a good job. Let me have that gun, please. I’ll take over.”


  CADET MERRIWEATHER handed him his gun with a relieved sigh. “I’m glad it’s all right,” he said, and rubbed his perspiring forehead.


  “Yes, it’s all right,” Riley said, and as he spoke he raised the gun and sent a blast of soundless, smoking heat through the cadet’s heart. Merriweather went to his knees, choking with pain, his eyes anguished and disbelieving. “No, no,” he gasped, and then crashed forward on his face. In another three seconds he was dead.


  Riley turned languidly to Drake. He was smiling slightly, but his eyes were sharp and careful. “I’m also working for Arish, Drake,” he said, quietly. “Lucky thing, eh?”


  Drake tensed, but relaxed as he saw the point of Riley’s gun swing casually about and point squarely at his stomach.


  “I don’t get it,” he said. His throat was dry and he had difficulty speaking.


  “They figured two men would do the job better than one. Also, Arish got the idea last night that you were developing qualms of conscience. So he asked me to get in touch with you and see that you remained properly realistic about this business.”


  “Why did you sell out?”


  “And Arish was right. He usually is, of course. You would have thrown the whole deal into the fire because of this stupid cadet.”


  “Why did you sell out?”


  Riley made an impatient gesture. “We’re grown men, Drake. Don’t ask foolish questions. I liked Venusian money. It comes in larger rolls than that of Earth. That’s all.”


  “You had no reason to,” Drake said. “You have no reason to sell out Earth. It doesn’t make sense.”


  “You’ve got a one-track mind,” Riley said, shrugging. He walked to the telephone, still covering Drake with the gun, and dialled a number and talked in Venusian for about a minute. Then he hung up and faced Drake. “Take a couple of good long drinks.”


  “What?”


  “Now it’s your ears that are foolish. You heard me. Take a good long drink from that bottle. When you’re found here you’ll be locked up as a drunk. The cadet’s body will be gone; I’ve arranged for that. The 311 will be in the void by then, and anything you care to tell the authorities will sound like the ravings of an alcoholic. So start drinking.”


  Drake glanced at the gun, saw that it was steady as a rock in Riley’s hand. He picked up the bottle, took a long swig of the burning liquor. “To the Fleet,” he said.


  “To the Fleet!” Riley said mockingly. “Now turn around. I’m going to sprinkle a bit of this poison on your clothes.”


  Drake turned around. He heard Riley move slightly, then a sudden whisper in the air, and then all hell exploded inside his head. He pitched forward to the floor, conscious only of the splitting ache in his skull and the darkness that was sweeping over him. . . .


  HANDS TUGGED at him, pulled him over onto his back. A cool palm touched his forehead, and then what seemed hours later, a damp rag was pressed to his face.


  Drake sat up, cursing the throbbing pain at the base of his skull, cursing himself, cursing the world. When he forced his eyes open he saw the girl, Vanya, kneeling beside him, an anxious expression on her pale features.


  “You’re all right?”


  “Yes, I am all right. I’m fine.” He caught her arm suddenly, and she winced. “What time is it?”


  “Eight-thirty. What happened?”


  Drake got stumblingly to his feet and poured himself a drink. There was still time. A full hour. “What happened?” He laughed and drank the hot liquor. “What are you doing here?”


  “I told you I was sorry about what I did. I came to see if I could help you in any way. I found you on the floor.”


  “With the rest of the garbage,” Drake said. He looked down at the girl with distaste. “Get up on your feet. And stop staring at me like a wounded cat.”


  “I cannot help the way I look,” she said, rising.


  “Oh, skip it, for God’s sake.” He looked down at his drink-spattered uniform, the uniform he had no right to be wearing. If you mind a man dressing in front of you, you’d better clear out.”


  “I’ve got you into great trouble, haven’t I?”


  “No, I got myself into it. And I’ll get myself out of it. I joined up with the Venusian team to keep an Earth space ship, the 311, from getting to Saturn on time. I moved a computing arm on the master chart, because I knew that would send them hours off their schedule, and I knew that because I’m a damn bright boy who’ll sell anything he’s got for enough money.” He stared at her with hard angry eyes as he ripped the uniform off and began putting on his civilian clothes. “But I ran into a fellow who’s even brighter and who’ll sell out even faster than I will. A bright young man named Riley, a captain on the 311. But I’ll settle young Riley’s deal for him. He shot a nice young cadet, who wasn’t a bright boy and wouldn’t sell out at the first sniff of a dirty dollar. Boy named Merriweather. Dumb, honest, trying to do his job. A sucker. So Riley shot a hole in him and tried to knock one in me. But he didn’t make it.”


  Drake was talking himself into a hot rage, and the words were tumbling out in a torrent. Slamming out the door, he started down the steps two at a time. He heard the girl coming after him, heard her call, “Wait!” But he kept going, as if the clatter of her high heels on the bare steps was the sound of a legion of devils.


  Buttoning his coat he went out into the dark misty night. There was a light rain falling, a cold misting rain. Drake stepped to the curb to wave down a cab. Only then did he become conscious of the three men who were standing behind him in a semi-circle. He turned slowly and saw Arish’s bland yellow face gleaming at him through the misting rain.


  “We are armed, of course, and we’re quite ready to shoot if you behave foolishly.”


  DRAKE FELT a sickening numbness creeping through him. Where were his brains? Where was his common sense? He should have known they wouldn’t let him undo his filthy work now. Across Arish’s head he saw the girl, Vanya, framed in the luminous radiance that streamed out from the hotel lobby. She turned her face from him and walked quickly away, and almost instantly her slim body was lost in the fog. Arish glanced over his own shoulder, following Drake’s gaze, but the girl had already disappeared.


  A car slid to the curb behind Drake and a door opened.


  “Get in,” Arish said. “We will—ah—have a little conversation until the 311 has departed on its errant course.”


  Drake sighed and climbed into the large car. Riley and Arish and Vanya—all out for what they could get, playing anybody for anything—what the hell was the use of feeling dirty about his own part in the business? He wasn’t any worse than the rest of these rats.


  Arish sat beside him, with one Venusian sitting on a small seat in the tonneau, and the other in front with the driver. They rolled off soundlessly into the dirty yellow weather. In forty-five minutes the 311 would be gone. And that was that. Who could he tell his story to? Who would listen to a dishonored renegade? Even if Arish let him go, there would be no chance of contacting the 311 until it was too late.


  They drove for thirty minutes toward the outskirts of the sprawling city. Drake sat huddled in the corner of the car, a cigarette in his mouth, ignoring Arish’s attempts at ridicule and humor.


  “I think we shall now drive to the space port,” Arish said, and leaning forward, he gave a command to the driver. “I think it will be most pleasant to watch the 311 leave. Don’t you—ah—Commander Drake?”


  The car turned about and five minutes later pulled to a stop before the massive gates of the space port. Arish glanced at his watch. “Just a matter of minutes,” he murmured. He studied his watch as if it were the most important thing in the world. “Two minutes and ten seconds to be precise.”


  Drake rubbed his forehead.


  Time passed.


  An explosion shattered the silence, and from his window Drake saw the gleaming slender length of the 311 slash across the darkness, its rear rockets trailing plumes of fiery sparks; its passage through the atmosphere sending a cannonading echo through the night. It was on its way, curving away from the pull of Earth and driving with light-like speed toward the great planet of Saturn. And on the wrong course.


  “Ah, well done,” Arish said. He reached over and opened the door. “Good night, Mr. Drake. This has been a very profitable association. We will call you when we need you again.”


  “And you think I’ll come?”


  “Of course. A man in your position is like a hungry dog. He answers any whistle.”


  Drake stepped out of the car into the wet night. The door slammed, he heard Arish’s laugh, and then the car roared away in the darkness.


  DRAKE STOOD a moment, feeling the rain on his face, and then he walked tiredly toward the gates of the space port. He didn’t know where he was going. He had no object in mind. He was just walking.


  Then he saw her walking swiftly in the compound beyond the space port’s gates, her coat pulled tightly about her slim figure and leaning slightly into the wind and rain.


  The sentry stopped her, and she showed him a piece of paper. He nodded and she moved past him into the street. Drake approached her and she looked up, recognizing him with a start.


  “What’s the game?” he said.


  “I remembered everything you said,” she said, speaking breathlessly. Her face was turned up to him and he saw the raindrops on her dark lashes and the excitement in her eyes. “I remembered it all, about the computing arm and Riley and the cadet, Merriweather. And even the ship, the 311. I came here as fast as I could from the hotel and told my story, first to the guard and then to the commander of the 311. I told him I overheard some men talking about it in a bar. They arrested the man named Riley, but he ran and they shot him. They say he will die.”


  “They changed the chart then?” Drake said.


  “They said my story was true after they looked at it. And they said they would change it before blasting-off.”


  “And they let you go?”


  “They thanked me and let me go.” Drake took her arm gently and they walked along the silent street together, their slow footsteps sounding hollowly in the clammy night.


  “It’s like a miracle,” Drake said softly. “All the treachery, all the evil, all the cunning that went into their plans. And it didn’t do a bit of good. It’s like a miracle.”


  The girl was silent.


  “It makes me think there’s a chance after all,” Drake said, suddenly laughing.


  “A chance for what?”


  “I’ll be damned if I know,” he said. “Just a chance. Vanya, may I buy you a drink?”


  “Yes, if you like.”


  “There’s just one thing.” Drake stopped and pulled the wad of Venusian money from his pocket. The money he’d got from Arish. He removed one bill, and then, with a savagely joyful gesture he ripped the money into bits and threw it to the greedy hands of the wind. He put the bill he had saved back in his pocket.


  “It’s only right that they buy this drink,” he said.


  He took Vanya’s arm again and they walked swiftly toward a cluster of lights at the end of the street.


  THE END


  SIGN OF LIFE


  Dave Dryfoos


  The death-winds of Venus screamed with glee as George Main lay dying. Then the winds brought strange shapes to haunt him—and a stranger hope—


  GEORGE MAIN LAY DYING IN the wreckage of the space-ship. Dying—and cursing the deadly wind of Venus. It had killed his mates. It would soon have him.


  The wind was trying to finish him off right now. It shrieked, moaned, whispered and shouted through the smashed hull where he sprawled in his space-suit. Laughed, too. The wind was a murderer—and was glad.


  All but he were dead. Soon the gritladen wind would bury them and their ship. Then all the effort, the skill, the faith—all the ingenuity and labor expended on the expedition—would be wiped away, as invisible as the wind that buried them.


  Thinking of that, thinking back over each agonizing hour since his landing on Venus, George Main wondered what he should have done, what he could now do, to prevent the utter waste of their efforts and their lives.


  The wind was his enemy—and the wind couldn’t even be seen. Only the dust it carried was visible. Too visible. Dust was so thick in the upper atmosphere that the scope-readers had mistaken dust-clouds for solid ground.


  With ports blinded by dust, the possibility of that error had been obvious enough. The navigator knew the risk. He chanced it—and lost the toss.


  George knew he was still alive only because he’d acted like a childish eager-beaver. And had been tolerated by the others because he was the crew’s youngest member.


  Ever since he could read and dream, he’d wanted to be the first man ever to touch the soil of Venus. So, having no duties connected with setting down the ship, he’d gotten into his space-suit and had waited by a hatch. He was standing there when the ship went into the twenty-mile free fall that smashed it.


  George didn’t know who opened the escape hatch and shoved him out. That man was dead, along with the rest of the crew. Unlike George’s suit, the space-ship had no parachute.


  HE’D LANDED BLIND, in dust so thick he didn’t know he was down till he got there. For forty-eight hours he’d lain where he fell, waiting for a lull in the storm so he could see the ship.


  When the wind finally quit, the ship was already half buried. Thirsty, hungry, stinking in the hot suit, George had staggered over window after window of dust to reach it.


  He’d broken out an emergency-jug of water, found some uncontaminated food, erected within the hull a small gas-proof tent, and then passed out before he could crawl in the tent to eat and drink.


  Later he’d gone out while the lull continued, to search for bodies. Like the hull itself, they were scattered over a wide area. Some were already buried in dust. The wind had buried them.


  The wind—the murdering wind. The wind of formaldehyde that poisoned every drop of water it touched, every bit of food. The wind that limited George’s supplies to unbroken containers—of which there were tragically few.


  The wind mocked him, then and thereafter. It mocked his efforts to find the ship’s log and continue it. It mocked his efforts to live.


  He tried to fight back. He lay prone and relaxed because that took less oxygen. He lay in the suit and not in the tent because that took less oxygen. He ate and drank but once a day because that took less oxygen.


  So he had run out of water while there were still some potassium oxides left to refresh his thrice-breathed air, some oxygen for the tent.


  George Main wanted to live, knew he would die. And was enraged at the thought that he would die without having accomplished anything. He and his friends, and the pioneering scientists back of them, had put too much effort into trans-System travel to have it all come to nothing like this.


  Stubbornly he noted in the log that he was now dehydrated to the point of occasional delirium. And that he hated the wind.


  As if that wind had not already done enough, it now sought to destroy his last remaining moments of sanity. It brought a horde of odd shapes to haunt him.


  The shapes literally rolled into the dust-filled metal cavity where he lay writing. The wind rolled them. But when they got into shelter—had rolled to one side or the other of the holes through which they’d come—the shapes began to move, slowly, under their own power.


  They all looked alike. There were a couple of dozen, maybe—George counted ten and gave up because counting was too much like work. They were teardrops—eight-inch yellow teardrops with the point down. And each point rested on an extensible foot that looked like a blue starfish, about four inches across its seven points.


  They came in, rolling along the ground as the wind took them, and then extended their stars from some hidden place and moved on them when out of the wind.


  That is, they seemed to. But whether they were in the hull or in his mind, George was by no means sure.


  Nothing could live in this wind. Nothing could live on a planet with no water, where the air was full of formaldehyde ready to react with proteins, the basis of life.


  He lay motionless, watching idly. There was no sound but the wind. The yellow teardrops scattered out. They could have been exploring—or seeking shelter—or nonexistent.


  When he got tired of watching them, George put the log aside and slept.


  HE AWOKE to find a small congregation of teardrops surrounding the watch strapped outside the suit on his left wrist. The watch was going—wound through habit every twenty-four hours, though that was but a third of a day, here on Venus. The teardrops were curious about it.


  How he got the idea they were curious, George didn’t quite know. They seemed attracted to it, was all. There were no eyes, so far as he could tell—no ears. If these things had senses, they were not like terrestrial senses. But the teardrops did have an attitude of attention.


  George removed his watch, laid it before them. Two teardrops detached themselves from the group to examine his tight hand, with which he’d slipped off the wrist-band. Three others perched on the dust-covered deck, the watch between them and him.


  George flexed his right hand, twiddled his fingers. The teardrops seemed unafraid. He chose one and lifted it. It seemed light in weight. Its star-foot was slightly prehensile, and grasped his glove with tiny claws arranged in rows on its bottom surface.


  The claws seemed for dinging, not for seizing. George put down the teardrop, turned it over, and found no opening anywhere on the surface. If these things lived, he decided, they must be plants, synthesizing their food—they had no way to eat as animals do.


  Vaguely, George made up his wavering mind that the things existed outside his imagination. They were alive. They felt curiosity about him. Leathery, he found them—hard and smooth, except for the foot.


  When he set down the teardrop he’d been examining, the three by his watch took up a rhythmic motion. The center one stood in place, swaying slowly above the watch like a bit of seaweed in a quiet lagoon.


  Each of the other two had somehow obtained a pebble. They set their pebbles down near the watch. Each then tapped with a star-point, first at the pebble, then at the watch. Back and forth they swayed, their motions synchronized—perhaps directed by the center one.


  Interesting—but meaningless. It was equally meaningless when the two teardrops at his right began to dance. They found an empty food-can lid, pushed it near his hand, and began a concerted swaying and pointing that took them between hand and can.


  Idly, George led the dance with a waggled forefinger. The teardrops promptly changed their motion. They stood in place, no longer pointing alternately at lid and finger, but swaying between them in time with George.


  They were slow, though—he could easily have left them behind. But if he moved his finger slowly enough, they kept perfect time.


  The dance at the watch had stopped. Many teardrops gathered around the pair that followed the beat of his right index finger.


  It must have amused them. But it soon tired George. He stopped.


  He needed all his remaining energy to think with. He knew these teardrops were sentient. They were curious, they communicated with each other, and they danced. They had minds, therefore.


  GEORGE remembered hearing that Man had danced even before he learned to speak, in a primitive effort to express his feelings. He knew some birds dance, too—as a courtship procedure. Insects, even.


  But why did the teardrops dance?


  What was the significance of rhythmic motion between a pebble and a watch? A tin lid and a man’s hand? What did the pebbles mean?


  The pebble was a native object, known to be lifeless, inanimate. The watch was a strange something that moved. The can-lid did not move. The hand—gloved, though they could not know that—was an object that moved.


  The dance was a question, therefore. Alive, or dead? The teardrops wanted to know. Is the watch that moves by itself alive? The strangely symmetrical lid of a can, is it alive? The oddshaped hand?


  These teardrops had good minds—could grasp abstractions. In a sense, George felt, the difference between animate and inanimate objects is an abstraction. In his dying stare, the notion amused him.


  Smiling, he placed a pebble on the watch, another on the lid. He sat up, moved his weakened body so they could perhaps tell it was a unit. He picked up a teardrop in each hand, held them at his visor, rolled his eyes, and opened and shut his mouth. He spoke to them. He sang to them. He swayed with them to show he too could dance.


  They made no sign of reply. None that he could recognize, at any rate.


  Carefully he felt and looked at the entire surface of a teardrop, putting one down to devote both hands to the other. He thought perhaps the lack of organs and openings might simply mean they were clothed or armored in some way. But the thing was apparently naked. The surfaces he touched were probably skin. He didn’t know.


  And they, would they know what a man was? Were they even certain he was alive?


  One of them was behind him, dancing before the tent. Seeing that, he was certain the teardrops hadn’t yet distinguished the animate from the inanimate in the objects around them here.


  And George had little time to teach them. Already he was dull and listless. His vision was playing tricks on him.


  Like as not he’d be dead before they knew for certain he’d been alive. Dead in the grotesque space-suit. Preserved in an atmosphere of formaldehyde. His body would seem like a machine that had run down. There would be no discernable difference between himself and his watch.


  But if they knew he’d been alive? They might remember, then. They were intelligent, could communicate with one another. By rights they should have some kind of legends or traditions or history. If they did, if they knew they’d seen alien life, they’d keep the memory alive.


  They’d recognize the next man to land on Venus, might find means to tell of this first expedition. Might lead a man to the buried space-ship, the bodies, the ship’s log.


  At least they could defeat the wind. The teardrops could keep his life and the lives of his mates from going utterly to waste. Whether men ever found out or not, the teardrops themselves would know that the expedition had reached Venus.


  But first, George had to prove he was alive, like them—not some strangely mobile meteorite, nor oddly contrived machine.


  His very lack of strength, his real nearness to death, provided George with the means he sought. Already he was half anesthetized by weakness and shock. He didn’t have to worry about pain.


  Holding his breath, he took off his helmet. He picked up a teardrop with each hand, held them to his hot cheeks. Then he let himself breathe.


  He knew the physical changes to follow would be obvious to the intelligent little dancers he held in his hands. He hoped they wouldn’t get hurt, when they fell.


  Hurt or not, they’d soon figure out he’d been alive—once he was dead . . .


  VENUS IS A MAN’S WORLD


  William Tenn


  Actually, there wouldn’t be too much difference if women took over the Earth altogether. But not for some men and most boys!


  I’VE always said that even if Sis is seven years older than me—and a girl besides—she don’t always know what’s best. Put me on a spaceship jam-packed with three hundred females just aching to get themselves husbands in the one place they’re still to be had—the planet Venus—and you know I’ll be in trouble.


  Bad trouble. With the law, which is the worst a boy can get into.


  Twenty minutes after we lifted from the Sahara Spaceport, I wriggled out of my acceleration hammock and started for the door of our cabin.


  “Now you be careful, Ferdinand,” Sis called after me as she opened a book called Family Problems of the Frontier Woman. “Remember you’re a nice boy. Don’t make me ashamed of you.”


  I tore down the corridor. Most of the cabins had purple lights on in front of the doors, showing that the girls were still inside their hammocks. That meant only the ship’s crew was up and about. Ship’s crews are men; women are too busy with important things like government to run ships. I felt free all over—and happy.


  Now was my chance to really see the Eleanor Roosevelt!


  IT WAS hard to believe I was traveling in space at last. Ahead and behind me, all the way up to where the companionway curved in out of sight, there was nothing but smooth black wall and smooth white doors—on and on and on. Gee, I thought excitedly, this is one big ship!


  Of course, every once in a while I would run across a big scene of stars in the void set in the wall; but they were only pictures. Nothing that gave the feel of great empty space like I’d read about in The Boy Rocketeers, no portholes, no visiplates, nothing.


  So when I came to the crossway, I stopped for a second, then turned left. To the right, see, there was Deck Four, then Deck Three, leading inward past the engine fo’c’sle to the main jets and the grav helix going purr-purr-purrty-purr in the comforting way big machinery has when it’s happy and oiled. But to the left, the crossway led all the way to the outside level which ran just under the hull. There were portholes on the hull.


  I’d studied all that out in our cabin, long before we’d lifted, on the transparent model of the ship hanging like a big cigar from the ceiling. Sis had studied it too, but she was looking for places like the dining salon and the library and Lifeboat 68 where we should go in case of emergency. I looked for the important things.


  As I trotted along the crossway, I sort of wished that Sis hadn’t decided to go after a husband on a luxury liner. On a cargo ship, now, I’d be climbing from deck to deck on a ladder instead of having gravity underfoot all the time just like I was home on the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. But women always know what’s right, and a boy can only make faces and do what they say, same as the men have to do.


  Still, it was pretty exciting to press my nose against the slots in the wall and see the sliding panels that could come charging out and block the crossway into an airtight fit in case a meteor or something smashed into the ship. And all along there were glass cases with spacesuits standing in them like those knights they used to have back in the Middle Ages.


  “In the event of disaster affecting the oxygen content of companionway,” they had the words etched into the glass, “break glass with hammer upon wall, remove spacesuit and proceed to don it in the following fashion.”


  I read the “following fashion” until I knew it by heart. Boy, I said to myself, I hope we have that kind of disaster. I’d sure like to get into one of those! Bet it would be more fun than those diving suits back in Undersea!


  And all the time I was alone. That was the best part.


  THEN I passed Deck Twelve and there was a big sign. “Notice! Passengers not permitted past this point!” A big sign in red.


  I peeked around the corner. I knew it—the next deck was the hull. I could see the portholes. Every twelve feet, they were, filled with the velvet of space and the dancing of more stars than I’d ever dreamed existed in the Universe.


  There wasn’t anyone on the deck, as far as I could see. And this distance from the grav helix, the ship seemed mighty quiet and lonely. If I just took one quick look . . .


  But I thought of what Sis would say and I turned around obediently. Then I saw the big red sign again. “.Passengers not permitted—”


  Well! Didn’t I know from my civics class that only women could be Earth Citizens these days? Sure, ever since the Male Dcsuffragc Act.


  And didn’t I know that you had to be a citizen of a planet in order to get an interplanetary passport? Sis had explained it all to me in the careful, patient way she always talks politics and things like that to men.


  “Technically, Ferdinand, I’m the only passenger in our family. You can’t be one, because, not being a citizen, you can’t acquire an Earth Passport. However, you’ll be going to Venus on the strength of this clause—‘Miss Evelyn Sparling and all dependent male members of family, this number not to exceed the registered quota of sub-regulations pertaining’—and so on. I want you to understand these matters, so that you will grow into a man who takes an active interest in world affairs. No matter what you hear, women really like and appreciate such men.”


  Of course, I never pay much attention to Sis when she says such dumb things. I’m old enough, I guess, to know that it isn’t what Women like and appreciate that counts when it comes to people getting married. If it were, Sis and three hundred other pretty girls like her wouldn’t be on their way to Venus to hook husbands.


  Still, if I wasn’t a passenger, the sign didn’t have anything to do with me. I knew what Sis could say to that, but at least it was an argument I could use if it ever came up. So I broke the law.


  I was glad I did. The stars were exciting enough, but away off to the left, about five times as big as I’d ever seen it, except in the movies, was the Moon, a great blob of gray and white pockmarks holding off the black of space. I was hoping to see the Earth, but I figured it must be on the other side of the ship or behind us. I pressed my nose against the port and saw the tiny flicker of a spaceliner taking off, Marsbound. I wished I was on that one!


  Then I noticed, a little farther down the companionway, a stretch of blank wall where there should have been portholes. High up on the wall in glowing red letters were the words, “Lifeboat 47. Passengers: Thirty-two. Crew: Eleven. Unauthorized personnel keep away!”


  Another one of those signs.


  I CREPT up to the porthole nearest it and could just barely make out the stern jets where it was plastered against the hull. Then I walked under the sign and tried to figure the way you were supposed to get into it. There was a very thin line going around in a big circle that I knew must be the door. But I couldn’t see any knobs or switches to open it with. Not even a button you could press.


  That meant it was a sonic lock like the kind we had on the outer keeps back home in Undersea! But knock or voice? I tried the two knock combinations I knew, and nothing happened. I only remembered one voice key—might as well see if that’s it, I figured.


  “Twenty, Twenty-three. Open Sesame.”


  For a second, I thought I’d hit it just right out of all the million possible combinations—The door clicked inward toward a black hole, and a hairy hand as broad as my shoulders shot out of the hole. It closed around my throat and plucked me inside as if I’d been a baby sardine.


  I bounced once on the hard lifeboat floor. Before I got my breath and sat up, the door had been shut again. When the light came on, I found myself staring up the muzzle of a highly polished blaster and info the cold blue eyes of the biggest man I’d ever seen.


  He was wearing a one-piece suit made of some scaly green stuff that looked hard and soft at the same time.


  His boots were made of it too, and so was the hood hanging down his back.


  And his face was brown. Not just ordinary tan, you understand, but the deep, dark, burned-all-the-way-in brown I’d seen on the lifeguards in New Orleans whenever we took a surface vacation—the kind of tan that comes from day after broiling day under a really hot Sun. His hair looked as if it had once been blond, but now there were just long combed-out waves with a yellowish tinge that boiled all the way down to his shoulders.


  I hadn’t seen hair like that on a man except maybe in history books; every man I’d ever known had his hair cropped in the fashionable soup-bowl style. I was staring at his hair, almost forgetting about the blaster which I knew it was against the law for him to have at all, when I suddenly got scared right through.


  His eyes.


  They didn’t blink and there seemed to be no expression around them. Just coldness. Maybe it was the kind of clothes he was wearing that did it, but all of a sudden I was reminded of a crocodile I’d seen in a surface zoo that had stared quietly at me for twenty minutes until it opened two long tooth-studded jaws.


  “Green shatas!” he said suddenly. “Only a tadpole. I must be getting jumpy enough to splash.”


  Then he shoved the blaster away in a holster made of the same scaly leather, crossed his arms on his chest and began to study me. I grunted to my feet, feeling a lot better. The coldness had gone out of his eyes.


  I held out my hand the way Sis had taught me. “My name is Ferdinand Sparling. I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr.—Mr.—”


  “Hope for your sake,” he said to me, “that you aren’t what you seem—tadpole brother to one of them husbandless anura.”


  “What?”


  “Anuran is a female looking to nest. Anura is a herd of same. Come from Flatfolk ways.”


  “Flatfolk are the Venusian natives, aren’t they? Are you a Venusian? What part of Venus do you come from? Why did you say you hope—”


  He chuckled and swung me up into one of the bunks that Lined the lifeboat. “Questions you ask,” he said in his soft voice. “Venus is a sharp enough place for a dryhorn, let alone a tadpole dryhorn with a boss-minded sister.”


  “I’m not a dryleg,” I told him proudly. “We’re from Undersea.”


  “Dryhorn, I said, not dryleg. And what’s Undersea?”


  “Well, in Undersea we called foreigners and newcomers drylegs. Just like on Venus, I guess, you call them dryhorns.” And then I told him how Undersea had been built on the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico, when the mineral resources of the land began to give out and engineers figured that a lot could still be reached from the sea bottoms.


  HE NODDED. He’d heard about the sea-bottom mining cities that were bubbling under protective domes in every one of the Earth’s oceans just about the same time settlements were springing up on the planets.


  He looked impressed when I told him about Mom and Pop being one of the first couples to get married in Undersea. He looked thoughtful when I told him how Sis and I had been born there and spent half our childhood listening to the pressure pumps. He raised his eyebrows and looked disgusted when I told how Mom, as Undersea representative on the World Council, had been one of the framers of the Male Desuffrage Act after the Third Atomic War had resulted in the Maternal Revolution.


  HE ALMOST squeezed my arm when I got to the time Mom and Pop were blown up in a surfacing boat.


  “Well, after the funeral, there was a little money, so Sis decided we might as well use it to migrate. There was no future for her on Earth, she figured. You know, the three-out-of-four.”


  “How’s that?”


  “The three-out-of-four. No more than three women out of every four on Earth can expect to find husbands. Not enough men to go around. Way back in the Twentieth Century, it began to be felt, Sis says, what with the wars and all. Then the wars went on and a lot more men began to die or get no good from the radioactivity. Then the best men went to the planets, Sis says, until by now even if a woman can scrounge a personal husband, he’s not much to boast about.”


  The stranger nodded violently. “Not on Earth, he isn’t. Those busybody anura make sure of that. What a place! Suflfering gridniks, I had a bellyful!”


  He told me about it. Women were scarce on Venus, and he hadn’t been able to find any who were willing to come out to his lonely little islands; he had decided to go to Earth where there was supposed to be a surplus. Naturally, having been born and brought up on a very primitive planet, he didn’t know “it’s a woman’s world,” like the older boys in school used to say.


  The moment he landed on Earth he was in trouble. He didn’t know he had to register at a government-operated hotel for transient males; he threw a bartender through a thick plastic window for saying something nasty about the length of his hair; and imagine!—he not only resisted arrest, resulting in three hospitalized policemen, but he sassed the judge in open court!


  “Told me a man wasn’t supposed to say anything except through female attorneys. Told her that where I came from, a man spoke his piece when he’d a mind to, and his woman walked by his side.”


  “What happened?” I asked breathlessly.


  “Oh, Guilty of This and Contempt of That. That blown-up brinosaur took my last munit for fines, then explained that she was remitting the rest because I was a foreigner and uneducated.” His eyes grew dark for a moment He chuckled again. “But I wasn’t going to serve all those fancy little prison sentences. Forcible Citizenship Indoctrination, they call it? Shook the dead-dry dust of the misbegotten, God forsaken mother world from my feet forever. The women on it deserve their men. My pockets were folded from the fines, and the paddle feet were looking for me so close I didn’t dare radio for more munit. So I stowed away.”


  FOR a moment, I didn’t understand him. When I did, I was almost ill. “Y-you mean,” I choked, “th-that you’re b-breaking the law right now? And I’m with you while you’re doing it?”


  He leaned over the edge of the bunk and started at me very seriously. “What breed of tadpole are they turning out these days? Besides, what business do you have this close to the hull?”


  After a moment of sober reflection, I nodded. “You’re right. I’ve also become a male outside the law. We’re in this together.”


  He guffawed. Then he sat up and began cleaning his blaster. I found myself drawn to the bright killer-tube with exactly the fascination Sis insists such things have always had for men.


  “Ferdinand your label? That’s not right for a sprouting tadpole.


  I’ll call you Ford. My name’s Butt. Butt Lee Brown.”


  I liked the sound of Ford. “Is Butt a nickname, too?”


  “Yeah. Short for Alberta, but I haven’t found a man who can draw a blaster fast enough to call me that. You see, Pop came over in the eighties—the big wave of immigrants when they evacuated Ontario. Named all us boys after Canadian provinces. I was the youngest, so I got the name they were saving for a girl.”


  “You had a lot of brothers, Mr. Butt?”


  He grinned with a mighty set of teeth. “Oh, a nestful. Of course, they were all killed on the Blue Chicago Rising by the MacGregor boys—all except me and Saskatchewan. Then Sas and me hunted the MacGregors down. Took a heap of time; we didn’t float Jock MacGregor’s ugly face down the Tuscany till both of us were pretty near grown up.”


  I walked up close to where I could see the tiny bright copper coils of the blaster above the firing button. “Have you killed a lot of men with that, Mr. Butt?”


  “Butt. Just plain Butt to you, Ford.” He frowned and sighted at the light globe. “No more’n twelve—not counting five government paddlefeet, of course. I’m a peaceable planter. Way I figure it, violence never accomplishes much that’s important. My brother Sas, now—”


  HE HAD just begun to work into a wonderful anecdote about his brother when the dinner gong rang. Butt told me to scat. He said I was a growing tadpole and needed my vitamins. And he mentioned, very off-hand, that he wouldn’t at all object if I brought him some fresh fruit. It seemed there was nothing but processed foods in the lifeboat and Butt was used to a farmer’s diet.


  Trouble was, he was a special kind of farmer. Ordinary fruit would have been pretty easy to sneak into my pockets at meals. I even found a way to handle the kelp and giant watercress Mr. Brown liked, but things like seaweed salt and Venusian mud-grapes just had too strong a smell. Twice, the mechanical hamper refused to accept my jacket for laundering and I had to wash it myself. But I learned so many wonderful things about Venus every time I visited that stowaway . . .


  I learned three wild-wave songs of the Flatfolk and what it is that the native Venusians hate so much; I learned how you tell the difference between a lousy government paddlefoot from New Kalamazoo and the slaptoe slinker who is the planter’s friend. After a lot of begging, Butt Lee Brown explained the workings of his blaster, explained it so carefully that I could name every part and tell what it did from the tiny round electrodes to the long spirals of transformer.


  But no matter what, he would never let me hold it.


  “Sorry, Ford, old tad,” he would drawl, spinning around and around in the control swivel-chair at the nose of the lifeboat. “But way I look at it, a man who lets somebody else handle his blaster is like the giant whose heart was in an egg that an enemy found. When you’ve grown enough so’s your pop feels you ought to have a weapon, why, then’s the time to learn it and you might’s well learn fast. Before then, you’re plain too young to be even near it.”


  “I don’t have a father to give me one when I come of age. I don’t even have an older brother as head of my family like your brother Labrador. All I have is Sis. And she—”


  “She’ll marry some fancy dryhorn who’s never been farther South than the Polar Coast. And she’ll stay head of the family, if I know her breed of green shata. Bossy, opinionated. By the way, Fordie,” he said, rising and stretching so the fish-leather bounced and rippled off his biceps, “that sister. She ever . . .”


  And he’d be off again, cross-examining me about Evelyn. I sat in the swivel chair he’d vacated and tried to answer his questions. But there was a lot of stuff I didn’t know. Evelyn was a healthy girl, for instance; how healthy, exactly, I had no way of finding out. Yes, I’d tell him, my aunts on both sides of my family each had had more than the average number of children. No, we’d never done any farming to speak of, back in Undersea, but—yes, I’d guess Evelyn knew about as much as any girl there when it came to diving equipment and pressure pump regulation.


  How would I know that stuff would lead to trouble for me?


  SIS had insisted I come along to the geography lecture. Most of the other girls who were going to Venus for husbands talked to each other during the lecture, but not my sister! She hung on every word, took notes even, and asked enough questions to make the perspiring purser really work in those orientation periods.


  “I am very sorry, Miss Sparling,” he said with pretty heavy sarcasm, “but I cannot remember any of the agricultural products of the Macro Continent. Since the human population is well below one per thousand square miles, it can readily be understood that the quantity of tilled soil, land or sub-surface, is so small that—Wait, I remember something. The Macro Continent exports a fruit though not exactly an edible one. The wild dunging drug is harvested there by criminal speculators. Contrary to belief on Earth, the traffic has been growing in recent years. In fact—”


  “Pardon me, sir,” I broke in, “but doesn’t dunging come only from Leif Erickson Island off the Moscow Peninsula of the Macro Continent? You remember, purser—Wang Li’s third exploration, where he proved the island and the peninsula didn’t meet for most of the year?”


  The purser nodded slowly. “I forgot,” he admitted. “Sorry, ladies, but the boy’s right. Please make the correction in your notes.”


  But Sis was the only one who took notes, and she didn’t take that one. She stared at me for a moment, biting her lower lip thoughtfully, while I got sicker and sicker. Then she shut her pad with the final gesture of the right hand that Mom used to use just before challenging the opposition to come right down to the Council floor and debate it out with her.


  “Ferdinand,” Sis said, “let’s go back to our cabin.”


  The moment she sat me down and walked slowly around me, I knew I was in for it. “I’ve been reading up on Venusian geography in the ship’s library,” I told her in a hurry.


  “No doubt,” she said drily. She shook her night-black hair out. “But you aren’t going to tell me that you read about dunging in the ship’s library. The books there have been censored by a government agent of Earth against the possibility that they might be read by susceptible young male minds like yours. She would not have allowed—this Terran Agent—”


  “Paddlefoot,” I sneered.


  Sis sat down hard in our zoom-air chair. “Now that’s a term,” she said carefully, “that is used only by Venusian riffraff.”


  “They’re not!”


  “Not what?”


  “Riffraff,” I had to answer, knowing I was getting in deeper all the time and not being able to help it.


  I mustn’t give Mr. Brown away! “They’re trappers and farmers, pioneers and explorers, who’re building Venus. And it takes a real man to build on a hot, hungry hell like Venus.”


  “Does it, now?” she said, looking at me as if I were beginning to grow a second pair of ears. “Tell me more.”


  “You can’t have meek, law-abiding, women-ruled men when you start civilization on a new planet. You’ve got to have men who aren’t afraid to make their own law if necessary—with their own guns. That’s where law begins; the books get written up later.”


  “You’re going to tell, Ferdinand, what evil, criminal male is speaking through your mouth!”


  “Nobody!” I insisted. “They’re my own ideas!”


  “They are remarkably well-organized for a young boy’s ideas. A boy who, I might add, has previously shown a ridiculous but nonetheless entirely masculine boredom with political philosophy. I plan to have a government career on that new planet you talk about, Ferdinand—after I have found a good, steady husband, of course—and I don’t look forward to a masculinist radical in the family. Now, who has been filling your head with all this nonsense?”


  I WAS sweating. Sis has that deadly bulldog approach when she feels someone is lying. I pulled my pulpast handkerchief from my pocket to wipe my face. Something rattled to the floor.


  “What is this picture of me doing in your pocket, Ferdinand?” A trap seemed to be hinging noisily into place. “One of the passengers wanted to see how you looked in a bathing suit.”


  “The passengers on this ship are all female. I can’t imagine any of them that curious about my appearance. Ferdinand, it’s a man who has been giving you these anti-social ideas, isn’t it? A war-mongering masculinist like all the frustrated men who want to engage in government and don’t have the vaguest idea how to. Except, of course, in their ancient, bloody ways. Ferdinand, who has been perverting that sunny and carefree soul of yours?”


  “Nobody! Nobody!”


  “Ferdinand, there’s no point in lying! I demand—”


  “I told you, Sis. I told you! And don’t call me Ferdinand. Call me Ford.”


  “Ford? Ford? Now, you listen to me, Ferdinand . . .”


  After that it was all over but the confession. That came in a few moments. I couldn’t fool Sis. She just knew me too well, I decided miserably. Besides, she was a girl.


  All the same, I wouldn’t get Mr. Butt Lee Brown into trouble if I could help it. I made Sis promise she wouldn’t turn him in if I took her to him. And the quick, nodding way she said she would made me feel just a little better.


  The door opened on the signal, “Sesame.” When Butt saw somebody was with me, he jumped and the ten-inch blaster barrel grew out of his fingers. Then he recognized Sis from the pictures.


  He stepped to one side and, with the same sweeping gesture, holstered his blaster and pushed his green hood off. It was Sis’s turn to jump when she saw the wild mass of hair rolling down his back.


  “An honor, Miss Sparling,” he said in that rumbly voice. “Please come right in. There’s a hurry-up draft.”


  So Sis went in and I followed right after her. Mr. Brown closed the door. I tried to catch his eye so I could give him some kind of hint or explanation, but he had taken a couple of his big strides and was in the control section with Sis She didn’t give ground, though; I’ll say that for her. She only came to his chest, but she had her arms crossed sternly.


  “First, Mr. Brown,” she began, like talking to a cluck of a kid in class, “you realize that you are not only committing the political crime of traveling without a visa, and the criminal one of stowing away without paying your fare, but the moral delinquency of consuming stores intended for the personnel of this ship solely in emergency?”


  HE OPENED his mouth to its maximum width and raised an enormous hand. Then he let the air out and dropped his arm.


  “I take it you either have no defense or care to make none,” Sis added caustically.


  Butt laughed slowly and carefully as if he were going over each word. “Wonder if all the anura talk like that. And you want to foul up Venus.”


  “We haven’t done so badly on Earth, after the mess you men made of politics. It needed a revolution of the mothers before—”


  “Needed nothing. Everyone wanted peace. Earth is a weary old world.”


  “It’s a world of strong moral fiber compared to yours, Mr. Alberta Lee Brown.” Hearing his rightful name made him move suddenly and tower over her. Sis said with a certain amount of hurry and change of tone, “What do you have to say about stowing away and using up lifeboat stores?”


  HE COCKED his head and considered a moment. “Look,” he said finally, “I have more than enough munit to pay for round trip tickets, but I couldn’t get a return visa because of that brinosaur judge and all the charges she hung on me. Had to stow away. Picked the Eleanor Roosevelt because a couple of the boys in the crew are friends of mine and they were willing to help. But this lifeboat—don’t you know that every passenger ship carries four times as many lifeboats as it needs? Not to mention the food I didn’t eat because it stuck in my throat?”


  “Yes,” she said bitterly. “You had this boy steal fresh fruit for you. I suppose you didn’t know that under space regulations that makes him equally guilty?”


  “No, Sis, he didn’t,” I was beginning to argue. “All he wanted—”


  “Sure I knew. Also know that if I’m picked up as a stowaway, I’ll be sent back to Earth to serve out those fancy little sentences.”


  “Well, you’re guilty of them, aren’t you?”


  He waved his hands at her impatiently. “I’m not talking law, female; I’m talking sense. Listen! I’m in trouble because I went to Earth to look for a wife. You’re standing here right now because you’re on your way to Venus for a husband. So let’s.”


  Sis actually staggered back. “Let’s? Let’s what? Are—are you daring to suggest that—that—”


  “Now, Miss Sparling, no hoopla. I’m saying let’s get married, and you know it. You figured out from what the boy told you that I was chewing on you for a wife. You’re healthy and strong, got good heredity, you know how to operate sub-surface machinery, you’ve lived underwater, and your disposition’s no worse than most of the anura I’ve seen. Prolific stock, too.”


  I was so excited I just had to yell: “Gee, Sis, say yes!”


  MY SISTER’S voice was steaming with scorn. “And what makes you think that I’d consider you a desirable husband?”


  He spread his hands genially. “Figure if you wanted a poodle, you’re pretty enough to pick one up on Earth. Figure if you charge off to Venus, you don’t want a poodle, you want a man. I’m one. I own three islands in the Galertan Archipelago that’ll be good oozing mudgrape land when they’re cleared. Not to mention the rich berzeliot beds offshore. I got no bad habits outside of having my own way. I’m also passable good-looking for a slaptoe planter. Besides, if you marry me you’ll be the first mated on this ship—and that’s a splash most nesting females like to make.”


  There was a longish stretch of quiet. Sis stepped back and measured him slowly with her eyes; there was a lot to look at. He waited patiently while she covered the distance from his peculiar green boots to that head of hair. I was so excited I was gulping instead of breathing, imagine having Butt for a brother-in-law and living on a wet-plantation in Flatfolk country!


  But then I remembered Sis’s level head and I didn’t have much hope any more.


  “You know,” she began, “there’s more to marriage than just—”


  “So there is,” he cut in. “Well, we can try each other for taste.” And he pulled her in, both of his great hands practically covering her slim, straight back.


  Neither of them said anything for a bit after he let go. Butt spoke up first.


  “Now, me,” he said, “I’d vote yes.”


  Sis ran the tip of her tongue kind of delicately from side to side of her mouth. Then she stepped back slowly and looked at him as if she were figuring out how many feet high he was. She kept on moving backward, tapping her chin, while Butt and I got more and more impatient. When she touched the lifeboat door, she pushed it open and jumped out.


  BUTT ran over and looked down the crossway. After a while, he shut the door and came back beside me. “Well,” he said, swinging to a bunk, “that’s sort of it.”


  “You’re better off, Butt,” I burst out. “You shouldn’t have a woman like Sis for a wife. She looks small and helpless, but don’t forget she was trained to run an underwater city!”


  “Wasn’t worrying about that,” he grinned. “I grew up in the fifteen long years of the Blue Chicago Rising. Nope.” He turned over on his back and clicked his teeth at the ceiling. “Think we’d have nested out nicely.”


  I hitched myself up to him and we sat on the bunk, glooming away at each other. Then we heard the tramp of feet in the crossway.


  Butt swung down and headed for the control compartment in the nose of the lifeboat. He had his blaster out and was cursing very interestingly. I started after him, but he picked me up by the seat of my jumper and tossed me toward the door. The Captain came in and tripped over me.


  I got all tangled up in his gold braid and million-mile space buttons. When we finally got to our feet and sorted out right, he was breathing very hard. The Captain was a round little man with a plump, golden face and a very scared look on it. He humphed at me, just the way Sis does, and lifted me by the scruff of my neck. The Chief Mate picked me up and passed me to the Second Assistant Engineer.


  Sis was there, being held by the purser on one side and the Chief Computer’s Mate on the other. Behind them, I could see a flock of wide-eyed female passengers.


  “You cowards!” Sis was raging.


  “Letting your Captain face a dangerous outlaw all by himself!”


  “I dunno, Miss Sparling,” the Computer’s Mate said, scratching the miniature slide-rule insignia on his visor with his free hand. “The Old Man would’ve been willing to let it go with a log entry, figuring the spaceport paddlefeet could pry out the stowaway when we landed. But you had to quote the Mother Anita Law at him, and he’s in there doing his duty. He figures the rest of us are family men, too, and there’s no sense making orphans.”


  “You promised, Sis,” I told her through my teeth. “You promised you wouldn’t get Butt into trouble!”


  She tossed her spiral curls at me and ground a heel into the purser’s instep. He screwed up his face and howled, but he didn’t let go of her arm.


  “Shush, Ferdinand, this is serious!”


  It was. I heard the Captain say, “I’m not carrying a weapon, Brown.”


  “Then get one,” Butt’s low, lazy voice floated out.


  “No, thanks. You’re as handy with that thing as I am with a Focketboard.” The Captain’s words got a little fainter as he walked forward. Butt growled like a gusher about to blow.


  “I’m counting on your being a good guy, Brown.” The Captain’s voice quavered just a bit. “I’m banking on what I heard about the blast-happy Browns every time I lifted gravs in New Kalamazoo; they have a code, they don’t burn unarmed men.”


  JUST about this time, events in the lifeboat went down to a mumble. The top of my head got wet and I looked up. There was sweat rolling down the Second Assistant’s forehead; it converged at his nose and bounced off the tip in a sizable stream. I twisted out of the way.


  “What’s happening?” Sis gritted, straining toward the lock.


  “Butt’s trying to decide whether he wants him fried or scrambled,” the Computer’s Mate said, pulling her back. “Hey, purse, remember when the whole family with their pop at the head went into Heatwave to argue with Colonel Leclerc?”


  “Eleven dead, sixty-four injured,” the purser answered mechanically. “And no more army stationed south of Icebox.” His right ear twitched irritably. “But what’re they saying?”


  Suddenly we heard. “By authority vested in me under the Pomona College Treaty,” the Captain was saying very loudly, “I arrest you for violation of Articles Sixteen to Twenty-one inclusive of the Space Transport Code, and order your person and belongings impounded for the duration of this voyage as set forth in Sections Forty-one and Forty-five—”


  “Forty-three and Forty-five,” Sis groaned. “Sections Forty-three and Forty-five, I told him. I even made him repeat it after me!”


  “—of the Mother Anita Law, SC 2136, Emergency Interplanetary Directives.”


  WE ALL waited breathlessly for Butt’s reply. The seconds ambled on and there was no clatter of electrostatic discharge, no smell of burning flesh.


  Then we heard some feet walking. A big man in a green suit swung out into the crossway. That was Butt. Behind him came the Captain, holding the blaster gingerly with both hands. Butt had a funny, thoughtful look on his face.


  The girls surged forward when they saw him, scattering the crew to one side. They were like a school of sharks that had just caught sight of a dying whale.


  “M-m-m-m! Are all Venusians built like that?”


  “Men like that are worth the mileage!”


  “I want him!”


  “I want him!”


  “I want him!”


  Sis had been let go. She grabbed my free hand and pulled me away. She was trying to look only annoyed, but her eyes had bright little bubbles of fury popping in them.


  “The cheap extroverts! And they call themselves responsible women!”


  I was angry, too. And I let her know, once we were in our cabin. “What about that promise, Sis? You said you wouldn’t turn him in. You premised!”


  She stopped walking around the room as if she had been expecting to get to Venus on foot. “I know I did, Ferdinand, but he forced me.”


  “My name is Ford-and I don’t understand.


  “Your name is Ferdinand and stop trying to act forcefully like a girl. It doesn’t become you. In just a few days, you’ll forget all this and be your simple, carefree self again. I really truly meant to keep my word. From what you’d told me, Mr. Brown seemed to be a fundamentally decent chap despite his barbaric notions on equality between the sexes—or worse. I was positive I could shame him into a more rational social behavior and make him give himself up.


  She pressed her fingernails into her palms and let out a long, glaring sigh at the door. “Then he kissed met Oh, it was a good enough kiss—Mr. Brown has evidently had a varied and colorful background—but the galling idiocy of the man, trying that! I was just getting over the colossal impudence involved in his proposing marriage—as if he had to bear the children!—and was considering the offer seriously, on its merits, as one should consider all suggestions, when he deliberately dropped the pretense of reason. He appealed to me as most of the savage ancients appealed to their women, as an emotional machine. Throw the correct sexual switches, says this theory, and the female surrenders herself ecstatically to the doubtful and bloody murk of masculine plans.”


  THERE was a double knock on the door and the Captain walked in without waiting for an invitation. He was still holding Butt’s blaster. He pointed it at me. “Get your hands up, Ferdinand Sparling,” he said.


  I did.


  “I hereby order your detention for the duration of this voyage, for aiding and abetting a stowaway, as set forth in Sections Forty-one and Forty-five—”


  “Forty-three and Forty-five,” Sis interrupted him, her eyes getting larger and rounder. “But you gave me your word of honor that no charges would be lodged against the boy!”


  “Forty-one and Forty-five,” he corrected her courteously, still staring fiercely at me. “I looked it up. Of the Anita Mason Law, Emergency Interplanetary Directives. That was the usual promise one makes to an informer, but I made it before I knew it was Butt Lee Brown you were talking about. I didn’t want to arrest Butt Lee Brown. You forced me. So I’m breaking my promise to you, just as, I understand, you broke your promise to your brother. They’ll both be picked up at New Kalamazoo Spaceport and sent Terraward for trial.”


  “But I used all of our money to buy passage,” Sis wailed.


  “And now you’ll have to return with the boy. I’m sorry, Miss Sparling. But as you explained to me, a man who has been honored with an important official position should stay close to the letter of the law for the sake of other men who are trying to break down terrestrial anti-male prejudice. Of course, there’s a way out.”


  “There is? Tell me, please!”


  “Can I lower my hands a minute?” I asked.


  “No, you can’t, son—not according to the armed surveillance provisions of the Mother Anita Law. Miss Sparling, if you’d marry Brown—now, now, don’t look at me like that!—we could let the whole matter drop. A shipboard wedding and he goes on your passport as a ‘dependent male member of family,’ which means, so far as the law is concerned, that he had a regulation passport from the beginning of this voyage. And once we touch Venusian soil he can contact his bank and pay for passage. On the record, no crime was ever committed. He’s free, the boy’s free, and you—”


  “—Are married to an uncombed desperado who doesn’t know enough to sit back and let a woman run things. Oh, you should be ashamed!”


  THE Captain shrugged and spread his arms wide. “Perhaps I should be. but that’s what comes of putting men into responsible positions, as you would say. See here, Miss Sparling, I didn’t want to arrest Brown, and, if it’s at all possible, I’d still prefer not to. The crew, officers and men, all go along with me. We may be legal residents of Earth, but our work requires us to be on Venus several times a year. We don’t want to be disliked by any members of the highly irritable Brown clan or its collateral branches. Butt Lee Brown himself, for all of his savage appearance in your civilized eyes, is a man of much influence on the Polar Continent. In his own bailiwick, the Galertan Archipelago, he makes, breaks and occasionally readjusts officials. Then there’s his brother Saskatchewan who considers Butt a helpless, put-upon youngster—”


  “Much influence, you say? Mr. Brown has?” Sis was suddenly thoughtful.


  “Power, actually. The kind a strong man usually wields in a newly settled community. Besides, Miss Sparling, you’re going to Venus for a husband because the male-female ratio on Earth is reversed. Well, not only is Butt Lee Brown a first class catch, but you can’t afford to be too particular in any case. While you’re fairly pretty, you won’t bring any wealth into a marriage and your high degree of opinionation is not likely to be well-received on a backward, masculinist world. Then, too, the woman-hunger is not so great any more, what with the Marie Curie and the Fatima having already deposited their cargoes, the Mme. Sun Yatt Sen due to arrive next month . . .”


  SIS nodded to herself, waved the door open, and walked out. “Let’s hope,” the Captain said. “Like any father used to say, a man who knows how to handle women, how to. get around them without their knowing it, doesn’t need to know anything else in this life. I’m plain wasted in space. You can lower your hands now, son.”


  We sat down and I explained the blaster to him. He was very interested. He said all Butt had told him—in the lifeboat when they decided to use my arrest as a dub over Sis—was to keep the safety catch all the way up against his thumb. I could see he really had been excited about carrying a lethal weapon around. He told me that back in the old days, captains—sea captains, that is—actually had the right to keep guns in their cabins all the time to put down mutinies and other things our ancestors did.


  The telewall flickered, and we turned it on. Sis smiled down. “Everything’s all right, Captain. Come up and marry us, please.”


  “What did you stick him for?” he asked. “What was the price?” Sis’s full lips went thin and hard, the way Mom’s used to. Then she thought better of it and laughed. “Mr. Brown is going to see that I’m elected sheriff of the Galertan Archipelago.”


  “And I thought she’d settle for a county clerkship!” the Captain muttered as we spun up to the brig.


  The doors were open and girls were chattering in every corner. Sis came up to the Captain to discuss arrangements. I slipped away and found Butt sitting with folded arms in a corner of the brig. He grinned at me. “Hi, tadpole. Like the splash?”


  I shook my head unhappily. “Butt, why did you do it? I’d sure love to be your brother-in-law, but, gosh, you didn’t have to marry Sis.” I pointed at some of the bustling females. Sis was going to have three hundred bridesmaids. “Any one of them would have jumped at the chance to be your wife. And once on any woman’s passport, you’d be free. Why Sis?”


  “That’s what the Captain said in the lifeboat. Told him same thing I’m telling you. I’m stubborn. What I like at first, I keep on liking. What I want at first, I keep on wanting until I get.”


  “Yes, but making Sis sheriff! And you’ll have to back her up with your blaster. What’ll happen to that man’s world?”


  “Wait’ll after we nest and go out to my islands.” He produced a hard-lipped, smug grin, sighting it at Sis’s slender back. “She’ll find herself sheriff over a bunch of natives and exactly two Earth males—you and me. I got a hunch that’ll keep her pretty busy, though.”


  VENUS MISSION


  J.T. McIntosh


  You struggling through the weird, mist-shrouded jungles of Venus . . . ahead of you, too far, lie the warmly glowing lights of City Four . . . behind you, too close, silently stalks the most terrible Death in the System!


  THE CRIPPPLED SHIP SCREAMd down toward Venus, upright, in a slow axial spin, riding silent jets. Grey cloud curved sleekly past the fins, streamed up in trembling ribbons along the shining sides. At the noseport, Warren Blackwell strained his eyes in an effort to pierce that boiling greyness, but he knew the Venusian atmosphere, knew he was wasting his time. He would see the ground when the ship was fifty feet above it, and that would be far too late.


  The door of the control room clicked, and the girl who sat at the other end of the table from him at meal-times entered and came up to him.


  “The captain sent me, in case I could help,” she said.


  “And to get you out of the way.”


  She grinned without humor. “No doubt.”


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “Virginia Stuart. You might as well call me Virginia. There’s not much time left for formality, is there . . . You’re Blackwell, aren’t you—the Blackwell?”


  “If you mean the one who won all the medals, yes. How many are there left?”


  “Of the crew? The captain and his second officer. And the captain’s weaving about a bit. It won’t be long before the radiation gets him too.”


  Warren surveyed her and decided she could take the truth. “Go back and get one of them out,” he told her. “It’ll only need one to jam on all the power there is left when I ring for it. But there must be one. It isn’t much of a chance, but it’s the only one we’ve got.”


  “Check,” she said. “Isn’t the phone working?”


  “No. Only the alarm.”


  She nodded, and left him. Warren strained again to pierce the grey cloud. He was a passenger on the Merkland, but he had been co-opted when the powerleak developed. He knew more than any of the crew about Venus. Not that that made much difference. All that he could do was stay where he was and sound the alarm when he saw the ground. Then, down below, whoever was left would touch off the braking jets, and with luck the ship would come down hard but in one piece. But it would need a lot of luck.


  There wouldn’t be much hope for any one who was below. Warren, right in the nose, probably stood the best chance, after the rest of the passengers, who were locked in a storeroom amidships. None of the other passengers would have been much help, and apparently the captain had picked out him and the girl as the only ones who might be useful in the emergency. He seemed a brave and able officer, that captain. He could have stayed in the nose himself, safe, if anyone was, and left the problem of the leaking radiation to someone else. But he knew that only he or some other member of his crew could handle the jets, and that it was vital that they should fire exactly when needed.


  The girl came back, and Captain Morris was with her. “I make it twenty thousand feet up, Blackwell,” said Morris. “Do you think that would be about right?”


  Virginia hadn’t exaggerated when she said the captain was weaving about a bit. He was in the last stages of plutonium poisoning. Warren thought, a trifle cynically, that the captain might as well go on being a hero now, for he was a dead man already. But Warren was used to death. The rows of ribbons somewhere in his luggage proclaimed that.


  “I never flew much over Venus,” he admitted. “Nobody does. I’d say we were well up yet, on a long slant. But don’t quote me.”


  The captain sank heavily into one of the control seats. He could never stop his shaking now, but he could limit it by trying to relax. “We can blast for five seconds, I make it,” he said. “That means at our speed we should start a hundred and twenty feet up.”


  Warren shook his head. “You might see a hundred and twenty feet on the surface. But not straight down. It’s thickest about sixty feet up.”


  “That’s why I came to see you. We’re in your hands, Blackwell. You know more about these currents than anyone else on board. You’ll have to guess, that’s all. The instruments aren’t anywhere near that precise, and if you wait till you see solid ground it’ll be too late. Someone has to guess. It might as well be you.”


  Warren nodded. Morris hoisted himself to his feet. He paused at the door. “Goodbye,” he said.


  Warren was left with the girl. “Now you’ve got a chance to win another medal,” she said.


  “I could five without it. When the Venusian war was over I thought I’d finished with danger.”


  “You’re never finished with danger. It follows a brave man around.”


  “Maybe,” murmured Warren, “but I’m not a brave man. Never was.”


  HER EYES WIDENED, but she said nothing. She had never met Warren Blackwell before this trip. In fact, she hadn’t officially met him on the trip, until she introduced herself a few minutes before. But like everyone else, she had read of him while the war was on. A man who treated his life as a millionaire might treat a dime he found in his shoe. It wasn’t that he was lucky, or so clever that the dangers were always less real than they seemed. He had been wounded scores of times and captured twice. And no one else had escaped from the Greys even once. He would drop out of the news for a couple of months while he was recovering from injury. Then he would be back with some new exploit that made it seem he was determined to get himself killed.


  Was that it? she wondered, looking at him as he peered through the big quartz windows. Had he cared so little for life that his courage had really been resignation? She had read that he had come from an orphanage, even a hint that he had been in a reform school. But details like that weren’t publicized about a hero.


  It wasn’t that, she decided. The man beside her was passionately fond of life. She could see it in the way his whole body concentrated on the job in hand. He wasn’t trying to save her and the others. If that had been the case he would have been cold and steady. He was trying to save himself—and the rest of them as a sort of afterthought.


  He shook himself suddenly and turned from the window. “It’ll be a few minutes yet,” he said, “and if I watch much longer I’ll get jumpy and ring for the jets too soon. You wouldn’t like to do a strip act to pass the time?”


  “That’s not at all funny,” she said coolly. He watched her broodingly and saw she thought less of him than she had a moment before. It was that easy to lose admiration and respect.


  She was a tough-looking girl, workmanlike rather than pretty. But she was sufficiently versatile to make herself attractive too, for no more reason, perhaps, than that of the man who doesn’t intend to go out or see anyone, but still shaves and brushes his hair. She wore dark slacks and a heavy blue shirt, and though her outfit didn’t suggest any particular beauty of figure, it didn’t absolutely deny it. She had light brown hair and a strong, young face. The features were good, and if they were too full of character for beauty, they were just right for a certain subtle elegance. It was a pity to see a woman like that die. There weren’t too many of them.


  “What do you do?” he asked.


  “I’ve done a lot of things. At the moment I’m on Government work.”


  “Which government?”


  “UNO. There’s nothing secret about it. I’m . . .”


  She broke off as Warren turned back to the window. “I’m beginning to get a feeling about this,” he murmured. “We should be somewhere over the Norman Forest. But we were slanting a long time. I think we almost hit an orbit. Maybe we overshot to the Norman Hills. In which case—” his voice sank to nothing—“I should sound the alarm now!”


  Virginia wasn’t prepared. Her eyes darted to Warren’s hand, pressing hard down on the button, then flashed to the window, where there was a sudden break in the grey mist, a blinding flash, and a glimpse of a whirling black mass outside as the floor kicked up at her. She realized that by luck or divination Warren had picked on the right split-second.


  THE CRASH dazed her, but she never lost consciousness. Warren did. She saw him shoot forward toward the window and caught him by one ankle. She didn’t stop him, but he crashed against the quartz with less force. Virginia heard a scream of metal on stone that mounted until her ears refused to take it, and told her nothing more.


  Then gradually she realized that the ship was down, probably as safely as it could have been. She looked out, but there was nothing but grey mist and black soil. She had been on Venus before, but never out in the open, only in the domed cities. Nevertheless, she knew it was full day. There was about as much light as on a misty moonlit night on Earth, and visibility was about forty yards, which was as light as it ever was on Venus.


  Warren was stirring. He wakened as she expected him to waken, quietly, doing nothing until he had had a look around.


  “You stopped me crashing through the window,” he said. “I’ll do something for you sometime.”


  “You’ve done it. You got us down.”


  He rose unsteadily. “We’d better let the others out,” he said.


  By tacit agreement they looked for the captain first. But he, the second officer, and any other members of the crew who hadn’t actually been dead before the landing were crushed in a flat envelope of steel which had once been the drive room. They couldn’t get near them, which was perhaps just as well. They made their way to the store-room and unlocked the door.


  It hadn’t been a bad landing, in the circumstances. There had been fifteen people in the room, and seven of them were still alive, though two would never recover consciousness. As it happened, they would have been safer in the nose with Warren and Virginia, but no one could have known that.


  Warren took stock of them, ignoring the moans and screams. He ignored the dead too. If they were dead, it didn’t matter whether they were unmarked or a disgusting pulp. It was the living who mattered. Waters, the actor, was bleeding from mouth and ears in a way that showed he was still alive. His wife was breathing, which was rather horrible, for her neck was obviously broken.


  THE OTHER FIVE were almost unhurt. Fortunately the doctor, Williamson, was on his feet and looked sane and well. Standing beside him, apparently only dazed, was old Martin, who was ninety and had come through the crash as well as anyone. Three others were stirring on the floor, and Smith, with a broken wrist, seemed to be the most seriously injured, though it was the women who were doing most of the screaming and moaning.


  Mrs. Martin could hardly be blamed, for like most of those in the room she had lost some of her clothes in a blast of air which must have swept the room, and was probably screaming more at finding herself half-naked in company at the age of seventy-five than anything else. But the Glamour Girl, whose name Warren didn’t know, was screaming only because she always screamed when anything happened. Warren had met girls like her before, and had not been impressed.


  At the evidence of a blast of air Warren looked round quickly and sniffed. But the ship was airtight. There was no hiss of escaping air, and the pressure was high—too high, if anything. Perhaps there had been a rift which had immediately been sealed by the weight and momentum of the ship. There were cracks and holes in the inner walls, but they were not as strong as the hull.


  “All right, doctor?” he asked. “You take over.”


  “Doesn’t look as if there’s much I can do,” said Williamson wryly.


  “Don’t be modest,” Warren said. The doctor stared blankly, and Virginia shot a quick glance at Warren. He had gone down in her estimation again, he decided.


  Glamour was tugging at his lapel and screaming: “Get me out of here! Get me out!”


  “Into the open?” he asked coolly. “You’d die in eight hours. But long before that the Greys would have got you.” She hadn’t heard him. She was still screaming, “Get me out of here!” Her dress had a spectacular plunging neckline as if rent open by the blast, but it was natural. Her hair wasn’t even disheveled. She was completely unmarked and very beautiful, which was a pity, Warren thought, for she didn’t deserve to be. Better people had died in the crash.


  Virginia pulled her gently away from him. “You said something about the Norman Hills. Do you know where we are?”


  “It’s only a guess,” he admitted, “but I think I do. Almost exactly, if I’m anywhere near right at all.”


  “How’s that?”


  “We’re lying up a bare slope, on soft soil. But we hit rock first, and if we came down roughly straight we just missed the forest. That puts us somewhere on a narrow belt twenty to thirty miles from City Four—Cefor for short.”


  “And how are our chances?”


  He looked round at the others, now silent and hanging on his words, even Glamour and Mrs. Martin, whose husband had wrapped her in his jacket. There was no point in letting it out slowly. Might as well get it over with.


  “Our chances must be better now than they were when we were coming down,” he said deliberately. “But you’d need a slide-rule and a lot of figures to prove it.”


  THERE was a moment’s silence while they worked out his meaning. Then Glamour threw herself at him, screaming and scratching at his face, as though he personally were responsible for their plight.


  Virginia seized his arm as he was fending Glamour off, none too gently, and pulled him away. “Let’s go and check up,” she said. He grinned. Her opinion of him might be dropping, and would probably drop more very soon, but after all he was the only one with whom she could talk seriously. The safety of them all depended on him and her.


  She led him back to the observation room.


  “It can’t be as bad as you made out,” she said.


  “Why not?”


  “Surely they must have seen us come down. There’s bound to be a search. Or at worst, surely one of us can get through if it’s only twenty miles.”


  “I’m not just deliberately being pessimistic,” he said. “I want to live too. But let’s take it from the beginning. The captain would corroborate if he were here. One, they couldn’t see us in Cefor. We didn’t come over it, we were pointing roughly toward it. And they couldn’t see a flaming meteor at five miles, let alone us at twenty. Radar doesn’t work in this soup any more than in water. And a seismograph wouldn’t help because there are so many quakes on Venus no one will be even interested in the shock we made on landing.


  “Two, we were bound for New Paris in the other hemisphere of Venus, and when a search starts in about twenty-four hours from now they’ll concentrate around there first. At a rough guess it will be six months before they find this ship. Remember, they’ve got to explore almost every inch of ground. A helicopter has to be within a stone’s throw before it can see us.”


  The girl stared. “But any time there’s a forced landing the passengers are picked up before there’s any real danger—even if the ship is breached and they have to breathe that poison outside. I always thought the only danger was getting down safely.”


  “Yes,” said Warren gently, “usually. But usually the radio doesn’t crack up first—before the ship. Ours did. So no one knows where we are.”


  “Oh. I see. But we can’t wait six months. We’ll all be dead in a week. They don’t carry much in the way of stores on these ships.”


  He nodded. “That’s about the size of it.”


  She shrugged. “Well, we just have to get on the way to Cefor, then.”


  “Not me. If I’m going to die, I’ll die here.”


  She shot a puzzled glance at him. “I don’t understand you. You used to be a hero. You’ve done harder things than this trek to Cefor. You got medals for it.”


  HE SMILED BLEAKLY. “No, you don’t understand. I told you I was no hero. Before the war I was nothing, nobody. I’d tried a few things and failed in them all. I tried crime two or three times, and failed in that too. When the war started I realized it was my last chance. In peace I had nothing to look forward to but starvation or jail. So I thought I’d buy me a job. I became a professional hero. I didn’t give a damn if I died. But if I got through I was pretty sure of some sort of job. Civilians aren’t grateful for long, but a collection of every medal they mint ought to be a recommendation just after the war, I thought. And I was right. I had my choice of jobs. I joined an importing firm and I’ve done well.


  “I was a hero once, but that was when I had to risk my life to buy a life worth living. I bought it and paid for it. But when you gamble like that, you do it only once. I’m not going to throw away all I worked for trying to get through to Cefor. Sure, I know the Greys. I beat them before. But that was then. Now I’d rather stay here and take my chance of being rescued than give them another crack at me.”


  She looked steadily at him for a long time. Then she shook her head. “Maybe I’m wrong to say it,” she murmured, “but you weren’t twisted before. You’re only twisted now. You’ve gone soft.”


  “Sure I’ve gone soft. I risked my life time and again so that one day I’d have a chance to go soft.”


  “Well, if you won’t go, I must.”


  He shrugged his shoulders. “Please yourself.”


  She made a gesture of disgust. “Heaven knows I never thought I’d appeal to chivalry. I never cried off or made excuses because I’m a woman. But—”


  “It doesn’t matter. The Greys will get whoever tries it.”


  “I thought the war was over.”


  “Sure it is. But out there you won’t find the civilized Greys. The Greys who will get you never signed any treaty. They won’t attack the cities, but they’ll attack anything or anyone outside.”


  She turned to the closet that contained the oxygen suits. “I might as well go now.”


  Warren watched her as she shook out the plastic envelope, obviously unfamiliar to her, and tried to climb into it. Then he put his hand on her arm.


  “I can’t let you go without telling you exactly why you shouldn’t,” he said.


  She shook his arm off and struggled with the suit.


  “First of all, though it’s only a detail,” he remarked, “you don’t wear heavy clothes under that. You’d sweat off pounds before you’d gone a hundred yards. Most of us used to wear nothing but the suit, but if you don’t like that, wear something light and loose.”


  She began to take off the suit again.


  “You’ll have no difficulty in finding the city,” he said. “It’s right up the hill. Keep on the incline and you can’t go wrong. If you have to make a detour, just get back on the slope as soon as you can.”


  He paused. “You’ll have even less difficulty in finding the Greys.”


  SHE WAITED for him to go on, hating him but utterly dependent on his knowledge of Venus.


  “No native Venusians have any sense of smell,” he said. “So to replace scent in hunting they have a sense that feels thought.”


  He saw her start, and grinned. “They can locate anything that thinks. They’re not telepaths. They don’t know what you think, any more than dogs hearing voices know what’s being said. They just know there’s thinking going on in such-and-such a direction, and from the land of thinking they know the kind of creature that’s doing it. So it doesn’t matter what you think about, they’ll pick you up.”


  He smiled again, cruelly, she thought. “When they do find you, they won’t kill you right away. They’ll follow you and let you catch a glimpse of one of them now and then and harry you and frighten you half to death. But they’ll let you get right to the gates of Cefor. Ever seen a cat torturing a mouse? The Greys are just like that. At the very last minute, when you think you’re safe, they’ll drag you off into the forest and torture you to death. Maybe they’ll let you escape two or three times. But at last they’ll tire.”


  She twisted from him angrily, certain she had heard all that would be of any use to her. She left the room to go to her cabin and change her clothes. But as silently as a cat he had followed her.


  “Listen carefully to what happens then,” he said, “for it’s very important.”


  She tried to pass him, but he leaned with one arm on either side of her, holding her against the wall.


  “They won’t let you die. They’ll mutilate you with their knives so that you’re bound to die, so that the best doctors on Earth, Venus and Mars couldn’t save you, so that you’re in agony but will still live quite a while. Then they’ll take you to the nearest city—in this case, Cefor. They’ll leave you there. It amuses them that we humans don’t kill our own people, even when they want to die. You’ll die in a hospital bed, heavily drugged but still not enough to stop all the pain.”


  He let her go, for she was listening again, in horrified fascination. “But that isn’t important,” he said casually. “What is important is that you can tell them about us. We’ll all be grateful to you. We may erect a statue to you. You’ll die, but in dying you can save us.”


  He turned and left her then. She stared after him in horror, her horror for the Greys a little less strong than her horror for him.


  WARREN WAS WAITING at the airlock as she came back. He grinned at her. She was almost literally sick. The worst of it was that he was almost certainly right. She had to make the effort, as no one else would make it. He knew that. He could afford to let her do it. And he would be saved. She would tell them at Cefor about the ship. He wasn’t alone. There were other fives to be saved.


  Warren surveyed her and nodded. “You’re all right,” he said. “Can you use a gun?”


  She nodded involuntarily. “Take another,” he said. “They won’t give you time to reload.” He gave her a gun, which she slipped in her belt. She had changed into lounging pajamas which were enveloping but so thin she shivered in the normal temperature of the ship. Over them the plastic suit covered her loosely, completely, held firmly by the belt that contained her weapons.


  Unwillingly she addressed him. “Is there no way of screening thoughts from the Greys?”


  “Only by thinking like a Grey yourself. Only about half a dozen people ever learned to do it—and they can’t keep it up for long.”


  She fought a shrieking urge in her to beg him to go instead of her. She believed all he had said—she expected to die. But she also believed that if she stayed where she was she would die. No one else would go.


  “Good luck,” said Warren.


  Blindly, insanely she struck at him. But he evaded her blow and helped her into the airlock.


  When she went out, the heat met her as if an oven door had been swung open. The ship’s hull was insulated against both cold and heat. Usually it was cold it kept out, but on Venus it was damp warmth. Virginia’s suit was supposed to afford some sort of insulation, but before she was out of sight of the ship she was wet all over with sweat.


  She took one last look at the ship as she climbed up the slope. It was only fifty yards away. She could still turn and go back. She was beginning to realize something that stemmed from what Warren had said. She could always find Cefor—but she couldn’t find the ship again once she lost sight of it. Going downhill might land her anywhere along the perimeter once she had lost all sense of direction—which would be almost at once.


  She tried to think calmly of Warren. He must have known from the first that if he wouldn’t try to get through to Cefor, she would. She wasn’t the sort to sit still and wait for death.


  And the savage, inhuman customs of the Greys ensured that only one had to go. Hate for Warren crawled in her stomach. The worst of it was, she believed he might have got through safe. She still believed in his competence. Somehow, if he had had to, he would have reached safety.


  But he didn’t have to risk it. There was someone to risk it for him. A girl, but that didn’t matter to a man who had lost pride.


  She walked on for what seemed hours, until she was as wet as if she had just stepped out of a hot bath. Her watch showed sixty-three minutes since she left the ship. She had been walking briskly. Over four miles. She had always been a good walker, and the slighter gravity helped.


  Then she struck the forest, beginning again on the slope. Venusian trees were like those of Earth in that they consisted mainly of a thick trunk, but that was all the resemblance. You could push an arm through them, and they closed round it. But they weren’t dangerous. A man could walk right through them, if he was strong.


  Virginia began to hope, despite herself, that she wouldn’t see any Greys. She fell into the rhythm of her stride, walking like an automaton. She was tough. She could do twenty miles without coming to the end of her strength. The only difficulty was the eternal slope. But even that she became accustomed to.


  She had done ten miles, she reckoned, when ahead of her, right in her path, she saw a Grey. He was facing her, only twenty yards away. Her gun came up and she fired, but she was not surprised when he faded into the mist and disappeared, unharmed.


  SO IT HAD STARTED. There would be a lot of this, according to Warren. The Greys were humanoid, like half-finished men. They had no hair, but they had arms, legs, feet, a trunk and a head. Everything about them was rounded off—shoulders, thighs, feet. They were a uniform grey all over, and invisible on their own planet at anything more than twenty yards.


  They could be in plain sight, and only had to turn or move back a step to disappear completely.


  She began to plan. Perhaps she could beat them, on what Warren had told her. Nothing mattered, apparently, until she was almost at Cefor. She would have to save herself till then. Greys could run a little faster than most humans, but not much. And she used to be able to do the hundred yards in well under twelve seconds. Civilized Greys had civilized weapons, but these were probably unarmed except for knives. If she could pick her time right for a dash to the city, she might make it.


  She began to reel a little and slowed her pace, knowing she was observed. Perhaps she might trick them into leaving the final attack till too late. She could rest a little now. It was only the last mile that mattered.


  She staggered and fell. She rose slowly, in artistic fatigue. But she almost jerked into her sprint when she saw four Greys calmly watching her from only ten yards.


  She shot rapidly, and one of them fell. The others didn’t appear to care. But they disappeared, if only just beyond her range of vision.


  She ran a little then, in terror that was only a little less real than she pretended. But the control she still had on herself enabled her to stumble on tiredly at hardly more than walking pace.


  Her hopes were beginning to rise. Twelve miles; she was still fresh; and the Greys must think her almost out on her feet. They must let her see Cefor or their devilish torture wouldn’t be complete. And if they let her get that far, she might be able to dash for the gates and then hold them off until men came out, attracted by her shots.


  She pondered over firing early in the hope that she would give the alarm. But almost certainly that would precipitate the Greys’ attack, and she wanted to trick them into leaving it until the last possible moment.


  Suddenly something crashed between her legs, throwing her headlong. She wasn’t hurt, but when she got up she limped. They were playing into her hands. Warren had done this, she thought. Twice he had escaped from the Greys. And perhaps he hadn’t known as much as she did now.


  They left her alone for quite a while. She saw nothing of them for so long that she almost began to hope that they had tired and left her alone. But she kept her slow pace. They might be trying to trick her into showing she was stronger than she pretended.


  When she least expected it she was bowled over from behind and felt the touch of warm, moist skin. She gave herself up to terror and thought, This is it. But they only rolled her about gently, played with her, and tripped her again every time she rose. There seemed to be about a dozen of them. She was afraid to try to shoot them. Her guns were secure if she left them where they were, but if she drew one they might knock it from her hand.


  At last they were gone. They had tom her suit, but only the pantaloon part. She was puzzled, then realized why. Without oxygen she would die in eight hours, and would be beyond recovery in six. They knew that, and they wanted her to live longer.


  SHE CUT HER SUIT away at the waist, below her belt. It left her legs freer. Her thin slacks clung to her legs so that by now they almost seemed a part of her. She wondered what they would do if she threw away the rest of the suit. Would they put it back on her forcibly?


  She knew she must have done nearly twenty miles, and wished Warren had overestimated the distance. He had said twenty to thirty miles, and she had been unable to prevent herself hoping it was the smaller limit. But there was no sign of Cefor yet.


  Two of them would have had a much better chance, she thought angrily. They could have watched all around them and kept the Greys more on the defensive. As it was, the Greys were so silent that a score of them could be walking only a few yards behind her. She resisted the temptation to look until she was set to do it quickly, ready to take a shot at anything she saw.


  When she had swung round she wished she hadn’t. At least a score of dark shapes faded rapidly into the fog. Now she would always know they were there behind her, within sight if she turned her head. It was enough to drive her mad.


  The Greys could see only about thirty or forty yards—even less than she could. If the mist would only lift, she knew she could see them long before they could see her. But the mist never lifted. It was the atmosphere of the planet. There was a lot of oxygen in it, but there were other things in it too.


  Suddenly she saw a faint glow ahead. She forced herself to be cold as ice. The bright lights of the domed city would carry a long way, even through the fog. It might be anything up to a mile distant yet, though probably not more than half a mile. This was the time Warren had warned her about. The time when she began to think she was through. She forced herself to stumble slowly on. She nursed a faint hope that as the Greys probably couldn’t actually see the city yet, though they would know where it was, they might leave her alone for a while yet.


  She went staggering on, thinking over and over again, Not yeti Not yeti as her body rebelled and tried to run toward the light.


  Then she saw the Greys closing in. Instantly she was running, firing her gun as she went. She didn’t care where the bullets went. But she realized in rending disappointment that the mist blanketed sound as well as sight, and she was still too far away for the sound to be heard in Cefor.


  But she was holding her lead! She went wild with exultation and threw her empty gun away. Even its weight held her back, and as she raced toward the light she told herself she had won. The Greys had underestimated her, as she had been inviting them to do for hours.


  Suddenly she heard a scream behind her. A woman’s scream. It was so unexpected that she checked her stride involuntarily. She took it up again at once. The scream was another of the Greys’ tricks.


  Then it came again, and there were words. It was no Grey she heard. Behind her, a human girl was screaming as she was dragged down. Again Virginia couldn’t help checking her stride. But then, furious with herself, she renewed her efforts. It must be Yvonne Yonge who was screaming. Somehow, for some reason, the little glamour girl had set out after her. That was too bad. Virginia’s duty to herself, to the rest of them, even to Yvonne, was to reach Cefor. She burst forward as if she had merely been trotting gently before.


  But the Greys were at her heels. She never knew whether she would have escaped if Yvonne’s scream hadn’t checked her, or whether the Greys would have caught her anyway. Either way, they had her.


  SHE FOUGHT as she had never known she could fight. As she had never known anyone could fight. If there had only been ten of them, even twenty, she might have broken free again and again, until at last she reached Cefor. But there were scores of them, perhaps hundreds. When she broke from one group she was in the middle of another.


  She stopped fighting at last, thinking she had no strength left. But when they began to drag her away from the lights of Cefor she found a reserve of strength that she hadn’t known about. It made no difference.


  She didn’t see Yvonne, if it had been Yvonne. She was dragged for what seemed miles. The Greys were very gentle with her. They took all she was able to give them rather than scratch her skin. Now they folded her up at the foot of a tree, holding her so that she went down easily, naturally. Then they tied vines about her neck.


  For a moment Virginia had hoped, half feared that they were going to throttle her. But instead they wound the rope about her throat, holding her plastic suit tight against her skin. Then they cut the suit neatly below the rope, fastened the plastic edge firmly against her skin with an adhesive binding, and removed the rope.


  Obviously they wanted her to go on breathing through the filter in her hood, but to have the rest of her accessible. They reached over her and she flinched, expecting them to strip her, but they only tied her hands and ankles and patted her all over, making sure she had no concealed weapons.


  Then they left her. In a moment there wasn’t a Grey in sight.


  She was helpless even to damage herself. She could roll on her side and rub her plastic hood on the ground in an effort to tear it and let the poisonous air reach her lungs—but that would take hours, and she didn’t think she would be left alone that long.


  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” said Warren.


  HER HEAD jerked up, but she couldn’t see him. Then, fantastically, his head appeared from the tree beside her. He was standing within it.


  “Warren Blackwell!” she gasped. “You here!”


  “I’ve never been more than a hundred yards away since you left the ship,” he said. “Sorry, Virginia, it was the only way it could be done. I’ve got the trick of thinking like a Grey. But it would never fool the Greys for hours at a time. They would sense the human thoughts—unless there was another human about, thinking like a human.”


  He grinned down at her. “I told you they couldn’t read thoughts. That wasn’t quite right. They can read emotions—like fear. And they would know if you expected to get through. They’d have wondered what you were counting on. Then they’d have found me.”


  “But . . .”


  “They rely on this sense of theirs—just as dogs rely on scent rather than sight. They weren’t likely to see me, and they didn’t. And if that little fool Glamour hadn’t interfered we’d both have got through. I meant to get just ahead of you. Then, when the Greys finally decided to take you, I’d have helped you to cut and shoot your way through.


  “But Glamour spoiled it. God knows what she was trying to do. I told them all to stay where they were, that we’d get through. Maybe she thought it was easy and wanted some of the glory. Anyway, I didn’t know about her until a few minutes ago. She was behind us both. And there were so many Greys between you and her, I had to hide.”


  “Well, don’t waste time,” said Virginia. “Cut me loose and we’ll—”


  “No can do. They’d pick you up again long before we got to Cefor—whether we looked for Glamour or left her here. And then they’d know about me. No, there’s only one way. I’ll have to wait until there’s less of them between here and Cefor and then try to get through myself. I’ll be back.”


  “Can you get through alone?”


  “I think so. I’m safe so long as I’m near you. By the time they sense me it’ll be too late. But listen, Virginia. If they sense us coming back—men from Cefor and me—they’ll drag you and Glamour away and that’ll be the end of you. You must keep them here.”


  “I?” She nodded at her bonds. “What do you expect me to do?”


  “That’s up to you.” He paused; went on tensely. “They’ll start torturing you soon. That will occupy them. They’ll be too excited to know we’re coming. Don’t be noble. Let them start on that little fool. Don’t try to escape. They might not bring you back here.”


  He grinned again. “I think I can start now. Good luck—again.”


  HE FADED AWAY into the mist. Virginia stared after him, though she could see nothing. If he had only told her . . . But she realized he probably told the truth when he said he hadn’t dared. Knowing he was about, she would have been sure she would get through safely—though she had hated him, she had never doubted his competence—and then the Greys would have caught them both.


  There was sound again in the silence of the mist. They were bringing in Yvonne—Glamour, as Warren called her. She was shouting, kicking, clawing. And the Greys weren’t handling her as gently as they had handled Virginia. Perhaps they had some respect for courage, Virginia thought. She had never been in a blue funk as Yvonne was. Maybe it was because of that that they had been gentle with her.


  And perhaps—she couldn’t help thinking of it—perhaps they would work on Yvonne first.


  It seemed like a dream—not a nightmare yet, for the Greys looked ludicrous rather than dangerous. There were hundreds of them. They filled the clearing; though Yvonne was only twenty yards away, she might have been a million miles for all that was visible of her. Virginia was lifted to her feet by what seemed like a hundred hot, wet Greys, and as they led her, still bound, to where she had last seen Yvonne the whole thing seemed more a practical joke than any thing else.


  Then abruptly it stopped being a practical joke.


  They had cut Yvonne’s suit like hers, leaving nothing but the hood over her head, fastened at the neck. Yvonne was wearing a blouse and shorts and looked like the heroine of a jungle picture. When she saw Virginia she tried to get up to go to her.


  But the Greys stopped that by pinning her to the ground with two knives through her hands. Her shriek went through Virginia’s head like a needle.


  Four of the Greys held Virginia so that she had to watch what was going on. She shut her eyes, but when Yvonne screamed again they had to come open.


  If the Greys had shouted and danced and beat drums it would have been less horrible. But the only sounds were those forced from Yvonne. There were plenty of those.


  To keep her sanity Virginia concentrated desperately on Warren, making his way toward Cefor. He needed time. Suddenly, after a long spell of relaxation, she flung herself forward, tore free and pitched beside Yvonne, who was still, she realized, only mildly hurt beside what was to come.


  “Warren’s gone for help,” she murmured. “Hold out a little and he’ll be back.”


  As the Greys dragged Virginia to her feet again Yvonne screamed wildly: “Why do you leave her alone? Why do you only torture me? I can’t take any more. She can take it. She’s strong. Please leave me alone. Please . . . aahkhh!”


  She shrieked again as a Grey bent over her with a knife. She wasn’t screaming now for nothing . . .


  IT WAS ALMOST an hour later that they brought Warren in. It had seemed like days to Virginia and probably untold centuries to Yvonne. When she saw him being forced into the clearing by a mass of struggling Greys, Virginia stared in horror. She had always believed he would get through. The question had merely been whether he would be in time. He wouldn’t look at her. He stared impassively at Yvonne instead.


  They hadn’t touched Virginia yet, beyond holding her still—but it must be close to her time. If they weren’t going to let Yvonne die, they couldn’t do much more to her. There was very little blood. The Greys had a herb that seemed to close the skin, though it left an angry purple discoloration. Yvonne was almost all purple. For some time she had had no strength to scream. The Greys were losing interest in her. Further torture had no noticeable effect. She was conscious, but she didn’t seem to feel fresh cuts.


  They must have had some invisible means of communication among themselves. Suddenly, as if as a signal, they turned to Virginia, and with a sick feeling at her stomach she knew her time had come.


  “I always wondered,” said Warren curiously, “what kind of figure you had.”


  But, not being human, the Greys didn’t strip her. They merely stretched her on the ground and cut her bonds, waiting for her to make a dash for it. That was part of the fun.


  Suddenly Warren tore himself free. But instead of running from the clearing he threw himself at Virginia. “Play up,” he panted. “They won’t know what to do. They’ll wait to see what happens. It will amuse them to see us fighting.”


  “Then you did get through?”


  “Sure I got through. I said I would, didn’t I? But we have to give them something to think about. So that they won’t sense the men closing in. Fight, damn you. We’re not out of the wood yet. If we give them time to think . . .”


  His breath left him in a gasp as Virginia’s hard fist sank into his stomach.


  While the Greys watched they fought for their lives. But not against each other, though that was part of it. They didn’t care if they were hurt. If the fight was too tame to excite the Greys they would be hurt much more. It means nothing to the Greys that they were a man and a woman. The Greys were monogeneous and had never quite worked out the relationship of human men and women.


  Virginia’s hood was torn, and she wondered if the Greys would stop the fight. From then on she was breathing poison. But it didn’t matter. She would either be safe in six hours or as near dead as made no difference. She tore off the hood altogether and threw it from her, jerking her hair back out of her eyes.


  Warren was grunting with pain more than her blows deserved. It did occur to Virginia once as he struck at her with feral strength that perhaps he was hurting her more than he need; but then she realized that as the Greys sensed fear they probably sensed pain, and that that was at the root of their inhuman sadism. After that she didn’t pull her punches either.


  Then Warren, his fist drawn back to jab in her ribs, swung at the nearest Grey instead, knocked him spinning. The clearing was suddenly filled with men in tough plastic suits. They didn’t use guns, but long knives. It was massacre, for the Greys’ knives couldn’t pierce their suits.


  It was massacre, and Virginia gladly helped in it. The moist black ground ran with blood, and none of it was red. The Greys didn’t run. Inflamed with bloodlust, they couldn’t suddenly switch over to reason and to fear. They stood their ground and were cut to pieces.


  “WELL, now you know the Greys,” said Warren.


  They were in a room, a civilized room in a city again. There were deep carpets on the floor and soft couches and armchairs. Virginia had thrown herself in one of them, still in her black suit. Her jacket was little more than a collar, there wasn’t much left of her slacks, and Warren was surveying her at last with satisfied curiosity and smug satisfaction, but she didn’t care.


  “Glamour’s husband was in Cefor,” Warren murmured. “He came with the rescue party, poor devil. She’s still a fool, but . . .”


  “I know. Is she dead?”


  “Not yet. I told her she’d saved the rest of us, which was a lie and not much good to her and her husband anyway, but maybe it was some comfort.”


  “It wasn’t a lie really. She gave you an hour.” Virginia shuddered. “Even though if it hadn’t been for her we wouldn’t have needed it. Why did you let them catch you?”


  “To give the others time. And maybe to see how tough you were.” He felt his ribs tenderly. “But this hero business has got to stop. The next time something like this happens, I really will let someone else take the risk. All of it, not just some.”


  He grinned down at her, swaying a little on his feet.


  “You first spoke to me about nine hours ago. And you spent a lot of that time hating me. Do you think we’ve known each other long enough for you to kiss me?”


  “Nothing would make me get up.”


  “Nothing? You want another fight?”


  She rose hurriedly. “Anything,” she said, “but that.”


  WHAT PRICE GLORIA?


  Emmett McDowell


  They put Gloria on the auction block, for sale to the highest bidder. But would the “lucky” guy get all he had bargained for?


  EARLY in the morning, I shaved and put on a fresh shirt and walked to town. It was the day that the girls were supposed to arrive from Earth. One hundred of them, hand picked by the Company according to the newscaster; all between the ages of twenty and twenty-five, in good health and sound mind. I wouldn’t have missed the excitement for anything.


  Not that I expected to get one. There were five thousand men in the Venusian colony, and a hundred girls wouldn’t go very far. Besides, I couldn’t have afforded one anyway. The ground apes had ruined my crops and I barely had enough money for new cuttings. But that didn’t keep me from looking.


  The town was roaring. I don’t suppose there was a man left on the plantations. They were roaming up and down the street, in and out of the buildings, laughing and talking. About a thousand were already congregated at the spaceport.


  It wasn’t much of a town. The refinery and administration buildings, a few company cottages and shops, the recreation center, all lumped together at the edge of the spaceport with the low cloud ceiling almost brushing the rooftops. But it was the only town on Venus.


  I was going in the center when I heard somebody yell, “Dan!”


  That’s me, Dan Rowan.


  I turned back to the street and saw Oliver Potter striding towards me with a broad grin on his long face. His short red hair stood up like a cock’s comb, and he was wearing matching green shirt and shorts. His boots were gleaming, his calves bulging in heavy green socks with fancy tassled garters.


  Potter had been pretty successful. He owned the three plantations next to mine. Of course the land wasn’t worth much, but the contracts of the men who worked the other two places for him were worth plenty. They both had gone broke and had been forced to hire themselves out to him on a five year basis.


  He said, “Have you heard the latest?”


  “I just got here,” I said.


  He said, “Horne’s going to auction off the girls.” Alfred Horne was the company superintendent. “Man,” he said, “you’re going to see some fancy bidding.”


  He’d been drinking. I could tell by his eyes. They were moist and a little bloodshot. Of course the manufacture, sale or use of alcoholic drinks was forbidden in the colony. But some of the men had stills back in the bush, and the Company winked at it so long as there wasn’t any excessive drinking. The Company had a hard enough time inducing colonists to come to Venus. In fact, the Company was having a hard time.


  That must be why Horne had decided to auction off the girls, I thought. Originally the men were to draw lots for them and only pay the company their passage money.


  “When will they be here?” I asked.


  Potter looked at his watch. “In a few minutes,” he said. “They’ve been in radio contact with the ship all morning. Come on. Let’s go out to the field.” He could hardly contain his eagerness. “The company’s planning a big celebration tonight to introduce the girls to everybody. Then tomorrow they’ll hold the auction.”


  I FELL in beside him. The town was rapidly emptying itself onto the plain where the big rockets landed. The noise and the hubbub began to die as the time of arrival drew close. The men forgot all about their bawdy jokes, I noticed. They just stood around, silently staring up at the dull gray sky with funny, strained expressions.


  All at once, a murmur ran through the crowd; then they let out a shout. In the emptiness of that vast plain the noise seemed lost. Beside me, Potter was yelling and pointing toward a low, black ridge of mountains that walled the plain to the south.


  I could see a rose-tinted ripple in the cloud ceiling. It seemed to be arrowing toward us like a big fish just beneath the surface. Then something black broke through the underside of the clouds. It was more like a bird—a tiny, gliding martin, except that it spouted tongues of flame.


  Quicker than you could tell it, it grew to the size of a hawk, then some prehistoric flying monster. The roar of the jets made the ground tremble under us as it lit on its belly a half mile away in a volcano of flame. Then the flames died, leaving the giant black rocket ship lying as if exhausted on the ground, and the gray Venusian light crawled in again.


  It was the first ship to reach us in seventeen months, because communication between the two planets was possible only when they were in conjunction. News from home and fresh supplies, and the first women ever to set foot on Venus. And trouble!


  Maybe, I told myself, I was lucky not to be able to bid on any of the girls. Which wasn’t anything but plain old sour grapes. Because with labor so scarce, a wife was a good investment, not to mention her possible value as a morale builder.


  THE FIRE siren atop the administration building suddenly split the silence. The roar of engines being gunned was like a bass accompaniment as one after another, the heavy duty crawlers rolled out on the plain toward the rocket ship.


  We started to follow the crawlers, but company guards herded us back. We cursed them feelingly, though I suppose it was necessary. In our eagerness, we might have damaged the girls seriously.


  It seemed like a long time before the crawlers got out there, and it took them forever to load up and come back.


  The girls were standing up in the crawlers. They were dressed alike in belted gray coveralls and soft boots. They were all shapes and complexions. They waved and smiled, but the smiles looked forced. They looked as if they might crack their faces.


  One little black haired girl in the third crawler was staring down at the sea of faces with a frankly horrified expression.


  The men didn’t make a sound. They didn’t even wave back.


  Then they were gone.


  “God! They’re beautiful as angels!” I heard a man say.


  Somebody laughed. It broke the spell and we poured back into town, jostling and laughing and cracking jokes. In the excitement, I began to wonder if I could borrow enough money to bid on that little black haired girl. I even considered indenting myself in order to scrape up the necessary cash.


  I went so far as to hunt up Turner, the company credit man, but fortunately he was too busy to pay any attention to me.


  “For heaven’s sake, Dan!” he said in a harassed voice. “Come see me next week. Every damn fool in the colony is trying to borrow money to buy one of those girls. We were sorry to hear about the apes getting into your crops, but don’t worry. We’ll see you through. Only for God’s sake, don’t bother me now!”


  It brought me to my senses. I got out of there, feeling pretty sheepish, but glad at least, that Turner hadn’t guessed why I had presented myself.


  That night they introduced the girls from the stage in the auditorium. I had a good seat down towards the front.


  The girls had been allowed to dress in their own clothes. Short kilt-like skirts for the most part, with matching briefs and bolero type jackets as was the prevailing fashion on Earth. They looked stiff and frightened and uncomfortable, but they were enjoying it too. Such concentrated, uncritical admiration was enough to go to anyone’s head.


  All except the black haired girl. Her name was Gloria Campbell. Her gray eyes, I noticed, were dark with anger. She stalked across the stage, allowed Horne to introduce her, and stalked off.


  I couldn’t even get close to her at the dance that followed. There was a circle of men three deep around her. She was really pretty. It wasn’t just the fact that we hadn’t seen a woman in years. Gloria Campbell was a beautiful girl. I couldn’t help but wonder why she had come to Venus.


  IT WAS in town again bright and early the next morning for the auction. Everybody was there and I mean everybody, even to the crew of the rocket ship. Among the passengers had been the members of a government expedition, and when I took my seat in the auditorium, I found myself next to a tall, loose-jointed man with gray hair, whose skin had been burned the color and texture of rawhide.


  “Amazing,” he said to me, “the power of the biological urge.”


  I said, “If you hadn’t seen a woman in five years, you wouldn’t be so amazed.”


  “At my age,” he said dryly, “I doubt that. My name’s Sheply, young man.” He shook hands gravely. From the newscaster, I knew he was in charge of the scientific expedition. T. Coles Sheply.


  I said, “I understand you’re leading an exploring party back in the bush, Dr. Sheply.”


  “Yes. We’re interested particularly in the ground apes. They give evidence of semi-human intelligence. We think there may be some possibility of domesticating them and using them about the plantation.”


  “I don’t envy you the job,” I said. “They’re vicious scavengers. They’ll eat anything and they travel in big enough packs so they’ll tackle anything. Anybody that gets separated in the bush doesn’t stand much of a chance. I’d as soon have them on my plantation as live cobras.”


  Sheply said, “Hmpf,” from which I gathered he’d run up against the same attitude in other planters.


  I was about to tell him what they’d done at my place, and how we never went outside unless we were armed with an automatic scatter gun, when our amateur band struck up “Yankee Doodle,” and the curtain went up to the accompaniment of enthusiastic clapping, whistles and stamping of feet.


  The girls were sitting demurely in tiers at the back of the stage. There was a block at the front of the stage with steps leading up on it. Horne held up his hands for attention.


  He explained that the girls themselves—almost without exception—had agreed to be auctioned off to the highest bidders and that immediately following the sale, there would be a mass wedding at which Captain Landers of the rocket ship would officiate.


  The bidding was lively right from the start. One by one, the girls mounted the block. They seemed to vie with each other over the prices they brought. They giggled, blushed, ogled the men. There were three fights among the audience and once I thought the guards were going to need tear gas in order to quell an incipient riot.


  THEY HAD disposed of about a dozen of the girls at perfectly outrageous prices, when Gloria Campbell was led to the block. The black haired girl mounted the step, squared her shoulders, set her jaw.


  “I don’t approve of this!” she said, before Horne could get a word in. “I won’t be knocked down to the highest bidder!”


  Horne said patiently, “We went over this last night, Miss Campbell. The girls voted overwhelmingly in favor of the auction. You’ll have to abide by the decision of the majority.”


  “I won’t,” she said, “I won’t! I won’t marry a man I don’t love.” She shuddered. “It’s horrible!”


  A ripple of laughter spread through the audience. It’s pretty generally accepted that love is a disruptive element in marriage, and I don’t know anyone who would take such a risk. The family is the social, economic and biological foundation of society. Only a confirmed romantic would base anything so important on an utterly irrational emotion like love.


  “You knew when you signed up,” Horne told her accusingly, “that you were being sent over as the wife of some colonist.”


  “Yes, but I thought I would have a choice,” she said. “I thought I would have time to look around and decide.”


  Horne was beginning to get angry. “Miss Campbell,” he said, “you signed a contract to come to Venus as the wife of a colonist. There were no provisions in that contract that allowed you any choice among the men. The company has gone to enormous expense to bring you here, but in spite of that, I’ll allow you to break your contract provided you pay back what the company has spent on you.”


  “You know perfectly well I haven’t any money!” she said bitterly.


  Horne shrugged. “Then,” he said, “I’m afraid you leave me no alternative.” He took off his spectacles, wiped them savagely. “Really, Miss Campbell, we can’t make an exception in your favor. It wouldn’t be fair to the other girls.”


  The black haired girl had her back up. I could see that. She surveyed the sea of amused faces with a furious sweep of her eyes, then said very distinctly:


  “The man who buys me will regret it! That’s a promise!”


  Horne’s jaws snapped together with a click. He turned his back on her.


  “What am I offered?”


  To my surprise, Oliver Potter leaped to his feet.


  “Five thousand!” he shouted.


  The girls had been going for around four thousand—almost twice their passage money.


  Gloria Campbell gave Potter a contemptuous stare.


  “You’re throwing your money away!” she said.


  He laughed. “I’ll tame you,” he said.


  Somebody else yelled, “Six thousand.” The bidding went up by leaps and bounds after that. But it was Potter who finally carried her off triumphantly for nine thousand dollars of company money.


  I lost interest in the sale after that and wandered outside, but I came back in time for the ceremony.


  The lucky bidders were standing beside their purchases on stage, facing the audience. Captain Landers of the Comet was on the auction block, reading the marriage ceremony the couples answering all together like catechism. Only when he came to the part where he asked the girls if they took these men as their lawful wedded husbands, Gloria Campbell said very clearly:


  “I don’t!”


  Everybody laughed. The company clerk, who was recording the proceedings, ignored it pointedly, and Captain Landers didn’t even pause. Finally, he came to the part where he said, “I now pronounce you man and wife.” Then he corrected himself and said, “men and wives.” But that sounded sort of promiscuous, as if all the women were wives of all the men. “Damn it!” he said. “You’re married!”


  There was a roar of applause and yelling and whistling. And then another big celebration that lasted almost till night, when the fortunate bidders carried their brides out to their crawlers and departed for their separate plantations.


  I caught sight of Gloria Campbell when Oliver was taking her out to his vehicle. She looked grim as death.


  One of the men pounded me enthusiastically on the back.


  “That lucky dog!” he said, pointing at Oliver behind the wheel of his crawler with Gloria sitting stiffly beside him. “How’d you like to be taking something like that home, Dan?”


  “I would and I wouldn’t,” I said.


  That was only a half truth. But nine thousand dollars! Even if she’d been twins that was out of all reason.


  THE NEXT day I was disking the north field, getting it ready to put in a fresh crop, when Feldcamp, one of Oliver’s bound men, came over to borrow my monkey traps. He said the apes had been getting into one of their fields and they didn’t have enough traps to protect it.


  I told him they were in the curing barn and to help himself, and asked how the new bridegroom was making out.


  Feldcamp grinned sourly.


  “Oliver came down this morning with his face scratched and a black eye. He’s got the girl locked in the room and she’s gone on a hunger strike. I never saw a surlier bridegroom.”


  He went off chuckling, but it bothered me. I thought I might pay Oliver a visit to see that the girl wasn’t being mistreated. Not that there was anything that I could do. And besides, Oliver wasn’t the kind of man who’d appreciate anyone meddling in his affairs. The only thing I’d accomplish would be to make it harder for the girl.


  I walked to town again that afternoon to see about cuttings. Beri’s our principal crop, a root crop native to Venus, that looks something like sweet potatoes. We sell them to the company which owns the refinery where the crystals are extracted.


  In spite of the demand, it didn’t pay to ship the roots to Earth. Our economy operated something like the mountaineers’ who raised corn. It cost him more than the corn was worth just to haul it out; so he set up a still and turned it into good corn liquor, which decreased the bulk and added value and made the whole business profitable.


  These crystals were the basis of a drug that had revolutionized medicine. It opened the subconscious to investigation, and it was being learned rapidly that almost all our ails stem from the subconscious—even old age.


  When I finally got to town, I learned that the scientific expedition under T. Coles Sheply, had left for the bush. They never were heard from again so I suppose their experiments in domesticating the ground apes weren’t very successful.


  AT THE administration building I found the company’s chief clerk and Turner, the credit manager. They shook hands and Nelson said:


  “Have you heard about Bently and Stacey?”


  They were two planters who lived to the west of town. They’d both bought girls yesterday. I shook my head.


  “They were in this morning to swap wives,” the clerk said. “I guess the girls will find the men they want sooner or later.” He chuckled to himself.


  “What did you do about it?” I asked.


  “Let them swap. What the hell, the company wants to keep everybody happy.”


  “But they were married.”


  “The records haven’t been sent back to Earth,” Nelson said. “I just changed the names around. What difference does it make?”


  “None, I suppose,” I said dubiously, “though it does seem a little irregular.” Then I asked Turner about cuttings and he gave me an order to draw on Oliver Potter for what I needed.


  I was about to leave when a crawler roared up the street and lunged to a stop in front of the administration building. Through the window, I saw Oliver Potter leap from the vehicle and stalk inside.


  He burst in on us in a fury, an inch-long cut in his scalp from which blood was still oozing.


  “I want my money back!” he said savagely, while we all stared at him in astonishment. “I’ve been defrauded!”


  “What are you talking about?” Turner, the credit man, said. “You’d better go over to the infirmary and have that cut taken care of.”


  “I don’t move an inch until I get my money back!” Potter raged and slammed his fist on the desk. “That girl knocked me unconscious with a chair leg and ran off. You’ve palmed off a false bill of goods on me, and by God, you’re going to make it right.”


  “But Oliver you’re legally married,” Nelson put in. “You’re responsible—”


  “Annul it!” Potter shouted. “That was no marriage. It’s never been consummated, and it never will be! I want my money back.”


  “Did you say she’s run off!” I asked. “Where? Where could she go?”


  “Into the bush!” he snapped.


  We couldn’t have been anymore stunned if we’d been hit with the chair instead of Oliver. It was suicide to go into the bush alone and unarmed. The girl didn’t stand a chance. My stomach felt as if someone had kicked me in it.


  Nelson got to his feet, his face white. “I can annul the marriage,” he said, “but you’ll have to see Horne about the money. I don’t think there’ll be any trouble. I’m going to turn out the guards. Maybe we can get to her before the apes. When did she leave, Potter?”


  “About two hours ago,” he said, partially mollified. “I don’t know what direction she took. I was unconscious and neither of the men saw her.”


  “We’ll get the dogs,” Nelson said and hurried out.


  There were a couple of other men in the office and we all went with Potter to Horne’s cottage. He was just sitting down to dinner when we tramped across the veranda. He came out to meet us and listened without interruption to Oliver’s complaint.


  “That’s bad,” he said when Oliver had finished. “Of course, you’ll get your money back. But I don’t know what we’ll do with the girl even if we find her alive. She’ll be a dead loss to the company.”


  “Dead is right,” somebody said unfeelingly.


  “Horne,” I said suddenly, “I’ll give you fifty dollars for her right this minute, dead or alive.”


  He gave me a startled look. Then his face reddened. “Fifty dollars!” he said. “Are you crazy? Her passage alone cost the company two thousand dollars—”


  “Yes,” I interrupted, “and there’s not one chance in two thousand that she’s still living.”


  That jolted him. After a second he said, “You mean that you’re willing to gamble fifty dollars on the possibility that she’s found.”


  I said, “That’s right.”


  “It’s a deal,” he said.


  Down the street I could hear the dogs yelping eagerly as they were being loaded into a crawler. There was a clean silvery call from the bugle at the barracks and the fire siren turned loose in a screaming wail that carried for miles.


  “You heard him!” I told the men. “You’re my witnesses!” And I wheeled and sprinted for the crawler.


  THE VENUSIAN bush isn’t like anything on Earth that I’ve ever heard of. The trees are low, stunted and spiny with scales instead of bark. They don’t have any leaves. The ground underfoot is hard, bare and powder-gray with dust. The perpetual cloud ceiling makes it look like it always is about to rain, only it never does. Or scarcely ever anyway.


  The dogs were having a tough time following the girl’s tracks. I don’t suppose they could have followed them at all except that they were so fresh. It was almost night when we found where a band of apes had turned in on her trail.


  By the tracks, there must have been three or four hundred of them. Not a tribe which numbers generally several thousand, but a band of young males. The old men apes run off the young males who herd together until they find females and rejoin the tribe. We really gave up Rope then of finding the girl alive.


  We kept on, though, even after nightfall and there’s nothing so black as night on Venus. The only thing that gave us any hope was the fact that her tracks kept on. She couldn’t be far ahead.


  Suddenly, the dogs began to whine.


  “Apes!” the sergeant in charge of them said. He swept his light around. But we couldn’t see anything except the grotesque twisted arms of the trees.


  My hands were slick with sweat from holding the automatic riot gun which I’d picked up at my place.


  While daylight lasted, we’d been spread out, but we were huddled together now.


  Nelson, the chief clerk, and I were the only civilians along, but we could hear the clang of pans in the distance and the bursting reports of guns where the planters had turned out almost to a man to beat the bush in the hope of scaring off the apes. Here and there the clouds were rosy with the reflected glow of flares.


  “Whenever the dogs act like that,” the sergeant said again, “there’s apes around. I wish they’d quit beatin’ those goddam pans. I can’t hear myself think.”


  “Shut up!” said Nelson. “Listen!”


  Everybody stopped and tried to quit breathing. I opened my mouth and then I heard it—a low, muttering sound up ahead.


  “That’s the apes, all right!” said the sergeant. “They’ve got something treed!”


  He lunged ahead, the light jerking in crazy swathes. I was right after him. I didn’t feel the thorns ripping at my clothes. “They’ve got her!” It was the only thing I could think.


  The sergeant came to a sudden stop and I could hear him swearing to himself. But I wasn’t paying any attention; for there, full in the spot of light, was the girl.


  She’d fought her way up into a low crotch in a tree despite the thorns. She was bleeding and her clothes were torn and she was staring into the light, her face starkly white with terror.


  Around the base of the tree were hundreds of small, gray shapes. The ground apes looked something like baboons except that they were smaller and tailess and hairless. They could have gotten at the girl easily enough because they’re just as much at home in the trees as oh the ground. But I didn’t try to figure out why they hadn’t bothered her.


  I raised my scatter gun and fired!


  It was like a signal. The guards began to fire all at once. A regular hail of slugs swept the ground under the tree. I don’t know how many we killed with that first blast. But the rest decamped. They seemed to fade into the brush.


  I ran forward and helped the girl down.


  “I’m not going back!” she said wildly. “I’d rather those little horrors got me.” Then she collapsed. I’d never seen such unrealistic stubbornness, but that’s your true romantic.


  We had a stretcher along just in case and we put her on that. The sergeant set off the green flare to signal that we’d found her and that she was still alive.


  Ed Cornell, the company doctor, met us at the edge of the bush. I told him to take her to my house. He gave me a funny look.


  “She’s mine,” I said, “I bought her from Horne and she’s not getting out of my sight.”


  “That’s right,” said the chief clerk.


  “What about the records?” I asked.


  “I’ll change them,” he said. “It’ll be all right.”


  While Ed Cornell was dressing her scratches, the planters gathered outside the house. Nobody could understand why the apes hadn’t bothered the girl.


  When Cornell had finished, he gave her a hypodermic to keep her quiet.


  I thanked him and said that it was a miracle the apes hadn’t torn her limb from limb. I must have sounded pretty fervent, because Cornell snorted.


  “Miracle!” he said. “That was a band of young males, wasn’t it? And this girl is the first woman they’ve ever seen: You think for a minute they’d kill her?”


  MY HOUSE was one of those single-unit functional living machines which the men called a sty. It consisted of one large room with alcoves all around the walls housing cooking, bathing, sleeping and storage units. The whole thing was moulded of opaque plastic so that no windows were needed.


  Since Gloria Campbell was asleep in the only bed, I spent the night in the curing barn. She was still asleep when I cooked breakfast the next morning. I didn’t wake her because I figured she needed the rest and besides I wasn’t too happy about what she might do when she did wake up.


  It wasn’t that I was afraid or anything, it was just that I hadn’t figured out any plan of action exactly.


  There isn’t much hope for a confirmed romanticist. They’re like alcoholics. You can’t do anything with them; because the truth is, they don’t want to be cured.


  I couldn’t keep from looking at her, though. Her hair was like a black stain on the pillow. Her face was thin, and there were faint circles under her closed eyes. The sheet had fallen away from her shoulders. I’d never seen such white skin. I decided I’d better get the hell out of there quick and go to work.


  Feldcamp, Oliver’s man, brought over the cuttings right after breakfast. Oliver had sent Gloria Campbell’s things, too, and a note telling me I could use Feldcamp to help set out the cuttings. He didn’t say a word about Gloria.


  I asked Feldcamp how Oliver was, and he said, “Kind of sour,” and obviously didn’t want to pursue the subject. When we finished, I gave Feldcamp a couple of dollars to buy beer because I knew Oliver was pretty tight and never gave his men any pocket money if he could help it.


  “You don’t need to do that,” Feldcamp said.


  I said, “What’s the matter, don’t you like beer?”


  He grinned and put the money in his pocket. “How did the apes get into your fields?” he asked unexpectedly.


  “The fence broke down,” I said. “The main fuse burned out. I was in town and I didn’t find it out until too late.”


  “That’s queer,” he said. “The same thing happened to me. Twice.” He climbed back up in the crawler. “If I was you,” he said, “I’d keep a pretty close eye on them fences.”


  I asked him what he meant, but he acted like he wished he hadn’t said that much and drove on off.


  When I went in the sty, I found Gloria awake and dressed and combing her hair. She put the comb down and stood up.


  “Who are you?” she demanded, looking me straight in the eye.


  “My name’s Dan Rowan, Miss Campbell,” I said. “How are you feeling?”


  “Very well, thank you. Why was I brought here?” She didn’t take her eyes off me a second.


  “Why don’t you sit down,” I said, “while I fix dinner. I expect you’re pretty confused and upset—”


  “I want to know where I am!” she interrupted in a desperately calm voice, “and why I’m here!”


  I DIDN’T say anything for a minute, and I could see her getting madder and more scared and her back stiffening.


  “This is my plantation,” I explained at length. “When you ran off into the bush, the company manager had to refund Potter’s money. Everybody thought the apes had killed you. I took a chance and gave Horne fifty dollars for you, dead or alive.”


  “You did what?”


  “Now don’t get upset,” I said. “It was just a speculation. I figured you meant it when you said you wouldn’t marry a man you didn’t love. This way you can look around and take your time about deciding on someone. When you do, I’ll get seven or eight thousand dollars for you from him. That’s not a bad return on a fifty dollar investment.”


  Her eyes widened incredulously and she swallowed and sat down limply on the stool where she’d been combing her hair.


  “You mean that you don’t—”


  “Hell, no!” I said hastily. “If you were to fall in love with me, that would ruin everything. I can’t afford to throw away that much money.”


  “Don’t worry!” she flared up. “There’s no danger of me falling in love with anybody so so mercenary! You’re the last man I’d—”


  I said, “There’s no call to be unpleasant, Miss Campbell. Let’s be rational. This way you’ll have an opportunity to get to know the men and make your own selection. Isn’t that what you wanted?”


  She didn’t say anything.


  “Of course,” I went on, “I stand to make a nice profit, but that won’t interfere with you. I thought you’d be delighted with the idea.”


  “I never heard anything so cold blooded!” she said bitterly. “You mustn’t have any feelings at all!”


  “That’s lucky for you,” I said, “because there aren’t many men here, Miss Campbell, who wouldn’t take advantage of you even if they intended to sell you later.”


  Her mouth set, but I could see that she was close to tears. “What stops me from walking out on you this instant?”


  I shook my head. “Where would you go? There aren’t any hotels. You haven’t any money anyway. I don’t mean that you couldn’t find plenty of men willing to take you in, but you said you didn’t want that.”


  “I could work.”


  “What difference does that make?” I said.


  She looked so stricken that I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. But even fifty dollars was a lot of money to me. I told her to come eat. “If you get skinny,” I said, “your market value will drop off.”


  She looked as if she’d like to hit me, but she sat down at the table and began to pick at the food. All during the meal she kept watching me, her gray eyes puzzled and suspicious.


  When we’d finished, she began to clear the table. I said I was going out to inspect the fences.


  “How will I get to know anybody if I stay out here?” she asked quietly as I was leaving.


  I paused in the doorway.


  “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “We’ll have plenty of company.”


  I MADE the rounds of the fences.


  We call them fences, but they’re only posts—one at each corner of a field. They’re equipped with electronic eyes and any interruption of the beam sets off a charge that will burn a man to a cinder. Everything was in order. There were a few dead apes on the bush side of the plantation.


  A heavy overload had blown the master fuse the first time, leaving the whole plantation defenseless. At least, that’s what the company engineer from the atomic pile had said, but he’d seemed a little puzzled.


  I set a few more traps where the apes had started to burrow under the fence, and spent the rest of the afternoon burning out the undergrowth which was trying to creep back from the bush. Feldcamp and I had planted two hundred acres in Beri which is about fifty acres more than one man ought to try to handle.


  When I got back to the house that evening, I saw three crawlers out front.


  There were five men in the house. They were from neighboring plantations and greeted me effusively, though we never had been very friendly before. They said that they had dropped over to see how my wife was doing after her terrible experience in the bush.


  I said that she needed rest.


  Gloria gave me a quizzical look. The men left, but not without inviting me warmly to return their call. Three of them hopefully offered to come over any time and lend me a hand with my work if I needed help. What with the apes having destroyed my last crop, they said, it was the only neighborly thing to do.


  “Don’t you like them?” asked Gloria, as their crawlers trundled away.


  “They’re all right.”


  “I thought they were nice,” she said. “They weren’t at all like I expected them to be. You’re not mad, are you?”


  “No. Why should I be mad?”


  “I don’t know,” said Gloria; “but you seemed a little curt.”


  I grunted and went into the bath alcove and showered and dressed. I could hear Gloria singing as she went about getting supper. That’s your romantic—up in the clouds one minute and down in the dumps the next. They’re absolutely irresponsible where their emotions are concerned.


  After supper we turned on the televisor and watched a new canned show from Earth. It was a documented historical narrative about the fight for population control and very dull. We turned it off half way through.


  “Have you seen The Derelict Asteroid?” Gloria asked.


  I shook my head.


  “It was wonderful,” she said, and went on to tell me about it. It was one of those rip-roaring space operas that have been banned for years but still circulate under cover. Her gray eyes sparkled and her cheeks were flushed with animation and she looked about ten times prettier than any girl had a right to be. Her frank enjoyment of such trash shocked me a little.


  “Gloria,” I asked, when she’d finished, “why did you come to Venus?”


  She sobered instantly and her eyes dropped.


  “It’s hard to put into words,” she said finally. “It—it’s so stuffy on Earth. When you want to get married, you have to go to the Genetics Bureau and they check your ancestry and health and I don’t know what all. And then you’re classified and you have to pick a husband in your own classification.”


  “You’ve been to the Bureau?”


  She bit her lip. “I was rejected,” she said candidly.


  It gave me a shock. I suppose I must have looked pretty startled, because she giggled.


  “Don’t be alarmed,” she said. “I had a crush on an older man. He didn’t even know I was alive, but I went to the Bureau to see if we were in the same classification. They rejected me as emotionally immature.”


  She gave me a rebellious look. “What I’d like to know,” she said, “is how do they expect a person to mature without experience.”


  “If you mean what I think you mean.” I said dryly, “it shouldn’t be hard to get,” and I went to the wall and pulled out the bed.


  Her eyes got as big around as saucers. She ducked behind the table, keeping it between us.


  “Dan!” she cried in panic. “Oh, my heavens, why don’t I learn to keep my mouth shut? Dan, if you—”


  But I was already at the door. “It’s late and I’ve got a hard day ahead of me tomorrow,” I said, and I couldn’t keep from grinning. “I’ll sleep in the barn until we can get another cell for the unit.”


  She looked suddenly foolish, then her jaws clicked together and I could see her getting mad.


  “You deliberately—” she began. “Maybe that’ll be the first lesson,” I said, “not to jump to conclusions.” I shut the door gently behind myself.


  WHEN I’D told Gloria that we’d have plenty of company, I’d been a better prophet than I’d counted on. I couldn’t go into the house without stumbling over somebody. Ed Norstrum, who’s just a kid and made the crossing at the last conjunction, was over more than anybody else. But they all came. Even Horne, the company superintendent.


  The way Gloria played up to them was irritating. Not that I minded, because it was necessary. But I couldn’t help being disgusted at the way grown men made such damned fools of themselves. I can’t say that I’d had any luck disillusioning Gloria either, except possibly with me.


  She told me once that if she thought life was as ugly as I claimed it was, she’d curl up and die.


  She’d been there a little over three weeks, when I came in from the fields one evening, tired and sweaty and found Ed Norstrum and Wilson. The men took one look at my face and departed.


  After they’d cleared out, Gloria regarded me soberly.


  “Dan,” she said, “how do you expect me to find anybody, if you run every likely man off the place?”


  “I don’t run them off,” I said, “but I wish to hell you’d narrow down the field. I can’t move without stumbling over some calf-eyed idiot.”


  “Ed Norstrum’s a nice boy,” she said thoughtfully. “I like Ed.”


  “Boy? What do you want with a boy?”


  “Well,” she said, “what about Wilson?”


  “Wilson hasn’t the money!”


  An amused expression flickered across her face. “Whom,” she asked, “would you suggest?”


  I suppose I gave her a pretty sour look. “It’s time to get dressed,” I said.


  Another rocket ship had arrived from Earth with supplies, which was always the signal for a holiday. The men knocked off work on the plantations and flocked into town. This was to be a special occasion, too, because the wives had organized a club and were planning some amateur theatricals, and the try-outs were scheduled for tonight.


  “No, I mean it,” Gloria insisted. “You’ve been wonderful, Dan. I’ve just begun to realize how nice you have been. But I can’t keep on this way without giving anything in return. It isn’t fair.”


  I said, “Nonsense.”


  “No. Food’s expensive. You’re running deeper in debt every day, and if I stay much longer, I’ll eat up all the profit you expect to make on me, and you can’t afford that.”


  I looked at her sharply, but her face was blank. Too blank.


  “There’s no rush,” I said.


  She shook her head. “I’d feel better about it if I could help. Isn’t there anything on the plantation I can do, Dan? In the old days wives on the frontier worked out in the fields beside their men. This is a frontier.”


  I don’t know why her offer should have pleased me so much. I could use help, but it wasn’t only that. I said, “We’ll see. Now you’d better start dressing or we’ll be late.”


  WE HAD a lot of fun in town. We had dinner at the Center, then shopped in the company store. I bought Gloria a new outfit that was the latest style from Earth. My credit was almost exhausted, but it was important to keep Gloria in a happy frame of mind. Nobody wants a droopy wife. Besides, it never hurts to display wares to the best advantage.


  We ran into Turner later and he asked me to stop in at the credit office before I left town.


  I left Gloria at the Center and went over to see what he wanted.


  “Dan,” he said, frowning at me dubiously, “I don’t like to say anything, but you’re getting in pretty deep;”


  “If I make this crop, I can handle it,” I said, “and if I don’t, I’m sunk anyway.”


  He shrugged, “You know your own business,” he said, “but I can’t okay anything else except essential expenditures.”


  That night Gloria was chosen for the lead in the amateur musical that the wives had decided to put on. I’d never seen her so happy. I couldn’t remember when I’d felt so good either. It was morning before we got back.


  I stopped the crawler in front of the door and said, “Home.” It was the first time I’d ever thought of the plantation as home.


  Gloria smiled sleepily.


  I started to climb down when I noticed that something was moving in the fields beyond the barn. I stiffened and it was as if somebody had run an icicle down my spine.


  Gloria cried, “Dan! What is it?”


  I said, “Look.”


  There wasn’t much light yet and in the pale, indistinct gray dawn, the fields themselves seemed to shudder. I snatched the riot gun from its scabbard, then I stopped. It was too late. That was a whole tribe. They wouldn’t have left a single plant.


  “Get in the house,” I told Gloria. “It’s dangerous out here.”


  We went inside and locked the door. I looked at the master fuse. It was blown again. All the power was off. I couldn’t even call town on the televisor. I told Gloria to keep the door shut, that I was going after the guards.


  “There are too many apes out there for me to handle alone,” I said: Her eyes were big and frightened. “This will ruin you, won’t it?”


  “I’m afraid so,” I admitted. I was still numb from the shock. “There’s such a demand for labor that they couldn’t afford to carry me any longer if they wanted to. There’d be too much pressure from the other planters. I’ll have to work it out. It’s in the contract.”


  I GOT in the crawler, told her again to lock the door and drove away. When I got back with the guards, the apes were gone. They’d cleaned the fields, digging up the young Beri plants and eating them roots and all.


  I went in the house and it had a funny, empty feeling. It gave me such a scare that I had to sit down, because I thought the apes might have carried off Gloria. Then I saw the note. It was lying on the table with the salt shaker on it. I read it in a daze. Gloria had written:


  
    “Dan:


    “I guess you’re right and we all have to face the facts sooner or later. I’ve decided to go back to Oliver Potter, because it seems the most sensible thing to do. Besides, if he’s still willing to pay nine thousand dollars for me—and I’ll do my best to persuade him to do it—you can pay off your debts and start all over again. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be all right.


    Gloria.”

  


  Gloria gone! That was bad enough, but the thought of Potter getting her was worse. I’d almost rather the apes had her. Crumbling the note, I flung it savagely on the floor. The picture of them together was more than I could stand.


  I jumped to my feet, knocking the chair over with a crash. I didn’t pick it up, but began to look for my riot gun.


  It was on the desk where I’d put it when I’d come inside and found Gloria gone. I snatched it up, ran out to the crawler.


  The company engineer was just arriving to begin his investigation. I yelled at him to go ahead and drove off as fast as the crawler would lumber.


  Somebody bellowed and jumped aside into the ditch. It was one of the guards. I could see him shaking his fist at me as I roared past. Then I was out on the open road.


  I was at Potter’s place almost before I realized it. I swung the crawler into his front yard, ground to a stop in a cloud of dust, leaped to the ground. I was holding the riot gun in my hand like a pistol; it didn’t seem to have any more weight than a pistol.


  There wasn’t anyone in sight. The men must be working in the fields, I thought and that was fine, because it left Oliver and me alone.


  His house was a big three-unit affair. I started for the door. If it was locked, I’d smash it in with the crawler.


  Before I could reach it, though, the door opened. Oliver stepped out on the stoop. He was holding a riot gun high across his chest as if he were in the bush hunting apes. His face was dead white and his eyes were hard as little green marbles.


  “What do you want?” he demanded in a hoarse voice that didn’t sound like Oliver at all.


  I said, “You know damn well what I want!”


  His face looked suddenly pinched. I could see the sweat standing out on his forehead. He said, “You’re crazy. You can’t get away with it. Get out of here, Rowan!”


  I looked at him. If he got in my way, I’d kill him because I was going to bring Gloria out of there if I had to drag her over his dead body. I started for the door. I hoped he’d try to stop me.


  His eyes suddenly showed the whites all around. “Damn you, Rowan!” he said in a high voice, thrusting the riot gun at me like a spear. He was going to shoot.


  I pulled the trigger without aiming. I just pointed the gun at him and fired. I don’t know which of us shot first. A puff of smoke billowed from the muzzle of his gun but I didn’t feel anything.


  He stumbled back against the wall of his house. His head bowed with a snap. He began to fold up, but the next charge smashed him to the ground.


  I quit pulling the trigger. I didn’t know how many times I’d fired. He was dead all right. I leaped over his body, ran through the house calling Gloria.


  She wasn’t there.


  I DIDN’T know what to think, but a dozen things occurred to me that could have happened—none of them pleasant. I sat down, because I felt shaky, and the gun, which I scarcely had been aware of before, seemed to weigh a ton.


  Then it hit me. I’d killed Potter and he hadn’t been hiding Gloria after all. Not that I cared; it was self-defense in a way. But why the hell had he been so edgy?


  The wail of a siren penetrated faintly the empty house. It had a thinner sound than the stationary siren atop the administration building in town, so I knew it must be one of the speedy half-tracks that the company guards used.


  I had to find Gloria. I didn’t know where to look but I couldn’t sit still. I had to move around, do something, I went on through the house and out the back door.


  The siren was louder in the open, swelling gradually. It was headed this way.


  I looked at the flat, empty fields, the prosperous cluster of barns, then I went rigid. A head was sticking around the edge of the Curing barn door, regarding me with wide, frightened eyes.


  “Gloria!” I called. She edged out gingerly, a slight figure in blue shorts and a man’s white shirt. She came toward me, half fearfully.


  “Dan, what happened? I heard shots. I’ve been scared to death.”


  The siren was getting louder all the time. “Where have you been?” I said. “Why did you run out on me?”


  “But Dan, you needed the money. I thought that was what you wanted, only at the last moment my nerve ran out.”


  Her chin looked like it might begin to quiver any instant. I pulled her against me and she buried her face on my shoulder.


  “I tried so hard to be rational,” she said brokenly. “But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I hid in the barn trying to get up the courage to go through with it.”


  I said, “You’re my wife. You’re not for sale. Not at any price.”


  She leaned back, tipping up her face to stare at me soberly.


  “Dan,” she said, “I’m glad—I’m so happy.” Her voice choked up and she scrubbed at her eyes. “I didn’t think you’d ever wake up.”


  I kissed her. And that’s what we were doing when the half-track rolled up in front of the house.


  “Gloria,” I said, because I couldn’t put it off any longer, “you wait here. Potter’s dead. I killed him.”


  “Was it,” she began finally, “was it because of me; Dan?”


  “It’s not your fault, if that’s what you mean. I thought he was hiding you. He shot first, maybe.”


  “But Dan, what will they do to you?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s what I’m going to find out.”


  She lifted her chin. “We’ll go out together. Nothing matters if we can stay together.”


  THE GUARDS had piled out when we came around the corner. I was surprised to see Feldcamp and the other contract man, whose papers Oliver had bought, sitting stiffly in the half-track. Horne, the company superintendent, was just getting to the ground.


  They discovered us and Horne started to say something, then his eyes lit on Oliver’s body sprawled on the stoop, and the words sort of dried up in his throat.


  There were four guards. They clustered around the body.


  “He’s riddled. He looks like a sieve,” one of them said. They picked up his riot gun and examined it to see if it had been fired.


  Horne looked at me. “You killed him!”


  “He shot first,” I said in what I tried to make a convincing voice. “It was self-defense.”


  “I don’t care what it was. You had no business to go after him.” Horne was badly rattled and hopping mad. “Of all the insane, irrational stunts! He ruined Feldcamp and Waters the same way, but they didn’t grab a gun and go on the warpath. Somebody ought to examine your head.”


  I was utterly confused and had just enough sense left not to say anything.


  “We were on our way out to arrest him,” Horne said bitterly.


  “You were going to arrest Oliver?”


  “Who else?” he demanded in a scathing voice. “We had him this time. Feldcamp and Waters have been taking turns watching every move Oliver made.”


  Feldcamp said ruefully, “We knew damn well Oliver had let the apes into our fields. He did it so he could buy up our land and us with it.”


  By that time it had begun to penetrate that they all figured I had gone after Oliver because he had ruined me. I thought it best to let it ride.


  “But I couldn’t prove anything,” I said lamely. I felt Gloria’s fingers tighten convulsively around my arm.


  “Neither could we,” Feldcamp said. “So we decided to watch him. We figured anybody as greedy as Oliver would try it again. Last night I followed him over to your place and saw him take out the master fuse and put an old burned out one in its place. There wasn’t any way on God’s green Earth—or Venus either—he could’ve been caught if he hadn’t been seen doing it.”


  I realized suddenly that Feldcamp must have been trying to tip me off that day in the fields. I wanted to grin, maybe it was just nervous relief, but I had a hell of a time keeping my face straight.


  “What about me?” I asked.


  Horne glared. “You say he shot first?” he asked skeptically.


  “I can vouch for that, Mr. Horne,” Gloria said, smiling up at him sweetly. “Dan just wanted to ask him where he’d been yesterday. But Oliver yelled something and fired. He had a guilty conscience, I guess. I was so scared I flopped down in the crawler. Dan thought I’d been hit.”


  Somewhat mollified, Horne wiped the sweat out of his eyes. “There won’t be any charges brought against him,” he told Gloria.


  Feldcamp wanted to know about collecting damages from Potter’s estate, and Horne assured us we’d get back everything we’d lost plus interest.


  That’s what I was waiting to hear, and I asked Horne if it would be all right for Gloria and me to go home. “We’ve had a pretty rough time,” I said. He said to go on.


  On the way back Gloria kept glancing at me with a fondly amused expression. That’s the nearest I could come to describing it. And when we reached the plantation, I pulled up before the house, but didn’t get down.


  “All right,” I said, “so I haven’t been acting very rational.”


  “I didn’t say so,” she said. “And besides, what’s so irrational about trying to get as much fun as possible out of life?”


  “Not a thing,” I said. “In fact I’ve been planning to investigate the field of romanticism. Sort of a private research program.”


  And lifting her out of the crawler, I carried her across the threshold in the best romantic tradition.


  WHEN VENGEANCE RULES . . .


  Charles Creighton


  You could say one thing for Gregor: if you crossed him up, he’d take his revenge—even if it meant blowing apart the solar system!


  OLD MAN Zan tapped the letter on his desk with nervous fingers. Hang the boy, he thought. First the business of washing out of Air College, then the shoddy affair with that woman in the chorus, next those shabby and senseless gambling debts, and now this—he looked at the letter again—this being mixed up with a gang of Venusian pirates running supersonic shells from Earth to Venus.


  Fortunately for young Gregor he still had influence, otherwise there would have been the devil to pay. He let his eyes come away from the letter to the tall figure slouched deep in a chair on the opposite side of the wide desk. Built like a college fullback, handsome—he had his mother’s good looks—insolent-eyed, stubborn-chinned, crooked smile which might have been to show how devil-may-care he felt . . . A pity! There was damn good stock there. At least on the father’s side.


  “Gregor! What are we to do with you?” the old man asked.


  “Do with me, grandfather? Why must anything be done with me?”


  “Something must be done, son otherwise you’ll come to no good end.”


  “It’ll, be my end, whatever it is, grandfather, and no concern of anyone’s.”


  “But you’re wrong, Gregor. This business about the Venusian pirates you’ve been mixed up in; why did you do it—money?”


  “Partly . . .” Gregor Zan smiled and his face was suddenly boyish. “Mostly for the adventure, I guess.”


  The old man sighed. “No need to risk your life for a few dollars. You know that on my death you inherit my entire fortune and all my various enterprises, whether you want them or not, because I am determined that no one but a Zan shall rule over the empire I have created.”


  The smile faded from Gregor’s lips. “I don’t want your money. I don’t believe in empires, and I wish you’d find someone else to take the damn things!”


  The old man clasped his fingers, leaned across the desk and said, “How have I failed you, my boy? What haven’t I done?”


  “Accepted my mother,” Gregor Zan said quietly. “Too late for that now. Yes, you raised me, brought me up in the the life you thought I’d follow but you forgot that I am my mother’s son also. I think you hated her, thought she was beneath my father’s level because she was a small-town girl who happened to be beautiful but with no other virtue than that.”


  BARTON ZAN paled. “We went through this before and it gets us nowhere. You do not know how I felt about your mother and whatever you think is a presumption. Let us get back to why I asked you in.


  “The government has paroled you in my care for the next year. I am responsible for your actions.”


  “The hell with that! I won’t have it,” Gregor said passionately.


  “Space piracy can be punished by death,” the old man said grimly. “There is a mandatory minimum sentence of ten years on Hagar’s Planet. Would you rather take your choice of those?”


  “Putting it that way, yes! I told you a couple of years ago I won’t be beholden to you for anything. When I ran those shells I knew the risk I was taking, and the punishment that would follow my capture. I lost. I’ll take my chances.”


  “Too late,” Barton Zan said coldly. “The choice is no longer yours. I stand for your behavior now.”


  “So you think! My trial comes up this week-end. I’ll plead guilty and demand sentence. They can’t deny me.”


  “It has already been settled,” the old man said in a tone of finality. “I have made arrangements for you. Monday morning you report for duty on the cargo ship, Azure, bound for Lineel’s Planet. Perhaps on your return you will have changed some of your opinions!”


  “About you, never. And if you’re expecting thanks for what you’ve done, don’t hold your breath waiting.


  Good-by!”


  There was bitter sadness in the old man’s eyes as they stared emptily at the closed door, the glass of which was still quivering from the force of its closing.


  BAR-TOK, the Venusian, and his brother, Yeborg, shared a cell with two others: Gremol, the Martian, and a malformed pygmy from one of the moons of Saturn. Bar-tok stood pressed against the bars of the cell, looking out into the black void of night that was eternal on Hagar’s Planet. His flat green face was devoid of expression, but his thoughts were in a turmoil.


  Ten years behind bars was the sentence he and Yeborg had been handed; the others, death. Five months gone by and it already seemed years. But Gregor, damn him, had gotten off with probation.


  “What are you thinking, brother?” The soft, slurring speech of his native tongue sounded behind him.


  “Gregor, and the others.”


  “A waste of time. Don’t hold the boy too much in blame.”


  “Till I die,” Bar-tok said.


  “Not I. Fortune smiled at him and frowned at us.”


  “But ten years in this hell-hole! The thought, even, is unbearable.”


  “We knew the risk we took. And the punishment for being caught. Why bemoan our fate now?”


  Bar-tok stepped back from the bars. “Yes,” he said softly. “You’re right. You’ve always been right, dear brother.” He sighed. “Sleep comes hard, as though after a long fight. Go, I wish to dream a little.”


  “Dream lightly, then. Sleep will be the sweeter.”


  For a long time after there was no sound. Now and then the long sweep of searchlights showed the vast section of the prison area, bringing out in frightening detail the electronic gun mounts, charged wire emplacements, and concrete pillboxes. There had never been a single instance of prison break on Hagar’s Planet. There just wasn’t any place to go from there, Bar-tok thought wryly. No wonder the Interplanetary Council had chosen it as a prison for space criminals.


  “You’ll get used to it,” Gremol’s whistling voice said close to his ear. “Took me three years.”


  “How nice for you,” Bar-tok said. “But you’re a Martian. We Venusians value our independence more highly.”


  Gremol shrugged. “An idle word, here. Like escape. Oh, you’ll try it. They all do. You’ll maybe even get out of the compound; some do, you know. But they always come back. I’ve seen the worst of them come back.”


  “If I ever make the break,” Bar-tok promised, “I won’t come back. Not of my own volition! They’ll carry me back!”


  Gremol was a philosopher. “An escape from nothingness into nothingness. The final escape. I always find it odd that we all of us seek death, but when we are face to face with it, we find excuses to avoid it. Freedom, even behind prison walls, is still freedom.”


  “Why don’t you guys go the hell to sleep?” a voice snarled at them. It was the pygmy.


  “One more crack like that,” Bar-tok said quietly, “and I’ll kick all those crooked teeth down your throat.”


  “Don’t waste your time on him,” Gremol said. “Ah, well. I love to talk. But even more, I love sleep. Good night.”


  “Good night, Martian,” Bar-tok said, and took up his position at the bars again.


  AHYOOK, the beggar, called out in his quavering voice: “Come look on my wares! Cheap, cheap. Aiyee! I give them away . . . Priceless things of precious metals, bright bits of leather and wondrous weaves of fabric. Aiyee! Cheap, cheap . . .”


  A two-man patrol moved down the Street of Bazaars, stopping now and then to peer into a wine merchant’s shop, or to watch the street peddlers in action. Presently they were beside old Ahyook, squatting in the shadow of Huk’s wine shop.


  “Old festering sore,” one of the patrol kicked lightly at the squatting figure, “what bargain do you offer?”


  “Ho!” Ahyook laughed harshly. “I have many things, many precious things for men of your calling.”


  The other man of the patrol narrowed his eyes trying to pierce the darkness that was like a tunnel into the interior of Huk’s shop. “Shall we go in?” he asked.


  “What is the use?” the first asked. “These places are so many warrens.”


  “The man we seek might be in one of these warrens.”


  “I leave the choice to you.”


  “Ho!” Ahyook held up a holster made of precious metal, with a fine filigree work lacing through it. “Look! Cheap. I give my wares away.”


  “The devil take you and your wares,” the first man said. The kick he gave Ahyook brought a groan of protest from the old man. “Come. Let’s be on our way.”


  Ahyook’s voice followed them: “They seek their goods elsewhere. Aiyee! Ahyook’s wares do not please their majesties.”


  HUK, THE wine merchant, shook his head until his many chins quivered like jelly. “He is clever, the old one. Do not fear, my friend, the patrol will not enter.”


  “A pity,” Mydor, the Venusian, said lightly. “I would have liked testing their taste for battle.”


  Huk believed him. There was something about the gigantic green figure, something in the cruel mouth and eyes that said this man had no conception of fear.


  “Perhaps later,” Huk suggested. Mydor snorted contemptuously. “Piddling Lineeleans. I’m for larger game.” His hazel eyes took on a faraway expression. “Out there in space is a planet made for a man of destiny. It hangs there like an overripe fruit, waiting for the right man to come along and shake it from the bough.” Huk took a long pull at the wine flask and wiped his mouth with a hairy forearm. “I like small game—no risk.”


  Mydor’s smile raked the other with its contempt. “I have the weapon which makes all things equal. My problem, as you know, is getting to it. They said no man could escape Hagar’s Planet. I did. But I had to leave my little . . .” He leaned forward slightly. “. . . My little box behind. Now to business. You say the Azure docks today?”


  “Yes. Some time this morning. Its next and last port of call is the prison planet.”


  “Perfect! You will see to it that we become members of the crew.”


  The gross body opposite the gigantic green figure squirmed. “My Venusian friend,” Huk began, “I find fear gnaws at my entrails at the thought of action. What you plan is too large, too awesome for such as I.”


  “Pfaw! You stink with fear. But the profits, man! Earth is a prize worth any risk. I tell you it will fall like that overripe fruit I mentioned. It will fall—or be destroyed. Like this.” Mydor’s fingers closed on a hard-shelled nut and crushed it to pulp.


  Huk found yet another objection. He was a cautious man, a frightened man, but above all a greedy man. “Where will you get the men—the ships?”


  “The men are waiting. Up there on the prison world. The scum of space: Murderers, pirates, killers. Five thousand of them. Ships? The Azure will do for a beginning. I need no slick destroyer for my work. A tramp space freighter will do. You will find there will be enough ships for us, more than we need. A month on that horror world up there and men grow to hate their mothers. I will feed that hatred.


  “Now! Let there be no slip-up. We must board the Azure, and we must be sure there are enough of us to take over.”


  Huk sighed. Misery drew frightened lines in his face. “Your compatriots will come here, their tongues hanging for my wine. I know their leader well. He would cut his brother’s throat for a piece of silver.”


  “I will give him that silver, and more throats than he can cut in a lifetime. Now I am drowsy. Wake me on their arrival.”


  GREGOR ZAN watched the pilot ease the Azure into the slip. But Gregor’s eyes did not see what was going on. They were blank. He stood alone, a strong figure bent against the wind; his face seemed chiseled from marble. The five months he had spent on the Azure had not softened him, but had hardened his dislike of his grandfather into hatred. Nor had the crew above decks helped in the matter. From the skipper to the rawest ensign, all had treated him as a pariah. Only the back gang, those oil-stained men below decks, they and the stevos, the freight handlers, found him to their liking.


  Men like Ho-nan, the Venusian, in charge of the crew below decks.


  A voice purred beside him. “Tonight, Gregor, we get drunk. Ho! There is one in this town—Huk, the wine merchant—who has that which makes a flame kindle and grow in a man’s heart. I sing and cry and flail about with my fists, and then, in the morning, the skipper has to bail us out of jail. Sometimes I think coming here is the only reason I keep signing up.”


  “Maybe you have an idea there, Ho-nan.” Gregor said. “I think maybe that’s what I need: A drunk and a fight. I’ll see you on the dock, soon as we make fast.”


  “An hour at the most. On the dock, then . . .”


  THERE were ten of them, nine gigantic Venusians, and the Earthman, Gregor Zan. They swaggered along the narrow streets, jostling the passers-by, ogling the women, jesting coarsely with one and all, bent for the wine shop of Huk, on the Street of Bazaars.


  Huk, himself, greeted them. He grinned widely as they swaggered into the low room, and said: “By my eyes! Ho-nan! They did not tell me the Azure was docking today.”


  “Well, it has, my fat friend. And with it docked the biggest thirst in history. Five months of it. Come, fat one, bring your largest flasks to our table, send the women in. We haven’t a lifetime at this, you know.”


  The wine was heady, the women willing, and shortly the place was in an uproar. Of them all, Gregor was the loudest, most ready to fight. He swaggered the length of the room, a woman on one arm, the fingers of his right hand clutching the neck of a flask. “Damn you all! Lice. Sitting there with your fat faces staring at us. Hey, Ho-nan! Look at these miserable lies . . .”


  The woman, a pale Martian whose yellow hair cascaded to her shoulders, skinny as the rest of her kind, knew only a single English word. “Money, money, money.”


  “. . . That fat one there.” Gregor staggered, recovered and stood spreadlegged before a table at which sat five Lineeleans, stocky men, bullnecked, and as drunk as Gregor. “He reminds me of a fat slug I once squelched. Like this . . .”


  He shoved the woman from him and lurched forward before those at the table knew his intent. Grasping the one he had pointed out, by the throat, he lifted him from the stool on which he sat. The others came at Gregor from all sides.


  A second later Ho-nan and the others from the Azure came to Gregor’s aid. Men fought, cursed, screamed, used whatever weapon came to hand, while Huk standing on a table at the far end of the room, called damnation down on one and all and shouted for help.


  There was one, however, who seemed unmoved by what was going on. He sat at a table and watched through drowsy lids. Now and then a smile came to his lips, and once, as Ho-nan pounced on a couple of slow Lineeleans and cracked their heads together, he laughed aloud.


  Mydor was enjoying himself.


  But Huk was not. For one thing, his shop was being torn to shreds, his wine spilled without profit. And for another, these men from the freighter were the ones he was going to make use of. The Earthman they had brought with them. He was the one responsible. Damn him!


  He stopped his screaming and looking down, caught Mydor’s smile. “Stop that Earthman, Mydor!” he shouted. “We’ll have a patrol in here if this keeps up.”


  The smile vanished from the Venusian’s lips. Patrols were something he had no wish to see now. He moved with the grace of a dancer and the speed of a runner. His fists lashed out, caught a man here, sent him spinning, caught another there and knocked him in a heap, and finally he was looking at Gregor Zan.


  The Earthman had caught a fist in one eye and it was starting to close. A flask had broken against his skull cutting him along the jaw. But Gregor was having more fun than he’d had in a long time. Each time his fist caught someone it was as though he was hitting at the man he hated—Barton Zan. Hitting at the old man and all he stood for.


  He looked up suddenly, saw the expressionless mask of a green face above his own did not recognize it, and threw a fist into it. The face went away from him and when it returned twin streams of blood flowed from the wide nostrils. Gregor threw another fist at it. Only this time it wasn’t where it should have been.


  Something exploded against his head, there were comets with flaming tails, stars whirling in a mad dance, then, utter darkness.


  HE OPENED his eyes to the same darkness. He winced in pain as he lifted his head. His hand went up and it seemed the fingers were a foot from his head, so swollen did it feel.


  He took his hand away from his head. Even the touch of his fingers was painful.


  “Take it easy, lad,” a voice said. “You’ll be all right.”


  “Ho-nan?”


  “Yeah. Nice brawl, eh, Gregor?”


  “Nice brawl,” Gregor sighed. “Very. What happened to me? My head feels the size of a balloon.”


  “You tangled with the wrong man . . .”


  “He’ll be all right,” a strange voice broke In. “Turn on a light, Ho-nan. Let’s have a look at each other.” Gregor blinked in the sudden glare. His eyes went wide in surprise, however, when he brought them into focus. The entire below-decks gang was in the room, and with them, Huk, the wine merchant, and a stranger, a Venusian. He looked anxiously at the green man. He was impressed by what the saw, but even more impressed by the sudden overwhelming feeling of latent power and intellect thrown off by this green giant?


  “Ho-nan tells me you ran shells from Earth to Venus and got caught. How is it you’re not on the prison planet?”


  “What business is it of yours?” Gregor’s anger ever on tap, swelled over the small dam of restraint.


  “Ho-nan also tells me you hate this relative of yours. Again, is he right?” Memory stirred faintly in Gregor. This man’s lips looked puffed and there was no missing the swelling of the nose. This was the man he had slugged before everything had gone black. Gregor bounded from the bunk and straight at the other. But the others pulled him down before he reached Mydor.


  “Let me go!” Gregor demanded. “This guy put the slug on me. I’ll kill him!”


  “I don’t think so,” Mydor said gently. “Maybe you’ll change your mind when you hear what I have to say. I want men who can hate. Hate steels a man’s heart and arm and hardens courage. How strong is this hate of yours?”


  “Enough to ruin him, kill him, as he killed my mother.”


  “Enough to destroy the planet he lives on, if need be?”


  “Yes!” Gregor knew suddenly that he did hate his grandfather that much. He would destroy the Earth if he could take Barton Zan to death with it. He wondered why he had not attempted to murder the old man before.


  “Good! Ho-nan tells me those above think you a pariah, a traitor. I know how you feel. I too was thought a traitor. Perhaps you do not know of me. I am Mydor. Fifteen years ago, I plotted a space war. They caught me and sent me to Hagar’s Planet, a life sentence at hard labor. They told me no one had ever escaped from that hell-place. I did. Now I return. Will you join me?”


  Gregor looked about at the faces staring into his own. Green Venusian faces, pale Martian faces, the bearded white ones of Earthmen, and here and there gargoylish faces from half a dozen other planets. They had one thing in common. Hate! Their hate stared at him with unmistakable impact.


  Well, he hated, too. His eyes met the ones of Mydor. “Yes. I’m with you.”


  “Good! How many officers are there on the Azure?”


  “Ten.”


  “The only one we must silence quickly is the radio man. Here, Earthman, is a knife. See to it that he sends no messages. In the meantime we will take care of the others.”


  “Just a second, Mydor.” Gregor halted the flow of words. “You make it sound easy. Suppose you give us the details of this deal? I don’t see how taking this old tub over and going to Hagar’s Planet will give you this terrible power you speak of.”


  THERE were murmurs of dissent and here and there a voice demanded action and less talk, but silence fell as Mydor lifted his hand.


  “The Earthman is right! I want blind obedience, but this once I will explain. I was a scientist on Venus and on the threshold of a great discovery when my plans and plot were discovered. I did not think my experiment would be worked out in a prison cell. But it was, and that is why we must go to Hagar’s Planet. As to the use of this ship, it is one of the few space ships still having ordinary electrical-powered emergency engines. We can land anywhere in silence, undetected.


  “As to this power I possess, without going into detail, it is simply the power of vibration. Strike a musical note kindred in vibration to that of a piece of glass and the glass shatters. So it is with all matter. Buried in a swamp on that tiny planet is a square box. Within that box, ready to be let loose are vibrations which could destroy all matter. Gravity alone makes it work. Being a wave, anything material would draw it, bend it completely around the material thing. Ships would fly to bits, guns would crumble to metallic dust, humans to less than dust, if each thing was subjected to its vibration wave length. As to Hagar’s Planet, there are five thousand men I can find use for in that prison, and a dozen swift destroyers to house those men. Does that answer your question?”


  “But how do we land undetected? How do we free the men?” Gregor persisted.


  “Hagar’s Planet is really an asteroid. It is not part of a solar system, therefore it does not receive light, reflected or otherwise. There is a complex system of electronically controlled searchlights which cover almost the entire sphere. I say almost. My little tool is buried where no lights reach. Now these lights work on the attuned sound principle. Receivers within the lights pick up the sounds of rockets or jets, the sound is conveyed to the gun mounts attached to the lights, which by the way can reach for fifty miles into the sky, and at the press of a button, boom! But these lights and their sound-pick-ups are not attuned to electrical motors since those were considered obsolete. That is why I want the Azure, my Earth friend.”


  “To say you’re clever wouldn’t do you justice, Mydor,” Gregor said.


  “Well, suppose we get on with what we have to do?” Mydor suggested.


  Gregor gave the Venusian a mock salute and turned toward the door. “Give me five minutes . . .”


  AS MANY men as could crowd within the cabin did so, while the rest filled the companionway. At the desk on which the box stood were Mydor, Gregor, Ho-nan and Huk.


  It was the box itself which held the motley crew’s attention. Black metal, about three feet in height and slightly more in depth and width, it seemed to squat there on the table’s polished surface, a thing of evil, an instrument from Hell’s foundations. Traces of dirt and mold still clung to its sides, mute evidence that only recently had it been brought out from its hiding place beneath the surface of Hagar’s Planet. For Mydor’s plans had gone through without semblance of a hitch. Within a few hours after he and his minions had captured the Azure, a secret landing had been made on the prison world and the box unearthed.


  Mydor flipped the catch and threw back the lid to reveal the dial-pocked face of his invention. His hand caressed each dial as his lips parted in a slow smile.


  “The prison guards were stupid,” Mydor said softly. “I asked permission to build an ultra-short wave radio and they let me. It was a simple matter to take more parts than the radio needed. I built the radio and this. They knew only of the radio. Well, soon they and the rest of the universe will know of this. Now to work. How high are we, Gregor?”


  “Sixty thousand feet.”


  “Good. A matter of seconds and everything of metal will be destroyed below. Watch.” He flicked a tiny switch and blue light flamed for an instant under one of the dials, then died. But now all dials were illuminated. Mydor watched them intently as the seconds dragged by. Suddenly his finger stabbed out and depressed the switch. “Done. Descend to a hundred feet and use the outside audio system. Tell the prisoners to break out and kill the guards. We will land later.”


  “But if all things of metal have been disintegrated,” Gregor asked, “what about the destroyers themselves?”


  “I directed the path of the wave at the prison itself. The flying personnel live within the prison quarters.”“You don’t miss a trick,” Gregor said with grudging admiration.


  “I learned not to; fifteen years in prison taught me the results of carelessness.”


  “What do we do with our prisoners?” Gregor asked.


  “I don’t believe in taking prisoners,” Mydor said shortly. The green face took on a bland expression. “Huk, that’s the sort of work you like, sticking a blade into a helpless man. I’ll leave it to you.”


  Gregor found himself gulping. It was one thing to fight a man with fists or weapons, one against another, but this business of killing helpless men was something else again. He remembered how he had found it impossible to kill the radio man when the other was at his mercy. Fortunately, the poor devil had no taste for violence. Gregor forced back a sudden nausea. For the first time in a very long time he began to think clearly. What had he made himself part of? Had his blind hatred of an old man brought on a kind of delirium? He gave Mydor a sidelong look and caught the other’s eyes suddenly on him. There were reflective lights in those hazel depths. Had Mydor read his mind . . .?


  “There will never be the bother of prisoners for us,” Mydor said. “Always keep that in mind. We are a handful facing the billions of a planet. When we have conquered them, it will be another story. Till then . . .”


  “I understand.” Gregor forced himself to smile.


  BAR-TOK continued to stare into the night. Something must have happened to the lights. They were out. He blinked suddenly. It seemed to him a shower of dust had cascaded before his eyes. Again he blinked. He could have sworn there were no longer bars before his windows. His hands went out.


  Out into the night wind . . .


  “Yeborg, Gremol!” he shouted.


  They leaped from their beds, bewildered, their eyes still fogged with sleep.


  “Something’s happened. There are no bars on the windows!”


  “Nor on the doors,” came the suddenly shrill sound from where the malformed pygmy lay. They heard the rustle of his body, then saw him scuttle into the corridor.


  Seconds later they heard the booming voice of Ho-nan: “You’re free below! They can’t stop you! Kill them all!”


  There were four hundred men guarding five thousand prisoners. In the twinkling of an eye the odds which had been on the prison warders’ side had changed. Now it was many against one, fist, teeth, feet, kill or be killed.


  Five thousand men went mad . . .


  When the blood bath was over, not a single prison guard or member of the destroyers’ crews remained alive. And all the time the slaughter went on, Ho-nan’s voice urged them to greater killing. Now they could see the spaceship itself, for Mydor ordered every landing light along the rusted belly turned on. It hung suspended, like a great white cigar, a hundred feet above the prison compound.


  A new voice greeted them. “This is Mydor. Perhaps some of you remember me . . .?” Mydor waited until the shouts of greeting died. “I have, returned to lead you on a path of vengeance. Are you ready?”


  Their shouts filled the air with deafening sound.


  “Good! They taught us to hate, now we will show them how well we have learned our lesson.”


  Again the crescendo of voices. “There are a dozen destroyers lying along the edge of the swamp. Man them. Tune your radios to ours. I will give you your instructions then.”


  “THINK OF it,” Mydor said lightly. “Ten thousand ships against our tiny fleet!”


  Huk’s belly shook in silent laughter. Ho-nan also laughed, though its notes held a tinge of fear. Ten thousand ships! He stopped laughing and blew out his breath. They would darken the sky! Only Gregor found it not the time for laughter.


  Gregor had not laughed in a long time, now. Nor even smiled. He thought back to the prison break, and what had followed immediately afterward. They had flown in what seemed aimless circles for a week, always, however, out of the path of space ships and away from any inhabited planet. Two weeks, and Mydor had accomplished his purpose, to make enough disintegrator sets to equip his entire fleet.


  Then he set to work. First Lineel’s Planet. The tiny planet had given additional proof to Mydor that his theory of vibration radiation would work. For the whole of one night he sent his fleet in a circle about the small planet, spraying it with the various vibrations that were designed to effect metal, stone, flesh, and vegetable matter. When they were done with their work, there was only the dust of a planet left in the sky . . .


  They flew to other planets perfecting their knowledge and handling of the terror weapon they possessed. And now they were ready for their prize.


  A thousand miles below, the Earth spun, a green and silver ball whirling in the light of the moonglow. Gregor looked at it and felt a horror such as he had never imagined sheath him in its terror He was one of this crew, as responsible for the deaths of millions of innocent beings as any man of Mydor’s minions.


  “I have always loved seeing the Earth from this height,” Yeborg’s gentle voice roused Gregor from his reverie. “It would be a pity were it never to be seen again.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Yeborg met his eyes for an instant, then turned his face aside. “It was an Earth tribunal which sent Mydor to prison. He hates the Earth and its people more than—”


  “I know that, Yeborg. What did you mean ‘. . . pity if it were never seen again . . .’ ?”


  “I am a Venusian, an ugliness of gigantic stature. Things of beauty have always attracted me. Sometimes things of beauty do not endure. I would be the last to hasten their death.”


  Was this man telling him he would rebel against Mydor? Could he risk plain talk, or would it be better to couch it in ambiguous words? Sweat broke out on Gregor’s brow. He knew he was risking his life.


  Yeborg was going out of his way to be friendly. Was it a trap?


  “. . . They are rash, eh?” Mydor continued, his voice booming out over the ship’s intercom system.


  Gregor realized suddenly he had missed a great deal of what their leader had been saying. He listened with half an ear, ready to take up where Yeborg had left off.


  “We will use plan A-1. Ten thousand ships! Amazing. They will make a pretty sight—for how long, my friends, before they become dust? I wanted them to do this. Destroy their air fleet, then their ground forces, and last, if need be, their whole damned planet! But I think not. Well, to work—or rather, to play! Send out the orders, Ho-nan!”


  Yeborg was Gregor’s partner on the spotter’s range. They walked to their post together, side by side. Not a single word passed between them. The door closed on them and they correlated their instruments to the lead-in panel.


  Suddenly Yeborg said, “Huk told me something the other day which might interest you.”


  “Well?”


  “Mydor intends sending the both of us to talk peace terms to the nations of the Earth, after he has destroyed their military might.”


  Gregor Zan went rigid. Could this mean a way out for him?


  Yeborg went on: “He thought you might like to see your grandfather, that you would have the chance to settle your score with him in any way you saw fit.”


  “Then why is he sending you?”


  “To keep an eye on you,” came the calm reply. “My brother hates you and I am afraid will never leave off hating you. Two of his dearest friends were sentenced to death. I’ve tried time and time again to change his mind, but it’s quite hopeless.”


  “They were your friends, also,” Gregor said.


  “We were all friends,” Yeborg reminded him. “All of us seeking adventure, all of us knowing and laughing at the risk we took. It turned out badly for us.”


  “You mean you don’t hate me?” Again Yeborg glanced out of the glass into the dark velvet of the night. “Hate has led to this,” he said softly. “I never want to hear the word again.”


  There was no longer any question of where Yeborg stood. Gregor knew the Martian would join him in revolt.


  “It was Bar-tok who placed the bug in Mydor’s ear,” Yeborg went on after a short silence. “He thought it clever to suggest me as your companion. He knew you would never suspect me as being a spy set to watch your movements.”


  “But he’s your brother.”


  “There are many down there—sisters, wives, mothers, fathers, children. He is but one. Do I make sense, Gregor?”


  “The kind of sense I’ve been trying to make for myself for a long time, Yeborg. I’ve been scared to death since this began. Now I’m not. So many things seem clear. Grandfather didn’t hate my mother. Oh, he didn’t understand her, or even try to, for that matter; but he didn’t hate her. I think he even loved her.” He stopped, suddenly conscious that he was saying aloud what had been in his mind for weeks. Yeborg’s hazel eyes were searching his with an understanding light. “Mind if I talk this out?”


  Yeborg shook his head.


  “My mother was beautiful. Father was born to the zeal of the Zan mission, to create a vast Empire. Unfortunately he was weak, but his love for my mother was strong. She died shortly after my birth, and not too long after, he followed—a suicide. Grandfather Zan brought me up. He always spoke of my father, never of my mother. I somewhere, somehow, got the impression he hated her. So—I hated him—wanted nothing more than to destroy him. Now perhaps I will get the chance to turn the tables, to save him and the world of my people.”


  Silently the Martian extended a hand and an unvoiced past was sealed . . .


  THEY WATCHED the pinpoints on their screen grow until the shapes of the ships were clear. The sight was enough to fill the soul with awe. Earth had ten thousand ships to send against Mydor. They had been sent . . .


  Yeborg indicated the lead-in panel. Gregor nodded. He threw his switch, saw Yeborg also throw his, and soon the panel showed the familiar blue light.


  “On range,” Yeborg called.


  “On range,” Gregor echoed.


  “Fire,” Yeborg said, and depressed his switch.


  Gregor followed suit.


  The screen was empty now. Or was that a film of dust clouding the darkness with metallic light . . .?


  Mydor’s voice filled the room: “Good work! Cease fire. The enemy ships are no more. Now, section two of plan A-1. Stay at your posts while I contact Earth . . .”


  They knew exactly what he was going to say. Mydor had said aloud time and time again the message he would deliver to the nations of the Earth when the opportunity came. The minutes crawled by. Then once more, Mydor’s voice:


  “Yeborg! Gregor! They await your arrival. I am sending a messenger with my terms. Take your ship down and while you are on Earth, Ho-nan will join you and make sure things move according to plan.”


  Yeborg handed the microphone to Gregor. “Ho-nan will point out the futility of that, sir,” Gregor said. “I am willing to take a chance, and Yeborg is also, he tells me. Give us the word, sir.”


  “Very well. Just as soon as a place of meeting has been appointed. Stay on post till then.”


  THE BLACKNESS took shape, became green meadows, broad fields, checkerboards of planted things. “There!” Gregor wasn’t conscious of the catch in his voice. “Chicago!”


  It spread before them, the largest city in the world. The ship descended, touched ground, waited poised until the two men alighted, then took swift wing again, to stay motionless ten miles above the Earth, a symbol of terrible power and destruction to the frightened people below.


  A dozen men surrounded Gregor and Yeborg, made a path for them through the throng which pressed in on all sides. It was a silent, hating throng, and a frightened one. A car stood just outside the port. Now they saw the hundreds of uniformed men standing between them and the crowd. They followed the guards assigned them into the car and were whisked to an office building in the heart of the Loop.


  “Gordon Jankins, the ambassador chosen to represent the Earth, is awaiting you,” a frock-coated man said.


  Gregor Zan felt the eyes. They buried their hatred of him deep in his body. Those eyes would kill him if they had the power. There were some twenty men in the room to which he and Yeborg had been ushered. These were the representatives of all the nations on Earth, sent to Chicago by their governments. Now they were all gathered, like pall bearers at a funeral.


  Jankins was a tall man, stooped, with a face that was lined and weary. His voice was low, hesitant, as though the enormity of this situation had just struck home. He motioned for them to take chairs.


  “I do not wish to know your names,” he began. “Nor do I wish to know the name of the man who has sent you here. I will make this brief, honor the truce, and send you back. I see you have the terms of our surrender with you. There will be no need to bring their wording into the light. I have only this to say, with the concurrence of all my colleagues. This being who has the power to destroy us can do so if he desires. Say only this to Lim: We will fight him to our last man, woman and child, until we are as the dust he-made of our spaceships.”


  “No, we will not take that message to him,” Gregor said. “It will mean instant death, not only to humanity, but to the planet as well.” Jankins’ eyes narrowed with the first words. A question trembled unspoken on his lips.


  “There is but one chance,” Gregor went on. “If we fail, it will be in spite of our trying. I ask but a single favor, sir.”


  Jankins seemed shocked beyond belief. “Favor . . . I don’t understand.”


  “My grandfather is Barton Zan. Should things turn otherwise, and I am not able to return, tell him I was wrong. Tell him that I understand, that I love him.”


  “You mean,” Jankins faltered, “that you and your friend are going to attempt to save the Earth?”


  “Yes. Please say nothing. Our ships’ viewscopes can see the crowd on the port apron. Those faces must show their hatred of us to the minions of Mydor. Do you understand what I’m getting at, sir?”


  “Perfectly!” Jankins said, and the miracle of hope was suddenly in his voice . . .


  “HOW DID it go?” Ho-nan asked as they stepped into the pilot’s compartment.


  “How did you think it would go?” Gregor sounded bored. “They accepted without reservation.”


  “What else could they do?” Ho-nan said. “Well, let’s take the ship in.”


  “You’ve worked enough. I’ll bring her in.” Gregor shoved gently at the green giant.


  “Sorry, Gregor. Mydor’s orders. He wants me to bring her into the formation.”


  “Well damn him!” Gregor pretended anger.


  Ho-nan was quick to defend himself. “Don’t blame me.”


  “We’re loyal enough for him to send as peace messengers, but not trustworthy enough to—”


  “He didn’t say anything about Yeborg,” Ho-nan amended.


  “The hell he didn’t!”


  “I swear it. Here, Yeborg, take the wheel.”


  “Thanks, Ho-nan,” Yeborg said softly. He moved into the pilot’s seat and began to maneuver the ship.


  “I’m going in to radio to tell Mydor you’re taking her in,” Ho-nan said and walked out.


  “Better get to him before he does,” Yeborg said reflectively. “Mydor might play it safe and order him to get back to the wheel.”


  “How would he be playing it safe? And what difference does it make? We have five minutes in which to plan our little drama. There is but one thing to consider—the destruction of Mydor’s fleet.”


  Silence fell between them. Out came a sudden exclamation.


  “Whatever the reason, Mydor doesn’t want you at the wheel!” Yeborg’s voice was hoarse in excitement. “Good! It would be a simple matter for you to go to the firing compartment.”


  “Unless Ho-nan has orders to keep me out of there also,” Gregor said thoughtfully. “After all, the only damage I could do would have its origin in that room.”


  “Then we know exactly where we stand!” Yeborg said. His eyes took on a savage glint. “Hold it! He’s coming. I’ll follow whatever lead you give.”


  “Well,” Ho-nan said lightly, “it looks like there’s nothing more to worry about.”


  “You’re right about that,” Gregor said. “Guess I’ll check the instruments in the firing room.”


  The smile faded from Ho-nan’s thick lips. “Sorry. Gregor! You can’t.”


  “No? Why not?”


  “Mydor’s orders.”


  Gregor stood next to Ho-nan, who was almost at Yeborg’s shoulder. Gregor noticed the gun in Ho-nan’s holster for the first time, and saw how close Ho-nan’s hand was to it. So Mydor had given orders to kill him if necessary. That seemed obvious.


  “You mean you’d pull a gun on me?” he asked.


  “Only if you tried something foolish.”


  “Like trying to jump you?” Ho-nan took two steps toward Gregor and bent in a slight crouch, his right hand on the butt of the gun. Now he had his back to Yeborg. He didn’t see Yeborg set the automatic pilot, then turn and slide from his seat.


  “You wouldn’t want to do that, Gregor,” Ho-nan warned.


  “No,” Gregor Zan was smiling. “I wouldn’t . . .”


  Ho-nan choked, gagged, then fell limply forward as Yeborg’s stiffened hand caught him a terrible blow at the back of the neck. In a flash Gregor was at Ho-nan’s side and a second later the gun was out of the green man’s holster and in Gregor’s palm.


  “Got it! What next—and how much time have we?”


  “Not much. Give me that gun.”


  “Why?” Gregor stared in surprise.


  Yeborg nodded at the unconscious man. “He mustn’t come to.”


  Gregor handed the gun over without further talk. He jerked as the thing went off with a tinny, popping sound, then followed Yeborg from the room. Neither looked at the grisly thing on the floor.


  “First thing we do is wreck the radio,” Gregor said as he took the lead. “By the time Mydor wakes up to what’s happened it will be too late. You’ll have to get the operator out of there.”


  “You won’t get cold feet this time,” Yeborg said. “I can see that.”


  “No,” Gregor said heavily. “Too late for regrets now.”


  IT WAS over in a second. The operator died without even a whimper. Seconds later the transmitter was a mass of wreckage. Then they were moving swiftly, one toward the pilot’s compartment, the other to the firing room.


  Gregor Zan adjusted the head set, cleared the mike and whistled into it. Yeborg’s voice came in, calm and clear: “Twenty miles at zero.”


  Gregor took a last pull at the safety belt, bent over the window scope and placed his fingers on the switch-trigger.


  “Fifteen miles at zero,” Yeborg said.


  There they were, ahead. Now they were no longer in a wheel formation. Gregor smiled grimly. That was good. Yeborg was diving straight in on them. Gregor knew how slim was their chance of survival, but the chances would be greater if surprise was complete.


  “Ten miles at zero . . .”


  His finger stiffened against the switch. As if by magic four of the destroyers directly in the path of their diving ship vanished in puffs of shimmering metallic dust. Seven to go. And now Yeborg was no longer directing the ship in a straight line. Gregor snapped against the back of his seat so hard it almost knocked the wind from him.


  “Fire at will, Gregor,” Yeborg’s voice came in. It was still calm, still steady.


  Now the remaining ships were only a couple of miles away. Gregor, watching narrowly in order to anticipate any maneuvers, saw the ships separate. But not before two more vanished.


  “Five more,” he whispered aloud.


  “Try to get Mydor’s ship!” Yeborg’s voice came in again. It was no longer calm. “They’ll run for It if you do.”


  “Bar-tok! He’s on it; he’s the pilot!” Gregor said. He caught a quick glimpse of a ship to the port side as Yeborg heeled their ship over in a sudden maneuver. His fingers stiffened on the switch, then relaxed as the ship vanished. He didn’t know whether he had hit it or not.


  “Get Mydor’s ship!” Yeborg’s voice was calm again. Too calm.


  Gregor Zan knew the love Yeborg bore for his brother. But greater even than that love was Yeborg’s compassion for the helpless beings of Earth.


  “I’ll try,” Gregor said.


  His fingers were no longer relaxed. They held the switch down In constant pressure. Yeborg was spinning their ship about, twisting here and there in the darkness of space, with wild turns, sudden spins, diving in sometimes almost to the point of collision. He knew it was the only way by which they could escape annihilation. And all the time he kept boring in close, where the vibration rays would not hit them. Both Gregor and Yeborg knew the rays were most effective at long range, where they were spread to embrace a larger area.


  Gregor counted the ships that were left. Three. When had he hit the others? Suddenly his heart stood still. They seemed to be losing speed. “Yeborg! What’s wrong?”


  “We’ve been hit somewhere astern. I think a couple of jets went out.”


  Gregor swallowed hard. Luck hadn’t deserted them completely. They had passed through or had been hit by the edge of a beam. Just enough to damage the ship but not enough to destroy it.


  A huge shape loomed directly ahead and his fingers moved in swift reflex. They sped right on through the curtain of metallic dust. Two to go . . .


  “Getting hard to control,” Yeborg’s voice was strained, as though the muscular effort he was putting out was affecting his voice. “I’m crashing us into Mydor.”


  Bar-tok, at the controls of Mydor’s ship, saw that the renegade ship would soon be a sitting mark, ready to be picked off at his leisure. Well, it had been a hell of a good fight. Gregor and Yeborg had evened the odds to two to one, but now the fight was over. They had to die in either case unless, of course, they managed to bring their ship to Earth.


  “Run from them,” Mydor’s voice was steel-hard over his shoulder. “They’re crippled and can’t fly even. When we get far enough from them we’ll give them the full force of the ray.”


  Bar-tok said nothing but continued to stare straight ahead. He felt the pressure of Mydor’s fingers on his shoulder. “It’s tough that your brother turned against us. But we can’t think of that, now. I ordered the other ship to stay close in order to keep them busy.”


  “You mean we blast anyway? They’ll catch the ray also.”


  “I know. When this is over I’ll order the Azure flown out with the parts I’ll need and we’ll equip a whole squadron of ships.”


  Bar-tok nodded. Soon Yeborg would be less than dust. He swallowed hard. Why had Yeborg committed himself to this? What possessed him? The fool!


  Or was it he himself who was the fool?


  He blinked suddenly. There was but a single ship to be seen. He held his breath, releasing it only then he saw that the remaining ship was the one on which his brother rode. Bar-tok’s face became still. He was far enough away from the other ship to use the ray now. A small smile played about his heavy lips as his hand went up to the microphone, tore it from its cord and slammed it against the instrument panel.


  Mydor screamed as though in pain. But it was a sound of madness. Too late he had divined what Bar-tok had in mind. And too late to stop the other from putting the throttle to full speed when the nose of the ship pointed straight down to Earth. Then Mydor’s fingers were about Bar-tok’s throat, strangling the life from it.


  THE SHIP went by so swiftly it was like the shadow of a shadow. Seconds later Gregor saw it in its entirety. He wondered if Bar-tok had gone mad. The fool was sending his ship straight down to Earth. He’d better change his course soon . . .


  It was just a pinpoint of flame, extinguished almost as soon as it was seen.


  “He came to his senses in time,” Yeborg said proudly. “The only way out.”


  “How about us?” Gregor asked.


  “Yes, I suppose it’s time to think about our safety, now. We’ll manage, on two jets and a prayer. Come on up and watch the Earth meet us. The most beautiful thing you’ll ever see . . .”


  THE END


  THE FEATHERED WEAPON


  Charles S. Geier


  Why this wave of suicides among Earth’s officials? Was it a matter of madness—or were the Venusians giving us the bird?


  THE LUXURIOUS hall on the ninety-third floor of the World Capital Building was silent and empty as Lake sprinted in frantic haste down its deeply carpeted length. He had only seconds—a few precious seconds—to keep a man from dying. Awareness of how little time he had made him drive his long legs to even greater effort, his wide, normally humorous mouth twisted in a grimace of strain.


  Doors flashed past, and then he found the one he was seeking. In dignified gold letters it bore the legend: Department of Interplanetary Affairs.


  Lake checked his speed only long enough to tear the door open. He burst into a dim-lit outer office, with rows of desks behind a long metal railing. Beyond the desks were a number of doors to private offices, and Lake rushed toward one of these. The lettering on the door read: Hobart Pownall, Assistant Secretary.


  The door was locked.


  Lake swore, backed away, and threw his shoulder against the panel in a hard lunge. The door was of hollow construction, light yet strong, but its lock had not been made to resist the assaults of determined young giants with muscular shoulders and copper-red hair. With a snapping of metal, the door burst open, and Lake went reeling into a spacious office furnished with quiet elegance.


  Hobart Pownall stood poised half in and half out of one of the broad window sections that ran along an entire wall of the office. He was a slender man with youthful features and waving hair heavily powdered with gray at the temples. His eyes, peering startledly at Lake across the distance between them, were quite mad.


  “Pownall—don’t!” Lake gasped. “In the name of reason—”


  But Pownall clearly was beyond reason. His features twisted into a leering mask. He laughed—a wild, shrill laugh—and began drawing his other leg through the open window section.


  There was madness in the room. Lake felt it. It was almost like a mist, a half-tangible quality that yet was somehow purely emotional. It was an evil miasma that reached through flesh and bone, that grated at mind and nerves and made them vibrate in the cacaphonic rhythms of insanity.


  It stopped Lake for an instant. Then he forced his perceptions back to the man across from him. Seeing what was about to take place, he darted forward in a burst of panic.


  Pownall was equally fast. He was pushing himself out and away as Lake came up. Only one foot, from the ankle down, remained in the room.


  LAKE BRIDGED the gap in a last desperate lunge, caught hold of the other’s trouser cuff. But Pownall’s outward surge proved powerful enough to snap the bit of cloth from Lake’s fingers. Trailing a last wild laugh, he rapidly dwindled as he began his long, horrible fall into the evening darkness.


  Lake clutched at the window frame with his other hand, barely in time to keep himself from following Pownall into the abyss. He stared downward with sick eyes, knowing with a terrible clarity how the plunge would end. The nearest terrace of the building was some thirty stories below.


  Shuddering, he turned back into the room. “Three!” he whispered. “That makes three!”


  The office had a deathly stillness, almost ominous. Dimly, Lake realized that the queer mad sensation he had felt was gone. He felt hollow, drained.


  He explored his pockets, found his package of self-lighting cigarettes, and puffed one into flame. A bright flutter of movement caught his eyes. It came from a large, ornate cage that stood at one end of a line of microfile cabinets. Within the cage was a bird-like creature of almost incredible beauty. It had a large, owl-like head and was colored as vividly as an Earthly macaw or bird of paradise. But its feathers were silkenly fine and iridescent, glowing with a gorgeous depth and richness never attained by any bird of Earth.


  A zirrit, Lake knew, a Venusian bird-creature that was not quite a bird. Outwardly it looked like a bird, but there the resemblance ended.


  There appeared to be something wrong with the zirrit. Its movements in the cage were sluggish and listless. Lake shook his head, recalling that the creatures didn’t last long under Earth’s alien conditions of atmosphere and climate. There was something callous behind the good-will gesture of the Venusian diplomats who had presented the zirrits to United Earth’s high-ranking government officials.


  In another moment, as his thoughts returned to the tragedy that had just taken place, he forgot the zirrit. It was after working hours, but he knew that numerous others were present in the building. There was every likelihood that Pownall’s fall had already been noticed. And an alarm would be given.


  Lake started toward the door, his features drawn with sudden, new tension, It would be highly inconvenient, if not actually disastrous, to be discovered on the scene of Pownall’s suicidal plunge. His presence would be difficult to explain.


  AS HE HURRIED across the outer office, a bell rang stridently in the building. He checked himself for an instant, a chill of dismay sweeping him. Then, with desperate haste, he roused into motion again. If he could reach the elevators before—


  A figure erupted from the door to the hall, and Lake caught at a pair of slender shoulders in time to prevent a collision. He found himself staring into the alarmed features of Claire Vernon.


  “Matt!” she gasped in recognition. “The bell! What’s happened?”


  Lake expelled his breath in a resigned sigh. “Something bad, Claire. Get yourself ready for a shock.” He paused, seeing her gaze widen on his face. “It’s Pownall. He just jumped out of his office window. I tried to stop him—tried my best, Claire—but I didn’t get to him in time.”


  She made a soft, horrified sound and raised the back of one slim hand to her lips. Her wide hazel eyes mirrored a curious change of expression. Their shock and horror drained. They became abruptly, nakedly accusing.


  The accusation stung Lake. His quarrel with Claire several days ago was still painfully fresh in his mind. It had begun over Pownall’s attentions to Claire, with the girl protesting that as Pownall’s personal secretary she could hardly avoid his advances. Lake had threatened to take the matter up with Pownall, which he knew would have meant the loss of his position as a minor official in the Department of Interplanetary Affairs, a position already hanging by a thread.


  One word characteristically had led to another, and their argument had shifted to Lake’s publicly voiced suspicions that the Venusian representatives were responsible for the puzzling epidemic of tension and fear spreading through the top levels of the United Earth government; an epidemic that had resulted in two suicides—three now, including Pownall.


  LAKE HAD singled out the Venusian ambassador, Khawtapa Ak-Gorrn, as the chief culprit and had urged an investigation. He was certain the Venusians had developed a secret weapon of some sort and were using this to undermine Earth’s government structure. As an agent with the Venus Development Commission, he had spent three years among Venusians; and during that time he had learned that the priestly ruling class had ambitions on an interplanetary scale. But in United Earth, the religious heirachy faced a virtual monopoly—a barrier around which they could find no detour. The only solution lay in dealing with an Earth composed of individual, rival governments. By playing one government against another, it would then be possible for the rulers of Venus to win strategic interplanetary concessions.


  They were craftily aware that Earth’s world organization was still new, still weak at the seams. Within many of the countries that made up the union, existed strong nationalistic opposition, with an eye to the opportunities for greater wealth and power that lay in undivided control of the planets. This opposition was already chipping away at the foundations of United Earth, and any weakening from within would complete the process of destruction. And with the various nations freed of restraints, the wild rush for territories and resources was certain to end in a series of atomic wars that would throw the race of man back down the ladder of progress. The Venusians, playing a waiting game, would emerge as the real victors.


  Frederick Keith, the Secretary of Interplanetary Affairs, had refused to consider Lake’s claims, warning him to cease his efforts or face the loss of his job. Lake knew his carefully erected case had broken down over one point—the identity of the weapon being used by the Venusians. A secret weapon seemed the only answer to the suicidal panic affecting United Earth’s highest administrative level, but Lake had no idea of what this could possibly be.


  Keith had pointed out that the Venusians knew no more of science and technology than they had been able to learn during die thirty years of their contact with Earth. It was ridiculous, he had insisted, that they had been able to progress so far within that relatively short time as to produce a weapon so ingenious as to defy And her conclusion—both detection and explanation. Finally—and on this positive note Keith had ended the interview—the Venusians were incapable of harm.


  THAT BELIEF, Lake realized, was his most serious obstacle. The Venusians appeared harmless enough if one looked no further than their diminutive size, their humility and ceremonial politeness. And the great majority of people looked no further than that. They considered the Venusians “cute” and “quaint” and felt they had an uncontestable right to be paternal. For it was their own race, pioneering in space flight, that had discovered the existence of the Venusians. And it was their own race that with characteristic generosity and missionary zeal had given the Venusians their start along the road to modern civilization.


  Nothing had been too good for the “dear little Venusians”. And in thirty years the situation had not changed. From the experience gained in his work with the Venus Development Commission, Lake knew that the Venusians—or at least the ruling class, which alone had enjoyed contact with Earth—were hypocritical and predatory. But most people didn’t know—or weren’t willing to find out. Keith was one of these, Claire another. Lake had lost count of the quarrels that had resulted from his efforts to shake her out of the belief that the Venusians were cute, harmless little children of another world.


  Those quarrels. Lake sensed that Claire was thinking about them now. And about his anger over Pownall’s attentions. She would be thinking of all this in the discordant, unnatural rhythms that seemed to have affected all the thinking of those connected with the government of United Earth.


  She moved suddenly. She caught at his arms, her hazel eyes imploring. “Matt—you didn’t do it? You didn’t kill Pownall?”


  “Good Lord, no!” he said. “You’ve got to believe me, Claire. Pownall jumped out of his office window. If I’d got here a second or two sooner, I might have saved him.”


  She continued to search his face. “But how does it happen that; you’re here . . . just when—”


  “It was a hunch,” he said. “A crazy hunch. I saw that Pownall was nervous and distracted all day. Something was wrong with him. You must have noticed it, Claire.”


  “Yes,” she said slowly. “He had some important papers that were supposed to go out today. He worked on them all afternoon, but he didn’t seem to get anywhere. At closing time he told me he intended to finish them tonight and asked if I minded returning to help him.”


  “I didn’t know that,” Lake went on. “But I knew Pownall intended to work tonight. And I had the idea that whatever was wrong with him was coming to a head. Alone here, he’d have the opportunity for anything. It bothered me. So I called him up on the visiphone.”


  LAKE TOOK a deep breath. “Claire—I tell you he was completely out of his head! He . . . he laughed at me. He told me I was jealous of him—because of you—and that I was checking up on him. He said it wouldn’t do me any good—because he was going to jump out of a window to fix me! I was at a restaurant not far from here, where I’d had supper. I came here as fast as I possibly could. But I was too late.”


  She hesitated in indecision, her lower lip caught between her teeth and a faint pucker between her straight dark brows. The last echoes of the bell were dying out in the hall beyond.


  Lake touched her shoulder urgently. “Claire, we’d better leave. There’ll be people here any minute now.”


  She stiffened. “But, Matt, we can’t just run away! It . . . it wouldn’t be right.”


  “I know,” he said desperately. “But we can’t do any good by staying here. It won’t bring Pownall back. I need time to work this out, Claire. If you suspect me, so will everybody else. I couldn’t hope to accomplish anything if I were put in detention or watched every second.”


  “But what in the world could you possibly do?”


  “The Venusians have something, Claire. I’m more convinced of that now than ever. And I’m going to find out what it is!”


  Her face cleared. “All right. I don’t know if we can get away with it. But if it will give you a chance—”


  “Good girl! Let’s go!”


  Holding her arm, Lake hurried out into the hall. Its imposing length seemed interminable now. His eves kept shifting to the light signal tubes above the doors of the elevator bank. He had no intention of using one of the automatic cars for their descent. The fire stairway beyond the elevators would be the best means of avoiding discovery.


  The elevators were behind them and the stairway just ahead, when Lake saw that one of the signal tubes had finally lighted. A car had reached their floor.


  “Hurry!” he whispered to Claire. “We can still make it.”


  They reached the stairway just as the elevator doors opened and a group of men began emptying into the hall. But in the next instant they found their path blocked by a uniformed guard, who was ascending swiftly toward them. The guard stopped short, lifting the gun in his hand.


  “I had an idea somebody might try using these stairs!” he said.


  LAKE SAT in a chair in one corner of the outer office of the Department of Interplanetary Affairs. The floor around his feet was littered with cigarette stubs and his copper-red hair was rumpled.


  Claire sat in another chair a few feet away, her small face drawn and pale with the strain of waiting. Lake had hoped to discuss a line of defense with her, but they hadn’t been left alone for a moment since their discovery.


  An alert-faced agent of the Earth Bureau of Investigation leaned against a nearby desk, maintaining his vigil with stolid patience. The agent made no secret of the fact that there was a gun in the pocket where he was keeping his hand.


  Men came out of Pownall’s office, talking in low-pitched voices. Most of them were E.B.I. technicians, Lake knew. Pownall’s office had been given a painstaking examination.


  Lake searched among the faces of the group for the hard-bitten, dark features of Henri Deverac, chief of the E.B.I. He found it—and his last feeble hope died. Deverac’s grim expression was anything but encouragement.


  The E.B.I. chief spoke in brief dismissal to the technicians, then strode toward Lake. His sharp black eyes were probing as he removed a gold-dappled Venusian cigar from its humidor case and puffed it into light.


  “Well, mon ami,” he said at last, “I am now prepared to hear the explanation of how you and Miss Vernon happened to be found on the scene of Monsieur Pownall’s fatal plunge.”


  Lake sent a pleading glance at Claire and took a deep breath. He had been dreading this moment. Deverac, he knew, was not likely to believe the truth. If he was to gain the freedom and time he needed, then, he had to tell the E.B.I. chief a story he would have to believe. But—how would Claire back him up?”


  He began, “Claire—Miss Vernon—and I were worried about Pownall. We all worked in the same office, you see, and today Claire and I noticed that Pownall seemed particularly nervous and upset. We discussed it after work this evening. Considering the strange tension that seemed to be affecting government men and the fact that there had already been two suicides, we wondered if Pownall wasn’t about to do something . . . well . . . drastic.


  “We knew Pownall was staying here tonight to finish some work. I decided to call him up on the visiphone to see if he was all right. He wasn’t. He had gone completely out of his head. He laughed at me like a madman and told me he was going to jump out of a window.


  “Claire and I hurried here. I had to break the lock on the door to get into Pownall’s office. But we were too late. He was already half out of one of the windows, and he jumped before I could stop him.”


  DEVERAC studied Lake from narrowed eyes as he blew smoke from the side of his mouth. “But since this was suicide, mon ami, why did you and Miss Vernon consider it necessary to flee the scene?”


  Lake shrugged. “We were badly rattled, I guess—just not thinking straight. My only thought then was to avoid any possibility of suspicion that I had something to do with Pownall’s death.”


  “But Miss Vernon could have supported your story,” Deverac pointed out. He turned his attention to the girl. “Were you not a witness to Monsieur Lake’s unsuccessful effort to prevent Pownall’s leap?”


  She had been staring at Lake, something close to horror struggling in her eyes. Now her control seemed to break.


  “Matt—no!” she cried abruptly. “We can’t make matters worse than they already are! We’ve got to tell the truth.”


  “The truth . . .” Deverac echoed softly. His sharp features were suddenly hard. “And precisely what is the truth, Monsieur Lake?”


  Lake sighed in resignation. He explained events as they had actually happened, beginning with his visiphone call to Pownall and ending with Claire’s appearance at the office.


  “I wanted to avoid being connected with Pownall’s death,” he finished. “I knew my presence might cause it to be interpreted as murder. I was positive it was murder—murder of a subtle and indirect sort. And I was positive I knew the person responsible. I wanted time to get proof.”


  Lake glanced bitterly at Deverac. “You know what I’m talking about. I brought my case to you after Frederick Keith refused to do anything. If you had listened to me, Pownall’s death could have been prevented.”


  Deverac shook his head and dropped into an adjacent chair. “You came to me with what was little more than a fantastic theory. You claim that the Venusian representatives here on Earth, led by Ambassador Ak-Gorrn, are secretly working to bring about the downfall of our world government. This they hope to do by causing madness and suicide among our high officials. And the madness and suicides they bring about by means of a secret weapon.


  “But what facts are there to show that a secret weapon exists? Consider, mon ami, my E.B.I. technicians are the best trained and most efficient in the world. They went through Pownall’s office within an hour of his death. They found nothing to show a weapon had been used. Nothing in the dust, in the gaseous content of the air. No strange radiation, no chemicals, no odors—nothing. Medical examination of Pownall’s remains revealed nothing also.


  “And you, Monsieur Lake, you saw Pownall just before you say he leaped. You were in the same room with him. Did you see anything to indicate that a weapon was being used?”


  Lake spread his hands in defeat. “That’s the part of it that beats me. Something was used in Pownall and the others. I’m dead certain of that. But what? I’d give almost anything to know.”


  DEVERAC leaned forward with a bleak earnestness. “Further, mon ami, it may astonish you to learn that certain of your suspicions regarding our little Venusian friends are not exactly news to me. The E.B.I. overlooks no eventualities, never misses an opportunity to gather information or evidence which would prove useful in an emergency. Ak-Gorrn and his associates, in fact, have been under observation for quite some time. A number of irregularities have been noticed in his activities—but nothing to prove that he is engaged in a plot against United Earth.”


  Deverac’s voice abruptly turned harsh. “On the other hand, Monsieur Lake, you are open to a great deal of suspicion. I took the precaution of inquiring into your background after you came to me. I learned that you had been creating considerable annoyance with your accusations against the representatives of Venus. Monsieur Keith actually threatened you with the loss of your position in the Department of Interplanetary Affairs if you did not desist. And you had quarreled with Miss Vernon here who, it seems, had been receiving a great deal of attention from the unfortunate Pownall.


  “All these are clear signs of emotional instability. One would be on safe ground, therefore, in assuming that this instability even went so far as to include jealousy of Pownall. Upon learning that Miss Vernon was to keep him company here this evening, your jealousy may even have led you into the decision to murder him. There had been two previous suicides in the government. These quite possibly may have inspired you with the plan to push Pownall from his office window. Your story, if discovered, would be that you had attempted to prevent him from becoming a suicide also.”


  “But that wasn’t the reason I—” Lake was on his feet, shaken. He ran his fingers through his hair. “Good Lord, I was afraid it would look that way. I knew Pownall was interested in Claire. But I didn’t consider him a rival. Claire had told me she didn’t take him seriously.”


  He turned to the girl. She nodded quickly, eagerness lighting her eyes. “What Matt and I really quarreled over was that I didn’t try to put Pownall in his place. You see, I thought I knew the real reason for his attention to me. He was worried, afraid. And I . . . well . . . I didn’t want to make matters worse. If it took his mind off whatever was bothering him—”


  AN AGENT hurried forward from the door leading to the hall. “The Venusian ambassador is outside, sir,” he told Deverac. “He wishes to have a word with you;”


  “So?” Deverac sent a glance at Lake and rose from his chair. “I shall be delighted to speak to Ambassador Ak-Gorrn. Admit him at once.”


  The agent hurried back into the hall. A moment later, two slender, doll-like Venusians glided into the room. They were strikingly human in appearance, though Lake knew from his years on Venus that the resemblance was superficial. Their long, heavily brocaded robes were worn for more than just warmth in Earth’s colder climate. Both wore the polished metal helmets of their priestly caste, surmounted by colored plumes. They were flamboyant figures, more than slightly barbaric, yet somehow completely in character.


  Ak-Gorrn walked foremost as his rank required among his own race, even on Earth. His features were sharper than was usual among Venusians, with a veiled arrogance in the tiny mouth and the huge, luminous green eyes. On Venus, Lake had heard rumors of Ak-Gorrn’s treatment of underlings—unpleasant rumors, even among a people who accepted the cruelty and abuse of superiors as a matter of course.


  Ak-Gorrn’s glance of recognition at Lake held surprise and a thinly masked hostility. Yet he included Lake in his ceremonious greetings, bowing deeply.


  “It was most gracious of you to receive my negligible self, Tib Deverac,” Ak-Gorrn murmured in the piping treble typical of Venusians.


  Lake smiled sardonically as he watched. This was the enemy. Childlike, fragile, masking stealth and guile behind exquisite politeness and lavish ceremony. And all the more dangerous for that very reason.


  Deverac bowed with French courtliness in return. “I am at your service, Your Excellency.”


  “Circumstances being such that I happened to be in my office in the building,” Ak-Gorrn began, “I learned at once of the lamented Tib Pownall’s untimely demise. Accordingly, therefore, I hastened here to inquire whether I could not possibly be of aid in some humble capacity. I would, in my utter worthlessness, consider it a great honor.”


  “YOUR OFFER is more than generous,” Deverac answered. “But I have already been given the unofficial assistance of Monsieur Lake, here. It appears that he was present when Pownall leaped to his death, having made an unsuccessful effort to prevent it.”


  “Indeed? That is most interesting.” Triumph gleamed in Ak-Gorrn’s great eyes as he looked at Lake. “Perhaps Tib Lake was not actually unsuccessful.”


  “Just what do you mean by that?” Lake demanded.


  “I was, Tib Lake, merely considering your well-known impetuousness. It suggests the possibility that your efforts in the case of the tragic Tib Pownall may have been to . . . ah . . . assist rather than to prevent.”


  Lake said evenly, “If you want to play with possibilities, then take the one that Pownall’s death has a direct connection with the deaths of two other important government men. That suggests the possibility of a plot against United Earth. And that in turn suggests the possibility that another government is behind the plot, since only another government would have the unity of purpose to operate on such a scale. As for the identity of that government, there is only one possibility—the government of Venus.”


  Ak-Gorrn shrugged delicately. “Your charges do not shock or distress me, Tib Lake. It so happens that I am aware of the insinuations with which you have been attempting to arouse distrust and hostility against the representatives of Venus. I would request an official refutation were it not for your youth and obvious mental derangement.”


  Ak-Gorrn seemed to dismiss Lake as he turned to Deverac. “It is unnecessary for me to point out that Tib Lake’s charges are fantastic and ridiculous. Venus owes Earth a debt of gratitude that it can never repay, and is linked to Earth in bonds of undying friendship.”


  Deverac made a short bow. “But of course, Your Excellency.”


  “Since I am unable to be of aid,” Ak-Gorrn went on, “I will express my deep sorrow over Tib Pownall’s sad death and remove my unworthy presence. But if you will bear with me a moment longer, there is a small incidental matter which I should like to call to your attention.


  A SHORT time ago I had the honor to make Tib Pownall the present of a zirrit bird from my home planet. The zirrit is a delicate creature and succumbs easily under Earth conditions unless carefully attended to. Just this morning, during a chance meeting with Tib Pownall, he informed me that his zirrit appeared to have become ill. My people hold the zirrit in high veneration, and I offered to look after the one belonging to Tib Pownall. Since he personally will now be unable to carry out the arrangement, I would be most grateful if his bird could be placed in my custody.”


  Deverac hesitated.


  Lake said quickly: “Nothing is ever permitted to leave the scene of a crime, Deverac. Don’t forget that. If you allow Pownall’s zirrit to be taken away, you will in effect be declaring his death as suicide—in which case you have no right to hold me.”


  Deverac sent a sharp frown at Lake, but nodded in agreement. “I regret that Monsieur Lake is correct, Your Excellency,” he told Ak-Gorrn. “I must seek the advice and permission of higher authority before the zirrit can be removed.”


  “As you say, Tib Deverac.” Ak-Gorrn bent in a ceremonious gesture of farewell. His eyes rested on Lake for an instant before he turned away.


  A little chilled, Lake stared after the departing figure of the Venusian. There was no mistaking the deadly malevolence he had seen in Ak-Gorrn’s green gaze.


  “Parbleu!” Deverac presently burst out. “Have your reckless impulses completely overwhelmed your intelligence, Monsieur Lake? Considering the manner in which you baited Ak-Gorrn, it is a miracle you did not provoke an interplanetary incident!”


  “The smooth, scheming little devil!” Lake growled. “He needed to be taken down a peg or two. He was laughing up his sleeve at us all the time he was showing off his cute Venusian manners.”


  Deverac shook his head. “I fear you will be taken down the pegs much sooner, mon ami—and many more than one or two. Monsieur Keith will initiate the process. I have sent for him, you see, and he will be here at any moment.”


  Lake slumped dismally back in his chair. Keith was the last person In the world he wanted to see just then.


  FREDERICK KEITH, the Secretary of Interplanetary Affairs, hurried into the room several minutes later. He was a portly man with a fringe of iron-gray hair and a seamed, haggard face. His worried glance sharpened on Lake and Claire.


  “What’s this?” he said. “Don’t tell me you two are mixed up in what happened to Pownall?”


  Deverac said quickly, “If you will permit me to discuss the situation, Monsieur Keith . . .” He drew the official to another part of the room, where they began speaking in low tones.


  Claire’s glance met Lake’s. The concern in her hazel eyes had deepened. “I didn’t think it would be as serious as this, Matt,” she whispered. “If you really didn’t have anything to do with Pownall’s death—”


  Lake said bitterly, “You seem more than half convinced I did. Is that why you gave me away?”


  Her features twisted with something like anguish. “I had to do it, Matt. I’m sorry. But if you’re innocent, there was no reason for us to lie.”


  “Well, telling the truth certainly hasn’t done me any good,” Lake growled. “I’d have been better off by lying. All I wanted was a chance to get proof against the real guilty party—Ak-Gorrn. I won’t get that chance now.”


  She bit her lip. “What . . . what do you suppose they’ll do with you, Matt?”


  “Nothing much. Penitentiaries and death sentences have become obsolete, you know. So I’ll just get the new psychosynthesis treatments at a rehabilitation center. That’ll make a different man of me. Oh, yes.” Lake’s laugh was ironic. “Legally, I’ll be dead. I won’t remember a single detail of my past life. I’ll have new memories, habits, skills—everything. We’d have to get acquainted all over again. But I don’t think you could stomach it. The other people concerned seldom can.”


  “It mustn’t happen, Matt!” Horror touched her face. “I—I’ll help you. If there’s a way to get proof—”


  Lake shook his head. “You’d be handicapped by the belief that Ak-Gorrn and his stooges are cute little things. I’ve failed too many times trying to argue you out of it.”


  “I thought they were. Now I’m not so sure.”


  “Oh, oh!” Lake muttered abruptly, stiffening. “Here comes the bad news.”


  KEITH AND Deverac were walking forward. Their low-voiced conversation had left them both looking solemn and a little unhappy.


  Keith said wearily, “I warned you to stop your one-man campaign, Matt. Now look what’s happened.”


  “But Pownall would have jumped even if I hadn’t lifted a finger to stop him,” Lake protested. “The least I could do—”


  Keith lifted a hand. “That appears to be your story. Very well. The point I want to make is that while suicide is bad, the suspicion of murder is much worse. Our government already suffers from a queer undercurrent of panic, and the shock of outright murder might easily bring chaos. No person would feel safe any longer. Everyone would feel in danger of being killed by someone else—a co-worker suddenly turned homicidal maniac. I most certainly don’t want the responsibility for that to be laid at the door of my department.


  “For that reason,” Keith went on, lowering his voice, “I have persuaded Deverac not to hold you. The evidence against you is more or less circumstantial . . . at present. Certain details of Pownall’s death need to be verified, but until then I don’t want you held. I’m sitting on what may very well be an atomic explosion, and I want to keep it from going off as long as is legally possible.”


  Lake was incredulous. He had expected anything but this turn of events. “You mean I’m free? I can walk right out of here?”


  “Out of here—but not too far away,” Deverac said coldly. “I am not yet finished with you, mon ami. Bear that in mind.”


  “One other stipulation, Matt,” Keith added. “I’ll have to ask you to resign from the department. I’ve warned you once, and I can’t take any further risks with your activities—altruistic or otherwise.”


  Lake hesitated, then sighed in defeat. “All right. But look, what am I expected to do from now on—sit on my hands? Won’t I be given a chance to clear myself?”


  “You will be wise to sit on your hands, mon ami!” Deverac returned. “Should I discover you in competition with the E.B.I., I shall immediately change my mind about this whole doubtful arrangement.”


  CLAIRE PUSHED aside her glass and accepted Lake’s cigarette. The taproom was softly lighted, intimate in atmosphere. Hushed music came from the tiny TV unit in the wall of their booth.


  “You don’t sound like a man who intends sitting on his hands, Matt.”


  “Something’s got to be done,” he said grimly. “Whatever line of investigation Deverac takes, it certainly isn’t likely to include Ak-Gorrn. And I know Ak-Gorrn is behind what has happened.”


  She shook her gleaming dark head. “But what can you possibly do? Deverac warned you not to get in his way. And, Matt, I’m positive one of Deverac’s agents followed us here. That must mean he intends to have you watched from now on.”


  “There are ways of getting around that. I’ll have to if I’m going to accomplish anything at all.”


  “Just what is it you hope to accomplish, Matt?”


  “Ak-Gorrn has something—a trick we know nothing about. I’ve got to learn what this is. I couldn’t walk right up to him and ask how he gets our government men to jump out of windows or put bullets through their brains. And I couldn’t just sit and wait until he tackles another victim. I’ve got to force his hand.”


  Lake scowled reflectively into his glass. “A lever to pry him open with—that’s what I need. Pownall’s zirrit is one possibility. The Venusians worship the things, you know, and Pownall’s actually did look sick, now that I think back on it. Ak-Gorrn wouldn’t like to have anything happen to that bird. He was plenty mad when I kept him from getting it.”


  “What’s the Venusian religion all about, Matt?” Claire asked. “How do the zirrits figure in it? You were on Venus.”


  LAKE SHOOK his head. “The Venusians don’t care to have their religion pried into. Their temples are open to everyone—theoretically. But there are parts where only those of the priest class are allowed. The zirrits are mostly kept out of sight, too. There’s something queer about those temples, something—”


  Lake broke off abruptly. “Good Lord!” he breathed. “What a blind fool I’ve been!”


  Claire looked bewildered. “What is it, Matt?”


  “The answer to everything!” He was tense with excitement. “I’ve found the way to force Ak-Gorrn’s hand. Claire—wreck his whole rotten scheme! But I’ve got to get hold of Pownall’s zirrit. Deverac wouldn’t cooperate with me, of course. That means—”


  “Matt!” she gasped. “Don’t tell me you have some wild idea of breaking into the World Capitol Building!”


  “It’s the only way,” he insisted. “I can’t lose any time, Claire. By morning it may be too late.”


  “But Deverac’s having you followed! He’ll learn what you’re up to almost at once.”


  “I told you there were ways of getting around that. I’ll take you home first, Claire. Then—”


  “No,” she said firmly, almost with anger. “I’m staying with you. If you’re going to get into trouble after what I’ve been through already, it won’t make much difference to me whether I’m in it with you or sitting it out on the sidelines.”


  “Good girl!” He gripped her hands. “This whole mess is practically settled right now.”


  Lake left the booth and drew the barman aside. He displayed a bill. “The lady and I want to get out of here without using the front door. Can you give us an assist?”


  The bill seemed to vanish as the barman’s fingers touched it. “Through the kitchen in back. The alley will let you out on the next block. Come on . . .


  WITH ITS vast base planted solidly in the midst of park-like lawns, the World Capitol Building reared its awesome height into the darkness. Lake and Claire avoided the illuminated main approaches. From the quiet thoroughfare on the edge of the building grounds where their jet-copter taxi had set them down, they cautiously made their way toward the freight docks at the rear of the colossal structure.


  Here was an efficient bustle of activity that never ceased day or night. Rumbling in a majestic ebb and flow of motion, huge trucks backed into the docks or pulled away, discharging their cargoes and taking on others. Freight handlers swarmed along the dock platform under the brilliant glow of floodlights, moving a steady stream of boxes, sacks and barrels. A veritable city in itself, the focus of civilization on three planets, the World Capitol Building was an organism whose demands were numberless and insatiable.


  Lake drew Claire into the shadows at the far end of the vast dock arcade. He watched the activity for a moment, then spoke softly: “Wait here. If I’m going to get you into the building too, there are some things I’ll need.”


  She nodded wordlessly, her hazel eyes gleaming with excitement. He stepped into the arcade with an assured and purposeful air and mounted a short flight of concrete steps to the top of the dock platform. He had prepared himself with an old jacket and a battered hat. In his disguise and amid the crowd of freight handlers, he hoped to pass unnoticed.


  He moved deliberately through the Swarming men, his eyes alert. Then he found what he was seeking—a pile of empty sacks and boxes that lay awaiting removal. Casually he tucked one of the sacks under his arm and moved back along the platform to where he had left Claire. His path took him past an unused hand truck that stood against a pair of numbered doors, and without hesitating he took this with him.


  The spot where Claire waited was a safe distance from the center of the dock arcade where the activity was mainly concentrated. With the added protection of the shadows at the edge, she was unobserved as she crept into the sack.


  Finally, carrying the concealed girl up to the platform and placing her in a crouching position on the hand truck, Lake started back into the crowd. Men moved back and forth through tall doorways that led into the cavern-like recesses of the building. Lake strode indistinguishably among them as he worked his way toward one of several banks of freight elevators. He entered one of the cars as it emptied and quickly punched the buttons. The door closed, and the car started up.


  SIGHING WITH relief, he helped Claire out of the sack. “Anyway,” he told her, “so far so good. I hope getting into Pownall’s office is going to be as easy as this.”


  He watched the floor numbers pass on the indicator, while the girl straightened her hair and brushed at her dress. The trip seemed to take an eternity. Tension built up in him again, keeping pace with the mounting indicator figures.


  The seventieth floor passed. Lake reached into his jacket and took out a slim metal tube several inches long, He examined this briefly, and a cocking lever at one end made a faint clicking sound as he set it.


  “What’s that?” Claire asked curiously.


  “Sort of a gas gun. I carried it around with me on Venus. It shoots cartridges containing a colorless, odorless gas—instantly effective. We aren’t allowed to carry firearms on Venus, you know, but it was a good idea to have protection of some kind. The stuff an Earthman usually has with him—wristwatches and the like—is worth a fortune among Venusians. And they weren’t above an occasional bit of robbery—murder too, if necessary.”


  The elevator neared the ninety-third floor, slowed and stopped. The door opened. Lake peered out into a service hall, then gestured for Claire to follow. No one was in sight at the moment, but from an adjacent hall came the droning of a sweep-car.


  Glancing around hurriedly, Lake saw a small motor cart used for delivering supplies. He motioned Claire into the bin, and she grimaced as she climbed inside. Satisfied that she was hidden from sight, he started the cart, backed it in the proper direction, and set out. Any persons along the route would take him for one of the night staff. At least until he was close enough to use the gas gun.


  He passed a couple of figures far down a cross hall. They carried cleaning equipment and paid him no attention. A few seconds later he reached the hall where the Department of Interplanetary Affairs was located.


  A uniformed guard stood at the door.


  Lake whispered a warning to Claire and continued forward without hesitating. His pulse leaped as the distance swiftly decreased. Oddly, however, the guard took no notice of the approaching cart, standing completely motionless. Lake gripped the gas gun tensely, but he had a growing conviction that something was wrong.


  HE LEARNED what it was when he reached the guard. The man was unconscious, his muscles rigidly set, evidently paralyzed.


  “I don’t get it,” Lake told Claire. “How could this happen? Maybe—”


  Eyes widening, he leaped toward the door behind the guard. It opened readily under his hand. The outer office was dimly lighted, silent as a tomb. He found the light switches on the wall nearby, flicked them on. He peered around for a long moment, then gestured to Claire.


  “What is it?” she whispered as she joined him.


  “I think,” Lake said grimly, “someone got here before us. Stay by the door, just in case.”


  He hurried to Pownall’s office. Cautiously, standing well to one side, he pushed the door open. Darkness and silence. He reached around the edge of the frame and switched on the lights.


  Except for the zirrit in its cage, the office was deserted. The zirrit shifted uneasily along its perch, ruffling its silken feathers and darting bright, wary glances at Lake. He stood looking at it for several seconds, then hastily roused back into action.


  Claire stared at the cage he was holding when he joined her at the door. The zirrit within it lay motionless at the bottom.


  “Had to use gas on it,” he explained briefly.


  “Yes, but why did you—”


  “The zirrit in Pownall’s office wasn’t the same one I saw before,” he said. “Ak-Gorrn evidently had his stooges put in a replacement. They had some sort of a gas weapon, too, and they used it on the guard out there. And if they’re as clever as I think, they did it without the guard seeing them or knowing what hit him. He’ll wake up thinking he fell asleep.”


  He took the girl’s arm. “Come on. We’re leaving. If I’m right about the way the Venusians left the building, we won’t have to worry about being seen. All the other guards will be sleeping, too.”


  Lake dimmed the outer office lights. In the hall, with Claire and the cage in the cart, he hurried toward the elevator bank. He pressed the signal button, and a car started up toward them.


  HE FELT a triumphant glow. He had the evidence he needed—evidence that would not fail to convince Deverac. With it he would reveal Ak-Gorrn’s treachery beyond any possibility of doubt and win complete vindication.


  He saw that the elevator was nearing his floor. He spoke to Claire, and she joined him openly in the hall. With the cage in his hand, he waited for the elevator door to open.


  Claire gasped. She had turned to glance back at the guard, who had been standing motionless where they had left him. Now, following her gaze, Lake saw that the man was motionless no longer. The paralysis obviously had worn off.


  The guard was rubbing at his forehead and staring about him as if puzzled. In another moment he saw Lake and Claire. He stiffened in complete alertness, then started forward, a hand jumping to the holster at his side.


  “You two!” he said. “Stay where you are!”


  The elevator door opened.


  “Quick!” Lake hissed at Claire. He leaped after her into the car and pressed the button for the thirtieth floor air landing terrace. The closing door cut off the sound of the guard’s angry shouts, and the car started down.


  “He’ll have an alarm out in another minute,” Lake said in despair. “If I’m going to have a chance to put the rest of my plan into action—”


  “What are you going to do?” Claire asked.


  “It all depends on getting out of the building first.”


  The floors dropped away with maddening slowness. Lake watched the indicator, feeling Claire’s fingers bite into his arm in a kind of sympathetic awareness of his own urgency. At last they reached the landing terrace and the elevator door opened.


  The sound of a bell filled the wide foyer beyond. Two uniformed guards stood beside the revolving doors that led out to the terrace, but they were rigid and unheeding.


  Claire began, “Why, they’re just like—”


  “It’s the one last break I was counting on,” Lake exulted. “Come on!”


  As they started toward the revolving doors, the figures of men burst into sight from both ends of the foyer. Shouts rose.


  Lake thrust Claire into the revolving doors and hurried after her. They erupted out into the floodlighted expanse of the terrace.


  A jet-copter stood off to one side, its overhead vanes moving. This was all Lake had time to notice. He caught Claire’s arm and bounded toward the craft. Tearing open one of the rear doors, he prepared to help the girl inside. He froze in dismay.


  Two Venusians crouched on the seat, pointing unfamiliar cylindrical devices. One was Ak-Gorrn.


  “We were just about to depart, Tib Lake,” he said. “But we saw you approach and gave you an opportunity to join us.”


  Frantically, Lake started back. He saw the strange cylinders flash, felt a rush of vapor against his face. He held his breath, but the outlines before his eyes dimmed and receded.


  He felt hands grip him, pull him forward. Then the pressure of acceleration as the jet-copter rose—and then sensation and awareness were gone.


  BUT NOT FOR long. Holding his breath had helped him to avoid the full effects of the gas. Consciousness crept back, but his muscles were still numb and unresponsive.


  He remained motionless. After several minutes more he found that he sat propped against one side of the jet-copter. Claire lay half against him, unstirring, while the cage with the zirrit stood near his feet.


  Ak-Gorrn’s companion had moved up front, beside the pilot. Ak-Gorrn himself evidently occupied the other end of the rear seat, but Lake did not want to betray his recovery by moving.


  He fought for full control of his body. Both he and Claire were in deadly danger, he knew, and time was swiftly running out.


  Even as he fought, the jet-copter began dipping down toward a section of the city where dim lights and huddled buildings gave an effect of seclusion. He recognized it as the Venusian district. Here, surrounded by their business establishments and warehouses, the Venusians followed the alien, ritualistic patterns of their culture, an island in the vast ocean of man’s civilization on Earth.


  Anything could happen here, Lake realized. Here he and Claire could vanish without trace.


  A broad roof appeared directly below, and floodlights went on about a landing space as the jet-copter dropped down.


  Aware that his opportunitites for escape were narrowing to the vanishing point, Lake tried desperately to move. But his body seemed leaden. The dose of gas he had taken appeared to have affected his nervous system in an oddly uneven way.


  “Ah, I see that you have revived, Tib Lake.” Ak-Gorrn was peering at him, an automatic looming huge in his tiny fist. “Excellent! It simplifies matters a great deal.”


  Beside Lake, Claire stirred. She lifted a hand to her forehead and glanced bewilderedly around her.


  Ak-Gorrn’s satisfaction seemed to increase. He snapped orders at his companions in the front seat, and they climbed out to take up guard at the doors. The pilot, Lake realized fully for the first time, was an Earth man—a hard-featured renegade.


  AT AK-GORRN’S impatient commands, Lake left the jet-copter. He moved stiffly and clumsily, but the last of the paralysis was leaving him. He helped Claire out, and they were herded toward a doorway across the roof. Ak-Gorrn and his underling followed watchfully, the latter holding the zirrit’s cage.


  Lake caught an anxious glance from Claire as he guided her across the roof. She seemed to have reached complete understanding of the situation.


  “Well, what do you think of your cute little Venusians now?” he whispered.


  “It . . . it’s like a nightmare, Matt. What are they going to do with us?” He shook his head soberly. “I wish I could say it was something pleasant. But I don’t think so.”


  “Silence!” Ak-Gorrn snapped behind them. “You will speak only when commanded to do so.” He appeared to be enjoying his dominant role.


  Lake and Claire were ushered into the building, down a long hall and into a small plain room. There they were ordered into a couple of spidery metal chairs that stood against the wall opposite the door. Ak-Gorrn’s companion care fully placed the cage with the zirrit on a low table. The bird still lay in a motionless huddle on the bottom, but Lake knew it was due to revive soon.


  The landing of the jet-copter seemed to have been noticed, for a Venusian in a yellow tunic appeared—a servant, as indicated by his cringing manner.


  Without relaxing their vigil, Ak-Gorrn and his underling removed their brocaded robes and plumed helmets. The servant took these and left.


  The room was warm and humid, a subtly alien quality in its atmosphere. Ak-Gorrn wore only a silk-like tunic and laced sandals. With the other-race characteristics of his body now clearly evident, there was something repellent about him—inimical and menacing. In his sinuous limbs and smooth glistening skin was a hint of the reptilian. He was completely hairless, with a spiny ridge of skin running from his head to his back.


  “Just what is this all about?” Lake demanded. “I think Miss Vernon and I are entitled to an explanation of why we were brought here by force.”


  AK-GORRN SHRUGGED. “Miss Vernon’s presence is unfortunate. She is what might be called an innocent bystander. As for you, Tib Lake, I’m quite sure you know why I took you into custody.”


  “Then you know more than I do.”


  “This is no time for pretense, Tib Lake!” Ak-Gorrn snapped. “I have been fully aware of your activities against me. It appears that you realized, as your stupid police authorities have not, that it is I who am responsible for the madness and suicides among the officials of the United Earth government. I considered you harmless enough—but it seems you have somehow stumbled upon evidence.”


  Ak-Gorrn gestured toward the cage on the table. “I do not know how you arrived at the truth, but you gave yourself away during our interview with Tib Deverac. In preventing me from obtaining Tib Pownall’s zirrit, you revealed to me your suspicion that the bird had something to do with his death. And with Miss Vernon, here, you returned in an effort to gain possession of the bird.


  “But I anticipated you, Tib Lake. I arrived at Tib Pownall’s office before you—only minutes before, it seems and I replaced the zirrit with one of a harmless type which would have revealed nothing upon investigation. I was still present at the World Capitol Building when you and Miss Vernon appeared, and fortunately I was able to . . . ah . . . assist your escape. I am certain that I acted quickly enough to avoid being seen.”


  Ak-Gorrn moved his automatic in a beckoning gesture. “My curiosity regarding one certain detail is still unsatisfied, Tib Lake. Exactly what led you to the discovery that the zirrit was responsible for Tib Pownall’s death?”


  Lake said slowly, “I was alone with the bird for a few minutes after I failed to save Pownall. I had a strange feeling—the sort of feeling everyone in the government seemed to be having, but much stronger. I thought it was due to the shock of what Pownall had done, but later I recalled having the same kind of feeling several times before—around the temples on Venus, So I realized that what I’d experienced in Pownall’s office was connected with something Venusian, and the only Venusian object there was the zirrit. Then I realized how the bird produced the effect it had—through sound far above the audible range. Supersonic frequencies.


  “These frequencies affect the brain and nervous system. Some produce a feeling of unease and depression. Others produce actual pain and are capable of causing madness. If the frequencies are high enough, in fact, they can lead to death by disrupting the cells of the brain in much the same way that a note sounded by the human voice can shatter thin glass.”


  THE ROOM was filled with a baleful stillness. Ak-Gorrn’s huge eyes were lidded and bleak.


  “Go on, Tib Lake.”


  Lake drew in his breath with an effort and plunged on: “I don’t know if the zirrits are capable of damaging brain tissue, but it’s clear that they can produce the other effects. Pownall and the others slowly went mad. There already was a great deal of pressure on them; the United Earth government was facing a crisis, being threatened with breaking up. With the zirrits as a constant disturbing influence, Pownall and the others just couldn’t handle their jobs. Suicide became the easy way out.”


  Ak-Gorrn nodded slowly, a reluctant admiration in his face. “An excellent example of deduction, Tib Lake. What you do not know, however, is that actually there are two types of zirrits, one of which is quite harmless. It was a harmless zirrit which I substituted for the one originally in Tib Pownall’s office, and ironically it was this which you went through such great risks to obtain.


  “The harmless zirrits, you see, act as . . . camouflage for the dangerous type, thus diverting suspicion from them. Both types were presented to the officials of your government, the dangerous ones going to key men whom I wished removed.”


  “How does it happen that there are two types of zirrits?” Lake asked. He hoped the Venusian would not recognize the question as an obvious bid for time. He hoped to keep the other talking long enough until . . .


  The subject evidently was one that interested Ak-Gorrn. “The dangerous type,” he explained readily, “was an accident of nature; the result of a mutation among the harmless type. The Venusian priesthood carefully protected and bred the mutation, but it is still quite rare, and its existence is a secret known only to those of the priest class—of which, as it happens, I and my immediate associates are members. The dangerous zirrits are useful in eliminating interference on Venus also, and we of the priesthood find it to our profit to keep our people from learning about them.


  “Zirrits, of what I have chosen to term the dangerous type, have one disadvantage: They do not live long. Producing the supersonic frequencies, you see, requires tremendous effort on the part of the bird and results in serious exhaustion which presently ends in death. It produces the madness frequencies only when frightened, and on Earth it is in a state of almost constant fright.”


  “What about your race?” Lake asked. “How do the dangerous zirrits affect Venusians?”


  AK-GORRN HESITATED, as though reluctant to answer. Then he shrugged. “I should not divulge this information, Tib Lake, but you are in no position to make use of it . . . Where Venusians are concerned, zirrits of the dangerous type are unquestionably lethal. Venusian brain structure is more delicate than that of Earthmen. If the dangerous zirrits are in close range, with no reflecting materials to protect their victims, the frequencies they emit produce almost instant death. There were numerous fatalities among the priesthood until we learned to devise metal helmets capable of shielding the wearer. These helmets have become an important part of the priestly costume.”


  “I see,” Lake breathed.


  Ak-Gorrn’s face hardened. “The information I have revealed, Tib Lake, is potentially of great danger to the Venusian cause. On the one hand, all our efforts would be wasted and our plans permanently ruined if the United Earth government learned that we were responsible for the deaths of its officials. The zirrits would be proof of our duplicity. On the other hand, if the secret of the zirrits were revealed to the Venusian people, it would mean the downfall of the priesthood and therefore of the present ruling class.


  “Both possibilities must be avoided at all costs. I and the others of my class have long-range plans for Venus. Dealing with individual Earth governments instead of one total unit, we can win important concessions for Venus. In time, Venus may well challenge the supremacy of Earth itself. Therefore, Tib Lake, you and Miss Vernon must be permanently silenced.”


  “Murder?” Lake said. “You can’t hope to get away with it. My death will be traced to you the very first thing.”


  Ak-Gorrn smiled thinly. “The circumstances will be sufficiently clever to absolve me from suspicion, Tib Lake. Your evidence against me dies with you, of course. And I was not seen to enter or leave the World Capitol Building during the substitution of Tib Pownall’s zirrit. You, however, were. In Tib Deverac’s eyes, this will be proof of his suspicions concerning you—proof that you suffered from the very madness that you credited to the others in the United Earth government.


  “You stole the zirrit, so it will appear, in a clumsy attempt to divert suspicion to me. In your escape from the World Capitol Building, you kidnapped the pilot of a jet-copter. The craft developed—or will—a mechanical fault and crashed, killing its pilot and passengers. A regrettable accident. The pilot does not know of the role he is to play, but it can easily be arranged without his knowledge. He is of your race, and his loss will be of no importance. You and Miss Vernon will be unconscious, unable to interfere. Certain . . . head abrasions, if found on you at all, will be considered the natural result of the accident.”


  The Venusian’s tone sharpened:


  “Enough! I shall waste no more time, lest there be a suspiciously long interval between your boarding of the jet-copter at the World Capitol Building and its crash. Turn around, Tib Lake! You also, Miss Vernon.”


  Lake glanced at the girl. The sick despair in her hazel eyes was an echo of his own. He knew what was coming. Once they turned, they would be clubbed into unconsciousness.


  THERE WAS only one thing left to do, Lake realized. He could throw himself at Ak-Gorrn, sacrifice himself to ruin Ak-Gorrn’s plan of making his and Claire’s deaths look accidental.


  He gathered his muscles for a leap.


  “Careful, Tib Lake!” Ak-Gorrn spat. And then he stiffened, a grimace of pained surprise twisting his features. His gun thudded to the floor. His hands went to his head, pressing as though against a sudden, unbearable pain. He moaned. His eyes squeezed shut.


  The other Venusian did likewise. He fell first, his face a writhing mask of torment. Then Ak-Gorrn slumped to his knees, made a last effort to remain upright, and dropped in a motionless huddle.


  Lake saw all this through a fog. His own temples swelled and throbbed with pain. He had a wild impulse to club himself, to dash his head against a wall. The agony was excruciating, maddening. It seemed that death would be a welcome relief.


  But a realization of triumph enabled him to keep a fingernail grip on sanity. He glanced at the cage standing on the table nearby and saw that the zirrit had revived. Its silken feathers were puffed out, its large eyes glittering as though in terrified comprehension of what had happened to it.


  Claire was moaning, her eyes shut tightly, her teeth biting into her lower lip. Lake caught her arm.


  “Claire—quick! This is our chance. We’ve got to get out of here.”


  He paused to pick up the automatic that had fallen from Ak-Gorrn’s fingers. Then he turned the hairless head to look at the glazed green eyes. He pressed a finger to a vein in the neck, found no pulse. Ak-Gorrn was dead.


  Leading Claire, Lake hurried to the door. The servant in the yellow tunic was coming up the hall. He stared at Lake and released a shrill yell of alarm. Lake fired over his head, and the Venusian turned wildly and ran.


  “Come on!” Lake pulled Claire after him as he ran toward the opposite end of the hall. He flung open two doors before he found the one that opened into the breeze-swept expanse of the roof. The floodlights had been turned off. Lake peered into the darkness, but could find no sign of life.


  The jet-copter stood where it had landed not long before. Lake and the girl were hurrying toward it, when the floodlights blazed into brilliance. Instants later, a group of Venusians spilled from the doorway through which Lake and Claire had emerged. Among them was the jet-copter pilot, his taller figure looming above the child-like shapes around him. He shouted for the Venusians to spread out.


  DESPITE THE panicky haste that filled him, Lake forced himself to stop and aim deliberately. The weapon in his hand jerked and flashed. He wasn’t aiming merely to frighten now. Escape—life itself—depended on shooting to kill.


  A thin scream lifted from one of the charging Venusians. He fell rolling. Behind him a second dropped, and a third tripped on the body and fell sprawling. Two others stopped to whirl back toward the doorway.


  A gasp from Claire brought Lake around barely in time to meet the charge of the jet-copter pilot. Fingers wrapped around Lake’s gun hand, and a swung fist glanced along the side of his head, bringing an explosion of pain. Out of balance, dazed, he went down under the pilot’s rush.


  The jar of the fall cleared his head. He saw the other kneeling over him as the man sought to twist the automatic away. Deliberately he pulled, brought the pilot down atop him. Then, with a heave and a twist, he jerked the automatic loose from the clutching fingers. Whirling to pin his opponent beneath him, he brought the barrel of the gun down in a clubbing blow to the other’s head. Again he swung—and again. The pilot went limp.


  Climbing back to his feet, Lake saw that the Venusians had taken advantage of the fight to close in. Hopelessness filled him. There were too many of them. And they were close, too close. He couldn’t get the jet-copter up in time.


  And then a rushing noise made his eyes jerk skyward. Two jet-copters were dropping down out of the night.


  He sagged in defeat. Reinforcements, he knew.


  Figures began leaping from the jet-copters even before their wheels touched the roof. Lake checked the swing of his automatic, staring. For the figures were those of men—human beings!


  The Venusians had checked their rush. Now, yelling in fear, they began racing back toward the doorway.


  Lake found himself looking into the hard-bitten dark features of Deverac.


  “So you could not cease to play the knight-errant, eh, mon ami?”


  Deverac demanded. “But fortunately, as I have said before the E.B.I. overlooks no eventualities. Ak-Gorrn and his henchman have been under observation, and thus I learned almost at once that you and Miss Vernon had been brought here. I came as soon as I could gather sufficient force for an invasion.”


  FREDERICK KEITH leaned forward to place his pipe in an ashtray. Flames in an antique fireplace threw a warm glow over the book-lined walls of his study.


  “What I don’t understand,” he told Lake, “is how the zirrit was able to affect Ak-Gorrn at all. According to your story, Ak-Gorrn substituted Pownall’s zirrit for a harmless one. And it was the harmless one that you took.”


  Lake grinned. “That’s what Ak-Gorrn thought. But in Pownall’s office I saw that a switch had been made—and so I arranged another switch.”


  Keith stared, then chuckled. “That was clever of you, Matt—damned clever. But where in the world did you get the zirrit to replace the one Ak-Gorrn had already substituted?”


  “Out of your office,” Lake said.


  Keith stared again, and his face tightened in a frown. But he caught Deverac’s amused glance and laughed wryly.


  “Well, I still think you were clever, Matt. I’ll concentrate on the end and overlook the means. I don’t think the Venusians will make any more trouble. The Venusian people, you see, are going to be told how their priesthood has been preying on them by means of the mutant zirrits. The news isn’t going to make them happy. So I imagine there will be a new government on Venus, a friendly and cooperative government.


  “But most important of all, United Earth is no longer in danger of splitting up into warring camps again. The knowledge that the Venusians were plotting a crack-up, and that it was not our own weaknesses under pressure, will bring back the old spirit of unity and harmony.”


  “I’m glad,” Claire said. “United Earth—it has a nice sound. And it has gotten to be a habit, to mean something deep and personal.”


  Keith nodded soberly. “One thing more, Matt. I’ll expect you back to work in the department, of course. And considering your abilities, I think I can find a more important position for you to fill this time.”


  Deverac sighed. “I was about to offer Monsieur Lake a suitable opportunity in the E.B.I. But perhaps for a married man the work would be too dangerous.”


  “It certainly would!” Claire said decisively.


  THE END


  THE MONKEY WRENCH


  Gordon R. Dickson


  A perfectly logical machine, that insisted on being logical at all times, would, still, be a perfect sucker for certain questions . . .


  Cary Harmon was not an ungifted young man. He had the intelligence to carve himself a position as a Lowland society lawyer, which on Venus is not easy to do. And he had the discernment to consolidate that position by marrying into the family of one of the leading drug-exporters. But, nevertheless, from the scientific view-point, he was a layman; and laymen, in their ignorance, should never be allowed to play with delicate technical equipment; for the result will be trouble, as surely as it is the first time a baby gets its hands on a match.


  His wife was a high-spirited woman; and would have been hard to handle at times if it had not been for the fact that she was foolish enough to love him. Since he did not love her at all, it was consequently both simple and practical to terminate all quarrels by dropping out of sight for several days until her obvious fear of losing him for good brought her to a proper humility. He took good care, each time he disappeared, to pick some new and secure hiding place where past experience or her several years’ knowledge of his habits would be no help in locating him. Actually, he enjoyed thinking up new and undiscoverable bolt-holes, and made a hobby out of discovering them.


  Consequently, he was in high spirits the grey winter afternoon he descended unannounced on the weather station of Burke McIntyre, high in the Lonesome Mountains, a jagged chain of the deserted shorelands of Venus’ Northern Sea. He had beaten a blizzard to the dome with minutes to spare; and now, with his small two-place flier safely stowed away, and a meal of his host’s best supplies under his belt, he sat reveling in the comfort of his position and listening to the hundred and fifty mile per hour, sub-zero winds lashing impotently at the arching roof overhead.


  “Ten minutes more,” he said to Burke, “and I’d have had a tough time making it!”


  “Tough!” snorted Burke. He was a big, heavy-featured, blond man with a kindly contempt for all of humanity aside from he favored class of meteorologists. “You Lowlanders are too used to that present day Garden of Eden you have down below. Ten minutes more and you’d have been spread over one of the peaks around here to wait for the spring searching party to gather your bones.”


  Cary laughed in disbelief.


  “Try it, if you don’t believe me,” said Burke. “No skin off my nose if you don’t have the sense to listen to reason. Take your bug up right now if you want.”


  “Not me,” Cary’s teeth flashed. “I know when I’m comfortable. And that’s no way to treat your guest, tossing him out into the storm when he’s just arrived.”


  “Some guest,” rumbled Burke. “I shake hands with you after the graduation exercises, don’t hear a word from you for six years and then suddenly you’re knocking at my door here in the hinterland.”


  “I came on impulse,” said Cary. “It’s the prime rule of my life. Always act on impulse, Burke. It puts the sparkle in existence.”


  “And leads you to an early grave,” Burke supplemented.


  “If you have the wrong impulses,” said Cary. “But then if you get sudden urges to jump off cliffs or play Russian Roulette, you’re too stupid to live, anyway.”


  “Cary,” said Burke heavily, “you’re a shallow thinker.”


  “And you’re a stodgy one,” grinned Cary. “Suppose you quit insulting me and tell me something about yourself. What’s this hermit’s existence of yours like? What do you do?”


  “What do I do?” repeated Burke. “I work.”


  “But just how?” Cary said, settling himself cozily back into his chair. “Do you send up balloons? Catch snow in a pail to find how much fell? Take sights on the stars? Or what?”


  Burke shook his head at him and smiled tolerantly.


  “Well, if you insist on my talking to entertain you,” he answered, “I don’t do anything so picturesque. I just sit at a desk and prepare weather data for transmission to the Weather Centre down at Capital City.”


  “Aha!” Cary said, waggling a forefinger at him in reproof. “I’ve got you now. You’ve been lying down on the job. You’re the only one here; so if you don’t take observations, who does?”


  “The machine does, of course. These stations have a Brain to do that.”


  “That’s worse,” Cary answered. “You’ve been sitting here warm and comfortable while some poor little Brain scurries around outside in the snow and does all your work for you.”


  “As a matter of fact you’re closer to the truth than you think; and it wouldn’t do you any harm to learn a few things about the mechanical miracles that let you lead a happy ignorant life. Some wonderful things have been done lately in the way of equipping these stations.”


  Cary smiled mockingly.


  “I mean it,” Burke went on, his face lighting. “The Brain we’ve got here now is the last word in that type of installation. As a matter of fact, it was just put in recently—until a few months back we had to work with a job that was just a collector and computer. That is, it collected the weather data around this station and presented it to you. Then you had to take it and prepare it for the calculator, which would chew on it for a while and then pass you back results which you again had to prepare for transmission downstairs to the Centre.”


  “Fatiguing, I’m sure,” murmured Cary, reaching for the drink place handily on the table beside his chair. Burke ignored him, caught up in his own appreciation of the mechanical development about which he was talking.


  “It kept you busy, for the data came in steadily; and you were always behind since a batch would be accumulating while you were working up the previous batch. A station like this is the centre-point for observational mechs posted at points over more than five hundred square miles of territory; and, being human, all you had time to do was skim the cream off the reports and submit a sketchy picture to the calculator. And then there was a certain responsibility involved in taking care of the station and yourself.


  “But now”—Burke leaned forward and stabbed a finger at his visitor—“we’ve got a new installation that takes the data directly from the observational mechs—all of it—resolves it into the proper form for the calculator to handle it, and carries it right on through to the end results. All I still have to do is prepare the complete picture from the results and shoot it downstairs.


  “In addition, it runs the heating and lighting plants, automatically checks on the maintenance of the station. It makes repairs and corrections on verbal command and has a whole separate section for the consideration of theoretical problems.”


  “Sort of a little tin god,” said Cary nastily. He was used to attention and annoyed by the fact that Burke seemed to be waxing more rhapsodic over his machine than the brilliant and entertaining guest who, as far as the meteorologist could know, had dropped in to relieve a hermit’s existence.


  Burke looked at him and chuckled.


  “No,” he replied. “A big tin god, Cary.”


  The lawyer stiffened slightly in his chair. Like most people who are fond of poking malicious fun atothers, he gave evidence of a very thin skin when the tables were turned.


  “Sees all, knows all, tells all, I suppose. Never makes a mistake. Infallible.”


  “You might say that,” answered Burke, still with a grin on his face.


  “But those qualities alone don’t quite suffice for elevating your gadget to godhood. One all-important attribute is lacking—invulnerability. Gods never break down.”


  “Neither does this.”


  “Come now, Burke,” chided Cary, “you mustn’t let your enthusiasm lead you into falsehood. No machine is perfect. A crossed couple of wires, a burnt out tube and where is your darling? Plunk! Out of action.”


  Burke shook his head.


  “There aren’t any wires,” he said. “It uses beamed connections. And as for burnt out tubes, they don’t even halt consideration of a problem. The problem is just shifted over to a bank that isn’t in use at the time; and automatic repairs are made by the machine itself. You see, Cary, in this model, no bank does one specific job, alone. Any one of them—and there’s twenty, half again as many as this station would ever need—can do any job, from running the heating plant to operating the calculator. If something comes up that’s too big for one bank to handle, it just hooks in one or more of the idle banks—and so on until it’s capable of dealing with the situation.”


  “Ah,” said Cary, “but what if something did come up that required all the banks and more too?


  Wouldn’t it overload them and burn itself out?”


  “You’re determined to find fault with it, aren’t you, Cary,” answered Burke. “The answer is no. It wouldn’t. Theoretically it’s possible for the machine to bump into a problem that would require all or more than all of its banks to handle. For example, if this station suddenly popped into the air and started to fly away for no discernible reason, the bank that first felt the situation would keep reaching out for help until all the banks were engaged in considering it, until it crowded out all the other functions the machine performs. But, even then, it wouldn’t overload and burn out. The banks would just go on considering the problem until they had evolved a theory that explained why we were flying through the air and what to do about returning us to our proper place and functions.”


  Cary straightened up and snapped his fingers.


  “Then it’s simple,” he said. “I’ll just go in and tell your machine—on the verbal hookup—that we’re flying through the air.”


  Burke gave a sudden roar of laughter.


  “Cary, you dope!” he said. “Don’t you think the men who designed the machine took the possibility of verbal error into account? You say that the station is flying through the air. The machine immediately checks by making its own observations; and politely replies, ‘Sorry, your statement is incorrect’ and forgets the whole thing.”


  Cary’s eyes narrowed and two spots of color flushed the skin over his cheekbones; but he held his smile.


  “There’s the theoretical section,” he murmured.


  “There is,” said Burke, greatly enjoying himself, “and you could use it by going in and saying ‘consider the false statement or data—the station is flying through the air’ and the machine would go right to work on it.”


  He paused, and Cary looked at him expectantly.


  “But—” continued the meteorologist, “it would consider the statement with only those banks not then in use; and it would give up the banks whenever a section using real data required them.”


  He finished, looking at Cary with quizzical good humor. But Cary said nothing.


  “Give up, Cary,” he said at last. “It’s no use. Neither God nor Man nor Cary Harmon can interrupt my Brain in the rightful performance of its duty.”


  Cary’s eyes glittered, dark and withdrawn beneath their lids. For a long second, he just sat and looked, and then he spoke.


  “I could do it,” he said, softly.


  “Do what?” asked Burke.


  “I could gimmick your machine,” said Cary.


  “Oh, forget it! Don’t take things so seriously, Cary. What if you can’t think of a monkey wrench to throw into the machinery? Nobody else could, either.”


  “I said I could do it.”


  “Once and for all, it’s impossible. Now stop trying to pick flaws in something guaranteed flawless and let’s talk about something else.”


  “I will bet you,” said Cary, speaking with a slow intensity, “five thousand credits that if you will leave me alone with your machine for one minute I can put it completely out of order.”


  “I don’t want to take your money, even if five thousand is the equivalent of a year’s salary for me. The trouble with you is, Cary, you never could stand to lose at anything. Now, forget it!”


  “Put up or shut up,” said Cary.


  Burke took a deep breath.


  “Now look,” he said, the beginnings of anger rumbling in his deep voice. “Maybe I did wrong to needle you about the machine. But you’ve got to get over the idea that I can be bullied into admitting that you’re right. You’ve got no conception of the technology that’s behind the machine, and no idea of how certain I am that you, at least, can’t do anything to interfere with its operation. You think that there’s a slight element of doubt in my mind and that you can bluff me out by proposing an astronomical bet. Then, if I won’t bet, you’ll tell yourself you’ve won. Now listen, I’m not just ninety-nine point nine, nine, nine, nine per cent sure of myself. I’m one hundred per cent sure of myself and the reason I won’t bet you is because that would be robbery; and besides, once you’d lost you’d hate me for winning for the rest of your life.”


  “The bet still stands,” said Cary.


  “All right!” roared Burke, jumping to his feet. “If you want to force the issue, suit yourself. It’s a bet.”


  Cary grinned and got up, following him out of the pleasant, spacious sitting room, where lamps dispelled the gloom of the snow-laden sky beyond the windows, and into a short, metal-walled corridor where ceiling tubes blazed. They followed this for a short distance to a room where the wall facing the corridor and the door set in it were all of glass.


  Here Burke halted.


  “There’s the machine,” he said, pointing through the transparency of the wall and turning to Cary behind him. “If you want to communicate with it verbally, you speak into that grille there. The calculator is to your right, and that inner door leads down to the room housing the lighting and heating plants. But if you’re thinking of physical sabotage, you might as well give up. The lighting and heating systems don’t even have emergency manual controls. They’re run by a little atomic pile that only the machine can be trusted to handle—that is, except for an automatic set-up that damps the pile in case lightning strikes the machine or some such thing. And you couldn’t get through the shielding in a week. As for breaking through to the machine up here, that panel in which the grille is set is made of two-inch thick steel sheets with their edges flowed together under pressure.”


  “I assure you,” said Cary, “I don’t intend to damage a thing.”


  Burke looked at him sharply, but there was no hint of sarcasm in the smile that twisted the other’s lips.


  “All right,” he said, stepping back from the door. “Go ahead. Can I wait here, or do you have to have me out of sight?”


  “Oh, by all means watch,” said Cary. “We machine-gimmickers have nothing to hide.” He turned mockingly to Burke, and lifted his arms. “See? Nothing up my right sleeve. Nothing up my left.”


  “Go on,” interrupted Burke roughly. “Get it over with. I want to get back to my drink.”


  “At once,” said Cary, and went in through the door, closing it behind him.


  Through the transparent wall, Burke watched him approach the panel in line with the speaker grille and stop some two feet in front of it. Having arrived at this spot, he became utterly motionless, his back to Burke, his shoulders hanging relaxed and his hands motionless at his side. For the good part of a minute, Burke strained his eyes to discover what action was going on under the guise of Cary’s apparent immobility. Then an understanding struck him and he laughed.


  “Why,” he said to himself, “he’s bluffing right up to the last minute, hoping I’ll get worried and rush in there and stop him.”


  Relaxed, he lit a cigarette and looked at his watch. Some forty-five seconds to go. In less than a minute, Cary would be coming out, forced at last to admit defeat—that is, unless he had evolved some fantastic argument to prove that defeat was really victory.


  Burke frowned. It was almost pathological, the way Cary had always refused to admit the superiority of anyone or anything else; and unless some way was found to soothe him he would be a very unpleasant companion for the remaining days that the storm held him marooned with Burke. It would be literally murder to force him to take off in the tornado velocity winds and a temperature that must be in the minus sixties by this time. At the same time, it went against the meteorologist’s grain to crawl for the sake of congeniality . . .


  The vibration of the generator, half-felt through the floor and the soles of his shoes, and familiar as the motion of his own lungs, ceased abruptly. The fluttering streamers fixed to the ventilator grille above his head ceased their colorful dance and dropped limply as the rush of air that had carried them ceased.


  The lights dimmed and went out, leaving only the grey and ghostly light from the thick windows at each end of the corridor to illuminate the passage and room. The cigarette dropped unheeded from Burke’s fingers and in two strides he was at the door and through it.


  “What have you done?” he snapped at Cary.


  The other looked mockingly at him, walked across to the nearer wall of the room and leaned his shoulder negligently against it.


  “That’s for you to find out,” he said.


  “Don’t be insane—” began the meteorologist. Then, checking himself like a man who has no time to lose, he whirled on the panel and gave his attention to the instrument on its surface.


  The pile was damped. The ventilating system was shut off, the electrical system was dead. Only the power in the storage cells of the machine itself was available, for the operating light still glowed redly on the panel. The great outside doors, wide enough to permit the ingress and exit of a two-man flier, were closed, and would remain that way, for they required power to open or close them. Visio, radio, and teletype were alike silent and lifeless through lack of power.


  But the machine still operated.


  Burke stepped to the grille and pressed the red alarm button below it, twice.


  “Attention,” he said. “The pile is damped and all fixtures besides yourself lack power. Why is this?” There was no response, though the red light continued to glow industriously on the panel.


  “Obstinate little rascal, isn’t it?” said Cary from the wall.


  Burke ignored him, punching the button again.


  “Reply!” he ordered. “Reply at once! What is the difficulty? Why is the pile not operating?”


  There was no answer.


  He turned to the calculator and played his fingers expertly over the buttons. Fed from stored power within the machine, the punched tape rose in a fragile white arc and disappeared through a slot in the panel. He finished his punching and waited.


  There was no answer.


  For a long moment he stood staring at the calculator as if unable to believe that the machine had failed him. Then he turned and faced Cary.


  “What have you done?”


  “Do you admit you were wrong?” Cary demanded.


  “Yes.”


  “And do I win the bet?” persisted Cary gleefully.


  “Yes.”


  “Then I’ll tell you,” the lawyer said. He put a cigarette between his lips and puffed it alight; then blew out a long streamer of smoke which billowed and hung in the still air of the room, which, lacking heat from the blowers, was cooling rapidly. “This fine little gadget of yours may be all very well at meteorology, but it’s not very good at logic. Shocking situation, when you consider the close relation between mathematics and logic.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I’ll get to it,” said Cary. “As I say, it’s a shocking situation. Here is this infallible machine of yours, worth, I suppose, several million credits, beating its brains out over a paradox.”


  “A paradox!” The words from Burke were almost a sob.


  “A paradox,” sang Cary, “a most ingenious paradox.” He switched back to his speaking voice. “Which is from Gilbert and Sullivan’s Pirates of Penzance. It occurred to me when you were bragging earlier that while your friend here couldn’t be damaged, it might be immobilized by giving it a problem too big for its mechanical brain cells to handle.


  “I remembered a little thing from one of my pre-war logic courses—an interesting little affair called Epimenides’ Paradox. I don’t remember just how it was originally phrased—those logic courses were dull, sleepy sort of businesses, anyway—but for example, if I say to you ‘all lawyers are liars’ how can you tell whether the statement is true or false, since I am a lawyer and, if it is true, I must be lying when I say that all lawyers are liars? But, on the other hand, if I am lying, then all lawyers are not liars, and the statement is false, i.e. a lying statement. If the statement is false, it is true, and if true, false, and so on, so where are you?”


  Cary broke off suddenly into a peal of laughter.


  “You should see your own face, Burke,” he shouted. “I never saw anything so bewildered in my life—anyway, I just changed this around and fed it to the machine. While you waited politely outside, I went up to the machine and said to it ‘You must reject the statement I am now making to you, because all the statements I make are incorrect.’ ”


  He paused and looked at the meteorologist.


  “Do you see, Burke? It took that statement of mine in and considered it for rejecting. But it could not reject it without admitting that it was correct, and how could it be correct when it stated that all statements I made were incorrect. You see . . . yes, you do see, I can see it in your face. Oh, if you could only look at yourself now. The pride of the meteorology service, undone by a paradox.”


  And Cary went off into another fit of laughter that lasted for a long minute. Every time he started to recover, a look at Burke’s face, set in lines of utter dismay, would set him off again. The meteorologist neither moved nor spoke, but stared at his guest as if he were a ghost.


  Finally, weak from merriment, Cary started to sober up. Chuckling feebly, he leaned against the wall, took a deep breath and straightened up. A shiver ran through him, and he turned up the collar of his tunic.


  “Now that you know what the trick was, Burke, suppose you get your pet back to its proper duties again. It’s getting too cold for comfort and that daylight coming through the windows isn’t the most cheerful thing in the world, either.”


  But Burke made no move towards the panel. His eyes were fixed and they bored into Cary as unmovingly as before. Cary snickered a little at him.


  “Come on, Burke,” he said. “Man the pumps. You can recover from your shock afterwards. If it’s the bet that bothers you, forget it. And if it’s the failure of Baby, here, don’t feel too bad. It did better than I expected. I thought it would just blow a fuse and quit work altogether, but I see it’s still busy and devoting every single bank to obtaining a solution. I should imagine that it’s working towards evolving a theory of types. That would give it the solution. Probably could get it, too, in a year or so.”


  Still Burke did not move. Cary looked at him oddly.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked irritatedly.


  Burke’s mouth worked, a tiny speck of spittle flew from one corner of it.


  “You—” he said. The word came tearing from his throat like the grunt of a dying man.


  “What—”


  “You fool!” ground out Burke, finding his voice. “You stupid idiot! You moron!”


  “Me? Me?” cried Cary. His voice was high in protest. “I was right!”


  “Yes, you were right,” said Burke. “You were too right. How am I supposed to get the machine’s mind off this problem and on to running the pile for heat and light, when all its circuits are taken up in considering your paradox? What can I do, when the Brain is deaf, and dumb, and blind?”


  The two men looked at each other across the silent room. Their exhalations made frosty plumes in the air; and the distant howling of the storm, deadened by the thick walls of the station, seemed to grow louder in the silence, bearing a note of savage triumph.


  The temperature inside the station was dropping fast.


  THE END


  YES AND NO


  Kris Neville


  A Venusian girl couldn’t just up and marry an Earth man. The legislature had to pass a bill first. And the legislature was the Greatest Deliberate Body the universe had ever known . . .


  CHAPTER I


  THE HOT SUN came down, baking the desert capital of the Federation. Wheels rolled toward it, wheels rolled away from it. Ships roared upward. The communication channels chattered information, gossip, rumor, speculation, fabrication, and local color to the whole of the system. The cogs of government, after lunch, meshed.


  There they sat, row on row: the lame, the halt, the senile, the—in short, the Greatest Deliberative Body the universe had ever known. Vegetating placidly until they were called upon to deliberate.


  Which would occur just as soon as the Speaker could discover what was the order of business for the day. A clerk finally reminded him that it was Every-Other-Thursday, the day on which they turned from normal Federation business to act as steering committee for Janitors’ Local Number Four.


  The Speaker cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” he said.


  Instantly a representative, was on his feet. “Can’t trust them damn foreigners!” he roared.


  A colleague dragged him down. “Shut up! That’s for tomorrow.”


  When quiet (comparative) resumed, the Speaker said, “We seem to have three separate pieces of legislation today in regard to the Janitors’ Local.”


  In the foyer, a drunken representative, imagining himself at a cocktail party, muttered endless obscenities.


  The Administration goad arose. “First,” he said, “before we take up that . . .”


  He was immediately drowned out by anguished wails of “Politics, politics, politics,” from the floor, and one thin voice piping above all the rest, “Where in hell’s the money coming from?”


  Behind the Speaker, the as yet incompleted voting-tote peered down at the assembly with its multiple recording eyes. It represented the second great impact of technology upon the Elected; the first had been the electric light . . .


  Three days out from Venus to Earth, the liner, Snowbird, chuffed along through space. She carried six passengers and a cargo hole full of Venusian pears.


  The passengers lolled discontentedly in the recreation area. A business man from Vega kept alternating his attention between a trade journal and the deck head. Two female teachers sat together, next to him, each studying travel folders about where they had spent their vacation. One, gleefully recognizing a picture, nudged the other, “Oh, look! Here’s Zeabaum. You remember Zeabaum?” The other, looking skeptical, bent to deny, but, after a moment, her expression changing to one of self satisfaction, verified, “That’s Zeabaum, all right!” A fourth passenger, returning. to Earth for the sake of his health, stood staring morosely at the fading bulkhead murals.


  The two remaining passengers, a Venusian girl of perhaps twenty-five and an Earth man some ten or twelve years her senior, sat apart from the rest, whispering to themselves; once the man laughed hoarsely.


  After a while, the young man left off with the murals and drifted over to their chairs. “Excuse me,” he said. “I wonder if I might join you?”


  The man furrowed his brow and frowned in instant annoyance, and the girl smiled, vaguely puzzled.


  “It gets lonely, not having anybody to talk with,” he amplified. He put his hands in his pockets and inclined his head forward awkwardly. “You know what I mean? I thought you were both from Meizque, my home city, from your accents, and . . .”


  “I don’t own the chair,” the man said, jerking his head in its direction. “Sit down.”


  The Venusian girl turned to him. “That’s not very polite, Roger. You can at least be polite, can’t you?”


  Roger growled under his breath.


  The young man straightened up. His ears getting red. “I didn’t intend to seem like a bore.”


  “Skip it. Sit down,” Roger said uncivilly.


  The young man’s lips twitched. “Thanks,” he said. “I think I’d rather not.” He turned and stalked back to the murals.


  He put his hands in his pockets, hunched his head forward again. He shifted uncomfortably. His ears were still red. He looked like he wanted to whistle. He yawned and blinked his eyes. He shuffled a few steps to get a better view of the left end of the painting.


  From behind him, he heard the clip-clop of feet. He felt an arm touch lightly on his shoulder. The hands came out of his pockets, and he whirled around.


  “I’m sorry about Roger,” the girl said. “I want to apologize for him.”


  “It’s all right,” he mumbled.


  “I knew you just wanted to be friendly,” she said. “Sometimes Roger’s short tempered like that. He really doesn’t mean it. If you knew him, you’d know that.”


  “I shouldn’t have tried to butt in.”


  “I didn’t really mind. We weren’t talking about anything important. Won’t you join us, now? I sent him below for some drinks. He’s getting you one. After he thought it over a minute, he was sorry.”


  “All . . . I mean, if you’re sure it’s all right.”


  “Of course,” she said, smiling.


  She led him across the room to the deck chairs. “You sit here,” she said, and then she settled into the next chair.


  “My name’s Sela,” she said.


  “I’m Jack. Jack Poley.”


  She laughed lightly at the odd, Earth name. “How long did you live in Meizque?”


  “Almost ten years. My father’s a colonel in the army stationed there.


  I went to the University, and then I started working for the Federation government. But I’m going back to Earth, because of my health.”


  The man named Roger was crossing the small room toward them; he carried a tray of drinks, balanced professionally. “I hope you like laqori. I brought you one.” He handed Jack the frosty glass.


  “Thanks . . . uh . . . I don’t usually drink, but when I do, it’s my favorite.”


  “Sela gave me hell for snapping at you,” Roger said. He smiled. “She was right, of course. I hope you’ll forget it?”


  “I shouldn’t have tried to butt in,” he said.


  “No. That was all right. Really.”


  Sela accepted the drink. “Roger’s worrying about a business deal. It always makes him touchy. By the way, Roger: this is Jack Poley. Jack, Roger Croy.”


  “How do you do,” Jack said politely.


  Roger sat down to the right of the Venusian girl. “So you’re from Meizque?” Roger said.


  “Roger’s the head of Trans-Planet, there. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”


  Jack Poley set the glass of laqori down carefully. “The president of Trans-Planet?” he asked in astonishment.


  Roger smiled. “That’s right. This is my own personal secretary, Miss Zean.”


  “Well . . . I mean. If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have . . . I mean . . .”


  Roger chuckled. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, waving his hand.


  “Well, I know, but . . .”


  Sela reached over and handed him back his drink.


  He took it.


  “He’s all right,” she said, smiling. “He won’t bite you. See, I’m not afraid of him.”


  Jack tasted the drink. “You must be awfully busy,” he said, “running such a big corporation as that.”


  Roger Croy shrugged. “Not as busy as I like to pretend. I’m practically on a vacation right now: one little deal in Yuma, and then Sela and I are going to the Riviera for a month.”


  Jack drained his glass. He twisted uncomfortably on the seat. Suddenly he stood up. “I just thought of something,” he lied. “I’ve got to go down to my cabin. I hope you’ll excuse me for taking up your time this way.” Roger gave him a friendly smile. “We’ll see you at dinner.”


  After he was gone, Roger settled back and sighed. “You can’t help but like that kid, can you?”


  “I think he was terrified at meeting Mr. R. J. Croy in person,” Sela said.


  Roger nodded his head in amusement. “He looked like a nice sort. You know what I think?”


  “No. What?”


  “I think he wanted to meet you when he came over here. He’s been watching you. I’ve noticed. I’m not so sure that he’s not about halfway in love with you already.”


  Sela raised her eyebrows. “He’s such a boy,” she said. “He’s hardly as old as I am.”


  Roger bent toward his drink. “I think,” he said, “you’ve been watching him, too.” He turned to study her face. “What do you say about that?”


  “And I think you’re jealous,” she said teasingly.


  “No. I mean, really. You know how it is with us. I just wouldn’t want to see you get tangled up with a kid like that. You could be pretty unhappy. Remember, he’s an Earth man.”


  “So are you,” she said flippantly. “But we’re not—in love—are we?” he asked. “It makes a lot of difference.”


  “You’re talking nonsense,” she said seriously. “I’ve only just seen the boy these last couple of days, and here you’ve almost got us married.”


  He held his glass up to the light. “I think I know you pretty well,” he said. “But you’re a funny one, and I don’t ever know quite what to make of you.”


  CHAPTER II


  “YARP,” SAID THE representative, bobbing his head happily. “Yarp.”


  The Service Section man, Fred, picked up a key. He held it up for Representative Filch’s inspection. “Now, you insert this in the slot and turn.” Bending forward, he demonstrated on the model that rested on the representative’s desk. The model was plugged into a wall socket, and when the key turned, the model panel lit up. “This blank space here, that’s lit now,” Fred went on, “will contain a televised picture of the legislation under consideration.”


  “Yarp,” said Representative Filch.


  Fred’s assistant, Long Tom Johnny, bent across the model and pointed to the focusing dial. “You focus with this thing,” he said. “Each box will have a picture tube adjusted to the individual’s eyes for whom it is intended, so you won’t have much need of it, but there’s where it is.”


  The representative smiled and nodded. “Yarp,” he said, “Plain’s day.”


  “Good,” Fred said. “Will you come around here, now, sir?”


  The representative stood up and ambled around the desk. He assumed a position behind Fred and stood squinting over the Service Section man’s shoulder. His hands hung uselessly at his sides.


  “You see these two little buttons?”


  “Yarp.”


  “Well, when you turn your box on with your own special key, you are now ready to vote. You simply push one of these.” He pointed.


  The representative licked his lips. “One says ‘Yes’ and the other says ‘No’.”


  “Oh, yeah. They do, don’t they? Which is which?”


  The Service Section man remained impassive. “The one on your right is’Yes’.”


  The representative studied the board blankly for a moment, struggling. “Then t’other one’s ‘No’, huh?”


  “That’s right, sir. Now let’s review it. Which button did I say was which?”


  “Uh . . .” The Honorable Mr. Filch wrinkled his brow in concentration. “Le’s see, now, uh, the one one my right is ‘Yes’, the one on my left, ‘No’. Yarp, that’s it.” He shook his head. “But I can’t say’s how I don’t mistrust that gadget.”


  Fred cleared his throat. “Now show me the ‘No’ button.”


  Representative Filch advanced his right hand tentatively. It fluttered out toward the ‘Yes’ button, but just before he touched it, he noticed the expression on Long Tom Johnny’s face. He jerked his hand to the other button.


  “Yarp,” he said happily. “That’s her.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  The representative straightened up. “Well,” he said, “Thanks for coming around and showing me this here now votin’ machine. Can’t say I favor ’em. But I suppose I’ll have to learn to use one. Well, I gotta rush off, now, to a meetin’ of the Committee on Research in the Natural Sciences. I’m the Chairman. Yarp, I’m the Chairman.”


  After he was gone, the two Service Section men began to disconnect the demonstration model. Long Tom Johnny, after he had coiled up the electric cord, straightened up and said, “In some respects, sometimes, I just don’t know.”


  Fred dropped the model in the carrying case. “Say what you will, Representative Filch is a fine politician.”


  The two men walked out of the office carrying a demonstration voting unit of the voting-tote. It was said to be fool-proof.


  THE SNOWBIRD WAS ten days along on its thirteen day crossing from Venus to Earth.


  Sela Zean sat in her cabin waiting for Roger. Every few minutes, she brushed nervously at her silken, purple hair. It was long hair, cascading over her bare shoulders, tumbling half way down her back. Her hands were slender and delicate, the nails closely trimmed and well cared for. Her eyes shifted to the door and then away from it: the round, doll blue eyes of Venusians. She was wearing a white formal, low cut, that set off her figure, attracting the eye to this and this and this excellence. After a while, she stood up and went to the cabinet. She poured herself a drink. As she tasted it, the cabin door opened.


  “Roger,” she said. “I was just having a drink. Would you care for one?”


  “Thanks. Not right now.” He closed the door softly and crossed to the bed, where he sat down. “Boy,” he said, “my cabin’s a mess: papers all over it.” Sela carried her drink over to a lounge chair. She moved a stack of papers from it to the floor and then sank into it. She stretched. “I finished up what you wanted me to do hours ago.” She sipped at the drink, inspecting him closely over the rim of the glass.


  He lit a long, Vegan cigarette. “We’re most caught up, now. Pretty soon we can start to enjoy ourselves.” She did not answer. He blew a lung full of the faintly greenish smoke toward the air grill. “You were up ’til all hours—ship time—with Jack again last night, weren’t you? That makes three nights straight, doesn’t it? You weren’t in here when I came by.”


  “I was in his cabin. We were talking.”


  Roger Croy studied his cigarette. Sela remained silent and motionless. Finally, he inhaled deeply.


  “You have a streak of . . . I don’t quite know the word to use . . . not exactly idealism, but something like that, if you know what I mean?”


  “I think I know,” Sela said.


  “Maybe what I mean, you have a sort of reservoir of affection, waiting for somebody to come along and tap it. It’s pretty hard to get at.” He blew smoke. “I never could.”


  “I wouldn’t say that, Roger.”


  He smiled. “You know what I mean.” He turned to face her. “Look.


  I think I’ll take the drink, if you don’t mind. The two of us look like we might sit here and start to sound like a soap opera.”


  “I’ll do the honors,” she said. She walked to the cabinet and mixed the drink: two and a third jiggers of zeno, three drops of lemon, two cubes of sugar, a splash of soda.


  “You know just how I like it,” he said, sipping at it. “You’re a very handy girl to have around . . . I think I’m going to feel happy, tonight. Mind?”


  “Go ahead,” she said.


  “I was thinking about the month vacation. I’ve got a lot of things to show you. There’s the—hey, what’s the matter?”


  “Nothing,” she said. “Go on.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said, crushing out the cigarette. “Come on. Tell all to father Croy.”


  “He asked me to marry him last night.”


  “Well, now, I will be damned.” He took a swallow of the zeno cocktail. “And what did you tell him?”


  “I . . . nothing.”


  He narrowed his eyes. He expelled his breath forcefully. “Well!”


  “. . . What made you say you thought I was in love with him, a few days ago?”


  “I know you, Sela. It’s the sort of . . . of . . . well, romantic thing you’d be likely to do. It’s just like you, somehow. I really don’t know how serious I was the other night when I said that.” She moved uneasily in the chair. She bit her lip with even, white teeth. “I don’t know whether I am or not. I honestly don’t know. I try to think, and somehow everything goes blurry. I guess it’s kind of silly, isn’t it, Roger?”


  “What kind of a guy is he?”


  “I really don’t even know that. A lonely kid. He needs somebody. He seemed almost half afraid of me. You should have seen his proposal: like a schoolboy saying something he might get whipped for.”


  “I meant what kind of a future? What kind of a business man is he?” She looked up into his eyes. “I don’t care. You know I never cared about that.”


  He glanced away from her face.


  “If you mean money—I have a little. Enough for a while, I guess. He’s a chemist or something. He could earn enough for us to live on.”


  Roger Croy cleared his throat in embarrassment. “Sela, I’m very fond of you. You’re a damn’ good secretary, and a damn’ good—well—girl friend.


  I wouldn’t want to see you hurt. Listen, I’ve seen these mixed marriages, I’m dead serious: they’re no good.”


  She reached out for her drink again. “I don’t see that that would matter, if we were really in love.”


  Roger Croy shrugged. “It’s hard. I mean, after the . . . well, love sort of dies, the marriage has to depend on something stronger.” He took out another cigarette.


  “You’re smoking too much,” she said almost automatically. “You just put one out.”


  He laughed. “I’ll miss you. I can see that. We would have had a wonderful time on the vacation . . .”


  She shook her head slowly, her eyes serious.


  “Yes, I guess that did sound a little like a bribe, didn’t it?”


  “I know you didn’t really mean it like that. You know me well enough to know that things like that don’t matter. They’re not important.”


  “I know,” he said. He lit the cigarette. “I don’t guess there’s any sense trying to tell you I feel like hell about this. It’s no play for sympathy: it’s simply fact.”


  “I haven’t said, yet, I’d accept.”


  He leaned forward, and the bed creaked under him. “No. But I was watching you. When I told you a mixed marriage wouldn’t work, I could see that little streak of stubbornness on your face. You felt that little desire of yours to prove everybody else is wrong. And the devil of it is, you’re usually right, too.”


  She stood up and crossed the room to him. She smiled wryly, raising her eyebrows. “You know me pretty well.”


  He reached toward her hair; he stroked it gently, letting the strands flow like water through his hands. “Not well enough. If I did, I’d know some way to make—make you feel about me the way you do about him.”


  “You’re a wonderful guy,” she said.


  “I mean it. But . . . you don’t need me, do you?”


  He sighed. “Will you live in Meizque? I’ll get him a job there, if you want me to.”


  “We’re going to live on Earth. He can’t live on Venus any more.”


  “Oh? . . . It’s worse there,” Roger Croy said. “You’ll have to get permission to marry. That’s pretty hard. Their legislature has to pass a bill.”


  “I know.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” Roger said.


  “If I can get him some sort of a job there. He’s a chemist, yon say? Honest to God, I wish . . . Never mind. I suppose you’ve told him about us?”


  “Good Lord,” she said lightly, “I hardly know him!” She bent forward and kissed Roger on the forehead. “Yet!” she added emphatically.


  He stood up. “Well, I guess I better say good night.”


  At the door, he turned. He stared at her for a long moment. Then he looked around the room.


  “I mean this,” he said slowly. “All the luck in the world.”


  “You sound so morbid. I’m still your secretary. I’ll be eating breakfast with you. You make it sound like I’ll never see you again.”


  “Well, in a way, it is goodby, isn’t it?”


  She swallowed. “I know. Goodby . . . dear.”


  When the door closed, she was surprised to find herself crying.


  CHAPTER III


  “OF COURSE, HYSTERIA is best,” the lobbyist admitted, “But when we can’t use it, we can’t use it. We’re looking forward to that day. We have a new technique. The blind stampede.”


  “Go on,” said the employer. “Please go on.”


  “You are familiar with the new voting machine?”


  “Familiar with it? Didn’t I spend 300,000 credits fighting it?”


  The lobbyist pursed his lips and clicked his tongue consolingly. “Don’t take it so hard. We can oppose progress only so long. A few hundred years. Then there comes a time . . .”


  The employer looked down-cast. “But perhaps it will turn out for the best,” the lobbyist said.


  Slowly, very slowly, the employer shook his head. “The Golden Age is gone. Now, every representative will have his every vote registered. His every vote. It’s—it’s undemocratic. It’s a violation of conscience. It’s a violation of the Australian Ballot. It’s a . . .”


  “Easy, easy . . .”


  “How can we tie up the legislature for weeks with roll calls? How can we paralyze them for months in parliamentary niceties? How can we kill bills year after year by honest, democratic subterfuge?”


  “We’ll find new ways,” the lobbyist said.


  “Yes, but . . .”


  “Now, listen. We can usually whip up hysteria, can’t we?”


  “It’s getting harder,” the employer said. He had a sudden, horrible thought. “Maybe the people are getting smarter!”


  “No. That’s absurd. The theory of genetic drag, of the gene pool, proves we’re safe there.”


  “Oh.”


  “In big issues, we’ll continue with hysteria, fabrication, smear, innuendo, and bribes. But in little, everyday issues, our psychologists have developed the psychology of the voting tote.”


  “Tell—me—more.”


  Roger Croy had a suite in a down town hotel. The telephone, at his elbow, purred. He flicked on a “Vision-screen”, and, in the base square, he picked up the picture of the caller: an operator. “I have your party in Yuma, now,” she said musically. Roger glanced across the room at his secretary and Jack. “Never mind,” he said. “I’ll phone back. I’m busy right now.” He replaced the receiver.


  “Please don’t let me keep you away from business,” Jack said, thrusting his head forward nervously. “I’ve really got to leave anyway. I’m trying to get an appointment with my representative. I should be half way to the capital now.” He stood up. He moved his hands awkwardly. “Thanks for everything, Mr. Croy. You take care of Sela while I’m gone, won’t you?” He turned to the girl. “I’ll try to get through in a week. My lawyer said, if I was lucky, it shouldn’t take more than that.” He walked to the door.


  She crossed the room to him, kissed him lightly. “Hurry back,” she said.


  “I will,” he promised. He let himself out.


  “Damn it, I still like the kid,” Roger said after the door had closed. “I wish you’d gone on with him to the capital.”


  “No,” she said. “I’d be a fine secretary to run off and leave you until after this week. Then I’ll join him.”


  “Thanks, Sela, you’re square. I’ve got a hunch this marriage is going to work out. I hope it does. You’re the kind that just falls one time.”


  “I know it will,” she said.


  She crossed to her improvised desk at the far side of the room, next to the window. Glancing out the window, she could see air taxis flashing by on the six lanes above the roof tops. Several family helicopters fluttered like pieces of torn paper in the sky. “It’s a different world, isn’t it?” she said.


  “Yeah . . .” Roger said. “And the world’s all right. The natives on the other hand . . .”


  “You’re one,” she said. “Jack’s one.”


  “We’re more Venusian. We’re more like you, really.”


  She laughed. “Honestly—it’s not as bad on Venusians now as it was twenty years ago: they seem to treat me fine.”


  Roger Croy nodded. “Still. It would be better if you could live on Venus. Not nearly so much antagonism. Look, Sela . . .”


  “No, I’m sorry, Roger.”


  “. . . I’d like to get you a wedding present.”


  “Oh!” Sela turned from the window. She looked at him with a half teasing smile. “If it’s something useful and inexpensive.”


  He laughed explosively. “In good taste, you mean? Did you expect I’d send you a diamond bracelet?”


  “Touché,” she said.


  Roger crossed to her desk and stood looking down at her. “What I had in mind was something valuable but inexpensive. I thought I might be able to get your marriage bill before the Elected for you.”


  She wrinkled her brow prettily. “. . . Jack . . .”


  He glanced out the window. “I used to live here, remember. I know the ropes. When his lawyer said’week’, he was probably thinking year’.”


  Her eyes were suddenly serious.


  “Like the mill of the Gods,” Roger continued, “the legislative mill grinds slowly—and exceedingly small.”


  “Wait a minute, Roger. I’m afraid I don’t quite understand.”


  Roger Croy took out a cigarette, lit it. He seemed to be studying his words in advance. “The world of politics on this planet,” he said slowly, “is a weird sort of half world. There’s no other way to put it. The more you think of it, the more unreal it seems. After a while, your mind gets numb, and after that, you finally come to regard the whole thing as perfectly normal and slightly humorous. That way you save your sanity. If you fall to brooding over it . . .”


  “What sort of nonsense is this?” Sela asked.


  Roger turned from the window and knocked his ash off into the built-in tray on the desk. “You’ll see. You’ve never seen anything like it before.”


  “But surely . . . They’ll pass our bill, won’t they? There isn’t any doubt about that, is there? They don’t have any reason not to?”


  “Oh, sure. They’ll pass it. Probably. Because it has no connection, even remotely, with politics. There shouldn’t be any trouble.” He smiled twistedly. “If you can get it on the floor.”


  Sela stood up. “Jack said . . .”


  “Sit down, sit down. I’ve been thinking about it, Sela. Since you won’t let me get him a job, or try to set him up in business of some sort, the least I can do is this. I happen to know a few people here and a few more on Venus. One of them will know how to get your bill on the floor as quickly as possible. You won’t object to me helping you on that, will you?”


  “It isn’t . . . You know how I feel. Of course I wouldn’t. It would be—damn’ fine of you, Roger.”


  “Okay. Thanks. Once you get the bill on the floor, the rest is pretty automatic, usually. You want to take some cables? We’ll see what kind of action we can get.”


  CHAPTER IV


  “GENTLEMEN,” the lobbyist said to a select and secret group of backers, most of whom were World-Firsters, a 200% patriotic organization, “how do you feel about the plan now?”


  There was a low rumble of qualified assent around the table. The meal of sliced filet of beef, and Manhattans and Martinis and Scotch and Bourbon—not to mention a light, red table wine—had put the backers in a reasonable mood. Here and there a good cigar steamed bluely.


  “We certainly intend to conduct a test,” the lobbyist continued, beaming at the guests. “I have already alerted the members who give us unquestioning support. They are divided into two cells: A and B. I will personally vote the cells from the gallery as soon as we can decide on an appropriate test bill. They will vote in two blocks: each block voting as a man at the psychologically correct moment to stampede the remaining members. Fortunately, the number required will not be large, and, it is anticipated, once the band wagon is rolling, it cannot be stopped except by similar counter measures.”


  Again there was a mumble of qualified assent.


  “Unfortunately,” the lobbyist went on, “we can’t act this week. The representatives are too pleased with their new toy. They’re liable to vote any way, just to watch the lights light up. The novelty should be worn off in a couple of weeks. But week after next, they’re going to be busy citing people for contempt, and, of course, we wouldn’t want to interfere with anything like that. But the third week, there will be a number of routine bills. I will choose one—completely nonpolitical—whose passage is assured and then, as proof of our contention, defeat it by psychological voting.”


  “Good.” “Good.” “ ‘Good.’ ”


  It was the butt end of the legislative season. The chamber was rather full—most members had used up all of their legal absences. The room was hot and the representatives were listless.


  At 2:04 the clerk called the Elected to order, and the Speaker mounted the rostrum.


  In the gallery there was a splattering of curious visitors, all from out of town.


  On the far right, there was the lobbyist.


  The scribe, an aged, shriveled little fellow, who had served for over a quarter of a century, hovered with shorthand pencil to catch and preserve for posterity each golden word. Occasionally he darted a fretful glance over his shoulder at the voting tote; each time, resentment flickered over his leathery face—as if he feared, eventually, some mechanical contrivance would usurp his job.


  Sela and Jack entered the gallery. They made their way toward the front. Eyes of spectators turned in the direction of the Venusian, and there was one exuberant wolf calls from one of the younger members on the floor.


  The Speaker cleared his throat, surveyed the field, hammered the gavel, and business began.


  Representative Filch, bustling in, puffing importantly through his generous and livid nostrils, hurried to his desk. His tiny eyes darted this way and that. He sat down in nervous haste, fumbled out his key, inserted it, activated his voting circuit. He pushed a button, under the impression that voting had already begun. He did not want to be left out, for he had already been absent one day over the allotted amount.


  His circuit automatically went dead, and on the voting tote a light flashed “Yes” under the square for seat 316, directly in the center of the board. The control technician, at the switches, to the left of the tote, cleared his throat in annoyance. He muttered something to himself about 316, for, single voting sometimes overloaded a circuit, frequently weakening the voting light. He threw the reactivating switch. Representative Filch’s circuit was again connected. The technician cleared the tote: it registered the total: one affirmative vote.


  Representative Filch slumped down in his seat and looked around; his face showed plainly that he thought he had been foully handled.


  The reading of a bill began. The clerk in charge mumbled rapidly, his voice carrying no inflection, the words conveying, in their formlessness, no shred of meaning. On each desk, the televised copy appeared.


  The routine bill came to the routine vote. It took five minutes for all members to get their opinions cast. One took the floor during the process to protest that his vote had been misrecorded. “I pushed the ‘No’ button and that damn thing registered my vote as ‘Yes’.” He was one of the members who had spoken loudest against the installation of the tote.


  The technician wearily suppressed his square, and the negative vote was tallied by hand onto the total. The representative stood by his desk, jamming his finger hard, time and again, into the deactivated ‘No’ button. There was a martyred set to his jaw.


  “Bill six, three-fifty,” the clerk droned. “Inaccordancewiththeexpress willof . . . themarriageofanEarthmanto-aVenusianwoman . . . isherebyrequest-edthatpermissionbegrantedfor . . .”


  “That’s us,” Jack said, leaning forward intently, to catch the words.


  Beside him, Sela turned to whisper, “I’m afraid.” Her face was tense.


  Pair after pair of eyes turned from the Speaker to focus for a brief instant on the lobbyist in the right gallery. Very slowly he inclined his head and sniffed the wild flower fastened in his lapel.


  Sections of suspense seemed suddenly to descend on the Elected. Several members folded their papers and placed them neatly on their desks. One or two men bent to nudge their dozing colleagues into consciousness.


  No one seemed more than to glance at the televised copy of the bill.


  The clerk finished the reading.


  Sela’s hand had found Jack’s.


  “We’ll now record,” the Speaker announced.


  There was a moment of complete inactivity.


  The lobbyist was on the edge of his seat, watching the board intently.


  The first vote come in: “Yes.”


  Another: “Yes.”


  A third: “Yes.”


  The lobbyist bobbed his head toward cell A.


  “No, no, no, no, no, no, no.” Resounding negation seemed to inundate the opposition.


  Sela drew in her breath sharply.


  A yes popped lit among the no’s. It seemed weak and almost apologetic.


  A pair of no’s.


  Then voting ceased. Representatives watched the board uncertainly.


  Representative Filch wrinkled his brow. As near as he could tell, he was completely neutral to the bill. He could not recall having been read a single letter from a constituent about it one way or the other. He licked his lips. Best to vote with the rest. They knew what they were doing. Even if they didn’t, it’s always best to be with the majority. He waited, trying to discover for sure which way the wind was blowing.


  The lobbyist bobbed his head toward cell B.


  The second spate of No’s cluttered the board.


  Sela and Jack stared at each other in hurt disbelief.


  Representative Filch shrugged his shoulders. Why be different? He reached out and pushed the “Yes” button, having, for the moment, confused them again in his mind. He did not even bother to check his vote but settled back into blissful lassitude.


  His yes zipped along the wire. His center square flared brilliantly as a light sometimes does before burning out.


  In the brief flash, the minds behind a dozen hesitant hands noticed the unusual vehemence of the assent. Yes was firmly impressed on them. They voted. And a new stampede, in the opposite direction, began.


  End


  DOWN IN THE MISTY MOUNTAINS


  Joe Gibson


  It was a hundred years of progress, it was a hundred years of destruction, it was the Century of Great Dreams, it was the Century of Vast Illusions—thus, the era our early science-fiction writers depicted thud-and-blunderingly with Space Patrol and space pirates, ray-guns and rocket ships, bug-eyed monsters and beautiful maidens, It was all of that, and more!


  It was the Twenty-Second Century—
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  Riders of the Ring


  PIRACY was a problem of vectors. The ship went this way, accelerated that way, through a gravitational drag another way, with a centrifugal force curving through there. Somewhere in that tridimensional pattern, jet-thrust was so much in such-and-such tubes according to mass-ratio and grav drag; grav plates adjusted so much according to stress curve and power available; power turbines were revved up according to fuel available for maximum output and possible future necessities.


  A pirate couldn’t be a fool.


  Kim Rothman reminded himself of that fact as he watched the bright green spark glide across the radar scope.


  That green spark was a space freighter, three months out from Lunaport, Earth, and bound for the New Holdings in the Jovian Moon-System. That freighter would be loaded with machinery, spare parts, mail and luxuries—the soap, coffee, and chocolate bar trade.


  In the sleek, black hull of the pirate cruiser Voodoo, there were twenty-seven men from Marsport who wanted that space freighter. And Kim Rothman, seated at the broad control bank under the transparent blister, high on the cruiser’s back, was supposed to get that freighter for them.


  There were five billion people on Earth, and they were prosperous. They had plenty of skilled manpower and plenty of factories.


  Hardier, pioneering individuals had settled the other planets. They had some factories inside their sealed, domed cities, and were self-sufficient so far as elementary necessities—air, water, food, and atomic fuel—were concerned. But, being so few and having to do so much just to stay alive on their alien worlds, they had neither the time nor the materials for manufacturing the luxury items, the comforts of civilization, the automatic machinery to make spare parts for their machines. These, they bought from Earth, in exchange for the minerals and produce grubbed out of the alien soil of their world.


  And Earth charged high. Too high. The struggling, hard-working settlers just couldn’t meet the prices demanded by Earth—demanded, of course, so that the people of Earth could live in the luxurious comfort to which they were accustomed.


  So the settlers had simply been forced to stop buying.


  And the Earth government, the United Nations, promptly revised the Articles of Space. Henceforth, interplanetary colonization could be conducted by large corporations on Earth, would be owned and operated by these corporations on Earth, and colonists would be employees of the corporations rather than free settlers. And the corporations would answer to the Earth government.


  It was a mistake. There were civil uprisings in the domed cities of Mars, Venus, and Mercury.


  The Earth government wouldn’t back down. They placed an embargo on shipments to these worlds. They authorized the corporations to build, operate, and maintain their own spacecraft.


  Until then, all spacecraft had been government-owned, operated by government-approved space crews. The spacemen had became an almost legendary breed of heroes, driving their ships across the black void to bring supplies to the far-flung settlements—often when such supplies were a matter of life-and-death.


  But if the corporations owned spacecraft, the crews would have to follow the orders of the corporations. There would be no more swinging off course and forgetting your destination to answer the distress call of some colony of free settlers. Tradesmen lost money when that happened, but lives were often saved. The corporations wouldn’t allow it—unless a distress call was relayed through their home offices on Earth and the news syndicates notified so they would get plenty of publicity for it!


  The spacemen didn’t like it.


  Government-owned spacecraft began to disappear, complete with government-approved crews.


  So Kim Rothman sat at the controls of his pirate cruiser Voodoo, carefully plotting his “run” on a space freighter five million miles away. The space freighter was a corporation ship, bound for the corporation-owned New Holdings in the Jovian Moon-System.


  And behind Kim Rothman, in the crew’s quarters of his cruiser, were twenty-seven men from Marsport who wanted to take over that space freighter and drive it back to Mars. The free settlers on Mars needed that cargo of machinery and spare parts. They couldn’t get it from Earth. Not directly or legally.


  Of such things, pirates are made.


  KIM’S lean, strong hands leaped over the keyboard, his fingers deftly punching the proper keys. The pilot-computor clattered and yuk-yuked and twittered at his elbow. Bright little numbers leaped gloweringly onto a frosted slot. The data was integrated and signal lights flashed blue.


  Target plotted; interception and coordination computed; ready in twelve minutes, fourteen seconds.


  A female operative could have set up the pilot-computor much more easily and swiftly than he had. Women’s reflexes were faster, which was why they were Second Officers aboard all larger spacecraft. But a man could coordinate the data to be fed the pilot-computor much easier and more comprehensively than a woman. Computors need cold, hard facts interwoven into a complete pattern. They would not compute intuition, which made men First Officers aboard larger spacecraft.


  But both tasks were equally important in the operation of a ship. Both had to be done with precision and understanding; neither was valid without the other.


  Kim was frankly wishing he had a female team-mate on the Voodoo. The little cruiser wasn’t meant for major space maneuvers; its control pit wasn’t designed for a man-woman team. He knew he wouldn’t have a really efficient pirate ship until he’d redesigned it—and had a girl who’d ride with him.


  He locked the controls in their computed settings and flicked on the intercom screen. “Korsak!” he called quietly.


  Korsak’s thin, pointed face loomed on the screen. He was a typically tall, lean Mars colonist, the son of a son of a Mars colonist. And he was a “government-approved” spaceman who wanted to pilot that freighter back to Mars.


  “Hi, Rothman,” he said. “About time, isn’t it?”


  Kim nodded casually. “I’ve already screened and set. Tell your men to prepare for four minutes’ eight-gee acceleration.”


  Korsak scowled darkly. “Four minutes? That’s kinda rough!”


  “I’ve shaved it as far as I can,” Kim told him. “The gravplates will be on full fifty gees through the apex of the vector. Just pray we don’t blow a circuit.”


  “They’ll take evasive action!” Korsak argued; he wasn’t familiar with the piracy game. “You sure we can coordinate?”


  “There’s some risk,” Kim admitted. “The computors allow for human decisions to a large extent, though. Better strap down—you’ve got eleven minutes!”


  “Check!” Korsak gave a curt nod and the screen went blank.


  Kim surveyed the instruments, critically, then heaved a sigh of resignation and began to adjust his seat straps.


  Dazzling fire burst from the tubes of the little cruiser. It slithered ahead, a slender, black needle in the dark emptiness of space.


  Two million miles away, radar scopes registered on the control bridge of the freighter. Trajectories were computed; alarm bells clamored. A tall stout man studied the figures on the slots before him, made a grim decision, and spoke to his wife. The calm, efficient woman ran her fingers over the wide console keyboard. Red lights flashed in the crew-decks below as the freighter blasted its forward jet and heeled over. Then it cut back, crossed its former trajectory, its steel plates groaning with strain.


  But the black ship followed. It closed in, slowly.


  The freighter decelerated, all its forward jets spewing fire.


  The black ship decelerated.


  The freighter snapped off its forward jets; then its main jets opened up. It accelerated, shot forward.


  The black ship accelerated.


  Each action, in itself, meant little. The timing of each action meant everything. The pirate was a tiny green spark on the freighter’s scopes; it was closing in on a long, shallow curve that dipped and swirled in gyrations that matched the freighter’s exact maneuvers.


  They were two thousand miles apart when the screens went up and the gun-crews manned their batteries.


  Kim dragged himself back to a red-hazed consciousness and activated his own battery, six projectors mounted in a ball-turret on the cruiser’s nose.


  He held his fire until the freighter opened up. Two thin beams lanced out from the freighter’s amidships; another shot from its nose.


  He swerved the little cruiser and the beams broke off the curved shell of the force-screen. Only a direct hit would penetrate. But each dodging maneuver cost him speed. The freighter could hold him off past coordination limit unless he made a direct hit.


  The freighter couldn’t maneuver as easily. He capitalized on that weakness, set his fire-control to utilize it, and pressed the red firing stud.


  Then he collapsed hack in his seat, sweat pouring down the sagging muscles of his body. A sudden lurch left him weightless, sickened. Then acceleration clamped down again.


  The beams lanced back and forth, automatically. They shattered off the invisible spheres of the force-screens. The ships closed in to a thousand miles; five hundred . . .


  The final beam went exactly where Kim intended it. The cruiser was sweeping past the giant freighter, overshooting the coordination limit, when its beam shot back and crashed through the freighter’s screen, hit the main jets and tore them from their mountings with a blinding flare of radiance. Then the cruiser decelerated sharply, retrograding back into the coordination limit. It floated serenely off the crippled freighter’s right flank, level with the Solar Ecliptic.


  Kim massaged the aching muscles of his face. His whole body tingled with needles of pain. He gulped air into his laboring lungs, blinked his tear-dimmed eyes, flexed his hands to get the knots of pain out of them. Then he flicked on the intercom.


  “Pile out, Korsak!” he ordered hoarsely.


  The colonist’s thin face appeared on the screen, grinning wearily. “We are scrambling into our trappings now, Rothman. How does she look?”


  Kim turned his head to stare out the transparent blister at the huge freighter, floating a few thousand yards away. Sunlight blazed along her torn, mangled tail. Her nose was in deep gloom, invisible against the blackness of space, save for the yellow lights glowing from her portholes.


  “She’s hulled, aft,” Kim reported thoughtfully. “Power turbines are gone—you can’t run beam projectors on battery juice!—and her free air has escaped. You may have a stiff fight with her crew.”


  “We’ll handle that,” Korsak prophesied grimly. “How extensive is her damage—and are the cargo holds all right?”


  “Cargo holds are intact,” Kim replied. “But her main jets are gone beyond repair. You’ll have to ride her back to Mars on auxiliary jets and set her on Phobos. She’d never make a planet-fall. If her turbines are shot, you may have to remain in spacesuits. It’ll be a good six months’ voyage, I’m afraid.”


  Korsak nodded. “We’ll check when we get aboard. A beam kissed us, down here! You’ve got a leak in your belly plates under the turbine chamber; nothing serious. We’ve sealed the locks.


  “I’ll look at it,” Kim said. “Get going.”


  The airlock swung open on the black hull and twenty-seven figures in bulky spacesuits jumped into space. Tiny rockets spouted flame from the tips of metal V-frames on their backs, and they floated off toward the giant, helpless hulk of the freighter.


  Kira watched them go with a dull, numbing relief. His job was done. He had five thousand credits stuffed into the belt around his waist. He only waited to see that the final provision of his contract was carried out.


  The tiny, antlike figures disappeared in the gloom of the freighters hull. The blue flares of cutting torches appeared.


  Kim loosened his seat straps, unzipped the top of his spacesuit, and fished his cigarettes out of his jacket pocket. He puffed a cigarette alight, crossed his arms over his thickly padded chest, and waited.


  Twenty minutes later, a small lifeboat roared out of its launching slot in the freighter’s hull. He caught a brief glimpse of the spacesuited freighter-crew under the transparent shell of the little craft; then it shot off into the star-sprinkled emptiness.


  The communications light flashed on, before him. He tuned the intercom screen and flicked it on.


  Korsak gave him a lopsided grin through the thick quartzite of a fishbowl helmet. “We’re in, Rothman!”


  “Everything check?” Kim asked brusquely.


  Korsak nodded. “Killed two men and a woman—gun crew-members. They put up a fight while the others barricaded themselves on the control bridge. We lost four men before we got ’em. We evacuated nine people, all the survivors, in that boat. They’ve got enough fuel and provisions to raise Ceres.”


  “I’ll check when I reach Ceres,” Kim promised.


  Korsak chuckled. “I know you will! Our agent will contact you there, if we’ve any more jobs lined up.”


  “Have a good voyage,” Kim muttered, and flicked off the screen.


  He crawled out of his seat and climbed wearily down the ladder-well to the cruiser’s main salon. His gaze went yearningly to the liquor cabinet, set flush in the comfortable, luxurious wall furnishings, then he swung away and stamped heavily aft. He reached up with a gloved hand and rocked the fishbowl helmet forward, over his head.


  He had to repair that leak, first. Then he had a three-week’s cruise to Ceres. Alone. And there weren’t any new magazines and telerecordings in the small library to help while away that time. He couldn’t even open up with the ship’s radio and talk to the far-flung Space Communications stations—they’d take a reading of his transmitter and vector him back to the spot that freighter was attacked. Then the Space Fleet would be alerted. They’d come barrelling out to intercept him.


  The so-called Space Fleet was more precisely the “Earth Fleet” organized to stop these pirate raids on the ships and outposts of the Earth corporations.


  The little Voodoo would be no match for any one of their huge dreadnaughts.


  He was alone. Completely alone. If he were in trouble, he couldn’t call for help. There was no help for a pirate . . . no help for a pirate . . .


  Blast it, he needed a pardner!


  CERESPORT was a domed frontier outpost on the Asteroid Belt—the Ring, as it was called in spacemen’s parlance. There was the giant dome and a flat, rocky plain, nothing more. The plain was usually littered with the small, blackened cruisers of asteroid prospectors and mining crews, plus the occasional fat cigar of a supply freighter. Space Fleet dreadnaughts dropped in now and then, eyeing the little, nondescript ships with hostile suspicion.


  For good reason, of course; not a few of Ceresport’s “prospectors” were space pirates.


  It was a wild, free outpost. Its habitues, men, women, and children, were a tough breed and knew it. Everyone over twelve years of age carried a bolstered Maxim needle-gun. Like any free society far from the lawful restraint of civilization, it bred a few individuals who used their complete freedom to steal from others. Claim-jumping was an everyday occurrance; murder averaged twice a week.


  These people were intelligent. No illiterate could handle a spacecraft in the jumbled rock of the Ring. But honor and crime have no respect for technical training. Criminals are intelligent, too.


  Rim brought the Voodoo sizzling in over the field, fire streaking from the forward jets. The little ship slewed to a halt above a cleared area and settled gently to the rock on her humming gravs. His spacesuited figure leaped down from the airlock and went skipping across the field, almost weightless in the planetoid’s faint gravity.


  He spotted the lifeboat near the dome, nodded his satisfaction, and bounded up to the city’s giant entrance locks. He opened the outer portal and let himself in, sealed it and released air into the chamber. The inner portal opened automatically. He stepped through, feeling the underground grav-plates drag him down with normal one-gee, and walked over to the Locker Room.


  His spacesuit went into a rented locker, and he buckled a pair of .003 mm. Maxim guns about his thighs and strolled on into the city.


  He was a tall, lean figure in jacket and shorts. His hair was brown, his eyes gray, his features well-formed but lacking any striking quality of handsomeness. He wasn’t muscular, was neither fat nor thin. His appearance was of the common, ordinary kind that people passed up without so much as a glance.


  He had come to appreciate that, since assuming his pirate role. He noticed it, happily, as he strolled along the broad corridors past the solid doorways of residence apartments and the bright windows of shops, restaurants, and taverns.


  There were three thousand people in Ceresport, plus a usual five or six thousand transients. His presence would go unheralded.


  He rode the escalators to Level Nine, the observation level under the transparent roof at the very top of the giant dome. Level Nine was famous throughout the Ring. It was the spacemen’s meeting-place, a broad, circular chamber with an oval bar and scores of small upholstered booths. Robot waiters scurried about on silent rollers, serving the men and women who sprawled in the booths, conversing in a loud murmur of sound while the stars glared down coldly from above.


  Barney Gruka, the fat, ponderous proprietor of Level Nine, was stationed at his usual place in the small, glass-enclosed booth behind the entrance. His chill blue gaze flickered over Kim as the young spaceman approached the booth, but his puffy features showed no hint of recognition. Kim was acquainted with that ruse. He pushed aside the glass panel and eased himself into the seat across from Barney. The proprietor’s fat hands played over the keyboard in the table-top and a cool, iced drink plopped from a wall slot at Kim’s elbow. The glass panel slid itself closed, shutting out the rumble of voices.


  “Welcome back, Rothman,” Barney greeted softly. His face retained its plump, smooth blankness. Nothing moved but the chill eyes and the fat lower lip.


  Kim gazed at him musingly. There had never been a killing in Level Nine. No man had ever pulled a Maxim gun without having one of Barney’s little steel robots grab him, shattering his gun-hand. And few things were said or even hinted at in Level Nine without Barney knowing about it. In fact, there were few people in Ceresport whose life-histories weren’t completely documented in the memory-files of the fat man’s cunning brain—few people wandering along the Ring, itself, that he didn’t at least know about.


  “Anyone looking for me, Barney?” Kim asked gently.


  The chill gaze touched him, briefly, and the lower lip stuck out in a faint pout. “Pay me,” Barney demanded in his soft, liquid voice. “You know the rates.”


  Kim slipped a few credit-notes out of his belt and laid them on the table, his palm covering them.


  “No one is looking for Kim Rothman,” Barney complied readily. “The survivors of the Walrus, a corporation freighter, are looking for the pirate who jumped them on the Earth-Jupiter run, three weeks ago. There are nine of them; three were killed when the pirates boarded the Walrus. Howard Tucker is First Officer.”


  Kim slid the credits across the table. They vanished up a loose sleeve in Barney’s green satin tunic.


  “One of the men killed was an investigator for the Biochemical Research Department,” Barney remarked absently. “The corporations paid the Earth government to send him out for an investigation of the New Holdings on Ganymede. Some sort of corrosive agent is attacking the metal of their domes.”


  Kim tasted his drink, cautiously. The pungent liquor stung his nostrils. He set it down. “The Earth government isn’t going to like having their investigator knocked off. The Space Fleet will probably put a price on that pirate’s head.”


  “That is a minor detail,” Barney scoffed, his eyes constantly shifting, watching. “Space is an interesting place, Rothman. It has some interesting tales. Some men change when they get out here.”


  “This investigator changed?”


  “There is a girl, a Miss Frances Freemont, who was assigned the investigator’s assistant,” Barney explained. “She’s one of the survivors. She says her investigator turned wolf in space, tried to attack her in her stateroom, had to have some sense beaten into him by some of the ship’s crew. She’s not sorry she won’t be his assistant, now.”


  Kim grimaced wryly. “That could be true or false. Maybe she claimed she was attacked, hoping the dumb investigator would fire her from the job on Callisto. Maybe she wanted to be a camp woman—”


  “Possibly,” Barney admitted. “She hasn’t been flirtatious here, though. And she has a Second Officer’s certificate.”


  Kim took out his cigarettes, rose, and pushed the glass panel open. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll drop by again sometime.” Stepping out of the booth, he poked a cigarette between his lips and strolled toward the long, oval bar.


  Some men thought Barney Gruka knew too much. A number of men had tried to remove him. None had succeeded nor lived to tell about it. Kim felt a keen irritation at the fat proprietor’s shrewd knowledge, but he had no intention of challenging it. Barney also kept his mouth shut, when he was paid enough. Kim paid him enough.


  A robot bartender brought Kim the mild, tasteful liquor he ordered. He filled his glass and hooked his elbows solidly on the bar. Men and women jostled and talked around him. Most of them wore jackets and shorts, though a few men wore trousers and a few women wore skirts. All of them wore guns. They were husky, well-formed people with light tan complexions. A few exceptions were negroes and whites, the two “vanishing races” of Earth. There were several seven-foot, dark-skinned sons of Mars, a couple of pinkish-white sons of Venus. Some men were close-shaven, some women’s hair fell to their hips. There was one family of baldies, a man-and-wife team who preferred to shave their heads. It was a matter of personal preference, Kim studied them all, savoured their talk. The words were a fantastic mixture of languages, though most of them spoke the spacemen’s form of pidgin English with familiar phrases, and expressions of French, German, Cantonese, Nipponese, Spanish, and Russian thrown in. He recognized the speech of one husky male-female team as Mongolian.


  His elbow was nudged gently. He turned to find a grinning, curvacious girl standing beside him. “Come over to my booth and let’s talk,” she invited musically.


  Kim shook his head. “I’m not in the mood for happy talk,” he replied gravely.


  The girl’s eyes narrowed and her slender hand dropped to the gun on her hip. She surveyed him slowly from head to foot, then turned and stalked off, hips wriggling sinuously. The holstered gun slapped against her leg.


  Kim shrugged and turned back to his drink. He had no liking either for alcohol or women, the two chief diversions offered at any frontier outpost. Some spacemen went in for both as soon as they hit a port. Some spacewomen teamed with men and lived with them during voyages, then went seeking variety as soon as they hit port and eventually shipped out with another man. Some spacemen and women worked as teams and lived strictly apart on voyages. Some married and stayed together as teams, even raising their children aboard ship. Moral integrity, or the lack of it, had little bearing on how well they did their jobs.


  It was a phenomenon of human nature that often intrigued him, drawing his thoughts off into a wandering tangent as was the usual habit of a man who spent long weeks alone. Kim shook his head, grinning to himself, and sipped his drink. He had other things to think about!


  First, the Voodoo had to be fueled and provisioned, worn-out parts replaced and mechanisms inspected and overhauled. Second, he had to meet the agent from Marsport who, according to Barney, obviously had not arrived yet. And third—


  Third, he had to find a teammate!


  Kim scowled, perplexedly. He knew himself to be an admirer of moral integrity. His social prejudice would never quite allow him to have complete trust in a female team-mate who practiced sex as a means of purely personal enjoyment. To him, such promiscuity was too emotionally selfish of either man or woman. He couldn’t respect such an individual. He wouldn’t want to share weeks and months with a woman like that.


  His team-mate would have to appreciate moral values. At the same time, she would have to agree with the principles that made him a pirate to the extent of becoming a pirate, herself.


  Such a girl was not easily found. Most of them became wives of spacemen shortly after graduating from the Space Academy.


  The ideal team-mate would be a girl who agreed to join him, was attracted to him, and eventually mated with him. There were no marriages for pirates. His name and the Voodoo’s former name were down on the Earth government’s lists as a deserter; capture meant life imprisonment. It would have to be a common-law marriage.


  He didn’t have one chance in a million of finding such a girl on the Ring. Spacewomen who accepted commissions out here, where men and women rode the asteroids alone, were not those who wanted respect and decent team-mates.


  “You’re sure deep in thought!” a new voice growled at his elbow.


  Kim turned and grinned at a tall, grizzled spaceman. “Kind of hard to lose the habit when you’re just in from space, lone voyage,” he admitted, moving aside to give the stranger room at the bar.


  “My name’s Ackerman,” the spaceman said, running a nervous hand through his graying hair. “That must’ve been you that came sizzling over the dome, half an hour ago!”


  Kim nodded. “I just sold out a rich claim to a mining outfit,” he lied pleasantly. “Guess I’ll rest up a few days or a week, maybe, and strike out again.”


  Ackerman pressed the bar-stud, signalling the robot bartender. “I got a pitchblend claim out on Dead Pete. Come in for supplies day before yesterday. Guess I’ll go back when my pockets are empty.” He chuckled drily and ordered a stiff shot of Venusian rhum from the bartender, which blinked its nose-light in acknowledgement.


  “Does a man good to get in, once in a while,” he continued, turning back to Kim. “Eat some good food,’stead of concentrates. Have a few drinks. Associate with other people.” His thoughtful blown gaze studied Kim’s features, speculatively. “If my claim was rich enough to sell out for mining, I’d fuel up and head back to Earth!” he added, then hastily amended, “I mean no insults!”


  Kim stilled the hand that had started toward his hip, put it back on the bar. “My name’s Rothman,” he replied easily.


  Ackerman nodded. “Glad to meet you. Saw you brush off the buxom babe, a few minutes ago. She’s been trying every lone guy in the joint!”


  “You brushed her off, too?” Kim asked guardedly.


  “I turned and walked off. My back itched, though—I’m glad they don’t allow killings in Level Nine!” Ackerman picked up his drink as the robot slid it before him. “I’ve a few friends here in Ceresport,” he added, sipping his drink. “There’s a family I can always stay with when I’m here. It’s nice to be welcome someplace, toddle some youngsters on your knee and tell ’em space tales.”


  Kim frowned in faint irritation. This, he knew, was another result of loneliness with some men: when they got back among their own kind, they talked and talked and talked to anyone who’d listen to them.


  He started to pick up his drink and move away when Ackerman asked, suddenly, “You wouldn’t consider a run hack to Earth?”


  Kim started visibly. “What makes you ask that?” he demanded.


  Ackerman was giving him the thoughtful stare again. “There’s a young lady here named Fran Freemont,” the grizzled spaceman said quietly. “She’s looking for passage back to Earth. The supply ship isn’t due out for another three months!” He set his drink on the bar and faced Kim, squarely. “I think you’re a man she could trust, Rothman!”


  Kim felt a tight constriction in his throat. “Thanks,” he said gruffly. “But it just happens I’m not going back to Earth.”


  The Girl from Earth


  HE spent the first three days provisioning and doing maintenance on the Voodoo. He slept on the ship, ate his meals at the city restaurants, and spent his spare time wandering around the broad corridors. He spent an afternoon with Ackerman at the apartment of the family the spaceman knew, playing poker for small stakes. He watched the spaceport field closely, noting the arrival and departure of each craft.


  The agent from Marsport still hadn’t arrived.


  He was having dinner in the Black Vein Restaurant on Level Four when a small, skinny man walked over and slipped into the booth across from him. He looked up, blankly querilous.


  “Barney says someone is looking for passage to Earth,” the little man said, without introduction.


  “So she finally want to Barney, huh?” Kim smiled grimly.


  “She can’t make passage out,” the little man said. “There’s no ships leaving. She’ll pay a thousand credits to get back to Earth, no questions asked.”


  Kim’s brows went up. “That gal’s kinda anxious!”


  “Message center got an ethergram, yesterday.” The little man was brimful of information. “She’s wanted for a special expedition to Venus—something about her being an authority on Venusian mammals. She’ll get a promotion if she can make it.”


  Kim forked hunks of steak into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “Wha’d Barney say?” he mumbled.


  “Nothing. You’re here, your contact hasn’t shown up. Barney wants ten percent.”


  “Does he, now?” Kim considered, musingly. Nine hundred credits was still a nice profit for a run to Earth. It was all downhill, toward the Sun’s attraction. He could slip in to Earth, if he had a place to hide the Voodoo.


  The little man seemed to read his thoughts. “She says she knows where a deserter ship could be hidden, he said. “Her family’s some sort of well-to-do scientist outfit, has an estate in the Mongolian plateau country.”


  “Tell Barney I’ll see her,” Kim said decisively.


  The little man slid out of the booth and walked away.


  Kim finished his meal and returned to his ship. He pulled off his spacesuit in the airlock and damped it to the wall, then strolled on into the main salon.


  “Hello,” the girl’s voice said.


  He whirled, yanking out his guns.


  She was sitting in the low seat in the corner of the salon. Her figure was small, neatly rounded, attractive. She wore a two-piece garment of rich blue, embroidered in silver, a sort of scant bolero jacket and short, swinging skirt. It was rakish, fashionable, civilized; its color matched her eyes, which widened as she stared into the muzzle coils of his guns.


  Kim lowered his guns and scrutinized her, critically. Her hair was brown, close-cropped, carefully waved. Her skin was pale, like new ivory, her lips small and petulant red. Her fingernails were manicured. Her shapely knees were crossed, her legs smooth and firm. She did a lot more primping than most spacewomen, dressed for appearance rather than comfort or utility, and didn’t wear a gun.


  “You’re Fran Freemont,” he stated flatly.


  She folded her hands on her knees, nervously, and tried to appear calm. “Is it that obvious?” she asked.


  “I’m afraid it is.” Kim nodded, holstering his guns. “You look like a well-paid government job with the Biochemical Research Department. How did you get out here?”


  “I rented a spacesuit and came out!”


  He arched a critical brow. “In that outfit? In a spacesuit?”


  “It doesn’t wrinkle,” she replied evenly. Somehow, she seemed more sure of herself, then. “After I talked to Mr. Gruka in Level Nine, I watched him and followed the man he sent to talk to you. So I knew you were the man I wanted to see.”


  “Why do it that way?” Kim asked, puzzled.


  “I was afraid you might say no,” she explained cryptically. Her gaze was steady, unflinching.


  “If I had, nothing you could do would change it,” Kim said, taking out his cigarettes.


  She shrugged indifferently. “I didn’t know that. But if you said yes, there’s something else.”


  Kim puffed a cigarette alight. “What?” he demanded.


  “I’ll pay you one thousand credits and we’ll take off for Earth immediately,” she said in her cool, even tones. “Then you won’t have to pay Mr. Gruka any percentage.”


  Kim grinned sourly. “Neat,” he said. “But first, you’ll go back and pay Barney Gruka one hundred credits.”


  Fran Freemont looked vaguely surprised. “Well!” she exclaimed. “There is honor among thieves!”


  Kim felt deeply grateful that she hadn’t said pirates. “Among a few of us, let’s say,” he corrected mildly. “And somehow, we few seem to have an ability to stay alive longer than the others. Also, it’s easier to do business.”


  Her lips pressed together in faint irritation. “Couldn’t you pay Mr. Gruka next time you came to Ceresport?”


  “Barney would hardly appreciate that attitude,” Kim chided, grinning. “I may be dead before I ever get back to Ceresport!”


  She rose with a sigh of resignation. “All right, then. I suppose I’ll just have to climb into my spacesuit and go back to pay him!”


  Kim nodded mockingly. “I suppose you will!”


  He stood in the control pit, topside, and watched her bulky, spacesuited form move awkwardly back across the field. There was a dim shadow of emotion somewhere back in his mind that had prompted him to take her proposition. Otherwise, he hadn’t had any intention of making a trip to Earth. He frowned, trying to puzzle it out.


  Maybe it was just the rakehell humor of the deal, pirating an Earth corporation space freighter, then taking one of the freighter’s survivors back to Earth and flaunting himself under Earth’s very nose! Spitting in the devil’s left green eye, so to speak! Buckling a swash!


  Well, he was a pirate, wasn’t He?


  The trouble was, how did she know which ship was his?


  The answer came with a faint, muffled hammering on the Voodoo’s hull, below.


  Kim descended the ladder-well and went back to the airlock chamber. He pressed the stud that flashed the green “welcome” light outside and peered through the porthole as three shadowy, spacesuited figures shuffled into the lock. Air hissed from the valves as they closed the outer portal behind them, then the inner portal swung aside and they stepped in to face him.


  The first visitor flung back his helmet with a sigh of relief. “Good evening, Mr. Rothman!” he said pleasantly.


  He was a small, sandy-haired man with a pink-cheeked face and a little mustache. Very dapper. The two men behind him were big, wide, husky, and ugly as sin.


  “You know me and I don’t know you,” Kim replied casually. “And what makes it so good?”


  “One thing makes it a very charming evening,” the sandy-haired man said, smiling. He had a sneaky smile, Kim thought. “The one thing,” he explained patiently, “is that no one was forced to have any accidents. It all worked out very well, and my name is Ted Brown.”


  “Well, Mr. Brown,” Kim said, through his most charming smile, “I would ask you and Bill Smith and John Jones, here, to come in and have a drink—only, people who talk about accidents make me nervous!”


  Mr. Brown nodded amicably. “Quite understandable, Mr. Rothman. I shall be more specific. The young lady who asked the identity of your ship was, I believe, interested in making a deal with you. She desires to return to Earth, which is very commendable except that we have no desire to see you journey to Earth.”


  “Why not, please?” Kim inquired gently.


  “Because,” said Mr. Brown, placing his gloved fingertips together, “we have a deal which we wish to make with you, Mr. Rothman.”


  Kim stared at the two men behind Mr. Brown, at the way their gloved hands rested on the butts of their Maxim pistols. “Do come to the point, Mr. Brown,” he muttered.


  “Precisely!” Mr. Brown nodded. “I, sir, am here as a representative of the Earth corporations which have interests in the New Holdings of the Jovian Moon-System!”


  Kim switched his stare back to the sandy-haired man. “You’re what?” he gasped.


  Brown laughed shyly. “Let me finish, sir! As you probably know, we have lost considerable money in the New Holdings. Our space freighters are being raided, our employees are in a bad humor, and our stocks are taking a terrible beating—this, in spite of all the Space Fleet can do to keep down these pirates, mind you!”


  Kim’s mouth gaped open. He couldn’t believe it! They weren’t—


  But they were! “It is my purpose,” said Brown smiling, “to contract a number of space pirates to raid the supply ships that trade at the free ports of Mars and Venus, Mr. Rothman, and sell their loot to us! Fight fire with fire, you understand!”


  Kim controlled his features with an effort. “What makes you think I’d be interested?” he asked drily.


  “Both you and this ship are on the Earth government’s deserter list,” Brown replied smugly. “Please, Mr. Rothman, let’s not quibble. We shall be proud to consider your immediate services, sir.”


  “Suppose I’m not interested?” Kim asked.


  Brown’s pale blue eyes became frosty. “We should be deeply disappointed. In fact, I might tell you that if Miss Freemont hadn’t left here, after obviously having you refuse her proposition, we should never have allowed this ship to leave Ceres! Our ship is just twenty yards away, Mr. Rothman, and we had our batteries trained on you every second!”


  “In short, if I refuse—”


  “It will be fatal!”


  Kim’s first shot holed the big, wide, ugly man on the right. His second shot caught the big, wide, ugly man on the left, just as that worthy gentleman got his gun free. Both gentlemen were quite instantly dead, rendering the airlock chamber somewhat messy.


  Mr. Brown skipped backward with a small, gurgling scream. Kim felt utter loathing, rather than anger, as he blew the small man’s pale blue eyes and sandy hair into a bloody smear on the aft bulkhead.


  Kim unbuckled his guns and donned his spacesuit. There was a cold lump in his stomach and his limbs felt dead. He dragged the three corpses into the airlock, closed the inner portal, pumped the air out, and opened the outer portal.


  The huge, balloon-shaped bulk of Barney. Gruka, in spacesuit, stood in the cold starlight outside, staring up at him.


  “You all right?” Barney asked, through the helmet phones.


  “Well as can be expected,” Kim answered.


  Barney gave a moist, whistling sigh. “I was afraid I hadn’t figured out their game in time—”


  “You didn’t,” Kim interrupted mildly. “Help me unload ’em.”


  Barney stood rooted to the spot as Kim stooped, lifted Mr. Brown’s body, and heaved it forward out the airlock door. The body flipped over and tumbled onto the barren rock like a limp sack.


  “I’ll get somebody to bury ’em,” Barney said softly.


  IT took ten weeks to reach Earth.


  Two and a half months in which the Voodoo seemed to be standing still in the black emptiness of the Universe. Human perspective narrowed down and a ship became a world on such long trips.


  Kim had the airlock chamber mopped down and scrubbed before the girl returned from the Ceresport dome. He was in the salon mixing drinks when she entered, informing him that her luggage was already aboard and, if he didn’t mind, she was anxious to leave that godforsaken space-hole behind her. Fran Freemont hardly appreciated Ceres.


  The harsh sunlight was just splattering the tips of the jagged rock hills when they lifted. Kim locked the controls in their automatic settings and there was nothing more to that; he merely had to take an occasional star-reading to check the computed course and inspect the ship’s mechanisms regularly to see that they functioned.


  He moved his belongings out of the small main stateroom and left It to Fran, moving into the large crew’s quarters amidships. He didn’t want her to notice the deck-fittings where twenty-seven acceleration couches had been mounted—he’d had the couches removed at Ceresport—because she just might reach the proper conclusions.


  Fran Freemont was far from being naive. He learned that as they spent long hours in the control pit, he sprawled in his seat before the broad bank, watching the instrument readings for signs of trouble, and she perched behind him with her slim legs swinging over the edge of the ladder-well. There were breathless moments when red signal-lights flashed and the screen flicked on automatically, sights of awesome beauty as meteorite swarms crept out of the blackness and rained against the screen in brilliant splashes of fire. Once, the radar scope flashed into life and a fistsized meteorite made a bright green streak across it.


  Their conversations began in halting monosyllables, then gradually grew from habit. Fran was the daughter of an agricultural chemist who did government research on Venus; she was born in Venusport, grew up on Earth. Her mother’s family was the famous Chao-Tang, reknowned for the geological findings of the three Chao-Tang brothers, her uncles. It was a traditional family of scholars and scientists in the Orient. Fran held out her arm, showing him her ivory skin, with a faint smile; she told him of her childhood, a comfortable, happy childhood in her parents’ small home, and of breath-taking visits to the wealthy Chao-Tang estate. Her young astuteness was duly noted and she was well-educated, graduating from the Space Academy and earning her Master’s degree in biochemistry at the University of Prague.


  Her blithe narration loosened Kim’s reluctant tongue. He told of his parents, prospectors of the Asteroid Belt who migrated from Earth’s Middle East; he was born in their small cruiser, grew up on the Ring. They had paid his passage to Lunaport, where he graduated from the Space Academy, and he returned to establish a shuttle-supply service to the prospectors’ diggings and mining claims around the Ring. That was before the Earth government revised the Articles of Space . . .


  His parents had gone out on a prospecting jaunt, once, and had never returned.


  Fran lapsed into sorrowful silence Whenever Kim spoke of the hardships of his youth—the food concentrates, the stale tanked water, the necessity of a young boy learning the mechanical functions and maintenance of a spacecraft—and she didn’t share his laughter as he related his first sight of Lunaport, when he was fifteen, and his first television show, his first pair of long pants, his first volley-ball game. Kim noticed her silence and ceased talking about himself; he reverted to questioning, drawing her out of her own shell.


  Her father’s work and her faint memories of Venusport had prompted her to take up biochemistry—Venus was a hothouse planet of seething, ferocious life. “That’s why I simply had to get back to Earth!” she exclaimed happily, as they were seated at dinner one late watch.


  Kim’s gaze drank in the beauty of her small, oval face in the soft light of the salon. “All I heard was that they had some special expedition lined up for Venus,” he admitted, between mouthfuls. It was a relief that his normal, wolfish eating habits no longer bothered her. “And if you could make it,” he went on, “they’d give you a promotion.”


  “Oh, that’s nothing as far as I’m concerned!” she refuted gaily. “The important thing is this—would you believe it!—they’ve discovered intelligent life on Venus!”


  “Uh?” Kim straightened up in surprise.


  “The old legends about the Venusians are true!” she insisted, her eyes shining with enthusiasm.


  Kim managed to withhold a grin. “There are quite a number of such legends, aren’t there?” he asked chidingly. “What about the Martians who’re supposed to live in the sands of the deserts and only dig their way out at night? And I seem to recall a number of old prospectors’ tales of an asteroid where the rocks roll themselves around and talk to each other—”


  “This is not an old prospector’s tale!” she denied vehemently.


  “It was considered to be just a—a fantastic story, when they first heard about it,” Fran explained grimly. “That was fifteen years ago—no, twenty! Anyway, an old-time reptile hunter came stumbling into Venusport one day, half-dead with fungus fever. Before he died, he told about finding a tribe of frog-like savages up on the slopes of the Misty Mountains. A couple of hunters followed his trail back and found some tracks of strange, unknown creatures—like bear-tracks, their report said, only Venus hasn’t any bears!


  “Anyway, nobody really believed it, but Biochemical Research happened to have a teleologist named Thompson at Venusport.”


  “What’s a teleologist?” Kim interjected.


  “They specialize in organic adaptations. I’ve specialized in zoology the past few years, more so than biochemistry—especially mammalogy. Anyway, this Thompson set out to see what he could find. The tracks were washed away by then, of course, but—


  “But Thompson never returned! “Biochemical Research immediately sent out other investigators to organize search-parties for Thompson, and of course, to see what they could find. But none of them ever found anything! Not a trace!”


  “So?”


  Fran gave him a wide-eyed, triumphant smile. “So the Department sent me an ethergram after I notified them I was safe on Ceres. They asked me to return to Earth, if I could arrange passage, because they wanted me on the new expedition being outfitted for Venus. “And they said one other thing. I knew what it meant, instantly. They said: ‘Thompson came back!’ ”


  The Man from Space


  GRADUALLY, their relationship grew less formal. Before the breakfast hour, Fran was usually locked in her stateroom; then, accidentally, she left the door standing open. As he was passing in the corridor, Kim glimpsed her sitting before the mirror in silken pajama shorts and jacket. Her face was smeared with creamy paste and her hair was twisted tautly into pin-curlers. Kim leaned weakly against the doorjamb, laughing. But from then on, the door was left open.


  She cut his hair and let him cut hers—with the clipper-dome, it was easy—and alternated watches with him in the control pit. She borrowed an old pair of his shorts and jacket, and joined him in crawling through the ship’s steel intestines, inspecting and repairing, cleaning and oiling. She assumed the role of ship’s cook after he showed her a few culinary tricks with food concentrates. She helped him polish the quartzite ports and vacuum down the bunks and upholstery. She repainted the ship’s galley.


  They had hardly reached the half-way mark in their trajectory when she asked to use the ship’s radio. Kim refused flatly.


  They were seated in the control pit—Kim was in the seat and she had climbed down into his lap—when she hinted about it again.


  She merely wanted to contact the Biochemical Research Department at Lunaport and tell them she was coming—and find out more “about the expedition—


  “You should’ve taken care of that before we left Ceres,” Kim replied grimly. “The answer is no—the radio stays locked!”


  A broadcast to Lunaport, he knew, would be as good as calling the Space Fleet and telling them he was on his way. All spacecraft ran on schedules registered with Earth—except deserter craft, like the Voodoo. Space Communications at Lunaport would take a vector reading on his transmitter as a matter of routine. Then they’d notify the Space Fleet. Any ship on an unscheduled course was, naturally, a deserter!


  Fran tried pouting for about five seconds. It didn’t work. Then, she treated him coolly. Their talk lapsed back into monosyllables. That didn’t work, either, and Kim knew she was beginning to wonder.


  He knew, too, when she stopped wondering. It was when he entered the turbine chamber on a routine inspection and found the film of grease scrubbed off the steel deck around the shiny, new stress-beam. He had installed the stress-beam at Ceresport.


  And where the oil-film was scrubbed away, there was a long, jagged scar in the steel plates. It was the welding scar where the freighter’s beam had burned a leak in the hull.


  He walked back into the main salon to find her seated before one of the portholes, staring out at the sprinkled constellations of the stars. He saw her cringe slightly as he stepped out of the corridor, but she didn’t look up.


  He moved over to the liquor cabinet, got out a tumbler, and poured himself a stiff three fingers.


  She gave a soft, brittle laugh. “It’s—it’s quite a coincidence, isn’t it?” she stammered shakily. “I was—I helped them on the forward gun battery! I’m the one who—who got you with that beam, Kim!”


  Then she rose and stalked swiftly to her stateroom. The door clicked shut with grim finality.


  Kim stood staring after her and sipping his drink, silently.


  He was standing late watch in the control pit when he heard her moving around, below. Pots clattered in the galley.


  When he came down, she had dinner prepared. They seated themselves and ate without speaking. Then she put down her fork, sighed timorously, and looked up.


  “I apologize for acting silly, Mr. Rothman,” she said coldly. “I have no right to be that way. I’ve accepted your services, no questions asked—I should have been aware of the circumstances.”


  Kim pushed his plate aside, hardly having touched his food, took out his cigarettes, and drew one alight. He studied his hands absently.


  “You’re quite right, Fran,” he acquiesced.


  She gave an angry grimace and hot tears glittered in her eyes for an instant. “But—whatever could make you do such a thing?” she demanded with a suddenly shrill voice.


  Kim raised his brows in feigned indifference, leaned back, and blew a faint cloud of smoke at the wall. “Fortunes of war, I suppose—”


  “War?’ What war? It’s the ‘fortunes’ you’re after, isn’t it! I suppose you’d kill for money—”


  He faced her, then, his face without expression. “No,” he said softly. “Not for money, Fran. For the lives, the freedom of others, perhaps—”


  Fran buried her face in her hands. “Lives? Freedom? Does that explain the attacks that have been made on so many space freighters going to Jupiter? The lives lost—”


  “Those were corporation-owned freighters,” Kim said coldly.


  “Suppose they were?” She dropped her hands, glared at him accusingly. “Suppose the corporations of Earth do own and operate a few space freighters? The crews are belter-paid, get better medical care! Or is it the corporations?”


  “It is,” Kim nodded.


  “But why? They don’t enslave their employees! They aren’t exploiting the Jovian Moons, fighting each other—the Earth government doesn’t allow such ruthless measures, on Earth or anywhere else! They’d lose their colonial rights if they ever tried that! This—this isn’t the Sixteenth Century!”


  “If that were all we were concerned with, there’d be no pirating,” Kim retorted firmly. “As it is, we aren’t just pirates—we’re privateers, paid by the free settlers of Mars and Venus! They get the loot of our raids!”


  “Because you can out-bid Earth’s prices?” she snapped hatefully. “That’s how you make your ‘fortunes,’ isn’t it?”


  “Most of us are paid a flat fee per trip, Miss Freemont. We are not paid for the loot. We stop the freighters; crews from Mars or Venus board the freighters, capture them, and go home with them.”


  Fran stared at him, then shook her head. “I can’t believe that, Kim,” she said quietly. “That it’s the free settlers of Mars or Venus who’re really to blame? No, Kim—they could never get by without Earth—”


  “No, they couldn’t. But Earth has almost forced them to get by without her, charging them prices they can’t pay!”


  Her eyes narrowed contemptuously. “Do you realize a space credit is evaluated at one thousand dollars in Earth currency?”


  “It’s materials and machinery that make values,” Kim said caustically, “Not figures on paper. But I didn’t say the free settlers were altogether to blame. We spacemen were the ones who turned pirate!”


  “Robbing the rich to give to the poor, I suppose!” she taunted.


  “Attacking corporation-owned freighters because they spell the end for us!” Kim replied. “The crews of those freighters work for the corporations, not themselves—they’re even being trained by the corporations, rather than the Space Academy—”


  “That’s reason enough to kill them?”


  “They’re a bunch of white-collar workers who jump only when they get the word from the main office!” Kim shouted. “They’ve proved, many times, that you can’t make decisions in which settlers’ lives are at stake from any plush office on Earth! If they were worth the title of spacemen, they’d have seen that the Mars’ and Venus’ settlers got their supplies from Earth whether they could pay for them or not!”


  He slammed his fist on the table and slumped back in his chair, scowling.


  Fran sat perfectly still for a moment, then touched her napkin to her lips and rose. “I don’t think there’s any point in discussing this further,” she said coolly. Then she walked to her stateroom. The door closed gently.


  Kim smoked three cigarettes in rapid succession, then got up and steamed the dishes.


  RELATIONS were rather strained, from then on. Fran kept mostly to her stateroom, coming out only to prepare meals.


  Kim told himself that he didn’t care. And he didn’t—about some things. He ate little, picking at his food. His hair grew long, bushy. A week’s stubble of tough, black beard sprouted from his cheeks. He virtually shunned the large shower-room in the crew’s quarters. His mouth twisted into a habitual scowl. He slept fitfully.


  She came unexpectedly into the salon, one day, and stopped, her face turning bone-white.


  He was standing at the other end of the salon, stripped to the waist, rolling his shoulders, flexing his arms, and whipping his guns from his holsters in blurred practice draws.


  She turned slowly and walked out.


  For a long while after she was gone, Kim stood staring after her. Then he took a flask from the liquor cabinet, retired to his bunk in the crew’s quarters, and drank himself to sleep.


  When they began nearing the proximity of Earth, he set up the Schmidt lens scope in the control pit and began taking observations of the planet. It was a giant blue sphere on the lens, a bright crescent of light and a dim blur of darkness. There were the brown patches of boiling equatorial deserts in Africa, Australia, and North America, the verdant green vegetation near the Poles. He studied the Mississippi and Amazon Bays in the Western Hemisphere, that once were peaceful farm-valleys, and the channels and lakes and ten-thousand islands in Central Russia. It was winter in the Northern Hemisphere, and there was a tiny patch of white in the Arctic Ocean, all that remained of the polar ice and the last great Ice Age, 14,000 years ago.


  Earth had became quite a bit warmer since then.


  Kim felt no affection for the planet. He had been to Earth only once, and then just to the great Sahara Spaceport. His interest was prompted solely by the fact that, like all planets, the Earth had a tendency to wobble about irratically on her orbit. A man coming in on a long trajectory could never be sure which side of the Equator he’d come down on.


  But he left the Schmidt scope mounted in the control pit. And as he returned on his next watch, he found Fran peering into it. He wriggled past her and crawled down into his seat. Neither of them spoke. But Fran stayed.


  The radio began to distinguish signals from star-noise soon after that. Kim spent long hours beside it with notepad and stylus, listening to messages and scribbling notations. It wasn’t long before he knew there were six Space Fleet dreadnaughts swinging in orbit around the Moon, and their position and motion along that orbit. He plotted the trajectories of spaceliners and freighters plying between Earth and the Moon, and leaving and approaching those two bodies from the other planets. With that information, he plotted his own approach along a trajectory that would touch no radar fields, one that would bring the Voodoo safely down to Earth without being detected.


  He opened the chart locker and dug out the Earth maps at dinner. “Where’s the Chao-Tang estate?” he asked.


  She pointed it out on the map of Asia, a spot on the slopes of the Khangai Mountains, just north of the Gobi plains. “There are large cattle and sheep ranches on the Gobi,” she explained practically. “Large vineyards in the Valley of the Kara Nor. People are widely scattered and most of them wouldn’t know a spaceship if they saw one. There are deep hardwood forests on the slopes of the Khangai, and only a few country estates and isolated lumber camps. You can hide the Voodoo easily in that country.”


  Kim nodded absently. “I’m more concerned with getting down there unnoticed. A sweep across the Indian Ocean and through Central China would seem the best bet—more cattle-industries in that jungle grassland—”


  The Earth grew to a huge, swollen ball, steaming with dense atmosphere. It crept across the black emptiness of space and the Voodoo, like a tiny, invisible Needle, hurtled toward it, vanished into it . . .


  THE ravine was a deep, narrow gash in the hillside, with steep walls of ancient, crumbling rock. The Voodoo rested snugly in the bottom of it, with nothing to reveal her presence except a few blackened trees at the end of the ravine, seared by her force-screen as she slithered over them.


  She had arrived at night. Now, it was morning. Fran’s slim, lovely figure came scrambling up to the top of the ravine with breathless eagerness. She stood still, her hair blowing about her head and her scant garments molding against her body, staring out over the wide valley to a distant line of sheer bluffs. She laughed musically as Kim came stumbling up after her, straining muscles he seldom used.


  Her face shone with radiant happiness as she skipped merrily ahead. The wind made a low, sweet sighing sound In the tail stands of hardwood timber that cloaked the surrounding hills. Leaves rustled and bushes whispered. Birds made weirdly beautiful sounds in the trees.


  She stopped, laughing with sheer, bubbling joy, and looked back at Kim.


  He stood at the top of the ravine, staring about with a strange puzzlement. This wasn’t home, to him—it was a new, unknown planet. The blue dome of the sky seemed to shut him in; the puffy white clouds and the trees around him seemed fragile, somehow futile things. Only the worn, crumbling rock beneath his feet told him they were neither fragile nor futile. The beauty of the surroundings was strange to him; and being strange, seemed garishly ugly.


  He stood darkly against the sky, a lost, lonely figure.


  Fran turned and walked back to him.


  “I know where I am, Kim,” she said quietly. “It’s only a few miles to a traffic lane. I can signal a ride from there on.” She held out her hand, smiling wistfully. “I guess it’s time for the lady and the pirate to—to say good-bye.”


  Kim gazed down at her, soberly. Then he grasped her small firm hand; shook it. She stood close to him for a moment, then gave a sad, little shake of her head, turned, and walked quickly off into the dark, frowning trees.


  Kim watched her go, silently. Then a frown crossed his brows as he turned back to stare out over the valley.


  There, miles away, on a neighboring slope where the timber stood thickly. He’d noticed it in the radar scope as they came down through the darkness, wondered if it were a natural formation.


  Now he knew it wasn’t. It was a mile-long streak through the dense trees, beginning with blackened tops and becoming black, naked trunks and finally a deep gash where the trees had been burned down to stumps.


  Another spacecraft had landed on the slopes of the Khangai Mountains.


  The Eagles Gather!


  THERE was a dry gully between the trees. The blackened fireburn ran into the gully. There was a man sitting on a rock at the top of the gully, holding a Chavez beam-rifle across his knees.


  Kim loosened his guns in their holsters and stepped out of the dense brush, facing the sentry.


  “Don’t lift that Chavez!” he warned flatly.


  The sentry started, gaped at him. Kim noted that the man wore the usual, nondescript shorts and jacket of a spaceman.


  “My name’s Rothman,” he said. “Wind up that wrist-set you’re wearing and tell your boss-man below I’m coming down for a talk.”


  “Huh?” the sentry grunted dumbly. “Oh! Yeah—sure!” He raised his left arm, flipped a stud on the tiny transceiver set strapped to his forearm, and spoke into the grid. “Jehupat calling from topside!”


  “What is it, Jehupat?” a harsh, metallic voice spat back.


  “Somebody named Rothman wants to see Black Dog!”


  “Wait a minute!”


  Kim’s righthand gun was suddenly covering the startled sentry. “I don’t just want to see him, bucko! I’m going to see him!”


  Before the sentry could reply, the tiny radio spat again.


  “It’s okay, Jehupat! Let Rothman come down!”


  “Now, that’s just fine!” Kim murmured softly. He walked past the sentry, turned, and glanced down into the gully.


  It was just deep enough to hold the fat, blackened hulk of the refitted space freighter. Kim knew instantly that it was a pirate craft. Freighters were slow and clumsy, but the gun-batteries bristling from their turrets along the bulging flanks could equal the firepower of any Space Fleet dreadnaught.


  He gave the tense, silent sentry a parting glance and started down the faint path that led to the freighter’s airlock.


  As he reached the bottom of the gully, he spotted the table and chairs that had been set up in the shadow of the steep clay bank, near the airlock, He studied the huge man seated behind the table, watching him.


  The thick airlock portal stood open. The dark portholes along the ship’s looming side revealed no glimpse of inner movement. The whole set-up stank, Kim thought. It was ominously silent.


  The man at the table was a vision to behold! He had a segmentated flak helmet, looking like an oversized steel pineapple, on his head. He had thick, bushy black brows, a tremendous knob of a nose, and a great wealth of black beard. He was naked to the waist, built somewhat like an overgrown gorilla, and he wore scarlet shorts and shiny black boots. Moreover, there was a rich purple cloak thrown over one shoulder, and the cloak was decorated with a small, black human skull.


  “Well!” the vision exclaimed, in a voice that boomed thunderously. “Mr. Kim Rothman, is it? Come sit down!”


  “Everybody knows me,” Kim quipped in wry disgust.


  “Proper introductions! Of course, of course—forthcoming!” the black beard boomed. “I am Captain Black Dog MacSneary!”


  “Captain of what?” Kim asked in sweet innocence. He was glad he had his gun out, seeing the big .055 mm. Maxim pistol on the table.


  “Captain, sir, of the good ship Satanis!” MacSneary announced. To prove his point, he turned and spat fondly on the blackened hull. “A blasted space pirate like yourself, sir!” he added with consumate pride. “The only space pirate who looks the part, damme, an’ has three Second Officers to boot! They’re covering you from the Number Three port turret, up there—a blonde, a brunette, and a readhead!”


  “Well, goodness sakes!” Kim taunted, grinning. “I can hardly wait for the elephants!”


  MacSneary’s eyes squinted almost shut. “A bit more impertinence, Mr. Rothman, and you may even hear the calliope!”


  “Let’s cut the routine short, Mac,” Kim retorted. “What’re you doing around here?”


  MacSneary gave a snaggle-toothed smile. “I have a captive chained belowdecks, Mr. Rothman! Picked him up a few days after you cleared Ceresport and came here with him, passing you on the way, I believe, and arriving first.” He leaned back and tugged at his beard, chuckling. “The captive, sir, is Mr. Hiram Tucker, formerly First Officer of the freighter Walrus. Sound interesting?”


  “Go on,” Kim prompted.


  “Mr. Hiram Tucker happens to be a third-generation native of the planet Venus,” MacSneary obliged, “Twenty years ago, he was a close friend of a reptile hunter named Walter Tucker—no relation—who died, at that time, of fungus fever in Venusport. Intriguing?”


  “Wouldn’t be the reptile hunter who told of the froggish Venusians?” Kim asked thoughtfully.


  MacSneary grinned. “You know perfectly well it was, Mr. Rothman! And I’m here to tell you you’re not going to grab the sacred treasure of the Venusians if I can get at it first!”


  “Treasure?” Kim’s ears perked up. “But of course! The treasure of deadly metal that no man could approach and live!” MacSneary spread his broad, powerful hands, conclusively. “The treasure old man Tucker babbled about before he died!”


  “Hmmm!” Kim hummed, scratching his chin with the muzzle coil of his gun. “There’s a treasure, is there?”


  “Undoubtedly! That scientific chap, Thompson, has returned and bore out Tucker’s tale of the Venusians! Why, then, shouldn’t the part about the treasure be true?”


  Kim stared at the pompous, old pirate. Then he holstered his gun, walked forward, grabbed a chair, and straddled it. “Mac, old boy,” he chided, “you didn’t come here just to tell me all these sweet nothings! Want a cut in the deal?”


  “On the contrary,” MacSneary retorted, “I shall cut the whole pie, thank you! At the moment, my dear fellow, my henchmen are out picking a ripe plum named Miss Frances Freemont whom you so graciously dropped into our midst. When they return, I shall contact Miss Freemont’s relatives and ask them for the exact location of this tribe of Venusians in exchange for the young lady. I believe Mr. Wu Chao-Tang, Director of the Biochemical Research Department, will be happy to cooperate!”


  Then he planted his big hands on the tabletop and leaned toward Kim. “My advice to you, sir,” he said in a low, menacing grumble, “is to get out while you still have a whole skin!”


  Kim rose to his feet, slowly. “Will you stand up for it?” he asked. “Or do you want it sitting down?”


  MacSneary flashed his snaggle-toothed grin. “I perceive, sir, that I must show you my hand. There!” He gestured toward the looming, black hull.


  Kim glanced upward, then froze. A steel plate had swung open in the hull, and three young girls stood braced in the opening. They each held a Chavez rifle centered directly on his chest. There was a blonde, a brunette, and a redhead, all attractive, all wearing pistols belted around their thighs and not a stitch of anything else.


  “Three aces, Mr. Rothman!” MacSneary chortled.


  Kim shrugged. “I guess you win the pot!”


  “Thank you. Good day, Mr. Rothman. Have a pleasant journey!”


  Kim turned and walked back up the faint, narrow path.


  FRAN’S footsteps left a clear trail from the top of the ravine, where he’d left her. Kim followed in a dead run, branches and thorny brambles tearing at him mercilessly.


  It was just possible that MacSneary had slipped up in arranging his time-table. Obviously, the old pirate had expected him to see the fire-burn, Kim concluded, and knew he would come to investigate. Thus, the men who were to kidnap Fran were watching the Voodoo when he and Fran emerged. Then they followed Fran until she was a safe distance away, beyond earshot. While they were doing that, Kim had moved swiftly—had spotted the fire-burn immediately, which MacSneary couldn’t have expected him to do—had been early to reach the Satanis.


  That left enough time for MacSneary’s men to capture Fran; it didn’t leave enough time for them to get half-way back with her!


  Kim stumbled, careened against a rough treetrunk, and plunged onward. The trail wandered around the brow of a tall, frowning peak and zig-zagged down a steep incline. He stumbled again, lost his footing on the loose shale, sprawled on his face and rolled.


  He climbed to his feet, cursing, and went on more cautiously.


  They were at the bottom of the incline, starting up. There were three of them, young, sturdy lads. They wore skimpy loinstrings supported by belted guns at their thighs. And one of them was wearing Fran Freemont, draped over his brawny shoulder. She was trussed up, gagged, and no trouble at all.


  Kim proved to be another matter.


  He stepped out of the trees above them with a gun in each hand. He wasn’t a welcome sight, nor a pleasant one. His wild beard and bristling hair were caked with dust, his garments were torn to shreds, and his body was creased with livid red welts and smeared with dirty sweat.


  And the first thing he did was blow the legs out from under the young, sturdy lad carrying Fran, before she could be pulled down and used for a shield. The young lad fell into the boiling, blood-drenched dust and Fran fell on top of him. The young lad screamed in agony, a scream that tapered off into a moan of unconsciousness.


  Kim spoke to the remaining two. “Lay down on your bellies and stretch your arms over your heads, or you’ll lay down the same way he did!”


  They complied hastily.


  He walked over, jerked the guns from their holsters, and hurled them off into the brush. Then he dragged Fran off the bleeding, legless body and deposited her in the cool shade of a tree. Her eyes were glazed with terror. He ripped the gag from her mouth and slapped her lightly on each cheek. He nodded in satisfaction as each cheek showed a spot of color, then returned to business.


  “Pick up your colleague, gentlemen,” he ordered to two prostrate men, “and carry him back to MacSneary with my compliments. Tell him he has exactly one hour to leave Earth.”


  Again, the results were swift. The two men, and half another, scrambled up the steep incline.


  Kim untied Fran and began massaging her wrists and ankles, warming the circulation back into them. “We’ve got to get back to the Voodoo,” he said quietly. “Think you can make it?”


  “I—don’t know,” she mumbled through stiff lips. “They—kidnapped—me!”


  “We were followed from Ceres by a character named MacSneary,” he explained briefly. “He’ll no doubt stop at nothing to get his hands on you. Kidnapping’s the only way he could get what he wants, with no trouble from the Space Fleet or the Earth police.”


  “What—what’ll we do?”


  “Get back to the Voodoo!”


  “F-fight them?”


  Kim shook his head and stood up. “They out-gun us. C’mon.”


  “B-but what—” She gasped dizzily as he hauled her up to her feet.


  “We’ll radio the Space Fleet,” he said grimly.


  She took a stumbling step, then grabbed at him, staring up at him. “But—but that means you will—”


  “No time for regrets, Fran. Start walking!”


  IT took only a General Distress call to arouse the Space Fleet dreadnaughts out near the Moon. Kim gave them a terse description of the Satanis and her armaments, her position and probable intentions; he broke connections when the Space Fleet operative demanded identification. That cooks my goose! he thought grimly.


  But Fran apparently had different ideas. She pushed him, retuned the ship’s radio, and began calling into the mike. “Francis Freemont calling Chao-Tang! Francis Freemont to Chao-Tang! Can you hear me?” And the radio speaker blared back, clearly. “Chao-Tang to Miss Freemont, we hear you most definitely. Decrease your modulation please.” Minutes later, a sleek, teardrop craft came skimming over the Voodoo on whistling rotor-blades.


  “Come on!” Fran prompted, tugging at Kim’s arm. “You were willing to give up everything for me—and I’m not leaving you here for the Space Fleet!”


  He stumbled after her in a daze, was grasped by eager hands that pulled him into a cool, cushioned interior. He felt Fran’s soft, warm body crowd in beside him, then the floor tilted and they were rising.


  Shock and fatigue crept through him like a stealthy cloud of black unconsciousness. Just before it rolled up over his eyes, he caught a glimpse through a transparent roof of the clean, blue sky. Tiny specks were circling downward—swift, powerful little Fleet scout cruisers—


  The eagles were gathering!


  HE woke up between crisp, white sheets. Cool salve covered his welts and scratches. His cheeks were smooth, clean-shaven. His whole being felt listless. His nerves were dulled.


  Had he passed out? That had never happened before!


  The walls of the room were dark blue. The ceiling had thick, glossy beams of rich mahogany. The window was a large, arabesque opening on his right, looking out on green treetops and blue mountains in the distance. The door was a low, narrow slot—


  A small, brown head poked in through the door, then withdrew before he could catch more than a glimpse of it. There was a soft laugh.


  A moment later, a tall, slender Oriental came in. As he walked over to the bed, Kim realized that the bed was resting flat against the floor.


  The man had tilted eyes, tawny skin, and a white goatee. He was old, but husky, well-muscled. There was a black skullcap on his bald head and a blue silken robe fell to his ankles.


  “I see you’re among us again, Mr. Rothman,” he said calmly. “Permit me to introduce myself: I am Yin Chao-Tang.”


  “Where’s Fran?” Kim asked. He was surprised at his weak, grating voice.


  “Miss Freemont is resting,” Yin replied. “She would not leave your side until we had assured her thoroughly that you were beyond the crisis.” There was a faint humor in his tones.


  “Crisis?” Kim rasped.


  “You have been ill.” Smiling, Yin stepped over to a low seat and eased himself into it, cross-legged. “With all that exertion, you were weakened and fell victim to mountain fever, Mr. Rothman. It’s a local virus infection.”


  Kim’s eyes widened. “No—immunity!” he gasped.


  Yin nodded. “Having spent your life in the controlled environment of spacecraft and domed cities, you had not developed immunity to such a disease. You were struck down rather swiftly. It was fortunate that we could give you treatment immediately, or it would have been fatal!”


  Kim laughed shakily. “Should have known—always clear through Medical before visiting a planet—”


  “You should have medical examinations and innoculation against a new planet’s diseases,” Yin agreed. “Most people new to this region contract our mountain fever; it causes them to sneeze. But you were helpless against it. Immediate treatment saved you from a serious attack.”


  Kim stared at the ceiling. His breathing was shallow. Hunger gnawed at his stomach, “How long?” he rasped.


  “Four days and five nights,” Yin answered readily. “This is the morning of the fifth day. Miss Freemont did not sleep for four nights.”


  Another robed figure came through the door, A slender girl with coal black hair and blue eyes, wearing a scarlet robe that sheathed her in shimmering flame. She carried a bowl on a tray.


  “Your broth has arrived,” Yin announced, rising. “Eat, then rest, Mr. Rothman. We shall talk later.”


  THE next morning, Kim rose, bathed, and dressed himself in the silken blouse and slacks laid out for him. The slender girl led him out on a sunlit terrace and brought him a breakfast fit for three men. He polished it off, neatly.


  He settled back contentedly over coffee and cigarettes. There was a comforting view of dark, timber-clad mountains and rolling, green slopes of vineyards and the silvery ribbon of a small stream. He had gradually grown accustomed to the scenery, had begun to feel appreciation for its strange, peaceful beauty.


  He was in an excellent mood for what came next.


  A slender figure materialized in the wide doorway opening out on the terrace.


  “Kim!” Fran cried. Then she dashed out and threw her arms around him and clamped her lips on his.


  Kim untangled himself somewhat dazedly. “—Um—uh—good morning!” he said, placing his cigarette carefully on the ashtray. Then, somehow, he got tangled up again.


  Fran laughingly struggled up out of his lap and stood staring down at him with bright, shining eyes. “My!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “You’ve certainly got your strength back!”


  “Strong constitution!” Kim grinned devilishly. “Step back and do a slow turn, once, so I can see that—that thing you’re wearing!”


  “Would you believe it? Earth fashions changed in just the short time I was away!”


  She moved back with an impish grin, raised her arms, and did a slow pirouette before him. Kim whistled his admiration of her natural attributes, but her costume made him want to laugh. It was a bright green one-piece tunic, but it was transparent—she wore a black G-string under it, and there were little black dragons embroidered across the top.


  Fran pouted at his derisive chuckle. “Well, it’s what they’re wearing!” she protested.


  Kim looked vaguely puzzled. “What’s who’s wearing?”


  “The—oh, you wouldn’t understand—”


  “I’m going to have breakfast!” she announced with a pert toss of her head. “But you’re going in to have a talk with Uncle Yin!”


  “Urn?” He looked up, startled.


  Did I do something?”


  She frowned irritably. “You haven’t—done anything, dear! It’s just that Uncle Yin wants to talk to you!”


  “But I’d rather talk to you, first! I’ll see him later.”


  “Kim—” She slumped into the chair across from him. “Don’t be difficult,” she pleaded. “Just do as I say—please! You’ll find Uncle Yin in the study. Mei Ching will show you the way. Mei!” She clapped her hands, lightly.


  The servant girl came gliding out the doorway.


  “Show Mr. Rothman to the study,” Fran commanded.


  “Well, la-de-dah!” Kim exclaimed. He rose, kicking his chair back. “Very well, your highness! I’ll go settle old Uncle Yin’s hash for you.”


  Fran looked shocked and hurt as he strode away.


  THE study was a long, low room in deep shadow. It had book-lined walls, narrow windows, and heavy teakwood furniture. Electric coals glowed bluishly in a small brazier, illuminating the tall figure with the white goatee who sat behind the massive table. Yin was garbed in a full-length black robe.


  Kim stopped on the other side of the room when he saw his two Maxim guns, with belt and holsters, lying on the table before the old man. Then he approached, slowly. The guns were out of their holsters, their butts placed toward him.


  This was it, then. The Chao-Tang family had taken him in and nursed him for Fran’s sake. Now, it was a different matter. And he was a pirate.


  Kim reached the table and picked up his guns, checking their gauges in the butt-plates. They were fully charged.


  He slipped them into their holsters, then picked up the belt and buckled it about his hips. Old Yin Chao-Tang didn’t move a muscle.


  Kim faced him, squarely. “I want facts,” he demanded. “What happened to Black Dog MacSneary?”


  Yin raised a boney hand, protestingly. “It is as I suspected,” he intoned. “You are accustomed to taking what you want!”


  “An oblique answer if I ever heard one!” Kim retorted. “I make my demands within reason, old man—the fellow who doesn’t usually gets his head blown off! Now, what happened to MacSneary?”


  Yin gave a sigh of resignation. “Very well, Mr. Rothman. But I must warn you that Miss Freemont will not be considered a reasonable demand. As for the pirate, MacSneary, I believe he anticipated your actions!”


  “Miss Freemont has a mind of her own, hasn’t she?” Kim snapped angrily. “And I asked for facts, not your opinion!”


  “My apologies!” Yin ducked his head in a bow. “Miss Freemont is free to make her own decisions, of course. But first, you must win her favor, Mr. Rothman. You will not find that easy! And if you try to take her by force, the family of Chao-Tang shall not rest until you are dead!”


  “So that’s it!” Kim exploded. “You crazy old fool, for that alone I ought to kill you!”


  Yin drew back in alarm. “Mr. Rothman! I must remind you that this is the house of Chao-Tang!”


  “That wouldn’t make you less dead!” Kim replied grimly. “But we’ll skip that, for the present. Let’s hear those facts!”


  “Of course,” Yin said stiffly. “We had best ignore the proprieties of the East. The pirate, MacSneary, gathered his crew into his spacecraft and shot straight up, smashing through the cover of the Space Fleet ships. The atmospheric resistance tore many pieces from his craft, including some gun-batteries. The Space Fleet caught up with it in space, but there were only a few persons left on it. The life boat had broken free with the others, and vanished.”


  “Uh huh!” Kim grunted thoughtfully. “He knew I was calling in the Space Fleet, all right! But he wouldn’t have bothered with Tucker—” Kim gazed down at Yin, sharply. “Was there a Hiram Tucker, First Officer of the Walrus, left on MacSneary’s ship?”


  Yin shook his head. “The Space Fleet reported no such captive.” Kim swore mirthfully. “Bluffing! That old devil—” He paced the room, chuckling to himself, then turned on his heel to face Yin. “What did you tell the Space Fleet?”


  “Miss Freemont informed the Space Fleet commander that she had come here from Ceres in your deserter craft, the Voodoo, and that those other pirates had followed her,” Yin answered glumly. “The Space Fleet commander assumed that someone with MacSneary owned the Voodoo and gave chase to recapture it. No mention was made of you.”


  “And the Voodoo?”


  “It was confiscated by the Space Fleet, of course!”


  Kim scowled darkly. Loss of the Voodoo left him marooned here on Earth—a known criminal, a deserter!


  “And now,” Yin spoke with sudden vigor, “it is my turn to demand facts, Mr. Rothman! Why did the pirate, MacSneary, follow you and Miss Freemont to Earth?”


  Kim stared at him, for a moment. That little matter had been completely forgotten!


  Then Kim smiled, grimly. “Yin Chao-Tang,” he said, in a soft, pleasant tone, “I’m glad you asked me that question!”


  The Legend of Venus


  “SO you can see where that leaves you, gentlemen!” Kim concluded his explanation. “With this Hiram Tucker wagging his tongue all over Ceresport, that yarn about the Venusians’ treasure will spread like wildfire! Every thief, pirate, murderer and adventurer in the Solar System will be racing with your expedition to find the Venusians, and fighting you every step of the way!”


  In the dark study with him was Yin, seated in a tall, straight-backed chair beside him. They faced a portion of the wall where a bookcase had been slid aside, revealing a giant television screen. On the screen, in color, was a large desk and the back wall of an office, with a window opening on the slender towers of Manhattan Center, seat of the Earth government.


  Wu Chao-Tang, Director of the Biochemical Research Department, was seated behind the desk. His image on the screen was vastly different from his brother, Yin, in appearance. Wu Chao-Tang was short of stature; his muscular torso was squat and powerful. He had a fuzz of white hair on the top of his head and was dressed in modern jacket and stacks of blue plastisilk.


  He smiled with a grim, tight-lipped humor. “I’m afraid you’re right, Mr. Rothman,” he said crisply. “It also occurs to me that you’re a man who can best advise us as to how we must deal with these individuals you mentioned.”


  “There is only one way you can deal with them,” Kim answered flatly. “You’ve got to strike first, before they do—and strike swiftly!”


  Yin stirred irritably in his chair, “Learned brother,” he addressed the screen, “I would hardly deem it advisable for us to accept the philosophies of—”


  “Quiet, Yin!” Wu Chao-Tang snapped curly. “There is only one reason you are always left at home, my esteemed brother. It is where you belong!”


  He switched his gaze to Kim and smiled dourly. “Excuse the family squabbles, Mr. Rothman. Yin’s always losing face! As for the expedition—” He paused, reflectively. “It’s hardly a situation any group of scientists are endowed to cope with! I hesitate, now, to allow Miss Freemont to accompany them—”


  “I think that’s a wise decision,” Kim observed, nodding.


  “On the other hand,” Wu continued, with a faint grin, “she is certified as a Second Officer! Suppose we signed you on as First Officer, Mr. Rothman?”


  “The Space Fleet would pick me up as soon as they heard about it,” Kim reminded him.


  Wu chuckled mischievously. “In an emergency like this, I believe we could provide you with a set of false credentials—with another name, of course! What would you suggest?”


  Kim considered for a moment.


  “Make it Rogers,” he decided. It was enough like his own name to be easily remembered.


  Wu nodded. “Very well, Kim Rogers! A courier will arrive with the proper credentials for you within the next twelve hours. You and Miss Freemont will then report to me, here!”


  It was Kim’s turn to nod. “We’ll do that,” he agreed.


  “Good! I’ll see you then.” Wu smiled, touched a button on the desk, and—the screen went blank.


  Kim turned toward Yin, speculatively. “Tell Miss Freemont—” he began.


  But Yin was gone. The chair was empty.


  “I KNOW, Kim,” Fran said later.


  “Uncle Yin told me.”


  She turned away as Kim approached her. Kim snorted in exasperation, whirled, and stamped out of her room. He roamed around the big house and out through the surrounding gardens, muttering to himself about “civilization” and spoiled females.


  A courier in a natty blue uniform showed up that night, handed Kim a sealed packet, and departed. Kim opened the packet and examined the credentials of “Kim Rogers,” finding them quite satisfactory. He even had a special Government Permit to go armed!


  Dinner was served through a strained silence, with Kim, Fran, and Uncle Yin seated well apart at the long table and chewing through gloom-filled worlds of their own.


  Afterward, Fran tapped his shoulder in the corridor. “Come on,” she said. “We’re leaving now.”


  She led him outside and through the moonlit gardens, walking briskly, and down the hill to a large hangar at the end of a long, hardsurfaced airstrip. A gang of mechanics was pushing a sleek jet plane out of the hangar.


  Fran vanished up the entrance hatch and Kim crawled gingerly after her. He found her strapping herself into the seat behind the controls, wriggled into the adjoining seat in the small, pressurized cabin, and cast a doubtful frown through the plexiglass bubble at the plane’s thin, swept-back wings and ram-jet pods.


  “You sure this thing’ll fly?” he asked.


  “Buckle your seatstraps!” she replied tersly.


  “Uh huh!” he grunted. “You’d think these great Earth scientists would develop gravplates small enough for aircraft!”


  Fran pressed her lips together tightly and slapped the starting switches. The plane trembled; she shoved open the throttles; and they hurtled forward with a swooshing roar.


  Minutes later, Kim glumly conceded that the contraption would stay up. Fran handled the controls with a cool precision that won his grudging admiration.


  “Got a cigarette?” she asked.


  He dug them out, handed one to her, and puffed one alight himself. Lump mountains and green valleys speckled with tiny houses slid past below.


  “You didn’t do too well, Kim,” Fran remarked. “I was rather disappointed in you.”


  Kim stared at her, blankly. “Uncle Yin?” he asked.


  “Yes.” She spoke in a calm, detached tone. “He’s a favorite of mine.”


  “Uh huh!” Kim sighed. “Guess I’m just a bull in the China shop!”


  “You almost sound proud of it!”


  “Could be I am!” He scowled grimly. “What’s so hot about Uncle Yin, anyway?”


  “Why—he’s so quaint, so Oriental!” she spoke protestingly. “I think he’s a darling!”


  Kim loosened his straps and twisted around so he was facing her. “Tell me something,” he said. “Have you ever heard anyone say anything about Uncle Yin being his mother’s favorite?”


  Fran started visibly. “W-why, I think—yes! How did you know that?”


  “It’s a trait,” Kim muttered. “Things like that are noticed quickly, out where I live!”


  “You mean he’s a sissy?” Fran shook her head. “He’s nothing of the kind, Kim! You don’t know—”


  “I didn’t say he was, did I?” Kim cut her short.


  “Then, what do you mean?” she demanded.


  Kim puffed on his cigarette, breathed smoke through his nostrils, and turned away. “You wouldn’t understand,” he said.


  She turned her head to look at him, then. “You’ll never change, then, will you?” she murmured softly.


  It was an irrelevant question; Kim ignored it.


  THEY flew northward swiftly, swinging up over the Arctic Ocean. Other planes registered from time to time on their radar scope, and went flashing past trailing a ribbon of white vapor. The sky grew dark and the stars twinkled out. Kim immediately began to feel more at home. Below, there were bright splashes of light where great industrial cities lifted their towering spires from the squat masses of atomic plants. Later, Fran looked down at the small, floating ice-field.


  “Did you ever notice that the blue-and-white symbol of the Earth government doesn’t match the contours of Earth’s continents?” she asked, musingly. “It’s the old United Nations’ symbol!”


  “It’s fairly close, isn’t it?” Kim responded.


  She shook her head, smiling. “Just in general outline. It was designed before the polar ice melted, you see—that raised the sea-level of the oceans!”


  Kim sighed indifferently and settled himself down to grab some sleep.


  He awoke as they came skimming down onto a broad airfield. Tall towers loomed in the background, glowing softly in the early morning twilight. The plane’s tires kissed the concrete and they rolled smoothly along the runway.


  “New York Air Terminal,” Fran explained. “A Department agent is waiting to escort us to our hotel. We’re just in time for breakfast!” She applied the wheel-brakes, deftly. The plane swung into a parking area.


  A sleek, glass-topped car whisked them across a long causeway from the brown coastline of the Catskill cliffs to the man-made island of Manhattan Center. Entering the Center, they strolled along moving walkways on broad boulevards between the huge, pastel colored towers. Fountains tossed their spray in tropical gardens beneath stately palm trees.


  There were few people on the streets at that early hour. Men hurried along, wearing the modern, loose jackets and slacks of bright plastisilk. Young women, like Fran, wore the thin tunics and G-strings. Elderly women were richly gowned.


  Transparent roofs enclosed the streets; there was a faint, steady breeze from circulation fans. Subterranean traffic murmured beneath their feet.


  Kim felt a sneaking tremor of fear, as though the flat, towering walls were closing in on him. It left him pale and miserable.


  “I been sick!” he quipped wryly.” Fran turned. “What?”


  “Nothing.”


  They registered at a hotel and the uniformed, young agent who had guided them departed with a kindly grin. They had breakfast in a flowery, glass-enclosed nook, with soft music humming in the background. A robot trundled up to their table with a portable televiewer as they were having their last cup of coffee. It was Wu Chao-Tang; he wanted to see Kim Rogers at his office, immediately. Fran needed her beauty-nap, she said apologetically.


  Kim stalked out alone, swung aboard one of the moving walkways, and sneered at the mighty metropolis. He’d take Level Nine any day! His walk was slowed to a few steps at a time as the walkways became crammed with people. His fear came back, for an instant. It was a greater mass of humanity than he had ever seen in his life—what must it be like in those industrial cities on the Arctic?


  He looked at the individual towers, read the street-labels at the corners, and found his way to Wu Chao-Tang’s office as easily as if he were charting his way around the Sun.


  “You look unhappy, Mr.—ah—Rogers!” Wu exclaimed jovially, waving a hand that clutched a fat cigar toward the nearby chair, “Guess I’m a savage,” Kim replied, grinning. “Uncivilized.” He sprawled into the proferred chair and took out a cigarette.


  Wu smiled quietly. “History repeats itself, I suppose. Once, a cultured gentleman of the early American colonies wrote a letter to a friend, describing a visit paid to him by a backwoodsman of those times—are you familiar with history, Mr. Rogers?”


  Kim’s grin broadened. “If I remember it correctly, the gentleman asked the backwoodsman to be seated; and the backwoodsman complied seating himself cross-legged on the floor. The gentleman protested and finally persuaded the buckskin-clad huntsman to sit in a chair. The backwoodsman kept fidgetting, fearing the contraption would collapse under him!”


  Wu nodded. “You, sir, are a modern backwoodsman!” He rose, paced around his large, streamlined desk, and approached the broad window looking out on Manhattan Center. “Three million people down there never heard of you, Kim!” he added musingly.


  Kim arched a querilous eyebrow. “Do I seem worried?”


  “You wouldn’t be; not you, Kim. There are five billion people on this Earth, living in their country homes and commuting by air to their jobs in the commercial centers. They have a high standard of living, thanks to atomic power—even though we haven’t really harnessed it, yet! We’ve just converted its heat to steam, to kinetic power, to electricity. We still use plutonium processed from uranium.”


  Kim shifted uneasily. “What are you driving at?” he asked in a guarded, wary tone.


  Wu swung around, chuckling. “There are only a half-billion souls out on the other planets, Kim! We five billions want the uranium of those worlds; your half-billion wants machinery, supplies. We charge high for it.”


  “Too high!” Kim said curtly.


  Wu walked back to his desk. “Yes,” he agreed. “Too high. I can sympathize with that, Kim. But I’m only one of a few who know the conditions out there—one of a few, mind you, in five billions!”


  “So five billion people could be wrong!”


  “True, unfortunately.” Wu nodded. “And so, you are a pirate!”


  “True!” Kim mimicked mirthfully. “Unfortunately.” He blew a perfect smoke-ring and peered across the desk at the stocky Oriental. “Which leads up to what?”


  “The people of Venus,” Wu said gently.


  Kim’s eyebrow went up, again.


  “The people of Venus,” Wu repeated with emphasis. “The natives, the Venusians, the natural inhabitants of that planet! If there are Venusians, Kim, why not Martians? How do we know? Neither of those planets has been even half-explored, yet!”


  “So?” Kim prompted.


  “So the latest reports from Venusport tell of rumors that the free settlers are planning a revolution, there!” Wu replied gravely. “A revolution, Kim, to win the planet for themselves—the planet that doesn’t even belong to them! And our own experts, here, are talking of the necessity of Earthmen migrating to those planets, to keep Earth from becoming overpopulated! Three million of us are healthy centenarians, Kim!”


  Kim pursed his lips, musingly. “Looks like a rough time for the Venusians!”


  “And for us!” Wu amended softly. “The Venusians have atomic power, too!”


  “Huh?” Kim jerked erect.


  “Their ‘sacred treasure’ is a metal that glows with death,” Wu said. “Anyone who approaches it is killed. None of the radioisotopes known to us can do that, Kim! We’ve always believed anything pouring out that much hard radiation would also release such intense heat that a man would be burned to a husk before any radioactivity could kill him!”


  Kim rubbed his chin, speculatively. “You’re a biochemist, Mr. Chao-Tang—”


  “And a geologist. The two fields are related in interplanetary studies.”


  “Have you asked a nuclear physicist about this Venusian treasure?”


  Wu nodded. “Our most eminent physicists doubt if it exists at all. But Walter Tucker and DuBois Thompson said it did. They both died.”


  “Thompson—your investigator—died? I thought he was missing for twenty years—”


  “And reappeared at Venusport two months ago, almost dead with fungus fever. He left a hand-written report. The medical examination revealed that his tongue had been cut out fifteen or twenty years ago!”


  “And this hand-written report?”


  “Corroborated Tucker’s earlier account in almost all details—the valley in the clouds, the temple, the village—”


  “Who cut his tongue out?”


  “Thompson called them ‘the Toad men’ . . .”


  “And gave their location?”


  “Yes. That’s where our expedition is going.” He went back behind his desk and sat down. “We may find nothing. It may be that there are no Venusians, that Thompson wandered half-crazed in the wilds of Venus for twenty years. But we’ve got to make sure!”


  “And if there are Venusians?”


  “Then there are quite likely Martians,” Wu replied. “And our invasion of their planets will result in colonial and, quite probably, interplanetary wars which could erase all life from the Solar System!”


  The Cruise of the Eohippus


  THE signal-gong chiming for Change-of Watch stirred Kim out of a deep, fitful slumber. He rolled out of his bunk, showered, and dressed. His face was hollow-eyed and grim in the lavatory mirror as he trimmed his short, bristling beard.


  Their three-weeks’ cruise to Venus was becoming, in his considered opinion, a cruise of pure hell.


  It had begun as soon as he stepped aboard the Eohippus as her First Officer. Wu Chao-Tang had come along to introduce him to Dr. Grogor Dimitrios, eminent biochemist-archaeologist, who was to be in charge of the expedition on Venus.


  Dimitrios was a tall, handsome man with a beautifully muscled body—he wore skin-tight plastisilk coveralls that displayed his torso to best advantage. His coal-black hair was slicked back and his cold, dark eyes viewed Kim with contempt. Kim had known immediately that he’d made a mistake.


  Earlier, he had told Wu, “I think the members of the expedition ought to be told my real identity and why I’m going along on the trip. MacSneary’s still alive, and is bound to head straight for Venusport. He’ll see that the Space Fleet officials there know about me as soon as I arrive, and the expedition members will learn about it anyway.”


  “And what will you do about the Space Fleet officials?” Wu asked.


  Kim shook his head, grinning. “They won’t bother me in Venusport. The free settlers would mob ’em if they bothered a space pirate!”


  So Dimitrios knew who he was, when Wu introduced them aboard the Eohippus. Dimitrios was a cold, logical scientist. He came straight to the point. “First,” he said, “all weapons shall be locked in the ship’s armory except the Maxim pistol which I shall carry! Second, Mr. Rothman or Rogers, you may be First Officer aboard this ship, but you had best remember that I am in complete charge of this expedition and what dealings it may have with the Venusians! Is that understood?” Kim eyed him, gravely. “First,” he replied in a soft, subtle tone, “I’d kill a few people before I ever surrendered my guns, and you’re a fool to think otherwise—”


  “Mr. Chao-Tang!” Dimitrios protested, turning to Wu.


  “Dig your own grave!” Wu told him, smiling.


  “Second,” Kim went on, firmly,” I fully concede that you are in charge of this expedition. You’re a scientist, Dr. Dimitrios, and you should have better knowledge of how to deal with any intelligent alien beings, such as the Venusians!” Dimitrios was flustered. “Why—uh—I hadn’t thought you’d see that, Rogers! Perhaps I’ve underestimated you!” His tone of surprised apology belied the hard anger that flared in his eyes. Dimitrios didn’t like being made to appear ridiculous by a space pirate.


  “And we’ll forget about my guns,” Kim told him, flatly.


  “Of course!” The scientist turned on his heel and walked off.


  That had been the first incident. Examining the ship’s log, Kim learned vaguely that an eohippus was either a South American beetle or a dawn-age horse or a species of Venusian fungus-tree; the geologists hadn’t agreed which it was. He also learned that the good ship Eohippus was very weak in the power department.


  She was a flat-bottomed, ugly-looking craft with rocket jets sprouting all over her nose, belly, and tail; she had a powerful radar and a souped-up force-screen, all of which was necessary for a ship that went plunging into the dense cloud-blanket over an unknown sector of Venus. Her grav-plates were also up to par. But for all this extra junk, she had only three hundred-thousand-horsepower atomic turbines.


  Kim raised hell with the Spaceport Maintenance director until he got two extra turbines. Then Dimitrios tried to stop him from installing the turbines—that space was needed for extra equipment and instruments! Dimitrios threatened to call the Spaceport Guards.


  Kim replied levelly that any Guards Dimitrios called would be killed, and the expedition would never leave Earth. Then he installed the turbines.


  That not only made him less popular with Dimitrios, but prejudiced the rest of the expedition’s members against him.


  Fran remained friendly, if aloof; Kim was grateful for that. But it had hardly lasted through the first week of the trip.


  Kim gulped down a scalding cup of coffee in the ship’s galley and kicked his way up through the free fall tube to the control bridge. It had been tough on Fran, he admitted, to remain friendly toward him, talking with him as they shared the Mid-Watch, dining with him in the ship’s salon, chattering away with bright, feminine enthusiasm as they crawled through the ship’s working innards on routine inspections. It had been tough because the others maintained a sullen silence in Kim’s presence, shunned him whenever they could, gathered themselves around Dimitrios’ imposing figure down on the passenger deck.


  And Dimitrios had the figure to arouse any woman’s interest. Also, he was a gentleman of culture and good tastes, with an exciting career both as an explorer and a scientist. On Earth, he was famous.


  Gradually, Fran had become more and more civil toward Kim. Se had begun to notice that the others were including her in their social boycott. For a woman, that was painful.


  For Kim, it had been mildly satisfying.


  HE swung lithely out of the tube and planted his feet on the grav-plated deck of the dark, silent bridge. Veils of glittering stars hung in the blackness above the transparent blister, flooding a milky glow down through it to etch the bridge in dim light and stygian shadow. Up forward, the silhouette of Fran’s head and shoulders was outlined sharply against the ruddy glare of signal-lights on the control bank. Kim strolled toward her, glancing casually to either side where auxiliary instrument panels registered the functioning of the ship’s mechanisms. Everything seemed shipshape—that, at least, hadn’t troubled him, so far—


  Fran glanced around as his light tread sounded on the deckplates behind her. The glare from the control bank illuminated her smooth cheek and slender throat, struck greenish highlights in her auburn hair. Kim felt a trembling urge to touch that soft hair, to kiss the smooth column of her throat—he stopped, clenched his fists tightly.


  She stared back at him, a tall figure in rumpled jacket and slacks, standing in the starlight. “You’re two minutes early!” she announced coldly.


  Kim shrugged and moved up behind her. “I’ll take over, anyway. All readings check?”


  “Check as computed,” she answered. “There’s a twentieth-place drift off course, but we can correct for that on our approach curve. Velocity increase is according to computed Solar drag. All circuits are clear.” She rose gracefully from the acceleration chair, her slender slim body outlined revealingly through her thin tunic. “Shall I return for the Mid-Watch, or will you take it?”


  “HI take it, I guess,” Kim said wearily, moving over to his own chair between the computor console and grid-table. “You needn’t bother.”


  “Thanks.” Fran bit the word out. “I’d rather listen to one of Dr. Dimitrios’ discussions down on the passenger deck, anyway.”


  Kim sprawled into his chair, smiling grimly. “They’re quite educational, I hear!”


  “Very!” Fran grabbed up her pocketbook and belted it around her slim waist with quick, hurried movements. “I’ve—I’ve been thinking, too, Kim!” she stammered with a sudden breathlessness. “I think we should ask Dr. Dimitrios to pick up another team of officers at Venusport! I don’t want to be Second Officer on the return trip. The way things are, we—we can’t work together, Kim!”


  “I hadn’t intended to make the return trip, myself, anyway!” Kim retorted in rising anger. “I’d be a fool to go back to Earth!”


  Fran stood frozen, staring at him, for a moment. “Oh!” she exclaimed softly. “I see! Of course, you saw no reason to mention that—”


  “No need to!” Kim looked up at her, critically. “Wu Chao-Tang knew it without being told,” he added.


  A strange, twisted little smile touched Fran’s face in the starlight. She fumbled in her pocket-book, then held a folded sheet of notepaper out to him. “I was going to mention it,” she said. “We received a message from Earth, a couple of hours ago. I think you’ll be interested!”


  Kim’s brows raised as he reached out and accepted the note. Fran swung on her tiny, spiked heel and strode back to the free-fall tube. Kim paused, watching her swing her trim figure into the tube, then flipped on the grid-table light and unfolded the small square of paper. The message was neatly inscribed in the space-frequency-receiver’s small, compact type:


  
    Wu Chao-Tang, Director of Biochemical Research Dept. Space Comm-station, Lunaport; Sahara Spaceport, Earth. Kim Rogers, First Officer Eohippus, enroute Venus, 43099.6-D


    To Rogers: Brother Yin Chao-Tang disappeared from Kanghai home shortly after you left there. Have just learned that Yin purchased scout cruiser Voodoo from government salvage with family funds, loaded provisions aboard, and blasted off for Venus. Suspect foolish brother wants sacred treasure of Venusians to save Oriental face. Do not trust him. If you see him, give him this message: if I ever see him again, I shall make him suffer for this dishonorable conduct.


    Respectfully, Wu Chao-Tang; Manhattan Center, Earth, NW.

  


  Kim refolded the message, slowly, and slipped it into his belt. He realized bitterly that Fran was blaming him for Yin’s actions . . .


  The radar scopes came to life with a clamoring of alarm-gongs, just three hours later. Kim threw the Nuclear Journal he’d been reading aside and whirled to the glowering scopes.


  The next instant, the ship’s radio buzzed raspingly with a General Distress call.


  THE alarm-gongs brought Fran, Dr. Dimitrios, and the other members of the expedition—fourteen men and nine women, some of them sleepy-eyed and half-dressed—crowding onto the bridge. All of them exhibited a morbid fright induced by the uneasiness that had been growing among them.


  Kim knew they instinctively distrusted him; he didn’t exactly trust most of them, either. He didn’t bother to look up as they came crowding around him, ignored them completely as he leaned toward the ship’s radio panel, tuning its knobs and dials and chanting monotonously into the microphone: “Rogers of the Eohippus calling distressed lifeboat! Can you hear me? Rogers of the Eohippus calling distressed lifeboat—”


  Dimitrios shoved forward through the babbling crowd and grabbed Kim’s shoulder. “What is it, man?” he demanded. “What is it?”


  Kim shrugged off his grasp and stared up at him. “A lifeboat swung in to intercept us on a collision orbit,” Kim’s voice was dry, emotionless. “They gave a General Distress call and cut off. I can’t raise them.”


  “You mean they’re adrift?” Fran cried anxiously. “Decelerate, then! We’ve got to pick them up!”


  “I can’t raise them,” Kim repeated. “They won’t answer.”


  “Probably they can’t answer!” she retorted shrilly. “Their power probably ran out! They must be victims of a pirate attack—I know what that’s like, Kim! If you don’t stop this ship, I—”


  She was already moving toward her chair, up forward, when Kim’s dry tones stopped her. “The controls are already set to decelerate,” he said, turning back to the radio. “We’ll coordinate with them in twenty-seven minutes. I want you to remain here on the bridge and stand by while I board them.” He looked up at Dimitrios, again. “Better unlock the ship’s armory and issue weapons!”


  “Why should I?” the tall scientist snapped. “A helpless lifeboat; the victims of an attack by one of your pirate friends aren’t likely to attack us! And the pirate ship isn’t around or it would show on the radar scopes—”


  “Very logical!” Kim snapped back. “A lifeboat drifting ‘helpless’ in millions of cubic miles of space, and yet they don’t radio a General Distress call until we ‘just happen’ to almost ram into them! Would you like to bet these ‘victims’ aren’t interested in the location coordinates of that Venusian village, which are tucked in our chart locker?”


  Dimitrios straightened up, haughtily. “Very well, Mr. Rogers. I concede that there is a possibility of danger. Weapons shall be issued!”


  “Thank you. Fran, stand by to check coordination vector!” Kim turned to his computor panel, seeming to lose all awareness of anyone else on the bridge. Dimitrios led the others slowly back to the tube.


  Minutes later, Kim passed them on the way down to the airlock room. Dimitrios was holding a Chavez rifle and instructing the others on its use. Kim snorted in disgust—in the whole expedition, only half the members had ever been in space; and then, few of them had been farther out than the Moon!—and continued on aft, pulled his spacesuit gear from its wall locker, and struggled into it.


  Dimitrios came into the airlock room with his long, swinging stride just as Kim finished testing his suit’s pressure and circulation system. “You’re going out to the lifeboat?” the scientist asked.


  “We can’t allow them to board us without checking,” Kim replied, fastening his guns back around his waist.


  “I’ll go with you!” Dimitrios stated decisively, opening the locker that held his own spacesuit.


  “I’d better handle this, myself,” Kim said. “If they get me, it’ll be up to you to protect the ship.”


  Dimitrios stopped, then turned around and stuck out his hand. “I’ve been wrong about you, Kim. You’re all right!” He was smiling quietly, a new respect in his eyes. He had no illusions about the dangers Kim might be going out to face—and, for the sake of the others, Kim was electing to go it alone—


  Kim shook hands, firmly. “I’ll contact you by radio if everything’s all right,” he said. Then he clamped down his fishbowl helmet and turned to the airlock. Pirate or not, he knew he had won Dimitrios’ undying admiration. He shut himself into the airlock and switched on the air-pumps, feeling pleased with himself, if a little impatient. The more civilized people were, it seemed, the longer it took them to learn. . . .


  He adjusted the rocket V-frame on his back as the outer portal swung open, then crawled out into the star-sprinkled darkness. He hooked his magnetic boot-soles to the hull and stomped up over the back of the ship into the full, blazing glare of the Sun before he spotted the lifeboat, a silvery streak of metal several thousand yards away. Abruptly he kicked himself away from the ship and glided out across the black emptiness, rockets flaming at the tips of his V-frame. It seemed so long ago since he had seen others do this—


  HE crawled through the lifeboat’s airlock and stepped down into the turbine room, gun ready. The ceiling lights glowed dimly on the dark, polished bulkheads and deck. Kim peered down at the deck, wonderingly. There were little brown spots of dried blood weaving along the deckplates to the airlock.


  There was a tense, heavy silence within the little ship.


  He moved forward, cautiously. Through the doorway into the shadowy bunkroom. His boots clicked loudly on the deckplates, following the trail of the little brown spots.


  A faint whimpering sound came from the side of the room. Kim whirled, then strode deliberately around a row of tall double-bunks and halted, his gun hanging loosely from his fist.


  The woman was strapped into one of the bunks, her long, brown hair falling straight and stringy to the deck. He stared at her pinched, hollow-cheeked face, the thin, knobby arms and legs, the skin stretched taut over the rib-cage of her starved body. Madness glowed in her sunken eyes. If Kim had ever seen her before, he couldn’t recognize her now.


  He turned and moved slowly, grimly, up toward the control room.


  There was a brown pool of dried, peeling blood in the back of the control room, with two tiny burns of Maxim beams in the bulkhead above it. The Maxim pistol lay on the top of the grid-table, in the center of the room. And beyond the grid-table, sprawled in a seat at the side of the forward control bank, was the huge, muscular, fat-bellied figure of—


  Captain Black Dog MacSneary!


  His black beard was crusted with dried blood, but it was not his own. He stared up at Kim with a bright, dawning recognition.


  “Rothman!” he exclaimed. “Damme, I should’ve known! That message to ‘Kim Rogers’—”


  “Sit still!” Kim commanded harshly. He walked up to the grid-table, picked up the Maxim, and glanced at the gauge in its butt-plate. The charge was empty. He tossed it into the back of the room. Its sharp clatter against metal made an ear-piercing crash in his helmet phones. Wincing, he unsnapped the helmet and rocked it back on his airtanks.


  MacSneary rubbed grimy hands over his naked belly and laughed softly. “With the little beard you’ve grown, I hardly recognized you! So Rothman, the space pirate, has gone on the side o’ Earth—”


  “Stop acting, Mac!” Kim snapped. “You laid to out here in this lifeboat after escaping the Space Fleet, didn’t you? You planned to catch us on our Earth-Venus trajectory and have us pick you up on a General Distress call—”


  “It was a bit of a gamble,” the old pirate admitted, proudly. “We were a mite short o’ rations, and it seemed for awhile you blasted fools never would show up—” He stared at the dried blood on the floor and chuckled softly.


  Kim’s eyes narrowed with growing horror. It was like a steel spring tightening up inside him. “The brunette—I found her!” he murmured. “But the blonde and the redhead—you wouldn’t have left them behind—”


  His finger tightened on the trigger.


  “Blonde?” MacSneary echoed in wide-eyed innocence. “Redhead? Delightful subjects, Mr. Rothman, but whatever could you be talking about?” Then he grinned and belched gently.


  The complete, brazen frankness of the man left Kim sick with revulsion. He jammed his gun into his holster and swung away from the fat, grinning old pirate.


  “Come on!” he ordered flatly. “Do every single thing I tell you to do, MacSneary, or I’ll start by blowing your arms and legs off—and the rest of you, inch by inch—”


  He strode back into the bunkroom, stopped, and turned to face the doorway. MacSneary followed him, obediently. Kim pointed toward the bunk at the side. “Unstrap her,” he ordered. “Pick her up!”


  Flashing his snaggle-toothed grin, MacSneary waddled over to the bunk. He leaned over the girl, began working at the straps, and giggled softly.


  The girl stretched her mouth open and screamed. She screamed and screamed. . . .


  
THE lifeboat was left drifting in space as the Eohippus resumed its journey. Fran double-checked her instrument readings and nodded. “Course registers as computed!”


  Kim slid the covering back over his grid-table and settled back in his chair. “That’s that,” he said drily.


  Fran turned, looked at him, then got up out of her chair and walked over to him. She didn’t say anything. She just climbed onto his lap, put her arms around him, and buried her face in the hollow of his chest.


  Kim held her close and ran his fingers slowly through her long, silken hair. There didn’t seem to be much he could say, either.


  Footsteps sounded on the bridge behind them. Kim turned his head to look up into the pale, drawn features of Dr. Gregor Dimitrios, The woman’s in sick bay,” Dimitrios said huskily. “Starvation and shock, mostly—I think she’ll pull through! The man—” He spoke the word with utter loathing. “We locked him in one of the staterooms.”


  “Thanks,” Kim said.


  Dimitrios wiped the sweat from his face with his palms, tried to wipe away the screaming and babbling of the woman as they had pulled the spacesuit off her. . . .


  He would never forget that, Kim knew. None of them would. Kim only felt dull and lifeless inside. He had seen it before.


  “Keep a guard posted outside the stateroom at all times,” he said. “MacSneary will do anything he can to get at our chart locker and learn the location of those Venusians.”


  “We’ll—we’ll have to take him to Venus—” Dimitrios stammered.


  “And turn him loose in Venusport,” Kim affirmed. “But well pass the word around. I wouldn’t want to be in MacSneary’s boots, then.”


  Dimitrios turned and stumbled back to the tube.


  They’ve learned, Kim thought grimly; they know what it can be like, now!


  Fran reached up and touched his smooth cheek. “You’ve shaved,” she murmured. “Your beard’s gone.”


  They were alone, in the faint starlight of the bridge. Kim made love to her, caressed her soft body, wanting her. But he suddenly realized that he wanted even more to make her happy; he thought of the peaceful, quiet little country homes on Earth—the Earth where he could never live—


  He could never give her that! The disappointment was like a sharp knife twisting in his chest.


  “Fran,” he whispered. “I want to give you a home—”


  She grew still in his arms, listening to his thoughts, almost. Understanding him—fully and completely, for the first time—


  And wanting him to speak, to tell her all the little things, the fine things, the big, grand things that went through his mind. But Kim couldn’t speak. And, calmly, she understood that, too.


  “We’ll make a home, Kim,” she whispered. “Wherever we are—”


  THE Eohippus was three day’s out from Venusport when Kim called a conference in his stateroom. It was a private conference with Dimitrios, alone. They mixed drinks and lighted cigarettes, sitting across from each other at the small reading table, and Kim opened the discussion with a statement that brought the scientist bolt upright.


  “I’ve just been in radio contact with Venusport,” he said. “The free settlers are in revolt!”


  “Great Scott!” Dimitrios gasped. “They’re fighting?”


  “The Venusport operator said it was small-arms,” Kim replied. “The colonial government has barricaded the domed city under multiple force-screens. The revolutionists haven’t any gun-batteries, and Space Fleet troopers have kept them away from the ships at the spaceport field, so far.”


  “How—how did it start?” Dimitrios stammered, aghast.


  Kim shrugged. “Some fool on Earth sent several shipments of machinery and supplies to Venusport at prices the settlers couldn’t pay. The stuff was sitting out on the spaceport field, rusting. Government property, you see—the officials at Venusport couldn’t do anything with it without Earth’s authorization, the Space Fleet has to protect it, and now there’s hell to pay!”


  “Can we get in at the spaceport field?”


  “Probably. If the revolutionists have captured it by the time we get there, we can hold them off with our force-screen. They probably won’t molest us after they’ve learned who we are.”


  Dimitrios gulped his drink down, turned to the liquor dispenser, and refilled his glass. “Man!” he exclaimed. “And I thought I had something to tell you!”


  Kim glanced up, sharply. “What?”


  “The pirate girl,” Dimitrios explained, turning back to the table. “She’s been up and around the past several days. Just a few hours ago, she slipped past our guard and went into that stateroom where we have MacSneary!”


  Kim arched an eyebrow. “Is he dead?” he asked casually.


  The scientist gave him an incredulous glance, then took another fierce swallow of liquor. “Dead? No!” he exclaimed harshly. “You—you can hear them laughing, playing in there—”


  They stared at each other, silently. Then Kim gave a slow shake of his head. “Sometimes,” he muttered, “a woman can be more ruthless than a man!”


  “We called her to come out!” Dimitrios blurted thickly. “She told us—”


  “Leave her in there!” Kim said. “It’ll keep them out of our hair. If MacSneary was planning to do anything before we reached Venus, I think he’d have acted by now.” He smiled grimly, adding, “Just see that they get their meals!”


  He sipped his drink, thoughtfully. Dimitrios was silent, brooding. Kim straightened, yawned, and dismissed his morbid thoughts with a dry chuckle. “You’ve got the expedition all planned out, I hope?”


  Dimitrios nodded. “We’ll pick up guides and mud-cats in Venusport—I hope! If this revolutionary uprising doesn’t hinder us too much—”


  “Best to get that done as quickly as possible,” Kim advised curtly. “The sooner we get away from the zone of trouble, the less chance we’ll have of getting mixed up in it.” He paused, scowling. “There’s a little business I want to look into, myself,” he announced tersely. “I want to see if the Voodoo has arrived there, yet—”


  “You expect trouble from Yin Chao-Tang?”


  “I expect to find something!” Kim admitted vaguely. “I’ll tell you more about it when I’ve found it!”


  The Venusian Revolt


  IT was an acknowledged fact among all spacemen that Venus was the hardest planet in the System on which to make a landing. First, like all planets, Venus wobbled so that no blind instrument landing could be computed. Second, Venus was hidden beneath her dense cloud-blanket, so that no direct observations could be made of her surface. Third, her surface was a nightmare of low swamplands and tremendous mountain ranges that towered hundreds of miles into the clouds. Fourth, radar patterns were too vague at over ten thousand miles, so that no radar observations could be made until a ship was actually making its approach.


  Every ship that approached Venus had to hover above the clouds, make radar observations, check their maps, and travel around the planet to the Keyhole Gap in the Misty Mountains, a deep cut in the giant peaks that gave them room enough to maneuver down to a landing on the spongey field at Venusport. As yet, Venusport was the only known landing site on the planet.


  Such maneuvering demanded close team-work. Kim watched the radar scopes, plotted their course down from second to second, making split-second changes when necessary. Fran controlled the massive spacecraft, keeping it poised delicately on its grav-plates in the merciless gravity-pull of Venus, guiding it with deft touches on the firing-keys.


  The Eohippus came floating down out of the swirling mists, a black, six-hundred-foot blob of fat hull blurring out of rolling clouds burned orange-red and shot with gold from the penetrating infra-red rays of the hidden Sun. Port and starboard rockets whispered their throaty murmurs as the huge ship bellied down to the soft mud of the immense spaceport field. Her hull squished ponderously into the mud as the grav-plates faded off.


  And Kim collapsed back into his chair with an explosive sigh of relief. He just barely saw, through his fatigue-dimmed eyes, Fran’s pale, tense features as she turned to smile back at him. Her cheeks glistened with sweat.


  Kim took out his cigarettes, ejected one for himself, and tossed the pack to her. They both needed a smoke.


  Feet banged up the ladder-rungs and Dimitrios heaved himself up out of the tube. “Well done!” he exclaimed jovially. “The neatest Venus landing I’ve ever seen—congratulations!”


  “Nothing to it,” Fran muttered sourly, pushing a damp strand of hair back from her forehead.


  “Stop jumping around!” Kim reprimanded him, gruffly. “We’ve settled down far enough in this muddy goo, already!”


  Dimitrios chuckled, perching himself on the edge of the grid-table before Kim. “You’ve called Venusport Medical to come out?” he asked affably.


  “I have not!” Kim retorted. “I’m not going to lift my little finger for a single, blasted thing until the goose-bumps fade off of my goose-bumps! We gently grazed a twenty-mile-high cliff back there, and the whole shebang came down in an avalanche!”


  “Better get Spaceport Repair out here, too, when we call in!” Fran commented with the practical mysticism of a woman.


  Dimitrios jerked around, stared at her in open-mouthed shock. “I didn’t feel—I didn’t hear anything!” he stammered. “Were we struck by something? What’s the damage? Why didn’t our screen—”


  Kim, whose mind had grown somewhat accustomed to Fran’s feminine thought-patterns, interpreted: “We need Spaceport Repair to take a look at our air-purification unit.”


  “Oh!” Dimitrios seemed somewhat flustered. “Isn’t it working?”


  “Been kicking up a fuss ever since we left Earth!” Fran spoke glumly around her cigarette. “You can’t expect top efficiency when you buy a used ship, though,” she added, stretching luxuriously. “This old crate has seen better days!”


  “I suppose so,” Dr. Gregor Dimitrios muttered. Then, he seemed to regain his composure. “Look here!” he said. “I want to get Medical out here and get past Quarantine as quickly as possible! I’ve got to get into the Governor’s Tower in Venusport and file authorization for our expedition and line up mud-cats and cat-drivers.”


  “Keep your shorts on!” Kim snapped. “First, take a good look out there at the field!”


  Dimitrios and Fran both peered out through the bridge’s transparent blister. They saw a vast, sprawling, muddy field littered with the blackened hulks of spacecraft; while off in the distance, the dim blur of the giant dome of Venusport rose vaguely into the sifting orange-red mists.


  Then they both realized what he meant. At either end of the field were huge torpedo-shaped hulls bristling with gun turrets: Space Fleet dreadnaughts. And at the far end of the field, opposite the dim Venusport dome, there were brilliant, little flashes of light. Wicked sputtering little flashes. The kind made by Maxim pistols and Chavez rifles. The spaceport field was under small-arms siege.


  “We can probably get into Venusport through the underground cargo tunnels,” Kim mused thoughtfully. “But it looks like you may have to get more than official authorization, Dimitrios, if we’re to drive an expeditionary convoy of mud-cats out through the ranks of those rebel forces!”


  “Ummm!’Fraid you’re right!” Dimitrios admitted. “This blasted revolt may hold us up!”


  “Maybe it won’t,” Kim refuted mildly. “I want you to go into Venusport alone, Dimitrios. Have a chat with the officials about this revolt and. about our expedition. And find out whether they know I’m Kim Rothman, space pirate—if Yin Chao-Tang has arrived safely, they probably do!”


  Dimitrios frowned his disapproval. “Well—if it worries you—”


  Kim gave a snort of disdain. “All the free-booters and outlaws of Venusport are probably out there helping those rebels fight!” he pointed out, impatiently. “If Yin Chao-Tang’s been spreading word around Venusport that I’m a pirate after the Venusian treasure, those rebels are going to know about me and like me. Maybe I could make a deal with them to get our mud-cat convoy through!”


  “Oh!” Again, Dimitrios was flustered. “I—ah—I see,” he said. “Then you and. Miss Freemont will remain aboard ship until—”


  “Fran will remain aboard ship,” Kim corrected, “ready to clamp down our force-screen in case those rebels break through the Space Fleet lines. You will go in to pow-wow with the chiefs. I’ve got some personal business to attend to.” He blew smoke through his nostrils, grinning devilishly, then leaned forward and flipped on the ship’s radio. “Now, I’ll call Venusport Medical,” he said . . .


  AS soon as the rubber-clad Medical examiners had finished prodding him, asking questions, and poking needles into him, Kim pulled on his lucite helmet, opened the filter-valve, and let himself into the ship’s airlock. As the outer portal swung open, he dived head-first out the opening and splashed into the soft, clinging mud.


  He rolled onto his back and wiped the mud off his helmet.


  He could hear the faint, shuddering blasts of gunfire down at the far end of the field, now. None of it sounded near him. No sparkling beams hissed over his head. Satisfied, he scrambled up on his hands and knees and went clawing through the deep mud toward the looming bulk of a nearby space freighter. Once there, he climbed to his feet. His body, clad only in brief shorts and gun-belt, was plastered with stinking mud. His helmet filter cut out the stink.


  He went trudging off in the ankle-deep slime, sometimes sinking to his hips, his eyes searching warily among the dense cluster of big spacecraft hulls.


  It began to rain. This was winter at Venusport; the rainy season. The rain came down in shimmering, blue-green curtains from the darkening mists above. Water swirled over the top of the mud and wispy clouds of white steam arose. The dense deluge washed his helmet sparkling clean in seconds, sluiced the layer of mud from his body. His skin smarted and stung from the impact of the raindrops. But he was thankful for the cover the rain afforded him.


  It took him an hour of searching to find the Voodoo. There was no mistaking her when he did find her—he knew every bulge, scratch, and tarnish of her worn hull-plates. She stood alone, untended among the big, crowding ships.


  He entered the airlock, warily, and stalked through her cool interior, his gun drawn and ready. She was empty, but the fuel-tanks were full and her provision-stores were well-stocked. He pulled out her log book and studied it with interest.


  Then he left her and moved stealthily through the pouring, murmuring rain in the direction of the Venusport dome. The muttering boom of beams striking and disintegrating their targets sounded far-off, muffled and unreal. He wondered if the rebels would succeed in infiltrating the Space Fleet lines under cover of the rain—but they’d probably had the chance, before now, and failed.


  The flickering of the force-screen protecting the Venusport dome stopped him short of the field’s edge. Several ships lay within the screen’s protection—most of them, he noted with disgust, were official craft. He turned aside to the concrete pill-box entrance to one of the underground cargo tunnels that ran beneath the field.


  Passing through the airlock, he removed his helmet and descended the long stairway to the broad, rock-walled corridor with its swiftly moving cargo ramp. He jumped onto the ramp and was borne rapidly toward the domed city. The ramp slowed and curved into a huge, vaultlike warehouse chamber stacked high with giant crates. He stepped off the ramp, passed unconcerned through throngs of muscular stevedores, and took an automatic lift to the upper levels.


  The white-haired old man in the office behind the transparent wall labeled Venusport Communications was at least a hundred and twenty years old. He was dressed simply in a scant loinstring supported by a gun-belt, and his lean, milk-white body was supple and muscular. The plate on his curving desk bore the name: Rene Moskowitz. He shook hands cordially and waved Kim to a chair.


  “That was a neat bit of juggling you did, bringing the Eohippus in!” he praised in a quiet, gentle voice.


  “Few teams ever wiggle past old Shadow Peak without knocking a chunk off her! Now, what can we do for you, Mr. Rothman?”


  Kim grinned good-naturedly. “So you know I’m a pirate, eh?”


  “There’s been some talk,” Moskowitz conceded. “Understand you’re after the sacred metal of the Gep Tzong!”


  “The—Gep Tzong?” Kim echoed questioningly.


  “Name of those Toad Men up in the Misty Mountains,” Moskowitz explained. “They’ve been making raids on the outlying plantations, carrying off equipment. Which is why the free settlers were so anxious to get the new equipment we were holding here. Earth wouldn’t authorize us to release it, though—so the free settlers are trying to take it!”


  “You sound like you don’t blame them, much!” Kim remarked critically.


  “I’m not sayin’.” Moskowitz grinned with calm wisdom.


  Kim nodded approvingly. “What I want,” he said, “is this: you keep a file on the routine radio checks made by ships enroute to or from Venus. I want to know about the voyage of one Yin Chao-Tang, aboard the scout cruiser Voodoo—”


  “I don’t need to search any file for that one!” Moskowitz replied, grinning. “This Chao-Tang made radio contact with us on routine check until he was about ten days’ out from Earth—then he quit! The Voodoo came in here about two weeks ago with a three-man crew: a man and two women—”


  “Oriental?” Kim asked sharply. Moskowitz shook his head, chuckling. “There’s a large Oriental faction here, though. You might check their religious leaders—”


  Kim rose abruptly. “Thanks.”


  “Not at all, son.”


  THERE were four small amphitheaters on Level Two. On the glassite front walls were the symbols of each: the Cross of Jesus, the Star of David, the Star of Mohammed, and the Statue of Buddha. There were other temples elsewhere in the city, but Kim found these four together.


  In the small office behind the transparent wall bearing the Star of David sat a tall, gray-haired man. On the curving desk before him was a name-plate: Rabbi Jacobi Rosenblum. He rose, rustling his simple, gray robe, and extended his hand as Kim entered. “Good afternoon, Mr. Rothman. Sit down.”


  Kim shook hands and sat down. “I need help,” he said, “and I think you will help me.”


  “If I can,” Rosenblum replied, sinking back behind his desk. He leaned forward, intently. “Kim Rothman, a space pirate, has arrived in Venusport with a scientific expedition. He has agreed to guard the expedition with his guns in return for the sacred radioactive metal of the Gep Tzong—is that true?”


  “There is scientific basis for doubt that any such metal exists,” Kim replied guardedly. “It’s like the Amerindian legends of the golden cities that sent Spanish conquistadores to their death in the deserts. The purpose of the expedition is to prove whether there are Toad Men or Gep Tzong as you call them—if there are, who they are, and what they are!”


  Rosenblum frowned dubiously. “Several thousand Gep Tzong have raided the outlying plantations, Mr. Rothman! They exist, well enough—”


  “Who said so?”


  Rosenblum practically bit his tongue with surprise. “Ah! There you have a point. The plantation-owners claimed they were raided, and the delicate situation here at Venusport turned into an armed revolt. But there is no one to profit by the revolt—it has halted our exports to Earth! Even if the rebels win, it will stop further supplies coming from Earth! And the Earth corporations have no interest here—it is forbidden by law!”


  Kim waved his hand in an airy gesture. “All right, that’s your problem. My concern is the expedition for the Biochemical Research Department. Do you realize that if there are native Venusians, we’re actually invaders of this planet?”


  “Eh? But—but that’s absurd! Many of us were born here—” The tall Rabbi was profoundly shocked. “But of course, of course—it is still their planet! Still, there do not seem to be many of them—savages, too—


  perhaps, then, an agreement—”


  “That,” Kim pointed out, flatly, “is the purpose of the expedition Pm serving. Now, do we understand each other?”


  Rosenblum took a deep breath and let it out, slowly. “I believe we do, Mr. Rothman,” he affirmed. “So what is it that I can do for you?”


  “Take me to the priesthood of the Oriental faction, here,” Kim replied. “I am representing the family of Chao-Tang, of Earth!”


  Rosenblum pursed his lips. “I see,” he said, then rose briskly. “Come along!”


  They went out into the broad corridors. Venusport was a busy, thriving metropolis, abounding with merchants and shop-keepers and technical plant workers. Mingled with them were sturdy plantation owners and reptile hunters, garbed in suits of the sleek, blue-gray hide of the ghrakko dog. All of them, men and women, wore guns. The hunters carried their Chavez rifles easily in the crook of their arm.


  Rosenblum led the way with a long, robe-flapping stride. “Business as usual,” he explained of the crowds in the corridors. “You’d never know there were hostilities all around us, except that a few of the taverns have closed and you don’t see many nondescript characters about. We had an influx of them before the revolt!”


  “Pirates?” Kim asked casually. “A few,” the Rabbi asserted. “Cutthroats and blackguards, mostly. All talking of the treasure of the Gep Tzong!” He cast a speculative side-glance at Kim. “Someone with money could give your Department expedition some stiff competition!” Kim nodded. “I’m aware of that.” Rosenblum was silent as they rode an escalator downward. Then, as they reached the First Level, he turned quizzically. “Mind telling me why you came to me?”


  Kim grinned sheepishly. “My parents were Jewish.”


  The Rabbi nodded. “I understand.” He strode onward, briskly.


  Kim followed him with a thoughtful scowl. There was something else, Kim realized suddenly, that Rosenblum might help him with—it wasn’t easy for him to find words for it—He stopped with grim decision and caught the Rabbi’s arm. “I’ve got to ask you something!” he said stiffly. “Something else—”


  Rosenblum turned, smiling faintly. “Anything, Mr. Rothman!”


  “There’s a girl—” Kim instantly felt like a fool, but he couldn’t stop. “My team-mate,” he explained. “She was born on Venus, but raised on Earth. She’s—civilized—”


  “Of course!” Rosenblum nodded understandingly. “Her name?”


  “Frances Freemont.”


  “She is Jewish?”


  Kim shook his head. “No. Protestant, I think—I don’t know—” Rosenblum’s smile broadened. “And you wish to marry her, of course. What is your religion, Kim Rothman?”


  Kim shrugged. “What is religion?


  There are the planets, the Sun, the stars—the Universe—and us. How? Finding out how is science. But why? Wondering why, seeking answers in the laws of the Universe, seeing purpose and design—that’s religion, isn’t it?”


  “The religion of the stars!” Rosenblum nodded quietly. “There is its counterpart here on Venus. The swamp-jungle, the teeming life—wild, ferocious, but with purpose and design. And meaning. The religion of nature. And who is to deny that God’s wisdom is revealed in His works?” He strolled on, hands clasped behind his back. “Some can find His wisdom in nature and the Universe; some can’t. Those who can’t come to us for spiritual guidance.”


  He lapsed into pensive silence for a moment, then turned and gazed at Kim, searchingly. “There is a recognized custom, here on Venus. When a man and woman come out of the wilderness wearing clothes from the same ghrakko skin, they are officially married. But Miss Freemont wouldn’t know that, I suppose—”


  Kim shook his head, miserably.


  Rosenblum patted his shoulder. “Before your expedition leaves, I shall speak to her,” he promised softly. “I’m—I’m glad you asked me, Kim Rothman.”


  THE apartment they entered had no identifying mark or symbol on the outside. Within, in the silent gloom tainted with sweet incense, was a small, fat Oriental in a golden robe. He bowed low.


  Rosenblum returned the bow. “Rabbi Jacobi Rosenblum,” he introduced himself, then gestured to Kim. “Kim Rothman. He represents the family of Chao-Tang, of Earth.”


  The Oriental bowed again. Rosenblum slapped Kim’s shoulder affectionately and took his leave.


  The Oriental priest faced Kim and spoke in a soft, reedy voice. “What is your wish?”


  “The brother of Yin Chao-Tang would wish to reclaim the body,” Kim answered. “I can identify him.”


  “Come.” The priest pushed aside a curtain and led Kim through a small doorway. They passed down a long, narrow corridor to its end, where the priest touched a stud that slid a panel aside. They entered a low, vaultlike room.


  The body was stretched on a stone table. Most of the chest was blown away, but there was no mistaking the bald dome of the head, the thin features, and the white goatee.


  “It is Yin Chao-Tang,” Kim said.


  The priest sucked his breath in, sharply. “Then the space pirates have not cheated us! It is well.”


  Kim knew what he meant. If an Oriental is killed in space, the body must be brought to its “cousins” on some planet for shipment home. If it isn’t, the Oriental “cousins” demand satisfaction—which, in the case of murder, meant slow death for the murderer.


  And this was a case of murder, “It is well,” Kim agreed grimly.


  Departure from Venusport


  THE mud-cat threw mud and water fifty feet high from its broad, steel-flanged caterpillar treads as it came mushing and wallowing out across the spaceport field. The rain was coming down in a fine, blue-green haze and soaked the thick mud on the cat’s armored sides so it dropped off in sticky blobs, revealing the rusted plates beneath with their red letters: Spaceport Repair.


  Off in the distance somewhere, hidden by the rain, there were still the muffled, drumming explosions of gunfire.


  But there was activity around the squat, ugly hull of the Eohippus. A huge tarpaulin had been stretched from her back out to supporting poles and guy-wires, forming a shelter alongside the ship that reached out to the metal hatchway of a big freight elevator. Gangs of helmeted stevedores were unloading crates and boxes from the ship’s cargo locks, dragging them over to the freight elevator, and lowering them into the tunnels below the field.


  The mud-cat splattered to a halt with a shrill whine of its turbines and Kim swung down from its tiny airlock. He waved the cat-driver off and went slogging through the mud toward the ship, noting several members of the expedition standing around watching the unloading. Kim waved to them and clambered up the short metal ladder to the ship’s airlock.


  Fran came running through the steel corridor within to meet him, just as he was tugging his helmet loose.


  “Kim!” She leaped at him, hugged him, laughed and hugged him again. “I was so worried! Where’ve you been?”


  “—Uh—out reclaiming my ship, the Voodoo,” he said, somewhat out of breath. Then he held her close, chuckling. “Blast it, Fran—I wasn’t gone that long!”


  She struggled, pushed free, and held him back at arm’s length, looking up at him, gravely. “What’s this about the Voodoo?” she asked.


  Kim’s features sobered. “Yin Chao-Tang never reached Venus alive,” he explained. “I’ve taken over the Voodoo and had Spaceport Repair weld a steel beam across her airlock. She’ll be here when we want her again, or I’ll know the reason why. Where’s our prisoners?”


  “MacSneary and that—that girl? Locked in their stateroom, I suppose.”


  Kim nodded, satisfied. “Any word from Dimitrios?”


  “Not yet.” She moved close to him, again.


  “Better get back on the bridge, then.” He kissed her quickly, swung her around, and spanked her bottom. She leaped back into the corridor with a pleased howl.


  Kim turned aft, shaking his head and grinning. He’d really lose something if he ever lost Fran!


  A studious-looking young man with a Chavez rifle across his arm stood before the locked stateroom door. He grinned as Kim approached. “How’s it going, Mr. Rogers?” he asked pleasantly.


  “It’s Rothman, again,” Kim told him. “I’m going in and speak to that space pirate in there as a space pirate. I’d rather not have you around!”


  The young man’s features tightened and he stared hard at Kim for a moment. Then he shrugged indifferently. “I suppose it’s all right.” He hitched up his shorts and walked on down the corridor.


  Kim pressed the auto-lock and slid back the door. His hand dropped to the butt of his right gun as he stepped into the stateroom.


  Then he saw it wasn’t necessary Black Dog MacSneary was sprawled on the floor, his back against the far wall, and the girl was sitting on his lap, clutched in the embrace of his thick, hairy arms. She turned her head and glared up at Kim.


  “Get outta here!” she snarled.


  “Sorry,” he said softly. “No more free meals and bunk for you two. On your feet, now, or I’ll scorch your bottoms!”


  The girl muttered a curse and turned back to MacSneary. The old pirate gave Kim his snaggle-toothed grin and laughed harshly. “ ’Smatter, sonny-boy? Want us to go runnin’ free and eatin’ people?” Then he threw back his head and filled the chamber with thunderous laughter.


  Kim smiled mirthlessly. “You almost fooled me with that, Mac—but not quite!” he said. “Sweetie-pie, here, was a little too anxious to get back in your lap for me to believe you’d chewed up her girlfriends!”


  “Oh, go blow!” the girl sneered into MacSneary’s beard.


  “I’ve seen cannibal madness in people before,” Kim went on, gazing down at MacSneary and ignoring the girl. “I got curious about this. I found out a lot!”


  MacSneary was listening, now. His cold, hard eyes were squinting narrowly. “You found out what?” he asked scornfully.


  “After you escaped the Space Fleet in that lifeboat,” Kim told him, gently, “you heaved to on the Earth-Venus lane and waited for us. But then you picked up the routine radio-check of Yin Chao-Tang, in the Voodoo. You knew the Chao-Tang family was in on the expedition; you thought Yin was a part of it. You hailed him, same as you did us—”


  The girl had been staring up, her mouth widening. “He knows!” she gasped.


  “But Yin tried to make a crooked deal,” Kim continued. “You didn’t like it. But Yin had money and he had the Voodoo. So you shot him, loaded his body back aboard the Voodoo, and sent three of your crew on ahead to Venus. You and Sweetie-pie, here, remained to bait us with that cannibalism deal—”


  “You dirty scum!” the girl suddenly shouted at MacSneary. “And you starved me—”


  The pirate’s big paw struck her on the temple, knocking her completely out of his lap onto the deck. “Shut up!” he snapped gutterally.


  “It was a neat scheme!” Kim said, grinning. “A nice, big practical joke. We arrive in Venusport and start spreading the word about you stuffing yourself on your women, and then your women step out and make us the laughing-stock of Venus. Meanwhile, you’ve lined up as many henchmen here as you can buy—and the rest would only laugh at me if I tried to hire ’em—”


  MacSneary rolled his eyes and shrugged comically. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained! And now, I presume you want us to take our leave of this little—ahem—love nest?” His rough tones mocked Kim. The girl stirred and moaned on the deck, then sat up. Both men ignored her.


  “Clear out!” Kim ordered distinctly.


  MacSneary heaved a regretful sigh. “Ah, well—come along, Poodles!” He put a thick arm around the girl, climbed to his feet, and lifted her bodily off the deck. He half-carried, half-dragged her through the door and down the corridor. Kim followed them, grimly.


  MacSneary turned around when they reached the airlock chamber. “You’re really making a mistake, you know!”


  “Am I?” Kim asked lightly.


  The girl pulled herself erect beside MacSneary, a dark red bruise on the side of her face. MacSneary shook loose from her irritably. “Of course!” he spoke to Kim. “You’re going to have plenty of competition getting that Venusian treasure. You will need all the help you can get! We ought to be friends, Mr. Rothman—not enemies!”


  Kim pointed to the stack of boxed helmets in the corner of the room. “Get your helmets on!” He fastened his own helmet, deftly.


  The girl moved quickly, snatching a helmet and plunking it down over her head. Kim noticed that her body was dirt-smeared, unwashed, and clad only in a ragged strip of cloth. MacSneary merely shrugged and moved leisurely, taking his own good time about putting on a helmet.


  “Snap it up!” Kim told him, opening the airlock portal for the girl.


  “Of course, of course!” MacSneary followed them into the airlock, waited patiently until the inner door was sealed and the outer door opened, then turned to Kim. The girl jumped immediately to the slimy mud.


  “You realize, of course, this means war between us!” the old pirate said softly.


  Kim took a step backward, then planted a hard kick squarely in the middle of the pirate’s dirty red trunks. MacSneary went hurtling out of the airlock, head-first, and smacked into the mud.


  The girl stood over him, staring down at him, blankly.


  MacSneary climbed slowly, laboriously to his feet. “Come, Poodles,” he said, taking the girl’s arm. “We aren’t appreciated here.”


  They went stumbling and lurching off across the field. The girl looked back, once, and stuck her tongue out at Kim.


  DIMITRIOS had radioed Fran the time Kim returned to the bridge. The scientist wanted them both to meet him in the Governor’s office.


  Fran belted a gun onto her thigh, donned a helmet, and they rode a tunnel ramp into the city. The Governor’s office was on Level Fifteen, a sumptuous, vaultlike suite of rooms. Dimitrios came hurrying to meet them in the glittering anteroom.


  “Trouble!” the scientist muttered cryptically. “Follow me—the Governor’s waiting to receive us!”


  As they followed him across the room to a tall pair of ivory portals, Kim noted with a faint smile the blue-uniformed Space Fleet guards standing stiffly at attention around the room. The Governor of Venusport certainly wasn’t taking any chances, what with armed rebels raising the hue and cry about his very doors!


  A set of almost perfect twins in snappy blue uniforms knocked their heels together. The two tall, ivory portals swung sedately open. A soft chime rang from somewhere within. Then Dimitrios, Kim, and Fran walked in. They strode across the deep, ebony pile carpet toward a monstrosity of a desk in bright ivory.


  Behind the desk sat a hard-faced man in a brilliantly beribboned uniform. Beside the desk sat another man also in uniform but less colorfully berbboned. The man beside the desk rose, clicked his heels, and bowed. “Gentlemen!” he said. “His Excellency, Vallisanovitch Serkov, Governor of Venus!”


  Serkov gave them a thin-lipped smile. “My Aide-de-Camp, Commander Hans Kruger of the Space Fleet. Sit down, Gentlemen.” His eyes flicked over Fran’s slender figure. “And ladies,” he added softly.


  They sat down. Commander Kruger of the Space Fleet sat down. Governor Serkov leaned his elbows on his desk. “I will address my remarks to all three of you,” he said bluntly. “You have placed me in a rather ticklish position with your proposed expedition. However, you have authorization from Earth, so I can’t stop you—


  “Stop us?” Fran exclaimed.


  Serkov silenced her with a curt wave of his hand. “Kindly let me finish!” he snapped. He leaned back in his chair and stared at them, angrily. “I have already given authorization to a group of free settlers to go out in an expedition to attack these Gep Tzong animals! I have allowed twenty mud-cats and drivers to leave Venusport and join this expedition. Its purpose is to drive those toadlike ape beasts back into the mountains.


  “You people from the Biochemical Research Department are under the assumption that these Gep Tzong are intelligent creatures! Nothing could be farther from the truth. Our settlers have reported seeing the beasts and killing them on sight. They are beasts, similar to Earth’s apes, nothing else!


  “There has been considerable rabble-rousing around here with a fantastic tale of a sacred treasure and villages and temples in the mountains—utter rot! The rebel group has claimed that the Gep Tzong beasts have been raiding to get machinery, which is nothing more than a bald lie concocted to cover up their own shiftlessness. If they’d taken proper care of their machinery, they’d still have it. No Gep Tzong beasts stole it, I assure you!”


  “I was afraid of this,” Dimitrios said coldly. “Your Excellency, the Department does not concede that the Gep Tzong are beasts—but neither do we claim they are intelligent! It is the purpose of our expedition to find out if they’re intelligent—”


  “Nevertheless,” Serkov retorted, “the rebel group has used that lie as a propaganda basis for their armed rebellion against the government of Venusport. As I said, I cannot stop your expedition. But neither can I spare any troops to protect your expedition if you’re foolish enough to go out in the Gep Tzong country!”


  The scientist’s face twitched into a pained smile. “I’m surprised that I should have to say this, but you aren’t going to find out anything about the Gep Tzong by sending armed expeditions out to kill them!”


  Serkov snorted. “You are fools, aren’t you! Very well—that’s your affair. But I must also add that any action on the part of your pirate cohort, here—” He flicked a finger in Kim’s direction. “—Any action by him against the other expedition, which I have duly authorized, and I will see to it that he is arrested, tried, and executed within a week!”


  Kim grinned mirthfully. “Sure you can spare the men for it?”


  Serkov’s face assumed the gray color of a chunk of granite. “That is the reason—the only reason—you were invited to this discussion, Mr. Rothman! I warn you that I am a man of my word!”


  Kim nodded in mocking agreement. “And this other expedition—it’s being formed by the—uh—Tree settlers’ outside the attacking rebels’ lines?”


  “Yes,” Commander Kruger spoke up, nodding. “The rebels allowed our mud-cats through to join that expedition.”


  Kim’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “When was this?”


  “Why—two weeks ago!” Kruger’s brows went up. “Why do you ask?”


  “Any reason they haven’t left, already?”


  “Takes time to organize an expedition, I suppose.” Kruger shrugged perplexedly.


  “It doesn’t take two weeks!” Dimitrios exclaimed shrewdly.


  “Uh huh!” Kim grunted. “And I’ll bet they’re waiting for us to start out, first.”


  “Eh?” Governor Serkov looked vaguely uneasy. “Why would they do that?”


  Kim chuckled. “So we can show them the way to the Gep Tzong village, of course! And—to the sacred treasure!”


  Serkov snorted. “Hogwash! There is no—”


  “Let me finish!” Kim interjected harshly. “Do you know anything at all about who financed that armed expedition of so-called ‘free settlers’ ? Do you know who’s leading it?”


  Serkov smiled thinly. “Do you?”


  Kim nodded. “Black Dog MacSneary! Get your Fleet Intelligence agents out to check on the corpse of Yin Chao-Tang being held by the local Orientals, and who delivered it to them under what circumstances! You’re going to find, Your Excellency, that you’ve already been taken by a pirate!”


  They waited while Serkov checked. It took most of an hour, but when the reports came trickling in, Serkov wasn’t pleased. He got up and began pacing the deep pile carpet.


  It became readily apparent, from the reports, that MacSneary’s henchmen had succeeded in organizing an armed expedition of Venusport’s toughest killers, roustabouts, and thieves with the Governor’s complete, ignorant permission. Furthermore, that expedition was now encamped outside the lines of the attacking rebels, out of reach of the Governor and his Space Fleet troops.


  Serkov shook his head, stubbornly. “There’s nothing to be done about it now!” he said. “Perhaps they will still drive those Gep Tzong beasts back into the mountains. Dr. Dimitrios—” He swung to the scientist. “I do not think it advisable for your expedition to leave Venusport at this time!”


  “Sorry!” Dimitrios smiled faintly. “You can’t stop us—remember?”


  Serkov stalked over and stood looking down at Dimitrios. “Please understand my position, sir!” the Governor said gruffly. “If you found out that those Gep Tzong were intelligent, why—why I’d lose the moral support of everyone inside the dome of this city!”


  “You’d lose more than that!” Dimitrios exclaimed musingly. “You would lose Venus!”


  “Eh?” Serkov started. “How’s that?”


  The scientist smiled up at him. “If the Gep Tzong are intelligent Venusian natives, Your Excellency—why, Venus belongs to them!”


  “What?” Serkov gaped foolishly. “Why—why, that’s preposterous!” Dimitrios shook his head. “F-m afraid the Department—and the Earth government—would have a slightly different view! They would probably be very anxious for you to put down this rebel uprising as soon as possible. Poor example to the natives, you know!”


  Serkov’s eyes widened as the implication became clear. “Then—in that case—I’ll win, either way! Huh? Yes, by George! Sir, how soon can your expedition be ready to leave?”


  Dimitrios struggled to keep from laughing. “As soon as we can line up our mud-cats and get loaded!” he answered crisply.


  “Then get at it!” Serkov ordered. “I’ll send a parleying group out to talk the rebels into letting your group through their lines—about time I started parleying with ’em, anyhow! This fighting’s doing neither side any good!” He stalked back behind his desk and slumped down. “Gentlemen, the planet Venus has been nothing but trouble to mankind ever since the first expedition tried to reach here!”


  Dimitrios, rising, missed part of the Governor’s last statement. The scientist turned, frowning. “Expedition? Another one?”


  “The—uh—first one!” Serkov explained hastily. “The S.S. Starling IIII, I think it was, tried to reach Venus a hundred and seventy years ago! And it was another hundred years before they finally succeeded in reaching this hell-hole and planting a colony on it!”


  “Ummm,” Dimitrios ummed. “Well, we’d best get to work, Your Excellency—”


  “Eh? Oh! Naturally!”


  “Good day!” The scientist turned and stalked disdainfully out, Kim and Fran following in his footsteps. “ ‘Excellency,’ is he?” Dimitrios snorted, as they passed through the outer anteroom. “A diplomat the Earth government was probably glad to get rid of, that’s what he is! So they sent him out here.”


  “That’s usually the way it is,” Kim remarked bitterly.


  THERE was, in Venusport, a society known as the Dark Watch. They were called dark because, originally, most of them had been dark a few generations earlier. They were descendants of early Negro settlers from Earth. The peculiar radiology of Venus had gone to work on them through three or four rapid generations—as children were born in rapid succession on a frontier—and had changed their normally dark complexion to a color resembling the golden smoothness of rich butter-cream. It was about as near as they had come to the near-albino whiteness that had affected other settlers’ children.


  And they were called the Watch because the demands of the frontier had considerably altered their status. The early Negro settlers had shipped out as unskilled workers. Their descendants were the best technicians in Venusport, noted for their mechanical wizardry; they were the maintenance squads who kept watch over the domed city’s mechanisms, and were famed as mechanics and cat-drivers. The latter were well-acquainted, through extensive travelling, with most of the known region of the planet.


  Their rise in status, of course, had nothing to do with the radiological affects of the planet on skin pigmentation. Their skill was due solely to the extensive training school they had organized.


  Indeed, with one of their members, color had been no drawback whatsoever. This was Mr. Throwback Samson.


  “I was nicknamed Throwback,” Mr. Samson explained, introducing himself, “because that’s just what I am—a throwback to my great-granddaddy!” And he flashed white, even teeth in a broad grin.


  Kim gaped up at him, speechlessly.


  They were standing on a tunnel floor. The moving cargo ramp had been stopped and big, powerful mud-cats were rumbling up on it from Venusport. A short distance ahead, a freight elevator was accepting the heavy cats one at a time and lifting them to the surface of the spaceport field. People were clamoring over the steel backs of the cats, shouting excitedly to one another over the deep rumble of turbine engines.


  The man standing before Kim was a good six inches taller than he was. Moreover, Throwback Samson was solid muscle—broad shoulders, deep chest, and tremendous, rippling sinews. A wide belt about his thighs supported a loincloth, a holstered Maxim, and the curved, razor-edged scimitar Venus settlers preferred as a swamp-knife.


  And he was certainly a throwback! He was the blackest man Kim had ever seen in his life. He was like a huge, grinning black shadow in the dim tunnel light. The whites of his eyeballs and the sparkling line of his teeth seemed to glow benevolently from his black, handsomely molded face.


  Kim took a deep breath. “You’re the man the Dark Watch recommended as a guide?” he asked, keeping his voice casual.


  A deep chuckle rumbled up from Samson’s chest, blending with the engine rumble of the big cats beside them. “I know every square inch of the known regions of Venus, plus a lot the maps say is unexplored!” he stated firmly. “And not by accident, either—I’ve taken mud-cats through some of the worst terrain on this planet. Dragged ’em out of salt-mires with every bolt on ’em half-corroded, tuned ’em up in the middle of the swamp and made ’em purr like kittens. Had to!”


  Kim grinned. “In other words, you know your way around!” he taunted good-naturedly. “But, listen—there may be fighting—” Throwback dropped one eyebrow in a pained frown. “I see you haven’t been on Venus long! Since when wasn’t there a fight?”


  “All right,” Kim nodded. “As guide and scout, you’ll ride Dimitrios’ cat at the head of the column. But we aren’t pulling out until morning, and I’d feel better if you could do something for us in the meantime. Can you get through the rebel lines?”


  Throwback laughed. “At night, I’m the one man who can get anywhere! Why, though? Want me to slip out and check on that outlaw expedition?”


  “That’s the idea. Find out what they’re doing, how many they are, what arms they have, if you can manage it. But don’t take any more risks than you have to!”


  “Don’t worry,” Throwback countered. “I probably know more about that than you do!”


  Kim pursed his lips and nodded, grinning. “You probably do, at that! Don’t be gone longer than midnight, though—we’re pulling out early.”


  “Midnight it is!” Throwback gave a brief nod and moved with long, swinging strides toward the freight elevator. He turned and called back, “If I don’t show up, Rothman, don’t come after me! You would never make it—and I won’t be alive!”


  He picked up a helmet near the tunnel wall, clamped it over his shoulders, and rode up on the elevator with a rumbling mud-cat.


  FOURTEEN men and nine women, all scientists of one sort or another. Heavy cases of scientific equipment. Twenty-five big mud-cats with their golden-skinned drivers. Plus arms, ammunition batteries, food supplies, distilled water, emergency oxygen tanks, medical supplies, turbine fuel, and spare parts for the cats. An expedition on Venus was no small matter.


  The big cats crawled around in the mud to form a tight circle as they were lifted to the spaceport field. A sputtering arc-light was rigged in the middle of the circle, giving them light to work by. It was shielded by the cats from any spying eyes out on the far end of the field, where bright flashes and muffled blasts indicated the fighting was still going on.


  The mud-cats were huge, metal behemoths looming up in the wet, misty blackness of the night. Kim walked around the inside of their perimeter, beating his fist into his palm and scowling through the cracks between them at the fathomless darkness. It was three hours past midnight.


  Fourteen men, nine women in the expedition. Twenty-five drivers with the cats. Forty-eight people, plus Dimitrios, Fran, himself, and Throwback Samson, which made fifty-two.


  Explorers on an alien planet, with a travelling laboratory that had to be fought, pushed, and driven across that planet. Going out to make peace with an alien species of intelligent life that had already proven itself unfriendly, ferocious—


  People stood in groups beside their cats, talking. People scrambled up over the shadowy backs of the cats, checking and securing the cables that held the great mounds of equipment lashed down under heavy tarpaulins. People like Kim, himself, wearing transparent filter-helmets over their heads, garbed now in the drab brown suits that covered them from neck to feet with a thin, tightly woven fabric that no insect’s stinger could penetrate. Pistols and swamp-knives belted about their hips, Chavez rifles slung over their shoulders.


  All of them there, now. All ready. Dimitrios had received the Governor’s message that the rebels would let them through their lines at a specified time. And that time would arrive in another hour.


  And all of them were there, ready—except one. Throwback Samson hadn’t come back.


  Kim stamped around the circle of cats, scowling and peering between them. Three hours past midnight and still no Samson. Kim felt a gnawing conscience that tore at his guts. Had he sent that big, handsome black man out to his death? If he had, by all the little satans in Hell, Black Dog MacSneary would die slowly, inch by inch!


  Kim paused in his nervous stride, just once. He stood looking across the lighted circle to where Fran stood leaning against the tall, mud-splattered flank of the cat they would ride. Before Fran, seated on a chunk of rock, was the tall, robed figure of Rabbi Rosenblum. His features were quietly intent within his helmet, and he was speaking calmly. And Fran was listening with a blush that set her cheeks aglow and a sparkle that shone in her eyes like scintillating flames. Her lips were curved in a soft, sweet smile . . .


  Kim whirled and resumed his pent-up stride, slamming his fist against the steel side of a cat and scowling out into the dark night with a muttered curse.


  He reached the narrow gap between two cats and slid to a halt, staring. The night out there was still a wet, misty blackness. And the huge, black figure standing there was almost invisible. Only the grin and the faint gleam of the helmet stood out.


  “Samson,” Kim gasped. “Blast it man, you—”


  A deep chuckle answered him, and Samson strode in past the cats with a supple, silent grace that gave an illusion that he came flowing out of the darkness. “I learned the time we would depart from the rebels,” he explained gently. “They’re sure a talkative bunch, out there!”


  “Let’s go find Dimitrios and hear your report!” Kim turned and led the way over to the scientist’s cat. “You’ve had me in a stew, fella!”


  “I wanted to check on that MacSneary gang’s movements up to the latest possible moment,” Samson replied with a casual lightness. “Around midnight, they must’ve learned the way the rebels were going to let us drive out of here. They posted gunners along the route with the idea of knocking off some of our cats, but when the rebel boss heard about it, he went over and shooed ’em out. Said he wasn’t going to get his war messed up with no private squabbles on the side!”


  Kim heaved a sigh of relief. “I was afraid they’d try something like that.”


  “They won’t, now!” Samson said, chuckling. “Not unless they want to take on the whole rebel forces!”


  Dimitrios saw the two men approaching through the glassite blister of the cat’s cockpit. The scientist emerged, helmeted. through the tiny airlock and dropped to the ground to meet them. Kim made the introductions and Samson shook hands with him, cordially.


  “Rothman said I’d ride with you,” the tall scout said.


  Dimitrios nodded. “Glad you’ll be along, too, Samson! We’ll certainly need you. Now, about that other group—”


  “They’ve got around sixty men, all armed,” Samson reported. “That includes the cat-drivers, though, who’ll stick to their cats and have little to do with any private fights—which leaves about forty gunners to worry us. They have twenty cats fully provisioned for a long trip, plus six ghrakko dogs—”


  “Ghrakko dogs?” Dimitrios blurted in surprise.


  Samson nodded with an expression of disgust. “Some fool out there decided they’d buy their ghrakko mounts here. Ghrakkos are terrified by the swamps, and when they get them out in that green hell with those roaring mud-cats, those ghrakko dogs will go mad and tear their riders to pieces. I’ve seen it happen too often!”


  Dimitrios grinned dourly. “Well, that’s their worry! You’ve done a good job, Mr. Samson. We’ll be pulling out in twenty minutes.” He turned to Kim. “We’ll be three days going through the Low Swamps, Rothman. The fourth day, we’ll climb the High Slopes to Delaray’s Mill—we’ll buy our ghrakko dogs there! From then on, we’ll be in unexplored country. Up through the Misty Mountains and down into the passes or valleys or whatever we find beyond. Got that?”


  “Right,” Kim said. I’d like to make a suggestion, though.”


  “Yes?”


  “Samson reports that MacSneary gang has tried to lay ambush along our route out of here, but the rebels wouldn’t allow it,” Kim spoke grimly. “Pirates, though, have a tendency to ignore warnings, so there may be a few pot-shots at us anyhow—”


  Dimitrios frowned worriedly. “What’s your suggestion?”


  “Let my cat lead the column out of here,” Kim replied. “If there’s any ambush, I’ll spot it. If there isn’t, we’ll go on through. Once my cat is clear of Venusport, I’ll swing around and stand guard while you lead the rest of the column on past. Then I’ll fall in behind and keep watch on our rear.”


  “Good idea!” Samson approved instantly.


  “Go ahead,” Dimitrios seconded. “Samson and I will fall in behind you.” He swung toward the circle of cats and raised his voice to a shout. “All right everybody! Mount up! March order!”


  Kim whirled and ran swiftly toward his own cat.


  “I’M Winnetka!” the driver said, grinning, as the cat’s turbine came to life with a muffled growl. “Winnetka Jones, that is!”


  “Glad to know you, Jones!” Kim replied, clamping a Chavez rifle into the turret-mounts in the roof of the cockpit blister. “Soon as she’s warmed up, pull out! We’re leading the column out of Venusport!”


  “Oh-oh!” Jones murmured, gazing back and up at the mounted rifle. “I hope you’re a good shot with that thing! If anybody starts shooting at us, hang on—I’ll have this cat skinning itself all over Venus!”


  “He’s a good shot, all right!” Fran consoled Jones. She looked up at Kim, gravely. “Trouble, darling?”


  “Maybe!” Kim strapped himself to the bucket seat in the turret. “If there is, we’ll be ready for it.”


  “All set?” Jones spoke sharply over the rising thunder of the turbines.


  “All set!” Fran and Kim chorused.


  The cat bit its flanged treads into the mud and lurched forward.


  “Fran!” Kim shouted above the roar. “Man the searchlights! Keep ’em sweeping all around us!”


  Fran twisted in her seat to obey. Three searchlight beams shot out at opposing angles from the mud-cat, as she manipulated the lever handles. Jones studied the map tacked to its board beside his control panel, peered ahead through his periscope slit, and altered the cat’s direction toward the far end of the field. There was one certain path they had to follow through the rebel lines . . .


  Kim looked back over the top of the lurching, roaring cat to see the other cats swinging into a long column behind them, like huge, ferocious monsters charging across the field, flinging mud up from their terrible claws. He pulled the lever that turned the turret around and gazed ahead into the inky blackness to the long line of tiny, blazing flashes that was rapidly approaching. Jones would have to bit their predetermined path through that No Man’s Land exactly, or they would have their cat blasted out from under them!


  He did. They toppled off the edge of the level spaceport field and went charging down a shallow, crater-pocked draw. The bright flashes of exploding beams swept past at a good distance on either side of them. The cat’s roving lights picked out mud-caked, blue-uniformed Space Fleet troopers clutching rifles and crouching behind their force-screen projector shields. Then the gully flattened out to a small plain that was torn and gashed to a hellish rubble. Then they bounded over a slight rise and roared past crouching figures of mud-splattered, half-naked rebel troops.


  Another figure, an armed rebel standing erect, loomed before them, waving them to the left. Jones hauled the big cat around, spraying the rebel with mud, and they went thundering along a smooth, winding road. Settlers’ huts, sealed prefab domes, began to appear on either side of the road. They were through the battle zone, now, driving on through the outer suburbs of Venusport. Kim checked his rifle and watched, tensely, as the searchlight beams played over the dark, silent huts. They thundered onward.


  At twenty yard intervals, the other cats followed them.


  They roared past the last prefab dome and struck the muddy deep-rutted lane beyond. Giant blue fronds rose from glistening, black pools of water on either side of them. The cat bounced and shuddered over buried logs in the softer, shallow holes in the lane. It curved around and went up the steep shoulder of a black, lava-coated hill.


  “Swing off and stop at the crest of this Hill!” Kim shouted. Jones nodded mutely. Then, with a merry grin, he struck a switch that cut in the exhaust mufflers, and the turbines’ roar faded to a deep, throbbing rumble.


  “Sometimes loud noise can sure unnerve anybody trying to take a shot at you!” he remarked calmly.


  Kim stared down at him, then muttered a pleased oath.


  As the purplish fronds dropped away and they crawled up the steep shoulder of the hill, Kim motioned Fran to douse their lights. He gazed back down the way they had come, counting the lights of the other cats. All twenty-five were still rolling. He gave a sigh of relief and loosened his seat straps.


  Steel treads champing at the flinty soil, the cat hauled itself up on the crest of the hill and spun around to the side of the trail. Morning light was painting the dense cloud-blanket overhead a deep, shadowy blue which brightened to a blazing green glow off near the invisible horizon. There were dim, gray shadows of giant mountains etched within the mists—towering, flat-topped chimney peaks rising hundreds of miles into the cloud-shrouded heavens.


  And below was the slick, brown scum of the Low Swamps, patterned with broad patches of dark blue ferns, spotted with large islands of dense, black swamp jungle. In the misty distance, other islands were dimly visible—islands of jagged, volcanic cones that spouted red glares of molten rock and poisonous fumes into the clouds.


  And up the narrow trail, curving around the shoulder of the hill, came the roaring, lurching monsters from Earth. The big, steel mud-cats snarling up out of the night’s gloom, bulging humps of supplies and equipment lashed to their high backs, cockpit blisters agleam. Kim caught the wave of Dimitrios’ hand as his cat went thundering past; then the others followed, leaping, jolting, roaring.


  The domed city of Venusport was lost somewhere in the wall of mists behind them.


  The Gep Tzong Country


  KIM sat cross-legged on a high ledge.


  The ledge was up on the brush-choked flank of a peak that disappeared into the orange-red clouds overhead. The clouds were so low they seemed almost close enough to touch.


  Below was a deep gash between towering rock walls. The floor was crammed with jumbled boulders and twisted, gnarled trees.


  The gash opened out on a broad valley. Beyond the valley were smaller peaks, like broken teeth, with orange clouds being tom to shreds on their black pinnacles by fierce hurricane winds.


  Kim sat perfectly still, his helmet gleaming dully on his head, his rifle laid across his lap. He had been sitting there for the past two hours.


  That kind of patience wasn’t learned easily. Kim had learned it, in the past two weeks. He was toughened to it. His body beneath the drab brown coverall was solid and lean, with flat, hard muscles.


  Before the muscles developed, there had been callouses; before the callouses, these had been aches and blisters. The pain of being slammed and jolted around in the steel confines of a lurching mud-cat. The strain of hard, bitter, merciless work.


  They had crossed the swamplands of Venus. Dimitrios, in the lead cat, shooting flame-jelly into the rough lane ahead to burn out the persistent, tough creeping-vines of the jungle. The big cats wallowing ahead through the syrupy mud, plowing through the burning vegetation. The mud coated them thickly and was baked hard by the heat; it had to be chipped away in curved sheets from the transparent cockpit blisters. Swarms of angry insects rose from the fetid water, darkened the burning sky with their black cloud, and descended on the lumbering cats; the drivers snapped on the ultra-sonic sirens to frighten the insects away. At night, the convoy camped on high ground, while giant carnivores screamed and bellowed and crashed through the surrounding jungle.


  Some days, it rained. The rain swept over them in solid curtains, and the water swirled up to the backs of the cats. But the cats rolled on. Occasionally, a cat would slip off the trail and sink into the bottomless mire; two other cats would be coupled together, then would haul the bogged cat back on the trail with their winch-cables. Then the convoy would move on.


  Fran was at home. She prepared the meals for Kim and Winnetka Jones, and spent the rest of her time educating them on the flora and fauna of Venus, the planet of her birth. Her knowledge was extensive, scientific, and accurate, so that even Jones listened. She pointed out the tracks of various animals to them, the swamp groves of certain plantation crops. There were certain plants on Venus which, when mashed to a pulp and processed, gave certain juices that were nutritious to Earthmen; the juices were used as a base for various synthetic foods, which made up most of the staple diet of the Venusian settlers. The water, too, was drinkable—when processed and distilled.


  They climbed up out of the swamps, onto the slopes of the Misty Mountains. Three cats broke down as the going got tougher, slippery and rocky; the convoy stopped until the cats were repaired.


  At their camp sites, Kim became more and more attached to the tall scout, Throwback Samson. Kim was fairly certain that the other expedition would be somewhere behind them, following them in the trail they had blazed conveniently clear. But as nights passed, Kim and Throwback formed a habit of slipping out of the camp together, vanishing out into the stygian darkness and not returning until hours later. Once, when they returned, Throwback got an oily rag from one of the cat-drivers, handed it to Kim, and stood by with a silent grin as Kim wiped the dotted blood from the blade of his swamp-knife.


  They were roaring, sliding, and spinning their tracks in the loose shale of a steep slope, one morning, when Dimitrios’ voice blared from their radios: “Cut your turbines and sit still! Remain in your cats and—above all—don’t shoot!”


  And a huge, slate-gray reptile came waddling over the hill. Fifty feet high and two hundred feet along its spiked back, with small beady eyes in its bucket-shaped head and dragging itself along on huge, taloned claws. It spotted something—a purplish root—under one of the cats in the middle of the column, waddled up, and nudged the cat with its horny snout.


  Somebody in a cat ahead got nervous. A Chavez beam lanced out and tore a boulder to smithereens behind the great beast.


  It jerked its snout up and looked straight at the offending cat, speculatively.


  “Stop firing,” Dimitrios shouted into the radios. “Don’t fire again or it’ll tear us all to pieces!”


  The monster lowered its snout toward the offensive cat and sniffed, very deliberately. Spouts of white steam shot from its nostrils. Then, apparently satisfied, it turned back to the other cat and nudged it gently. The great snout nudged the cat right over on its side, then a long, grayish tongue flicked out and tore the purple root right out of the ground.


  Then, fed as well as satisfied, the reptile waddled sedately on down the slope, creating a minor avalanche of boulders.


  The column wound up its turbines again and two cats winched the overturned cat back onto its treads. The convoy moved on.


  They met the stocky, tough miller and his beautiful wife at Delaray’s Mill, where the plantation crops were pulped and processed. The miller listened to their story, then shook his head. “Gep Tzong are animals!” he said flatly. “Kill ’em on sight!


  Dimitrios didn’t like that. He called Kim aside in a private conference. Thereafter, it was decided, the expedition would move straight into the Gep Tzong country, in broad daylight, without any show of furtiveness or hesitation. The Gep Tzong had been attacked by unthinking settlers and were undoubtedly in an angry mood; any sign of craftiness or guile would probably bring an immediate attack down on the expedition. A forthright approach would have the best chance of bringing them down for a talk instead of a massacre.


  They bought six ghrakko mounts for scouting purposes at Delaray’s Mill, and moved on. A week later, they were deep in the Misty Mountains—and in unexplored country.


  Then Throwback found the webbed tracks.


  “War party!” he had said, glumly. “Marching in files. Soldiers.”


  SOMETHING moved on the jumbled floor far below. Kim shifted his rifle forward and flattened on on the top of the ledge.


  Like a tiny, crawling insect, a ghrakko dog came loping up into the deep gash from the valley beyond. Gradually, as it approached, Kim discerned the rider sitting atop the grotesque hump of its shoulders. A tall figure garbed in drab brown, Throwback Samson.


  Kim climbed to his feet, slung the rifle over his shoulder, and scrambled down from the ledge. He walked back to a sleek, blue-gray ghrakko dog standing in the dense brush nearby, its jawful of fanged teeth strapped shut by the muzzling bridle. It dropped to its knees as he tugged the reins, and fee climbed up into the hard saddle on its shoulder-hump. Then it scrambled up and picked its way down the narrow trail on the steep face of the cliff.


  Webbed tracks meant the Gep Tzong. And two men had said the Gep Tzong were intelligent. The last one—DuBois Thompson—had described the twenty years he had lived among them as a captive. In his carefully written report, he had told of their village far back in the Misty Mountains, of their gray, toad-like appearance, of their rites and legends.


  Their legends had the same savage blood-thirstiness of any tribe of barbarians on Earth. They believed they were descendants of a group of gods who had come down from the mountain-tops and built a temple. Those gods had placed the sacred metal in the temple to guard it, had given birth to the first children of the Gep Tzong, and had died soon afterward—all but one. There was one who could not speak, and he had built fire and taught the first children. He was tall and thin and was a great god. But he had died.


  And when DuBois Thompson was captured, he had been tall and thin. But he spoke. So they cut out his tongue and made him a god. And he had seen the tall, black tower of their temple, but they would not let him enter it because the sacred metal would kill him. Finally, he had fashioned a makeshift filter-mask and had escaped. He had walked back through the mountains and down the slopes and across the swamplands to Venusport.


  Indeed, Kim thought grimly, he too was a great god!


  Samson hailed him as his mount came scampering down the narrow cliff trail. Kim reined it around on the rocky floor and went loping to meet the tall scout.


  “Find anything?” he asked. “Found plenty!” Samson replied emphatically. “Followed the tracks down into the valley we came through yesterday. MacSneary’s column is camped down there!”


  “It was a scouting patrol?” Samson shook his head. “My guess is it was a full-fledged war party. It missed us by only a couple of miles, coming through here before we arrived. From the looks of the tracks, it circled MacSneary’s column, keeping out of sight and watching it. Then they held a council, probably decided there weren’t enough of ’em to attack MacSneary’s bunch, and they trotted on back into the mountains.”


  “Think they went back for reinforcements?”


  “Right. Or they may stir up the whole tribe!” Samson scowled bitterly. “If they should come storming out of there, looking for blood, and should stumble onto our expedition instead of MacSneary’s—” He left the rest unsaid.


  Kim nodded thoughtfully. “We’d better get back and warn the others—though there may be a chance they were just curious—”


  “Uh-uh!” Samson refuted. “Maybe at first, but not any morel MacSneary’s bunch spotted one of ’em—blasted him all over the landscape!”


  “That,” Kim snapped, “is all we needed! Come on!”


  They whipped their mounts on through the narrow gash that penetrated the wall of the mountains to another valley, higher up. The dogs were filmed with sweat and blowing through foam-flecked nostrils as they trotted out onto a gentle slope overlooking the valley. Sheer cliffs rose on all sides, vanishing into the orange mists overhead. The grass at this higher altitude, though, was more blue-green than purple, and the trees had rough brown trunks and greenish leaves instead of the soggy blue trunks and black fuzz-tops of the swamp jungles.


  They took a winding ravine down the crumbling side of a deep pocket in the center of the valley, letting their dogs walk and catch their breath. The dogs’ breathing was labored in the thin air of these higher valleys.


  They zig-zagged through a clump of tall green trees to a small, clear brook that came splashing out of the rocky cut of a small side-ravine when Kim suddenly drew rein. Samson pulled up beside him and they sat staring silently at the saddled ghrakko dog standing on the other side of the stream, its reins tied to a tree. It gazed back at them, placidly.


  Samson voiced his question in one single word. “Who?”


  “No telling,” Kim replied softly. “Our camp isn’t far below here. Maybe one of our people, or maybe MacSneary’s got scouts out watching us, too!”


  “We’ll see,” Samson said.


  They pulled their mounts back into the trees, dismounted, and tied them. Then the two men slipped silently back to the narrow cleft of the side-ravine. Cautiously, melting from shadow to shadow, gliding from bush to boulder to tree, rifles held ready. Samson pointed to the tracks of the other rider, followed them up into the narrow cleft where water gurgled merrily over the rocks. The two men went over rocks, too—belly-flat, like creeping lizards. They paused, listening, as a faint splash and rippling of water came from up ahead. Then they snaked forward into dense, tangled brush, inched through it on their elbows and toes, and reached out and parted the leaves very carefully.


  They stiffened with amazement.


  THE side-ravine had widened out to form a small, steep-walled hollow. A misty waterfall fell smoke-white from the far wall, hissing into a wide, deep pool. There was a small, rough boulder outcropping that jutted up in the center of the pool.


  Fran Freemont was poised gracefully on the tip of the rock. She was a lovely, ivory-skinned figure with long, dark hair that rippled wetly down her back. She wore only a scant G-string and a bra—her brown coverall and gun-holster was folded neatly and placed over on the sandy edge of the pool. As she poised her lithe figure, she smiled with a complete, selfish pleasure.


  And she wore no helmet!


  Then, with a flash of ivory limbs, she arched out in a graceful dive and plunged neatly into the water, hardly making a splash.


  And on the far side of the pool, squatting on the sands behind her, was a strange, toad-like creature with a glossy gray skin.


  It had watched her, silently. Obviously without her knowledge that it was even there. It had followed her graceful dive with large, staring eyes. It was completely motionless, as though hypnotized with utter fascination.


  Studying the Gep Tzong with a fascination of his own, Kim saw that it was actually a “he”—it had a thin, furry string about its, or rather, his, loins. A cruelly barbed spear lay on the sand beside him. He looked a great deal like a giant, gray toad. His arms and legs were thin, his hips narrow. But his chest was a huge, bulbous bladder that ballooned almost to his chin. His face was creased by a wide, thick-lipped mouth stretching from ear to ear, and two large, liquid eyes stared from either side of a short, stubby nose. And he was bald. Bald and a dark, glossy gray.


  Fran’s head broke the surface and she rolled on her back, breathing easily.


  The Toad Man opened his wide slit of a mouth and issued a long, whispering sigh.


  At that moment, Fran saw him.


  She dog-paddled gently, staring up at him. The Toad Man stared back at her. Neither of them uttered a sound.


  Then, cautiously, the Toad Man moved. He inched down to the edge of the pond and extended one webbed foot toward the water. He stared at Fran, his foot poised. Then he dipped his foot into the water.


  He jerked it out, instantly, and retreated back to his squatting position.


  And Fran, gave a soft, tinkling laugh.


  That brought results. The Toad Man’s lips twitched into a puzzled, sheepish expression.


  “No sink!” he said. Quite clearly, too.


  Fran gasped. “What?”


  The Toad Man stirred irritably. “You no sink!” he said.


  “Well-l-M!” Fran exclaimed, sighing. “Hello there!”


  And the Toad Man grinned. “Hello,” he said. “You no sink!”


  “You—you speak our language!” Fran exclaimed rather foolishly.


  Toad Man’s grin broadened. “Me priest man,” he explained proudly. “Me say godman talk. Make god-man god, no talk. Me talk for god.”


  “Oh—you mean Thompson!” Fran remarked pensively.


  “Thompson!” the Toad Man agreed. “Good god-man. Show people how make hum-boxes work!”


  Fran paddled up to the shallow water before him, touched bottom, and stood hip-deep in the water, arms akimbo, her hands on her slim thighs. “What’s a hum-box?” she asked brightly.


  “Hum-box make hum,” explained the Toad Man. “Make cold. Make hot. Cook for meat, no fire.”


  “A stove?”


  The Toad Man blinked owlishly, then shrugged. “Low fella got hum-box,” he said. “More better than fire. Low fella you, more white. People go for hum-box. Low fella kill.”


  Fran grimaced with horror. “You went down there just to get stoves—electric plates—and they shot you!” she exclaimed timorously. “Like—like you were animals!”


  “Low fella stick make light,” the Toad Man said flatly. “Light make boom. People dead.”


  “You poor thing!” Fran murmured in a soft, hurt tone. And with that, she waded right out of the pool, sat down beside the Toad Man, and put a comforting arm around his shoulders. “You poor thing—”


  And then, quite unexpectedly, the Toad Man puckered his broad lips, turned, and gave her a resounding kiss.


  Fran stumbled backward and sat down, hard. “Well!” she exclaimed.


  It was then that Kim’s uncontrolled laughter came braying from the brush across the pool.


  The Toad Man stiffened instantly, whirled, and grabbed up his spear.


  Then he was a gray blur of movement, vanishing up the rocky wall. He was gone in seconds.


  Samson rose to his feet, rifle cradled on his arm. “They sure do move fast!” he remarked thoughtfully.


  Kim rolled down out of the brush and sat on the other side of the pool, holding his sides and laughing. He stared across at Fran, stammering with mirth, “Thuh-the expression on your f-face!”


  Then he roared with laughter.


  Fran got up and brushed the sand off her wet bottom with a grim deliberation. She had been on a frontier world for quite some time, now, and had learned words that hadn’t been heard on Earth for decades. Firmly and heatedly, she began to use them.


  She used all of them, with sharp effectiveness. Kim and Samson listened with a frank, open-mouthed admiration.


  When she had finally exhausted her new-found vocabulary, she marched around the pool and began struggling wetly into her brown coverall.


  Kim asked, in a cautious murmur, “Where’s your helmet?”


  “Didn’t wear one!” she snapped back. Then, with a hard tug on her coverall zipper, she explained, “Dimitrios thought the air up here might be breathable—Thompson said he lived up here without a filter-helmet, remember? So they made some tests. Dimitrios says that the poisonous gasses are either so hot they stay up in the cloud-blanket or are so heavy they sink down to the Low Swamps. It’s breathable, up here, because the mountains shelter these valleys.”


  “Speaking of Dimitrios,” Samson reminded, “we’d better get moving! Those Gep Tzong won’t take forever to come storming back this way!”


  “If you two hadn’t horned in,” Fran flared angrily, “I’d have made friends with him!”


  “You certainly would!” Kim taunted mildly. “But we aren’t talking about that one, Fran.” He stood up and slung his rifle over his shoulder. “Samson’s right,” he added. Let’s get moving.”


  Attack!


  THEY squatted on the hard-packed ground beside Dimitrios’ cat, while their ghrakko dogs drowsed in the shadow of the nearby trees, and Kim, Throwback and Fran made their reports.


  Dimitrios nodded grimly. “We’ve got four people down with fungus-fever, too,” he told them. “Maybe this fresh, breathable air up here will help them.” None of them wore their helmets, nor did anyone in the bustling camp around them.


  Kim puffed on a cigarette and drew lines in the dirt with his forefinger. “The MacSneary bunch is here,” he said. “The Gep Tzong are here. We’re in the middle. The Gep Tzong are mad at the MacSneary bunch.”


  “Q.e.d., we’ve got to get out of the middle!” Samson quipped wryly, “There’s another valley up above here. We go up this valley and over a pass between two chimney-peaks. I’ll scout ahead.”


  “And I want four good men on our other ghrakko mounts with me,” Kim said. “We’ve got to cover our tracks, and it’ll be plenty of work.”


  Dimitrios nodded again.


  They moved. That night, Kim led his weary riders into the new camp in the next valley. Fran brought him his dinner and stood beside him as he wolfed it down. Then he crawled into their cat, mumbled “hello” to Winnetka Jones, and fell into his bunk.


  Fran shook him awake in the darkness. “Samson’s outside,” she whispered. “He wants to see you.”


  Kim crawled out of his bunk and eased his tired, worn body down from the cat. A small campfire sputtered in the cool early morning darkness, with people clustered silently around it. Kim strode over and clapped Samson on the shoulder. “What’s up?”


  Samson peered around at him. Kim started. The handsome, black features were almost gray with pallor.


  “They moved through the valley behind us!” the tall scout exclaimed huskily. “Over three thousand of ’em, Kim! They marched right through like a well-trained army, just before nightfall!”


  “Did they spot our tracks?”


  Samson shook his head. “I couldn’t tell,” he whispered. The whites of his eyes showed plainly in the darkness. “Lordy! Three thousand against sixty, Kim! In this pitch-black Venus night—”


  Kim reached out and gripped the big man’s arm, tightly. “I’ll go with you,” he said. “We’ll follow them and see what happened. We’ll find out which way the Gep Tzong are coming back—”


  Fran brought a saddled ghrakko dog for him. Then, when it kneeled down, she had to boost him into the saddle. She didn’t say a word, but simply kissed him, quickly, before the dog scrambled to its feet. Dimitrios came up with saddlebags of food and canteens of water. Then they were off, loping through the dark night. The rolling, jarring stride of the dogs soon jolted Kim into complete wakefulness.


  They found MacSneary’s cats at noon. The cats were parked in a night-camp circle in the middle of a small blue-grass valley.


  “Lordy!” Samson muttered. “Came down out of the night and crawled right into their cats with ’em! Sentries posted on watch must’ve been cut down without a sound!”


  One of the cats’ turbines was rumbling softly. Kim dismounted and climbed inside, ignoring the limp corpses sprawled grotesquely on their bunks. A few minutes later, the turbine stopped. He climbed down and began following a thin, black power-cable off into a clump of trees nearby. Samson followed him, leading the dogs.


  The dogs began to snort and paw at the ground before they reached the trees. Then a variant breeze brought them the smell.


  Kim stood silently at the edge of the trees, gazing in among them. “They learned how to rig an electric heating-coil, too,” he remarked hoarsely.


  There was a large, bald head with a luxurious black beard. There were three other heads—a blonde, a brunette, and a redhead. They protruded from the ground like ripe, red melons with hair. They were close together, in a bunch, where the four bodies had been buried to the neck in a hole, with a heating-coil wound around them and the dirt packed in solidly. They were thoroughly roasted.


  IT was late night when the two scouts rode back into their own camp. They almost fell from the saddles of the kneeling dogs. Firm, gentle hands helped them over to the campfire and handed them steaming plates of food and mugs of coffee.


  “The tracks don’t turn back,” Kim croaked wearily. “We followed them long enough to make sure. The Gep Tzong have gone on down to the High Slopes—to the swamp plantations—”


  “You mean,” Dimitrios asked, “they passed up the MacSneary columns?”


  “MacSneary’s dead,” Samson replied curtly. “They’re all dead.”


  By morning, the convoy was on the move again. Kim slept the deep sleep of exhaustion in his bunk, oblivious of the lurching, jolting ride.


  When he finally awakened, it was nightfall again and the cats were parked in a camp.


  The first thing he noticed as he climbed down from the cat was that all their cats weren’t there. He paused, counting the big vehicles in the circle. There were twenty. Five were missing.


  Fran came running from the crowd gathered about the campfire. She grabbed him and kissed him. “Samson’s over at the fire! He’s in charge now,” she explained breathlessly.


  Kim strode over and looked around the circle of faces at the fire. “Five cats are gone,” he said gruffly. “And Dimitrios. Why?”


  “They went ahead,” Samson spoke from across the fire. “With the Gep Tzong on the warpath, Dimitrios didn’t want to risk all of us. He’s gone on with five cats to see if he can find the Gep Tzong village before their main body gets back.”


  “And if he doesn’t come back, we return to Venusport?”


  Samson nodded silently.


  Fran nudged Kim, handed him a steaming plate and mug. Kim squatted beside the fire and gulped the food down, hungrily.


  Dimitrios, he concluded, had gone ahead with as few scientific members of the expedition as he’d thought lie needed. Kim and Samson were left behind with the rest to guide them back to Venusport—and to see that they got there! It was a sound strategic move.


  Then, over coffee and cigarette, Kim remembered something else. “Radio can’t reach over these mountains!” he said pensively. “How do we keep in contact?”


  Samson grinned in defeat. “Dimitrios took all our mounts but one,” he said. “He’ll send riders back to report, regularly.” Then he sobered, knowing what Kim’s next question would be.


  “When was the first rider due back?”


  “At nightfall. He isn’t here yet.”


  Kim scowled darkly. “If he isn’t here by morning, I’m riding after them!”


  The rider didn’t appear, so mid-morning found Kim riding up the steep trail that skirted the ridge of a gigantic chimney-peak. The tracks of the five cats were easy to follow, but the ghrakko dog snorted and trembled beneath him, and climbed wearily, with long, wheezing breaths.


  They reached a narrow valley that was perched on the sheer flank of the peak, like an immense ledge. Torn wisps of crimson fog lay close to the ground. Above, the orange-red cloud-blanket glowered like the landscape of Hell turned upside-down. The valley-on-a-ledge curved around to where the peak’s flank joined a neighboring peak, and there was a deep, narrow gap through the rock. There were other tracks beside the cat-tread tracks, too. Thousands of web-footed tracks.


  Kim was thrown clear when the ghrakko dog collapsed. It rolled over, breathing with great, wheezing gasps. Kim climbed to his feet, pulled his rifle out of the sand, and put the dog out of its misery with a well-aimed shot. Then he trudged onward, afoot.


  He rounded a bend in the narrow gap and almost stumbled into the rear cat in the column. A cat-driver glanced back, then raised a shout. Dimitrios came running from the head of the column.


  “Kim!” he exclaimed. “I might’ve known you’d show up!”


  “Why aren’t you farther ahead?” Kim retorted. “I didn’t expect to catch up with you before night!” The scientist trotted up, stopped, and shook his head. “Had to go slow,” he gasped. “Our dogs couldn’t take it. Want to keep ’em, if we can. Where’s yours?”


  “Keeled over, back there.” Kim grimaced. “What’s holding you up, now?”


  Dimitrios gestured toward the front of the column. “Come up here and I’ll show you!”


  Kim followed him up to the first cat, stared as Dimitrios stopped and pointed ahead.


  On the sandy floor between the sheer walls of the gap stood a large brazier of hammered bronze. Coals flamed white-hot in its open pan.


  A dense cloud of oily blue smoke boiled up from it, completely obscuring the end of the gap.


  It stood about four hundred yards ahead of the cats.


  “We reached here less than an hour ago,” Dimitrios commented in hushed tones. “We’ve been waiting for it to burn out, but it hasn’t. I think someone’s feeding it fresh coals from the other side!”


  “In that case,” Kim replied, “the only thing to do is go down and look!” He checked the settings on his Chavez rifle and sauntered ahead, toward the smoke-spewing brazier.


  “Careful!” Dimitrios called after him. “We’ll cover you. If you see anything—get back here!”


  “Uh huh,” Kim grunted. He strode onward.


  THERE wasn’t a sound, save his boots crunching in the coarse sand. As he approached the brazier, he noted that it was as tall as he was, shaped like a huge, bronze urn. Its sides were inscribed with weird etchings.


  The walls rose sheer and blank on either side. Ahead, there was only the brazier and its dense cloud of blue smoke billowing upward.


  Then he heard it. Far off, somewhere. A faint rumbling sound, like thunder. He froze in his tracks, instantly.


  Then the rumbling grew to a vast roar that shook the ground beneath him, that jerked him around to gaze upward in horror.


  High on the walls of the gap, hundreds of feet above the cats, great masses of rock were breaking loose, crumbling, hurtling downward. Kim waved his arms and shouted frantically, but his shouts were lost in the tremendous roar. He could see Dimitrios standing before the lead cat, staring at him in puzzlement. The scientist’s brown figure stood out sharply against the cat’s blunt, blackened prow. . . .


  Then a vast cloud of swirling dust enveloped him. Swallowed him, the cats, the whole end of the gap. There was a mighty blast of sound and concussion that threw Kim to his knees.


  The dust billowed up gently, revealing vague glimpses of the great pile of jagged, broken rock that completely filled the gap.


  Kim stumbled to his feet with a sob.


  A shrill, shrieking cry swung him back toward the huge brazier. He stood swaying, staring drunkenly, as a withering mass of gray, toad-like bodies came storming around the bronze urn, running straight toward him.


  The Chavez seemed to come up in his hands of its own accord. Its dazzling bolts licked out, struck the onsurging mass, blasted great gaps in their ranks, exploded torn, mangled bodies against the sheer walls. But they came on.


  Kim threw down the Chavez in disgust and whipped out his Maxims. The beams lanced out from his fists, ripped open bulbous, gray chests. Toad-like bodies began to pile up before him. They piled four-deep right up to his boots. Then the gray hordes from behind them came swarming over, slamming into him, throwing him back onto the sand. Hard fists pummelled him, crashed against his head, beat him senseless. The squirming gray mass became a roaring blackness.


  ONE thing had impressed him. As he had blown the glossy gray shapes apart, their flesh and blood had been revealed as a bright, wet scarlet. Like human blood. And they were mammals.


  He lay there, thinking about that for awhile. Until he realized that he had regained consciousness.


  He was staring up at a ceiling of straight, slender poles chinked with mud. It was the ceiling of a small, low room, and the walls were of some woven matting.


  A sharp twinge of pain lanced through his skull as he raised his head. He saw that he was sprawled on a low pallet of furry skins and there was a gray, toadlike female squatting just inside the narrow doorway. Then dizziness overcame him and he slumped back with a groan.


  A tremendous, throbbing ache seemed to permeate his whole body. He lay in a daze, hardly aware of his surroundings.


  A short while later—it may have been hours—he felt something being forced between his lips. Cool, refreshing liquid spilled into his throat. He swallowed painfully.


  Later, he slept.


  The gray, half-naked woman seemed never to leave the room. As Kim’s strength came back, he began to notice that daylight and darkness passed outside the doorway, and he guessed that he was in a small hut. The Gep Tzong woman cooked his meals on a small brazier, fed him. and packed hot, foul-smelling black mud on the livid cuts and bruises on his body. She cleaned the hut every morning. She slept while squatting beside the doorway, leaning back against the wall. She made a few efforts at speech, at first, in a harsh, gutteral language: then she lapsed into silence.


  Kim felt the strength flowing back into his limbs as the pain left him. His bruises vanished, and the woman packed mud onto fewer and fewer cuts.


  But he never attempted to stir from his pallet. He never spoke once. Only when the woman’s back was turned would he move his arms and legs, flexing and massaging his sore muscles.


  He listened attentively to the sounds outside the hut. Footsteps padding past, gutteral voices. Firelight flickered through the doorway at night, and there was the monotonous, booming thunder of the drums. Every night, they lulled him to sleep.


  Finally, he had a visitor. A Gep Tzong man stepped into the hut one morning and dismissed the woman with a jerk of his head. He came over and stood above Kim, staring down at him.


  “God-man no speak!” he intoned harshly.


  Kim lay motionless, making no reply.


  The Toad Man grinned broadly. “God-man speak! Me hear speak!” he exclaimed happily. “God-man play no speak. Play sick!”


  Still, Kim didn’t utter a sound.


  The Toad Man whirled and stalked out. The woman slipped back into the hut, instantly.


  That night, the gutteral voices were louder. And the drums boomed faster. Kim lay on his pallet, staring out at the darkness, watching the firelight reflection leap and dance on the hut’s dirt floor. He licked his lips, nervously, shot repeated glances at the woman. But she merely squatted by the door, seeming to doze.


  Then they came for him.


  Glistening, gray bodies crowding in through the doorway, boney hands grasping him, roughly, bearing him from the pallet. They half-dragged, half-carried him from the hut. And the drums increased their pace to an insane, booming thunder.


  Then they released him, left him standing weakly. And there was silence. Tense, heavy silence.


  He was standing before a broad clearing. Meat roasted on the spits over a great fire blazing at. the far end of the clearing. Between him and the fire, naked, gray people sat in two long rows, facing each other. Between the rows were heaped baskets of fruit, jugs, vases, bowls, and platters of steaming food. Their heads were all turned toward him, staring at him with their large, liquid eyes.


  Staring through him, beyond him. At something behind him.


  Slowly, Kim turned.


  Behind him was a high stone dais. Mounted on the dais was a stout wooden pillory. There were leather straps on the pillory to bind a man’s hands and arms. And between them were other straps, fashioned like a muzzle for an animal. A muzzle that would hold a man’s head still and bind his jaws wide open so they could reach in and grasp his tongue.


  Kim moved with blinding speed, snatched a barbed spear from the nearest warrior, and charged through them. Instantly, the mass of gray bodies surged over him, bearing him to the ground. Voices raised in gutteral shrieks and the drums boomed triumphantly. They lifted him to their shoulders, carried him up on the dais, and bound his arms to the pillory.


  Then they stepped back, grinning. They hadn’t bound the muzzle over his head. They waited for him to speak. To scream.


  Temple of the Toad Men


  AS the darkness faded to the deep purple gloom of morning, Kim saw the village. It was a wild cluster of thousands of mud-roofed huts beyond the clearing.


  His wrists stung with pain. His arms ached numbly. Blood clotted the straps binding them. He had long since stopped straining, giving it up with exhausted resignation. As the purple twilight gathered, he was ready to become their god.


  The fire had died to glowing embers on the far side of the clearing. The air was cool and still. The long night was past. Gut feral voices had chanted, drums had boomed, and the Gep Tzong had feasted well. Hundreds of them were sprawled out in the clearing, snoring with a drunken, well-fed contentment.


  It had been a ceremonial feast in their god-man’s honor. When they awakened, Kim knew, the ceremony would resume. There was a small brazier glowing on the stone dais before him. A large, wooden pincers lay beside the brazier. And in the smoldering coals lay a thin, sharp dagger, its blade glowing white-hot.


  He could look at it almost without shuddering now. The pain wouldn’t be too bad, he reasoned; it wouldn’t last more than a few days. Then he would be their god! Maybe he could do something for them, something that would end this era of horror.


  The sky deepened to a dark, smoky violet and he could see beyond the village. He could see the dark forests cloaking the slopes of their valley and the dim, naked walls of the mountains that hemmed it.


  And then he could see their temple. He was sure it was that. It stood up against the foot of a steep cliff rising behind their village. It was a tall tower, jet black, pointing upward several hundred feet to a sharp, tapered point. A stone stairway cut into the face of the cliff extended upward to a round, dark opening in the side of the tower.


  This was the temple of the sacred metal. The temple where their gods went to die.


  Kim stared down at the sleeping, gray figures and waited. It would be over quickly enough, he thought. It wouldn’t take long. And then—


  He felt a cold, icy touch against his right arm. He turned his head and—stared, wide-eyed. A curved, steel blade was sawing carefully through the leather straps. Kim uttered a choking, strangled gasp.


  “Quiet, darling!” a voice whispered behind him.


  He clamped his mouth shut to keep from shouting. He trembled violently.


  The straps fell away and his numbed arms flopped at his sides. Then Fran’s slender, soft figure slipped around the pillory and caught him before he fell. She gave a faint, whimpering sob as he leaned heavily against her. She helped him down from the dais and across the clearing into the trees.


  “Please, Kim!” she murmured beseechingly. “You’ve got to walk! I—I can’t carry you, darling!”


  Kim felt a sudden, blazing anger surge up through him. He straightened up, his mouth twisting with hatred, and swung back toward the clearing. Fran grabbed him, clung to him. “Kim, no I We’ve got to get away! Kim—”


  “Not—yet!” His voice grated in his throat. He pulled her arms from his neck, pushed her aside. As she stumbled back, he saw that Maxim pistols were belted to her thighs. A Chavez was slung over her shoulder and a small knapsack was strapped to her back.


  He reached out and pulled the Chavez from her shoulder, checked its settings, and slung it over his own.


  “Temple!” he said thickly. “Treasure—we get that!”


  The anger burning inside him like a consuming flame, he turned and led the way, stumbling and weaving, up through the trees. Around the sprawling village. Toward the stairway hewn into the steep cliff face.


  Fran grabbed his arm when they reached the foot of the stairs. “No, Kim! You’ll kill yourself! The radioactivity—”


  Kim snorted in disgust and pointed upward to where a twisting green vine coiled around the black tower and writhed into its round opening. “That lives!” he croaked raspingly.


  Fran released him and stepped back, gazing up at him, bleakly. Her hand dipped down and pulled out one of the Maxim pistols. “I’ll wait,” she said dully.


  Kim climbed the stone stairway.


  He reached the round opening in the tower and stopped. The tower was constructed of some solid, black mold that was flaked and crumbling. He moved toward it, hesitantly, stepped through the round opening. The mold crunched beneath his feet.


  He stood within a small, circular chamber. A round hole in the rough, flaking black ceiling led upward to another chamber. But there was no opening into the lower part of the tower—the larger part. He walked under the ceiling hole, reached up, and hauled himself through it.


  Another circular chamber, with light filtering in through a jagged crack in the black wall. And another opening, leading upward. He hauled himself through it.


  The last chamber was small, cramped. With crumbling, black mounds against the walls. He stared at them, dumbly.


  Then he walked over and kicked at one. It collapsed in a pile of black, rotted flakes. He kicked another. It collapsed. And tiny yellow flakes spilled out with the black. Crumbling, yellow flakes and—something else. Something square, bright, silvery, that came sliding to the crusted floor.


  Kim stared down at it. Then, slowly, he stooped and picked it up.


  He lowered himself back down to the bottom chamber, stepped out through the round opening, and strode quickly down the stone stairway. He stopped at the bottom, turned, and stared back up at the tall, black tower.


  “What is it, Kim?” Fran asked faintly.


  He held the silvery object out for her to see. . . .


  THEY walked out of the Misty Mountains. They found the three abandoned cats in the valley. Fran told how the returning war party had attacked them, how they blazed their way through with flame-jelly, and how the last three cats had been cut off. They found Throwback Samson standing before a nearby tree, an expression of stunned surprise on his face. The shaft of a spear protruded from his chest, pinning him solidly to the tree.


  They gathered supplies from the abandoned cats, donned filter-helmets, and went on. . . .


  The Conquest of Venus


  SUMMER on Venus was the season when the rains reversed. In winter, it poured out of the clouds. In summer, it steamed out of the mud. On Venus, in summertime, it was seldom that a man could see five feet ahead of him through the dense, hot mists.


  Summer passed, and the clear, autumnal season came, when the orange-red clouds blazed high above and the beautiful, terrifying landscape below stood out sharply, sparkling clear. The trail twisted down from the volcanic hill, through the blue fronds, and up onto the flat, rocky plain where the huge dome of Venusport stood gleaming.


  The two ghrakko dogs mounted the trail with a slow, weary plodding and halted gratefully as their riders drew rein at the edge of the plain. The man and woman gazed longingly at the giant metal dome of the city, with its myriad glints of glassite ports. Neither of them spoke.


  Then they prodded their mounts on up the muddy track, into the outskirts of the sprawling settlement. They rode slowly, side by side, pistols on their hips and Chavez rifles across their laps. The man was roughly bearded, lean and muscular. The woman’s brown hair was tied in large rolls on her neck, compressed within her helmet. The man wore a scant loinstring and the woman a short skirt and bra, cut from the same mottled blue-gray ghrakko skin.


  Tall, rugged plantation men and hunters stepped aside for them in the crowded, muddy street. Shop proprietors standing outside the domed prefab huts nodded their heads in silent greeting. Groups of rough, heavily armed men standing at the corners stilled their harsh, profane talk as the riders went past.


  Such was the custom of the frontier, in deference to Fran, whose matching skin garments proclaimed her to be the woman of the man at her side. Such deference was her due, since a bride on the frontier is more than a mere bride, more than a married woman. She is a definite mother of children, a potential power of life to the community, an embodiment of sheer survival that all must respect.


  And Fran was pregnant.


  Kim scowled grimly as he surveyed the groups of men and women on the street. The tight gatherings on the corners, the prominence of guns among them—townspeople as well as swamp-men—were features that made him feel tense inside. His hard gaze softened momentarily as he glanced at Fran.


  “Too many guns!” he commented brusquely. “Somebody’s been making history!”


  Fran gave a faint frown. “There’s no sound of fighting!”


  “Uh huh! That means the revolt is over!” Kim shook his head, uneasily. “Something else is stirring—which means conditions have changed. And they’ve maybe changed in a way that’s bad for us!”


  Fran’s smile was gentle, reminiscent. “You worry too much!” she remonstrated softly.


  Kim gave an unintelligible grunt and shifted the rifle across his lap, “We’d best ride on to the spaceport field,” he decided. “Got to have Repair cut that steel beam off the Voodoo’s locks and get you settled inside and—”


  “Call Medical,” Fran interjected musingly. “Which is why I’m doubly glad we’re here, finally. And lock you up in the control pit so I won’t have to worry about you going out and getting into trouble.”


  “Got to sell these ghrakkos,” Kim protested matter-of-factly, “and we’d best check in with the Governor so Earth will be notified you got back safely. Then you won’t need a lock to keep me on the Voodoo—” His voice grew husky with emotion.


  Fran reached across and laid a comforting hand on his arm. “Poor man!” she murmured.


  THERE were six giant Space Fleet dreadnaughts on the field, instead of two. The field was crawling with blue-uniformed troops. Kim led the way through the tangle of other spacecraft, heaving an explosive sigh of relief when he spotted the Voodoo, still squatting where he had left it.


  An hour later, with Fran comfortably established in the little ship’s stateroom and a Medical physician in attendance, Kim rode his dog and led the other back to the outskirts of town where he found a pole corral and a ghrakko dealer’s hut. There followed another hour of haggling while he squeezed a fair price out of the shrewd dealer. Then he was strolling up to the giant airlocks and entering the vast, bustling dome of Venusport. He was one of many men of Venus, as he strode along the busy corridors, pistols on his thighs and a tanned-hide kitbag swinging at his side.


  The anteroom to the Governor’s office was filled with smooth-cheeked, young, blue-uniformed Fleet officers who were carrying on a mild flirtation with the pert, blonde receptionist at the desk. The receptionist ignored five handsome, attentive officers long enough to tell Kim that Governor Serkov was in conference and couldn’t be disturbed.


  “Tell him Kim Rothman is here,” Kim said flatly, “and he’ll be plenty disturbed!”


  The blonde arched her delicate eyebrows, dubiously, but she put through the call. A voice snapped from her desk intercom screen. She looked rather startled as she faced Kim, again. “Please wait, Mr. Rothman. Commander Kruger will see you in a few minutes.”


  Kim nodded curtly and strolled over to a comfortable chair near the wall.


  He had no sooner seated himself than a tall, thin Fleet officer came striding over, hand outstretched. “Kim!” he exclaimed joyfully.


  Kim stared up at the thin, pointed, walnut-brown face. Then he was on his feet, pumping the officer’s hand. “Korsak!” he blurted, his gaze running down the trim, blue uniform. “Korsak—not you!”


  The tall Mars colonist laughed heartily. “Quite a change, isn’t it?” Other Fleet officers were gathering around, grinning.


  “Change!” Kim gasped. “Why, the last time I saw you, you were leading a pirate party out in spacesuits to board a crippled freighter—”


  “Hsst!” Korsak silenced mockingly. “Not so loud! I’m a respectable officer of the Space Fleet, now, or I might mention who was piloting that pirate craft!”


  “But—” Kim eased himself cautiously back into his chair, still staring. “But how in blazes did you ever come to this?”


  Korsak shook his head in mock sadness. “Ah, Kim, old friend, the Universe has come to a strange path! The whole Solar System is aflame with violent deeds! Revolution on Venus, then that crowd of dirty scum that moved out on the Ring. D’you know there are pirates raiding shipments to the free settlements of Mars and Venus, now, and taking their loot to the corporation holders in the Jovian System?”


  Kim’s eyes narrowed in recollection. “So that’s it, eh? A gang tried to get me in on that deal before I left Ceresport.”


  “That,” Korsak said emphatically, “is the deal. And they’ve got the worst scum in the System doing their dirty work! Take women prisoners and murder the men—”


  “So you joined the Space Fleet?”


  “I was—ahem—offered a commission,” Korsak explained apologetically. “Seems these Space Fleet rookies never could catch anything in these big, lumbering dread naughts, so they’ve acquired the habit of commissioning us privateers in cur small craft to go after the scum. They pay good, too! You ought to look into—”


  “Excuse me!” The blonde receptionist was at Korsak’s elbow. She spoke to Kim. “Commander Kruger will see you, now. In his office.”


  Kim rose and followed her to the inner doorway.


  “Keep it in mind!” Korsak called after him. Kim nodded absently and strolled on.


  THERE were the twin, blue-uniformed guards, the tall ivory portals that swung sedately open. And the beefy, powerful visage of Commander Kruger, behind the desk. At the side of the desk sat a girl, a secretary, with notepad and stylus.


  “Sit down, Mr. Rothman,” Kruger spoke cordially. “Congratulations on your return! We thought you were dead! The others arrived eight months ago and have already returned to Earth!”


  “Mrs. Rothman has also returned,” Kim said, stepping forward and sprawling into a chair.


  “Mrs. Rothman?”


  “Miss Frances Freemont,” Kim explained.


  Kruger nodded. “I see. All right, Mr. Rothman. I want to hear your report. Tell me everything that happened.”


  Kim settled back, puffed a cigarette alight, and launched into his narrative. Kruger’s secretary took it down.


  “—And so,” Kim concluded, “Fran left the remaining seventeen cats and came back after me. She got me out of the Gep Tzong village just in time to save me from becoming a god.”


  “Um!” Kruger pursed his lips, thoughtfully. “So you were actually in the Gep Tzong village, hmm?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Most interesting!” Kruger rose with sudden decision. “Wait here a moment, Mr. Rothman!” He hurried out, leaving Kim and a thoroughly awed young secretary.


  But it was only a moment before he came bustling back, and motioned Kim to follow him.


  They went down a deep-carpeted corridor and entered another tall ivory doorway. Kim paused uncertainly as they walked into a wide, low-ceilinged chamber. There was a long conference table in the center of the room; Governor Serkov sat at the head of the table. With him were a half-dozen high-ranking Space Fleet officers.


  “Mr. Rothman,” said Serkov, “sit down!”


  Kim walked to the foot of the table and dropped into a chair.


  “You say you were in the Gep Tzong village?”


  Kim nodded.


  “Tell us everything you can about them!” one of the blue-uniformed officers demanded curtly. “Give us every single detail you recall!”


  Kim stared at him. “Why?”


  The officer’s face reddened. There was a general stir of movement around the table.


  “Mr. Rothman,” Governor Serkov spoke gravely, “the situation has altered considerably since you were last in Venusport. Part of that alteration, you must perceive, was caused by the expedition of which you were a member—”


  “No!” Kim shook his head. “I don’t perceive anything. Suppose you explain it to me?”


  Serkov’s lips twitched impatiently. “Thanks to the efforts of that expedition to ‘pacify’ the Gep Tzong savages, the settlers of Venus were subjected to a severe raid in which hundreds were killed and nearly a thousand wounded!”


  “I wasn’t aware of that fact,” Kim said soberly.


  “You are now! So suppose you answer some questions?”


  “Gladly.”


  “What sort of intelligence would you credit the Gep Tzong as having?”


  “A very cunning intelligence.”


  “As high as ours?”


  “Definitely. A bit more savage, in a very human way—”


  “How well-organized are these savages?”


  “Very well organized in a militant religious society. Their tribal armies are undoubtedly under religious leadership.”


  A Fleet officer sighed resignedly. “Savages! Fanatical barbarism! They won’t be easy to whip!”


  “Do you intend to whip them?” Kim asked coldly.


  “No question about it!” the officer retorted. “You can make some sort of deal with savages only if those savages respect you! These Gep Tzong have raided and pillaged and escaped unchallenged; they’ll not respect us for that!”


  Another official cleared his throat, then added: “That’s the situation in a nutshell! We’ll have to march out and teach these devils a lesson. Then—and only then—will we be able to make a deal with them!”


  And a third officer spoke up: “But that’s savagery, itself! I can’t see civilized men stoop that low—”


  “Then keep your eyes closed!” the second snapped. “We’re dealing with savages, and savages respect only certain things. You have to deal with ’em in their own way, or not at all!”


  “And,” the first chimed in, “we’ve got to deal with them! We need Venus. We need those mountain regions, where the atmosphere’s clear and breathable—”


  “But Venus belongs to them!” the third argued. “What right have we to come in and start pushing ’em around?”


  “No right whatever!” Kim snapped suddenly. “Unfortunately, however, the pushing has already been done. I’m afraid you men are right—you’ll have to give ’em a licking before they’ll respect you again.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Rothman,” Serkov spoke sarcastically. “I am sure we all appreciate hearing you admit your expedition was the cause of this!”


  “I think what Mr. Rothman refers to,” countered the second officer, “is the merciless way Venus settlers were killing the Gep Tzong, as though they were beasts. I understand that was your personal opinion of them, too, Governor Serkov!”


  Serkov’s face turned gray. He opened his mouth to speak, but the first officer beat him to it.


  “The fact remains,” this erstwhile, silver-haired man said, “that Venus is not and never was an open planet just ripe for human settlement. What’s happened has happened—we can’t change it now—and we were all at least partly to blame for it!”


  “Oh, were we!” Serkov snorted disdainfully. “And what about these fools who were after that so-called ‘sacred metal’ of the Gep Tzong—”


  “It’s still there,” Kim interrupted quietly.


  “What?”


  “And it could still be made lethally radioactive, I suppose, if you had the mechanisms necessary to handle it,” he added. Slowly, he rose to his feet and faced them down the long table. “Gentlemen, your debate has been most interesting. However, there are a few things I would like to add—


  “First, the Gep Tzong are not some species of wild animal. The settlers of Venus know that, now. They’ve learned it the hard way. And they are going to learn, further, that the Gep Tzong is no mere form of savagely intelligent monster they can do away with easily, without qualms! The Gep Tzong are not alien!


  “You’ve pictured the Gep Tzong as some life-form of relatively low intelligence which has evolved on Venus but hasn’t been capable of building itself any recognizable form of civilization above the lowest stage of barbarism. In a way, you may be right; but as facts go, gentlemen, you’re wrong!


  “The Gep Tzong have a legend which claims they’re descendants of gods who came down from the mountain-tops. These gods built a black temple and gave birth to the first generation of Gep Tzong. The temple is there; I’ve been inside it. But shortly after the first generation was born—the Adams and Eves of the Gep Tzong—their gods died, all but one.


  “Maybe those gods died from radioactive burns, but I doubt it—burns also kill sperms! More likely, they died because they fell down in the Misty Mountains and weren’t innoculated against the diseases of Venus! And the sole survivor who became the teacher of the first Gep Tzong generation was unable to talk. He was a mute! And that’s not an uncommon result of severe shock!


  “No, gentlemen, you’re dead wrong about the Gep Tzong. They’re different, yes—they’re gray and toadlike. Maybe that’s the effect of the Venusian atmosphere. Maybe it didn’t come with one generation, but developed gradually through a hundred and seventy years of inbreeding. I don’t know. My—my wife doesn’t know—


  “But the Gep Tzong are not alien.


  And furthermore, I can prove it!” He jerked the kitbag from his side and tugged at its thongs. It came open and his hand dipped inside. “I found this in their temple,” he finished gravely. “It is the true account of the gods of the Gep Tzong—” With that, he pulled his hand out and tossed the square, silvery object on the table before them. It clattered loudly on the glossy surface.


  They sat staring at it, speechlessly. At the heavy permalloy cover, the thin permalloy sheets. Made to last for aeons, to withstand the worst of conditions.


  Across its stained, warped silver face was the deeply etched inscription:


  LOG OF THE


  S.S. STARLING III


  Tall ivory portals swung silently open. The blonde receptionist appeared, stared uncertainly at the stiff statues around the table, then beckoned to Kim. “Audiovisor call for you, Mr. Rothman! From the spaceport field!” She turned and hurried over to a wall screen. “You can take it here!”


  Kim strode over to the screen, quickly. The girl tuned the studs expertly, then stepped aside.


  Fran’s round, full face gazed out at him. Her eyelids drooped sleepily. “Kim—” she murmured softly. “Kim! They say—it’s almost time—” Then, abruptly, the screen went blank.


  Kim whirled and marched to the doorway. He paused there, between the tall ivory portals, and looked back at the men seated around the table.


  “Gentlemen,” he said gruffly, “I leave you an open planet. Good luck to you.”


  Then, he was gone.


  THE END


  THE GREEN BLOOD OF TREACHERY


  Willard Hawkins


  Even if Cleo’s corny lisp and baby stare failed to fool the Venusians, Earth knew how to use another weapon: mashed spuds!


  THE SUPREME Commissioner of Defense glanced up from the memorandum on his desk at the young man who stood before him in the ornate uniform of a captain of the Headquarters Guard.


  “You’re discontented here,” the Supreme Commissioner remarked. “The records show that you have requested a transfer to some other post.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Your reasons?”


  “I’ve already stated them. I’d prefer to go where there’s more prospect of action. All I do here is drill and inspect troops—march in parades.”


  The Commissioner again studied his memorandum. “Captain Drake, what I tell you now must be regarded as top secret. This department is planning to send a special operative on a dangerous mission to Venus.”


  The officer’s eyes lighted. “You mean I’ll be given the chance to—”


  “No. The operative is to be a girl.”


  “. . . Yes, sir.”


  John Angstrom, the Supreme Commissioner, waited a moment before adding, “As a matter of fact, the girl has been selected. You may know her—my niece—Cleo Spahr.”


  “Miss Spahr!” Harlan Drake’s startled response seemed to be wrenched from him by force. “But, sir, that’s monstrous!”


  The Commissioner eyed him coldly. “I didn’t ask for your opinion.”


  “I know, sir—it’s presumptuous of me.” Then, impulsively, Drake plunged on: “But any Earth girl—let alone your own flesh and blood. Knowing how these Venusians treat their captives. Why, sir—”


  “Captain Drake!”


  The young man closed his lips tightly. Angstrom leaned back, adjusting his big body comfortably to the contour chair.


  “Perhaps,” he suggested ironically, “you’re hoping by this display of insubordination to be relieved of your duties—shifted to some distant outpost, such as the Lunar fortifications.”


  “I’d welcome that, sir,” Harlan responded. But his superior’s tone rankled. It seemed unfair to class his involuntary protest as insubordination. He could not resist adding, “Look, sir, why do you have to send Cleo? Why not some trained operative who’ll stand a better chance of succeeding with the mission?”


  ANGSTROM ALMOST allowed his impassive features to smile. “Then it is not just ‘any Earth girl’ that arouses your concern. It’s my special choice of Cleo.”


  Harlan flushed.


  “So that’s the way of it! May I ask whether my niece is aware of this . . . ah . . . solicitude?”


  “I doubt whether she’s even aware of my existence,” returned the young man frankly.


  “Another question. Knowing—as apparently you do—how the Venusians treat those they consider spies and enemies, what would you do if Cleo faced such a fate?”


  “Do you want a straight answer, sir?”


  “I asked a straight question.”


  “Very well, sir. I’d blast her without an instant’s hesitation.”


  From beneath lowered eyelids, Angstrom studied the tense features of the young man. “You may go.” Saluting, Drake executed an about-face. Then he paused. “May I inquire if you definitely intend—?”


  “Captain Drake!” The Commissioner’s voice was peremptory.


  With head erect, the officer strode from the room.


  He would not have been surprised to find a pair of WFSP men waiting in the guard office to take him into custody. Angstrom, he knew, could have summoned anywhere from one operative to a squad of the World Federation Secret Police by a touch of a button. But the respite probably was temporary. The interview—in which he had acted a part which his superior appeared to regard as insubordination—surely would be followed by some disciplinary action.


  He was moodily contemplating this prospect when his call signal buzzed. He clicked on the visiscreen to find himself face to face with the girl of his dreams.


  For a moment, he could only stare. His tongue formed the word “Cleo,” but no sound came from his lips.


  THE GIRL smiled engagingly.


  “You’re Captain Harlan Drake, aren’t you? I think we were introduced at some reception. Do you remember?”


  Remember! It had been the high point of his existence thus far.


  “I wonder,” she continued sweetly, “if you would drop over to see me in about an hour?”


  “I’d—” gulp—“I’d be glad to.” Then, almost before the words escaped, came the doubt. “Your uncle put you up to this, didn’t he?”


  She hesitated. “Well . . . I’ve just been talking to him. But I had often thought of trying to become better acquainted. You’ll come?”


  “Yes,” he said gruffly, “I’ll come.”


  His jaw tensed as the visiscreen blanked out. Whatever their reason for taking him into the plan, he wouldn’t alter his attitude. A dangerous mission to Venus, Angstrom had said. He opposed the idea with every fiber of his being.


  An hour later, he was on his way to the Commissioner’s residence by private tube. He had made the trip before, in connection with his duties. But this time, the door which opened invitingly at his arrival was not the one leading to Angstrom’s den, but an entrance which he realized with a thrill must lead to Cleo’s apartment.


  He was whisked aloft to find himself in a reception room of harmoniously blended colors and softly diffused lights. Selecting the least comfortable-looking chair, he waited tensely—his emotions divided between anticipation and defiance.


  A drapery parted to admit a lithe, girlish figure. He sprang erect, but to his disappointment the girl was not Cleo. And the depth of his adoration for Angstrom’s niece may be judged from the fact that he experienced only disappointment at the lovely vision which floated toward him.


  He knew at once who she must be—La-ura Lu, the Venusian princess who had been visiting Earth for the past two months, most of which time she had spent as guest of Cleo and her uncle. Venusian women were like and yet unlike their Terrestrial neighbors. The most striking difference, of course, was their skin color, which ranged from the deep green of equatorial regions to the soft absinthe tint of the northern races, to which La-ura Lu belonged. Their features were delicate, and their pointed ears and slant eyes gave them an exotic appeal which most Earthmen found irresistible. They had many bizarre ways of arranging their hair which, as in the case of La-ura Lu, usually possessed a lighter sheen than their skin. There were other piquant differences, most noticeable of which was the characteristic cat-eye. In accordance with their moods, the pupil dilated from a narrow slit to a breath-takingly large ellipse—large, that is, by Terrestrial standards.


  VENUSIAN GIRLS, so it was whispered in the locker rooms, wore very few clothes in their native habitat, and when they submitted to Terrestrial conventions, they managed to do so in a manner more provocative than concealing. From a Venusian point of view, La-ura Lu was no doubt vastly overdressed; but after his first glance at her slender, yet voluptuous, figure, Harlan turned his eyes away, flushing with embarrassment.


  She paused, as if expecting him to speak. When he said nothing, she glided toward him. “You waiting for Mithy Thpar?” Her voice had a singing lilt, with the lisp which betrayed the usual Venusian inability to cope with sibilants.


  “She’s expecting me,” Harlan replied stiffly.


  “Mithy come thoon,” she assured him, fluttering closer. Her slender fingers reached out and caressed his hair.


  He pushed the hand away. Venusian girls were notoriously affectionate. You had to be on your guard.


  The girl’s cat-like eyes narrowed with a hurt expression. “No like?” she asked softly. “No think La-ura Lu pretty?”


  “Sure, you’re pretty,” he returned. “You’re—” he stole a glance—“you’re exquisite. But look here, Princess—” he fended her off as she wriggled closer—“we Earth people don’t think it’s nice to start necking with strangers. We—”


  Her porcelain-green body slumped dejectedly. The pupils contracted to narrow slits. She pouted, “La-ura Lu like big Earthman. Why no like Laura Lu?”


  “Listen,” he told her with exasperation, “I like you well enough, but you go tell Miss Spahr I’m here. Tell her if she can’t see me now I’ll come back later. Do that, won’t you, Princess?”


  For answer, she dropped on a couch and began laughing hysterically. Harlan observed her in offended silence.


  “You’re so funny!” she gurgled.


  He straightened up, startled. “You mean ‘tho funny’ !” he corrected involuntarily. Then, “What is this?”


  THROUGH THE draperies came John Angstrom’s impressive bulk. He, too, was laughing. “Boy, did she have you on the run!” he roared. “Give you one guess who she is.”


  “Not. Harlan looked doubtfully at the Venusian princess, who was wiping tears of mirth from her eyes with a dainty bit of cambric.


  “I’m Cleo Spahr,” she assured him. “Tell me honestly, Captain Drake, did I act the part of a Venusian hussy?”


  “You fooled me,” Harlan acknowledged. “But I’ve never been close to—to one of them before.”


  “She’d fool a native,” declared John Angstrom. “We tried her out on the Venusian vice-consul the other night and she went over big. The thing that counts, of course—she was brought up on Venus—lived there until her parents died. Speaks their lingo and knows their ways.”


  “You can see now,” explained Cleo, “why we invited the Princess to stay here. So that I might study her mannerisms and cute little ways. It’s a lot of fun. Especially with bashful men.” She glanced up mischievously, then succumbed to another gale of laughter.


  “All right,” Harlan acknowledged. “I fell for it. You say the vice-consul fell for it. But somewhere you’ll make a mistake. Suppose that green pigment begins to wear off.”


  “It won’t,” assured Angstrom. “Not if she keeps the edges touched up. Because it isn’t pigment. It’s a flexible glove that fits over her whole body. Look.” He took the girl’s wrist and held out a shapely arm for the officer’s appraisal. “It has pores, just like skin of regular Venusian texture. Even the Princess’s finger prints have been duplicated. Cleo can bathe in it—even acquire a sunburn. Some trick of the chemicals employed in tinting it. You know how Venusians turn a darker shade of green if they’re exposed to the sun’s rays.”


  “Which I hope won’t be necessary,” interposed Cleo. “I’m sure it would be unbecoming.”


  “The part around the edges is applied in liquid form—her eyes, mouth, nostrils, and of course her scalp,” Angstrom rambled on enthusiastically. “Look close. You can’t detect where the blending takes place. The planes of their faces are different, but the mask takes care of that. Thunderation—it ought to be good! Oscar Hauptman created it.”


  HAUPTMAN, Harlan knew, was the expert who, with his highly skilled staff, fashioned disguises for Intelligence Service operatives,


  “Sure, there are things she’ll have to be careful about,” Angstrom added. “She mustn’t let herself be cut, or even scratched, because her blood would flow red instead of green. And her diet. Some of those Venusian foods don’t agree too well with Earth people. And if they caught her eating potatoes, they’d think she was crazy, because they’re allergic to practically all root vegetables.”


  “The cat-eyes,” Harlan inquired. “How did you manage them?”


  “Contact lenses. Hauptman devised an iris that contracts and expands in response to the blood flow. Cleo can control them pretty much at will. Show him, pet.”


  Obligingly, she demonstrated by causing her eye slits to narrow and expand alternately. Harlan gazed fascinatedly into their depths.


  “So you see, Captain Drake,” she smiled persuasively, “this undertaking isn’t so hopeless. I think I can get away with the impersonation and do the job Uncle has in mind.”


  A question which had persistently bothered Harlan burst from his lips; “Why go to all this trouble for me?” he demanded. “I’m a mere captain in the Headquarters Guard—a nobody. Even if you could convince me that impersonating the Princess is as easy as hurdle-jumping on the moon, what difference would it make?”


  “Tell him,” responded Angstrom. “He’ll have to know.”


  She lowered her voice. “It’s this way: We have good reason to suspect that Princess La-ura Lu, for all her innocent ways, is here for something more important than a mere good-will visit. She’s—well—her status is about the same as an Intelligence operative, and she’s said to be exceptionally clever at her job. Her mission is to learn all she can about our fortifications on the Moon.”


  “Why not just prevent her from getting the dope?”


  “Because,” responded Angstrom dryly, “we have a better plan. You’re aware, no doubt, that the World Federation is negotiating a ninety-nine year treaty with Venus, covering trade relations, exchange of scientific data, spaceway controls, colonization or habitable planets and asteroids, and exploitation of their resources.”


  “I thought it was settled.”


  “Far from it. They’re stalling—and we know the reason why. They’ll concede a number of disputed points, once they are convinced of Earth’s invulnerability. The Lunar outpost is the key to our defense position. Fifty years and several billions of dollars hence, it will be impregnable. Right now, unfortunately, it isn’t. For them to know this would be disastrous. So, what’s to prevent us from sending a report, through their own secret agent, which makes that outpost of fifty years hence a present reality?”


  “You mean that Cleo will deliver this report?”


  “Exactly.”


  Harlan gasped. The risk was even greater than he had realized—incredibly greater.


  “YOU EXPECT Cleo to impersonate the Princess on her own planet? Deliver a faked report to the girl’s superiors—people who have worked with her—know her intimately?”


  “T believe she’s clever enough to get away with it,” Angstrom responded tersely. “Don’t forget that our Intelligence Service has some pretty keen operatives. They not only ferreted out the dope on La-ura Lu, but got their hands on her secret instructions, passwords, codes, and the like.”


  “But what possible opportunity could this Princess have to learn the truth about our Lunar fortifications?”


  “None, as yet. But her return passage is booked on the Venusian space liner Uno-canabe. Its departure is timed so that it will pass close by the moon. Here’s the plan: The liner will find an excuse to put in there for emergency repairs. It will delay long enough for La-ura Lu to do her stuff. In the normal course of events, we wouldn’t expect a sheltered Venusian girl—a princess—to be a trained observer.”


  “Certainly the post authorities would exercise some discretion.”


  “I’m not so sure of that. An attractive girl wouldn’t have much trouble seducing some of those woman-starved officers into showing her the works. And La-ura Lu has plenty of what it takes.”


  His misgivings by no means stilled, Harlan shifted the subject. “How do you intend to dispose of the real Princess?”


  “She’ll be considerately treated—but of course she’s going to be out of circulation for a long, long time. That’s what you have to face if you’re doing her sort of a job.”


  Harlan flinched. Cleo, doing the same sort of a job, could anticipate no such easy fate if detected by the Venusians. The thought caused him to respond grimly, “I still think it’s monstrous to send her on this mission.”


  Angstrom shrugged. “Sorry that’s your attitude. Evidently we’ll have to pick another bodyguard.”


  “Bodyguard!”


  “The Terrestrial Government naturally will insist upon insuring the Princess’s safe return by assigning one of its trusted military aides to guard her during the return voyage. The greenies, of course, will see through this polite gesture—or think they do. They’ll consider it a subterfuge to get an Intelligence agent aboard for spying purposes. But they’ll consent, knowing that La-ura Lu can take care of any Earthman in her own way, and they’ll deftly stuff him with misinformation. Actually, the man’s job will be no more than it purports to be—to protect the supposed Princess.”


  “But you mentioned me—”


  “Don’t interrupt. The man selected must be loyal. Your screening in that respect was satisfactory. He must be devoted to the point where the operative’s safety takes precedence over his own. Certain remarks you made in my office seem to click on that point. And the reply you gave when I asked what you’d do if she faced Venusian torture—frankly, that bears most of all on the situation.”


  “You mean—if she goes, I’ll be the one to see her through?” Harlan Drake could not keep the eagerness out of his voice.


  “Would have been,” corrected Angstrom. “Having declared yourself so unequivocally against the whole project . . .” He left the inference dangling.


  Harlan rose to his feet. He did not so much as glance at the girl, in her alluring Venusian disguise, who sat alertly watching.


  “If she’s determined to take the risk,” he said slowly, “and if I am to go along as her escort, I’ll cooperate as fully as I can.”


  “Fair enough!” Angstrom clapped him on the shoulder. “Knew you were the man, the minute you showed spunk enough to declare yourself in my office. Report to Intelligence tomorrow morning for preliminary briefing. Now, the two of you talk things over.”


  He took his departure through the draperies.


  EMBARKATION on a space liner is an event, even for seasoned travelers. Surrounding the huge elliptical bulk of the vessel are a chaos of loading cranes, the paraphernalia of fueling, the activities of testing and making last-minute adjustments, tearing down scaffolds, and clearing the field. Officials, inspectors, and workmen swarm over the scene. In the passenger ramps, there is the inevitable congestion, the lineups at the customs gates, the waving and shouting of farewells to the passengers from those who have congregated on the many-tiered balconies to see them off.


  Impressive in his dress uniform, Harlan Drake enjoyed to the full these preliminaries to his first space voyage beyond the familiar hop to the moon. In abeyance for the moment were his misgivings for Cleo Spahr, who must be somewhere in the embarkation crowd, fully launched upon her impersonation of the Venusian princess.


  Within the cell-like confines of the inspection chamber, he patiently endured the cursory search made by the green-skinned guard for weapons or contraband, The greenie’s fingers were deft but, as Harlan knew, they merely camouflaged the real search, which was being conducted by instruments veritably lining the enclosure—instruments which recorded the material of every item of clothing, every article contained in pockets or elsewhere, even his anatomical and bone structure, down to the fillings in his teeth.


  “You okay. Go Tong in,” the guard informed him with a grin. Harlan proceeded up the ramp to the observation deck of the liner with its encirclement of porthole-like windows.


  The Intelligence officers who briefed them had assured Cleo that she wouldn’t have to pass through an inspection gate. She and perhaps half a dozen other exalted passengers whose rank placed them in a class apart would enter the vessel from a ramp connecting directly with their deck level. Devoutly, Harlan hoped the Intelligence officers knew what they were talking about. Cleo might pass for a Venusian to outward appearance, but the probing of sensitive instruments would surely disclose discrepancies. She was safe only so long as she aroused no slightest suspicion.


  At least ninety percent of the passengers were greenies, Harlan estimated. The operating staff was almost exclusively Venusian. He noted only one exception—a big blond-haired young operator in the radio turret—no doubt an exchange technician assigned to that position under an arrangement between the two planetary governments. The new treaty, of which Cleo and her uncle had spoken, would greatly increase the number of such exchanges.


  Working his way through the crowd toward the upper decks, Captain Drake kept his eyes alert for a glimpse of Cleo—or of La-ura Lu, as he must now think of her. He was unsuccessful. When the public address system announced, first in the Venusian major dialects, then in English and other Earth languages, that launching would take place within a few minutes, he postponed further search.


  At the announcement, a few hardy travelers elected to “take it standing”, but the vast majority hurried to their staterooms or adjusted themselves in the public percussion seats.


  THE WELL-NIGH bone-crushing experiences of early space travel had been overcome to an extent by anti-gravity fields and the achievement of more gradual acceleration. Still, there were sure to be a few minutes of severe discomfort during both acceleration and deceleration. Harlan had experienced the ordeal on his occasional trips to the Moon, and he preferred to minimize the distress by lying on his stateroom couch with its pressure-absorbing construction.


  It wasn’t so bad this time. If anything, Venusian vessels were easier on the takeoff than their Earth counterparts. When the acceleration period was over, he resumed the attempt to make contact with his charge.


  His stateroom was on the deck below the sumptuous quarters assigned to La-ura Lu and other notables. As her military escort, it was understood that he would have access to those sacred precincts. But at the foot of the companionway, he was stopped by a green-skinned sentry.


  As the sentry spoke no English and Harlan spoke no Venusian, the attempt to explain his status proved to be wasted effort. He was turning away angrily when an officer wearing an imposing array of purple braid hurried toward them.


  The officer took in the situation at a glance. “You Capitan Drake, of course. I most happy to greet you. Ignorant guard should have been informed.” He rattled off a string of sing-song syllables, whereat the guard bowed and touched the back of one hand to his breast—the Venusian salute.


  “It not occur more again,” the officer assured Harlan. “You free to go wherever you prefer. I am Kola Room—equivalent of Lieutenant Room in you language. I hope we make good friends.”


  The Lieutenant appeared anxious to ingratiate himself. He was a former exchange student, partly educated in a Terrestrial university. He was proud of his proficiency in the English language, and at least had succeeded in overcoming the Venusian lisp.


  Considering that the encounter took place with one of the very few officers on board who spoke English, Harlan strongly suspected that the sentry’s misunderstanding had been prearranged.


  “You privileged to visit Princess whenever you have wish,” declared Room. “For matter of fact, she request pleasure of you to dine with her this evening. For meantime, what you say to enjoy preliminary drink with me, prior to personal-conducting tour of vessel?”


  It seemed advisable to fall in with Room’s suggestion, especially since Cleo had taken the initiative in paving the way for an early moment together.


  WHILE THEY were having the “preliminary drink”, Kola Room confided, “I try make you enjoy trip. You have plenty time on you hands. Venusian authorities realize that purpose of send you along as military escort merely polite gesture. Where else Princess be more secure than on one of own vessels?”


  “Where indeed?” conceded Harlan. “Still, you understand, I have my duty to perform. I’m expected to keep an eye on her.”


  “Not unpleasant duty, eh?” The Venusian emphasized his remark with a nudge in the ribs. “You Earthmen! What way you have with our women. No wonder our complexions differ from yours—we green with envy.” Room laughed delightedly at his feeble joke.


  In the next two hours, Harlan gained a fairly comprehensive picture of the space vessel. The uppermost levels contained the operating, observation, and control chambers as well as living quarters for officers and technicians. The four levels next below were devoted to passenger accommodations, including lounges and other public rooms. The main dining room was located on the lowest of these, the fifth level. On the fourth level were living quarters for a considerable portion of the nontechnical staff, also a fully equipped hospital and medical dispensary. Harlan noted that the green-hued nurses wore white uniforms evidently copied from the conventional Earth nurse’s garb.


  Below this level were storage facilities, the heating units, generators which created gravity and anti-gravity fields, and other machinery incidental to operation of the rocket-propelled craft. Room appeared anxious to answer all questions, yet it was apparent to Harlan that portions of the vessel and phases of its operation were deftly circumvented by his guide.


  At the appointed hour, Kola Room left him at the door of the Princess’s cabin-suite. “Shall look for join you tomorrow,” he said in parting. “Have not forget promise to give lesson in Venusian game of tafoo.”


  Part of Room’s job, Harlan reflected, must be to see that the Earthman’s time was occupied as fully as possible.


  A giggling green-tinted maid answered the door. A moment later, Cleo appeared, as alluring as any man could desire in her Venusian paucity of costume. “Big Earth Capitan make La-ura Lu ver happy,” she assured, looking archly into his eyes. “You glad you come thee La-ura Lu?”


  “It was gracious of your highness to invite me,” he responded stiffly.


  A MOST annoying handicap in their association was the restriction, repeatedly drummed into their ears during the briefing which preceded the voyage, that they must behave at all times exactly as if Cleo were the real La-ura Lu. There was no knowing when they might be under observation. Listening and viewing devices could be—and probably were—concealed in every wall, every nook and cranny of the vessel. Undoubtedly, such spying apparatus was focused upon them now—not because of any suspicion of the Princess, but to insure her safety and keep Harlan under observation. Communication between them must be accomplished surreptitiously. For this purpose, a few simple code signals had been arranged.


  Thus, when the Princess touched a finger to the lobe of her pointed left ear, Harlan knew that special significance would attach to her next words or action. She led him to the compact dining nook and casually adjusted his napkin while indicating which place he was to occupy. He permitted his hand to rest on the napkin as he sat down; beneath it he could feel a small, elongated object.


  Under cover of spreading the napkin on his lap, he transferred the object to a pocket of his jacket. He knew what it must be, and its possession gave him a sense of relief.


  The evening, so far as Harlan was concerned, proved intensely frustrating. The brazenly flirtatious advances of his hostess served only to make him uncomfortable. They didn’t represent the real Cleo—even though she no doubt took a mischievous delight in embarrassing him. She looked and acted so much the part of an alien that it was difficult to think of her as Cleo.


  It was a relief when he could escape from her cloying presence to his stateroom. There, he went through a prearranged ritual. First, he took from his traveling case the regulation army death-ray pistol, or blaster, which he had been permitted to send, but not to carry, on board. This he placed under his pillow. It was a natural act, and very likely gave whoever might be spying upon him a mild chuckle, for the capsule containing its death-dealing charge had beyond doubt been neutralized, either when his luggage was sent on board or while he was occupied with Koom or the Princess.


  He undressed, donned pajamas, and turned out the light. Then, hiding his movements beneath the covers, he exchanged the capsule in the death-ray pistol for the active one he had palmed from under the napkin—one which, relying upon her exemption from search, Cleo had smuggled on board. In the morning, he must contrive to drop the discarded capsule into a public waste-disposal unit. It wouldn’t do to employ the waste unit in his stateroom, for everything that went into it was sure to be noted.


  Thereafter, he carried the pistol in its holster, to the amusement, it may be assumed, of those who supposed that it had been rendered useless. Actually, it should now be good for at least fifty death-dealing discharges before renewal would be necessary.


  ON VENUSIAN as well as on Earth interplanetary vessels, it was customary to dim all lights during the sleep period. This alternation of light and dark on the Uno-canabe corresponded to the length of the Venusian day, which differed so little from the Terrestrial day that Earth passengers could readily accustom themselves to it. On the second “day” out, while Harlan was chafing under the teasing of the supposed Princess on her cabin deck, Kola Room approached.


  “So regretful to disturb tete-a-tete,” the Venusian officer apologized, “but thought best to prepare you for announcement. We are changing course—putting in at Earth moon.”


  Harlan simulated surprise. “But that’s not on schedule. What’s up?”


  “Rocket tube have sustained severe impairment,” Room responded dejectedly. “Result of which we are compelled to make emergency landing for repairs.”


  Harlan contented himself with trying to look properly dismayed. The Princess clapped her hands.


  “Now La-ura Lu get thee moon!” she exclaimed. “When we make landing?”


  “It not be long. Announcement come maybe in half hour,” Room answered, before he hurried importantly away.


  For an unguarded instant, Harlan and the supposed Princess exchanged significant glances. Her hand sought his and her fingers tightened with a pressure that seemed to say, “Well, this is it!”


  This time, he did not draw away his hand. With eyes averted, he was aware of her, not as the Princess La-ura Lu, but as Cleo Spahr, an unspoiled Earth maiden courageously facing danger for the world they both loved—and at the moment more than a little frightened.


  He felt an almost uncontrollable impulse to sweep her into his arms and reassure her. But people who live in goldfish bowls cannot afford the luxury of yielding to emotions. He returned the pressure of her hand, but that was all.


  PUBLIC ANNOUNCEMENT of a change in course “for emergency repairs” and warning to prepare for deceleration, came just then in its usual succession of linguistic variations. It created a good deal of excitement among the passengers. But there was grumbling when a supplementary announcement warned that no one would be permitted to leave the vessel.


  Harlan overheard an American businessman explaining the order to his wife. “The Earth government wouldn’t let them land without this stipulation. You can’t blame ’em. They’d be chumps to let greenies swarm over the place. I wouldn’t trust one of ’em as far as you can toss an elephant on Jupiter.”


  The Princess turned appealingly to Harlan. “No let La-ura Lu thee Moon?” she protested. “What harm La-ura Lu do?”


  She was no longer Cleo Spahr but the spoiled, green-tinted Princess of Venus. Harlan withdrew his hand.


  “Let’s hope they made an exception for you,” he suggested. Again they were acting their deadly serious parts for the benefit of whoever might be listening.


  For a disabled vessel, the Uno-canabe made a creditable landing within the huge Lunar air lock. Harlan felt curious to know how the greenies would set about circumventing the ban against passenger landings. Room did not leave him long in the dark.


  “Your government exercise commendable caution to allow no embarkation on Moon,” he said approvingly. “However, our commander have take liberty of suggest to Lunar authorities that in case of Princess La-ura Lu, exception be regarded as very fine gesture of hospitality to distinguished visitor.”


  “Have they replied?”


  “Regret to answer not as yet,” responded Koom. “Perhaps if personal request to Lunar commandant came from you—”


  Harlan clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll do better than that. Suppose I send a radiogram to the Supreme Commissioner of Defense, asking him to extend this invitation to the Princess?”


  Koom made no effort to hide his exultation. “You are most excellent good fellow,” he declared fervently.


  THE RESPONSE to Harlan’s message was immediately favorable—a circumstance which hardly occasioned him surprise. General Alonzo Bates, commandant of the Lunar post, came on board to tender the invitation in person. He was received with all military honors by Kol Hajma, commanding officer of the Uno-canabe.


  Through interpreters, General Bates declared that the Lunar outpost would be honored to extend its hospitality to the Princess La-ura Lu. Unfortunately, he apologized, this invitation from the Earth government did not include any other except the Princess’s military escort, Captain Harlan Drake.


  After the General had left the vessel, Kola Koom took pains to assure Harlan that his superiors thoroughly understood the Earth government’s position. “You cannot take chance of admitting spies, little as we of Venus would think of resort to such underhanding method. But in case of Princess, there is obviously no such danger. To consider such unsophisticated chit of a girl of menace to your safety is laughable.”


  “Oh, obviously,” was Harlan’s response.


  The time for the visit was set for mid-afternoon of the same day period, but when Harlan called for the Princess at the appointed hour, he received a shock. It required only a glance at the Princess’s dejected features to reveal that something was wrong.


  “La-ura Lu no like,” she declared, with her best Venusian pout. “Come word La-ura Lu not go now—maybe go later.”


  “Not go!” he repeated, startled. Even if she had not touched her ear with the gesture that signified special significance behind the remark, the undercurrent of anxiety beneath her petulance would have alarmed him. “What’s wrong?”


  Her bare shoulders undulated in an expressive shrug. “No tell La-ura Lu what wrong. Only tell her no go.”


  Apprehensive, puzzled, Harlan hunted up Kola Koom. He obtained little satisfaction from the Venusian lieutenant, whose manner somehow struck him as evasive.


  “Merely slight misunderstanding,” Koom assured him. “Our commanding officer much disturb over extent of breakdown. Engineers submit calamitous report that one of main rocket tubes burned out. This necessitate further delay to await replacement from Earth.”


  “What’s that got to do with the Princess’s visit?” Harlan demanded bluntly.


  “Agree with you that same should make no difference,” Koom hastened to respond. “Convey to Princess personal assurance that matter will be promptly investigated.”


  TWO HOURS later, Koom was apologetic but he hadn’t been able to reach the commanding officer. Kol Hajma was understandably worried over this delay; it would necessitate plotting an entirely new trajectory. “Inform Princess of my regrets.”


  Harlan carried this unsatisfactory report back to the Princess’s suite.


  “La-ura Lu no like,” she declared emphatically. Her cat-eyes narrowed with concern.


  “I no like either.” Harlan returned. “Wish I knew what’s back of it all.”


  He tried not to overemphasize his disturbed state of mind. But Geo was probably as alarmed as he was. The more he considered it, the more ominous the situation appeared.


  In light of his knowledge of the real purpose behind the vessel’s emergency landing. Room’s explanation reduced itself to an absurdity. This was not, as appeared on the surface, a mere matter of humoring the whim of a spoiled Princess. The sole purpose for which the vessel had made its landing was being shouldered aside. Why?


  What explanation could there be except that Geo’s masquerade had been discovered?


  If so, her peril was extreme. He must, at all costs, manage to get her off the vessel before it left the Moon.


  An appeal to the commander of the Lunar post would no doubt bring results. The rub was getting a message to him, with the Venusians controlling all channels of communication.


  Actually, he could only fume and hope that the initiative would be taken by General Bates himself. If worse came to worst, and the Uno-canabe prepared to take off, he might attempt to rescue Cleo from the vessel by force. As a last resort, he could blast her down before the Venusian torture-chambers got her.


  In his desperation, Harlan filed a message to John Angstrom, urging him, as Earth’s Supreme Commissioner of Defense, to repeat the invitation to Princess La-ura Lu and implying that there had been some hitch. He had no hope that the message would be transmitted but, noticing the Earth-born technician bending over one of the instruments within earshot of the window where messages were filed, he raised his voice to urge, “It’s vitally important that this message be sent without delay.”


  THERE WAS no sign at the moment that his request had been noticed by the Earthman. but two hours later, as Harlan was moodily gazing through a porthole at the Lunar landing field, the young blond technician strolled toward him.


  “Waiting grows monotonous, doesn’t it?” he remarked casually. “That’s one advantage about having a job. Keeps a fellow occupied. You’re Captain Drake, aren’t you? I’m Kenneth Oakes.”


  They shook hands. “I’ve noticed you in the radio turret,” Harlan said. “Wonder how long we’re due to stay here.”


  “Until the replacement part arrives,” Oakes replied. “It’s on its way right now. Those Temple-eight express jobs are fast, so it shouldn’t take long.”


  “How’s reception from here?” Harlan ventured. “I filed an Earth radiogram a couple of hours ago.”


  “Did you?” Oakes responded. “Well, we’re getting through, all right—direct reception within this radius. But there’s been so much official communication—over this replacement and the change in course—I’m afraid private messages haven’t been getting much attention.”


  “I see,” returned Harlan grimly.


  “Call on me if I can be of any service,” Oakes told him. With a wave of his hand, he passed on.


  Clearly, the technician had come out of his way to tip off Harlan that his message hadn’t been sent. Venusian eavesdroppers, spying on the conversation, might have gathered the same inference—but that no longer mattered particularly. If Cleo’s impersonation was known, the time for circumspection had passed.


  Arrival of the fast freighter from Earth, bringing the replacement tube, occasioned a demand for observation posts. From a porthole near his stateroom, Harlan was able to view the transfer of the rocket tube by crane from the hold of the transport to the liner. The damaged tube had previously been removed to make way for it.


  He was still frowning through the porthole when Kola Koom approached with smiling countenance.


  “Departure from Luna will not be long now,” assured the Lieutenant. “Our competent engineers have situation well in hand. And I have honor to bring you further good news. Kol Hajma, our commanding officer, have inform your Lunar commander that Princess La-ura Lu intend to pay projected visit without delay. He apologize for mistaken error of interpreting his order.”


  The announcement dazed Harlan. He had become so thoroughly convinced that the imposture was discovered that for a moment he could not orient himself to the altered situation. Had all his fears been groundless?


  Kola Koon’s next remark was enlightening. “Good news concern likewise your truly. Our commander have obtain permission for one of Uno-canabe’s officers to accompany party, and I am in good fortune to be individual selected.”


  “So that’s the why of it!” exclaimed the Earthman.


  EVERYTHING suddenly fell into place. With relief, Harlan realized that the delay had another and vastly less ominous explanation than the discovery of Cleo’s impersonation. The wily Venusians had held out for inclusion of this extra member of the party, and Earth headquarters had finally consented. It had no doubt taken a lot of discussion and exchange of messages between General Bates and Earth headquarters, before an agreement was reached.


  Why Earth conceded the point, he could only guess, but Room’s next comment tended to throw light on this phase.


  “Regretfully, permission to land do not extend beyond officer quarters. However, it will be pleasant relief to set foot on terra firma, or should say,” Koom chuckled appreciatively at his wit, “on Luna firma.”


  When Harlan called for her, the Princess was taking a bath. She called gaily through the partly closed door, “La-ura Lu happy. La-ura Lu go play on Moon. Big Capitan come too. You happy you come with La-ura Lu?”


  “I’m glad it’s settled,” he told her. “Did you know Kola Koom is to accompany us?” He added meaningly, “I guess I shouldn’t have gotten so steamed up about the delay, but the way they were stalling, it looked funny.”


  “La-ura Lu no hear,” she called above her splashing. “Big Capitan come in.”


  “No thanks,” he responded. Confound it, why did Cleo feel that she had to carry her impersonation to such extremes of realism? How did she know he wouldn’t take her up on an invitation like that? Some men would.


  He was quite unprepared when she emerged, a green-tinted sylph in exactly nothing at all, and crossed to her dressing room, tweaking his ear as she ran past.


  “You damned little fool!” he roared when he could get his breath. “Put some real clothes on when we visit this post, or I’ll see that you don’t go.”


  “Will do,” she called happily. “Laura Lu be good girl—make nithe tholdier-men on Moon fall in love with her. You think no can do?”


  Harlan grunted. “I think you need a good spanking.”


  A moment later, she stood before him. “La-ura Lu wear plenty cover-up?” she queried. “You think La-ura Lu pretty?”


  HE GLANCED disapprovingly at the ravishing vision she presented. Her idea of covering up seemed to be to add a string or two of jewels to the general paucity of her attire. But he checked the impulse to criticize. Actually, if she had been a real Venusian, he would have thought nothing of it. Different worlds, different customs. “Let’s get going.”


  They joined Kola Koom at the ramp. “We have no need hurry,” the officer smilingly assured them. “It take many hour fit new part in place.”


  The trio were met by General Bates, bluffly cordial, and two of his aides. A few minutes later, they were being introduced to several meticulously uniformed, avid-eyed young men who congregated in the officers’ headquarters. Needless to say, where the crowd gathered thickest—like iron filings around a magnet—there might be caught an occasional glimpse, between milling uniforms, of the delicate green skin, flashing smile, and expressive cat-eyes of the delectable Laura Lu.


  “We old fogies,” General Bates observed, “will try to make things pleasant for you two gentlemen, while the youngsters show the Princess around. She’ll be perfectly safe. Not that I’d trust any one of them.” He winked broadly. “But there’s safety in numbers.”


  Harlan accepted the situation with glum resignation. He didn’t like the idea of Cleons batting around with that bunch of “woman-starved officers”, as Angstrom called them. Still, he grasped the strategy of the whole procedure. Kola Koom would be able to report that the spy had ample opportunity to wheedle her way around the fortifications, yet of himself Koom would have seen nothing—would be unable to contradict an item of the report which Cleo, impersonating the spy, would render.


  The time passed pleasantly enough, The General had a plentiful supply of liquor, and the meal presently served in his private quarters would have gratified an epicure. Also, by good fortune, there was a television broadcast of a baseball game in the crucial series between the Australian Kangaroos and North American Dodgers.


  Koom, an avid baseball fan, declared: “Time come, I make prediction, when Venusians will challenge for interplanetary series with champion Earth team. Maybe not yet ready, but please to recall that we play game only fifty years of your time while game have been in effect many centuries on your planet.”


  In a garrulous mood, Koom launched into a discussion of the Neidlinger theory, which held that Venus and Earth had originally been colonized by the same race, either from another planet or another solar system.


  “We both too similar for contrary conclusion,” he declared. “True, different environments create somewhat different evolution. While your race evolved into what to our eyes appear various shades of brown, ours evolved into equal range of green tints. But note that both develop at nearly equal pace—like pair of twins separated in childhood.”


  GENERAL BATES agreed. “It’s been pretty well established that your culture progressed at about the same rate as ours; your scientific development paralleled it. Both planets evolved methods of flying and then of traversing space at about the same time. Of course, we’re more alike now than when the planetary contact was first made, and no doubt we’ll continue to go on absorbing each other’s customs.”


  “Venusians still can’t eat potatoes,” Harlan commented, glancing at Koom’s plate. The remark sounded disagreeable, but he could not help it. Somehow, his gorge rose at the thought of Earthmen becoming like Venusians.


  Room retorted, “And Earthians likewise allergic to our delicious fumbra fruit. No matter. Give Venusian scientists time. They will eventually find method to overcome allergic responses.”


  His pointed assumption that the problem was up to the superior ability of Venusian scientists seemed a deliberate affront. Harlan glowered.


  General Bates interrupted what might have developed into a dispute. “Lock Number Four is opening up. The party must be returning.”


  They arrived within a few minutes—La-ura Lu bubbling over with excitement, the young men who had accompanied her more avid-eyed than ever.


  “Gloriouth!” she exclaimed. “Lovely boyth take La-ura Lu all over Moon—deep down inthide.”


  “And in meantime,” Room informed her affably, “we have been recipient of most enjoyable hospitality. Could wish you experienced pleasure of delicious meal we are concluding.”


  “We have lovely dinner too,” the Princess assured him. “Down deep in big cavern where,” she turned to a tall young major who stood protectively at her side, “what you call big hole where long round thing keep turning?”


  SOMEWHAT uncomfortably, the Major explained to General Bates, “We ate at the East Wing construction camp. She,” he glanced down at the Princess, “seemed to relish the experience.”


  Bates frowned but offered no comment. The “long round thing” which kept turning suggested an earth-boring mechanism to Harlan’s mind. If this had been the real La-ura Lu, it would have been disastrous to let her see how much of the projected Lunar fortification was still in its early construction stage.


  Possibly sensing Harlan’s disapproval, one of the officers on the fringe of the crowd confided, “The girl hasn’t the slightest idea what it’s all about. You ought to hear the silly questions she asked. Not a brain in her head.” The youngster sighed. “But she sure is pretty.”


  Harlan grunted. Evidently Cleo had “put it over”. The real Princess could not better have acted the part of a frivolous nit-wit who was in reality getting to see everything she wanted.


  The young officers clung to their guest until they were forced to part at the Uno-canabe’s boarding ramp. The girl was cloyingly sweet to one and all. In the pangs of parting, she impulsively flung her arms around the tall young major. Other officers separated the two from what threatened to prove the longest clinch on record, and demanded their share. La-ura Lu wound up by kissing each of them and would have started on a second round if Harlan, helped by an amused Rola Room, had not seized her arms and forcibly led her up the ramp.


  Seething, he escorted her to her deck level. At her door, he gritted, “Did you have to go so far?”


  She looked up at him with arch surprise. “No want La-ura Lu have good time?” she queried. “No want her be happy?”


  “If that makes you happy, go to it!” he retorted angrily. “No decent Earth-girl—” he stopped abruptly. After all, Cleo was merely playing her part. In a calmer tone, he asked meaningly, “Think everything went all right?”


  For answer, she drew his head down and kissed him lingeringly. “Everything right,” she whispered, as she turned to go into her cabin.


  WITH THE Princess’s visit accomplished, Harlan noted sardonically how quickly the engineers finished their task of installing the new equipment and getting the vessel under way. They had taken elaborate precautions to make the landing seem justified—even to the point of wrecking the tube which they removed from the vessel. Had it not been for the alertness of Earth’s intelligence system, the whole plan might well have gone through without arousing suspicion even to the personally conducted tour of an actual spy.


  Actually, the dangerous part of the mission lay ahead. Harlan had already experienced several hours of anxiety for Cleo’s safety. His worry had proved unfounded, but it was far from pleasant to look forward to more intense and more surely justified suspense in the future.


  One worry was the possibility that he would not be allowed to go with her when she delivered her report. Cleo was supposed to solve this problem by taking a desperate fancy to her Earth guard and insisting that he accompany her. But how much would her whims count if Venusian authorities held other ideas?


  Worst of all was the barrier against talking over their problems together. Under the constant probability that they were being observed, their conversation was limited to unsatisfying banalities.


  At the outset, Harlan had been thrilled by the prospect of protecting the Earth girl of his dreams. The actuality was disillusioning. He felt little sense of Cleo’s companionship, so definitely had she assumed the personality of La-ura Lu. Many a man would have been content with the substitution. Not being such a man, Harlan took to avoiding her.


  Since the Lunar episode, he experienced also a sense of irritation toward Kola Koom and saw as little as he could of the Lieutenant. But he discovered a growing sense of congeniality with Kenneth Oakes, the radio technician. Even though their conversation was limited to trivialities, he instinctively liked and trusted the man. Ken was a quiet, sensible fellow, with a dry sense of humor, and a potential ally.


  Under its altered schedule, the Uno-canabe would intercept the orbit of Venus approximately twenty-nine Earth days after its departure from Luna. This meant a period of interminable inaction coupled, in Harlan’s case, with mounting anxiety. The passengers overrode the tedium pleasantly enough by a round of entertainments—concerts, dancing, games, and indiscriminate love-making. For the Venusians, this latter was a purely routine pastime—a petting party of no more consequence than a game of bridge or tafoo. Very likely, the freedom from convention which prevailed on a Venusian liner had prompted not a few of the Earth-born travelers to patronize the vessel. Harlan noted that a big share of them were well-to-do businessmen—no doubt pillars of respectability in their home communities. Conceivably they found the lack of restraint a delightful substitute for the familiar convention spree.


  BEYOND MILD contempt for the breed, Harlan bestowed on them scant attention, until he realized that his charge was carrying on ostentatious flirtations with some of the more prepossessing specimens. Presumably, Cleo felt it necessary to do this in order to seem in character, but Harlan did not like it—emphatically he did not like it.


  He told her so in terms which she could hardly mistake. “Look, Princess, there are limits. You don’t have to make love to every male on board just to prove you’re Venusian. You ought to hear some of these Earth Lotharios snicker behind your back.”


  She pretended to misunderstand. “No make mad with La-ura Lu! Laura Lu love big Earth Capitan—want him love her too.” And then he would have to thrust away the clinging arms she twined around him.


  He took to prowling the decks at all hours—angry with her, angry with himself, angry with the whole mission. And one night he stumbled back to his stateroom, sickened and shaken, knowing that his whole world had toppled about his ears.


  He had been standing near the companionway when he heard a gurgling laugh. A stateroom door had opened and he glanced toward it in time to see an Earthman giving an impassioned farewell kiss to a green-tinted Venusian girl. She giggled again, tore herself away, and ran past Harlan clad in the flimsiest of negligees. Crowding into the obscurity of the cross passage, he watched her trip lightly to the deck above. Then, feeling very sick, he stumbled toward his own quarters.


  Unmistakably, the girl was La-ura Lu.


  And he knew the stateroom from which she had emerged. It was occupied by an Austrian trader—a boldly handsome fellow of whom Harlan had warned the Princess, “Look out for him. He’s unscrupulous and dangerous. What we call a ‘lady killer’. A self-respecting Earth girl wouldn’t trust herself alone with him.”


  Well, he was wrong. An Earth girl had given him the lie. He had been struggling desperately to keep alive his ideal—to excuse Cleo on the grounds that she acted a part of necessity. But now his vision lay in shattered fragments around his feet. In an agony of disillusionment, he buried his head in the pillow of his narrow couch and groaned.


  Thereafter, he avoided the Princess more than ever. The girl he had been ready to defend—Cleo Spahr—had ceased to exist. She never had existed, save in his imagination. Seeing her in this new, devastating light, he could no longer think of her as a brave girl who volunteered for a dangerous mission because she loved her world. Her motives were more nearly those of the lecherous males who boarded the vessel. This was her chance to indulge in the freedom and license which she envied Venusian girls.


  A day or so later, Kenneth Oakes made a comment which, if it had been uttered earlier in the voyage, would have brought Harlan’s fist smashing into his face: “That Princess—pretty hot stuff, isn’t she?”


  Harlan’s only response was a grunt.


  “Can’t say I’d mind exchanging jobs with you.”


  “You’d be welcome,” was the bitter retort.


  Desperately, Harlan longed for the conclusion of the voyage, for an end to the whole undertaking. A man can take just so much.


  TWO MORE days to go, and now Venus loomed, a great shining disk, against the blackness ahead. Although the cloud envelope surrounding the planet was not so heavy as had been thought by early-day astronomers, still it was sufficient to obscure the planet’s land markings. Not until the vessel circled beneath this cloud layer would the contours really be visible.


  Anxiety concerning the climax of the mission now returned to vex Harlan. Regardless of personal feelings, he had his duty to perform. Moreover, he would have to play up to the supposed Princess from now on. Sufficiently, at least, to give her an outward excuse for demanding his company.


  He encountered her on the deck as she was reading a radiogram. At his approach, she rolled the flimsy paper into a ball. “La-ura Lu lonely. Big Capitan no come thee La-ura Lu any more,” she pouted. The wadded paper slipped from her fingers.


  He planted his foot on it and replied sardonically, “I don’t think you’ve lacked for company.”


  Her eyes were on his foot. “La-ura Lu drop paper. Give La-ura Lu.”


  He frowned. She must have dropped it purposely, in order to give him an opportunity to learn its contents. Now, by calling attention to it, she was foiling her own plan. He did not move his foot.


  She pushed him away, declaring petulantly, “Want paper.”


  He bent down, retrieved the pellet, and seemingly pressed it into her extended hand. Perhaps this was her object—to create an opportunity for him to pick up the message.


  If she had closed her fingers and pretended to hold the wadded ball, the by-play would have been convincing enough to satisfy any observer, But she stared as if unbelieving at her empty palm.


  “No give La-ura Lu paper!” she cried angrily, her cat-eyes narrowed to mere slits. “Play trick on La-ura Lu. No like.”


  Abruptly, she turned and called to the Venusian sentry loitering near the head of the companionway. The guard approached hostilely and seized Harlan’s hand. Bewildered, Harlan allowed him to snatch the pellet of paper and give it to the Princess. She turned and ran to her cabin.


  Dumbfounded, Harlan made his way down the companionway.


  OF ONE thing he could be certain.


  Cleo must have a purpose in acting as she did. The only explanation he could conceive was that she wanted observers to think there was antagonism between them. She had staged a convincing demonstration for this purpose. Yet, if it was necessary to go to such extremes, she must have a reason to feel that she was suspected. He groaned. Now what were they up against?


  His next encounter with Kenneth Oakes gave him an idea.


  “We must be close to landing,” he remarked. “The Princess received a radio message not long ago. That means we’re within receiving range for direct radio impulses, I suppose.”


  “Have been for the last couple of days,” Oakes informed him. The technician glanced at his watch. “How about meeting me for a game of tafoo after I get off duty?”


  When, some hours later, Harlan went to the game room, he found Oakes sitting at a table waiting for him.


  “Pm very much a beginner,” Harlan remarked, as he sat down.


  “I’m no expert myself,” laughed Oakes. He took a notebook from his pocket and tore out a couple of leaves. “It helps if you tabulate your moves as you go along. Try it.”


  Harlan accepted the proffered slip of paper and they began playing. Tafoo, which holds about the same place of esteem on Venus that chess does on Earth, and somewhat resembles it, is an intricate game, taxing the resources of skillful players. Harlan had learned the rudiments from Kola Koom, but he was still no match for a fairly experienced player. It required only a few minutes for Kenneth to develop a winning combination which enabled him to cry “Tafoo!” in triumph.


  Harlan rose. “Guess I’m not in the mood for games today. But thanks for the lesson.”


  “Keep the record of your game,” Oakes remarked. “You can learn a lot from studying your mistakes and letting the lesson soak in.”


  Later, in the doubtful privacy of his stateroom, Harlan examined the scrap of notebook paper on which he had kept his record. He had no doubt that it contained some response to the request implied when he mentioned that the Princess received a message. “Let the lesson soak in,” Kenneth had remarked. That must mean—”


  Stripping to the waist, Harlan filled the basin in his tiny lavatory. Under cover of laving his face, he dropped the notebook page into the water. The blank side of the sheet was no longer blank. The submerged message burned into his brain as if inscribed in letters of fire.


  19485-*-40: Gracious Highness: Planetary council requests summary of your conclusions after completing Luna assignment. Reply code 6-86.


  + -825


  + -825: Area definitely undeveloped, of little military importance. Advise Planetary council delay Terra negotiations pending detailed report to be rendered you in person.


  Operative 19485-*-40


  The words swam before Harlan’s eyes. The shock of their impact was like a physical blow. But for his grip on the edge of the basin, he would have slumped to the floor. This was treason! The ultimate betrayal of a trust—the betrayal of one’s own world. No wonder she had refused to let him see the message. Even then, she was planning to send the reply.


  Cleo couldn’t be doing this thing. It was inconceivable. She—


  LIKE A searing flash of lightning, enlightenment burst upon him. Cleo? Of course Cleo couldn’t be doing this! Impossible as it seemed, the girl who sent this message was the real Princess. The green-tinted maiden who had become so strangely uncooperative—who called a sentry to wrest from Harlan the radiogram she did not wish him to see—who visited strange men in their staterooms—was not Cleo. How could he have been so blind?


  Contradictory emotions surged over him. Relief at the rediscovery of Cleo. It wasn’t Cleo who had so brazenly flouted Earth conventions or Cleo who had turned against him. Dismay. What, then, had happened to Cleo? Something unforeseen and dreadful. It had happened, moreover, right under his eyes. Under the eyes of him whose sacred duty it was to protect her.


  Could it be that Cleo never entered the vessel? His whole being rejected this theory. At the outset, there had been an unspoken understanding between them. She had smuggled the death-ray capsule aboard and into his hands. She had been as disturbed as he was at the ominous delay when they arrived at the Moon.


  After the departure from Luna—he was less certain. The substitution could have been made—must have been made—during that pause. The real La-ura Lu toured the Lunar fortifications. How else could she have been so definite in her radioed message?


  All this now was beside the point. What had become of Cleo? He must find her. But how?


  The only ally he could count upon was Kenneth Oakes. The difficulty involved in appealing to Oakes for help was that he was still probably under constant surveillance. As an Earthman, no doubt Oakes also was closely watched. Nevertheless, after crushing the immersed paper to pulp, Harlan hunted up the technician. He found Ken in the game room, idly watching two Venusians locked in combat over a tafoo board.


  After a single glance at Harlan’s face, Kenneth suggested, “Come up to my stateroom. I’ll dig up those tafoo books I promised to lend you.”


  His stateroom proved to be a cubbyhole on the ninth level. When they had crowded into it, he closed the door. “All right,” he said, crawling onto his bunk so that Harlan might sit on the stool, “what’s up? Your face looks as if you’d been through an outpost of hell. We can talk here.” Harlan glanced around apprehensively. “You’re sure?”


  “I’ve combed it for listening antennae, and I’ve rigged up a detector that would tell me if any were installed. What’s on your mind?”


  “Plenty.” Without reservation, Harlan told all that had transpired up to the reading of the enlightening messages which revealed that the whole counter-espionage plan had miscarried.


  KENNETH LISTENED gravely.


  “It’s worse than I thought,” he acknowledged. “When you gave me a hint that you’d like to get hold of whatever message the Princess received, I remembered seeing Haj-mablo at work with the code book. While he was off duty, I unearthed those originals from his desk. It was a break that they went through coding and decoding, because I’d never have been able to get hold of the actual messages as transmitted.” He pondered. “You think this Earth-girl, Miss Spahr, may still be on board?” Harlan rejoined despondently, “I don’t even know whether she’s still alive.”


  “They’d probably let her live,” Oakes surmised. “They’ll want to question her—get what information they can—by any means possible,” Harlan winced. “By any means possible—a euphemism for torture.”


  “We’re up against a plenty tough proposition,” Oakes admitted. “Parts of this vessel are out of bounds even for most of the native crew. They’ve a guardhouse, of course—I think it’s somewhere on level two. It’s the logical place to look for her, but we’d never get dose to it. Or she might be—” Oakes paused abruptly, closing his eyes in concentration. “You say the substitution was made about the time the new rocket assembly arrived?”


  “That’s the way I figure it. When I left Cleo, just before it showed up, she was worried and upset. We both thought something had gone haywire. I watched them unload the rocket tube, and my theory is that the real Princess came aboard inside of it. They smuggled her up to her cabin and got rid of Cleo all within half an hour or so.” Harlan’s voice rose excitedly. “That’s when it must have been, because when I went back to tell her we were going to make the visit after all, she was changed.”


  “How do you mean, changed?”


  “In high spirits, and all that. Of course, I attributed part of it to acting and part to relief. But there were other things.” Harlan hesitated. “Well, for example, she ran across the room naked. I ought to have tumbled then. Cleo pretended to be uninhibited, but she’d always manage to keep within bounds. That’s when it must have been, all right. Just after the new tube was transferred aboard.” He groaned.


  “How dumb I was! It’s easy to see now why they delayed our excursion. The Princess had escaped, back there on Earth, and managed to get word to the vessel when it landed. So naturally they stalled along until she arrived.”


  IN HIS despair and self-condemnation, he would have gone on talking, but Oakes checked him. “It clicks!” the technician declared. “When Om Olney—he’s chief technician—came back from getting a shot for some ailment—he told us the replacement had arrived. Olney, I might mention, is a sort of Venusian hypochondriac—always discovering new symptoms and worrying about contamination. He mentioned the rocket tube only incidentally. His real concern was that he might have been exposed to dru-hedra. Can you imagine what an outbreak of dru-hedra would mean?”


  “It’s some kind of vinffent sickness, isn’t it?”


  “Venusians dread it worse than anything. And strangely enough, it seems to originate during space flights. Some kind of a spore, presumably. It’s violently contagious and almost always fatal. The only possible way to check it is to isolate the first victims promptly, Well, it seems that while he was waiting for his shot in the hospital, Olney saw them carrying some one into the isolation ward on a stretcher, and they were so hush-hush about it that he became frightened. Naturally, if there was a case of dru-hedra on board, they’d keep it quiet for fear of starting a panic.”


  Harlan rose excitedly. His head bumped against a beam near the ceiling and he sat down abruptly. “Sure, it clicks,” he declared. “They’d give her something to make her unconscious, then hurry her out of sight. Did Olney notice whether this stretcher case was a man or woman?”


  “No. They’d covered the body with a sheet. That helped to scare him. There’s a peculiar pallor to a dru-hedra victim—something like the change in color caused by potato sickness. And its early symptoms are much the same—cramps, weakness, and nausea.”


  “I feel better already,” asserted Harlan. “The big thing is to know where she is.”


  “Sure,” responded Kenneth dryly. “All we have to do now is get her out. A mere detail.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll have to get back on the job. Here—take these tafoo books. You’ve become an addict of the game.”


  They emerged from his cubbyhole discussing one of the finer points of tafoo.


  Returning to his stateroom, Harlan spent some time ostensibly looking over the small library which Oakes had entrusted to him. But the text and diagrams were a blur before his eyes. His brain was seething with plans for rescuing Cleo—some of them wild and all of them, in the final analysis, impracticable.


  His whole being craved action, but he was sane enough to realize that a precipitate move would only endanger Cleo further. There still remained several hours before landing. Something might occur within those hours to give him a break. He decided to go down to the hospital level and look the situation over.


  AN AIR of excitement throughout the passenger decks and the popularity of observation posts attested to the fact that Venus was very close. At almost any time, deceleration would take place.


  This suggested an idea. Some constitutions were so affected by the added gravity that they needed hospital care. If he could convince those in charge that he was one of those unfortunates, the ruse would at least get him into that section.


  The presence of two armed guards at the hospital entrance struck Harlan as significant. He could not recall having noticed them during his tour of inspection with Koom early in the voyage. Why should guards be needed at this particular entrance?


  A green-tinted nurse-receptionist peered smilingly at Harlan from her window beside the closed entrance. In her approximation of English, she inquired, “You want thee thome one?”


  “Well, not exactly,” he acknowledged. “Are visitors permitted?”


  “You got permit?”


  “No.”


  “Thorry. No can do.”


  “Look here,” he began, “Eve got a weak heart. When this deceleration starts, I’ll need care. That’s why I want to get into the hospital.”


  The girl reached for a bottle and took two pellets from it. “You take kilo-tablet for heart,” she instructed. “Take two.”


  He accepted the tablets gingerly. “I think I’d better be hospitalized.”


  “Thorry.” The nurse shook her head. “Hothpital full up.”


  He peered beyond the guards, trying to ascertain where the corridors branched from the long central hall In all probability, the isolation ward would be at the far end. When the green-skinned sentries showed restiveness, he turned away. They had probably received special instructions to keep him out. Even if he drew his pistol and forced his way in, he would succeed only in giving the greenies an excuse for blasting him or putting him behind bars.


  He ascended slowly to the next level. From the dining room, which occupied the space above, he might get an idea of the hospital area.


  THE BIG room was open but unoccupied. Few would care to eat until after the deceleration. While he stood in the doorway, looking the place over, a medley of shouts and frenzied shrieking reached his ears. Although the words were Venusian, their unmistakable appeal for help brought him on the run to the swinging kitchen doors.


  There he paused, hesitating to interfere but revolted by the sight of two Venusian cooks unmercifully beating a small bus boy of their own race. The boy cowered beneath the blows, his face contorted with pain and terror, while he shrieked under the punishment. When one of the cooks picked up a long-handled basting spoon and started using it in place of his fists, Harlan stepped forward. “Hey! You can’t do that!”


  The yelling abruptly stopped, as all three looked at the intruder. Then the cook gestured with his basting spoon toward the doors, calling out something no doubt highly insulting.


  “All right,” conceded Harlan, turning away. “I’ve no business interfering. But you—” he shook his fist threateningly—“lay off that kid.”


  At this moment, the public address system blared forth an announcement. The Venusian version, as usual, was followed by its English equivalent: “Prepare for deceleration. All passengers warned to retire to their staterooms and lie down, or to find percussion chairs available in public rooms. Deceleration begins immediately.”


  The warning was repeated in various Venusian dialects and Earth languages. At the first announcement, the two cooks scurried away. The bus boy jabbered something as he pointed after them. Harlan wasted valuable moments trying to grasp what the youngster was trying to tell him.


  Abruptly, the boy ran off in the direction taken by the chefs. Harlan caught a last glimpse of him over a mountainous heap of peeled potatoes. An instant later, he became aware of oppressive weight. The deceleration had commenced.


  He lurched toward the dining-room doors, but the overpoweringly increased gravity brought him to his knees, then to the floor. He lay there, unable to move, feeling as if some monstrous pressure were forcing him through the unyielding surface.


  “I’m in for it now,” was the last thought that passed through his mind before he partially blacked out.


  He returned to full consciousness feeling as if every bone in his body had been subjected to bruising punishment. Something was running down his cheek and he put his hand there to find it covered with blood. A trickle was still running from his nose.


  When he started to lift himself by the leverage of his hands, they slipped in ooze and he plummeted into the slimy mess. The floor was covered with it. More was dripping from the table almost above him.


  IT TOOK A minute to identify the substance as mashed potato—another minute to realize that the mashing had been accomplished by gravity. The heap of peeled potatoes he had noticed before he fell was now this mass of ooze. Probably meant for the next meal to be served Terrestrial diners, because no Venusian would have risked contaminating his diet with Earth’s favorite vegetable.


  He glanced around, curious to see what havoc had been wrought. Not much, apparently. On the long range which occupied one side of the kitchen were various kettles and cauldrons, but the heat controls apparently had turned off automatically.


  While he still sat on the floor, surveying with distaste the whitish slime which soiled his uniform, he caught a glimpse of the bus boy furtively stealing across the room. The boy scurried toward the potato table, so engrossed in his purpose that he failed to see the Earth-man. While Harlan watched curiously, the boy caught up a long-handled dipper and scooped it full of potato mash. Then he ran to the range and dumped his dipper-full into one of the kettles. He was furtively returning for more when he saw Harlan.


  Instantly, the boy dropped to his knees. “Unga pewee!” he begged piteously. “Unga pewee! Na hoobla mehi.”


  Gingerly, Harlan regained his feet, “At a guess,” he responded, “you’re asking me not to tell.” A slow grin broke over his face as he surmised the truth. “I get it. You’re revenging yourself by putting potato mash into your boss’s soup. All right, boy. Unga Pewee—I won’t tell. Fact is,” he declared, “I’m going to help you!”


  He reached for a dipper and scooped it full of potato mash. “Come on, kid,” he called. “Get busy.” He ran to the range and dumped the contents of his dipper into a kettle. The boy gave a delighted yelp and joined in.


  It was more of a subconscious urge than a definite purpose that egged Harlan on—but an idea was taking shape. Potatoes made Venusians sick. If enough of them became ill, there’d be just that much less vigilance to interfere with any rescue plan he might evolve.


  The two worked feverishly, dashing from table to range and back again. The boy, Harlan noticed, paid special attention to a huge cauldron filled with what he judged from the aroma to be canadra soup, relished not only by Venusians but by Earth epicures as well.


  SUDDENLY, the boy dropped his dipper and pushed Harlan toward the door. The Earthman took this to mean that the cooks were returning. It seemed a propitious moment for him to fade from the picture.


  He crossed the dining room in record time and returned to the seventh level for a badly needed change of uniform. In those first moments of returning activity, no one seemed to notice his soiled condition. He heard a good many angry comments at the lack of time allowed passengers before deceleration began. Evidently he was not the oily person unable to reach a percussion couch.


  The vessel now was well within the Venusian stratosphere, circling the planet at a fairly low speed, preparatory to descending through the clouds. Its maneuvers would occupy some ten or twelve hours—which meant to Harlan that he had no longer than that in which to devise some desperate scheme for rescuing Cleo.


  He waited impatiently for Kenneth Oakes to complete his spell of duty. When the technician joined him, Harlan remarked, “Thought I’d better return these before we land.” He indicated the tafoo books under his arm.


  Together they ascended to Ken’s cubbyhole, where the host first took the precaution of checking walls and ceiling with the contrivance he called a detector.


  “All clear,” he observed. “Anyway, I doubt whether they consider it worth while to spy on you, now that they have things their own way. And that,” he added wryly, “is an understatement.”


  Harlan’s face fell. He had somehow counted upon Ken’s coming up with an idea.


  “You might appeal to the Terrestrial consul, after landing,” the technician said glumly. “He could demand Miss Spahr’s release—kick up a fuss. But as I see it, the Venusians merely have to stand pat. Their passenger lists and Earth’s customs records will show that no such person entered the vessel. La-ura Lu will swear that she was on board from the beginning. They can make your claims sound preposterous.”


  “What a lot of help you turned out to be!”


  “I’m merely facing facts. If you’ve got any ideas, count on me to help carry them out.”


  “Sorry.” Harlan placed his hand contritely on the other’s arm. “It’s just that—that everything looks so black. By the way, you’ll probably consider this childish, but I . . .” He described his visit to the kitchen and the dosing of Venusian food with potato mash.


  Oakes laughed immoderately. “There’ll be some very indignant greenies around here after the next meal,” he predicted. “Still, I don’t see what you hoped to accomplish.”


  “It might disrupt things a bit.”


  “Not very much. Potato sickness is disagreeable, but not serious. It causes headaches, dizziness, cramps. But the crew will go about their business pretty much as usual.”


  HARLAN SPOKE with grim determination. “Ken, I’m going to get into that hospital. I’ll do it if I have to blast the guards and all the rest of the staff.”


  “Suppose you do. Once inside, what then?”


  “I’ll break into that isolation ward somehow. If she’s there, I’ll find her.” Kenneth nodded. “Offhand, I can’t think of a surer way to get yourself knocked off—or locked in a guard room, where you’d be of no earthly use.”


  “Show me a better idea.”


  “I can’t. And for that reason only, I’m throwing in with you. It’s crazy—but we’ve got to go down trying.” He pulled a locker from under his bunk and took a blaster from it. “Anyway, we can account for a few of the greenies before they wipe us out.”


  The hopelessness of the undertaking was apparent. “I don’t want you along,” Harlan said gruffly. “I’ve got to do something, but there’s no point in dragging you into the mess.”


  Kenneth ignored the protest. “Come on,” he said. He opened the stateroom door just as a Venusian was raising his hand to knock.


  For a moment, Harlan thought the greenie had been eavesdropping. A glance at his contorted features banished this thought. The Venusian wore a uniform similar to Ken’s, but with more purple braid on it—the uniform of a technician. His skin was the hue of pale mustard. He jabbered something to Kenneth, then staggered and fell, to lie whimpering against the corridor wall.


  Ken turned a startled face toward Harlan. “This is Om Olney. He’s got it!”


  “What do you mean? Got what?”


  “The dru-hedra. You know—I told you about it. He must have caught it from that stretcher victim. I’m ordered to take his place in the radio turret.” He started in the direction leading to the turret, ran some twenty feet, then stopped. “What am I thinking of?” he demanded. “I’m going with you.”


  The Venusian raised his head. “Onga moo,” he shouted. “Onga la bru!”


  Ken seized Harlan by the arm. “Come on,” he urged. “He’s ordering me back, on the job. We’ll have to hurry, before some of the guards show up.”


  Harlan resisted the pressure. His world had toppled around him once more. “Ken, don’t you see? If that was a case of dru-hedra on the stretcher—if Olney caught it—it couldn’t have been Cleo.”


  They faced each other in dismay.


  “Well,” Kenneth responded uncertainly, “she’s somewhere. And the hospital is a good bet to start with.”


  WITHOUT a glance at the vehemently protesting Om Olney, they hurried toward the companionway. As they neared the passenger levels, they paused to listen. A confused murmur reached their ears, a wailing crowd murmur. “Funny,” observed Ken. “I wonder . . .”


  At the foot of the next flight, a girl lay prostrate, a Venusian girl in the uniform of a maid. She raised her arms in supplication.


  “Dru-hedra!” she moaned. Her skin was beaded with perspiration and had the same sickly mustard hue as Olney’s. She repeated the agonized cry, then fell back, limp and sobbing.


  Compassionately, Kenneth scooped up the miserable figure in his arms. “This kid may get us into the hospital,” he said, as if apologizing.


  On the next level, they encountered more writhing and moaning victims. Harlan picked up a cowering girl and hurried after Ken. Victims were everywhere now—some lying prostrate, some staggering along the halls or trying to pull themselves up the stairs, crowding the escalators. Wailing and lamentation filled the air.


  Even if they had not carried plague victims, they would have had no difficulty in entering the hospital. One of the sentries lay on his back, writhing with agony; the other was nowhere in sight. The receptionist’s window was vacant, but nurses were scurrying distractedly through the corridors.


  “Tell ’em we’re supposed to put these gals in the isolation ward,” Harlan muttered.


  Kenneth forced the attention of one of the nurses, speaking peremptorily in Venusian. The girl broke away, making some vehement denial.


  “She says it’s forbidden to go in there,” Ken translated. “We’ll have to find the head nurse and—”


  His words were drowned by the sudden blare of the public address system. This time, the opening announcement came in English: “Terrestrials, attention. Section 589, Interplanetary Spaceways Code, gives the commander of any vessel power to declare an emergency and order passengers into active service. Such emergency is hereby declared. There has been an outbreak of dru-hedra, a virulent disease to which your race is not susceptible. All Earth men and women are ordered to stand by. Unless otherwise indicated, your duties are to maintain order, serve as stretcher bearers, assist the stricken to their staterooms or the hospital, administer medicines which will be dispensed from stations to be set up on each level. Any who have had nursing or medical training shall report immediately to the hospital on level four. All who understand navigation, or who can serve in any technical capacity, are commanded to report to the chief officer. This is a serious emergency. Your lives depend upon willing, efficient cooperation.”


  “It’s going to be a mess,” Oakes declared. “I never saw the plague hit a vessel, but I’ve heard it’s terrible. Most of the victims are certain to die, and the rest—” A startled look came into his eyes. Unceremoniously depositing the girl he had been carrying on the floor, he said, “Let’s get out of here. I’ve something to tell you.”


  HARLAN PLACED his own burden beside the other girl and followed Ken toward the far end of the main corridor. In all probability, the isolation ward lay in that direction.


  The cross corridor was empty—a relief after the confusion through which they had passed. The moment they were alone, Ken doubled up in a paroxysm of laughter.


  “This dru-hedra!” he gasped, between spasms of mirth. “This dreadful plague!”


  Mystified, Harlan waited for him to get control of himself. It seemed a gruesome subject for merriment.


  “Don’t you get it?” exploded Ken. “It’s the potato sickness! Boy, oh boy! What a spot you’d be in if they knew!”


  Somehow, the disclosure didn’t strike Harlan as funny. He felt almost frightened at the havoc his prank had wrought.


  “If your idea was to disrupt things, you’ve succeeded. So the person under that sheet wasn’t a dru-hedra victim and, by Jupiter, there’s the isolation ward.” He pointed to a closed door at the end of the passage.


  “How do you know?”


  “Perhaps because I’m psychic. Also because the little sign over the door says so. Well, we’re here, now what?” He tried the door; it was locked. “At a guess, I’d say it’s made of durulium.”


  Already, Harlan was racing back along the corridor. “Come along. I’ve an idea.”


  By this time, a guard had been reestablished at the hospital entrance. Two armed Venusians and one burly Earth man held back a screaming mob of tottering, swaying sick people who clamored for admittance. “Hospital’s full!” the Earthman roared futilely. “Can’t you greenies understand English?”


  Harlan and his companion managed to work their way through the mob. The escalators were jammed. They made better time by dashing up one companionway after another. Breathless, they arrived at the door of Princess La-ura Lu’s cabin.


  A terrified maid barred their way. They brushed her aside. “Tell her we’ve been commanded to take her mistress to the hospital,” Harlan called. Without ceremony, he entered the royal sleeping chamber.


  Princess La-ura Lu was very sick. The mustard-like pallor was woefully unbecoming to her, and the look of fear on her face would have awakened pity if Harlan had taken time to observe it.


  “Dru-hedra!” she moaned. “La-ura Lu die. Oh, Captain, no let La-ura Lu die. No wanna die!”


  “That’s why I came, Princess,” he assured her. “Take it easy. We’re moving you to the hospital.”


  HE TUCKED a downy coverlet around her and lifted her to his shoulder. They left the apartment, followed by the distracted maid. Somewhere in the descent toward the hospital level, the maid disappeared, very likely struck down by the dread affliction.


  On the sixth level, they found a stretcher and deposited the Princess on it. The lower levels were jammed with sick and frightened Venusians, but even so, the announcement, “Make way for the Princess La-ura Lu,” called loudly by Kenneth in their language, cleared a path. It opened the portals of the hospital. The Earthman was no longer there, but the Venusian guards were still holding back the crowd, although they looked as if they expected each moment to be their last.


  “Those boys haven’t eaten yet,” commented Ken. “That must be why they’re still on their feet.”


  “Insist upon taking the Princess to the isolation ward,” Harlan urged. “Tell them it’s orders from the high jumbleorum.”


  No one paid any attention to them as they carried the Princess down the main corridor and thence to the door of the isolation ward. They deposited the stretcher on the floor while considering the next step. La-ura Lu raised her head inquiringly just as a nurse, with a bunch of keys dangling from her wrist, hurried toward them.


  “This is your room,” Harlan told the Princess. “Tell the nurse you’re supposed to be taken in there.”


  There followed a somewhat hysterical three-cornered conversation between La-ura Lu, the nurse, and Ken. The general trend was clear enough. The nurse had orders to admit no one to that section, and she intended to obey. Oakes shrugged, then stepped behind the nurse. He had raised his blaster for a blow which would certainly have stilled her tongue, when she swayed, clapped both hands to her head, and fell to the floor, screaming the dreaded word, “Dru-hedra!” Pocketing his weapon, Kenneth bent over the nurse and slipped the keys from her wrist. A moment later, he had the door unlocked.


  The isolation ward consisted of a small antechamber opening into three separate rooms. Two were empty. In the third lay a green-skinned girl. Harlan’s heart gave a leap of exultation, for the girl was a living replica of the Princess.


  LIVING? FOR a moment, he feared she wasn’t. She gave no sign of awareness when he burst into the room. Her eyes were closed as if in sleep. But she breathed.


  “Drugged!” muttered Ken. “Let’s make the switch and get out of here.” A moment later, they emerged, bearing the stretcher, and locked the door.


  The stricken nurse had dragged herself to the entrance of the passage. Ken pushed the keys into her hand with a. word of assurance.


  “I told her we’d decided to take the Princess back to her own quarters,” he explained. “She might have tried to raise an alarm.”


  Unopposed and unquestioned, they carried Cleo back the way they had come. What were two stretcher bearers among so many? The chaos seemed to be increasing rather than diminishing.


  Harlan grimly shouldered his way through the victims. Strange how a simple allergy could be augmented by fear until it became a major disaster. It wouldn’t be surprising if some died of it; they were frightened enough. Devoutly he hoped they wouldn’t; he already had enough on his conscience.


  The maid was nowhere in sight. This was fortunate, because Harlan noticed, as soon as they deposited Cleo on the Princess’ bed, that her own blonde hair color showed plainly at the roots, and patches of white Earth flesh were in evidence on her scalp and around her eyes and mouth.


  “We’ve got to bring her to,” he said tensely. “What do you suppose she’s drugged with?”


  “No telling. I’ll see what I can learn from one of the medical dispensaries.” Ken returned in a few minutes. “Found a station manned by one of their own medicos,” he reported. “He hasn’t been attacked by the plague and he’s putting two and two together—attributes it to having been so busy attending a patient that he had no time to eat.”


  “You mean he’s caught on?”


  “No, he took another angle. Thinks dru-hedra must be caused by food contamination. He’s going to have everything in the kitchen analyzed after they land.”


  “Oh, oh!”


  “Yeah, he’s in for something of a shock. But that’s beside the point. I told him our patient had taken an overdose of something—we didn’t know what. He gave me a restorative that’s supposed to counteract the effects of the more common sleep-producing drugs. Has to be administered hypodermically.”


  Gingerly, he thrust the hypodermic needle into the girl’s arm and pressed the plunger.


  THERE SEEMED no immediate effect. They watched the regular breathing of the green-tinted sleeper for several minutes. Harlan’s hopeful expression faded.


  “Give it time,” Ken counseled.


  The words had scarcely left his lips when Cleo gave a shuddering sigh and opened her eyes. She saw Harlan looking down at her and smiled.


  “What is this?” she asked. “You look as if—” A startled memory froze the words. “Goodness! I forgot. I’m supposed to be the Princess. Or—am I?” She sat up, looking in some confusion at her green-hued hands.


  At that moment, more than anything in the world Harlan wanted to take her in his arms and pour out the love and relief that flooded his heart. The presence of Ken restrained him. But his voice was husky with relief. “Look, Cleo, we haven’t much time. I’ll bring you up to date.” He told her all that had transpired as he knew or surmised it. On her part, she had little to tell. “I was waiting for you—wondering what could have happened to change their plan about having me visit the Lunar fortifications—when Kola Koom came to my door. There were two other officers with him. I started to ask a question; just as Koom jabbed something into my arm. I don’t . . . remember anything else. Has it actually been twenty-nine days?”


  “We’re about to land,” Harlan responded.


  “Then,” she exclaimed excitedly, “it’s not too late. I can still do what I set out to do.”


  “Too late for that,” Harlan reminded her. “The message La-ura Lu sent to the headquarters guy—this plus-minus 825—spilled the beans.”


  “But I can claim it was a mistake.”


  “You could,” Kenneth interposed, “except for the fact that the real Laura Lu is going to recover from her stomach upset in a few hours and stir up quite a fuss.”


  CLEO SANK back against her pillow. “Oh,” she said, in a deflated voice. “Yes, I see.”


  Kenneth and Harlan looked at each other uneasily. The implications of the situation were all too clear.


  Ken abruptly started for the door. “Go ahead with your plans,” he said. “I’ll guarantee that the Princess won’t interfere.”


  Harlan let him go. He had business with Cleo which couldn’t wait any longer. But he caught up with the other at the foot of the companionway.


  “Keep out of this, Ken,” he said gravely.


  “Go back to Cleo. She needs you.”


  “Nothing doing. It’s my job—not yours.”


  Both glanced up as Cleo, clad in one of the Princess’ charming negligees, came running down the companionway.


  “Could you get a message off to this plus-minus 825? Tell him I’m sick with the plague and quarantined, so he’ll have to meet me at the spaceport—that it’s imperative.”


  “I can try,” Ken replied. “Things are no doubt disorganized in the radio turret.”


  “Then—please do. Meanwhile, I’ll get to work on my makeup.” She hurried back to her cabin.


  Harlan allowed himself a wry smile. “Okay, Ken. You’ve got your job mapped out. I’ll do mine.”


  Kenneth shrugged. “I guess you win.”


  On this note, they parted. Harlan descended to the hospital level.


  By this time, most of the victims had been taken to their staterooms; a small part jammed the hospital. Panic was evident in the eyes of the green-skinned passengers who had thus far escaped. The Terrestrials had risen to the occasion and were doing a good job of restoring order. Harlan overheard a paunchy businessman boasting of their accomplishment.


  “When there’s a real job to be done,” he announced pompously, “takes an Earthman to do it, every time. Where’d these greenies be if we hadn’t jumped in and taken hold? Even their captain is down with the plague. D’you know, they’ve got practically a whole crew of our men up there in the control room bringing this ship to a landing? Ten to one, they’ll do a better job of it than the greenies themselves.”


  The hospital had been taken over by competent Earth women. Only one Venusian nurse remained on duty. But the green sentries were loudly in evidence. As Harlan approached, they seemed to be engaged in an altercation with one of the ship’s officers, who shouted them down in frenzied Venusian.


  THE OFFICER’S voice struck Harlan as familiar. Just as the guards succumbed to his threats—and admitted him to the forbidden precincts, Harlan recognized him. He was Kola Koom.


  The Lieutenant looked dreadfully sick. His moisture-beaded skin had taken on the prevailing mustard hue, and he staggered from weakness. But his determination triumphed over physical misery. He ran purposefully toward the far end of the main corridor.


  Alarm seized Harlan. If Koom saw the Princess now—discovered the substitution—it would be all up with Cleo.


  “Stop that man!” he shouted to the guards. “He’s—” Abruptly realizing that they could not understand, Harlan called to a nurse: “That officer—just turning the corner—he’s dangerous. It’s gone to his head—the sickness. Tell the guards to bring him back.”


  The Earth girl looked startled. “I can’t talk their lingo any more than you can,” she protested.


  Without thought of their weapons, Harlan thrust the guards out of his path and dashed after Kola Koom. The Venusians, after a moment of bewilderment, pursued him. Several nurses followed in their train.


  In the passageway leading to the isolation ward, Kola Koom had cornered a volunteer nurse. “The keyth!” he demanded—and his lapse into the Venusian lisp betrayed the agitation under which he was laboring. “Give me keyth!”


  “I haven’t any keys,” the Earth girl retorted, half frightened, half indignant. “You’re sick. If you want medical attention—”


  Kola Koom swung abruptly as Harlan, followed by guards and nurses bore down upon him. He bared his teeth. “The Earth Capitan!” he sneered. “Capitan Drake, I glad you here. You will witness final act of dying man. I have dru-hedra—I am doomed. But before I cash in checks, two thing I have to do. Number one thing is tell you how I despise all Earthmen. Number two thing—” his voice rose to a shriek “—you thall witneth!”


  He staggered to the door of the isolation ward, drawing his blaster. The guards cowered back, but it was not at them that he aimed the weapon. Before Harlan realized his purpose, he turned the devastating blast of pure energy on the door lock, which seemed to melt away like butter before its searing power.


  Harlan had drawn his own pistol. As Koom plunged into the ward, he was a scant few steps behind. But when Harlan and the guards reached him, Koom was gazing down with gloating fury at the still form on the bed. His death-dealing weapon had done its work.


  A WAVE of sickness swept over Harlan. The Venusian Princess had been beautiful in life. That beauty was tragically marred. The energy ray had raked diagonally across her face and breast, leaving a deep, blackened scar. As a green fluid oozed from the edges of the scar, he shuddered at how easily it might have been Cleo who lay there, her flawless body scorched to a lifeless husk. As from a distance, he heard the shrieks of nurses and the guttural exclamations of the guards.


  “That,” Koom snarled, his face contorted with hate, “is what all Earth spies deserve! It is fate I should enjoy give you, Capitan Drake, but you are reserve for more extreme punishment after vessel land. You learn what it mean to . . .” His voice trailed off. He turned to look again at the still figure on the bed. The green blood oozing from her blackened wound had struck him suddenly with its significance.


  “This no Earth girl!” he exclaimed. “This girl—” He raised his pistol. “You do thith!” he shouted in baffled fury. “Where you take Earth girl?”


  One of the guards seized Koom by the arm. That was a mistake. He received the full force of the Lieutenant’s blaster. The other turned and ran, “I kill you all!” Room shouted as the screaming nurses jammed the door in their effort to escape. “You all Earth spies! I kill—” The Venusian Lieutenant collapsed to the floor as Harlan’s blaster delivered its charge.


  He glanced once at the lifeless Princess, then pushed his way through the group of frightened nurses. “I ask you to bear witness,” he said sternly, “that this man was a homicidal maniac who had to be shot down for the safety of yourselves and the passengers, He’d already murdered the Princess and a guard.”


  THREE HOURS later, the Uno-canabe made its landing. Considering that it was maneuvered by Earthmen unfamiliar with Venusian controls, the landing was a noteworthy job. An immediate quarantine was clapped on the vessel. Terrestrials, it was announced, would be allowed to leave within a few hours, but must pass through a series of fumigation and sterilizing cells. All Venusians who might die from the disease—and thus far few deaths had been reported—would be incinerated within the vessel. Survivors, if any, would eventually be permitted to land, after due processing in the fumigation chambers. The plague-ship itself would probably be destroyed.


  Shortly after this announcement, Harlan encountered the swarthy green bus-boy who had instigated that momentous debacle of kitchen mischief. The boy dropped to his knees imploring, “Unga pewee! Unga pewee!”


  Harlan winked broadly. “Unga pewee!” he repeated reassuringly. “You bet your life, kid, I won’t tell.” He touched a warning finger to his lips and grinned, whereat the boy broke into an answering grin and ducked away, no doubt vastly relieved in mind.


  Cleo and Harlan could have been among the first passengers to leave when the fumigation chambers had been set up and sealed to the exit ports, but Cleo obstinately refused to depart until her purpose had been accomplished.


  “I assume you realize,” Kenneth Oakes warned, “that you’re skating on thin ice. It won’t be long before everybody begins to recover from this attack of supposed dru-hedra. And what if word gets around that there’s a live Princess La-ura Lu in her cabin and a dead one in the hospital?”


  Cleo smiled sweetly. “Surely you don’t imagine I’m going to report to Uncle that I came all this way only to fail here at the last? You may do as you like, but I’m waiting for the big chief of the Venusian Intelligence Service.”


  “He’ll never show up,” Oakes predicted. “You couldn’t get a greenie to board this vessel if you offered him an aguna pehrlin—which means just about the equivalent of ten million dollars.”


  But he underestimated the fortitude of the Venusian Intelligence Service. Some four hours after the landing, a visitor for Princess La-ura Lu was announced.


  Immediately, her cabin became a scene of bustling activity. None of this was apparent, however, when + -825 made his impressive arrival.


  THE VENUSIAN was tall—taller than the average of his race. This, and this alone, could be told of his appearance. He was accoutered in a baggy space garment which swathed him from head to foot. His breathing was accomplished through a branching tube connected with a tank resting across his shoulders. Even thus protected from the contamination of dru-hedra, it must have required a high order of courage for him to board the vessel.


  Looking very solemn, Captain Drake and Technician Oakes extended greetings to the distinguished visitor. Oakes explained that the Princess was close to death, being not only in extremis from the dread dru-hedra, but from blaster wounds inflicted by a maniac.


  “Tell him,” Harlan instructed, “to make his interview as brief as possible, because she is heroically drawing upon her last reserves of strength.”


  The reply, which came in sepulchral amplification from the head-piece, assured them that the Venusian deeply appreciated the courage and loyalty of the Princess La-ura Lu. For reasons which Earthmen could not be expected to comprehend, it had become necessary for him to risk his own life in order to receive her dying statement.


  Ponderously, + -825 trod to the doorway of the bedroom—but he stopped there, as if thus far and no farther would his courage sustain him. Through his viewplate, the Princess must have looked convincingly moribund. Cleo had managed to bleach her skin to the characteristic ghastly hue of a plague victim, and the seared edges of a blaster wound across one side of her face had been simulated with paint.


  In a strained, faint voice, she spoke to her visitor. From behind the elephantine bulk of the space suit, Oakes whispered for Harlan’s benefit, “She’s putting him on the defensive. Unable to see his face, she demands identification—passwords. Plus-minus is falling over himself to convince her that he’s who he is.”


  As if satisfied, the girl called out something in a peremptory voice. Oakes grinned. “She says for us to scram. What she has to say is for his ears alone.”


  THEY WAITED outside the cabin door until, staggering under the weight of his space-suit—or perhaps under the important information he carried—the Venusian emerged. The two Earthmen accompanied him to the exit. Before leaving, he informed them, in accents choked with emotion, that the Princess La-ura Lu had performed a service beyond understanding, which would be reflected in the peaceful relations of the two worlds for generations to come. Her courage and self-sacrifice would go down as unparalleled in the annals of Venusian history.


  “Perhaps,” Kenneth remarked philosophically, after translating this tribute, “the real Princess didn’t lose her life in vain.”


  Cleo gave them a hasty resume of the interview. “I became very indignant when I learned of the false radiogram which had reached him in the Princess’ name. My wording had evidently been distorted by some traitor or spy, with intent to plunge Venus into a losing war with Earth. He’s promised to institute a searching investigation. I described the Lunar fortifications in terms which would have gladdened Uncle’s heart. Plus-minus was deeply impressed. He decided on the spot to recommend that Venus lose no time in signing the ninety-nine year treaty. He’ll tell the Planetary council that the terms are most reasonable, in view of Earth’s commanding power. And now, if you boys will give me a little privacy, I’m going to squirm out of this sickening green envelope.”


  The decision was reached to leave the Princess’ body in the hospital, “If the question comes up, Plus-minus will assume she was taken there after he left,” Oakes reasoned. “Discrepancies in accounts of the guards and nurses will be laid to the general confusion.”


  In expectation of being challenged at the embarkation gate, a fictitious name for Cleo had been concocted, and a fairly plausible story to account for its not being listed on the passenger rolls. But the exits were still in charge of Terrestrial volunteer workers, and no questions were asked.


  THAT EVENING, the trio—Cleo Spahr, Captain Harlan Drake, and Kenneth Oakes—regaled the Earth consul-general, Blaine Phillips, with the highlights of their story.


  “Sounds fantastic,” Phillips declared. “And while you young folks were having your fun, maybe you think I haven’t been sweating it out. Kept my staff busy decoding messages from John Angstrom. He really suffered, young lady!”


  “Poor Uncle!” Cleo exclaimed compassionately.


  “He’s on the point of impeaching himself and resigning as Earth’s defense commissioner on account of the mess he figures he made of things. He’s convinced that Miss Spahr must be dead—or facing hideous torture. Also holds himself responsible for the unpardonable error of admitting a spy to the Lunar fortifications. It’ll jar him out of a year’s growth when I report that you’re on your way home after succeeding beyond his wildest hope.”


  “How the devil did they let the real La-ura Lu slip through their hands?” demanded Harlan.


  “Pie takes the blame for that, too. Apparently this girl was a pretty slick chicken. They were keeping her under temporary detention in her apartment at his residence, with four men on guard—alternate shifts. That’s where he made his mistake. They should have been women. La-ura Lu staged a little party, slipped the guards what our ancestors used to call a Mickey Finn—some potent Venusian drug—and that was that. She got in touch with her own consulate and they shipped her to the Moon wrapped in a repair part. Now, about getting you home—”


  “I’d like to have you use your influence to get me transferred to an Earth vessel,” interrupted Oakes.


  “That shouldn’t be difficult. The North Star blasts off tomorrow . . .” Harlan listened only with a fragment of his mind. He was thinking how wonderfully sweet Cleo looked, her true personality no longer buried under an alien skin and alien mannerisms. Almost, he had lost belief in her reality. But here she was, the embodiment of all he held desirable. Until now, there had been only a few brief kisses—snatched in those last hours aboard the liner. He reddened, suddenly aware that the Earth Consul was speaking to him.


  “I said,” repeated Phillips, “that I trusted you wouldn’t mind.”


  “Mind what?”


  “Waiting over until the next Earth liner leaves, in thirty days. This South American importer and his wife were under obligations to me and gladly gave up their reservation on tomorrow’s vessel for Cleo; but there isn’t another vacancy.”


  Harlan’s face clouded. He had been looking forward to that return voyage on the same vessel with Cleo.


  She answered before he could frame a reply: “But—that’s dreadful! Did you say the reservation was for the importer—and his wife?”


  “True; but . . .” the Consul coughed with embarrassment, “unfortunately, it’s a single cabin.”


  “If I’m not mistaken . . .” Cleo’s face was flushed . . . “you’re empowered to perform marriage ceremonies.”


  “Certainly.”


  “Then . . .” her eyes were averted, but her hand sought Harlan Drake’s “. . . what are we waiting for?”


  WELCOME, STRANGER!


  Alan Barclay


  Our first contact with alien intelligence may not be humanoid—and it may be so alien that we would want to destroy It.


  LEFAUX is rather a tiresome character. He is a throwback to the twentieth century, the age of hustle and bustle, and go-getting, when everyone worked and worried so hard that they got digestive troubles and bloodpressure . . .


  I lay back in my comfortable chair, thinking pleasant idle thoughts while Lefaux fulminated. He had, according to his standards, some reason to be annoyed, for it was over three weeks since I had received his summons calling me back from America. Lefaux, in addition to being a World Councilman, was the owner of the international paper that printed my stuff, and paid me the wherewithal to buy my bread and butter (and a certain amount of jam besides). My stuff was good stuff, and I had a reputation; I was Foyle, the traveller, the super-reporter, but at the same time if Lefaux should ever decide not to renew my contract (he could cut my broadcaster value too), I might find life rather less pleasant than it was at the moment.


  So I didn’t walk out on him; I let him talk.


  “You’re typical of this age of cotton-wool—no worries, no want, no hunger, no enemies. Mild adventures which don’t even dirty your shoes; elegant flirtations—I’d be glad to meet one man with guts enough to get himself in a proper mess with a woman, or stinking drunk once in a while. It’s a plush-lined world we live in . . .”


  This went on for quite a little while. After he had worked some of the irritation out of his system, I asked:


  “Anyway, now that I’ve arrived, what do you want of me?”


  “What do I want of you?” he asked in exaggerated drawling tones, which I suppose were intended to mimic my own.


  “I’ll tell you, Foyle—oh, yes, I know you’ve got your eye on the blonde girl you were sitting beside at dinner; I know you intend taking her out in the garden and describing your solitary voyage up the Amazon in nothing more than a power launch with only one cocktail cabinet, but you’re going to sit there and hear me instead. What I’ve got to tell you will put that sort of notion right out of your head—I’ve got a new adventure for you—a real one.”


  “Do tell.”


  “My boy,” he said, grinning sadistically, “you’re going out to Venus.”


  “Can’t,” I said. “I’m over age for space. Government wouldn’t allow it.”


  “It will, this time—you’re going on a Government job.”


  “Sorry,” I said, “it’s altogether too dull and boring and primitive—one just sits for three weeks inside an old iron can eating concentrated meats and dehydrated vegetables . . .”


  “Listen, I’ll tell you why I want you out there . . .”


  Lefaux was in earnest. He filled up my glass, and leaned forward.


  “I don’t suppose you know anything about Venus, eh?”


  “Oh, yes, I do,” I quoted. “First visited 2076; Jamieson, I think the chap’s name was. Expeditions in 2079, ’83 and ’91. See the Venus Room in the International Science Museum. Photographs, geology, maps, fauna, etc. Atmosphere thin. No rotation. One hemisphere frigid. Venus Development started, let me see, 139 years ago—believe it or not, my grand-pop went out with it—the Mars Development started just after. Object: to provide space for anticipated overspill population.”


  “YOU’RE not bad, Foyle,” Lefaux admitted, “not bad, I must say. It’s hard to remember you’re educated. Mars Development has been pressed on at a much greater rate, of course.”


  “But Venus Development is still jogging along in a quiet way according to plan.”


  “Oh, yes. I don’t suppose you have the least idea what the Development consists of, have you?”


  “Oh, I suppose making homes fit for humans to live in, and so on, laying on h. and c., building breweries—I hope!”


  “Don’t be a fool—the priority job is the manufacture of an atmosphere—and the planting of earth-type vegetation.”


  “Hasn’t Venus got any of its own?—the adventure stories I used to read always talked of ‘lush vegetation’.”


  “It has vegetation, of course, but not the sort we can eat.”


  “I see. So what am I to do?”


  “Just go out there and make one of your famous reports—you’re a good reporter, Foyle, although you’re a lazy devil; you’ve got a nose for things—just go out there, see everything and everybody and come back and tell me all about it.”


  “My dear Mr. Lefaux,” I told him, “I know you too well to accept that sort of briefing—you suspect there’s something cooking. You must tell me.”


  “There’s nothing. I just have a notion that I want an independent report.”


  “Be a good chap and tell me about your notion.”


  “You know I’m on a number of Committees—particularly on population questions. Well, one of these Committees gets an annual report on the Venus Scheme. It’s pretty dry stuff; the thing’s been jogging along according to plan for years, no trouble, no worry—not even much expense, as these things go—I don’s suppose many Councilmen even read the reports.”


  “But you did?”


  “Sure,” he agreed. “I always read reports; I’m always looking for something odd or funny—and I found it.”


  “Do tell,” I urged him.


  “One of the District Managers—one of the men who work on the perimeter—sends in a recommendation that the whole Venus Scheme be abandoned.”


  “Does his opinion matter a lot?”


  “Well, it’s his livelihood, you know—good pay, good pension—why should he want the whole works abandoned?”


  “What reason does he give?”


  “The reasons are extremely quaint and old-fashioned. He says we have no right to be on that planet, and that great ill will come to humanity if we persist.”


  “Obviously gone bug-house.”


  “No. The Director says not. The Director adds he advised the man to scrap this report, but the man insisted it go forward; he’s within his rights there.”


  “Little enough to cause you to send me off on a long, painful and uncomfortable journey,” I protested.


  “I admit that,” Lefaux agreed, “but you’re going. I feel that this Venus Scheme has jogged along far too long; it wants looking into. I have a notion there’s a good story there, at least, so go you shall.”


  SO I went to Venus. The trip up to Terminus by rocket was comfortable enough, and in fact Terminus (I had visited it and done a write-up some years before) is a fascinating place. It is the threshold of space itself, this huge hollow cylinder lying about ten thousand miles out from Earth. As everyone knows, the Terminus cylinder continues to have segments added to it, and now measures nearly a mile in length. It is, quite simply, a hollow shell with walls nearly fifty feet thick. The life of the place is lived within these walls, which are a honeycomb of rooms, halls, corridors, dormitories, workshops, and recently a dance hall, a theatre and a swimming-pool. Most surprising of all, there is even a maternity ward to the hospital.


  Within the central hollow the great space ships lie cradled. There are always two or three for Mars, occasionally one for Venus, a considerable number of experimental jobs, and now and again one of the most exciting sort of all—an exploration ship. On my last visit there I had interviewed Edmund Shalston and his crew, just before he took off on his last ill-fated trip to Jupiter.


  I made my way to the Dive, where I spent my time in an agreeable manner with a number of companions of like tastes. It was a little while before anyone grasped the idea that I was on my way out to Venus. They advised me against it. They said it was a rough trip. They told me the ship (the Z49) was the dirtiest and most uncomfortable tramp afloat (they always talked about these ships as being afloat, like that), and that in any case there was nothing to see once I got to my destination.


  “It’s just like a cement works in the middle of a thousand-acre sewage farm, in the middle of whole continents of pink flannel,” I was told. I tried to conjure up in my mind a picture of the place based on this description, but the effort merely depressed me.


  The worst piece of news came last of all.


  “And of course, Jenkins, the skipper of the Z49, is crazy,” someone told me over the rim of a large glass of genuine old Scotch whisky.


  There was nothing I could do about it, of course. If I packed up and returned, I would undoubtedly lose my job with Lefaux papers—that is, unless my behaviour enraged him to the extent that he burst a blood vessel.


  MOST of my new friends and drinking companions went off on the Mars Ship. I watched it towed gently out of the dock by tugs, floating out easily and buoyantly at the end of the cables until it was thirty or forty miles off. The tugs detached, and came back. The great ship lay out there while the atomic jets hotted up, then it slid away, the pencil of flame from its orifice turning from red to white and then to blue as its acceleration built up.


  My own ship, the Z49, was brought alongside the cargo lock for loading after that. This process took fully two days, during which time I never saw the skipper and was not allowed aboard. Every time I asked about Jenkins I was told, with the most callous cheerfulness, that he was as crazy as a coot (or a March hare, or an owl or a goose). They called him Mad Harry.


  When at last I got in sight of the Z49 I found it to be quite the smallest and ugliest ship I had ever encountered, not very different in shape from a cocoa tin. It wasn’t rusty, for metals do not rust out in space, but one could see at a glance that it was the sort of tub that would have been rusty if it could have managed it.


  I crept through the lock into this thing, dragging my valise after me. It was crammed to the roof with cargo. I literally had to crawl along an alley four feet high by two feet wide to reach the control cabin.


  I remembered some of the stories I had read about space ships in my youth—I had written a few myself—I remembered the cabins, the air purifiers, the dining saloons, the flirtations that went on, and compared them with this distasteful reality. The control cabin was twelve feet long by seven feet wide, and six feet six high. To starboard there was a miniature store cupboard and to port a small compartment containing sanitary facilities of a disgracefully utilitarian appearance. For three weeks I shared this cell with a large control panel, the most magnificent electronic gramophone I have ever seen, two narrow cots, a large window looking out into the depths of space, and Mad Harry himself.


  Mad Harry was a small, bald, pink man, very fat, indeed almost globular, with tiny arms and legs. It was not in the least surprising that he was fat. He told me that he had not set foot on Earth—nor on Mars or Venus either, for that matter, for at least fifteen years. For the most part he lived in this little cell of his, never walking more than the step or two that would take him from one end of it to the other. Only rarely did he go ashore at Terminus, usually to check up his navigational data. And the folks who told me he was crazy were sure dead right.


  HIS craziness did not appear until we were some hours out from Terminus. At manoeuvring the ship he was above criticism; he jockeyed the ship round on to course with quick deft touches on the firing buttons, and we were under way in a few moments. But with the ship set on to course, he was occupied only at intervals, checking and correcting. He paid very little attention to me—sometimes he flung a word in my direction, but without expecting an answer. He talked to himself continuously, except when he played his gramophone. His instrument was one of the finest obtainable, and his collection of tape recordings probably unique. Bach was his favourite, and after that Wagner. These old masters are not my meat at all, not subtle enough, not sufficiently intricate, although they have a sort of old-fashioned dignity. But the skipper grew drunk on them. As the music swelled and throbbed in the tiny cabin, he would sit crouched over his desk, staring out into space. Once I woke after a sleep; the music was playing, swelling, soaring, thundering about my ears, and the skipper was standing by the observation window, beating time with his outstretched arms as if conducting an orchestra of the great multitudes of bright stars that blazed in the dark sky.


  He played modern stuff too; something that meant less than nothing to me, but which seemed to enthral him.


  “Magnificent,” he cried to me. “Magnificent.” He was almost in tears. “That’s Nickolai, you know; that’s his latest . . .”


  I had just heard of Nickolai, no more than that.


  “He really understands, doesn’t he?” the little man went on. “He really understands—he has been out here, of course—he made three trips with me, back and forth; he sat just here staring out at them, neither speaking nor eating for days on end—wonderful musician! Of course he’s mad, you know, mad as a hatter!”


  “That would make two of a kind,” I thought to myself, “the two of you together.”


  “I never go ashore now,” the skipper told me a day or so later. “I feel it’s a waste of time; haven’t taken leave now for four years—but what is there better than this? Some day,” he said, mostly to himself, “I’m not going back. One day I shall turn the ship aside and set it going outwards, out among the stars, and I shall sit at this window for ever . . .”


  “If you start doing any such nonsense this trip, old timer,” I thought to myself, “you’ll see stars all right—the kind that happen from a bash on the head with the fire extinguisher.”


  What with dehydrated foods, water for drink, Mad Harry, Bach, the small cabin, Nickolai repeated ad nauseam and the rather twentieth century sanitary arrangements, I was happy indeed to reach our destination without any noticeable loss of mental equilibrium.


  OUR destination was Venus Terminus, a poor man’s’ copy or utility version of Earth Terminus—without bar or bath. I waited there for a couple of days and then was taken down by rocket to Berg. This dump—that word has never been used with greater exactitude—had been originally christened Venusberg by some character without any sense of humour, but it looked so little like the original Venusberg and so much like a cement factory that people used to burst into tears every time they heard the name pronounced—so Berg it is now called by everyone.


  I wasn’t the President, nor a Chief Councilman, nor a radio star, but yet I had been sponsored by Lefaux, and rated an official welcome of the order laid on for semi-important personages—that is to say, the Governor didn’t turn out himself to meet me at the airport, but sent one of his secretaries, who was very charming. The Governor hoped I would be his guest at dinner this evening, and meet a few personages, said he.


  I said little in reply for I was finding my shore legs with some difficulty. At this time the atmosphere of Venus had been under rectification for about a hundred years and was now described as “breatheable.” This meant that it was just not too awful to bear. One walked without protection from the rocket to the waiting car which was a sealed saloon with filtration apparatus. The atmosphere purification plant still had a few years of work ahead of it. There was sufficient carbon dioxide in the air to make one feel drowsy and headachey within a short time.


  The Venus project has to run economically; it must be self-supporting as far as possible, and above all, it must function with the minimum of machinery, all of which is still imported across space at fantastic expense. There were in consequence very few aircraft, and not many private cars. The one that took me from the airport ran on locally produced vegetable alcohol, and despite the nature of the fuel, proceeded at a distressingly sober speed.


  Berg was built inside six or seven interconnected concrete domes, all of which were quite well lighted and nicely ventilated. We left the car outside in the air-lock, and finished the journey in a little open electric vehicle. The town was well lighted, and a good gentle breeze of conditioned air circulated pleasantly. There was a lot of concrete about—concrete houses, paths, shops and pillars, but to call it a cement factory was a little unfair, I thought.


  THE Governor and his friends were nice to me. They knew they would get a write-up. Their names might appear in my next book. On the other hand, they knew that should I uncover any piece of mismanagement I could turn such a spotlight upon it as would lead to an enquiry followed by a series of dismissals.


  They were a bit pathetic, these people. They tried to be proud of their work. Some spoke as if they were even fond of this dreary planet, but all the while they asked about home, about the theatre, the films, the actresses, the latest scandals. The women’s fashions were about five years out of date; they were, of course, not in reach of Earth radio or television, and saw very few films, so I spent a lot of time sketching and describing clothes for them.


  And how jealous they were of the Mars Development people! There were cars and aircraft on Mars. There was a holiday zone in the mountains. They had radio, and theatres and pleasure cruisers. Why could some of that equipment hot be diverted to Venus?


  These, of course, were the administrative staff. They lived and worked in Berg, pushing the paper around. But after a day or two I met another sort of man—the outside worker. These men (and one or two women also), worked outside the town. They travelled in sealed vehicles (they called them jalopies), did their jobs in breathing suits, and slept and ate and rested in small dome-shaped huts, each with its air filter. They came into Berg to rest and have some fun. They were the old type—the pioneers. They were rough and tough, and drank a lot—they even carried a sort of gun, a longbarrelled affair which was supposed to be a defence against a species of particularly vicious little animal, but which they sometimes used in the course of arguments among themselves.


  As I said, they drank quite a lot, which indicates the level upon which I made contact with them. I spent a few evenings with them, acquiring a lot of information and a few hangovers. They liked Venus. They didn’t want to go home to our plush-lined civilisation. They wanted to stay there, feed the ants (I learned later what that meant), come into Berg for a holiday now and then and go on a bender. All they required was that Earth should send out a greater number of drinks in greater variety, and a few actresses and other assorted women. Some of them even said they liked the atmosphere.


  Of course, the administration laid on visits for me. I was taken out to the atmosphere plant. It was an atomic-powered job, built into a mountain. Air was drawn into an immense cavern with a loud roaring sound. Somewhere in the heart of the mountain it was robbed of its CO2 and then shot out of another equally immense cavern on the other side of the mountain with a similar roaring sound. That was all. It had been running for over a hundred years, and was due to run for another hundred or so. Seventy-five men had lost their lives bringing it across, installing it and starting it up. I embarrassed my guide extremely by asking him what happened to all the CO2—he didn’t know but would look it up.


  ANOTHER gentleman explained the project to me. Having had an education, and having ears in my head which, as a journalist, I make a point of using, I was perhaps less ignorant-of the subject than he supposed, but it was nice to get the whole story from A onwards, with maps, charts, and coloured diagrams.


  “The project was conceived in 2183 . . .” he began. I’ll spare you that bit, though, and also the story of the construction of the atmosphere plant.


  “. . . the plan then crystallised into its present form,” my instructor continued, leading me to a wall-map. “Eight centres were selected on the sunward side, equally spaced one from the other—roughly, that is,” he qualified, “at which to begin land reclamation and planting. As the reclamation proceeded outward, making a steadily widening circle around each starting point, crops could be grown, sheep, cattle and pigs raised, and these can be made to support a steadily increasing population which, in turn, will cause the green circles to expand at an ever-increasing rate—as can be seen clearly from the annual rings, here . . .” he pointed to the maps.


  “I’d like to ask a stupid question,” I interrupted. “Why not feed the cattle on the local vegetation?”


  “But my dear sir—it’s unsuitable; it’s alien—it . . . well . . .”


  “I get you. Then why not just put on about a thousand power ploughs, keep ’em going night and day, plough up the whole hemisphere, and plant our own stuff? Why the slow progress—why the ever-widening circles?”


  “But, my dear Mr. Foyle—I—you must meet our biologists; come this way.”


  HE led me into another room, and rather irritably handed me over to the biologists.


  “You see, Mr. Foyle,” one of my new instructors explained, “things are not so simple as you suppose.”


  “I hadn’t supposed anything,” I objected, “I’m only asking.”


  “I see . . . I see . . . well, the situation is this—that, of course, our cattle can’t eat the Venus stuff because it’s alien. Different cellular structure, quite different—very interesting, some of it, but odd. So we must reclaim land and plant our own, and before our own vegetation will grow, the ground must be prepared.”


  “You mean cleared and ploughed?”


  “No, I don’t—though, of course, that must be done too—I mean prepared bacteriologically.”


  “Go on,” I urged him.


  “Earth-type vegetation will only grow in soil that has been prepared for it by earth-type bacteria. The particular kind we are concerned with are thermophillic bacteria. These exist in earth soils and convert mere ground-up rocks into soil suitable for absorption by the plant.”


  “So before cattle comes the vegetation, and before the vegetation come the bacteria?”


  “Exactly,” he agreed.


  “You know, you people want a publicity agent—no one on Earth knows anything of this.”


  “We rather hope you will be our publicity agent, Mr. Foyle, we sometimes feel that too little is known of our difficulties out here.”


  “Leave everything to me,” I promised. “Now, tell me—any snags—any set-backs—any headaches?”


  “Well, of course, we had one some years ago, but that has been taken care of now—that was the ant problem.”


  “Never heard of it,” I said, “tell me.”


  “There is a native insect here, usually called an ant. Needless to say, it’s not an ant, but the resemblances are quite striking; intelligent, well organised, well disciplined; behaviour patterns less inflexible than Earth ants, if anything—well, despite the differences of cellular structure and even of molecular structure in our earth-type vegetation, this ant took a fancy to it; began to swarm round the perimeters; multiplied. For a time our perimeters were in retreat. We tried everything, of course—poison spray, poison dust—all that sort of thing, all to no good. In the end, however, we hit on the ideal method. The best solution to every problem is a simple solution . . .”


  “And that was?” I asked.


  “We brought over some of our own Earth-type ants, and settled colonies of them round the perimeters—they proved to be more than a match for the Venus creatures; they keep them outside the planted areas.”


  “SO that really, on every perimeter, or on every frontier between ourselves and the native life of Venus, there is a continual unceasing war?”


  “Eh?” my informant asked. “Yes, I suppose so. That’s rather a romantic way of putting it, I suppose, but it’s quite true—of course, it’s just another example of struggle for survival.”


  “I take it, then, that these ants have fared very well since they have been transplanted?”


  “Oh yes, better than we had expected. The scheme was put up by one of my predecessors, and I understand was not highly thought of at first; everyone rather surprised that it was so successful—the ants—a certain amount of anomolous behaviour has been noted, but nothing significant.”


  “Tell me what you mean by anomolous behaviour?” I begged.


  “Ants run extremely true to type, you know—always behave according to pattern. Very regular, very systematic. Well, sometimes they don’t here, that’s all. There are times when their behaviour is, well, just what I have said—anomolous.”


  “But this doesn’t mean a thing?” I asked.


  “Not a thing,” he agreed indifferently.


  “Wouldn’t it be a funny thing,” I suggested to him, “if the two kinds of ants decided to quit fighting and get together?”


  He looked at me rather as if I were some sort of ant myself.


  “Very funny,” he agreed. “Anything else I can tell you, Mr. Foyle?”


  “Not a thing,” I answered, “not a single thing.”


  LEFAUX had sent me out here because he smelled something wrong. I respected his sense of smell. I had a very highly developed sense of smell myself, on which I depend to earn my living, but not a sniff had I got since leaving Earth. The domed towns scarcely deserved to be compared to cement factories, but were about as lacking in mystery as if they had been. The surrounding green belts, unkindly compared to sewage farms, were just extensive areas of excessively lush undulating grass—or vetches or clover—enlivened here and there, particularly on the hill slopes, with plantations of young, rather sickly trees. The third element—the red flannel—I had not inspected yet. Nor had I sensed anything wrong in the administration; no tampering with funds, no industrial or mining disasters with the numbers of fatalities suppressed. Nothing at all.


  Nothing, that is, except one thing—the ants. I was almost frightened to say even to myself that the story of the ants had stirred the short hairs at the back of my neck, and I certainly did not intend to have myself certified as a cosmic ass by describing these stirrings to anyone else. The thing was so like the stories I had read as a boy—giant ants, alien intelligences, foes of mankind—you remember the sort of thing. I believe the ant business started with a science-fiction writer of the nineteenth century called Wells. And of course these were just the ordinary sort of busy little, stupid little ants going round the same short busy life cycle as they had done for millions of years. I explained to myself that I had read too many of these stories as a boy, that my professional instincts were at fault this time, that I had been here long enough, that I had already gathered enough material to do some good articles, and that if I got back to Earth and went to Europe I would be in time for the power-pack ski-ing in Switzerland.


  After I had told myself all this I went and made arrangements to be taken out to the perimeter at one or two points to have a look at the ants.


  I INSPECTED an awful lot of ants in the next fortnight or so. I was taken out to perimeters at various points and on several continents. I lived in sealed houses. I met a good many congenial characters and drinks. I got claustrophobia wearing a breathing helmet and a number of violent headaches when I tried to do without one—and as I say, I saw an awful lot of very ordinary looking ants.


  The Venus ants were sometimes as much as an eighth of an inch in length, deep red in colour, and they built well-proportioned hives two feet or so in diameter and four feet high. At certain points on the fringe of most of the reclaimed areas these hives were dotted about the landscape rather extensively. Their inhabitants just loved our earth-type grasses. One could see them thrive and flourish on them. Wherever the local ants grew so numerous as to attain to plague proportions colonies of imported black soldier ants were deposited. These made an onslaught on every hive in sight, slaughtered the inhabitants, ate them, ate their grubs, and moved on. I saw them attack and invade one ant-heap and clear it out in about ten minutes. The ground around the foot of the heap was scarlet with the corpses of red ants.


  “What happens when our chaps find no more worlds to conquer?” I asked.


  “You mean when the red ants are all destroyed? They settle down to their ordinary ways—they don’t multiply to any great extent as the food resources of the country are pretty meagre once the red ants are gone.”


  “How long does it take the soldiers to clear an area?”


  “It varies—on the New London perimeter, where I was stationed until two years ago, we set down colonies at fifty points, equally distant. The length of the perimeter is about a thousand miles, so that each colony had to travel twenty miles to meet its neighbour. Well, they met in just over a year, which is an average rate of travel of about a hundred yards a day—and they cleared out every red ant in that strip.”


  “Busy little b——s, aren’t they?” I commented. “Nothing odd about them?”


  “No,” my informant replied, “they’re just ants.”


  “You don’t do much to keep me from starving to death, do you?” I grumbled.


  DON’T imagine I had forgotten the man who had sent in the comic report—the one who had attracted old man Lefaux’s attention by recommending that the Venus Development be abandoned. I went to see him also. He was a senior overseer of sub-professional grade, who lived on the perimeter of No. 21 area—it had no other name as yet.


  The present diameter of this area was no more than a hundred miles, but it already at one point lapped up against the foothills of a considerable range of mountains called the Woolmers. On the other side of the Woolmer Mountains lay another smallish area, No. 22. At one point the two perimeters were only about fifty miles apart.


  I met the overseer, Johnstone, and found him normal enough. He was a reserved, serious, rather mystical type of Scottish extraction, and never touched liquor. My customary line of approach was therefore closed to me. I decided upon a direct attack.


  “Mr. Johnstone,” I said, “you included a number of rather curious observations in your annual report for last year.”


  He looked at me calmly and steadily.


  “I thought you said you were a newspaper reporter,” he replied. “How did you come to see that report?”


  “I am a newspaper reporter. I never saw your report. Your remarks were quoted to me.”


  “What remarks?” he parried, still quite calmly.


  “As follows,” I said. “Quote: ‘Great ill will come to humanity if this project be persisted in, and I therefore recommend that it be abandoned forthwith,’ Unquote.”


  “I remember that, Mr. Foyle; I did write that.”


  “Would you care to comment on it?” I asked.


  “Certainly—I had an illness and a fit of depression last year—I am of Scottish-Celtic origin, and my inherited religious and mystical make-up is odd and complex. Last year during my depressive fit I got to reflecting that mankind had no business to be away out here on alien planets. I thought of those who builded a tower to reach up to the sky—the Tower of Babel, Mr. Foyle—and how they were confounded. I have now quite recovered my health.”


  He stopped in a way that was final and definite. I thought that his explanation was very reasonable, very understandable, very pat. I thought it had been delivered very fluently as if it had been prepared beforehand. I thought it was completely phoney.


  I THINK I examined every square yard of Johnstone’s territory. I saw every ant-heap, almost every ant. He assisted me in every way, and showed no desire to steer me away from anything.


  “It’s difficult to imagine any sort of sinister secret in this landscape,” he remarked to me, as we stood together looking out over mile upon square mile of rolling green.


  By now I was sure that he had something—and that he knew that I knew. I glanced towards him. He was looking over in the direction of the Woolmer hills.


  That evening I had a radio conversation with one of the friends I had made in Berg. I persuaded him to pay No. 21 area a visit, by helicopter. This took rather more doing than one might think, for there were very few of these machines on Venus, and a complicated system of priorities as to their use.


  Nevertheless he came, and took me for a little flip. To be precise, we cruised slowly back and forth along the lower slopes of the Woolmers. I lay flat on the floor, scanning the ridges and valleys through a pair of binoculars.


  “All right,” I told my pilot at last, “take me back now.”


  “Seen something?”


  “Something, yes—up in that valley. I’ll go and visit it accidental-like to-morrow morning.”


  LEFAUX put aside the sheaf of notes I had brought him, and shuffled through the photographs absently.


  “What size are they?” he asked.


  “Twenty to twenty-four feet high, average twelve feet round the base, spaced at about eighty feet intervals.”


  “Yes, yes,” he nodded, “but their intelligence, man—tell me how you are certain of that.”


  “Very well,” I said, “for the fifth time, here goes. They communicate with each other. The first ant-heap I approached sent out inmates to intercept me. They started pouring out when I was four hundred yards away. They blocked my path. I put my hand down among them. They did nothing. No bites, no stings. ‘It’ was examining me. ‘It’ found me O.K. ‘It’ passed the word along to the others—this is just a harmless newspaper guy—so the others didn’t bother to send out protective screens. They’ve got mental control over Johnstone—he is their source of information and contact with our race. He keeps people away from their valley.”


  “What for cripes sake do you mean by ‘It’ and ‘The Others’ ?”


  “Each heap is a being, an entity. They communicate with each other by telepathy. They are intelligent beings.”


  “Go on,” Lefaux urged.


  “The interior of each heap is heated. There are stale air orifices in the sides. I put my hand near one and felt a soft gentle blast of hot air flowing out. These individuals have caused bridges to be constructed—metal cables—metal, mind you—spanning the stream and hollows, so that their workers can get around. When I say bridges, let me tell you I swung on one of them and it didn’t break.”


  “But intelligence . . .?” he protested.


  “They are widening the valley. They have dammed the stream . . .”


  “All right, all right,” he waved a hand. “I believe you—matter of fact, I believed you some time back. You haven’t told me yet that you had a long chat with them by telepathy—you know, like the books say, ‘A bell-like voice sounded, but it sounded inside my head, saying “Beware, stranger! Return whence you came! This is forbidden ground” ’—nothing like that.”


  “No,” I admitted. “But they examined me. I felt or heard that I was being inspected—reckon communication could be established with them, but at that moment I was just a new phenomenon, being surveyed.”


  “I understand, so far—now, your explanation; tell me that over again, slowly.”


  “LIKE this,” I said. “Remember I asked that goof of a scientist what would happen if the red and the black ants—the Venus and the Earth types—gave over killing each other? Well, I reckon that one day they did. They got together. They’re a symbiosis. For millions of years ants have been running round in a rut, doing the same old thing time and time again. Evolution at a standstill. Taking Earth ants out there gave them an evolutionary jerk. Putting them beside the red Venus ants gave them another. They broke out of the evolutionary squirrel-cage.”


  “Yes, yes, but to be intelligent you must have a brain somewhere.”


  “They have—let me tell you. Johnstone, the loony Scotsman, told me one of his staff cut one of these ant-heaps open with a pick-axe. At the top, about two feet in diameter, was an area packed with red ants—almost solid. One red ant doesn’t have much brain, but a swarm of them of that diameter, linked together by telepathic means, may have a pretty powerful brain. Not the same sort of brain as ours, of course—different. Thinking in different ways. Getting different angles on things—but still, a brain. By the way, the others killed the man who cut that ant-heap open.”


  “And the black chaps do the work, carry out orders, eh?”


  “Exactly.”


  Lefaux shuffled the photographs, gazing at them absently.


  “What do you think, Foyle?”


  “I think this is a new and non-human intelligence. We have talked a lot about meeting new sorts of intelligence later when we get out among the stars, but here we have accidentally created one near at home. As a writer, I feel my imagination stirred. I cannot help thinking what might result from a contact between this intelligence and ours—but of course, that is mere idle speculation.”


  “You end on rather a bitter note, Foyle,” he commented. “Why such bitterness?”


  “Why?” I asked. “Surely you must see why. However interesting the possibilities may be, I know quite well what will happen to the newcomer as soon as the Council has considered my report. ‘A potential danger to humanity,’ I quoted; ‘an alien intelligence’; ‘no one can afford to take the risk . . .’ and then a gentle dusting off with arsenical smoke, or a small job of bombing, and that will be that. Finish. That’s why Johnstone has tried to keep the matter quiet.”


  “I think your guess at what might happen is a pretty shrewd one,” Lefaux nodded. “These old tabby cats, my colleagues on the Council . . . Myself I’d like to see humanity take a bit of a risk. I think the risk would stir its spiritual liver in a very salutary manner. I think contact with another sort of brain would be a darn good show. I think if these ant pals of yours were left in peace for a while, they might learn enough to speak for themselves . . .”


  He began to tear up my report. He grinned at me—a nasty grin.


  “You’re a clever fellow, Foyle. Sensitive—imaginative—you must go back and spend some time trying to strike up a conversation with these New-Arrivals.”


  THE END


  PIONEER TO VENUS


  Salem Lane


  GRATEFULLY, Jerry Lennon felt the clutch of acceleration taking hold. The weeks of weightless nausea were over, the sickening, soul-wrenching absence of gravity was going. The decelerating rockets of the Venusian-bound Stellar IV were operating.


  Nobody in the cramped little cabin spoke. Each was occupied with his thoughts. Jerry glanced at Fehler, the powerfully-built ex-boxer. What was going on in his mind? But he didn’t ask. Privacy was respected, even the privacy of keeping quiet and thinking to yourself.


  Jerry stretched back on the metalframed bunk. His cramped stomach muscles gradually relaxed as the acceleration increased. He knew they’d keep it at one grav until the landing. Abruptly, Olsen in the lower bunk sat up. He glanced at his wrist Watch.


  “Four hours to go,” he said to no one in particular.


  “I wonder what it’s like,” Jerry said, Nobody answered, so he kept quiet.


  He’d had momentary pangs of hesitancy all through the trip, from take-off that cold February morning until now. Why had he left that soft job, he asked himself, to settle in what the books called “the God-forsaken stink that is Venus?” He wasn’t really the adventurous type—but then he wasn’t an adventurer—he was a pioneer!


  The videos he’d seen of Venus had attracted him all right. There men were building a world! Jerry laughed half-aloud when he thought how dramatic the phrase sounded.


  “What’s the matter, kid?” Olsen asked suddenly.


  “Nothing,” Jerry answered, “I was just thinking.”


  “Well don’t think too hard, kid. You’re gonna work.”


  Jerry didn’t reply. He knew he was going to work. Didn’t his file state “electronician, first class?” Didn’t he know servomechanisms and remote controls like his own name? They needed mechanics of all kinds in the Colonies. Venus City was blossoming fast.


  They went through the jarring of the landing, not so different from the takeoff, and when the shock subsided, Jerry sensed the motionlessness of the rocket. He was on Venus! The communicator barked suddenly, its tinny voice filling the room with harsh sound:


  “. . . Occupants of all cabins, eight through twenty . . . attention . . . gather all personal gear . . . stow in bag and carry to landing exit port . . . you will follow assigned guards to sleeping barracks for assignments, immunization, and general orientation tomorrow. . . .”


  Jerry was as quick as his room companions, and they were all through the door into the corridor, narrow and pipe-filled, stooping and grunting, they joined other groups walking toward the exit ports, Jerry couldn’t refrain from one last glance at the little cubicle which had housed them through the trip. In a way, he thought, it was funny: they hadn’t left that space once, till now.


  Through the open port, Jerry could see a brilliant light, obviously the landing lights. Overpoweringly strong, an odor was sweeping into the ship, along the corridor. It was less an odor, than a stench, a stench compounded of fish and the sea, and fertility and decay. It was rank and malodorous, sweeping brinily and headily into your nostrils. Jerry knew that this was the “Venusian smell”—at least the old-timers called it that.


  And then he was swept in the pressing group to the debarkation ramp. He got his first glimpse of Venus. But he didn’t see much.


  Everywhere, there was confusion and noise, the shouting of orders, the clang of metal, the flicker of lights and torches. It was orderly confusion.


  As Jerry walked down the ramp toward the long low buildings which were the barracks and which would be his first home on Venus, he looked back again at the towering symbol of the rocket. The Venusian night was damp and warm and dark, the odor was everywhere and the rocket seemed to blend in with the background. Just for a minute he felt a pang of homesickness, a tiny twinge of fear—and then it was gone. Resolutely he turned his head away and marked with the group. He was a pioneer. He was a Venusian colonist. He was going to build a world . . .


  THE CUPIDS OF VENUS


  William Morrison


  Couples for the colonization of Cygnus were chosen scientifically—but love sometimes laughs at science!


  AS the men filed into the lecture room out of the fog, Makin looked around, but there was no sign that any of the women had been here. In fact, there was nothing to indicate that the women were on the same planet. His heart dropped but he hid his disappointment. As Colonel Galchek strode into the room, he assumed the same cool look of indifference the others showed.


  The Colonel stared at them, and the men quieted down. The Colonel had an idea, thought Makin ironically, that he knew how to impose discipline with a glance, but it was more probable that on this last lap of their training before the great adventure the men were anxious to learn what lay ahead of them. At any rate, they listened attentively.


  Colonel Galchek was brief. “Gentlemen,” he said, “your stay on Venus will be a short one—less than ten days. You will be forced to undergo in this brief period, hazards of the same kind you would normally face on Cygnus Beta Two in the course of years. I need hardly say that this sort of training will be invaluable. It is possible—even probable—that of the sixty men here, one or two will not survive the rigors of the course.” He looked at them coolly, as if wondering which one or two would not survive. “We shall regret all casualties, of course.”


  “The dirty liar,” thought Makin. “He wouldn’t regret a casualty if it was his own grandmother.”


  “Nevertheless, some casualties are unavoidable. And it is far better to suffer them here, where you can reveal your weaknesses while there is still time to correct them, than on a planet in Cygnus. We don’t want any unpleasant surprises there. Of the fifty couples finally selected to make the trip, we intend to have every one survive. We want the Cygnus colony to get off to a good start. We must prove that it’s livable, and that it can take the overflow of the System’s population.”


  HE paused as the men stirred restlessly. “You’re picked men and you’ve already been through severe training. Your wives have been selected just as carefully as you have. They will be fit mates for you in every respect.”


  “Are the women,” asked Makin, “undergoing the same sort of training in the final stage?”


  “Naturally. On Cygnus they’ll face the same conditions as you do. They’ll need the same preparation.”


  “Are they on Venus too?”


  The Colonel frowned. “They are, but that doesn’t concern you. You will have no contact with them until the time for departure. I should like to suggest, gentlemen,” he added acidly, “that you confine your questions to matters that concern this group as a whole. Individual problems will be taken up during your interviews this afternoon and tomorrow.”


  The men shrugged. One man opened his mouth to ask a question and then closed it, the question unasked.


  “You’ll receive your detailed schedules tomorrow afternoon, after you have all been interviewed. That is all.”


  The men broke up and went to their rooms. Makin was not tired, but he could have slept if he had wanted to, for he had conditioned himself to fall into a sound slumber upon the mental repetition of a simple nursery rhyme. And from all indications, it would be well to rest up as much as possible for the ordeal ahead of him. All the same, he preferred to stay awake and think.


  He had met the girl he knew as Women’s Group Member 47, or W 47, for short, accidentally a mere two weeks before, on completion of his space flight. She had been sent in to see her own superior officer at the time he had gone up for a psychological recheck. The elevator signal had been set for the wrong floor, and he had met her in the waiting room.


  He had known even at the time that it was hopeless, for the matings were being arranged on a scientific basis, but he had fallen in love with her completely, even, in a manner of speaking, before first sight. He had fallen in love with the shape of the back of her head, of her neck and shoulders, before she had turned her head so that he could see her face. The sight of her clear eyes, and the strong yet delicate chin had merely strengthened his feelings. He had been able to say only a dozen words to her before an attendant had discovered that he was in the wrong place, and firmly escorted him out. But in that time he had heard her voice, and the sound was part of his own existence. He was in love, and he would have one chance in sixty of getting her.


  The chance had been long, but not impossible; unfortunately, it had not come through. He had been informed only the day_ before that he had been paired with W-24, and that no change in arrangements was possible.


  The men in charge were not idiots, but they could be guilty on occasion of idiotic behavior. He would have died for W 47, and he was being assigned to W 24; some man who wouldn’t have crossed the street to save her life was going to get the girl he loved and to live with her for the rest of her life. It was stupid, it would inevitably cause trouble in the new colony, but the men in charge were not concerned with his feelings. They had their rules, and they were going to see to it that they were carried out.


  Makin cursed softly to himself. He had volunteered for colonization duty of his own accord, out of a spirit of adventure, and he had up till then accepted discipline with the belief that it was for his own good. Now he refused to accept it further. He hoped they wouldn’t force him to do it, but if necessary he would drop out of the colony. They wouldn’t like it, but it wouldn’t really hurt their plans, for of the sixty men they had certainly calculated on losing one or two. Whatever happened, however, he was going to get that girl.


  Having made up his mind about that, he said to himself, “The little birds upon the moon/ Are sad as sad can be/ There is no air,/ And that’s unfair/ To bird or bug or bee.” With the last word, he was asleep.


  His interview with the Colonel took place the following morning, and it settled things for him. The Colonel said, “You were interested in the women’s group, Mr. Makin. Is one of them on your mind?”


  “Very much so. I want to marry her.”


  “You are not satisfied with the mate assigned to you?”


  “I haven’t met her, and I don’t know anything about her. I don’t want to know.”


  “Her number, I understand, is W 24. I have her photograph here. You might care to look at it.”


  Makin looked, and said, “She’s a pretty girl. Under other circumstances, I might have liked her.”


  “She has excellent qualities. Qualities any man would like to see in his wife.”


  “Sorry, Colonel, I’m not interested. I want to marry W 47.”


  “This one?”


  Again the Colonel showed a photograph, and suddenly Makin was conscious that his heart beat faster.


  “That’s the one, sir.”


  “She’s been assigned to someone else.”


  “I think she’s in love with me too.”


  “Love? The word’s absurd. You’ll both of you change your minds before long.”


  “I don’t think we will.”


  THE Colonel said testily, “Your psychological pattern shows that you are best suited to W 24. We know what’s best for you, Makin.”


  “Psychology is not yet an exact science, Colonel. I prefer the girl of my own choice.”


  “You will take the one we choose for you. And incidentally, Makin, there is no backing out. You understand that, I think. Unless you fail to pass the tests, in which case your future is not very bright, you will be a member of the colonizing expedition. And you will be married to W 24 before leaving.”


  “Do you think that is wise, sir? I tell you frankly that I am in love with W 47. And if she is to be married to another man in the same colony of fifty couples—”


  “We have thought of that, Makin.’.’ The Colonel smiled pleasantly. “I may have neglected to tell you that there will be not one colony in Cygnus, but two. Another group of fifty couples will be going, to Cygnus Sigma Three. At the end of this present training period, you and your mate will be shipped to one colony, W 47 and her mate to the other. There will be no transport between them. You and W 47 will never see each other again.”


  “I understand, sir,” said Makin quietly. He saluted and went out, leaving the Colonel still smiling behind him.


  Down the corridor he received his training schedule and had time to study it. They were starting the men off on individual jungle trips. Each man would be supplied with a map and instruments, with enough food for a week, and with weapons that would enable him, if he were sufficiently strong and active, to cope with the fauna and flora he might be expected to encounter.


  He pored over the map, and drew certain conclusions that were not in line with the task that had been assigned him. He was expected to travel from point A to point B in seven days. The distance was short, no more than a hundred miles as the Venusian equivalent of a crow flew, but detours might be necessary and the map covered far more than a narrow strip of territory between the two points.


  If the women were undergoing the same kind of training, it was possible that they were being sent through the same jungle in an area alongside. Their starting point might be expected to be not too far away. And if he moved rapidly, not from A to B, but to the side, he might get on her trail.


  The only question to be decided was in which direction to move, right or left. He studied the map again, and noted that the jungle at the right was a little less dense. In consideration of the lesser physical strength of the women, it was possible, although far from certain, that they had been given the easier route.


  Makin made up his mind. He would move to the right and try to locate her as rapidly as possible. If he made a mistake, he would be losing much valuable time, and be forced to retrace his steps, but there was no other course open to him.


  He set off at once to the right. The sun glared down, its disc vague and enormous through a thick lens of semitransparent clouds, its rays hot and active. Some of the bluish vegetation in his path could actually be seen to grow as he looked at it, but the stalks bent away from him as he approached, repelled by the ST in which his clothes and equipment had been soaked.


  Overhead, great bird-like insects soared. One or two of them caught sight of him, swooped down and then zoomed upward in sudden fright as a sound ray from his ultra-frequency projector hit them.


  Within the first half-hour he came across a colony of the much-feared traveling fungi, which his guide book assured him were relatively rare. The entire colony began to crawl toward him when he was still a hundred feet away, and he had to destroy its cohesion with an aerosol pellet. A faintly sweetish odor filled the air, and the colony broke up into countless numbers of individual fungi, each growing and dividing, growing and dividing aimlessly, to end up an hour after he had gone as enfeebled and dying individuals, no longer capable of joining together as a super-organism which had been the terror of the animals in his path.


  He didn’t turn back to look. Five hours after the start, he stopped to eat and rest. The eating took ten minutes, the resting five. By the beam compass and path tracer on his left wrist, which gave him his position at a glance, he saw that he had covered almost twelve miles. The going was not rapid, but he was untired, and he knew that he could keep it up for a long time. He moved on.


  The clouds began to thicken and the jungle became dank and gloomy, a vast dismal cavern beneath the heavy arch of vapor. Twice he saw other men of his group, and they passed each other quickly, with the shortest of greetings, each intent upon his own problem.


  Now, if his guess was correct, he must be coming close to the area where the women would be forcing their way through the jungle. The vegetation was already more sparse and occasionally he could catch a glimpse of a large form slinking silently in the distance past the moving trunks of trees which snapped desperately at it in an attempt to secure much-needed protein.


  He turned on the walkie-talkie on his right wrist, and broadcast a signal. If he were lucky, she would be close enough to hear him and reply. But no one answered. He continued to signal from time to time for short intervals, but it was another six hours before he received a signal in return. W 34 wanted to know whether he was hurt and calling for help.


  He told her that he wasn’t, and asked if she could give him any information about W 47. She couldn’t, and he switched off once more, changing direction so that he would cut across W 34’s path without meeting her. The incident was a definite bit of encouragement. It showed that he had chosen the correct direction for the women’s test area, and that in cutting across to the right he had not dropped far enough behind to be out of contact distance.


  He had stored up enough sleep to keep going for a good twenty-four hours without getting too tired, but he did not omit necessary precautions. He stopped to eat again after the normal five-hour period, and this time he rested for twenty minutes.


  WHEN he started again, night had fallen. But he strode ahead as confidently as before, a beam from his cap casting a daylight glow around him. And at the end of the third hour, he received in response to his own signal the word he had awaited.


  W 47 said softly, “I’ve been expecting to hear from you.”


  “You cut across to the left to meet me?”


  “As fast as I could.”


  “What’s your position now?”


  She told him, and he looked at the map and clenched his teeth. Between them ran a river, a mile in width. Near the center it was several hundred feet in depth. There were deadly water-creatures hidden beneath its surface, and there was no ford where a crossing could be attempted. Nor would it be feasible to build a raft. The large vegetation was heavier than water, and could not be cut down and hollowed out so that it would float except at the cost of more time than they could spare.


  Nevertheless, they were within talking distance of one another, and that was the main thing. An hour later, they were at the river, he on his bank and she on hers. But his beam would not cut through a mile of darkness, and he knew that he would have to wait for daylight before catching sight of her.


  Colonel Galchek would have enjoyed their conversation. Makin asked gently, “Are you tired, darling?”


  “Not very.”


  “You should go to sleep. But I’d like to give myself five minutes of talking to you.”


  “Is that all?”


  “That will keep me going until morning. What’s your real name?”


  “Lona. Darling, are your eyes really green, or was it just the light in which I saw you?”


  “They’re supposed to be greenish-blue.”


  “I love them. Darling, let me hear you say my name.”


  The conversation, as Colonel Galchek might have observed derisively, degenerated into an interchange of fairly senseless, but satisfying sounds. But Makin limited himself strictly to five minutes. At the end of that time they wished each other good night and each retired to a clear spot in the middle of a clump of trees.


  The fronds recoiled desperately from their ST’d clothing and thrashed around in impotent anger. Any of the larger animals lured by hopes of a human meal would receive a ferocious welcome from these vegetable guardians.


  Makin varied his rhyme slightly, using the version that would insure awakening at the end of six hours.


  He whispered softly, “The little creatures on the moon/ Are sad as sad can be/ There is no air/ And that’s unfair/ To things that fly or flee.”


  His sleep was as sound as ever. But it did not last for a full six hours. Shortly before the awakening time he had set for himself, a shrill howling from the trees around him brought him to his feet. A long, thin constrictor plant had wrapped itself around the fronds of one of his tree-guards, and the tree was whipping back and forth in a vain effort to escape. The other end of the constrictor slipped through the space between the trees and came at him.


  His knife was out at once, and he slashed at it vigorously. But the supple bark had the toughness of steel and even the tempered blade left no more than a shallow scratch. The constrictor curled around his right arm, and from that, as he dropped the knife, slid to his body. But his other hand had already secured his heater, and the blinding flame sliced through the thin strangler with startling ease.


  The two halves of the constrictor dropped from their victims and slithered away in panic. Soon the charred ends would slough away and then, if the plant-creature were lucky and didn’t die at once, they would embed themselves in the soil and slowly grow again.


  Meanwhile, Makin rubbed his right arm, which felt paralyzed, and left the clump of trees. He turned on his walkie-talkie, and at once received her signal.


  “Darling,” she said, “I got up early to think about you, but I didn’t want to disturb your sleep. Are you all right?”


  “Perfect,” he told her. “But don’t do it again. You need the rest more than I need the time spent worrying about me.”


  “The mists are clearing. Shall we try to see each other?”


  He stood at the edge of the river and looked across. On the other edge he could make out a small black spot which seemed to move oddly.


  “Are you waving your arms?” he asked.


  “That’s right. You have wonderful eyes!”


  “Just what I was going to say. But your face doesn’t look as beautiful as it did the last time I saw you. Not at this distance.”


  “Why not use your field magnifier?”


  “I’m getting it out.” He focussed the lenses and grinned. “Are you angry at me, or is that expression natural?”


  “It’s perfectly natural. I’m sticking my tongue out at you.”


  “Because I can’t think of a way to cross this river?”


  “Not at all. Just because I love you.”


  “That’s hardly logical,” he said. “But it makes sense to me. What do we do next?”


  “Continue upstream on our way to the designated points.”


  “Not quite. Besides, that’s no solution to crossing the river. It doesn’t narrow appreciably for fifty miles.”


  “What are a mere fifty miles?”


  “Darling,” he said, “don’t talk like that, or I’ll plunge in and try to swim across. And I’m saving that little trick for a last resort. Shall we start upstream, keeping each other in sight, and see what we can find in the way of ferries?”


  “We may as well,” she sighed.


  IN the river, a creature that seemed to I be all mouth and teeth broke the surface and turned toward him. It had no eyes, but it scented his presence as surely as any hound could have done. As he moved upstream, it kept pace with him like a faithful dog. After a mile, another of its kind joined it, and then another, and another. A few words from Lona confirmed the fact that she was being accompanied by a similar pack of hungry and hopeful river-beasts. His chances of crossing the river and joining her began to seem more remote than ever.


  After eighteen hours of travel they slept as before in the center of groups of trees, and this time no incident disturbed the sleep of either one. But next morning the hungry packs were still there, faithfully awaiting what must have seemed to them like promised meals.


  That day and the following passed eventlessly and hopelessly. For a few moments Makin had entertained the idea of cutting down one of the larger trees and hollowing it out to make a canoe, but even if he had taken the time, he realized that the craft would have been unstable, and that the waiting beasts would easily have tipped it over to get at him.


  On the fourth day of their journey along the river, the jungle began to thin out. Here and there were spaces bare of the frond-trees and in these clearings more and more of the larger animals began to be visible. Two or three attached themselves to his trail, and he could see them from time to time, fearful of the weapons that they knew human beings carried, but hopeful at the same time of a human meal. For the moment they were no more than shadowy dangers, but sooner or later they would attack.


  A short conversation with Lona revealed that she too was accompanied by similar companions on land, as well as by the river-pack.


  “Take care of yourself,” said Makin casually, although his heart beat faster when he heard of her danger.


  “Don’t worry, sweetheart.”


  “The river narrows a bit just a little further on. Tomorrow I’m going to attempt a crossing.”


  “You’ll try to swim?”


  “Yes. I’ve thought of a way. It isn’t foolproof, but I think I have a very good chance.”


  “You mustn’t! What will become of me if I lose you?”


  “I don’t think you will. But don’t worry, darling, we’ll talk it over thoroughly before I start out.”


  The jungle thinned out until it was no longer jungle, and that night he had difficulty in finding a clump of trees to protect him. He was glad to hear that on her side she had less trouble. When, eventually, he fell asleep, the beasts crouched outside the range of the trees, panting expectantly at the thought of what would happen on the morrow.


  In the morning he spoke to Lona again, and made ready. This time, when he left the protection of the trees, the hungry animals could hardly wait. They darted around him, each afraid to be the first to attack, each fearfully watching its fellows to make sure that it was not done out of a meal.


  He made straight for the river bank. At sight of him apparently ready to enter the water and escape them, the hitherto soundless animals howled in desperation, while in the water, the mouth-like beasts quivered with eagerness.


  The land-beasts attacked. But Makin had his weapon out and although they darted in swiftly, his gun was ready. He cut down four before they came close, and a fifth whose teeth were slashing at him. The animal died in mid-air, its jaws snapping and tearing at the skin of his arm before it hit the ground.


  Two remained alive, and these fled. He turned his back to them and directed his gun upon the waiting river-beasts. When he had finished his slaughter, dead creatures floated on the water for a distance of a hundred feet down the river.


  He tossed into the water the first animals he had killed, and ran upstream. At a spot where the scent of the dead had not yet reached, he plunged in. For a few moments at least, he would be safe, with the attention of the river’s predatory creatures centered on the feast he had so kindly provided for them.


  He swam rapidly and steadily, at a pace the he knew he could keep up. From the other side of the river, Lona was keeping an eye on him, ready to warn him of danger that approached on the surface. After a quarter of a mile, her signal came. The animals he had killed had been eaten, and the different predators, especially those who had managed to get no more than a taste of the feast, would be seeking new victims. He crushed one of his two capsules of river-repellent as it rested in a pocket of his jacket.


  He was barely in time. From the side, one of the mouth-like beasts darted at him, then stopped short, trembling with a sort of animal disgust as it caught the scent-taste of the repellent, diffusing slowly from his jacket into the water. To Makin himself, the chemical had a faint, not unpleasant fragrance, but to the river creatures it was intolerable. This one darted away again as rapidly as it had approached.


  But it didn’t go far. It returned once more, slowly this time, and followed him as he swam steadily toward the bank where Lona waited. He tried to twist around for a shot at it, but in the water the animal was too quick for him, and all he did was waste precious seconds, in which he could have advanced almost a dozen yards. He didn’t make the same mistake again.


  HE swam steadily until the increasing boldness of the waiting beast warned him that the supply of chemical in the capsule was near exhaustion. None the less, he kept his nerve. Before crushing his second and final capsule, he waited until the creature was actually darting in for the attack.


  It swerved away again, but it had won a partial victory. Makin had hoped he would not have to use this second dose of repellent before covering two-thirds of the distance across the river. But he had been forced to crush the capsule at least fifty yards before this goal. Now he knew that he would have to fight his way the last hundred yards out of the river. And he could gauge his hopes of success by the quickness of the waiting beast, which circled around him easily, and could flash in for the kill while he tried to twist around and raise his weapon.


  His hopes were not improved at the three-quarter mark, where a second beast joined the first, and he knew that when the moment for fighting came he would have to keep an eye on both at the same time.


  He had passed the deepest part of the river, and a hundred yards from shore he was able to touch bottom. But he continued to swim, for he could advance more rapidly that way than he could by wading. Only when both beasts, as if at a signal, closed in at the same time, did he stand and make the desperate fight that he had known was inevitable.


  His first shot missed, and one beast’s mouth loomed before him, the teeth sharp and frightening. He swung an arm in front of his face to keep the jaws from snapping at his throat, and the teeth ripped his sleeve to shreds. He had no time for the creature that would attack from the other side, and in the back of his mind he felt that he was doomed.


  But it was not in his nature to give up. As the one in front of him twisted around and snapped again, he thrust his arm into its mouth and fired. The blast tore it apart as the teeth sank into his flesh.


  He turned around. At his side, the other beast floated, dead, and Lona was trying not to sob.


  “Darling, I came as quickly as I could, but I was too slow. You’re wounded!”


  “Not badly. Not too badly to do this.”


  He put both the injured and the unharmed arm around her and drew her close. For a second she allowed him to embrace her, then pushed him away.


  “Let’s get to the bank first.”


  He said unhappily, “I suppose that’s sensible. What slowed you up?”


  “The moment I saw you were having trouble, I came to meet you, as I had said I would before you entered the water. But my first capsule was faulty. The chemical in it seemed to have deteriorated, and the beasts came at me when I was no further in than my knees. Luckily, I could use my arm freely enough to fight them off. Then I used the other capsule, and came on. But I had lost time. A second later, and I wouldn’t have been able to get the one coming at you from the other side.”


  SHE shuddered, but Makin said calmly, “You weren’t too late. I knew all along that you wouldn’t be.”


  They had reached shore, and this time the embrace was a long one.


  Finally she pulled her lips away from his and gasped, “We’re not out of the woods yet. Let me bandage your arm.”


  “The better to embrace you with.”


  “Let me do the talking. Darling, we still have a wonderful chance to get to Cygnus.”


  “Together?”


  She nodded. “The man who interviewed me was called out of the room. He was out for five minutes, long enough for me to read one or two of the papers on top of his desk, and learn the procedure to be followed on the Cygnus colonizing expedition. We can get on that space ship and once we’re on, they’ll have to take us.”


  Makin smiled. “You were unscrupulous enough to meddle with papers that you had no right to touch, despite the code you’ve been taught, and the penalties with which you’ve been threatened?”


  “Darling, I knew they meant to keep us apart. I wasn’t going to let that happen, no matter what the risk.”


  “Lona, you’re wonderful—”


  “No, don’t kiss me again. Just listen. The space port is twenty miles from here. They don’t expect trouble, so it isn’t too well guarded. We can get married in the civilian center nearby, using the papers given us for the official mating. Then, if we can get on the ship shortly before it’s scheduled to take off, they won’t have time to find out that anything’s wrong, and once it does take off, it certainly won’t turn back for our sake. The only difficulty will be getting on the ship.”


  “We’ll bribe a guard.”


  “The guards may not be easy to bribe.”


  “Then we’ll threaten them. Or we’ll do both. Let’s go, darling.”


  At the civilian center, each had a marriage test certificate ready, and the ceremony took place without trouble. But at the space port itself, there seemed at first little chance that they would be able to get to the ship.


  The first guard to whom Makin spoke in private, refused bluntly and was about to raise an alarm, when Makin hit him and knocked him unconscious. Plastic ropes and a gag ensured his silence until takeoff time.


  With the second guard, a shifty-eyed individual who kept his gaze on the ground, they had more luck. He demanded all their money and their most valuable equipment before consenting to aid them, but finally he was satisfied.


  The actual getting on the ship turned out to be simple enough. The guard consulted a register of those already checked through, accepted their identification tags, pretended to compare the numbers with those on his lists, and waved them forward. He would get into trouble later, thought Makin, but the bribe he had received would more than make up for it.


  A half-hour after they had been given their compartment, the ship took off. But not until it had circled the planet and was setting a steady course for Cygnus’ did they breathe freely. Then Makin took her in his arms once more. They were hurtling past Earth by the time he let her go.


  IN the Colonization office, Major Crane saluted, and Colonel Galchek said dryly:


  “What’s the final record?”


  “Fifty-one couples for Beta Two, fifty-two for Sigma Three. All on board in first-class condition or close to it. Nothing but such trifles as wounded arms and legs, wrenched backs, and so on.”


  “We’ve topped our quota,” said Galchek with satisfaction. “Next time we’ll do even better. What were the causes of failure?”


  “Of the seventeen listed, there was one joint failure, in which neither man nor woman made the grade. Both physical and mental factors were involved.”


  Galchek grunted. “Separate them, cure them of what ails them, and give them nice non-adventurous jobs. Go on.”


  “Three cases of physical failure—two among the men, one among the women. Purely accidental factors involved. They refused to be separated. In each case, the uninjured member of the couple saved his or her partner. I suggest that they be kept together and sent on a later expedition.”


  “We’ll do that. What of the remaining thirteen?”


  “Primarily mental. There was slight differences among them, but in each case the pre-encounter suggestions did not work out properly.”


  “Whose fault?” asked Galchek. “The psychologists?”


  “They’re not perfect, Colonel, but I think we can blame primarily the human material. Consider the cases that did work, such as those of M 14 and W 47.”


  “I remember M 14. I think his name was Makin.”


  “Right. He and W 47 received thoroughly established pre-suggestions that they fall in love with each other, despite the nature of pretended official matings. Well, all he needed was a sight of the back of her neck, her hair and half of one ear, and the thing clicked. From then on, wild horses couldn’t have separated them. In fact, wild beasts didn’t.”


  “And in the other cases—the failures?”


  “Some had even more protracted first meetings. Undoubtedly, they felt attracted to each other. But five were so thoroughly conditioned to taking orders that they refused to challenge the official matings. They would have allowed themselves to be mated to those they didn’t like, rather than risk displeasure for those they loved.”


  Galchek said with contempt, “They’ll make nice officials themselves some day. Old bureaucratic style. They’ll be separated?”


  “Of course. Of those left, two of the women were so honorable that they refused to examine the papers on my desk when given the opportunity. Three of the men, after going through all the physical dangers, thought it was wrong to bribe a guard. Even that shifty-eyed guard we had placed there for the specific purpose of being bribed.”


  “The idiots. They’d never make the grade on Cygnus. And the remainder?”


  “Danger separated them instead of bringing them together. They quarreled fiercely.”


  “For them, Cygnus would be death,” Galchek said. “Talking about psychologists not being perfect—they’re hardly passable. Every individual had a thorough psych-check. None of these things should have happened.”


  “We know they shouldn’t. But they always do. That’s why we can’t afford to rely on tests alone, and have to put our couples through the mill.”


  “I still say it’s wasteful,” growled Galchek. “Of course, the fact that each couple has fought through dangers together and expects to receive punishment for breaking orders if it ever returned to the System, also helps keep them together on a tough job in Cygnus. But the whole thing is a nuisance. Imagine the Colonization Service having to serve as Cupid and arrange all those love matches!”


  And the thought of Makin and Lona, and all the other couples now gazing so blissfully into each other’s eyes, made him growl again. For it happened that Colonel Galchek, chief Cupid of Venus, had married for money instead of love.


  PALIMPSEST


  Roger Dee


  Care to sire a brand new race? Then get aboard the Terra IV, only spaceship to escape demolished Earth, and enter the new-born Venusian sweepstakes.


  THE first Venusian ship to reach Earth found a single isolated tribe of human beings roving the bushlands of a large island in the southern hemisphere. The Earthmen were without exception dark of skin and eye, and their hair, which was jet-black, was as kinky as koola wool. All were backward to the point of savagery, fleeing in superstitious terror before every attempt at communication.


  Val Conna and his crew—nine tall young men, fair-skinned and lordly and alike enough to have been brothers—made an exhaustive search that carefully bypassed ruined cities still radioactive past the safety point, and after ten days abandoned their quest in disappointment.


  “I find no resemblance between this remnant of Earth’s people and ourselves,” announced Mach Bren, expedition anthropologist, “except a bipedal structure which only bears out our theory of like species developing on like worlds, and this similarity is sharply negated by impossible divergence in racial characteristics. Neither people could have changed so greatly during the four thousand years we know our culture has existed on Venus, and therefore it is obvious that we did not stem from Earthmen nor they from us.”


  There was no argument.


  “Then the puzzle of our origin is still unsolved,” said Val Conna, and gave the order to blast off. So they left Earth for home, already planning further expeditions to the outer planets in search of the world of their birth . . .


  SOMEHOW Hanlon had wormed his way into their quarters and was waiting when Geddes and Lowe and Hovic, crew of the Terra IV, returned to base from their final interview with the press. Hanlon had been drunk for days, and was in pitiable condition. His hand shook violently and the bloodshot shine of his eyes was like a reflection to the fiery red of his unkempt hair.


  “I had to say good-bye before the blastoff,” he said, with a sorry attempt at his old assurance. “After all, I was one of you until a couple of months ago, and I . . . well, I wanted to wish you luck. I wish I were going to Venus with you.”


  They considered him without particular emotion, three dark, compact men in their late twenties, calm with the nerveless poise of long indoctrination and utterly sure of themselves. Hovic, bluntest of the three, ignored Hanlon and went directly to the bathroom to brush his teeth.


  “You lost your chance when you flunked training, Hanlon,” Geddes said. “Just now you’re a definite irritant, and we can’t afford being upset just before the flight. You’ll have to go.”


  Hanlon avoided his eyes, looking thoroughly hangdog and disreputable. He needed a shave badly and his careless clothing had been slept in more than once.


  “I could have borne the surgical operations,” he said. “A man’s appendix and tonsils and teeth can be dangerous in space or on another planet where he can’t get medical attention—but their damned psycho-conditioning was too much. How could I know what I’d really be like when those cold-blooded Foundation specialists got through with me?”


  “It takes a specially adapted kind of man to beat space,” Geddes pointed out patiently. “We can’t risk neurosis out there, any more than we can risk appendicitis or abscessed teeth. The Foundation learned a lot from those first three failures, Hanlon. This time it’s not repeating its old errors.”


  Hovic came out of the bathroom, replacing his dentures. He was the heaviest of the crew, a muscular Slav with the unimaginative man’s natural directness. “You’re washed up, Hanlon. Why don’t you get out and leave us alone?”


  At the door Hanlon hesitated, his face averted. “You’ll be blasting off in another six hours, leaving everything behind. You will be heroes when you come back and you’ll be rich . .


  Geddes felt his lip curling. “But right now we’ve no use for our spare credits, is that it? You’d like to make a last touch before we go, and if we don’t come back the debt won’t worry you, Hanlon.”


  Lowe came between them, digging out his wallet. He was a slender, sensitive sort, the only one of the three who had been really friendly with Hanlon before the Irishman’s congenital wildness led to his discharge.


  “Let it go, Ged. What do a few credits mean to us now?”


  He emptied his wallet, dropping yellow notes into Hanlon’s ready hands. After a moment Geddes followed suit, but Hovic stood fast.


  “He can stay sober for my part,” Hovic growled. “Let him go back to his gambling friends and his wenches if he wants a handout.”


  Hanlon pocketed his alms and grinned at Geddes, the hangdog look melting before his old recklessness. “Keep a close eye on my pal Hovic, Ged. Ten to one he cracks up on you at null-area and finishes the trip under hypnol.”


  THEY forgot him the instant he was gone, turning to their last-minute packing, laying out the heavy coveralls they would wear during the flight, shaving and showering before their final nap.


  In the shower, Geddes caught Lowe fingering tire pale scar of his appendectomy and frowning thoughtfully. Without his dentures Lowe looked older and uncertain and somehow shrunken, and in spite of his conditioned calm Geddes felt a cold stirring of alarm.


  “Forget Hanlon’s carping,” he said. He punched Lowe in the ribs, trying to be jocular. “Those Foundation medics know what they’re about. Come on, we’ve got to get our beauty sleep before the jumpoff.”


  When they awoke three hours later and dressed for the flight they found that Hanlon had paid them a second visit and had stolen all three of their wrist chronometers, expensive instruments easily negotiable for their weight in platinum.


  “Cheap at the price,” said Geddes, and shrugged away the loss with conditioned equanimity. Lowe had no comment. Only Hovic grumbled.


  “Those chronos will keep him in Irish whiskey for weeks,” he said. “I hope the louse drinks himself to death on it.”


  On that note they went down to the Foundation staff car that waited to take them to the launching site—three calm, resolute young men, serenely confident and prepared for anything.


  They arrived at dusk, just as the last supply drum was being hoisted into the vertical bronze spindle of the Terra IV. They went up the tall personnel ladder, undisturbed by the actinic lightnings of photographers’ flash-bulbs, and vanished one at a time into the belly of the ship that was finally to bridge the emptiness between Earth and Venus. They sealed the port, checked the instrument gauges and the medicine cabinet with its hypnol equipment, and strapped themselves down on jointed pneumatic acceleration couches.


  A red-glowing bulb on the instrument panel turned amber and then green. Geddes pressed the firing button . . .


  Weight bore them down like a giant band. They were not disturbed. Inured to acceleration and knowing the exact instant when their discomfort must cease. They waited patiently, eyes closed, blackout fended off by past conditioning in centrifuges and endless sessions of psychological preparation.


  They were free of Earth’s atmosphere in a matter of minutes. At the end of an hour the chemical jets cut out and atomic propulsors took over, shoving the Terra IV on at a lessened acceleration that would bring her to Venus, allowing for orbital drift corrections, in exactly twenty-seven days.


  Communicating with the Foundation later was in theory a simple matter of narrow-beam linkage. The Terra I had proved that in 1969, twenty-nine years before, when frozen fuel lines sent her drifting derelict into space. The catch was that the atomic drive with its monstrous din of interference must be shut off before the radio could operate.


  It was eight days before null-area was reached, but long before that time—on the second day out, to be exact—the Terra IV’s first emergency struck.


  Lowe, making a routine check of supply crates lashed to bulkhead eye-bolts in the hold, heard a frantic hammering that originated, not from the outside hull as his first startled fancy had it, but from inside an airtight drum stenciled “FILM”.


  He called Geddes and Hovic, more foe moral support than for assistance, and together they ripped open the drum. Inside they found Hanlon, unconscious upon a litter of food tins and exhausted oxygen flasks.


  There was also a whiskey bottle among the ruck. Hanlon, true to form, was very drunk.


  THEY carried Hanlon out of the hold X and strapped him into the radio chair, a position not to be used for another six days. They clamped an oxygen mask over his purpled face and fed him intravenously, and finally his impossibly resilient constitution threw off the effects of acceleration, Irish whiskey and near-asphyxiation.


  He laughed in their faces when they asked why he had stowed away.


  “I’m dodging the draft,” he said. “There’s going to be another war any day now—the last one.”


  Hanlon was quite sane in spite of the punishment he had taken at blastoff and after in the stifling prison of his hideout, and his prophecy shook them more than they dared admit.


  “It’s been coming to a head for months,” he said. “They wouldn’t have told you at the Foundation, because they didn’t want you distracted from training, but the bombs will be dropping before we reach Venus. You’ll see when you get the radio working.”


  They kept Hanlon strapped to the radio couch, knowing better than to trust him, giving him temporary freedom for the physical necessities only when all three were on hand to guard him. They made their astronomical readings and orbital corrections as their instructions prescribed, concealing even from each other their eagerness for the day when the atomic uproar of the propulsors could be cut and they could assure themselves via tight-beam that Hanlon was wrong.


  They spoke little among themselves, but Hanlon talked incessantly, chafing against his bonds and lapsing periodically into near-delirium until his first insistent craving for alcohol wore off. Later he set himself to assess their chances of landing safely on Venus, ignoring after his headlong fashion everything that had been taught him before his discharge from the Foundation.


  “The Terra I missed, back in 1969,” he said once. “The Foundation picked up her signals clear out past Jupiter when she went derelict. They never did quite prove that the Terra II was lost in 1980. The boys at Palomar claimed that her fuel pile went up just outside Venus’ atmosphere, but they didn’t have time for a spectroanalysis, Ii could have been an electrical discharge instead—there’s bound to be a hell of a difference in potential between worlds, or between a space-irradiated ship and a planet as close to the sun as Venus.”


  They tried to ignore his arguments, resisting the thought that after all their preparation they might not be the first to set foot on the new world. Too, they could not lay claim to Venus as a Foundation possession if the Terra II had landed first. She had been a privately owned ship, manned, along with his family, by a reckless and fabulously rich Irish misogynist named Sean Connors.


  The Terra III, which was built by the Foundation but manned by Army personnel, made the jump in 1991, and fell pilotless into the sun when her crew mutinied against their single officer.


  And if Hanlon had guessed right, the Terra IV in 1998 might be the last.


  They endured his theorizing until even their conditioned calm wore thin, and silenced him finally by threatening to put him under hypnol for the remainder of the trip. Hanlon lapsed into sullen silence and worked secretively at his bonds. The situation stagnated endlessly until the eight-day acceleration period was up, when they released Hanlon from his couch in order to use the radio.


  In their eagerness to make contact with Earth they neglected to bind Hanlon again, which was a mistake, since he had not been conditioned as they had against the weird physiological reaction to weightlessness that followed the cutting of the drive.


  To Hanlon it was like being dumped suddenly into a bottomless shaft down which he fell endlessly. His heart came into his throat, his ears roared, the instinctive fear of falling inherited from arboreal ancestors knotted his stomach with terror and drove out all reason.


  “I’m falling!” he screamed, and snatched at a guide-rail. “Falling . . .”


  Disoriented mechano-controls reacted wildly, refusing him balance, and he smashed into a bulkhead. Geddes and Lowe tackled him while Hovic tried to fend all three gyrating bodies from the instrument board, but Hanlon was not to be quieted. He screamed and threshed like a maniac, his limbs jerking with spastic overcompensation to every movement.


  They pinned him down finally and shot enough hypnol into him to keep him unconscious for days. They left him floating limply with his belt snapped to a bulkhead ring and turned their attention to the tight-beam communicator, coddling into intelligibility the first blurred signal that reached them from Earth.


  It was as well that Hanlon was not conscious, since his prophecy was fulfilled to the letter. On Earth, war had come—and gone.


  They never picked up more than that single dying signal, but Defore it flickered out they understood that the cataclysm had been atomic, planet-wide, and final. And when that last wavering link with Earth was gone they looked at each other palely over the dead radio and felt the impossible realization of racial extinction rising up like madness behind the psycho-blocks of their carefully-conditioned sanity.


  “So Hanlon was right, after all,” Lowe said, and choked on the words.


  They found nothing to say after that until the impressed urgency of their mission reasserted itself and they turned back to the job at hand. There was still Venus . . .


  THEY did not rouse Hanlon from his hypnol stupor until the Terra IV fell into her spiral orbit for planetfall. Geddes broke the news to him then, steeling himself against Hanlon’s biting irony.


  “So you were right,” Geddes finished baldly. “Earth is done for. Dead.” He was thinking at the moment in terms of cities and governments and cultures, and the Irishman’s reaction was sharply disconcerting.


  “Done for?” Hanlon said, and hid his face in his hands, “God—all the little peopler


  He was so quiet after that that the others, busy with the precarious business of landing, forgot him. He was still silent when the Terra IV dipped into the first milky mists of atmosphere and a sudden great blaze of white fire lashed up from the planet below and struck her with the crash of a million thunderbolts.


  The Terra IV staggered, rolled half over and righted herself with a thin scream of straining gyros. The atomic propulsors faltered, recovered and drove them on into the roiling mists.


  “Static charge,” Geddes heard himself saying flatly. “So Hanlon was right again. It would have looked like a fuel pile letting go, if anybody were left on Earth to see it.”


  There was, miraculously, no serious damage. They brought the ship down, stern first, upon the waiting breast of Venus.


  “The Silver Planet,” Lowe said in the sudden quiet. “It was to have been the New Earth, remember?”


  It was not until then that they learned the reason for Hanlon’s quiet. Under cover of the landing he had plundered the supply cabinet for a plastobottle of medicinal alcohol, and was far into the process of drinking himself blind.


  He cursed them thickly when they took the bottle from him. “Go out and claim your planet, you synthetic heroes. I don’t want any part of it. I wish to hell I’d stayed on Earth.


  They went, prompted by a conditioning that fell just short of posthypnotic suggestion, but this time they did not make the mistake of leaving their stowaway free. They overpowered the raging Hanlon and strapped him to the radio couch again before they put on their airsuits and went outside.


  They climbed down the long personnel, ladder and stood together on alien soil, feeling the brief thrill of accomplishment anticipated and allowed for by their Foundation mentors. But their elation was shortlived. They remembered what had happened to Earth and that there was no going home again, and there remained only the dreary routine of exploring a world that would never be used.


  The ship had landed beside a clear, shallow river, a sluggish tributary feeding a larger river that emptied in the distance into a steaming, horizon-bound sea. The sky above was a smooth silver shell, with a vast circular rainbow surrounding the spot where Sol hid behind miles of vapor-laden air. The terrain undulated, closely turfed and dotted with wooded knolls, from the river upward to a low line of foothills that guarded a purple range of mountains beyond. Between the ship and the hills, undisturbed by the uproar of the Terra IV’s landing, a scattered herd of fat, piebald creatures grazed comfortably.


  They set about their business methodically, filling their little sterilized boxes with samples of air and soil and vegetation. Lowe went down to the edge of the shallow river and drew a bottle full of water, leaving behind him in the mud great shapeless tracks that looked more like the spoor of a mailed monster than of a man.


  He brought it bade to Geddes and Hovic, and the three of them stood with their prizes in their hands and looked at each other dumbly.


  “Why do we have to go on with this?” Lowe asked. “Why don’t we just go into the ship and push the pile up to critical mass and go up with it? What’s the use?”


  THEY were trying to think of an answer when they saw the boat coming across the river—a clumsy thing jerry-rigged from salvaged sheets of alloy, rowed by two women who were unmistakably human. Both women were dressed in brief utilitarian garments fashioned from pale green parachute silk. Their bare arms flashed white in the silver sunlight. Their red hair blew long and free in the wind.


  Hovic found his tongue first. “Hanlon was right again. The Connors brought the Terra II down safely after all!”


  The makeshift boat touched shore. The girl at the bow stood up, cradling an outmoded blast rifle in her arms.


  “Throw away your weapons,” she called peremptorily. “And take off those stupid airsuits. We’ll have a look at the kind of men you are before you’re welcomed to our planet!”


  They discarded their belt guns gladly and shucked off the clumsy airsuits, breathing the warm air with the relief of men suddenly awakened from nightmare. They went down to the water’s edge with the feeling of destiny upon them.


  In the boat, their first shock was the knowledge that they were not guests, but prisoners. The two women retreated warily to the stern, significantly holding the blast rifle ready. Geddes and Hovic rowed. Lowe tried patiently for conversation.


  He learned little except the bare fact of their presence. The girl with the rifle was Myrna Connors, and her sister was named Glemna. Their mother and an older brother had been killed in the landing crash of the Terra II, and Sean Connors himself, a hopeless paraplegic from the same catastrophe, waited at the camp for his daughters to return. Both women were under thirty, handsome in an elemental fashion, patently hostile and utterly without feminine restraint of manner.


  They listened without comment, either uninterested or uncaring, to Lowe’s account of what had happened to Earth. Neither of them, Geddes thought, could have been more than seven or eight years old when the Terra II crashed. They had seen no human being except their father for eighteen years and they felt no compassion for a world they had all but forgotten.


  They reached the Connors’ camp in mid-afternoon, when the solar halo was just touching the western horizon. They were on the higher ground of the foothills now, where the air was cooler and the few open swales were carpeted with fragrant, butter-yellow little flowers. The camp itself was a primitive thing, a hundred-foot stockade of wooden stakes driven Kaffir-wise into the soft soil to enclose three flimsy, thatch-roofed huts.


  Myrna Connors held them with her blast rifle outside the central hut while her sister went in. There was a brief murmur of voices, the girl’s mingling with a man’s hoarser muttering. When Glenna came out again her attitude had altered indefinably, and when she looked the three men over her eyes held an odd speculation.


  “Father will see you now,” she said. “Don’t argue with him. He’s very weak, and argument upsets him.”


  They found Sean Connors propped upon a ragged couch made from a salvaged acceleration chair, a frail and twisted old man with a bald, freckled scalp and a wild tangle of bristling red beard. The piercing blue stare he turned upon them had the unnatural heat of a mind brooding long past the point of safety.


  “So they killed themselves off,” he whispered, and made a coughing sound that might have been laughter. “And you’re the best they could send to keep the race going.”


  He blinked angrily when Geddes tried to speak. “Don’t argue—why else do you think you were sent here, with Earth an ash heap behind you? But there’s one too many of you. You’ll have to draw lots.”


  He flew into a senile rage when they stood silent, and they saw that he was wholly obsessed by the idea. “Would you argue with Fate, you fools? Or did they send me a crew of unnaturals, with no use for women?”


  He went into a fit of coughing, choking on his own fury. When they went out again he had subsided into a querulous muttering, the vacant babble of his voice lost in his tangled beard.


  The two women were waiting outside. Myrna Connors had put aside her rifle and her stare had taken on some of her sister’s brazen speculation.


  “Father’s right,” she said. “Glenna and I have talked it over, and there’s something about the three of you that makes you too much alike for a choice. You’ll have to draw lots.”


  “You’d settle it like that?” Hovic demanded incredulously. “You’d have us just toss a coin, or draw straws?”


  She bent her head toward the hut to listen to the old man’s ravings. “Father won’t live longer than another month or two. After that, what else is there? What difference does it make?”


  They stood there blankly while the prismatic solar halo slipped down to the vague, far skyline. A cool wind sprang up, heavy with the smell of the yellow turf-flowers, and somewhere on the plains below the piebald grazers hooted at each other with a sound like the muted lowing of doves.


  “You’re right, of course,” Geddes said. “We’ve got the race to think of, as well as ourselves. We’ll draw lots.”


  THEY moved away to the compound wall, leaving the women to stare after them with open impatience. Geddes took up a dead twig and broke it into three pieces, two long and one short.


  “There’s more to it than this,” he said, keeping his voice down. “Regardless of our opinions. And our opinions aren’t what they would be if we hadn’t been so thoroughly conditioned to—”


  “You forgot something, Ged,” Hovic cut in. “What about Hanlon?”


  “I haven’t forgotten Hanlon,” Geddes said. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you in private. Because we’ve been given a chance, by a miracle, to start over again from scratch, this time with knowledge enough not to make the old deadly mistakes. We’re stable, and Hanlon isn’t—that’s why the Foundation chose us and rejected him. And we can’t take the chance of having Hanlon cutting in here with, his carping hedonism and his way with women, don’t you see? We can’t risk letting a wild strain like his into the new race. It isn’t going to be easy, because we’re conditioned against personal violence, but we’ve got to get rid of Hanlon.”


  They stared at him, digesting the idea. “It doesn’t have to be violent,” Geddes argued. “He’s under hypnol already. We’ve only to keep him that way.”


  Lowe shook his head. “I couldn’t do it, Ged. I couldn’t force myself to it.”


  Hovic was tougher. “It’s the only way. Hanlon begged a handout from us and then stole our chronos to smuggle himself here. He’d never let us alone. He’d make such trouble that we’d have to kill him in the end. Why not now, when it’s easier?”


  “Then it’s settled,” Geddes said. “Two of us, the winners, stay here. The loser goes back to the ship and to Hanlon. Ready?”


  They nodded.


  Geddes held out his closed fist, the tips of his twigs barely showing.


  Lowe, his underlip bitten palely between even dentures, drew the first long straw. Hovic drew tire other. Geddes opened his hand and stared down at the short twig on his palm. Somehow it had not seemed possible that he should lose; it was like death, a thing that happened only to others.


  “Good enough,” he said. “After all it was my idea, wasn’t it?”


  He moved away with the twig still clutched in his hand. By nightfall he had retraced his way to the river and the Terra IV.


  HE WAS sitting on the dew-wet turf with his back against the personnel ladder when he heard them coming. A cone of light fanned into the darkness from the open port above him, poking a yellow finger into the mists and shedding a diffuse glow that reached to the river below.


  Hanlon lay on the grass beside him, shaved and bathed and dressed in clean shorts and singlet. He had eaten enormously after Geddes woke him from the hypnol, and under the tedium of their waiting he had dozed off, his chest rising and falling in the even rhythm of sleep.


  Hovic and Lowe splashed through the water and came up out of the darkness, their hair streaming, eyes shining whitely in pinched faces. They were muddy and dirty—and beaten.


  “You didn’t do it,” Hovic said hoarsely when he saw Hanlon. “Thank Heaven for that. How did you guess?”


  “I’ve sat here all night, thinking about it,” Geddes said. “I thought about the two of you up there claiming your rights as winners, and I should have gotten a vicarious excitement out of it. But I didn’t, and finally I knew why. They threw you out, didn’t they?”


  They avoided his eyes. “It was awful,” Lowe said miserably. “They were—furious. I wanted to die.”


  “So Hanlon was right again,” Geddes said. “Doesn’t that mean something to you, that he was right every time? He knew instinctively from the start that a man’s natural belligerence springs directly from his sex, and that the Foundation wouldn’t risk its making trouble among us on the trip. So they—eliminated it. That’s why I brought Hanlon out of hypnol, because they hadn’t gotten that far with him before he washed out. Because he is our last hope of keeping the race alive.”


  The three of them stood and watched the play of dreams across Hanlon’s sleeping face with something like awe in their eyes.


  “I was just wondering,” Lowe said, “if something like this may have happened before? If the whole thing may not be like one of those old parchment writings the archaeologists dig up, where an earlier story has been erased and a newer one written over it? A palimpsest, I think it’s called . . . How do we know where we came from, in the beginning?”


  Geddes stooped and shook Hanlon awake. “You’ll find the boat by the river,” he said. “You’re starting out fresh with a new world, Hanlon. Take care of it.”


  THEY had climbed the personnel ladder and were closing the port behind them when they heard the splashing of water as Hanlon swam the river. A moment later his high, ringing yell drifted back and was lost without echo on the plain.


  “He didn’t waste time on the boat,” Hovic said, enviously.


  They were strapping themselves in for the Terra IV’s final flight when Geddes laughed for tire first time since the blastoff.


  “I think Lowe’s right,” he said when they stared at him. “I wish I could come back again, after a few hundred generations. I wonder what a whole planet of Hanlons would look like?”


  “. . . and therefore we can say with certainly that we did not descend from Earthmen,” Mach Bren concluded his report to the Venusian Archaeological Society. “For how can we possibly conceive of kinship with a people whose skin and hair are black?”


  The meeting was widely televised, and over the face of the Silver Planet a hundred million other red-haired Venusians shook their heads in shocked wonderment and agreed with him.


  THE PIT OF NYMPTHONS


  Stanley Mullen


  Locked in the mutant jungle of Venus were the horror-secrets of the universe. Here, into these thousand deaths, with a Tihar-trotting convict to lead her, went luxury-soft Kial Nasron.


  HAILARD, director of Venusian Exports, was not given to unnecessary elaborations or complexities of speech. He let his attention stray from the girl to a tiny scale-model of the first rocket ship to land on Venus, and reflected bitterly that after two hundred years the planet still held both problems and eery mysteries for the Earth colonists.


  “But a convict,” Kial Nasron protested.


  She was the daughter of Torkeg Nasron, Martian politician and the largest single shareholder in VE. As such she felt entitled to make a nuisance of herself. However, she did have a tragic problem.


  Hailard sighed. “A man without deviltry in him has little capacity for wisdom, or sainthood either. Convict or not, Craig Alston is the man for your job.”


  The sharp sound of her indrawn breath puzzled Hailard. “I didn’t know you knew him.”


  Kial shrugged. “I don’t, personally. I’ve never seen him, though I know the name and remember something about the case. But we were talking about an expedition into the Tihar Forest to look for my sister.”


  Hailard studied her critically. “Yes, we were. But you don’t really want my advice, and I doubt if you’ll like it. Your request puts me in an awkward position.”


  “Be specific.” Her expression was that of a woman used to having her own way. It reminded him of her father, and he had uneasy conviction that the interview was going to be difficult.


  “All right, I will be. You don’t understand Venus. If you were familiar with conditions here, you wouldn’t need descriptions or explanations. This is a strange, savage planet, and the Tihar Forest is the most vicious part of it.”


  The girl stopped him scornfully. “But surely a well-equipped expedition . . .”


  Hailard smiled. “There’s no such thing as far as the Tihar Forest is concerned. Alter forty years on Venus I still know nothing about the interior. Nor does anyone else. The forests here are freaks. Ages ago, atomic holocaust got out of hand. In a few places certain forms of life survived. Nature went mad. The Tihar Forest is its laboratory of gibbering, unnatural experiments—half a million square miles of luxuriant, nightmarish wonderland. Not one living creature, plant or animal, is the product of sane, orderly evolution. It’s an asylum for the cripples, freaks and lunatic-fringe of abnormal creation.”


  Hailard went on in his dear way. They daimed that once he had studied for the ministry. He had convictions and he knew what he was talking about.


  “True, Venusian Exports holds a license for limited exploitation of its peculiar resources. But we nibble at the edges. We collect rare furs and leathers, some valuable hardwoods and minerals, but we don’t even try to penetrate the forest depths, or develop any plantations there. Its too dangerous. There have been some hideously disturbing rumors recently, and a marked increase of casualties . . .”


  “My sister is there,” Kial Nasron said stubbornly. “In this place of horror you describe. As long as we thought she had died in the crash of the Krajulla, we accepted the tragedy. But now that we have evidence she may be alive, neither my father nor I will rest until we locate the wreckage. She may be hurt or lost or a captive of savage natives. The Company assured us you would give us every possible aid in finding and rescuing her.”


  Hailard nodded wearily. “I have orders from the executive board to put ail resources at your disposal. Our staff will give you every technical assistance, and a fast survey cruiser has been adapted for low-altitude scouting. I disapprove of the expedition, particularly of you or your father going along. It will be hard enough, and you are both rash, headstrong and inexperienced. And there’ll be difficulty arranging for a crew.”


  “I don’t understand. Aren’t the men convicts?”


  Hailard spoke angrily. “Convicts, yes—but not animals to be ordered around. They’re paroled to the Company in my custody. I’m responsible, and I won’t order anyone to take such risks. Your project is insane. If your sister is alive, after three months in the Tihar no one can help her and you probably couldn’t recognize her. It would be cruel to bring her back. If she’s dead, that’s the best thing that could happen to her. Forget her. If she were my own daughter, my advice would be the same.”


  Kial Nasron was shocked. “You mean you won’t help?”


  “I didn’t say that. I’ll ask for volunteers. Your father’s influence will help. If you’re both determined to go, I can’t stop you. In any case, you’ll need Alston. He’s just returned from Tihar and he knows more about it than anyone else. I’m waiting for his report. You can catch him at psycho, if you like. He’ll be through soon.”


  She moved toward the door. “If I miss him there, I’ll be back,” she promised. “How’ll I know him?”


  “Ask anyone. Alston is well-known. But don’t promise anything you can’t make good. He’s the most dangerous man on Venus.”


  “I believe you’re afraid of him,” Kial Nasron said, pausing at the door.


  “I am,” admitted Hailard.


  THE cubicle was small, stifling hot in spite of air-conditioning. Alston remembered groping to a chair and sagging into it Armrests came together like clamps, enforcing physical immobility. Men had been known to go mad in the psycho-laboratories, and such precaution was necessary. Invisible robot arms reached out to fit the plastic helmet tightly on his head. Other clamps and electrodes gripped wrists and ankle with inhumanly icy precision of contact.


  There was always momentary impulse to resist, physically and mentally. One strained against the manacles and tried to darken brain horizons, both useless effort. But for a muted humming of tubes, the place was soundless. Lightless, save for the brief swirls of flaring color on the audio-screen. An illusion of infinite space built around him. Tension released suddenly. Involuntarily, Alston relaxed, became dreamily aware of the metallic voice of the machine starting its ritual of questions.


  “Who are you?”


  Alston responded with name and number.


  “How long have you been on Venus?”


  “Why were you sentenced?”


  “How long does it usually take you to recuperate from the prescribed two months of timber-cruising?”


  “Can you explain why your present venture was prolonged so far beyond the legal limit for exposure?”


  Alston could and did. It was an elaborate lie, but he did not even remember that he lied. He was conscious that something was wrong with himself and his memories, but the false structure of his recent adventures and emotions flowed from his subconscious without wavering. Desperately he tried to erase all dangerous recollection from his mind. But his conscious mind was alert, wary, attempting by plausible lies, evasions and half-truths to defeat the purpose of the examination.


  Detection was certain, sooner or later. The machine would realize the artificial nature of his memory blocks and trace them to their source. A battery of electronic brains has more efficiency than emotion. Even primed as he was by a visit to the outlawed auto-hypnotic devices hidden in the old native quarter of Castarona, there was no real chance of deceiving the robot brains. He did not expect that, but he did hope to confuse the issue long enough, cause enough delay, to give him his one chance of escape. His plan was carefully worked out. Not foolproof, but a matter of extremely delicate timing. It could work. But now . . .


  By a supreme effort, he tried to banish all thought of escape from his thought-patterns, tried to smudge-out the record of all recent emotion, tried to forget everything that had happened to him in the Tihar Forest Especially . . .


  At first Alston answered in words, speaking aloud from habit. Vocal response was not required, meant nothing to the machine. The sounds were noted and filed for future reference. Precise brain-wave pattern measurements and analysis of psysiological reactions combined into far more exact information about him than any word or thought formed consciously by the subject. The robot psychograph was lie detector, encephalograph, and electronic calculator. Its prying fingers reached into the human soul and came forth with stark truth.


  Sharp, incisive, implacable, the psychograph probed with its mechanical voice. Alston responded, his mind dulling, drifting on the vagaries of memory stream, lulled by the drone of heating tubes, the rustling hiss of his own breathing, the click of relays. Naked danger lay in this state for Alston, yet he dared not brace himself against the questioning. Synthetic memories would serve better if he yielded to his subconscious. His voice descended to wordless mumbling, then died away in cushioned silence.


  Above all, no thought of escape, of dying or disappearance.


  Alston was no different from other men except for the dogtag. He was cast in the same mold of common humanity, but the identification dogtag fastened on an impervium wire round his neck made the difference.


  A man with the VE convict dogtag broadcasting its invisible and inaudible signal cannot escape, cannot merely disappear. At any time, wherever he was, its signal could be tuned in and his exact position located.


  If the tag were forcibly removed by breaking the wire, almost an impossibility with impervium, die signal automatically became an alarm to summon patrol fliers from Castarona or Quanta City. The escapee would be picked up within a radius of five miles from the start of his break.


  THE field staff of Venusian Exports were a tough, hard-bitten, reckless crew, consisting largely of convict labor recruited from Luna Prison or the mines of Callisto. After serving part of their terms, they were permitted to volunteer and be paroled in custody of the company. In most cases, it was an escape from the frying pan into the fire. One year in the deep mines and five years on Venus in constant danger and under intolerable living conditions, .Alston had developed certain facets of his remarkable personality at the expense of social instincts which seemed of no further use to him.


  Guilty or innocent, he had been sentenced and he was there. The abstract justice involved no longer mattered. He was vague about details that seemed several lifetimes ago, and six years of nursing a cumulative hatred of mankind had made him as wary, cunning and treacherous as any other wild beast.


  The fact that his cage occupied over a million square miles of the northern hemisphere or Venus merely irritated him with the illusion of freedom. For a man serving an indeterminate sentence, legal release ceases to be even a vague dream. Except by death, few convict laborers left the company, legally or otherwise. The escape to actual outlawry might be another illusion, but Alston had worked out a plan which seemed a fair gamble. It hinged on three facts not known by the company, the most important of which was discovered by him on his recent expedition. And it began with his death, or with a reasonably exact facsimile of it . . .


  Always supposing that the psychograph examination did not nip his plan in the bud. An hour or two would be the most he could hope for, but it might be enough.


  Among other fantastic mutant plants of the Tihar Forest is a giant-sized pitcher-plant, or fly-killer. From its aromatic juices can be distilled a drug causing artificial catalepsy. Under proper dosage, the condition simulates death so convincingly as to defy medical detection. A microscopic overdose results in violent convulsions or actual death. But the real joker, as far as Alston was concerned, lay in the brevity of the cataleptic effect Timing would be deadly important. His death must occur far enough from the incinerators to guarantee recovery before his body was burned; yet close enough so that his dogtag could be removed and sent to the central records office before his dreadful awakening.


  Afterward, it might be rough, and someone was very likely to get hurt. But with careful timing there was an excellent chance that he would get free minus the tag, and be well on his way to the Tihar Forest before his deception was discovered.


  A harsh burr of sound from the screen roused him. The psycho test was over. There was no indication of findings. He slumped in the chair while the machine clicked and hummed and blinked signals. Invisible robot hands released the clamps and removed the helmet. Weak and strained, Alston had to be helped to his feet and guided gently to the door.


  Outside, he blinked while his eyes adjusted to the lighted corridor. After the gloom of the cubicle, normal illumination was blinding.


  The next two hours would tell the tale. He hoped the coming interview with Hailard would be brief. Every minute counted.


  II


  THE girl had obviously been waiting in the lobby for Alston to come from psycho. She intercepted him purposefully, but with odd hesitation.


  “You’re Alston.”


  It was statement, not question. For a nasty moment Alston was afraid that she belonged to his blanked-out memories. Eyes like cloudy gray ice stopped him with a shock like recognition, and there was something familiar about her voice. The momentary hesitation was a clue that she was not sure of him, and everything but the eyes and voice was a stranger. Relief made him weak. Six years ago she would have been too young for his notice, and nothing since then could be important She was tall, slender but shapely, with an angular face and creamy tan skin coloring no one ever gets on eternally overcast Venus. Honey-blonde hair draped bare shoulders in a long bob, and the expensive gown of turquoise metal-cloth molded her body as if sprayed on. It was cut scant enough to show a lot of her skin, and a length of nyloned leg which might have stirred biological impulses in a man with less on his mind.


  “People usually just point at me,” he observed bitterly. “Yes, I’m Alston.”


  Tourists were always startled by the apparent freedom of the convict parolees on Venus. But this was no staring, curious tourist She was somebody’s spoiled darling, and her manner of casual arrogance grated on him. Rising irritation made him belligerent.


  “Somebody just did, by request. I didn’t want to miss you.”


  “All right,” he snapped. “I’m one of the sights. Now that you’ve seen me, go away.”


  She stiffened, and the turquoise gown stiffened with her, but she deliberately ignored his rudeness. “Animals in cages don’t interest me,” she observed. “I’m Kial Nasron, if the name means anything to you.”


  Alston explored the temporarily limited range of his memory, drew blank. Until the hypnotic amnesia wore off, he was outclassed in guessing games. “Should it?” he asked cautiously.


  “Perhaps not. Maybe it’s better if you prefer to forget everything. Is there some place we can talk?”


  Panic nagged Alston with the fleeting minutes. Just now any delay might be fatal to his plans. If he were nasty enough she might let him go. “Right here,” he said viciously. “It’s public enough so we won’t run out of conversation too quickly.”


  She paled and sparks flickered in her eyes, but Kial Nasron controlled her anger and spoke swiftly. “Six years is not long enough for a man to forget my sister Annelle. They just don’t. No matter. We’ll talk about you. Director Hailard says you know more about the Tihar Forest than anyone else. He says you can help us, if you will. And I’m not asking favors for old times’ sake. Whatever your personal feelings may be, you’ve got to help us. We’ll be very grateful. My father is more important now than he was before. He can do you a lot of good, and I know he’ll do anything in his power.”


  Alston was cautious. “What is all this about?”


  Her voice was low. “She was on her honeymoon. A passenger on the Krajulla. It was a luxury excursion liner which crashed on Venus three months ago, in case you’ve forgotten that too.”


  Memory jogged Alston. “I remember hearing of it.”


  “Search parties found scattered wreckage in the Tihar Forest. Landing was impossible, for some reason I don’t understand, but low-flying helicopters examined the area thoroughly. There was no sign of life. It looked as if everyone on board was killed since even the wreckage was burned almost beyond recognition. Then recently some evidence has been found that suggests a few passengers may have survived, either lost in the wilds or prisoners of the natives. A native killed by a grull-cat hunter was wearing some jewelry we identified as my sister’s. We believe that she’s alive. Director Hailard says you know more about the Forest than any other living man. We want you to help find my sister.”


  Alston grunted. “Hailard knows better than that.”


  “He said you’d be difficult.”


  ALSTON shook his head impatiently. “I don’t mean that. If he asks me to go, I haven’t much choice. But the rescue party idea is insane. If there were survivors, they’re dead now. It would take a large army to comb the Tihar, and even then, if the natives wanted to hide something, there are plenty of ratholes in the cities of the swamp area. You could never find anyone, except by accident. Aside from that, parts of the forest are deadly with radioactivity. You might not recognize your sister if you found her.”


  “But you will help us?” Kial Nasron pleaded.


  Alston temporized. “I’ll talk to Hailard.” He brushed past the girl and reached the elevators.


  A robot-attended elevator took him up.


  Director Hailard’s office was on one of the upper floors.


  During the ascent, memory snapped back like a rubber band and flicked him viciously in the face. He turned sick and dizzy as six years unreeled backwards in his mind like a reversed reel of film. Memories of Annelle and her promises, her father and his glib treachery. The trial. His own indecision in die emergency, following orders until too late to save his shipmates.


  The past faded from his mind, assumed its relation to present realities. For four years he had planned escape, schooling himself to bleak patience, disciplining himself into an automaton, so that he would execute the necessary motions blindly. Now was the time, his last chance. The Nasrons and their problems did not exist for him any more. Forget them. Nothing was changed. His margin was dangerously thin. See Hailard, quickly. Get it over. His fingers toyed with the tube of extract in his pocket Then—


  Hailard was busy on the visiphone as Alston knocked and entered. He nodded grimly. Alston settled himself in the victim’s chair and waited. Evidently the report was not up from psycho.


  Tire office was no different from a thousand others on Venus; decorated in tasteless, exotic luxury, it was meant to impress the important tourists or visiting Company officials. Alston was not impressed, but he liked the man enthroned like an idol behind a desk of chromium and magnificent Kru-leather. Older than he looked, the director had been a man of action, one of the real explorers of Venus after he had turned from the putty-soft civilization of Earth. Hailard clung to the reins of power and enjoyed contact with his dangerous charges. Alston half-sensed a secret sympathy for his own bleak anger.


  Hailard rang off quickly and glowered at Alston. “That was Kial Nasron. She says you claim to have forgotten all connection with her family in the past. Is that correct?”


  “That’s what I told her,” Alston fenced warily. “Sometimes a convict prefers to forget his past contacts. Besides, after four months in Tihar, a man is entitled to a convenient fit of amnesia.”


  Hailard classified and accepted the implied possibilities. “If you mean that it’s wiser to overlook remembered grudges, you may be right. I’m not sure her father will want your help. Kial was away at school when you got into trouble, and knew very little about it or you. Her father’s memory may be longer. I didn’t realize any connection until I checked your files, or I’d never have suggested you. Either way, you’re still the only man for the job. If they ask for you, what will you do?”


  “You’re asking me?”


  “You don’t have to answer. I can’t order you to go. Neither can Torkeg Nasron. I want you to know your rights, that’s all.”


  Alston was painfully aware of passing time. In imagination he could see the gigantic robot calculators at work in the psychograph laboratory, adding up his brain-wave patterns and collating other evidence to a danger-red question mark.


  “I’ll decide after they’ve asked me,” he said hurriedly. “Now do you want my report on Tihar?”


  Hailard studied him shrewdly. “Forget it. Kial Nasron will be here in a couple of minutes. I’d better tell her more about you, in case she prefers to make other arrangements.”


  “Good,” Alston laughed. “I need some rest. Four months in Tihar is too long. I’ve felt ill. Nearly passed out in the psycho room . . .”


  Then he was out the door and on his way to the elevators. It was now or never. The tube was in his fingers; a quick jab with the built-in hypo needle. His thumb pressed the plunger and the job was done. Forcing open the elevator door, he tossed the empty tube down the echoing shaft. A car was coming up, but it might not stop on this floor. It was essential that his body be discovered at once. Waves of whirling black nausea roared through him. His last conscious act was to smash an automatic thermocouple fire alarm.


  The elevator door was opening. Kial Nasron stood framed against the interior of the car. Her mouth was open in a scream.


  Alston’s body crumpled suddenly. Light exploded into intolerable bright fragments in his brain. Darkness, endless, complete. . . .


  Sharp awake, naked, covered with rough canvas, Alston lay on a slab. Consciousness had returned suddenly. By instinct, fingers reached for his dogtag. It had been removed. His death had been accepted.


  Bewildered, he evaluated his surroundings. This was not the vault for bodies consigned to the incinerator. Something had gone wrong.


  Explanation came to him. His lips twisted in wry grimace. Of course, all bodies were tested for radioactivity, especially those of convicts who worked in the Tihar Forest Prolonged exposure had caused pathological change in his body. Enough to arouse clinical curiosity. He had been brought to the dissecting laboratory. This was an unlooked for development. It complicated his escape plan.


  It was a large, bare room. Around him were other slabs set on trestles, each occupied by a covered, shapeless form. At the far end, in an alcove were curious flickering lights. Patterns of movement resolved into figures cowled and draped in radiation proof armor. It was easy to guess at their tasks.


  A figure moved toward him through the labyrinth of benches and slabs. At intervals the attendant paused over an uncovered body, extending a hand-sized radiation detector over the lump of cold flesh. After each test, the robed and hooded attendant made a notation in his notebook and marked the chart on each slab. In breathless strain, Alstoa watched the man’s progress toward him.


  From the alcove came the whine of an atomic bone-saw, nagging Alston’s nerves.


  The attendant was close. Alston’s turn was next. Eyes closed, he lay still, taking one deep breath and holding it till his brain neared bursting. He sensed physical nearness. A shadow crossed his eyelids. The attendant bent above him, extending the detector. Its buzzer snarled angrily. Canvas rustled, was withdrawn.


  Alston moved. His arm curved in one slashing arc. It was a trick blow learned in his space academy days. One swift slash with the edge of a hand could paralyze a man, stun him for hours. Alston caught the falling body and rolled with it to the tiles.


  In silence he dragged the unconscious man under the slab and rapidly stripped off his robes. Swiftly, quietly, Alston donned the radiation-proof garments. The body was hard to lift, but with a minimum of noise and bustle, he got it to the slab, replaced the canvas covering. For jewelled seconds, he waited to see if this disturbance had been noted from the alcove.


  Steeling himself to patience, Alston pretended to continue the task of the attendant, working his way from slab to slab and slowly edging toward the swing doors at the end of the loft. It was a grueling, nerve-tightening process. At die last slab he paused, darting a quick survey at the activities within the far alcove. Attention there seemed to be focused upon an immense vat in which flickering lights played. Boldly, Alston stepped through the door.


  From a small landing a spiral ramp descended. It was the one visible exit.


  As he remembered, the clinical laboratories and dissecting rooms occupied the two top floors, beneath the landing stages on the roof of the VE Building. Apparently there was no direct outlet to the roof from this landing. He would have to risk a descent to the office-floors below. It was a long chance, garbed as he was, but there seemed no help for it His robes and cowl might disguise him but they were sure to attract attention. He must get other clothes somehow before making his break.


  His previous escape plan dealt with the underground tunnels connecting the various buildings. Now a new plan must be made up as he went along, grasping whatever opportuntiy arose. Probably the best trick would be to reach the roof-landings by elevator and try to steal a’copter.


  Down the ramp he went, abandoning stealth. The first landing he reached was empty, but seemed to open into laboratory rooms. Down again. The ramp opened into a corridor leading to a central landing. Alston tried to remember if Hailard’s office were on the floor just under the lofts. At any rate, there were elevators here.


  Pressing a stud, he waited for the whine of the car. One was ascending, but he could not guess how close it was.


  Waiting, he pressed dose against the wall, out of vision range of the opening door. A weapon would be a help, but he might as well wish for the moon.


  A hiss of releasing air announced the elevator cage. Silently the door opened, and a humanoid robot emerged. Blank but sensitive metallic eyes fixed on Alston.


  SUDDENLY alarms rang through the echoing corridors. A blinker red signal flashed in the cage, its reflection a splash of blood on the polished frame. The robot hesitated, reaching for the portable transmitter to report below for instructions. Alston barked quick command. Half-turned, the robot touched the transmitter. Alston struck.


  His fist crashed into the face plate, numbing his arms to the elbow. A jingle of small mechanical parts rained inside the robot, but the automaton caught at the man. Man and machine fell in a loud tangle, locked in savage, struggling embrace. Alston broke free and smashed in the face plate with a series of blows. His fingers clawed at intricacies of wiring inside. Acrid smoke and a smell of scorched insulation spiralled forth. The robot sprawled in weirdly human attitude of death.


  No use now to descend. Hope of bypassing the guarded lower floors to the tunnels must be abandoned. And unarmed, he could not hope to get past the guards on the roof landings. The alarm was out.


  Inside the cage, he jammed the controls on nonstop descent and sprang back to the landing. Forcing shut the safety door released the car for a shrieking express drop. Uncontrolled, it would crash into fearful wreckage at the tunnel levels.


  It would confuse die search momentarily while the debris was examined for his body.


  He looked quickly around the landing, found a tablet numbering the rooms and giving directions. He was on the floor of Hailard’s office. It gave him an idea. Perhaps he could hold the director as hostage for his escape. At least it would be no worse than his present predicament. Hailard’s office would be the last place they would expect him.


  He hurried down the corridor.


  Hailard’s door was closed. Alston flung it open and leaped inside. Kial Nasron and the director faced each other across the desk. Both faces froze, staring at the intrusion. Hailard’s hand dipped toward an open drawer.


  In tigerish movement, Alston scooped girl and chair from the floor and flung them over the desk into Hailard’s lap. The heat gun flamed at random, melting a section of plastic wall. Alston sprang, went over the desk top into a belly-slide. All three of them crashed in a squirming heap on the floor.


  Alston wrenched free first and came up with the heat gun in his hand. Pale and furious, Kial Nasron writhed back to the wall, glaring at the man. Hailard sat up, staring in dazed fixation at the pointing gun.


  “It won’t do you any good, Alston,” he said. “Security police are searching the building.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Alston grinned at the girl. “Mr. Hailard and I are exchanging clothes.”


  After the exchange, Alston smashed the visiphone and inter-office communicator.


  “The lady is leaving with me,” he warned the director. “So use judgment. If anything happens to me, it happens to her. If anyone gets in my way, I’ll blast through. Is that clear?”


  Hailard nodded. “Clear to me. Maybe not to the guards on the roof.”


  Alston’s face lighted savagely. “You can come along and explain it to them.”


  Herding his prisoners before him, Alston marched to the elevator-landing. Hailard pressed the stud for the surviving cage. The car stopped, its door slid open.


  Alston gestured toward the transmitter. “Give them your orders and make it good.”


  Hailard shrugged . . .


  III


  FIVE hours and approximately 1,800 airline miles from Quanta City, Alston switched back from rocket power to the atomic motors. Not daring to use radar for navigation or altitude soundings, he was not certain exactly where he was. Climbing swiftly into the murk, he flew blindly by dead reckoning, and most of the journey was accomplished in or above the miles-deep canopy of dust and vapor which eternally shrouds Venus from all view of other worlds.


  On the silver, skimming over the limitless expanse of cloud banks, rainbow-tinted with reflected light, the ship had a view of breathtaking extent They were somewhere over the Tihar Forest, he knew, and within striking distance of his destination. But until he descended below the obscurity of unbroken mist-seas, the exact position was guesswork. Blades flailing in the thin, stratospheric air, the’copter slanted downward, settling swiftly. It hovered for seconds above a roil surface of blinding brilliance, then churning grayness enveloped them, limiting vision to a few yards radius.


  Temptation to use the sounding device was overwhelming, but he knew that hundreds of spotters were tuning detectors eagerly, hoping for just such a lapse, to triangulate his position. With muttered profanity, he restrained the impulse.


  Sparing a moment from peering anxiously below, he eyed Kial Nasron resentfully.


  “You should have’chuted down when I gave you the chance,” he told her morosely. “It was a better risk than this.”


  “I wanted to come,” she replied, with a toss of head. “This is the Tihar Forest, isn’t it?”


  He grinned. “I think so. We’ll know in a few minutes if the ceiling is high enough to give me a chance to pull this crate out of the fall. If not, I don’t think we’ll care.”


  “I’m an easy pick-up, but hard to shake. Since we’re landing, you might untie my hands.”


  “And have you get foolish notions of grabbing the controls?”


  “What good would that do me? I can’t fly a’copter.”


  Alston stared through the viewports. The ship appeared to be descending a well of infinite depth with featureless gray walls in which flickered eery light.


  “You’re a bigger fool than I thought,” he admitted. “I had a vague idea of turning you loose with the ship, later on, after I’d smashed the radar and wireless. How d’you expect to get back?”


  “We’ll figure that out when we come to it,” the girl said confidently. “Maybe we can still make a deal. If we find my sister and take us both back, you’ll have something to bargain with. My father will make them meet any terms you say.”


  Alston disillusioned her brutally. “Don’t count on it, sister. I’m on a one-way ticket The penalty for attempted escape is death, in the disintegrators. I’ve added kidnapping, stealing a ship, and some assorted violence to my record. The least I’d get is life in the deep mines, and I’d prefer the disintegrators to that. You’ll have to find yourself another hero.”


  Kial Nasron fell silent while Alston returned his attention to the controls. Dark rifts appeared in the grayness, became restless mobile patterns, like smoke swirling in a glass. The rotating blades overhead caught denser air and set up curious disturbance areas in the mist. Except for the lessened gravity, like the first moments in a rapidly-descending elevator, there was no sense of motion at all. The ship might have been suspended in a dim, mist-shrouded pocket of space.


  Tense at the controls, Alston did not turn as she spoke again.


  “Perhaps, then, I can make contact with tire searching parties, and bargain with them. You don’t know my father’s influence. He can protect you.”


  Alston grunted savagely. “No, thanks. I’ve had dealings with your father. Maybe you don’t remember. You were just a kid, away at school on Earth. He helped railroad me. Figured I was not good enough for Annelle, and that was one way to be rid of me. As if I had a chance, anyhow. That was the joke. They called it sabotage, when the charge should have been negligence under extenuating circumstances. Annelle stood by and let him do it.”


  HE was conscious of her voice, but it sounded distant, unreal.


  “Then you did remember. I didn’t know much about it. You were a forbidden topic in the house. But you’re wrong about Annelle. She cried a lot before she forgot, and even Father talked of having the case reopened. Nothing came of it. I supposed you were guilty.”


  “I was. There was a choice of following orders or saving the ship. I waited too long to decide. Men died. They were my friends. That was important, the rest isn’t. You’re welcome to both your father and your sister. I could even enjoy your predicament if I cared. But I’m past that, long ago. None of you even exist to me.”


  “Then you won’t mind if try to reach the searching parties? They could take me back—”


  He laughed grimly. “And have you lead them to me? I’d be a fool to trust you. Besides, none of them will get this far. None on the surface. And the air patrols can’t land. You’re stuck with me, sister. And don’t expect any favors. I’m not in the mood.”


  Dark curtains parted suddenly below.


  Immensity of somber desolation spread in all directions. The scene was savage, monstrous, rich in vegetation, fitfully lighted by distant volcanic flares. Jungle had stormed and over-run the visible countryside. Like a vast green map it unrolled below them. Directly beneath the plunging’copter, and perilously close at hand, was a jagged upthrust of bare rock, miles-high, towering almost into the gray ceiling of mist.


  Frantically, Alston worked at the controls. Airscrews whined, shrilled, blasted. The muted thunder of atomic engines rose into deafening crescendo. The blades overhead vibrated in frenzy of rotation.


  The’copter pulled from its steep fall, jerked forward like a startled animal, then hesitated. One of the blades grazed the high pinnacle of rock with a jarring crash. The ship rebounded, poised like a dancer, then fell away, floundering in a crazy rhythm.


  Fighting the wheel and stick, Alston was wrenched from his strapped pilot-seat and wedged violently among die control bars.


  The damaged blade broke loose and beat itself to exploding tatters on the fuselage cabin. Gyrating, plunging end over end, the ship was tearing itself to pieces. Extricating himself, the man shut off the motors and switched to rocket power. Jets flamed and sputtered. Ground, like a solid green wall, rose up toward the stricken ship. Thundering jets painted a crazy pattern of brilliant crimson.


  Righting the ship, Alston tried vainly to jettison the blades, but they were lodged fast in the keys. Banshee wail of tortured brace wires rose shrill and thin. In a sickening glide, the ship struck. By instinct, Alston cut the power. Then, darkness. . . .


  Green, roaring avalanches engulfed the hurtling ship, wiped away the landing gear. Upper branches grasped at the breaking fuselage, ground at its metal plates with tearing force. Twice it broke clear, bounded high in the air, and struck again. In a high tangle of treetops, it lodged for seconds, then toppled and fell a sheer hundred feet before coming to rest in a snarled webbing of vines and main limbs. Like a broken moth, twitching and swaying, it hung there.


  A band of natives found the wreckage. Like agile monkeys they swarmed up the trees, found the occupants still unconscious, and lowered them gently to the forest floor. The native leader solved this problem with primitive directness. Taking a large mouthful of water from his snakeskin canteen, he blew hard, spraying Alston’s face liberally, then repeating the process with the girl.


  Water showering Alston jerked him instantly awake. Dazed and bruised, he raised himself on one elbow and looked about It was impossible that he had survived the crash, but he seemed painfully alive. He sat up, blinking.


  A group of fox-headed natives surrounded him, their large ears flapping excitedly. They waved spears and danced, chirping noisily, faceted eyes on stalks protruding from their foreheads writhing and flickering with curiosity and interest. Alston spoke to them in their own language of weird, chirping monosyllables.


  KIAL NASRON was rousing. She showed less signs of battering than he did, but evidently her return to consciousness was not an unmixed blessing. Her cultured voice made unladylike comments.


  Suddenly aware of the natives, Kial leaped to her feet and started running like a frightened yarnab. The native leader hurled a spear-shaft between her legs and brought her down heavily. His followers carried her back.


  “What will they do to us?” she wailed, shuddering as she looked at the half-human creatures.


  “Shut up,” he ordered. “These are friends.”


  He addressed the leader and the chirping discussion went on. Partially reassured, the girl examined the eery beings with curiosity which they openly returned, picking at her garments, touching her skin, laughing among themselves and making comment which she could not understand.


  Vaguely manlike in form, the inhabitants of Tihar were spindly and barrel-chested, with long, multiple-jointed limbs. Their slate gray skin, covered with fine golden down, blended easily with the ocher moss of the forest.


  “Something is wrong,” Alston told her finally. “These people are badly frightened. They’re leaving the forest and heading west into unknown country. I don’t understand it, and Tuluk is vague about the actual danger. He’s warning us to leave at once. And Tuluk doesn’t scare easily, so it must be something out of the ordinary.”


  The leader glanced apprehensively about as he talked, his voice rising and falling in the birdlike cadences of his speech. Alston gestured toward the wrecked ship, then the girl, shook his head in negation, and shrugged eloquently.


  Gesticulating, chirping wildly, the native chief rounded up his followers and melted swiftly into the shadowed gloom of the forest.


  “What was that all about?” asked Kial uneasily.


  Alston snorted. “I still don’t know. I explained that we could not go in the ship. He wanted us to come with him. I told him that was equally impossible, that you wouldn’t last ten miles the way they travel. Don’t worry about it. There’s danger, but we knew .that. Besides, these natives don’t always make sense. They’ve different mental processes from ours. Not quite human. What scared them might mean nothing to us. Volcano, earthquake, food shortage. They’re superstitious, too. Maybe a god growled at them.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  Alston grinned. “Hole up. I know where I am now. I hoped to get guide service, but we won’t need it. Tuluk told me how to get where we’re going. I spotted the place a while back on one of my survey trips. Seems like a good place to hide for a while. I have a cache of supplies there. Three hours of rough going, though. One hour, Tuluk said, but that means three for us. Messy job, pawing through this muck.”


  Alston climbed into the trees and rummaged in the shattered’copter for usable equipment. His total find amounted to a pair of radilume flashbeams, some tablets of food concentrate, water in a seif-coding canteen and his heat gun. He scrambled back to the ground and struck out boldly through the jungle.


  It was Kial Nasron’s first experience of Venusian forest. She wondered how Alston could keep his directions at all. To her it was a vast nightmare, staggering, impressive, but without order or definite form. Here was nothing of the cultivated park-lands of Earth. Titanic trees towered upward and lost themselves in gloom, their knotted trunks like the columns of a giant’s temple. Overhead was a blank mass of foliage so dense that practically no light filtered down from the uneasy gray glare of sky.


  Colossal tree-ferns and gigantic mushrooms gave the place a goblin aspect, like the background of some sinister fairy-tale, and underfoot the ground moved queasily as if she trod upon the crust of quagmire. Coarse, thorny scrub and a moldering confusion of rotting tree trunks blocked the aisles, and higher up interwoven vines and trailing beards of moss knotted together the dense growth of trees in complex tapestries of shadow. Footing was treacherous, although a luminosity” hovered above the sinks of decaying vegetation, and by tins tricky light, they made frequent detours to avoid bogholes and the bubbling sinks of steaming-hot water. The air was thick, moist and nauseous with the foulness of gas rising from the layers of mold. Each step was an adventure.


  After two hours of tramping and stumbling through choked aisles of sodden jungle, Kial Nasron was out on her feet.


  FORTUNATELY, they had reached higher ground. Outcroppings of lichen-crusted rock broke the morass of soft, unsteady ground, and she fell less often. Alston paid no heed to her or her difficulties. He marched steadily on, and, gasping and perspiration-soaked, she made shift to keep up. A terror of being abandoned in the awesome wilderness urged her faltering muscles.


  They climbed a rise and came out on a flat, shelving rock at the top of a watershed.


  On the far side, the ledge overlooked a circular depression miles in extent. Here, Alston halted. The strength went out of Kial, and she collapsed weakly on the bare rock. Alston gave her food and water and seemed bitterly amused by her plight.


  “We’re almost there,” he said. “Better get used to it. We’re home.”


  On the near side, the hollow was rimmed by sheer cliffs, across its expanse, perhaps fifty miles away, was a chain of high, smoking volcanoes, their red glare reflected from the overcast, drenching the plain with hellish light. Hundreds of feet below was the pit floor, fairly level and carpeted with flowing grass or the ocherous moss.


  Before them, sloping from a wedge-like salient of the precipice, a stone-flagged pathway lay straight across the plain toward the city!


  At first, in the crimson splendor, it seemed less like a man-made fabric than some curious natural formation rising from the rust-tinted grasslands. In shape it was like a tangle of oddly regular hills and the vegetation swarming over it added to the illusion. But a closer look showed too much geometry for accidental weathering.


  Gradually the outlines assumed form. City-size, it seemed to be the complex ramifications of a single building, terraced, overgrown with a thick matting of vines until the place resembled a hanging garden.


  Kial Nasron suppressed a shiver, for there was an utterly alien quality about the megalithic structure that both depressed and frightened her. Over both city and hollow rose an aura of something dreadful and unholy, as if the ghosts of some ancient dwellers brooded in forgotten solitudes within.


  As they descended the rough pathway and moved along the stone flagging toward the abandoned megalopolis, both man and girl were conscious of a quiver which ran through ground and air. Stopping, Alston knelt and placed a hand flat on the ground. Even through the thick moss, a vibration was perceptible, and something like a weak electric shock ran up his arm, numbing wrist, elbow and the shoulder joint. Now he was aware of a muted throbbing, like the beat of a heavy, steady pulse.


  Nearer the city, ground tremors were stronger, and his ears caught a clearly audible echo from the vibrating air. Had he been wrong in believing the city was deserted? On the previous visit he had seen nothing nor felt any awareness of an alien presence.


  Before them, the path shone in the rubrous light, and the city wall rose like a sheer cliff, casting a black shadow toward them like a reaching hand.


  Now the ruin seemed more complete than before, and a vanguard of the forest reached out a dark arm, encircling the edifice.


  “Looks as if the previous tenants had been careless with the fixtures,” Kial Nasron said in mock bravado. “At least they did not forget the red carpet.”


  “Quiet neighborhood,” Alston echoed her thought. Suddenly he knew what was different.


  The silence. This time there was no hum of insect life, no rustling as the wind moved through the grass. No sense of movement as the wild things prowled at will within the dark labyrinths of the ancient city. There was silence, complete, profound, blanketing and smothering every sound save one, the muted throbbing.


  Penetrating deeply into the shadow, they stood at last before a tall gateway. As they hesitated, a long green snake of vine-creeper writhed down from the stone frame, darting, coiling, lashing at them like a living serpent.


  Alston struck at it, then whipped out the heat gun and pressed the stud. A pencil beam of dazzling brilliance leaped out. With a scorched stench the tentacle withdrew, squirming hideously.


  “Watch those things,” he warned Kial Nasron. “Some of them are dangerous. Their poison is a swift corrosive.”


  Inside the gateway was both sound and movement. A convulsive stirring ran along the vine-covered walls, and a sound between a hiss and a soft rustling struck their ears. Here, too, the pulsing throb was more pronounced. It was as if the plant-things of the deep jungle had over-run and conquered the city, turning it to some evil purpose of their own. The city might be dead, but the forest was alive, watching, waiting. Every wall and column was encrusted with dark masses of greenery, every avenue an alley garlanded with vines and moss. Ugly, twisting fungi and monstrous tree ferns grew from the broken pavement. Sinister ripples of movement coursed the man and girl. The city reeked with fear.


  IV


  SECURITY POLICE turned Hailard’s fast cruiser back at the last barrier before the Tihar Forest—the Holy Mountains. The patrols had failed to head off the fugitive Alston before he had reached the forest, and the effort had now become a complex operation of combing the Tihar area in scout planes in the faint hope of discovering the missing ‘copter and its occupants. Therefore, after putting the machinery in readiness for the job ahead, Hailard had awaited the arrival of Torkeg Nasron before taking an active part in the search.


  Responding to the Security Patrol signals, he leapt to the visiphone transmitter and angrily demanded explanations. A stormy interview with Nasron had done nothing for his patience.


  “Top priority,” Hailard shouted into the transmitter, heedless of amplifiers.


  “All priorities are cancelled,” an imperturbable junior officer told him coldly. “General Emergency. Contact Central Security in Castarona for instructions. At once. That is all.”


  Hailard dialed the Castarona wavelength. A thin, recorded voice was broadcasting, half-newscast, half-official pronouncement. As soon as the message was finished, it was repeated for the benefit of new listeners.


  “—Believed that an unheard-of mutation has taken place on a large scale. No precedent. Action will be taken as soon as the full extent and nature of this fantastic development can be determined. The disturbance is of a nature both electromagnetic and atomic, and seems to be centered in the swampy districts of the extreme western range of the Tihar Forest, approximately 1,300 miles from Castarona. Little is known of this area, and the few explorations which have been attempted in the past met with disaster.


  “Landings will be difficult, and surface penetration is not to be considered. However, suicide squads are now being recruited artiong the convict laborers most familiar with conditions in the Tihar Forest with full pardon as reward, and an expedition will be launched for the purpose of mapping and reconnoitering the locale. If possible, landings are to be made and the menace run to earth, although not much is hoped for in this line since the terrain is swampy and practically impassable on foot. Bulletins will be issued as further material becomes available.


  “Repeat—


  “General alarm! Warning, do not enter the Tihar Forest area for any reason.


  “Within the past two months a startling change has been taking place in the Tihar vegetation. It was noted weeks ago in the outer trading posts and most advanced weather stations. Experts sent to the spot have made their reports, and the story can now be told.


  “Three small villages and one sizable town have been utterly destroyed. Refugees have begun to drift in with tales of massacre and destruction. Piecing together their stories, and giving a new consideration to the reports by plant experts, we can quickly understand what has happened, A pattern becomes apparent.


  “It is general knowledge that the Tihar Forest is unique, even on Venus. Its plant life is all mutant and practically unclassified. This mutant vegetation, isolated as it is and not under observation by qualified scientists, continued its variant development. Now, the whole forest, with all its manifold life forms, has suddenly become symbiotic. Plants, animals, and possibly other life-forms totally unfamiliar to us, are now united in one communal, interdependent life. The forest is functioning as a gigantic organism with each of its previous entities as a single shell.


  “Not only is this gigantic organism a functioning entity, but it is intelligent, malignant, ambitious. We must not fall into the pitfall of considering this monstrous entity merely a gigantic plant or community. There is much more behind such a development than a mere changed relationship between the life entities involved. The forest has come to life, become a sentient, functioning, thinking, mobile monster.


  “It is on the move, conquering, killing, destroying everything that stands in its way . Plants that were earth-bound by complicated root-systems are developing new forms and members, and becoming mobile. The larger forms, such as the ancient trees, in which such rapid evolution is impossible, are functioning as a supply house for the more quickly adaptable forms. The whole being becomes an army, backed by an alert, efficient industry, converting the chemical and nuclear treasure-house of Tihar into a formidable war machine.


  “This is a challenge which may not be denied. We must revise our whole approach to the colonization and re-civilizing of Venus, even our habits of thought. Plants, hitherto the docile or helpless servants of mankind, have become a deadly enemy and a threat to our very survival as a dominant life-form. Clouds of spores descended on the unsuspecting inhabitants with an effect similar to that of poison gas. A grull-cat hunter gives an account of being pursued by a variety of plants and wild animals, acting in concert as if directed by a master brain.


  “This is just a sample. More will come. If the mutation continues and spreads, even our domesticated plants and animals may turn and rend us like a pack of wolves. We are living on borrowed time, and some kind of decisive action must be taken.


  “Recent recordings taken by various weather stations indicate emanations of some unusual force within the forest as if power were being generated on a large scale. We now believe that these readings and the mutations are related. Authorities admit that it is believed—”


  Hailard clicked off the switch, and gave orders to change the course to Castarona. His eyes met those of Torkeg Nasron and locked. Armored silence sprang between them. Nasron broke it.


  “Does this mean that you are abandoning the attempt to rescue my daughter from this madman?”


  Hailard shook his head sadly. “There is nothing we can do at the moment. We can accompany the suicide squads, perhaps learn something. From the broadcast, I surmise that Kial is dead. And Alston, too.”


  “You said the same thing about Annelle. We have reason . . .”


  Hailard interrupted. “This situation is different. Worse. Annelle was living on borrowed time, even if she survived the wreck of the Krajulla. I feel much worse about Kial. I liked her. For that matter, Alston too. Rotten bad luck that he chose such a time for his break, and die girl got in his way. I doubt if he’d have harmed her deliberately. The man was desperate, bitter, even crazy angry, but he’s no natural killer. It was just his way of hitting back at you. Making you sweat a little.”


  Torkeg Nasron smiled sardonically and sadly, musing to himself that no man ever beats the game. The price of a six-year-old treachery had finally caught up with him and he was paying in the biggest coin he owned.


  In Castarona, three fast VE survey ships were being hastily armed. Files of convict volunteers ceased work to watch a squadron of six battleships lift from their cradles and head for the remote fastnesses of the Tihar in ragged, irregular formation. Within minutes, a flight of G-class rocket scouts blasted off to follow the cumbersome battlewagons.


  Signals shrilled. Convicts who had volunteered for the suicide squads went aboard and waited. Blinker lights winked on and off in color codes. At the last moment, Hailard and Nasron climbed into the pilot’s quarters, with new bulletins and final calculations from the detectors locating the trouble center. It should not take long for the suicide command to overtake and pass the heavily armored military aircraft. Within two hours, three at the most if headwinds were strong, or if storms were encountered over the forest, the ships should reach the target area.


  Field sirens moaned and the jets let go with a staggered roar.


  DEEP within the city, before an oval pierced through an immense wall of squared and jointed megaliths, Alston paused. Huddled close beside him, like a dog or a terrified child, the girl drew comfort from the man’s physical nearness.


  Kial Nasron could not afterwards remember how they had come to the place. There was confused impression of moving through a labyrinth of endless, winding, dark avenues. The ruddy glare made but a feeble glimmering upon monstrous colonnades or touched with vague mystery the hideous reliefs carved upon titanic walls. Above, towered the bulking mass of a shattered citadel. On either hand, sheer as the cliffsides of a narrow canyon, walls rose in terraced setbacks to the gloomy arch of sky. Everywhere was mute, colossal evidence of alien evolutions, and everywhere the rank, bloated growth of unnatural vegetation.


  Guarding the portal were gigantic effigies in stone of gods vanished and forgotten when the universe was young. From outside, nothing of the building’s interior could be made out, for a screen of dense shadow blocked the oval opening. Kial hung back, shivering, as Alston strode to the doorway.


  “Wait here if you like,” he said. “At least till I look around inside. There have been changes since I was last here. All this gcosvth is new . . .


  Panic shrilled through her as she glanced about at the grotesque shadow-shapes.


  “I’ll go with you,” she said quickly. “I’m afraid to stay out here alone.”


  Alston nodded, with a surge of rough sympathy. “Suit yourself. But stick close in case of trouble. We may be just imagining things.”


  Her voice was hollow and awoke strange echoings among the dry, murmurous rustling of the vines. “How dared you ever come here before, alone? There is something dreadful—”


  “It was different, then.”


  Alston plunged boldly into the shadow, the girl following reluctantly.


  Inside, the air was warm, humid, stifling, full of the fetid odors of a hothouse. Silence stunned the ears. Even the restless stirring sounds of the vines faltered and died away. There was complete absence of sound as different from ordinary stillness as death is from life. Something tangible was gone from the very air. Withdrawn. Breathless, waiting hush, lifeless as a shroud, pervaded the somber interior.


  There was light of an eery sort, a flickering play of shadow’s shot with pearly ghosts, lambent as moonflames, which hung in thick layers like drifting smoke or moved in shifting planes like faintly glowing draperies.


  Slowly their eyes became accustomed to the dimness and they perceived the dimensions of the place. It was a vast circular space, like some tremendous hall that might have been a temple, above soared vague immensities of a vaulted dome, and the paved floor was strewn with the rubble of titanic collapse. Before them, in terrace crescents, like a giant’s staircase crumbling into ruin, the flooring fell away into a central depression.


  Here were rank on rank of noxious, ugly tree-growths, jutting from displaced paving blocks—each plant a gnarly, jointed trunk crowned with clusters of motionless tentacles. Ranged about the terraces, they parodied the attitudes of worshippers within some unholy temple. Each massive wall was thickly tapestried in matted hangings of the ophidian vines, but here their unceasing undulations were stilled, frozen into rigid immobility.


  Hovering about the central depression was a zone of denser shadow, obscuring and distorting vision. What light existed in this core of darkness was troubled, uncertain. The spot attracted Alston’s interest, but he could see nothing clearly.


  In the deathlike hush, their footsteps made no whisper of sound and the man and girl descended the broken terraces among moving planes of light and shadow to the rim of darkness. Down the ruinous steps, their progress was sluggish as if they drifted bodiless in some exasperating dream fabric.


  There came a flurry of disturbance in the shadowy zone, a wan, uneasy flickering glow, as if light flares struggled through thick, resisting slabs of murky crystal. Steadily it grew, quickening, mounting, flaming into raw emerald brilliance. Taller it soared, spreading, dispersing the murk, beating back the panes of darkness, revealing the temple in all its monstrous size, its splendor, and its crumbling ruin. Revealing—


  The Pit!


  AT THE heart of the place, sunk into the pave, was a deep round pit, brimming with fiery liquescence. It swam with light, with color and movement, boiling like a wizard’s cauldron. The disturbed surface heaved and frothed, churned, rose and fell in slow rhythmic pulsing. Above it hovered myriad tongues of darting argent flame. From it light foamed upward, showers of luminous bubbles rose and danced and shattered in clouds of radiance as diffuse as a mist of pearls.


  Here was the source of that strange energy, that throbbing force which vibrated through the ground and air outside, for as the substance of the pit rose and fell in its rhythmic cycle, so did the sound and vibration swell and diminish, so did the light flare and fade.


  From a curb of carved and figured stone a sculptured ramp swept up and out and down in graceful arch onto an island of black rock set within the pit. Harshly outlined, its detailed fretwork sharp and clear, the island rose solidly from the pool of glittering light.


  But on the island was sheer madness. From a pedestal block of faceted stone thrust upward two mighty curved horns of fluted jade resembling the frames of an ancient lyre. Thirty feet in the air they soared, and pendant between them was a sparkling veil, gossamer as the finest spider-silk, dusted with incandescent moonfire. Meshed in this sheer fabric, prisoned like a silvery moth caught upon a great spiderweb, was a figure of terrible beauty.


  Seething in witchflames, netted in a tumult of frosted lightnings, was the white, graceful body of a woman. Naked in body and stripped of soul, limbs and trunk rigid, her figure was tortured into the attitude of a hieratic symbol. The face was bowed but calm, blending sinister serenity with an expression of impassive anguish. Staring, the eyes were chill with some unholy suspension between death and life. Soft glory of hair flowed upward to mingle inextricably in the weave of silvered veiling, and the slender arms stretched up and outward, cruciform, as if to suggest a hideous sacrifice. A beautiful soulless nympthon!


  “Annelle!”


  He cried aloud, stared in wildest frenzy, shouted her name, shook his fist in impotent fury at the dead gods set about in their sculptured niches.


  Light gathered in awesome brilliance on the ledge about the pit, thickening like a solid substance, so that the pit, the island, with its great curving horns, and the prisoner upon the draping silvery veil seemed frozen within glittering crystal. The scene was fantastic nightmare ensorcelled into hideous permanence.


  One sharp glimpse, then scurrying shadows flowed upward from the pool, dim, shapeless beings in mad conflict with the flooding splendors of alien quicksilver.


  Alston was barely conscious of Kial’s screaming. Tranced, he stumbled down the remaining steps to the ledge. He was dimly aware of Kial’s voice, her hands clawing at him, restraining. Then he was beside the pit, standing, staring up the ramp. In his arms was a limp body—Kial’s. A faintly glowing nimbus outlined her features, congealed them into an echo of that same unearthly coldness, that same calm horror and impassive anguish of the other’s.


  Something had flowed from her, withdrawn, and the shell that remained was not Kial. Alive, she had meant nothing to him, but dead, or worse, she became a symbol of the tortured loneliness and frustration of his life.


  She was dead. This thing in his arms was no more Kial than that other being was—


  Annelle! White agony of memories burned through his veins, became a madness. His sense of double loss was unbearable. He dropped the limp thing in his arms.


  THE temple stirred, became suddenly sensible of his human presence. Whispered murmurings rose in volume, became a tide of slithering sound. The ranks of greenery moved toward him.


  Unheeding, Alston staggered to the soaring ramp. Ahead, he sensed vaguely the figure of radiance, rags of stolen moonsilver flowing from it. Caught by some unholy lure, he forced a way toward it, moving slowly, sluggishly as if the very air grew dense and sought to impede him.


  At the pedestal, knees buckled under him. His knees scraped jagged stone. He floundered, recovered, stared upward, reaching.


  Infernal glory lit the face. Nearer, he could see that it bore less resemblance to humanity than to tire half-open, convoluted petals of a strange flower. Within its muted planes were the soft, chill delicacies of an orchid, the flushed, still colors of a rose in moonlight. About her hovered a funereal fragrance, sickeningly sweet, like the perfume of no blossom of Earth or Mars.


  Flowerlike, she stirred, eyelids twitched and lifted, petal-white lips moved.


  In dread miracle, she spoke. Articulation was difficult and the sound seemed to come from immense distances. The tones were soulless, a rippling sibilance of sounds and half-accented syllables, the words a meaningless babel upon his ears. She spoke in whispers, softly murmuring, ecstatic. . . .


  In his brain images formed, alien, untranslatable.


  He saw the ancient city at the height of its power. Streets thronged with a strange people, in form tire product of a variant evolution. This was their city, their temple. Here they housed a god-thing, slimy, monstrous, a being of their own creation, blending within itself something of both protoplasmic matter and living energy. Here in the temple it lived and was worshipped by strange rites and awful sacrifice.


  Then came a whirlwind of war. The race of creators and worshippers vanished, destroyed with their enemies when the atomic weapons of both races burst the bounds, sweeping in fiery wrath over seas and continents until the planet lay bare and smoldering. The race died, but their god-thing lived.


  Deep within the sacred fountain of its temple, the slime-being lay dormant. But the ravening atomic fires had touched off a vein of almost pure uranium beneath the city. Something of that atomic fire still lingered, spreading slowly through the mass, reacting like a slow pile, half-alive, partially radioactive. Through the ages, the element fissioned, emitting low-degree heat and some radiant energy. In its pit of slow incubation, the god-thing developed, wakened to new life, grew in strength and diabolical intelligence.


  In time it wearied of passive existence, hungered after more power and freedom of movement. Bursting its bonds, it rose into the well, whence it hurled forth impulses, urgent, hypnotic, angry and summoning. With promises and deceits it lured the forest, called to itself the more mobile plants, enslaved the green living things.


  Of itself, it gave to them new strength and intelligence, made of them more mobile beings. It roused them to fantastic development and stirred to life their latent dreams of green conquest. By complex symbiosis, it bound them to itself, made willing servants and worshippers of them. The forest had become a vast, single, interdependent community.


  The woman-thing—its voice—had strayed within the precincts of its dread power. She, also, had been lured, overpowered, enslaved. Partially absorbed by the god-being, wholly dependent, the woman had become a nympthon, a temple handmaiden, little more than a decoration, existing solely by its whim.


  The voice died away. Unconscious of sound, Alston sensed the images fading from his mind.


  Standing boldly on the pedestal, Alston reached upward to tear and strike at the horror on the veil. Shrieking, he assailed the monstrous thing which was neither plant nor woman, alternating words and blows. Hate seethed in his brain, hate and pain and grief. He cried out and hurled himself savagely, lusting to destroy.


  It was the last thing he remembered dearly. From the depths below came a throb of fearful power. The pool churned. Lightnings raved about the suspended veil, the netted figure. The woman-thing writhed piteously in the tumult of energy. Alston’s upreaching arms carried the current to his body. The shock stunned, paralyzed.


  Then came momentary impression of vegetation surging toward him in dark billows. Hellish tendrils dragged him down. Great, leathery leaves enfolded him, lifting his numbed body high. He was hurled bodily across the shimmering well, caught up again and juggled with heedless violence. Lashing, steely tentacles played with him and passed him swiftly through dim spaces. Flesh cringed from the cloying contact of the vines. Battered, nauseated, half-unconscious, he felt the touch of abysmal horror.


  Then, contemptuously, he was flung in a grotesque sprawl of arms and legs, spumed through the gateway of the outer wall.


  OUTSIDE the city, lines of battle were drawn up across the valley. On one side, squads of the convict volunteers held back green waves of plant-life with batteries of flame-throwers, heat rays, grenades and poison gas bombs. Ranged against them were the unlimited numbers of the forest folk, plants and animals alike thrusting in a dark salient from the thickly grown slopes. Near the city was a clear space, but ragged knots of combatants were locked in deadly struggle, contending for the approach.


  Flame-throwers bit deep indentations in the massed plant-things, and an acrid stench of charred greenery rose in choking clouds. The green armies struck back viciously with flights of venomed thorns and a barrage of spore-cases which burst with startling force and showered the humans with corrosive dust. It was deadlock, a determined, murderous see-saw with advantage to neither.


  A scouting party brought Alston to the ships.


  “We knew that you and Nasron were inside the city,” Hailard said grimly.” A native chieftain, Tuluk, told us how you came here. We’ve delayed flattening die city with atomics in the faint hope you might come out alive.”


  His gesture indicated the circling warships overhead, which occasionally swooped down to take a hand in the conflict with sticks of dropped bombs.


  “How did you dare land your ships here?” Alston asked. “From the air this plain looks like a swamp, the city just a strangely shaped hill.”


  “Convicts dropped first, by parachute. They signalled to come in.”


  Nasron clutched desperately at Alston. “Kial?” he queried hopelessly.


  “She’s still in there.”


  “Alive?”


  “I don’t know. Unconscious or dead. But you can’t use the bombs in any case. That thing—whatever it is—feeds on atomic energy. It would be immune to radiation and heat, and the rubbish of the temple would protect it from the blast.”


  Hailard gestured wearily. “What can we do, then?”


  Alston hesitated. “You can’t do much. If you’ll trust me, there’s something I’d like.to try. It may not work, but you’ll be no worse off. I’ll need a small, fast plane and a pilot with guts. Also a flame-thrower and some grenades, both incendiary and explosive. A parachute—”


  Hailard’s eyes met Alston’s in understanding. He nodded, shouting orders.


  Rocket tubes blasting, the tiny plane drew a trail of fire through the gray sky. Over the city it nosed into a steep power dive, bored down in thunder, skimming walls and terraces. Over the shadowy courtyard of the temple enclosure, it pulled out, zoomed swiftly, topped the near buildings and vanished. Behind it a parachute burst open in white flowering.


  Burdened with the carrying case of grenades and a portable flame-thrower, Alston dropped like a plummet. Pressing a release, he slipped from the harness before his feet touched the ground. He landed, running.


  Before him, the flame-thrower belched its roaring scimitar, and snarls of the knotted greenery withered from his path. Half a moment brought him to the oval portal. Gouts of fire washed it clear of the tangling obstructions.


  Choking, he kicked through the smoking ashes and burst into the temple’s gloom. The lace was alive with menace. Murmurings built into shrill tumult.


  Down the crumbling terraces he stumbled, cutting a wide swath with the swishing flame. The temple buzzed like an angry beehive. At the pit’s edge, the flame-thrower’s reservoir ran dry. It hissed and the fiery jets died. He flung it into the pressing dark.


  Kneeling, he stared into the quivering horror of the pit! The jellied light within stirred with life, bubbling furiously. With his teeth Alston drew out the pins of two grenades, dropped them. Two more. Feverishly, as rapidly as hands could function, he jerked out pins and hurled the bombs deep into the churning protoplasm in the pit.


  From below came a staggered flash, followed by jarring concussions. The pit was a manifold convulsion of movement. Fans of flame spurted upward, became fountains of light and uproar. Waves of sound and pressured air hurled Alston back from the curbing. With the last burst shot up quivering, ugly chunks of pulpy matter which clung and burned.


  Crawling masses of vegetation reached him, struck, broke in myriad struggling forms. Tentacles and tendrils of vine bore him down, overwhelming in their clinging embrace. His heat gun burned them through, loosening their grip. He broke dear.


  Something like a fiery whip flicked his face, drawing blood and shooting rivulets of pain through arms and legs. Vines licked out, enwrapped him, lashing, constricting.


  Steel-hard tentacles bound his arms to his body, crushing. From the surrounding dark came muffled explosions as spore-pods burst. A fine mist of searing dust powdered his face. Dust stung nostrils raw, burned into his eyes.


  Incredible sound shrieked from the pit. A cry of mortal agony. Vines and tentacles released suddenly. Alston staggered and slumped to the floor. Blind, tortured, gasping for breath, he dragged himself. Groping fingers found the curb and led him to the ramp. Crawling, he inched his way over its high-flung span, down. Upright again, he stood before the pedestal, climbed upon it, fingers numbed and bloody. His arms stretched upward toward the frightful thing upon the web.


  Blind, he did not see the swift blight overtake that lovely body. He did not see the rot which turned the softly molded limbs to dripping slime, the charnel droplets form and course down the blackened webbing.


  He did not see the sudden withering of vines and snake-trunked treeforms in the temple, the dark, ugly writhings of the stricken plant-things, the collapse and convulsive death of all the fearsome, unnatural legions outside. He did not hear the dry, crisp, rustling fall of dead, shrunken leaves throughout the forest.


  Blind and insensible, Alston stood upon the island pedestal in the ruined temple, arms yearning upward in hopeless supplication to the monstrous, decaying horror on the veil. He still stood there when a mopping-up squad of convicts searched the temple and found him. Raving, he was borne away to the returning ships.


  IT IS another matter that he awakened later in the radiation hospital at Quanta City. Beautiful Kial Nasron, also suffering from painful radiation burns, sat beside him on the bed when he tore off the bandages and opened his eyes upon darkness. She pressed him gently back to the pillow, told him that he had been freely pardoned, and promised that he would see again, months later, when the paralysis had left his optic nerves.


  It is also another matter that when Kial and her father returned to Mars Craig Alston went along, and that a court there reversed its findings in his case, restoring full civil rights which a man needs to be married.


  In time even a man like Torkeg Nasron can be civilized into a potential father-in-law. Craig Alston volunteered for the Second Trans-Plutonian Expedition, and while Kial waits for him, she can work upon her father. But in the years ahead, she and Alston will rarely speak of Venus with its age-old mystery, its forgotten cities and strange plants. And they will try not to think of the temple and the Circean monster in its sacred well, nor of the thing that hung upon a veil of woven moonbeams . . .


  THE HATCHETMAN


  Fredric Brown


  When another world finds a way to turn one honest Earthman into a dozen traitors—then it’s time to call in . . .


  MATT ANDERS arrived at the New Albuquerque Spaceport on Venus in the early afternoon. His identification papers showed him to be one Harvey Giles: merchant, Philadelphia, Earth. Purpose of visit to Venus: purchase of precious stones. He was tall, but stooped with age; his gray hair and seamed face matched the photographs on his identification papers. Any resemblance to the real Matt Anders was impossible to detect.


  He let the mechanics roll away the one-man Spacezephyr, while the two guards who had come to meet him escorted him to the administration building where his identification papers were checked and approved. After that, he was free to leave, carrying his brief case containing—except for one secret pocket—only papers pertaining to his assumed identity.


  A landcab swung in to pick him up. He hesitated momentarily and then waved the driver away. The residence of the Terran ambassador was less than half a mile distant, and a chance for exercise would be more than welcome after thirty-five hours in the tiny spacecraft. He took a deep breath of the exhilarating Venusian air and started down the street.


  He felt no sense of danger. It was broad daylight and New Albuquerque is a safe, well-policed city. Only a few people on Earth—and those were men in positions of high trust—knew of his presence here or the form of his disguise. The various unorganized crackpots and malcontents who hated him could not possibly know. And aggression on the part of the Martian Duplies, here on Venus, Anders didn’t even consider. Mars was trying her best to keep Venus from taking sides in the strange cold war she was waging with Earth—a war in which neither side had made a direct move against the home planet of the other, although millions of men had died in space and in attacks on outposts. Certainly Mars could not risk antagonizing Venus by any overt act on the neutral planet.


  So it was the very unexpectedness of the attack against him that enabled it to succeed. For a moment, except for him, the street was empty. Except for him and the landcab that had offered to pick him up back at the spaceport. It must have followed him unobtrusively for some distance, and now it contained three men besides the driver. It swung up against the curb beside him and disgorged its occupants; two men tried to pinion his arms; the other swung an old-fashioned blackjack.


  Matt Anders dropped his brief case and tried to swing with his right at the Duplie holding his other arm. The blow was ineffectual, but it was the movement on his own part that caused the sap in the hands of the third man to accomplish less than had been intended. He was dazed by the blow, his knees buckled and he fell, but he didn’t completely lose consciousness.


  The Duplies who had hold of his arms lifted him and carried him to cab. The one who had used the blackjack took a quick look up and down the street, picked up the brief case and followed them into the cab.


  The whole thing had taken only seconds. And now he was between two of them in the rear seat and, leaning past the one to his right, the third man bent toward him. Now his hand held a hypodermic needle instead of the blackjack. Anders caught a fuzzy glimpse of it from a corner of his eye as the Duplie poised the needle to plunge it into his arm. He didn’t know what it meant. Not death, most likely, because if they’d merely wanted to kill him they could easily have finished him off back there on the street without taking the risk of carrying him into the cab.


  THE LANDCAB swung sharply around a corner, and as it swerved Anders managed to press against the man on his right. He twisted his body so that the plunger of the small hypo was depressed. It lost a full half of its contents on his coat before he felt the prick of the needle. He jerked involuntarily at that, and the wielder of the hypo laughed. “Coming out of the fog, huh? Well, that shot’ll take you right back in again.”


  The driver spoke back over his shoulder. “He didn’t come to, did he? We don’t want him to remember anything beyond the blackjack.”


  “He wasn’t awake; just jerked when he got the needle.”


  But he was awake, and stayed awake. He was dazed, sick, dull-minded, but still conscious and determined to stay that way. Fighting against giving in to the darkness to which his mind wanted to succumb as the contents of the hypo spread through his blood stream. He lay inert and motionless, deliberately breathing slowly and regularly, hiding every outward evidence of the fight his mind was putting up against unconsciousness.


  It grew dark suddenly and he knew they had driven into a garage. The grip on his arms tightened again and he was half dragged, half carried, from the landcab. He allowed himself to open his eyes a mere slit, enough to make out his surroundings. Sure enough, they were in a garage and he was being hauled toward steps leading downward at the back of it.


  “Shake it up,” one of his captors said. “We’re ten seconds behind schedule now. And don’t worry about mussing the guy; he’s supposed to be banged up plenty.”


  They hurried him down the cellar steps into a lighted room, a typical under-residence room that contained the standard heating apparatus and laundry equipment of the twenty-second century—and the typical trash and odds and ends that clutter a basement in any century whatever. But at the far end of the cellar, screened from view until they rounded a pile of packing crates, was an object that surprised Anders so much that he almost revealed his consciousness.


  It was a Kingston Duplicator. An illegal, jerry-built one, here in New Albuquerque.


  He knew all too well the character of the Duplies, products of the Duplicator. Their complete egotism, their utter lack of any moral sense whatsoever, their cold viciousness and inhumanity. But he was still amazed that they’d have the utter gall to construct an illegal machine of their own here on Venus.


  Back of the Duplicator itself was a huge condenser of a type he’d never seen before, something the Duplies themselves must have developed for the purpose. They could load a condenser of that size with enough juice to operate the Duplicator once by feeding it current a little at a time over a period of weeks, so there would be no sudden great drain of power that would give away to the authorities the presence and use of a Duplicator. It was a clever idea, Anders had to admit to himself. As far as he knew, nobody had used it before. Why, with the use of an attachment like that, there could be Duplicators in any city on Earth, undetected and undetectable.


  He knew now all too well what they were going to do to him. If he’d had the least bit of strength, he’d have tried a break then and there. But the combined effects of the blackjack and the drug had left him only an edge of consciousness. He couldn’t have stood on his own feet and walked out, even if they’d let go of him. He’d have to wait a later opportunity—not that he really expected to get one.


  The machine, he’d seen at first glance, was adjusted for human duplication-transmission. They strapped him into the chair—for all the world like an old-fashioned electric chair except that it had no electrodes—that was bolted to the field platform.


  When the switch was thrown there’d be a duplicate of him on Mars—except that duplicate would be a Duplie instead of a human being. It would be exactly like him in every way, except that it would lack that intangible ingredient “soul,” that ingredient man had never been too sure he had until the Kingston Duplicator had proved it to him—and had created chaos in the process.


  Chapter II


  TROUBLE COMES DOUBLE


  VENUS had been the first planet colonized. The first explorers to penetrate its eternal cloud envelope had found, to everyone’s surprise, a breathable atmosphere. This had been hidden from the spectroscopes of Earth’s astronomers by the peculiar constitution of that cloud envelope which hid Venus’ surface from the observation of Earth.


  The colonization of Mars had not been possible until almost a century later. There had been only experimental outposts there, under domes, until the technology of the late twenty-first century had provided the means of creating an artificial atmosphere. This was done by concentrating what oxygen there was in a narrow band close to the surface instead of letting it diffuse itself through the entire depth of atmosphere. Held close to the ground, it made Mars habitable, except for mountainous or plateau areas.


  By that time, constant travel between Earth and Venus had caused interplanetary travel to develop to the point where it was easy and inexpensive, and the colonization of Mars had been very rapid. It had been a spontaneous emigration of the common people that had caused Mars, for a while, to suffer from a lack of trained scientists and statesmen—a lack of qualified leadership. Men who had achieved success and eminence on Earth did not care to emigrate.


  That’s where the Kingston Duplicator had come in; it had seemed to be a perfect answer to Mars’ problem. It had enabled men like Duclos, Kingston himself, Barry, Wade and hundreds of others—the men who had contributed most to the science and political leadership of Earth—to remain at home on Earth, and to have duplicates of themselves sent to Mars. The Duplies were to contribute to the advancement of Mars what their originals had contributed and were contributing to the advancement of Earth.


  There was a catch, but nobody knew about it until too late.


  The Kingston Duplicator had been invented early in the twenty-second century. One Duplicator, adjustable either as transmitter or receiver, could send to another—at either close range or interplanetary distances—a duplicate of any object placed in the field of the transmitting machine. It did not involve, of course, any creation of matter. The receiving machine drew upon a hopper of anything at all, usually sand, which was transmuted electronically into whatever elements were needed for creation of the duplicate.


  With respect to inanimate objects, the Kingston Duplicator had only one theoretical limitation; one that was learned the hard way. Fissionable material, even in less than critical quantities, could not be transmitted-duplicated without exploding in the sending machine.


  The Duplicator had, of course, changed the economy of Earth (and of Venus and Mars) but not completely, not too greatly. The tremendous amount of power it required prevented its practical use for the reproduction of anything except expensive and valuable things. Of what benefit to reproduce a bushel of wheat or a chair at a cost of a thousand dollars’ worth of power when you can grow the wheat or make the chair much more cheaply? On the other hand, a five-thousand-dollar mink coat becomes less of a luxury item when it can be duplicated for a fifth of that sum; small precision instruments, very valuable relative to weight, became cheaper in duplication; rare metals and elements (except the fissionable ones) became less prohibitively expensive and thereby opened new fields to technology.


  The government had made one restriction to protect the investment of those who had money invested in precious stones: diamonds, except those necessary for industrial use, were restricted.


  SO WERE human beings. Early experiments with lesser animals had shown that duplication of them was quite possible, without apparent harm to the animals—and also without commercial possibilities, since it remained cheaper to raise a pig than to duplicate it. But before a single human being had been duplicated by a Kingston Duplicator, governments acting in concert ruled against the attempt.


  If for no other reason, there would be too many legal difficulties involved in the duplication of a human being. A wife could find herself with duplicate identical husbands; a job or a bank account or an insurance policy would find itself with duplicate identical claimants. And which was the original and what would be the rights of the duplicate? And, besides, there was no logical reason for permitting the duplication of a human being.


  Until the lack of technicians and leaders in the new Martian colonies suggested an advantage to human duplication that seemed, if proper restrictions were observed, the perfect answer to the problem. Suppose Duclos, top electronics engineer of Earth—and electronics engineers were badly needed on Mars—agreed to have a duplicate of himself created on and for Mars. Duclos had nothing to lose—except that he signed a paper agreeing never to leave Earth, which he had no desire to do anyway. His duplicate would be required to agree never to leave Mars. The Martian government would give the Duplie an amount of money equal to whatever the original possessed. Only men with no close family ties could be chosen. As long as they remained as far apart as Earth and Mars, there could be no conflict of personal interests between them.


  It seemed foolproof, and the experiment was permitted. Duclos was duplicated. His Duplie took over electronics development on Mars—and voiced no objection to his lot. Wade, top man in interplanetary economics. Kingston, inventor of the Duplicator, acquired a duplicate on Mars. Several hundred others, top men in every other important field.


  Then the catch. The unsuspected missing ingredient.


  The first of the Duplies had concealed, cleverly, their essential nonhumanness, their plans, until the quota had been filled. Then—all of them—starting with those in positions of power at the top—they had taken over Mars. And few of the human people of Mars knew or even suspected that they had been taken over. There were top statesmen, top propagandists, among the Duplies.


  And now Mars was at war with Earth. A peculiar war . . .


  STRAPPED IN the chair, Matt Anders suddenly realized that he should have fought his captors, even without chance of winning, on the off chance that he might have been killed in the struggle. Until this moment, he hadn’t realized how much better it would have been to die rather than to be duplicated on Mars. For his duplicate would—at least after indoctrination—be on their side. And his duplicate would know every political and military secret of Earth known to him, Matt Anders, righthand man, hatchetman extraordinary, of Dwight Morphy, President of the Council of Nations of Earth. The top secrets, just about all of them of Terran policy and planning. It wasn’t only his ability, valuable as that alone would be to them, that they were duplicating; it was his knowledge.


  The instant he realized that, he would have rushed to commit suicide, had there been any possible way for him to do so before they threw the switch.


  For a second, blinding light played around him, but he felt nothing. Except for the slight temporary pain in his eyes from the light—and that could have been avoided by a blindfold—duplication was painless, without sensation.


  Then, the sudden aftereffect that had been noticed in every living thing, animal or human, who had been duplicated—temporary unconsciousness that would last a few minutes. He felt himself slipping into it and he knew, and was past caring, that in his case he’d never waken from it. Now that they’d duplicated him, they’d kill him quickly before he came out of the aftereffect before they even unstrapped him from the chair. The last thing he knew was that somebody was telling somebody else to hurry damn it hurry, and then the blackness and the blankness came . . .


  SOMEONE WAS shaking his shoulder gently. Someone was saying, “Are you hurt badly? Was it a hit-and-run car? Should I call an ambulance?”


  Matt Anders sat up groggily. He was at the point along the street where he had been attacked. He looked about him; his hat was lying in the gutter and his brief case was where he had dropped it during the brief struggle. The landcab wasn’t in sight.


  There wasn’t any evidence at all that he’d been kidnapped and then returned to the same spot where the assault had occurred. And they thought he’d been unconscious since that first blow with the blackjack; he wasn’t supposed to know that anything besides the assault had happened; he wasn’t supposed to know that he’d been duplicated.


  And he hadn’t any proof, except his own word, that he had been. The Venusian authorities would tell him his story was fantastic—and it would sound that way. It was fantastic that there could be an illegal, private Duplicator, operated by Duplies, here in orderly and peaceful New Albuquerque. He himself could hardly believe what had happened. The Venusian authorities would accuse him of lying in order to create an interplanetary episode.


  “Are you all right?” somebody said. “Shall I call an ambulance?


  He put his hand to the back of his head as he turned to look up. The man standing behind him was small, mild, inoffensive. A typical clerk or bookkeeper from one of the government offices.


  “I’m all right,” Anders said. “I’ll be all right in a minute. Just a sore noggin from a sap.”


  “A sap? Oh, you mean a—a blunt weapon? Were you attacked and robbed?”


  Had they been that thorough? He put his hand into the pocket where he’d carried money. It was gone. They’d been thorough enough to make it look like an assault and robbery. Not that the money mattered; once he was out of his disguise, his signature was good for any reasonable amount at any Venusian bank. But the valuable information in his brief case—No, they wouldn’t have bothered tampering with that. The papers in the secret compartment were valuable only for the information on them, and that information was in his head as well. It would also be in the head of his Duplie on Mars.


  He got to his feet a little shakily and found that he was all right, except for the ache in the back of his head and the dustiness of his clothes. He said, “I’m all right, thanks.”


  “You’re sure? You’re sure you don’t want—?”


  “I’m sure,” Anders said. “Thanks a lot, but I’m sure. I’ve got only a block to go, and I’ll report this to the police from there.” He knew it would seem strange to the little clerk if he didn’t intend to report it.


  He got his hat and briefcase and started off, a bit waveringly at first, but more firmly after he’d gone a few steps. After one try at putting the hat back on his head, he carried it in his hand. His head would be too sore for days to let him wear a hat. He grinned wryly as it came to him that his duplicate on Mars would have an equivalently sore head; the blow of the blackjack had fallen before the duplication.


  HE WAS less than fifteen minutes late when he arrived at Ambassador Pearson’s residence. He stopped outside the door long enough to brush most of the dust from his clothes and then rang the bell.


  Pearson himself came to open the door. He looked blankly until Anders said, “Matt Anders, Mr. Ambassador. Please overlook the disguise—at least until I have a chance to remove it.”


  “Anders! But—” Pearson looked down at Anders’ clothes. “—what on earth happened? Did you have an accident?” His eyes widened. “Or are you Matt Anders? That disguise—”


  Anders grinned. “Is a good one. But if you’ll suspend disbelief long enough to give me access to a lavatory for a few minutes, I think you’ll recognize me. And after that I’ll tell you what happened.”


  “Certainly. And while you’re there, can I make you a drink? You look as though you could use one. Something Venusian, or—?”


  “Whiskey,” Anders said. “A big slug of it, straight, wouldn’t hurt me a bit.” Pearson showed him a door. “That room will do. And your drink will be waiting, Matt.”


  In the lavatory, it took only a few minutes to remove the thin rubber mask, backed by sponge rubber in places, to change the shape of his features and to remove the gray wig that had helped cut down the force of the blackjack blow. There was a clothes brush and it removed the rest of the street dirt from his coat and trousers.


  He looked at himself in the glass, and the face that looked back at him was a familiar one. A thin, angular face—vaguely Mephistophelean. Very Mephistophelean in the many caricatures of him that had been in the newspapers of three planets.


  Not a popular face, even among people of his own planet. The face of a man reputed to wield too much power and to wield it ruthlessly—and a man whose face, particularly in caricature, looked the part. But a handsome face, an interesting one. A face all too easy to remember, which was why he wore such careful disguises when he traveled alone. How had the Duplies penetrated that disguise? His best friend—and that was probably President Morphy—couldn’t have done so.


  His drink, and a comfortable chair, were waiting for him when he rejoined Pearson. He sank into the chair and drank deeply and appreciatively. Then he put down his glass and said, “Mr. Ambassador, I believe I’ve learned the secret of the disasters we’ve had recently. I believe I know how the Duplies have been getting their information.”


  He frowned. “And it’s about time—if it isn’t too late. It shouldn’t be any secret that our morale has been on the skids for months. At this rate, in spite of the fact that we control space and have the Duplies pretty solidly blockaded, we’ll lose the war due to apathy on Earth. Corruption, bribery, inability—let’s face it—among our top military leaders. Our munitions industry breaking down—from the top. Our diplomats losing points in negotiations with Venus to come in on our side.”


  The ambassador winced at the last sentence. “That’s rather a blow under the belt, isn’t it, Matt? I’ve done my best.”


  “Sure. But you’re bucking espionage beyond anything you’ve ever dreamed of. That’s what I found out today. Mars knows already every detail of the information and instructions I’ve brought you—and I haven’t even turned them over to you yet.”


  “Good God, Matt. Are you sure? How?”


  Anders told him, briefly, the experience he’d just had—and wasn’t supposed to remember.


  Pearson’s face was a pattern of dismay when he’d finished. He thought and then asked, “But why didn’t they kill you? I don’t understand that. Duplicated on Mars or not, you’re still a valuable man to Earth.”


  “Two reasons, sir. First, the information they’ll get from my duplicate will be more valuable to them if, as they think, we don’t know they have it. If I disappeared, or were found dead under whatever circumstances, there’d be at least a suspicion that they had the information I was carrying—a copy of it, even though the original was still in my brief case. Second, what if they plan, later, to get my Duplie to Earth through the blockade—and they do get ships through it, either way—and then have me killed under circumstances where he can step into my shoes.” He leaned forward earnestly. “And if that’s happened already to some of our top men, it explains a lot. A hell of a lot.”


  “But if that’s true—”


  There was a knock on the door, a soft tap.


  Pearson frowned. “Must be my daughter. Well—I won’t let her interrupt us long.” He raised his voice. “Come in.”


  THE DOOR opened and the girl who came through it was, Matt Anders thought, possibly the most striking girl he’d ever seen. There was something about the way she held herself, the way she walked . . .


  He remembered now having heard that Ambassador Pearson had a great grandparent who had been a full-blooded Sioux; it was obvious in his daughter. Her cheekbones were high, her complexion dark, her hair raven black and worn in braids across the top of her head. Tall, lithe, full breasted, calm-eyed, she carried herself with the pride and dignity of the Plains Indian. And although she was young—possibly ten years Anders’ junior—she had the poise and assurance of a woman who has been conscious of her beauty for years.


  Matt Anders was on his feet before Pearson’s murmured introduction. He swallowed, and immediately felt ridiculous at the reaction. But almost all the women he’d ever met had seemed weak and insipid to him. Marta Pearson was something else again. She was almost an atavism; she was as different from the modern woman of the twenty-second century as a tiger from its descendent, a tabby cat. And maybe that accounted, Anders thought, for his reaction. He had often suspected that he himself, emotionally, belonged in a different and earlier century.


  She smiled distantly in acknowledgment of the introduction, but her smile didn’t reach beyond her lips as she held out a cool hand to him. And her words were to her father. “I recognized Matt Anders immediately, Father. After all, one can hardy look at a periodical or tune in a visor without seeing the features of the famous alter ego of President Morphy His hatchetman, I believe, is the commoner term.”


  Her father said sharply, “Marta!”


  Matt Anders felt himself flush, the first time he’d done so, to his own recollection, since adolescence. But he made his voice calm. “It isn’t always easy to serve your planet in the way your superiors direct, Miss Pearson. Especially when your position isn’t an elective one from which you can be removed for unpopularity.” He hesitated for a moment, then decided to continue: “Hasn’t it occurred to you that, disliked as I am, President Morphy is the most respected and loved person on Earth? But if there wasn’t a Matt Anders, a hatchetman, to do certain things for him, perhaps he could not even be reelected. Right now, he’s just about all that’s holding Earth together and keeping the anti-war faction from letting the Duplies have their way on Mars.” He wondered, even as he talked, why he was bothering to justify himself. He was used to being hated by millions. Why worry about one more—except that the one more was suddenly important to him?


  Marta Pearson still smiled coolly “A convincing little speech, Mr. Anders. Unfortunately, it seems difficult for me to forget that it was you who ordered the Third Fleet to take the Martian base on Calypso at all costs. And ‘all costs’ turned out to be the loss of three-fourths of the fleet. Oh, they took Calypso, yes. But where were you at the time, Mr. Anders?”


  She had touched a raw spot. He paled, angry at her, angrier at himself for allowing her to put him on the defensive like this. “I was on Luna, Miss Pearson, when the Third Fleet left there on its mission. I did not accompany it, on strict and specific orders from President Morphy. He, not I, thought I was too valuable to risk, especially since I have no training in space combat and would have been of no special value to the fleet.”


  HER SMILE was openly sardonic now. “Yet you ordered them—and don’t deny it was your order—to take Calypso at all costs. And they were obliged to obey that order even when it was found the satellite’s defenses were far stronger than had been guessed.”


  “Marta!” her father said again.


  “And they took it,” she went on. “With losses of three ships out of four. My brother was on one of the ships that didn’t make it; my fiancé on another.” She turned and walked from the room.


  “I’m sorry, Matt,” Pearson said. “I don’t know what I can say or do . . .”


  Anders grinned wryly. “You might get me another drink, Mr. Ambassador. If she’d waited, I could have told her my own brother happened to be with that fleet—and didn’t come back.”


  “That I can tell her—and will, Matt. And I wish top secrecy didn’t prevent my telling even my own daughter the reason that order was necessary, and would have been justified, even if it had meant complete loss of several fleets.”


  Matt Anders took the glass Pearson held out to him. “You know that?”


  “Yes. Uranium on Calypso. None on Mars. Which is why that base was of vital importance to the Duplies—and why it was equally vital to us to keep them away from it. If they once get quantities of uranium . . .”


  Anders nodded gloomily. “If they do, then the war is no longer in space only. We’ll have to destroy their cities to keep them from destroying ours—and it will end up with both being destroyed. As long as there’s even a chance of the stalemate’s continuing, anything would be better than that.”


  He flicked his hand in a characteristic gesture, brushing the subject aside. He downed his second drink before he picked up his brief case and took papers from the secret compartment which he handed to the ambassador. “Well, here’s what I was to deliver to you, sir, and now it’s delivered. Only—and keep this between us—work on the certainty that the Duplies have this information, too. At least the general outlines of it. If I’d been able to memorize all the minor details and figures, of course, I wouldn’t have carried the papers. But my Duplie will know all I knew about it—and that’s enough to make it practically worthless.”


  Pearson looked puzzled. “But you said ‘between us.’ You mean you’re not going to report what happened to you?”


  “Not while I’m on Venus. I’m not to stay here long anyway. Just long enough, in fact, to get a night’s sleep tonight. I’ll leave in the morning. And what I’ve learned through my own kidnapping and duplication is so important, I want to report it in person, direct to Morphy. I won’t even trust the tightbeam; we’re not sure the Duplies aren’t tapping it.”


  “I see, Matt. Probably you’re right. And I’m awfully sorry about Marta.”


  “It could have been worse. At least she didn’t take a shot at me. And that’s happened three times in three months back on Earth. Misguided people—and they weren’t all Duplies, either—seemed to think killing me would solve all the problems of the solar system.”


  “Well—I’ll talk to her before dinner. By the way, Matt, one thing I’ve wondered about. Not that it matters. Did you give that order to the Third Fleet? Or did you just transmit the President’s order?”


  “Oh, I gave it all right. It became a sudden emergency when we learned about the uranium angle on Calypso, and I couldn’t reach Morphy immediately so I gave the order. Later, of course, he confirmed it. But the publicity went to my issuance of the order, not his confirmation of it.” He shrugged. “Well, that’s part of my job, to take the blame for nasty things off his shoulders. And that was a particularly nasty one from the outside—because we had to hold back, for security reasons, why Calypso was suddenly so vitally important.”


  Pearson nodded slowly. “I begin to see how tough a job you’ve got. Wish I could tell that to Marta. Suppose I can tell her that it was of vital importance, even if I don’t tell her why. And that you lost your brother there, too.” Anders said, “Don’t, please. It’s part of my job to have people feel like that about me.” But he knew, even as he said it, that he didn’t want Marta Pearson to feel that way. The girl attracted him as no woman ever had before.


  THE AMBASSADOR cleared his throat. “Just the same, I’m going to talk to her. By the way, we dine early on Venus. If you wish, before dinner, to be shown to your room to bathe and . . . you didn’t bring any luggage, so I presume you won’t have to change—”


  “The bath sounds good to me, but haven’t you heard of washtex? I can wash these right under the shower with me and they’ll dry, in the original folds, in three minutes. Luggage will be a thing of the past when these become common, unless one’s taking a long enough trip to want variety in costume.”


  “Good. Then I’ll show you to—”


  “Wait, Mr. Ambassador. If we can spare a few minutes, I’ve just got an idea. Let me think it out a second, first.”


  Anders had stood up. Now, he sat down again in his chair, and the ambassador sat down again too. After a few seconds, Anders said, “I think it’s a good idea. Listen, I know how we can put a crimp in whatever plans the Duplies may have for substituting my Duplie for me somewhere. They can’t know how badly I was injured by that blackjack; they didn’t have time to give me a medical examination. Suppose you put out a general story—give it to the newscast services—that, shortly after my arrival here, I died of a brain concussion. The Duplies will believe it.”


  “But—Good Lord, Matt—”


  “Let me finish. You also send a tightbeam message to Morphy telling him that the newscast story is a phony; that I’ll report to him as soon as possible and explain it. For him to arrange so I can land safely—in the same disguise and under the same name I use coming here—without being shot as a Duplie of myself. The Duplies know that disguise, but if they think I’m dead they won’t be watching for me.”


  “But you yourself said we’re not absolutely sure they don’t intercept our tightbeam. What if they do?”


  Anders’ hand flipped the possibility aside. “Nothing’s certain. If they do intercept it, we’ve lost nothing. If they don’t, we’re a jump up on them.” He grinned. “And we can always announce that the report of my death was exaggerated—much as that will disappoint many people. You’ll do it?”


  “Of course, Matt.”


  “Let’s see—Earth time—Morphy won’t be getting up for a couple of hours yet. Get the telenews story out right away, if you will, but hold off until after dinner on the tightbeam correction; no use waking him up. His health’s not been too good lately, and he’s been working much too long hours.”


  Besides, he thought to himself, it wouldn’t hurt Morphy to think for a few hours, if he got the telenews story first, that he’d lost himself a messenger boy. It might give him something to think about, before the secret correction came.


  “If you want it that way, Matt—”


  Chapter III


  DEATH FOR A DUPLIE


  HE STRIPPED and washed his clothes first, so they’d dry while he bathed himself. The bath felt wonderful, as did the few minutes he spent under the automatic masseur. By the time he was ready for it, his clothing was dry, unwrinkled, and looking as though it had just come from the factory. Washtex—this was the first time he’d tried it—was going to be popular indeed. He looked at the comfortable clean-sheeted bed yearningly and wished he could spend a few hours in it.


  He knew perfectly well that Pearson would excuse him from dinner if he explained how tired he was after the trip from Earth. But—all right, admit it, he told himself—you want to see Marta again no matter how tired you are, and no matter what her attitude toward you may be this time.


  Refilling his pockets with the sundry things he’d taken from them before washing the suit, he hesitated as he picked up the electrogun which he always carried in an inside pocket. It was a neat and deadly little weapon, weighing only six ounces but packing the punch of an elephant gun and completely silent in its operation. He shrugged, checked the mechanism, and put it in his pocket.


  He left his room and walked down the stairs, the neoplast soles of his shoes making no noise whatsoever. As he neared the door of the library where he’d had his previous talk with the ambassador, and his embarrassing encounter with Marta, he heard both of their voices raised a little, he thought, above ordinary conversational level. Undoubtedly they were discussing him; probably Marta was being reprimanded for the things she had said—and was arguing back.


  Curiosity got the better of him. Snooping or not, he wanted too badly to hear what Marta had to say about him to worry, just at that moment, about gentlemanly instincts. He took a few steps nearer the door; he could hear clearly now what was being said. If there was a break in the conversation or if either voice approached nearer the doorway, he could start walking quickly and avoid the appearance of having been standing there.


  Marta seemed to be apologizing for the scene she had made. Matt Anders stood even more quietly; walking in now would be even more embarrassing than if he walked in on a quarrel.


  AND THEN suddenly Marta’s voice changed; became cold again. “But, Father, that isn’t what I wanted to tell you. It is this: that information Matt Anders brought you—you mustn’t present it at the conference tomorrow.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Marta. I can see, of course, how you could easily guess the reason for Matt’s trip here. But why do you say—?”


  “The Duplies have that information, yes. But hasn’t it occurred to you that they won’t have time, by tomorrow, to prepare a suitable rebuttal? That we can’t let you present it?”


  “I don’t—what are you saying, Marta?”


  “It’s quite simple, Father. I mean—this.”


  Matt Anders had been slower than usual. He should have got it, four sentences ago. He moved swiftly now to the doorway, and his electrogun was in his hand when he got there. Too late—just in time to see the purple arc of the electrogun in the hand of the Duplie of Marta Pearson leap from its muzzle to the chest of the ambassador. His own electrogun fired at almost the same instant.


  He stepped quickly into the room, pulling the door shut behind him. There had been two thuds of falling bodies, but he doubted that the sound would have been heard in whatever quarter of the house servants were preparing dinner. Houses on Venus are made of thick concrete, and the sound of a jar does not carry easily even into the next room.


  They were both dead, of course; he didn’t have to verify that. An electrogun discharge doesn’t mark a body, but, no matter where it strikes, even a toe or finger, it is fully as deadly as a direct hit from a heavy space cannon.


  His lips thinned back over his teeth as he stared down at the beautiful body that had been a Duplie of Marta Pearson. Had she been a Duplie that afternoon when he had first met her? Well, it didn’t matter now.


  But one thing did matter—and vitally. Had Pearson, before the start of the conversation with what he thought was his daughter, given out the news of Anders’ death from brain concussion? If so, Anders was in a hell of a spot. Pearson was the only person who could send a convincing tightbeam message to Earth to contradict that report, and Pearson was dead. He didn’t even know where Pearson’s tightbeam transmitter was; it would be carefully concealed somewhere and would take hours, probably, to find. And he didn’t have hours; the servants who were preparing dinner would be announcing it soon.


  And here he was with two dead bodies on his hands—and nothing about Marta’s body that would prove it was a Duplie of her instead of the original. And if his own death had already been announced, he was the one who would be taken for a Duplie and shot on sight by the Venusian police. Despite the fact that Venus maintained neutrality in the Earth-Mars war, they knew the character of Duplies and hated them as much as Earthmen did. No Duplies were tolerated on Venus; the members of the Martian consulate had to prove their origin and birth—had to be dupes of the Duplies, not Duplies themselves.


  And damn vacillating Venus for that, for refusing to take active part in a war against inhuman things whom they recognized to be utterly evil.


  But no time to think about that now. He’d have to act, and quickly. His eyes cast about and found the telenews set on a stand in the corner. He snapped it on, manipulated the dial until he found a station just starting on a news program.


  A report or two on the war—news he already knew and to which he listened impatiently. Then: “It was announced half an hour ago by Terrestrial Ambassador Pearson that Matt Anders, personal aide to President Morphy of Earth, died this afternoon as a result of—”


  He snapped it off; he didn’t need to hear the rest. And Pearson would not yet have sent the tightbeam message of contradiction. He’d promised to wait until after dinner for that, and Pearson was a man of his word even in tiny things.


  He went to the door and locked it; that would give him seconds of extra time if a servant came to announce dinner. Quickly, he dragged the two bodies out of sight behind a sofa; that would give him seconds more and a chance to talk his way out if he had to unlock the door.


  He sat down in a chair to think.


  It was fatal to stay on Venus. It would be fatal to go to Earth.


  Suddenly he laughed. There was still Mars.


  And why not? If he could get through the blockade—and others had done it—


  I’ve got a Duplie on Mars, he thought viciously. He intended to replace me, if he could. Now the Duplies think I’m dead. What if I can replace him?


  IT SOUNDED like a chance in a thousand. Maybe a million. Or maybe only a hundred, since the advantage of surprise would be completely in his favor, with the Duplies not even suspecting what he intended, since they would think—along with Earth and Venus—that Matt Anders was a dead duck.


  Suddenly he was almost glad that tightbeam contradiction hadn’t been sent.


  Suddenly he was free.


  Morphy, he thought, you’ve lost yourself a messenger boy.


  How many minutes did he have? Enough to get back into his disguise as an elderly merchant of precious stones? He had to have enough minutes; otherwise he couldn’t get his Spacezephyr at the spaceport.


  He moved fast now. Telephone. The spaceport. His voice suddenly the voice of an old man. “Harvey Giles speaking. Owner of Spacezephyr SZ-1470. I learn I must return to Earth quickly; my son is seriously ill. Can you have the craft ready for me in ten minutes? Thank you. Thank you very much.”


  The bodies. A better job of concealment, so hidden that they wouldn’t show unless someone deliberately looked under the sofa or over its back. Marta’s body so beautiful. Damn Duplies. Was Marta alive somewhere? It was unlikely, almost impossible. Why would they have kept her alive after duplicating her? And after having her Duplie take her place. They’d kept him alive, but only because they had to wait until his Duplie had a chance to replace him. So forget Marta; she’s dead. And luckily, her Duplie was dead now too.


  He left the door of the library open behind him.


  In his room, he jerked the brief case open, took out the disguise, the rubber mask and wig. He got them on, not too good a job but it would pass casual inspection. Five minutes gone since he’d left the library. How many more before dinner? And, for how many minutes thereafter would the servants look around the house before they called the police, or found the bodies and then called the police?


  Down the stairs and his luck held. Outside, into the early evening. A landcab was going by and he hailed it. He’d take his chances on its being what it seemed; but his hand was on the butt of his electrogun as he got into it, and stayed there until it let him off at the spaceport.


  The usual brief formalities, the casual glance at his identification and at himself. On Earth it would have been stricter. But then Earth was at war, and Venus wasn’t.


  His ship was ready, waiting.


  Blastoff.


  Straight up, of course, first; and when he moved the gyroturn handle, he turned the little ship toward Earth. Probably there’d be a routine radar check to see that he took the course he’d said he was taking; interceptors notified to challenge him if he didn’t. Besides, eight or ten hours’ travel toward Earth would lose him only an hour or two. Luckily, Mars was in the same general direction across the ecliptic.


  Luckily, too, he had benephrin tablets to keep him awake for the fifty-hour trip to Mars. One can’t afford to doze on a one-man craft in space, which turned out to be far more crowded with meteors and planetoids than Earth-bound man had ever guessed. When he hit Mars, he’d need at least twenty-four hours’ sleep under another drug to counteract the benephrin binge, but he’d worry about that when he got there.


  Forty-five hours later and a million miles out from Mars, he came to the blockade patrol. His receiver barked, “Identify yourself immediately or we open fire!”


  THE WAR between Earth and Mars was a peculiar war. Earth could have destroyed Mars at any time—but didn’t. Earth had atomic bombs; the hundred cities of Mars which housed almost a billion people could have been wiped out within a week. But those billion people were colonists from Earth, friends and relatives of almost every family on Earth.


  The Duplies, of course, knew this emotional appeal and counted on it. They also pointed, propaganda-wise, to the fact that they had made no attack on the cities of Earth and did not intend to. Of course they did not intend to—without uranium to make bombs. Mars itself had no uranium, no fissionable matter of any kind. And it was fortunate for Earth that the Kingston Duplicator exploded on any attempt to duplicate a fissionable substance, else all the Duplies would have needed was one small piece of uranium which they could have duplicated endlessly until they had enough to blow Earth out of the solar system. And no sense of morality to keep them from doing just that.


  So the war had been in space, where Earth had the edge and had a blockade around Mars—although Martian blockade runners frequently got through it. And the war, unknown to the citizens, was also a war on Earth—a war of espionage, propaganda, sabotage of morale, conducted by a few well-placed Duplies.


  And Martian propaganda didn’t sound unreasonable, for it claimed it wanted only to be left alone. It would have been all too reasonable, except that the billion people of Mars were the dupes of the Duplies, under their absolute control.


  Propagandizing the true Martian colonists about the real nature of the Duplies would have been the answer, but the Duplies controlled channels of communication. All Martian radios and televisors were tight-tuned to the big broadcasting station of Marsport; they could receive no messages from Earth or from ships in space. The Martians were completely shut off from the rest of the system—and had no choice but to believe the propaganda their leaders fed them. And their leaders were Duplies. The Martians thought they were fighting a War of Independence against Earth; they didn’t even know that their independence had already been granted and that they were already a free planet and no longer a colony.


  MATT ANDERS continued his course. The next challenge came only seconds later: “Identify yourself immediately or we fire.”


  He couldn’t safely ignore that one. He pressed the two-way visiplate button so the flagship which had done the challenging was in visual as well as auditory communication. Lieutenant-Commander Gresham’s heavy-joweled face appeared on the screen in the little Spacezephyr. Anders knew that, in the flagship, Gresham was seeing Anders’ face with the disguise long since removed.


  Anders said crisply, “You know me, Gresham. Confidential mission, highly important.” If he could stall a few more seconds, he’d be through. Right now they probably couldn’t fire at him because he was among them; thirty seconds more and he’d be out of range past them—if his bluff worked. If he could only make Gresham hesitate. If Gresham only hadn’t heard the news that—”


  Gresham hesitated. His mouth opened a little, snapped shut, then opened again and he said, “But you’re—”


  He didn’t finish, but Matt Anders knew that Gresham had heard the news Ambassador Pearson had given out to the newscasters.


  Two more seconds passed, and then Anders knew that he was safe, for Gresham still stared at him. Then Gresham said, But, Anders, we received no orders on this. I must ask you to report to me on the flagship for clearance.


  And that had killed another dozen seconds. Gresham was stalling, letting him through. Gresham was a Duplie. Which accounted for the relative ease with which blockade runners had been getting through. Now Gresham, having heard of his “death” on Venus, thought that he was one.


  Dead-pan, Anders helped with stalling. “Afraid, Commander, that’s impossible. Direct orders President Morphy. Suggest you check with him.” Gresham would check all right—to keep his own nose clean—but even if he got Morphy at once, enough minutes would have been wasted.


  He was out of range now, already, and with a sigh of relief he clicked off the screen. He’d never thought, before, that he’d be glad to find out any highly placed Earth officer was a Duplie. If Gresham hadn’t been one he still might have bluffed his way through, but it would have been much tougher going.


  He landed the Spacezepher in a high valley between Martian mountains, about eighty miles from the main city of Marsport. A relatively safe place to land the craft and leave it; the valley was above the level of breathable atmosphere, so no Martian would come there for any ordinary reason. Anders would have to wear an oxygen mask to get down to breathable air, but the Spacezephyr carried one. His only danger of being spotted was from above, and he’d have to chance that.


  He needed sleep; almost a hundred hours without it, even with benephrin to keep him going, had sapped his stamina so much that his physical and mental reactions were sluggish and he couldn’t have walked half a mile, even under Martin gravity, without keeling over. He needed at least twenty-four hours of sleep under the drug that was the counteractant to the benephrin. Here, before he left the little spaceship, in a spot no Martian would come to, was the best place to get it. He took the counter-drug, made himself as comfortable as he could, and was asleep in less than a minute.


  HE SLEPT longer than he’d intended, almost thirty hours. And when he awoke it was night. Deimos and Phobos, the two moons of Mars, were in the sky, but gave little light. He’d have to use a handflash and, once he was in sight of the road over the top of the mountain, he would be conspicuous. He decided to wait until daylight for his trip over and down the mountain to the nearest road.


  He waited until dawn before he left the Spacezephyr. The range he had to scale, up one side and down the other, would have been a day’s work on Earth; on Mars, at .38 Earth gravity, he weighed less than sixty pounds, so it was easy, if sometimes risky, climbing. He was over and down before the Martian noon. As soon as he was low enough for the air to be breathable, he hid his oxygen mask carefully in a place where he could find it again in case he lived long enough ever to want to make his way back to the spacecraft. Then he walked to the nearest road. He stood along the edge, waiting.


  Luckily, it was a road used not too frequently. Landcars whizzed by at intervals of five or ten minutes, just about right for his purpose. He waited until a gray military one came along, with no other car in sight in either direction. He stood still until it was just past him, then drew his electrogun and fired at it. A purple flash darted from the muzzle of the gun to the speeding car. Possibly at that distance, and diffused by the body of the landcar, the shock of the bolt may not have been lethal. But it was enough of a shock to the driver to make him lose control. The car swerved, tires screamed. The car tipped, then rolled. Anders ran toward it. When he got there, its occupant was dead, his head a gory mess against the broken driving column. He wore a captain’s uniform—or what was left of one.


  Anders waited by the wrecked vehicle, knowing that the next military car wouldn’t pass without investigating this one. Civilians would; hands off anything remotely resembling military affairs were their strict orders on Mars.


  Several civilian cars went by in the next twenty minutes, slowing down out of curiosity—but pretending not to slow down—and their occupants looking curiously at the wrecked car and at Matt Anders, waiting there so calmly. But none of them stopped.


  Then the jackpot he’d been waiting for. A gray car that stopped, brakes squealing, just beyond the wreck, and backed up. And the man in it wore the insignia of a lieutenant general; he might even be a Duplie. The captain had probably been only a dupe, and Anders had been sorry about that. But what was one life when billions were at stake?


  The lieutenant general got out of the gray landcar and walked over scowling. “What’s this? And what are you doing here? Who are—?”


  Matt Anders’ shot from the electrogun got him. There was nothing to be gained by conversation. He pulled open the door of the wrecked car and shoved the body of the lieutenant general through it. That would stall investigation a little; whoever found the wreck next would assume the two had been riding together, with the captain acting as chauffeur. A missing military landcar wouldn’t be looked for at once.


  Just the same he got into the other landcar as quickly as he could and got away from there fast. He drove twenty miles before he found a side road; he turned into it, and as soon as he was out of sight of the main road he stopped and looked through the documents compartment of the car. He found what he wanted most, a road map of the area and a city map of Marsport. He also found enough identification to tell him it was the car of Lieutenant General MacWheeler. The name MacWheeler was recalled to him as being one of the original batch of Duplies sent to Mars. Mac Wheeler’s original on Earth, he remembered, had been an expert in rocket technology.


  One Duplie less now.


  HE STUDIED the maps thoroughly; memorizing, so he wouldn’t have to stop on a main road or in traffic, the route to Marsport; the simplest route through it which would take him to the domes, the Duplie headquarters. Here, if anywhere, he’d find his own Duplie. Beyond that, he couldn’t plan.


  As he neared Duplie headquarters, the insignia on the landcar he drove—fortunately for him indicating only the rank of its owner, not his identity proved its value. Sentries snapped to attention, gates were opened. He parked the landcar and left it, tried to act casual as he strolled toward the domes.


  Earth espionage on Mars by no means matched Martian Duplie espionage on Earth. He knew about the domes, but not much beyond the fact that they were Duplie headquarters, and that they were dozens of yards thick and proof against atomic bombing. Which meant that if Earth was ever forced to bomb Marsport they’d kill everyone except the Duplies, the only ones they’d want to kill.


  There were half a dozen domes and he hadn’t the slightest idea which one to head for. In which of them would new Duplies undergoing orientation and indoctrination be quartered?


  He wasn’t alone; there were other people on the walks to and around the various domes, and he started watching them, hoping for a clue. He’d have to keep watching until he got one. It could be a fatal error to try to enter the wrong dome, and all of them, he saw, were guarded by sentries at the single door of each.


  He watched the people around him, studying them as carefully as he could without appearing to do so. Some of them, particularly those in uniform wearing high rank, were undoubtedly Duplies. The others were undoubtedly ordinary Martians, but those sufficiently indoctrinated by Duplie propaganda to be trusted by them beyond all doubt. Most of these were in civilian clothes. A few had Washtex suits like his own, a fact that encouraged him.


  The number of women, in uniform or otherwise, surprised him. And some of them, he noticed, were dressed very seductively. Were they Duplie women—who would be, as were Duplie men, completely amoral? There had been fewer than a hundred women among the original three hundred and twenty first duplicated for Mars. But perhaps the Duplies had been willing to extend their quota when it came to acquiring women for themselves, women as amoral as they. He toyed with the thought, and a moment later was sure of it. He recognized one of the women—one of the scantily dressed ones—as Mona Wayne, the most beautiful telestar of Earth. Mona Wayne’s Duplie, rather; and certainly she hadn’t been duplicated to Mars because of her value in espionage.


  Valuable in other ways, indubitably, although he himself preferred . . . He jerked his mind away from thinking about Marta Pearson. He’d thought about her plenty in those fifty-odd hours in space en route to Mars. But there’d been time enough to think then. Now, he had to concentrate on finding his own Duplie.


  He tried to pull his mind away from the thought of her—and just then he saw her.


  Or her Duplie. Another Duplie of her? It must be, because it was inconceivable that the original, the real Marta Pearson would have been brought to Mars. There was no reason for it, everything against it. Besides, she was dressed—one might even say undressed—in the fashion of the Duplie women. And the fashion became her; she had the body for it. Had she been duplicated for the same purpose for which Mona Wayne, the telestar, had undoubtedly been duplicated? He almost ground his teeth at the thought, and then remembered that this was a Duplie. He’d killed one Duplie of her just after it had killed her father; he could kill this one as readily.


  Then they were abreast and she caught his eye. She said, “Hi, Matt,” so casually that it startled him—until he remembered that there was a Duplie Matt Anders here, and she undoubtedly knew him and thought she was speaking to him. And that she took his presence so casually for granted proved that his Duplie really was here, and that he was close to his target.


  He managed to wave and speak in reply with equal casualness, and forced himself to go to the next crosswalk without looking around. Only then did he turn and look back, lighting a cigarette to cover his standing there, and he let his eyes follow after her until she entered a dome.


  He waited a few more minutes and then walked toward the dome into which she had entered.


  Chapter IV


  TWO’S A CROWD


  TWO COLD-EYED guards stood, one on either side of the door. As he walked toward it, one—the one with sergeant’s insignia—stepped forward and barred his way. He said, “The password, sir. Courteously, but firmly.


  Anders scowled and continued to advance up to the point where another step would have meant body contact with the man barring his way. He said, irritably, “Bother the password. I’ve forgotten it. You know me.


  The guard stepped quickly back and there was an electrogun suddenly in his hand; one appeared also in the hand of the other guard. The first one said, “Our orders are to challenge three times. If the password is not forth-coming, we’re to shoot.”


  The other one said, “That’s right, Mr. Anders. Sorry, but this is the second challenge. The password, please.”


  Matt Anders knew he couldn’t get his own gun out in time; he was just deciding the only possible course was to turn and stride away in simulated anger, hoping that they wouldn’t shoot him in the back if he didn’t wait for the third challenge.


  A hand dropped on his shoulder. A voice said, What’s the matter, Matt? He turned his head, deciding in a split second that he wouldn’t be surprised whoever stood there: the voice had been familiar although he couldn’t place it. Sean Charlton, head of the W.B.I., the World Investigation Bureau, top man in counterespionage.


  Despite his decision, for a second Anders’ mind reeled. If Charlton, of all Terrestrials, was a Duplie . . . And then he realized that Charlton wasn’t Charlton, the real Charlton had been duplicated somehow and this was his Duplie. But the substitution still hadn’t been made or the Duplie wouldn’t be here; Charlton’s Duplie must still be in the indoctrination period, as was his own. He said, “I’ve forgotten the damn password, Sean.”


  Charlton laughed. He leaned forward and whispered in Anders’ ear. Anders said, “Thanks, Sean.” To the guards he said, Hiroshima.


  The nearest guard frowned. “That’s irregular. He told you.”


  Anders grinned. “Nuts, Sergeant. You didn’t hear him tell me, you’re just guessing. Besides, it’s okay—I just couldn’t remember whether it was Hiroshima or Nagasaki, and I was afraid if I said the wrong one you’d shoot, so I was stalling. Now I just remembered which of the two it was.


  It must have sounded reasonable; the sergeant shrugged. He stepped back and holstered his gun; the other guard holstered his.


  Charlton’s Duplie and Anders entered the dome side by side. The Duplie said, “Lucky man, lucky again that I came along just then. Lucky enough to be the last of the Duplies.”


  The last of the Duplies! What on three planets did Charlton mean by that?


  HE DIDN’T dare ask, but he’d have to find out. They were walking past a building directory of the dome; Anders glanced at it out of the corner of his eye and tried to find his own name among the A’s. He saw it, but they were walking too fast for him to catch the room number that followed it. Anyway, he did have a room here; he’d learned that much. And probably his Duplie was in it right now. Possibly with the Duplie of Marta Pearson? Had she been coming here, by any chance, to see him? It was possible, but only a possibility; as a relatively new Duplie she probably had quarters here too.


  Anyway, he didn’t want to go to his room right away now; first he wanted to find out, if he could, what Charlton had meant by that “last of the Duplies” business.


  He said, “Let’s go to your room, Sean. Like to talk a while.”


  “Okay, and we’ll have a drink.”


  When they entered the elevator Anders saw that there were buttons for eight floors; the top few would be small in area because? of the dome shape of the building. Charlton pressed the button for the fourth floor.


  Charlton made drinks for them when they were in the room. “Ran into your friend Marta just outside the Communications Dome,” he said. “Having trouble with her? She sure acts different since she got back this morning.” Anders wanted to ask where she got back from, but he couldn’t risk questions to which he was probably supposed to know the answers—especially not after Charlton had given him the password he’d “forgotten.” The Duplie might put two things together and come up with the right answer. He said casually, “Yeah, she does seem a little different. Don’t know why.”


  “Guess it’s a tough trip on the blockade runners. Don’t worry; she’ll be all right when she’s rested up. Well a break for you things got fouled up there.”


  “I didn’t get the details on that,” Anders said. “Did you?”


  “Not except that a wheel came off somewhere; she had to kill her original along with the old man, so she couldn’t substitute. No chance to get rid of the body in time. So they brought her back.”


  A pulse was throbbing in Matt Anders’ temple. He knew the Marta Pearson he’d killed was a Duplie. And this Marta, the one he’d seen enter the dome, had just arrived here, this morning, on a blockade runner—not via duplication. Could it possibly be—


  Charlton was saying, “Drink up, I’ll make us another.” He took Anders’ glass. “Yes, you’re a lucky guy, Matt. The last Duplie.”


  How could he fish for information about that, without asking? If the Duplies were stopping duplication of humans, stopping it completely, it meant something important, damned important. A change in plans? A showdown?


  “Quite a plan, huh?” he said.


  Charlton came back with the glass. “It can’t miss. They won’t even be able to strike back, from Earth. Oh, the blockade fleet is probably carrying a few atomic bombs, but Gresham’s in charge of the fleet—and, if nobody’s mentioned it to you, he’s one of us. If he can get away with it, he’ll surrender without dropping a bomb, once Earth is kaput. If he can’t—well, the fleet hasn’t enough stuff to do more than ten per cent damage to us, as against ninety-five per cent to Earth.” He laughed. “There isn’t a town of less than five thousand there that hasn’t got a Duplicator! And dozens of them in every big city. Imagine an A-bomb going off simultaneously in every Duplicator on Earth. What a bang that’ll be. And enough radioactivity in the air to kill off everything that’s left. That’s the only bug in the plan: that it’ll be so many years before we can take over Earth. That radioactivity’ll last a long time.”


  Anders stretched his lips over his teeth in what he hoped was a grin. The Duplies—probably the Duplie of Kingston himself—had figured some change in the transmitter end of the Kingston Duplicator that enabled an A-bomb to be sent from a transmitter without exploding. And if it exploded in the receiving end—well, that was what they wanted it to do anyway.


  AND THAT would be the end of Earth. And what could he do here alone? Was there any way he could get more details without arousing—The hell with that, he thought suddenly. What did it matter if he aroused Charlton’s suspicion, here alone with him in his room? Why not take the short cut? It meant he’d have to kill Charlton, but that would be a pleasure—next only to killing his own Duplie. Duplies weren’t people.


  He finished his drink and put the glass down carefully. Then suddenly the electrogun was in his hand, aimed at the Duplie. Anders said quietly, Don’t move.”


  Charlton didn’t move, except that his eyes widened. He said, “What—” And then, in a different voice, “I get it. And I gave you the password.”


  “And now you’re going to give me information. I haven’t got time to fish for it. Give me the rest of the details of that plan.”


  “If I tell you, you’ll kill me anyway.”


  “Maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll knock you out and tie you up. I’ll decide that later. But if you don’t talk, I’ll kill you right now. Want to talk?


  Charlton licked his lips. He said, “All right, you won’t be able to do anything about it anyway. What do you want to know?


  “When?”


  “Tonight, pal. Tonight. It’s almost ready to go now. You won’t be able to do a thing about it.”


  “How did Kingston—or whoever it was—fix the transmitters to send atomics?”


  “I’m no technician. I don’t know that. But I know they can do it—have done it. Where do you think we got the uranium? About a pound of it is all we got off Calypso before you got our base there. But Kingston and his gang got the bug out of his apparatus. There’s an attachment they put on a machine that lets it transmit or receive radioactives. Touchy to operate, but it works. They duplicated that pound of uranium into enough for three juicy bombs. And they’ve got three transmitters, each being adjusted to duplicate simultaneously in all the Kingston Duplicators on Earth. They’re setting the patterns now. Can I have a drink?”


  Anders nodded; he wanted time to think what else to ask. He looked for flaws in what the Duplie had just told him—and watched carefully meanwhile as Charlton poured himself a straight drink and downed it quickly.


  Anders said, “This isn’t all of a sudden. Something like that takes time. And it eliminates need for espionage. So why, only a few days ago, did you Duplies take me on Venus? With a deal like that coming up, what’s Matt Anders to you?”


  “Three answers to that. One, although we’ve been working on this for months, final tests weren’t positive until yesterday. Two, we’ve been keeping on with all espionage activities for the sweet reason that if we stopped them suddenly, something might be missed; we just carried on with all previous plans. Three, and this is in your particular case only, the Chief wanted a Duplie of you—to serve him on Mars as you’ve been serving Morphy on Earth. You were to be—I mean, your Duplie was to be—his hatchetman. He isn’t going to substitute for you; he’s going to stay here and help hold Mars in line.”


  Anders swore. It made sense, all three reasons made sense. And explained a lot of things.


  “Where are the three Duplicators that are going to send the bombs to Earth?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Anders raised the muzzle of the gun slightly.


  CHARLTON said quickly, “I don’t know, I tell you. Nobody knows, except a few of us assigned to operate them. And you know I wouldn’t be one of them, not knowing one end of a duplicator from the other. You know I’m no technician.


  He was right on that, but—maybe he was still lying.


  Charlton said, “Listen, use your head. That information would be top secret—just in case of something like this happening. Why should anyone be told where the machines are? I doubt if anyone, from the Chief on down, knows where all three of them are located. They’re in different places, hundreds of miles apart. Just in case there’s a spy among us—as there damn well is, I just found out—so he can’t possibly get a message to the blockade fleet and have those machines bombed before they’re ready to go.”


  It made sense. Duplie sense. With three machines, widely separated, any one of them sufficient, with one A-bomb apiece, to be duplicated endlessly. And that was why Charlton had talked so readily, knowing he couldn’t possibly give the final and most vital piece of information under any pressure.


  Anders stood. Should he take time to knock out and tie up the Duplie? Or simply—


  Charlton stood, too; he was a little drunk. He must have been drinking heavily before Matt had met him, or he would not have been so affected by the few drinks he’d had now, even though the last had been a long, straight one.


  He said, “All right, Matt. It was a good gag; pays me off for the one I pulled on you yesterday. And I went along with it for you. Now, let’s shake hands on it, huh?” He took a step forward, his hand out, and then the step turned into a sudden dive to get in under the gun—too late. The gun flashed, caught him on top of his head at one-foot range. He’d saved Matt Anders’ deciding what to do with him, and in a way that met Anders’ fullest approval.


  Anders went out quickly and back to the elevator. At the first floor, this time alone, he stopped to look at the directory. He picked his own name again and this time the room number too, 518. Marta Pearson, 310.


  He punched the elevator bell for the third floor of the dome. He knocked on the door of 310.


  He stepped in quickly as Marta opened the door, forcing her to take a backward step to avoid being run into.


  He had to find out right away, and there was a short cut—crude though it would be. As he closed the door behind him he grinned at her and asked a question, a question that was deliberately so worded that only a harlot or a Duplie woman could fail to resent it. Color rose into Marta’s face and her hand lashed out at him.


  He caught the hand. He said, “Sorry, I had to do that. I apologize. But you re no Duplie. A Duplie woman wouldn’t have blushed—even at that.


  She jerked her wrist from his grasp and backed away.


  He said, “Marta, I’m no Duplie either. We’ve got to work together, and fast. Something’s going to happen to Earth tonight. If we pool what we know about this place, there’s just a chance we can stop it.”


  She was breathing hard, her eyes wide. “All right, you trapped me. I’m not a Duplie, but you are. And—”


  HE HADN’T been watching her hands, and he hadn’t guessed that a garment as brief as the one she was wearing could have a pocket that could hold an electrogun—even one as tiny as the one she pointed at him. Only half the size of his own six-ounce one, it was fully as deadly, although one that size held only a dozen charges.


  He was careful not to move forward now. He said, “Marta, you’ve got to believe me. Too much depends on it. If I were a Duplie, why would I have said I wasn’t?”


  Her voice was cold now. “I don’t know. How can you prove you aren’t? I still don’t believe you.”


  He thought rapidly. “Call Room 518. You’ll find my Duplie there I hope. Get him down here.” He had business with his Duplie anyway.


  “Wait. Turn around.” She walked up behind him when he’d turned; she held the muzzle of the gun against his back while she reached around and found the electrogun in his pocket. Then she stepped back again. All right, I’ll give you that chance. Walk over into the corner where I can watch you while I call.”


  He walked to the corner before he turned. She was standing by the speaker-receiver in the wall near the door; she’d already pressed the button and he heard her give the room number. He heard his own voice say, Anders speaking, over the communicator.


  “Marta Pearson. Could you come down to my room a moment?”


  “Marta! Didn’t know you were back. Sure I’ll be down, but it’ll be a few minutes. Making a report on Venus. I got to finish for the Chief, rush job. Be seeing you soon as I can get there.”


  She pushed the button again. But the gun hadn’t wavered. She said, “All right, maybe Matt Anders had two Duplies. Or if there’s only one, how do I know which—”


  “You don’t,” he said. “But listen, time is valuable, and we’ve got a lot of notes to compare: I won’t move and you’ve got a gun on me. But while were waiting save some time by telling me what happened to you on Venus. Was it you who gave me a bad time about that Calypso battle—or was that your Duplie, whom I killed later just after she’d killed your father.”


  “That was I. Wait, why should I tell you anything until I know you’re not—”


  “Because there’s nothing to lose. You can always shoot me after you’ve told me. And it’ll save time. Besides, even if you think I’m a Duplie, you’ve already told me you’re not one, so what would more details matter?


  SHE THOUGHT that over a few seconds. “All right. It was I who told you off. Then—I went outdoors for a walk. I stayed away until it was time for dinner, because I didn’t want an argument with Dad over what I’d said to you. I was a little late coming back and I came in the back way, because it was the nearest, from my direction. I went into the library and was surprised to see no one there. I started to light a cigarette and dropped my lighter; it was a round one and rolled under the sofa and—”


  “You found the bodies.”


  “Yes. Of course I knew mine was—a Duplie. I guess I panicked; I was afraid and wanted out of there, didn’t even want to stay long enough to use the communicator. There’s a security station two blocks away and I guess I decided to run there for help. Anyway, I ran out the front door. And a landcab that had been parked across the street U-turned and pulled up the second I was out of the door and someone said, ‘Get in!’ There were two Duplies in the car—a man and a woman. I knew they’d shoot me down if I ran, even if I tried to get back in the house. So I got in the back seat. Suddenly my scare was over and I was calm. I think I know, incidentally, when they duplicated me. I had an accident three weeks ago; I was bowled over by a hit-and-run landcab—I thought—and knocked unconscious. They must have taken me to a Duplicator then, while I was out.”


  Anders said, “Then they must have sent your Duplie in just as an assassin, with no intent to substitute her for you. I don’t get that; any assassin would have done.”


  “No. From things that were said later, they did intend to substitute. The car had been waiting in front to intercept me on my way back to the house. If I’d come back the front way, instead of the back, they’d have kidnapped me and killed me, and my Duplie would have stayed—and never have been suspected of killing Dad, of course. But—you say—you killed my Duplie. And I’d come back the wrong way, so things had gone wrong for them. They drove to where they’d left their ship, a blockade runner, and—well, we got here this morning. I’d managed to learn enough from them on the way here to—to get by until now.”


  “But why? I mean, didn’t you try to escape from them before you took off from Venus?”


  “I don’t know, I might have been able to.” Her eyes blazed. “I didn’t try. I thought that here I might—”


  “You might kill a few Duplies before they killed you. My idea, too, more or less. But there’s something bigger at stake, Marta. Something that—”


  He suddenly stopped and put his fingers to his lips; he’d heard the faint sound of footsteps outside in the corridor. Then there was a knock on the door. Anders stepped back farther into the corner and, stood very quietly.


  Marta Pearson slipped the gun back into the pocket from which she’d taken it, but kept her hand on it; she stood, as she opened the door, so she could still keep at least a corner of her eye on Matt Anders.


  Matt Anders’ Duplie stepped in.


  Chapter V


  DECONTAMINATED VACTION


  HE SAID, “Marta darling!” as he closed the door behind him. “Wonderful to have you back.” And then stepped forward to embrace her.


  But Marta stepped back away from him, even more quickly, and the gun came out of her pocket and up. “Look behind you,” she said. “And don’t move, outside of that.”


  The Duplie turned his head and saw Matt Anders. His eyes widened and despite the threat of the gun in Marta’s hand his own hand went to the inside pocket of his coat and brought out the electrogun whose mate Marta had just taken from Anders. He said, “Marta! This is no Duplie—this is my original. I’m going to—”


  He was going to, but he didn’t. The gun in Marta Pearson’s hand flashed first.


  It had been a close thing; there was sweat on Anders’ forehead as he stepped from where he’d been waiting in the corner. He said, “Sit down; we’ve got to talk fast, and then work fast—or try to. Listen, here’s what I learned—from Sean Charlton’s Duplie—since I got here.” He told it quickly. “Can you confirm that—or add anything to it?”


  Her voice was almost a whisper. “I—I guess it’s right. I didn’t know that much, but the few things I did hear fit into that story. That they now had three atomic bombs, and that something big is scheduled for tonight. That they had duplicators fixed so they could duplicate uranium. But I didn’t know they could send the bombs to Earth and have them explode in—Oh, Matt, that’s terrible.”


  He nodded grimly. “Anything else? Any details you can add?”


  “Well—this, but I don’t see how it helps. When human beings are sent through the Duplicators that are gadgeted to send uranium—they don’t come out Duplies; the duplicates are human beings, too. Not amoral monsters.”


  “But how—? Why would that—?”


  “They make this guess: in the human brain, in a certain part of it, there are submicroscopic particles of—of fissionable matter, just as there are minute quantities of so many other substances in the body. Too small to detect. And in duplicating a human being in an ordinary Kingston, those submicroscopic particles are exploded and injure a certain portion of the brain. The portion that houses—well, empathy, mercy, humanity—whatever you want to call the quality that makes people human instead of soulless monsters.”


  Anders nodded slowly. It seemed to explain something that had puzzled him—and everyone else, for that matter—for a long time. And it meant that if ever again a situation arose in which it would be legitimate and advantageous to duplicate human beings, it could be done without creating monsters.


  But—for now—the knowledge didn’t seem to help.


  “Marta,” he said, “do you know anything about the setup here? Which domes are which among the others besides this one? Where headquarters is?”


  SHE SHOOK her head slowly. “Except the Communications Dome—that’s the small one, and I know they allow only Duplies in it and use only Duplies as the guards for it.”


  He leaned forward eagerly. “It’s the source of the broadcasts that go out for Martians? The propaganda center from which they send all their programs for home consumption?”


  “Yes. One of the two Duplies who brought me from Venus had worked there. He’d been a newscast announcer and—yes, that’s where he broadcasts from. And I think it controls communications with Earth, too.”


  “Come on then. Let’s go.” He picked up his own electrogun where Marta had tossed it onto the bed and then picked up the duplicate of it which his Duplie had dropped.


  “You mean—”


  “Yes, let’s take over communications. Maybe we can get a message through to Earth. At least we can talk to the Martians—the real Martians. And tell them what the real score is.”


  “Oh, Matt, do you think we can—”


  Suddenly she was trembling, and he put his arms around her to steady her. Then their lips were together and her arms were around him. Suddenly she pushed him away; there were tears in her eyes but she was laughing.


  “All right—Hatchetman,” she said. “Let’s go. Business first—if we live through it.”


  “We’ll live through it,” he said, and wondered what the chances were. Straighten your face. We’re just taking a casual walk—till we get to the door of the Communications Dome.”


  They had the elevator to themselves. He asked, “How many Duplies will be in the building there? Any idea?”


  “I’ve not been in it. At a guess, from what I heard, not over a dozen or so. It looks bigger from the outside than it really is. The walls of that one are nearly a hundred feet thick; it’s the most bombproof of the lot, outside of headquarters.”


  They went along the walk to the smallest of the domes. The two guards at its door were in uniforms with high-ranking insignia, one a Colonel, the other a Major—both Duplies. No one else was near, and Matt Anders waited only until he was ten feet away, before there had been a challenge for the password. The hands of both rested on their weapons, but they hadn’t drawn them—and never did. Anders’ hand had entered his inner pocket with the deceptive casualness of one reaching for a cigarette—then the electrogun fired twice. The guards went down.


  THEN MARTA and Anders were running through the door, along the long tunnel that led through the thick walls. The door at the inner end of the tunnel was a huge thing, beryllium steel and probably filled with lead to block radiation, eight feet thick. But it swung on its hinges lightly. “Keep your back to me. Watch,” he told Marta as he swung it shut, dogged it down. He played his electrogun over the inner surface of it—the tremendous voltage should short any mechanisms in the door that would permit it to be opened from the outside. Probably from the inside, too—in which case they were sealed in.


  He turned back then. Marta’s gun was flashing in her hand and he saw the figure of a Duplie who had stepped out of a doorway ahead suddenly fall.


  “I don’t think there’s any alarm—yet,” he whispered to her. “Kick off your shoes—I’ve got crepe rubber on mine—and here—” He handed her the other electrogun, larger than her own. “We’ve got some hunting to do.”


  The hunting took fifteen minutes. The interior of the dome, relative to its outside size, was tiny, less than a dozen rooms; they found and killed seven Duplies and the place was theirs.


  The main control room. Anders pointed to the huge bank of condensers—similar to the one, relatively tiny, which he had seen operate the Kingston Duplicator on Venus. “Power!” he said. “We’re self-contained. They can’t shut us off the air!”


  He found the microphone—a Duplie newscaster who had been using it lay dead in front of it. It had been in operation and the newscaster’s use of it had ended in the middle of a sentence.


  “Citizens of Mars,” he said. “Citizens of Mars who are not Duplies, this is Matt Anders speaking to you, speaking for President Morphy of Earth. Listen, this is of vital importance—”


  He told them the story simply, everything their own newscasts and sources of information had denied them since the start of the war—and before. He told them the plans of the Duplies to destroy all of Earth, in one blow, that very night. “. . . No, I don’t know where the three Kingstons are being readied for sending atomic bombs. Some of you probably do—that is, you know a new and ultra-powerful Duplicator has been set up and is being heavily guarded. Some of you know where another is, others will know the third. Smash them for the sake of Earth, your mother planet. Kill the Duplies and take over. I’ve told you what they really are, how they’ve fooled you . . .”


  And he told them again, and again. Not trying to be eloquent about it, just dishing out facts, straight facts that the Martian colonists had never been able to hear. Hammering those facts, over and over. Adding details, circumstantial details that would make them believable.


  He was surrounded by panels of switches, but he didn’t risk touching one. He knew that the mike into which he was talking was live and directed to all Martian private receivers—he didn’t risk trying for more. Maybe he could have reached Earth with a message, maybe he could have reached the fleet and convinced them that their commander was a Duplie. But he didn’t know one switch from another and didn’t take a chance.


  He talked, hammered facts. Maybe Earth or the blockade fleet would be monitoring the broadcast and get it anyway; if not, he wasn’t going to take a chance on changing any settings. He talked to the people of Mars. Talked until he was hoarse, and then let Marta take over for a while, then talked himself hoarse again, repeating, hammering, arguing, pleading—


  HE’D LOST all track of time when it happened—the thing he’d been hoping for, the thing that proved he was succeeding. There was a sound that was beyond sound, and the dome shook. He was knocked from his feet and so was Marta; he helped her up, his face shining with exultation, and was back at the mike.


  “Thanks, citizens of Mars! I know now you’re believing me, that you’re doing something about it. The Duplies just dropped one of their three atomic bombs on the dome here. They’ll drop the other two! They’re losing Mars—now that you know the truth—and they’ve got to try to stop us. It’s more important to them to hold Mars, right now, than to destroy Earth. While you’re destroying them. You know who most of them are. If you miss a few, they can be hunted down later. There are only a few hundred of them, billions of you. You can—”


  Again the dome shook. The second bomb. And they’d drop the third, too. They had to try; they had to see if three bombs in a row, in the same spot, would crack the defenses they themselves had made against atomic bombing. They couldn’t let him keep talking to the people of Mars! The Duplies were realists; they’d know it would do them no good to destroy Earth, in revenge, if they were losing control over their own planet meanwhile. They had to stop him.


  The third bomb, before he and Marta were on their feet from the impact of the second. Chunks of concrete fell near them, this time, but the dome held. And they’d won. The Duplies wouldn’t have wasted one of the bombs on them unless his broadcast was going through; they wouldn’t have spent all three of them unless their situation was desperate. The Martians were revolting against their Duplie masters.


  But he didn’t quit; there were obviously Martians who accepted the facts he’d been telling them, but maybe there were others who hadn’t. The ones who had, since they’d acted so quickly, must already have suspected at least part of the truth despite the curtain of propaganda that had separated them from the outside, but the others—He went back to the mike; he kept at it.


  For more hours. Finally he said, “Marta, if that doesn’t do it, it can’t be done. Let’s try to get something on what’s going on. Anything around here that looks like a receiver to you? There must be other broadcasters, in other cities. If the colonists control them . . .”


  He turned back to the mike and told what he was going to do. “I’ll try to find a way to take an incoming message now.” He found it.


  “Anders, calling Matt Anders. If you hear me, pull over the mike and we can make it a two-way; I’ve still got you tuned in on a receiver.”


  “Anders speaking,” he said into the mike. Marta was handling the receiver he’d found and tuned it loudly enough so he could hear. “I hear you. Come in. What’s happening out there?”


  “Revolt against the Duplies successful. Got all of them except some still holed up in the domes. Casualties light except in the dome area of Marsport; we were besieging the other domes when they dropped those bombs. But we’ve got cordons around the contaminated area; no Duplies will get out of there alive.


  “Report from your blockade fleet; your broadcast was monitored there, heard by the Duplie of your commander as well as by others. He tried to order the fleet to add their bombs to the communications dome you’re in, but was stopped; he’s under arrest on his flagship. The fact that he gave the order to bomb the dome your broadcast was coming from convinced his under-officers that he was, as you claimed, a Duplie. The fleet has landed, in peace, outside Marsport and is now helping as with mopping-up operations. There will be—there is—peace between Mars and Earth. Many of us had already suspected at least some of the things you told us about our own government. We rose quickly when we knew the truth. Are you hearing me okay?”


  “I’m hearing you,” Anders said. “I think we sealed ourselves in here. How soon can you get us out?”


  “Don’t even try to leave. There’s food, water and liquor in the dome. The whole dome area—and especially, after three direct hits, your dome—is contaminated with radiation. We’ll work at decontamination, but—I’m sorry about this—I’m afraid it’ll be a week before it’ll be safe to try to open the door of your dome, from either side.”


  Matt Anders grinned and turned to look at Marta Pearson. He said, “Don’t let it worry you, don’t even hurry. I think I’ve got a week’s vacation coming—and I think I can find ways of spending the time.”


  THE END


  RETURN ENGAGEMENT


  H.B. Hickey


  The Earthmen were looking forward to the game against the Venusians. But they didn’t know what being the winner could mean . . .


  IT WAS Slinky Peele’s year. From the hinterlands his scouts sent him the material, to be paid for in cash and in scholarships and in soft jobs like mowing the dean’s lawn once a month. And Slinky fashioned a lightning backfield and an iron line and he had three men on All-America and five on All-Conference.


  His salary was equal to that of the president of the college where Slinky coached football, and five times that of Professor Giraldi, whose work on sub-viruses was remaking biology.


  They said he was greater even than Rockne, and his ghost writer wrote a book called CHARACTER BUILDING THROUGH CONTACT SPORTS and Slinky autographed them and collected royalties on a million copies.


  He was a Moulder of Men.


  They built him a new stadium and put his picture on the front pages every other day. When his team beat Northwestern, it crowded a Moon crash onto the second page. The day the miners struck on Mars was the day Slinky beat Army, and the Federal mediator was angry because he had to see the last half of the game on teleradar on a rocket ship.


  He was Everybody’s Hero.


  He sat in his office and faced a boy who had played two years on his team and then had cracked a kneecap taking out an end. The boy limped back and forth distractedly.


  “But, Coach,” he pleaded, “I only got one year to finish school. Why did they take that job away from me?”


  “Now, Pete, you know that’s an athletic scholarship. Jorgen’s on the team and you’re not.”


  “You mean now I can’t play any more football. I can just go back where I came from, is that it?”


  “Don’t put it that way, son.” He got up and moved his bulk around the desk and put a beefy paw on Pete’s shoulder. “You’ve got to learn to take the bad breaks, son.”


  The boy pushed his hand away. “Yeah? Well, maybe the papers would like to know how come that Crydo got his head cracked in the Michigan game!”


  Peele’s paternal manner vanished. His eyes, sunk in fat, grew small and hard and shiny.


  “Did I tell you to crack his head?”


  “Just as well as! You told me and Hammer to—”


  “I told you to take him out. That’s all. If you hurt him deliberately, that’s your fault, not mine. Remember that. Now get out of here, you punk!”


  He was still angry when he appeared a half hour later in the locker room. What he saw brought more angry color to his cheeks. Instead of being dressed and ready for practice, the players were standing around in their shorts, reading newspapers.


  “Well, look who’s learned to read! And from the way you ran those diagrams yesterday, I thought none of you even knew your ABC’s!”


  Having caught them off guard, startling them, he turned his ire on each of them individually. “You’ll have lots of time to read, Koval, if you don’t get the lead out of your pants! Another game like Saturday’s, and—”


  “Coach,” his captain interrupted. Peele glared at him. “Looks like some of us won’t be playing much more football. It says here the Rocket Corps is starting a draft on account of this Venus thing.”


  VENUS HAD been great. Venus had been the Moon and Mars all over again. The ships had landed and the men had come out and put up their right hands in a friendly way and said, “How,” and passed around the chocolate bars.


  And the Venusians had found the sounds of friendship pleasant. They had enjoyed the chocolate and the soft drinks, especially the soft drinks, the Venusian climate being what it was.


  Venus had been great. In two days, with permission to dig a few exploratory holes, a prospector had shovelled out five hundred pounds of uranium. And when the local inhabitants had complained, he’d given them a whole case of root beer and promised never to do it again. The next day he’d dug out six hundred pounds.


  It was like that all the way, everyone getting rich and having a great time. And some of the miners had got drunk and tried to sneak into the locked Venusian cities to get at the women.


  And then one morning all the Earth men were dead and the rockets were blown into bits and the compounds were burned and broken up. All this had happened during the night.


  “They say they ain’t sorry and they ain’t gonna pay damages and they don’t care if we’re sore because they don’t want any further part of us,” the captain of Peele’s team said.


  “Those dirty, sneaking, murdering rats!” Peele shouted.


  He was thinking what a draft would do to him with five tough games to go. He could kiss the conference title goodbye. Also an undefeated season. Also the Rose Bowl.


  “My cousin Joe,” Koval said. “He was up there. I don’t think I’ll wait for the draft.”


  “Me neither,” said Campbell, the All-American guard.


  “We oughta go sign up all together, as a team,” someone suggested. “We might get on the same ship.”


  “Those dirty, murdering scum!” Slinky Peele moaned. “We should never have treated them human.”


  “My cousin Joe wrote he never did trust them,” Koval said. “Always acting high and mighty. Those . . .” His big hands twisted savagely.


  Maybe Campbell would stay, Peele thought. Campbell was married. But what about the rest?


  “They ought to be wiped out,” he muttered.


  “Can I quote you on that?” a new voice inquired. It was Tanner, a sports columnist. “Coach Peele says ‘Wipe Them Out!’ ”


  “Who let you in here?” Peele shouted. “No! Don’t quote me. If you want to, say I think it’s all a misunderstanding.”


  “That’s what the president said yesterday.”


  “Do I have to be smarter than the president,” Peele demanded.


  Still, it would be nice to be quoted on the situation. Thirty million people read Tanner’s column every day. Be a shame to miss the publicity.


  “And how’s the character-building?” Tanner inquired. “Maybe you’d like to tell the readers how a knee in an opposing tackle’s face improves his character?”


  Peele disregarded that. Tanner didn’t like him, but he’d use anything that had some reader interest. And an idea was coming.


  “It’s a misunderstanding,” he said, his mind working laboriously. “That’s what. Like a football game, with each team playing different rules. We got to get acquainted with each other’s rules.”


  Tanner’s brows lifted. “Not bad,” he admitted. “I could use that.’ Maybe even build it up. ‘Coach Peele Advocates Rules Conference’. Or maybe, ‘Football Can Save World, Peele Says’.”


  The columnist shuddered. “Lord, sometimes I could puke at myself.


  “You ever feel like that?” He laughed. “No, not you.”


  Peele would have liked to have the boys throw Tanner out. Or even do the job himself. But you had to be nice to thirty million readers.


  And besides, Tanner had given him an idea. And what an idea!


  He wasn’t licked yet. Not by a long way. Let the draft come. Let it ruin every other team, it wouldn’t hurt him. Coach Peele would be greater than ever!


  “Listen!” he said. “Listen to this. . . .”


  THE VENUSIAN emissary sat stiff and unyielding, his orange eyes glowing like coals in his death mask face. The cooler air of Earth had made his skin taut, and it looked like rubber sheeting splattered with blobs of candle-wax.


  One taste had been enough. His people wanted no more. If war must come, then let it come. They had had enough of broken promises.


  “I admit you have just grievances,” said the Secretary for Interplanetary Affairs. “But it does appear that you accepted seriously many things which were plainly said in jest.”


  “Venus is a harsh planet,” the emissary said. “We make no jests. When we say something, we mean it literally.”


  “So do we, usually. That’s just the point. If we could resume relations, I think we’d come to understand each other better.”


  “No, thank you.”


  The Secretary was a patient man. He said, “Let me make a suggestion. I know your people don’t want conflict—”


  “We do not.”


  “Good. A point of agreement. Now, here’s my thought: we know almost nothing about each other’s culture. That’s a barrier.”


  “Perhaps not. The more we know, the less we may like each other.”


  “Well, maybe so. But why not try to get together in some small area where nothing vital is at stake?”


  “I have explained,” the Venusian told him, “that with us, everything is important. We have no humor, no jests, nothing which is non-survival.”


  “Then in some field where no great harm could be done. You might find you could learn something of value from us.”


  “I doubt it.”


  “Well, at least that we do have a code of ethics, that we can keep our word. Tell me, do you have sports?”


  “Sports?”


  “Yes, contests of physical strength and skill.” The Secretary went on at length, explaining the great value Earth people placed on such contests.


  At last the Venusian nodded. “We have such things. Not often, and then only to prove the greater survival value of one theory of health and strength over another. Such contests are taken very seriously by our people.”


  “By us too.” The Secretary rose. “I’d like you to meet someone now.”


  He pushed a button on his desk and said, “Send in Mr. Peele.”


  AFTER QUITE a bit of talking by Slinky Peele, the Venusian got the idea. Whether or not he liked it was another question, the answer to which could not be told by looking at his unchanging expression.


  “You wish us, then,” he said at last, “to select eleven young men and teach them this football game of yours. And they would then engage in a contest with the football team tutored by Mr. Peele. Is that correct?”


  “That’s it,” Peele said. “Of course, you folks would be at a disadvantage, the game being new to you. But we could send up a coach to help train your boys.”


  “That would not be necessary. We could learn from your books and moving pictures and from your book of rules, which you say you will supply.”


  “Everything you need, including equipment.”


  The Venusian thought it over again. “You understand that this would be a serious matter to us.”


  “You’ll find us good sports,” Peele said jovially. “We’ll bear no grudge if we lose.”


  “And you think such a contest would really help?”


  “I believe it would promote understanding,” the Secretary said.


  “Frankly, I do not see how. But also, frankly, Venus has no desire for armed conflict. I will submit it to our Council by Lunar radiophone.”


  “Good,” the Secretary beamed.


  Halfway to the door, the Venusian paused. “The loser to provide the victory feast after the contest, of course.”


  “Great idea!” Peele agreed. “That’s a real sporting proposition!” He rushed forward and pumped the Venusian’s hand. “It’s a bet!”


  When the Venusian had left the room, Peele chortled. “Well, looks like we put it across.”


  “Mr. Peele,” the Secretary murmured. “Before you go, I have something to say to you.”


  “Yes?”


  “I have investigated your reputation. It is not unblemished.”


  “Everybody hates a winner,” Peele snorted.


  “Nevertheless, bear this in mind. A great deal hinges on this game. If you enter into this with any private gain in mind, you’d better reconsider now.”


  “Sir, it is my belief that sports are an integral part of—”


  “Never mind the speeches. And remember this particularly: whatever agreements or promises are made must be kept to the letter.”


  “That’s the whole idea, isn’t it?” Peele demanded righteously.


  “I repeat, to the letter. The lives of millions may depend upon it. Weigh every action, every word. And once you say something, no matter how trivial, do it!”


  Peele’s smile had not left his face. It was better than he’d thought it would be. “Sure, sure,” he said. And then to the point. “I’ll want to keep my team intact, so they’ll know exactly—”


  “Deferments will be arranged.”


  “Oh? I hadn’t thought of that, but it would probably be a good idea.” He went out rubbing his thick hands together.


  IT WAS A great year for Slinky Peele, Moulder of Men and Builder of Character. He was The Coach, he was Mr. Football, he was Sports as a Way of Life.


  He came to believe it himself.


  In the stadium he was cheered by hundreds of thousands. And they were right to do so. He had taken a very serious situation and showed that if you looked at it properly, it was just a game.


  More than that, they all knew in their hearts that Slinky Peele would Show Them. Exactly what he would show them nobody knew, but they were sure he would.


  So the crisp autumn days rolled past and Slinky Peele’s team won games and the bands played and the people cheered. And then one day word came that the Venusians were ready.


  They came a week before the date of the game. In the middle of the night, their rocket landed, and by morning they were established in the hotel which had been emptied of all other residents.


  Every member of the Venusian team carried a copy of the rule book wherever he went. “Because,” the Venusian emissary said, “they are the same rules for all, and we must abide by them, must we not?”


  In his next interview with the press, Slinky Peele said, “It shows they’re learning.”


  He made speeches about Understanding and Sportsmanship, and he sent an assistant to spy on the Venusians at practise. Because, after all, how would it look if he lost to a team that was playing its first real game?


  “Well?” he demanded when Doherty, the assistant, reported back.


  “Not bad,” Doherty said. “They’re not tricky, but they’ve got the fundamentals down perfect. Their best plays will be straight off tackle, a spinner through the middle and a short pass over center.”


  “Go run the boys through those,” Peele ordered. “I’ve got to meet the Venusian coach for the newsreels.”


  The Venusian coach was a small man, very thin and scholarly looking. Peele was cordial and quite courteous, not getting between the smaller man and the cameras too often.


  “Now that you’ve had a little experience with the great sport of football, what do you think of it?” he asked.


  “It is stupid,” the Venusian said.


  Peele gasped, the color beginning to flood his cheeks.


  “The skills involved have little application to life,” the other went on pedantically. “Intelligence is not required, and while the development of certain muscle groups is exaggerated, others are neglected. Furthermore, while teamwork is stressed, I note that certain players, because of their positions, must of necessity be more conspicuous.”


  The cameras ground and the sound recording equipment recorded the heresy and Slinky Peele quivered with rage, thinking of the millions who would see and hear this.


  “I suppose you must have been quite an athlete yourself to be picked as coach,” he said ironically.


  “No. I am the creator of the present Venusian system of physical health and training, which bears my own name, Qrrl.”


  “Well, they must think it’s the best system,” Peele shrugged.


  “Obviously. I would not be here otherwise.” Then, looking Peele over carefully, he said, “Your girth seems to have grown with the vanquishing of many proponents of other systems.”


  One of the cameramen guffawed and Peele growled deep in his throat. He was sensitive about his weight, and about the fact that his name, Slinky, referred to mental rather than physical qualities.


  Nevertheless, he fought down a show of anger. “Well, here’s luck,” he said, extending his hand. “I hope you won’t feel too bad if you lose.”


  Qrrl shrugged his narrow shoulders.


  “It is not a matter of emotion,” he said. “If your system proves to have greater survival value, we will simply adopt it.”


  He nodded perfunctorily. “I must go now. It is time for our team to have it’s breathing exercise.”


  To himself, Peele thought: Save some for the game. You’ll need it.


  THE DAY was clear and crisp. The band marched around the field and the cheerleaders cavorted arid the immense crowd cheered. Then the band disappeared, and in accordance with custom the visiting team came onto the field.


  First they did breathing exercises, then they rolled on the ground. Then they did an exercise that looked like a hula dance.


  Everybody laughed, especially Slinky Peele.


  Then the home team came out and went through their own drill; kicking, passing, rolling with precision through a series of mock plays.


  And at last it was quiet. The Venusians had won the toss and had elected to receive the kick-off. With solemn faces, they took up their positions.


  The ball was in the air, turning end over end. Following it came Peele’s team, a wave of scarlet and yellow.


  On the goal line, the Venusian quarterback caught the ball. His interference formed quickly ahead of him as he moved. He picked up speed.


  Television announcers said, “The five, the ten, the twenty, the thirty, the forty. . . .”


  There was only one man standing in the midst of a vast silence. It was the Venusian quarterback, just over the goal line. Behind him, twenty-one men sprawled on the field.


  It was a perfect play. Everyone rose and cheered. Everyone except Slinky Peele. He sat on the bench and cursed softly as the Venusians lined up and kicked the extra point.


  He cursed again as his own team received and the ball carrier was down on the twenty yard line. In three plays his team gained four yards. They kicked.


  The Venusian quarterback caught the ball and ran sixty yards for another touchdown. He also kicked the extra point.


  Peele sent in substitutes with orders to stop that quarterback. Three plays later, they stopped him. He was carried off the field. A few plays later, the Venusians lost the services of a halfback.


  Their replacements were not quite as capable. At half-time, the score remained the same.


  PEELE gave the team a pep talk. “You slobs,” he said. “Maybe you’re satisfied to let them make suckers out of you, but they’re not gonna make a sucker out of me!”


  He glared at Koval and called him a few choice names which could never be printed in a newspaper.


  “You’re the guy who wanted to get your hands on them! You haven’t got past that guard once!”


  “He’s tough,” Koval said. “And there’s something with his eyes. Dirt don’t seem to bother them.”


  “You got fingers, haven’t you?” Peele demanded.


  The thought of losing this game sickened him. Even if he pulled it out of the fire, it would be bad enough. But for Slinky Peele to lose to a team playing its first football game!


  “I don’t care how you do it,” Peele said. “But do it! You gonna let those sneaking, murdering rats get the best of you? Are you just a bunch of yellow punks?”


  He closed with a brief dissertation on their ancestry and a few obscenities.


  “THEY LOOK like a new team,” the television announcer said. “Coach Peele must have given them one of his famous, inspiring talks.


  “Oh, oh. The Venusian right tackle is down. That makes two men they’ve lost in the last two plays.”


  He choked over the tackle’s name. “But don’t get me wrong. Our boys are playing clean ball, but they’re playing hard, that’s all.”


  Fifteen minutes later; with the score tied, he said, “Oh, oh. The Venusian right guard is injured. Too bad. He’s played a whale of a game. There goes Coach Peele to make sure he’s all right and to pat him on the back as he’s helped off the field. Wonderful gesture, isn’t it?”


  By the end of the third quarter, the game was in the bag and Peele had made several more gestures. The Venusian team was beaten to a frazzle. In the last five minutes, with his team leading by three touchdowns, Peele let them coast.


  “A wonderful game,” he said later before the cameras. He was flanked by the Venusian coach and the emissary. “I want to congratulate Coach Qrrl.”


  “Congradulate me?” the slender Venusian gasped. He shrank back, refusing to accept Peek’s handshake. Bowing, he said, “I must go now to prepare for tonight.”


  “See you at the banquet,” Peele chortled.


  There was a momentary chill cast over the proceedings by the look of horror he got from the coach and the emissary. They hurried away, leaving him alone with the cameras and the reporters.


  “I hate to say this,” Peele murmured, “but they’re not very good sports. After all, it’s only a game.”


  “Coach,” a reporter asked, “what are the chances for a return game?”


  It was something Peele hadn’t thought of, but it looked like a wonderful idea.


  “I think we ought to have one,” he said. “We can’t expect them to understand the principles of sportsmanship so quickly. Besides, it’s only fair to give them a chance to get even.”


  The more he thought of it, the better the idea seemed. He searched his mind for a few noble phrases with which to further the plan. The next game could be played on Venus, and for the chance to make a trip like that, there would be lots of boys wanting to play for Slinky Peele. Material would be no problem for the next few seasons.


  “Coach,” a reporter interrupted his thoughts, “were you worried at all when they jumped to such a quick lead?”


  “Worried?” Peele snorted. “Ha ha. Besides, what if we lost? It’s only a game, isn’t it?”


  And then he could not resist a jibe. “Not as stupid or simple as that Qrrl thought, though. I guess they learned something from us, all right.”


  AT THE banquet that evening, it seemed to Slinky Peele that he had never felt so good. The first course of the Venusian feast had consisted of liquors, strange but pleasant. Only one thing was lacking for Peele, the presence of the opposing coach.


  Leaning across the table, he said to the Venusian envoy, “Where’s Coach Qrrl?”


  “He will be here,” the emissary promised, sounding somewhat annoyed with Peele.


  But by the end of the second course, which consisted of ices, Qrrl had still not made an appearance. Peele leaned close to Tanner, who was sitting at his right.


  “Think the guy could be jerk enough not to show up at all?” he whispered. “What a bunch of bum sports. Look how solemn they are.” Through the third and fourth courses, which consisted of vegetables and a strange soup, Peele felt his irritation rising. He’d wanted to ask Qrrl, publicly, what he thought of his system of physical training now.


  To the Venusian across the table, he said, “Isn’t Qrrl coming?”


  The emissary stared at him as through he were a monster. “Are you not able to wait? He will be here soon enough.”


  The Venusian envoy rose and bowed to the Secretary for Interplanetary Affairs, to the two teams, to the reporters and to Peele.


  “Coach Peele wishes to say something, and while it is contrary to our custom to have speeches at such feasts, permission is granted.”


  Peele got up, a bit unsteady. “I want to congratulate our opponents,” he said. “And I want to propose a return engagement.”


  “But why?” the envoy asked. “You have proved the superiority of your methods. We shall adopt them.”


  “Well, you’ve probably learned a lot from this game today. Maybe next time you’d beat us.”


  The Venusian was thoughtful. “It is true we learned much today. And I do not doubt that next time we would be victorious.”


  “Don’t be that sure,” Peele laughed. “Coach Qrrl was sure about today’s game, and look what happened to him.”


  “I do not think I shall ever understand what you call humor,” the Venusian snapped.


  THE SECRETARY for Interplanetary Affairs rose hurriedly. “Mr. Peele means nothing by his words,” he soothed.


  “Nevertheless, it is in bad taste.”


  “Talk about sore losers,” Peele whispered to Tanner.


  “Should we consent to another contest,” the envoy was saying, “would it be played on Venus?”


  “That seems fair,” the Secretary agreed.


  “Under the same rules, against Coach Peele and his team, with the same provision for the victory feast?” Peele, ever on the alert for a slur, popped up: “Don’t you think our rules and regulations are good enough?”


  “I discovered a certain latitude was allowed—”


  “Well, if my boys played too rough . . .” Peele snorted.


  “We are not afraid, if that is what you mean!”


  The Venusian’s eyes were burning, the orange flickering like flame. The Secretary for Interplanetary Affairs was looking daggers at Peele, twitching his eyebrows in the signal to keep quiet.


  “No,” the envoy grated, “we are not afraid. And since you desire so much another contest, perhaps we may have one. Everything but the site to remain the same, is that correct?”


  “Suits me,” Peele said. He stirred his fork around in his meat sauce. “What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander,” he pontificated.


  “Then I shall radiphone our Council for consent,” the envoy said. “We should have their reply soon.”


  There was a long silence after that. It was the sixth course, the meat course, and Peele found his meat tough and stringy, although well seasoned.


  He chomped his way through several slices, half elated because it looked as though the return game would go through, and half under a cloud of gloom because the Secretary kept shooting him warning glances.


  AFTER THE meat, there were fruit and nuts of Venusian varieties, and finally some cool liqueurs. When the last of these was served, the Venusian envoy rose.


  “I propose this toast,” he said solemnly, “to Coach Peele, whose system of training has proved superior, and to Qrrl, for although his system proved inferior, he served us long and well.”


  Under cover of his glass, Peele, said, “I knew he wouldn’t show up.”


  And then the toast had been drunk and the envoy had whispered to one of his men and had then announced that the Council had approved the second contest. Everyone applauded and the banquet was over.


  Slinky Peele smiled a satisfied smile.


  “See you on Venus,” he said to the envoy as he prepared to leave. “Better luck next time.”


  “I hope so,” the Venusian said. “I hope so.” He put out his hand and ran it over Peele’s arm and shoulders and paunch. “Yes indeed, I hope so.”


  “And I promise you,” Peele said, “that if I lose, I’ll still come to the banquet. Not like Qrrl.”


  Over his shoulder, the Secretary said meaningfully, “And whatever Coach Peele promises, he will fulfill.”


  The Venusian looked puzzled. “But why do you say that about Qrrl?”


  “Why didn’t he come?”


  “But he did! As we promised, the loser provided the feast.”


  “You mean he cooked it?” Peele blurted.


  “Of course not. According to our laws, he who advances his system as the best and enters into a contest where men may be injured, must provide the food if he loses. Qrrl was the meat course.”


  “He . . .” Peele felt suddenly sick at his stomach.


  “A bit stringy, despite our best efforts.” The Venusian stared at Peele’s expansive waistline. “I am sure you will be better.”


  He nodded to the Secretary, smiled at Slinky Peele. “We shall see you on Venus,” he said, and was gone.


  Peele looked at the Secretary and the Secretary looked ill. But his eyes held no hope for Slinky Peele.


  THE END


  1952


  THE IMPOSSIBLE WEAPON


  Milton Lesser


  Stan knew that Venus’s secret weapon couldn’t possibly work. Yet Earthmen continued to die by the thousands . . .


  STANLEY STOKES stood on the balcony and looked up at the sky. He couldn’t actually see the sky, since the tiny glowing pinpoints of light that made up the force field hid it quite effectively. He wondered idly how lovers fared without moonglow and starlight to give their passions impetus, but then he thought, to hell with lovers, I’ve got my own problems.


  He turned and finished his fourth drink—or was it his fifth? Sixth? He said belligerently, “I hate bureaucracy. I particularly hate the Assistant Secretary of Defensive Weapons, Spatial Division.”


  Lila took his hand and led him back inside, plunking him down on a big overstuffed chair. “You’re high,” she told him severely. “And the A. S. D. W. S. D. happens to be my father.”


  “That makes it even worse,” Stanley proclaimed. “The man who sired my girl friend is a complete and utter nincompoop.”


  “Father is not a nincompoop!”


  “Nor am I a hero, but I happen to be in a position to save the Earth. I can do it, despite the fact that I’m not a hero. So your father should listen, despite the fact that he is a nincompoop.”


  “He did listen.”


  “He did not listen. He merely sat there while I talked, and when I finished he smiled politely. I think he even winked at one of his aides. It took two months before I could get close enough to see him wink, and then, after ten minutes, he said no.”


  “The United Nations pays him for his work,” Lila said acidly. “They Relieve he knows his business.”


  “Is that so? We’re losing the war, aren’t we?”


  “Yes,” Lila admitted, “but we weren’t, not until last April. What could father do if the Venus-Mars-Ganymede League developed a new weapon? The way you talk, you’d think he was working for the League or something.”


  “I didn’t say that, but . . . umm-mm. You have a point there.”


  “Stanley Stokes, you’re terrible!”


  “That’s what your father said, only he used the word crazy.”


  “If you weren’t high, I think I’d say goodbye. Permanently.”


  Stanley rocked back and forth gently, stood up and twirled around slowly until his eyes came to focus on Lila. “I am not high. But it looks like I’m having in-law troubles before we’re married, because your father is a nincompoop.”


  “Stanley, I’m warning you—”


  “Remember, I’m not high. Don’t let that sway your decision. It’s either . . . me or that nincom—”


  “Here!” Lila removed the modest engagement ring from her finger, steadied Stanley’s hand long enough to place the ring in his palm. “Goodbye.” There were tears in her eyes, but Stanley failed to see them, for his vision had become clouded on its own accord. Gulping audibly, he pocketed the ring, turned on his heel and stalked from the apartment. He tried to stalk in a straight line, his thin shoulders squared, as he had seen Clarke Townsend do so effectively on a score of video shows. But Stanley stalked in a weaving fashion.


  Outside, he found an empty jet-cab near the curb. He punched his identification number on the record-box, took the cab up half a thousand feet to the local lane. He idled around purposely for a time, then set the controls in a northerly direction and leaned back. There was a time when he had liked night flying, watching the dark shadows of clouds scudding across the face of the moon, or on moonless nights watching the star-studded sweep of the Milky Way. But now all he saw was the glowing force field, and after a while he clamped his eyes tightly shut, surrendering the cab to robot control.


  Ten minutes later he brought, it down on the roof of the Queens County Spaceman’s Bar.


  STANLEY entered the place in time to see the tail-end of a brawl. It must have been a good one, although the cops had not been summoned. Three flunkies carted a mess of broken table and chairs to the waiting maw of a disposal unit; three others helped two battered spacemen to their feet and thence to the street-level door.


  But a third spaceman needed no help whatever. His face was a nearcatastrophe. Not from this fight alone, but from a score of others. His crooked nose defied one further fracture; his huge jutting jaw would break knuckles, and not the other way around; his shining dome of a head—Stanley guessed a slight dose of radiation could account for that—was the canvas for lurid tattoos which bordered on the pornographic. But he was smiling, the over-large teeth giving Stanley the strong impression of a horse.


  “A couple of puppies!” the ugly spaceman snorted, pounding his two huge hands on the surface of the bar. A frightened barman clambered across a heap of broken crockery and grinned shyly.


  “Yes, sir! Oh, yes—a couple of puppies.”


  “No one asked you! I’ll have Venusian brandy.”


  The barman gulped. “I’m sorry, sir. We haven’t been able to get Venusian brandy since—”


  “I know, dammit! Since they came up with that new weapon and chased our fleet out of space, its tail between its legs. Okay, give me cognac, a triple.”


  STANLEY gazed upon the proceedings with evident satisfaction. Here was a man after his own heart, even if it was a man endowed with about twice as much brawn. Hardly realizing it at first, Stanley found himself walking across the floor and joining the hulking figure at the bar.


  “Name’s Stokes,” Stanley said in his best basso. “I agree with you. A shame that we have to run away with our tail between our legs just because they develop a new weapon.”


  “You think so, huh?” The huge spaceman seemed much larger from an eye-level proximity with his shoulder, and his booming voice lacked the faintest suggestion of anything but hostility. “I don’t. Hell, it makes me sick, Stokes—but what can you do about it? You can’t expect the boys to commit suicide by throwing themselves against a weapon they can’t fight. Say, are you one of them damn pacifists who says we ought to surrender?”


  “No,” Stanley said at once, trying hard not to blanch when the spaceman looked down at him out of fuming eyes. “Quite the contrary. I believe I have tie solution Earth has been looking for.”


  “You believe what? Just who the hell are you?”


  “Technician second-class Stanley Stokes, Quantum Division. If you—”


  “A quanto-tech!” The spaceman snorted. “What the devil can you do?”


  “Let me finish and I’ll try to tell you. All my plan needs is a spaceman and a ship, and then I think we can show the League a thing or two. Yes, bartender, I’ll have cognac too. All right, a—a triple. Now—”


  But Stanley didn’t have a chance to finish.


  Someone cried: “Holy Rockets, the cops!”


  And someone else: “Let’s get out of here! If O’Hanrohan decides to fight—”


  O’Hanrohan was the hulking spaceman with the booming voice, and it looked like O’Hanrohan would decide to fight. He stood with his back to the bar, his feet planted wide apart. He picked up the bottle of cognac by its graceful neck, smashing it down against the mahogany with savage force. A lot of cognac and a lot of glass sprayed all around the immediate vicinity, but O’Hanrohan came up holding a shattered half-bottle, its jagged edges gleaming under the fluorescent lights.


  With his free hand he grabbed Stanley around the neck and held him that way. “We’re getting out of here!” he shouted. “Try to stop me and you’d be making a mistake.” Then he hissed in Stanley’s ear: “Did you leave a cab up on the roof?”


  And when Stanley nodded weakly, his chin scraping against the hairy forearm: “Good. We’ll take it and scram.”


  THE HALF dozen cops had an assorted arsenal of blasters, needle-guns and heat-beams, but they couldn’t use it, not with Stanley effectively shielding O’Hanrohan from their fire. O’Hanrohan backed slowly toward the roof exit, pulling Stanley with him. He didn’t release his grip until they stood on the other side of the door. Then he kicked the door shut, bolted it and turned toward the waiting cab. Almost immediately, fists were pounding on the door. A moment later, its surface began to glow a dull cherry-red.


  “They’re using heat-beams,” said O’Hanrohan. “That doesn’t give us much time. Are you coming with me?”


  “With an escaped criminal? A fugitive? Do you think I’m crazy?”


  “I’m a fugitive, but not a criminal. One of those men I hit was air officer, but he had it coming. A lousy pacifist, he wants us to give up! You coming? Don’t forget, sonny: I’m your spaceman, and I can get a ship.”


  Stanley looked at the door, glowing more brightly now. He watched the drops of molten metal dripping off sluggishly to the pavement below. If this wild giant of a spaceman wanted to help him . . .


  “I’ll go with you,” he said, and together they ran for the cab. Behind them, the door dissolved into a bubbling pool and the first policemen stepped over it gingerly. A blaster seared air just below the cab as it flashed off the roof.


  Stanley’s thoughts were whirling. First Lila and his engagement ring—now this. Of his own free will, he had fled with a fugitive from justice, had helped him, in fact. Well, hardly that, but the police might think so. At least now he could lean back and think it all over. He thought he had the answer to the enemy’s new weapon, but he could be wrong. And if he were, he’d gambled everything on a cockeyed theory—


  Something made their cab bounce.


  Something else made it spin and twist and turn upside down, bouncing Stanley’s head momentarily off the ceiling.


  “Strap your safety belt!” O’Hanrohan roared.


  “What—what’s the matter?”


  “The cops followed us in their ship. They’re firing.”


  “Even when you have a hostage on board?”


  “Yeah. No! They must’ve heard us talking on the roof. I guess you’re in trouble, sonny. Want to shake?”


  They did, or they started to, but their cab bounced again, then shot skyward on a tangent. “I’ve never been shot at before,” Stanley said.


  O’Hanrohan grunted. “I don’t believe you ever rode one of these cabs at three G’s, either, but if we want to get away, you’ll start doing it right now!” With a grin creasing his battered face, he pulled the jet-stick all the way back.


  Something grabbed hold of Stanley’s stomach and twisted, jamming him back against his chair at the same time, holding him there, squeezing all the air from his lungs. Spacemen encountered this sort of thing all the time, he knew, out in the bleak cold vault beyond Earth’s atmosphere. But he was no spaceman, and a Sunday game of tennis was enough to give him a worn-out feeling.


  O’Hanrohan laughed. “Look at that! Only three G’s and they can’t match it.”


  Stanley wanted to shout encouragement, but he found that his voice couldn’t leave the neighborhood of his throat.


  “See?” O’Hanrohan continued. “We’ve left the local level. We’re going up in a tight loop. By the time the cops reach express upstairs, we’ll be on our way down again. They’ll come down, only we’ll be on our way up again. When they figure that one out, we’ll be halfway to White Sands.”


  “White Sands?” Stanley managed.


  “Yeah, White Sands, New Mexico. If you know what you’re talking about, I think I can get us a spaceship there. Well, hold your ribs, sonny—we’re going up again!”


  Stanley started to hold his ribs, then blacked out, O’Hanrohan’s wild laughter ringing in his ears.


  “HOW DOES she look?” O’Hanrohan wanted to know. He stood with hands on hips, surveying the space cruiser.


  “Isn’t it a little small?” Stanley asked.


  “Small? Of course it’s small. Just a one-man cruiser. Did you think I could borrow a battleship or something? No, there’s enough room for me to get inside, and if I can make sense out of your plan, I’ll take her up.”


  “How did you get that ship?”


  They had arrived in White Sands not more than six hours ago, Stanley realized. He had arrived with a mean headache, either from his drinking or the excitement, or perhaps a combination of both. O’Hanrohan had left him in a deserted little cabin out on the desert, and Stanley had been asleep almost at once. Now—when he awoke—O’Hanrohan stood outside, admiring his spaceship.


  “Well,” O’Hanrohan parried, “do I have to answer it?”


  “We’re going to work together as a team. I suggest that you do.”


  “Sure. Only—well okay! I know a gal who knows a man who guards a gate. The same old story, Stanley. She paid this man a visit, he got kind of busy, I went in and lifted the ship. . . .”


  “You stole it!”


  “Hell, did you think the government would give it to me?”


  “I thought you knew someone who would.”


  “I was thinking of this gal all the time. Anyway, important thing is I got us a ship. Now what?”


  “I hardly know where to begin,” Stanley admitted. “Also, I might as well tell you I’m afraid. Maybe my idea won’t work after all.”


  O’Hanrohan said nothing, but the look he gave Stanley indicated plainly enough that his idea had better work. “Let’s take a look at the war,” Stanley said. “At the beginning we almost lost, because the League started everything with a sneak attack. H-bombs and A-bombs—knocking out half our cities. That was five years ago. We countered, made a mess out of their military establishments. Then what happened?”


  “Hell, everybody knows that. Roger Marshall invented his force field.”


  “Yes, the force field. And do you know precisely what a force field is, Mr. O’Hanrohan?”


  “Call me Charlie. Yeah, I know. It’s something damn strong, and nothing can get through it.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Well, nothing except this here new weapon the League came up with. What are you driving at, Stanley?”


  “THE LEAGUE has a new weapon which the force field can’t stop. So far, they’ve only used it on our ships, and the ship force fields have been like so much paper. They haven’t used it on Earth yet, because they realize Earth is a ripe plum and they’d like to get this planet untouched—after we’re forced to surrender.


  “All right so far? Good—now let’s get back to the force field. Take atoms, any atoms, and strip away the electrons and protons, the neutrons—strip away all the subatomic particles. What do you have left?”


  “Why . . . nothing!” O’Hanrohan scratched the tattoos atop his shining dome.


  “You’re wrong. What’s left are the interatomic forces, the forces which bind subatomic particles together. Only they don’t have to do that job any more; there are no subatomic particles. Those interatomic forces become a force field! It can withstand anything, even direct H-bomb explosions. Anything, that Is, except for the new League weapon. Our scientists call it an impossible weapon, for it behaves the way no weapon should. It goes right through a force field the way a knife goes through melting butter.” O’Hanrohan shook his head. “I know all that. Every time we send a ship into space, they knock it right out, and all the force fields in the universe don’t matter. So we’re helpless. What I want to know is this: what the hell can you do?”


  Stanley smiled. “I think I know what that weapon is. And, if I’m right, I know what can nullify it, only the government won’t listen.”


  “They’re a little slow on the uptake, eh?”


  “Uh . . . yes, a little slow on the uptake. I’m a quantum technician, as I told you. I work with light. Do you know what light is, Charlie?”


  “Of course I know! Why, light is . . . umm-mm, light!”


  “No one knows for sure. It reveals things to our physical senses, it travels at a speed of 186,000 miles per second in vacuum, somewhat slower in air or water, but not much. That’s light, and that’s all we know. We’re not even sure whether it consists of waves, or particles, or a combination of both. I was fooling around with light, Charlie. That’s my job, finding new and better ways to keep the lamps of Earth burning.


  “Puttering around, I discovered a method to slow light. To slow it tremendously—all the way down to 10,000 miles per second. It still looks like light, I found—but it doesn’t act like light at all. It acts more like a disintegrator. It destroys things, and a force field doesn’t stop it! That’s the League’s new weapon, Charlie—slow light!”


  O’Hanrohan looked amazed. “Yeah! Yeah! That’s what everyone says. It looks just like a beam of light. So what will you do, speed it up again?”


  “Don’t know how. Instead, I’ll simply use one of light’s well-known properties. Come on, we’re wasting time. We have to do a lot to this ship of ours.”


  NOT ONLY was O’Hanrohan a good spaceman, he also was a good mechanic—and something of a shoplifter. He got the supplies Stanley needed, and Stanley no longer bothered to ask him how. And then he set them up following Stanley’s instructions. For his own part, Stanley found a book on astrogation and proceeded to study it. He found the subject intensely interesting, and he had time to kill while O’Hanrohan remodeled the ship under his tutelage.


  A day came when Stanley felt sure that, if ever the occasion demanded it, he could pilot a spaceship adequately. But then he snorted at his fanciful thoughts. As if such a day would ever come!


  He felt restless, nervous—and at first he thought the necessary delay for converting the ship could be blamed. But, as the final hours, came, he still felt that way. He got increasingly morose.


  Wandering about their little cabin, he found a bottle of O’Hanrohan’s cognac, and he proceeded to drink it in a way which would have done the big spaceman proud. On his third drink, he began to think of Lila. On his fourth, he realized he still loved her. He determined to do something about it.


  O’Hanrohan was out getting the final material, and Stanley entered the spaceship, sat down at its radio, twiddled the dials idly. He’d acted like an idiot. Why hold Lila responsible for her father’s behavior? Too many friendships had been ruined that way, let alone romances. . . .


  When the bottle was empty, he called Lila’s home in New York. He got a lot of static at first, but presently Lila’s voice followed it into his ears.


  “Hello?” Faintly, listlessly.


  “Hello. This is Stanley.”


  “Stanley?”


  “Stanley.”


  “Stanley! Where are you? Where have you been? They gave a description of a man who helped a berserk spaceman escape New York, and—”


  “He wasn’t berserk.”


  “He was, according to the reports. Where are you?”


  “Lila, I—I was wrong. I shouldn’t have argued like that. I still—love—you—”


  “Stanley! I love you too. Let’s just forget it and start all over. Stanley?”


  “What?”


  “You don’t sound so good, Stanley. Are you ill?”


  “No, I’ve been drinking.”


  “Don’t argue with me, you sound ill. Poor Stanley. Is there anything I can do to help?”


  “No. But I’m all ready to try my plan, and I can give you back your ring—after I return, a hero.”


  “You are ill! Father told me all about this crazy plan of yours. I want to help you, Stanley, don’t you see? I know, I can have Father trace this call, and we can come for you—”


  “Don’t!”


  “Father! Father!” He heard her voice calling, muted, as though she had turned away from the radio. The call had been a mistake. He broke the connection, turned away from the radio. O’Hanrohan stood there, regarding him severely.


  “I heard that, Stanley. She’s going to trace the call. We’ll be found before we can try your plan. Of all the dumb—”


  Stanley stood up very straight. “No. I admit it, it was a mistake. But it merely means we’ll have to work faster. You’ll be taking the ship up in a few hours, Charlie, before they can get here.”


  O’Hanrohan swore under his breath, and they set to work with the final material.


  FIRST, HOWEVER, Stanley brewed a pot of strong coffee. He drank it black and scalding and it made him feel better.


  Hours later, O’Hanrohan stepped back away from the ship. “It looks nuts.” He scratched his bald head. “But I guess it’s finished.”


  “Not quite,” Stanley told him. “We still have to take out the force field:”


  “What? I can’t go up there without a field. It’d be slaughter.”


  Stanley removed the tiny power plant, dismantling it carefully and storing the parts in their cabin. “The force field won’t do any good against the League’s pew weapon, anyway. And they’ll never get a chance to shoot at you with their more conventional weapons. You’ll merely steer the ship into their beam, then desert it in a spacesuit.”


  O’Hanrohan cursed softly. “It not only looks nuts, it sounds nuts! Stanley, I don’t know why—hey!”


  Stanley heard it too. High overhead, a droning. Coming closer every moment. They ran outside the cabin together and looked up into the twilight sky. Two dots.


  “Maybe they’re going away,” Stanley suggested hopefully.


  “Don’t bet on it, sonny. See, they’re circling. And coming down!”


  They were, slowly at first—then faster. Soon Stanley could see them quite clearly against the darkening sky, two police fliers.


  “They won’t fire,” O’Hanrohan guessed. “They’ll want to get this ship back in one piece. But after they come down they’ll use hand guns. If we’re not public enemies number one and two, we’re damned close, Stanley. You never should’ve made that radio call!”


  “I know it, but that won’t help now.”


  “Listen! I’m going to take that ship up. Five minutes is all I’ll need to get her warmed, and you’ll have to hold them off till then.”


  “How?”


  “Here, with my blaster.”


  “I—I can’t fire one of those things. I might kill someone!”


  “More likely, you might miss. If you could return their fire and pin them down without hitting anyone . . .”


  The planes came closer, their jets quiet as they prepared for landing. Stanley said, “Don’t you see? I couldn’t do that, but you could! You could pin them down, Charlie.”


  “Yeah? How would I take the ship up at the same time?”


  “You wouldn’t. I would.”


  “You! Very funny.”


  “I’m not kidding. It’s the only way, because if they take us now, we’ll never have another chance. I know how to pilot that ship. I think I know how. I read a book—”


  “Oh no! Not a book. Tell me anything but that. You read a book!”


  “I can do it,” Stanley insisted. “We’re wasting time. You hold them off till I get up—then surrender. Promise?”


  “Yeah, sure. I don’t want to kill no one. Hey, wait. Who said anything about letting you-r—”


  BUT STANLEY didn’t hear him.


  Stanley was running toward the ship, darting and weaving clumsily, for already he imagined that blasters were searing the air behind him, crisping the ground under his flying feet.


  Soon he heard a voice behind him, a very commanding voice which cried: “You! Stop—stop or we’ll shoot!” This time it wasn’t his imagination. Blasters roared, little puffs of dirt kicked up at his feet. His breath came in sobs, his legs felt numb—and then, somehow, he was within the ship. He slammed the port shut, bolted it, looked for a moment through one of the view domes.


  O’Hanrohan was down behind an outcropping of rock, old Wild West fashion, returning blast for blast, keeping the police busy. Good old O’Hanrohan!


  Stanley kicked the cyc-lever over, heard the atomic engine miss once and then catch on with a loud, steady droning. Dimly, he heard the blasters roaring outside, watched the needle climb slowly from warm to ready to—fire!


  He thumbed down the rocket-buttons, forgetting to strap himself in. The ship lurched crazily, then left the ground behind it, tugging Stanley’s insides and making him scream. The ride in the jet-cab had been a three-G lark. Now he watched the dial climbing: four G’s, four and a half, five. His vision blurred, his ears rang, his stomach was impossibly constricted.


  Six G’s.


  Incredibly, it was over. The ship floated serenely in deep space, acceleration concluded. The fact that inertia carried it forward at fifty miles per second did not matter; Stanley felt nothing.


  O’Hanrohan had done some checking. There should be a convoy of freighters out of Aukland base, heading for the asteroids. Fine. The League probably would be waiting for it. But, quite suddenly, Stanley felt afraid. He glanced at the planet meter, saw that he was seventy, thousand miles up. Behind him in the rear-view dome he could see Earth, a great gray-green globe, the pin-point lights of the force field glowing like an infinity of fireflies. He was in space! In space. He had never been beyond man-made Satellite One before, a mere eight hundred miles up. But seventy thousand!


  HE BUSIED himself with the radio-receiver, scrambling the dials the way O’Hanrohan had demonstrated.


  He listened: “Silver Star to Ceres King. To Ceres King, over.”


  “Ceres King,” came another voice. “We haven’t spotted anything yet, Mike. But Lord knows the Chief expects it. The League can pop us out of the sky like clay pigeons, any time it wants. I—Mike!”


  The other voice again: “Yeah, I see it too. We ought to turn around and run, but we’ve got to get supplies through—”


  Stanley picked up the little pips that were the convoy ships on his radar grid, followed them. He could see them through the foredome now, a score of freighters with a small military escort vessel flying each flank. And just ahead of them, not more than a thousand miles—a tiny mote of a League ship, and The Weapon. . . .


  It fanned out across the vault of space, probing. A wide beam of radiance, emanating from the League ship, spreading out across the heavens like a wide cone of light. Light—and yet not light. For at its speed of 186,000 miles per second, light seemed instantaneous. But Stanley could watch this beam groping, probing, leaping out across space. Light, slowed to a fraction of its ordinary speed, and behaving impossibly. . . .


  Stanley called into his radio: “Ships of the convoy! Convoy, do you hear me?”


  A voice, perhaps one of the two he had heard before: “We hear you. What do you want?”


  “Keep away from the beam! I think I can stop it.”


  “Who are you?”


  “I—never mind. I can stop it, I said. Just give me five minutes.”


  He waited, heard nothing. Outside, the ships began to wheel around. But only some of them. Half a dozen either hadn’t heard or refused to believe him. Six ships rocketed on toward the beam, trying to avoid it by speed.


  The beam swung around, licked out—caught them! They flashed brilliantly for a brief instant, man-made novae. And then they were gone, completely disintegrated. The remaining ships broke their formation, hovered about in chaotic array. The beam swung toward them, knifed through, picked the ships out one by one and destroyed them.


  STANLEY had never witnessed such carnage before. And now, with a first-hand view of the League’s Weapon, he began to doubt his own theory. What if he were wrong? What if—


  That was ridiculous! He’d staked everything on his theory. It had to work! If it didn’t, the entire convoy would be destroyed. And Stanley, floating slowly in space in his spacesuit, could be picked off at leisure. Eventually, the entire Earth . . .


  He set the robot controls carefully. His ship would hit the beam of radiance broadside, would plow directly into the brightest part. Stiffly, he rose from the pilot chair, climbed into the unfamiliar bulk of a spacesuit. Without realizing it, he’d swept dangerously close to the beam. He was vaguely aware of two more convoy ships puffing away into nothingness—and then the beam swung toward his own little craft!


  He fastened the spacesuit on the run, got into the airlock, then activated his shoulder jets, spinning away from the ship, end over end, because he didn’t know how to operate them.


  After a time he righted himself, saw his ship a few miles off in space, entering the beam.


  He waited breathlessly, hardly daring to blink his eyes for fear he might miss something. The ship disappeared within the beam, then swam into vision again, distorted, puffing—


  It exploded!


  Wildly, he looked again. He had failed—


  No! Something flared brilliantly at the far end of the beam, and in an instant the radiance blinked out. Stanley sighed happily. This was the answer to the League, and it was so ridiculously simple. Sometimes you can nullify a super weapon with a good application of horse-sense. . . .


  O’HANROHAN grinned. “Sure, sonny. I held them off, but they were plenty sore afterwards. If the report hadn’t come in on what you done—”


  “The important thing is that it did come in, my boy,” Lila’s portly father beamed happily. And Lila squeezed Stanley’s hand, flashing her reinstated engagement ring.


  Her father said, “You’ll have to make a full report to the United Nations, naturally. Want to give me some inside dope beforehand? Just how did that contraption work?”


  “Well,” Stanley said, “as I explained before, the League’s new weapon was light. Just light. The force field couldn’t hold it back.”


  “But how can light destroy—”


  “It can. When you slow light down to 10,000 miles per second, it isn’t really light any more. It looks like light, but it seems to be concentrated at that slow speed, and it has a new property. It disintegrates.”


  “That much I know,” Lila’s father agreed. “But how did you stop it?”


  “How would you stop any light? How would you turn light back to where it came from? Or, in this case, how would you make a dangerous weapon do an about-face and destroy the ship that produced it? Simple. O’Hanrohan and I coated the outside of my ship with silver paint, put a layer of plain, ordinary glass over that. See, the force field has no reflective qualities whatever: it absorbs light, as a matter of fact.


  “O’Hanrohan and I fixed that up. When the light hit our ship it bounced back and knocked hell out of the ship that beamed it. You can take care of the League’s super-weapon any time you want, now. It isn’t much good as a weapon when all you need to stop it is a good-sized mirror!”


  THE END


  THE AMBASSADORS FROM VENUS


  Kendell Foster Crossen


  Strange. Strange. The empty space ships. The patched voices. The curt invitation to Venus. But what had Clyde Ellery and the other atom-plague survivors to lose? They forgot there are many kinds of death!


  THE FIRST SHIP landed in a plowed field fifty miles from the city, just beyond the signs that warned of radiation. Rather circular in shape, it was fully sixty feet across and twenty feet in thickness, its color a burnished green. It came down swiftly until it was fifty-feet from the ground; then a gush of flame poured from the under side and checked its fall. It settled to the soil, like a giant mushroom, and there was a smell of scorched earth in the air.


  Max Carr was the first to see it. He was sitting under the gnarled apple tree in the front yard, and he watched the ship settle down on that tail of fire. He should have been out in the fields planting, but he wasn’t. He hadn’t worked in months, beyond milking the cows and tossing them wisps of hay. He knew that a hundred million people had died in America the day the bombs fell, that hundreds of millions, more had died in Europe the following day, and in Asia and Africa the day after, as American atomic bombs rocketed in reply to the sudden attack.


  He knew that millions had died since, and were still dying as the radioactivity bit deep into their bones and flesh. He felt the clutch of death on himself, so he looked at the ship with little curiosity. It was a strange ship, but there was nothing it could do that had not already been done.


  But when nothing happened, when no strange warriors came swaggering from the ship, his sluggish interest uncoiled and took on life. He called his wife and children and they cautiously approached the ship. Still nothing happened. It seemed to be made of solid metal, with no windows or doors. They touched the strange metal and stared at the blackened ground, and then returned to the lethargy that was their daily fare.


  The ship might have set there in the field, forgotten for months, if a neighbor hadn’t stopped by that evening. He saw the ship and asked questions and carried the news away with him. It was the first thing that had happened in months which was it least neutral, and he stopped at three houses to talk about it. He was tired of talking about death.


  Three days later, they trudged into Max Carr’s farm, some of them coming from as far as twenty miles away. A dozen men and women stood in the field and stared at the ship. Max Carr and his wife joined them.


  “Big, huh?” one of the men said, but no one answered him. They were a small community in which everything had been said.


  Two more men came along the road, their dragging feet kicking up little spurts of dust, and turned into the field. After fifteen minutes, another arrived. It was when he drew near the ship that it happened.


  There was a loud dick from somewhere inside the ship and a crack appeared in the side as a panel slid back. Soon there was an opening, large enough for a man to enter or leave. It was dark within. But no one came from the ship, nor was there a single step taken nearer it. The small group stood and waited.


  “People of Earth,” said a harsh voice from the ship, “you have just come through a war and there are few of you left alive. There is little hope for any of you, for the radioactivity is spreading over the entire face of your planet. This ship has come to invite those of you who are not sick to establish a colony on the planet which you call Venus. You may pick one of your group to represent you. If he is not already a victim of radiation, he will be permitted to enter this ship and learn more of this plan.”


  The voice cut off with an audible click.


  THE MEN AND WOMEN in the field shuffled about in indecision. They stared at each other in fear. Who among them was not sick? There was doubt on every face and in everyone the thought that it would be better not to know. Then the self-searching ended as though by common consent, with every eye swinging to a man who stood apart from the group.


  Clyde Ellery was a scientist, one of the few to escape the death of their own making. On vacation, high in a mountain retreat, he had seen the sky turn angrily red, had watched the pall of smoke. He had hurried back, but there was nothing to do. There was no place that the Geiger counter did not purr its message, and all he could do was mark the dividing line between quick death and slow death. He had watched the faces turned toward him, burning anger checked by the knowledge that there was no punishment to fit the crime. Under the weight of those glances, the burden of being alone, Clyde Ellery’s shoulders had stooped and rounded. He walked alone, and recognized its justice.


  There was a difference in the looks now turned in his direction. He sensed it, even before he lifted his head. His gaze went swiftly from face to face and in those few silent seconds the appointment was made and accepted. Clyde Ellery’s thin shoulders straightened and he stepped forward, walking through the small crowd to the ship. At the doorway, he stopped. There was a queer rigidity to his body, as if he were leaning against an invisible barrier. For a full minute he stood there, unmoving, being tested by others than his neighbors.


  “This man has no sickness,” the voice from the ship announced suddenly. “He may enter.”


  Clyde Ellery stepped through the door and was gone into the darkness beyond.


  THE SUN GLINTED from the burnished green hull, but no light entered the blackness that was the doorway. There was nothing to see or hear. The men and women stood patiently in front of the ship and waited. They seemed unaware of the passage of time, for they lived in the stasis of a minute.


  Shadows were longer by a foot or more when Clyde Ellery again appeared among them. There was an expression of hope on his face, but they stared back without understanding.


  “We must leave the field,” he told them. They followed him across the furrowed ground, accepting for the moment his leadership. Beyond the staggering rail fence, near to the once-red barn, he turned to look back at the strange ship.


  The doorway was closed and once again there was only the smooth metal, looking green and alive against the brown earth. As they watched, the ship quivered, then rose a few feet on a single leg of fire. It hung poised in the air as the fire fanned out, grew solid and orange. There was no sound, but they could feel the heat against their faces. The pillar of fire lengthened, pushing the ship against the sky. Then the fire lifted from the earth and the ship was flashing out of sight, leaving only the offal of blackened soil as proof of its visit.


  Clyde Ellery turned and walked to where the gnarled apple trees guarded Max Carr’s house. He dropped to the ground. The others seated themselves around him and waited. The children grouped near the pump and were silent.


  “It’ll be back,” Clyde Ellery said, and there was confidence in his voice. The strength of words had been redeemed. “It has gone to other communities like this one—all over the world. But it will return—it and other ships like it.”


  He paused, but there were no questions. The hope that was within him found no new ground. They were aware of no questions that had not been answered by the bursting flame and mushrooming smoke he had helped to make. They expected no answers, yet they respected that which they saw in his face.


  “The ship was empty,” Clyde Ellery said after a while, “but there was a recording which told me everything. There is to be another chance for Man—for those of us who are not yet radioactive.”


  They waited patiently, these men and women who had looked too long upon death to recognize life.


  “The ship is from Venus—built by what, I don’t know. Speech, as we know it, must be unknown, for the recording we all heard, and those that were played for me, were pieced together from words recorded here on earth. Almost every word was spoken by a different voice. They must have recorded many conversations here, then picked out the needed words and made up their message on new records. It indicates no spoken language, perhaps no vocal cords, but a high degree of intelligence.”


  He was the only one interested in the high degree of intelligence.


  “The ships are apparently remote-controlled,” he said, and it was easy to see that he was dreaming of the science that had made such ships possible. “I suspect the ships are magnetic-powered for the record said that the trip to Venus can be made very quickly—a matter of hours.” He realized then that among his listeners there was not one who cared how the ship was powered. He said bluntly, “All the people of Earth who are still healthy are invited to go to Venus. One half of the entire planet will be given to us. We must take with us our own animals and our own plant seeds, those that are also healthy. They will provide as many ships as are necessary.


  “The ships are somehow built to detect the healthy and the unhealthy. It will be impossible for a person, an animal, or for any seed, to pass within the ship unless it is healthy. There will be no chance for the sickness to take root in the new colony.”


  They had come to accept death for all, and there was only fear at the thought that some of them might live. They stared stolidly at a point just above Clyde Ellery’s head.


  “The climate and the atmosphere on Venus are pretty much the same as here,” Clyde Ellery continued. “There is more precipitation—more rain, but not too much. The soil is rich, and will not need fertilizers for years. One half of the planet—the half towards Earth—will be ours to cultivate and govern as we please. We may take as many personal possessions with us as we wish, as long as they are free from radioactivity. There—there is—” his voice faltered, then went on—“one other requirement in accepting their help. We cannot take any equipment or literature necessary to the making of weapons of war, including atomic bombs, and the record said that any attempt to make destructive weapons on Venus will bring death to those doing it. Other than that, there will be no interference. The ships will be here within a week.”


  A bird chirped feebly from the branches of the apple tree, but there was no other sound. The men and women sat quietly in the grass and looked at Clyde Ellery without emotion. From farther off, the children stared in futile imitation.


  “That’s all,” Clyde Ellery said lamely. “The ships for this area will land in the same field. Within a week.” He paused, then walked toward the road. He was alone again, a leader with no followers.


  By ones and twos, the others left as the sun dropped lower. No words were given, no promises made, in the leaving. No man looked to his neighbor.


  IT WAS AN uneventful week. The women still cooked meals automatically, and between meals they stared endlessly through windows; the men still did a few chores or sat in the shade and stared. Here and there a man might lift his head to the skies and feel a stirring of something like hope, but then he’d see a withered plant or walk through the fields to find a dead cow and he’d go back to sitting in the shade. And it was the same all over the world, whether the man was black or yellow or white.


  The same ship returned to the field on Max Carr’s farm. With it were a number of other ships, larger by far. They covered the field, like strange green growths, and the earth was black from their flames.


  They stood there, empty and waiting for the people to come. And come they did, without hope and with little curiosity. Still they came, walking through the dry dust, riding in Fords and Cadillacs, driving horses and oxen and even goats. They came for days in an endless stream of plodding humanity, clutching personal possessions, carrying precious bags of seeds, driving livestock before them. Men and women and squawling children. Some wore scars where they could be seen, great livid welts that gave mute testimony to the progress of man; others bore their scars unseen. All were silent and looked away quickly if they met another’s eye.


  The doors of the ships opened and the recorded voice from the smaller ship told them to enter the other ships, taking with them their seed and their animals. In listless streams they poured through the nearest doorways, and some came out of one door and some from another. Some entered holding a bag of seed and came out holding two. There were husbands and wives who went in holding hands and came out by different doors. As they left the ships, they stood where the voice directed them. Slowly one group grew, one or two at a time adding to its numbers, while the other swelled out over the field.


  Those in the smaller group looked to the larger and there were many who saw a beloved, a husband or wife, a child or parent, standing among the rejected. A hand that a moment before had gripped another now cludied the limp throat of a bag filled with dying seed. There were some who gazed across the field, then looked briefly through a mist of sadness and longing at the shimmering ships before stepping across to volunteer for death with those they could not leave. There were others who looked across to the larger group and turned away to weep, but stayed where they were.


  For several days the sorting of seed and equipment, animals and people, continued. The two camps became little tent villages with smoldering fires. Thin rays of light, unseen during the day, soft blue at night, reached out from the ships between the two groups. Those from the smaller group could pass through the rays, but when two men tried to sneak in among the chosen they were stopped as though by a brick wall. Others tried going around the fingers of light late at night, but the rays curved and drove them back. None of the rejected left, but camped there in silent resignation. One place was the same as another, and they had nothing to do but wait.


  Clyde Ellery worked day and night, helping to form the lines, carrying children and packages, seeing that the campers had enough to eat. He almost forgot himself in the pressing needs of the exodus.


  On the third day, the smaller ship again shot into the sky and vanished from sight. On the morning of the fourth day, just as the last of the sorting was being done, it returned. The door yawned blackly and the recorded voice spoke:


  “Those who have shown no evidence of radiation will please enter the large ships.” The small group stirred into life and began to file into the ships, prodding their animals before them. Here and there a man or woman waved in the direction of the larger group and looked quickly away; but the rest of them looked rigidly ahead as they went.


  Clyde Ellery again helped, wondering if he should enter the last ship. Then the chosen were all loaded, while beyond the fence those who were to stay watched wordlessly. Children of the atom, Clyde Ellery thought fleetingly, and turned to enter the ship only to find his way barred by the closing panel. For a swift moment, he felt panic flooding him.


  “The man,” said the metallic voice from the small ship, “who first entered this ship will now enter again.”


  CLYDE ELLERY crossed the field quickly and stepped into the ship. On his first visit, he had turned to the right into a small chamber where the recorded voice had spoken to him. But this time he felt some unseen force turning him to the left. He followed the pressure and entered a large room. Weird flickering lights blazed from niches high on the rounded wall. Scattered around the room were various-sized pads similar in shape to chairs. A number of other men looked up as he entered.


  The floor quivered beneath his feet. There was a quick surge of soundless power, and he knew they were taking off. His body was heavy and ungainly; there was a feeling of pressure which brought with it a quick nausea. Then, slowly, he was aware of an adjustment in the room. The pressure eased off, gravity returned to normal. The ringing in his ears stopped and his stomach righted itself. Having seen the ship take off, he knew that they were traveling at a rate of speed never before known on Earth, yet he was soon unaware of movement at all. He stepped forward to become acquainted with the others.


  He had seen at a glance that these were men from all over the world—their faces all colors and shapes. Slowly making his way around the room, he learned their names. It was an exotic roll call—Wang Chin Kwang, Anton Dubov, Jean-Paul Monet, David Heilman, Courtland Stokes, Riyad el Khoury, Kano Mbabane, Alexandre Spaak, Boleslaw Rzymowski, Vincent Ravielli, Mohandas Punjab, Konstantinos Piraeus. To it, he added the name of Clyde Ellery. Language was only a minor problem, for there was always someone who could translate when he was unable to understand. There were as many occupations and trades as there were faces. Some wore a look of guilt that faded slowly, and some still held confusion darkly in their eyes. But in all there was the slow-fuse of a new hope.


  Each, Clyde Ellery found, had gone through much the same experience as he had. Each of them represented the science of his community, whatever its stage, ranging from Kano Mbabane, a witch doctor, to Ellery who was a nuclear physicist.


  As the ship flashed silently on its journey, the men explored. The hull was of a metal unknown on Earth. They were able to groove deep scratches in its surface with an ordinary penknife, but within two minutes the scratch would vanish. It felt almost soft to the touch, but was obviously of great strength. They began to understand its purpose, if not its structure, when a section of the wall suddenly bulged inward more than a foot, then slowly smoothed out.


  “Good heavens,” exclaimed Courtland Stokes, as they stared at the retreating bulge, “that must have been a small meteorite! Imagine the uses of a metal with the strength to resist such a force. Why if we’d had this metal—”


  He broke off, but the thought was there. This was a metal which might have resisted even the atom bomb.


  Two of the men translated his remarks into the other languages.


  “Djen shi dje yang dy mo?” Wang Chin asked dryly.


  There was no need to translate the comment. They all understood the ironic tones. Stokes’ thought had reminded them that if they and their kind had used atomic energy for the benefit of the world there would have been no need for a defense against it. They turned to other things within the ship in order to forget the thought.


  LIGHT for the interior of the ship came from shoulder-high recesses around the wall. They looked into them, expecting an improved lighting system, surprised at finding only small steady-burning flames. The flames seemed to be coming from the center of a small green plant. One of the men stretched a hand toward a small flame only to withdraw it quickly with an exclamation of pain. The heat was intense for several inches around the flame, but then it dissipated quickly.


  The remainder of the ship was just as strange. The seating arrangements around the interior of the ship seemed to be made of broad thick leaves, somehow fused together, yet still feeling alive. In the small compartment, where each of them had originally gone to listen to the recordings, they discovered a number of fibrous cones which were apparently the records. One was still in a position which indicated that it had not yet been used, while the others were dropped to one side. But they were unable to examine them, for there was some sort of energy belt which kept them at a distance.


  There was another small compartment which was apparently the engine room, or what would have corresponded to it in an Earth ship. But there were no mighty motors, as might have been indicated by the power or the ship—only a small hopper into which another hopper fed a continuous stream of crimson pellets. Except for their color, these looked like large seeds. The men guessed that in some way the second hopper broke down the atomic structure of the pellets to convert them into power, but again they were frustrated in their attempts at closer examination by an invisible belt of energy.


  Hardly had they finished their sketchy inspection when they felt the ship decelerate. A moment later, they were aware that the ship had come to rest. The door did not immediately open, so they turned expectantly toward the compartment of the cones. They did not have long to wait.


  “You are now on the planet you know as Venus,” the voice said in English, with that strange change of voice on almost every word. “You who have helped to organize your own kind for this trip are the first to arrive. The other ships will begin to arrive within an hour, so there will be time for you to do preliminary planning. As you leave the ship, you will notice that this half of the planet has been cleared of all native vegetation with the exception of a few trees. You will find that they are so arranged as not to interfere with the construction of your housing, so you are requested not to destroy them. They will not cross-breed with your own vegetation. You will notice that arrangements have been made for the protection of the ships which brought you here; but for the rest—you are on your own, Earth-men. You may now leave the ship.”


  The door opened and the men hurried out, anxious to see the world which would become a new Earth.


  “Strange,” Stokes muttered to Clyde Ellery, as they filed through the door. “From the way that record was worded, it sounds as if the natives who sent the ships for us do not intend to show themselves at all. Deuced peculiar.”


  “Maybe not so strange,” Clyde Ellery said. “Remember the theories that evolution on other planets may have followed an entirely different line than on Earth? This may be the case, and, knowing the tendency of humans to dislike anything different from themselves, the natives may have wisely decided to stay in hiding for the time being.”


  “Whatever they are,” said David Hellman, who had been listening, “they are certainly more advanced than we, so any contact should be to our advantage.”


  “If our hosts ever decide that they want anything to do with us,” Clyde Ellery said dryly. He waved ahead of them as they stepped to the ground. “And they apparently don’t as yet.”


  Ahead of them stretched the broad, flat continent. With two exceptions, all there was to see was rich-looking, bare soil. There was a looseness to the dirt which made it seem that not so long ago it had been cultivated, but now there was not so much as a blade of grass. The bareness of the black earth made the exceptions even more noticeable. Not far from where their ship was grounded, there were two rows of trees, about the width of an Earth city street apart. The trees were towering, half again as tall as the giant redwoods of Earth. The leaves, a delicate pink in color, were broad and oval, curling at the edges to form almost a perfect ball. These hung down from the limbs, swaying toward the ground. From each rounded leaf there were two waving tendrils, looking almost like antennae, ranging from a deep pink at the base to a light purple at their tips.


  Back of where the ship had grounded, there was a rounded, dome-like structure, large enough to house several hundred of the ships. Green in color, it seemed to be built of broad, flat leaves. Around it were a number of trees, their limbs twisting far above the building. Their leaves were long and tapering, a deep orange in color, while the trunk and limbs were dark green. From each limb hung dozens of pods, fully three feet long and a foot thick at the center, tapering to an end which seemed to have an opening three or four inches in diameter.


  For the rest, there was only rich dark soil for almost as far as the eye could see. At a distance, where the curve of land met the sky, they could see the edge of what appeared to be almost a jungle. But, except for the tree leaves moving restlessly in the slight breeze, there was no movement, no sound.


  Within the hour the other ships began arriving, in groups of two and three. First to land were those which had been loaded with material. As the passenger ships landed, the men were divided into two groups. One was set to putting up tents which could shelter them that night, while the other swiftly unloaded materials and began to throw up the prefabricated walls of the first Earth buildings.


  When night came on the strange planet, darkness descending quickly, bringing with it a light pattering of rain. A city of tents had mushroomed across the Venusian plains and skeletal walls were already thrusting skyward near the double line of trees.


  THE EARTHLINGS were up with the sun the following morning, small fires blazing among the tents as the women busied themselves with breakfast. The men held a hasty meeting, and elected as a temporary council to govern them the men who had come in the first ship. They in turn elected Clyde Ellery as their first chairman.


  That second day upon Venus was a hectic one. A hasty tabulation revealed that they were a little more than two hundred thousand strong—counting children and infants—all that were still healthy from Earth’s once thriving billions. Architects and city planners were found among them and Earth City began to go up with a rush. As one building was being finished, the plans for the next one were being handed to the workers. Construction crews were followed by electricians; plumbing went into houses as cesspools were still being dug. Farms were laid out around the new city, all of them equal in size, and furrows were being turned while surveyors still sighted through their instruments.


  For two weeks the work continued at the same mad pace. And that section of Venus more and more took on the look of Earth. The broad fields were sectioned in geometric patterns where already tender green plants and young grass shoots were thrusting their way through the soil. Within fenced plots, the cows and horses munched on their hay and looked with longing at the tender shoots. Chickens scratched in the black dirt, and roosters greeted the Venusian sunrise with the same clarion voices as on Earth.


  Within the city, which had now spread to almost ample size, flowers were already growing in the yards. Clothes, bought in Cleveland and Pinsk, in Surrey and Isfahan, hung side by side to dry in the Venusian sun. The main street, running between the two rows of strange trees with their curved and nodding leaves, was lined with stores bearing signs in almost every language of Earth. The colony had already issued its own money and business was flourishing.


  Earth City possessed every business and profession save one—they had no use for a mail man.


  It was on the fifteenth day of their stay on Venus, when the work was slacking down to normal, that two of the colonists decided that if they had some extra wood they would build corncribs although it was still some time before they would have corn. They shouldered axes, mounted horses and rode off toward the line of jungle that marked the edge of the land given to Earth people.


  Hours later, the two horses returned without the riders, and a search party was formed.


  It was almost dark when the two men were found, lying unconscious not far from the edge of the strange and exotic forest. When they were revived, they remembered only that there had seemed to be some sort of barrier trying to keep them out of the forest. One of them described it as a strong wind, although there had been no wind blowing. But they had forced their way against it, shoving step by step within the jungle, and that was the last they remembered. Both had the impression that something must have struck them down. Much bruised and shaken, they were helped back to their homes, and the story of their experience spread rapidly.


  That evening, a voice spoke to the colonists. It was a voice much like the one heard from the first ship to land on Earth, but this one sounded as if it came through several loudspeakers. Its message was simple.


  “People of Earth,” the voice said; “you were offered a generous portion of this planet, and ships were sent to bring you from your sickened homes, with the understanding that you would not attempt to enter the other portions, nor would you harm any of the life already existing here. Yet some of you have tried to break this agreement, intending to destroy local trees. Do not let this happen again.”


  There was no way to tell from where the voice came.


  That night there was a Town Meeting; and by the time it was called it seemed that the entire colony was there and waiting, There were angry looks on many of the faces and on some the anger was mixed with fear. It was obvious that they had already talked among themselves about the earlier incident, for little time was lost once the meeting was called to order by Clyde Ellery. A big, red-headed man stood up in the center of the building.


  “I’m Lennie Johnson,” he said loudly, “but I reckon I’m talking for most of them here. And we don’t like the way things are going.”


  “Are you referring to the accident that happened to Roberts and Sayyid?” Clyde Ellery asked.


  “You’re damned right I am,” the redheaded man said, “and we don’t think it was an accident. When we were first invited to come up here, most of us thought it was a pretty neighborly thing. We had the idea that there was a bunch of people up here, pretty much like ourselves, and they were acting the way any of us would if a neighbor was in trouble. But now we ain’t so sure. Why was them ships sent down to us and why was this land turned over to us? And why ain’t we seen anybody?”


  A murmur from the crowd showed that others were thinking the questions he asked. Clyde Ellery rapped for order and said: “I’m afraid that we haven’t been in a position to question our gift too strongly. It has been enough that we’ve had the opportunity of saving our lives.”


  “Have we now?” shouted the big redheaded man. “We’re beginning to get a different idea about it. If this thing was on the up and up—if there was people up here who wanted to help us—why, then, they’d have been around to welcome us when we got here. They’d have showed up like honest men instead of skulking around in that jungle out there to knock out a couple of good men without so much as a by-your-leave.”


  “But Roberts and Sayyid were breaking the agreement—” Ellery began.


  “And whose agreement?” demanded the man in the hall. “We never made no agreement, so it’s nothing but orders. It’s a free world and we don’t have to take no such orders from anybody—on Earth or here. We’ll go where we please and stay where we please.”


  CLYDE ELLERY was annoyed, but he tried not to show it. A glance at the other council members showed him they shared his reaction. “What do you propose we do about it?” he asked the red-headed man.


  “We don’t care what you do about it,” the man retorted, “but we’re going back to Earth. We know where we stand on Earth and we don’t have to worry about a bunch of savages ambushing us every time we turn around.”


  “How do you intend to do this? The ships which brought us were remote-controlled.”


  “We’ve got pilots and mechanics. We’ll find some way to make the damn things work.”


  “One more thing,” Clyde Ellery said. “If some of you wish to leave, and if the ships can be made to operate, the matter will still have to be taken up by this council. We were duly elected to represent this community for its best interests, and we will not permit a few unruly characters to endanger the entire colony.”


  “Yeah?” the red-headed man said with a grin. He turned and looked around the hall. “Everybody who wants to go back to Earth,” he shouted, “raise your hand, so these wise guys can see where they stand.” Almost every hand in the hall was raised. “There’s been a new election,” the redheaded man said, turning back to the council. “You boys want to come along with the rest of us, or stay here until some Venusian cannibal decides you’re fat enough to eat?”


  “Hey!” a voice shouted from the back of the hall. “Fire!”


  There was a red glare visible through the windows, unnoticed until now. The crowd jammed and shoved their way out of the building, the council following as fast as they could. Once outside, they could see the flames leaping toward the sky as something beyond the edge of the city burned.


  The crowd, ran through the streets but when they reached the limits of Earth City they came to an abrupt halt and stared at the flames which were taking a decision out of their hands.


  The huge domed structure which housed the strange space ships was a mass of writhing flames. The fire crackled and roared, flames twisting upward to lick against the orange leaves of the towering trees. And the crowd stood and watched, for they knew that there was nothing to be done. The colony had fire-fighting equipment, but nothing that would handle such a fire as this.


  An hour later, the building was a blackened crater, and all that was left of the space ships were smoking lumps of the strange metal. The crowd of colonists turned and walked silently through the streets of the untouched city.


  THERE was a grimness about the Earth men the following morning. Clyde Ellery was first aware of the new note when he awakened to hear the plodding thump of many feet. He looked out of the window to see several hundred men marching down the main street. Every man in the group was armed in some crude fashion. Many carried axes and clubs, while others hefted sledge hammers and crowbars as they marched out of the city in the direction of the Venusian jungle. At the head of the group strode the red-headed man, an axe gleaming brightly over his shoulder.


  Clyde Ellery hurriedly dressed and sought the other council members. Most of them had also seen the mob and were ready. Here and there within Earth City they were able to find a small handful of men who had not joined the others and these became the council’s posse. Unarmed, they mounted horses and rode after the crowd. None of them was quite sure of what they could do, but felt that something had to be done.


  They rode swiftly, but even so too much time had elapsed. They were still several miles from the jungle when they saw the knot of men, the sun glinting from the weapons they carried, move resolutely into the green wall and vanish. As they spurred their horses forward, they heard the distant shout of the red-headed man as he led his troops forward. It seemed to them that the cry was cut off abruptly, and then there was silence except for the hoofbeats and labored breathing of the horses.


  As they neared the jungle, the council was greeted by a sight which made them pull their horses up short. From the forest came the mob of men, the red-headed man still leading them, marching with the same vigor with which they had gone in. But the grimness had fled from their faces, to be replaced by a relaxed friendliness. They halted as they recognized the horsemen. The red-headed man looked up at Clyde Ellery with an easy grin.


  “Out riding, Councilor Ellery?” he asked pleasantly.


  “What happened in there?” Ellery asked, nodding toward the jungle.


  “Why, nothing,” the red-headed man said with surprise. “Why should anything happen?”


  “What were you men doing in there?”


  For a moment the red-headed man looked perplexed, his gaze shifting from Ellery to the jungle and then back to Ellery; then his expression cleared. “Why, me and the boys were just looking around,” he said. “Since we’re going to be living here for the rest of our lives, we thought we might as well take a look at this jungle. We figured there might be some dangerous animals in it and if there was we ought to know about it. But it looks like everything’s okay.”


  The council members exchanged glances. “But what about your idea of going back to Earth?” Clyde Ellery asked.


  This time the red-headed man was really surprised. “You must be off your rocker, councilor,” he said. “We like it here.”


  “Well, if you were only looking around,” Ellery said, “why did each of you bring a weapon?”


  The red-headed man glanced down at the axe he was carrying and frowned. “I’ll be damned if I know,” he said. “It just seemed like a good idea at the time. Well, councilor, me and the boys better be getting back to work. We’ll be seeing you.”


  The councilors sat on their horses and watched the man march off toward the city with swinging strides. Then they rode silently along behind them.


  Back in Earth City, the council members quartered their horses and went straight to the town hall, straight to the private room that served for their council meetings.


  “What do you think happened?” Clyde Ellery asked slowly.


  “Seems rather obvious,” Courtland Stokes said, running a hand through his thinning hair. “They showed all the symptoms of having been hypnotized. Apparently, the minute they entered the forest with the intention of destruction, they were hypnotized and given a post hypnotic block which made them completely forget their original reactions.”


  “Clever, these—Venusians,” said Wang Chin Kwang, privately amused at the new usage of an old expression.


  “However,” Clyde Ellery said slowly, “the action of these men does bring up something which we have pretty much ignored since we landed—the question of our hosts. I confess I’m not too satisfied with the explanation that they are merely a strange life form which doesn’t show itself to us because we may be prejudiced.”


  “Have any of you thought about that fire last night?” David Heilman asked. “It looked as if some intelligence knew that some of us were planning to leave and so deliberately burned the space ships.”


  “Yes,” Stokes said dryly, “it occurred to me that the fire might be evidence that our—hosts were determined that we stay on Venus.”


  “But why?” demanded Clyde Ellery. There was no answer, and for a moment the members of the council knew the same fear of the unknown which had been on the faces of the colonists the night before. Clyde Ellery cleared his throat. “For the moment,” he said, “it would seem to me that our most pressing problem is one of finding some way of communicating with our hosts and determining the exact status we are to enjoy here. Are there any suggestions?”


  There were none. After a few more pointless and nervous remarks, the council adjourned.


  IT WAS the next day that they were reminded of the corncribs which had started the whole thing. That morning Arthur Roberts, whose farm was nearest to the jungle, went out to find a number of sheets of metal lying in his field. They were obviously of the same material which had been used in the space ships. Stranger still, they were of the exact sizes to build the corncrib as Arthur Roberts had imagined it.


  Most of the colonists took this as evidence of the good intentions of their unseen hosts, but it only served to increase the uneasiness of the council.


  Two days later, they were quickly summoned by jean-Paul Monet. Without offering an explanation, he insisted that they again mount their horses and ride toward the jungle. As they neared the giant wall of green, they heard a strange thumping noise ahead of them and once more pressed Monet for answers.


  “You will soon see,” he said grimly. “For two days, I have stayed in the fields watching for the secret to the metal. Now, you will see what I witnessed early this morning.”


  A few minutes later, the men reined their horses to a stop and stared into the jungle, scarcely believing what they saw.


  Near the outer edge of lush, living green, there was a huge vine. Its creepers, almost a foot thick and covered with cup-shaped thick leaves, seemed to enter the ground at intervals and then reappear to grow along the top. But the Earth men soon realized that the creepers were moving, as though growing at a tremendous rate. And each time one of the scarlet cup-shaped leaves appeared out of the ground it dumped a greenish lump of something on the ground. On looking closer, they saw that the ground here was covered with the broad flat leaves of some other plant.


  Towering above this scene were a number of orange-leafed trees like those which had surrounded the field where the space ships first landed. As they watched, the green limbs of these trees swayed and bent until the huge green pods were directly over the lumps cast up out of the ground. Then, from what they had thought were seed pods, came a gush of white fire, striking the lumps. Under that direct fire, so strong that the horses shied from the heat a hundreds yards away, the lumps took on a fire of their own.


  From the edge of the jungle there grew long stalks with what had seemed to be large square flowers on them. But, as the men watched, the stalks whipped forward and the flowers descended upon the heated lumps. It was this which was producing the thumping noise they’d heard, and each blow from the square flowers was helping to pound the lumps into sheets of metal.


  As the men watched, the last lump of metal was cast up, heatened, flattened and cast aside. The thumping ceased, the flames died out, and once more the jungle was a wall of exotic plants and trees swaying gently in the breeze. If it hadn’t been for the sheets of metal on the ground, they might have imagined that what they had seen had been an illusion. But there were a good six-dozen sheets of metal on the ground before them.


  It was Clyde Ellery who finally dismounted and approached the jungle. The others sat on their horses and watched him. They saw him stoop to gaze intently at the giant creeper on the ground and then step briskly into the jungle. He did not go far, but seemed to stand there in an attitude of listening for several minutes. Then he turned and walked briskly back to where the others waited. He mounted his horse and turned its head toward the distant city.


  “Well?” demanded Courtland Stokes, when Ellery still said nothing. “What happened in there?”


  “Nothing,” Clyde Ellery said. He seemed surprised that anyone should think that anything had happened. “I merely looked into the jungle and came back. After all, it was part of our agreement that we not enter that part of the planet.”


  “But you stood there for several minutes,” Stokes insisted.


  “I’m afraid you must be wrong,” Ellery said. “I believe I’m quite aware of what I’m doing when I do it. I merely glanced into the forest to see if there was any more metal there. The minute I saw there wasn’t, I turned around. In fact, I distinctly remember that I didn’t even stop walking.”


  The others exchanged glances, but said nothing more. When they reached Earth City, they agreed to hold a meeting that afternoon and then separated.


  BY THE TIME the council met, Clyde Ellery was aware that he too had been hypnotized when he tried to enter the jungle. But he had no memory of what had happened. It still seemed to him that he had merely glanced into the jungle and had then retraced his steps.


  The meeting was delayed because of Alexandre Spaak, who at last came bustling in, his face tense with excitement.


  “Wait until you hear this,” he said in answer to the questioning looks. “You know my house is at the edge of town, not far from the spot where the space ships were kept? Well, this afternoon, the kids were missing. I went looking for them and finally found them playing under those big Venusian trees with the orange leaves. You know, the same kind of trees we saw with flames shooting out of their pods to melt that metal? Well, take a guess what my kids were doing?”


  “What was it?” Ellery said irritably. “Don’t make us play guessing games.”


  “Among the foodstock my wife and I brought to Venus,” Spaak said, “was a package of marshmallows. The kids had the marshmallows on the ends of sticks and there were little tiny flames coming out of the tree pods, roasting them. If you remember those trees at all, you’ll remember the nearest pods were at least fifteen feet from the ground—which means the tree had to bend its limbs down to reach the marshmallows the children were holding.”


  “But how did your children control the flames?” Stokes asked. “Those flames we saw this morning would have blasted them to ashes within twenty feet.”


  “The children weren’t controlling the flame,” Spaak said. “The tree was controlling the flame for the benefit of the children.”


  “I have a feeling,” said Jean-Paul Monet, “that the colonists were right the other night. We should leave this planet.”


  “How?” Wang Chin Kwang murmured. “A minute, gentlemen,” Alexandre Spaak broke in. “I believe I have solved the mystery of our hosts.” He paused and looked around at the others. “Gentlemen, the intelligent life which invited us to this planet is the plant life of Venus.”


  “Impossible!” exclaimed Stokes. “The intelligent life which invited us here is one capable of building space ships—an engineering feet beyond even the highly advanced technical skill of Earth. You don’t mean to say a plant could do that!”


  “You forget,” said Spaak, “that all of us stood in a field this morning and watched a plant dig ore out of the ground, another plant smelt the ore, a third plant flatten it into sheets of metal, using a fourth plant as an anvil. After seeing that flame tree in action, there can be no doubt that the flame trees also deliberately destroyed the space ships when some of us were about to use them to leave Venus. No, gentlemen, I tell you that the intelligent and dominant life on this planet consists of trees, bushes, vines, and so on down to the smallest plant. That, incidentally, must be the reason we were told to bring our own plants and not to touch any of the plant life here.”


  “You are right, Earth-Man.”


  FOR A MOMENT, the thirteen men in the room sat, frozen, not daring to look at each other. It had not been a voice speaking this time, yet each had heard the thought within his head. As each of them realized that all had heard it, that the thought had not been a personal hallucination, they relaxed. Quickly, they looked around the room. But there was no one there except themselves.


  “I have been expecting this,” Alexandre Spaak said. “I knew that my theory was right—and I thought that once it was out, they might communicate with us.”


  “But who—where?” gasped Stokes. “There’s no one else in this room—I mean, there isn’t even a plant.”


  “No, but look out of the window,” Spaak said. “Look at the trees lining both sides of the street—the trees with those curling leaves which look almost like heads—with tendrils waving from them, like antennae!” They looked from the window, and it was true that the leaves on the trees did look like heads. They noticed that the antennae on the leaves of the nearest tree were all bent in the direction of their building, even though the wind was blowing away from it.


  “lh dien buh tso!” exclaimed Wang Chin Kwang.


  “But it’s impossible, really!” said Stokes. “That space ship, all of those records in the various languages, the clearing of the land here, everything!”


  “Even if one does accept the idea of intelligent plants,” Clyde Ellery said, “it does seem that some of the things which have happened would be beyond the ability of—say—a tree.”


  You are wrong, Earth-Man, came the thought. We have been the dominant life on this planet for many thousands of years, by your reckoning of time. Long ago, we knew there was intelligent life on the third planet of our sun, for we could catch an occasional thought, and we knew that your science was less advanced than our own. But we didn’t realize until much later that it was animal life which was dominant there. At first, we found it hard to believe our senses.”


  “Then you did build the space ships?” Spaak asked.


  Of course. It was not difficult. The Scarlet Diggers among us dug up the Llantl ore, even as you saw it done this morning. The Flame Tree processed it, and the Great Pounder hammered the hull into shape.


  “But how did you power the ship? What were those crimson pellets which we saw pouring into the hopper in the ship?” Clyde Ellery asked.


  The seeds of the Flame Tree. They are a more powerful explosive than anything knoivn to your science.


  “And the recordings?” asked Ellery.


  The seed-bearing cones of our Repeater Tree. It took many trips of our first ship, for our message had to be made up of individual words from your languages. We could not communicate as we are now because of the distance.


  “How did you know that we needed help?” Ellery asked.


  We felt the waves of force set up by the explosion of what you called atomic energy. We had felt these waves before, coming from other planets, and each time all thoughts gradually died out on those planets and we knew that the intelligent life there had died. The last time it happened was on the fourth planet of our sun, a long time ago.


  “And you were unable to save any of them?”


  We could have saved them if we’d wished, came the thought.


  “Which seems to bring us to the most important question of all,” Clyde Ellery said with a wry smile. “Why did you save us?”


  THERE WAS a hesitation, and then the thought came to them: The animal life on our planet died out because we could not, of course, permit it to feed on us. Yet, as you must know, we needed some form of animal life to maintain the balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide necessary to our lives. You seemed ideal for our purpose, for you could bring with you other animal life and your undeveloped plant life to feed yourselves.


  “And you did destroy the ships so that we could not leave?”


  Of course.


  For several minutes, the men looked silently at each other and considered that which they had received.


  “It’s hard to accept,” Clyde Ellery said to the others, “but I suppose it’s not too surprising when you stop to think about it. Even on Earth, the actual boundaries between animals and plants were artificial, as shown by our one-celled animal life which often couldn’t be told from a unicell plant. It was just a question of where this evolutionary accident happened.”


  Not an accident, came the thought swiftly. It was an accident that plants did not become dominant upon your planet. It is logical that we should be highest on the evolutionary scale. We are the only nondestructive form of life there is.


  “Oh, I say now!” protested Stokes.


  Think, Earth-Men. Animals are in reality a parasite upon plant life, needing to destroy plants in order to exist. But we plants can build our carbohydrates and proteins out of inorganic salt and so need to destroy nothing. Can you do that, Earth-Men?


  There was a moment of silence. Clyde Ellery turned to the others. “I suppose, in a way,” he said, “they’re right. Anyway, the important thing is that we are to live out our lives on a strange planet and must adapt ourselves to the conditions here. We mustn’t forget that one of the things which led to the destruction of Earth was our attempt to believe that certain people—certain life forms, shall we say—were inferior to the rest of us. We must not let that happen again . . . May I speak for all of us?”


  The other twelve men looked to each other and then nodded. Clyde Ellery turned to face the window, looking, embarrassed.


  “I hardly know the proper way of addressing an intelligent tree,” he began, “but you may inform the rest of the life on this planet that we men of Earth have learned our lessons. We are quite prepared to treat you as our equals, and to cooperate with you to our fullest extent.”


  There was a long moment of silence; and, when the answering thought came, it seemed to be tinged with surprise and something which might have been humor:


  You misunderstand. It was pointed out to you that all animal life exists as a parasite upon plant life. In our case, unfortunately, we need you parasites in order to live, but that does not imply special privileges. So long as you continue to supply us with carbon dioxide and do not attempt to destroy any of us, we are content to leave you alone. But should you attempt to step out of your place, we will have to take measures. Those of you who have tried to enter our part of the planet have already experienced the weaker radiations of the one of us which you might call an energy tree. If you persist, you will be exposed to its full strength which will render you incapable of any action except what is needed for your survival. The thought softened. As your hosts—in a double sense, you might say—we do not like to make a point of your inferiority, but we are sure you will understand our present reaction if you will consider how you might have felt if the fleas which infested your bodies, the viruses in your bloodstreams, had offered you equality and cooperation.


  The thought ceased. Outside, a heavy Venusian rain began, beating for a second upon the roof, before sliding to the ground and sinking to the level of thirsty roots.


  Quietly the council bowed and departed.


  ASTEROID CITY


  E.R. James


  The Three Worlds depended upon each other for their existence—no single planet could have the balance of power. To Earthmen went the task of keeping the peace—in a lax, decadent manner.


  I


  Across the breath-taking depths of space, a line of stars winked each in turn, and Phillip Henry Penn, standing with other passengers upon the promenade deck of the Asteroid Ferry, turned conversationally to his companion.


  “That’s odd, Mr. Rosay. I thought only atmospheres caused stars to flicker—”


  “Eh?”


  The plump Venusian’s smile faded as he stared into the vastness. Then, with unexpected speed, he grabbed Phillip’s arm, swinging him around.


  And incandescence glared in. Passengers’ shadows stood like skittles on the longitudinal bulkhead.


  Several women screamed, one ear-splittingly close. A blast of radiant heat that had its origin outside the liner momentarily stilled the commotion. As light and heat died, however, someone bumped into Phillip’s back.


  He glimpsed a slender woman staggering away from him. Her hands were over her face and she moaned as he caught hold of her.


  “My eyes! I can’t see! Those devils—”


  “Steady, Miss—”


  She was close against him, in his arms, as he realised another man was trying to take charge of her.


  Phillip surrendered her in embarrassment. He glanced at Rosay. “What in heaven was that flash?”


  “Probably liquid aluminium and oxygen. The Martian patrol, you know. Coming out from the Sun as we do, we might have been anyone—so they illuminated our dark side instead of going through the more lengthy telerecognition.” The Venusian smiled blandly.


  Phillip turned from the bewildering sparkle of stars. “Bit high-handed, wasn’t it? That poor girl . . .”


  “Oh, she’ll be all right in a few minutes. Come along, now. We’ll have to go to the saloon to be inspected—and meanwhile you’ll see what’s happening better in the’scope there.”


  Phillip glanced a trifle regretfully after the slender woman and her escort, and Rosay leant towards him, smiling and confidential. “Her name is Helga Lanry. She is a citizen of the City. The man is . . . her brother.”


  “You—” Phillips hesitated. “You seem to know everyone . . .”


  The Venusian shrugged. “Excuse me, please.”


  “Er—of course.” Phillip watched him hurry off to overtake the uniformed figure of the First Officer who was heading for Control and reassuring startled Earthmen and suave Venusians as he went.


  The three-dimension’scope in the centre of the luxurious saloon showed five black warships, the largest craft boxed in by the others, closing in with naval precision towards the ferry. A spaceboat left the centre ship and crossed the intervening space.


  To imagine both the non-apparent, but violent motion of warships and ferry as they coasted on silently, and the obvious, secondary movement of that tiny craft strained Phillip’s earthbound imagination.


  The clang of contact reverberated faintly into the saloon and he turned with the others silently to watch the double doors of the main companionway.


  The Martians strode in. Sombre in tight black, they seemed out of place beside the brightly-clad Venusians and the more conservative Earthmen passengers and crew. Phillip could hear their rasping breath. Evidently they felt the effect of the extra gravity of the ferry. Gaunt, dry-looking men, all of them, they seemed to match their stiff, drab uniforms.


  “Humans?” a fellow clerk had said, his voice a curious mixture of envy and scorn. “Aliens, I’d call them. Extremes of humanity. Venusians born in a swamp; Martians in a desert: only one thing common to both—that’s envy of us. Hardly any of them have been to Earth. All that way—The isolation. Don’t be a fool, Phil. What’s a chance of extra promotion—against the probability of a wreck lost in space, a hole in your back or disgrace through something you don’t understand?”


  Twenty-five years since the founding of the Three Worlds’ Alliance . . . Long enough for colonists to found a whole new generation . . .


  But Rosay had smiled at the notion of colonists. “How like an Earthman,” he had murmured. “You forget the great Exodus. Think of the relative sizes of populations.”


  Phillip had indeed been amazed by the size of Mars City, its culture and smooth machinery, rising out of the grim, monotonous desert. Rosay had told him something of the lush fecundity of Venus, too, and had chided him, half-mockingly.


  “Progress? And why not, Mr. Penn? Have you been so taken in by Earth propaganda not to guess at such things? Is it not to be expected that Earth will not be surpassed in some fields of human endeavour? Why, it was one of your own Earthmen Elders who expressed the rate of progress as a simple mathematical equation . . .”


  Put like that, it was not surprising. Once people had been conveyed across the vastness, it might not be so easy to get them back. And those in charge, aware of great, new power, would not want to lose it, and would hinder such return.


  Because of vast supplies on hand, the man-hours of ordinary living would be extremely low for years. The resources waiting to be tapped were staggering, and the inherent ability the best Earth could send. Work and research would make the people feel at home, and they would stay . . .


  So that Venus became the larder and Mars the workshop of the Three Worlds—


  A Martian paused before Phillip. “You are an Earthman?”


  “Yes.”


  “Your papers, Earthman? Hurry—you are not on your own degenerate planet now!”


  “What!” Phillip flushed hotly—hesitated—No! taking offence would only cause a distasteful scene.


  The incident, however, rankled his mind. He felt he could understand, now, why relations between the Three Worlds were so often strained. As the voyage continued, too, he sensed a different meaning in Rosay’s smiles and gentle mockery. Three worlds indeed—three different worlds!


  At last the ferry began to swing around its gyro-stabilisers. To Phillip, watching from the promenade deck, the sensation that the glittering Universe swung around him was startlingly vivid, and a feminine voice at his side broke through his absorption without any understanding of what had been said.


  He turned with a start. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Not at all, Mr. Penn.” The eyes of the slender girl twinkled at him. “It is a wonderful sight to you, I know.” She put her hand on his arm. “I shouldn’t interrupt, really, but to tell the truth I’ve only just plucked up courage to thank you for what you did . . .”


  “But, I didn’t do anything . . .”


  They stared at each other awkwardly.


  “You’re from Earth—” she said suddenly. “I’ve heard so much about it—Won’t you tell me what it’s like?”


  “What it’s like . . .” he repeated rather foolishly.


  She was young and pretty, and her eyes shone. Earth would be a legend to her. Even the great city—so like Mars City—at which the ferry had called for a brief few hours had not dispelled her illusions.


  To him Earth was chiefly the vast, sprawling building of the Interplanetary Bank. Eight hours a day, four days a week, he passed behind his own little section of the long, long counter. Nothing romantic about that. Customers presented their credits, cashed cheques, and the click of the recording machines, the hum of the tele-checking devices connecting with branches all over the Three Worlds, and the soft conversations all merged into the general monotony. Should he tell her he had left Earth because he had felt so very bored. Even the theatres showing the plays of the old romantics, the great artists, had only served to add to his restlessness. Even holiday glimpses of other countries were mere whets to the appetite which craved to climb to the stars.


  Earth . . . How thrilled he had been when he had been chosen to go to the branch office at Asteroid City!


  He sighed.


  She squeezed his arm. “It must be a wonderful place, Mr. Penn. . . .”


  “Yes.” He looked out at the revolving Universe and tried to picture the Earth she wanted to hear about. And he began to find it easier than he’d feared, and warmed. “And yet,” he ended, “I suppose we take it all for granted, living there.”


  “You’re joking!”


  And they chatted on. She had been to visit her mother’s people on Venus and, although she had enjoyed the change, she was glad to be going back to the City. Her work was in a low-level office, not far above the Asteroid mines, but she often visited the Interplanetary Bank in the course of a week. After the uranium content of each new vein of camotite rock had been estimated and its extent plumbed, she was the one who calculated the value and reported to the bank and other interested parties. Off duty, she spent most of her time in the top-level, right underneath the City dome, either in the old apartments in which she lived or in the Interplanetary Gardens beside them.


  II


  By the time the ferry began to settle down upon the spacial dust-mote which was the Asteroid of their designation, Phillip was calling her Helga.


  Disembarkation separated them, she heading for Customs, while he entered Immigration.


  The Venusian there smiled at him. “Please sit down. Er—Well, Earthman, may I offer my best wishes for your happiness here . . . and at the same time give you some advice, and a warning.


  “You will find all modern amusements here for your pleasure, and are, in theory, completely free of the City from the moment you leave this office.


  “You will find a small colony of other Earthmen in the Lotus Club, however, and you will do well not to venture into lower levels than that, until you have become used to living here. You see, the population of the City is 65 per cent. Martian, and the deeper levels and certain areas of the higher levels are equipped to provide gravity and other conditions to suit them.


  “The majority of Earthmen are engaged in the entertainment industry.” The Venusian smiled as though at a secret joke of his own. “Only a few are scattered in other work. As the Governor, however, is of Earth, he will tell you more of this than I have time to do.


  “Most of the employees of the Interplanetary Bank here are Venusians, and I am sure you will get on well with them. Men of my planet also manage the civil administration, and you will find them ready to assist you in any way.


  “The Martians here are either members of the police—this being their responsibility—or else mining engineers. The police are . . . strict—but efficient. The miners are, you will find, best left to their own society. They are low class.” The Venusian smiled deprecatingly.


  He caressed his double chin. “My warning is for you to keep clear of any subversive elements. You will find Martians amongst the police who would like to see their planet in full control of this valuable mine. They consider it is theirs by right of the proximity of their home. And you may meet others who will try to undermine your loyalty to the Bank with bribes. The value of uranium fuel is continually rising. Should you be convicted of any breach of trust, the very least of the penalties which we can inflict is deportation.”


  He bowed Phillip out.


  The white-haired Governor shook hands warmly. “Always pleased to welcome an Earthman. Tell me, you didn’t happen to see that last test series at Lord’s . . . No? Oh, well . . .


  “Hurrumph! Yes. Have a whisky? Soda? Well, young man, you’ve dropped in on us at a bad time. The Martians supply the labour and machines; the Venusians finance the place; we sit on the fence and try to steer a middle course between their quarrels. Damn difficult! And things have been too confounded quiet of late.


  “Hurrumph! Well, I’ll tell you what. Nothing to do here for a while. I’ll run you down to the Lotus Club and you can meet some of the others over cocktails before you go on to your hotel for dinner.”


  The Governor’s small, Earth-green runabout conveyed them to the nearest lift and they sank from under the great, translucent dome into the thronged, lighted levels below. Phillip caught glimpses of the colourful Venusian people and buildings as they went.


  He followed the Governor into the Lotus Club with mixed feelings. The men and women of Earth who rose to meet him seemed familiar and yet strange. An impression that they lived in the City only because they must, grew in his mind as he was plagued with questions of Earth. What was on at the Palladium? How much did roast beef cost at the Corner House these days? What season was it in Vancouver? Had there been any more hurricanes on the Maine coast? Was there any decent Earth-grown food in the holds of the ferry—or was it all the watery and insipid products of Venus?


  They made him stay for dinner, fed him well but gave him no respite from the barrage of questions. He was glad to get away. In the taxi—piloted by a Venusian—he sighed. Were all the Earthmen here middle-aged and disillusioned?


  His hotel—the Green Bower—was on the Third Level. As the taxi ascended the lift towards it, carried up by the rising air current, Phillip suddenly thought that the traffic was denser than before.


  The Venusian slipped his machine deftly out of the stream, peered ahead through the traffic land and soared up near the roof, and hovered.


  He turned, smiling regretfully. “Your hotel seems to be on fire, Sir.”


  “Good heavens!”


  A crowd milled angrily below. Fire-fighters hovered and poured chemicals through smoking windows. Traffic swarmed like disturbed bees in the air all around.


  “You would like to call the Governor, Earthman?” suggested the Venusian. “Accommodation is hard to find in the City.”


  Phillip looked at him. “No. Land near the entrance. There will be arrangements made by the manager for his guests.”


  “Very well, Sir. But the manager will probably have been arrested. He is Venusian . . . and the police are Martian.”


  “That’s ridiculous!”


  “As you say, Sir. But the police will say he has endangered the City. He will be charged with negligence—it is supposed to be our failing—and if the case is proved, he will be deported, and a Martian manager will be installed.”


  “You’re joking!”


  The Venusian shrugged and smiled. He dropped the taxi with a seeming utter disregard for its safety through the swarm of traffic.


  At once a police car gonged them.


  “I was annoyed by my passenger . . .” murmured the Venusian.


  “What?” The grim Martian frowned. “Just the sort of excuse I’d expect from your kind.” He glanced at Phillip, and then stared. “You’re an Earthman?”


  “Yes.”


  “New here?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “No argument, Earthman! I’ll overlook this, but in future, do not cause trouble. Do you understand?”


  “All right.” Phillip contained his irritation. What had he done or said . . .? But standards were different, here.


  “Well, Earthman—” Rosay sidled through the crowd, smiling greeting. “So we meet again. I hope this was not your hotel?”


  To Phillip’s consternation, the man confirmed the taxi-pilot’s suspicions.


  “You’ll get no help here, I’m afraid, Mr. Penn. Perhaps I could be of use?”


  Phillip thanked him, but no. He did not feel happy about worrying the Governor, either. Suddenly the solution presented itself.


  The taxi he called turned out to be piloted by a Martian. The man dourly took him to the upper level and stopped beside a moving way. There was a machinery curfew, he stated. The moving way would take Phillip the rest of the way, while he made the descent to his own level, before the power supply was cut off.


  As the deserted road-strip carried Phillip smoothly on the last lap of his journey, he marvelled at the wonder of the giant “blister” that capped the City. An example of Martian engineering, he supposed rather bitterly. In one way, though, the gardens all around the occasional houses were more wonderful. The distant, ever-shining Sun was scarcely enough to support the multitudinous varieties that swayed and moved in the man-made breeze. Venusian gardening, most probably. Earth, a tiny light in the sky—even now when at conjunction—seemed most remote.


  The road-strip slowed, and stopped. Phillip blew through his nose with impatience. He picked up his heavy zipbag and began to walk. A figure in the red of the Martian police emerged quite suddenly from the shrubs beside the road.


  “Hey, you.”


  Phillip crossed to him.


  “Earthman?” queried the Martian.


  Phillip nodded.


  The Martian paused. He seemed to be listening intently. “Do you hear anything, Earthman?”


  “No . . .” Phillip hesitated. Distant sounds as of booted feet tramping, tramping caught his attention. “Yes.” He looked ahead. “Yes. Over there.”


  “Sounds like soldiers, doesn’t it?”


  “That’s right—”


  “Yes. Wait a minute while I report in—” The policeman, fumbling with his pocket radio, suddenly turned, his hand reaching for the gun at his belt.


  He stopped, choked, and suddenly sank to the ground.


  Phillip tensed. The palm fronds moved gently, rustling. All other sounds had ceased. Beneath him the roar of the City was stilled. He crouched, and felt for the dead man’s radio.


  A large, police-red flier, like an open-top bus, zoomed up from below. Its spinning vanes tainted the air with fumes as it landed accurately at Phillip’s side. Police leapt from it. Two advanced to watch Phillip in silence. Sitting on his zipbag, feeling shaken and chilled by his unaccustomed nearness to sudden death, he watched men beat away through the undergrowth, while others began a scientific investigation of the crime.


  A second, but smaller red flier streaked up and landed as efficiently as the first. Officials already on the scene saluted the Martian who stepped out.


  “My name is Lief Swenson!” he barked at Phillip, “and I am Police Commissioner. Why did you report this crime to the Governor instead of through normal channels?”


  Phillip stood up. “I am new here . . .”


  “I know that.” Commissioner Swenson consulted a punched card in his hand. “Earthman: Age 24. Unmarried. Counter Clerk in the Interplanetary Bank. Name: Phillip Henry Penn. Correct?”


  “Yes.”


  The Commissioner nodded. “Remain here.” He stalked off to receive the reports of his men. Phillip sat down again. He had thought himself clever in calling the Governor; but now he began to wonder.


  A Venusian-blue flier floated leisurely up from the lift shaft. Phillip noticed Swenson glance up and then ignore it contemptuously.


  A few moments later Rosay strolled, smiling, towards Phillip. “Are you having trouble, Earthman?” He glanced at the body of the policeman but showed no surprise.


  Phillip wondered suddenly how many people had listened in to his broadcast. “No,” he murmured, “I’m all right, thanks.”


  He looked up hopefully as a fourth flier shot up from the distant shaft. Yes, at last the Governor’s reassuringly Earth-green runabout—It hovered a moment, darted right, hovered again, sidled gently left and then came rushing down in a long dive.


  The Governor stepped out, pushed back his white hair and hurried forward in some agitation. Rosay smiled and bowed. The Commissioner turned smartly, saluted perfunctorily and kept them waiting.


  “The assassin,” he said, as he finally came up to them, “seems to have been concealed in the undergrowth. He was, the preliminary tests show, of a similar height and build to Mr. Penn.”


  “But,” said the Governor brightly, “Mr. Penn is an Earthman.”


  “Exactly.” The Martian’s eyes glared into Phillip’s. “You will report your new lodgings to the police before noon to-morrow.” He turned.


  The corpse was being removed. The investigators began to move their equipment into the undergrowth.


  Phillip looked blankly at the Governor. “What did you mean when you said I was an Earthman?”


  “Well,” said the Governor seriously. “Well, you can—hurrumph!—take it as you please. It might be that he takes your word, or . . . it might be that he thinks you do not have the cunning—being of degenerate Earth—to have reported a crime which you could easily have committed.”


  III


  “Come in, Earthman,” said Helga. “We thought you might come here.”


  “Did you?” Phillip cocked one eyebrow.


  Her eyes sparkled. “I said ‘we’.”


  “I know you did,” he murmured.


  In the act of entering, his arm was seized by a ginger-haired, big-boned young man. “Did you kill him?”


  “Did I . . . No, I didn’t. What—”


  “All right. Just wanted to know for sure. I’m Gregory Cromwell. See you later.”


  “Eh?”


  “Never mind him, Phillip,” said Helga. “You’ll be hungry. Go on in. It’ll have to be Venusian breadfruit and lamb. That do?”


  “Fine.” She nodded and hurried along the hall. A little bewildered, he entered the room she had indicated.


  “Hello,” said a dark young man. “Helga’s forgotten me. Norman Leatt, Mr. Penn.” They shook hands. “Come and sit over here. I’ll not be a minute . . .”


  He turned to a curious little machine, rather after the style of a portable radio. While Phillip sat down, he tuned and listened to the rhythmic sound pattern and to a second, fainter background clatter which grew in volume until it suddenly merged with the first.


  “Righto,” said Leatt, switching off.


  Phillip frowned. “What is it?”


  “That?” Norman Leatt grinned. “A device for checking your identity, old man. Had to be sure. Don’t mind, do you?”


  “No-o . . .” said Phillip.


  The ginger-haired man almost sprang into the room. “O.K., Norman?”


  “O.K., Greg.”


  “Right. Bring him up, then.”


  Phillip, half-inclined to protest, found himself being rushed up a flight of stairs. “This’ll explain a lot,” said Greg, rather condescendingly.


  The room was almost filled with what, even to Phillip’s bank-clerk eye, was quite obviously some kind of mechanical brain.


  Greg pointed. “Punched cards—see them? 21,053 Martians; 16,104 Venusians; 978 Earthmen; 63 City Citizens. The principle is the same as radio-active decay. You can’t say when a certain radium atom will disintegrate, but the average life of a great number of atoms can be accurately predicted by statistical information. This hot-spot here in the City leads to two kinds of situation, in the same way. And by the analogy, I cannot say when any individual will die or cause trouble, but I can say when a general flare-up is to be expected—”


  “Meal’s ready,” sang out Helga from below. “Talk to Phillip after he’s eaten it while it’s hot.”


  “No,” Greg shouted back. “He’s got to see me run this one sequence.” He busied himself feeding punched card data into the secondary analyser. “These are the latest developments—including the death of that Martian.” He flicked a switch. Valves lit up. “I’ve cleared its memory of old stuff,” he murmured as mechanical fingers shuffled rapidly through the card files. “It’s having to re-learn. See?” Away in the back of the mechanism a switch snapped over, another clicked near the control panel. Secondary movements began, cards rattling at speed underneath scanners. Valves brightened momentarily at intervals. Switches clicked as the data mounted. Suddenly the machine shut itself off and a light glowed . . . a red light.


  Greg nodded. He pressed a button. A clatter of keys preceded the delivery of a typewritten card. He picked it up and passed it to Phillip.


  Prediction: Martian newscasts will give biased version of slaying, hinting broadly at Venusian killer. Martian public opinion, already convinced that Asteroid is ethically theirs, will rapidly reach fever heat.


  Venusian authorities, hoping to maintain situation, will make as great a show of force as possible. This will be taken, by Martians, as preparation for aggression.


  Mounting tension indicates police intervention. Mutual distrust will cause violence. Violence will swiftly lead to open fighting.


  Outcome uncertain, owing to introduction by means unknown of additional troops of good quality by Venusian authorities.


  Solution: Hour-by-hour report of true state of affairs on all theatre screens and over the Earth-controlled newscast system. This will cast sufficient doubt of murderer’s identity and of warlike intentions of conflicting interests to limit rioting and consequent actions to manageable proportions.


  Waking early on the following “morning,” Phillip turned luxuriantly on to his back, and stretched. Life was good.


  He smiled to himself. Venus exported her vast surplus of easily grown food, but her climate made men too relaxed and soft to man the space-ways. So Earthmen ran her cargoes out and brought back the industrial products of Mars. For Mars was too busy exploiting her own resources and exploring Space, and her peoples made too proud and individualistic by their environment to engage in commerce or the arts.


  The three worlds, in fact, depended upon each other. Neither Mars nor Venus could have maintained a modern civilisation without aid from the other, and both needed the moderating influence of Earth.


  Phillip felt a swelling pride. That was elementary school stuff, but it had needed the reminders of the others here to make him realise the truth.


  Martians had discovered the uranium here below the City, Venusian wealth had financed the work, but Earth brains had designed the City, were responsible for its upkeep and, ultimately for ruling its contrasting peoples.


  “Take a lesson from the Governor,” Norman Leatt had said. “His word is law, yet he acts like a fool half of the time. We’re a tiny minority, you see, and racial pride of the others means that they must have the impression that they are the most important.


  “Remember what happened when you reported that policeman’s death? The Governor allowed plenty of time for the Martian’s official check and investigation. And he knew that the Venusians would be listening to police broadcasts and that they would want to know what was going on. Yet, the moment he came on the scene, neither party made the slightest protest when he suggested, however indirectly, that you were innocent.”


  It was true. The rule of Earth was so unobtrusive that it seemed scarcely to exist. Its yoke was as light and unhampering as ribbed duralium, yet as strong as steel.


  Key men from Earth, chosen for their stability, trustworthiness and adaptability, were in all important points from Norman Leatt in the Power House and himself in the Bank right up to the Governor himself.


  And then there were the Citizens. Of all worlds, men and women such as Helga Lanry, they had chosen this as their home, either because they knew no other or because their life interests were bound up in the Asteroid City.


  They had the most to lose in the event of trouble. Helga . . . Her almost luminous eyes seemed to smile at him in his imagination. And he decided to get up. She had said she would run him down to the Bank for his interview with the Manager that morning.


  That morning . . . he thought as he dressed. Even the time here, although the Asteroid always presented the same side to the Sun, was of Earth reckoning.


  Urgent knocking on the door of the little apartment interrupted his shaving. An envelope had been slipped under the door and he picked this up before answering the summons, glancing at his name on the front and slipping it into his pocket.


  “Mr. Phillip Henry Penn?” queried the smiling Venusian.


  He nodded. “Yes?”


  “Earthman, you are required urgently to report to the Interplanetary Bank. I have a taxi waiting.”


  “Just a moment . . .” He wolfed a quick snack from the hot plate, looked for Helga but, finding the apartments empty, left a message with the janitor, and was on his way.


  As the taxi sank into the great vertical tube of the down shaft, the Venusian put his hand on Phillip’s arm. “The Bank,” he murmured blandly, “is on the dividing level between the Venusian and Martian quarters. The Martians are behaving unreasonably this morning, but do not be alarmed. Our own viligantes are unobtrusively supporting the police.”


  Compared with the branch on Earth, the Asteroid Bank was small, but it was brighter, cleaner on this weather-free world—and familiar enough in the layout of the Transaction Hall and the offices behind.


  Phillip entered the Manager’s office and stopped as the Venusian behind the big plastic desk looked up with a smile. “Mr. Rosay!”


  “Yes, Mr. Penn. Yes, I am the Manager. Does it surprise you so much?” He shrugged. “However, no matter.” He glanced at the piezo-electric clock upon the wall, and pressed a button.


  Two Martian policemen entered from the rear. “I am regretful, officers,” said Rosay, “that you should have to wait.” Rising to his feet, he nodded to Phillip. “Come with us, please.”


  In the lofty, murmurous Hall, behind the tenth cubicle, a Venusian turned, bowed slightly to Rosay and smiled enigmatically.


  Rosay held up his hand and Phillip and the policemen halted. Rosay inclined his head to the counter clerk. “Have you anything especial to report?”


  “Only that withdrawals have been well above average.”


  Rosay nodded. He waved the policeman forward. “I charge this man with embezzlement of funds. You will find a ticket for passage on the ferry in his pocket.”


  As the man was led quietly away, a plump, bright figure between the gaunt Martians, Phillip saw that the Bank was closing up.


  Rosay sighed. “I desired that you should witness this unfortunate incident. This compatriot of mine, alarmed by the admittedly increasing tension in the City, has been taking money and attempting to make the checking machines cover up the thefts for the past two weeks. It was his intention to escape the friction which is bound to come by leaving upon the ferry which brought you.”


  “Oh?” said Phillip rather blankly.


  Rosay smiled. “It is with pain that I show you that a man can be made a traitor by fear and temptation . . . And I know that your tour of duty is supposed to be from 4 to 6 in the afternoon—but, unlike my countrymen, I thought—” Rosay spread his hands—“that, as you are accustomed to working long hours on Earth, you would not object to doing your usual duty this afternoon and taking over the morning shift on this cubicle to-morrow and continuing that too until I may obtain a suitable worker from the labour pool.”


  “As you wish,” said Phillip.


  Rosay pressed his arm. “You are a good man, Earthman. I am sure you will be of great usefulness here.”


  He went on to explain the responsibilities of cubicle 10. The key to the storehouse of the incredible valuable uranium freight was kept at the disposal of this clerk. The ferry was due to return on its voyage back sunwards at 6 p.m. At 5.30 a ship’s officer would present credentials and take charge of the key—a wafer of quartz which, when inserted in the bullion store upon the upper level beside the Government Buildings, would set up an oscillation to free the lock—and the transfer of the Asteroid’s wealth would be made under close escort, and the take-off of the ferry made immediately afterwards.


  Rosay paused smiling. His eyes, however, seemed curiously introspective. “Come into the office once more, Mr. Penn,” he said abruptly.


  In the privacy of that place he leaned across the desk. “Earthman, I am no fool. You will of course be aware of the real situation between the Three Worlds.”


  “I . . .”


  “Please do not mince words. The illusion of superiority is all right for the ordinary citizens of Mars and Venus. But you must not think that the leaders are not aware of the interdependence which exists, or of the superior adaptability of Earthmen. Martians and Venusians are not blind—it is just that the unthinkable distances between the planets have created great moral differences. There are good and bad Venusians, good and bad Martians . . . and good and bad Earthmen . . .”


  Rosay’s smile seemed nervous, hesitant.


  Phillip nodded. “Now that’s good sense.”


  “Yes. I am delighted you agree. Then, perhaps, you will not take offence when I suggest that, behind this trouble here, I believe that there is an Earthman, or group of Earthmen; that they are trying to take advantage—for a reason not yet known to me—of national differences?”


  “What! Great heavens! Have you any idea who’d do such a rotten thing?”


  “None that I can give you, Mr. Penn. But a host of small things have disturbed me. That is why I asked to have an Earthman sent out to this branch of the Bank.”


  Leaving the Bank, Phillip thought of the letter which he had found in his apartment. He opened it there and then.


  Dear Phillip,


  All experienced Earthfolk and City Citizens are required on duty at once so I’ll not be able to drop you at the Bank. But please be careful how you move about. For the first time in history the Earth broadcasting station has broken down, and there may be trouble . . . without its moderating influence.


  Good luck,


  Helga.


  Sudden uproar across the moving way made him look up sharply. Two overalled Martians came out of a cafe and one paused to hurl a bottle back inside. But, even as it shattered and a voice howled in pain, blue-clad Venusians were moving swiftly from a crossing. They seemed to gather up the Martians as they went and to lose them upon the top of a down-moving escalator.


  A Martian policeman stopped, scowling, beside Phillip, obviously dubious about becoming involved.


  Phillip touched his arm and the man turned sharply. “Ah! Oh, yes, Earthman?”


  “Do you happen to know Helga Lanry?”


  “Yes, Earthman, it is of course our business to know Citizens and Earth-folk.”


  “Fine. Then have you any idea where I could get in touch with her?”


  “Yes, of course. A new carnotite vein was scheduled for opening this morning. It is being proceeded with as normal, although the mine has temporarily closed owing to a Venusian engineered strike. I’m afraid, that owing to heavy communications traffic, the only way you can contact her is by a personal visit.”


  “Oh!” Phillip scratched his chin. “And that wouldn’t be permitted, I suppose.”


  “Of course it would. You are an Earthman, and can prove it, can’t you? Oh yes, but you’re new here. You can go down to the mine gates in that escalator . . .” The policeman pointed.


  Phillip followed the instructions and was amazed at the way a sullen Martian crowd parted to permit his approach to the shining metal portals.


  The Police Captain of the guard there listened to his request. “No, Earthman, I am sorry but the communication lines are all being kept open for any emergency message. But, if you wish, you may go down in person.”


  “I can . . .?” But the Captain was already beckoning a mining official.


  Encased in a heavy, all-metal suit—“To protect you in case of a fall of stone. We work in a vacuum. Although we do open pockets of very heavy gases at times”—he and a guide were passing through an airlock into the upper gallery of the mine almost before he realised the effect his presence had had.


  They climbed on to a tiny, open runabout and moved down in eerie silence through the vacuum passages. Mining equipment lay about the floor below as the runabout jetted weirdly towards a wide shaft. “No artificial gravity down here,” said the guide’s voice in Phillip’s earphones.


  Phillip turned his head and shoulders stiffly. “But the mine official said something about rock falls?”


  “Yes, it does. It comes down so slowly you do not realise. But once down its inertia is such that you are pinned down and slowly crushed . . .”


  Pin-head lights in the walls of the shaft slid up past them. Phillip reflected how easy it would be for a traitorous Earthman to operate.


  He jumped as the runabout slowed and as something rapped on the metal sheath about his arm. The Martian guide was pointing.


  A mine transport was coming up the shaft, its equipment glittering in the light, its passengers upside down to Phillip.


  The guide turned the runabout in its own length and it began to climb. “They must have finished early, Earthman.”


  IV


  Helga laughed merrily as she took Phillip’s arm and they went out of the mine buildings. “You’ll have to be more careful what you ask for—or you’ll have the Governor on your tail for interfering with routine.”


  The crowd of Martians had dispersed. A pair of policemen nodded to them as they stepped on to a moving way. The few passers-by seemed too absorbed in their own affairs to remark the passage of two Earthfolk.


  “Seems very quiet,” said Helga as she paused at the foot of an escalator and looked back at the silent buildings and near-deserted moving ways. “Perhaps the Predictor was wrong, and it’ll all blow over . . .” Her eyes twinkled at Phillip. “But we can kill two birds with one stone by looking in at the Power House. Norman’ll be there and can show you around, and he’ll tell us what’s happening.”


  Leaving the escalator on the intermediate level, they passed the façade of the Bank. Another pair of policemen nodded to them as the moving way carried them past a big cafe filled to capacity with gesticulating Venusians.


  A major of Police inspected their papers at the entrance to the Power House, and Phillip looked up at the massive concrete wall of the place.


  Norman Leatt hurried to meet them. Helga apologised for breaking in. “But,” she said, “if there is trouble, Phillip should know his way about. And, as Martians and Venusians both seem to have struck for the duration, I’ve nothing to do now the seam’s estimated.”


  On a high platform, from which they could survey all the great machines of the Power House, Norman showed them the dials and controls and they looked down through periscopes at the atomic engines and vast converters which had been constructed to last for the entire life of the Mines and the City dependent on the ore for its livelihood.


  It was not until they were about to leave that Helga asked for news of the possible crisis.


  Norman hesitated. “Well,” he said slowly. “There have been one or two nasty incidents, but nothing to worry about so far. Greg’s been down here. He said the Predictor returns the same answer each time, and that it looks as though there has been sabotage at the Broadcasting Station . . . For myself, I’d feel a lot easier if we knew more of what the Venusians have up their sleeve.”


  “So’d I,” Helga shivered. Her eyes twinkled at Phillip. “You’ve been in the depths already this morning. How’d you like a glimpse of the surface—outside the blister, I mean?”


  “Anything you say.”


  For safety’s sake they lunched in the Lotus Club. Here Phillip’s first impression of a siege soon gave way to calm. Although men and women came and went in a variety of kit from engineer to spaceman and many wore sidearms, they came and chatted to him as he ate, or drank at the bar, or gossiped of Earth news over their tables, as though nothing was wrong.


  A taxi was unobtainable, but they borrowed a runabout without difficulty and went up on the air current past the silent, peaceful levels of the Venusians. The gardens of the Upper Level, however, were crowded. Nowhere did Phillip glimpse the red uniform of a policeman and he could not tell whether the bright people below them were making holiday or holding meetings.


  “Who knows what a Venusian thinks,” said Helga as, having landed beside a spaceship hangar at the edge of the great, curving cap of the City, she switched off the motor and turned to step out.


  An Earthman nodded to them. “Hello, Helga. Looking for Mr. Cromwell?”


  “No.” Helga paused in surprise. “Why? Is he here?”


  “Yes. I let him in an hour ago. He’s been checking everything, I think. I suppose the Governor’s been working him hard. Worst of being Deputy for a man like that.”


  They did not see Gregory Cromwell, however, although Helga pointed out his personal ship—a great, gleaming cigar shape that looked capable of travelling anywhere in the System. Instead, Helga’s own tiny spaceboat carried them out through an airlock out over the airless surface.


  At a height of twenty miles above the cratered surface of the Asteroid, the City’s blister looked like a gigantic, inverted saucer, glowing with subdued light against the sharp black and white of gloomy crater depths and sunlit ridges. The gleaming spire of the ferry—shortly due to leave on its inward passage—seemed like a handle stuck on to the tiny planet of the City.


  A few miles from the blister another spaceship—equally big—rested on its side, silent and unattended although lights shone from its shadowed side. “Venusian ship,” said Helga. “Somehow it avoided the patrol and landed here . . . for repairs. It certainly has a big hole smashed in its side, but they’re taking far too long putting it right. Greg reckons that it’s here for a purpose. He sent me to keep an eye on Rosay on the last ferry trip. I didn’t find out much, but there’s something up.”


  “I see.” Phillip stared down. “So that’s what the Predictor meant about the introduction of Venusian troops by some means unknown.”


  Helga shivered. “Don’t talk about Greg and his machine, Phillip.”


  Just before 4 o’clock, Phillip presented himself at the Bank. Rosay met him at the door. “I regret very much, Earthman, but we are the only staff here.” He smiled dubiously. “And I, too, must go up very shortly into the Gardens. Do you think you could remain alone, and close up . . .?”


  Phillip gasped, and looked along the fifty cubicles of the Transaction Hall. He felt dwarfed—and yet there was no reason, with the machines at his control, why he could not do-as he was asked.


  He opened up the tenth cubicle and pressed the button which opened the door. For fifteen minutes he dealt with a rush of customers. As his machinery checked signatures and recorded payments in and out, he hoped that—with no mechanic on duty—nothing would go wrong.


  Shortly after the last of the queue had departed, his reflections of the levelling influence of money—customers had been a mixture of Earthfolk, Martians and Venusians—were interrupted by a latecomer who ran in, asking breathlessly for his strong box.


  Phillip operated the remote selector mechanism and the box came sliding up from the vaults.


  “Just want something out,” said the man.


  He opened it on the counter. Phillip could not help but see the guns resting inside. The man shoved them into the pockets of his bright red and green clothes, found that one long-barrelled gun would not stay out of sight, put it back, and turned.


  “Please lock the box, sir,” said Phillip.


  But the Venusian did not look back. Phillip blew through his nose. Well, there was but this one ugly, long-range weapon left. Not of any great value. He moved the box into the counter safe. That would do until he closed up and could get duplicate keys.


  From that time until 5.15, the Transaction Hall remained empty. He set the alarm system and, assuming that he would have nothing further to do, he began to prepare all he could before closing up. Anything was better than just sitting in the enveloping silence, watching the clock pulse off the minutes.


  “Hello, Phillip.”


  He started violently, looked up into Gregory Cromwell’s face. There was a small box upon the counter and Gregory was looking down at a window in the top of it. The snub-nosed gun in Greg’s hand jerked as Phillip glanced in surprise at the alarm mechanism.


  “It won’t work, Phillip. I’ve smashed the alarms and televisors all over the city by a bomb in the Central Exchange—and there’s only one Earthman there to make the repair.”


  Phillip’s foot reached surreptiously for the local alarm, which would surely bring police from the neighbouring streets.


  “Touch that, Phillip, and I’ll blast you. I can see your every move in this box’s screen.”


  Phillip froze. “You—you were the one who sabotaged the broadcasts—”


  “That’s right. Things are moving fast now. Troops are pouring in through a secret entrance in the blister edge—Venusian troops. Just as the Predictor warned, the Martians are marshalling in the deserted levels below the gardens. They have already blocked off all retreat for the Venusians on top. In an hour or two there’ll be open war in the City.” Greg, his eyes blazing with triumph, gloated over the situation he had deliberately let mount to critical mass.


  Phillip stared at him, wide-eyed. “Have you gone mad?”


  “Mad?” Gregg roared with laughter. “Hardly, old man. Don’t you see how clever it is? The Martians and Venusians are at each other’s throats. Earthfolk are trying to keep peace by personal action—and also doing what they can to protect their interests at the same time. Nobody has any eyes for the. uranium store . . .”


  “Why, you blood-thirsty robber—”


  “Steady!” warned Greg, levelling the gun in his hand. His mocking smile returned slowly. “That’s better. I don’t want to kill one of my own kind, but don’t try me too hard. Now! Hand over that quartz key!”


  “Wait a minute . . .” Phillip tried desperately to think of a way to stall. This man was paranoic—did not care how many were hurt, as long as he could get away with the uranium bullion. “Why—You’re crazy, man, to think you can get away with this—”


  Greg’s laughter mocked him. “I am, am I? Don’t be such a soft-hearted fool. This trouble was bound to come sooner or later. I’m just doing them a favour by getting it over with. As soon as I’m clear of the City with the bullion in my hold, I’ll let Norman shoot a hole in the blister. That’ll stop the fighting. Venusians and Martians will fall over one another to patch it up before the leakage exhausts the capacity of the atmosphere machines. They’ll forget their differences—and Swenson and Rosay and the Governor will secretly bless me for the harmony that’ll follow—even though they may offer a reward for my capture.”


  He leant forward. “Hand over the key! You can always say you thought it’d be all right to give it to the Deputy Governor . . .”


  Phillip seized the opportunity to press the alarm. As the gongs jangled in the empty streets outside, he leapt back.


  Greg cursed him, stepped back and blew out the grill with his gun flaring like a torch. Blinded, Phillip staggered away.


  His vision was beginning to come back when a spitting exchange of shots outside made him start nervously to his knees.


  He heard the whirr of some kind of flying machine and, expecting more danger, thought of the weapon in the counter safe. Half-blind, still, he nevertheless found it at last, fumbled it out and leaned, heart thumping madly, against the counter.


  The gongs had ceased their alarm. Only his own heavy breathing and the thumping of his heart broke the silence. There must be no one left on this level to come to his assistance.


  Suddenly his hand contracted on the gun and he peered nervously around, as a voice bellowed from the rear of the Bank. Filling the great hall, stretching his nerves, it said:


  “Martians! Venusians! People of the City! This is the Voice of Earth appealing to you to cease this madness. Do not attempt to take the law into your own hands . . . Let the law take its course, and submit other differences between you to arbitration like civilised people . . .”


  Phillip relaxed Earth-controlled broadcasts had begun again. Would they be too late?


  As though in answer to his thought, a great rumble shuddered down through the levels of the great City. He shook his head and ran for the blurred doorway.


  He was on the moving way before he realised that it had stopped. Of course, Earthmen would have shut off power to hamper military operations. Common sense, that.


  His feet caught on something and he fell. The jar and the need seemed to combine to bring his eyes back nearly to normal.


  He scrambled to a sitting position and looked back. The body of a Venusian, bright blue blouse blackened and charred, was lying across the moving way.


  The whistling rotors of a flier made him look up. A red police craft was crash-landing beside him. He stood up as a grim Martian sprang out, gun in hand.


  “Put down that gun, Earthman!”


  Phillip glanced at his hand. He had forgotten the weapon. “No!” he. said, and he levelled the barrel at the policeman’s midriff.


  Guns in hand, tensely, they faced each other. Phillip felt sweat start upon his skin, but he held his voice very steady as he told of what had happened.


  The Martian’s eyes moved steadily around the deserted way. “Right,” he said, and he lowered his gun. “I can see that your weapon has not been fired—and, if it had, it would have blasted a hole through a few buildings.” He holstered the weapon and walked forward to kneel and turn the dead man over on to his back. “A taxi driver.” He stood up. “Well, Earthman, what do you want done?”


  Phillip gulped. Now that the initial shock was over, he felt rather sick at the sight of violent death. But the Martian was looking at him—looking to him, in fact, for guidance.


  “We—” He gulped. “We’ve got to try to stop this bloodshed . . .” The respect in the Martian’s steady gaze began to give him confidence and clear his muddy thoughts. “If I tell them over the broadcasting system, they’ll take no notice, I suppose. It’s got to be something dramatic!” He glanced at the police flier. “Has—has it got a loud-speaker?”


  “Yes, Earthman?” The Martian was puzzled.


  Phillip caught his arm. “If we flew up the main shaft, everyone would look at us. And they’d listen, wouldn’t they?”


  “Yes,” breathed the Martian. His leathery face seemed to pale beneath the hard-burned tan, his eyes widened. “Yes, they certainly would—if they do not blast us out of the air.” He braced his shoulders. “I come from a grim planet, Earthman, but this is a grim scheme of yours. I respect you.” He saluted.


  Phillip climbed into the flier, trying to hide his own nervousness. The policeman paused on the step. “I rather think your evil friend has gone up the same desperate way—and had to kill his driver because he would not fly him . . .”


  The flier lifted into the shaft and went screaming up under its own power, siren blaring. Martian craft, bringing up men from below, parted hurriedly before it. An opening appeared in the clutter of fliers about the top exit. Phillip grabbed the arms of his seat and held on. He had a confused impression—like a still from a moving picture—of great activity all around him, of men and weapons marshalling. Then, abruptly, their horizon widened as they shot out under the blister.


  “Here, Earthman!” The Martian was thrusting a microphone into his hands.


  Phillip grabbed it, held it to his mouth. “Listen to me!” he croaked through drying lips. “Listen to me!” he yelled. “You must stop this mad business. Fighting is what you’re supposed to do. While you fight, men are making away with the uranium you’ve mined during these past weeks.”


  He paused to wipe the sweat from his mouth. The silence under the blister was somehow more terrifying than actual battle.


  The Martian sucked in his breath as the flier rocked with the concussion of a blast from below. The floor tilted crazily left and right as he made evasive action.


  “Don’t fire at us! You fools—that’s what the robber wants. This is an Earthman speaking. Listen to me!” But the roar of blasts from below was drowning his words, and Phillip’s heart sank as he shouted.


  The flier tilted up. “No good, Earthman. Hell take those jumpy Venusians! But—we’ll be safe if we can get near the dome. They’ll not dare to fire at us th—”


  A side of the flier dissolved in searing white. Debris fell away below them. Phillip clung to his seat desperately. The flier slipped sideways. The blister and torn gardens below spun crazily around and around, as they fell.


  Phillip heard the Martian cursing harshly. The flier righted itself with a sickening stop, it fell like a shot sparrow, lifted, slid sideways, hovered crazily, turned almost over, righted itself, and crashed into soft earth.


  Phillip, blistered already, scrambled desperately after the Martian, through the smoking gap in the flier’s side, into a long furrow of a crater.


  “Good try, Earthman!” said the Martian. He wriggled up the crater side and peered over the edge, looked back as he slid down again. “Nothing’ll stop them now. And we’ll get our packet. We’re in no man’s land between them. Still, it was worth it.” He looked up at the lofty roof of the blister, resigned to his fate.


  Phillip eased his position. Something was sticking in his stomach, and of more immediate discomfort than the searing discharges blazing between the two opposing forces above them.


  He pulled it out of his tunic front. The long-barreled gun. Must have thrust it there before getting into the flier. Forgotten it in the rush.


  “Down!” The Martian dragged him down and they clung to the earth as it shuddered and heaved with the violence of man-made thunder and lightning above them.


  At last a lull came. The Martian cautiously lifted his head. “All right, Earthman?” Dust and debris slowly settled about them.


  The rumble of heavy vehicles and whistle of aircraft came from opposite sides. “Now for it!” growled the Martian. “How the devil did those cabbage growers get tanks in here . . .?”


  “Part of the traitor’s plan!”


  Phillip caught his breath. Gregory Cromwell’s boastings came back into his mind like a revelation.


  He lifted the long barrel of the gun in his hand. He hesitated. It was a terrible risk. Suppose such a shot, fired blindly, shattered the blister entirely? But—it was worth it, surely. He fumbled with the range control. He pressed the trigger and the discharge crackled up in a blinding, unending stream.


  “What have you done!” screamed the Martian.


  He clutched Phillip as though he would strangle him. The gun’s discharge ploughed into the earth at their side. Dry dust enveloped them, choked in their throats as they struggled.


  With an effort, Phillip released the trigger. At the same instant a crack as of gigantic thunder split the air.


  And slowly, the battle, like a dying engine, ground to a halt. Voices, raised in alarm, mingled with a shrill, ear-splitting whistle—air shrieking out into the void.


  “It’s stopped!” The Martian froze. Phillip flung him off. They scrambled to the lip of the crater together.


  Everywhere men were dropping their weapons, deserting their armoured vehicles, running for the emergency stations to which they had been trained. Common danger had united them—as nothing else could have done.


  “Good work, Earthman!” The Martian held out his hand. Dazedly, Phillip took it. He felt the pressure on his fingers, and then the man had saluted him. “I have my part to do!” and was gone.


  Phillip climbed to his feet. The Interplanetary Gardens were a wreckage. From the slight elevation of where he stood, he could see a few bodies, but only a few. One armoured car was on fire, blazing furiously, smoke wafting up towards a hole, starred with incredible cracks, in the blister roof. The battle was over.


  From the Martian lines, a large, police-red flier streaked across the battlefield. For a moment Phillip looked for a place to hide, then he watched in resignation as it landed with smooth efficiency beside him.


  Commissioner Lief Swenson, followed by several of his men, marched up to him. “Phillip Henry Penn! I thought I recognised your voice and manner of speaking, Earthman. You will be glad to hear that I have acted on your denunciation and have been successful in arresting the traitor. It is, I may say, with personal regret that I arrest you for endangering the existence of the City.”


  A Venusian-blue flier, having approached unnoticed, landed almost at their side. Rosay emerged, smiling. “Excellent work, Commissioner. Congratulations on apprehending one who has put us all in such danger.” He put his hand on Phillip’s arm. “With your permission I will take charge of the prisoner—whose crime, you must admit, comes under my authority.”


  “Not so!” Swenson signalled his men forward. “He is in my charge until trial can be arranged. You could not provide him with the protective custody he will certainly need . . .”


  He broke off, and all looked up as a little Earth-green runabout flew overhead, circled around and landed.


  The Governor fussed up to the group. “Ah! Mr. Penn. Hurrumph! You are guilty of a crime greater than any other since I have been appointed here. I will, therefore, hold myself personally responsible . . .”


  Phillip followed him into the flier.


  The Governor’s eyes twinkled at him. “Well, Mr. Penn, you’ve done a wonderful job. Whoever was responsible for sending you here certainly picked the right man.” He seized Phillip’s hand and pumped it up and down. “It is a pity that no one can ever know.” He reached for the controls. “Just time to get you aboard that ferry . . .”


  Phillip averted his eyes as he saw a line of stars flicker, each in turn. Passengers were few in number on this, the return voyage, but he had kept very much to himself. He turned and went down into the saloon.


  In the’scope he watched the Martian ships close in with naval efficiency. There was, he noticed, an extra craft with them this time—a sleek, long ship which somehow seemed familiar.


  As he waited for the boarding party, his thoughts wandered. He still felt a little queasy when he remembered the corpses he had seen. He kept thinking that he had left the Bank wide open in his hurry to do something. But through all his thoughts, bad and good, ran the vision of a pair of sparkling eyes—as though they symbolised his regret at having to leave the City.


  He thought he was still dreaming of her, when the door opened and a slim girl burst in. Then she was in his arms and he heard her murmuring: “Oh, you wonderful Earthman . . .”


  But a hand touched his arm and he looked up. A man was trying to attract his attention.


  “You must excuse my sister—The great acceleration of Cromwell’s rocket has affected her . . .”


  “Don’t you believe him!” Helga freed herself, laughing. “I’m so excited! I’ve always wanted to visit Earth—and I couldn’t imagine anyone I’d rather have to show me around—”


  She broke off. “Phillip, what are you frowning at? Don’t you want me to come with you?”


  “Yes. Of course—” He forced a smile. “I—I suppose it was the surprise of seeing you. I expected . . . Martians, I suppose.”


  “Oh, them! We had to make use of their technical excellence to trace the ferry in flight. That’s all . . .”


  Her brother squeezed Phillip’s arm. “You hoped to go back to the City, didn’t you? You thought they’d have sorted out the blame by now . . .” He shook his head. “You still don’t realise how deep-seated racial hatred and prejudice can be. They’d fight over you if you ever do go back—for the privilege of killing you.” He sighed. “Some of the high-ups’ll be grateful to you as long as they live, but I doubt if they’d have the nerve to stick up for you openly. And the most your own people could do, would be to try to smuggle you out again.”


  “But—” Phillip hesitated. “The truth would be bound to come out at a trial—”


  “Of course,” said Helga. “That’s the trouble. And then the fat would certainly be in the fire. The trouble would break out all over again—and the system of government would crumple . . . You think it out for yourself.” Her eyes, looking up at him, sparkled. “But it’s not important to you, Phillip. You’re going back to your wonderful Earth . . .”


  “And,” said her brother, rather lamely, “the Governor’s confidential report is bound to bring you a promotion.”


  “I see.” Phillip suddenly chuckled. “Sorry,” he apologised. “But it is rather funny.”


  They stared at him in bewilderment.


  Like aliens, he thought.


  THE END


  BLACK EYES AND THE DAILY GRIND


  Milton Lesser


  The little house pet from Venus didn’t like New York, so New York had to change.


  HE LIKED the flat cracking sound of the gun. He liked the way it slapped back against his shoulder when he fired. Somehow it did not seem a part of the dank, steaming Venusian jungle. Probably, he realized with a smile, it was the only old-fashioned recoil rifle on the entire planet. As if anyone else would want to use one of those old bone-cracking relics today! But they all failed to realize it made sport much more interesting.


  “I haven’t seen anything for a while,” his wife said. She had a young, pretty face and a strong young body. If you have money these days, you could really keep a thirty-five-year-old woman looking trim.


  Not on Venus, of course. Venus was an outpost, a frontier, a hot, wet, evil-smelling place that beckoned only the big-game hunter. He said, “That’s true. Yesterday we could bag them one after the other, as fast as I could fire this contraption. Today, if there’s anything bigger than a mouse, it’s hiding in a hole somewhere. You know what I think, Lindy?”


  “What?”


  “I think there’s a reason for it. A lot of the early Venusian hunters said there were days like this. An area filled with big lizards and cats and everything else the day before suddenly seems to clear out, for no reason. It doesn’t make sense.”


  “Why not? Why couldn’t they all just decide to make tracks for someplace else on the same day?”


  He slapped at an insect that was buzzing around his right ear, then mopped his sweating brow with a handkerchief. His name was Judd Whitney, and people said he had a lot of money. Now he laughed, patting his wife’s trim shoulder under the white tunic. “No, Lindy. It just doesn’t work that way. Not on Earth and not on Venus, either. You think there’s a pied-piper or something which calls all the animals away?”


  “Maybe. I don’t know much about those things.”


  “No. I don’t think they went anyplace. They’re just quiet. They didn’t come out of their holes or hovels or down from the trees. But why?”


  “Well, let’s forget it. Let’s go back to camp. We can try again tomor—look! Look, there’s something!”


  Judd followed her pointing finger with his eyes. Half-hidden by the creepers and vines clinging to an old tree-stump, something was watching them. It wasn’t very big and it seemed in no hurry to get away.


  “What is it?” Lindy wanted to know.


  “Don’t know. Never saw anything like it before. Venus is still an unknown frontier; the books only name a couple dozen of the biggest animals. But hell, Lindy, that’s not game. I don’t think it weighs five pounds.”


  “It’s cute, and it has a lovely skin.”


  Judd couldn’t argue with that. Squatting on its haunches, the creature was about twenty inches tall. It had a pointed snout and two thin, long ears. Its eyes were very big and very round and quite black. They looked something like the eyes of an Earthian tarsier, but the tarsier were bloody little beasts. The skin was short and stiff and was a kind of silvery white. Under the sheen, however, it seemed to glow. A diamond is colorless, Judd thought, but when you see it under light a whole rainbow of colors sparkle deep within it. This creature’s skin was like that, Judd decided.


  “If we could get enough of them,” Lindy was saying, “I’d have the most unusual coat! Do you think we could find enough, Judd?”


  “I doubt it. Never saw anything like it before, never heard of anything like it. You’d need fifty of ’em, anyway. Let’s forget about it—too small to shoot, anyway.”


  “No, Judd. I want it.”


  “Well, I’m not going to stalk a five-pound—hey, wait a minute! I taught you how to use this rifle, so why don’t you bag it?”


  Lindy grinned. “That’s a fine idea. I was a little scared of some of those big lizards and cats and everything, but now I’m going to take you up on it. Here, give me your gun.”


  Judd removed the leather thong from his shoulder and handed the weapon to her. She looked at it a little uncertainly, then took the clip of shells which Judd offered and slammed it into the chamber. The little creature sat unmoving.


  “Isn’t it peculiar that it doesn’t run away, Judd?”


  “Sure is. Nothing formidable about that animal, so unless it has a hidden poison somewhere, just about anything in this swamp could do it in. To survive it would have to be fast as hell and it would have to keep running all the time. Beats me, Lindy.”


  “Well, I’m going to get myself one pelt toward that coat, anyway. Watch, Judd: is this the way?” She lifted the rifle to her shoulder and squinted down the sights toward the shining creature.


  “Yeah, that’s the way. Only relax. Relax. Shoulder’s so tense you’re liable to dislocate it with the kick. There—that’s better.”


  Now Lindy’s finger was wrapped around the trigger and she remembered Judd had told her to squeeze it, not to pull it. If you pulled the trigger you jerked the rifle and spoiled your aim. You had to squeeze it slowly. . . .


  The animal seemed politely interested.


  Suddenly, a delicious languor stole over Lindy. It possessed her all at once and she had no idea where it came from. Her legs had been stiff and tired from the all-morning trek through the swamp, but now they felt fine. Her whole body was suffused in a warm, satisfied glow of well-being. And laziness. It was an utterly new sensation and she could even feel it tingling at the roots of her hair. She sighed and lowered the rifle.


  “I don’t want to shoot it,” she said.


  “You just told me you did.”


  “I know, but I changed my mind. What’s the matter, can’t I change my mind?”


  “Of course you can change your mind. But I thought you wanted a coat of those things.”


  “Yes, I suppose I do. But I don’t want to shoot it, that’s all.”


  Judd snorted. “I think you have a streak of softness someplace in that pretty head of yours!”


  “Maybe. I don’t know. But I’d still like the pelt. Funny, isn’t it?”


  “Okay, okay! But don’t ask to use the gun again.” Judd snatched it from her hands. “If you don’t want to shoot it, then I will. Maybe we can make you a pair of gloves or something from the pelt.”


  And Judd pointed his ancient rifle at the little animal preparing to snap off a quick shot. It would be a cinch at this distance. Even Lindy wouldn’t have missed, if she hadn’t changed her mind.


  Judd yawned. He’d failed to realize he was so tired. Not an aching kind of tiredness, but the kind that makes you feel good all over. He yawned again and lowered the rifle. “Changed my mind,” he said. “I don’t want to shoot it, either. What say we head back for camp?”


  Lindy gripped his hand impulsively. “All right, Judd—but I had a brainstorm! I want it for a pet!”


  “A pet?”


  “Yes. I think it would be the cutest thing. Everyone would look and wonder and I’ll adore it!”


  “We don’t know anything about it. Maybe Earth would be too cold, or too dry, or maybe we don’t have anything it can eat. There are liable to be a hundred different strains of bacteria that can kill it.”


  “I said I want it for a pet. See? Look at it! We can call it Black Eyes.”


  “Black Eyes—” Judd groaned.


  “Yes, Black Eyes. If you don’t do this one thing for me, Judd—”


  “Okay—okay. But I’m not going to do anything. You want it, you take it.”


  Lindy frowned, looked at him crossly, then sloshed across the swamp toward Black Eyes. The creature waited on its stump until she came quite close, and then, with a playful little bound, it hopped onto her shoulder, still squatting on its haunches. Lindy squealed excitedly and began to stroke its silvery fur.


  A MONTH LATER, they returned to Earth. Judd and Lindy and Black Eyes. The hunting trip had been a success—Judd’s trophies were on their way home on a slow freighter, and he’d have some fine heads and skins for his study-room. Even Black Eyes had been no trouble at all. It ate scraps from their table, forever sitting on its haunches and staring at them with its big black eyes. Judd thought it would make one helluva lousy pet, but he didn’t tell Lindy. Trouble was, it never did anything. It merely sat still, or occasionally it would bounce down to the floor and mince along on its hind-legs for a scrap of food. It never uttered a sound. It did not frolic and it did not gambol. Most of the time it could have been carved from stone. But Lindy was happy and Judd said nothing.


  They had a little trouble with the customs officials. This because nothing unknown could be brought to Earth without a thorough examination.


  At the customs office, a bespectacled official stared at Black Eyes, scratching his head. “Never seen one like that before.”


  “Neither have I,” Judd admitted.


  “Well, I’ll look in the book.” The man did, but there are no thorough tomes on Venusian fauna. “Not here.”


  “I could have told you.”


  “Well, we’ll have to quarantine it and study it. That means you and your wife go into quarantine, too. It could have something that’s catching.”


  “Absurd!” Lindy cried.


  “Sorry, lady. I only work here.”


  “You and your bright ideas,” Judd told his wife acidly. “We may be quarantined a month until they satisfy themselves about Black Eyes.”


  The customs official shrugged his bony shoulders, and Judd removed a twenty-credit note from his pocket and handed it to the man. “Will this change your mind?”


  “I should say not! You can’t bribe me, Mr. Whitney! You can’t—” The man yawned, stretched languidly, smiled. “No, sir, you can keep your money, Mr. Whitney. Guess we don’t have to examine your pet after all. Mighty cute little feller. Well, have fun with it. Come on, move along now.” And, as they were departing with Black Eyes, still not believing their ears: “Darn this weather! Makes a man so lazy. . . .”


  It was after the affair at the customs office, that Black Eyes uttered its first sound. City life hasn’t changed much in the last fifty years. Jet-cars still streak around the circumferential highways, their whistles blaring. Factories still belch smoke and steam, although the new atomic power plants have lessened that to a certain extent. Crowds still throng the streets, noisy, hurrying, ill-mannered. It’s one of those things that can’t be helped. A city has to live, and it has to make noise.


  But it seemed to frighten Lindy’s new pet. It stared through the jet-car window on the way from the spaceport to the Whitneys’ suburban home, its black eyes welling with tears.


  “Look!” Judd exclaimed. “Black Eyes can cry!”


  “A crying pet, Judd. I knew there would be something unusual about Black Eyes, I just knew it!”


  The tears in the big black eyes overflowed and tumbled out, rolling down Black Eyes’ silvery cheeks. And then Black Eyes whimpered. It was only a brief whimper, but both Judd and Lindy heard it, and even the driver turned around for a moment and stared at the animal.


  The driver stopped the jet. He yawned and rested his head comfortably on the cushioned seat. He went quietly to sleep.


  A MAN NAMED Merrywinkle owned the Merrywinkle Shipping Service. That, in itself, was not unusual. But at precisely the moment that Black Eyes unleashed its mild whimper, Mr. Merrywinkle—uptown and five miles away—called an emergency conference of the board of directors and declared:


  “Gentlemen, we have all been working too hard, and I, for one, am going to take a vacation. I don’t know when I’ll be back, but it won’t be before six months.”


  “But C.M.,” someone protested. “There’s the Parker deal and the Gilette contract and a dozen other things. You’re needed!”


  Mr. Merrywinkle shook his bald head. “What’s more, you’re all taking vacations, with pay. Six months, each of you. We’re closing down Merrywinkle Shipping for half a year. Give the competition a break, eh?”


  “But C.M.! We’re about ready to squeeze out Chambers Parcel Co.! They’ll get back on their feet in six months.”


  “Never mind. Notify all departments of the shut-down, effective immediately. Vacations for all.”


  WHO SHUT off the assembly belt?” the foreman asked mildly. He was not a mild man and he usually stormed and ranted at the slightest provocation. This was at Clewson Jetcraft, and you couldn’t produce a single jet-plane without the assembly belt, naturally.


  A plump little man said, “I did.”


  “But why?” the foreman asked him, smiling blandly.


  “I don’t know. I just did.”


  The foreman was still smiling. “I don’t blame you.”


  Two days later, Clewson Jetcraft had to lay off all its help. They put ads in all the papers seeking new personnel but no one showed up. Clewson was forced to shut down.


  THE CRACK Boston to New York pneumo-tube commuter’s special pulled to a bone-jarring stop immediately outside the New York station. Some angry commuters pried open the conductor’s cab, and found the man snoozing quite contentedly. They awakened him, but he refused to drive the train any further. All the commuters had to leave the pneumo-train and edge their way along three miles of catwalk to the station. No one was very happy about it, but the feeling of well-being which came over them all nipped any possible protest in the bud.


  BLACK EYES whimpered again when Judd and Lindy reached home but after that it was quiet. It just sat on its haunches near the window and stared out at the city.


  The quiet city.


  Nothing moved in the streets. Nothing stirred. People remained at home watching local video or the new space-video from Mars. At first it was a good joke, and the newspapers could have had a field day with it, had the newspapers remained in circulation. After four days, however, they suspended publication. On the fifth day, there was a shortage of food in the city, great stores of it spoiling in the warehouses. Heat and light failed after a week, and the fire department ignored all alarms a day later.


  But everything did not stop. School teachers still taught their classes; clerks still sold whatever goods were left on local shelves. Librarians were still at their desks.


  Conservatives said it was a liberal plot to undermine capital and demand higher wages; liberals said big business could afford the temporary layoff and wanted to squeeze out the small businessman and labor unions.


  Scientists pondered and city officials made speeches over video.


  “Something,” one of them observed, “has hit our city. Work that requires anything above a modicum of sound has become impossible; in regards to such work people have become lazy. No one can offer any valid suggestions concerning the malady. It merely exists. However, if a stop is not put to it—and soon—our fair city will disintegrate. Something is making us lazy, and that laziness can spell doom, being a compulsive lack of desire to create any noise or disturbance. If anyone believes he has the solution, he should contact the Department of Science at once. If you can’t use the video-phone, come in person. But come! Every hour which passes adds to the city’s woes.”


  Nothing but scatter-brained ideas for a week, none of them worth consideration. Then the bespectacled customs official who had bypassed quarantine for Black Eyes, got in touch with the authorities. He had always been a conscientious man—except for that one lapse. Maybe the queer little beast had nothing to do with this crisis. But then again, the customs official had never before—or since—had that strange feeling of lassitude. Could there be some connection?


  A staff of experts on extra-terrestrial fauna was dispatched to the Whitney residence, although, indeed, the chairman of the Department of Science secretly considered the whole idea ridiculous.


  The staff of experts introduced themselves. Then, ignoring the protests of Lindy, went to work on Black Eyes. At first Judd thought the animal would object, but apparently it did not. While conditions all about them in the city worsened, the experts spent three days studying Black Eyes.


  They found nothing out of the ordinary.


  Black Eyes merely stared back at them, and but for an accident, they would have departed without a lead. On the third day, a huge mongrel dog which belonged to the Whitneys’ next-door neighbors somehow slipped its leash. It was a fierce and ugly animal, and it was known to attack anything smaller than itself. It jumped the fence and landed in Judd Whitney’s yard. A few loping bounds took it through an open window, ground level. Inside, it spied Black Eyes and made for the creature at once, howling furiously.


  Black Eyes didn’t budge.


  And the mongrel changed its mind! The slavering tongue withdrew inside the chops, the howling stopped. The mongrel lay down on the floor and whined. Presently it lost all interest, got to its feet, and left as it had come.


  Other animals were brought to the Whitney home. Cats. Dogs. A lion from the city zoo, starved for two days and brought in a special mobile cage by its keeper. Black Eyes was thrust into the cage and the lion gave forth with a hideous yowling. Soon it stopped, rolled over, and slept.


  THE SCIENTISTS correlated their reports, returned with them to the Whitney house. The leader, whose name was Jamison, said: “As closely as we can tell, Black Eyes is the culprit.”


  “What?” Lindy demanded.


  “Yes, Mrs. Whitney. Your pet, Black Eyes.”


  “Oh, I don’t believe it!”


  But Judd said, “Go ahead, Dr. Jamison. I’m listening.”


  “Well, how does an animal—any animal—protect itself?”


  “Why, in any number of ways. If it has claws or a strong jaw and long teeth, it can fight. If it is fleet of foot, it can run. If it is big and has a tough hide, most other animals can’t hurt it anyway. Umm-mm, doesn’t that about cover it?”


  “You left out protective coloration, defensive odors, and things like that. Actually, those are most important from our point of view, for Black Eyes’ ability is a further ramification of that sort of thing. Your pet is not fast. It isn’t strong. It can’t change color and it has no offensive odor to chase off predatory enemies. It has no armor. In short, can you think of a more helpless creature to put down in those Venusian swamps?”


  After Judd had shaken his head, Dr. Jamison continued: “Very well, Black Eyes should not be able to survive on Venus—and yet, obviously the creature did. We can assume there are more of the breed, too. Anyway, Black Eyes survives. And I’ll tell you why.


  “Black Eyes has a very uncommon ability to sense danger when it approaches. And sensing danger, Black Eyes can thwart it. Your creature sends out certain emanations—I won’t pretend to know what they are—which stamp aggression out of any predatory creatures. Neither of you could fire upon it—right?”


  “Umm-mm, that’s true,” Judd said.


  Lindy nodded.


  “Well, that’s one half of it. There’s so much about life we don’t understand. Black Eyes uses energy of an unknown intensity, and the result maintains Black Eyes’ life. Now, although that is the case, your animal did not live a comfortable life in the Venusian swamp. Because no animal would attack it, it could not be harmed. Still, from what you tell me about that swamp . . .


  “Anyhow, Black Eyes was glad to come away with you, and everything went well until you landed in New York. The noises, the clattering, the continual bustle of a great city—all this frightened the creature. It was being attacked—or, at least that’s what it must have figured. Result: it struck back the only way it knew how. Have you ever heard about sub-sonic sound-waves, Mr. Whitney, waves of sound so low that our ears cannot pick them up—waves of sound which can nevertheless stir our emotions? Such things exist, and, as a working hypothesis, I would say Black Eyes’ strange powers rest along those lines. The whole city is idle because Black Eyes is afraid!”


  In his exploration of Mars, of Venus, of the Jovian moons, Judd Whitney had seen enough of extra-terrestrial life to know that virtually anything was possible, and Black Eyes would be no exception to that rule.


  “What do you propose to do?” Judd demanded.


  “Do? Why, we’ll have to kill your creature, naturally. You can set a value on it and we will meet it, but Black Eyes must die.”


  “No!” Lindy cried. “You can’t be sure, you’re only guessing, and it isn’t fair!”


  “My dear woman, don’t you realize this is a serious situation? The city’s people will starve in time. No one can even bring food in because the trucks make too much noise! As an alternative, we could evacuate, but is your pet more valuable than the life of a great city?”


  “N-no. . . .”


  “Then, please! Listen to reason!”


  “Kill it,” Judd said. “Go ahead.”


  Dr. Jamison withdrew from his pocket a small blasting pistol used by the Department of Domestic Animals for elimination of injured creatures. He advanced on Black Eyes, who sat on its haunches in the center of the room, surveying the scientist.


  Dr. Jamison put his blaster away. “I can’t,” he said. “I don’t want to.”


  Judd smiled. “I know it. No one—no thing—can kill Black Eyes. You said so yourself. It was a waste of time to try it. In that case—”


  “In that case,” Dr. Jamison finished for him, “we’re helpless. There isn’t a man—or an animal—on Earth that will destroy this thing. Wait a minute—does it sleep, Mr. Whitney?”


  “I don’t think so. At least, I never saw it sleep. And your team of scientists, did they report anything?”


  “No. As far as they could see, the creature never slept. We can’t catch it unawares.”


  “Could you anesthetize it?”


  “How? It can sense danger, and long before you could do that, it would stop you. It’s only made one mistake, Mr. Whitney: it believes the noises of the city represent a danger. And that’s only a negative mistake. Noise won’t hurt Black Eyes, of course. It simply makes the animal unnecessarily cautious. But we cannot anesthetize it any more than we can kill it.”


  “I could take it back to Venus.”


  “Could you? Could you? I hadn’t thought of that.”


  Judd shook his head. “I can’t.”


  “What do you mean you can’t?”


  “It won’t let me. Somehow it can sense our thoughts when we think something it doesn’t want. I can’t take it to Venus! No man could, because it doesn’t want to go.”


  “My dear Mr. Whitney—do you mean to say you believe it can think?”


  “Uh-uh. Didn’t say that. It can sense our thoughts, and that’s something else again.”


  Dr. Jamison threw his hands up over his head in a dramatic gesture. “It’s hopeless,” he said.


  THINGS GREW worse. New York crawled along to a standstill. People began to move from the city. In trickles, at first, but the trickles became torrents, as New York’s ten million people began to depart for saner places. It might take months—it might even take years, but the exodus had begun. Nothing could stop it. Because of a harmless little beast with the eyes of a tarsier, the life of a great city was coming to an end.


  Word spread. Scientists all over the world studied reports on Black Eyes. No one had any ideas. Everyone was stumped. Black Eyes had no particular desire to go outside. Black Eyes merely remained in the Whitney house, contemplating nothing in particular, and stopping everything.


  Dr. Jamison, however, was a persistent man. Judd got a letter from him one day, and the following afternoon he kept his appointment with the scientist.


  “It’s good to get out,” Judd said, after a three hour walk to the Department of Science Building. “I can go crazy just staring at that thing.”


  “I have it, Whitney.”


  “You have what? Not the way to destroy Black Eyes? I don’t believe it!”


  “It’s true. Consider. Everyone in the world does not yet know of your pet, correct?”


  “I suppose there are a few people who don’t—”


  “There are many. Among them, are the crew of a jet-bomber which has been on maneuvers in Egypt. We have arranged everything.”


  “Yes? How?”


  “At noon tomorrow, the bomber will appear over your home with one of the ancient, high-explosive missiles. Your neighbors will be removed from the vicinity, and, precisely at twelve-o-three in the afternoon, the bomb will be dropped. Your home will be destroyed. Black Eyes will be destroyed with it.”


  Judd looked uncomfortable. “I dunno,” he said. “Sounds too easy.”


  “Too easy? I doubt if the animal will ever sense what is going on—not when the crew of the bomber doesn’t know, either. They’ll consider it a mighty peculiar order, to destroy one harmless, rather large and rather elaborate suburban home. But they’ll do it. See you tomorrow, Whitney, after this mess is behind us.”


  “Yeah,” Judd said. “Yeah.” But somehow, the scientist had failed to instill any of his confidence in Judd.


  WITH LINDY, he left home at eleven the following morning, after making a thorough list of all their properties which the City had promised to duplicate. Judd did not look at Black Eyes as he left, and the animal remained where it was, seated on its haunches under the dining room table, nibbling crumbs. Judd could almost feel the big round eyes boring a pair of twin holes in his back, and he dared not turn around to face them. . . .


  They were a mile away at eleven forty-five, making their way through the nearly deserted streets. Judd stopped walking. He looked at Lindy. Lindy looked at him.


  “They’re going to destroy it,” he said.


  “I know.”


  “Do you want them to?”


  “I—I—”


  Judd knew that something had to be done with Black Eyes. He didn’t like the little beast, and, anyway, that had nothing to do with it. Black Eyes was a menace. And yet, something whispered in Judd’s ear, Don’t let them, don’t let them . . . It wasn’t Judd and it wasn’t Judd’s subconscious. It was Black Eyes, and he knew it. But he couldn’t do a thing about it—


  “I’m going to stay right here and let them bomb the place,” he said aloud. But as he spoke, he was running back the way he had come.


  Fifteen minutes.


  He sprinted part of the time, then rested, then sprinted again. He was somewhat on the beefy side and he could not run fast, but he made it. Just.


  He heard the jet streaking through the sky overhead, looked up once and saw it circling. Two blocks from his house he was met by a policeman. The entire area had been roped off, and the officer shook his head when Judd tried to get through.


  “But I live there!”


  “Can’t help it, Mister. Orders is orders.”


  Judd hit him. Judd didn’t want to, but nevertheless, he grunted with satisfaction when he felt the blow to be a good one, catching the stocky officer on the point of his chin and tumbling him over backwards. Then Judd was ducking under the rope and running.


  He reached his house, plummeted in through the front door. He found Black Eyes under the kitchen table, squatting on its haunches. He scooped the animal up, ran outside. Then he was running again, and before he reached the barrier, something rocked him. A loud series of explosions ripped through his brain, and instinctively—Black Eyes’ instincts, not his—he folded his arms over the animal, protecting it. Something shuddered and began to fall behind him, and debris scattered in all directions. Something struck Judd’s head and he felt the ground slapping up crazily at his face—


  He was as good as new a few days later.


  And so was Black Eyes.


  “I have it,” Judd said to his nurse.


  “You have what, sir?”


  “It’s so simple, so ridiculously simple, maybe that’s why no one ever thought of it. Get me Dr. Jamison!”


  Jamison came a few moments later, breathless. “Well?”


  “I have the solution.”


  “You . . . do?” Not much hope in the answer. Dr. Jamison was a tired, defeated man.


  “Sure. Black Eyes doesn’t like the city. Fine. Take him out. I can’t take him to Venus. He doesn’t like Venus and he won’t go. No one can take him anyplace he doesn’t want to go, just as no one can hurt him in any way. But he doesn’t like the city. It’s too noisy. All right: have someone take him far from the city, far far away—where there’s no noise at all. Someplace out in the sticks where it won’t matter much if Black Eyes puts a stop to any disturbing noises.”


  “Who will take him? You, Mr. Whitney?”


  Judd shook his head. “That’s your job, not mine. I’ve given you the answer. Now use it.”


  Lindy had arrived, and Lindy said: “Judd, you’re right. That is the answer. And you’re wonderful—”


  No one volunteered to spend his life in exile with Black Eyes, but then Dr. Jamison pointed out that while no one knew the creature’s life-span, it certainly couldn’t be expected to match man’s. Just a few years and the beast would die, and . . . Dr. Jamison’s arguments were so logical that he convinced himself. He took Black Eyes with him into the Canadian Northwoods, and there they live.


  JUDD WAS right—almost.


  This was the obvious answer which escaped everyone.


  But scientists continued their examinations of Black Eyes, and they discovered something. Black Eyes’ fears had not been for herself alone. She is going to have babies. The estimate is for thirty-five little tarsier-eyed creatures. No doctor in the world will be able to do anything but deliver the litter.


  THE OUTCASTS OF VENUS


  Anaximander Powell


  The Venusian monastery stood out clear and close—for an instant—then retreated in the python Fogland. Lieutenant Canshera fought the demolishing slime and the dread, for here was forbidden sanctuary for the terrorized survivors of the Space Ship Firefly.


  CHAPTER I


  AS WE walked toward the dock where ZA the ship lay, the ominous murmur of the crowd followed us. As far off as our eyes could see, stretched this vast mass of life, surging against the wall of soldiers that kept open our path. Hate was in the air. In front of us walked the Governor and the Committee of Three. They were side by side, but they did not talk to each other, for words were now futile. Behind them, also silent, were Captain Bardo, John Bardo his son, and myself.


  It was when we reached the water’s edge that we first caught sight of the ship. Its huge hull lay motionless about five miles out, and though the usual heavy murk hung in the air, we could distinctly make out the letters of its name—Firefly. Quickly we climbed the gangplank into the tender.


  The Governor looked back apprehensively and wiped the sweat from his face.


  “It is war,” he said. “Remember. I have given you safe conduct. If any of you are found here after this, it will mean death. Do you understand?”


  “We understand,” answered John Sanders, who was acting as spokesman for the Committee of Three.


  The Governor turned and walked down the gangplank. As the tender put off, a cry of fury rose from the nearest section of the crowd, and swept back slowly along the radiating avenues until it became overwhelming. At this the soldiers gave way, and a mass of wild figures crowded the shore, cursing us.


  The gangplank was let down and at our entrance I could see the pale and nervous faces of our people. They looked questioningly at the Captain. He, however, said nothing, but went immediately to the control room. He spoke into the telephone on the desk. His voice was curt.


  “This is Bardo,” he said. “Propellers!”


  At once the loud whirring commenced. The air became clamorous, as with many wings. The ship began to move, ponderously and slowly toward the open sea. I watched the indicators. The Captain sat at his desk, his eyes on the clock before him. The minutes went by. Again he turned to the telephone.


  “Tubes!” he said.


  An indefinable tumult rose somewhere in the ship.


  “The last notch!” he cried.


  The ship shot forward with a jerk. A dull roar came from what seemed a great distance. The walls vibrated with sound and motion. We were rising. The water became invisible; a murk surrounded us, grew thin and vanished; and the sun burst forth to our sight like a globe of molten steel.


  CHAPTER II


  THE Committee of Three had dinner with us in the Captain’s cabin. Then, for the first time, we could see the ravages of the tragic week through which they had passed. Immediately opposite me sat John Sanders of the Euramerican Confederation. His lean, traditionally Yankee face was peaked and drawn, and exhaustion Was written on his sunken cheeks and on the hollows underneath his eyes. Next to him was Andrew Whee of the South Asian Commonwealth, a husky Burmese. Only his humped shoulders betrayed his fatigue. The third member of the Committee, Gregor Metkoff of the Ural Union, stared straight ahead. His small beard trembled with a suppressed tension, and when he raised his hands to the table I could see the nervous twitching of the fingers.


  “Well,” said Captain Bardo, almost apologetically, “we’re out of that inferno anyway. Twenty-eight days more and we’ll be safe on our own planet.”


  “Safe?” said John Sanders, and his voice shook with the asperity of a tired man. “Safe?”


  “At least,” Captain Bardo interposed, “we managed to get all of our own kind out of their clutches. We’ve got over ten thousand citizens of the Earth on this ship, and the Dragon took off seven thousand last week.”


  Sanders nodded. “We did that much anyway. Considering that they don’t believe in prisoners of war, they would have slaughtered every one of us if we didn’t have a few of their people on the Earth as hostages. It was Whee who thought of that idea. It saved us too. Even then we barely got away.”


  At this they lapsed into silence and we all heard the faint humming sound made by the vibration of the walls as the rockets exploded.


  As the silence continued, I grew ill at ease, as though I were somehow infringing upon the meditations of these men. Captain Bardo sat with them—a sympathetic figure; but I arose and went quietly to the peri-screen. The hostile planet lay below me, now appearing almost beautiful in the sun’s rays. Except for a small crescent of darkness, it was bathed in light. Day still ruled over half the planet. With us, however, night was falling—the artificially-imposed night of a space-liner.


  Metkoff roused himself. “What is the news from the Earth?” he asked. “We have already reported to them. What are they doing?”


  “We have been in communication for some time,” answered Captain Bardo. “I can let you hear a complete transcript of our contacts.” He reached for the telephone and spoke into it.


  A shrill whistle rose and subsided. “Contact established. Firefly calling New York. We have just left the atmosphere of Venus. 2:46 P.M. Eastern Time. Captain Gamaliel Bardo and the Committee of Three stayed on shore till the last moment, when it was certain that the Triumvirate had rejected our concessions. Before we took off from the Equatorial Ocean, large mobs surged near the waterfront, threatening us. We have on board all the remaining citizens of the Earth who made their home on this planet. Their total is 10,241. Our officers and crew number 3,018. Speed, 16 miles per second. Accelerating slightly. All’s well.”


  The voice stopped. There was a buzzing as the machine jumped to the next speech. We sat there listening nervously for some time and then: “New York broadcasting to the Euramerican Confederation. It is war! The Venusian ultimatum has been rejected. The extraordinary Council, meeting at Nations City, has decided to resist. The vote was unanimous.”


  We could imagine the feverish activity taking place on the Earth in preparation for the struggle. And though we were far away, we were part of it all. Through the empty ether the words coming through the loudspeaker linked us together.


  A new voice came to us. “London calling the Euramerican Confederation. The last citizens of Venus left the Earth in the ship Algol five minutes ago, taking off from the North Sea. This was done according to an agreement with the Triumvirate. The latest news from the Firefly is All’s Well.”


  CHAPTER III


  THE next morning I was in the control room with the Captain. It was a little after six o’clock, and because of the earliness of the hour, most of the passengers were still asleep.


  I had lit a cigarette and was idly poring over the navigation charts. Suddenly, the ship trembled violently, and a dull explosion sounded from somewhere in the rear. Momentarily the gravity control went dead. I could feel the floor twist sharply beneath me. The ship seemed to poise an instant in midspace. There was a second explosion, more terrible than the first. Looking at the indicators, I saw the ship was turning end over end and was falling swiftly toward the planet Venus.


  At the first shock Captain Bardo had been thrown to the floor. I saw him rise quickly and stare about The lights were growing dim.


  “Where are you, Canshera?” he shouted in a shaking voice.


  “Here,” I cried. “Are you all right?”


  “My God, what has happened? What has happened?”


  He tottered toward the line of telephones on the table. By this time, billows of black acrid smoke were drifting in through the dosed doors. The lights sank, and went out entirely. Only the pale glare of the sun through the neoquartz hatches illumined the room.


  He stumbled from one instrument to another, trying vainly to make a connection. All the visiscreens were dark. I reached his side. He began to cough violently. A few other figures burst into the room—Manfredi the Second Officer and Sweeney, the Third. Their shapes loomed side by side in a swirl of smoke.


  The Captain drew a hand over his eyes. The smoke was getting thicker. “Dead!” he cried. “All the wires are dead!”


  A buzzing noise became audible. A light blinked.


  “The telephone from the engine room,” I exclaimed, pointing.


  Captain Bardo grasped the instrument and shouted into it. “Von Humboldt! Is that you? Yes. What is . . . Hello . . . Pull yourself together . . . Hello . . . Hello . . .”


  The Captain turned to me. “Something’s happened to him, Canshera. That wire’s dead too. We are cut off from the rest of the ship. Must be something wrong with—”


  From the corner of the room a weak, frightened voice came forth.


  “. . . calling the Earth. Firefly calling the Earth. Firefly calling the Earth. Firefly calling the Earth . . .”


  I almost jumped. Someone had turned on the recorder from the radio room. The words materializing in the half-gloom of the place were almost ghostly.


  “What is it?” shouted the Captain, taken by surprise.


  “I turned the switch here,” said Manfredi.


  And all the time the monotonous voice cried out insistently. “Firefly calling the Earth. Firefly calling the Earth. Firefly calling the Earth. It grew louder. “Firefly calling the Earth. Contact. New York? Contact. Something is wrong. There has been an explosion. Do you hear me? Firefly calling the Earth. Contact. This is radio operator Connors of the Firefly. A few seconds ago there was a terrific explosion. Something has happened to the rockets. The ship seems to be falling. Black smoke is entering the room. It is growing cold. I can make no contact with the control room. We are cut off. Do you hear me? Do you hear me?”


  A CONFUSION of sounds came through.


  Every Government station on Earth seemed to have picked up the message.


  “New York calling the Firefly. What is wrong? Is it serious?”


  “Singapore calling the liner Firefly. Singapore calling. What has happened . . .?”


  “London calling. London calling the Firefly. Can you hear us? London calling . . .”


  “Canberra calling. Canberra calling the Firefly. Canberra . . . Canberra . . .”


  The confusion grew greater. There was a short interruption.


  “New York. Nations City calling. Nations City calling. Emergency. All substations are to be shut off. By order of the Radiological Board. The power station at Reykjavik will contact the Firefly.”


  “Reykjavik calling the Firefly. Reykjavik calling in the Firefly. Reykjavik call—” There was a choking sound.


  “Firefly calling the Earth. Radio operator Simmons talking. We don’t know . . . can’t get in touch . . . rockets . . . freezing in this damned place . . . door . . . space . . . before . . .” The voice trailed off.


  “Reykjavik calling the Firefly. What has happened?”


  A new voice interrupted. “The freighter Hercules calling the Firefly. Earth-Mercury Transport. We are two million miles beyond you. Can we help? The freighter Hercules calling the Firefly. Do you hear?”


  “Reykjavik calling the freighter Hercules. Do you get any answer from the Firefly?”


  “Hercules. Nothing.”


  “Reykjavik calling the Hercules. What do you make out from your position?”


  “We are two million miles away from the Firefly. The ship is falling toward the planet Venus. About five minutes ago an explosion occurred on board. One of our men says that he saw a mass of flame envelop the stern. A few seconds later there was another explosion. Smoke enveloped the ship. Their signals have died out entirely.”


  “Reykjavik calling the Hercules. Can you help them?”


  “We are heading in their direction, but unless they repair their rocket mechanism we shall be unable to reach them. They are falling directly toward Venus. It has just become apparent that there is a big rent in the surface envelope of the ship. It stretches over half its surface. Smoke is issuing from it. Probably the inside has been broken open. If there are any survivors, they must be in the forward part . . .”


  The news that the recorder blurted forth held us speechless. In the semi-darkness of the room I saw the vague outlines of the other men that were with me. And as we stood there, the voice from the freighter died out, and in its stead there arose a babel of tongues. One of the visiscreens glowed for a moment with a flitting, formless image and then went black. The voices became tumultuous. We began to understand that there was no one alive in our radio room. The messages were unsupervised. They interfered with each other, while the instruments moved on automatically.


  The words died away. Strains of music came forth, growing louder and louder. Somewhere on the Earth a large orchestra was playing, as we fell swiftly in the cold of space.


  “That’s the ‘Dance of the Happy Spirits’,” murmured Manfredi at my side.


  The melancholy strain grew soft and almost inaudible.


  I seemed to awake from a dream. I found speech. “What shall we do?” I shouted.


  The Captain spoke sharply. “We must release the outer envelope. Hurry! Hurry!”


  I SUPPOSE the order was directed at Manfredi, but the Captain’s hand touched my shoulder and I leaped forward. For a second I lost my bearings, then I ran toward the corner. My elbow struck the instrument table and a wedge of pain split my arm. The music became louder. I felt myself surrounded by an engulfing tumult. The locker appeared before me and I knelt down in front of it. Its surface was indistinct.


  “I can’t see a thing!” I shouted.


  A figure loomed out of the darkness and thrust forth a lighted match. Without looking up I turned the knob—four to the right, three back, eight to the right, three back. There was a dick, and I pushed the door outwards. Feverishly I took a handful of keys from my pocket. The black smoke racked me and I began to cough.


  “There’s the one!” someone said. The key was embossed with the letter R.


  The pale rays of a hand flashlight peered from somewhere over my head and illumined the interior of the vault. I turned in the direction where I knew Captain Bardo to be.


  “Do you order this?” I asked.


  The Captain was right behind me. “Yes,” he said, and his hand gripped my shoulder.


  I pushed the key into the switch and turned it around. My fingers were slippery with sweat, and the pain from my sore elbow coursed through them.


  “There’s no contact,” I said.


  “That’s the end, then,” said the Captain.


  At that moment there was a rending roar. A jab of electricity threw my arm from the key. The ship shook violently. Something crashed on the other side of the room. The music, with its accompaniment of incoherent voices, broke off suddenly. There was a series of explosions. The floor quaked beneath us. Everything became silent.


  “We’ve done it,” said Captain Bardo. “The envelope’s coming off. It’s our only hope. God knows how many are dead already.”


  I began to rise from my kneeling position. In my brain moved the memory of the music I had heard, the ‘Dance of the Happy Spirits.’ And when I rose, the blood pounded into my head, and the music became disjointed, as if drums were beating and drowning it out. Turning around, I saw vague figures gathered before the glass. I hurried to them.


  Before us there was beginning a scene such as has rarely been witnessed and rarely described—the disintegration of a great liner in space. With the loosening of the outer envelope, the Firefly was divided into six sections, each independent of the other and having its own meagre supply of rockets. We were in the forward part and were the first to break away. As we looked, the curved shell of the ship began to peel off, and then the whole thing turned sharply over, so that we saw it broadside about a mile away—a confused, smoldering structure of metal.


  And now the other sections began to make their appearance, but before they could get clear of the wreckage, the remaining rockets exploded and the whole stern blew apart. A flash of fire lit up the sky. No sounds came to us through the empty ether. Huge fragments of metal revolved in midspace. Trails of smoke, like hieroglyphs, hung motionless in broken loops and curves and lines. The frozen body of a man hurtled by us outside, passing a few inches away from the glass. I had a horrible glimpse of the wildly flailing arms and the stony face.


  “That’s a Venusian!” someone shouted into my ear. “What was he doing on board? He must have been tampering with the rockets.”


  I tried to catch another glimpse of the dead body, but it had disappeared. A cloud of smoke flattened itself against the glass.


  “How many sections are safe?” whispered the Captain in a trembling voice. I did not see him, but I had an idea that there were tears in his eyes.


  “SECTION 6 is gone,” I said. “It never had a chance. Probably went with the first explosion—”


  “They were dead anyway,” Manfredi said hopelessly. “Connors said it was growing cold in the radio room. They must have been frozen to their instruments—”


  The glass grew clearer.


  Sweeney interrupted. “There’s Section 5!”


  We all looked. Swimming into view at the edge of the glass was a truncated pyramid of metal, a fifth of a mile in height. It was not more than three thousand yards away. Lights burned from the ports.


  “They’re safe!” I shouted.


  As I uttered these words, the pyramid turned sharply around, and we saw a gaping hole in its side.


  “Gone,” said the Captain. “All dead.”


  “That makes two of them,” said Manfredi.


  “And Section 6 is gone,” I repeated. My mind was haunted by the havoc of the exploding rockets, the soft bodies blown to pieces, the terrible cold seeping in, the vacuum of empty space stifling the lungs.


  “Look! Look!” cried John Bardo, who had somehow come into the room.


  Following his outstretched finger, we saw a dark body about ten miles to our left. It was the broken shell of the Firefly, revolving slowly like the mutilated vane of a windmill. And moving toward it was another pyramid from the wrecked ship.


  In a few seconds the two masses of metal came together. The ends of the Firefly’s discarded envelope swept around like arms. The pyramid momentarily disappeared. Then it became visible again. Smoke spurted from its base. It rose a few hundred yards, hovered uncertainly, and again fell into the wreckage. A white flame curled upward, grew larger, crept over the walls. The whole structure became enveloped in fire. At this a cry burst forth from all of us. “That’s Section 4!” someone shouted. The glowing metal was torn apart. Vast fragments flew wildly into space. One of them barely missed us to the right. Another cracked against us with a thud.


  That was the third section to be destroyed. In addition to our own there were two more somewhere, but we could find no trace of them. Reluctantly we turned away from the glass. Inside the control room the lights went on again. I ran to the indicators. We were falling steadily. Captain Bardo hurried out to make an inspection and to talk with the passengers.


  Through all that terrible day we fell toward the planet Venus. A few pieces of wreckage were near us, but we caught no glimpse of any of the other pyramids from the Firefly. Even assuming that they were still intact, the toll of the dead was terrifying. Out of the thirteen thousand people who originally boarded the ship, we knew that not more than twelve hundred were still alive. Aboard our own section the survivors—passengers and crew—numbered only 443.


  At the disintegration of the Firefly we had lost all contact with the Earth, and this, as much as anything, added to the terror that we endured. At this time especially, after the harrowing experiences of the past day, a talk with the Earth would have given us courage. But we were alone. Even in space there was no one near us—not even a Venusian ship. Time and again we turned on our weak transmitter and tried to communicate with the other sections of the Firefly, if they still existed. We received no answer.


  In the control room we sat at our posts quietly. Occasionally Captain Bardo ordered die retarding rockets to be expelled, so as to slow up our pace. Yet even if these managed to hold out until we reached the planet, we knew that death awaited us. We had been warned not to return.


  CHAPTER IV


  WE LANDED in the Fogland nine hours after the destruction of the Firefly. I can still remember the suspense during our last few minutes in the air. We had no idea where we were going to fall. The retarding rockets had been turned on full blast, but till the last moment we were not sure whether they were strong enough to brake the speed of our flight. As it was, we landed with a crash, and the pyramid turned over on its side. This was fortunate, since now the floors of the pyramid lay parallel to the surface of the planet, and we no longer had to rely on the internal gravity mechanism, which had become weak in the last few hours.


  No one who has not been in the Fogland can imagine the intense darkness of the place. I was the first one in the control room to look out of the neoquartz windows after we landed. I had expected to see the glare of the day. Instead I saw nothing but thin streams of vapor, like fingers, brushing the outside of the glass. Otherwise there was no movement in the surrounding murk. When the lights in the control room were put out and the ports opened, the darkness outside became even more impenetrable. The light of a match, at arm’s length, was invisible.


  During the first few hours of our stay in the Fogland, everyone was in mortal terror lest we be discovered. All lights were turned low. We knew, of course that the fog was impervious to their rays, but we could see but a few feet in any direction, and there was no way of knowing what lay beyond our limit of vision. When we stood near the portholes we could hear the occasional murmur of aircraft, as they passed overhead somewhere above the clouds. By the time the sound reached us, the thunder of their rockets was a low, indeterminate rumble. Had the pilots of one of these craft happened to look at us through his scoperadar, the image of the pyramid, though badly blurred by the peculiar quality of the vapors around us, might well have aroused suspicion.


  We had no plans for future action, since there was nothing we could do. A number of the passengers, especially the women, had grown hysterical, and we officers went about, trying to calm them. We ourselves, however, felt no hope, and those to whom we spoke must have read our thoughts. We were a small group of aliens in a hostile world.


  One thing that we puzzled over in the control room was the lack of reference to us by the Venusian broadcasters. It is certain that they heard our messages to the Earth when the Firefly was first stricken, and some of the more powerful stations must have picked up the replies from the terrestrial cities. Moreover, it is probable that some of the larger pieces of wreckage actually fell on the planet. Yet we heard nothing said over the air about the fate of our ship.


  The fact that the enemy ignored us gave us no illusions of safety. The Fogland was perhaps the only place on the planet where we could escape detection for an extended time, but sooner or later the Venusians were sure to get an inkling of our presence. Overhead the aircraft passed continually—some of them below the clouds. If the fog should lift, as it occasionally did, or if a ship should become aware of a suspicious shape on its screen, we would most certainly be discovered. Our passengers knew this, but there was one thing they did not know: the metal shell “which harbored us was slowly sinking into the mud.


  Our first night in the Fogland came and went. Externally it made no difference, for the darkness around us showed no change. Toward the middle of the next day, however, the fog suddenly dispersed, as though it had been sucked into the ground. Light flooded the control room. I rushed to the window. Where before there had been a total blackness, now the whole landscape was etched out in cruel clarity. It was absolutely without vegetation of any kind. Steaming puddles of water dotted the ground. Barren and level, it stretched off monotonously to a great distance.


  CAPTAIN BARDO and his son were on the other side of the room. One of them gave a cry, and I thought that he had seen a Venusian aero overhead. Running to them, I looked out. Two things struck my eyes simultaneously. To the right, about three miles away, was the massive and corroded ruin of a building—one of the deserted monasteries with which the Fogland is dotted. It was a great sprawling building with broken towers.


  But it was to the left that my eyes were drawn. There, near the edge of the horizon, was another section of the Firefly. It seemed half-buried in the ground. Those who were aboard it must have seen us about the same time that we caught sight of them, for the crown of lights along the top of their pyramid began to flash on and off.


  “They’re alive!” I shouted triumphantly. Captain Bardo whipped some glasses out of the desk and focused them on the low hulk near the horizon.


  “Which is it?” I asked.


  “It’s section 2, with Solomons commanding. I think I can make him out at the porthole.”


  I felt jubilant. “The Committee of Three! That’s where they are! Maybe they’re alive!”


  “They’re on the third section, I think,” said Captain Bardo with a slight shake of the head, “and heaven knows where that is.”


  Still keeping his glasses glued on the horizon, he gave orders that our lights should flash an answer to the signals.


  By this time our passengers, most of whom were in the lounge room, had also caught sight of the segment of the Firefly, and through our open ports a great cheer welled up. Suddenly, as quickly as it had disappeared, the vapor materialized again. In an instant the surrounding atmosphere became absolutely opaque; we were left staring at darkness.


  In the minutes following the discovery of the other remnant of the Firefly an emotion approaching hope made itself felt among us. The presence of some of our own people on this empty plain gave us courage. We no longer had to bear the burden of isolation in an alien world.


  In the control room we had a long argument as to how we should communicate with Section 2. Radio signals of any sort were out of consideration. Even though our messages might not be intercepted by the Venusians, the presence of an electromagnetic disturbance in the supposedly uninhabited Fogland would most certainly be detected, and then the patrolling aircraft would be sent to investigate. Furthermore, if our signals were to be at all comprehensible, they would have to be very strong in order to overcome the blurring effect of the vapor.


  As for an attempt to cross the Fogland on foot, this too was impossible. The other pyramid was at least fifteen miles away, and between us lay an impassable territory of quicksand and mud. According to John Bardo, who knew more than any of us about the geography of the planet, an expedition might with luck cover a few miles of the Fogland. But fifteen miles was entirely out of the question.


  About an hour after the discovery of the pyramid, a small red glow appeared on the Fogland. Sweeney, the third officer, was the first one to draw my attention to it. By the time the Captain got to the glass, it had disappeared, but a few seconds later it went on again and flashed continuously. Since the darkness of the Fogland offered us no perspective, the light seemed to jump out at us from a few feet away. Once I thought I saw it waver, but we finally agreed that this was an illusion, caused by the moving streams of vapor around us.


  THE appearance of this red glow in the Fogland filled us with apprehension. There was someone near us here in the waste—perhaps a few feet away. We did not know whether it was a friend or enemy. As we stood there helplessly, watching the weird light flash on and off, it was Manfredi who suddenly guessed its nature.


  “Its from the other pyramid!” he exclaimed. “It isn’t close to us. It’s coming from away out.”


  “I think you’re right,” Captain Bardo remarked. “They’re signalling. It’s strange we didn’t think of it. I’ve heard that the red neon—they used to use it for lighting years ago—is the only illumination that can pierce this fog.”


  As he spoke, we heard the distant murmur of rockets, and the winking light went out entirely. Evidently the commander of Section 2 knew the danger from passing aircraft. The usual evening increase in traffic was now beginning, and further signalling was out of the question.


  Early in the Venusian morning, when the chance of being seen from above was the smallest, the red light on Section 2 winked on again. By this time we had put together some neon tubes, having drained off the necessary gas from a rocket cylinder. We gave an answering flash. The signals began immediately. For a time we were at a loss to understand their meaning. Signalling of this kind had long been outmoded, and we did not know which of the many systems Solomons was using. By pure chance the Captain guessed that the message was coming to us by Morse Code—a dot-dash method particularly popular in the later part of the Dark Ages. With the aid of a manual from the library we deciphered the flashes after they had been taken down by our photoplate.


  The phrases that Section 2 sent over the Fogland were couched in simple terms. Yet their import was terrifying. Section 2 was definitely sinking into the mud. It had already settled more than a third of its height, and the movement showed no sign of decreasing. The lower part of the pyramid had already been abandoned. Mud was creeping in through a large crack which had been caused by the shock of landing. The pressure of the surrounding earth upon the broken, half-sunken shell was threatening to crush it.


  In his answer, Captain Bardo told them to take heart, and to communicate with us immediately in case their danger became imminent. If the worst came to the worst, and the pyramid sank further, we could surrender to the Venusians and hope for the best. But that action ought to be put off as long as possible.


  After an agreement with Section 2 to signal again the next morning, the conversation came to an end. We received orders to say nothing to our passengers about the sinking of the other pyramid. But somehow the news leaked out, and around noon the Captain received a delegation of passengers asking him whether it was true that the second section was being submerged in the Fogland.


  Captain Bardo had to admit the truth of this, though he did it under great stress. The responsibility he had toward all these people was weighing on him. From the few words he spoke to me as the day progressed, I knew that he was worrying as to his course of action in case the other pyramid sank further.


  Early in the evening, when the traffic overhead was at its height, the red glow in the Fogland burst forth again. John Bardo was the only one to see it. According to his statement, the light burned steadily for a few seconds, flickered, and went out. Immediately we all gathered at the porthole, but there was no break in the outer darkness. We knew that something out of the ordinary had happened aboard Section 2. Otherwise it would not have tried to signal to us at such a dangerous moment. We could do nothing but wait for the next day.


  MORNING came at last. To our impatient eyes it brought no message from the Fogland. The signals which we ourselves sent were unanswered, and there was no way by which we could find out what had happened. For at least an hour our light went on and off intermittently, trying vainly to make some contact. Finally we decided that it was useless, and that our only hope was to wait for the fog to disperse again.


  We did not have to wait long. Only a few minutes after we ceased signalling, the darkness vanished, and the brown Fogland lay naked in the cruel morning light. Against the horizon where we had expected to see the towering pyramid from the Firefly, there was nothing in sight. Section 2 had disappeared.


  For what seemed like centuries, silence hung over us, and then I heard Captain Bardo gasp. He set the powerful binoculars before his eyes and stared into the distance. Slowly he swept the glasses from side to side, until they were focused on the spot where the pyramid had stood. As I watched, a pallor whitened his face, and the hands that were holding the binoculars became rigid.


  “What is it?” I said weakly.


  Without a word he handed the binoculars to me. At first I saw nothing, and then the powerful glasses brought into view a small object rising out of tile Fogland. I recognized it at once. It was one of the rocket tubes projecting from the base of the pyramid. Evidently Section 2 had turned over _ as it sank, and this was all that was left above the level of the sands. Underneath lay the crushed, flooded shell with its cargo of death. At least, I thought to myself, the end must have come suddenly; for even while trying to signal to us the night before, they had been overwhelmed.


  It is impossible to depict the scenes around us after the submersion of Section 2. Externally, the last vestige of the sunken pyramid was wiped out by the returning fog, but in our minds the vestiges remained, cankering the imagination. All strength left us. At the time of the destruction of the Firefly the hysteria among the passengers had been more or less suppressed. Now it broke violently. We heard the shrieks of women. The men were in a high nervous state; some of them wept; others burst through to the control room and demanded that we act—that we do something instead of sitting there while the sands sucked us down. Their pale, unkempt faces were on the edge of madness.


  Captain Bardo tried to answer them, and with the help of the officers and our two doctors, some sort of order was finally restored. But the grumbling continued, and as the exhausting hours followed each other without act or hope, the Captain began to consider the advisability of surrendering to the Venusians. I could see that he thought himself responsible for the sinking of the other pyramid, and he did not want the same thing to happen to us.


  We had a meeting in the control room and discussed the situation. Personally I opposed surrender. I reminded the Captain of something that we all knew—that the Venusians took no prisoners. If we gave ourselves up, it meant certain death; whereas if we stayed here, we might remain undiscovered for months. In the meantime, the war might conceivably end, and we would be saved. At any rate, I concluded, there was no sense in surrendering until it was absolutely necessary. For the present we were safe. Our food supply was large; the pyramid, though sinking gradually, was in no immediate danger of being submerged in the Fogland.


  “I DISAGREE with you,” Manfredi said point-blank, and Sweeney had sided with him. They believed—though there was no evidence to the effect—that the Venusians who were expelled from the Earth on board the Algol in exchange for us had been turned back when the Firefly was destroyed, and were now being held as hostages. It was obvious, they argued, that the people on Earth would never have allowed the Venusians to get out of their clutches after the catastrophe on the Firefly. Therefore the Triumvirate would not dare put us to death, since their own people, especially Prince Modrama, would be endangered. So all we had to do was to give ourselves up and be exchanged, or perhaps interned.


  These arguments sank into us. Perhaps they would have had less weight had we known that Prince Modrama was already dead. As it was, however, John Bardo opposed them on general grounds. He insisted that he knew the psychology of the Venusians. Their mental processes differed from ours. Hostages or no hostages, their laws and their system of logic would force them to put us to death if we surrendered.


  John Bardo’s contentions were perhaps too theoretical for such a time. And thus all the rest of us, including myself, were beginning to favor surrender. But since this demanded the taking of a great chance, we put off our decision till the next day.


  In the early afternoon, just before the hour set for our meeting, another section of the ill-fated Firefly was found floating among the mists and ice-floes of the Great Arctic Ocean. As soon as the authorities broadcast the discovery of the pyramid, large crowds of Venusians gathered at the waterfront of Istliagon City, in the province of Ettondar, to which the pyramid was to be towed. We knew that trouble was coming, because here was the same sort of mob that we had faced before taking off on the Firefly.


  What now happened we saw through the televisor. Out of the murk beyond the city came a Venusian warship, flying low over the sea. Behind it, dragging in the water, was Section 3 of the Firefly. For some reason or other, the warship pulled it up to the very water’s edge, where it was moored alongside the great dock. When this took place, the crowd yelled hoarsely and waited for events.


  They followed quickly. The door of the pyramid opened, and on the dock stepped John Sanders of the Committee of Three. We had one glimpse of his gray face and moving lips. He evidently tried to say something, but a black-garbed soldier stuck a gas-gun into his face and swept it down the length of his body. Sanders collapsed in agony on the steel deck of the pier. At this a wild shout drifted in from the massed millions who watched. On the huge screens floating overhead they too had a view of the torture.


  Behind Sanders was Jens Johannsen, commander of Section 3. He too fell before the gas. The crowd screamed again, while we in the distant control room grew chill with horror. We wondered who would next step out of the pyramid, but to our relief those within closed the door and refused to come out. The crowd growled menacingly, calling to the soldiers to take action. At my side Captain Bardo jumped up and telephoned to Sweeney in the lounge room, ordering him to make sure that none of the passengers saw what was going on.


  For a time the closing of the pyramid’s door seemed to confuse the Venusians. Then an order was given. There was a movement among the soldiers on the dock, and a smoldering torch was pushed to the side of Section 3. A purple wave of power darted against one of the neoquartz windows and cut through it like paper. In an instant there was a gaping hole.


  BECAUSE of a temporary blurring of our screen we did not see what happened next, but it is probable that the Venusians forced some mega-boron gas (commonly known as “waspfire”) into the structure. In a few minutes the door of the pyramid flew open and a crowd of figures blundered out, falling over each other, tripping, pushing, twisting their red burning faces from side to side. In front of them stood the black-garbed soldiers, mechanically sweeping their guns back and forth. The crowd murmured. Aircraft sirens wailed overhead.


  And so the figures streamed out of the open door, some of them made eyeless now by the gas. We lost count. The deck became littered with dead bodies, our own people, those who had weathered with us the destruction of the Firefly. There were women among them, and children. We wanted to turn away and hide ourselves from the carnage, but the picture on the screen held us in its grip. This was the ultimate agony; in comparison with it the wreck of the Firefly and the submersion of Section 2 became as nothing.


  Suddenly there was a roar, and clouds of smoke obscured the screen. In the dimness we saw that the rockets on the pyramid had exploded. The whole structure broke from its mooring and swung around so that the battery of rockets faced the dock. A blast of smoke and flame came out. In a flash, the pier—with its thousands of Venusian soldiers and its dead—became a twisted metallic hulk. At this a cry of anguish drifted in from the massed crowds. On the screen the action became confused. We saw flashes of angry faces, aircraft, spiralling bombs, pieces of glowing steel.


  Then came the final explosion. Whether it was caused by the gas igniting, or was set in retribution from within, we shall never know. The pyramid blew up with a tremendous roar. A tidal wave surged over the wrecked dock and into the crowd. Pieces of steel hurtled through the air. Huge stones, wrenched out of the pier support, rained down from the skies. A tree of black smoke rose heavenward. And underneath, the people fled from the wall of water. The torrent overtook them. Bodies, stone, and steel became a seething mass. And then the television was cut off, and the picture faded away.


  CHAPTER V


  THE number of Venusians killed in the Incident at Istliagon will never be known. The toll must have been enormous, though a broadcast from the Triumvirate that evening tried to minimize the affair. But the revenge that our people had exacted increased the fury of the Venusians. All that night coded messages hummed through the air, evidently speeding up the preparations for the attack on the Earth. And more serious—from our point of view—military aircraft manoeuvered over the Fogland, drilling red shafts of light through the vapors around us, and, no doubt, sweeping their scoperadars over the surface. After the discovery of Section 3, the Venusians must have begun to supect that other pyramids from the Firefly might still be intact somewhere on the planet. Why they had not acted on this supposition before, it is hard to understand.


  Though, as has been said, our ordinary lights could not pierce the fog, we turned them down, and some of us gathered at the portholes and waited. During the succeeding hours at least eight aircraft passed close to us. One beam of light fell not more than two hundred yards away, and wavered back and forth until we thought that we would surely be discovered. How many of the invisible scoperadar beams got close to us we have no way of telling. That we escaped being detected is beyond comprehension. It is true that the pyramid was partly sunken beneath the mud, but even then its great bulk towered above the level Fogland.


  Just before our clocks indicated the passing of night, a Venusian patrol ship edged over the Western horizon and came toward us. In a minute it was almost directly overhead. It cut down its speed, and we thought that we had been discovered, but it passed on, and the enormous searchlights swept like feelers along the ground.


  The patrol ship did not go very far. When it was directly over the ruined monastery that we had seen at the lifting of the fog, it began to sink. Blazing with light, it settled on the side of the building away from us, so that the tops of the towers were etched in a red glow, and stray shadows blundered across the Fogland. There the ship remained for at least four hours, while we on the pyramid watched it, wondering what could have drawn the Venusians to that desolate spot. Whatever their business, it ended at last. The ship rose slowly, dimmed its lights, and headed off into the waste.


  It was at that time that the idea of crossing the Fogland first occurred to us. According to John Bardo there had been rare instances where people had managed to survive, for a few miles, the treacherous pull of the quicksand and mud. The ruined monastery was not much further away than that, and if it were only possible to reach it we might yet be saved. Somewhere in the vaults or cellars there might be an abandoned aero—perhaps one of the ancient models with flapping wings. These tiny machines, carrying two passengers and worked by the feet, had been known to fly after hundreds of years of disuse. Their mechanical parts were so few that they could easily be repaired. If one of them could only be found, we could transport all of our people to the monastery, and could stay there, hidden in the vaults, till the war was over. As for the pyramid, we could blow it up with the remaining rockets, and no trace of it would be left to give us away.


  On the twelfth day after our landing in the Fogland, the expedition to the monastery began. There were three of us—John Bardo, Daniel Parch, and myself. Parch was one of the many passengers who had volunteered, and he was chosen because of his great strength and his ability as a marksman. John Bardo was also a natural choice, being the only one of us who could speak the Venusian language like a native. His wide knowledge of the planet and its people would be a necessity to us in the unknown dangers we faced. As for myself, I suppose I was the representative of the officers of the ship. I had begged the Captain to let me go, and he had finally yielded.


  NOW, for the first time, we understood the horror of the place. In the pyramid we had been assailed by fears and apprehensions; here we were forced to deal with actualities. At every step we took, our feet sank down and the drawing powers of the quicksands were exerted on us. But even this was not so terrible as the isolation we faced. After a few seconds the lights from the pyramid were snuffed out by the fog, and the voices of those who sent us off became inaudible. We were alone on the barren plain.


  About three miles away, invisible behind the stifling vapors, lay our object, the deserted monastery. In this day of solar travel, superatomic force and lightning-speed machines we were forced to crawl as our ancestors did in primeval times. We made our way slowly. John Bardo was the leader, and so great was the darkness of the place that after he had gone a few feet he could no longer be seen. The lighted lamp he wore on his forehead left no mark in the fog. The strand of rope connecting us was the only contact we had. This was tied around our waists and measured twenty-five feet between each man.


  We progressed with difficulty, sometimes on our hands and knees. I was behind Bardo, and Parch brought up the rear. In addition to the headlamp and wrist-compass, each of us carried—on the shoulder—a canteen, and a pouch which contained a supply of concentro wafers, a thermo-cup, a flame knife, a first-aid set, and a blast revolver. Each of us also had a gas tube for signalling. The suits we wore were waterproof, but they did not keep the chill of the Fogland from soaking into our bodies. The pyramid’s supply room, unfortunately, had had no heated clothing.


  I do not think we made a hundred yards during the first hour after leaving the pyramid. The place was unbelievable. In addition to the quicksands and undertows, waves caused by the solar pull kneaded the mud and water. Every step brought its struggle against the heavy vapors above, and the eternal drag from below. Sometimes we fell on our hands and knees; the rope grew tight; the acrid water of the Fogland bit into our faces. Each of us had to fight alone. Like an automaton I followed the thin strand of rope that stretched out before me into the darkness. My head pounded. My arms and legs ached. My mouth grew parched.


  After about two hours we reached a spot which had some stability, and there for the first time we had a chance to rest. In black mud we crouched down within a few inches of each other, gasping for breath. The faces I saw under the light of the headlamps were almost animal in their expression. All the softness had gone out of them. Bardo’s cheeks were smudged with mud; his eyes were half closed; his lips drawn back in a grimace of exhaustion. Parch sat slumped forward, with his lower jaw sagging down as if he had no control over it.


  We stayed there for about a half hour, resting and saying little. We drank deeply and boiled some water in the thermo-cups to replenish the canteens: the Fogland water, thus treated, was acrid but not harmful. The concentro wafers we now ate cut down our fatigue and gave us new strength. Just before we started off again, Bardo adjusted his compass and found that we had traversed a distance of two hundred seventy-five yards. Measuring in a straight line, however, we were not more than two hundred yards away from the pyramid. This was all that we had covered after two hours of effort.


  The journey began again. We had not taken more than a few steps when the rope tightened sharply in front of me. I fell, and was dragged face downward in the mud. With difficulty I raised my head. A trembling, agonized voice, deadened by the fog, came out of the darkness in front of me. It was Bardo.


  “I’m sinking!” he cried. “Pull back!”


  This was one of the things that we had feared. Bardo had been caught by an undertow of the mud.


  I shouted back to Parch and tried to get up from the ground, but my feet kept slipping down. The rope in front of me was still taut. It kept me from getting my balance.


  Again Bardo’s voice arose, louder and more insistent. “My God! I’m up to my armpits! Pull back! Can’t you do something! Canshera! Canshera! . . .”


  The calling of my name aroused me. My feet groped for a hold; I stumbled forward a little, stood up, and pulled hard at the rope. From behind me the rope was also tightening. I almost fell backwards, but the pull from both sides steadied me, and I managed to prop my feet in the yielding mud.


  And now began a silent struggle between two entities; Man and the Fogland. It was a tug of war in which the life of our companion was at stake. On the one side were Parch and I, alive, groping for a foothold, pulling, swaying in the mud, clenching the rope in slippery, aching fingers. On the other side was the undertow, a dead, implacable force. Breathless seconds went by, and I felt that we were giving way. Inch by inch the Fogland was winning. At this, Bardo cried again, and in desperation I squatted down in the mud and pulled. Behind me Parch was exerting a terrific force. The rope around my waist cut into my body. I fell backwards. Slowly and deliberately, under the great strength of the man behind me, the Fogland gave way.


  “How are you?” I shouted.


  An exultant cry came from Bardo. “I’m getting out!”


  In a few minutes he was beside me, and we turned back to the place where we had rested before. There we stayed for a long time. We understood then why those who wished to travel over the Fogland had to be tied to each other like mountain climbers.


  The events of the next two days were the same. At intervals we changed leaders, so as to divide the risk among us. But always we had the continual struggle with the earth, the water, and the mud. The undertows and quicksands tried to drag us down. Time and again we fought with them. The hours lost their meaning. We moved slowly, methodically, sometimes on our feet, sometimes on our hands and knees, sometimes on our bodies. We no longer bothered to find out how far we had gone. Our compasses showed us where the goal lay, and that was enough.


  If we slept during those two days, I do not remember it. I was half asleep even when I moved. The plodding through the Fogland became an automatic action. I no longer needed consciousness to forge ahead; I was like a chemical reacting to a definite agent. My companions became abstractions to me, unknown, beings at the end of a strand that stretched into darkness. When one of them cried for help, I pulled at the rope mechanically. When I took the place of the leader, I moved ahead with dull assurance. My feet learned the texture of the Fogland: I could tell whether I was safe or whether a deadly quicksand lurked underneath. And intermittently my mind broke away from the nerves and muscles it controlled, and sought refuge in the past. I heard again, vaguely, the “Dance of the Happy Spirits,” metamorphosed into a plodding chant of slaves; I felt again the arms of the girl I had embraced in my parting from Earth; I saw again the disintegration of the Firefly, with its empty shell sailing like a deserted Argo through space.


  It was in the afternoon of the third day of our journey that the fog disappeared. At first I did not notice it, for I was crawling on my hands and knees, and my eyes were closed. A cry from Bardo roused me and I looked up. The glare of the daylight stunned me back to reality.


  As one man we turned around in the direction of the pyramid. When we had adjusted our eyes to the absence of darkness, we saw it, rising out of the level plain. It was nearly two miles away, but in the weird light of the place it seemed to tower overhead. As we watched, the ports opened up, and the faces of passengers gazed out at us. In spite of the distance, we could hear a confused shouting. Some of the people waved, and we raised tired hands in reply.


  WE LOOKED away from them at the ancient building that was our goal. Its black towers and ornate battlements were frayed at the edges, but still intact. It looked even bigger now than when we had first seen it. The huge bulk sprawled ponderously on the rock out of which it had been hewed. How far back it went we could not tell. Between us the Fogland still held sway, rising and falling rhythmically in a tidal motion,’ though sometimes the movement was almost imperceptible. We also noticed something we had not seen before: between us and the monastery there was a strip of the Fogland much lighter in hue than the rest. We wondered what it might hold for us.


  At this point there was a commotion on the pyramid, and arms pointed to the distant horizon. We, in our low position, could at first see nothing. Then we caught sight of it. Coming over the edge of the horizon, and headed in the direction of the pyramid, was a small Venusian aero.


  A silence fell over the pyramid. The faces disappeared from the portholes, and the structure seemed absolutely deserted. Standing up to our knees in mud and water, we watched the aero draw nearer. Minutes passed. Still it made no change in its route. We began to hope that the pilot was flying by instruments and would not look down.


  But the pyramid was sighted. The aero seemed to stop for an instant in midair; then it increased its speed until it was directly over the stranded shell. Like a hawk, it circled around it a few times, slow and menacing. The head of a Venusian, made tiny by the distance, peered over the side. The ship turned and swooped toward the horizon.


  I tried to mumble something.


  “It looks like the end,” Bardo said beside me.


  From an upper port of the pyramid I saw a long tube stick out and point in the direction of the moving aero.


  “The blaster!” I cried.


  “I could use that,” Parch murmured.


  We watched breathlessly. The blast-rifle, inadequate as it was for the purpose, was apparently the largest weapon aboard. Shots were being fired. Beads of light burst in the sky around the fleeing machine. The pilot increased his speed and took slight evasive action. At that moment the rifle tube was lowered. Someone seemed to be working over it, probably on the force chamber.


  “It’s jammed!” said Bardo despairingly.


  I lifted my face to the sky. The aero was nearly overhead, about 3,500 feet up, moving rapidly. The shutter flashed open. The Venusian was evidently inspecting us through the floor. There was a strange click that I did not recognize at once. The aero swerved sharply and tried to climb. It lost speed, turned over in mid-air, fluttered like a wounded bird, and began to fall.


  “Got it!” Parch said.


  I glanced at him questioningly. He was standing with his head bent back. The absurdly small blast-revolver was cocked over his eye.


  “Good God!” I cried. “You hit him!”


  “I hit something,” said Parch. He did not move.


  The falling aero sputtered and almost righted itself.


  “He’s not dead,” murmured Bardo. “Probably wounded.”


  Parch pulled the trigger again. As if in answer to a signal the fog rose out of the ground, blotting out instantaneously the sky and the landscape. We stood there rooted in the darkness, not knowing whether the aero had righted itself or was falling directly upon us. I wanted to run somewhere, but my feet were deep in the mud. Endless seconds went by, like vacua; empty, yet threatening to collapse under the urgency of external forces. Time became bloated, shapeless, gargantuan. Nothing happened.


  A DULL crash sounded in front of me, only a few yards away. The ground shivered. Water flecked my face. A wave of mud lifted me up, and drew me backwards so that I almost fell. Light blazed up in the Fogland, and out of it rolled a bulky irregular object which stopped at my very feet. It was the motor of the aero, torn out by the violence of the crash. Even as I looked, its weight drew it down and it disappeared. By the time we reached the burning frame of the aero, that also was sinking. There was no sign of the Venusian pilot. Probably on the pyramid they knew whether he had radioed to the authorities or not, though they would hardly know so soon whether his message had been heard by anyone. We, meanwhile, flashed an All’s Well—which was as much as we dared at the time.


  We continued our way, amazed and strengthened by Parch’s incredible feat. Even under the best of conditions such a shot with such a weapon could hardly have been expected. Thus at the crucial moment fortune had been with us. The baleful power of the Fogland had been broken. The way became easier. The mud clung less tenaciously to our bodies. After four hours we came upon a small table of rock that rose a few inches out of the surrounding mud. It was probably an outlying peak of the same gigantic boulder from which the monastery was hewn, and it gave us hopes that for the rest of the distance the mud was merely a superficial layer over the stony surface. We rested there for more than three hours, gathering strength for the final push. The monastery was slightly over half a mile away.


  Before setting out we signalled to the pyramid, and learned from Captain Bardo that no alarm had been sent out by the pilot of the wrecked aero before he was shot. This news heartened us, and we went forward eagerly, confident that in a few hours our goal would be reached. Sometimes we shouted to each other encouragingly. Our feet spurned the mud, wounding the smooth surface of the Fogland.


  At last we came to a place where the mud ended, and the lamps showed us that we were at the edge of a body of water. Walking along the bank, we tried to encircle it. Then we understood. It was a river that confronted us—a turgid stream barely moving over the desolate plain. This was evidently the strip of Fogland, lighter in color than the rest, that we had noticed the day before, when the vapors disappeared.


  Standing together on the bank, we took counsel. The monastery was four hundred yards distant. From our impressions of the previous day we agreed that the space between the deserted building and the stream was much wider than the stream itself. I was sure that during the minute of brightness I had seen a wide gap between the monastery and the strip of Fogland which we knew to be a river. The latter, therefore, could not be more than one hundred fifty yards in width. There was nothing to do but swim over it.


  The rope which tied us together was hastily unbuckled, and we set out. Parch was the leader, while Bardo and I followed, keeping a few yards apart. We swam slowly, so as to conserve our strength. The water was cold, thick with suspended mud, bitter to the taste. The river of which the ancients wrote, the Styx, must have been like this. And in our case, like theirs, the other shore was unknown except through inferences and imaginings.


  We swam for what seemed a long time. My stomach was sick with the sour water; my arms grew heavy; a cramp tightened my leg. Here in the stream we had no chance to check our direction, and I began to fear lest we should lose our way and be unable to touch the land again. We might swim around for hours in die darkness, separated from the rest of the world, trying vainly to find the end of the water.


  AT LAST Parch shouted that he had touched bottom. We plodded toward him in the oozy mud, and groping for the ends of the rope, rebuckled it. The adjusted compasses showed us that the monastery was only a hundred seventy-five yards away. We faced it with hope, but a few steps brought us again into the grip of the Fogland. Wherever we turned, currents dragged us. We crept by inches, floundering in mud, sinking down, struggling for a chance to breathe. It was a repetition of what we had gone through the days before. The Fogland and the darkness were again conspiring to crush us.


  I was floundering in mud, when, without warning, the rope in front of me tightened, pulling me over on my face. I half rose. Parch was in front of me, and I heard him cry out. “Canshera! Canshera! Pull back!”


  I shouted to Bardo, and wound my fingers around the rope.


  “Pull back!” Parch cried. “It’s an undertow! It’s dragging me sideways!”


  This had happened often before. Confidently Bardo and I put our strength to the task. Parch’s brave voice urged us on. But as we pulled, we knew that we were losing ground. The undertow was irresistible, and there was no foothold in the mud by which we could oppose it. We were being drawn in step by step.


  Parch cried again. “I’m in it up to my chest!”


  I gave a forlorn, speechless cry of encouragement.


  “Pull back!” Parch shouted. “Can’t you get me out?” His voice was despairing. “Back! You’ll both be dragged in!”


  I threw myself down and tried to anchor my body in the mud. But the pull in front of me was relentless.


  Suddenly, as if by a miracle, the rope grew loose. I almost fell backwards.


  “Hold on a minute!” I heard Parch cry. “I’m out of it! It’s solid here. I’m coming toward you. Move back.”


  I turned around wearily and waded toward Bardo. He had heard Parch’s voice and had also stopped pulling. At least a minute went by before I reached the point where Bardo stood. The headlamp shone on his wan face.


  “That was close,” I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead. Then I turned around and shouted loudly.


  “How are you, Parch? Are you all right?”


  There was no answer.


  I cried again, and Bardo joined me. With an unknown fear I picked up the rope and pulled it to me. The strand ended abruptly in my fingers.


  “He’s gone!” I said, while hammers seemed to knock at my heart. “The rope broke.”


  Bardo looked at it under his headlamp.


  “Broke?” he said. “I’m afraid it didn’t break.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He held up the strand. “It’s cut.”


  Peering down I saw clearly that the rope bore the marks of the flame-knife. I understood then—Parch had sacrificed himself when he saw that we too were being pulled under.


  Madly I turned around and floundered toward the spot where I had stood. Bardo was with me. We peered beyond the lamplight into the darkness. We called loudly again and again, and disregarding caution, ventured to the edge of the undertow itself. But it was futile to expect an answer. In the small glow we bowed our heads momentarily. Then, making a wide detour, we struck out again toward our goal. At that moment, somehow, I knew with absolute certainty that we would reach it. The Fogland had exacted its sacrifice.


  CHAPTER VI


  WE ROSE from the mud and slime, climbed over a low wall of rock, and entered the courtyard of the deserted building. Three miles behind us lay the pyramid. Parch’s body lay a few hundred yards out. We bent our heads again.


  We stood there at least five minutes, exhausted and uncertain. Our eyes reached eagerly through the darkness toward the unknown structure which towered before us. We were still too far away from the walls for the light of our lamps to touch them, but we knew that the darkness which faced us was not empty, as had been the darkness of the open Fogland. Here there was a sensation of weight and frozen power. “Let’s signal,” Bardo said simply. Apprehensively I took the tube he handed me. I listened. There was no sound overhead.


  I flashed the light twice, then once, then three times. That was the sign of success that we had agreed upon. Immediately an answering flash came over the waste, glowed, and went out.


  “It’s too dangerous to signal any more at this hour,” I said wearily. “Let’s go inside somewhere and rest.”


  All the accumulated fatigue of the march across the Fogland settled upon our limbs. Our long diet of concentro made it absolutely necessary for us now to get some natural sleep, though time was still so very important. Together we went forward. Our flashlamps were now in our hands, throwing ovals of light on the stone flags. At last the wall of the monastery rose before us; and turning aside, we followed it until we came to a large portal.


  We entered the passageway. It curved and went downward. Here the lights of the lamps penetrated much further than in the Fogland. They illuminated a high, crumbly roof, and black walls from which droplets of water oozed like sweat. Rounding a corner, we saw in the distance a slit of brightness.


  “It’s coming from under a closed door,” said Bardo in a hushed voice.


  Could there be someone here?


  The lamps were snapped off. We took out our guns and crept slowly toward the unknown light. Hissing rivulets of water dashed at our feet. A wind blew through the passageway, chilling us. We came to the door and stood silently in front of it. It was of ancient bronzite, still uncorroded by the fog and damp of thousands of years. No sound came from the room beyond. We crouched down on each side of the doorway; Bardo stuck a foot against one of the lower panels, and pushed.


  The massive rectangle of metal grated on its hinges and swung open. A subdued light issued from within. The walls glowed with a phosphor-paint, of the type common years ago. There was, of course, no one to be seen.


  Breathing more easily, we entered, though still with caution. The room was about fifteen feet square, with a low ceiling. Patches of paint with which it had once been covered lay on the floor, giving off a weird light.


  “All these places are lighted like this,” Bardo said. “I should have thought of it.”


  Before us were the austere furnishings of the ancient monks. There were two stone pallets in the corner. Nearby, a pipe was set in the wall, and from it issued a clear stream of water that fell into a basin beneath. A heavy stone table, with square legs, stood in the center. Its surface shone like wet asphalt.


  But I had no time for these things. My brain was beginning to whirl with exhaustion. I went back and closed the door, and together Bardo and I pushed the stone table against it. We had long since passed the waking dangerline for those using concentro anti-fatigue units. We walked to the stone pallets where the monks had slept. Five hours—we gave ourselves.


  I AWOKE with a start, and listened.


  Somewhere in my subconscious mind remained the memory of a noise, deadened by the transition between sleep and waking. Had the door creaked a little—as if someone were trying to open it? I lay there quietly, but the sound did not recur. Bardo was still asleep on the other pallet. I looked at my compass: In a moment it would have rung that our five hours were up.


  With muscles sore and head throbbing, I jumped down and awakened Bardo.


  “I thought I heard a noise at the door,” I said.


  “It’s your imagination,” he countered. “No one ever lives in these ruins.”


  Cupping our hands under the stream, we washed the mud and grime from our faces and arms. The water was icy cold, and slightly bitter to the taste. After drinking a draught, we swallowed a few of our wafers and waited for them to be absorbed in our bodies. New strength flowed through us.


  We grasped the stone table and dragged it aside. Bardo pulled open the door. In contrast to the phosphorescent light of the room, the darkness in the corridor was absolutely impenetrable. I could not get away from the impression that there was someone standing there, beyond the reach of our vision. Bardo ridiculed the idea.


  Turning on our flashlamps, we headed toward the open air, where we signalled to the Captain and told him of Parch’s death. I remember that Bar do’s hand trembled when he flashed out the name of our companion. With the solid stone under our feet, the soft horror of the Fogland became more accentuated, yielding to the distortion of memory.


  After finishing our communication with the pyramid, we began to circle the building.


  We walked close to the walls, sometimes touching the cold stone and stumbling over fallen fragments. Our lights flashed through ruined windows, and into portals with yawning passages behind them. The farther we went, the more confused we became. There were all sorts of wings and extensions jutting away from the main structure. Because of this irregularity, and the darkness which sheathed the whole building, our walk around it gave us no idea of its shape—or even its size.


  “We’re wasting time,” Bardo said. “We can’t possibly search this place scientifically. Let’s strike in somewhere at random.”


  “Then let’s begin with the first passage we took,” I suggested.


  “It’s a dead end.”


  “No, there was a fork to the left.”


  We returned to the passageway and turned off at the folk. The path went down slowly, and there were numerous corridors branching off on each side. At intervals we smudged the walls with our knives, so that we might know our way back. Every door we came to we pushed open, but the rooms beyond showed no sign of the folded aero we hoped to see. Our search, indeed, began to seem silly.


  As the minutes went by, the silence of the deserted monastery began to affect us. Out in the waste of the Fogland it had also been silent, but there we had at least been out in the free air. Here the silence was imprisoned by walls; it became more definite in its outlines, more sinister in its purpose. Small rills of water flowed noiselessly at our feet. Soundless winds blew on us from branching corridors. Unconsciously we began to talk in whispers; and as we opened the heavy metal doors, we did it with trepidation, though we did not know exactly what we feared.


  After a quarter of an hour of slow progress, we reached what was evidently another section of the building. A large stone portal blocked the way. We looked at it with curiosity.


  “Let’s tackle it,” Bardo said. “The storerooms and workshops of these places were always in the center, I believe.”


  WE TUGGED hard at the handles near the side, and the great portal turned laborious!; on its hinges, revealing a corridor somewhat wider than the one we were on. There, however, the walls were no longer in darkness. The whole passage was lined with luminiscent paint, such as we had seen in the room where we slept.


  We stepped through with eagerness, and stood there looking into the glowing passageway of light. In contrast to the corridor we had just traversed, it seemed to go in a straight line for a great distance. Stone benches lined the walls.


  “Queer place,” Bardo said. “What did they use it for?”


  The slightest click sounded behind us.


  Bardo and I whirled around. The great stone door was shut, and we could hear die clashing of the auto-lock beneath the stone. It creaked with age. As one man we threw ourselves against the door, pushing frantically. Nothing gave way.


  With arms bruised by the pressure on the rough rock, we stood there breathless. Then we set out down the new corridor. We were somewhat shaken by our experience, but we still had no reason to consider ourselves trapped. There were undoubtedly other openings further along the passageway. The lock on the door had evidently been jarred, and had fallen into place automatically.


  A hundred yards away the tunnel turned sharply to its right. Another door blocked the passage. I was slightly ahead of Bardo at the time, and with a formless suspicion in my mind I rushed to the portal and threw myself against it. It did not budge.


  John Bardo and I looked at each other silently. We turned again to the door.


  “It’s moving,” said Bardo.


  I saw fragments of rock and dust fall from the edges, and the heavy portal began to swing open.


  “It must have got loose when we pushed it,” I suggested, and stretched out my arm to aid.


  At the first sound of my voice there was a shuffling noise on the other side, and something that sounded very much like a cough. The door, which was open a few inches, snapped back suddenly, nearly crushing my fingers between the inner surfaces of rode. The closing mechanism began to whir ominously.


  “Someone is out there,” said Bardo slowly. “We’re not alone.”


  We took out our revolvers and looked hopelessly at the barrier in front of us.


  We leaned dejectedly against the cold, luminous walls. I peered around the corner to make sure that no one was approaching us from the other end of the tunnel.


  “It’s my fault,” said Bardo. “I shouldn’t have been so sure there was no one here.”


  “It wouldn’t have made much difference,” I said. “What precautions could we have taken? They were probably near us all the time, waiting for this chance. They could have shot us down . . .


  Bardo interrupted. “Watch this door a minute. I’ll take a walk to the farther end. Perhaps there was an opening we didn’t notice.”


  He moved away, walking slowly along one side of the tunnel. His head tilted continually, as his eyes swept the wall, the roof and the floor. Little by little his form grew smaller. He became a black blot edged by light, and at last disappeared. A minute later he became visible again, moving along the opposite wall. He was soon with me.


  “There’s nothing to be seen,” said Bardo. “This place is a locked vault.”


  Bardo untied his kit and took out his flame-knife. How inadequate a tool for our purposes! He let the blade of fire shoot out against the door. The stone grew red hot. This peculiar Fogland rock is noted for its powers of resistance to moisture and changes of temperature. At last a crack appeared, and a small chunk of the rock broke away.


  Bardo shook his head. “It’s at least four feet thick. I don’t know how long it would take us to break through, even as far as the lock. But it’s our only chance.”


  I knelt down beside him to help.


  “LET’S work on the other door,” I suggested as an afterthought. “We’ll be nearer the outside if we get through. They’ll be waiting for us anyway, whoever they are. We’ll find out quick enough why we’ve been shut up here.”


  We walked the length of the tunnel and set to work on the other door, concentrating on the spot under which the auto-lock was situated. The work was pitifully slow. Under the two blades of fire the rock yielded fragment by fragment, and fell at our feet.


  There was danger that we might soon use up our power capsules. After an hour we had penetrated only half a foot. A few times I thought I saw a dark splotch at the other end of the tunnel. It might have been someone looking at us, but when I went to investigate, the other door was still locked.


  When we got about a foot deep, it occurred to us that we might use our guns on the rock. Chips flew as the explosive force tore in. The passage rumbled. Our progress was now much swifter.


  At the depth of about two feet we heard a metallic sound.


  “The auto-lock!” I cried triumphantly.


  We continued our efforts. The metal casing of the lock became visible, but it had no perforations and there was no way by which we could break through it. The blasts barely dented the surface. An hour and a half had passed, and it took us at least another half hour before we managed to reach the bottom edge of the lock, where it was open. Even then the moving parts refused to budge. In desperation we blasted again and again into the joints of the mechanism, so that the insides became a mass of wreckage, and pieces of shattered metal fell out. But the action was successful. Slowly and with protest, the projecting bar began to give way. At last we pulled it entirely back into the sheathe. The door was unlocked.


  Setting up our torches so that they would illumine the outer corridor when the door was opened, we flattened ourselves against opposite sides of the tunnel, and pushed. The heavy portal moved slowly outward, grating on its supports. We were partly shielded behind its frame, but our guns were ready. Cold air billowed past us. I carefully edged my head around the corner of the doorpost. The shafts of light from our lamps glowed into the tunnel beyond. They fell on bleak rock. There was no one to be seen.


  “Ready!” I whispered.


  We bent down, snapped off the lamps, and together leaped quickly out of the luminiscence into the darkness. We ran a few paces and then crouched down along opposite walls of the tunnel, moving silently. There was a heavy crash behind us. The last stray beams from the lighted tunnel vanished. I twisted around and fired three times. Three answering bursts of light showed where the force had hit the stone.


  “Somebody shut the door behind us,” I whispered.


  Bardo’s low voice spoke up beside me. “I think I did it myself. I may have pushed it when I jumped out. But I’m not sure. Let’s hurry.”


  We stood up and ran faster. Our fingers brushed the sides of the tunnel. Our feet tripped on the grooves made by the rivulets of water. There was no sound of pursuit from behind. Every step brought us nearer the outer air. Once we reached it, we could at least communicate with the Captain and take counsel. Perhaps others could be sent to help us.


  As I ran, grotesque ideas filtered through my mind. The path seemed to go downwards all the time. Had we blundered somewhere? Were we moving deeper and deeper into the heart of the old ruin? Would we ever find our way out? People might live in this underground labyrinth for years, undiscovered and unsuspected. They would lose their human faces. Their eyes would become atrophied, like those of fish in subterranean caves. Their ears would be attuned to the least sound. Perhaps that was all we were to them—strange, disquieting sounds. That might be why they locked us up.


  BARDO’S voice roused me.


  “Hold on a minute!” he panted. “I feel a corridor branching off here from the main one. Do you remember whether we turned at this spot before?”


  “Couldn’t possibly tell in the dark.”


  “Then I’ll have to switch on the light to find out whether we marked the wall here. Move back and have your gun ready.”


  Bardo’s lamp flashed on. I was in the darkness, but he was a perfect target for anyone that might have been watching. The finger of light probed impatiently along the wall.


  “There it is,” said Bardo. “There’s the smudge we left.” His lamp flashed off. “Turn to the right here.”


  We branched off. A steady, cold wind began to blow into our faces. It was like a current of water.


  “Someone’s opened a door back there,” I said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “That draught wasn’t here before.”


  A few seconds later, we came to another cross-corridor, and the farther we went, the more numerous they became. At each of them, one of us had to stop and turn on the light. The other would stand a little distance away, racked by the encircling darkness and what it might contain.


  At last the path began to lead upward. A faint glow appeared in the distance.


  “There’s the room where we slept,” I said.


  We soon passed the open door. As we went by, I glanced in hastily. Nothing had been changed.


  “A few yards more,” whispered Bardo.


  There was a gasp near me. Something wound itself around my chest, pinning my arms down. The gun fell with a clatter to the floor. I toppled against the side of the tunnel.


  “What’s wrong?” cried Bardo.


  “Someone’s got me. From behind. Watch out. There may be others of them.”


  I twisted one arm free. It still grasped the flashlamp. Squirming half around, I brought it down savagely. It struck flesh—or, more exactly, the peculiar carapace-like skin of a Venusian. The grip across my chest relaxed slightly. There was a muttered Venusian curse behind me. At that moment Bardo’s flashlamp lighted up. He was very close. I could see the glint of his revolver, but he could not shoot because I was in the way. He bent down. From behind me a massive fist darted out and caught him flush on the chin. His head went back with a snap. The gun flew out of his hand and cracked against the wall. He slumped backwards—the lighted flashlamp still directed toward us.


  I knew I had to finish the fight alone. I twisted wildly to get out of my opponent’s grasp, and with one arm I groped along the floor, trying to find the revolver I had dropped. It became a silent struggle. Frantically my fingers explored the cracks on the floor, the rough surface of the flagstones, the rills of water that flowed by.


  My assailant gave a yell of triumph. He disengaged himself and jumped back. I saw, standing above me in the half-light, a giant Venusian. He was dressed in a shabby military uniform. His greenish face, the color of oxidized copper, was unkempt. Green lymph ran from the gash at the neck. In his hand he held my gun, and it was pointed at me.


  I lay on the floor hopelessly and waited for the end. The Venusian was impassive as he watched me. Bardo stirred and sat up; his eyes wandered over the walls of the tunnel, until they rested upon me and the Venusian with the gun. Understanding brightened his face.


  “I guess it’s over,” Bardo said. “It’s all my fault, Canshera,” he added, in unjust self-reproach. “It’s all due to my stupidity.”


  “Stop talking!” rasped the Venusian in his sibilant tongue. “Get up!”


  The muscles tightened on his face. Bardo and I arose.


  THE Venusian bent down and picked up Bardo’s gun, also the flashlamp that still lay glowing on the floor.


  “Keep going!”


  With the gun behind us, we went ahead—back toward the interior of the monastery. The flashlamp the Venusian carried threw its rays ahead of us and illumined the passage.


  “To the right!” the voice said harshly.


  We went up a side corridor. Bardo and I were side by side, and the Venusian was a few feet in the rear. He had not asked us to raise our hands. I still held the shattered flashlamp with which I had struck him during our struggle. Perhaps, if he had no confederates, I might get another chance.


  “In there!” said the Venusian, pointing to a door we were just passing.


  He pushed it open with his foot and backed away. We entered a high, phosphorescent room—much larger than the one in which we had slept. The pallet in the corner was covered with a few flimsy blankets. On the table in the center of the room stood a dismantled machine blastgun, its snout pointing at us. Beside it were two canisters of concentro food, parts of a radio receiver, a few books, and an empty glass. Chairs were scattered haphazardly around the room.


  Bardo and I were forced to sit down against the wall opposite the door. The Venusian leaned against the stone table and regarded us. He wiped his green face and the gun trembled in his crablike hand.


  He began to speak. The words came slowly, as if he had difficulty in pronouncing them.


  “So you thought you could get me,” he said, grinning sourly. “Well, I’m too good for you. Last week they had a whole regiment after me. It didn’t do them any good. So now they’ve sent you. Well, you know what’s coming to you. Exactly what they gave me.”


  Here he half turned around, and with one hand pulled down his jacket, so that we could see the upper part of his back. There were long welts on it, such as those left by a lash—the traditional Venusian punishment.


  “So you tried to look for me,” continued the Venusian. He seemed melodramatic, unreal.


  Bardo spoke. “But we weren’t looking for you.”


  “Don’t lie to me. I had a glimpse of your ship on the Fogland, where you spied on me. And now you come snooping around—”


  “But we don’t know what you’re talking about,” I interrupted. “We didn’t come here after you. We’re looking for—”


  “Earthmen!” shrieked the Venusian, drowning me out. “They send Earthmen after me!”


  The revolver wavered in his hand. Spellbound, I saw his finger crook around the trigger. I do not think he did it deliberately; it was more of a nervous motion. The blast flung me sideways, almost out of my chair. I felt a sharp twinge on my arm. Looking down, I saw the blood ooze out where the force had broken the skin. It was lucky for me that the blaster was apparently set for low-order firing.


  “Don’t worry,” the Venusian said calmly. “I don’t want to kill you right away.” Again the muscles twitched. On a man it might have been a smile. “I want a little company.”


  And then he began to laugh, loudly and hysterically—the coughlike Venusian laughter, the sign of disdain. His raucous voice reverberated through the room. Drops of green lymph, scattered from the wound on his neck, stained the front of his frayed uniform.


  Through the corner of my mouth I whispered to Bardo. “The man’s insane. Stark mad. What shall we do?”


  BARDO’S voice came back, staccato, almost inaudible. “It’s his uniform that bothers me . . . Was once high army officer . . . Is a fugitive now I think . . . Doesn’t know what’s happened . . . How much dare we tell him? . . . Have seen him somewhere . . . If I could only remember . . .” It was. at that moment that I caught sight of the revolver. It was lying on the floor, behind the leg of the nearby chair, not more than a yard distant. I stretched out my arm nonchalantly, but could not reach it. Bardo saw what I was doing, and turned away so as not to draw attention to me. As though cramped in my position, I fidgeted, and moved a few inches nearer.


  And all the time the Venusian laughed—the outcry of a madman. I edged closer. My heart began to beat like a hammer.


  The Venusian’s laughter stopped suddenly.


  “If you’re going after that gun,” he said, “it’s a waste of time.”


  I slumped back against the wall and regarded him with resignation.


  Bardo broke the silence. “We are your friends,” he said, “not your enemies. We too are fleeing from the Triumvirate.”


  “If you didn’t come after me, how did you know I was a fugitive from the Triumvirate?” asked the Venusian roughly, forgetting that he had told us as much himself.


  “Those welts on your back. We know how they torture their enemies.”


  “You are their agents,” the Venusian insisted.


  “How can we be,” Bardo asked, “when the Triumvirate has declared war on the Earth?”


  “War,” said the Venusian. He repeated the word calmly, but I could sense his surprise.


  He began to babble. “They came after me . . . that’s what they meant . . . I didn’t know . . . heard them say . . .”


  Bardo talked quickly, giving our story from beginning to end. He told of the demands made by the Triumvirate, the destruction of the Firefly, and the landing of the pyramid in the Fogland. Then he gave the reason for our expedition to the monastery. During the account I kept looking at the Venusian. It was impossible to judge his emotions. Certainly Bardo was taking a great chance in telling our story to this fugitive, who might, for all we knew, win his grace with the authorities by turning us in. Still, it was a chance that had to be taken.


  Bardo finished. “If you do not believe what I have said, let me put together your radio. Perhaps it is broken. Then you can hear for yourself . . .”


  The Venusian looked at the gun in his hand, and stood there quizzically for a long time. With abruptness he put the weapon on the table and approached Bardo and me. He stood before us defenseless.


  Bardo struggled to his feet. “The Triumvirate has declared war on us. That is the truth. You hate them too. Let us fight them together.”


  The Venusian did not seem to hear him. “Follow me!,” he said. And he turned around and marched toward the door.


  In one leap I was at the table and had the gun in my hands.


  “Put it down,” said Bardo, speaking in Venusian. “We trust him.”


  I looked at the man from the alien planet. His head was turned half around, and there were lines of pain skirting the gash that was his mouth.


  “Put the gun down, Canshera,” Bardo repeated. “We trust him.”


  RELUCTANTLY I put the gun back on the table and moved toward the doorway. Bardo was behind me.


  “I came here in an aero,” the Venusian said in a low voice. “I will show it to you. I have been here many years.”


  “Seven,” said Bardo. “I remember.”


  The Venusian looked at him with a start. “You are Commander Tlalco Esh.” Recognition swam through me. Of course! Tlalco Esh, the Venusian governor of Mars who had been degraded and dismissed, and lashed, and whose escape while being taken to jail had caused such repercussions . . . His only crime, apparently, had been that he was too strict in ferreting out the thieveries of the brother of the head Triumvir. It was the great scandal of the time.


  “I have not talked to anyone all these years,” the Venusian said, looking down at the tattered uniform that he had worn in better days. “I have been here all alone.


  They have searched for me, but I know how to hide. This room I moved into after they left last week. I do not think they will come again.”


  His voice sank lower and lower as he spoke, until it became only a movement of the lips.


  We stepped through the door and walked a few feet along the corridor. Suddenly the Venusian turned and grasped me violently by the shoulder. I jumped back; but looking into his face, I saw that he meant no harm.


  “Listen!” he said.


  Echoing through the corridor there was a dull, almost inaudible sound.


  “Rockets,” said the Venusian. “Military police. A patrol ship. It’s landing on the south side. They’ve come after me again.”


  CHAPTER VII


  AT THE sound of the rockets, Tlalco Esh rushed back into the room, and came out carrying his blankets and the dismantled machine gun.


  “Get the rest of my things,” he said. “Be sure there’s nothing left. We mustn’t let them know anybody’s been here.”


  We followed his orders. Bardo picked up the gun we had seen under the chair, and also the radio receiver. I took the rest of the things from the table. A quick inspection showed nothing else in the room. In a few seconds the dampness would obliterate every sign of occupancy.


  We returned to Tlalco Esh. The lamp, already strapped to his forehead, shed a wan light.


  “Are you sure everything’s gone?” he asked, casting a careful glance around the room.


  “Yes,” Bardo and I replied together. “Then follow me.”


  With the headlamp illuminating the passage, he ran forward. Bardo and I were close behind him. When he reached the main corridor, he handed Bardo the things he carried, rushed to the opposite wall, and stooped down. Before him there was a small, almost invisible, crack in the stone. A knife materialized in his hand, and he adjusted the flame until it was about a foot long and as thin as a needle. Making sure that the fire did not scorch the stone, he let it play deeply into the crack.


  We heard a sharp, metallic sound.


  “It’s expanded!” cried Tlalco Esh in triumph.


  A section of the wall, about a yard square, began to slide out. It was held up by two hinged bars. Tlalco Esh grasped the stone and pulled it open. Beyond it we had a glimpse of a narrow phosphorescent corridor that ran parallel to the main one we were on. Now I understood how we had been trapped in the closed chamber. The new tunnel was hewn through the very center of the wall, and provided a secret way of getting from one section of the monastery to another.


  Tlalco Esh stooped down and crawled through the aperture.


  “The monks used this,” he said, “during the persecutions. There are other such passages in the building.”


  “Rather cumbersome,” I said, pointing to the lock.


  “Cumbersome and primitive,” Tlalco Esh replied. “But it all works. Our ways of detection are so very superior to what they were back then. But do you know? Even the detecto rays can’t find these tunnels. This metal lining neutralizes them. And the stone itself deadens them . . .”


  Meanwhile Bardo and I had handed him the things we brought from the room. He set them down at his side. In a few moments we were with him. The square of rock was pulled shut. The outer passage was blotted from view.


  The corridor we were now on was very low and narrow and we had to stoop as we ran. Tlalco Esh kept a few feet ahead of us and said nothing. His broad frame blocked the passage, so that we could not see where he was taking us; and because of our cramped position, it was impossible to tell how far we ran. At last, however, the tunnel increased in height and began to ascend steeply. Tlalco Esh stopped, and motioning us to be quiet, began to walk slowly and deliberately up the incline. Turning a corner, we saw that the phosphorescence on the wall ended. Beyond that point the passage was in total darkness.


  “Make no noise,” whispered Tlalco Esh. “Sounds are magnified very much here. Keep right behind me. Watch out you don’t trip over anything. I used to live in this room, and some of my supplies are still on the floor. Keep your lamps snapped off.’ He turned and walked cautiously into the darkness. As we followed him, strange, distorted noises came to our ears. I recognized the whir of propellers, the pulsing of atom motors, the roar of rockets, the creak of wheels. Evidently there was a large airship very close to us.


  A SLIT of light cut the darkness ahead.


  In its weak glow I saw the outlines of a wall and the silhouette of the Venusian’s face. I hurried to his side and looked into the light.


  From our position I assumed that we were immediately over the main archway of the monastery. The huge rock had obviously been hollowed out. Below us, in a bath of brightness, lay a police patrol ship, at least three hundred feet in length. Its hull reflected a cold glint. Searchlights shone down from its curved sides and illumined the courtyard and the wings of the building. The vertical propellers were still revolving slowly, and wisps of rocket smoke issued from the rear.


  Breathlessly we watched. The wide central door snapped open and was let down as a gangplank. From the lighted deck of the ship a company of soldiers came forth, marching four abreast, their black uniforms giving them an air of sorrow. There were at least two hundred of them. They lined up between us and the ship and stood at attention. In front of them a group of officers went into a conference. Because of the strange acoustics of the place, we could heard what they said, though they were probably talking in whispers.


  One officer held a sheaf of papers in his hand. The iron pentagon on his cap showed that he was the commander.


  “Here are the blueprints,” he said, and passed a copy to each of the others. “Now we’re going to make a thorough search of this place for once. Tlalco Esh is here. That fact is certain. What I’d like to do is blow him and the whole place off the map, but they won’t let us do that. This is a historical monument, it seems.”


  The officer paused and scowled. “Historical monument!” he repeated in disgust.


  “Well then,” he continued, “the only thing to do is follow our plans: search the building, section by section; seal every room; spread the slow gas—that’ll bring him out quick. And be sure to go over the walls everywhere with the detectos; make sure they’re as thick as it says here in the plans; we don’t want to miss any hidden rooms around. Take your time. You know the reward if you find him—alive. That’s all.”


  The officers saluted and took their places. Orders were issued. Some of the soldiers remained to guard the ship; the rest marched off in different groups toward outlying parts of the monastery. The rumble of their boots on the flagstones was like a salvo of thunder—loud at first, and then diminishing to a flat, distant tumult. After watching them move off, the commander walked up the gangplank, followed by a single orderly. And now, except for the motionless sentinels who stood ranged along the side of the ship, there was no one to be seen. The place was in absolute silence.


  During all these preparations, Tlalco Esh had said nothing.


  Now he murmured to himself. “I have been betrayed. Why are they so sure I am here?”


  Bardo shook him by the shoulder. “Those blueprints. They’ll show the tunnel here.”


  Tlalco Esh replied quickly. “They do not show these hidden passages. These plans were stored in my office when I was—Well, it doesn’t matter. They’ll never find me. They’re too stupid. There’s no sign that anyone’s been here—except—except for that door you broke through. That will puzzle them, but they are too stupid to understand. My aero is well-hidden too. They’ll never find it.”


  He became silent, and we watched the quiet scene outside. A sentinel stood stiffly on each side of the gangplank, and there were others beyond them, about twenty-five feet apart. The method of guarding the ship was certainly strangely formal. We waited impatiently as the minutes dragged on. From the distance came a shout, and we heard a rumbling noise along the stone flags of the courtyard. Tlalco Esh gripped my arm roughly, and murmured something I did not catch. Four soldiers came around an extension of the building; they were wheeling a small aero, with its wings folded back.


  “THEY found it!” Tlalco Esh cried despairingly. His hand slipped from my arm in a gesture of helplessness.


  “Here’s his aero!” cried one of the soldiers below us in triumph. “That shows he’s around somewhere. He can’t get away now.” We watched them spellbound. An officer came out of the ship, looked at the aero, and spoke into the microphone on his shoulder. Immediately the porthole high on the ship’s side opened, and the twin arms of the derrick reached forth. With an almost human motion they picked up the aero. In an instant it was swallowed up in the round hull of the ship. The officer walked up the gangplank. The sentries stood silent. The soldiers who had brought the aero moved away from us.


  They were talking about someone. “She gave us plenty of trouble,” one of them said. “But a week in the compressors made her talk. Though even then we had to use the hypnotics.”


  “I’m surprised,” a second soldier said, “that they didn’t think of giving her the treatment before this.”


  “No one thought that she would know.” I heard Tlalco Esh mumble something beside me. It was clear even to me that his wife had been put to the torture. He seemed to collapse against me for a moment, but then righted himself. I did not dare look at him or say anything to him in his grief.


  We kept silence. Again the minutes dragged on. There was no sign of activity; yet I knew that in the heart of the old monastery there were hundreds of men, searching, probing, testing the thickness of walls. Tlalco Esh, was sure that they would not find the hidden tunnel. But would these passages stand up against modern instruments? At any moment the searchers might strike a weak or faulty section of the wall.


  A movement below us broke my thoughts. A soldier came to the door of the ship and leaned over the gangplank. His face was excited. He spoke to one of the sentries.


  “The radio operator reports that they’ve found something out in the Fogland. It’s on the other side of the ship, about three miles away. Colonel Zreta turned the big detecto on it by mistake.”


  “The pyramid!” Bardo and I gasped together.


  The upper porthole opened again, and the arms of the derrick reached forth, holding a large tri-neon light. The soldier started the motor and drove it beyond the ship’s stern. The light was turned on. The powerful beam sliced into the blackness of the Fogland. In a moment the presence of our people would be discovered—though actually this was little more than a formality, for already the scoperadars were doubtless recording a complete image of the pyramid.


  Tlalco Esh began to speak. I could sense that he was still overwhelmed by the terrible news he had heard before. His voice was curt and full of rancor. It carried the authority of one who had in his day commanded many men.


  “That’s the old C-type of patrol ship,” he said. “I used to command one once. Officers and crew number 237. At such times as these, seventeen men remain on board—two near the outer door, four deck patrols, one cabin patrol, four in the engine room, and five in the control and radio rooms. One of them just left with the searchlight. That leaves sixteen men aboard the ship. If we can only make the door and get inside, we have a chance. We take them by surprise. We pull up the gangplank so no one can get in. We fight it out inside.”


  I looked at him with incredulity. The idea of actually capturing the patrol ship was utterly fantastic; it could have occurred only to a madman.


  “We must pick off the sentries near the gangplank,” continued Tlalco Esh, “and make a rush for it.”


  “But their guns,” I said. “Can we stand against—”


  Tlalco Esh was impatient. “Don’t worry. Each of them has only a small blaster. This is a riot ship, not a warship. And this mission doesn’t call for heavy armament. The machine blastguns are in the magazine, and the big deckguns are retracted and unmanned.”


  HE BENT down and switched on his headlamp, keeping the light very dim. I had a glimpse of a small, dreary compartment, littered with boxes and wires. Like a cat. Tlalco Esh jumped into the corner, where he pulled hard at a metal handle that was fastened to the floor. I ran over and helped him. We forced open a trapdoor of rock. Below me I could see an iron ladder leading to the ground level.


  “Here’s your revolver,” he said, rummaging in his pocket and handing me the weapon he had taken in the outer corridor.


  He turned to Bardo. “I’ve got your gun. Have you got another?”


  “Yes, the one I picked up under the chair.”


  “And here’s another one—for an emergency. Let’s load them up.”


  Then Tlalco Esh put his foot on the upper rung of the ladder, and climbed quickly down through the trapdoor. Bardo and I followed him.


  We were now on the ground level, within the sideposts of the arch. Tlalco Esh turned off his headlamp. With great difficulty—there was bound to be some noise—he manipulated the metal plates on the wall until a narrow slit of light appeared, such as we had seen in the upper chamber. Peering out, we saw the ship before us, with the motionless sentries ranged along its side. Underneath, the landing wheels were visible, cushioned on their springs. The gangplank was slightly to the left of us.


  “We shoot together,” whispered Tlalco Esh. “I pick off the two sentries stationed at the gangplank, and you each take off two more on your own side. That will give us plenty of room when we rush for it. And let’s hope no one’s above us.”


  He widened the slit a little and unlocked some clamps on the wall.


  “We can get out by pushing it,” he said. “It falls open.”


  A few seconds went by while we took aim.


  “Be sure of your own men,” whispered Tlalco Esh. “We can’t afford to miss one of them. If we work quickly the rest of them won’t know what’s happening before we’re near the ship. And when we rush for it, spread out a little. We don’t want to give them a solid target.”


  He paused. “Are you ready?”


  “Yes.”


  “Shoot!”


  We fired simultaneously. One of my sentries crumbled up. Through the corner of my eye I saw others falling. The wall moved outward. As I rose over the swinging rock, I fired again and again, and my second sentry toppled over. We jumped out into the glare of the lights and began to run, hearts pounding wildly, minds rejecting the utter futility of what we were doing.


  It was about one hundred feet from the wall to the foot of the gangplank, and so quickly had our charge followed the attack, that we had covered more than three-fourths of the distance before any of the other sentries discovered what was happening. One of them cried out. We spread apart, firing at him together. He sprawled abruptly on his face. Tubes were being pointed at us. The air shook. A blot of pain stung my cheek. The sentries began to converge upon us from both sides. I turned half aside and fired at a man who was aiming at us from a kneeling position. The blast took him horribly in the face.


  All these things were packed into a few seconds. We were now at the top of the gangplank. I was slightly in the lead. A Venusian officer appeared in the doorway. As he caught sight of me, amazement swept his countenance. He reached for his holster. I pulled at the trigger. In the infinitesimal instant between my mind’s command and the pull of the trigger, the edge of a blast pounded my shoulder and knocked the gun from my hand. In desperation I drew back my unwounded arm and rammed a closed fist into the Venusian’s face. It was like hitting iron. He staggered under the impact, falling against a soldier who stood behind him. Tlalco Esh, at my right, fired at him point blank—and almost in the same motion, raised his gun and brought it down on the cranium of the second Venusian. It was a murderous, skull-fracturing blow. Both Venusians fell over. I jumped past them, picking up the soldier’s gun as I ran.


  “Down!” shouted Tlalco Esh.


  I THREW myself on the floor. Something sang past my ear. Twisting around, I saw another Venusian soldier, standing near the wall a few yards from the doorway. Bardo leaped at him, firing in midair, and both of them fell with a crash to the floor. The Venusian moved, and Bardo fired again and again into his prostrate body, and stood up trembling.


  “The lever!” I cried, pointing at the handle which closed the gangplank. It was right beside the doorway, and during our struggle with the Venusians we had been unable to pull it down.


  Tlalco Esh ran toward it. Bursts of light exploded along the wall.


  “Keep back!” I cried. “They’re firing at it from the outside! They see our plan!”


  Tlalco Esh flattened himself along the wall, stepped sideways, and brushed his hand over the switch. There was no sound of a motor.


  “The current’s been shut off!” he exclaimed. His voice was one of despair and consternation.


  At that moment, two heads rose over the edge of the gangplank. From my place of vantage on the floor I fired at them and they disappeared.


  “Hold them back!” cried Tlalco Esh, with new-found energy.


  He jumped over to the dead Venusian officer, rummaged through his pockets, and pulled out some keys. Suddenly, with almost unbelievable speed, he whirled around and fired at two figures that had appeared at the end of the deck.


  Tlalco Esh jangled the keys.


  “Machine guns over there . . .” he said, pointing. “I’ll get them. Keep the gangplank dear.”


  Even as he spoke he ran behind us and dashed into a room marked with a red pentagon, leaving the door open.


  I lay on the floor facing the gangplank, only the top of which was visible. In spite of the many things that had happened, no more than three-quarters of a minute could have gone by since we set foot on the deck. John Bardo hailed me. He was crouched down a bit to the right. The lighted deck stretched out on both sides, absolutely deserted. The embrasures in the outer wall were dosed, and the guns which they contained were hooded and locked.


  “Good Lord!” Bardo cried. “There must be another gangplank. I didn’t think of that. It’s lucky we surprised them.”


  Outside we could hear the shouts of the sentries, and the soldiers arriving from other parts of the building. Probably they were waiting for someone to take charge. Bardo crawled behind a dead Venusian. I shielded myself likewise. Again a head appeared above the level of the floor, and sank as our revolvers went off.


  “Look!” said Bardo.


  For a split second I tore my eyes away from the doorway. Emerging from the room with the red pentagon was the tubular snout of a large machine gun, mounted on wheels. Tlalco Esh was pushing it with one hand, while in the other he carried two smaller weapons of the same type. They were all obsolete from a military point of view, for they obviously were manufactured before the discovery of the disintegration principle. The large gun, however, could set up a force shield.


  “Keep them off!” Tlalco Esh said, rolling the weapon toward me.


  He pointed to Bardo. “You and I have got to get to the control room. We need two there. We must hurry—get there before they find out what’s up—before it’s too late.”


  “WHAT about the door on the other side of the ship?” I asked. “The other gangplank—they’ll open it and get us from behind.”


  “They can’t while the current’s off.”


  Quickly he indicated the main controls of my weapon. He handed Bardo one of the other machine guns, and together they dashed behind me, flung open a door, and disappeared. A moment later there was a scuffle, and Bardo cried out, “God! He nearly got me!” Then everything was quiet.


  I lay there on the deck behind the shimmering almost-transparent shield of force, which I had turned on at once.


  I looked at the canister to see if it was loaded. Outside I could hear orders being given, and the stamp of boots on the stone. There was a confusion of vague sounds and cries. What were they waiting for? Perhaps the suddenness of our charge had left them uncertain as to how many of us there really were—and so they were massing for the onslaught. And no doubt they were communicating with their men inside the ship.


  As I waited there, it occurred to me that if I could push the gun to the very edge of the gangplank, I could disorganize the Venusian attack entirely, and sweep the whole courtyard with a spray of death. But that would have left me vulnerable from the rear in case any of the patrols came out of the doors behind me. I dared not take the chance. Even now I was endangered. Looking around apprehensively at the line of closed doors, I dragged the gun back to the wall—thus making sure that the attack, when it came, could strike only from the front or the sides.


  And now the ship’s siren began to wail, a deep, lonely, pulsating cry that penetrated to the very marrow. The atmosphere trembled; the floor and walls shook. Fear grasped me. I tried to interpret what this sound meant. Probably those in the control room had learned their danger, and this was the call to arms. Perhaps they had already turned on the current that opened the gangplank on the other side of the deck. I looked around in dread, but there was no one to be seen.


  Suddenly a Venusian rounded the end of the deck to my right and came toward me on the run. At the same time, above the wail of the siren, there was a shouted word of command, and over the edge of the gangplank came the Venusian soldiers, four abreast, a single officer in the lead.


  As they reached the doorway, I swung the gun into action. They went down like reeds before a wind, broken and torn apart. It was almost pitiful—the horrible impartiality of brute atomic force meeting flesh. Those behind tripped over the dead bodies of their comrades, tried to use them as shields or to creep around them to the side, but I swung the mouth of the gun upon them and they were cut down.


  And all the time the single Venusian approached me from the end of the deck. He was running swiftly in the loping Venusian stride, hugging the wall. Because of the ferocity of the attack in front of me, I had no chance to turn the gun in his direction. He was only a few yards away when he stiffened against the wall and sank down, the victim of a stray bullet from the door. Only the Venusian officer got close to me. Miraculously he evaded my fire until he was almost on top of the gun—he was apparently trying to throw a blast over my shield—then he fell forward on his face, an arm stretched out in front of him as if in accusation.


  As quickly as the attack had started, it came to an end. Heaped up on the floor and at the edge of the gangplank lay the dead Venusians, mute witnesses to the power of the weapon which they themselves had created. The outcry of the ship’s siren still rose, like a dirge, waxing and waning.


  THE minutes went by, very slowly. Outside they were making preparations for another attack. The wailing of the siren stopped suddenly, and in its stead I heard a weak, ghostly whispering that seemed to come from somewhere near me. At first I could not determine its source, and then I saw that it emanated from the shoulder-radio of the fallen Venusian officer, who was but a few feet away. Words were being spoken into his dead ears.


  The whispering ceased. I trained the gun on the doorway, sensing that something was about to happen. Without warning, the attack broke. The Venusians came over the top of the gangplank with a rush. For an instant that seemed like a millennium the gun held fire, as the canister jammed. Then it ripped out its defiance.


  The foremost Venusians fell, but there were others behind them in an endless stream; and those that escaped the first blasts spread out fanwise from both sides of the door, so that I had to swing the gun in wider and wider arcs. Wherever it pointed, there was doom. And still they came over the gangplank. Their number seemed infinite. Certainly they were brave—or fanatical.


  I knew I could not hold out much longer. One of the soldiers reached the gun. He tried to push the barrel aside with his hands, but I managed to throw him off. The blast struck his shoulder. I saw his agonized face a few inches away from me on the other side of the shield. He tried to raise himself on his remaining arm, and then sank shivering and turned away his face.


  I shook with horror. Another soldier reached the gun and was thrown off. It was only a matter of time before one of them would get a chance to bounce a blast over the top of the shield at my crouching body. And now I was being surrounded. The Venusian patrols originally on the ship were acting in concert with the attackers. Two of them appeared on each side. Those on the right were far off, near the end of the deck; those on the left came out of the door beyond the one marked with the red pentagon—about fifteen feet away. They were wheeling machine guns. I tried to turn my weapon toward them, but I could not, for the whole deck was alive with figures, running, crawling in my direction, falling on the barrel of the gun.


  As the two Venusian patrols passed the door with the red pentagon, it burst open, and the snout of another machine gun peered out. It spat forth its vomit. One of the patrols turned and fired at it; then fell backwards to the floor. The other darted from behind his weapon and ran toward me on the deck. He did not seem to see me at all. The rest of the machine gun came into sight. Tlalco Esh was behind it. I had a glimpse of his fiery, infuriated face. The remaining patrol went down, and all the other Venusians on the deck set up a forlorn cry.


  The floor now swayed under me and I felt a roar above. The ship was rising from the ground. The Venusians on the gangplank tumbled outward. Those on the deck began to scatter, stumbling over their dead comrades, running frenziedly, dodging, trying vainly to get away. But with my gun covering the area before the outer door, and Tlalco Esh sweeping the deck from the side, none of them had a chance. The two remaining patrols, who had tried to come at me from the right, attempted to escape through one of the doors. But it was closed, and they too were cut down. The roar of the guns and the sound of the voices came to an end.


  TLALCO ESH spoke. “Are you all right?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Bit of a shoulder wound here. Where’s Bardo?”


  “In the control room. Wounded in the leg, but not seriously.”


  “I thought you’d never come,” I said weakly.


  “We damaged a control-panel during the fight. Had to rip off the cover. That’s why we couldn’t get the ship off the ground before this.”


  I glanced apprehensively at both ends of the deck.


  “Is anyone left on board?” I asked.


  “We killed five in the control room,” said Tlalco Esh. “They got a warning from the outside, and tried to barricade themselves. They got no chance to send out a radio call. All they could do was turn on the siren.”


  He paused. “How many deck patrols did you get?”


  “One,” I said. “Went down under a stray blast. And then there were the four others that came at me just as you got here.”


  Tlalco Esh thought a moment.


  “That still leaves two of them on board,” he said.


  There was a reverberating explosion from the stern, and the ship shot ahead with tilted decks.


  I fell sideways and hit my elbow against the wall.


  “They’re tampering with the rockets!” cried Tlalco Esh. “Trying to ground us.”


  Grabbing a blaster that lay on the floor, he jumped over the body of a dead Venusian and rushed down the deck. I picked up another weapon and followed him weakly. The walls seemed to swim around me; my feet slipped on the lymph; my wounded arm hung down painfully at my side. We passed a number of doors, entered a room, and came to a corridor beyond. There was a panel in front of us marked with a red pentagon.


  Tlalco Esh pressed a button and twisted his shoulders impatiently. Then he inserted one of the keys he had taken from the dead officer.


  “The captain’s conveyor—” he said. “They won’t expect us this way.”


  The panel flashed open, and we climbed into the little car before us. It moved ahead noiselessly through the dim passage.


  There was a telephone under the armrest.


  “Is this connected anywhere else besides the control room?” I asked.


  Tlalco Esh flipped a switch. “Go ahead.”


  I spoke into the instrument. “Bardo! Bardo! Are you there? This is Canshera.”


  There was no answer.


  Again I called. This time Bardo’s weak voice came through. “Is that you, Canshera? Are you all right?”


  “Yes,” I said. “So is Tlalco Esh. Is your wound bad?”


  “It’s nothing.” His words were barely audible now.


  “We’ll be with you soon!” I said. “There are two of the crew left. They’re in the rocket room. We’ve got to get them.”


  Tlalco Esh touched my arm and I put down the transmitter. The car swept around a curve, shot down vertically, then horizontally, again. Without any noise it moved out on the parapet surrounding the rocket room.


  There were two Venusian soldiers below us. Already they had stripped away the covering of one of the tubes, and a wire had been dragged across the floor to the generator. A minute more and the short circuit would have grounded us, probably with heavy damage.


  Tlalco Esh uttered a loud, nervous laugh. The Venusian soldiers turned around in fear, and threw themselves on the floor behind the generator. The conveyor swept around the parapet and came upon them from the rear. Tlalco Esh fired over the edge of the car. One of the soldiers let out a cry and was silent. The other leaped behind a control board.


  “Come out!” cried Tlalco Esh hoarsely.


  There was an instant of silence; then the soldier’s frightened voice came forth.


  “Will the Earthman give me quarter?”


  “We will give you quarter,” thundered Tlalco Esh.


  The man came out from behind the control board, hands high over his head. Tlalco Esh fired, and he fell forward in a heap.


  I TURNED to Tlalco Esh in amazement “We promised him quarter,” I said. “It was butchery to kill him like that.”


  “I give no quarter,” said the Venusian. “He would have given me none. He was a fool for asking for it. You Earthmen fight differently. This is the way we fight.” He pressed the controls with his foot and the car sped around the parapet, through the open panel, and into the passageway. The telephone light blinked. I pulled the instrument toward me.


  “Is that you, Canshera?” Bardo’s voice asked faintly.


  “We’re coming,” I said.


  “They’re signalling,” said Bardo with a groan.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Who’s signalling?”


  Tlalco Esh leaned over to listen.


  “The Venusians in the monastery. They’re sending out distress-calls. Very loud now. First they tried to get in touch with their own men on the ship, but now they’re—”


  “Have there been any replies to the signals?” asked Tlalco Esh, bending over the transmitter.


  “Not yet,” answered Bardo. He gave a gasp.


  “What is it?” I cried.


  There was no reply.


  “He’s weak. Loss of blood,” said Tlalco Esh quickly. The car came to a stop. “You go to him. I’ll take the lift below. If those messages are picked up, we’re all done for. We’ll have to bomb the courtyard. I’ll give you orders over the telephone. Just let the car go; it heads straight for the control room.”


  As he spoke, he stood up and pushed the switch. The panel slid open; he jumped out; it shut behind him immediately. I stepped on the controls and the little car shot forward, speeding along the rails in the narrow passage.


  The car sped around a curve and entered the control room. I jumped out. A Venusian officer lay at my feet in a pool of lymph. It was the commander; a cap marked with a red pentagon was at his side. Opposite me, near the glass wall of the radio room, lay two other Venusians. But Tlalco Esh had told me that five of them had been killed here.


  “Bardo!” I cried. Bardo!”


  There was no answer.


  I looked around wildly and started for the radio room. Then I cursed myself and turned toward the captain’s table. Slumped down in the chair in front of it was Bardo, his pale face sunken to his chest. I rushed to him. He was breathing fitfully. Blood was flowing from a wound above his right knee, and the floor below him was red. The knotted handkerchief with which he had tried to staunch the flow had slipped down and became loose.


  I brought a cup of water from the faucet in the wall and bathed his face. He opened his eyes.


  “How are you?” I asked.


  “They’re signalling,” he said weakly.


  “Where are the other Venusians?” I asked.


  “What other Venusians?”


  Just then I caught sight of two crumpled bodies under the table.


  I bent down to look at them, but straightened up with a start. An insistent voice came forth from the recorder on the desk.


  “Distress-call, number one. Distress-call, number one. From the Monastery of Koreor. From the Monastery of Koreor. Communicate Central Police Authority, message three-eight-four. Distress-call, number one. Distress-call, number one—”


  THE voice kept on monotonously. A light winked over one of the telephones. I bent over it.


  “This is Tlalco Esh.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “How far up are we?”


  I looked at the indicators. “Twenty-one hundred feet.”


  “Drop down to five hundred. Just turn the pointer to that figure.”


  I did as directed, and watched the hand of the indicator move back until it and the pointer coincided.


  “Train all searchlights on the courtyard. Second officer’s desk—behind you.”


  After some false attempts I at last manipulated the switches. Through the glass I saw the red shafts of light dart to the ground. The courtyard below us was full of Venusian soldiers, milling around in confusion. As the glare surrounded them they stood still and looked upward. The cry of distress coming through the recorder stopped.


  I saw flashes in the air: bombs were being expelled from the bottom of the ship.


  The Venusians must have seen the bombs falling, for they made a mad dash for the building. There was a tremendous explosion. Dust rose. A crater appeared in the center of the courtyard where most of the Venusians had stood. Through a cloud of dust and rock I saw a section of the monastery’s outer wall topple over. The explosions followed one after the other. The dust obscured everything. The radioed cry of distress began again, and stopped suddenly.


  In the heavy atmosphere of the Fogland, the dust sank quickly. Below us, under the red glare of the searchlights, lay the courtyard of the monastery. The large crater in its center had been partly filled by the toppling walls. A wide rift ran to the very edge of the Fogland, and in it the brown mud was moving slowly toward the building. There was no vestige of the many living beings who had been there a moment before.


  CHAPTER VIII


  WE TURNED away from the shattered monastery and moved slowly into the Fogland. With somber face Tlalco Esh sat at the controls. Bardo, though still weak, was at the second officer’s desk, directing the movement of the searchlights on the barren fields below us. I went into the radio room and tried to communicate with the pyramid. It was possible to adjust and direct the power with great accuracy. I beamed the pyramid and, in Venusian, in guarded sentences, told the Captain that friends were in control of the ship that was about to land nearby. That was all I dared to say. There was no answer. We nosed down beside the stranded remnant of the Firefly. Even now my messages were not acknowledged, though I sat in front of the visiscreen for a moment so that the Captain might see who was talking. Puzzled, I rose and looked into the glass. The pyramid seemed absolutely deserted and devoid of life. Moreover, the bombing of the courtyard must have shaken it, for it was sinking rapidly, and the lip of the Fogland already covered more than half of its shell.


  Because of his wounded leg, Bardo could not move. Tlalco Esh stayed with him, while I. hurried to the deck. The dead Venusians lay as they had fallen. I stepped over them carefully and moved out on the gangplank. It was still down, reaching within a foot of the pyramid’s side. As I went forward, the larger searchlights were turned off, minimizing the danger of being detected by passing aircraft. Now only a small section of the pyramid was visible. In front of me the glazed surface of a hatch started lifelessly. I pulled at it with my fingers. To my surprise, it opened easily.


  I clambered into the pyramid. The room was in darkness and no sound could be heard. A black suspicion assailed me. Could it be that the Venusians had already been here? I ran forward through the empty rooms, blundering toward the forward part of the structure. I had forgotten my flashlamp. The darkness was absolute. I crashed into walls and pieces of furniture. My wounded shoulder began to throb cruelly.


  At last I came to a locked door. Behind it I could hear hushed noises. I banged on the panels.


  “This is Canshera!” I cried loudly. “It is I, Canshera!”


  The door opened a few inches, and I saw the frightened face of Carrington, the head steward. When he saw me, he let me in. Manfredi was behind him, his hand on his holster.


  “Where’s the Captain?” I cried.


  “In there,” said Manfredi, pointing backwards and looking at me as if I were a ghost.


  I ran by the groups of people, pushing them aside rudely. In the next room, Captain Bardo stood at the desk, peering into a blurred visiscreen. Some of the other officers were near him. He twisted around as I came in. His face had changed so much since I had last seen him that it was almost unrecognizable.


  He looked hard at me.


  “You! You!” he exclaimed, rising.


  The other officers were staring at me. “God! He’s grown gray!” I heard one of them whisper.


  “The patrol ship,” I said. “It’s ours.”


  The Captain spoke very low. “I heard your message. But I thought—couldn’t believe—”


  He faltered a moment. “My son, is he—?”


  “Safe,” I said. “In the ship. With a Venusian who helped us. Received a slight leg-wound.”


  “But Parch is gone.”


  “Yes, Parch is gone.”


  I GREW very faint. A haze swam before me, distorting everything I saw. Faces became attenuated—like straight lines swaying to an accompaniment of words.


  “We’re sinking!” a voice cried out.


  And now, dimly, I heard orders being given, officers dashing about, a noise and bustle, the cries of passengers. Someone supported me through the rooms of the pyramid. Disembodied faces hovered around me, approaching and receding. I came to an open door. Outside I saw the gangplank, and my flagging senses apprehended that the ship had been moved. The propellers overhead were muttering sullenly. I was carried through the glare of the searchlights and on to the deck where I had worked the machine gun. Our men were already in command, trying to clear away the dead Venusians from the door. I did not want to look at those I had killed, but my eyes were dragged downward against my will.


  “I’m all right,” I said. “Let me stay here.”


  I leaned against the wall and looked back. Tlalco Esh appeared from nowhere and stationed himself at my side. Our people were beginning to cross over from the pyramid. One at a time they came, bewildered by this new turn of events.


  “Look out!” I heard someone call. “It’s sinking!”


  The people still on the gangplank hurried into the ship. There were cries of consternation from the pyramid.


  “It’s turning over!” one of the passengers exclaimed.


  I wanted to rush to the doorway, but arms held me back. Overhead, the sound of the propellers grew louder. The ship moved a little, trying to manoeuvre into a better position. Again the figures of our people crowded over the gangplank. They came on interminably. I tried to break away, so that I might see how many more there were to come. Just then Manfredi appeared in the doorway, and behind him came Captain Bardo, carrying the log-book and recorder rolls of the Firefly. The roar of the propellers grew louder, and the ship moved off from the deserted hulk. Using ropes, members of the crew began to drag up the damaged gangplank. The evacuation was complete.


  Captain Bardo walked toward me. “We were just in time,” he said, brushing a hand over his sparse gray hair.


  The Venusian at my side stepped forward. He spoke with military brevity.


  “I am Tlalco Esh.”


  Captain Bardo stuck out his hand. “I know,” he said. “You have saved all my people. We appreciate—”


  “It is nothing,” said the Venusian softly. “I had a score to pay.”


  He mused an instant. His green face darkened. The tone of authority, which I knew so well, crept back into his voice.


  “You must get rid of the pyramid,” he said hurriedly. “No sign of your presence can be allowed to remain here. It may take some time before the thing is entirely submerged. A few bombs will break it up.” Manfredi, who, as a former officer in the Mediterranean airforce, was acquainted with the bomb releases, was despatched to do the job. Quickly the Captain gave the routine orders for the further clearing of the deck, the supervision of the passengers, the distribution of the crew, and the general inspection of the ship. Then he followed us toward the control room. At the door we met John Bardo, who was being led to the ship’s hospital. He was weak from loss of blood, but, according to Dr. Wadlow, his condition was not serious. His father put a hand on his shoulder and went with him.


  TLALCO ESH and I hurried into the room. Sweeney was at the controls. Now, with the dials still on automatic—as they had been set originally by Tlalco Esh—he manoeuvered the ship over the stranded section of the Firefly. One after the other, the bombs were dropped along its length. The empty shell below us was torn apart. Jagged fragments were wrenched away, and fell in the darkness of the Fogland, far beyond the small glow of the searchlights. The rest of the structure settled quickly and sank, leaving a long, ditch-like groove in the mud. In a few moments this was smoothed over. Our searchlights were turned off. The last vestige of the ill-fated Firefly was submerged beneath the sands.


  Now that all of us were safe on the ship, we had time to consider the uncertainty of our position. Temporarily, it is true, we were free from immediate danger of attack or discovery. But it was certain that sooner or later the Venusians would investigate the disappearance of their ship; they would find the wrecked monastery; and would push their search against us over the whole planet. These considerations haunted my thoughts.


  As for the Captain, the look of relief I had seen on his face after the escape from the sinking pyramid had changed to one of bewilderment. The past hour especially had been nerve-racking. He told us how he had seen the ship land beside the monastery, had wondered at its mission, had heard the exploding bombs in the courtyard. Then the pyramid had begun to sink, and he could do nothing but wait for the end. The messages I had sent, and the arrival of the ship itself, were almost like a miracle.


  He spoke to Tlalco Esh. “You have done much for us. We are grateful, yet we need your help further. What do you think ought to be our next step?”


  “It is difficult—” Tlalco Esh began.


  A telephone light blinked. The Captain leaned over and listened. His face grew grave.


  “Yes, turn it on!” he said excitedly and motioned us near him.


  A cold officious voice came out of the instrument on the desk. “Patrol Ship Eznedi, why don’t you report? Patrol Ship Eznedi, why don’t you report? Patrol Ship Eznedi, why don’t you report?—”


  That was the first message we received from the Central Police Authority.


  “What can we do?” asked the Captain.


  “Nothing,” answered Tlalco Esh bluntly. “When sending out these reports, the operator has to sit before the visiscreen. That is impossible. If I did it, they would recognize me.”


  “Perhaps we could tell them it’s out of order,” I suggested.


  “It won’t work,” Tlalco Esh said. “They have the voice register of every operator in the service. It is best not to answer them at all. Let us move away quickly. They will wait for a short time before they send ships to investigate. If you delay here in the Fogland, die whole planet will be warned and it will be too late.”


  “Too late for what?” I asked. “What can we do?”


  “You have one chance,” said the Venusian, speaking in a level voice. “It’s a small one.”


  “What is it?” asked the Captain and I together.


  “You’ve got to board a space-ship somewhere, and leave the planet.”


  “But that’s—impossible,” the Captain said. “How could we get on a space-ship without being seen? How could we get by the official inspection?”


  “I’ll admit it will be difficult,” Tlalco Esh conceded. “It’s your only chance, however.”


  IN ACCORDANCE with the advice of Tlalco Esh, we did not answer the messages from the Central Authority. The ship rose quickly, leaving astern the monastery and the sunken section of the Firefly. The indicators were set at full speed ahead, and the rockets set at the last notch. A few times we rose above the clouds and shot into the stratosphere, but in the broad daylight that ruled there we were in danger of being seen by other military ships—so we sank again. In the control room I took my place at the navigator’s desk and checked the ship’s progress, as it was marked by the small dot that moved over the illuminated map of the planet. This showed that we were nearing the edge of the Fogland. Beyond, lay the Great Western Province, which was under the personal control of Klinsa II, head of the Triumvirate.


  The messages from the Central Authority rang monotonously in our ears.


  “Patrol Ship Eznedi, why don’t you report? Patrol Ship Eznedi, why don’t you report?”


  The thing became a tiresome, horrible refrain, embodying for us the dangers by which we were surrounded.


  At last, after long and vain repetition, the messages to us stopped, and in their stead a long announcement came over the ether.


  “To the cruisers Tenesora, Zdor 11, and Mditan. Leave your sectors immediately and fly to the Monastery of Koreor in the Fogland. Longitude eight-naught-three-four, latitude fourteen-three-two-five. The Patrol Ship Eznedi, which had been sent there to search for the outlaw Tlalco Esh, is long overdue in its reports. We have been unable to communicate with the ship. You will determine what is wrong.”


  This order came to us without surprise. We could do nothing more than move further away from the scene of action. With our ship progressing at full speed, we left the Fogland and entered the inhabited territory of the planet. It was night here, and in the darkness below us we could see the lights of cities.


  We rose into the stratosphere in order to increase our speed. The clouds lay below us now, shining dimly under the fierce, binning stars. Far off, near the horizon, a brightness could be seen—the last rays of sunlight that filtered around the vast shoulder of the planet. With Tlalco Esh at the controls, we kept out of the regular traffic lanes. Occasional commercial aircraft sped by. Some of them twinkled a salute, for the short wings of our vessel and the yellow lights at the bow and stern indicated that it belonged to the military police. Once, far in the south, we noticed similar yellow lights—belonging to one of the Eznedi’s sister craft. But it went by without remarking that we were the ship reported missing.


  We were well in the area of night when the first message came from the searchers in the Fogland. The cruiser Malitan had reached the monastery and was flying over it. The words of the Venusian radio opera-. tor, as they came to us through the auxiliary recorder, were full of wonder. He described the wreckage of the monastery and the courtyard, and added that there were signs that they had been bombed. A little later he reported that dead bodies had been found among the fragments of rock. They were members of the Eznedi’s crew. The ship itself, he said, was nowhere to be seen.


  All this we had expected, but shortly afterward came a different kind of report. Weak radio signals had been heard coming from somewhere under the ruins of the monastery. Evidently at least one Venusian officer had managed to survive the bombing of the place. He was probably wounded, as the weakness of the signals indicated. We understood clearly that if he managed to live until rescuers reached him, the whole story of our attack on the patrol ship would be revealed, and the complex, far-reaching organization of the military police would be mobilized to track us down.


  WHILE the description of the search was going on, we moved swiftly through the area of night, heading in the direction of the Equatorial Ocean. There the space-ships took off, and—as Tlalco Esh had said—our only chance was to board one of them. How we were to do this we did not know. Tlalco Esh himself said nothing. When he was not at the controls, he moved restlessly around the room. I watched him, trying to fathom his thoughts. He must have known one thing as well as I: our hours on the Eznedi were numbered.


  By this time, rumors of the events in the Fogland leaked out in the press. The ether hummed with news reports of the mysterious bombing of the Monastery of Koreor, the disappearance of the patrol ship, and the extraordinary aerial concentration in the Fogland. Fortunately, however, the military authorities did not see fit to give out the Eznedi’s name or number to the public; and so for the present we had no fear of being reported by the commercial and private aircraft that passed us. It was only police ships such as ours that we had to fear.


  We neared the edge of night. At the horizon a sickle of brightness foretold the coming of the sun. The stars grew pale. The number of aircraft increased. From the northeast a squadron of police ships hove into sight, moving in our direction. We dipped down beneath the clouds and sped onward. In the morning light, cities began to take shape below us—huge masses of metal and stone rising skyward—twinkling with dying lights. And far off, black in hue, lay the surface of the Ocean.


  The reports from the monastery continued without cessation. The flying derricks had arrived and were lifting away the rocks from the man who was entombed.


  When we reached the edge of the Ocean, we could no longer keep to our regular course in the stratosphere, but had to fly underneath the clouds, so as to observe the space-ships that were anchored below. They were usually in groups of two or three, and this fact alone would have made it impossible for us to have boarded one without being noticed. Moreover, all sorts of small craft were continually landing beside them with passengers and freight. Our hopes seemed absurd. I began to fear that even Tlalco Esh was at a loss as to what we should do. Dressed in a new uniform which he had managed to pick up in the locker of one of the dead officers, he sat at the controls, his eyes glued on the periglass. He still gave no inkling of his plans.


  Our ship was about two hundred miles over the Ocean when we crossed the direct route between Istliagon, the northern capital, and Dorum, the southern. The lane was busy with traffic. As we began to cut through it, a number of commercials saluted us and moved out of our way. We were going at full speed, and they probably thought that we too were involved in the search for the ship reported missing. Suddenly, shooting oat from behind a passenger liner about a mile in front of us, we saw the rising form of a police cruiser.


  TLALCO ESH moved the controls quickly X and the Eznedi began to nose down beside a line of freighters that was passing by. This attempt at concealment proved unsuccessful. The police cruiser spotted us, and its siren let out three short blasts—which was the signal for clearing the traffic to the left. The commercials that surrounded us moved downward. The voice from the cruiser came through the phone.


  “Patrol Ship Eznedi, why have you failed to report to the Central Authority? Has something happened to your communication apparatus? You are being sought in the Fogland. This is the cruiser Osretru. General Tlercol is aboard. You will stop immediately for an explanation.”


  Tlalco Esh turned and said something to the Captain. The latter spoke hurriedly into one of the telephones. From my place at the navigator’s desk I could not hear what was said, since the messages from the recorder filled the room with tumult. To my surprise, Tlalco Esh made no attempt to turn the Eznedi aside or to escape, but moved directly ahead as if nothing had happened.


  With its upper propellers weaving invisibly above the hull, the cruiser Osretru slowed down and stopped in midair. A few seconds later, when the distance between us was about a fifth of a mile, we too slowed down, and drifted forward easily until we were almost at their side.


  The voice of the police operator came forth again. This time the message was to the Central Authority.


  “The cruiser Osretru reporting. We have just sighted the missing ship Eznedi at—” If the sentence was ever finished, I did not hear it. Our ship twisted around sharply and began to climb. Blood throbbed in my head, almost blinding me. Our two deck guns raked through their hull, and before the Venusians could know what we were doing, we were immediately above them. Through the glass I saw bombs hurtle below us into the gleaming ship. It was a primitive bombing manoeuvre, but the only one we could use with our free-falling non-atomic practice missiles. At least one of the bombs must have entered the hole cut away by the deck guns, and as we went by, the force of our rockets caught them amidships. The cruiser blew apart with a sickening roar. Pieces of glowing metal flew to all parts of the sky. The edges of the explosion twisted us around. Behind us, two small aeros signalled wildly, apparently not perceiving that we ourselves were responsible for what had happened.


  We climbed up toward the clouds. Tlalco Esh gave a nervous, hysterical laugh, while the rest of us kept silence, amazed at his audacity in carrying out the bombing of the cruiser. For a moment an unaccountable elation flowed through me. We had again outwitted the Venusians, and for the time being were safe. Then I remembered that just before our attack the cruiser had reported our presence to the Central Authority. The whereabouts of the Eznedi was no longer unknown.


  Confirming this fact, another message came through.


  “The cruiser Osretru reports sighting the Patrol Ship Eznedi at longitude ninety-five-six, latitude four-two-seven. The report was interrupted. The following squadrons—”


  There was a sudden pause, and then the voice burst out again. Its tone was one of anger.


  “Private aero, license number A45-R623-B2 reports seeing the cruiser Osretru bombed by another police ship, which then escaped into the clouds. It is undoubtedly the Eznedi. All the ships in the fourth, fifth, ninth, eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth squadrons will leave immediately for the sector where the bombing took place. Keep a sharp watch for the Eznedi. Was heading eastward when last seen. Probable mutiny aboard.”


  The noose was tightening. From all sides of the planet the ships were heading in our direction, hemming us in.


  THE miles fled behind us. The aerial traffic thinned out. Far off, to the south, there came into view line on line of spaceships, vast wormlike shapes, covering the surface of the sea. They were the juggernauts which were being prepared for the attack on the Earth. Over them hovered guard-ships, wheeling idly. From the same direction, about ten miles away, a police cruiser swooped out of the stratosphere. The Venusians sighted us immediately and signalled us to stop. But the Eznedi darted up into the clouds and veered to the right, so as to throw them off the trail.


  At this time the succession of messages from the Fogland indicated that the search for the entombed Venusian was coming to an end. The last rock was lifted away, and it was found that the man was still alive.


  The report of the story came to us.


  “Lieutenant Hag Dia, of the missing ship Eznedi, has been dug out of the wreckage of the Monastery of Koreor. He is badly crushed and is dying. He says that the Eznedi was attacked by a group of Earthmen and Venusians. He is not sure of their exact number. They rushed the deck, manned a machine gun, and resisted the attempts of our men to get to them. They took off with the ship. Tlalco Esh is probably among them, but this is not certain.


  “Lieutenant Dia also reports that one of the missing sections of the liner Firefly was seen in the Fogland just before the attack. Thus far no trace of it has been found. A search is being made.”


  Shortly afterwards came an additional report that a fragment of the sunken pyramid had been dragged up by one of the derricks. The discovery of this piece of evidence infuriated the Venusians, for it proved conclusively that in some manner Earthmen had been responsible for the capture of their ship.


  In our control room the scene was now one of confusion and slowly creeping terror. Each word from the recorder was like an accusing finger. There was no sign of any police craft in the vicinity, but we knew that hundreds of them were winging in our direction, encircling us with a band of hate.


  The room was finally quieted. Tlalco Esh sat motionless at the glass. The freighter we had seen just prior to the final messages from the Fogland lay on the Ocean before us, seemingly deserted. Except for one small aero hovering under the clouds in the distance, there was nothing to be seen.


  Tlalco Esh roused himself.


  “The freighter,” he said. “It’s alone. There’s your chance.”


  He relinquished the controls to Manfredi, and hurried into the glass-walled radio room. Captain Bardo and I followed him. The radio crew looked at him with surprise. Tlalco Esh went silently to the transmitter and turned down the power.


  His voice was frigid. “This is Patrol Ship W-328 of the military police. Identify yourself.”


  Almost immediately there was an answering voice. “This is the freighter Settaya of the Interplanetary Freight Corporation.”


  “Destination?”


  “Mercury.”


  “Time of departure?”


  “The eighteenth, at noon.”


  “Cargo?”


  “Rockets.”


  “How many men are at present on board?”


  There was a moment of silence. “Twenty-one.”


  “Have you got your clearance?”


  “Yes.”


  “Has the cargo been inspected?”


  “Yes.”


  “When was it sealed?”


  “Day before yesterday—the thirteenth. We were supposed to leave yesterday, but our permit was withheld.”


  “Have any of the officers of the Interplanetary Freight had access to your cargo since its inspection?”


  “Yes, two. They are—”


  “Then you and all your men will evacuate the ship immediately. We will take you off. We have information that your cargo has been tampered with. There is danger of explosion. You will make no report of this to the Interplanetary’s central office. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  That was all the explanation that Tlalco Esh gave. It was lucky for us that the Venusians aboard the freighter had not heard of the search for the missing ship, or somehow did not identify us with it. We hovered in the air for a few minutes and then sank to the surface. Our deck was cleared of our own men. Tlalco Esh, in the uniform of the dead Venusian officer, stood at the open gangplank. Members of the freighter’s crew began to come over, one at a time. Finally the captain appeared, carrying his logbook.


  Tlalco Esh shouted, and from behind the dosed doors that fronted the deck our men came out, with their blasters trained on the Venusians. Tlalco Esh whipped out his revolver, but that was unnecessary. The freighter’s officers and crew stood motionless, and raised their arms in surrender. Wonder shone on their faces as they saw men from the Earth in control of a police ship.


  All in silence we lined up the captured Venusians and began’ to put handcuffs on them. One of them stepped forward.


  “Tlalco Esh!” he cried.


  Our companion looked hard at him. “Yes,” he said. “I remember you.” He dragged the man to his side, and spoke low and with intensity. “You will come with me.”


  The Venusian bent his head in the affirmative.


  WE LINED them up against the wall.


  Orders were given. Around the corner of the deck our passengers came hurriedly. Bewilderment and relief were written on their faces. The officers urged them on. Some of them—men and women—had to be supported. Our people reached the gangplank and streamed over into the open hull of the freighter. John Bardo was one of the last. His features were still pallid, and he was being held up by Dr. Wadlow and one of the passengers. The members of the crew followed him.


  And now, aside from the captured Venusians and a few of our crew who watched them, only Captain Bardo, Tlalco Esh and myself were left on the patrol ship.


  “I leave you,” said Tlalco Esh. “Nothing I can do can help you from now on. I shall stay on this vessel and perhaps lead the pursuit away from you.”


  He put his arm on the shoulder of the Venusian who had called him by name.


  “This man suffered with me once. He will stay and help me. The rest can go with you.”


  “Come with us,” I pleaded. “If we get to the Earth you will be safe.”


  Captain Bardo also tried to speak, but Tlalco Esh shook his head emphatically.


  “Hurry!” he cried. “Every minute that this ship remains near the freighter, you are in danger.”


  He pointed to the sky overhead, where a small aero was gliding lazily. “I would not accept the safety that the Earth could provide me. Though I have helped you, I am no traitor. What I do is for my own revenge. And I shall stay on this ship to complete what I have started. There are a few more things to be done.”


  The Captain and I hesitated.


  Tlalco Esh was impatient. “Go quickly!” he said. “But one thing I warn you: Do not try to leave the planet before the time for embarkation. Wait for the order. If you try to leave beforehand, you will have no chance whatever. You are very lucky the cargo has already been inspected, and the formalities completed. Otherwise it would be a problem. But now everything is clear. You know the routine. Follow it.”


  The captured Venusians were herded across the gangplank. Captain Bardo and I shook hands with Tlalco Esh and walked over to the freighter. Turning back, we saw our friend standing at the door. His face was expressionless.


  CHAPTER IX


  THE three days and nights that followed were like eons. The minutes dragged on interminably, and each one brought a new anxiety and a new fear. The whole planet around us was awake. Squadrons of military aircraft thundered by overhead, their sirens shrieking mournfully.


  Our first night on the space-ship went by. During the hours of darkness the sky was alive with moving lights, throbbing motors, and messages whose exact meaning we did not know but whose import we understood. When morning came at last, it did little more than add to the tension that already oppressed us.


  At that time a new danger arose—one that we knew would become increasingly threatening as time went on. Members of the Settaya’s crew began to make their appearance. These Venusians came two or three at a time, landing at the ship’s side in aerocabs. We feared that they might suspect something out of the way, since none of us dared show himself at the gangplank. As was the custom, they came on board through the crew’s entrance, and headed for the registration rooms to sign in. There, behind the closed doors, our men lay in waif, and when the Venusians came in they were seized and gagged, and later put under guard on the third deck.


  About noon the next day a squadron of police ships passed overhead, moving north. One of them signalled us and asked whether we had seen the missing ship. John Bardo, who, because of his knowledge of the language, had been stationed at the transmitter, answered them with a negative.


  This being the day before our scheduled departure, the Venusian members of the Settaya’s crew began to show up in such large numbers that we had to put a new plan into action.


  We set up a sign at the gangplank that the registration rooms had been transferred to the second deck. This was contrary to the usual ship’s procedure, and must have made the Venusians aware that something out of the ordinary was going on. Still, it was. successful, for to reach the upper deck, they were forced to take the conveyor cars, and we found it comparatively easy to capture them as they stepped off.


  All that afternoon the officers and crew of the Settaya continued to come on board. The day was hot and sultry, and a haze hung over the Ocean. Occasional police craft passed by. A report came through that the Eznedi had definitely been seen at Lake Birron, near the equator, about three thousand miles away, but had managed to escape a police trap. According to the radio announcer, however, the ship was surrounded, and its freedom of movement was limited to an area of perhaps a thousand square miles. Here all private airships were ordered grounded and the great detectors were turned on.


  Dusk drew out of the east. If all went well, this was to be our last night on the planet. Our passengers, most of whom stayed in the recreation rooms, were very quiet. All the members of the Venusian crew had at last come on board, and were kept under guard on the third deck. A number of our men, under Sweeney, watched them continually. But there was no resistance.


  We had given orders that all the passengers were to remain near their quarters or in the recreation rooms, and were not to wander to other parts of the ship. The first sign we had that this rule had been violated was just before dusk, when Manfredi came into the control room and hurried toward Captain Bardo.


  TWO of the passengers have sneaked out on one of our emergency aero,” he said.


  We rushed to the glass and swept it over the sky. The aero was plainly visible, about a mile away to the west. Through the binoculars I could even see the ship’s name printed on its side.


  Captain Bardo swore under his breath. “I ordered the passengers guarded—”


  “The guards say that—”


  “Never mind. Who are the passengers involved?”


  “Wellers and Trusett. They told a few of the people in the recreation rooms that they were tired of sitting around and that they were going out for a ride.”


  “A ride!” the Captain whispered.


  He hurried to the radio room. Manfredi and I followed immediately behind him. John Bardo was at the transmitter, and the Captain told him to signal to the aero and demand that it return at once.


  The words flashed out over the ether—in Venusian of course—but there was no reply. Again and again Bardo called. Through the glass I could see that the aero was still moving lazily away from us.


  John Bardo called again. There was a buzzing noise as contact with the aero was established.


  “Don’t worry,” said a voice in broken Venusian. “We’re just sailing around. We’ll take care of ourselves.”


  “Tell them we won’t be gone very long,” a voice in English added, speaking in a loud stage whisper.


  “Shh! You fool!” cautioned the first voice. “The Venusians’ll hear you. You’re talking into the transmitter.”


  When we heard this exchange over the ether, a stunned silence fell over us. Hastily we swept the glass over the sky. There were about ten craft in sight, but, so far as we could tell, they had not heard, for none of them signalled or changed course.


  “We’ll have to go after them,” said the Captain. “We can’t signal from here. We’ve got to get close to the aero and argue with them. If the thing didn’t have the Settaya’s name on its side—and, for that matter, our registration too—I wouldn’t care. But this way we’re all finished if they get into trouble.”


  Manfredi volunteered immediately, and was accepted. I too wanted to go. We hurried to the lower deck and took off with the second emergency aero. Our craft moved forward quickly, and in a few minutes we were within a mile and a half of our quarry. At this point the two men on the aero caught sight of us. They began to turn their ship around; then, as if following a whim, they swerved and sped away toward the horizon.


  I felt like crying. The utter foolishness of the thing is what angered me.


  “Can’t we go faster?” I asked.


  Manfredi, with his foot on the accelerator, shook his head.


  As we sped on, the hull of the Settaya grew smaller and smaller in the distance, and finally it disappeared. Now we were entirely on our own. The men we were chasing still thought of the affair as a joke, for they did not vary from their straight course. Time passed very quickly. The outlines of a coast appeared, and as we drew nearer we could see the towering buildings of a city. The aero in front of us kept on.


  WE ENTERED over the harbor. The city of Agra lay below us. The fleeing aero swept into a traffic lane and sped in and out of the moving craft. We had difficulty in following it. Moreover, the stationary traffic police made our position dangerous.


  “Do you think it will do any good to follow them further?” Manfredi asked. “We can be picked up by the police as easily as they. We’re only doubling the danger by remaining here.”


  “But the way they’re going,” I said, “they’ll be on the other side of the city in a few minutes. Then we can talk to them. It’s somewhat dangerous, I’ll admit; but I don’t think we ought to give up now that we’ve come so far.”


  We moved ahead. The aero was still in sight. Presently it stopped before a traffic signal and we got to within a few hundred yard of it. At this point it moved into a quiet lane and began to slow up.


  “It’s about time they got some sense!” said Manfredi triumphantly.


  We pulled up at the side of the fleeing aero. Through the small window I had a glimpse of Trusett with a bottle in his hand. Wellers was at the controls. I saw his hand move, and the ship darted forward.


  I heard myself cursing.


  “They nearly took our wing off!” Manfredi said.


  The fleeing aero turned into one of the sky-avenues, where the air was thick with flying craft. Following, we saw them dart in and out of the traffic, barely missing a large cross-town transport. It seemed certain that they would be stopped. One of the police called out their number and uttered a warning. The speeding aero slowed up, swooped down sharply, and disappeared behind the tall form of a skyscraper.


  Almost hopelessly Manfredi and I followed. They were nowhere to be seen. The lower lanes were full of ships taking off and landing, and in this confusion it was impossible to distinguish one from the other. We flew around at random. The Venusian aeros passed us on every side, emphasizing the hopelessness of our quest. Every moment that we stayed within the city increased the danger of detection. With regret, we turned around and headed back toward the open sea.


  The edge of the Ocean came into view, and the great plaza near the waterfront.


  Finally we caught sight of the Settaya. A few minutes later we landed beside it.


  Captain Bardo was waiting for us on the landing deck.


  “Well?”


  “No luck,” I said. “We followed them all the way into Agra and lost them then. They’re very reckless, and were warned by the police once. They’ll probably run into something and get caught.”


  The news coming over the air that night was still the same. The search for the Eznedi was continuing. The missing ship, still miraculously uncaptured, was being strangled by a huge, tightening ring of aircraft. We wondered how long Tlalco Esh could hold out against these overwhelming odds. One report gave us hope. It broadcast the rumor that the Eznedi had escaped the trap at Lake Birron, and had been seen by a police cruiser at Shaznar, a thousand miles away. If this was true, there was a chance that we might actually take off before the patrol ship was caught.


  At last, touches of gray began to appear on the eastern horizon.


  The hours moved on. A news report informed us that the Eznedi had really escaped from the police trap at Lake Birron, and had subsequently bombed a branch police headquarters at Shaznar, causing a great loss of life. There were no further reports.


  AS THE time of departure approached, quietness descended on the ship. We spoke in whispers, as though afraid that load voices might bring the Venusians to us. A half hour before noon, the ports were closed and all the officers took their places. We began our last vigil. Captain Bardo sat at the telephones; Manfredi was beside him at the controls; I watched the indicators. Through the glass walls of the radio room we could see John Bardo and his assistants, waiting for the signal that our path was clear. The hands of the clock moved slowly. Their deliberate, unhurried pace acted as a brake on the headlong motion of our nerves and minds. Time seemed to linger spiteful—to thwart us with deliberate malice.


  One minute before noon a voice came out of the receiver.


  “Interplanetary Freight calling the ship Settaya. Registry A. Are you ready to take off?”


  I caught my breath.


  John Bardo answered in perfect Venusian. “The ship Settaya to the Interplanetary Freight Corporation: We are ready to start, and await your signal.”


  A few seconds elapsed. Another voice came in. “By the way, your visiscreen’s off. Who is this anyway—Tgosta?”


  “Yes,” Bardo said.


  “No it isn’t. You can’t fool me. It’s Flimon. What are you try—”


  The first—more official—voice resumed. “There has been some delay. The Central Authority is holding up all commercial ships on account of the marauding enemy craft in the Venus-Mercury route. They want us to wait until a convoy is formed. The Government has also asked that you take a consignment of troops, but the company is protesting against this, and is trying to get special authorization for your immediate departure, because you’re behind schedule already. Flash awaited momentarily.”


  I turned around and saw Captain Bardo’s face. His eyes were closed, and his hands clenched in front of him. I felt a heavy weight on my head and lungs, and became aware that I was unconsciously holding my breath. I gasped painfully.


  The intruding voice came in again. “Hello Flimon. Show your face, will you. I want to—Hey, wait a minute, this isn’t Flimon. Who is this anyway?”


  The official voice interposed. “Interplanetary Freight calling the ship Settaya. Authorization has been given for your departure. Are you ready?”


  John Bardo answered quickly. “The ship Settaya is ready.”


  The voice continued. “The Central Authority orders that you stick close to the space lanes. Try to keep within striking distance of our warships. Keep a sharp lookout, and signal immediately for help if you are approached by any vessels from the Earth. That is all. Kalentar.”


  “Kalentar,” answered John Bardo. It was the Venusian word of farewell.


  I bent down before the indicators. A harsh voice cut through the ether.


  “The guard-ship Niwri calling the freighter Settaya of the Interplanetary’ Freight. The air is clear. Due north. You will take off immediately.”


  “We are ready,” said John Bardo.


  “Close it!” cried the Captain.


  I pulled down the lever and the ship’s siren began to sound.


  “Propellers!” shouted the Captain. “Propellers!”


  The ship began to move slowly, plowing through the heavy sea. It increased in speed. Through the glass I saw an aero dart away from our path.


  The minutes passed. I spoke to the Captain. He bent over and shouted into the telephone.


  “Tubes!”


  The ship shot forward and the walls shook.


  “The last notch!”


  It was like a voice of liberation. The ship darted up from the water. The ocean vanished. We knifed through the clouds. The room grew white with sunlight. Long thin shadows whipped across the floor. From our right the flaming solar disk sent shafts of radiance through the neoquartz hatches. We had taken off from the planet Venus.


  CHAPTER X


  THE planet Venus grew smaller behind us, and opposite the sun we could see the pale stars. The Earth was about a hundred million miles away, or nearly twice as far as the planet Mercury, our supposed destination. Visually, however, the two worlds were at the moment only twelve degrees apart, so that we were able to keep to the Venus-Mercury pathway at the same time that we were approaching the Earth. But we knew that this could not keep on indefinitely. At some point along the route we would have to swing into our true course. Because of the slowness of our ship, and the large number of Venusian craft that crowded the ether, we foresaw that this would be a difficult if not impossible task.


  The Settaya swept on its way. In the vicinity of Venus, and on the path toward Mercury, the ether was crowded with spacecraft. Aside from the troop convoys and a few commercial ships, there were a large number of juggernauts, battle-cruisers, destroyers, rams, and men-of-war. They moved warily in their courses, swimming in the sky on every side of us.


  That night I had my first real sleep since the escape from the Fogland. In the morning, I took my place at the indicators, and checked our position. We were moving steadily. The planet Venus was eight hundred thousand miles away. As I swept the glass over the sky I noticed a distant glint that seemed to come from a ship, but when the telescope was leveled at the spot nothing was to be seen. I mentioned the matter to the Captain, and a little later he caught sight of the thing himself. There was no doubt about it—this was one of the scout-ships from the Earth, camouflaged and shielded, and with rockets that emitted invisible smoke. It was about ninety thousand miles away, and moving in our direction.


  A few minutes of observation indicated that, at its present speed, the scout would take about half an hour to reach us. We did hope, however, that the Earth-ship would get close enough to the Settaya


  for us to signal and explain our predicament.


  We were disappointed quickly enough. The scout had covered but a fraction of the distance between us when it was noticed by the Venusians. They signalled us immediately that we were being menaced by a marauding craft from the Earth, and that we should swerve full speed to the right, so as to meet the juggernaut as it came to help us. We could do nothing but obey.


  There now began a race to see which vessel would reach us first. The scout was nearly twice as far away as the juggernaut, but its superior speed made up for this disadvantage. The ship from the Earth ate up the miles. In spite of the fact that we knew where it was located in space, its speed was so great and its coloring so obscure that at times we lost sight of it entirely. Even when it was visible it was no more than a glint against the luminous background of stars.


  Progress during the next quarter of an hour showed that the scout and the juggernaut would reach us at about the same time. This discovery blasted all our hopes. Even if the ship from the Earth did manage to beat out the Venusian, the latter would still be close enough to us to prevent any signalling on our part. There was even a chance that the scout might bomb the Settaya without our being able to divulge our identity. It was no longer a matter of escaping from) our enemies but from our friends.


  The following minutes passed with startling rapidity. A great smoking projectile hurtled out of space and passed over us. It was the juggernaut, its gigantic frame shimmering in the sunlight, rioting in a medley of faint prismatic colors, orange and violet and blue. The scout was about twenty-five hundred miles away. Within the next minute it had cut this distance in half. From the many domed turrets that spotted the Venusian ship, jets of smoke spurted out Volley after volley of the controlled torpedoes were being ejected. At the same time the flashes of light along the hull indicated that the great blasters and disintegrators were swinging into action.


  The scout swerved quickly, and began to climb away from the surface of the planet. It then went into a series of perfectly incredible evasive tactics. It became invisible; it seemed to jump from one part of the sky to another as its automatic evaders duelled with the automatic torpedoes. Soon it was out of range, five thousand miles away, moving cautiously in a wide arc.


  There was a lull in the fight. Then almost out of nowhere a second scout appeared. It was almost upon us before either we or the Venusians caught sight of it. A blast shook the Settaya. In our control room there was a buzzing on one of the telephones. An excited voice came through, “The main hold has been struck!”


  “Damage?” the Captain queried.


  “Outer envelope torn.”


  “Seal off section eleven.”


  Luckily we caught only the edge of the blast. Meanwhile we darted around so as to keep the juggernaut between us and the scout The Venusian put down a terrific barrage. The ether was full of moving projectiles and blasting and destroying forces. But the Earthship somehow managed to avoid them. Again the Venusian fired a volley. The scout answered. A torpedo struck the juggernaut and ripped away a row of gun turrets. The other scout, which had been keeping in the background, now began to approach. A disintegrator caught it amidships and left a gaping hole in its side. It began to fall. Peering through the glass, we followed its course. It seemed to right itself once, but that was the last flicker of life. A moment later it blew apart. The second scout veered away and sped off into the distance.


  ABOUT an hour after this attack, we heard a news report from Venus that the Eznedi had again been trapped—this time over the province of Esthen, not far from the Fogland. The patrol ship was surrounded completely and its capture was expected any moment. On the ground, the anti-aircraft guns were alerted, while in the sky the stratosphere ships kept guard.


  All that day we listened for further reports about the Eznedi’s fate. It was not until the next morning that we heard the dreaded news. The ship had been detected by the scoperadars and had been blasted out of the clouds over the city of Remat-Liun. Before this, it had attempted to attack the municipal buildings there. The ship, luckily for the Venusiani, landed on a wide street near the outskirts of the city and did not explode.


  The report which followed a few minutes later filled us with surprise, though it explained some things which had puzzled us. All during the chase we had been under the impression that the Eznedi was manned only by Tlalco Esh and his friend; yet now, according to the announcer, a search of the wrecked ship yielded the bodies of five Venusians. Tlalco Esh was not among them. In fact, eyewitnesses testified that he and at least four other Venusians were seen fleeing from the ship during the confusion after the crash. Evidently he had picked up a crew somewhere to help him navigate the Eznedi, and it was only with the help of the others that he had managed to evade capture so long and so cleverly.


  Immediately after the escape of Tlalco Esh, a police dragnet was put down over the city of Remat-Liun. All aircraft were grounded; roads leading outward were put under guard. From frequent reports picked up from a local transmitter, we understood that the whole city was in a state of agitation. Yet as the hours went by, there was no sign of Tlalco Esh and his friends. In spite of all the forces arrayed against them, they had seemingly made good their escape.


  On the sixth day of our journey, a few minutes before noon, the bodies of two Earthmen were washed up on a beach near the city of Agra. They were entangled in the wreckage of an aero. According to the announcer, its registration was missing and its license had been-torn off. A name painted on its side had been beaten off on the rocks. The authorities were making efforts to trace the machine through its motor number, only part of which remained.


  That was all the information we could get. Wellers and Trusett had evidently crashed somewhere in the Ocean after flying around in a vain search for the ship which had deserted them. Now that the aero had been discovered by the Venusians, it was only a matter of hours—or perhaps minutes—before the Settaya would be implicated. The final decision faced us.


  From past experience we knew that the Venusians—when they finally discovered the identity of the wrecked aero and its relationship to the Settaya—would not make their knowledge public We therefore watched the movement of the Venusian ships in space, to see whether any of them were heading in our direction. In addition to this, Captain Bardo issued orders that every one of us in the control room should keep a sharp lookout for scout-ships from the Earth. If we were to signal at all, it had to be done soon.


  WITH a set face, Captain Bardo sat at his desk. At this moment of decision he relied only on himself. Under his orders, the nose of the Settaya was turned toward the Earth—not that we thought we had a chance of reaching the planet, but rather to draw the attention of whatever scout-ships there might be in the vicinity. This maneuver went unnoticed by the Venusians, and it was not until at least an hour later that one of the juggernauts signalled, and informed us that we were off the lane and in danger of being attacked by enemy craft. At that we turned a little. Soon afterwards the juggernaut moved away toward a line of troop-carriers, where, half-obscured by cosmic dust, we could make out a large concentration of Venusian ships. Thus we were left alone, and the freighter again turned Earthward.


  About eight o’clock that evening, a juggernaut on the Venus-Mercury route suddenly turned completely around and headed toward us. And almost at the same moment, from scattered sectors of the sky, other ships began to move in our direction. We received curt orders to turn back and surrender.


  We did not answer. Instead, we moved further out of the Venus-Mercury pathway until we were travelling almost at right angles to it. And since there was no longer any need for concealment, we sent out messages asking the scouts from the Earth to come to our aid.


  In a level voice Bardo repeated our message over and over. As he did so, we progressively increased the range of the signals. They covered a radius of ten thousand miles, then fifty thousand, a hundred thousand, then a quarter of a million. There was no reply.


  Captain Bardo looked at me queerly. “Perhaps, Canshera,” he said in a wry voice. “The scouts have all departed for the Earth. They must be gone. You know, we haven’t seen any for some time now.”


  I glanced out through the glass. Hundreds of Venusian vessels were moving toward us. The scouts from the Earth were nowhere in sight.


  I listened glumly to John Bardo’s message “S.O.S. To all Earthships. To all Earthships. The freighter Settaya. The freighter Settaya—” The words seemed hollow and futile and empty—as space itself was empty; and their repetition served no more than to emphasize the pervading emptiness.


  “If we could only fight them!” the Captain cried out. “If we could only put up some resistance, defeat might not be so horrible.”


  John Bardo began to speak again. “S.O.S. To all Earthships. The freighter Settaya. The freighter Settaya. Carrying the survivors—”


  The phrase stopped in the middle. There was a moment of pause. Sensing something extraordinary, the Captain and I faced the recorder. I saw Manfredi’s face grow rigid at the controls. A strange voice rang out—so loud that I involuntarily rose from my seat. English words came over the ether.


  “THE scout Resolute calling. The scout Resolute calling—”


  Captain Bardo gave a cry.


  “—The scout Resolute calling. We have picked up distress signals on this channel. Can you make them louder? What are your bearings? What are your bearings?”


  “S.O.S. This is the freighter Settaya calling the Resolute. Location: epicycle one-o-four; stellar longitude, ten-four-three-four; latitude, nineteen. We are carrying the survivors of the Firefly—”


  “Will you repeat? Will you repeat?”


  “This is the Venusian freighter Settaya, manned by the survivors of die wreck of die Firefly—”


  There was a gasp of astonishment.


  “Stand by!” cried the distant radio operator. “Stand by!”


  Trembling with excitement, the Captain rose and hurried to the radio room. I saw him take his son’s place at the apparatus.


  A moment’s silence was broken by a new voice.


  “This is the Resolute. Commander Parton speaking. Will you repeat your message?”


  “The freighter Settaya calling the Resolute,” said the Captain tonelessly. “Captain Bardo speaking. We are the survivors of the wreck of the Firefly, You must take us off.”


  “The Firefly!”


  There was a pause, and the tone of amazement changed to one of suspicion. “But how did you get on the Venusian freighter?”


  In fragmentary phrases, Captain Bardo began an explanation.


  The commander of the Resolute interrupted him.


  “How many of you are left?” he asked softly.


  “Passengers, 331; officers and crew, 111.”


  “We are moving toward you as quickly as possible. What is your exact location?”


  “Epicycle one-o-four; stellar longitude, ten-four-three-four; latitude, nineteen. Direction, outward, seventy-one degrees right. Speed 9.5 per second.”


  A pause followed. I saw Captain Bardo twist nervously before the instruments.


  Commander Parton continued. “You will follow your present course, with deviation of two degrees and eight minutes to the right. I think we can overtake you in about an hour. The nearest Venusian will take a bit longer. Prepare to transfer immediately. You know, of course, it will be a close call.”


  TOGETHER we peered into the glass and swept it over the sky. The nearest juggernaut was plainly visible, about half a million miles away. Farther off, from points along the Venus-Mercury route, came other enemy ships, moving almost imperceptibly in the radiant ether. There was no sign of the Resolute or of any of the other scouts that were coming to our aid. But this was to be expected, since, in addition to their natural camouflage, they were obscured by the glare of sunlight and the large clouds of cosmic dust that had been drifting in from the outer regions of the solar system.


  With the aid of bearings received from the Resolute, we finally managed to catch sight of it. It was coming to us from the same sector of the sky as the Venusian juggernaut, but already it was between us and the enemy ship. Thus time went on.


  Now my pulses began to beat to the tempo of the action around me. Captain Bardo was running in and out of the control room, saying a few words to me, issuing orders over the telephones, talking to the radio operators, casting hurried glances at the dials and indicators. Far back in the heart of the ship our passengers were congregating, and hurrying to the upper deck. Members of the crew were checking the machinery in preparation for the contact with the Resolute. In the radio room our men sat anxiously at their instruments, their faces excited, their hands darting over the control boards as the messages were picked up.


  A half hour after our first communication, the Resolute was only a little more than a quarter of a million miles away. The nearest juggernaut, harried by the scouts from the Earth, was falling far astern. Every few minutes we received a message from Commander Parton. Sometimes we could hear the Venusians talking to each other in code. We heard reports from the planet Venus itself, though the authorities were still secretive about what was happening. It seemed as if the whole solar system was watching the flight of our small freighter. Even from Mars we heard the Settaya mentioned, and finally we picked up a broadcast from the Earth.


  The Resolute was only twenty thousand miles away, and was already beginning to slow up. Behind it, scattered through the luminous ether, were the other scouts. There seemed to be hundreds of them. Their surfaces glittered dimly in the lurid sunlight, and they swarmed like angry bees around the Venusian juggernaut, which was still two hundred thousand miles away. Their job was to worry the Venusian, while keeping out of the way of his disintegrators and torpedoes.


  The awaited moment was almost upon us. All the preparations had been made. Captain Bardo was personally in charge of the rocket chamber—a direct connection having been set up between it and the radio room so that the orders sent out by the Resolute could immediately be put into effect. In the control room, everything was quiet. Manfredi was at my side before the indicators. The instrument panel, with its gleaming levers, was open in front of me.


  WE LOOKED through the glass and watched the Resolute approach. At last, a thousand miles overhead, the slim hull of the scout swept over us. The attempt at contact began. The Resolute sank down. Slowly, mile by mile, the interval between the two ships was lessened, until they were only fifteen thousand feet apart, moving almost parallel to each other yet converging toward a distant point. Over the ether we heard Commander Parton’s voice, issuing orders that regulated the Settaya’s speed. As though they were a single mechanism, the ships slackened their pace. This was the time of danger: even when we reached the minimum we were travelling at the rate of two miles a second, and the slightest miscalculation would have meant a terriffic collision in space.


  Cautiously, without apparent movement, the Resolute crept closer. Its gigantic shape blotted out the stars overhead. We could see the undercarriage flashing in the sun. A stream of orders came over the ether. In our control room the indicators flickered nervously. And then, overhead, we saw the huge rails sink down, and touch the grooves in the Settaya’s hull. One of our rockets exploded irregularly; the ships drifted apart; there was an interminable interval of manoeuvering; again the rails touched.


  “Close it!” cried Manfredi.


  I pulled the lever. My sweaty hands slipped from the cold metal. My breath seemed to stop. For an instant the two ships held together. Then one of the magnets let go. The others also began to give way under the strain. The Resolute twisted sharply sideways and was torn off. It turned over and over, crushing the Settaya’s side, and fell almost into the path of our exploding rockets.


  I slumped back in my seat. Manfredi said something to me, but I did not hear what it was. Over the ether came confused orders for another attempt at contact. Now, however, it was no longer the Resolute that was to help us. The undercarriage of that ship was smashed entirely. A second scout had made its appearance—the Orleans; and each moment others swam into view, until our section of the sky seemed like the center of a great migration of spacecraft. The Venusian juggernaut was still ploughing toward us, ninety thousand miles away. The scouts had managed to retard its progress—had, indeed, damaged its lower turrets—but in the meantime two other juggernauts had nearly overtaken it.


  Only about twenty minutes remained before the juggernauts would be within torpedo range, and not too many minutes more would bring us within range of their blasters, and finally their disintegrators. Since we had already used up without success more than twice the time now available, there was small reason to hope that our next attempt at contact would escape failure. Moreover, the Settaya’s center magnet was entirely gone, and the rift in the outer covering caused by the crash with the Resolute was growing larger. Because of this, and the previous damage caused by the exploding torpedo, accurate navigation was becoming more difficult.


  We adjusted our course. As the tedious manoeuvering began again, we knew for certain that this was our last gesture. The scout Orleans hurtled over us, slowed down, and started its unhurried, ponderous descent. Why couldn’t it speed up? What was the use of caution now? I fidgeted impatiently and tore my eyes away from the glass. Manfredi’s rigid face was beside me, his features frozen stonelike. I became aware of the silence around me. Irrelevant ideas flitted through my brain—thoughts about Tlalco Esh, about the great telescope on Palomar, about the crushed section of the Firefly in the Fogland.


  The Orleans was immediately overhead. The rails touched obliquely, rose a little, and then sank squarely into their place. As Manfredi cried out, I pulled the lever downward. The contact held.


  THERE was a faint cheering, as from a distance. Over the telephone came Captain Bardo’s voice, ordering us to leave our posts. John Bardo and his assistants ran out of the radio room, shouting, patting each other on the back, waving their arms. We hurried to the conveyor, and one at a time took the cars to the upper deck. Captain Bardo was already there, supervising the opening of the hatch overhead.’ Our passengers stood around silently in small groups. They were unkempt and pallid. Some of the men were at the glass, watching the oncoming Venusian ships.


  At last our hatch was opened up, and beyond it we could see the one belonging to the ship above us. Slowly it was lifted aside. Framed in the aperture, a swarthy face looked down upon us. Its expression was one of good-humored amazement. There was a shout overhead. Through the open hatches an elevator sank down, carrying a small dapper man in the uniform of the Mediterranean Confederation. He looked around quickly, and catching sight of Captain Bardo, took a step toward him and saluted.


  “Monsieur le capitain,” he said. “I am Garronde, Commander of the Orleans. We are ready.”


  The Captain returned the salute and motioned to the passengers in almost one continuous movement. The first group of passengers crowded into the elevator. The machine shot up into the other ship. A moment later it sank down again, and a second group took their place. Only about twenty at a time could be transported this way, thus making a number of trips necessary. Captain Bardo and the Commander of the Orleans stood side by side. I glanced out through the glass. The three juggernauts were almost abreast, ten thousand miles away. One minute more would bring us within their range. The fleet scouts darted around them, while exploding torpedoes and blaster explosions flashed like suns in the empty ether, and the disintegrators swung odd shadows back and forth.


  I looked back into the room. The passengers were all on board the Orleans, and now members of the crew were beginning to take their places on the elevator. Captain Bardo spoke into the telephone on the wall. A moment later two of our Venusian prisoners made their appearance. Second Officer Sweeney was walking behind them with a revolver in his hand. The Captain nodded to him hurriedly.


  A flash of light filled the room as a torpedo exploded a few miles away. The nearest juggernaut was within range. Blaster rays struck against force shields as the juggernaut and the scouts closed in. Then I saw a scout apparently materialize out of nothing and ram the Venusian from above, disappearing within its hull. At this I cried out The men in the scout had sacrificed themselves for us! I did not know then that it was not the sacrifice it seemed—that this was the first use of the sub-space device that was to help us out so much in the war. The Venusian vessel bulged out strangely and cracked apart; then it began to fall, turning over and over in a maze of smoke.


  Captain Bardo called to me. I tore my eyes away from the scene outside and ran to the elevator. Quickly we stepped on board. A ghostly light filled the room as a torpedo from the second juggernaut burst outside. The lift shot up into the hull of the Orleans. For the last time we looked back into the Settaya. The two Venusians, whom we had freed so that they might release their companions, were working madly to close the hatch before the cola came in. Captain Garronde gave a curt order. The hatch of the Orleans was thrown into place, and the two ships broke apart.


  Aboard the scout everything was in confusion. I ran to the glass and pushed someone away. The two juggernauts were almost upon us. Blasts were exploding all over the sky. At least two of them struck the Settaya, which was between us and the juggernauts, thus affording us a measure of protection. The Orleans put on full speed ahead and was soon out of range. The juggernauts, coming up, slashed at the Settaya with their disintegrators, and the ship began to fall. I was horrified to learn later that though the Orleans, at the suggestion of Captain Bardo, had informed the Venusians of the presence of their own men on the freighter, the enemy had ignored this fact in their irritation at our escape.


  And now, as if under one command, all the other scouts—the battered Resolute among them—swung after us. We were free. Yet the victory was not without its core of defeat, since during the rescue two of the scouts—the Santander and the Niger—had been lost with all on board. Only the ghosts of these ships moved with us as we swept far out in space, and began the long, circuitous journey to the Earth.


  HE LIVED . . . TO DIE!


  E. Bruce Yaches


  THE KID closed the control-room door quietly as he went out.


  MacGregor looked at me. “That punk gives me the creeps,” he said viciously, “always beating his gums about theory. Theory, hell! This ship runs on facts. What do they teach these kids at Nuc-Eng—nothing but theory? I tell you, Skipper, if I have to serve much longer with that smart aleck, I’m gonna get a transfer to Base.”


  “Wait a minute, Mac,” I cautioned. “You’ve got him tagged wrong. Jannings is a good boy. You’ve been riding him too hard. Remember this is his first deep space run. He’s doing his job. Let him alone, Mac—and that’s an order.”


  And I meant it, too. I could see from the way Mac’s lip curled, he didn’t like the mild chewing out, but I ran a taut, craft and, with thirty million creds of Venusian drugs aboard, I didn’t want any kind of trouble.


  Mac ordinarily was a good sport, but ever since, we’d shipped Jannings, just out of nuclear rocket engineering school and full of enthusiasm, Mac had taken to riding him. As an assistant chief engineer, Jannings couldn’t be forced to do the dirty work on controls, but Mac gave him the business in plenty of other nasty ways. I didn’t like it, but to avoid an open break with Mac. I didn’t stop it soon enough. The result was that. Mac was driving the kid batty, although I’ll admit he took it more graciously than I’d expected him to.


  Mac was old-time, Jannings new. The mixture doesn’t sit well and, in spite of the rigid discipline of spacemen, things can get out of hand. I clamped down on Mac, but. I realized that there were a thousand different little ways in which Mac could make life annoying aboard the Canopus for Mannings. Make him do two eight-hour watches in a row, for example, make him run a double-cycle check on the feeders—oh, there were plenty of ways.


  Then, mercifully, Mac came down with a virus throat infection, a pick-up from Venusport, no doubt, and the kid had peace. As senior assistant he took over Engineering and, as far as I was concerned, everything ran smoothly. He knew his stuff most of the time we ran on automatics anyhow—and all the way around we had no trouble. I got to know Jannings better and found out that, as usual, he was just a star-struck kid with, the spacemen’s lust in his bones. He’d come through Nuc-Eng from an Iowa farm, but he wasn’t a farmer when it came to rocket engineering, he knew, before we were a week out, every single nut and bolt in the Canopus, and that’s a job!


  Mac was confined to his cabin and Jannings was bunking when, it happened. Loring, my junior, was on watch. That I found out later. All I know is that I was sound asleep when the triple ringing of the alarm went off next to my ear. I popped from the sack so fast I bumped my head and that, knocked me into wakefulness. I tore for the control room. When a triple goes, off, you run!


  Loring was standing over the instrument panel and his face was white. He saw me from the corner, of his eye.


  “Skipper,” he said grimly, “we’re in trouble—the reactor’s going critical!”


  He didn’t have to say more, I knew.


  It doesn’t happen often, but when it does—run.


  Ordinarily nothing goes wrong with, a nuclear rocket. All the engineering has been clone back at the homing dock and, from then on, for the life of the rocket engine, all service, and control is handled by automatic servomechanisms. No humans go near a nuclear engine once it’s been used. In fact, there’s a four-foot shield between the stern tube-sector and the rest of the ship. Beyond that shield, inside the ship or out, no human ventures—the radiation is fierce.


  I studied the board and I could see, in a vague way, what had happened. I’m no nuclear engineer. At the same time Jannings came into control and, the instant his face fell on the panel, his eyes went wide. Mac was trying to reach control over the intercom, but I told Smith to shut it off. He was too sick to be of any use anyhow.


  “Well, Jannings, you tell me.”


  He looked at me and there was something in his eyes that made me. shiver, a sort of do-or-die determination.


  “She’s going critical, Skipper,” he said.


  “I know that,” I answered, “what do we do?”


  “The servos are jammed,” he went on as if he didn’t hear me, “and there’s a uranium build-up.to critical mass.” He glanced at the chronometer on the panel. “A half hour, I’d say,” he said, “before she goes. Skipper, this’d make one sweet bomb, but it’s not going to.”


  “What do you mean?” I said. “I can read a panel too. When that needle starts that kind of a climb, this buggy becomes a bomb.”


  “If you don’t stop it,” he corrected.


  “You can’t stop it. The only way the servos can be cleared is for somebody to go out . . .” I broke off. He was grinning.


  “Exactly,” he said. “And that’s what I’m going to do. See, Skipper, I happen to know we’ve got Venusian drugs, too. They’ve got to go through. I don’t want to sound melodramatic,” he went on as cool as a lecturing professor, “but I know a lot of people who need drugs. There are millions still suffering from the Third Fracas.”


  I couldn’t give him an argument. It was his duty to do what he could, certain death or no certain death. He didn’t waste time.


  He put on a space suit. His face was white, with two red spots high on his cheek bones. There was no bravado in his face and I could tell he was scaled stiff. Who wouldn’t be? When you go out to die, you’re not exactly happy.


  They brought him tools, spanners, meters, wire-working stuff, a torch—and clipped them to the suit. I watched and I felt almost paralyzed. There was nothing I could do. Either this boy went out and un-jammed those servo controls or this ship would turn into an atomic bomb which we’d watch going off from a million miles or two—along, with a cargo of Venusian pharmaceuticals, priceless in terms of human life.


  Jannings went out. I shivered when the icon spotted him crossing the red-white danger line marked on the circumference of the ship’s stern.


  He was now a dead man—and he knew it. He stayed out twenty minutes, ten feet away from a ravenously furious blast of atomic radiation, hard X-rays, neurons, alpha particles, and the rest of the atomic gamut. He felt nothing, but his mind told him his cells were being disintegrated and destroyed. Yet his hands never trembled and he went through with the job. Like a surgeon repairing a body, he went to work on the controls, assembling and clearing, and un-jamming, knowing the while that the reverse was being done to his body. But, unlike this, a reverse which couldn’t be corrected. He was dying—not the easy way, all at once—but by minutes, minutes which a cold, unfeeling chronometer ticked off.


  For the first time he spoke.


  “Skipper?”


  “Yes . . .”


  “She’s clear from here. Will you check the panel?”


  “Loring already has,” I answered. “She’s clear. Come in the lock. We’ll see what we can do.”


  “Hey, Skipper, cut it out. I’m no fool. You can’t do a damned thing. We both know it, so let’s not get sentimental.” The cockiness seemed to cut the mental pain.


  “I’m not coming in, Skipper. I’m too hot now.” He was referring, of course, to his induced radioactivity. “I’d only contaminate a lock. Why bother? I’m going into the tubes. Blow me to Venus!” He waved jauntily and started to walk toward the main stern tube, his magnetic shoes making clicking sounds along the hull.


  He had to make the last gesture. It gave him nerve, I guess. Just before he walked into the tube whose radiant breath would devour him instantly, he tapped his helmet in a half-salute. “Morituri te saluta,” he said half-audibly, like a gladiator of old. And then he was gone.


  Spacemen aren’t sentimental, but I don’t think there was a dry eye aboard the Canopus then.


  Mac staggered into the control room then, his eyes avoided me. He started to curse, and for five minutes he ran through the book.


  “Skipper,” he said, “put me through for a transfer to Terra. I’m not fit . . .”


  “Forget it, Mac,” I said, “the kid was an engineer . . .”


  And when I think of it now, I think it was the finest accolade you could give him . . .


  ALIEN IMPACT


  E.C. Tubb


  CHAPTER ONE


  Meeting at Midnight


  The tall man had white skin, white hair, red eyes. He said: “Mr. Warren?”


  Jim Warren tried to peer past his midnight visitor. Beyond the tall man, fog swirled, making the starless night even blacker than normal. He stared at the Venusian.


  “What do you want?”


  “May I enter?”


  “I suppose so,” Jim stood aside, letting the man pass him, then slammed shut the rough timber door. He stood, back pressed against the panel, watching.


  The Venusian smiled thinly, glanced once about the mean room, seated himself at the rickety table.


  “Won’t you join me?” He spoke Terran without a trace of accent. Jim flushed at the condescending tone, dropped into the remaining chair.


  “This isn’t a social visit,” he snapped. “For the second time, what do you want?”


  “Later,” the Venusian gestured vaguely. “It is the custom to offer refreshments to the visiting guest,” he reminded.


  “On Venus,” Jim agreed. “I am a Terran.”


  “We are on Venus,” smiled the man. “And I am a native.”


  Jim hesitated, then reaching within a locker produced a squat bottle and a couple of chipped glasses. He slammed them down upon the table. “My apologies,” he said. “I have no reason to love your race.”


  “Nor your own either?”


  “That’s my affair.”


  “It could be mine, Mr. Warren.”


  Jim poured a thick green wine from the bottle, filling the glasses to the brim. He emptied his own at a swallow, refilled it.


  “You do not drink?”


  “No.”


  “I didn’t get your name. What is it?”


  “I didn’t give it,” answered the tall native calmly. “You may refer to me as Fleetan.”


  “Fleetan,” murmured Jim. “Fleetan? Where have I heard that name before?”


  “I have no idea.” The visitor delicately touched the chipped glass. “Perhaps it would be as well if you didn’t strain your memory. Some things are best forgotten,” he laughed. “As you say on Earth, let sleeping dogs lie.”


  “Is that what you came to tell me?”


  “No. I do not pay midnight visits to hovels on the edge of the settlement to exchange old sayings.”


  “What is it then?” Jim snapped impatiently. “Get to the point, or get out.”


  Fleetan inhaled sharply, the breath hissing between pointed teeth. A tinge of colour wavered in the alabaster Whiteness of his cheeks.


  “It is not wise to use such language to one of the pure blood,” he warned. “I am not one of your whining halfbreeds, neither Terran or Venusian. They are worthy only of contempt. A curse upon them!”


  Jim shrugged. “The night grows old,” he said soothingly. “You must be weary. It is not good for a host to weary his guest. Wine?”


  Fleetan looked his pleasure at the ceremonius form of language. He glanced shrewdly at the Earthman.


  “You have the ancient usages of speech. Strange in one of your world. Do you speak Venusian?”


  “A word or two, no more,” lied Jim. “Once it interested me. Now . . .” he shrugged, gesturing towards the ruinous hovel of his living quarters.


  “I understand,” Fleetan nodded. “It was touching upon this matter that I came. Tell me, would you accept employment?”


  “Would I what?” Jim stared at his guest. “Of course I would, you know that, everyone knows it, but what’s the use? They all know me. Jim Warren, renegade, sot, coward.” His voice held bitterness. “Spare your anger, I know what they call me. I’m a useless failure. I can thank you and yours for it.”


  “Can you?” Fleetan’s voice held contempt. “You were an idealist. A man who was going to right a great wrong. You were going to prove that Terrans and Venusians were related, that we had sprung from the same racial stock.” His hand clenched around the glass. “Did you ever pause to think that we didn’t want your proof? Did you really believe that we would be proud of such a relationship?”


  “Why not? Do you always want to be regarded as alien?”


  “Are we? Is it not rather you who are alien? We are a proud race, our records trace our descent from gods who arrived on wings of flame. Twenty thousand of your years ago. Tell me, for how long do the records of Earth extend?”


  “Does it matter?” Jim asked dully. “What else could your gods be than men. Men arriving on wings of flame. Tell me Fleetan, have you never seen a rocket ship? Isn’t that what you would call wings of flame?”


  “Blasphemous dog!” The Venusian sprang to his feet, one slender hand darting to within the robe of fine spun silk he wore. Jim grinned at him without humour.


  “Going to kill me, Fleetan? Is that your way of conversion? Why not just deride me? Deny me access to your secret records. Complain about me to the Terran authorities. Accuse me of peddling drugs, agitating the half-breeds to revolt. You did it before. Why not do it again?”


  “It isn’t necessary,” Fleetan smiled with thin colourless lips. “You are a broken man. No one in authority would listen to you, no matter what you had to tell them. That is why you can be of service to us.”


  “Service to you,” Jim laughed. “Now I know that you are mad.”


  “Am I? Tell me Warren, would you like to return home?”


  “Home!” Jim breathed. “Earth! The Sun and Moon again instead of eternal clouds. Fresh clean air, instead of the spore laden muck. To see real men and women. To feel the wind, swim in the sea. Home! You may hate me, Fleetan, but I didn’t know your race was sadistic.”


  “You misjudge us, Warren. I offer you a chance of returning to your planet. There is one condition.”


  “Yes?”


  “You do as I say, implicity, without question. You must remember that your loyalties are with me, and act accordingly.”


  Jim frowned.” You arc asking a lot. What do you want me to do?”


  Fleetan toyed with the glass of heavy green wine. He appeared to be listening, his free hand hidden by a fold of his robe.


  “What is it?” Jim snapped suspiciously.


  “I may have been followed here,” admitted the Venusian calmly.” My attendants should have scoured the area by now, and reported to me. They are late.”


  “Who would want to listen to our conversation? I haven’t to Veni or Terran for months. Why should they follow you?”


  “That is my affair. You are merely an instrument that may be of value to me. Obey, and ask no questions.”


  “Now get this Fleetan. I may be ostracised by every Earthman on this hell planet. I may be cursed by them, denied passage home, an outcast from my own people, but I’m still a Terran, and I’ll do what I want to do, when I want to it.” He rose, strode to the door.” Now get out!”


  “What! You dare?” Fleetan sprang to his feet in a smooth ripple of effortless motion, his eyes blazing red. “Scum! Dog of a Terran! Filth!”


  Jim smiled, walked stiff-legged towards the snarling native. He clenched big hands, his dark eyes mirroring hate. Desperately the Venusian tugged at what was hidden beneath his robe. Metal shone dully in the weak light thrown by the primitive lamp, swung, centred on the menacing Terran.


  “Back!” snarled Fleetan. “Back or I’ll shoot!”


  “Go ahead,” invited Jim. “What have I got to live for?”


  Suddenly he lunged, twisting his body to one side. The weapon whispered, the Venusian swinging the slender barrel to bear upon the elusive form of the Terran. He screamed as he felt hard hands grip him, the weapon dropping from nerveless fingers. Deliberately Jim drove his fist into the delicate features.


  “Fool!” he spat. “As I thought, a needle gun.” Carefully he. picked the tiny darts from the thick leather of his jacket. “Did you forget I’m not one of your naked savages?” He laughed as he picked up the weapon. “A toy. Deadly against bare skin or thinly clad flesh, but you forgot that, didn’t you Fleetan? You forgot that all Terrans wear clothes!”


  Cautiously he collected the venom-tipped darts, ground them into the soft loam with his boot heel. The weapon he slipped into a pocket, deliberately he advanced towards the prostrate native.


  “Get up.”


  Fleetan scrambled to his feet, his red eyes glaring murderous rage. “What do you intend?”


  “Intend? Nothing. You came here with a proposition. I am interested in it. Continue.”


  Fleetan stared at him, rubbing the darkening spot where he had been struck. His flickering eyes alighted on the untouched glass of wine. Greedily he drank it.


  “I fail to understand,” he said, “I tried to kill you.”


  Jim gestured the objection aside. “I told you that I am a Terran, Fleetan. We are a logical race. We have found over the course of time that it does not pay to harbour grudges. You tried to kill me, yes. I stopped you with a blow. We are both alive. I suggest that we get down to the business on hand.” He squinted at the native. “Or are your personal feelings of greater importance?”


  “I see; a strange face,” Fleetan shook his head and sat down. “I must give you formal warning,” he said stiffly. “I have been insulted, you have laid violent hands on one of the Elder Race. For that you must die. Of that there can be no question.”


  “Do you kill me now, or after I have finished the job?”


  “Do not mock,” rapped Fleetan sharply.” You know enough of our customs to know that I speak of what must be.”


  “I understand,” Jim said quietly.” Between us this debt of blood must be washed away. I know your custom, and I respect it.” He smiled.” Strange when you come to think of it. If I had shot at you, tried to poison you, done anything but actually laid hands on you, this situation would never have arisen. Tell me, Fleetan. Why do your people have such an exaggerated respect for personal privacy?”


  “It was so in the beginning,” Fleetan answered sonorously.


  “And what was good enough for your father is good enough for you,” Jim shrugged. “Well now that we know how we stand, how about getting on with it?”


  “The position is this,” Fleetan said, pouring more wine. “Ridiculous as it may be, some of your wild reports have aroused interest on your home planet. A small group has been appointed to make an official investigation. They should arrive very soon.”


  “You mean an actual Government investigation?” Jim slammed his fist onto the table.” At last!”


  “No,” corrected the Venusian.” Not a Government investigation, a private one. It appears that there arc certain small groups who have long harboured your same theory of mutual origins. They have subscribed, and are sending a small group to investigate first hand. Naturally they will receive the minimum of official assistance, we have seen to that.”


  “Naturally,” said Jim dryly. “Where do I come in?”


  “On arrival they will seek you out. You will meet them, act as their guide, disillusion them, and send them home convinced that your entire theory is merely a product of a wild imagination.”


  “But why me?”


  “Because you are the one most likely to convince them. You are the one whose reports have excited them, the one held to be an authority on the subject. Your final rebuttal of your own theory will convince them as nothing else would.”


  “And if I agree to do all this?”


  “I am empowered to offer you a sum of currency, sufficient to enable you to purchase a passage to your home planet.”


  “I see.” Jim sat deep in thought for a while. “How are you going to convince the port authorities that I should be granted clearance papers? You know my position.”


  “That will present no difficulty. The port officer will be persuaded that your presence on Venus constitutes a threat to the common welfare. It would be unpleasant if a Terran should be found murdered.”


  “How are you going to kill me?”


  Fleetan smiled thinly.” Have no fear. The affair will be conducted with due regard to the customs. Well?”


  “Do I agree you mean?” Jim slowly poured wine. “I think that it could be arranged. I shall need access to the records of course, unhindered travel facilities, all the help possible to obtain. I think that I would be willing to help you on those terms.”


  “Are you insane?” Fleetan stiffened in his seat.” You ask the impossible, the Watchers would never allow it.”


  “They’d better,” retorted Jim grimly. “You don’t understand the Terran mentality, I do. The harder a thing is to get, the more valuable it becomes. If you try to hide anything, you will only draw attention to it. Allow the party to examine the records; they won’t be able to decipher them, so what harm could it do?”


  “Could you decipher them, Warren?”


  Jim gestured impatiently.” You know I couldn’t. I asked for your help before, you refused it, how do you expect me to be able to read a language that I can’t even speak?”


  “Maybe you are correct, you should know the workings of the minds of your own people better than I.” Fleetan frowned at the dirty table. “I cannot promise, it does not rest with me to decide, but will you do as asked?”


  “On one condition.”


  “Yes?”


  “You do not offer me enough. I want treble the sum mentioned.”


  Fleetan hesitated for a moment. “Granted.”


  “It is well,” Jim said ceremoniously. “Will the guest take wine before his departure?”


  “The host is gracious,” retorted Fleetan. “A little perhaps. The weapon?”


  “A memento of a notable visit,” replied Jim smoothly. “To be cherished for a while, then returned at the next meeting.”


  Fleetan rose, gathered his silken robe about him, stepped to one side as Jim moved to unbar the door.


  “A pleasant journey,” he murmured, holding the rough panel open.


  Fleetan stared at him for a moment, then uttered a stream of Venusian. With an effort Jim kept the blank look he wore.


  “My thanks for your greeting,” he said. “Goodnight.” He locked the door behind the tall figure of the native.


  He spat, trying to rid his memory of the stream of insulting filth the Venusian had spat at him in parting. He tapped his pockets, gingerly removed the captured weapon, and laid it carefully on the table.


  From the locker he took a pipe, its bowl carved in strange configurations. Stuffing it with fragrant weed, he lit it at the naked wick of the primitive lamp. Seating himself at the table, he poured wine, slowly drank it.


  The room grew heavy with smoke, the weapon glittered dully before him on the table, the level of the wine in the squat bottle shrank. From time to time he smiled.


  It was late when he blew out the lamp.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Pheelan


  Ben Pheelan owned a dive on the edge of the landing field, a low wooden hut selling cheap food and cheaper drinks. He was one of the growing number of half-breeds, a man who’d had a Venusian mother and a Terran father. The inevitable result was that he was wanted by neither race, and despised by both.


  A thick-set man, reaching middle age, with the white skin of his mother, and the black hair, blue eyes, and irascible temper of his father. He leaned across the stained counter, glowering at a solitary man seated at one of the corner tables.


  A short man, like the majority of space travellers. A dark-haired, brown-eyed man. A man who stared at the high wire fence separating the landing field and environs from the native quarter. A man who smoked a pipe the bowl of which was carved in curious configurations. A Terran.


  Pheelan wiped the rough wood of the counter, hitched at his belt, and strode with quiet menace towards the lone figure.


  “I’ve been watching you,” he growled. “You’ve bought one drink, and nursed it for the past two hours. This place isn’t a rest room. Drink up, and get out.”


  Jim looked up at the sturdy figure of the proprietor. Deliberately he took the pipe from between his lips, finished his drink.


  “You’ve changed your tune, Pheelan. Once you told me that I would always be welcome here.”


  The big half-breed stared, his eyes narrowing, then he grinned, stuck out a huge paw. “Jim! Jim Warren! I haven’t seen you since your trouble started. Where have you been?”


  “Around,” Jim answered laconically. “How are things with you, Ben?”


  “Not so good.” Pheelan slumped into a vacant seat, snapped impatient fingers at a young girl. “Bring wine, the best,” he frowned clown at the stained table, fingers idly caressing a savagely scarred cheek. “Things are gettingworse, Jim. I’m under orders to quit. The Venusian Council have passed a law restricting ownership of property, or continuance of trade to native born only,” he grinned savagely.” Do I have to explain that native born means pure blooded?”


  “No. How about the port officer? Will he consider leasing a concession within the area?”


  “Not a hope. I’ve seen him, begged with him, he was quite nice about it, but only Terrestrials need apply,” Pheelan glowered. “What do they want, Jim? Is it our fault that we were born? We’re human, just the same as any Terran, as any Veni for that matter, but neither of them want us. Can you understand it?”


  “I think so. It isn’t a new thing, Ben. We’ve had something like this on Earth for thousands of years. A. despised race, an unwanted race. It took a long time for nations to become tolerant towards them. They did no harm, but they had a few racial characteristics, a different form of worship. They were harmless, law abiding, pleasant enough people, but they suffered for a long time.”


  “How long do you think we’re going to suffer, Jim?” Pheelan asked grimly. “The new generations are growing up, and we number several hundred. It would take a little to arouse them, set off something to bring our plight to the notice of the Terran authorities. We could do it, Jim.”


  “Revolt you mean?” Warren shook his head.” The wrong way, Pheelan. You would be wiped out.”


  “Would we?” the dive owner smiled suggestively. “Maybe not. We wouldn’t attack with bare hands or primitive weapons, we’re not savages. Supposing that several hundred men were armed with Wilson guns? How long do you think that the settlement would last? Why we could form a new government, rule Venus as it should be ruled. It would be the best thing that could happen for both our worlds.”


  “Wilson guns?” Warren looked grim. “You try that, Pheelan, and you’ll know what atomics are like. The Terran authorities would blast half the planet to dust in retaliation if you tried anything like that. Anyway, where would you get Wilson guns from?”


  Pheelan shrugged, turned as the young girl brought the wine. He watched her as she set the bottle down, his eyes followed her as she swung lithely away.


  “Your daughter?” Jim asked.


  “Yes. Her mother and I are both half-breed. What do you think of her?”


  “A beautiful girl,” Jim said cautiously. “On Earth she would be considered truly lovely.”


  “On Earth perhaps,” Pheelan sighed, poured wine. “Yet how is she ever going to get to Earth? You know the emigration laws. None but Terrans or true-blooded Venusians. For some reason they are afraid of us. Why, Jim? Why?”


  Warren sighed, toying with his glass of glistening green wine. “An old ruling, Ben. Like all things it was meant for the best. It was done to prevent the introduction of possibly harmful elements to Earth’s economy. A few mutated fungi spores, for example, would devastate the tropic zone. Natural, uncrossed types, would not be able to survive, they would find the environment too alien to support them. It was never meant to apply to humans.”


  “Then why do they enforce it?”


  “Because it’s in the rule book, until the old law is changed, it must still be enforced. I’d hoped to change it. I failed.”


  “I know, Jim. We had high hopes of your researches.”


  Jim shrugged, changed the subject. “Tell me, Pheelan, do you know of a man named Fleetan? A tall man. A member of the Elder Race, whatever that is?”


  “Fleetan? I think I do. A proud man. Wears a silked robe with the insignia of the Anero Tanap?”


  “Anero Tanap—the hidden place,” Jim nodded. “That would be the man.”


  “A dreamer. An idealist. A man hungry for power;” Pheelan looked sharply at the Terran. “What do you know of him?”


  “Little,” admitted Jim. “I heard his name, saw him once, wondered about him. Is he to be trusted?”


  “Is anyone?” the big half-breed asked cynically. “Where his own ends are to be served, he is to be relied on, but he shifts with the wind. He will use a man, then cast him aside. He has great influence with the Watchers, is high in the innermost circle of the Council, has access to the port authorities. He has been to Earth, studied in one of your Universities. A proud man.”


  “Would he be a man able to obtain Wilson guns?” Warren asked softly:


  Pheelan started, the scar on his cheek standing lurid against the whiteness. “Some things are best forgotten,” he grated.


  Jim bowed his head a little, his pipe sending a great cloud of fragrant smoke coiling towards the low roof.


  “It is forgotten,” he promised quietly.


  Something darkened the door. Three men, trimly clad in the blue and silver of the Terran space fleet, crowded through the narrow opening. Jim slunk back into the shadows as he saw them, the big proprietor bowing, wiping his hands against the side of his trousers, as he advanced to serve them.


  “Your pleasure, sirs?”


  “Wine, you old villain,” yelled the leader of the trio. “Wine, green as jealous sin. Wine to wash away the taste of space flight. Wine to welcome members of your new garrison.”


  Phlegmatically, Pheelan set bottles and glasses before the men. He had seen their type before, new arrivals to the permanent garrison, out on a spree. Their heads were full of tall stories, their egos inflated with self-importance. Harmless enough usually, but sometimes ugly rumours followed them back to Earth.


  They poured the glasses full, gulped the potent wine, refilled the glasses. Elbows on the counter, they arrogantly-surveyed the low-ceilinged room.


  “Bring on the girls,” yelled one of them, a red-haired youngster. “I’ve money to burn, and I want company.”


  “There are no women here, sir,” Pheelan explained quietly. “They are all in the settlement, it is rare that we see one in the native quarter.”


  “Rare?” The youth looked his amazement, then roared with laughter. “Why you old fool, I don’t mean Earth women. They are within the fence yonder. Prim little misses. Nurses, clerks, wives of the port officers. I want to meet some real women, who would be proud to associate with a man of Earth.”


  “We have no such here,” replied Pheelan curtly.


  “No? Then who was your mother? You’re no native born. Where there’s one there will be others.”


  “We have no such,” repeated Pheelan stubbornly. He flexed the great muscles of his hands. “My mother was a good woman, she died when I was born. I must ask you to keep a guard on your tongue.”


  “I apologise,” the youth said indifferently. “But listen, you are a man of the world, you know what I want. Here,” he poured a glittering stream of coins from one hand to the other. “I am not mean. Surely you know of some lonely little lady who would be eager to be kind to a rich young space man?”


  “I must ask you to leave,” Pheelan snorted, the scar on his cheek mottled and red.


  “When I’m ready,” said the youth carelessly. “What do you see, Frank?”


  The leader of the trio chuckled, and pointed to the curtain back of the bar. “A pretty lass, the best on Venus I’d say. Fetch her out bartender, ask her to share wine with us.”


  “My daughter drinks with no man.”


  “What? And you a seller of wine,” the leader shook his head in mock reproach. “That is no way to get rich. Tell me, wouldn’t you like to see your daughter accepted by Terrans?”


  “No.” There was an insult in the way the single word was spoken. The spacemen caught it, flushed with sudden anger.


  “What do you mean, half-breed?”


  “I mean this,” said Pheelan quietly. “If you are representative of your race, then the sooner you leave Venus the better. As for my daughter drinking with scum like you, I’d sooner see her dead at my feet. Do I make myself plain?”


  “Yes,” the tall Terran breathed deeply, little spots of colour wavering in his cheeks. “Very plain. Listen you dog of a half-breed. Venusians are low, but what could be lower than such as you. Animal. Stand aside, I’ll show you what I think of your precious daughter.”


  “Get out,” said Pheelan quietly.


  “Try and put me out,” invited the spaceman sneeringly. He took a deliberate stride forward. The smack of flesh against flesh sounded strangely loud.


  Pheelan stood above the unconscious form of the arrogant spaceman, fist still clenched, a thin line of blood crossing his knuckles where they had split against the fallen man’s teeth. He breathed deeply, a dazed look in his eyes. Warren rose quietly to his feet, the wine bottle swinging from one hand.


  The red-headed youth stared down at his fallen leader with shocked amazement, amazement which quickly turned into murderous rage.


  “You swine!” he spat. “To strike an Earthman. Get him, Tony.” Together they began to sidle towards the proprietor.


  “Hold it!”


  At the sound of a strange voice, they jerked around, tensed. The red-headed youth squinted at the approaching figure of Warren.


  “Better get out of here, you’ve broken the regulations.


  If you don’t want to be confined to barracks, keep this quiet.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Never mind who I am,” Jim said easily. He held the bottle hidden against the side of his leg. “I’m a Terran if you must know, and I saw everything that happened. Your friend asked for all he got, and you know it. Now pick him up, get him to bed, and we’ll forget the whole thing.”


  “Will we?” questioned the red-headed youth softly. His hand fumbled at the back of his belt. “I think I know you. Warren, isn’t it? I’ve heard of you, Warren.”


  “Have you? Something nice I hope?”


  “Very nice,” the man sucked in his breath with a faint slobbering sound. “Outlawed aren’t you? Beyond Earth’s protection. Despised even lower than the half-breeds. Yes I’ve heard of you, Warren.”


  He began to chuckle to himself. The hand behind his back slowly came into view. He held something, something which clicked sharply, suddenly his hand spouted a length of glittering steel. The bottle smashed full into the sneering features.


  Jim stared down at the bleeding unconscious figure, the rumpled uniform stained and dirty. He wiped his face, and grinned at the trembling figure of the proprietor.


  “Good work, Ben,” he gestured towards the slumped body of the third man. “What did you hit him with?”


  “My hand—he’s not hurt much, but I couldn’t take chances. What shall we do, Jim?”


  Warren shrugged. “What can we do?”


  Pheelan began to sweat. “You know what this means, Jim. When they report that they were beaten up in my place, I’ll be thrown in jail. I’ll get ten years!”


  “No you won’t,” Jim calmed. “Listen. They won’t talk, if they do, then they will have to say what they were doing in the native quarter. Terran jurisdiction does not extend beyond the barrier, that is why I’m still free. You think that the port authorities wouldn’t like to deport me?” he smiled thinly.


  “But what about them? They can’t stop here.”


  “I know that. Let me think,” Warren stood for a moment looking down at the unconscious figures. “We’d better drag them outside, when they recover they can make their own way back. In the meantime, you’d better pack your gear, get out while you can.”


  Pheelan grunted. “I thought you said they couldn’t report me?”


  “They won’t, but they have friends. How would you like the whole garrison to come in here, and wreck the place?” Jim grinned savagely. “How did you get that scar, Pheelan?”


  “In a brawl,” absently answered the half-breed. He looked up in sudden concern. “My daughter!”


  “Now you know why you had better leave. Sell out, go into hiding for a while. I’ll try to calm things down.”


  “You? “Despite himself Pheelan smiled. “What could you do? A man more despised than I am.”


  “I am a Terran,” said Jim. “I have certain rights.” The big proprietor didn’t answer.


  Together they examined the contents of the three men’s pockets. Jim grunted as he saw the amount of currency they had, enviously he fingered it. “They deserve to be robbed,” he snapped.


  “Well? “Pheelan looked questioningly at the pale Earthman.


  “I’m not yet that low,” Jim snapped angrily. He picked up the red-headed man’s weapon. “A folding knife,” he murmured. “Spring-loaded blade. A nice toy.” He folded the blade, sprung it open a few times.


  “I’ll keep this. I want something for my trouble. Anyway, it’s illegal for him to have it,” he dropped the knife into a pocket.


  Thunder blasted through the humid air. A siren wailed from the watch tower on the edge of the field. Jim jerked upright, letting the unconscious man slump to the door.


  “The space ship. Pheelan, I must go. Can you manage without me?”


  “I can get help,” grunted the big proprietor. “When shall I meet you again?”


  “I’ll contact you. In the meanwhile keep out of sight, and Pheelan,” he stared at the big man. “Don’t do anything rash. You know what I mean.”


  “Yes. I know what you mean,” the big man nodded slowly. “But, Jim, something had better happen soon.”


  Warren nodded, ran from the dive. Above, in the cloud-wreathed heavens, fire blazed from the thundering venturis of a descending space ship. The roar of its passage dinned in his ears, the flare from the multiple tubes, almost blinded him.


  He was running by the time he reached the gate.


  CHAPTER THREE


  At the House of Welcome


  He needn’t have hurried. Thrusting his way through the jostling bunch of natives and half-breeds, Warren panted up to the closed wire gate of the settlement.


  “Warren,” he gasped to the scowling guard. “Has the Port Commander sent down a pass for me?”


  “Warren? No.”


  “Are you sure?” Jim pleaded.


  “Certain,” grunted the guard. “You can enter if you like,” he invited hopefully.” I’m sure that the Commander would be pleased to see you.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” replied Jim dryly. He turned away. The scene beyond the twenty foot wire fence held little to interest him. The towering shape of the space vessel, now discharging cargo and passengers, the ring of warehouses and living quarters, the low huts of the garrison, all were familiar, he had seen them before.


  A tall Venusian bumped into him, whispered in his ear. “From Fleetan. The House of Welcome, in an hour.” Jim tried to locate who had whispered the message, but he was lost in the crowd, shrugging, the Terran weaved his way towards the heart of the native quarter.


  The House of Welcome was a pitiful attempt by the Venusians to ape the customs of Earth. There were no hotels on Venus. Hospitality was demanded as a right, and no home, however poor, would dream of either refusing it, or of asking payment. This had worked successfully for a while after the impact of Earthmen, then, there had been ugly rumours. Men had been found lying in the gutters, dead. Venusians had complained that their guests had behaved like wild animals once freed of the iron discipline of the garrison. As a compromise, the House of Welcome had been hastily erected.


  Jim swung through the crowd, making an unerring way to where the slender tower of the hotel peeped over the low roofs of the surrounding village.


  A Venusian hissed welcome at him as he entered. He stood, blank-faced, while the native translated.


  “Your pleasure, sir?”


  “My name is Warren. You have a reservation for me.” He uttered the flat statement in a coldly unemotional tone.


  “Yes, sir. Will you retire to your room?”


  “Yes.”


  He followed the native through a winding corridor, up two flights of stairs, and into a pleasant enough room. It had wide windows, opening onto an unspoiled garden. The lush growth of ferns, vines, great blossoms of variated hues, filled the air with delicate perfume, the faint drone of insect wings threw a soft murmur from the shielding walls.


  The click of the door made him turn. Fleetan stood just within the room.


  “You are quick,” said Jim. “I have only just arrived.”


  “I know,” said the Venusian tersely. “I was informed.” He still wore the soft robe with the sacred symbol, in addition he had a thin fillet of gold about his temples, and from one finger blazed the fire of a giant ruby. A dark bruise showed against one cheek, he touched it gently.


  “Admiring your handiwork, Warren?”


  “What is happening?” Jim snapped, ignoring the remark. “I understood that I was to receive a pass enabling me to meet the new arrivals on the field. There was no pass. Did the party arrive?”


  “They did.”


  “Then why wasn’t I permitted to greet them?”


  “That has been taken care of. You will enter the picture later, after they have settled the details of arrival. They will reside here.”


  “Why? Why not in the settlement?”


  “Why should they?” Fleetan arched thin brows. “After all, they have come a long way just to study us. How can they do that within the settlement?”


  Jim grunted, slumped into a chair, ran a dry tongue over parched lips.


  “Wine?” Fleetan touched a thin cord. To the native who entered, he spat a stream of Venusian, the man bowed, left, returned with a great beaker of emerald wine. Gratefully Jim poured out a generous measure.


  “When will the party get here? How many are there? What equipment are they bringing?”


  “They will arrive soon, there are three of them, a woman and two men. They have no equipment.”


  “Damn!” Jim jerked upright in the soft bottomed chair. “You say they have no equipment? No cameras? No recorders? What kind of an expedition do they call themselves?” He gulped wine.


  “It was not intended that they should bring the means of recording things better not seen by irreverent eyes,” Fleetan said coldly. “They will observe, take notes, listen to you, to the local authority, and they will leave, disappointed no doubt, but convinced that you are mistaken.”


  “And I leave with them,” said Jim. He held out his hand. “Where’s my money?”


  “You will get paid when the job is done,” Fleetan answered coldly.


  Jim reared to his feet, his eyes had a glazed look. “I want my money, you double-crosser. Give me the money, or I don’t play,” he swayed drunkenly, flopped back, into the chair. Fleetan smiled at him grimly.


  “You will receive what is due to you,” he assured softly. “In the meanwhile, more wine?”


  “Thanks,” Jim tilted the glass, let green liquor rill down his chin. “You’re a good fellow, Veni. I love you. I love you all,” he collapsed in drunken laughter.


  The door swung quietly open.


  They were dressed, the three of them, in the regulation Terrans’ attire. Drill shirt and trousers, tucked into the tops of high boots of soft leather. A short leather jacket completed their attire. The first to enter, smiled at Fleetan, held out his hand.


  “Mr. Fleetan?” My name is Jack Conroy, this is Professor Masters, and this is his daughter Daphne.” The Venusian bowed, ignoring the proffered hand. Conroy flushed, looked foolish, and abruptly dropped the hand. Jim giggled.


  “Mustn’t be annoyed old man,” Warren slurred. “Venusians don’t like being touched, not those of the Elder Race anyway, and they don’t use a prefix. Just Fleetan. He won’t mind, will you, Veni?”


  Fleetan smiled thinly, gestured apologetically towards Warren. “Please don’t take offence. Our ways are not the ways of Earth. As Mr. Warren explained somewhat incoherently, we do not permit personal physical contact, also we do not have a prefix to our names, nor do we use more than one. I’m sure that you will understand that no insult was intended.”


  Conroy smiled, his thin upper lip with its trace of moustache curling as he did so.


  “Who is the drunk?” he asked, jerking a finger towards Warren.


  “That? That is Mr. Warren, an authority on the subject that interests you. I personally feel that he is mistaken, I make no secret of that fact, but nothing would delight me more than to find that there is some grain of truth in his theory, however wild it may appear. Unfortunately, Mr. Warren has suffered some reverses in his quest. He has, however, found some degree of comfort in our local wine.” Fleetan looked significantly at the great container of liquid. Conroy sniggered understandingly.


  Professor Masters grunted, looked his disgust. “Did he know that we were coming?”


  “I informed him myself,” replied the Venusian, smoothly.


  Jim struggled to his feet. His head spun with the effects of the drugged wine and he cursed himself for drinking it. Not that he’d had any choice; to keep in character, he dare not admit any knowledge of the Venusian tongue; to have refused the wine would have made Fleetan suspicious. He clutched at his stomach.


  “Excuse me,” he hiccupped. “Don’t go away, back soon.” He reeled out of the room. Ten minutes later he returned, red-eyed, trembling, shivering with cold sweats. The antidote he had swallowed burned his stomach, but he was sober. He smiled weakly as he entered the room.


  “I believe that we’ve already been introduced,” he said.” I don’t remember it too well, but I’ll pick up your names as we go along.”


  “I am glad that you feel better, Mr. Warren,” Fleetan said stiffly. “I will leave you to talk things over between yourselves.”


  ° Why not stay, Fleetan?” Jack Conroy urged. “I feel that you could be of great assistance to us.”


  “I wish that I could, but the rules of my order,” he glanced at the glowing ring on his finger. “demand my presence elsewhere. However, feel free to call on me at any time,” he bowed himself from the room. An uncomfortable silence descended.


  “Did you bring any recording instruments?” Jim snapped curtly.


  “Unfortunately, no.” Professor Masters rubbed his short beard. “We intended to, of course, but somehow they were left behind. I hope to be able to borrow something from the port officials.”


  “I doubt if that will be possible,” snapped Jim.” It was an unpardonable oversight. I trust that you will not make such errors in the future.”


  “I hardly think that you are justified in throwing recriminations,” dryly protested Masters. “Your condition on our arrival did not engender confidence.”


  “I was drunk,” admitted Jim.” Now I’m sober. What are your plans?”


  “We intend either to prove or disprove your contention that Earth and Venus are inhabited by a common race. I was relying on you to guide our investigations.”


  “Good.” Jim sat down, reached a hand out to the container of wine, frowned and drew it back. “To commence with, the colouring of the natives is exactly what one would expect if Earthmen were subject to the same climate. They are not exactly albinos; yet the continual absence of direct sunlight has brought them to within the verge of that state. They are as nearly devoid of protective pigment as is possible without actually being albino.”


  Masters nodded, checking the points on the fingers of one hand.


  “Physically, they are identical to Earthmen. They are alien to their environment; by that I mean that the flora and fauna are not compatible to a mammalian race. Venus is still, geologically speaking, in the Mesozoic period. The fauna is comprised of Dinosaurs, the flora of giant fungi and ferns. There should, logically, be no mammalian life.”


  “Correct,” agreed Masters.


  “The final, and to my mind, the most conclusive of all reasons is a simple biological one. The two races are able to breed together. The proof is all around us.”


  “A good point,” said Masters. “A very good point, but not conclusive. What else is there?”


  “What more do you need?” snapped Jim, irritably. The fumes of the wine made his head ache. “There are legends, of course. Their records speak of gods arriving on wings of flame some twenty thousand years ago. They have secret records, records which, I feel sure, would prove it one way or another. They have a mysterious priesthood, the Watchers. There is a hidden place, the Anero Tanap, which is sacred, a sort of holy land. To me there is no doubt.”


  “I must study them,” declared Masters. “I will lodge here and study them.”


  “If you do that, then you will be wasting your time,” Jim reached for his pipe, lit it and puffed fragrant smoke. “You will not find the true culture here. This place is a cancer, polluted by Terrans and Terrestrial ideas. This hotel is one. No. The true Venusian is to be found far in the jungles. There are clearings, there are villages, there is a system of communication, unbelievably efficient. This place is a sort of trash heap.”


  “But Fleetan, the others, what of them?”


  “Fleetan is a renegade to his own people, at least that is what some natives think of him.”


  “Do you?” Masters asked shrewdly.


  “Me? What I think doesn’t matter, but think for a moment. Fleetan is high in the inner circle of the Secret Council. He is favoured by the Watchers. I wouldn’t be surprised to find that he is more than what he seems; the rest of the natives who hang around the port you can discount.”


  “You mean that they are similar to the coloured peoples back home; at least, similar to what they used to be?” Daphne leaned forward intently. “When a member of a primitive tribe learned European culture he was no longer a member of a primitive tribe. Whatever he was, better or worse, he was no longer representative.”


  “Correct,” Jim agreed. “You have a neat way of putting it. The only thing worth studying here is the half-breeds. This is the only place on Venus that you will find them.”


  “Why is that?” asked Conroy.


  “Because they are the tragedy of the whole affair. Think of it. They are not allowed to travel to Earth. They are not allowed within the settlement. They are not allowed to own property or to conduct trade. They are the great unwanted. Despised by both races, owned by none.”


  “And so they cling to the settlement?”


  “They are not allowed to leave the settlement,” corrected Jim grimly. “The Watchers see to that.”


  “You have mentioned the Watchers several times,” Masters questioned. “Just what are they?”


  Jim grinned tightly. “They watch,” he said. “Just that.”


  “But . . .?”


  “Leave it at that; I don’t want to talk about it at present,” his voice was very sharp. He reached again towards the wine, remembered the drug and silently cursed.


  “Notice the colour of the wine?” he asked, hopefully.


  “Yes, an odd colour,” Daphne mused interestedly.” What causes it?”


  “The natives brew it from a species of fungi; it is surprisingly potent and comparatively cheap. They have another kind of wine, a yellow one. I think that you would like it. Shall I order some?” He reached for the bell cord.


  “I don’t think so . . . “began Masters, but the entrance of a native cut his words short.


  “Wine,” ordered Jim. “Yellow wine for the guests.” He lifted the glass, still full of the green liquid. The native bowed, returned with a slender bottle full of thick, yellow wine. Eagerly Jim tilted the bottle.


  “Here,” he offered glasses around. “Let’s drink to the success of your venture.” He gulped greedily at the glass refilled it. The others had not touched their drinks.


  “What’s the matter?” The wine is harmless.


  Daphne set down her glass, smiled understandingly at him. “You know, Mr. Warren,” she said gently, “you don’t have to have an excuse to drink. We understand.”


  “Thank you for nothing,” he said bitterly. “Do you think I’m a sot? All the rest do. A drunken fool with his head in the clouds.” Savagely he drained his glass.


  “I’m sorry,” apologised Daphne. “To our venture! “She sipped at the thick, yellow fluid, made a surprised face, drank it down. “Why, it’s perfect!”


  “If you drank that on Earth it would cost you a hundred credits a bottle,” Jim told them bitterly.


  Masters drank, looked hard at Conroy. The blond effete-looking man sipped delicately; swallowed obviously; smiled weakly. “Good stuff! “he said. “I’ll bet the first explorers thought the journey worthwhile just to get a bottle.” He winked.


  Jim stared down at his glass, the thick, hand-manufactured article field little glimmers of trapped light. The knuckles whitened, the tendons standing out with sudden strain. Abruptly the glass smashed in his grip. A trickle of blood rolled from his palm to the leaf-covered floor.


  “You’ve hurt yourself! “cried Daphne. She advanced, a tiny square of linen in one hand.


  “Forget it! “snapped Jim savagely. “There’s no harm done. I can always drink from the bottle.”


  He stumbled from the room.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Storm


  Jim awoke with a throbbing head, and a tongue coated with what seemed to be fur. He squinted his eyes against the glare of late morning, stared at several empty bottles, groaned, sat upright on the low bed.


  He staggered a little on his way to the shower, flinched beneath the icy stream of water, then dressed with shaking hands. He was lighting his pipe when the knock came at the door.


  “Come in!”


  Daphne entered, trimly dressed, fresh-faced, her skin still faintly tanned from the sunlight of Earth. She smiled.


  “Hello! How are you feeling now?”


  “Fine. Why shouldn’t I be?”


  “You seemed to be ill last night. How is your hand?”


  “That?” Jim shrugged. “A scratch; think nothing of it. Had breakfast?”


  “Hours ago.” She hesitated, looking at him with her wide eyes holding an unspoken question.


  “You are wondering if I drink like this all the time,” Jim said flatly. “I’ll save you the bother of asking. I don’t.”


  “I’m glad of that,” she said simply.


  “Don’t be. I don’t drink because I can’t afford to. Now you know. Well?”


  She smiled. “You know, I don’t really believe that you are as bad as you try to make people think.”


  “Thank you.” Jim didn’t smile. “What are the others doing?”


  “Jack and my father have gone with Fleetan to see the port officials. They are going to bring our things here. I want to look over the settlement.”


  “Good idea.”


  “I thought that perhaps you would be willing to act as guide?”


  Jim thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Why not?”


  “Good. Shall we go, then, or would you rather eat first?”


  “I’ve eaten,” Jim said curtly. He led the way from the room.


  Outside the thick humidity of the Venusian day swirled about them. The sun, a great patch of golden light, rode high in the heavens. Jim sniffed at the air, squinted at the surging mass of clouds, tested the fitful wind.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing?”


  “There may be a storm,” snapped Jim irritably. “It won’t be serious.” He led the way through the thronging crowd of natives, half-breeds and the occasional Terran. A seller of native art called to them as they passed his booth.


  “Step this way, visitors from the stars. Step this way and examine these wondrous works of Venus. None better are to be found. Cheap.”


  Jim frowned distastefully as the wheedling tones fell on his ears. He lengthened his stride. Daphne tugged at his sleeve.


  “What is it?”


  “Can’t we look at his things?”


  “If you want to,” snapped Jim. “But don’t let him know that you like them. If you want anything, let me do the haggling.”


  They stepped to the little counter laden with the merchant’s stock of worked leather, jewelled ornaments, weapons, tiny flasks of oil, dwarf plants, beaten metal and all the other trappings of the merchant’s trade. He rubbed his hands as they stopped, began a persuasive discourse on the merits of his stock.


  “A jewelled ring for the lady? A wallet of finest nagar hide for the gentleman? Souvenirs of your sojourn on Venus. All cheap.”


  “Save your breath, fruit for the Watchers,” Jim snarled. “I am no Terran tourist.”


  The man took a sharp breath, his hand automatically flickering to the odd-shaped scar on his forehead. “What do you know of the Watchers?”


  “They watch,” Jim answered with grim humour. He turned to Daphne. “Do you care for any of these things?”


  “What is this?” she asked, touching a delicately fashioned and jewelled instrument of wood and metal.


  “A weapon. An ingenious thing. It shoots a cloud of parasitic spores; the results are very unpleasant and quite lethal. It isn’t loaded, of course.”


  “And this?”


  Jim looked at the tiny vial of murky, yellow flecked glass. Within, something golden moved in slow, hypnotic convulsions. He smiled, held it in his hand. The golden glow changed to a rippling tide of ever-changing colour beneath the warmth of his hand.


  “A toy, the Venusians make them for the children to play with,” he gestured towards the merchant. “How much for this?”


  “That, sir? That very rare object of our ancient science? I would not dream of parting with it for less than one hundred interplanetary credits.”


  Jim tossed it back onto the counter. “Five.”


  “But, sir, consider, where on Earth would you find such an object? For seventy it would be a bargain.”


  Jim turned to Daphne. “Lend me five credits.” He tossed the note towards the merchant. “Satisfied?”


  “Impossible!” The man gestured wildly. “You insult my wares to offer such a sum. Fifty now would be nearer the worth of the exquisite article.”


  “You wear a strange scar for a man of Venus,” Jim murmured. “What penalties do the Watchers demand for any who betray the pride of their race?”


  The man began to sweat. “I accept your offer,” he hissed, then in forlorn hope. “Perhaps the Earth girl cares for my wares?”


  Daphne bought a similar toy, a curiously carved ring, and a wallet of the fantastically soft leather. Jim flung notes on the counter, spun her away from the scowling merchant.


  “Let’s get out of here,” he growled. “These people make me sick.”


  “But why, Jim?” Surely they have a right to earn a living?”


  “Like this?” he gestured around the edges of the high wire fence. “The half-breeds do it because they can do nothing else. The pure-blooded Venusians, however . . .” he spat in disgust.


  She shrugged her arm away from his grip. “I don’t understand you,” she said coldly. “You profess to want to help these people, yet all I have heard you do is insult them.”


  “You haven’t seen what I have,” Jim looked around, spotted the low door of a wine shop, led her within the dim interior.


  The proprietor, a half-breed with red hair, bowed before them.


  “Your pleasure, sir?”


  “Wine, the best you have,” Jim ordered. He sat at one of the little tables. Daphne hesitated for a moment, then sat beside him.


  “What’s the matter, Jim? Why are you so bitter?”


  He didn’t answer. The tavern keeper brought wine in a thick glass open-necked jug. Jim poured the green liquid into two long stemmed goblets, drank deeply. “I’ve seen history made,” he said quietly, staring into the depths of the wine. “And I don’t like what I see.”


  “Tell me,” Daphne persuaded gently. She lifted the goblet to her lips.


  “When the first ship from Earth landed, they found a natural people, proud, simple-living, sane. For a while the two races respected each other; the men of Venus could acknowledge the daring of the men of Earth, the restless courage which drove them to journey to the stars, even though they could not understand it. The Earthmen found in the simple, proud culture of the Venusians something to be wondered at. Mutual respect kept the two races on a friendly footing. Now?”


  “Aren’t things just the same?”


  “Are they? Would you think so, after seeing those peddling touts? If you Were the average visitor to Venus, what would you think?”


  Daphne hesitated, toying with her glass. “I see what you mean,” she admitted.


  “Tourists never see Venus, not the real Venus. What they see is a tiny patch of artificial culture, nurtured and bred by themselves alone. When the first expedition landed almost forty years ago, insanity was unknown here. Venusians just did not suffer from mental aberration, neurosis, psychological disturbances. Within the past ten years insanity has risen from one per cent, to well over fifteen. Is it any wonder that this whole area is under quarantine?”


  “Quarantine?”


  “Yes. Few people, even Terrans, know it, but this entire area for a distance of twenty miles each way from the landing field, is quarantined. The natives know it, the half-breeds, a few port officials, but the news is kept from the visitors.”


  “But why, Jim? Why are we quarantined?”


  “Because we carry the seeds of a terrible malady. For some reason Venusians cannot ape our ways. If they try it they go insane. The impact of our culture on that of Venus is mental death to them. They know it.”


  “But why should they, Jim? Why couldn’t they just keep on with their own ways?”


  “Do you remember reading the history of the North American Indians? The Aztecs? The Chinese? What happened to them? They didn’t ask for the, foreign invasions; they wanted to be left alone. When invasion swept them aside, what happened to them? They lost their pride, they lost the power of being themselves. They aped their conquerors and lost their self-respect. The Venusians don’t want to follow the same path.”


  “Aren’t you exaggerating things a little, Jim? After all, we only want to help them. With what we can do for them, help them to build roads, develop their planet, surely they should be grateful to us.”


  “Arc you making the same mistake as those back home?” Jim asked bitterly. “Hasn’t it occurred to you that this is their planet? Has it never struck you that perhaps we have more to learn than they have? Roads, mines, shipping lines—are they really necessary to a contented life?” He swirled the wine in his goblet.


  “Perhaps not,” agreed the girl. “But at least we arc trying to do good. Can we be blamed for that?”


  Thunder rumbled in the far distance; the light grew dim; a hint of menace seemed to fill the thick, humid air. The sounds of men shouting came clearly to their ears. Merchants busied themselves piling their goods within leather covers, others ran along the narrow streets bearing great bundles on their backs.


  “The storm,” explained Jim to the girl’s enquiring stare. “It will be upon us soon.”


  “Will it be very bad?”


  “Not very.” He reached for the jug of wine. “There’s nothing we can do until it breaks and the rains have had time to wash away. The jungle will be impassable for a while.” He poured the goblets full. “Tell me, did you notice anything while you were in the market? About the natives, I mean?”


  “I don’t know.” She frowned, trying to think of what he meant. “They all spoke Terran, is that it?”


  I “In a way; but did you notice that they all spoke in the same way? Half-breeds, Terrans, natives all spoke Terran with the same inflection, the same accent, or rather Jack of it.”


  “Now you mention it, they did. Why is that?”


  “No Terran has ever learned Venusian, a few words, perhaps, but not the full language. It is one of their most closely guarded secrets. If any Venusian were to be caught teaching a Terran his native tongue, he would die horribly.” Jim smiled grimly. “That is a proven fact.”


  “Why is that, Jim?”


  He shrugged. “Who knows? The result, of course, is that all Venusians coming into contact with Earthmen speak Terran. The half-breeds can speak nothing else. It has had an interesting result.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “As all the crews of the early ships were of a reasonably high level of culture, the language they taught was also of a high standard. So we get natives and half-breeds speaking the same as cultured Terrans. We also get everyone speaking almost exactly the same. No idiom, no class slang, no excuse for not understanding each other perfectly.”


  “Isn’t that rather a good thing?”


  “Is it? How can we ever learn about them when we cannot even guess at how their minds work? A natural language is a product of the way a race thinks. For argument’s sake, supposing the Venusians used emotional ideas instead of strict definition, as we do; wouldn’t the change from their natural way of communication lead to mental upset? Incidentally, it is only the natives who suffer from insanity, not the half-breeds, who have spoken nothing but Terran from the day of their birth.”


  “That brings up a question, something that has been troubling me.” Daphne hesitated, biting her lip. “What happens to the mothers of these children? The mothers of Terran-fathered children, I mean.”


  Jim stared at his glass in sudden bitterness. “They die,” he said curtly. “Sometimes in childbirth, mostly by other means. Not all of them, of course; the Venusians are not a cruel people, but few of the women accept the alternative.”


  “What is that?”


  “To have the child taken from them at birth. Never to see the infant again; to be banished from all contact with Terrans.”


  “How cruel!”


  “No,” said Jim quietly. “You see the Venusians are a very moral race. They realise that human nature is weak; they do not condemn the woman for associating with an Earthman, marrying him, bearing his child; but they insist that the infant must not weaken the pure strain. The woman is offered the alternative—lose the child or death. The child is never harmed.”


  “Is there no way out?”


  “So far,” Jim said bitterly, “no Terran has ever taken his wife and child back to Earth with him.”


  “Couldn’t they stay within the settlement?”


  “Not while the laws are as they are.” Jim fumbled for his pipe, trying to master the rage he always felt when he thought of the self-satisfied Terrans, safe behind their wire fence. They were hard laws, unfair laws; the Terrans admitted it themselves, but they were also convenient laws.


  A few drops of rain spattered the soft loam of the ground, sending up a fine spray of mist. A faint drumming began to echo from the low roof. The air, already chokingly humid, became difficult to breathe.


  “You have a strange name,” Jim said abruptly. “Daphne. An old-fashioned name. I thought that girls called themselves Sellene, or Titania, even Luna, nowadays.”


  “I had old-fashioned parents,” she explained. “It was my mother’s name. After she died I didn’t like to change it. Father seems to get comfort from calling me the same name as mother had.”


  Jim nodded, sending great streamers of smoke coiling upwards from the odd-shaped pipe. The storm had come, the rain drumming on the roof with a sound that made conversation difficult. Outside, the street had turned into a lane of liquid mud, the fierce torrent lashing the soft loam into a glutinous mess.


  The proprietor leaned against the counter, idly watching the two sole inmates of his tavern. He rubbed a vague hand through his mass of red hair. The faint tan on Daphne’s skin seemed to fascinate him. He jerked suddenly alert as someone almost fell through the low doorway.


  A man, mud-spattered, gasping for breath, his thick chest heaving, staggered into the tavern. He stood for a moment adjusting his eyes to the gloom, then half stumbled towards the only occupied table.


  Jim sprang to his feet as the man advanced, gripped a white, mud-coated shoulder. “What is it?”


  “Quick!” gasped Pheelan. “Come quick! They are out of my control!”


  Jim nodded, followed the man out of the dive. It wasn’t until after that he realised they had spoken in Venusian.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The Insurrectionists


  The rain hammered at him, smashing down on his unprotected head, drenching him to the skin. The ground mist made things difficult to see. Twice he almost fell, slipping in the ankle-deep mud. He yelled for his guide to halt.


  “Where are we going?”


  Pheelan looked blank.


  Jim tried again. “Where are you taking me?” he yelled at the top of his voice. Seeing the questioning look flung at him, he shrugged, gripped Pheelan’s belt and plunged through the mud after his guide.


  They hadn’t far to travel. A few short lanes, growing narrower and meaner as they progressed, and Pheelan stopped before the low door of a tavern. He ducked inside, Jim at his heels. Within, they wiped their eyes, cleared their ears, grimaced at each other.


  “What’s the matter?” Jim snapped.


  “I had to get you, Jim,” Pheelan apologised. “I can’t do anything with them. They’ve nursed their grievances too long, and Jim, I feel that something’s wrong somewhere.”


  Jim squinted around the few idle natives in the single room of the wine shop. “Where are they?”


  Pheelan hesitated.


  “If you want me to do anything, I’ll have to see them,” Jim said impatiently. “Where are they?”


  “In the old warehouse of Sam Glaath,” Pheelan admitted.” They began to assemble just before the rains. I tried to reason with them, but they won’t listen. They laughed at me; called me a coward. Someone’s agitating them, Jim. I’m afraid that there will be trouble, bad trouble. You’ve got to stop them.”


  “I see.” Jim looked sharply at the half-breed.” Are they armed?”


  “Yes,” admitted the big man.


  “Wilson guns?”


  Pheelan nodded. Jim cursed savagely.


  “Take me to them, Pheelan. The blind, stupid fools! Do they want to throw everything I’ve been working for into the gutter?” He slammed a fist into his palm. “Take me to them.”


  Once again they plunged into the rain. Diving down twisting lanes, slipping on the edges of rain-filled holes which would have swallowed them without trace. A building loomed through the mist, a decrepit old construction of wood lashed with rusty wire. Pheelan kicked at the low sagging door, snarled impatiently as a shutter slid aside.


  “Pheelan and Warren. Let us in.”


  The door swung protestingly open.


  A young man stood by the door. He had a peculiar dark skin and black, crinkled hair. He looked sulkily at them. A long barrelled Wilson gun rested against the edge of the frame. Jim snatched it up as he passed.


  “Where are the others?”


  The young man made a grab at his weapon, then nursed his arm as Jim smashed it savagely aside with the long barrel.


  “I said, where are the others?”


  “In the rear of the building,” the man muttered.


  “Lead us! I said lead us!” Jim swung the Wilson gun, prodding the doorkeeper in the stomach. “Move!”


  Reluctantly the young man led the way into the depths of the building. Jim stood just within the rotting doorway, the Wilson gun swinging from one hand, surveying the scene before him.


  About a hundred men were gathered into the dim ware house. All of them were young, all bore the unmistakable stamp of dual parentage. All were armed with Wilson guns.


  Boxes of ammunition stood open on the floor, their contents of copper charges for guns gleaming dully in the gloom. Several containers of wine stood next to them, many empty, a few spilt; the heavy odour of the liquid tainting the thick air.


  Gradually silence descended as the excited youths grew aware of Warren’s presence. Several of them looked abashed, half-heartedly trying to hide their guns. The majority stared at him boldly, fingering their weapons.


  “Don’t point those guns at me,” Jim rapped sharply. He stared at them with cold eyes. “Do any of you know what you’re supposed to be doing?”


  A burly, thick-set young man strode to the front of the crowd. “We’re doing what we should have done years ago; what should have been done when the Earthmen first landed. We’re going to wipe them out.”


  “Are you?” Jim asked coldly. “And when more ships come, what then?”


  “We’ll kill them, too.”


  “And when an army arrives?”


  “We’ll kill them all as they land. It won’t last long. When they realise that we don’t want them there’ll be no more ships.” A murmur from the crowd told of their agreement with the speaker.


  “What fools you are!” Jim sneered his contempt at them. “You hope to stop a world by killing a few individuals. Let me tell you nothing will ever stop Terrans from coming here. Nothing. Do you understand?” He let his eyes flicker over the crowd.


  “I know Earthmen. I am one. I know how they respond to a challenge. You can kill the garrison You can kill a million of them as they land, one after the other; you can kill until your weapons wear to dust in your hands—and still they will come. Never underrate the power of Earth, they are at their best when it comes to war.”


  “Talk,” sneered the burly young man. “Terran talk.”


  “Is it?” Jim smiled grimly. “What do you know of war? Have you ever experienced it? In one war alone, a war between two of the great nations, tribes if you like, ten million men died. Ten million! Can you realise the number? Of course you can’t, but if each of you killed every man assembled here, he would have to do it one hundred-thousand times. It would be impossible to do it; you would die of old age before the thing was done—and you talk of war.” Again his eyes flickered over the crowd.


  “What of it?” insisted the man uneasily. “They haven’t the men here; it takes time for the ships to arrive.”


  “Agreed. But do you know what will happen? I do. They will arrive and you will kill them. They will send more men, and more, and still you will kill them. Then they will send ships loaded with radidust. They will spray it over the area and every single living thing will die. The trees, the fungi, the insects, the animals, the worms in the soil—and the men on it. All will die. They will wait five years, maybe ten, and when thy return there will be no eyes to see them.”


  He straightened against the doorway on which he had been leaning. “Why are you here? Who talked you into this rash action? Answer me! Who agitated you?”


  Several of the crowd looked towards a yellow-haired man at the rear of the hall. He tried to hide, then stood boldly alone, as if by accident his Wilson gun swung towards the door.


  “I may have said something,” he admitted. “But I wasn’t the only one.”


  “Who filled your head with this nonsense?” Jim demanded.” Who talked you into this mad plan? What was it you were to do?”


  “One of us was each to mark a Terran. At a signal we were to strike. Then onto the settlement, where some of us would already have killed the garrison, wrecked the radio and taken over the quarters.” The burly young man glared at the yellow-haired one.” He told us the plan couldn’t fail.”


  “Nor could it,” agreed Jim. “Why do you think the Terrans go unarmed? They don’t fear death. They know that their revenge would be too terrible to contemplate and they assume that you know it also.” He glared at the agitator. “Shall I tell you what would happen? You would massacre the Terrans. Yes, you would take over the settlement, and then what? You would have several warehouses filled with goods. You would have a few weapons and limited ammunition; did any of you wonder from where you would receive more?”


  “We would get it from the same place we received the Wilson guns,” snapped the yellow-haired agitator. “We have friends.”


  “You would then have a pile of Terrans’ corpses and valueless property, unless you are able to trade with Earth.” Jim continued calmly. “Do you think, then, that you would rule Venus? No. The Council is not made up of fools. They know that Earth would want to avenge the outrage. They know that other ships will come. How best to show that they are as shocked as the Terrans? How else than by displaying a long line of corpses? Your corpses, and the half-breed question is settled for good.”


  His cold eyes stared over the crowd. “What position were you offered in the new regime?” he asked the yellowhaired man.


  The man swallowed, stared at his neighbours, suddenly swung up his weapon. The thin tongue of flame seared across the hall, blinding in its brilliance. Jim ducked, dodged a second shot and swung up his own weapon. The Wilson gun spat. A finger of searing heat darted across the hall, hit, blinked out. A charred, smoking mass dropped to the floor, the melted ruin of a Wilson gun falling with a clang beside him.


  Jun looked at the seared body. “He couldn’t even shoot straight,” he said. “What chance would you have against trained soldiers?”


  The burly young man swallowed. He looked rather sick. “What shall we do?” he asked humbly.


  “Nothing,” Jim snapped curtly. “Hide these weapons. They may be of use, but not until I order you. I have hopes that the Question can be settled as it should be—by law and mutual agreement. One other thing. Who gave you these guns I do not know, but I will venture a guess that he is of the pure strain. Ask yourselves, what does he stand to gain? Would he be after the highest position possible to a Venusian? Chief intermediary between Earth and Venus?”


  He dropped the weapon, wiped the sweat from his face and neck. “Get me out of here,” he gasped to Pheelan.


  Gently the big half-breed led him into the open. The rain had stopped, the air smelling clean and sweet after the downpour which had washed it clear of the myriad floating spores from the giant fungi.


  He stood, breathing deeply, his face haggard and strained. Beneath the long peak of his swept-back dark hair his face was pale. Automatically he fumbled for his pipe.


  “I hated to do that, Pheelan,” he muttered. “Killing that young fool. Who is at the bottom of it all?”


  Pheelan shrugged.


  “Still won’t tell me?” Jim smiled, the pipe clenched between his teeth. “I leave tomorrow on the expedition. I’ll probably be gone a week, maybe longer; it all depends on what we find. I rely on you to keep things under control until my return.”


  “I’ll do that,” Pheelan promised grimly. He caught Jim’s arm. “Do you think that there is any hope?”


  “I don’t know. If only the Watchers would let me examine the records, enter the Anero Tanap . . .” he shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”


  “How are you travelling?”


  “Helicopter to the edge, then on foot. Fleetan’s promised to fix a safe passage. We’ll go via Elerdris, try to examine the archives there; but a lot depends on what we’re allowed to do.”


  Pheelan grunted, dug one toe into the mud. “If you fail?” he asked.


  “I fail,” Jim laughed curtly. “I failed before, maybe I’ll fail again. If I do, someone else will succeed, be sure of it.”


  “If you fail,” Pheelan said slowly. “If you fail, then trouble will start.”


  “Not the garrison,” snapped Jim sharply. “It would be suicide.”


  “Maybe not the garrison,” said Pheelan suggestively. “There is something we can do nearer home. I’ve my daughter to think of; she’s getting near marriageable age now. I want her to have free choice.”


  “Be careful,” warned Jim seriously. “Be very careful. Remember the Watchers.”


  “I won’t forget them,” promised Pheelan, his great hands clenched. “I owe them something, when I think of my mother . . .” Anger swelled the thick veins of his neck.


  “Take it easy,” said Jim. He glanced at the now clear sky, the eternal layer of thick cloud, calm and fleecy after the recent storm. The sun, a great patch of golden light, had passed the zenith, was dropping towards the horizon. The thick drone of insects filled the suddenly quiet air.


  “It’s getting late,” said Jim. Suddenly he snapped his fingers. “Daphne! I forgot her.” He turned to Pheelan. “Take charge in there.” He jerked his head towards the old warehouse. “Better get rid of the body. Bury it somewhere. I doubt if anyone will ask after him. If they do,” he smiled grimly, “blame it on the Watchers.”


  Pheelan nodded, watched the Terran walk slowly down the narrow lane. He pulled at his lip, smiled a little, then suddenly squaring his shoulders, re-entered the warehouse.


  Jim walked slowly, his feet dragging in the mud, his eyes vacant. He didn’t notice the trimly clad members of the garrison until he had bumped into them, then it was too late.


  He recognised the tall one, darted his eyes to each of the other two, felt quick relief.


  “Excuse me,” he muttered, trying to edge past.


  “Not so fast,” snapped the tall, dark-haired one. “Remember me?”


  “Never seen you before,” Jim said easily. “What do you want?”


  “You’re Warren, aren’t you,” said the tall man.” I remember you. You and that tavern-keeper beat me and my two friends up. Red’s still in the sick bay. You smashed his face with that bottle, the other one has a broken jaw. I was lucky,” he grinned savagely. “Now it’s your turn.”


  “Are you sure this is the man, Tony?” one of the other two men rubbed his jaw. “I thought that we were after that half-breed. I don’t like beating up an Earthman.”


  “He’s no Earthman,” sneered Tony. “He’s a renegade. Get him!”


  He moved forward, his arms swinging at his sides, Jim tensed. He dodged the first blow, weaving slightly and letting the fist pass over his shoulder. His own left sank into the tall man’s stomach. His right hand, the edge stiffened, slashed across the exposed windpipe, the tall man retched and fell into the mud.


  Then they were all over him. Desperately he struck, used his knees, feet, even butted with his head. He fell, struggled upright, slipped again, his arms pulling one of his foes down with him. He felt flesh near his mouth, bit savagely, someone yelled a vicious curse.


  A fist crashed into his mouth and he tasted the warm salt of blood. Something ran down his forehead, blinding him. He drove his fist into a snarling mouth, felt teeth snap, felt a sharp pain in his knuckles. Desperately he floundered in the ankle-deep mud, trying to avoid the heavy boots. Tony swung at him.


  He grabbed a foot, twisted, kept twisting. A man screamed with sudden agony, something snapped dully and the foot went limp. A boot thudded against his head. Something smacked against his nose, his mouth, his eyes. Dimly he realised that he was being beaten to a pulp.


  He heaved, twisted, then suddenly the sun dimmed, stars flashed before him. He felt mud choking him, filling his mouth and nose. Frantically he slewed in the mud, gagging. The shadow of a boot swung at him; he tried to dodge, couldn’t, stared at it helplessly.


  He never felt it land.


  It was dark when he recovered consciousness. For a while he lay in the warm mud, trying to orientate himself. Then, memory returning, he struggled to his feet. He ached all over, the knuckles of both hands were split, his nose broken.


  Gingerly he touched his forehead, wincing as he felt various bumps and a jagged cut. He leaned for a while against a wall, then painfully staggered his way towards the lights of the House of Welcome.


  His vision blurred as he walked, each step sending jolting throbs of agony stabbing through his broken head. Grimly he thought that he was lucky that he hadn’t met the original three; he doubted if he would ever have walked again if he had. The thought of Red still in hospital gave him a savage satisfaction. Mentally he marked the tall Tony down for special attention.


  He staggered as he reached the steps leading into the hotel. Darkness flooded over him.


  CHAPTER SIX


  Serpent in Paradise


  The vanes of the helicopter spun, the air blast flattening delicate fronds of lace-like vegetation. The sound of the turbine rose to a shrill scream, the machine jerked, lifted, climbed into the air.


  From the plastic cabin the young Terran pilot waved a gloved hand, circled once and vanished into the distance. Jim sighed and bent to examine the pile of baggage. He was still sore from the previous night’s beating. His muscles ached, his eyes burned and every sharp sound made his head throb with more violent pain. Despite his injuries, he was smiling.


  The smile died as he examined the pile of luggage.


  “Who’s bright idea was this?” he asked, jerking a hand towards the heaped bundles.


  “Mine, why?” Jack Conroy, elegant in his impeccable drill shirt and trousers, his high boots glistening, his jacket of fine leather fitting snugly around his slender waist, stared haughtily at the shabby figure of Warren.


  “What did you hope to do with it?” Jim asked sarcastically. “Open a trading post?”


  “No need to be clever about it,” snapped Conroy. “If you’d been at the hotel last night instead of getting into a drunken brawl you could have advised us. As it was, we had to use our own discretion. What’s the matter with it?”


  “As goods, nothing; but have you any idea how you’re going to carry it?”


  “Fleetan said that he would arrange for guides to meet us; I assumed that bearers would also be sent. After all, they can hardly expect us to carry our own things.”


  Jim breathed deeply, trying not to feel anger. “Tell me, Conroy,” he said quietly, “have you the idea that Venus is something like old Africa? If you have, forget the notion. Venus isn’t like that at all. The natives do not regard themselves as anyone’s servants. They might agree to carry your stuff, but only because they wanted to, not for payment.”


  He bent over the pile, rapidly sorting the goods. “We don’t need canned food,” he snapped, tossing the packets to one side. “We don’t need glasses, tableware, spare clothes, insect repellant, water purifier, stoves, shovels or tents.” He opened a fresh bundle, turned scarlet at the sight of dainty feminine underwear.


  “Perhaps you’d better sort your own things,” he said to Daphne. “Keep the load to a minimum; we may have a long way to go.”


  “How about the weapons?” asked Professor Masters.


  “Where are they?” Jim passed a hand across throbbing brows. “I must ask you to forgive me for last night. I intended to help you, but I met with an accident.”


  “Some accident!” Conroy sneered. Daphne darted him an exasperated look.


  “For goodness sake keep quiet, Jack. Can’t you see that Jim was seriously hurt?”


  “Here are the weapons,” interrupted the bearded professor. “I had a hard time persuading the port commander to let me have them.”


  Jim nodded. “I can imagine it.” He ran an experienced eye over the guns. A long barrelled Wilson gun for each of the men. A stubby flame pistol for each of them, together with a broad bladed hunting knife in a sheath. Jim strapped the gun belt around his waist, adjusting knife and gun to comfortable, easy-to-reach positions.


  “Just because we are armed, don’t think that we intend shooting our way through,” he warned. “Wait for my signal before you attempt to shoot. Under no circumstances make a threatening gesture with the guns towards any of the natives.”


  “Why not?” Conroy asked. He stared down the squat barrel of his pistol, aiming at imaginary targets.


  “Because you’ll be dead before you could ever pull the trigger,” snapped Jim. “Take my word for it.”


  He swung a small pack to his shoulders, wriggling until the straps were comfortable. “Ready?”


  “Aren’t we going to wait here for our guides?” Daphne asked. She looked nervously at the mass of tangled vegetation stretching before them.


  “No. They will find us when they want to. Anyway, we’re in a hurry. I want to get to Elerdris as soon as possible.”


  “Why couldn’t we fly all the way?” grumbled Conroy, sweating beneath the weight of a bulging pack.


  “Mutual agreement,” explained, Jim absently. “We have agreed not to encroach on the culture of the Venusians more than is necessary. There is an arbitrary line drawn around the area of the settlement, we call it the Edge, beyond which no aircraft or ground cars can go.”


  “Nonsense,” snapped Conroy. “Do these people think that they can halt the march of progress?”


  “I don’t care what they think,” Jim snapped. “All I know is that I want to be welcome at Elerdris. If we arrived by air we wouldn’t be. Now shut up and keep moving!”


  Steadily he plunged through the undergrowth, avoiding the boles of giant trees, warily stepping past swollen fungi, brushing aside tangled vines. Once he paused, listening, head cocked, one hand lifted for silence; then satisfied, he waved them on.


  From time to time he squinted at an instrument strapped to his wrist, peered at the golden patch of the sun when it was visible between the tops of towering trees; around them insects droned in a buzzing swarm.


  Conroy slapped at his neck, cursed, snapped irritably at Jim. “I thought that you said we didn’t need Dellant? I’m being eaten alive.”


  “Are you?” Jim asked seriously. “The insects rarely bite Terrans; something about our body-odour. Here!” he stepped to where a thick vine wreathed itself about the massive bole of a tree. With a slash of the keen knife he severed it, a thick yellow sap oozed from the cut.


  “Rub yourself with this. The smell isn’t very nice, but the insects won’t bother you.”


  He waited while Conroy rubbed the thick mess over face, neck and hands. “How are you feeling?”


  “Hot,” admitted Daphne. “How far have we to go?”


  “Several miles yet, I’m afraid. How about you, Professor? Feel like a rest?”


  “Have we the time?” Masters rubbed at his beard. “I’d hate to spend the night in this environment.”


  “I think we can make time.” Jim glanced at his wrist.” I’ll find a clearing. We can rest for a few minutes; have something to eat. We should take some salt pills, anyway.”


  They walked steadily for another hour, then the jungle thinned before them. Thankfully, Daphne sat on a hillock of bare soil. “This is nice,” she said gratefully. “Just like a little bit of paradise.”


  “You think so?” Jim smiled. “Like all paradises this has its serpent, also.” He pointed to where a line of depressions led across the clearing. “The beast that made that belongs to no paradise. A relic of the Mesozoic period. A herbivore, of course, but an ill-tempered thing. It will attack anything moving within the range of its vision. Look at the trees; see how the vegetation has been stripped from them. There isn’t a thing left for a height of over thirty feet. That will give you an idea how large it is.”


  “Are we in any danger?” Conroy asked, nervously fingering his Wilson gun.


  “Not much. Luckily they are rare. The Venusians hate them. They ruin the plantations, smash the villages, make journeying hazardous. During the breeding season most of the natives stay out of the jungle. Even the Watchers are wary of them.”


  “What are these Watchers you keep mentioning?” Daphne asked. She bit into a succulent fruit Jim had found for her. He finished his own before answering.


  “The Watchers? They watch, as you might have guessed from their name.”


  [missing text]


  peevishly. “I say that we should have a rest, after all, Warren, we’re not all used to marching through this heat.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” conceded Jim. “But we must make it a short one. It will be getting dark soon, and we have still some way to go.” He glared at Conroy’s bulging pack. “What on earth have you got in there, man?”


  “Nothing I shan’t need,” defended the slim, effete Terran. “Some spare clothes, my toilet articles, a few books, a little medicine. Will you carry some of it?”


  Jim held out his hand. “Give me the pack.”


  Surprised, Conroy handed it over. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me,” snapped Jim. “I don’t intend being your servant. Let me get rid of this junk.” He opened the pack, shook the contents out onto the wet, soil.


  “What are you doing?” yelled Conroy, his pale face reddening with anger. “Leave those things alone.”


  Jim paid no attention. “As I thought,” he muttered. “Two pairs of trousers, three shirts, spare jacket, spare pair of boots.” Disgustedly he tossed them aside. “What’s this?”


  “Leave that alone,” snapped Conroy. He stood, wide legged, the squat barrel of the flame pistol steady in his hand. “Touch that bundle, and I’ll bum you down.”


  Jim rose slowly to his full height, his dark eyes blazed beneath his narrowed brows. “Put away that gun,” he said quietly.


  “Not until you move away from that bundle,” Conroy repeated grimly.


  Jim laughed silently.” You’re out of character, Conroy,” he said. “A man who loads himself with inessentials on a trip like this, to threaten his guide with a gun.” He took a cautious step forward. “Put down that gun!”


  “Not so fast,” snapped Conroy. “Daphne, Masters, let us get one thing straight. Remember that it was my money that enabled you to come on this expedition. I did it for reasons you well know.” His eyes rested on Daphne for a moment. “I don’t intend some dirty renegade to boss me around, neither do I intend him to take the girl I love.”


  Jim let his eyes flicker to Daphne. “Is that true?”


  “Never mind whether it’s true or not,” Conroy grated. “I’ve seen the way you look at each other, I won’t stand for it. Now get away from that bundle.”


  “I see,” Jim breathed. He smiled, let his hand gently move towards his holstered weapon. “Your love life doesn’t interest me, but your insults do. You have a gun, Conroy, use it!” His hand darted-towards the butt of the flame pistol.


  Daphne screamed.


  Something threshed in the near distance. Something huge, hissing snake-like as it sent small trees crashing to the soft loam. A nauseous odour wafted before it. The slither of scalely armour accompanied it, its very presence cast an aura of dread.


  Something from the very depths of a tormented nightmare, thrust itself through the foliage above them.


  Conroy screamed, swung the flame pistol, sent a livid shaft of burning chemical heat splashing against the slavering head of the giant reptile. Jim cursed, sprang for his Wilson gun, yelled at the stricken figure of the old professor.


  “Get your Wilson. Get your gun man. Quick!”


  Desperately he snatched at his own weapon, swung the stock to his shoulder, squeezed the trigger. The thin line of brilliance cut a vivid path through the gloom of the jungle. It traced a delicate line from the flaring tip of the long barrel to one of the glittering jewel-like eyes. It struck, tore at the soft unprotected flesh, the smell of roasting meat caught at their nostrils.


  The reptile screamed!


  From the huge drooling mouth, red and lined with the flat teeth of a herbivore, from the depths of the long sinuous throat, the ghastly sound rang through the suddenly silent jungle. A sudden wave of noxious breath sent Jim staggering back, trying to control the violent retching of his stomach. From beside him a second Wilson gun spat searing destruction. Jim wiped streaming eyes, grinned at Daphne.


  “Aim at the eyes, then at just below the neck, in the hollow of the throat, but for God’s sake mind his tail!”


  Masters had reached his weapon and together the three of them sent tongue after tongue of searing heat at the giant monster. Even the incredible power of the Wilson guns hardly penetrated the thick armour of the nightmarish beast. Conroy, half insane with panic, was still blasting with his useless flame pistol.


  “Conroy!” Jim called, straining his voice above the sounds of the guns and the savage thrashing of the beast. “Get out of the way! Stop shooting, and get out of the way!”


  Without waiting to see whether the man had obeyed his orders, Jim returned his attention to the great reptile. Despite all its terrible injuries, it still lived. The head was a charred mess, both eyes, and half the skull seared away by repeated blasts from the Wilson guns. Still the incredible vitality of the monster, its diverse nervous system, made it still dangerous.


  Trees crashed as the thick tail swept viciously towards its tormentors. Lashing like the thong of a giant whip, the mass of flesh and bone swept all clear before it. Jim yelled a warning, flung himself to the soft ground, pulling Daphne beside him.


  “Down Masters,” he yelled. “For your life man, down!”


  He stared in horror as the old professor made no move to safety. “Masters!” he screamed. “Masters, the tail! Watch the tail!”


  With a whip-like motion the long armoured tail swept towards them. Desperately Masters, seeing his danger too late, tried to run. He was knocked from his feet, sent hurling against the bole of a giant tree, the Wilson gun spinning through the air after him.


  Jim leapt to his feet, ran along close beside the terrible engine of destruction, and with the trigger of his weapon locked back, sent a continuous stream of searing death into the hollow of the great throat. Through armoured plates of bone, through flesh, through the very vitals and great organs, the stabbing flame spat.


  The beast was dead, had been for minutes now, but still the reflex action of the great limbs sent the thick tail sweeping a path of danger. It slowed, jerked, rested quietly. Still Jim kept his finger locked on the trigger of the overheated gun, not until the charges were exhausted did he release the pressure, stagger weakly away from the huge mound of dead flesh.


  Daphne turned a tear-stained face towards him.


  “Jim,” she pleaded. “My father. I think he’s dead.” She broke into a fresh storm of weeping.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  The Watchers


  Masters wasn’t dead. As Jim gently lifted Daphne to one side he noticed with a quick flood of relief that the old professor still breathed. The blow from the great tail of the reptile had injured him, as had the impact with the bole of the tree, but he still lived.


  “Is he dead, Jim?” Daphne asked dully.


  “No,” said Jim. “Knocked about a bit, but not too seriously.”


  “Are you sure?” she looked at him anxiously.


  “Certain.” He forced a confidence he did not feel into his voice. “Injured a little, that was to be expected, but he was lucky.” He looked about him. “Where’s Conroy?”


  “Somewhere around,” she answered listlessly, staring at the limp body of her father. “Why?”


  “Find him will you.”


  “Do we need him?”


  “Yes. Find him and bring him here. We shall have to carry your father, I can’t “do it alone.”


  He watched as she moved reluctantly away, then he bent over the prostrate figure of the old man. Gently he probed the shattered skull, noticed the flecks of blood at the corners of the mouth, tightened his lips in dismay. Obviously several ribs had been broken, one or more of them piercing the lungs. The injured skull told its own story of concussion and possible brain damage. Carefully moving the old professor, he noticed the left arm hanging limp, broken between elbow and shoulder. He straightened as he heard the approach of the other two.


  “How is he?” Daphne asked.


  “Not too good,” Jim confessed. “Head injuries, a broken arm, and a good possibility of internal bleeding.”


  “Well,” said Conroy. “This means the end of the expedition. We can’t proceed with the professor in the state he is. We must return to the settlement.”


  “No!” protested Jim.


  “No?” Conroy raised his eyebrows. “What else do you suggest?”


  “We must carry him to Elerdris. It would be murder to take him back to the Edge. We’d have to wait days maybe for the helicopter. He would be dead before then.”


  “What else can we do?” Conroy insisted. “What good would it do him if we carry him to Elerdris? They have no hospital there. We would still have to get him to the settlement, and every minute we wait makes his chances of recovery less.” He shook his head. “Sorry, Warren. I know how you feel, but I insist that we return to the settlement.”


  “We can’t,” Jim said flatly. He squinted at the dimming clouds, glanced at his wrist. “It will be dark soon. We could never get back through the jungle tonight. We’d have to camp in the open. What comfort can we give him? At Elerdris we can rest, I can head for the settlement tomorrow, or send a runner. I may be able to get permission for the helicopter to come for him. In any case we must get out of the jungle before dark.”


  “Why?”


  “Several of the giant fungi spread their spores then. Most of them are quite harmless, but one or two are parasitic. If Masters should happen to breath one of those spores, let them settle on the internal wounds, then he will be dead before dawn.” He shook his head. “We must get him to Elerdris.”


  Deliberately Jim drew his knife, cut down a couple of thin saplings, trimmed off the branching ferns. Lashing short pieces across head and foot, he quickly fashioned a rude stretcher. Calmly he tied Conroy’s spare clothing across the framework, making sure that all was firm. Sheathing the blade, he straightened.


  “Help me get him on the stretcher.” Conroy bit his lips but made no effort to move. “Help me lift him man!” snapped Jim angrily. “Standing there won’t solve anything!”


  Slowly Conroy stepped forward.


  “Now, gently, don’t move him more than you have to. Daphne, yon slip the stretcher beneath him as we lift. Ready?”


  Daphne nodded, Conroy grunted.


  “Right. Now!”


  Gently they lifted the old man, Daphne slipping the rude stretcher beneath the limp figure. Jim adjusted Masters’ head and limbs, lashing him firmly to the framework.


  “Now,” he grunted. “Move easily, and don’t jolt him. I’ll take the lead, Daphne can carry one of the guns and keep a look-out. I doubt if she will see anything, but we daren’t take chances. Ready?”


  With a smooth motion they lifted the stretcher, adjusted the weight, stepped carefully forward. Within ten steps they were sweating, within twenty Jim knew that they would never make it.


  Grimly he plodded on through the darkening jungle. The stretcher dragged at his arms, his eyes burned with trying to watch every place where he might rest a foot. He knew how slender was the old man’s hold on life. One slip, a fall, and the jagged edges of the broken ribs would slash the lungs to ribbons. He hoped that Daphne hadn’t thought of that.


  She strode beside the unconscious body of her father, the Wilson gun dragging from her hand, her eyes showing the strain under which she moved. From time to time she glanced at the sweat-gleaming fate of Conroy, then at the sturdy shoulders of Warren, tensed and stubborn as he grimly set the pace. Once she made as if to speak, then bit her lips and kept silent.


  Insects droned about them, from-the far distance something screamed, nearer, a giant fungi exploded with a soft plop emitting a cloud of brown spores. She looked over her shoulder, and stepped closer to Warren.


  “I think someone’s watching us,” she whispered. “I keep getting the feeling that someone is just beyond range of vision, or has just dodged behind a tree.”


  Jim grinned tightly. “It’s probably the Watchers,” he explained. “Don’t worry about them.”


  “The Watchers?” Daphne frowned. “What is this mystery of the Watchers? Why won’t you tell me?”


  “Later,” Jim said. “How is your father?”


  “I don’t like it,” she said worriedly. “There’s blood on his lips, that means torn lungs doesn’t it? His colour isn’t too good, and he’s shivering. What can we do?”


  “Cover him as best we can. Here.” Carefully Jim slipped off his leather jacket, letting her hand one side of the stretcher as he removed his hand. “Put this over him, get Conroy’s jacket, use your own too. We won’t need them.”


  “How about a rest?” Conroy called softly. Like Daphne, he too had the feeling that someone was watching them. Instinctively he lowered his voice.


  “Maybe we’d better,” agreed Jim. “Set it down gently.” Thankfully he straightened, easing cramped muscles. “I’ll try to get some fruit. Keep a close watch Daphne, but remember, don’t threaten anything with the Wilson gun. Don’t lift or aim it unless you intend to fire, then shoot, and shoot straight.” He vanished into the undergrowth.


  Conroy cleared his throat nervously. “Do you think we can trust him?”


  “Trust him?” Daphne looked her surprise. “Of course we can. Why do you ask?”


  “Well, look at it this way. Warren is obviously determined to continue with the expedition. Even though he knows that your father is going to die, yet he won’t return to the settlement. I’m suspicious. I’d like to know why.”


  “Who says that father is going to die?” Daphne demanded desperately.


  Conroy smiled pityingly. “What do you think He has internal injuries hasn’t he? Look at the colour of his face. How can we get medical aid for him where we’re going? If we had returned immediately to the settlement, he’d have stood a chance. As it is . . .” He shrugged.


  “Jim said that he would return to the settlement, bring the helicopter to Elerdris to pick up father,” Daphne protested. “You must agree that would be the most sensible thing to do.”


  “If he does it,” admitted Conroy. “But what’s to prevent him going off and leaving us at Elerdris? How would we ever know where he had got to? He could go where he intends going, then say he got lost, that he had an accident, even say nothing at all.” He grimaced. “Warren’s almost a native. He could live in the jungle for years if he had to. I tell you, I don’t trust him!”


  “Well I do!” Daphne said hotly. “He has given us no reason for not trusting him, and he is the only one we can rely on now.”


  Conroy’s face hardened. “So you trust him?” he sneered. “A man with his reputation, a drunkard, a renegade, a man despised by every Terran on Venus. Fleetan warned me about him. The Port Commander warned us both. I know why you trust him, you romantic little fool!”


  “What do you mean?” Daphne asked quietly.


  “You’ve let a cheap reputation make you lose your sense of judgment,” Conroy spat. “Oh, I’ve been watching you. The way you look at him, the way you touch his hand at times. Do you think I’m blind?”


  Daphne flushed. “What you are saying isn’t true, and you know it. Jim doesn’t think anything of me.”


  “But you do of him,” Conroy lowered his voice. “Listen darling, you know how I feel about you, you’ve known for a long time now. We were to be married after this expedition, remember? I only agreed to finance it because it meant so much to you and to your father. Don’t let me down for the sake of a momentary infatuation. How would you feel if you married Warren? What would people say?”


  “I don’t know,” said Daphne. “I don’t know—and I don’t care.”


  Something rustled in the undergrowth. Startled, Daphne swung the long barrel of the Wilson gun, her finger tensing on the trigger.


  “Don’t shoot,” called Jim. “It’s me. Warren.” He stepped from the undergrowth, holding a great pile of fruit in his arms. Dropping them in front of the others, he selected a small, hard-rinded nut-like globe. Slashing at the tough skin with his knife, he squeezed a thick golden sap from the cut, tasted it, nodded, and stepped to the side of the unconscious man.


  “What are you doing?” called Daphne.


  “It will help,” Jim said quietly. He dripped the sap onto Masters’ lips. “The juice has a soporific effect. It will serve in lieu of an anaesthetic, without any harmful effects.” He stepped back. “Hurry and eat, we must be on our way.”


  “What are you going to do when we reach Elerdris?” Daphne asked.


  Jim looked at her oddly. “That rests with how we are received.”


  “But . . .?” Daphne commenced, then lapsed into silence. She had just remembered that sounds carried far in the jungle. She wondered if Jim had heard her and Conroy talking. Savagely she bit into one of the fruits.


  Conroy wiped his lips, leaned back against the bole of a. tree. “How much farther have we to go, Warren?”


  “Not too far. Why?”


  “I was wondering if it would be possible to send off a runner tonight. If we could, we might be able to have the helicopter pick up Masters tomorrow.”


  Jim shook his head.


  “Why not?” demanded Conroy. “The old man’s in a bad way. I think he’s dying. If we can get him to hospital he may have a chance. As it is he has none. For Daphne’s sake we must do what we can.”


  “Then why don’t you use your radio?” Jim asked, quietly.


  Conroy blushed, then to cover his confusion, blustered. “Radio? What do you mean?”


  “I mean the portable radio you have in your pack,” Jim explained quietly.


  “I haven’t got a radio.”


  “No?” Jim grinned savagely. Stepping to where the bundles had been tossed he lifted his foot. “Then you have no objection to my stamping on your bundle?”


  “Certainly I have. Who do you think you are? I warned you once, Warren, I’ll not do it again. Touch that bundle and I’ll burn you down.”


  “What with?” Jim said coldly.” You were so panic-stricken a short while ago, that you didn’t realise that you had lost your pistol. Now. Do you object?”


  Conroy whitened with rage. “Keep your dirty feet off my property,” he snarled.


  “Do you have a radio, Conroy?” Daphne asked hopefully.


  “He has,” Jim said quietly. “I noticed it when I threw out his things. A limited range, single wavelength job.” He smiled without humour. “How much did Fleetan promise you to report our every move, Conroy?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You know what I mean,” snapped Jim. His hand flickered to his belt, returned weighted with a flame pistol. “Now, Conroy, talk. What did Fleetan want you to do?”


  “Nothing.”


  The squat barrel made an arc through the humid air. Conroy cried out, cowered, put his hands protectingly to his cheek. The scarlet welt of the blow, stood startling clear against the pallid skin.


  “Talk!” snarled Jim. “Talk or I’ll beat your face to pulp. How much?”


  “Twenty thousand,” muttered Conroy.


  “For what?”


  “To tell him where we were, and what you had discovered.”


  “When were you to use the radio?”


  “On our return,” Conroy quivered. “Don’t hit me, Warren. I didn’t see any harm in letting him know.”


  “You wouldn’t,” Jim snapped contemptuously.


  Deliberately he swung the flame pistol, sent a searing blast of fire stabbing from the squat muzzle. The pack flared for a moment, something compact and metallic spluttered, then ran in molten ruin. Daphne screamed, then cried out in protest.


  “Jim! The radio, we could have used it, saved father.”


  “We could have used it,” admitted Jim. “Yes. We wouldn’t have saved anyone.”


  He holstered the flame pistol. “Listen, Conroy,” he said quietly. “You should have told me that you had a radio. Fleetan ordered you not to, was that it?”


  Conroy nodded.


  “I thought so. Do you know what would have happened had you tried to use it? I thought not. You would have died, Conroy. We all would have died. Fleetan knew that.”


  “But why, Jim?” Daphne said angrily. “Why would we have died?”


  “The Watchers would have killed us,” explained Jim simply. “We entered the jungle, left the settlement, by special arrangement. That is why we didn’t come all the way by helicopter. We must keep to that arrangement, or pay the penalties for breaking it. We are allowed no recording equipment. I would have taken a chance on that. We are not allowed radio. I refuse to risk certain discovery of its use.”


  He laughed at Conroy. “Twenty thousand credits! He could have offered a million, you would never have lived to collect them.”


  A moan from the injured man jerked them around. Jim strode across to the stretcher, bent over it, another of the nut-like fruits in his hand. The moaning died.


  “Come on, Conroy,” Jim ordered. “Our differences can wait. We must get him to Elerdris. Ready?”


  Together they lifted the stretcher, commenced the gruelling march, necks and arms aching in anticipation. It had grown darker, great patches of shadow clustering about, the boles of the giant trees, hiding the pitfalls in the soft loam of the jungle floor. Jim began to sweat, thinking of the possibility of a fall. If he should slip, break ail ankle . . . he gritted his teeth, forced himself not to think of it. It was best not to anticipate.


  Daphne led the way, striding carelessly over the tangle of vines and fronds covering the soft dirt. She set a hard pace, fear of the dark, of the silent watching jungle lengthening her stride. She held the Wilson gun at her hip, her slender fingers tight around the stock, the knuckles white beneath the strain.


  A fungus popped, another, then a third. A sickly odour hovered in the air, then was gone as they passed the cloud of floating spores. Jim bit his lips worriedly, glanced over his shoulder at the unconscious man, then jerked his gaze ahead as he felt his foot slipping on a rotted vine.


  Daphne was now several paces ahead, she slipped between two trees, disappeared from immediate view. A scream lanced through the thick air. Another! Another!


  The Wilson gun thundered a savage blast.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Elerdris


  Jim swore, automatically lunged forward, the weight of the stretcher jerking him back. Swiftly he set his end down on the loam, and snapped orders to the trembling figure of Conroy.


  “Stay by him. Don’t leave this spot.” He raced between the two trees, tugging at the flame pistol.


  Barely had he. cleared them, than he bumped heavily into Daphne. For an instant she struggled, then collapsed sobbing into his arms.


  “What is it?” he snapped, eyes probing the jungle, flame pistol steady in his hand.


  “There, Jim,” she explained shakily. “I saw it as I left the trees, I screamed, fired, and then you came.”


  Jim followed her pointing finger, despite himself shudders ran up his spine.


  A man hung from a low branch. He spun gently, the rope around his neck twisting his head, giving him a queer lopsided look. He hadn’t died easily. The rotting spots on his body, the grimace of intense agony, the starting eyes, all told their mute story. Jim cautiously approached the swinging figure, Daphne treading on his heels.


  “Why,” she said in amazement. “I’ve seen him before. He was the merchant we bought those things from in the market.”


  Jim nodded, gazing at the strangely scarred forehead. The man hadn’t died from the rope. He had met death some other way. Jim studied the naked body, noticed the tiny pinpricks, the faint fuzz of golden fungus already growing on the dead flesh.


  He stepped back, bolstering the flame pistol. “Come on, Daphne,” he said quietly. “We can’t do anything for him, and he can’t hurt us.”


  Conroy still stood by the stretcher. His eyes looked wild in the deepening gloom of the jungle, his hand groped at his empty holster. “What was it?”


  “A dead man,” Jim explained laconically. “Ready?”


  “Wait a minute,” snapped Conroy. “What do you mean, a dead man? Are we safe here? The killer could get us just as easily, more so laden as we are with the stretcher.”


  “They won’t hurt us,” Jim said quietly. “It was something quite personal, you have no need to fear. Just pick up your end, and follow me. Ready, Daphne?”


  “If you say so, Jim,” she said nervously. “But I don’t like it.”


  “And neither do I,” snapped Conroy. “There’s too much mystery about the whole thing. Who killed that man? Why? I want to know.”


  “So do I,” Daphne supported. “Why don’t you tell us, Jim? We are as much concerned as you are.”


  He looked at them, hesitated, then shrugged. “If you insist,” he said quietly. “I’ll tell you. That man was killed by the Watchers.”


  “The Watchers!” snorted Conroy. “Always the Watchers. Who are these mysterious Watchers?”


  Jim sighed. “They are watching us now, they have been from the very moment we left the settlement. They will until we return there. They are everywhere.”


  He gestured towards the dark jungle. “Somewhere in that mass of undergrowth, a man is watching. He is white. White-haired, white-skinned, red-eyed. A Venusian. His body is daubed with green and yellow, his hair bound. He is a master of camouflage. He is armed. Not with a Wilson gun or a flame pistol, but with a short blow-pipe and a handful of poisoned darts. He is an expert shot. He is a Watcher.”


  “A murderer!” snapped Conroy.


  “No. A Watcher,” corrected Jim. “They are not murderers. The man swinging dead from that tree, was not murdered! He had been warned, the scar on his fore head served as a constant reminder to him to stay out of the jungle, to stay in the settlement. The half-breeds don’t need a scar, they know the penalty too well.”


  “I begin to understand,” murmured Daphne. “A kind of police force.”


  “More than that,” agreed Jim. “They are picked from the cream of Venus. They serve as their own judge, jury, and executioner. They know everything, their means of communication is something that has never been explained. They punish all crime, they safeguard the individual, they are never seen, but they see everything.”


  “I see,” said Conroy. He picked up his end of the stretcher.” Let’s get out of this damn jungle!”


  They passed the swinging corpse, Daphne averting her eyes. They wended their tortuous way between the boles of the night shrouded trees, past unhealthy looking fungi, picking a careful passage among the twisted vines. Once Jim paused, head cocked, frowning. He shrugged, commenced the march again. The unconscious man began to moan in his agony.


  Again Jim paused, set down the end of the stretcher, lifted a hand for silence. Something moved in the jungle ahead of them. Something treading a soft passage through the tangled undergrowth, silently Jim drew his flame pistol.


  A man appeared before them. A tall native, his long fine hair rippling down his shoulders. Another followed him, then several more. Jim holstered the pistol, took the Wilson gun from Daphne’s quivering fingers, raised his empty hand in the sign of peace.


  “The night is near,” said the leader in perfect Terran. He was an old man, with a calm unruffled expression. He didn’t appear to notice Conroy’s hand stealing towards his knife.


  “The dark time is upon us,” replied Jim in the same sonorous mode of speech. “We are travellers, travelling in peace, bound for the village of Elerdris. One of our number received injuries,” he flickered his eyes warningly towards Conroy.


  “I heard of your combat with the great reptile,” said the. old man. “For that we are indebted. I have with roe young men, men who are not fatigued with journeying. May they relieve you of your burden?”


  “It would be a gracious gesture,” said Jim calmly. He watched as two sturdy young men swung the stretcher to their shoulders. Conroy plucked at his sleeve.


  “Give me a weapon,” he hissed. “I don’t like this. How did the old man know we had killed that beast?”


  “They know,” answered Jim curtly. “Keep your hand from that knife, remember the Watchers. If you tried to draw a threatening weapon, you would be dead before it had levelled in your hand. These people have their own escort.”


  He fell into step beside the old man. “We had hoped for your company on our journey from the Edge,” he said casually. “One high on the Council had agreed to arrange it.”


  “Fleetan,” the old man smiled. “Some such had been requested, but the great beast in the jungle made travel difficult.” He did not apologise for failing to carry out Fleetan’s orders.


  Jim nodded.” How far is it to Elerdris?”


  “Not far, you would call it an hour. What is wrong with the one who is carried?”


  “Grave injuries,” Jim explained seriously. “His head is broken. His arm, and I fear that many internal organs are damaged. I doubt if he will live.”


  “He did well in the combat,” mused the old man. “It may be that we could assist him. Have I your permission to treat the injuries?”


  “Mine, yes,” said Jim. “But there are others, his friend, his daughter. I must ask them.”


  Conroy was outrightly scpetical. Daphne worried.


  “How can they treat father, Jim?” she asked. “A primitive people like these can’t know anything of surgery. What would they use for anaesthetics, sutures, transfusions?” she shook her head. “No, Jim. I can’t allow it. We must get father back to the settlement hospital.”


  “We can’t,” Jim was brutally frank. “Listen to me, Daphne. I know how seriously your father is hurt. He will die before he can ever reach the hospital. The journey alone would kill him. If. you refuse, then you are killing him. At least why not give them a chance?”


  “Those natives?” Conroy sneered. “Witch doctors to cure broken ribs. Why don’t you grow up, Warren? Who are you trying to fool?”


  “Have we any choice?” Jim asked coldly.


  “What do you think is best, Jim?” Daphne pleaded. “I can’t hope that these people can help father, but what else can I do?”


  “Nothing,” Jim was deliberately curt. “Either these people help him, or we watch him die. Which would you prefer, Daphne?”


  “You know what I must say,” she said blinking back her tears. “But, Jim. Remember he’s my father, I want to trust you, but he must come first.”


  “I understand,” Jim said bitterly. “If he dies, then I get the blame. Is that it?”


  “Yes,” snapped Conroy. “If you hadn’t smashed the radio, we could have called for help. You did that and you must pay for it if anything goes wrong.”


  “You’ve a short memory,” reminded Jim savagely. “Have you forgotten that man swinging from a tree?”


  “We have only your word for the existence of these mysterious Watchers,” Conroy snapped. “I doubt if your tale would sound reasonable at an investigation.”


  Jim shrugged, left them, moved to the head of the little column next to the old man.


  “Have your friends decided?”


  “We beg that you, as our host, will extend to our sick the comfort of your treatments,” Jim said dully.


  “It shall be done,” answered the old man. He seemed to be secretly amused.


  They left the jungle as the last rays of the sinking sun threw a pale golden light on the tops of the towering trees.


  Behind them, the rank growth of the matted vegetation hummed with the drone of night insects, and the frequent popping of the bloated fungi. Before them, a cleared stretch of grassland sloped to the village. Jim breathed a deep sigh of relief.


  “Elerdris,” said Jim, dropping back to walk beside Daphne.” The nearest village to the settlement, but they are all much alike.”


  “What do they live on?” Daphne asked interestedly.


  “Tree fruits mostly. Some edible fungi, and certain saps, fermented and otherwise. The natives are vegetarians.”


  “How about the industries?”


  “None. The climate makes fires unnecessary, also the manufacture of clothing. They wear a single robe, a breech cloth, or something similar. There is no mining, aside from a few metals easily obtained from outcroppings, they use none. Most things are made from hard woods, ceramics, and a kind of plastic. The life is what you would call primitive, but not when you look a little more closely at it.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Primitives usually live in dirt. Not so the Venusians. They know the value of hygiene, of a proper well-balanced diet, and they aren’t saddled with ridiculous taboos.”


  “No?” Daphne smiled a little. “What of the Watchers.”


  “They aren’t superstitious nonsense. They are grim reality.” His hands tightened. “The Watchers have a lot to answer for, not all of it good.”


  Daphne looked at him, surprised at the sudden tightness of his voice. She said nothing, but her eyes were gentle.


  They-had reached the outskirts of the village. Low houses of wood and stone each set in its own ground of well-tended garden. Larger huts towards the centre of the village, and one towering building fashioned of stone soared upwards from the exact centre.


  Daphne looked about her, frowning. “Something is missing,” she said wonderingly. “Something doesn’t seem normal.”


  “No dogs,” snapped Conroy. “Ever seen a native village before without dogs?”


  “It isn’t only that,” insisted Daphne. “Something doesn’t seem right.”


  Jim smiled. “You miss the children,” he explained. “And you miss the gaping crowds. Venusians aren’t like the primitives of Earth.”


  “You mean that they aren’t curious?” Daphne asked incredulously.


  “They’re curious enough,” said Jim. “But they’re good-mannered too. They don’t have to gape at us, touch our things, make an exhibition of their visitors. The rules of good behaviour are very strong, every native knows them, and so should every Terran.”


  As their guide halted before a low hut, he gestured apologetically. “My home. I bid you welcome. Refreshments will be offered in due course, now I must see that your injured companion receives such comfort as can be given.”


  “I must go with him,” Daphne insisted.


  “That is not possible,” the old man said firmly.


  “I must go with him. He will need me,” Daphne sounded desperate. Jim took her arm.


  “He knows what he is doing,” he reassured her. “Trust him. You are tired and hungry, your father is in good hands. There is nothing more we can do for him.”


  He smiled at the old man as he led Daphne within the hut. “You will return soon?”


  “Soon,” promised the Venusian. He gestured, turned, and followed the stretcher-bearers down the street towards the towering building.


  The hut was clean with a minimum of furnishings. The main outer room held a table, several chairs, and a great bowl of fragrant flowers. Several woven mats hung against the Avails, the windows were glazed with a transparent plastic. They did not examine the inner rooms.


  Jim slumped into one of the soft chairs, realising for the first time just how tired he was. His muscles ached from carrying the stretcher, and from his beating. His nose hurt, and his head throbbed. Reaction from the strain of guiding them to the village sent tremors through the long muscles of legs and arms.


  Conroy too showed signs of strain. He kept twitching, shifting restlessly in his seat, striding up and down the tamped earth floor. Daphne sat silent, only the nervous twining of her fingers betraying the strain she was under.


  A man came from one of the inner rooms, he bore a bowl of fruits, a fiat cake of some dry powdery substance, and a container filled with green wine. He set the food and drink on the table, gestured invitation, and as silently withdrew.


  “Time to cat,” announced Jim. He poured a goblet full of wine, gulped it down, refilled it. He grinned at the looks the others gave him.


  “Don’t get prudish,” he warned. “The wine constitutes part of the balanced diet—in moderation of course.”


  Daphne tasted a little of the crumbling cakelike substance.” What is it?”


  “A paste made from various crushed nuts,” explained Jim.” High protein value, cat some.” He broke off a piece, selected one of the fruits, began eating hungrily. After a moment’s hesitation the others followed his example.


  The meal finished, Jim groped for his pipe, lit it, sent fragrant clouds coiling towards the ceiling. He pulled the container of wine closer to his elbow, propped up his feet, and sighed luxuriously.


  Conroy sneered.” Instead of swilling that wine, how about finding out how the professor is? Or don’t you care?”


  Daphne cried out in protest. Jim’s face darkened.


  “You have to be clever don’t you, Conroy? You have to cause trouble. What’s the matter? Aren’t you important enough on Venus?”


  Conroy surged forward, lips drawn back from teeth in an animallike snarl, hands clenched into fists.” Damn you, Warren,” he snarled.” I’ve stood all I intend to from you. You dirty renegade!” he swept up the heavy container of wine, threw it with all the strength of his arm.


  Jim tried to duck, the soft chair hampered him, prevented quick movement. He flung up an arm, the heavy container numbed his elbow, cracked against his temple. Wine and blood ran down the side of his face. He threw himself sideways, rolling out of the chair as he hit the floor. Conroy rushed at him, swinging his heavy boot.


  Daphne screamed. Jim rolled desperately from the path of the vicious kick, grunted as the boot thudded against his sore ribs, tried to grab it, failed as his fingers slipped off the mud covered leather. Conroy grinned savagely, drew back his foot for a second blow. Sick and numbed, Jim knew that he could never avoid it.


  It never landed. Surprised, Jim lunged to his feet, drew back his fist, let his hand fall to his side.


  The old Venusian bad entered the room.


  CHAPTER NINE


  Melik


  He stood just within the door, an old man, yet he radiated a vitality seldom seen even in the very young. His eyes blazed in the alabaster whiteness of his face, the red-tinted orbs staring at the suddenly silent Conroy. To Jim, it almost seemed that the blazing eyes emitted visible force.


  For a moment they stood there—Daphne, her hand half raised to her lips to stifle a scream; Conroy, his hands still clenched, his eyes glittering with hatred; Jim, fist tensed by his side, breathing deeply with the pain of his injuries. He was the first to move.


  “How is he injured man?” he asked.


  “Well,” replied the Venusian. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, the feral blazing energy had gone. “He rests within the house of healing. Others are with him. Soon he will be well.”


  “Are you sure?” cried Daphne.


  “He will be well,” repeated the old man. He stared at Conroy. “Tonight you are a guest. Tomorrow you will return from whence you came. Enter the jungle again at your peril, the Watchers will be notified.”


  “Good,” snapped Conroy. “You will come with me of course, Daphne. We will bring out the helicopter, take your father to the settlement hospital.” He stared at Jim. “This means the end of the expedition of course. I never did think that your wild ideas had a basis of fact, now I’m sure of it.”


  “I’m not returning with you, Jack,” Daphne said.


  “You’re not? But you must, Daphne. I want you to. We can be married at the settlement, live there until your father is fit to travel. What else can you do?”


  “I’m staying here. Here with my father. I trust these people, Jack. I don’t want you to take him back to the settlement.”


  Conroy’s face hardened. “You return with me, Daphne, or our engagement is finished. I shall withdraw my financial support for this expedition, you know what that means.”


  “You think it means that we shall be stranded,” said Daphne calmly. “Maybe we shall be, but return to Earth at your price just isn’t worth it.”


  “But what about our engagement, Daphne?” Conroy asked wildly. “Have you lost all feeling for me? You loved me once. Has a new face, a cheap story-book adventurer, made you forget all we meant to each other? Come with me darling. When we return to Earth, you’ll never regret it. I promise you.”


  “No, Jack, Daphne held out her hand, a thin gold band containing a single glittering stone resting on the palm. “I’m sorry, but this is the end between us. Here.” She tossed the ring onto the table. It glittered in the fitful light of the primitive lamp.


  Conroy stared at it, stared at her, then with a snarl swept the ring into his pocket. The door to one of the inner rooms banged behind him. Jim sighed.


  He searched for his pipe, looked ruefully at the shattered stem, replaced it with one he carried in a shirt pocket. He poured water from a jug into an unglazed bowl of earthenware, and he dipped his head, wincing as he washed the cut on his temple. When he had dried himself he noticed that a fresh container of wine stood on the table. He smiled his thanks at the old Venusian.


  “The host is gracious to his guests,” he spoke the stilted form of speech beloved by nearly all the unspoilt natives.


  “The guest is tired. It is the pleasure of the host to provide for his guests.” The old man gestured invitation. Jim poured a generous measure, drank the thick wine gratefully.


  “Why have you come to Elerdris?”


  “Why?” Jim smiled. “I had hoped to be allowed to examine your records. I am a seeker after truth, I know that your archives would assist me greatly.”


  “You know of the true tongue?”


  “I am a Terran,” explained Jim. “I have had no opportunity of learning the speech of your people.”


  “Then how will the records help you?”


  “Mathematics are universal. I believe that the men of Venus and the men of Earth are related. I believe that, many thousands of years ago, men set forth from Earth in ships of space, even as we do now. That they landed on Venus, became your forebears. I would like to prove this theory.”


  “And you think that the records could help you?”


  “Nothing else will.” Jim sighed, drank at his wine. “I’ve tried everything I can think of to find the truth. Once I almost had it, then things went wrong.” He grinned at his host. “You probably know all about it.”


  “Yes,” the old man nodded gravely. “I am custodian of the archives here in Elerdris,” he said calmly.” I am able to grant what you seek. When will be a convenient time for your examination?”


  “Tomorrow,” said Jim quickly. “At dawn.”


  “At dawn,” agreed the old man. He rose, saluted them gravely, vanished into the insect-droning night. Jim released his breath in a deep sigh.


  “What do you think of that?”


  “Luck,” Daphne sat close to him at the table. “Tell me, Jim. Has anything struck you as peculiar?”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Well, you tried to examine the records before didn’t you?”


  Jim nodded.


  “You couldn’t then. Now, for some reason, they are letting you. Why?”


  “Maybe Fleetan had something to do with it.”


  “No. That old man wouldn’t take orders from Fleetan,” she frowned. “You didn’t see what happened when he came in the lint and found Conroy trying to kill you, I did. He just looked at him. Jack went all stiff. I tried to scream but I couldn’t—it was as if something held me. And what about that man we saw on the trail, the dead man? He had something to do with us, I’m sure of it. Why was he killed?”


  “I don’t know,” said Jim impatiently. “He could have been killed for any one of a dozen reasons. I’m not interested. All I want to do is to examine those records.” He bit at his lower lip. “I wish we had a camera, could photograph them.”


  “Jim,” said Daphne. “Tell me honestly. Can you speak Venusian?”


  “No.”


  “Are you sure that you’re telling the truth?”


  “I should know.” snapped Jim.” Why do you ask?”


  “No reason,” she rose. “Will I be allowed to examine the records with you?”


  “I don’t know. Do you want to?”


  “Naturally,” she smiled. “After all I am a member of this expedition, and I would like to see them. Will you arrange it, Jim?”


  “If I can.”


  “It is very important that I see them, Jim,” Daphne insisted. “Very important.”


  For a moment their eyes stared into each other’s. Blue into brown, each trying to read the other’s secrets. Daphne laughed, slipped from the table.


  “Goodnight, Jim.”


  “Goodnight,” he said absently. The door of the second inner room closed behind her. Tim rested his head on his arms, smoking quietly, busy with his thoughts. He sat for a long while before going to bed.


  He awoke with a throbbing head, stiff and sore from his exertions and the beatings he had received. For a while he lay on the narrow pallet, staring at the low ceiling, trying to arrange his thoughts. A sound from Daphne’s room jerked him to the business at hand. A jug of water stood by the earthenware bowl. He carefully washed his face and hands, then poured the remainder of the water over his naked torso. He was buttoning his shirt when Daphne entered the room.


  “Dressed yet?”


  “Just a second.” He slipped on his jacket, adjusted the belt holding the holsters for the flame pistol and knife. Automatically he checked the loading of the pistol, grinned at Daphne.


  “I feel a fool carrying this thing around, like an aborigine with a spear in Greater New York. Better take it I suppose. Where’s Conroy?”


  “Gone.”


  “Already?”


  “They came for him just before you awoke. The old man, his name is Melik by the way, and two young ones. I didn’t speak to him.”


  “How did you know the old man’s name?”


  “He told me, and Jim! He said that father was much better, and that I could examine the records with you.” She flushed a little. “I hope that you didn’t mind my asking him?”


  “Of course not,” Jim glanced at the table. “How about breakfast?”


  “Fruit, nut paste and wine,” Daphne looked at Jim as he poured from the beaker. “Must you, Jim?”


  Deliberately he drank, refilled the goblet, drank again. Flushing, she sat down, began to gnaw at one of the fruits. “Aren’t you eating?”


  “No.” He stood pipe in mouth, wine goblet in hand staring out of one of the windows. The light of the new day shone on his hair, accentuating the whiteness of his skin, the startling contrast of his brown hair and eyes. The dark blotches of bruises and the ugly cut on his temple showed clearly. Daphne’s eyes softened as she watched.


  “Sorry, Jim,” she apologised.


  “What for?”


  “For criticising your drinking.”


  “Forget it. Here comes Melik.”


  The old man entered the hut. “Have you rested?”


  “We have. Has the host?”


  “The host has rested,” replied the old man sonorously. “Shall we go?”


  Together they left the hut. Daphne stared curiously at the villagers strolling quietly about their business. She frowned.


  “Jim. Where are the children?”


  “The children are in a place of their own,” explained Jim.” They are in a sort of communal creche. Don’t stare at the people, Daphne. It is considered bad manners to display curiosity.”


  “Sorry,” she flushed, walked with her eyes firmly before her. Jim grinned, touched her hand.


  “You look like a little girl who has just been scolded. Sorry to snap at you, but my nerves are on edge.”


  Automatically she squeezed his hand, a faint reddening of his pale cheeks betrayed his discomposure. Hastily she released the pressure of her fingers.


  Melik halted before a fairly large building. Around it stretched a wide expanse of well-tended lawn. Flowers bloomed in profusion, sending their exotic perfume to hang on the humid air.


  “Our house of healing,” explained Melik. “Your father is within would you care to see him?”


  “May we?” Daphne glanced at Jim.


  “If Melik says we may, I can see no harm.”


  They followed the old man along a path of crushed stone to the single low doorway. Melik lifted a hand warningly.


  “Make no sound, watch, but do not speak,” he swung open the carved panel.


  A large room stretched before them. Cots lined the walls, empty, but clean and obviously ready for immediate use. A group of Venusians sat around the farthest bed. They all faced towards the centre of a circle. All seemed wrapped in deepest concentration. All were men.


  Masters lay on the cot in the centre of the circle. He seemed to be asleep, a healthy colour on his stubbled cheeks, the short beard he affected had been washed and combed. His arm had been splinted, bandages covered his forehead, a loose garment covered him from neck to feet. He had no other covering.


  Jim touched Daphne’s arm, gestured, smiled reassuringly. Mindful of Melik’s warning, he did not ask any of the questions that came thronging to his lips. Silently they left the building.


  “How did you set the ribs?” he asked the old man when they were outside. “As I-remember it, his internal injuries were pretty bad.”


  “We have our methods,” smiled the Venusian. “The group around him are in close rapport. To break their concentration would have serious results. They are lending him their strength.” He walked on in silence. Jim knew better than to question his meaning.


  Before them, the high towering building reared, the stonework of its structure making his eyes widen as he noticed the perfect precision of the joints. A high arched doorway, fitted with panels of deeply carved wood, opened as they approached. A young Venusian watched them with intent eyes, vanishing within the building at a gesture from Melik.


  “The records are within,” the old man said. He seemed to hesitate. “I have agreed for the young Terran lady to examine with you. I ask you if you have any device for recording what you have seen. I believe that such instruments are common on your world.”


  “They are,” agreed Jim. “But we have no such instrument with us.”


  “It is well. Enter then, the youth will show you what you require. I will meet you when the sun is overhead.” He lifted his arm in salute, turned, strode away. Jim looked at Daphne.


  “This is it,” he said drawing a deep breath. “I hope that you have a good memory, we’re going to need it.” Taking her arm, he led her within the wide-flung doors.


  A stone floor stretched before them, almost the full width of the building, the young Venusian waited for them. He bore a great bundle of thin metal plates, setting them down on a low table, he gestured, retreated to the end of the hall.


  Reverently Jim picked up one of the plates. As he had suspected it was of metal. From its weight he guessed it to be of gold. It was covered with script, what appeared to be equations and close set rows of tables. The lines had been etched with some acid. He put it down.


  “We must start from the beginning,” he whispered to Daphne. “I assume that they are in chronological order. I’ll scan them, then pass them to you. Try to remember any drawings, equations, mathematical formulae that you can.” He sighed. “To examine these properly would take a lifetime, we have a few hours, let’s not waste any of it.”


  They set to work.


  Frantically Jim let his eyes race over the plates, trying to decipher the close set columns of script, the various equations. As he read them, a frown gathered on his forehead. Irritably he set the plate down, picked up another.


  “What’s wrong?” Daphne asked. She put down the plate she was holding, after giving it what appeared to be no more than a casual glance.


  “I thought that I could read this stuff,” whispered Jim. “I can’t.”


  “Try looking at the later ones, then work backwards,” suggested Daphne. “The style of writing may have changed.”


  Jim nodded, returned to work. Deliberately he forced himself to forget the passage of time. Carefully he scanned one plate after another, the frown clearing from his forehead as he did so, a half audible hiss of satisfaction escaping from his lips. Daphne glanced at him, but said nothing. She continued with her casual scanning of the plates.


  From the end of the hall the young Venusian approached them. Deliberately he picked up the thin metal plates, took one from Daphne’s hands, did the same, with the o-v? Jim was perusing.


  “What?” said Jim, then swore softly. “Damn! Another hour and I’d have had it,” he shrugged. “Come on, Daphne, we may as well go.”


  He led the way out of the building, Above, the sun had reached its zenith, Melik was nowhere in sight. They walked towards their hut.


  “I thought that you couldn’t speak Venusian,” Daphne said.


  “Does it make any difference?” Jim asked despondently.


  “It could,” Daphne smiled. “How would you like to take as long as you wanted over those plates?”


  “Why ask?” snapped Jim impatiently. “If we’d had a camera, any form of recording, I could solve our problem. We haven’t. I am morally certain that those plates prove my theory to the limit. I had just grasped the trick of deciphering them.” He shrugged.” We may as well forget it.”


  “I can’t,” Daphne said calmly. “I have an eidetic memory.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  Mortal Combat


  Jim took three long strides before the casual remark registered its full impact. He stopped, gripped her shoulders, almost shook her with excitement.


  “Eidetic! You mean that you have a photographic memory?”


  “Naturally.” She squirmed in his grasp. “Jim! You’re hurting me!”


  “Sorry,” he apologised. Nervously he continued the journey towards their hut. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “You kept your own secrets,” she reminded.


  “I had my reasons for keeping them,” he said seriously. “I still have. I want you to promise that you will never tell anyone that I am able to speak Venusian. Will you do that, Daphne?”


  “Of course, Jim,” she touched his hand. “You may rely on my silence.”


  “Good,” he smiled at her. “How long have you had eidetic memory?”


  “All my life. I used to startle the teachers at school. I’d just look at a thing, then could repeat it exactly later on. When I grew older, father made it his habit to take me with him on his expeditions. He said that I was better than any camera.”


  “You would be,” breathed Jim. “No wonder Masters didn’t worry about losing his recording equipment. While you were with him, he had a continual source of perfect reference.” He began to quiver with anticipation.


  “Daphne. Could you draw a facimile of those records we’ve just seen?”


  “Yes.”


  “Will you? Draw them I mean? If I could only study them at leisure, I know that I’d be able to read them.”


  “You don’t want me to do it here, do you?”


  “No. I’d hate for the old man to know that his precious records were now common property. Somehow I don’t think that he’d like it. We must get back to the settlement.”


  “What about father?”


  Jim sighed. “I had forgotten about him. We must wait of course.” He smiled ruefully. “I’ve grown used to waiting.”


  Someone called from the end of the village. At a second call, Jim turned. He halted. Melik came swiftly towards them. Despite his haste, his breathing showed no signs of distress.


  “Have you examined the records?”


  “We have,” Jim answered gravely. “The time allowed was short, but the experience was a memorable one.”


  “I had intended for it to be repeated,” said the old custodian. “Now I fear that cannot be.”


  “Have we offended?” Jim asked quickly.


  “ No. But there is grave trouble in the place from whence you came. I feel that your presence there would be of use. Will you go?”


  “Certainly.” He turned to Daphne. “It seems that there is trouble in the settlement. I have a good idea of what it is, I must go back. You can stay here, next to your father. I’ll return when things have quietened down.”


  “No, Jim.” She turned to Melik. “My father is unable to travel. Will you tend him if I return?”


  “We will.”


  “Thank you,” Daphne smiled at Jim. “I’m coming with you.”


  “No.”


  “Why not, Jim?”


  “Because there is danger for you at the settlement. I would prefer you to stay here. There is more at stake than you seem to realise.” He tried to put hidden emphasis into his tones.


  “I want to come with you,” she said simply. There was no more arguing.


  The trip back took but part of the time they had originally taken. Their guide, a slender youth, glided between towering trees, clumps of matted fronds, skirted swampy ground, with a calm certainty of his direction. Unhindered by excess clothing, or the necessity of carrying a stretcher, both Terrans made good time, though twice Jim had to motion the native to slow his pace. At the Edge, their guide left them. He stood on the edge of the cleared circle, raised an arm in salute, and abruptly was gone. Jim grinned at Daphne.


  “Now for the hard part. We’ve twenty miles to do before dark, think you can manage it?”


  Daphne squared her slim shoulders. “I can try,” she looked at the sun, now well past the zenith. Jim noticed the direction of her gaze.


  “We’ll camp the night,” he decided.


  “I can make it, Jim,” she insisted.


  “.Maybe, but I doubt if I can,” he grinned at her. “We’ve been travelling since before dawn, I feel all in. I’ll make a bower, and we can take turns to watch. Don’t argue now,” he snapped in mock irritation. “You gather some clean ferns, while I look for fruit.”


  Rapidly he fashioned a lean-to, sat before it, gnawing at a great golden cluster of grape-like fruits. Daphne sat beside him, her head resting against his arm. Aside from the muted drone of winged insects, the jungle was silent.


  “What arc you thinking of, Jim?” she asked sleepily.


  “Nothing much,” he grinned. “Wish we had some wine.”


  “Drunkard,” she laughed, then noticing the expression on his face, sobered. “I’m sorry, Jim. Why do you drink so heavily?”


  “Were you in love with Conroy?”


  “I get it. No personal questions. I thought I was, Jim. Let’s just say that I was mistaken.”


  Somewhere in the distance a branch snapped. Jim tensed, one hand darting towards the holstered flame pistol. Something went lumbering through the matted ferns, he relaxed.


  “This is heavenly,” sighed Daphne contentedly. “Why couldn’t it always be like this?”


  “Because men won’t let it,” Jim said absently. “They want to improve it, make a world fit for men to live in.” He laughed curtly. “Telescreens, airports, the mad rat race of getting money so that you can get more money. Work to eat, and eat so that you are able to work. Civilisation!”


  “It’s not all bad, Jim,” Daphne protested.” Men have done wonderful things. Medicine, communications, space flight. You can’t sneer at those achievements.”


  “The Venusians have medical knowledge equal to ours—your father proves it. They have a system of communications spanning their world. How else did Melik know of the trouble at the settlement? Know that we had killed that reptile? You mention space travel, what good has it done anyone? It does us no good, and it means hell to the peoples we contact.” Jim shifted restlessly. “Be proud if you like, Daphne, but don’t delude yourself.”


  “You can’t live in an ivory tower, Jim. The world is what it is, not what we’d like it to be. We must accept that, or turn away from it, and live in a world of make-believe. The insane asylums are full of such people. Are you like them?”


  “Insane do you mean?” Jim shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t say that I really care. All I know is that a great people are in danger, and the blind fools can’t see it.”


  “The Venusians? They do see it, Jim. What of the Watchers?”


  “Yes. They have the Watchers, the most hated men in the settlement. Tell me, Daphne. If we were to return to Earth, speak of the wonderful vein of ore, bearing easily fissionable elements that we had discovered, what would happen?”


  “But we haven’t discovered such a vein.”


  “But what if we had?”


  “Why they’d mine it, refine the element . . .” Her voice trailed into silence.


  “You begin to understand,” Jim said bitterly. “What would it matter where that vein was located? It could be in Elerdris itself, but would that stop the miners? They would exterminate anything that stood in their path. They would raze the city. What would a few natives matter?”


  “There would be compensation,” Daphne said weakly.


  “Compensation for what? Decided by whom? These people have no use for interplanetary credits. What could they buy? Guns? Telescreens? Clothes they don’t need. Metals they don’t want? No. If our two civilisations ever come into really close contact, we would destroy them. It has happened before. The aborigines of Australia, living a primitive life, died when they attempted to ape the ways of the white man. They weren’t murdered, the white man tried to help them, but they died all the same. It took a long time for the invaders to realise they just could not help them, that the only thing they could do was to leave them alone. How long will it take us to realise the same thing?”


  The sun had almost reached the edge of the visible sky, Soon it would be dark. Daphne shivered, pressed closer to Jim.


  “You frighten me with your talk,” she scolded. “What shift shall I keep?”


  “Sorry,” he smiled down at her. The dying light threw her wide blue eyes into prominence. Once again he was reminded of the sharp bird-like quality of her features, almost child-like in the openness of her expression, the clearness of her skin still faintly tanned from the sunlight of distant Earth.


  His arm slipped around her, drew her close. Tenderly he rested her head against his shoulder, and neither of them spoke.


  A twig snapped. A bush rustled, someone laughed, someone else sneered. Jim looked up.


  “Hello, Fleetan,” he said calmly. “And you too, Conroy. You must have been travelling.”


  The two men stood staring down at him. The Terran, clothed in his impeccable drill shirt and trousers, the Venusian, wearing the flowing robe, and the blazing ruby of his ring. Conroy held a flame pistol, the squat barrel directed at Jim’s legs, he laughed.


  “Move, Warren,” he invited. “Move, and let me see how far you can get without any legs.”


  “Jack!” Daphne cried. “What are you doing?”


  “Shut up you——” Conroy snarled a word that sent the blood pounding through Jim’s temples. Daphne looked at him with startled wonder.


  “What did you call me?”


  Fleetan stepped forward, laid a restraining hand on Conroy’s arm, depressing the flame pistol.


  “Wait.” He turned to Jim. “We had an agreement you and I. Have you kept it?”


  “As well as you have,” Jim said calmly. “Did you send that merchant into the jungle?”


  “It is no longer important.” Fleetan dismissed the dead man with a gesture. “There is a debt between us, I think.”


  “There is,” Jim said grimly. “You should be on Earth, Fleetan. They appreciate the art of treachery there. You would do well. First you try to arouse the half-breeds. You give Conroy a radio, knowing that if he used it, he would die at the hands of the Watchers. Then you sent a man to ambush us on the trail. What did you offer him, Fleetan? The price must have been high, or maybe you threatened him? As you say, it doesn’t matter now. He paid the Watchers’ penalty.”


  “As you will, Warren. As you will.”


  “Will I?” Jim stirred, pushed Daphne away from him. “Where is your pride, Fleetan? A member of the old race, of pure-blooded descent, you have a debt you say. A debt of blood. Do you hire killers to collect your debts of honour?”


  The red eyes of the tall Venusian widened, seemed to glow with rage, abruptly he slipped off the robe. The white skin of his flesh rippled with long flat muscles. Clad only in a loin cloth, he stood there, a perfect specimen of a noble savage. He flexed his hands.


  “Once you struck me, Warren. To lay hands on one of the pure blood is an insult that can only be wiped out in death. I could choose my weapons, instead I will choose none. I will do to you as you did to me. With naked hands we fight, and I shall tear the living flesh from your bones.”


  Smoothly Jim flowed to his feet, he stripped off his shirt, stepped behind the bower, returned wearing a twist of cloth about his hips.” I am ready, Fleetan.”


  “Wait!” Conroy moved forward, the pistol steady in his hand. “You promised him to me, Fleetan.”


  “If he should succeed, or if you think that he may win this combat, then shoot,” Fleetan smiled grimly. “And, Conroy, do not kill with the first shot.”


  “No,” said the Terran thickly. “First the legs, then each arm, finally, when he pleads for death, the head.”


  “What’s the matter with you, Conroy?” Daphne half screamed. “You’re acting like a beast, like a madman. What has Jim ever done to you that, you should hate him so?”


  “Don’t you know?” Conroy sneered.


  “Jim,” Daphne said desperately. “You must not fight. Look at you, bruised all over. You wouldn’t have a chance.”


  “Stay out of this,” snapped Jim. He flexed his hands, wincing as the bruised muscles of shoulders and body sent stabs of pain through him.


  Daphne stared at them, eyes wide and strangely glittering. Suddenly she dived for the discarded weapon belt. Conroy, snapped up his pistol, finger white around the trigger. Jim stepped forward, kicked, and the flame pistol went skittering across the loam, inches from Daphne’s outstretched hand.


  “Leave it,” ordered Jim sharply.


  “But . . .”


  “Leave it!” He turned to the waiting Venusian. “One thing, Fleetan.”


  ““Yes?”


  “Your quarrel is with me. The girl is harmless. Have I your word that she shall be unharmed?”


  “If you win, she shall not be harmed,” replied the native elusively.


  “And if I lose?”


  Fleetan shrugged, glanced at Conroy, and suddenly lunged forward hands outstretched.


  Jim was almost taken unawares. He had automatically followed the movement of Fleetan’s eyes. Just in time he jerked his attention back to the Venusian.


  He sidestepped, swung a hard right to the head, grunted as pain shot up his cracked knuckles. The Venusian snarled, crouched, suddenly kicked viciously. Jim stepped back, grabbed at the foot, missed, bored in, both hands working.


  He knew that he had to end this combat quickly. He hadn’t the stamina for a prolonged battle. He must end it quickly, and then tackle Conroy. Within him, a dull ache, was the thought of what would happen to Daphne should he fail.


  He felt the impact of his fists on the native’s hard torso, dodged a wild grab, weaved closer pounding at the marble whiteness of the muscled flesh. He wondered a little why Fleetan, a man unused to fighting with his fists, should have chosen personal combat. It was the only favourable thing about the whole business.


  A knee lunged at him, Jim twisted, letting the blow strike his thigh, he grabbed at a wrist, twisted, jerked, and felt his foot slip on the soft dirt.


  Desperately he tried to regain his balance. Fleetan, sensing his opportunity, thrust his weight against him. Together they fell, writhing in top layer of rotting ferns.


  Jim jerked his head aside as stiffened fingers stabbed at his eyes. The long nails raked his forehead, sending blood rilling into his eyes. He clenched his hand, smashed at the delicate nose feeling the bone yield beneath the hammering blow. Fleetan screamed, then Jim felt the full strength of the man.


  It was incredible I Muscles rippled like wire ropes. He concentrated on saving his eyes. Fleetan stabbed at them again and again, smashed his stiffened palm across the bridge of Jim’s nose, pounded his mouth. Pain flooded the Terran as the broken bone of his nose sent fresh waves of agony through his head. He snarled, rage sending a gush of adrenaline flowing through his body. He twisted, beat aside, hands, arms, elbows, found the thick muscled throat.


  Desperately he drove his thumbs deep into the Venusian’s windpipe. Jim knew it was his last chance, gritting his teeth, bending his head to avoid the frantic blows of the writhing native, he concentrated on squeezing his hands together. Dimly he felt something yield. Dimly he realised that Fleetan no longer showered him with blows. The struggles of the native weakened, died.


  Still Jim drove iron fingers into the now soft throat.


  Slowly the mad rage left him. Slowly sense returned. He released his grip, lurched to his feet, took a stumbling stride forward.


  Conroy lifted the squat barrel of the flame pistol.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Danger


  Jim stared dully at the pitted orifice of the weapon. He felt curiously detached, light-headed. The dying light threw the flame pistol into sharp relief. The flared muzzle, the cooling vanes leading back to the swelling curve of the firing chamber, the ringed butt. A golden gleam came from beneath the trigger guard, the gleam of Conroy’s signet ring. Jim looked at it, and stood there, waiting.


  Conroy laughed without humour.


  “Is he dead?”


  Jim didn’t answer. Conroy moved closer, gesturing with the pistol. “I said, is he dead?”


  “I don’t know.” Jim spoke painfully. He wiped blood from his eyes, tore his gaze away from the menacing weapon.


  “I hope he is,” said Conroy. “I hope his soul rots in hell.” He licked his lips. “I’m going to kill you, Warren. I’m going to kill you and then I’ll attend to the girl.”


  His laughter echoed eerily through the silent jungle. “Why don’t you beg, Warren? Why don’t you plead with me to spare you, and save the girl?”


  Jim stood silent, staring at the insane flecks of light glowing in Conroy’s eyes.


  Something about his calm impassivity infuriated the Terran, he stepped forward, raising the pistol.


  “Swine!” he spat. “Robbing swine!” he swung the gun in a vicious arc.


  Jim ducked, the heavy barrel scraping the top of his head, he slammed his fist into Conroy’s stomach, jerked upwards 93 with his knee. Conroy screamed, fell to the dirt, the pistol hying from his fingers. Swiftly Jim scooped it from the loam.


  Daphne.” he called. “Daphne!”


  She didn’t answer. Carefully keeping watch on the groaning Terran, Jim let his gaze flicker over the camp. A huddled figure caught his eve, he dropped to his knees beside her.


  Daphne! Wake up, Daphne!”


  He shook her, slapped her face, slowly she responded.


  “Jim! I thought that you were dead!” She held her hand to her temple. A dark bruise marred the smooth flesh. “Conroy hit me with the flame pistol,” she explained. “Knocked me out.” Her eyes widened as she saw the groaning man. “Are you all right, Jim? What happened?”


  “I think Fleetan’s dead,” Jim said rapidly.” Conroy grew careless, came too close. He’ll be all right.” He helped her to he feet. “How about yourself?”


  “I’ll make out,” she smiled tremulously. “A bit of a headache, but that’s all. What shall we do, Jim?”


  “You’ll see.” He handed her his own pistol. “Keep watch, they may have friends nearby.”


  Conroy still writhed on the soft loam, hands clutched to his middle. Jim turned him over with the toe of his boot, gestured with the pistol.


  “Get up, Conroy. It didn’t hurt that much.”


  “What, do you want?”


  “Get up!” Jim thrust with his boot.


  Slowly Conroy climbed to his feet. He looked ill, the sweat standing in globules on face and neck. He licked thin lips.


  “You came here,” snapped Jim. “How?”


  “We came in Fleetan’s private helicopter.”


  “Where is it?”


  “Not far, about half a mile,” Conroy sounded sullen.


  “We didn’t want to warn you.”


  “Naturally,” Jim said ironically. “How did you know that we would be here?”


  “I didn’t. Fleetan did, he said that you and Daphne had been together several days, and that she was in love with you.”


  “So you tried to kill me,” Jim shrugged. Now it’s your turn.”


  “What do you mean?” Conroy swallowed, tried to still the quivering of his hands. “I wouldn’t have killed you. I only wanted to hurt you a little, get my own back for what you did to me. You can’t kill me, Warren. I’m a Terran, the same as you are. You daren’t kill me.”


  “How sure are you of that?” Jim asked quietly. The gun jerked in his hand. “Where’s the plane?”


  “I’ll guide you,” stammered Conroy. “I’ll show you where it is, but don’t kill me, Warren. Don’t kill me!”


  Jim grunted disgustedly, bent to examine the lax body of the native. Fleetan was dead. Jim stared at him for a long moment.


  “Let’s get going.”


  They moved in silence towards the helicopter.


  It was dark when they landed. Jim set the plane down just outside the limits of the settlement, turned to the others.


  “I’ll leave you here. Conroy can pilot the helicopter into the Terran area. You’ll be safe there.”


  “Where are you going, Jim?” Daphne asked. She leaned forward anxiously, the dim lights from the instrument panel illuminating her face.


  “I can’t enter the area,” explained Jim. “I’ll be at the House of Welcome if you want to contact me. You can inform the Port Commander of Conroy’s attempt to kill you, if you wish. Personally, I’d prefer that he caught the next ship home.”


  “I’ll do that,” promised Conroy eagerly. “I must have been mad. I know that this sounds strange, Warren, but I’m sorry for what I did. Can you believe that?”


  “I think I can,” Jim said. “In any case, best to forget the whole thing.” He opened the panel. “Incidentally Conroy, here is your flame pistol. Would you mind checking the loading?”


  Conroy stared at him, then opened the gun. The chamber was empty!


  “I haven’t touched it,” Jim said. He stepped back, watched while the vanes whirled, watched until the flying lights had vanished above the trees, shrugged, strode towards the sprawling buildings of the settlement.


  Men stood tensely about the streets. They idled in the narrow alleys, lingered in doorways, sat in little groups in the wine shops. Sullen-looking men. Young, with white skin and dark, vari-coloured hair. Half-breeds.


  They stared with brooding eyes. Their fingers twitched restlessly, fingering imaginary weapons. Faces were hard, grim-looking, lined with irritation. The direction of their gaze was the same, the glaring lights of the fenced Terran area.


  Jim touched one on the shoulder, stepped back as the man whirled with a startled curse.


  “Where can I find Pheelan?”


  “Who are you?” snapped the man. “What does a Terran want with Pheelan?”


  “My name is Warren,” Tim said coldly. “Where is Pheelan?”


  “You are a Terran.” The man spat contemptuously. “Find him yourself.” He turned away.


  Jim gripped his shoulder, spun him around, glared into the young features. “Where is Pheelan?” he snapped. “Tell me or I’ll kill you.” The knife he had taken from the spaceman snapped open in his fist. He let the light gleam on the blade, jerked it forward until the point dug into flesh.


  “Tell me!”


  The half-breed licked his lips, stared nervously about him. He was alone, one of the reasons Jim approached him.


  “I do not know.”


  “You lie! Tell me where to find Pheelan, or I’ll——”


  “In the wine shop of Sal Cleenar,” gasped the man. He reeled beneath Jim’s sudden rush. “The curse of the Watchers upon you,” he shrieked as Jim strode away. “Terran dog! Your hour is near.”


  Jim ignored the frenzied shouting. Diving down narrow alleys, skirting the brighter lights, and the more heavily-frequented spots, he moved quickly across the settlement towards the edge of the built area. As he passed near the high wire-mesh fence, he could see alerted guards, their Wilson guns ready in capable hands, pacing behind the closed barrier. Others, high on watch towers, swung the slender barrels of semi-portables in menacing arcs. The entire area and immediate surrounds, blazed with light.


  The market was deserted, the merchants gone. No Terrans were in the streets, and Jim saw only native Venusians and half-breeds. The air was heavy with tension.


  He was gasping when he came in sight of the low doored wine shop. His side hurt and the cut on his temple had opened. He trembled, his hands jerking, his muscles quivering uncontrollably. In the stained and torn shirt and trousers, he made a wild picture. Several men moved forward purposely as he entered the pool of soft light thrown from the open doorway.


  “Stay where you are, Terran.”


  “My name is Warren. I must talk with Pheelan,” Jim gasped. “Is he here?”


  “Warren?” the man frowned. “Warren is in Elerdris. How can you be, Warren?”


  “I am Warren. I returned an hour ago. Where is Pheelan?”


  “I know Warren.” One of the other guards pushed himself forward, peered at the gasping Terran. “This is he.”


  “Thanks,” panted Jim. He entered the low door of the wine shop.


  It was thronged with men, all of them of dual parentage. Great containers of wine stood about on the low tables, the sweet, slightly sickly smell of the thick green liquid, heavy on the close air. Jim licked parched lips, seized a cup from the hand of a man near him, drained it at a draught.


  “More,” he croaked.


  Wine slopped over his hand, greedily he drank and the wine quelled his thirst, cleared his head, steadied his senses.


  He set down the cup.


  “Where is Pheelan?”


  He came thrusting through the crowd, the scarred face expressing his wonder at seeing his visitor. “Jim! I didn’t expect you.”


  “So I notice,” Jim said grimly. He looked about him. “What’s this? The gathering of your forces?”


  “No, Jim.” Pheelan led him to a table, dismissed the others with a curt gesture. “Sit down. You look half dead. What has happened?”


  “Plenty. It can wait, I’ll tell you later.” He tried to still the quivering of his hands, the trembling of his muscles. “What has happened?”


  “Trouble. A Terran was killed yesterday. The redheaded spaceman you had trouble with, remember? The rest of them have stayed behind the wire since then. Naturally we got the blame.”


  “He probably asked for it,” Jim grunted. “But I thought that your people had better sense.”


  “.It wasn’t our fault, Jim!” Pheelan leaned forward earnestly. “I know that some of us are weak but we are still few enough for me to know every half-breed on this planet. I’ve questioned them all. None admit to having killed that Terran.”


  “One of them could be lying.”


  “No. I know them too well. If one of them had done it, I should know.”


  “You seem very sure of yourself?”


  “Tam,” Pheelan nodded emphatically. “Believe me, Jim. None of us killed that Terran.”


  “You know what you are saying?” Jim snapped. “He wouldn’t have died at the hands of his own kind. You are telling me that he was killed by a native. Why?”


  Pheelan shrugged. “Who knows? A quarrel over a woman perhaps. An angry merchant. Any of a dozen reasons. He was not a likeable man.”


  “How did he die?”


  “A needle gun, the darts hit him in the face.”


  “I see,” Jim nodded, reached for the wine container. “Sid his death has set off this trouble. I suppose the men are eager to get hold of those Wilson guns, and start a war. What does has death mean to them?”


  “Before they locked themselves behind the wire, they avenged the death of their comrade. Twenty men of the garrison rioted in Dile Nalleth’s wine shop. They wrecked the place. Three half-breeds were murdered. Dile Nalleth’s widow will bear a fatherless son.”


  “Now I understand.” Jim breathed deeply, winced at the pain in his chest. “Who wanted to start a riot, Pheelan? Who was it who gave you the Wilson guns, egged on the wild talk of a war of extermination? The original plan is unworkable now, you cannot take the Terrans by surprise. Who is advising you now?”


  “No one is advising me. I am against this stupidity as you well know.” Pheelan controlled his anger. “As to the Wilson guns, Fleetan provided them. I discovered that it was he who had bribed the agitator. Why do you ask?”


  “The original plan failed. Yet Fleetan still had to create turmoil, quell it, and remain as chief intermediary between Earth and Venus. How better than by killing a Terran, putting the blame onto the half-breeds? The Terrans would avenge themselves. You would be resentful and strike back. A short war of attrition. Fleetan would be master of the situation. Earth would be satisfied, and the half-breeds would no longer be a problem.” Jim laughed bitterly. “He must have studied well, while on Earth. Such concepts are strange to the natives. It took the guile of centuries of warfare to learn how to manage such a manoeuvre, to use the cunning of the beast to find a useful scapegoat.”


  “It could be,” mused Pheelan. “I can see how such a thing would work. But, Jim, what does Fleetan hope to gain by all this? He is high on the council, beloved of the Watchers, respected by the Elders. What has he to gain?”


  “Power,” Jim said shortly. “Power over the lives of men. Power to degrade them, thinking while he does so, that he is raising himself. It is a particularly Terran concept, this lusting after power. They cannot find contentment with what they have, they must always be greedy for what their neighbour possesses. It is a thing that has raised them to the heights, but it is a thing which makes mock of all their achievements. They have grown up with the concept. To them it is a part of life, ingrained deep in their civilisation. In their civilisation, Pheelan, not yours. A Venusian cannot associate with Terrans, and long retain his sanity. The two cultures are too different.”


  He reached for the wine.


  “It is a fact that Venusians and Terrans cannot mix. Close contact does not harm the Terrans. They are immune to the mental troubles resulting from it. Their way of life is too competitive for it to worry them. They take what they can get, and to the devil with those too weak to stop them. It has hardened them, this perpetual conflict. It has won them the stars.”


  He drank, looking into the reflection of the lamps shining deep in the thick green wine.


  “Fleetan studied on Earth. Despite himself, despite any resolutions he may have made, he became contaminated. He looked about him, and saw what wealth meant to the Terrans. You cannot realise what it does mean, Pheelan. Wealth can buy anything on Earth. Anything. All else pales in comparison with it. Fleetan wanted wealth. He wanted to enjoy it. To do that he had to reside on Earth. His plan was simple, but he did his best. Murder the half-breeds, pander to the Terran forces, obtain the office which would keep him in wealth and power. Re would have spoilt his own world to do it. Seen the jungles ravished for minerals, the natives exploited for labour, the villages turned into tourist camps. The result was inevitable.”


  “Yes?”


  “Fleetan went mad. His mind cracked beneath the pull of opposing loyalties. In the end, even his judgment yielded to bestial lust of combat.”


  “How do you know these things?”


  “I met Fleetan,” Jim smiled. “He is dead.” Pheelan leaped to his feet with a savage roar.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Discovery


  At the sound, men stilled their murmured conversation. Wine cups clinked as they were set on the tables. Within seconds a crowd had gathered around them.


  Pheelan stood, legs wide, eyes blazing, the scar standing out like a scarlet gash against the whiteness of his cheek. “Dead?” he bellowed. “Fleetan dead?”


  “Dead,” repeated Jim. He stared at the assembled men. “Get back to your places. This conversation is private.”


  “Never mind that.” A man thrust himself forward. “What’s this about, Fleetan?”


  “He’s dead.”


  “Dead? Who killed him Did you.”


  “No. I tried, but I wasn’t strong enough. I didn’t kill Fleetan, much as he deserved it.”


  “Then who did? Was it the Terrans?”


  “No.”


  “Then who?”


  “The Watchers,” said Jim calmly, and smiled at their instinctive recoiling from the table.


  “The. Watchers!” The whisper ran around the low-room. Men glanced furtively at them, backed away. Within seconds again the arena around the table was clear. Jim looked at Pheelan.


  “Well?”


  “I’m not sorry,” grunted the half-breed. “He caused enough trouble. What happened?”


  Jim told him. “I thought that I had over-estimated his strength. I was desperate, but even then I was too weak to win. I felt him go limp, his muscles relaxing. It wasn’t until I examined him, discovered the dart, that I knew why. Someone had shot him from the edge of the jungle. Who else but a Watcher?”


  “But why should they, Jim?” Pheelan frowned. “They should have killed you. You were the alien; Fleetan was a true blooded native. Why should the Watchers protect you?”


  “I’ve wondered about that,” admitted Jim. “I don’t know. They did, and I’m thankful to them for it.”


  “Well,” said Pheelan. “That ends the trouble anyway. Without Fleetan to promise supplies of Wilson guns and ammunition, we can forget all thoughts of extermination.”


  “Are you sorry?”


  “No. It was the wrong way.” He sighed, reached for the wine. “Did you have any success?”


  “Yes. Melik allowed me and the girl to examine the records. We didn’t have long, but I know that they hold the answer.”


  “You mean that you can prove our common origin?”


  “Yes.”


  “What are you going to do about it?”


  “Publish the news of course. Press for legislature to allow for free travel, equal rights. With the evidence I have, it should be a simple matter.”


  “But you have no proof. No records.”


  “I shall get them,” promised Jim.


  Pheelan looked down at his wine, his fingers curling around the cup. “You realise what this will mean of course,” he asked quietly. “Earth will regard Venus as a poor relation. They will feel a moral right to bring us the benefits of their civilisation. It wall be the mental death to all we hold sacred.”


  “We hold sacred, Pheelan?” Jim looked at the halfbreed, eyes narrowed in sudden suspicion. “Tell me, how are you so sure that none of the half-breeds killed that Terran?”


  “I am sure,” insisted the man stubbornly.


  “The Watchers would be sure,” Jim murmured softly. “They would know, they know everything. Are you a Watcher, Pheelan?”


  “Are you mad? The Watchers killed my mother.”


  “So you told me, yet you could be a Watcher, Pheelan. Your hair could be dyed, your cheek scarred, you could be wearing contact lenses to disguise the colour of your eyes. Are you a Watcher?”


  “What’s the matter with you, Jim? You know that I’m not a Watcher.”


  “They killed my father,” breathed Jim. “Even on Earth he wasn’t safe from them. They killed him.” The blade of his knife snapped open, the light gleaming from the razor sharp steel. “Are you a Watcher?”


  “You must be drunk!” Pheelan looked about him uneasily. “If any of the others should hear you, my life wouldn’t be worth a dead leaf. Stop talking nonsense.”


  “Is it nonsense?” Jim breathed thickly, his eyes dull and glazed looking. “They killed my father. When I was a child they killed him. I loved my father, he taught me Venusian. You know Venusian don’t you, Pheelan? How did you learn it? Your mother died when you were born you told me. If you can speak it, then why not the other half-breeds? Shall I ask them?”


  The prick of the dart was just one more pain among many. For a moment Jim sat staring at the tiny sliver of wood, his mind struggling to realise just what it meant. He felt numb, light-headed, incapable of movement or sound. Through the dimness of his vision he saw Pheelan staring at him, saw the tiny orifice of the needle gun.


  “I’m sorry, Jim,” Pheelan said.


  As blackness roared down upon him, Jim realised that the half-breed had meant exactly what he said. He tried to grin, failed, felt the knife falling from his slack fingers.


  He never felt the edge of the table as he hit it on his way to the floor.


  From a great distance he heard voices, saw a dull gleam of hazy light, felt a cold impact as something wet and cold struck his face. He coughed, blinked his eyes, sat upright.


  He was in a low-roofed hut, the floor was of tamped dirt, the furnishings poor and broken. With a mild shock of surprise he recognised it as his own.


  Light flowed from the primitive lamp. A man moved, smiled down at him.


  “Hello, Jim. Feel better?”


  Jim swallowed, tried to rid his body of the numbing effect of alien drugs. “What do you think?” he muttered. At the second attempt he managed to stand up, stumbled to one of the shaky chairs, slumped into it.


  Pheelan touched his wrist, peeled back the lid of one eye, nodded. “You’ll be out of it soon, Jim. Here, have a drink.” He thrust a goblet of wine across the table.


  Jim drank, the wine rilling over his chin, wiping his face he peered at the Venusian. “So I was right. You are a Watcher!”


  “Yes.”


  “You did it well,” Jim said bitterly. “Who would suspect a half-breed? From the settlement you could watch everything that went on, report frequently. Why did you do it, Pheelan? Why?”


  “Because of what I believe in,” Pheelan said quietly. “I am a half-breed, Jim. My father was a Terran; that was no disguise. You were wrong there.”


  “But . . .?” Jim broke off as a man stepped from the shadows.


  “Perhaps I had better explain, Warren.” Melik drew up a chair, the light shining from his snow-white hair, his skin the colour of fresh milk. The old custodian rested his arms on the table, stared at Jim with-his wide ruby eyes. “Don’t look so surprised. I am a Watcher, many of us are. We hope that you will be one also.”


  “Join with those who killed my father?” Jim pursed his lips as if he tasted something foul. “Never.”


  “We did not kill your father, Warren. We have killed none, except those who ignored our warnings. We are not murderers. We are men devoted to a cause. Will you hear me?”


  “Have I a choice?”


  “Yes. You may leave this place now, and none will harm you. Well?”


  “What have you to say?”


  Melik sighed, letting his thin lids droop over suddenly-tired eyes. “It is a long story, Warren, but try to be patient and understand. The Watchers are a legend. The Watchers who kill, who rule, who terrorise, exist only in the minds of the credulous and the uninformed. It was a legend fostered deliberately, for a purpose, for one single object. So far it has worked.”


  Delicately he poured wine, letting a thin stream of the green liquid fall from a height into a goblet of yellow glass. He sipped slowly, swallowed, set down the goblet.


  “Venus isn’t Earth, Warren. Twenty thousand of your years ago our forebears came here, came here from Earth. Your theory is perfectly correct. We are of one common root. Why they came, why they stayed, is to be found in the records. It does not concern us now, but on Venus grew a new civilisation, a civilisation devoted not to mechanical progress, but to mental. Not the external, but the internal.”


  “So I was right!”


  , “Yes, but allow me to continue. Our forebears turned their backs on all their mechanical knowledge. Machines rusted to dust. Books mouldered. All became as nothing. The records they kept, we have them yet. Of the rest, there remains nothing.” Melik paused, stared through time to the distant past.


  “The conquest of the mind began. To live a simple primitive life, to rid ourselves of the lust for gain, the innate cruelty of the beast, the insane desire for power. To re-fashion what we were, into what we hoped to become. It was not easy. Slowly we began to alter our values. Slowly we grew aware of the tremendous power of the mind. Steadily we progressed, year after year, generation after generation, until the Terrans came—and the progress of twenty thousand years was at stake.”


  “Didn’t that prove the slowness of your progress?”


  “No. We watched the Terrans, what they were, how they acted, and we knew that we had been right. The old stock hadn’t changed, but we had. Yet even after twenty thousand years we had not changed enough. Contact would destroy us. Black is stronger than white. A particle of black, no matter how small, will turn what is white into something less than that. Our civilisation was imperilled.”


  “So you founded the Watchers?” Jim mused.


  “We invented the Watchers,” corrected the old man. “Some few of us volunteered to contact the. Terrans. Brave men and women who sacrificed themselves for the good of the whole. In some degree they managed to influence the invaders, quell a little of the restless spirit inherent within them, confine them to one small area. The rest of us withdrew.”


  “You can’t lessen reality by ignoring it.”


  “We knew that. We didn’t ignore it, but we had to isolate it. The legend of the Watchers grew. Fostered by the original Venusians, inflated by the Terrans, believed in by the offspring of dual parentage. Atrocity stories, tales of swift vengeance, the insistence on omnipotent knowledge. The Watchers served as a wall between the invaders and ourselves.”


  “True stories! “snapped Jim. “You killed my father!”


  “No. He died, that is true, but he died from an Earthly disease, hastened by the death of your mother. We do not kill, we have no need for that. Have you ever heard of the Anero Tanap?”


  “The hidden place?”


  “No. Not the hidden place, the unknown place. The mind, Warren. The mind! Now do you understand?”


  “Amnesia!” Jim jerked upright in his chair. “Of course, the hypnotic conviction. The mother forgets her child, the child is convinced that his mother died,” he laughed quietly. “Simple when you know how.”


  “It took twenty thousand years to learn mind control,” Melik reminded. “Mind control, and other things. We do have Watchers in the jungle, a few men, very few, who patrol the paths, and follow expeditions. One such found the mail sent by Fleetan, he had to die. Fleetan also, his mind had broken, and he would have killed you. The Terran, we did not worry about, he had unloaded his pistol, believing that he was loading it.”


  “I see,” Jim stared at his wine. “I suspected something like that. A dozen little things, but all adding to an unbelievable total. That is why I guessed Pheelan was a Watcher. I did not expect that he would prove it so well.”


  “The dart was an anaesthetic, we could not have you betraying your suspicions. Men like Pheelan are hard to find.”


  “I can imagine they would be,” grinned Jim. He swallowed his wine. “Why are you telling me all this?”


  “Because we want you to become one of us, Warren. We want you to become a Watcher.”


  “But why? To prevent a few Terrans entering your jungles? To keep an eye on things in general? What is the whole point of your seclusion? You can’t hide yourselves forever.”


  “We don’t intend to,” Melik lifted his thin lids, the ruby eyes blazing with inner power. “We are at a crisis, Warren. The experiment of twenty thousand years is at its climax. Now more than ever we must be left alone. You now what happens when Terran and Venusian meet. There is conflict. The language, the mental approach, the very style of cultures are mutually opposing. We cannot yet meet the. challenge. They have come too soon.”


  “What can I do, persuade them to go home? You know that’s impossible. When I publish my findings they will pour into Venus, how can anyone stop them?”


  “You must not publish your findings.”


  “What?”


  “You must keep your knowledge secret. It is essential.”


  “But why?” You let me examine the records. Why did you do that if I must not help the half-breeds with my discoveries?”


  “When first you asked to see the records, a long time ago now, you were refused. You wanted to prove your theory for personal gratification. Fame was what you wanted, the results didn’t interest you. You know what happened.”


  “I know,” Jim said grimly.


  “When next you tried, you had altered. Now it was for the benefit of others that you wanted to justify your theory. That and for one other reason.”


  “Yes?”


  “It was essential for your mental health that you examine them. The desire to prove or disprove your contention had become an obsession with you. Now you are free of that desire. Now you know. You must not use that knowledge.”


  “So it was mental therapy?” Jim said bitterly. “Pity!”


  “Is there anything wrong with pity?”


  “No, but all that—for nothing!”


  “Knowledge is never wasted,” Melik said gently.


  “Knowing what you know will help you to help us.”


  “But why?”


  “We need one more generation free from interference. One more generation to stabilise the mental power so painfully acquired. We rely on you, and on men like you to give us that time.”


  “Is it worth it?”


  Melik stared at the container of wine. He didn’t move, nothing about him moved—but the container lifted into the air, swung, settled down again. Jim sighed.


  “Telekinesis.”


  “Yes. Teleportation, telepathy, group consciousness, all are just within our grasp. Now do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “You will never be able to acquire these powers. Nor your children, but one day we shall be able to teach all Terrans, all peoples, and war will be a thing of the past. Is that not worth guarding?”


  “Yes.” Jim stood up, looked down at the wine, pushed it away with an expression of distaste. “When shall I start?”


  “Now.”


  “No tests?” Jim smiled wrily.


  “You have had your tests,” Melik smiled. “You will find the girl waiting for you at the House of Welcome. She is a good girl, a fit companion for such as you have become.”


  “But how can I ask her to marry me?”


  “Why not?” Melik smiled. “I knew your father, Jim. A good man, you need not be ashamed of your forebears.” He stood by the open door, still smiling, then abruptly he was gone.


  Jim sighed, grinned at Pheelan, strode into the night. He thought of Daphne, of the knowledge locked within her memory, and he lengthened his stride. He thought of his father, and smiled. Terrans weren’t the only ones able to father dual parentage children, Venusians could too.


  Jim wondered if Daphne would object to marrying a man who’d had a Venusian father, a half-breed.


  Somehow he knew she wouldn’t.


  THE END


  All characters in this story are entirely fictitious and imaginary and hear no relation to any living person.


  COME TO VENUS—AND DIE!


  F. Willard Grey


  A beauty in distress usually finds plenty of men ready to help her. But on Venus you refused her quick or you kind of died!


  A GROWING roar of sound drew Greg Doyle’s attention from the jet flier on which he was working. He pulled his head and shoulders out of the craft’s opened engine section and peered upward over the vast expanse of the spaceport, his gray eyes narrowed in their habitual squint.


  Appearing from the eternal cloud blanket of Venus, a great space line was dropping down on the thunderously flaming column of its jets. The ship was from Earth, Doyle saw. He lifted his square shoulders in a shrug of indifference, reminding himself that he had come to Venus to forget certain things on Earth.


  But as he packed his tool kit he couldn’t resist glancing at the passengers who had emerged from the liner and were being jeeped past, on their way to Korremkaz, the Venusian capital, which lay just beyond the spaceport.


  The people Doyle glimpsed were clean and well-dressed, obviously prosperous. People with responsibility, a goal in life. He looked at his wrinkled, sweat-soaked shirt and oil-stained flying pants, and bitterness deepened the lines of his angular, beard-stubbled face.


  “A bum!” he muttered. “Financially and morally, a bum.” Then he grinned wryly, thinking that few bums could boast of a string of engineering degrees after their names.


  He stepped from the scaffold to one of the stubby projections that were the flier’s retracted wings. From here he could reach into the open door of the cabin. He tossed the tool kit inside, gathered up his jacket and cap, and pushed the door shut. Then he swung to the ground, stretching cramped muscles in his back as he stood for a moment to survey the flier. The corners of his firm mouth quirked.


  “Old tub!” The whisper held affection.


  The jet flier quite clearly had seen better days. It was scratched, dented and discolored, but despite its slovenly, dissipated appearance it managed to retain a rakishly jaunty air, a quality that particularly appealed to Doyle. Most important, however, was the fact that the craft was still in excellent operating condition. That meant all the difference between independence and working at a job. If, Doyle thought, independence meant ferrying in supplies to isolated plantations in the uplands, acting as pilot on risky chartered flights, and occasionally indulging in a bit of smuggling and gun-running. He didn’t intend to argue the point. It all brought in plenty of money—money he never managed to keep very long.


  Doyle was wheeling away the scaffold when he became suddenly aware of figures beside him.


  “You are Gregory Doyle?” a strange, hissing voice asked, above the background noise of the spaceport.


  DOYLE TURNED slowly, gray eyes narrowing in a squint as they always did at anything interesting or unexpected. He found himself looking at two Venusians, startlingly man-like in shape, with leathery, greenish-bronze skin. Both were of a pattern, massively hulking, their mouths hard and their protruberant eyes arrogant. They wore the usual kilts, but their harness and gleaming headpieces were those of minor officials—special police agents.


  The Venusians had been little more than barbarians when the first Earthmen had arrived among them. In the distant past they had reached a high level of culture, but natural catastrophe as well as their own warlike natures had led to degeneration. The coming of men from Earth virtually had meant being presented with civilized knowledge and luxuries on a silver platter. To their credit, however, the Venusians had made incredible progress. Currently they were self-governing to a large extent, though Earthmen still held the reins in matters directly related to their colonization and exploitation of Venus.


  It was no secret that the Venusians chafed at these last restraints, desiring the additional power and affluence which were being withheld from them. But on Earth it was almost unanimously admitted that the Venusians were not yet ready for complete autonomy. Their warlike traditions and habits were still dominant beneath their civilized veneer. For this reason certain scientific knowledge was also being withheld from them—especially that regarding atomic energy and weapons. The blood-thirsty ferocity of Venusian attacks against the first human settlers had not been forgotten, and men were cautious about putting a nuclear club in Venusian hands.


  Doyle’s mind was working swiftly, a band of tension tight around his chest. Smuggling wasn’t a serious crime—according to Venusian law, which mimicked that of Earth with often comical results—but had he slipped up somewhere? He knew he couldn’t afford to pay a fine just then, and that meant going to jail. Venusians just loved to get Earthmen in jail. It gave them the chance to work off their pent-up inferior-race feelings.


  Doyle asked quietly, “What do you want?”


  THE VENUSIAN who had originally spoken had a purple scar on one muscular cheek. He was evidently the leader of the pair. His companion, a closer inspection showed, ran more to brute strength than intelligence.


  Purple-scar was scowling. “I asked if you were Gregory Doyle.”


  “That happens to be my name.”


  “Then why did you not admit it at once?”


  “My question was an admission.”


  “I do not like to be answered with questions!” Purple-scar snapped.


  “So you don’t like it,” Doyle said. He met the other’s angry stare calmly and fingered a yellow okka cigarette from the pack in the breast pocket of his shirt.


  “Insolent Kazko, eh?” Purple-scar demanded, glancing at his companion. Kazko was a Venusian term applied to Earthmen in a derogatory sense.


  Doyle shrugged. “It’s your party. Either tell me what you want, or I’m going to my hotel. I’m tired and can use some sleep.”


  “Not so fast, Kazko! You will be wise to answer my questions. Now, do you often hire out your flying craft to those who wish to go on special flights?”


  “Quite often.”


  “To anyone who wishes to hire it?”


  “That depends on what I’m supposed to do . . . where I’m supposed to fly.”


  “But for enough guras you will do anything, fly anywhere, eh?” Purple-scar asked slyly.


  Doyle spread his hands. “I’m in business for profit, you know. Mind telling me what all this leads up to? You want to hire my ship?”


  “Great Zut’s claws!” the Venusian hissed. “I do not want to hire your ship, Kazko! I am here to tell you not to hire it out until further notice.” Doyle squinted. The cigarette became motionless half-way to his lips. Finally he said, “By whose orders?”


  “The orders of persons who will cancel your flying permit if you do not obey.”


  “Persons in the Venusian government, in other words.”


  “Important ones,” Purple-scar admitted. “You are under Venusian authority in this matter, Kazko, do not forget that. It should now be clear that you had better cooperate.”


  DOYLE DREW thoughtfully on his cigarette. He suspected that politics—the ham-handed and often bloody Venusian type—was involved. He didn’t try to figure out how or why just then. What mattered most at tha moment was that his means of livelihood was in danger of being cut off. Not permanently, but the phrase “until further notice” might mean the same thing.


  “This order,” he said at last. “It applies to anyone who might want to hire my ship?”


  The Venusian with the scar hesitated, his protuberant eyes lidding slyly. “Certain persons, Kazko.”


  “Only an Earth woman,” the other Venusian abruptly put in. He grunted in pain as his partner jabbed an elbow into his side.


  “Muzzag, you fool, didn’t I tell you to keep your mouth shut?”


  Muzzag’s thick lips drooped sullenly. “Why talk and say nothing? Let us get this task over with.”


  “Zut curse you, be silent!”


  Doyle smiled grimly. It seemed he wasn’t supposed to have been told too much, merely given blanket orders. Muzzag had clumsily tipped the hand of his unknown superior.


  Doyle said, “So an Earth woman is the only one I’m not supposed to hire my ship to?”


  Purple-scar jerked his bulky shoulders, in obvious fury. “An Earth woman, yes. A girl, to be exact. Young, pretty, according to Earth standards. Under no conditions are you to fly her anywhere. Do you understand, Kazko?”


  Doyle shook his rumpled brown head. “To tell the truth, I don’t.”


  PURPLE-SCAR thrust his scowling face close to Doyle’s. He said with menacing deliberation, “But you understand that your permit can be cancelled? You understand that certain important persons could also see to it that something . . . unpleasant happened to you?”


  Doyle blew smoke slowly from his nostrils. He said nothing.


  Purple-scar straightened, his wide mouth twisted in a sneer. “You have been warned, Kazko. Conduct yourself accordingly.” Turning, he shoved his companion roughly into motion, and they strode away with the arrogant swagger that was a mark of their profession.


  Doyle watched them go, squinting. What did it all mean? An Earth girl seemed likely to hire his ship. Certain persons in the Venusian government wished to prevent it. Persons, it was evident, so highly placed in authority that they could issue orders through special police agents.


  But what was this mysterious Earth girl’s purpose? Why should important government officials want to oppose her? And above all, why should they take such a secretive means of doing so?


  Doyle shook his head. It didn’t make sense. Only one thing seemed clear: helping the girl would mean the loss of his flying permit—and worse, if Purple-Scar was to be taken seriously. Doyle didn’t like the idea of losing his permit. He had worn himself a comfortable rut in this part of Venus, and starting over again somewhere else wouldn’t be easy.


  Besides, he told himself, no woman was worth the trouble. He had gone into exile to nurse the wounds one had inflicted—wounds that even yet hadn’t quite healed.


  He shrugged and started toward the spaceport exit. He was going to his hotel. He needed sleep. If the girl showed up, he’d inform her she could go to blazes.


  DOYLE HAD just clutched Purple-scar by his harness, pulled him forward, and swung a crashing blow against the Venusian’s jaw. His knuckles produced a flat, rapping sound. That was wrong, somehow. And what was worse, the rapping went on even after Purple-scar dropped with satisfying limpness.


  Grappling with the problem, Doyle struggled up from sleep. He realized that someone was knocking at the door of his room.


  He sat up on the bed, suddenly wide awake. “Who Is it?” he called out.


  “I . . . I want to speak to Gregory Doyle.”


  Doyle squinted into the darkness. That had been a girl’s voice. Was it the girl he had been warned against?


  “Just a minute,” he called back. He swung out of bed and switched on a light. A quick glance at his watch showed he had been asleep several hours. It was early evening, according to the Venusian day.


  Doyle dressed hurriedly, then unlocked the door and swung it open. He stared, a name rushing to his lips. But in the next instant he saw he had made a mistake. It wasn’t the same girl—the girl he had come to Venus to forget. There was the same auburn hair, the same pert nose and creamy skin; but this was a different girl. The past was to stay buried after all.


  Doyle got himself under control. “I’m Greg Doyle,” he said. “Will you come in?”


  The girl nodded hesitantly, and he stood aside as she went past him, into the room. She stood in the middle of the floor, stiff with unease, watching him. He gestured at the only chair, and she seated herself gingerly, her hands twisting at the small accessory case in her lap.


  She seemed aware, Doyle thought, that visiting a strange man in his hotel room wasn’t exactly the thing to do. He felt a grudging admiration for her. Whatever the purpose that drove her, it had taken a special brand of courage to come this far.


  He saw that she was looking around the room, at the bare walls, the cheap furniture, the carelessly scattered clothing; at the table, with its overflowing ashtray, litter of newssheets, and half-empty bottle of keth liquor. He felt a surge of defiance. Just a cheap hotel room, kept none too neat, but it was home to him. What did he care for what she thought?


  Doyle took a cigarette from a pack on the table and sat down on the bed.


  The girl said abruptly: “I was told that you often hire out your jet flier on chartered flights.”


  Doyle blew a cloud of smoke and nodded. Her eyes were brown, he saw, steady and direct. Her features were small and even, holding vivacity and humor instead of just the empty doll-like prettiness of the girl she so startlingly resembled. She wore a hooded cape over a mannish blouse and flaring, knee-length shorts. On Venus, clothes for women tended to be practical rather than decorative.


  The girl went on, “I want to hire your flier, Mr. Doyle. It’s very important, and money is no object—up to a certain point, at least. My name,” she added as an afterthought, “is Edith Bancroft.”


  “Where do you want to go, Miss Bancroft?” Doyle asked.


  “To a certain valley among the Titan Mountains.”


  Doyle winced. The Titans had to be seen to be believed, and with cloud conditions on Venus what they were, they seldom if ever were seen. Numerous peaks in the Titan range towered up well over forty thousand feet. Pilots preferred to keep away from the Titans. More than one had come to grief among that maze of incredibly soaring pinnacles.


  SEEING HIS hesitation, the girl said, “I think the valley is well within the cruising limits of your flier, Mr. Doyle. It isn’t too far from Korremkaz—that is, it doesn’t look far on a map.”


  “It isn’t that, Miss Bancroft. The Titans are . . . well, pretty rugged. It might be impossible to land a flier in this valley you speak of.”


  “I understand that the valley is quite large, and almost level in the center,” she returned. “You see, I happen to know a little about it.”


  Doyle rubbed his whiskery jaw, wishing he had taken the time to shave. He squinted at the girl, wondering how long he could keep getting information out of her, without in turn definitely committing himself. He made the mental reminder that he was interested in her problem only as far as it shed light on Purple-scar’s warning.


  He said, “I can hardly hire out my ship without knowing exactly what I’m getting into, Miss Bancroft. May I ask why you want to visit this valley?”


  “Because of my father,” the girl said. “You may have heard of him—Milton Bancroft, the archaeologist. He’s an authority on the Aztols, you see, an extinct Venusian race that reached a level of culture comparable to that of the ancient Egyptians on Earth. There are some Aztol ruins in the valley, known only to Father and a few other men in his field, and he went to study them. That was quite some time ago.


  “Since there is a large element of risk involved in his work, Father and I had an understanding that he was to get in touch with me after a certain amount of time had passed. When I failed to hear from him, I knew something had happened. I tried to get the Venusian authorities to investigate, but for some reason I received only polite evasions. Finally I decided to come here and make a search of my own.”


  “How do you know your father is still in this valley?” Doyle asked.


  “I’m not certain, but I want to look. The valley would be a good place to start. A search there might show what happened to my father, or where he went.”


  Doyle shook his head. “Evidently you don’t know what it’s like among the Titan Mountains, Miss Bancroft. Finding this valley of yours might be an impossible job.”


  “But I have a map that shows exactly where it is.” The girl searched quickly through her accessory case. “Here. It’s a copy of one that Father had.”


  Doyle took the white square of paper that she unfolded and handed to him. The map was neatly and carefully drawn, distances and directions clearly detailed. Locating the valley wouldn’t be such a difficult job after all, he decided. But so what? The girl’s part in the mystery was explained, and that was all he cared about.


  STILL, THE oddness of the situation gripped him. All the girl wanted was to be flown to a valley among the Titan Mountains, to search for her archaeologist father. What was so important about this that persons high in the Venusian government should wish to stop her?


  Edith Bancroft said eagerly, “As you can see from the map, the valley won’t be hard to find. And it isn’t too far from here. We could start out in the morning.”


  “I haven’t said I was going to fly you there, Miss Bancroft,” Doyle pointed out.


  “But . . . you won’t?”


  Doyle spread his hands. “I’m sorry. For certain reasons, I just can’t do it.”


  “Oh.” The girl’s whisper held utter hopelessness. She looked down at her hands. Her eyelids worked desperately, but in another moment tears slid down her smooth cheeks. She made no sound or movement. It was as though she were too far gone in her despair.


  Doyle shifted in discomfort. He said soothingly, “You can find someone else to help you, Miss Bancroft. My flier isn’t the only one, you know.” Her head jerked erect. “But that’s just it! I’ve been here a week, and I’ve already seen everyone else. They all turned me down. Then I heard that you returned today from a long flight. I came to you as a last hope.” Doyle squinted. “Everyone turned you down?”


  “Yes. I can’t understand it. The people here seem against me for some reason.”


  “And the Venusian authorities turned you down?”


  She nodded earnestly.


  “Who did you talk to?”


  “Takkom Guriz, the Minister of State. I had gotten in touch with him early in my efforts to learn what had happened to Father. When I came to see him personally, he told me the same thing he’d told me in his messages—that Father was certain to have left the valley, and that a search for him among the mountains would be hopeless. He also warned me of savage tribes and dangerous animals in the mountain regions. He was polite enough, but I got the impression that he was deliberately trying to discourage me.”


  Doyle’s interest rose. Takkom Guriz, it appeared, was behind the persons in the Venusian government who sought to prevent Edith Bancroft’s search. The revelation somehow wasn’t much of a surprise. Guriz seemed to be involved in just about everything. In addition to being Minister of State, he was enormously wealthy, his control reaching into every part of the planet. It was rumored that Guriz was the real leader in Venusian political affairs, the emperor being a mere figurehead. Doyle knew that Guriz was ruthlessly ambitious and would stop at nothing to achieve his ends.


  WHERE EDITH BANCROFT was concerned, Guriz seemed to be taking great pains to keep her from searching for her father. Doyle knew now that he hadn’t been the only pilot warned away from the girl by Purple-scar and Muzzag. But what was Guriz’ motive? Whatever it was, Doyle decided, it was something big. Guriz was the sort that played for high stakes.


  Edith Bancroft rose slowly to her feet. “I’d better be leaving, Mr. Doyle. I’m sorry to have troubled you with my problems.”


  “Sit down,” Doyle said gruffly. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to fly you to the valley and help you look for your father, after all.”


  The despair in her face vanished. Relief flooded into it, a relief so great that she seemed unable to speak at once.


  Doyle tried to ignore her wordless gratitude, unwilling to face what he considered proof of his own weakness. He told himself he wasn’t going to help the girl because he felt sorry for her, or because she looked so much like another girl he had known. He was going to do it because there was a mystery involved that drew him like a magnet. It was a satisfactory explanation for an act he knew was foolhardy. But it left him with a guilty feeling.


  He said, “Now, since I’m going to help you, we’ll have to be careful. You were right about Guriz trying to discourage you. This afternoon, when I returned from a flight and finished checking over my ship, two special police agents showed up and warned me not to hire out again until further notice, or my permit would be cancelled. It developed they had only one person in mind—an Earth girl.”


  Edith Bancroft looked suddenly dismayed. “Then helping me means that—”


  Doyle waved a hand. “I can always take care of myself. The important thing is that someone high in the Venusian government was behind those two special police agents. What you told me about Guriz, added to what I know about him already, indicates that he’s the one. For some reason he doesn’t want you to visit that mountain valley in search of your father. He took the trouble to scare off all the pilots who were in a position to help you. Why? What’s his motive? That’s what I intend to find out.”


  HE BLEW a cloud of smoke, squinting through it at the girl. “So if Guriz learns I’ve decided to help you, he’ll try to stop us. Cancelling my permit isn’t all he can do, either. He mustn’t learn of our plans until we’re out of reach.


  “Here’s the trick we’ll use: You’re to pretend I’ve turned you down and that you’ve lost all hope. Sit around your hotel for the next two days, as though undecided about your next move. That will give me time to put my affairs in order and arrange for the flight. On the morning of the third day, check out of the hotel and take a cab to the spaceport.


  “You’ll be followed, of course. But at the spaceport building you’re to go to a washroom and change clothes. The idea is to disguise yourself as completely as you can, yet to wear something that will be an identifying mark. A friend of mine will be watching for that mark. He’ll take you in his helicar to a spot outside the city, where I’ll be waiting with my ship. I’ll have left the spaceport a considerable time before, so there won’t be any suspicion that our paths might cross.


  “As for Guriz’ agents who’ll be following you, they’ll think you somehow boarded a liner without being seen. With the crowds at the spaceport what they are, that could happen easily enough. At least the agents will report it that way, not being willing to admit you might have given them the slip.”


  Edith Bancroft nodded quickly. “I understand. And the time, the identification I’m to use?”


  They discussed the interior details of the plan Doyle had outlined, and then the girl rose to leave.


  “I don’t know how to thank you, Mr. Doyle. You’re making things very difficult for yourself by helping me.”


  “Forget it,” Doyle said. “Some men live only for a little trouble now and then. I guess I’m one of them.”


  She went to the door. With her hand on the knob, she paused. “May I ask you a question? A rather personal question?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “When you first saw me, did you think I was someone else?”


  Doyle squinted. “What if I did?” The girl said nothing. She looked around the room, and then back at Doyle. He felt suddenly that she had seen through him and into his past.


  She said softly, “In three days, then. Good night, Mr. Doyle.” The door closed behind her.


  Doyle swore under his breath. Clever little devil! She seemed to have guessed that a woman was the cause of his present condition. He uncorked the bottle of keth and drank until his throat burned. But the liquor couldn’t take the bitterness of old metpories out of his mouth.


  DOYLE SAT on one of the extended wings of the jet flier in the moist, gray Venusian morning. His clothes were spotlessly fresh, he was shaved, and his hair was trimmed. In one hand he held a length of branch, in the other a small, slim energy-knife. He hacked viciously at the purple wood with the pale-blue, six-inch “blade”, muttering to himself.


  “You’re a fool, Greg Doyle!” he accused, and a wooden shaving flew. “A blasted, space-crazy fool! What if she does look like Rita? What if she obviously is a thousand times finer than Rita ever was? You’ve stuck your neck out—and the axe is certain to fall.” By way of example, the energy-knife carved away a large piece of branch. “And for what? She can’t be interested in you. You’re only a bum—even if you do have a string of engineering degrees after your name.”


  The jet flier rested on a long, narrow tongue of rock in an uninhabited strip of swampy land a considerable distance from Korremkaz. Huge trees grew all around, their interlaced branches forming a screening canopy overhead, yet with sufficient gaps Jo provide entry and exit for craft of a certain agility and size. The spot was well known to persons who would not have cared to have their activities subjected to close scrutiny by police authorities, human or Venusian.


  An occasional craft whistled by overhead, following invisible guiding beacons through the fog. Each time Doyle squinted upward expectantly. At last a helicar came darting through a space among the surrounding trees, jet-tipped rotors whirling. It dropped lightly to a landing on the tongue of rock, and two figures emerged. One was a girl.


  Doyle sighed in relief and felt the tension of the past several hours suddenly leave him. He pressed a tiny button to extinguish the “blade” of the energy-knife. Thrusting the device into the top of one of his light neoplast boots, he lowered himself from the wing.


  EDITH BANCROFT looked eager and vivid. She had cleverly altered her appearance with makeup, a different hair arrangement and style of clothing. At a casual inspection, from a distance, she would not easily have been recognized. She had evidently managed to hoodwink Guriz’ police agents. Her only luggage was a small bag.


  Doyle gave the girl an impersonal nod and glanced at the man who accompanied her. “How’d it go, Jerry? Sure you weren’t followed?”


  Jerry shook his coppery thatch. “Positive, Greg. I kept my eyes open all the way. It was an easy job with Miss Bancroft along, though,” he added gallantly. “Too bad you didn’t pick a spot further out than this.”


  Edith laughed. “Jerry flew slowly enough to make up for that.”


  Doyle asked, “Where’s the rest of your luggage?”


  “Jerry’s going to take care of it for me until I send him word about where to forward it.”


  “Fine. I’d overlooked that angle. Well . . .” Doyle extended his hand. “We’d better be hitting the clouds. This is fast-jetting, Jerry.”


  The other sobered. “Fast-jetting, Greg. Let me know where you settle down again, afterward.”


  “I’ll do that.”


  Edith made her own farewell, and then Doyle took her bag and They turned toward the flier. He helped her inside and buckled on her g-straps. Then, stowing away the bag, he slid into the adjoining seat.


  Jerry, in the helicar, took off first, to avoid the flier’s blast. Then Doyle sent the craft shooting up into the clouds, g-pressure a sudden giant hand against his body.


  They were suddenly in the gray mist-ocean, thick and featureless, that was the eternal cloud blanket of Venus. Nothing could be seen of the terrain below, but Doyle was a veteran of countless trips through the cloud layer. The flier’s instruments and radar eyes told him everything he needed to know. The result was the same as if he’d had full visibility at every angle.


  LIKE AN amphibian of metal, the flier hurtled through the cloud-ocean, jets roaring. Patterns appeared and vanished in the radar screen. On the instrument panel lights glowed, died, and glowed again. Needles crept over dial faces.


  “The map,” Doyle said presently.


  Edith pulled the folded sheet from somewhere within her clothing. Smoothing it out, she extended it to Doyle. He took it without glancing at her, and was conscious of her eyes on his face as he studied the directions.


  Finally Edith said, “Was that a very personal question I asked?”


  “Forget it,” Doyle grunted. He examined the map a moment longer, then checked his instruments.


  He said, “You got away without any trouble, then?”


  She shook her head. “The plan worked perfectly. They most probably were certain I’d given up all hope.”


  “Guriz get in touch with you?”


  “No.”


  Doyle nodded and returned to watching his instruments. These and the radar screen told him that the Titans were shouldering massively into the cloud-ocean, ahead, thrusting their impossible bulks a full ten-thousand feet higher than the highest peaks of Earth.


  With delicate care, Doyle began altering the flier’s course. Two monster peaks loomed directly before the craft, and he guided it through the cleft between them. They had passed over the Eastern range, he knew, and were now moving toward the Central Range. The Western Range lay just beyond this latter.


  According to the map Edith had given him, the valley that was their objective lay somewhere amid the peaks of the Central Range, almost at the point where the three ranges radiated outward. There were few spots more tumultuous and desolate in the entire Titan region. The ancient Aztols apparently had built their cities there before a cataclysmic upheaval of the crust of Venus had sent the Titans rearing skyward.


  Edith had grown tense with expectancy, watching the radar screen. She seemed to have gained understanding of the shifting patterns. Abruptly she pointed.


  “There! That looks like a detail drawn on the map.”


  DOYLE NODDED and changed course again. He sent the flier moving parallel to the gigantic buttresses of the Central Range, then cautiously angled downward out of the clouds and into the enormous trough between the Central and Eastern ranges. The trough narrowed, and then, among the precipitous slopes of the Central Range, Doyle saw a deep valley, within which was the silvery oval of a small lake.


  He swung the flier toward it, excitement kindling in him. The valley drawn on the map contained a lake, but he wasn’t certain as yet that he and the girl had reached their destination.


  The valley grew in size and detail, its enclosing walls towering up on all sides. In another moment Edith was pointing tensely.


  “There are buildings down there! Ruined buildings.”


  Doyle squinted, nodded. “They check with the position of the ruins drawn on the map. This is the place, all right.”


  He circled the flier over the valley. Near the center, along one side of the little lake, the ground was level, as Edith had said it would be. He maneuvered the flier into line with the strip and sent it gliding down to a landing.


  “Here we are,” he said. “Now to see what there is to see.”


  He fastened his and the girl’s straps and climbed from the flier. Edith jumped down beside him, and for a moment they stood gazing about them.


  Abruptly Doyle stiffened, releasing a startled sound.


  “What is it?” Edith asked.


  “Buildings! Down there, at the other end. And they’re modern structures, not ruins.”


  The nose of the flier pointed toward the near end of the valley. The Aztol ruins started here, arranged in a great semi-circle, facing the lake. Opposite the ruins, at the valley’s far end, stood several large featureless buildings, with somewhat the same number of smaller structures grouped around them. All were colored in shades of brown, gray and green, blending almost indistinguishably with the hues of the valley wall, beyond.


  “Why, we didn’t notice them from the air!” Edith said. “And even here you have to look closely before you can make them out.”


  “They’re camouflaged,” Doyle said. “And it’s a good job—done by experts.”


  “What do you suppose they’re for?”


  “I don’t know. But I have the idea those buildings are the reason why Takkom Guriz didn’t want you coming here to search for your father.”


  “There must be people living—” Edith broke off, clutching Doyle’s arm.


  THREE VENUSIANS had leaped suddenly from behind an ancient stone building almost directly opposite Doyle and the girl. They came running forward, their electro-rifles pointed in silent menace. In another moment two more figures appeared. The group evidently had made its way from the far end of the valley behind the concealment of the ruins.


  Doyle cursed inwardly. He and the girl had flown straight into trouble. Had been caught flat-footed! Discovery of the camouflaged buildings should have warned him, but the arrival of the Venusians had followed too soon.


  He felt Edith’s fingers tighten on his arm. Her voice reached him in an anxious whisper.


  “What do you think this means?”


  “We’ll find out soon enough,” Doyle returned. “I’ll do the talking. Don’t act surprised at anything I say.” Doyle suddenly realized that only the first three figures were Venusians. The remaining two were Earthmen. The Venusians he dismissed as relatively unimportant. They obviously were underlings of some sort, most likely guards. It was the other two men with whom he would have to deal. One was tall, blond, and heavy-set, the other slight of build, with a sharp, shrewd face and grizzled dark hair. Both held weapons and were breathing heavily, out of breath from their run.


  “Who are you?” the sharp-faced man demanded between gasps. “What are you doing here?” He spoke with a noticeable accent.


  “I operate a private air service,” Doyle explained with the readiness of one who has nothing to conceal. “My name’s Doyle. Miss Smith, here, is an archaeologist. She wanted to examine the ruins in the valley, and hired me to fly her here.”


  The sharp-faced man glanced at Edith. “How did you know where the valley was located?”


  The girl shrugged. “I had no idea it was supposed to be a secret. The location is known to several others in my field. We’re all interested in the ancient Aztols, you see. I hope I haven’t done anything wrong by coming here.”


  Doyle nodded. “I didn’t know this was restricted territory. Miss Smith and I will leave immediately, if you say so.”


  “Not so fast, my friend!” the sharp-faced man barked. He gestured with his weapon at the three Venusians. “Search them.”


  THE VENUSIANS found no weapons or anything else out of the ordinary. Sharp-face looked disappointed.


  Doyle took a deep breath and relaxed. The energy-knife in his boot had gone undiscovered. But there was an automatic in the flier which he had kept out of sight so as not to worry Edith.


  Sharp-face didn’t overlook the flier. His next order sent one of the Venusians on a search of the craft’s interior. The native appeared shortly with Edith’s bag and the automatic.


  Sight of the weapon brought no visible reaction from Sharp-face. Evidently the fact that Doyle hadn’t been carrying it made it unimportant. An examination of Edith’s bag produced nothing more illuminating than a large neatly wrapped lunch and various feminine articles.


  Doyle said, “Well, if you’re convinced that Miss Smith and I weren’t deliberately trespassing, then you can’t have any objection if we leave.”


  Sharp-face shook his grizzled thatch emphatically. “Allow you to leave and tell others what you saw here? Oh, no, my friend, I’m afraid not.”


  Doyle squinted. “But we didn’t see anything. At least, nothing that we understand. You haven’t any right to hold us, as far as I know. What’s going on here anyway?”


  “Never mind,” Sharp-face grunted.


  “And if I choose to detain you, that’s my affair.”


  Doyle looked slowly at the grimly alert figures before him and lifted his shoulders. “Since you enforce your hospitality with guns, I don’t suppose I can refuse. But just what do you intend to do with us?”


  “That remains to be seen.” Sharp-face jerked his weapon toward the buildings at the far end of the valley. “We will now return. You and the lady will lead the way—and do not be so foolish as to attempt resistance.”


  Edith glanced up at Doyle as they started into motion, her small face worried. He smiled a reassurance he didn’t feel.


  Inwardly he was drawn and cold. They’d flown into something, all right. Exactly what, he didn’t know. The buildings toward which they were walking gave no hint of their purpose. But one thing seemed clear enough: Sharp-face had no intention of releasing them.


  THEIR PROGRESS paralleled one sprawling wing of the Aztol ruins. The ancient city hadn’t been a large one. Doyle estimated there couldn’t have been over a hundred buildings in all. One in particular held his attention. It was a sort of pyramid temple, standing near the edge of the lake. A stone ramp led up to it, almost grown over with vegetation. The other buildings were more or less box-like, rising in terraces along the sloping base of the mountain wall.


  The mysterious camouflaged structures ahead began to loom closer, their details growing more distinct. There was nothing decorative or ornamental about any of them. They were severe and utilitarian, apparently having been designed to work in and nothing more.


  Doyle squinted as presently he made out a road or path, at the far end of the valley, running from the camouflaged buildings to a number of cave-like openings in the mountain wall, beyond. Figures—Venusians, he realized—moved along the path in both directions, pushing hand carts.


  The camouflaged buildings seemed the hub of some sort of mining activity. But, Doyle thought, what could the occupants of the valley possibly be mining that required such secrecy?


  Sharp-face suddenly spoke: “Turn toward the building to your left.”


  Doyle saw that he and Edith had reached the first of the camouflaged buildings, a long shed-like structure, before which stood two Venusians with electro-rifles, obviously on guard.


  “This is where we keep unwelcome guests,” Sharp-face told Doyle. “You and Miss Smith will remain here until we decide what is to be done with you.” He smiled thinly. “Since accommodations are limited, it seems you will have to be kept together. Unfortunately, Bruhl and I cannot entertain Miss Smith as we have more pressing duties.”


  “Perhaps it could still be arranged, Starkhov,” Bruhl said, sensuous lips twisting in a sly grin.


  STARKHOV, as the sharp-faced man’s name appeared to be, shrugged. “Perhaps. But not now.”


  “Where do you get the authority to treat us like criminals?” Doyle demanded. “As far as I know, Miss Smith and I haven’t broken any Venusian laws. When the representatives of the government of Earth learn of this, you can bet there’s going to be a very thorough investigation.”


  Starkhov’s thin mouth curled. “That possibility does not worry me. Soon there will be no representatives of Earth left on Venus—nor any government of Earth, for that matter.” Dismissing Doyle with a contemptuous gesture, he snapped orders at the Venusian guards.


  Doyle felt his arms grasped at either side, then found himself being propelled roughly toward the shed-like building. He was shoved sprawling into a small room.


  Edith was pushed in after him. She clutched her bag, which she had been allowed to keep, its contents intact.


  The door closed with a slam. There was the metallic sound of a lock clicking shut.


  Helped by Edith, Doyle picked himself up from the floor. She was solicitous. “Are you hurt?”


  “Could have been worse,” Doyle grunted, touching various bruises. “I’m going to remember this—if and when I’m able to do something about it.”


  The room was little more than a dozen feet square, lighted by a single small fluoro-tube in the ceiling. A few tiny barred windows, set high In the walls, provided ventilation. Furnishings were scanty, consisting of a cot and a table and a bench. A space roughly three feet square had been partitioned off in one of the rear corners, its entrance covered with a length of sacking.


  “What’s in there?” Edith asked, as Doyle briefly investigated the closet.


  “Take a look for yourself.”


  She did so, retreating hastily. Her face was several shades pinker than usual.


  A SOFT rapping noise broke the momentary silence. Doyle, in the act of seating himself on the bench, froze into rigidity. Within a few seconds the rapping came again. Someone in the next room, he realized, was rapping on the intervening wall.


  He placed his ear over the spot. There were numerous spaces between the boards where they had not been perfectly fitted together. Edith joined him, craning over his shoulder. A man’s voice whispered: “Are you Earth people?”


  “Yes,” Doyle said. “Who are you?”


  “My name is Milton Bancroft.”


  Edith’s body jerked in startled surprise. “Dad!” she gasped. “Dad!”


  “Edith! Edith, is that you?” Bancroft’s voice was filled at once with joy and dismay.


  “Yes, Dad. I came to look for you.”


  “Great galaxy! You shouldn’t have done that, girl. Now we’re all in trouble.”


  “But I didn’t know about . . . about the people here, in the valley. Not until it was too late.”


  “Neither did I. I’ve been a prisoner for months. But, Edith, how did you get here?”


  “Mr. Doyle brought me to the valley in his flier,” Edith explained. She told of her decision to conduct a personal research, after her failure to obtain aid from Takkom Guriz. She described how her efforts to hire a private flier had met with refusals—refusals for which, as Doyle later revealed, Takkom Guriz seemed directly responsible. Then she explained Doyle’s generosity in aiding her, despite the resulting loss of his flying permit and consequently of his air service business.


  “That was mighty decent of you,” Bancroft told Doyle. “Wish I could shake your hand. It’s too bad your sacrifice has gone to waste. But you were right in your suspicions about Guriz. He’s the one behind what’s going on here.”


  “But what is going on anyway?” Doyle asked. “All I’ve been able to learn so far is that they’re doing some sort of mining in the valley. I can’t understand why that should be so important.”


  BANCROFT laughed shortly, bitterly. “It is important, though —devilishly important. So important that Earth is in terrible danger. You see, what they’re mining here is uranium.”


  Doyle whistled softly. “I get it now! So that’s what Guriz is after— atomic weapons!”


  “Precisely,” Bancroft said. “Guriz and the others have a complete atomic plant set up here, in the valley. Starkhov and Bruhl are a couple of traitorous Earth scientists in charge of the work. There are several other Earthmen here, handling the more important jobs, while all the rest are Venusians. The whole thing is a deep secret, apparently. Guriz literally has the government of Venus in his pocket, which explains how he was able to keep matters quiet. He knows very well that Earth has forbidden atomic power to Venus and would clamp down at once if word leaked out.”


  “But just why does Guriz want atomic weapons?” Doyle questioned. “What is he planning to do?” Bancroft said slowly, “I’ve managed to learn a great deal about that. I’ve been here quite a long time, you see, and was forced to work in one of the laboratories until Guriz and Starkhov decided I had learned too much and had become too dangerous.


  “Guriz’ scheme is slightly fantastic. But he’s insanely ambitious and will stop at nothing. What he hopes to do is to destroy Earth’s hold on Venus. That would give him unlimited power over the planet, something he doesn’t have now. To obtain this, of course, he must first of all destroy Earth’s ability to resist. And he hopes to accomplish that by beating Earth into submission with atomic weapons.”


  “But . . . but that’s impossible!” Doyle burst out. “Guriz must be completely mad!”


  “Maybe,” Bancroft returned. “But his plan has a good chance of succeeding. Too good a chance. Consider the facts. Earth could be taken by surprise and seriously crippled at one stroke. There would be little or no advance warning for a number of reasons. Earth isn’t prepared for war and won’t be expecting an attack. Least of all one with atomic weapons. The key cities and military installations of Earth could be wiped out before the authorities had time to strike back.


  “With Earth powerless to stop him, Guriz then intends to take over full control of all Venus. He could organize the whole planet as a vast military base against any possibility of retaliation. But Earth’s weakened condition would be an enormous opportunity to a person like Guriz, and there’s no reason to suppose that he’d be satisfied with just the control of Venus.”


  BANCROFT’S voice grew urgent.


  “The attack on Earth is due to take place soon. Starkhov and Bruhl were already in production when I arrived here, and by now they must have built up a stockpile of atomic weapons great enough for Guriz to launch his offensive. They’ve been using Venusian natives as slave labor, working them night and day. Earth’s danger increases with every passing minute. And we’re the only ones with her interest at heart who know of it.”


  “We’ve got to do something,” Doyle said. “Somehow, we have to make an escape. And no matter what the cost to the others, one of us has to get through with a warning.”


  “Escape seems impossible under the circumstances we’re in,” Bancroft said hopelessly.


  Doyle touched the energy-knife in his boot and peered thoughtfully around the room. He quietly told Bancroft, “I think we could swing it.”


  “But how? We’d have to get out of here first, you know. This building is constructed of boards, but we couldn’t kick or pry them out, or do anything else that would make noise. The guards outside are always alert for trouble.”


  Doyle explained about the energy-knife. “We could carve an opening through one of the rear walls, then make for my flier at the other end of the valley. They’ll have guards around the flier, I suppose, but we’ll be able to take care of them. We could get up close by using the ruins as a screen, as Starkhov and Bruhl did when they caught Edith and me.”


  Bancroft’s tone held sudden elation. “We can try it. The plan might work. It must work!”


  “We’ll have to wait for darkness before we do anything,” Doyle said. “While it’s light, someone might walk in and catch us at work. And darkness will give us a better chance to reach the flier without being discovered.”


  “That’s right, of course.”


  Doyle was silent a moment. “Can you handle a flier?” he asked Bancroft finally.


  “Yes. I flew here in one, you see, though I don’t know what has become of it after all this time.”


  “Good. Your being able to fly will be useful in a pinch.” Doyle fell silent again, his thoughts grim. If it came to a fight with the guards posted around the flier, one of the party would have to keep busy long enough for the others to get away. And Doyle realized that the job was his. Bancroft clearly was too old, too weakened by confinement, to be effective.


  WITH TIME now an element to consider, it seemed to Doyle that the minutes began to pass more slowly. He fell to a restless pacing of the floor.


  Edith spoke to her father for a while, then turned back to Doyle. She gestured at the bag on the table. “We seem to have forgotten something. I’m hungry.”


  Doyle came to a stop. “Come to think of it, so am I.”


  Bancroft’s voice sounded through the wall. “Better tighten your belts, then. We’re fed only twice a day—once in the morning, and once in the evening.”


  “Who’s we?” Doyle asked. “Are there any other Earth people being kept prisoner here?”


  “No. Just a handful of native slave laborers who tried at one time or another to escape. They’re too valuable as workers to kill, so Starkhov locks them up for a while and then puts them back to work. It brings results, too. Nobody hates being locked up as much as a native who has lived out in the open all his life.”


  Edith told her father about the lunch packed away in her bag. “On two meals a day you must be practically starved. If I could only get a package in to you—”


  “Can do,” Doyle said. He took the energy-knife from his boot and, tracing a particularly wide gap in the boards of the wall to its juncture with the floor, he began to widen it. Finally the hole was large enough to admit the separated parts of a food package. Doyle moved the table so that, one of its legs covered the hole. Edith had carefully picked up and hidden all the shavings.


  Satisfied that everything else had been done, Edith handed Doyle a package. “Soup’s on,” she announced with a grin.


  “Remarkably condensed, I see.” Doyle hadn’t talked much with the girl, but sharing the lunch brought an intimacy that encouraged speech. He found her an easy person to talk to. She somehow managed to combine frankness and humor with intelligence and dignity. There was no coyness about her, no feminine gush or flutters.


  HE BEGAN to wonder more acutely about her personal life. Probably tied to some guy, he thought. A man with any brains at all would hardly let her get away. He decided to maneuver the conversation around to the point where he could indirectly find out.


  It developed that she wasn’t engaged.


  “I was,” she said. “He had everything in the way of appearance and background—except courage. I wanted him to help me look for Dad, but he was chilled to the marrow by the very idea of the dangers and inconveniences involved.” She moved her slender shoulders indifferently. “I’m glad I found out in time. The man I stick with must be able to forget himself—face anything that comes up.” She looked intently at Doyle for a moment, then glanced down at her hands.


  “That’s almost exactly what was wrong with Rita,” he said musingly.


  “Oh, her name was Rita?”


  “Yes.” He was looking back into the past. “We hadn’t been married long before she decided she didn’t like following me around on engineering jobs. There were no nightclubs in most of the places we went to, no people who gave expensive parties. So finally I stuck it out alone, even though my work kept us separated most of the time.


  “I’d always let her know in advance when I was returning home; she’d asked me to. But one day I got back unexpectedly. A job had fallen through, and I hadn’t been gone long enough to think that the usual advance notice was necessary. I found her with . . . well, it was the usual thing. What made it worse was having her call me a low-minded snoop.


  “It killed something in me. I was serious about life—serious enough to have acquired a string of degrees that no real engineer needs anyway. But after that I just didn’t care any more. Rita and I worked out a divorce and I came to Venus. I bummed around for a while, then bought the flier. It gave me something to do, even if it wasn’t exactly safe or profitable.” Edith said softly, “And now you’ve lost even that.”


  “Maybe not. We have a good chance of getting out of here.”


  “Are you so certain that you had to ask Dad if he could fly?”


  Doyle shrugged. “It just seemed a wise question to ask.”


  A SILENCE fell. They sat side by side on the cot, not looking at each other, not moving. Finally Edith reached out to cover one of Doyle’s hands with her own. Her voice was low.


  “Something bothers me, Greg. Did you ask Dad that question because you thought you might . . . might not be able to escape with us?”


  “We all have a chance. Forget it.”


  “But if something goes wrong, you intend to sacrifice yourself. Isn’t that the answer?”


  “I said forget it.”


  “I’ll try. But there are some things I’ll never forget. I’ll never forget a man named Greg who gives his all for maidens in distress—maybe be-, cause they look so much like an erring former wife. Greg, with a string of degrees after his name, and a squint in his eyes, who looks so nice when he’s cleaned up.” Her voice caught on something and tore.


  Doyle swore under his breath and moved his hand out from under the soft one covering it. Then he swore again, found her hand and buried it in the hard clasp of his larger one.


  They sat wordlessly, waiting. The barred windows were darkening with the approach of night. There was the steady rhythmic sound of footfalls as Bancroft, in the next cell, paced the floor. From outside came other footfalls and a muttering in the native tongue as the guards were changed.


  In the ominous quiet a distant sound grew. It quickly swelled into the roar of a jet flier engine.


  Doyle had stiffened tensely, listening. “Somebody’s coming to the valley,” he said.


  Bancroft’s voice lifted behind the wall. “Greg? You hear that?”


  “Yes. Know who it might be?”


  “Guriz, most probably. If so, something unusual is up. Maybe about you and Edith. Starkhov keeps in touch with Guriz by radio, and he doesn’t come here often.”


  Doyle felt a sudden chill. Starkhov had hinted that his and Edith’s fate remained to be decided. If the flier’s passenger were Guriz, would that be his purpose in coming? Suppose action were taken before Doyle and the others could get their intended escape under way?


  HE FELT Edith’s touch on his arm. He sensed that the same thoughts were passing through her mind. He drew her against him and she clung to him, taut with dread.


  The flier landed. There was silence again. Silence, while minutes like centuries crept past. Then came the intermingled noises of an approaching group.


  The lock clicked and the door swung open. Starkhov and Bruhl entered the room, weapons gripped in their hands. They stood aside as a third figure appeared behind them, a huge-bodied Venusian, garbed in a splendid kilt, official mantle and headpiece. His heavy-jowled leathery features held the stamp of power and authority. Doyle knew he was looking at Takkom Guriz.


  Guriz’ eyes settled on Edith. His grimly purposeful expression became touched with mockery. He spoke with the hissing sound peculiar to Venusians of all classes.


  “Well, Miss Smith, so we meet again. The last time I saw you, however, your name was Miss Bancroft. So confusing, all these names.”


  Edith bit her lip and said nothing.


  In the stillness Starkhov breathed audibly. Rage and dread seemed to struggle in his sharp face. Bruhl was silent and impassive.


  Guriz went on, “If Starkhov had known of your little deception, he wouldn’t have placed you in such convenient proximity to your father, Milton Bancroft, the eminent though unfortunate archaeologist. In spite of this, Starkhov might have remembered that since all the persons concerned were Earth people, certain . . . ah . . . dangerous information might be exchanged.”


  “I have explained that I did not know of Miss Bancroft’s father being in the next cell,” Starkhov muttered. “I have important work to do. I cannot keep in mind hundreds of insignificant details.”


  “But insignificant details sometimes develop into momentous matters,” Guriz pointed out. “A good point to remember, Starkhov.” He turned back to Edith. “Well, Miss Bancroft, you have found your father. Are you now satisfied?”


  “Leave her alone,” Doyle growled. “She was only trying to do something decent. Which is more than you can say for yourself.”


  GURIZ surveyed Doyle with narrow-eyed interest. “Ah, Gregory Doyle, the gallant Earthman. You would not be warned, eh? A word to the wise is reputed to be sufficient, but it seems that you would be satisfied with nothing less than becoming involved in serious trouble.”


  Doyle shrugged. “That’s nothing compared to the trouble you’ll be in if you try a sneak attack against Earth.”


  Guriz’ fleshy face hardened. “You will speak to me with respect, Kazko! I am delighted that the problem presented by Miss Bancroft has been solved, but my patience has definite limits.”


  “Sb has your intelligence, if your power-mad schemes are any examples!” Doyle shot back.


  Guriz stepped forward, eyes suddenly wild with rage. One of his bludgeon-like fists leaped out at Doyle’s cheek. Rolling his head with the blow, Doyle managed to take most of the sting out of it. He fell into a crouch, his fists clenched and his mouth set tightly.


  Starkhov crowded forward, jabbing the muzzle of his weapon against Doyle’s chest. “Careful!” he warned. “Another move and you die!”


  “Greg!” Edith cried, alarm twisting her face. “Don’t!”


  Doyle got himself under control with an effort. Guriz’ calm arrogance had been hard to stomach, coming as it did on top of the knowledge that the Venusian was endangering countless millions of human lives. But Doyle was aware that expending himself uselessly would accomplish nothing.


  Guriz’ mouth was curled. “Your defiance is a small matter, Kazko. Your death and that of Miss Bancroft and her father has already been arranged. I shall generously overtook your last actions while alive. To keep you here indefinitely would be too troublesome,


  while temporarily it would be too much of a risk. My preparations are almost complete, and I shall take no chances at this point. Very soon, I shall see your insolent race humbled—as it has humbled mine!”


  GURIZ PAUSED, studying Doyle and Edith with a malicious smile. “No doubt you will be interested in the means by which your deaths are to be brought about. The mine here in the valley is quite extensive, and certain portions of it, I understand, are unusually deep. You are to be taken to one of these spots, after which the tunnel is to be sealed up by explosives. Your fate will never be discovered by Earth authorities—and I will be at liberty to follow my plans without the risk of interference.”


  Doyle asked tensely, “Just when is this supposed to take place?”


  “Immediately!” Guriz snapped. Doyle felt Edith’s fingers tighten convulsively on his hand. He knew what was in. her mind. They would have no time now to carry out their intended escape.


  Starkhov said, “Immediately? I am afraid that will be impossible.”


  Guriz whirled to him in swift anger. “And just why, if I may ask?”


  “The tunnel system at the lowest mine levels is complex and dangerous. Only a few of the overseers know the proper route, and these at present are in a drugged state as a result of their addiction to chewing jasht seeds. It is impossible to keep them from indulging in this vice when not on duty. Overseers are too important to order around like slave labor.”


  Guriz nodded reluctantly, scowling. “How long will it take to get one conscious?”


  “About an hour,” Starkhov returned. “Even the strongest stimulant! work slowly on jasht cases.”


  “Set somebody about it, then. I want to see this business over with before I leave.” Guriz turned toward the door.


  Doyle was thinking rapidly. It would take considerable time for Bancroft and himself to carve exits through the walls of their respective cells. An hour might not be enough for both, and Doyle didn’t like the idea of leaving the archaeologist behind. He spoke swiftly, before Guriz could leave the cell.


  “A moment, your Excellency. I want to make a last request.”


  Guriz stopped and turned, suspicious, but flattered by Doyle’s use of the title. “And what is that?”


  “Since Miss Bancroft, her father, and I have only an hour more of life, wouldn’t you be generous and let us spend it together?”


  Guriz scowled. “After the insulting manner in which you spoke to me, you deserve no favors of any kind.”


  “I’m not asking this for myself, but for Miss Bancroft,” Doyle explained.


  Edith caught the drift of Doyle’s cajolery. She added her own pleadings.


  Guriz shrugged irritably. “You are all to die shortly anyway, so what does it matter?” He gestured at Starkhov. “Have the old man brought here, and then lock them up again. Be certain that the guards outside remain alert. I will not feel entirely safe until this whole affair has been ended.”


  Guriz left, and Starkhov snapped orders at the Venusian guards. Presently Milton Bancroft was shoved roughly into the cell. Starkhov and Bruhl had already left. The door slammed shut, and the lock clicked.


  EDITH WAS staring at her father in dismay. His clothing hung in tatters, and his hair and beard were an overgrown tangle. He was pale and gaunt, but apparently in fairly good condition.


  Sobbing, Edith flew into his arms, and he held her tightly, swallowing hard. After a moment he held out a hand to Doyle.


  “This will make it official, Greg.”


  “And a pleasure!” Doyle grinned. He sobered. “There isn’t much time. We’ll have to work fast. We’ll tackle the wall through the closet, over there. That’ll let us out at the back of the building, and it isn’t likely that the guards will be expecting anything of the sort. Working in the closet will cut down our chances of being caught, if anyone should happen to look in on us.” Doyle reached into his boot for the energy-knife. “I’ll start in.”


  Bancroft nodded. “I’ll warn you by coughing in case a guard shows up and you’re too busy to notice.”


  Doyle went into the closet and set to work with the energy-knife. The object was to cut a square opening in the wall, just large enough for him and the others to squeeze through. In practice, however, this was not easy. The boards of the wall were of tough Venusian wood, wide and quite thick. And the “blade” of the device Doyle was using did not slice like a hot knife through butter, but more like a cutting torch attacking steel.


  Doyle’s arms and back began to ache. His eyes watered with strain. The “blade” had to be held perfectly in line with each cut. Any wavering meant precious seconds lost, as well as a waste of the energy capsule powering the device he wielded.


  At last Doyle could keep it up no longer. His hands had begun to tremble too badly from the torture of keeping them rigidly in one position. He turned the energy-knife over to Bancroft with a brief explanation of the technique involved in its use.


  SEATING himself on the cot beside Edith, Doyle massaged his hands and arms. After a moment she took over, the touch of her fingers soothing. He watched the play of shadows over her small face, an ache of a different kind nagging deep within him.


  “There isn’t much time left,” Edith said finally, as if voicing a fear that had been growing in her mind. “Think we’ll make it?”


  He nodded a reassurance he didn’t completely feel. “We have a good chance.”


  Several minutes later Bancroft hurried from the closet, perspiration beading his forehead. His gaunt features were twisted in dismay. “The knife!” he said huskily, gesturing with the device. “The capsule’s exhausted!”


  Doyle shot erect, a chill flashing through him. He searched frantically through his pockets.


  Nothing.


  He felt sick. Were their efforts doomed to failure after all?


  Then he remembered his jacket, draped aver the bench near the table. Pawing hastily through the articles contained in the garment’s pockets, he exclaimed in triumph.


  “Thought I had a spare, but for a second or two it looked like we were finished. . . . I’ll take over again,” he told Bancroft. He slipped the fresh energy capsule into place and returned to the closet.


  The minutes passed swiftly as Doyle worked. He knew the deadline was approaching. Not an instant could be wasted now.


  Weariness crept back into his hands and arms, but there could be no stopping, no rest. Each board cut through added further hope for Edith and her father. Each added further hope for Earth.


  FINALLY, when it seemed that he could control the energy-knife no longer, the last board was cut through. He carefully lifted it out of the opening. There was a square gap in the wall now, and beyond it was darkness—and freedom.


  Doyle thrust his head through the opening, his heart racing. Had the guards at the front of the building grown Suspicious? If they came around to the rear, they would hardly fail to discover the hole that had been cut into the wall. But he saw and heard nothing unusual.


  Doyle joined Edith and Bancroft. “All right—out we go,” he announced. He nodded at the older man. “You first. Edith next.”


  Doyle waited tensely as Bancroft entered the closet. There Were a few faint scrapes and rustlings, then silence. Bancroft had made it without mishap.


  Doyle turned to Edith. “Next.”


  She went to him impulsively, and for a moment he held her. Then she was hurrying toward the closet. More faint scrapes and rustlings. Silence again.


  Doyle stood alone and tense, listening. He had chosen himself as the last to leave in the event that anyone entered the cell while the escape was under way. He would be able to put up enough of a fight to give the others the start they needed.


  There was no alarm, no sounds of an approach. He stepped into the closet, squeezed through the opening, and lowered himself to the ground outside.


  Edith and Bancroft were waiting. Gesturing for them to follow, Doyle strode toward the end of the building. Ahead, gray and spectral in the darkness, stretched the ruins.


  Doyle struck out for the tangle of rocks and vegetation at the base of the valley wall. This would offer concealment until the ruins were reached. The way was rough, and they had to move slowly and carefully to avoid tripping.


  A heavy pounding filled Doyle’s chest. They were losing a lot of time. At any moment now, Guriz and Starkhov would return with the awakened overseer and find them gone. The alarm would be out.


  The ruins reached out slowly to receive them. Plant growth filled cracks between the ancient stone paving, but the going was easier. They set out at a trot now, stopping occasionally to climb over heaps of fallen masonry that blocked the narrow street.


  ABRUPTLY Doyle halted. Between two buildings, looking down toward the lake, he saw a flashlight beam cut the darkness. He motioned for Edith and Bancroft to keep out of sight and slipped cautiously through the opening. A figure was approaching along the narrow strip between the ruins and the lake—a man, Doyle discovered. The man was alone, swinging his torch idly at the ground as he walked.


  Alone. And perhaps he carried a gun. It was a possibility worth investigating.


  Doyle gestured for Edith and Bancroft to remain in concealment. Then he lowered himself down to the next terrace, moving at right angles to the torch swinger’s line of approach. Reaching the strip near the lake, he picked out an ambuscade behind a section of stone wall and settled down to wait.


  The torch swinger came on, completely unsuspicious. He passed Doyle’s hiding place, whistling a tune.


  Doyle reached him in a cat-like leap. His arm circled the other’s neck, choking off a possible outcry. At the same time he snatched at the flashlight, fumbled with it a moment, and switched it off. Then he bore his wildly struggling but slighter victim into concealment at the fringe of the ruins. His fist, weighted with the flashlight, swept down in a chopping blow. The man went limp.


  A quick search doomed Doyle to disappointment. There was no gun.


  Doyle gazed bitterly at the unconscious man. He was slim and dapper, dressed in natty flying clothes. Guriz’ pilot, Doyle decided. Evidently he had gone to the other end of the valley for a look at Doyle’s flier.


  THERE WAS no sound from the guards at the craft. If they had noticed the abrupt darkening of the flashlight, they apparently had decided that the pilot had turned into the ruins.


  Doyle shrugged and shoved the flashlight into a pocket. He turned to retrace his way back to where he had left Edith and her father. An idea flashed suddenly into his mind. Edith and the pilot were almost of the same size. Wearing the pilot’s outer clothes, Edith might be able to draw the guards at the flier into a trap.


  Doyle whirled back to the man and swiftly began to strip him. Then, with the pilot’s clothes slung over his arm, he climbed rapidly to where Edith and Bancroft were waiting.


  Edith asked, ““What were you up to, Greg? I was worried sick.”


  “Thought the fellow I Saw might have a gun,” Doyle explained. “He didn’t. But I think I got something almost as good.” He extended the clothes and outlined his plan.


  She grinned. “So I’m to be the bait for a trap, is that it?”


  “Check. It’s a little risky, though. If the guards make a move with their rifles, duck quick. But I’m pretty certain they’ll bite. They saw the pilot only a while ago, and won’t have any reason to be suspicious of what they’ll think is him showing up again.”


  “It’s worth the risk.” With the clothes, Edith stepped around the side of a building. Shortly there followed rustling noises as she changed.


  Bancroft asked, “What’s our part in the plan, Greg?”


  “There can’t be any more than two guards. We’ll hide behind the ruins near the flier, and when they follow after Edith, we’ll jump them and knock them out with rocks. It’s as simple as that—provided the guards think Edith is Guriz’ pilot and are curious enough to see what she wants.”


  Presently Edith appeared. The flying clothes fitted her well enough for the purpose they were to serve.


  “All right, let’s go,” Doyle said. “And hurry. We’ve lost a lot of time.”


  THEY RESUMED their progress through the ancient Aztol city at a trot, slipping on loose rubble, leaping mounds of debris. The flier drew closer, until at last it was on a direct line with their position among the ruins.


  Doyle peered through the darkness at the silvery shape of the craft. Two dim figures showed against it. He nodded in satisfaction; his guess had been right, then. He gestured to Edith and Bancroft and began descending the terraces toward the strip.


  Doyle and Bancroft placed themselves on each side of a gap between two buildings at the bottom. Then Doyle handed Edith the flashlight. She hesitated a moment, stepped through the gap. Turning on the torch, she pointed it first at the guards, then at her clothes.


  “Come here!” she called.


  The guards straightened into startled alertness, clutching at their rifles. In the next moment they relaxed as they recognized the clothes Edith wore.


  “What do you want?” one of them called back.


  “Come!” Edith said.


  They started forward, rifles cradled casually in their arms.


  From the other end of the valley came a shout. Voices followed it, rising into a confused, babble of excitement. Flashlights began stabbing the darkness. Someone yelled an order, and silence came. In the silence a voice called across the valley.


  “Flier guards, be alert! The Earthling prisoners have escaped!”


  Edith broke from her paralysis of surprise. With a cry of dismay, she whirled back through the gap among the buildings. The two guards yelled in realization of her identity, lifted their rifles, and came leaping in pursuit.


  Across the valley flashlight beams sent lances of brilliance through the darkness as the group there began running forward. Doyle felt a numbing chill close over him. A pincers movement was threatening his own little party. Capture would be only a matter of time.


  He thrust aside his despair. They weren’t caught yet, he reminded himself. There was still time to do something.


  HE CONSIDERED the situation quickly. The two guards were closest, and therefore of greatest danger. It would take several minutes before the group at the other end of the valley came within range. He knew that the movements of Edith, Bancroft and himself would be restricted by the valley wall on one side and the openness of the strip beside the lake on the other. With the two guards drawing perilously near, there was only one direction in which they could go—and that was toward the other, farther group.


  Doyle grasped Edith’s arm, gestured to Bancroft. “We’ve got to go back. As quickly and quietly as we can. It’s the only way out of this mess. Follow me now.”


  He set off a short distance down the narrow, plant-choked street, then turned around the side of a building and climbed swiftly up to the next terrace. He pulled Edith and her father after him, and they started out again. Behind them sounded the voices of the two guards, puzzled at finding the lower terrace deserted.


  Shortly Doyle shifted to the next, higher terrace, again assisting Edith and her father. The two guards had separated, one on each of the lower levels. With their quarry still somehow out of sight, they sounded even more puzzled than before.


  Ahead, the larger group of pursuers roared forward, like a pack of excited hounds. Doyle was sharply aware of them, but for the moment he concentrated on the two guards. Sooner or later, he knew, one or both of the Venusians would shift to the terrace he was on. He wanted to be ready when that happened.


  Presently it did. There was the rattle of stones as one of the guards climbed to Doyle’s level.


  Motioning urgently to Edith and Bancroft, Doyle swung down to the terrace that had just been vacated. Edith and Bancroft followed. What little noise they made was swallowed up in the confusion of voices and pounding footsteps from ahead.


  Doyle trotted on. He realized that his breath was becoming more and more labored. He wondered how much longer Edith and Bancroft could hold out—especially Bancroft.


  HE STRAINED his ears, trying to keep check on the positions of the two guards in his rear. In another moment he heard lurid curses as the lowest of the guards slipped in his efforts to climb up to the terrace along which Doyle and the others were running. At the same time there came the clatter of stones as the second slid down to join his companion.


  With frantic haste, Doyle dodged around the side of a building. Edith and Bancroft joined him barely in time to escape detection. Lowering himself down to the first terrace, Doyle reached for Edith. He swung her down beside him, then turned to Bancroft. The older man was descending along a number of stones projecting from the crumbling wall. One of the stones abruptly slipped out of place, and with a gasp of dismay Bancroft noisily slid the remaining distance downward.


  From above came shouts of eagerness as the two puzzled and angry guards once more located their prey. Their cries were answered by the group splayed out ahead.


  Doyle bent quickly to help Bancroft back to his feet.


  “Better leave me, Greg,” the archaeologist whispered tiredly. “I’m all played out. You and Edith will have a better chance without me.”


  “We’re sticking together,” Doyle said doggedly. “We aren’t licked yet.”


  “But what can we do?” Bancroft protested. “I can’t go much further.” Doyle glanced around swiftly. Wildly waving flashlight beams were slicing the darkness up above as the two groups of pursuers converged. A short distance away, dim and unreal in the gloom, bulked the pyramid temple Doyle had noticed earlier. He seized at the possibility it offered.


  “The temple over there!” he said swiftly. “We’ve got to reach it.”


  Ignoring Bancroft’s objections, Doyle slipped an arm around him and urged him forward. Edith added her own assistance and, inspired to new effort, Bancroft stumbled into motion.


  THEY REACHED the ramp leading up to the temple doorway just as one of their pursuers sighted them. The Venusian swung up his rifle and fired. The bolt struck the balustrade at the edge of the ramp and sent up a shower of stone.


  “There they are I They’re going into the temple!”


  “After them, you fools.” It was Guriz’ voice, shrill with rage. “Kill them! Do not let them escape!”


  Rocks clattered as the group began descending toward the temple. A few retained enough presence of mind to direct their flashlight beams at the ramp, while others hastily fired their weapons at the fugitives.


  By this time, however, Doyle and the others had gained the protection of the balustrade. Not until Guriz and his henchmen reached the foot of the ramp would their fire be effective.


  Half pushing, half pulling, Doyle and Edith got Bancroft up the ramp and into tire temple doorway at the top. Doyle flashed his torch around. They were in a small chamber, he saw. Against one wall stood a tall carved stone idol, in front of which rested a large stone bowl. There was no other exit from the room except that by which they had entered.


  Doyle groaned inwardly. They were hopelessly trapped. Yet they couldn’t wait in passive resignation while Guriz and the others closed in for the kill. Something had to be done.


  In flashing around the torch Doyle suddenly noticed that the stone idol didn’t fit flush with the wall. It was turned at an angle, leaving a gap of a foot or so at one side.


  Investigating the gap, he exclaimed in surprise. “There’s a hole in the wall of some sort here! If I can just move this hunk of rock out of the way—”


  He handed Edith the torch, grasped the edge of the stone figure, and pulled, one foot braced against the wall for added leverage. Slowly the idol moved aside. A small square opening was revealed.


  “A doorway!” Doyle breathed.


  Bancroft nodded slowly. “I might have guessed there would be an arrangement like this here. The Aztols were clever at things like that.”


  Doyle stiffened, listening. Their pursuers had reached the bottom of the ramp.


  “We’ve got to get out of here!” he said. “I don’t know where this doorway leads, but it might be a way out. Get inside, quick!”


  EDITH WENT first, Bancroft following. Slipping through after them, Doyle found himself at the top of a narrow stairway leading downward. In the flashlight beam he saw a stone ring fastened to the back of the idol, obviously used once for pulling it flush with the wall. He grasped the ring and pulled, but shortly the idol stuck, leaving the gap between it and the wall somewhat larger than it had originally been. He gave up after a moment. The gap wouldn’t be noticed immediately, and Guriz’ party was already near the top of the ramp. He hurriedly followed Edith and Bancroft down the narrow, twisting stairway.


  To Doyle the descent seemed to take them into the very bowels of the planet. Faintly, from above, came cries of consternation as Guriz and the others had found the chamber empty. But presently a shout rose as the gap behind the idol was discovered.


  Doyle reached the bottom of the Stairway, found himself with Edith find Bancroft before a square opening in the rock that gaped outward into utter darkness. He took the flashlight from Edith and pointed the beam through. A tunnel stretched down at a slant.


  “Wish I knew just what we’re getting into,” he muttered. “But we’ve got to keep moving. Guriz and his gang will be coming down the stairs in another few seconds.”


  Doyle swung into the lead. The tunnel floor was level and free of debris. They could move at a headlong pace without fear of tripping.


  The tunnel slanted steadily downward. Then, suddenly, it straightened out. Doyle halted with a hoarse whisper of astonishment. Gasps followed from Edith and Bancroft as they, too, saw.


  THE WALLS of this portion of the tunnel were lined with niches. And seated within each were mummified Venusian figures, crowned with gorgeous headdresses and draped in richly gleaming robes. Necklaces of glittering gems hung about the withered throats, and jeweled bracelets and rings covered the skeletal wrists and fingers. Resting in the laps of the figures were sceptres and ceremonial axes of precious metal, all gem-encrusted.


  Bancroft was in an archaeologist’s paradise. He examined the mummies feverishly, muttering to himself.


  “I’d been wondering where the tombs were hidden! Princes and nobles, these. This is the way the ancient Aztols buried their dead, you know—the important ones, anyway. Lord, this a regular treasure trove! If only—”


  “I know,” Doyle said gently. “But Guriz and the others are coming after us. We’ve got to keep moving.” Abruptly he held up a hand for silence and listened intently. From the other end of the tunnel came a swelling babble of voices, mingled with the dull thunder of running feet.


  He flashed the torch down the length of the tunnel ahead. Not far distant another square opening yawned.


  Doyle beckoned urgently. “Come on! We’ve got to hurry.”


  The opening gave out on a short stairway. Reaching the bottom, Doyle found another tunnel stretching ahead of them. A damp clammy chill struck into him through his clothing. The tunnel walls gleamed with slime, and the floor was ankle deep in ooze. Faintly, from up forward, came the steady dripping sound of water.


  THE OOZE made their progress difficult. Gradually, however, it thinned out into muddy water. The water grew deeper, and shortly they were sloshing through it up to their knees. In their rear came the relentless thunder of pursuit.


  With the flashlight Doyle kept probing the velvet blackness ahead. Always it kept opening before them, seemingly without end. He was chilled from the cold dank water through which he moved and icy with a growing despair. He knew he couldn’t keep going much longer. By what miracle Edith and Bancroft kept up with him, he didn’t know. But he was certain it couldn’t last.


  And then, abruptly, the flashlight beam was reflected from a wetly gleaming wall. The tunnel had ended at last. But—


  In a blind alley.


  Doyle turned to Edith and Bancroft, shoulders sagging. He pointed the torch mutely, and the sick hopelessness that leaped into their faces caught at him like a pain.


  In the distance sounded cries of amazed delight as Guriz’ herichmen discovered the mummies in the niches. The sounds of pursuit momentarily ceased. The greater part of Guriz’ band evidently had paused greedily to plunder the long-dead figures of their jeweled ornaments.


  Doyle heard Guriz speak in a tone of sharp reprimand. But the others ignored him for the moment as they argued among themselves over the division of the loot. Then Starkhov’s voice added itself to the exhortations of Guriz.


  On an impulse, Doyle sloshed toward the imprisoning wall, flashing his torch about in desperation. The tunnel just couldn’t end this way, he told himself. It had to have an outlet somehow.


  In the next instant he had all he could do to keep himself from shouting in utter joy. Stone rungs were set into the side wall, leading up to a small opening in the ceiling.


  He whirled, gesturing excitedly to Edith and Bancroft. Incredulous hope leaped into their faces as they glimpsed the rungs and the opening above.


  BEHIND them the sounds of pursuit suddenly resumed. Guriz and Starkhov had finally succeeded in getting the others back on the chase.


  “Here they come!” Doyle whispered. He started toward the rungs in the wall. “Up we go—and fast. The tunnel here is straight, which means they’ll be able to use their weapons when they sight us.”


  Edith climbed swiftly. Bancroft went up after her, boosted along by Doyle. As Doyle started up, the first of a number of flashlight beams reached toward him—touched him.


  “There they are!” Guriz bellowed. “Hurry, you clumsy dolts. They’re climbing up the wall somehow. Do not let them escape!”


  A rifle made its spiteful crackling sound, and the bolt splashed coruscantly against the end wall, near Doyle’s legs. Other weapons began firing. With frantic haste, Doyle literally hauled himself up hand over hand. Squeezing none too soon through the opening, he found himself in a low, narrow chamber. Bancroft was examining a heavy length of wood which projected from a slot in one wall.


  “I think I know what this is for,” Bancroft muttered. “All that water down here, you know, and the lake nearby. If I’m right—”


  He grasped the length of wood and threw his weight against it. For a moment it refused to budge. Then there was a slight scraping noise, a faint rumble as of sliding rocks—and the lever moved.


  Abruptly, like thunder in the silence, the roar of rushing water filled the room. Doyle dropped to his knees, flashing his torch through the opening. He could see nothing but water, shooting past in a solid stream. Shouts and screams of terror reached him muffledly from the trapped men in the tunnel below. There had been no chance of escape for Guriz, Starkhov and the others. The water had come too rapidly.


  THE VOICES were choked off one by one. There was left only the roaring of water, fading slowly as the tunnel became completely filled.


  Doyle stood up slowly, dazed. Bancroft’s voice came to him as if from a distance.


  “The lever opened a water lock connected with the lake. The Aztols were ingenious at devising little tricks like that. At any rate, Guriz and Starkhov got what was coming to them. Their deaths remove a serious danger to Earth.”


  Doyle took a deep breath, nodding. “Well, that leaves only the problem of getting out of here.”


  “There’s a doorway in the wall over there,” Edith put in. “When you get around to noticing it, let’s go.”


  There was a doorway, Doyle found. Steps led up and ever up. Holding Edith’s hand, the climb didn’t seem to take very long at all. He felt a mild surprise when suddenly they emerged from a narrow cave and into the dark bowl of the valley. The lake gleamed a short distance ahead, and outlined against it was the shape of the flier.


  Doyle felt Bancroft grip his arm. But he had already glimpsed the sight at which the older man was pointing.


  At the other end of the valley a number of fires burned brightly, growing larger. Flames were destroying Guriz’ secret atomic arsenal.


  “The native slave laborers most likely did that,” Bancroft said. “Everybody joining in the search for us gave them their chance to revolt. Starkhov and Bruhl drove them mercilessly, and you can bet that not a single building will be left standing.”


  Doyle stiffened. “The atomic stuff Starkhov was working with! If the natives meddle with that—” His fingers tightened on Edith’s hand. “We’ve got to get out of here—and fast!”


  They plunged recklessly down the slope, toward the flier at the edge of the lake. Shortly Doyle had the craft in the air, streaking up into the cloud blanket. The valley dropped out of sight, a bad memory left behind.


  BUT NOT quite. A short time later the surrounding clouds brightened with a sudden vast brilliance, the mere reflection of a holocaust from which the flier alone was escaping untouched.


  “We got away just in time,” Doyle said. “Something big went off down there.”


  Bancroft nodded, his expression mournful. “That finishes the valley—and the temple. Too bad. I’d have liked another look at those mummies.”


  “One look was enough for me,” Doyle said. He grinned and began to pull an assortment of objects from his pockets. Rings, heavy bracelets and jeweled necklaces glittered in his hands.


  Edith laughed. She, too, began removing ornaments from her clothing.


  “Edith and I helped ourselves while you just spent your time examining the mummies,” Doyle told Bancroft. “You can have some of this stuff for your collection, if you wish. As for the rest of it . . . well, it takes money to build a home and set up housekeeping.”


  “And give a certain engineer a chance to use all the degrees after his name,” Edith added.


  THE RELUCTANT COLONIST


  J.T. McIntosh


  Venus was strictly one-way. No return for Terrans. A rough deal—particularly for gay Doc Miller, Earth’s top society medic, shanghaied at ray-gun point to fight the green and ugly Venus Plague.


  GLORIA’S voice floated impersonally over the intercom. “There’s a Mr. Balch to see you, Dr. Miller.”


  “When’s my next appointment?” he asked.


  “In half an hour. Miss Pugh.”


  “Very well, send him in.”


  Gloria might have told him, the doctor thought, as Balch came in quietly and closed the door behind him, that the visitor was a Venusian. But some of them were touchy, and Balch must have been able to hear what she said. Most Venusians liked to think that they could not be distinguished from Earthmen.


  “Please sit down, Mr. Balch,” said the doctor. “You wish to consult me?”


  Balch didn’t reply at once. He was clearly trying to assess Dr. Miller. That suited the doctor. It gave him a chance to assess Balch too.


  The colony on Venus was only fifty years old, so Balch’s parents or grandparents must have been born on Earth. Venusians had every excuse for thinking they looked exactly like Earthmen. They did, in everything that could be put down on paper. They were no taller, no shorter. If they were heavily tanned, they were no darker than many Californians. They walked slowly and somewhat hesitantly, no matter how long they had lived on Earth, but so did many Earthmen. The only really peculiar thing about them was that the penetrative Venusian sun tanned them all over, so that even at thighs and back and groin their skin was that same golden brown, no lighter and no darker than at hands and face. But one didn’t ask a Venusian to strip naked, and didn’t have to.


  One could tell a Venusian without exactly knowing how. Perhaps it was all the little things unconsciously added up; perhaps it was a sixth sense that told people when they met a Venusian that this man had lived on another world.


  “Not personally,” said Balch at last. “I’m not ill, Doctor, and if I were I don’t think I’d come to you. Your patients are nearly all women, aren’t they? All right, mostly young, frequently attractive, and very seldom really ill.”


  “I’m a doctor,” said Rodney Miller with gentle reproof.


  “Oh, sure. A good doctor, too, or I wouldn’t be here. But what makes you the most successful doctor on Earth isn’t your medical knowledge. It’s your dark wavy hair, your white teeth, your six-feet-three, the way you can weigh up wealthy patients, and the fact that you have too much of a pull ever to be struck off the medical register. No need to press that button, Doctor. I’m only showing you I know quite a lot about you.”


  “Well?” said Dr. Miller coldly.


  “You’ve heard about the trouble on Venus, Doctor?”


  “I saw something in the papers. A new epidemic of some sort.”


  “Of course you wouldn’t know much about it,” said the Venusian quietly. “What is it to you. Thousands of people dying on a planet at least twenty-six million miles away, usually more. Nothing to interest you in that.”


  DR. MILLER shrugged. “I can’t see anyone who has this disease. At best I can only read a Venusian doctor’s report.”


  “It’s your job now, Doctor,” Balch murmured. “We think you’re the one man who can find the answer. We want you to go out to Venus. No, don’t say anything yet. I told you I know a lot about you. I didn’t come to you simply because you’re the most successful doctor on Earth. That’s irrelevant. I came to you because we decided that you were the best doctor on Earth. The best for a job like this. The man who can help us, if we can tear him away from making money and playing golf and swimming and going to night-clubs with patients and drawing up diet charts to take a few pounds off women who’ll do anything for their looks but take exercise. I’m a sort of unofficial Venusian ambassador to Earth, Doctor. We want you, and it’s my job to get you.” Rodney Miller thought it over and saw nothing wrong with the idea. He murmured to himself, “Well, I don’t see why I shouldn’t . . .”


  “I’ll even tell you why you shouldn’t go,” Balch said. “You’d have to go as a colonist, like everyone else. The only transport between Earth and Venus is the official interplanetary service. We don’t run it. Earth’s government does.”


  Miller thought rapidly. Didn’t you have to sign a declaration?


  “When would I get back?” he demanded. Balch smiled faintly. “That’s just it, Doctor,” he said. “You’ll never get back.”


  “Then I can give you my answer right away. In one short, simple word. No.” Balch nodded. “That’s what I thought. Stand up, Doctor, will you.”


  He still spoke quietly, coldly, but the small ray-pistol he had produced covered Miller unwaveringly. The doctor stood up.


  “You can’t take me by force,” he said evenly.


  “Maybe not. But I’m going to try. First, let’s get this straight. Venus is my world. I’ve lived on Earth for five years, and I’ll live here till I die. But that will be a long time yet, and all that time I’ll be working for Venus. Not necessarily for Venus against Earth. But always for Venus first. I’m quite ready to die for Venus. If you raise the alarm now, or in the next hour or so while you’re with me, I’ll kill you. You’ll have your revenge. I’ll die too. But it won’t matter much to you, will it?”


  Miller knew Balch would do it. The man wasn’t a fanatic, that was the frightening thing. He was a patriot, balancing loyalties as all patriots must. Balch would probably stand up for his own district against all the rest of Venus. Then for all Venus against all Earth. Then for the Earth-Venus system against anything else in the galaxy. But in this case it was only Venus against one Earthman—a doctor who might be able to help Venus. So he would shoot all right.


  “We’ll go out together,” said Balch. “You’ll tell you secretary something—anything that will explain your going out with me.”


  “That won’t be easy. I have a patient in a few minutes.”


  “To hell with your patient. Tell your secretary what you like. Lay a trap for me if you want to—it will only mean the two of us die. I’m going to stay so close to you that even if someone shoots me I’ll get you first. Got that?”


  A FEW moments later Dr. Miller came out of his consulting room, followed closely by the Venusian. He stopped by Gloria’s desk.


  “Tell Miss Pugh I had an urgent case,” he said. “You know the sort of thing to say.”


  “Yes, Doctor.” Gloria was a plain, efficient girl, who understood that she wasn’t meant to compete with her employer’s clients. So she was even plainer, in office hours, than she might have been. That was part of her efficiency. “How long will you be?” Miller glanced at Balch. The ray-gun was out of sight now, but he could shoot from his pocket.


  “Quite a while, I expect,” he said casually.


  They walked to the emigration center which was only a few blocks away. Miller reflected that Balch probably had picked his times so that his plan would succeed. There would be no delay at the center. Balch had almost certainly warned them that he was bringing a new colonist. There would be a ship leaving that day, and Miller would be whisked away with no chance to do anything without getting a bullet through him. He had a high enough opinion of Balch’s capabilities to be pretty sure of that.


  So he was going to Venus. Unless something unexpected gave him a chance, he was spending his last few hours—perhaps minutes—on Earth. For he had no intention of dying. Balch was right. It would give him no satisfaction to know that the man who had killed him would also die.


  The center was very busy. Balch knew the ropes, of course. He led Miller through the bustle in the main hall to a private room, knocked on the door, and nudged Miller inside in front of him. There was a desk littered with papers and an official sitting behind it.


  “This is the man I was telling you about, Bill,” said Balch.


  “You cut it fine,” the man grumbled. “Just forty minutes before the last car leaves for the spaceport.”


  “It’s enough.”


  The official was an Earthman. But as Miller began to search feverishly for something that would give him the chance he was looking for, he sensed something. The official, this fat Earthman, this Bill Somebody, was on Balch’s side. There was something between them. Perhaps Bill didn’t know the whole story—and he didn’t want to know. Balch had prepared the way. The official knew this wasn’t an ordinary emigration but he was determined to pretend it was. And another hope died in Miller—another hope of finding some way to save his life on Earth, safe, easy, secure, successful.


  “The forms are all filled out,” said the official. “They only need your signature, Mr. Miller.”


  “Dr. Miller,” corrected the doctor, still ready to try anything that might make it impossible for him to leave.


  “Doctor it says here,” said the official. “Now before you sign I have to tell you all the conditions . . .”


  “He knows them,” said Balch. “He’s ready to sign.”


  The official shrugged and handed Miller a sheaf of forms. Miller wondered what would happen if he just stood there making no move to sign. How long would Balch wait? And then what would he do?


  “Got a pen, Rod?” asked Balch easily. Dissociating himself from them, the official turned back to the other papers on the desk, determined not to see anything he didn’t want to see. Miller felt Balch’s gun in his back.


  He signed. He had to sign seven times. He tried to miss one of the forms but Balch made sure he didn’t miss anything.


  Then there was a brief medical examination. But even then Miller couldn’t slip Balch. He stood there, smoking a cigarette, while Miller stood naked and was probed and tapped. It was quick, but surprisingly thorough. He guessed the center’s doctors didn’t miss much. There was an eye test, a blood test, a dental checkup, all the usual things. The doctors and dentists and oculists didn’t seem much concerned about details. What they were looking for was general fitness. They found it.


  For once Miller wished he wasn’t quite so perfect physically. The doctors weren’t in alch’s scheme the way Bill was. Well, perhaps one or two of them, but not all.


  HE FOUND himself in a closed car, still with Balch, making for the spaceport. “You might look up my mother,” said Balch. “You’ll like her. Everybody does. You’ll find her at Lexport, where you land. But maybe on second thought you’d better not look her up yet. You might not say the right things about me.”


  Unexpectedly, even to himself, Miller grinned. “I like you, Balch,” he said. “Maybe I will look up your mother. And say the right things.”


  “I don’t know about you,” said Balch slowly, apparently troubled by the new factor in their brief acquaintance. “According to most of your record you ought to be a heel. But there’s other things in your record that I’d like to see in mine. I hope you’re just about to add another of those things.” Miller was still hoping. He knew Balch wasn’t going with him. That meant Balch had to leave him sometime. It might be a chance. He wasn’t counting on it, but at least he was ready for it.


  The ship was like a teardrop lying on its side. Miller had seen pictures of ships like this, but he had never been near one. He was the last to arrive. Everyone else was already on board. If he was going to slip Balch it had to be soon.


  He wished he had read a little more about spaceships and about the whole routine. There were plenty of books about it, if he had only taken the trouble to read one of them. As it was, the whole thing was strange to him, and he was thus at a disadvantage with Balch who seemed to know exactly what was going to happen.


  There were no sightseers, no relatives bidding farewell to the colonists. They had been left behind at the emigration center. But still Balch seemed able to move about with him without hindrance. He even came into the ship with him.


  Miller was surprised at the interior. The journey, he knew, took only a matter of minutes, so there was no need for special quarters for the travellers. They all sat in a vast round chamber in the center of the ship. There were about fifty of them, men and women, young and old; but not very young nor very old. The youngest seemed about eighteen but were probably twenty-one. The oldest were no more than forty-five. They were all already seated in a big circle round the room, looking up with nervous interest, like people in a dentist’s waiting-room, as Miller and Balch came in.


  Then Miller saw the white-coated attendants making a round, and knew that his chance was gone. Gone completely, if Balch didn’t have to leave soon. For as the attendants came up to each passenger they bared his arm and gave him an injection—and when they left him he was completely flaccid, utterly relaxed in his armchair.


  Miller looked closely at some of the passengers the attendants had left. They were not unconscious, he decided. Their eyes remained open and their stare was not vacant. But they were absolutely motionless. Whatever the injection was, it robbed people of all power of movement. The chairs were designed to hold them steady.


  Most of the others were dressed noncommittally but next to Miller was a girl in the uniform of a nurse. He watched as the three men in white coats rolled up her sleeve. She was perfectly calm. She must have seen this sort of thing done hundreds of times. As he had. It drew them together, he felt.


  Then the girl was limp and they were coming to him.


  “Off the ship,” said one of them to Balch. Miller looked up eagerly. But they already had his arm out of his jacket, and they went on rolling up his shirt-sleeve as Balch moved slowly to go out, looking over his shoulder. One of the attendants got between Miller and Balch, and Miller thought now! But then he relaxed, knowing Balch might shoot anyway and the attendant bending over him had a life, too, that he probably thought a good deal of and wanted to keep.


  He glanced at the girl next to him again and suddenly he froze. He had not felt the jab. He tried to say something, but he was encased in ice. He couldn’t blink. He could no longer feel his chair. He was neither hot nor cold.


  But he could see. His eyes were fixed on the little hollow where the girl’s throat ended. He couldn’t quite see her eyes. Only her neck, her chin, her mouth half open as if she was going to bite her lip, the discreet V of her blue tunic. He knew he would remember it till he died. No one ever looked as long at one spot in the ordinary course of events.


  He realized he couldn’t hear, only see. Time passed—he didn’t know how long. There was no way to close his eyes. He might have to look at the nurse’s throat for all eternity. Nothing moved. He wished he had been looking into the girl’s eyes. He felt they could have held a conversation with the one part of them that was conscious.


  Surely it shouldn’t take as long as this. Eleven minutes, he had heard. He was sure it was eleven minutes the journey from Earth to Venus took. But then, that was from atmosphere to atmosphere. First they had to climb out of the Earth’s blanket of air and then after travelling millions of miles in a few minutes they had to drop slowly into Venus’s atmosphere.


  Presently he realized he could hear again. The drug was beginning to wear off. Out of the corner of his eye he saw movement. The people who had been drugged first were beginning to waken.


  Then he could almost move. He began to feel his chair again. And just a matter of seconds before he could shift his eyes, his view changed as the girl next to him drew a deep breath and sat up. Instead of her throat he was looking into her eyes. They were deep blue, like the sea flecked with sunlight. They were interested. They were beautiful.


  SHE leaned towards him curiously. “Aren’t you Dr. Miller?” she asked. He found he could nod. The paralysis left as quickly as it had come. He felt his eyes smarting and Winking rapidly once or twice. That was all.


  The girl wasn’t thinking about blinking. Her eyes went round with surprise.


  “Then the things they say about you aren’t true,” she said quickly. “They can’t be, if you’re ready to give up everything you have on Earth to come and help the colonists at a time like this.”


  “Why not?” asked Miller, amused. The thing was done, he was as good as on Venus. So he might as well make the best of it.


  “Because, Venus has nothing to offer you but hard work and a new disease that may kill you. Others have come out to help, but no rich doctors, nobody who’s made his way on Earth.”


  “You came,” he said.


  “I’ve nothing to lose.”


  Miller rose to his feet, stretching himself. “You can save your praise,” he said. “I didn’t come out because I wanted to. Did you see that man who came in with me? He had a gun in his pocket. He also had the passive cooperation of half the interplanetary service. So he got me to Venus all right.”


  The girl stared at him. “But . . .” she said, then smiled uncomprehendingly. “You take it very calmly.”


  “Why not? I’m here. I can’t get back. I signed the forms. I’ll make a protest to the authorities here when they meet me, but I don’t expect it will do any good. What’s your name?”


  “Erskine Cursiter.”


  “That’s a name and a half. Don’t you have an easy version for friends?”


  She laughed. “No, people get used to calling me Erskine,” she said. She liked him, that was obvious. But then, women always liked him. There was nothing new in that. The only unusual feature about it was that it was a long time since he had bothered to make himself attractive to anyone with less than five million dollars.


  Why not take it calmly? he thought. Of course the declaration had to be strict. The run from Earth to Venus cost about ten thousand dollars per person and the government footed the bill. You couldn’t have people going out to Venus, deciding they didn’t like the climate, and coming back on the next ship. So it was very natural enough that it was made strictly a one-way trip. Very few people did any travelling back and forth between the worlds. But it wasn’t unknown. Perhaps they hadn’t signed a contract. But still . . .


  If he cracked this epidemic, he was going to be a big man among the Venusians. And now that he was here, he was going to crack it or die trying. When it was over, the authorities would be ready to tear up so unimportant a thing as a declaration. At any rate, that was how he saw it.


  There was an official reception, which made it difficult for him to protest. Miller didn’t have time at first to see much of Venus for whenever the ship landed he was surrounded by men and women of all ages, some in uniform, some in overalls, some in formal dress and some all but naked, but all typed by the green armband they all wore. They were officials of a sort. They were going to sweep Miller away with them, but he clung to Erskine.


  “After all,” he said, “we’re going to work together. We might as well start now.”


  II


  IT WAS almost anticlimactic, after all he had heard of Venus’s plight, to see the busy streets of Lexport, like any new Earth city, thronged with people who seemed healthy and happy and not at all concerned about any epidemic. He had seen cities hit by smallpox or diphtheria. They were not like this.


  “Looks to me,” he said, as he and Erskine and Dr. McDonald surveyed the busy streets from McDonald’s seventh-floor veranda, “as if you’re giving this outbreak all the help you can. Do you want it to spread?”


  “This is nothing like the epidemics you knew, Dr. Miller,” said McDonald. He had met Miller in the spaceship and had been with him ever since. The Venusians had been pleasantly surprised to find that although their agent, Balch, had had to kidnap Miller, he seemed to bear no malice and showed a burning enthusiasm to get on with the job. McDonald was one of the best doctors on the planet, Miller had been told. He had been in charge of the arrangements for dealing with the epidemic until Miller arrived, and would help him all he could.


  He was a tall, frighteningly thin man. Miller felt that if he hit McDonald a sharp blow at the waist with the back of his hand McDonald’s spine would break and he would collapse in two pieces. He had no chest, no stomach, no behind; he was straight and thin all the way down like a telegraph pole. And he didn’t help it by wearing tight black linen clothes.


  “Then why did you want me?” Miller demanded.


  “I’ve read your book on epidemics,” said McDonald. “I know you probably wrote it merely for relaxation”—he smiled wryly—“but it showed you’re always ready to cast accepted methods overboard and build up a whole new method of control. It also showed you had a truer picture of the nature of epidemics than any other doctor before or since. I don’t know why it should be you who wrote a book like that. It wasn’t the society doctor we wanted here. It was the man who wrote that book—probably, I suspect, when the society doctor wasn’t looking.”


  Miller grinned. “Go on,” he invited. “You haven’t told me much about this particular epidemic.”


  “And I won’t. You can read it in the reports. You seem to able to get more from reports than anyone I ever knew. But the first thing is this. It isn’t a city epidemic. The disease—we’ve called it jaune—seems to hit areas rather than groups. If it hit this city, though it’s confined itself to small towns so far, we could move the people and the outbreak wouldn’t exactly spread. We’d be able to control it in the new district—but not here.”


  “It’s not infectious, then?”


  “It’s not only infectious, anyway. People get it who have never been exposed to infection. And others don’t get it though they have. But you can get it all in the reports. Or most of it, and then you’ll want to ask me things. Shall I leave you with them?”


  “If you like.” Miller hefted a folder in his hand. “Do I have to go through all this?”


  “You’ll know yourself what you have to go through. If you want anything, ring.”


  He left them on the veranda.


  “Do you want me to go too?” asked Erskine.


  Miller threw the folder into his seat. “No. Let’s have a look at these people for a moment.”


  “Time may be precious,” she said reproachfully.


  “But so is my state of mind. I won’t be much good if I can’t keep perspective. And so far, on Venus, I haven’t got perspective.”


  THEY looked down at the streets. Very little on Venus was standardized, yet. Some of the cars and trucks were new, gleaming models from one of the factories, others were strange vehicles made by the owners themselves with the help of a few friends.


  The buildings, too—some of them were magnificent and beautifully planned, and others were the catch-as-catch-can early structures built of a rubbly Venusian stone a little like gray coral. Eventually these would be pulled down and fresh buildings would take their places. But as yet there were few buildings that the Venusians had no use for. Having had no time to build new ones, they had propped the old ones up carefully to last for a few more years.


  And then there were the clothes people wore. The nearest thing to this in Miller’s experience was an industrial town on the seafront back on Earth, where holidaymakers mingled with blade-coated clerks and greasy mechanics and dusty builders, where you might be passed by a man in a white coat, then a sweating clerk in a starched collar, a girl in a playsuit, a shopgirl in white overalls, a man wearing only bathing trunks, an old woman in the fashion of thirty years since.


  But Lexport was even wilder in its contrasts. In the winter temperatures of eighty, people were so busy making a new world they didn’t seem to have time to change their clothes. They went out in what they had worn in their houses, or at work, and so printers walked the streets with ink on their hands and faces, executives hurried about in their shirt-sleeves and green eyeshades, women out shopping wore soiled overalls or the bra and trunks in which they had been trying to keep cool doing the housework, young children ran about quite naked, and bakers went about covered with flour. Convention in dress took time, and Venus had no time to spare. Everyone had too much to do.


  Miller turned from the spectacle with a sigh. Looking away from it, he might be on Earth. There was nothing unusual about the veranda, and Erskine had changed out of her uniform into a plain blouse and skirt. She would have looked strange in the streets. Here the normal thing was bizarre.


  “All right,” he said. “Let’s look at those reports. You might as well see them too. The sooner we both know about this epidemic that isn’t an epidemic the better.”


  “Do you want me to work with you, Doctor?” she asked.


  “Call me Rod. After this is all over we’ll start figuring out whether it means anything or not.”


  She gave him one of her beautiful smiles, beautiful because she was not merely twisting her lips in an amiable snarl that meant nothing, as so many smiles were.


  They read for a long time, Erskine reading every word, Miller skipping whole sheafs and then reading and re-reading carefully. They were good reports. He began to get a picture of the disease, how it had struck, and what might eventually happen.


  Two years before the disease had been unknown. Venus had had life of a sort before the Earthmen came, but none of it remotely resembling intelligent life. The greatest intelligence they had discovered had been that of the plants.


  But then Venus had been an inimical world, with an atmosphere that no Earthman could breathe. He had set out to change that in a dozen independent ways. He set up chemical plants that sucked in the poison that was the atmosphere of Venus and breathed out oxygen and nitrogen. He exploded bombs that killed the Venusian air and made it harmless. He blew vast clouds of poison into space. He released oxygen from some of Venus’s many rich oxides. The quality of the Earth-type atmosphere wasn’t, at first, of much importance—only the quantity.


  These methods would have succeeded, but not for hundreds of years, and by that time the colonists would have evolved into a very different type of life. What they wanted was a world as much like Earth as possible, in a hurry. Naturally they sought the aid of plants. Some died at once, choked by the rich soil of Venus. Others thrived, and immediately mutated.


  The colonists—who already called themselves Venusians—became a world of botanists, everyone experimenting with new strains. No one was likely to do any harm. Everyone was looking for the same thing, a plant that grew like a pestilence and transformed Venus’s poison to Earth’s air.


  THEY found it, or rather, them, for soon there were a hundred different varieties all madly turning out oxygen like a vast chemical plant. The colonists still had their atmosphere plant for control. The plants gave them something to control.


  Only twenty years after the first human landed on Venus, the colonists began to take off their masks. And now, thirty years later, Venus’s atmosphere was hardly half a point off Earth’s.


  It had been the end of all native Venusian life. Nobody cared much. The slimy things that crawled and writhed soon died, putrefied, and richened the soil. Venus was twice as healthy as Earth.


  Then came jaune. It killed at first scores, then hundreds, then thousand. Then scores again as the doctors began to learn a little shout it.


  It would attack an area, usually not more than ten square miles, near a town, but always a small town. If the people stayed where they were they all died, or almost did. If they were moved to another region, most of them still died, but some recovered, and there were few new cases. But the original danger-spot remained as dangerous as ever. And these areas were growing.


  They covered in aggregate a fifth of the planet’s land surface by the time Miller landed. The total deathroil ran into hundreds of thousands. Venusians had been breeding like rabbits. Now they hesitated, knowing that instead of almost unlimited land they had less and less every month. Miller laid the files aside.


  “Let’s get out and have a look round,” he said.


  The girl rose. “Shall I ring for McDonald?”


  “No. Let’s go out unescorted. I’ve seen enough officially for a while. I’d like to see a little unofficially now.”


  He didn’t pick up his coat. He would look more natural in the streets without it. He looked quizzically at Erskine.


  “Do you think we can pass as Venusians?” he asked.


  She shook her auburn head. “They know us as we know them,” she said. “But what does it matter? We’re colonists like them, aren’t we.”


  They went down by the stairs so that they wouldn’t meet anyone coming up in the elevator. They found a back door and went out into the hot streets.


  There were curious glances cast at them. “It must be our clothes,” he remarked absently to Erskine. “Nobody else is dressed quite like us. They know we’ve just come from Earth.”


  “I suppose it must be,” the girl agreed. “Do you want to go back and change?”


  “No, I want to see what happens next. If anything.”


  “You think something will?”


  “There are two men behind us who must be following us. Don’t look. They aren’t armed, and I think I can handle them if need be. Are you going to stick it out or would you like to go back?”


  “I’ll stick it out—what do you think?”


  “Then we’ll go somewhere quiet and see if anything happens.”


  As they passed a glittering window-faced new shop Erskine said, “You mean those two in bathing trunks? That’s one advantage of that outfit. You can see they’re not armed.”


  “Erskine,” said Miller casually. “You look pretty strong. Are you?”


  “I think so.”


  “Do I have to handle them both, or do you think you can help?”


  “If anything happens you can leave one to me. I can keep him busy, anyway. Don’t worry.”


  “That’s what I thought. In here.”


  THEY turned into a narrow court between two of the oldest buildings. Faintly, straining for the sound, Miller heard bare feet behind him.


  He let one of them launch himself at his back, bent down and threw him over it. Then he turned quickly, but Eskine had a neat armlock on the other. As an attack it was a complete flop. The man he had thrown had struck his head on a wall and was half unconscious.


  “Well,” he said, addressing the man Erskine was holding. “What gives?”


  The man panted but said nothing. “Erskine, do you mind being brutal or would you rather I took over?”


  “You do it,” said the girl.


  Miller took the man and shook him till his head looked ready to fly off.


  “Stop!” the man panted. “I’ll tell you.” Instead of listening Miller threw him aside, grabbed Erskine’s arm, and pulled her away.


  “Run!” he shouted.


  She didn’t waste time arguing, but followed him. She cast one glance over her shoulder and saw the men pouring into the court. There were at least a dozen of them.


  “We did exactly as we were meant to,” gasped Miller. “Those two were decoys—small, obviously unarmed, to make us think we could easily handle them.”


  The men behind them weren’t unarmed. Something whistled past Miller, and as he reached a tunnel that led to a main street he caught Erskine again and pulled her through it.


  They weren’t followed through the tunnel. Even before they reached it they had been gaining on their pursuers.


  “That’s one thing to remember,” Miller said, as they slowed to a walk in the busy street. “We have the legs of them. Gravity’s less here and we’re used to Earth.”


  “What could they have against us?” Erskine wondered. “Were they just thieves?”


  “No. We’re obviously not carrying anything. They must know who we are.”


  “But surely your job here is to benefit the whole of Venus?”


  “You’d think so, wouldn’t you. Let’s get back to McDonald’s apartment.”


  “You don’t think . . .” Erskine hesitated. “Couldn’t we go back and see if the man you knocked out is still there? We might learn something from him.”


  Miller grinned grimly. “Far from being the scary type you’ve got too much nerve,” he remarked. “You’d do it, too. No, I’d like to try it, but if they guessed we’d ambush those two who were following us, they might guess we’d come back for the man I knocked out. If so, we’ll let them wait.” When they were back in McDonald’s suite Miller heaved a sigh of relief.


  “Well, that’s another thing settled,” he said.


  Erskine looked at him inquiringly.


  “They don’t want to kill us, it would have been easy. They knew we had to come back here—it’s the only place we can go, unless to the police. They could have had a man at any one of fifty windows, ready to take a shot at us. But they didn’t. So it looks as if they wanted to capture us, not kill us.” McDonald came out of another room as he spoke, and froze at the word.


  “Kill you?” he exclaimed. “What’s been going on?”


  Miller looked at him keenly. “Do you know of any rival party—anyone who doesn’t want the epidemic to be stopped?” McDonald stared at him. No. It’s fantastic.”


  Miller dropped his gaze, satisfied. “I trust you, McDonald,” he said. “You really don’t know of any set that would want to put me out of the way?”


  “There can’t be one,” said the doctor positively. “Most people know about you and what you’re here for. They don’t ail believe you can do anything. But they’re all hoping. What’s this about killing?”


  RAPIDLY Miller told him what had happened. McDonald was perturbed, but more puzzled than perturbed.


  “You’re sure they couldn’t simply be thieves?” he asked. “We don’t have many of them here. But . . .”


  “Look at us,” said Miller, turning round like a model. He wore a silk shirt and flannels. “What would a thief expect to get away with? Ransom?”


  McDonald started. “Maybe you have something,” he said. “Whether you can do anything or not, you mean a lot to us. If they’d got you and asked us for ransom, we’d have paid.”


  “Maybe,” said Miller. “It makes sense. But there’s another thing just beginning to scratch at my mind. If there’s anything in it, it’s not a doctor you need. Just anyone with a little intelligence—who wasn’t a Venusian.”


  McDonald nodded. “We thought of that,” he said. “That was another reason why we wanted you. There might be things any Venusian would miss, but that an Earthman would see straight away. And by the way, there’s something I have to tell you. It’s about the circumstances of bringing you here. You . . .”


  “Leave that just now,” said Miller. “We can come to that once this thing is settled.”


  McDonald looked relieved.


  Just then the phone bell rang. He picked it up. “It’s for you,” he told Miller.


  “Maybe it’ll tell us something,” said Miller. He took the instrument.


  There was no introduction. The voice at the other end of the wire said abruptly, “I was behind the attack on you just now. But I’ve just learned something I didn’t know. It wasn’t necessary. Can I see you?”


  Miller covered the mouthpiece. “Someone wants to tell me why we were shot at just now,” he told McDonald and Erskine. Into the phone he said, “I’d certainly like to know what it’s all about. But don’t bring your gang.”


  “Here’s what I suggest,” said the voice. “Get McDonald out of the way. Tell him as much as you like. But get him out of his apartment and make him promise I can come and see you and leave without being seen.”


  “I can see me doing that,” said Miller sarcastically.


  “Have the girl who was with you let me in. She can make sure I’m alone and unarmed. Then when she tells you it’s all right, you can see me. I’ll take your word it’s safe for me to come. You might trust me a little too. You don’t have to trust me very far.”


  “All right,” assented Miller. “I’m curious.”


  He hung up and told the others what had been said.


  “You’re crazy,” said McDonald. “He can shoot Erskine and go looking for you. Or he can have a weapon she could never find. A pin with poison on the tip or a knife in his boot. Or he can be a tough guy ready to kill you with his bare hands.”


  “I don’t think so,” retorted Miller. “I don’t think there’s any danger to Erskine, or any to me if she makes a careful search. As for killing me with his bare hands”—he grinned and shook his head—“I don’t think any woman could do that. And this is a woman.”


  But he wasn’t exactly happy a few minutes later as he stood behind the mirror in McDonald’s bedroom and looked through it into the lounge, where Erskine was waiting, reading the jaune reports. It was a two-way mirror that could be a mirror on one side and a window on the other. There was also a steel shutter Miller could swing across it.


  That was just the trouble. These precautions implied that he couldn’t risk his skin but Erskine didn’t matter. When he had agreed to the woman’s proposal he hadn’t seen much risk to Erskine. But there remained the possibility that McDonald was right. Or even that this woman’s objective was Erskine, not him. After all, they had been together when the ambush was laid half an hour ago. And they knew so little they could hardly be sure that he was the real objective.


  HE WASN’T in love with Erskine. He had known too many beautiful women to fall in love with any of them until he gave himself the okay. But you could like working with a girl without loving her, and Miller thought he would like working with Erskine. He had liked Gloria in the same way. Neither of them made any demands on him.


  The buzzer at the door sounded. Miller envied Erskine her calmness as she put aside the paper in her hand and went to the door. Of course, she knew he was watching her. She would act cool even if she was trembling underneath.


  Miller surveyed the woman who entered more keenly than he had ever examined a patient. She was a Venusian, which wasn’t in accord with one of his half-formed theories—‘that a group of Earthmen was trying to break up the colony. She was older than Erskine but only thirty or so, which was young for a position of responsibility, even in crime, and if this wasn’t crime, what was it?


  He heard Erskine’s voice, cool and quiet.


  Do I call you anything, or do you wish to be known as Madam X?”


  “You can call me Charlotte,” said the woman, equally calmly. “It’s a name I’ve always disliked, but I won’t have it long. I expect you want to make sure I’m not hiding even a needle. Can Miller see us?”


  Erskine didn’t answer. The woman smiled and added, “Not that it makes any real difference, but I’d like to know.”


  She was twice as beautiful as Erskine, but it didn’t impress Miller. Erskine looked sweet, but Charlotte was beautiful like a cat.


  Miller had been building his success on trust in his own judgment of people’s appearance for years now and he saw no reason to change his methods. He had been ready to trust the woman, merely on how she looked to him, but he put that aside. It was still possible that her interests and his would coincide, but he didn’t trust her, didn’t like her, and didn’t intend to do anything she wanted without a very good reason.


  Erskine might have been a policewoman from the thoroughness of her search. Placidly she examined everything, ignoring the woman’s ironic observations that you couldn’t hide a gun in the seam of a blouse. Miller was satisfied long before Erskine was. He left the mirror and went out into the lounge.


  “Dr. Miller, I presume?” said the woman softly.


  “The same.”


  She wore exactly what she might have worn on Earth, which on Venus meant she was disguised.


  “I want to talk to you alone,” she said.


  “You can say what you have to say before Erskine.”


  She shook her head. “No. And I don’t want her listening either. You know I’m not dangerous. She can wait outside the door if die likes. Then she can see I don’t go until she knows you’re safe.”


  Miller nodded to Erskine. She hesitated, but went outside without a word.


  “Let’s go out on the veranda,” Charlotte suggested.


  “Should I be that stupid? You could hold me there while someone got in a careful shot at me.”


  The woman shrugged. “All right. But well go into the bedroom, then. I don’t want to be overheard.”


  Miller let her go first. She sat on the bed where she could see through the mirror that there was no one in the lounge.


  “We don’t want to kill you, Doctor,” she said. “We only want to get rid of you. In a new civilization justice has to be quick and strong to keep the peace. If you were to die someone would pay for it and it might be me. So all I wanted to do earlier was to get you away and ship you back to Earth.”


  MILLER ran it round on his tongue and couldn’t see anything wrong with it. “You see, then I thought you’d come out here voluntarily. I thought we’d have to force you to go back. Then, of course, you could never get back here. The emigration people won’t ship anybody twice.”


  That didn’t sound so good. Miller couldn’t see Charlotte’s party trusting to red tape. And in any case, if he went to the authorities with his story, it shouldn’t be impossible to prove it and have himself shipped back—if he wanted to. But he let that go.


  “Then I found,” Charlotte went on, “that you’d been brought here by force. That changed the whole thing. You want to go back to Earth, don’t you? So we don’t have to kidnap you to send you back.”


  That sounded all right again. But there was still that hiatus in the middle.


  “You have your own ship?” he asked. “No. But we can get you on a ship going back to Earth.”


  He believed that too.


  “I like some of what you’ve told me,” he admitted. “But I have to know one or two things before I trust you. For one thing, why shouldn’t Erskine hear this?”


  “She’s a volunteer,” Charlotte pointed out. “She doesn’t want you to go back. She’d probably try to stop it.”


  Miller nodded. “Answer one more thing, and I’m on,” he said. “Why? What are you working for?”


  She crossed her legs and smiled at him.


  It took him a few seconds to realize she was trying to make herself attractive. But women weren’t magnets, with all men iron. He could have told her she was wasting her time.


  “We know your record, Doctor,” she said. “Well, here on Venus we’re only doing something like what you did on Earth. So I think you’ll understand all right. We didn’t start die epidemic. It started by itself. But we found out something about it very quickly, while the doctors were still groping. We saw how we could use it. It’s quite simple. We’re making claims on the land that nobody wants now, under dozens of different names, and we’re getting it. It’s already developed, most of it. Undeveloped land is no use to us but the danger spots include some of the best sites on Venus.”


  She smiled at him again. “You see, I’m trusting you. Nobody outside our group knows this but you. And you can see it makes sense. We’re leaving our land alone for the moment, naturally. But when we’re ready we can take it over. A lot of the claims aren’t through yet. We don’t want you bursting in and clearing jaune from the planet. We’ll do that ourselves. But not yet.”


  She paused, then went on casually, “You’ll get a cut, of course. Say ten million dollars. It’s worth that to have you out of the way. Just so that there’s no misunderstanding, you know the alternative? If you won’t leave Venus we have to kill you and take our chance.”


  There was a long silence. Then Miller smiled grimly. “Lord, what a record I must have,” he murmured. “I never thought it was as bad as that. Get out, Charlotte. I’m going to crack this trouble and I think I can do it pretty soon.”


  For a moment she stared at him wildly. She had obviously thought he was on the point of accepting her offer. Then savagely she launched herself at him.


  It was difficult to defend himself without hurting her, and Miller didn’t like hurting women. But in the end he decided the rule would have to be suspended for a few moments, and having suspended it, he went through the lounge and called Erskine in. She came in anxiously and surveyed the limp form of the woman, half on the bed and half on the floor.


  “It was a pity she got tough,” said Miller regretfully. “I’m very grateful to her. What she told me will help a lot.”


  Charlotte began to stir. There was hate in her eyes as she looked at Miller, and Erskine said, “Shall I ring McDonald?”


  “Not yet. It was part of the bargain that we let her go.” He looked down at the woman. “Think you can walk?”


  She could and did, casting one last white-hot glance at him. She didn’t have to say it was war. Miller knew it without any formal declaration.


  III


  “I THINK it’s time I saw a jaune case,” said Miller.


  “Think you can do anything?” McDonald asked eagerly.


  “Let’s see what it looks like first. I’m afraid I’ll need some sort of guard. These people really mean to kill me. And that would be sad, especially as I think I’m not far off the answer.”


  They went in a closed car, he and Erskine and McDonald, to the main city hospital. Miller didn’t like visiting patients surrounded by huge, tough men armed to the teeth, but it couldn’t be helped. They made a strange party walking along the sterile corridors, the police trying to go quietly but not exactly succeeding.


  “We don’t need any special precautions,” said McDonald. “People have contracted the disease purely by infection, but you have to give the germ or virus or whatever it is more of a chance than we will.”


  He pushed open the door of a ward. Miller motioned his guard to stay outside. They were uneasy, but they stayed. Erskine, in her nurse’s uniform, went with him.


  The man on the bed was so yellow he looked as if his skin had been painted. Jaundice would have been the name for the disease if it had not been used already for an illness that had far less of yellow about it. The man lay with his eyes closed and hardly breathed.


  “It’s so painful,” McDonald whispered, “that we have to keep them under all the time.” He motioned Miller to the next bed where a man whose skin was also yellow, but not nearly so deep, was tossing in delirium.


  “We think he’s going to get better,” he said. “He was one of the nurses who went into the last plague-spot to bring people out. We can’t give him morphia or it might stop his recovery.”


  “If that’s a man recovering,” said Miller softly, “the disease is the nastiest thing I’ve ever seen.” He examined the man briefly, and others in the ward. The yellow pigmentation, he had already read in the reports, came from a slightly altered metabolism that came with the disease.


  “Do you want to see some of the women?” McDonald asked.


  “I suppose I must. You tested the air in all cases I suppose?”


  “Yes—most extensively. Absolutely pure, as far as we can tell. If there’s anything dangerous in it, it doesn’t react to any test we know. More than that, when we break it down, there’s nothing left unaccounted for. Two of the inert gases you find in Earth’s atmosphere are missing but we don’t think it makes the slightest difference.”


  Even Erskine, with five years’ experience as a nurse, was side before they left the wards. It wasn’t the hideousness of the disease that was so shocking, for the patients’ skin, apart from that strange yellow paint, was clear and firm. It was the terrible originality of the disease—the yellow sweat, the purple vomit, the green urine, the black boils.


  “A very colorful disease,” commented Miller bitterly. “You might have called it spectritis.”


  When they were out in the passage again, Miller said, “Can I have a laboratory to try a few things, McDonald? I’d like Erskine’s help, but I don’t think I’ll need anyone else. One other thing—you have a few animals from Earth here. Are they affected by the disease?”


  “Exactly the same way.”


  Miller looked at him strangely. He looked so long that at last McDonald burst out, “What’s wrong? Have I started going yellow?”


  “Not yellow. McDonald, why haven’t you cracked this?”


  McDonald tried to speak but couldn’t, choked by puzzlement and anger.


  “Maybe,” murmured Miller, “it was because you were born on Venus.”


  McDonald’s tongue unfroze. “That’s what we thought,” he said eagerly. “We hoped a man like you, straight from Earth, might see something we’d missed.”


  “Yes,” muttered Miller, “but I didn’t think it would be a mile high.”


  IV


  FOR days Miller and Erskine worked together. When he thought of anything but his work, it was about Erskine. It amazed him how much she could take. When he worked hard he was feverish and impatient.


  Normally rather lazy, when he got his teeth into something he grudged the five hours’ sleep he had to take. And his mood was ugly. He would be emotionless for hours and then he would curse and kick things and throw them about. But the only feeling Erskine showed in all that time was sympathy.


  “I don’t know why you should do it,” he said once. “I don’t have to be like this. It doesn’t improve my work. I never actually worked with a woman before, and I don’t think I ought to do it again. But we must finish this together. Already you know more about jaune than any of the Venusian doctors.”


  “You don’t have to apologize,” she said tiredly. “You’re very nearly a great man, Rod. People have always put up with a lot from great men. Besides, I admire you after this more than I ever did.”


  “Admire me?” he exclaimed. “I thought this would have finished all that. You mean because I work hard?”


  “No, anyone can work hard. But when something won’t go right and you behave like a child and say filthy things to me, I know why it is. It’s not because things aren’t going well for you and something you thought was right turns out to be wrong. It’s because you’re the most honest experimenter I ever heard of. You do a thing that isn’t going to lead anywhere, and you know it, because you know it ought to be done. You go all through it calmly, but then when it’s done and it hasn’t led anywhere, you swear and throw things.”


  “I won’t do it any more,” he promised. She smiled wryly, for it wasn’t the first time he had promised the same thing. She admired him as a scientist, but it was a shock to find that it was really the man she liked—the successful doctor, about whom she had heard so many unpleasant things.


  At last she said to him one day, “Well, that’s the end at last.”


  He stared at her. “What do you mean, the end?” he demanded angrily. “We’ve a lot to do yet.”


  “What, checking? There’s a world dying. Four hundred new cases this week. We haven’t time to check everything to make sure we’re absolutely right.”


  For a moment he ceased to be the scientist and became the successful doctor again, the man who could smile easily and whose voice was gentle.


  “There may be a world dying, Erskine,” he said, “but we want to make sure we’re not helping to kill it.”


  That night someone got a bomb into the laboratory. There was no damage—only work set back a few days. So the only people who suffered were Erskine and Miller, who had to go through those extra days of toil and bitterness, and the few hundred people who died during the delay.


  But at last it was really over, and for the first time in nearly three weeks Miller summoned his guard and was escorted to McDonald’s apartment. There he changed and cleaned up, and Erskine got into slacks and a shirt, and when she met him in the lounge she knew that the scientist in him was asleep for the time being. And she couldn’t help being glad.


  There were two others present—Morgan, the police chief, and Henderson, head of the Laboratories. Miller knew Morgan didn’t expect the jaune menace ever to be combatted. Fatalistically, he was living out what he thought were his last few years on Venus, expecting that in the end the planet would be as dead as before the first Earth ship arrived. Henderson said so little that no one knew what his point of view was, or even that he had one.


  Miller didn’t waste any time. “Jaune needn’t trouble anyone after the end of this week,” he said. “I can’t do anything for those who already have the disease, or those who contract it in the next few days. But I can practically guarantee that there will be no new cases after that time.”


  The reception he got was curious. Erskine, of course, knew what he was going to say. McDonald had half-expected it, and looked merely relieved and happy. Henderson was incredulous, but in his incredulity there were the seeds of belief—seen in contrast to Morgan, who merely smiled wearily, certain Miller was wrong.


  “From the moment I arrived here,” Miller went on, “it was pretty obvious that there was nothing very difficult in the problem of jaune itself. The strange thing was why none of you had been able to deal with it. Then I began to see what was involved, and began to understand.


  “Jaune is entirely a product of the weed called new ivy,” he said.


  HE WAS not surprised when Morgan jumped to his feet. Henderson looked uneasy and even McDonald frowned.


  “Sit down, please, Mr. Morgan. You’re all intelligent men. You know you’re going to listen to me and believe what you have to believe.


  “You’re all middle-aged,” he said. “Not old, but all old enough to remember very vividly a life in which even new-born babies wore masks. You grew up knowing that to take off your masks, except in an air-tight, mechanically ventilated room, meant death. It didn’t bother you very much because you had no experience of anything else. It bothered the newer colonists, just out from Earth, but habit forms quickly and soon they were almost as much used to their masks as you were.


  “It was a new psychological factor, do you understand? At the formative part of your childhood you knew always at the back of your mind that your mask was more important than eating or drinking or sleeping for you could live a long time without food or drink or sleep, but not for five minutes without your mask.


  “Then new ivy, a fourth mutation of Earth’s ivy, was discovered and after a few years you could put aside your masks. You were all suspicious. It was so deeply ingrained in you that going out in the open without a mask was death that you were really terrified for a while. But even the people who still insisted on wearing their masks became careless after a while and soon there were no masks to be seen anywhere. And the new ivy didn’t let you down.


  “It was like being blind since childhood and then suddenly seeing for the first time. No, I’m not over-estimating the inconvenience of wearing oxygen equipment. It was more than inconvenience. It was always a danger. People could easily fall, snap their airlines or break the glass. So when the danger was over you and thousands of others unconsciously apotheosized new ivy.


  “So naturally enough, when this new thing came up, you, the older people who remembered the days when everyone had to wear a mask to breathe on Venus, refused to think of new ivy. There was no particular reason why you should. It had been tested in every possible way thirty years before. But the fact remains—if you hadn’t still felt that dependence on the weed, if you hadn’t felt almost human gratitude towards it, you would have discovered it had mutated again, so subtly that the air it modified reacted the same way to chemical analysis, but produced jaune.”


  “But even if you’re right,” McDonald exclaimed, “what are we to do? Go back to wearing masks?”


  “You don’t have to. The atmosphere is right now—except for those danger spots. Your chemical plant couldn’t make your atmosphere—the new ivy had to do that. But now the chemical plant can control it. It’s a small job. You don’t need the new ivy. It was evolved to turn poison into a particular oxygen-nitrogen mixture. It was perfect for that. But when there was no poison left, what could it do? It had to live on the new atmosphere and throw off something else.


  “All we have to do is destroy every scrap of new ivy on the planet. You’d have seen that long ago, only the whole planet, or almost the whole planet, was in the grip of a neurosis that linked new ivy directly with the well-being of Venus.”


  “You’ve proved this?” asked Morgan. Miller nodded. It wasn’t difficult. Not really, though we had some bad times while we were working on it. You see, we had to try everything else that might contribute too. All wasted time. Jaune is the product of nothing but new ivy.”


  “Just a minute,” said Morgan. “This faction that we’ve been guarding you against. Do they know this?”


  “Yes, they saw it at once—as you should have done. But why they saw it was simple.


  They’re young—I think you’ll find everyone in the group is thirty or under. So they didn’t have your neurosis. New ivy was only an unattractive weed to them. They realized, of course, when I arrived, that I wouldn’t take long to find out what they had already discovered.”


  It wasn’t as easy as that. You can’t shake off a neurosis simply by explaining it. People with claustrophobia know the walls aren’t going to fold in on them. People with a morbid fear of spiders know there’s nothing to prevent them calmly crushing spiders between finger and thumb, or letting them run harmlessly over their bodies.


  But gradually Miller, with Erskine’s help, changed the attitude of the three men to whom a prolific, ugly weed was more than any mascot had ever been before. They couldn’t personally destroy new ivy. But they would let others do it—others to whom it was only a plant.


  V


  THEY had flamethrowers and a weedkiller Miller had prepared, because Henderson couldn’t bring himself to do it. They wore masks, and they were all young, not one of them over thirty except Miller.


  The big patches of new ivy were all near the small towns. Virile as the weed was, it had one strange weakness, it could not be moved. It was not remotely like its ancestor except in its color. It was a ground plant that could not climb. It spread fiercely, but all on the ground. That made it easier to kill.


  They had been at the same job for days now, doing nothing but burn and uproot and cut up the thick, dark green weed, hundreds of square miles of it. It required no special ability. There was no reason why Miller should be there and even less reason for Erskine to go along. But they had nothing else to do and they wanted to see the job through.


  They were not the only party. There were hundreds of them, drawn from the young Venusians and the new colonists, destroying all the new ivy on the planet. It was anticlimax, Miller thought, after the trouble that had been taken to bring him here and the dark threats of Charlotte and her party. Nothing of them had been heard since the woman who called herself Charlotte had stumbled from McDonald’s apartment in Lexport.


  The police had been working on it but they had found nothing. All transfers of jaune-asected land had been suspended but the men in whose names the claims had been filed had disappeared anyway. It was easy on Venus. New towns were springing up everywhere. Anyone who wished to disappear could lose himself effectively in the constant shifting of the planet’s ever-growing population.


  Erskine and Miller watched the men with the flamethrowers trying to ignite the new ivy field. It was no easy job. The weed grew in a tangle four feet high, almost choking itself in its virility. Its fat leaves and vines were heavy with moisture. It would burn in the end, but only after it had been seared again and again, and it was no use starting a fire at one point.


  This field stretched for miles between two hills for it had needed a lot of new ivy to transform a whole planet’s atmosphere in less than twenty years. The only way to burn such a field was to set fire to it at a dozen points, never letting any outbreak burn itself out, and keep at it patiently until at last the flames began to spread in the light breeze.


  Burning was the only really effective way. The weed fought chemical preparations, mutating rapidly to thrive on them. And bombs dropped on new ivy fields only cut holes that were as thick as the rest in a matter of days.


  “No wonder they never cleared it before,” Erskine murmured. “Even if it hadn’t been for the superstition about new ivy, I think it would have been left long after there was any use for it. You don’t give yourself a job like this for nothing.”


  Jaune struck through the lungs, they had learned. There was no danger in mere physical contact with jaune-infected air, or even new ivy itself. So while everyone in the party wore a mask and carried compressed-air cylinders on his back, most of them were naked but for shorts. The risk of burns from flying sparks was nothing to the discomfort of working in boiling heat in an asbestos suit.


  The women, and there were nearly as many girls as men in the party, mostly wore only shorts too. Venus was very young and quite unselfconscious. But Erskine was just out from Earth. She had laughed easily at Miller’s amused remarks on the subject, and it didn’t bother her that the other girls were all but naked. But she wore a white shirt and meant to go on wearing it.


  MILLER swept the scene with his eyes and suddenly pointed. “Look!” he exclaimed. “Did you see anything?”


  “No, what?”


  There was nothing to be seen now. But Miller remembered there was still a faction on Venus which had threatened to kill him. His men were spread out over a wide area. He began to call them together over the communicating system, even if it meant letting carefully kindled fires burn themselves out.


  The movement he had seen was deep in the grain fields that bordered the new ivy jungle, with a hundred-yard strip of dead ground between them to keep the weed from getting at the grain. He thought that if there really were men hiding there then the loss of their advantage caused by Miller’s men coming together might make them show themselves abruptly.


  He was right. A small army had been creeping through the fields—at least two hundred, he estimated, as suddenly they stood erect and charged, all efforts at concealment gone. They were only about a quarter of a mile away.


  “Back to the trucks!” Miller shouted. As he raised his voice the barrage started. But both forces were running, and the aim was erratic.


  “Never mind shooting back!” Miller said, the two-way radio thrown open to carry his voice to every member of the party. “We’ll only be out in the open longer.”


  He and Erskine had not been far from the twelve great trucks that had brought them and their equipment. As they reached them at a run, Miller spoke again, “Brown, get out a call to Morgan.”


  “It’s on the air,” came Brown’s voice. “No reply yet. Wait—it’s coming now.” A pause, then—“They’ll be here in less than an hour.”


  A lot could happen in an hour, Miller thought, with two hundred against less than fifty, a good part of whom were women. It was a suicide attack, of course. Charlotte’s men would never get away, unless it was all over very quickly. But they had every chance to wipe out Miller’s whole party first.


  “It’s my fault,” he said to Erskine through the mask, the radio off. “Though that’s not much satisfaction to anyone. We had big guards at first, but of course they waited until we began to get careless. I couldn’t always be surrounded by an army. If I were a really noble character I’d give myself up for, of course, they only want me. That would save the rest of you.”


  “Don’t be a fool,” retorted Erskine, her voice coming sharply even through the mask. “We’ll beat them off.”


  “I doubt it. But anyway, I’m not noble enough for that. And there’s always the possibility that even then they’d come after you too. They don’t exactly love you either.” Everyone was in the shelter of the trucks now. There was a whine, and the truck behind which Miller and Erskine were sheltering settled into the soil as the air hissed from a front tire. Miller’s party fired in reply. Soon the skirmish was a battle. The fire from the trucks was so concentrated that the men in the grain fields had to drop and crawl or be mown down.


  The attackers were better armed since they had been expecting a fight and Miller had not. The one thing to redress the balance was the heavy flamethrowers that could be turned against the enemy, and the shelter of the trucks, such as it was.


  IT WAS a mad, savage scene. Smoke covered everything, smoke from the burning ivy, the fumes of the flamethrowers, the little puffs from the guns and the crossed lances of the short-range ray weapons. Bombs were thrown, but the distance was still too great to make them effective. The attackers came on and on. Someone realized there was some acid weedkiller in the trucks and started shooting canisters of it from the bazookas. One of Miller’s men got in a truck and sent it roaring towards the enemy, breaking the lines, crushing men under huge wheels, wreaking havoc until someone got an explosive shot into the engine. Then, through a momentary break in the smoke pall, they saw the driver pulled from his cabin and struck to the ground.


  Miller had thought that the large proportion of women in his force was a disadvantage, but they fought more savagely than the men. There was no command. Miller could shout orders but what was there to say?


  Still there was a long way between the two forces. Those who were nearest had been picked off from the outset. But Miller hadn’t a force of fifty now. His men, with the flamethrowers and the bazookas and the protection of the trucks, were selling their lives at the rate of one to three. But it wasn’t enough. Not against explosive bullets that could tear through a truck and still kill a man on the other side. The enemy was spreading out, crawling through the new ivy as well as the grain fields. The trucks, poor shelter at best, were now almost useless.


  Suddenly, unexpectedly, the tide turned. The field of ivy at last caught and blazed furiously instead of smoldering damply. A little thing can change the whole issue in a battle, even a small battle. The enemy had to run from the blaze, cover or no cover. The men and women behind the trucks shot coolly, effectively. And in a moment the whole balance shifted.


  In a last desperate rally the attackers rose to their feet and tried to storm the trucks. But there were too few of them. One by one they went down.


  It had been a near thing. When it was over Miller counted his force and found five men and four women besides himself and Erskine. Only one was entirely unharmed. Erskine had a bullet through her arm and Miller himself had been hit twice.


  They went among their friends and found that several more were alive. There must be many of the attackers still alive too, but they could wait. It would be half an hour yet before reinforcements could arrive from Lexport.


  “It was crazy,” murmured Miller as he and Erskine worked with the wounded. Some of the others knew first aid, but he was the only doctor and Erskine the only nurse. “Why did they fight? It was a last desperate throw. It looks as if two hundred was all they could raise. Why didn’t they use them fighting us with the ivy itself? They could have planted it faster than we could destroy it. Not half of Venus is even explored. They could have used planes, dropping seed over the whole world. Why did they throw away their lives trying to kill me?”


  “I think they were right,” said Erskine. “In their own way, working for their own ends, they chose the right thing. They knew that you would beat them, whatever they did. You were the one man they really had to fear. They knew if they could get rid of you and get away, some of them, they might still have a chance. But that had to come first.”


  There was little they could do. Miller had no instruments, only bandages and iodine. He could only assist Erskine in what was really more her job than his. He didn’t dress her arm until the last. He had wanted to, but he knew what she would have said. It was like the old tradition of a captain being the last to leave his ship. Her wound had to wait and his were last of all.


  “Look,” he said. Lying between the burning new ivy and the grain field, only twenty-five yards away, was the last of the enemy to fall, the one that had got nearest. The long hair showed it was a woman. Miller moved to go out to her.


  Erskine pulled him bade.


  “It would be insane,” she told him. “Suppose it is Charlotte. She was ready to die to kill you. Maybe she’s waiting there until you go out, until she knows she can’t miss.”


  “She’s on her face,” said Miller. “Whenever she moved we could shoot. Let’s have a look.”


  It was Charlotte but she was quite dead.


  Miller stared down at her. “The funny thing is,” he said slowly, “she was exactly the kind of woman I used to deal with on Earth. Beautiful, hard, powerful, ambitious, sure she could buy anything whether it was an empire or a twenty-four inch waist. She thought she could buy me. Perhaps, on Earth, she could.”


  Erskine said nothing. It was not Charlotte she was looking at, but Miller.


  VI


  MILLER and Erskine were waiting for McDonald on the veranda. Nothing seemed to have changed since they stood there two months ago except that Erskine’s arm was in a sling and she wore shorts and was becoming golden-brown. Miller wore only his pants and the left side of him was swathed in bandages.


  Well, perhaps quite a few things had changed, Miller thought, but in essence they were the two who had stood there, at a crossroads, and now they were at another crossroads. The menace of jaune was over. Miller had done his job—and now what?


  “If they let me go back,” said Miller abruptly, “will you come with me, Erskine?”


  Startled, she sat up in her deskehair. “If they let you . . .” she began, her voice trailing away.


  “I was brought here by force. I’m not complaining. Perhaps I was to blame for making force necessary. Romantically, I suppose, I should stay on Venus as the frontier doctor, with my own college of physicians, but I never was a truly romantic character. I’d better go back. I’ve made my bed on Earth and I might as well go back and lie on it.”


  “Do you really mean . . .?” said Erskine.


  “I mean I think I’ve done enough for Venus for them to do a little thing for me. I know I signed some fool declaration that I’d never go back, but someone was holding a gun on me. McDonald and the others know that.”


  “You were rushed through the emigration center,” said Erskine quietly. “If you hadn’t been, you’d have been told what all colonists are told. I never thought I’d have to tell you what they told me. I thought yon knew. No, don’t interrupt.


  “You know how the spaceships work? They tell you about that. I don’t pretend to understand it but I can remember some of what I was told. When you’re immobilized by that drug a force field is set up in the ship. It takes the atoms in your body and starts—well, spinning them. Something happens to you like—like when water boils. Your state isn’t altered as radically as that, but it’s a great change. Your body is itself made a field of force.


  “Then every atom in the ship—the ship itself, the engines, the people in it—are set on a point. By this time the ship is clear of the atmosphere. All that energy is released. As individual atoms you shoot off at anything up to half the speed of light. Your body is no longer a unit. But every atom goes at the same speed, in the same direction, so you don’t break up.”


  “Say what you’re trying to say,” Miller exclaimed. “Don’t work through the whole case history.”


  “Just off Venus,” the girl went on inexorably, “the process is stopped. Or rather, thrown into neutral. The laws of inertia don’t operate. Each atom, instead of flying on, expends its energy—and colossal energy it is—in spinning. Very like what it was doing before you left Earth. The motion doesn’t really stop abruptly, but very gradually. You and I, Rod, are still slowing down after the sixty thousand or so miles a second we were doing a month ago. We’ll go on slowing down until we die but we’ll never notice it. Not unless we try the same process again.”


  “YOU mean I can never go back to Earth,” said Miller. “But people have done it. Not many, but I’ve heard of people . . .”


  “In special circumstances,” Erskine said. “Circumstances that can’t ever apply to you or me. You see, when the atoms in your body are first set spinning, it’s done evenly. It has to be, or some of you would arrive at Venus before the rest of you. And when you stop at Venus, the motion is still even. You could go straight back there and then—as the ships do. But at once there starts to be a change. Some atoms slow down quickly, some go on spinning. Unless it’s kept even somehow, as the mater in the ships is kept even, you can never go back. For if you tried now, some of the atoms in your body would have much more energy than others and—well, when everything was released towards Earth you can guess what would happen.”


  “Then when Charlotte offered to send me back to Earth . . .” murmured Miller.


  “When she what?”


  “I thought I was being noble and self-sacrificing not accepting the offer. For I trusted her in that, at least. But does nobody on Earth know this? I never heard of it.”


  “Nor I. It’s known, of course, that people who go to Venus never come back but not that they can’t come back. I suppose they’re afraid that it would trouble people if they knew. That people wouldn’t let brothers, sisters, sons and daughters leave Earth if they knew that they could never see them again. And, of course, for years scientists have been looking for other forms of space travel. They might come up with them any time.”


  “But in fifty years,” said Miller, “they haven’t.”


  “Prospective colonists are told about it. Then they can stay behind if they like, but they must keep the secret. It didn’t matter to me. But you . . .”


  “Oh, well,” Miller murmured. “So I stay on Venus.”


  “Do you really mind?” asked Erskine with transparent disinterest.


  He smiled. “No, I don’t really mind. But then, I was always able not to want what I couldn’t get.”


  “Is the corollary true too?” she asked casually. “I mean, can you decide to want what you can get?”


  Miller looked at her quizzically.


  “I don’t suppose you could decide to want me?” she murmured unsteadily.


  Slowly, gently, Miller took her hand in his. “You’re quite wrong,” he told her. “You don’t know how wrong.”


  VENUS HATE


  John McGreevey


  She was joy. She was death. She was part of the Desert Rouge—and the desert blotted out her sins.


  WHEN the patrol found her it was impossible to say how long she had been in the humidi-hut alone. She was incoherent but, as Morrissey observed, most Venusians are.


  Not that Selo was an ordinary Venusian-woman. Even in her madness, as she babbled to the patrol about red dust devils and punctured thermiteens, there was a haunting beauty about her. Those deep-set violet eyes, the blue-black hair, the shapely, well-rounded body—easy to understand why an earthman might be hypnotized by such a woman.


  At first she was passive. Their questions made no impression upon her. She nodded her head absently and gestured vaguely toward the vac-lock that led to the dust-tortured world outside. Once or twice, Morrissey thought he heard her mutter Yancey’s name but he couldn’t be sure. Her speech was a confused mixture of English and the indecipherable polyglot of Venus.


  The simplest solution seemed to be to take Selo back to Athens where technicians could subdue her hysteria and perhaps eventually draw the whole tragic story from her paralyzed mind.


  Morrissey wouldn’t have admitted it to any of the members of his patrol, but he found the woman’s manner disconcerting. She stared at the vac-lock as though she momentarily expected Yancey to appear there. So intense was the stare that if Morrissey hadn’t seen Yancey Ritter’s desiccated body himself, he could have believed that the woman had second sight.


  Her passivity was abruptly shattered when they tried to get ready for the trip. She clawed and bit like a mad animal as they struggled to slip the plasti-shield over her shoulders.


  “Let me die as Brian died!” she wailed. “I do not want to live without him. You cannot make me live.”


  “Hey, captain,” a panting patrolman shouted, “what do we do with her?”


  “Put that plasti-shield on her. Tie it if you have to. She’s not to go through that vac-lock without it.”


  The frenzy that had seized Selo seemed to subside as quickly as it began. She permitted them to make the plasti-shield secure. Her face, through the greenish-gray mask, had the texture and shading of a corpse. Zombie-like, she had lost all individuality.


  “Check your thermiteens,” Morrissey snapped to the patrol, “and let’s get out of this place.”


  The men quickly filled their light-weight thermiteens with water from the supply in the humidi-hut, fastened their own plasti-shields securely over head and shoulders, put on their asbesti-mittens and stepped into the vac-lock.


  Sixty seconds later, the party stood in the weird, dust-filled world outside. A hot wind pressed its dusty fingers against their protective hoods and tugged with an eerie persuasiveness at their padded jackets. Through the murk an orange sun burned in the sand-strewn sky. Rocks pitted and pocked from centuries of relentless persecution stood stark sentinel on every side. This was Venus.


  Walking slightly behind Selo, shoulders hunched, head down, Morrissey worried the enigma of this strange Venusian woman and the two men who had known her. Two men—now both dead—wind-dried mummies fallen in the wastes of the Desert Rouge.


  Victims of the desert, Morrissey wondered, or victims of a woman with deep-set violet eyes and blue-black hair.


  THE Earth colonies on Venus, Mars and the satellites of Jupiter are filled with men like Yancey Ritter. They’re men who seem to be born with a weight of bitterness on their backs. They look at the Universe early in life and decide that things are set against them—that they are the persecuted and misunderstood. You’ve heard them talking in bars.


  “If I just had a chance I’d make it. I just never get the breaks.”


  Yancey Ritter said that a thousand times in his life. He said it when he was prospecting for brakion on Mars, when he tried lumbering on Europa, and finally, when he took the assignment to the humidi-hut on Venus.


  That job, of course, was to be only a stepping stone. When Yancey wasn’t preoccupied with the relatively simple routine of maintaining the humidi-hut he planned to search for quollas. The edge of the desert rouge, near the humidi-hut to which Yancey had been assigned, was reputed to be an ideal locale for such a search.


  The quolla, an amazingly beautiful gem burnished to a glowing loveliness by the wind and sand, brought an increasingly fancy price in the jewel markets of the System. A few sizeable finds and Yancey would have a little capital with which to work. Given fifty thousand credits he was certain that he could, in time, become one of the really big investors on Venus.


  Such projects always assumed a false simplicity in Yancey’s mind. Aboard the space tramp that brought him to Athens his sudden rise to power and position seemed quite feasible. But when he gazed out across the tortured wastes of the Desert Rouge he felt a momentary tremor of doubt.


  Such spasms passed quickly. Like most men of his temperament Yancey compensated for the failures of past and present with roseate dreams of the future. Now, it appeared, that future was at hand.


  The commandant in Athens was brutally frank.


  “It would appear to me, Ritter,” he said wryly, “that tenacity is not one of your cardinal virtues.”


  Yancey cleared his throat. He was trying hard not to be impressed by the commandant’s office, the commandant’s ribbons, the commandant’s manner. “I don’t know what you mean, sir.”


  The big man tapped the papers on his desk with a stubby finger. “Governmental service on Earth . . . mining on Mars . . . lumbering on Europa . . . and now, an assignment on Venus. Not the record of a stable personality.”


  Yancey was bewildered. What was the commandant saying? Wasn’t he to get the post? The dream of a fortune in quollas flickered. “I—I’ve been looking for work that would really challenge me, sir”


  The gaze was direct. “Challenge you. That’s an interesting answer, Ritter. So you think that assignment to a humidi-hut in the vicinity of the Desert Rouge will awaken your latent and heretofore unexplored potentials?”


  Was the man laughing at him? Even in the carefully conditioned room, Yancey felt the beads of perspiration settling on his forehead. “If I was just given a chance,” he said, seizing on the familiar cliché. “I know I can please the commandant.”


  A sigh escaped the big man. “Pleasing me is irrelevant. Keeping that humidi-hut operating is vital. Do you realize, Ritter, that since we established our chain of humidi-huts on Venus we’ve reduced our mortality rate thirty per cent?”


  A nod seemed to be all that was required from Yancey.


  “I just want you to realize that the job you’re taking can’t be abandoned one fine morning when you’re seized with a whim to go to Saturn.”


  “I tell you, sir, I think I’ve found what I want here. You needn’t have no worries about me leaving the service.” Yancey felt better. He was back on solid ground. The old man was afraid he’d leave without notice. They were all alike. No matter where you went—Earth, Mars, Europa, Venus—employers were always worried about being left in a spot.


  “Human lives depended upon your efficiency, Ritter. Earthmen can only endure so much of this Venusian heat and dust, then we dehydrate. It’s up to you to see to it that your station is always alert to the needs of any one in your sector.”


  Words—only words. Yancey’s mind was far away, searching the dust of the Desert Rouge for the beautiful quolla stones.


  “You’ll be paid three hundred credits a month and living expenses. I might add, Ritter, that the station you’re getting is one of the most important in the entire chain.”


  Three hundred credits! And, with a little luck, Yancey thought, he could find quollas worth a hundred times as much.


  “There’ll be a patrol to escort you to the station and I think you’d better plan to leave at once.” There was a small pause as the commandant regarded Yancey closely. “I hope,” he said at last, “that neither of us is making a mistake, Ritter.”


  Yancey stood up, shook hands with the commandant, and the interview was ended.


  MORRISSEY headed the patrol which escorted Yancey to his new post. Yancey took an almost immediate dislike to the broad-shouldered young space militiaman. There was about Morrissey that air of quiet positiveness which Yancey found impossible to bear.


  Throughout the long and tiresome march from Athens to the humidi-hut this unreasoning resentment of Morrissey grew. The yielding, insubstantial dust underfoot, the eye-watering furnace glare in the sky, the desiccating heat that seemed to dry up the marrow in a man’s bones—all this, through some inexplicable subconscious juggling, became Morrissey’s fault.


  Inside the comparative comfort of the plasti-shield, Yancey Ritter looked at the raw redness that stretched around, above and below him, and wondered what perverse fate had drawn him to this ultimate debacle here on the dust-clouded Desert Rouge. For the first time in his life Yancey knew the bowel-rending terror of utter desolation.


  The spectre of thirst hovered in the orange and yellow dust clouds ahead. Crazed rocks, scarred and wind-broken, leered at him like blind prophets wordlessly screaming their dire predictions.


  Morrissey was at last forced to take his thermiteen away from him. He sobbed and pleaded for water. He swore that his tongue was swollen with thirst, that his body was dehydrated. He cursed Morrissey . . . the desert . . . the service . . . his own ill fortune. He made his will, he resigned from the service, he called upon God to avenge his death at the sands of the heartless Morrissey. And finally, after two days on the pitiless griddle of the Desert Rouge, he was half-carried through the vac-lock at the humidi-hut.


  Only his hatred for Morrissey made him stay. Every instinct told him to return to Athens with the patrol. Let the commandant hire some other fool to stay there in the midst of the desert, supplying succor for those who were stupid enough to face the rigors of the hell outside. Instinct warned him to leave but hatred forced him to stay. The contempt in Morrissey’s eyes permitted him no alternative. The patrol and Yancey stayed in the humidi-hut. The first few days were a nightmare. He seemed in a waking dream. Hour upon hour he simply sat and stared at the precious machinery that kept temperature and humidity at ideal levels. Every few minutes he would half-run to check the water supply, touch the water to his lips, anxiously work the controls to be certain that nothing had jammed.


  Every second was filled with but one preoccupation: What would happen if the machinery failed?


  But the machinery performed in its precise and unhurried way, and from its dependability, he began to draw a degree of confidence. He had let the orange hell outside unnerve him. One could almost think that particles of the wind-driven dust had penetrated his mind and prevented its proper functioning.


  Why should he be apprehensive? Hadn’t everything worked out exactly as he had planned? The job was his. He had the security of three hundred credits a month and a perfect opportunity to search for quolla stones. The superior attitude of that captain—what was his name—Morrissey—had momentarily shaken his resolve. Now, Morrissey was gone. The time for huddling inside was over. The sooner the quolla stones were his, the sooner he could leave the humidi-hut, make the sort of life he had always wanted for himself in Athens.


  Yancey didn’t take risks. The first few excursions, he made from the humidi-hut were within a radius of fifty yards of his headquarters. Gradually, as he became more accustomed to his plasti-shield, to the murk of the world outside, he grew bolder and bolder. He made several trips to replenish the cache of water half-way between the humidi-hut and Athens. He became very clever in establishing land-marks for himself and he found that with practice, his endurance lengthened. He could go mudi longer without a drink from his thermiteen and the wind no longer drained him of all vitality.


  A little more than a month after Morrissey left him at the humidi-hut, Yancey found his first quolla stone. It wasn’t a large one, and it was far from perfect, but for Yancey it seemed the good omen he needed. The quolla stones were there to be found. With a little perseverance he could make the rest of his dream come true.


  The one inescapable hazard of Yancey’s life was the loneliness. Visitors to the station were few, an occasional patrol of space militia, a prospector, or a party of geologists. The days and nights between were long and empty. Yancey would sit polishing the lone quolla stone he had found, wondering if he could stick it out until he had accumulated enough to carry out his long range scheme.


  Often, as he groped through the constant veil of orange dust in his search for the gems, he would imagine that there was someone waiting for him at the station, someone to whom he could talk of the difficulties he had faced, someone who could share, perhaps, the dream he held. But, when he passed through the vac-lock, there would be no one—only the monotonous purr of the machinery.


  Despite this, when Yancey took the week’s leave to visit Athens, he had no idea that he was to meet someone there—that he would not return to the station alone.


  YOU must understand the position of the Venusian women to appreciate the thing that happened with Yancey and Selo.


  From the time of the first settlement, fraternization had been frowned upon. No one expected earthmen, twenty-six million miles from home, to ignore the more attractive of the Venusian women. But very few permanent alliances were formed. Militiamen might wink at a buxom beauty, might even invite her caresses to while away a long Venusian night, but with the sunrise she must return to her appointed place in the scheme of things colonial.


  Selo was a waitress in one of the cheap Venusian restaurants that dotted the boundary between the old city of Athens and the new. Her uncle, a vicious-looking old fellow with beetling brows, broken nose and protruding teeth, was the proprietor of the place, and, in his unoccupied moments, which were many, he did what he could to make life miserable for the girl.


  The moment that Yancey saw her he felt a quickening of his desire. The girl was young. Not more than seventeen or eighteen earth years of age, and despite her wretched clothes she had a distinctive kind of beauty. She lived in constant fear of her uncle, doing her heavy work in the restaurant with the deft but lifeless efficiency of an automaton.


  It was apparent to Yancey that it was only a matter of time until someone recognized the girl’s potentials and took her away. He could find no reason why he shouldn’t be her discoverer.


  She was terribly frightened and shy at first. That an earthling should be kind to her seemed beyond her comprehension. Then, once she saw Yancey was serious in his advances, she was certain her uncle would find her out and punish her.


  On the fourth night of his visit to Athens, Yancey persuaded Selo to meet him after the restaurant closed. When she slipped furtively out of the shadows to seek haven in his arms he knew that he could not return to the humidi-hut alone. With this woman to care for him he could search for the quollas with new eagerness. She would put an end to the terrible loneliness.


  Of course, he told Selo nothing of what he was actually thinking. If he had she would have been much too terrified to understand. He promised to be kind to her and to protect her from any attempt by her uncle to punish her. He told her briefly of the humidi-hut, of the good food, the nice clothes.


  In the end, however, it was not so much the good things Yancey promised as the bad things she had suffered which brought Selo to her decision. Life in the restaurant of her uncle had become unbearable. An escape was offered by an earthling. Earthlings very seldom offered Venusian women such security. She promised to go with him.


  Yancey was never sure how the commandant learned of his arrangement with Selo. News travels quickly in the Earth Colony at Athens. No doubt the commandant had his spies. Whatever his methods, he knew—and he was displeased.


  “I was beginning to think, Ritter,” he said, “that I was mistaken—that you were going to serve us well.”


  Yancey hated the big man for making him feel like a small boy. “I can’t see that my taking Selo with me will interfere with my work, sir,” he stammered.


  The Commandant snorted. “You’re making two mistakes. You’re aligning yourself with a Venusian. And you’re taking a woman to an isolated humidi-hut. I can’t order you not to do this, Ritter. You’re within your rights. But I am asking you to reconsider.” The tone was surprisingly conciliatory.


  Yancey shook his head. “I can’t go back on my word now, sir. She’s counting on it, and frankly, so am I. There won’t be no trouble with her, I can promise you that. I’ll be able to do an even better job if I’m not so lonely out there.”


  There was a little pause before the Commandant stood and faced Ritter across the desk. “As I said, I have no authority to forbid your taking the woman with you. I can suite understand that loneliness is a fearful ling. But I’ve also learned in my stay here, Ritter, that there are other pressures of even greater intensity.”


  Yancey avoided the calm gray eyes of his superior. “You don’t know Selo, sir. She’s different.”


  And on that note the interview was concluded.


  ON THE nightmare trip back to the humidi-hut, Selo was sturdily self-reliant. In fact, on several occasions when the shifting dust made footing insecure, she came to Yancey’s assistance. It was Selo who found the auxiliary water cache, one day’s journey from the humidi-hut, and led Yancey to it when he had lost the trail. Nature seemed to have equipped Selo for the environmental hazards of the Desert Rouge.


  In the early days of their life at the humidi-hut, Yancey worked constantly to convince himself that things were as he had imagined they would be. Certainly Selo was a tireless worker. Her only concern was his comfort. Nonetheless, she was, he decided after two months, a wonderful servant, but no companion.


  Her attitude toward Yancey was depressingly similar to that she had toward her uncle, the restaurant owner. This was a strange mixture of respect and fear. And, at times, as he sat alone with her through an endless evening, it came to Yancey that there was also an element of hate.


  He found two more small quolla stones, but Selo failed to share his enthusiasm for the gems. She regarded them with a stolid indifference. He remembered that the Venusians placed no value on the stones.


  The accumulation of the fortune in quolla stones was not moving at quite the pace he had imagined. The jewels, it appeared, were not to be found in large quantities. They must be painfully searched out in the remotest, most wind-tortured sections of the Desert Rouge.


  Succumbing to the usual fit of despondency, Yancey was toying with the notion of abandoning the whole project—returning Selo to Athens and taking a space tramp back to earth—when Brian Daniels stumbled into the humidi-hut.


  There had been no visitors in more than three weeks. Daily, Selo’s defiant passivity rankled more and more. Having abused her verbally and physically for an hour on that particular day, Yancey had stormed out into the murk and spent a frustrating afternoon in his futile search for quollas.


  He staggered back through the veil of red dust, cursing his rotten luck, cursing Selo, cursing Venus and the twisted destiny that had brought him there. Since Venus and destiny were more or less impervious, he had determined to relieve his frustration by beating Selo.


  A fine frenzy had been achieved when he stepped through the vac-lock and saw her. She was sitting on the floor with a stranger’s head cradled in her lap. The stranger was making light moaning noises and Selo was soothing him with a little crooning sound as she forced water between his blistered lips.


  Yancey’s fine anger was lost. “Where did he come from?” he growled, towering over Selo and the stranger.


  “He is a prospector. He lost his way. Another few hours on the desert and he would die.”


  Yancey stared down at the stranger. Despite the terribly blistered face, the stubble of a beard, the matted hair, it was apparent that this Earthman was handsome beyond the ordinary. The features were beautifully modeled—eyes set wide apart, generous mouth, firm chin. And, there was also something intangible about the stranger that troubled Yancey. It was an air of quiet self-possession that refused to be denied even while he was in semi-coma. This was a man who had been given by nature all the qualities Yancey Ritter most prized and least possessed.


  In the days that followed, Selo never left Brian Daniels’ side. It was as if all her life she had waited for someone upon whom she could lavish such care. She nursed him not so much out of his need as out of her own. Yancey’s bitter, jealous remarks failed to touch her.


  Under such care, Brian recovered quickly and he seemed to find in Selo a something for which he, too, had long sought. In the few days of his convalescence they achieved the sort of communion that Yancey had dreamed of when he had first brought Selo to the humidi-hut.


  Yancey’s conversations with Brian were brief and charged with hate. Daniels had been prospecting for quolla stones. He was on his way back to Athens and had lost his bearings. Only the humidi-hut had saved him from death. When he spoke to Yancey, he seemed always anxious to return to Selo, a preoccupation that only deepened the seething hatred Yancey had conceived for him.


  More than once, Yancey ordered Selo to keep out of Brian’s way but it was the same as if no words were spoken. In the unfaltering stare of those deep-set eyes, Yancey read her open defiance. So desperate was her need for Brian that nothing short of death could keep her from him.


  Nothing short of death.


  YANCEY viewed that possibility. Murder in such a remote place would be easy but what was to be gained? Selo certainly wouldn’t love him more if he killed the prospector. Another consideration was Daniels’ build. He was a well-muscled man and, being fully recovered, was something less than the ideal murder victim.


  And then Yancey found out about the quolla stones—quite by accident. He had gone out on a routine check of the vicinity and had turned back earlier than usual. As he stepped through the vac-lock he saw Selo and Brian huddled in earnest conversation. So engrossed were they, they failed to hear the asthmatic wheeze of the lock. Yancey stood a long time silently watching them.


  On the table before the two was a glittering pile of the most beautiful quolla stones Yancey had ever seen. Dozens of them. A small fortune lying quietly on that table in the humidi-hut. Here were the black stones that Yancey had dreamed of finding. Here was the answer to all his hopes.


  But the answer lay in another man’s hands, the hands that now caressed Selo!


  “I won’t be long in Athens,” Brian was saying. “There’s at least sixty or seventy thousand credits worth of quolla stones there. I’ll take what they’ll offer me in the market, Selo, and then I’ll come back for you.”


  The woman pressed closer to Daniels. “Don’t leave me here even for a little while—with him.”


  Brian’s arms went around her. “This is the best way, Selo. He’ll make trouble. It’s not going to be pleasant. Let me get rid of the stones first and then you and I can start out together.”


  She buried her face in his chest. “I’m so afraid—here alone with him.”


  Brian tilted her chin up to space him. “There’s no reason to be afraid of him. I know his kind. He only talks about things he could do. He won’t hurt you. He wouldn’t dare.”


  They were lost in each other’s arms as Yancey turned and silently slipped back through the vac-lock. When he noisily reentered a half hour later his plans were made.


  If Brian was surprised by Yancey’s sudden change in attitude, he gave no indication. He accepted Yancey’s solicitous interest as lightly as he had his surly resentment earlier.


  Dinner, the evening before Brian was to set out for Athens, was an hilarious affair on the surface. Yancey insisted on toasting Brian, on exacting a promise that he would come back to visit them. He assured the prospector that they would miss him and that he must consider the humidi-hut his home when he was on Venus.


  Brian seemed to accept Yancey’s protestations as genuine. Selo regarded her husband with quiet suspicion.


  The next morning Yancey made all the preparations for Brian’s departure. He had painstakingly drawn a detailed map of the route to Athens. He personally chose a new plasti-shield to protect Brian from the pelting of the dust and sand. Finally he filled the two thermiteens with their precious supply of water.


  Finishing up this last chore in the little lab which housed the water supply, he smiled to himself, for he knew that Brian was using his absence from the living-room to pay Selo a fond farewell.


  Only as the vac-lock closed on Brian and the indicator showed them he had left the humidi-hut did Yancey relax. He leaned against the door and smiled at Selo.


  “So,” he half-whispered, “your lover’s gone. But he promised you that he’d come back for you, didn’t he? Didn’t he?”


  For a moment Selo met his gaze. Then, she turned and started toward the kitchen.


  “I wouldn’t leave just yet,” he taunted. “I wouldn’t leave until you hear why he isn’t coming back for you. Doesn’t that interest you?”


  SHE stopped, not turning, her back rigid.


  “I thought you’d change your mind,” Yancey went on. “I thought you’d like to know why you can’t count on seeing Mr. Brian Daniels again.”


  He laughed, and the sound was like a bad smell in the close little hut. “The thermiteens are punctured,” he giggled. “The water your lover needs is already evaporated. When he wants it, in three or four hours, those thermitteens won’t even be moist. He won’t be able to keep on to the auxiliary cache. And he won’t be able to come back here.”


  She was moving toward him. “You saw the quollas. You’re killing him to get the jewels.”


  “That’s only part of it,” he countered savagely. “He deserved to die for many reasons.”


  With the quick grace of a Martian feline, she started to slip past him to the vac-lock. He caught her arm and twisted it behind her back. She cried out in pain, struggling with a ferocity he hadn’t expected. After a moment he succeeded in throwing her to the floor.


  “You can’t save him,” he panted. “Nothing can save him. You’re going to sit here with me, Selo, and wait for the desert to kill your lover.” Again he laughed. “It won’t take long.”


  All that day and night they watched each other. And the time dragged by, Yancey’s excitement increased. Selo, on the other hand, seemed to shrink within herself. It was almost as if in contemplating Brian’s death she was dying herself.


  Shortly after noon the next day, Yancey set out from the humidi-hut with four thermiteens. Two were full of water and two were empty.


  He found Brian’s body a little more than an hour’s walk from the humidi-hut. Obviously, the prospector had discovered the punctured thermiteens and started back, but the desert moved in for its kill. He had crawled into the shelter of a pile of twisted rock, and with the punctured thermiteens in one hand and the quolla stones in the other, he had died.


  Quickly, Yancey substituted the two empty but sound thermiteens he had brought with him for the tell-tale murder-tins. The quolla stones he dropped into the pocket of his asbesticoat.


  With a final glance at the shrivelled thing that had once been Brian Daniels, he turned back to the humidi-hut.


  He could feel Selo’s eyes upon him that evening as he sat polishing the quolla stones. Each time he glanced up from his work she was staring at him.


  “Selo,” he said at last, continuing his work with the stones, “I hope you’re not thinking of revenge.”


  She made no answer.


  “If you ever went to the authorities with your wild story you’d be put in prison for the rest of your life. I’d see to that. No one would take the word of a Venusian against that of an Earthman.”


  She only stared at the floor.


  Carefully, he deposited the gleaming quolla stones in the chamois bag he had bought for just this happy moment.


  “Brian Daniels never reached this humidi-hut. Understand? Never reached it. We found him out there, poor fellow, but there was nothing we could do for him. That’s the story. Is it clear?”


  Her voice seemed to come from a great distance.


  “It’s clear.”


  “I’m going to Athens. I’ll sell these quolla stones. In good time we’ll leave this place. We might even go to another planet. How would you like that, Selo?”


  Each word fell with the precision of a stone into water. “That would be very nice.”


  He rose and walked over to her. “In time, you’ll forget him.” It was not a positive statement. It was a half-question, as if Yancey were admitting that this was no more than a wish on his part.


  Surprisingly, she nodded. “He will be forgotten,” she answered.


  This was an unexpected victory. It so pleased Yancey that he made her a present of one of the smaller quolla stones as a token of their new understanding.


  She was very good to him that night.


  YANCEY could scarcely wait to be off the following morning. This day would stand out in bold relief against all the gray, futile days of his past. This was the day that would see the beginning of a new and happier life for Yancey Ritter.


  Selo helped him make ready and listened with unusual attentiveness to all his instructions. He had his plasti-shield? Yes. The two thermiteens she had filled? Yes. The chamois bag with the quolla stones? Of course.


  She permitted him to kiss her and then stood watching as he stepped toward the vac-lock.


  Abruptly he turned and stood, hands on his hips, laughing at her. It was a hollow, mirthless, mocking laughter.


  “You fool,” he roared. “You stupid little fool of a woman. Did you think you could kill ME—Yancey Ritter—with the same trick I used on Daniels? Giving me these punctured thermiteens!” He threw them with a crash at her feet and stepped threateningly toward her.


  “Yancey,” she cried, and his heavy fist caught her on the side of the head and sent her sprawling to the floor.


  “You don’t fool me,” he said, looking at her. “I’m not a blind fool like Daniels. This is my round to win and I won’t be stopped.” He turned and strode into the lab for fresh thermiteens.


  She was still sprawled in the same spot when he returned. “I’m not finished with you,” he snarled. “We’ll finish the payment when I get back from Athens.”


  And with that he disappeared into the vac-lock.


  Resolutely, he strode through the flying dust, eyes set on the orange orb that was the sun. A slow steady gait, he had found, was the most practical way to cover distance in the shifting blood dust of the Desert Rouge.


  As the morning advanced, the winds that drove the sand seemed to increase in their elemental fury. The sun was all but blotted out and the dust swirled and eddied in an orange and red kaleidescope. It was as if some giant stood and threw great fistfuls of choking sand at Yancey.


  He touched the cool water in the thermiteen to his lips often and each time he drank he half-laughed aloud, remembering the disappointment on Selo’s face when she saw her trick was discovered.


  He skirted wide around the rocks where he had found Brian. No reason to spoil the day by a second glimpse of that grisly sight.


  Once or twice it seemed to him that he was being followed but he dismissed the notion as nerves.


  Perhaps, he thought, it’s Daniels’ ghost. And with a harsh laugh he toasted Daniels’ ghost in the cool water. He toasted Selo and the commandant and the quolla merchant who would soon give him a fortune for the stones in the chamois bag.


  The wind clawed at him with gritty fingers and his boots seemed to sink deeper and deeper into the yielding dust. Every step was an effort and he could feel the slow encroachment of dehydration.


  At the auxiliary water cache he promised himself he would use a little of the water to dampen his face.


  He finished the last of his water in the thermiteens about nine hours after he had left the humidi-hut. He had drunk more than usual but he decided that his thirst had been aggravated by the storm.


  The familiar marker that stood guard over the auxiliary water supply loomed through the shifting murk. He half ran the last few yards, feeling already the soothing coolness of the dampened cloth against his fevered cheek.


  He stopped a few paces from the water cache and stared.


  The door of the little thermi-safe stood open and there in the drifting dust lay the emptied auxiliary water kegs.


  He threw himself to the ground and seized one of the emptied containers. The dust around it was still moist. Someone, short minutes ago, had broken into this cache and deliberately emptied the water into the dust. Someone . . .


  “Selo!” he half-screamed and staggered to his feet. “Selo,” he cried, and remembered his sense of being followed.


  Was it the wind among the tortured rocks, or did he hear a high-pitched woman’s laugh?


  “Selo,” he shouted, “I didn’t mean to hit you! Selo, you’ve got to help me!”


  Silence.


  He began to run.


  Exhausted as he was, he must have run for nearly an hour before the unbearable burden of his thirst pushed him down into the granular cushion of the Desert Rouge. A million orange and red parasites clustered on his body and drew out the last drop of his vitality.


  Morrissey sighed and stepped closer to the Venusian woman. He felt sure that the clever technicians in Athens would get no story from her.


  Two accidental deaths. That would be the verdict.


  Morrissey took Selo’s arm as she half-stumbled in the shifting dust.


  Two men dead—wind-dried mummies fallen in the wastes of the Desert Rouge.


  Victims of the desert? Or victims of a woman with deep-set violet eyes and blue-black hair?


  WHO FLEE THEIR CHAINS


  Chester S. Geier


  Jerry knew of only one way he could get out of this Venusian hell swamp. Yet that was the one way he could never escape!


  HE HAD the sensation of being watched.


  It was a sensation known to men in lonely places; and this sparsely settled plateau country in North Gondwanaland, on Venus, was lonelier than most. The very loneliness of their surroundings gives these men a heightened sensitivity to the presence of others, human or animal.


  Jerry Gill’s sensitivity was especially heightened. As a contract laborer on a huge, corporation-owned, kwaali plantation, he had learned what it was like to be watched—watched constantly, by sharp-eyed overseers, with their ever-present, ever-ready shock-sticks. And as a contract-buster—a fugitive—he had experienced the feeling of being watched, both by hard-eyed lawmen and greedy-eyed bounty hunters.


  He was certain he was being watched now.


  His pulse had quickened with that certainty, though on the surface he remained quiet and casual. He stood peering through the fine rain that fell almost continuously on this part of Venus, a slim, sandy-haired figure in a glistening, transparent drizzle-suit. His face, beneath the suit’s hood was the face of a boy who had become a man too soon, its frankness and humor overlaid with the marks of toil and care. One hand, inserted through a slit in the suit, rested on the butt of the mach-pistol bolstered at his side!


  He ran his eyes over the dense forest wall that towered abruptly beyond the poison trench at the edge of his kwaali field. He could see nothing amid the maze of huge greenish-gray leaves and tree trunks, but he knew anything might be concealed there.


  Anything from a tiger-lizard to a Scalie, one of the race of Venusian natives inhabiting this region.


  He thought suddenly of Hazel, alone at the cabin, and he turned with an inner lurch of anxiety to peer toward the farm building up the slope behind him. The cabin stood on concrete supports, well above the muddy ground, and he could see the outline of those of its windows that faced toward him.


  Perhaps it was only Hazel watching; but he dismissed the thought as quickly as it came. There was a gentleness and trust in Hazel’s gaze that he did not feel now. What he sensed held a different quality: slyness, threat.


  He turned for a last wary glance at the forest. And stiffened in startled surprise.


  TWO FIGURES in drizzle-suits were leaping the poison trench, hurrying toward him through the kwaali plants.


  Through the gray curtain of rain, Gill saw they were white men, armed with rifles and carrying light packs. Evidently aware they had been seen, the men lifted their hands, palms outward, and called out the universal greeting of Venus: “Kaa-hai!”


  Gill loosened his mach-pistol in its holster before he lifted his own hand. If these men were dangerous, at least they seemed to intend no immediate harm. A show of friendliness would help to establish peaceful relations. Vet he remained uneasy. A contract-buster was always uneasy. Discovery and capture meant being sentenced to a convict labor gang for a term of five-years—in addition to the years remaining unserved under the broken contract. In Gill’s case this amounted to a total of somewhat more than eight years.


  Eight years of virtual slavery. Eight years of being watched and driven, of being underfed and overworked.


  Few lived through even five such years, what with the ravages of the Venusian, climate and Venusian diseases.


  There was an out. Freedom could be purchased. But the price was most often beyond the reach of persons like small-scale kwaali farmers.


  It was a simple-economic fact that Gill knew only too well. He had spent countless sleepless hours figuring what it would cost to buy his freedom and pay his and Hazel’s passage to Earth. And lately his figuring had been done with increasing desperation. Only last week the doctor from, the settlement had warned him that Hazel’s life depended on her leaving Venus, as soon as possible. Her attacks of blue fever were becoming too frequent and too severe. He could have managed to send her alone but she wouldn’t go without him.


  These thoughts flashed through his mind as the two men approached. They were an ill-matched pair, rough and slovenly in appearance. One was lean and wolfish in build, the other heavy and squat. Studying them, as they came nearer, Gill was suddenly struck by an impression of familiarity.


  All at once he had a cold, sick feeling.


  The two men had recognized him also. He heard their surprised exclamations.


  “Howling hell, Sam, just look who we’ve run into!” the wolfish one said.


  “It’s Gill! Old Jerry Gill himself, alive and kicking! Well, cut my blast, Duff!” This from the squat one.


  “Kaa-hai!” Gill retorted with pretended affability. “What are you two doing in this neck of the woods?”


  THE LAST time he had seen Duff Malloy and Sam Harper, they had been contract laborers in his platoon.


  Since their contracts had still a few years to run, it was evident that they had skipped out, become outlaws as he himself had done.


  Gill knew Sam Harper would give him no reason for worry. The squat man had little intelligence and even less courage. He was the type that enjoyed taking orders, since that solved. The problem of existence in a complex world.


  Duff Malloy, however, was a different proposition. His nature was as wolfish as his appearance, combining a quick, crafty mind, with a complete lack of honor or scruples. He never overlooked an opportunity for personal gain. As a contract laborer, he had organized half a dozen lucrative rackets, including a traffic in forbidden Venusian narcotics. And he had been suspected of at least one killing at the plantation, though his guilt had never been proved.


  Malloy was the last person in the world Gill would have wanted to know of his background and whereabouts. With his ruthless instincts, the man would not hesitate to use the knowledge as a weapon.


  Our flitter ran out of fuel back there,” Malloy said, gesturing toward the forest. “Me and Sam saw your place as we passed over, and so we hiked back. Never thought we’d run into you here, Gill.”


  “I’m surprised you boys are jetting around loose,” Gill said. “You must have jumped your contracts.”


  Harper said, “We got fed up with the way that kwaali outfit was treating us, and we—”


  “Shut up, Sam!” Malloy said sharply.


  The squat man looked resentful, but shrugged carelessly. Fear moved like a shadow over his heavy face under the fierce impact of Malloy’s pale eyes.


  To Gill, Malloy said. “Me and Sam are free as the wind. We bought up our contracts.”


  Gill’s smile was twisted. “I know better than that. If you had bought up your contracts, you wouldn’t have bothered to watch me from the forest the way you did. Only a couple of contract-busters would want to make sure I wasn’t the law, or that there wasn’t any law around. Besides, Sam let the cat out of the bag.”


  MALLOY SCOWLED. “Well, I guess you ought to know, Gill. You ain’t going to tell me you bought up your contract.”


  “Maybe I did.”


  “The hell you did. Where’d you dig up that kind of fancy money?” Malloy’s narrow face wrinkled in a sudden, conspiratorial grin. “Let’s stop trying to fool each other, Gill. We know where we stand.” He gestured toward the kwaali field. “How you making out?”


  “How does any small kwaali farmer make out against the big corporation plantations?” Gill demanded bitterly.


  “Well, me and Sam ain’t been doing so bad,” Malloy said. “We managed to pick up a nice piece of change here and there. Odd jobs, sort of. Right now we’re working on something that’s going to put a big hunk of cash in our pockets. Ever hear of bio-pearls, Gill?”


  “I’ve heard of them. They’re supposed to be very rare, worth a lot of money.”


  “I’ll say they’re worth a lot of money!” Malloy’s pale eyes glittered with avarice. “That’s because only about a dozen have ever been found. The last one brought in sold for—how much do you think it sold for, Gill? How much do you think?”


  “Ten thousand?” Gill hazarded. “Twenty thousand?”


  “Thirty-five thousand!” Malloy said. “And it wasn’t such a good one, either. Think how much a good one would sell for. Think how much a handful would sell for!”


  Gill shrugged. “The things are too rare. Where would, anybody find a handful?”


  Malloy smiled thinly. “I got an idea about that. Nothing I’m going to give away for free, understand. But here’s something to chew on. Bio-pearls grow, see? That’s why they’re called bio-pearls. And they grow only in a few places. Something, special in the soil, I guess. Nobody knows where to find those places. But I do.”


  Excitement kindled in Gill. “You mean you know what kind of soil to look for?”


  MALLOY’S expression became mocking. “That would be telling. And I ain’t telling.” He peered through the fine rain at the farm buildings up the slope. “Nice little place you got here, Gill. Me and Sam are in luck, all right.”


  “Yeah,” Harper put in. He shuddered slightly and gestured toward the forest. “We thought we’d have to camp out there, and me, I wasn’t too keen about the idea.”


  Gill said slowly, “What was it you came here for, Malloy? You said your flitter ran out of fuel. I can let you have some.”


  Malloy waved a hand. “No hurry about that, Gill. No hurry at all. Let’s go up to the house and get inside where it’s dry.”


  Gill remained motionless. “We’d better understand each other, Malloy. I can let you have some, fuel and-just about anything else you might need. But I stop there.”


  The other’s pale eyes harrowed. “What the hell, Gill, you ain’t cold-shouldering me and Sam, are you?”


  “You can put it that way if you want to,” Gill returned. “I’ve got a sick wife in the cabin. She has blue fever, and she has to have it quiet. You know what blue fever cases are like.”


  “A wife, eh?” Malloy glanced shyly at Harper. “Well, ain’t that cozy! All right, Gill, you want us to be quiet, we’ll be quiet.”


  “Not once you two start hitting the bottle. I know your habits.” Gill shook his head, doggedly. His breathing had quickened. “I’ll give you the fuel, Malloy. Anything else. But that’s as far as I go.”


  The wolfish man’s face became ugly with anger. “Figure your wife’s too good for us, eh?”


  “Not too good. Too sick.”


  “Maybe she doesn’t know you’re nothing but a contract-buster. Maybe you don’t want her to find out.”


  “She knows.”


  “Then maybe you figure you’re too good to associate with us anymore,” Malloy said furiously. “Well, if that ain’t the limit! I never thought I’d live to see the day when one contract man would cold-shoulder another. Hell, Gill, we were in the same platoon together. We slept in the same bunk house, ate at the same mess table.”


  “So did a lot of other men,” Gill said. “That doesn’t put either of us under any obligation to the other. You never did any favors for me, Malloy. In fact, you weren’t even friendly toward me.”


  “I could do you a favor now—by not telling some lawman where to find you. Think about that, Gill. You wouldn’t like to be sentenced to a convict labor gang, would you?”


  GILL SHRUGGED leadenly. “If I have to choose between a labor gang and my wife dying, I’ll take the labor gang.”


  Malloy’s mouth curled and he made a sudden movement to shift the position of his rifle. “Well, by God, if I have to—”


  “Hold it, Malloy!” Gill’s hand had remained close to the mach-pistol at his side. Now he drew it in a flash of motion. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have any trouble with you two, but if trouble is what you want,. I’ll see that you get it. I could kill you both and bury you out in the forest. Nobody would ever find you.”


  “Wait a minute, Gill!” Malloy said anxiously. “Now, don’t start blasting your jets. I was only kidding.”


  “Sure, Jerry,” Harper put in, fright shining in his small eyes. “You know we wouldn’t do anything mean.”


  “I’m going to make certain of that,” Gill said. “Put the rifle down, Malloy. You too, Harper. Then get your hands up, both of you, and step back.”


  The two men thrust their rifles into the mud and moved away from them. Circling carefully behind the pair, Gill took the weapons remaining in their holsters. He removed the shell clips from the collection and with these strode, a short distance up the slope.


  “All right, there are your guns. Take them and clear out.”


  “But what about the fuel, Gill?” Malloy asked quickly.


  “You had your chance at it—until you talked about tipping off the law. I’d be a fool to put you in a position to use your flitter and do just that.”


  Malloy said desperately, “I was just kidding, Gill. You know I wouldn’t turn you in. If you’ll let me have the fuel, I promise—”


  “No fuel. And don’t try getting it at the settlement, either. I’m going to see that the right people are warned to watch for a couple of contract-busters.”


  “Hell, Gill, you’re making it tough for us,” Malloy protested.


  “No tougher than you’d have made it for me, if you’d got the chance. All I want is to keep you two out of mischief for a while. Now, take your guns and clear out.”


  Malloy’s narrow face knotted with abrupt fury. “I’m going to remember this, Gill.” He jerked his head at Harper. The two retrieved their weapons, and them with a last baleful glance at Gill, Malloy led the way back across the kwaali field.


  GILL TURNED and strode through the rain and the clinging, mud underfoot, to the cabin. He knew he’d be in danger once Malloy and. Harper gained the shelter of the forest and reloaded their weapons. Luckily, the cabin walls were strong enough to withstand a spraying.


  Before rounding an angle of the cabin, he peered back toward the forest. He saw the small, rain-blurred shapes of Malloy and Harper as they entered the tangle of gray-green foliage and became lost to view. He waited for long minutes, his muscles bunched with tension, but no bursts of firing came from the spot where the pair had vanished.


  Malloy evidently had some more subtle means of revenge in mind.


  Gill strode up the cabin steps and entered the sani-spray stall. He waited while the disinfectant shower washed the mud from his boots, together with the bacteria, spores and other tiny but voracious and prolific Venusian life that had collected on them, and in the folds of his drizzle-suit. Finally, turning off the spray, he removed his outer garments and entered the cabin.


  He found Hazel seated on the edge of her bed, her small pale face drawn with anxiety.


  “Jerry!” she said. “Those -men—I saw what happened. Who were they? What was the matter?”


  “You’re supposed to stay in bed,” he said accusingly.


  “I’m tired of staying in bed, Jerry—tired of being so helpless, such a burden. I wondered what you were doing, and when I looked out of the window. I saw the men you were talking to. It looked like they were up to trouble of some sort.”


  “Nothing, serious,” he lied. “Just a couple of tramps. They had an idea of making, themselves at home here, but they weren’t the kind of men. I’d trust under the same roof with me. I ran them off.”


  HE KNEW the explanation sounded too pat, and he looked away from the doubt in Hazel’s dark eyes. She knew about his past—he wouldn’t have had it otherwise—but he didn’t want her to know that a very real and active threat had risen from it. Her health depended on quiet, and, complete freedom from worry and fear.


  She said slowly, “Are you sure there wasn’t more to it, Jerry? I keep thinking that sometime someone’s going to recognize you, someone who knows what you once were.”


  He shrugged casually as he busied himself before the stove. “Not very likely out here.”


  “It could happen anywhere, Jerry. I couldn’t stand having you dragged away to the kind of slavery they allow on Venus. It’s a rotten system.”


  “But a necessary one,” he said. “It was the only thing that would meet conditions here. Men are needed to work and develop the planet, a lot of men. And, the only way to get them to Venus is to sign them up as labor recruits. Most of them don’t have the kind of money it takes to pay their passage. The big corporations do, but before they spend it, they’ve got to be sure they’ll get full value in return. They can’t have men slip through their fingers to take easier jobs or better paying jobs with rival corporations. That means contracts and laws against breaking them.


  “It isn’t a bad system. After the usual five years of service, a man has his freedom and money paid for good behavior and work done above quotas. He has practically the whole planet to pick from. The opportunities for getting rich are almost endless.”


  “Except for contract-busters.” Hazel shook her dark head, her expression wistful. “If it’s such a good system, Jerry, what about those awful scars on your back?”


  He shrugged. “It’s a good system—for the most part. Any system has a few of the wrong kind of men in it, and I happened to be unlucky enough to draw them. Men who take advantage of things to make a bigger, profit than they otherwise could. In my case, everyone from the big brass down to the overseers seemed to have the idea they were running a slave labor camp instead of a business.”


  THE GIRL was silent a moment, staring down at her clasped hands. She said abruptly, “Isn’t there any hope for you, Jerry? Any hope, that you won’t have to hide any more—that you can go wherever you please, without being afraid that someone—?”


  “Maybe there is,” he said suddenly, his tone musing. He sat down on the bed beside her, his hands on her shoulders. “Maybe there is,” he said again.


  “And if there is, honey, would you help me?”


  “Of course,” she said at once: “But what could I do?”


  “I want you to stay at the settlement, where I know you’ll be in good hands. That, will give me the chance to make a little trip and. sort, of work on an idea I have.”


  She studied him anxiously. “Jerry, this trip—does it have anything to do with the men who were here?”


  “In a way, yes. You see honey, those men had the idea they could find bio-pearls around here somewhere.”


  “Bio-pearls! But, Jerry, why here?”


  “I don’t know exactly. They weren’t giving away that information. But I think I have it figured out. Some of the bio-pearls brought in were obtained by trading with the Scalies. I think all the bio-pearls were found that way, but most men didn’t want to admit it, maybe to keep away competition: And there’s a Scalie village in the forest, not very far from here. I’ll bet almost anything that’s where those two tramps are headed.”


  Gill’s eyes gleamed. “They said something about bio-pearls growing only in a special kind of soil. I figure they expect to find that kind of soil somewhere in this region, through the Scalies. The Scalies would know, because bio-pearls have been obtained through them. And if I could trade for one, beat the other two men to it—” She clutched at him. “It would mean freedom for you, Jerry! Freedom!”


  “And Earth for you,” he said. “Will you do it—stay at the settlement for a while?”


  “Yes, Jerry. But you’ll be careful, won’t you? For some reason, those two men worry me.”


  “I’ll be careful all right, don’t worry about that. We’ll leave here as soon as we can get you ready.”


  He felt a deep relief. His plan had accomplished its first, and most important objective, which was to get Hazel away from the cabin and out of danger.


  THE FOREST was dank and gloomy, a bizarrely patterned labyrinth that led on and on through depth after riotously luxuriant depth. Gill moved slowly through the choked, narrow lanes among the vegetation, swinging his machete at the vines and branches that blocked his path. With the mach-pistol gripped in his other hand, he probed warily at the thick shadows that lay everywhere among the huge dripping leaves, his ears alert for any change in the heavy, alien silence that lay around him.


  Three days, Earth-time, had passed since he had flown Hazel to the settlement. Returning to the farm, he had taken the precaution of leaving his flitter in a spot where it was not likely to be discovered by anyone else. His entire supply of fuel, had been put aboard the craft and left there, for safekeeping. This stratagem, he hoped, would keep Malloy and Harper localized until he had time to carry out his plans.


  He knew nothing of the whereabouts of the two, though on his first day in the forest he had run across a spot, where they had made camp. He had followed their trail for a while, then had lost them. But he felt he had an advantage over Malloy and Harper; he was familiar with this region, having flown over it numerous times in his flitter. He knew both the exact location of the Scalie village and the quickest route for reaching it.


  The Scalie tribe here, however, was pretty much an unknown quantity. The natives kept to themselves and seemed to ignore attempts at friendship. Those few he saw near the farm occasionally always faded back into the forest at his approach. The Scalies were not dangerous as a ride, but there were instances of attacks on Earthmen by the more primitive types. Gill had only a vague idea about how he was going to deal with those he intended to visit—he didn’t know at all what Malloy and Harper intended to do.


  CHOPPING his way through a dense tangle of undergrowth, Gill suddenly, found himself on the bank of a broad, swift-flowing stream. This, he knew, had its source in the mountains; and from here it continued for some dozen miles more before descending, in a series of waterfalls, to the nightmarish jungle-choked lowland valleys.


  The lowlands, ventured into by only a few intrepid explorers, were uninhabitable by Earthmen and, to a large extent, even by Venusians.


  The Scalie village was now a mile or two downstream; and after resting a moment Gill struck off along the bank. He moved with even greater caution. It was possible that Malloy and Harper were somewhere nearby. With a head start, on him, the two might have stumbled across the stream by this time, in which case they would know that the Scalies were not too far away.


  Gill moved with difficulty through the heavy growth along the bank, skirting enormous trees that arched out over the water. Huge insects with shining, rainbow-hued wings fluttered over the swift, oil-smooth flow of the stream, and brightly colored bird-like shapes, darted through the branches, overhead.


  Once Gill came to a relatively clear-space where something large and sleek crouched at the edge of the stream. It was a tiger-lizard, its powerful form and striped, scaly hide making the reason, for its name immediately evident. For an instant the creature stared at Gill with its lambent, slanted eyes, then whirled with a snarl and vanished amid the undergrowth.


  Gill lowered his mach-pistol with a sigh of relief and continued on. He had not gone far, when the heavy quiet was broken by a sudden high-pitched cry—a sound that might have been made by a child in pain.


  He froze, listening intently. An interval of hushed silence, and then he heard a shrill whimpering. It came from somewhere close at hand. A Scalie, in serious trouble of some sort.


  Thoughts racing, Gill followed the direction of the sounds. They took him a short distance further along the bank of the stream. He reached a gap in the undergrowth and here, huddled on the ground, he saw the sinuously slim, diminutive shape of a Scalie.


  AT FIRST glance the native might have been mistaken for a child of Earth. Then one saw the glistening, scaly skin and the hairless head with its erect spiny crest, the inhuman little face with its tiny mouth and huge, luminous green eyes.


  The Scalie stared at Gill, for a moment, then attempted to dart away. But it stopped short, sprawling at full length with a thin moan of agony.


  Abruptly, Gill saw why the native had been unable to flee. Something was fastened about one of its limbs, something, curved and metallically gleaming. A trap, connected to a length of chain.


  The trap meant Earthmen, Gill realized—most likely Malloy and Harper. But had the two deliberately set out to trap a Scalie, or had the native only been caught by accident?


  Then Gill saw it had been no accident, for as he slowly moved forward his eyes were drawn, by a bright glitter a few feet away, almost at face level. A gaudy bead necklace hung from a branch, over what evidently had been the original position of the trap. The piece of cheap jewelry had without question been set out as bait for a Scalie. And one had been caught.


  Gill swore under his breath as swift anger surged through him. It had been a rotten thing to do. That trap had been set out with a callous disregard for, the suffering it would cause.


  Fear shone in the native’s eyes as it watched Gill move closer. Venusians were highly intelligent, Gill knew, and apparently this one connected him with the trap. He spoke softly, in reassurance.


  “Friend,” he said. It was a word understood by most natives. “I’m a friend, old fellow. Understand? Easy now! I’m not going to hurt you. All I’m going to do is get this trap open.”


  The Scalie had started struggling again, but now it ceased its futile efforts and watched Gill puzzledly. Unlimbering his pack, he squatted over the trap and inserted the muzzle of his blast-gun between the jaws.


  Slowly he applied leverage, and in another moment the Scalie was able to withdraw its foot. It rose and sought to run; then collapsed as its injured member proved incapable of support.


  “Better let me have a look at that,” Gill said. He ran his fingers gently over the Scalie’s tiny, oddly-jointed foot. It was badly swollen, but no bones seemed to be broken.


  PRODUCING a roll of bandage from the first-aid kit in his pack, Gill bound the foot tightly. The Scalie watched these, ministrations with a kind of incredulous interest.


  “There!” Gill said finally. “That ought to help. And here’s something by way of a consolation prize.” He straightened and removed the bead necklace from where it was hanging. The Scalie took the gift eagerly, eyes shining as it examined the treasure. Then its crested head swiveled toward a spot in the undergrowth, as though having detected some sound inaudible to Gill.


  “Don’t move, Gill!” a harsh voice ordered in almost the same instant—Malloy’s voice. “Stay just the way you are, or you’ll get your blast cut damned sudden!”


  Dismay rushed through Gill in an icy flood: Momentarily he had forgotten Malloy and Harper. They had evidently been somewhere nearby, having been drawn to the scene by the Scalie’s cries of pain.


  Gill cursed himself for his carelessness. His mach-pistol lay atop the pack, but he knew an attempt to reach for it would be nothing more nor less than suicide. Malloy wouldn’t hesitate to shoot.


  “Come on, Sam!” Malloy’s voice sounded again.


  Thrusting leaves and branches aside, Malloy and Harper emerged from their hiding place in the undergrowth. The Scalie attempted to flee again and once more failed. It took, only a few limping steps before dropping back to the ground. But in another moment it attempted to crawl away on hands and knees.


  “Grab the native, Sam!” Malloy snapped. “Don’t let it get away.”


  Harper caught, the Scalie by one leg and flipped it over on its back. Producing a length of vine, which evidently he had been keeping ready for just such a purpose, he bound the frantically twisting small form.


  Gill watched in helpless anger. “What’s the idea, Malloy?” he demanded. “What kind of a crooked scheme have you thought tip this time?”


  “I’ll ask the questions, Gill.” With his pointed rifle as a silent reminder of mastery, Malloy stepped closer. His narrow face was creased in a thin smile. “What are you doing here? Maybe figuring to steal a jump on me and Sam, eh? Oh maybe you figured to cut our blasts, so we couldn’t turn you over to the law.”


  “Maybe,” Gill said.


  “WELL IT’S going to work the other way around,” Malloy returned. “You being here saves me a lot of trouble, Gill. I was going to take care of you one way or another. I didn’t like you cold-shouldering me and Sam. I didn’t like it at all.” Malloy moved without any visible sign of warning. He swung the barrel of his rifle in a short, hard arc to the side of Gill’s head.


  Dazed with pain and shock, Gill staggered back. The rifle barrel whipped forward again. Gill fell, a crashing, scintillant darkness blanketing his mind.


  Malloy looked down at him for a moment, his lips stretched over his teeth and his pale eyes filled with a wild glitter. Then he swung one of his heavy plastic boots in a jolting kick to Gill’s side.


  “That’s what happens to people who get tough with me,” he grated. He turned his pale eyes to Harper. “Tie his hands up, and we’ll get out of here.”


  “Sure, Duff.” Harper moved with a nervous haste, his fleshy face a little pale. He bound Gill’s hands behind his back, then grasped him under the armpits and wheezingly helped him to regain his feet.


  Gill swayed, holding himself erect with an effort. He felt numbed and leaden, and a dull agony beat through him in quick, heavy surges. Something warm and wet trickled down the side of his face from the spot where the rifle barrel had smashed into his head.


  Malloy prodded Gill’s back with his weapon. “Start moving. Sam and I made camp not far from here, and you’re going to keep us company.”


  Guided by Malloy’s harsh voice and the prods of the rifle, Gill set out through the undergrowth. Harper brought up the rear, carrying the Scalie and Gill’s pack.


  A SHORT time later they reached a clearing that had been made within a rough circle formed by a group of tall trees. A tent stood in the middle of this.


  Gill saw that the camp site had been enclosed within a light wire-web fence, hanging from supports driven into the trees. In another moment he realized how the fragile net was able to keep out intruders—it was electrified. Malloy, evidently because he had a flitter to carry his equipment, had made his preparations on an elaborate scale.


  A curt order from Malloy directed Gill to a narrow space between two of the girdling trees. There was a gate here, and Malloy waved his rifle at a spot above it. Gill suddenly noticed that photo-electric cells had been placed in each of the two trees, obviously serving to switch on and off the current that flowed through the fence.


  Opening the gate now, Malloy gestured Gill through it and into the clearing. Harper followed, the Scalie thrown over one shoulder. Malloy closed the gate and once more waved his rifle between the photo-electric cells.


  “Now we’ll get down to business,” Malloy said. He was grinning wolfishly. “Make yourself at home, Gill. You aren’t going anywhere for a while. Me and Sam ain’t as choosy about guests as you are.”


  Gill said slowly, “This business of yours has a rotten smell to me. Why did you set a trap for this Scalie, Malloy? What are you going to do with it?”


  “What I’m after is bio-pearls, see?” Malloy returned with a confiding air. “Now, I found out that this region is one of the few places where they grow—and the Scalies know just where to look for them.”


  “I’ve guessed that much,” Gill said.


  Malloy looked sardonic. “Yeah? But here’s the kick-back. The Scalies don’t use bio-pearls to trade with as a rule. There’s religion and taboos mixed up in it. They know you and like you, they just up and give them to you, see? Their religion lets them do that.


  “Now, I don’t figure to waste time cozying up to the tribe here. I like to work quick and fast. So I worked out a way to put the right kind of pressure in the right place, to get quick results. You know about the Scalies being what they call telepathic, Gill?”


  “THEY AREN’T actually telepathic,” Gill said. “They can’t exchange thoughts or anything like that. What they have is a sort of hyper-sensitivity to each other’s emotions, and this operates only over a limited distance. Men have that sensitivity on a smaller scale, especially in crowds, when the result is often mob madness. The Scalies, though, have a constant, communal sharing of emotions. Within any particular tribe, what is felt by one is felt by all.”


  “That’s it,” Malloy said. “That’s exactly why I wanted this Scalie, here.” He gestured with his rifle at the trussed figure of the native, which Harper had deposited on the ground before the tent. “You see, Gill, if I sort of hurt this Scalie, it’ll be like hurting the whole tribe at the same time. And I figure if I hurt the tribe long enough, I can make them give me all the bio-pearls they have—and show me where to find more. A clean sweep, Gill! I’ll be one of the richest men in the System!”


  Dismayed understanding struck Gill. He felt sickened. “But, great space, Malloy, you couldn’t be mean enough to do anything like that to the Scalies!” he protested. “It . . . why, it would be a kind of mass-torture! The Scalies are like children. They’re physically too delicate for—”


  “Keep out of this, Gill!” Malloy snapped. “Don’t get in my way or I’ll give you another sample of what you got a while ago. Just remember, you ain’t in any spot where you can worry about other people Now, sit down and shut up.”


  Scowling, Malloy turned to Harper. “Get the stuff ready, Sam.”


  The squat man hurried into the tent, returning with a tiny, compact electric power unit and a length of insulated wire. He busied himself with these, while Malloy peered intently into the surrounding forest.


  “The Scalies know we’ve captured one of their tribe by now,” he muttered. “They ought to show up pretty soon—if they ain’t here already.”


  HE WAITED, keeping watch. Harper brought a whisky bottle from the tent, and Malloy drank from this repeatedly as the minutes passed. Suddenly he stiffened.


  “They’re here all right!”


  Gill saw them then. The slender, tiny shapes of the Scalies bad materialized like wraiths amid the undergrowth. They stood in a silent ring about the camp, watching. The captured Scalie near the tent called out to them in its shrill tones, and from the gathering rose a wailing murmur.


  Malloy chuckled. “Let’s get busy, Sam.” He squatted beside the power unit, taking the free ends of the wires in his fingers. While Harper held the Scalie, he touched the bare ends of the wires to the native’s skin.


  Gill winced at what happened next. The power unit evidently was adjusted so that its current was just strong enough to cause a shock—a painful shock—to the hypersensitive nervous system of a Scalie. Malloy’s captive released a piercing shriek. And an instant later that shriek was echoed by the dozens of Scalies ringing the camp. The result was a nerve-shattering din as the communal, emotion-sharing sense of each individual native present reacted to the torment being suffered by their luckless member.


  Malloy laughed, his pale eyes glittering with sadistic enjoyment. Again he made contact with the wires he held, and again a discordant chorus of agony rose from the Scalies.


  Gill gritted his teeth against the uproar, fury blazing through him. He wrenched against the vines that kept his hands imprisoned behind his back, but the fibrous growth was too strong to stretch or snap.


  Then Gill remembered a bit of forest lore he had once heard. The vines were too strong to break, but they could quite easily be picked apart. Heart hammering in sudden excitement, he began working on his bonds with a thumbnail.


  Shriek after shriek rose from the Scalies. Malloy’s mouth was twisted in a leer, his pale eyes held an animal pleasure. Harper was beginning to look sick.


  AND THEN a sleek, powerful form thudded to the ground near the tent, apparently having dropped out of the empty air. It was a tiger-lizard. It crouched, snarling, staring about as though in bewilderment.


  Gill realized what had happened. The tiger-lizard had been somewhere close to the camp. Retreating before the approach of the Scalie tribe, it had not found escape. Confused and terrified by the mind-wrenching racket from the assembled Scalies, it had somehow lost its footing in the overhead branches and fallen.


  Now the tiger-lizard flashed into motion. It bounded toward the electrified fence, seeking to scale its way to freedom. The instant it touched the wireweb, however, it screamed and fell back to the ground. It lay a moment, stunned. Then it was a streaking thing, fired by mindless panic.


  Malloy forgot the Scalie he had been torturing. Fright had driven the sadistic pleasure from his narrow face. Shouting at Harper, he seized his rifle and began shooting wildly at the blurred shape of the tiger-lizard as the creature whirled around the camp in a futile effort to find a gap in the fence through which it could flee. The crashing of the rifle added fresh fuel.


  Again the tiger-lizard hurled itself at the fence, tearing at the wire-web with its razor-sharp claws. And again it fell back, rolling over the ground until it hit the tent. The structure collapsed under the impact of the creature’s heavy body, and it slashed madly at the entangling folds of the plastic material.


  Harper had obtained his own rifle now, and he joined Malloy in firing a wild barrage into the turbulently billowing folds of the tent. It seemed incredible that the tiger-lizard could escape unscathed, but somehow, in the violently pinwheeling confusion, it did. It shot suddenly from the shrouding folds of the tent—straight at Malloy. Its powerful forelegs, tipped with steely claws, swatted instinctively at the threatening figure that loomed before it, a burst of motion almost too swift to be seen.


  MALLOY reeled back with a torn throat, his face a horrible ragged mask. But his last shots had hit the tiger-lizard. The creature staggered drunkenly as it started once more toward the fence.


  Harper stopped it with a blast from his rifle, then turned to stare dazedly down at Malloy. Blood was welling from the man’s ripped face and throat. It was clear that Malloy would never scheme again.


  Harper was still staring when Gill slipped the last strands of the vines from his wrists and came up silently behind him. The rifle was torn suddenly from the squat man’s loosened grip. Harper whirled with a startled bleat, and met Gill’s fist as it swung in a vengeful arc. Harper went down in a boneless sprawl.


  Gill shook his head incredulously as he glanced around him. A few chaotic seconds, and all torment and threat were over. Malloy had perished in the very chain-reaction he had started.


  Gills eyes touched the bound Scalie.


  It lay watching him. Still visible traces of suffering showed in its expression, but understanding seemed present there, together with relief and trust.


  “This is over with for you and your people, too, old fellow,” Gill muttered. He dropped down beside the native’s tiny figure and unfastened its bonds. Then, with the Scalie cradled in his arms, he went over to the fence. He turned off the current and opened the gate, lowering his burden to the ground beyond.


  “Go ahead,” Gill said softly. “Go on home.” He strode back into the camp. No use trying to trade with the Scalies now, he thought bitterly.


  A groan from Harper warned that the man was recovering consciousness. Gill bound the squat man’s hands with a length of vine.


  “Kaa-hai! Anybody there?” A human voice was calling.


  “Kaa-hai!” Gill called back. “Come ahead.”


  TWO MEN in drizzle-suits and carrying rifles appeared out of the forest.


  Harper, fully awake now, suddenly moaned. “The law!”


  “Sam Harper, eh?” one of the men said. “Well, this is the end of the outlaw trail for you.” He suddenly stared. “Oh, oh! There’s Duff Malloy—and not nice to look at, either. What happened here?” The man studied Gill.


  Swiftly, Gill explained the events that had led to Malloy’s death. The marshal—as the badge visible through his drizzle-suit indicated—began an explanation of his own.


  “My partner and I trailed Malloy and Harper into this part of the country. A young woman at the settlement got word of our mission—”


  “My wife,” Gill said.


  The marshal nodded. “She was badly worried about you. She told us we could most likely find you at the Scalie village here. So we flew out. We found the village deserted, but we heard a commotion in the forest and investigation led us here. Glad Malloy and Harper are the ones that got hurt. They’re wanted for a dozen robberies and at least two murders, not to mention contract-busting into the bargain.” Harper suddenly pointed an accusing finger at Gill. “If contract-busters is what you want, you’re looking right at one! Check his prints and you’ll see if I’m right!”


  “That so?” the marshal said slowly. “Afraid we’ll have to look into that, young fellow. And if Harper’s right—”


  HE SHRUGGED, and Gill knew what was left unsaid. Eight years of virtual slavery. Eight years of being watched and driven.


  He thought of Hazel. Abruptly, he felt sick.


  Watching Gill’s face, Harper laughed in triumph. “That kind of evens up the score, Gill.”


  The marshal jerked his head at his companion, keeping guard as Gill’s blast-gun and the rifle were taken away from him. Then he said gruffly, “All right, let’s get started.”


  As Gill strode leadenly toward the gate, a small figure limped through the opening. It was the Scalie he had released only a short time before. “Even,” the Scalie said.


  Gill saw the huge, luminous eyes fixed on him, saw the trust in them. He grinned crookedly. “Friend,” he said. “Sure, old fellow.”


  The Scalie extended one tiny hand. “Even,” it said again.


  “Want to shake, eh?” Gill stretched out his own hand, engulfing with it the native’s small one. Then he felt the two round objects against his palm. And an instant later he was staring down at the bio-pearls, each large and flawless in its radiant beauty.


  Dazedly he realized that what he held was freedom for himself and lit and happiness on Earth for Hazel.


  THE END


  THE MAN NOBODY KNEW


  Don Wilcox


  Ronnie worshipped Ballinger, and would have gone through hell for him. And it looked now as if he had been forced to do just that!


  WHEN THE gunshots became audible, Ronnie Conwell was slogging along in a river of loose, slimy purple mud. It had grown steadily deeper, but he was still wading, with the gentle flow of mud up to his armpits. He held his pistol up in the air. He was keeping a sharp lookout for attacks by the big monster water slitters that were known to infest Venus swamps.


  He had lost his way in his search for a certain Venus city. Clayton, his partner, had turned back—and met a tragic end. But Ronnie Conwell had plodded on, naked, through the sea of warm mud because he had faith. Faith in his boss back on Earth. Ballinger the Magnificent.


  If Ballinger had said, “Send Ronnie Conwell up in a rocket ship, tell him to cruise into the sun’s corona and bring me some photographs from the inside.”


  Ronnie would probably have done his best to accommodate. You don’t mind walking into the world’s most dangerous jobs if you believe in the man you work for. Ronnie believed in Ballinger and would have gone to hell for him. And now it seemed he had done just that.


  Clayton got his share of the hellish ordeal all in one dose. He went blundering back toward the east bank where they had left their clothes.


  Ronnie had tried to talk him out of it. Now that it was daylight the Venus Oojaggs would be gunning for them.


  “Those savage boys will perforate you, you know that,” Ronnie had warned.


  “I’ll steal a mudboat,” Clayton boasted, “right under their noses.”


  “You’ll never get away with it in the light. They’re the fiercest Earthman haters in all Venus. What do you want, suicide?”


  “I’ll take my chances and I’ll see you later.”


  “Where?”


  “Back in the U.S.A. in some nice quiet cocktail lounge.” Clayton said it with a harshness that made Ronnie know his partner was all fed up.


  “You don’t mean you’re quitting!”


  “How’d you guess it?”


  “You can’t do that, Clayton. We’ve got to find that city!”


  “Listen, Ronnie. Where in our contract does it say we’re supposed to turn into mud turtles and flap through, this slime?”


  “We have a job to do. We’re being paid well. And. Ballinger will remember.”


  “Ballinger!” Clayton spat the word. “They call him ‘the Magnificent’ ! He wouldn’t be so damned magnificent if he had to wade through this mud puddle. Why didn’t he mark it on our maps?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Why didn’t he call us in and talk with us before he started us off on this wild goose chase?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, I know,” Clayton said. “It’s because he’s too high-hat to talk with the men that work for him. We’re just so much dirt to him. Can you see him loggin’ through this mud the way he expects us to do? Hell, no, he’s back on Earth nice and safe, up in his skyscraper penthouse, sipping cocktails with the ladies;. All right, I’m through. You can stick if you want to. I’m going back.”


  “I’ll carry on,” Ronnie said coldly. “All I can say is, I pity you for quitting.”


  “The pity is mutual,” Clayton said. “Goodbye, sap!”


  RONNIE had watched him plod back across toward the morning sun. Through the occasional bunches or shrubbery that poked up through the current of mud, Ronnie kept sight of him all the way back, and soon, could see him clambering up the east bank to the knoll where they had hidden their clothing.”


  Ronnie’s breathing almost stopped then; from the sight his eyes’ witnessed. Clayton was not the only figure silhouetted against the pink ball of the rising sun. A knot of Oojaggs swarmed up from the other side of the knoll. Clayton was running. The Oojaggs headed him off. The chase came back over the top of the knoll.


  A dozen of them, pounded him down with clubs. Through the morning stillness Ronnie could hear the faint echoes of Clayton’s last cries.


  So that was the Oojaggs’ first murder of the morning. A swift one, unceremonious, and final.


  Ronnie was deeply angry with himself. Why had he let the poor guy turn back? If he had tried, harder—if he had talked more stubbornly—if he had threatened—


  “My fault! My fault!”


  For minutes that was all Ronnie could say to himself. Then, clinging to a bit of island that protruded above the flow of the mud stream, he turned over in his mind the foggy mixture of causes that lay back of this tragedy, and he found himself saying, “If Ballinger could just have called us in and talked with us, and told us about these dangers. If!”


  There! He was doing it too. He was hurling the blame back at Ballinger, the same as Clayton had done a few minutes before. The poison of Clayton’s remarks had taken root that fast. And because Clayton had met death, one’s natural sympathies tended to upset the logic of one’s thinking. No, Ronnie wouldn’t let his thoughts go off on such spiteful tangents.


  “Who do I think I am to think such thoughts about Ballinger, the Magnificent, when I’ve never even met the guy?” Ronnie’s jaws tightened. “I’m one little cog in a big wheel. I’ve got my orders. My job is to find a city, and see what the hell’s gone wrong with the doctor that Ballinger planted in that city. The doctor may be dead, or he may have deserted, the same as Clayton. My job is to find out. The map said the city was this way. My job is to keep going.”


  That was Ronnie’s speech to himself. His nerves stiffened and he cancelled Clayton out of his mind and went on his way.


  That was when the gunfire sounded from across the muddy way, Ronnie ducked for cover. They were after him.


  THROUGH a sprig of vegetation he looked back and saw five or six Oojaggs rowing into the muddy stream in a flat-bottom boat. They must have spotted him. They had found the hidden clothing on the bank, no doubt. This and the tracks down to the stream had assured them that another Earth victim was somewhere around and they meant to find him.


  He moved swiftly through the stream toward a little ten-foot island of sorts. It was only a nob of bushes that had withstood the flow of the stream, but it would offer momentary concealment. If he could make it.


  A spray of vegetation was sliced away by a bullet, and the gunfire roared across the stream. They had spotted him all right. He tried to hurry. His footing was strangely smooth, as if he were walking over a floor of stone—a gently arched floor under five-and-a-half feet of mud. The warm flowing substance surged against his naked body, skimmed over his shoulders and kissed his chin. He held his pistol just above the surface.


  Then he saw something that froze his blood.


  Something moved into view along the surface of the stream, directly between him and the approaching boat.


  It was a Venus water slitter!


  The six Oojaggs had already seen it, that was why they had stopped firing. It was swimming upstream, a splendid specimen of a swamp monster, at least fifty feet long.


  The Oojaggs crouched, down in their boat and allowed it to drift slowly with the stream. They had no wish to tangle with the monster. Fifty yards separated them, and something less than that distance lay between Ronnie and the huge serpentlike creature.


  Its head, held with a proud arched neck several feet above the level of the mud flow, was bright yellow with blue and green markings. It wore an armor of arrowhead-shaped spines down the length of its back. Nature had equipped it for fighting. Ronnie had seen water slitters before only in pictures. He knew of their prowess in Venus swamps. They moved like water snakes; they could fight with the ferocity, of a tiger.


  Ronnie clung to the edge of the little clump of vegetation, his feet kicking about for a more secure anchor. He had been seen by the men, and he strongly suspected he had also been spotted by the beast. The glistening of its opalescent eye betrayed a nervousness of manner.


  It looked toward the boat. It gave a quick darting movement in that direction. Then it flashed its eyes toward the clump of vegetation where Ronnie waited, and came gliding across the surface toward him.


  The pink of its nostrils and mouth showed bright. Sunlight flashed from the deadly ivory knives that were its fangs. Ronnie hadn’t meant to move a muscle, but the stalks of grass beside his upraised pistol trembled from the current. The creature came on, now only a few yards away. Twitches of nervousness ran the length of its green and golden spine. The kick-like action brought it into a half-coiled position. Its head lifted higher, and the drift of the current helped to swing its tensed long body toward Ronnie’s hiding place. It drew into position for the strike. The smell of its breath was in the air. Its hideous pink lips stretched back angrily and it sprang.


  RONNIE’S ray pistol aimed for the lower jaw. The lavender blaze cut a sure hard line through jaw and brain. The jaw dropped and a beastly groan welled up from the deep throat. The wounded head slipped forward—but, wounded or dead, the monster struck for. Ronnie with all the force of its steel-tight body.


  Ronnie dived.


  He plunged down into the creamy mud, kicking, hard, grabbing for anything that would help him to stay down under as long as the thrashing of mud went on above him. Wounded or dead, the water slitter was, pounding the surface of the stream with the fury of a hurricane.


  Ronnie fought to stay under. His lungs were growing tight. His hands scratched at the bed of the stream for anything that would help him stay down. He caught onto a projecting rock, it pulled loose, he snatched at other rocks. Everything was breaking out of his grasp, and suddenly—


  He was going down!


  The swirl of mud into a suckhole was drawing him down!


  Lungs bursting for breath, he was unable to fight back to the surface. Forces were sweeping him the other way. Something had broken through under the river of mud, and the swirling vortex was drawing him down and down . . .


  CHAPTER II


  THE MAGNIFICENT Ballinger moved with an air of leisure through the solarium of his skyscraper penthouse, looking out at the lights, of the great city that stretched away to the mountains and the stars.


  The last of his evenings guests had departed. Only his trusted secretary, Montgomery, remained.


  “Mr. Ballinger,” Montgomery said in his always gracious manner, “if you’re serious about getting away for a short vacation, perhaps, we should make some plans yet tonight. Assuming that you would wish to return in time for the March meeting of the board of directors—”


  “Montgomery, do you see that fine night sky? Beautiful, isn’t it? You’d never guess there was any trouble on other worlds when the stars shine like that.”


  “You’re quite worried about Venus, Mr. Ballinger, as I understand.”


  “Yes. News has reached me which complicates our Venus problem. I believe you know of it.”


  “The continent which contains your city of guinea pigs has undergone a geological change, I understand. A sort of face-lifting?”


  “At one side of the continent, yes. A sinking at the other. Our own coastlines have experienced simpler, slower movements. But the swiftness and severity of this Venus action has probably been attended by some pretty drastic upheavals. In short, I’m very much afraid that the tiny stream which trickled past my city of Zattzones may have gone into reverse.”


  “With a damaging effect?”


  “I don’t know, but I’m worried. To the north were endless, acres of purple mud flats in what the geologists describe as an age-old land. My native Zattzones may have had to move out of a stream of muddy water. At best, they may have had to channel it past the city. Anyway I’m concerned. I feel sure that the long silence from that quarter must be related to this geological change. I don’t know why those Venus authorities can’t come through with faster reports on their own planetary conditions, but you know Venus.”


  “What of the two men you’ve sent to investigate the long silence of our own Dr. Douglas?”


  “I expect to send another man to reinforce them.”


  Montgomery was ready at once to act upon this decision. “Shall I equip another man, then, as I did Conwell and Clayton?”


  “The supply shop will be open at the spaceport. You should be able to get all the necessary equipment together yet tonight, in fact, within the next two hours.”


  “Tonight?” Montgomery considered himself a man of action, and was often surprised to discover how far ahead Ballinger has already carried his own plans.


  “A ship leaves, for Venus at dawn,” Ballinger said.


  “Then you’ve already chosen a man for the job? Can you tell me what size clothes he wears?”


  “The same size as I wear.”


  “He should be here to try on the shoes.”


  “My size will be right.”


  MONTGOMERY turned to study Ballinger’s expression but it revealed nothing. A rather tall man in his middle forties, dark-complexioned, with a dark-thick mustache and heavy eyebrows, he had the look of strength blended with a well-controlled intellectual and emotional reserve. Montgomery held him in high admiration and a little awe.


  “This man you’re sending,” Montgomery said cautiously, “—er—is there any chance that he should be present for your March meeting of the board of directors?”


  Ballinger’s eyes showed a faint smile. “My instructions for the March meeting will be found in the usual place.”


  “I see. And should I draw funds for this man? For the records, it would seem the thing. Unless I have a record of his name and address in order to record everything, including his pay, it would appear highly irregular.”


  “Very well, make a complete record as you did for the other two.”


  “What name shall I use, Mr. Ballinger?”


  Ballinger picked up a scratch pad and a pencil. “What name would you suggest?”


  “John Doe? John Ballinger Doe?”


  “Hardly. Here. See what you can get by scrambling the letters, in the name Ballinger.”


  Montgomery took the pencil, jotted down the letters on the scratch pad and came, up with a new combination.


  “How’s this? A distinctive name, would you say?”


  On the pad were, the letters G-E-L-L B-R-A-I-N. Ballinger smiled. “Do you pronounce the G like a J? Come, now, Montgomery. Your subconscious is showing.”


  “You don’t like it?”


  “It appears, to reflect a subterranean doubt on my whole plan.”


  “I’m sorry, sir. What would you suggest?”


  Ballinger took the pencil, rescrambled the letters, and scribbled off a signature. “There—there’s the name of the man who is catching the dawn ship to Venus, written in his own handwriting.”


  The phone rang. It was a message that had been radioed in from Venus.


  The officials there had reported a chance discovery of a murder out in Oojagg Land.


  The victim was a man named Clayton, whose credentials, showed that he was an employee of Ballinger . . . No, the report made no mention of any other name.


  “Well,” Ballinger said, discussing the message with Montgomery, “obviously we’ve planned this deal none too soon. Action, Montgomery!”


  “Action, Mr. Ballinger!”


  CHAPTER III


  WHEN Ronnie Conwell spilled downward through the suddenly formed vortex of creamy mud, all he knew was that he was bursting for a breath of air. His seconds of life were, numbered. Trying to climb back to the surface was a futile fight. The unseen force swept him down relentlessly. The whole weight of the mud-filled river pounded down on him.


  Then, all at once he knew that a blast of air was around him. He heard the splash, and thud of the avalanche of mud echoing in a strange emptiness. Tearing at his mud-covered face with muddy hands, tumbling fast, he burst out of the cloud of thick slime. His lips parted and he drank in air.


  He spat mud, blew mud from his nostrils, beat mud off his face, clawed mud out of his hair. He had tumbled onto a warm floor of some sort—everything was blackness. The heaps of inpouring river rolled him along like an ocean wave beating a swimmer onto the beach. He could see nothing.


  He had smeared his eyes, forced them, open, stared into the pitch blackness. Sight had no meaning. The tunnel, if such it was, seemed to welcome the whole inpouring river; yet, strangely, the break in the ceiling of the tunnel seemed to be clogging shut, closing off. The thudding diminished. The splashing simmered down to seeping and gurgling of thinner streams. Ronnie, on handstand knees, crawled along the warm stone floor knowing that, miraculously, he had escaped death.


  Groping along, he encountered a barrier, a low stone wall. A pool of water accumulated against the obstacle. He washed the dripping mud from his body. However inky the water must have been, he was thankful for this much of a bath.


  Beyond this bit of wall he could feel nothing. There was only space and blackness. How far might this tunnel extend?


  Cautiously he moved back to explore with his hands the heaps of stiffening mud that had come down with him. What a piece of luck it would have been if he could have recovered his pistol, lost in the fall.


  But that was too much to hope for. After a few moments of groping, he gave it up as a lost cause.


  He listened, wishing he might catch some clue to what had happened overhead. Had the water slitter, in dying, thrashed about and struck the mud boat—or had the canny Oojaggs safely turned back? All of that was in another world from this, he suddenly, realized. The Oojaggs, by this time, had marked him off as a sure casualty and that was that.


  NOW, BREATHING more freely Ronnie tried lowering himself over the bit of wall. He found another floor on the other side, about four feet down. He moved along for several feet. He stopped, aware that sounds were coming from a new direction.


  Light seeped in from somewhere. Outlines of the walls emerged from the darkness. Voices were coming with the light. Ronnie edged toward a darker corner and waited.


  Whatever this place was, it was obviously inhabited. The inhabitants had evidently heard the break-through of the river overhead and were on their way to inspect the damages.


  And then Ronnie knew.


  This was the city he was looking for, that he had set out to find.


  His immediate enclosure might be one room of one building. It might be an arched covering over a roof. If might be a passage from the roof of one house to the attic of another—that really made no difference. The important thing was, this was it—the city of the Zattzones.


  In time he would learn the circumstances of the coming of the muddy river, brought by the geological changes somewhere far below the surface. The continent had settled down to a more comfortable position. The north-flowing rivulet had become a south-flowing channel of mud—and the inhabitants of this deep-rooted little city had stood their ground. They had built conduits, small ones at first, then larger. Then, as the tide of muddy waters kept rising, they had shelved over their lines of buildings, until at last they were lost in a little world of their own underneath!


  Ronnie crowded back into a dark corner.


  Eight Zattzones ascended to his level and trudged along, some, of them carrying lanterns.


  “Never an end!” they were muttering in their Zattzone tongue. “Always another patch job!”


  Such patient-looking souls! Ronnie watched wide-eyed. They were just like their pictures. They talked just like the recorded voices he had studied on his space trip to Venus. He felt that he knew them already. Those smooth voices, those guileless faces.


  They possessed catlike features, with wide gray eyes beneath thick capsule-shaped black, brows. Their bodies, smooth and salmon red, were much like the human body in general contour, tapering at the extremities of arms and legs into fragile six-fingered hands and six-toed feet.


  Naked except for loin cloths, they carried their light tools or weapons in bright red shoulder-hung belts. They went to work the instant their lights showed the break in the arched ceiling. With practiced motions they went after the pyramids of stiffening mud. They built coverings of masonry that wedged up like a valve into the ceiling.


  Ronnie hoped to remain hidden, until they moved off; then he would follow their light. He was fascinated, meanwhile. These were Ballinger’s handpicked Venusians—his guinea pigs—from whom the world’s most sensational adjustment hormones could be extracted.


  These were the source of Ballinger’s precious serums—and in what peril they lived! Ronnie winced at the thought.


  THE REPAIR job was near completion when four more Zattzones arrived and then the talk broke out afresh.


  “Why do we go on living down here? It’s more dangerous every hour!”


  So they were uneasy? Yes, they were existing in the shadow of peril, and were aware of it—and angry, under the surface.


  “Why?” they kept asking in their own tongue. “Why? Why?”


  They looked back, as if to make certain some higher authority were not listening in. Ronnie hugged the shadows, straining to interpret what he was overhearing.


  “Why do we remain here?”


  “I say we are cowards. There are enough of us to defy him. We could march out onto the land above and be free.”


  “He says he could bring a whole army from the earth. He says we must stay. He says we have been bought by his master, the Magnificent Ballinger.”


  We cannot be bought. We have our own governor and our own laws. No Earth man owns us.”


  “Unfortunately, our own governor has been sleeping for a very long time.”


  “He was forced to sleep!” one of the Zattzones said bitterly, slicing, the air with a sharp pointed bar. “He was struck by a needle. Ponjon wanted him to sleep so we would not have a governor.”


  “And we obey Ponjon like blind fish because we are afraid he will put us to sleep.”


  “And so he would, let none of us doubt it. This very hour Ponjon is administering some executions.”


  Ponjon! Ronnie knew that name. It was among the list of names of Earth men whom he would encounter along his way. Ponjon? Why, that was the hunchbacked assistant who was supposed to be working in this Zattzone city, an assistant to Dr. Douglas who had charge of the experimental base here.


  “Someone is listening,” one of the Zattzones suddenly spoke out. He turned the lantern and the light caught Ronnie squarely.


  “Yeee-eeek!”


  THE WILD moment of shouting made Ronnie feel foolish and unnecessary. Quickly the leaders of the group recovered themselves. They came at him, jabbering, brandishing weapons. Who was he? Where had he come from? What did he want?


  “You are a spy for Ponjon!”


  “No, no!” Ronnie protested. “I come in peace. I come as your friend. Take me to see Dr. Douglas and your kindness will be rewarded.”


  “We shall take you to Ponjon.”


  “Not Ponjon. Dr. Douglas. Isn’t he here?”


  “He is here, indeed. You may see him also. We shall take you to see_ Ponjon.”


  Like stuck records they held to that theme, and Ronnie decided there was nothing to do but subunit.


  They were gentle, he thought, but quite cautious. There were twelve of them,” and they took the gentle precaution to bind him hand and foot.


  They lifted him down to another level, and carried him through what was obviously a street.


  Once it had been a sunlit street, Ronnie thought. In spite of his discomfort he kept his eyes wide open to make the most of the tour. The darkness, broken by slices of light from the passing shops and houses, made the place seem a tragedy of eternal night. Only a village, a one street town. Spectators were awe struck along the way. Red bodies of naked children and half naked women, appeared in doorways, staring at him as he was carried along.


  They did not shout or laugh or mock. They were, he thought; a surprisingly quiet and orderly people—or were they so oppressed by a hunchback named Ponjon that, they were afraid to behave naturally?


  Ponjon! The pictures of that character which Ronnie had once seen now came back from some dusty corner, of his mind—a man stunted of stature, whose huge head was thrust forward on his massive round shoulders, whose arms hung close to his body as if withered. A wide, dark mustache above an evil-looking mouth.


  Ponjon! With what mingled respect and hatred these natives spoke his name! Had he been promoted to leadership at this Zattzone medical center? Surely not. Ballinger would have mentioned it. Yet—


  They entered a wide double-winged door, and Ronnie was borne into an inner room where lavender lights along the walls made everything look weirdly white.


  They laid him down on a stone bench and told him he could wait there until Ponjon returned. Ponjon would not be long, they said. He had gone to attend a routine execution of Zattzone criminals, and such affairs usually went through like clockwork.


  They were gone. They had closed the door after them. Ronnie began to struggle at his ropes.


  Then the door opened, just a crack. Eyes, were looking in. It was a long moment before the door opened wider and a man entered. To Ronnie’s deep relief it was the one person he wanted to see more than anyone else in the world—Dr. Douglas.


  CHAPTER IV


  DR. DOUGLAS was a cautious man, to say the least. Ronnie talked like a whirlwind, and the doctor blinked at him. Untie his ropes? The doctor wasn’t sure whether he should.


  “I am no longer in charge here, you see,” Dr. Douglas said lamely.


  “I was instructed by Ballinger to see you, not Ponjon.”


  “Yes. Yes, I’m sorry. You see Mr. Ballinger is too far away to know.”


  “I don’t get it. What’s happened? Have you quit? You were high mogul of this medical department, with a chance to become famous—”


  “Please.” The doctor raised his hand in a gesture of helplessness.


  Ronnie snapped impatiently, “You can at least cut these ropes and get me some clothing. I’ll take the responsibility, if your action has to be squared with Ponjon. But I’m darned if I can understand why you’d turn your position over to an assistant. In the first place he’s not half qualified—”


  “Please,” Dr. Douglas said again, and it was plain that he was deeply wounded by something that Ronnie couldn’t hope to fathom instantly. He untied Ronnie’s ropes, talking gently. Ronnie washed and dressed while he listened to the doctor’s strange story. “I have been the victim of a mysterious illness. For many, days I slept.”


  “You were doped?” Ronnie asked. “I must have been. Ponjon wouldn’t admit it, but that must have been it. When I began to recover I saw that Ponjon had taken full charge. He had these natives marching to his orders. He was a clever one. A disciplinarian. A hard master. They danced to his music.”


  The doctor sighed. “It would have been dangerous to change leaders again. He held the power. I stood by.”


  “So you became an assistant? Is, that it?” Ronnie drew a deep indignant breath. This was getting at it. The whole setup that Ballinger had so carefully organized had broken down with Douglas’ illness. Ponjon had usurped the power for his own self-gratification. “But what about the serums? Why didn’t Ponjon keep on sending out the regular supply, if he meant to take charge properly?”


  “You haven’t received any for months, have you?”


  “No. That’s why I’m here. Ballinger sent me to find out who was asleep at the switch.”


  “I knew that would come.”


  “So I’m here to put a stick of dynamite under someone. Either you take back your responsibility or I’ll see that Ponjon—”


  “Careful!” Dr. Douglas used a fearful tone. “We don’t give orders to Ponjon. We take them. You’d better be cautious.”


  “In my vocabulary it’s Ballinger who gives the orders,” Ronnie said, glaring. He hated to be rough with the doctor but it seemed to be necessary. “I mean, to see that the serums start moving again. Well, what are you shaking your head about?”


  “There’s something else I haven’t told you,” the tall, languid doctor said sadly. “The serums have gone bad.”


  “Bad? How? What do you mean?”


  “I discovered it several months ago. That’s why we’ve quit shipping them out.”


  “But your methods were working fine—”


  “It’s strange but I found that every thing began to change. The blood characteristics of these people aren’t what they. were. They don’t test out. Our guinea pigs here have made it plain that the serums just don’t test out.”


  “Good Lord! After all those wonderful effects—”


  “They’re gone. Ballinger’s boon to mankind has melted, away.”


  “And your chance to share his fame—”


  “Gone! Now you understand my discouragement.” The doctor appeared to be on the verge of tears. “Sometimes I wish I had never come out of that long sleep.”


  Ronnie couldn’t help being sympathetic, yet there was little time to indulge the doctor’s sorrows. If Ponjon was due to return at any minute, the most must be made of this chance to talk with Douglas alone.


  Ronnie went back to ask of the coming of the mud.


  THE TIPPING of the continent, he learned, had caused the Oojaggs to move down into this territory. Their fertile lands up the valley were being washed away. Erosion on a spectacular scale turned these one-time upland valleys into channels of creamy purple mud.


  “The very physiological virtue of these Zattzones—t heir adjustable quality—was in a way their downfall.” The doctor’s affection for the Zattzones was unmistakable. “If they had been less adaptable, they wouldn’t have stayed in the path of rising geological dangers. They’d have got out. Instead, they stuck tight. They threw all their energies into building a patchwork river bed over the top of their city. So here we are, existing under it all.”


  “There’s certainly no reason for staying,” Ronnie muttered. “It’s dangerous. And they’re unhappy about it, I overheard enough to know that.”


  “Ponjon won’t let them leave.”


  “Why not?”


  “Here he can control them. He loves his power. He had them regimented-like clockwork. They might as well be slaves in a concentration camp.”


  “You can’t stand for that.”


  “His excuse is that moving out would be an admission of defeat—a proof that they’re no longer able to adjust—”


  “To hell with their adjusting!” Ronnie snorted. “If he can’t get good serums anyway, their lives at least ought to be considered. They’re in a death trap here. I think I see an angle.”


  “Yes?”


  “Why not demand that Ponjon set up a control group on the outside—say fifty or a hundred Zattzones to Start with. Get them out of this underworld. See if the desired hormones don’t come back into the blood. What do you think?”


  “You believe the mud has influenced them, don’t you? Well, your theory has already been tried. It didn’t work. He fixed it up for thirty-seven of them up there on the uplands to the west. His loyal military force kept bringing them back for tests—”


  “So?”


  “A very evil strain showed up right away. Fair from getting any desired serums he got the seeds of a revolt on his hands. Now he’s bringing them back three or four at a time—”


  “For further testing?”


  “For execution.”


  “No!”


  The doctor spoke in a hushed voice. “That’s where he’s spending his time these days. At the execution chamber.” Ronnie’s voice grew harsh with outrage. “My heavens, man! You mean these Zattzones are letting him get away with that? You can’t adjust people by murdering them!”


  “What did you say?”


  THE VOICE came from the darkness beyond the door, a sharp-edged voice like a freshly sharpened steel blade.


  “Ponjon!” Dr. Douglas whispered. His face was ashen.


  “You can’t adjust people by murdering them, you say? Very interesting. Who are you?”


  The owner of the voice was coming in.


  Ronnie hurled back his answer without waiting to take his measure of the man.


  “I’m an agent from Ballinger. Who are you? Come in and show your face.”


  Ponjon stalked in out of the shadows. Ronnie tried to take in the sight of him all at once, a curious blend of sinister keenness and animal stealth. Large and hunched, he held his arms close to his body as if they were withered and helpless. Nevertheless, the right arm came upward slowly as Ponjon approached. He was offering a handshake.


  “An agent from Ballinger!” The manner and voice were at once extremely cordial. Ponjon was smiling through narrowed eyes. “Who could be more welcome!”


  Hatred, had stiffened through Ronnie’s spine at the sight of the man. But the handshake was his for the taking and he responded, clasping Ponjon’s hand. At the same instant Ponjon’s left hand came up with a quick strike like a rattlesnake and plunged a needle into Ronnie’s outstretched arm.


  “No—no—please!” Douglas cried feebly. “Not yet!”


  But Ponjon had done it, and the sudden jab of the needle gave Ronnie an immediate feeling of paralysis. Sleep came in upon him. The world around him spun for a moment and then everything was gone.


  CHAPTER V


  HOW MUCH time had passed?


  Hours and hours, perhaps weeks or even months. Ronnie had no way to guess. He had lost all touch with the familiar world. The fact that he was here on an urgent errand bore down upon him in his hazy wakeful hours. He knew lie was being drugged again and again. His stupor was too deep for clear thought.


  Sometimes, awakening, he would feel that he was slowly starving. Then again he would awaken to find that Douglas was beside him in his cell, feeding him. Douglas would leave, locking the barred door, and again he would sleep.


  Even in sleep, impressions filtered through to register in his mind.


  He knew that the feverish life of the Zattzones was going on around him. Bursting ceilings. Bursting sidewalls. Swift working brigades patching the breaks. An unending effort of frantic patchwork to keep the city intact.


  Equally frantic efforts to recover the lost, qualities of the serums. Fanatical efforts to keep military order. Marching brigades of militarized Zattzones, moving in step obediently.


  Unhappy people!


  The more Ronnie came back to wakefulness, the more he brooded over Ponjon’s cruelties.


  “He’s haunting my dreams,” Ronnie confessed to the doctor.


  “You’re coming out of it,” Douglas said. “If he thinks you’re getting well enough to make trouble, he’ll drug you down again. That’s how he tamed me.”


  Okay, Ronnie would take fair warning. His best chance was to feign illness whenever Ponjon came near. But one day he confided to the doctor, “All I want is one good clean chance to call his bluff—with strength enough to follow through. The way I feel today, I could break out of this cell and rip his fake power to shreds.”


  Dr. Douglas hushed him.


  “You have a neighbor. Next cell. Sleeping.”


  A slight groan sounded from the adjoining cell. Ronnie saw that the form lying there on an improvised bed of swamp reeds was an Earth man. Like Ronnie, he was clad in flimsy prisoner garments. His left arm was in a cast.


  “The Oojaggs tried to kill him as he crossed the swamps.” The doctor added with an air of pride, “I take credit for saving his life. He would have bled to death.”


  “Well!” Ronnie saw a glow of achievement in the doctor’s eye that looked hopeful for one so badly beaten. Was there a chance the doctor might outgrow his defeated spirit in time?


  “So far,” the doctor said, “the needle has not been given to this one. The wound, Ponjon believes, will keep him incapacitated.”


  “Is he in serious condition?”


  “No longer. But, confidentially, I have been advising him all along to take his time.”


  “Who is he?


  “He has given his name as Glen Blair.”


  “Do you know him well enough to trust him?”


  “Not exactly. He talked in such a confused manner. His hike through the swamps fairly unnerved him. He barely escaped the Oojaggs.”


  Glen Blair. Ronnie couldn’t remember having heard of him.


  “He was sent, as you were, by Ballinger,” the doctor said. “He asked the same questions you asked at the serums. If you talk, with him, I suggest you be careful how you bestow your confidence. He may be closer to Ponjon than we think.”


  “I’ll be careful,” Ronnie promised. “And, Doc—”


  “Yes?”


  “You get yourself over being scared and I’m going to see that you win back your rightful authority.”


  Dr. Douglas gave Ronnie a mysterious look. He said timidly, in a low whisper, “I left something for you.”


  A FEW minutes after Dr. Douglas went out, Ronnie rose and moved about, feeling the old strength surge through his body.


  Later, he stood facing the tall stranger who occupied the cell next to his.


  The stranger was clean-shaven. He possessed a strong face, a high forehead, clear dark eyes. Light streaks bordered his thin black eyebrows. He sat in a relaxed manner on the worn bench in his cell, brushing bits of lint from the bandaged arm.


  “You’re Glen Blair?” Ronnie said “The doctor told me about you. He said that Ballinger sent you, and you had a difficult time getting through My name is Ronnie Conwell.”


  The tall man seemed glad to rise and shake hands through the bars; Then he returned to his seat glumly. “Tell me, Conwell, did—did our employer—Mr. Ballinger—give you any warning about this river of mud?”


  “No.”


  “Bad deal.”


  “I figure he didn’t know about it himself.”


  “H-m-m.” The tall man murmured to himself uneasily. Then, “Is he paying you enough to offset all this hell?”


  “I’m not complaining,” Ronnie said. “A bargain is a bargain.”


  The tall man muttered, “I suppose so. He never told me I’d get myself shot up by unfriendly natives. Still—”


  “On a job like this a guy takes his own chances,” Ronnie said casually.


  After a silence Glen Blair said, “I guess you and Mr. Ballinger must be good buddies, the way you stick up for him.”


  Ronnie mused, “I just work for him. Hope to meet him some day. Have you ever met him?”


  “I’ve seen him,” Glen Blair said. “Can’t say that I was ever formally introduced.”


  “I remember his picture,” Ronnie said. “He wears a thick dark mustache. Thick dark eyebrows. Impressive face.”


  The tall man passed a finger over his pencil-thin brow. Ronnie flashed a glance at him, wondering if he had been here long enough to recognize the approaching footsteps. Ponjon’s Ponjon moved in, swinging his limp arms more briskly than usual.


  Something flashed in Ponjon’s right hand. Obviously he intended them to see it—the needle-pointed instrument.


  It was a part of his threatening entrance.


  “My prize prisoners,” he said. For an impressive minute or two he glared from one to the other, his narrowed eyes casting a weird yellow light. His thin lips were spread to reveal the hard set of his teeth; perhaps he intended a friendly grin; it could only come out as a look of evil. Sadistic satisfactions were in the making within that brutal head that thrust forward from his great hunched shoulders.


  His manner showed he knew that talk had been going on between his two “prize prisoners”. He disdained to pry. He was all set to reveal a plan of his own, that would put them both on the defensive.


  “I have a question for the two of you. Think well before you answer. A false answer would give me the pleasure of killing you. Pleasure!”


  “Go ahead,” Ronnie said, “the cards are all in your hands.”


  BUT RONNIE, sitting carelessly on the stone floor with, one hand slightly back of him, was highly aware of a joker in his own hand. The “something” Dr. Douglas had left him was a ray pistol.


  “I plan to develop my own serums.” Ponjon paced back and forth in front of the two cells. “My authority here is well established. I have no further need for the name of Ballinger.”


  The tall man, Ronnie noticed, was staring with frank curiosity.


  “From this moment,” Ponjon said, “the industry belongs to me. I claim it by right of having earned it, keeping order. Otherwise the Zattzones would have left for higher ground. Here they’re forced to adjust—more and more they’re compelled to adjust. Their adjustment is the key to my fortune. And now, my proposition.”


  He drew himself up, and the yellow of his eyes was like fire as he looked from Glen to Ronnie.


  “Which of you will come into my industry as my assistants? The offer is open to one or both.”


  Neither Ronnie nor Glen Blair spoke.


  “What’s the matter? Scared? You needn’t be. Your esteemed ex-boss is a whole planet away. You are free. I can assure you a good deal.”


  Ponjon opened the doors of each cell and stood waiting for his prisoners to advance. “What do you say?”


  “What’s the point of giving us a choice?” Ronnie said skeptically. “We’re your prisoners. You can tell us to submit or die.”


  “Very true,” Ponjon said with a twisted smile. “But I would prefer that my new staff come to me willingly.”


  “Willingly, hell!” Ronnie snapped. “This medical laboratory is the property of Ballinger. You can’t just take over—”


  “You’re turning down my proposition?”


  “You’re damned right.” Ronnie’s concealed hand tightened upon the ray pistol. He came to his feet, returning Ponjon’s glare defiantly through the open cell door.


  Ponjon, white with anger, looked to the tall stranger. He weighed the bright needle-pointed instrument in his hand. “And what about you, Blair?”


  “Interested,” Blair said, seeming to look at the floor of the cell, his eyes half closed. “If you think you can use me—”


  “I’ll know in about thirty seconds.”


  Ponjon said, beckoning him out of his cell. “Take this needle and administer sleep to the sucker who just refused me.”


  Glen Blair hesitated. “I have a bad arm—”


  “You’re yellow!”


  “I’m not yellow!”


  “If you’re working for me, the first lesson is to obey orders—and no excuses. Zattzones!”


  The bark of Ponjon’s voice brought four of his trusted armed natives in through the door. They stood two at either side of Ponjon, ready for any emergency. Ponjon nodded, “Now! Take the needle, Blair, and put that prisoner to sleep.” He started to hand the instrument to Blair when Ronnie’s hard voice commanded, “Drop it!”


  Ronnie’s concealed hand came up fast with the flash of a weapon.


  CHAPTER VI


  “WATER slitters! Water slitters! Water slitters!”


  The cry rang through the cavernous city. Racing natives pounded through the half lighted streets and dashed in at the entrance o? the prison.


  “Water slitters! The west entrance! The Oojaggs have let them in! They’re coming this way!”


  The wild chase was joined from all directions. Ponjon’s armed men, ignoring Ronnie’s threatening ray pistol, suddenly broke and ran.


  “Everybody north!” In the Zattzone tongue, the equivalent of a northward direction was indicated. Exits to dry land lay in that course, and women and children were bounding at full speed as fast as the warning cries reached their ears.


  Ronnie’s threat had dissolved. Something in the strange look Glen Blair had given him had cost him a split second that might have brought Ponjon to his knees. Ponjon was off. The doctor rushed in, shouting a warning to anyone within earshot and darted out again.


  Ronnie started to follow Ponjon, then paused in the doorway long enough to hurl a savage remark at Glen Blair. “You better get back on my side while there’s time. I mean to get these browbeaten natives out of Ponjon’s clutches. If it takes water slitters to chase them out of these damn caverns, then I say bring on the water slitters!”


  Blair snapped back with a quick tongue. “Whose side are you on, Ballinger’s or the Zattzones’ ?”


  “Both. Ballinger can’t do business with these people imprisoned under a river. There’s no good left in them for him down here. They’re dry.”


  Ronnie started to run on. Blair came after him. “What do you mean?”


  “Just that. Their blood’s no good any more.”


  “And what could you do about it?”


  “Experiment. I’ve got a hunch—a theory—and it ought to be tried.”


  “What’s your theory? Hold up a minute. Tell me—”


  “Do you think I’d tell you? I don’t give my theories away to traitors!” Ronnie ran. “Come oh, get your damn fool self out of here!”


  HE KNEW that his blast had hit Glen Blair like a blow between the eyes, but the fellow took it, muttering an unintelligible answer, and came along as fast as he could, hugging his bad arm to his side.


  “Where’s the doctor? Douglas, where are you?” Ronnie shouted as he ran. Not knowing his directions, the only thing to do was to run with the crowd. Why didn’t Ponjon or the doctor or some of the Zattzone officers direct the mob? Everything was helter-skelter. Ronnie’s course led down what must have been a side street. Brighter lights were ahead.


  “How do you get out of here?” came Glen Blair’s voice from back of Ronnie.


  “You don’t come in in the first place,” Ronnie shot back. “Ballinger should have thought twice before he sent you.”


  “Take it easy, Conwell,” Blair said. “We’re all in this together.”


  “Together, he says! A couple minutes ago you were ready to stab me with a needle. And the next thing one of those water slitters would have made salad out of me.”


  The way was blocked. A group of terrorized, howling Zattzones backed up on Ronnie. A water slitter’s head showed up over the crowd. It was crawling through the lighted street beyond. Ronnie heard the curious whistling swish of its fifty-foot body as it slithered along the lighted street. Its eyes glistened wildly as it turned toward the entrance of the darker passage. Gunfire from the crowd turned it away. It plunged ahead, its tail slapping the walls as it passed.


  Ronnie had tried to shoot at it, too, and the gun he held gave out with a dead click. A dud! Ponjon had known all the time, of course. He must have planted the trick gun with the doctor to try him out, and the doctor, lacking the nerve to use it, had slipped it hopefully to Ronnie. Ronnie threw it to the floor.


  Now the crowd surged forward again, streaming toward the northern exits that would bring them up on dry land. Ronnie would have followed if he hadn’t been halted.


  Four of Ponjon’s officers backed him up against a pillar.


  “Tie him up,” Ponjon commanded, coming out of the shadows. He had set the trap and waited, and now he ordered the Zattzone stooges into action. His glittering eye was lighted with sadistic pleasure. He called to Glen Blair and ordered him to stand by. Then he turned his full attention to Ronnie, whose arms were bound tight to a pillar of stone. “The water slitter will find its way back through this alley in a few minutes. We’ll just have time to finish a bit of unfinished business.”


  “What do you gain by torturing me?” Ronnie demanded.


  “I want your secret!”


  “What do you mean? I’ve got no secret.”


  “Don’t weasel,” Ponjon snarled. “I’ve got ears all over this city. You’ve called it a hunch—a theory. You said it might bring back the lost properties in the. Zattzone blood. All right, talk.”


  “You forget I’m working for Ballinger.”


  “In another minute you’re working for nobody. In another minute—”


  A cry from down the dark way announced that one of the water slitters was coming back.


  “Stop it!” Ponjon ordered. “Get a net over it.”


  THE MAD scramble came closer.


  Ronnie strained at his ropes. He wished for the strength of a Samson, to bring the ceiling and walls down on all of them—yes, and the river of mud above. Out of the corner of his eyes he saw Dr. Douglas and several of the Zattzone police struggling with ropes that held back a huge net. Inside the net, fighting and thrashing about like a trapped tiger, was the big water slitter! The beast was held prisoner. But it kept working its way up through the narrow street, gaining a few feet each time it lunged at the web of ropes. It struck one of the Zattzones. He fell with a cry. Tangled in the web, he was dragged along. The thick serpent-like body of the monster rolled across him and crushed the cries out of him.


  “Hold back, damn it!” Ponjon shouted. “One more minute. All right, smart boy. Give us your theory.”


  Ronnie kicked out and knocked Ponjon’s legs out from under him. Ponjon sprawled. The needle-pointed instrument rolled to the floor. Glen Blair, rushed forward, reaching for it. Ponjon was quicker. He snatched it, then rolled to his feet and sprang back defensively.


  Glen Blair went after him, one armed! Blair’s right fist swung. Ponjon tried to lash down with the needle, but Blair’s blow caught him on the jaw. He staggered. Blair must have put dynamite in that single punch. Ponjon’s eyes rolled. The needle-pointed instrument slipped from his hand and Blair caught it in mid-air and instantly plunged it into Ponjon’s side.


  “You damn traitor!” Ponjon gasped as he sank to the floor. His eyelids drooped. Blair left him and turned to Ronnie.


  “Give me a hand, here, Doc!” Blair shouted. “A knife—anything. Get this man untied, quick. My bad arm—”


  Bad arm or not, Blair was using the fingers of both hands at the knots. The doctor was presently busy, shouting orders at the Zattzones who were helping hold the beast back.


  The Zattzones tied the rope ends to anything that would hold. For a moment the water slitter was held, but only for a moment. The blazing-eyed creature began to lunge like a fast-action battering ram. The ropes strained. Walls cracked. Ceilings broke. Water and mud gushed down and chunks of masonry ripped loose.


  Then everyone was running again. The bonds, slipped from Ronnie’s body. Glen Blair pulled him free. “Get on! Get on!”


  “Come on, yourself!” Dr. Douglas shouted, joining Blair and Ronnie in the hard chase toward the northern exits. No one bothered to look back at Ponjon, who had relaxed into a deep sleep on the floor. It was all his city now—his and the water slitters.


  UP IN the sunshine, safe on high land, Ronnie watched the Zattzones gather into a quiet assembly to talk over plans for a new city. Their gift of readjusting themselves was remarkable, no doubt about it. The bold ones among them would go back and salvage some of their undamaged properties from the ruins—as soon as the path was clear. Meanwhile, the air of freedom was good to breathe, and no one mourned the loss of Ponjon, not even his most trusted ex-officers.


  “I’ve changed my_ opinion of you, Glen Blair,” Ronnie said as he, Blair and Dr. Douglas talked things over.


  If I haven’t thanked you for saving my life—thank you.”


  Glen Blair smiled. “It’s a valuable life. After all, you still have that secret theory.”


  “If it’s any good,” Ronnie said, “Ballinger may hear of it in time. On the other hand, everything may go so well from now on that he’ll never hear of it.”


  “Would you care to tell us?” Blair asked.


  “I shouldn’t be popping off without consulting Ballinger.”


  “I have a little secret of my own,” Blair said. “I think we all might confide in each other.”


  “Whatever the doc says. Douglas, now that you’re again in command what do you say?”


  “I say we trust each other. I’m sure Ballinger would approve, after what we’ve gone through together.”


  “Okay,” Ronnie said. “My guess is that these natives lost the blood characteristics we wanted when they lost their freedom. Their power to adapt was linked up with their right to talk and laugh and take their troubles in their stride. When Ponjon bore down on them and put their lives in strait-jackets, the smoldering resentment fed poisons into their, blood stream. It’s well-known that anger and hatred can do just that. So—”


  “So the poisons may have destroyed the hormones we were after!” Dr. Douglas, said. “I see it. Their blood values were linked to their freedom!”


  “That was my theory,” Ronnie said. “The way they’re getting organized to start life over, without Ponjon, is all to the good. In a short time they may restore themselves to normal, and our contract with them can be resumed—”


  “On a friendly basis, as Ballinger, originally conceived it,” the doctor interpolated.


  “Exactly.” Ronnie turned to Glen Blair. “And now—your secret?”


  The tall man smiled, a trifle shy over what he had decided to reveal. “My real name isn’t Glen Blair. If you’ll scramble the letters in Glen Blair you’ll know what my last name is. I came because I like to know exactly what loyal workers go through—and I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.”


  “Do you mean to tell us—” Ronnie gulped. For a moment the world spun, both backward and forward, and he came out of it a bit dizzy. “You mean that you’re—”


  “I’ll have to let my mustache and eyebrows grow back before I know for sure.”


  The tall man was smiling broadly, his cheeks tinged with embarrassment over the irony of his situation. “But this I can tell you for certain. There are going to be high honors and generous bonuses for both of you when you make a personal visit, soon, to the offices of Ballinger.”


  “Honors for three, you mean!” Dr. Douglas was suddenly a very positive man. “If there are any honors to be passed around, you’ve got to be included. Man, you were magnificent!”


  “Magnificent!” Ronnie echoed, clasping Glen Blair’s hand with the deepest feeling of respect he had ever known.


  Douglas frowned, plainly still puzzled over something. “Just what did you say your name was? Scramble Glen Blair? I don’t get it.”


  “You will,” Glen Blair smiled. “Think it over.”


  THE END


  THE GIRL WITH THE GOLDEN EYES


  Dean Evans


  The spaceship crew was dying to get its hands on the siren of the Venusian sands. And when success finally came—they died!


  CORPORAL EAVES stepped into the airlock. He poked a finger at the button in the smooth wall and waited.


  Funny thing, he thought. That golden-eyed girl really was beautiful. He was willing to bet the entire accumulated pay he’d draw for this trip to Venus that there wasn’t a man on the base who had ever seen a lovelier, more beautiful girl anywhere.


  What a shame, he thought, that the dame wasn’t real. And then he grinned to himself. Lucky thing she wasn’t. Sixteen men—not counting Major Rand—and only one girl? Brother, there was a setup for confusion!


  Oxygen hissed in the sides of the metal wall. Directly before his face, part of that wall slid silently upward about four feet. Eaves ducked down, went through the opening. The wall portion closed down again. He took off his oxygen helmet, carefully hung it on a hook, and then went over to Professor Hudson’s desk. From a pocket he got out a package of notes. He dropped them down on the desk.


  Hudson looked up and smiled. “Hello, Corporal. What have we got here, more calculations?”


  Eaves nodded. “Lieutenant Arroles said these are the last, sir.”


  “Good.” Hudson leaned back in his chair and brought tired-looking eyes upward. “On this day of our Lord in the year two thousand and thirteen, the true albedo of Mother Earth will finally become known to man, Corporal.”


  “Oh, sir?”, said Corporal Eaves. “Know what that means, Corporal?” asked Hudson. “Albedo is the ratio between light reflected by the planet Earth and the true light itself—that of the sun.”


  “Oh,” said Eaves.


  “Or, more practically,” went on Hudson, smiling faintly, “we are now enabled for the first time to determine the true thickness of the earth’s atmosphere. Albedo enables us to do this, you see. And isn’t it odd, Corporal? We had to travel twenty-six million miles out in space to find out a simple thing like that.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Eaves.


  Hudson’s eyes dropped and he coughed gently. “Well now,” he said in a different voice. “And what is the current news on this God-forsaken planet we have here under our feet?”


  EAVES BRIGHTENED. “Something hot, Professor. Lieutenant Arroles is having visions. Thinks he sees a beautiful blonde lady all the time with golden-colored eyes.”


  Hudson blinked. “A lady with golden—?”


  “Yes, sir. A beautiful lady, too, he says. Most beautiful lady he’s ever seen. Friendly, too. She keeps trying to coax him to take off his oxygen helmet and come out in the open air, sort of.”


  “She does, eh?” Hudson blinked. “Lieutenant Arroles, you say? That’s odd. Arroles always seemed to me a pretty level-headed chap. So he’s having visions of a beautiful girl?”


  “Except, sir,” said Eaves, and then he leaned down over the desk and his voice dropped to a whisper. “Except that they ain’t visions at all. I mean, it ain’t only Lieutenant Arroles who sees ’em, I mean.”


  That made Hudson raise an eyebrow. “What exactly would you mean, Corporal?”


  “I seen the girl myself, Professor. And she is beautiful. And she does have golden colored eyes. . . . Only I ain’t letting on that I seen her except private-like to you, that is, knowing you wouldn’t let on to Major Rand about it.”


  “Why?”


  “On account, sir. Major Rand found out about Lieutenant Arroles seeing the visions.”


  “And? Arroles is in sick bay now?” Eaves shook his head and looked a little frightened. “Uh-uh, sir. Detention. And him a Looie yet. Just imagine what would happen to me!”


  “What?” Hudson’s eyes looked disbelieving.


  “Fact, sir.” Eaves backed away from the desk and went over to the wall and took down his oxygen helmet. He dropped it over his head, touched the valve. He turned, punched the button for the airlock door, and when it raised he ducked under it and was gone.


  After that, Hudson toyed with the papers on his desk. He didn’t seem to be seeing them, his eyes were far off and away from this tiny domed cubby-hole of an office where he worked. He stayed there for a long while.


  MAJOR RAND swiveled his head around on his thick, red-veined neck. “Get Hudson!” he barked to his aide.


  The aide, a dark-haired, slim young man nodded almost imperceptibly and picked up the microphone. He talked into it very low, very quiet.


  “Professor Alex Hudson wanted in the Major’s office. Professor Alex Hudson wanted in the Major’s office . . .”


  “We don’t waste time with the titles here!” snapped Rand. “This is Venus, soldier, not the Pentagon back home!”


  The aide’s face turned red. He dropped his eyes, said nothing. Major Rand sneered and started sucking on a wormy-looking pipe.


  The airlock slid open. Hudson’s small figure came through. He doffed his helmet, smiled at the aide, went over to the leather sofa where Major Rand was stretched out, his feet braced on the cushions making a fat, thick bridge of his knees. Rand’s eyes looked small, mean. Like a lap dog that’s been fed too much too often.


  “Took long enough getting here,” he growled.


  Hudson shrugged a little. “Sorry. I didn’t know it was a hurry call.”


  “How’s that silly albedo thing coming?” Rand demanded.


  Hudson flushed. “I didn’t know it carried that designation.”


  “Hear hear. Well, mister?”


  “We’ve finished with that phase,” Hudson said quietly. “The calculations given me yesterday were final. It only remains to correlate with findings taken earlier on the Moon. I’ll need Arroles’ help on that.”


  “That’s one thing you’re not getting!” Rand’s voice cut. He dropped his short fat legs to the floor and sat up on the sofa. “Arroles is out of circulation, mister. And that goes for anybody else who gets wild ideas like he’s got.” He glared. His eyes looked more like a pig’s eyes now, not so much like a lap dog’s.


  “I’m afraid I have to remind you, Major, you’re not talking to service personnel now,” said Hudson calmly. “I’m here in civilian capacity only.” He took a deep breath and went on: “Getting back to the other, it will be absolutely necessary to have Lieutenant Arroles’ help in correlations.”


  “I just told you he’s in detention.” Rand’s bull neck looked thicker, redder. He stood up. His short legs straddled. He put his hands on his fat hips and blew a hot cloud of smoke toward Hudson. He glared hard.


  That night a directive went out from Rand’s office that all personnel—including civilian—were to sleep with oxygen helmets on. Which seemed a little queer, considering all the huts were pumped bottled oxygen day and night. Hudson did a great deal of thinking that night.


  THEY WERE pretty good visions.


  When several men all see the same golden-eyed girl, they must be pretty good. By noon of the next day the whole base was talking it up. Especially in the tin lab. Major Rand noticed it right away.


  He came in quietly for a man of his size. The airlock came down after him almost noiselessly. He looked around the room. Two men were at microscopes, bent over them, examining smears. That was fine. Unfortunately, there were two other men in the room, and these were not at microscope examining smears. One of these two was Captain James. The other was a private named Roberts. These latter were at the glass port, looking through it, looking at something outside and whistling over it.


  “This is about what I expected,” Rand said very quietly—for him.


  Captain James spun around. His face colored. Roberts turned too. The expression on Roberts’ face said, I’m dead, you can bury me now!


  “Smart, misters!” Rand barked.


  Both James and Roberts saluted fast. James said immediately: “If you would step over here a minute, Major Rand?” He indicated the port where he and Roberts had been standing.


  Rand strode heavily forward. He leaned over, stared through the port. The two men at the microscopes looked up, rolled their eyes, looked down again at once.


  “Do you see what I mean, sir?” said James. “Out there, I mean. It would seem like Lieutenant Arroles was telling the truth.”


  He meant the girl with the golden eyes, of course. Everyone in the room knew what he meant. Everyone, that is, but Rand. Rand straightened from the port, looked around the room solemnly, then looked back at James. “I see nothing out there, Captain,” he said with grim finality.


  James paled. He didn’t say a thing. Rand’s lips twisted at him. Rand turned, stalked to a desk across the room. He plumped himself down, grabbed a sheaf of papers, ran through them.


  “What’s the gist of this stuff?” he demanded.


  “Progressive reports, sir,” said James quickly. “They indicate pretty definitely the presence of life on Venus. The boys have been finding it on their slides.”


  “They have, eh? Tell me, Captain, what kind of life outside of vegetable exists on straight carbon dioxide?”


  James’ face began to go pale again. He didn’t answer that one.


  “But life, eh, Captain? Life, you say?” Rand sneered. He didn’t wait for an answer to that. He got up, put on his oxygen helmet, banged a fat fist at the button on the wall, and when the airlock went up he ducked through.


  Captain James began to sweat and curse softly. “By God, I saw that girl with my own eyes!” he muttered through tightly closed teeth. The others in the room looked at him sympathetically. They knew how he felt. They knew what he was going through inside. Because they knew Major Rand.


  IT WAS to get worse before bettering, of course. You can’t put sixteen men millions of miles out in space and keep them there for months working as normal, eating as normal, living and breathing as normal—except without wives or sweethearts—without their becoming restless. Add to that one beautiful girl with peculiar golden eyes, even if she is only a figment of imagination, and the result is trouble.


  It began to move in the direction indicated that same afternoon. One of the enlisted men was the springboard.


  Captain Janies and two men with him were about a hundred yards from the low, dome-like buildings of the base. Their backs to the ever-blowing dust that seemed to be part and parcel of this planet of emptiness, they were examining two little shoots of growing things under a glass bowl. Captain James was just pointing to the smaller of the shoots, was just saying: “It grows—so far and that’s all. Notice how it’s beginning to wilt already, and yet it hasn’t been above ground more than twelve hours at most.”


  “Which one of the seeds, is that, sir?” asked Corporal Eaves.


  “Castor bean. If anything can grow in a hot, dry climate, it’s a castor bean plant, isn’t it?”


  “Castor bean, sir?” said Eaves. “But castor bean shoots come up beet-red, don’t they, sir?”


  “Right,” said James. “And what color would you say this was?”


  “Green, sir. Dark, muddy green, sort of.”


  “Right again. And it’s dying off. That indicates there’s something in the air here besides carbon dioxide. Something we haven’t been able to identify, that is.”


  About that time it had happened. Eaves had looked up. Had blinked in surprise at what he saw, and then had reached down and begun to finger the four little buttons on the small control box that changed the channels of the portable VHF strapped to his back.


  He listened for a moment, his eyes widening in surprise. Then he made signs at the Captain and indicated his control. James touched that button, listened for a moment and then looked around fast.


  “Where’s that coming from?” he demanded.


  EAVES POINTED. Off to the north, and only a vague, misty outline in the density of the swirling dust, was a thin man. Even now he was walking—away from Eaves and James. He was muttering to himself. His voice sounded peculiar, and he was completely oblivious of anybody’s presence—except that of the golden-eyed girl, of course.


  “Baby, don’t go away,” he was muttering. “Baby, long time no see stuff like you, Baby.” He started to walk faster.


  James’ lips, showing through the glass of his oxygen helmet, looked very grim. He shot a glance at the man beside him.


  “Lady with the golden eyes again, sir,” said Eaves.


  James nodded. “C’mon!” He shot to his feet and started running.


  They were near enough in a moment to see her for themselves; see her form against the background of the moving dust like the sharp outline of a diamond pendant nestling in a jewelry box lined with dark velvet. She was lovely, there had never been anything lovelier ever. Her hair was long and brilliantly straw-colored. Her skin—even in the dusty air—looked sheen-like, a pale yellow apple dully reflective from its coating of natural wax. Her golden eyes were beautiful. Talking eyes. Beseeching eyes. Eyes you’d die for.


  James hesitated only an instant. Then he threw himself toward the tall, swaying form of Roberts.


  The thin man sensed it. He swung around suddenly, glaring. Behind the glass of his helmet his teeth bared, dry-looking. But that wasn’t all, that wasn’t the surprise he had in store. His right hand was what gave that away: he held in it a gun and it was pointed straight at the oncoming form of Captain James.


  Eaves heard Roberts’ little whine of rage. It came through the headset across his ears like something rasping, something animal-like.


  JAMES STOPPED dead. You don’t argue with a gun, ever. His arms went tight, straight, at his sides. Eaves was motionless too.


  “All right, Roberts,” James said softly. “We understand, Roberts. We won’t move, Roberts. Just put down the gun like a good guy, Roberts.”


  But the thin man didn’t do anything of the sort. He held it like that stiffly for a long while. Then he sidled sideways and backed off, a movement that would put him at an angle where he could watch both men and the golden-eyed girl besides. He backed slowly, carefully, his gun moving in a precise, embracing arc. Then he stopped. He jerked his eyes to the right where the golden-eyed girl should have been.


  But wasn’t.


  At first there was a scream of frustrated rage that barked through the headsets of the two men standing motionless. Then nothing. In front of their eyes the thin man’s left arm came up wildly, came up tearing. His hand ripped at his helmet. He tore it off, threw it from him, and began to stumble frantically through the dust and dry sand toward the spot where the girl had been standing.


  He made perhaps twenty yards before he went down. When he fell it was puppet-like, an inanimate dropping motion only, where the strings of life become suddenly slack. He twitched once and didn’t stir after that.


  Captain James jumped down. Eaves grabbed up the discarded helmet, began to shake it cut. He checked the oxygen indicator, touched the emergency valve. Then, waiting while James got the thin man propped in a sitting position, he jammed the helmet down over Roberts’ head and shoulders.


  Carrying the thin man back toward the base buildings, neither said a word except once when Eaves muttered through closed teeth: “He didn’t have it off long enough, I don’t think, sir.”


  James said nothing. Together they carted the thin man through an airlock, carried him to a bunk and put him down. They left him like that, watching him until the thin man began to jerk his arms and feet spasmodically.


  JAMES TOOK a deep breath. “Now if only the big noise doesn’t get wind of this,” he murmured hopefully.


  But the big noise had, apparently. Two hours later all sixteen men—including Hudson—were lined up outside the tubular dome of the assembly hall.


  Rand barked: “All right! There’s going to be an end to this right now. I want the man who first thought he saw visions of a dame to step forward!”


  Lieutenant Arroles stepped forward, head bent down a little.


  Rand’s lips curled. “Look at him, men,” he said loudly. “Here’s a guy who could wreck this operation. You going to let him, or you going to listen to me?”


  Nobody answered, of course. They knew Rand. Rand liked a build-up.


  “Anybody else, now?” he went on. “Anybody else in the crowd who thinks he sees visions like Arroles?” For a moment there was nothing. A few of the men turned toward one another, something in their eyes showing to each other plainly like writing on a blank wall. Nobody moved, nobody said a word, while the thick form of Rand waited.


  And then, surprisingly, Professor Hudson stepped forward. “I do,” he said quietly. “Standing directly behind you, Major, at, I should say, a distance of ten feet, is the lady with the golden eyes. I see her,plainly.”


  Rand didn’t turn. He began to smile. Then he crooked a finger toward his aide. The aide brought forth a little black box from under his jacket. He handed it to Rand.


  “A camera, men,” he said. “We’re going to settle this right now. I now invite anybody who thinks he sees this golden-eyed lady to step up, focus the camera, and take a picture of that dame!” He glared around triumphantly, as if daring them.


  There wasn’t any hesitation to that. At least ten of the men stepped forward. Sneering, Rand tossed the box to one of them. It happened to be Roberts.


  Hands shaking a little, Roberts walked forward a few feet. He shielded the lens of the camera as best he could against the blowing dust. Then he bowed down and pointed. He clicked the shutter.


  Rand nodded. He took the camera. “Without any tampering from anybody,” he growled, “this now goes to the lab boys for developing. In one hour exactly, every one of you men will meet in the assembly hall. That’s an order!”


  James stepped up. He took the camera from the outstretched hand. He looked like he was sweating.


  IT WASN’T a hall, it never would be a hall. It was shaped like a sausage and had about as much imagination of detail. But withal, it did what it had been designed to do, it served as meeting. place for the Earthmen stationed on Venus.


  Rand stood on a little platform up front. His pipe was clenched between his teeth and he puffed noisily. He didn’t look like anybody who would be on Venus. He looked, rather, like a thickset man who would do as a foreman, probably, in a machine shop. Something like that. Not a very good foreman, perhaps.


  James came in. He went to the platform, handed Rand a little gray envelope. Rand took the pipe from his teeth and stuck it in his belt. He lifted something from the envelope and held it up so the assembled men could see it. The little square of developed film.


  “Tell them, Captain James,” he ordered quietly.


  James took a breath, he nodded, smiled a little at the men. “It appears like maybe some of us have been away from home a little too long,” he admitted. “My lab boys developed that film. There was nothing on it. As you can see, it appears to be perfectly opaque.” He sighed almost audibly.


  But Rand’s voice was like a whip lashing: “The men have a right to know something else, Captain! There wouldn’t be a possibility of sabotage to that film would there? Sometime between the time I gave you the camera and the time you handed me the developed film?”


  James flushed, but he shook his head. “No sabotage. Of course not, sir.”


  “Quite!” Rand glared around triumphantly. “I make my point, men? Arroles started something. On a ship out in space such things can lead to mutiny. There will be no more of these so-called visions. I dislike the thought of entering in my reports references to Visions and the attendant burials of men who, seeing same, remove their helmets outside and drop dead from sucking carbon dioxide. Is this clear?” He glared around.


  Nobody said anything. For a long while there wasn’t a stir in the hall. Then: “Dismissed!” Rand yelled. Professor Hudson was the last to leave. He followed Rand over to headquarters.


  RAND’S EYES were piggish again.


  He didn’t once take them from Hudson’s own as he dumped the dottle from his pipe, filled it, and applied a light to it. Blowing smoke he grunted: “Get on with it. I haven’t all day, mister.” And then added: “My aide stays. He’ll take notes.”


  Hudson smiled. “I’d like to comment on what happened a moment ago in assembly hall.”


  “I figured.” Rand’s eyes went into slits. “Mister, I watched you the whole time. I’m not a fool.”


  “Nor I—I hope,” said Hudson calmly. “For the good of the base I have a suggestion, and I offer it in that spirit. I hope you understand this, Major.”


  Rand sucked smoke.


  “To begin with,” continued Hudson, “the test with the camera was not quite fair. I’m sorry none of the men realized that for themselves.”


  “Wasn’t fair?” Rand exploded it. “Hardly. The film you used was made on Earth for use on Earth. Considering Venus is roughly twenty-six million miles closer to the sun than our own little world, it stands to reason the film would therefore be useless, doesn’t it?”


  Rand’s eyes went a little tighter. He leaned forward over his desk. He took the pipe from his mouth and his teeth began to show dark white—bone-dry. Old-looking teeth. Dead teeth. Teeth that should have been put away somewhere a long, long time ago.


  Hudson took a breath. “I think you know what I mean, Major. The actinic rays of the sun reaching Venus have a greater potential than on Earth. What would be normal. exposure to us, is here on Venus the greatest of over-exposures. There wasn’t a chance to get anything with the camera—and you knew it.”


  Rand nodded. He didn’t look like he was agreeing with the words, but he nodded. He said almost softly: “I’m ordering you to prove the accusation, mister. And before you try, I’ll remind you the human eye is a camera also. If actinic rays have anything to do with it, human sight would also be affected. And yet it’s not.” He paused, almost smiled. Then added: “Now, what were you about to say?”


  “I must deny the implication, Major. Human eyes are indeed affected. Oh, not inside the huts, of course. We’re protected in here. Therefore, everything looks normal. But once outside the huts our eyes have a battle for it. Our eyes are used to conditions vastly different. They try to adjust for the difference. For the rays are out there.”


  THERE WAS a little silence. Over behind the desk, Major Rand’s aide bent over the recorder watching it, no expression on his face or in his eyes. The only sound in the room was the tiny wisping noise now and then as the tape wound slowly from one reel to another.


  Rand’s eyes didn’t look like pig-eyes now. They looked rather like snake-eyes. “I’m waiting, mister!” Hudson sighed. “I should like to say that I believe these visions are not visions at all. I believe there is something in the atmosphere of Venus besides carbon dioxide. Something, of course, which so far we haven’t been able to detect. Something that seems conducive to what to us are mysterious forms of life. Actually . . .” He worked up a little smile, “. . . what I’m saying is that there really is life here on Venus. Maybe there wasn’t when we came here, but certainly there is now. It seems to be growing, to be flourishing because of our very presence.”


  “The proof, mister.” Rand’s words were sibilant hisses. “Quick!”


  “Here it is, sir. Captain James has been experimenting with the soil conditions here. He’s been trying to grow things—Earth things. He hasn’t been too successful, I’m sorry to say, except in one instance. It seems that castor beans germinate properly in the soil and send up shoots. Of course they eventually die off, but that’s beside the point. Now, castor bean shoots, as you know, come up a deep, very pronounced reddish color. On Earth, that is. But here on Venus . . .” he took another breath, “. . . here on Venus, they seem to appear to the human eye to be a dirty, muddy green.”


  There didn’t seem to be any logical explanation for what happened next. It just came swiftly, almost silently. One moment Hudson was standing before the desk. Behind the desk, sitting there and looking mean about it, was Rand.


  The next instant changed all that. Rand jerked upward. He came around the desk fast. Hudson didn’t have a chance, there wasn’t time enough and he wasn’t prepared.


  Rand’s fist lashed out hard. Hudson snapped back from the blow. Rand piled in, his short thick arms chopping blows that would have felled a horse. Hudson went down, stayed down.


  After that Rand stood above him panting, but not for long. He turned, glared over at the stunned aide. “Get him out of here, mister!” he ordered.


  “Get him over to his quarters, and then put a guard there. This guy is under detention!”


  FOR SEVERAL days Hudson watched them from the single port window in his quarters. He found them highly interesting. Moreover, they tended to help him forget his swollen jaw and his loose tooth. He watched them very calmly and almost with a certain pleasure, as if they were a movie he w-as looking at.


  The golden-eyed girl was very prominent. She was the star, you might say. She had a part in all the drama, all of the time.


  She was lovely. It was with almost a start that he realized she was entirely naked. Not that that was the disturbing thing—at first. At first he was just dimly aware she had no clothes on and wondered if she didn’t suffer from the constantly swirling sand and dust out there. It was afterward that the belated ethics of it struck him.


  She was lovely. Her skin glowed with a velvet-like sheen that promised warmth, softness, yieldingness. In contrast to the others—and there were others, long-armed monstrosities who walked slowly by or stood there outside his port and tried to stare dumbly within—she was like something sent from home. The others were almost shapeless blobs. Formless and yet not formless: a paradox. Whether they were male or female he had no way of telling. Not that it mattered, they didn’t interest him.-It was the goldeneyed girl only who had the power to disturb.


  “Lady,” he caught himself saying softly. “Lady, it isn’t only your eyes. Believe me, it isn’t.”


  And that made him chuckle. He sighed and turned from the window.


  Night would be falling soon now. Another night. Like the last. And the last before that. And the one before, and the one before. He wondered for the hundredth time how long Rand would keep up this imprisonment thing. He wondered also for the hundredth time how much longer Rand would wait before blasting off for Earth.


  He lit a cigarette, then made a face at the harsh taste of it. He butted it, then went over to his bunk and fell across it heavily.


  He didn’t awaken until Major Rand’s aide came in. He wouldn’t have awakened even then except that the airlock hissed in the silence of the room.


  The aide looked a little tense. “Sorry to come in like this, Professor.”


  “Perfectly all right, Weigall. What is it, supper time? I dozed off.”


  “It’s five a.m., sir.”


  Hudson sat up. “Good lord, I must have slept all night. I remember lying down here about four-thirty in the afternoon—”


  “Could you come with me, sir?” Weigall’s voice shook a little.


  “Eh?” Hudson blinked. “I’m detention, soldier.”


  “It’s all right, sir. Just come with me if you will.”


  Hudson stared a moment longer, then nodded, got to his feet. “Something wrong?”


  “I’m afraid so, sir. And take something along with you, sir.” He dropped his eyes to the wrench in his hand. He nodded as Hudson gawked.


  “Quite so, sir. They’re pretty thick now. The lady seems to be their ringleader, sort of. They’re harmless enough, I guess, but they get in your way, won’t let you walk. This wrench seems to discourage them.”


  ONCE OUTSIDE the hut, Hudson could see what the aide meant. Forms, some almost shapeless, hulked before and around them. They almost undulated. In front of them, and ever leading, was the girl with the golden eyes. As Hudson stared, she held out her arms. Pleading.


  Weigall slashed with his wrench. The forms went back. The girl stood there as though it made not the slightest difference to her what happened.


  They pushed and slashed their way from Hudson’s shack over to Major Rand’s quarters. They went in the airlock. The forms didn’t follow. Once inside, Weigall dumped his wrench on the floor.


  “This way, sir. And don’t remove your helmet.”


  He went over to a metal door. He swung the door wide, motioned Hudson in, then followed. He swung the door quickly closed again.


  Weigall didn’t finger the control button on his VHF. He didn’t have to. He just stared in the direction of the bunk against the far wall.


  What was on the bunk couldn’t be nicely described. It was Rand, of course. He lay. straight out on the bunk, his short, thickset body in the position of sleep. But there were two things wrong with the picture: his face was purple and his arms were straight out, fingers clawing, as though with his last bit of strength he had been reaching for something.


  His oxygen helmet was on the floor and the port in the wall above his bunk was open.


  Weigall touched his control button, said softly: “I came in to wake him. I came in without my helmet, of course. I very nearly collapsed before I could get out and get the door closed again. Then I thought I’d better call you.”


  Hudson nodded. “Does James know yet?”


  “No, sir. Captain James is also a detention case. Since yesterday.


  Hudson stared at the oxygen helmet on the floor. He stared up at the opened port. The room was full of carbon, dioxide, he knew, from the open port. That was what had done it.


  Weigall said in a dead-sounding voice: “He had me beaten with a whip today, sir. Sixteen lashes across the bare back. One for each of the men on Venus. I had told him I saw the golden-eyed girl.”


  HUDSON NODDED, put his teeth together, said very slowly: “The guy wasn’t very nice, Weigall. I guess we all know that. But in a way he was doing his job as best he knew. He must have believed in the girl himself, you can see that now. He must have believed in her all along. But the only thing he could do to protect his men—was what he did.”


  Weigall said nothing. Hudson pointed to the port. “Open. He must have seen her. You remember what happened to Private Roberts? The way he ripped off his oxygen helmet and tried to follow the girl? The same compulsion must have seized Rand. He must have thrown off his helmet, then reached up and opened the port. Poor guy.”


  Weigall swallowed. His ears told him he was hearing right but his eyes, still on the dead body of Major Rand, almost refused to go along.


  “The guy was only human,” said Hudson very softly. “He’s shown us that pretty thoroughly. And he was also a soldier, same as you. Or as Roberts. Or Janies, or any of the boys on the base. As such, he deserves a better way out than this, I think.”


  Without waiting for a reply, Hudson went over to a table in the corner. He rummaged, found one of Rand’s old smoking pipes. He brought it back to the bed. He put the pipe in Rand’s right hand, then curled the fingers around the pipe very tightly. He found tobacco in Rand’s pocket. And matches. These he threw on the bed.


  “An accident,” said Hudson, staring woodenly at the motionless form of the aide. “In the middle of the night he had a craving for a smoke. He got his pipe. He threw off his helmet in order to have a few puffs, not knowing that the port had somehow—accidentally—blown open, and that the room was full of carbon dioxide. Isn’t that a better way than . . . the other?”


  Weigall took a deep breath, and nodded slowly.


  “Maybe you’d better get Captain James,” said Hudson. “After all, he’s in command now.”


  THE FORMS were thick, pervading things. As ever, the goldeneyed girl led them forward pressing here, pressing there. Her arms were out, pleading. There was an almost delicate sadness in her eyes.


  Fourteen men were on the ship already. That left Hudson and James only. The two stood side by side—had been standing like that while the others had squeezed one by one through the airlock and disappeared in the ship’s interior. It wasn’t a comfortable position they maintained. You can’t be comfortable hanging by one hand from a narrow ramp while with the other hand you beat off vague, nameless, jelly-like things that try to climb all over you.


  “All in. Professor,” Captain James said grimly. “And, brother, am I glad of that. I can’t hold off these things much longer. They’re soaking into me almost.”


  “I know,” panted Hudson. “You go through the airlock. I’ll follow. I—I’ll do what we planned, if it has to be that way.”


  James looked doubtful, but he nodded finally. He swung his bar once more in an arc. As the bar went around wildly, the forms that it crashed into gave back. Oozing almost, Hudson thought, watching. They didn’t seem to be hurt by the blows. They fell back, melted, merging. Others took their place. Not once was the girl hit; she managed to keep out of range and at the same time remain in the forefront.


  The airlock hissed. James ducked through. The panel came down again. Now there was just Hudson alone.


  Something seemed to change then. The forms fell back slowly, silently. They receded until they looked like a big blob of a gelatinous curtain hanging there suspended by nothing. All except for the girl. She came forward. Her arms were out pleading and there was suffering in her face. Her eyes were more than that, though. There was longing in them besides the suffering.


  Hudson could feel the sweat pouring out under his helmet. The girl came forward. Now she was five feet away. Now three feet. Now one foot. Her arms were out, feeling, holding. Clutching.


  Clawing!


  HE BRACED himself for it. He dropped his bar. He worked his arm under his jacket and found the gun and got it out. She was ripping at his helmet now; a wild, emotion-wracked creature who wouldn’t be denied further. He got his gun up, felt it digging into something. His finger curled on the trigger.


  After that, he was able to enter the airlock.


  “Blast!” commanded James. Then he grinned happily and. turned to Hudson. “On our way, Professor. Hey, your face is cut, did you know?”


  “Is it?” said Hudson.


  James stared at the other. For a long minute Hudson said nothing further. And then, as if groping for the exact words, he whispered: “She went down under the shot as though it had hit her in the heart. Her fingers stopped pulling at me. Her golden-colored eyes closed and her mouth dropped open. Then she fell from the ladder and landed down there very hard. She didn’t move after that.”


  James swallowed. “Yeah,” he said. “I see what you mean. You think she was human, huh?”


  Hudson’s face twisted. “I will have to be very careful,” he said as if warning himself of something. “I will have to remember there is such a thing as wild yeast. I will keep telling myself that over and over. Wild yeast. The girl was wild yeast. She wasn’t human, she was just something that began to ferment in the presence of the strange gasses from the exhaled breaths of Earthmen.”


  “That’ll do nicely,” said James. “Will it?”


  THE END


  TOO OLD TO DIE


  Don Wilcox


  He was an old man and they tried to tell him he was ready for the scrap heap. But it seems old men often get young ideas!


  HOURS BEFORE the alarm sounded, the Venus Capitol was in a bad state of the jitters. Rumors were running rampant. Counter-rumors declared that the danger was a myth. Those solid fearless American and European businessmen who were most influential in the Venus Capital held fast to their slogan, “Business as usual”.


  The sad fact was, business was at a standstill. Both Venusians and Terrestrials kept the wires hot, calling the military headquarters and the new bureaus, demanding to know whether the danger was real or not.


  “Usually reliable sources have declared that the Mars Outcasts are on the loose again!”


  Earthmen kept a watchful eye on their television screens. The Venus natives, less prosperous but well versed in the advantages of their newly acquired Terrestrial culture, kept their ears to their radios.


  “Citizens of Venus are advised to be ready for any emergency.”


  Through the long night, a white-haired eighty-year-old man worked calmly, checking lists. No one would know that he was putting in twice the required time. He didn’t care about that. The important thing was that his department in the offices of Supplies should not be a bottleneck.


  “I’m knocking off,” one of his assistants said.


  “I’ll be here when you get back,” the eighty-year-old man said.


  “You’ll drop over some day.”


  “In case of an emergency, I want this desk to be cleared. Supplies mean lives. Life is a precious thing.” The white-haired man looked up to catch the careless wave of his assistant, bolting out the door. The night of work went on. Day came, and gradually, with the passing hours, the aged man began to see daylight across his desk.


  “At this hour Military Headquarters is unable to confirm the persistent rumors that a fleet of death-laden ships is on its way through the sky . . .”


  “Authoritative sources have again issued a warning . . .”


  “The central committee of Venus Capital Enterprises has announced business as usual . . .”


  “Because of growing rumors, tonight’s program at the City Auditorium has been cancelled . . .”


  AN OFFICIAL order was passed across the desk of the eighty-year-old, white-haired man in Supplies.


  “Mr. William Bangworth, Office of Supplies. You are hereby requested to appear in Conference Room 814 of the Civic Tower at once. Chairman, Committee on Personnel, Venus Capital Enterprises.”


  The white-fringed brows of the veteran of Supplies were knit in a deep scowl as his eyes lifted from the note. He disposed of the last remaining order on his desk and crossed to the door.


  “Oh, Mr. Bangworth,” one of his assistants called, overtaking him. “Who’ll I get to help me with—”


  “You’ll have to solve your own problems, boys. I may not be with you long.”


  Another employee turned to catch his words. “What’s this, Beetles? You’re not quitting!”


  “They’re gunning for me on account of my age,” Bangworth said.


  “They can’t do that. I’ll go with you. I’ll tell them that Supplies would bog down without ‘Beetles’ Bangworth.”


  “Thanks, boys. But we’ll have to take what comes.” He waved them back to their jobs. Bareheaded, his white hair fluffing in the breeze, he strode briskly across the City Square toward the Civic Tower. Native Venusians gave him friendly greetings along the way. He waved past them and hurried on to his appointment.


  “BULLETIN. More than thirty orange-colored fighter boats are believed to be moving through the skies on the Mars-Venus route . . .” Bradley Bangworth, a young officer of the Venus Capital Guards, paced the floor of the concealed bridge station at the foot of the Jallo-Jore outpost. The bulletins blared through the room, stirring his blood with steel determination. If the Mars marauders came, it was believed they would strike at the capital. He thought of the danger that threatened thousands of people huddled together in that city, both Venusians and Earth families.


  The person his thoughts revolved around most was his own grandfather. He glanced at the clock on the wall. The mental bond between his grandfather and himself would soon express itself in a telepathic conversation.


  “Bulletin: All ocean outposts have been ordered to maintain close vigilance. Thirty-three orange-colored fighter boats are crossing the skies toward Venus—”


  “Bulletin: Radio messages demanding a statement of identification from the Orange Thirty-Three have so far been ignored . . .”


  “Warnings to the approaching Orange Sky Fleet have been repeated . . . As yet, no answers . . . If they advance into the zone of Venus without offering identification, death missiles may be dispatched, according to interplanetary law—”


  Bradley Bangworth filed the incoming bulletins that were automatically printed off beside his desk. He glanced from time to time at the television screen, listening to the messages that were being radioed to people all over the civilized areas of the planet.


  The prize, of course, was the Venus Capital, with all its wealth. But the ways of the Mars Outcasts were wily. They might attempt a sneak landing anywhere on the face of Venus. They were an unpredictable foe. From some of their past depredations upon the civilizations of Mars, they were reputed to be more destructive than acquisitive.


  “The bad boys of the solar system!”


  That’s what the newspapers had said of them. Criminals, outcasts, men of vast war guilt, they fought back at human life with the viciousness of trapped animals.


  BRADLEY walked through the cliff tunnel above the bridge, speaking briefly to his men at each of the gun emplacements. The bridge was the one approach from the ocean level to the city of Jallo-Jore. The city sat on the top of a great cylindrical rock. Its white buildings resembled sugar cubes on an inverted flower pot. Venus people had lived in those white buildings long before the coming of Earthmen, and however much they had welcomed Terrestrial technology, they were a difficult people to work with, encrusted in their traditions, and sensitive to injury. Bradley’s policy was to handle them with velvet gloves.


  Bradley returned from his brisk inspection tour to find one of the Venusian citizens loitering about.


  “If there is anything I can do to help—”


  That was the way Moss-Neekl always began. He always pretended to be a man of great influence in the city of Jallo-Jore. He would come about, mysteriously, as if his wandering footsteps had led him down the paths from the city, down through the tunnels, to the bridge over the deep narrow estuary which one must cross to get down to the level of the sea.


  “If there is anything I can do, Captain Bangworth—”


  “I suggest you go back the way you came. In case of trouble you’d be needed to help your people down into the shelters.” Bradley paused to listen to another warning bulletin. “Hear that, Moss-Neekl? They say a general alarm may be sounded soon. That will mean shelters for everyone. Go back.”


  The round, waddling little Venusian moved toward the door reluctantly. His inquisitiveness about the ways of the Venus Capital Guards was a nuisance, but Bradley preferred to feign deference rather than offend him.


  “You keep looking at the clock, Captain Bangworth. Why?”


  “Just a habit, I suppose,” Bradley replied. It would have been silly to explain that he was looking forward to a mental-telephathy message from his grandfather at a certain hour. The Venusian had no word for telepathy; it was not in his thinking vocabulary.


  “Perhaps you have inside knowledge that an attack is coming at some exact time?” Moss-Neekl pursued.


  “Certainly not. If I knew, I would radio headquarters and everyone would be warned.”


  “But you keep looking at the clock.”


  “Please, Moss-Neekl. I have a personal interest in looking at the clock. It hasn’t anything to do with the emergency.”


  “As a citizen of Jallo-Jore, am I not entitled to know?”


  “This has nothing to do with Jallo-Jore.”


  “I don’t wish to seem curious, but—”


  “Go on back. Beat it.”


  “Is that an order?”


  “Yes.”


  MOSS-NEEKL lowered his eyes and looked hurt. He sauntered out. He crossed by the narrow pathway in front of the window so that he could look back in at Bradley, impressing his suspicious gaze across Brad’s eyebrows. Venusians, whose brows were crusty, like slices of turtle shell, were always aware of the adornment of fine hair that decorated the Earthman’s brow. Moss-Neekl gazed back at Bradley’s brows, and rested his jealousy upon Bradley’s terrestial handsomeness.


  A car was approaching through the tunneled descent. Bradley’s preview through the glass showed him that it was the Earth girl, a roving correspondent, whom he had talked with recently. The car was a yellow autoplane, convertible from ground to air travel.


  She emerged from the tunnel and stopped in the shadowed parkway under the overhanging cliff. She walked briskly toward the bridge station, pen and notebook in hand.


  Moss-Neekl came back, then, and entered just ahead of her, his small beady eyes glittering with triumph.


  “Now I know why you were watching the clock. You had an appointment.”


  “I told you to beat it!” Bradley took a quick step toward him.


  “I’m going. I’m going.” The Venusian moved nimbly. He looked up at the girl as she entered. “The captain was expecting you. No wonder he had been watching the clock.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “I am sure you two will not need me. I shall go now.” With a bow and an arch expression from his crusty eyebrows, Moss-Neekl retreated up the tunneled roadway toward the city.


  “He’s balmy!” the girl said, looking after him; then she turned to Bradley. “I’m Glenna Richardson, the reporter—remember? Do you have another appointment? He talked as if you were expecting someone.”


  BRADLEY laughed. “He has a way of checking up on me. I had to order him out. If the sky-bombs came this way, he’d be blown to kingdom come. And you—hadn’t you better get back into a shelter? You know, anything could happen any time—”


  “I’m flying back to the Venus Capital right away.”


  “Very dangerous.”


  “I just wanted to stop by and thank you for your courtesies, giving me the story of Jallo-Jore.”


  “All right. Now you’d better go.”


  “I was told in Jallo-Jore that you have a grandfather in the Venus Capitol. Couldn’t I look him up?”


  “Certainly. You’ll find him in Supplies. Just ask for ‘Beetles’ Bangworth. He’ll be glad to see you. Now you’d better go.”


  “No other story for a roving correspondent?”


  “There may be a big story ten minutes from now—or ten hours, or ten days—but if there is, who will there be to tell about it? You know, if those Mars Outcasts have actually come into possession of a few boatloads of sky-bombs, all our puny defenses here are worth a couple of drops of water in hell. Now, get going.”


  The girl folded her notebook into her pocket and started. She looked back with a smile. “That’s right, you do have another appointment coming up.”


  “Women are as curious as Venusians,” Bradley said, following her out to her autoplane. “All right, you’ve let yourself in for it. I didn’t tell Moss-Neekl, but I’m going to trust you with something quite personal. Just a word. Listen fast.”


  “I’m listening,” she said. He ushered her into her seat.


  “My grandfather and I have a very close mental bond. Ever since I was a kid. We talk to each other by mental telepathy. We arrange times for a quick exchange. It’s almost time now.”


  “Mental telepathy!” Glenn a Richardson’s eyes widened. “So you’re one of those!”


  “You too?”


  “Goodness, no. All the mind I have is in my notebook. But what a story! Hashing young captain. Standing on the brink of danger. Perhaps only an hour to live—”


  “Who knows?”


  “And childhood sentiments flood his mind.”


  “I’m not denying it.”


  “He thinks of his aged grandfather. He talks with his grandfather—through telepathy! Captain Bradley Bangworth, may I quote—”


  “Get going!”


  “Wish me luck!” She bent toward him, offering her lips, and impulsively he kissed her.


  “I wish you all the luck in the world.”


  “The wish is mutual, Captain.” She spread the wings of her autoplane and a moment later she was rising over the ocean, heading into the southwest wind, toward the Venus Capital.


  IN THE Civic Tower of the Venus Capital, one of the conference rooms buzzed with restlessness. Six committeemen did their best to pretend they were not distracted by the growing threat from the sky. Business as usual had been the order for the day. The clanging door of the elevator, the scurrying of feet, the echoes of visaphone calls through the building, were enough to drive everybody frantic; but the chairman stoutly rapped for order.


  “One more piece of business, gentlemen. Come to order!”


  The two reporters who had come to cover the story were now lost in watching the television screen.


  “Turn it down, please, gentlemen. Order, please.”


  The reporters toned down the volume but sat close by, dividing their attention between the incoming news and the sturdy efforts of the committee.


  “Now, gentlemen, it’s up to us to make a decision about this old man.”


  The white-haired man seated to the left of the chairman’s desk spoke up petulantly. “What old man?”


  “I refer to you, Mr. Bangworth.”


  “I’m not an old man. I’m as young as any of you.”


  “My apologies!” the chairman said with tantalizing sarcasm. “Gentlemen, we’re here to decide the fate of this eighty-year-old youngster. You know the facts. He’s ten years past retirement age. Our special efficiency man, making the rounds of all Earth employees on Venus, has demanded quick action on all such cases. With an attack impending, it’s doubly important that we act with dispatch. This man should be able to catch tomorrow morning’s ship back to Earth.”


  “I don’t want to go back to Earth,” the old man said. “I want to stay right here and go ahead with my work.”


  “Yes, we understand,” the chairman said with faint sympathy. It was his job to settle these matters, not to listen to workers’ sentiments.


  “I have many reasons for staying. I have a grandson here in the guards.”


  THE SECRETARY of the committee glanced at a paper and explained, “Captain Bradley Bangworth, stationed at Jallo-Jore, is this man’s grandson.”


  “That doesn’t change the fact that this man is eighty years old,” the chairman said. “He was due for retirement ten years ago. At that time he was granted a five-year extension; and at seventy-five he was granted another five years—”


  “He can still outwork any man of twenty,” one of the committeemen spoke up. “I happen to know this man. He holds a responsible post in Supplies. He’s never missed a day. He’s not fast, but he’s steady and reliable. The boys call him ‘Beetles’ on account of his beetle brows. Those white-tipped black eyebrows of his are the envy of every Venusian. They like him. They cooperate—”


  “We don’t care about his frosted eyebrows,” the chairman said. “All we care about is his age.”


  “Well, I’m here to say that Beetles Bangworth is still a darn good man, and if he’s sent back we’ll lose a lot of motion breaking in anyone else.”


  “He deserves a rest,” the chairman said. “We’ll send him back to Earth for a rest.”


  “I don’t want to rest,” Beetles Bangworth said, rising and plowing his strong fingers through his white hair.


  “Go back to Earth and take it easy.”


  “Go back to Earth and die—that’s what you’re saying to me. You need me here. With this attack coming up—”


  “Gentlemen, are you ready for a vote?”


  “Please,” Beetles spoke with a steady voice. “If these Mars marauders attack us—”


  “The attack has nothing to do with it. That may all be an idle rumor. Gentlemen—”


  The alarms sounded over the city. Bells and sirens turned the agitated metropolis into a swarm of terror. The committeemen rushed to the windows, looked to the skies. They listened for the commands that rang across the intersections from the overhead speakers. They turned up the sound of the television, trying to catch the confused information that was blaring forth.


  “Stay where you are!” the committee chairman shouted at Beetles Bangworth. “We’ll get to you in a minute. Stay where you are. Come back, men! This vote—”


  Then the committee chairman himself darted off to call his own office and his own family, and a moment later everyone had raced away on urgent errands. Beetles Bangworth stood in the conference room alone, the Forgotten Man.


  “Bradford?” He spoke the name aloud, into the deep distance.


  No answer came to him. It wasn’t quite time yet.


  THE TELEVISION news was pouring in fast. He paced the floor as he watched and listened. He moved the chairs out of his path to work off his pent-up energies. Those stupid committeemen, trying to make him out as an old man! The anger they had engendered in him, together with the excitement of the inpouring news, made him move with the alacrity of an animal about to break out of its cage.


  A flash of red light across the room gave him a quick image of himself in the mirror. The light gave a reddish tinge to his white hair, and he thought of his own paternal grandfather, long since departed. “Brick” Bangworth, so-called because of his brick-red hair, had possessed the same swift stride in his day; the same military build, narrow hips, broad shoulders, high head; the same air of restless energy. “Brick” had been dead for more than forty years; it wasn’t often that Beetles thought of him. And yet, at crucial times, there had been important and decisive echoes of an old man.


  Old man! That was a term of endearment, not a description of the way Beetles had remembered him. Not feeble and bent; simply old in years. A venerable patriarch of the later Bangworth generations.


  Well, lucky for old Brick Bangworth that he’d lived out his life in better times and under better circumstances, Beetles thought; he couldn’t help being glad the old man didn’t have to go through what he and Brad were about to go through on this day, with battles of automatic sky-shells flashing their deadly lightning out across the solar system.


  Some of the sky-shells riding up to meet the invaders were equipped with television eyes. They sent back the pictures that told the story. Rockets carrying deadly warheads found their marks, somewhere out in the void. Explosions three or four thousand miles away came in as blinding bursts of red on the screen. Then—“Some of the marauders’ ships have slipped through,” the announcer spoke in dead tones. “Our wheel-guns are circling the horizons with deadly rays. The Venus capitol is adequately protected at the present hour. However, some of the outposts are likely to suffer destruction.”


  “Bradley!” the old man whispered as he paced. “Bradley, are you all right?”


  No answer. It was almost time. Would there be an answer soon?


  Again the annouacer: “Military authorities have reported that all outposts are in a state of readiness. Civilians have been ordered into underground shelters. All traffic has ceased on main thoroughfares. Air traffic has been ordered to take cover. If the Mars Outcasts should succeed in making a landing, highways and bridges will be destroyed wherever necessary.”


  “Bradley!” The white-haired man stood in the window looking off toward the misty gray sea. He closed his eyes, touched his fingers to his forehead. “Brad!”


  A whisper. “Yes, Grandfather!” At last the mental voice had come through.


  “AT LAST! I was worried, Brad. I couldn’t hear you. There’s so much confusion all over the land.”


  “I’m here, right on the dot.”


  “You sound so far away.”


  “Less than a thousand miles,


  Grandfather. Right here at my bridge at the foot of Jallo-Jore.”


  “I’ll not detain you. You’re busy, I know. Are your men all set?”


  “As ready as possible. So far everything is clear here. But we wouldn’t have much chance against a direct hit.”


  “Brad, in case I shouldn’t see you again—”


  “What are you saying? Not see me?”


  “It might happen that way.”


  “Where are you, Grandfather? You’re down in a shelter, I hope!”


  “I’m up in the Civic Tower, eighth floor.”


  “What? Why—?”


  “The personnel committee called me in. They want to send me back to Earth, Brad. There’s a ship supposed to leave at six in the morning.”


  “Back to Earth? Wait a minute! They can’t do that to you. What’s the idea?”


  “My age, you know. Some efficiency officer has come in from Earth to check up on all Venus personnel. They were all set to vote on me when the alarm broke up the party. They told me to stay. They’d be back right away for a vote.”


  “You can’t stay there. It’s the most dangerous place on the whole darn planet! Hold it a minute, Grandfather. More bulletins coming in. I’ll be back . . .”


  The mental communication faded out.


  BEETLES BANGWORTH was aware that some of the personnel committeemen had come back into the room. He rose gradually from the leaning position he had assumed during his mental conversation, his hands gripping the back of a chair, and turned to see the committee chairman standing across the room, staring at him. The other man in the room was one of his assistants from Supplies.


  The committee chairman blustered. “You still here? You’d better get down into a shelter.”


  Beetles heard only vaguely. He nodded, responding outwardly. But the noise of his present surroundings hardly touched him. He was waiting for the return of the faraway voice.


  The committee chairman said, “It’s all right, Bangworth. I’ve made reservations for you on tomorrow’s ship. You’ll leave for Earth at six.”


  Again Beetles nodded absently.


  “We’ll never get together for the vote. Everyone has chased off. Just forget the formality. I’ll clear your record with a stroke of the pen. If we last till morning, you can make your safe getaway and forget all these Venus troubles. You can’t ask for a better deal than that, can you?”


  “Beetles!” the other man broke in. “Beetles, we need you—”


  “S-s-sh!”


  “Beetles, they’re getting everything bawled up down in the office. You’re the only one who can—”


  “Sssssh!” Beetles Bangworth tried to wave his assistant away. “Just a moment, please.”


  “What’s the matter, fellow? Has someone hit you? What did that committee do to you? You got the blind staggers or something?”


  “Quiet! I’m getting a message! Quiet!”


  “One of those!” the chairman muttered. “There’s one in every hundred these days, they say. I don’t believe in it, myself. Who is it, old man?”


  “It’s my grandson. He’s over at Jallo-Jore.”


  “Jallo-Jore! He won’t be there long,” the chairman said. “Did you hear what just came in over the speaker?”


  “I think he’s coming back again. Bradley!”


  The mental voice returned dimly, the faintest whisper of a mental voice, touched with a weird excitement. “Grandfather, if I don’t see you—” FLASH!


  “What was that, Bradley?”


  No answer came. Beetles repeated the question. His whisper grew heavy, tense. His lips began to tremble. Now he was calling aloud.


  “Bradley! Bradley! What happened? Where are you?”


  The chairman walked across the room and placed a hand on Beetles’ shoulder. “I’m afraid that was it, old man.”


  “Bradley!”


  “You’ll not get any more answers, old man, if your telepathy gimmick is on the level. Did you hear what they just now announced about Jallo-Jore?”


  Beetles straightened and stared at the chairman. “What did they say?”


  “Listen. Here it comes again.”


  THE ANNOUNCEMENT came through in a flat tone as the newscaster, shown on the screen, said, “. . . the destruction of Jallo-Jore is complete.”


  “Bradley!” the white-haired man screamed.


  There was no answer. The video voice boomed on as the torch of Jallo-Jore now sent its flames high into the darkening sky.


  “We regret to announce . . . Further reports from automatic instruments which supply observations from all directions point to the logical conclusion that . . . We regret . . . The completeness with which devastation has struck makes it virtually impossible that any life should remain within a radius of . . .”


  “Bradley! Bradley . . .!”


  “We can now state with certainty that death has struck its full blow upon Jallo-Jore.”


  “Bradley! . . . Brad!”


  The chairman stood beside the old man and patted him lightly on the shoulder.


  “You’ll want to go back to Earth as soon as that ship goes, Bangworth. I made reservations for you. It may not wait till morning. You’d better check up—”


  The other man broke in, “Beetles, we need you like hell down in Supplies. That office is going wild without you to look after it. Especially at a time like this. Let’s go down—”


  “Bradley!” It was a low whisper. “Too bad,” the chairman said. He turned to the other man. “Personally, I don’t take any stock in that mental-telepathy stuff. What about you?”


  “I’ve tried. I never get anywhere. My idea is they’re just kidding themselves.”


  “Let’s leave him alone. He’ll come down soon.”


  The two men walked out of the room. Beetles Bangworth was left—but not alone.


  “BRAD!”


  “Yes, Grandfather.”


  “Thank heavens! Oh, Brad boy, I thought you were dead.”


  “And what do you think now?”


  “Why didn’t you speak to me when I kept calling you?”


  “I wanted to wait until those men were gone. They’d never understand.”


  “Brad, how do you know there were two men here with me?”


  “Because I’m here too!”


  “You’re here?”


  “Right with you, Grandfather. This is different from anything before. Don’t you feel the difference?”


  For a moment Beetles Bangworth’s mind refused to take this in. He stood at the window looking out at the darkening sky. He walked across to the television screen, stared at its grotesque shapes of destruction, and snapped it off. He paced to the other side of the room. There was no light in the room, and it was possible, he supposed, that someone might be hiding there, but he knew this was not the case. The voice he heard was entirely a mental voice, speaking within him.


  From the shock he had received a moment ago with the announcement of the destruction of Jallo-Jore, he would have expected himself to droop, suddenly, and grow heavy with the spiritless weight of his eighty years. Instead, he felt unaccountably buoyant.


  And now the voice of Brad rose within him again: “This is different, Grandfather. We can’t get used to it instantly. It will take time. I must have been killed.”


  “Brad! I don’t know whether I’m awake or dreaming.” The aged man slapped his cheeks, and. all at once he walked briskly toward the hall. He scorned the elevator, and with a springy step he descended the first flight of the stairs. At the first window he paused. “Brad—you’re here! Within me!”


  “That’s it, Grandfather.”


  “But you were in Jallo-Jore.”


  “When the explosion hit, I was there—my body was there. But you and I were in mental communion. My mind was reaching across space to you, and then—”


  “Then your body was struck!”


  “And my mind took anchor.”


  “It stuns me, Brad. I—I’m dizzy.”


  “You’re walking down the stairs too fast. Take it easy.”


  “A mind has to have a body to dwell in. It needs the mechanism of nerves and a brain—”


  “I didn’t take root in rock, Grandfather, or a tree, or a potted plant. I didn’t return to dust! I’m residing all through your nerves, can’t you tell? Right this minute I can feel myself spreading through, exploring. Can’t you tell?”


  “What’s your feeling, Brad?”


  “H-m-m!”


  Beetles Bangworth stopped at the foot of the ascent, stood for a moment in the Venus darkness, trying to clear the dizziness.


  “What did you say, Brad? What’s the feeling?”


  BRAD’S voice sounded relaxed and leisurely and it came, without any outward sound, into his grandfather’s mind: “I’m just beginning to appreciate what people mean when they speak of the mellowness of age. Grandfather, you’re not all tense and knotted up, the way I am. Your nerves are so—so comfortable!”


  “Well, that’s a strange one, Brad. I suppose it’s true.”


  Then Beetles Bangworth realized that two men were standing nearby in the shadows of the entrance—the chairman and the man from the office. They must have overheard his own part of the conversation with Brad, the last few words, at least, for one of them said, “Poor fellow, he’s talking to himself.”


  “Thinks he’s talking to his grandson,” the other said.


  Beetles swept his fingers through his hair and walked past the men without speaking.


  He crossed the city square, he passed the entrance to the space travel ramp where crowds of people, both Terrestrials and Venusians, were elbowing toward the reservation windows.


  “You hate to see them running away, don’t you?” Brad’s voice within him said.


  “How can you tell?”


  “I can feel your resentment boiling up. I can tell, too, that we’re on our way to something exciting, I don’t know what. Anyway, you’re bristling for a fight.”


  “Me? I thought was you, Brad,” Beetles said. “I’m feeling quicker nerve reactions, though, I’ll admit that. All I want is a fair chance to hit back at these damned Mars Mobsters. Are you with me?”


  “Anywhere you go.”


  “We’re going to volunteer our services.”


  “Aren’t you needed in Supplies? Aren’t they expecting you?”


  “Brad,” Beetles said, “your own wishes are pulling me in another direction. I can tell that you’re right on trigger edge to get back at those boys that blasted Jallo-Jore.”


  “You know it!”


  “They put one over on you, didn’t they? Your defenses couldn’t weather a direct hit, and you’ve got a hunch that some traitor set up the target that directed their blast. Right?”


  “It’s got me puzzled,” Brad said. “I can’t quite put it together. We thought we were screened off. But there was a certain suspicious-acting fellow—a Venusian citizen well known in Jallo-Jore—fellow by the name of Moss-Neekl—”


  “Do you think he’ll still be alive?”


  “If we had a plane—can you operate an autoplane, Grandfather?”


  “Haven’t touched one for twenty years, Brad, but you could guide me.”


  THE OFFICERS at the Venus Capital military headquarters were running circles around themselves trying to keep up with every demand. The threat from the skies had struck its full blow at the little island city of Jallo-Jore. Destruction was so nearly complete that no messages came through. Scouts, skirting the flaming island, were driven off by the invaders’ guns. The enemy was trying hard to get a foothold on the beach below the city.


  But the defenses of Jallo-Jore had not been entirely destroyed. One big gun continued to spurt death across the bridge.


  “Every ten seconds it shoots,” a scout reported.


  “It must be on automatic. But someone would have to be feeding it.”


  “Every ten seconds, whether there’s anything to shoot at or not. No one’s going to get across that bridge, friend or foe, as long as it keeps up.”


  High officials uttered the name of young Bradley Bangworth as they discussed the situation.


  “If he were still alive we might have a chance to get through with some rescue parties. As it is, we don’t know whether there’s a living soul to be rescued.”


  “Except the person who’s manning that single gun.”


  A general shook his head. That gun had a freakish sound; it must be completely machine-operated.


  A tall, well-built man in civilian clothes elbowed his way through a throng of officers and came up to challenge the general with a special request.


  “I’m William Bangworth. I want to fly to Jallo-Jore at once. Will you kindly outfit me with a plane and weapons? I’d like to get started immediately.”


  The general’s jaw dropped; then his eyes narrowed and his lips tightened. “I’m afraid you’re a trifle too old to join the army, Grandpa. We’ll try to get along without your help.”


  “You need me. I can be of service at Jallo-Jore.”


  “You don’t say!” The general questioned one of his officers. “Who is this fossil? Anyone know him?”


  “He’s from Supplies. One of their top men.”


  “Something must have bit him. What’s he doing over here?”


  Beetles Bangworth answered the question crustily. “I told you what I wanted. Issue me an autoplane, a television eye, and an automatic ray gun. I’m going after a man—a Venusian—someone who has directed the incoming marauders from his secret post at Jallo-Jore.”


  “How do you know all this?”


  “My grandson reasoned it out and told me. That’s the way it had to be. We can’t prove it yet, but if you’ll give me what I’ve asked—”


  “Who is your grandson, old man?”


  “Captain Bradley Bangworth.”


  THE GENERAL turned to one of his men, who nodded. Then the general met Beetles Bangworth’s challenge with a serious eye.


  “If what you say is true, why didn’t your grandson inform us before the marauders struck?”


  “He didn’t know it then. He didn’t reason it out until after he was killed by the attack. Then he saw how it must have happened. A volley of sky-bombs from hundreds of miles away doesn’t hit a city squarely by accident. Someone in Jallo-Jore was on their side, and that someone must have had the equipment all set up to radio the sky-bombs in.”


  “Just a minute, Grandpa,” the general said sharply. “I might take you seriously. But you’ve made a few tongue slips that tell me you’re a phony.”


  “All we want is a chance.”


  “We—who?”


  “My grandson and I.”


  “Go peddle your potatoes somewhere else, Grandpa. Young Captain Bradley Bangworth would have radioed us by this time if he were alive. Dead or alive, he’s on Jallo-Jore. And since the bombs struck, no message whatsoever has come through. Lieutenant, show this man out.”


  Laughter from the swarms of officers followed Beetles through the door and out to the corridor.


  The inner whisper of Brad gave his grandfather the courage to ignore the embarrassing taunts. “Pay no attention, Grandfather. I’m with you, and we’ll find our way across to that island if we have to swim.”


  Again the urgings of street officers to take refuge in a shelter were unheeded. With a fresh burst of hope from Brad’s whisper, Beetles Bangworth strode toward the Venus Capitol airport.


  “See that autoplane coming down for a landing. That could be—yes, that’s my friend Glenna Richardson.” A moment later the white-haired man faced the girl as she stepped out of the autoplane. He introduced himself, and her bright eyes widened with interest to learn that he was the grandfather of the young captain who had befriended her just before the Jallo-Jore catastrophe. Obviously she was shaken by the bad news.


  “I’m simply sick over it,” she said, and the aged man saw that her eyes had filled with tears. He wished he might tell her that the spirit and the mind of Brad were with him, strangely transferred when the death shock intruded upon telepathy; but it seemed best not to try to explain. If she would be willing for him to take the autoplane—


  GLENNA RICHARDSON liked Beetles Bangworth from the moment they met, and suddenly felt a trust in him that was strong and sure. It didn’t occur to her to ask him how old he was or whether he was alert enough to handle a plane. His steady eyes beneath his frosted dark eyebrows assured her that he was used to holding his own in the world of younger men.


  “Won’t military headquarters send an escort with you?”


  “They refused to give me so much as a weapon. Of course, they were terribly busy getting their forces lined out for action. I walked in on them without any official papers.”


  “I’ll help you,” Glenna said.


  While Beetles saw to the refueling of the autoplane, Glenna carried her private storm back to the authorities.


  They gave her the sort of reception to which a good-looking girl reporter was entitled, and she waited while they conferred behind closed doors.


  “She’s interceding for that old man. He still wants a gun.”


  “Did you check up on him?”


  “Personnel is about to send him back to Earth on the basis of age. Looks as if he means to have a last fling before he ships out.”


  “We can’t waste any good weapons on an old man at a time like this. Tell you what we can do. Fix him up with something that looks like a weapon. He won’t get far . . .”


  Two guards escorted Glenna back to the municipal port bearing the equipment Beetles Bangworth had requested. They installed the television transmitter and assured the aged man that wherever he went his adventures would be received back at the Venus Capital.


  “My blessings go with you,” Glenna said, offering her hand to Beetles. Then he stepped into the autoplane. Glenna and her two escorts moved back to give the plane a wide berth as it taxied about uncertainly.


  “Prelude to sudden death,” one of the guards muttered, and the other said, “Well, that’s one way to avoid being retired.”


  The girl, brushing tears from her eyes, breathed a prayer as the little autoplane took off into the skies.


  IN THE full record of Venus history that will be written some day, it will be said that eighty-year-old William Bangworth did all that any man could do—young or old—to upset the invasion of a gang of Mars Outcasts. It will be observed—and the filmed record picked up by the television eye will prove—that Bangworth succeeded in handling a ticklish life-and-death situation as cleverly as was humanly possible—succeeded, that is, until he tried to operate a gun that wouldn’t shoot. And that was why he lost his life.


  It was not a tragedy of old age. It was a tragedy of the traditional distrust of old age.


  For William Bangworth went into his final fight with all the courage of a fighting man. He would have won his fight if he had been properly equipped. They had not equipped him properly because they didn’t want to entrust valuable equipment to a man his age.


  Just as the personnel department had refused to entrust him with the job which he was handling superbly, so the military headquarters had refused to entrust him with a chance to fight. And the time will come when they will review the facts and be forced to admit that they had thrown a valuable life onto the scrap heap.


  AT THE first hint of dawn, Beetles Bangworth’s plane settled cozily upon the one available landing place in the ruined city of Jallo-Jore. It was a solid floor of metal that formed the roof of a building belonging to Moss-Neekl.


  Flames and smoke of the wasted city were still rising to darken the early morning skies. But this one roof was marvelously equipped to resist the heat.


  “This was it,” the voice of Bradley came to Beetles. “My mind is taking in what your eyes see. Look at the radio equipment. That’s the answer to Moss-Neekl.”


  “It’s strange behavior for a citizen of Venus.”


  “He has always had commercial relations of some sort with Mars. The people of Jallo-Jore have looked up to him as a man-about-planets. He has made several trips.”


  “Then it stands to reason that somewhere along the line he made contact with the worst elements of Mars and simply sold out to them.”


  Beetles taxied the autoplane into one corner of the roof, back of a barrier of crates. It was partially obscured here from the wide stretch of roof plaza, though its television eye still commanded a view of most of the roof.


  “At least we’ve landed without being discovered. Now, if we can establish for certain that Moss-Neekl and the Mars boys are working together, we’ll have a lead to the nerve center—”


  “Which is probably right here!”


  “Right under the noses of the Jallo-Jore citizens. And no one suspected.”


  “But they should have. As much time as Moss-Neekl spent snooping, going around being suspicious of other people—”


  They broke off with their speculative thoughts, now, for Beetles could feel his nerves growing tight from Bradley’s tense thoughts. Sooner or later the occupants of this building would appear on the rooftop for any of a hundred purposes. Beetles had better be ready for them.


  The rains began, and the smoking, flaming city became a fog of rolling smoke clouds.


  Beetles made the rounds of the roof plaza, examining the dues it offered. He returned to the autoplane and tried to make contact with the military headquarters. He had hoped someone there might be following him by television. Getting no response, his one hope was that a sound film was catching his actions and words. He recited into the microphone the facts he had discovered. When he lacked for words, the whispered voice of Bradley came to his rescue.


  That done, he sat comfortably in the autoplane to listen to the news events the radio brought in.


  THREE OF the Mars Outcast ships had landed at the foot of Jallo-Jore. So far, the continual action of gunfire across the bridge had stalled them at that point. But they would soon try to take possession of the city, it was assumed. They were waiting for the fires to subside. The rain would hasten their plans.


  Beetles heard a signal bell ringing. One ring. A pause. Two short rings. Another pause. Three—


  And by that time the sound of an approaching autoplane smothered the ring of the bell. It was Moss-Neekl’s friends, signalling on his wave length, announcing their entrance to his sanctuary.


  Here came the proof that Beetles was after.


  “Keep the television eye on them,” the voice of Bradley whispered. “Don’t miss a thing.”


  The little autoplane landed. Four Martians dressed in elaborate uniforms strutted out onto the roof plaza. A moment later the door at the head of the roof stairs opened and Moss-Neekl waddled out. His pleased face showed that he recognized them. He gave them each the two-handed greeting customary to Martians.


  They marched across the plaza, Moss-Neekl pointing proudly to the billowing clouds of smoke.


  Beetles caught snatches of their conversation. Part of it was beyond his understanding. But he knew they were debating the danger of an attack from the Venus Capital. How quickly would their troops, waiting in the ships below, be able to entrench themselves in this city?


  The trouble was, Moss-Neekl said, many inhabitants of this city were still alive, waiting down in the shelters. Others who had been caught by the bomb blasts were awaiting rescue.


  “Have you brought the money you promised?” Moss-Neekl asked pointedly. “My share of the bargain has been fulfilled. I am ready for my pay.”


  Two of the Martians produced some weighty sacks from their shoulder-hung harnesses. Moss-Neekl smiled as he accepted them.


  Then the traitorous Venusian directed them to the stairs that led down into the building. A conference table awaited their pleasure, and a feast of victory.


  “Right down the stairs, my friends. I shall follow you in a moment.”


  They marched down. Moss-Neekl, hugging the sacks to his chest, suddenly turned and made a dash for the Martian autoplane.


  “He means to make a getaway!” Bradley whispered tensely. “He’s our evidence. He’s our key. Don’t let him!”


  Beetles in his. own autoplane shot forward like a high-speed bulldozer. He struck into the Martian autoplane and it went spinning over the wall.


  MOSS-NEEKL leaped to the plaza floor barely in time to save his own life. His feet struck on the run. He hugged the bags of money and raced back to the corner cluttered with crates.


  Beetles stopped, turned, started after him. Then he deserted the autoplane with its television eye pointed in the right direction. He bounded out and raced after Moss-Neekl.


  Neekl was floundering, trying to hold his prizes in one hand, reaching for a pistol with the other.


  “Get away from me. I’ll kill you.”


  “You’re through killing, Moss-Neekl,” Bangworth snapped. “From now on you’re on the receiving end.”


  “You think I’m afraid of an old man like you? Stop it!”


  Beetles Bangworth dragged him bodily back into the full view of the vision eye, held him in a vise of arms, made him open the money sacks and spill their contents to the floor.


  Then the four Mars Outcasts came bounding back up the stairs. Beetles seized Moss-Neekl’s pistol and tried to fend them off. They came out firing. Beetles blazed back at them.


  “Take cover!” Bradley whispered within Beetles’ mind. “Don’t let them get you . . . That’s better . . . Hold your position, Grandfather . . . Make every shot count. Your fire is limited with that gun, you know. Watch your chance . . . There went one of them, down in a heap! You’re doing swell, Grandfather. Pick them off, one at a time. Careful! Take no chances . . . One of them’s coming around the back of the plane. You’re got one more shot, Grandfather! You’ve got to get back to your other weapon in the plane! Wait, there goes Neekl! After him! Quick!”


  Beetles Bangworth’s eighty-year-old body responded with the agility of an athlete. He sprang across the roof plaza and caught Moss-Neekl by the ankle just as that traitor was about to disappear. Dragging him back, Beetles’ fist struck a blow that sent the Venusian reeling.


  Moss-Neekl lay limp on the floor. The Martians were maneuvering to get back to the heap of money spilled over the plaza. Pistols had gone dead. The fast action of Beetles Bangworth had played in luck. He made it back to his autoplane, kicking off one pursuer, and then he came out holding the automatic ray-gun the men from military headquarters had provided him.


  Two Martians had been killed in the fracas, two wounded. Moss-Neekl and his two moaning compatriots lay on the floor exactly as Beetles Bangworth commanded. Beetles settled down with the automatic ray-gun at his side.


  “I feel a little bit tired,” Beetles whispered.


  “Take it easy, Grandfather. Just sit tight. There’ll be help coming along.”


  “HE’S PHENOMENAL!” The general and his staff back at military headquarters were watching it all. “He’s opened the way for us. Putting his finger on that damned Venusian—catching him red-handed! And what a marvelous fight—”


  “It’s a wonder he doesn’t go ahead and blast hell out of his three prisoners.”


  “He’d better not try it,” someone spoke up. “That ray-gun beside him is as dead as a coffin.”


  “Somebody’ll pay for that,” the general muttered.


  Help had at last been dispatched. Television eyes brought back the progress of the bitter fighting at the base of the Jallo-Jore island. Rescue parties, within a few short hours, found their way into the shattered city.


  A special scouting detail made its way down the cliff with an order to put a stop to that incessant firing across the bridge. Arriving at the gun emplacement, the scouting party was puzzled to find one lone man moving back and forth, from ammunition to gun, seemingly unconscious!


  “Wake up, Captain. You’re moving in a dream!”


  “He doesn’t answer. Acts like he’s dead, except he keeps moving. Look how his eyes are glazed. He must see, and yet—”


  “He’s an automaton!”


  “He’s been shocked. He’s completely unconscious. Get him up to the first-aid station. He looks as white as death.”


  They examined his identification as they led him up the path. “Captain Bradley Bangworth.”


  THE STAFF at headquarters watched the final drama on the roof plaza of Moss-Neekl’s building. Their television screen unfolded the tragedy of a weapon that wouldn’t shoot.


  The rescue party could be heard coming up the stairs. Moss-Neekl, defying the gun that Beetles Bangworth held on him, made a mad dash. The Martians, though wounded, hurled themselves into the fray. The three of them sprang at Beetles.


  Beetles would have mowed them down. On trigger edge, he thought he was ready for them. For hours on end he had been on the alert, and until now he had not made a single slip. But now—


  The gun failed to operate.


  “He’s got the goods on me!” Moss-Neekl shouted. “Kill him!”


  The three of them pounced on Beetles Bangworth, seizing anything they could get their hands on for weapons.


  The dead ray-gun was jerked out of Beetles’ grasp.


  “Life is a precious thing,” was the last faint thought that slipped from the mind of the Grandfather to that other mind that had resided within.


  As death came to Beetles Bangworth, the murderous Venusian made a desperate dash for the wall. The soldiers bounding up the stairs overtook him . . .


  AT THE improvised station where first-aid was being administered to the survivors of Jallo-Jore, Glenna Richardson knelt beside Bradley. At last a hopeful movement of his eyelashes had promised a return to consciousness.


  “Brad, you must come back to life. You must!”


  “I—I’m trying to,” he whispered. “Glenna?”


  “Brad, your grandfather died heroically.”


  “Yes, I know . . .”


  “You’ve been aware then? You saw the television broadcast of what happened?”


  Bradley shook his head. “I was there . . . with him.”


  “You’ve been unconscious, Brad. You stayed at your post all through. But they say you were unconscious—”


  “My mind was elsewhere. If I can be as solid at eighty as he was—”


  “I got to know him, Brad,” the girl said. “Just a little, before he started off for this island. He was wonderful, Brad. I loved him. And you.”


  She bent close to him and kissed him.


  “Brad, Brad, please get well.”


  Bradley smiled faintly, and then a curious look of surprise came into his faraway eyes.


  “I’m—I’m hearing a voice!” he murmured.


  It was a very strange voice, deep within his mind. It seemed to say, “She wants to be your friend, Brad. Leap at the chance. Leap!”


  Brad whispered within, his own mind, “Grandfather! Are you here with me?”


  And the familiar mental voice whispered back, “I’m here all right, Brad. I came back home with you. I hope you don’t mind!”


  “Oh, Grandfather!” Brad was suddenly speaking aloud. “Glenna, I’ve just received the most wonderful news. My grandfather isn’t entirely lost! His mind is here with me. We’ve come back together, to my body. He was speaking just now . . .”


  Glenna looked at him with concern. “You’re feverish, Brad. If you’ll let me, I’ll take care of you.”


  “If I’ll let you!” Bradley breathed.


  Again he heard that strange deep voice, “Leap at the chance, Brad. Leap!”


  “It’s Grandfather. He’s telling me—”


  The familiar whisper of Beetles Bangworth broke in with a word of explanation. “It wasn’t I who spoke, Brad.”


  “Who, then? The voice sounded strange.”


  “It was just one of my ancestors, your great-great-grandfather, Brick Bangworth!”


  “My grandfather’s grandfather!” Brad exclaimed aloud, his eyes dancing.


  Glenna kissed his eyelids. “You’re feverish, dear, but I’m sure you’re going to be all right in time.”


  And the whispered voice of Beetles Bangworth added, “Brick’s all right. He’s kept me company for years. When he speaks, you can’t go wrong.”


  THE END


  ONE PURPLE HOPE!


  Henry Hasse


  Once he had been a tall, straight spaceman, free as the galaxies. Now Joel Latham was a tsith-addict, a beach-comber at Venusport. Maybe he’d get one last chance . . .


  HIS sleep-drugged mind was slow to respond. He was lying face down, he knew that. And he ought to get up. If he didn’t get up he would drown. Something hot and heavy, like a huge hand, was pressing him deeper into the brackish mire. He pondered. Perhaps it were better to drown. For a moment he allowed himself the luxury of the thought, then decided against it. Plenty of time later for drowning. First there was something he had to do!


  So it was that Joel Latham, Earthman, age thirty, occupation space drifter, avocation tsith drinker, awakened on this most momentous of mornings.


  Moaning in protest, he slowly rolled himself over. The sun slapped him hard against the eyes. He blinked against the pain and saw that he was still in Venusport; rather he was at the edge of the swamp near the sprawling compound. Overhead the ionic field was aglow, humming softly, beating back the obscurant mists.


  He managed to stand up. Some of the pallid-faced gweels, out in the swamp, stopped their work to stare at him. Latham grimaced. Every fiber of him, especially his brain, seemed to have been squeezed dry. Then it came. He felt it coming and there was nothing he could do to stop it. The hammering nausea took him suddenly about the middle, bending him double.


  “I’m an Earthman,” Joel Latham groaned aloud. That was invariably the first reaction of the tsith hound, at least with Terrestrials who indulged in the deadly stuff; a piteous protest half in defiance, half in despair. The nausea reached up through his stomach, through his chest and into his throat. It became more than nausea. It grew thorns that stabbed inwardly, jagged edges that sawed away at his brain with a terrible need. He fell forward on hands and knees . . . and that’s when he saw the little Martian who crouched a few feet away, watching him.


  “I went through mine a few minutes ago,” the Martian said in a monotone. “Yours will go away presently.”


  “I know . . . it will. Been through this . . . before.”


  “You obviously have. Many times.”


  Many times was an understatement, Latham thought wretchedly. But this was one of the worst ones, even worse than the time on Callisto. Thinking about it didn’t help.


  He turned his gaze back to the Martian. That didn’t help either.


  Most Martians are lean and brown and ugly. This one was that, and more. What had once been clothes were tattered and spattered with swamp mud. The hair was a wisp, the teeth only a memory. The skin was tight and leathery across the bony structure of the face, the eyes distended and yellow, the unmistakable sign of a tsith hound.


  Latham grimaced, managed to grind out: “Do I look as bad as you?”


  “Worse,” the little Martian was matter-of-fact.


  “I believe you.” He looked long and hard at the Martian. “I remember you now. Name’s Kueelo. You were with me last night—”


  Kueelo grinned, showing the stumps of yellowish teeth. “Correction. Four nights ago. That’s when it began.”


  Latham climbed to his feet. The reaction was going away but there was still a dull apathy about his brain. Just to think was an aching effort.


  “Four days,” he muttered. “How’d I come here?”


  “So you don’t remember that? You came on the pleasure yacht. The one from Turibek.”


  “TURIBEK—” Latham was remembering now. Turibek, capital city of Venus, far on the other side of the planet. He’d had a small stake and was lucky at the gaming tables. Before that it was Callisto, where he had struck it rich in the iridium fields; anyway, rich enough to keep him supplied with tsith for a year. Before Callisto it had been Mars. He had worked the rocket rooms of Jovian freighters, he had served as tourist guide in the dark little streets of Ganymede City, and when fortune was lowest he had begged in those streets and done worse things than begging. Before that he couldn’t remember. He went wherever whim and fortune took him, but the whims were short-lived and the fortune invariably ended at the bottom of a glass. The deadly tsith twisted his brain awry and took its toll and drove him on. He had been “on the beach” on half a dozen planets. Earth he shunned. He hadn’t set foot there in more years than he could remember. At first it was because he was ashamed, but even that was gone now. Only a cold sickness was left in the soul of Joel Latham.


  He stared at this fellow tsith hound, this shell of a Martian, and said, “What happened last night?”


  “What always happens,” Kueelo said wearily. “We used up all our credit. Penger kicked us out.”


  It took Joel Latham a full minute to absorb that piece of information. Mixed up with the agony in his eyes was a pensive look, but no resentment; his need just now was too dire for resentment. He stared across the swamp at the outpost’s straggling street. Jake Penger was the law here, and he owned the only supply of tsith. Latham recalled him vaguely, a huge man, inscrutable, uncompromising.


  “Penger,” he muttered. “That’s it. I knew there was something I was going to do.”


  “What were you going to do?” Kueelo moved in closer, a sudden light of interest in his eyes.


  “See Penger, of course.”


  “Why?”


  “I need tsith! And I’m going to need it worse before this day’s over.”


  Kueelo’s eyes went dull again. “We both do. How do you think you’re going to manage it?”


  “I’ll show you. Never let it be said that Joel Latham was helpless in face of an emergency.” With unsteady fingers he began a search of his clothes. And that’s when the final realization descended upon Joel Latham. These weren’t his clothes, not the ones he had when he came here.


  He stared into the Martian’s mango-like face. “I had a lucky piece. An ancient Deimian jewel set in platinum. It’s always been good for credit.”


  Kueelo’s sigh was like a wind through withered leaves. “That,” he said, “was used up two nights ago.”


  “I had a dis-gun, too! What happened to it?”


  “We used that up last night. Penger allowed us four drinks apiece for it.”


  Latham nodded miserably. “The space yacht. I guess it’s already gone.”


  “Two days ago. Your fine feathered friends shunned you when they learned you were a tsith hound. But I stuck by you,” Kueelo added cunningly.


  Latham sank heavily onto a clump of swamp grass. He stared at his right hand. It had started trembling. He couldn’t stop the trembling. He wondered dully if he was frightened, or if that was a result of the terrible craving that twisted and writhed within him. He stared up into the Martian’s face.


  “Stranded,” he said weakly. “But I’ll get out of here. I’ll hire out on one of the freighters—”


  “You won’t.” Kueelo’s voice was matter-of-fact again. “Not when they learn you’re a tsith hound. And Penger will let them know, you can bet on that. He’s a devil, that Penger.”


  “But he’s an Earthman, and I’m an Earthman!” Latham’s voice was almost a wail. His soul was withering within him.


  “Tell Penger that and see what he answers you. You’re on the beach, my friend. You’ve been there before, but this is the final beach—the swampside of Venus. And here you’ll stay until Penger is ready to let you go. I’ve been here five years.”


  Joel Latham put his head in his hands and tried to think. Kueelo’s voice droned on:


  “You’ll work for Penger. You’ll work in the swamps. An Earthman, a Martian, a Ganymedian can do ten times the work of one of these gweels.” He gestured at the pallid-faced low-Venusians who moved listlessly through the mud, pulling up the draanga-weed. “You’ll work for the amount of tsith Penger portions out to you, and glad to get it.”


  At the word tsith, Latham’s head came up. The dawning fear was gone from his eyes.


  “All right! I’ll do it, but only for a while, mind you! I’ll find a way out of this. I’m getting back to the iridium fields on Callisto.”


  He plunged wildly into the mud and sank to his waist. But it was the thought of tsith that drove him on, not Callisto. Kueelo stood by and watched, a thin, knowing smile creasing his leathery lips.


  A sort of frenzy had come upon Joel Latham. He tore at the stubborn draanga-weed and brought it up dripping, tossing the long lengths across his shoulder. He knew of this stuff.


  When properly synthesized draanga-weed had a medicinal value on the various planets. Penger shipped it out four times a year, at a neat little profit.


  Latham moved on. A yellowish fog had come down, the dreaded igniis fatui. Unless one kept moving, decomposition of the blood set in, essential salts within the body were dissolved and cellular activity ceased. Latham grinned wryly. He doubted if it could touch him! There was too much tsith within his alchemy. Nevertheless he moved and worked ceaselessly. He could see that caricature of a Martian standing back there watching.


  Then it happened; the thing happened which was to prove both a promise and a despair. Joel Latham felt a hardness at his heel, an irritating lump inside his neoprene boot.


  He moved back to higher ground, lifted his foot from the mire and removed the boot. He shook something out into his hand. It was round and hard and shiny, perhaps an inch in diameter. He held it aloft between thumb and forefinger. The filtering sunlight struck it and sent back lambent fires.


  Joel Latham stared and gasped, felt his senses reeling.


  “Purple!” he sobbed. “A purple Josmian!”


  HE WAS clambering back toward Kueelo. Forgetting the sweat in his eyes and the insufferable heat, he held the thing aloft.


  “Look at it!” he sobbed again. “Look at it shine! Look at the size!”


  Kueelo was indeed looking. His yellowish eyes bulged. “A Josmian,” he whispered. “We’ve struck it rich!”


  Joel Latham regarded the little caricature with astonishment. Something of sanity came back to Joel Latham. “We?” he said. “I found it. It’s mine. I never knew you until four days ago!”


  “But I stood by you,” the Martian wailed. “Your friends deserted you, but I stood by. Aren’t we partners?”


  Latham considered that. “No,” he decided. “You stood by me as long as I had credit for tsith! Until my money and lucky piece and dis-gun and clothes were gone. Did you offer to help me out there?” he waved at the swamp. “This Josmian is going to get me back to Callisto! Penger ought to give me plenty for it.”


  What happened next was too swift for Latham’s reeling senses. A claw-like hand darted out, and Kueelo snatched the Josmian; his other hand swung around and caught Latham hard across the throat, sending him back into the swamp where he staggered for a moment and sat down abruptly.


  “Hey!” Latham protested. “Hey, look here—”


  But the Martian was scuttling away like a huge fiddler crab, the Josmian clutched in one scrawny fist.


  Joel Latham came slowly up out of the mud, shaking his head and grinning stupidly. It was very unkind of Kueelo to treat him like this. He watched the Martian’s departing figure. He made no effort to follow—not at once—not until a strange new emotion, part frustration and part despair, rose up in his breast, and close upon that the dawning realization that he was being cheated of a last hope.


  Even then he didn’t hurry. He followed Kueelo, swinging along in slow loping strides, but not gaining. He felt weak and sick. That jagged need for tsith was again sawing away at his entrails. His feet tangled in the outlying swamp grass, he plunged headlong and picked himself up.


  Kueelo was heading for higher ground away from the compound. Kueelo was yelling as he ran. Latham wondered why the devil he was yelling. Then, some distance ahead, Latham could see a third man lifting himself from the ground. The Jovian! Suddenly Latham remembered him. The Jovian had been with them last night too. Now Kueelo was tugging at the man, yelling, showing him the Josmian.


  The Jovian hoisted his bulk erect, turned and waited for Latham, grinning broadly. The grin didn’t fool Latham. All Jovians grinned. Some of them grinned while breaking a man’s vertebrae. This was one of the big ones, Latham noticed, and he was ugly, with long reaching arms and wiry hair and a face that looked as if he’d slept in it.


  Latham stopped just short of him and reached out a hand. “I want the Josmian,” said Joel Latham.


  The Jovian came a step forward. “You leave Kueelo alone. Kueelo, he’s my friend.”


  “I’m going to have that Josmian,” said Joel Latham.


  The Jovian thrust out a huge fist with amazing speed. Latham caught at it and hung on grimly. The Jovian brought his other hand around in an arc that caught the Earthman across the face, sent him sprawling ten feet away.


  “Josmian belongs to us, now. You leave us alone.”


  Joel Latham sat there wiping blood from his face, watching the bestial pair as they headed around the compound and into the matted jungle. His last glimpse, just before darkness swallowed them up, was of Kueelo grinning gleefully back at him.


  Latham sighed. He stood up. The blow had shaken some of the resolve out of him. He turned east, northeast, east-by-north, like a compass on a binge. Then he saw Penger watching him from the outer gate of the compound. Apparently Penger had seen it all.


  Latham turned and ran toward Jake Penger.


  “You saw them!” Latham wailed. “You saw it. They stole my Josmian! You’ve got to stop them!”


  PENGER planted his feet wide apart and surveyed the snivelling Earthman. Penger’s dark face was hard-cut and impassive. He’d seen these tsith hounds before. They came here and died here. He hated them all.


  Penger said, “They did what?”


  “The Josmian, the purple Josmian! I found it and they stole it from me. You’ve got to help me, Penger!”


  Penger said, “You’re crazy.”


  “But I found it, I tell you! A big one. I’ll sell it to you, Penger. I’ll—”


  Penger said, “You’re crazy with tsith. There hasn’t been a Josmian found in this swamp for ten years.”


  “Penger, listen to me—”


  Penger said, “Forget it. You want tsith? You’ll have tsith. But you’ll work and you’ll work hard. You’ll get the draanga-weed out.”


  “Penger, I’m an Earthman! I’m asking you as one Earthman to another—” Latham stopped. He shivered. He looked into Penger’s colorless eyes and what he saw made his soul curl up within him.


  “You’re a what? An Earthman? You were an Earthman! Now you’re a grubby little specimen of the genus tsith! You’re a miserable, whining little speck of matter wriggling toward the final transfixation! In another year you won’t even be that. You’ll be dead and forgotten. Don’t come crawling to me talking about Earthmen!” The voice scraped across Latham’s naked nerve-ends. Penger’s eyes blazed, and in his trembling anger he almost raised a fist.


  Latham cringed away. From out of his forgotten past something came to Latham. He stared at the loom of jungle where Kueelo and the Jovian had disappeared.


  “I’ve seen the day,” he complained miserably, “when they wouldn’t get away with this!”


  “You’ve seen the day—period!”


  “I’m asking you once more, Penger. Help me! At least give me back the dis-gun.”


  “The dis-gun? Now what would you want with the dis-gun? You’d only come trading it back to me. You bring in the draanga-weed, that’s all I’m interested in! And if you work especially hard, there’ll be some tsith—enough for your needs.”


  Latham’s eyes went fever-bright. His lips writhed back, a fit of trembling took possession of his limbs. Almost, he succumbed to the immediate vision of the tsith; almost, he forgot about the Josmian. But somewhere deep in his alchemy was a well of stubbornness he never knew he possessed.


  He clutched at Penger’s sleeve as the man turned away. He found himself screaming, “Then I’ll go without the gun! I’m going to get that Josmian, do you hear? You’ll believe me then! You’ll believe when you see it, Penger!”


  Penger shook him away. “Sure, sure. You bring me a Josmian. Then we’ll talk a deal.”


  He wanted to ask for a drink, just one drink of tsith right now, but Latham had learned the essential fact that there could be no compromising with this man. He reeled away. His brief outburst had left him weak and trembling. Nevertheless, he went stumbling toward the looming wall of jungle.


  He heard Penger’s voice, a little annoyed: “Where are you going?”


  Latham stumbled on.


  “You fool, you don’t know these jungles! You’ll die in there! You won’t last an hour!”


  Latham didn’t look back. Penger didn’t call again. Latham could almost imagine the man’s shrug of indifference.


  Vision stopped five yards away. A soft glutinous muck, worse than the outer swamp, tugged at his ankles. Corrupt fungi-growth and giant spiked ferns reached far above him in the blanketing fog.


  Penger was wrong! He wouldn’t die in here. Latham knew where he was going. Kueelo had told him of the gweel village a mere few miles away, where the foothills came down to touch the jungle edge. Kueelo and the Jovian had undoubtedly headed for there and planned to lie low for a while; when the time was propitious, they would sneak back to the outpost and make a deal with Penger for the Josmian.


  The route was long and circuitous, hugging the fringe of jungle. The gweels traveled it every day. But Latham had a better plan. By cutting directly through the morass, he might just arrive there ahead of them!


  He would arm himself somehow and wait . . . the element of surprise . . . that’s all he could hope for now.


  He left the glutinous path, and to his surprise it wasn’t so bad. The growths towered many times higher but were not so dense. Occasionally the sun evidenced itself against the paling of mists hundreds of feet above. Lusty, primeval odors were almost an opiate to his senses.


  He plunged on for some ten minutes before he began to doubt. Gradually the gloom came alive with motion and sound and unseen terrors. He tried to segregate those that might mean danger. There came first a gentle whirring of wings through the mist, sweeping close above him and away. There came a gentle ripple through the foliage beside him, a slither of sound that kept pace endlessly.


  Was this what Penger meant? Still Latham had seen nothing. He wished he had his dis-gun, though.


  He wished it desperately, as a heavier sound came near. A grayish bulk charged directly across his path. It was monstrous, semi-reptilian, with wings arched sinuously along its spine as it half reared toward him. Latham fell back against a tree bole and stood motionless, staring into glittering feral eyes. The beast coughed raucously and went thrashing back into the welter of jungle and mud.


  Latham stepped away. His foot caught in a root and he fell headlong. Instantly, tiny spheres of diaphanous substance showered about his head, to burst in a scatter of violet spores. Those that touched his skin turned instantly blood-red, and seemed to grow, burrowing deep. Frantically he pulled them from his flesh, leaving raw red sores.


  There was no trail to guide him now, but he did not immediately mind that. He trekked the South Mars Desert and he had weathered the jungles of Io. Tsith hound or no, he had an unerring instinct for direction. He was sure the foothills couldn’t be far ahead. But he must have a weapon!


  A SILENT dark shadow floated down. He glimpsed a razor-clawed reptilian body, ten feet from wing to wing, its serpentine neck darting wickedly. Latham threw himself aside as the tremendous whirr of wings beat the air above his head. Close upon it came three others, and Latham hit the mud. Looking back, he saw that one of the creatures in its mad rush had hurtled into a giant fern, impaling itself upon a four-foot thorn where it hung, screaming raucously as its life-fluid ebbed away.


  Latham crawled from the spot. Reaching another fern, he managed to climb high enough to tear away one of the thorns. It was crude, but it would serve as a weapon!


  He was realizing his error now. He should have gone by the outer route. He would never reach the gweel village ahead of Kueelo and the Jovian, if indeed he reached it at all! Danger and death lay everywhere about him. Time and again those serpentine shapes winged down, silent and unwarning. He fended them off. Twice he speared them, saw ocherous blood spill from their shiny integument. Other times he wasn’t so lucky, as sharp claws left a row of furrows in his back. The miasmic yellow fog bit deep into his wounds.


  Hours resolved into a nightmare of mud and heat and battle. Other creatures crossed his path or curved at him from out of the tangled fronds. He was becoming awfully weak, but a terrible madness lay across Latham’s mind like a patina, driving him on. Through feverish turmoil, through waves of heat and pain and nausea that encompassed the universe, Joel Latham pursued his course.


  He never remembered the end. He never remembered coming out of that deadly jungle. He pressed with his palms against moist earth, and thought he must have been lying there for some time. His left arm was shredded. His back was shredded. Inside his clothes he felt the warm stickiness of his own blood. Outside his clothes was other substance which he knew wasn’t his blood.


  Something long and shiny lay beneath his hands. The thorn! He clutched at it frantically.


  He felt if he could just lie there a moment, strength would come back to him. But he didn’t lie there. He tottered to his feet, and just a few yards ahead the foothills sheered up and away from the jungle.


  Every step was an agony. He followed along the foothills, trying to find the gweel village. He had to find it! That much he remembered. A tiny Martian and a brute of a Jovian were there, and they had something that belonged to him. He had quite forgotten now what it was, but it meant something to him, he knew, it meant a great deal.


  He came upon the village, a cluster of clay huts high upon an escarpment. Latham began climbing. He had to be careful now, something pounded that warning into his brain. He saw groups of frail, pallid-faced gweels moving about. They were harmless enough, Latham knew that; but if those other two were here—


  He reached the level of the village and moved nearer, staying behind rocks and clumps of growth. Then he saw Kueelo! The Martian huddled beside an open fire, stirring some substance in a huge gourd. As Latham watched, Kueelo opened a leather pouch at his waist and took something out. The Josmian! He held it up to the flickering firelight, and the purple sheen of the gem was no more brilliant than the gleeful look that appeared in Kueelo’s yellowish eyes.


  In that instant Latham almost leaped forward, but a tightness in his temples stopped him. The distance was too great. And the Jovian must be somewhere about! Quick surprise was his only chance. His gaze roved up to the steepening cliff behind the village, and he saw the way.


  Still clutching the thorn-weapon, he followed a little ravine up to a rocky abutment. Thence along a ledge, to a spot just above the hut near Kueelo. He judged the distance, decided he could make it in two leaps; first to the roof of the hut, then to the ground.


  Latham paused the merest instant, then launched himself downward. He struck the roof with a force that jarred him to the teeth. He sprang again, and that’s when luck deserted him. His feet tangled in the coarse thatchwork. He felt himself going over the edge, spinning wildly off-balance, plunging headlong into the ground as the thorn-weapon was flung far out of his grasp.


  With a startled oath, Kueelo whirled about. Latham had a vision of the man’s ludicrous face. Then a tiny, shiny tube appeared like magic in the Martian’s hand. A power-rapier. Latham had heard that Martians carried them always. Tiny and easy to conceal. A press of a stud released a rapier-like shaft of electronic power that reached perhaps five feet.


  This occurred to Latham in a mere kaleidoscopic instant, then he was propelling himself forward. His shoulder took Kueelo squarely in the middle. Kueelo screamed as he went back. He tried to get the shiny tube up. Latham got hold of the Martian’s wrist and jerked it sharply against his knee. Kueelo let out another yell and dropped the power-tube.


  THE Martian was small, but possessed of a wiry strength. He was squirming like an ocelan, bringing his knees up into Latham’s groin. Latham felt fainter every moment. He let go of the wrist and tried to find the power-tube. Kueelo smashed a fist into his face.


  “I’ll kill you, Earthman, I swear it! I’ve got to kill you!” The Martian kept yelling that, his little voice going shrill. Then he yelled, “Kraaz! Kraaz!” Latham got a hand around Kueelo’s throat and he didn’t yell any more. The place was very still. Then Latham heard a sloughing sound of heavy footsteps coming up the slope. Kraaz was the Jovian! That’s when the real panic hit Latham and he knew he had to get the power-rapier.


  He fumbled and found the power-rapier. Kueelo brought a knee into his stomach and Latham felt sick. He couldn’t get the weapon around. Kueelo had hold of his wrist and was bending it backward. Latham thought: Kraaz is coming! If I don’t—


  They twisted and rolled and Kueelo was trying with both hands for the weapon. Latham held onto the weapon. Kueelo was using his knees to keep him down and Latham kept feeling weaker. Kueelo kept coming forward and making noises in his throat and he seemed big and heavy. He kept going forward until he got a knee against Latham’s throat. Latham thought: the Jovian’s running now, he’s almost here—


  Kueelo pressed with his knee and Latham’s head went back. His throat was hurting and blocking the air. The knee pressed harder, and it was bad. Then it was very bad. But he wouldn’t let go of the power-rapier. The Jovian’ll be here! I’ve got to—


  Latham moved his hand beneath him. The hand twisted and brought up the tube and his fingers touched a tiny stud. He didn’t know which way it was pointing, it was too late to wonder. His finger pressed the stud and Kueelo was screaming. Then the pressure in his throat went away.


  He was on his feet as the Jovian came ploughing through the huddle of frightened gweels. Latham tried to get the rapier-tube up, but his arms were numbed and weary, a red mist swam before his eyes. A powerful blow sent the weapon hurtling away, then the Jovian was upon him; huge arms closed about him. It was useless to struggle. Latham could see the man’s lips writhing back in a soundless rage.


  Latham brought a knee up in a purely desperate move. Kraaz grunted, stumbled and fell, but he didn’t let go. They were rolling together down the slope. The Jovian’s arms were a vise crushing away his life. Latham had a glimpse of a cliff falling sheerly away, with those deadly thorn-ferns reaching up from below.


  If I’m to die, it’s going to be my way!


  That was Latham’s last conscious thought as he surged against the Jovian’s braking body; his fingers clung tenaciously, his last ebbing strength carried them both over the edge. Kraaz’s arms broke away. Latham lashed out with his feet, then he was twisting, falling, far out into space . . . and that’s all he remembered.


  Hands were tugging at him. A shrill chatter of voices rang in his ears. Someone was holding a gourd to his lips, trying to pour a hot sticky substance down his throat. Latham sat up and knocked the gourd away. The little group of gweels fell back. Some of them were still chattering, staring overhead with awe-stricken eyes.


  Latham looked up and saw Kraaz, the Jovian. The huge bulk hung twenty feet above, tangled in the foliage of a giant fern.


  One thorn had entered his chest, another completely pierced his throat. He was quite dead.


  Wearily, Latham made his way back up to the village. Kueelo still lay there with the blackened hole through him. Latham tore away the leather pouch holding the Josmian; he had fought through hell and swamp and jungle for this, and by all the Redtails of Jupiter, he was taking it back! He thought of Penger, and the tsith awaiting him there. Most of all he thought of Callisto and the iridium fields, which would mean much more tsith. Clutching the Josmian as though it were his life’s blood, Joel Latham staggered away from there and began the long route back.


  THE men at the compound would not soon forget the night when Joel Latham returned. Penger was there of course; some prospectors from the near-by hills, the crew of a supply freighter, a motley scattering of others whose business was unknown and unasked.


  They stared in disbelief at the caricature that suddenly came out of the night to stand in the doorway of Penger’s place. Clothes ripped in shreds, mud and blood bespattered, one arm dangling, tangled hair that looked unreal as if sewed to his scalp. An awful whiteness about the lips and eyes that were dark empty pools. Maybe it had once been an Earthman, but it was unrecognizable now! Joel Latham stood there for an instant, seeking out Penger behind the bar. Black exhaustion threatened to take him, but with an effort he hoisted himself up.


  He made his way across the room and slumped against the bar. Spacemen moved out of his way. There was something about his eyes.


  Penger moved down to him, stood staring in amazement.


  “So it’s you!” said Penger, and seemed unable to say more.


  “It’s me, all right.” Latham’s eyes were searching out the rows of bottles. Martian thasium, Earth bourbon, the potent arack from Ganymede. It all left him cold. He was looking for the deadly tsith, and he saw no sign of it. “It’s me, all right,” Joel Latham said again, and he placed a closed fist upon the bar. “I’ve come to make that deal with you, Penger!”


  His fist opened slowly, and Penger was staring down at the Josmian.


  “So it was true! And you really went after that thieving pair . . . you took it from them . . .” Penger’s voice was unbelieving, but he continued to stare at the Josmian.


  “It’s yours if you want it, Penger. Dirt cheap! One thousand credits. That’ll be enough to get me out of here on the first freighter, and set up for another try at the Callisto iridium fields. That’s all I want.”


  Penger nodded, took the gem from Latham’s hand and held it to the light. “It’s a beauty!” He replaced it in Latham’s open palm. “But I didn’t promise to buy it! All I said was, I’d make you a deal.”


  Latham felt his stomach turning over. Kueelo had said this man was a devil! He got the words out: “What kind of a deal?”


  “You ask one thousand credits. I offer you one thousand glasses of tsith! That’ll last you a long time here.”


  So that was the devil’s plan! Latham felt a cold sickness come over him. He was sick from his wounds, sick from exhaustion, sick for the desperate need of tsith. He found himself saying, “One drink right now! And eight hundred credits—”


  “No drinks. Not until we make the deal. One thousand glasses of tsith, and that’s my final offer.”


  Latham stared about him. Any spaceman here would offer five times a thousand credits for such a gem! But they sensed that this was private between him and Penger, and no man dared go against Penger here at Venusport. They watched the tableau in silence.


  “I’ve got to get to Callisto!” Latham cried wretchedly, fighting back the sickness. “Here—it’s yours—just one drink now, and enough credits for passage!”


  “Why Callisto?” Penger’s voice was mocking. “So you make another strike there, and it all ends with tsith anyway!” He reached beneath the bar, brought out a crystal flagon of tsith. For a moment he held the sparkling blue liquid to the light, then placed it on the shelf behind him.


  “Damn you!” Latham tried to leap forward, but almost collapsed as waves of nausea shook him.


  “So. You see what I mean? In another year you’ll be dead anyway, so what does it matter?” Penger leaned forward, smiling thinly. “Earthman, what did you say your name was? Joel Latham, wasn’t it?”


  Latham swayed and clutched at the bar. He glared at the man, wondering what diabolical scheme he was planning now.


  PENGER’S eyes bored into him. “Joel Latham, I knew your father years ago before he died on Mars. He was a fine man. A man of courage. I wonder what Carl Latham would say now if he could see his son—”


  “People from here to Mars and back,” Latham rasped, “are always telling me they knew my father! I’m sick of hearing about it! All I want to know, do you buy this Josmian or not?”


  “I may make you another deal. Suppose I give you the thousand credits. But if I do, you don’t go to Callisto.”


  “Where, then?” Latham’s brain was throbbing, seeking out the gimmick. There must be a gimmick.


  Penger glanced at a tall, angular man who had stayed in the background. A silent signal passed between them.


  “They need a chart man at Asteroid Station Three. The work is not hard but it’s a thankless, monotonous existence. You’re alone on an anchored world a half-mile in diameter. You sign on for three years, and there you stay. You have every need within reason, including technical library and one-way radio. A government ship brings supplies once a year, and they don’t include tsith.”


  Penger paused and peered at Latham, whose face had gone pale beneath the growth of beard. “Your task would be to chart the thousands of rogue asteroids that cause havoc in the spacelanes every year. I understand you once knew ray-screens, co-ordinates and parabolics. You could brush up.”


  “It seems . . . you know a lot about me!” Latham’s voice was frightened. It didn’t want to leave his throat. He was staring at the glittering blue tsith behind Penger.


  Penger motioned to the tall, angular man with the bright eyes. The man stepped to the bar.


  “This is George Elston of Interplanet Commerce. He’s been looking for months for the right man. Frankly, I don’t think it’s you”—Latham felt the impact of Penger’s scorn—“but he has a cruiser outside, and he can up gravs within half an hour in case you are interested.”


  “I’m not—” Latham continued to stare at the glittering blue flagon just out of reach.


  “I thought not. Well, I’ve made you two offers. I’ll buy your Josmian for credits or tsith!” Penger counted out a thousand credits and slapped them on the bar. He poured a glass of tsith and placed it down gently. “Your choice, Latham! A choice of escape!”


  A TERRIBLE quiet had come over the room. Latham’s eyes were fever-bright, burning deep in his skull. His stomach twisted like a nest of cold serpents. A choice of escape! There was no choice. There was only tsith. He had only to take it. Penger was right. He would die here within a year, but he had resigned himself to that.


  He would die out there on the Station, too; he would die a thousand deaths without tsith. Three years! Latham had heard of a few tsith hounds who tried it. He knew in every detail the agonies of body and mind a man went through, before the absence of the stuff either broke him of the terrible need, or left him a gibbering, mindless wreck. Not many of them ever pulled through it.


  Joel Latham thought of all this and made his choice. He slammed the Josmian on the bar; his trembling hand seized the glass.


  Penger shrugged and sighed as if this was what he expected. He took up the Josmian. “The deal is closed, Latham! I’d better put this away in my safe.”


  He walked to the end of the bar. When he came back, the glass in Latham’s hand was empty.


  Penger met George Elston’s gaze. “You’ll have to keep looking, Elston. You’ll have to look for a man, not a—”


  The tall man smiled, stopping the words. He pointed to the mirror where a splash of blue, glutinous tsith was dripping.


  Latham threw the empty glass at Penger’s head. It missed him and struck the mirror, bringing it down in shattering fragments. He seized the bundle of credits and sent them flying.


  “Keep these too, Penger! Keep them all, damn you! I won’t need them where I’m going!” Tottering and pale, a fury still upon his lips, he seized Elston’s arm. “Come on! Make it quick—”


  Elston hurried with him. At the door, he pointed across the compound. “The black cruiser, there beside the freighter. Get aboard. I’ll be with you in five minutes—”


  Penger was at the door too. They watched Latham hurrying, stumbling, not looking back.


  Then Penger did an amazing thing. He opened his fist and he still held the Josmian. He placed it on the floor, put a heavy heel on it and came down with all his weight. There was an absurd little pop as the Josmian shattered.


  Elston stared at him, bewildered.


  “Not a Josmian,” Penger grinned at him. “Glass. One of the cheap glass baubles that sometimes come here on the trade freighters.” He gripped Elston’s arm. “But don’t tell him! Don’t ever tell him, at least not for three years.”


  “But I thought he found it in the swamp!”


  “He found it in his boot, where I placed it when I found him lying out there this morning in a stupor. An experiment, a whim—” Penger shrugged. “I didn’t know what would come of it.”


  Joel Latham had almost reached the cruiser. They saw him pause, and then he turned. Joel Latham raised a fist and shook it straight at Penger.


  “Damn you, Penger! Damn you, damn you!”


  With that he stumbled up into the waiting lock as Elston hurried after him.


  THE WEALTH OF ECHINDUL


  Noel Loomis


  Though he carried with him the loot of the ages, who in The Pass—that legalized city of vice and corruption—would dare risk his neck to help Russell, the Hard Luck Man of the Swamps?


  HE CAME came up out of the Great Sea-Swamp of Venus like old Father Neptune. He was covered with mud and slime. Seaweed hung from his cheap diving-suit. Brine dripped from his arms that hung limp and weary; it ran from his torso and made a dark trail in the sand.


  Without even looking back, he stood for a moment as if fighting to keep on his feet, while the brine made a small puddle in the green sand. Finally he unscrewed the helmet and took it off. He turned around slowly and looked back across the two hundred miles of deadly swamp, at the flaming craters of the Red Lava Range from which he had come.


  With fingers that would hardly function from weariness he took off his diving-suit and straightened up. His stooping shoulders were free of that weight for the first time in forty days. He was a small man, hardly over four feet tall, and not well formed. It seemed incredible that he had crossed the Great Sea-Swamp on foot.


  And as he looked back at the distant rim of green fire that marked the mountains it seemed incredible to him too. A great sigh of relief and gratefulness shook his unsymmetrical body, and all the nerve and colossal will-power that had carried him for six months, suddenly flowed out of him in a single wave and left him empty. He forgot about the ordeal that still lay ahead. He forgot everything. He pitched forward on his face in the sand, and slept.


  Some hours later a whistling noise awoke him. He rolled over, awake instantly, for in past months his ears had saved his life as often as had his eyes. High in the sky he picked out a cannibal fish from the Acid Sea. It had set its great wings in a dive.


  He raised his heat-gun, fired once, saw the feathers burst into blue flame, saw it falling; then he rolled over and went back to sleep. Not even the thud of its heavy body on the sand disturbed him, but an hour later he heard another warning—a rasping sound—and through the stench of the ancient swamp he smelled a fetidness that meant danger.


  This time as he turned he rolled to his feet. He saw the huge coils of the Venusian water-constrictor. One lidless phosphorescent eye gleamed evilly at him, but its great jaws were spread and the dead fish was half-way down its bone-plated throat.


  Grant Russell relaxed. Ordinarily he would have been scared to death to be within miles of the big saurian. But now for a few hours, with the fish in its throat it would be comparatively harmless.


  Grant rubbed his eyes and stretched. How wonderful sleep could be! For six weeks he had been in the swamp where he never had dared to take off his diving-suit even when he was resting on a clump of floating grass, for fear it would suddenly sink and drop him into a hundred feet of brown water; six weeks walking through mud sometimes over his head, with the brown, infested water above that; six weeks pitting all his swamp lore against sudden death in a thousand forms, with only the light gravity of Venus to aid him, and his indomitable determination to keep him going. But now he felt like a million.


  No man had ever crossed the Great Swamp alone on foot before. Few had crossed it in any fashion. Few would have tried it but Grant Russell because few wanted to do it as much as he did. In spite of his small size and his scrawny muscles, in spite of Venus which catered to big men and strong men, he had done it.


  THE food problem alone would have stopped most men, but Grant had spent a lot of time around the swamps of Venus. Often he had gone prospecting with food enough for only one week because he couldn’t buy more, and he had stayed four, five, six weeks.


  To do that he had had to experiment. He’d eaten all sorts of things. Sometimes he had been ill but he had acquired immunity to certain poisonous plants that contained food values.


  The oxygen problem for a diving-suit for forty days would have stopped most men but Grant had solved that too. If he had not, he never could have gone to the Red Lava Range after the fabulous gizzard-stones of Venus’s prehistoric echindul.


  For oxygen, he had discovered a plant that grew in the bottom of the swamp. You could cut its stalk into sections and put them in a container and they would exude oxygen for several hours. But he had to carry at least one extra stalk all the time, and he had to keep his eyes sharp for more. Sometimes it had been close.


  Grant looked at the Red Lava Range and felt the precious leather bag inside his shirt and smiled. Yes, he’d done it. He’d found one of the fabulous nests of the echindul—and it had been loaded with stones, just as ancient Venusian legend insisted.


  The extinct echindul had been a sort of flying lizard that had nested in the mysterious, almost inaccessible Red Lava Range. Every echindul had had two gizzard-stones, and each matched pair of stones had an unusual property.


  Grant reached in his watch-pocket and brought out the one he had kept out of the bag. He held it up and watched the sunlight, filtering through Venus’s thick clouds, and the firelight, reflected from Red Lava Range two hundred miles away, play on the chatoyant interior of the stone as if they were chasing each other.


  Those stones would be worth forty thousand Earth dollars a pair if he could get them to a reputable dealer in Aphrodite, Venus’s largest city. Therein lay Grant Russell’s next problem, and in spite of the satisfaction he felt at emerging from the Great Swamp, he knew that getting safely to Aphrodite might be an even more serious problem.


  Aphrodite’s only approach over the Lead Vapor Mountains from the southern hemisphere was through The Pass, a legalized city of vice. On one side The Pass was flanked by the Bubbling Zinc Pits and on the other side it was skirted by the Fluoride River, and man had not yet devised any way to navigate either of these. It was doubtful, even, that any species native to Venus could cross those two areas, but on this authorities did not agree for in the year 2542 Venus and its natives were still largely unknown.


  Not so far unknown, however, that Grant Russell failed to recognize the single luminous eye that had risen out of the water on a long, slender stalk. “A fish,” he thought, or as some would have said, a Venusian. It saw that he was looking at it, and it dropped out of sight. There was the swirl of brown water that marked its under-surface progress. It swam like a fish, but it wasn’t really a fish. It was one of Venus’s four dominant species and the most “human” of all.


  The swirl moved fast across the surface of the water and disappeared in the direction of Aphrodite but Grant knew that its place would be taken within a few minutes by another. And if Grant had had any forlorn hope that he might be able to slip through The Pass, he gave it up, for he knew now that his movements were reported hourly and that his possession of the fabulous stones was undoubtedly known to Relegar, the Uranian.


  Relegar was the master of The Pass. He was no human and he had no human feelings. Killings and stealing were a business to him, and he had the most efficient spying system on any planet. It was well known unofficially that he kept an underground factory busy extracting a drug from the stamen of the swamp-orchid. The drug was labeled “Venus-snow,” and Relegar found it highly profitable to trade it to the fish in the Sea-Swamp on the southwest and to the semi-aquatic people in the great Gallium Bogs to the southeast—some called them “frogs”—for information.


  Relegar’s spy-system was a monopoly by reason of a peculiar fact: the fish-people talked in a high sound-range that no solar being but a Uranian could hear; no Uranian trusted another Uranian, and so Relegar was the only entity in The Pass who knew the dialect of the fish-people. Seldom did any person or any entity find anything of value in the bottom half of Venus that was not promptly reported to the Uranian.


  Therefore Grant Russell did not dare enter The Pass with the stones on his person. This was a quick way to lose them—and perhaps his life. Some day, thought Grant wishfully, some big-shot would come along and clean out The Pass and then the little honest men would be safe. On the rare occasions when a prospector did find something of value and get back to land he would be allowed to keep it. Grant wished he had a lot of power or a lot of money. He’d take over the clean-up job. But a fellow like him, without friends, without influence, without money, didn’t have a chance.


  GRANT had thought about that a good many times on his long trip across the swamp, but he had worried more about how to dispose of his own stones before Relegar got hold of him. He would of course have to use deception. But how? If he could hide the stones some place he could go on into The Pass empty-handed and pretend that he’d had the usual lack of luck. Then he could see Netse, the Jovian fence, and make a deal for protection. He’d have to give up half, but that was the easiest way out, for Relegar would keep hands off if Netse got there first.


  But where could he hide the stones? There was too much continual volcanic subterranean activity in the swamp, and on what little dry land Venus had it was doubtful that any hiding-place could be called permanent. It might be solid today and swallowed by an earthquake tomorrow.


  The only real solution was to have somebody else keep them for a while, Grant thought, and that was a discouraging thought, for whom could he trust in The Pass even if he could reach them? For that matter, who in The Pass would risk his life to help out Grant Russell, the Hard-Luck Man of the Swamp?


  He’d been known as a hard-luck man as far back as he could remember. His parents had been killed in a rocket crash on a trip to Mars; he’d been raised by one relative after another and they’d each one gotten rid of him as soon as they could. Finally he had married a nice girl and they had been happy until their daughter was born. Then the mother had died.


  Grant had gone to pieces for a while. When he came to, he was broke, hungry, ragged. Then when it was too late he had become frantic over the safety of his small daughter, Beth. He found that she was safe in a child welfare home in New Jersey, but they would not release her to him until he could pay what he owed for her care and have enough left over to establish himself as a substantial citizen.


  He had told her goodby. She was the image of her mother, and she had held onto his hand as long as she could and said between sobs, “Daddy, can we have a farm some day, and raise strawberries, and have just us two? I don’t want to be an orphan.” He had gulped and said, “Sure,” and then he had come to Venus. It was a new planet, largely unexplored, full of opportunity.


  That had been three years ago. Things had been tough at times but now he could afford to smile. He’d hit the jackpot—a million-year-old nest of the echindul, with sixteen pairs of stones. He put the one stone safely back in his watch-pocket. He was keeping that one. When he sold the others he would have the dealer pick out the mate to this one, and he and Beth would keep this pair. They would be well able to afford it.


  He felt the bag at his side. The stones didn’t weigh much, perhaps a couple of ounces apiece, but the famous telepathic stones of Venus were well known on Earth. Wealthy young lovers would carry a pair, if they could get them, so that each could know what the other was thinking.


  Scientists said the stones were matched crystals so that each pair, in effect, was tuned in together. They said also that the stones were little more than nature’s ultimate extension of man’s feeble attempts at radio communication.


  Grant Russell knew little about that. What he did know was that those stones were worth half a million dollars. He gathered up his patched diving-suit and packed it, from long habit. He raised his head and saw another eye watching him from the swamp. He watched the eye and listened to the rasping of the bone-plates in the constrictor’s throat.


  Ordinarily he would have tried to kill the big saurian, for its skin had the property of turning slightly radioactive after death and it was worth a couple of hundred dollars delivered in Aphrodite, but a thought occurred to him. He watched the saurian and began to smile. The constrictor could be worth a lot more than two hundred dollars to him.


  He flipped a handful of green sand at the eye in the swamp and it withdrew abruptly into the water. He ran, making a wide circle around the constrictor’s powerful tail. He darted in to the head and stood above the lidless eye. Three years ago he would not have walked this close to a dead constrictor, but now—well, he’d learned not to be scared until there was need of it. He bent down. The fish was well inside the saurian’s mouth. The constrictor’s jaws were distended and it was helpless.


  Grant whipped the bag of stones from inside of his jacket and tied the leather thong to one leg of the fish. He made sure he had the one single stone in his watch-pocket. That one he had to keep to be able to find the others. He went back to the edge of the swamp and waited until he saw an eye come up, whereupon he flipped another handful of sand at it.


  He stayed there for two hours, until the bag of stones was well down the saurian’s throat. Then he set out for The Pass. He was painfully hungry now, but he was light-hearted. Never again would he have to risk the death that infested the Great Sea-Swamp. Within thirty days he would be home—home on Earth. He and Beth would get a little house out in the country and have a little garden, and he could relax and watch his daughter grow up. She was only seven now. It wasn’t too late.


  IT WAS dark when he got to The Pass, the sinister city where he’d seen men killed for a twenty-dollar bill, where girls had been sold over the counter for fifty. He knew better than to go directly to Netse, for the Jovian and the Uranian had a sort of throat-cutting partnership in the underworld, and while Grant was sure Netse would help him directly to get a bigger cut, he knew also that Netse wouldn’t want to be too obvious about it.


  So Grant, by this time weary in the shoulders from carrying his equipment, turned down Thorium Avenue toward Nellie’s Boarding House. But under the first streetlight he was stopped by a grimy boy. This was notable, because the boy was an Earthman. There weren’t too many Earthmen in The Pass.


  “Where you been, Hard-Luck Russell?” the boy asked insolently.


  Grant’s throat was dry. He knew what that meant. Nobody who knew Hard-Luck Russell would bother to stop him unless they had orders to do it—orders that came from Relegar.


  “In the Swamp,” Russell said, swallowing hard.


  The kid stared at the diving-suit in Grant’s hand, stared at Grant’s face with a sharp, penetrating, unashamed inquisitiveness that made Grant use all of his will-power to stare back. The kid suddenly disappeared.


  Grant forced himself not to walk faster. The kid had put the finger on him. It was the first time Relegar had ever done that. Those damned eyes! Relegar must know what Grant had found, and the knowledge that the Uranian knew about the stones made him weak. Relegar was a bad spider.


  Grant’s impulse was to run but he forced himself to be steady. Now he didn’t dare go straight to Netse. He went on to Nellie’s place and hammered on the door. “Oh, it’s you. Come on in.” Nellie opened the door. Nellie was a Martian, a century-plant, and nobody knew whether it was he or she or whether it made any difference, but they called it “she” and they called it “Nellie.”


  Grant went in. Nellie’s leaves rustled and that queer whispery voice came from her. “Do you want a cot?”


  “I’ll have a room this time,” said Grant. “How much?”


  “A buck,” said Nellie’s leaves. “Pay now.”


  She collected. He took his diving-suit to the room. He didn’t like the smell of cabbage and garlic, and the fumes of chlorine were so strong he nearly choked. A Saturnian must be pickling insects somewhere up on the second floor. He sat down. He was starved but he didn’t want to go outside until he had a chance to figure things out. He thought maybe the first thing to do was to see Netse.


  From the sounds he thought the two girls across the hall were getting ready to go out. He lay down on the bed to rest.


  At ten o’clock they left, jabbering. It was good to hear Earth-people talk, even if it was French, which he didn’t understand. As soon as the front door closed after the girls he tiptoed across the hall and tried the doorknob. It was locked. He opened it with his skeleton key. The room was dark and he did not turn on a light. He opened the window and dropped softly to the ground in a narrow space between two buildings.


  A grating voice said, “Where you going, punk?”


  Grant froze. He wanted to run but couldn’t. He turned. Back at the alley, in the light, was a medium-size, solidly built man with black hair and a long scar on his left cheek. Grant wheeled, but stopped short. In front of him, at the street end, was a huge Neptunian. It was ten feet high. Grant shuddered. He didn’t want that thing too close to him with its razor-sharp teeth and its fondness for blood. He walked toward the Earthman.


  THEY took him into a snow-joint over on Chloride Street. The man led, the Neptunian followed. They went down many flights of stairs carved in the solid purple lava and finally into an elevator. They went farther down.


  This, then, was Relegar’s headquarters. The Uranian couldn’t stand radiation for any length of time. Out on Uranus they had almost none, and so Venus, with its very heavy clouds that filtered the sunlight, was one of the few planets where a Uranian could live. Even so, the Uranians on Venus, having an instinctive dread of sunlight because sunlight usually meant radiation, preferred to stay underground. Perhaps it was more like their native world that way, for they lived underground even on Uranus.


  They got out of the elevator in a rock cavern and walked a hundred feet. They passed two guards and went through a steel door. They were in a big room, dimly lighted by red bulbs. Giant didn’t like the dimness and he didn’t like the smell. He tried to see.


  “Here he is,” said the man.


  There was an odd bass rambling which Grant recognized as the voice of a Uranian. He shivered. Then there were words, and Grant knew the Uranian, wherever he was—maybe in a different room—was using a modifier to turn his sounds into Earth-language: “Walk closer,” ordered the queer voice. “I want to watch your face.”


  It scraped the marrow in his bones, that queer voice. He saw a big tunnel, and at the far end of it, barely discernible in the dim light, was Relegar. Grant stared, chilled. His eyes became used to the queer light, and then he began to make out details. The tunnel was round and big enough so that a man could have walked into it, and at the far end the big Uranian seemed to be standing on his side, with his sixteen huge jointed legs supporting him, half of them on the floor and half on the ceiling. His purple, hairy body was supported in the middle almost as from a web. His two semi-globular eyes, seemingly opaque, were surrounded by six smaller ones. Grant knew the smaller ones could detect infra-red, and now he felt his face growing warm and knew they had on infra spot on him.


  “What did you find in the swamp?” asked that dissonant voice.


  Grant swallowed and licked his lips. “Nothing,” he said finally.


  The great maw of the spider, rimmed in red, opened wide as if the Uranian was yawning. It showed long, curving white fangs. Then Relegar said, “You found stones of the echindul.”


  “I have only one,” said Grant, and held it out fearfully.


  A curious red began to creep over Relegar’s body. His next words were deadly: “One is no good. You found many. What did you do with them?”


  Grant watched the great, gray poison-mandibles lift, and he was terrified. He wanted to speak but he could not.


  “You’ve hidden them somewhere,” said the horrible voice. “You intended to go back after them. Well, I am going to let you do that. But I shall be after you. I, in person, shall be on your trail. How will you like that?”


  “I—I haven’t got them. I don’t know where they are,” Grant insisted, which, in a manner of speaking, was true.


  Relegar’s two big bulbous eyes seemed to grow bigger and bigger, but still the light was reflected only from their surface. Grant took a step backward. Relegar swayed his body toward him, but the legs did not move. “Go get your stones,” he said. “But whenever you do, I’ll be right behind you. And don’t try to go to Aphrodite.”


  The lights went out. The giant Neptunian was at Grant’s side. Grant felt the leathery skin against his hand. They took him up and kicked him out on the street.


  Grant got dazedly to his feet. He had to see Netse the Jovian, quick. Netse would exact a steep price as soon as he found out that Relegar had threatened, but even one-third of the money would be better than nothing. And he knew what it meant to be trailed by Relegar. No being from any planet had ever come back sane from being hunted by Relegar. Most of them didn’t come back.


  He stopped at the big jewelry house over on Curium Avenue. He saw that it was now nearly one o’clock in the morning, and of course the jewelry store was closed, but he knew that Netse seldom slept and that the Jovian probably did more business at night than during the day. He pressed the night button and waited.


  The square of sidewalk dropped. Grant walked between X-ray scanners and remembered to deposit his heat-gun. He was met by an Earthman who took him up a long escalator. They went into a well-lighted room hung with rich tapestries and golden drapes. The man escorted Grant to a pedestal in the center of the room. The lights went out and it was inky black.


  Then suddenly there sprang into sight on the pedestal a transparent dome the size of a small goldfish bowl. It was lighted by ultra-violet from the bottom. In the center of the dome a small golden ball hung by a platinum wire, and on the ball was a tiny butterfly—Netse the Jovian. Netse’s wings moved slowly as he walked around the ball, and the violet light brought out the delicate green luminous tracery in his wings. Grant involuntarily stepped back.


  There were whistling words and Grant was aware that they came through a speaker and amplification system. He knew the dome that protected the Jovian was almost indestructible. “You wished to see me?” The wings moved slowly back and forth. Each one had a purple spot in the center like an eye.


  Grant gulped. “Yes. I—I have something to show you. I need your help.” He wondered if the purple spots actually were eyes.


  “Most people do,” said Netse dryly.


  Grant, inordinately ill at ease, fumbled in his watch-pocket. It was incredible that this tiny butterfly that would hardly outweigh a cigarette paper should have the brain to conduct a ramified business such as this one, and it was even more incredible that men and everything else—except perhaps Relegar—would yield to its will. Will, of course, was the key factor. Will was dominant and men obeyed.


  GRANT held out the echindul stone. “This is one of a pair,” he said. “I found the other one too.”


  “You have just come back from the Red Lava Range,” said the whistling voice. “How many pairs did you find?”


  Grant stared at the butterfly. Some thought the Jovians could read minds. Grant wondered. Then he decided to be honest. “Sixteen.”


  Netse’s wings quit moving for a minute. “What do you want me to do?”


  “I want you to assure me safe passage to your office. I will give you three-fourths of them,” Grant blurted. He had not meant to make an offer like that. He had intended to let Netse ask but the delicacy of his situation hit him abruptly and fully and he was weighed down with sudden desperation.


  “How can you find the others?” asked Netse.


  “I—” Grant got cautious. “I have provided for that.”


  The butterfly fluttered to the top of the dome and hung upside down for a moment. Then the whistling came again. “I am sorry. I do not see where I can be of any assistance.”


  Grant was stunned. He held out both hands. “But—”


  The lights went out. The Earthman was at his side, leading him out. He was given his heat-gun. “But what—why?—I don’t understand,” Grant said, bewildered.


  His escort looked at him, opened his mouth, and showed Grant he was tongueless. He positioned Grant on the square and a moment later Grant was back on the sidewalk.


  Discouragement was on him like a great weight. It deadened him. It smothered him. He paced the streets and eventually found himself before a restaurant. He remembered then that he had not eaten for a long time. He went in and ordered oysters. That was about the only meat you could buy in The Pass and be sure of not eating some sentient being. Then, waiting, he sat in a booth with his head between his hands.


  It was apparent they didn’t want him to have any part of his stones—the stones he had spent six months and risked his life for—the stones that meant so much to him and to Beth. They wanted all of his stones. The dirty Shylocks. They weren’t willing to take half, or two-thirds, or three-fourths. They wanted all. They weren’t willing for him to have any part of them. He would have settled for ten per cent, which would have been over fifty thousand dollars, but they didn’t offer him ten per cent. They offered nothing. They wanted all.


  Netse must have been contacted by Relegar and told to keep hands off. That was why Grant had wanted to see Netse first. But he had not dreamed that Netse would refuse him entirely. He had thought it would be merely a matter of the price.


  Now what could he do? He didn’t dare let the constrictor have more than three day’s head-start, for the saurian would finish digesting the fish in about five days. That meant Grant would have to start back to the swamp tomorrow. But Relegar’s spies would report every move. The minute he set out, Relegar would be notified. And Relegar would come after him. Grant shuddered. Where his hands touched his face his finger tips were cold.


  Relegar would find him. The spider had a locator sense that was infallible. He could set out days later and find Grant unerringly. And how could one fight the Uranian when they met? Relegar’s nervous system was so constructed that he was practically impossible to kill. You could boil him or freeze him without injuring him. Uranians had been boiled alive in prussic acid for forty hours without ill effects. You could cut off legs and even sever the head and they would still live. So what could a man do?


  There was only one thing Grant knew. That was to go after the stones. They were his and he would never give them up. They might take the stones away from him, but he would never give them up.


  So the next morning he overhauled his suit and patched it. He got fresh oxygen and bought a meager supply of food. He had one more good meal and started out south again with the single stone in his watch-pocket.


  It took him seven hours to reach the place where he had left the constrictor. It was gone, of course. How far, he could not know. He took the one telepathic stone from his pocket. He found a spot where he could sit in the open, cross-legged, with his eyes fixed on the stone. From the corner of his eye he saw a brown detached eye on a stalk pop up from the surface of the water, but he paid no attention. He concentrated on the stone.


  The stone had a fair polish. He looked at its surface and shut out all the normal sounds from his ears. The stone seemed to be in motion on the inside, and presently that motion communicated itself to his mind. He had a picture of a constrictor, lying sleepily in a pool of brown water surrounded by heavy, deep grass that hung over the banks and grew down into the water.


  He heard now the distant bellow of a swamp-ox, the buzzing of aquatic bees. Slowly he turned the stone on its edge and revolved it carefully. When the picture was clearest in his mind he picked out an orientation point in the distant mountains. Then, well pleased, he put the stone in his pocket, got into his diving-suit, screwed on the helmet, adjusted the oxygen, and stepped off into the brown water of the swamp.


  The bottom here was steep but it was good. It was hard and not more than knee-deep in mud. He traveled carefully, freezing on occasion when huge shadows moved above him. He was in fifty feet of water and he liked that better because it was easier to go unnoticed. He avoided a patch of electric cactus, for the spines would have electrocuted him even through the suit, and he went far around an area of white bull-root, shaped like women’s legs, because he knew the bull-root was always infested with swamp-razors that would cut through the seams of his diving-suit.


  When he came out of the water he found his orientation point and kept going. He came to a wide stretch of water, and with the wind at his back, made fast time by climbing on an island of floating grass and going straight across. This was important. He needed to find the constrictor by the time Relegar started after him.


  The spider could travel much faster than Grant for it walked on water where Grant was forced to wade on the bottom. But Relegar would wait a while. He wouldn’t want to be on the surface of Venus any longer than necessary, even for half a million dollars, so he would give Grant plenty of time, since there was no danger of his getting away.


  Grant was encouraged by the fact that the constrictor did not appear to be far away. Everything here depended on his reaching the saurian two days ahead of Relegar. Not that he expected to run. That was hopeless. But he did have a partial plan. He thought he knew how to recover the stones and to face the Uranian without being immediately killed. And he hoped for some now unforeseen development that subsequently would help him to get through The Pass.


  That last item was a weak point, a very weak point, but there was nothing he could do about it now. He could not wait for a plan. He had to go ahead and trust his own ingenuity to devise a means of getting to Aphrodite later. If he could keep Relegar from going back to The Pass until he himself could get through The Pass, then he would be unmolested, for Relegar was master of The Pass, and no entity of any sort, not even as powerful a one as Netse, would touch any being in whom Relegar was interested unless Relegar himself should order it.


  If Grant could get through The Pass and across Division Street he would be safe, for Aphrodite proper was under the jurisdiction of the Planetary Police, and even Relegar respected them.


  GRANT found the constrictor on the second day, lying in a shallow pool with only its dorsal spines showing. Working slowly and carefully and entirely under water, he located the saurian’s head, concealed in a clump of floating grass. The reptile was still in something of a torpor from its meal, and Grant had no difficulty in approaching it through the water and attacking it with the heat-gun on the soft part of the neck below the head.


  The first bolt must have gone through and severed its spinal column, but Grant risked destruction from the threshing body long enough to burn the head off entirely. He got out on solid ground and waited until sundown for the monster’s contortions to die. Then he worked fast. The flying scavenger-foxes were already settling on the constrictor’s back and tearing out great chunks of flesh. He went back under water and cut out the saurian’s gizzard with the heat-ray. He dragged it off to one side and tremblingly cut it open with his knife, and he was relieved and exultant when he recovered all fifteen of the stones. The bag had disintegrated, but he put the stones carefully in his pockets.


  Then he went back once more. He cut off a piece of the hide two feet square. He took only the outer hide, which was dry and which held the great iridescent scales that formed isotopes after death. From some marsh-bamboo and some wire-vines he formed a shield. By that time it was midnight. He turned his light on the pool where the saurian had been, and shuddered. The water was dull red, and alive with creatures fighting each other to get to the carcass. The surface was covered with flying things, some small, some huge, all fighting, fighting. Life on Venus was an eternal, bloody fight. This slaughter, once started, would go on for weeks, until the fighting creatures in this immediate area of the swamp were exhausted.


  Grant snapped off the light as clouds of flying things arose. He started down the neck of dry land and walked all night, going as far as he could without submerging, getting out of range of the holocaust around the dead constrictor. Eventually he came to a lavawood tree. He examined it carefully, then climbed it. He found a crotch in the limbs. He lay down and hung his arms and legs over the limbs, pulled the shield over him, and went to sleep.


  From the brilliant, blinding light of the sun even through the clouds, and the vapor arising from the surface of the swamp, he knew it was mid-afternoon when he awoke. He started up, but long habit stopped him almost as soon as he moved. He opened his eyes and was fully awake, listening for the sound that had awakened him. He heard it, a rasping noise like the sound of a knife-blade scraped against the grain of a fresh hog-skin. He looked across the swamp. Less than fifty yards away was Relegar, walking toward him on the water. The sound came from the scraping of his gray poison-mandibles against each other.


  Relegar’s mouth, as wide as his body, was open. The two bulbous eyes gleamed like pieces of polished metal. They saw Grant. The spider’s sixteen jointed legs, that held his purple body three feet above the water, moved too fast for Grant to follow them. The Uranian skittered across a hundred feet of water and walked out on the land.


  His bone-scraping voice came to Grant in the tree. “I’ll take the stones now.” It was a sinister voice. Grant felt a crawling, instinctive horror as the spider came toward him, its jointed legs moving delicately. “You’ve saved me some trouble by finding them.”


  Grant overcame his paralysis and reached for the heat-gun. Relegar saw the motion and stopped. “You can’t hurt me with that heat-projector,” he said. “You might shoot off a leg, but I’d have you half eaten before you could fire a second bolt.”


  The knowledge hit Grant with what was almost a shock that there was some way he could get the best of Relegar, otherwise the big spider would not have spoken at all. He well knew that he couldn’t kill Relegar with the heat-gun. He could burn off a leg, yes, but he doubted that the infra-rays would affect the spider’s body at all. He moved a little on the limbs, got a hold on the snake-skin shield, and dropped to the ground.


  Relegar darted forward to meet him. But ten feet away the spider stopped, and Grant knew he had felt the radiation from the snake-skin. Relegar’s mouth hung open, his white fangs gleaming in the red maw. The two bulbous eyes were suddenly shot with the red fire of anger. Grant did not hesitate. As he landed on the ground he fired a heat-bolt at one of Relegar’s left legs. It smoked. There was an odor of burned hair. The queer material of the leg glowed white for an instant and then burned in two and the bottom part dropped off.


  Relegar squealed. His two eyes almost exploded in a rage of red. He wasn’t permanently injured—he would grow a new leg—but he was furious because he dared not come close to the shield. The radiation would paralyze him within a couple of seconds. Grant saw his body sag a little on the corner where the leg had been, and then he had one of those flashes of intuition that every being had to have, to live long in the swamp. He knew how to win this fight. He trained the heat-gun on the second leg on the same side and pressed the trigger. That leg burned in two and Relegar’s body sagged still more.


  Grant started on the third one. A feeling of triumph was growing in him. Then Relegar charged.


  Grant hadn’t expected that. There was little he could do but hold the shield frantically before him to try to ward off the fangs and the mandibles.


  He had had no idea that the Uranian’s body was so heavy. It seemed to Grant the thing must weigh three or four hundred pounds. It thundered into him and knocked him over as if he had been a straw. The heavy hoofs galloped over him. He was surprised, but he rolled on over and came to his feet, shooting.


  He got the fourth and fifth legs this time. Relegar’s body sagged considerably, but the spider, his entire body turning red with rage, spun around and charged again. This time the great mouth was open, the fangs ready, and the mandibles were extended. Grant left himself open until he could feel the spider’s fetid breath in his face, then he flung out his shield.


  The sharp fangs struck it. Relegar turned into a tornado of fury for perhaps a second, trying to shake the skin from his teeth. But it was too late. The skin came loose, but the radiation had paralyzed the spider. He sank feebly to the ground with the shield under him. His eyes glared with unutterable malignant hate, but that was all. His muscles were impotent.


  Grant stood a few feet away, getting his breath, feeling the trip-hammer in his temple slow down to normal. Then he aimed. The sixth, seventh, and eighth legs burned off. He put the pistol in its holster.


  “I’m not going to try to kill you,” he said. “I suppose that’s impossible anyway, short of cutting you up into small pieces, and I don’t relish that idea. But I’ll leave you the snake-skin. It will have passed the peak of its radioactivity by tomorrow and you can start back for The Pass. But you won’t go back very fast. You’ve got legs on only one side. It’s going to be slow navigating, especially on water. In fact, I think maybe you’ll have to wait until you grow some new legs.”


  He patted his pockets filled with half a million dollars’ worth of echindul stones. “Long before that I’ll be in Aphrodite depositing my stones at the First Interplanetary Bank.”


  He watched Relegar’s eyes turn dead, cold black, then he screwed on his helmet, adjusted the oxygen, and stepped off into the brown water. He felt rather good, wading through the mud at the bottom of the swamp. He was somewhat astonished that it had fallen to him, a nobody, to be the means of breaking up Relegar’s hold on The Pass. But it was a very satisfactory feeling. He thought about Beth and New Jersey and strawberries with fresh cream. He sighed happily. His luck had changed.


  COUNTERFEIT


  Alan E. Nourse


  Only the doctor guessed who the alien invader might be—but it was too late!


  Bad Penny


  CONJECTURE as to the possible shapes of aliens from other worlds has led up many fascinating byways. One of the scariest, of course, is the alien who can assume any shape, including the imitation of a human so exactly as to defy detection. Here is such a story which offers a puzzle:


  You are one of a crew of a space ship. You have reason to believe one of the crew members—don’t look now—but it seems as if . . . he’s not what he seems. . . . An alien? Deadly? Is it find him or die? And how do you go about asking a man you’ve known intimately for months or years if he isn’t a copy of himself?


  —The Editor


  THE GREAT SPACESHIP plunged through the black starways towards the orbit of the third planet. Its trip had been long. It was homeward bound.


  Donald Shaver sat staring at the navigation board, his face grey. He gazed at the space-charts, and a tremor shook his narrow shoulders.


  A tall, blond man swung open the hatch and sauntered into the navigation shack, beaming. “Ho, Donnie!” he bellowed. “We’re off that blasted sink-hole at last, eh? What do you think of that?” He glanced by habit at the bright red dot on the navigation board, then turned and peered happily out of the observation port, rubbing his hands in anticipation.


  “I wish I were home,” said Shaver, dully.


  The blond man laughed. “You and eighty others! Don’t worry, laddies, we’re on the way. Just another week now, and—”


  The boy’s voice cut in with urgency. “I wish I were home now.” He took another breath, an unmistakable shudder shook his body. The blond man turned, his eyes widening in alarm.


  “Donnie!” he said softly. “What’s wrong, laddie?”


  “I’m sick, Scotty!” he whispered. “Oh, Scotty, please, get the Doc—I’m awful sick!” He shook in another uncontrollable tremor, losing his grip on the table and toppling forward.


  The tall Scot caught him as he fell, easing him down to the deck. “Hold on, Donnie,” he whispered. “I’ll take care o’ you.” The boy doubled up suddenly in a paroxysm of coughing, choking, his face blue. His back arched and twisted in convulsion; then, abruptly, he relaxed.


  Scotty crossed the room, snatched up a phone from the table, rang it frantically. “Navigation to Central,” he snapped. “Get the Doc up here in a hurry. I think—” He glanced, wide-eyed, at the still form on the deck. “I think a man just died!”


  I


  DR. JOHN CRAWFORD leaned back in the relaxer, spreading his long legs out in front of him, and stared glumly out of his observation port. He had been sitting there for over an hour, his slender fingers toying with the greyish cards in his hands, staring, and smoking, and scowling. For the first time in the long voyage he felt tired, and alone, and afraid.


  The doctor might have been handsome, had he shaved, and changed into a fresh Exploratory Command uniform. He was a lanky man, his gaunt face hardened by the dark stubble of two days’ beard, while a shock of jet black hair, uncombed, contributed to the air of preoccupied concern that hung about him. “Dr. Ponderous’, one of the men had called him, in an unguarded moment, and he had chuckled to himself as he walked away.


  That was probably the picture the men on the ship had of him—slow of speech, possibly a little dull, a reasonably pleasant and harmless fellow who seemed too big to be walking around the corridors of a space ship. Dr. Crawford knew it wasn’t true, of course. He was just careful. A ship’s doctor on an exploratory mission had to be careful, in every thought and action. The great, disease-gutted hulks of a dozen earlier exploratory ships had proved that, very conclusively.


  Dr. Crawford stared from the port, watching the unblinking white pinpoints of starlight on the black-velvet background, his frown deepening. To have called the trip unsuccessful, from any viewpoint, would have been mild. After all the anticipation, all the excitement, it had been a dud. A complete, miserable, hopeless dud, from beginning to end. No glory. No discovery. Nothing.


  Until an hour ago.


  HE STARED at the cards in his hands. Just an hour ago Jenson, the Chief Hospitalman, had brought the cards to him, panting from the run up from the laboratory, and Dr. Crawford had taken them, and studied them, and felt fear gnawing at his stomach.


  Suddenly he jumped from the relaxer, and started down the darkened corridor toward the skipper’s cabin. He saw the light over the hatch, indicating that the skipper was in, and his hand shook as he rang the bell. An impossible thing to take to the skipper—and yet, he knew he had no choice.


  Captain Robert Jaffe looked up as the doctor entered the cabin, and his round, dark face broke into a grin. The doctor bent to avoid banging his head in the hatchway, and walked across to the skipper’s desk. Try as he would, he couldn’t muster a smile, and he saw Captain Jaffe’s eyes grow serious as he sank into a relaxer. “What is it, Doc?”


  “We’ve got trouble, Bob.”


  “Trouble? After this trip?” He grinned and leaned back. “Don’t be silly. What kind of trouble?”


  “We’ve got an extraordinary man aboard, Bob.”


  The captain shrugged, raising his eyebrows. “We have eighty extraordinary men aboard. That’s why they came on this trip—”


  “I don’t mean that kind of extraordinary. I mean downright unbelievable, Bob. We’ve got a man on this ship, walking around, robust and healthy, who ought to be dead.”


  “That’s an odd thing for a doctor to say,” he said cautiously. “What do you mean?”


  Crawford waved the grey cards at him. “It’s right here,” he said. “These are lab reports. As you know, I ordered a complete physical examination on every man aboard, the day after we blasted from Venus. A normal procedure—we had to be sure that nothing had been picked up by the exploring parties, or anybody else. Among other things, we ran complete lab studies on each of the men—urine, blood chemistry, and so forth. We got every man on board into the lab within two days after blasting, and took blood samples from them. And we got some remarkable results.”


  Jaffe drew on his cigarette, watching the doctor impatiently. “There are eighty-one men on the ship,” the doctor continued. “Of these, eighty presented a clean bill of health, absolutely negative reports on everything. But one man was slightly different.” He tapped the cards with a slender finger. “One man showed everything normal—blood count, chlorides, calcium, albumin-globulin ration—everything just the way it should be. Then we ran his blood sugar.” The doctor stretched his leg, regarding his toes closely. “This man didn’t have any blood sugar,” he said. “Not a trace.”


  CAPTAIN Jaffe stiffened, his eyes suddenly wide. “Now wait a minute—I’m no doctor, but even I know—”


  “—that a man can’t live without any blood sugar.” The doctor nodded his head. “You’re so right. But that wasn’t all! After we couldn’t find any blood sugar, we ran a test for blood creatinin. That’s a protein-break down product, rapidly disposed of, and if it ever gets as high as 10 milligrams per hundred cc’s of blood, the patient is in trouble. I’ve never seen a creatinin higher than twenty-five, and that man was dead when the blood was drawn. A man with a creatinin level that high has to be dead, he couldn’t be alive—” He paused for a moment, wiping a trickle of sweat from his forehead. “This man’s test ran 135—”


  Jaffe stared at the doctor. Leaning over the desk, he took the lab cards, glancing over them silently. “A laboratory error, maybe? Something wrong with the reagents you used, one of the men fouling up, something like that?”


  “Not a chance,” said the doctor. “We got those reports yesterday, and of course I sent for the man. And in he walked, happy as you please, right into the laboratory. Pink cheeks, good respiration—I took more blood from him. I did the chemistry myself, and had Jenson check it for me. I didn’t like what I found. The second blood, from top to bottom, was perfectly normal—”


  Jaffe’s fingers trembled. “Can a man’s blood chemistry change itself like that—so suddenly?”


  “I’m afraid it can’t. Not by any stretch of coincidence. But it did. No more than twenty hours elapsed from the time the first sample was taken to the time the last was drawn. No mixing of samples—they were identified with the man by number and fingerprint. Both came from the same man’s veins.”


  The intercom buzzed at Jaffe’s elbow. He picked up the receiver, and the metallic voice rasped in his ear. “Righto,” he said. “We’ll be right up.” He snapped down the earpiece and turned back to the doctor. “Doc, you’re on to something this time. A man just died, up in the Navigation shack. A man named Donald Shaver.”


  II


  THE MAN was dead. Of that there was no doubt. Dr. Crawford buttoned up his shirt front, shaking his head, and breathed a sigh. “Scotty—I’m sorry,” he said to the tall blond man. “He was dead when you called.”


  The tall Scot stared at the inert form on the deck, opening and closing his fists helplessly. “He was all right tills morning—I’d swear to it. I saw him almost all day, and he didn’t even look sick until about twenty minutes ago.”


  The captain jammed his hands into his pockets. “What does it look like, Doc?”


  The doctor motioned the other men out of the navigation shack. Then he turned to Jaffe. “It doesn’t look like anything I ever saw before. Have those lab reports come up yet?”


  The captain handed him a grey card, and he took it eagerly; his eyes narrowed as he read it. “Blood sugar zero, creatinin level over 130,” he said bluntly. “The man should be dead.”


  “Then this was the man you spoke of? I thought you said he had changed back to normal.”


  The doctor scowled at the crumpled form on the floor. “Sorry, Skipper. This isn’t the man.”


  “Not the man! But who—?”


  “The man I spoke of was named Wescott. This man’s physical was perfectly normal.”


  “Doc—we slipped up somewhere. We must have. Some sort of disease sneaked past our sterile control—”


  “Nonsense!” Dr. Crawford’s voice was sharp. “We set our culture plates before a single man left the ship on Venus, and found them all negative. We had men on the surface, without protective covering of any sort, for three whole months while we explored, and we cleared every one with ultraviolet irradiation before he came back on board; no disease appeared. For three months nothing developed. Now we have this. Does that sound like a disease to you?” The captain shivered. “That was Venus we were exploring, not Terra. I’ve seen ships, Doc—other ships that picked up plagues—like that one that came back from Titan, the one they burned last month. A virus that ate out their lungs and spread through the ship in six hours. Think, Doc—”


  The doctor wasn’t listening. He bent over the man on the deck, examining his eyes and ears. For a long moment he stared at the man’s arm, then slapped his thigh and cursed. “How very stupid,” he muttered. “I thought I’d seen this guy—”


  For the first time real alarm was in the doctor’s eyes. ‘Let me see those cards again!”


  He examined them closely, counterchecking them against the cards in his pockets. “Incredible! Bob, this is no disease!”


  “But if this man and Wescott were exposed, and this man dies—”


  “This man never got close to the surface of Venus, nor to any of the conditions the other men met. This man was in sickbay since the third day after we blasted from Terra, with a case of infectious mononucleosis. He was restricted to bed all the time we were roosting on Venus. I gave him his last shot yesterday morning. He never left the ship’


  Jaffe looked at the doctor, his eyes wide. “Then I don’t understand—”


  “I think I do. We’ve got something loose on this ship, all right. But it isn’t any disease.”


  ON THROUGH space the great ship rushed. The third night-period had just begun, so the doctor turned on the wall light in his cabin, and began to prepare the coffee mix.


  Captain Jaffe paced the cabin several times, nervously, and sank into a relaxer.


  The doctor broke out a bottle of rum and poured some in the captain’s coffee. “Quiet down,” he said softly. “You’re getting jumpy.”


  Jaffe sipped the hot liquid. “I can’t help but get jumpy,” he growled. “This is my ship, and I’m responsible for these men—and this wretched trip was enough to make any skipper jumpy. This trip has been the dullest, the most commonplace, the most ordinary space mission ever undertaken. Look at it. We settle down to our job, which is to explore and report on the planet Venus. We set out culture plates, bring them in negative. Test the atmosphere, find it light, but conveniently breathable. Climate is hot, but tolerable. So we got out, and what do we find? Nothing. Men go out, explore, sweat, come back in and eat a hearty dinner. Life forms? None. Plant life? Totally absent. Valuable minerals? Dead blank.” His voice rose. “We take pictures, write reports, pack up and leave. For all we learned we might as well have stayed at home. And now, three days out on the homebound route, a disease breaks out. It doesn’t wash, Doc.”


  “It sure doesn’t,” snapped the doctor. “For one thing, this is no disease we’re dealing with. Get that straight. No disease, Skipper, nothing like it.”


  “What do you think Shaver died of? Homesickness?”


  The doctor sank down in a chair, and his voice was tense. “Look. Human metabolism is human metabolism. A human being can adjust his metabolism to a perfectly amazing variety of conditions, but there are some things a human metabolism simply cannot do. Take blood sugar, for instance. There is no possible chance under the stars that a living man’s blood sugar can go to zero. If his level goes down to a third or a quarter of normal, the man goes into coma. Long before it reaches zero, the man is dead. Not sometimes, always.”


  CRAWFORD stood up and refilled his cup. The same goes for blood creatinin level,” he continued, his voice intense in the stillness of the cabin. “A man would be dead long before his creatinin level could reach an outlandish point like 135 milligrams. He simply couldn’t build up such a concentration in his system, and stay alive.”


  “But surely some disease—something completely alien—”


  “Never! It isn’t a matter of a new phenomenon appearing, Skipper. It’s a matter of rank impossibility. It could never happen to a human metabolic system!”


  The skipper’s face was grey. Dr. Crawford sat in silence for a long moment, watching the blackness of space through the observation panel. The ship was very much alone there, the doctor thought, a sliver of human-made alloy hurtling across untraveled reaches of space. “There’s only one possible conclusion. I don’t know what Roger Wescott is now. But he isn’t a human being.”


  III


  JAFFE was on his feet, his eyes blazing. “Oh, now look, Doc. This is insane! Of all the idiotic—” he broke off, spluttering.


  “Just suppose that Venus wasn’t quite so dead as we thought, skipper. Oh an insane idea, no doubt, but just suppose there was life there—intelligent life, clever, thoughtful, resourceful. Suppose we didn’t arrive unannounced and unwelcomed, but were carefully observed, all the time we were exploring and studying there, by life forms that didn’t care, for some reason, to make their presence known. Just suppose that the parts of Venus which we saw were areas which had been carefully prepared for us to see, so that we would see nothing, and detect nothing, and learn nothing, and go home as empty handed as we came.” The doctor spread his hands before him, leaning forward in the relaxer.


  “And just suppose, for the sake of argument, that these life forms had no rigid anatomy, like we have. Perhaps they were just some sort of jelly-like protoplasm, capable of changing to fit whatever conditions they might meet. Perhaps they could copy anything they wanted to copy, and sat watching us right under our noses, looking like rocks, looking like sand, like puddles—maybe even like men—”


  Jaffe pushed his hair from his forehead, and his eyes were more frightened than angry. “Garbage,” he growled. “I saw that planet with my own eyes. There was nothing there.”


  The doctor nodded, his voice urgent. “Sure, call it garbage—but suppose it were true, suppose these—Venusians—wanted to know more about our planet, wanted to study us, wanted to study our spaceship, wanted to examine our homeland. How would they do it? Maybe one of them could come aboard, looking like a man. Maybe one of them killed Roger Wescott, out there on the sand somewhere, and came aboard this ship, looking like him, copying his appearance, copying his reactions, hoping that we would accept him as Roger Wescott, and take him home. But suppose that he slipped up on the copying job. He might not have known, at first Just how the blood chemistry of a human being was supposed to balance. Perhaps it took time for him to change and copy, and he came aboard, a nice, perfect, outer shell, with the inside all mixed up and uncertain. And when “blood” was drawn from him, the blood was all wrong, somehow. Completely impossible, as blood goes. Perhaps he learned, then, of his mistakes, and tried to cover up—maybe by killing another man, like Shaver, for instance, and copying him, too, and then pretending to die, just like Shaver seemed to die, so that we’d think it was some mysterious disease, and spend the rest of our passage home trying to figure it out. Just suppose this were so—”


  The skipper rubbed his hands together. “Suppose it were so,” he growled. “If so, then Wescott—isn’t Wescott. But how could you ever tell?”


  “A good question. We don’t know what sort of a counterfeit job this—Venusian—might do. We don’t know how thorough it would be, we could only guess how it would get its information. But suppose it walked in on a man’s body, studied every nerve and cell, every chemical ratio, every volume ratio, every conscious thought pattern. It would be a flawless copy, looking like him, reacting just as he would react, down to the last cell, being him, except for a corner of alien mind, thinking, holding fast to an alien identity, moving with alien motives. The counterfeit could be perfect.”


  The men stared at each other. The drone of the engines came to them faintly in the silence of the cabin, smooth, and steady, and lonely. The captain stared at his hands, and his palms were damp with sweat. When he looked up, the fear in his eyes was bright. “It would have to be evil, wouldn’t it? To do something like this—treacherous, and sly, and evil—”


  “Yes.”


  “And we could carry it back home?”


  “Yes.”


  Jaffe set down the coffee cup. “Doc, do you believe this is true?”


  “I’m afraid I do.”


  “But what can we do?”


  There was a long silence. Then the doctor said, “I don’t know. I-I just don’t know. But I have a hunch I’d like to try on Wescott. I’ve never heard of a counterfeit yet that couldn’t be broken.”


  THE BOY was about twenty-three, pink-cheeked, with a straight nose and steady blue eyes. He rapped at the entrance to the skipper’s cabin, and stepped in, hat in hand, head high. “Roger Wescott, sir,” he said. “You sent for me?”


  Dr. Crawford stood up and shot a warning glance at the skipper’s pale face. “I sent for you,” he said. He motioned the boy to the center of the room. An ordinary-looking boy, he thought. Strongshouldered, healthy looking—‘What’s your job on this ship, Wescott?”


  “I’m a navigator, sir. I work with Scotty McIntyre, and—I did work with Don Shaver.”


  The doctor shifted the sheaf of papers in his hand. “You’re a fool, Wescott,” he said bleakly. “You should have known better than to try sneak thievery in a place like this.”


  The boy looked up sharply. The cabin was deathly silent, the air charged with tension. “Sneak thievery? I—I don’t understand.”


  “You know exactly what I mean. The collection that was taken up for Shaver’s widow—two thousand credits. It was in an envelope on my desk when I left my cabin an hour ago. You entered my cabin five minutes after I had left, and came out again almost immediately. And the money was gone when you left. Don’t you think you’d better return it?”


  The boy’s face flushed, and he turned in confusion to Jaffe, then back to the doctor. “Sir, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was sent to your cabin, just a little while ago, and you weren’t there, so I came out again. I didn’t see any money.”


  “Sent there, were you? I see. Look, Wescott, somebody saw you go into the cabin. But nobody else went in there. You can make it much easier if you’ll just return the money to me. Nothing more will be said—you have my word. But we’re on to you, and we want the money back.”


  Wescott spread his hands helplessly. “Doctor. I don’t know anything about this—” He turned to Jaffe. “Captain, you’ve been my skipper as long as I’ve been in service—you know I wouldn’t take any money. I—I couldn’t steal!”


  Jaffe shifted his eyes uneasily. “You heard the doctor, Wescott. I think you’d better come across.”


  MISERABLY, the boy looked from one to the other, face burning, eyes almost brimming. “You don’t believe me,” he said, his voice tight. “You think I’m lying. I tell you, I didn’t take any money—how can I give it back? I don’t have two thousand credits—”


  The doctor slapped the table disgustedly. “All right, Wescott. Get back to duty. We’ll order a shakedown of the entire ship. The money’s here on board, and we know you took it. We’ll find it, and it’ll be hard on you when we do.”


  “But I—”


  “That’s all. Get back to duty.”


  The boy left, his head hanging, his eyes wide with disbelief. He was hardly out of the cabin when Jaffe whirled on the doctor. “I can’t play along with this sort of thing, Doc. I-I didn’t realize the implications until I saw the boy, but—this is downright vicious—”


  “We’re dealing with something vicious. Do you have to see something to be afraid of it? Is radiation burn any less cruel because you can’t see it when it happens? Or plague, or polio? Oh, I’ve thought about this until I’m sick of thinking, and I tell you I’m scared, Bob—I’m so scared I can’t sleep. This creature is here, it’s loose on the ship, and we can’t even detect it, or prove that it’s here. If it were good, or friendly, or peaceable, it would have made itself known from the first, but it didn’t do that; can’t you see what that implies? It murdered, twice it murdered, and back there on Venus, somewhere, those men are lying dead on a rock, rotting. Two of our crew, Bob. And this—counterfeit—that we were talking to killed those men.”


  “But he looked so normal Reacted so perfectly—”


  “Look, Bob. Think what it could do on the ship if we don’t stop it. We don’t know its powers and capabilities. But at least here it’s closed in, isolated. What about when we get home, when it could run loose, on the streets—we can’t take it home, Bob—”


  “Then tell the crew, let them be on guard—”


  “And lose any chance to trap it? Don’t be silly. I think I’ve got a way to trap it. All I can do is reason and guess, but I think I have a way. Let me try.”


  Jaffe shivered, and turned back to the desk. “AH right,” he said, reluctantly. “I’ll go along with you. But I hope you’re right, Doc. In all the service there’s no worse name you can brand on a man than “thief”.”


  “Oh, but there is,” said the doctor, quietly.


  “Well, I don’t know it.”


  “Spy,” said the doctor.


  IV


  IN THE mess hall the hum of voices subsided as Captain Jaffe mounted the platform, with Dr. Crawford at his side. His voice rang sharp and clear, resounding on the metal walls.


  “I called you men together to tell you that there’s a thief among you.”


  An angry buzz rose from the men, and all eyes focused on the skipper.


  “The collection taken for your shipmate’s widow has been stolen,” he continued. The buzz grew louder, more indignant. “Two thousand credits. Someone here took it. If the guilty man will return it, in person, to Dr. Crawford, who had custody of the money, no action will be taken against him, and the man will be allowed to change outfits at the end of this passage. Until the money is returned, all movies on the ship are cancelled, and the library and cards rooms are locked. If it isn’t back by the time we land at Los Alamos, not one man will leave the ship until it is. That’s all. You’re dismissed.”


  The men broke up in groups, whispering, gesturing, scowling. Snatches of conversation caught the doctor’s ear as he walked down the corridor, and like a blow he realized the stigma of a thief at large on a ship. The men’s voices were indignant.


  “Of all the rotten tricks—”


  “Don’t suppose whoever took it will give it back, do you?”


  “Naw, that never works. A guy that lousy don’t have no conscience—”


  “What’ll Scotty say, do you think?”


  “I dunno—but Don was Scotty’s buddy. Scotty ain’t goin’ to like whoever it was took the money. And you know Scotty when he’s mad—”


  “Yeah, man, do I—”


  And as Doctor Crawford walked toward his cabin, he saw Roger Wescott, walking away from the group, his face white.


  SCOTTY McINTIRE eased back in the ship’s barber’s chair, and relaxed as the hot towel went about his face. His huge muscles softened, and he wriggled comfortably down into the chair.


  “Heard the latest?” asked the barber. “No. What’s the latest?”


  “I got the straight scoop on that money for Shaver’s widow. They say Roger Wescott stole it, and won’t admit it.”


  The big Scot stiffened. “Yeah? Who says so?”


  The barber picked a stray hair from his sleeve. “I wouldn’t want to mention any names, understand, but one of the doc’s men saw him go into the doc’s cabin when the money was there, and it wasn’t there when he came out. Looks kinda funny.”


  Scotty scowled. “This I don’t like,” he muttered. “Wipe my face off, like a good laddie.”


  The barber wiped off the lather, uneasily. “Understand, they haven’t proved anything. The kid claims he didn’t take it. But you know how it is—he even said once how he wished the collection was for him, instead of Shaver’s widow’, since he didn’t have much cash to celebrate on when he gets home—”


  Scotty grunted ominously. “I know how to get proof. It he’s the one, he’ll speak up soon enough.”


  “Now, look, Scotty—you don’t want to do nothin’ hasty—”


  “Me?” said Scotty, clenching his fist. “I wouldn’t think of doin’ anything hasty!”


  Doctor Crawford stood alone in his cabin, pacing, his dark eyes staring unseeing at the floor, his mind roving in vast circles, twisting and turning on him, dreaming up unbearable phantom nightmares. Wearily he sank down at the desk, began typing dispiritedly, then ripped out the sheet with a curse and resumed his pacing. He alone was the god of the situation, he alone the Lord High Executioner. For the first time in his life he felt the terrible bleakness of utter aloneness.


  It was the only thing he could do, he told himself a thousand times, he had to do it, as a doctor, as a human being. But the skipper was right, it was a vicious thing to do. Completely cruel, and heartless, and vicious.


  His mind was a whirl of pictures, nightmarish glimpses of Roger Wes- cott’s white, beaten face, the contemptuous faces of the crewmen, the twisted anger in Scotty Mclntire’s heavy face, the fear and doubt in the Skipper’s. If only he could tell them, his mind screamed, tell the crew everything, tell them why he was doing it, what they were fighting, if only he could share the burden, somehow—but the burden was all his. He had reasoned it out. He had made the decision, and marked Roger Wescott for the vicious round. It was the only thing, if he was right, if Wescott were an alien, a hateful, sneaking counterfeit of a man lying dead on Venus’ sands—


  But if he were wrong—


  A COLD sweat broke out on his fore- head. He could be killing a man, breaking his spirit, twisting a young, fine, useful mind into a persecuted wreck of fear and hate. Roger Wescott could never erase this mark, he would carry it for the rest of his life. . . .


  He couldn’t be wrong! He glanced nervously at the chronometer on the wall, calculating the few remaining days of the passage. He alone had made the decision. He alone had persuaded Jaffe, started this chain, fighting through foggy depths of remote possibility, following a thin, tenuous chain of reasoning, certain to prove him right—or wrong—


  Jensen rapped on the door, stuck his head in. “Doc,” he said. “You’d better get down to crew’s quarters. I think there’s going to be trouble—”


  The doctor turned swiftly to follow the man, sensing the biting accusation on the Hospitalman’s face. Jensen knew the truth, knew Wescott had stolen nothing. Jensen was loyal, but the doctor could read the accusation and contempt in his puzzled eyes.


  The bunkroom was silent when the doctor walked in. Nobody even noticed him. Several men sat around, silently, making themselves busy, glancing occasionally with expectation at the tall, blond Scotsman. Roger Wescott quietly slipped to his locker, pulled out a pair of shoes, and started polishing them. Nobody but the doctor looked at him. Nobody said a word.


  Scotty McIntire stretched his long, powerful legs on his bunk, glancing at the boy’s pale face. “Too bad about Donnie,” he said slowly, to nobody in particular.


  A boatswain stirred next to him. “Yeah,” he said. “Too bad.”


  “Too bad somebody took that money,” said Scotty. “From what he said, his wife is a pretty square gal.”


  “Yeah, that’s what he kept sayin’.” Scotty turned his eyes to Wescott in muted anger. “She sure could have used that money, too, they tell me. Ain’t got much, what with Donnie gone, and all.” His voice held a dangerous edge.


  The room was silent. Dr. Crawford felt the tension mounting, insidiously, like something alive and cruel. Every man had stopped what he was doing, stopped to watch Roger Wescott. Wescott applied the shoe polish, trying to ignore them.


  “You know,” said Scotty, suddenly, “it beats me how low some guys can get.”


  “Yeah,” said Boats, grimly. “They sure can get low.”


  “How low can a guy get, Wescott?” He turned sharply to the boy, his eyes cold.


  Wescott’s face turned chalky. “I dun- no,” he muttered.


  “He don’t know,” Scotty mocked sarcastically. “What do you think of a guy who’d steal from another man’s widow, Wescott? What do you think of a guy like that?”


  Wescott threw a murderous glance at the Scot, and applied the polish silently.


  “I’m talking to you, Wescott,” grated Scotty, sitting, up suddenly on the edge of his bunk. “What do you think of a guy like that?”


  “I don’t know,” said Wescott.


  “Stealin’ from a man is bad enough, but stealin’ from a shipmate’s widow is reachin’ up to touch bottom. It’s really rotten.” Scotty stood up, towering over the boy, his face twisted into a snarl. With one swipe of his immense paw he sent the shoe banging across the room. “Answer me, Wescott. What do you think of a guy like that?”


  Wescott looked up, angry tears in his eyes. His fists clenched at his sides, and he glared up at the blond giant. “I don’t know,” he gritted.


  With careful precision, Scotty spat in his face. “You yellow puppy,” he said.


  Slowly the boy rose from the chair, body tense, cold desperation in his eyes, and smashed his fist into Scotty’s face with all his weight. The Scot rocked back, shaken, and drew back his massive fist. Then he lowered it again, twisting his mouth in disgust. “I should dirty my hands,” he muttered, and stalked out of the room.


  One by one, the other men followed. The doctor walked back toward the sickbay, trembling, his hands white and clenched, fingernails biting deep slices in his palms. He turned into the small laboratory, closed the hatch behind him, and began searching the reagent shelves for a small bottle of white powder. His hand closed on it, and he put it into his pocket, breathing heavily, his face wet with perspiration. “Please, don’t let me be wrong,” he muttered. “Please, please—”


  V


  THE MAN’S body lay on the bunk, motionless, asleep. Inside his head, behind the sleeping eyes, a mind shifted, curled, sending out tendrils of thought, a cruel evil mind. An alien mind, it sent out its hateful thoughts, seeking, probing—and from somewhere in the depths of the ship, another mind replied.


  “We have to go back, go back. We’re caught, he’s on us—”


  “Never!” The other mind shot back, vitriolic.


  “But there’s still time! Another time period, and we’ll be too far, we’d never be able to make it back.”


  “Traitor! Coward!” the other mind roared, twisting in rage. “You should die for such a thought!”


  “But he’s on to me—the doctor—what’s he trying to do? I’ve copied so carefully, he couldn’t spot me—but what’s he trying to do?”


  The thought came back, scornful. “He’s a dolt, a common clod. He’ll never succeed—”


  “But he might—we’ve got to go back—” The fear was stronger now. “I can’t tell what he’s trying to do, I don’t know if I’ve copied right—”


  Sneering, cruel laughter came through in the thoughts. “He isn’t on to me—he trusts me. Don’t be afraid. He’s a fool. In just a short while now they’ll land. Think of all the warm people, where we can hide and work, think how delightful—” the thought bubbled over into a vile ecstasy of anticipation—‘and soon we’ll have them, slaughtered and strapped, and we’ll have their ships, to bring the others—”


  “But the doctor—we should kill him—”


  “No, no—they’d never land the ship. They’d all be suspicious then, they’d bum it before it landed. No, no, the doctor is so clever, let him play his games. Don’t be afraid.”


  “But he’s cornering me—I don’t know how, I just feel it—we should go back, go back, while we can—”


  The hateful mind squirmed, pouring its poison out in a thousand channels, laughing. “Don’t be afraid. Remember, it only takes one of us.”


  JAFFE addressed the doctor sourly. “I hope you’re satisfied,” he said. “You’ve got the whole ship upside down. They’ve been plaguing poor Wescott till he doesn’t know which way is up, and everyone on the ship is edgy. What’s the point to all this, Doc? If I could see the point to it, it would be a different thing, but this is going too far. I haven’t slept since it started, and every time I see Wescott he gives me a look that makes me feel like a Judas.”


  He reached out to take a cigarette lighter from the doctor’s hand. Crawford jerked back as if he’d been stung. “Don’t touch me!” Jaffe blinked, staring at the doctor. “I just wanted a light, Doc—”


  The doctor let out a little breath, and shamefacedly tossed the lighter to Jaffe. “Sorry, I guess I’m edgy, too. I’m having nightmares, I’m scared of myself and everyone else on the ship. Silly, but this business has made me jumpy as a cat!”


  “I guess you are jumpy,” said Jaffe. “I still don’t see the point to all this.”


  “Look, Bob, you’re forgetting. Roger Wescott is dead. He’s been dead quite some time now, out there in the steaming sun on Venus. Never forget that, not for a minute. I can’t be wrong—look, this won’t go on for long. All I need is a few more hours, and some radioactive bismuth, and I’ll have the answer.” He stood up and started for the door.


  “Can’t you at least tell me what you’re looking for?”


  “Sorry,” the doctor grinned at him. “After all, how do I know that you’re not a monster, too?”


  Fool! his mind screamed at him, as he started back for the sickbay. Fool, fool, fool, to have made such a slip! The doctor wiped his forehead, self-incrimination pouring through his mind. To have let such a thing happen, to have even hinted at the idea which had grown in his mind, blossoming slowly into a full-blown, horrible realization—that Roger Wescott was not necessarily the only alien aboard! Jaffe probably wouldn’t think about it any further, but still, he couldn’t afford such an error. Nobody must know what he suspected.


  He heard a footfall in the corridor above the sickbay. At the top of the ladder-shaft he saw Roger Wescott adjust his anti-grav rheostat for light fall, and drift slowly down to the sickbay.


  The boy was pale and his eyes hollow, as though haunted by nightmares. The doctor felt pity grow, and sternly clamped it off in his mind.


  WESCOTT stared at him for a long moment, and then said: “Doctor, I’ve had all that I can take. I didn’t take the money from your desk, and you know I didn’t. I want you to call it off.”


  The doctor leaned back, raising his eyebrows. “Call it off?”


  “This thief campaign. You know it isn’t true. You’re the one who started it, and you’re the only man on the ship who can stop it. I haven’t heard a civil word for the past week. I can’t stand it much longer.”


  “You’ve come to the wrong man for civil words, Wescott. Try somewhere else.”


  Wescott bit his lip, his face white. “I can’t take much more of this, Doc. If you don’t call it off, I think I’ll go loopy—”


  The doctor shrugged, smiled at the boy. “All right, Wescott,” he said eagerly. “Go ahead. Go mad. I’m not stopping you.”


  Tears came to the boy’s eyes. He turned and left the room.


  The doctor sighed, then withdrew the small bottle from a drawer. It was nearly empty; only a small amount of the white dust remained in the bottom. “You’d better not fail me, baby,” he whispered, shaking his head.


  “All hands, stand by. Prepare for deceleration in three hours.” The pa system boomed the skipper’s command three times, and lapsed into silence.


  Crawford stepped into Captain Jaffe’s cabin. His shoulders were drooping, and there were hollows under his eyes. He dropped a large black envelope on Jaffe’s desk, and collapsed into a relaxer. “I see we’ll be landing in a few hours,” he said. “It looks like I was just in time.” He pointed to the envelope. That’s the goods, Bob. I’ve got him cold.”


  “Wescott?”


  “Wescott. Cold. I just ordered the man down to clean the starboard space-lock. You’d better come with me now, because I want you to see this.”


  Jaffe opened the envelope carefully, and drew out the contents. ‘This puts the finger on Wescott?”


  “It does. Come with me now. I’ll explain later.”


  The two men checked with the corridor officer outside the space-lock, and sent him on an errand. Together they peered through the heavy glass panel into the pressure chamber. Roger Wescott was there, scrubbing down the deck with a brush and soapy water.


  Like a cat the doctor clamped down the hatch lock, and pressed a stud on the wall. A red light went on in the chamber, and the exhaust machinery whirred into motion. Wescott looked up, eyes wide with alarm, and he sprang to his feet. “Doc!” he shouted, his voice coming thin and brittle through the panel. “Doc! Throw that switch! I haven’t got a suit on—”


  Jaffe’s breath hissed, and he stared at the doctor, paralysed. “What are you doing? You’ll kill him.”


  “Just watch,” growled the doctor. The man in the chamber was standing tense now, terror in his face.


  “Doc!” he shouted desperately. “Doc! Turn it off. Stop it, Doc, stop it!”


  His eyes were wide with fear, and his face twisted into a grimace of sheer impotent rage. “Stop it, stop it, I’m choking—”


  He banged at the hatch with his fist until the blood ran and smeared on the hatch—and became something different from blood. His hands went to his throat, and he sank to his knees, as the pressure gauge went down and down, and he twisted on the deck, coughing. Suddenly blood poured from his nostrils, he convulsed on the floor, and lay still.


  And his body began changing, melting, losing the definition of pink cheeks and blond hair, running into a globule of gooey red jelly. The arms melted away, and the legs, until the mass looked like a giant reddish amoeba. Then suddenly it drew itself into a roundish lump, quivered for a moment, and then was still.


  The doctor tore his eyes from the panel, shook his head, and sank down to the deck as his muscles gave way. “You see,” he said wearily, “I was not wrong.”


  VI


  “I NEVER saw a counterfeit,” said Dr. Crawford, “that couldn’t be broken, if you went about it the right way. Usually there’s a flaw in design: the copy isn’t perfect, or the wrong material is used. But here we had a different case. We had a counterfeit man. Common sense and medical reasoning told me that we couldn’t possibly be dealing with anything else but a counterfeit man, yet such a perfect counterfeit that microscopic study of his tissues revealed no flaw. It looked like a tough nut to crack.”


  The doctor poured himself a cup of coffee, and offered one to Jaffe. “But there were some assumptions we could make. We could assume that the creature—the Venusian—had copied Wescott, and then moved part of himself into Shaver’s form in order to decoy us when we caught him short in his copying job. We could see that he made a perfect morphological copy. He must have copied Wescott’s neural circuits, too, and assumed the proper reactions to whatever situations arose.


  “It was really neat. When the situation demanded that he be scared, he was scared. When he should have been angry, he was angry. Situation indicated indignation, he was indignant. All this came from Wescott’s mind, when he copied it. But there were some things he couldn’t have gotten from Wescott’s mind. Some things that even Wescott wouldn’t have been aware of, some things even Wescott’s mind couldn’t control.


  “The creature had Wescott’s brain to think with, and saw the world through Wescott’s eyes. But his own protective mechanisms maintained his own unconscious reaction patterns. There was one thing he couldn’t copy.


  “The monster was faced with a serious problem when “Wescott” was accused of thievery. He reacted beautifully, following strictly the lines that Wescott’s mind would have dictated. To Wescott. He was worried, indignant, pitiable, angry—everything, just exactly right. He ate the meals provided for him with distaste, just as Wescott would have. He had to follow the functions of Wescott, the thief-accused, down to the last letter.”


  The doctor smiled and pointed to the negatives lying on the desk on top of the large black envelope. “But those, slipped under his mattress at night, spotted him cold. There was one thing he missed that no human nervous system would have missed. The monster tripped himself up because he didn’t know enough about the function of the model he was copying. He didn’t have one thing that every other man on the whole ship had before this thievery business had run its course.”


  Jaffe pointed to the negatives, understanding dawning in his eyes. “You mean—”


  “Exactly,” smiled the doctor. “He didn’t have indigestion.”


  NOW TERRA loomed huge in the screen, greener and brighter than ever since their departure for Venus. The ship was decelerating full now, the crew standing by their landing stations, each to his own specialized job, waiting.


  Dr. Crawford ran down the dark corridor toward the rear of the ship, black envelope under his arm. He had tried to make it sound final, when he talked to Jaffe, to make sure he considered the problem closed. He couldn’t afford having stories getting around now, couldn’t afford the skipper throwing a wrench into the machinery. It was a shame to leave Bob Jaffe out in the cold, but he knew he couldn’t place the skipper in any different category from the rest of the crew.


  Crawford reached the lifeboat locks, worked the hatch for a moment, and swung into the small, musty launching quarters. With a pocket flashlight he searched the lock, finally spotting the launching switches, and fiddled with a screwdriver, methodically shorting them out. All but one. Hastily he glanced over his shoulder fearful that someone—or something—would suddenly enter the lock with him. Finally the whole raft of eight lifeboats were jimmied so they would require hours of repair. With a last mental check, the doctor swung up and into the ninth ship, threw himself into the cockpit, and began easing it toward the opening port. There was no sound but the hum of the tiny motor as the ship nosed into space, and then with a whoosh like a relieved sigh, he was free of the ship, sliding into a descent toward the warm green of Terra.


  They were vulnerable, he kept telling himself. He had spotted an alien aboard, out-thought it, and trapped it. That meant they weren’t sure, that meant he could trap another one, or two, or three—he shuddered, remembering the wild rage in the Wescott monster’s eyes as it had died. Hate-filled eyes, deadly to the last. And it had been by such a narrow chance that he had spotted them at all.


  And it would have been so foolish to assume that only one came aboard—


  An hour later the lifeboat settled down to a receiving lock in Los Alamos Spaceport. A flurry of excitement, a raising of eyebrow s, a few hurriedly spoken words, and he was on the underground shuttle, speeding with an escort toward the office of the Spaceport Command.


  THE HUGE SHIP rested on its tail fins in the Spaceport, pointing its silvery nose to the sky, standing like some wonderful bird poised for Sight. Dr. Crawford squinted up and down her long slender shape as he walked down the winding ramp to the landingway, and marveled for the thousandth time at the beauty of her hull.


  Running up the hull, a Gantry crane was creaking, moving higher and higher, toward the main port locks. Standing on the crane were two green-uniformed space-police. They looked up at the lock with grim faces, hugging sonic-shocker guns purposefully to their sides.


  Crawford walked over to the Police Commander’s field desk. “Did they get the Commandant’s message?”


  The Commander nodded. “You’re Dr. Crawford? Yes, sir, they did. We’ve held a copy for you.” He held up the blue paper slip. The doctor read it, a smile growing on his lips:


  
    ALL OFFICERS AND MEN OF VENUS EXPLORATORY SHIP WILL BE ESCORTED UNDER ARMED GUARD TO THE SPACE HOSPITAL FOR ISOLATION AND OBSERVATION AT THE RECOMMENDATION AND UNDER THE DIRECT SUPERVISION OF THE SHIP’S DOCTOR STOP


    ABEL FRANCIS: SPACEPORT COMMANDANT

  


  It had been a tough nut, indeed, he thought. They were sly, treacherous, but they could be caught. Every man on the ship would be tested, rigorously, with every test he could devise, to trap anyone who could possibly be an alien. He knew he had the advantage. There were things they couldn’t know, ways they could be trapped. It would take time and perseverance, but it could be done. Every single man would come off the ship under guard, and there couldn’t be a slip-up.


  The Police Commander tapped his arm. That’s it, Doctor. They’re all off.”


  The doctor looked at him sharply. “You’re sure? Everybody?”


  “Everybody. I’ve checked the list against faces and fingerprints. What do we do now?”


  “I’ll have to go aboard for my records and notes—” He didn’t mention the glob of reddish jelly, drying in the starboard lock. He couldn’t wait to see what the lab would find in an analysis of that. “Just keep the guard here, and see that nobody else tries to go aboard.”


  He stepped on the crane, heard the motor start, and felt the platform begin to rise. With a sigh he glanced down on the busy metropolis of Los Alamos, his eye singling out the strip of Coral Street, running out to the suburbs, to his home, his wife. It wouldn’t be long, now-just deposit the records with the Commandant, and he could go home, and sleep, and sleep.


  The lock stood open, and he stepped into the darkened ship. The old, familiar throbbing of the engines was gone now, leaving a nostalgic emptiness. He turned down the corridor toward his cabin, his footsteps echoing down the corridors.


  He stopped. The echo of his last step resounded, and faded away, and he stood, stock still, tense. Something, he thought—some sound, some feeling.


  He peered down the dark, tomblike corridor, probing, listening, and sweat poured from his forehead and palms. And then he heard it again, the faintest sigh of sound, minute, like the subdued shutting of a foot.


  There was someone else on the ship . . . .


  Fool, his mind cried, you should never have come aboard, and he sucked in a shaking breath. Who? No one could be aboard, but somebody was—who?


  Somebody that knew the whole story about Wescott. Somebody that knew there were aliens aboard, someone who knew why the crew was being guarded, someone who was afraid to go ashore, because he knew you would spot him sooner or later. Somebody who knew what you suspected—


  IT SEEMED that his mind exploded into a blinding rage of hate and horror and fear as he realized. He screamed “Jaffe!” and the word echoed and reechoed down the corridor, dissolving into idiotic laughter before it died away. The doctor turned and bolted back the way he had come, back toward the port lock, toward the crane, toward safety, and he saw the heavy lock swing shut before his eyes, heard the automatic lock slough down against the hull-pocket that held it.


  “Jaffe!” he screamed. “It won’t work! You can’t get away, do you hear me? I’ve told them everything, they know there’s another of you in the crew. The ship is guarded, airtight, and you’re trapped!” He stood, trembling, his heart racing, until the tumble of words died out, and there was silence again.


  He choked back a sob, and wiped sweat from his forehead. He had forgotten what they could do, forgotten that one of them could copy two people. He’d forgotten Donald Shaver, and how he had died, a copy just the same as Wescott. The Captain had left the ship with the rest of the crew, but part of him was still here, still looking like Jaffe, still waiting—


  For what?


  Carefully, with cold determination, the doctor fingered the sonic shocker in his pocket. Then he moved down the corridor, peering cautiously ahead into the gloom of the passageway, searching for some sign of movement. Dimly he realized that the alien was helpless; as long as it was on the ship, it would be racking its brains, trying to figure a system for getting off, or it would be useless. The alien would have no mercy. He’d have to spot it first. . . .


  He heard the sound again, a scurrying on the deck above. Swiftly he ran down the corridor, in the same direction as the sound, reaching the ladder, and trying to mute his panting. Above him he heard a hatch clang open, the hatch to the skipper’s cabin, and then clang shut again.


  There was no exit from the captain’s cabin but into the corridor above him. Slowly, silently, he eased up the ladder, peeked over the edge of the deck, and saw nothing in the gloom of the passageway. A bright line of light came from around the door.


  He slid against the wall, shocker in hand and eased over toward the line of light.


  “Come out, Jaffe!” he roared. “You’ll never be able to get off this ship. They’ll take it aloft, and they’ll burn it out, and you with it.”


  He heard nothing. With his foot he gave the hatch a shove, saw it bang inward, and his hand went around the edge of the door, the shocker sending bolts of energy round the room. He peered around the edge, and saw the interior of the cabin, empty.


  A cry left his lips, and he half turned before the bolt hit his hand, sending a jolt of fiery pain coursing up to his elbow. His shocker dropped to the floor as he grasped his injured hand. With a scream he whirled on the huge, gaunt figure standing in the door, saw the black hair and the hollow eyes, the jaw with the black stubble, the slow, easy smile spreading across the lips—


  He screamed, again and again, as he backed away, eyes wild with fear. He screamed, and he knew as he screamed that nobody could hear him.


  He was staring—into his own face.


  The Gantry crane creaked its weariness to the world as the platform moved lower and lower, and Dr. Crawford stepped to the ground. He grinned at the Police Commander, and rubbed his stubbled chin. “I’m for home and a shave,” he said. “I’ll be back tomorrow for the final disposal of the records. Better not let anything be disturbed until then.” The Commander nodded and turned back to the field desk.


  The doctor walked slowly up the ramp to the Spaceport Building, through the lobby, and out on to the street. There he paused, feeling his feet turning almost instinctively toward the Coral Street subway.


  But he didn’t start for the Coral Street subway, to take him out to the suburbs, to his home, to his wife.


  Instead, with a curious eager brightness in his eyes, he turned on to the downtown thoroughfare, and vanished into the crowds of people toward the heart of the city. . . .


  THE SLAVES OF VENUS


  James E. Gunn


  They overthrew him on Earth. They booted him out of Mars. So wily Alex Dekker rocketed his peculiar brand of freedom to the swampmen of Venus . . . and prayed for an unholy miracle.


  THROUGH thin, cold copper atmosphere of Venus, above the clouds, a bulky object fell toward the distant surface. It tumbled over and over, straightened, and tumbled again, a dull-black oddly-shaped thing, only faintly visible in the light of the burning sun.


  Its speed was too slow for a meteor, and the shape was all wrong. There were projections, some round or oval, some long and pillar-like.


  Occasionally a short, bright burst of flame would shove the object in one direction or another. It was in free fall, from a distance of several hundred thousand feet, with nothing visible to stop the descent short of the jagged peaks below the clouds.


  The clouds were close, puffy, thick and white, wet and without break anywhere. The object was plunging, madly and without reason. Then, a long blast of flame downward and a blossoming puff of white that merged, almost instantly, into the surrounding clouds . . .


  A one-man reconnaissance ship trailed its flaming tail in the tops of the towering swamp trees. Between the tops of the trees and the billowing lower reaches of the clouds there was five thousand feet of clear air, never any more. The sparks from the exhaust sputtered in the moisture laden leaves and went out. The ship fled on.


  The man inside, cramped into a reclining position with only one small porthole forward for visibility, sighed as he saw the lofty towers of the swamp city rise above the distant trees, thick gray fingers clutching at the eternally hidden sky. He nursed the ship gingerly between the surrounding trees, through the buildings, and into the large square in the very center of the city. The ship squealed to a stop on tortured runners.


  The top of the ship was released and pushed back; the man stood up, stretched, and looked around. A crowd of green-faced, goggle-eyed citizens gaped at him from a safe distance. The man ignored them.


  Finally, through the crowd, a white Earthman threaded his way.


  “You took your time,” said the pilot.


  “Didn’t expect you, Alex,” said the other. “And certainly not like this.”


  “The forward jets were damaged by gunfire when we left Mars. We crashed in the mountains to the north. I came for help.”


  “I’ll get a rescue party started,” the man said anxiously, turning to go.


  “Wait!” said Alex. “We can’t take time for that. Have to get things cleaned up in a hurry. I have reason to suspect there may be complications if we delay.”


  “But your daughter . . .!” began the other and stopped.


  “Yes?” Alex said coldly.


  The man gathered together his courage.


  “The Kalja. They’ll be attacking the ship now. I understood your daughter was coming with you.”


  “She did come with me,” Alex said without emotion. “Only one person could leave. I was more valuable. Sentiment cannot be allowed to get in our way; the work comes first.”


  Alex mopped the perspiration from his face.


  “This heat is unbearable after Mars.”


  He started to turn away but stopped, impatiently, at the incredulous expression on the other’s face.


  “Very likely,” he said, “they’ll be able to hold out . . .”


  THE MOUNTAINS were cold. Moisture collected on the peaks that were eternally buried in the cloud formations, trickled down the bare, rocky slopes to form ramaging torrents in the deep-cut gorges, eventually those swelling rivers poured out into the stinking swamps of the lowlands and finally into the huge, dark, sullen seas.


  Rock slides were common. Huge segments of the mountains, weakened by cold and the unending drip of the water, cut their way with unstoppable force into the valleys. They formed lakes behind them until, eventually, they were washed away again.


  The space ship lay halfway up a peak, its nose crumpled against the side or the mountain. On either side the ground sloped off and the attackers had difficulty approaching the ship without being picked off. They didn’t seem to mind the danger. They tried a rush now and then, and when that failed against the spitting flame from the gun-ports of the wrecked ship they retired to a safer position to wait. They were patient.


  They were huge, hairy men, six and a half to seven feet tall, with flat, lean bellies and flanks swelling to heavily muscled barrel chests and shoulders a yard across. One had to hit them in the head or the heart to stop them. Anywhere else and they went on unconcernedly with what they were doing.


  The crewman in the ship shook his head disgustedly as he pumped charge after charge into the still crawling figure of one of the attackers.


  “What’s the use?” he said. “They’ll get us eventually.”


  “No talk like that,” snapped the girl, swinging her knee-length skirt in a vicious circle. “My father will send help.”


  “With all respect to you, Miss Dekker,” the crewman said bitterly, “I’d like to correct that statement. Your father will send help—if he wants to.”


  Miss Dekker frowned. The menace of her expression only emphasized the beauty of her ivory-white face and the stubbornness of her otherwise gently-rounded chin.


  “Alex will send help,” she said. Her tone said that there would be no argument. For emphasis she slapped the hand-weapon strapped to her waist which belied the feminine curve of her hips.


  “Maybe we ought to surrender,” suggested another crewman despondently. “We hold out for a week maybe, and what happens? We only make them madder. So we kill a few of them. That don’t save us.” She turned on him savagely.


  “You know the Kalja. They don’t take prisoners any time. And if I hear any more talk of surrender you’ll die sooner than you think.”


  Another crewman spoke up, this one older than the others, harder and wiser.


  “See here, Miss Dekker,” he said, slowly and easily. “You’re new at this business. We aren’t. We’ve been working for your father or men like him for ten years or more. They haven’t been noteworthy for sentiment. If it suits their plans to rescue us they will; if it doesn’t, or if something else seems more important, we’ll just have to hold out here as long as we can and hope that we become more valuable. Meanwhile talk like yours ain’t going to help any.”


  He turned his gaze on the other crewmen. “On the other hand, Miss Dekker’s right. The Kalja don’t like strangers. They hate aliens worse than they hate the Laja, and that’s saying some. They’d tear us to pieces with their bare hands before you could get out the first syllable of ‘surrender.’ I know. I fought ’em, five-six years ago. I’ve seen what they do.”


  A youngster spoke up eagerly.


  “Maybe we could cut our way out and make a break for it.”


  The older man chuckled. It had an ugly sound.


  “We’d have as much chance out there as you have of ever seeing Earth again.”


  The boy looked sick.


  “They’d swarm down on us like gorillas. And even if we got through, by some unbelievable miracle, it’s a thousand miles over the mountains and through the swamps. It ain’t never been mapped. There’s tribes of Kalja all over. And there’s animals that don’t like people any more than the Kalja and are lots bigger and tougher.”


  His smile was grim.


  “Anybody want to try?”


  Even among those hard, tough, battle-scarred men nobody moved, nobody said anything. The older man turned back to the girl.


  “I guess we’ll stay, Miss Dekker.”


  An odd smile curled her full red lips. “You won’t,” she said easily, “unless you get back to your guns. There’s another charge coming our way . . .”


  A MAN, tall by earth standards but lacking half a head of reaching the heights of the Kalja, moved easily along a mountain trail. He was unlike the Kalja, too, in other respects. Instead of bulging muscles he had flat silken ripples under his skin, a skin which was bronzed but not as dark or hairy as the mountain natives.


  It was all very odd. None but the Kalja and their only slightly wilder animal cousins lived long in the mountains. And this man with his cautious watchfulness that was not fear and his flowing grace that was not weakness looked like he might live a long time.


  He wasn’t handsome. In fact, he was ugly until one looked at his eyes and the sweep of his forehead. One kept returning to his eyes. They were bold and fearless, knowing and a trifle cynical—and they were kind, kind and generous, but it was as if those qualities were tempered with justice, unalloyed with maudlin sentiment or mistaken pity. One soon forgot everything but his eyes. He was above the beauty which is an accident of regularity and fashion. He was—himself. It was enough for most people. For the rest it was too much.


  The eyes were watchful now, but even the most watchful of eyes could not have seen in time the blur of motion which was the cave bear, emerging enraged from its dark hole beyond an outcropping concealing it from down the trail. It swarmed forward, its great arms spread out with long, wicked claws gleaming with ivory brightness, its massive jaw hanging open and dripping saliva, its little eyes red and savage.


  AN INSTINCT threw the man to one side as the bear rushed past; it brushed against him with sufficient force to knock him to the rocks by the side of the trail. He lay there for a moment, stunned, on the edge of the precipice that dropped straight down, hundreds of feet to the rocks and raging water of the river below.


  It must have been only seconds he was out, for when he got to his knees, shaking his head to clear the fog away, the bear was only just turning, searching for him. He pulled the foot-long, razor-sharp knife from its sheath at his side and wished he had a blaster. But he couldn’t bring in foreign weapons, he told himself. The Kalja were funny that way.


  The bear had spotted him. It was swaying from side to side, building up its rage at the intrusion of this smooth-skinned creature. The creature stepped forward, advancing toward it. That was unbearable; the bear lowered its head and charged.


  As the bear almost reached him, the man stepped aside, escaping the deadly arms by inches and struck a savage blow into the hairy back, slicing deeply. The bear roared as he turned, quicker this time, and the sound rolled back and forth across the canyon in near stunning intensity. Again the bear charged and again the man dodged aside.


  The bear was smarter this time. One arm swept around in a glancing back-hand blow that would have crushed had it landed squarely. It would not have touched him at all had his foot not turned on a loose rock. The blow fell, and the man was tossed, stunned, to the edge of the precipice.


  The bear turned, slowly, warily, looking around for its quarry. Finally he spied it, lying in a heap along the trail. The bear charged, his arms spread wide, ready to claw the object to its huge chest in a bonebreaking embrace. The man stirred uneasily, instincts of self-preservation striving to rouse the half-conscious body. In a moment it would be too late.


  As the bear, paused, hesitated above his prey, a loud, savage shout split the air. Before the bear could turn, a body was clinging to his back, his neck encircled by a hairy arm, a hand wielding a long blade stabbing at his chest. The bear roared and whirled, trying to shake the clinging being from his back. It was still there, clinging, stabbing pain. It was yelling in his ear, taunting him.


  The bear fell forward onto his front paws, shook, heaved. Finally he rolled over, got up quickly. The clinging thing was gone. Instead there was a hairy thing, standing on two legs, facing him. The bear roared and started forward. The thing stepped in quickly, stabbed, and got away before he could grip it. He rushed again; again it got away.


  The third time it was not so lucky. One lucky blow caught the thing on the back and hurled it away. The bear started after it.


  The other man had come awake and had watched the last few seconds of the fight, which now appeared to be approaching an end.


  The bear was ready to destroy its annoyance, towering over it as it crouched, trying to get away and upright. The man on the edge of the precipice raised himself, drew his arm back, and threw. The knife flew straight and hard, sticking hilt-deep into the bear’s chest.


  The bear stood up with a grunt of surprise and clawed at this new object, and then the hairy thing was upon it, slicing, stabbing. Confused, bleeding from a dozen wounds, the bear blinked once—and died.


  There was silence on the trail.


  The hairy man looked down at his kill and then over at the man half sitting at the cliff’s edge. His forehead wrinkled in indecision; he stared at the knife-hilt protruding from the bear’s chest and wrinkled up again.


  The other got up carefully, slowly. He moved a few steps forward. Then he spoke in the Venusian mountain dialect.


  “Friend,” he said. “Friend. You save me.”


  At once, like a child’s, the hairy one’s face cleared.


  “Friend,” he agreed. “No. Brother. We kill together.”


  He pointed to the bear, but his face was troubled.


  “You,” the man said. “You killed the bear.”


  The hairy man grinned happily. He pulled the other’s knife from the bear’s chest, wiped it clean, and handed it, hilt first, to his new friend. Then he set to work, hacking off the bear’s paws. When he was finished he looked up and handed one paw to the other. The man shook his head, indicating that he should keep them both. Happily the hairy man tied them on either end of a cord and hung the cord around his neck.


  “I am Brun of the tribe of Calg,” he said finally.


  “I am Paul,” the other answered. “No tribe.”


  “No tribe?” Brun said in surprise. “All Kalja have a tribe.”


  “I am not of the Kalja.”


  “You are not Laja. What are you?”


  “I am a friend.”


  The other smiled.


  “Yes, a friend,” said Brun, and then his face clouded. “But I cannot take you to my tribe.”


  “We will face that later.”


  Brun nodded uncertainly.


  “I killed a bear,” he said happily. “Now I can take my place with the men.”


  Paul stared in surprise at the seven feet of bulging muscle standing over the remains of a savage, almost-unkillable cave bear. It had been killed by a boy.


  “Most of the men are fighting against a foreign object which fell from the sky not far from here. I could not go because I had not killed a bear. In the tribe of Calg you are not a man until you have killed a bear all alone.” The boy smiled proudly. “Today I did.”


  “That is good, brother,” said Paul.


  Brun smiled and began gathering material for a fire. When he had a pile of dry wood, which had been protected from the constant drip of the clouds by caves or the overhanging cliff, he set about carving two huge, dripping steaks.


  As they were eating, Brun looked up suddenly in distress.


  “Brother,” he said. “Calg will kill you if I take you back with me.”


  “Even a friend?” Paul asked softly.


  “The Kalja have no friends. Other tribes are enemies. All enemies.”


  “We must do something about that.”


  “Nothing can be done! That is the way it is. That is the way it has always been. Calg will kill you.”


  “I wonder,” said Paul, musing. “I wonder . . .”


  THE TRIBE OF CALG lived in small stone houses huddled under the protection of an overhanging cliff and protected on the other side by a sheer descent of several hundred feet to a roaring river below. Brun plodded along the narrow trail which was the only entrance to the tribe’s living area. By his side, Paul, overshadowed by almost a head, moved lithely and smoothly, his eyes roving, noting everything.


  Paul saw the sentinel before he could shout a warning to the tribe below. His silken movement was unchanged as the huge hairy men came hurtling forth to meet them, but Brun glanced around uneasily and his steps became uncertain.


  “Brothers,” he called, “it is Brun.”


  The group of hairy men stopped uncertainly, facing them and fingering the hilts of their knives. Finally a grizzled oldster, his muscles huge and knotted, stepped forward with authority.


  “We see it is you, Brun,” he said. “But who is this smooth-skinned stranger?”


  Paul smiled slightly; in the Kalja the words stranger and enemy are synonymous.


  Brun cast one indecisive look behind him and then turned to face his tribesmen without hesitation; with one speech he hazarded his life and, what probably meant more to him, cast away his claim to a mature membership in the tribe.


  Paul’s heart beat faster. This, he thought, is Brun’s real manhood; this is worth all my efforts.


  “He is my brother,” said Brun with dignity. “He saved my life. Together we killed a bear.”


  The men milled around, scratching their heads dubiously. Paul stepped forward, balancing himself on the balls of his feet, lightly.


  “Take me to Calg!” he said.


  That broke the dam.


  “Let Calg decide,” they agreed.


  They hemmed them in, encircled them, led them along the path until it widened into a space before the largest of the stone houses.


  “Calg!” one of them yelled. “Bran has brought us a stranger.”


  A huge, bull-headed man emerged blinking from the house. Among the towering Kalja, he was a giant. Beside him, their muscles seemed weak and small. Even Bran drew back a little at his lowering glance.


  “A stranger!” Calg bit off the words. “Why do you bring him to me? Why do you not kill him at once?”


  “He is a friend, a brother,” Bran said.


  “This smooth-skinned puny weakling!” Calg snorted. Then his expression changed for the worse. “He is a stranger. The Kalja have no friends.”


  Paul stepped forward, alone, into the cleared space. He was a youthful stripling beside the giant.


  “Perhaps that is why the Laja beat you in your battles,” he said slowly, letting it sink in. “I come in peace. I would stay here in peace.” Paul read the sneer on Calg’s face. “But, if necessary, I will take the leadership of the tribe from you in fair fight.”


  Calg roared with laughter, the others, except Brun, joining in appreciatively. Then Calg stretched his mighty frame.


  “Clear a space,” he bellowed. “I am going to break this puny fellow into small pieces and then throw those pieces over the cliff.”


  He unbuckled his knife from his side and threw it behind him; Paul did the same. Then the bull lowered his head and charged. Calg was quick in spite of his bulk. But Paul was lightning fast.


  II


  IN ONE FLUID movement Paul dodged aside, tripped Calg’s churning feet, and buried his fist, wrist deep, into Calg’s side beneath his ribs. Calg scrambled up, yelled, and charged again, watchful for any artful dodging. As Calg’s flailing hands almost grabbed him, Paul ducked down and heaved his back up under Calg’s chest which bent over him with the force of the rush. Calg sailed twenty feet through the air and lit heavily on his back.


  This time Calg got up more slowly, aware that he was facing something new in fighting, slowly awakening to the fact that this comparatively slim body with its flat, silken muscles had the power to hurt. Calg advanced slowly, looking for an opening to launch a sledge-hammer blow or a chance to grab this stranger and break him.


  Paul backed away from the giant, watching his eyes. A bare flicker of an eyelid warned him, and a ham-like fist went over his shoulder. Paul counter-punched with a right-handed blow that rocked Calg’s head back on his shoulders. His left followed immediately like a piston into Calg’s solar plexus. Then he was away, dancing beyond Calg’s reach.


  Calg shook his head and stalked forward. The crowd of huge hairy men and women which had been yelling furiously was now silent, watchful. Again Calg lunged; again Paul met him with rocking blows to that bull head and that barrel body. Calg brushed them away like insect bites.


  In that pattern the fight went on and on for long minutes, Paul fully aware that if one of those sledge-hammer blows ever connected he would be out and over the cliff, broken, probably tom into pieces. He kept out of the way of them, watching Calg’s eyes, lightly swaying on the balls of his feet and his toes. He hammered away at Calg’s body and head, marking it, opening it up, with lightning blows that carried tremendous force behind them.


  Calg grunted under them and moved in closer. One blow almost caught Paul, but he rolled with it so that it left only a slowly reddening spot on his body. Paul tried harder, hit harder, moving in dangerously close with his blows to have his body behind them. On and on the fight went, Paul hammering away, Calg moving in, unstoppable, unhurtable.


  At last Paul’s arms began to weary, his breath came short and fiery. Hours of fighting seemed to lie behind them. It was soon or never, he thought. Soon he would be too tired to stop that advance, too slow to dodge. He summoned his last reserves of strength and dodged quickly around Calg’s slowly moving bulk. With all his force he brought the edge of his palm down on that bull neck. Calg turned slowly, his hands at his sides, his face a mask of rage. Paul waited for the blow that was to come; his last card had failed. Calg didn’t move, his feet seemingly planted in the ground. Comprehension dawned in Paul’s eyes.


  He stepped forward and brought his palm up, stiff-armed, under Calg’s chin. Calg took two short steps backward and toppled to the ground. He lay there, his great length battered and bleeding, his limbs twitching slightly. Paul stood over him, unutterably weary. The tribe was still.


  Brun stepped forward, knelt before Paul, and placed Paul’s hand on his head. He got up and turned toward the tribe.


  “Hail to Paul!” he shouted. “Hail to Paul, great warrior, great fighter, chief of the tribe of Paul!”


  The tribe stirred. Then, one by one, they bowed before the incredible fact of Calg’s defeat—Calg, who was not even killed.


  “Hail to Paul!” they said, and knelt before Paul with his hand on their heads.


  Paul, swaying with weariness, looked down in surprise at the last tribesman to kneel before him.


  “Hail to Paul!” Calg said, and, looking up, grinned, an odd look on his savage, hairy, cut face. “You are a mighty fighter. You will be good for the tribe.”


  “Hear me!” said Paul, raising his hands. “I hereby declare that Brun has reached the state of manhood and will be accepted among the men and warriors of the tribe. And I name Calg leader when I am not here and Brun my lieutenant.”


  “We hear,” murmured the tribe.


  “Tomorrow,” Paul said, his lithe, golden figure drooping, “tomorrow I will have more to say. Tomorrow the tribe of Paul will take a new path.”


  And the tribe of Paul watched as they saw their leader reel into Calg’s former house and fall heavily to the floor.


  “THERE is the foreign object,” said Brun, pointing to the space ship, which still fired in desultory fashion at the crouching Kalja that crept ever closer.


  “Do the men know?” asked Paul.


  “Calg has told them. They have all sworn allegiance.”


  “No more charges,” Paul said.


  Brun nodded.


  “They will wait for the signal?”


  Brun nodded again. “You are the chief.” Paul looked down on the ship several hundred feet below the peak they were standing on. The clouds hovered only a few feet above their heads.


  “There will be no killing when the ship is taken,” Paul said.


  Brun’s face clouded.


  “The tribe will be hard to stop. You do not know how they hate these foreign devils.”


  “You said I was chief.”


  “Yes, but . . . You do not know what these devils do! The Laja were bad enough before they came. They would sometimes make raids into our mountains and take off a few of our young men or children for slaves. They would not come often. But these white-faced foreign things came, and the Laja came oftener and oftener. They would carry off whole tribes, stunning them with their weapons, and put them to work in the lower hills or the swamps. Women and children, everyone. Do you know what they do to slaves? They torture them with the little sticks they have which tighten all the muscles into terrible knots. They work them night and day in the mines of the hills or the horrible muck of the swamps. The Kalja can only live a year or less in the swamps. They need the free air of the mountains.”


  Paul’s gaze was fixed on Brun’s impassioned face.


  Brun said, “You wonder how I know all this, Paul. Look!” He pulled aside the leather covering his back.


  His back was covered with tiny black holes, these overlaid with welts and ridges.


  “I was taken to the mines when I was a boy. I saw the free Kalja dying all around me tortured by the green-faced Laja and the white-faced foreign devils, but of the two the foreign devils are the worst. Finally I escaped and made my way back to the tribe.”


  Brun’s face softened.


  “I will not kill, if you say so, Paul,” he said, “but these others will not stop if ever they get a chance. They have never had a chance like this to get at the foreign things. Never has a ship been captured, even if crashed. They will be hard to stop.”


  “Save what you can then, Brun,” Paul said softly. “When the final attack comes, go with Calg and save as many as possible.”


  “Yes, Paul,” said Brun.


  Paul looked around the plateau they had climbed up to so dangerously on the other side from the ship. Great boulders strewed the relatively flat area. A thin drizzle of rain was falling on them.


  Carefully Paul sighted down the side of the peak falling away to the ship below and marked a spot on the very edge of the plateau.


  “Roll those rocks to this spot,” he told Brun.


  Together they heaved at the boulders, some of them weighing close to a ton and rolled them to the position marked. Soon they had a huge pile teetering on the rim above the ship.


  Paul sighted again.


  “Now!” he said, and together they pushed.


  With a warning rumble, the rocks started down the hill, one after the other, picking up speed. They leaped and bounded with growing momentum, but their force was not what Paul was counting on. Gradually the vibration of their fall loosened the rock they were rolling down. A few dribbles of dust and small stones started here and there. Then, with a sigh, a huge side of the peak sloughed away and started in unstoppable fury down upon the ship beneath.


  It picked up speed, grew, a tremendous avalanche of rock. The blow it struck the ship was not a square one; otherwise the ship would have been buried, crushed. Instead the slide crushed more of the nose, rocking the ship back and forth in wild gyrations. Loose boulders hammered all the expensed area of the ship, crushing gun ports, battering the ship from stem to stern.


  With a wild yell, the Kalja rushed.


  “Now, Brun,” said Paul, and turned away.


  Brun slithered and wormed his way down the side of the peak. The crippled ship was smothered with the huge savage bodies of the Kalja, ripping, tearing at the gun ports and the holes smashed in the hull. There was a roaring cacophony of sound, bloodthirsty and unquenchable. At last an opening was made in the ship.


  The Kalja swarmed into the interior. Brun crushed his way in among the last. There was a brief sound of hand guns, several gurgling screams, and silence.


  The Kalja do not torture.


  BRUN stood in the doorway, his head hanging.


  “Well?” said Paul quietly.


  “I have failed you, Paul,” Brun said sadly. “I could not stop them. Calg and I tried, but there were too many.”


  “You did your best,” Paul said.


  “Only—”


  “Only what?”


  “Only there was one we managed to get away. The foreign thing is not much. It is something. We brought it to you.”


  There was a gentle light in Paul’s eyes as he glanced up from his stone couch covered with furs.


  “You have done well, Brun. Send him in.”


  Brun’s head lifted in pleasure. He reached behind his back. With roughness due more to his overpowering strength than to his wish, he pushed the white-skinned creature into the room and turned away.


  Paul’s expression didn’t change but he felt his pulse pick up.


  The foreign tiling was a girl, a ragged girl, towsled, tangled, dirty. But behind the dirt gleamed the beauty of an ivory skin and features perfect and gently molded. The tangled locks of hair were blue-black and long; they would be shiny and soft if brushed. And the ivory promise of her face was even brighter in the soft, feminine, full-formed curves of her body that peeped through the tatters of her clothes.


  Now the face was not so pretty. It was dark with anger, lined with rage, misshapen in the firm, stubborn lines of her chin and jaw. There was no surprise in that face, either, as her eyes took in the presence of an Earthman in the house of the chief of the tribe.


  “Renegade!” she spat out.


  Paul smiled.


  “Think what you will, Miss Dekker,” he said.


  This time her jaw dropped.


  “How did you know my name?” she gasped.


  “I know your father well, and I took the trouble to acquaint myself with all his friends and relatives.”


  She recovered her poise and anger.


  “Then you know what will happen to you when my father catches up with you,” he said bitterly.


  “I know what will happen to your father.”


  “How can you stand yourself, associating with these murderous animals, these beasts who look like a horrible parody of man! Or maybe you incite them?”


  “I am their chief, Miss Dekker.”


  “You vile scum!” she spat out.


  “Your opinion of me is immaterial,” Paul said slowly. “But you should not misunderstand the Kalja. They are a free, noble people, simple, almost childlike, in their tastes and customs, but they have respect for one another. They do not kill without reason or steal or cheat. They do not lie or enslave other peoples. Their wives and children are always treated kindly and lovingly. If they are unfriendly it is because of the circumstances of their lives.”


  She sneered her disbelief.


  “If you once win their affection and trust, they will never desert you, no matter how low you sink. They are, all in all, infinitely better than the slave-seeking Laja and much better than our race, Miss Dekker.”


  “I suppose that is why they kill any stranger on sight. I suppose that is why they attacked my ship and tore my crew limb from limb before my eyes.” She covered up those eyes and shuddered.


  “The Laja and men like your father have taught them what it is to hate,” Paul said. “They have raided them, enslaved them, tortured them, and now they are trying to exterminate them.”


  She flared up.


  “It isn’t true. My father is trying to unify Venus, make it strong enough to resist the tyranny which has seized Earth and Mars.”


  “Your father is trying to unify Venus under himself—and by wiping out all opposition. He can rule the Laja, but the Kalja will have no master, now or ever. He must wipe them out.”


  “All measures are justified for freedom,” she said proudly. “And the Kalja would be no great loss.”


  Paul got to his feet, easily, gracefully. For the first time Alice Dekker realized the lean, flat-muscled, golden beauty of his body. He took a step toward her. She backed away in spite of herself. Then she looked into his eyes. She had never seen eyes like his. She stared into them and wondered. “You realize you are at my mercy, Miss Dekker,” he said.


  She tore her eyes away.


  “I expected that would be your level,” she said bitterly, trying, futildy to close the gaps in her clothing.


  “You will not leave this house,” he said. “While you are here you are safe. Outside the Kalja might forget themselves at the sight of a white-skinned devil.”


  She scoffed at his excuses.


  “As you said, I’m at your mercy.”


  The luminescent clouds were fading into darkness beyond the doorway as Paul approached her. There was something magnetic about his nearness. Alice felt alternately attracted and repelled, but at the same time rooted to the spot by some hypnotic force.


  “Go to the bed,” Paul said slowly.


  Disobedience was in her mind, rebellion in her heart, but suddenly, without volition, Alice found herself beside the bed, trembling. She was angry with herself, but she was even angrier when she saw Paul collect several fur robes from a hook on the wall, spread them in front of the doorway, and stretch himself out upon them.


  For a long time after Alice threw herself upon the bed there was silence in the darkness. Finally, the girl, commanding all her bitterness, spoke savagely.


  “I suppose you think you’re being very noble?”


  Silence was the only answer. Alice spoke more bitterly.


  “If you were really noble you would see that I got back to my father.”


  From the doorway came the sound of a gentle snore.


  Alice cried herself to sleep and wondered why she cried.


  III


  IN THE swamp city the Laja were busy.


  The streets were crowded with green-faced creatures scurrying in all directions, and the night echoed to their croakings. Along the great docks that projected forth hundreds of feet into the four-mile wide river myriads of small boats and barges were tied. Stevedores were loading them; machinists were tinkering with motors; the Laja were preparing their greatest attack.


  In the great palace off the city’s central square, the activity was not so feverish, but there was an undertone of excitement. In the huge council chamber the small group of Earthmen and the handful of Laja were lost. Pinned to the back wall was a large, roughly-sketched map; upon it a plan of action was outlined in red, and colored pins dotted the mountain area in bewildering profusion.


  Alex Dekker sat smoking, quiet, imperturbable, at the wide desk on the dais. Before him most of the Laja were seated; beside him Chester Griffith paced nervously. Around the wall and at the exits, the hard-faced Earthmen stood unobtrusively but watchful, their hand guns holstered but eased partly out.


  “Is everything understood?” Alex asked.


  The Laja nodded slowly, Griffith jerkily.


  “Chet is to be in complete command and have under him the main force going up the principal tributary,” Alex ran over quickly. “Allan, with his group, will swing off to the right on his branch, John to the left on this one. All Kalja, men, women, and children, will be wiped out as encountered. Those hills must be swept clean.”


  The most imposing of the Laja arose.


  “Once more I ask,” he said, in his croaking speech, “why should not the Kalja be captured as formerly? If we wipe out the Kalja, who will work the mines?”


  Alex smiled.


  “Within a year enough machinery will be manufactured to more than replace the unwilling labor of the stupid mountain giants. As to the first question, all opposition must be wiped out immediately if we are to repel the attacks from Outside. We must be able to throw our undivided strength into the battle for freedom, without fear of a treacherous attack from the mountains.”


  “We can only take your word for there being an Outside,” said the Laja leader. “Our histories say nothing of such a place, and we, ourselves, cannot understand or conceive of its existence.”


  The men along the walls gently eased their hands down toward their guns.


  “You are here, however,” the Laja went on, “as proof of your statements. We have cast in our lot with yours.” He cast a glance from his bulging eyes to either side of the room, a glance that was practical, neither Droud nor humble but conscious of the situation, and honorable with the honor of the businessman. “We cannot and will not withdraw now.”


  He sat down. The men along the walls relaxed. Alex smiled more broadly. He turned back to the map.


  “Bill will take a small party and rescue the crew of the ship which crashed about here. It should still be holding out. Any questions?”


  Griffith turned around quickly.


  “It might be too risky,” he said, quickly and nervously. “If the Kalja sweep down here suddenly the city will be undefended.”


  “Now Chet,” Alex said soothingly, “the Kalja tribes will never combine. We will keep a guard here that will be more than enough for any single ambitious tribe.”


  “Suppose they destroy our barges,” Griffith said. “We’ll be trapped there. We’d never be able to get back.”


  “Guard them,” Alex said simply, then his eyes narrowed. “Perhaps you’d rather I gave your job to one of the other boys.”


  “No—no, Alex,” Griffith said hastily. “I just don’t want to overlook any possibilities.”


  “Everything’s settled then,” Alex said, settling back. “Remember! Move fast. Strike hard. Move on, before the word can spread. Clean up everything.”


  He searched the faces of the assembled group.


  “Meanwhile we here will be working on planetary defenses, setting up gun positions, building new guns, radar screens, rocket seekers, and building some new, small scouting ships.”


  He looked around the room again.


  “All right,” he said. “Get going.”


  The barges were loading at the docks. Long files of green-faced, armed, uniformed Laja streamed into the boats and sat silent in their positions. Only tire croak of the officers commanding the loading broke the silence.


  The delegation of Earthmen swung onto the dock, moving rapidly and in close formation. At the barges they broke up, stepped into their respective boats, and took their positions where they could watch everything ahead of them.


  The green soldiers eyed them warily and edged away until the Earthmen were sitting alone. Thev didn’t mind; in fact, they preferred it that way.


  The engines started and began to mutter. Slowly the barges moved away from the dock and swung into the slow movement of the wide river. The deep brown, muddy river stank in the night. The boats churned it into chocolate froth. Finally the last barge slipped away in the darkness.


  They were headed for the river’s source. They were headed for the mountains.


  THE silence was uneasy and unnatural.


  Alice Dekker, watching from within the shadow of the Chief’s house, felt the tension, the powder-keg uncertainty, and shivered. Standing straight and still in front of the doorway, Paul knew what it was. He had felt it before, but never in so potent a form. It was suspicion, distrust, hatred, belligerence, prejudice, and fear for the new. It was a thing, alive. It must be killed with a quick, sharp blow, or it would turn into a ravening destroyer.


  Alice shivered again as she watched the great, hairy Kalja standing tense and nervous in the cleared space between the house and the edge of the cliff, eyeing each other, fingering the hilts of their knives. A sudden wave of pity swept over her; Paul was a slim, shining, golden rapier among huge war clubs. His task was hopeless; he would break himself to pieces on the iron of their stubborn distrust.


  Alice caught herself and repudiated her hasty emotions. It was nothing to her if Paul tried the impossible and failed. His motives were detestable, his actions evil, his goal unthinkable. Still, Alice crept a little closer to the door, her breath faster, her eyes troubled.


  Paul studied the giant chiefs of the major tribes of Kalja assembled here in tradition-shattering conference. Never had they met, any two of them, without lowering their heads and charging with outraged bellows’ like bulls whose dominance of the herd is threatened. The mountain men were tribal men and any other moving creature was an enemy to be killed. Paul’s recognition of this fact was reinforced by the bone-deep ache of his body from Calg’s instinctive reaction to his presence.


  Now there was no thought of forcing the issue by personal combat; that would only result in a shambles solving nothing. The chiefs had been brought together by Calg and Brun, precariously, by the presentation of pieces of the conquered space ship. How to hold them together, bind them together, was another problem. Would they ever be reconciled? Paul wondered, and hazarded his life, the tribe, and Venus on one stroke.


  “The Laja are on their way in great numbers to wipe out the Kalja to the smallest child.” It was a guess. How good, Paul didn’t know until later.


  The chiefs stirred, cast glances to either side from under heavy brows, and stared again at the incomprehensible leader of this tribe. What was this hated Earthman doing here? What did he know? Why should they not kill him now and then turn upon the enemies beside them? Calg, hugest of them all, moved to Paul’s side to lend support. Brun was absent.


  “They are coming with their weapons that stun and kill at a distance,” Paul continued in ringing tones. “They are coming with such numbers as you have never seen. A tribe alone has no chance against them. They will destroy the tribes one by one, as a few Kalja could destroy a hundred bears finding each alone.”


  This was language they had to understand in spite of themselves. There was a murmur, not entirely savage, not entirely hate or distrust. No longer did the chiefs eye each other; they stared at Paul, their gaze unreadable. Paul stood a little straighter.


  “If any tribe is to live, all must fight together. A large stone in a river is tossed about until it is ground to dust, but if many stones fall together the river is held back and the stones remain whole.”


  This, too, the chiefs understood. They had seen the side of a mountain slide into a valley, dam up a huge river, and form behind a lake. From somewhere in the savage crowd a note of approval crept into the murmur.


  “The tribes must unite if they would live,” Paul shouted. “Together we can defy the green-faced Laja, sweep him back to his swamps, yes, and take the battle to his own ground! Together you can win life, freedom, victory! Alone, you are destroyed. Unite!”


  The murmur of approval grew. But the Kalja were not so easily swayed. One of the chiefs stepped forward, his brow knitting.


  “Even if what you say were true, how can we trust our enemies to fight beside us. He who would kill me yesterday will kill me today or tomorrow.”


  “Where all have common interests and a common foe there are no enemies. Would you kill a man who fights for your tribe, your children?”


  The chief nodded slowly and stepped back. Another moved forward to take his place.


  “The Laja have never come before as you tell us they are coming now. They have come only in small parties and taken only a few for slaves. Why should they now come to destroy us?”


  “There are evil white-skinned men, just as there are evil Kalja. Some of these whitefaced devils have got power among the Laja. They are inciting them to wipe out the Kalja so that they may rule here without fear.”


  In the house Alice flushed with anger at the lie.


  The chief stepped back, but there was a rumble of dissatisfaction. Another of the Kalja came forward.


  “There can be no unity,” he said darkly. “Where there is unity there must be a leader. We would have to fight among ourselves to determine who should lead, and the one who was left alive would still have no control over the tribes of the others. They would not follow him.”


  The balance teetered. The chief had reminded them of their age-old traditions of enmity. Their eyes turned narrow, suspicious, and red. Paul watched the fuse sputter toward the powder keg and waited for the moment when he must throw himself into the breach in one last desperate attempt. That moment never came. Instead a yell came from down the trail leading to the cliff dwelling of the tribe.


  “The Laja! They are coming. I have seen them in their boats on the river.”


  The attention of the chiefs was diverted, their anger channeled toward the Laja. The tension relaxed; the balance swung back. In a moment Brun was among them, describing how, miles below, he had seen the Laja, great boats of them, landing on the bank of the river, forming and marching off. Their numbers were uncountable. No one had ever seen so many. And leading them were the white-skinned devils.


  That brought them back to Paul. They turned again, facing him with new respect.


  “As for a leader,” he said, as if there had been no interruption, “in my country we choose leaders for their wisdom, not their strength. We select them by vote, one vote to a man, and bind ourselves to abide by the decision of the majority.”


  Calg started the shout.


  “Paul! Paul! Let him be leader!”


  “He conquered the foreign thing from the skies!” Brun added.


  One after another the chiefs joined the shout until, soon, the mountains were echoing with Paul’s name. Eventually Paul quieted them. After the ceremony of allegiance, he spread his hands out for silence.


  “We will drive the Laja from the mountains,” he said. “And then we will go to the swamps and destroy the devils who seek to rule everything. Now, go! Assemble your warriors, take your women and children to places of hiding where the Laja cannot find them, and return to this spot.”


  Paul turned and entered the house. Once within the shadows he was startled by a stinging slap on his cheek.


  “You liar!” Alice hissed. “You disgusting liar! Oh, how I hate you!”


  Paul lifted the tips of his fingers to his tingling cheek.


  “I am tempted to say, my dear, that all measures are justified for freedom, but I do not believe it. Freedom does not need a lie to save it; only the truth can do it any good.” He bent down and lifted her lowered face with a finger beneath her chin.


  “Someday you will see that for yourself.”


  “Never!” she said wildly. “Never!”


  IV


  THE mountain ridge was quiet but not deserted. Behind Paul a hundred or more Kalja warriors waited patiently for his orders. Paul, Brun, and Calg lay on their stomachs peering over the edge of the mountain into the valley below. There a river rushed its churned, white-frothed way to the swamps. There, on a natural trail beside the river, marched the Laja by thousands led by an Earthman. From the depths of the valley came only the echoes of many feet and the muted commands of officers.


  Paul turned to his lieutenants.


  “The Kalja can never hope to defeat such an army in open battle,” he whispered. “This is probably only a part of the force sent against the mountains. Not only do they outnumber the Kalja by at least ten to one, but your knives will be useless against the blasters and stunners they have available.”


  Calg nodded reluctantly.


  “Your advantage lies in your knowledge of the mountains. You must make the most of it,” Paul continued. “Harass them. Pick them off. Make their days dangerous and their nights unbearable. Never meet them face to face. Cut off their retreat where possible. Force them into new and more mountainous country. Stay above them.”


  A gleam appeared in Calg’s eye. His nod was eager.


  “Pattern your tactics after mine,” Paul said, and, backing away from the rim of the cliff, moved parallel to the edge opposite the line of march of the Laja. Finally he found a spot to his liking.


  “Look!” he said, pointing. “See where the edge of the cliff is cracked and crumbling. There is your chief weapon.”


  He motioned the warriors to roll boulders up to the edge. They fell to work.


  “I know,” said Bran, eagerly. “You will do as we did to the foreign thing from the sky.”


  “That’s very good, Bran,” Paul said. Brun flushed with pleasure. “But we will not try to wipe them out.”


  In short time the cliff’s edge was lined with huge stones. Below, the ranks of the Laja had almost moved past. Paul held back the impatience of the Kalja to try the new weapon until the last one had almost escaped from below. Then he gave the signal.


  The edge of the cliff trembled as the great rocks hit the slope below. Paul motioned the line of Kalja to a safer place where they knelt to watch. The mountainside rumbled and shook. The avalanche of irresistible rock grew.


  The Laja looked up. A cloud of rock dust hid the cliff edge. The mountain was falling on them! They panicked at the sight of that descending wall of rock, split, ran in every direction.


  The ones who chose to reverse their steps were luckless. They were buried beneath the slide that almost filled the valley, damming the river, blocking all retreat. The army left ahead of the slide, almost untouched, started up the side of the mountain at the command of their white leader.


  Paul mustered his defences. His huge warriors rolled up boulder after boulder and shoved them over into the ranks of the climbing Laja. They wreaked terrible havoc. Crushing, smashing, alone, one out of three started a small slide that wiped out an entire company. In the face of that decimation the line wavered—and broke.


  The officers below urged them up the cliff face again and again. They couldn’t face that destruction. Soon it was too late. The dammed-up river had backed up until the Laja were wading. The white-skinned officer called off the attack. The Laja reformed, ignoring the intermittent hail of objects from above, and marched up the valley.


  Paul called Calg to him.


  “Take half the men,” he said. “Follow them. Keep them busy. Don’t let them get on the same level as you. Always keep above them. If you have to let them have a mountain, get away before they can come into range of you.”


  Calg nodded.


  “Where do you go?” he asked.


  “To carry the war to the enemy,” Paul said grimly. “Instruct the other parties to search out other bands of Laja and cut off their retreat as we have with this one. Then have them retrace the Laja’s route and at the end of it destroy the boats in which they came. Destroy them by rocks from above or by stealth at night.”


  Paul turned to Brun and instructed him to pick out fifty of the Kalja quickly.


  “Good luck and good hunting,” he said to Calg and he moved off in the direction the Laja troops had come. Brun followed him with the men he had chosen.


  Night caught them still in the mountains, still without having caught sight of the boats which must have brought the Laja as far as possible up the river. Brun urged Paul to stop for the night, but Paul shook his head and kept on.


  “We can’t take the chance that the troops we ambushed might be able to get a messenger back.”


  The mountain slopes were dangerous at night, slippery with rain, cluttered with loose rocks, but Paul moved along with catlike sureness of foot. With relief, however, Brun and his Kalja warriors, each of whom had stumbled several times, saw the light of fires in the distance. Soon they were above the camp, looking down on a scene of careless watch over the assembled barges drawn up at the river’s bank.


  Paul, studying the camp, was surprised by a sudden interruption in a breathless, feminine voice.


  “Are you going to murder them as you did the others?”


  Paul turned. Alice Dekker stood behind him, weaving with weariness, covered with bruises. Her clothes, which she had so painstakingly repaired, were once more torn and gaping, her alluring ivory flesh gleaming in fugitive flashes from the campfires below. The sight of her tore through Paul with the sword of desire. He tried to push it away. It was impossible; she hated him and would hate him more for what he had to do.


  “What are you doing here?” he said harshly.


  “Do you think I could wait in that rock heap for the Kalja to tear me to pieces?” she asked. “No, you are going where my father is. This is my only chance to get back to civilization. And besides,” she smiled bitterly, tiredly, “I want to be there when my father defeats you.”


  “I left instructions for your care,” Paul muttered futilely. “Did you follow us all the way over the mountains?”


  She nodded.


  “Ever since you ambushed the Laja. I repeat, are you going to murder them the same way?”


  She took a step forward, staggered, and almost fell.


  Paul yearned to take her in his arms, comfort her weariness, protect her soft body from the harsh cruelty of the Venusian mountains. Instead he turned his back to her and resumed his study of the campfires below.


  “Not quite the same,” he said coldly. “Brun!” he called. “Take care of this woman. See that no harm comes to her.”


  He turned his head slightly, his voice lower.


  “We can’t leave you on the mountains alone. I will deliver you to the loving arms of your father.”


  But the arms about her were Brun’s hairy ones. She had fainted.


  Paul called his warriors about him and gave them explicit instructions. Then they carefully, silently, descended the mountain side.


  The Laja were carelessly lolling about their fires, sleepily stretching themselves in the warmth they enjoyed, never venturing too far into the chill outside the campfires’ reach, secure in the strength of their numbers and their weapons.


  The attack, when it came, was unexpected and devastating. From all sides the Kalja warriors swarmed. The Laja could not even reach their weapons before the tide of hard mountain flesh rolled over them, smothering them, smashing them. It was carnage.


  When the tide lifted there were no Laja left alive. Against the repugnance of the Kalja, Paul insisted that the Laja weapons be taken with them. Then he directed the destruction of all the barges except two, a large one and a smaller one.


  Into the large one he bundled most of the warriors and lashed the smaller one to its side. The rest of the warriors, Brun, Alice, and Paul climbed into it. Again he had to fight against the superstitious fear of the Kalja for the new and different, but again he dominated them by the strength of his will and the awe in which they held his abilities, seemingly touched with nothing but victory.


  Paul started the motors. They woke echoes among the mountains in the night’s stillness. The moorings were thrown off, and, under Paul’s guiding hand, the barges moved sluggishly into the swift, dark river. Faster and faster they went as the current caught them, swinging them dangerously close at times to the rocky, jagged banks, carrying them in a desperate raid into a strange country where they were a handful against an army, where a single cry would bring them swift, certain death.


  THE rotting, fetid swamps were everywhere around them. The smell of them was never out of their nostrils. They sat quiet, unmoving, in the barges but their eyes were on a glow on the horizon—the swamp city. They had come so far half by caution, half by luck. They had tied up the previous night still in the mountains. The next evening they had come down swiftly. From here until the end it would take speed and daring; caution’s use was past.


  “Go to the most deserted of the docks,” Paul instructed Brun. “Be quiet, stealthy, but when you are once seen, strike swiftly and fight as quickly as possible to the central square.”


  Brun nodded.


  “The woman?”


  “She goes with me in the little boat. You know how to run your barge. We practiced with the weapons yesterday. Use them!”


  The distrust of the Kalja for foreign weapons had been overcome when they saw the results of the puny weapons. Brun nodded again.


  “Don’t stop for battle. Break through and keep going.”


  Paul cast off the smaller boat after Brun had transferred himself and his men to the barge. Only he and Alice were left, and the girl was asleep. One wave of his hand and the boats were apart, separated by a thick curtain of night and intermittent mist. Once more Paul was alone.


  The small deserted dock was lonely and unlighted in the night. The small boat drifted to it slowly, and Paul eased it to a stop. Suddenly something flashed by him, onto the dock, and into the night.


  “Alice!” he cried, in spite of himself, but it was too late. She was gone.


  He sprang to the dock and ran after her. There were a dozen side streets and alleys she could have disappeared into, and the night was impenetrable. There was no time.


  He began to run, lightly, easily, on his toes, with an effortless stride that ate up the distance and could be continued for miles. It carried him into the night. Finally he came out of the dock and industrial area into the better lighted streets of the business section.


  Green-faced Laja whose work took them into the streets in the darkness of early morning turned to stare goggle-eyed at the flashing golden figure. They shrugged it off. They had grown used to the Earthmen and had given up trying to fathom their peculiarities.


  After several miles Paul began to slow up. The street was widening. He dropped to a walk. Ahead he caught a glimpse of the large central square. He began to walk in the shadows.


  When he reached the boundaries of the square his step was catlike and his progress was almost imperceptible. It was fortunate that it was. Past the edge of the square walked a sentry, an Earthman, cautious, watchful, his hand hovering near his gun.


  Paul cast a glance around the corner of the building after the guard had passed. Another Earthman was pacing opposite the first, each watching the other as they patrolled the square.


  Paul waited. The footsteps of the guard approached. Paul watched the other guard closely. A big yawn dosed up his eyes for a moment, and he smothered his face in his hand. At that instant the guard moved opposite Paul.


  With one swift motion like a tiger, Paul sprang, bringing the edge of his palm in a short chopping motion against the guard’s temple, catching the collapsing body in his arms, tossing it into the shadows as he removed the gun from the holster, and stepping into the routine the guard had left.


  Across the square, through the mist, his figure could not be distinguished from the guard’s, Paul knew. He watched the other guard carefully, but he had just finished his yawn and brought his hand away.


  Paul continued his imitation of the guard he had replaced until he was nearing the palace. There a small side street cut into the square. As he came opposite it, he stopped, stared, and moved into it, his gun out. Across the square, after him, came the other guard, running, his gun ready. As the guard came into the shadows a chopping gun butt caught him on the back of the head. He dropped without a sound.


  Paul quickly turned and moved up the steps of the palace. He tried the big doors at the front. They refused to move. A smaller door at the side, moved open at his touch, however. Paul stepped into perfect blackness, easing the door shut behind him. He stood listening. Not a sound broke the silence.


  He moved quietly along the wall until he found the door. He pulled at it gently, and it started open. A bright ray of light shot into the room. Paul put his eye to the crack. In front of him a large body shut out sight of the room within. Conversation drifted through the opening.


  “Almost finished. Just stick in these wires . . .”


  Paul recognized that voice—Alex Dekker! “What’s so important that we gotta stay up all night?”


  “Once we have this radio going,” Alex said, “we can do a lot of things. We can call in help, for instance.”


  “You mean so the rest of the boys who’ve been hidin’ out can make it here?”


  PAUL pulled back the door, chopped down at the base of the guard’s skull, and stood over him, his gun ready, when he fell in a heap on the floor. The room was a large one and brightly lighted. At the far end of it was a table supporting an imposing array of wires and tubes. Bending over it was Alex. Standing startled at the other two doors were two more guards. Otherwise the room was bare.


  “Drop the guns,” Paul said savagely. The guns, which were half out of the guards’ holsters, were lifted gingerly and released to clatter on the stone floor.


  “Come to the center of the room,” he said. They came, slowly, reluctantly, but they came.


  “All right, Alex,” Paul said, “pick up that wrench on your bench.”


  Alex started at the sound of his name. His eyes narrowed, but he complied with the order.


  “Now, knock them out!”


  Paul waved his blaster suggestively.


  Alex hit them solidly one after the other. They fell to the floor, soddenly. He looked up.


  “Well?” he said.


  “Any others?” Paul asked.


  “The two outside and one of the Laja in the next room there.”


  “Call him in!”


  Alex went to the door, opened it, and called. His shoulders twitched with the desire to break and run, but he restrained the impulse. The Laja entered, staring curiously at the stranger with the weapon. It was the green-faced leader who had risen to object at the conference.


  “I wanted you here as a witness,” Paul said in the Laja language. “I arrest you, Alex Dekker, in the name of freedom and for your offenses against it.”


  Alex smiled—not prettily.


  “So you’re one of those,” he said. “It won’t do you any good to arrest me. You could never get out of this city alive, with or without me. I suggest you hand over that blaster to me, and I might send you back to Freedom, Inc., in one piece.”


  “You will return to Earth to answer for your crimes against freedom committed there and on Mars.”


  “You forget,” said Alex. “Your organization is unofficial and has no right to try or judge anyone. No. There is no legal or physical reason for me to go with you.”


  Paul’s voice was steely.


  “Over a year ago the governments of Earth and Mars passed laws which embodied the suggestions of Freedom, Inc., and deputized its members to enforce those laws wherever and whenever broken. Consider yourself under arrest.”


  There was a flicker of movement just beyond the range of Paul’s eye to the left.


  “Don’t move, Paul,” came the firm voice of Alice Dekker. “I have a blaster.”


  “My finger is on the trigger,” Paul said steadily. “If you move to fire, your father will die.”


  “It seems we have a stalemate,” Alex said cheerfully. “Nice work, Alice. I’ve been in need of a rest.”


  “Alice!” Paul said urgently. “Your father is a criminal, wanted on Earth and Mars . . .”


  “That’s nonsense, my dear,” Alex broke in smoothly. “The governments of Earth and Mars are tyrannies. Having driven out the people’s government, of which I was a member on each planet, they have set out to hound us to death.”


  “Why didn’t you send a rescue party, father?” asked Alice evenly.


  Alex hesitated.


  “Why, we did, my dear, as soon as possible. We were busy, you see . . .”


  “I see,” she said wearily. “The men were right. You are my father, though. I can’t see you taken away for something you didn’t do.”


  “Alice,” began Paul, “have you ever heard . . .?”


  “Don’t listen to him, Alice,” Alex broke in. “He will do anything, say anything to try to get you to put down your gun. You’d better give it to me . . .”


  Two guns motioned him to stay in his place.


  “Alice!” he exclaimed.


  “I want to hear what he has to say,” she said.


  “Have you ever heard of Freedom, Inc.?” Paul asked.


  She nodded.


  “I see you have. I am a member, having been sent a month ago to bring this man—Alex Dekker—to justice. I parachuted into the mountains a little more than a week ago to unify the mountain tribes. They had to be strong enough to prevent being wiped out by the attacks planned by your father. Now I have come for your father.”


  HER heart pounded at the thought of what this single man with his bare hands had attempted—the virtual conquest of a planet—and accomplished.


  “Your father is the head of a band of interplanetary gangsters who seized control of the governments of Earth and Mars and held them for most of your life. But a year ago the people of those planets arose and threw them out of their dictatorial powers. Both Mars and Earth are busy cleaning up the remnants of these gangsters; they can spare neither ships nor men for Venus.”


  “And you came,” she said.


  “You, Laja!” Paul said. “What has this man done for you?”


  Surprisingly, the Laja leader spoke bitterly.


  “Nothing,” he said. “He has promised much but done nothing. He is not good.”


  “Would it not be better to live in peace with the Kalja?” Paul said.


  “Yes,” the Laja said. “Yes. That would be good.”


  “All this talk is useless,” said Alex. “You cannot remove me from the city.”


  “Listen!” said Paul.


  In the distance could be heard a sound of great commotion, the sound of guns, of fighting, of shouts—the croaking of the Laja, the deep bass voices of the Kalja. Alice’s gun dropped to her side.


  “Oh, Paul!” she cried.


  He half turned to her, feeling her distress, distinctively wanting to comfort the wound the news of her father’s worthlessness had made. In that moment, Alex acted.


  He slipped through the door and was gone.


  With a leap, Paul was after him. He tore open the door. The sound of running footsteps told him Alex had gone toward the front, toward the square. He sprinted in that direction. Reaching the front door, he threw it open.


  The battle had reached the square. The Kalja had broken through and were forming to hold back the Laja from entering. Brun turned, saw Paul, and started, grinning, toward him. Paul searched the square. Where was Alex?


  Bran saw him before Paul did, and a roar of hatred came from his throat. Alex was climbing into a one-seater reconnaissance ship in the shadows of the palace. When Brun got to the ship, Alex had pulled the cover down over his head.


  Brun grimaced with hatred and began pounding on the transparent cover with his fist and with the gun he held in the other. They were tremendous blows; the craft rocked and vibrated to them. The plastic bulged, split, one great hand reached in. At that moment the ship started.


  It took off erratically, climbing in darts and jumps. One reason may have been Brun’s heavy weight hanging to one side; the other was probably because the pilot was strangling to death. Finally Brun dropped. His massive figure came hurtling down, hundreds of feet, and thudded into the square.


  When Paul reached him he was dead. Paul looked up to see Alice beside him. He put one arm around her, drawing her face away, before he looked back at Brun. Brun had died happy. He was smiling.


  Paul took Alice back to the palace. She was shaking in his arms.


  “Paul,” she said. “Hold me. Hold me tight. Never let me go.”


  “I won’t,” he said, and kissed her. She stopped shaking and clung to him.


  When they were back in the room with the radio, Paul tapped out the message which would cross the gulf of space between Venus and the next two planets from the sun.


  
    “Freedom, Inc.—For Venus: freedom.”


    —Paul Adams.

  


  THE ASS’S EARS


  Peter J. Ridley


  The humans had no knowledge of their enemies and the Big Boys saw it was kept like that. A few disappearances among the settlers were neither here nor there. . . .. . . .. . . .


  One day I’ll take a drink too many; for me, that’d be fatal. If you have a secret the best thing is to keep off liquor, and if the secret involves your life, drinking is madness, but then if the secret is like mine only alcohol can keep you sane. A pretty problem. Wasn’t there a Barber in some mythology or other who saw that the King’s ears were long and hairy, but had to keep his knowledge secret on pain of death? He couldn’t of course, he told the reeds, and they whispered. Or was that a song? I’m not telling anything living, my confidant is mute paper that can be hidden away until it doesn’t matter to me any more. Somehow, even putting it down in writing helps. Maybe I’m getting myself a conscience, or what the Psychs would call a Guilt Complex. Getting sentimental about the chemical reaction we call life. If I am growing any of those things I must be getting old.


  Despite the Warp that made the journey a matter of minutes, land on Venus was still cheap a couple of years back. The climate wasn’t nice, and the atmosphere not quite the same as the air at home, or maybe it was just because people were fond of the Earth, since it didn’t take long to get used to either the air, or the climate. Land was pretty nearly given away, as long as you signed an agreement to stay on it for at least two Earth-years. Of course I didn’t go out there with the idea of farming, not likely! I’d had a tip, a good tip, that the Big Boys were planting their men on all the decent sites, with the idea of selling at inflated prices when the rush came. Oh, they weren’t going to wait for any rush to start, they were going to start it themselves. Going to start it? I don’t know why I put it as if it were something that might happen in the distant future, the scheme’s in full swing now. It’s easy enough if you have the money. Public opinion only needs a nudge now and then to keep it on the right lines.


  I took the Warp with about three hundred credits; the land took a third of that, and the house the rest. It was a good house, comfortable. I had it made that way because I was going to spend two years there before I could hope to rake off. I was an optimist to think I could beat the Big Boys, the bulldozers and trucks of the builders had scarcely chugged away before there was a neat little scooter skimming down onto my roof. The man was polite, pleasant, but quite firm. I don’t fight losing battles, so I sold the house for what it cost me and stayed on as cover owner at a nice fat salary. They sent me a couple of helpers, and between us we made the place look something like a farm, in case an Inspector turned up. There were a few of the Government Inspectors that weren’t Sought.


  The country was rough and scrubby. No real hills or big rivers: ordinary. I got into the habit of walking for miles over the little hills, especially when I got sick of looking at Lou and Effie and that was pretty frequently. This time I was walking through a rain storm. During the season it rains every day, regularly. I was wrapped up in oil-skins, which make you clumsy, and the ground was wet mud. Even a small hill seems big if you fall down it. I landed on some rocks below, caught my legs awkwardly and felt both legs snap below the knees. The few minutes before the little pain-killing tablet worked were Hell. There was nothing I could do but wait. I was dry, the oil-skins were close to a diving suit, and I could feel no pain. When I didn’t get back the boys would look for me, and I wasn’t far from the house. They would be sure to spot me from the scooter.


  When you’re lying on the ground with nothing to occupy your mind, you notice things you’ve ignored before. How the rain drops come down the leaves of a bush, for all the world like mincing little ladies on their first escalator. The hundreds of tiny living things in and on the ground, crawling, squirming, wriggling about their separate ways. I was getting really interested, when the monster came. At the slow march, deliberately pausing at the height of every step, debating the placing of each foot, it’s heavy stomach dragging a wide mark in the mud, like a broad pattern printed each side with it’s footprints. To the black and golden eye and the warty back, it was a toad. There was confusion. The toad sat about a foot and a half from me, under a stone, quite still now. Every so often an insect would walk too close, then the green-gray head would tilt and there would be a moment’s scrutiny before the tongue darted out; white, fat, and fast, like somebody flicking a towel. This had happened several times before I noticed the Ant. It was dodging about, right near the toad, and then as the reptile cocked it’s head into an aiming position, the Ant would dart away out of range. After a while the toad moved forward a few steps in pursuit of the Ant, but still the insect dodged it, then the Ant started to turn in circles a little way beyond the toad. The reptile took another step forward and it’s fore feet sank into the ground, for a moment it balanced on it’s belly, then with a convulsive kick of it’s hind feet it disappeared into a hole. The performance brought the actors nearer to me, and I could see the toad sitting unhurt at the bottom of a hole about a foot deep. The sides were smooth and although the animal stretched on it’s hind legs it couldn’t reach the brim. Presently the Ants came boiling out of the ground, and they started to build a covering over the hole, walling the toad up alive. I was faintly interested and impressed.


  Not long after that the boys picked me up in the scooter, and ran me down to the Medics at the Center. While I was waiting for my legs to mend I read a lot. Assorted books that I’d bought in a lot, just to make the library look furnished. One book, on Venerian Archaeology, interested me for some reason, a reason that eluded me like a piece of quick silver. I used to sit reading the same paragraph over and over again; wondering why I had the feeling that there was something more in it than there seemed on the surface.


  “The primitive inhabitants of Venus, now extinct, were humanoid, in skeletal form at least. That much is known from the graves that have been discovered. A particularly interesting form of burial was practised, the body being thrown into an oubliette shaped pit, without any attempt at arrangement of the limbs. For the most part these tombs are without the ostentation that so often accompanied burial in the primitive cultures of our own Planet, in fact in only one of the many hundreds of tombs examined was the occupant decked with ornaments and jewellery. It has been suggested that this circumstance points to the fact that these people had no belief in an after life and consequently made no provision for the care of their dead, but since other evidence is lacking this must remain an interesting surmise. Instances are recorded of double, and even treble burials, but these are rare, and apart from the difference in quantity are exactly similar to the normal Venerian Tomb in all other respects.”


  An Ant ran across the book, and I knew.


  I gave up the walks I used to take, in fact, for the rest of the two years I didn’t leave the house. When Effie was missing, I went in the scooter to help search, but we didn’t find him. I didn’t expect to.


  Now I have to keep quiet to get the money to buy the liquor that gives me the courage to be silent. You never hear of disappearances on the Video, but then that kind of publicity wouldn’t help the real estate business.


  DOOM JUNGLE


  John W. Jakes


  What do you do if hope is dead? If death is sure and if the odds are ten million to one? Why, you keep on fighting, of course!


  WARD CARSON strode across the fenced-in compound. The mud sucked at his boots, brownish-black and foul-smelling. His clothes were spattered with it, and tiny, globs stuck in his matted beard. He moved with purpose and determination, even though he eyed the gray-skinned Venusian guards who stood beyond the fence on the edge of the jungle. They, kept watchful eyes, on the Terran prisoners in the compound, about thirty of them in all. The Venusians kept their riot-guns pointing always inward. Carson felt that there must be at least a dozen of them centered on, him.


  Dr. Anslow and his daughter Margaret looked up as he approached. They squatted on their heels in the mud, talking softly. Ward knelt down, looking carefully about, and said something inane, laughing in a loud voice. The Venusians paid no attention.


  “J. “Did they finish it?” Anslow asked tensely. His eyes showed the ravages of hunger and imprisonment and, like Carson’s, his beard was heavy.


  “They finished it all right,” Carson replied in a whisper. “Last night. It’s hidden in some old rags by the wall of the ammunition building.” He indicated the hastily erected board structure adjoining the compound fence on the other side.


  Margaret looked at him worriedly. Things had changed so much for them, Carson thought bitterly. A few months ago he and Anslow had been teaching biochemistry at the University of Venusberg. And then came the uprising, with Earthmen slaughtered or locked up in the compounds in the heart of the steaming jungles. The Venusians were taking their home world back, reclaiming it from the invaders. Car son could not argue the goodness or badness of the revolt. He only knew that his job was to help this band of Earthmen escape, if possible. And Margaret . . . there had been plans for marriage . . . well . . .


  He squinted at the eternal foggy sky. “In an hour,” he said, “we’ll be ready.”


  Anslow shook his head doubtfully. “I wonder if we can do it, Ward.”


  “We’ve got to,” Carson said in a harsh whisper. “Or we’ll rot here, waltzing for them to shove us into the fire ovens.”


  Margaret, shuddered. “Ward, don’t talk like that.”


  “We’ve got to face facts. They hate us.”


  ANSLOW attempted to speak in a businesslike manner. It quieted his daughter for the moment. “Tell me now. Exactly what is the plan?”


  “Well,” Carson said, “all we’ve got is the bottle stuffed with rags, and some lighter fluid one of the men had. We’re going to set fire to the ammunition building and then use your little flask of nitro to blast our way in and get weapons. It’s a lucky thing the Venusians don’t worry about searching prisoners except for heavy weapons.”


  “That’s because there’s no place to go,” Margaret said softly. “Nothing but the jungle. It’s alive and crawling . . . they know it, we don’t—it’ll kill us, Ward—it—” She turned away suddenly, stifling a sob.


  “How far is it to the old rocket field?” Anslow asked.


  “About three miles,” Carson said. “There are two or three old ships there. They’ll need some work, but one of them ought to get us off Venus. That is, if the Venusians haven’t destroyed them in the last, week.”


  Anslow started to ask another question and glanced up. A Venusian guard, clad in the uniform of the People’s Reclaiming Movement, stopped outside the fence near them and shoved the muzzle of his weapon at them.


  “You, Earth!” he snarled. “Break it up!”


  “We were just talking—” Anslow began.


  The guard smiled mercilessly and triggered a blast from the riot gun over their heads. It splattered and exploded noisily in the mud a few feet behind them. Carson got to his feet.


  “Better do as he says,” he told them, moving away toward the other side of the compound.


  He made his way toward Farley, a thin-faced young physicist who crouched alone, smoking one of his few remaining cigarettes. Farley peered up at him out of red-rimmed eyes.


  “Ward, I’m getting frightened.


  “We’re going, Tom.”


  “I—I don’t think we should,” Farley argued. “Three miles through that jungle, we may never come out alive. I’m for taking our—chances with the Venusians.”


  “And die here?” Carson grated. “Oh no. I—”


  He stopped. Three of the guards were walking in his direction.


  “Quick!” he whispered to Farley. “Where’s the bottle?”


  Farley indicated a pile of rags lying against the wall of the ammunition building.


  “Give me the lighter,” Carson snapped. Farley handed him the silver object without protest.


  “Listen,” Carson told him rapidly, “we’ve been doing too much talking. They’re going to get suspicious. I think we’d better go right now.” Suspicion was not the only factor, worrying him. He wondered about the capacity of the men who were like Farley. Were they strong enough to risk the dangers of escape through the treacherous jungle? If they waited too long, their chances would die with the growing fear.


  “Go get the fight started,” Carson whispered. “And pass the word.”


  FARLEY hesitated for a moment and then loped away across the compound. The guards diverted their attention to him; watching him join another group of men, talk for a moment and then back off as the group suddenly broke up into a melee of fists and curses.


  Carson sidled to the wall, dropped down and broke open the lighter fuel compartment. He uncovered the bottle, drained the contents of the lighter over the rags, and hefted the bottle. Walking rapidly a few feet from the wall of the building, he flicked the lighter, touched the fife to the rags and flung the blazing mass at the wooden wall.


  It smashed loudly, splattering fiery liquid across the boards.


  The guards began to shout hoarsely. Riot gun charges flared through the compound, making criss-cross patterns around him, sizzling through the air to explode in the jungle.


  “Anslow!” he shouted, “the nitro!”


  A hundred yards away, Anslow tore his shirt open and seized the tiny flask of nitro taped to his chest. Carson dodged as he flung it at the fiery wall of the building. A thunderous explosion shattered the air and the scream of the guards trapped within the building filled the humid air.


  A riot gun charge caught Anslow in the chest, shearing his body in two. Margaret screamed. Carson shouted hoarse orders to the rest of the men who crouched low and sprinted for the opening in the building. Margaret stayed behind, kneeling by her father’s body. Carson raced toward her, seeing another guard’s weapon aimed at her. He threw her out of the way as the charge burned by above them.


  Margaret kept on screaming as Carson dragged her toward the building. He pulled her inside, avoiding the sputtering flame-edged sections of the wall. The men were breaking the door of a second room. It shattered under their blows and they quickly formed into a line, passing riot guns and jungle knives, immense sharp-bladed cutting tools, from hand to hand.


  Carson seized a riot pistol, thrust it into his belt. “Hurry it up!” he shouted. “They’ll have runners out to the nearest guard post. We’ve got to get started.”


  Margaret struggled in his grip. “Let me go, Ward,” she screamed, her voice edged with hysteria. “Let me go, he’s out there, he’s out there—”


  A riot charge blasted through the wall of the building, catching two of the men. They fell, bodies smoking away to charred embers. Carson raised his pistol, sighting quickly through the hole in the wall. Three blasts tore the Venusian to pieces.


  Margaret wrenched away and headed toward the compound. He seized her again, slapping her hard across the face. She stopped running and stared at him, her eyes empty—sobbing thrust a pistol into her hands’.


  “Take this and keep quiet!” Every word twisted a knife of anguish in him, but he had to think now of the good of all of them.


  “Everybody ready?” he called. Rough assent came, from the men.


  THEY STARTED cautiously out of the building, Carson in the lead. Farley followed close behind, more out of fear than bravery, Carson thought. And Margaret stumbled along, the pistol dangling from her hand. They reached the edge of the jungle in a few moments.


  Carson turned. “All right now. Keep together. We’ve got three miles to go. It’s going to be hard—so—”


  Another blast thundered through the air. One of the men jerked up his rifle and pulled the firing, bar. The Venusian toppled slowly from a lower branch of one of the trees. Carson smiled grimly.


  Without another word, he headed into the jungle.


  The world they entered was one of nightmare and horror. It seemed to Carson that some warning must have gone out invisibly to the trees and the plants and the animals. Leeches sucked the blood from their skin.


  Creepers trailed sticky ichor over their bodies. Tiny rodents bit at them.


  The jungle smelled stale, fetid, rotten. Here and there lush brilliantly-colored flowers bloomed. Carson avoided them, knowing the terrible vapors they gave off at close, range.


  By the time they had plodded only about half a mile, all of them were worn out and fearful. The heat blanketed them oppressively and Carson wondered if all of them would be able to make it.


  And then they reached the swamps.


  They plowed into the waist-high water. Carson forged ahead, testing the bottom for good footing. Suddenly he heard Margaret’s high-pitched scream and whirled.


  She stood a few feet behind him, hands, clutching her face, staring in terror at a white-mouthed snake that reared up out of the water before her, swaying. Its fangs shone with foul black liquid.


  “Margaret!” Carson shouted.


  “Stand still!”


  She screamed again, as loudly as she could, shaking her body, forcing the scream out in all its fury, letting it convulse her.


  The men watched her tensely, afraid to move.


  Farley turned on Carson. “Kill it, you fool! Kill it!” His voice, too, showed, that the breaking-point was not far away.


  Carson drew his pistol carefully and aimed at the snake’s head. The thing swayed back and forth, faster and faster, rearing higher out of the water. Carson saw the muscles rippling under its hide.


  Just as the small darted forward, Carson fired. The reptile’s body broke apart in mid-air and fell quivering into the water. It vanished from the surface in an instant, leaving only faint ripples.


  They started on once more. Carson worried now about the distance they had to cover. Farley was weakening, slowly, and that would have a demoralizing effect on the others. Carson could hear them mumbling fearfully behind him. And Margaret had almost exhausted her emotional strength.


  IT HAD BEEN so long since any words of love had passed between them that Carson felt discouraged. If they finally did escape, Margaret might be a changed person. The jungles of Venus had driven stronger humans, explorers and, traders with iron nerves, insane.


  Carson plodded ahead silently through the water. He estimated the distance they had come as about two miles. One more to the deserted rocket field. His legs ached and the water, though warm, chilled him to the bone.


  They lost three more men in the next half hour.


  The first, a physiologist named Sommers, had been developing a case of fever for some time during their stay in the compound. Suddenly, he broke away from the procession and reeled toward a bright-colored mass of foliage. Carson shouted a warning, but it was too late.


  Sommers, with his fever-eyes foiling insanely, was folded into the pink maw of a six-foot-high carnivore plant and Carson turned away, sickened, as the plant closed, driving its spines into the man’s body. When the plant closed entirely, blood bubbled faintly out of the lips of the pod.


  Carson had to drive them. He got behind them, among them, to the side, pushing them on bodily, cursing them. He wondered how long he himself could hold out.


  Then a small Oriental, formerly an endocrinologist at the University, stumbled and fell in the water. He vanished in an instant, pulled-down and covered by the quicksand beneath the surface.


  Soon after that they ran into a school of cannibal fish. Carson fired blasts into the water and the men stumbled forward as Carson pulled Margaret along. His muscles ached more and more now. One of the group fell behind and the fish swarmed over him, their colorful bodies whipping back and forth over the water. Blood spread out in a thin film around them.


  They managed to make it to the edge of the jungle with no further casualties. A hoarse ragged cheer went up and they rushed forward, sinking down on the broken slabs of jet-burned concrete, breathing harshly, relaxing.


  Margaret slumped against Carson. He eased himself down to a sitting position. She was nearly unconscious, cradling her head on his shoulder. Farley crawled toward him, his mouth hanging open slackly.


  “Listen, Carson—” he panted. He stopped to gulp more air, blinking his eyes at the fog-shrouded sky. “Listen, Carson, we can’t keep this up—we just can’t—God—I’m so tired—sick—”


  Carson pointed a finger at the barnlike buildings on the other side of the field. Rusty snouts of three old rockets poked forth, their plates clogged with vines and mold. “See those ships? We can get out of here in them.”


  “I don’t want to go any place,” Farley whined. “I’m tired. I want to stop right here. I wish—”


  Carson jerked his head upward, searching the sky. The thunder of a small rocket echoed across the jungle.


  “On your feet!” he shouted. “Ship! Get to the hangars!”


  NO ONE moved. They stared at him dumbly.


  Forcing his body to move, Carson pulled men to their feet, sent them stumbling across the concrete toward the hangars. Farley fought against him. They struggled back and forth just as the Venusian rocket flew over the edge of the jungle from the east.


  Farley broke away and ran across the field, waving his arms wildly. “Here I am!” he shouted at the ship. “Come oh, I’ll give myself up, I won’t fight any more, I just want to rest—”


  The ship swept low over the field and a forward port slid open. Carson fell on his face as the blast burned a path across the concrete, turning it to bubbling molten rock. A little wisp of smoke rose from the spot where Farley had stood.


  A desperate plan formed rapidly in Carson’s mind. The rest of them, including Margaret, were crouched now within the first rocket shed, relatively safe. The flier circled the field again and headed back toward Carson.


  He started to run, changing the riot pistol adjustment, to concentrated fire as he raced along. The jets coughed close behind him and he heard the sizzle of the bolt being loosed.


  He jerked himself backwards, feeling the heat from the blast, flashed down, melting the concrete five feet in front of him. His face felt raw and singed. His arms hung leadenly.


  The flier shot on.


  Just as it passed overhead, Carson began firing at the three stern tubes.


  He pulled the trigger and held it. A long chain of charges ripped into the tubes. After nearly a dozen loads had been spent, the charge chamber-registered empty. The flier wobbled crazily against the sky. The jets bubbled and fused together and Carson ran in the opposite direction, waiting for the moment when the propulsive forces backed up against the blocked outlet.


  The ship splintered with a roar and vanished in a cloud of fine particles. Carson raced on, throwing himself with a last burst of energy into the foliage at the jungle’s edge. The radioactive bits of matter rained down on the concrete and set it to glowing.


  The breath came slowly back into Carson’s lungs.


  He and the rest of them, sat for nearly half an hour, resting and regathering their shattered strength and nerves. Margaret leaned against Carson once more, not saying a word. Finally they went to work on one of the old ships, testing the drive apparatus and cleaning the tubes.


  Six hours after that, the ship with, all aboard lifted from the field straight up through the, clouded atmosphere.


  The hellish dank jungle fell away below them. Carson left a Terran engineer named Gerlinsky at the controls, with the course charted straight for Earth:


  Carson went to a cabin in the stern of the ship where Margaret lay sleeping. He sat in the dimly-lighted room, smoking and watching her for a long time. Her breathing was regular now, her face more relaxed.


  Once she opened her eyes and smiled at him.


  “I’m right here, darling,” he whispered. “I’m right here if you need me.”


  She smiled again, wearily, and touched his hand. The experience had been almost too much, Carson saw. But she had not changed. Above all, she had not changed about him.


  Her eyes closed.


  Carson put the cigarette to his lips, listening to the sound of the old engines, roaring now, carrying them safely home to Earth.


  THE END


  SECOND CHANCE


  Tom Marvin


  Humanity had lost its chance on Earth—where could it survive?


  GENERAL-OF-THE-ARMIES Alvin Weinburger jabbed stubby fingers at the map, spearing the chief cities of the Cominworld. The little circle of six tarnished stars on his collar glinted dully.


  “I think I can promise you,” he said, “That this time there will be neither retaliation nor recovery. We have enough of the V-68s to wipe them out in a single offensive. In fact, we are so certain of the results that our request for the concurrence of the civilian authority may be regarded as almost a pure formality. Gentlemen, World War IV is practically over!”


  His eyes swung round the semicircle. Behind him, the hatchet face of Chief of Staff Sir Barnaby Malcolm cracked into a smile, and Marechal Laporte’s long, gloomy moustaches vibrated rather like the whiskers of a cat.


  Clifford Dayton, Chairman of the Civilian Authority, said quietly: “Has the Staff established what would be the physiographical and meteorological effects of the release of this additional number of hydro-bombs in the region between Kazan and Lake Balkhash?” Weinburger turned toward his Chief of Staff. Malcolm stood up. “Undoubtedly, they would be somewhat severe,” he said. “We are making one of the heaviest concentrations of hydrobombs in history, and we could expect a certain number of volcanoes to break ouf along the line of their underground release. But—” he smiled again, and where previously it had been charming, it was now somewhat wolfish—“this will only make it the more difficult for those of our enemies who survive the original shock.”


  There was a little stir among the members of the Civilian Authority, but it was Dayton who spoke again:


  “I see. Then you have no objection to exterminating their civilian population, in spite of our declarations?”


  GENERAL WEINBERGER’S face flushed a trifle, and he seemed to gather himself for a few seconds; the silence was punctuated only by the soughing of the air-machines that supplied the general command post far beneath the South Dakota prairie. Then the General said, in the tone of patience one might adopt toward a child that was rather slow of comprehension:


  “Mr. Dayton, may I point out to you that under the conditions of this war the term ‘civilian population’ is a purely legalistic definition? Every man, woman and child in the territory of the Western Alliance is engaged either in the production of war materials or in providing food for those who do produce them. We have every reason to believe that it is not different in the Cominworld.”


  Sir Barnaby cut in. “Mr. Dayton is old enough to remember the days of World War III, when the distinction between military and civilian population still had some validity. I am not suggesting that we abolish the wise provision by which the assent of the Civilian Authority is necessary to major strategic decisions, but I quite agree with General Weinburger when he says that the assent is a pure formality. In all of us, the would-be civilian has been swallowed up by military necessity.”


  Without answering the last part of this speech, Dayton said slowly: “Yes, I am old enough to remember World War III—on the civilian front. I was in New York when the ruins were still radiating and the bodies were unburied. Gentlemen, have you any concept what that was like?”


  Sir Barnaby shrugged. “Not much worse than Chicago or Tver today, I fancy,” he said.


  Old Marechal Laporte made a sound in his throat. “Time is of the essence. Please to sign.” He reached over and his hand pushed impatiently at the authorization papers.


  Without appearing to see him, Dayton turned. “General Weinburger and his Staff do not appear to have looked deeply into the question I first proposed. Perhaps we can enlighten him. Dr. Sanchez, will you have that recording made by the robot plane over the Andes thrown on the screen, then the ones from the Caucasus and from Indonesia?”


  The lights snapped out, and the men in the command post turned to face the telescreen that filled one wall of the command post. At first nothing was visible but rolling clouds of smoke that changed color and thinned, but never so much as to permit even a sight of ground. Then the plane that carried the recording apparatus dipped; an ominous booming came from the sound-track, and the watchers could see the long range of Andean peaks, one after another, some merely sending thin columns of smoke into the swirling overcast, some shooting up jets of flame in which boulders bounced like marbles.


  “Behold the fate of my unhappy continent!” said Sanchez, with a slight catch in his voice.


  The picture changed—not so much in character as in location, for the mountains were not quite so steep here. But there was the same range upon range of smoking mountains, and from the side of one a slow flow of lava was making its way down to quench itself boilingly in a sullen grey sea.


  “The Caspian end of the Caucasus,” explained Dr. Sanchez.


  Weinburger barked a laugh. “Ha! And they thought they could keep their war plants safe by putting them underground in the mountains!”


  “Yes, these are the effect of hydrobombs driven into the mountains by penetrating rockets, as you of the military have wished,” said Sanchez.


  ON THE screen the picture had changed again. This time the chain of mountains appeared to rise directly from the sea, and at one point to the right of the vision a vast boiling and a cloud of steam indicated an underwater eruption.


  Sanchez said: “These condition are not individual, but everywhere—everywhere.”


  “They are something we all know about,” said General Weinburger. “Is it your purpose to tell us that the same conditions will exist where the Russian underground cities now lie? We know that already, too. That is the purpose of our offensive.”


  “I have only to say that these volcanoes increase daily the quantity of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Already our earth is almost blanketed in cloud. We see the sun no more.” Weinburger started to say something, but Dayton held up his hand. “Van Zandt,” he said. “Now your recording.”


  This time there were no volcanoes visible on the screen, only a picture of ominous black mountains that turned and twisted as the robot plane carried the camera above and across them. In a few of the valleys lay what appeared to be little streaks of snow under the dark overcast sky. The voice of Van Zandt spoke:


  “This picture was made less than a week ago above the south polar cap. You gentlemen will see that it is almost entirely melted, and that what is left of it is going rapidly. I need not remind you that the seaboard cities are already drowned out, and the whole Mississippi valley is flooded as high as St. Louis.”


  “Well, conditions in the Cominworld are no better,” said General Weinburger, “and after our coming offensive they will be worse. Gentlemen, this is war and destruction, a question of their lives or ours. We can have no security as long as they exist; and I remind you, gentlemen, that you cannot have an omelette without breaking eggs.”


  Dayton said: “General, the trouble is that too many eggs have already been broken. Tell him, Dr. Sanchez.”


  The South American said, soberly; “There is no hope whatever of a decrease in the CO2 content of the atmosphere. The volcanoes produce more; the cloud banks become thicker. Our earth is becoming a tropical planet. I have flown over Central America—only a string of green slime between these continents, not habitable.”


  Sir Barnaby Malcolm gave an audible sniff. Marechal Laporte shrugged his shoulders.


  “This is not the only question,” said Dayton, soberly. “You gentlemen know very well that the Vladisoff anti-germ virus has wiped out all the wheat, barley, rye, corn and oats grown above ground, just as the bombings have wiped out a third of our people—a third of those left after World War III. What Dr. Sanchez is telling you is that on the tropical planet the Earth has become, there is no possibility of recovering these resources. The only thing our ground will produce is tropical growths, all lush stems and no grains.”


  “For ten thousand years,” said Sanchez.


  Sir Barnaby stood up again. “An appalling prospect,” he said. “But as I remember, not exactly one on our agenda. I understand we were met to discuss the prospect of the V-68 offensive.”


  “That’s the reason I brought the matter up,” said Dayton, “The Civilian Authority wishes to use the V-68s for another purpose.”


  For a moment there was silence in the room. The Englishman was the first to speak. “May I ask what this other purpose is?”


  “We propose to use them to reach and colonize the planet Venus.”


  WEIMBURGER’S face wore the expression of a man who talks rapidly to cover the fact that he has not thought of the idea being presented to him. “Could they do it?” he asked. “Dr. Thierrin,” said Dayton.


  The scientist addressed put on his nose a black pince-nez which promptly tilted to one side, “When I originally designed the V-68, it was with long-range space experiment in mind,” he said. “With the war-head removed, each should carry several dozen people, and if they were to go as colonists, with no return in mind, several score. After all, we have attained Mars with weaker rockets, but alas! it is not habitable.”


  Marechal Laporte lifted a hand.


  “Ah, the project exposes itself!” he said. “Very well, Mars is not habitable; but no more is Venus. I am not ignorant, my friend. It is blanketed in cloud and CO2, as Dr. Sanchez describes our own planet as becoming.”


  Dr. Thierrin regarded him solemnly, then began to fumble in a portfolio, talking the while. “That, my friend, is precisely a point on which we lack certainty,” he said. “A century ago, it was true beyond doubt. Even it was thought that there might be no water on Venus; that it was a planet of perpetual dust. In my younger days, we could make out nothing on the surface. But by accident one of our stratosphere weather rockets, in making photographs four months ago, turns its camera against our sister planet. The results are incredible; now I show them to you.”


  He extended a sheaf of photographs toward the three military men.


  “The upper one,” he said, “is the picture originally taken by our weather rocket; the others were taken in consequence. Observe how all the banks of cloud are penetrated by large, dark holes, by gaps of varying shape. The climate, the upper atmosphere of Venus is undergoing a radical alteration.”


  The three military men bent over the pictures. Marechal Laporte said: “You go too fast. Have you made spectroscopic analysis to prove the existence of oxygen? Of water? Without these how can you say that Venus is even remotely habitable? The whole atmosphere might be of a poisonousness most deadly.”


  Dr. Thierrin shook his head, his rather disorderly hair bobbing. “It is true that the clouds in our own atmosphere and the destruction of the astronomical stations have prevented analysis. However, we know from the law of planetary similarity, so well demonstrated in the case of Mars, that the chances are favorable.”


  The marshal frowned. “To me, the demonstration—”


  General Weinburger seemed to have adjusted his sights. Now he cut in. “Laporte, you are wasting your time,” he said, “in arguing the details of this cowardly and treasonable proposition. Brought down to its essentials, what these civilians are telling us is simply this: that instead of punishing the beasts who have brought this destruction upon the earth, and incapacitating them from doing any further damage, we should run away and leave them in possession of just what they are fighting for. Mr. Dayton, members of the Civilian Authority, I remind you that your proposal requires the assent of the Staff. You shall never have it; never. My oath as an officer would be violated if I gave it.”


  Clifford Dayton sighed. “I was afraid you would take that attitude, General,” he said. “And therefore, not altogether unprepared for it.” He turned to one of the guards at the door. “Will you show in the visitors who are waiting in Chamber Number Six?” The guard snapped to attention and went out. Within the room there was an ominous silence, in which the sound of Dr. Thierrin fiddling with a pencil was distinctly audible. Then the door opened again and the guard stood aside to permit the entrance of two officers in the grey-green uniform of the Cominworld.


  Weinburger’s face turned beet-red and Laporte sprang to his feet, fingering his moustache. Dayton said: “In case you do not recognize our guests, gentlemen, permit me to introduce Agronomist Nicholas Vladisoff, of the University of Vilnius, holder of the Lysenko Banner, and Upper Physicist Jurevich, of the Peiping Foundation.”


  JUREVICH’S heavy features seemed utterly unperturbed as he took the chair that was placed for him. Vladisoff had a thin, scraggly beard, behind which he seemed to be smiling.


  Weinburger turned coldly to Dayton. “By what authority do you bring Cominworld prisoners to a Council meeting?” he demanded.


  “Both these gentlemen are here under a flag of truce, and specifically for the purpose of discussing the flight to Venus,” said Dayton, calmly.


  “The Staff refuses to consent to the flight,” said Weinburger, “or to hold any conversation with war criminals.” Vladisoff’s smile became overt. “General Weinburger is at the head of the Cominworld’s list of war criminals,” he said. “But in view of the nature of the present discussion, our Central Committee has voted to waive that document.”


  Sir Barnaby touched the high commander’s arm. “May as well listen to them. Good intelligence practice.” Weinburger slowly sank into his seat again as Dayton nodded to Vladisoff, saying: “Will you explain?”


  The agronomist nodded. “General Weinburger,” he said, “when I began my journey here, it was as an ambassador of the Central Committee to demand the surrender of the Western Alliance. The Red Banner army has prepared a fleet of penetrating rockets capable of finding and destroying every underground city of the Western Alliance at a single blast.”


  He paused. Sir Barnaby’s face wore a look of interested skepticism. Weinburger said: “Damned white of you not to do it—if you could.”


  “One moment. The project was not halted by any inability to carry it through, I assure you. Here are the calculations.” He drew several sheets of papers held by a clip from his pocket and passed them down the table. “I was instructed to present these to the members of your Civilian Authority as proof that we could accomplish what we claimed. Before I could make this presentation, our geographers determined that the world had become nearly uninhabitable, and the explosion of further concentrations of sub-surface hydro-bombs would render it wholly so. The scientific members of the Central Committee therefore refused to allow the firing of the rockets at your cities under any conditions.”


  Sir Barnaby Malcolm laughed. Vladisoff regarded him with mild eyes. The Englishman said: “Excuse me for seeming discourteous, but I find the picture of anyone refusing to allow old Marshal Mourevitch to do anything he wishes rather absurd.” He glanced at Vladisoff.


  The Russian merely blinked twice. “Marshal Mourevitch is no longer in authority,” he said. “My instructions were changed. I am to present you with these figures, and offer the Western Alliance a certain number of our rockets for joint attempts to explore and colonize either Venus or Mars, the pro tempore colonial government to be neither Cominworld nor Western Alliance, but simply Earthian. What I have learned since coming here confirms this decision.”


  GENERAL WEINBERGER regarded him steadily for a long minute, then swung to face Dayton. “Perhaps I am not very intelligent today,” he said, “but I don’t quite see what you expect to gain by engaging with these Russians in this transparent and treacherous trickery. I have sworn to defend the peoples of the Western Alliance against external and internal enemies, and by God, I shall do my duty.” He got up, stepped to the phone on a stand, and said; “General Weinburger speaking. I want an armed guard detail in the command post. At once.”


  Without paying him the slightest attention, Thierrin said to Jurevich: “Your people also must have hit upon the plan of doubling the jet velocity by an induced secondary explosion.”


  “No,” said Jurevich. “Ours is a different solution. We have a feed tank, so.” He drew an imaginary outline with his finger. “Into it there comes—”


  The door opened. A lieutenant and four armed soldiers came in.


  Weinburger pointed to the civilians, “Arrest those men,” he said. “All of them.”


  The lieutenant stood still.


  “Arrest those men,” Weinburger repeated. “It’s an order.”


  The lieutenant’s hands seemed to be trembling. “I’m sorry, sir,” he stammered, “but—but—he’s the Chairman.”


  Dayton said: “A little while back Sir Barnaby remarked that civilians had been swallowed up by military necessity. I think, General, that you will find the process has reached the end of the pendulum swing, and that the military have been swallowed by civilian necessity. You may go, lieutenant.”


  The door closed behind the men. Sir Barnaby said: “If you people are going to make peace behind our backs, it would seem to me more logical to try to save what is left of our world.”


  Vladisoff shook his head. “Our scientists have reached the same conclusion as yours. Humanity has lost its chance on earth. Whether it can survive elsewhere—”


  “Urgent! Priority!” suddenly blared the speaker beside the screen. “Attention, Staff! Unknown objects approaching command post, approximate position over northern Scotland.” The screen flashed suddenly and all eyes turned toward it. “We have a spy rocket up, General, and we’re watching,” said the speaker. The picture showed, against the star-studded black of space—something that looked like tiny seed, and then, as the spy rocket rose higher, grew to a series of marbles, then of tennis-balls, shining along their edges as crescent moons where they reflected the light of the sun.


  WEINBURGER turned furiouly toward the Russians. “Is this some of your work?” he demanded.


  “No,” said Jurevich. “These are not Russian, I never saw anything like them before,” Weinburger threw a switch. “Weinburger. What are the coordinates?”


  The dark sides of the spheres began to twinkle with little lights, like so many fireflies, and then the spheres began to diminish in size again.


  “Our spy rocket is coming down now, but we’re sending another,” said the speaker. “The spherical objects are approximately three hundred fifty miles beyond the atmosphere, approximately two miles per second, speed rapidly diminishing. Commander Holmgren thinks they are of extra-terrestrial origin.”


  “So do I,” said Dr. Thierrin, and Jurevich nodded, as the spy rocket’s picture faded into the greyness of the clouds that banked the earth.


  An excited babble of conversation broke out in the group, but Weinburger held up his hand and said into the communication box: “Get a beam on them if you can.”


  “We’re setting it up now, sir. There’s something already coming in the radio, like a kind of regularly-spaced static. The commander thinks they’re trying to communicate.”


  As the second spy rocket rose, the spheres came into view again, arranged in a long triangle, like a flight of wild geese. “Diameter of each sphere, about 400 meters,” announced the speaker. “They appear to be falling into an orbital course around the earth. Over North Atlantic . . .” The speaker clicked a couple of times, then another voice said: “Priority! Chairman Dayton.”


  Dayton stepped to the box beside Weinburger. “Dayton here.”


  “Alaskan outpost has a message from Cominworld Central Committee. Asks your reaction to Vladisoff proposal, urgent, in view of current event.”


  “Tell Alaskan outpost to signal back that Vladisoff and we are in full agreement,” said Dayton, and immediately stepped aside for Weinburger, who was plucking at his arm. The screen had gone blank.


  “Weinburger here,” the general said. “Have operations set up a battery of S-13s for radar-controlled fire on those spheres if they prove unfriendly.”


  “Yes, sir,” said the speaker. “They shot down our second spy rocket, and they appear to be fitted with radar absorbers, but they have made no attempt to attack, and they seem to be trying to use our beam to get a reaction on video.”


  “Very well. If you pick up anything, flash it in here.”


  Dr. Thierrin said: “Whoever is operating those spheres seems to be a highly intelligent form of life. They didn’t want stray rockets prowling around until they knew more about our purposes.”


  “Well armed, too,” remarked Jurevich, a trifle grimly.


  The screen gave another series of flashes. “We got a picture sequence. Here it comes,” said the speaker.


  THOSE in the room saw an outline of an equilateral triangle, apparently formed of narrow strips of metal standing on edge. An invisible hand placed a series of little blocks along each edge; then rapidly these detached themselves into two groups, one from the hypotenuse, one from the two sides.


  “The Pythagorean theorem,” said Sanchez, smiling.


  But Marechal Laporte frowned. “My General,” he said to Weinburger, “we shall never communicate with these beings on this level. I suggest that we have two or three stations flash them simple mathematical problems in systems of dots and dashes.”


  “Do you hear that, Communications?” said Weinburger. “Make it so.”


  On the screen the geometrial drawing had been replaced by one, still worked in metal, that evidently represented the solar system. Out from the second planet toward the third arched a line of dots.


  “We might have guessed as much,” said Dayton, “I wonder what they look like?”


  “They aren’t giving that away yet,” said Weinburger. He seemed to have recovered some of his poise, now that the problem before him had become one of translating a policy info executive detail, “Communications, what are you getting?”


  The box spoke metallically, “They’ve put out a couple of beams of their own, and are sending pictures accompanied by sound. We have the cryptographers on it. Some of them are meaningless, but we’re building up a word-bank, and we believe we’ll get it, sir.”


  “Report progress.” The General turned back to the waiting room. He said: “Gentlemen, in view of the fact that I have apparently been relieved as a policy-making officer, I ask you to determine what line we shall take toward these visitors.”


  Vladisoff cleared his throat.


  “Go ahead,” said Dayton.


  “M’m,” said the agronomist. “One little thing. Visitors, yes, but why so many? It seemed to me there were hundreds of those spheres. This is not a visit; it is a mass movement, a colonization.”


  Dr. Sanchez gave a grim little laugh. “An irony; they choose a moment to colonize when earth has lost the ability to support its own population.”


  “We can resist an invasion,” said Sir Barnaby.


  “We don’t know yet whether they intend one,” said Dayton, “In fact, we don’t know what they look like or what they can do—except that their science is highly—”


  “Command post,” pronounced the box. “Cryptography reports the Venusians use an agglutinative language. They are requesting that we show them pictures of the surface of the planet.”


  “Can you say the same sort of thing to them?” said Weinburger. “Of course, or you couldn’t have understood. All right, send them that volcano sequence—and the pictures of the lower Mississippi valley. Ask them their intentions. Tell them that the High Council of Earth wants to know.” He glanced at the two Russians, then at Dayton, who nodded approvingly, and then swung to Vladisoff, “Will your Central Committee accept the result of our negotiation here?”


  “As a member of it, yes,” said Vladisoff, “unless there is already a negotiation being carried on by other means.”


  “Hadn’t thought of that,” said Dayton. “General, will you contact the Cominworld Central Committee via Alaska Outpost, and cut them in on this circuit? They may soon have to be our allies, and we should withhold nothing from them.”


  The general grunted, and seemed about to object; then he shrugged and gave the order. Nobody seemed to have anything more to say; Laporte shifted in his chair and twisted at his moustaches. Then, suddenly, the box said: “Command post. We are ready.”


  THE screen sprang into light. There was a series of gasps around the table as the members of the Council saw themselves looking at a humanoid—but what a humanoid! Two massive, pillar-like legs supported a squat, almost shapeless body that seemed to be clad in something gleaming, like fish-skin. The arms were disproportionately thin—but it was the head that really drew attention. It was as if all the features of a human face had been pushed to the top of the head: a pair of small eyes, a broad nose with nostrils pointed upward, and an extraordinarily broad mouth that was opening and closing on an even row of flat cubic teeth.


  A series of high-pitched sounds came through the speaker, then cut out, and the voice from Communications took up again. “He is speaking to us. I will translate:


  “. . . means of destruction. We have seen the pictures of the surface of your planet. It is—I don’t get a phrase in here—by our mathematicians you have shown us the portions of your surface that are least attractive to you. Make him go slower, Ed . . . have observed your surface for a long period. We know that unless there has been some great change, these pictures show places that can only be on your equator.


  “However, we do not resent this deception. It is exactly because we hoped your planet contained such areas that we have come as beggars. They must be unsuitable for your species, but they would be ideal for ours. We ask permission to settle on your swamps and volcano-lands. We will give the necessary guarantees against proceeding beyond whatever bounds you set.


  “If you refuse us, our race will have lost its last chance. I think we have learned our lesson, but we have learned it too late. For listen, people of the third planet, who have been living in comfort with each other ever since we have observed you. We have made our own planet unsuitable for life. Through a tragic error, the two great—I think he says empires—of which our planet is composed, fell into conflict with each other. They employed means of combat that have nearly stripped our atmosphere of carbon dioxide and of the cloud blanket which kept our heat from escaping into space.


  Our planet has become too terribly cold to support life. At the same time diseases were introduced which caused our food plants to turn into wholly inedible hard grains. As proof of what we say, here is a picture of the surface of our planet, taken as this fleet was leaving it forever.”


  The strange, hippo-like humanoid disappeared. In his place was a picture of a landscape, taken from a low altitude and gradually rising. It showed wide patches of fields with yellow grain ripening in the wind; here and there a little grove of unfamiliar trees, and. a little lake. At one edge of the picture some building had tumbled into ruins; the bright sunlight shone starkly on the broken walls. The viewpoint rose; now it was above the clouds and little white cloudlets chased each other across the scene, almost obscuring the view of a river that wound gently toward a blue sea.


  “This is the state in which our planet is now,” said the translator’s voice. “There is even ice at one of the poles.”


  Once again there was a period of silence in the command post. Then General Weinburger said: “The Staff approves the Venus expedition, Chairman.”


  He tore up the order for the bombardment of the Cominworld cities, and the fragments fluttered to the floor.


  A PLANET NAMED JOE


  Evan Hunter


  There were more Joes on Venus than you could shake a raygun at. Perhaps there was method in Colonel Walsh’s madness—murder-madness—when he ordered Major Polk to scan the planet for a guy named Joe.


  COLONEL WALSH had a great sense of humor. I hated his guts ever since we went through the Academy together, but he had a great sense of humor.


  For example, he could have chosen a Second Looie for the job on Venus. He might even have picked a Captain. But he liked me about as much as I liked him, and so he decided the job was just right for Major. At least, that’s what he told me.


  I stood at attention before his desk in the Patrol Station. We were somewhere in Area Two on Earth, takeoff point for any operations in Space II. The duty was fine, and I liked it a lot. Come to think of it, the most I ever did was inspect a few defective tubes every now and then. The rest was gravy, and Colonel Walsh wasn’t going to let me get by with gravy.


  “It will be a simple assignment, Major,” he said to me, peering over his fingers. He held them up in front of him like a cathedral.


  “Yes, sir,” I said.


  “It will involve finding one man, a Venusian native.”


  I wanted to say, “Then why the hell don’t you send a green kid on the job? Why me?” Instead, I nodded and watched him playing with his fingers.


  “The man is a trader of sorts. Rather intelligent.” He paused, then added, “For a native, that is.”


  I had never liked Walsh’s attitude toward natives. I hadn’t liked the way he’d treated the natives on Mars ever since he’d taken over there. Which brought to mind an important point.


  “I always figured Venus was under the jurisdiction of Space III, sir. I thought our activities were confined to Mars.”


  He folded his fingers like a deck of cards and dropped them on his desk as if he were waiting for me to cut.


  “Mmmm,” he said, “yes, that’s true. But this is a special job. It so happens this Venusian is the one man who can help us understand just what’s happening on Mars.”


  I tried to picture a Venusian understanding Mars and I didn’t get very far.


  “He’s had many dealings with the natives there,” Walsh explained. “If anyone can tell us the reasons for the revolt, he can.”


  If Walsh really wanted to know the reasons for the revolt, I could give them to him in one word: Walsh. I had to laugh at the way he called it “revolt.” It had been going on for six months now and we’d lost at least a thousand men from Space II. Revolt.


  “And this man is on Venus now?” I asked for confirmation. I’d never been to Venus, being in Space II ever since I’d left the Moon run. It was just like Walsh to ship me off to a strange place.


  “Yes, Major,” he said. “This man is on Venus.”


  At the Academy he had called me Fred.


  That was before I’d reported him for sleeping on Boiler Watch. He’d goofed off on a pile of uranium that could’ve, and almost did, blow the barracks sky-high that night. He still thought it was my fault, as if I’d done the wrong thing by reporting him. And now, through the fouled-up machinery that exists in any military organization, he outranked me.


  “And the man’s name, sir?”


  “Joe.” A tight smile played on his face. “Joe what?” I asked.


  “Just Joe.”


  “Just Joe?”


  “Yes,” Walsh said. “A native, you know, they rarely go in for more than first names. But then, it should be simple to find a man with a name like Joe. Among the natives, I mean.”


  “I don’t know, sir.”


  “A relatively simple assignment,” Walsh said.


  “Can you tell me anything else about this man? Physical appearance? Personal habits? Anything?”


  Walsh seemed to consider this for a moment. “Well, physically he’s like any of the other Venusians, so I can’t give you much help there. He does have a peculiar habit, though.”


  “What’s that?”


  “He has an affinity for Terran cigarettes.”


  I sighed. “Well, it’s not very much to go on.”


  “You’ll find him,” Walsh said, grinning. “I’m sure of it.”


  THE trip to Venus came off without a hitch. I did a lot of thinking on that trip. I thought about Mars and the revolt there. And I thought about Colonel Leonard Walsh and how he was supposed to be quelling that revolt. Ever since Walsh had taken command, ever since he’d started pushing the natives around, there’d been trouble. It was almost as if the whole damned planet had blown up in our faces the moment he took over. Swell guy, Walsh.


  Venus was hotter than I’d expected it to; be. Much too hot for the tunic I was wearing. It smelled, too. A funny smell I couldn’t place. Like a mixture of old shoe and after-shave. There were plants everywhere I looked. Big plants and small ones, the blooming with flowers I’d never seen before, and some as bare as cactus.


  I recognized a blue figure as one of the natives the pilot had told me about. He was nil, looking almost human except that everything about him was elongated. His futures, his muscles, everything seemed to Live been stretched like a rubber band. I kept expecting him to pop back to normal. Instead, he flashed a double row of brilliant teeth at me.


  I wondered if he spoke English. “Hey, boy,” I called.


  He ambled over with long-legged strides but closed the distance between us in Seconds.


  “Call me Joe,” he said.


  I dropped my bags and stared at him. Maybe this was going to be a simple assignment after all. “I sure am glad to see you, Joe,” I said.


  “Same here, Toots,” he answered.


  “The guys back in Space II are searching high and low for you,” I told him.


  “You’ve got the wrong number,” he bud, and I was a little surprised at his use of Terran idiom.


  “You are Joe, aren’t you? Joe the trader?”


  “I’m Joe, all right,” he said. “Only thing I ever traded, though, was a pocketknife. Got a set of keys for it.”


  “Oh,” I said, my voice conveying my disappointment. I sighed and began wondering just how I should go about contacting the Joe I was looking for. My orders said I was to report to Captain Bransten immediately upon arrival. I figured the hell with Captain Bransten. I outranked him anyway, and there wasn’t much he could do if I decided to stop for a drink first.


  “Where’s the Officer’s Club?” I asked the Venusian.


  “Are you buying information or are you just curious?”


  “Can you take me there?” I asked.


  “Sure thing, Toots.” He picked up my bags and started walking up a heavily overgrown path. We’d probably walked for about ten minutes when he dropped my bags and said, “There it is.”


  The Officer’s Club was a plasteel hut with window shields that protected it from the heat of the sun. It didn’t look too comfortable but I really wanted that drink. I reached into my tunic and slipped the native thirty solars.


  He stared at the credits curiously and then shrugged his shoulders. “Oh well, you’re new here. We’ll let it go.”


  He took off then, while I stared after him, wondering just what he’d meant. Had I tipped him too little?


  I shrugged and looked over at the Officer’s Club. From the outside it looked as hot as hell.


  On the inside it was about two degrees short of that mark. I began to curse Walsh for taking me away from my nice soft job in Space II.


  There wasn’t much inside the club. A few tables and chairs, a dart game and a bar. Behind the bar a tall Venusian lounged.


  I walked over and asked, “What are you serving, pal?”


  “Call me Joe,” he answered.


  He caught me off balance. “What?”


  “Joe,” he said again.


  A faint glimmer of understanding began to penetrate my thick skull. “You wouldn’t happen to be Joe the trader? The guy who knows all about Mars, would you.”


  “I never left home,” he said simply. “What are you drinking?”


  That rat! That dirty, filthy, stinking, unprincipled . . .


  But then, it should be simple to find a man with a name like Joe. Among the natives, I mean.


  Sure. Oh sure. Real simple. Walsh was about the lowest, most contemptible . . .


  “What are you drinking, pal?” the Venusian asked again.


  “Skip it,” I said. “How do I get to the captain’s shack?”


  “Follow your nose, pal. Can’t miss it.”


  I started to pick up my bag as another Venusian entered. He waved at die bartender.


  “Hello, Joe,” he said. “How’s it going?”


  “Not so hot, Joe,” the bartender replied. I listened in fascination. Joe, Joe, Joe. So this was Walsh’s idea of a great gag. Very funny. Very . . .


  “You Major Polk, sweetheart?” the Venusian who’d just come in asked.


  “Yes,” I said, still thinking of Colonel Walsh.


  “You better get your butt over to the captain’s shack,” he said. “He’s about ready to post you as overdue.”


  “Sure,” I said wearily. “Will you take my bags, please?”


  “Roger,” he answered. He picked up the bags and nodded at the bar.


  “So long, Joe,” he said to the bartender.


  “See you, Joe,” the bartender called back.


  CAPTAIN BRANSTEN was a mousey, unimpressive sort of man. He was wearing a tropical tunic, but he still resembled a wilted lily more than he did an officer.


  “Have a seat, Major,” he offered. He readied for a cigarette box on the desk and extended it to me. He coughed in embarrassment when he saw it was empty. Quickly, he pressed a button on his desk and the door popped open. A tall, blue Venusian stepped lithely into the room.


  “Sir?” the Venusian asked.


  “We’re out of cigarettes, Joe,” the Captain said. “Will you get us some, please?”


  “Sure thing,” the Venusian answered. He smiled broadly and closed the door behind him.


  Another foe, I thought. Another damned Joe.


  “They steal them,” Captain Bransten said abruptly.


  “Steal what?” I asked.


  “Cigarettes. I sometimes think the cigarette is one of the few things they like about Terran culture.”


  So Walsh had taken care of that angle too. He does have a peculiar habit, though. He has an affinity for Terran cigarettes. Cigarettes was the tip I should have given; not solars.


  “All right,” I said, “suppose we start at die beginning.”


  Captain Bransten opened his eyes wide. “Sir?” he asked.


  “What’s with all this Joe business? It may be a very original name but I think its popularity here is a little outstanding.”


  Captain Bransten began to chuckle softly.


  I personally didn’t think it was so funny.


  I tossed him my withering Superior Officer’s gaze and waited for his explanation.


  “I hadn’t realized this was your first time on Venus,” he said.


  “Is there a local hero named Joe?” I asked.


  “No, no, nothing like that,” he assured me. “It’s a simple culture, you know. Not nearly as developed as Mars.”


  “I can see that,” I said bitingly.


  “And the natives are only now becoming acquainted with Terran culture. Lots of enlisted men, you know.”


  I began to get the idea. And I began to appreciate Walsh’s doubtful ancestry more keenly.


  “It’s impossible to tell exactly where it all started, of course,” Bransten was saying.


  I was beginning to get angry. Very angry. I was thinking of Walsh sitting back in a nice cozy foam chair back on Earth.


  “Get to the point, Captain!” I barked. “Easy, sir,” Bransten said, turning pale. I could see that the Captain wasn’t used to entertaining Majors. “The enlisted men. You know how they are. They’ll ask a native to do something and they’ll call him Joe. ‘Hey, Joe, give me a hand with this.’ Or ‘Listen, Joe, how’d you like to earn some cigarettes?’ Do you follow?”


  “I follow, all right,” I said bitterly. “Well,” Bransten went on, “that sort of thing mushrooms. The natives are a simple, almost childish people. It appealed to them—the Joe business, I mean. Now they’re all Joe, They like it. That and the cigarettes.”


  He cleared his throat and looked at me apologetically as if he were personally responsible for Venusian culture. In fact, he looked as if he were responsible for having put Venus in the heavens in the first place.


  “Do you understand, Major? Just a case of extended idiom, that’s all.”


  Just a case of extended idiot, I thought. An idiot on a wild goose chase a hell of a long way from home.


  “I understand perfectly,” I snapped. “Where are my quarters?”


  Bransten asked a Venusian named Joe to show me my quarters, reminding me that chow was at thirteen hundred. As I was leaving, the first Venusian came back with the cigarettes Bransten had ordered.


  I could tell by the look on his fare that he probably had half a carton stuffed into his pockets. I shrugged and went to change into a tropical tunic.


  I called Earth right after chow. The Captain assured me that this sort of thing was definitely against regulations, but he submitted when I twinkled my little gold leaf under his nose.


  Walsh’s face appeared on the screen. He is smiling, looking like a fat pussy cat.


  “What is it, Major?” he asked.


  “This man Joe,” I said. “Can you give me any more on him?”


  Walsh’s grin grew wider. “Why, Major,” he said, “you’re not having any difficulties, ire you?”


  “None at all,” I snapped back. “I just thought I’d be able to find him a lot sooner.”


  “Take your time, Major,” Walsh beamed. “There’s no rush at all.”


  “I thought . . .”


  “I’m sure you can do the job,” Walsh cut in. “I wouldn’t have sent you otherwise.”


  Hell, I was through kidding around. “Look . . .”


  “He’s somewhere in the jungle, you know,” Walsh said.


  I wanted to ram my fist into the screen, right smack up against those big white teeth. Instead, I cut off the transmission and ditched the surprised look on his face as his screen went blank millions of miles away.


  He blinked at the screen, trying to realize I’d deliberately hung up on him.


  Polk!” he shouted, “can you hear me?”


  I smiled, saw the twisted hatred on his features, and then the screen on my end went blank, too.


  He’s somewhere in the jungle, you know.


  I thanked Captain Bransten for his hospitality and went back to my quarters.


  As I saw it, there were two courses for me to follow.


  One: I could say the hell with Walsh and Venus. That would mean hopping the next ship back to Earth.


  It would also mean disobeying the direct order of a superior officer. It might mean demotion, and it might mean getting bounced out of the Service altogether.


  Two: I could assume there really was a guy name Joe somewhere in that jungle, a Joe separate and apart from the other Joe on this planet, a trader Joe who knew the Martians well. I could always admit failure, of course, and return empty handed. Mission cot accomplished. Or, I might really find a guy who was trader Joe.


  I made my decision quickly. I wanted to stay in the Service, and besides Walsh may have been on the level for the first time in his life. Maybe there was a Joe here who could help us on Mars. If there was I’d try to find him. It was still a hell of a trick though.


  I cursed Walsh again and pushed the buzzer near my bed.


  A tall Venusian stepped into the room.


  “Joe?” I asked, just to be sure.


  “Who else, boss?” he answered.


  “I’m trying to locate someone,” I said. “I’ll need a guide to take me into the jungle. Can you get me one?”


  “It’ll cost you, boss,” the Venusian said.


  “How much?”


  “Two cartons of cigarettes at least.”


  “Who’s the guide?” I asked.


  “How’s the price sound?”


  “Fine, fine,” I said impatiently. And the Captain had said they were almost a childish people!


  “His name is Joe,” the Venusian told me, “Best damn guide on the planet. Take you anywhere you want to go, do any tiling you want to do. Courageous. Doesn’t know the meaning of fear. I’ve known him to . . .”


  “Skip it,” I said, cutting the promotion short. “Tell him to show up around fifteen hundred with a complete list of what .we’ll need.”


  The Venusian started to leave.


  “And Joe,” I said, stopping him at the door, “I hope you’re not overlooking your commission on the deal.”


  His face broke into a wide grin. “No danger of that, boss,” he said.


  When he was gone I began figuring out a plan of action. Obviously, I’d just have to traipse through the jungle looking for a guy named Joe on a planet where everyone was named Joe. Everybody, at least, but the Captain, the small garrison attached to the Station, and me.


  I BEGAN wondering why Walsh had gone to so much trouble to get rid of me. The job, as I saw it, would take a hell of a long time. It seemed like a silly tiling to do, just to get even with a guy for something that had happened years ago. He surely must have realized that I’d be back again, sooner or later. Maybe he had another little junket all set for me.


  Or maybe he didn’t expect me to come back.


  The thought hadn’t occurred to me before this, and I began to consider it seriously. Walsh was no good, rotten clear through. He was failing at the job of keeping Mars in hand, and he probably realized that a few more mistakes on his part would mean the end of his career with Space II. I chuckled as I thought of him isolated in some Godforsaken place like Space V or Space VII. This probably bothered him a lot, too. But what probably bothered him more was the fact that I was next in command. If he were transferred, I’d be in charge of Space II, and I could understand how much that would appeal to Walsh.


  I tried to figure the thing out sensibly, tried to weigh his good points against his bad. But it all came back to the same thing. A guy who would deliberately go to sleep on Boiler Watch with a ton of uranium ready to blast a barracks to smithereens if it wasn’t watched, would deliberately do just about anything.


  Sending me off on a wild goose chase after a character earned Joe may have been a gag. But it may have been something a little grimmer than a gag, and I made up my mind to be extremely careful from here on in.


  The guide arrived at fifteen hundred on the dot. He was tall, elongated, looked almost like all the other Venusians I’d seen so far.


  “I understand you need a Grade A guide, sir,” he said.


  “Are you familiar with the jungle?” I asked him.


  “Born and raised there, sir. Know it like the back of my hand.”


  “Has Joe told you what the payment will be?”


  “Yes, sir. A carton and a half of cigarettes.”


  I thought about Joe deducting his commission and smiled.


  “When can we leave?”


  “Right away, sir. We won’t need much really. I’ve made a list of supplies and I can get them in less than an hour. I suggest you wear light clothing, boots, and a hat.”


  “Will I need a weapon?”


  He looked at me, his eyes faintly amused. “Why, what for, sir?”


  “Never mind,” I said. “What’s your name, by the way?”


  He lifted his eyebrows, and his eyes widened in his narrow face. He was definitely surprised.


  “Joe,” he said. “Didn’t you know?”


  WHEN we’d been out for a while I discovered why Joe had suggested the boots and the hat. The undergrowth was often sharp and jagged and it would have sliced my legs to ribbons were they not protected by the high boots. The hat kept the strong run off my head.


  Joe was an excellent guide and a pleasant companion. He seemed to be enjoying a great romp, seemed to love the jungle and take a secret pleasure in the work he was doing. There were times when I couldn’t see three feet ahead of me. He’d stand stock still for a few minutes, his head barely moving, his eyes darting from one plant to another. Then he’d say, “This way,” and take off into what looked like more impenetrable jungle invariably to find a little path leading directly to another village.


  Each village was the same. The natives would come running out of their huts, tall and blue, shouting, “Cigarettes, Joe? Cigarettes?” It took me a while to realize they were addressing me and not my guide.


  Everybody was Joe. It was one beautiful, happy, joyous round of stinking, hot jungle. And I wasn’t getting any nearer my man. Nor had I any idea how I was supposed to find him. I began to feel pretty now about the whole affair.


  Joe, on the other hand, enjoyed every moment of the trip. In each village he greeted the natives cheerfully, told them stories, swapped gossip and jokes. And when it was time to leave, he would say goodbye to all his friends and we would plunge into the twisted foliage again.


  His spirits were always high and he never failed to say the right tiling that would give a momentary lift to my own depressed state of mind. He would talk for hours on end as we hacked our way through the jungle.


  “I like Venus,” he said once. “I would never leave it.”


  “Have you ever been to Earth?” I asked.


  “No,” Joe replied. “I like Terrans too, you understand. They are good for Venus. And they are fun.”


  “Fun?” I asked, thinking of a particular species of Terran: species Leonard Walsh.


  “Yes, yes,” he said wholeheartedly.


  They joke and they laugh and . . . well, you know.”


  I suppose so,” I admitted.


  Joe smiled secretly, and we pushed on. I began to find, more and more, that I had started to talk freely to Joe. In the beginning he had been just my guide. There had been the strained relationship of employer and employee. But as the days lengthened into weeks, the formal atmosphere began to rumble. I found myself telling him all about Earth, about the people there, about my decision to attend the Academy, the rigid tests, the grind, even the Moon run. Joe was a good listener, nodding sympathetically, finding experiences in his own life to parallel my own.


  And as our relationship progressed from casual one to a definitely friendly one, Joe seemed more enthusiastic than ever to keep up our grinding pace to find what we were looking for.


  Once we stopped in a clearing to rest. Joe lounged on the matted greenery, his long body stretched out in front of him, the knife gleaming in his belt. I’d seen him bash his way through thick, tangled vines with that knife, his long, muscular arms powerfully slicing through them like strips of silk.


  “How far are we from the Station?” I asked.


  “Three or four Earth weeks,” he replied.


  I sighed wearily. “Where do we go from here?”


  “There are more villages,” he said.


  “We’ll never find him.”


  “Possibly,” Joe mused, the smile creeping over his face again.


  “A wild goose chase. A fool’s errand.”


  “We’d better get started,” Joe said limply.


  I got to my feet and we started the march Joe was still Fresh, a brilliant contrast to me, weary and dejected. Somehow, I had the same feeling I’d had a long time ago on my sixteenth birthday. One of my friends had taken me all over the city, finally dropping me off at my own house where the whole gang was gathered for a surprise party. Joe reminded me of that friend.


  “There’s a village ahead,” he said, and the grin on his face was large now, his eyes shining.


  SOMETHING was missing here. Natives. There were no natives rushing out to greet us. No cries of Cigarettes? Cigarettes?” I caught up with Joe.


  “What’s the story?” I whispered.


  He shrugged knowingly and continued walking.


  And then I saw the ship, nose pointing into space, catching the rays of the sun like a great silver bullet.


  “What . . .?” I started.


  “It’s all right,” Joe said, smiling.


  The ship looked vaguely familiar. I noticed the crest of Space II near the nose, and a lot of things became clear then. I also saw Walsh standing near one of the huts, a stun gun in his hand.


  “Hello, Major,” he called, almost cheerfully. The gun didn’t look cheerful, though. It was pointed at my head.


  “Fancy meeting you here, Colonel,” I said, trying to match his joviality. Somehow it didn’t quite come off.


  Joe was walking beside me, waving at the colonel, beaming all over with happiness.


  “I see you found your man,” Walsh said.


  I turned rapidly. Joe nodded and kept grinning, a grin that told me he was getting a big kick out of all this. Like a kid playing a game.


  I faced Walsh again. “Okay, what’s it all about, pal?”


  “Colonel,” Walsh corrected me. “You mustn’t forget to say Colonel, Major.” He emphasized my rank, and he said it with a sort of ruthless finality.


  I waited. I could see he was just busting to tell me how clever he’d been. Besides, there wasn’t much I could do but wait. Not with Walsh pointing the stun gun at my middle.


  “We’ve come a long way since the Academy, haven’t we, Major?”


  “If you mean in miles,” I said, looking around at the plants, “we sure have.” Walsh grinned a little. “Always the wit,” he said drily. And then the smile faded from his lips and his eyes took on a hard lustre. “I’m going to kill you, you know.” He said it as if he were saying, “I think it’ll rain tomorrow.”


  Joe almost dapped his hands together with glee. He was really enjoying this. Another of those funny Terran games.


  “You gave me a powerful handicap to overcome,” Walsh said. “I suppose I should thank you, really.”


  “You’re welcome,” I said.


  “It wasn’t easy living down the disgrace you caused me.!”


  “It was your own damn fault,” I said. “You knew what you were doing when you decided to cork off.”


  Beside me, Joe chuckled a little, enjoying the game immensely.


  “You didn’t have to report me,” Walsh said.


  “No? Maybe I should have forgotten all about it? Maybe I should have nudged you and served you orange juice? So you could do it again sometime and maybe blow up the whole damn Academy!”


  Walsh was silent for a long time. When he spoke his voice was barely audible. The heat was oppressive, as if it were concentrated on this little spot in the jungle, focusing all its penetration on a small, unimportant drama.


  I could hear Joe breathing beside me. “I’m on my way out,” Walsh rasped. “Finished, do you understand?”


  “Good,” I said. And I meant it.


  “This Mars thing. A terrible fix. Terrible.”


  Beside me, a slight frown crossed Joe’s face. Apparently he couldn’t understand the seriousness of our voices. What had happened to the game, the fun?


  “You brought the Mars business on yourself,” I told Walsh. “There was never any trouble before you took command.”


  “The natives,” he practically shouted. “They . . . they . . .”


  Joe caught his breath sharply, and I wondered what Walsh was going to say about the natives. Apparently he’d realized that Joe was a native. Or maybe Joe’s knife bad something to do with it.


  “What about the natives?” I asked.


  “Nothing,” Walsh said. “Nothing.” He was silent for a while.


  “A man of my calibre,” he said then, his face grim. “Dealing with savages.” He caught himself again and threw a hasty glance at Joe. The perplexed frown had grown heavier on Joe’s face. He looked at the colonel in puzzlement.


  WALSH turned from Joe and raised the stun gun. I wondered if he had yet realized that Joe was one of a million Joes scattered all over this planet, that Joe was all the natives on Venus. That Joe was all the natives everywhere throughout the galaxy. I looked at Walsh’s eyes. He was a sick man, alone with his thoughts in the middle of a stinking jungle.


  “I’m on my Way out, Major,” he said, “but you won’t get a chance to succeed where I’ve failed. No. Oh no. I’ll see to that.”


  “And you had to come all the way to Venus to do it?”


  “Don’t joke,” Walsh snapped. “Don’t joke, Major. It’s not funny. It’s not funny at all.”


  “It’s pretty sad, I’d say.”


  “You can’t afford to say anything,” Walsh remarked drily. “You’re going to be dead in a very few minutes.”


  Joe’s eyes widened, and I saw indecision cross his features as he tried to understand what had happened to the game.


  “What’ll they say back on Earth when they hear about this?” I asked.


  “When will they hear about it? Four, five months from now? By then, my little trip will have been forgotten. Besides, I’m here on a routine check. Everyone knows that.”


  “A routine check on Venus? Mars is your territory.”


  “One of my men is up here,” Walsh said. “That gives me temporary jurisdiction. At least enough to visit the planet and see how conditions are. Anyway, I’ll be home long before Joe here carries your body in.”


  Joe shook his head imperceptibly but Walsh didn’t catch it.


  “A casualty in the jungle,” Walsh continued. “The native will return to the Station and explain the accident. I’ll be back on Earth long before he reaches there.”


  “Sure,” I said, “nice and simple. You kill me and Joe delivers the news and takes rap. Good old sucker Joe.”


  “That’s about enough out of you,” Walsh said.


  “Go ahead, Colonel,” I shouted. “Pull trigger. Then run off and leave Joe to . . .”


  “I said that’s enough out of you!” Walsh shouted.


  I turned to face Joe. His mouth was drawn across his face in a tight emotionless line. He stepped in front of me and stared at Walsh.


  “Get out of the way,” Walsh commanded.


  Joe shook his head slowly. “This is not what you told me. A friend, you said. A surprise. You said you wanted to . . .”


  “Get out of the way, you damned . . .”


  With one swift movement Joe leaped forward. The knife gleamed in his hand and there was momentary panic on Walsh’s face.


  The stun gun snapped up. It crackled once in the Venusian jungle, its blast blinding me for a moment. It shuddered through his left arm and paralyzed it momentarily.


  But the hand with the knife was hacking away at Walsh’s throat, the blood dripping down over the silver planet on the collar his tunic.


  I made my report to Bransten.


  I told him the body of Colonel Leonard Wash had been discovered in the jangle, was barely alive when he’d been found, administered aid but his knife wounds had proved to be fatal. He died shortly after I found him.


  “Awful,” the captain said, “awful.”


  I nodded sympathetically.


  “Did he say anything? Did he give you any idea. I mean, did he say who did it?”


  “Yes,” I said. “He told me who murdered him.”


  We were standing near the platform of ship, waiting for them to prepare for blastoff.


  “Well who, Major?” he asked. “Who he say did it?”


  “Joe,” I explained. “A native named Joe.”


  THE CONJURER OF VENUS


  Conan T. Troy


  A world-famed Earth scientist had disappeared on Venus. When Johnson found him he found too the secret to that globe-shaking mystery—the fabulous Room of The Dreaming.


  THE city dripped with rain. Crossing the street toward the dive, Johnson got rain in his eyes, his nose, and his eats. That was the way with the rain here. It came at you from all directions. There had been occasions when Johnson had thought the rain was falling straight up. Otherwise, how bad the insides of his pacts gotten wet?


  On Venus, everything came at you from all directions, it seemed to Johnson. Opening the door of the joint, it was noise instead of rain that came at him, the wild frantic beat of a Venusian rhumba, the notes pounding and jumping through the smoke and perfume clouded room. Feeling states came at him, intangible, but to his trained senses, perceptible emotional nuances of hate, love, fear, and rage. But mostly love. Since this place had been designed to excite the senses of both humans and Venusians, the love feelings were heavily tinged with straight sex. He sniffed at them, feeling them somewhere inside of him, aware of them but aware also that here was apprehension, and plain fear.


  Caldwell, sitting in a booth next to the door, glanced up as Johnson entered but neither Caldwell’s facial expression or his eyes revealed that he had ever seen this human before. Nor did Johnson seem to recognize Caldwell.


  “Is the mighty human wanting liquor, a woman or dreams?” His voice was all soft syllables of liquid sound. The Venusian equivalent of a headwaiter was bowing to him.


  “I’ll have a tarmur to start,” Johnson said. “How are the dreams tonight?”


  “Ze vill be the most wonserful of all sonight. The great Unger hisself will be here to do ze dreaming. There is no ozzer one who has quite his touch at dreaming, a mighty one.” The headwaiter spread his hands in a gesture indicating ecstasy. “It is my great regret that I must do ze work tonight instead of being wiz ze dreamers. Ah, ze great Unger hisself!” The headwaiter kissed the tips of his fingers.


  “Um,” Johnson said. “The great Unger!” His voice expressed surprise, just the right amount of it. “I’ll have a tarmur to start but when does the dreaming commence?”


  “In one zonar or maybe less. Shall I make ze reservations for ze mighty one?” As he was speaking, the headwaiter was deftly conducting Johnson to the bar.


  “Not just yet,” Johnson said. “See me a little later.”


  “But certainly.” The headwaiter was gone into the throng. Johnson was at the bar. Behind it, a Venusian was bowing to him.


  “Tarmur,” Johnson said. The green drink was set before him. He held it up to the light, admiring the slow rise of the tiny golden bubbles in it. To him, watching the bubbles rise was perhaps more important than drinking itself.


  “Beautiful, aren’t they?” a soft voice said. He glanced to his right. A girl had slid into the stool beside him. She wore a green dress cut very low at the throat. Her skin had the pleasant tan recently on Earth. Her hair was a shade of abundant brown and her eyes were blue, the color of the skies of Earth. A necklace circled her throat and below the necklace . . . Johnson felt his pulse quicken, for two reasons. Women such as this one had been quickening the pulse of men since the days of Adam. The second reason concerned her presence here in this place where no woman in her right mind ever came unescorted. Her eyes smiled up at him unafraid. Didn’t she know there were men present here in this space port city who would snatch her bodily from the bar stool and carry her away for sleeping purposes? And Venusians were here who would cut pretty throat for the sake of the necklace that circled it?


  “They are beautiful,” he said, smiling. “Think you.”


  “I was referring to the bubbles.”


  “You were talking about my eyes,” she answered, unperturbed.


  “How did you know? I mean . . .”


  “I am very knowing,” the girl said, smiling.


  “Are you sufficiently knowing to be here?” For an instant, as if doubt crossed her mind, the smile flickered. Then it came again, stronger. “Aren’t you here.’ ”


  Johnson choked as bubbles from the tarmur seemed to go suddenly up his nose. “My dear child . . .” he sputtered.


  “I am not a child,” she answered with a firm sureness that left no doubt in his mind that she knew what she was saying. “And my name is Vee Vee.”


  “Vee Vee? Um. That is . . .”


  “Don’t you think it’s a nice name?”


  “I certainly do. Probably the rest of it is even nicer.”


  “There is no more of it. Just Vee Vee. Like Topsy, I just grew.”


  “WHAT the devil are you doing here on Venus and here in this place?”


  “Growing.” The blue eyes were unafraid. Sombrely, Johnson regarded her. What was she doing here? Was she in the employ of the Venusians? If she was being planted on him, then his purpose here was suspected. He shrugged the thought aside. If his purpose here was suspected, there would be no point in planting a woman on him.


  There would only be the minor matter of slipping a knife into his back.


  In this city, as on all of Venus, humans died easily. No one questioned the motives of the killer.


  “You look as if you were considering some very grave matter,” Vee Vee said. “Not any longer,” he laughed.


  “You have derided them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Every last one of them?”


  “Oh, there might be one or two matters undecided somewhere, say out on the periphery of the galaxy. But we will solve them when we get to them.” He waved vaguely toward the roof and the sky of space hidden behind the clouds that lay over the roof, glanced around as a man eased himself into an empty stool on his left. The man was Caldwell.


  “Zlock!” Caldwell said, to the bartender. “Make it snappy. Gotta have zlock. Finest damn drink in the solar system.” Caldwell’s voice was thick, his tongue heavy. Johnson’s eyes went back to the girl but out of the corner of them he watched Caldwell’s hand lying on the bar. The fingers were beating a quick nervous tattoo on the yellow wood.


  “I haven’t seen him,” Caldwell’s fingers beat out their tattoo. “But I think he is, or was, here.”


  “Urn,” Johnson said, his eyes on Vee Vee. “How—”


  “Because that girl was asking for him,” Caldwell’s fingers answered. “Watch that girl!” Picking up the zlock, he lurched away from the bar.


  “Your friend is not as drunk as he seems,” Vee Vee said, watching Caldwell.


  “My friend? Do you mean that drunk? I never saw him—”


  “Lying is one of the deadly sins.” Her eyes twinkled at him. Under the merriment that danced in them there was ice. Johnson felt cold.


  “The reservations for ze dreaming, great one?” The head waiter was bowing and scraping in front of him. “The great one has decided, yes?”


  “The dreaming!” Vee Vee looked suddenly alert “Of course. We must see the dreaming. Everyone wants to see the dreaming. We will go, won’t we darling?” She hooked her hand into Johnson’s elbow.


  “Certainly,” Johnson said. The decision was made on the spur of the moment. That there was danger in it, he did not doubt But there might be something else. And be might be there.


  “Oh. But very good. Ze great Unger, you will love him!” The head waiter clutched the gold coins that Johnson extended, bowed himself out of sight.


  “Say, I want to know more—” Johnson began. His words were drowned in a blast of trumpets. The band that had been playing went into sudden silence. Waves of perfume began to flow into the place. The perfumes were blended, but one aroma was prominent among them, the sweet, cloying, soul-stirring perfume of the Dreamer.


  In the suddenly hushed place little sounds began to appear as Venusians and humans began to shift their feet and their bodies in anticipation of what was to happen.


  The trumpets flared again.


  On one side of the place, a big door began to swing slowly open. From beyond that slowly opening door came music, soft, muted strains that sounded like lutes from heaven.


  Vee Vee, her hand on Johnson’s elbow, rose. Johnson stood up with her. He got the surprise of his life as her fingers clenched, digging into his muscles. Pain shot through his arm, paralyzing it and almost paralyzing him. He knew instantly that she was using the Karmer nerve block paralysis on him. His left hand moved with lightning speed, the tips of his fingers striking savagely against her shoulder.


  She gasped, her face whitened as pain shot through her in response to the thrust of his finger tips. Her hand that had been digging into his elbow lost its grip, dropped away and hung limp at her side. Grabbing it, she began to massage it.


  “You—you—” Hot anger and shock were in her voice. “You’re the first man I ever knew who could break the Karmer nerve paralysis.”


  “And you’re the first woman who ever tried it on me.”


  “But—”


  “Shall we go watch the dreaming?” He took the arm that still hung limp at her side and tucked it into his elbow.


  “If you try to use the Karmer grip on me again I’ll break your arm,” he said. His voice was low but there was a wealth of meaning in it.


  “I won’t do it again,” the girl said stoutly.


  “I never make the same mistake twice.”


  “Good,” Johnson said.


  “The second time we break our victim’s neck,” Vee Vee said.


  “What a sweet, charming child you—”


  “I told you before, I’m not a child.”


  “Child vampire,” Johnson said. “Let me finish my sentences before you interrupt.”


  She was silent. A smile, struggling to appear on her face, seemed to say she held no malice. Her fingers tightened on Johnson’s arm. He tensed, expecting the nerve block grip again. Instead with the tip of her fingers she gently patted his arm.


  “There, There, darling, relax,” she said. “I know a better way to get you than by using the Karmer grip.”


  “What way?”


  Her eyes sparkled. “Eve’s way,” she answered.


  “Urn!” Surprise sounded in his grunt. “But apples don’t grow on Venus.”


  “Eve’s daughters don’t use apples any more, darling. Come along.”


  Moving toward the open door that led to the Room of the Dreaming, Johnson saw that Caldwell had risen and was following them. Caldwell’s face was writhing in apprehensive agony and he was making warning signs. Johnson ignored them. With Vee Vee’s fingers lightly patting his arm, they moved into the Room of the Dreaming.


  II


  IT WAS a huge, semi-illumined room, with tier on tier of circling ramps rising up from an open space at the bottom. There ought to have been a stage there at the bottom, but there wasn’t. Instead there was an open space, a mat, and a head rest. Up at the top of the circling ramps the room was in darkness, a fit hiding place for ghosts or Venusian werewolves. Pillows and a thick rug covered the circling ramps.


  The soul-quickening Perfume of the Dreamer was stronger here. The throbbing of the lutes was louder. It was Venusian music the lutes were playing. Human ears found it inharmonious at first, but as they became accustomed to it, they began to detect rhythms and melodies that human minds had not known existed. The room was pleasantly cool but it had the feel of dampness. A world that was rarely without pelting nun would have the feel of dampness in its dreaming rooms.


  The music playing strange harmonies in his ears, the perfume sending tingling feelings through his nose, Johnson entered the Room of the Dreamer. He suspected that other forces, unknown to him, were catching hold of his senses. He had been in dreaming rooms many times before but ha had not grown accustomed to them. He wondered if any human ever did. A touch of chill always came over him as he crossed the threshold. In entering these places, it was as if some unknown nerve center inside the human organism was touched by something, some force, some radiation, some subtlety, that quite escaped radiation. He felt the coldness now.


  Vee Vee’s fingers left off patting his arm.


  “Do you feel it, darling?”


  “Yes.”


  “What is it?”


  “How would I know?”


  “Please!” Her voice grew sharp. “I think Johnny Johnson ought to know.”


  “Johnny! How do you know my name?”


  “Shouldn’t I recognize one of Earth’s foremost scientists, even if he is incognito on Venus?” Her voice had a teasing quality in it.


  “But—”


  “And who besides Johnny Johnson would recognize the Karmer nerve grip and be able to break it instantly?”


  “Hell—”


  “John Michael Johnson, known as Johnny to his friends, Earth’s foremost expert in the field of electro-magnetic radiations within the human body!” Her words were needles of icy fact, each one jabbing deeper and deeper into him.


  “And how would I make certain you were Johnny Johnson, except by seeing if you could break the Karmer nerve grip? If you could break it, then there was no doubt who you were!” Her words went on and on.


  “Who are you?” His words were blasts of sound.


  “Please, darling, you are making a scene. I am sure this is the last thing you really want to do.”


  He looked quickly around them. The Venusians and humans moving into this room seemed to be paying no attention to him. His gaze came back to her.


  Again she patted his arm. “Relax, darling. Your secrets are safe with me.”


  A gray color came up inside his soul. “But—but—” His voice was suddenly weak.


  The fingers on his arm were very gentle. “No harm will come to you. Am I not with you?”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of!” he snapped at her. If he had had a choice, he might have drawn back. But with circumstances as they were—his life, Caldwell’s life, possibly Vee Vee’s life hung in the balance. Didn’t she know that this was true? And as for Martin—But Caldwell had said that she had been asking about Martin. What connection did she have with that frantic human genius he sought here?


  Johnson felt his skin crawl. He moved toward a nest of cushions on a ramp, found a Venusian was beating him to them, deftly changed to another nest, found it. Vee Vee flowed to the floor on his right, moved cushions to make him more comfortable. She moved in an easy sort of way that was all flowing movement. He sat down. Someone bumped him on the left.


  “Sorry, bud. Didn’t mean to bump into you.” Caldwell’s voice was still thick and heavy. He sprawled to the floor on Johnson’s left. Under the man’s coat, Johnson caught a glimpse of a slight bulge, the zit gun hidden there. His left arm pressed against his own coat, feeling his own zit gun. Operating under gas pressure, throwing a charge of gas-driven corvel, the zit guns were not only almost noiseless in operation but they knocked out a human or a Venusian in a nutter of seconds.


  True, the person they knocked unconscious would be all right the next day. For this reason, many people did not regard the zit guns as effective weapons, but Johnson had a fondness for them. The feel of the little weapon inside his coat sent a surge of comfort through him.


  The music picked up a beat, perfume seemed to flow even more freely through the air, the lights dimmed almost to darkness, a single bright spotlight appeared in the ceiling, casting a circle of brilliant illumination on the mat and the headrest at the bottom of the room.


  The curtain rose.


  UNGER stood in the middle of the spot of light.


  Johnson felt his chest muscles contract, then relax. Vee Vee’s fingers sought his arm, not to harm him but running to him for protection. He caught the flutter of her breathing. On his left, Caldwell stiffened and became a rock.


  Johnson had not seen Unger appear. One second the circle of light had been empty, the next second the Venusian, smiling with all the impassivity of a bland Buddha, was in the light. He weighed three hundred pounds if he weighed an ounce, he was clad in a long robe that would impede movement. He had appeared in the bright beam of the spotlight as if by magic.


  Vee Vee’s fingers dug deeper into Johnson’s arm. “How—”


  “Shhh. Nobody knows.”


  No human knew the answer to that trick. Unless perhaps Martin—


  Unger bowed. A little ripple of something that M as not quite sound passed through the audience. Unger bowed again. He stretched himself flat on the mat, adjusted the rest to support his head, and apparently went to sleep. Johnson saw the Dreamer’s eyes close, watched the chest take on the even, regular rhythm of sleep.


  The music changed, a slow dreamy tempo crept into it. Vee Vee’s fingers dug at Johnson’s arm as if they were trying to dig under his hide for protection. She was shivering. He reached for her hand, patted it. She drew closer to him.


  A few minutes earlier, she had been a very certain young woman, able to take care of herself, and handle anyone around her. Now she was suddenly uncertain, suddenly scared. In the Room of the Dreaming, she had suddenly become a frightened child looking for protection.


  “Haven’t you ever seen this before?” he whispered.


  “N—o.” She shivered again. “Oh, Johnny . . .”


  Under the circle of light pouring down from the ceiling, the Dreamer lay motionless. Johnson found himself with the tendency to hold his breath. He was waiting, waiting, waiting—for what? The whole situation was senseless, silly, but under its apparent lack of coherence, he sensed a pattern. Perhaps the path to the far-off stars passed this way, through such scented and musical and impossible places as these Rooms of the Dreamers. Certainly Martin thought so. And Johnson himself was not prepared to disagree.


  Around him, he saw that the Venusians were already going . . . going . . . going . . . Some of them were already gone. This was an old experience to them. They went rapidly. Humans went more slowly.


  The Venusian watchers had relaxed. They looked as if they were asleep, perhaps in a hypnotic trance, lulled into this state by the music and the perfume, and by something else. It was dais something else that sent Johnson’s thoughts pounding. The Venusians were like opium smokers. But he was not smoking opium. He was not in a hypnotic trance. He was wide awake and very much alert. He was . . .


  watching a space ship float in an endless void.


  As Unger had come into the spotlight, so the space ship had come into his vision, out of nowhere, out of nothingness. The room, the Dreamer, the sound of the music, the sweetness of the perfume, Vee Vee and Caldwell were gone. They were no longer in his reality. They were not in the range of his vision. It was as if they did not exist. Yet he knew they did exist, the memory of them, and of other things, was out on the periphery of his universe, perhaps of the universe.


  All he saw was the space ship.


  It was a wonderful thing, perhaps the most beautiful sight he had seen in his life. At the sight of it, a deep glow sprang inside of him.


  Back when he had been a kid he had dreamed of flight to the far-off stars. He had made models of space ships. In a way, they had shaped his destiny, had made him what he was. They had brought him where he was this night, to the Dream Room of a Venusian tavern.


  The vision of the space ship floating in the void entranced and thrilled him. Something told him that this was real; that here and now he was making contact with vision that belonged to time.


  He started to his feet. Fingers gripped his arm.


  “Please, darling. You startled me. Don’t move.” Vee Vee’s voice. Who was Vee Vee?


  The fingers dug into his arm. Pain came up in him. The space ship vanished. He looked with startled eyes at Vee Vee, at the Dream Room, at Unger, dreaming on the mat under the spot.


  “You . . . you startled me,” Vee Vee whispered. She released the grip on his arm, “But, didn’t you see it?”


  “See what?”


  “The space ship!”


  “No. No.” She seemed startled and a little terrified and half asleep. “I . . . I was watching something else. When you moved I broke contact with my dream.”


  “Your dream?”


  He asked a question but she did not answer it. “Sit down, darling, and look at your damned space ship.” Her voice was a taut whisper of sound in the darkened room. Johnson settled down. A glance to his left told him that Caldwell was still sitting like a chunk of stone . . . The Venusians were quiet. The music had shifted. A slow languorous beat of hidden drums filled the room. There was another sound present, a high-speed whirring. It was, somehow, a familiar sound, but Johnson had not heard it before in this place.


  He thought about the space ship he had seen.


  The vision would not come.


  He shook his head and tried again.


  Beside him, Vee Vee was silent, her face ecstatic, like the face of a woman in love.


  He tried again for the space ship.


  It would not come.


  Anger came up instead.


  Somehow he had the impression that the whirring sound which kept intruding into his consciousness was stopping the vision.


  So far as he could tell, he was the only one present who was not dreaming, who was not in a state of trance.


  His gaze went to Unger, the Dreamer . . .


  Cold flowed over him.


  Unger was slowly rising from the mat.


  The bland face and the body in the robe were slowly floating upward!


  III


  AN INVISIBLE force seemed to twitch at Johnson’s skin, nipping it here and there with a multitude of tiny pinches, like Invisible fleas biting him.


  “This is it!” a voice whispered in his mind. “This is what you came to Venus to see. This . . . this . . .” The first voice went into silence. Another voice took its place.


  “This is another damned vision!” the second voice said. “This . . . this is something that is not real, that is not possible! No Venusian Dreamer, and no one else, can levitate, can defy the laws of gravity, can float upward toward the ceiling. Your damned eyes are tricking you!”


  “We are not tricking you!” the eyes hotly insisted. “It is happening. We are seeing it. We are reporting accurately to you. That Venusian Buddha is levitating. We, your eyes, do not lie to you!”


  “You lied about the space ship!” the second voice said.


  “We did not lie about the space ship!” the eyes insisted. “When our master saw that ship we were out of focus, we were not reporting. Some other sense, some other organ, may have lied, but we did not.”


  “I—” Johnson whispered.


  “I am your skin,” another voice whispered. “I am covered with sweat.”


  “We are your adrenals. We are pouring forth adrenalin.”


  “I am your pancreas. I am gearing you for action.”


  “I am your thyroid. I . . .”


  A multitude of tiny voices seemed to whisper through him. It was as if the parts of his body had suddenly found voices and were reporting to him what they were doing. These were voices out of his training days when he had learned the names of these functions and how to use them.


  “Be quiet!” he said roughly.


  The little voices seemed to blend into a single chorus. “Action, Master! Do something.”


  “Quiet!” Johnson ordered.


  “But hurry. We are excited.”


  “There is a time to be excited and a time to hurry. In this situation, if action is taken before the time for it—if that time ever comes—we can all die.”


  “Die?” the chorus quavered.


  “Yes,” Johnson said. “Now be quiet. When the time goes we will all go together.” The chorus went into muted silence. But just under the threshold the little voices were a multitude of tiny fretful pressures.


  “I hear a whirring sound,” his ears reported.


  “Please!” Johnson said.


  In the front of the room Unger floated ten feet above the floor.


  “Master, we are not lying!” his eyes repeated.


  “I sweat . . .” his skin began.


  “Watch Unger!” Johnson said.


  The Dreamer floated. If wires suspended him, Johnson could not see them. If any known force lifted him, Johnson could not detect that force. All he could say for certain was that Unger floated.


  “Yaaah!” The silence of a room was broken by the enraged scream of a Venusian being jarred out of his dream.


  “Damn it!” A human voice said.


  A wave as sharp as the tip of a sword swept through the room.


  Unger fell.


  He was ten feet high when he started to fall. With a bone-breaking, body-jarring thud, the Dreamer fell. Hard.


  There was a split second of startled silence in the Dreaming Room. The silence went. Voices came.


  “Who did that?”


  “What happened?”


  “That human hidden there did it! He broke the Dreaming!” Anger marked the voices. Although the language was Venusian, Johnson got most of the meaning. His hand dived under his coat for the gun holstered there. At his left, Caldwell was muttering thickly. “What—what happened? I was back in the lab on Earth—” Caldwell’s voice held a plaintive note, as if some pleasant dream had been interrupted.


  On Johnson’s right, Vee Vee seemed to flow to life. Her arms came up around his neck. He was instantly prepared for anything. Her lips came hungrily against his lips, pressed very hard, then gently drew away.


  “What—” he gasped.


  “I had to do it now, darling,” she answered. “There may not be a later.”


  Johnson had no time to ask her what she meant. Somewhere in the back of the room t human screamed. He jerked around. Back there a knot of Venusians were attacking a man.


  “It’s Martin!” Caldwell shouted. “He is here!”


  In Johnson’s hand as he came to his feet the zit gun throbbed. He fired blindly at the miss of Venusians. Caldwell was firing too. The soft throb of the guns was not audible above the uproar from the crowd. Struck by the gas-driven corvel charges, Venusians were falling. But there seemed to be an endless number of them.


  “Vee Vee?” Johnson suddenly realized that she had disappeared. She had slid out of his sight.


  “Vee Vee!” Johnson’s voice became a shout.


  “To hell with the woman!” Caldwell grunted. “Martin’s the important one.”


  Zit, zit, zit, Caldwell moved toward the rear, shooting as he went. Johnson followed.


  A VOICE boomed through the room, in Venusian. “Let movement stop!”


  At the sound of that voice the Venusians stopped all motion.


  Again the voice boomed through the room.


  “Bring the human to me.”


  The voice came from Unger.


  The knot of Venusians around the human came back to life. A knife flashed.


  “Bring him to me unharmed!” Unger boomed.


  The knife went hastily out of sight. The knot of Venusians came untangled. They carried a struggling human down the ramps toward the bottom of the pit.


  “It’s Martin!” Caldwell shouted. “Let’s knock these Venusians over, grab him, and break for the door.”


  “Hold it,” Johnson said, “it may not be that easy. We will go with them to Unger.”


  Carrying Martin to the bottom of the pit, the Venusians set him on his feet. Martin was tall, dark-haired, a. slender length of living, nervous whipcord. His hair was tousled, his clothing torn. As Martin came to his feet, Johnson saw that blood was running down one side of his face.


  Unger was standing erect. His 300 pounds radiated anger, rage, hate.


  “Dreamer, he had a thing which the humans call a camera or a recorder.”


  The speaker, an elderly Venusian, was outraged, he jerked a knife from its scabbard. “Dreamer, allow me the privilege of slitting his throat!” He held the knife high, awaiting only the signal to plunge it into Martin’s neck.


  A fierce throb of anger seemed to flow through the Room of the Dreaming.


  “All things in their time,” Unger said. “Do you hold your knife for now.”


  The fingers of the Venusian trembled as he slipped the knife back into its scabbard.


  “Dreamer, I obey. But remember, when the time comes, the privilege is mine. I spoke first!” Hot anger sounded in the Venusian’s voice.


  “It will be remembered, Tildaro,” Unger said. He lifted his gaze, “Bring me this camera, this thing that the human was using.”


  A Venusian carried the camera down the steps and handed it to Unger. While the Venusians had never denied humans entry to the dreaming rooms, any kind of a camera or other recording device had always been strictly forbidden. Neither argument, persuasion nor offers of payment had ever moved a Dreamer to permit the recording of a dream performance. Under his breath, Johnson cursed. The recorder was evidence that could not be denied. “The fool!” Johnson cursed.


  Unger took the device and examined it.


  “Hmmmm.” His eyes sought Martin. “This is not only a camera, it is a very complex and compact recording device designed to make a permanent record of the sights, sounds, and many of the other vibratory frequencies present in this room.”


  “Well—” Martin said.


  “There is no point in attempting to deny it. The object speaks for itself. Why did you bring this recording device into the Room of the Dreaming?” Unger’s words were hard and cold.


  “No excuse!” Martin’s words were hot. “Just a single question: Why are they forbidden in these rooms?”


  “Why?” Unger’s voice suddenly lost its certainty.


  Martin’s voice continued. “Why have you kept this information from us humans? Is it because these Dreaming Rooms, and the act of dreaming as practiced by you Venusians, is nothing but a hypnotic device, a trick used to cheat fools of their money?”


  “It—”


  “Fraud!” Martin shouted. The word seemed to roar through the room.


  Unger lost his poise. The Venusian seemed to writhe, to squirm, to twist as if some unseen and invisible force was torturing him.


  Johnson moved forward. Caldwell went with them. Martin saw them for the first time.


  “Johnny! Caldwell! Where did you come from?”


  Johnson’s eyes were centered on Unger. The zit gun in his hand was poised and aimed at the eyes of the Venusian.


  “If anyone makes a move toward us. the charge in this gun will go into your eyes,” Johnson said. “I suppose you know that under such circumstances the charge from a zit gun will kill.”


  Unger stopped his squirming. He seemed suddenly to realize that other humans were present. His round, impassive face turned toward Johnson.


  “Ah, yes, you,” he said.


  “Call off your dogs,” Johnson said. “Tell these people to permit us to leave.”


  “But—”


  “You look at death. Dreamer!”


  “I know that. Death is not important. Have you considered that these dogs are really wolves who will tear you to pieces at my nod?” Unger’s shifting gaze indicated the other Venusians in the room. Out of the corners of his eyes Johnson saw that Taldero had drawn his knife again. Others were moving like jungle cats getting ready to pounce.


  “True, you can have your wolves kill us,” Johnson said. “But our deaths will follow yours, not precede it.”


  His voice was clear and firm. If there was fear in him it was out of sight. He did not know how much most of the Venusians were undemanding of what he was saying but one thing they certainly understood—the zit gun in his hand.


  “We are going out of here,” Johnson said. “You are going with us as a hostage. Our lives for your life.”


  Unger lifted his hand. “One minute, if you please. There are questions I want to ask. Who is this man?” He gestured toward Martin.


  “A very renowned human scientist.”


  “Ah, and what is he doing on Venus?”


  “Don’t tell him!” Caldwell spoke sharper. “It’s none of his business.”


  “It might he some of my business if I knew,” Unger said.


  Warning voices were urging Johnson away from this place, screaming at him to get away while he had the chance. Inside of him, tiny voices were shouting warnings, his skin was reporting sweat again, his brain was reporting the pressure of an emotional overload. Inside of him was still another voice insisting that here he dealt with illusion and hallucination, shouting at him, “You saw a space ship where no space ship could exist! In this place how can you determine reality?”


  THE expression on the face of the Venusian was very strange but it was some kind of a smile. Seeing it, Johnson hesitated, spoke impulsively. “We three are a group of human scientists who have come to Venus to . . .” he hesitated.


  “Damn it, Johnny!” Caldwell gritted.


  “Tell him, Johnny,” Martin spoke. “There may be more involved in telling him than we know. The recordings will tell.”


  “We came here to investigate the dreaming,” Johnson spoke.


  “Ah,” Unger said. Shades of feelings played across his face. “You are the three humans who came asking about the dreaming! I have heard of you.”


  “We asked for information, knowledge, understanding,” Johnson’s voice got hard again. “We sought these things. What did we get?”


  “You asked for bread and we dreamers gave you a stone,” Unger spoke.


  “What?” Johnson gasped. The shift to religious framework startled him. He had not thought that a Venusian understood such things.


  “Perhaps the stone we gave you was more palatable than the bread you asked for,” Unger continued.


  “But—”


  “However, when your request was denied, you did not stop seeking?” Unger asked.


  “Of course not! We don’t belong to a race that stops seeking. We sought other ways to get the information.”


  “Is the information important to you?”


  “Yes.”


  “What luck did you have with the other ways?”


  Johnson shook his head. Bitterness came up in him. “None. The Dreaming Rooms were everywhere, the Dreamers were a group apart. The Dreamers would not talk. No other Venusian ever admitted knowing anything.”


  “And so—”


  “One of us, the most impetuous and perhaps the most brilliant of us, became impatient.” Imperceptibly Johnson nodded toward Martin. “We knew there was danger in the Dreaming Rooms. He ignored that danger. He slipped away from us. I think perhaps he hid from us to protect us from the danger he intended to face. We discovered that possibly he had come here tonight. We did not know for sure that he was here until a Venusian discovered the recorder in operation.”


  Martin stepped forward and took the recorder from Unger’s hands. The Venusian released it without reluctance.


  “So you came here tonight to find and help a friend?” Unger said.


  “Yes. He is impetuous and impatient. He wants answers.”


  “And I’ve got ’em right here.” Martin clutched the recorder in a tighter grip. “Let’s get out of this joint. I want to see what these wires have on them. Come on, Johnny. You cover that Dreamer and we will take him with us—”


  “One instant more,” Unger spoke. “What was the vision that you saw?” He addressed Johnson.


  “A—”


  “Eeeeeeeh!” A woman’s scream ripped through the room. Martin and Caldwell both turned. Johnson did not move. He kept his eyes rigidly fixed on Unger. The Venusian stood in the bright glare from the spot glanced toward the source of the scream.


  “Bring the human forward unharmed. Unger spoke.


  Fighting, scratching, clawing, doing everything but spit and she would have done that if she had had the chance, Vee Vet was dragged forward. Johnson still did not move. Neither his gaze nor the focus of the zit gun ever left Lingers face. Out of the corners of his eyes he saw Martin leap forward.


  “Vee Vee!” Martin screamed. “What in the devil are you doing here? What the hell are you doing on Venus?”


  Out of the corners of his eyes, Johnson saw Vee Vee flow into Martin’s arms. “Hank, Hank Darling, I came by the last rocket. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Her arms were around Martin’s neck and she was kissing him wildly. “I learned you might be here and I came here looking for you. When they caught you, I tried to escape and go for help. I couldn’t get out. They caught me too, Hank.” Again she kissed him.


  The word, “Hank,” rang through Johnson’s mind like a bell. Very few people knew Martin’s nickname. He was very sensitive about this name, it was his most carefully guarded secret, known only to friends intimate enough not to use it. If Vee Vee knew Martin’s carefully guarded name.


  “Oh, hell!” Something inside Johnson said. “Damn!”


  He glanced at the two, to make certain of what he was seeing out of the corners of his eyes. The instant after he shifted his gaze he knew it was not the thing to do. He swung quickly back to look at Unger. The circle of light was empty.


  Unger had vanished.


  In the silence, Johnson could hear Venusian feet drawing closer, the soft rustle of knives being pulled from scabbards.


  IV


  JOHNSON stood without moving and stared at the empty circle of light.


  His eyes insisted. “He is not there. We looked away for a moment and when we looked back he was gone.”


  The corners of his eyes said, “We caught a glimpse of something . . .”


  “What was it you glimpsed?”


  “We . . . we are not certain . . . we think . . .”


  The human could not wait to get the message from the corners of his eyes. Steps were driving forward. He whirled in time to see Taldero lunging at him. A naked knife glittered in the Venusian’s uplifted hand. Taldero’s face was a gleaming mask of triumph. The Venusian was already relishing the good feeling he would get from sinking his knife up to the hilt in this human’s throat. Men were interlopers on Venus, space creatures to be destroyed, vermin that no honest Venusian could accept.


  Johnson dropped the zit gun. There was no time to use it. In this moment it was only in his way. One hand caught the uplifted arm. His body met Taldero’s body. He was rocked backward by the fury of that charge. He caught himself. The other hand sought Taldero’s body. The Venusian gasped with pain as the Karmer nerve block was forced home. He shuddered and went limp. The knife fell from his fingers. Johnson shoved him backward against another Venusian. From the floor he snatched the gun and the knife.


  He could hear Caldwell’s gun spitting. A semi-circle of Venusians were pressing toward the three humans. Caldwell was holding them back. Martin, unarmed, was clutching the recorder. Vee Vee stood in front of him like some amazon preparing to do battle for her mate.


  “Vee Vee! Catch!” She turned startled eyes toward Johnson in time to snatch the gun he threw to her.


  “But what will you do—”


  “I’ve still got Taldero’s knife. Back up against the back wall and try to hold them at bay. I think I know something.”


  Johnson dived through the spotlight. The wall behind the light was decorated with a mural, a spot on Venus where the sun was breaking through clouds and illumining a vast, rain-swept valley. On Venus, where they saw the sun but rarely, the sight of Sol was considered about the same as a glimpse of heaven. He felt along the mural. The corners of his eyes insisted, “He went this way.” His searching fingers found a spot, pushed against it. A section of the wall slid soundlessly away.


  Sitting in a soft chair in the hidden room revealed there, Unger looked calmly at him.


  “You saw me go?” Unger said. “You are very, very seeing. No Venusian and up until now no human has ever seen an adept move. We have a rule about it . . .”


  “A part of my eyes saw you move and recorded the impression,” Johnson stepped into the room. In his hand, the knife blade glittered. “Life ticks away very rapidly here tonight.” He gestured outward where the screams of the Venusians mingled with the throb of the guns. “Call off your wolves or life will stop ticking for you.”


  Unger seemed utterly unperturbed by the sight of the knife of the man behind it. “They are not my wolves,” he said. “I do not know that I can call them off but perhaps I can hold them at bay for a while.”


  He rose with the easy grace of an athlete and moved to the opening.


  Out there three humans were backing against the wall. Johnson did not look at them. This time he would not take his eyes off Unger.


  “Peace!” The Dreamer’s voice was practically a roar.


  The Venusians pressing close against the three humans hesitated. In the distance a voice screamed, “I saw you—”


  “Inside here, you humans,” Unger spoke quickly.


  Vee Vee, Martin, and Caldwell slid through the opening. Unger slammed the door, dropped a bar across it. Looking at him, Johnson saw that the Venusian was sweating.


  The humans were panting. Vee Vee looked at Johnson. Her eyes glowed. “Johnny! You did it!” Johnson looked away.


  Martin stared around the room. “So this is the trick!” He spat out the words. “They distract your attention, then they jump into this hole. It’s just a matter of moving very rapidly. Probably they spend years learning it and think they have something very important when they master it.” Bitter disappointment sounded in Martin’s voice. He seemed to have forgotten the death they had so narrowly missed outside. He lifted the recorder as if he intended to smash it on the floor.


  Unger caught it, took it from the human. “I thought you wanted to see what went on inside the Room of the Dreaming.”


  “I did, but I didn’t think it was fraud.


  I sensed that something important was here.”


  Martin’s voice was the voice of a man who just lost a dream.


  “Why don’t you look at the recording?”


  “To hell with the recording. It will only show more fraud.”


  “But—”


  “I say to hell with it too!” Caldwell interrupted. “Our necks come first. Let’s get out of here. Johnny—”


  “Just a moment,” Johnson said. Sweat now visible on Unger’s face, glistening heavy yellow drops.


  “Why don’t you see the recording?” Unger urged. From the angle in which his head was held, Johnson had the impression the Dreamer was listening. The human listened too. He could hear no sound unless it was a thin mumble of voices beyond the barred door.


  “The recorder is also a projector on the sound and visual tracks, is it not?” Unger asked.


  “Yes,” Martin’s voice was sullen.


  “Then shall we take a few minutes and see what the recorder caught in the Room of the Dreaming?” Without waiting for an answer he snapped the switches that rewound the wires and began to set up the recorder to function as a projector. “We will project the visual part against the wall there and listen to the sound. The other radiations you have caught will need extensive laboratory equipment to interpret.”


  “You seem to know a lot about this!” Martin challenged.


  “Do I? Ah . . .” Watching him handle the recorder Johnson had the impression that the Venusian had never seen one of these instruments but was swiftly grasping the meaning of the various dials and switches as he came to them. If this was true, it was a marvelous mental feat. Wonder rose in Johnson. But his eyes never left Unger and his hand did not relax its grip on Taldero’s knife.


  “Watch,” Unger said.


  A JET of light from the self-contained unit sprang out through the lens, flashing against the wall. Unger gestured toward it. “Watch,” he repeated.


  “I’m watching you,” Johnson said.


  “Suspicious?”


  “Don’t I have a right to be?”


  The question went unanswered. Music from the sound track throbbed in the small room. The scene on the wall revealed Unger stretched flat on the mat.


  “Damned fraud!” Martin muttered.


  Vee Vee moved close to Johnson. Her whisper was very soft. “I wonder if we will see the dreams again?”


  “I do not know. I am watching the Dreamer.”


  “Yes. I know.” She moved closer still. Her voice was even softer. “Darling.”


  “Shut up!”


  She shrank away from him. He was aware that her eyes were on him. Suddenly she laughed, softly. “Oh, good! You’re jealous.” Had she read his mind? “I am not jealous. Shut up. This is no time for talk.”


  In spite of what he said she moved closer. Under his breath he swore at her.


  In the distance he seemed to catch the mutter of shouted voices. “I tell you I saw him!” one voice screamed.


  “Look!” Wild excitement was in Martin’s tone. “Look! He is floating.”


  Johnson felt his heart beat pick up.


  The projected scene revealed that Unger was actually floating.


  “If the recorder caught it like that it actually happened that way!” Martin screamed. “You can’t hypnotize a recorder.” But was it real? Was the Dreamer really floating? Desperately Johnson wanted to see with all his eyes.


  “We will watch Unger for you,” the corners of his eyes whispered.


  Johnson dared to look at the projected picture. There was no mistaking the evidence. The Dreamer was floating. No wires lifted him. The recorder would have caught wires.


  “This floating is no fraud,” Unger said softly. “We Dreamers know and manipulate and use forces—”


  “Anti-gravity!” Martin screamed. “With anti-gravity comes ships to the stars!”


  “We Dreamers know certain forces, certain energy states, which we manipulate—” Crash!


  The door went down. The bar was tore from its sockets by the sudden pressure applied against it. Through the opening a knife came, crashed against the wall, then another and another.


  In Vee Vee’s and Caldwell’s hands the zit guns throbbed. Venusians stumbed through the doorway.


  “This way,” Unger said, moving toward the farther wall.


  Martin snatched the recorder from the table and turned the light beam on a Venusian trying to get through the door. He dodged backward. From the Room of the Dreaming a babble of angry voices arose.


  “Thy way.” Unger repeated. The door was open in the farther wall. The humans dived through it. Unger closed it and followed them.


  They found themselves in darkness. Martin turned the recorder on it. The light from it revealed a tunnel. Unger moved forward. “Follow, please.”


  “These Dreamers do know something,” Martin was babbling to Johnson. “They have latched on to vital secrets of nature. I don’t know what else they’ve got but that secret of floating is. . . .”


  “There are many secrets,” Unger said as he moved ahead of them. “In the last analysis perhaps there is only one secret, one energy, but this energy takes many forms.”


  “How do you do this dreaming?” Martin questioned.


  “It is a very complex process,” Unger answered. “The music and the perfume are part of it. But we, the Dreamers, are the heart and the core and the soul of it. What you call hypnosis is involved in part. We Dreamers reach the minds of our audience. We bring up to the level of awareness the most cherished dream of those who are in rapport with us. We Dreamers see, feel, and share in the dreaming of our audience. To some extent we direct their dreaming. They have no comprehension of what is involved. To them the Dreaming is a sacred thing. The Dreamers are minor gods.”


  “But how do you float?” Martin repeated.


  “We take the force which you call gravity. It is an energy state. We tap this energy to reach the minds of our audience, to control and to come into rapport with them.” The Venusian’s breath was coming in gasps.


  “Yes. Go on.” Martin was the hound on the scent of prey, the eager scientist following the clue no matter where it lead, knowing there was an answer and determined to have that answer no matter the cost.


  Unger stopped. A door was ahead. He fumbled with a catch. The door swung open.


  Rain and the darkness of the night swept through the opening. In the far distance lightning walked across the sky. Outside was the streets of the city.


  “Seek safety!” Unger’s voice was hoarse. “It will perhaps be better if you leave Venus. I warn you fairly, my people are wolves. They hold the dreaming sacred. Sometimes they hold the Dreamers sacred. But if they think you have stolen the secrets of the dreaming—Well, it would be better for you for wolves to tear you to pieces than it would be for my people to catch you.” He leaned against the open door.


  “But the secret of the floating?” Martin insisted.


  “You have it on your recorder.” Unger answered. “It is a matter of frequency, of vibration and interwoven vibration. From the information on your recorder, you can develop the equations you will need. Go.”


  “Good!” Martin’s voice was a shout of exultation rising in the dark night.


  “My people will soon be searching the streets. Go.”


  Martin and Caldwell went quickly through the opening. Johnson hesitated. “Unger . . . Dreamer . . .” He sought for words. “You . . . you’re a great guy.”


  The Venusian’s hand came to his arm. Vee Vee stood very close, watching, waiting, though Martin had already gone.


  “Thank you, my friend, Unger whispered. “I accept your words and the meaning that is behind them.”


  “I . . .” Johnson’s voice clicked into silence. Here was a great Venusian and he knew it, a Dreamer whose dream went beyond race, beyond space, perhaps beyond time.


  “Come with us,” Johnson said. “Come to Earth with us.”


  “No.” Unger’s voice was almost a sob. “I may not leave this planet.”


  “Why not? We will protect you. On Earth there will be great honor for you.”


  “There is honor here for me among the Dreamers. You do not know it, my friend, but all the Dreamers of Venus are with me now in this moment while my life drains away. They give me honor. More than I deserve.”


  Horror flooded through Johnson. “While your life drams away? I don’t understand.”


  Unger leaned forward. “Look . . .”


  FROM his back the hilt of a knife protruded. “One of the knives found a target.”


  “The hopeless fools! Come. We will help you.”


  “No human and no Venusian may help me now. The Dreamers are with me. My life is going. Believe me, my friend, I know.” The Venusian straightened up and coughed blood.


  “The fools were throwing at me and they hit you accidentally.”


  “It was no accident,” Unger said. “And the knife was aimed at me.”


  “At you? Why? But the Dreamers are sacred.”


  “Not if they break the rules. And I broke one of them. Some Venusian saw me leave the spot of light, the trick that you saw.”


  “But it was only a trick.”


  “As I did it tonight it was a trick,” Unger whispered. “But as the rules go, it is no more a trick than the floating. We go into the light by a path that none may see.”


  “Then you deliberately stepped out of the spot of light—”


  “Yes, my friend.”


  “In heaven’s name, why?” One mystery had been solved only to open a greater one.


  “Perhaps because I wanted you to see me go, and follow me. Some Venusian saw me go, the one that screamed, ‘I saw him!’ It was a chance I took. The rules of the Dreamers say that if any watcher sees one come or go, his life is forfeit.”


  “You wanted me to see you go. Unger, why?”


  “Because I saw your vision, your dream.” Unger’s voice was very weak. “Tell me, my friend, was not your dream that of a space ship flying through far-off voids, the pathway to the stars?”


  “Yes. Yes. That was what I saw. But . . .”


  “That is my dream too.” Unger gasped. “It is a dream which you humans can bring to fruition. But it is not only a dream, it is a prophecy. Some day you humans will sail such a ship to the far-off stars. Here, tonight a Dreamer helped that prophecy to fulfillment. When that ship sails to the stars, Venusians will sail with you because of what a Venusian did here tonight. Two dreams met tonight and will meet again in the far-off stars.”


  “Lord!” Johnson whispered. Here was magic beyond comprehension. But if it was magic now, in one time to come it would be the laws of science, of energy, of space, and of time, when the records of the recorder had been translated.


  “Go now,” the Venusian whispered. Johnson could have stayed, he would have lifted the 300 pound bulk in his arms. Unger forbade it. “And one other thing.”


  “What other thing?”


  “The dream of the woman. I saw that, too.”


  Johnson suddenly realized that while Martin and Caldwell had vanished into the night, Vee Vee was still with him.


  “What about my dream?” she spoke.


  “Your dream was of the man with you.” Unger whispered. “I saw it. I understood it. It was another factor in the web of dreams I was weaving.”


  “She was dreaming of me!” Johnson said. “But she is in love with Martin.”


  “Idiot!” Her voice had a cutting edge.


  “Of course I love him. He’s my brother. I wanted to come with him here but he wouldn’t let me. It was from him that I learned so much about you, including how to break the Karmer grip, from his talk before he left Earth, from his letters to me.


  “Your dream was of a space ship to the far-off stars. Her dream was of love, and of you.” Unger sighed.


  “I can dream of space ships too,” Vee Vee spoke. “I can do more than dream of them. I can fly there with them.”


  “Good,” Unger whispered as if now all things were complete. “That is all that is needed. Go now. Go!”


  His voice drove them.


  Hand in hand they ran through the rainy night.


  Ahead of them, in some far-off sky, like a vision seen in a dream, a space ship floated.


  GENERALS HELP THEMSELVES


  M.C. Pease


  With no one to help him, it seemed the General was lost. But the enemy was soon to discover that—


  “DID IT go well?” the aide asked.


  The admiral, affectionately known as the Old Man, did not reply until he’d closed the door, crossed the room, and dropped into the chair at his desk. Then he said:


  “Go well? It did not go at all. Every blasted one of them, from the President on down, can think of nothing but the way the Combine over-ran Venus. When I mention P-boats, they shout that the Venusians depended on P-boats, too, and got smashed by the Combine’s dreadnoughts in one battle. ‘You can’t argue with it, man,’ they tell me. And they won’t listen.”


  “But the Venusians fought their P-ships idiotically,” the aide complained. “It was just plain silly to let small, light, fast ships slug it out with dreadnoughts. If they had used Plan K—”


  The Old Man snorted.


  “Are you trying to convince me? I’ve staked my whole reputation on Plan K. They wouldn’t give me the money to build a balanced space-fleet, even when the fleets of the Combine of Jupiterian Satellite States were staring them in the face. So, I took what I could get and poured it into P-boats. I threw all our engineering and scientific staff into making them faster and more maneuverable than anyone ever thought a space-ship could be. I got them to build me electronic computers that could direct that speed. And, two years ago, every cent I could lay my hands on went to install the computers on all our ships.”


  “I remember,” the aide said.


  “But, now the chips are down, the people have funked out on me. I am one of the most hated men in the Federation. They say I destroyed their Navy. And, we are not going to get a chance to try Plan K. They decided, today, to accept the Combine’s offer to send envoys in a month to discuss possible revision of the Treaty of Porran. When I left, they were wondering if there was any chance of getting out for less than Base Q.”


  “But, good lord, sir, Base Q supplies nine tenths of all our power. The Combine will have a strangle hold on us, if they get that.”


  “Quite. But the people will give it to them, rather than fight. And the President will sign.”


  “Surely, sir, the people are not all cowards?”


  “No. If they had time to think, they would fight. That’s why the Combine is striking now. The people are panicky. Hysterical. The collapse of Venus was so sudden, and the disaster to their P-boats so complete. They’ve just lost hope. Most people would rather live under a dictator than die to no purpose. They’ve just lost hope.”


  The pounding of the Old Man’s fist measured his words and the depth of his anger.


  “If we could only make them hope. Somehow. Anyhow.”


  Suddenly, his clenched fist stopped in mid-air. He frowned. Slowly, his hand opened. The frown relaxed and a smile replaced it.


  “Maybe we can, at that. Maybe we can.” He leaned back with his eyes half closed. His aide knew better than to interrupt him. Ten minutes later, he opened his eyes.


  “Make arrangements to have Commander Morgan take command of Base Q as soon as possible. Within two days at the outside.” His manner was curt and clipped. “And bring him here to me before he leaves.”


  “Yes, sir. But may I say, sir, I do not understand?”


  “You’re not supposed to.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The aide was a competent man. Orders were written that afternoon, in complete disregard of normal red-tape. Base Q was advised of the imminent shift. Commander Stanley Morgan boarded a jet plane on the Australian desert that night. The next morning, he was shown into the Old Man’s office.


  “Commander,” the Old Man said after the preliminaries were taken care of, “as you are well aware, you have been in considerable disgrace, recently, for getting too close to the Venusian-Combine war, in defiance of orders. It has been felt, in certain quarters, that you might have caused a serious international crisis.”


  THE JUNIOR officer started to speak, but the admiral waved him to silence.


  “You could, if you like, point out that the crisis has come, anyhow. As a matter of fact, I never felt that that phase of your action was too important. I did, however, deplore your disregard of orders—and still do.” He paused a moment, while his steel gray eyes studied the younger man. “You are about to receive new orders. It is absolutely imperative that these orders be obeyed explicitly.” His pointing finger punctuated his words with slow emphasis.


  “These orders place you in command of Base Q. The Treaty of Porran, among other things, designates the asteroid Quanlik, or Base Q, as being the territory solely of the Federation and suitable for the establishment of a delta-level energy converter. Because this converter is the prime source of gamma-level, degenerate matter which is used as the fuel for nearly all our power generators, Base Q is recognized as a prime defense area of the Federation. A sphere, one hundred thousand miles radius about Quanlik, was designated by the treaty as a primary zone. Any ship or ships entering this zone may be ordered to leave within one hour. Upon failure to comply, our military forces may take such action as they deem necessary. A sphere, twenty thousand miles radius, is designated as the secondary zone. Assuming the prior warning has been given upon their entrance into the primary zone, full action may be taken against any ship entering this without delay or further warning.


  “Standing orders with regard to Base Q are that any ship entering the primary zone shall be warned immediately. Upon failure to comply, after the one hour period, full action shall be taken with the forces stationed on Quanlik. Any ship entering the secondary zone shall be brought to action as soon as possible without warning.


  “Your orders direct you to assume command of Base Q and to comply with existing standing orders regarding the maintenance of its security until and unless advised of a change in the standing orders or the Treaty of Porran.” The Old Man paused for effect. “Any questions?”


  “Yes, sir,” the younger man said. “I am wondering if I should inquire what events you are anticipating. Would it be wise for me to ask?”


  “No!” The monosyllable cracked out like a shot.


  “No further questions, sir.”


  “I have one. While you were in Australia, I presume you kept well informed on recent developments of Plan K?”


  “Yes, sir. The school I commanded taught advanced theory of Plan K.”


  “Very good. You will proceed immediately to Base Q. As a final word I will repeat the absolute necessity of obeying your orders to the letter! Good luck.”


  The young man saluted, collected his orders and walked out. Two hours later, he was in space.


  COMMANDER Morgan’s office was perched in a plastic bubble high on a crag overlooking Base Q. Directly below it lay a few of the multitude of locks that provided haven for the protecting fleet of P-ships. A vast array of domes and other geometrical shapes bore witness to the hive of machine-shops, storerooms, offices, et al, that kept the fleet operating. And on the far horizon towered the mighty structure of the delta-level converter, the reason for the existence of Base Q. A quarter of a million tons of high-test steel and special alloys, machined to tolerances of less than a thousandth of an inch, with another hundred thousand tons of control equipment, it was yet delicate enough so that it could not have functioned in the gravity field of any planet. This asteroid, small as it was, was barely below the permissible limit.


  The Commander sat at his desk, watching the latest flashes in the news-caster. They were not good. At this very moment, the President of the Federation was in conference with the representatives of the Combine, discussing the wording of the protocol that would probably be signed in a few hours. And no word—no hint—that anyone in the Federation outside the services was willing to dare anything at all. A red light flashed on his desk. A buzzer sounded a strident call. He flipped a switch. “Commander talking.”


  “Far-Search talking. Report contact with large group of ships, probably dreadnought warships. Range, two one oh. Bearing, four oh dash one nine. Speed, seven five. Course, approaching. That is all.”


  “Keep me advised any change or further details. Advise when contact range is one five oh.”


  “Wilco.”


  The Commander pressed a button on his desk. In response, his staff quickly assembled to brief him on the immediate status of Base Q as a war-making machine. As a matter of routine, it was always kept fully ready. His staff merely confirmed this for him.


  Seventy-five thousand miles out in space, the Radars of the Far-Search net swept their paths. Men labored over their plotting tables, noting the information the radar echoes brought back; slowly piecing together the picture. Tight communication beams relayed the data back to the base as fast as it was obtained.


  About an hour later, the red light flashed again. The assembled staff fell quiet as the Commander flipped the switch, again. “Commander talking.”


  “Far-Search talking. Contact previously reported now range one five oh. Bearing, four one dash one seven. Course, approaching. Speed, six nine. Estimated twenty-three ships, dreadnought type, plus small ship screen. Battle formation. That is all.”


  “Advise at range one one oh.”


  “Wilco.”


  The Commander turned to his staff. “Sound a general alert.” His words were clipped and clear. He flipped a second switch on his desk. “Radio, this is the Commander. Get me a direct beam to the Chief of Staff. Highest urgency. Scramble with sequence Charlie.”


  His office had emptied by now, with officers running to their posts as the siren of the general alert wailed through the corridors. As its urgent call died off, a green light showed on his desk, indicating contact with earth. “Morgan, Commander, Base Q, requesting direct line to Chief of Staff. Highest urgency.”


  “Go ahead, Morgan.” The Old Man’s voice sounded peculiar after passing through the scrambling and unscrambling machines that twisted the sounds into queer pieces and distributed them among several frequencies and methods of modulation. But, even so, it had a note of strain in it that was not artificial.


  “Sir, when you gave me my orders, here, you directed me to obey them to the letter, without question or cavil. Is that right, sir?”


  “Yes, it is.” There was a threat in the Old Man’s voice.


  “Then, sir, would you tell me if there has been any change in those orders since my arrival? Aside from administrative details, of course?”


  “No. Absolutely not.”


  “Very good, sir. Sorry to have bothered you.”


  “Not at all. Quite right. Good luck. Signing out.”


  Morgan thought the Old Man sounded relieved at the end. And he could not be quite sure, but he thought he heard the Admiral mutter “And good hunting,” as the connection broke.


  He summoned his aide to take over the office while he went down to the center of the asteroid where I.C., the information center, was located, where he would assume direct command of the base.


  AS HE ENTERED I.C., the Ships Supply Officer reported all ships fully loaded and fueled with gamma-matter, ready for flight. The Missile Officer reported all ships equipped with war-head missiles. The Lock Officer reported all locks manned and ready. Base Q was ready.


  As he climbed to his chair over the plotting tank, he noted with satisfaction the controlled tautness of the men’s faces. They too, were ready.


  As the glowing points of yellow light that represented the enemy fleet crossed the dimly lit sphere in the tank that indicated the one hundred thousand mile radius marking the edge of the primary zone, he took a microphone from a man waiting, nearby.


  “Base Q to unknown fleet. I have you bearing four one dash one seven. Range one oh oh. Identify yourself. Identify yourself. Over.” His words were spaced out with painful clarity. A hush had fallen over I.C.


  The loud-speaker on the wall came to life with a squawk, after a few seconds.


  “Fleet Four to Base Q. This is Fleet Four, operating under orders from the Jupiterian Combine. Over.”


  “Base Q to Fleet Four. According to the Treaty of Porran, space within a radius of one hundred thousand miles of Base Q has been designated a primary defense zone of the Federation. I therefore order you to leave this zone within one hour. Failure to comply will make you liable to full action on our part. I have the time, now, as one three four seven. You have until one four four seven to comply. I further warn you that an approach within twenty thousand miles will make you liable to immediate action, regardless of time. Over.”


  The men in the room stared, open-mouthed. All had dreamed of hearing these words spoken in these tones to the Combine. A cheer might have been given, had it not been for discipline.


  In a few seconds, the loud-speaker squawked again. “Fleet Four to Base Q. Our orders are to assume a position at twenty-five thousand miles radius pending renegotiation of the Treaty of Porran. I suggest you contact your headquarters before doing anything rash. Over.”


  The Commander sat with a smile on his lips. Quietly he handed the microphone back to the radioman. In a minute, the loud-speaker squawked, again. “Fleet Four to Base Q. Did you receive my last transmission? Acknowledge, please. Over.”


  The radioman looked at the Commander, questioningly, but he only shook his head.


  “Can’t you turn that damn squawk-box off? It’s distracting.”


  As the minutes crept by, the bright dots in the tank moved closer. The Commander took the Public Address microphone.


  “Attention, all personnel, this is the Commander talking. The Fourth Fleet of the Combine entered the Zone twenty minutes ago. They were given an ultimatum but are showing no indication of compliance. Therefore, we are going to blast hell out of them.” The echoes from his voice rolled back from speakers all over the base. “The people at home do not think we can do it. I know we can. I have not asked their permission. It is not needed. My orders are explicit and fully cover the situation. My orders to you are equally explicit. Go out there and teach the bloody bastards a lesson.” He turned back to the men in I.C. “Scramble flights one, two, three, and four. Others to follow at intervals of five minutes until all are in space. Flight plan King Baker. Initial Time, one four five oh. Execute.”


  The talkers took up the chant.


  “Flight one. Flight one. Scramble. Scramble. Execute.”


  “Flight two . . .”


  Etc.


  In the tank, green points of light moved out. The first four came into position and stopped in the four quadrants of the circle of which the center was the point at which the enemy would be at Initial Time. The following flights moved out to other points on the circle.


  Time seemed to stop. In I.C., the Flight Directors gave the orders that moved their flights into position and briefed them on future tactics in quiet voices. The electronic computers and other devices moved silently. The clock made no noise as its hands moved towards the final moment.


  The Commander moved some dials under his hands. He pushed a button and a red light showed on the lead dreadnought of the enemy column.


  “This is the initial target.” The designation was relayed to the flights.


  The second hand of the clock was making its final sweep. All voices quieted. The Commander raised his fist. As the clock’s hand came to the top, his fist slashed down.


  “Execute!” The battle was on.


  FLIGHT Commander Dennis, Flight One, heard the final word as he sat in the small bubble on top of the dense package of machinery that was a P-ship. Swiftly, his hands closed switches. The course had already been chosen and fed into the automatic computers under him. He merely gave the signal to execute. In response, the ship seemed to pick itself up and hurl itself down the radius of the circle to the waiting enemy fleet.


  He could not see them, but he knew that, behind him, lay the other nine ships of the flight, in column, spaced so close that an error in calculation of but a few millionths of a second would have caused disaster. But the automatic and inconceivably fast and accurate calculators in the ships, tied together by tight communication beams, held them there in safety.


  As he came within range of possible enemy action, Dennis pressed another button, and the Random Computer took command. Operated by the noise a vacuum tube generates because electrons are discrete particles, it gave random orders, weighted only by a preference to bring the ship’s course back to the remembered target.


  The column behind obeyed these same orders. The whole flight seemed to jitter across space, moving at random but coming back to a reasonably good course towards the target, utterly confusing any enemy fire-control computers.


  To the men in the ships, one to each, it seemed as if their very nerve cells must jar apart. They felt themselves incapable of coherent action, or, even, thought. But they did not need coherency. Their function was done until the ship was out of danger, when a new formation would be made, a new target designated, and a new order to execute given.


  Because the electronic computers took care of the attack. They had to. No human could react as fast as was needed. Out from the enemy ships reached fingers of pure delta-field, reaching for gamma-matter. The touch of a finger meant death in a fiery inferno as the gamma-matter that fueled the ship and formed the war-heads of their lethal eggs would release its total energy. There was only one defense. The delta-field could be propagated only in a narrow beam, and at a rate much slower than the speed of light. By keeping the enemy computers confused, they kept those beams wandering aimlessly through space, always where the little ships might have been, but were not. Unless their luck ran out.


  Flight One kept moving in, with constantly increasing speed, except for random variations. Once through the outer screen of small ships, a relay closed and the link was broken between the ships of the column. Each then moved in independent manner. The designated target was an area to the computers, rather than a ship. Radar beams reached out to find specific targets. As they found them and moved close, the random computer switched off for a small moment of time, while the missiles were dispatched on a true bearing. And then the ships moved on, leaving their eggs behind them.


  The eggs moved in with fantastic acceleration to their targets. Half their energy went into that acceleration, to get them there before the delta beams could find them. The other half was given up in incandescent heat when they found their targets. Becoming pinpoints of pure star matter, they seared their way into the enemy vitals. But, even with their fantastically concentrated energy, it was not enough. For the dreadnoughts were armored with densely degenerate matter, impervious to any but a direct hit, and compartmented to require many hits.


  The flights moved in and passed on through. And other flights came in. And others followed them. The first flights halted, found each other, turned, and drove in again. Pass and repass. A myriad of blue-white flashes gave measure of the struggle.


  ON BASE Q, in the I.C. room, the Commander watched the tank. Curt orders designated new target areas as the enemy fleet broke up under the whiplash. Slowly, one by one, the points of light that marked the enemy vanished, leaving only the void.


  Finally, as must any fleet that faces annihilation, they turned and fled. The battle was over. All that remained was to give the orders to bring the flights home. And that was soon done.


  The Commander got up. He stretched. He was tired. He glanced at the clock. Two hours and forty minutes. Very quick, indeed, as space battles usually went. But, then, he thought grimly, this had been the first battle ever fought under the whiplash of Plan K.


  But, now, there was a report to be made. And he did not know how to do it. As he walked back wearily to his office, he tried out phrases in his mind. None seemed to fit.


  His aide was bending over the facsimile machine as he came in. “Priority orders from the General Staff, just coming in, sir.”


  The Commander looked at the machine. “General Staff to Commander, Base Q, Urgent, Immediate Action,” he read. “You are hereby advised that a protocol has been signed at Washington, D.C., with representatives of the Combine, revising the Treaty of Porran to the extent that Base Q shall be jointly administered by yourself and the Commander, Fourth Fleet, Jupiterian Combine, until such time as its further dispensation shall have been agreed. You will, therefore, admit said Fleet upon demand, permitting it to take up such stations as it may desire, in either zone, or to land, in whole or in part, and to disembark such of its personnel as its commanding officer may direct. You will make arrangements with its commanding officer for the joint administration of the base. You will be held responsible for the smooth operation and successful accomplishment of this undertaking. These orders are effective immediately.”


  Commander Morgan smiled.


  “Send this reply immediately,” he said to his aide. “Open code. Commander, Base Q, to General Staff, Highest urgency. Acknowledge receipt recent orders regarding protocol revising Treaty of Porran. Regret unable to comply. Due to recent argument over interpretation of Treaty of Porran, Fourth Fleet, Combine, no longer exists. Request further orders.”


  He laughed.


  On earth, the officer who took the message gaped at it. Seizing a telephone, he dictated it to the Old Man’s aide. But when the Old Man saw it, he only smiled, coldly.


  And his smile was bleak and cold, too, when he laid it before the President and the Cabinet an hour later. Shortly afterwards, when the President broadcast it to the people, they sat, stunned. It was not until the next day that they finally read its significance and started celebrating. But the Old Man had ceased smiling by that time, and was planning possible future battles.


  A month later, Morgan sat again in the Old Man’s office. Having presented his report and swallowed the unpleasant pill that, as he was now a hero, there were speeches to make and banquets to be bored at, he was talking informally.


  “What I can’t understand, sir, is why they came in. They only had to wait a couple of hours and the whole kit and caboodle would have been dumped in their laps. Yet they come barging in and give us exactly the opening we want. I don’t get it.”


  “That is an interesting question,” the Old Man replied with a shadow of a twinkle. “You might almost think they had intercepted an order I sent to our Intelligence Officer, on Q, to sabotage the Converter if the protocol was signed.”


  The Commander jumped. “Was that order given, sir?”


  “Yes, it was. But it was countermanded an hour later. Different channel, however. I remembered they had broken the code of the first channel.”


  He paused a moment. “That illustrates a good point to remember, Morgan. You intercept enemy messages and break their code. A very useful trick. Also very dangerous, if the enemy discovers you have broken it, and you don’t know that he knows. Very dangerous, indeed.”


  The young man laughed. The older one smiled, bleakly.


  As Morgan looked out the window, he saw the public news-casters spelling out the full mobilization of the Federation. A glow filled his heart as he realized the people were now willing, if they had to, to fight to defend their freedom.


  ———— THE END ————


  “IT’S LIKE THIS”


  Rog Phillips


  One week it was Shakespeare, the next a Venusian scientist, but who’d ever believe it?


  HOW do you do,” the man in the full length yellow robe said.


  Lefty Baker ignored him and began working harder than ever. He was breaking lumps of dirt with his fingers and spreading them loosely abound the geranium plants of the diamond shaped flower bed.


  “My respect for you goes up,” the man said after the silence had become slightly heavy, “but still, I must make a start somewhere, so—how do you do?”


  “Look, Nero,” Lefty said, rising to a squatting position. “Go peddle your papers elsewhere. Seram. Lemme alone.”


  “You are mistaking me for someone else,” yellow robe said. “My name is not Nero, but Huat.”


  “Don’t act tough,” Lefty said.


  “My name is Huat,” yellow robe said patiently.


  “And don’t engage me in no guessing games,” Lefty said, getting to his feet. “I don’t care what your name is. It’ll be mud if you don’t leave me alone. Last month I got mixed up with Shakespeare and kept loaning him my spending money for two weeks while he waited for a check from a publisher for a story he wrote. Why not? It was a good story. Then I found out he was lying to me. He’d sold the story years ago. Why they even had it in the hospital library, and they ain’t bought a new book in twenty years, so the guy in Ward C that reads all the time tells me. He’s in the flower beds at the north end of the administration building if you want to ask him. So scram. I ain’t interested in your line.”


  “It isn’t a line,” yellow robe said patiently. “My name really is Huat.”


  “OK.,” Lefty said, sinking to his knees again. “What’s in a name?”


  “Would you tell me yours?” Huat asked. Then he added hastily, “I see what the difficulty is. My name is spelled aitch you ay tee, and is pronounced like what. Does that make it clear?”


  Lefty got it and grinned. “Say,” he said, “you must have trouble all the time with it.”


  “I probably will have,” Huat said, “but so far you’re the first person I’ve ever talked to.”


  “Here we go again,” Lefty grumbled. “Look, why don’t you go away? I suppose you didn’t even talk to your mother when you were a little boy?”


  “I didn’t have one,” Huat said. “But that’s beside the point. I mean you’re the first person on earth that I’ve talked to, so far.”


  “That’s what I mean,” Lefty said dispiritedly. “I’m not a nut. I’m just an easygoing Joe. But periodically I run into some nut like you, and before I’m through I’m all tied up in mental knots. I’m a magnet for it. Like with you.


  You go all your life without talking, and then you see me and decide to open your mouth. Why?”


  “Because you’re the first person on earth I’ve seen.”


  “You didn’t have a mother,” Lefty said. “You never talked to anybody until you decided to talk to me. You’ve never seen anybody before. Right?” He rose to his feet again, a grim expression on his features.


  “Right,” Huat said calmly. “I just arrived on earth ten minutes ago. My space ship’s there in the middle of the lawn.”


  He pointed in a direction that cut across a large expanse of lawn and touched one corner of the women’s bad wards building.


  “Of course you can’t see it,” he added. “But you can enter it if you know how.”


  LEFTY squinted at the empty air above the closely cropped lawn. He saw a yellow butterfly suddenly vanish, and reappear again-after a moment. As if to add further evidence it swerved back and vanished all over again and didn’t reappear.


  “Well whatta ya know!” Lefty murmered, wiping his hands on his overalls.


  “Where’re you from, Huat?” he said, stepping out of the geranium bed onto the lawn beside the yellow-robed man.


  “From Venus,” Huat said. His expression became sad. “I came to check up on our earth colony, and if you’re any indication of how it’s turned out I’m going to be very disappointed.”


  “Well,” Lefty said, grinning, “there’s plenty more like me. Plenty like you, too. You’ll find all kinds. Come on, let’s go get inside your spaceship. I’ve never seen one before.”


  “All right,” Huat said. “But first I want to make an initial classification of your gene structure.”


  “My what?” Lefty asked.


  “Hmmm,” Huat said, standing back and studying him. “Indications of pattern g34a tainted with ie27-6 modified by choline left branch isomorph g4r3 which is recessive and therefore coincident with the dominant allied g4r16 positive as an isolated atavismic right branch schippod.”


  “What does that mean in plain English?” Lefty asked.


  “I’m wondering . . .” Huat mused. “It would be quite amusing if—but never mind. So you’ve never seen the inside of a spaceship? Mine isn’t much.”


  Lefty followed Huat eagerly to the approximate spot where the butterfly had vanished.


  “Here we are,” Huat said. “After you.”


  Lefty gulped and stepped forward. Immediately the pleasant landscape of the state hospital grounds was replaced by a large room, circular in shape, and filled with panels containing all kinds of instruments. He was only half aware of Huat appearing beside him as he stepped forward slowly into the strange room.


  Something moving caught his eye. It was the yellow butterfly.


  “Gee!” he said. “A real spaceship.”


  “Of course,” Huat said. “But don’t distract me. I must further evaluate your gene complex. There’s been a horrible blunder somewhere along the line here on earth. I can’t understand it at all. All the careful instructions—and none of them followed, apparently.”


  “What instructions?” Lefty asked.


  “Don’t distract me,” Huat said. “I didn’t come prepared for this eventuality, but fortunately I have plenty of supplies. I can quickly alter the data termini of the autopilot. A nuclear dwell spectrum should be the quickest means.


  Twenty fascinating minutes later Lefty sumitted to the business end of a strange cone shaped device. Aside from a tingling feeling directly in front of its rounded point as it traveled here and there, hovering an inch or so away from direct contact, there was no sensation.


  Finally Huat shut off the machine. From behind several of the wall panels came humming sounds and varicolored flashes of light. Abruptly these were replaced by a loud whirring sound, and a white card, postcard size, shot out from a slit. Huat, who had been expecting it, deftly caught it.


  Lefty studied the strange markings on it over Huat’s shoulder.


  “Say. That don’t look like any kind of writing I ever saw before,” he remarked.


  “Of course not,” Huat said. “It’s Venusian cuneiform script.”


  “I won’t bite on that one.,” Lefty said.


  Huat looked at him queerly. “Let me concentrate a moment,” he said. He turned his attention back to the card. A moment later he pressed a button on the nearest panel. A blank card shot out. From somewhere among the folds of his spacious yellow robe he extracted a golden pencil.


  His fingers moved swiftly, expertly.


  “Tell me,” he said. “Do you have a creature even vaguely resembling this picture in appearance?”


  Lefty whistled. “Are you kidding?” he snorted. “That’s Marge Afton, the switchboard girl in the administration building!”


  “Then this creature exists?” Huat said, greatly surprised.


  “She makes enough salary to do a little more than exist,” Lefty said.


  “Good,” Huat said. “You understand, of course, that I constructed her by dead reckoning from your own gene complex. She is the exact outward design of the theoretical creature whose gene complex administers the first corrective reshuffling toward race recapture.”


  The Venusian smiled at Lefty absent-mindedly. “This is going to be a long and tedious job. I may have to stay here for several thousand years before the job of returning the race to its norm is accomplished.” He stuck the card and pencil inside his robe. “Bring her here,” he said matter-of-factly. “I must explain to you two what you must do. This is going to be anarchic to a certain extent, but we must step outside the normal reproductive function of the laboratory.”


  “You want me to bring her here?” Lefty said. “O.K., I’ll try. Maybe she won’t come though.”


  “She will,” Huat said positively. “You say she answers to the name Marge Afton?”


  HI MARGE,” Lefty said, shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other.


  “Why hello, Lefty,” Marge said, her voice, naturally rich and throaty, made even richer by its Brooklynese flavoring of individual syllables. “Been weeding the geraniums?”


  “Yeah,” he answered vaguely. “That is, among other things.”


  “What other things?” Marge asked, her eyes round and questioning, her red lips slightly parted in a way that made Lefty turn his eyes hastily away.


  “Oh,” he said, studying a picture on the wall, “this and that.”


  “Go on,” Marge laughed. “You’ve got something you want to show me. I can tell. What is it?”


  “I can’t tell you,” Lefty said. He glanced at the woman at the reception desk a few feet away and lowered his voice. “Look, Marge—you got a few minutes during lunch time? I want to show you something that’s out of this world. No kidding! It’s down on the south lawn near the beds I’ve been weeding.”


  “What is it?” she coaxed.


  “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he hedged. “Seeing’s believing, you know—and it’ll only take a minute.”


  “Well . . .” Marge hesitated. She glanced at the large electric wall clock. “All right. Wait a minute.”


  She jabbed a telephone plug into the switchboard and jiggled a toggle.


  “Hello?” she said. “Who’s this talking? . . . Well, listen. Give me a report on Lefty Baker . . . Oh. He’s been O.K. lately. For the last two weeks . . . ever since he tried to get the hospital to write to the publishing company that handles Shakespeare’s works demanding a cut on the royalties until he got back what he loaned the author? What was wrong with that? I know for a fact he loaned him the money . . . he wants me to go walking with him. Wants to show me something, he says. I just wanted to know if he’s dangerous . . . O.K., but I’m disappointed. It gets dull around here. Ha ha! Thank you.” She yanked the plug loose and smiled at Lefty. “Wait for me outside. I’ll be going to lunch in a couple of minutes.” Her manner was so disarming that he swallowed the protests he was about to make over her phone call.


  Five minutes later Lefty was leading the way across the lawn, stealing glances at Marge who walked along, head held high, nostrils sniffing delicately at the springtime air.


  “Don’t tell me what you want to show me is over in those lilac bushes,” Marge said, smiling archly.


  “Oh no,” Lefty said. “It’s right here ahead of us in the middle of the lawn. Here we are now.”


  He stopped and squinted at the lawn. Marge looked at him, then searched the lawn.


  “Maybe it crawled under something,” she said helpfully. “What’d it look like?”


  “No no,” Lefty said. “It wasn’t a bug. I marked the spot with my toe so I could find it again.”


  “A four leaf clover?” Marge suggested.


  “Uh uh. It’s a spaceship. An invisible one.”


  “Say, I just remembered,” Marge said hastily. “I promised Ethel I’d have lunch with her. She’ll be waiting for me.”


  “Here it is!” Lefty said triumphantly. “See that mark I made?”


  She stared where he pointed. There was a faint but definite line in the grass where a heavy toe had dragged along.


  “Now,” Lefty said. “Just step over that mark. Don’t be afraid. Nothing’s going to hurt you.”


  “But I really have to be going,” Marge said weakly, hesitating between an urge to run and a desire not to hurt Lefty’s feelings. “Well, O.K., just this once, then I must go.”


  She toed the line, took a deep breath, and stepped forward, vanishing. Lefty followed her and collided with her as she was stepping backward in surprise. They both fell to the floor of the circular room.


  “Well, well,” Huat said, rising from a chair where he had been sitting reading. “I see she came. How do you do, Marge? Lefty has told me about you.” His eyes went expertly over her figure. “Wonderful,” he purred. “Wonderful. Perfectly constructed for the purpose. You are indeed fortunate.”


  He bowed and took her hand, assisting her to her feet.


  “My name is Huat,” he said. He glanced at Lefty and added, “Aitch you ay tee.”


  Marge watched his face with round eyes as she rose to her feet.


  “You weren’t dreaming, Lefty,” she said, laughing nervously and glancing at him, then looking around the room with awe-filled eyes. “And invisible, too. Gee!” She looked at Huat with frank admiration. “How do you do it?”


  “It’s nothing,” Huat said. “I’m really ashamed of it. An older model. But did Lefty tell you why he brought you here?”


  “Yeah,” Marge said. “He wanted to show me something.”


  “It’s much much more than that,” Huat said warmly. “Much more. Come over here.”


  He led her gallantly to the interior of the ship.


  “You see,” Huat said, moving the cone of the nuclear dwell spectroscopic analyzer in front of her. “thousands of years ago the earth had no human race on it. On Venus we saw that it was a good planet, capable of supporting human life. The problem of getting human beings across the void between the planets was very great, though. At that time we had no inkling of the principle of hyperreciprointroreprojection and had to rely on the now antiquated principle of—I see that you call it rocket propulsion. We were faced with the problem of transporting full grown people across the millions of miles of interplanetary space.


  “It was solved finally by a system of inbreeding. The first and only emigrants from Venus to Earth bore no resemblance to their parent race. They were quite small, weighing only a few pounds. In that way a great number of them were able to go in the one ship. With them they took instructions on the system of crossbreeding necessary to return them to the original strain.”


  “No kidding!” Marge said encouragingly, lifting her eyebrows at Lefty. “Well, I have to go now, Mr. Huat. It was nice meeting you. Where did you buy that robe you’re wearing? I’d like to get some of the same material for a dress. How do you get out of this place? I really must be going.”


  “Hold still,” Huat said sharply. “I’ll be through with the analysis in another moment. Ah, now it’s finished.”


  He took away the cone shaped analyzer. The clickings and varicolored flashes began behind the instrument panels. They stopped, the whirring started, and in short order the white card shot out.


  “Just sit down over there, Marge,” he said as he caught the card.


  MARGE looked from Lefty’s complacent face to Huat’s abstracted one and slowly sat down.


  “Mm-hmm,” Huat murmured. “Just as I calculated. One slight abberant in the irz44u321 gene just off the third sector from the major axis. That can be corrected by a non-isotopic diet during the initial stages.”


  “Diet?” Marge said, in a dismayed tone. “But I don’t want to go on a diet.” A stubborn light appeared in her eyes. “I won’t.”


  “Not you, my dear,” Huat said. “The baby.”


  “The what?” Marge said.


  “Any explanation would be rather involved,” Huat said. “I assure you the whole thing will be quite painless. It can all be done right here—”


  “I’m very sorry,” Marge said coldly. “In the first place I haven’t the time, and in the second place if you’re saying what I seem to gather you’re saying—well!” She lifted her head indignantly and started toward the spot where she had entered the room.


  “Wait!” Huat said, his tones quiet but commanding. “You undoubtedly don’t understand the importance of this. The future of mankind—


  When he saw that she intended to keep going he whipped his hand into the depths of his yellow robe and brought out a small red object. Although nothing visible emanated from it Marge suddenly stiffened.


  “Catch her!” Huat ordered.


  Without thinking, Lefty sprang to catch her—and felt a tingling paralysis grip his every muscle . . .


  * * *


  Lefty stared blankly at the quilted pattern of the ceiling over his head, wondering why they also padded the ceiling of his cell. From wondering about that he switched to wondering what he had done to get put in a padded cell. Maybe they were right . . . maybe he really was crazy . . . he couldn’t remember . . .


  Memory returned explosively in his mind, but the explosive physical reaction to it was as violent as that of an ignited wet firecracker. His violent effort to leap up out of bed resulted in his head lifting a feeble inch. It became tired immediately. He let it sink back.


  He turned his head sideways. Marge was lying on another cot across the room. This wasn’t the room with all the instruments in it . . .


  He woke up again and forced himself to concentrate. Where was Huat? Lefty turned his head the other way. A padded wall. Huat wasn’t in the room.


  Exerting every ounce of will he possessed, Lefty forced himself to a sitting position. Every muscle sent his mind a pleading message that it was exhausted. A message that had to be overruled.


  “Got to get help,” he muttered. “Got to get help. Haul’s a madman.”


  He dragged himself painfully to his feet. Standing there, swaying dizzily, he suddenly became aware of familiar looking overalls and shirt lying on a chair. He looked down at himself and say he was dressed in something resembling a hospital bed gown.


  “Can’t go for help like this,” he mumbled.


  Eternities later he was dressed. While dressing he watched Marge. She was either sound asleep, or—paralyzed. A similar gown showed above the sheet that covered her. And her clothes were similarly piled on a chair.


  “Got to get help,” he mumbled. “But who’d believe me? Got to prove it somehow. Evidence . . .”


  Inspiration struck.


  “That’s it!” he mumbled thickly. “Her dress.”


  Staggering under his own weight he went to the chair and picked up Marge’s dress, folded it compactly, and stuck it under his arm.


  There was a door. He headed toward it, constantly correcting his direction of travel and eventually arriving at it. He opened it. On the other side was the circular room with its instrument panels. He staggered across it toward the spot where he knew he could step across into the world of bright skies and green grass.


  And still Huat couldn’t be seen. “Maybe it got him too,” Lefty mumbled. “Serve him right!”


  He was at the right spot on the floor of the room to step out. He took the step forward. An invisible force held him back. He pushed against it.


  SUDDENLY a shrill alarm bell began ringing. He looked around and saw a red light appear on a nearby panel. The pointer on some kind of meter was dropping rapidly toward the zero mark. It reached it. Abruptly the resisting force that held Lefty vanished. He had been unconsciously leaning into it. Now he felt himself shoot forward, stumble, and as he fell to the lawn the strange paralysis that had frozen his muscles vanished.


  He shook his head to clear his vision. Marge’s dress had fallen from his arm grip. He scooped it up as he got up. It came unfolded. He shook it out and started to fold it again neatly.


  “There he is!” a voice shouted excitedly.


  “Stand still, Lefty, or we’ll shoot to kill!” another bellowed.


  Lefty looked up from his preoccupation with Marge’s dress. At first glance it seemed that there must be a thousand blue uniformed police spread over the hospital grounds. And every one of them had-some sort of gun.


  “Thank God!” Lefty said happily to the grim-faced, submachine gun armed policeman who reached him first. “I thought I was going to have to hunt for help. We’ve got to rescue Marge from Huat.”


  “Gimme that,” the policeman said, pointing at Marge’s dress which dangled in disorder from Lefty’s hand.


  When he handed it over the policeman held it up, his eyes becoming cold slits in his mask of a face.


  “Where is she?” he barked.


  “Right in there,” Lefty said, pointing in the direction from which he had come in leaving the spaceship.


  The policeman blinked at the empty air. “Is she still alive?”


  “Of course,” Lefty said. “But she’s unconscious, I guess. Huat paralyzed her.”


  “Careful!” the policeman warned the others coming up. “He’s irrational.”


  “I’m not either!” Lefty said, growing uneasy as the ring of grim faces about him grew more dense. “Haut’s got Marge captive in his spaceship. He had me too but I got away. It was all I could do to move, or I would have brought Marge with me. I came to get help.” He looked pleadingly at the ring of faces. “Huat’s from Venus,” he said. “Look. I’ll prove it to you. Watch. I’m not going to try to get away. Just watch me.”


  He turned around, walked slowly forward searching the lawn until he found the faint line he had dug with his toe.


  “Now watch,” he said triumphantly. “This’ll prove everything.”


  As no one made a move to stop him he boldly took one long step forward across the line.


  He was still standing on the lawn. He blinked his eyes.


  “That’s funny,” he said weakly. “I shouldn’t be here.” Full realization of what that meant struck him. “Oh my God!” he shouted. “Huat’s done something to keep me out. Huat’s got Marge and there’s no way of rescuing her. We’ve got to do something. But—” He frowned in puzzlement. “—what?”


  “Let us through,” a familiar voice said.


  The ring of policemen parted. Two hospital attendants came through.


  “Hello, Lefty,” one of them said. “Remember me? I’m your pal Orville. And this is your other pal Fred.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Lefty said in annoyance. “Of course I remember you. Explain to these policemen that I’m all right. You know I’m not a nut like the rest. We’ve got to rescue Marge from Huat before something happens to her.”


  “Sure, Lefty,” Orville said soothingly. “We’ll rescue Marge. But we have to leave that to the police. They’ll take care of it.”


  As he talked, he and Fred moved to either side of Lefty. Suddenly they pounced. A strait jacket seemed to materialize out of thin air. Before Lefty could protest effectively he found his arms securely wrapped around him and encased in snug fitting canvas sleeves.


  “But they can’t rescue her,” Lefty said, sobbing in anger and frustration. “They don’t know where to look.”


  “Oh?” Orville said, his face brightening. “Do you know? Will you tell us?”


  “I tried to,” Lefty said, “but they don’t believe me. It’s right here, in an invisible spaceship from Venus . . .”


  He saw the disbelief, the disappointment, in their faces. It angered him.


  “You fools!” he shouted. “You blasted fools. Don’t you realize Huat’s crazy?”


  “Take him away quick,” one of the policemen said grimly. “Crazy or not, I’m tempted to shoot him.” He was looking at Marge’s dress dangling in the hand of the one Lefty had given it to.


  “You idiots!” Lefty said. But Orville and Fred were rushing him toward the hospital buildings. And someone was saying, “Fan out and search every square foot. Her body must me somewhere not too far away.”


  UTTER despair possessed Lefty. Directly in front of him was a blank wall. That is, it was blank until you began noticing its small details of interlacing cracks, roughness, and the shape of its normally unnoticeable color unevennesses.


  On either side of him were men in strait jackets, strapped securely into straight-backed chairs just as he was.


  Unable to move. Able only to sit and stare at the wall, and to talk to oneself as the one to Lefty’s right was doing, sing dejectedly as the man to his left was doing, or suffer the torture of one’s thoughts in silence as he himself was doing.


  Full realization of the effect his desperately hasty attempt to get help had had on the police and the attendants had come, each tumbler clicking into place like a key turning in a lock, closing all avenues of hope. Marge’s dress, that he had taken as proof that she was in trouble, had been interpreted in a monstrous light. His attempts at explanation had sounded like unintelligible gibberish because of the unfortunate similarity of the Venusian’s name and a common word. Even his attempt to get back in the spaceship as he saw it now in retrospect was a horribly damning little act that had added convincing evidence to his apparent delusions.


  He chuckled without humor, then stopped abruptly, knowing that even this innocent sound to an observer would be interpreted as madness.


  It was hopeless. Even if by some miracle he had been able to convince anyone of Marge’s plight, getting to her without Huat’s opening of the way again would be impossible. And so Lefty let utter despair seep into the very core of his soul.


  “Shhhh!”


  Lefty heard the hissing sound but attached no importance to it until he felt hands touching him. Startled, he jerked his head around. The familiar face of Huat and his yellow robed figure etched their way into his numbed consciousness.


  “Quiet,” Huat whispered. “I’ll have you loose in a second.”


  Lefty could do no more than stare blankly. It was too sudden a change. His mind was too numbed by hopelessness to respond at once. His arms, freed from the straitjacket, dropped to his lap. Huat went on to the straps, unbuckling them. Then he helped Lefty stand up.


  “Come, Lefty,” he said, holding him steady while he moved one foot after the other clumsily. “The entrance to the ship is right here. I moved it when Marge told me where you’d be.”


  “Then Marge is all right?” Lefty asked.


  “Of course,” Huat said. “And anxiously-waiting for you in the ship.”


  “Wait!” Lefty said. He stopped and turned around. The strait jacket was lying on the floor where Huat had flung it. A slow grin crept onto his face. “O.K., let’s go.”


  LEFTY turned back again and took a slow step with Huat’s help. The interior of the spaceship materialized around him, but he wasn’t aware of that. His whole attention was centered on Marge, a Marge dressed in a slip that revealed generous lengths of shapely leg and femininely curved shoulders. But even these were only a background of impression as Lefty looked into her eyes and saw the light of happiness that shone there.


  “Lefty!” Marge said, and sprang into his arms, holding him up and kissing him happily as his knees gave way under him.


  “What’s come over you, Marge?” he finally managed to gasp. “I like it. I think it’s swell. But—you never showed any real signs of acting like this before.”


  “Isn’t it wonderful?” Marge said. “We’re the father and mother of the future race! Imagine. You and me!”


  “That should do it,” Huat said. “I’ve moved down the road from the grounds. You can slip out without anyone seeing you.”


  “But—but—but—” Lefty sputtered, not hearing Huat. “We’d better get married then, hadn’t we?”


  “Are you proposing to me?” Marge asked.


  “Well, gee—sure!” Lefty said. “It’s the only thing to do now, isn’t it? Not that I wouldn’t anyway.” He gulped and wisely stopped talking.


  Marge seemed to be studying him speculatively.


  “Maybe I’ll accept,” she said. “We have so much in common, now.” She giggled and added, “All the babies.”


  “All the babies?” Lefty echoed weakly.


  “Yes,” Huat’s voice impinged on Lefty’s dazed mind. He looked at Huat. The man was beaming happily. “And if you and Marge wish, I’ll give you as many of them as you can take care of.”


  “You’ll what?” Lefty said, glaring. “Oh, Lefty,” Marge giggled. The giggles broke into laughter. She controled it with effort and gasped, “You don’t understand. They’re ours, but they’re test tube babies.”


  For a minute Lefty had the horrible sensation of plowing through cobwebs. Then he heard the Venusian’s voice again.


  “Of course,” Huat said. “Come and see them. You’ll have to take into account the fact that they’re in a stasis field with a time rate different than ours out here. I wanted to make as many as possible on short order and distribute them all over the world. You could go in if I’d had time to build a stasis lock, but at least you can see them. Rather blurred, aren’t they?”


  Lefty was gaping through the small peephole into the section of the ship where Huat had set up his baby factory. There were vats in which things vaguely resembling babies were growing. There were robots shaped roughly like people taking care of actual babies. But it was all jerky and incredibly rapid, like a movie being run too fast.


  “It was a fascinating problem,” Huat explained. “To figure out the corrective gene pattern that would return the race to the norm. According to my calculations if I manufacture fifty million of them and distribute them evenly, in a little over four thousand years it will be accomplished automatically.”


  “Look at that one,” Marge cooed. “Isn’t it a darling.”


  “Uh huh,” Lefty agreed, acutely conscious that she had moved close to him, her head against his so that she could see through the small opening.


  “Mr. Huat!” Marge said excitedly. “Can we have that one?”


  “Let’s see,” Huat said. “Well . . . I guess it will be all right. I’ll shut off the stasis field and get it for you.” Marge chuckled deliciously when he brought it out and handed it over to her. She looked up intimately at Lefty. “Just think, darling. All our very own. “Let’s go. I can hardly wait to get it home—which reminds me, we’ll have to get married right away and you’ll have to get a job and—and—all sorts of things. Come on!”


  SHE GRABBED his hand and pulled, going toward the place where they could leave the ship. She paused there and turned around.


  “Good bye Mr. Huat,” she sang. “Lot’s of luck with your problem.” Lefty turned to smile, at Huat, felt a jerk at his hand, and found himself beside the highway leading to town, a brief quarter of a mile from the corner of the hospital grounds, the spaceship gone. “I think the bus stop’s just a little ways ahead,” Marge said, still gripping Lefty’s hand as she started ahead, firmly holding the baby against her with the other.


  “There she is!” a voice shouted. Lefty jerked his head in the direction of the sound in time to see the policeman point his gun upward and fire a shot.


  “Oh dear,” Marge said. “And me with only a slip on. What became of my dress, anyway?”


  The police were erupting from both sides of the road with the thunder of crashing bushes signalling the approach of still others. In seconds they formed a tight ring around Lefty and Marge and the baby.


  “How’d you get here?” one of them said to Lefty. “I thought they had you tied up in a straitjacket under close guard.”


  “Now wait a minute,” Lefty said. “I can explain everything.”


  The policeman looked from Lefty to Marge to the baby.


  “Go ahead,” he sneered.


  “Well—” Lefty began. He looked around at the circle of cold expressionless faces. “It’s like this . . .” he went on doggedly.


  THE SCARPEIN OF DELTA SIRA


  Richard S. Shaver


  OUTSIDE the tree house the fern trees whispered softly, a background music against which the bark of an occasional poochie or the scream of a hory bird over the river were staccato and not unpleasing contrast.


  Inside, amid the most sybaritic setting on all Venus, Frank Farar lolled upon a white leather divan, a present from an admiring webfoot chief to “Fe ’dain” (Webfoot for “The Hunter”). A discontented impatience with the very ease and perfection of his surroundings pulled his lean, clean-jawed face into unpleasant lines.


  Alinoa, his green translucent-fleshed Fenir-dren wife, sat cross-legged at his feet, studying a spool of metal ribbon running through a weird looking little machine the metal exterior of which was green with an age of corrosion. She was listening to the purely mental vibrations, audible only to one trained in listening to yarva talk, the telepathic method of communication on Venus.


  “Listen to this, Frank! It is telling of the Scarpein of Delta Sira! Remember I told you of this monster, and you said: ‘Seeing’s believing, and you can’t show me a creature that exists only on a forgotten star world.’ The Scarpein was the most terrific fighter to be found on any world in the skies. . . .”


  Farar straightened. His face lost the look of unpleasant introspection. His own yarva sense, developed from a childhood among the webfoots, was nearly as sensitive as Alinoa’s. The ancient device, relic of the far past when the glass-bodied Fenir-dren were the mightiest race of Venus, and called “children of the stars” because they had come to Venus from distant worlds, went on with its account of their beginnings long ago on Delta Sira (the planet Sira of the Delta star-group).


  It was a story of a time of fierce primal life rampant on a new-born world; a tale of a world of vast forests, of great cliffs above wide rivers. In the cliffs lived a feared kind of winged monster, huge in size, that swooped down upon anything that moved along the rivers. The monster, called “The Scarpein” had rows of single-clawed hooks, like a multitude of fingers ranged along its wing flaps, by which it hung motionless and invisible among the towering rocks of the cliffs, for it was of the same color as the red and yellow rocks of the cliffs. It slept thus, upside down like a bat, but it was no bat. It was more like the great ray of Earth. Huger by far, weighty like a killer-whale, its dive was irresistible to all living things. It was a great flying wing, the leading edge of the center one great mouth and the rest hooked and terrible wings which it-wrapped about its victims. Few indeed were released from that embrace before death.


  Watching Farar, I saw the demon gleam in his eyes, knew he was thinking of getting this legendary Scarpein monster beneath the sights of his rifle. But the idea was ridiculous, for Alinoa was playing a record made by her people in an ancient time, and that world and that place where the flying monster hung above the rivers was a place lost to the knowledge of men, upon a distant and forgotten world among stars unknown in the present day. True, the ancient Fenir-dren had voyaged to Earth in flight from that same world, and they had not spoken in their records of the thing that had driven them into flight; but men of today had not yet voyaged beyond the solar system.


  The Fenir-dren had made that voyage a long time ago. Called the “Glass-people” by the web-footed batrachian-odored amphibious natives of Venus, they were both revered and feared. Their translucent green bodies were the most beautiful of the several races of the planet, but they kept to themselves in their jungle-hidden ruined cities, few in number and growing fewer as the years passed. Unlike the common Greenie webfoot, they had preserved almost intact their records of the ancient times when their forebears spanned space, before the time of the great comet.


  Farar’s wife Alinoa was the very first of the Fenir-dren to leave their jungle fastnesses and become a part of the Earthmen’s life on Venus. Looked up to as kali-can, or magicwoman, by the Greenies, she and Farar practically ruled the webfoot race from their luxurious tree-home. The rest of the Earth people remained safely within their plastic domes, fearing Venus and her mysterious perils, and left the webfoot and such renegades as Farar severely alone. That is, until they needed someone who could traverse the rivers and swamps and come back alive.


  Alinoa made a habit of reviewing all her store of ancient records frequently, for she belonged to the caste among her people whose duty was to preserve the memory of their great past. It was a rich lore, and Farar made full use of his access to her strange knowledge from the distant worlds of her ancestors. Much of it, however, was in the form of tales or bits of pictures, descriptions of some unusual or feared thing, and the words needed to understand fully were words forgotten, no longer among the Fenir-dren spoken tongue. Thus, they knew that “Sira” was once the home of her people. They knew the Scarpein lived on Sira “in the Delta.” But they did not know what star group was called “the Delta” nor because of what danger they had fled that world.


  Fascinated by the vivid description of the Scarpein, Farar played the ancient spool over and over, puzzling the while over the non-understandable fragments, for the records gave off a vibration which caused direct mental pictures to form in the mind of the hearer, but they had also a picture-code of explanation, much of which was lost. This Frank knew, and often tried to puzzle out the ancient code. A “dog” impression might actually mean a kind of wolf, and “wolf” was the mental symbol for danger. He wondered if the Scarpein, so overwhelming a killer, might not simply be a symbol for an undefeatable invader.


  Watching Farar, irritated at last by his silence, I got up and made my way back to my own home in the mining compound. If I could have realized where Farar’s thought was leading him, I would have attempted to distract him. But I had no inkling. When it matured, it was, as usual with Frank, a mental landslide.


  WEEKS later, I was hard at work on the mine books, checking accounts, when Farar ambled in. He had donned a somewhat worn leather outfit, one of several made for him by the admiring Greenies. It was resplendently savage in beadwork and green leather fringe, with the effect topped by a small blue and red feather plume in his lank black hair. I eyed the feather and grinned, recognizing the handiwork of Alinoa, whose tastes were completely those of her barbaric people.


  Farar took down one of his rifles from the wall-rack, and seating himself, began to take it apart. His things littered the mine office, and few of them had anything to do with mine business. I still kept my silence, for between us words were seldom necessary, and I could see his mind was busy with some problem of his own. As for Farar, his habit of using yarva talk with the natives had made the common small talk need of ordinary Earthmen non-existent for him. He was usually silent.


  The scratch of the old fashioned stub-pen was the only sound, aside from the distant rumble of the pumps in the mine head, or the thump and jar of an ore cart on the loading rails. Farar broke the silence.


  “Look here, Hal, I’m going after the Scarpein.”


  I swiveled noisily in the old office chair, looking at Frank for a long minute, trying to make out the joke. Then I grunted scornfully, swung the chair back to my work.


  Farar went on: “Wake your objections, Worran, and I’ll tell you why they’re not obstacles.”


  I put down the pen, leaned back in the swivel chair, lifted my feet up to the battered desk top. “You mean that dreamland monster Alinoa was telling you about? Remember, I don’t know much about it—I hear the records but dimly. But I gathered the ungodly thing was on some far planet. Earth hasn’t built a ship that will get beyond our own solar system, yet! Besides, if you could go after it, there wouldn’t be any sense in the trip. What do you want with the hide of a beast as big as your own roof?”


  Frank pulled the breech out of the rifle, squinted up the barrel. It was full of dust, and he began to joint a ramrod and insert an oil cloth. He gave me one enigmatic grin and no more.


  I grunted again, trying to put together my shattered peace of mind and get back to the bookkeeping. My partner left all the mine work to me, took his share of the profits without comment or argument. Anything to avoid paper-work was his motto. He was strictly a Greenie in his way of thinking. I tried one more prod to get at his meaning.


  “Objections, you want? I can give you a dozen! It doesn’t even make sense. It is on a planet indistinguishable from a trillion others. Alinoa can’t translate her ancestral records closely enough to tell you where it used to be. If she could, it wouldn’t be there today, for stars move, and that was-thousands of years ago. To finish the crazy idea, if you really are screwy enough in your webfooted wool-headed contrariness to entertain such a plan, mankind has not yet conquered the stars and most probably never will. There exists today no space ship capable of going beyond Neptune in one man’s lifetime. Lastly—and to you, least—I need you around here to keep the Greenies working.”


  Farar finished oiling the old gun, polished the outside. A good fifteen minutes went by while he was lost in the contemplation of inner vistas closed to me. With a yarva telepath, such silences were to be expected, as they formed the habit of assuming a friend could listen in if he chose. But I had no yarva faculty. If it could be acquired, I had never learned how. I waited patiently until this fact suggested itself to Farar. At last he stood up, took a bit of paper from the leather pouch at his belt. He handed it to me, and with the other hand put his rifle back on its rack on the wall and took down the new explosive bullet auto-rifle he had received from earth on the last freight rocket, a month before.


  Curbing my irritation, I unfolded the paper. It was a clipping from a sheet called Venusian Colonist, printed in London by men who never saw Venus, but which contained all the news from Earth that might conceivably interest Venusians. The heading ran: “First Interstellar Voyage Successfully Completed,” and I started, gave Frank a quick glance which told me nothing but that he was engrossed in his new rifle. I read on. “Recently returned from a voyage that up to now has been shrouded in complete secrecy, the International Atomic Corporation’s ship Voidspanner docked at Newhaven rocket yards yesterday. The crew of technical specialists have brought back specimens of living things from several planets at which they touched. Rumor is rife that the voyage was touched with tragedy in the loss of several members of the expedition. The details of the discoveries are yet to be released. But it is definitely known that man has conquered the stars! Watch this space for future revelations by the technicians, findings from beyond the limit of the sun’s light!”


  Farar took the clipping, which I handed him silently, folded it, tucked it in his pouch. His eyes were on mine with an almost terrifying gleam, a hypnotic look that caused tingles of anticipation to run up and down my spine. My fingers began to tremble. I stood up suddenly, upsetting the old swivel chair.


  But Farar was talking now, his eyes again on the mechanism of the new gun as he carefully disassembled it. “I’ve had that clip two months, Hal. I sent to a detective agency on Earth to look up the rest of the details of that voyage and of that ship. I gave them carte blanche on money to go ahead, even to buying the ship if possible, though I didn’t expect they could. It took most of my money, and that wasn’t hay. It’s gone, but I got results.”


  Farar let his eyes rove back to me, amused at my ruffled hair and the flush of excitement I knew was staining my face. I put my hands on the desk, to support my weight, suddenly become too great.


  “My God, Frank, are you trying to tell me such a ship can be bought for only money? It doesn’t seem possible!”


  Frank shrugged. “Anything is possible if you have enough money, Hal. I had enough, just enough. I’m broke right now, but I don’t even miss it. It cost me twenty million English pounds, Hal. They’d really a monopoly, because no one but IAC could even begin to build a ship like it. There are only two others like it being built; but in a few years the stars will be but stops on the space lines. The boom is on, but we’re in, ahead of it.”


  I bad only admiration for this partner of mine. “Why, you must have outbid a couple of governments to get one. I don’t see . . .”


  Farar grinned. “Well, there were a couple of angles to it. I happen to know something about the President of IAC. He was here on Venus a few years ago. I guided a party of big shots from Earth on a hunting trip. One of the party was accidentally shot. You know, the usual hunting trip kind of killing. Only I happened to see it, and ever since the affair, Ancil, the president, has considered me as a personal benefactor. It wasn’t any of my business if they came all the way to Vends to kill each other. But, of course, when he learned it was me trying to buy a ship, I figure he thought I might be blackmailing him. Anyway, it wasn’t the same as if I didn’t know him. One reason the affair worried him was that the victim was IAC’s biggest stockholder.”


  I was a little scandalized by Farar’s bland expression of delight in what sounded like murder and blackmail to me. “You mean you winked at a murder, and now it’s paying off?”


  Farar grinned at my naive flush of sudden morality. “I liked Ancil. I did not like Drew, the man he killed. So far as I was concerned, Ancil thought Drew was a scaled deer when he shot him. Only Drew was wearing a red coat, and the scaled deer is gray. But Drew was an irritating individual with superior airs, very conscious of his wealth and the inferiority of less fortunate men. I felt like killing him myself occasionally. Ancil really did it. I applauded him mentally, pretended not to notice. But it was really involuntary manslaughter, brought on by a case of aggravated ego. On Drew’s part, you understand.”


  I jerked myself back from the contemplation of murder with “Never mind it. It’s a bagatelle to you. Now you rip loose the whole fabric of my life with this star ship. How in Hell can I plan ahead when you keep pulling these surprises?”


  The amusement in my partner’s eyes as he contemplated the revolution in our affairs made me swear.


  God damn it, Frank, you do these things so sudden! Now you’re broke, but you’ve got one of the few interstellar ships in existence. Now what do you want, me to buy you out for cash to finance the expedition? How are you going to finance this hunting trip for a legendary creature that has probably been extinct since Noah built the ark? Or hadn’t you thought of that?”


  Farar kept right on grinning, watching me try to assimilate the change in him from my mine manager to a star rover—or was the change in myself? Mildly he explained: “Alinoa’s tribe became very interested when she told them. That was a week ago. Yesterday a boat load of tribal gems, some long-treasured hoard of her tribe, turned in this branch of the river, along with a halfdozen young Fenir-dren braves all painted up for the star trail. So I’ve got a crew already, as well as funds enough for a dozen trips.”


  I fumed. “Everybody on Venus knows you bought a star ship a week before you even tell me about it, eh? Someday I’ll get mad and knock that grin of yours right down your skinny neck! How do you expect to operate a ship like that with feathered Indians from the Fenir-dren hide-out? They wouldn’t know an atomic jet from a fountain of ink? You’ve got to hire the very best rocket men available, and then you’ve got to buy them a small library of technical information from the builders of the ship and let them study for about a year before they can begin to think about taking off! Not to mention the problem of navigation beyond the solar system. And that’s a problem no one knows anything about, most especially our astronomers! Every solar system voyage has proved some pet astronomical theory totally false, so far. What will the interstellar voyages prove, but that astronomers don’t know anything? The most false of all their fabric of precise calculation of bodies in space has been their estimation of distances. Actual voyages have proven them ninety per cent wrong! How are you going to navigate with that kind of data to go on?”


  Farar put a gentle hand of remonstrance on my shoulder, still grinning with delight at my justifiable anger. “I meant only the best by you, Hal. I didn’t want to get you all steamed up before the idea was a fact. Now I’m ready to tell you. It’s a fact! We can go, If you want to go along. If you want to stay here, I’m going anyway.”


  As he ambled lankily toward the doorway, he tossed over his shoulder: “Stay in that swivel chair and get pot-gutted, richboy, if you want. I’m not turning into a patooton just yet.


  (A patooton is Greenie for a kind of stinking tree fungus. Literally, the word means “little life that sits and stinks.”)


  Alone, I sat staring at the rows of figures in the ledger, rows which meant wealth, and suddenly I hated the whole business of amassing wealth from the mine Farar and I had discovered on a hill in the depths of a swamp. “Let the hired help run the damn mine!” I muttered to myself, and absently reached up to the gun rack and took down my own ancient Garand, a restocked sporting job I had bought from a gunsmith on a trip to Earth. My eyes were burning, and my upset thoughts were a wild turmoil of speculation. The vista’s of unknown exotic worlds enchanted me while the practical problems of such a voyage into the unknown horrified me with their ultimate complexity. I began to clean the old gun, and suddenly realizing what my hands were doing, I knew I was going for sure.


  The most enjoyable periods of my life have been those I spent with Frank Farar in a dugout on Venus’ great misty rivers, exploring the little known Venusian wilderness. Now, Frank was offering the star-worlds, and I knew I could never build up the resistance necessary to refuse the opportunity. My eyes were wet as I muttered: “God help Janey and the kids, I’m going!”


  OF course, Janey, my wife, who had been raised by the little Bunae of the swamplands, had already yarva’d the whole story out of Alinoa. In fact, they’d been busily planning back and forth from compound to tree house for over a week, while I hadn’t even been told. Naturally, they both expected to go too!


  That same night Alinoa and Frank came over, and Janey broke out the gold-berry wine she reserved only for special occasions. The four of us sat sipping the heavenly stuff, waiting for me to ask what the other three were thinking about. It was an abominable situation for me, living with three telepaths who were in contact with the rest of Venus, the native Venus, almost constantly. I never could quite catch up on the gossip or the important news, and they frequently forgot to tell me even vital points affecting myself. So I was eternally irritated by being left in the dark. Now, this latest affront—they had all already decided to leave for the star trip over a week before—rankled in my brain.


  Patiently I queried: “Janey, I thought you would stay here with the kids; We can’t take children into the peril of such a voyage. There’s no knowing what we might run into. It’s more than probable we’ll never return. Who’s going to raise our kids if we aren’t around?”


  Frank lit his pipe. He and Alinoa hadn’t any children yet to complicate things, but since we had sent our two school age children off to Earth to get an education; and since our money provided governesses, tutors, servants; and since we had already set up trust funds for them just in case . . . he knew it was a pretext of mine to get at her plans. Janey snapped me off.


  “New worlds, untouched by the vandal hand of man! Remember the Swamp of Despair where you found me! Look at it now, with the mine dumps all over the landscape! Venus was once all the universe to me. That was when I had never been out of the swamp. But now! Well, over my dead body you go without me!”


  Frank lit his pipe, grinning at me, while Alinoa frowned at the smell of it, her green nose wrinkling as she moved herself away. Frank pointed with the worn stem. “No more peace and contentment, Worran. No more sitting back and watching the shekels pile up in your bank accounts. Fate is approaching up your front walk!”


  I swung my head the way Frank’s pipe pointed, saw a gray-suited burly figure coming up the walk from the paving that ran through the minedome from side to side. Behind him were three big webfoot natives carrying assorted leather valises. Beyond, where the big air-lock kept out the Venusian pests (pests which never seemed to bother natives) was a pile of similar luggage, deposited there by the air-taxi from the rocket port.


  I swore under my breath, knowing that the others had yarva’d the man’s identity the instant he hove into sight. “Who is it? Don’t sit there looking so superior. Tell me!”


  Frank complied tersely: “It’s Ancil; the man I bought the ship from. This is going to be interesting.”


  Janey gave me a look. “He wants to go along, of all people. Why does he have to ask us, when he builds the ships?”


  I nodded to the waiting Greenie maid, standing with her big well feet grotesquely askew, waiting with her beautiful eyes quizzically mocking me, for she already knew who it was, and that I would let him in. She opened the door and gave him a formal drew bow, clear to the floor. Which told me she classed the stranger far above the common run of mankind, whom she ordinarily greeted with only a simple curtsy.


  Ancil came in, leaving his bags and the Greenie porters at the door. He greeted Frank with a hearty handshake, was introduced around, took a chair. Frank asked, as if he hadn’t already extracted the information from the man’s mind, “I’d like to hear how a man like you can steal time for a vacation when his company, one of the biggest in the world, is all tied up with interstellar shipbuilding contracts, the hottest boom in the history of space craft?”


  Ancil had a ruddy, cheerful face, crowned with an almost white thatch. Sleekly tailored, he exuded a kind of relief, as if he had just shaken a great burden from his shoulders. “I never forgot that hunting trip with you, Frank. Been bragging about it for years; not the incident that darkened it, but the fact of knowing you. That’s the real reason you got the first ship off the lings. If anyone is able to take care of themselves on an unknown, unexplored, possibly deadly planet, it’s Frank Farar. I hoped I might be able to persuade you to let me go along, and I was tempted to make that a condition of sale. But I resisted, faked up a backdated agreement to show the directors, giving you first chance to buy. You see, you do not realize that I was one of the passengers on the experimental voyage. I brought you a transcript of the log, and all the technical data I could lay hands on from the mass of such papers the technicians have been mulling over ever since. And Frank, between you and I, I never want to make a trip like that again. We were lucky to get back, let alone discover anything! Those numbskulls! I could sit here all night telling you of the boners they pulled, that even I could have avoided. But I was only a kind of observer, not an officer, and I could give no orders.”


  I was hesitating between distrust and liking for the big, elderly financier, a little angry at what I felt was going to prove the intrusion of an unwanted personality into our expedition into space. I sat silent, watching the stranger, waiting to get the full implication of his presence. Ancil bubbled with enthusiasm, while Frank seemed to regard him with positive and complete welcome. It came to me that here was special experience, a man with access to complete technical records of the difficulties of the projected trip. The impossible aspects melted away before my inner eye. Ancil should know we were not attempting the impossible, if he wanted to accompany us. Still, there was something fishy about a man as prominent and wealthy as this one choosing the obscure Worran and Farar Mining Corporation for a thing that could prove so important to his future. I wondered if I smelled a rat, or if it was my brain blowing a fuse. I said nothing, waiting.


  Farar’s eyes twinkled in secret humor at something he had drawn from Ancil’s overexcited mind. He asked politely: “But your company, I AC? You can’t walk off and leave them flat!”


  Ancil flared with a kind of anger. “Can’t I? I did! I resigned, fed up, through! Red tape, office work, secretaries with reams of papers to sign, phones ringing, conferences, publicity meetings, the U. N. officials on our tail for all kinds of fancied infringement of regulations, functions to attend, parties I couldn’t avoid, rigaramarole and whatnot! I was going mad! A man has to protect his sanity, even if it costs him. I’d rather have the honor of backing Fe ’dain in a shot at the star worlds, believe me, than a tombstone with fine sounding epitaph, or a padded cell in a nice private sanitarium.”


  Farar grinned amiably, his calm balance contrasting sharply with Ancil’s obviously nervous condition. “We don’t really need money, Harry. We do need your know-how, and what you learned on the first trip could prove vital. But I’ve signed up two rocketmen, and about the only position on the ship not filled already is cook. Can you cook?”


  Ancil started, grunted. “Unh? Cook, me? Well, you know, Frank, if you’re trying to turn me down, you don’t have to be roundabout. Just say yes or no; I can take it. But I really don’t believe I’d be anything but useful to you.”


  Janey giggled, knowing Frank was ribbing the illustrious industrialist, one of the larger potentates of Earth in fact. Frank went on: I hired Hendryks and Holderness—you may have heard of them. One of them was fired by IAC not long ago for sounding off to some of your high-hat officials because he was left out of the experimental trip. Are you sure you know enough about your ship to make yourself useful on board?”


  Ancil stood up, rubbing his hands. Apparently unable to sit still, he strode back and forth. “Good, good, I know both their records. I brought letters to you from three other men, men I know, the only men who kept their heads on the experimental voyage. They are fine rocket men, experienced, with years of service in the field. Two of them have recently acquired degrees in atomics, as well as taking courses in astral navigation, expecting this opportunity to crop up and getting ready for it. I know them, recommend them. Two of them served on the Mars run before they went to work for IAC. After our return, I mentioned you were trying to buy a “ship, and the four of us got our heads together, figured out how to get you your ship. So you owe them a place, if only because they helped. They gave me the letters, wanted me to use my influence with you. You see, Frank, you don’t quite realize what you mean to Earth people. Your reputation among adventure-minded men is not to be topped. You were written up scores of times in our sport magazines, and mention of you occurs every time hunting men get together. I’ve always bragged about knowing you. In club conversations, a man likes to say he knows some great sporting figure, and you are the most famous of modern big game hunters. Really the last of Earth’s great sporting figures, you might say, because there are no more wild animals of any size left to hunt on Earth, and since the colonization of Venus petered out, and men proved they didn’t like Venus, you are the one real hunter off, either planet they know about. How many other Earthmen on Venus ever venture into the Venusian wilderness? Reason is, Frank, Earthmen have lost the outdoor knack; we aren’t raised that way. We grow up on city streets, in villages, on mechanized farms. We aren’t pioneers any more. You’re just about the only one of your kind left.”


  There was a sincerity in the man that I could not help but accept. I myself hadn’t fully realized Frank’s unique gifts, product of his wild environment, raised among the savage Greenies. I caught Frank’s eye, and nodded, just in case he was hesitating on my account.


  Frank lowered an eyelid, proceeded to needle the financier: “Well, I’d like to say you were accepted already, but the real bosses around here are my wife, Alinoa, and Mrs. Worran. They might have some objections, you know how women are. I’d sure be sorry to have them turn down the former President of the IAC, the very man who made it possible for me to get a ship. But we’ve already signed up a crew. Alinoa’s tribe has sent half a dozen warriors who are experts with the deadly Venusian needle guns, and we hardly need any more rifle-men. We might sign you on as deck hand, but there wouldn’t be any work for you to do. We’re taking several Greenies for the heavy work—they’re the strongest men available on the two worlds. I can’t quite fit your capacities into my idea of what’s required . . .”


  Ancil reddened, sat down, crossed his legs, coughed, uncrossed his legs, smoothed his hair, looked at the solemn, beautiful and nearly naked Alinoa, flushed a deeper red. Suddenly he caught on and burst into laughter. “We’ll leave your decision for later, Frank. Shall I cable those three men to catch the next rocket or not?”


  Janey, not to be outdone in insulting their new friend, asked mildly: “Can’t you cook, Mr. Ancil? I am planning on not being appointed galley slave for the trip; the position is still open.”


  “If I have to cook to get on the ship, I’ll cook, Mrs. Worran. On our trip in the Voidspanner, we had only engineers, nuclear physics experts, botanists, a cargo of general experts, and not a single cook or rifle shot in the load. You should have seen the whole crew running away from a giant ostrich-like bird on a planet we called Noman’s because it was uninhabited by anything but birds and big beetles. The one man who tried to shoot the thing knocked a limb off a tree twenty feet from the bird. The rest ran away. I swore then I’d never make another trip to space without a man like Farar along.”


  Farar, his face sombre, completed the tale: “And the bird kicked three highly educated technicians to death while the rest scrambled back into the ship. I understand, Harry. I know what you mean. Worran is the only man I really trust on a jungle trip, and Janey and Alinoa the only women. Nothing, can complicate such a venture like a person unacquainted with outdoor life.”


  Startled, Ancil asked: “How did you know that? We never made the incident public, in fact very little has been published . . . Oh! I forgot that Venusian yarva of yours—you read it in my mind! It’s just another thing we forgot to take along, an experienced telepath like you Venusian colonials, just one more reason the tragedy occurred. You know the rest of the story, I see. It’s good to be understood, Frank! You know I’m aboveboard, shocked, disgusted with the ordinary so-called technical specialists inadequacy when faced with the unknown. I sure wish I could read minds; that is a gift worth having.”


  “You’re overwrought, Harry. You can come along to the Farar tree house, but it might be better if you slept here, as we’re pretty much in the woods over there; the racket from the jungle would keep you awake. You’ve got to take care of your nerves—from now on you’ll need them.”


  Farar watched while the executive calmed his obviously agitated mind, and felt a twinge of sympathy when he noted the man’s hands were shaking. “It’s good to be understood, Frank—” Ancil repeated. “I’m here partly because of my nerves. My work was killing me! Not cut out for it, somehow. Too many tensions, too many cigars and conferences and cocktails and clutter. I had to get away from it—your request for a ship opened a door for me. I’ve been tired for months . . . well, I talk too much. Just another symptom of incipient breakdown.”


  Frank nodded gravely, and the big man excused himself, was shown to a room by our Greenie maid. When he was gone, I yawned, asked Frank: “Do you really mean to take him, or not? I don’t see how you can refuse.”


  “He’s actually a sick man, and he thinks I can cure him. Maybe we can—Alinoa thinks so. We’d better all get to bed, busy days ahead.”


  Later, as they were leaving, I drew Farar aside. “What about that murder? We can’t have a murderer aboard.”


  Frank shook his head. “It wasn’t murder! It was aggravated assault with a deadly weapon. The man deserved it. Only the law would call it murder. I’m not a court of law. I like him and I trust him. We can vote on it, but I already know the women would accept. He has done us a favor; he asks little in return. Don’t be silly, we need him badly.” I nodded, and went to bed to dream of hook-winged monsters diving upon hordes of bespectacled professors, while I screamed trying to warn them.


  IT was a wrench, leaving Venus. I had come to Venus as a small boy, never left it but for short trips to Earth on buying excursions for mining equipment. Janey and Frank had both been born and raised on Venus, but of earth stock. Alinoa, a kind of Xtabay of the Fenir-dren, the most interesting of the three great races of Venus, was not disturbed by the prospect. In her tradition space travel was natural to her race. She felt that it was only a return to a former way of life, felt like a leader finding a way for her people back to their promised land.


  The two Greenie hunters Frank had selected to go along, as well as the half-dozen young Fenir-dren braves (Fenir-dren are not web-footed, have very slight webs on their hands, perhaps from a faint admixture of Greenie blood since the race came to Venus) her tribe had appointed to guard her person, were all linked together by their common possession of the telepathic faculty peculiar to the Venusian peoples.


  Without Ancil, his three engineerpilots, and the two rocket men Frank had hired, it would have been foolhardy to undertake the voyage. The duralum hull was packed with gadgetry as enigmatic to the rest of us as the conidoblast of a coelenterate.


  However, I learned from their talk that the main drive mechanism was of rather simple nature, and the really complicate gadgets were expendable, such as artificial gravity generators, computing devices, autogyros, things space pioneers had managed to do without for nearly a century. We could do the same in a pinch.


  The main obstacle to really long voyages in the past had been the impossibility of carrying enough fuel for the wasteful jet drives. The advent of the true atomic jet had not solved the problem, as the shielding, the cooling liquids, and other weighty gadgetry of the first atomic drives had neutralized their greater power generation.


  But recent advances in the field of atomics had developed new methods. This particular drive depended on atomic disintegration, but the actual breakdown only generated heat which was used to cause expansion in certain liquid gases which formed the jets. These gases were vastly more compressible, were not in fact true gases, but products formed from the breakdown of certain alloys lately developed. The net result was a ship which could be fueled for a star journey of some thousands of times the old solar system jumps.


  I understood that the only expenditure of fuel was in getting off a planet and in getting up sufficient velocity to cross the void in a reasonable length of time. Beyond that my mental processes were hopelessly Earthbound. It was not until we had actually shut off the drive and I saw our sun receding at a visible rate of diminution behind us that I knew we were really traveling faster than the older rockets had ever managed. I turned to Janey, who could always pluck for me any information I wanted out of any adjacent mind. “Just how do they get up such speed?”


  Janey looked wise, pretending she wasn’t just reading it out of young Hendryks’ head. Hendryks was busy at the controls, scribbling computations which he passed to Holderness, our other navigator. After each session of scribbling and fiddling with the automatic computers, Hendryks would make a minute adjustment of a large lever that stuck up in front of the bank of instruments across the whole transparent bow section.


  “It’s really a lot simpler than the older ships,” began Janey. “It seems that all that held them back in the old days was they didn’t realize that once a ship is out in space, it’s weightless. It seems they never, in fact, used their power when the ship was in a weightless position between planets. They didn’t know that only a little power will increase the velocity of a weightless ship to interstellar magnitude. They didn’t know it because they always used their jets just to get off Earth or Venus or Mars, and to get up speed enough to reach the nearest planet. It was only by accident that some pilot finally figured out the simple truth—any ship could reach the stars if the power was applied when the ship was between planets. They had always coasted between planets, before, to conserve fuel. Simple?”


  I grinned. “So the barrier between man and the stars was just his dumb brain, eh? Just as I suspected! Now they’ve built a ship not a lot different than the old ones, after they learned that fact, and call it a new development. They’ve loaded her with small jets to drive her during her weightless condition, and with big jets for use in landings and take-offs, and called the whole thing the new interstellar drive. I get it.”


  Janey laughed. “It’s almost like that, Hal. But not quite that bad. They have had nearly a century of interplanet travel experience to draw on. You know that.”


  IT wasn’t dull, even after the first few days. We were shooting along at an unimaginable speed, a speed you couldn’t even say in figures you could understand, toward a star Frank called Altair. I got out the books and looked it up. All I could find in that position was Vega, stated to be 26 light years distant. I asked Frank: “How come Altair?”


  Frank nodded toward Alinoa, her lovely translucent face now rapt in the spectacle of the stars ahead. “She says her people came from those stars, she thinks from near Altair. I suspect they came from near Vega. Altair is so much farther. The stars have moved since then. She claims the voyage only took her ancestors some two years, according to their records. According to my book, Vega is traveling toward us, must have been farther away then. But you know, Hal, I have a suspicion that star travel is going to upset a lot of accepted ideas about the stars. I think we’re going to discover the stars are not as far away as the astronomers have computed them to be. There are several reasons for thinking that, but chiefly I gather that from talking to Alinoa about her tribe’s ancient records. They have supposedly authentic accounts of star trips that took only weeks. It just couldn’t be unless there’s something wrong with astronomy.”


  I looked wise. I hadn’t even thought about a star since I was a kid. You get out of the habit of thinking about the sky on Venus, where you never even see the sun for months on end. But I had a thought: “I’ve read that astronomers had to revise a lot of text books when the first space flights were made to Venus and Mars. They were a lot closer than they were supposed to be. Or else space ships just jump across when they get away from gravity.”


  “It’s a little of both, I think.” Frank was watching Alinoa, who seemed to be praying with her eyes closed. We knew she was reaching out with her yarva, trying to sense what lay ahead. “The light distortion of the atmosphere envelope of Earth gave rise to a lot of errors that remained on the books because there was no good way to prove them wrong. And Earth scientists had no way of testing their physical theories in a weightless state, didn’t even imagine the speeds a weightless ship could travel under a powerful drive. We may arrive at our first star in a few days, instead of the computed weeks of travel. It’s all guesswork, up to now. It’s up to us to measure and prove the distances we travel to our own satisfaction. A weightless mile is traveled over a lot faster than a mile under gravity, and there’s so far no good way of knowing just how far or fast we do travel. Sure you can take star observations, compute and triangulate endlessly, and only wind up wondering how much optical distortion entered into your observational data.”


  Ancil, who had been standing by Hendryks watching the process of navigation which the two navigators kept up like some incessant ritual of check and recheck, turned around to Frank and I. “That’s one thing disgusted me most with the experts on our first trip. They just couldn’t get it through them that the real thing was going to be far different from what they had been taught to expect. When the Voidspanner began to span voids at speeds they had no conceivable method for measuring, they lost their heads, demanded the speed be cut down, wasted fuel and ruined our nerves with their impossibly askew reasoning about things that were obvious to any man with an open mind, able to accept the actual truth when it occurred before their eyes. They were sure the stars were many light years distant, that it took a lifetime to get near the closest of them, and they just couldn’t accept the truth when it occurred—that distance is relative to drag, and there is no drag in free space. We hopped across what were supposed to be light years in days, and the experts couldn’t reconcile fact with their preconceived theories. Every prediction the experts made about the trip proved false.”


  I looked out the curved plastic view panes, at the weird glitter of alien stars ahead. They didn’t even look like any stars I had even seen, but I only remembered stars as I had watched them as a little boy on Earth. Frank said: “If you’ll watch closely, you can see them move! Yet no astronomer would accept that a space ship could move fast enough to give perceptible motion to the fixed stars.”


  I watched, exclaimed: “They are moving, drawing aside, we’re plunging into the spaces between . . .” My mind-could not grasp the speed we must have attained. There had been no pressure of acceleration, the halfnormal gravity given by our artificial grav generators had made the ship seem perfectly stationary. Frank murmured, still at my side, peering ahead with me: “We’re probably exceeding light speed now, but no man really knows the speed of light in space. It’s only been properly observed under laboratory conditions on Earth. No one knows even why light travels as fast as it does travel. Well, we aren’t being affected by gravity, now. Why shouldn’t we travel faster than light? We have our own drive power. Light gets only one push, its first and last. We get innumerable pushes, the constantly expanding gases of our drive give us steadily increasing acceleration.”


  I grunted, watching the stars slide imperceptibly aside. Blinking, I saw several gray specks where a moment before had been only the pure blackness space. I felt a thrill of terrific discovery, shouted at the top of my voice: “Man, there’re dark bodies dead ahead! They must be sunless planets! We must be mighty close even to see them; they’re nearly as black as space itself.”


  Frank glanced at the back of Holderness’ head, bent over that enigmatic master lever that I assumed controlled the one tiny jet still operating. “Have you spotted the dark objects ahead?” he asked.


  Holderness turned, his face blond and young and full of a tense delight. “Most astronomers always claimed there were dark planets in space, close to Earth, but none of them could ever prove where or how many or what size. We’re the first to see them! But if we slow down to look at them, it’ll waste a lot of fuel. This first trip, we’d better stick to our schedule, not go glomming around at every object we pass, or we’ll learn that we need more fuel than we have. Guess we’ll have to pass them up. Couldn’t be any life on a sunless planet, anyway.


  Frank grinned. “They’re probably just rocks. With the possibility of exploring living planets ahead, let’s not spend our time looking at dead ones. Sail on!”


  I’d been wondering ever since Frank first proposed the trip, just why he had. I said: “I never have quite believed your little fabrication of excuses for leaving Venus, Frank. You were one Earth man who loved Venus, and the only one fully adjusted. There’s a deeper reason than hunting some beast, isn’t there?”


  Frank grinned.


  “Of course, a mighty big reason. I like Venus, and I was never happier than lately, in the tree house the Greenies built. They didn’t pry, they have been very good neighbors. But I didn’t want you or anyone blurting out the real reason for this attempt to reach the stars, starting a lot of gossip that could mean intervention from Earth. There are some very officious people in the United Nations bureau of extra-terrestrial affairs. They might have worried if they knew I expected to contact a powerful race who had visited Venus and Earth and the other planets in comparatively recent times. I’ve had quite a lot of time to discuss her ancestors with Alinoa, and they fascinated me. We went to her former home, you remember where. We dug up everything pertaining to their travels in space. Alinoa is perhaps the only living being who could have correctly translated much of what we found.”


  I waited, but he stood staring at the stars slowly regrouping themselves ahead as we sped toward them. It seemed impossible that we could be moving so rapidly the stars would show movement. At last he went on: “We found not only full accounts of the original colonization of Venus by the Fenir-dren, but later accounts. They came in quite recent times to Venus, tracing down their own history, to learn what became of the once populous nation descended from the original settlers. Naturally they didn’t stay. Venus was but a savage sinkhole to them. But they did leave accurate-star charts to guide us. What more could a hunter want than the maps to lead him?”


  I gave a sigh of relief. “So you didn’t get us all out here on our way to nowhere, just to satisfy your ideas of sport.”


  He gave me a hurt look, unusual on his always imperturbable face. “Did I ever take you into any danger that could be avoided? Would you have gotten out alive without me, when we did run into trouble? I don’t think I deserve that remark.”


  I apologized. It had been inept. He couldn’t help being a hunter, any more than I could help being too dense to catch more than half of what went off around me. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded! But you are also going to some world where some particular beast lives that you want to shoot. I know you’ll get a shot at a scarpein, just as you said you wanted to.”


  He smiled. “Well, the animal was one of the reasons they left their home world. But they had other reasons, hinted at in untranslatable fragments of record. It was an untamable world then, its terrific vitality making the competition between life forms the force that raised them to the heights. It was also the force that raised up their nemesis, whatever it was, from which they fled.”


  “I don’t see why you want to go to a world that a superior race found untenable! How do you expect to live where they found it impossible in spite of their superior abilities? What’s the pitch, Frank?”


  He looked at me, and I felt that old thrill of danger that only he could convey, peril that he could see and I could not even sense. His voice was low and full of an ominous brooding. I could guess how many nights he had lain, sleepless and in thought over this thing. “That race fled from some terrible threat, fled for years across the starfields. Some of them hid themselves away in the caverns they bored into Venus’ primal crust. Others fled on into trackless and unknown areas of space. They dispersed over the whole galaxy as rapidly and in as many directions as they had ships.”


  I licked my lips, my mouth dry with the thing I was sensing in what he said. Janey had come up behind him, and I knew she had known all along. I began to understand.


  Frank finished in a low voice I could hardly hear: “Man has to know that terrible thing from which they fled . . . what it was, what it is, what it will be! The threat may have vanished in the past where Alinoa’s people vanished. It may be living still, waiting only to discover new victims. It must be intelligent, a powerful race, to scatter the Fenir-dren before it as it did. If we find it, Hal, we’ve got to go on, understand it. If it follows us, we may have to flee ourselves on into outer space, so that it does not follow us home to Earth. But where such a threat exists, there man has got to have an outpost, got to know about it! Better to try, than to have it come down on earth. Better for us forewarned to search it out than for the new exploratory expeditions to run into it unprepared. It looked to me like a job that needed doing! I could be wrong. But I think not.”


  Janey explained to me, as Frank turned away. “He believes dangers have to be faced, not ignored. And the records were pretty explicit about the thing, in some ways.”


  I shook-my head. “Won’t we be discovering ourselves to it, rather than the other way around? Won’t we be poking up a hornet’s nest that were better left untouched? Better to ignore it, go the other direction, than to run headlong into it!”


  Janey nodded, as if agreeing with me. “It’s just that we’ve got to know what they fled from, and where it is now. Why did they go, so far and so many and so long ago? And why did they come back, if they were so afraid? Frank thinks it isn’t there now’, but that we can learn, in the world where they first existed, what the thing might be.


  “It’s so long ago!” I persisted. “It doesn’t make sense to come out here just for an old legend.”


  Janey laughed. “I would like to have seen someone stop you from coming along. Or anyone stop Frank, once he made up his mind star travel was possible.”


  I laughed, too. “This is his justification of doing what he would have done anyway. But it’s not mine! I just wanted to see what the other suns have in the way of planets. I don’t think it’s necessary to chase any bugaboos to justify the trip.”


  Holderness turned away from his slide rule and his constant taking of sights along an instrument set in the forward view pane. “If you ask me, nobody has to explain why they want to make this trip to me. I can’t sleep for excitement, for wondering about what we’ll learn. This is Man’s greatest jump ahead, to reach the stars. The whole dunder-headed history of man is justified if one of these trips is even partially successful. It opens up the universe to Man. I’m with Frank in wanting to trace down anything that chased a similar race out of these parts of space. If there is such a threat to our existence, it’s best we know about it before it knows about us.”


  As if in after thought, Holderness said: “Tell Captain Farar we’re going to begin deceleration in ten minutes. We’re over the halfway mark on our course.”


  Holderness brought the ship out of her terrific interstellar speed gradually, and some days later we found ourselves pin-wheeling around a big green planet at a speed that left us little to observe below but a blur. We were too far out to be affected by the atmosphere, and we settled down to wait till the braking effect of our spin against gravity slowed us down. I didn’t understand the principle of braking a ship against a planet’s attraction, and watched Holderness at work with somewhat doubtful eyes. I couldn’t figure how he expected the ship to slow down, for I knew the moon had been whirling around Earth for too long to think about, and apparently hadn’t slowed down yet.


  The blur began to go out of the landscape below, and we began to make out details. Almost the first thing we sighted was a city, a huge pattern of squares, sliced across with the long shadows of towers at regular intervals. The whole planet was seen to be under cultivation; even the mountain sides were terraced. I grumbled to Janey: “If this world contains any threat, it doesn’t show up in the landscape. It looks like a Heaven for a farmer.”


  Janey didn’t have anything to say, And I knew she was trying to yarva what lay below. The hours dragged by, and at last we settled lower, began to heat up as we touched the outer edge of atmosphere. It wouldn’t be long, and we would have the thrill of setting foot on the first planet to be reached beyond the solar system.


  As the obviously well populated world below became more and more visible, we saw flitting dots move from place to place, realized the creatures below had air flight, at least. Or else wings . . . I began to get into a fever of speculation as to what manner of life had created that checkerboard of tilled fields and tall towers, of round and square and oblong structures, that queerly familiar pattern of life which was yet strangely not familiar, being much too regular, too repetitive of certain predominant forms such as the obelisk-like towers.


  “Something down there gives me the shivers,” murmured Janey, for my ears alone.


  Then came what I had been expecting after seeing the flying dots that could be nothing but air ships. We were sighted, and a swarm of them came up to observe us. They were queerly built craft, long canoelike fuselages, with wings thrust upward at an angle. They were not built for speed—they could get up to our height, but could not keep up with our flight. They must have had to strain a throttle to do sixty—so we progressed through a constant succession of the queer-winged shapes, which were sighted ahead only to disappear behind us. All their efforts to get a good look at us must have resulted in nothing but a glimpse—here it is, there it was. We could catch tantalizing glimpses of the interior of the long, narrow fuselages, several white patches at the windows that might have been faces, but could as well have been the rear ends of monkeys for all the features we could make out.


  We shot on around into the night shadow, and decided to set down the next likely place we saw as we came on around into the light again.


  The landing was bumpy, but not too much so, and I gave a sigh of infinite relief as I felt the natural gravity of the planet under my feet.


  Nothing was done about opening the ports, or even of looking out the viewpanes to see what went on. Instead, we gathered around Alinoa, and I realized that they meant to pool their telepathic powers to get a good mental picture of the minds outside before they ever cracked an air lock. I grunted dismally. Again my lack of Venusian perception was leaving me out in the cold. I might as well have been blind, for all the good it was doing me to land upon an alien planet. I sat down and picked up the last issue of the Venusian Colonist, now months old and very well worn. So far as I was concerned, I would know nothing until Janey got ready to tell me.


  But all at once Janey let out a scream: “It’s horrible! They can’t be human beings! They can’t be!”


  I jumped to my feet, trying to extract from their expressions what they were hearing that was so horrible. But there was only that far-off look of the yarva mind at work. There was only a kind of grimness, as if they were looking at a monster, and didn’t like the sight.


  “What is it?” I bellowed.


  “It’s their society, Hal,” explained Janey. “They just don’t live like people, but they are. They don’t even bear their own children, or love each other, or anything. They have a kind of insect system of reproduction, and a few do the breeding for all. It’s horrible; disgusting.”


  I relaxed. At least the “horrible” thing wasn’t bearing down on our ship. “So what?” I asked. “What’s it to us how they breed?”


  “They’ve bred out emotions, it seems, by taking away all family from the individual. They just don’t sound like people, rather like lost souls, wondering when life begins. It’s pitiful. And there are the breeders, wallowing in a kind of mental ooze, being artificially fed, being inseminated with tubes, never even seeing their own children. And the children all come from a selected few, a pitiful imprisoned, helpless motherhood!


  “Why stay?” I asked “There isn’t much else on the planet that I can see; and you seem to know all about them already. Why wait to have them look us over? They might decide to put us to work, or something. Let’s go, before they even know we’re here.”


  “They know,” growled Frank. “But they aren’t much interested. I don’t believe they’d attack us.”


  “Well, look here,” I exploded, “isn’t this the world where you thought ‘the great threat’ originated? Now all of you seem to think it’s the most uninteresting place imaginable!”


  Janey came out of her yarva to give me a push. “Oh, why did you have to be born on Earth? You miss everything. It isn’t uninteresting, it’s fascinating. They aren’t interested in anything a body would expect.”


  Frank came out of the combination trance in which they had all been indulging, and laughed. “Hal, we’re going out and inspect these people first hand. This is one time I don’t think we can trust yarva. The impressions we get are entirely too negative to be true. Let’s get our outfit ready and drag the town.”


  GETTING ready for our first sortie on an alien world, I extracted additional data from my friends. The name of the planet was Nadar, a very old world with an age-old culture. The people called themselves Nadarines, and the particular area we had landed on was called Necia. But it was a world suffering from a plague of repressive conquerors, and only fragments of their own past was known to them. I could only gather the people were afraid even to think of their conquerors, and that was the one thing we wanted most to learn from them.


  About the only portable modern weapons we had brought were clips of explosive cartridges for our old rifles. Frank got ready for meeting this great alien civilization with the same nonchalant confidence he outfitted for a hunting trip on Venus, and as far as I could see, he carried little more. Less, in fact. Just his rifle and the new cartridges, as well as a pocketful of his own make, loaded by himself. The air was a fair approximation of terrestrial atmosphere, except for traces of gases strange to our two technicians, though innocuous or inert to all their tests. I took my own rifle, and an old .45 on my hip. It was the same one Frank had once advised me against taking on my first river trip on Venus. He had said it would sink me if we tipped our canoe and had to swim far.


  Holderness and Hendryks, and our other three Earthmen remained with the ship, not because they wanted to, but because they might have to use it as an offensive weapon if we ran into trouble. But I knew that yarva had opened to us the minds of these people, and was confident that only some unforeseeable accident might precipitate disaster.


  Frank and Ancil and Janey and I preceded the half-dozen Fenir-dren warriors, led by Alinoa in their feathers and carrying their ornate, ancient needle guns.


  I asked: “Do they have yarva sensitives here too? If they do, I’m going back to the ship myself, I’ll know just as much about what’s going on!”


  Janey giggled, and I gathered they were not sensitives. “They’re wondering if we are breeders or neuters, Hal,” she explained, but I still didn’t understand what she was giggling about. “If we are breeders, they are wondering if we came to acquire some alien sperm to vitalize our race. It’s funny, the way they think about it.”


  They were waiting for us, row on row of solemn, rather empty faces, handsome faces, but lacking in animation. There was no jostling, no verbal greeting, just a silent, gloomy stare from almost identical countenances. There was something dreadful about them, and I realized abruptly that here was a race of sterile workers, like ants; people without the emotions we consider normal, because they were the products of a system of breeding which left them no reason to have emotions.


  “What are they living for?” I asked Janey, as the throng did not move nor register surprise or even recognition of similar structure. Any one of them alone could have passed for an Earthman, except for the brief costume of straight-cut tunic and grass sandals. Seen altogether, they looked like nothing but a gathering of clothing store dummies.


  “They live to work,” explained my wife.


  The whole excursion was like that. The gestures Frank used to question them were relayed to a dark-robed, empty-faced dignitary who led us through a wide, crumbling doorway into one of the tower-like structures.


  We all lined up inside and waited impatiently before a dais of dark old wood, on which was one empty chair. It was a very magnificent chair; that is, it had been once, though now the gilt was peeling, and the. gems had many of them fallen from the settings. I had seen things quite as attractive in junk shops, though perhaps not as rococo. Presently an old and tragic-faced individual came from behind the richly embroidered but visibly ragged tapestry which hung back of the chair. He looked us over impassively, then gabbled incomprehensibly at us. Frank shook his head and said in English, “We don’t understand what you say.”


  But Alinoa, evidently catching many familiar sounds in the gibberish, stepped out from beside Frank. She spread her hands in an eloquent gesture of pleasure, and spoke some words which even I could recognize as the more ancient original Fenir-dren, known only to the caste among her people who were dedicated to keeping the memory of their great forebears alive.


  The old creature’s face lit up with an intense excitement, ecstasy shone from him, he teetered down from that musty but once royal-appearing dais, seized the graceful glass-like hands of our Alinoa in his bird-like claws of aged, wrinkled flesh, and said the only few words I could have recognized certainly. “The Fenir-dren, the ancient ones—the children of the Stars!”


  Alinoa, evidently reading the mind behind the tragic dark-circled old eyes was suddenly stricken with grief. Her eyes filled with tears, and she embraced the old man, her speech so rapid and in such an intensely emotional tone I could not possibly follow with my limited knowledge of the ancient tongue, picked up from Alinoa herself.


  There was a great deal of this between the two, and when at last the old man turned away and disappeared behind his ragged tapestry, we filed out and went directly to the ship. Frank ordered the ship aloft at once.


  Janey filled in for me: “They are a race subject to terrible conquerors. He is one who once ruled a great part of this world, now reduced to a puppet existence, Governor of this province of Necia, appearing at times under orders to appease his unhappy people who would die to be free. He asked us to leave before the evil ones learn of our caning. At first he thought we were saviors sent by their ancient forebears, a branch of the colonizing Fenir-dren. But his hopes were dashed when he learned who we are, and he warned us to get away while we can. Their conquerors are a parasitic life form, some beast he fears so he could not even convey a clear impression of just what it looks like. The conquerors he calls the ‘Vail,’ a race which has forced the Nadarines into mass production methods of breeding, like domesticated cattle, only worse. They are periodically visited by a fleet of the conquerors, who live on another world, and rule many worlds which they visit only temporarily. When they come they take a third of the young people, evidently for food, though they teach the young that they are dedicated to a great future when they are taken by the Vail, a religious cover for the brutal facts. This race of the Vail must be the mysterious threat from which the original Fenir-dren fled. Perhaps our own forebears came from the same source, and all trace of our origin since lost . . .”


  I digested the rather frightening information, then asked: “And where are we heading now? Far away out of the Vail sphere of influence, I hope?”


  Janey smiled. “You know Frank. We came here to see Sira, the original home world of the Fenir-dren people from whom Ali-noa is descended, a separate nation which was but a part of the greater Fenir race. Alinoa wants to see Sira, and Frank wants to shoot a Scarpein. Vail or no Vail, we’re going to Sira.”


  I moved over to Frank where he and Almoa were conferring with Hendryks over the charts, trying to lay out a probable course toward Sira. They had been able to get little information from the Nadarines, I could guess, but certainly something must have been learned. I asked: “Are these Vail critters on Sira, too?”


  Frank was grave as he measured my own agitated face. Both of us realized fully, I saw, that we could not afford to run into a great nation of creatures who made a habit of turning men and women into domesticated beasts destined for slaughter. Frank said: “The poor humans of Nadar are not allowed to know about any other world, even their airplanes are frowned upon. They are taught that the Vail are superior beings, Gods, not to be questioned. They don’t know. Sira might even be their headquarters, and it might be uninhabited—we could not learn. We are going to take a chance, look it over, then get out of this part of space if we can’t learn anything about the Vail without risking capture by them.”


  DELTA SIRA, as Alinoa assured us the world was called, was soon reached. There had been no more stops to look at the planets we neared, no deviation from the course they had decided upon toward that body which to Alinoa seemed to correspond to ancient Sira’s position relative to others. We made ready to land again, inwardly praying that we weren’t walking into another Nadar, peopled by humans long despoiled of everything that places man above the beast.


  As the continents became distinguishable from the oceans, as the immense size of the world became more and more evident, something of awe and fear crept into each heart, for this was a mighty world. It seemed so huge it must surely crush us. But Alinoa reassured us all. “It is that tells me we have found the right planet. Sira was very large, but like a hollow ball. One’s weight upon it is even less than upon Venus.”


  At last we were slowed, and descending, screamed down through an atmosphere layered with rainbow mists, catching glimpses of vast rocky headlands, of blinding white beaches, immense mountains wreathed in glorious clouds, of virgin forests reaching everywhere, and nowhere the telltale patchwork of tilled fields.


  Of cities, either ruinous or new-built, we saw not a sign. I knew Frank was heaving a sigh of relief like myself, for Nadar had left a bad taste in our mouths. We wanted no more contact with civilization of any kind in this part of space. Yet Alinoa was showing signs of disappointment, for if her calculations were correct, there should be monumental artifacts, the remains of a once mighty civilization.


  She stood in the curved bow view-panes, her hands trembling with excitement as she pointed out landmarks which proved to her this was indeed Sira, homeworld of perhaps all mankind, and surely of her own ancestors. The records which always before had seemed to her veiled in a kind of legendary dimness, now were bright with truth as Sira showed the mountains and vast cliffs above mighty rivers, the “scarpe” cliffs she was expecting to find. These immense barriers were the nesting places, the aeries of the terrible Scarpein monsters, supposed to dwell in horrible bone-laden grottoes along the cliff walls. We kept welbaway from these terrific walls, for in the ancient tales the flying beasts were said to attack the greatest flying ships, often wrecking them.


  I muttered to Frank: “I can believe in the thing, now that I see the cliffs. Nowhere else could such a thing develop—the scene is set for no other actor.”


  “We’ll not be walking under those cliffs, Worran!” called Frank, and Janey made a face of horror, for the vivid pictures of the terrible dive of the winged monster from the rocky heights was in their minds.


  Our ship had left the mighty canyon country behind, and we were rocking violently as the nose jets slowed us for the turnabout. We strapped in the seats, and with Hendryks at the controls the big craft swung end for end, settled on the rear jets to crash at last through the trees to a not ungentle landing. We could see nothing from the pilot chamber, as the bow view-panes pointed skyward, and it took many minutes to orient ourselves to the changed direction. What had been deck was now our wall, the aft walls now the deck.


  “No one leaves the ship till tomorrow,” ordered Farar, but there were no arguments given him. I spent the night listening to the jungle sounds with a sensitive sound system augmenter attached to a pick-up in the hull. Many of the others snored soundly, which to me was amazing with the wonder of a new world waiting outside. But the yarva sensitives had no doubt sensed an absence of peril—some comforting lack of human thought made them at ease. Farar and I spent most of the night discussing the possibilities of this world and this area, infested as we knew the surrounding planets must be with the mysterious Vail race.


  “I can’t figure anything but to run like hell, Frank! We have no possible chance against an armed race who have possessed space travel for possibly an age! It’s insanely reckless for us to be here, knowing what we know!”


  Franks grim face refused my point of view. “It’s more insane to turn your back on a danger like this. If we run, mankind will never get a chance to learn about the Vail before they find our worlds and attack. We’ve got to monkey around, hoping to blunder on something that will give us sufficient information about them to make a return to Earth morally acceptable. It just isn’t honest to weigh our own safety against the safety of our whole race.”


  I could see what he meant, but I couldn’t accept his idea that our remaining here longer was anything but asking for trouble. I objected. “The chances of our being captured by them are multiple, the chance of our obtaining any pertinent information as to their weapons, their nature, their weaknesses is a one in a million shot. Seems to me our lives are not the consideration, but that our best chance of doing the right thing lies in our getting out of here now. We have a chance to warn Earth, a chance we’ll lose if we remain longer. We know enough, we must return at once.”


  Frank shook his head. “They wouldn’t even listen. You heard Ancil describe the kind of Earth minds we’d be up against. Pedants, overeducated nincompoops, they would demand photographs, sound records, actual concrete proof of the existence of the Vail and of their strength. Otherwise they would call us alarmists, pay no attention. This thing must be done right. We must find proof to take back with us; indisputable proof.”


  Thinking of the living ghosts of the Nadar world, a once wonderful land haunted now by the ambling, empty-faced cattle of the Vail, I knew there was no shirking our task. We had to uncover proof of the Vail’s threat to Earth’s future, and we had to take it back. I knew that, agreed with him, but emotionally I was certain it was a task too great for us. The rest of the night we put the thing from our minds, discussed the scarpein, planned tests to make certain the air was fit for us to breathe, overhauled our guns and got ready grenades to use if we had to face any creature too tough for a bullet to kill.


  Toward morning we both managed to get to sleep, and I will swear it was only minutes before Janey was shaking me.


  “Wake up, noodle-noodle, you’ve just got to see the sun come up on Sira. Never was there such a sunrise! Don’t dress—come along—” Half dragging me in my rumpled pajamas, she towed me to the side viewpanes, pointed—and I gasped. The whole horizon flamed before my sleepy eyes, scarlet and gold and soft shades of a thousand indescribable hues painted the towering cumuli, washed the snowcapped peaks with a riot of color beyond any vocabulary’s pitiful attempt to describe. Sunrise on Sira was beyond talking about, too violently brilliant to accept, too immensely awe-inspiring to look at, in fact. I turned away, thoroughly awake, filled with the old thrill of discovery, the ecstatic awareness of immense beauty outside only waiting my eyes to begin its magic was almost unbearable. I hugged Janey, her radiant face more assimilable than the vast display of sky, and we moved off arm in arm to find out what was to be the plan for the day—and to find some breakfast.


  ANCIL, among other things, had added to our cargo a small plane, of knock-down construction. It was one of the things the pedagogs had neglected to take along on the first voyage made by the IAC interstellar craft. He knew how to fly, was astounded when he learned they had no plane “because it took up too much cargo space.” This first morning, after the air had been declared breatheable and devoid of harmful microbes—as Alinoa had, said it would be—we spent the first hours unloading and fitting Ancil’s plane for flight. Installing mapping camera and film and rechecking the engine and other gadgets took Ancil and Hendryks the rest of the eight-hour light day of Sira. The rest of us erected an electric fence around some two acres of level ground, set up two machine guns just in case, and readied ourselves for an extended stay at our present location.


  It seemed impossible to me that an alien world would be safe from a disease standpoint, until I remembered that cities where there are many men are places where disease is rampant, while virgin forests have always been extolled for their lack of disease-producing organisms. Where there were no men, there would be few living things able to prey on man. There was no reason to expect disease, and there was none to be detected.


  The next day Ancil took the little flyer aloft for a preliminary survey, came back with complete pictorial maps of the region for hundreds of miles around. Busy putting the films through their processing, Frank asked Ancil: “Any signs of the scarpein? They’re supposed to attack any big flying thing they see, whether it looks good to eat or not. Just plain jealous of their air, I suppose.”


  Ancil shook his head. “I’m rather surprised there isn’t more animal and bird life than I saw. Either the planet has animal life particularly skillful in concealing itself, or else something keeps their numbers mighty low. I don’t like it. I’d say the place had been intensively hunted for centuries, animal life kept at a very low point. That means something I don’t like to think about.”


  I looked at Frank, who scowled. “That means we’ve got to take up concealment as a constant thing. No more flights. Something that exterminates animal life means a mighty dangerous something. We have got to proceed as if we were at war and this camp were behind the enemy lines.”


  Frank and I decided, with the others’ consent, to give up our first intention of installing a camp in the open. Leaving the two of us behind, they obeyed his orders and took the ship aloft, lowered it into the huge, slow moving river just beyond the cliffs which formed the boundary of the plateau upon which we had landed. Concealed beneath the water, they were to wait while Frank and I scouted the country on foot, thoroughly, in the only way it could be done.


  Starting off on foot, with only our rifles and small packs of provisions, we moved through the too silent forest toward the cliffs. “If the big flying wing is there in numbers,” explained Frank, we can attribute the scarcity of animal life to its appetite. If not, if the scarpein is missing or very few in numbers, then we know some race like the Vail uses this world for a hunting ground.


  Coming out of the forest on the cliff top, we stood there, the immense vista overwhelming. The whole watershed spread out for hundreds of miles in descending tier on tier of forested slopes, through which the river curved in great rushing sweeps of gleaming silver. Directly beneath our feet the sheer rock face was nearly vertical, the lower parts disappearing in the river mists and the tops of the great trees rooted in the debris at the base of the cliff. A thousand feet of vertical drop, I guessed, at least. As we stood silent, a great flat piece of rock below us seemed to detach itself from the Cliff-face and drop, down and down, and I cried out in wonder as the object, the precise color and appearance of the rock of the cliff face, suddenly lengthened its fall into a steep glide, so that instead of falling to the base of the cliff, it dived into the center of the rushing river. The flying wing shape of the thing, its obviously sentient directional flight, gave it away.


  We both cried out together: “The scarpein! It’s protectively colored!”


  Frank, shading his eyes, watching the point where its fountaining splash in the river still left great rings, distorted by the current. “It could hang on these cliffs in swarms—one would never see them.”


  “That thing weighed tons,” I was thrilled to the core, now that the legendary monster was proven fact. “You couldn’t tell at this distance just how big!”


  Our speculation was cut short by a savage splashing and thrashing in the river, where some great water beast was fighting for its life with the diving predator. A boil of weird forms end-over-ended in the center of the current, and bloody froth rose, dyed the current with great streaks of crimson. Twenty minutes at least the struggle of titans went on in„ the water, then the vast mottled wingshape of the scarpein surfaced, blowing water like a whale from the center of its body. It dived again quickly, to reappear in a moment, not to fly, but to tow ashore some heavy body which remained nearly submerged. Gouts of blood from the hidden shape dyed the whole path. The monster swam powerfully, its triangular shape rippling with strength.


  With curiously ungainly motions the swimming beast got its prey ashore, heaving itself up the beach on its wingtips, clinging to its prey with the hooks which lined the trailing edge of the wings. Once the thing was out of the water, we saw it was a big water lizard, long-necked, with paddles instead of feet. The scarpein turned around with heavy ponderous flops of its wings. It was limbless, a pure flying-wing shape, like a manta ray. Its mouth took up the whole center portion of the leading edge.


  It fell to feeding, biting off great chunks of the bleeding lizard, which still lived and struggled feebly to regain the water.


  On the golden sands of the river beach the scarpein was clearly outlined. The brown red of its body was a precise imitation of the red rocks of the cliff, mottled with some lichen of a brownish-gray color. As it lay feeding, with our field glasses we could see the stalked eyes, retracted as it tugged off another huge bite of food, then extended as it watched the surroundings, moving the eye stalks constantly as if the eyes turned on a pivot in a complete circle.


  “What could a creature so formidable be afraid of, that it watches like that?” I asked, not expecting an answer.


  Frank’s answer gave me a ripple of apprehension. “When we know what it fears, Hal, we’ll know who our enemy is on this world. We have one thing in common with that mighty beast. We are strong, but something hidden by these forests is stronger still, more deadly than ourselves.”


  I moved, as if to proceed along the cliff top, but Frank stopped me. “We’ve got to take a lesson from that animal, and be just as completely watchful. Those eye movements tell me this is just as dangerous a world as any Venusian swamp, perhaps more so. I’d say the cliff edge was far too exposed a place to promenade. You will note the Scarpein hides itself with its coloration. It developed that coloration against some destroying thing. Anyway, I want to wait and see it take off. How can a thing as heavy as that, without legs, get into the air from a prone position on sand? I’d say it couldn’t.”


  Long minutes, perhaps half an hour later, the great wing lying on the beach gave one convulsive thrust with its wing tips, heaved itself a dozen feet into the air. The vast wing shape rippled with an ultra rapid motion, swept out over the water vibrating so rapidly its wing edges gave off an audible hum. The initial effort was over in seconds, and now it-was flying, gliding with seemingly effortless ease, the ripple subsiding into a lazy wave of perfect muscles riding the air. Smoothly it arched upward, turning in a wide spiral, the wings moving almost imperceptibly.


  Gone now was the ungainly clumsiness of its movements on the beach. Graceful as any bird; master of the element in which it lived, it turned and soared and turned, upward and upward. I beat a swift retreat, hoping to find cover before it reached the level of the cliff top, but Frank was laughing at me, did not move. “It’s fed—it won’t attack us. Watch it if you want, there is no need to hide from that one.”


  I grinned, embarrassed, stood with Frank to watch the creature ascend, up and up until it was lost to sight overhead. The Scarpein was everything the Fenir-dren legend had named it, as beautiful as it was monstrous, deadly, strong, yet somehow admirable in its terrific and unique power of flight.


  We went on, spent the day within sight of the river, searching the game trails, watching the far-spread titanic landscape, Frank examining every sign of life with an intent abstraction.


  Toward evening, we had reached nearly full circle back to our starting point when Frank bent over a peculiar track in soft soil where a great tree had been torn up by the wind of some past storm. Here the jungle had not yet covered the soil with growth, and some gliding form had left its imprint, a print two feet wide, showing the ridges of the underbody, a very strange track for any beast to make.


  Frank began to circle the imprint, examining each bit of bent grass, each broken stem, each crushed berry. I knew his skill was as great as the most expert of the jungle-bred Greenies of Venus, and I waited, doing a little looking myself, for that track had given me the creeps. Quite suddenly some sound or movement caught Frank’s attention, and he flung himself face down behind a big flowered vine, where it twisted upward about a tree bole. I slid silently into place beside him, and like him, parting the vine tendrils to peer out.


  About two hundred feet away, along a little depression in the forest floor, glided a smooth, oval shape. Black as ink, smooth as an egg, without a protuberance—and without legs! Yet it moved, and beneath it not a leaf stirred, not a branch crackled with the weight. The thing didn’t even touch the soil in its passage!


  I glanced at Frank, his lips formed a soundless “V,” and into my mind sprang the dread word the poor Nadarines had been so afraid to utter—Vail! The thing was some kind of craft, probably powered with an antigravity device, probably capable of flight in the stratosphere, but obviously preferring the concealment of the dense forest.


  Frank made a gesture with his hand. It was webfoot sign used by the Venusians, meaning: We are hunted, be silent. Motionless we watched, and the sweat sprang out on me as the thing was followed by another and another. At least a dozen of the weird craft moved silently past, each in the path of the first. I knew now why the scarpein kept its eyes circling on their stalks. There was something horrible about intelligent life which built for itself a ship without windows, silent, solid black in color. If darkness had been ten minutes closer, the objects would have been indistinguishable from the forest shadows at that distance. In a flash of understanding, I realized that that row of gliding black eggs would reach our camp site just as complete darkness closed down. They would be completely invisible in even partial darkness. I breathed a sigh of relief that we had sent our party to concealment beneath the river’s surface, brought a glance of warning from Farar that I had made the sound of breath. With a sinking heart, I understood. Farar was not “The Hunter” today. He was one of the hunted, as were we all.


  We were cut off from the little cache of supplies we had left in our landing place. We had only our rifles, a couple of pounds of cartridges in our pockets, very little else. But what good were the rifles, when the sound of a shot would bring a fleet of enemy craft down upon us?


  WHEN darkness fell, Frank slung his rifle over his shoulder and hand-over-handed up the vine which had hidden us into the branches overhead. I followed as quietly as I could. Frank didn’t have to tell me that when the Vail found our landing spot vacant, they would circle outward in search. Up a tree was our only chance tonight.


  It was not the first time we had slept in trees, with only our rifles for comfort, but it was the first time we had ever been up against organized, intelligent opposition. As the long night dragged on, I appreciated to the full tire position of a wild animal, when a hunting party dogs its trail. It is not a good feeling, to know one’s lonesome strength is pitted against a civilization, to know that only wits and constant caution will keep one living, that one’s strength is nothing.


  Toward morning, I fell asleep, my arm lashed to a limb with my belt. The warmth of Sira’s brilliant sun awoke me, to find Frank gone. I waited, knowing he had gone to make sure the searching party had left.


  Waiting there among the leaves, listening to the ecstasy of the birds on the pure morning air, I couldn’t help but curse the designer-of-all for putting in every Eden its serpent. This world was made for hearty, happy living, the soil was fantastically rich—such growth as old Earth has not had since the beginning, Venus in all her lush, wet splendor couldn’t hold a candle to the vitality of the plant life here. Yet I saw now that Sira had been for untold centuries the hiding place of some monstrous race, probably the very same evil from which the Fenir had fled so long ago. For only an old and numerous race could have produced the floating oval craft we had seen, and only a race habituated to concealment would construct a craft so perfectly adapted to the purposes of stealth. Why should a powerful race think in terms of hiding, of concealment? I could only assume that the beings within those ovals were instinctive hunters, who thought and designed in terms of stalking prey. Certainly if they were the threat from which Alinoa’s ancestors had fled, they were not a people who needed to hide themselves except to facilitate attack.


  So meditating, an hour passed. The morning had become a bright hot day, when I heard a familiar hiss from below. I let myself down, found Frank returned, saw from his stern expression that nothing good had been learned. He led me some three hundred yards up the slopes, to a spot in a thicket. Parting the leaves, I peered cautiously out, saw the level forest floor, the broken limbs and great gouges in the earth where our ship had landed. For minutes, that was all I saw. Then I saw our cache, which we had not taken time to bury. We had only wrapped our things in a tarpaulin, thrown some broken limbs over the bundle. The limbs had been removed, and some twenty feet from the bundle one of the black ovoids waited, almost invisible beneath the heavy shade of a great tree, half concealed by the leaves. A door in the side, a three fool circle, stood open, and just beneath the door stood what I recognized as.one of the Vail. Looking at the thing, a shudder of revulsion ran over me, but Frank’s hand on my shoulder kept me silent. It was one of these had made the track in the forest that had puzzled Frank. It was some seven or_ eight feet in length, of a red-brown color, rubbery textured, with a ridged underbody half of which served for support, the rest reared up like a reaching worm. The upper segments were fringed with finger-like flexible arms, perhaps a foot in length. There were no eyes I could discern, but held in two of the undulating fingers was a weapon of some kind, it resembled a long rifle-scope, with a bulb on one end. There was no head. It was a kind of worm, more leech-like in appearance than any other creature of my acquaintance. Yet this thing, seemingly without even a place for a brain, I knew was a member of one of the great races of the galaxy. There was a silent confidence in its motionless waiting, a scorn of our potentialities in its open motionless pose, it did not even expect to be seen in its semi-concealment. Evidently its acquaintance with humans had led to a scorn for human intelligence. Among the few things I had on me beside my rifle was a small camera. Quietly I removed its case, focused it, snapped several pictures. I put the camera away, and silently we removed ourselves from the vicinity. Moving as rapidly as silence and utter caution would allow, we holed up in the heart of a dense thicket.


  I was dying for a smoke, but when hunting, we had always refrained, for nothing is so pungent as burning tobacco on the breeze. Now that we were the hunted, I took it out in cursing the creatures who were seeking us.


  “The damn things are nothing but leeches!” I exploded, for a boiling anger had gradually replaced all my mixed emotions aroused at first glimpse of the Vail.


  “Did you ever try to kill a leech?” asked Frank, stretching out his legs.


  “Yeah, you have to cut them into pieces, and then you’re never sure the pieces won’t live, too. A bullet probably wouldn’t seriously inconvenience them.”


  “No place to shoot him, that I could figure. The anatomy of a leech is part of my ignorance, but my guess is there is no one place where enough vital organs are located for a bullet to hurt one much. We’d have to take one apart to be sure, of course. Go get me one.”


  “Leeches don’t have fingers. These things have, a hundred or so. Probably the reason they’re not still swimming in the ocean where they were spawned. Their fingers gave them the tool-using instinct, which led to intelligence. I’ll bet they’ve been a mighty, long time on the way up.”


  Frank scowled, grunted. “We’ve got to get back to the ship before they get impatient, start looking for us. If those things get their fingers into our ship, it’s all up with mankind, I’d say.”


  “Could be we’re seeing too great a danger in them, but right now I’m convinced we never should have made this trip. We’re going to wind up doing exactly what we don’t want to do—give an enemy race a lead to our own world’s position. What we want to do is get away from the Vail before they know a thing about us.”


  “They saw us land.” Frank’s voice was gloomy, and I didn’t have to be a yarva sensitive to read his mind. He was just as apprehensive as myself.


  Quite suddenly, a voice which even I could hear, though it was a soundless voice, came into the thicket, seemed to emanate from a point level, with our eyes, a couple of feet away. It was a sweet familiar voice, feminine, yet I didn’t know who it belonged to. “You two pessimists should remember that we can hear the Vail, know where they are. Right now, they are gathered around your cache, waiting for you. If you want to see a bunch of them, just take a peek.”


  Frank looked at me, surprised. He was surprised because I had said, “Who in Heck is that?”


  “That’s yarva, Hal, but it’s the loudest yarva I ever heard. You heard that with your mind, not your ears.”


  “But who—?”


  “It was Janey, your wife! I know her mental voice well. But how did she make it so loud? I’d swear that was a beam, a . . . Now I remember! Alinoa brought some of the old Fenir-dren mechanisms with her. She told me some of them were for the purpose of communication over great distances, but I didn’t think much of it. She seemed to want to tinker them into working order. I thought they were Wrecks, useless. She must have fixed one of them!”


  We left our thicket, crawled carefully back to the point where we had seen the Vail ship and pilot near our cache. Parting the screen of leaves, I peered out. There were a dozen or fifteen Vail craft, gathered in a circle about our camp. Some five of the big worms stood together, their finger fringes wriggling in what was evidently their conversation, for we could hear no sound. A curious creature, so noiseless they did not even use sound for conversation, their ships “Were silent, their whole appearance one of stealth. Evidently they had been searching the surrounding forest for us, had given up and returned. As we lay there in the bushes, silent ourselves, watching the curiously quiet scene, there came suddenly from overhead the crash of bursting limbs, fragments of bark and bits of limbs fell in a shower, and I thought certainly the ship had come back, was landing again through the hole she had knocked in the forest roof. But down from the dim green overhead swooped a great red-brown shadow, a mottled and terrifying shape, its vast hook-edged wings spread in a kind of grasping way, as if it clutched the breaking limbs to let it through. A scarpein! From its wide mouth gashed across the wing front there came a roar of gusty anger. The fangs in the mouth were regular, pointed-like a shark’s teeth, and the scarpein ground them together with a sound like a saw striking a knot. There was no time to get away from the scene, we could only stay there, frozen, wondering, hoping not to be noticed by the death crashing down upon us. But the monster wing was not looking for us. Like a flail of death, it swooped into the center of the ring of black ovoids, great wings crashing down and rising, heavy center bouncing upward as each wing blow crushed an egg-ship or smashed a Vail into a bloody pulp. If the Vail had weapons, they didn’t have time to use them. It was but seconds before the glade was empty of life. The Vail who were still within their ovoids had glided silently backward out of the circle, disappeared in the forest’s gloom. The five who had stood conversing in signs, were smashed into the ground, a bloody pulp. Eight smashed black shapes were Vail craft which would never again steal through the forests of Sira. I let out my breath as the big flying thing circled, like a bat, its flight seeming erratic but actually controlled, circled once and sped upward into the tangle of limbs and disappeared.


  “I kind of like that creature—” Frank murmured, and I nodded vigorously, still frozen into a cramped attitude, unable to realize that all need of caution was gone from this part of the woods.


  At last I found my breath. “I don’t imagine the Vail like him though! He sure hates worms, doesn’t he! I wonder if he makes a habit of that? I wonder if they steal through these forests in their little black ships so quietly to keep from being noticed by the scarpeins?


  The voice that had startled us out of the air came again, and this time I recognized Janey’s presence, not by sound, but by sensing her own mental image of herself. “It wasn’t the Scarpein’s idea to attack. It was my idea, and the scarpein thought it was his! These old machines work that way. They are so strong, he thought it was himself was sore at the Vail. It was just me, hating them! So he did something about it.”


  “You drove him to that attack?” I didn’t believe her.


  Frank leaned back, his eyes very thoughtful. “If they can’t handle the monsters any better than that, it looks to me as if we’re worrying about a bug-a-boo that isn’t there. They couldn’t lick Earth . . .”


  Janey sniffed, her mental voice expressing scorn. “Those weren’t their fighting craft. Those black eggs are just the Vail’s idea of a Chevrolet sedan. They use them to get around, not to battle scarpeins. And they’re not exactly collision-proof, either. But while they are running from the big bats, you and Frank get back here and we’ll take you aboard. No use your prowling around in the bushes.” I looked up at the five hundred foot forest giants under which we were, and up above them to the tops of other, greater trees mounting upward to a thousand feet in the air. Janey, as usual, wasn’t being awed by mere size. So far as she was concerned, we were “running around in the bushes.” We moved out of our concealment to look over the wreckage. There had been fifteen of the black ovoids, and eight of them were crushed, battered into bloody fragments, and I realized these worms contained a very great deal of blood—it brought home to me that the blood in them was not all their own, but that of their human cattle. Here and there a bloodstained circle marked where one of the group outside the ships had died, as they had turned to glide away. I tugged at the body of one of them, not so crushed as the others, and it was surprisingly light. There was really nothing to them but the body shell, the fringe of fingers, and the coiled intestines which had held the blood that now stained the ground.


  “They’ve got their brains well hid,” I growled, poking at the mess with a stick to try and find the central nervous system. Frank took another stick, pulled the intestines out. Behind the loose bag of organs was a series of white lines, a network of heavier white cords, with nodes at the intersections. “Their brains are probably in those nodes, the size of marbles. But they’ve got hundreds of marbles.” Frank’s voice was full of disgust, although I had seen him clean game without the slightest distaste for the job.


  “Let’s hope we’ve got enough marbles to cope with them,” I prayed, and we picked up our equipment, shouldered the packs and the sack from the cache, moved off to rejoin the ship.


  “We’ve got what we came for, Hal! We’ve got to come back, pick up several of those bodies and the fragments of the vehicles—then leave for home! That should prove our point, if anything will. No use staying longer, we’ve got what we wanted. If they can’t learn what they need to know about them by studying those fragments, nothing else would do them any good.”


  WE still didn’t know how to get down that mighty wall of rock to the river level. Frank scowled when we came out of the “bushes,” saw the big gleaming body of the ship afloat on the surface, with a gangplank run out to rock ledge.


  Just as we reached the cliff edge, Ancil’s little plane lifted from the water, spiraled up toward us. As he landed, Frank strode up to the little amphibious plane, angry as a hornet. “Can’t you men obey orders? Here you are with the ship in plain sight, and with the plane in the air. Don’t orders mean anything?”


  Ancil grinned broadly, seemingly not minding Frank’s bellowing.


  “The women didn’t want to wait while you crawled down that mile-high cliff by your fingernails. You see, the Vail cleared out after the scarpie attacked them. We watched the whole thing on Alinoa’s antique T.V. set. If we waited till you made the descent the hard way, they might have returned. If you were in our place, with those ancient devices working to tell you what’s going on, you’d have made the same decisions. When you’re off the ship, Hendryks is next in command, and he’s giving orders until you’re back aboard. Now put your shirt back on, and we’ll get aboard.”


  Once back aboard, Frank did not even speak to the women, ordered the crew to take aboard the little plane and submerge at once. After all, we couldn’t have got down that cliff short of a day’s hard climbing, or more.


  Once safely back on the bottom of the river, Frank called a general meeting.


  “Now, I want full particulars on what happened to the things in the black eggs who were trying to hunt us down. What you know about them with that yarva augmenter of Alinoa’s, how they met disaster, everything.”


  Janey stood up, gave a report. I was very proud of her, and I could tell she knew she had done something pretty clever. “It wasn’t really on purpose Frank, I didn’t want to start anything. It just sort of grew out of a chance thing. Alinoa and I learned how to operate the relics she brought along; they are objects long held in veneration by her people—no one was allowed to tamper with them. But she threw custom to the winds because she had a very good idea of what they were. They are mental beam projectors, very good ones. She showed me how to operate it, and went to work on a different device that she didn’t yet understand. I swung the beam around, listened to the Vail plan to capture you when you returned, and as I swung the beam to find you two and warn you, I accidentally caught a scarpein full in the receptor focus. He was thinking idly—a rather attractive murderer he is—thinking very pompous thoughts of his own kind. The beasts aren’t any too smart, and I was busy thinking about you two and hating the Vail, hating their slimy appearance and their sneaky ways and their black egg-ships, and the beam transferred my thoughts right into the monster’s head. He didn’t know it wasn’t his own thought, and after a few moments of absorbing my anger at the Vail, he steamed up and got mad too. I went on with the beam, found you two, told you to wait while I scouted the Vail positions so you could get back to the ship. I swung back to the cache, where the single Vail ship was waiting, just in time to see the others return from their search for you two. They all settled in a circle, began to confer on what to do next—and down out of the blue crashed the big scarpein, fighting mad! He smashed the egg-ships with his wing tips, gobbled down the insides like he was eating crabs, wiped out the whole party! I watched the scene goggle-eyed. It happened so swiftly they didn’t have time to know what hit them. Those boys are real fighters—”


  Frank cut her short. “All right, Janey, all right. I saw what happened. You accidentally told the scarpein to knock off the Vail, and he promptly did it. He thought it was his own idea, so far as you know. The wonder is that he could do it! It explains a lot. The Vail are afraid of a thing like that, which means they aren’t much shakes as warriors.”


  Janey shook her head vigorously. “You’re jumping to conclusions. Those eggs are only for travel. But they have fighting ships, and we don’t know what they can do when they are ready for trouble.”


  Frank asked Janey: “Did they know we were still here?”


  Janey nodded. “They knew. They thought of their expedition as a kind of lark, to fool around and learn what they could before they captured us. They expected to get a great kick out of fooling us, watching us, trapping us one by one when we were in no position to strike back. They love indirection. A frontal attack was the farthest thing from their minds. Incidentally, they not only fear the flying monster of the cliffs—he is taboo. They have a superstition against harming one of them. Which may explain how one could attack without being harmed—but I don’t believe they had a chance to fight back. I don’t know, for sure—it happened so quickly, and with one beam you can Only focus attention on one mind at a time.”


  Alinoa, who had come up from the storage compartment where the antique mechanisms were now in use, cut in. “They saw our ship when we approached the planet. They saw our plane in flight. But they do not see with eyes; they see with a vibration they give off, feel the rebound. They have large resonators which give off beams of the vibration, with these they sensed our coming, and with these they tracked down our landing place. We have been very lucky. I would advise flight, if we can get away.”


  “The only reason I’m staying,” agreed Frank, “is that I’m pretty sure they’d track us through space. I want to make sure our getaway is clean. It’s too important they don’t follow. Tomorrow, if there’re none of them around, we’ll go back and pick up the fragments from their ships.”


  As they talked, Alinoa’s tribesmen trundled out the little cargo truck, on which reposed one of the relics of mysterious machinery. These half-naked savage looking warriors paid no attention to us, began to bolt the peculiar mechanisms to the duralumin girders in the hull wall.


  Janey, watching them, exclaimed: “Be careful, that’s four thousand years old!”


  Frank asked: “Did they get a chance to report us to any large base of theirs, or are they a village, a small group?”


  Alinoa gave him a sharp look. “Of course we’ve been reported. There’ll be a fleet here for us soon, when these first do not return. They are not fools.”


  One by one the others made their way from the control chamber to other duties, and Frank stepped into our only gun blister, where a rapid firing recoilless cannon, of a type long used by bombers in air warfare, had been mounted. Somehow no one had expected to have to fight—the thing had been only a kind of precaution. It seemed we had all taken for granted that we would be the only ship in space.


  I saw Frank checking the action of the cannon swivels, noted the magazines contained but a few shells, and taking the dolly left by the Fenir-dren warriors, I trundled off to the hold to load up on cases of ammunition.


  As I loaded the shells into the feed mechanism, I grumbled: “We can’t take on a whole world of things like that! We could never kill them all.”


  Frank grinned over his shoulder. “Janey could! And with a big bat, only.”


  THE day dragged on, and all of us were busy, but I did not know what the others were doing, not being in touch via the co-ordinating influence of the yarva the others used constantly. Hence I was frightened, when I glanced into the ancient viewing device Janey was seated at, to see wheeling out over the river at a great height, a dozen or so great flying wings, in formation, swinging wing tip to wing tip round and round.


  I struck my forehead with my palm as I grasped what she was doing. With the powers of the ancient instrument, she had learned to handle a whole squadron of flying beasts, and was doing training maneuvers with them so she could direct them into battle if needed.


  Sagging into a pneumatic seat, exhausted, I could feel only a pity for the gallant efforts going on around me as we tried to ready ourselves for a struggle with forces so much beyond our strength. A powerful and sinister nation had singled us out foe destruction or capture, lay hidden under the luxuriantly treed wilderness where nothing moved but an occasional wild thing overlooked by centuries of hunting.


  Alinoa was seated close to Janey, bent over another of the devices, and Frank came out of the gun blister, stretching his long legs with a grimace. He bent over the discolored metal of the device before Alinoa. I guessed she had called him. He gave an exclamation of dismay, and I sprang to my feet to see what was there to frighten him.


  If only these friends of mine did their talking with their mouths, so I could hear! The thing they were looking into was a ray device, very different from the thing Janey was manipulating. On it was a dim eight-sided screen, and on the screen could be seen the ghosts of trees, the surface of the river above us. The great cliffs nearby seemed made of fragile glass—I could see right through them. But in the center of the screen, at a distance of many miles, I guessed, could be made out the regularities of a pattern that a glance told me must be a city. Squares of white and black, and tiny moving dots flowing along in orderly lines. It was a city laid out in a wheel pattern, and near the rim of the wheel several clots of dots seemed to swarm at regular intervals. No details were visible, but from little upright glowing knobs at the side of the device I could hear the confused mental sound of a million alien minds thinking, a medley of messages impossible to untangle, but which altogether conveyed a distinct impression of menace. One knew those dots were intelligent beings, and one knew they were engaged in preparation for war. It was unmistakable. I blurted impatiently: “Why can’t you ever tell me these things? I didn’t even know you had this see-thru device that can make the solid walls of the cliffs turn into glass and show what is going on miles beyond. Is that a city of the leeches?”


  Alinoa turned eyes tragic with despair upon mine, and nodded silently. Her graceful head, beautiful now in the dimness as a sculpture in rock crystal, bent again to the scene. But she murmured for my benefit: “They have terrible weapons, Hal. They can blast us out of the sky if we ascend, and they know almost where we wait. I can read their thought, and Janey can pick out single minds with the other device and read them at any distance. We cannot hope to escape.”


  Frank, like the rest, spoke only for my benefit, seemed to begrudge the effort. “They want to capture, not kill us, or they would have been after us before this. They mean to surround us when we take off, force us to land. Then they will extract every bit of information they can. If we don’t give it willingly, they have some effective persuaders. We can’t hope to keep silent, once in their hands.”


  The distant city was like an anthill at this magnification, seen as it was through intervening cliffs and hills. “We can’t run. That’s what they’re waiting for.” I mused. “Maybe an attack like Janey pulled on the guards at our cache would have similar results—”


  Alinoa explained: “Too many of them. This is a world, swarming with life. There are thousands of these cities, but they have a custom of concealing them beneath the forests. Can’t be seen from the sky, except with some device like this.”


  Frank was brooding over the scene of ominous activity. “I can’t sight the cannon with that device, and without it I can’t even see them. Are you sure they can shoot us down at this distance?”


  Alinoa nodded. “They can—but the fall would kill us, and they want us alive.”


  “I’d like to try something. That ancient device is self-contained. Take hold of it, Hal, see if we can lift it together. If we can place it above the cannon in its mount, I can sight the cannon with it. The infra-red device I have is no good through the forest roof, even if we do ascend above the cliffs.”


  We took hold of the weird old device. It was only about the size of a modern sewing machine, seemingly fragile, with four ornate metal legs shaped like attenuated monkeys. But it must have been made of solid gold, to be so heavy. Grunting and heaving, we got it into the gun blister, bolted it into place on the gun mount so that it swung with the gun. The regular gun sight now showed its cross-hairs just at the bottom of the ancient screen. Alinoa readjusted the device in its new position while Frank and I hustled the husky warriors of Alinoa’s retinue off to the cargo hold for more ammunition. We emptied the rapid firer’s magazine, and the Fenir-dren returned with a dozen boxes labeled “smoke-shells,” “teargas” and “incendaries”. Frank cracked open the crates and began to reload the magazine with alternate shells from each box. The rapid-firer would now throw one of each consecutively.


  On Frank’s lean face was that detached, single-minded, almost demoniac expression I had always noted meant he was on the trail of something he considered really worthy of his talents. As before, confronted with what Frank considered a “quarry,” I felt only complete helplessness and a certainty that my partner was a madman to attack something so much more powerful than himself. But there was no stopping him. Habit kept me busily aiding him in his madness. He muttered: “We’ll see how they like this stuff! If there’s anything inflammable there, they’ll be busy for awhile, anyway.”


  As he slipped into the bucket seat of the rapid-firer, he gave Holderness a glance, and Holderness lifted the ship up out of the water. With just the anti-gravs working, we drifted upward. Above the cliffs the wind took us like a balloon, flung us westward.


  Frank began firing almost at once. There were several big ovoid shapes approaching us in the distant sky, but he ignored them. In the screen the shells traced long arcs of descent, arcs that ended near the center of the hidden city far down in the valley.


  The shell bursts were disappointingly small at this distance, little sunpoints of fire at first, then I realized that the smoke and the gas did not register on the penetrative eye of the Fenir-dren device.


  One result was instantly apparent. The moving hordes of dots about the great ovoid shapes broke up and squads of them made off toward the center of the city. Here and there the flicker of flames could be seen faintly, and a great tree fell with a shattered trunk, flames wreathing the mighty boughs.


  With systematic precision Frank bracketed the whole area, vast as it was. He put a shell within each dark square below. Somehow he knew the light squares were open spaces, perhaps parks. I picked up a pair of field glasses, moved to the curved view-panes set in the bow, focused on the cloud of smoke billowing up over the distant tree tops. There was little to be seen but the regular shell bursts founting new plumes of white smoke upward, the waving flames and slowly spreading and settling clouds of gas. But the distant ships in the sky were moving in on us rapidly. At intervals of several seconds a new dark flying shape shot upward out of the rolling smoke cloud, arrowed toward us. We would soon be the center of an attacking mass of enemy ships. I could only surmise the consternation the sudden attack on their city by a single invading ship might be causing the leech-like creatures.


  Watching the ships nearing us, I quailed as I saw lancing out toward us fiery rays—or tracer paths of missiles—but heard or felt no impact. Even as they began to fire, a dozen great rippling shapes dived on them from above, crashed into the black oval egg-like things, then pinwheeled off from the impact in staggering flight. The vail battle-craft didn’t do much better—four or five crashed downward in long uneven gliding falls, while the others wheeled and began to fire on the attacking brutes from the cliffs. I could hear Janey shrilly crying out: “Give it to them, Scarpies” and felt an inner exulting pride that she could prove so completely resourceful under the circumstances.


  For some reason the attacking craft were reluctant to battle the Scarpein creatures. They spun about, firing upon the wheeling mottled shapes above them, but seemed to do no damage. It was later I learned the details about the superstition of the Vail which made the Scarpein near-sacred, in that it was supposed to be a kind of temporary dwelling place for their souls after death. But in truth the flying wings must have made an utterly impossible target, their batlike flight so swift and so variable, constantly shifting and turning.


  As the attacking craft continued to pinwheel and dogfight with the flying monsters, Janey got up from her mysterious mechanism, moved to another close by. I walked over beside her, found her busy with a distinctly different device, her impish Irish face deadly serious. I squeezed her shoulder and she flipped a hand to me, went on concentrating upon the metal box. It was studded with tiny glowing opals which-twinkled in constantly changing patterns, as if lit from within.


  “Can you tell me something . . .?” I entreated.


  She gave me a glance of pure desperation, did not answer for a long minute, suddenly leaned back with a sigh of relief. “You almost caused our death, you egg-head!” she flung at me. “Can’t you ever learn that mental work is important? This is a yarva augmentor, of a different type than the other, with a two-way effect. I had it tuned to the Vail leader. He was deciding whether to dispatch the fleet to battle us in the sky, or to order his entire forces to get busy putting out the fires. They’re badly disorganized, having never been attacked on their home grounds before. The gas is new to them, though the smoke doesn’t bother them. They see with their skin. It’s very sensitive, and the gas is driving them simply nuts. Their food supply, a hundred thousand or more humans imported from Nadar, are housed in great wooden barracks, half of which are afire. I managed to suggest it was more important to rescue their food than to chase an unknown single enemy who was certain to get away anyway. I also kept him from ordering his fort weapons to fire, they have terrific range and could reach us, but he decided it would give away their position to us, thanks to me and the yarva augmentor. I’ve got to watch him every instant, I can keep him thinking whatever I want with this thing, and I’ve got to keep the Scarpies from deciding to get out of here and go home. With both jobs on my hands, you come up for a bit of conversation. Please go peddle your papers. Let me alone, I’ll tell you about it later.”


  She turned back to the apparently silent and useless machine. I shambled off, utterly embarrassed. The little wife was always a jump ahead with her telepathy, and it always rankled. I got busy with the Fenir-dren braves bringing up a fresh supply of shells, but Frank came out of the blister as we arrived.


  “All hands in their seats for full acceleration.”


  I gathered Janey had decided it was time to run, and that Frank thought it his own idea.


  But did they head for outer space and safety? Not Janey, not Frank. They had something else in mind, they weren’t letting our friends below off so easy. Over on the dark Side of Sira, they plunged into the center of another great river, glided upstream, let the ship settle to the bottom like a stone.


  There we lay for three days. To all my questions these irritating companions of mine only gave sly grins, grunts, or chuckles of anticipation, but not a word did they tell me. Embarrassed as I had been last time I questioned my wife, I held my peace, occupied myself with a set of Darwin’s Origin of Species, speculating as I read what the old explorer would have written if he could have seen Sira and her intelligent leeches.


  Coming out of my self-enforced solitude, I found that the whole crew were gathered about Janey at her jeweled box, and that a cable now joined the other two somewhat similar devices, at each of which sat Frank and Alinoa.


  No one talked to me. They all had the rapt and distant expressions of yarva concentration on their faces. I stalked grumpily into the gun blister and parked on the bucket seat, fiddling with the control grips of the penetrative eye device. Swinging the whole gun almost vertical. I was able to see above the surface of the water.


  At first the wheeling shadows overhead meant to me the Vail had at last focused an attack on us, knew exactly where we were. But an instant’s focusing brought one of the wheeling winged shapes close, and I gasped, nearly firing the gun in my sudden surprise.


  Janey and the rest must have routed out every Scarpein on this side the planet. There were hundreds, maybe thousands, circling above us in apparently disciplined formations. By tens, by scores, and by fifties—like airplanes flying formation in some gigantic airshow—the living flying wings wheeled, dived, or spiraled upward. I gathered the whole plan from the sight. The whole telepathic group were busy training the monsters for battle, expected to attack the Vail with them. But would it work a second time? Wouldn’t they be ready for them, now that they knew their single invader could use the flying monsters against them?


  I knew the Vail forces must have ransacked the whole planet in a search for us. I left the gun blister, went back to the mess for some coffee. Frank came in and sat down beside me, fingers drumming nervously as he eyed me, waiting for an outburst. I merely asked quietly: “When those things give up searching for us, are we going to lam out of here or stir them up again? No matter how many of your flying monsters you throw at them, you can’t defeat them! I don’t think anybody is looking at this thing sensibly.”


  “I’m putting it to a vote, Hal. Trouble is, we can’t possibly steal away unseen. They’re out for our blood. We figure our best chance is to scare the pants off them, so they’ll leave us alone. If we take off into space, we’ll be seen in the upper air. Our jets will register on their listening devices. They’ll follow, perhaps so far away we’d never know till we’d shown them the route home. That’s actually why they’re waiting for us to run—so we will betray our people. They could have blasted us out of the sky when I attacked their city. All it did was give away our strength. Truth is, I don’t know what to do to keep them from following us. We could take to space, dodge around to try to shake them. But we’d never know for sure if we had or not. And we don’t have fuel for the long voyages it would take to make sure. We’ve either got to go almost directly back, or find fuel. And I don’t think we can find the kind of fuel we’ve got to have short of an Earth atomics plant.”


  I put in hopefully: “Your control of these Scarpein monsters is a good stunt, but they certainly couldn’t deal the Vail a knockout! And nothing short of extermination is going to do us much good. We don’t even know if this is their only planet, or just a small outpost of a much larger nation.”


  Frank scowled, trying to see an answer to our enigma. “No single ship, equipped like ours, can knock them out. The whole strength of Earth, specially prepared for it, might not be able to do it. We don’t know! That’s why I’m hanging around—to learn, from reading their minds, just what it will take to wipe them out. Then we will try to shake them off with speed in space. But we’ve got to know their speed, first.”


  “Doesn’t yarva give you everything you need to know?”


  He shook his head. “Their ovoids, and their forts as well, are impervious to the yarva vibrants. We don’t even know if they are insulated against it purposefully, or accidentally by some property of the hull material. We have only read a few of their important minds when we got them in focus while they were outside their insulating shells. Janey had the leader for awhile during our first battle, but only because he was out on an observation platform watching us through a big telescope they have. Not a lens telescope, you know, but a kind of radar device which bounces back vibrations that act to them as light.”


  I fixed Frank with a beseeching eye, said firmly: “I believe the best chance our people have is for us to give the Vail the slip and go back home. Even if they followed and learned where Earth is, it would take them so time to get ready for an invasion.”


  Frank clenched a fist, struck the table, his brows clenched in mental turmoil. “Logically you’re right, Hal. But when did men listen to logic? If we went back, told Earth we were about to be attacked by an alien race, they wouldn’t even listen to us! Our civilization does not operate on logical lines. Everything from our arrival on would depend upon perfect publicity, perfect understanding, complete acceptance of our evidence. We’d never get it! They’d laugh us off, we’d get second page publicity while the front page was taken up by some new murder case. We would have to have a lot of luck to get the army and the congress and senate to act on our information. Meanwhile, while the wheels ground out red tape on Earth, the Vail would get ready and attack.”


  “I don’t know,” I growled. “Photos should prove our story. We have plenty.”


  “They’d insist we faked them, were trying to get publicity. Even if they took everything we told them as gospel, nothing effective would be done about preparation. They’d put it off till too late. They always do.”


  I stood up. “We can’t do anything else but run, Frank! If you attack them with your flying devil fish, you’ll only give them an interesting scuffle while they pin you down and take you alive. That means our lives, spent here as captives of a bunch of leeches, and the certain destruction of Earth. We have got to run now!”


  Alinoa came into the little mess, looking as usual the green goddess, still wearing her savage jewels and feathers in preference to Earth style garb. For her, it was right. The slight transparent hand-painted Fenir-dren sarong about her hips, the gaudy head-dress of plumes, the bangles and bracelets of huge antique gems, were her everyday attire. She was the chosen of her people, their daughter of the stars. Earth fashions would have only destroyed her ancient and wonderful background, made her but another woman intent upon kitchen and child and chatter. She poured herself coffee, her hand movements as always graceful, like a ritual dance rather than mere utility. Reading our thoughts, she spoke aloud for my benefit.


  “We are not so much at their mercy as you think, Hal Worran. They do not have a knowledge of our yarva. We can control their minds whenever they are outside their ships. And when we step up our devices’ power by pooling our minds and attaching the devices as a battery, we can reach inside their ships and control even the ships’ movements. We can cause them to dash to the ground or into the cliffs. It might be best to keep up a steady destruction of the things, until we have so cowed them they will never follow us—until they will fear to take the air, but will hide from us wherever they may.”


  Frank looked at her, and I wished for the ten thousandth time I could hear their thought-exchange. From that beauty of companionship on their faces, I knew it must be very fine to love another with the mind open and visible to the other.


  Frank spoke again, after a long silence. “We do not know enough about their skills, their weapons, their science. We are not even sure if they experiment with telepathic devices or not. We must know positively what they possess to use against our earth’s forces. We are really an investigative force, a spy ship, if you will. We must fulfill our obligations to our own.”


  “So you set their city afire,” I grumbled. It was nothing but a big circle of barracks where they keep slaves, a kind of stock farm for their human cattle. Soon, you will be up against their assembled forces—and you can’t win, can’t escape, will only die. I say get out now.”


  Alinoa made an impatient mouth, waved her hands in those ultra-expressive gestures. “I would like to eliminate them from our future, some way. I want to voyage on and on among the stars, searching out the great truths men need to know. Let us wait a little while. Something might occur which will betray them into our hands, or show them to be harmless to Earth’s future. We do not know enough to run away, yet.”


  SO began a campaign of strange hiding for our star ship. During the day the ancient mind control devices caused the Vail to crash their ships into each other or into the ground. Or a great Scarpein flying mammal would crush down from a great height upon one of the cruising search ships, smashing the hull and destroying itself as well as the enemy. As soon as night fell, the star ship would lift out of the water and glide away on the silent anti-gravs, just above the forest roof, to descend hundreds of miles away into the river again. That way we knew the pattern of the “accidents” would not give away our hiding place.


  Just how our campaign of guerilla harassment might have turned out with better luck, I have often wondered. But my most ominous predictions came true. As we lifted in the early night dark from the river, there was a soundless, numbing flash, the sensation of falling, a terrible pain of weird vibration running through all my nerves. The shock of striking the water was hardly felt, for my limbs were utterly paralyzed by the strange ray that had struck at us.


  When I again saw light, it was through the bars of a window. I sat up, to find myself naked. I knew at once what had occurred, that my objections to our plans had been only too correct. Somehow they had located the star ship by instrument, remained beyond our detection until they could fire upon us with some paralyzing radiation. I looked about stupidly. My head was very sluggish, my skin dry and irritated as if a flame had swept lightly over me.


  I was within a roughly built prison cell. I could see rows of similar cells down a corridor, through the metal barred door. Sitting or lying about were four other humans. A glance identified them as the emotionless creatures of tsadar. They stared at me, a kind of animal awareness unconnected with thought. They made no move, no words came from their slack mouths. I returned their stares, waiting for circumstances to give me a lead, a handle for my mind to grasp. I might as well have been imprisoned with four clothing store dummies, for all the response they gave to my tentative attempts to communicate. An hour of this went by, and I exploded, in Fenir-dren tongue, knowing they must recognize some of the words, for Alinoa has conversed with them. “For God’s sake, say something! Are you lost to humanity? Are your minds slave as well as your bodies? Where is my wife and my friends?”


  There was no answer or movement for a good ten minutes. Their rather beautiful dark eyes goggled softly at each other and at me. Finally one of them whispered in a shy, frightened sibilance, hardly audible. “This is the ante-chamber of the Gods! Can you not be patient until the great ones summon you?”


  I snorted, seeing in them the ultimate fulfillment of all the “pie-in-the-sky” teachings I had ever heard. Here they were waiting for a race of leeches to call them to a bloodsucking, and they were still believing as they were taught, that this ugly fate was the best of all possible things. “The Vail are not gods. They are leeches who must have your living blood for food. Do you really believe you are here for another reason than to feed the Vail with your life’s blood?


  All four graceful empty heads turned and looked about fearfully, and the one who had spoken first turned his back on me and my blasphemy. But another of them, a woman, beautifully slim and well shaped, yet somehow sexless, spoke to me gently in a voice strange because it was empty of womanhood, the voice of a neuter: “Do you not believe in the transfiguration? Do you think your life is not but a preparation for the greater life to come?”


  I did not answer, but wept inwardly to find a people so darkened and so put-upon as to believe that their evil destroyers were benevolent Gods.


  She came to my side, seating herself and peering mournfully into my eyes. I did not move or speak, and after a time she whispered very softly into my ear: “Your companions are in other cells, separated from each other. They are without clothing like yourself, waiting like you for the summons to the transfiguration. Though it is accepted belief that this is a good fate, I know far better. If we seem stupid, there is a purpose in it. For only the spirited and intelligent among us are destroyed. If we act very meek and agreeable, we are given work instead of death. The stronger and wiser we appear, the more certain it is that we become blood cows, to be bled until at last we die of it. Do you understand?”


  Surprised at this intelligent, connected speech from the seeming moron, words poured out of me clumsily in the unfamiliar Fenir-dren phrases which I knew only sketchily.


  She leaned even closer, pressing her lips to my ear. “I can help you. But at a price. I was placed here to question you, though I resolved not to do so. If you want to fool them, tell me a great many lies, that I may pass them on to the Vail. Even though they breed us like cattle, raise us like mushrooms, still we are human, and more than they. I will tell them you are willing to work with them, willing to lead them back to your world, to help defeat your people. I will tell them you were driven out in your starship, and you hate your people, want them all to become slaves to the Vail. Then you can lead them astray in the endless paths of the sky, so that they can never return. Or you can perhaps destroy them, in some artful way they would never expect. What do you say to that?”


  Shaken to the heels by the discovery that this apparently empty vessel was instead full of wisdom and of vitriol for her conquerors, I could only gaze at her in sudden admiration. She took my hand gently, stroking it, apparently enjoying the sensation. Then she began to speak aloud, so loudly that I am sure some listener in the corridor was there to hear, and she meant him to hear. “Ah, you are friend, and not an enemy! I am glad to know you! The nights are long and cold and empty here without friends. Together we can pass the time pleasantly, for what else is there for such as we? What but love until we greet the great ones in the greater love beyond?”


  Taking my cue from her, and wondering a little as to why I had assumed she was sexless, I raised my voice, the Fenir-dren words clumsy in my mouth, stumbling wildly in my throat. My face was red with embarrassment that Frank or Janey might be near to hear, but it was no time for quibbling over Earth-type morals. I said—loudly: “What better can there be for us, truly? You are wise, stranger from Nadar. Wiser than I dreamed.”


  We went on, speaking obliquely and our colloquy brought results rapidly.


  It was perhaps an hour after the graceful, bogus moron (whose name was Ter-lin, or “Morn-mist” in the Fenir-dren) had propositioned me that the summons came. My knees were knocking together as the guard, a Nadarine, led us down the stone paved corridor. My eyes darted from face to face as I passed along the cells, the helpless, seemingly mindless wretches waiting there to become the monstrous leeches’ food, looking at them guiltily hoping not to have to face one of the others from the ship.


  My mind was still badly fuddled from the humbing vibration that had knocked us out, or I would have realized that the telepaths from my ship would be way ahead of me in understanding the angles of the situation. But I saw noni of them, only the poor naked bodies of the Nadarines, like rows of beautiful dummies awaiting dismantling.


  My greatest fear was the sudden actuality facing me, the imminence of the horror of confronting one of the Vail as another thinking creature, of talking with them as an ally against Earth, of actually seeing an intelligent leech at close quarters. That it was a thing big enough to take all the blood from my body and look for more was perhaps the most dominant thought in my head. My nervousness conveyed itself to the gentle seeming Ter-lin, and her great dark eyes became pools of fear. Her little hand tumbled in mine.


  I whispered. “Don’t worry, Ter-lin, they’re only worms after all—” and she broke into giggles as we rounded the corner on the heels of the Nadarine guard. We found ourselves Standing before a room full of the weird conquerors, and it took all I had to stand straight and silent instead of screaming and trying to escape.


  The things were of indeterminate height, featureless. Their bodies could stretch out elastically to any height from four to ten feet of more. They did not sit—there were no chairs—but several of them lay on low benches, coiled into near-perfect spheres, like ribbed medicine balls. Others stood, the lower quarter of them on the stonerflagged floor, the rest undulating slowly, looking like great puff-adders about to strike. They were a dull brown, mottled with vivid red, and gray spots in regular rows and groups seemed to mark the nerve endings which gave their nervous system its messages. I gathered that the ribbed underparts, which became their front when thus erect, contained many little mouths, for greedy little sucking sounds came from their whole frontal curve as they seemed to bow to us. There were no eyes, no nose, no mouth, no ears. For hands there were the irregular waving projections at the top quarter of their length, a kind of rubbery fringe like many living rubber bands dangling, nervously expanding and Contracting. I saw at once that they were all possessed of great dexterity and obvious strength.


  I stood erect, waiting some cue, while my whole body shivered in hate, in anger at myself, and my stomach slowly retched and strained to vomit out my disgust. Ter-lin gave a low salaam, then went to one knee, but I could not bring myself to do the same. I waited, eyeing them, struggling hard for self control, while Ter-lin spoke to them in a low voice, a swift patter of the peculiar Fenir-dren containing many differences from the Venusian form I had learned from Alinoa. As nearly as I could follow her, she said: “This one of the venomous strangers tells me he is outcast and hated of his own people. He holds no love for them, would enjoy seeing them before the might of the Vail. He would be very glad to have me for a companion, and considers my body a good price for his alliance. He asks that you give me the necessary injections of vital fluid to return my fertility to me. If you do this, and show that you mean to deal honorably by him, he will lead you to the conquest of his world, asking only for a small city to be placed under his governorship when the conquest is complete. He is very glad and proud to be offered this opportunity of revenge upon his hated people, who have done him great injury.”


  I saw now that Ter-lin was playing her own little game for the stakes most dear to her, that she knew they had the power of taking away her sex or of returning it to her, that this mutilation was customary with all the prisoners, returned only as a reward for services rendered. I gathered that the Vail were masters of a medical science beyond Earth’s in many ways.


  One of them twisted, stretched out along the wall, to unroll a map. I recognized it as a projection of the heavens as seen from Sira. But on it I could not have indicated the approximate position of Earth if I had wanted to. It was far too confusing. I had paid little attention to the navigation of our ship, and could not pick out the constellation of which our sun made one star, let alone pick out the star itself. I stood stupidly examining the skillfully executed chart for some written sign to get my bearings before I found myself staring at the point that was our own sun, to my eyes, though probably it was not even remotely near it. In fear that I had inadvertently indicated the correct point, I reached out and put my finger upon a star on the far side of the chart.


  There was a flurry of finger waving, a twiddle ran through every finger fringe in the room. I stood there, naked and ashamed and quite unconscious of anything now but my own discomfort. The guard who had brought me suddenly reappeared from the outer hall, bearing across his arm garments similar to his own. It was a knee length tunic, a leather belt, leg wrappings of soft leather, sandals and several insignia which I suppose corresponded to a badge on an Earth guard’s outfit. I was grateful for the diversion, and Ter-lin busied herself wrapping the bindings around my legs, slipping on the sandals, adjusting the belt. As she finished, I found myself examining her graceful young nude body with too great attention. I flushed and looked away from her soft dark gaze. I think it was this slight display of emotion which convinced them. There was a sudden co-incident agitation of that multitude of elastic fingers about us, and immediately one of the creatures glided up to Ter-lin and made a sign before her face. A sudden hope sprang like a light across her young, lovely face, a lifting of the gray pathetic emptiness, and she followed the undulant gliding horror from the room without a glance at me.


  After a few minutes, they signed to my guard, who returned me to a cell but a few doors down the corridor.


  I relaxed in my new quarters, awaiting what the future might bring. It brought, presently, the slim and beautiful Ter-lin. I looked at her, astounded. She had been revivified by some remarkable treatment. Now, instead of seeming a sexless and uninteresting young female without a brain or an emotion, her body exuded sex appeal and sparkling vitality.


  I was entranced by her appearance. She had decked herself out in jewels, jewels I assumed given her from hoards the Vail had taken from captured enemy cities. She wore a gauzy pair of pantaloons topped by a girdle of the gems. She seemed an odalisque out of the Arabian nights to me, born for love. She embraced me with every evidence of overwhelming joy, while the guard stood frowning upon us from the doorway. But as he backed out and locked us in, she whispered: “I fear your friends have betrayed you! Two of them have given an identical answer, and it is not true that it is the same as yours. None of them gave the same answer as you.”


  I was taken aback for an instant, for I was sure that some of the men must have been similarly importuned to play traitor, and that two of them must have yielded. I cudgled my wits, knowing I would get torture unless I could discredit the identical tale told by two others. I raised my head from Ter-lin’s embrace, spoke loudly: “You are foolish; they have managed to pass word to each other in some manner. This is a trick on their parts. They are sending the Vail to their death against a powerful race of warlike monsters! Don’t they understand? I meant to lead them aright, now I suppose they will not believe me because none of the others told them the same location.”


  Ter-lin, neither knowing nor caring if this was the truth or but another lie, just so death could be put a little farther away, seconded my attempt with: “I knew you would not be dishonest! None of the others made friends with the Nadar who work for the Vail. We must explain to our kind masters this trick—”


  The listening guard at once hurried off. We knew he went to report the supposedly inadvertent disclosure, caring little about the real truth, being only glad to have something important to carry them.


  If I had known what my stupid wit had caused, I would have torn out my tongue.


  The Vail selected Alinoa as their first subject for torture. They had learned she was the mate of Farar, and had the glass-woman and Farar brought into their “chamber of the question,” expecting that Farar would tell the truth to save his woman pain.


  When Farar entered the weird place, a long white-walled room where the Vail disposed of worn-out blood donors and aged servants, a kind of abbattoir with a rank odor of unclean decay, he glanced about at the alien gadgets and strange mechanical contrivances arranged along the walls. He saw at once that his Alinoa was already there, strapped to a high table, while over her stood three of the undulant Vail bearing a variety of scalpel-like instruments in their fringe of fingers. The interpreter, a burly blank-faced Nadarine, immediately harangued him.


  “If you wish your mate left in health and unharmed, you will answer my Lord’s questions honestly. Otherwise her torments will be many and very long. The medical wizardry of the Vail can keep her body alive long after death would naturally have claimed her. Now we want the details of the strength of your people, their weapons, their ships, the size and nature of their planet. We already know where it is located.


  Frank, his face wet with sudden anguished sweat at sight of Alinoa threatened, ground his teeth together in a terrible rage. Grim as a skeleton, he asked: “You want their numbers, or their comparative strength? In numbers they are as the sands of the desert, and in powers of destruction far superior to yourself, judging by my experience with you. I have shown you with my own little space craft, you stand no chance against them. You had better release that woman or certain revenge will fall upon you.”


  There before the foul, undulating forms of the Vail, Alinoa and Frank were in full mental contact, each reassuring, each affirming to the other that no matter what occurred, the location of Earth must not be disclosed. For the possibility of such disaster as had struck them had been considered before they left Venus, and they had solemnly sworn to die before betraying Earth to a greater power.


  They had torn from Alinoa’s lovely translucent body the few barbaric adornments and the decorative sarilike garment she wore. She was stretched out painfully upon the hard white stone of the table, her wrists, ankles and waist lashed down with leather thongs. She could move only her head, and her great yellow eyes fixed Frank’s in a gaze of utter devotion, as she mentally strove to convince him that her fate must not be weighed against the future of Earth and Venus peoples.


  Frank had no intention of telling the Vail anything he could avoid, but like myself, he decided to seem to co-operate, hoping that later on opportunity to escape might present itself. So he bellowed in his own limited Fenir-dren, which he knew the Nadarine interpreter could hardly make out: “I don’t understand this treatment! We all stand ready to lead you to the conquest of our people, for we are outcasts of our own race. Now release my woman, and I will tell you whatever you wish to know.”


  But the Vail interrogators had orders to make quite certain which was the truth, my claim or the others’. Frank had no way of knowing what had been told them, as the Vail thought was very difficult to read, couched in unfamiliar symbols and concepts. They unrolled a similar map to that he had seen before, repeated the statement they knew where Earth was located, asked him to verify it. Frank and Alinoa both searched the minds of the questioners frantically, to learn exactly what answers would please them most without really telling them anything. Alinoa managed to extract from the queer Vail thought the suspicion of danger for themselves in that area they wished confirmed. She managed to speak before Frank: “I will tell you! You need not bother my husband with my torments. In that area near Betelgeuse lies a powerful group of warring nations, who fight among themselves until others try to attack, then join forces against them. They have destroyed every alien ship who approached them. It would be madness for you to go there. Someone has misled you.”


  Frank nodded, trusting Alinoa’s sensitivity to lead her aright. He had been studying the rubbery, elastic bodies of the creatures standing over her, noting their method df conversing by signs, trying to estimate their possible powers in a hand-to-hand struggle. He could only assume that they were stronger singly than any human, and far more indestructible. There seemed no weak point where a blow would harm them, but only an attempt would prove the point. He longed to make that attempt, but the fear of causing disaster to his companions and his wife held him back. He realized the Vail were very well acquainted with the physical structure of the human, having fed on them for centuries, probably for many thousand of years. He decided that any physical assault would be idiotic, and held his tongue and his temper, letting Alinoa do the talking. Her confirmation of my statement of the existence of one or more great powers capable of destroying them had aroused their caution. They wanted desperately to learn which of these locations was in truth that of the dread power whose existence they began to accept as fact. Quite abruptly they released Alinoa from her painful lashings, and the poor woman was set on her feet, naked and trembling, while Farar raged inwardly at her humiliation.


  My desertion of the others for the society of the pretty Nadarine girl had been the subject of the gossip of the prison. The dull waiting slaves could speak of little but the good fortune of the Earth prisoner who had escaped the general fate and been given a young mate as reward. Janey eventually yarva’d the whole story from the minds about her, and was both pitifully hurt and terribly angry. She could not understand how her Hal had gotten himself into such a position with no effort on his part. She concluded that I had gone stark mad. In a kind of desperation she turned her attention to her own male companions, knowing why they were there, and what they offered. Immediately one smooth-cheeked youngster made himself agreeable. The Vail had learned their lesson from Ter-lin’s original lack of sex appeal, had revitalized this youth before setting him to learn Janey’s weak points. Janey found him appealing, spent some hours learning to converse with him in the difficult Nadarine, in order not to give away the fact she could read every thought in his head.


  The Nadarine opened his rather foolish approach with: “You are very beautiful. I would wish I could be your mate.”


  Janey simpered, having before her a simple son of a system designed to give no mind a chance to develop. “I already have a mate, and you are too young and inexperienced. However you are nice to look at. But it is stupid to talk of such things, we have so short a time to live.”


  The Nadarine was immediately desperate, seeing his own chance to escape the general fate slip away. “But there is a way to live! If you will but do as I advise, the Vail will let you live, and allow you to have me for a mate. Your former mate has already accepted this offer from the Vail, why should you hesitate?”


  Janey shrugged her naked shoulders, tossed a careless palm to indicate her utter disregard for life. “Why should I hesitate? I can give you many answers to that one! Answers these animated rubber mats never conceived in their brightest dreams. But go on, I’m interested for reasons beyond your eyes.”


  The Nadarine looked puzzled, but hurried on, afraid to lose her attention. “All that would be required of you is verification of the information drawn from the others, so that we may know who tells the truth and who lies. This effort you would never miss, and what could do you any good once you are dead? You need never know the fate of your people . . .”


  Janey nodded. “Of course, I need never know anything, even when they ask me where there are more nice plump females like myself, so nice and juicy and full of good rich blood. I understand fully! You can tell them for me that all they’ll ever learn I’ve already told them. But what more can they ask?”


  The young Nadarine shook his head sadly. “They can ask endless questions, with terrible pain for each wrong answer, until you are quite exhausted. Then, not satisfied, they will give you a terrific stimulant and start over, and when they are through drugging you, you will tell them everything anyway. It is better to get some reward for telling.”


  “Reward?” asked Janey absently, hardly listening.


  “Yes, instead of screaming for a lifetime of agony in one of their pain cells, you can spend your time with me in a breeding quarter, where the prisoners have nothing to do but make love and be waited on by slaves. It is not a bad way to live, and you do not have to raise your own children, they do it for you. They have both methods of getting children, you know, the natural and the energized, stimulated method. They are offering you the former. If you do not do what they ask, they may condemn you to the latter, which is not at all pleasant.”


  Janey only snorted. “I’m already married, little man.”


  The Nadarine was nonplussed at her ignorance. “But they don’t trust your mate, and they do trust me. I have never deceived them. It would be better for you if you talked to them through me. They can save you from much. For instance . . .”


  Janey changed the subject. “How is it the others of your race seem like animals, without sex or animation? They move like contented cows, amiably awaiting the blood-stalls or whatever you call the place where they take your blood? Yet you are quite lively and very obviously virile?”


  The Nadarine explained at length. “My people have long been the property of the Vail. We are born in great nurseries, where the mothers are a kind of incubator. We never know our parents. The breeders are usually just organs, removed from the parents’ bodies and cultured in great glass globes. The child is not grown naturally within the mother’s body. We never are given sex; our feeding and rearing removes the sexual energies. But they have the power to revivify a young person by injections, awaken sex within them.”


  Janey listened with an expression of amazement, though she knew all this from her visit to Nadar. Mockingly she commented: “What an admirable way to bear children. They take a woman and by strange treatments make her able to give birth every day—every hour, perhaps? I don’t understand, but it is certainly an improvement over the old fashioned methods. However, what you tell me of the culture of their organs tells me they don’t enjoy the process, or even live to see their own children born.”


  “That is not their only way of getting young. They can take a woman and so feed her that she becomes enlarged, and gives off tiny children in a steady stream, like insect eggs, which are them placed in incubator batteries and raised to life size. But the children are not so vigorous as the natural kind, nor so long-lived.”


  Janey shook her head. “They are certainly a generous, ingenius, likeable lot, the Vail. But I’m sorry it is not interesting to me, for I am of a different race, and can’t work up any enthusiasm for a pitiful object like yourself.”


  The Nadarine “youth,” seeing his hopes for life vanish, began to moan pitifully, and tears came pouring down his cheeks. “A living woman, a natural woman, how can you refuse. Does not nature drive you into my arms? Are you then not a woman, but only like I was formerly, a sexless being?”


  Janey drew away from his weeping face: “You have much to learn of women, my friend, before you attempt to criticize me. You had better find other instruction. However, you can tell your kind masters that I am considering their proposition, and that I think very highly of you, that I have never met quite so remarkable a mutton-head in my whole life. Your very masculine attractions, though so new, are still attractions. Tell them that I consider you not yet a man; that you must have further treatment before my better nature succumbs before the lure of your body, and I can consider the betrayal of my world a small price to pay for your services. Then they will give you even more of the medicine that has awakened you to normal life. Meanwhile, I will have time to think what I must do.”


  As the downcast youth got to his feet to signal the guard that he had a message for his masters, Janey quite suddenly realized that her Hal had pretended to fall for their deal, and had been given quarters with some young re-sexed female. Angry again at the picture that aroused in her mind, she suddenly exclaimed: “I’ll teach him a lesson! He thinks its all right, any sacrifice for his country, and all that. Well enough! Come back here, you young sprig of foolishness, we’ve got some talking to do.”


  The young Nadarine turned away from the door there he was trying to get the somnolent guard’s attention, to throw himself at her feet in an attitude of supplication. Like a child, his eyes were filled with tears, and his expression doleful. Janey sniffed scornfully, then patted his head with one hand lightly. “You can tell your masters I’ll do what they wish, that I’m desperately in love with you. That they can rely on me if they give us decent treatment.”


  After Frank and Alinoa had been spared, and had pretended to disclose the location of their, home world, their captors had given them quarters similar to mine to await “the day of the return.” For the Vail had dispatched scout ships to examine the areas indicated by their captives, and if they lied, there were other ways of getting information. They were in no hurry, and the end of their captives would in any case be the same, but they had to keep them in a sane condition until they were sure they could tell no more. The separate cells they had given the three couples were to the Vail but the pens where they kept their “choice” cattle. But every day that passed was to the prisoners a day wasted, in which they had been able to do nothing but wait for their end, and Farar became a pacing panther, his eyes glaring a little madly, his feet never still.


  A day of great interest in the succession of empty weeks was the arrival of a new batch of slaves from Nadar. They watched the young creatures herded into their pens with interest keened by weeks of monotony.


  But one of them was more than just a slave. As the night drew on, and the prison became but a quiet shadowed sleeping pile of corridors and cells, in which the somnolent guards slept fitfully at their posts, Frank heard a scratching at his door. He knew the door was locked from the outside, and that there was no way he could open it. But he knelt against the door, his ear pressed to the planks, heard a faint whisper. “I bring you greetings from the Honored Manstril, once Lord of Nadar, now puppet ruler. He sends you a gift. I will place it in your food receptacle. Handle it carefully . . .”


  Then the unknown messenger from the other world was gone, soundlessly, back to the pen from which he had stolen. Frank pulled in the tray in the slot in the door, and on it was a little metal object. He picked it up. It fitted snugly in his hand, and a little lever jutted out where his index finger could press it. If it was not some weapon the old ruler had managed to conceal and save for an emergency, it had all the appearance of a weapon. Examining it closely, he could find no orifice, no muzzle. It was a little cone with a curved projection which fitted the palm. Curiously he placed it against the metal door fastening, a cumbersome lock. He pressed the trigger, there was a soundless vibration. Looking at the point where the cone touched the metal, Frank found the whole thing shivered into dust, the door swinging free to his hand. He turned back, awakened Alinoa, explained what had occurred.


  “I still don’t know if the thing is a weapon or a tool, and I won’t know till I try it on human flesh. I want you to steal off, try to find where they have taken our ship. I will wait till you are safely out of sight five or ten minutes. Then I’ll try it on the guard.”


  Alinoa silently slipped off past the sleeping guard. When he stirred, mumbled, awakened and sprang to his feet, Frank was standing directly behind him. He pressed the little cone to the man’s back, triggered the unknown device. A smell of burning flesh nauseated him. The guard slumped to the floor. He carried no weapon, but Frank took the keys from his belt, and the heavy whip which was his badge of office.


  Standing there over the dead man, Frank decided to put on his badge. It might get him past any of the Vail he might meet. Then he hurried after Alinoa. He had no idea how to find the others of his party, nor even whether they were in the same building, as the telepathic powers he and Alinoa relied upon, had for days been unable to contact the others. They had assumed they were the only ones left in the building, that the others had been removed to some other place. But he had seen Ancil and Hendryks led into a cell near at hand, and he tried the keys in the lock of this door, hoping they might still be there, and wanting to save the strange energies in his weapon. Inside, he found his two friends asleep, but they were unable to tell him of the others. He tried to reach Janey with yarva, but she did not answer. As he stood there, conversing with the two Earthmen in whispers, Alinoa pressed open the door and entered.


  “The ship is in a field not far. One of the Nadar is thinking of it. He can see it from his cell. Perhaps if we entered that cell, we could destroy the bars with this weapon, and so reach the outside. Once on the ship, we will have a better chance of blasting this place open and finding our friends. I cannot imagine why I can’t reach Janey or my Fenir-dren warriors . . .”


  But as they moved out into the corridor, to follow Alinoa, the slithering sound of Vail flesh gliding along the flags of the floor froze them. Before they could conceal themselves again within the cell, around the corner glided three of the rubbery creatures. Frank did not know the range of his weapon, but he pointed it, pressed the trigger—and nothing happened.


  The Vail, stopping, gazed in silence, their finger fringes moving through their still incomprehensible signs, Frank, knowing now he had to be very close to use his weapon, bounded toward them, with Ancil and Hendryks at his heels. Farar crashed his weight into the first of them, and as he felt the little mouths on the creature’s upper curve burn into his flesh, he thrust his weapon against the thing and fired. The Vail thrashed in agony, but his strength seemed unabated, and Frank was gripped tight against him, held helpless. He moved the little weapon up and down the rubbery front writhing against him, and seconds later was free, the thing curled up into a ball at his feet. His two friends, however, still stood, in a silent struggle with the indestructible things, which only Stood pressing their captives against their many mouths, greedily taking blood, knowing they would weaken. Frank dosed each of the two with the strange weapon’s vibrations, and they curled up in balls of agony. Apparently they had only two physical defenses—to take blood, or to curl up in the manner of an armadillo. The punches the two had thrown into their elastic bodies had had no effect.


  “The next one gets my feet,” grunted Ancil, rubbing his knuckles. “Their hide is like sandpaper.”


  In minutes they were letting themselves out the window of a cowering little Nadar’s cell. It was only a ten-foot drop to the ground. Some hundred yards away the shape of several ovoid craft loomed at the edge of a flat smooth field, and beyond lay the long narrow bulk of the star ship. Farther beyond loomed the great square bulk of another prison. Alinoa clutched Frank’s arm: “I hear Janey! She is calling me from that building. And the others—they are there too!”


  “They are probably all there. We were moved over here for torture in the special chambers. There’s nothing but cells in that building. Let’s get into the ship, then if there’s no alarm, send after the others. We may get away with this, if we have luck.”


  They bounded through the dark, slowed up to pass silently around the Vail ships, found their own ship closed and silent. With trembling fingers Hendryks tried the air lock levers, crawled into the lock. The others hurried after, pulled the metal disk closed after them. Farar pushed open the inner door, his weapon in his hand but the ship was silent and apparently empty.


  There was no time for a thorough search. They gave the ship a onceover swiftly, then Hendryks took Frank’s weapon and started off after the others. Frank climbed into the gun blister, swiveled the gun around to bear on the big main door of the building into which Hendryks had gone.


  One by one the members of their party appeared out of the dark, climbed into the ship. Last of all was myself. I had brought along my little Nadarine companion. She climbed ahead of me through the air lock, stood open-mouthed while we dogged shut the lock.


  Frank lifted the ship silently up on the anti-gravs alone. Like a balloon, it floated slowly skyward. The minutes ticked by like hours, as we awaited the same numbing vibration from below which had knocked us out of the sky before. But it did not come.


  “I’d like to drop a stick or two on that cattle pen,” growled Frank, sitting in the bucket seat of the rapid firer—But I put a hand out to stop him. “You’d only bring on instant pursuit. From now on you listen to me! Get us off this planet! Don’t hang around trying to knock out a whole planet full of enemies! Get going! If they follow, they follow. We’ll know about it soon enough. Better to warn Earth as well as bring its enemies to its location, than not to warn them and have the Vail sneak up on them. They’d find our system soon enough, without our help.”


  But, just as we were all feeling elated and sure of escape, from below came a series of flashes, and a score of rocket exhausts jetted past us. Against our hull come a rattle of missiles, and each of us felt the numbing terrible effect as a ray brushed us, passed on. Hendryks shot home the throttle, and the ship leaped out from under us at an acceleration that left us all unconscious.


  AS I came out of it, I stumbled to the view panes, looking down. There was only the far distant green of the Siran forests. The globe was already visibly round, and the sun lit three quarters of the ball. Silhouetted against the dark green were at least a score of dark oval objects, speeding after us. There was no jet trail. Whatever drove them left no flame.


  From the dark green face of the planet erupted continually more and more of the big ovoids, and in minutes the whole round globe beneath was dotted with the dark speeding eggs. Hendryks held the throttle down until I could just remain conscious against the terrific pressure, but the objects on our trail did not recede. An idea struck me.


  “I suspect our fate depends on their knowing the little trick of applying full power in the zones of weightlessness—”


  Hendryks bellowed: “Do you think I’ve been wasting my time? I got a look at those ships of theirs, if you didn’t. They didn’t chase me, they didn’t even think I had any sense. I know they haven’t got the stuff we pack, but they’ve got plenty! They’ve got atomic power, and it’s different from our method. Just what the ships will do, I don’t know, but I’m sure going to find out. I think we’ll leave them behind when we really turn on the juice.


  That flight, through empty space, toward no point of the compass familiar to us, was a nightmare game of guessing. We weren’t sure they knew enough to use their full propulsion power when in a weightless state, so we kept just ahead until long after we were out into emptiness barren of all gravitational influence.


  But our hesitation toward showing our speed resulted in an unlooked for increase in our pursuit. The big black Vail ships behind us increased steadily in numbers, and for hours we were not able to understand where they were coming from. Then we finally grasped it.


  The speed at which we were cruising was far below their potential. This gave them plenty of time to bring up more and more craft, to organize a thorough pursuit. The fleet behind us grew until it was a wide crescent, the horns almost even, with our ship in the center. They meant to match our speed, keep us in range of detection, until we have disclosed our ultimate destination. They obviously meant to have enough forces to repel any possible attack upon them when we reached home planet. They were evidently confident of being able to keep us in range, no matter what we attempted.


  Our last hope was the thinnest kind of thread to which to cling. We had either to guide them to the home of man and doom it forever to slavery and eventual extinction, or to give ourselves up when we ran out of fuel—or so I was certain.


  There was no answer in my mind to our predicament. My eyes sought Frank’s in a despairing glance, my mind numb with the struggle to see some possible opening for us in the encircling barrier of Vail craft.


  One of Frank’s eyelids lowered in a broad wink, and a kind of hysterical laugh came from my lips. What could he find to wink about? Why was he grinning like a cat about to eat a mouse?


  “Don’t give up yet, Hal!” He slapped me on the back. “There’s a trick or two left in the old bag that I’ve been saving for last. Remember, those animated bloodsacks don’t have eyes, and the sense of sight they do have is one using the bat’s night sight, a kind of echo sense. Their radar devices for seeing at long range are probably not much more refined than the devices used by Earth armies for a century. And radar can be fooled. Let’s see what we can do with it.”


  I gave a gasp as the air rushed into my lungs in a long sigh of relief. I shouted, as the idea sank in. “Our flyers used to release bunches of metal foil floaters that gave false images in the radar screens! But don’t tell me a little tin-foil will fool those babies! They must be able to see better than that!”


  Frank shook his head. “I got? a squint at some of their vision screens when they were questioning us. It didn’t look too good, what I saw on the screen was a long way from being full vision, though of course what their senses were detecting on that same screen may have been full vision to them. It just depends, too, on how apt their radar boys are in interpreting what they sense from the screens. I think a dummy contraption would fool them. Just to make sure, let’s make up a bomb that throws a lot of foil out behind us, see what they do with it?”


  It was something to do. We got busy, prepared a black-powder bomb with a lot of foil cuttings, released it out the garbage hatch. It exploded behind us, and in the weightless, airless ether the foil acted as if it were so many fragments of a fragmentation bomb, went flying off in all directions at great speed. Immediately each and everyone of the pursuing craft took evasive action, and the whole vast fleet suddenly scattered right and left and up and down as they zoomed away from the area of the fake explosion.


  Frank gave an exultant short. “To them, that foil is as solid as rock! They can be fooled!”


  Our whole crew turned to them, manufacturing a dummy ship. It was collapsible, made up of rings of wire, to which the foil was fastened in long strips. It looked like a big fish trap when we got through with it, or like a Chinese dragon waiting for the paint and the occupants. Once out in space, towed by one of our life rafts at a speed equal to our own, it would elongate and assume a tapering cylindrical shape approximating our own long, lean taper.


  We set the scene for our exit Very carefully. We released a series of the foil bombs in our trail, until space was littered behind us with fake objects of foil which must have set their eyeless perceptions into a tizzy trying to make out what was going on. Then we released the life raft, set to proceed at a gradually increasing acceleration, and towing the fake foil cylinder we hoped would give them the impression that the ship was proceeding on her original course. As the raft left us, Frank unlimbered the long auto-rifle and set it firing on auto-finder, throwing real proximity fuse projectiles back along our trail. We all knew how those things acted in space. If the fleet slowed up to see what was going on, the shells would be attracted to the hulls of the Vail craft inevitably, exploding as soon as they neared the black craft.


  The auto-rifle chattered a steady pom-pom-pom as the big foil bag still beside us unfolded, stretched out, began slowly to veer off as Frank swung the ship onto a new course. Frank gave one pull on the “alarm, full acceleration,” and we all braced ourselves in our pneumatic seats.


  When I came out of the black-out, it was to see Janey shaking my shoulder, with tears in her eyes. “What’s the matter, girl? Are we taken again?” I asked dully.


  “No, you beautiful boob, there isn’t a Vail ship in the skies. Nothing but the stars, and are they gorgeous. The sight of a clean sky makes me weep, that’s all.”


  Frank was puffing a cigar, relaxed over the controls. He shouted at me as I unzipped from the seat and tottered up to look out the rear-view screens. “We went out of there so fast they never even saw us leave! If they follow that fake clear to Betelgeuse, thinking it’s leading them to our planet, they may never get back! I hope they are that dumb!”


  I inspected the blazing stars in all directions, dreading to find the telltale eclipse of a part of that brilliant counterpoint that only the Gods can weave. There was nothing. “Could be there was so much clutter in their screens, that even if they detected our ruse in time, they couldn’t tell which trail in all that junk was ours and which a shell or a bit of foil heading out . . .” I mused, and Frank took out his cigar and coughed.


  “I thought I’d enjoy this cigar, not having had one since we ran into the Vail. And the dang thing is dried out.”


  Janey came running with his pipe, laughter mixed with the tears which were still shining in her eyes. She began chattering, and at her staccato soprano I felt finally reassured that life had returned to normal.


  “Given full power like that,” Janey was saying, “we must have left there like a light particle that got scared. I’ll bet no human eye would have seen us leave, either!”


  Frank scowled at the cigar and ground it under his foot, while Janey filled his pipe. Lighting it, he rumbled in his throat, contentedly talking as if he didn’t care if I heard or not, and I knew everything was normal. He was talking for my benefit and yarvaing for their benefit, and Alinoa was bending over his shoulder to look at the charts beside him. “A weightless ship must start off at one hell of a speed at that, and inertia created by the acceleration is a lot less than you’d expect. We add velocity like a cashier over a grocery basket in a chain market, like crazy! I don’t believe any eye could follow maneuvers at such speeds. You have to be going the same speed and the same direction even to detect an object close up at such speeds.”


  We settled down to weeks of anxious watchfulness. But not a single black hulk ever showed in our scopes.


  IT WAS a great relief to get back, for about ten minutes. Then the hullabaloo began. The papers played us up, and just as Frank had predicted, the “great minds,” the “authorities” upon whom the United Nations Assembly liked to base their decisions in matters that required genuine technical knowledge—would have none of our warnings. The officially subsidized news sheets began a campaign of mud smearing against us, pooh-poohed our photographs and articles of Vail manufacture as fakes, refused to countenance the idea that we had been imprisoned by and escaped from a great rival civilization in space. Our photographs were confiscated from the newspaper offices, editors were warned not to print “panic propaganda,” our names were stigmatized in all but a few papers as publicity seekers who did not hesitate to throw the whole world into confusion and panic to gain our ends.


  The most furious of our number was Harry Ancil. He had spent all his time, during our return, compiling all our data into convincing form, taking statements from each member of the crew, and had the whole thing on microfilm, prints of which he had sent to his own acquaintances in the financial world. As the tide of opinion turned against us and officialdom began to utter threats of prosecution and imprisonment against us, he went into action.


  Within hours he had enlisted millions in cash and some of the greatest names in the top ranks of financiers. By buying newspaper plants complete, he had managed to get his own newspapers on the street in twenty-four hours, containing nothing at all but huge headlines—“The Truth about Invasion from Space”—and the whole paper taken up with complete reproductions of his microfilms. These contained photographs of the Vail craft, of their cities seen in Alinoa’s ancient penetrative-ray screens, of the Vail themselves. The careful compilation of our evidence thus presented was overwhelming.


  What followed was a kind of bloodless revolution. The clique of political figures who had been running the U.N. Assembly were recalled by their governments, and new representatives appointed.


  Ancil’s new press hailed the change as “Common Sense Takes Over,” and the new assembly immediately adopted a resolution empowering the U. N. military police to requisition all materials and locations necessary to encircle the world with space-fleet bases, capable of maintaining a battle-fleet in action and of defending Earth against invasion. Each nation was ordered to construct as many of the new type space craft as their resources and abilities permitted.


  But Ancil wasn’t through. He followed through with the creation of the “Foundation of Extra-terrestrial Expansion” and the old Worran and Farar mining corporation found itself swallowed up in a vast combination of money and brains assembled by Ancil, directly subsidized by the U. N. treasury.


  Frank and I found ourselves with luxurious offices. My door bore the title “Vice-President in Charge of Pioneer Colonization,” while Frank’s read: “Chief of the Bureau of Instruction in Pioneering Techniques.” We have several other high-sounding titles, being appointed to various boards and committees. But the one title that takes our time is “Advisor to the Board of Co-Ordination of the United Space Navies of Earth.” Old Earth is really building a whopping big space fleet, and it won’t be manned with children if we have anything to say about it.


  Meanwhile, Janey had another baby and Alinoa is expecting any day now. Which former I found more nerve wracking than all my many duties as general factotum around the revitalized United Nations’ Governmental Offices.


  We’re too busy, nowadays, to think about anything but getting ready to repel invasion if it comes.


  But I know the Vail are doomed. You see, Frank hasn’t gotten a chance, yet, to put a rifle sight on a Scarpein. He won’t rest till he does, and you can’t go hunting on the Vail planet as long as the Vail are around. So they won’t be there long!


  Ter-lin? Janey fixed that! She got a husband for her in a hurry, and it wasn’t hard to do! That was one thing the Vail really did well—Ter-Lin is one sweet bit of feminine dynamite.


  No girl to take chances, my little Janey—she won’t even let me play with matches!


  THE END


  UNWANTED HERITAGE


  E.C. Tubb


  The tiny garrison on Venus had two objectives in view—survival and conquest. If they could survive alien environment for five years, Earth would send colonists—but the Venusians had other ideas about conquest.


  They were punishing a man that morning.


  He stood facing the stockade, hands lashed to metal rings hammered into the raw wood above his head. His back was bare, sweat running in rivulets down the white skin, soaking into the khaki of his shorts. He looked sullen, defiantly staring at the exotic grain of the wood before his eyes.


  Major Harrison planted stocky legs firmly on the soft loam of the compound, grasped both hands behind him, cleared his throat with a single harsh sound.


  “Men,” he snapped. “I regret the necessity for this punishment as much as you do, yet discipline must be maintained.” He stared sharply at the assembled garrison, letting his narrowed eyes drift over the little group of civilian technicians standing to one side.


  “Lassiter knew what he was doing. He knew the punishment for his crime. I had warned him. I have warned you all.” Again his hooded eyes rested on the civilians. “Some of you may think the punishment too severe—I cannot agree. Any man who willingly associates with animals, must be expected to be treated like one.”


  The man lashed to the stockade stiffened, half turned his head, then shrugged and resumed his former position.


  Harrison glanced at him. “What Lassiter did is known to you all, I shall not repeat it,” contempt thickened his harsh tones. He nodded towards a sergeant. “Proceed!”


  An orderly stepped forward, his shirt dark with sweat, the blood-red insignia of rank sewn to one sleeve. Rapidly he swabbed the naked back with antiseptic, stepped back. The sergeant reluctantly approached, swung the crude whip.


  “One!” the thong slapped dully against the bare flesh.


  “Two!” he muttered. “Three! Four!”


  “Harder, man,” snapped Harrison. “Put some life into it. Remember why he’s being punished. Strike harder!”


  The sergeant bit his lip, made the lash whistle through the air.


  “Seven! Eight! Nine!”


  “Harder,” grated Harrison. “Harder still!”


  Beneath the cutting blows, a pattern of criss-cross welts grew. Blood started to the pale skin, the long thin cuts oozing blood. Grimly, Lassiter bit his lips, the muscles of arms and shoulders standing out in sharp relief beneath the smooth white skin.


  “Eighteen! Nineteen! Twenty!”


  Thankfully the sergeant lowered the whip, wiped sweat from face and neck. Harrison grunted, nodded to the medic. He sprang forward, swabbed the wounds free of blood, sprayed on the collodion antiseptic.


  Lassiter hadn’t murmured during the flogging, but beneath the savage bite of the plastic dressing he whitened, strained madly at his bonds, then slumped in a dead faint. Phlegmatically the orderly finished covering the wounds with the spray. Finally satisfied, he freed Lassiter’s hands, supporting the sagging body against his own.


  “Leave him,” snapped Harrison.


  “But the man is sick, sir,” protested the orderly.


  “Leave him. When he recovers put him on normal duty. His pain may teach him that I mean what I say.” For a moment Harrison teetered on the balls of his feet, hands clasped behind him, narrowed eyes darting along the ranks of the garrison. Abruptly he spun on his heel, strode away.


  The orderly watched him, his lips moving soundlessly. He glanced at the sergeant, shrugged, gently laid the unconscious man face down on the soft loam.


  An officer bawled a sharp command. Two hundred men stiffened, jerked to attention, shouldered their arms. Further bawled orders. Like marionettes the ranked men split, swung into smooth motion, marched across the compound. The gates opened as they approached, swung behind them. Sentries commenced their slow circuit of the stockade, eyes probing the distance.


  The little group of civilians watched the easy movements of military drill, glanced uncomfortably at each other, avoided the huddled figure on the ground. They too moved away, some to their laboratories housed in the low wooden huts, others back to their bunks.


  The compound grew silent, deserted but for the lone figure against one wall. After a while he staggered to his feet, rested against the rough timbers a moment, wincing at the pain from his back, then stumbled painfully away.


  A bird, scaly necked, leather winged, soared on fitful thermal currents, watching the scene below with curiously bright eyes. It wheeled, flapped rustling wings, then it too was gone.


  The choking heat of the Venusian morning rolled across the deserted compound.


  Ken Drayton looked up with sudden annoyance at the click of the door. Harrison, florid face streaming sweat, entered, kicked the flimsy panel shut behind him, slumped into a chair.


  “I didn’t see you this morning,” he grunted. “Why not?”


  Ken sighed, deliberately closed the file he had been studying, and turned to face the Commander. “I told you my reasons yesterday. Need I repeat them?”


  “I issued a general order. All personnel to watch Lassiter’s punishment. As Commander I expect my orders to be obeyed. Why didn’t you attend?”


  “I didn’t want to,” Ken said calmly. He raised a hand to stem the stream of abuse he expected. “Before you say another word, remember this. I am a civilian. A field psychologist. You are in full charge of the military, I in charge of the civilian technicians. I have tried to avoid friction between us, but I’ll tell you this, one more such spectacle as this morning, and I’ll forbid my technicians to obey you again. You can shame your own men, I won’t have you shaming mine.”


  “Shame?” Harrison jerked upright in his chair. “What the devil do you mean? How else do you expect me to maintain discipline? I’ve over two hundred men in my command. They must obey orders. How else can I enforce them unless there is fear of punishment?”


  “True,” Ken nodded. “But why the whip?”


  “Why not? It’s quick, easy to administer, and does not weaken the strength of the garrison by detailing guards to watch a prisoner.”


  “I see,” Ken watched him curiously. “You really believe that don’t you?” Harrison pursed thin lips, the hooded eyes lowering beneath a perpetual frown. With his short grizzled hair, the ramrod straightness of his back, he looked every inch the professional soldier that he was.


  “I do,” he snapped curtly.


  “You know what will happen now, of course,” Ken mused. “You have shamed Lassiter, shamed him beyond bearing. Even you, with your limited knowledge of psychology must be able to foresee the inevitable result.”


  Harrison gestured impatiently. “Lassiter is a soldier. He will accept the punishment and be all the better for it.”


  “Will he? What after all was his terrible crime? I tell you that there isn’t a man in your command who doesn’t sympathise with him.”


  “He disobeyed my orders,” Harrison insisted stubbornly.


  “Wrong orders.”


  “No. Orders designed to safeguard the lives of us all.”


  “Nonsense,” Ken snorted. He glowered at the stocky commander, his long slightly saturnine face registering his disgust. “We’ve been here almost three years, and in all that time there has not been one instance of hostile action.”


  “Naturally. My men have seen to that.”


  “You think so?” Ken glowered at the file before him. “Aren’t you rather overrating your power? Two hundred men with limited ammunition and fire-power against a whole planet. We could have been wiped out anytime during the past three years. We haven’t been.”


  “Nevertheless, my orders stand. There will be no fraternisation with the animal life of this planet.”


  “You fool!” Ken exploded. “Why are you so blind? Animal life, why anyone can see that the natives are human. If we are to get anywhere at all we must have contact. Lassiter could have given us that. He is the only one of us all who has ever spent more than a few minutes with a Venusian,” he grimaced. “And you have to whip him for it.”


  “Animal life,” repeated Harrison doggedly. “They may look slightly human, that I’ll admit, but think a moment—we are on Venus. A totally new world. How can the native life be anything near human?” He shook his head. “They are no more human than monkeys or apes are human. I won’t have any man of my command cheapening himself and disgusting his comrades by associating with them. That is your job.”


  “Is it?” Ken smiled grimly. “Listen, Harrison, I’ll make a prophecy. Lassiter was one of the first arrivals wasn’t he? That means he’s been here several years without the company of a woman. I’ve been watching him. I’ve noticed the general deterioration of morale. Lassiter isn’t the only one, and I noticed the change in him after he met this native. A woman wasn’t it?”


  “A female,” agreed Harrison. He looked his disgust. “He said that he met it while on patrol, he had stopped to adjust his equipment. It came from the jungle, for some weird reason they continued to meet. How he managed it I don’t know, but it’s stopped now.”


  Ken frowned, he had noticed Harrison’s determination not to admit humanity to the natives, even in designation of sex. Not for the first time he felt intense frustration at the unworkable dual command forced on them both. He tried to hide his anger.


  “Lassiter was bored, miserable, unhappy. He hated the relentless routine of conditions here, it wouldn’t be going too far to say that he was becoming a pathological case; Then he met this women. Immediately he changed. He found comfort with this woman, a new life, a lessening of the pressure and strain. Then you had him flogged.”


  “I have warned him. I have warned them all.”


  “Maybe, but now what happens. He feels degraded. Life here has become even more unbearable. He needs comforting. Where else would he find that comfort but with the woman who has innocently been the cause of his trouble?” Ken thrust the folded file back into the cabinet.


  “I predict that Lassiter will desert as soon as he is able.”


  Harrison laughed. He rocked in the flimsy chair, his still florid features convulsed with merriment. Ken eyed him with intense distaste.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “He’ll desert will he?” Harrison chuckled. “How wrong you are,” he wiped his eyes. “Aren’t you forgetting something?


  “What?”


  “How’s he ever going to get back home?”


  The door swung behind him.


  Sergeant Bob Foster wiped sweat from his eyes, and peered into the dimly lit depths of the jungle. It was hot. The towering bulk of the fern-like trees, wreathed with their garlands of vine and creeper, stretched on all sides. The path, beaten by continuous patrols, traced a thin line before them. Mechanically he plodded on.


  For some reason he couldn’t forget the episode of the morning. Lassiter, tied, flogged, treated like an animal. Unconsciously his hand curled, feeling again the butt of the crude whip. He hadn’t wanted to flog Lassiter. He had protested, yielding only with the mental reservation to make the punishment as easy as possible. Harrison, damn him, had stopped that. He had cried for the sight of blood, and he’d had it.


  An insect, brilliant winged, hovered with a faint drone above the path. Foster made a grab at it, and it jerked away with an angry hum. Ahead of him the patrol plunged their wooden way along the beaten track. They walked rather than marched, careless, listless almost, their weapons dangling loosely from slack hands.


  Three years, he thought dully. Three years of utter waste, eternally prepared for a non-existent enemy. Day after day, the same routine patrol, the same manual labour. First it had been clearing the landing field, then erecting the barracks, then clearing the field again. Things grew on Venus. How they grew! Even the little gardens cultivated as a means of recreation by the garrison, bore exotic fruits and vegetables rare even in the tropics of Earth. Venus was a paradise, but what was paradise to Adam without Eve?


  He wiped his face again, shifting the slim barrelled Vennor to a more comfortable position. He thought of Lassiter again, this time with a sick envy. A woman to talk to. A real woman. Someone to smile at, to be tender to, perhaps even to touch.


  He stopped, listening to the faint sounds made by the patrol dying ahead of him. From a sweat soaked pocket of his shirt he pulled a wallet. Carefully he slid out a creased and tattered slip of paper. For a while he stared at the photograph, his lips tightening with sudden exasperation. His wife, and she hadn’t even written for the past three supply rockets. With sudden anger he screwed the photograph to pulp, flung it aside. It fell in a clump of rank growths, and he watched it moodily, searching his pockets for a ration cigarette.


  The smoke calmed him—that, and the quiet almost cathedral-like atmosphere of the towering trees and the dim-lit jungle. He stretched, snubbed out the cigarette, carefully salvaging the butt. Vennor in one hand he lurched to his knees, half rolled, straightened—and froze in sudden immobility.


  A woman stood in the path.


  Tall, with a wealth of fine hair spilling from her forehead, rippling down her back. A single garment of some silken fabric, looped over one shoulder, draped under one arm, falling in soft full folds to just below her knees. Her arms were bare, her feet covered in crude sandals of what seemed to be bark. The dim light filtering through the thick jungle touched her hair, giving the startling first impression that she wore a halo.


  A Venusian!


  She had seen him, Foster knew. Carefully he stepped towards her, the Vennor deliberately pointing towards the ankle thick loam of the jungle floor.


  “Hello,” he said, and smiled.


  She didn’t answer. Foster swallowed hard, extended his empty hand. “Friend,” he said. “Earthman,” he touched his chest. “Bob.”


  Still no answer. Still she stood calmly before him, the wide eyes staring vaguely at a point just above his head. Carefully he stepped closer. Despite himself ugly thoughts reared in the back of his mind. Native or not, she was woman. They were alone, and it had been a long time, such a long time.


  For the first time the woman acknowledged his presence. Her face twisted a little, with an expression strangely like disgust, she flickered, and somehow was standing just off the path. Desperately he followed her, hating himself for his own involuntary thoughts.


  “Please,” he begged. “Don’t go away. Just let me talk to you. I know that you can’t understand a word I’m saying, but at least let me see you again.”


  In the half light of the jungle her fantastically white skin seemed to glow with an inner light. Her hair, so blonde as to be colourless, clouded behind her. The wide staring eyes had a reddish tinge. From somewhere down the path a voice called, the patrol returning to look for him. Bitterly he cursed, and stepped nearer to the woman.


  “I must go now,” he said slowly and distinctly. “You be here tomorrow,” he pointed to where the unseen sun mirrored the clouds in a great patch of golden light. He swept his arm in a circle, pointed at upwards again. “This time tomorrow. Understand?” He pointed at his chest, then at her, swept his arm in a circle again, then stabbed it at the ground between them.


  “Tomorrow.”


  He stepped back onto the path, the Vennor unconsciously menacing the approaching patrol.


  Ken sat moodily in the crowded recreation hut, letting the whirling blades of the fan try to cool his skin. Automatically he swallowed several salt pills, washing them down with tepid water. It was night. The gates of the compound locked, only the patrolling guards on their eternal march cursing the insect laden darkness, stirred. All the rest were miserably trying to get comfortable in the stifling humidity.


  A man slumped into a vacant chair beside him. Wilson, the biologist. Ken grunted a greeting. “Anything new?”


  “New? Of course there is. There always will be for the next hundred years. How long do you think it takes to classify a planetful of specimens?”


  “Sorry,” apologised Ken with a wry grin. “I didn’t mean exactly that.”


  “I know what you meant,” sighed Wilson. “And the answer is the same. If we could only contact the natives, enlist their aid, it would make things so much easier,” he clenched a fist, the knuckles whitening beneath the strain. He looked at it curiously. “You know, Drayton, sometimes I get the strangest feeling.”


  “Yes?” encouraged Ken.


  Wilson laughed. “Always on the job aren’t you? Always watching our reactions. I can’t say that I blame you. Harrison’s not much help.”


  Ken grunted noncommitally.


  “Have you ever felt as if you’d like to smash things?” Wilson asked. “You know what I mean, like as if you’ve been trying to make something for a long time, and it keeps going wrong, finally you smash it—the feeling is wonderful.”


  “I know what you mean.”


  “Do you?” Wilson grinned self consciously. “I wish I did. I feel like that now. All this,” he gestured at the night outside, “all this is too big for us. There’s too much to learn, too much to do. A whole new world, and we can’t even get started. Sometimes I feel as if I’d like to smash it, and go back home.”


  “Why don’t you?”


  “And regret it for the rest of my life?” Wilson shook his head. “No. It’s too great a challange. Every day I find something new, every day the mystery deepens.”


  “Mystery?”


  “Of course,” Wilson relaxed his hand. “Think of it a moment. Venus geologically speaking is in the Mesozioc period, there should be Dinosauria—and no men. Instead we find no Dinosauria, and natives that act like no natives I’ve ever seen before. It’s out of my line, but isn’t it the rule that primitive peoples always show curiousity?”


  “Harrison regards the native life as animal,” Ken said drily. “Animals are to a certain extent, unpredicatable.”


  “That’s nonsense,” blurted Wilson angrily. “Animals don’t wear clothes. I’ve seen the natives, not often—no one has seen them for long—but a few times at least. They are human,” he clenched his fist again. “If I could only examine one,” he breathed. “If only they would let me examine one of their dead.”


  “Don’t mention that to Harrison,” Ken said sharply. “He may send out a hunting party.”


  “Of course not, but it would answer so many problems.”


  “Maybe,” Ken answered curtly. He was growing tired of the conversation. Like most specialists he couldn’t understand fanatic interest in any field but his own. His own interest in the natives was purely psychological. He wanted to know why they had ignored the Earthmen. Why they had refused any form of contact. The thought of dissecting one was repugnant.


  Yet it would answer the major problem. Were they human, fantastic as the possibility sounded, or were they, as Harrison insisted, merely animals with alien ways. When first the expedition had landed, the riotous growth of what had loosely been called the jungle, had made the crews wary. They had imagined great beasts, savage alien life, they hadn’t found any, what they did see had caused even greater alarm.


  Human-seeming shapes had been spotted at the edges of the clearing. They stood upright, wore clothes, seemed to be men. None had ever been captured, because they had an uncanny knack of melting into the shielding growth of the jungle, at the approach of search parties. For a while sight of them had been common, then they had gone, but the damage had been done.


  An Earth, geared to the highest pitch of militarism, had acted in the only way possible to a people steeped in thoughts of violence. Earth, desperate for new land, spurred by the tantalising promise of a new paradise, had acted to safeguard the bridgehead. Two hundred men, armed with the deadliest portable weapons yet devised, had embarked for the new planet. For three years they had stood ready to defend the outpost. For three years they had patrolled the jungle. For three years they had expected sudden attack.


  They were still waiting.


  Grimly Ken wondered just how long they would be content to merely wait.


  Sergeant Bob Foster tossed on his narrow cot, cursed the heat, the regulations that switched off all lights at too early an hour, the confines of the barrack hut.


  He felt restless, the episode of the day remained too fresh in his mind. He sat up, fumbled for a cigarette, struck a light. Replacing the cigarettes his hand struck against the pocket containing his wallet, as he had done so often before, he opened it, groped for the tattered photograph, hoping to decipher it by the light from the glowing tip of his cigarette.


  His fingers met emptiness, and he remembered his angry gesture while on patrol. Thought of one thing led to thought of another, within seconds he was reliving his meeting with the native woman.


  She was human, he thought desperately. No animal could ever look like that. Logic, reason, the ingrained indoctrination of the past three years, all affirmed that there could be no humans on Venus. Instinct told him that there were. He had to know.


  Carefully he slipped from the cot, donned shorts, fumbled his way to the connecting door. A voice muttered a sleepy question, he ignored it, felt his cautious way onwards. Behind him, a corporal felt curiously at his empty bed.


  Lassiter wasn’t asleep. The savage pain from his lacerated back wouldn’t permit him to even rest in comfort. He lay, eyes staring into the darkness, lips drawn into a thin line. Foster carefully touched his shoulder.


  “What!”


  “Hush. It’s me, Foster. Sergeant Foster. I want to talk to you.”


  “Why?” bitterness echoed in the harsh whisper.


  “I don’t blame you for hating me, but you shouldn’t. I couldn’t help it, I had to do as ordered. If I hadn’t, we’d have both been flogged.”


  “So logic justifies your action,” Lassiter laughed harshly. “What do you want me to do, forgive you?”


  “No,” Foster dropped his voice even lower. “I want to ask you something, will you answer me?”


  “How do I know yet? What is it?”


  “You knew a native didn’t you? A Venusian. A female. Tell me, are they human?”


  “Are you? Is Harrison?” Lassiter said dully.


  “Never mind that. Tell me, are they human?”


  “Ask Harrison,” Lassiter moved carefully on the cot. “He will tell you, and believe me, a whip can be very convincing.”


  Foster sat numbly on the edge of the bed. He felt clammy, the sweat trickling down his body. “I saw one today,” he said dully. “It was while on patrol, I’d stopped behind for a smoke, nothing ever happens on patrol anyway. She was standing in the path, I spoke to her, I want to see her again,” sudden anger shook him. “Damn you, Lassiter. You’ve got to help me. How did you arrange your meetings? How did you tell her that you wanted to see her again?”


  “Do you?”


  “Yes.” It sounded like a prayer.


  “I see,” Lassiter sounded strange. “I can’t help you, Foster. I feel sorry for you, but I can’t help you.”


  “Why not? Can’t you understand, Lassiter? Forget that I flogged you, forget that you hate me, forget everything but that I met a woman, and I want to meet her more than anything else in the world.”


  “More than going home?”


  Foster hesitated. “Must it mean that?”


  “It may do.”


  “I see,” dully he rose to his feet. “Thanks anyway. I’m sorry about this morning, does it hurt bad?”


  “It doesn’t matter—now.”


  Foster looked down at the vague blackness against the dim patch of the sheet. “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing. Goodnight.”


  “Goodnight,” he hesitated a moment, then fumbled his careful way back to the adjoining barrack room. Once he thought he heard a sound, the quick hiss of indrawn breath, for a moment he stood poised on one foot, eyes straining to penetrate the thick darkness. Finally he shrugged, groped his way to his cot.


  He was a long time falling asleep.


  Ken sucked at an empty pipe, stared through the double wire mesh and plastic window, and frowned at the flimsy sheet of paper before him. Not for the first time he felt keenly the helplessness of his position. He had a dozen technicians in his charge, Harrison had two hundred men. The balance of power was ludicrous, and unworkable. Someone tapped on the door.


  “Come in,” Ken called. For once he was glad of an interruption. The doctor eased through the door, stared around the empty room.


  “Sorry,” he apologised, “I was looking for Lassiter. Have you seen him?”


  “Lassiter?” Ken frowned. “No. Why should I have done?”


  “Well you’re the psychologist, I’m only the doctor. I wanted to have a look at his back.”


  “I see,” Ken nodded. “The man who was flogged. No, I haven’t seen him. What made you think I had?”


  “It’s logical, isn’t it? After what happened to him he’ll be in need of psychological treatment. Modern treatment I mean, not the old type of ‘spare the rod, etc.’ ”


  Ken laughed. “I had let it slip my mind. Ask him to drop in when you’ve finished with him, will you?”


  The doctor nodded, left the room and reluctantly Ken turned to his desk again. Abruptly the door jerked open, slammed shut. Harrison glared about the room.


  “Where is he?”


  “Who?” snapped Ken, angrily.


  “You know who. Lassiter. I guessed that he’d come whining to you for help. Where is he?”


  “How the hell do I know?” Ken barked. “He’s one of your men, not mine, what’s the matter with him anyway?” Suddenly realisation came, he stared at Harrison, and grinned sardonically. “He’s deserted.”


  “No,” blustered the red faced commander. “He wouldn’t dare,” he slumped into a chair. “We just can’t find him,” he said uncertainly.


  “He’s deserted,” Ken repeated. “I warned you of what would happen. I was right. Lassiter’s gone.”


  Harrison ran thick fingers through his grizzled hair. “Maybe you’re right,” he admitted. Anger swelled his neck. “I’ll teach him. I’ll flog the flesh from his bones. I’ll work him until he drops. I’ll refuse him passage back home,” he bared his teeth. “There’ll be no more desertions.”


  “Yes there will,” Ken snapped. “This is only the beginning. I’ve noticed the drop in morale, your men are getting homesick. Restless. Woman hungry. It only wants one successful example and they will filter away,” he Stared at the angry commander. “At least they will if they don’t get a more intelligent Commanding Officer.”


  “What!”


  For a moment Ken thought that Harrison would strike him. Unconsciously he tensed, leg muscles tightening, ready to hurl him away from the expected blow.


  “Steady,” he snapped. “Listen to me. I warned you what would happen. You can’t treat men as you have been without asking for trouble. Harsh discipline. Senseless routine patrols. The insistence on the unhumanity of the natives, when all their instincts tell them that you are wrong. Finally the flogging. Did you think that intelligent men, and they are intelligent, would accept that? By lowering one, you lowered them all. They feel guilty, ashamed, they hate themselves,. but they need a scapegoat. You are the scapegoat.”


  “You fool!” Harrison sneered. “You utter fool! What do you know of men? You only know diseased minds. I’ve handled men all my life. Soldiered in a dozen countries. I know how to handle them. Discipline! Discipline and more discipline. Keep them busy. Keep them from thinking too much. It was good enough for three years, it will be good enough for a further two.”


  “No,” protested Ken. “No.”


  “What do you know about it? You and your petty handful of sickly technicians? We can conquer Venus without you. We will conquer Venus.”


  “I see,” said Ken. He slumped back into his chair, anger draining away as understanding came. “You poor fool! You poor blind fool.”


  Abruptly a siren wailed across the compound.


  The radio officer threw them a quick grin as they tumbled into his shack. Overhead the umbrella of the radar beam swung a little as he delicately touched the controls.


  “They’re early this time,” he grunted absently. “Didn’t expect them for a week. Nearly surprised me out of my skin when I heard the radio call.”


  “How far out?” snapped Harrison.


  “Not far. Within five hundred at least. Hard to tell.”


  Ken sighed. Stepping to the door of the low hut he stared hard at the solid sheet of thick cloud, eternally shielding the planet. He didn’t envy the crew of the approaching ship. For the last part of their journey they travelled blind. Only the intermittent signal of the radio beam guiding them to the landing field.


  A mutter grew in the air, high up, like a distant roll of thunder. The compound was full of men, the stockade echoing to the sharp sounds of yelled commands. Order grew from chaos. Smoothly the men assembled, split into groups, marched from the compound. Dispersal. The only safeguard in case something went wrong.


  Ken wished that his group were as mobile. The technicians had gone of course, but the laboratories, the precious equipment, the files, specimens, all the fruit of months of grinding work, could not be moved. Ken shuddered as he thought of the debacle a slight error of judgement could cause.


  High above, trembling on the very edge of visibility, a minor sun came into being. A splotch of light, widening, golden through the twisting clouds. The eye-searing flare of rocket tubes.


  It came nearer, nearer. Sound grew. Thundering, screaming against the stockade, pressing with almost physical force against the tensely watching men. Something broke from the lower limit of the clouds. Slipped aside a little. Roared a flaring note of power, and fell abruptly silent.


  The radio man wiped a streaming forehead.


  “Every time they come in I feel as if I want to run,” he complained to no one in particular.


  Harrison breathed a deep sigh. With quick strides he moved across the compound, heading towards the orderly room. More curious, Ken joined the radio man as he eagerly headed for the nearby landing field.


  “It’s a crazy idea having the radio beacon inside the compound,” he chattered as they walked. “The ship has got to land near to it. One slip, and we get two hundred tons of metal on our heads.”


  “The beacon had to be within the compound for protection,” Ken explained, though he knew the radio man already had the answer to his own complaint. “Without the beacon we’d be helpless, the ship couldn’t land, we’d be stranded.”


  “Not as bad as that,” protested the radio operator. “The first ship didn’t have a guiding beacon.”


  “We were lucky,” recalled Ken. Just how lucky they had been was classed as a minor miracle. They had avoided the turbulent seas covering two thirds of the planet. They had missed the mountains and swamps which covered almost all the rest. They had even missed the towering fern trees which could so easily have tilted them out of control three hundred feet from the ground. Instead they had landed on one of the few relatively flat stretches of solid ground, in one of the scattered clearings studding the thickness of the jungle.


  He finished the short walk in silence. The field lay a few hundred yards from the compound, a wide expanse of cleared jungle. The ship rested to one side, half off the clearing. Men were busy beating out several small fires started by the splash of the jets. The radio operator looked critically at the ship.


  “That’s a new one. Look at the low flat construction. More like a deep pie dish than anything else. Better than the old dart shaped ones. More stability for landing, less liability to tilt. I’ll bet they can even give it lateral motion on the way down.”


  Ken, remembering how the ship had seemed to slip sideways just before landing, nodded.


  “Wonder what they brought this time,” he murmured.


  His only answer was a sharp crack from the contracting metal of the jets.


  The pilot stretched short legs, cocked his head slightly at the outstretched glass, and downed the contents in a single swallow.


  “Good stuff,” he remarked, suggestively extending the glass.


  “We make it from one of the local fruits,” explained Wilson. “It’s rather a nice drink.”


  The pilot nodded, relaxing in the big chair. Around him clustered the technicians, the top grade officers, and as many of the junior staff as could squeeze inside the recreation hut. The ship had been unloaded, mail distributed, and most of the garrison were busy writing letters home, eager to catch departure time early next morning.


  “Made a quick trip this time, didn’t you?” asked the radio operator.


  “Fair,” agreed the pilot. “We stopped blasting at ten miles a second, cut almost two weeks off the trip,” he sipped at his drink. “Things are beginning to speed up a little. Three new ships almost ready, improved design, more cargo space and payload,” he grinned. “Two more years and you can expect an invasion.”


  Ken grunted dubiously. “Anticipating things, aren’t they?”


  “I don’t think so,” protested the pilot. “After all you’ve been here three years, nothing much has happened. Venus seems to be harmless. Why wait longer?”


  “It’s a new planet,” reminded Wilson. “We can hardly be expected to learn all about it in three short years.”


  “No need to. If there were dangerous diseases, animal life, natives, that would be different, but there aren’t. What’s to stop people moving in?”


  Harrison cleared his throat. “Within another two years Venus will be ready for them,” he promised.


  Ken flashed him a sharp look. “What’s new from Mars?” he asked, to change the subject. The pilot shrugged.


  “Not too good. I’m glad I’m off that run. You should see them. No comfort, no decent food, no hope,” he stared at his glass. “I suppose that is the trouble really. No hope. Ten years, and still they haven’t managed to grow a single blade of grass. Everything they use has to be imported. The whole project seems to be a dead loss,” he grinned around the room. “You don’t know when you’re well off.”


  “I don’t know,” demurred Ken. “We have our own problems.”


  “Maybe,” said the pilot. Ken could see that he didn’t believe him. “I’ll be having problems too if I don’t get back to the ship. With a two man crew half of it mustn’t slack,” he struggled reluctantly to his feet. “Blast off’s at eight tomorrow. Get all mail and dispatches aboard by six.”


  A bottle beneath each arm he steered his passage towards the door. Many of the junior officers accompanying him on the short walk towards the landing field. Ken looked at Wilson.


  “Think we can do it?”


  “Solve all our problems within two years?” Wilson shrugged. “I doubt if it will make a bit of difference. We’ve lived here, that will be good enough for anyone. When the tales of virgin forests, untapped minerals, exotic fruits and rapid growing truck gardens are released, watch out for the deluge.”


  “Then what?” asked Ken bitterly. “Shanty towns—openwork mining—ravished forests. The works,” he sighed.


  “You don’t like civilisation do you?” Wilson said.


  “Let’s just say that I don’t like the things civilisation brings with it,” suggested Ken. “To me this is a new world. I’d hate to see it turned into a carbon copy of the old.”


  “Maybe the natives will have something to say about it?” Wilson sounded forlornly hopeful.


  “Maybe they will,” agreed Ken. “And maybe they’ll get the same answer that others got. Remember Cortez? Remember the “Black Ivory” of the Gold Coast. Remember the Red Indians?” he slowly rose to his feet. “I feel depressed tonight,” he apologised. “But I’m worried. I keep thinking of two hundred men. Two hundred men armed with Vennors. It would take just one itchy trigger finger to start something almost impossible to stop.”


  “I don’t get you?” Wilson frowned.


  “Tell me,” Ken said quietly. “Just how long would it take two hundred men, shooting at everything in sight, to depopulate Venus?”


  “A long time I’d say,” Wilson answered uneasily. “A few years at least.”


  “Could we say two years?” Ken nodded at Wilson’s startled face. “Goodnight.”


  He walked slowly into the insect droning night.


  The men stood assembled in the first light of dawn. Even though the sun had not yet really warmed the air, the heat was stifling. Shirts stuck to backs, webbing cut into sweat-softened skin. Heat irritation made legs and arms twitch with a thousand prickles. An orderly officer called the roll.


  “Sergeant Fox.”


  “Here.”


  “Sergeant Brown.”


  “Here.”


  “Sergeant Foster.”


  No answer.


  “Sergeant Foster?” The Officer looked up irritably. “Has anyone seen Sergeant Foster?”


  A corporal stepped forward.


  “Yes? What is it?”


  “Sergeant Foster left his hut last night, sir.”


  “Was he sick?”


  “No, sir.”


  “I see,” the officer bit his lip. “Sergeant Brown, finish calling the roll. Corporal—come with me.”


  Together they strode towards the orderly room.


  Harrison listened to the news in grim silence. With an abrupt gesture he dismissed the lieutenant, fastened the trembling corporal with an evil stare. “Why didn’t you report this earlier?”


  “I thought—” began the corporal. “I mean—” he stammered.


  “Never mind what you thought,” roared Harrison. “You are not here to think. Now, what do you know?”


  The door slammed open. Ken entered the room.


  “What do you want?” snarled Harrison.


  “I’ve just heard the news,” Ken replied calmly. “I think that maybe I can help you.”


  “I don’t need your help,” Harrison snapped. “This is purely a military matter. I must ask you not to interfere.”


  Ken glanced significantly at the corporal. “Perhaps we had better discuss this afterwards. In the meantime, let me remind you that I am nominally in full charge of this expedition. Shall we continue?”


  Harrison grunted, the veins swelling in his thick neck. With an effort he mastered himself.


  “You state that Foster left his hut last night. How do you know?”


  “I couldn’t sleep very well, sir. I woke several times. I thought that perhaps a smoke would help, I didn’t have any cigarettes, so went across to Sergeant Foster’s bed, to borrow one. His bed was empty.”


  “What time was this?”


  “I don’t know, sir. I haven’t a watch.”


  “Naturally,” grunted Harrison. “I am aware that owing to weight restrictions there are few watches among us. Did you notice anything that would give you an idea of the time? The guard being changed? Something like that?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Is that all you can tell us?”


  The corporal hesitated. “Yes, sir.”


  “Very well. Dismiss.”


  “One moment,” Ken stepped forward. “Has the sergeant ever been absent from his bed before?”


  “Once at least that I know of, sir.”


  Harrison grunted. “Nothing to that. Maybe he went to the latrines.”


  “No, sir,” protested the corporal. “I thought that too, but he hadn’t.”


  “When was this?” asked Ken curiously.


  “The same evening of the day Lassiter was flogged, sir.”


  “I see. Have you anything else to say that might explain Foster’s absence?”


  “I don’t think so sir, except that something funny has been happening when we were on patrol.”


  Ken nodded. “I see. What was it?”


  “The sergeant made it his habit to take the rear. He would fall behind the main body, a long way behind. On two occasions we had to return for him.”


  “And when were these occasions?”


  “The first one, sir, was directly after Lassiter was flogged. The second time was yesterday.”


  “Did you see anything, or anyone?” Ken asked intently.


  “No, sir.”


  “Very well. You may go.”


  The corporal saluted, spun on his heel, marched towards the door. “One moment,” called Ken softly. “You don’t like Sergeant Foster do you?”


  The corporal hesitated, one hand on the door.


  “No, sir.”


  “Why not?”


  “No reason, sir.”


  “That is all.”


  Ken looked grimly at the closing door.


  Harrison slammed a hard fist against the top of the desk before him.


  “Another one,” he snapped harshly. “Another damned stinking deserter,” he jerked to his feet.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Where? To call out the garrison, of course. I’ll comb the jungle for them. I’ll search every tree and clump of growth, but I’ll find them,” something feral shone briefly in the depths of his narrowed eyes. “I’ll teach them to desert.”


  “Wait,” snapped Ken urgently. “Listen to me for a moment,” he grabbed Harrison’s arm, and almost threw him back into his chair. “Let’s be logical about this.”


  “Logical? Go to hell,” Harrison strained against the restraining hand. “I’m going to get those deserters if it’s the last thing I do.”


  “And leave the compound undefended?” asked Ken quietly.


  Harrison shot him a startled look. “You think that’s what’s behind all this?” he mused for a moment. “Possible of course, damned possible. Sound military strategy. You think that’s what they want?”


  “Isn’t it logical?” evaded Ken. “Now listen. Foster couldn’t have stowed away on the ship, he was here after it had left. He must have gone into the jungle. All I’m interested in, is why? Why should he desert? I can understand Lassiter going, it was the only thing he could do. Psychologically it was inevitable. But why Foster?”


  “Same reason,” snapped Harrison. “Having been associating with one of the animals, he was afraid of discovery. That corporal probably had him worried, and he knew what to expect, so he left before he got it.”


  “I don’t think so,” Ken said slowly. “It was obvious that the corporal hated Foster, although I doubt if even he could give a good reason for his dislike—it’s just one of those things to be expected when too many men are gathered together too long. It isn’t natural for soldiers to carry tales to their officers about each other.” He frowned at the door. “I expect trouble from that corporal soon.”


  “Why?”


  “Guilt complex. He has broken an unwritten law. If the others don’t take it out of him, he’ll take it out of himself.”


  Harrison grunted impatiently. “Forget your nonsense now, this is important. What do you propose to do?”


  “Nothing. We have no evidence that the natives intend us harm. Those men left under their own volition, the natives cannot be blamed. They will return the same way,” he stared thoughtfully at the floor. “I hope that they don’t return. Neither of them.”


  “What! Why?”


  “Their example has already unsettled the men. If they come back with glowing reports, it will be hard to hold them. Suppose Foster returns, you whip him, imprison him, but you can’t stop him talking. What would happen if he describes a paradise? A village full of beautiful complacent women, good plentiful food, friendly men? Who do you think the men would believe? You, with your insistence that the natives are animals, or Foster, who tells them what they want to hear?”


  “So we do nothing,” sneered Harrison. “The perfect solution.” He glared at Ken with undisguised contempt.


  “I think it only fair to warn you,” Ken continued quietly. “In my report to Headquarters, I have recommended that you be recalled.”


  “What?”


  “On grounds of mental instability. I am sorry to tell you this, Harrison, but you are displaying all the symptoms of mental ill health.”


  “You’re mad!!”


  “No. You are. I’ve watched you closely during the past three years, and you are not the man you once were. You are developing meglomania, I cannot tolerate a man in your position with such a malady.”


  “I see,” Harrison sneered. To Ken’s surprise he showed no anger. “Call a man mad, and the more he denies it, the more he is displaying symptoms. All I can say is that you are wasting your time. Headquarters, thank God, have a few men left, not whining weaklings blaming their own lack of manhood on the nonsense you peddle. So I am a madman am I? Mad or not, I can cure the ailments plaguing this planet. Within two years the settlers are coming, I shall have this planet ready for them. Do you know what cargo the ship brought? Not men, I don’t need any more men. Not guns, I have enough. Ammunition. That’s what they sent me. Bullets! Bullets for the Vennors. Bullets to make elbow room for the men of Earth. Bullets to win a world?”


  His voice dropped to almost a crooning sound. Little flecks of spittle hung at the corners of his lips. His eyes had a glazed look.


  Ken stared at him with horror.


  The man walked across the compound. He was wearing full battle equipment. Suddenly he flung himself to the ground, twisting his body as he fell. Before he hit the soft loam the slim barreled Vennor had spat sharply. He rolled once, squeezed off three more shots. Harrison nodded satisfied.


  “Quick reaction. What’s the score?”


  An aide squinted at the wig-wagging flag showing above the hastily erected hank of dirt at the end of the stockaded area.


  “Four shots, sir. Three hits, one near miss.”


  “Good enough,” grunted the commander. “Continue with practice. Four rounds a man.”


  Ken watched the slowly moving file of soldiers, a sick dismay gnawing at the pit of his stomach. The humid air seemed tainted with the burnt fumes of explosives. The crack of the Vennors echoed from the high stockade, whispered from towering fern trees, undulated from the depths of the silent jungle.


  It was the old story, Ken thought. Perhaps it had started with a man named Halberd. Certainly with one named Ferrara. But perhaps the honours should really go to Colt. Colt, Winchester, Browning, Martini, Maxim, Gatling, Lewis, Luger, Mauser, Bren, Bofors. Spandau, the names seethed through his mind. All with the same claim to fame—they had invented a better means of killing than their predecessors.


  Now it was Vennor, the man who had proved that large calibre wasn’t essential if you had high velocity. The guns that bore his name spat a five millimetre slug, either singly or in a stream. They had a terrific velocity, improved charges had seen to that. The tiny slugs hit with an impact sufficient to kill by shock alone. A man receiving a direct hit on any part of the body, died.


  So great was the speed of the slugs, that if they struck an unyielding surface, they flashed into incandescent gas. With a Vennor it was possible to fell a tree, blow a hole through any barrier other than thick steel, spray a stream of invisible destruction impossible to resist. But, they needed ammunition, lots of ammunition. The supply rocket had provided it.


  Ken turned away, bumped into Wilson. The biologist looked worried, he jerked his head at the file of soldiers.


  “The noise woke me up. What’s happening?”


  “Harrison’s playing with his toys,” Ken said bitterly.


  “Why?” Wilson frowned at the flare of exploding bullets. “Does he expect trouble?”


  “He always expects trouble. When he doesn’t get it, he makes it.” He stood for a moment deep in thought. “Call the rest of the technicians will you, Wilson. Assemble them in the recreation hut. I want to call a general council.”


  Wilson looked at him, let his eyes stray to the soldiers, nodded. Ken, watching him stride towards the laboratories, his gait remarkably like that of an elderly duck, didn’t smile, he was past smiling.


  They sat around the empty hut, the whole dozen of them. Ken stood in the centre of the little group, his eyes scanning them one by one. Wilson, the biologist. Fenshaw, the geologist. Cardon, the entomologist. Bense, the chemist. They sat with the other eight in a rough circle, and all of them looked serious.


  “I’ve called you here because I believe that the emergency warrants it. I’m sorry to have called you from your studies, I know that some of you have delicate experiments needing constant attention, yet still I feel that this is more important,” Ken paused. He felt a little cynical, but with such men it was necessary to lead rather then drive. He was nominally in full charge of them all, but he could only hold their allegiance while he held their respect, and ignoring their experiments was no way to be popular.


  “We know that, Ken,” Wilson said. He looked around the little group. “I think we are all agreed that there is an emergency?”


  Heads nodded. Some gravely, some impatiently, but all signified their agreement.


  “Harrison has decided to take things into his own hands. As you all know, we have adopted a policy of slow but safe investigation. We have classified, examined, and in general, let well alone. Now we are faced with a crisis.”


  “Are we?” Fenshaw looked startled. “What is it?”


  “For reasons best known to himself, Harrison has decided on a policy of ruthless extermination of all native life,” Ken jerked his head towards the compound. “The men are in training now.”


  “What?” Cardon leaped angrily to his feet. “I won’t allow it. Who authorised such a decision?”


  “No one,” Ken lifted a calming hand. “I think that I should tell you that I have recommended Harrison’s recall. However, it is not so easy.”


  “You must stop him,” Cardon snapped tersely. “If he does that, who knows what may be irrevocably destroyed.”


  “I have tried to stop him,” Ken said quietly. “I have reasoned with him, urged him, it does no good.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because Harrison is insane.”


  The door of the hut burst open.


  Harrison stood just within the portal, thumbs hooked in the wide leather belt he affected, and stared at the assembled technicians with undisguised contempt.


  “I heard you,” he snapped at Ken. “Calling me mad again, aren’t you? Well, I’ll show you how mad I am.”


  He stood, wide legged, his narrowed eyes ranging over the ring of tense white faces. “From now on you are all under military jurisdiction, that means that you do as I say, when I say it.”


  “Not so fast,” Ken barked. “You cannot do that, and you know it,” he turned to the technicians. “You are witnesses to this. At the Court Martial, for there will be a Court Martial, remember this. Harrison was sent here to protect us. He was placed beneath my orders. His troops were to be used only as and when I ordered. What he is doing is mutiny,” he glared at the choleric face of the Major. “Harrison, you are relieved of your command.”


  “As you wish, sir,” sneered Harrison. He half opened the door behind him. Beyond the panel soldiers stood ranked, the sun glinting from the barrels of their Vennors. He shut the door again.


  “Would you care to try and take my command?”


  Ken sighed. He had known it was futile, but he was still human enough to feel anger, even though he despised himself for it.


  “What will you say when your relief arrives?”


  Harrison shrugged. “If it arrives,” he corrected. “In any case I cannot be recalled for at least six months, if that. If I know the working of Headquarters, it will be nearer a year, by that time much can happen.”


  “Such as?”


  “Venus will be ready for the settlers,” Harrison smiled thinly. “You have yet to learn, Drayton, that men do not cry over spilt milk. What cannot be undone, must be condoned. I shall not be penalised. I shall be commended. I shall give to Earth a new world, free of all potentially dangerous life. The ends, my dear Drayton, justify the means.”


  “Men will revile you,” protested Wilson in a shocked voice. “Future generations will spit on your name.”


  “Maybe,” agreed Harrison calmly. “That is always the fate of the pioneer. But men will not spit on my name. Weaklings, perhaps. Snivelling cowards, weak excuses of men who dwell with their minds in the past. They may revile me, but only because it is their habit to sneer at their betters. Men, real men, will understand.”


  The air felt very close, Ken could feel the rivulets of sweat trickling down his back, there was a tension in the air, an electric feeling, not wholly caused by human emotions. He tried to speak calmly, telling himself that he was dealing with a sick man.


  “I know how you feel,” he said gently. “But is there any need for this haste? The natives have not harmed us. Why destroy that which is irreplaceable? There are men who have given their names to the world, made their names into common nouns. Ampere was one. Volt, another, they are names to be proud of. There are others. Quisling. De Sade, yes, even Vennor. Those names are only heard in connection with death, and evil. Would you like future generations to speak of “Harrisoning” when they talk of the murder of a new race? Would that please you? Wouldn’t it be far better for men to rear a city here, a city called Harrisonville?”


  He paused, the sweat running down his back causing him to twitch, and prickle. Harrison stood deep in thought.


  “Your motives are good, yet they are motives stemming from wrong thinking. I cannot blame you, you are a soldier. A man such as yourself takes the hard way, the direct way. It is the hard way you know. How often in the years to come will you awake, sweating, regretting what you have done? How can you be sure, really sure, that what you intended doing is right? Sure beyond all question of doubt?”


  Ken let his voice sink a little.


  “It is a terrible thing to have a feeling of guilt. To kill a man, that is bad. To kill a nation, that is worse. What is it then to wipe out an entire planet? Could you live with that guilt?”


  Harrison licked his lips. Ken could see the wet shine of his eyes beneath the frowning brows, the sweat coursing down the lined cheeks. Almost he felt sorry for the man. He could imagine the strain of conflicting desires tearing at Harrison’s sanity. He had been so confident, so sure. He had won emotional release by his decision, now again he felt doubt.


  While he continued to feel it the Venusians were safe.


  The day passed, the night dragged on its weary length, a new day dawned. Somewhere, eternally unseen the sun lifted over the horizon, a wide golden patch on the eternal clouds. Angry clouds. Twisting and writhing in the grip of some hidden turbulence. Layer upon layer, shredding, coiling, massing, breaking, but never wholly breaking, never showing the unshielded sun, or the momentary glory of clear sky.


  Ken stepped from his sleeping quarters, sniffed at the air, squinted at the boiling clouds, shrugged irritably.


  “Feels as if a storm’s due to break,” he said to Wilson. The biologist grunted agreement.


  “Quicker the better. It needs something to clear the air, my nerves are jumping all over.”


  Ken nodded. Emotions could be disturbed by climate as easily as by human relationships. A storm, by its psychological effect, would make his work much easier.


  Men marched across the compound. Officers bawled orders their voices harsh with unnatural irritation. Men glowered, mouthed silent curses, dragged their way mechanically through the routine drills.


  Harrison passed them, frowning as he strode to make personal inspection. As usual his uniform was impeccable, the insignia of rank gleaming from his collar. Guards peered down from the high stockade, watching with interest the movements of the men below.


  Harrison strode impatiently down the line of assembled men. Irritably he snatched at the Vennors, peered down their barrels, ran a cold eye over equipment, moved on. Standing well away from the garrison, he watched as they moved through the daily drill, thinning his lips angrily as he watched the manoeuvres. Heat, ennervation, the tension of the threatening storm, all helped to make the men self conscious, aware of his critical gaze.


  They moved sluggishly, were slow to respond to the shouted orders. Tempers grew frayed, sweating officers, aware of the coldly critical eye, fumbled their commands, snapped irritably, men deliberately aggravated the confusion, hesitated, fumbled their weapons.


  “Halt!” Harrison roared the terse command. He strode deliberately forward, hands clasped behind his back, head thrust forward.


  “Call yourself soldiers?” the sarcasm sounded heavily in his voice. “I’ve seen better in a recruit camp. The cream of all Earth! The gallant defenders of Earth’s bridgehead on a new world! Scum!”


  Junior officers flushed angrily beneath his contempt. Paradoxically the men tried to hide covert grins, they had created a diversion, they were satisfied.


  Harrison stared coldly at them. “Grin, you cowardly dogs. Hide your smirks. Haven’t you guts enough to laugh in my face?” he bared his teeth.


  “Smile while you can, it won’t be for long,” he jerked his head at a lieutenant. “Full marching order. Thirty mile route march. Non stop. Move!”


  “But, sir,” the officer protested. “There is a storm threatening.”


  “What of it?”


  “The ground mist, sir. How are we going to find our way back in case of need?”


  Wilson plucked Ken’s arm. “He’s right you know. Compasses are useless here, I bet Harrison’s forgotten that.”


  Harrison grinned ferally at the young officer. “I said a thirty mile route, march, didn’t I, lieutenant?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Did I say in what direction?” he snarled in sudden anger. “March them around the compound for all I care, but march them until they drop. Move!”


  “Yes, sir,” the officer flushed, saluted, moved away.


  Thunder murmured in the far distance. A few drops of rain slapped against the soft loam, warning of the deluge to come. It grew dark, fitful flickers of lightning dancing on the far horizon. Ken breathed deeply, lifting his face to feel the first drops of warm rain.


  “Here it comes,” murmured Ken gratefully.


  Something round and black and small hurtled through the air. It rose high above the stockade, swept in a graceful arc, bounced on the ground, rolled a little almost to his feet.


  It had black hair, a white face, a bloody stump of neck. It grimaced, the white teeth gleaming against the black soil.


  Wilson retched. Ken stared in sheer horror.


  Lassiter grinned—his severed head lying at their feet.


  The storm broke.


  Rain, blinding deafening rain, fell from the lowering clouds, drenching the sodden ground, filling the already humid air with mist. It was difficult to breath. It was almost impossible to see. The senses grew numb beneath the steady impact of tons of water. The trees dripped water. The clouds poured water. The ground oozed it. It was everywhere.


  Miserably Ken huddled in the folds of his waterproof. Desperately he tried to keep the squat figure of Harrison within the limited range of his vision.


  Before him, behind him, all around him, moved the men of the garrison. Armed. Equipped for battle. Loaded with food for their bodies. Loaded more heavily with food for their Vennors. Men with itchy trigger fingers. Men, bored to the verge of insanity, glad of any excuse for violent action. Men who didn’t have to worry about the guilt neurosis of their actions.


  Men bent on extermination.


  He couldn’t really blame them, Ken thought dully. Even now the thought of the severed head brought its inevitable reaction. Harrison had acted immediately. The precarious balance of his conflicting emotions had received the impetus he secretly desired. A man had died. An Earthman. Someone had to pay.


  Ken fought his way to the head of the column, plucked at the Major’s sleeve.


  “Can’t we at least wait until the rain stops?” he yelled.


  Harrison shrugged off his hand. “No. It’s our only chance to catch who threw the head. They won’t be expecting us,” he sounded happy. Confident that what he was doing was the right thing. Earthmen had to be protected. If they were ever going to win a place on alien worlds, that lesson had to be taught. Taught so that it would never be forgotten.


  The rain eased a little, Ken glanced upwards, they had entered a great thicket of trees, the broad leaves breaking the force of the downpour. He mentioned something which had been worrying him.


  “How do we find our way back?”


  Harrison gestured towards a man burdened with a metallic box, the thin whip of a radio antenna lashing the air above his shoulder.


  “Directional beam. We can guide ourselves by the radio beacon back in the compound.”


  “I see. What are you going to do now?”


  “Fan out. We’ll swing in a wide circuit about the area, shoot everything that moves. When we have sterilised the immediate vicinity, I’ll send out patrols, quarter as far as we can reach. Before we can get helicopters from home, I’ll have the entire area clear.”


  From just ahead the sharp crack of a Vennor split the air. Something fell soggily to the ground. A man yelled in triumph.


  “What was it?” snapped Harrison.


  “Not sure, sir. Here.”


  The soldier came within vision dragging a bulky something behind him. Ken stared down at a scaly, long necked creature. Fragments of vegetation still showed between the toothless jaws. He made a gesture of distaste.


  “A herbivore. Do you have to kill them too?”


  “My orders were to shoot everything that moves,” Harrison said stubbornly. “If it’s dead it can’t hurt us,” he kicked at the beast with his boot. “Carry on,” he ordered the soldier.


  Time passed. The spiteful cracks from the Vennors grew, reached a climax, died away to an occasional odd shot. Ken stared at the mounting heap of slaughtered animals. Herbivores, all of them. Some were huge, like the extinct sloth, some were small, scaled, lizard-like, all were harmless. He felt sick.


  Harrison grew more and more annoyed. He stared at the heap of dead, pulling at his lower lip, glowering into the depths of the forest. Ken knew what troubled him. Harrison was a naturally cruel man. His orders had been to kill—but he wanted dead natives, not the pitiful heap of useless animal life.


  “Not a very pleasant sight is it, Harrison,” Ken said quietly. “Look at it. Useless for food. Useless to help you justify yourself. They aren’t even harmful, let alone potentially dangerous. Is this the point of your crusade to win a new world safe for man to live on?”


  Harrison flinched beneath the sarcasm. “They are unfortunate victims,” he grudgingly admitted. “But what can I do? I cannot order my men to discriminate, we don’t know enough about the wild life to determine what is harmless and what is not. My orders must stand. Destroy them all.”


  Snatching a Vennor from his aid, he strode into the dark forest. Ken close on his heels. Harrison glared at him, but made no move to prevent his coming.


  Something moved at the edge of vision. Ken squinted, trying to focus the elusive shape. Beside him Harrison grunted with sudden triumph, swung the Vennor to his shoulder.


  The shape moved closer, swaying from side to side. Ken heard the hiss of expelled breath, the subconscious tensing of the man at his side. Desperately he grabbed at the slender barrel of the weapon. It spat, the slug tearing from the muzzle, exploding with a vicious crack against the bole of a giant tree. Ken ignored the pain in his hand. Ignored the savage curse Harrison flung at him. He pointed dumbly down the clearing before them.


  Swaying, reeling, both hands above his head, tears streaming down his cheeks, a man staggered towards them.


  An Earthman.


  He hadn’t been ill treated. His flesh was firm, his skin clear, even his uniform shirt and shorts showed only the signs of his hasty passage, but he seemed somehow different.


  The immaculate sergeant, the professional soldier, the man who took a pride in his iron emotions, his stoicism, had gone, instead he had developed into something which Ken for one, was glad to see.


  They sat on the wet ground beneath one of the shielding trees, the rain sending a dull murmur down through the broad leaves. Harrison, his eyes blazing with questions, Ken, watching, studying the flow of emotion across the haggard features, and sergeant Bob Foster, deserter extraordinary.


  “Stop it,” he pleaded. “For God’s sake stop it.”


  “Stop what?” snapped Harrison.


  “The killing! The stupid senseless killing.” Foster writhed in the grip of two men. “Stop it. Stop it before it’s too late!”


  Harrison looked down at the man, his face iron hard. “They killed your companion,” he reminded. “Killed Lassiter. Flung his head over the stockade. Do you know what you are asking?”


  “Lassiter?” Foster grinned mirthlessly. “They didn’t kill Lassiter. I watched him die. They didn’t kill him. You did!”


  “Tell me about it,” Ken said quietly. “What happened after you left the camp?”


  Foster sighed, relaxing in the grip of his guards.


  “I met a woman just after Lassiter had been flogged. I asked him about it, but he wouldn’t tell me anything. Then I heard that he had gone, and I hated him for it,” he bit his lower lip. “I was jealous I suppose, but I needn’t have been. I saw her again, several days after Lassiter had gone, she seemed to want me to do something, the rest you know.”


  “We know that you left the compound,” Ken said. “What did you do then?”


  “Where is their village?” Harrison snarled. “When you deserted, where did they take you? Can you lead us to their village?”


  “Shut up!” Ken snapped. “Leave this to me,” he turned to Foster. “What happened after you left camp?”


  “I couldn’t sleep that night,” Foster continued dully. “I felt restless, I hardly remember getting up, getting dressed, leaving the compound. She was waiting for me, I touched her hand, the very first time I had ever touched her—and then we were at their village.”


  “How do you mean?” questioned Ken. “Did you walk far? What is the village like?”


  Foster shook his head. “I don’t remember. All I know is that we were suddenly at a village. There were small conical huts scattered about the edge of a clearing. The woman led me to one, thrust me inside. Lassiter was there.”


  “Did they keep you prisoner?” Harrison snapped.


  “No. Nothing like that. I thought that was it at first, but I could leave the hut when I wished, go where I wished. I wasn’t held in any way. They put food before the hut, great bowls of soft fruits, a root of some kind, gourds of water and something like a light wine. We fed well.”


  “Why didn’t you return? What kept you there?”


  “Lassiter. He was dying, and besides, I didn’t want to leave.”


  “If Lassiter was dying, why didn’t you return for help?” Ken eyed him shrewdly.


  “I didn’t think of it. I wanted to stay.”


  “Are you sure that Lassiter was dying?” Harrison asked bluntly.


  Foster grinned as if it hurt. “I saw his back. I saw the festering sores, the inflamed wounds. I heard his moaning. I tried to help him, but what could I do? I couldn’t strip off the plastic dressing, he screamed whenever I touched him. I tried to wash it off, but you need a solvent for that stuff. I just had to sit and watch him die. Sit and hear him cursing you between his screams,” he looked down at his clenched hands.


  “I was glad when he died.”


  “Why?” Ken asked gently.


  “They had liked him, they didn’t care for me. They would come into the hut and look at him. Sometimes they would touch him gently, he seemed easier then, as if his pain had left him. I would sit in a corner and watch, and I envied him.”


  “What happened when he died?”


  “They took him away. He began to smell a little, the heat and the rotting of his body, he was pretty far gone when he died, made it impossible to keep him there. I don’t know what they did with him.”


  “And then?”


  “I stayed. I hung around hoping that they would like me. They pulled down the hut, they stopped giving me food, they ignored me. It hurt.”


  He stared down at the wet soil. “They knew what you were doing. The woman came to me, touched my hand—and I heard the sound of the Vennors. I ran. I found you, and here I am,” he looked at them, tears running down his cheeks.


  “They sent me back, do you understand? They sent me back. Back to the beasts!”


  Unashamedly he wept.


  Harrison plodded grimly through the still streaming forest, Ken determinedly sticking at his side. The rain had eased, but still the trickling water from the great leaves cast a thin mist around them. Little sounds came from the rest of the garrison, but there was no more shooting.


  “Have you analysed Foster’s story?” Ken asked.


  Harrison grunted. “No. It’s perfectly simple. When you have had the experience with deserters that I have, you will be able to see things in the proper perspective.”


  “And what is the proper perspective?” Ken asked drily.


  “He ran away. He returned. He fears punishment. To avoid it, he invents a story. I’ve seen it happen a dozen times before.”


  “But why should he return?”


  “He’s an Earthman. Desperate for a woman as he was, yet still he retained some elements of decency. Lassiter’s death must have shocked him into sanity. He probably remembered his wife, compared her to the animals he was associating with, and decided to return.”


  “He told the truth about one thing at least,” Ken insisted. “Lassiter was dead when his head was removed. I tried to tell you that before. Coagulation of the blood in the main arteries proved that.”


  “It makes no difference,” Harrison sounded stubborn. “They desecrated an Earthman. They must pay.”


  “It seems a hard penalty,” Ken protested. “Must you kill them without some attempt to understand their viewpoint?”


  Harrison snorted impatiently. “Listen. I rescinded my orders to shoot everything on sight, because the sound of the Vennors had obviously warned the natives. We must be somewhere near their camp. Foster proves that. I intend to surround the clearing—and wipe them out,” he lifted one hand. “Save your breath, Drayton, and don’t talk. If you think that you can warn them of our approach, you are mistaken. I give you fair warning, if you disobey my orders, you will suffer an accident in the fighting,” he grinned savagely. “It would be terribly easy for someone to mistake you for a native, wouldn’t it?”


  Ken swallowed. He knew that Harrison meant every word of his threat. The man had thrown caution to the winds, he was hell bent on one object, and right or wrong he would carry it out. Extermination of the natives!


  And there was nothing he could do to stop it.! He had tried, he had persuaded, he had threatened. For a while he had dared to hope, but all his science, all his skill, was impotent before the primordial blood lust of the average man. If it threatens you—kill it!


  A simple creed. It had carried men on a tide of blood from a fear crazed animal crouching in a cave, to the very conquest of space. He had mastered his own world by that creed. He would master others, but it was the wrong way.


  It had to be wrong. Intelligent races had to learn to live with their neighbours—not destroy them. The cost was too great, the payment too severe. Nations, races, equally with individuals, could suffer from remorse. Guilt neurosis could be a terrible thing. It could drive men insane. It could drive an entire race the same way?


  Something moved in the mist, just beyond clear vision. Harrison threw up a warning hand, gestured, men melted silently into the forest, the barrels of their weapons steady before them.


  Ken felt a moment of panic. For one instant he thought of shrieking a warning; Harrison glared at him, the Vennor in his hands lifting in silent menace. His eyes were bloodshot, his features drawn and tense. He was no longer human.


  Tension tautened nerves to breaking point. Tongues flickered across lips suddenly dry. Hearts hammered, fingers tightened on smooth metal triggers. Sights aligned on shadowy shapes moving steadily through the mist.


  Harrison sighed, his breath hissing from between thin lips. The Vennor lifted to his shoulder, steadied, the finger commencing the lethal squeeze.


  Ken choked, half lifted one hand, tried desperately to shout a warning. Something gripped his tongue. Something gripped his limbs, his muscles. Darkness rushed towards him. Through the dimming of his vision he could see the Vennor falling from Harrison’s grasp, it fell on the soft loam, Harrison collapsing beside the gleaming weapon.


  Then blackness roared over him.


  The rain had stopped. The sky showed the same clear mass of snowy clouds that he remembered, overhead, a great patch of golden light glared high above the horizon. A lizard stared at him with eyes that twinkled like little jewels, then rah swiftly up the bole of a giant tree.


  A faint wind blew, stirring the great leaves, whispering softly through the tangled jumble of vines and overblown flowers. Insects hovered, droning with the beat of their shimmering wings, the heat of a new day pressed warmly around him.


  He stretched, feeling the thick soft loam of the forest floor yield a little to the thrust of his muscles. He felt relaxed. At ease, physically and mentally. He turned his head.


  Harrison smiled at him, his hands locked behind his head, legs stretched full length on the soft ground before him.


  “Hello. I’ve been waiting for you to wake up.”


  Ken rolled over onto one side. “How long have we slept?”


  Harrison shrugged, glancing at his wrist. “No idea. Watch has stopped, not that it matters.” He climbed lithely to his feet. “Coming?”


  Ken nodded, rose reluctantly to his feet, fell into step beside Harrison. His foot struck against something hard. It was the Vennor, a trace of rust marring the smooth shine of the metal. Absently he picked it up.


  “What are you going to do about Foster?” he said conversationally as they strode through the silent trees.


  “Foster? Why nothing,” Harrison smiled ruefully. “Poor devil, he’s already had his punishment. Think of it, to be so near, then to be rejected,” he turned to the psychologist. “We must help him, Ken.”


  “Of course,” Ken nodded. He took a deep breath of the humid air, savouring the delicate odours stemming from a host of growing things. “You know what’s happened to us I suppose?”


  Harrison nodded.


  “We were so blind,” murmured Ken. “So foolishly blind. It was plain before us, yet we would not see.”


  “I was the one to blame,” Harrison sounded almost ashamed.


  “No. You are not to blame. If blame there must be, then blame your ancestors, your predecessors, the men that dwelt in caves and struck before trying to understand. We grew up with that heritage. We had to leave our world to find another.”


  “Talk to me,” begged Harrison humbly. “You know about these things, tell me more.”


  Ken smiled. “Is it necessary? You know as much as I, but let us talk, it will make our journey shorter.” He swung the Vennor idly in his hand. “How long would it take for a human to lose his pigmentation in a climate such as this? Ten thousand years? Twenty? Or perhaps it was the reverse, maybe it was we who gained pigmentation. Will we ever know?”


  He mused a little.


  “They must have looked upon Lassiter as we would a small helpless animal.


  He was sick, they fetched another of his own kind to tend him. He died. What could they do? He had to be buried, the climate makes that essential,” he laughed a little. “It was really good of them to let his friends know that he had died. They chose the most logical way, but then they are always logical. It was just that we didn’t understand.”


  “And I wanted to kill them,” murmured Harrison. “I wanted to kill everything that moved.”


  “They couldn’t allow that, of course. When they realised what we were doing, they had to act. They sent Foster to us, he must have been a nuisance hanging around their village, like a stray dog wanting someone to adopt him. They tried to dissuade him, but they couldn’t turn him out.”


  “I wouldn’t listen to him,” said Harrison wonderingly. “Now it seems so strange.”


  “Foster failed,” agreed Ken. “It wasn’t really his fault, we were all insane.”


  “But now we’re sane,” breathed Harrison.


  “Yes. It took very little. A slight mental adjustment. A little mental therapy. Merely altering our point of view. A little thing, from their standards, but a great thing from ours.”


  They walked in silence, each busy with his own thoughts. The forest was no longer alien. The wild life no longer threatening. Ken felt a great awe. Would they ever be allowed to mingle with the Venusians on equal terms? Would they ever be able to reach the heights of mental adjustment that made weapons, cities, mechanical servants unnecessary?


  He hoped so. Deep within him he knew that it would be so. Something tapped against his leg, he looked down. The rust-stained Vennor still swung from his hand. He looked at it distastefully. The open confession of man’s weakness and fear. The end product of a long trail of hate and savage blindness. He flung it aside.


  Before them the forest thinned, the faint trail of a well trodden path opening before them. The landing field came into sight, men busy clearing the fresh sprung riot of rain-induced growth.


  Above their heads a bird wheeled, scaly-necked, leather winged. It soared on fitful thermal currents, watching the scene below with curiously bright eyes. It flapped rustling wings, circled, and was gone.


  Harrison looked after it smiling.


  Already men were at work tearing down the stockade.
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  DEEPFREEZE


  Robert Donald Locke


  Life and the future belong to the strong—so Dollard laughed as he fled Earth and Mankind’s death agony. But the last laugh was yet to come. . . .


  EDWIN Dollard’s nervous stubby fingers spilled three precious drops of his fifth Scotch highball, as he veered his head away from the horrors on the telescreen. He was in time to observe Garth enter by the paneled tunnel door.


  “Two more hours—and the ship will be ready,” Garth announced. “The men still know nothing.” His thin lips cracked into a forced smile. “I slipped them the poison at noon mess. There’ll be no tales out of those greaseballs.”


  Dollard’s pudgy features relaxed. “Just you and I, Garth . . . to survive. The others—stupid sheep—let them die!” Lust spread his heavy cheeks into a wide grin. “As for women, there’ll be time enough for them . . . on Venus.”


  “I know,” said Garth slowly. “Plague-untouched women. It’ll be like being reborn again.” His pained somber eyes lit up. “It’s right good we understand each other. . . .”


  “Just see that we continue understanding one another,” Edwin Dollard snapped. “I’m still the boss.”


  The last of America’s industrial tycoons refocussed his attention on the world telecasts. Since breakfast, he had sat glued to the news while a battery of video announcers reported from central strongholds on the progress of the bacterial epidemic that already had swept the Atlantic seaboard.


  “Any late news?” Garth asked, over Dollard’s shoulder.


  “For your information, I picked up a flash from Denver. Just before you came in—”


  “Bad, eh?”


  “You said it, Garth. A thousand new cases. Some think the Asiatics got another two or three missiles through the Canadian radar barrier. More likely, the germs hitch-hiked westward on human carriers, gangs of them streaming out of the eastern states. The mobs are like vermin; you can’t hold ’em back. They sneak through the quarantine at a hundred points.”


  “They’re people, aren’t they?” said Garth, quietly.


  “People? They’re no more people than the loutish mechs you just did away with today.”


  “Under your orders,” Garth pointed out.


  “But it had to be done. Let’s not be squeamish children—”


  “Yes, so it did. You’re safe enough.”


  “You and I both,” Dollard completed. “As long as we’re together, we’re both safe. . . .”


  Dollard gripped his hands together and glanced nervously about the timbered walls of his High Sierra lodge, as if to assure himself that this carefully guarded retreat would protect him from the grisly crawling death that was demolishing his invincible country. Even in the presence of his most trusted hireling, Garth, who had been executive officer of Dollard’s vast combine, the millionaire was ashamed to admit how the report from Colorado—which claimed the enemy-seeded plague had already crossed the broad prairie states—had been enough to send him into a cowering state of panic. And now, even after assurance that he could soon take off in his private vessel, bound for bacteria-free space and the antiseptic sanctuary of Venus, he was still suffering a paroxysm of fear so great that not even a double slug of his costly hoarded alcohol could banish it completely.


  OUTSIDE, hired thugs, outfitted with hydroflame rifles, patrolled the two roads entering the narrow valley—armed with orders to shoot to kill all unauthorized intruders. Already, the guards’ task was proving more difficult as refugees from the Los Angeles area poured into the mountains by way of Bishop and Highway 395. Ragged foodless marauders, they swarmed through the resort villages in vicious bands, plundering and murdering in futile efforts to stave off starvation and death.


  Dollard got up from his position before the teleset, squinting sidewise at Garth while he poured himself three fingers of additional courage. “You’re not sorry at leaving your wife?” he inquired. “Ellen meant a lot to you, didn’t she, Garth?”


  Garth shrugged. “She’s safe enough where she is. That’s all that matters.”


  Dollard poked him in the ribs. “All that matters . . . is survival. You know that, Garth.” He chuckled. “Why bother to save anybody else?”


  “That’s right, sir,” said Garth. The muscles of his face continued to compress his features into an unbending mask.


  “And one thing’s certain, there’s no hope for humanity. Not on this planet, at any rate—or not for a long while, I’m positive. You know what they’re saying now?”


  “No.”


  “The bigdomes are asserting that only a complete mutation among the unborn can save the higher forms of organic life. Get this, Garth. They say that all the vertebrates, and particularly all mammals, will have to develop new germ-resistant species—or the plague will eventually kill off even the strongest. What’s more, those damned Asiatics are in the same boat with us, at last.”


  Garth mulled over the news. He said, “Then, any survivors on earth will have to mutate into something other than mankind?”


  “That sums it up. . . .” Edwin Dollard raised his highball. “Here’s to homo the sap,” he said in mock salute to the vanishing human race. “The chump had a short life but a merry one—on Terra, anyhow. The poor sucker spent his days in a dream world of fraternity and equality. And all along, we, his superiors, enjoyed the liberty to work him to death for our own benefit. It’s a shame there won’t be any earthly historians to record man’s final irony . . . how we who made full use of the hordes for our convenience should be virtually the only ones to escape the hordes’ destruction.”


  “I see,” mused Garth. “That means there’s not really much hope for the ones we’re leaving behind? I guess I’d always thought. . . .” His words trailed off.


  “. . . that there’d be a few survivors?” Dollard supplied. “Perhaps there will, more probably there won’t. What does it matter? There’s only one chance in a thousand of licking the plague . . . from the way the bacteriologists are wailing. And even if the race does survive, what sort of existence would it have—battling who knows what kind of monsters some of the other forms of life are bound to change into? No, I’m here to tell you, Garth, the remainder of the race is better off—exterminated. The few plague-free people we’ll find on Venus will be enough to launch a greater, prouder race—provided, of course, that I’m their leader.”


  THE industrialist waddled back to the telescreen, flicked a metal knob that brought into view a transmission on one of the few ultra-high frequency channels still in operation. Electronically-produced colors provided high visual acuity to a scene that depicted Cleveland in flames. Decontamination squads with fire bombs were shown as they sought to cleanse Euclid Avenue of its infected dead.


  “Scenes like this have been duplicated in a dozen cities already this afternoon,” Edwin Dollard said. “It’d be enough to turn the stomach of a lesser man. Frankly, I’d hoped the health squads could contain the epidemic—but I guess at heart I never entertained any real prospect that they would. As long as we’ve got a little time to expend, we might as well sit here and enjoy the sight.”


  “Sit and wallow in it, if you like,” replied Garth. “I think I better check the road guards once more. If those plug-uglies smell out your plan to desert them our lives won’t be worth a punctured isotope.”


  “You know I’d go with you,” Dollard sighed, “but I fear my presence antagonizes the lower classes somehow. Considering the pay they’re drawing down, I’ll never understand why, either.”


  Garth strode to the lodge’s steel-plated front entrance, a formidable barrier designed to match the strength of a space cruiser’s main airlock. Standing opposite the heavy circular plates, he gestured before the five heat-sensitive electronic tumblers and the heavy door swung open on oiled hinges. When he stepped outside, the barrier closed behind him.


  Alone inside the timbered hide-away, Edwin Dollard immediately shed the affected air of corpulent lassitude he generally displayed in the presence of others. Now that the deadline for his attempt to sneak off the planet approached, it was essential that he attend to the completion of his personal preparations. Above the mantel of the lodge’s thermionic fireplace was hung a brilliant cascading stereo of Yosemite Falls in misty motion. Dollard pressed a hidden button. The mantel sank to ground level and the stereo swung outward, bringing into view a shining cubical locker of beryllium steel.


  From this hiding place, Dollard withdrew two loaded hydroflame pistols. These he strapped under each armpit. Next, he brought out a palm-sized stunner which he concealed in his hand by aid of a wrist-strap. The fourth object to emerge was a small chunky bag from which dangled tightly-drawn leather thongs. Dollard opened the pouch and poured the contents on to his sweaty palm; a thousand carats of glistening “Syrtis diamonds” from his own private mines. The rarity and value of these jewels, he knew, would be increased by the collapse of the terrestrial civilization that had refined them and cut and polished their rainbow facets.


  These gleaming objects of unfixed price were the guardians that would stand by him during the months it would take to reestablish himself among the colonies on Venus. Not only would they purchase luxuries, but also new servants, fabrication plants, ore boats; possibly, even governments. Above all, they would serve to bribe Dollard’s way through the tight network of Venusian immigration officials who might seek—in accord with the laws of their sparsely-settled but independent world—to forbid his landing as a refugee from a diseased planet.


  A FULL hour passed before Garth returned, an hour that Edwin Dollard spent pacing the narrow confines of the lodge’s central room. His eyes constantly consulted the slow march of minutes on the luminescent dial of his platinum chronometer . . . for while it was not imperative that the space yacht he had refurbished should soar starward at the precise hour agreed upon, there did reign a crucial period of four or five hours immediately at hand, during which the most advantageous passage to Venus should be commenced.


  When Garth finally reappeared through the steel doorway, his thin long face reflected the strain he also felt as departure time neared.


  “I checked the roadway two miles up the valley,” he reported. “No activity in sight. There was a riot at Leevining, or so one of your guards told me—and a big pitched battle in Bishop between lowlanders and highlanders.”


  “Another day or two and they’d be swarming all over this region,” Dollard said.


  “You can bet their first reaction would be to dismantle the ship at sight,” Garth informed him. “Lucky we’re getting out in time. If the mobs couldn’t pilot the vessel themselves, it’d be human nature to see to it that nobody else got to do so, either. Misery loves company—even in the face of death.”


  “The scum,” said Dollard. He donned a jaunty space cap he had often worn on pleasure flights to his outlying holdings. Hooking his thumbs in his belt, he grinned: “Well, Garth, shall we go?”


  Garth nodded. He detached a torch that was clasped to his waist, then opened the tunnel door that was carved out of a braced section of the rear wall where the lodge had been built to shore into the mountainside. Entering, the two men threaded a winding route through a narrow dripping passageway, guided by the thin yellow beam of Garth’s light. They emerged several hundred feet farther on in a valley of long shadows, cut off from the world on three sides by abrupt cliffs. No ravines opened on this valley. Only by a desperate climb over the surrounding peaks could it be reached—and hence it had been immune to spying eyes. Here, amounting to a feat of superb pilotage in itself, Dollard’s vessel had been landed weeks earlier in anticipation of just such a need as it now served.


  Sturdy shrubbery screened the tunnel exit, although concealment had not proved to be necessary. As they broke into the light, Dollard and Garth pushed aside stunted conifers and half-stumbled, half-ran down a shale-strewn incline which led them to the valley’s floor.


  A short northward walk brought them in view of the refitted space craft. Based on stubby fins, it pointed vertically at the sky.


  The high sharp ridges surrounding the valley blotted out the late afternoon sun, casting gloom upon the sheer rock walls and overhanging escarpments, and, despite his previous acclimatization to Sierra altitudes, the thin sharp air made breathing difficult for Dollard.


  A short distance from where the vessel was cradled, the bodies of five coveralled workmen lay in stiff huddled forms. At the sight, Dollard grunted. “Efficient toxin,” he commented. “Good work.”


  WALKING contemptuously past the bodies, the tycoon approached a work shack which had housed the space ship mechanics. He picked up an aluminum platform-ladder which rested on the trampled grass. Swinging it above his head, he brought it back to the vessel and hooked it against the rear fin so that the tubular platform lodged itself against the ship’s lowest loading hatch.


  He turned to Garth. “Too bad we can’t run an engine-to-mech check, before taking off. But no mechanics.”


  Garth said, “Knocking off the men was your idea.”


  “My conscience’ll rest easy with it,” Dollard returned. “I was making a joke.”


  “Very funny joke,” said Garth.


  “Very funny for you, too,” said Dollard.


  His fingers squeezed the rubber-mounted grips of the stunner concealed in the palm of his left hand. A slight eye-stinging flash burst in the fading light. As the wave moved outward from the tiny device, Garth stiffened and pitched forward, bouncing perceptibly before his body finally succumbed to the compulsion of gravity.


  Dollard aimed the hard toe of his metallic shoe and kicked him viciously in the temple. Garth’s body did not stir.


  “I would have liked an engine-to-mechanic check very much,” Dollard said thoughtfully. “But these things can’t always be planned neat enough to meet every detail. There has to be leeway for diversive action—should the situation merit it. In this case, the situation seems to have merited it rather fully.”


  He began to climb the narrow aluminum rungs of the propped-up ladder. After reaching the platform, he stood on the grilled support, his fat panting bulk braced against the upper chord of the stabilizer fin. He looked back briefly at Garth’s unconscious form on the ground.


  “You were a fool, Garth! A fool to believe that I would take you along with me—to share a new empire. Know when I lost complete respect for your intelligence? It was when you banked that past services for me would assure you of future salvation. Very stupid. Didn’t you know your usefulness would end for me the moment I left Terra? Why should I have dragged you along to drink up my oxygen, eat my food . . . and undermine me later on? No, friend Garth, you were—all along—just as much a tool as those uniformed carcasses you poisoned on my behalf. May you join them in the sad reflection they must now be experiencing. . . .”


  Garth’s paralyzed body lay still.


  Dollard pressed against the outer panel of the hatch and stepped into the opening that was made by the sliding section. He disappeared into the bowels of the ship, and the hatch closed after him.


  A few seconds later, a rumbling inside announced the vessel’s engines had come to life. Stubby atmospheric wings unfolded into place on the shining metal sides. Rocket vents below the scorched tail surface began to glow a cherry red as fused gases bit into the pitted ground. The ship’s entire length trembled slightly as it left the surface. Climbing into the blue with an ever-increasing whoosh, it described an arc over the jagged peaks and vanished.


  ANOTHER half hour passed, before the cataleptic effect of the stunner eased sufficiently for Garth to sit up and rest his chest and arms upon his knees. He rubbed his forehead, felt the bruise at his temple and gazed speculatively at the sky. Then, he studied the bubbling earth only a few feet away from him and realized how close he had been to death from the space vessel’s back-blasts. He shuddered a moment.


  After his head cleared, he struggled to his feet and walked over the damp grass to the work shack. Entering, he searched through a chemical cabinet until he found the vials he wanted. From them, he compounded a liquid mixture which he forced into the ampoule of a hypodermic needle.


  When he stepped outside again, he saw the sky had darkened quickly with evening. He walked over to the stricken mechanics and administered an injection into the neck muscles of each man. The counter-toxin took hold, speedily erasing the depressant effect of the drug Garth had originally fed the men—a non-fatal dosage of an irritant similar to the one Dollard had ordered be used to slay them.


  He’d supervised a lot of Dollard’s underhanded work for him, Garth told himself as he waited for the hypo stimulant to react. But murdering helpless men had been something he had rebelled at. And now that Dollard had deserted him, at least he would have company on Terra during his last days of life. It was an outcome Garth had anticipated, although he had been unable to predict just when Dollard would launch his surprise attack.


  The men came to sluggishly, their reactions pathetic and confused. The first thing they appeared to notice when their conscious minds took hold of their environment was the empty circle of terrain where the space yacht had formerly stood.


  “Dollard took off,” Garth explained. “He drugged us all, after we’d gotten the vessel in shape for him.”


  “The dirty swine—he promised he’d take us!” the men protested.


  “Like so many other promises he never intended to keep,” said Garth. “He told you men—for instance—the ship was headed for Luna. Me, he told, he was bound for Venus. I think his destination is Venus, but he’ll never get there.”


  “Not get there—why?”


  “Because of a little secret I never let him know,” Garth replied, rubbing his nose and grinning wryly. “My wife is on Venus, where the plague can’t reach her. And I promised myself days ago that Dollard should never be given the opportunity to infect that planet. That’s one promise that has been kept. At least, I know now that Ellen will be safe—for a while longer.”


  “But, sir, the big boss has gone! What can you do—with him flown the coop?”


  “Do now? I’ve already done it. Dollard thought of me as a fool, but instead—I’ve shown him up as the real fool. A simpleton, tricked by carelessness. There’s a damned big surprise waiting for him in space.”


  Garth looked up into the twilight sky where a few brilliant stars were now shining. His face bore an expression of exultant triumph. “Yes,” he said softly, “a real surprise is just around the next curve for you, Edwin Dollard. I hope you enjoy it as well as you’ve enjoyed buying and selling men’s souls . . .”


  FIVE hundred miles above the sun-mirroring Pacific Ocean, Dollard wiped great beads of perspiration from his shiny jowls. His thick hands tugged and wrestled with stubborn knobs that finally yielded, enabling him to apply greater thrust to his stern rockets.


  From the moment of take-off, it had seemed to him that the grim bowl of Terra below him was taking a bigger bite out of his acceleration than it should. Naturally, he hadn’t expected his craft to operate with one hundred per cent efficiency, considering the caliber of the technical help employed on its refitting; but still, his tau curve should have brought him to his first coasting point four or five minutes earlier.


  By virtue of being his own pilot, he was obliged to astrogate by rule-of-thumb and occasional directive spurts from the course-calculator. If mechanical troubles piled on top of him now, he’d have to surrender control to his gyromatic pilot, while he moved aft to track down the power-robbing malfunction. No mean task, armed in this case only with a slide rule and what engineering knowledge remained to him after thirty years of high finance.


  Whatever the gremlin was, it wasn’t exactly an auspicious start for a fifty million-mile hop. He grunted and pressed his secondary firing buttons, boosting space velocity by a percentage that should shake the kinks out.


  At the four thousand-mile mark, the earth had retreated to a green ball that floated atop a stream of unbearably bright stars. From this height above the planet’s surface, not even the most powerful telescope would have revealed the scenes of rampant disease and flaming destruction being enacted on the broad continents below.


  The entire vessel shook in a kind of bone-cracking vibration, lurching and lumbering as if some malign influence had tampered with every rivet and seam-weld in her plates.


  More apprehensive than ever, Dollard finally yielded to his fears and surrendered his controls to the robot pilot. His huge body rendered almost weightless, he pulled himself along the rail guards of a catwalk that led to the unmanned engine room. Here he inspected every instrument dial to be found although the readings on many of them were repeated on duplicates in the bow.


  It was then, while the ship was still a thousand miles from the no-pull point where free-wheeling alone had been known to carry vessels out of Terra’s gravitational range and into Venus’ orbit, that disaster struck. The fuel being fed to exactly half of the rocket tubes choked out, and the blast from the remaining tubes increased proportionately.


  Under this new impetus, the vessel’s frame shuddered. Its nose suddenly described a wild arc among the gyrating stars. The diversion of inertia was a more severe blow than a meteor collision would have been. Thrust was an exceedingly difficult thing to plot in free space. Dollard, screaming in panic, was flung against a network of metal braces; despite his weightlessness, his mass was great as ever and a sharp steel corner gouged a deep bleeding slash in his puffy cheek. Sickened, he crawled forward through the spinning ship until he was once more able to pull himself up into the pilot’s chair.


  There, he discovered the second battery of tubes had ceased firing about a minute after the first. But the changed vectors had already done their damage to both ship and heading.


  A QUICK run-through on the course-calculator soon revealed to Dollard how desperate his position was. Mathematically, Venus was now a goal impossible to attain. To re-correct his altered heading would require more fuel than his tanks had carried at take-off, thanks to sabotage. He also had the vast gravitational field of the sun to battle—a powerful sucking force, which if left to work its will could grow insidiously from a gentle tug of a few millimeters per second to a powerful acceleration eighty times terrestrial escape velocity—and this, without ever once relinquishing its hold on the slightest particle of mass in its grip.


  Cursing and fuming, Dollard plotted and re-plotted, some of the rustiness of his brain wearing off as he matched his wits against the prospect of death by holocaust. But, all the resources of higher mathematics failed to point toward a solution. An artery commenced to throb painfully above his ear.


  It was Garth who had engineered this hideous accident, he told himself. The faithful unsuspecting Garth had turned out to be a traitor. He was the one who had rigged the fuel lines so that at a certain predicted point along the course the flow along one set of conduits would be shunted to the other.


  He should have killed Garth instead of merely stunning him, Dollard thought angrily.


  For the twentieth time, he fed three-body calculations into the astro-computer. Somehow, somewhere, in the maze of the Newtonian science there had to be an answer. The complexities of force and heading analysis weren’t so great but what machinery could eventually solve all the variables involved. That is, if only Sol’s overwhelming gravitational attraction didn’t provide a free-sliding path to hell with no choice of alternates in the meanwhile. . . .


  The click-click of the tape as it emerged from the electronic calculator seemed to present a different rhythm to Dollard’s ears on the twenty-first try. Picking up the ribbon, he let his reddened eyes run over the printed symbols, translating them into finished equations. Elation suddenly sent his blood pressure soaring, as the meaning of what he read became apparent. There was a solution . . . a course he could follow! One, which while it would not guide him to Venus, would prevent him from plunging into the sun.


  Eagerly, he punched the figures for the heading onto a magnetized wire that would be fed into the gyropilot. After the heading was set, he crawled toward the ship’s stern, dragging with him a hydrojet welding torch, a tool that could sear metal apart or join it by causing regulation of the molten rod protruding from its spring barrel. In the abdomen of the vessel, he found the wrecked fuel lines and removed the obstruction Garth had set up, repairing the channels.


  RETURNING to the pilot chamber, he pressed the firing button and acceleration returned a form of gravity to the ship’s interior, giving him weight for the first time since the freakish accident.


  Sighing with relief as the heavens slowly rotated in his screen, Dollard slumped back in his chair. He punched new figures into the computer, thinking . . . now once safely back into a no-pull zone, a man with a little luck should be able to make—


  His chunky fingers froze to the keys. There was another flaw to be dealt with. The discrepancy was one the course-calculator had clearly pointed out, but he had overlooked it in his haste to get underway. The solution he had followed was the only possible one—that was still quite true. But, use of it only plunged him into a second predicament.


  This new course, said the equations, a course which would require all the remaining fuel to maintain, would steer the ship into a permanent orbit around the earth—an ellipse with the point of apogee far beyond Luna. He now had the certainty of continued life—for a few more days, until his provisions gave out. . . .


  Again he cursed the name of Garth. But for the man’s treachery he would be well on his way to Venus. Now, he was a helpless trapped mass of protoplasm, protected from his bitter airless environment only by the same steel walls of the cage that held him. . . .


  THROUGHOUT the next twenty-four hours, as the nature of the elliptical orbit he had entered became more and more apparent, Dollard fought off sleep while his frightened brain racked and racked again its scattered fund of knowledge for an answer to the new problem.


  But at last, the narcosis of cellular exhaustion completely overcame him and he slept.


  When he awoke, he was chilled and hungry. The ship had passed into the shadow of Luna and its bulkheads no longer conducted heat to the convecting air envelope inside from the outer plates, generally warmed by solar radiations. It took him sometime to get warm again.


  He pondered anew his predicament. It would be useless to plead for help to the Terran space authorities. All interplanetary flights had been grounded since the Asiatics had scattered the epidemic over the western world only to have it re-invade their own borders; all the national governments were fighting rebellion and plague simultaneously, and most important of all as far as Dollard was concerned, he had effectively outlawed himself from the jurisdiction of all governments by his acts of murder and his treason in fleeing Terra. No, there could be no help from the officials of earth.


  Not in present years anyhow, he thought. But, wait! Suppose this plague should ultimately die out or be conquered. Then, wouldn’t space travel be resumed? If not by the human race, by its successor—whichever race or species, if such could happen, that mutated successfully enough to produce a plague resistant strain and then evolved a rational brain.


  Civilizations rose and toppled in cycles, he knew. Sometime in the near future or even the far future, another civilization would emerge on Terra and another race would conquer the stars.


  But what value was that to him, if he would die in a few days from lack of oxygen?


  No, if he were to be rescued, it had to be soon. By the Venusian colonists? No hope lay there, either. The second planet was an infant world, and its people—even if they succeeded in making space travel common—would be apt to avoid the Earth-Luna system like the—


  He choked: There was no other word for it:—like the plague. . . .


  Again, he was conscious of his brief chill. It aroused some elusive connection in his brain with a piece of information he had nearly forgotten. What was it? Cerebration set in, as he sought to pin down the clue he wanted. . . . He felt his body chilling. . . .


  Chilling, he thought. That was it, deep freezing.


  What cold was colder than the eternal absolute zero of outer space? Where could a person find temperatures lower than those in the celestial icebox that extended everywhere around him? Just outside his port window lurked enough chill to keep his body intact for a million years!


  And in a million years, who knew what cultures would learn to pilot vessels through space and come his way to revive him? Possibly alien cultures whom his superior genius for organizing would enable him to dominate. Already, the contemplation of such a possibility rendered the prospect so alluring he wondered why he was holding back. Why not step out of the airlock immediately?


  IT was calm reasoning that deterred him, the realization that if his scheme for survival were to meet success, he would have to lay his plans deep enough to meet every contingent possibility.


  Two things became immediately apparent as essential: (1) He would have to adopt a method of self-freezing that would assure instantaneous cessation of his life activities without injuring his body cells by converting the water to ice. (2) He would have to leave behind him an explanation of what he had done and sufficient directions concerning his revivification that he would not be restored so slowly as to alter his molecular structure, a turn of affairs which would in fact make him unalterably dead long before he approached normal body warmth.


  Now, thoroughly aroused by the possibility of escaping total death, Edwin Dollard fought his way back through the damaged compartments to the tuberoom. Here were vats of liquid helium, used in Collins engines to refrigerate the volatile rocket fuel. The helium, Dollard knew, was in turn kept super-cool by contact with magnetic salts, mostly iron ammonium sulphate, the magnetic field being generated by the ship’s auxiliary dynamos when in operation, the ship’s batteries at other times.


  But if one were to open all ports or hatches, allowing the atmosphere to escape, the absolute zero space would infiltrate the ship’s interior making it unnecessary for either the helium to cool the fuel, or the salts to cool the helium. All would probably approach a state of absolute heat death. And the body of a man, immersed in the helium vat, would be preserved for eternity!


  Dollard laughed. He would defy Garth yet!


  He spent the following day in the most efficient of preparations. Moving about the ship, he posted complete directions for his recovery in as many languages as he knew. Then, he drew with painstaking care a series of diagrams that repeated the information in pictograph form. Finally he recorded directions on sound tape and hooked the reproducer to an electron eye so it would commence to play the moment the vessel was entered.


  This task completed, he set about to prepare his own body. It was imperative that the suspension take place so speedily that none of the animal heat was retained. For this purpose, he imbibed a heavy amount of alcohol which served to flush his capillaries and distribute calories more equally through his system.


  Next, he gathered wiring and rigged up a remote-control board that would enable him to open the ship’s hatches from sanctuary inside the tuberoom. When finally ready, he stood by the helium vats, opened a switch on the jerry-built board and listened to the vessel’s atmospheric envelope swoosh out in the passages just beyond the sealed tuberoom hatch.


  Now, the only air remaining inside the craft was that in the tuberoom itself.


  At that moment, the ship circling the mother planet entered the shadow of Terra and chilled perceptibly in the absence of radiated sunlight.


  Dollard stripped to his skin. His lips were blue and his limbs were trembling, despite their cushion of fat. He pressed the last button and the pressure inside the room commenced to drop. He stood by the largest vat until all the oxygen was gone, except that remaining in his lungs. The outer hatch swung open, admitting the penetrating cold of complete vacuum.


  The trapped industrialist exhaled his breath, counted three and dived into the tank.


  His body sank and the atoms of helium temporarily left their random state with the influx of heat, but returned quickly as the magnetic field took up the slack, vaporizing the ammonium salts. All was quiet again—


  The human brain and the secondary laws of thermodynamics had combined to thwart the will of a relentless universe.


  Edwin Dollard, financial genius and murderer in his time, had entered into a state of suspended animation from which only an equal intelligence could ever awaken him.


  THE planets and their satellites revolved in their orbits for uncounted centuries, until even the fixed stars shifted and formed new constellations. During this long almost interminable period, no man-made vessels disturbed the equilibrium between the worlds; no man-made radiations penetrated the empty spaces of the solar system. A wanderer from Procyon or Sirius, entering the neighborhood of Sol, might well have suspected he had found nine lifeless spheres pursuing a futile and purposeless course about their flaming parent.


  So immutable however are the laws of celestial mechanics, once set into operation, that Dollard’s ship varied not a centimeter in its elliptical path during those endless dragging years.


  But organic life, by its very definition, is highly viable, highly persistent; it is capable of protracted existence in such diverse environments as the imbedded hearts of meteors or the currents of briny polar seas. It is likewise capable of infinite modifications under stress, such as glacial flow, cessation of moisture, loss of sunlight . . . or, the rampant onslaught of bacterial disease.


  Hardiest of all forms of life, as proved in the last days of the reptilian age, are the carnivorous mammalian orders; these members are generally the most adaptable, intelligent and ubiquitous of living types. And by their conquest of their stubborn environment, they have proven themselves equally the fiercest.


  Thus, it was not surprising that eventually the derelict spaces between the inner planet of Sol were once again the scene of traffic; not bristling traffic perhaps, but sufficient to present concrete proof a new intelligent race had developed on Terra.


  Nor was it anymore surprising to Edwin Dollard, when Dollard awoke, aroused from his long sleep—and conscious in the passage of time of no more than a second’s absence from the world of sense and light—that this life should have found him.


  He awoke, aware of stinging pain in his eyelids and the jabbing of a thousand needles below the surface of his skin. A glaring white bulb, suspended in an ice-blue ceiling, dug into his pupils with relentless intensity.


  A voice, couched in a low-throated growl, spoke just above his ear in an unintelligible language. A second voice, farther away, answered with a guttural purring.


  Dollard slowly revolved his field of vision until it rested upon the first creature who had spoken. His eyes made out a man-like apparition in a white smock buttoned to a metal harness, a tall lithe figure whose curiously pointed face regarded him with unblinking interest.


  “You are come to, I notice,” the creature said, employing a rasping blurred form of English. “I am Shir K’han, of the people of Tegur, detailed to interpret your meager tongue, oh frozen primate.”


  “You’re not human . . . but at least you’re intelligent,” Dollard snorted. “Where am I?”


  “On board a vessel of the Tegurian fleet, bound for the home planet.”


  “Which one do you call ‘home’ ?”


  For reply, Shir K’han gestured towards a bulkhead paneling at the far end of the room. Dollard’s eyes focussed on a trimensional photo-mural of Terra. In the representation, the continental outlines of the planet were the same; but if the colors were reproduced accurately, then the earth had lost the bulk of its polar cap and become a tropical world. The Sahara was a verdant green, while a great portion of the Amazon valley was inundated by bluish seas.


  DOLLARD attempted to sit up; the struggle was what first caused him to notice his nude body was strapped by polished steel clamps to a long flat porcelain table. Rolling his head to one side, he discovered that the table’s rim contained a long shallow trough which had not been scoured too clean. Deepening stains remained of whosever blood it was that had been contributed from the last autopsy performed on the surface of the table.


  “Why’m I tied up?” Dollard demanded.


  “A temporary precaution,” Shir K’han replied, soothingly. The growl of his voice had now reduced itself to a monotonous purr, which reminded Dollard of nothing so much as a . . . but then, he shook his head: No! that couldn’t be. Mankind replaced by a thinking species of biped felines—descended from a race of giant jungle cats. The development was fantastic.


  “Precaution?” Dollard repeated.


  “You might have become violent, primate. Only a few anthropoids are extant, now. And They are scraggly skulkers, hiding out in the brush of the second planet—the world you knew as Venus. But even so, many of them have been known to react quite viciously when captured.”


  “Then, there are humans left?”


  “I see you recognize the difference between our race and yours at once.” Shir K’han stiffened with pride. “The gap is quite great.”


  Dollard noticed a very faint striped pattern could be traced in the fuzzy growth on Shir K’han’s bared arms.


  “Yes, some members of the previous culture do survive,” the feline continued. “Puny specimens. We have been forced to hunt them down. Unfortunately, they breed slowly.”


  “I claim no kinship with them,” said Dollard. “If you’re sniffing around in an effort to find out my sentiments about that, you can stop right now. As a man from the past, I’m strictly for myself.” He winked. “What’s more, I never did believe that monkey business. You know, about the human race being the only kind of life having souls or intelligence.”


  “Strange words . . . from a primate.”


  “That’s what I say. You look good enough to me. You have an adequate IQ—that’s the only test you need to pass with me. Now, how about getting these clamps off of me?”


  Dollard’s renewed request incited no action. The feline interpreter’s pointed features were impassive; only the pricked attitude of his tufted ears indicated he was listening.


  “Let’s go,” Dollard cajoled. “You’ve revived me—and I think I’ve proved I’m not dangerous.”


  “You still do not seem to understand. Your animation from the frozen sleep was undertaken solely because it was a challenge to our science that we could not over-look.”


  “And a bang-up job you did of it. Followed my directions perfectly.”


  “We used our own methods,” Shir K’han corrected.


  “The idea was mine.”


  “True, but had you known it, there did exist a mathematical solution to your problem of escaping from the fixed orbit your ship adopted. Apparently, to your misfortune, your training failed to include a knowledge of five-body equations . . . so you never arrived at the proper heading you needed to take.”


  “Naturally, not,” the revived industrialist snapped in answer. “But that couldn’t be helped. I never professed to be a super-competent astrogator. In my world, in my time, I was a leader of my race—a builder of factories and machines.”


  “Our archeologists have dug into the ruins of your civilization—without, however, a great deal of curiosity,” said Shir K’han coldly. “We found little in it to interest us. We have translated your language—but even so, we uncovered nothing to equal even the barest rudiments of our own science. Our zoologists dismiss you as extra-clever primates—possessed of some knacks, but nowhere on a reasoning, perspicuous level.”


  “But that’s absurd—”


  “From our point of view, no. In fact, we still debate whether you primates could have been intelligent enough to have founded your culture without the aid of some early Tegurians. We Tegurians have been superior to the anthropoids as far back as our own history goes, which is to the days of the Great Impetus—the epoch when our race was gifted with great powers and the primates degenerated.”


  “Nonsense,” scoffed Edwin Dollard. “Get me off this sadistic table—and I’ll demonstrate how smart I am.” He squinted, studying the feline’s high-domed head and furry chin.


  “Now, I’ve got you pegged,” he went on. “You’re just a specimen of what a jacked-up tiger would turn out to be, burned under a few million volts of hard radiation. You may be civilized, you and your people—but I bet it took you a million years of high-speed evolution to do it. If it hadn’t been for mankind’s work with mutable bacteria, you’d still be chasing your tails under the palm trees—”


  SHIR K’han interrupted him, remarking: “The art of vituperation and scolding always was a characteristic of the various simian species. We have an apt axiom among the people of Tegur. It might be translated: ‘Chattering man, empty brain pan’.”


  At that moment, it occurred to Dollard he was pressing his initial luck too far. No use antagonizing present company.


  “All right. I know when I’m bucking the system too hard,” he replied cagily. “What do you intend to do with me?”


  For answer, the interpreter turned to the second Tegurian in the room, a creature who had stood motionless near the only exit, and uttered a flow of guttural syllables, climaxed by a high-pitched questioning note. The reply was forthcoming almost immediately, spoken in weightier, more deliberate tones.


  “The commander says you are to be presented to the leaders of our civilization,” Shir K’han reported. “That’ll take place when we dock at the home planet in a few hours. In the meanwhile, you may have the run of the ship.”


  The feline pushed down a knobbed lever and the steel clamps slid from Dollard’s trussed form. His relief matched only by his quickened awareness of the need for caution in dealing further with his rescuers, Dollard took advantage of his release to stretch his aching muscles.


  Standing erect caused him a moment’s dizziness, which he could not account for until he recalled that the alcohol he had drunk thousands (or was it millions?) of years previously still remained in his bloodstream.


  Although the interior of the Tegurian ship was suffocatingly warm, yet Dollard felt the lack of clothing with what amounted to discomfort. He described his feeling to Shir K’han who told him his apparel had also been found in the circling space yacht. Equally well-preserved by the cold of interplanetary space, the clothes would be brought to him immediately.


  After garbing himself, Dollard strolled about the Tegurian vessel. Its alien constructure seemed to defy all the architectural principles familiar to a human’s primate mind. Catwalks, especially, lived up fully to their name, appearing as mere unsupported ribbons that stretched across banks of throbbing molecular engines. Mechanics traversed these walks over fuel pits with graceful skill, despite the lack of handholds. Everywhere, Dollard noticed that members of the crew, when relieved of their tasks, immediately dropped off to slumber without need of intervening recreation.


  Slightly less than six hours after he was awakened, Edwin Dollard heard whistles scream through the length of the vessel announcing planetfall would take place in only a few minutes.


  Shir K’han padded up to his side and informed him that he would have to rest in a padded cell while the landing took place. The muscles of his human body would not be up to the shock of deceleration—a magnified strain to which feline muscles had long been accustomed.


  Dollard obeyed. By now he was weary of his confinement aboard. He was anxious to get aground where he should meet the true leaders of Tegur. He could impress them with his superior abilities. Of course, it would seem strange to find Terra ruled by another species, but after all that was a contingency he had fully considered when he voluntarily undertook the deepfreeze. Little by little, the first shock of encountering an alien culture seemed to be wearing off—yet he knew there were still many mind-twisting problems to face.


  Shortly after he had braced himself against the sponge-lined bulkheads, a great shock travelled transversely through the ship, followed by a dozen or more lesser shudders. Metal groaned and creaked all about him, and the room temperature noticeably increased.


  LEFT to himself, Dollard immediately began to formulate new plans. Searching his garments, he was relieved to find a pocket still contained the bag of glittering Syrtis diamonds with which he had hoped long ago to bribe Venusian officials. The gems might prove equally useful now in cementing his position with the Tegurians. He was angered however to find his flame pistols and stunner had been taken away from him.


  He decided that immediately after his presentation to the leaders, he would ask for the privilege of inspecting their factories and other technological facilities. There had never been erected an industrial plant yet, whose efficiency couldn’t in some way be improved, Dollard knew.


  By making himself practicably useful, Dollard knew that in time he could build up a personal organization that eventually would result in the acquisition of a new financial empire.


  All of course hinged upon the very vital conference with the upper echelon of Tegurian rulers.


  But, at least it could be said that Edwin Dollard had proved himself capable of dealing with fortune on its toughest terms. Now, he was in the home stretch of his new career.


  Seconds after, the Tegurian ship landed with a thunderous jolt. The engine throb died away and silence reigned along the corridors. Dollard found his breath painfully short as renewed anxiety gripped him. This was the crucial moment.


  A panel slid open and Shir K’han appeared. “Come,” he said. “The leaders have been notified and are waiting at the banquet hall.”


  “Splendid,” said Dollard, rubbing his hands together. “If things work out to advantage for me, I’ll remember you, Shir K’han.”


  The Tegurian’s yellow eyes blinked as if he had not heard.


  Outside, Dollard’s lungs expanded to draw in deep gulps of the luxuriant tropical air that characterized a warmer Terra. At a considerable distance from the nearly deserted spaceport, he saw that a brilliant city of high towers capped by narrow glass spires raised its shining structures to the sky. The sharp-pointed buildings could be seen to be interlaced with countless spidery cables and glistening bridges.


  For Dollard’s observing eyes, the vista of the metropolis evoked—by some indefinable ancient suggestiveness—a buried Terran memory of a giant banyan tree pierced by lean striped bamboos.


  “Bengul, our capital,” Shir K’han told him. “This way, now.” He pointed to a waiting air vehicle on the lonely drome. “In there—and you’ll only have five more minutes.” The feline nostrils wrinkled.


  “Five more minutes?” said Dollard. “Aren’t you going?”


  “No, I wasn’t invited.”


  “I’m to go alone?”


  “Yes,” Shir K’han replied. The prolonged effort of speaking in a strange tongue was reflected in his increasingly roughened tones. “I’ve been ordered to put you in the cage-flier. Then, my job is done. The cage will transfer you to the leaders’ quarters—where all else will be done. Farewell, primate. It has been interesting. I could almost swear that. . . .”


  He paused.


  “Something troubling you?” said Dollard, who didn’t usually concern himself with other persons’ inner disturbances. He wondered now what instinct prompted this particular inquiry of solicitude on his part.


  “You trouble me,” replied Shir K’han. “I would almost swear you had . . . a high intelligence . . . and a soul worthy of a Tegurian. But, of course, I know that isn’t so.”


  “That’s not what I meant,” Dollard said, fretfully. “There’s something else—” For a moment, he felt like screaming, “—something you haven’t told me.”


  “Would you really like to know?” said Shir K’han. “I had thought it was better you didn’t. But, then I have often been accused of strange sympathies for a Tegurian—”


  “I demand to know.”


  “Then, I must hurry. Only a few minutes remain. Let me try to draw you a mental picture, primate. Your race, like ours, was carnivorous. You feasted on many delicacies—on species extinct like the steer, the pheasant, the squirrel. It was your very nature, your undeniable primal instincts, that made you enjoy the rending and devouring of flesh—”


  “True,” admitted Dollard. His body was now trembling.


  “I remember,” continued Shir K’han, “one of our archeologists translated an account of how the primates of your time unearthed the body of a mastodon, buried in the glacial ice. The mastodon flesh, a delicacy, was so well-preserved that it was still edible. And so, it was eaten.”


  “I—I don’t think I understand what you’re getting at,” declared Dollard.


  HE looked anxiously about him, but the flat plain bore no shelter—or for that matter, no other objects save the waiting air vehicle and the recently-landed space ship on the drome. Lights began to glow in the far-off city.


  “The point is,” said the feline interpreter, “that it would have made no difference to the primates had the mastodon been intelligent. They would have eaten him anyway. In your epoch, primates ate many domestic animals who differed less in intelligence quotient from them than differ civilized Tegurians from human primates like yourself . . . the gap today is much greater. . . .”


  “Then, you—”


  “Not me. Only the leaders of my world, shall I say. By virtue of their exalted rank, they have the right to the choicest of foods. Since the dawn of our history, the flesh of primates has been our greatest delicacy—but it has grown scarcer and scarcer, until now it is virtually non-existent. And such specimens, as are trapped, are stringy and barely edible.”


  Dollard looked down guiltily at his own plump body. His face bore the flushed expression of one suddenly conscious of sin.


  “But you,” continued Shir K’han, “your body is fat and well-preserved. When we found you on your derelict ship, our commander communicated with the rulers of Tegur immediately. He was ordered to change course and bring you to Bengul—”


  The feline’s speech broke off. Edwin Dollard had suddenly commenced to run from the horror of this alien world, recognition of his fate having burst like a rocket in his panic-stricken mind. His heart was pounding.


  But loping easily along as his ancestors might have pursued a baboon or antelope, Shir K’han overtook the screaming human. He seized his obese bulk by the waist and lifted him high above his head. While Dollard kicked and moaned, the feline bore him back to the air vehicle and deposited him in a wire mesh cage in the flying craft’s cockpit. A tangle of the sticky ropes descended from the cage’s roof, further entangling the trapped industrialist and serving to reduce him to helplessness.


  Shir K’han adjusted knobs and switches on the vehicle’s control board, until he had produced the desired setting. Then, he stepped back.


  “As I said before,” he declared “this vehicle will automatically transport you to the leaders’ banquet hall—to arrive in five minutes. There, you will be prepared and presented to our rulers. I hope you please them. The reward for our commander and his crew will be great.”


  “Then, all along, what you’ve been trying to tell me is . . . is that . . . I’m to be—”


  The remainder of Dollard’s words melted into a jumble of gibberish.


  “Exactly,” confirmed the Tegurian, walking away from the vehicle. If the creature’s feline countenance showed a trace of conscience, Dollard from his position within the rising cage could not discern it—not that it particularly mattered in his last moment of sanity on earth.


  And it would puzzle Shir K’han for many years just why the last shrill scream of the primate was: “Garth—Garth, you did this to me!”


  THE FINAL VENUSIAN


  Bryan Berry


  That evening. That strange and fateful evening, robot John sat by the fire as he had for one thousand, four hundred and twenty-eight years, four months and three days . . . but waiting now for nothing in the whole world to happen. Nothing at all.


  SILENTLY, among the tall and luxuriant trees, the city slept as it had slept for the past thousand years and more upon the planet Venus.


  The white towers of the city pointed at the graying sky like skeleton fingers rising from the dead hands of the buildings. Where smaller houses on the outskirts of the city had nestled there were creeping greeneries and exotic plants. Where great canals had channeled across the land bearing water to all the outposts of the Terrestrial colony there were only the white arms of broken concrete, broken and scarred and crumbled where the trees had pushed themselves up with a great straining and a great heaving, to break through and gasp and rear upwards towards the sky in exhilaration.


  The city was a dead city, turning its sightless, ancient eyes to gaze at the creeping bushes and grasses that swarmed over its limbs. And the rains that swept Venus washed its bones and the winds of Venus picked them clean through the long years.


  This silent and misty afternoon there was not a movement to be seen throughout the whole city, but on the outskirts, from a small and crumbled building, came a plume of smoke, rising and curling steadily upwards from a tall chimney.


  Within the building the two sat at the table as they always sat at this time of the day, watching the fire burning in the ancient grate as they had done through die centuries since Old Paul had sat with them doing that very same thing. Their faces were without wrinkle, without a line to tell of age or illness or worry. Their lips were fine and red and warm-looking, and their eyes the palest blue steel. On their heads were bushy shocks of hair that never grew long and never needed cutting and never fell out. And in the firelight, teeth that were rows of die finest pearls glistened without a spot of yellow on them, without a mark of decay.


  “I wonder when he will come,” said the first robot, Thomas.


  “Perhaps this year, perhaps the next, perhaps die one after, but it will be one of the three. He allowed a five year margin of error when he entered the Time Capsule. Two of the years have already gone,” replied the second robot, whose name was John.


  “It seems funny, doesn’t it, to sit here knowing that we are going to see him again after so long?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you remember him as well as I do, I wonder?”


  “Of course I do. He made us both the same, didn’t he? My memory is just the same as yours.”


  “Do you remember his white hair and his stoop? His hands yellowed with chemicals?”


  “Naturally I do.”


  “And the way he kept on wearing that old suit, despite the money he made with his inventions?” Thomas went on.


  “Of course.”


  They were silent for a while, then. The fire flickered in the room and gave off its warmth to the two beings who had no need of warmth.


  No need at all.


  “You know, the only things he never tried to make money on were robots. He never made any after us, did he?” mused John.


  “No, that’s true. He didn’t. I remember him talking about that, once, too. He said that he didn’t mind making robots to be used as servants or even friends but he wasn’t going to make them for use as cannon fodder. Do you remember him saying that?”


  “Of course I do. It was at nine o’clock on the evening of July seventeenth, 1979. Am I right?”


  “You are,” said Thomas.


  “And that’s what would have happened, you know. If they had started making robots like us on a large scale either here or on Earth they would have been made to fight in the war.”


  Thomas nodded and poked the fire, stirring up a spray of sparks. “Yes, men wouldn’t have passed over an opportunity like that. The side with the robots would have won any war at all. And that was why Old Paul wouldn’t give in when the government tried to make him cooperate.”


  John got up from the chair and walked over to the wide window. “How long has it been, Thomas? How long since he left In the Time Capsule?”


  “One thousand four hundred and twenty-seven years, three months and eight days.”


  John nodded slowly. “I often wonder what happened to him, why he never came back. “I’ve thought about it more and more since the last colonists died out. We’re only animate, thinking beings on Yenus now, you know. When Old Paul comes we must stay with him all the time. We must never let him out of our sight, for if we do and something happens to him . . .”


  “We should never forgive ourselves, and we should be the losers.”


  “Yes. It will be good to talk to him again and remember the days when there were men in the city and rockets in the sky. Think of it We can have him here for the rest of his life, for he never returned through the Time Capsule. We can talk to him just as we used to.”


  Thomas got up and joined John at the window. “And we must never let him stray far from us in case something should happen to him,” he said.


  The two robots looked out together at the dead and skeletal city.


  ABOUT a year passed; a year that was to Thomas and John no more than the blinking of an eyelid, for they had known so much of time through the long and silent years.


  Within the crumbled building a dock chimed six. John and Thomas pushed back the sheets that covered them and rose from the two beds where they had been lying for seven hours, imitating sleep. They dressed and went downstairs.


  “Raining,” said John, pulling back the metal curtain and peering outside.


  “John,” said Thomas, softly.


  John turned. “What is it?”


  Thomas pointed with a finger that looked human but which, of course, was not. In the middle of the room there was a glowing. A blue glowing and a blue shimmering. “It’s Paul, Old Paul,” said John.


  The shimmering became a solid egg of blue light, vibrating in the center of the room.


  The robots looked at each other happily. “After all these years,” said Thomas.


  “Yes. After all these years.”


  They waited, their eyes eager.


  Old Paul stepped out of the blue vibrating egg, his white hair just as they remembered it, and his moustache, and—yes—and his old suit with the bottom button missing from the jacket. Just as he had stepped into the lime Capsule on that sunny morning one thousand four hundred and twenty-eight years, four months and two days before, so he stepped out of it.


  “Paul, Old Paul,” from two metal throats.


  “Hullo, boys.”


  “Paul, you’re back. We waited so long.”


  “I didn’t think I should find you still here, somehow.”


  The robots laughed. “Oh, we’re still here,” said John. “You made us to last, remember? We’re good for another thousand years or so.”


  Tire old man sat down in one of the chairs and looked around the room. “You’ve made some changes. None of my apparatus left here.” His voice sounded sad.


  Thomas and John shifted their feet. They knew that the old man was thinking that they might at least have kept some of it there to remember him by.


  “We didn’t destroy it, Paul,” said Thomas.


  “Then who did? Did I, after I went back?”


  “No, Paul, the Government came and took it away. They thought you might have been working on something that would help in the war.”


  A mass of wrinkles gathered themselves into a scowl across Paul’s face. “And didn’t I stop them? Or was it after I died?”


  The robots looked at each other undecidedly. Then John said: “You never came back from the future, Paul.”


  “I never came back? You mean I stayed in the future and died there? Stayed and died here? Now?”


  Behind him the Time Capsule reduced itself to a blue shimmering once more, then a faintly luminous patch, then nothing at all. It had gone, its purpose served.


  “All we know is, Paul, that you never returned. This is the first time we have seen you since you first stepped into the capsule.”


  Paul shook his head, bewildered. “But why? The duplicate capsule is still in the vacuum vault below, where I erected it before I went into the future, isn’t it? You haven’t used it?”


  “You never taught us how to use it. It is still there.”


  “Then why did I not return? I could have done. Besides, I wanted to.”


  Silence in the room.


  Old Paul closed his eyes. “So I never went back,” he said. “I never finished my work on dimensional ratios or—or anything.” He was silent for a moment. Then he shook himself and turned, his eyes open and bright. “Well, boys, you’d better show me Venus. It’ll be a lot different from the Venus I knew.”


  Quietly Thomas led the old man to the window and drew back the metal curtain so that he could see just how different Venus was.


  Paul gazed out for a long and quiet minute, his eyes misting and his breath coming more heavily, pumping up from his aged lungs. “It’s all like that?” he asked, his face twisted slightly with the strain of seeing things no other man had ever seen.


  John nodded and spoke from behind him. “Yes, Paul, it’s all like that now.”


  Paul still stood at the window, watching the bright whiteness of shattered towers that had become the playgrounds of green and exotic creepers, watching the once glorious roads cracked and splintered with time. “How long?” he asked.


  “Many, many centuries it has been like that About ten years after you went into the capsule a lot of the colonists were recalled to Earth to fight a war. Some of them revolted and were presented with a war dust bomb for their trouble. Those that managed to survive the bomb died off without children. Since then the forest has closed in.”


  Paul shook his head. “All that trouble, all that money and enthusiasm and energy to get to Venus and they throw the planet away like a rotten apple.” And there was a great and terrible sadness in the old man’s eyes as he let the metal drape fall back.


  THAT night Paul raided the deep-freeze food cached in the vaults below the building and, afterwards, sat in the lounge while Thomas and John busied themselves preparing a meal for their maker, their lord, their master, their friend.


  And oh, what a meal it was!


  There were plates loaded with lobster salad with fresh green lettuce and prawns as cold and succulent and crisp as curls of pink ice. And there were long cool glasses of beer and slices of white and tender chicken breast; there were plates of warm and crunchy rock cake freshly baked in an oven that had not been used for a thousand years. There were apples and oranges and sweet ripe pears, and there were cheeses, too, soaked in rich wine. The great table groaned and protested and bowed under die weight of the food that was spread out upon a new and stiff white tablecloth, the color of new snow that was laid on top of it.


  His meal finished, Paul loosened his belt and reached for a cigar, pierced the end with a cocktail stick and lit up, sighing. Thomas and John sat in the other two chairs, cigars burning themselves away, unpuffed at, between their teeth. This was the moment that they had been waiting for through the eternity of years. Yes, this very moment when they could sit again by the fire with Old Paul and speak of things that happened so long ago.


  “Do you remember that time when we went to see the Government man and told him that you were not interested in making any more robots like us?” asked John.


  Paul nodded, remembering clearly the occasion that, for him, had happened only a few years before. Smiling, he said: “Yes, that certainly was amusing. He was quite taken in when I introduced you as two scientist friends. And then when we left and you and Thomas opened your chests so that he could see what you were—oh, I thought he would die of fright!”


  They laughed at the thought, remembering. And they went on to speak of other things, old things, things that happened in the far, far past when the Venusian colony had been a live thing and when there were mighty rockets rushing in the gray skies, burning the clouds with livid streams of fire and bringing more and more men down to the second planet. Ah, yes! the old days; days lost, days gone, days buried.


  At last Paul rose to go up to his bedroom, saying good night to Thomas and John from the stairs, leaving them sitting beside the fire still.


  “It was good to talk,” said Thomas at length. “So good.”


  John nodded. “Tomorrow we’ll take him round the city and then in the evening we’ll sit here again and talk.”


  Thomas looked across, quickly. “I was going to suggest that we take him to the city in the evening and spend the day looking over the old spaceport.”


  John’s plastic and rubber and silk face twisted ever so slightly into a frown. “I think it would be far better if we took him to the city in the daylight. Then we can spend the evening here, talking as we did tonight.”


  There will be plenty of other evenings when we can sit here talking,” said Thomas, standing up, “Why not take him to the city tomorrow evening?”


  “Just that I think he’d prefer to see it in daylight, that’s all. There’s no need to get cross. If he wants to see the city during the day, then we can take him there the day after tomorrow.”


  Thomas and John looked at each other across the room, steel wire nerves jumping within them, coils coiling in their metal skulls, lubricating oil stirring and whirling in glass and plastic tubes deep within. Their bodies were hot beneath their clothes and there came a slight humming from tubes unaccustomed to warmth and anger.


  “I think,” said Thomas, “that we had better go to bed. We can discuss this further in the morning.”


  PAUL was wakened in the morning by Thomas holding a cup of hot tea, and by John holding a plate of grapefruit.


  “Thank you, boys,” he said, puzzled at the heat that was coming from them. “You’d better let me take a look at you after breakfast, you’re cooking up much more than you should. What’s the matter?” No answer.


  “H’mmm. Well, let me just eat this grapefruit, then I’ll come down and look you over. That heat is noticeable from here. You’ll be scorching your clothes.”


  The robots left.


  Old Paul sipped his tea and his eyes were troubled. He had caught snatches of their conversation late the previous evening, and what with that and the heat of their bodies this morning. He sighed. So they were not perfect; more than that they were imitative. They had once lived among men and the influence had extended over a thousand years. Anger was a thing that he had never instilled into them at the beginning. Jealousy and possessiveness, too, should have been alien to them. But contact with men in those early years must have provided what he himself had not. The ways of men, the old man thought, oh, the ways of men!


  He dressed and went downstairs. “Thomas, John,” he called.


  They came into the room.


  “Fetch the case of tools from the vault.


  I see all the others have gone. I want to have a look at you.”


  The robots went out and returned, later, with a heavy case.


  “You first, Thomas. Take off your jacket and shirt.”


  Old Paul opened the case, taking out pincers, forceps, files, oil cans, scalpels, fine wires, glass tubes, plastic and rubber coils. “I’m going to put you out for a while,” he said. “Then I can have a better look at you.” He opened Thomas’s chest and switched this, clicked that. There came a faint whirring and sighing, a hissing of expelled gasses as pressures were reduced, as liquids ceased to pump.


  Thomas was a dead and silent tiring sitting in a chair.


  “Why did you never tell us how to check that for ourselves, Paul?” asked John.


  “Because when I made you I had faith in the human race. I thought that you would be useful to man after I was dead and gone.


  I was the only person who knew how to inanimate you. If you were to try it, even after seeing me do it just now, you would fail. Why do you ask?”


  “The years have been very long, Paul. Sometimes, sitting here, we talked of the old days when men who did not want to live destroyed themselves, men who had nothing left to live for.”


  The old man’s nimble fingers joined wires, substituted tubes, rearranged tiny fibres, scraped with a scalpel, swiftly. “Have either of you ever tried to disconnect yourselves?” he asked.


  “Never. We have always had something left to live for. We knew that you would come here eventually.”


  The old man smiled. “It means that much to you, does it, my returning?”


  “We have had little else to think about! For over a thousand years. And now here you are.”


  “Yes, here I am.” The fingers were busy still with wires and tubes. “Yes, here I am again. And you each want me for yourselves, don’t you?”


  “I suppose we do.”


  “You know you do. Before, you were prepared to share me with each other. But now it is different. I am too precious a possession, am I not? You each resent the fad that I am not your own personal property. What I am doing to Thomas now will remove that resentment. Afterwards I shall do the same to you. I overheard part of your conversation last night, and your body heat this morning warned me of what was happening. But it shouldn’t take long to put you right.”


  JOHN laid a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Paul,” he said, “Paul, we could get on very well together—alone.” Paul’s hands came away from Thomas’s chest. Slowly he put the scalpel down on the table beside him, together with the twists of nerve wire on which he had been working. The room was quiet with the silence that held the two figures. “The years have changed you, John,” said the old man, “changed you as I never thought they could.”


  John’s steel eyes were glowing brightly, his fingers twitched on the old man’s shoulder. “I’m serious, Paul. We could spend the rest of our—of your life here on Venus together—and we would never be lonely, the two of us.”


  Paul straightened up. “Sit down, John,” he said heavily. “I’m going to start on you now. You seem to need it more than Thomas.”


  John sat down and then stood up again, his face a spider’s web of tiny cracks where the internal heat was working on him. Within his metal skull nerve wires rose to maximum temperature and bulbs flashed redly, recording themselves on strips of microfilm winding and curling on miniature spools. But the spools slowed and the warnings did not shoot out to each limb, each part of the metal complexity that was John. Instead the wires rose higher in temperature. Three microscopic valves blew themselves to glass dust within the brain case.


  John shot out both hands, gripping Paul’s shoulders. “Let’s stay together,” he said. “We can forget all about Thomas. We don’t need him.”


  “Take your hands off my shoulders.”


  “No.”


  “Don’t be a fool, John. Sit down. You’re cooking yourself to a cinder inside there. And take your hands off me!”


  Steel blue eyes brightened in the fiercely working face. Fingers that had steel bones kept their hold, squeezing. “No, no, no, no, no, no! You’re mine, mine. You shan’t belong to us, but to me! We’ll forget Thomas and everything. We’ll go out somewhere else and build a new house and start a new life, and in the evenings we can sit beside the fire like we used to do, and we can talk of the old days and watch the fire die down. We have no need of Thomas. Let him stay where he is—dead.”


  The old man coughed twice and pawed at the steel fingers, quite futilely, “John, John!”


  Slowly the brightness died away to a glimmer in John’s eyes. The heat subsided in the nerve wires, the liquids gurgled to themselves and returned to normal levels in their small and secret tubes, the twitching of metal coil muscles diminished. The fingers opened, then.


  Old Paul fell in a crumpled curve on the floor of the building. At tire chair beside his fallen body Thomas sat with his chest bared and a trickle of nerve wires cascading from the circular hole there.


  John looked at his fingers, then at Paul.


  “Paul, Paul,” he cried, bending. I didn’t mean to hurt you, Paul. I didn’t mean to do anything. Stand up, Paul. Get up, Paul. Oh, Paul, Paul!”


  Desperation made a shaking within him, deep down. He pulled the old man upright and carried him to the table. He stripped off his clothes and rubbed his limbs. He went down to the vault and brought up oxygen cylinders and a pump, and for three hours he worked on the old, brittle body that was growing steadily colder. It was no good.


  After that he tried to put Thomas together again, fitting nerve wires into place, examining this part, adjusting that. Thomas sat like a metal and plastic, glass and silk, rubber and fibre dead thing, as indeed he was.


  John buried the two bodies on the edge of the dead and silent city, among the trees.


  And that same evening he sat by the fire as he had sat for one thousand, four hundred and twenty-eight years, four months and three days; but waiting now for nothing in the whole world to happen. Nothing at all.


  THE IMAGINATIVE MAN


  Bryan Berry


  Of the two survivors who crash-landed on Venus only Clarke, the sensitive-minded one, could see those miraculous inhabitants . . . those mythological weirdies. Gear-gaited Bainbridge, the fool, was acting like a normal homo.


  DOWN from the blackness of space, through the grayness of the Venusian sky, the rocket cut its path, speeding, It fed on the sky, gobbling clouds and spreading them out behind in a raw red pencil of burning. And as it came down the locket screamed and bellowed at the planet in anger and defiance. Then, perhaps because of someone’s carelessness, because of some small fault that nobody had noticed, because of a fragment of grit lodged in some delicate mechanism, because of one of a million possibilities—the sleek rocket crashed.


  There was silence on the planet Venus. The rocket lay on its side on the mountain slope like a stranded porpoise, buckled and broken.


  Within the rocket a hand stretched out, felt about, searching. There was blood on the hand. Then, with a series of small groans, the owner of the hand picked himself up, holding his head. He straightened and looked at the mangled interior of the rocket and at the four red, wet splotches that had been members of the crew, their heads like whipped cream and crushed strawberries on the metal plates of the rocket wall.


  Behind him a voice said, “Oh, God,” feebly.


  The first man turned, bent down and pulled the figure out from beneath the tangle of cables that had spilled out of the shattered wall like metal spaghetti when the crash had come.


  “You’re all right, Clarke. Let me see that hand.” Bandages and antiseptics flashed in expert fingers. “There. Better?”


  “Thanks.” Clarke sat up, looking about him. “When he saw the splotches he looked away quickly, retching. “Just the two of us left, then?” he asked.


  “ ’Fraid so,” said Bainbridge.


  Clarke stood up. “Hey, that’s blood on your fingers.”


  “Just a small cut, nothing to worry over. Come on, we’d better get outside.”


  “The first men on Venus. Phew!” said Clarke, looking at his bandaged hand.


  “Not such a happy landing as it might have been,” said Bainbridge. “Let’s hope the second rocket doesn’t go the same way—it’s due here shortly after us.”


  Clarke pointed to the splotches. “What are we going to do about them?”


  “Well take them out and bury them when we’ve had a good look round. Come on, let’s find out what Venus is like.” He walked unsteadily across the floor of the rocket to the airlock.


  The two men stepped out onto the rocky mountainside. Behind them the rocket was a black egg against the whiteness of the cliff, and the sky was a pale gray sheet covering it all. On the slope of the mountain there were a lot of trees.


  “Well, here we are,” said Clarke, breathing deeply, “Venus.”


  The silence of the planet made a wall around the two men. There was neither murmur of stream nor cry of bird, only silence.


  “Quiet, isn’t it?” said Clarke.


  Bainbridge smiled and nodded. “Did you know you-were whispering?” he asked.


  Clarke laughed, stirring his feet in the rich black sod. “Was I? This place makes you want to speak softly. Somehow it seems wrong to do otherwise.”


  They looked around for a few minutes more and then they started the task they dreaded—burying the bodies of their companions.


  WITHIN an hour and twenty minutes there were four wooden crosses in a neat row beside the rocket, and there was sweat on the two men’s brows.


  “Poor old Markham. He wanted to reach Venus more than any of us. His whole life centered round it.” Clarke shook his head sadly.


  Bainbridge nodded. “Let’s get the tents and make a camp here. We’re somewhere in the Twilight Zone and it’s getting dark. A good night’s sleep will do us good. We can look round more thoroughly in the morning.”


  They set up the aluminium fabric tents and made a small fire. Clarke managed to get at tire canned food supplies within the rocket and they sat in the firelight eating and drinking fine hot coffee.


  The land was still all about them. There was no sign of movement, no sound to tell them that there might be any other form of active life on the planet.


  “I can’t help thinking that there must be something here besides us,” said Clarke. “This place is obviously capable of supporting life. The trees, for example, deciduous, same as on Earth. If there’s anything in Parbright’s theory of parallel evolutionary trends then it stands to reason that there must be some form of animal life here.” He took a long swallow of coffee, letting the hot liquid settle on his tongue, tasting the flavor appreciatively. “I wonder what they will think of us,” he said, “when and if we find them.”


  Silence crept between the two men once more. They finished their coffee and sat watching the fire die down. Twenty minutes passed, perhaps more.


  “You know,” started Clarke.


  “What—?”


  “I’ve got a feeling I was right about there being life here on Venus. I’ve got the impression that there’s something very close to us right now.”


  Bainbridge laughed. “Imagination,” he said. “We’ll have a good look round the place in the morning. Right now I feel like some sleep.” He walked over to the far tent. “Good-night,” he said.


  “Good-night,” replied Clarke, staring across the dying fire at the deep and ominous darkness.


  He sat there for some time thinking. And he let the stillness of Venus settle about him like a web spun by a thousand black and silent spiders. “What is it that is watching me?” he thought. “There is something watching, I know.”


  An hour went by. The fire died with a final protesting spluttering.


  Clarke started to shiver. It felt as though a small cold hand was creeping about on the back of his neck. It was the feeling he had had when they had blasted off back on Earth, and again over Venus when the stabilizers had started acting up. It was fear.


  He pulled a torch from his belt and clicked it on.


  The thing stood in the pool of light and looked at Clarke. It had furry legs and its face was small and brown and wizened.


  Cloven hoofs clicked as it walked forward.


  “So you’ve reached us at last, have you?” it said.


  Clarke opened his mouth and then closed it. At last he said: “But you’re a faun.”


  The faun nodded, brightly.


  “But—” started Clarke.


  “But nothing,” said the faun. “I’m a faun and that’s all there is to it Where are the other men?”


  “One’s sleeping, the others—” Clarke pointed to the crosses with his torch.


  The faun nodded silently.


  “But what are you?” Clarke exploded. “You say you’re a faun, but that can’t be so. For a start we’re on Venus, and secondly there aren’t such things as fauns anyway.” Clarke thought about what he had just said and realized how stupid it sounded. Here he was talking to something that looked as if it had stepped out of a book on Greek mythology, and telling it that it couldn’t exist. It was too absurd.


  “If I’m not a faun then what am I?”


  “You’re—you’re a Venusian.”


  “Correct. Hasn’t it struck you that the Venusians might be fauns? Or centaurs, even, or dragons, or griffins? All of those things?”


  “You mean all the things that men don’t believe in?”


  “All the things that most men don’t believe in, yes.”


  “Most men?”


  “Well, you see me, so deep down you must believe in me.”


  “Nonsense, ridiculous,” said Clarke, too loudly.


  From the far tent came a sleep-filled voice. “Calling me?”


  FOR some reason Clarke did not want Bainbridge to come out. “It’s all right,” he called. “I went to sleep by the fire and must have called out in my sleep.”


  No answer. Clarke waited for the other man to come out of the tent but he did not do so. Presumably he had gone back to sleep.


  “You were saying it was nonsense and ridiculous, I think,” said the faun, sitting down in the darkness near Clarke and stirring the soil with cloven hoofs.


  “I was, yes. And nonsense and ridiculous it is, you talking to me like this. You aren’t really there at all, or if you are then you are a Venusian endowed with the power of altering its atomic structure so as to appear as something else. The only other explanation is that you read my mind, found out what a farm looks—is supposed to look like, and then hypnotized me into seeing you as one. You’re probably a fifty-tentacled monstrosity!”


  “I am not,” said the faun, piqued. “I’m a faun, simply that.”


  “Well, I don’t believe it,” replied Clarke, feeling at his belt for his blaster and then stopping for a reason he could not quite understand. “Supposing you are a faun,” he said after a pause, “how is it that we have fauns recorded in our mythology back on Earth? How is it that you’re here on Venus, and what did you mean when you said ‘So you’ve reached us at last’ ? Answer those.” The faun smiled an ancient Grecian smile. “First: you have fauns in your mythology because we were all on Earth at one time; fauns and centaurs, sirens and nymphs and everything. Second: we’re here on Venus because belief in us died out on Earth and people couldn’t see us any more. Third: we knew that man would eventually conquer space with some sort of machine and it was evident that he would reach us one day. Does that answer you?”


  Clarke put his head in his hands. “Urn thinkable,” he said.


  “Unbelievable, perhaps,” said the faun, “but by no means unthinkable. You’re starting to believe it, anyway. I can tell. You’re one of the few men who can see us.”


  Clarke looked up. “You said that no one could see you nowadays, didn’t you? You told me just now that that was the reason you left Earth to come here.”


  “Well, what I meant was that tire general belief in our existence died out. There were still some who saw us and believed; the poets, artists, writers, musicians and so on. The sensitive people saw us but not the masses. You must be sensitive.”


  Clarke propped the torch up on its tripod legs so that the light fell on the faun. “You haven’t convinced me yet,” he said. “How did you reach Venus, anyway?”


  The faun wagged a lean brown finger. “Magic,” it said, “or what you would call teleportation, you with your long and scientific names for things.”


  “Prove it,” said Clarke, sneering.


  “Pardon?” said the faun from inside the first aluminum tent.


  Clark swiveled the torch on its tripod. “How—?” he started.


  “Magic,” said the faun, “or teleportation; whichever word you care to use.” Then the faun stepped daintily out of the tent and walked over to where Clarke was standing with his mouth open. “Now do you believe?”


  There was nothing Clarke could do but nod.


  “Good,” said the faun, disappearing.


  Clarke stared at the space where the faun had been. Then he picked up the torch and flashed it here and there, this way and that, feverishly.


  But the faun had gone and there was nothing but silence and darkness about the camp. Clarke turned the torch on the ground. There were distinct marks of cloven hoofprints in the soft soil. “Hypnosis, imagination, dream or fact—which was it?” wondered Clarke as he walked into his tent.


  At dawn he was still awake, still thinking. Bainbridge’s voice roused him from the depths of Greek mythology.


  “You still asleep?”


  “No. Had a bad night Dreams.”


  “Let’s have a wash and then look the place over.”


  Washing in a small rubber bowl Clarke decided that he would not tell Bainbridge anything about the faun. If the thing existed then they were bound to come across it again, or it them. If it had been illusion then it would be better for Bainbridge to remain in ignorance of the fact that he shared the planet with a man who had hallucinations.


  “I slept like a top,” said Bainbridge, his face toweled to the color of a bright red apple. “Thought I heard you call out once.”


  “Yes, I went to sleep by the fire and had a dream.”


  “Well,” said Bainbridge, buckling his belt, “are we ready?”


  THEY set off into the trees that stretched down the slope of the mountain, and after walking for a while Bainbridge said, You were right, this really is extraordinary. The similarity of the vegetation. We might be on Earth, almost. The trees are bigger and the grass is thicker and so on, but on the whole the scenery is very much the same.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “You’re not very talkative.”


  “Tired out. Didn’t sleep much last night,” said Clarke, yawning hugely. But tiredness was not the only reason for his silence. He was keeping his eyes open for the faun, for he was becoming more and more convinced that it had not been imagination or dreams. The hoofprints had been there in the soil when he had been washing earlier, but Bainbridge had not seen them.


  They came out of the green silence of the. trees into a glade that stretched for about a hundred yards. Clarke stopped in his tracks. “Did you see that?” he asked, softly.


  “See what?”


  “That,” said Clarke, pointing.


  “I see nothing. Just trees and grass. Why?”


  Lire faun reappeared from behind a tree, “It’s no good,” he said, “Your friend can’t tee me.”


  Clarke’s face was a white sheet and his eyes were black holes in it, staring. “Didn’t you hear anything or see anything?” he asked Bainbridge, still staring at the faun.


  “No. What are you talking about, anyway?”


  Clarke pointed at the faun again, raising his arm slowly. “Can’t you see it over there—standing beside that big tree?”


  “See what? Have you lost your senses, Clarke? Snap out of it.”


  “What did I tell you?” called the faun.


  Clarke took a deep breath. “Over there,” he said, “is a faun. You can’t see it because you’re not sensitive. I can see it and hear it. I saw it last night, too. That was when you thought you heard me calling to you. I was talking to the faun. It told me that all the mythological creatures really do exist—all the fauns and nymphs and harpies and so on. They left Earth for Venus when the world started to change and people didn’t believe in them any more and stopped seeing them.”


  Bainbridge nodded. “Go on,” he said, helpfully, his hand going down slowly towards where, his blaster rested on his hip.


  “It told me that since I was sensitive I could see it. And—and I can see it. All the creatures are teleports, apparently. That’s how they came here to Venus. The faun demonstrated teleportation to me last night.”


  Across the glade the faun gave a small skipping dance about a tree and then sat down to watch the two men, smiling a small brown smile in its gnome-like face.


  “Perhaps we’d better go back to the rocket for a while, hey?” suggested Bainbridge.


  “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”


  “Crazy? Oh, Good Lord, no, I wouldn’t say that!” Bainbridge kept his hand on his blaster and shook his head in astonishment at the idea.


  Then the faun materialized between the two men.


  Clarke watched it, fascinated. The faun was smiling and it was then that Clarke saw the first glow of evil in its eyes. Yes, it was there all right, the age-old evil, a small and brilliant sparkling deep within.


  “I tell you what,” said Bainbridge, “We’ll go back to tire rocket and talk it over there. The second rocket will be here pretty soon and if there are any fauns about then that crew can take care of them, O.K.?”


  “That faun is right here beside us now, Bainbridge.”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “Bainbridge, keep your hand away from that blaster!”


  Bainbridge was a fraction too slow. Clarke’s own blaster was out and leveled. “Don’t try it, Bainbridge. Put your hands in the air.”


  “Now look here, Clarke . . .”


  “In the air.”


  “What are you going to do with him?” queried the faun.


  “I want you to lead us to where the rest of you live. Perhaps he’ll be sensitive to some of the others, even though he doesn’t seem to see you.”


  Bainbridge gazed at the empty space Clarke was addressing and his eyes rolled like steel blue colored marbles in his head, disbelieving. “You are crazy, Clarke,” he said.


  “Start walking,” snapped Clarke. “No, not up there, that way!” he prodded Bainbridge with the blaster. “Remember, don’t try any tricks.”


  THE faun skipped along in front with the two men following behind. And they wound their way through the forests of Venus which were bigger, richer and more luxuriant than those of Earth. They passed great trees like mighty columns of elephant hide, gray and wrinkled. And there were flowers that were sudden bursts of fire and blue frost, exploding in kaleidoscopes of color and then withering even as the men watched, the petals drifting away in clouds of sequins and snowflakes in the morning air.


  They walked through grasses that were strong and soft and green; pulpy grasses that were like the emerald tendrils of Terrestrial sea-anemones. And here and there the men saw trees that were tall and white and beautiful. And there were some trees that Clarke looked at especially hard.


  The hamadryad waved her arms at Clarke and her voice floated like a soft kiss through the leaves. “Hullo, man,” she said, laughing. Clarke bit his lip and prodded Bainbridge. “Did you see anything that time?” he asked. “Or hear anything?


  Bainbridge sneered. “What should I have seen, the giant Atlas?”


  “No, a tree-nymph.”


  In front of them the faun turned. “Most of us live about here,” he said.


  “Can you call them together?” queried Clarke, still holding his blaster against Bainbridge’s back.


  “Well, I can do,” said the faun. “But it won’t do any good. He won’t see any of them, I can tell you that now. He isn’t sensitive the way you are. It was people like him that drove us from Earth. The scientific-minded ones, the machine men, the men who turned their backs on the woods and the creatures of the woods and wanted only things they could get their hands on, real things, realities. His sort of people.” A brown finger stabbed at Bainbridge. “Now you’re different,” the faun’s persuasive voice went on. “You’re more like the old people. You can see us and understand us. Look over there for example.”


  Clarke looked but kept the blaster steady. A centaur stood in the shadow of a giant tree, watching them. His four strong brown horse’s legs were quivering and his fine bade tail swished to and fro.


  “You can see him,” the faun went on. “Men like your companion couldn’t see him if they lived to be a thousand. They have nothing in their souls at all. They simply lust for power and material things. Like the Huns and the Goths. No poetry. None.” Clarke watched the forest and saw the beings emerging, while the faun, worked up by his own thoughts and words, glowered at Bainbridge.


  There was Pan, picking his way through the trees, playing on his pipes a tune that had in it all of youth and the joys of youth yet was as old as time itself. Here were more tree-nymphs, half hidden in the trees that formed their lives, their hair billowing in shimmers of pale leaves about their heads, their slim bodies melting into the rich brown bark of the trees. Now came a drumming of hoofs. More centaurs; their glossy horses’ bodies rippling and glowing. And then, coiling from the black pit of its lair came the serpent that once had guarded the golden apples of the Hesperides, a monster of coils and convulsions, of scaled head and flashing, forking tongue, of sequin-studded lengths of threshing and heaving serpentine strength.


  Oh, they all came, then. The satyrs, brown and ugly with a thousand evils and a thousand lusts grinning in their sunken eyes; the swift wet rising of water nymphs from their silver pools; the shrieking and whistling of monstrous wings as the harpies and the furies weaved in and out amongst the trees. And thus the wood became alive with a thousand rustlings, a million stampings of cloven hoofs, an infinity of whispers and of sighings.


  CLARKE watched them and he saw the menace in their faces, the menace and tire evil. This was their world and men were enemies, invaders. Whether they were sensitive or otherwise, whether they saw or did not see, men were not wanted on Venus. And Clarke’s hand tightened on the blaster as he watched Bainbridge, the faun and all the myriad others.


  “You see,” said the faun quickly, noticing the change in Clarke’s expression, “he doesn’t see them. He’s one of the stolid sort. You could stay here with us and we would accept you. But him!” The faun spat.


  Yes, thought Clarke, the blaster loose in his grasp now. Yes, you want me to kill him, don’t you? You can’t touch him because you don’t exist so far as he is concerned. But you’re doing your best to influence me against him so that I kill him, aren’t you? And then you’ll destroy me.


  “All right, Bainbridge. You can put down your hands. I had everything all wrong. These creatures are trying to get rid of us both.”


  Bainbridge turned round. Clarke handed him the blaster. “You take it,” he said.


  Bainbridge took the blaster, Clarke watched the faun’s face changing, watched the deep and terrible evil crawling over it. “You were right, Bainbridge,” he said, speaking quickly. “We’d better get back to the rocket. They can’t touch you but they can get me. We must try and get the radio working and contact the second rocket, warn them about the Venusians.”


  Bainbridge nodded. “That’s right, old man,” he said. “We’ll have to warn them.” Then he pressed the trigger on the blaster.


  There were tears in the eyes of William Roderick Bainbridge as he put up the little wooden cross beside the others. He straightened up. Poor old Clarke, he thought. Too bad about him. But there had been nothing else he could have done. He couldn’t have kept him prisoner and he was too dangerous to have loose when the second rocket came down. He might have done anything. Anything at all. But it was too bad just the same.


  He felt amazed at himself for having been able to shoot him so calmly. But he had done his duty. The spacecode laid down rules for emergencies like that and he had followed the rules, however unpleasant it had been. Under normal circumstances, he mused, Clarke had been a decent enough fellow. But that sudden madness showed that he should never have been picked for this business. Far too imaginative. Fauns and tree-nymphs! Teleportation! Bainbridge smiled a little sadly as he looked at the fifth cross.


  Oh, well, better make some coffee.


  And he walked towards the tent, stepping without a thought, without the slightest hesitation, through the body of one of the fauns who squatted there glaring at him with red and hate-filled eyes.


  IMMORTAL’S PLAYTHINGS


  William F. Temple


  Venus—and a world run wild


  CHAPTER ONE


  INSIDE the space-ship the light was becoming unbearably bright. Each of the crew felt that he was standing at the focus point of a score of naked arc lights. Meter dials shone like mirrors and defied reading. Hand-rails blazed like rods of white fire, and fingers hesitated to grip them. But it was all light, nothing more. The temperature hadn’t risen by one degree, even though they were all twenty-six million miles nearer the sun than their native Earth. The heating of the ship was controlled by a thermocouple.


  Captain J. Freiburg shielded the chronometer from the glare and saw that, at the present rate of deceleration, the ship would reach, tail first, the outer wisps of the clouds of Venus in approximately fourteen minutes.


  He said into the mike: “Fasten glare shields.”


  The mate’s voice, from the loud-speaker, acknowledged the order.


  The skipper could reach his cabin’s solitary port-hole from his seat. With a heavy hand he swung the disc of amber to cover the quartz and fastened it with a snap. The amalgamated glare from Venus’s albedo and the magnified sun itself was softened into a cool lemon light.


  Once, when he was a small boy, he was on an Atlantic liner which ran into a heavy sea-mist when there was other shipping in the vicinity. The liner had crawled along, hooting, and from out of the blank white curtain, which hid even the sea, came other warning hoots. At the time he thought of the Captain on the bridge, and the weight of responsibility he was bearing, and he didn’t envy him. But he trusted him. The skipper, he thought, wouldn’t hold such a position if he weren’t equal to the responsibility. They’d come through all right, he thought. And they did.


  Now he himself was the Captain, with his ship about to enter impenetrable cloud. He looked at the TV screen and saw only whirling whiteness. There was a parallel but with an important difference. He couldn’t stop his ship nor reverse it. He’d had to hand over to the computor which dealt with the mass and speed of the ship, the mass of Venus, and the readings of the radar altimeter.


  But the altimeter, at this distance, could give only rough readings. There was solid land beneath the clouds, but the altimeter needle flickered back indecisively over divisions marking hundreds of yards. To be only one hundred yards out could be equivalent to dropping the ship to the ground from a height of 255 feet on Earth. It wouldn’t do it much good nor the crew either.


  Of course, that was if the clouds extended right to the ground, as by current theory they did. But if the ship broke through with, say, a mile of clear atmosphere to spare, he could see exactly what the altimeter couldn’t tell him exactly, and so bring down the ship by manual control. He wished like hell he could do that. He didn’t mind the responsibility so long as he had complete control. He trusted himself but not his luck.


  The fact that the crew knew he was flying blindly by instruments didn’t matter. Knowledge and belief were two different things. They still believed that he, personally, was responsible for their safety.


  In anything like a gamble he had no luck. He’d once piled a ship on launching because he took a gamble with the weather: the storm broke at just the wrong moment. There were innumerable instances in space where he’d come near disaster not through lack of skill but lack of luck.


  Which was why he’d always tried to hush up the fact that the “J” in his name stood for “Jonah.”


  He looked again at the blank video screen, thought of his TV set at home with the armchair and slippers and piperack beside it, sighed, and decided that if he survived this coming adventure, he’d retire. He was getting too old for pioneering.


  He was glad when George Starkey came in, very slowly, sagging a bit at the knees and clinging to the hand-rail. Starkey was young, and had none of the fears and pessimism of age.


  “Well, Skip, nearly there.”


  There was no disciplining Starkey. He wasn’t one of the crew. He was a professional explorer, tenacious, resourceful—and lucky. He’d done a lot of good work on Mars—good enough to qualify him for this first attempt on Venus. He had the unquenchable thirst to know what was on the other side of the hill. Sheer curiosity gave him unflagging energy. He also, the Captain reflected, had energy to spare for walking about the ship when it was under 2g, and for making obvious and unnecessary remarks.


  The Captain nodded briefly.


  George Starkey looked at the infra-red visi-plate. It showed nothing much: just vague, spotty shadows.


  “Not much help,” he commented. “Still, it shows there’s land there and not water. Guess the clouds must go all the way down if that’s the best the infra-red can do.”


  “Maybe. Or maybe the clouds are thick with floating particles.”


  “Dust?”


  “Or chemicals. There’s carbon dioxide in them—but what else?”


  George shrugged. “We’ll soon know when Firkin gets a specimen.”


  He could stand no longer, and sank into a sprung chair. The braking drive was steadily increasing.


  The Captain looked at the altimeter again. “Ten minutes—and then we shan’t be able to see where we’re going.”


  George grinned. “I’ve not been able to see that for the last ten minutes.”


  It was becoming hard to move one’s jaws for talking now, and both fell silent.


  The Captain thought back to his armchair and slippers on faraway Earth, and George thought forward to Venus. He felt one hundred per cent, alive with excitement and anticipation. Mars had been interesting, but the canals were a bad let-down. They were natural fissures, nothing more, and there’d been no sign of life above the insect level. It was a flat, featureless landscape, and there wasn’t much to add to the astronomers’ maps.


  But Venus was something again. Here was complete mystery. Apart from the Moon, it was Earth’s nearest neighbour. Almost the same size, a sister planet, yet wearing always a mask of cloud. He’d longed to get behind the mask, and now he was going to do it. Alive or dead.


  The Captain stared at the dull infra-red screen and at the glowing green radar screen, trying to match the hints of contours. His fear was of mountain peaks. They must try for a level area. If the screens were to be believed, there were no undue prominences immediately below them.


  One might be able to do a little with the side-jets beyond the clouds, later. Meantime, you could only sit and let the increasing pressure try to wrap the chair around you and push your shoulders up over your ears.


  A frozen age passed. It was quite five minutes long.


  Then they were in the clouds. By moving his eyes (it was all but impossible to turn his head) Captain Freiburg could watch all the screens and the port-hole. The yellow light began to fade into amber. It was like dusk falling rapidly. The selenium cell responded and did its duty: the electric lights came on. Beyond the glare shield the daylight faded to a dull glow. The clouds were something more substantial than mere water vapour.


  They were 17,000 yards up when the first explosion happened. A flash somewhere outside sent a brief yellow flare into the cabin. The ship shook, and seemed to jump sideways with a bang. The gyroscopes pulled it back to balance.


  Then it happened again. And again. Yellow flashes and the ship jumping this way and that, and the thuds of the explosions outside.


  It was horrible to have to sit there, helpless, unable to move or say anything. They exchanged wordless questions with their eyes. What is it? What’s happening?


  The Captain thought: I’ve misread the screens. I’m trying to put her down on an active volcano. Just my luck.


  George thought: What are these clouds made of? Have we started a chemical reaction in them through friction?


  There was another flash, and a jar. Then it began to get lighter outside. The Captain was aware of it although he was keeping his eye« on the altimeter now.


  11,000 yards.


  They were falling through the underside of the clouds ever more slowly. He stole a look at the video screen: the surface of Venus was visible, in a dull grey light, like a rainy afternoon. There were mountains in the distances, whole ranges of them, white-capped. Below was a great rolling plain, dun-coloured, with patches of dirty green.


  In the moment of his glance, the video registered a white flash some distance below and away, and from the flash a ball of black smoke sprang, opened, and broke. The ship’s jets tore into the black wisps, shredding them.


  Then he understood. The flashes were shell-bursts. They were being fired at.


  He took the shock with calm. He could see what he was doing now, and was unafraid.


  His foot eased itself on to the pedal controlling the speed of ejection. He was going to interfere, and to hell with the computor. The ship, which had been slowing, dropped suddenly like an elevator beneath their feet. The overplus of g lifted from them momentarily.


  “Going to land?” jerked George.


  “Have to.” Freiburg hadn’t time to explain why you couldn’t reverse a rocket in mid-air and have it lift you out of range. The only chance was this sudden duck under, and a hope that the guns couldn’t reach you on the ground. Perhaps there was a dip or a hollow . . .


  He hadn’t time, though, even to think about looking for one. They were approaching the ground much too fast. His foot moved again on the pedal and the impetus was checked with a suddenness which drove the air from their lungs with short, queer groans.


  The jolt threw the Captain’s foot off the pedal. Breathing hard, he tried to regain control. The ground was fearfully near. He got in a last burst before they hit it. It was just enough to save their lives. The ship landed with a jar that shook them from their chairs.


  It remained perfectly vertical and motionless. To a layman everything might have seemed quite all right. But the crew knew just what such an impact must have done to the ship’s fins. And it was suicide to take off with even one of those fins bent an inch out of straight.


  Captain Jonah had wrecked another ship.


  The wrecker lay there for a while with his eyes shut, in an abyss of misery. George came crawling across to him, began to feel his limbs. He opened his eyes and sat up wearily.


  “I’m all right, George.” It was the first time he’d used the explorer’s first name. He thought: Who am I to claim any sort of authority?


  George regarded him critically.


  “Don’t look so worried, Skip. You’re not blaming yourself for this?”


  “I——”


  “They were shelling us, weren’t they?”


  “That’s what it looked like.”


  “Okay, then, you did the only thing. You saved us. We’re only a little bent, when we might have been blasted to pieces.”


  The Captain shrugged, and got up. He reached for the mike.


  “How’s everybody, Mister? Anyone hurt?”


  The mate’s voice came back just a little shakily: “All okay here. I don’t know about Firkin—I’ll go along and check.”


  “Right.”


  George pulled back the glare screen and looked out at Venus. It was quiet and still out there. The grey clouds hung high overhead, unbroken in any direction, in the distances dulling mistily almost to blackness. It looked as though at any moment the rain was going to fall like a cataract. Yet the earth appeared dry and cracked. It was yellow-brown and hard, with patches of thin grass here and there, and it was pockmarked with craters, five, ten, twenty yards in diameter. There was no sign of habitation or of any living thing. The light was too bad to see the horizon distinctly, but a darker blur seemed to lie along it.


  The Captain looked over George’s shoulder.


  “A depressing outlook,” said George, presently.


  “You said it,” said Freiburg, heavily.


  The loudspeaker clicked and came alive. The mate’s voice was still shaky. “Sir, Firkin appears to be dead.”


  The Captain felt another load laid on his shoulders. A flame of resentment flickered.


  “Why ‘appears’ ? Can’t you tell? What happened?”


  “I think you’d better come along to his cabin, sir, at once.”


  “Coming.”


  The Captain hadn’t liked Firkin as a person, and as a person he was no loss. An opinionated, egocentric bore and whiner, alternately boasting or beefing. But a competent and conscientious analytic chemist, and invaluable on a trip like this.


  George followed the skipper along the passages, down the ladder. The mate stood guard at Firkin’s door, and he looked worried.


  “Don’t go in, sir. Just look through the peep-hole.”


  Firkin’s cabin, which was also his laboratory, was airtight. In it he carried out his analyses of planetary atmosphere. There was a small glass panel in the door and you had to tap and get his indicated O.K. before you went in. He’d likely be wearing a pressure helmet, while you were unprotected, and you never knew what might have seeped in through the air-lock or out of the specimen bottles.


  The Captain looked. Firkin wasn’t wearing his helmet, so he hadn’t started analyzing. Now he never would. He lay on his back, very still, face and body contorted. His mouth was half-open and so were his eyes. His face was congested, almost black. There was wet blood over his chin, and there seemed to be spots of it on the floor. It wasn’t easy to be sure, because a thin white mist swirled about the cabin like cigarette smoke, and visibility wasn’t good.


  But two things were plain. The broken quartz specimen bottle at his side. The jagged slit in the outer wall of the cabin.


  “What do you think of it, George?” asked the Captain.


  George peered. “Looks like he captured a specimen of the cloud stratum all right, as per plan, but a shell splinter got in and broke the bottle under his nose. And it looks like that cloud-stuff is poisonous—he’s been coughing blood.”


  “Yes. And there’s still some gas in there—you can see it. You did a good job, Mister, by stopping us at the door. The only thing now is—how the devil are we going to tell if the atmosphere outside is breathable or not?”


  “I think it is, sir.” said the man. “At least, it’s not poisonous. Look along here.”


  He led them down the passage to where there was another rent in the outer wall. It was nearly three inches wide and you could see Venus through it.


  “I guess that hit registered when we got below the clouds,” said the mate. “But it don’t seem to have made any difference.”


  George put his fingers over the hole. He could feel a steady inflow. He put his nose near the aperture, sniffed.


  “Careful,” the skipper warned.


  “It’s all right—just air, apparently. But the pressure’s rather more than fifteen pounds to the square inch, I’d say, and it’s beginning to even up in here.”


  “Well, that’s something on the credit side at last. Looks like we shan’t need spacesuits . . . How’s the radio, Mister? Has Sparks got through again yet?”


  “No, sir. That . . . crash landing smashed the set up quite a bit. He’s working on it.”


  “Aw, hell.” The nearer they’d got to the sun and its wavering stream of electrons, the worse radio communication with the Earth had been. Finally, static had drowned it out altogether. He was barred even from the small triumph of announcing the landing on Venus, but, on the other hand, he hadn’t to reveal what a mess he’d made of it. He said, irritably: “Let’s go outside and assess the damage.”


  The air out there was breathable, all right, but the density weighed on you a bit at first. It pressed against the eardrums and everyone’s voice sounded far too loud. In some way it and the grey light and the lowering clouds offset the slight lift which the lesser gravitation gave you. The Captain regarded the crumpled fins glumly.


  “More than a week’s work.” he said.


  George had brought his collapsible telescope and was staring around the horizon with it. “High mountains in that direction,” he said. “Fifty miles off or more, I’d say. So far as I can see, all the rest looks like this—a plain.”


  “A plain,” grunted the Captain. “Yes, and a battlefield. These depressions look like shell craters to me. At a guess, the Venusians are where we were half a century or more ago—on a pretty low level. We’ll be lucky if we get out of this in one piece.”


  George snapped his telescope shut and looked at the skipper thoughtfully. What kind of talk was this, about getting out, when they’d only just got there?


  Three other members of the crew came climbing down now to sample Venus. That left only the radio operator still in the ship, still struggling with his set. Everyone started wandering about examining the ground for any sign worth interest.


  The Captain searched one of the bigger craters and found steel fragments of shell or bomb casing. There’d been a war on around here, sure enough. Under their cloud canopy the Venusians seemed to have been paralleling the Earthlings rather too closely.


  George shouted and beckoned from a hundred yards off. The Captain went over. George pointed and said: “What d’you make of that?”


  There was a perfectly straight slit along the ground, only two inches wide. There seemed no end to it. It led off unbroken in either direction as far as the eye could see, straight as a ruled line.


  “I’ve followed it for several hundred yards. It just goes on and on,” said George.


  The skipper knelt and probed it. It was nearly a foot deep, the sides of hard-pressed earth narrowing down uniformly until they met along a wafer-thin groove.


  “Queer,” he said. “Looks as though someone’s drawn a giant knife across the landscape. Are there any parallel marks of any kind?”


  “I can’t see any.”


  “Then how the devil does the knife hold up? I mean, if it were a sort of plough, there should be the marks of wheels or—or—something around here.”


  “Well, there aren’t, Skip.”


  “What’s it supposed to be? A boundary line?”


  “Maybe. I don’t know. I guess the only way to find out is to follow the line until we bump into whatever made it.”


  “I’ll think about it, George. Maybe it’ll be a better idea than your going around in that helicopter when we know there are A.-A. guns around. If you kept to the ground and along the line, at least we could follow your trail if need be. But I think we’d better keep together here for a bit, and let the natives approach us. They seem to be hostile, and we may need all hands here to beat off a possible attack. We’ll set up a command post in one of these craters—I’ve a notion we’ll be safer below ground——”


  He broke off. From somewhere far off came a thin, keening wail, getting louder. The crew started to shout and point. There was something moving out there on the plain.


  “Your telescope!” snapped the skipper, and George passed it to him. Even through the telescope the thing racing towards them was not easy to see in the poor light, especially as it was almost edge on. The Captain had once seen the wheel of a racing car come off and go bowling on by itself at a hundred miles an hour. Something like that was coming along the ground in their direction at about the same speed, but it was some twenty feet in diameter. An unattached wheel of solid, gleaming metal tapering down from the hub to an edge of extreme thinness. It was like the wheel off an enormous bacon-slicer, run amok.


  “Everybody down the craters!” bawled the skipper.


  The rising scream of the wheel’s approach all but drowned his voice. He gesticulated frantically and the crew began running for the holes. When he saw they were safe, he ran with George at his side, to the nearest crater. It was pretty shallow, but if the wheel came their way its speed might carry it over them: he’d no doubt this frightening thing had cut that track, but that track was only a foot deep.


  The scream of the wheel made the air quiver now, and the ground seemed to be quivering in sympathy. In one way the skipper was glad: it camouflaged his own quivering. The pair lay there with their heads down waiting for it to pass. But the howling continued, deafeningly, accompanied by a secondary, steady swishing noise, like that of an electric fan.


  A minute passed. The wheel, too, should have passed in that time. But the sounds of it and the shaking feel of its passage continued.


  Slowly, circumspectly, they lifted their heads and peeped. The wheel was running in a wide circle about them and the whole group of craters, and the ship itself appeared to be the centre of the circle. So swiftly did the wheel pursue its circular course that there seemed to be dozens of blurred wheels chasing themselves around, forming a hazy, glimmering barrier twenty feet high.


  George yelled: “It’s got stuck in a groove!”


  The skipper didn’t know whether that was supposed to be a joke or not, and didn’t bother to consider it. He bellowed back: “Come with me!”


  He started running back to the ship. George jumped out of the crater and ran over the shaking ground after him. Heads popped out of craters here and there and watched them inquiringly. The skipper waved them back.


  Inside the ship it was a little quieter.


  “Get Sparks—bring him down to the armoury,” gasped the skipper.


  George nodded. He found the radio-op. staring out of his port-hole and trying to make sense of the scene outside. On the way down he told him about the wheel.


  The skipper was getting out the tripod and light barrel of a bazooka. “I’ll take this,” he said. “Get a box of shells each and follow me.”


  The boxes weighed over forty pounds each on Earth and only a little less here. As George staggered with his down the passages, he called: “Have you spotted ’em, Skip?”


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know. The Venusians, I suppose. Whoever’s guiding the wheel.”


  “No. I’m going to have a shot at the wheel itself.”


  “Will it do much good?”


  “It might stop this horrible din,” said the skipper, grimly.


  It smote their ears with full power again as they left the ship. The Captain started setting up the tripod a few yards away. George and Sparks dumped their boxes, opened them, and prepared the rocket shells.


  It might have been his fancy, but George thought the wheel had slackened speed just a little. At least, there didn’t seem quite so many wheels whirring around the perimeter. But that perimeter was still plainly impassable. However fast you tried to dash across it, before you were halfway over the groove that flashing wheel would have come full circle and sliced you in two.


  The skipper was having trouble with the tripod, but waved away his proffered help impatiently.


  The radio-op. was still fascinated by the wheel. He bawled in George’s ear: “I think it’s closing in on us.”


  George started and look more intently at the base of the blurred wall. Yes, there was a groove, practically a trench, over two feet wide now, and very slowly widening towards them. The keen edge of the wheel was paring its way inwards.


  He thought of Poe’s The Pit and the Pendulum—and was no happier for the thought He wished the wheel would stand still for a moment so that he could get a good look at it The skipper grabbed his ankle, tugged it.


  “The shells!” he roared. “Quick-firing drill!”


  George and Sparks quickly laid the eight shells in a line. The bazooka had an automatic firing device: it would fire the shells as fast as you fed them in.


  The skipper opened fire at the centre of the moving, and yet seemingly stationary, wall, on a level with the hub. George and Sparks handed him the rocket shells rapidly and efficiently.


  Whizz! Whizz! Whizz! Whizz!


  Trailing fire and smoke the first four shells went darting out of the circle. They passed through the wall as though it were smoke itself, landing and bursting five hundred yards beyond it.


  The skipper bit his lip, then let the last four go.


  Whizz! Whizz! Whizz! Whi—Crash!


  They glimpsed a mid-air explosion and flung themselves flat as bits of shrapnel moaned and whirred about them and thudded into the earth. The very last shell had scored a hit. The howl had lost half its power suddenly.


  Cautiously, they looked up. The wall of steel was still there, but not quite so solidly. You could glimpse the disc of its sole component spinning around with a band of daylight now encircling the hub. They’d blown a hole through the wheel near the hub—the rotary motion made it look like a band.


  And the wheel had been thrust back against the far side of the trench it was cutting.


  Before anyone could say a word, there was a roar like an express train coming, and suddenly a great cloud of black smoke burst with a splintering concussion thirty yards behind them. Only the body of the ship between it and them saved them. Shell fragments rushed through the air with ripping sounds that made their own brief shower of shrapnel sound by comparison mere bits of tinkling glass.


  They didn’t wait for the skipper to tell them what to do this time. They dashed for a deep crater and flung themselves into it. The skipper came crawling after them.


  Then all hell broke loose.


  Shells came shrieking down in a mad race all about them. The ground jolted and jumped continuously, throwing them inches in the air. George was on his side, on his stomach, on his back, on the skipper’s back, on his face again with Sparks half across him: they were being rattled in their crater like dice in a box. Thick clouds of pungent, yellow gas came swirling in. The smell of burnt powder was everywhere, and the shrapnel fell like hail.


  It seemed to last an age. Then it stopped, but their ears were still singing from the battering they’d had, and they didn’t notice the cessation at once. Then slowly the sound of the wheel took over again. It had fallen in pitch now, was only a kind of whirring drone.


  “Phew! Someone doesn’t like us,” said George, presently. He put his hand to his cheek and found it wet with cold sweat.


  Sparks made no comment. He’d bitten his lip badly, and was dabbing at it with a bloody handkerchief. The skipper inched his nose over the lip of the crater, and tried futilely to wave some of the gas away.


  “Can’t see a thing,” he said. “Venus, the Goddess of Love, eh? We sure had a loving welcome . . . Ah, it’s clearing a bit . . . There’s something moving out there. Got your telescope, George?”


  George passed it up. There was a distant grinding sound, audible above the wheel’s drone.


  “Tanks,” said the skipper, peering. “Old-fashioned tanks, with guns on ’em.” He turned the telescope slowly, scanning every direction. “We’re surrounded by them,” he said, presently. “They’re closing in on us. Coming in for the kill.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  “I’LL get the bazooka,” said George.


  “No use,” said the radio-op. indistinctly. He’d peeped over the rear edge of the crater. “It got a direct hit. It’s in fifty pieces, and most of ’em aren’t there.”


  “There’s another in the ship,” said George, starting up.


  “Hold it!” said the skipper, authoritatively. “The barrage may come down again at any moment and catch you. It’s not worth it. I’ve counted twenty-five tanks out there, and there’s some other huge, queer thing behind them. Have a look, George. See what you can make of it.”


  George took the telescope. The wheel, continually passing across the line of vision like the shutter of a movie projector, made everything look flickery. But you could see the circle of tanks, with wide caterpillar treads and very squat turrets, about half a mile off. They were low-built things, seeming to hug the ground. Sixty-tonners, George guessed. They were converging slowly, gun muzzles aimed directly at the ship.


  Behind them a sort of huge torpedo on wheels was skirmishing around. It was a hundred feet long, at least, with a pointed nose, cylindrical body, and back-projecting fins. It was made of dull metal, and darted swiftly over the ground on sheathed wheels. A thin, short streamer of white-hot gas flowed from its tail.


  “Rocket-propelled,” commented George. “I’d guess it’s a travelling armoured H.Q., directing operations on the field. Why, it’s near as big as our own ship!”


  “Yes,” said the skipper. “I think it’s time to wave the white flag. We haven’t a chance, and we didn’t come here to fight them, anyway . . . H’m, the tanks have all stopped moving. What now?”


  As they waited, tensely, the wheel’s note, which had been falling, died about them. Even the secondary swishing noise, which was the sound of its keen edge cutting the air, fell to a sigh. It was bowling ever more slowly around. It began to wobble as it ran. They could see the hole in it distinctly now.


  Then it heeled over and fell on its side, all momentum gone. It was still.


  “It’s served its purpose,” said the skipper, taking off his jacket. “And that was to pin us down in the target area until the guns could be brought to bear. Did you see the air flutes on the hub? We’d blown ’em off on this side, but they’re intact on the other side. That’s where the howl came from—to demoralize us and petrify us. Banzai!”


  “I don’t think I’m gonna like these Venusians,” said the radio-op., carefully. His lip had stopped bleeding, and he didn’t want to start it off again.


  “All the same, we’ll have to try to be friendly,” said the Captain. “Getting tough isn’t going to help us get any place.”


  He’d got his white shirt off now. He draped it over the end of the telescope and waved it over the lip of the crater.


  “That’s a purely Terrestrial custom,” said George. “It probably doesn’t mean a thing here.”


  Bang! Bang! Bang! Three tank shells, on a flat trajectory, arrived before the sound of their passage. They burst near the base of the ship.


  The skipper snatched his shirt back. “It means something, all right,” he said, grimly. “The wrong thing.”


  Sparks made an inarticulate noise, and gasped: “The ship!”


  They turned. The shell-bursts had loosened from the earth the battered fins of the space-ship. It groaned and began to cant. It was like the Tower of Pisa coming away from its foundations.


  “It’s going!” exclaimed George. Luckily, in relation to them it was falling sideways. It came down with an almighty crash, bounced once and rolled a couple of yards. The dust billowed up around it in a long, brown cloud, then slowly settled. The fallen ship lay as still as the fallen wheel.


  The skipper used his shirt to mop his brow.


  “That, I think, has put the finishing touch to your set, Sparks,” he said.


  The radio-op. nodded. His lower lip was bleeding once more, because he’d bitten it again in the same place.


  Then they all jerked their heads the other way, because a roaring sound started way out on the plain.


  “Gosh!” said the skipper. “This is no place for nerve cases. I’m getting the jitters. What the hell is it now?”


  “The armoured H.Q.,” said George, looking. “It’s coming this way like a bullet.”


  They all looked. The great torpedo on wheels came hurtling head on towards them, its jets roaring. They could see only its blind pointed nose. It sped through the circle of stationary tanks, and the ground began to shake under its iron wheels.


  “Down,” said the skipper, almost wearily. He was getting sick of being in a sort of recurrent earthquake, bobbing up and down like a jack-in-the-box, being assailed by ear-shattering noises and uninvited missiles. The falling of the ship, his charge, had been the last straw, bringing him near cynical despair.


  The roaring stopped, was supplanted by a high squealing, like huge brakes being applied. There came a silence. They were about to lift their heads again, when the grinding of twenty-five tanks moving at once grated through the heavy air.


  George looked along the ground, caught the skipper’s glazing eye, and grinned at him wryly. The skipper tried to grin back, and failed. His expression said: “How much longer can this go on?”


  It wasn’t for much longer. After a few seconds, silence came again so suddenly that it seemed to have a noise of its own. This time the skipper was too apathetic to move. He lay there waiting dully for the next assault. The radio-op. lay beside him, with his red-soaked handkerchief pressed to the lower half of his face.


  Cautiously, George stole a look outside. There was a new kind of shock awaiting him. All the tanks had turned in their tracks and were facing outwards, their long guns radiating like wheel-spokes. To the centre of the circle they presented their seemingly unprotected backs.


  The great wheeled ship also presented its rear. It stood about two hundred yards off, and the only thing moving about it was a slight heat haze arising from its tail. No one was visible. Nothing but the haze moved anywhere. The grey clouds hung motionless over a picture of still life painted in low tones.


  George spurred the reluctant skipper into taking a look.


  The Captain grunted, gazing from under lowered, cynical lids. “Oh, I see, it’s a game. They want us to chase them now. To hell with them! I’m going to see how the other guys are.”


  He shook off George’s restraining hand and climbed out of the pit. He walked over to the craters where the others had gone to earth. One crater was there no longer. It had become a filled-in double grave.


  The mate and the one other crew member were lying full-length at the bottom of their crater, face downwards. Shrapnel lay around like street rubbish, but none of it appeared to have touched them.


  “Come on,” said the skipper. “Time for chow.”


  He stood on the crater rim careless of the array of mechanism. He was beyond caring. Fate was using him for a football, and one could only shrug and sneer.


  Slowly, the mate raised his grimy face. The shells had come rather nearer this refuge, and the tide of thick, sooty gas had washed over it many times. There were tear furrows down his cheeks. He might have been crying. It might have been the gas making his eyes stream.


  “Milman’s dead, sir.”


  The skipper frowned. “Sure? He doesn’t look it.”


  “No, it was just one small splinter. In his right eye.”


  Captain Freiburg sighed. “Barker and Heinz are dead, too. And buried. That leaves only four of us. Just right for bridge. Got a deck of cards on you?”


  The mate sat up. “No, sir.” He was puzzled by the skipper’s tone.


  George came up in time to hear the last bit, and wasn’t puzzled. He understood the skipper’s tone. He knew he’d have to take charge for a while. Freiburg had thrown in his hand.


  He examined Milman. Dead, all right. He clambered out and took a careful survey of the whole battlefield through his telescope. It was as before. Not a movement. And it still looked like rain.


  The skipper was sitting on the edge of the crater, swinging his legs and filling his pipe.


  George said: “You’ll be all right there for a bit, Skip? I’m going over to try to contact H.Q. and find what side it’s on.


  The skipper nodded absently, busy with his pipe.


  The mate said: “Can I come?”


  “Sure, pal.”


  They started walking towards the big, dully gleaming hull of the torpedo thing. Sparks came hesitantly, at a diagonal, to join them. The blood was drying on his chin.


  “Truce?” he asked.


  “I just don’t know,” said George. “Be ready to duck if anything starts up.”


  Nothing did. They came up to the wheeled monster. They could see no signs of hatches or port-holes, and when they’d walked around it, it was plain that the hull was a completely unbroken surface save for two, short, flexible rods, near the nose, backward-flung like antennae.


  George reached up, on his toes. He got one of the rods and pulled it. It waggled loosely, and sprang slowly back when he released it. The monster didn’t seem offended. It ignored him.


  He picked up a rock, banged it several times against the hull. The mate and Sparks stood a little way back lest the wheels started going round. But they didn’t.


  “No one at home,” said George, tossing the rock away. “It’s a complete mystery. Wonder if they are watching us through that hull in some way—one-way vision?”


  In case that were so, he made what he considered to be friendly signs at the hull. It remained unresponsive. He threw up his hands.


  “Maybe the tank drivers have something to say. Let’s see.”


  They plodded over the cracked earth to the nearest tank, half expecting it to turn and cover them with its gun. (The guns protruded from the tanks’ bodies, not their turrets, which were much too small.) But the whole arc of tanks they were approaching remained static, and docilely permitted themselves to be inspected.


  The difference here was that the turret had a lid with a handle. George had to screw up his courage to clamber on to the first tank and try to open it up. But soon all three of them were doing it on the tanks, and finding exactly the same thing. The lid came up with a twist of the handle. Inside was the breech of the self-loading gun, with its automatic ammunition feed; a certain amount of what seemed to be radar apparatus, with a tiny screen; and a man-sized driving seat, with a video screen and an instrument panel before it.


  Everything seemed to be there—except the driver.


  They came together again to compare notes. The notes were identical. All the tanks were driverless.


  “They couldn’t have got out—we’d have seen ’em go,” said Sparks.


  “Perhaps there’s another trap in the floor, and they’ve sunk through it into the ground,” said the mate, who wasn’t without humour when there wasn’t much to be afraid of.


  “It’s remote control, with what might be provision for manual control,” said George. “But where are the controllers? Playing possum in that cigar on wheels? Or way in the distance somewhere?”


  “I think they’re in the cigar,” said the mate. “Stuck, because the power’s failed. That thing came charging towards us bent on murder. Then something—perhaps the discovery that its batteries were running out?—made it turn round to go back. All the tanks turned round, too, at the same time: they must be powered from that thing. But it ran out of gas or something and stopped dead. Perhaps we’d better get back before they refill it or repair it.”


  George scratched his head. He was looking at the big white O painted on the nearest tank.


  “I suppose that’s a distinguishing mark,” he said, “but they’ve all got the same letter—or circle.”


  “Or zero,” said Sparks.


  “Listen,” said the mate. There was a distant heavy drone.


  “Coming from the sky,” said Sparks. “Aeroplanes.”


  “Let’s get back,” said George, and they started off. The drone grew behind them, ballooning up over their heads menacingly. They looked back and up over their shoulders and saw only the grey mask of the sky.


  The skipper was still sitting there, smoking his pipe reflectively. If he’d heard the droning, he didn’t seem bothered by it.


  “Hello, boys. Learned anything?”


  “Yes, and no,” said George. The droning worried him. He gazed up.


  “They’re either above or in the clouds,” he said. “Probably they don’t know we’re here. They’ll pass over.”


  With a shrieking crescendo the first sheaf of bombs dropped on an arc of the tank perimeter, and two of the tanks were flung in the air like playthings. The blast sent them all headlong into the crater on top of the dead Milman. The skipper somehow escaped it, and sat there looking slightly surprised. George grabbed his legs and pulled him in.


  “My pipe!” said the skipper, sounding injured. He scrabbled for it.


  The war began again. All round the distant skirts of the plain unseen A.-A. guns opened up, firing at the equally invisible enemy in the sky. This time the tanks and the wheeled thing took no part in it—except as targets for the bombs.


  The people in the crater, although they heard plenty, saw little of the battle. They were piled in a heap, and even those at the bottom felt horribly exposed to the objects dropping from the grey, poisonous clouds. Mostly these were bombs, but sometimes they were great chunks of wreckage from flying machines the A.-A. guns had hit. Amid unending thunder, the sky rained destruction, and they could only lie there and take it.


  Then the droning, somewhat lessened, died away towards the west. The bombing had ceased, and the guns, except in the west, were quietening down.


  Then all was quiet again.


  George counted heads. By some miracle, they were all still there, including Milman’s, which remained the only dead one. There were a few bruises and grazes, and the radio-op.’s unlucky and ill-used lip was bleeding again: it was the only real blood.


  The skipper was looking thoughtful, and George hoped it was a good sign.


  Sparks said thickly: “What I really need is a gum-shield, but has anyone got a spare handkerchief?”


  The mate gave him one silently. He wasn’t feeling humorous at the moment.


  George stood up. His head ached from the concussions. A little dazedly, he took stock again of this noisy corner of Venus. All twenty-five tanks were there, but several of them had been shifted around a bit by blast, and three lay on their sides and one on its back: positions from which it seemed unlikely they could operate. If the “cigar” had been touched, it didn’t show it: possibly its armour was impervious to bomb splinters. It stood squarely and impassively on its wheels in the same spot.


  But in the vaporous distance other things were moving. Towards them, it seemed. George turned the telescope on them, and groaned. Another tank attack was developing.


  He slumped back into the crater. He was beginning to feel something of the skipper’s despair. What was the use? There was no surcease. You couldn’t hit back and you couldn’t run. You just had to grovel there and take this battering from people you couldn’t see, not knowing even what they looked like nor why they should go to these lengths to kill you without a parley or a warning. His vision of himself exploring Venus shrank to a pitiful picture of himself cowering in a hole until he was killed, by unknowns for an unknown reason. It was senseless and unjust.


  He told the others. The Captain shrugged, and said nothing. The mate glowered and said no more. Sparks couldn’t have said anything, anyway: his lip was too sore. He just rolled his eyes up, to indicate a sort of pathetic, half-humorous acceptance, and lay back.


  Suddenly, and in concord, those tanks about them which were still right way up began to move. They jockeyed slowly backwards, forming a smaller, tighter, but whole circle. When the circle was complete, they stopped. The wheeled thing didn’t move.


  George said. “You know, I don’t think the power was ever off. I believe they’re taking up positions to defend us!”


  The others were jerked out of their apathy.


  “Turncoats?” said the mate. “I don’t get it. They were trying to shoot us to pieces.”


  The skipper still said nothing, but he was becoming interested in things again. He watched intently.


  The tanks in their own circle opened fire first. Presently the watchers saw why. The more distant, advancing tanks were smaller and much swifter, but had correspondingly smaller armament; the bigger tanks were taking advantage of their own greater range. There were fifty or more of the smaller tanks, though, and they whirred around like desert beetles, making themselves into difficult targets. They began dashing in to take quick shots with their own guns, then zig-zagging off again. They didn’t always get away with it.


  It was exciting to watch, but dangerous. Shells were flying all ways. But the men peeping over the rim of the crater believed that this time they were neutral, and nothing was deliberately aimed at them. Therefore, illogically, they felt safer.


  The feeling was short-lived. A small enemy tank dashed in between two of their own (they were beginning to look upon them as their own) knocked-out tanks, breaking into the defensive ring, and came charging on towards them, squirting shells as it came. They were small shells, and whizzed harmlessly over the fallen space-ship behind them.


  Before the tank could depress its gun elevation, the great torpedo-shaped ship on wheels suddenly came to life with a roar of rocket vents. With terrific acceleration it bore down on the small tank and shouldered it out of its path as a mad bull charges a hapless, dismounted picador. There was a sound like the clash of giant cymbals. The tank rolled helplessly on its back, like a turtle. Its tracks churned the air uselessly. The wheeled monster pulled up almost in its own length with a great shrieking of brakes. It became quiescent again.


  George became aware of the skipper beside him, a fellow witness, and bawled in his ear: “They’re very much alive in the H.Q.!”


  The captain nodded, and pointed at the helpless tank. He shouted something back, but the din of battle drowned it except for the word “Triangle!”


  George looked at the tank again, and noted the big green triangle painted on it. Sometime, he thought, if he lived, he might be able to fit the pieces of this puzzle together. The white circles fought the strange Terrestrials, then suddenly turned to defend them against the green triangles. Why? What was the fighting about, anyway? And who were the combatants? Did it go on like this all of the time all over Venus, or had they happened to drop into the middle of a local war?


  Suddenly, as if obeying a single voice, all the small attacking tanks wheeled round simultaneously and clattered swiftly back in the direction from which they’d come, leaving behind them only dust trails and the dozen or so of their number which had been knocked out.


  The firing ceased abruptly.


  The skipper said: “We’ve beaten them off.”


  “We?” echoed George. “Who are ‘we’ ?”


  The skipper shrugged, and peered into the distances after the fleeing tanks. He became suddenly rigid. “Uh-uh. Telescope, George.”


  George passed it.


  “There’s no end to it,” the Captain said, presently. “Unless this is the end coming. It looks like it.”


  George was straining his eyes to see what the Captain could see. He could only make out, somewhere near the blurred horizon, it seemed, a dark, moving spot.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s the grandfather of all tanks. About five times the size of our friends here. Lord, it must be all of twenty feet tall and weigh around three hundred tons. Coming this way. Rather slow. Looks grim. Seems to be alone.”


  “Coming to our rescue? Maybe that’s what frightened the triangle corps off.”


  “I’d like to think so, but I’m afraid not. Our late attackers are dashing towards it like kids running to their mother. It’s not firing at them. Gosh, it reminds me of a big, fat, female spider and her brood. They’re forming up behind her now—hanging on her apron-strings, as it were . . . It’s no use, George. It’s carrying their sign: a green triangle. We’re in for it this time. Got any aspirin on you?”


  He relinquished the telescope to George with a slight smile. George looked at him curiously.


  “You’re perking up again, Skip. I thought you’d given up.”


  “I had, George, and I have again—now I’ve seen what’s coming. The first time I felt that everyone and everything was against us. But when the lads in the H.Q. over there started carrying a gun for us, I felt a whole lot better. It’s nice to have someone on your side, and you must admit they’ve put up a good show.”


  “I see,” said George. The Captain hated being out on his own, bearing the whole responsibility when he was helpless to do anything about it. He was still helpless, but not alone: the unknown commander of the wheeled thing had taken over their defence. He had an ally on his own level. He seemed to have forgotten that two of his crew had been killed by the white circle tanks. Or else he looked upon it as a mistake.


  Sparks and the mate still crouched silently at the bottom of the pit. They looked dazed from the shelling. They winced as a boom sounded from the distance, and went flat as the shriek of an approaching shell split the air. It came down with a great rushing sound some three hundred yards behind the hull of the space-ship, and with a tremendous crack a gusher of brown earth shot towards the lowering sky. Black smoke boiled up from its base.


  Here we go again, thought George, and felt depressed. He let himself slide slowly back into the crater. The skipper remained up there.


  The white circle tanks began firing, their guns cocked at extreme elevation. The skipper observed through the telescope.


  “Our shells are falling short,” he called down. “We can’t reach him. He’s stopped well out of range. He’s going to shoot us up from there.”


  Another shell came wailing, then tearing down. Crack! Still plus, but a hundred yards nearer.


  The radio-operator looked at George over his handkerchief. His scared eyes said what George was thinking: only a matter of time now, and not much of it.


  Then they jumped as the rockets of the cigar on wheels roared suddenly. They felt the vibration of the ship’s weight moving off, and they all—even the mate—scrambled up to see whether it was abandoning them, rushing off to a safe place out of range.


  But, its vents screaming, its wheels racing, it was shooting like an arrow towards the dim bulk of the giant tank.


  George felt an odd lump arise in his throat. Our champion, he thought. Mad, useless courage. This tank was far too big and solid to be overthrown, as the midget tank had been, merely by the H.Q.’s weight. The H.Q. could only smash itself to pieces as a boat splinters itself on a rock. Perhaps it only intended to worry the tank, spoil its aim, dart around it like a dog around a bear, using its superior speed to preserve itself.


  Using unsuspected small quick-firing guns, the tank opened up on the thing rocketing towards it. The crackling fire had no visible effect. The H.Q. drove through the jumping shellbursts unchecked. Indeed, it increased its velocity, began to veer, then swerved back sharply at terrific speed.


  They had a glimpse of its pointed nose catching the tank obliquely in the side, just under the turret. Then they saw no more for several minutes, because they were blinded by the flash of white light which seemed to rive both heaven and earth.


  When they picked themselves up and began to receive visual impressions again, the thunderous echoes of the explosion were still repeating themselves around the horizon. They had to give Sparks immediate first-aid. His lower lip was just raw flesh now, like a burst tomato, and they had to gag him. He was moaning with the pain of it.


  The giant tank stood out there in the middle distance, brewing up, with both tracks blown off and its turret lying in halves a quarter of a mile away. Its gun was broken off short as though it had been a stick of chalk. A jagged crack ran down its frontal plate. It looked like a black cauldron boiling merrily on a fire.


  One wheel of the H.Q. had been blown back in their direction and lay, somehow pitifully, on the ground near the great steel wheel. It was the sole remaining fragment. The rest seemed to have been atomised.


  A great many of the small tanks sheltering behind the big one were lying around in pieces. If any at all had survived, they had fled.


  The guarding, white circle tanks had relapsed into silence and disinterestedness.


  The skipper surveyed the battlefield. He was very moved. He said to George: “What great guys they were! They must have known they were riding a cargo of dynamite. Fuel tanks burst, I guess.”


  George said: “Now I don’t suppose we’ll ever know who they were. Or even if there were any.”


  “Uh?”


  “Well, we still don’t know, do we?”


  “I’ll stake my life there were people in there who knew just what they were doing,” said the Captain, stubbornly.


  George didn’t argue. For one thing, he’d no facts to go on. For another, it was obvious that the skipper had an emotional need to believe that there were Venusians on his side, faithful unto death, that the whole planet wasn’t hostile. That belief had lifted him out of his despair, given him his faith back. What did it matter if the belief were right or wrong, so long as it sustained him? He might very well be right, anyhow.


  They inspected their space-ship inside and out. Things had been pretty badly shaken up, but the only thing beyond ultimate repair was the radio set. The fins were grotesquely crumpled, but could be straightened out on the portable workbenches, given time. After that, the great problem would be to get the ship back standing vertically on its tail, the take-off position.


  “If only we had winches,” said the skipper.


  The mate was feeling brighter now, and had an idea.


  “Can’t we do something with the tanks—use ’em, I mean?”


  The Captain said: “I doubt it. I suspect they were directed and powered from the mobile H.Q., and now that’s gone . . . Besides, we’d need cables.”


  “The old Terrestrial tanks carried cables for pulling each other out of awkward spots,” said George. “Let’s have a look at these things.”


  They found each tank had a cable locker at the rear, containing fifty yards or so of oiled steel cable an inch and a half thick.


  They looked at each other. “It’s like an answer to a prayer,” said the skipper. “We can join the cables together. Then, if we can get only eight or nine of these tanks working somehow . . .”


  George said: “You know, I’ve been wondering about the driving seats. It seems to argue that the things weren’t always remote controlled, and perhaps still needn’t be. I think there’s alternative provision for manual control. That panel in front of the seat—it has manual switches on it. I’m going to try it. Keep clear of the tracks.”


  He climbed into the tank beside which they were standing.


  None of the switches or levers was marked, and he began a game of trial and error with them. He caught himself by surprise and hit the forward movement lever at the first attempt. The tank jolted forward. It went quite a hundred yards before he found out how to stop it. But the controls were easy to manage once he’d mentally labelled everything. The video screen showed him where he was going. Twenty minutes later he was giving the skipper driving lessons.


  When the skipper had mastered it, he brought the tank to a halt and said to George: “We’ve two weeks’ work to do on the fins before they’re strong enough to support the ship. That’s if the triangle crowd don’t attack again and do more damage. But if we’re left in peace, then there’s the danger that these tanks might take it into their heads to wander off before we can use ’em, and leave us stranded. Wonder if we can switch off the remote controls in any way?”


  They experimented, removing an antenna. But then the tank wouldn’t move at all.


  George said: “If you cut off the remote control, you also cut the tank off from its source of power. We’ll have to take the risk that they’ll stay here.”


  “I don’t like taking risks,” said the skipper. “Look, George, I’d like you to have a scout around in the helicopter. I know you want to explore, anyhow, but the main thing is to try to contact the white circle G.H.Q., whoever and wherever they are. Tell ’em we’d like their continued aid in defence, also their tanks for haulage. Maybe they can send mobile workshops to help with the repairing. They do seem to be on our side now. Tell ’em we only came to establish friendly contact with Venusians, anyhow, not to make enemies. Tell ’em how their H.Q. blew itself up in our defence. Thank them on our behalf. We don’t understand why they’re protecting us, but we’re grateful, and all that. Will you do that?”


  “Sure. I didn’t aim to leave Venus without meeting the Venusians or having a look at the place. I’ll leave right away.”


  It was easy to get the helicopter out. It had been packed carefully in pieces, and had suffered no damage. In the normal way it would have had to have been lowered piece by piece from the hatch at the top of the ship. But now that hatch was almost at ground level, and it was like unloading a railway box-car. The four of them assembled the helicopter, and adjusted the variable pitch vanes to cope with the heavier atmosphere. George nearly crashed on the first trial flight, but eventually they got the pitch right and the thing flew smoothly. George made a wide circuit of the area, but saw no sign of enemy tanks.


  They packed concentrated food, and tested the Teleo components. The Teleo was undoubtedly the foremost invention of the age, and had been produced for the Marian expedition The disappointment of that adventure had left its use limited. In war it would have been invaluable, keeping infantry patrols in silent communication. Half a century ago it could have been an interpreter. But now there was One World and one tongue.


  Again, the Teleo suited only certain physical types. It produced excruciating headaches in others, among whom Captain Freiburg was one. It could have been useful in the management of the ship at times when speech was impossible, but Freiburg preferred to keep a clear head. Also, its range was limited to about three yards.


  It looked simple enough: just a skull cap of thin, flexible and sensitized material, connected by a twin cable to a small box worn on a belt. The only control was a push-pull switch. Two or more people using the Teleo could communicate telepathically, even though they spoke different languages. A thought, at base, was a measurable electric discharge from the brain cells. The Teleo merely measured that discharge and transmitted it on a short wave. Or it could receive such an impulse: it was a two-way radio. The discharge was reproduced in the receiver’s brain, became a thought which was interpreted in the recipient’s language.


  There was a mask screening unconscious or subconscious thoughts. Only deliberately formed conscious thoughts came through, and then only by the will of the sender, who could switch the apparatus on or off.


  George had half a dozen sets packed in a satchel. As he said before they’d started: “If I meet any Venusians, I only hope they’ve heads to put these on.”


  When the helicopter was loaded, he shook hands all round. The skipper warned: “Don’t go anywhere near the ceiling. Remember, the clouds are poisonous. Look out for that white circle. Good luck, George.”


  Then George was humming about over their heads, gaining height, till the three faces below looked like white dots, then


  became indistinguishable, while the space-ship shrank to a mere stick lying on the ground. Then the stick floated away behind and was swallowed by the misty distance. Ahead, the blur on the horizon began to resolve itself into mountains, white-peaked.


  He flew on, and presently was passing between the silent, snow-powdered peaks and staring down into desolate, twisting valleys. And then, beyond, the plain resumed again, and went on and on. Visibility under that dull sky was very poor. In no direction was the horizon clear.


  Over the plain he had to keep fairly close to the ground lest he should miss seeing any friendly vehicles. He once glimpsed a huge metal wheel, of the kind which had encircled them, bowling swiftly along on a secret errand and cutting its path as straight as a beeline. It was quite by itself on the vast plain but seemed confident of its mission. It was going roughly in his present direction, and he swooped down and tried to follow it. But from directly above its thinness made it all but invisible, and he lost it. Then he saw it a minute later spinning away on a divergent course, like a silver dollar, too far and fast for him to have a hope of catching it again.


  That was the only moving thing he saw until a jet plane dropped out of the clouds and came screaming down at him. It shot past and banked widely, and in those moments he saw it clearly: a short, stubby thing, grey as the clouds, with swept-back wings. On each wing was painted a white circle.


  His heart leaped. A friendly plane. Perhaps it would guide him to the G.H.Q. Perhaps it had come for that purpose.


  He hadn’t time to speculate more about that, for the plane zoomed through a great semi-circle and came straight for him, spitting cannon shells. There were a few seconds of noisy confusion. He lost control of the helicopter. It was taken from him and bounced about the sky like a rubber ball. And sometimes the green-brown plain became the sky and sometimes it became a great wall, standing up first on this side of him and then on that. There were smoke blotches drifting past and fragments flying and ear-splitting bangs.


  Whether he pressed the ejector switch voluntarily or not, he never knew. But suddenly he was flying through the air without the now unreliable aid of the helicopter. Then he was falling. His parachute opened automatically. Under its see-sawing canopy, he tried to regain control of his own rocking senses.


  The helicopter, with its tail shot off, was side-slipping away and below him. Its brusque executioner had quite disappeared, presumably back into the clouds.


  He watched the helicopter spin down and crash on the plain, and was angry and bewildered. Would he ever even begin to make sense of it?


  He’d thought, like the skipper, that the white circle was now the symbol of an ally. Yet a white circle ’plane had just shot him down on sight.


  A mistake? But surely they had radio, and the information had gone out to all local areas by now? If not, then White Circle G.H.Q. wasn’t so hot, and its help could only be regarded as a doubtful quantity. Perhaps they’d changed sides again? Such vacillating characters could never be trusted.


  He landed with a foot-tingling jar. It was just such a place as that where the space-ship had landed: the dirty green-brown plain spreading away into murkiness, and the shell or bomb craters pitting its drab surface. For all his long flight, he’d got nowhere much—only into a worse position. Here he was, many leagues from his fellows, alone and unarmed (his rifle was in the ’copter), with only his legs for transport. And, seemingly, he was between two fires: everyone’s foe. Or prey.


  He threw off the parachute harness, and began walking in the direction where he’d seen the helicopter crash. It was necessary to salvage the food, and perhaps the gun, but he was beginning to think there was little need to collect the Teleo outfits. Venusians, with or without heads, seemed to be people to avoid.


  CHAPTER THREE


  MARA returned with a bundle of the succulent loogo stalks even before Dox had missed them from his well-guarded store. Swift as she’d been, it was already too late. Mother sat up in bed with her mouth open as if eager to be fed at once. But she’d never eat again. Her mouth was open this time merely because her jaw had dropped.


  Mara looked at the fat, still body, shrugged and thought: Well, that servitude is ended. She fed well. None can say I failed in my duty.


  Absently, she began nibbling one of the stalks herself. She felt no sorrow, only relief. She was free from the onus of feeding that insatiable appetite.


  Now she wished to be free from Fami itself. It was a problem. The only known way to leave Fami was the way her mother (most reluctantly, she was sure) had gone—along Death’s road.


  Perhaps Leep knew another way. He knew most things. Still nibbling, she went along to his cave. He was squatting outside writing slowly and painfully upon a strip of bleached cloth. His thin figure was bent absorbedly over it.


  “Go away,” he said, without looking up. “Even my disciples are not allowed near me when I’m composing.”


  She sat down silently, watching him, and eating.


  “Give me a loogo stalk, and you may stay.”


  She would have stayed, anyway, but she gave him a stalk.


  “Your mother’s dead,” he said, with his mouth full.


  She nodded, not questioning his source of knowledge. Leep was often aware of events without being told of them. He was a mystic, a seer, a versifier, and very lazy. He neither worked nor applied himself to the more honourable business of stealing. Because of his rare qualities, he had a circle of devotees who stole for him.


  “You may have this,” he said, passing her the cloth strip.


  She took it and read it, as slowly and painfully as he’d written it.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “It’s all a pointless game,

            Played by a forgotten name;

            The warlord and child,

            Immortal, bored Senilde;

            In a house of tricks,

            A box of bricks;

            Beneath the verdant tower,

            Who commands the power

            To stifle his breath,

            And bring him death?”

          
        

      
    

  


  “Become my artist now, and I shall write you many such verses,” he said.


  She tucked the strip carefully in her one pocket. It was worth preserving. Cloth was scarce. This was good cloth. She could use it for patching.


  She shook her head. “I wish to leave Fami. Which is the way?”


  “There’s only one way: to follow your mother.”


  She nodded silently.


  “All ways lead to death,” he said, sententiously. “Even the way of acceptance, of remaining here. All shall die soon, for shortly the glacier shall flow over Fami.”


  Again she nodded, and left him. As she walked back through the village of Fami, she looked around. This wide, fertile ledge, with its caves, shacks, and vegetable patches, this odd fault on the margin of the great glacier, was the only world she or its inhabitants had ever known. According to the legends, their distant ancestors had fled up here in the mountains for refuge from the harsh, unending war sweeping the greater world.


  But the war followed them. Machines flying in the clouds dropped fire and thunder on them, blowing great masses away from the mountainside. When the survivors dared to look, they found the path had been part of those rock-falls, and now all that was left on that side was an abrupt precipice. On the other side, a steep glacier swept down into gloom, putting out an arm to overhang the village. It was so steep and glassily hard that it was plain that if you went down it, you’d never be able to climb back again, even supposing you survived the descent. Above the ledge, away to the side of the glacial arm, the snowy slopes went as steeply up, up to the perpetual clouds. You could, with difficulty, gain the snow slopes, and climb them all the way to the clouds. But your reward would be certain death: for to breathe up in the clouds was fatal.


  So when the survivors found good earth on the ledge, they decided to stay there and make the best of things. They built shacks from the material residue of their caravan, hollowed caves, tilled and sowed the earth, and called the place Fami which merely meant “Home.” Most of the men were deserters from the Army, and they brought the Army code with them. They’d lived so long by looting that they’d come to accept it as the primary method of acquiring food and property—indeed, the only honourable one. To do it properly, especially among fellow soldiers, required all one’s wits and ingenuity. If you were too stupid or weak or fearful to make a good thief, you had to labour to grow the food and make the utensils for living. To have to fall back on producing was a confession of failure, and carried a social stigma.


  Mara was lucky, in one way. Her father had been in charge of Army provisions, knew all the tricks, and taught her well. She had, in fact, surpassed him, never fumbled it once.


  But he did get caught once, in the blackness of night at Filo’s granary. The law was that if you caught a thief in the act of stealing you had every right to kill him. It was justice: bungling must be punished. It was the only way to keep the standard of performance high, worthy of the name of art—for a thief claimed the title of “artist.”


  So he was executed. His last words to Mara were: “Now my burden of duty falls on you. See that your mother never goes hungry—I charge you.”


  But mother was scarcely anything else but hungry. It was her natural state. Mara earned and gave her twice as much food as anyone else received, but she always wanted more. Mara began to suspect that her father had allowed himself to be caught on purpose.


  So when in the evening the neighbours ceremoniously placed the naked (cloth was short in Fami) body of her mother on the edge of the glacier, and equally ceremoniously gave it a push, she was not sad when she saw it slide away and down, and become a fast-moving speck that the mist swallowed.


  She went home and worked on the big, cloth-stuffed mattress she was fashioning from her spoils. (She was one of the reasons for cloth being scarce.) She finished it late in the night, and dragged it through the sleeping village to the glacier. She balanced it on the edge, lay on it, and pushed hard. She worked the ponderous thing away from the edge—then suddenly she was riding it at gathering speed down through the complete darkness.


  Leep had advised her that the only way out was to follow her mother and she was doing it—literally. She was a simple girl, and something of a fatalist. What no other inhabitant of Fami had dared do even in daylight, she was doing casually at night, for no other reason than that was when her carrier was completed. She lay spreadeagled on the thing at an acute angle with the air rushing over her like an upward gale, with no idea of what lay even a yard ahead of her. The swift glissading went on for a long time. She’d adjusted herself to it and was even beginning to doze, when the mattress started to slow with a series of jerks.


  It stopped. She knelt on the mattress, groping around it with an exploratory hand. Her fingers dabbled in water in most directions. It was very cold. She got out her knife, split the mattress up the middle, and snuggled into the interior. Soon she was warm and asleep. The main object was accomplished: she had escaped from Fami. She could wait till first light to discover where she’d escaped to.


  She awakened sometime after dawn and found her bed poised on a narrowing spit of hard snow. Several longer tongues of the glacier reached out into the shallows of the wide lake formed by its melting.


  She found four shrunken but fairly well preserved bodies lying along the margin of the lake and recognised them as inhabitants of Fami who’d died in the last few years. Her mother was not among them, and she surmised that the greater weight of that body had carried it on into the lake. The bones of many of her ancestors and old acquaintances must lie around here, beneath the ice-snow or the water. Behind her the great ice slope mounted ever more steeply into the mist.


  Beyond the smooth, leaden level of the lake were hills. She skirted the lake to reach them, passed through valleys which wound ever downwards until she emerged, towards evening, on a wide plain where the air was warm, almost oppressive. She slept there in a hollow. Next morning she ate the last of her loogo stalks, and set out across the plain.


  She heard spasmodic rumblings and bangings in the far distance, and once the heavy drone of unseen aircraft passed over her head. But these were sounds one often heard from Fami. They’d never hurt anyone during her lifetime, and so she was not afraid of them.


  She was not even afraid when she saw two strange birds fight briefly high in the sky and one fall dead to the ground. But she was curious when she saw a man floating down from the heavens swinging beneath what looked like a big white sheet. The man might have some food with him—and that sheet looked like a nice piece of cloth. So she started walking to the spot where he’d come to earth.


  Presently, she came upon the abandoned parachute, and was rapturous about the thin, smooth, incredibly clean silk. She gathered it together, tied it in a bundle with its own cords. She could see the man in the distance walking towards the broken body of the fallen bird. She balanced the bundle on her head and walked after him.


  George delved in the wreckage of the helicopter. Everything seemed to be there except the automatic rifle, his sole weapon. It must have fallen out high up, and might now be anywhere within a radius of a couple of miles, and probably no longer in one piece.


  He bit a chunk off a food bar, and laid the rest of it on the fuselage while he groped in the last corner of the splintered body to make sure of what he was already quite sure of: the rifle was gone. When he reached for the rest of the bar, that was gone too.


  He looked on the ground, where it might have dropped, but it wasn’t there. But a few yards away was his parachute, bundled up like a cushion. Sitting on it, watching him and eating the last of the bar, was a young girl with a solemn but beautiful pale face. She was wearing only a very tattered frock. Her limbs were bare, her hair jet black, her eyes brown and expressionless.


  “Well, hello,” he said, intensely surprised and equally interested.


  She continued to sit and chew and watch him.


  “Hungry?” he asked, and tossed her another food bar. She caught it neatly and eyed the box he’d taken it from.


  In his turn, he inspected the first live Venusian any Earthling had seen. If they’re all like this, he thought, it’s going to be all right. She not only had a head, but a nice head; and all her other members were not only in the right places, but most pleasingly arranged there.


  He got out a couple of the Teleo outfits, and went into an elaborate miming routine to indicate what they were for and to assure her that the apparatus wouldn’t harm her. He might as well have conserved his energy. She sat there finishing the second bar calmly, her gaze wandering from him back to the box. Indifferent, she let him adjust the cap over her raven hair.


  With practice, this thought projection came as automatically as speech, and might therefore be described as speech.


  “What’s your name?” asked George.


  “Mara,” she said, without surprise.


  “Where are you from, Mara?”


  She waved sticky fingers in the general direction of the misty mountains, and then stuck the same fingers in her mouth and sucked them.


  “I see. I’m George. I come from another planet, Earth.”


  Her response was negative. She became interested in the texture of the parachute.


  “You may have that,” George said, kindly.


  “Naturally. It’s mine.”


  “Finders keepers, eh? Look, Mara, what’s this war all about? What side are you on—white circles or green triangles?”


  She looked at him, as expressionless as ever, and not a thought came, across. When she either didn’t understand what he meant, or was disinterested, her mind seemed to go a complete blank.


  “You don’t understand? Circles. Triangles. Get it?”


  She obviously didn’t, so he hunted in the wreckage for something sharp enough to carve specimen circles and triangles in the turf. When he turned back, holding a pick, she was deep in the provision box helping herself to handfuls of the food bars.


  “Hi, what’s the game?” he said.


  She stopped. “Game?” She pulled a piece of cloth from her pocket and tossed it to him. The unsightly marks on it conveyed nothing except that it was probably something in another language. He gave it back, telling her to read it.


  She read the whole verse beginning: “It’s all a pointless game . . .”


  At the end, he switched off his transmitter for a while, did some private thinking, switched on again, took all the bars from her, and said: “Mara, these are strictly rationed. But I’ll give you another if you’ll tell me where you got this doggerel from, and what it’s supposed to mean, and a little more general information about yourself and your people.”


  She said she didn’t know what the verse meant any more than he did, but Leep was a man of strange perception and . . . She told him about Leep, and her mother, and Fami and its history, and the glacier and her escape. He gave her the promised bar and said: “It’s a pity my helicopter’s completely smashed. We could have flown up to Fami and interviewed your friend, Leep. He seems to know what it’s all about.”


  “Oh, yes. He has made many cloth books of verses of this kind. They foretold many things which have come to pass.”


  “The village Nostradamus, eh? A useful guy to have around.” He pondered, then said abruptly: “Well, it’s the only lead. We’ll call on him, using our flat feet.”


  “But the glacier is too slippery to climb.”


  He tapped the pick. “We’ll cut steps. Come on. My time is limited.”


  He couldn’t persuade her to leave the parachute. It was too precious a find. So he carried the provision box, the pick, spare Teleos, and his slung telescope, and was rather glad he’d not found the rifle after all. She walked sedately behind carrying the bundled ’chute on her head. They kept their Teleos on all the time.


  The glacier was on altogether a greater scale than he’d imagined: wider, higher, steeper. This was the fifth day of painful step-cutting, inching up a slope that ran for miles. Every night they had to hack out a niche in which to sleep, enfolded in the silken layers of the parachute. Even then he, in his thick air-suit, could scarce sleep for the cold.


  He marvelled at the hardihood of Mara. Clad only in her thin frock, placing her bare feet unhesitantly in the ice holes he’d chipped out, she climbed behind him without complaint or obvious fatigue. Nor did she question why she should retrace so tediously the route of her escape from Fami. There were no infantile regrets or crying for the moon in her makeup. She dealt only with facts. Her simple line of reasoning, George suspected, was: This man has food. He is a fool, and gives it away. Therefore, if I accompany him, I shall have food.


  That night, as they lay in their small, artificial cave, he accused her directly: “Mara, you’re not interested in the war, are you? You don’t care if we find the white circle G.H.Q. or not?”


  “No.”


  “And you don’t want to return to Fami?”


  “No.”


  “You only come with me because I feed you, and there is no food on the plain?”


  “It is nice to be fed. I always had to feed others.”


  He sighed, and felt oddly regretful. He wished she had kept him company because she liked it. He’d grown to like having her around in this cold, dreary desolation. Somehow, she was better company even than the skipper, for she was uncomplicated, unfearful of the future, self-controlled. And, underneath, deep down, he’d found a queer little streak of quiet humour. Not the surface, facetious humour, the coverup for uncertainty, but the real thing, seeing things for what they were, and smiling at them, unafraid.


  Suddenly, she said: “Of course, if I wished, I could take the food whenever I wanted.”


  “No, Mara, not now. The box is locked and the key’s in my pocket.”


  She made no answer, but presently shifted about as though she’d difficulty in getting into a comfortable position for sleep. He lay there dozing lightly and wondering formlessly about the trio back at the space-ship. Had they suffered any more attacks or was the work on the fins going well? He’d been away almost a week now, and almost anything might have happened back there.


  Again, how was he going to get back? If he contacted the white circle Venusians soon, they might provide some form of transport. If not, if he never found them, it was not going to be easy.


  The automatic direction-recorder in the helicopter had been smashed to fragments in the crash. Therefore, he’d little notion of where the space-ship lay from here. All he knew was that somewhere out on the great plain there were mountain ranges other than this one, and the ship was somewhere way the other side of them. Even if he reached the general area, the ship, in its horizontal position, would not be easy to spot even through the telescope in the poor visibility—he might go wandering miles past it and become hopelessly lost.


  And, at this rate, it might be several weeks before he could get back. By then, they may have given him up as lost or dead, and gone home, licking their wounds.


  He started out of his sleepy reverie when a few loose objects fell within an inch or two of his nose. He investigated them gingerly. Half a dozen food bars.


  He sat up, staring into the freezing darkness. Reaching out, he touched Mara’s quiescent form. With the other hand he fumbled in his pocket: the key was still there.


  “Yes?” she said, without moving.


  “Did I leave the box unlocked?”


  “No. I don’t need keys. I have my own methods.”


  “Oh.” He lay back. There was something wrong with his idea of Mara’s reasoning. She could have helped herself to the food at any time, of course, and left him in the night. It would have been the most natural thing in the world for her, thieving being her profession. They’d argued about the ethics of hard labour as opposed to honest thieving. He’d explained the social code of Earth, but she’d not been impressed by it. So they’d agreed to differ about that.


  “Mara,” he said, suddenly. “You could have stolen all the food and left me. Why didn’t you?”


  “Then I should have to carry it, and that box is heavy.”


  He was disappointed. “So that’s all. It’s not because you like me?”


  “I like you.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you don’t want me to steal for you. Everyone I knew, except my father, thought the only point of my existence was to be their artist. You make no such demands on me. I like you.”


  “Um.” It still wasn’t quite satisfactory. He said: “I like you too, Mara. Goodnight.” And turned over to go to sleep. But he couldn’t sleep for a long while. He kept thinking about how he liked Mara.


  In the morning they reached a point on a curve of the glacier from which they could see Fami. Or could have seen it had it been there to see. George, through his telescope, searched the area pointed out by Mara, and saw not a trace of the ledge. The outflanking arm of the glacier had swept over it and now hung, like a huge, torn, white lace curtain, for a thousand feet down the precipice.


  “Leep said it would happen soon,” said Mara, unperturbed.


  “More fool he for staying there,” said George, viciously. “Well, he and his rag-books will have to stay there for rather longer now—petrified for posterity. One small pick isn’t going to shift that weight of ice. Even if we could get him out, he’d scarcely be in a condition for conversation. I guess the war’s just got to remain a mystery.”


  He felt furious at the waste of time and effort, disheartened at the thought of the long, slow climb down the glacier again—to go where? Where was the white circle G.H.Q.?


  While he wasted more time, in a clouded fury, glowering and kicking childishly at the side of an ice-step, Mara accepted and handled the situation in her calm, mature way. She’d made a wide, flat cushion of the parachute. Now she seized the heavy provision box and shoved it off down the glacier. George grabbed at it, and missed. The thing went sliding with gathering momentum down the awful slope, then vanished with the speed of a bullet. He switched his anger to her.


  “What the hell d’you think you’re doing?”


  She sat deliberately on the silken cushion, clinging to the step with one hand and patting the space beside her with the other, motioning him to join her. Then she smiled faintly and pointed after the box.


  He got it, together with a tremor of apprehension. It hadn’t crossed her mind to waste time in climbing down. She’d go the way she went before and she expected him to ride with her. His instinct was to dissuade her for both their sakes: the memory of the length of that run and its hazards was too fresh. But that fear was killed by the greater fear of her surprise and contempt. Carefully, he crawled to her side.


  “Sure, let’s go. I always had a yen to shoot Niagara.”


  They slid together, flat on their backs on the cushion, for a hundred yards, and then it felt as though they were no longer sliding, but falling. He glimpsed high ramparts on either side sawing rapidly, actively, at the grey clouds, while his stomach climbed up into his chest and the airflow chilled his cheeks. The swift, uncontrolled motion, combined with the utter silence, was terrifying. He clung equally fiercely to the material and to Mara, and shut both his eyes and his imagination, waiting for it to end.


  After half a lifetime, it ended—abruptly. A wall of freezing cold water came tumbling down over his feet and buried him. He choked and spluttered and thrashed about completely without any sense of direction, and the water seemed to be poking icicles into his eyes, ears, and nose. Then, somehow, he found himself standing breast-deep in the lake, gasping like a landed fish.


  Mara, neck-deep, was a few yards off, pushing her wet hair back. Her solemn face split suddenly in a grin when she saw him. He tried to speak and could do nothing but continue to gasp—the water was paralysingly cold. He beckoned her to follow, and floundered blindly to the shore. When he looked back, she was still out there, walking slowly around, seeming to feel about with her feet.


  Then suddenly she did a little duck-dive and disappeared.


  He waited over half a minute and she didn’t reappear. Half-frightened, half-angry, he started sloshing out towards the spot. Then she bobbed up, yards nearer the shore, bending, and dragging something out of the shallows. It was the food-box. He went to help her.


  “You c-cold-blooded little f-fish.” His teeth were chattering.


  She didn’t understand. The Teleos had been washed off both of them. Luckily, the spares were in a waterproof satchel. But before she dried off, she wanted to go back and recover the parachute.


  He stuck a Teleo on her and bawled: “Leave it there! The friction will have worn it full of holes, and anyway it’s saturated—it’ll weigh a ton now. I’ll give you a new one when we reach the ship.”


  That made her so happy that her face became radiant. The wet frock clung to the curves of her form. A sudden hunger went through him. He caught hold of her, pressed her to him, kissed her roughly, almost brutally. She responded fiercely. Between kisses he babbled foolish promises. “You shall have the best Paris can offer . . . Dresses of silk and coats of fur . . . Jewels and such things as you have never dreamed of . . .”


  She giggled like a child and caressed him like a woman.


  The remains of her ancestors lay all around them, long past love, or memory, or the promises of life.


  In the afternoon, they struck off in a new direction. Instead of returning down the valleys to the known emptiness of the plain, they toiled over the hills to the west, seeking a viewpoint. They found it on one crest, and for a moment they stood hand in hand surveying the panorama. Then George’s grip tightened. He pointed. Away down where rocks and cliffs abounded there was an isolated pinnacle. Unlike the others, vegetation of some kind clung to its almost perpendicular sides.


  Under its height an apparently artificially levelled area lay, with the traces of a pattern showing through the heavy undergrowth. And there also was a long box of a house, dun brown, flat-roofed, many-windowed, with a beetling portico of disproportionate size.


  “Beneath the verdant tower . . . The house of bricks, a box of tricks,” said George, slowly, his memory only slightly faulty. He thought: Stumbling on it like this . . . This isn’t real. It’s out of The Wizard of Oz.


  Then aloud: “Come on, Mara, let’s follow the yellow brick road.”


  Naturally, the allusion meant nothing to her, but she didn’t query it, only plunged gaily with him down the hill.


  “This,” said George, when they got to it, “was once a cultivated garden.”


  She said: “Yes,” and let her gaze rove over the mould-encrusted stone seats, the weed-grown paths, the stagnant ornamental ponds, and the wilderness that was choking them all. At the far end the house stood as silent as the towering rock-pinnacle behind it. She saw now that the greenness of the latter was some sort of wide-leafed creeper swarming over it and doing its best to hide it, as though resentful of its eminence. But the house and its ridiculous portico was bare and free, as though it possessed a magic talisman against all green parasites.


  George noticed that Mara was getting two steps ahead of him up the main drive to the house, and it wasn’t because she’d quickened her pace. Ashamed of his hanging back, his caution at what enmity the house might contain, he hastened to catch up with her. They were nearing a big wrought-metal fountain. It was covered with verdigris, and the surrounding basin, into which it had once played, was now an empty bowl, bone-dry.


  He was amazed at the similarity of Terrestrial and Venusian ideas of landscape gardening. He thought: This could be Versailles after centuries of total neglect.


  Then suddenly the fountain spurted a great wavering umbrella of dirty water well beyond the circumference of the basin, and soaked them through from head to foot before they could skip out of range.


  George thought he heard a thin, high laugh from the direction of the house. He glowered as he wiped his face. He hated being made a fool of. Mara just giggled.


  “There’s a practical joker here somewhere,” he growled. “When I’ve finished with him, he won’t be so practical.”


  The water was sour and evil-smelling, which made it even less funny for him. His feet squelched in his shoes. There was a solid stone seat nearby. He sat down with the idea of taking his shoes off. The seat sank silently and smoothly into the earth and he was flat on his back with his feet in the air. This time he didn’t know whether the distant laugh sounded or not, because Mara howled so loudly.


  Red with mortification, violently angry, he jumped up, threw a withering glance at the convulsed Mara, and went striding purposefully towards the house. He’d find this joker and wring his neck.


  The moss-grown drive was hard under his feet. And then, although its surface texture still looked exactly the same, it stopped being hard. It became soft, sticky, gooey, like molten rubber. He sank ankle-deep.


  Grimly, he tried to plod through to the other indetectable side of this patch. But the stuff gripped and clung, and soon he was walking in slow motion, lifting one grotesquely enlarged blob of a foot after the other, with ridiculous care to keep his balance. Soon he realised the accumulation was getting so heavy that presently he’d not be capable of moving at all. So he abandoned the frontal assault, and floundered to the solid earth at one side of the drive. His dignity had been sorely hurt, and at first he wouldn’t look at Mara when she came up to him, wisely keeping to the verge. He tried to pull the stuff off his feet with his fingers and it stretched and stuck like chewed gum. He got into a terrible mess. The watcher at the house, invisible from here, was cackling continually. When Mara recovered from her own hilarity, she produced her knife and cut and scraped most of the mess off.


  During this operation, her companion in mirth presented himself. He came from under the jutting portico, a short, broad figure in a monkish gown tied at his thick waist by a cord. He was red-cheeked, healthy-looking, seemed to be about fifty. His mouth was sensual and hung half open, giving him a vacant look that was enhanced by his queer, pale eyes, which seemed to comprehend only part of what they saw.


  He looked harmless. He said something in a weak, cracked sort of a voice to George, who merely scowled at him. Mara answered him in his own language. They had quite a chat.


  “Don’t mind me,” said George, getting the last of the stuff off.


  Mara said: “It’s Senilde.”


  “Oh,” said George, and reflected. As he wanted information from Senilde, perhaps it wouldn’t be politic to begin by screwing the guy’s head off. With an effort he swallowed his gorge.


  “Explain about the Teleo,” he instructed Mara, while getting another outfit from the satchel.


  “I have explained,” she said, holding out her hand for it. She was still two steps ahead of him. He handed it over, fighting to stop another scowl from forming.


  Through the new medium, Senilde said: “Once, long ago, I invented a gadget like this.”


  “Indeed?” said George. “What did you do with it?”


  Senilde, made a careless gesture. “Threw it away. I throw all my toys away in time. One gets bored . . . Still, I’m glad you came and let me play with my garden again. I haven’t been able to find a victim for years. There’s very few people left on this planet, you know. Perhaps I overdid it.”


  “Overdid what?”


  “The war. It’s a game I used to play.”


  “Used to? It still seems to be in full swing.”


  “Oh, yes, it’ll run on for a century or two, I suppose, until the last of the things have smashed themselves up. I got tired of them, and just let ’em run on. They’re purely automatic, you know.”


  George said: “You mean, all those tanks and ’planes and things are entirely unmanned?”


  “That’s it.”


  George remembered the skipper basing his faith on his “white circle” allies. He remembered his own emotion when the wheeled H.Q. seemed to come to their rescue. He was annoyed to discover they’d both been fooling themselves. In some way it seemed unfair, an ironical let-down. He said, truculently: “Well, what the hell do you mean by letting them go on smashing up the planet?”


  Senilde shrugged. “I don’t mean anything. None of it means anything.”


  “It does to me. You nearly killed me and my friends—in fact, for all I know, my friends may have been killed by now. Can’t you stop it?”


  “Yes, if I want to.”


  “Then please stop it at once.”


  Senilde said, petulantly: “Why should I stop my game just because of you?”


  George snatched Mara’s knife. “Because I’ll stick this through your gizzard if you don’t.”


  “My dear fellow, I’ve often amused myself by sticking knives through my gizzard. I once stuck three through my heart. It doesn’t have any effect—doesn’t even tickle. I heal instantly. You can’t kill me—I’m immortal, unfortunately.”


  “We’ll see about that,” said George, starting towards him with knife upraised.


  Mara grabbed his arm, held him. “No, George. I don’t believe in violence. We can always get what we want without trouble—I always have. Brutality is a poor substitute for wits.”


  Senilde looked at her with mild approval. “You’re sensible as well as beautiful, girl. George (what a queer name!)—let me have your girl, and I’ll switch off the war.”


  George let him have a hay-maker instead. It hit the solar plexus more by luck than judgment. Senilde rebounded a yard or so. His pale eyes lit up, and he smiled slobberingly. “Oh, a new game! What do you call it? What do I do now?”


  George groaned.


  Mara said: “Perhaps you’ll show us over your house, Senilde. Have you any more tricks like the fountain?”


  “Yes, lots of them. Such fun when I used to have visitors. Of course, I can’t show you all of them. That would spoil it. I want you to discover some for yourselves—that’s the best way to do it. You’ll be so amused. Come on.”


  They followed him back to the house, George very carefully trying to tread in Senilde’s footprints lest he tread in some other unsuspected gooey patch. This care didn’t stop the doorstep from suddenly swinging down like a trap-door under his feet, precipitating him down a chute into blackness. There was more sticky stuff at the bottom. He sat there helpless in the dark, stuck like an insect on fly-paper.


  He thought: There must be a way to kill that idiot!


  Then he began to think of the skipper. Was he still alive? Was he waiting, wondering, hoping George would return soon with friendly Venusians, on their own intellectual level, eager to help? Probably. And here was the intrepid explorer falling and fooling about like a slapstick comedian, getting no place in a crazy Lewis Carroll world. Thank heavens the skipper couldn’t see him now!


  The lights went on. He was in a cellar, bare save for benches around the walls. Presumably they were for an invited audience to sit on and howl at whichever unfortunate guest happened to fall into the trap. Senilde was there, with his foolish grin, and Mara, who, after one startled look, went into peals of laughter.


  George said, grimly: “Mara, you disappoint me. I thought you had a real sense of humour. There’s nothing remotely funny in this childish clowning. As for you, little fat man, why don’t you be your age? How old are you, for heaven’s sake?”


  “Let me see—is it three or four thousand years? My memory isn’t what it was. Venusian years, that is, of course—rather shorter than your own.”


  George said gruffly: “I don’t believe a word of it. Get me out of here.”


  “Certainly.” Senilde pressed a button and a liquid began bubbling out of little holes in the floor. It dissolved and melted away the sticky compound and set George free.


  The whole house was like that. Door handles which either came off in your hand or stuck obstinately to it, or else gave you electric shocks. Stairways which, as you climbed them, abruptly changed into chutes so that you found yourself at the bottom again. If you picked up a book and opened it, it was liable to send a cloud of sneezing powder into your face.


  There was one ingenious passage where the floor began to move under your feet in the opposite direction to which you were going and with equal speed. And it kept that perverse direction and pace whichever way you tried to go and however fast. You could run like mad, yet remain in the same place, never able to attain the end of the passage.


  George went through the gamut with sullen patience, finding it rather more easy to bear when Mara also fell for some of these gags. What had got his goat before was being made the sole butt, being made to look ridiculous before Mara.


  At last the tour was over. In all the great house, they’d seen no other soul but themselves. They came now into a lounge furnished with Eastern luxuriousness: everything was deep and soft, the chairs, the carpet, the divans. It was many-coloured and cheerful because bright sunlight smote in through the windows and made the silks and satins glow.


  “The sun—out at last?” said George, wonderingly, and went to the window. It was as though the window was glazed: he couldn’t see the sky very clearly—it was just a flat whiteness with, in the centre, a very bright hazy disc, like the sun shining through high mist.


  Senilde said, in his thin voice: “It’s my own private sun. Quite a small thing, really, but it’s perpetual and emits all the qualities of sunlight. You know, as I grow older I find I don’t want to do much else but bask in here in the sunlight. Except for to-day, I’ve not been out of this room for many years. It’s too dark and dull out there under the clouds. I often regret I cut the planet off from the sun like that. I’ve made it such a depressing place for myself.”


  “What do you mean, exactly?” asked George.


  Mara sank into a divan, and a cushion squeaked under her like a great rat. Senilde giggled fatuously.


  George gripped the man’s shoulders and shook him. “Never mind the kid stuff, Senilde. Just what have you been getting up to on this planet? I want to take a full report back to Earth, and by heaven, I’ll get it from you. You think I can’t hurt you? I can. I can smash this place to pieces, burn it down. Where would you be then, without your playthings and your sunlight and your soft cushions, you old sybarite?”


  One moment he was standing there shaking Senilde like a man emptying a sack. And then he was lying on his back on the carpet just opening his eyes and wondering where he was. Mara was lying a few feet from him, seemingly unconscious. Stiffly, he turned over and crawled to her. As he reached her, she sat up dazedly.


  “Are you all right, Mara?”


  She nodded. “I thought he’d killed you. So I stabbed


  him through the heart with my knife. I don’t know what happened.”


  A knife dropped between them on the carpet. They looked up. Senilde stood over them. He’d closed his mouth and didn’t look quite so foolish. He said: “There’s your toy back, my dear. I told you that sort of thing was useless. So many people have tried it at one time or another that it became tiresome. I discourage them with a little thing I wear which creates an electrical field at a touch and stuns anyone who’s much too near. Another good trick, eh?”


  But they didn’t laugh and this time nor did he.


  He said: “Don’t ever threaten me again, George (silly name!) Don’t try to use violence on me or my possessions. It’ll never work and you may kill yourself. Everything I have is protected. I’m a cautious man. Now make yourselves comfortable, and I’ll tell you my history. You’d never have got away from here without having to listen to it, anyway. Every man needs an audience, and I’ve been without one for far too long . . .”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  “NATURE makes many blunders,” Senilde said, “and I one of them—I thought—is that a man should die. Simple cell creatures keep splitting in halves, and the halves in turn split, and so on. But the original portions still live. Any one of those creatures could truly be said to be potentially immortal. You can take a tissue of man or beast and keep it alive in a suitable culture.


  “Single protoplasmic cells or small groups of them survive, but if they grow in a large, multi-celled body, like that of a man, that large group dies. What kills it? The different factor is—the size of the group. Once a group passes beyond a certain size, it seals its own doom.”


  “Critical mass,” murmured George.


  “You know about atomic energy?” said Senilde, mildly interested. “I suppose you would. Tell me, have you ever made any of those delightful atomic bombs?”


  “Not personally,” said George.


  “They were my favourite toy at one time. Such a spectacle! But one wearies even of that . . . My instruments tell me that they still go off in various parts of the planet sometimes—very infrequently, though I have a large stock somewhere—but I never bother nowadays to go out and look at them.”


  “When was the last?” George asked.


  “About twenty years ago, at a guess.”


  “H’m, that’s roughly fourteen Terrestrial years . . . Takes us back to about 1985. Yes, there was a terrific atmospheric disturbance at one spot on Venus observed in that year. I guess that was it. There was another—photographed at Mount Wilson, back in June, 1927. And an even earlier one, in February, 1913.”


  “Indeed?” said Senilde, indifferently, and Mara said: “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Why don’t you keep to the subject, which was immortality?”


  “I find in these days a growing tendency of my mind to wander,” said Senilde. “Where was I?”


  They told him. He went on: “The reason, I found, was that the duration of life was directly linked to the permeability in that part of the living cell exposed to the radiations of the universe around it, and as growth—that is, accumulation—proceeds, so the inner cells suffer a natural and inevitable decrease in that permeability. They’re entombed, choked, cut off from light, denied healthy contact with exterior radiation.”


  George said, thoughtfully: “Half a century or more ago, on Earth, a fellow named—er—Benedict—yes, H. M. Benedict—came to that conclusion after studying the senility of plants.”


  “Didn’t he go on from there?”


  “How could he?”


  “I did. Nature made an error in the colloidal degree of protoplasm. I corrected it. Just a matter of the injection into the bloodstream of a perpetual solvent, which circulates, and thins out the too dense, too clinging proteins. The cells of your body are specialists. Either they travel a fixed, confined inner circuit in your bloodstream or else they’re gummed immovably in place in your flesh and bones—except the white blood corpuscles. Fixity and specialisation spell death. My body-cells are free, fluid, adaptable, amoeboid. When they feel the need to come to the surface, they do so. They move slowly—but they move. And they’re versatile and continually change their functions. I could make you immortal also, if I chose to. But I shan’t. You’re harmless, simple people. Why should I condemn you to the nightmare of boredom I endure?”


  “Is it that bad?” said George, slowly.


  “Young man, I’ve tried every kind of pleasure a million times—from the common pleasures of sensuality to the rarer ones of labour and asceticism; intellectual pleasures and bodily pleasures, the pleasures of lust and power and humility and martyrdom. And I have exhausted them. My palate has lost nearly all sensation. Repetition of a pleasure does not increase the pleasure: it makes it pall. Looking back, I see the happiest time of my life when I was a child, absorbed in play. I seek in my sad way to recover some of that pleasure in the childish devices you deprecate. You should not be angry with me, but sorry for me.”


  “I’m sorry for you,” said Mara. George tried to feel sorry also, but somehow—no. Senilde had had everything. How could one feel sorry for him?


  “Mara, you have a sweet nature, besides being sensible and beautiful,” said Senilde. “You’re something that was always pretty rare. I didn’t like people much, you know. When you’ve lived among them for a few thousand years you’ve lost all your illusions about them. Beneath the layers of pretence, most people are small-hearted, incredibly selfish, dancing on the strings of self-interest.”


  He mused. “When I was a boy, I used to love playing with toy soldiers and staging little wars with them. When, at length, I became a bored immortal, I thought it would be fun to play those wars over again—with the live puppets. How easy it was to play on their fears, their vanities, their power-lusts! I had a grand time inventing new machines, new weapons and new methods of attack and defence for them, watching the little men applying them—in the name of this or that. First it was local wars, then national wars, then one great planetary civil war. You were looking for the white circle headquarters, George. This is it. And I’m the commander.”


  “What about the green triangle H.Q.?”


  “This is it also, and I its commander. They all used to come to me secretly, their generals, thinking I was running their side only. I used to laugh—they were so stiff, so serious and urgent with duty, so grateful for my guidance. Now I’ve forgotten even what their silly symbols were supposed to stand for—something noble and erroneous, of course.”


  He laughed now, his wet laugh.


  “I’d put new powers in the hands of one side, and then the other—matching them evenly, tanks against tanktorpedoes, atomic bombs against bacteriological bombs. And then I grew tired of them and their petty, personal intrigues. They were always so jealous of each other, currying my favours. I was much more interested in the machines—at least they didn’t fight against their own side. Anyway, human beings were becoming redundant in the war. I’d invented so many automatic weapons which could detect and recognise and engage their own targets that people were becoming just little nuisances hiding behind them, only sitting there and ducking and hoping they wouldn’t be hurt. Merely in the way. When they didn’t duck in time, they were liable to clog the machines with their messy bodies.”


  “That’s no way to talk,” said George, harshly.


  Senilde ignored him. “So I decided to dispense with people altogether. I presented both sides with Meknitron gas, and they obligingly saturated the planet with it and wiped themselves out almost entirely. Odd spots escaped, like the village of Fami, where a perpetual up-draught kept the ledge clear. The mechanical war went on—still goes on—but I lost interest even in that, and now I’m content to bask here at home in my own sunlight until the real sunlight returns.”


  There was a short silence.


  Then: “Do you expect me to feel sorry for you after that genecide?” said George, wrathfully.


  Senilde shrugged. “Not really. You haven’t lived long enough to achieve detachment from the race. It takes at least a thousand years.”


  “Then, thanks, I can do without immortality.”


  “I wasn’t thrusting it upon you. You’ve no need to worry.”


  Mara asked: “What do you mean about the sunlight returning?”


  “The clouds of Meknitron which completely covered the surface of Venus have been slowly losing substance all the time. Already they’ve lifted, and drift miles up in the air. They’ll continue gradually to disperse, and perhaps in a thousand years or so the sun will break through again.”


  “I can hardly wait,” said George sarcastically. “You may be interested to learn that your gas killed one of my fellow-travellers here.”


  “I’m not,” said Senilde, with a yawn.


  “What I’d like to know is what made those white circle tanks first treat us as enemies, and then suddenly switch to our side and defend us against the green triangles.”


  Senilde frowned. “Give me more details.”


  George gave him a brief sketch of the battle.


  “I see,” said Senilde. “Well, you may have noticed that the circle and triangle tanks and vehicles are of different designs and sizes. That was deliberate on my part. Each radar detecting apparatus is supplied with reference outlines of the vehicles or aircraft of its own side. If a tank, say, detects another coming, it traces the pattern of its outline and compares it with its file. If it corresponds to any on that file, the tank thinks—in the way that a mechanism ‘thinks’—that the other is friendly. But if the outline is unfamiliar, the tank acts on the assumption that the other is an enemy.”


  “Well?”


  “When your ship landed it was vertical. White circle tanks file no vertical shapes of that kind—so they opened fire. But the fire brought your ship down to the horizontal—where it so much resembled the white circle torpedo-on-wheels that it passed muster as a friend. Similarly, the green triangle tanks registered it as an enemy. Now do you understand?”


  “Yes. But the great steel wheels?”


  “Oh, that’s a weapon common to both sides, like guns. Clever notion of mine, don’t you think? Dates back to the days of the humans—used to paralyse them with fear. Useful either for cutting them to pieces or pinning them down until they can be pulverised by artillery.”


  “You’re a pleasant character, Senilde. If I were——”


  George broke off as another thought crossed his mind. “Look,” he said, urgently, “my friends should soon be restoring our ship to the upright position, using the white circle tanks as haulers.”


  Senilde smiled. “Then they’ll get a surprise. As soon as the tanks have done that job, they’ll register the ship as an enemy again, and turn around and blast it to pieces.”


  “Then, for heaven’s sake, stop sending power out to those infernal machines!”


  “That,” said Senilde, plaintively, “would mean my climbing to the top floor and messing about with switches and things. I hate climbing stairs. No, the effort’s not worth it. That’s my final answer.”


  George hissed with exasperation. “Then I’ll go,” he stormed. “Where is it?”


  “You’ll never find the control room—there’s a secret panel or two and all kinds of safety devices. Besides, I don’t want you prying——”


  A bell rang sweetly high on the wall.


  “Ah!” exclaimed Senilde. “This is my lucky day. We have another visitor. Who is it, I wonder? Let’s see.”


  He walked out of the lounge. For a moment George and Mara stared at each other, and then George threw up his arms. “It’s maddening to want to kill a man you can’t kill. Where’s the old fool going now?”


  “The best way to find out,” said Mara, practically, “is to follow him. I’d like to see who the visitor is, too.”


  She went out after Senilde, and George tagged along behind.


  Senilde was standing in the gloomy cavern of the hall behind the portico staring out at the garden. In the distance a little figure was coming up the drive, approaching the big fountain. Senilde was already shaking with anticipatory glee.


  George unslung his telescope and levelled it. The newcomer was a mere stick of a man, old, shrivelled, knock-kneed, in a one-piece tunic so dirty that its original colour was unplaceable. However, he seemed at ease, walking with slow calm. When the fountain performed, he walked steadily through the shower, not changing his pace, but only his expression, which became one of disgust.


  Mara asked if she could look through the telescope, and George passed it to her.


  “Why, it’s Leep!” she exclaimed.


  Senilde looked round and asked what instrument she was using. Either he’d never seen telescopes before or else they’d passed out of use on Venus so long ago that he’d quite forgotten them. George lent him it, and he was fascinated by it and watched every movement of Leep’s with absorption. Leep didn’t sit on any seats, and when he neared the sticky patch he seemed to divine its existence and location and walked carefully around it. Senilde sighed with disappointment. Then he whispered: “The step will catch him.”


  It didn’t. Leep avoided the step, and came in through the side of the portico.


  Mara greeted him in their own language. It came through the Teleo simply as “Hello, Leep.”


  Leep didn’t seem much surprised either at her or their presence, and replied casually.


  Mara said: “Oh, no, I’ve only just come. I’ve been back to have a look at Fami. How did you escape?”


  George had dug out another Teleo outfit, and now he handed it to Leep. Mara explained its nature, and the seer put it on. Senilde watched Leep rather sulkily, his expression saying that this fellow promised poor sport.


  Leep said: “I told everyone that the overhang was about to fall on the village, and they believed me, of course, and yet the fools hoped irrationally that somehow it wouldn’t be so bad as I predicted. They’d become such creatures of habit that they couldn’t bring themselves to leave Fami, and they talked themselves into staying. I didn’t want to die, so I came down the glacier the way you did. And then I wandered about the foothills looking for this place. I knew it existed, but I was uncertain of its exact location. I could only divine it was somewhere this way—I’ve been looking for it for three days and I’m very hungry. Is there any food here?”


  Senilde had lost interest in Leep, and was staring at distant prospects through the telescope.


  So George said: “I’ve a little food, Leep. Come on in.”


  Senilde didn’t demur. He was intent on playing with the new toy. He walked out into the garden with it, testing its power. The other three returned to the lounge, and George opened his provision box, and Leep ate food bars with relish.


  “Why did you choose to come here?” asked George.


  Leep said: “So far as I’m aware, it’s the only habitation for many hundreds of miles. I thought Mara would have come here, and I wanted to find her.”


  “Why?” asked Mara.


  He addressed her directly. “Because when my stupid disciples disappeared under the ice with the others, I had no one left to steal for me. You were the best artist in the village, Mara, and I hoped you’d now steal for me. Senilde must have plenty of food in this place somewhere.”


  “I suppose so, but we’ve never seen any of it,” said Mara. “And why should I steal for you? Why don’t you steal for yourself?”


  “My talents are solely of the mind,” said Leep, sadly. “I live only to think. My ideal existence is unending meditation. I’m quite impractical, as you know. I shall starve to death unless people find and give me food.”


  “What can you give in return?” asked George.


  “The fruits of my knowledge. I was born with a gift fur knowing things, a kind of second sight. It is erratic, patchy. I can’t command it. Odd items of information drift into my mind as I meditate, and they’re often useful either to me or others. But I can only accept what is vouchsafed me. Sometimes it’s only partial, like the location of this house, and no effort of mine will enlarge that knowledge.”


  “A sensitive, eh?” said George. “Your faculty isn’t unknown to us Earthlings. We’ve detected it among our own kind, on our planet, and experimented with it—we call it extra-sensory perception, and, as you say, it isn’t to be commanded.”


  “You come from another planet? I didn’t even know that.”


  George rather liked the little old man, and told him about Earth, the journey here, and the subsequent happenings. • He finished: “And as Mara and I are in love, I want to take her back to Earth with me. So you can’t, I’m afraid, have her for your ‘artist.’ However, I suggest you come with us back to Earth. Real, live Venusians seem to be very rare specimens: you’d be a fine capture for me—but you’d be quite free, you understand. The Terrestrials would make much of you, honour you, listen to you, and certainly feed you.”


  “But would they leave me alone to meditate?”


  “Eventually,” said George, hesitantly.


  “I see.” The old man pondered. “There seems little choice. I must go where the food is. Being hungry is terrible, and spoils my concentration completely.”


  “Good,” said George. “Now listen, Leep. Concealed somewhere in this house is a room containing the master switches controlling the power behind this idiotic war. See if you can divine where it is——”


  He dropped his voice and broke off as Senilde came in. The fat man said, genially: “This telescope is a most intriguing toy, George. What can I trade you for it? Are you prepared to deal? Do you really need this girl? There must be others about the planet somewhere, and I could find you one——”


  “Shut up!” said George, savagely.


  Mara pinched him gently, and he glanced at her. Covertly, she went through the motion of turning a switch. He got it. He turned to Senilde and said, curtly: “Switch off the war and you can have the telescope.”


  “Is that all?” said Senilde, eagerly. “Oh, well, that can be done.”


  “I want to make sure it is done,” said George. “My condition is that I see it done.”


  “Of course.”


  George rose from the couch. He was still holding a food bar. He proffered it to Senilde. “Here, I’ll throw this in, too.”


  “What is it?”


  “Food—good food.”


  Senilde waved it away. “I never eat. Haven’t eaten for thousands of years. I’ve no need to. Bodily immortality alters one’s metabolism entirely. I draw sufficient nourishment from my environment automatically, without that rather disgusting—if you’ll forgive me—procedure.”


  Leep sat up, and his ears pricked up like an animal’s. George tossed him the food bar, and remarked to Senilde: “You’re a lucky man. Now let’s go up all those awful stairs.”


  Mara joined them. George said: “Coming, Leep?”


  “No, thank you,” said the old man. “I feel I’ve got a thinking spell coming on. I’ll just sit here.”


  There weren’t many floors, but Senilde made heavy going of the stairs. However healthy his cells might be, centuries of lack of exercise had done nothing for his muscles or his wind. But he was right: George would never have found the room. That part of the house was like a Chinese puzzle box: sliding panels behind sliding panels, secret passages within secret passages, concealed springs which could only function after other concealed springs had been pressed.


  The room itself was full of control panels; tiny lights winked everywhere, and an electric hum permeated it. Things like ticker tapes were clicking out printed messages, and rows of spools revolved slowly and jerkily, winding them on. Senilde indicated them, grinning asininely. “All in different codes, and I can’t remember one of them now. Once, I used to read them all.”


  “Do any of them give the location of our ship?” asked George.


  “Several of them, no doubt, but how do I know which ones? I can’t decipher a word.”


  George grunted, disappointed.


  Senilde started snapping switches off. One by one at first, then in banks, the little lights went out. The message machines stopped. The hum faded slowly. Then all the apparatus was still, silent, dead.


  “There you are,” said Senilde, and George felt a great relief. The skipper, Sparks, and the mate should be safe now. And the ship would have to stay where it was until he got back to it—he couldn’t, now, be left behind on Venus.


  “Thank you,” said George, and squeezed Mara’s arm in gratitude for the result of her suggestion.


  They came out through the maze of secret ways, which Senilde closed behind them. When they got down to the lounge again, Leep was still sitting there quietly.


  George said: “Hello, had any inspirations?”


  Leep looked at him thoughtfully. “Yes. I’ve been thinking of your ship, and suddenly the exact latitude and longitude of its position came to me.”


  George beamed. “Now we’re getting somewhere. You’re a smart fellow, Leep. Where is it?”


  “The Teleo conveys an ambiguous meaning to that word ‘smart’,” said Leep. “You’re correct in the sense that I have a strong instinct for self-preservation.”


  “What do you mean? It’s certainly in your interest to help us locate the ship so that you can come to Earth with us.”


  “I don’t very much want to go to Earth now,” said Leep. “If I go, you’ll feed me, but I shall be continually harassed and importuned to use my gifts for others, to become a common fortune-teller. I’m an old man and in the normal way shan’t live much longer. I resent any limitation of my time for meditation. I’ve always resented the time wasted on the necessity for getting food. No, I’m quite willing to give up my place in the ship to Senilde here.”


  “To go to Earth?” said Senilde. “Why should I want to go to Earth?”


  Leep dropped his gaze. He picked at the carpet. “You have exhausted every pleasure of Venus. You’re bored sick. On Earth there must be multitudinous new pleasures which you’ve never tasted, never imagined, probably. And the Earthlings are very short-lived. With your wisdom, experience, authority, and permanent existence you couldn’t help becoming their ruler very soon: it’s inevitable that an immortal should rule mere mortals.”


  George’s mouth had dropped open as wide as Senilde’s. Then he glared, and said angrily: “Pipe down, Machiavelli. I’d got the wrong idea about you, you egocentric little twister. Who are you to dispense passages on our ship—not to mention the dictatorship of our planet? I take whom I choose—and it’s no longer you.”


  Leep said softly: “You can’t take anybody if you can’t find the ship. I can tell you this: it’s very far from here. It would take weeks to walk there, even if you walked in the right direction. If you didn’t, it might take months, years, or eternity.”


  Mara said: “In return for letting us and Senilde find the ship and go to Earth, you want Senilde to give you the secret of immortality, don’t you?”


  “That’s it, of course,” said George.


  “I don’t deny it,” said Leep. “I have set my heart on becoming an immortal. To meditate—for ever, without distraction! For such a prize, naturally, I would fight and bargain with all I possess or anyone else possesses.”


  “You bargain in vain,” said Senilde. “I shall save you from yourself. Immortality is a curse. You would become as bored as I, and long for death, as often I have done.”


  “Such altruism,” said Leep, sarcastically. “The truth is that you’re jealous of your uniqueness, and you would fear a rival. Actually, you’ve nothing to fear from me. The only power I seek is over myself, over the labyrinths of my mind. The whole universe lies in a man’s mind, as he’ll discover if he contemplates that mind long enough. The trouble has always been that his life is too short.”


  “I’ve lived long enough,” said Senilde, “and I’ve discovered nothing worth eternal life.”


  “I spoke of a man’s mind,” said Leep, scornfully. “Yours is the mind of an infant—it never became anything else. A clever, tinkering infant, with certain technical aptitudes. Emotionally, spiritually, morally, and intellectually you remained immature, with only one aim: pleasure. Crude, immediate pleasure. There’s nothing in you of timeless serenity, the spirit of contemplation. No wonder you’re bored. The boon of immortality is wasted on you. Let me have it. I know how to use it. You go to Earth and have your childish fun. They’ll probably appreciate your surprise fountains and squeaking cushions there, and put you in the kindergarten where you belong.”


  Senilde’s slack mouth had fallen more and more open during this abuse, and now he shut it tightly. Hatred gleamed in his pale eyes.


  “The last thing I’d want to do is to perpetuate a mean and spiteful creature like you,” he said. “As for going to Earth, I’d probably get more pleasure in just sitting here and watching you starve to death. I always liked the particular pleasure resident in sadism. No one’s going to talk to me like that and expect to get away with it. You fear hunger and death more than anything. Right, then you can die of hunger. Slowly. And while we’re waiting, just to show you how useless your bargaining counter is, we’ll find the ship ourselves.”


  He turned away, beckoning George and Mara to follow him.


  He led them into a wing of the house which they’d not previously visited. They followed him through a door and found themselves in a great covered space like an airplane hangar. Almost filling it, looming up over them so that they had to crane their necks to see the top of it, was a tank even larger than the single green triangle one which had shelled the ship. But this one bore no gun or any distinguishing mark. Also, it was of different design, with a high turret crowned by a sort of railed look-out platform.


  “I call this my war chariot,” said Senilde. “I often used it to travel around in and observe the battles. Its outline is filed in both the circle and the triangle radar detectors, and so it’s registered as a friend by both sides. But just in case of accidents or stray sheik, it’s very heavily armoured and it’ll stand up to most things—except a wheeled torpedo. But I’ve never had any trouble in it, and usually I’ve remained aloft on the platform throughout the battles quite safely.”


  “You seem to have gone to a deal of trouble to safeguard your immortality,” said George, dryly.


  Senilde said seriously: “If a shell blew me apart, I might take a long time to grow together again.”


  George’s imagination boggled at the vision. He wondered if Senilde were fooling himself or them. There must be limits to this immortality proposition.


  Senilde did something George didn’t see which caused the whole of the far wall to split and open in the form of two massive doors, revealing the grey Venusian landscape beyond.


  “By the way,” said Senilde, “we’ll probably be out for some days. You’d better bring your food along.”


  When George returned with the provision box, the great tank was standing outside the doors, in the garden, its engine beating steadily, and Senilde and Mara were up on the lookout platform waiting for him. He clambered up the steel rungs to them, carrying the box awkwardly.


  Mara asked: “Did you leave any food for Leep?”


  “No,” said George, tersely. “If we fail to find the ship on this trip, we may find on our return that hunger has softened Leep’s obstinacy. In exchange for a couple of food bars, he may decide after all to divulge where the ship is.”


  “Perhaps,” said Mara. “But Leep isn’t a weak character. He doesn’t give in easily.”


  “Neither do I,” said George.


  Senilde was listening and idly fingering pointers on a dial. He said: “All we want from Leep are two numbers—those of the cross-lines to which to set these pointers. Then we’d only have to sit back, for the chariot would take us to the spot automatically. Couldn’t we use the Teleo to extract them from his mind? I mean, if we all kept talking to him about the ship’s position, the numbers are certain to cross his mind sooner or later, and we might pick up that thought——”


  “He’s not such a fool,” said George. “He’d switch off his outfit the moment he saw what we were trying to do. He’d probably refuse to wear it at all.”


  “No, there’s no chance that way,” Mara agreed. “Leep has perfect mind control.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  ALL that day, and the next, and for several more days after that, the huge tank rumbled about the land, quartering areas and searching methodically. But there was an awful lot of land. The poor visibility made it necessary to beat back and forth across wastes which, had the light been better, could have been seen at a glance to be bare. Senilde clung to his treasured telescope and never seemed to tire of observing with it.


  They skirted great mountain ranges, forded wide, shallow rivers, zig-zagged and circled over endless plains. Sometimes they saw other tanks, and war machines of both sides, all static and silent. To the impatient George, their own tank moved with infuriating slowness.


  Once he said to Senilde: “Haven’t you something less ponderous—something faster and more manoeuvrable? Say something like one of those rocket-propelled wheeled torpedoes?”


  “No. The torpedoes are out of the question, on three counts. One, there’s no cabin in them or carrying place for observation. Two, unlike this tank, they’re not self-powered. To get one moving, I’d have to start the whole war going again, which would be dangerous for your friends. Three, it would be dangerous for us, too, because the torpedoes are legitimate targets for the green triangle tanks and bombers.”


  After a week of vain search, Senilde became bored and insisted on returning to his house. They wanted to continue, but it wasn’t their chariot, so they had to return with him.


  Leep was still there, in the lounge, looking even thinner, and very pale. There were dark circles under his eyes: he’d not been able to sleep much because of his hunger pains. But he managed a faint smile when he saw them, and murmured: “Yes, it’s very difficult when you’ve no idea where to look, isn’t it?”


  Nobody answered.


  That night George slept using the provision box for a pillow. The box was locked, but he couldn’t be sure that Leep, despite his protestations of his ineptitude as an “artist,” wouldn’t try to steal the key.


  In the middle of the night, Mara crept to Leep’s side with two handfuls of food bars. He stopped just long enough to say: “Thank you, child,” before he seized them and devoured the lot. Afterwards, he sighed: “Oh, Mara, this cursed servitude of mind to food! Why weren’t we designed to live on air, as Senilde does? Why did you steal for me, Mara?”


  They were speaking softly in their own language, Teleos switched off.


  “I’m a woman. I’m not hard, like a man. And I’m not ungrateful. In Fami, you often gave me good advice—for nothing. I cannot stand by and see you die like this. But why don’t you try stealing for yourself, Leep? It’s so easy.”


  “He was sleeping with his head on the box. It was impossible——”


  “Nothing is impossible. I merely held up his head while I slid the box aside——”


  “I haven’t the touch for such feats . . . Mara, would you steal again for me?”


  “I . . . don’t know. There aren’t many bars left, and George must not go hungry——”


  “I don’t mean food. While you’ve been away, I’ve been searching this house, both physically and with my mind. There’s a room upstairs all of steel, and inside—I divine it—is a sealed bottle containing the fluid of immortality, Senilde has preserved it ever since he first used it. One needs such a tiny dose to flower into an immortal! But the steel door is locked and barred. Also, it’s ringed around with protective devices which would kill an unwary thief: falling knives that would behead one, stabbing, poisoned needles that spring from hidden sockets. I know where they are, but I don’t know how to deal with them nor how to open the door. Such things were not unknown in Fami, and you are the best thief ever known. With my knowledge and your ability, we could procure that bottle. And then, immortal, we could defy Senilde.”


  She said: “I don’t want to be immortal. And if I were not, Senilde would kill me when he discovered what I’d done.”


  “If we could cover our traces, that discovery is likely to be long delayed. You could escape meantime.”


  “Why should I run these risks for you? No.”


  “I didn’t expect you to do it from charity. Remember, I have a bargaining counter. Do this for me and I shall give you the position of the space-ship. Then you and your Earthman can escape in Senilde’s war chariot—it’s his only conveyance: he can’t overtake you. You can use it to go to the space-ship. Then you can fly to Earth with your man—Senilde can’t reach you there.”


  “Maybe he can.”


  “No, Mara, you over-estimate him. His body may be immortal but his mind is nearing second childhood. It has all the signs of approaching senility—memory lapses, mind wandering, petulance, and so forth. People who never really grow out of their first childhood are always prone to early mental decay. In another few years Senilde will become a witless and vacant-minded fool, forgetting even his own identity, wandering aimlessly about, never able to die.”


  Mara shuddered. “Horrible!”


  “But a fact. You were never afraid of facts . . . Well, Mara?”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  “Don’t delay too long. I shall be a hungry man again tomorrow. And, remember—your food won’t last for ever. You must get to the ship to be saved from eventual starvation. Desperate situations call for desperate actions, Mara.”


  In the morning, in the garden, she took George aside. She confessed to her theft of the food, and George exploded.


  “Why the hell did you give it to him? Don’t you understand that the food is the one trump card we have to use against him? I know it’s harsh, but we’ll never get the ship’s position from him in any other way.”


  “But we can,” she said, and told him of Leep’s proposition.


  George frowned. “I hold no brief for Senilde, but after all, he has given us his admittedly queer hospitality, and he’s helping us to find the ship. And his remarkable discovery is his property, not ours. Whereas, Leep is entirely selfish and calculating. He always seems to expect people to act like his disciples, doing everything for him while he sits and does nothing. He takes, but won’t give. He refuses to come to Earth because it might inconvenience him——”


  “He’s not a wild animal to be caged and taken there as a specimen,” she said. “His life is his own, not yours.”


  “Oh, so now you’re taking his side. He’s from the old home town, and I’m only a callous alien.”


  “Don’t be silly, George.”


  “It’s you who’s silly. If we hold him off long enough, he’ll come crawling to us and begging us to take him to Earth, where there’s food.”


  “I’ve told you before, George, I’ve never liked the use of brutality as a means of getting what you want. You’re no credit to your planet, and if they’re all like you there, I’ll change my mind about coming.”


  “Then you can stay here or go to hell!” he shouted.


  It was their first real quarrel. They were glaring at each other when Senilde came from a path through the undergrowth beside them.


  “Certainly you can stay here, Mara, my dear,” he said. “For ever, if you wish. As George doesn’t want you now, I’ll make you an immortal to keep me company.”


  George rounded on him, snarling. “You stay out of this.”


  “You’re rude and ungrateful, George. After all I’ve done to help and amuse you!”


  George snorted. “Amuse me! Look, I want to go out and have another look for that ship. I’ll go alone if you don’t want to come.”


  “Why should I mind where you go?”


  “I shall want to use the chariot, of course.”


  “Why ‘of course,’ ? It’s mine, not yours. You’re too possessive.”


  “He certainly is,” said Mara.


  Senilde smiled at her, and said: “I’m glad we’re seeing eye to eye at last, Mara. George, I’ll make you a proposition. You may have the chariot for your own, as a gift, if——”


  “If what?”


  “If you’ll give me Mara in return.”


  George made a noise of disgust. “She doesn’t belong to me. Why ask me?”


  Mara said: “I don’t belong to anyone.”


  She turned her back on them both and walked quickly into the house. Senilde gave a cracked, high laugh. “She’s not only sweet, sensible, and beautiful—she also has spirit.”


  George said, scornfully: “Still looking for new toys and games, eh?”


  “A new toy, yes,” said Senilde, softly, “but an old game.”


  George felt like hitting him again, but he remembered Senilde’s protective stunner, and let his fist slowly uncoil. Mara was right in one thing: violence was small help when dealing with people like this. You had to be diplomatic. It was no good getting mad when you wanted favours from people. If he were to have another chance to search for the ship, he must try to restore the surface appearance of friendliness with Senilde. There’s no bore like an old bore, he thought cheerlessly, and braced himself for the ordeal.


  “Talking about games,” he said, as casually as he could, “this garden must be chock full of tricks like the fountain and the seat.”


  “Oh, it is,” said Senilde, eagerly. “Let me show you them.” The affliction of silliness went on for over an hour, and at the end of it he got the hard-earned reward: permission to take the chariot out to scout for the rest of the day in a direction they’d not explored. “On two conditions,” said Senilde. “You must return it by nightfall. You must not take Mara with you.”


  “I don’t intend to take Mara,” said George, stiffly.


  “Good. I think I’ll go and play with Leep for a bit. He was weakening fast last night, though he seems to have staged something of a rally this morning. But it won’t last. I want to see him suffer. He’ll never leave this place as long as he thinks he has a chance of getting my secret. By the time he realises he has no chance at all, he’ll be too weak to move. I’m looking forward to that.”


  Captain Freiburg looked at the many long, joined cables spraying from near the ship’s waist to their respective white circle tanks. There had been no more attacks, and the work on the fins had gone on at a spanking pace. It was finished well before his pessimistic estimate. Apart from the radio, the ship was as new. It needed now only pulling up on to its tail.


  “Fine,” he said. “I’m sure that’ll do it. The angles are right. If only the cables hold . . .”


  “I’m sure they will, sir,” said the mate.


  Sparks’ lip was beginning to heal now, but his enforced taciturnity had become a habit and he made no comment.


  The skipper scanned the grey sky and then the misty plain. Nothing stirred.


  “Well, let’s go,” he said. “Remember—at five past noon exactly. On the dot.”


  Their watches had been synchronized to the second. Each man climbed into his tank, Freiburg taking the centre one. For a moment he sat there regarding the blank video screen and thought again of his set at home, the chair, the slippers . . .


  Well, if this worked, he’d have a good chance of getting back to them. If it didn’t, it looked as though they were sunk. Unless George returned with some help. Every day he had hoped to hear the buzz of the helicopter, George hastening back with good news. But there’d been no sound except that of their own hammering.


  He reached out and turned the video switch. He waited, while the screen looked blankly back at him. Gradually his own face became as blank. Then he jiggled the switch. Nothing happened. He switched on the engine. Nothing happened.


  He groaned, and swore. He flipped switches and levers about, and the response was nil. Everything was lifeless.


  He stuck his head out of the turret and bawled to the others: “Are your tanks working?”


  Their heads bobbed up almost together. “No, sir.”


  His heart sank. He was “Jonah” again. Wearily, he climbed out of the tank and lit a cigarette. He wondered how long the power had been shut off, and why it had been. The steel loops of the cables, which had taken so long to form, hung gracefully—and mockingly.


  He told the other two with a hopefulness he didn’t feel: “We’ll have to keep trying at intervals. Maybe it’ll come on again soon.”


  George, up on the observation platform of Senilde’s chariot as it lumbered along, looked back at the dwindling bulk of that crazy great house and saw it slowly recede into the arms of the foot-hills and disappear. There was an ache in his heart he tried to deny. Why did love tremble on a razor’s edge with a pit of hate on either side? Why, when you lost your balance, did the loved one and yourself so suddenly alter into quite different people? What alchemy could thus change one violent passion into its opposite in so short a time?


  The real pain came with the slow change back. He saw the quarrel now as just a stupid projection of his own conflict. He wanted very much to find the skipper and the ship again. Because he thought Mara’s machinations with Leep were jeopardizing that chance, he rounded on her. All the more because he wanted her too. He feared to lose her, he feared to lose the chance of getting back to Earth, and these fears preyed on him and made him taut, resentful, ready to fly off the handle.


  Now he regretted it. His love for Mara came growing back stronger than before. If he had to choose between Mara and the ship now, it would be Mara. Yet here he was, steadily driving away from Mara and towards (he hoped) the ship—so perverse a thing was pride.


  However, he’d be back by nightfall. He’d have to. It was cunning of Senilde to keep Mara as a pledge for the return of his chariot. Senilde knew that he was still crazy about her. Yes, he’d return—even if he found the ship, he’d return. For her. He’d patch up this childish quarrel when he got back.


  The house was quite gone now, and even the enfolding hills were fading in the mist. But still he looked back. The mighty engine of the tank throbbed under his feet and the rattling caterpillar tracks slid steadily around, carrying the monster blindly over the plain.


  Nevertheless, he heard the creak of the stairway cover being lifted, and swung round to see Mara climb out of the body of the turret. Relief fought with his annoyance at being fooled, but when she smiled at him, his petty irritation dissolved on the instant. He caught hold of her and kissed her again and again, and ended the quarrel without a word.


  When he allowed her to talk, she said: “The cross-line numbers are 593 and 871. Put them on the pointers.”


  He was very surprised, but he obeyed the injunction, regarding her with raised eyebrows. The tank immediately altered course twenty degrees. He’d been on the wrong track.


  “So Leep told you, after all,” he said.


  “I stole the immortality fluid for him.”


  He smote his forehead.


  She said, quickly: “It was the only thing to do. Why should Senilde so torture him? You don’t understand Senilde. He’s cruel and unscrupulous. He has tried several times to take me from you. Because you have loyal qualities, you credit him with some. Leep can be selfish, yes, but Senilde is wholly so. If you took him to Earth, he would try to repeat there the pattern he made on Venus: a great war, with himself as war-lord, growing crazier every year.”


  “It’s possible—even probable—you’re right,” he said. “You mustn’t think I had any great trust in him. The thing was, I had to be careful. I’d thought more than once of you and I running away with this chariot, leaving him, while we sought for the ship ourselves. But there were two things to be considered. We might never have come across the ship, and as Leep was the only remaining hope, and he wouldn’t leave the house, we had to stay there on good terms with the owner. The other thing is that directly Senilde discovered we’d stolen his chariot, he’d start the war going again, which, if my friends raise our ship, would spell their doom—and ours. We’d be condemned to this planet and starvation or Senilde’s vengeance—whichever finished us first. And now I fear you’ve done exactly that to us. When Senilde finds what you’ve done——”


  “He’s not likely to find out about the theft for a long time, if ever. After I neutralised his safeguards to the steel room, I restored them exactly as they were. I took only a little of the fluid—it is colourless, so I replaced what I’d stolen with water and re-sealed the bottle. Why should he ever suspect?”


  “That’s not the point, Mara. I promised to be back at nightfall. If the ship is so far off that we cannot return by nightfall, he’ll be put on inquiry right away. When he finds you’re gone, too, he’ll suspect we conspired to steal his chariot. Then the war will start again—just what I didn’t want to happen.”


  “What about your bargain with him? He was to stop the war in return for your telescope.”


  “You’re a funny girl, Mara. You’ve just said he’s not to be trusted. Do you expect him to honour that agreement now? Anyhow, he did stop the war—but there was no mention of his never starting it again. And to complete the matter——”


  He pointed to his telescope, which was still lying at the back of the ledge under the pointers, where Senilde had left it after the last trip.


  “No, our only hope,” he continued, “is that the ship isn’t too far away. If we can reach it, mark its position, and return the chariot by nightfall, perhaps we can get away later somehow without trouble. Of if we can reach the ship by nightfall, we might yet escape in it before the trouble starts. If it takes us longer then things may not be pleasant.”


  He picked up the telescope and looked hopefully ahead. His free arm stole around Mara’s waist.


  Dusk crept over Senilde’s garden, but in his lounge the artificial sun did not dim. Leep lay there basking in its light, feeling happier than at any time before in his life. To think and dream, to play endlessly within his mind, beyond harm, beyond distraction . . . He faced eternity with contentment.


  The other immortal was not so content.


  Senilde paced restlessly in and out. “Where has he got to?” he kept asking himself and Leep. But Leep merely smiled abstractedly and never answered. After all, he was supposed to be starving, conserving his strength.


  “And where is Mara?” Senilde asked as often, and as often elicited no response.


  Finally, when the starless, pitch-black Venusian night descended, he came in from the garden in a rage.


  “They’ve run off in my chariot!” he wailed in a high, thin, complaining voice. “They’ve taken my telescope, too. Oh, I was a fool to let him have the chariot on any conditions. But not such a fool as he was to think he could get away with it. I’ll bomb the country for miles around. I’ll blow them and their space-ship to fragments.”


  He turned to go to the control room. With surprising agility, Leep sprang up and barred his way to the door.


  “What’s this?” said Senilde, suddenly becoming calm and cold.


  “Leave them alone,” said Leep, quietly.


  Senilde looked at him freezingly for a moment, then reached out and touched him lightly on the chest. Leep looked slightly puzzled, but stood his ground. Senilde looked very much more puzzled. His electrical stunner should have laid Leep on his back, unconscious. It had never failed with any other mortal. Any other mortal! Had Leep, then, after all——?


  Senilde flashed his hand down among the folds of his monkish gown. It came up gripping a small, flat pistol. He shot three radio-active needles into Leep’s chest before the little man wrenched the gun from him.


  Leep said: “Don’t be such a silly child.” And he did not fall, writhing, as he should have done.


  Senilde glared at him, his weak, ugly mouth open, dribbling. He still had one advantage over Leep: bulk. He used it suddenly, shouldering Leep out of the way. The seer lost his balance, and fell. He was soon up, but Senilde had vanished.


  Behind the wall, at the foot of the stairs, was a concealed elevator Senilde had thought it politic not to show George or Mara. He always liked to keep a few tricks up his sleeve.


  When Leep reached the vicinity of the control room, knowing where it was, Senilde was already inside. Leep knew that, too. But he didn’t know how to open the secret ways. He tried, but he never could understand mechanism of any kind. He was baffled.


  Inside, the room stirred to life again. The hum rose till it became a near-shriek, the lights fluttered like a thousand winking eyes, the messages from the war machines and all the hidden observation posts came pouring in, yards of them, in the codes Senilde could no longer remember. It was provoking for him, because he knew that some of them must relate to the position not only of the space-ship but also of his runaway chariot.


  He worked hard at the controls, organising the biggest all-out attack yet. It was a pity that the target area also was the biggest yet. If only he knew where they were . . .


  CHAPTER SIX


  THE war chariot ploughed on through the night, its searchlights probing and lighting the way before it. It was cold up there on the platform, but they had to be there to see if they could see the ship ahead of them.


  Down in the body of the tank was Senilde’s cabin, wherein he slept on long journeys, after he’d set the chariot on its course. But they couldn’t sleep now if they tried. How could they sleep, not knowing how near to their salvation they were, nor how far vengeance was riding behind them? Besides, if there were no look-out, they’d run the considerable risk of crashing headlong into the space-ship, crushing and killing.


  There was another control panel in Senilde’s cabin, complete with TV screen and radar detectors, but he’d not shown them how to manipulate it, and it was too late and too dangerous to start playing trial and error games now. It was safer to stick to known procedure.


  “Listen,” said George, suddenly. They listened. Gradually rising above the noise of the engine and the clanking treads came a deep booming hum.


  “Planes!” George exclaimed. “The war’s begun again.”


  The night sky was becoming a great sounding board now.


  Doo—oom, doo—oom, doo—oom—the most menacing, soul-chilling sound George had ever heard. There must be something like a thousand planes up there. The throbbing growl vibrated down at them, grew even louder, seemed to be pulsating from all sides.


  With thin shrieks which swelled to howls, the bombs began to fall.


  Lulled into a sense of at least temporary security by the long peace, the three men had gone back to making the ship their living quarters.


  But Captain Freiburg wasn’t sleeping so well that night. The unexpected frustration of the plan to hoist the ship right way up had unsettled him, and the self-pity, which the days of hard labour and hope had dissolved, began to crystallise in him again. Why did fate always withhold from his ventures that final approving seal of luck?


  Gradually, into his dismal private thoughts edged the distant drone of aircraft. But he wasn’t really aware of it until the rumble of the bombing was superimposed on it.


  He jumped up and made a tour of the port-holes. From almost every segment of the horizon he could see the clouds reflecting the jumping flashes like summer lightning. The raid was a long way off, but it meant that the war had started up again, and in a place like this you never knew what might suddenly hit you.


  He roused the others and made them move back into their less comfortable beds in a shell crater. But none of them slept any more that night. The war remained distant, but it was more than an air raid now. They kept hearing the firing of artillery and the different, heavier sound of exploding shells.


  And once they heard, also distant, the terrifying wail of one of the great steel wheels rushing unseen through the night.


  Sparks shivered at the sound. “Lord,” he said, “I hope no more of those come our way.”


  The mate crouched lower in his hole and said nothing.


  The skipper said: “We’d better disconnect the cables in case our tanks start moving off into the battle, dragging the ship behind them. If only it were light and we could see what we were doing, I’d try to get the ship up before they got any such ideas.”


  They unhitched the cables, but the tanks never moved. The three men lay waiting for dawn.


  George had made Mara go down into the shelter of the turret. He himself retreated partially into it, merely sticking his head up through the hole in the platform now and again to snatch glimpses ahead, lest there be any sign of the ship.


  The night air was full of flying missiles, whole or in fragments, none deliberately aimed at them, so far as he could judge, but far too many of them coming dangerously near. Gun flashes danced about in the darkness like jumping squibs, and once he saw the glowing jet of a wheeled torpedo overhaul and pass the lumbering chariot like an express train. The shafts of their own headlights often showed tanks weaving about as thick as bugs in their path, but there were no collisions: the smaller tanks always skipped out of the giant’s way in time.


  They were protected from deliberate assault by the pattern of their tank, but they were open to accidental hits from blind shots. And now many of the tanks seemed to be firing blindly round the compass, and the bombing had reached a degree that could only be described as indiscriminate.


  Through the apparatus of his control room, Senilde was lashing out wildly, not caring what was smashed so long as they were among the victims.


  The tank jolted occasionally from glancing hits, which its tremendously thick armour withstood, and shell splinters hissed and pinged about its superstructure. But it trundled on steadily, and was still going when the dull Venusian dawn came filtering through the gloom.


  With the dawn, and the war still somewhere over the horizon, the Captain ventured out to test the three tanks. Yes, they were definitely back on the power beam.


  He surveyed the smudgy length of the sky-line. The daylight robbed the explosive flashes of much of their strength and urgency. Perhaps the war would not come this way at all, or at least it might hold off for the morning.


  And it should only be a morning’s work to get the ship up.


  He made his decision. “Sparks!” he called. “And you, Mister. Let’s get these cables hitched on again.”


  They wasted no time, and presently the ship began slowly to rise as the three tanks tugged away in bottom gear.


  It was daylight, and the chariot seemed to be leaving the war centre behind it. At least, in this direction there were few tanks, either white circle or green triangle, and there’d been no bombing for a couple of hours.


  They were both up on the look-out platform again, peering ahead. But still the plain rolled on without a hint of the ship.


  “Mara,” said George, expressing a doubt that had been worrying him for some time, “do you think Leep might have bluffed you? Perhaps he didn’t know the ship’s position at all; perhaps he just pretended to so that he’d get what he wanted. A nice thing if these are fake figures, if we’re heading straight for nowhere with Senilde out to kill us, while Leep sits back laughing—secure in his immortality.”


  “I’ve never known Leep to lie,” she said, “but I couldn’t say that he never would.”


  “He said he would fight for the prize of immortality with all he possessed,” said George. “If that included—what’« that noise? Listen—a high-pitched noise. Can you hear it?”


  She listened. “Yes, but only just.”


  It was a thin, screeching note only just within the register of their hearing. George levelled his telescope, searching for the origin of the sound—it didn’t appear to emanate from the chariot.


  Soon it became visible, far to starboard. There was a squat machine, standing stationary on the plain. On the apex of an assembly of multitudinous gears it bore a revolving axle. Strung along the axle, and spinning with it at incredible speed, were four of the twenty-foot steel wheels.


  Even as they watched, a forked metal arm reached up from the machine’s interior and slowly edged one of the outer wheels off the end of the axle. It dropped a couple of feet to the ground, landing neatly on its edge, and darted off at rocket-speed. As the contact with earth began to slow it a little, the note of the whirling flutes slowly dropped. When the wheel became small and was disappearing far away, it had begun to howl. Wheeeee-eeee.


  “I told you about those things,” said George. “Don’t be afraid—they’re only dangerous if you happen to be in their path, and these are going away from us. So that’s the launching gear, eh? It looks fairly simple. Look, there goes another.”


  They were absorbed in watching the disc attack launched, and they didn’t return their attention to their route until they’d seen the last dully-gleaming wheel drop and bowl swiftly off.


  “Wish we could spare the time to wait and see how the apparatus gets its refills,” said George, turning. “Good grief!”


  He’d just seen, far ahead, a faint, dark stroke in the mist, the body of the space-ship. It seemed magically held (the cables were invisible to the naked eye at this distance) at an angle of seventy degrees to the ground.


  He turned the telescope on it and saw the cables and the three straining tanks. Inch by inch, the ship was being pulled back on to its tail, approaching the perpendicular.


  Senilde had told him that so long as the ship was out of the perpendicular, if only by a degree or two, it would still be safe. But the moment it became again exactly vertical, as it must do if the fins were correctly re-aligned (and the skipper wouldn’t dream of raising the ship until they had been), then things would click in all the detectors in range, and——


  He bit his lip and thumped the platform rail with his fist till it hurt.


  “How can I warn them?” he said, in agony. “How can I warn them?”


  Mara said: “They must be able to see us. They’ll stop.”


  But steadily the ship rose towards the fatal ninety degrees, pulled by its potential assassins. Seventy-five degrees, seventy-six, seventy-seven——


  Even before, in the video, the skipper saw the great tank coming, the instruments in his tank had detected it with a little flutter of nervous movements. They had taken its measure. Was it friend or foe? He could see neither circle nor triangle on it. Nor did it appear to mount any armament.


  Was this the vehicle of some neutral force? Some Venusian peace-makers?


  Or was it a trick and a trap?


  He hesitated. The space-ship was coming up fine, but he was scared that the cables might break at any moment. Their tensile strength must be strained to the full, he knew. If he stopped the operation now, let the ship just hang, the cables might go. And that wouldn’t do the ship any good at all, from its present height.


  Sparks and the mate were awaiting his orders, while continuing to obey his last. He decided to go on with it, as fast as they dared, try to get the ship standing, balanced and free, before the strange monster tank got here.


  After all, if it were an enemy, surely the white circle tanks would have opened fire by now?


  The ship continued to rise.


  Seventy-nine degrees, eighty, eighty-one. Nearly there.


  The war chariot had been going at top speed all the time, and George could do nothing to make it go faster.


  He and Mara danced about on the platform, waving their arms, signalling frantically. Quite uselessly, as he knew. They were still too far away. If visible at all, they were specks.


  They were losing the race against the degrees. It was futile to worry, fear, or hope. It was just a matter of relative speeds, of perspectives, of cold mathematics. All determined, and they couldn’t change a thing. And by his calculation it was plain, graphically plain, that they’d come just too late.


  Eighty-five degrees, eighty-six—— To the inexact human eye, the rocket-ship looked practically vertical now.


  In a few moments, those innocent-seeming, friendly tanks grouped so closely about the ship would spring to life, turn and rend it. George might get there in time to use the great chariot to scatter them, bowl them over, but by then the worst would have happened.


  One could straighten battered fins, but not repair the havoc a salvo of shells at point-blank range would inevitably cause to the ship. There was no escaping it. They were on the point of being marooned on foodless Venus, with the impregnable and almost omnipotent Senilde hunting them down . . .


  The Captain glared briefly at the approaching monster, resenting its interruption at such a crucial period. Was that something moving on its roof? Two moving specks? People? Robots? No, surely just an illusion of the poor, hazy light.


  If it were not, then whoever they were, they weren’t going to stop him now. He’d failed too often, and he wasn’t going to fail this time. He set his teeth and kept the tank straining forward.


  Eighty-seven degrees, eighty-eight—— Only two to go now.


  Came a thin wail, very high, rushing by, and then it was gone.


  The skipper’s tank jerked, and was dragged back a few feet. He slammed on the brakes as it stopped, cursed, and stuck his head out of the turret to investigate.


  The towering space-ship had slewed round dangerously, dragging two of the tanks back with it. Now it hung awry, delicately poised, held only by his cable and Sparks’ one. The mate’s cable dangled loosely from the ship—it had parted very close to the mate’s tank.


  Of course, thought Freiburg, bitterly, it had to break now. Another ten seconds and it wouldn’t have mattered.


  The mate stuck his head out of his turret. He was whitefaced, torn between apprehension of the great mysterious tank lumbering towards them and fear of what he knew had just missed him.


  The skipper bawled irritably at him: “I thought you said they’d hold, Mister!”


  The mate shook his head, disclaiming responsibility, and pointed dumbly at the ground beside his tank. And then, with a qualm, the skipper saw the brand-new, straight slice marking the path of a great steel wheel.


  The launching apparatus had re-stocked in its mysterious way fast and efficiently, and acting on the signalled impulses from Senilde’s control room, had volleyed its wheels in different directions. This had merely happened to be one of them.


  The skipper knew nothing of that. He thought the wheel had been shot at them from the elephantine tank coming their way, which at once branded it definitely as an enemy.


  He glared at the huge vehicle. Yes, there were certainly two people moving on the sort of control bridge surmounting it. They seemed to be dancing in triumph at their successful shot.


  He felt he had to hit back somehow.


  He hadn’t really examined the gun of his own tank to see whether it could be manually operated. It was rather late to start now but he’d have a try. He lowered himself into the interior.


  He found almost at once that the gun was fixed. To aim it, one had to aim the tank with it. In this case it would mean swinging the tank round some fifty degrees. That would mean disturbing the now dangerous balance of the space-ship.


  Well—did it matter?


  It looked as if they were going to be cut or shot to pieces anyhow, if not crushed.


  He didn’t think his shells could stop the monster, but if he could blow that brace of skunks off the bridge he’d die, if not happy, then at least grimly satisfied. The only true failure, he told himself, is to pass out without hitting back.


  He refocused the video to get the target clear. He could scarcely miss it now—he could blaze away over open sights.


  Not taking his eye off his quarry, he gripped the lever that would swivel the tank. But he didn’t pull it. He sat frozen, holding it. Surely, the gesticulating figure on the left was familiarly clothed . . .?


  Suddenly he leaped up, catching his shoulder an awful crack from a projecting corner. Not heeding it, he bobbed out of the turret and yelled across at the mate’s unhitched tank: “Don’t fire! It’s George back! Don’t fire!”


  The clamour of the nearing war-chariot drowned it, but it didn’t matter. It hadn’t crossed the mate’s mind to fire. He was curled up inside his tank like a baby in a womb, trying to feel safer that way.


  There was a lot to explain and this really wasn’t the time or place for explanations. A flight of bombers passed low over their heads and dropped their cargo about three miles away. Another steel wheel went screaming eagerly by, making for the bomb-smoke as if its victim were hiding from it there.


  Freiburg had to take Mara largely on trust. She smiled very nicely at him and George said she was on their side, and he had to accept her advent for the moment.


  “The main thing is,” George told him rapidly, “that all these ’planes and war machines are out to get us. All of them—we have no friends. At the back of them is a madman hunting us down. And he’s getting things organised—but fast. We’ve got to get out of here—even faster.”


  “We’re nearly there, and were nearer,” said the skipper. “The ship was all but on its toes. Of all the stinking luck—if that cursed wheel hadn’t cut that cable——”


  “You’d have been dead now,” said George. “That wheel was providence itself—the best bit of luck you ever had. I’ll tell you why later. But first we’ve got to disconnect the antennae from these tanks. Any moment now they may get the order from the crazy war-lord to move—remember, he’s their master, not us. And if they move, they’ll swing the ship off balance—it’ll crash again.”


  “But if we immobilise the tanks, how shall we get the ship up again?” asked Sparks.


  “The war-chariot,” said George, jerking his thumb at it. “It and the space-ship are the only mechanical things around here that are independently powered. It’s powerful enough to do a solo turn.”


  “Go to it!” snapped the skipper, and they all went to it, except Mara, who stood watching them inscrutably. George had tossed his hampering Teleo aside, and she hadn’t understood a word of what had been said.


  But presently, when the tanks had been made harmless, she helped the men fix cables from the war-chariot to the ship. That took nerve, because guns were starting to pop off from all quarters of the plain and the shells were crashing down haphazardly all about them.


  Then, as they worked, the haphazard element gradually disappeared. The shells began to fall thickly in a planned barrage, and the barrage was creeping steadily across the plain towards them.


  Simultaneously, waves of bombers were passing over them from the opposite direction, and they were no longer operating at random. They were pattern-bombing, laying explosive carpets over the plain methodically, acre by acre, and it was only a question of time—and not much of it—before the ship and its party were reached by one or other of the travelling death areas.


  At last the cables were fixed.


  George straightened up and looked around. He pushed his hair back with a sweaty hand and grinned at the skipper.


  “A nice spot to choose for a picnic,” he said.


  “Yes, but rather too many flies,” grunted the skipper. “Now, George, get this damn contraption moving—keep her head that way. And not more than a yard at a time—mind that! I’ll come up there with you.”


  George leapt smartly on to the ladder up the side of the chariot, and the skipper moved to follow him. At once Mara pushed him sharply out of the way, and followed on George’s heels herself.


  Freiburg recovered his balance. He opened his mouth to yell angrily after her, and then closed it again. Apart from being a waste of time, any mere human argument just now would be a piffling squeak compared with the great argument of the guns and bombers that were pounding the earth to dust all around them.


  Nevertheless, he mounted close behind Mara implacably resolved that his directions would be obeyed, and he would throw her off the chariot if she interfered again. He was responsible for the safety of the space-ship and its crew, and he would stand for no one—least of all an alien and unknown girl—trying to change that.


  On the bridge he gave his orders crisply and authoritatively, and George obeyed them, Mara at his side. It seemed that to be near George was all that Mara desired: she made no further attempt at interference.


  And the space-ship came up vertically on its tail as easily as a bean-pole. The power residing in the engines of the great chariot seemed limitless. It was a pity to have to abandon such a machine without inspecting it, thought the skipper, but to hang around here a moment longer than was necessary was to invite a general and messy execution.


  “.Okay, that’s it! Everybody get aboard the ship!” he bawled.


  They all ran, George pushing Mara ahead of him.


  Even when they were sealed in the ship, the racket outside seemed scarcely muffled. But then the vents began to roar, bellowing their defiant answer, and the ship rose slowly in a cloud of dust and smoke that was not all of its own making.


  Up, up, up, gathering speed, and then suddenly into the grim and Meknitron cloud belt.


  And then, all at once, like a leaping salmon, out of the murk into the sunlight.


  Later, after a torrent of narrative from both parties, they were far enough out in space to see both the Earth and Venus as gleaming globes against the blackness of the void. The Earth was minute and distant, and looked like a tiny shining ball-bearing. But they were still very near to Venus, and it appeared as white and fluffy and innocuous as a ball of lamb’s wool.


  Mara was wrapped in the sheer wonder of seeing her planet as a globe. Nobody—not even Leep—had told her before that this was so.


  “The planet of love!” said the skipper, and added something under his breath.


  Suddenly, Mara exclaimed and pointed. But George and the skipper had noticed them at the same time: tiny black spots beginning to appear here and there to speckle that pure, dazzling cloud surface. The sullying spots spread slowly.


  They watched in silence, trying to visualise the immense catastrophes happening beneath those clouds, and what might have happened to them if they hadn’t escaped.


  Presently, George said: “Senilde’s really getting into his stride now. He’s managed to dig the atomic bombs out of storage. It must be sheer hell there. I’d like to come back sometime—but not too soon—just to see what those two immortals have contrived to do to the place and to themselves.


  And find out which of them—if either—has come out on top. What do you think, Skip?”


  “I think,” said Captain Jonah Freiburg, deliberately, “that when I get back to my armchair and slippers, nothing on Earth—or on Venus—is going to persuade me to leave them again. Not ever. I’ve an idea you’ll feel the same, George, when you’re married.”


  “Perhaps,” said George. “That’s something we’ll soon learn.”


  He drifted nearer to Mara and their arms interlocked. Venus dwindled slowly and presently they ceased to regard it.


  THE END


  MY OLD VENUSIAN HOME


  Kendell Foster Crossen


  The second planet offered real old Southern hospitality . . .


  IT WAS cold and blustering, that day in January 2076, when Edward Hale Thompson was inaugurated as the fifty-ninth president of the United States of America. Video cameras from all over the world were aimed at the spot where Chief Justice Heilman administered the inaugural oath. Representatives of thirty-nine of the fifty-one states manfully turned down their coat collars so as not to hide their faces as they stepped forward to shake hands with the new president.


  The remaining twelve delegates sat grimly about a table, far from Washington, D. C., in the home of Senator James Beauregarde. The Senator’s house was one of the show places in Atlanta, Georgia, still looking as it had when first built by his great-grandfather. The twelve men were silent, watching the face of the old-fashioned clock in the hallway. The minute hand reached the top of the clock and the men turned to look at each other.


  “I guess they’re swearing him in now,” one of the men said. The harshness of his voice deadened the soft southern drawl. “Well, gentlemen, we’ve finally got a. Negro for president.”


  Senator Beauregarde reached for the decanter in the center of the table and poured himself a drink. He studied the amber fluid while the others helped themselves.


  “This might be the proper time,” the senator said “to offer a toast. Gentlemen, I give you the—New Confederate States of America!”


  “By Heaven, suh, I’ll drink to that,” one of the men exclaimed.


  They all drank.


  “Gentlemen,” Senator Beauregarde said again, “I asked you all to meet here because each of you represents a state which refused to take part in the shameful program of putting a colored man in the White House. I believe, gentlemen, that the time has come when-we must act.”


  The senator paused and looked around the table, his hand sweeping through his white mane in the gesture so well known in the halls of the senate. “Around this table in front of me,” he said, his voice throbbing with emotion, “I see men who bear names long famous in these historic Southern states—Longstreet, Jackson, Hood, Stuart, Bragg, Howard, Rutherford, Todhunter—names which have produced the flower of Southern manhood for three hundred years—a manhood now about to be trampled beneath the feet of a blackamoor.”


  “And you suggest secession, suh?”


  SENATOR BEAUREGARDE waited an impressive half minute. “I believe,” he said, “that it is time for the words of Jefferson Davis, spoken on that historic day of February 18th, 1861, to ring out over these fair states once more.


  “May I remind you, gentlemen: ‘It was the wanton aggression on the part of others that justified the action of the Southern people. We have vainly endeavored to secure tranquility and obtain respect for the rights to which we are entitled. As a necessity, not a choice, we have resorted to the remedy of separation.’ Those words, gentlemen, are just as true today as they were the day Jefferson Davis first spoke them.”


  “The senator’s right,” one of the other men said. “I reckon none of us can stand the idea of having a Negro for president.”


  “We all-agree with you, Senator,” said another, “but it’ll still take a lot of doing to swing a secession. A lot of families have never recovered from the civil war of two hundred years ago.”


  “I reckon we could do it if we had the right names to head it up,” said a third man. “All of us here are vote-getters all right, but I doubt if any of us—even you, Senator—is popular enough to pull all twelve states behind him.”


  To their surprise, the senator nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “I can pull every vote in my own state, just as each of you can, but I couldn’t be elected dog-catcher in some of your states. I have given this a lot of thought, gentlemen, and I have the answer. There are two men—and in my opinion, two men only—whose names have the power to unify our twelve states.”


  “Who?”


  “Gentlemen,” Senator Beauregarde said solemnly, “I give you as president of the New Confederate States of America that unreconstructed rebel, the direct descendent of our only other president, Jefferson Davis Masters. And as vice president of the New Confederate States of America that sterling son of the South, Washington Lee Calhoun.”


  There was a moment of stunned silence.


  “You’re right, of course, Senator,” one of the men said. “But aren’t you forgetting something?”


  “What, suh?”


  “That Jeff Masters and Lee Calhoun left the Earth ten years ago and went to the planet Venus. I was there, Senator, when they took off in the space ship they named The Sour Apple Tree, and I heard Jeff Masters say he’d never come back to Earth until the Negroes were in the slave cabins where they belonged.”


  “Exactly where secession will put them, suh,” the senator said.


  “Another point, Senator . . . If Masters and Calhoun were here, there is no doubt that their leadership would make secession easy. But we have no way of knowing if they’re even alive. Venus is a wild and savage planet and the odds are against them surviving there:”


  “Don’t you believe it, suh,” the senator said. “I have taken the trouble to read the report prepared for the government by Harper and Wilkins who explored Venus five years before Jeff and Calhoun left. It would have taken too much money to make Venus commercially profitable, but there is no reason why mankind can’t live comfortably there. The native animals are all small and harmless, except those classified by Wilkins as the dominant species. These are large, hulking animals, inclined to work no more than necessary and said to be fond of songs and rather childish games. So long as they are permitted these simple wants, they are harmless. In fact, in reading the report, the description reminded me of our own darkies.”


  “Not human are they?”


  “Neither are Negroes,” snapped the senator. “Besides, gentlemen, do you mean to tell me that any group of savages could threaten the existence of a Southern gentleman? No, suh, if two hundred years of Yankee tyranny didn’t crush the Davis and Calhoun families, you can bet your bottom dollar the Venusians couldn’t.”


  “Granting they’re alive, Senator,” the governor of Mississippi said, “what good does it do us? We have no way of communicating with them. If we were to try to buy or charter a space ship, the publicity would tip our hands and we wouldn’t have a chance.”


  “I thought of that too, Governor-,” Senator Beauregarde said courteously. “In fact, I have been working on this problem since early last fall when it became obvious that this upstart Thompson was going to win the election. I have been having a space ship built. Yesterday it was completed.”


  THERE was a moment of confusion as everyone tried to talk at once. It was stopped by the senator-holding up his hand.


  “At my own expense, I might add,” he said. “Not that I am any more generous with my personal money than the rest of you, but because I will have no need for money if this secession fails, and if it succeeds, Yankee money will be no crood.”


  The others laughed. “What about a pilot?” one of them wanted to know.


  “As some of you may know, my son has been a government pilot on the Moon line for some time. Through—ah—certain connections in Washington I have arranged for him to have an indefinite leave of absence. I hope it is not necessary to add that my son is first a Southern gentleman and secondly a government pilot.”


  “So what is your plan, Senator?”


  “Just this, gentlemen,” the senator said. “The twelve of us will get into the space, ship tomorrow night and take off for Venus. Our few associates can prepare the groundwork for secession while we’re gone. When we return, bringing Jeff Masters and Lee Calhoun with us, the founding of the New Confederate States will take place immediately. Well, gentlemen?”


  The men around the table looked uncertainly at each other, but one by one they nodded their agreement.


  “Fine,” declared the senator. “You have the rest of today and tomorrow to prepare your associates. You might also leave word that you are going on a vacation, and tomorrow night we can leave without anyone being the wiser. For weeks I’ve been preparing to blast out a lot of old stumps near where the space ship is concealed so that is what the curious will think they’re hearing tomorrow night?” He chuckled and filled his glass from the decanter.


  “Gentlemen,” he said, “once again—I give you the New Confederate States of America and our first president, Jefferson Davis Masters.”


  The men drank with him and left soon after. The senator poured himself another drink and sat for a long time envisioning the new South which would spring forth at his command.


  It was after midnight the following day when the twelve men entered the space ship and took off. The few citizens of Atlanta who were awakened by the rocket blasts cursed the senator for dynamiting tree-stumps at such an hour, and then went quietly back to sleep.


  The first few days of the trip were rough on men more accustomed to sitting in easy chairs than to the acceleration needed to leave Earth. But by the time they were entering the atmosphere of Venus they were all enjoying the trip, relaxing in the way that men can when they know there are no voters near.


  The space ship circled three times over the steaming jungles of Venus before the clearing with the gleaming white houses was spotted. Then it settled down on the field with scarcely a bump to the political dignities within. A. few yards away from-where the ship came to rest there was a hangar which apparently housed the space ship of the settlers. The thirteen men climbed from the ship and breathed-deeply of the warm, moist air.


  The field was covered with a “close-cropped, broad-leafed grass. Around the edge of the field strange tropical plants’ towered, but beyond them could be seen the roofs of the colonial mansions. Except for the weird, twisting plants, they could almost imagine they were somewhere in the deep South of the United States.


  “Look,” exclaimed the governor of Mississippi, pointing across the field.


  A shambling figure, dressed in faded denim, was approaching them. A dark face gleamed beneath a tattered straw hat.


  “Looks like a Negro,” said the Party Chairman from Alabama. “Reckon they brought some with them?”


  “I imagine it’s a native Venusian,” Senator Beauregarde, said carefully. “I trust Jeff Masters has taught them some English . . .”


  AS THE figure ambled nearer, they could see it was not human. From what they could see it was definitely saurian, the face ending in a long snout, not unlike that of an alligator. The face and the bare hands and feet were covered with dark scaly hide. Despite the evidence of the denims and the straw hat, the men felt uneasy as the full evidence of the figure’s origin was impressed upon them.


  The Venusian stopped in front of them. He bobbed his head, in a gesture they found familiar and comforting, and gave them a toothy grin.


  “Gemmun,” the Venusian said, and the accent was music to their ears, “I’se heah to welcome yo’ all to de Confedahate States ob Venus. Iffen you’ all ain’t Yankees, it would, pleasure Marse, Jeff to hab’ yo’ all come to de big house.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” Senator Beauregarde said in an a side. He turned to the Venusian. “What’s your name, boy?”


  “Sambo, suh,” the Venusian said, bobbing his head again. The double row of teeth, fully two inches long, flashed whitely in his black face.


  “Well, Sambo,” the senator said in good humor, “we aren’t Yankees, so I guess you can show us to the big house.”


  The Venusian turned and shuffled off. The men followed him, marveling at the things they saw, up a long winding lane, past rows of tumble-down slave cabins. Wide-eyed little Venusians, their coarse manes done up in pigtails, played in front of the cabins. They caught glimpses of calico dresses as. Venusian mammies peered from inside.


  As they neared the big white house, the scent of magnolias was heavy in the air. Above the house, a flag rippled in the gentle Venusian breeze. It was a white flag with a red bar and a field of blue with seven white stars. The men removed their hats solemnly as they caught sight of it.


  A large-framed man, wearing frock coat, ruffled white shirt and black string tie, sat on the wide verandah of the house. He was peering in their direction. Suddenly, he sprang to his feet and strode down the path to meet them.


  “Senator Beauregarde?” he exclaimed in disbelief. His eyes went from face to face. “Governor Shelby—Henry Todhunter—Gilmore Bragg—Pinkham Rutherford—George Howard—By Heaven, this is a day!”


  “Jeff Masters,” Senator Beauregarde said and reached for the outstretched hand.


  “By God, suh,” Jefferson Davis Masters said, emotion shaking his voice. “I never thought I’d live to see the likes of this day. This calls for a celebration.” He turned toward the house and bellowed: “Rufus! Where are you, you lazy scoundrel?”


  A big Venusian came running from the house. “Yassuh,” he said. “Yassuh, Marse Jeff?”


  “Run to the other houses and tell them we have company—Confederate company. Get going, you darky rascal!”


  “Yassuh.” The Venusian was off with the speed of a horse.


  It was a grand reunion that afternoon. The men who were fresh from Earth sat on the wide verandah, “mint juleps in their hands, surrounded by the families who had settled on Venus. They talked, almost without a pause, about the Beauregardes, the Masters, the Beechers, the Tylers, the Braggs, the Jacksons, Howards, Rutherfords, Todhunters, and every other family of quality in the South. They described the newest children born during the last ten years, related the funerals that had occurred, and Senator Beauregard handed over a dozen recipes which his great-aunt Betsy had insisted on sending to the wife of Washington Lee Calhoun.


  BY EVENING they were well caught up on the gossip of ten years. They went in to a dinner which might have been served in the old Masters mansion in Atlanta. There were heaping mounds of Southern fried chicken, smoking yams, popovers so light they seemed to float, and even fresh cornbread. A white-coated Venusian served the dinner and hovered around the guests to be sure they continued to eat.


  “This friend chicken,” said the senator as he tackled his tenth piece, “would make great-aunt Betsy turn green with envy, and she brags of having the best cook in the country. How do you manage it, Jeff?”


  “Got a good cook, Senator. Trained her the only right way—with the family recipes in one hand and a blacksnake whip in the other.” He indicated the grinning butler. “This is Uncle Tom, one of the best boys I ever had. His wife does the cooking.”


  “Yassuh,” said the Venusian. “Chloe sho knows how to make chicken jus’ the way Marse Jeff likes it. Have some mo’, Senator.”


  After dinner, the men went out on the verandah and lighted cheroots. Twilight was already lowering over the Venusian landscape. From the direction of the slave cabins, they could hear the soft thrumming of a banjo. A few minutes later, a number of voices were lifted in Old Uncle Ned.


  “Well, Jeff,” Senator Beauregarde said, leaning back comfortably, “looks like you’ve done a good job up here. No trouble with your slaves, huh?”


  “Never have trouble when you treat them right,” Masters declared. “There isn’t a Venusian here that doesn’t like serving a white man. The only thing that ever bothers me is that they have such thick skins I suspect they never feel it when we whip them—but I guess they like it because it shows who’s boss.”


  The men sat silently, the smoke of their cigars mingling with the magnolia-scented air. It was Jefferson Davis Masters who finally broke the silence.


  “What brings you here, Senator?” he asked. “Don’t tell me those carpetbagger Yankees finally chased you out of the country.”


  “They’re trying to,” the senator said. “They’ve just elected a Negro as president of the United States.”


  “By God,” Masters exclaimed, slapping his knee. “I knew they’d do that some day! My own great-grandaddy said, more’n a hundred years ago, that the way the Yankees were going there’d be a black man sitting in the White House before we knew it. I saw it coming ten years ago when I left. Give a Negro an inch, I always said, and he’ll steal the whole damn yardstick . . . Well, Senator, you’re all welcome to move here. There are enough slaves to go around and I aim to see that they keep their place. No damn carpetbaggers will ever set foot on Venus.”


  “I reckon we’re a little more ambitious than that, Jeff.” the senator said. “We were thinking about the New Confederate States of America—with Jefferson Davis Masters as the first president.”


  There was a long silence while Masters stared toward the glimmering lights of the slave cabins.


  “We need you, Jeff,” the senator said. “The South needs you.”


  “When I left Earth ten years ago,” Masters said finally, “I swore I’d never set foot on it again until every black in the country was back in the slave cabins. But I reckon’ a man has no right to, think only of himself and forget the plight, of his kinfolk. It’s been mighty comfortable here on Venus, Senator—but if my help is needed, then, by Heaven, I’ll do it, suh!”


  “Spoken like a real Southerner,” the senator said. “What about you, Lee?” he asked, turning to the tall lanky descendant of the Confederate general.


  “Well,” drawled Washington Lee Calhoun, “it’s mighty nice here on Venus. We’ve gotten to the point where the slaves talk the way that makes a man feel at home. Did you ever hear a bunch of Southern darkies sing prettier than that?”


  They all listened to the strains of My Old Kentucky Home coming from the cabins where the Venusians lived.


  “And,” continued Lee, “you saw for yourself, Senator, how they can cook fried chicken and mix a mint julep. Still . . . I reckon that blood’s thicker than water. It’ll be an honor to work with Jeff and you gentlemen.”


  They shook hands on it and the Conversation became more general. The senator told stories of Washington and the governor of Mississippi told how he’d walked from the last party convention. The hours passed swiftly and pleasantly and they, soon went to bed to be lulled to sleep by the crooning voices below.


  THEY were up early the next morning and after a substantial Southern breakfast the slaves were set to work packing. The Venusians worked hard enough, although they seemed puzzled by what was going on. Several times, clusters of them gathered to whisper until the little groups were broken up by their masters.


  By noon, everything was packed and stored in the two space ships in the field. The families, dressed in their finest, and the thirteen men marched down past the cabins and into the field. The Venusians shambled along behind them.


  When they stood beside the space ships, Jefferson Davis Masters turned to his slaves.


  “Rufus,” he called.


  “Yassuh,” answered the big Venusian, and for the first time that morning the grin returned to his dark face.


  “We’re going away, Rufus,” Masters said, “if we never come back, all of you may consider yourselves freed. But if we do come back and find that any of you have broken into the big houses, I’ll tan your black hide. Understand?”


  “Yassuh.” The big Venusian shuffled about uncertainly. “Marse Jeff?” he said.


  “What is it, Rufus?”


  “Is yo’ all goin’ away—back whar yo’ come from?”


  “That’s what I said,” Masters said impatiently.


  “Does dat mean us ain’t gwine habe nobody to wait on? Ain’t gwine habe nobody to sing to?”


  “You can sing to yourselves. Are you daring to question your master, you black rascal?”


  “Nassuh,” the big Venusian said. He turned his head and exchanged words with another Venusian in their soft native tongue. He turned back just as Jefferson Davis Masters started for the space ship. “Marse Jeff,” he called. “What is it now?” demanded Masters. “Us can’t let yo’ go.”


  “What do you mean, boy?” demanded Masters, his face darkening with rage.


  “Can’t let yo’ go,” the Venusian insisted stubbornly. “For maybe a millyun years us live here and us play games wid de others dat live here. But, one by one, dey all stop bein’ here. Den for a thousan’ years us don’t habe nobody to play wid. Den Marse Jeff, Marse Lee, an’ yo’ all come here and us habe fun again. Now yo’ want to go.trottin’ off and leave yo’ cute, li’l slaves—dat’s what’ Missy Clementine call’us jus’ de other day. Us habe no fun if yo’ leave.”


  “If I had my whip here, I’d teach you how to have fun,” Masters said angrily, “Now, shut up and go to your cabins . . . Come on, Clara Jane,” he added to his wife and stepped toward the ship.


  But the big Venusian, known affectionately as Rufus, stepped faster. His mouth opened and closed with a snap. When it opened again, Jefferson Davis Masters lay dead upon the ground and the grin of the Venusian slave no longer flashed so whitely.


  The small group of Earth people stared at tour hundred Venusians over the quiet body of the man who was to have been the first president of the New Confederate States of America.


  Four hundred heads bobbed while four hundred mouths stretched in lazy grins. The gentle-‘Venusian breeze ruffled the faded denim and calico. The little Venusians, their manes carefully done in pigtails, peeped shyly from behind their mothers’ skirts.


  “Marse Jeff is hurt,” the big Venusian slave said. He shook his head woefully. “Ah knowed dere was a hex on dat big ship!” He looked expectantly at the Earth men and when none, of them moved, he raised his voice. “Tom, yo’ lazy rascal,” he shouted, “come here and tote Marse Jeff to de big house. See dat yo’ lay his body out real nice now!”


  As the Venusian shuffled off with the body of Jefferson Davis Masters; it was Senator Beauregarde who broke the silence.


  “I think we’d better go back to the house,” he said. “I-think that’s what this—what Rufus is waiting for.”


  It was the voice of a man who always knew how the vote was going. He had looked at the flashing grins of the Venusians slaves and knew, the returns were in.


  ALL afternoon, the slaves toiled in the hot sun, carrying luggage back into the houses, singing the old folk-songs as they worked. It was Uncle Tom who came upon the huddled humans in the huge ballroom of the Masters mansion.


  “What’s de matter?” he asked, a worried look on the dark saurian face. “Don’t act feared. Dat ain’t no way for quality folk to act.”


  He rubbed his black, scaly hands together. “I’se gonna take care ob yo’ all,” he said. “Us is gonna make fried chicken fo’ yo’—jus’ de way Marse Jeff always liked it—every single day. An’ right now, I’se gonna mix up a batch ob dem mint juleps fo’ de gemmun.” He hurried out.


  So they drank mint juleps, which turned sour in their mouths, but it was far better than facing the worried solicitude of the slaves. And they ate fried chicken, with dumplings, until there wasn’t, a one of them who didn’t groan with relief when Uncle Tom stopped blunging the heaping platters. After dinner, Uncle Tom hustled the men out to the verandah and saw.to it that they had plenty of bourbon and cheroots.


  “Now, ain’t dat better?” he asked proudly. “If yo’ all went back whar yo’ come from, de white-trash dere wouldn’t know how to take care of yo’. But, now, I’se gonna be right here, lookin’ after yo’—forever. Yassuh.”


  He went back inside. The men sat silently on the verandah and the scent of magnolias was heavy.


  Below the house, in a field of pleasant green, they could see the slaves gathered about the freshly-dug mound. And, presently, the quavering voices floated up to where they sat.


  The words of the song were old and familiar.


  
    “Massa made de darkies love him,


    Cayse he was so kind,


    Now dey sadly weep above him,


    Mourning cayse he leave dem behind.


    I cannot work before tomorrow,


    Cayse de tear drop flow.


    I try to drive away my sorrow


    Pickin’ on de old banjo.


    Down in de cornfield,


    Hear dat mournful sound,


    All de darkies am a-weeping,


    Massa’s in de cold, cold ground.”

  


  The voices were stilled, but the melody seemed to linger on—forever.


  DARK NUPTIAL


  Robert Donald Locke


  The second honeymoon was even happier than the first but they had to die to enjoy it.


  THE rocket from Tycho crashed at seven A.M. near Radium Hot Springs in the Arizona desert, the survivors and the dead being whisked off to Yuma shortly after.


  Despite the best of automatic steering and pinpoint astrogation, the craft had missed the Phoenix spaceport by more than a hundred and twenty miles, and the resulting clamor just about finished the slow-moving passenger transport between the inner planets.


  The beam transmission stations were riding a high tide of business. Following the crash, their public relations staff played up the accident until the stock of those space vessel corporations which did not handle freight—exclusively reached a new low on the boards at the New York Stock Exchange.


  But all the sound and fury did nothing to assuage the grief and sorrow of Fred Jenkins, citizen of Strabo, when he awoke in the white aseptic hospital cell and faced a grim bevy of doctors and nurses, whose anxious faces told him what their lips hesitated to voice.


  “Where’s Iris!” Jenkins demanded to know. “What happened to my wife? She was with me on the rocket—I remember a sheet of blinding flame! Then, we began to fall! The desert rushed toward us like a gulping, whirlpool—”


  “Your wife is dead,” announced the spokesman for the assembled staff. The strain on his face reflected the conflict between the man’s obvious desire to soften the blow and his decision to deliver it straightforward, letting his patient roll with the punch.


  “Iris was—?”


  “—killed instantly in the crash. A merciful death.”


  “Oh, dear God,” cried Fred Jenkins, turning his face to the wall in agony. “Let me die, too!”


  But, science, antibiotics and the will of healthy protoplasm to survive pulled Jenkins enough out of his grief-provoked mental slump that his medical attendants were able in a few days to predict his complete physical recovery.


  As to a possible spiritual recuperation, they could not say. Too many emotion factors were present, and doctoring the injured psyche did not fall in their province.


  By the third week following the disaster, Jenkins had achieved ambulatory status as a patient; by the fifth week, he was undergoing plastic surgery to repair minor damage to his face, and his sixth and seventh weeks were spent in final therapy, lapping up heavy doses of the southwestern sun.


  UPON discharge, Fred Jenkins’ incipient loneliness became actual.


  Dread assailed him at thought of returning to Strabo without Iris to share with him the rigors and wonder of Lunar life.


  He boarded a tube car to Phoenix, where he arranged for the sale of his ranch on Luna, and then bought a small cottage on Encanto Boulevard, spending most of his quiet afternoons poking around the site of the old Fair Grounds.


  The lovely image of his lost wife continued to haunt his every waking moment. As a golden-haired, blue-eyed representative of the vanishing Nordic race, she had been a much sought-after prize when he won her.


  Perhaps that was why, during all the fragile hours of their too-short marriage, he had been tormented with a morbid premonition. Jenkins felt that their marriage was doomed to end too soon, much as the brief existence of the splendid Monarch butterfly passes with the summer.


  Now, the uneasy prophecy had turned into a dreadfully real nightmare, and he could not bear to look at the silver-specked Moon in the cloudless desert sky above him.


  The three-dimensional video shows failed to entertain him, even though full color telecasts were reported to be just around the corners. Book tapes and music reels had also lost their flavor.


  He was like a sleep-walker, living yet dead; an exile from the rest of the human race.


  Occasionally, he would rent a helicopter and make pleasure jaunts over McDowell Peak and the Roosevelt Reservoir, until one day the jagged terrain below him commenced to resemble some of the less rugged Lunar areas. Then, he gave up even these flights.


  ONE afternoon, some six months after the crash of the Tycho rocket and three months after the reorganization of several space transport firms into even stronger competition to the newer but more expensive matter transmitters, Fred Jenkins was seated in his garden of cholla flowers and yucca when a caller appeared at his gate.


  “Mr. Jenkins?” the newcomer inquired, threading his way across the sandy soil.


  Fred Jenkins surveyed his caller. He saw a young man approximately his own age, attired in the conservative style of the East with a lavender shirt and red-striped shin-length trousers.


  His face was thin and “a slight ripple at the hairline revealed his toupee. Under his arm he carried a light briefcase.


  “Mr. Jenkins, I’m Joe Farley,” the newcomer said, with outstretched hand. “Inner World Beam Transmission Company. Just tubed into Phoenix a few minutes ago. First thing I wanted to do was see you.”


  Fred Jenkins eyed Him suspiciously, but accepted the handshake.


  “You’re wondering why I’d look you up,” Farley went on. “Well, to me, Fred Jenkins is a very important man. Very important. This is going to be quite a shock to you.”


  “What is?”


  “The proposition I’m about to make. How would you like your wife back?” Jenkins’ mouth gaped open. Then, a long bitter line replaced his slack-jawed astonishment. “Maybe, you’ve got the wrong Jenkins,” he said coldly. “My wife is dead.”


  Dead legally, perhaps,” said Farley. But not for keeps. And you’re the fight Jenkins, all right.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “Give me a few minutes of your time, Mr. Jenkins. I’ll explain everything. And I think you’ll like what I’ve got to say.”


  Fred Jenkins thoughtfully watched the progress of a horned toad across a row of leaves. He tugged at his left ear. Finally, he looked up. “All right, I’ll listen,” he said. “Let’s go in the house.”


  INSIDE, the two men relaxed before a broad paneled electronic fireplace, whose chill screen reflected a landscape of cascading falls and green mosses on Venus. Jenkins signaled to the wall and a robot drink dispenser placed two highballs at their disposal.


  Joe Farley sipped briefly, then set aside his frosted glass. Unbuckling his briefcase, he said, “Might as well be frank about this. I’m public relations counsel for Inner World. Which is just a high, class word for space grabber. Supposed to get. my firm’s name in all the facsimile sheets and telecasts. Needless to say, my ulcers require excising every spring.”


  “You mentioned my wife,” Jenkins gestured, impatiently.


  “Getting to that. Getting to that. Beam transmission’s new, but its popular. You made a beam trip once, didn’t you?”


  “Yes. About a year ago.”


  “Mars to Earth, wasn’t it?”


  Jenkins looked surprised. “Our third anniversary, last summer. But how did you know?”


  “I checked on the records. Fred and Iris Jenkins, bound for Terra. Transmission 6B-18180. You were in a hurry to get home. Space ship transport too slow for once, eh?”


  “Chat one time, yes. We had the chance to enlarge our holdings at Strabo and make a real ranch of it. So, we cut short our vacation.”


  “Did the trip bother you?” Farley asked.


  “Not too much. As I recall, I had no sense of time interval whatsoever-. Iris said she developed a rather tickling sensation afterwards. Used to tease her about not getting assembled quite right.”


  “Think you’d ever want to make such a trip again?”


  Fred Jenkins shook his head. “I’ll never leave Earth again. Not for any reason.”


  Farley sampled, some more of his drink. His face lost its taut lines. “Don’t know how much you know about matter transmission, but I’d like to review it a little for you.”


  “Go ahead—not too technical, mind you.”


  Farley smiled. “My technical knowledge wouldn’t qualify me for-third-engineer. The beam involves tricky math, even trickier gadgetry. Germanium elements replace the traditional vacuum tubes, or a city block couldn’t house the station. A scanning device, sort of a three-dimensional ortho-iconoscope, compiles in matrix form the entire molecular structure of the object to be transmitted.


  “You, Mr. Jenkins, at one point in the process, are nothing but a mathematical memory.”


  “Go on,” directed Fred. “I’m listening.”


  “The information on the matrix is transmitted over tight sub-etheric waves to a receiving station at a velocity equal to that of gravitation. Which has thus far proved to be virtually instantaneous.”


  “Hey, wait a second!” Jenkins interrupted. “Seems to me it took us forty-five minutes to get from Mars last summer.”


  FARLEY held up a finger in mock irony. “That’s our bottleneck you bumped up against. Not enough transmitters.”


  “Build some more.”


  “Can’t. Scarce materials right now. So what happens? Patrons get stacked up. The same way a local skyport will have to stack up jets to wait their turn at landing. On a busy day, thirty or forty matrices at a time may be waiting for a ride on the beam. “You were one of them that day. And so was your wife.”


  “That accounts for the delay, huh?”


  “Very much so. Here’s a secret Inner World’s never yet divulged. These matrices, following transmission, are not destroyed but filed. Thus, should a receiving station fail to operate—” Here, Farley raised his right hand solemnly. “—and I swear one never has failed yet, we would be prepared to re-transmit. In some one hundred thousand transmissions the past year, we have yet to lose a passenger.”


  “That’s a good record,” Jenkins admitted.


  “Good? It’s perfect. Space vessels—by way of contrast—have suffered losses amounting to two per cent. An outrageous figure, when you consider how many backward people are still using that old-fashioned method of transport. Getting back to the matrices—”


  “Iris—my wife—!” Fred Jenkins gripped his own trembling hands and stood up on wobbly legs. “You mean, she’s—?”


  “Still in our files? Yes. Still in matrix form.”


  “Tell me again. What are you saying—?”


  “I’m saying that an actual mathematical duplicate of Mrs. Jenkins, molecule for molecule, is available to you by the magic of beam transmission. Minus, of course, the memories of those months that have passed since the day of your arrival from Mars.”


  “I don’t care,” cried Jenkins. “As long as there’s a way to get my wife back, that’s all that matters! If I’ve got to have her without any memories at all, I still want her. She’s mine. With Iris, I’d be like a resurrected man, myself.”


  “That’s better than ever. Two people would come to life.”


  Joe Farley, brash in manner as he was, appeared visibly shaken by this display of overwrought emotion he had provoked. His arm slid around Jenkins, supporting the hysterical widower as he helped him back to his seat. It was disturbing to see a grown man weep, especially when his tears were mixed with equal spasms of joy.


  But, Farley had not forgotten the purpose of his mission. From his briefcase, he brought out a paper and handed it to his host, together with permo-pen. “Then, Inner World’s got your permission to re-transmit Mrs. Jenkins’ matrix?”


  “Yes, yes. By all means.” Jenkins hurriedly scratched his signature.


  “Very well, then,” said Farley. “You’ll have your wife in three days, Fred. Inner World wants no money. But we’d like permission to see the event gets full coverage in press and video.”


  “Anything. Anything you say,” Jenkins told him. without raising his cupped head-from between his hands.


  “Great,” said Farley, picking up his modest three-toned hat. He paused at the door, to add, “Thanks for the drink. We’ll be seeing you.”


  ORDINARILY, the video reels of the resurrection would have created journalistic history. But in this case a cabinet crisis oh Venus and a threat of civil war devoured all the terrestrial headlines.


  Enough of a splash accompanied the presentation, so that, despite the newsworthy competition on the next planet, Joe Farley later felt justified in accepting the “Hannegan” statuette awarded him for the best flack job of the year.


  To publicize the event called for a party, heavy on canapes and caviar. Thus it was that a somewhat terrified Fred Jenkins, bearing little resemblance to the rancher who had jeeped rough-tired over Lunar landscapes only twelve months, before, was deprived of the supreme joy of meeting his re-created wife in privacy.


  Instead, the reunion took place in Inner World’s luxurious board room, where Jenkins found himself surrounded by pompous, directors of the company, assiduous vice-presidents, photogenic models in gorgeous Venusian silks paid for by the Vice-presidents, and two relatively-unobtrusive bartenders who poured out exotic, semi-poisonous cocktails from recipes popular on all the lesser planets.


  After the major guests had arrived, a process requiring an hour or more of raucous laughter, smoke-crammed air and bad jokes about the un-spaceworthiness of interplanetary vessels, Fred Jenkins saw Joe Farley raise a jeweled cuff to cue the Video scanner operators.


  A small band in the corner produced a blast of fanfare.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, bosses and honored guests,” Farley announced in the silence that followed; “we’re here to witness something unique in the annals of science. A development totally unparalleled in the history of mankind. But one that may herald a new age of the human race.”


  Polite cheers and huzzahs were voiced by the beaming vice-presidents and the silk-clad models.


  “There is a man among us, a victim of carelessness and inefficiency in transport,” Farley continued, “who is about to be rescued, from his long and unnecessary mourning.


  “Through the foresight of Inner World in preserving the matrices of all human beam transmissions, Fred Jenkins is being united with a person he had thought lost to him forever.


  “Will somebody please ask Mrs. Jenkins to step in?”


  THE two faced each other across the hushed room; lovers once separated by death, but now brought together as if their grim enemy had never existed.


  She was lovelier than ever, lovelier than the image in any of the agonizing dreams he had experienced during his lonely nights of. torture after the rocket crash.


  “Iris!”


  “Fred, my darling!”


  “You’re real. I can’t believe it.”


  “Of course, I’m real. Kiss me, Fred.”


  “My wonderful wife, I never dreamed—never thought I’d ever have you again.”


  Their lips met. Their bodies clung. The cameras ground away, but they were totally unaware of anyone else in the room.


  “It’s been so long, Iris.”


  “So long?”


  “Since it happened. Since I lost you.”


  “Yes, it has. We got separated somehow. What happened, Fred?”


  “They haven’t told you?”


  “I’ve been so confused, recently. They said I couldn’t see you for awhile. I said I had to. We had a chance to buy more land on Strabo? You needed my name on the papers. They said it could wait.”


  “Then, what?”


  “Then they kept me in a hotel room. Two or three days, I think. I was treated very nicely. New clothes, delightful meals. But, I wanted you, Fred. Only you.”


  “They didn’t tell you about the accident?”


  “Accident? What accident?”


  “Coming in from the Moon. The rocket turning into a sheet of flame the desert whirling about over our heads . . .”


  “But, we didn’t take a space ship, Fred. We took the beam. And we came from Mars. Home from our vacation. We haven’t returned to Luna, yet.”


  Fred Jenkins attempted to control the tremor launched by his nerves. This was Iris’ soft flesh he held in his arms. Iris’ lips that brushed against his, Iris’ guileless blue eyes that met his own.


  But something was missing—and Joe Farley had predicted it.


  Iris had no memory of any events past the time when the beam station had recorded the matrix of her corporeal form.


  HE BROUGHT her home to the little cottage on Encanto, taking care to destroy all the news accounts he had preserved concerning the crash, the photographs he had made of the grave in Yuma, the letters from both sides of the family consoling him on his loss.


  He wanted to avoid shocking her.


  Then, in his own quiet way, he related to her what had happened in the months following their return from Mars, culminating with the disastrous voyage from Strabo and the subsequent offer of Inner World Beam Transmission to make the amazing restitution.


  Iris listened to all he had to say, but it was clear she understood little of it.


  “But, it can’t be,” she protested, puzzlement marking her pretty features. “I’m not dead. I’m very much alive. Pinch me. Don’t I feel like a living person?—I’ve-never been dead.”


  A vague uneasiness coursed through Fred.


  “I know it’s hard to believe,” he said. “Perhaps, it’s better if we don’t think about it too much:”


  He showed her the facsimile sheets that clearly indicated the year and the date.


  She still refused to believe.


  It. was then he regretted tearing up the other evidence.


  He tuned in on the telecasts which still occasionally mentioned the miraculous resurrection.


  Iris declared the publicity was faked.


  “Don’t you see?” she said. “I was never released from the matter transmitter, like you were. I’ve got if! They kept me confined—under drugs perhaps—until they were ready to spring their coup. Or perhaps, I had amnesia? Oh Fred, you’ve been the victim of a horrible plot.”


  “No, Iris.” He shook his. head, grave eyes mirroring his concern. “I’m afraid you’re wrong. You must face the truth, darling.”


  “But, what is the truth?”


  “What I have told you. I lived with you several more months, following that beam trip. A beautiful, idyllic existence—as was all our life together.”


  “With me?”


  “With Iris. An Iris, maybe. The one who is dead, now. But what does it matter? You share her thoughts, her memories. You are her. She was you.”


  “I hate her. She stole part of your life from me.”


  “Not her, you. Only you don’t remember. Why can’t you pretend it was amnesia, like you said? Then, everything would adjust of its own accord.”


  The vague uneasiness in Fred kept growing.


  ANOTHER day. They had checked out a helicopter and were flying over the Great Meteor Crater near Winslow.


  “I think it’s about time we moved back to Strabo,” Fred said.


  “Our old place?” asked Iris.


  “No. I sold it. Don’t you remember?”


  “How could I?”


  “I’m sorry. I-forgot. We would have to start over. But, it would be a good life.”


  “I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear to see a place where you had spent months with some one else.”


  “But those months were spent with you.”


  “Not with me. With her.”


  “Her. You. Don’t you understand? You’re the only Iris I know.”


  But she wasn’t, he reminded himself. He was lying.


  “No, I don’t understand that,” she said. “I understand you’re the only Fred Jenkins in my life. But this other thing, Fred. It’s beyond me. Please help me grasp it. Maybe the beam transmission did something to my brain cells.”


  “Nonsense!”


  But Anally he began believing it himself. Well, almost.


  He became unhappy. Life palled, as it had for him in the days following the burial of the Arst Iris. Finally, he took a tube to New York and sought out Joe Farley in the great offices of Inner World.


  There he told Farley, “Something is wrong.”


  Farley only grinned, but there was apprehension in his face. This was one stunt he couldn’t afford to have back-fire.


  “Something’s wrong? What?”


  “You haven’t given me my wife back. You’ve given me a stranger.”


  “That,” said Farley, “is simply not true.”


  “I’ve got Iris’ body,” said Jenkins. “But, not her soul.”


  “Have you been talking to a preacher?”


  “No. It’s my own feeling.”


  “Fred, believe me. Your wife has as much soul as any person who’s ever been transmitted by beam. If she doesn’t, then I hate to think of the thousands of poor humans we’ve de-souled in the past year. Now, what’s really wrong?”


  Fred Jenkins sat down and told him. When he was through, Farley said, “I’ll arrange to have a psychiatrist examine her. There may be something actually off-base. But my opinion is that it’s all in your own head. Meanwhile, I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this from the press. Whatever we do, we can’t let Inner World get involved in religious speculation.”


  He shook Hands and sped his departing caller. “Don’t worry, Fred. Everything’s going to be all atomic. Keep your chin up.”


  THE psychiatrist who tubed to Phoenix a day later was a world expert on aberrations. He examined Iris’ from cranium to phalanges, gave her Rorschach and other mental tests, took a brain-wave reading, and concluded, “She’s sound as a gold-piece, Jenkins. Mind’s okay, too. Little depression, but that’s only natural—considering the notoriety you two’ve been through.”


  “But, I tell you, Doc, she’s not the same woman as my own-Iris.”


  The specialist smiled. “Got you convinced of that, has she? Well, in a way, it’s true. Statistically, she’s not. the woman you buried—but that’s only to be expected. After all, virtually every atom of her body is different. But that’s got nothing to do with what ticks inside.”


  “What am I going to do?”


  “Adjust to the situation.”


  “But, I can’t.”


  “Of course, you can. Don’t be medieval. Because she lacks certain memories you think she ought to have, she makes errors. You accumulate them, sort them in your mind, come to the conclusion you’ve been saddled with a different person. Her own confusion and bewilderment add to the impression. She thinks she’s different—that she’s the only Iris Jenkins, that ever existed. Convinced of it as she is, naturally she helps strengthen the vague suspicion in your own mind that she’s a different woman from the wife who died.”


  “That’s exactly it.”


  “You’ve got to fight it. Don’t you see that every human being changes into a totally different person from minute to minute, throughout all his life? Each new experience contributes to personality change.”


  “Granted.”


  “Well, if you had continued to be the lame Fred Jenkins you were the day your transmission matrix was formed, this Iris Jenkins would seem the same Iris to you that you had always known. But now she’s acquired a complex that causes her to doubt her own existence, a complex she fights by asserting, that the other Iris, the buried one, was unreal. Her mind is undergoing a stress which threatens to destroy it.”


  “Can’t we eliminate that stress?”


  “It’ll vanish eventually of its own accord—I assure you. But in the meanwhile, in an effort to get out from under it, your wife has transferred part of her reaction to the situation to your shoulders. You’re just as sick as she is.”


  “But—how?”


  “Because she’s got you believing she’s a different Iris Jenkins, too—when she’s not.”


  “What’s my solution?”


  “Let time ride it out, I’d say. But you might do this. Why don’t you just imagine you’ve been away from Iris since the day you arrived on Earth from your Martian vacation? If that were true, she’d seem like the same wife to you. Do your best, my boy, to blot out the image of the woman you actually lived with those following months.”


  “I’ll try, Doctor.”


  FRED and Iris worked very hard to create a new life together. Fred agreed never to mention the months he had lived between the making of the matrix and the creation of the new Iris.


  During the summer they went to Strabo but were unable to capture the magic of their idyllic past. After a fretful fortnight, they rocketed back to Tycho, pleasure capital of the satellite. There they plunged into a vicious cycle of night clubbing and thrill-hunting.


  It was Iris who tired first of their new futile existence.


  “We’ve got to stop this,” she said one morning, as both awoke to splitting narcoma hangovers. “I begin to see now, what your psychiatrist meant about running away from reality. That’s just what I’ve done, and just what you’re doing, Fred.”


  “Don’t lecture to me,” he groaned.


  “But, I must. I see now, there really is only one Iris. What body I occupy makes no difference. If I inhabited a hundred, I would still be me. It’s like discovering immortality.”


  “That’s not so,” shouted Fred. “You change.”


  “But, darling—”


  “You’re a fraud,” he charged. “You’re not my Iris. All these months, I’ve been fooled. I’ve lived with a manufactured imitation—”


  “You don’t know what you’re saying!”


  “Don’t I? Now, I understand why you weren’t the same—”


  “Fred!”


  “You have no soul,” he declared triumphantly. “That’s what’s wrong! No soul!”


  Her tear-spattered face stared at him in enlightened horror.


  When Joe Farley met them at the Phoenix spaceport, he was gesturing frantically at a facsimile sheet he carried.


  “Tell me it’s not so!” he said.


  Fred and Iris Jenkins cast a short meaningful glance at each other, then nodded dolefully.


  “And the damnedest grounds,” continued Joe. “Wife is soulless duplicate, husband accuses. Husband refuses to recognize mate’s identity, says wife. What kind of gag is this?”


  “We’ve made up our minds. Our marriage can’t go on.”


  “But you’ll ruin our entire campaign. Inner World’s been authorized materials to branch out to Ganymede and Callisto.


  If people get a libelous impression of the transmitters, oh brother—!”


  “Can’t be helped,” said Fred disconsolately.


  “Look,” said Joe Farley. “Inner World’s very much interested in your case. Prestige of the company’s at stake, you might say. Isn’t there something we can do?”


  “Not a thing.”


  “Iris?” Farley turned to Mrs. Jenkins. Her blue eyes gave him the same answer.


  “I don’t like it,” said Farley, nervously. “Don’t like it at all.”


  HE STOOD his ground a moment; then his face broke into a wreath of smiles like Edison discovering the incandescent filament.


  “I’ve got it. Where’d you folks spend your honeymoon?”


  “Venus,” Fred Jenkins admitted, nervously.


  “Sure. On Lake Heisenberg, wasn’t it? Beautiful spot. Know it-myself.”


  “Not Heisenberg,” said Fred. “It was Lake Smyth.”


  “I remember you telling me about it, now. How’s this for a deal? I believe I can talk Inner World into giving you a free beam trip to Venus and back—for a second honeymoon: That strike you?” Both members of the Jenkins family looked slightly doubtful.


  “All expenses paid. And no newshounds plaguing you, after you get there. I promise it. You folks can start a new life, like you’d never been married before. Get acquainted all over again. And if you still don’t like each other, you can get a separation on Venus in twenty-four hours. Lot faster than Terra.”


  Iris turned to Fred, her eyes pleading. “We ought to give ourselves one more chance,” she told him. “I accepted you when I was re-duplicated. Maybe, in different surroundings, you could learn to feel the same about me. Even if we don’t get any further than the way you felt about me when you first brought me home to the cottage on Encanto. I’d be satisfied with just that again.”


  “You hear her talking,” interposed Joe Farley. “C’mon, Fred. Be a sport.”


  “All right,” said Fred. “We go to Venus. But it’s the last beam trip I’ll ever take—if things don’t work out.”


  “Fair enough,” said Joe Farley. Rubbing his hands contentedly, he started to leave.


  “One more thing,” Fred called after him, his brow wrinkled, “Isn’t a rebellion about to bust out on Venus?”


  “An uprising? Not that I know of.”


  “The video channels keep mentioning something along that line. I thought . . .”


  “Forget it,” said Joe. “I’m a newspaperman, myself. You can discount two-thirds of every telecast you see.”


  “All right, if you’re sure . . .”


  Thirty-six hours later, Fred and Iris Jenkins stepped out of the beam receiving chamber at Lake Smyth, Venus.


  Greeting their eyes was a foggy green world of immense volcanic mountains and vast rolling seas, matted with floating weed islands, that stretched to the horizon’s edge from the rim of the plateau on which stood the resort town of Smyth.


  Overhead, a mile above the ground; darted green swallow-like creatures, one of the many forms of aerial life on the planet.


  The high oxygen content of the atmosphere proved exhilarating to the new arrivals. Fred Jenkins filled up his lungs and said, “I’d forgotten how this climate stirs you up.”


  “I feel it, too,” Iris whispered softly, at his side. “Let’s not go sight-seeing the first night. Let’s just—”


  A heavily-tanned official of the port, his military uniform half-buttoned, broke in on them at that moment.


  He glanced at a sheaf of papers he held. “Are you Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins?”


  “Something the matter?”


  “Plenty. You shouldn’t be here, at all. You were supposed to be re-routed to Lake Heisenberg. In about ten minutes, this resort’s going to be the hot spot of a damned serious war.”


  “Then, there is a rebellion?” Iris put in.


  “In progress, madam,” the official rallied, fastening the remainder of his blouse buttons. “We’ll get you retransmitted soon as we can. But right now, we’d better take cover.”


  “It looks so peaceful,” Fred Jenkins commented.


  AS IF to hand the lie to his words, the darting swallows assembled into a shaped formation and plummeted from the sky. As they dived closer, the metallic luster of their greenish bodies became clearly visible. Suddenly, the features’ rigid heads, spurted flame.


  “Guided robots!” Fred cried.


  The official broke away from their side and ran towards a tunnel-like opening at the lake shore.


  Fiery bullets chattered across the field, plowing a furrow of destruction through a group of buildings to their right.


  Fred and Iris plunged across the plateau, close on the heels of the fleeing official. But they had hardly reached the mid-way point to the shelter when Fred felt Iris’ hand slip from his grasp. She pitched, half-fainting, to the ground.


  “I’ve turned my ankle,” she moaned. “Go on, darling. You can make it.”


  “No, we’ll both get there.” Fred stooped to pick her up, then stumbled forward, holding her weight in both his arms. Iris flung her wrists about his neck in support. “It’s only a little farther,” Fred told her.


  The air was rent with the din of explosions everywhere. Heavy smoke billowed forth from burning structures. Screams of dying humans added to the confusion.


  But the cave-like opening of the tunnel was almost at hand.


  “Set me down,” said Iris. “I believe I can hobble, now.”


  A few feet past the cave’s entrance, they could see the official who had fled and other refugees, all gesturing and offering encouragement.


  “A few more steps,” said Iris, “and we’re Safe.”


  “I’m winded,”” Fred groaned. Every muscle in his body ached in spent agony.


  A long descending scream suddenly whistled through the atmosphere, high above them. “Look out!” shouted Iris.


  Fred pushed her ahead of him, saw her tumble into the safety of the tunnel. In the next blinding moment, the missile struck.


  GOOD morning, Mr. Jenkins,” said the white-smocked young man. in front of him. “I’ve been detailed to indoctrinate you.”


  “Indoctrinate me? About what?”


  “Several things. Brace yourself for a shock, sir.”


  “I don’t understand. Isn’t this lake Smyth on Venus? I just stepped into a matter transmitter; operating from Earth. Where’s my wife?”


  “One question at a time, please,” the young man said: “About that beam trip to Lake Smyth, I’m afraid you made that several days ago. You see, Mr. Jenkins, you’re not the same Mr. Jenkins who actually did make that trip. That Fred Jenkins is dead. He was killed in a rebel raid shortly after arrival.”


  “Then I—?” Jenkins’ senses began to reel.


  “—you are a duplicate, yes. We recreated you from the most recent matrix on file. You have suffered very little loss of memory. Actually, you are only missing recollection of those events which caused your death.”


  “But, I’m real. I couldn’t be dead. Look here, I’m just as alive as you are.”


  “Of course you are,” the young man smiled.


  “But—but I always thought a person re-created would lose his soul?”


  “That’s still a touchy point. You, Mr. Jenkins, may be able to help clear us up on that matter, sometime—if you’d be so willing.”


  “What is this place?”


  “The beam station at Lake Heisenberg. If you still don’t believe me, I’d be quite happy to show you your old body. It’s rather mangled, but still recognizable.”


  “I’ve got to know, for sure,” said Fred. “If this is a joke—”


  He followed the young man to the far end of the room, where a flowered casket rested on metal supports. The lid was shoved back.


  The palms of his hands crawling with sweat, Fred bent over and gazed at the form inside. Suddenly, he felt sick—violently sick to the remotest cell of his body.


  Summoning all his strength, he stood erect. “I’m still me,” he announced. “Whatever has happened. I’m still me.”


  “Is there anything more I can do for you?” his attendant asked.


  “No, Thank you. Where’s Iris, my wife?”


  “Outside, I believe. Waiting for you—”


  Fred Jenkins emitted a vigorous whoop, rushed through the pair of swinging doors indicated, and found himself at the Head of a long corridor. His vision quickly swung, to a tired huddled figure, seated on a nearby bench—Iris, her golden curls in disarray, but faithful and waiting. “Darling, you know, don’t you?” he said.


  “Yes,” she nodded, as her slim form met his embrace.


  He pressed her tight. “I’ve been mistaken about a planetful of things. Now, I’m beginning to get wise. Will you forgive me?”


  “There’s nothing to forgive,” she said, between smiling tears. “Let’s just enjoy and make use of the extra life we’ve both been granted.”


  “Every, minute of it.”


  “Whenever you want to go back to Luna—” Iris’ eyes glanced shyly towards the floor, “—I’m ready, Fred.”


  “Great. But, we’ve still got a second honeymoon to spend. I’ve a hunch it’ll take us a long time.”


  “Wouldn’t be surprised at all,” Iris affirmed. And this time the shyness could be seen-slowly departing from her unflinching blue eyes.


  DARK SOLUTION


  E.C. Tubb


  The Venusians only wanted to survive. . . . on Earth there were other opinions.


  They took a man.


  Gave him a uniform.


  Gave him a gun.


  Broke his spirit on a barrack square.


  They innoculated him, vaccinated him, his skin flinched to the thrust of countless hypodermics. They cropped his hair, straightened his back, taught him to march, to salute, to obey. They taught him to shoot, to hate and to be cruel. They taught him to kill.


  He had a name, but they gave him a number, and of the two the number was the most important. With a thousand others he trained in sweltering forests of Earth, and with a thousand others he marched to where a ship soared like the delicate spire from an ancient dream.


  Metal clashed behind him. Acceleration crushed him, and monotony dulled his mind. He breathed air that smelt of chemicals. Drank water that reeked of urine, and ate a tasteless paste.


  They spewed him out on Venus.


  A world of lush vegetation, fantastic in its riotous growth. A world of great succulent fruits, of soft warm breezes, and of indirect lighting. A world of siesta, of manana, of careless rapture. A world of towering trees, of shimmering wide winged insects, and of blooms which held in their petals all the colours of trapped rainbows.


  A world at war.


  He lay half hidden in the thick undergrowth, his gun snuggled against his cheek, his eyes squinting along a barrel that was a triumph of engineering skill. Others lay beside him, grunting as the buckles of their equipment dug into soft flesh, wriggling in mute protest at the sweat soaked irritation of shoddy uniform material.


  They didn’t speak. They didn’t move, their breathing sounded harsh in the still air. They were ready to kill. They were ready to die.


  They were more afraid of being taken prisoner.


  Something flickered in the distance. Something spun whistling through the air. Next to him a man screamed, staggered to his feet, screamed again clutching at his throat. A tiny dart hung loosely from the folds of skin beneath his chin, it couldn’t have hurt, but the man kept on screaming. He dropped his gun, tore at the little sliver, then swayed, groaned once—and died.


  The sergeant yelled commands, and guns began to spit their searing lances of destruction. Before them vegetation burst into flame, and the air became full of whistling death. Men gurgled horribly as they tried to burrow into the soft loam, shrieked at the prick of the tiny darts, and fell dying, their fingers scrabbling at the dirt.


  He fired, aimed, fired again. Something tugged at the thick cloth of his sleeve, and in panic he waited for the searing agony of poisoned death. Long seconds passed and then he-breathed again, the dart hadn’t broken the skin.


  Fire blossomed from a delicate tracery of hanging fronds^ Something dropped from the flames, fell on to the ground and scrambled to its feet. The gun kicked against his shoulder as he burned it down.


  From the distance a horn blew. A clear, sweet, somehow elfin sound. Hidden shapes rustled as they moved cautiously away. The firing died, and everything became very quiet and still.


  The stillness of death.


  He rose carefully to his feet, eyes searching the undergrowth before him, gun at the ready. Nothing stirred. Around him men began to mutter to themselves, some whimpered, one cursed in a low monotone. A soft breeze blew gently through the hanging fronds, blowing away the smell of the gun discharges, and bringing a subtle odour of perfume.


  He strode forward. One step, a second, a third, and nothing happened. He took several more steps, and stumbled. Startled he looked down, and saw his first Venusian.


  No tentacles.


  No necklace of human ears, no scalps, not the slightest sign of bestiality. It was a man, a young man, white skinned and blond haired. He wore a brief cloth around his waist and a belt supported a sheathed knife. A blowgun lay beside him, and over one shoulder he carried a quiver of the tiny darts.


  There were flowers woven into the long fair hair, and simple jewelry gleamed from wrist and ankle. The lips were full, twisted even in death with lines of good humour. He was covered with mottled paint for camouflage, and had a great seared hole in his chest.


  A Venusian.


  He felt shocked. This wasn’t what they had told him, lie had expected depraved monsters, cannibals lusting for the flesh of men and the bodies of women. They had told him that he was on a crusade, liberating a new world, cleansing it of foul unnatural life, ready for the teeming millions back home.


  He felt sick.


  A blow half stunned him, and a thrust sent him staggering away. The sergeant, his eyes bloodshot, and his swarthy skin rstreaked with sweat, stood and abused him.


  “Venie lover!” he spat. “Mooning over one of these scum. Renegade! Are you sorry for him? Watch!”


  He spat on the body, snarling obscene curses. Deliberately he kicked at it, smashing the delicate features. Blood stained the iron soled boots, red blood.


  The sergeant laughed.


  “That’s the way to treat snakes. Now get back into line and help to bury your own dead, your comrades, dying so that you might live to moon over a filthy Venie.”


  He turned away, disgusted, and rejoined the few left alive. Together they heaped dirt over the bodies of the slain, and collected their equipment. They avoided each other’s eyes. They had all seen the dead Venusian, and they had all seen what the sergeant had done to him. They were all guilty. Good soldiers shouldn’t think, and no good soldier ever felt ashamed.


  They did.


  Venus had no rotation and so there could be no night. They sprawled at the edge of a sheltered glade, resting their weary bodies. Some of them slept, some tried for sleep, and others just sat and watched, most of them sat and thought, and a very few of them just sat.


  The sergeant leaned against the great bole of a tree, and looked at them with undisguised contempt. He was an old soldier, a good soldier. He had never questioned an order, never voiced an opinion, had never even tried to think for himself. He was a brave man, brave with the bravery of complete ignorance, and. promotion had come early. He stared across the clearing.


  “You!” he called. “You, the Venie lover.” He pointed a finger.


  “Do you know what he was doing, boys? Almost crying that’s what. He was sorry that he’d shot a filthy Venie.”


  He chuckled and some of the others chuckled with him.


  “Scum, that’s all they are. Stinking, crawling scum. I can admire an enemy, someone with the guts to stand up and face your gun in hand and the best man wins, but these Venies aren’t men, they won’t fight.” He paused and stared at them from the corners of his eyes.


  “Know what they do with prisoners?”


  They shook their heads, though they had been told often enough.


  “We found a village once, and in it we found some of our men.” The sergeant shuddered. “What was left of them I should say, we had to shoot them just to end their misery. It was awful. One man had been tied to a tree and. . . .”


  His voice droned on, painting gruesome word pictures of revolting anatomical details. White faced the men listened to him, and licked lips suddenly gone dry. It must be the truth. It must be. Higher Command had told them so. They forgot the man at whom the sergeant had thrown his insults.


  He was glad to be forgotten. He rested on one arm and listened to the drone of the patrol leader with amused indifference.


  He didn’t believe it.


  The Venusian had been human, a white man, a man like himself. He started at the sudden thought. A white man!


  Maybe there were white women!


  He knew that he would never return to Earth. Traffic with Venus was strictly a one way affair, officers could hope to return, but the other ranks never, and he would never become an officer.


  Maybe they would send out some women. Maybe, if he was a good soldier, and managed to stay alive long enough, he would get one. Married quarters in barracks. Brief leaves at home, and casual periods with his wife. Maybe after twenty years or so he would be discharged, and be given a bit of land to farm. He would rest at his labours and watch the garrison go marching by, his children among them.


  Somehow it didn’t seem so good.


  Something whistled through the air. The sergeant cursed, plucked a dart from his cheek, tried to lift his gun, and fell heavily to the ground. A man yelled a belated warning, guns spat aimlessly, within seconds there was confusion.


  A dart stung his cheek. Frantically he tore it loose and flung it on the dirt. He tried to curse, tried to pray, tried to scream in blind protest. He failed, and helplessly slumped against the bole of a tree.


  * * * *


  Voices were around him, soft voices and vibrant with gentle laughter. Slowly he opened his eyes, and struggled to a sitting position. He sat in the centre of a village, around him were low huts, small clean fires, and masses of flowers.


  People moved between the huts and the fires. Tall, graceful people, with rippling white skins and clear intelligent eyes. Men and women and laughing happy children. The women were beautiful, tall and well shaped, and with a rippling mass of fine blond almost white hair. There seemed to be plenty of women, far more than the men.


  They smiled as they saw that he was awake and offered him food. Greedily he bit at the succulent fruits and drank the rather tart wine, his eyes never drifting from the lithe figures of the graceful women.


  The sergeant was missing, and so were most of the others. The rest were with him, a bedraggled looking bunch in their torn uniforms and their chins darkened with a stubble of beard. They contrasted strangely with the colourful natives. One of them called to him.


  “What happened?”


  “I should say that we are prisoners.”


  “Prisoners!” The man gagged on his wine and turned a sickly white. The watching women laughed as they noticed his expression, and he looked desperately about him.


  A man approached through the crowd, he was a tall man, blond haired and very white of skin. Though dressed like a native he was not a Venusian, he stood before them, a faint smile on his intelligent features.


  “Have no fear, we will not harm you.” He smiled at their apprehensive looks.


  “I’m here to offer you a choice, and the choice is this. Throw in your lot with us, with the true owners of this planet. We need men, white men that is, and we can use you. For some reason the Venusians have always had a surplus of women, and now that we are threatened with extermination, it is essential that we increase our numbers as quickly as possible. We need men, fighting men, Earth trained and who can train others. The reward is your life and a woman of your choice.”


  “And the alternative?”


  “Death.”


  The stranger never lost his faint smile.


  “We have already weeded out the undesirables, the dark and swarthy skinned ones. The Venusians would never accept such people as equals, for some reason they consider all dark people as being on a level with the animals. Well?”


  He sat and thought.


  Maybe if he took off his uniform he wouldn’t seem so different to them. His skin was as white as theirs, and his hair was blond, suddenly he noticed that all the remaining soldiers were fair haired. Suddenly he wanted to stay, wanted one of their women for his very own. He felt as if he had to forget all thoughts of war, the stupid harness of military expediency, the whole futility of a life devoted to approved murder.


  * * * *


  Alien drugs flowed subtlety through his veins, and Earth seemed very far away.


  Their hair was clipped and neat moustaches framed tight mouths. Their backs were rigid, and their uniforms hugged them like a second skin. Metal glinted at their shoulders, and ribbons adorned their chests.


  They were the iron men, the professional soldiers, leading exponents of the religion of might being right.


  They sat around a table, frowning, looking worriedly at each other and each trying not to show his own fear. Guards stood stiffly by the doors, their weapons gleaming in the soft light. Maps covered the walls, spotted with coloured pins, speckled, lined and coloured, and curling a little from the humidity.


  The iron men were annoyed.


  The war was not going according to plan. The soldiers weren’t doing as they should, not the older ones, not for some reason the dark haired ones, nor the dark skinned ones. They died. The others—vanished.


  Like China of old, like India, Venus was winning a war by merely assimilating the invaders, and that was not the correct way. There should be bloodied heaps of dead, outraged women, slaughtered men, children maimed and blinded, babies burned and scarred.


  That was war.


  Not this skulking in the forests, the poisoned darts, the mysterious vanishing of all the blond haired, fair skinned men. That was not true war, and war is what kept the iron men in power.


  Power over men.


  Power to keep them slaving in workshops and factories, in the land and in the mines. Power to blind them with false words, with gaudy colours, with childish lies. Power to drain their wealth by savage taxation, and by constant unease. Wealth turned into weapons. Weapons turned into twisted metal and billowing smoke.


  Waste.


  Never-ending wanton waste, the mad accumulation of more and more weapons, more and more men to use them, more and more energy devoted to building machines doomed to end in destruction.


  But there must be an enemy, for without an enemy there can be no war, and Earth had long since been united. But there was a way, there is always a way. Thin lips smiled, and grey heads nodded in pleased agreement. Quick regulations were drafted and on Earth a scorned section of the population found itself suddenly very important.


  The iron men sighed with relief, their medals were safe, and so were their jobs.


  They took a man.


  Gave him a uniform.


  Gave him a gun.


  Broke his spirit on the barrack square.


  They inoculated him, vaccinated him, his skin flinched to the thrust of countless hypodermics. They cropped his hair, straightened his back, taught him to march, to salute, to obey. They taught him to shoot, to hate and to be cruel. They taught him to kill.


  He had a name but they gave him a number, and of the two the number was the most important. With a thousand others he trained in the sweltering forests of Earth, and with a thousand others he marched to where a ship soared like a delicate spire from an ancient dream.


  Metal clashed behind him. Acceleration crushed him, monotony dulled his mind. He breathed air that smelt of chemicals. Drank water that reeked of urine, and ate a tasteless paste.


  They spewed him out on Venus, a man, a uniform, and a gun, symbol of conquering Earth.


  A negro.


  DUGAL WAS A SPACEMAN


  Joe Gibson


  The Oldtimers of Space owed their loyalty to people—but the new Spacemen swore allegiance to the Corporations which hired them. The colonial phase was over; now the imperial era would start. But it was an empire doomed to ruin and destruction before it could get going—and only the Oldtimers could prevent that wreckage making radioactive deserts out of the inhabitable worlds . . .


  HE STOOD over by the loading bins of Pit Nine, talking to two tall, powerful Space Officers, and when you saw him like that you took a second, longer look. He was squat and barrelchested—not nearly so tall as the lean muscular Officers standing before him—and his arms and legs seemed to be of an equal length. The word to describe Kim was ‘stocky’ but you didn’t think of it immediately. You were too struck by the incongruity of his squat, massive figure—with its odd, rust-green coverall garb—appearing in that setting. The tall spaceships towered their dark blue hills against the soft Earth sky behind him; the vast grey level of Belemport stretched out from him; and there on the apex of a crack in the grey tarmac he stood thick arms cocked with square fists on his hips, thick legs spread apart in an immobile stance. The two tall Space Officers before him were as slender trees beside a granite boulder.


  On approaching him, if you did, you studied that stocky frame, and fully expected a pugilistic battered face complete with scowl and gravelly voice—an exaggerated, swaggering manner in this short runt. You found none of that. Instead, his face was square, rugged, and tending toward a smile—not at all unhandsome, with wide-set blue eyes twinkling out of a middle-aged squint, and bright touches of silver at the temples of neatly groomed pepper-gray hair. His manner and his movements had a deftness, a calm and unruffled assurance, that made you glance quickly up at the towering blue spaceships behind him—because, somehow, his manner reminded you of those sleek ships.


  And his voice was deep-chested, resonant and pleasant.


  “Farney,” he said, “if this wasn’t Earth I’d most certainly kill you.”


  Will Farney, Captain of the Hornet, glared down at the stocky man, cheeks whitening and thin lips pressing into a cruel line. “Blast you, Dugal—”


  “Now don’t go mouthing any senseless threats,” Dugal cut him short with that soft, deep-chested voice. “You know very well that if this were the Jovian System, or anywhere else where we’d be carrying side-arms, I could cut you down in your tracks before you’d blinked an eyelash!” The faint, handsome smile accompanied these words along with the merry twinkle of blue eyes. No warning coldness or anger; Dugal looked exactly as if he were relating some humorous anecdote to his closest friend. “But I don’t have to kill you, Farney,” he continued lightly. “It will be the same thing, though, if I ever hear that you’re running slaves into the Bakhoora colonies again.”


  “That’s a dirty lie—” Captain Farney exploded.


  “You’re a filthy louse!” Dugal told him curtly. “Spacemen don’t lie, Farney—not the Oldtimers! It’s the cheap rookies like you that some Corporation is railroading through the Academy—cheap greenhorns who’ll sell out their Space Certificates and do the dirty work for the big Corporation bosses—who do the lying. You break your Certificate again, Farney—”


  “You haven’t any proof, Dugal!” the thin-lipped Captain snapped. “You can’t do a—”


  “I can do plenty,” Dugal retorted softly, “and you know I can! I’m telling you, Farney: Break your Certificate once more, and the Oldtimers’ll see that you never live to drop jets on another planet!”


  With that, he spun on his heel and walked back across the vast gray tarmac toward the long, sleek five-story Belemport Terminal Building.


  BELEMPORT was a beehive of rumbling sound and fury. Around the long rows of Pits that dotted the great field, brown-skinned native ground crews were constantly working, loading, unloading, checking or refueling a giant space-rocket. Or, when their Pit was empty, cleaning and checking the underground loading-bins and chutes, and the vast array of instruments and power-units that radioed a ship, by precise electronic control from a thousand miles up, to a perfect landing in a hundred-foot hole in reinforced concrete. The tarmac shivered beneath Dugal’s feet occasionally, as some conveyor-belt beneath the concrete transferred a massive cargo from loading-bins out to the Terminal warehouses beyond the field. Thousands of people milled around the tall blue ships: a thin sprinkling of blue-clad Space Officers; tight gangs of brown-skinned natives, forever stripped to the waist in the blazing tropical sun; Belemport officials and inspectors in their green Brazilian uniforms, with the silver four-point star of the United Nations on their sleeves; and civilian passengers and sight-seers in their fashionably bright-colored jumpers and skimpees. There was mixed coloring of skin, too—dusky negroes; brown Latitis; dark olive, and dusky-ivory Asiatics; pale, shallow, and flushed-red Europeans—and among all these, the Americans, who were all races united in the creed of freedom.


  Every ten hours on the dot, loudspeakers would blare and sirens scream over the field, summoning this vast crowd into the hundreds of well-marked concrete bunkers beneath the surface. Then the wide rocky plateau, which supported the great spaceport, would quiver and dance under a blast of atomic fury; one of the spaceships would go leaping up into the blue distance with a powerful hissing roar.


  Dugal made his way casually through the milling crowds and stepped onto the slowly-moving walkway that led to the Terminal Building.


  “ ’Allo, Ben!” a deep, booming voice spoke behind him.


  Dugal twisted around, startled, and came face-to-face with one of the rarest sights at an Earth spaceport. Seven feet tall; four feet wide; gigantic muscles beneath a sealed celloflex airsuit, and two great gray eyes glaring from a hairy face behind the stiff plastene helmet—a Nepterran, descendant of the early colonists who had settled on Neptune. The voice came with metallic flatness from the tiny speaker on its chest. “I don’t see you in long time, Ben!”


  Dugal gasped, then wrung the huge Nepterran’s hand warmly. “D’Karrugh!” he exclaimed. “How in blazes did you get on Earth?”


  D’Karrugh roared with good-humored congeniality. “Da mother worl’, she is liddle nut!” he replied rumblingly. “Make me teepsy to walk! Doc he say I keep on airzoot, take off when I’m back in sheep!”


  “But what ship would bring you, ya big loon?” Dugal demanded happily. “What brought you to Earth, anyhow?” He was realizing, with latent concern, how much torture the big Nepterran was enduring in the tight, sweaty air-conditioned suit—which wasn’t, and couldn’t be made, half as air-conditioned as a Nepterran would need for any comfort.


  “I come talk you, Ben!” D’Karrugh announced gruffly.


  Dugal frowned intently. “Look, old grizzly. Systemic Communications is still functioning in perfectly good order; anyone on any of the planets can contact anyone else in the System by radiogram, and there’s no limit to the message so long as you can pay for it. You could beam the entire Saint James version of the Bible for less than it took to bring you here in a tank—”


  “Space liner Black Chief bring me here,” D’Karrugh cut him short. “Bring me in big, sealed stateroom suite with special Neptune-mix air supply. I come talk you! I see you on field, come talk!”


  “Okay, okay!” Dugal nodded hurriedly. “C’mon—I’ll at least get you out of this broiling sun!”


  THEY STEPPED off the walkway at the high-arched entrance to the Terminal Building, crossed the bustling concourse, and took an elevator up to the third floor. Dugal led the way down to an office portal marked: Old timers, Incorporated; went on past it along the blue-walled corridor to another, smaller portal. He touched an electronic key to the lock and led the way into his private sanctum.


  “Grab a chair and let your respiration slow down!” He waved the huge figure toward the deep lounge-chairs scattered about the room and strode briskly over to the gleaming black eight-foot desk, settling himself into the highbacked leather chair behind it. “Don’t breathe so fast,” he consoled. “Take it easy. Tell me nice and slow what you came here to see me about.”


  Cushions squooshed in protest as the heavy bulk settled carefully into them. “I come talk you, Ben,” he said, “because you pull D’Karrugh from ice. D’Karrugh die, but Ben no let die. You remember D’Karrugh on ice?”


  Dugal nodded tensely. Sure, he remembered. Neptune was sheathed in ice almost to its equatorial zones—not so bad as Uranus, which had an absolute sphere of frozen moisture forming a shell over its volcanic regions, a hundred-mile-deep ice ocean over the rest of its surface—but, at that, Neptune was plenty bad.


  “D’Karrugh remember Ben,” the big Nepterran growled on. “Now come worries to D’Karrugh, he think maybe bigger worries to Ben. So D’Karrugh come talk on Earth.” He leaned forward in his chair, vast lungs heaving with slow, steady breathing beneath his airsuit. “Outlaw spacemen come Neptune. Come darkside in special tank freighter. Come blasters, rocket cannon. Take Nepterran, chain in tanks. Take Nepterran to space, maybe Venus. Venus Bakhoora for slave!”


  Dugal nodded, sighed grimly, and rubbed his face with his moist palm. “How many, D’Karrugh? How many Nepterran taken, and who were the outlaws?”


  “D’Karrugh not see outlaw spacemen,” the voice boomed metallically. “D’Karrugh know fifteen thousand Nepterran made slaves!”


  Dugal stiffened. “How many?”


  “Fifteen thousand,” the voice repeated flatly.


  Dugal was on. his feet instantly. “D’Karrugh—you’re positive? That many lifted from Neptune?” He stalked around the desk, frowning, to the wide glassite window of the office. He stopped, staring out at the long rows of slender blue spaceships. “Fifteen thousand—five ships, at least! Five outlaw freighters right in the midst of the System—”


  “Was surprise raid,” the big Nepterran acknowledged. “Before Neptune police can stop, fifteen thousand vanish. Some hide; escape; tell what happen. Government file report with Earth Council, but report hushed up. Earth Council not want news to get out, affect trade speculation. Five outlaw ships mean fleet, maybe mean war—”


  “Slaves can mean war quicker than that!” Dugal blurted angrily. “They’re letting the Empire get away from them, D’Karrugh! They’re letting it go the way of all empires!” He clasped his hands behind him and stalked back and forth before the window-wall, scowling.


  D’Karrugh lapsed into silence.


  D’Karrugh remembered him suddenly, stopped pacing the rug and walked over to him, smiling. “You did me great service at grave risks this day, D’Karrugh,” he said quietly. “Return to your ship, now, where there is comfort for you. I’ll let you know as soon as we learn anything.”


  The Nepterran staggered to his feet and plodded heavily toward the door. “D’Karrugh know Ben,” it remarked flatly. “Ben raise hell!” It turned, gave him a broad wink, and stamped out.


  Dugal went back and sprawled behind his desk with a devilish grin, thinking how happy he would be to do just that. He swung around in his chair and punched the audiovisor that humped up beside the desk. Anita Valdez turned her pert Latin head to blink back at him from the screen. “Good morning, Mr. Dugal! There are some people waiting to see you.”


  “There’s somebody I want to see more,” Dugal said crisply. “Get a line on the Security Bureau at UN Center, Manhattan, and find out who’s in charge of Venus Security and where we can find him.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “And call Captain Sleet of the Venusian freighter Oorula; tell him I delivered the last warning to Farney.”


  “Rog-ah!”


  “And check the folds on the front of that halter you’re wearing! They’re flattening out, and things are showing through that thin stuff!”


  “They’re supposed to!” Anita laughed throatily.


  “Then it is a good morning!” Dugal laughed with her.


  “You’ll forget about it,” Anita replied shrewdly, “when you see what’s waiting to see you out here!”


  “Then show her in!”


  “Which one?” Anita asked teasingly. “There are two of them!”


  “First come, first served,” Dugal told her, and flicked off.


  THE DOOR opened from the outer office, and he pursed, his lips in satisfaction. But the whistle came from the small, slender ivory-skinned girl in the doorway. She opened her slanted Oriental eyes wide and eased the door shut behind her with a supple flexing of her hips. “Ben, darling, you look absolutely delicious!” she exclaimed.


  For the record, she did wear the dark blue with silver-trimmed sleeves and Space Officer’s eagle insignia as prescribed by Regulations. But it wasn’t any coverall uniform. It was the fashionable skimpee: two piece, bare-waisted outfit of loose blouse with long, full sleeves and snug skirt high above the knees, with invisible crotch-strap to keep it from creeping up smooth thighs and keep the wearer undisturbed about the display of her legs. In this case, the slender ivory legs were well worth the display—but the costly kakareesh it was made of had such shadowy, chiffonlike sheen that neither was the crotch-strap invisible nor the legs in danger of concealment even if the skirt had been dragging the floor. She came flexing her hips across the room like a floorshow in Paris.


  “Hi, petal-blossom,” Dugal greeted mildly. “What’s on your mind—if you have one?”


  “Is it necessary?” she asked in mock bewilderment. “I’ve just dropped jets after six months out from Titan—six whole months without a soul to even talk to except the pilot, the astrogator, and four engineers, all male—and you look too tempting to pass up! Knock off, honey, and let’s spend the day at home—”


  “Who gave you that line, petalblossom?” he asked wryly.


  She hesitated for a moment of real doubt. “Captain Blanning of the Hesperus,” she blurted quickly. “Oh, damn! You mean you have a wife and, six kids?”


  “Twenty kids,” he told her, “and about four wives on as many planets. Now—”


  “You mean, only five to a wife?”


  “Quintuplets!” he snapped irritably. “Now, I repeat—what’s on your mind?”


  “Well-l-l—” She sank weakly into a chair. “They told me not to try Existentionalism, or the classics, or art on you, because you weren’t a logical person at all but one of the old hardrock spacemen who just fanatically believe in common sense; then I saw this tall, blonde hussy outside who kept looking daggers at me, and I remembered the tales of how the old hardrock spacemen had a woman in every port like the sailors—”


  “Which blonde are you talking about?” Dugal interrupted.


  “The one waiting to pour herself all over you. Like syrup. So I decided maybe you wanted me first.” She paused for breath and gazed at him with wide, dark eyes of sweet innocence.


  “Why?” he asked flatly.


  “Because I want to join the Oldtimers,” she answered without blinking an eyelash.


  Dugal began to grin. “How long you been in space, petal-blossom?” he asked kindly.


  “Eight years,” she replied promptly. “I’m twenty-three but I started when I was fifteen on my father’s old ship—the Narcissus—out of Marsport.”


  Dugal raised his eyebrows incredulously. “You don’t look like a Marterran!”


  “I’m not. Mother and I shipped to Mars; we joined Father and the Narcissus there. I was born in China—Mother was Belgian.”


  Dugal scratched his head perplexedly. “Five years entitles you to join the Oldtimers, honey. Your Certificate in order?”


  She nodded vigorously. “I graduated from the Academy in two years instead of the usual five,” she stated proudly. “Is the blonde a friend of yours? If she is, I didn’t mean to insult her.”


  Dugal chuckled. “Maybe she is,” he replied, “maybe she isn’t. Tell me something. How can anybody stand being sealed up with a chatterbox like you for six whole months?”


  A MARKED change came over her then. She settled back in her chair and regarded him coolly. “I can handle myself in space, “Mr. Dugal,” she said firmly. “In return, I might ask how any man can ever give up his spaceman’s career!”


  “Maybe he got space fatigue,” Dugal replied.


  “Oh!” she dropped her gaze, embarrassed. “I’m sorry. You probably enjoy your work here then—helping spacemen with their problems—”


  “Thanks. Miss Valdez in the outer office will help you fill out the proper forms—we like to have you on file, if you’re a member.” He paused suggestively. “Sure there wasn’t something else on your mind?”


  “Well-l-l, I—” She looked up at him squarely. “I want you to help me find a man,” she said grimly. “He’s supposed to be my husband.”


  “Uh huh.” Dugal rocked back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “I thought so. Now look, Miss—what in blazes is your name, anyway?”


  “Not ‘anyway,’ ” she remarked, grinning. “Ho Yan Tung!”


  “All right, Miss Tung—listen! You’re looking for some man; he’s supposed to be your husband, because you lived with him for a while on one of the frontier planets. Even if he’s a spaceman, lady, he’s your own personal affair. The Oldtimers has absolutely nothing to do with anything you, yourself, should be able to handle; you’ll have to face that. We’ve got plenty of gals in the files here, but they all realize that to do a man’s job they’ve got to take a man’s risks.”


  “But I don’t mean he left me!” she objected angrily. “I mean I—I think he was killed! On Venus—”


  “Then that’s for the Venusian police,” he retorted, shaking his head. “No, it’s still a personal affair, Miss Tung. Something either for the police, or for you to settle with a gun in your fist—as is sometimes the only way. If we tried to help everyone in a spot like that, we’d be doing nothing but gun-fighting! So about all I can suggest to you is to get some other spaceman to pitch in and help you out. That shouldn’t be too hard to do, either—you know it shouldn’t; they’re a good lot.”


  “I’m—sorry.” She rose smoothly. “I couldn’t ask another man to take the risks Mark took. They murdered him because he knew too much. On Venus, it doesn’t pay to know too—”


  “Did he tell you anything?” Dugal asked sharply.


  “No.” She studied him gravely. “No, I could only guess from what he wrote. His name was Mark Cregar, Mr. Dugal. He was tops as a spatial engineer. We didn’t have much but a shoestring and a promise on Titan, and they offered him better money—”


  “To work on freighters?” Dugal pumped her slyly, “To renovate chemical storage tanks, perhaps?”


  She gaped at him. “Wh-why, he—he did, mention something—”


  “Who hired him, Miss Tung?”


  “The—the Venusian Project Company—a local outfit!” she stammered.


  “Sit down, Miss Tung,” Dugal murmured softly. He turned and flicked on the audiovisor. “ ‘Nita, get Pete Frobisher and Jules Zaraski. Tell ’em to get up here chop-chop!”


  “Aie, master!” Anita saluted.
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  DUGAL ROSE and strode around his desk toward the door to the outer office. “Just relax, Miss Tung. Soon as Frobisher and Zaraski are here, we’ll talk. Cigarettes on the desk,” he added, gesturing toward them.


  “Just going to check on that blonde.” Ho Yan Tung smiled at him gratefully; he grinned back, opened the door, and stepped out.


  Anita looked up from her electrotyper, raised an inquisitive eyebrow, and winked. Dugal winked back. There had never been any fault in Anita’s secretarial efforts, and he was a boss who knew how to keep it that way. He marched past her bullpen and stopped, looking into the office foyer. The blonde sat cross-legged in one of the comfortable lounge chairs.


  It was golden honey-blonde, thick and full of heavy waves; it parted on the side and swept back and down to a large roll below her creamy shoulders. A blue velveschone cloak was thrown back over the chair, and it matched the deep, rich blue of her eyes. They were rather startling eyes, set apart in a peach-cream face beneath light blonde eyebrows. Even the eyelashes were pink, their natural color. That was the first thing he liked.


  The cheeks were round, the nose small and delicate. The lips were full, sensuous, and impetuous, coated a moist flaming red and curved in an openly inviting smile. Her body leaned forward slightly, impatiently, in the chair. It was a long, slender body with warm curves of peach-cream flesh. A shimmering sythesheen gown clung to it, moulding it tautly in a shadow of bright crimson, stretched to transparence over smooth breasts and thighs, clinging frantically in narrow strips up from her hips. Like Paris after 3 a.m. and the champagne spiked with rum.


  “Hello,” she said. The voice swelled up out of her smooth stomach, softening on lungs and throat delicate vocal chords. “Are you Mr. Dugal?”


  “Yeah.” He nodded, moving forward and sinking into the lounge chair in front of her. “Some people gathering for a conference in my office,” he added apologetically. “I came out to see if I could help you before we get started.”


  “That was very thoughtful of you—I suppose,” she remarked rather coolly. “I presume your charming secretary informed you that Miss Catherine McReed Bukharoff wished to see you. I’m not in the habit of waiting.”


  “Sorry, Miss Bukharoff,” Dugal said casually. “That other matter was, you might say, of ‘utmost importance’ and had to be settled.” His gaze slid up her figure, probed her face, and looked behind the cool blue eyes. Not too old to learn, he was thinkinsr.


  She stirred irritably. “Please do not look at me that way, Mt. Dugal,” she protested with a faint touch of acidity; “I find people who look through me to have the most abominable manners!”


  Dugal slid back in his chair, comfortably, and began to smile. “You’re absolutely right,” he said; my manners are atrocious. Suppose you stop acting like a spoiled brat and come to the point?”


  “What?” She sat up straight, quivering with swift rage. But that voice was still soft, deep-toned and melodious.


  “Kindly state your business, Miss Bukharoff,” he expounded patiently. “I’m not in the mood for cocktails right now.”


  She glared at him wordlessly for a full minute, then flung herself back in her chair with a shrill peal of laughter.


  “You’re p-priceless!” she chortled, hugging her slender waist. “Father strongly forbade me to come here—he hasn’t much regard for you, you know—Nathan Greenville McReed Bukharoff?”


  “I know him well enough,” Dugal replied blandly. “President of the Mercury Mining Corporation. Was he wondering, perhaps, why I persuaded four space freighters to refuse his ore cargoes from Mercury last year?”


  “You—‘persuaded’ them?” She leaned forward, propping her elbows on creamy gown-shadowed knees and cupping her flushed face in her palms. “Father says you ordered them, made them challenge his authority. But this—you ‘persuaded’ them—it sounds much more interesting! Did you threaten to kill them, Mr. Dugal?”


  “No.” He smiled benignly into her sweet, innocent gaze. “No, there was a reason for them to refuse those cargoes—‘challenge his authority,’ as your father said. I happened to find out that Mercury Mining had a secret agreement with a wildcat outfit on Callisto. The deal involved certain vast holdings in mining property to be exchanged for Mercurian radioactive ores, which would give Mercury Mining a strong foothold in the Asteroid Belt. That was the ore-cargoes involved.”


  “In other words,” she interrupted testily, “you’re using this charity organization for spacemen to meddle in financial deals which aren’t intended for small shysters of your ilk! Very ingenius, Mr. Dugal—I’m sure your ill-gotten gains are rewarding.”


  DUGAL IGNORED her sneer completely. “The deal your father made with that Callistan wildcat outfit was illegal, Miss Bukharoff—enough so to have your father planted in prison until he rots! In the first place, the wildcat outfit had no such vast holdings in the Belt to exchange for the Mercurian radioactives. But the men running that outfit were known to have worked for your father before! In the second place, radioactive ores can be used to ‘salt’ other mines—so the unsuspecting prospectors and owners will be killed by the secondary radiations. Then their holdings are placed up for auction and if the claim hasn’t been proven, sold cheap.”


  “Isn’t this terribly interesting?” she exclaimed sarcastically. “Do tell me more, Mr. Dugal. For instance—proof!”


  He spread his hands in a futile gesture. “No proof, except that it’s happened before. And when the Earth Council raises a stink about it, all the proof comes from carefully-planted evidence pointing in one direction—to the freighter-crews which transported the radioactives. So when I learned about this deal, I tipped off the freighters running out of Twilzone Terminal on Mercury. I didn’t have to tell them to refuse your father’s ore-cargoes—they knew perfectly well that to accept them would be to sign the official death warrants!”


  She stretched herself before him, full lips pressed tightly in thinly veiled scorn. “You talk very convincingly, Mr. Dugal,” she commented, “for a liar! I’m rather disappointed in you. Frankly, I expected that the man who could order his ruffians to ignore the Bukharoff authority would prove more interesting. Instead, you bore me disgustingly.” She


  relaxed lazily back in the chair, lifted one leg and cocked it swinging over the chair arm. “Get me a cigarette,” she commanded.


  Dugal rose, still smiling. “We can hardly offer charity to a multi-billionaire’s daughter, Miss Bukharoff; you can purchase cigarettes at the newsstand in the concourse downstairs.”


  She grinned up at him delightedly. “That’s much, much better I Perhaps you’ll improve with time.” She straightened her legs out and held her slender arms up to him. “Up, Rover!”


  He grasped her wrists and pulled her gently to her feet. She slid her hands up his chest and smiled with her lips beckoningly close to his. “We’re having a garden-party at the beach house this weekend; come let me jump you through flaming hoops for the guests.”


  “Delighted,” he murmured softly.


  She wriggled up against him and clamped her moist lips on his. His arms slid around her, hands massaging her nude back. She pulled away, stepped back from him, breathing hard against the taut mould of her gown. “I’d love to get you on a moonlit beach,” she whispered huskily. “There’d be more of that, and—”


  “I’ll be there,” he said quietly.


  She gave him a breathless smile for that, then whirled and marched for the door, snatching her blue velveschone cloak from the chair and dragging it after her. She went out without stopping.


  “Come here,” Anita’s voice snapped sharply behind him.


  Dugal turned and walked over to her, grinning sourly. She clamped one hand firmly on the back of his neck and used the other to apply a tiny lace square vigorously to his mouth. Then she grinned up at him mischievously, pulled his head down, and kissed him lightly. “There!” she murmured. “If you’ve got to wear lipstick, wear mine!”


  A SOFT, LOW whistle echoed behind them.


  “I saw it all!” the tall, slender youth standing in the doorway to the inner office spoke in mild, accusing tones. “He’s selling us out to old man Bukharoff’s daughter, and carrying on intimate relations with his secretary! What a cad!”


  “A crack like that deserves a bust in the snoot!” Anita exclaimed, facing him. “It is merely my mother’s instinct showing when I come to the boss’s rescue, Mister ex-Captain Frobisher!”


  “Some got it,” Dugal mused happily; “some ain’t got it!”


  Anita raised an eyebrow at him. “Cool off, skipper. Petey’s been nice to me sometimes, too!”


  “Rats!” a hoarse roar exploded from the doorway. Tall, bearded and ugly, Jules Zaraski shoved the young spaceman out of the doorway and planted his own bulging massiveness therein. “Cut out this blasted prattle and get in here, huh? Let’s get down to bizness!”


  They retired in a group to the inner office, Frobisher and Zaraski sprawling themselves in lounge chairs on either side of the tense, lovely Miss Ho Yan Tung. Dugal slid in behind his desk, and Anita perched herself on the desktop, legs crossed, dictation notebook ready in her lap. The Inner Council of Oldtimers, Incorporated, was in session.


  Dugal related the preceding events of the morning, concluding: “We now have what would seem to be a remarkable series of coincidences, all happening at once. D’Karrugh shows up to report the five outlaw ships running slaves off Neptune; Miss Tung reports the disappearance of Mark Cregar, spatial engineer, who undoubtedly refitted those ships on Venus to accommodate the Nepterran slaves; finally, Bukharoff’s kid comes waltzing in here on an impulse of feminine plumbing. That’s the part I can’t fit in!”


  “How do you fit the others?” Zaraski growled inquiringly.


  “Miss Tung and D’Karrugh had reason to reach their conclusions at about the same time. When the outlaw’s made their slave-raid on Neptune, Cregar had been missing long enough for Ho Yan to become highly suspicious.” Dugal extracted a cigarette from the desk humidor, flicked its tip alight with his thumbnail, and inhaled the cool, biting violet smoke. “This Venusian Project Company that Cregar was supposed to be working for, undoubtedly served as a front. You don’t need to authorize a company contract to hang a sign on the door and use a fake title in radiograms. I suppose Cregar got wise to the deal and had to be killed when his job was finished.”


  Ho Yan Tung gave a stifled sob and buried her face in her hands. Anita slipped off the desk and went over to her, sitting on the arm of her chair and putting an arm around her comfortingly.


  “That about figures,” young Frobisher remarked mildly. “The question is, who’s behind that deal? It must’ve taken considerable graft to get five spaceships smuggled off the Council roster, even on Venus ! There’s a death penalty for anything like that.”


  DUGAL NODDED, frowning.


  That’s what made the whole situation seem preposterous! Ever since space-travel had begun, two hundred years ago, when the United States won an international charter in the UN to establish a rocketmissile base on the Moon, all spaceships had to be chartered by the United Nations Earth Council and manned solely by Space Officers trained in the UN Space Academy. In the early days, the threat of spacecraft as weapons of war between nations on Earth had seemed greater than the prospects of colonizing the other worlds. But those prospects were swiftly realized; the Earth Council had taken subsequent measures with laws forbidding any Corporation to embark upon any colonization from Earth, or begin any project on the other worlds, without the Council’s proper, official clearance.


  Gradually, however, two subsequent loopholes had developed in those measures. The first to become evident was that the other worlds were a long way from the authority of the Earth Council. Once there, many colonists were inclined to establish their own law, make their own decisions, and start their own projects, with no patience for any Earth Council decisions. Too often, their law was based upon the theory that might means right—and, learning this, many Corporation bosses in the colonies had introduced tough criminal elements to whip the colonists into line under Corporation rule.


  The second loophole became evident when the leading interplanetary Corporations attained their peak of financial power. Interplanetary commerce had become so profitable, that Earth’s economy eventually slid into a status quo, based entirely on the wealth and authority of the Corporations. With this financial power, the Corporations won the ability to rule governmental appointments, administration, and legislative action with an iron fist. The Earth Council was rapidly becoming the puppet government of the Corporation lobbyists. Requirements at the UN Space Academy were lowered, and Corporation hirelings began earning Space Certificates—sour-looking Space Officers placed in command of ships, which thereafter answered to the Corporations, not the Earth Council.


  The letter, fortunately, was a recent development. The majority of spacemen were still the valid, responsible oldtimers—which, when the Earth Council cut its appropriations for hospitalization, bonuses, and other benefits for Space Officers, was why Dougal had organized the Oldtimers as a private corporation—and Frobisher and Zaraski were two Officers discharged from their training instructors’ jobs at the Academy because they denounced the change. A number of prominent psychologists had been given worse treatment, being dishonorably discharged from the Academy and publicly denounced and smeared until their reputations were Worthless. The Corporations worked thoroughly.


  But it was still a capital offense, by law, for anyone to smuggle a spaceship off the Earth Council registration files. Private—or outlaw—ownership of spacecraft was strictly verboten!


  DUGAL CONCLUDED wryly. “This goes deeper than we think it does! Corporation rule hasn’t got such a grasp on the government that the colonial offices on Venus could be bribed to let a thing this big past! Something stinks—stinks to high heaven—and it seems to be there.”


  “Maybe we ought to run out to Venus,” Frobisher suggested. “Track down this fake Venusian Project Company, find and deal with Cregar’s killers, and dig up some evidence—even if it means digging up Cregar.”


  “That’s one angle we could try,” Dugal agreed, pensively, “but I’m not sure whether we’d find anything. As soon as we can find out who’s in command of Venus Security up at the UN Center, I’m going to ask him. D’Karrugh may be able to tell us something about finding Nepterran slaves on Venus, too—it’s a hell of a big planet!”


  He blew violet smoke through his nostrils and stared into space for a moment. “Meanwhile,” he added, finally, “there’s what Pete mentioned—”


  “To wit,” Pete Frobisher interjected, “who could be behind all this?”


  Jules Zaraski grunted thunderously. “There’s eight big Corporations at the top; any one of them would have the power to swing this deal somehow, so just take your pick.”


  Dugal frowned. “I still can’t understand that Bukharoff dame’s coming here—”


  “Maybe that was coincidence,” Frobisher retorted merrily. “What I mean, that was some coincidence!” He grinned maliciously at Dugal.


  Zaraski climbed heavily to his feet. “No use chasin’ bare hunches,” he philosophized. “Let’s work on what we got. C’mon, Pete; we may as well lift jets for Venus right now—Venusport space liner leaves at midnight!” He scowled down at Dugal, affectionately. “You hear anything from that Venus Security commander, you can beam us a radiogram. Check?”


  Dugal nodded, grinning. “Meanwhile, I can trot out to Princess Bukharoff’s garden party and look into that angle.”


  “Keep outta drafty dungeons,” the big spaceman growled, waddling toward the door. “Pete! Get a move on, ye young whelp! We gotta pack yet!”


  3


  DUGAL TOLD Anita, “Get clearance for Pete and Matt aboard the midnight Venusport liner. Then call the UN Center about that Venus Security commander again—you gotta keep after government agencies to get any action. I’ll be back by noon.”


  He escorted Ho Yan Tung out to the jetcopter strip. A Terminal attendant rolled out his teardrop—transparent little private ship, all plastiglass and pudgy tricycle-tires, hooded turbine, and rotars. He helped Miss Tung climb into the cozy, two-seat cockpit and crawled in himself, fastening the seat belt and sliding the panel closed. He eased back the control wheel and lifted the little ship skyward on thrumming rotars.


  “There’s a place called Old Mother Mackerel’s over in Rio,” he remarked aside to her, his gaze fastened on the flight instruments before him, his body alert to the feel of the controls. “I’ll take you there,” he added finally. “Mother Mackerel is a windblown old hellion who’s been the frontier wife of half-a-dozen spacemen at one time or another, as well as being a rather famous ecologist, until she lost an arm and was partially blinded. She’s one of the few survivors of the Nautilus incident—when the ship hit a meteor-swarm back in ’05, if you remember. She runs a clean place, strictly for Space Officers; men in one tower and gals in another. No fraternizing above the ground floor and no visitors, but they’re all a good bunch. The others go elsewhere—they can get a girl or a man for fifty credits here in Belemport.”


  She saw him grimace. “I’m glad you consider me Mother Mackerel’s type, Mr. Dugal,” she said gravely. “I know frontier custom isn’t considered very highly on civilized planets—especially Earth!”


  Dugal glanced at her with a wry grin. “Don’t let that fool you. Earth is wallowing in imperial wealth right now, and wealth can destroy people’s sense of values faster than anything. Some of our tall, glittering cities are nothing but cesspools—”


  “There wasn’t even a counselor on Titan!” she exclaimed, staring straight ahead. Dugal lapsed into silence, realizing she was wrapped up in her own thoughts and determined to talk. “Mother did well with me, Mr. Dugal,” she went on tonelesly. “After I was signed out from the Academy, I had a few unpleasant times aboard some of the ships I rode—especially with an old hardrock Captain on the Arcturus, freighting in to Titan. But Mark stood by me—that’s where I met him—and we both quit the freighter as soon as she dropped jets. Titanport’s a rough town, so Mark stayed with me. Finally, we wanted to be married—” Her small ivory features were twisted with painful memories. “Mark was—was a good man, Mr. Dugal! The best—”


  Dugal sighed wearily. “I know how it was. petal-blossom. I was sired by a hardrock prospector out of the Assistant Chief Astrogator on the Pluto run—born in space! I suppose you noticed my arms and legs, though. Ship’s Captain refused to perform marriage rites, so my father killed him as soon as they hit Pluto. That’s the way it is—”


  She smiled at him gratefully through tear-sparkling dark eyes.


  Old Mother Mackerel welcomed them with a whoop of joy and a bearlike, one-armed hug, signed Ho Yan Tung on the register and hustled her up to a well-furnished, immaculate little apartment. Then she dragged Dugal into her own sprawling suite of rooms and plied him with straight bourbon as they exchanged tall spacetales for old times’ sake, while Miss Tun g—‘the Mingy little flowervase!’—freshened up, ordered new clothes, and arranged for her luggage to be shipped in from Belemport Terminal. Then they returned to the jetcopter and whisked back toward Dugal’s office. There was still some business to attend to . . .


  HE CONTACTED the office by radiophone and had Anita meet them in the Solarium—the Terminal’s rooftop restaurant. Anita had their table in the usual corner when they arrived, Dugal following Ho Yan’s tiny clicking heels and wispy blowing short skirt through the chattering, thronged tables. A leather-faced spaceman hailed him from across the glass-roofed room, he hesitated and murmured to Ho Yan, then he turned aside as she continued on to their table.


  “Hi, Arno!” he greeted congenially, approaching the vociferous spaceman. Arno gave him a lopsided grin out of a habitual scowl.


  “Just wanted to check on my bank account, Ben,” he drawled casually. “I’m dropping my Certificate.”


  Dugal checked his memory and nodded. “A little over fifty thousand credits on your card, Arno. Come up to the office and we’ll sign it out, if you want. Quitting space?”


  Arno’s face relaxed in its scowl. “Temporary retirement, you might say,” he drawled. “Gettin’ to be too many lice on the freighters, y’understand.”


  “Two-legged lice,” Dugal said gently. “What color? Green?”


  “Fresh and green. Talk like them Academy ‘experts’ all the time.” Amo sneered in disgust. “All signin’ onto the freighters. Maybe none of ’em can qualify for the space liners.”


  “Maybe.” Dugal glanced around pensively, then leaned closer. “It’s getting hotter by the minute,” he said softly. “I’ll be in the Hardrock Dome tonight. About nine. ’Nita will straighten your account at the office.”


  “Wilco and out.” Arno bent over his meal.


  Dugal moved on toward their table, where Ho Yan and Anita waited expectantly. He slid into his chair, grinning. “Order my steak?”


  Anita bobbed her head affirmatively. “Miss Tung and I were just talking—she gave me the address Mark Cregar used in Venusport. I’ll tell Pete and Jules when they report in for briefing.”


  “I was coming to that.” Dugal studied Ho Yan thoughtfully. “Did he mention anything else besides that and chemical tanks in his letters? Any names?”


  She frowned. “No—nothing else. He wrote very little, in fact—just bare comments and—about us, and the future—” She looked up tensely. “I think they were censoring his letters, the way he wrote them. I mean, I suspected it even at first; but now I’m almost certain. If they were refitting outlaw ships, they’d take precautions.”


  “You heard all that, eh?” Dugal grinned at her. “I guess you can keep quiet and listen, after all!”


  Her dark eyes flashed anger, then she smiled. “You don’t miss anything. Perhaps you can tell me what it all means?”


  He diverted his gaze to Anita. “See that Miss Tung gets on our roster this afternoon,” he said mildly. “Maybe we can arrange a psycho test for her for space liner duty.”


  Anita took her cue, turning to Ho Yan. “Would you like to switch from freighters to liners?”


  Ho Yan glanced from Dugal to Anita, her face expressionless. “Of course. It would be better—if you can arrange it.”


  “Doc Peebles is the Terminal psycho chief,” Anita said confidently. “He’ll fix it for us.” She straightened up, smiling, as a waitress rolled up on a serving car.


  DUGAL SHOT his little jetcopter northward in the warm afternoon sky, reclining lazily in the silence of its pressure-sealed teardrop shell as the altimeter froze at forty thousand feet and the air-speed jiggled on the one-thousand mark. The blue autopilot light glowed faithfully at the top of the control bank, and he stared at it unseeingly and smoked cigarette after cigarette, letting his mind blank out save for broken segments of thought that kept filtering through.


  Five outlaw ships . . . Corporation hirelings working out on space-freighters . . . hardrock Oldtimers—Arno wasn’t the first—dropping their Certificates in disgust . . . illegal slave markets in Venus Bakhoora . . . fifteen thousand Nepterrans!


  Catherine McReed Bukharoff, daughter of the King of Mercury Mining! Where did that fit?


  Within three hours, he had cut jets and drifted gently down to the sprawling Dallas Air Terminal.


  He crawled into a cupshaped robo-taxi and let the plex dome clamp down over the seat, then typed out an address on the control keyboard. It appeared in glowing type on the panel slot: Benjamin Dugal to Doc Gregory Putsh, 416 Cimarron Lane, Tri-city 8B.


  The ’taxi slid out from its loading driveway, eased into the central lanes of the broad highway leading into the huge metropolis, and went whining along merrily on its three pudgy tires. It also flashed a high-frequency signal to the residence of Dr. Gregory Putsch, informing that worthy gentleman that he was about to have a visitor.


  Putsch was a squat, solid man about Dugal’s size, but there all similarity ended. Putsch was a hulking mountain of humanity, gnomesized, He had a narrow body, set solidly upon legs that bent habitually at the knees. His massive chest and shoulders topped this body to form an almost perfect T, with thick, solid arms dangling almost to his knees, and a beetlebrowed, neckless head resting in the center of his shoulders. Yet he wasn’t ugly or grotesque—not quite.


  He held his powerful body straight, Instead of having the ape-like stoop you would expect; and that body and its powerful arms had a subtle grace in their movement that was pantherlike, and almost beautiful—a smooth coordination that held you fascinated. His face, despite its, heavy brow and jutting jaw, had a solid ruggedness and unquenchable good humor stamped upon it. The eyes were blue-green with a sparkle of intense curiosity that made you want to tell your life history, certain that he would appreciate every word of it.


  He came out on the flagstone porch in a long, sweeping brown robe, like a medieval monk, and ran a thick hand through his silvery close-cropped hair as Dugal dismounted from his ’taxi. Dugal glanced over the sprawling hacienda before him, built low and solid as a Spanish fort—despite its wide picture-windows and terraced roofs—then advanced to meet his host.


  “Sorry to come up unexpectedly this way,” he greeted apologetically, extending his hand. “I need your counsel, Doc.”


  “I know-you do!” Putsch replied curtly, shaking hands. “Knew you were coming this morning, before you’d even decided to come!”


  Dugal’s eyebrows shot up incredulously, but he said nothing. He knew Putsch, one of Earth’s leading atomic scientists, had a peculiar variation in his character. That variation had led him to Putsch for advice many times in the past. The man’s insatiable curiosity went far beyond the physical sciences, and he had a fantastic ability for finding things out—so much so that he gave an impression of being psychic, among other things!


  “Let’s go in the study and talk!” Putsch proposed in his abrupt manner. Dugal nodded and followed him into the cool, wide rooms.


  PUTSCH LAY back in a lounge chair and waved him to another. “They tried to finish me before you could get here,” Putsch-remarked airily, fiddling with a dial-studded metal cabinet beside his chair. “Magnesium bomb was floated into the house through the water main! Oldest trick in the books!” He punched a button and the cabinet hummed faintly. It clicked twice and he opened a small compartment door, lifting out two tall, frosted drinks. “They’ll probably try again tonight—on me, that is. You, they’ll go after as soon as you leave here!”


  Dugal snapped out of his open-mouthed stare and leaned forward to accept the glass Putsch held out to him, grinning broadly. He settled back, sipped his refreshing drink, and glanced around the bock crammed walls to get his bearings. “Who,” he asked, finally, “are ‘they’ supposed to be?”


  “Eh?” Putsch frowned shrewdly. “So that’s what you came to ask me? All right—it’s the Venus Underground!”


  Dugal snapped alert. “You mean there’s revolution brewing on Venus?”


  “If there isn’t.” Putsch replied dourly, “Mercury Mining will start one of their own!” Tie stared at the low log-beamed ceiling. “Tell me what happened,” he added pensively.


  Briefly, Dugal related the events of that morning. “But I don’t see where Mercury Mining or Bukharoff’s daughter fits in,” he finished worriedly. “What’s their interest in a Venusian revolution?”


  Putsch set his empty glass aside and ejected a lighted cigar from a humidor at his elbow. “Old Scratch,” he observed, puffing, “is forever working up devious ways of mischief!” His remark and the squinting laughter in his eyes as he glanced up intensified the medieval monk impression. “What’s the leading Corporation on Venus?” he demanded tersely.


  Dugal frowned. “You mean Venus Plantations?”


  “Uh huh. Ship Venusian foodstuffs to all parts of the System, and provide forty percent of Earth’s daily ‘diet, don’t they?” The squinting laughter grew eye-bright. “Biggest colonial concern in the empire, their interplanetary commerce equalled only by the ore shipments of Mercury Mining! All right, now—who’s the biggest concern right here on Earth, with no colonial contracts whatsoever?”


  “Why—the atomic power companies—Nuclear Power!” Dugal answered, puzzled. “C’mon, Doc—what’re you leading up to?”


  “Well, consider it this way,” Putsch expounded. “Venusian Plantations practically own Venus lock, stock, and barrel. Their biggest dollar-for-dollar competitor in interplanetary trade is Mercury Mining. You get the implication? Foodstuffs don’t compete with metal ores directly, but on the colonial stock exchange these ingredients become credit values, in an intense and direct competition for wealth. Consider that Mercury Mining virtually owns Mercury, and Nuclear Power practically runs Earth! Now then,” he added meaningfully, “suppose Mercury Mining discovered rich atomic-ore veins on Venus? Suppose they were rich enough that whoever got ’em would have control of Nuclear Power by means of supply—and suppose Venus Plantations found out about it but didn’t know where the veins were?”


  DUGAL RUBBED his chin with the wet brim of his half-empty glass. “Well-l-l,” he mused speculatively, “if Mercury Mining could somehow wrest a claim over those atomic-ore veins, in spite of Venus Plantation’s control there, they could buy out a controlling interest in Nuclear Power and accumulate enough capital to shake loose V-P’s reign on Venus. Then, with Venus, Earth, and Mercury in their power, Mercury Mining could practically rule the System!”


  “Exactly,” Putsch agreed. “Now it should begin to clear up for you. Venus Plantation gets wind of the deal and sets out to stop Mercury Mining. The Venusian colonists, of course, are mere pawns in the scheme. They suddenly begin to disappear—V-P police-squads make small raids on outlying villages—and the plantations begin to use slavelabor and step up their production. Venus Plantation needs more power—monetary power—to stop Mercury Mining, because the only place she can be stopped is on the colonial stock exchange!


  “V-P tries to build up its own finances to undermine the Mercury Mining stock—and with slave-labor, and increased production, she begins to make headway. Mercury Mining starts running shady deals, as you already know, to boost her ore profits. She pulls strings to get hirelings graduated through the Space Academy to haul her illegal ore cargoes. V-P gets a few hirelings through who’ll run her slaves, but few men would take that risk. Besides, she gets plenty of slaves right on Venus. At first, that’s sufficient—”


  “But where does the revolution come in?” Dugal interrupted.


  “Coming to that,” Putsch snapped through a flurry of cigar smoke. “Mercury Mining sends spies into Venus to stir up the colonists. They organize the Venus Underground and smuggle in weapons. The colonists think they’re organizing to fight for their own freedom, but the outfit is owned body and soul by Mercury Mining. Once the revolution starts against Venus Plantation’s rule, Mercury Mining can get a franchise from the Earth Council to take over Venus, wresting its rule from V-P and the colonist rebels as well. Then the double-M will rule!


  “From what you tell me, V-P has used this Underground to achieve its own aims. Somehow, they convinced the Underground agents in the Venusport government offices that they were taking five spaceships to help in the revolution. Then they used the ships to filch more slave labor from the other planets. They’re still fighting to gain eminence over Mercury Mining on the stock exchange!”


  Putsch took the cigar from his mouth and stared at it. “But there’s just one obstacle in the way of both of them!” he added conclusively, and pointed a stubby finger at Dugal. “That’s you!”
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  HE SAT stiffly in his chair, staring at the man with a fixed, frozen smile as Putsch’s droning voice struck sledgehammer-blows i n Dugal’s mind. He felt a sickening swirl of frustration in his stomach—sensed a mental panic, as though old and extremely solid walls were crumbling down around him.


  He withdrew within himself, reflecting upon his eventful past and all the implications it held for him. There were twenty years on his Space Certificate, twenty years during which he had seen the outer worlds—the Saturn System, Neptune, Uranus, and Pluto—grow from rough colonies to thriving territorial settlements. He had walked the corridors of domed cities when a man had to be fast with a pistol, and have a friend or two along with him; rubbed shoulders with hardrock colonists, who lived by their cunning and agility in unexplored back regions. He had ridden command on spaceships when every ship was a freighter, and the sleek, luxury space liners were unheard-of—when the skipper used his own judgment on what cargo he would haul and what he refused; made his report as he saw fit upon returning to Earth and his headquarters, and when Space Officers thought of the welfare of the colonists first and profit second. But all that had changed.


  Now government offices on the other worlds decided what cargo a ship would carry; wealthy Corporations handled the welfare of the colonists, and profit ruled the System. Empire was established. Colonization was completed. It was time to exploit, to rule.


  The tall, dark-skinned Marterran girl he had married—that was over.


  The two children were shipped off to colonial military academies to graduate into the ranks of Corporation secret police. His wife had divorced him while he was in space, had moved into the glittering palace of a Corporation executive on Mars, and shared his wealth and social position with his three other wives. All very legal.


  And his space-career was over, too, Dugal reflected. Space fatigue was when the bitter, barren loneliness of long months in space—bitter and barren to a man with sour memories—affected your mind just enough to shake your judgment. You lost your Certificate, then—you couldn’t trust yourself, much less have others depend on you, when that loneliness dulled your mind. You came back to your home planet, and tried to lose yourself in the teeming millions of struggling, seething human ants.


  But now it crumbled. The whole pattern of civilization that had bred him, borne him to star-studded heights, then submerged him until he crawled out finally on his tiny island called Oldtimers, Inc.—all that tumbled about him in the shadows of that long, low-ceilinged study. The words of the squat, beetle-browed scientist before him echoed and reverberated within his mind until their final, conclusive meaning swirled up into an ominous, dark cloud . . .


  The empire was falling!


  Falling. Tumbling. Crashing down around him.


  And on him!


  PUTSCH murmured quietly. “Remember old Sykes McIntosh, geologist on the first Plutonian expedition? He discovered the atomic-ore veins on Venus. He got drunk in Venusport, talked too much. A double-M spy overheard him; he was killed that night.”


  “That how you knew about it?” Dugal asked softly.


  Putsch sighed regretfully, nodding. “They didn’t know it, but the first thing old Sykes did was contact me. I got there too late—” He peered narrowly at Dugal. “You know they’re going to try to kill you when you leave here, don’t you?”


  Dugal stared at his empty glass. “Why? Why should they worry about me?”


  “Because you’ve established an influence over the one bottleneck in their scheme,” Putsch asserted dryly. “Don’t you see that? You look out for the welfare of spacemen—and the only link with the other worlds—the only possible way to launch a task force against Venus—is through spacemen and their ships!”


  Dugal began to understand, then. “Spacemen would make poor conquistador es!” he observed thoughtfully. “They’re a breed unto themselves, intelligent and sensible people with strong responsibilities—”


  “Not the type who would sanction such bloodshed for questionable interests,” Putsch agreed; “in other words, not the type to be bought. That’s it exactly. And what’s to keep the spacemen from being fooled? That, Dugal, is precisely where you would come in—where you have come in, for that matter! You, and more indirectly, myself—I, as a leading specialist in space-travel—who sympathize with spacemen, and have a particular interest in this situation. Oh, the Corporations have their hirelings in space, but they are few and without experience. It’ll take oldtime spacemen to jockey a whole fleet across space to Venus!”


  Dugal set his glass down and rose abruptly. “How do I get out of here?”


  “In one piece?” Putsch rose, chuckling. “Fight your way out. Here—” He strode over to a wall cabinet, opened a small compartment, and lifted out a wickedly gleaming weapon. “Something new I’ve been working on,” he explained, holding it out to Dugal.


  Dugal took it and turned it over in his hands. It wasn’t one of the cumbersome rocket-projectile automatics now in use, but in design it was similar. A curved drum fastened over the handle-grip, with a power-unit on the left of the trigger, and a slender launching-tube on the right. Fixed sights were set in the top of the drum, directly above handle and trigger assembly. The standard models were heavy, firing ten 12mm projectiles with a six-foot backlash from the tube back past your arm and shoulder. This gun was small and compact, its tube hardly 6mm in diameter—and, judging from that, its squat curved drum holding some two hundred tiny projectiles.


  “They’re mildly explosive,” Putsch announced, sensing Dugal’s unspoken query. “Range is good for three hundred yards, but no more. And it fires a steady, machine-gun stream at a rate of forty-a-minute.” He held out a square, innocent-looking case with shoulder-strap for the gun. Dugal slipped it on and poked the gun into it, fastening the flap down.


  TWENTY minutes later, the gun hissed stutteringly in his fist.


  He had called a robotaxi, bid Putsch farewell, and returned to the Air Terminal. He found them waiting in a five-passenger copter at two thousand feet, as his own little copter went thrumming skyward. He snapped on the jet and went into a screaming turn as their projectiles, tipped with proximity fuses, exploded around the teardrop hull. Then he slid the side panel open a crack, poked the gun through, and raked their craft as he came whistling back around on their tail.


  His burst of explosive projectiles blew the rotar-shaft from their copter, and it plunged earthward.


  Score one for Dugal, he thought grimly.


  It was after nightfall when he set the little jetcopter back down at the Belemport Terminal. The attendant eyed the schrapnel holes in the hull inquisitively. “Run into some hail?” he asked.


  “No,” Dugal answered truthfully, and walked away.


  “Hullo, my future corpse!” Anita greeted him.


  Dugal stopped so quickly the sliding portal caught his shoulder, knocking him into the room. “How’d you know about that?” he exclaimed.


  “You mean you’ve found it?” She eyed him appreciatively.


  “Found what?”


  She rose and came toward him, arms extended. “Come to sugar,” she said.


  Dugal walked to meet her, frowning perplexedly, and she ran her hands caressingly up the front of his coverall. “Uh huh!” she said. She fumbled with something under his collar lapel, jerked it loose, and held it up in the palm of her hand. “The receiver!” she said.


  He stared down at it. The object was, sure enough, a tiny radio signalreceiver tube.


  “Now look at this!” Anita turned and clicked her heels back toward her desk. He followed her into the bullpen and watched as she pulled open a drawer and laid out a small, flat rectangular glass plate. He stared at it with dawning realization. Its surface was scrawled with tiny silver lines. Within the glass, tiny transistors and grids were visible—and something else. A small, square container of gray metal to which the silvery spider-web lines were connected. It was an extremely compact radio-bomb!


  “I found it under the cushions, there,” Antia explained, pointing. “In the lounge chair where she sat waiting to see you!”


  Dugal felt his collar lapel. “Bukharoff’s daughter, huh?”


  “Uh huh. The blonde assassin!” Anita wrinkled her nose. “Don’t look so pale and frightened, boss darling! I smashed the condensor coils—here!” She turned the plate over so he could see the broken hole where the silver lines converged in a twisted maze-twisted now to a meaningless mesh. “Looks like you got her sore about something! Gonna blow us all up when you came back in here!”


  He nodded. “Either before or after I had seen Putsch; that explains her little visit. Toss it back in your drawer and let’s go eat!”


  “Soon as I get my cape. It rained all this afternoon!” Anita crossed over to the small cloakroom, pulled out a small cape, and swirled it about her shoulders.


  “Rainy season’s here,” he remarked absent-mindedly, smiling as she tripped daintily toward him. “Hail.”


  “Hail?” She preceded him through the doorway.


  Dugal explained the afternoon’s weather report on the way up to the Solarium. It was likely to be an exceptionally stormy season . . .


  THEY WERE having after-dinner cocktails when the gang arrived. The gang, in this case, consisted of one young aristocrat, male, wearing rich green velveschone tights and purple cloak, and five burly characters in uniform black and gold, with machinepistols holstered beneath their armpits. The young aristocrat—a muscular and well-fed figure in his early twenties—had rust-brown hair and smoldering calf-brown eyes set deeply in a solid-boned, not-so-handsome face. He led the gang straight to the corner table and stared haughtily down at Dugal.


  “Recognize me?” the young man snapped.


  Dugal did. The young aristocrat had been smiling from the world’s television screens just a few months before, acknowledging an announcement that old Gaines Vadner-Massen was welcoming his only son, Bruce William Vadner-Massen, into the exalted executive chambers of Venus Plantation. “Hello, Bruce,” Dugal greeted him.


  “Stand up when you address me!” Bruce William snapped.


  Dugal smiled up at him as the five tough bodyguards moved in closer. “Careful, Bruce,” he said gently. “You aren’t living in the bedchambers of your father’s wives’ Mediterranean chateau, now!”


  Bruce stared at him wide-eyed. “The devil take such impertinence!” he gasped. “Rako, smash this scum across the teeth until he behaves!”


  “Not here, sir!” the swarthy thug called Rako warned.


  Bruce glanced about him with a faint sneer. “No,” he conceded begrudgingly, “I suppose not. Fetch me a chair, anyway; I’ve got to speak to this fool!”


  One of the bodyguards hastily snatched a chair from a nearby table and slid it under Bruce. The young aristocrat sprawled insolently into it and fixed Dugal with a sneering glare. “Now then, Dugal,” he announced coldly, “my father has sent me here to reach an understanding with you. Venus Plantation will condone no revolt from the Venuterran scum, Dugal, nor will they stand by while you dirty the gutters of Earth with spies of the Venus Underground!”


  “Do you think I’m bringing in the Underground spies?” Dugal inquired with quickening interest.


  Bruce leaned forward and slammed his fist on the table. “Don’t lie to me!” he shouted. “D’you think we’re blind? I suppose that illegitimate female, Catherine McReed Bukharoff, was paying a mere social call to your offices today—she who’s as deep in the Underground as her worthless father? Eh? And you deny you’re their Earth liaison? You filthy Underground spy!”


  Dugal fingered his cocktail glass, smiling congenially. As congenial!”, he said: “Perhaps there would be no revolt if V-P had not begun using slavelabor. That’s illegal, Bruce.”


  “Illegal, is it?” Bruce fell back with a hollow laugh. “And just try to prove that we’re using slaves, you cheap spy I Try to get into our plantations to see them!”


  “Stop clowning, Bruce,” Dugal said softly. “You know you’re afraid of your own shadow, simply because your thick-headed father kept you locked up in his chateau, playing nursemaid to the young women he bought for his wives. You’re out in the world now, and you’re scared out of your wits—you can thank your father for that!”


  BRUCE CRINGED back in his chair, his features pallid, his breath coming in shallow gasps. Dugal leaned forward, pressing his advantage. “Tell your father to come himself, next time, if he wants to deal with me—not to send his snivelling pup! Tell him the Bukharoff girl’s visit was a ruse, a trick to sneak a radio-bomb into my office and to arouse your suspicions that I was their Underground liaison.”


  “I’ll kill you!” Bruce hissed through clenched teeth. “I’ll see you—” He broke off as a white-hot light burst from the tiny case fastened with jeweled bands to his wrist. He stooped hurriedly, pressing a stud on the case, whispering: “Yes, father?”


  Old Gaines Vadner-Massen’s gravelly voice roared from the tiny radio with the fury of an erupting volcano. His words during the first few minutes were directed specifically to his son, and they weren’t fit for public hearing. Bruce cringed farther into his chair, his weak chin quivering in terror of that voice. “Yes, father!” he whispered.


  “Place your wrist on the table!” Gaines roared.


  Shivering, Bruce stretched his arm out on the table before him, staring at the wrist transceiver as if it were a snake.


  “Dugal!” Gaines thundered.


  “Here,” Dugal replied. “You’re on the wrong track, Gaines; I’m no Underground liaison, so there’s no use in trying to buy me. off.”


  “Just where do you fit, then?” Gaines demanded brusquely.


  “I fit with the spacemen,” Dugal answered.


  Gaines swore vehemently. “First you’re not Underground, then you are—”


  “I know what you mean,” Dugal said, “but listen to me! As long as you’re using slave-labor, and the Venus Underground isn’t known to be a tool of Mercury Mining, they’ll get sympathizers to help them against you! A few spacemen have fallen for that, smuggling supplies and weapons in to the Underground. As long as you’re painted the villain, Gaines, you can expect that.”


  “Keep talking!” Gaines prompted.


  “Mercury Mining wants this revolution so they can challenge your franchise on Venus,” Dugal pointed out. “Their Underground spies will collect, or fake, evidence of your use of slaves, the five outlaw ships you’re operating, and the fact that you’re covering up the existance of rich atomic ore veins. When the Earth Council gets that, they’ll award Mercury Mining a franchise on Venus’ ore-deposits over your territorial claims, and permit them to invade Venus with a task force to put down the revolt. The Earth Council will think Mercury Mining is merely offering to replace V-P as a more competent ruling Corporation on Venus. You’ll get the blame for all the unrest and revolt.”


  “But that’s foolish!” Gaines retorted sarcastically. “We’d never have used slave-labor if Mercury Mining hadn’t forced us into a fight!”


  “Try to tell the Venuterrans that.” Dugal growled. “Or the spacement either, if Mercury Mining goes through with their plan. They’ll have a volunteer task-force, and a fleet of spaceships that’ll rip your holdings out of Venus by the roots! The only thing bothering them right now is me. I’ve known too much and made it my business to find out more. I’ll tip off the spacemen—if I live long enough—so Mercury Mining will have a tough time getting a space fleet. But that means you’ll have to sit tight and trust me.”


  “Why?” Gaines thundered suspiciously.


  DUGAL TOLD him. “I know what you’re planning.” Told the wrist-transceiver, that is, without paying attention to the quaking figure who wore it. “You intend to get a full complement of slave-labor, then double-cross your outlaw spacemen and expose them as members of the Underground. You can claim that they’re a space fleet preparing to support the revolt on Venus; plant fake evidence that Mercury Mining has been trying to undermine your stock; and blame them for fomenting the revolt. Then, if they say anything about the atomic-ore veins, they’ll be cutting their own throats—and if they denounce you for using slave-labor, a competent battery of lawyers can make it sound like the wild charges of a whipped-dog outfit, and the Earth Council will throw it out of court.”


  “That’s exactly what I intend to do!” Gaines thundered grimly.


  “If you do,” Dugal retorted, “I’ll see that you never get enough supplies or weapons to Venus to stop the revolt! I’m telling you to let me handle this, Gaines, or you’ll find me standing between you and Venus.”


  With that, his hand shot out and pressed the stud on the wrist transceiver. He turned and smiled to young Bruce William Vadner-Massen. “Get out.” he said softly.


  Bruce cringed to his feet, dark eyes blazing with hatred. His weak mouth worked loosely, forming unspoken words. Then he whirled stiffly and walked away, his scowling guards following.


  Dugal glanced carefully about the vast dining room. People at the surrounding tables were watching, and pretending not to watch. He had spoken low enough to not have been heard, but there was still the possibility of lip-reading. He shrugged resignedly.


  “Fascinating!” Anita exclaimed, grinning at him from across the table. She patted his hand affectionately. “Muy bueno!”


  5


  ROBOTAXI took Dugal to his small apartment in a towering glass-and-steel downtown building; changed into a dark blue, tight-fitting coverall after a shower; and took of once more for the dimly lit sidestreets and alleyways of Belemport’s notorious skid row section. He wasn’t molested, though he felt positive that his every move was watched. He assumed, with reasonable certainty, that he was safe from attack for the moment. Both Venus Plantation and Mercury Mining’s Underground had approached him and challenged him, without making any appreciable dent. They’d be wondering now, and watching—to see just what he intended to do about it.


  The Hardrock Dome was a low dive, reserved especially for spacemen. It was his next destination, the place where he was to meet Arno, and the others Arno would assuredly bring with him. Meanwhile, through the lukewarm spray of the shower, the cool rooms of his apartment, and the feel of crisp, fresh clothing on his body, he seemed to move in a physical trance while his mind thought furiously. The trance persisted as he settled back in a robotaxi and the brilliant lights of the streets flashed past. He had a subconscious realization that all the subsequent events had brought an intense focus upon himself, that in the brief span of these immediate minutes a whole civilization hung in the balance, waiting for his decision. And he would have to make that decision before many of these precious minutes had passed.


  There was, first of all, Arno and the other spacemen who would be waiting at the Hardrock Dome. This group of spacemen had long records filed at his office as senior members of Oldtimers, Inc.—they were the first ones he had contacted in beginning the spacemen’s welfare organization. They were men—and women—whose reputations he had known and trusted.


  They weren’t going to like what he had to tell them—that in supporting the Venus Underground, they had been serving as unwitting dupes of Corporation rivalry. But that was what they were doing—secretly, since it was against Space Regulations to support mutinous factions of colonial revolutions. Those Space Regulations had formed the backbone of interplanetary travel for two centuries; they were broken, now, only because they were no longer serving their purpose.


  With the beginning of space-travel, not only the ships but the crews were under the solid jurisdiction of the UN Earth Council. No one ever graduated from the Space Academy in those days without passing strict psycho tests, which proved them worthy of the responsibilities inherent in space travel. They had to be men who would hold the lives of scattered colonists, who depended upon them for supplies, far above their own lives. They had to be men who would readily die that other men might live, whatever the circumstances. No ambitious conquerer seeking quick millions, or a ruthless mercenary ever graduated to become a Space Officer.


  These were the spacemen who waited with Arno. They were hardy members of an unsung legion who had made interplanetary exploration and colonization possible. And, inadvertently, Dugal felt that he had now become their leader.


  SECOND, there were the Corporations—Venus Plantation, Mercury Mining, and the others which thus far were not involved in this struggle. They had begun as large national corporations, which had won charters from the Earth Council to establish the colonies on the other worlds. But two centuries bad expanded their scope and power tremendously. Their accumulated wealth now formed the greater part of Earth’s economy; their increasing exploitation of the colonies had brought an era of luxurious renaissance to Earth’s teeming billions. But, with their accomplishments, they had also acquired dictatorial power—so far-reaching that laws could either be changed or bypassed. The aristocracy of the Corporations became the ruling class of Earth, and the absolute monarchs of her colonies. Custom, belief, and social values were moulded to their whim.


  But the aspect which interested Dugal most was that requirements at the Space Academy had been changed. New graduates were being turned out, now, deeply ingrained with a militant sense of loyalty to the Corporation empire. Empire above all! Puppet statesmen, whose positions on the Earth Council had been bought and paid for with Corporation wraith, had made that possible.


  So the interplanetary empire had, after all, gone the way of all empires. Now the sparks of revolution were beginning to blaze higher—and from here on, history would be different! Twenty-second Century science would devise weapons of such destructive power that all civilization could be blasted to radioactive dust throughout the Solar System in a few years. The flames of revolution would spread, once they started—and there would remain no semblance of lost glory to remind the survivors, to tempt them back up the same path to a second empire. Only ruins would be left, and half-savage descendants of the few straggling survivors on each planet. They would have to climb back through thousands of years of social evolution to reach out to the stars again. But power-lusting Corporations had no thought for that!


  Unless—unless—


  HE WAS suddenly aware of garish light and sound. Almost instinctively, he had found his way into the smoke-filled den of the Hardrock Dome.


  He stood frozen in the wide entranceway, and stared about him in a bemused daze. Harsh cries and rancorous laughter greeted him, mingled with shrill feminine screams of bawdy delight. A brassy orchestra blared from somewhere behind the dense smoke-haze at the far end of the long, high-ceilinged room. Figures whirled and pranced like dim pink shadows on a narrow dancefloor, their grinning female faces and nude flesh vague and tempting in the haze. Tables jammed the floor back to the steps leading up to the entranceway, and blue-clad spacemen and women shouted lustily, waving large mugs of alconectine, or sprawled in drunken embrace, pawing each other and laughing.


  Here were pioneers of space, back from long months in the vast darkness, relieved momentarily of their intense responsibility and strain. This was what happened to you when you got back among the human herd—your animal reactions took over until the physical exhiliration wore off. Better to release it than keep it bottled up inside you. Man and woman, they wallowed in sensual ecstasy, compensating for long months of strain, so that it might not drive them mad when they returned. A hangover was better than dying alone and insane in deep space. The psychologists, in fact, demanded the hangover.


  Dugal pushed his way down the steps and through the tables toward a side door. Gannett, bald proprietor of the Hardrock Dome, stood leaning against the wall and nodded greeting. Dugal slipped through the door into a dark passage and felt along it carefully. His fingers touched warm skin, and a girlish giggle came from the darkness. He switched to the opposite wall and continued onward. Suddenly, a tiny blue light winked at him.


  He stopped before the section of wall where the light had appeared. A fleeting second passed, then a hidden panel slid aside revealing a deeper blackness beyond. He stepped in and felt the wind of the panel sliding silently closed behind him. Then the lights came on.


  His swift glance took in the group seated around the long table and he relaxed, smiling. His hand dropped from the small case hanging by its shoulder-strap at his side. Mentally, he checked their faces: the fifteen present were but a third of the Council of the Oldtimers—the rest were elsewhere in the System—and nine of these members had dropped their Certificates, including Arno, for various reasons. There were six girls and nine men, most of them of Earth; two Marterrans were there, natural pink skin with a bluish tinge from Mars’ rarified atmosphere; three Venuterrans with skin as white as marble; and one dwarfish Callistoterran girl, her fragile figure reclining on plump air-cushions above the table level.


  “They’re all here, Dugal,” Arno announced with his habitual scowl.


  Dugal nodded, pacing to the end of the long table. “Fine. What I have to tell you, I’m sorry to say, isn’t going to be pleasant.”


  “What’s the source?” Arno asked cryptically, as Dugal eased himself into his chair.


  “Doc Putsch,” he answered significantly.


  They tensed expectantly, then. Putsch had a reputation that was known to the ends of the System—partly because the beetle-browed scientist had been almost to every end of the System, and sometimes had been the first one there. Even though he wasn’t among them, mention of his name made them feel his presence. Among other things,” Putsch had developed and designed most of the innovations in modern spacecraft—he was a weighty figure in any spaceman’s mind!


  Dugal let the moment of silence pass, then began talking. He started from the very beginning and related all the events of the situation before them. When he finished, he leaned back wearily and studied their faces.


  THEY WERE far from pleased, and they weren’t outspoken. Their stoic silence was as ominous as the center of a hurricane.


  It was Arno, finally, who broke the silence. “What measures can we take?”


  Dugal spread his hands before him. “First, and most important, every spaceman must learn the true nature of the situation,” he said. “They’ve been fooling us with false pretenses long enough. Of course, they’d never allow the truth to be broadcast—either to the people, or by Systemic Communications to any other planet. We’ll have to contact our own people personally, and we’ll have to do it cautiously. Earth, Venus, and Mercury are undoubtedly alive with Corporation and Underground spies who’d like to kill every one of us!”


  “But that will take months!” the Callistoterran girl piped in shrill protest.


  “Can’t be helped,” he retorted. “Meanwhile, I’ll try to build a sound legal case against the Corporations. I’ve already taken the liberty to go ahead on the disappearance of Mark Cregar. Pete Frobisher and Jules Zaraski are due to leave for Venus tonight, to track down evidence on Cregar’s murder and uncover as much as they can about the rest of the situation. If we can ever get a solid bulk of evidence, we’ll be able to come into the open and challenge the Corporations before the Earth Council!”


  They were stirring, now, muttering agreement. A wrinkled, white-haired old spaceman rose hesitantly to his feet, facing Dugal, and cleared his throat. “I’d like to make a motion,” he announced slowly, “that we extend our complete faith to Mr. Dugal and allow him full leadership in this crisis, and vow to abide by his decisions!”


  He grinned sheepishly as the group’s voices raised to a shout, seconding the motion unanimously. It all happened before Dugal could even open his mouth to accept or decline. He turned his hands over and looked at their palms, chuckling happily. But his inner thoughts were far from happy. Could he come through for them?


  ANITA YAWNED a sleepy welcome as he came into the office. “Where’ve you been?” she demanded shortly. “I’ve been worried sick!”


  “Having a few drinks with some old friends,” he replied evasively. “Pete and Jules back yet?”


  She waved toward the inner office, then checked his abrupt motion with a gesture. “Wait a sec! I contacted Venus Security for you. His name is Maldon Strang—Commander Maldon Strang. He isn’t at the UN Center at present, but at his palace in Morrocco. He seems to be on his vacation and refuses to see anyone—but I got the address of his palace!”


  “Skip it,” Dugal said. “We’ll try again when he’s back at the Center.”


  Pete and Jules swung around to greet him as he entered the inner office. “ ‘Nita says you’ve been havin’ a busy day!” Jules rumbled querilously.


  “Saw Doc Putsch, and just got back from a Council meeting,” he told them, rounding his desk and tumbling into his chair. “Sit down and give an ear.”


  Briefly, he repeated all that had happened. “That leads up to you two,” he added, finally. “Get out to Venus and vanish into the swamplands. Then sneak back in Venuterran disguise and go to work. Find out about that so-called Venusian Project Company and pin down Mark Cregar’s assassin, if you can. Don’t start anything—just keep your ears down and pick up all the information you can. And be careful!”


  “That we will,” Jules agreed, rising. “About time to get out to the Venus space liner, now; she’s already loading.”


  They went downstairs, and rode a moving walkway across the vast spaceport to the Pit—where the tall, sleek space liner towered waiting. A colorful crowd was gathered around her long gangway. They stepped aside at the edge of the crowd for their final talk.


  “—Can’t tell what that bogus Venusian Project Company may lead to,” Pete remarked casually. “Might take us right to the evidence we’d need to put Venus Plantation out of business!”


  “We’ll want evidence against Mercury Mining, too, if we can get it,” Dugal reminded him. “If the Underground approaches you, play along with them.”


  They shook hands all around as the loudspeaker blared from the space liner. Then Jules and Pete followed the other late passengers up the gangway and Dugal followed the crowd of spectators toward the nearest concrete bunker. He descended the steps into the earth and waited until the shivering quake announced the takeoff of the space liner; then he climbed out and stepped aboard a walkway back to the Terminal Building.


  ANITA WAS awaiting him at the entrance to the concourse. Her face was flushed with excitement. “Boss, hurry up!” she called; “come see the latest news telecast!”


  Frowning, he followed her into the central concourse and paused to stare up at the giant screen on the wall.


  The squat, beetlebrowed form of Dr. Gregory Putsch was shown entering a tall, gray building between two blue-clad armed police. A news commentator was stating: “—Arrested this afternoon by a squad of United Nations Security Police! The Security office said tonight that Dr. Putsch is being held on charges of conducting illegal research for treasonable purposes. While the exact nature of this research was not divulged, it is rumored that Dr. Putsch has recently shown interest in various theories relating to gravitic Influences found in nucleonic functions of the atom. Some theorists have considered these gravitic influences the first step toward developing some type of paragravity device. However, Dr. Putsch could not be reached for comment—”


  Dugal stared up at the screen, at the reserved and dignified features of the commentator, and felt a cold chill up his spine. He was remembering what Putsch had said that morning in his shadowy living room—his words which had given Dugal an uneasy feeling even then—


  ‘I, as a leading specialist in space travel, who sympathize with spacemen and have a particular interest in this situation.’


  Could this be the personal reason for his intense interest in the revolution brewing on Venus, in its cause and perpetrators? Could it be because he saw the interplanetary chaos that was sure to follow—and saw something he had just developed in his laboratories as the final weapon that would destroy civilization?


  Had Putsch developed paragravity?


  Dugal grasped Anita’s arm roughly. “Get back up to the office,” he snapped, “and bring down the address of that palace! We’ve got to see Commander Maldon Strang at once!”


  IT TOOK the Earth Council six months to reach a decision.


  The evidence, however, was indisputable. Venus Security had been aware of the unrest on the planet, but the Corporation rivalry behind it had not been suspected. Venus Security had known nothing of the atomic ore on Venus.


  But the Earth Council knew it now. Dugal had teamed up with Doc Putsch and submitted the entire matter.


  Both Venus Plantation and Mercury Mining made strong countercharges, demanding proof of their criminal activities. The proof wasn’t there, but the damage was done; the whole scheme blew up in the wild publicity it received throughout the System.


  The spacemen heard it, studied it in the light of their own shrewd judgment, and came forward to back the Oldtimers, Incorporated, to the limit. That was what Dugal counted on. With it, he appeared before the Earth Council and testified that a spacemen would condone any military action by Earth against the other planets. The spacemen would not transport unwitting troops to Venus, or anywhere else, merely to bolster the Corporation empire with armed force. They would, in fact, go on strike against the Corporations and cease ail interplanetary commerce!


  “Either straighten this situation out,” Dugal told the Earth Council, flatly, “or there won’t be a ship moving anywhere in the System!”


  Straightening the situation out was no easy matter. For one thing, the Corporations were demanding an all-out military space-fleet—organized and heavily-armed—to whip the traitorous spacemen in line, and enforce the Corporation rule over the other planets. For another thing, the heretofore ignorant people of Earth—the little fellows—were stirring up a movement against the exposed Corporation tyranny and in favor of the spacemen. Then Systemic Communications, sensing an unprecedented boom in its business, ignored Corporation threats and dropped the censorship barriers which cut off the other world colonies from Earth. The stories that poured back from the Marterrans, the Venuterrans, and the other colonists regarding Corporation terrorism ripped the whole empire wide open! D’Karrugh, the Nepterran, was a telecast sensation, lecturing on interplanetary history.


  Finally, the Venusian revolution actually happened. Only Dugal, who maintained secret communications with Pete Frobisher and Jules Zaraski, knew that they were its new leaders. Venus Plantation toppled into ruin almost overnight. This so alarmed the other Corporations, that they ceased ordering the Earth Council to do their bidding and began demanding some action that would save them. The Earth Council, however, was more concerned about its own political future. Here was unmistakable evidence that it had ignored its Constitutional duties, and the people of Earth weren’t too happy about it.


  It was then that Dugal and Doc Putsch proposed their own solution.


  THE OLD Lunarport base had been used exclusively as an emergency spaceport in interplanetary commerce. Lunarport, itself, was a teeming metropolis beneath its gigantic titanium dome, headquarters for the extensive mining companies and industrial factories which dotted the barren satellite as well as research laboratories and the huge Lunar Observatory. But the spaceport had been used for emergency crashlandings and repairs of spaceships which had suffered damage enroute to Earth, as well as a quarantine base for ships which arrived from the other worlds with their crews dying of some alien plague.


  Now, the old spaceport seethed with the activity of new construction.


  Dugal stood gazing out the thick, pressurized wall of his office in the new Lunarport Terminal Tower with a deep, satisfied pride. Huge hangers and machine shops were going up on the broad, gray field outside, and he was the man who had put them there. His stocky figure was dressed in a neat, comfortable black uniform with a row of silver stars on its lapel. Beneath his feet—deep under the Terminal Tower itself—strange, new mechanisms flickered their lethal glow, and his weight upon the floor was exactly what it had been on Earth. Then he frowned, worriedly.


  He turned and strode firmly back to his huge, black desk.


  Arno uncrossed his legs and studied his fingernails, then glanced up as Space Commander Dugal seated himself behind the desk. “I couldn’t help it, Ben,” he protested tensely. “They fired those space torpedoes at us and—well, I couldn’t endanger the whole squadron!”


  Dugal nodded wearily. He studied Arno’s lean, black-clad figure silently, noting the silver eagles on the spaceman’s lapel. “It had to be done, I suppose. Your orders were to destroy all outlaw ships, and if you hadn’t sent young Jacobs in with his cruiser they’d have gotten away. Damned sorry we lost Jacobs, though.”


  “Well, we got them,” Arno snapped bitterly. “There’s only two outlaw ships left in the System, now; and we’ll get them as well before the end of the year.”


  Dugal peered at him sharply. “Don’t give them the chance to throw any torpedoes at you, next time. We’ve too few cruisers in the Patrol to waste one on every skirmish.”


  Arno bit his lips and rose, stiffly. “Will that be all, sir?”


  Dugal sighed, and nodded. “No hard feelings, Arno?”


  Arno started to speak, hesitated, then blurted it out anyway. “I didn’t want Jacobs to die, either!”


  With that, he whirled and marched swiftly to the door.


  Dugal stared after him for a moment, then turned and flicked on his audiovisor. “Miss Bawolla?”


  A dark-skinned Morrocan girl flashed a brilliant smile from the screen. “Captain Arno certainly stormed out of here in a huff!” she exclaimed.


  “His last mission was rather disappointing,” Dugal explained vaguely. “He’ll be all right after a few days’ leave. Are there any more visitors?”


  “Three.” Her coal-black features were aglow with joy. “Two’s a couple I think you’ll want to see right away, sir!”


  “All right, send ’em in!”


  THE DOOR burst open and Anita came bouncing in, laughing. Her slender figure was garbed tastefully in a bright green, snugfitting coverall. Behind her came Pete Frobisher, also in green.


  “Hi, boss!” Anita greeted brightly.


  “Meet Mrs. Frobisher!” Pete announced.


  Dugal went forward and shook hands, grinning. Anita grabbed his neck and kissed him, hard. “We’re going to live on Venus!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “Pete and Jules have the shipping contracts with Venus Mining all sewed up. Our own business, space freighters and everything!”


  “We’re following the migration!”


  Pete added happily. “Everybody’s buying a paragrav space cruiser and going out to the planets nowadays!”


  “The System is booming!” Anita chimed in. “Opportunities for everybody. That’s the way it ought to be, too!”


  “You’re looking at the guy that did it!” Pete exclaimed.


  “Well—heh—now, see here—”


  Dugal stammered.


  “Look!” Anita spoke crisply. “We don’t want to disrupt the work of the Commander of the Space Patrol! Besides, you’ve got another visitor waiting outside and I wouldn’t want you to miss that for anything, boss darling! So suppose you meet us in Lunarport for dinner? Know where the Satellite Garden Is?”


  “—Er—yes!” Dugal, replied hesitantly. “But I’ve made a previous dinner engagement—wait! Why don’t we make it a foursome?”


  “Great!” Pete yelled. “Satellite Garden it is, then! Eighteen hundred hours okay?”


  Dugal nodded. “I’ll meet you, then. And congratulations. Congratulations again!”


  Anita repeated her kiss. “You’re a peach, boss! ’Bye, now!”


  Dugal stood there, somewhat dazed, as they went storming back out the door. Then he walked back to his desk with a faint smile.


  “Next—uh—patient!” he told Miss Bawolla.


  THE GIRL who walked in was tall, blonde, and lovely in her glove-fitting black uniform. Dugal noted the Captain’s eagles as he returned her salute, but he didn’t recognize her until that soft, throaty voice spoke to him.


  “Captain Bukharoff, commanding Patrol Squadron Three, reporting from Earth for active duty, sir!”


  He remembered, then, with painful abruptness. Her father had committed suicide; Mercury Mining had crumbled.


  “At ease, Captain,” he said huskily. “Sit down.”


  Two hours later, a tunnel-car whisked them through the subterranean catacombs connecting the Patrol Spaceport with Lunarport. It slid up onto the broad, swirling runways that spread among the huge towers within the vast dome of the city. Dugal turned from the controls.


  “Where shall I drop off?”


  “The Patrol Tower.” Captain Bukharoff smiled. “I may as well meet Captain Arno, sir, now that you’ve told me so much about him. Personally, I think I might like him!”


  Dugal nodded, turned to his other passenger.


  “Just drop me off anywhere, boss!” Miss Bawolla grinned goodnaturedly, “I know everybody in here already!”


  He disposed of his passengers, then swung the little car about and headed for the tunnels to the civilian Lunar-port field.


  The huge space liner had already landed, and was discharging its passengers. He waited at the foot of the long vacuum tube to its airlock until, presently, the blue-uniformed crew descended.


  She was the third one down the steps. She stopped when she saw him, then leaped the rest of the way into his arms.


  “Ben! Ben, darling—”


  A moment later, he helped her into the little car and they zoomed back toward Lunarport. “We’ve got a dinner date with a couple of old friends,” he said. “Pete and ’Nita. They’re married.”


  Ho Yan snuggled down by his shoulder, comfortably. “That’ll be nice. And I’m glad. Did you tell them we’re—”


  Dugal grinned happily. “Uh uh! I didn’t!”


  A tall Lunaterran cop raised his arm in salute as the little black car whisked past, its row of silver stars winking pleasantly.


  ESCAPE VALVE


  Charles Dye


  When all major endeavour was under rigid control, only miniature triumphs were possible . . .


  HER NAME was Sapphire Smith, and she began her morning in exactly the same manner as she had begun 365 other mornings that year, and the year before, and the year before that. For, to her, rigid scheduling was synonymous with “getting things done” and in turn, “progress.”


  She cut off the wake-up music and allowed herself one delicious yawn and stretch before the pneumatic mattress could deflate her to the hard plastic flooring. Then she was up and gliding into the bath. After a stinging needle shower which pelted her skin red, she bathed in the ultra-violets while warm air ducts dried her body to its original bronze tautness. The only redness remaining, were her lips and nipples. A tooth spray was next, until her teeth sparkled and smiled just like the t-v ads, which she never watched. Her reddish-bronze hair she shook instead of combed, allowing the shining strands to separate into long natural waves behind her ears. Once she had overheard two of her assistants in the ladies lounge call her hair “more windblown than natural.” That had pleased her; it was the only criticism of her person she had ever heard in all her years with Unesco’s Bio-Chem.


  After putting on a short tunic of gold-mesh she amber-dusted her legs up to where they disappeared into her thighs, then kicked on a pair of transparent sandals to match her tunic bra. That part of her morning complete, she watched her green eyes glimmering approvingly out at her from the wall mirror.


  During her adolescence some romantic youth, after gazing long and hard into her eyes, had nicknamed her “Sapphire.” The name had stuck all through high school and university days. Finally she had taken out a proper-name copywrite on it, making it legal. It was the only touch of romance she had ever allowed herself.


  She caught the 0800 sky-train and, once in the air, hardly glanced down at the old metropolitan section of Manhattan, or at the sparking, windswept October waters of New York harbor. Instead she occupied her mind with the more complex aspects of the paramecium-syzyay-sexless process of reproduction, and the part it was playing in the attempted creation of artificial laboratory life. But before she coulder ponder too far, the Wildwood, New Jersey section of the sky-train was uncoupling and’coptering down to the main city terminal. After flashing her identification, she took a “restricted” Bio-Chem S-chute straight out to the project.


  And it was then that, for the first time, the schedule of her morning routine was forever shattered.


  They grabbed her just as she was inserting a special magnetic key into her laboratory door. One was a sgt., the other a cpl.; both were armed, and both started to speak at once.


  “I’m sorry, Doctor, but these quarters have just been restricted!”


  She could only stare at them. “But I’m Doctor—” Then she saw by the embarrassed looks that they well knew who she was.


  “Yes, even to you, Ma’am,” the sgt. said.


  “But—?” She realized it was no use; there had simply been some stupid mistake on the part of Security.


  The sgt. was saying, “We’re to escort you to General Cidius!”


  General Cidius was Military head of the project. Damn, she thought. After all these years of avoiding the Military, now were they at last getting in her hair, too?


  Her interview with the General was short, bitter, and simple. In sequence Cidius harrumphed, lit his cigar, stroked his mustache and told her that—for reasons he could not disclose—her section of the project was indefinitely suspended; the whole of the project temporarily restricted to all personnel other than Security.


  There was irritation in her voice. “Why wasn’t I notified of this yesterday, last night, this morning—?”


  “Because the order came through from Washington thirty minutes ago!” Now there was irritation in the General’s voice.


  “I see,” was all she could think of to say. Then: “How long is this suspension or restriction going to last?”


  The General shrugged. “A week, maybe; a month—even a year.”


  “That long! Then you’ll have to lei me into Disposal, I placed a botched experiment in there last night, which I was intending to destroy this morning.”


  Cidius shook his head. “That, too, is restricted.”


  For the first time in her life she felt like throwing something. “Very well, then. I won’t be responsible for air pollution, mutated virae, or other phenomena! And what about my notes, my journals, my personal effects?”


  “Those will be gathered up and shipped to you, as soon as possible.”


  Again the General harrumphed and went through the rest of his routine; then two Security Guards came in, and before she knew it, she was being escorted home.


  BACK IN her apartment, she suddenly didn’t know what to do with herself. In her entire recollection she could not remember ever having been without a schedule, now that she had none. Bio-Chemistry had comprised over two-thirds of her thirty-odd years; now they had deprived her of her laboratory and experiments.


  For awhile she walked aimlessly around her apartment, glancing at—or occasionally touching—her few material possessions. Finally, she just stared out the huge picture-window overlooking Long Island’s Great South Bay and the sea beyond. The sun had disappeared, and the whole world seemed to be one of lowering October skies and grey-dead, watery horizons. A shiver of insecurity ran through her.


  She was all alone. She really had nothing, no one. Parents, relatives, all long since dead. Friends? She’d never had time for any friends—only aquaintances. Romance, love affairs? Nobody had ever tried to make her. Yet she knew she was attractive. Why? Was it because she was too hard on their egos, always saying the wrong thing—the painfully honest thing—instead of what they wanted to hear? Or was it that her work had separated her from the rest of humanity. No matter; because it was all the sum-total of hey: being.


  And now she was lonely.


  She collapsed on the airfoam sofa and tried to relax, telling herself that she would be back at work soon. But would she? She wished now that she had made a practice of coming to work at the usual time, instead of an hour earlier, so she could have been there to compare notes when the rest of Bio-Chem arrived.


  Unesco, long ago, had found it expedient to compromise with the Military; now the Military had a finger in everything, even bio-chemistry. Only for Military reason, then, could Bio-Chem have been closed down. But why had they picked such an inopportune time, when she and the department had been so close to actually keeping artificial life alive? Another year with the unlimited facilities of Bio-Chem, and she would have licked the problem; that had been the whole purpose of Bio-Chem.


  On sudden impulse, she stepped out into the hall and inserted a coin in the news-teletype, then went back in with the freshly-printed paper. But there was nothing, not even a mention of the closing of Bio-Chem; nor was there any other news that threw light on what had happened. Most of the paper was given over to loud squawks from what was left of tax-paying private enterprise, well-known civilians, and certain Unesco factions, over the billions and billions the Military had sunk into Operation Venus during the last decade. And especially the fact that Venus had been declared out-of-bounds to everybody except Government-controlled Planetary Engineers, who were busy turning the planet into something which could be colonized by terrestrials.


  She tossed the paper aside and thought of overcrowded Earth’s teeming billions, and what an escape-valve Venus would supply—not only because of food and housing, but to prevent the Military from getting such a strangle-hold on World Government that there would be no government—only Military. And now, with Venus almost ready, there would be no further need for Military, which originally had assumed the duties of a super-police force, to keep order in a world already bursting at the seams.


  And her own work; how important it would be to have the aid of intelligent, custom-designed life-forms to help men conquer alien environments.


  As the afternoon wore on, uneasiness, boredom, and apathy settled over her to the point of dulling her sense of loneliness, eventually she found herself falling asleep on the sofa.


  SHE AWOKE with a start; the dream had ended. It had been a dream and it had ended. For a moment confusion filled her mind; the apartment was in darkness. Long ago, because of her late hours at the laboratory, she had had the phototropic switch disconnected so that the lights wouldn’t automatically click on with the coming of nightfall. Reaching out her foot, she pressed the nearest switch and the room swam with light.


  And her dream came vividly back into focus. It had been a conversation-piece, only the dialogue had been onesided. Somebody, somewhere, had wanted her to go back to the disposal room of Bio-Chem and steal an experiment that was awaiting disposal. The experiment she had botched the night before? But had this really been in dialogue, she wondered? Now that she reflected, it had been more a series of feelings, impressions, which her own unconscious had translated into words.


  Telepathy!


  That was the only way she could describe it—a dream, in which the dream was telepathic. She felt nervous and off-balance the rest of the evening; when she finally went to bed, found she couldn’t sleep. She became alarmed when her apprehensions and tensions didn’t vanish with the coming of daybreak.


  Later that morning she started five expensive days of pychotherapy, during which time, whenever she fell asleep, the same telepathic dream would occur and recur, running with the same maddening faithfulness of a jammed playback tape. And for all of the five days she heard over and over again—as a sort of counterpoint to her dream—the pychotherapist’s explanation of the various mechanisms responsible for her dream. On the fifth day the therapist concluded that her trouble all stemmed from repression; she had found sublimation in her work, but now that her work was suddenly no longer accessible to her . . .


  She left in something of a huff, and decided that if the only way to stop the dream was to give in to the dream’s compulsiveness, she would, do that. Repressed, she might be; but she was instinctively certain that the dream did not stem from this source.


  During the night the dream was again with her, this time a feeling of frantic haste impregnating it. Around and around it went, like a squirrel-cage inside her mind. A little later, she woke up screaming, her nude body dripping with perspiration; she was sick the rest of the night.


  That morning she began to formulate plans for getting into the “restricted, suspended, out-of-bounds” disposal room; she had decided to give in to her dream.


  By midafternoon, every possible plan—or combination of plans—had been explored and rejected, with the exception of one: the actual disposal-chute itself, running from the room down to the incineration furnace of Bio-Chem’s power plant. The plant was the semi-automatic breeder-reactor type, requiring—to the best of her knowledge—only a single man to service it. Best of all, it was enclosed in a small blockhouse of its own, behind the Bio-Chem building and main fenced-in grounds; she doubted if a Security Guard would be there.


  Next came the method by which aha could best clamber up the chute. Finally in the mountain-climbing department of a sporting-goods store, she was sold the latest thing in climbing apparel: a set of four vacuum-suction disks, guaranteed to cling to any surface until the wearer twisted them in a certain way. Following this, she visited a hardware store, and bought a small but powerful blowtorch, for cutting through the disposal-chute room lock.
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  IT WAS CLOSE to midnight when Sapphire arrived by jet-taxi in the neighborhood of Bio-Chem; she walked the remaining mile to the laboratory, in case the taxi should be checked, later. She skirted around the huge, shadow-shrouded building to the rear, where she picked up the dim radiance emanating from the power-blockhouse. Waiting for a Security Patrol to pass the back of Bio-Chem, she glided quickly to the blockhouse entrance. The door itself was leaded glass and unlocked; she was through it in an instant and then, suddenly, found herself dodging the pileman. Fortunately, he hadn’t seen her. Silently as a shadow, she made her way around the reactor-pile and down the narrow corridor until she saw, conveniently labeled, Incineration Furnace. It was off, as she had expected it to be; she squeezed through the lock, closing it quietly behind her.


  Minutes later, she was up the correct chute and cutting away at the lock. The inside melted and she pushed open the door; the room was in darkness. Crawling through, she found the light-switch and flicked it on . . . and saw, to her amazement, that the room was filled with scientific apparatus of all kinds, some of which she didn’t recognize. In the center of it all, on a small table and under a battery of lamps was a coffin-shaped box of stainless steel. Of her own botched experiment there was no sign; nor was there the usual odds and ends of dead protoplasm lying around, awaiting disposal. Apparently, the Military had cleaned everything out and moved in its own jungle of gadgets.


  She suddenly felt embarrassed and annoyed with herself—and just a little shaken as she thought of the instability in her own nature that had put her at the mercy of this dream-whim. Here she was—in the middle of a restricted project where she had no business; if she were caught, or found out . . . Sapphire Smith wouldn’t allow her thoughts to go further than that; she was too frightened by the potentialities of the situation, and with the feeling that she could no longer trust herself.


  But before leaving, her scientific curiosity got the better of her: the small coffin-box. There was a tiny plastic card screwed to the lid. Her heart jumped; the technical data on the card was sufficient to tell her that this was her own botched experiment . . . the one she’d intended destroying. Now why—?


  Throwing caution, and all thought of consequences, she snatched up the box; turned off the lights, and scrambled back down the chute—then out into the pile room . . . right into a cloud of fragrant tobacco-smoke. The pileman, reading some gauges, dropped his pipe and made a grab for her; he missed.


  Then she was streaking down the corridor, while behind, she could hear him saying into his wrist radio, “. . . Yes! Caught a woman coming out of incineration . . . Get Security over here . . .”


  Her mind a blur of fear, Sapphire was through the door and racing into the cold, early-morning darkness. For awhile there was mingled shouting behind her, and the pounding of feet; then silence.


  Hours later, she somehow made it to Cold Spring Harbor; and from there, via public ferry, to Cape May where she caught another ferry to Cape Charles.


  AT CAPE CHARLES Sapphire Smith was too sick with fatigue to go on; she rented a cheap hotel-room near the waterfront under an assumed name, and tumbled into an old-fashioned bed, clothes and all. But every time she was about to drop off to sleep, she would wake with a start. Finally she sat on the bed edge and buried her head in her hands; she hadn’t cried since she was a little girl, but now her shoulders shook with sobs of exhaustion, and she felt remorse, and fear, welling up inside her.


  What was she to do now? She had never before been a creature of impulse—Yet a series of completely irrational impulses had led her to this. What had happened to the beautifully precise and logical life she had mapped out for herself? They would find her, eventually—if they already hadn’t—and that, would be the end of everything; the experiment she had stolen, though hers, really belonged to the Government, as everything seemed to nowadays.


  And she was all alone; there was no one she could turn to.


  Anger took over then, as she brushed away the tears of self-pity, and regained something of her old composure. And with it, in spite of tiredness, curiosity returned about the box and her experiment. But first, she went out and purchased some new clothes—a black jumper outfit and a handbag. In her room again, after she’d changed and stuffed her old clothes into the bag, she put the box on the bed and undid a series of toggle-bolts holding down the lid; it flew up and open, like a jack-in-the-box.


  And there, together like a brace of pistols, lay two tiny minikins hardly a foot in height.


  Her experiment—but how they had grown!


  Each was enclosed in a transparent tube, swimming with a clear slugglish liquid of what she imagined was glucose. Waste-tubes and feeding-tubes entered the foot and head of each cylinder.


  Then her eye caught something else and she froze. Attached to the inside of the lid was a device known as a “homing pigeon”—a burglar alarm that automatically became directional the moment it was set off. She picked up the blowtorch and smashed at the “pigeon” until it was unrecognizable; but she knew the impulses it had already sent were being received. Whoever was picking them up could trace her.


  Acting on the purely chemical level of fear, she bolted the lid, put the box in her bag, and ran down the ancient fire-escape outside the window. From the alley where she landed, she made her way around the block and through another series of alleys, down to the waterfront.


  AT THE FAR end of the quay, in front of an ancient sailing-vessel, a large, beefy-faced old gentleman with megaphone in hand was proclaiming to passersby:


  “Last cruise of the season! Last cruise of the Sea Witch! Two weeks off the Carolina Capes—Cape Hatterass, the deadliest and most storm-ridden of all the Capes—using only 18th and 19th-century navigation instruments. No radios; no t-v; no electricity; no plumbing aboard! Sail with all the romance—glamour—and—danger you will never ever again experience in modem life! Only one more passenger needed, and we shove off with the tide—”


  That was just what Sapphire Smith needed. She didn’t wait for the rest of his spiel, but motioned for him to stop, nodding and smiling.


  He let out a good-natured chuckle. “Congratulations, Madam, you’re just in time! She sails in an hour! Come aboard, come aboard! Up the gangplank you go!”


  He followed her up the plank and once on deck, introduced himself as the Captain. After purchasing her ticket, he showed her to her stateroom. Several other passengers were around, but none paid her any attention. An hour later, she heard ropes being cast off and the rattle of the anchor chains. With a sigh she collapsed onto her bunk and immediately fell asleep.


  And she started to dream. It was the same voiceless-word dream as before, but, this time, the message was different.


  “Relax. You are safe for the present. Now that you have the experiment in your possession, here is the next step—what you are to do with it: to keep what you have created from again falling into the hands of the Military, you must leave Earth. What you thought was a botched experiment is the first actual creation of a synthetic life of sorts. The Military decided that you, and the world, should never know of this. Synthetic life, intelligent or otherwise, if introduced into society might prove a factor that would overtopple their balance of power. They feel that the Venus project, by itself, is risky enough as a factor-unknown, and they do not intend to let it get out of their control, ever. As an escape-valve to more freedom and liberty, it has already been lost to Earth; most of the project billions have gone for fortifications, and atomic-powered artificial satellites already roam the planet’s toposphere and ionosphere. There will be no freedom for the colonies of Venus. Escape-valve in one sense it will be—but in the Military sense.


  “Those who see, or have seen, the handwriting on the wall will be among the first to go, and there in ‘prison’ will no longer be a threat to the status quo—to the Military. The trip to Venus will be one way; only enough work has been done on the planet to make it possible for the colonizers to slave their lives away, making it into the kind of world the irrational minds of the Military want it to be. The sole drive in their existence is for power—and more power—over everything.”


  THERE WAS a pause, and then the voice continued. “This could not be explained to you, before you had successfully stolen your experiment, because of the danger involved. The Military has ways of extracting anything they want to know; that is why a full explanation of what is happening still can’t be given you. . . . Communication, which is by telepathy, can only be effected while you are asleep or unconscious. The contents of your mind, and its questions are known, but do not expect comments or answer yet. . . . On Venus, where you are to bring the ‘life’—and also your own—you will be told everything. For, in an indirect way, fate has already unwittingly placed you in a position to topple the balance of power. . . . Tonight, in two hours, a jet will fly over the Sea Witch flashing a green light; then it will land in the darkness behind the ship. You will slip over the side with the—box—tied to your life-jacket. You will be picked up by the man who will take you to Venus.”


  She awoke instantly, excitement, questions, doubts all whirling around in her brain. By some accident she really had created life—And hadn’t known about it. But the Military had. How? Had her paramecium-based minikins come to life and, in the first shock of consciousness, been found running around the disposal room?


  For the first time in her life, Sapphire hated the Military. Was it what her unknown telepathic entity had said about the Venus project that made her hate them?


  She glanced at her wrist; she would soon know. Longingly, she wanted to take another look at her creations, but there wasn’t time. She grabbed her bag which—was water-proof—found a life-jacket, and went on deck.


  She’d just missed mess-call, and was the only one on deck; she breathed easier, in spite of not having eaten all day. Then, somewhere out in the darkness, she heard the soft whirr of rotors.


  The whirr was louder now—and seconds later, saw the green flashing light. Nervously she zipped on the jacket, attached the bag, and slipped quietly over the stern of the ship. She watched the Sea Witch slip noiselessly passed and into the father darkness.


  The water was ice, and choppy waves bobbed her up and down like a cork. Before she knew it, numbness was creeping up through her body and into her brain . . .


  She suddenly jerked her head up from her chest, where it had been bobbing in the water. Again she heard what she was hoping she’d heard—the short, staccato blasts of a highspeed jet tailpipe. Then a powerful spotlight picked her out, and the next thing she heard was the slap-slap of water against pontoons.


  THE DOOR of the cabin-pod was open and someone was leaning out. She managed to cling to the pontoon, but didn’t have the strength to climb up. A man in a white shirt jumped down and, with strong hands under her armpits, pulled her up onto the pontoon where he unbuckled the bag. Next he unzipped her life-jacket and boosted her into the cabin, placing the bag under her legs. An instant later they were churning up through the night.


  “Lord, don’t you ever sleep? I had to stay drugged twenty-four hours, waiting for orders saying you’d at last fallen asleep and received yours!”


  The green glow from the instruments was the only illumination, and her tired vision couldn’t make out his face; but she didn’t like the tone of his voice. Her teeth were still chattering and all she could get out was a hoarse, “I’m—cold.”


  He chuckled and lit a long, thin cigar. “I like your voice, anyway; nice and raw. But we’ll fix you up with a better brand of whiskey than that!”


  From out of the dash he produced a silver flask, uncapped it and shoved it in front of her face.


  “I—never—drink.”


  With a flick of a hand he locked the controls. “The way your teeth sound you could use a little antifreeze; so you’re going to start drinking right now!”


  He held the back of her head hi one hand and brought the flask up with the other to her lips.


  You can lead a horse to water . . . floated through her mind. But perhaps he was right—and, after all, she wasn’t a horse and this wasn’t water. She parted her lips and allowed him to pour in a trickle, then another, then a big shot; she managed to cough hardly at all. Already a warm glow was spreading from her throat down to her toes.


  He took two long drags himself before putting back the flask. Then, as an afterthought, he reached under her legs and turned on the cabin heater.


  As warm currents of air circulated around them, he said, “You’d better take off those wet clothes if you ever want to get warm . . . Don’t look at me in that startled way. You won’t shock me; I took biology in school.” Sapphire had never been talked in this way before and she wasn’t sure she liked his rough aggressive manner. But if he wasn’t going to be self-conscious about it, neither was she; nevertheless, she felt somewhat self-conscious as she zipped off her jumper and slacks and from the bag, zipped on her dry outfit.


  Then her head fell on her lap, and she promptly fell asleep—this time without any accompanying dreams.
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  SHE AWOKE to a shrill whine and a staccato flickering of lights. Something white caught the corner of her eye; he was in the midst of lighting another long and incredibly thin cigar. “Where am I—we, I mean?”


  He turned, fully facing her, and blew out a cloud of smoke. “Somewhere in the Mississippi Valley; and to be more precise, in the control-nest of a spaceship.”


  Now she saw that she was half sitting, half-lying in a pnuematic shock-chair; her bag was in a sling attached to its side. The chair was swiveled around to face the rear of a cylinder-shape room, filled with a jungle of pipes, gauges lights, wheels, knobs, levers, and cigar-smoke. In the center of all this, stood the man in the white shirt; only now she noticed that one sleeve was missing and grease smudged his bare arm and other sleeve. The shirt-zipper was missing, producing a long V of exposed flesh down to his navel and sagging slacks. The slacks were tucked into a pair of scuffed and patched flying boots. The only thing clean or fresh about his costume was a belt and holster around his hips, containing a sonic stun-gun of the deadly coagulator type.


  With mild distaste she looked at his hands. His fingernails were caked with dirt; sweat stains, long since dried, streaked the bare section of his chest and stomach; beard-stubble covered his deeply-tanned face; above thin colorless lips, a mustache—more like the wires of a metal brush—tapered rakishly down to the corners of his emotionless mouth, which reminded her of a steel trap. Sand-colored hair—badly in need of trimming—was carelessly pushed back from a receeding hairline, which accentuated an already-powerful forehead. His yellowish-brown eyes, though bloodshot, were intelligent and utterly emotionless. His form had the loose ranginess of a wild carnivore on the make.


  In her tight little academic world of schedules, sterile labs, and abstract thought, Sapphire Smith had never seen such a man before. Looking at him, she suddenly felt very remote from civilization and life as she had known it; she even found herself thinking he was handsome in a dissipated, hungry sort of way.


  Smiling with one side of his mouth, he crossed his legs and leaned against a bulkhead. “For a minute there, I didn’t think I was going to pass inspection.”


  SHE FLUSHED. Then: But whose spaceship? Only the Military has spaceships. Only the Government builds—”


  Out of more cigar-smoke, he said, “It’s my ship; I built it.”


  Again she glanced around the nest. It did have a home-made look about it, and judging from the layers of blue-smoke piling up, no ventilators, either. She coughed.


  “That hum you hear is an electric generator outside cabling juice into the cyclotron starter. Once it catches and begins to smash, we’ll bleed off power, establish a feed-back circuit to the ship’s generators, then turn on the air purifiers and blast off. But while waiting, we’ll compare notes. My name’s Dale Moresby.”


  “Sapphire Smith.”


  Peering closer into her eyes, he smiled, “Oh, yes. I see why.” Then, soberly: “They didn’t explain very much to us, did they?”


  She stood up and crossed arms under her breasts. “Who are ‘they’ ?”


  A flicker of irritation crossed his narrow features. “Why play games? You’re one of us.”


  Looking at this strange man, she again began to feel tense and confused. “One—of—you?”


  Dropping his cigar into a waste-tube, he frowned puzzledly. “Perhaps we’d better start at the beginning with your story.”


  With dismay, Sapphire realized that he didn’t know any more than she did.


  Suddenly, there was a jar under the deck-plates and she toppled back into the shock-chair. Several relays clashed shut; then a ragged rumble started slowly mounting until it became a smooth roar. The tobacco-smoke disappeared with a sucking noise up a ventilator-grill, as ticking sounds and more clashes filled the nest.


  Motioning her to strap herself in, Moresby threw three switches in sequence, and the roar seemed to boom right through the nest. Then there was a crash, as something caught, transfering the roar into an ear-piercing whine. The whole ship trembled and quivered with vibration; gauges, dials, indicators all jumped and shook in their foam mountings until she could no longer make out their faces.


  A crushing weight slowly pushed her down into the pnuematic shock chair—pushed her down, down into blackness.


  SHE OPENED her eyes to the long, sparkling spray of the Milky Way arching across space outside the nest-skylight; it was her first glimpse of open space.


  She unbuckled the chair-harness and floated a few inches up from the seat before pulling herself back down. She was intrigued by weightlessness.


  A chuckle sounded beside her. She had momentarily forgotten about Moresby; he was lighting another cigar. Only the sigh of the air-purifier, and hum of the generators now filled the nest.


  “Pretty great out here, isn’t it?” he said, blowing smoke up to the vent grill.


  His voice had a new tone to it, she noticed. It sounded rougher and more powerful, in complete command of the situation—any situation. Being with him gave Sapphire a sudden feeling of standing on the edge of something big, something wonderful. Yes, she thought, it was great to be out here.


  Smoke trickled out of his nostrils. “Well, Sapphire, there’s no turning back now—and maybe no going back, ever. For either of us, unless the Security Patrol catches us. But then we might as well be going back dead . . . What awaits us on Venus, I don’t know—except that part of the Column will be waiting for us somewhere, for me to bring them you.”


  At the word “Column”, she gave a start. With sudden comprehension, she began to get a picture of what was happening and what had happened. The Z Column—meaning Zero, because anyone joining it, if they could find it to join, had about that much life-expectancy, from then on.


  He sensed her thoughts, and said slowly, “Yes, you’re now a member of the Z Column.”


  She went numb as the full import of what he said struck her. Here, after all these years of only hearing rumors, she was suddenly part of it—the single opposition the Military had never been able to eradicate. Propaganda had even started rumors to the effect that the Z Column was the Military’s own artificially-created opposition, designed to trap into its ranks those who were attempting to destroy the “freedom and democracy” that had come about with the World State.


  Moresby was speaking softly now.


  “No one just decides one day that they’re fed up with the status quo, and that they’ll join the Column. If you have something constructive to offer, or some service which Military—through World Government—is attempting to suppress, then you suddenly find yourself in the Column. It’s not even necessary to dislike the status quo. For instance, I don’t know what it is you have to offer.”


  She gave him a steady lock. “What is it you’re offering?”


  “A service; getting you to Venus. That was what I was asked to do.”


  HE STARED out at the stars. “It all began for me a long time ago—when I was kicked cut of my graduating class at the Government Space School. Somebody discovered the fact that I had once belonged to a subversive organization in my youth, and was therefore a questionable security risk. So I never got to go out in any of the old space cans they had kicking out to the Moon, then. Instead, though, I got a job in the one and only spaceship factory, and worked my way up to a second class inspector; I couldn’t advance any further because of that Space School business. So there I stayed. After a time, it occurred to me that I not only had the knowledge to fly a ship, but also practically knew how to put one together. After the space-drive cyclotron replaced chemical fuels, ships became as small as this—and in some cases, much simpler.


  “Sometime later, while vacationing through the Mississippi Valley, I came across a spaceship half-burned in mud; it had been missing for three years, but was hardly damaged.” he smiled. “And what with the pilfering of . . . ahh . . . ‘defective’ parts—I’ll leave the rest for you to fill in. . . . Anyway, so now here we are, out here. Oh, yes: about the Column. After I made a test-flight a year ago, without any mishap, I found myself suddenly a member. How they found out about it I don’t know; even the Security Patrol didn’t know about me. Anyway, I was informed that I was the only known civilian on the planet possessing a spaceship; that I should save it for an emergency, that I would be contacted when the time came. The time came several nights ago, through a form of sleep telepathy—”


  He caught her eye again roving questioningly over his body. “I know. You’re thinking what a cut-throat I look like. My apologies; getting the ship into final shape didn’t allow much time for costume-changes.”


  For her own apology, she reached out and touched his forearm. His yellow-brown eyes narrowed, then widened; and before she could withdraw her hand, he had his over it. His fingers were like talons. The strength of them seemed to flow through her entire being, and she felt a strange kind of warmth that frightened her.


  “Give . . . me back my band—please.”


  Instead, he gave her a sudden pull. They both floated up into the nest, and before she knew what was happening, he had her in his aims. Her gasp was cut short by his mouth pressing against hers. His mustache felt like tiny needles brushing into her upper lip; then his tongue found hers and her old inhibitions got the better of her. She bit it.


  He yanked it out of her mouth and slapped her a smashing blow that knocked her back into the jungle of pipes and valves beyond. She clung there a moment, her cheek stinging with fire. When she looked up, he was floating near the ceiling spitting blood into a handkerchief, tears of pain in his eyes.


  Her throat felt very tight and dry. “I’m sorry,” she said softly, “I guess I’m—I’m afraid of sex.”


  He gave her one inscrutable look, then chuckled and drifted down to his chair, busying himself with navigation-charts and dividers. She drifted back to hers and sat in silence, staring out at the starry blackness.


  FINALLY he said, “You must be getting hungry.”


  “Yes, I, I—am.” Her throat was still choked with emotion, which made her furious. And in spite of her hunger, she could only nibble at the tin of S-rations he handed her.


  After eating, he lit another of his thin cigars and blew smoke over to her. “You still haven’t told me what you have to offer—what it is you’re offering?”


  She reached down, opened her bag, and handed him the coffin-shaped box. He unscrewed the wing-nuts and the lid flopped back; a noiseless whistle escaped his lips. He gave her a questioning look. She told who she was, what she had been working on, and how the Military had entered into the picture.


  “These minikins,” she continued, suddenly all enthusiasm for her work, “are paramecium—although now they are really blastopods possessed of many cells instead of one and, of course, quadrupeds in design. And with them, as with the microscopic paramecium itself, reproduction is by fission. Whenever these minikins wish to reproduce, they and all their nuclei will elongate and break in two, becoming two separate animals. To prevent a single paramecium-minikin from inbreeding, I put together two, so that there could be an interchange of dominant traits. One rests alongside another, and they begin to fuse; then the side walls break down, so that the nuclei will have access to one another. The nuclei mix and mingle, then separate, half going into each animal. This is known as syzygy. Parameciums have no sex, so it is not a sexual process. It has nothing to do with reproduction, either; that can happen with or without syzygy.”


  He handed her back the case. “They remind me of frogs—or how a frog might look trying awfully hard to resemble a human. Maybe it’s their legs and feet. That greyish-white color—I never heard of an albino frog.”


  She put the box back in her bag. “I’ll need lab facilities to study them, particularly their life-cycles, which should prove astoundingly short and on a completely different energy-level than ours. Right now, the Military probably knows more about them than I do; that’s why they put them in those glass tubes—to prevent them from having room to reproduce.”


  Moresby tossed his cigar down a waste tube. “They’ll have plenty of room to reproduce on Venus.”


  HOURS LATER, Morseby threw the ship into a tangential orbiting approach above Venus, and switched the main-drive to atmosphere auxiliary tubes.


  The mottled, steamy, cloud-billowy atmosphere had been breaking up for years—ever since the so-called Planetary Engineers had found a way of locking the poisons in chemical bonds with the soil and rocks. There were even seas now—so Propaganda said—and soon it would no longer be necessary to wear oxygen fishbowls.


  Before plunging down the orbiting approach, Moresby suddenly spun the ship around on its tail several times. Sapphire saw sweat break out on his strained face as he searched the heavens directly above the bobbing and dipping atmosphere-envelope below them.


  Without looking at her, he said, “See those three spheres out there which look like blue marbles? Those are space stations; there are three more of them orbiting on the other side of the equatorial belt. At least one of them should have spotted us a long way out. But I don’t see any ships coming after us, nor has there been radio activity.” He laughed nervously. “I guess the luck of Spartacus is still with us. They haven’t seen us—yet!”


  “That name,” Sapphire said. “Where have I heard it?”


  “Spartacus was an ancient Roman slave who rebelled against his masters; it is also the name of this ship.” With that, he plunged the Spartacus down through the atmosphere, and into its landing-orbit. Relays clashed shut, and they hit with a bone-cracking jar.


  When her head cleared, Sapphire looked out the port at brownish-colored sunlight shining through a creamish-yellow sky. A wind-storm must have been raging, for occasional plumes of sand or dirt would be flung up past the port.


  For more than an hour, Moresby worked at securing the controls, and shooting out anchor-grapples into the sandy soil.


  Finally, when he was finished and took out one of his familiar cigars, she said, “Well—now that we’re here, what do we do?”


  Moresby sank down into his chair and remade some adjustments on the full-frequency radio-scanner. “I don’t know; wait for the welcoming party, I guess.”


  More hours went by and both of them began to grow irritable with suspense. “I don’t like this any better than you do, out here in the open,” he said. “Sure—Security would spot us if they took a notion to fly over the northern hemisphere, here. But fortunately, everybody—including the Engineers—are working on the equatorial section of the planet. That’s why, in absence of any instructions, I landed up here; all we can do is stand by the radio.”


  MORE HOURS passed and the sun began to sink towards a murky-brown horizon. Sitting there in a state of tension, waiting for she knew not what, Sapphire began to have her doubts about the Z Column and this fantastic man sitting next to her. True, he had just taken her on a remarkable journey under incredible circumstances; but . . .


  She let her thoughts trail off. He was staring straight at her, with a big grin on his face. She decided that under present conditions she didn’t like the grin.


  In spite of her look, he continued to grin. “Why didn’t I think of it! Telepathic sleep communication! That’s what the Column’s waiting for—for us to go to sleep.”


  He fumbled in a locker, brought out a hvpospray and several pellets. “These’ll knock us out for about ten minutes; that ought to be enough time—” After shooting his forearm he reached out and took her arm.


  She suddenly became frightened of everything. “Oh, no—Not me, you don’t! You take the instructions!”


  Suspicion crossed his face. “Why the distrust? We’re in the Column . . . why do you want to stay awake . . . or are you in the Column . . . some colossal blunder?” The hypo slipped from his fingers. He was growing groggy, but not enough to prevent him from bringing an uppercut against her chin before she could jerk away. For a fraction of a second, prior to losing consciousness, Sapphire wondered if her suspicions might have been unjust.


  4


  SOMEONE was slapping her, shaking her. Slowly she opened her eyes; it was Moresby. She tried to rise, but found she was strapped in the shock chair.


  Seeing the green murder in her eyes, he gripped her shoulders and said, “Take it easy; I’ll let you up in a minute—I’ve got you strapped down so you’ll listen to me without trying to cause trouble for having socked you.”


  He shook her once, his face deadly serious. “Now listen! The message I got told me that it was of the utmost urgency that I take the minikins below deck into the cyclotron room, break the seals on the two tubes, then place the exposed tubes next to the radiation-shielding; once this was accomplished, there would be an explanation.


  “A moment later, I came to—you were still out—so I went down the nest hole with the box and carried out the instructions. But when I broke the seals, the minikins jumped out and ran away. . . . I’ve hunted high and low for them; they’re somewhere in the ship and I need your help.”


  What he said hit her with the impact of a falling wall; for a moment she laughed—a little hysterically. He shook her again and she stopped. “And the explanation—?” she said. “Where’s the wonderful, big explanation? I’ll tell you what it is; We’ve been played for suckers! By the minikins! They wanted me to steal them out of captivity from the Military, and they wanted you to supply them with a free ride to Venus—which they have decided to try and take away from Earth for their own new home!”


  Understanding flashed across Moresby’s face. “That must be it. There is no Z Column—not on Venus, anyway. Those telepathic messages were all from the minikins. During the time they were captive in the disposal-room, being studied by the Military and their second-rate ‘yes-man’ scientists, bio-chemists, they must have tapped every brain in the place!”


  “Yes,” she said, “sentient minikins with a deadly sense of humor—probably more intelligent than . . .” She shrugged. An instant later her eyes widened. “And they’re lose in the ship—practically lose on Venus! We can’t let them have Venus! We’ve got to find them before they get a chance, or favorable opportunity, to duplicate, split!”


  Just then, there was a noise behind them and they both whirled—in time to see the deck-hatch start to descend, something greyish-white pushing it from the rear.


  “Get it!” she screamed, as Morseby leaped toward the descending hatch. “Crush it, squash it! We only need to kill one of them!”


  He hit the top of the hatch-cover and slammed its perfectly-balanced roundness down with a crash, before the minikin could squeeze through down into the bowls of the ship. With a spine-chilling series of squeaks, the minikin ran straight for Sapphire, then veered off to the right, towards the airlock—but not before her foot reached out and stepped on it. Then her foot went out from under her in the slime and she fell.


  She was sick for several minutes. Finally she cleaned things up and faced Moresby. “Well, now—I guess it’s back to Earth.”


  “Yes. But I don’t like the idea of that other one running around down below deck in the cyclotron room. What if he duplicates? He and his duplicates could do a lot of damage before they inbreed themselves into extinction.”


  “Then we’ll have to comb the room until we find the other,” she agreed, walking over to the hatch and pulling—Nothing happened. Morseby tried, then they looked at each other in awful silence.


  Finally he said, “They’ve gotten into the tool-locker and welded the hatch shut.”


  “Then, the ship, the Spartacus is lost?”


  “I’m afraid so; we have no cutting tools up here. We’ll have to walk home.”


  Another silence. After which, just on chance, he tried the cyclotron-controls to see if they were still working; they weren’t.


  A DAY LATER they started out for the equatorial belt with all supplies which had been in the nest; oxygen, S-rations, even a makeshift sled to carry it all. The remaining minikins in the ship were doomed, Sapphire calculated, to about fifteen generations—and there was nothing the minikins could do about it. Venus was lost to them; despite the Military, Earth still had Venus and a chance at true freedom.


  Just how they were going to explain their presence on Venus, they didn’t know; they decided to concentrate on their journey and think about that later.


  But they weren’t allowed to do so. They had hardly gone a hundred yards, when two Security Patrol ships came rushing down out of nowhere.


  Having no place to hide and no weapons except the stun-gun, all they could do was wait and be captured.


  They were taken into one of the ships while the men from the other, entered the Spartacus, presumably after the minikins. Then a strange thing happened. Before their view was cut off, Moresby and Sapphire watched the Spartacus’ airlock-circle shut, then heard the whine of her generators. An instant later there was a moan and a roar, and the Spartacus was blasting skyward.


  Then they were yanked into a fine little “inquiry room” as it was called.


  For awhile there was frantic excitement over the disappearance of the Spartacus. Radio messages were sent; other ships ordered out to intercept it; general bedlam.


  Finally Sapphire and Moresby were gotten around to. The “inquirers” didn’t bother attempting to extract the truth about what was going on from the two by simple cross-questioning, or the request for volunteer information. Instead they went right to work with the latest sense-gadget. It did nothing to Sapphire physically—it merely produced the sensations of a dental drill on the teeth and a lie-detector pricking into the brain. Experiments had shown that under extreme pain, these lie-detectors were infallable.


  What they did to Moresby brought tears to her eyes, for she realized she loved him. When they were finished, he was helped out of the chair with all the sensations of a mangled, bleeding mouth, and Sapphire was given his place. She knew that nothing was happening to her, yet she felt clamps placed in her mouth to hold it open and detector-electrodes pricking into her skull; then the drilling began. Before each question, she felt drilling, mingled with her scream; the question was asked and she would answer it.


  Finally, it was all over; she and Moresby were given some kind of drug . . .


  From what they overheard, they were being taken to one of the troposphere space-stations to await transit to Earth.


  INSIDE the station, they were given back their suits and fishbowls, then thrown into an airless, heatless cargo-room. Below them, out of an inspection-port, they saw a huge spiderweb of cargo-netting, made out of thin plastic strands a hundred times stronger than steel. In spite of not being actually in the web, they felt as doomed as flies.


  Days passed, and intermittently they were thrown in waste-containers, oxygen, and S-rations. Their suit-intercoms still worked and they told each other of their love over and over again, as a sort of substitute for physical contact.


  Occasionally, they wondered what had been the fate of the minikin-controlled Spartacus with its captive Security men.


  There was a bitterness in their hearts over what they had done to the potential race of minikins. Why hadn’t they allowed them to have Venus? Man wasn’t ready for Venus.


  In a flood of guilt, at times, Sapphire wished the minikin, in some impossible fashion, could have squashed her. After what she and Moresby did, they must hate humanity. Right at that moment, she did, too.


  She was jolted out of her reverie by a nudge from Moresby. “Look out the port. The Spartacus!”


  Then, in an orbit, it came in—flashing under them incredibly close, and was gone.


  “Maybe we saw a ghost,” she said, all enthusiasm long since dead.


  Time seemed as dead as all hope, there in the airless dark of the hold.


  Finally, for a period, they went to sleep in each other’s spacesuited arms, Sometime after they awoke, as they were idly gazing out the huge port, Sapphire accidentally place her transparent-gloved hand on the port to push herself up. But the port glass wasn’t there; it had been removed. Her hand kept going through the port; she was so amazed, that the rest of her body followed before she could stop herself.


  Moresby, equally dumbfounded, made a lunge for her but too late; he, too, went floating out after her. As if in a slow-motion dream, they fell right into the side of the net, entangling themselves in the incredibly-flexible webbing. While they were threshing around, trying to free themselves, they saw the Spartacus, like some ghost out of another nightmare, come orbiting in.


  Then, something else out of a nightmare—


  Rushing up at them from the center of the web, were greyish-white minikins with some kind of power-coils on the backs of their transparent suits. Each of their hands were fitted with tiny clippers; as they came, they snipped a line here, a line there, then raced with the lines over Sapphire’s and Moresby’s already-entangled bodies, securing their arms and legs.


  With her free remaining hand, she managed to scoop one up and hold it squirming close to her face. Come for your revenge, she thought. Interesting what it will be. Then she let it finish tying her hand.


  By the time she and Moresby were bound, the cargo-web was in tatters. Then they were being towed towards the airlock of the Spartacus, which was quite close in. On the way, she and Moresby exchanged ironic suggestions about what kind of fate awaited them—it could be no worse than that on Earth.


  To keep up their spirits, Moresby said, “If they grant us one last wish, you know what it’ll be?”


  “No, darling. What?”


  “That we be allowed to take off our suits in a room full of oxygen and be left alone for awhile—”


  She had to choke back the lump in her throat.


  AS SAPPHIRE was towed through the airlock after Moresby, all her past life suddenly shifted through her mind in a bewildering pattern of regrets, desires, and guilts. Sha was sickened by the kind of woman her fear of emotion had made her. If her personality only hadn’t been built on repressions! If only she could have responded to Moresby that time in the control-nest; had her emotions at her disposal; had acted in a natural manner when he had wanted to make love to her.


  And now that the end was near, her whole body ached with a desire for him made all the more intense because it would never be fullfilled. In the flood of desire sweeping away the last of her repressions, she now wished that he had taken her against her will when she had bitten his tongue. But that all seemed ages ago . . .


  Strange—she no longer felt fear or nervousness at the Unknown which was confronting them.


  Once through the lock, and inside the ship, Sapphire watched the minikins’ power-coils stop glowing as they sank to the deck, one by one. She and Moresby settled gently to the deck themselves; they were just about to roll towards each other, when they were flattened by a terrific surge of acceleration from the Spartacus.


  Sometime later, with the acceleration off, they floated together in free flight. No move was made to unbind them, but their fishbowls were removed. She tried desperately to wiggle close enough to kiss him, to feel the rough stubble of his beard against her cheek. Her straining efforts brought tears to her eyes. Her vision blurred and continued to blur, until she blinked them cut of her eyes and down her feverish cheeks.


  Pain and longing were on his face, she saw. And then she watched his lips form a sentence: “I know. . . . I feel the same way inside . . .”


  Their attention was temporarily distracted from each other by several minikins, very gently attaching wires to the base of their skulls. She watched the two wires leading from her skull joined with those of Moresby’s. Then all four wires were attached to what might have been the skull base of a single minikin.


  “Some form of communicating-device,” Moresby said.


  Despite her sorrow and regrets, some of the old curiosity returned. After a moment, she nodded in agreement.


  Looking straight at Sapphire, the minikin spoke, but only in their minds. She gave a start; it seemed to be the same voice she had heard in her “dreams.”


  I am of the third division of your original creations, and therefore have not much longer to live. We are possessed of racial memory, we mutant divisions, so can explain.


  SHE FELT her mind go tumbling with questions, and the speaker paused until she could get her curiosity under control. She looked at Moresby and saw that he, too, was burning with questions. Then the speaker was saying:


  The two originals asked to be placed near the radiation-shielding so that, when they escaped, their cells would mutate in the direction they so willed. One of them, without fissioning with the other, subdivided immediately; its second half readjusted its cells, with the help of radiation, in a manner so that the nuclei was different from its first half—therefore both escaping the eventual doom from inbreeding.


  With a wild surge of hope Sapphire thought back, Then you won’t die out, after all!


  While the race in this way was being founded below deck, the speaker continued, the other original came into the control-nest and deliberately sacrificed itself, so that you would not search us out and destroy us before we could properly get started—


  “But why didn’t you get in touch with us by sleep-telepathy and tell us all this?” Sapphire’s thought almost shouted.


  Cyclotron-radiation killed forever the sleep-telepathy talent in all of us. That is why you have not been contacted since. The originals were sorry for their deception, and we hope to make amends. The originals could not allow the truth to be in your minds, for fear that the Military would extract it. We are also sorry that we were in no position at the time to prevent your capture—and, no doubt, torture—by the Security Police.


  But when you rescued us, Sapphire heard Moresby think, why did you tie us up?


  Being telepathic no longer—except, as now, with artificial means—we deemed it wise, not knowing your attitudes, to bind you until you heard us out.


  Sapphire felt another surge of hope, and with it, one from Moresby. You know about this regret and guilt we have felt over having destroyed what we thought was your future survival. And you know that we are happy that you will continue to survive.


  For an answer, she watched them untie Moresby, then herself. The minute they were free, they were in each other’s arms, lips pressed fiercely together.


  Then the speaker’s voice again, in both their minds. It is impossible to think-lie, so you have the freedom of the ship—but the ship has changed. You will not recognize the meaning of the various changes. Our technological science is a “super-science” in comparison with yours. This spaceship, in the last few days, has been completely reworked, and its cyclotron redesigned into a matter-energy converter. Our race is not staying on Venus, but is heading out to the stars.


  Sapphire felt a wave of her hatred for the Military again creep into her thoughts. So they were still going to remain in control of Venus—


  The speaker interrupted: Your Military-controlled World Government will not last much longer. Those power-coils on our backs are anti-gravity packs. Their design and construction is simple, and their theory has already been given by us—via t-v—to millions of humans on Earth. The Military cannot keep them for long there now.


  Sapphire felt her tone-scale give a leap upward. Everything had been answered; everything explained; everything was over. And now, she and Moresby could return to Earth; but she suddenly didn’t want that, and sensed that Moresby didn’t want it. They no longer needed Earth; neither wanted to go back to Earth after having tasted the glitter and glamour of space.


  AFTER a long silence, the minikin spoke again. Please do not detach these communication wires; follow me.


  She watched the power-coil glow on the speaker’s back; then he floated ahead of them down the hatch. Moresby took her hand as they followed the minikin into a circular, but comfortably-appointed room. In the hull side, there was a large viewport through which the great sparkling spray of the Milky Way could be seen, pulsing and throbbing light-energy through the vast empty spaces between the stars.


  The speaker was saying, Unless you want us to drop you off on the way, we are heading out to the stars. Would you like to go with us?


  Sapphire and Moresby laughed the minikins had a sense of humor. For the question was rhetorical: the speaker had already seen the answer.


  FIELD OF BATTLE


  William F. Temple


  At last the cloud blanket of Venus had been penetrated. But from the very instant of penetration, death began to leap at the explorers from every side.


  INSIDE the space-ship the light was becoming unbearably bright. Each of the crew felt that he was standing at the focus point of a score of naked arc lights. Meter dials shone like mirrors and defied reading. Hand-rails blazed like rods of white fire, and fingers hesitated to grip them. But it was all light, nothing more. The temperature hadn’t risen by one degree, even though they were twenty-six million miles nearer the sun than their native Earth. The heating of the ship was controlled by a thermocouple.


  Captain J. Freiburg shielded the chronometer from the glare and saw that, at the present rate of deceleration, the ship would reach, tail first, the outer wisps of the clouds of Venus in approximately fourteen minutes.


  He said into the mike: “Fasten glare shields.”


  The mate’s voice, from the loudspeaker, acknowledged the order.


  The skipper could reach his cabin’s solitary port-hole from his seat. With a heavy hand he swung the disk of amber to cover the quartz and fastened it with a snap. The amalgamated glare from Venus’s albedo and the magnified sun itself was softened into a cool lemon light.


  Once, when he was a small boy, he was on an Atlantic liner which ran into a heavy sea-mist when there was other shipping in the vicinity. The liner had crawled along, hooting, and from out of the blank white curtain, which hid even the sea, came other warning hoots. At the time he thought of the Captain on the bridge, and the weight of responsibility he was bearing, and he didn’t envy him. But he trusted him. The skipper, he thought, wouldn’t hold such a position if he weren’t equal to the responsibility. They’d come through all right, he thought. And they did.


  Now he himself was the Captain, with his ship about to enter impenetrable cloud. He looked at the TV screen and saw only whirling whiteness. There was a parallel, but with an important difference. He couldn’t stop his ship nor reverse it. He’d had to hand over to the computer which dealt with the mass and speed of the ship, the mass of Venus, and the readings of the radar altimeter.


  But the altimeter, at this distance, could give only rough readings. There was solid land beneath the clouds, but the altimeter needle flickered back indecisively over divisions marking hundreds of yards. To be only one hundred yards out could be equivalent to dropping the ship to the ground from a height of 255 feet on Earth. It wouldn’t do it much good nor the crew either.


  Of course, that was if the clouds extended right to the ground, as by current theory they did. But if the ship broke through with, say, a mile of clear atmosphere to spare, he could see exactly what the altimeter couldn’t tell him exactly, and so bring down the ship by manual control. He wished like hell he could do that. He didn’t mind the responsibility so long as he had complete control. He trusted himself but not his luck.


  The fact that the crew knew he was flying blindly by instruments didn’t matter. Knowledge and belief were two different things. They still believed that he, personally, was responsible for their safety.


  In anything like a gamble he had no luck. He’d once piled a ship on launching because he took a gamble with the weather: the storm broke at just the wrong moment. There were innumerable instances in space where he’d come near disaster not through lack of skill but lack of luck.


  Which was why he’d always tried to hush up the fact that the “J” in his name stood for “Jonah.”


  He looked again at the blank video screen, thought of his TV set at home with the armchair and slippers and pipe-rack beside it, sighed, and decided that if he survived this coming adventure, he’d retire. He was getting too old for pioneering.


  He was glad when George Starkey came in, very slowly, sagging a bit at the knees and clinging to the handrail. Starkey was young, and had none of the fears and pessimism of age.


  “Well, Skip, nearly there.”


  There was no disciplining Starkey. He wasn’t one of the crew. He was a professional explorer, tenacious, resourceful—and lucky. He’d done a lot of good work on Mars—good enough to qualify him for this first attempt on Venus. He had the unquenchable thirst to know what was on the other side of the hill. Sheer curiosity gave him unflagging energy. He also, the Captain reflected, had energy to spare for walking about the ship when it was under 2 g and for making obvious and unnecessary remarks.


  The Captain nodded briefly and turned back to the screen.


  George Starkey looked at the infrared visi-plate. It showed nothing much: just vague, spotty shadows.


  “Not much help,” he commented. “Still, it shows there’s land there and not water. Guess the clouds must go all the way down if that’s the best the infra-red can do.”


  “Maybe. Or maybe the clouds are thick with floating particles.”


  “Dust?”


  “Or chemicals. There’s carbon dioxide in them—but what else?”


  George shrugged. “We’ll soon know when Firkin gets a specimen.”


  He could stand no longer, and sank into a sprung chair. The braking drive was steadily increasing.


  The Captain looked at the altimeter again. “Ten minutes—and then we shan’t be able to see where we’re going.”


  George grinned. “I’ve not been able to see that for the last ten minutes.”


  It was becoming hard to open one’s jaws for talking now, and both fell silent.


  The Captain thought back to his armchair and slippers on faraway Earth, and George thought forward to Venus. He felt one hundred per cent alive with excitement and anticipation. Mars had been interesting, but the canals were a bad let down. They were natural fissures, nothing more, and there’d been no sign of life above the insect level. It was a flat, featureless landscape, and there wasn’t much to add to the astronomers’ maps.


  But Venus was something again. Here was complete mystery. Apart from the Moon, it was Earth’s nearest neighbor. Almost the same size, a sister planet, yet wearing always a mask of cloud. He’d longed to get behind the mask, and now he was going to do it. Alive or dead.


  The Captain stared at the dull infra-red screen and at the glowing green radar screen, trying to match the hints of contours. His fear was of mountain peaks. They must try for a level area. If the screens were to be believed, there were no undue prominences immediately below them.


  One might be able to do a little with the side-jets beyond the clouds, later. Meantime, you could only sit and let the increasing pressure try to wrap the chair around you and push your shoulders up over your ears.


  A frozen age passed. It was quite five minutes long.


  Then they were in the clouds. By moving his eyes (it was all but impossible to turn his head) Captain Freiburg could watch all the screens and the port-hole. The yellow light began to fade into amber. It was like dusk falling rapidly. The selenium cell responded and did its duty: the electric lights came on. Beyond the glare shield the daylight faded to a dull glow. The clouds were something more substantial than mere water vapour.


  They were 17,000 yards up when the first explosion happened. A flash somewhere outside sent a brief yellow flare into the cabin. The ship shook, and seemed to jump sideways with a bang. The gyroscopes pulled it back to balance.


  Then it happened again. And again. Yellow flashes and the ship jumping this way and that, and the thuds of the explosions outside.


  It was horrible to have to sit there, helpless, unable to move or say anything. They exchanged wordless questions with their eyes. What is it? What’s happening?


  The Captain thought: I’ve misread the screens. I’m trying to put her down on an active volcano. Just my luck.


  George thought: What are these clouds made of? Have we started a chemical reaction in them through friction?


  There was another flash, and a jar. Then it began to get lighter outside. The Captain was aware of it although he was keeping his eyes on the altimeter now.


  11,000 yards.


  They were falling through the underside of the clouds ever more slowly. He stole a look at the video screen; the surface of Venus was visible, in a dull gray light, like a rainy afternoon. There were mountains in the distances, whole ranges of them, white-capped. Below was a great rolling plain, dun-colored, with patches of dirty green.


  In the moment of his glance, the video registered a white flash some distance below and away, and from the flash a ball of black smoke sprang, opened, and broke. The ship’s jets tore into the black wisps, shredding them.


  Then he understood. The flashes were shell-bursts. They were being fired at.


  He took the shock with calm. He could see what he was doing now, and was unafraid.


  His foot eased itself onto the pedal controlling the speed of ejection. He was going to interfere, and to hell with the computer. The ship, which had been slowing, dropped suddenly like an elevator beneath their feet. The overplus of g lifted from them momentarily.


  “Going to land?” jerked George.


  “Have to.” Freiburg hadn’t time to explain why you couldn’t reverse a rocket in mid-air and have it lift you out of range. The only chance was this sudden duck under, and a hope that the guns couldn’t reach you on the ground. Perhaps there was a dip or a hollow . . .


  He hadn’t time, though, even to think about looking for one. They were approaching the ground much too fast. His foot moved again on the pedal and the impetus was checked with a suddenness which drove the air from their lungs with short, queer groans.


  The jolt threw the Captain’s foot off the pedal. Breathing hard, he tried to regain control. The ground was fearfully near. He got in a last burst before they hit it. It was just enough to save their lives. The ship landed with a jar that shook them from their chairs.


  It remained perfectly vertical and motionless. To a layman everything might have seemed quite all right. But the crew knew just what such an impact must have done to the ship’s fins. And it was suicide to take off with even one of those fins bent an inch out of the straight.


  Captain Jonah had wrecked another ship.


  The wrecker lay there for a while with his eyes shut, in an abyss of misery. George came crawling across to him, began to feel his limbs. He opened his eyes and sat up wearily.


  “I’m all right, George.” It was the first time he’d used the explorer’s first name. He thought: Who am I to claim any sort of authority?


  George regarded him critically.


  “Don’t look so worried, Skip. You’re not blaming yourself for this?”


  “I—”


  “They were shelling us, weren’t they?”


  “That’s what it looked like.”


  “Okay, then, you did the only thing. You saved us. We’re only a little bent, when we might have been blasted to pieces.”


  The Captain shrugged, and got up. He reached for the mike.


  “How’s everybody, Mister? Anyone hurt?”


  The mate’s voice came back just a little shakily: “All okay here. I don’t know about Firkin—I’ll go along and check.”


  “Right.”


  George pulled back the glare screen and looked out at Venus. It was very quiet and still out there. The gray clouds hung high overhead, unbroken in any direction, in the distances dulling mistily almost to blackness. It looked as though at any moment the rain was going to fall like a cataract. Yet the earth appeared dry and cracked. It was yellow-brown and hard, with patches of thin grass here and there, and it was pockmarked with craters, five, ten, twenty yards in diameter. There was no sign of habitation or of any living thing. The light was too bad to see the horizon distinctly, but a darker blur seemed to lie along it.


  The Captain looked over George’s shoulder.


  “A depressing outlook,” said George, presently.


  “You said it,” said Freiburg, heavily.


  The loudspeaker clicked and came alive. The mate’s voice was still shaky. “Sir, Firkin appears to be dead.”


  The Captain felt another load laid on his shoulders. A flame of resentment flickered.


  “Why ‘appears’ ? Can’t you tell? What happened?”


  “I think you’d better come along to his cabin, sir, at once.”


  “Coming.”


  The Captain hadn’t liked Firkin as a person, and as a person he was no loss. An opinionated, egocentric bore and whiner, alternately boasting or beefing. But a competent and conscientious analytic chemist, and invaluable on a trip like this.


  George followed the skipper along the passages, down the ladder. The mate stood guard at Firkin’s door, and he looked worried.


  “Don’t go in, sir. Just look through the peep-hole.”


  Firkin’s cabin, which was also his laboratory, was airtight. In it he carried out his analyses of planetary atmosphere. There was a small glass panel in the door and you had to tap and get his indicated O.K. before you went in. He’d likely be wearing a pressure helmet, while you were unprotected, and you never knew what might have seeped in through, the air-lock or out of the specimen bottle.


  The Captain looked. Firkin wasn’t wearing his helmet, so he hadn’t started analyzing. Now he never would. He lay on his back, very still, face and body contorted. His mouth was half-open and so were his eyes. His face was congested, almost black. There was wet blood over his chin, and there seemed to be spots of it on the floor. It wasn’t easy to be sure, because a thin white mist swirled about the cabin like cigarette smoke, and visibility wasn’t good.


  But two things were plain. The broken quartz specimen bottle at his side. The jagged slit in the outer wall of the cabin.


  “What do you think of it, George?” asked the Captain.


  George peered. “Looks like he captured a specimen of the cloud stratum all right, as per plan, but a shell splinter got in and broke the bottle under his nose. And it looks like that cloud-stuff is poisonous—he’s been coughing blood.”


  “Yes. And there’s still some gas in there—you can see it. You did a good job, Mister, by stopping us at the door. The only thing now is—how the devil are we going to tell if the atmosphere outside is breathable or not?”


  “I think it is, sir,” said the mate. “At least, it’s not poisonous. Look along here.”


  He led them down the passage to where there was another rent in the outer wall. It was nearly three inches wide and you could see Venus through it.


  “I guess that hit registered when we got below the clouds,” said the mate. “But it don’t seem to have made any difference.”


  George put his fingers over the hole. He could feel a steady inflow. He put his nose near the aperture, sniffed.


  “Careful,” the skipper warned.


  “It’s all right—just air, apparently. But the pressure’s rather more than fifteen pounds to the square inch, I’d say, and it’s beginning to even up in here.”


  “Well, that’s something on the credit side at last. Looks like we shan’t need spacesuits . . . How’s the radio, Mister? Has Sparks got through again yet?”


  “No, sir. That . . . crash landing smashed the set up quite a bit. He’s working on it.”


  “Aw, hell.” The nearer they’d got to the sun and its wavering stream of electrons, the worse radio communication with the Earth had been. Finally, static had drowned it out altogether. He was barred even from the small triumph of announcing the landing on Venus, but, on the other hand, he hadn’t to reveal what a mess he’d made of it. He said, irritably: “Let’s go outside and assess the damage.”


  The air out there was breathable, all right, but the density weighed on you a bit at first. It pressed against the eardrums and everyone’s voices sounded far too loud. In some way it and the gray light and the lowering clouds offset the slight lift which the lesser gravitation gave you. The Captain regarded the crumpled fins glumly.


  “More than a week’s work,” he said.


  George had brought his collapsible telescope and was staring round the horizon with it. “High mountains in that direction,” he said. “Fifty miles off or more, I’d say. So far as I can see, all the rest looks like this—a. plain.”


  “A plain,” grunted the Captain. “Yes, and a battlefield. These depressions look like shell craters to me. At a guess, the Venusians are where we were half a century or more ago—on a pretty low level. We’ll be lucky if we get out of this in one piece.”


  George snapped his telescope shut and looked at the skipper thoughtfully. What kind of talk was this, about getting out, when they’d only just got there?


  Three other members of the crew came climbing down now to sample Venus. That left only the radio operator still in the ship, still struggling with his set. Everyone started wandering about examining the ground for any sign worth interest.


  The Captain searched one of the bigger craters and found steel fragments of shell or bomb casing. There’d been a war on around here, sure enough. Under their cloud canopy the Venusians seemed to have been paralleling the Earthlings rather too closely.


  George shouted and beckoned from a hundred yards off. The Captain went over. George pointed and said: “What d’you make of that?”


  There was a perfectly straight slit along the ground, only two inches wide. There seemed no end to it. It led off unbroken in either direction as far as the eye could see, straight as a ruled line.


  “I’ve followed it for several hundred yards. It just goes on and on,” said George.


  The skipper knelt and probed it. It was nearly a foot deep, the sides of hard-pressed earth narrowing down uniformly until they met along a wafer-thin groove.


  “Queer,” he said. “Looks as though someone’s drawn a giant knife across the landscape. Are there any parallel marks of any kind?”


  “I can’t see any.”


  “Then how the devil does the knife hold up? I mean, if it were a sort of plow, there should be the marks of wheels or—or—something around here.”


  “Well, there aren’t, Skip.”


  “What’s it supposed to be? A boundary line?”


  “Maybe. I don’t know. I guess the only way to find out is to follow the line until we bump into whatever made it.”


  “I’ll think about it, George. Maybe it’ll be a better idea than your going around in that helicopter when we know there are A.A. guns around. If you kept to the ground and along the line, at least we could follow your trail if need be. But I think we’d better keep together here for a bit, and let the natives approach us. They seem to be hostile, and we may need all hands here to beat off a possible attack. We’ll set up a command post in one of these craters—I’ve a notion we’ll be safer below ground—”


  He broke off. From somewhere far off came a thin, keening wail, getting louder. The crew started to shout and point. There was something moving out there on the plain.


  “Your telescope!” snapped the skipper, and George passed it to him. Even through the telescope the thing racing towards them was not easy to see in the poor light, especially as it was almost edge on. The Captain had once seen the wheel of a racing car come off and go bowling on by itself at a hundred miles an hour. Something like that was coming along the ground in their direction at about the same speed, but it was some twenty feet in diameter. An unattached wheel of solid, gleaming metal tapering down from the hub to an edge of extreme thinness. It was like the wheel of an enormous bacon-slicer, run amok.


  “Everybody down in the craters!” bawled the skipper.


  The rising scream of the wheel’s approach all but drowned his voice. He gesticulated frantically and the crew began running for the holes. When he saw they were safe, he ran with George at his side, to the nearest crater. It was pretty shallow, but if the wheel came their way its speed might carry it over them: he’d no doubt this frightening thing had cut that track, but that track was only a foot deep.


  The scream of the wheel made the air quiver now, and the ground seemed to be quivering in sympathy. In one way the skipper was glad: it camouflaged his own quivering. The pair lay there with their heads down waiting for it to pass. But the howling continued, deafeningly, accompanied by a secondary, steady swishing noise, like that of an electric fan.


  A minute passed. The wheel, too, should have passed in that time. But the sounds of it and the shaking feel of its passage continued.


  Slowly, circumspectly, they lifted their heads and peeped. The wheel was running in a wide circle about them and the whole group of craters, and the ship itself appeared to be the center of the circle. So swiftly did the wheel pursue its circular course that there seemed to be dozens of blurred wheels chasing themselves around, forming a hazy, glimmering barrier twenty feet high.


  George yelled: “It’s got stuck in a groove!”


  The skipper didn’t know whether that was supposed to be a joke or not, and didn’t bother to consider it. He bellowed back: “Come with me!”


  He started running back to the ship. George jumped out of the crater and ran over the shaking ground after him. Heads popped out of craters here and there and watched them inquiringly. The skipper waved them back.


  Inside the ship it was a little quieter.


  “Get Sparks—bring him down to the armory,” gasped the skipper.


  George nodded. He found the radio-op. staring out of his port-hole and trying to make sense of the scene outside. On the way down he told him about the wheel.


  The skipper was getting out the tripod and light barrel of a bazooka. “I’ll take this,” he said. “Get a box of shells each and follow me.”


  The boxes weighed over forty pounds each on Earth and only a little less here. As George staggered with his down the passages, he called: “Have you spotted ’em, Skip?”


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know. The Venusians, I suppose. Whoever’s guiding the wheel.”


  “No. I’m going to have a shot at the wheel itself.”


  “Will it do much good?”


  “It might stop this horrible din,” said the skipper, grimly.


  It smote their ears with full power again as they left the ship. The Captain started setting up the tripod a few yards away. George and Sparks dumped their boxes, opened them, and prepared the rocket shells.


  It might have been his fancy, but George thought the wheel had slackened speed just a little. At least, there didn’t seem quite so many wheels whirring around the perimeter. But that perimeter was still plainly impassable. However fast you tried to dash across it, before you were halfway over the groove that flashing wheel would have come full circle and sliced you in two.


  The skipper was having trouble with the tripod, but waved away his proffered help impatiently.


  The radio-op. was still fascinated by the wheel. He bawled in George’s ear: “I think it’s closing in on us.”


  George started and looked more intently at the base of the blurred wall. Yes, there was a groove, practically a trench, over two feet wide now, and very slowly widening towards them. The keen edge of the wheel was paring its way inwards.


  He thought of Poe’s The Pit and the Pendulum—and was no happier for the thought. He wished the wheel would stand still for a moment so that he could get a good look at it. The skipper grabbed his ankle, tugged it.


  “The shells!” he roared. “Quick-firing drill!”


  George and Sparks quickly laid the eight shells in a line. The bazooka had an automatic firing device: it would fire the shells as fast as you fed them in.


  The skipper opened fire at the center of the moving, and yet seemingly stationary, wall, on a level with the hub. George and Sparks handed him the rocket shells rapidly and efficiently.


  Whizz! Whizz! Whizz! Whizz!


  Trailing fire and smoke the first four shells went darting out of the circle. They passed through the wall as though it were smoke, landing and bursting five hundred yards beyond it.


  The skipper bit his lip, then let the last four go.


  Whizz! Whizz! Whizz! Whi—Crash!


  They glimpsed a mid-air explosion and flung themselves flat as bits of shrapnel moaned and whirred about them and thudded into the earth. The very last one had scored a bit. The howl had lost half its power suddenly.


  Cautiously, they looked up. The wall of steel was still there, but not quite so solidly. You could glimpse the disk of its sole component spinning around with a band of daylight now encircling the hub. They’d blown a hole through the wheel near the hub—the rotary motion made it look like a band.


  And the wheel had been thrust back against the far side of the trench it was cutting.


  Before anyone could say a word, there was a roar like an express train coming, and suddenly a great cloud of black smoke burst with a splintering concussion thirty yards behind them. Only the body of the ship between it and them saved them. Shell fragments rushed through the air with ripping sounds that made their own brief shower of shrapnel sound by comparison mere bits of tinkling glass.


  They didn’t wait for the skipper to tell them what to do this time. They dashed for a deep crater and flung themselves into it. The skipper came crawling after them.


  Then all hell broke loose.


  Shells came shrieking down in a mad race all about them. The ground jolted and jumped continuously, throwing them inches in the air. George was on his side, on his stomach, on his back, on the skipper’s back, on his face again with Sparks half across him: they were being rattled in their crater like dice in a box. Thick clouds of pungent, yellow gas came swirling in. The smell of burnt powder was everywhere, and the shrapnel fell like hail.


  It seemed to last an age. Then it stopped, but their ears were still singing from the battering they’d had, and they didn’t notice the cessation at once. Then slowly the sound of the wheel took over again. It had fallen in pitch now, was only a kind of whirring drone.


  “Phew!” Someone doesn’t like us,” said George, presently. He put his hand to his cheek and found it wet with cold sweat.


  Sparks made no comment. He’d bitten his lip badly, and was dabbing at it with a bloody handkerchief. The skipper inched his nose over the lip of the crater, and tried futilely to wave some of the gas away.


  “Can’t see a thing,” he said. “Venus, the Goddess of Love, eh? We sure had a loving welcome . . . Ah. it’s clearing a bit . . . There’s something moving out there. Got your telescope, George?”


  George passed it up. There was a distant grinding sound, audible above the wheel’s drone.


  “Tanks,” said the skipper, peering. “Old-fashioned tanks, with guns on ’em.” He turned the telescope slowly, scanning every direction. “We’re surrounded by them,” he said, presently. “They’re closing in on us. Coming in for the kill.”


  “I’LL get the bazooka,” said George.


  “No use,” said the radio-op. indistinctly. He’d peeped over the rear edge of the crater. “It got a direct hit. It’s in fifty pieces, and most of ’em aren’t there.”


  “There’s another in the ship,” said George, starting up.


  “Hold it!” said the skipper, authoritatively. “The barrage may come down again at any moment and catch you. It’s not worth it. I’ve counted twenty-five tanks out there, and there’s some other huge, queer thing behind them—Have a look, George. See what you can make of it.”


  George took the telescope. The wheel, continually passing across the line of vision like the shutter of a movie projector, made everything look flickery. But you could see the circle of tanks, with wide caterpillar treads and very squat turrets, about half a mile off. They were low-built things, seeming to hug the ground. Sixty-tonners, George guessed. They were converging slowly, gun muzzles aimed directly at the ship.


  Behind them a sort of huge torpedo on wheels was skirmishing around. It was a hundred feet long at least, with a pointed nose, cylindrical body, and back-projecting fins. It was made of dull metal, and darted swiftly over the ground on sheathed wheels. A thin, short streamer of white-hot gas flowed from its tail.


  “Rocket-propelled,” commented George. “I’d guess it’s a traveling, armored H.Q., directing operations on the field. Why, it’s near as big as our own ship!”


  “Yes,” said the. skipper. “I think it’s time to wave the white flag. We haven’t a chance, and we didn’t come here to fight them, anyway . . . H’m, the tanks have all stopped moving. What now?”


  As they waited, tensely, the wheel’s note, which had been falling, died about them. Even the secondary swishing noise, which was the sound of its keen edge cutting the air, fell to a sigh. It was bowling ever more slowly around. It began to wobble as it ran. They could see the hole in it distinctly now.


  Then it heeled over and fell on its side, all momentum gone. It was still.


  “It’s served its purpose,” said the skipper, taking off his jacket. “And that was to pin us down in the target area until the guns could be brought to bear. Did you see the air flutes on the hub? We’d blown ’em off on this side, but they’re intact on the other side. That’s where the howl came from—to demoralize us and petrify us. Banzai!”


  “I don’t think I’m gonna like these Venusians,” said the radio-op. carefully. His lip had stopped bleeding, and he didn’t want to start it off again.


  “All the same, we’ll have to try to be friendly,” Said the Captain. “Getting tough isn’t going to help us get any place.”


  He’d got his white shirt off now. He draped it over the end of the telescope and waved it over the lip of the crater.


  “That’s a purely Terrestrial custom,” said George. “It probably doesn’t mean a thing here.”


  Bang! Bang! Bang! Three tank shells, on a flat trajectory, arrived before the sound of their passage. They burst near the base of the ship.


  The skipper snatched his shirt back. “It means something, all right,” he said, grimly. “The wrong thing.”


  Sparks made an inarticulate noise, and gasped: “The ship!”


  They turned. The shell-bursts had loosened from the earth the battered fins of the space-ship. It groaned and began to cant. It was like the Tower of Pisa coming away from its foundations.


  “It’s going!” exclaimed George. Luckily, in relation to them it was falling sideways. It came down with an almighty crash, bounced once and rolled a couple of yards. The dust billowed up around it in a long, brown cloud, then slowly settled. The fallen ship lay as still as the fallen wheel.


  The skipper used his shirt to mop his brow.


  “That, I think, has put the finishing touch to your set, Sparks,” he said.


  The radio-op. nodded. His lower lip was bleeding once more, because he’d bitten it again in the same place.


  Then they all jerked their heads the other way, because a roaring sound started way out on the plain.


  “Gosh!” said the skipper. “This is no place for nerve cases. I’m getting the jitters. What the hell is it now?”


  “The armored H.Q.,” said George, looking. “It’s coming this way like a bullet.”


  They all looked. The great torpedo on wheels came hurtling head on towards them, its jets roaring. They could see only its blind pointed nose. It sped through the circle of stationary tanks, and the ground began to shake under its iron wheels.


  “Down,” said the skipper, almost wearily. He was getting sick of being in a sort of recurrent earthquake, bobbing up and down like a jack-in-the box, being assailed by ear-shattering noises and uninvited missiles. The falling of the ship, his charge, had been the last straw, bringing him near cynical despair.


  The roaring stopped, was supplanted by a high squealing, like huge brakes being applied. There came a silence? They were about to lift their heads again, when the grinding of twenty-five tanks moving at once grated through the heavy air.


  George looked along the ground, caught the skipper’s glazing eye, and grinned at him wryly. The skipper tried to grin back, and failed. His expression said: “How much longer can this go on?”


  It wasn’t for much longer. After a few seconds, silence came again so suddenly that it seemed to have a noise of its own. This time the skipper was too apathetic to move. He lay there waiting dully for the next assault. The radio-op. lay beside him with his red-soaked handkerchief pressed to the lower half of his face.


  Cautiously, George stole a look outside. There was a new kind of shock awaiting him. All the tanks had turned in their tracks and were facing outwards, their long guns radiating like wheel-spokes. To the center of the circle they presented their seemingly unprotected backs.


  The great wheeled ship also presented its rear. It stood about two hundred yards off, and the only thing moving about it was a slight heat haze arising from its tail. No one was visible. Nothing but the haze moved anywhere. The gray clouds hung motionless over a picture of still life painted in low tones.


  George spurred the reluctant skipper into taking a look.


  The Captain grunted, gazing from under lowered, cynical lids. “Oh, I see, it’s a game. They want us to chase them now. To hell with them! I’m going to see how the other guys are.”


  He shook off George’s restraining hand and climbed out of the pit. He walked over to the craters where the others had gone to earth. One crater was there no longer. It had become a filled in double grave.


  The mate and the one other crew member were lying full-length at the bottom of their crater, face-downwards. Shrapnel lay around like street rubbish, but none of it appeared to have touched them.


  “Come on,” said the skipper. “Time for chow.”


  He stood on the crater rim careless of the array of mechanism. He was beyond caring. Fate was’ using him for a football, and one could only shrug and sneer.


  Slowly, the mate raised his grimy face. The shells had come rather nearer this refuge, and the tide of thick, sooty gas had washed over it many times. There were tear furrows down his cheeks. He might have been crying. It might have been the gas making his eyes stream.


  “Milman’s dead, sir.”


  The skipper frowned. “Sure? He doesn’t look it.”


  “No, it was just one small splinter. In his right eye.”


  Captain Freiburg sighed. “Barker and Heinz are dead, too. And buried. That leaves only four of us. Just right for bridge. Got a deck of cards on you?”


  The mate sat up. “No, sir.” He was puzzled by the skipper’s tone.


  George came up in time to hear the last bit, and wasn’t puzzled. He understood the skipper’s tone. He knew he’d have to take Charge for a while. Freiburg had thrown in his hand.


  He examined Milman. Dead, all right. He clambered out and took a careful survey of the whole battlefield through his telescope. It was as before. Not a movement. And it still looked like rain.


  The skipper was sitting on the edge of the crater, swinging his legs and filling his pipe.


  George said: “You’ll be all right there for a bit, Skip? I’m going over to try to contact H.Q. and find what side it’s on.”


  The skipper nodded absently, busy with his pipe.


  The mate said: “Can I come?”


  “Sure, pal.”


  They started walking towards the big, dully gleaming hull. Sparks came hesitantly, at a diagonal, to join them. The blood was drying on his chin.


  “Truce?” he asked.


  “I just don’t know,” said George, “lie ready to duck if anything starts up.”


  Nothing did. They came up to the wheeled monster. They could see no signs of hatches or port-holes, and when they’d walked around it, it was plain that the hull was a completely unbroken surface save for two short, flexible rods, near the nose, backward-flung like antennae.


  George reached up, on his toes. He got one of the rods and pulled it. It waggled loosely, and sprang slowly back when he released it. The monster didn’t seem offended. It ignored him.


  He picked up a rock, banged it several times against the hull. The mate and Sparks stood a little way back lest the wheels started going round. But they didn’t.


  “No one at home,” said George, tossing the rock away. “It’s a complete mystery. Wonder if they are watching us through that hull in some way—one-way vision?”


  In case that were so, he made what he considered to be friendly signs at the hull. It remained unresponsive. He threw up his hands.


  “Maybe the tank drivers have something to say. Let’s see.”


  They plodded over the cracked earth to the nearest tank, half expecting it to turn and cover them with its gun. (The guns protruded from the tanks’ bodies, not their turrets, which were much too small.) But the whole arc of tanks they were approaching remained static, and docilely permitted themselves to be inspected.


  The difference here was that the turret had a lid with a handle. George had to screw up his courage to clamber onto the first tank and try to open it up. But soon all three of them were doing it on the tanks, and finding exactly the same thing. The lid came up with a twist of the handle. Inside was the breech of the self-loading gun, with its automatic ammunition feed; a certain amount of what seemed to be radar apparatus, with a tiny screen; and a man-sized driving seat, with a video screen and an instrument panel before it.


  Everything seemed to be there—except the driver.


  They came together again to compare notes. The notes were identical. All the tanks were driverless.


  “They couldn’t have got out—we’d have seen ’em go,” said Sparks.


  “Perhaps there’s another trap in the floor, and they’ve sunk through it into the ground,” said the mate, who wasn’t without humor when there wasn’t much to be afraid of.


  “It’s remote control, with what might be provision for manual control,” said George. “But where are the controllers? Playing possum in that cigar on wheels? Or way in the distance somewhere?”


  “I think they’re in the cigar?” said the mate. “Stuck, because the power’s failed. That thing came charging towards us bent on murder. Then something—perhaps the discovery that its batteries were running out?—made it turn round to go back. All the tanks turned round, too, at the same time: they must be powered from that thing. But it ran out of gas or something and stopped dead. Perhaps we’d better get back before they refill it or repair it.”


  George scratched his head. He was looking at the big white O painted on the nearest tank.


  “I suppose that’s a distinguishing mark,” he said, “but they’ve all got the same letter—or circle.”


  “Or zero,” said Sparks.


  “Listen,” said the mate. There was a distant heavy drone.


  “Coming from the sky,” said Sparks. “Airplanes.”


  “Let’s get back,” said George, and they started off. The drone grew behind them, ballooning up over their heads menacingly. They looked back and up over their shoulders and saw only the gray mask of the sky.


  The skipper was still sitting there, smoking his pipe reflectively. If he’d heard the droning, he didn’t seem bothered by it.


  “Hello, boys. Learn anything?”


  “Yes, and no,” said George. The droning worried him. He gazed up. “They’re either above or in the clouds,” he said. “Probably they don’t know we’re here. They’ll pass over.”


  With a shrieking crescendo the first sheaf of bombs dropped on an arc of the tank perimeter, and two of the tanks were flung in the air like playthings. The blast sent them all headlong into the crater on top of the dead Milman. The skipper somehow escaped it, and sat there looking slightly surprised. George grabbed his legs and pulled him in.


  “My pipe!” said the skipper. sounding injured. He scrabbled for it.


  The war began again. All round the distant skirts of the plain unseen A.-A. guns opened up, firing at the equally-invisible enemy in the sky. This time the tanks and the wheeled thing took no part in it—except as targets for the bombs.


  The people in the crater, although they heard plenty, saw little of the battle. They were piled in a heap and even those at the bottom felt horribly exposed to the objects dropping from the gray, poisonous clouds. Mostly these were bombs, but sometimes they were great chunks of wreckage from flying machines the A.A. guns had hit. Amid unending thunder, the sky rained destruction, and they could only lie there and take it.


  Then the droning, somewhat lessened, died away towards the west. The bombing had ceased, and the guns, except in the west, were quietening down.


  Then all was quiet again.


  George counted heads. By some miracle, they were all still there, including Milman’s, which remained the only dead one. There were a few bruises and grazes, and the radioop.’s unlucky and ill-used lip was bleeding again: it was the only real blood.


  The skipper was looking thoughtful, and George hoped it was a good sign.


  Sparks said thickly: “What I really need is a gum-shield, but has anyone got a spare handkerchief?”


  The mate gave him one silently. He wasn’t feeling humorous at the moment.


  George stood up. His head ached from the concussions. A little dazedly, he took stock again of this noisy corner of Venus. All twenty-five tanks were there, but several of them had been shifted around a bit by blast, and three lay on their sides and one on its back: positions from which it seemed unlikely they could operate. If the “cigar” had been touched, it didn’t show it: possibly its armor was impervious to bomb splinters. It stood squarely and impassively on its wheels in the same spot.


  But in the vaporous distance other things were moving. Towards them, it seemed. George turned the telescope on them, and groaned. Another tank attack was developing.


  He slumped back into the crater. He was beginning to feel something of the skipper’s despair. What was the use? There was no surcease. You couldn’t hit back and you couldn’t run. You just had to grovel there and take this battering from people you couldn’t see, not knowing even what they looked like nor why they should go to these lengths to kill you without a parley or a warning. His vision of himself exploring Venus shrank to a pitiful picture of himself cowering in a hole until he was killed, by unknowns for an unknown reason. It was senseless and unjust.


  He told the others. The Captain shrugged, and said nothing. The mate glowered and said no more. Sparks couldn’t have said anything anyway: his lip was too sore. He just rolled his eyes up, to indicate a sort of pathetic, half-humorous acceptance, and lay back.


  Suddenly, and in concord, those tanks about them which were still right way up began to move. They jockeyed slowly backwards, forming a smaller, tighter but whole circle. When the circle was complete, they stopped. The wheeled thing didn’t move.


  George said: “You know, I don’t think the power was ever off. I believe they’re taking up positions to defend us!”


  The others were jerked out of their apathy.


  “Turncoats?” said the mate. “I don’t get it. They were trying to shoot us to pieces.”


  The skipper still said nothing, but he was becoming interested in things again. He watched intently.


  The tanks in their own circle opened fire first. Presently the watchers saw why. The more distant, advancing tanks were smaller and much swifter, but had correspondingly smaller armament: the bigger tanks were taking advantage of their own greater range. There were fifty or more of the smaller tanks, though, and they whirred around like desert beetles, making themselves into difficult targets. They began dashing, in to take quick shots with their own guns, then zig-zagging off again. They didn’t always get away with it. It was exciting to watch, but dangerous. Shells were flying all ways. But the men peeping over the rim of the crater believed that this time they were neutral, and nothing was deliberately aimed at them. Therefore, illogically, they felt safer.


  The feeling was short-lived. A small enemy tank dashed in between two of their own (they were beginning to look upon them as their own) knocked-out tanks, breaking into the defensive ring, and came charging on towards them squirting shells as it came. They were small shells, and whizzed harmlessly over the fallen space-ship behind them.


  Before the tank could depress its gun elevation, the great ship on wheels suddenly came to life with a roar of rocket vents. With terrific acceleration it bore down on the small tank and shouldered it out of its path as a mad bull charges a hapless, dismounted picador. There was a sound like the clash of giant cymbals. The tank rolled helplessly on its back, like a turtle. Its tracks churned the air uselessly. The wheeled monster pulled up almost in its own length with a great shrieking of brakes. It became quiescent again.


  George became aware of the skipper beside him, a fellow witness, and bawled in his ear: “They’re very much alive in the H.Q.!”


  The captain nodded, and pointed at the helpless tank. He shouted something back, but the din of battle drowned it except for the word “Triangle!”


  George looked at the tank again, and noted the big green triangle painted on it. Sometime, he thought, if he lived, he might be able to fit the pieces of this puzzle together. The white circles fought the strange Terrestrials, then suddenly turned to defend them against the green triangles. Why? What was the fighting about, anyway? And who were the combatants? Did it go on like this all of the time all over Venus, or had they happened to drop into the middle of a local war?


  Suddenly, as if obeying a single voice, all the small attacking tanks wheeled round simultaneously and clattered swiftly back in the direction from which they’d come, leaving behind them only dust trails and the dozen or so of their number which had been knocked out.


  The firing ceased abruptly.


  The skipper said: “We’ve beaten them off.”


  “We?” echoed George. “Who are ‘we’ ?”


  The skipper shrugged, and peered into the distances after the fleeing tanks. He became suddenly rigid. “Uh-uh. Telescope, George.”


  George passed it.


  “There’s no end to it,” the Captain said, presently. “Unless this is the end coming. It looks like it.”


  George was straining his eyes to see what the Captain could see. He could only make out, somewhere near the blurred horizon, it seemed, a dark, moving spot.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s the grandfather of all tanks. About five times the size of our friends here. Lord, it must be all of twenty feet tall and weigh around three hundred tons. Coming this way. Rather slow. Looks grim. Seems to be alone.”


  “Coming to our rescue? Maybe that’s what frightened the triangle corps off.”


  “I’d like to think so, but I’m afraid not. Our late attackers are dashing towards it like kids running to their mother. It’s not firing at them. Gosh, it reminds me of a big, fat, female spider and her brood. They’re forming up behind her now—hanging on her apron-strings, as it were . . . It’s no use, George. It’s carrying their sign: a green triangle. We’re in for it this time. Got any aspirin on you?”


  He relinquished the telescope to George with a slight smile. George looked at him curiously.


  “You’re perking up again, Skip. I thought you’d given up.”


  “I had, George, and I have again—now I’ve seen what’s coming. The first time I felt that everyone and everything was against us. But when the lads in the H.Q. over there started carrying a gun for us, I felt a whole lot better. It’s nice to have someone on your side, and you must admit they’ve put up a good show.”


  “I see,” said George. The Captain hated being out on his own, bearing the whole responsibility when he was helpless to do anything about it. He was still helpless, but not alone: the unknown commander of the wheeled thing had taken over their defense. He had an ally on his own level. He seemed to have forgotten that two of his crew had been killed by the white circle tanks. Or else he looked upon it as a mistake.


  Sparks and the mate still crouched silently at the bottom of the pit. They looked dazed from the shelling. They winced as a boom sounded from the distance, and went flat as the shriek of an approaching shell split the air. It came down with a great rushing sound some three hundred yards behind the hull of the spaceship, and with a tremendous crack a gusher of brown earth shot towards the lowering sky. Black smoke boiled up from its base.


  Here we go again, thought George, and felt depressed. He let himself slide slowly back into the crater. The skipper remained up there.


  The white circle tanks began firing, their guns cocked at extreme elevation. The skipper observed through the telescope.


  “Our shells are falling short,” he called down. “We can’t reach him. He’s stopped well out of range. He’s going to shoot us up from there.”


  Another shell came wailing, then tearing down. Crack! Still plus, but a hundred yards nearer.


  The radio-operator looked at George over his handkerchief. His scared eyes said what George was thinking: only a matter of time now, and not much of it.


  Then they jumped as the rockets of the cigar on wheels roared suddenly. They felt the vibration of the ship’s weight moving off, and they all—even the mate—scrambled up to see whether it was abandoning them, rushing off to a safe place out of range. But, its vents screaming, its wheels racing, it was shooting like an arrow towards the dim bulk of the giant tank.


  George felt an odd lump arise in his throat. Our champion, he thought. Mad, useless courage. This tank was far too big and solid to be overthrown, as the midget tank had been, merely by the H.Q.’s weight. The H.Q. could only smash itself to pieces as a boat splinters itself on a rock. Perhaps it only intended to worry the tank, spoil its aim, dart around it like a dog around a bear, using its superior speed to preserve itself.


  Using unsuspected small quick-firing guns, the tank opened up on the thing rocketting towards it. The crackling fire had no visible effect. The H.Q. drove through the jumping shell-bursts unchecked. Indeed, it increased its velocity, began to veer, then swerved back sharply at terrific speed.


  They had a glimpse of its pointed nose catching the tank obliquely in the side, just under the turret. Then they saw no more for several minutes, because they were blinded by the flash of white light which seemed to rive both heaven and earth.


  When they picked themselves up and began to receive visual impressions again, the thunderous echoes of the explosion were still repeating themselves around the horizon. They had to give Sparks immediate first aid. His lower lip was just raw flesh now, like a burst tomato, and they had to gag him. He was moaning with the pain of it.


  The giant tank stood out there in the middle distance, brewing up, with both tracks blown off and its turret lying in halves a quarter of a mile away. Its gun was broken off short as though it had been a stick of chalk. A jagged crack ran down its frontal plate. It looked like a black cauldron boiling merrily on a fire.


  One wheel of the H.Q. had been blown back in their direction, and lay, somehow pitifully, on the ground near the great steel wheel. It was the sole remaining fragment. The rest seemed to have been atomized.


  A great many of the small tanks sheltering behind the big one were laying around in pieces. If any at all had survived, they had fled.


  The guarding, white circle tanks had relapsed into silence and disinterestedness.


  The skipper surveyed the battlefield. He was very moved. He said to George: “What great guys they were! They must have known they were riding a cargo of dynamite. Fuel tanks burst, I guess.”


  George said: “Now I don’t suppose we’ll ever know who they were. Or even if there were any.”


  “Uh?”


  “Well, we still don’t know, do we?”


  “I’ll stake my life there were people in there who knew just what they were doing,” said the Captain, stubbornly.


  George didn’t argue. For one thing, he had no facts to go on. For another, it was obvious that the skipper had an emotional need to believe that there were Venusians on his side, faithful unto death, that the whole planet wasn’t hostile. That belief had lifted him out of his despair, given him his faith back. What did it matter if the belief were right or wrong, so long as it sustained him? He might very well be right, anyhow.


  They inspected their space-ship inside and out. Things had been pretty badly shaken up, but the only thing beyond ultimate repair was the radio set. The fins were grotesquely crumpled, but could be straightened out on the portable work-benches, given time. After that, the great problem would be to get the ship back standing vertically on its tail, the take-off position.


  “If only we had winches,” said the skipper.


  The mate was feeling brighter now, and had an idea.


  “Can’t we do something with the tanks—use ’em, I mean?”


  The Captain said: “I doubt it. I suspect they were directed and powered from the mobile H.Q., and now that’s gone . . . Besides, we’d need cables.”


  “The old Terrestrial tanks carried cables for pulling each other out of awkward spots,” said George. “Let’s have a look at these things.”


  They found each tank had a cable locker at the rear, containing fifty yards or so of oiled steel, cable an inch and a half thick.


  They looked at each other. “It’s like an answer to a prayer,” said the skipper. “We can join the cables together. Then, if we can get only eight or nine of these tanks working somehow . . .”


  George said: “You know, I’ve been wondering about the driving seats. It seems to argue that the things weren’t always remote controlled, and perhaps still needn’t be. I think there’s alternative provision for manual control. That panel in front of the seat—it has manual switches on it. I’m going to try it. Keep clear of the tracks.”


  He climbed into the tank they were standing beside.


  None of the switches or levers was marked, and he began a game of trial and error with them. He caught himself by surprise and hit the forward movement lever at the first attempt. The tank jolted forward. It went quite a hundred yards before he found out how to stop it. But the controls were easy to manage once he’d mentally labeled everything. The video screen showed him where he was going. Twenty minutes later he was giving the skipper driving lessons.


  When the skipper had mastered it, he brought the tank to a halt and said to George: “We’ve two week’s work to do on the fins before they’re strong enough to support the ship. That’s if the triangle crowd don’t attack again and do more damage. But if we’re left in peace, then there’s the danger that these tanks might take it into their heads to wander off before we can use ’em, and leave us stranded. Wonder if we can switch off the remote controls in any way?”


  They experimented, removing an antenna. But then the tank wouldn’t move.


  George said: “If you cut off the remote control, you also cut the tank off from its source of power. We’ll have to take the risk that they’ll stay here.”


  “I don’t like taking risks,” said the skipper. “Look, George, I’d like you to have a scout around in the helicopter. I know you want to explore, anyhow, but the main thing is to try to contact the white circle G.H.Q., whoever and wherever they are. Tell ’em we’d like their continued aid in defense, also their tanks for haulage. Maybe they can send mobile workshops to help with the repairing. They do seem to be on our side now. Tell ’em we only came to establish friendly contact, anyhow, not to make enemies. Tell ’em how their H.Q. blew itself up in our defense. Thank them on our behalf. We don’t understand why they’re protecting us, but we’re grateful, and all that. Will you do that?”


  “Sure. I didn’t aim to leave Venus without meeting the Venusians or having a look at the place. I’ll leave right away.”


  It was easy to get the helicopter out. It had been packed carefully in pieces, and had suffered no damage. In the normal way it would have had to have been lowered piece by piece from the hatch at the top of the ship. But now that hatch was almost at ground level, and it was like unloading a railroad box-car. The four of them assembled the helicopter, and adjusted the variable pitch vanes to cope with the heavier atmosphere. George nearly crashed on the first trial flight, but eventually they got the pitch right and the thing flew smoothly. George made a wide circuit of the area but saw no sign of enemy tanks.


  They packed concentrated food, and tested the Teleo components. The Teleo was undoubtedly the foremost invention of the age, and had been produced for the Martian expedition. The disappointment of that had left its use limited. In war it would have been invaluable, keeping infantry patrols in silent communication. Half a century ago it could have been an interpreter. But now there was One World and one tongue.


  Again, it suited only certain physical types. It produced excruciating headaches in others, among whom Captain Freiburg was one. It could have been useful in the management of the ship at times when speech was impossible, but Freiburg preferred to keep a clear head. Also, its range was limited to about three yards.


  It looked simple enough: just a skull cap of thin, flexible and sensitized material, connected by a twin cable to a small box worn on a belt. The only control was a push-pull switch. Two or more people using Teleo could communicate telepathically, even though they spoke different languages. A thought, at base, was a measurable electric discharge from the brain cells. The Teleo merely measured that discharge and transmitted it on a short wave. Or it could receive such an impulse: it was a two-way radio. The discharge was reproduced in the receiver’s brain, became a thought which was interpreted in the recipient’s language.


  There was a mask screening unconscious or subconscious thoughts. Only deliberately formed conscious thoughts came through, and then only by the will of the sender, who could switch the apparatus on or off.


  George had half a dozen sets packed in a satchel. As he said before they’d started: “If I meet any Venusians, I only hope they’ve heads to put these on.”


  When the helicopter was loaded, he shook hands all round. The skipper warned: “Don’t go anywhere near the ceiling. Remember, the clouds are poisonous. Look for that white circle. Good luck, George.”


  Then he was humming about over their heads, gaining height, till the three faces below looked like white dots, then became undistinguishable, while the space-ship, shrank to a mere stick lying on the ground. Then the stick floated away behind and was swallowed by the misty distance. Ahead, the blur on the horizon began to resolve itself into mountains; white-peaked.


  He flew on, and presently was passing between the silent, snow-powdered peaks and staring down into desolate, twisting valleys. And then, beyond, the plain resumed again, and went on and on. Visibility under that dull sky was very poor. In no direction was the horizon clear.


  Over the plain he had to keep fairly close to the ground lest he should miss seeing any friendly vehicles. He once glimpsed a huge metal wheel, of the kind which had encircled them, bowling swiftly along on a secret errand and cutting its path as straight as a bee-line. It was quite by itself on the vast plain but seemed confident of its mission. It was going roughly in his present direction and he swooped down and tried to follow it. But from directly above its thinness made it all but invisible, and he lost it. Then he saw it a minute later spinning away on a divergent course, like a silver dollar, too far and fast for him to have a hope of catching it again.


  That was the only moving thing he saw until a jet plane dropped out of the clouds and came screaming down at him. It shot past and banked widely, and in those moments he saw it clearly: a short, stubby thing, gray as the clouds, with swept-back wings. On each wing was painted a white circle.


  His heart leaped. A friendly plane. Perhaps it would guide him to the G.H.Q. Perhaps it had come for that purpose.


  He hadn’t time to speculate more about that, for the plane zoomed through a great semi-circle and came straight for him spitting cannon shells. There were a few seconds of noisy confusion. He lost control of the helicopter. It was taken from him and bounced about the sky like a rubber ball. And sometimes the greenbrown plain became the sky and sometimes it became a great wall, standing up first on this side of him and then on that. There were smoke blotches drifting past and fragments flying and ear-splitting bangs.


  Whether he pressed the ejector switch voluntarily or not, he never knew. But suddenly he was flying through the air without the now unreliable aid of the helicopter. Then he was falling. His parachute opened automatically. Under its seesawing canopy, he tried to regain control of his own rocking senses.


  The helicopter, with its tail shot off, was side-slipping away and below him. Its brusque executioner had quite disappeared, presumably back into the clouds.


  He watched the helicopter spin down and crash on the plain, and was angry and bewildered. Would he ever even begin to make sense of it?


  He’d thought, like the skipper, that the white circle was now the symbol of an ally. Yet a white circle plane had just shot him down on sight.


  A mistake? But surely they had radio, and the information had gone out to all local areas by now? If not. then White Circle G.H.Q. wasn’t so hot, and its help could only be regarded as a doubtful quantity. Perhaps they’d changed sides again? Such vacillating characters could never be trusted.


  He landed with a foot-tingling jar. It was just such a place as that where the space-ship had landed: the dirty green-brown plain spreading away into murkiness, and the shell or bomb craters pitting its drab surface. For all his long flight, he’d got nowhere much—only into a worse position. Here he was, many leagues from his fellows, alone and unarmed (his rifle was-in the’copter), with only his legs for transport. And, seemingly, he was between two fires: everyone’s foe. Or prey.


  He threw off the parachute harness, and began walking in the direction where he’d seen the helicopter crash. It was necessary to salvage the food, and perhaps the gun, but he was beginning to think there was little need to collect the Teleo outfits. Venusians, with or without heads, seemed to be people to avoid.


  MARA returned with bundle of the succulent loogo stalks even before Dox had missed them from his well-guarded store. Swift as she’d been, it was already too late. Mother sat up in bed with her mouth open as if eager to be fed at once. But she’d never eat again. Her mouth was open this time merely because her jaw had dropped.


  Mara looked at the fat, still body, shrugged, and thought: Well, that servitude is ended. She fed well. None can say I failed in my duty.


  Absently, she began nibbling one of the stalks herself. She felt no sorrow, only relief. She was free from the onus of feeding that insatiable appetite.


  Now she wished to be free from Fami itself. It was a problem. The only known way to leave Fami was the way her mother (most reluctantly, she was sure) had gone—along Death’s road.


  Perhaps Leep knew another way. Still nibbling, she went along to his cave. He was squatting outside writing slowly and painfully upon a strip of bleached cloth. His thin figure was bent absorbedly over it.


  “Go away,” he said, without looking up. “Even my disciples are not allowed near me when I’m composing.”


  She sat down silently, watching him, and eating.


  “Give me a loogo stalk, and you may stay.”


  She would have stayed, anyway, but she gave him a stalk.


  “Your mother’s dead,” he said, with his mouth full.


  She nodded, not questioning his source of knowledge. Leep was often aware of events without being told of them. He was a mystic, a seer, a versifier, and very lazy. He neither worked nor applied himself to the more honorable busines of stealing. Because of his rare qualities, he had a circle of devotees who stole for him.


  “You may have this,” he said, passing her the cloth strip.


  She took it and read it, as slowly and painfully as he’d written it.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “It’s all a pointless game

            Played by a forgotten name,

            The warlord and child,

            Immortal, bored Senilde,

            In a house of tricks,

            A box of bricks,

            Beneath the verdant tower.

            Who commands the power

            To stifle his breath,

            And bring him death?”

          
        

      
    

  


  “Become my artist now, and I shall write you many such verses,” he said.


  She tucked the strip carefully in her one pocket. It was worth preserving. Cloth was scarce. This was good cloth. She could use it for patching.


  She shook her head. “I wish to leave Fami. Which is the way?”


  “There’s only one way: to follow your mother.”


  She nodded silently.


  “All ways lead to death,” he said, sententiously. “Even the way of acceptance, of remaining here. All shall die soon, for shortly the glacier shall flow over Fami.”


  Again she nodded, and left him. As she walked back through the village, she looked around. This wide, fertile ledge, with its caves, shacks, and vegetable patches, this odd fault on the margin of the great glacier, was the only world she or its inhabitants had ever known. According to the legends, their distant ancestors had fled up here in the mountains for refuge from the harsh, unending war sweeping the greater world.


  But the war followed them. Machines flying in the clouds dropped fire and thunder on them, blowing great masses away from the mountain side. When the survivors dared to look, they found the path had been part of those rock-falls, and now all that was left on that side was an abrupt precipice. On the other side, a steep glacier swept down into gloom, putting out an arm to overhang the village. It was so steep and glassily hard that it was plain that if you went down it, you’d never be able to climb back again, even supposing you survived the descent. Above the ledge, away to the side of the glacial arm, the snowy slopes went as steeply up, up to the perpetual clouds. You could, with difficulty, gain the snow slopes, and climb them all the way to the clouds. But your reward would be certain death: for to breathe up in the clouds was fatal.


  So when the survivors found good earth on the ledge, they decided to stay there and make the best of things. They built shacks from the material residue of their caravan, hollowed caves, tilled and sowed the earth, and called the place Fami, which merely meant “Home.” Most of the men were deserters from the Army, and they brought the Army code with them. They’d lived so long by looting that they’d come to accept it as the primary method of acquiring food and property, indeed, the only honorable one. To do it properly, especially among fellow soldiers, required all one’s wits and ingenuity. If you were too stupid or weak or fearful to make a good thief, you had to labor to grow the food and make the utensils for living. To have to fall back on producing was a confession of failure, and carried a social stigma.


  Mara was lucky, in one way. Her father had been in charge of Army provisions, knew all the tricks, and taught her well. She had, in fact, surpassed him, never fumbled it once.


  But he did get caught once, in the blackness of night at Filo’s granary. The law was that if you caught a thief in the act of stealing you had every right to kill him. It was justice: bungling must be punished. It was the only way to keep the standard of performance high, worthy of the name of art—for a thief claimed the title of “artist.”


  So he was executed. His last words to Mara were: “Now my burden of duty falls on you. See that your mother never goes hungry—I charge you.”


  But mother was scarcely anything else but hungry. It was her natural state. Mara earned and gave her thrice as much food as anyone else received, but she always wanted more. Mara began to suspect that her father had allowed himself to be caught on purpose.


  So when in the evening the neighbors ceremoniously placed the naked (cloth was short in Fami) body of her mother on the edge of the glacier, and equally ceremoniously gave it a push, she was not sad when she saw it slide away and down, and become a fast-moving speck that the mist swallowed.


  She went home and worked on the big, cloth-stuffed mattress she was fashioning from her spoils. (She was one of the reasons for cloth being scarce.) She finished it late in the night, and dragged it through the sleeping village to the glacier. She balanced it on the edge, lay on it, and pushed hard. She worked the ponderous thing away from the edge—then suddenly she was riding it at gathering speed down through the complete darkness.


  Leep had advised her that the only way out was to follow her mother and she was doing it—literally. She was a simple girl, and something of a fatalist. What no other inhabitant of Fami had dared do even in daylight, she was doing casually at night, for no other reason than that was when her carrier was completed. She lay spread-eagled on the thing at an acute angle with the air rushing over her like an upward gale, with no idea of what lay even a yard ahead of her. The swift glissading went on for a long time. She’d adjusted herself to it and was even beginning to doze, when the mattress started to slow with a series of jerks.


  It stopped. She knelt on the mattress, groping around it with an exploratory hand. Her fingers dabbled in water in most directions. It was very cold. She got out her knife, split the mattress up the middle, and snuggled into the interior. Soon she was warm and asleep. The main object was accomplished: she had escaped from Fami. She could wait till first light to discover where she’d escaped to.


  She awakened sometime after dawn and found her bed poised on a narrowing spit of hard snow. Several longer tongues of the glacier reached out into the shallows of the wide lake formed by its melting.


  She found four shrunken but fairly well preserved bodies lying along the margin of the lake and recognized them as inhabitants of Fami who’d died in the last few years. Her mother was not among them, and she surmised that the greater weight of that body had carried it on into the lake. The bones of many of her ancestors and old acquaintances must lie around here, beneath the ice-snow or the water. Behind her, the great ice slope mounted ever more steeply into the mist.


  Beyond the smooth, leaden level of the lake were hills. She skirted the lake to reach them, passed through valleys which wound ever downwards until she emerged, towards evening, on a wide plain where the air was warm, almost oppressive. She slept there in a hollow. Next morning she ate the last of her loogo stalks, and set out across the plain.


  She heard spasmodic rumblings and bangings in the far distance, and once the heavy drone of unseen aircraft passed over her head. But these were sounds one often heard from Fami. They’d never hurt anyone during her lifetime, and so she was not afraid of them.


  She was not even afraid when she saw two strange birds fight briefly high in the sky and one fall dead to the ground. But she was curious when she saw a man floating down from the heavens swinging beneath what looked like a big white sheet. The man might have some food with him—and that sheet looked like a nice piece of cloth. So she started walking to the spot where he’d come to earth.


  Presently, she came upon the abandoned parachute, and was rapturous about the thin, smooth, incredibly clean silk. She gathered it together, tied it in a bundle with its own cords. She could see the man in the distance walking towards the broken body of the fallen bird. She balanced the bundle on her head and walked after him.


  GEORGE delved in the wreckage of the helicopter. Everything seemed to be there except the automatic rifle, his sole weapon. It must have fallen out high up, and might now be anywhere within a radius of a couple of miles, and probably no longer in one piece.


  He bit a chunk off a food bar, and laid the rest of it on the fuselage while he groped in the last corner of the splintered body to make sure of what he was already quite sure of: the rifle was gone. When he reached for the rest of the bar, that was gone too.


  He looked on the ground, where it might have dropped, but it wasn’t there. But a few yards away was his parachute, bundled up like a cushion. Sitting on it, watching him and eating the last of the bar, was a young girl with a solemn but beautiful pale face. She was wearing only a very tattered frock. Her limbs were bare, her hair jet black, her eyes brown and expressionless.


  “Well, hello,” he said, intensely surprised and equally interested.


  She continued to sit and chew and watch him.


  “Hungry?” he asked, and tossed her another food bar. She caught it neatly and eyed the box he’d taken it from.


  In his turn, he inspected the first live Venusian any Earthling had seen. If they’re all like this, he thought, it’s going to be all right. She not only had a head, but a nice head; and all her other members were not only in the right places, but most pleasingly arranged there.


  He got out a couple of the Teleo outfits, and went into an elaborate miming routine to indicate what they were for and to assure her that the apparatus wouldn’t harm her. He might as well have conserved his energy. She sat there finishing the second bar calmly, her gaze wandering from him back to the box. Indifferent, she let him adjust the cap over her raven hair.


  With practise, this thought projection came as automatically as speech, and might therefore be described as speech.


  “What’s your name?” asked George.


  “Mara,” she said, without surprise.


  “Where are you from, Mara?”


  She waved sticky fingers in the general direction of the misty mountains, and then stuck the same fingers in her mouth and sucked them.


  “I see. I’m George. I come from another planet, Earth.”


  Her response was negative. She became interested in the texture of the parachute.


  “You may have that,” George said, kindly.


  “Naturally. It’s mine.”


  “Finders keepers, eh? Look, Mara, what’s this war all about? What side are you on—white circles or green triangles?”


  She looked at him, as expressionless as ever, and not a thought came across. When she either didn’t understand what he meant, or was disinterested, her mind seemed to go a complete blank.


  “You don’t understand? Circles. Triangles. Get it?”


  She obviously didn’t, so he hunted in the wreckage for something sharp enough to carve specimen circles and triangles in the turf. When he turned back, holding a pick, she was deep in the provision box helping herself to handfuls of the food bars.


  “Hi, what’s the game?” he said.


  She stopped. “Game?” She pulled a piece of cloth from her pocket and tossed it to him. The unsightly marks on it conveyed nothing except that it was probably something in another language. He gave it back, telling her to read it.


  She read the whole verse beginning: “It’s all pointless game . . .”


  At the end, he switched off his transmitter for a while, did some private thinking, switched on again, took all the bars from her, and said: “Mara these are strictly rationed. But I’ll give you another if you’ll tell me where you got this doggerel from, and what it’s supposed to mean, and a little more general information about yourself and your people.”


  She said she didn’t know what the verse meant any more than he did, but Leep was a man of strange perception and . . . She told him about Leep, and her mother, and Fami and its history, and the glacier and her escape. He gave her the promised bar and said: “It’s a pity my helicopter’s completely smashed. We could have flown up to Fami and interviewed your friend, Leep. He seems to know what it’s all about.”


  “Oh, yes. He has made many cloth books of verses of this kind. They foretold many things which have come to pass.”


  “The village Nostradamus, eh? A useful guy to have around.” He pondered, then said abruptly: “Well, it’s the only lead. We’ll call on him, using our flat feet.”


  “But the glacier is too slippery to climb.”


  He tapped the pick. “We’ll cut steps. Come on. My time is limited.”


  He couldn’t persuade her to leave the parachute. It was too precious a find. So he carried the provision box, the pick, spare Teleos, and his slung telescope, and was rather glad he’d not found the rifle after all. She walked sedately behind carrying the bundled’chute on her head. They kept their Teleos on all the time.


  THE glacier was on altogether a greater scale than he’d imagined: wider, higher, steeper. This was the fifth day of painful step-cutting, inching up a slope that ran for miles. Every night they had to hack out a niche in which to sleep, enfolded in the silken layers of the parachute. Even then he, in his thick air-suit, could scarce sleep for the cold.


  He marveled at the hardihood of Mara. Clad only in her thin frock, placing her bare feet unhesitantly in the ice holes he’d chipped out, she climbed behind him without complaint or obvious fatigue. Nor did she question why she should retrace so tediously the route of her escape from Fami. There were no infantile regrets or crying for the moon in her make-up. She dealt only with facts. Her simple line of reasoning, George suspected, was: This man has food. He is a fool, and gives it away. Therefore, if I accompany him, I shall have food.


  That night, as they lay in their small, artificial cave, he accused her directly: “Mara, you’re not interested in the war, are you? You don’t care if we find the white circle G.H.Q. or not?”


  “No.”


  “And you don’t want to return to Fami?”


  “No.”


  “You only come with me because I feed you, and there is no food on the plane?”


  “It is nice to be fed. I always had to feed others.”


  He sighed, and felt oddly regretful. He wished she had kept him company because she liked it. He’d grown to like having her around in this cold, dreary desolation. Somehow, she was better company even than the Skipper, for she Was uncomplicated, unfearful of the future, self-controlled. And, underneath, deep down, he’d found a queer little streak of quiet humor. Not the surface, facetious humor, the cover up for uncertainty, but the real thing, seeing things for what they were, and smiling at them, unafraid.


  Suddenly, she said: “Of course, if I wished, I could take the food whenever I wanted.”


  “No, Mara, not now. The box is locked and the key’s in my pocket.”


  She made no answer, but presently shifted about as though she’d difficulty in getting into a comfortable position for sleep. He lay there dozing lightly and wondering formlessly about the trio back at the space-ship. Had they suffered any more attacks or was the work on the fins going well? He’d been away almost a week now, and almost anything might have happened back there.


  Again, how was he going to get back? If he contacted the white circle Venusians soon, they may provide some form of transport. If not, if he never found them, it was not going to be easy.


  The automatic direction-recorder in the helicopter had been smashed to fragments in the crash. Therefore, he’d little notion of where the space-ship lay from here. All he knew was that somewhere out on the great plain there were mountain ranges other than this one, and the ship was somewhere way the other side of them. Even if he reached the general area, the ship, in its horizontal position, would not be easy to spot even through the telescope in the poor visibility—he might go wandering miles past it and become hopelessly lost.


  And, at this rate, it might be several weeks before he could get back. By then, they may have given him up as lost or dead, and gone home, licking their wounds.


  He started out of his sleepy reverie when a few loose objects fell within an inch or two of his nose. He investigated them gingerly. Half a dozen food bars.


  He sat up, staring into the freezing darkness. Reaching out, he touched Mara’s quiescent form. With the other hand he fumbled in his pocket: the key was still there.


  “Yes?” she said, without moving.


  “Did I leave the box unlocked?”


  “No. I don’t need keys. I have my own methods.”


  “Oh.” He lay back. There was something wrong with his idea of Mara’s reasoning. She could have helped herself to the food at any time, of course, and left him in the night. It would have been the most natural thing in the world for her, thieving being her profession. They’d argued about the ethics of hard labor as opposed to honest thieving. He’d explained the social code of Earth, but she’d not been impressed by it. So they’d agreed to differ about that.


  “Mara,” he said, suddenly. “You could have stolen all the food and left me. Why didn’t you?”


  “Then I should have to carry it, and that box is heavy.”


  He was disappointed. “So that’s all. It’s not because you like me?”


  “I like you.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you don’t want me to steal for you. Everyone I knew, except my father, thought the only point of my existence was to be their artist. You make no such demands on me. I like you.”


  “Um.” It still wasn’t quite satisfactory. He said: “I like you too, Mara. Goodnight.” And turned over to go to sleep. But he couldn’t sleep for a long while. He kept thinking about how he liked Mara.


  IN the morning they reached a point on a curve of the glacier from which they could see Fami. Or could have seen it had it been there to see. George, through his telescope, searched the area pointed out by Mara, and saw not a trace of the ledge. The outflanking arm of the glacier had swept over it and now hung, like a huge, torn, white lace curtain, for a thousand feet down the precipice.


  “Leep said it would happen soon,” said Mara, unperturbed.


  “More fool he for staying there,” said George, viciously. “Well, he and his rag-books will have to stay there for rather longer now—petrified for posterity. One small pick isn’t going to shift that weight of ice. Even if we could get him out, he’d scarcely be in a condition for conversation. I guess the war’s just got to remain a mystery.”


  He felt furious at the waste of time and effort, disheartened at the thought of the long, slow climb down the glacier again—to go where? Where was the white circle G.H.Q.?


  While he wasted more time, in a clouded fury, glowering and kicking childishly at the side of an icestep, Mara accepted and handled the situation in her calm, mature way. She’d made a wide, flat cushion of the parachute. Now she seized the heavy provision box and shoved it off down the glacier. George grabbed at it, and missed. The thing went sliding with gathering momentum down the awful slope, then vanished with the speed of a bullet. He switched his anger to her.


  “What the hell d’you think you’re doing?”


  She sat deliberately on the silken cushion, clinging to the step with one hand and patting the space beside her with the other, motioning him to join her. Then she smiled faintly and pointed after the box.


  He got it, together with a tremor of apprehension. It hadn’t crossed her mind to waste time in climbing down. She’d go the way she went before and she expected him to ride with her. His instinct was to dissuade her for both their sakes: the memory of the length of that run and its hazards was too fresh. But that fear was killed by the greater fear of her surprise and contempt. Carefully, he crawled to her side.


  “Sure, let’s go. I always had a yen to shoot Niagara.”


  They slid together, flat on their backs on the cushion, for a hundred yards, and then it felt as though they were no longer sliding, but falling. He glimpsed high ramparts on either side sawing rapidly, actively, at the gray clouds, while his stomach climbed up into his chest and the airflow chilled his cheeks. The swift, uncontrolled motion combined with the utter silence was terrifying. He clung equally fiercely to the material and to Mara, and shut both his eyes and his imagination, waiting for it to end.


  After half a lifetime, it ended—abruptly. A wall of freezing cold water came tumbling down over his feet and buried him. He choked and spluttered and thrashed about completely without any sense of direction, and the water seemed to be poking icicles into his eyes, ears, and nose. Then, somehow, he found himself standing breast-deep in the lake, gasping like a landed fish.


  Mara, neck-deep, was a few yards off, pushing her wet hair back. Her solemn face split suddenly in a grin when she saw him. He tried to speak and could do nothing but continue to gasp—the water was paralyzingly cold. He beckoned her to follow, and floundered blindly to the shore. When he looked back, she was still out there, walking slowly around, seeming to feel about with her feet.


  Then suddenly she did a little duck-dive and disappeared.


  He waited over half a minute and she didn’t reappear. Half-frightened, half-angry, he started sloshing out towards the spot. Then she bobbed up, yards nearer the shore, bending, and dragging something out of the shallows. It was the food-box. He went to help her.


  “You c-cold-blooded little f-fish.” His teeth were chattering.


  She didn’t understand. The Teleos had been washed off both of them. Luckily, the spares were in a waterproof satchel. But before she dried off, she wanted to go back and recover the parachute.


  He stuck a Teleo on her and bawled: “Leave it there!” The friction will have worn it full of holes, and anyway it’s saturated—it’ll weigh a ton now: I’ll give you a new one when we reach the ship.”


  That made her so happy that her face became radiant. The wet frock clung to the curves of her form. A sudden hunger went through him. He caught hold of her, pressed her to him, kissed her roughly, almost brutally. She responded fiercely. Between kisses he babbled foolish promises. “You shall have the best Paris can offer . . . Dresses of silk and coats of fur . . . Jewels and such things as you have never dreamed of . . .”


  She giggled like a child and caressed him like a woman.


  The remains of her ancestors lay all around them, long past love, or memory, or the promises of life.


  IN the afternoon, they struck off in a new direction. Instead of returning down the valleys to the known emptiness of the plain, they toiled over the hills to the west, seeking a viewpoint. They found it on one crest, and for a moment they stood hand in hand surveying the panorama. Then George’s grip tightened. He pointed. Away down where rocks and cliffs abounded there was an isolated pinnacle. Unlike the others, vegetation of some kind clung its almost perpendicular sides.


  Under its height an apparently artificially levelled area lay, with the traces of a pattern showing through the heavy undergrowth. And there also was a long box of a house, dun brown, flat-roofed, many-windowed, with a beetling portico of disproportionate size.


  “Beneath the verdant tower . . . The house of bricks, a box of tricks,” said George, slowly, his memory only slightly faulty. He thought: Stumbling on it like this . . . This isn’t real. It’s out of The Wizard of Oz.


  Then aloud: “Come on, Mara, let’s follow the yellow brick road.”


  Naturally, the allusion meant nothing to her, but she didn’t query it, only plunged gaily with him down the hill.


  “THIS,” said George, when they got to it, “was once a cultivated garden.”


  She said “Yes,” and let her gaze rove over the mold-encrusted stone seats, the weed-grown paths, the stagnant ornamental ponds, and the wilderness that was choking them all. At the far end the house stood as silent as the towering rock-pinnacle behind it. She saw now that the greenness of the latter was some sort of wide-leafed creeper swarming over it and doing its best to hide it, as though resentful of its eminence. But the house and its ridiculous portico was bare and free, as though it possessed a magic talisman against all green parasites.


  George noticed that Mara was getting two steps ahead of him up the main drive to the house, and it wasn’t because she’d quickened her pace. Ashamed of his hanging back, his caution at what enmity the house might contain, he hastened to catch up with her. They were nearing a big wrought-metal fountain. It was covered with verdigris, and the surrounding basin, into which it had once played, was now an empty bowl, bone-dry.


  He was amazed at the similarity of Terrestrial and Venusian ideas of landscape gardening. He thought: This could be Versailles after centuries of total neglect.


  Then suddenly the fountain spurted a great wavering umbrella of dirty water well beyond the circumference of the basin, and soaked them through from head to foot before they could skip out of range.


  George thought he heard a thin, high laugh from the direction of the house. He glowered as he wiped his face. He hated being made a fool of. Mara just giggled.


  “There’s a practical joker here somewhere,” he growled. “When I’ve finished with him, he won’t be so practical.”


  The water was sour and evil-smelling, which made it even less funny for him. His feet squelched in his shoes. There was a solid stone seat nearby. He sat down with the idea of taking his shoes off. The seat sank silently and smoothly into the earth and he was flat on his back with his feet in the air. This time he didn’t know whether the distant laugh sounded or not, because Mara howled so loudly.


  Red with mortification, violently angry, he jumped up, threw a withering glance at the convulsed Mara, and went striding purposefully towards the house. He’d find this joker and wring his neck.


  The moss-grown drive was hard under his feet. And then, although its surface texture still looked exactly the same, it stopped being hard. It became soft, sticky, gooey, like molten rubber. He sank ankle-deep.


  Grimly, he tried to plod through to the other indetectable side of this patch. But the stuff gripped and clung, and soon he was walking in slow motion, lifting one grotesquely enlarged blob of a foot after the other, with ridiculous care to keep his balance. Soon he realized the accumulation was getting so heavy that presently he’d not be capable of moving at all. So he abandoned the. frontal assault, and floundered to the solid earth at one side of the drive.


  His dignity had been sorely hurt, and at first he wouldn’t look at Mara when she came up to him, wisely keeping to the verge. He tried to pull the stuff off his feet with his fingers and it stretched and stuck like chewed gum. He got into a terrible mess. The watcher at the house, invisible from here, was cackling continually. When Mara recovered from her own hilarity, she produced her knife and cut and scraped most of the mess off.


  During this operation, her companion in mirth presented himself. He came from under the jutting portico, a short, broad figure in a monkish gown tied at his thick waist by a cord. He was red-cheeked, healthy-looking, seemed to be about fifty. His mouth was sensual and hung half open, giving him a vacant look that was enhanced by his queer, pale eyes, which seemed to comprehend only part of what they saw.


  He looked harmless. He said something in a weak, cracked sort of voice to George, who merely scowled at him. Mara answered him in his own language. They had quite a chat.


  “Don’t mind me,” said George, getting the last of the stuff off.


  Mara said: “It’s Senilde.”


  “Oh,” said George, and reflected. As he wanted information from Senilde, perhaps it wouldn’t be politic to begin by chewing the guy’s head off. With an effort he swallowed his gorge.


  “Explain about the Teleo,” he instructed Mara, while getting another outfit from the satchel.


  “I have explained,” she said, holding out her hand for it. She was still two steps ahead of him. He handed it over, fighting to stop another scowl from forming.


  Through the new medium, Senilde said: “Once, long ago, I invented a gadget like this.”


  “Indeed?” said George. “What did you do with it?”


  Senilde made a careless gesture. “Threw it away. I throw all my toys away in time. One gets bored . . . Still, I’m glad you came and let me play with my garden again. I haven’t been able to find a victim for years. There’s very few people left on this planet, you know. Perhaps I overdid it.”


  “Overdid what?”


  “The war. It’s a game I used to play.”


  “Used to? It still seems to be in full swing.”


  “Oh, yes, it’ll run on for a century or two, I suppose, until the last of the things have smashed themselves up. I got tired of them, and just let ’em run on. They’re purely automatic, you know.”


  George said: “You mean, all those tanks and planes and things are entirely unmanned?”


  “That’s it.”


  George remembered the skipper basing his faith on his “white circle” allies. He remembered his own emotion when the wheeled H.Q. seemed to come to their rescue. He was annoyed to discover they’d both been fooling themselves. In some way it seemed unfair, an ironical let-down. He said, truculently: “Well, what the hell do you mean by letting them go on smashing up the planet?”


  Senilde shrugged. “I don’t mean anything. None of it means anything.”


  “It does to me. You nearly killed me and my friends—in fact, for all I know, my friends may have been killed by now. Can’t you stop it?”


  “Yes, if I want to.”


  “Then please stop it at once.”


  Senilde said, petulantly: “Why should I stop my game just because of you?”


  George snatched Mara’s knife. “Because I’ll stick this through your gizzard if you don’t.”


  “My dear fellow, I’ve often amused myself by sticking knives through my gizzard. I once stuck three through my heart. It doesn’t have any effect—doesn’t even tickle. I heal instantly. You can’t kill me—I’m immortal, unfortunately.”


  “We’ll see about that,” said George, starting towards him with knife upraised.


  Mara grabbed his arm, held him. “No, George. I don’t believe in violence. We can always get what we want without trouble—I always have. Brutality is a poor substitute for wits.”


  Senilde looked at her with mild approval. “You’re sensible as well as beautiful, girl. George (what a queer name!)—let me have your girl, and I’ll switch off the war.”


  George let him have a hay-maker instead. It hit the solar plexus more by luck than judgment. Senilde rebounded a yard or so. His pale eyes lit up, and he smiled slobberingly. “Oh, a new game! What do you call it? What do I do now?”


  George groaned.


  Mara said: “Perhaps you’ll show us over your house. Senilde. Have you any more tricks like the fountain?”


  “Yes, lots of them. Such fun when I used to have visitors. Of course, I can’t show you all of them. That would spoil it. I want you to discover some for yourselves—that’s the best way to do it. You’ll be so amused. Come on.”


  They followed him back to the house, George very carefully, trying to tread in Senilde’s footprints lest he tread in some other unsuspected gooey patch. This care didn’t stop the doorstep from suddenly swinging down like a trapdoor under his feet, precipitating him down a chute into blackness. There was more sticky stuff at the bottom. He sat there helpless in the dark, stuck like an insect on fly-paper.


  He thought: There must be a way to kill that idiot!


  Then he began to think of the skipper. Was he still alive? Was he waiting, wondering, hoping George would return soon with friendly Venusians, on their own intellectual level, eager to help? Probably. And here was the intrepid explorer falling and fooling about like a slapstick comedian, getting no place in a crazy Lewis Carroll world. Thank heavens the skipper couldn’t see him now!


  The lights went on. He was in a cellar, bare save for benches around the walls. Presumably they were for an invited audience to sit on and howl at whichever unfortunate guest happened to fall into the trap. Senilde was there, with his foolish grin, and Mara, who, after one startled look, went into peals of laughter.


  George said, grimly: “Mara, you disappoint me. I thought you had a real sense of humor. There’s nothing remotely funny in this childish clowning. As for you, little fat man, why don’t you be your age? How old are you, for heaven’s sake?”


  “Let me see—is it three or four thousand years? My memory isn’t what it was. Venusian years, that is, of course—rather shorter than your own.”


  George said gruffly: “I don’t believe a word of it. Get me out of here.”


  “Certainly.” Senilde pressed a button and a liquid began bubbling out of little holes in the floor. It dissolved and melted away the sticky compound and set George free.


  The whole house was like that. Door handles which either came off in your hand or stuck obstinately to it or else gave you electric shocks. Stairways which, as you climbed them, abruptly changed into chutes so that you found yourself at the bottom again. If you picked up a book and opened it, it was liable to send a cloud of sneezing powder into your face.


  There was one ingenious passage where the floor began to move under your feet in the opposite direction to which you were going and with equal speed. And it kept that perverse direction and pace whichever way you tried to go and however fast. You could run like mad, yet remain in the same place, never able to attain the end of the passage.


  George went through the gamut with sullen patience, finding it rather more easy to bear when Mara also fell for some of these gags. What had got his goat before was being made the sole butt, being made to look ridiculous before Mara.


  At last the tour was over. In all the great house, they’d seen no other soul but themselves. They came now into a lounge furnished with Eastern luxuriousness: everything was deep and soft, the chairs, the carpet, the divans. It was many-colored and cheerful because bright sunlight smote in through the windows and made the silks and satins glow.


  “The sun—out at last?” said George, wonderingly, and went to the window. It was as though the window were glazed: he couldn’t see the sky very clearly—it was just a flat whiteness with, in the center, a very bright hazy disk, like the sun shining through high mist.


  Senilde said, in his thin voice: “It’s my own private sun. Quite a small thing, really, but it’s perpetual and emits all the qualities of sunlight. You know, as I grow older I find I don’t want to do much else but bask in here in the sunlight. Except for today, I’ve not been out of this room for many years. It’s too dark and dull out there under the clouds. I often regret I cut the planet off from the sun like that. I’ve made it such a depressing place for myself.”


  “What do you mean, exactly?” asked George.


  Mara sank into a divan, and a cushion squeaked under her like a great rat. Senilde giggled fatuously.


  George gripped the fat man’s shoulders and shook him. “Never mind the kid stuff, Senilde. Just what have you been getting up to on this planet? I want to take a full report back to Earth, and by heaven, I’ll get it from you. You think I can’t hurt you? I can. I can smash this place to pieces, burn it down. Where would you be then, without your playthings and your sunlight and your soft cushions, you old sybarite?”


  One moment he was standing there shaking Senilde like a man emptying a sack. And then he was lying on his back on the carpet just opening his eyes and wondering where he was. Mara was lying a few feet from him, seemingly unconscious. Stiffly, he turned over and crawled to her. As he reached her, she sat up dazedly.


  “Are you all right, Mara?”


  She nodded. “I thought he’d killed you. So I stabbed him through the heart with my knife. I don’t know what happened.”


  A knife dropped between them on the carpet. They looked up. Senilde stood over them. He’d closed his mouth and didn’t look quite so foolish. He said, “There’s your toy back, my dear. I told you that sort of thing was useless. So many people have tried it at one time or another that it became tiresome. I discouraged them with a little thing I wear which creates an electrical field at a touch and stuns anyone who’s much too near. Another good trick, eh?”


  But they didn’t laugh and this time nor did he.


  He said: “Don’t ever threaten me again, George (silly name!). Don’t try to use violence on me or my possessions. It’ll never work and you may kill yourself. Everything I have is protected. I’m a cautious man. Now make yourselves comfortable, and I’ll tell you my history. You’d never have got away from here without having to listen to it, anyway. Every man needs an audience, and I’ve been without one for far too long.


  “NATURE makes many blunders,” Senilde said, “and one of them—I thought—is that a man should die. The infusoria never die. Simple cell creatures keep splitting in halves, and the halves in turn split, and so on. But all the original portions still live. Any one of those creatures could truly be said to be immortal. You can take the tissue of any organ of man or beast and keep it alive in a suitable culture for ever. Yet had it been left in the man’s body, it would have died when the man died.


  “Single protoplasmic cells or small groups of them survive. But if they grow in a large, multi-celled body, like that of a man, that large group dies. What kills it? The nature of the cells hasn’t changed—they’re the same substance. The only different factor is—the size of the group. Once a group passes beyond a certain size, it seals its own doom.”


  “Critical mass,” murmured George. “You know about atomic energy?” said Senilde, mildly interested. “I suppose you would. Tell me, have you ever made any of those delightful atomic bombs?”


  “Not personally,” said George.


  “They were my favorite toy at one time. Such a spectacle! But one wearies even of that . . . My instruments tell me that they still go off in various parts of the planet sometimes—very infrequently, though I have a large stock somewhere—but I never bother nowadays to go out and look at them.”


  “When was the last?” George asked.


  “About twenty years ago, at a guess.”


  “H’m, that’s roughly fourteen Terrestrial years . . . Takes us back to about 1985. Yes, there was a terrific atmospheric disturbance at one spot on Venus observed in that year. I guess that was it. There was another—photographed at Mount Wilson, back in June, 1927. And an even earlier one, in February, 1913.”


  “Indeed?” said Senilde, indifferently, and Mara said: “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Why don’t you keep to the subject, which was immortality?”


  “I find in these days a growing tendency of my mind to wander,” said Senilde. “Where was I?”


  They told him. He went on: “The reason, I found, was that the duration of life was directly linked to the degree of permeability in that part of the living cell exposed to the radiations of the universe around it, and as growth—that is, accumulation—proceeds, so the inner cells suffer a natural and inevitable decrease in that degree of permeability. They’re entombed, choked, cut off from light, starved of oxygen, denied healthy contact with exterior radiation. They die and infect the surrounding cells with the canker of death.”


  George said, thoughtfully: “Half a century or more ago, on Earth, a fellow named—er—Benedict—yes, H. M. Benedict—came to that conclusion after studying the senility of plants.”


  “Didn’t he go on from there?”


  “How could he?”


  “I did. Nature made an error in the colloidal degree of protoplasm. I corrected it. Just a matter of the injection into the bloodstream of a perpetual solvent, which circulates, and thins out the too dense, too clinging gelatine. The cells of your body are specialists. Either they travel a fixed, confined inner circuit in your bloodstream or else they’re gummed immovably in place in your flesh and bones. Fixity and specialization spell death. My body-cells are free, fluid, adaptable. When they feel the need to come to the surface, they do so. They move slowly—but they move. And they’re versatile and continually change their functions. I could make you immortal also, if I chose to. But I shan’t. You’re harmless, simple people. Why should I condemn you to the nightmare of boredom I endure?”


  “Is it that bad?” said George, slowly.


  “Young man, I’ve tried every kind of pleasure a million times—from the common pleasures of sensuality to the rarer ones of labor and ascetism; intellectual pleasures and bodily pleasures, the pleasures of lust and power and humility and martyrdom. And I have exhausted them. My palate has lost nearly all sensation. Repetition of a pleasure does not increase the pleasure: it makes it pall. Looking back, I see the happiest time of my life was when I was a child, absorbed in play. I seek in my sad way to recover some of that pleasure in the childish devices you deprecate. You should not be angry with me, but sorry for me.”


  “I’m sorry for you,” said Mara. George tried to feel sorry also, but somehow—no. Senilde had had everything. How could one feel sorry for him?


  “Mara, you have a sweet nature, besides being sensible and beautiful,” said Senilde. “You’re something that was always pretty rare. I didn’t like people much, you know. When you’ve lived among them for a few thousand years you’ve lost all your illusions about them. Beneath the layers of pretense, most people are small-hearted, incredibly selfish, dancing on the strings of self-interest.”


  He mused. “When I was a boy, I used to love playing with toy soldiers and staging little wars with them. When, at length, I became a bored immortal, I thought it would be fun to play those wars over again—with the live puppets. How easy it was to play on their fears, their vanities, their power-lusts! I had a grand time inventing new machines, new weapons and new methods of attack and defense for them, watching the little men applying then—in the name of this or that. First it was local wars, then national wars, then one great planetary civil war. You were looking for the white circle headquarters, George. This is it. And I’m the commander.”


  “What about the green triangle H.Q.?”


  “This is it also, and I its commander. They all used to come to me secretly, their generals, thinking I was running their side only. I used to laugh—they were so stiff, so serious and urgent with duty, so grateful for my guidance. Now I’ve forgotten even what their silly symbols were supposed to stand for—something noble and erroneous, of course.”


  He laughed now, his wet laugh.


  “I’d put new powers in the hands of one side, and then the other—matching them evenly, tanks against tank-torpedoes, atomic bombs against bacteriological bombs. And then I grew tired of them and their petty, personal intrigues. They were always so jealous of each other, currying my favors. I was much more interested in the machines—at least they didn’t fight against their own side. Anyway, human beings were becoming redundant in the war. I’d invented so many automatic weapons which could detect and recognize and engage their own targets that people were becoming just little nuisances hiding behiding them, only sitting there and ducking and hoping they wouldn’t be hurt. Merely in the way. When they didn’t duck in time, they were liable to clog the machines with their messy bodies.”


  “That’s no way to talk,” said George, harshly.


  Senilde ignored him. “So I decided to dispense with them altogether. I presented both sides with Meknitron gas, and they obligingly saturated the planet with it and wiped themselves out almost entirely. Odd spots escaped, like the village of Fami, where a perpetual up-draft kept the ledge clear. The mechanical war went on—still goes on—but I lost interest even in that, and now I’m content to bask here at home in my own sunlight until the real sunlight returns.”


  There was a short silence.


  Then: “Do you expect me to feel sorry for you after that genocide?” said George, wrathfully.


  Senilde shrugged. “Not really. You haven’t lived long enough to achieve detachment from the race. It takes at least a thousand years.”


  “Then, thanks, I can do without immortality.”


  “I wasn’t thrusting it upon you. You’ve no need to worry.”


  Mara asked: “What do you mean about the sunlight returning?”


  “The clouds of Meknitron which completely covered the surface of Venus have been slowly losing substance all the time. Already they’ve lifted, and drift miles up in the air. They’ll continue gradually to disperse, and perhaps in a thousand years or so the sun will break through again.”


  “I can hardly wait,” said George, sarcastically. “You may be interested to learn that your gas killed one of my fellow-travelers here.”


  “I’m not,” said Senilde.


  “What I’d like to know is what made those white circle tanks first treat us as enemies, and then suddenly switch to our side and defend us against the green triangles.”


  Senilde frowned. “Give me more details.”


  George gave him a brief sketch of the battle.


  “I see,” said. Senilde. “Well, you may have noticed that the circle and triangle tanks and vehicles are of different designs and sizes. That was deliberate on my part. Each radar detecting apparatus is supplied with reference outlines of the vehicles or aircraft of its own side. If a tank, say, detects another coming, it traces the pattern of its outline and compares it with its file. If it corresponds with any on that file, the tank thinks—in the way that a mechanism ‘thinks’—that the other is friendly. But if the outline is unfamiliar, the tank acts on the assumption that the other is an enemy.”


  “Well?”


  “When your ship landed it was vertical. White circle tanks file no vertical shapes of that kind—so they opened fire. But the fire brought your ship down to the horizontal—where it so much resembled the white circle torpedo-on-wheels that it passed muster as a friend. Similarly, the green triangle tanks registered it as an enemy. Now do you understand?”


  “Yes. But the great steel wheels?”


  “Oh, that’s a weapon-common to both sides, like guns. Clever notion of mine, don’t you think? Dates back to the days of the humans—used to paralyze them with fear. Useful either for cutting them to pieces or pinning them down until they can be pulverized by artillery.”


  “You’re a pleasant character, Senilde. If I were—” George broke off as another thought crossed his mind. “Look,” he said, urgently, “my friends should soon be restoring our ship to the upright position, using the white circle tanks as haulers.”


  Senilde smiled. “Then they’ll get a surprise. As soon as the tanks have done that job, they’ll register the ship as an enemy again, and turn around and blast it to pieces.”


  “Then, for heaven’s sake, stop sending power out to those infernal machines!”


  “That,” said Senilde, plaintively, “would mean my climbing to the top floor and messing about with switches and things. I hate climbing stairs. No, the effort’s not worth it. That’s my final answer.”


  George hissed with exasperation. “Then I’ll go,” he stormed. “Where is it?”


  “You’ll never find the control room—there’s a secret panel or two and all kinds of safety devices. Besides, I don’t want you prying—”


  A bell rang sweetly high on the wall.


  “Ah!” exclaimed Senilde. “This is my lucky day. We have another visitor. Who is it, I wonder? Let’s see.”


  He walked out of the lounge. For a moment George and Mara stared at each other, and then George threw up his arms. “It’s maddening to want to kill a man you can’t kill. Where’s the old fool going now?”


  “The best way to find out,” said Mara, practically, “is to follow him. I’d like to see who the visitor is, too.”


  She went out after Senilde, and George tagged along behind.


  Senilde was standing in the gloomy cavern of the hall behind the portico staring out at the garden. In the distance a little figure was coming up the drive, approaching the big fountain. Senilde was already shaking with anticipatory glee.


  George unslung his telescope and levelled it. The newcomer was a mere stick of a man, old, shriveled, knock-kneed, in a one-piece tunic so dirty that its original color was unplaceable. However, he seemed at ease, walking with slow calm. When the fountain performed, he walked steadily through the shower, not changing his pace, but only his expression, which became one of disgust.


  Mara asked if she Could look through the telescope, and George passed it to her.


  “Why, it’s Leep!” she exclaimed.


  Senilde looked round and asked what instrument she was using. Either he’d never seen telescopes before or else they’d passed out of use on Venus so long ago that he’d quite forgotten them. George lent him it, and he was fascinated by it and watched every movement of Leep’s with absorption. Leep didn’t sit on any seats, and when he neared the sticky patch he seemed to divine its existence and location and walked carefully around it. Senilde sighed with disappointment. Then he whispered: “The step will catch him.”


  It didn’t. Leep avoided the step, and came in through the side of the portico.


  Mara greeted him in their own language. It came through the Teleo simply as “Hello, Leep.”


  Leep didn’t seem much surprised either at her or their presence, and replied casually.


  Mara said: “Oh, no, I’ve only just come. I’ve been back to have a look at Fami. How did you escape?”


  George had dug out another Teleo outfit, and now he handed it to Leep. Mara explained its nature, and the seer put it on. Senilde watched Leep rather sulkily, his expression saying that this fellow promises poor sport.


  Leep said: “I told everyone that the overhang was about to fall on the village, and they believed me, of course, and yet the fools hoped irrationally that somehow it wouldn’t be so bad as I predicted. They’d become such creatures of habit that they couldn’t bring themselves to leave Fami, and they talked themselves into staying. I didn’t want to die, so I came down the glacier the way you did. And then I wandered about the foot-hills looking for this place. I knew it existed, but I was uncertain of its exact location. I could only divine it was somewhere this way—I’ve been looking for it for three days and I’m very hungry. Is there any food here?”


  Senilde had lost interest in Leep, and was staring at distant prospects through the telescope.


  So George said: “I’ve a little food, Leep. Come on in.”


  Senilde didn’t demur. He was intent on playing with the new toy. He walked out into the garden with it, testing its power. The other three returned to the lounge, and George opened his provision box, and Leep ate food bars with relish.


  “Why did you choose to come here?” asked George.


  Leep said: “So far as I’m aware, it’s the only habitation for many hundreds of miles. I thought Mara would have come here, and I wanted to find her.”


  “Why?” asked Mara.


  He addressed her directly. “Because when my stupid disciples disappeared under the ice with the others, I had no one left to steal for me. You were the best artist in the village, Mara, and I hoped you’d now steal for me. Senilde must have plenty of food in this place somewhere.”


  “I suppose so, but we’ve never seen any of it,” said Mara. “And why should I steal for you? Why don’t you steal for yourself?”


  “My talents are solely of the mind,” said Leep, sadly. “I live only to think. My ideal existence is unending meditation. I’m quite impractical, as you know. I shall starve to death unless people find and give me food.”


  “What can you give in return?” asked George.


  “The fruits of my knowledge. I was born with a gift for knowing things, a kind of second sight. It is erratic, patchy. I can’t command it. Odd items of information drift Into my mind as I meditate, and they’re often useful either to me or others. But I can only accept what is vouchsafed me. Sometimes it’s only partial, like the location of this house, and no effort of mine will enlarge that knowledge.”


  “A sensitive, eh?” said George. “Your faculty isn’t unknown to us Earthlings. We’ve detected it among our own kind, on our planet, and experimented with it—we call it extra-sensory perception, and, as you say, it isn’t to be commanded.”


  “You come from another planet? I didn’t even know that.”


  George rather liked the little old man, and told him about Earth, the journey here, and the subsequent happenings. He finished: “And as Mara and I are in love, I want to take her back to Earth with me. So you can’t, I’m afraid, have her as your ‘artist.’ However, I suggest you come with us back to Earth. Real, live Venusians seem to be very rare specimens: you’d be a fine capture for me—but quite free, you understand. The Terrestrials would make much of you, honor you, listen to you, and certainly feed you.”


  “But would they leave me alone to meditate?”


  “Eventually,” said George, hesitantly.


  “I see.” The old man pondered. “There seems little choice. I must go where the food is. Being hungry is terrible, and spoils my concentration completely.”


  “Good,” said George. “Now listen, Leep. Concealed somewhere in this house is a room containing the master switches controlling the power behind this idiotic war. See if you can divine where it is—”


  He dropped his voice and broke off as Senilde came in. The fat man said, genially: “This telescope is a most intriguing toy, George. What can I trade you for it? Are you prepared to deal? Do you really need this girl? There must be others about the planet somewhere, and I could find you one—”


  “Shut up!” said George, savagely.


  Mara pinched him gently, and he glanced at her. Covertly, she went through the motion of turning a switch. He got it. He turned to Senilde and said curtly: “Switch off the war and you can have the telescope.”


  “Is that all?” said Senilde, eagerly. “Oh, well, that can be done.”


  “I want to make sure it is done,” said George. “My condition is that I see it done.”


  “Of course.”


  George rose from the couch. He was still holding a food bar. He proffered it to Senilde. “Here, I’ll throw this in, too.”


  “What is it?”


  “Food—good food.”


  Senilde waved it away. “I never eat. Haven’t eaten for thousands of years. I’ve no need to. Bodily immortality alters one’s metabolism entirely. I draw sufficient nourishment from my environment automatically, without that rather disgusting—if you’ll forgive me—procedure.”


  Leep sat up, and his ears pricked up like an animal’s. George tossed him the food bar, and remarked to Senilde: “You’re a lucky man. Now let’s go up all those awful stairs.”


  Mara joined them. George said: “Coming, Leep?”


  “No, thank you,” said the old man. “I feel I’ve got a thinking spell coming on. I’ll just sit here.”


  There weren’t many floors, but Senilde made heavy going of the stairs. However healthy his cells might be, centuries of lack of exercise had done nothing for his muscles or his wind. But he was right: George would never have found the room. That part of the house was like a Chinese puzzle box, sliding panels behind sliding panels, secret passages within secret passages, concealed springs which could only function after other concealed springs had been pressed.


  The room itself was full of control panels; tiny lights winked everywhere, and an electric hum permeated it. Things like ticker tapes were clicking out printed messages, and rows of spools revolved slowly and jerkily, winding them on. Senilde indicated them, grinning asininely. “All in different codes, and I can’t remember one of them now. Once, I used to read them all.”


  “Do any of them give the location of our ship?” asked George.


  “Several of them, no doubt, but how do I know which ones? I can’t decipher a word.”


  George grunted, disappointed.


  Senilde started snapping switches off. One by one at first, then in banks, the little lights went out. The message machines stopped. The hum faded slowly. Then all the apparatus was still, silent, dead.


  “There you are,” said Senilde, and George felt a great relief. The skipper, Sparks, and the mate should be safe now. And the ship would have to stay where it was until he got back to it—he couldn’t, now, be left behind on Venus.


  “Thank you,” said George, and squeezed Mara’s arm in gratitude for the result of her suggestion.


  They came out through the maze of secret ways, which Senilde closed behind them. When they got down to the lounge again, Leep was still sitting there quietly.


  George said: “Hello, had any inspirations?”


  Leep looked at him thoughtfully. “Yes. I’ve been thinking of your ship, and suddenly the exact latitude and longitude of its position came to me.”


  George beamed. “Now we’re getting somewhere. You’re a smart fellow, Leep. Where is it?”


  “The Teleo conveys an ambiguous meaning to that word ‘smart’,” said Leep. “You’re correct in the sense that I have a strong instinct for selfpreservation.”


  “What do you mean? It’s certainly in your interest to help us locate the ship so that you can come to Earth with us.”


  “I don’t very much want to go to Earth now,” said Leep. “If I go, you’ll feed me, but I shall be continually harassed and importuned to use my gifts for others, to become a common fortune-teller. I’m an old man and in the normal way shan’t live much longer. I resent any limitation of my time for meditation. I’ve always resented the time wasted on the necessity for getting food. No, I’m quite willing to give up my place in the ship to Senilde here.”


  “To go to Earth?” said Senilde. “Why should I want to go to Earth?”


  Leep dropped his gaze. He picked at the carpet. “You have exhausted every pleasure of Venus. You’re bored sick. On Earth there must be multitudinous new pleasures which you’ve never tasted, never imagined, probably. And the Earthlings are very short-lived. With your wisdom, experience, authority, and permanent existence you couldn’t help becoming their ruler very soon: it’s inevitable that an immortal should rule mere mortals.”


  George’s mouth had dropped open as wide as Senilde’s. Then he glared, and said angrily: “Pipe down, Machiavelli. I’d got the wrong idea about you, you egocentric little twister. Who are you to dispense passages on our ship—not to mention the dictatorship of our planet? I take whom I choose—and it’s no longer you.”


  Leep said softly: “You can’t take anybody if you can’t find the ship. I can tell you this: it’s very far from here. It would take weeks to walk there, even if you walked in the right direction. If you didn’t, it might take months, years, or eternity.”


  Mara said: “In return for letting us and Senilde find the ship and go to Earth, you want Senilde to give you the secret of immortality, don’t you?”


  “That’s it, of course,” said George.


  “I don’t deny it,” said Leep. “I have set my heart on becoming an immortal. To meditate—for ever, without distraction! For such a prize, naturally, I would fight and bargain with all I possess or anyone else possesses.”


  “You bargain in vain,” said Senilde. “I shall save you from yourself. Immortality is a curse. You would become as bored as I, and long for death, as often I have done.”


  “Such altruism,” said Leep, sarcastically. “The truth is that you’re jealous of your uniqueness, and you would fear a rival. Actually, you’ve nothing to fear from me. The only power I seek is over myself, over the labyrinths of my mind. The whole universe lies in a man’s mind, as he’ll discover if he contemplates that mind long enough. The trouble has always been that his life is too short.”


  “I’ve lived long enough,” said Senilde, “and I’ve discovered nothing is worth eternal life.”


  “I spoke of a man’s mind,” said Leep, scornfully. “Yours is the mind of an infant—it never became anything else. A clever, tinkering infant, with certain technical aptitudes. Emotionally, spiritually, morally, and intellectually you remained immature, with only one aim: pleasure. Crude, immediate pleasure. There’s nothing in you of timeless serenity, the spirit of contemplation. No wonder you’re bored. The boon of immortality is wasted on you. Let me have it. I know how to use it. You go to Earth and have your childish fun. They’ll probably appreciate your surprise fountains and squeaking cushions there, and put you in the kindergarten where you belong.”


  Senilde’s slack mouth had fallen more and more open during this abuse, and now he shut it tightly. Hatred gleamed in his pale eyes.


  “The last thing I’d want to do is to perpetuate a mean and spiteful creature like you,” he said. “As for going to Earth, I’d probably get more pleasure in just sitting here and watching you starve to death. I always liked the particular pleasure resident in sadism. No one’s going to talk to me like that and expect to get away with it. You fear hunger and death more than anything. Right, then you can die of hunger. Slowly. And while we’re waiting, just to show you how useless your bargaining counter is, we’ll find the ship ourselves.”


  He turned away, beckoning George and Mara to follow him.


  He led them into a wing of the house which they’d not previously visited. They followed him through a door and found themselves in a great covered space like an airplane hangar. Almost filling it, looming up over them so that they had to crane their necks to see the top of it, was a tank even larger than the single green triangle one which had shelled the ship. But this one bore no gun nor any distinguishing mark. Also, it was of different design, with a high turret crowned by a sort of railed lookout platform.


  “I call this my war chariot,” said Senilde. “I often used it to travel around in and observe the battles. Its outline is filed in both the circle and the triangle radar detectors, and so it’s registered as a friend by both sides. But just in case of accidents or stray shells, it’s very heavily armored and it’ll stand up to most things—except a wheeled torpedo. But I’ve never had any trouble in it, and usually I’ve remained aloft on the platform throughout the battles quite safely.”


  “You seem to have gone to a deal of trouble to safeguard your immortality,” said George, drily.


  Senilde said seriously: “If a shell blew me apart, I might take a long time to grow together again.”


  George’s imagination boggled at the vision. He wondered if Senilde were fooling himself or them. There must be limits to this immortality proposition.


  Senilde did something George didn’t see which caused the whole of S


  the far wall to split and open in the form of two massive doors, revealing the gray Venusian landscape beyond.


  “By the way,” said Senilde, “we’ll probably be out for some days. You’d better bring your food along.”


  When George returned with the provision box, the great tank was standing outside the doors, in the garden, its engine beating steadily, and Senilde and Mara were up on the look-out platform waiting for him. He clambered up the steel rungs to them, carrying the box awkwardly.


  Mara asked: “Did you leave any food for Leep?”


  “No,” said George, tersely. “If we fail to find the ship on this trip, we may find on our return that hunger has softened Leep’s obstinacy. In exchange for a couple of food bars, be may decide after all to divulge where the ship is.”


  “Perhaps,” said Mara. “But Leep isn’t a weak character. He doesn’t give in easily.”


  “Neither do I,” said George.


  Senilde was listening and idly fingering pointers on a dial. He said: “All we want from Leep are two numbers—those of the cross-lines to which to set these pointers. Then we’d only have to sit back, for the chariot would take us to the spot automatically. Couldn’t we use the Teleo to extract them from his mind? I mean, if we all kept talking to him about the ship’s position, the numbers are certain to cross his mind sooner or later, and we might pick up that thought—”


  “He’s not such a fool,” said George. “He’d switch off his outfit the moment he saw what we were trying to do. He’d probably refuse to wear it at all.”


  “No, there’s no chance that way,” Mara agreed. “Leep has perfect mind control.”


  ALL that day, and the next, and for several more days after that, the huge tank rumbled about the land, quartering areas and searching methodically. But there was an awful lot of land. The poor visibility made it necessary to beat back and forth across wastes which, had the light been better, could have been seen at a glance to be bare. Senilde clung to his treasured telescope and never seemed to tire of observing with it.


  They skirted great mountain ranges, forded wide, shallow rivers, zig-zagged and circled over endless plains. Sometimes they saw other tanks, and war machines of both sides, all static and silent. To the impatient George, their own tank moved with infuriating slowness.


  Once he said to Senilde: “Haven’t you something less ponderous—something faster and more manoeuvreable? Say something like one of those rocket-propelled wheeled torpedoes?”


  “No. The torpedoes are out of the question, on three counts. One. there’s no cabin in them or carrying place for observation. Two, unlike this tank, they’re not self-powered. To get one moving, I’d have to start the whole war going again, which would be dangerous for your friends. Three, it would be dangerous for us too, because the torpedoes are legitimate targets for the green triangle tanks and bombers.”


  After a week of vain search, Senilde became bored and insisted on returning to his house. They wanted to continue, but it wasn’t their chariot, so they had to return with him.


  Leep was still there, in the lounge, looking even thinner, and very pale. There were dark circles under his eyes: he’d not been able to sleep much because of his hunger pains. But he managed a faint smile when he saw them, and murmured: “Yes, it’s very difficult when you’ve no idea where to look, isn’t it?”


  Nobody answered.


  That night George slept using the provision box for a pillow. The box was locked, but he couldn’t be sure that Leep, despite his protestations of his ineptitude as an “artist,” wouldn’t try to steal the key.


  In the middle of the night, Mara crept to Leep’s side with two handfuls of food bars. He stopped just long enough to say “Thank you, child” before he seized them and devoured the lot. Afterwards, he sighed: “Oh, Mara, this cursed servitude of mind to food! Why weren’t we designed to live on air, as Senilde does? Why did you steal for me, Mara?”


  They were speaking softly in their own language, Teleos switched off.


  “I’m a woman. I’m not hard, like a man. And I’m not ungrateful. In Fami, you often gave me good advice—for nothing. I cannot stand by and see you die like this. But why don’t you try stealing for yourself, Leep? It’s so easy.”


  “He was sleeping with his head on the box. It was impossible—”


  “Nothing is impossible. I merely held up his head while I slid the box aside—”


  “I haven’t the touch for such feats . . . Mara, would you steal again for me?”


  “I . . . don’t know. There aren’t many bars left, and George must not go hungry—”


  “I don’t mean food. While you’ve been away, I’ve been searching this house, both physically and with my mind. There’s a room upstairs all of steel, and inside—I divine it—is a sealed bottle containing the fluid of immortality. Senilde has preserved it ever since he first used it. One needs such a tiny dose to flower into an immortal! But the steel door is locked and barred. Also, it’s ringed around with protective devices which would kill an unwary thief: falling knives that would behead one, stabbing, poisoned needles that spring from hidden sockets. I know where they are, but I don’t know how to deal with them nor how to open the door. Such things were not unknown in Fami, and you are the best thief ever known. With my knowledge and your ability, we could procure that bottle. And then, immortal, we could defy Senilde.”


  She said: “I don’t want to be immortal. And if I were not, Senilde would kill me when he discovered what I’d done.”


  “If we could cover our traces, that discovery is likely to be long delayed. You could escape meantime.”


  “Why should I run these risks for you? No.”


  “I didn’t expect you to do it from charity. Remember, I have a bargaining counter. Do this for me and I shall give you the position of the space-ship. Then you and your Earthman can escape in Senilde’s war chariot—it’s his only conveyance: he can’t overtake you. You can use it to go to the space-ship. Then you can fly to Earth with your man—Senilde can’t reach you there.”


  “Maybe he can.”


  “No, Mara, you overestimate him. His body may be immortal but his mind is nearing second childhood. It has all the signs of approaching senility—memory lapses, mind wandering, petulance, and so forth. People who never really grow out of their first childhood arc always prone to early mental decay. In another few years Senilde will become a witless and vacant-minded fool, forgetting even his own identity, wandering aimlessly about, never able to die.”


  Mara shuddered. “Horrible!”


  “But a fact. You were never afraid of facts . . . Well, Mara?”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  “Don’t delay too long. I shall be a hungry man again tomorrow. And, remember—your food won’t last forever. You must get to the ship to be saved from eventual starvation. Desperate situations call for desperate actions, Mara.”


  IN the morning, in the garden, she took George aside. She confessed to her theft of the food, and George exploded.


  “Why the hell did you give it to him? Don’t you understand that the food is the one trump card we have to use against him? I know it’s harsh, but we’ll never get the ship’s position from him in any other way.”


  “But we can,” she said, and told him of Leep’s proposition.


  George frowned. “I hold no brief for Senilde, but after all, he has given us his admittedly queer hospitality, and he’s helping us to find the ship. And his remarkable discovery is his property, not ours. Whereas, Leep is entirely selfish and calculating. He always seems to expect people to act like his disciples, doing everything for him while he sits and does nothing. He takes, but won’t give. He refuses to come to Earth because it might inconvenience him—”


  “He’s not a wild animal to be caged and taken there as a specimen,” she said. “His life is his own, not yours.”


  “Oh, so now you’re taking his side. He’s from the old home town, and I’m only a callous alien.”


  “Don’t be silly, George.”


  “It’s you who’s silly. If we hold him off long enough, he’ll come crawling to us and begging us to take him to Earth, where there’s food.”


  “I’ve told you before, George, I’ve never liked the use of brutality as a means of getting what you want. You’re no credit to your planet, and if they’re all like you there, I’ll change my mind about coming.”


  “Then you can stay here or go to hell!” he shouted.


  It was their first real quarrel. They were glaring at each other when Senilde came from a path through the undergrowth beside them.


  “Certainly you can stay here, Mara, my dear,” he said. “For ever, if you wish. As George doesn’t want you now, I’ll make you an immortal to keep me company.”


  George rounded on him, snarling. “You stay out of this.”


  “You’re rude and ungrateful, George. After all I’ve done to help and amuse you!”


  George snorted. “Amuse me! Look, I want to go out and have another look for that ship. I’ll go alone if you don’t want to come.”


  “Why should I mind where you go?”


  “I shall want to use the chariot, of course.”


  “Why ‘of course’ ? It’s mine, not yours. You’re too possessive.”


  “He certainly is,” said Mara.


  Senilde smiled at her, and said: “I’m glad we’re seeing eye to eye at last. Mara. George, I’ll make you a proposition. You may have the chariot for you own, as a gift, if—”


  “If what?”


  “If you’ll give me Mara in return.”


  George made a noise of disgust. “She doesn’t belong to me. Why ask me?”


  Mara said: “I don’t belong to anyone.”


  She turned her back on them both and walked quickly into the house. Senilde gave a cracked, high laugh.


  “She’s not only sweet, sensible, and beautiful—she also has spirit.”


  George said, scornfully: “Still looking for new toys and games, eh?”


  “A new toy, yes,” said Senilde, softly, “but an old game.”


  George felt like hitting him again, but he remembered Senilde’s protective stunner, and let his fist slowly uncoil. Mara was right in one thing: violence was small help when dealing with people like this. You had to be diplomatic. It was no good getting mad when you wanted favors from people. If he were to have another chance to search for the ship, he must try to restore the surface appearance of friendliness with Senilde. There’s no bore like an old bore, he thought cheerlessly, and braced himself for the ordeal.


  “Talking about games,” he said, as casually as he could, “this garden must be chock full of tricks like the fountain and the seat.”


  “Oh, it is,” said Senilde, eagerly. “Let me show you them.”


  The affliction of silliness went on for over an hour, and at the end of it he got the hard-earned reward: permission to take the chariot out to scout for the rest of the day in a direction they’d not explored. “On two conditions,” said Senilde. “You must return it by nightfall. You must not take Mara with you.”


  “I don’t intend to take Mara,” said George, stiffly.


  “Good. I think I’ll go and play with Leep for a bit. He was weakening fast last night, though he seems to have staged something of a rally this morning. But it won’t last. I want to see him suffer. He’ll never leave this place as long as he thinks he has a chance of getting my secret. By the time he realizes he has no chance at all, he’ll be too weak to move. I’m looking forward to that.”


  CAPTAIN Freiburg looked at the three long, joined cables spraying from near the ship’s nose to their respective white circle tanks. There had been no more attacks, and the work on the fins had gone on at a spanking pace. It was finished well before his pessimistic estimate. Apart from the radio, the ship was as good as new. It needed now only pulling up onto its tail.


  “Fine,” he said. “I’m sure that’ll do it. The angles are right. If only the cables hold . . .”


  “I’m sure they will, sir,” said the mate.


  Sparks’ lip was beginning to heal now, but his enforced taciturnity had become a habit and he made no comment.


  The skipper scanned the gray sky and then the misty plain. Nothing stirred.


  “Well, let’s go,” he said. “Remember—at five after noon exactly. On the dot.”


  Their watches had been synchronized to the second. Each man climbed into his tank, Freiburg taking the center one. For a moment he sat there regarding the blank video screen and thought again of his set at home, the chair, the slippers . . . Well, if this worked, he’d have a good chance of getting back to them. If it didn’t, it looked as though they were sunk. Unless George returned with some help. Every day he had hoped to hear the buzz of the helicopter, George hastening back with good news. But there’d been no sound except that of their own hammering.


  He. reached out and turned the video switch. He waited, while the screen looked blankly back at him. Gradually his own face became as blank. Then he jiggled the switch. Nothing happened. He switched on the engine. Nothing happened.


  He groaned, and swore. He flipped switches and levers about, and the response added up to nil. Everything was lifeless.


  He stuck his head out of the turret and bawled to the others: “Are your tanks working?”


  Their heads bobbed up almost together. “No, sir.”


  His heart sank. He was “Jonah” again. Wearily, he climbed out of the tank and lit a cigarette. He wondered how long the power had been shut off, and why it had been. The steel loops of the cables, which had taken so long to form, hung gracefully—and mockingly.


  He told the other two with a hopefulness he didn’t feel: “We’ll have to keep trying at intervals. Maybe it’ll come on again soon.”


  GEORGE, up on the observation platform of Senilde’s chariot as it lumbered along, looked back at the dwindling bulk of that crazy great house and saw it slowly recede into the arms of the foot-hills and disappear. There was an ache in his heart he tried to deny. Why did love tremble on a razor’s edge with a pit of hate on either side? Why, when you lost your balance, did the loved one and yourself so suddenly alter into quite different people? What alchemy could thus change one violent passion into its opposite in so short a time?


  The real pain came with the slow change back. He saw the quarrel now as just a stupid projection of his own conflict. He wanted very much to find the skipper and the ship again. Because he thought Mara’s machinations with Leep were jeopardizing that chance, he rounded on her. All the more because he wanted her too. He feared to lose her, he feared to lose the chance of getting back to Earth, and these fears preyed on him and made him taut, resentful, ready to fly off the handle.


  Now he regretted it. His love for Mara came growing back stronger than before. If he had to choose between Mara and the ship now, it would be Mara. Yet here he was, steadily driving away from Mara and towards (he hoped) the ship—so perverse a thing was pride.


  However, he’d be back by nightfall. He’d have to. It was cunning of Senilde to keep Mara as a pledge for the return of his chariot. Senilde knew that he was still crazy about her. Yes, he’d return—even if he found the ship, he’d return. For her. He’d patch up this childish quarrel the moment he got back.


  The house was quite gone now, and even the enfolding hills were fading in the mist. But still he looked back. The mighty engine of the tank throbbed under his feet and the rattling caterpillar tracks slid steadily around, carrying the monster blindly over the plain.


  Nevertheless, he heard the creak of the stairway cover being lifted, and swung round to see Mara climb out of the body of the turret. Relief fought with his annoyance at being fooled, but when she smiled at him, his petty irritation dissolved on the instant. He caught hold of her and kissed her again and again, and ended the quarrel without a word.


  When he allowed her to talk, she said: “The cross-line numbers are 593 and 871. Put them on the pointers.”


  He was very surprised, but he obeyed the injunction, regarding her with raised eyebrows. The tank immediately altered course by over twenty degrees. He’d been on the wrong track.


  “So Leep told you, after all,” he said.


  “I stole the immortality fluid for him.”


  He smote his forehead.


  She said, quickly: “It was the only thing to do. Why should Senilde so torture him? You don’t understand Senilde. He’s cruel and unscrupulous. He has tried several times to take me from you. Because you have loyal qualities, you credit him with some. Leep can be selfish, yes, but Senilde is wholly so. If you took him to Earth, he would try to repeat there the pattern he made on Venus: a great war, with himself as warlord, growing crazier every year.”


  “It’s possible—even probable—you’re right,” he said. “You mustn’t think I had any great trust in him. The thing was, I had to be careful. I’d thought more than once of you and I running away with this chariot, leaving him, while we sought for the ship ourselves. But there were two things to be considered. We may never have come across the ship, and as Leep was the only remaining hope, and he wouldn’t leave the house, we had to stay there on good terms with the owner. The other thing is that directly Senilde discovered we’d stolen his chariot, he’d start the war going again, which, if my friends raise our ship, would spell their doom—and ours. We’d be condemned to this planet and starvation or Senilde’s vengeance—whichever finished us first. And now I fear you’ve done exactly that to us. When Senilde finds out what you’ve done—”


  “He’s not likely to find out about the theft for a long time, if ever. After I neutralized his safeguards to the steel room, I restored them exactly as they were. I took only a little of the fluid—it is colorless, so I replaced what I’d stolen with water and resealed the bottle. Why should he ever suspect?”


  “That’s not the point, Mara. I promised to be back at night-fall. If the ship is so far off that we cannot return by night-fall, he’ll be put on inquiry right away. When he finds you’re gone too, he’ll suspect we conspired to steal his chariot. Then the war will start again—just what I didn’t want to happen.”


  “What about your bargain with him? He was to stop the war in return for your telescope.”


  “You’re a funny girl, Mara. You’ve just said he’s not to be trusted. Do you expect him to honor that agreement now? Anyhow, he did stop the war—but there was no mention of his never starting it again. And to complete the matter—”


  He pointed to his telescope, which was still lying at the back of the ledge under the pointers, where Senilde had left it after the last trip.


  “No, our only hope,” he continued, “is that the ship isn’t too far away. If we can reach it, mark its position, and return the chariot by night-fall, perhaps we can get away later somehow without trouble. Or if we can reach the ship by night-fall, we might yet escape in it before the trouble starts. If it takes us longer, then things may not be pleasant.”


  He picked up the telescope and looked hopefully ahead. His free arm stole around Mara’s waist.


  DUSK crept over Senilde’s garden, but in his lounge the artificial sun did not dim. Leep lay there basking in its light, feeling happier than at any time before in his life. To think and dream, to play endlessly within his mind, beyond harm, beyond distraction . . . He faced eternity with contentment.


  The other immortal was not so content.


  Senilde paced restlessly in and out. “Where has he got to?” he kept asking himself and Leep. But Leep merely smiled abstractedly and never answered. After all, he was supposed to be starving, conserving his strength.


  “And where is Mara?” Senilde asked as often, and as often elicited no response.


  Finally, when the star-less, pitch-black Venusian night descended, he came in from the garden in a rage.


  “They’ve run off in my chariot!” he wailed, in a high, thin, complaining voice. “They’ve taken my telescope, too. Oh, I was a fool to let him have the chariot on any conditions. But not such a fool as he was to think he could get away with it. I’ll bomb the country for miles around. I’ll blow them and their space-ship to fragments.”


  He turned to go to the control room. With surprising agility, Leep sprang up and barred his way to the door.


  “What’s this?” said Senilde, suddenly becoming calm and cold.


  “Leave them alone,” said Leep, quietly.


  Senilde looked at him freezingly for a moment, then reached out and touched him lightly on the chest. Leep looked slightly puzzled, but stood his ground. Senilde looked very much more puzzled. His electrical stunner should have laid Leep on his back, unconscious. It had never failed with any other mortal. Any other mortal! Had Leep, then, after all—?


  Senilde flashed his hand down among the folds of his monkish gown. It came up gripping a small, flat pistol. He shot three radio-active needles into Leep’s chest before the little man wrenched the gun from him.


  Leep said: “Don’t be such a silly child.” And he did not fall, writhing, as he should have done.


  Senilde glared at him, his weak, ugly mouth open, dribbling. He still had one advantage over Leep: bulk. He used it suddenly, shouldering Leep out of the way. The seer lost his balance, and fell. He was soon up, but Senilde had vanished.


  Behind the wall, at the foot of the stairs, was a concealed elevator Senilde had thought it politic not to show George or Mara. He always liked to keep a few tricks up his sleeve.


  When Leep reached the vicinity of the control room, knowing where it was, Senilde was already inside. Leep knew that, too. But he didn’t know how to open the secret ways. He tried, but he never could understand mechanism of any kind. He was baffled.


  Inside, the room stirred to life again. The hum rose till it became a near-shriek. the lights fluttered like a thousand winking eyes, the messages from the war machines and all the hidden observation posts came pouring in, yards of them, in the codes Senilde could no longer remember. It was provoking for him, because he knew that some of them must relate to the position not only of the space-ship but also of his runaway chariot.


  He worked hard at the controls, organizing the biggest all-out attack yet. It was a pity that the target area also was the biggest yet. If only he knew where they were . . .


  THE war chariot plowed on through the night, its searchlights probing and lighting the way before it. It was cold up there on the platform, but they had to be there to see if they could spot the ship ahead of them.


  Down in the body of the tank was Senilde’s cabin, wherein he slept on long journeys, after he’d set the chariot on its course. But they couldn’t sleep now if they tried. How could they sleep, not knowing how near to their salvation they were, nor how far vengeance was riding behind them? Besides, if there were no lookout, they’d run the considerable risk of crashing headlong into the spaceship. crushing and killing.


  There was another control panel in Senilde’s cabin, complete with TV screen and radar detectors, but he’d not shown them how to manipulate it, and it was too late and too dangerous to start playing trial and error games now. It was safer to stick to known procedure.


  “Listen!” said George, suddenly. They listened. Gradually rising above the noise of the engine and the clanking treads came a deep booming hum.


  “Airplanes!” George exclaimed. “The war’s begun again.”


  The night sky was becoming a great sounding board now.


  Doo-oom, doo-oom, doo-oom—the most menacing, soul-chilling sound George had ever heard. There must be something like a thousand planes up there. The throbbing growl vibrated down at them, grew even louder, seemed to be pulsating from all sides.


  With thin shrieks which swelled to howls, the bombs began to fall.


  LULLED into a sense of at least temporary security by the long peace, the three men had gone back to making the ship their living quarters.


  But Captain Freiburg wasn’t sleeping so well that night. The unexpected frustration of the plan to hoist the ship right way up had unsettled him, and the self-pity, which the days of hard labor and hope had dissolved, began to crystallize in him again. Why did fate always with-hold from his ventures that final approving seal of luck?


  Gradually, into his dismal private thoughts edged the distant drone of aircraft. But he wasn’t really aware of it until the rumble of the bombing was superimposed on it.


  He jumped up and made a tour of the port-holes. From almost every segment of the horizon he could see the clouds reflecting the jumping flashes like summer lightning. The raid was a long way off, but it meant that the war had started up again, and in a place like this you never knew what might suddenly hit you.


  He roused the others and made them move back into their less comfortable beds in a shell crater. But none of them slept any more that night. The war remained distant, but it was more than an air raid now. They kept hearing the firing of artillery and the different, heavier sound of exploding shells.


  And once they heard, also distant, the terrifying wail of one of the great steel wheels rushing unseen through the night.


  Sparks shivered at the sound. “Lord,” he said, “I hope no more of those come our way.”


  The mate crouched lower in his hole and said nothing.


  The skipper said: “We’d better disconnect the cables in case our tanks start moving off into battle dragging the ship behind them. If only it were light and we could see what we were doing, I’d try to get the ship up before they got any such ideas.”


  They unhitched the cables, but the tanks never moved. The three men lay waiting for dawn.


  GEORGE had made Mara go down into the shelter of the turret.


  He himself retreated partially into it, merely sticking his head up through the hole in the platform now and again to snatch glimpses ahead, lest there be any sign of the ship.


  The night air was full of flying missiles, whole or in fragments, none deliberately aimed at them, so far as he could judge, but far too many of them coming dangerously near. Gun flashes danced about in the darkness like jumping squibs, and once he saw the glowing jet of a wheeled torpedo overhaul and pass the lumbering chariot like an express train. The shafts of their own headlights often showed tanks weaving about as thick as bugs in their path, but there were no collisions: the smaller tanks always skipped out of the giant’s way in time.


  They were protected from deliberate assault by the pattern of their tank, but they were open to accidental hits from blind spots. And now many of the tanks seemed to be firing blindly round the compass, and the bombing had reached a degree that could only be described as indiscriminate.


  Through the apparatus of his control room, Senilde was lashing out wildly, not caring what was smashed so long as they were among the victims.


  The tank jolted occasionally from glancing hits, which its tremendously thick armor withstood, and shell splinters hissed and pinged about its superstructure. But it trundled on steadily, and was still going when the dull Venusian dawn came filtering through the gloom.


  WITH the dawn, and the war still somewhere over the horizon, the Captain ventured out to test the three tanks. Yes, they were definitely back on the power beam.


  He surveyed the smudgy length of the sky-line. The daylight robbed the explosive flashes of much of their strength and urgency. Perhaps the war would not come this way at all, or at least it might hold off for the morning.


  And it should only be a morning’s work to get the ship up.


  He made his decision. “Sparks!” he called. “And you, Mister. Let’s get these cables hitched on again.”


  They wasted no time, and presently the ship began slowly to rise as the three tanks tugged away in bottom gear.


  IT was daylight, and the chariot seemed to be leaving the war center behind it. At least, in this direction there were few tanks, either white circle or green triangle, and there’d been no bombing for a couple of hours.


  They were both up on the lookout platform again, peering ahead. But still the plain rolled on with a hint of the ship.


  “Mara,” said George, expressing a doubt that had been worrying him for some time, “do you think Leep might have bluffed you? Perhaps he didn’t know the ship’s position at all, perhaps he just pretended to so that he’d get what he wanted. A nice thing if these are fake figures, if we’re heading straight for nowhere with Senilde out to kill us, while Leep sits back laughing—secure in his immortality.”


  “I’ve never known Leep to lie,” she said, “but I couldn’t say that he never would.”


  “He said he would fight for the prize of immortality with all he possessed,” said George. “If that included—what’s that noise? Listen—a high-pitched noise. Can you hear it?”


  She listened. “Yes, but only just.” It was a thin, screeching note only just within the register of their hearing. George levelled his telescope, searching for the origin of the sound—it didn’t appear to emanate from the chariot.


  Soon it became visible, far to starboard. There was a squat machine, standing stationary on the plain. On the apex of an assembly of multitudinous gears it bore a revolving axle. Strung along the axle, and spinning with it at incredible speed, were four of the twenty-foot steel wheels.


  Even as they watched, a forked metal arm reached up from the machine’s interior and slowly edged one of the outer wheels off the end of the axle. It dropped a couple of feet to the ground, landing neatly on its edge, and darted off at rocket-speed. As the contact with earth began to slow it a little, the note of the whirling flutes slowly dropped. When the wheel became small and was disappearing far away, it had begun to howl: Wheeeee-eeee.


  “I told you about those things,” said George. “Don’t be afraid—they’re only dangerous if you happen to be in their path, and these are going away from us. So that’s the launching gear, eh? It looks fairly simple. Look, there goes another.”


  They were absorbed in watching the disk attack launched, and they didn’t return their attention to their route until they’d seen the last dully-gleaming wheel drop and bowl swiftly off.


  “Wish we could spare the time to wait and see how the apparatus gets its refills,” said George, turning. “Good grief!”


  He’d just seen, far ahead, a faint, dark stroke in the mist, the body of the space-ship. It seemed magically held (the cables were invisible to the naked eye at this distance) at an angle of seventy degrees to the ground.


  He turned the telescope on it and saw the cables and the three straining tanks. Inch by inch, the ship was being pulled back onto its tail, approaching the perpendicular.


  Senilde had told him that so long as the ship was out of the perpendicular, if only by a degree or two, it would still be safe. But the moment it became again exactly vertical, as it must do if the fins were correctly re-aligned (and the skipper wouldn’t dream of raising the ship until they had been) then things would click in all the detectors in range, and—


  He bit his lip and thumped the platform rail with his fist till it hurt.


  “How can I warn them?” he said, in agony. “How can I warn them?”


  Mara said: “They must be able to see us. They’ll stop.”


  But steadily the ship rose towards the fatal ninety degrees, pulled by its potential assassins. Seventy-five degrees, seventy-six, seventy-seven—


  EVEN before, in the video, the skipper saw the great tank coming, the instruments in his tank had detected it with a little flutter of nervous movements. They had taken its measure. Was it friend or foe? He could see neither circle nor triangle on it. Nor did it appear to mount any armament.


  Was this the vehicle of some neutral force? Some Venusian peacemakers?


  Or was it a trick and a trap?


  He hesitated. The space-ship was coming up fine, but he was scared that the cables might break at any moment. Their tensile strength must be strained to the full, he knew. If he stopped the operation now, let the ship just hang, the cables might go. And that wouldn’t do the ship any good at all, from its present height.


  Sparks and the mate were awaiting his orders, while continuing to obey his last. He decided to go on with it, as fast as they dared, try to get the ship standing, balanced and free, before the strange monster tank got here.


  After all, if it were an enemy, surely the white circle tanks would have opened fire by now?


  Seventy-nine degrees, eighty, eighty-one—Nearly there.


  THE war chariot had been going at top speed all the time, and George could do nothing to make it go faster.


  He and Mara danced about on the platform, waving their arms, signalling frantically. Quite uselessly, as he knew. They were still too far away. If visible at all, they were specks.


  They were losing the race against the degrees. It was futile to worry, fear, or hope. It was just a matter of relative speeds, of perspectives, of cold mathematics. All determined, and they couldn’t change a thing. And by his calculation it was plain, graphically plain, that they’d come just too late.


  Eighty-five degrees, eighty-six—


  In a few moments, those innocent-seeming, friendly tanks grouped so closely about the ship would spring to life, turn and rend it. George might get there in time to use the great chariot to scatter them, bowl them over, but by then the worst would have happened.


  One could straighten battered fins, but never repair the havoc a salvo of shells at point-blank range would inevitably cause to the ship. There was no escaping it. They were on the point of being marooned on foodless Venus, with the impregnable and almost omnipotent Senilde hunting them down . . .


  THE Captain glared briefly at the approaching monster, resenting its irruption at such a crucial period. Was that something moving on its roof? Two moving specks? People? Robots? No, surely just an illusion of the poor, hazy light.


  If it were not, then whoever they were, they weren’t going to stop him now. He’d failed too often, and he wasn’t going to fail this time.


  Eighty-seven degrees, eighty-eight—Two to go.


  Came a thin wail, very high, rushing by, and then it was gone.


  The skipper’s tank jerked, and was dragged back a few feet. He slammed on the brakes as it stopped; he cursed, and stuck his head out of the turret to investigate.


  The towering space-ship had slewed round dangerously, dragging two of the tanks back with it. Now it hung awry, delicately poised, held only by his cable and Sparks’. The mate’s cable dangled loosely from the ship—it had parted very close to the mate’s tank.


  Of course, thought Freiburg, bitterly, it had to break now. Another ten seconds, and it wouldn’t have mattered.


  The mate stuck his head out of his turret. He was white-faced, torn between apprehension of the great, mysterious tank lumbering towards them and fear of what he knew had just missed him.


  The skipper bawled irritably at him: “Thought you said they’d hold, Mister!”


  The mate shook his head, disclaiming responsibility, and pointed dumbly at the ground beside his tank. And then the skipper saw the brand-new, straight slice marking the path of a great steel wheel.


  The launching apparatus had re-, stocked in its mysterious way fast and efficiently, and following the signalled impulses from Senilde’s control room, had volleyed its wheels in different directions. This had been one of them.


  INSIDE the rocket-ship, the light was unbearably bright from Venus’s albedo, and until the acceleration had eased off, they couldn’t move to swing the glare shields in place.


  Then Mara gazed through their lemon hue, wrapped in the sheer wonder of seeing her planet as a globe. Nobody had ever told her before that it was.


  It had been a hasty get-away. First, the careful lowering of the ship again by the two remaining cables. They broke simultaneously when the hull was a few inches from the ground, but that impact did no serious damage. Then the rush from one white circle tank to another, disconnecting their antennae, cutting them off from the power source and rendering them helpless.


  Then the hitching of the great chariot to the ship in their place. Its mighty strength pulled the ship erect in half the time the small tanks had taken. It was just as well, for the wheels were beginning to shoot around the plain like a meteorite shower, and twice came within an ace of slicing a fin off.


  Then, with a roar and a rumble to anticipate and rival the bellowing of the space-ship’s vents, the bombers came again in waves, and this time there was design and purpose in their attacks. They were pattern-bombing, laying explosive carpets over the plain methodically, acre by acre, and it was only a question of time—and not much of it—before they reached the ship’s position.


  The ship took off in a cloud of dust and smoke that was not all of its own making. It pierced the grim Meknitron clouds, and then it was free of the poisonous—in two senses—atmosphere of the planet of love.


  George gazed back at the now perceptible ball, which looked as fluffy and innocuous as lamb’s wool, and remarked to the skipper: “You always beefed about your luck. But when I think of that meat slicer cutting that cable like a thread at the very last moment, I can’t help believing that that made you the luckiest skipper, and Senilde the un-luckiest commander, in your respective businesses.”


  The skipper grinned—a rare event. He looked across at Mara’s rapt face at her port-hole, and whispered: “On reflection, George, I think you’re the luckiest guy around here.”


  Mara exclaimed and pointed out. They looked, and saw the slow-spreading black spots speckling and sullying that pure, dazzling surface.


  They watched, visualizing the immensities of the catastrophes happening under those clouds, and what might have happened to them if they hadn’t escaped.


  “Senilde’s really getting into his stride,” commented George, presently. “Now he’s managed to dig the atomic bombs out of their lockers . . . It must be hell there. I’d like to come back sometime—but not too soon—just to see what those two immortals have contrived to do to the planet and to themselves. And which of them—if either—comes out on top. What do you think, Skip?”


  “I think,” said Captain Jonah Freiburg, deliberately, “that when I get back to my armchair and slippers, nothing on Earth—or Venus—is going to persuade me to leave them again. Ever. Perhaps you’ll feel the same, George, when you’re married.”


  “Perhaps,” said George. “We shall soon see.”


  He drifted over to Mara’s side.


  THE END


  SECURITY


  Poul Anderson


  In a world where Security is all-important, nothing can ever be secure. A mountain-climbing vacation may wind up in deep Space. Or loyalty may prove to be high treason. But it has its rewards.


  It had been a tough day at the lab, one of those days when nothing seems able to go right. And, of course, it had been precisely the day Hammond, the Efficiency inspector, would choose to stick his nose in. Another mark in his little notebook—and enough marks like that meant a derating, and Control had a habit of sending derated labmen to Venus. That wasn’t a criminal punishment, but it amounted to the same thing. Allen Lancaster had no fear of it for himself; the sector chief of a Project was under direct Control jurisdiction rather than Efficiency, and Control was friendly to him. But he’d hate to see young Rogers get it—the boy had been married only a week now.


  To top the day off, a report had come to Lancaster’s desk from Sector Seven of the Project. Security had finally cleared it for general transmission to sector chiefs—and it was the complete design of an electronic valve on which some of the best men in Lancaster’s own division, Sector Thirteen, had been sweating for six months. There went half a year’s work down the drain, all for nothing, and Lancaster would have that much less to show at the next Project reckoning.


  He had cursed for several minutes straight, drawing the admiring glances of his assistants. It was safe enough for a high-ranking labman to gripe about Security—in fact, it was more or less expected. Scientists had their privileges.


  One of these was a private three-room apartment. Another was an extra liquor ration. Tonight, as he came home, Lancaster decided to make a dent in the latter. He’d eaten at the commissary, as usual, but hadn’t stayed to talk. All the way home in the tube, he’d been thinking of that whiskey and soda.


  Now it sparkled gently in his glass and he sighed, letting a smile crease his lean homely face. He was a tall man, a little stooped, his clothes—uniform and mufti alike—perpetually rumpled. Solitary by nature, he was still unmarried in spite of the bachelor tax and had only one son. The boy was ten years old now, must be in the Youth Guard; Lancaster wasn’t sure, never having seen him.


  It was dark outside his windows, but a glow above the walls across the skyway told of the city pulsing and murmuring beyond. He liked the quiet of his evenings alone and had withstood a good deal of personal and official pressure to serve in various patriotic organizations. “Damn it,” he had explained, “I’m not doing routine work. I’m on a Project, and I need relaxation of my own choosing.”


  He selected a tape from his library. Eine Kleine Nachtmusik lilted joyously about him as he found a chair and sat down. Control hadn’t gotten around to making approved lists of music yet, though you’d surely never hear Mozart in a public place. Lancaster got a cigar from the humidor and collapsed his long gaunt body across chair and hassock. Smoke, whiskey, good music—they washed his mind clean of worry and frustration; he drifted off in a mist of unformed dreams. Yes, it wasn’t such a bad world.


  The mail-tube went ping! and he opened his eyes, swearing. For a moment he was tempted to let the pneumo-roll lie where it fell, but habit was too strong. He grumbled his way over to the basket and took it out.


  The stamp across it jerked his mind to wakefulness. OfiSal, sEkret, fOr adresE OnlE—and a Security seal!


  After a moment he swallowed his thumping heart. It couldn’t be serious, not as far as he personally was concerned anyway. If that had been the case, a squad of monitors would have been at the door. Not this message tube . . . He broke the seal and unfolded the flimsy with elaborate care. Slowly, he scanned it. Underneath the official letterhead, the words were curt. “Dis iz A matr uv urjensE and iz top sEkret. destrY Dis letr and Du tUb kontAniN it. tUmOrO, 15 jUn, at 2130 ourz, U wil gO tU Du obzurvatOrE, A nIt klub at 5730 viktOrE strEt, and ask Du hedwAtr fOr A mistr Berg. U wil asUm Dat hE iz an Old frend uv yOrz and Dat Dis iz A sOSal EveniN. Du UZUal penaltEz ar invOkt fOr fAlUr tU komplI.”


  There was no signature. Lancaster stood for a moment, trying to imagine what this might be. There was a brief chill of sweat on his skin. Then he suppressed his emotions. He had nothing to fear. His record was clean and he wasn’t being arrested.


  His mind wandered rebelliously off on something that had occurred to him before. Admittedly the new phonetic orthography was more efficient than the old, if less esthetic; but since little of the earlier literature was being re-issued in modern spelling not too many books had actually been condemned as subversive—only a few works on history, politics, philosophy, and the like, together with some scientific texts restricted for security reasons; but one by one, the great old writings were sent to forgetfulness.


  Well, these were critical times. There wasn’t material and energy to spare for irrelevant details. No doubt when complete peace was achieved there would be a renaissance. Meanwhile he, Lancaster, had his Euripides and Goethe and whatever else he liked, or knew where to borrow it.


  As for this message, they must want him for something big, maybe something really interesting.


  Nevertheless, his evening was ruined.


  The Observatory was like most approved recreation spots—large and raucous, selling unrationed food and drink and amusement at uncontrolled prices of which the government took its usual lion’s share. The angle in this place was astronomy. The ceiling was a blue haze a-glitter with slowly wheeling constellations, and the strippers began with make-believe spacesuits. There were some rather good murals on the walls depicting various stages of the conquest of space. Lancaster was amused at one of them. When he’d been here three years ago, the first landing on Ganymede had shown a group of men unfurling a German flag. It had stuck in his mind, because he happened to know that the first expedition there had actually been Russian. That was all right then, seeing that Germany was an ally at the time. But now that Europe was growing increasingly cold to the idea of an American-dominated world, the Ganymedean pioneers were holding a good safe Stars and Stripes.


  Oh, well. You had to keep the masses happy. They couldn’t see that their sacrifices and the occasional short wars were necessary to prevent another real smashup like the one seventy-five years ago. Lancaster’s annoyance was directed at the sullen foreign powers and the traitors within his own land. It was because of them that science had to be strait-jacketed by Security regulations.


  The headwaiter bowed before him. “I’m looking for a friend,” said Lancaster. “A Mr. Berg.”


  “Yes, sir. This way, please.”


  Lancaster slouched after him. He’d worn the dress uniform of a Project officer, but he felt that all eyes were on its deplorable sloppiness. The headwaiter conducted him between tables of half-crocked customers—burly black-uniformed Space Guardsmen, army and air officers, richly clad industrialists and union bosses, civilian leaders, their wives and mistresses. The waiters were all Martian slaves, he noticed, their phosphorescent owl-eyes smoldering in the dim blue light.


  He was ushered into a curtained booth. There was an auto-dispenser so that those using it need not be interrupted by servants, and an ultrasonic globe on the table was already vibrating to soundproof the region. Lancaster’s gaze went to the man sitting there. In spite of being short, he was broad-shouldered and compact in plain gray evening pajamas. His face was round and freckled, almost cherubic, under a shock of sandy hair, but there were merry little devils in his eyes.


  “Good evening, Dr. Lancaster,” he said. “Please sit down. What’ll you have?”


  “Thanks, I’ll have Scotch and soda.” Might as well make this expensive, if the government was footing the bill. And if this—Berg—thought him un-American for drinking an imported beverage, what of it? The scientist lowered himself into the seat opposite his host.


  “I’m having the same, as a matter of fact,” said Berg mildly. He twirled the dial and slipped a couple of five-dollar coins into the dispenser slot. When the tray was ejected, he sipped his drink appreciatively and looked across the rim of the glass at the other man.


  “You’re a high-ranking physicist on the Arizona Project, aren’t you, Dr. Lancaster?” he asked.


  That much was safe to admit. Lancaster nodded.


  “What is your work, precisely?”


  “You know I can’t tell you anything like that.”


  “It’s all right. Here are my credentials.” Berg extended a wallet. Lancaster scanned the cards and handed them back.


  “Okay, so you’re in Security,” he said. “I still can’t tell you anything, not without proper clearance.”


  Berg chuckled amiably. “Good. I’m glad to see you’re discreet. Too many labmen don’t understand the necessity of secrecy, even between different branches of the same organization.” With a sudden whip-like sharpness: “You didn’t tell anyone about this meeting, did you?”


  “No, of course not.” Despite himself, Lancaster was rattled. “That is, a friend asked if I’d care to go out with her tonight, but I said I was meeting someone else.”


  “That’s right.” Berg relaxed, smiling. “All right, we may as well get down to business. You’re getting quite an honor, Dr. Lancaster. You’ve been tapped for one of the most important jobs in the Solar System.”


  “Eh?” Lancaster’s eyes widened behind the contact lenses. “But no one else has informed me—”


  “No one of your acquaintance knows of this. Nor shall they. But tell me, you’ve done work on dielectrics, haven’t you?”


  “Yes. It’s been a sort of specialty of mine, in fact. I wrote my thesis on the theory of dielectric polarization and since then—no, that’s classified.”


  “M-hm.” Berg took another sip of his drink. “And right now you’re just a cog in a computer-development Project. You see, I do know a few things about you. However, we’ve decided—higher up, you know, in fact on the very top level—to take you off it for the time being and put you on this other job, one concerning your specialty. Furthermore, you won’t be part of a great organizational machine, but very much on your own. The fewer who know of this, the better.”


  Lancaster wasn’t sure he liked that. Once the job was done—if he were possessed of all information on it—he might be incarcerated or even shot as a Security risk. Things like that had happened. But there wasn’t much he could do about it.


  “Have no fears.” Berg seemed to read his thoughts. “Your reward may be a little delayed for Security reasons, but it will come in due time.” He leaned forward, earnestly. “I repeat, this project is top secret. It’s a vital link in something much bigger than you can imagine, and few men below the President even know of it. Therefore, the very fact that you’ve worked on it—that you’ve done any outside work at all—must remain unknown, even to the chiefs of your Project.”


  “Good stunt if you can do it,” shrugged Lancaster. “But I’m hot. Security keeps tabs on everything I do.”


  “This is how we’ll work it. You have a furlough coming up in two weeks, don’t you—a three months’ furlough? Where were you going?”


  “I thought I’d visit the Southwest. Get in some mountain climbing, see the canyons and Indian ruins and—”


  “Yes, yes. Very well. You’ll get your ticket as usual and a reservation at the Tycho Hotel in Phoenix. You’ll go there and, on your first evening, retire early. Alone, I need hardly add. We’ll be waiting for you in your room. There’ll be a very carefully prepared duplicate—surgical disguise, plastic fingerprinting tips, fully educated in your habits, tastes, and mannerisms. He’ll stay behind and carry out your vacation while we smuggle you away. A similar exchange will be affected when you return, you’ll be told exactly how your double spent the summer, and you’ll resume your ordinary life.”


  “Ummm—well—” It was too sudden. Lancaster had to hedge. “But look—I’ll be supposedly coming back from an outdoor vacation, with a suntan and well rested. Somebody’s going to get suspicious.”


  “There’ll be sun lamps where you’re going, my friend. And I think the chance to work independently on something that really interests you will prove every bit as restful to your nerves as a summer’s travel. I know the scientific mentality.” Berg chuckled. “Yes, indeed.”


  The exchange went off so smoothly that it was robbed of all melodrama, though Lancaster had an unexpectedly eerie moment when he confronted his double. It was his own face that looked at him, there in the impersonal hotel room, himself framed against blowing curtains and darkness of night. Then Berg gestured him to follow and they went down a cord ladder hanging from the window sill. A car waited in the alley below and slid into easy motion the instant they had gotten inside.


  There was a driver and another man in the front seat, both shadows against the moving blur of street lamps and night. Berg and Lancaster sat in the rear, and the secret agent chatted all the way. But he said nothing of informational content.


  When the highway had taken them well into the loneliness of the desert, the car turned off it, bumped along a miserable dirt track until it had crossed a ridge, and slowed before a giant transcontinental dieselectric truck. A man emerged from its cab, waving an unhurried arm, and the car swung around to the rear of the van. There was a tailgate lowered, forming a ramp; above it, the huge double doors opened on a cavern of blackness. The car slid up the ramp, and the man outside pushed it in after them and closed the doors. Presently the truck got into motion.


  “This is really secret!” whistled Lancaster. He felt awed and helpless.


  “Quite so. Security doesn’t like the government’s right hand to know what its left is doing.” Berg smiled, a dim flash of teeth in his shadowy face. Then he was serious. “It’s necessary, Lancaster. You don’t know how strong and well-organized the subversives are.”


  “They—” The physicist closed his mouth. It was true—he hadn’t the faintest notion, really. He followed the news, but in a cursory fashion, without troubling to analyze the meaning of it. Damn it all, he had enough else to think about. Just as well that elections had been suspended and bade fair to continue indefinitely in abeyance. If he, a member of the intelligentsia, wasn’t sufficiently acquainted with the political and military facts of life to make rational decisions, it certainly behooved the ill-educated masses to obey.


  “We might as well stretch ourselves,” said the driver. “Long way to go yet.” He climbed out and switched on an overhead light.


  The interior of the van was roomy, even allowing for the car. There were bunks, a table and chairs, a small refrigerator and cookstove. The driver, a lean saturnine man who seemed to be forever chewing gum, began to prepare coffee. The other sat down, whistling tunelessly. He was young and powerfully built, but his right arm ended in a prosthetic claw. All of them were dressed in inconspicuous civilian garb.


  “Take us about ten hours, maybe,” said Berg. “The spaceship’s ‘way over in Colorado.”


  He caught Lancaster’s blank stare, and grinned. “Yes, my friend, your lab is out in space. Surprised?”


  “Mmm—yeah. I’ve never been off Earth.”


  “Sokay. We run at acceleration, you won’t be spacesick.” Berg drew up a chair, sat down, and tilted it back against a wall. The steady rumble of engines pulsed under his words:


  “It’s interesting, really, to consider the relationship between government and military technology. The powerful, authoritarian governments have always arisen in such times as the evolution of warfare made a successful fighting machine something elaborate, expensive, and maintainable by professionals only. Like in the Roman Empire. It took years to train a legionnaire and a lot of money to equip an army and keep it in the field. So Rome became autarchic. However, it was not so expensive a proposition that a rebellious general couldn’t put some troops up for a while—or he could pay them with plunder. So you did get civil wars. Later, when the Empire had broken up and warfare relied largely on the individual barbarian who brought his own weapons with him, government loosened. It had to—any ruler who got to throwing his weight around too much would have insurrection on his hands. Then as war again became an art—well, you see how it goes. There are other factors, of course, like religion—ideology in general. But by and large, it’s worked out the way I explained it. Because there are always people willing to fight when government encroaches on what they consider their liberties, and governments are always going to try to encroach. So the balance struck depends on comparative strength. The American colonists back in 1776 relied on citizen levies and weapons were so cheap and simple that almost anyone could obtain them. Therefore government stayed loose for a long time. But nowadays, who except a government can make atomic bombs and space rockets? So we get absolute states.”


  Lancaster looked around, feeling the loneliness close in on him. The driver was still clattering the coffee pot. The one-armed man was utterly blank and expressionless. And Berg sat there, smiling, pouring out those damnable cynicisms. Was it some kind of test? Were they probing his loyalty? What kind of reply was expected?


  “We’re a democratic nation and you know it,” he said. It came out more feebly than he had thought.


  “Oh, well, sure. This is just a state of emergency which has lasted unusually long, seventy-two years to be exact. If we hadn’t lost World War III, and needed a powerful remilitarization to overthrow the Soviet world—but we did.” Berg took out a pack of cigarettes. “Smoke? I was just trying to explain to you why the subversives are so dangerous. They have to be, or they wouldn’t stand any kind of chance. When you set out to upset something as big as the United States government, it’s an all or nothing proposition. They’ve had a long time now to organize, and there’s a huge percentage of malcontents to help them out.”


  “Malcontents? Well, look, Berg—I mean, you’re the expert and of course you know your business, but a natural human grumble at conditions doesn’t mean revolutionary sentiments. These aren’t such bad times. People have work, and their needs are supplied. They aren’t hankering to have the Hemispheric Wars back again.”


  “The standard revolutionary argument,” said Berg patiently, “is that the rebels aren’t trying to overthrow the nation at all, but simply to restore constitutional and libertarian government. It’s common knowledge that they have help and some subsidies from outside, but it’s contended that these are merely countries tired of a world dominated by an American dictatorship and, being small Latin-American and European states, couldn’t possibly think of conquering us. Surely you’ve seen subversive literature.”


  “Well, yes. Can’t help finding their pamphlets. All over the place. And—” Lancaster closed his mouth. No, damned if he was going to admit that he knew three co-workers who listened to rebel propaganda broadcasts. Those were silly, harmless kids—why get them in trouble, maybe get them sent to camp?


  “You probably don’t appreciate the hold that kind of argument has on all too many intellectuals—and a lot of the common herd, too,” said Berg. “Naturally you wouldn’t—if your attitude has always been unsympathetic, these people aren’t going to confide their thoughts to you. And then there are bought men, and spies smuggled in, and—oh, I needn’t elaborate. It’s enough to say that we’ve been thoroughly infiltrated, and that most of their agents have absolutely impeccable dossiers. We can’t give neoscop to everybody, you know—Security has to rely on spot checks and the testing of key personnel. Only when organizations get as big as they are today, there’s apt to be no real key man, and a few spies strategically placed in the lower echelons can pick-up a hell of a lot of information. Then there are the colonists out on the planets—our hold on them has always necessarily been loose, because of transportation and communication difficulties if nothing else. And, as I say, foreign powers. A little country like Switzerland or Denmark or Venezuela can’t do much by itself, but an undercover international pooling of resources . . . Anyway, we have reason to believe in the existence of a large, well financed, well organized underground, with trained fighting men, big secret weapons dumps, and saboteurs ready for the word ‘go’—to say nothing of a restless population and any number of covert sympathizers who’d follow if the initial uprising had good results.”


  “Or bad, depending on whose viewpoint you take,” grinned the one-armed man.


  Lancaster put his elbows on his knees and rested his forehead on shaking hands. “What has all this got to do with me?” he protested. “I’m not the hero of some cloak-and-dagger spy story. I’m no good at undercover stuff—what do you want of me?”


  “It’s very simple,” Berg replied quietly. “The balance of power is still with the government, because it does have more of the really heavy weapons than any other group can possibly muster. Alphabet bombs, artillery, rockets, armor, spaceships and space missiles. You see? Only research has lately suggested that a new era in warfare is developing—a new weapon as decisive as the Macedonian phalanx, gunpowder, and aircraft were in their day.” As Lancaster raised his eyes, he met an almost febrile glitter in Berg’s gaze. “And this weapon may reverse the trend. It may be the cheap and simple arm that anyone can make and use—the equalizer! So we’ve got to develop it before the rebels do. They have laboratories of their own, and their skill at stealing our secrets makes it impossible for us to trust the research to a Project in the usual manner. The fewer who knew of this weapon, the better—because in the wrong hands it could mean—Armageddon!”


  The run from Earth was short, for the space laboratory wasn’t far away at the moment as interplanetary distances go. Lancaster wasn’t told anything about its orbit, but guessed that it had a path a million miles or so sunward from Earth and highly tilted with respect to the ecliptic. That made for almost perfect concealment, for what spaceship would normally go much north or south of the region containing the planets?


  He was too preoccupied during the journey to estimate orbital figures, anyway. He had seen enough pictures of open space, and some of them had been excellent. But the reality towered unbelievably over all representations. There simply is no way of describing that naked grandeur, and when you have once experienced it you don’t want to try. His companions—Berg and the one-armed Jessup, who piloted the spaceboat—respected his need for silence.


  The station had been painted non-reflecting black, which complicated temperature control but made accidental observation of its existence almost impossible. It loomed against the cold glory of stars like a pit of ultimate darkness, and Jessup had to guide the boat in with radar. When the last lock had clanged shut behind him and he stood in a narrow metal corridor, shut away from the sky, Lancaster felt a sense of unendurable loss.


  It faded, and he grew aware of others watching him. There were half a dozen people, a motley group dressed in any shabby garment they happened to fancy, with no sign of the semi-military discipline of a Project crew. A Martian hovered in the background, and Lancaster didn’t notice him at first. Berg introduced the humans casually. There was a stocky gray-haired man named Friedrichs, a lanky space-tanned young chap called Isaacson, a middle-aged woman and her husband by the name of Dufrere, a quiet Oriental who answered to Hwang, and a red-haired woman presented as Karen Marek. These, Berg explained, were the technicians who would be helping Lancaster. This end of the space station was devoted to the labs and factories; for security reasons, Lancaster couldn’t be permitted to go elsewhere, but it was hoped he would be comfortable here.


  “Ummm—pardon me, aren’t you a rather mixed group?” asked the physicist.


  “Yes, very,” said Berg cheerfully. “The Dufreres are French, Hwang is Chinese, and Karen here is Norwegian though her husband was Czech. Not to mention . . . There you are, I didn’t see you before! Dr. Lancaster, I’d like you to meet Rakkan of Thyle, Mars, a very accomplished labman.”


  Lancaster gulped, shifting his feet and looking awkwardly at the small gray-feathered body and the beaked owl-face. Rakkan bowed politely, sparing Lancaster the decision of whether or not to shake the clawlike hand. He assumed Rakkan was somebody’s slave—but since when did slaves act as social equals?


  “But you said this project was top secret!” he blurted.


  “Oh, it is,” smiled Karen Marek. She had a husky, pleasant voice, and while she was a little too thin to be really good-looking, she was cast in a fine mold and her eyes were large and gray and lovely. “I assure you, non-Americans are perfectly capable of preserving a secret. More so than most Americans, really—we don’t have ties on Earth. No one to blab to.”


  “It’s not well known today, but the original Manhattan Project that constructed the first atomic bombs had quite an international character,” said Berg. “It even included German, Italian, and Hungarian elements though the United States was at war with those countries.”


  “Come along and we’ll get you settled in your quarters,” invited Isaacson.


  Lancaster followed him down the long hallways, rather dazed with the whole business. He noticed that the space station had a crude, unfinished look, as if it had been hastily thrown together from whatever materials were available. That didn’t ring true for a government enterprise, no matter how secret.


  Berg seemed to read his thought again. “We’ve worked under severe handicaps,” he said. “Look, just suppose a lot of valuable material and equipment were ferried into space. If it’s an ordinary government deal, you know how many light-years of red tape are involved. Requisitions have to be filled out in triplicate, every last rivet has to be accounted for—there’d simply have been too much chance of a rebel spy getting a lead on us. It was safer all around to use whatever chance materials could be obtained from salvage or through individual purchases on other planets. Ever hear of the Waikiki?”


  “Ummm—seems so—wasn’t she the big freighter that disappeared many years ago?”


  “That’s the one. A meteor swarm struck her on the way to Venus. Furthermore, one of them shorted out her engine controls, so that she swooped out of the ecliptic plane and fell into an eccentric skew orbit. When this project was first started, one of our astronomers thought he’d identified the swarm—it has a regular path of its own about the sun, though the orbit is so cockeyed that spaceships hardly ever even see the things. Anyway, knowing the orbit of the meteors and that of the Waikiki at the time, he could calculate where the disaster must have taken place—which gave us a lead in searching for the hulk. We found it after a lot of investigation, moved it here, and built the station up around it. Very handy. And completely secret.”


  Lancaster had always suspected that Security was a little mad. Now he knew it. Oh, well—


  His room was small and austere, but privacy was nice. The lab crew ate in a common refectory. Beyond the edge of their territory, great bulkheads blocked off three-fourths of the space station. Lancaster was sure that many people and several Martians lived there, for in the days that followed he saw any number of strangers appearing and disappearing in the region allowed him. Most of these were workmen of some kind or other, called in to help the lab crew as needed, but all of them were tight-lipped. They must have been cautioned not to speak to the guest more than was strictly necessary.


  Living was Spartan in the station. It rotated fast enough to give weight, but even on the outer skin that was only one-half Earth gravity. A couple of silent Martians prepared undistinguished meals and did housework in the quarters. There were no films or other organized recreation, though Lancaster was told that the forbidden sector included a good-sized room for athletics.


  But the crew he worked with didn’t seem to mind. They had their own large collections of books and music wires, which they borrowed from each other. They played chess and poker with savage skill. Conversation was, at first, somewhat restrained in Lancaster’s presence, and most of the humor had so little reference to things he knew that he couldn’t follow it, but he became aware that they talked with more animation and intelligence than his friends on Earth. Manners were utterly informal, and it wasn’t long before even Lancaster was being addressed by his first name; but cooperation was smooth and there seemed to be none of the intrigue and backbiting of a typical Project crew.


  And the work filled their lives. Lancaster was caught up in it the “day” after his arrival, realized at once what it meant, and was plunged into the fascination of it. Berg hadn’t lied; this was big!


  The perfect dielectric.


  Such, at least, was the aim of the project. It was explained to Lancaster that one Dr. Sophoulis had first seen the possibilities and organized the research. It had gone ahead slowly, hampered by a lack of needed materials and expert personnel. When Sophoulis died, none of his assistants felt capable of carrying on the work at any decent rate of speed. They were all competent in their various specialties, but it takes more than training to do basic research—a certain inborn, intuitive flair is needed. So they had sent to Earth for a new boss—Lancaster.


  The physicist scratched his head in puzzlement. It didn’t seem right that something so important should have to take the leavings of technical personnel. Secrecy or not, the most competent men on Earth should have been tapped for this job, and they should have been given everything they needed to carry it through. Then he forgot his bewilderment in the clean chill ecstasy of the work.


  Man had been hunting superior dielectrics for a long time now. It was more than a question of finding the perfect electrical insulator, though that would be handy too. What was really important was the sort of condensers made possible by a genuinely good dielectric material. Given that, you could do fantastic things in electronics. Most significant of all was the matter of energy storage. If you could store large amounts of electricity in an accumulator of small volume, without appreciable leakage loss, you could build generators designed to handle average rather than peak load—with resultant savings in cost; you could build electric motors, containing their own energy supply and hence portable—which meant electric automobiles and possibly aircraft; you could use inconveniently located power sources, such as remote waterfalls, or dilute sources like sunlight, to augment—maybe eventually replace—the waning reserves of fuel and fissionable minerals; you could . . . Lancaster’s mind gave up on all the possibilities opening before him and settled down to the immediate task at hand.


  “The original mineral was found on Venus, in the Gorbu-vashtar country,” explained Karen Marek. “Here’s a sample.” She gave him a lump of rough, dense material which glittered in hard rainbow points of light. “It was just a curiosity at first, till somebody thought to test its electrical properties. Those were slightly fantastic. We have all chemical and physical data on this stuff already, of course, as well as an excellent idea of its crystal structure. It’s a funny mixture of barium and titanium compounds with some rare earths and—well, read the report for yourself.”


  Lancaster’s eyes skimmed down the sheaf of papers she handed him. “Can’t make very good condensers out of this,” he objected. “Too brittle—and look how the properties vary with temperature. A practical dielectric has to be stable in every way, at least over the range of conditions you intend to use it in.”


  She nodded.


  “Of course. Anyway, the mineral is very rare on Venus, and you know how tough it is to search for anything in Gorbu-vashtar. What’s important is the lead it gave Sophoulis. You see, the dielectric constant of this material isn’t constant at all. It increases with applied voltage. Look at this curve here.”


  Lancaster whistled. “What the devil—but that’s impossible! That much variability means a crystal structure which is—uh—flexible, damn it! But you’ve got a brittle substance here—”


  According to the accepted theory of dielectricity, this couldn’t be. Lancaster realized with a thumping behind his veins that the theory would have to be modified. Rather, this was an altogether different phenomenon from normal insulation.


  He supposed some geological freak had formed the mineral. Venus was a strange planet anyway. But that didn’t matter. The important thing now was to get to know this process. He went off into a happy mist of quantum mechanics, oscillation theory, and periodic functions of a complex variable.


  Karen and Isaacson exchanged a slow smile.


  Sophoulis and his people had done heroic work under adverse conditions. A tentative theory of the mechanism involved had already been formulated, and the search had started for a means to duplicate the super-dielectricity in materials otherwise more suitable to man’s needs. But as he grew familiar with the place and the job, Lancaster wondered just how adverse the conditions really were.


  True, the equipment was old and cranky, much of it haywired together, much of it invented from scratch. But Rakkan the Martian, for all his lack of formal education, was unbelievably clever where it came to making apparatus and making it behave, and Friedrichs was a top-flight designer. The lab had what it needed—wasn’t that enough?


  The rest of Lancaster’s crew were equally good. The Dufreres were physical chemists par excellence, Isaacson a brilliant crystallographer with an unusual brain for mathematics, Hwang an expert on quantum theory and inter-atomic forces, Karen an imaginative experimenter. None of them quite had the synthesizing mentality needed for an overall picture and a fore-vision of the general direction of work—that had been Sophoulis’ share, and was now Lancaster’s—but they were all cheerful and skilled where it came to detail work and could often make suggestions in a theoretical line.


  Then, too, there was no Security snooping about, no petty scramble for recognition and promotion, no red tape. What was more important, Lancaster began to realize, was the personal nature of the whole affair. In a Project, the overall chief set the pattern, and it was followed by his subordinates with increasingly less latitude as you worked down through the lower ranks. You did what you were told, produced results or else, and kept your mouth shut outside your own sector of the Project. You had only the vaguest idea of what actually was being created, and why, and how it fitted into the broad scheme of society.


  Hwang and Rakkan commented on that, one “evening” at dinner when they had grown more relaxed in Lancaster’s presence. “It was inevitable, I suppose, that scientific research should become corporate,” said the Chinese. “So much equipment was needed, and so many specialties had to be coordinated, that the solitary genius with only a few assistants hadn’t a chance. Nevertheless, it’s a pity. It’s destroyed initiative in many promising young men. The top man is no longer a scientist at all—he’s an administrator with some technical background. The lower ranks do have to exercise ingenuity, yes, but only along the lines they are ordered to follow. If some interesting sideline crops up, they can’t investigate it. All they can do is submit a memorandum to the chief, and most likely if anything is done it will be carried out by someone else.”


  “What would you do about it?” shrugged Lancaster. “You just admitted that the old-time genius in a garret can’t compete.”


  “No—but the small team of creative specialists, each with an excellent understanding of the others’ fields, and each working in a loose, free-willed cooperation with the rest, can. Indeed, the results will be much better. It was tried once, you may know. The early cybernetics men, back in the last century, worked that way.”


  “I wish we could co-opt some biologists and psychologists into this,” murmured Rakkan. His English was good, though indescribably accented by his vocal apparatus. “The cellular and neural implications of dielectricity look—promising. Maybe later.”


  “Well,” said Lancaster defensively, “a large Project can be made more secure—less chance of leakage.”


  Hwang said nothing, but he cocked an eyebrow at an almost treasonable angle.


  In going through Sophoulis’ equations, Lancaster found what he believed was the flaw that was blocking progress. The man had used a simplified quantum mechanics without correction for relativistic effects. That made for neater mathematics but overlooked certain space-time aspects of the psi function. The error was excusable, for Sophoulis had not been familiar with the Belloni matrix, a mathematical tool that brought order into what was otherwise incomprehensible chaos. Belloni’s work was still classified information, being too useful, in the design of new alloys, for general consumption. Lancaster went happily to work correcting the equations. But when he was finished, he realized that he had no business showing his results without proper clearance.


  He wandered glumly into the lab. Karen was there alone, setting up an apparatus for the next attempt at heat treatment. A smock covered her into shapelessness, and her spectacular hair was bound up in a kerchief, but she still looked good. Lancaster, a shy man, was more susceptible to her than he wanted to be.


  “Where’s Berg?” he asked.


  “Back on Earth with Jessup,” she told him. “Why?”


  “Damn! It holds up the whole business till he returns.” Lancaster explained his difficulty.


  Karen laughed. “Oh, that’s all right,” she said in the low voice he liked to hear. “We’ve all been cleared.”


  “Not officially. I’ve got to see the papers.”


  She glared at him then and stamped her foot. “How stupid can you get without having to be spoon fed?” she snapped. “You’ve seen how much we think of regulations here. Let’s have those equations, Mac.”


  “But—blast it, Karen, you don’t appreciate the need for security. Berg explained it to me once—how dangerous the rebels are, and how easily they can steal our secrets. And they’ll stop at nothing. Do you want another Hemispheric War?”


  She looked oddly at him, and when she spoke it was softly. “Allen, do you really believe that?”


  “Certainly! It’s obvious, isn’t it? Our country is maintaining the peace of the Solar System—once we drop the reins, all hell will run away from us.”


  “What’s wrong with setting up a world-wide federation of countries? Most other nations are willing.”


  “But that—it’s not practical!”


  “How do you know? It’s never been tried.”


  “Anyway, we can’t decide policy. That’s just not for us.”


  “The United States is a democratic country—remember?”


  “But—” Lancaster looked away. For a moment he stood unspeaking, and she watched him with grave eyes and said nothing. Then, not really knowing why he did it, he lifted a defiant head. “All right! We’ll go ahead—and if Berg sends us all to camp, don’t blame me.”


  “He won’t.” She laughed and clapped his shoulder. “You know, Allen, there are times when I think you’re human after all.”


  “Thanks,” he grinned wryly. “How about—uh—how about having a—a b-beer with me now? To celebrate.”


  “Why, sure.”


  They went down to the shop. A cooler of beer was there, its contents being reckoned as among the essential supplies brought from Earth by Jessup. Lancaster uncapped two bottles, and he and Karen sat down on a bench, swinging their legs and looking over the silent, waiting machines. Most of the station personnel were off duty now, in the arbitrary “night.”


  He sighed at last. “I like it here.”


  “I’m glad you do, Allen.”


  “It’s a funny place, but I like it. The station and all its wacky inhabitants. They’re heterodox as the very devil and would have trouble getting a dog catcher’s job back home, but they’re all refreshing.” Lancaster snapped his fingers. “Say, that’s it! That’s why you’re all out here. The government needs your talents, and you aren’t quite trusted, so you’re put here out of range of spies. Right?”


  “Do you have to see a rebel with notebook in hand under every bed?” she asked with a hint of weariness. “The First Amendment hasn’t been repealed yet, they say. Theoretically we’re all entitled to our own opinions.”


  “Okay, okay, I won’t argue politics. Tell me about some of the people here, will you? They’re an odd bunch.”


  “I can’t tell you much, Allen. That’s where Security does apply. Isaacson is a Martian colonist, you’ve probably guessed that already. Jessup lost his hand in a—a fight with some enemies once. The Dufreres had a son who was killed in the Moroccan incident.” Lancaster remembered that that affair had involved American power used to crush a French spy ring centered in North Africa. Sovereignty had been brushed aside. But damn it, you had to preserve the status quo, for your own survival if nothing else. “Hwang had to go into exile when the Chinese government changed hands a few years back. I—”


  “Yes?” he asked when her voice faded out.


  “Oh, I might as well tell you. My husband and I lived in America after our marriage. He was a good biotechnician and had a job with one of the big pharmaceutical companies. Only he—went to camp. Later he died or was shot, I don’t know which.” Her words were flat.


  “That’s a shame,” he said inadequately.


  “The funny part of it is, he wasn’t engaged in treason at all. He was quite satisfied with things as they were—oh, he talked a little, but so does everybody. I imagine some rival or enemy put the finger on him.”


  “Those things happen,” said Lancaster. “It’s too bad, but they happen.”


  “They’re bound to occur in a police state,” she said. “Sorry. We weren’t going to argue politics, were we?”


  “I never said the world was perfect, Karen. Far from it. Only what alternative have we got? Any change is likely to be so dangerous that—well, man can’t afford mistakes.”


  “No, he can’t. But I wonder if he isn’t making one right now. Oh, well. Give me another beer.”


  They talked on indifferent subjects till Karen said it was her bedtime. Lancaster escorted her to her apartment. She looked at him curiously as he said good night, and then went inside and closed the door. Lancaster had trouble getting to sleep.


  The corrected equations provided an adequate theory of super-dielectricity—a theory with tantalizing hints about still other phenomena—and gave the research team a precise idea of what they wanted in the way of crystal structure. Actually, the substance to be formed was only semi-crystalline, with plastic features as well, all interwoven with a grid of carbon-linked atoms. Now the trick was to produce that stuff. Calculation revealed what elements would be needed, and what spatial arrangement—only how did you get the atoms to assume the required configuration and hook up in the right way?


  Theory would get you only so far, thereafter it was cut and try. Lancaster rolled up his sleeves with the rest and let Karen take over the leadership—she was the best experimenter. He spent some glorious and all but sleepless weeks, greasy, dirty, living in a jungle of haywired apparatus with a restless slide rule. There were plenty of failures, a lot of heartbreak and profanity, an occasional injury—but they kept going, and they got there.


  The day came—or was it the night?—when Karen took a slab of darkly shining substance out of the furnace where it had been heat-aging. Rakkan sawed it into several chunks for testing. It was Lancaster who worked on the electric properties.


  He applied voltage till his generator groaned, and watched in awe as meters climbed and climbed without any sign of stopping. He discharged the accumulated energy in a single blue flare that filled the lab with thunder and ozone. He tested for time lag of an electric signal and wondered wildly if it didn’t feel like sleeping on its weary path.


  The reports came in, excited yells from one end of the long, cluttered room to the other, exultant whoops and men pounding each other on the back. This was it! This was the treasure at the rainbow’s end.


  The substance and its properties were physically and chemically stable over a temperature range of hundreds of degrees. The breakdown voltage was up in the millions. The insulation resistance was better than the best known to Earth’s science.


  The dielectric constant could be varied at will by a simple electric field normal to the applied voltage gradient—a field which could be generated by a couple of dry cells if need be—and ranged from a hundred thousand to about three billion. For all practical purposes, here was the ultimate dielectric.


  “We did it!” Friedrichs slapped Lancaster’s back till it felt that the ribs must crack. “We have it!”


  “Whooppee!” yelled Karen.


  Suddenly they had joined hands and were dancing idiotically around the induction furnace. Lancaster clasped Rakkan’s talons without caring that it was a Martian. They sang then, sang till heads appeared at the door and the glassware shivered.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Here we go ’round the mulberry bush,

            The mulberry bush, the mulberry bush—

          
        

      
    

  


  It called for a celebration. The end of a Project meant no more than filing a last report and waiting for the next assignment, but they ran things differently out here. Somebody broke out a case of Venusian aguacaliente. Somebody else led the way to a storeroom, tossed its contents into the hall, and festooned it with used computer tape. Rakkan forgot his Martian dignity and fiddled for a square dance, with Isaacson doing the calling. The folk from the other end of the station swarmed in till the place overflowed. It was quite a party.


  Hours later, Lancaster was hazily aware of lying stretched on the floor. His head was in Karen’s lap and she was stroking his hair. The hardy survivors were following the Dufreres in French drinking songs, which are the best in the known universe. Rakkan’s fiddle wove in and out, a lovely accompaniment to voices that were untrained but made rich and alive by triumph.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Sur ma tomb’ je veux qu’on inscrive:

            ‘Ici-git le roi des buveurs.’

            Sur ma tomb’ je veux qu’on inscrive:

            ‘Ici-git le roi des buveurs.

            Ici-git, oui, oui, oui,

            Ici-git, non, non, non—’ ”

          
        

      
    

  


  Lancaster knew that he had never been really happy before.


  Berg showed up a couple of days later, looking worried. Lancaster’s vacation time was almost up. When he heard the news, his eyes snapped gleefully and he pumped the physicist’s hand. “Good work, boy!”


  “There are things to clean up yet,” said Lancaster, “but it’s all detail. Anybody can do it.”


  “And the material—what do you call it, anyway?”


  Karen grinned. “So far, we’ve only named it ffuts,” she said. “That’s ‘stuff’ spelled backward.”


  “Okay, okay. It’s easy to manufacture?”


  “Sure. Now that we know how, anybody can make it in his own home—if he’s handy at tinkering apparatus together.”


  “Fine, fine! Just what was needed. This is the ticket.” Berg turned back to Lancaster. “Okay, boy, you can pack now. We blast again in a few hours.”


  The physicist shuffled his feet. “What are my chances of getting re-assigned back here?” he asked. “I’ve liked it immensely. And now that I know about it anyway—”


  “I’ll see. I’ll see. But remember, this is top secret. You go back to your regular job and don’t say a word on this to anyone less than the President—no matter what happens, understand?”


  “Of course,” snapped Lancaster, irritated. “I know my duty.”


  “Yeah, so you do.” Berg sighed. “So you do.”


  Leavetaking was tough for all concerned. They had grown fond of the quiet, bashful man—and as for him, he wondered how he’d get along among normal people. These were his sort. Karen wept openly and kissed him good-bye with a fervor that haunted his dreams afterward. Then she stumbled desolately back to her quarters. Even Berg looked glum.


  He regained his cockiness on the trip home, though, and insisted on talking all the way. Lancaster, who wanted to be alone with his thoughts, was annoyed, but you don’t insult a Security man.


  “You understand the importance of this whole business, and why it has to be secret?” nagged Berg. “I’m not thinking of the scientific and industrial applications, but the military ones.”


  “Oh, sure. You can make lightning throwers if you want to. And you’ve overcome the fuel problem. With a few ffuts accumulators, charged from any handy power source, you can build fuelless military vehicles, which would simplify your logistics immensely. And some really deadly hand guns could be built—pistols the equivalent of a cannon, almost.” Lancaster’s voice was dead. “So what?”


  “So plenty! Those are only a few of the applications. If you use your imagination, you can think of dozens more. And the key point is—the ffuts and the essential gadgetry using it are cheap to make in quantity, easy to handle—the perfect weapon for the citizen soldier. Or for the rebel! It isn’t enough to decide the outcome of a war all by itself, but it may very well be precisely the extra element which will tip the military balance against the government. And I’ve already discussed what that means.”


  “Yes, I remember. That’s your department, not mine. Just let me forget about it.”


  “You’d better,” said Berg.


  In the month after his return, Lancaster lived much as usual. He was scolded a few times for an increasing absent-mindedness and a lack of enthusiasm on the Project, but that wasn’t too serious. He became more of an introvert than ever. Having some difficulty with getting to sleep, he resorted to soporifics and then, in a savage reaction, to stimulants. But outwardly there was little to show the turmoil within him.


  He didn’t know what to think. He had always been a loyal citizen—not a fanatic, but loyal—and it wasn’t easy for him to question his own basic assumptions. But he had experienced something utterly alien to what he considered normal, and he had found the strangeness more congenial—more human in every way—than the norm. He had breathed a different atmosphere, and it couldn’t but seem to him that the air of Earth was tainted. He re-read Kipling’s Chant-Pagan with a new understanding, and began to search into neglected philosophies. He studied the news in detail, and his critical eye soon grew jaundiced—did this editorial or that feature story have any semantic content at all, or was it only a tom-tom beat of loaded connotations? The very statements of fact were subject to doubt—they should be checked against other accounts, or better yet against direct observation; but other accounts were forbidden and there was no chance to see for himself.


  He took to reading seditious pamphlets with some care, and listened to a number of underground broadcasts, and tried clumsily to sound out those of his acquaintances whom he suspected of rebellious thoughts. It all had to be done very cautiously, with occasional nightmare moments when he thought he was being spied on; and was it right that a man should be afraid to hear a dissenting opinion?


  He wondered what his son was doing. It occurred to him that modern education existed largely to stultify independent thought.


  At the same time, he was unable to discard the beliefs of his whole life. Sedition was sedition and treason was treason—you couldn’t evade that fact. There were no more wars—plenty of minor clashes, but no real wars. There was a stable economy, and nobody lacked for the essentials. The universal state might be a poor solution to the problems of a time of troubles, but it was nevertheless a solution. Change would be unthinkably dangerous.


  Dangerous to whom? To the entrenched powers and their jackals. But the oppressed peoples of Earth had nothing to lose, really, except their lives, and many of them seemed quite willing to sacrifice those. Did the rights of man stop at a full belly, or was there more?


  He tried to take refuge in cynicism. After all, he was well off. He was a successful jackal. But that wouldn’t work either. He required a more basic philosophy.


  One thing that held him back was the thought that if he became a rebel, he would be pitted against his friends—not only those of Earth, but that strange joyous crew out in space. He couldn’t see fighting against them.


  Then there was the very practical consideration that he hadn’t the faintest idea of how to contact the underground even if he wanted to. And he’d make a hell of a poor conspirator.


  He was still in an unhappy and undecided whirlpool when the monitors came for him.


  They knocked on the door at midnight, as was their custom, and he felt such an utter panic that he could barely make it across the apartment to let them in. The four burly men wavered before his eyes, and there was a roaring and a darkness in his head. They arrested him without ceremony on suspicion of treason, which meant that habeas corpus and even the right of trial didn’t apply. Two of them escorted him to a car, the other two stayed to search his dwelling.


  At headquarters, he was put in a cell and left to stew for some hours. Then a pair of men in the uniform of the federal police led him to a questioning chamber. He was given a chair and a smiling, soft-voiced man—almost fatherly, with his plump cheeks and white hair—offered him a cigarette and began talking to him.


  “Just relax, Dr. Lancaster. This is pretty routine. If you’ve nothing to hide then you’ve nothing to fear. Just tell the truth.”


  “Of course.” It was a dry whisper.


  “Oh, you’re thirsty. So sorry. Alec, get Dr. Lancaster a glass of water, will you, please? And by the way, my name is Harris. Let’s call this a friendly conference, eh?”


  Lancaster drank avidly. Harris’ manner was disarming, and the physicist felt more at ease. This was—well, it was just a mistake. Or maybe a simple spot check. Nothing to fear. He wouldn’t be sent to camp—not he. Such things happened to other people, not to Allen Lancaster.


  “You’ve been immunized against neoscop?” asked Harris.


  “Yes. It’s routine for my rank and over, you know. In case we should ever be kidnapped—but why am I telling you this?” Lancaster tried to smile. His face felt stiff.


  “Hm. Yes. Too bad.”


  “Of course, I’ve no objection at all to your using a lie detector on me.”


  “Fine, fine.” Harris beamed and gestured to one of the expressionless policemen. A table was wheeled forth, bearing the instrument. “I’m glad you’re so cooperative, Dr. Lancaster. You’ve no idea how much trouble it saves me—and you.”


  They ran a few harmless calibrating questions. Then Harris said, still smiling, “And now tell me, Dr. Lancaster. Where were you really this summer?”


  Lancaster felt his heart leap into his throat, and knew in a sudden terror that the dials were registering his reaction. “Why—I took my vacation,” he stammered. “I was in the Southwest—”


  “Mmmm—the machine doesn’t quite agree with you.” Harris remained impishly cheerful.


  “But it’s true! You can check back and—”


  “There are such things as doubles, you know. Come, come, now, let’s not waste the whole night. We both have many other things to do.”


  “I—look.” Lancaster gulped down his panic and tried to speak calmly. “Suppose I am lying. The machine should tell you that I’m not doing so out of disloyalty. There are things I can’t tell anyone without clearance. Like if you asked me about my work on the Project—I can’t tell you that. Why don’t you check through regular Security channels? There was a man named Berg—at least he called himself that. You’ll find that it’s all perfectly okay with Security.”


  “You can tell me anything,” said Harris gently.


  “I can’t tell you this. Not anybody short of the President.” Lancaster caught himself. “Of course, that’s assuming that I did really spend the summer for something other than my vacation. But—”


  Harris sighed. “I was afraid of this. I’m sorry, Lancaster.” He nodded to his policemen. “Go ahead, boys.”


  Lancaster kept sliding into unconsciousness. They jolted him back to life with stimulant injections and vigorous slaps and resumed working on him. Now and then they would let up and Harris’ face would swim out of a haze of pain, smiling, friendly, sympathetic, offering him a smoke or a shot of whiskey. Lancaster sobbed and wanted more than anything else in the world to do as that kindly man asked. But he didn’t dare. He knew what happened to those who revealed state secrets.


  Finally he was thrown back into his cell and left to himself. When he recovered from his faint—that was a very slow process—he had no idea of how many hours or days had gone by. There was a water tap in the room and he drank thirstily, vomited the liquid up again, and sat with his head in his hands.


  So far, he thought dully, they hadn’t done too much to him. He was short several teeth, and there were some broken fingers and toes, and maybe a floating kidney. The other bruises, lacerations, and burns would heal all right if they got the chance.


  Only they wouldn’t.


  He wondered vaguely how Security had gotten onto his track. Berg’s precautions had been very thorough. So thorough, apparently, that Harris could find no trace of what had really happened that summer, and was going only on suspicion. But what had made him suspicious in the first place? An anonymous tip-off—from whom? Maybe some enemy, some rival on the Project, had chosen this way of getting rid of his sector chief.


  In the end, Lancaster thought wearily, he’d tell. Why not do it now? Then—probably—he’d only be shot for betraying Berg’s confidence. That would be the easy way out.


  No. He’d hang on for awhile yet. There was always a faint chance.


  His cell door opened and two guards came in. He was past flinching from them, but he had to be supported on his way to the questioning room.


  Harris sat there, still smiling. “How do you do, Dr. Lancaster,” he said politely.


  “Not so well, thank you.” The grin hurt his face.


  “I’m sorry to hear that. But really, it’s your own fault. You know that.”


  “I can’t tell you anything,” said Lancaster. “I’m under Security oath. I can’t speak of this to anyone below the President.”


  Harris looked annoyed. “Don’t you think the President has better things to do than come running to every enemy of the state that yaps after him?”


  “There’s been some mistake, I tell you,” pleaded Lancaster.


  “I’ll say there has. And you’re the one that’s made it. Go ahead, boys.” Harris picked up a magazine and started reading.


  After awhile, Lancaster focused his mind on Karen Marek and kept it there. That helped him bear up. If they knew, out in the station, what was happening to him, they—well, they wouldn’t forget him, try to pretend they’d never known him, as the little fearful people of Earth did. They’d speak up, and do their damnedest to save their friend.


  The blows seemed to come from very far away. They didn’t do things like this out in the station. Lancaster realized the truth at that moment, but it held no surprise. The most natural thing in the world. And now, of course, he’d never talk.


  Maybe.


  When he woke up, there was a man before him. The face blurred, seemed to grow to monstrous size and then move out to infinite distances. The voice of Harris had a ripple in it, wavering up and down, up and down.


  “All right, Lancaster, here’s the President. Since you insist, here he is.”


  “Go ahead, American,” said the man. “Tell me. It’s your duty.”


  “No,” said Lancaster.


  “But I am the President. You wanted to see me.”


  “Most likely a double. Prove your identity.”


  The man who looked like the President sighed and turned away.


  Lancaster woke up again lying on a cot. He must have been brought awake by a stimulant, for a white-coated figure was beside him, holding a hypodermic syringe. Harris was there too, looking exasperated.


  “Can you talk?” he asked.


  “I—yes.” Lancaster’s voice was a dull croak. He moved his head, feeling the ache of it.


  “Look here, fellow,” said Harris. “We’ve been pretty easy with you so far. Nothing has happened to you that can’t be patched up. But we’re getting impatient now. It’s obvious that you’re a traitor and hiding something.”


  Well, yes, thought Lancaster, he was a traitor, by one definition. Only it seemed to him that a man had a right to choose his own loyalties. Having experienced what the police state meant, he would have been untrue to himself if he had yielded to it.


  “If you don’t answer my questions in the next session,” said Harris, “we’ll have to start getting really rough.”


  Lancaster remained silent. It was too much effort to try to speak.


  “Don’t think you’re being heroic,” said Harris. “There’s nothing pretty or even very human about a man under interrogation. You’ve been screaming as loud as anybody.”


  Lancaster looked away.


  He heard the doctor’s voice. “I’d advice giving him a few days’ rest before starting again, sir.”


  “You’re new here, aren’t you?” asked Harris.


  “Yes, sir. I was only assigned to this duty a few weeks ago.”


  “Well, we don’t put on kid gloves for traitors.”


  “That’s not what I mean, sir,” said the doctor. “There are limits to pain beyond which further treatment simply doesn’t register. Also, I’m a little suspicious about this man’s heart. It has a murmur, and questioning puts a terrific strain on it. You wouldn’t want him to die on your hands, would you, sir?”


  “Mmmm—no. What do you advise?”


  “Just a few days in the hospital, with treatment and rest. It’ll also have a psychological effect as he thinks of what’s waiting for him.”


  Harris considered for a moment. “All right. I’ve got enough other things to do anyway.”


  “Very good, sir. You won’t regret this.”


  Lancaster heard the footsteps retreat into silence. Presently the doctor came around to stand facing him. He was a short, curly-haired man of undistinguished appearance. For a moment they locked eyes, then Lancaster closed his. He wanted to tell the doctor to go away, but it wasn’t worth the trouble.


  Later he was put on a stretcher and carried down endless halls to another cell. This one had a hospital look about it, somehow, and the air was sharp with the smell of antiseptics. The doctor came when he was installed in bed and took his arm and slipped a needle into it. “Sleepy time,” he said.


  Lancaster drifted away again.


  When he woke up, he felt darkness and movement. He looked around, wondering if he had gone blind, and the breath moaned out between his bruised lips. A hand was laid on his shoulder and a voice spoke out of the black.


  “It’s okay, fella. Take it easy. There’ll be no more questions.”


  It was the doctor’s voice, and the doctor looked nothing at all like Charon, but still Lancaster wondered if he weren’t being ferried over the river of death. There was a thrumming all about him, and he heard a low keening of wind. “Where are we going?” he mumbled.


  “Away. You’re in a stratorocket now. Just take it easy.”


  Lancaster fell asleep after awhile.


  Beyond that there was a drugged, confused period where he was only dimly aware of moving and trying to talk. Shadows floated across his vision, shadows telling him something he couldn’t quite grasp. He followed obediently enough. Full clarity came eventually, and he was lying in a bunk looking up at a metal ceiling. The shivering pulse of rockets trembled in his body. A spaceship?


  A spaceship!


  He sat up, heart thudding, and looked wildly around. “Hey!” he cried.


  The remembered figure of Berg came through the door. “Hullo, Allen,” he said. “How’re you feeling?”


  “I—you—” Lancaster sank weakly back to his pillow. He grew aware that he was thoroughly bandaged, splinted, and braced, and that there was no more pain. Not much, anyway.


  “I feel fine,” he said.


  “Good, good. The doc says you’ll be okay.” Berg sat down on the edge of the bunk. “I can’t stay here long, but the hell with it. We’ll be at the station soon. You deserve to know some things, such as that you’ve been rescued.”


  “Well, that’s obvious,” said Lancaster.


  “By us. The rebels. The underground. Subversive characters.”


  “That’s obvious too. And thanks—” The word was so ridiculously inadequate that Lancaster had to laugh.


  “I suppose you’ve guessed most of it already,” said Berg. “We needed a scientist of your caliber for our project. One thing we’re desperately short of is technical personnel, since the only real education in such lines is to be had on Earth and most graduates find comfortable berths in the existing society. Like you, for instance. So we played a trick on you. We used part of our organization—yes, we have a big one, and it’s pretty smart and powerful too—to convince you this was a government job of top secrecy. More damn things can be done in the name of Security—” Berg clicked his tongue. “Everybody you saw at the station was more or less play-acting, of course. The whole thing was set up to fool you. We might not have gotten away with it if we’d used some other person, more shrewd about such things, but we’d studied you and knew you for an amiable, unsuspicious guy, too wrapped up in your own work to go witch-smelling.”


  “I guessed that much,” admitted Lancaster. “After I’d been in the cells for awhile. Your way of living and thinking was so different from anything like—”


  “Yeah. I’m sorry as hell about that, Allen. We thought you could just return to ordinary life, but somehow—through one of those accidents or malices inevitable in a state where every man spies on his neighbor—you were hauled in. We knew of it at once—yes, we’ve even infiltrated the secret police—and decided to do something about it. Quite apart from the danger of your betraying what you knew—we could have eliminated that by quietly murdering you—there was the fact that we’d gotten you into this and did owe you something. We managed to get Dr. Pappas transferred to the inquisitory where you were being held. He drugged you, producing a remarkably corpse-like figure, and smuggled you out as simply another one who’d died under questioning. I used my Security papers to get the body for special autopsy instead of the usual immediate cremation. Then we simply drove till we reached the stratorocket we’d arranged to have ready, and you were flown to our spaceboat, and now you’re on the way back to the station. You were kept under drugs most of the way to help you rest—they’d knocked you around quite a bit in the inquisitory. So—” Berg shrugged. “Pappas can’t go back to Earth now, of course, but we can always use a medic in space, and it was well worth the trouble to rescue you.”


  “I’m honored,” said Lancaster.


  “I still feel like hell about what happened to you, though.”


  “It’s all right. I can’t say I enjoyed it, but now that I’ve learned some hard facts—oh, well, forget the painful nature of the lesson. I’ll be okay. And I’m going home!”


  Jessup supported Lancaster as they entered the space station. His old crew was there waiting to greet him. They were all immensely pleased to have him back, though Karen wept bitterly on his shoulder.


  “It’s all right,” he told her. “I’m not in such bad shape as I look. Honest, Karen, I’m all right. And now that I have gotten back, and know where I really belong—damn, but it was worth it!”


  She looked at him with eyes as gray as a rainy dawn. “And you are with us?” she whispered. “You’re one of us? Of your own will?”


  “Of course I am. Give me a week or two to rest, and I’ll be back in the lab bossing all of you like a Simon Legree. Hell, we’ve just begun on that super-dielectricity. And there are a lot of other things I want to try out, too.”


  “It means exile,” she said. “No more blue skies and green valleys and ocean winds. No more going back to Earth.”


  “Well, there are other planets, aren’t there? And we’ll go back to Earth in the next decade, I bet. Back to start a new American Revolution and write the Bill of Rights in the sky for all to see.” Lancaster grinned shyly. “I’m not much at making speeches, and I certainly don’t like to listen to them. But I’ve learned the truth and I want to say it out loud. The right of man to be free is the most basic one he’s got, and when he gives that up he finishes by surrendering everything else too. You people are fighting to bring back honesty and liberty and the possibility of progress. I hope nobody here is a fanatic, because fanaticism is exactly what we’re fighting against. I say we, because from now on I’m one of you. That is, if you’re sure you want me.”


  He stopped, clumsily. “Okay. Speech ended.”


  Karen drew a shivering breath and smiled at him. “And everything else just begun, Allen,” she said. He nodded, feeling too much for words.


  “Get to bed with you,” ordered Pappas.


  Jessup led Lancaster off, and one by one the others drifted back to their jobs. Finally only Karen and Berg stood by the airlock.


  “You keep your beautiful mouth shut, my dear,” said the man.


  “Oh, sure.” Karen sighed unhappily. “I wish I’d never learned your scheme. When you explained it to me I wanted to shoot you.”


  “You insisted on an explanation,” said Berg defensively. “When Allen was due to go back to Earth, you wanted us to tell him who we were and keep him. But it wouldn’t have worked. I’ve studied his dossier, and he’s not the kind of man to switch loyalties that easily. If we were to have him at all, it could only be with his full consent. And now we’ve got him.”


  “It was still a lousy trick,” she said.


  “Of course it was. But we had no choice. We had to have a first-rate physicist.”


  “You know,” she said, “you’re a rat from way back.”


  “That I am. And by and large, I enjoy it.” Berg grimaced. “Though I must admit this job leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I like Allen. It was the hardest thing I ever did, tipping off the federal police about him.”


  He turned on his heel and walked away, smiling faintly.


  POTEMKIN VILLAGE


  Fletcher Pratt


  The expedition to that strange colony on Venus seemed to be a success . . . but why did the castaways that landed there always come back . . . in glass caskets?


  The Weapon of Ridicule


  IT WAS Voltaire, an old time science fiction writer, who was forever pointing out that ridicule is one of the most devastating weapons known to mankind. And it is noteworthy that Voltaire so often used science fiction as his vehicle for ridicule, for he had made the early discovery that this was the best of all possible mediums. With no restrictions on theme or imagination the mind is given full play in dealing with the schizophrenic nonsensities of our civilization. It takes a sophisticated and civilized mind to do it well and it is a job at which our Fletcher Pratt does very well.


  Here is a look at the end results of totalitarianism, thought control and all the rest of it. Makes quite a picture—one Voltaire would have loved.


  —The Editor


  I


  DIRECTOR Unterbaum of the Intercolonial Office rose from his chair as the pair came in. “I take it you haven’t met before?” he said. “Mr. and Mrs. Lanzerotti, this is Ann Starnes, the recording photographer, and Robert Heidekopfer, one of our better writers.” There were smiles and acknowledgments. Unterbaum touched a pair of buttons on his desk and two chairs slid out of the walls to make a group of five. “Sit down, please,” he said. “Now I’m not going to mince words. The reason you’re here is because the Council wants you—three of you, at least—to undertake a mission. Vincent—” he indicated Lanzerotti, who nodded a dark head—“already knows something about it, but for the benefit of Miss Starnes and Mr. Heidekopfer, I will say that we want to send you to Tolstoia.”


  Heidekopfer smiled and said, “Sounds better than that trip to the polar mines on Mars, eh Ann?”


  “Warmer, anyhow,” said the girl, turning a carefully-kept blonde head. “But I thought Tolstoia was closed to visitors.”


  “The patriarch has agreed to let a delegation in for this visit,” said Unterbaum, “so we can render a fair and unbiased report on Tolstoia, in word, picture and observation. The point is this; there are some islands about three hundred miles off the coast of Tolstoia, between it and South Bergenland—the Wrightley Islands. They have no resources, but Tolstoia wants to colonize them.” He touched buttons again, and a map appeared on the wall showing the almost-round shape of the island nation, with the islands and the tip of South Bergenland at the right.


  Unterbaum went on: “They’re uninhabited, so there isn’t any objection from the Demographic Commission, although it’s unusual for one of the hermit-states to expand. But there are certain features of the request that make the Council inclined to go slow; or at least to want more information.”


  He stopped, seeming to wait for a question, so Heidekopfer asked it. “What are they?”


  LANZEROTTI answered, “To begin with, the place was founded in accordance with the philosophy of Count Leo Tolstoi, a Russian writer of some centuries back. The Russians discovered that a sect of people who believed in his ideas was growing up in their country, and considered it a threat to the organization of their state. They couldn’t dispose of the Tolstoians under the genocide laws, so they appealed to the Council and it agreed to expatriate all the Tolstoians the Russians could identify.”


  “Then it was a penal colony, like the Moon mines?” inquired Heidekopfer.


  “No,” said Lanzerotti. “As a matter of fact, when the announcement was made, the Tolstoians came forward in numbers and identified themselves. But they thought they were going to have a reservation set apart for them in Russia itself, and when they found they were going to an island on Venus, there was a certain amount of resentment.”


  “Do you think it still exists? That if they’re allowed to get hold of the islands, they’ll do something drastic—say start a war?”


  “Not after all these years,” said Lanzerotti. “It’s nearly three centuries, and national resentments don’t last that long without something to feed on. Besides, pacifism was one of Tolstoi’s doctrines.”


  “Then what are we supposed to look for?”


  Lanzerotti spread his hands. “We don’t know. That’s what’s worrying the Diplomatic Division. Asking for more territory indicates a rising birth-rate, but the kind of territory they’re asking for doesn’t promise a rise serious enough to worry the Demographic Commission. We don’t consider it likely that Tolstoianism has become militant. But to be honest, we just don’t know.”


  Ann Starnes smiled. “It sounds like hunting for a needle in a haystack when you don’t even know whether there’s any needle,” she said.


  “On the contrary,” said Unterbaum, “we’re fairly certain there is a needle, and a sharp one. What we need to know is what kind of needle it is before someone gets stuck with it. Listen—” He snapped up one of the lids in his desk and spun a wheel of recording tape. “Planes aren’t allowed to land in Tolstoia, of course, but every once in a while one comes down there, and occasionally a yacht or fishing craft gets wrecked on the coast. Now the normal procedure in such a case with a hermit-state is that they hold survivors and notify someone to come and get them. They stopped doing that about eighty years ago.”


  “What do you mean?” said Heidekopfer. “Stopped notifying or stopped rescuing survivors?”


  “It isn’t quite certain,” said Unterbaum, “but here’s the sequence, such as it is. Seventy-eight years ago Bernard Jones and his wife disappeared while on a flight from MacNider to South Bergenland.” He indicated the map. “You see, that would carry them close to Tolstoia. Three months later one of the fishing vessels, which are the only form of communication the Tolstoians have, turned up at MacNider. It had a letter from Mrs. Jones. She said her husband had died in a crash landing, and she was staying in Tolstoia with the permission of the authorities.”


  “Anything wrong about that?” asked Heidekopfer.


  “There’s nothing wrong with any of this,” said Unterbaum, “at least as far as that instance goes. It’s other things. Nothing has been heard of Mrs. Jones since. Seventy-six years ago, a musician named Bruno Zaleski went on a yachting trip in the South Ocean with a party of three. They never came back. After the usual interval letters came through from all of them. They said they found Tolstoia a Venusian paradise and were going to stay. Zaleski was heard from again. At the time of the next incident, one year later, his brother received a letter telling how happy he was.”


  HE PAUSED for a moment. “The incident sixty-seven years ago was the beginning of a new series. It concerned a man named Walter Artem, another plane case. Like Jones, he disappeared. One of the Tolstoian fishing-craft brought him back, but he was dead. They had preserved his body carefully. I’ll show you the picture.”


  He touched the stud and the watchers found themselves gazing at a coffin, partly glassed so the occupant was visible to the waist. Rose Lanzerotti gave a little cry and with reason, for the face within was peculiarly horrible; bloated and suffused with blood, the neck swelling out over a clearly visible rope.


  “They explained he had hanged himself,” Unterbaum continued.


  “I have a question,” said Ann Starnes. “Why did they go to all the trouble of preserving him just the way he died? It sounds as though they were afraid somebody might get suspicious.”


  “That’s what I thought,” said Unterbaum. “But there’s an explanation. The records show that the Tolstoians, even while they were in Russia, showed a peculiar reverence for their dead when they were important people. It’s a holdover from their twentieth century leader Lenin. They preserve bodies this way so they’re visible. The explanation that came with Artem’s body was that the Tolstoians didn’t know how important he was, but thought he might be big enough to deserve preservative treatment.”


  “Polite of them,” murmured Lanzerotti.


  “Very,” said Unterbaum. “Almost too polite. Because it was repeated—since Artem there have been six cases of castaways on Tolstoia committing suicide and being delivered at MacNider in preserved form.”


  “All hangings?” asked Heidekopfer.


  “No. One stabbing, three shootings, two overdoses of soporifics. There are autopsy records on those, and they’re legitimate.”


  “Seems a high proportion of suicides among the castaways,” said Heidekopfer. “Can anything be made of that?”


  “Nobody seemed to think so,” said Unterbaum. “Seven suicides out of a given group over a period of eighty years isn’t much, after all. The thing that stirred up our office was the discovery that in the past eighty years not one castaway has come back alive. They’ve either been crated out as suicides or sent through letters saying they have decided to become citizens of Tolstoia.”


  He paused a moment to let that sink in. “A number of these cases are rather special. There was Carmenilla Baio, forty-four years ago. She was a video dancer on a flight from MacNider to South Bergenland. Sent out the usual letter saying she had decided her future lay in Tolstoia, and followed it with another one a couple of years later. That’s ordinary enough, but the case made the news, and when we went through the records, we found that when she disappeared she had been married only three months and was passionately devoted to her husband. Her second letter was Written in a kind of code, and asked him to fake an accident and join her there.”


  “Did he?” asked Ann Starnes.


  “Any possibility of forgery in those letters?” asked Heidekopfer at the same time.


  Unterbaum turned to the girl. “No to your question. As for the other one, Carmenilla Baio’s private code was certainly no forgery.”


  Heidekopfer said, “It appears that the Tolstoians compel them to stay there, and if they argue, bump them off. Is that it?”


  “That would be a charge of genocide. I do not think—” began Lanzerotti.


  “I don’t either,” said Unterbaum. “The Tolstoians wouldn’t expose themselves to such a thing, especially in view of their origins. No, I’m convinced they have been quite honest, leaning over backward—as witness the preserved suicides—but there’s some factor in the equation we don’t know. And I won’t deny that there’s danger in the trip.”


  “Then I’m going,” said Rosa Lanzerotti, decisively. She was a small woman with vivid Italiote coloring.


  Ann Starnes said, “Might as well square the party off, hadn’t we? It would be nice to have someone to handle the recording tapes and films.”


  Unterbaum frowned. “The Intercolonial Office—” he began.


  Lanzerotti said, “I believe that psychologists recognize it as a temperamental danger to send two men and one woman on a protracted expedition.”


  “I ought to know better than to argue with a diplomat,” said Unterbaum.


  II


  THE low spit guarding the harbor entrance was only a slightly deeper blue than the water and perpetual overcast of Venus. Captain Ratterman sighed, reported “No charts,” and spoke into the communicator, “Cut speed to eight knots, use full automatics on the bottom sonics,” then he turned to the pair beside him on the bridge. “I’m not being inhospitable. In fact, you’re welcome to stay as long as you please. But it’s fair to warn you that we won’t be docking for another three hours.”


  “We love your company,” said Ann Starnes, but Heidekopfer picked at her arm, and led her toward the gangway. When they had reached the low, flat bow with the water whispering softly beneath, he said, “How about it, Ann? Why not marry me now and save trouble? You’re going to anyway, some day, and it might be a protection here.”


  She put a hand over one of his. “No, Bob. Not now. I’ll give you first place on the list, but I’m not going to marry you—or anybody else—until I’m something more than a failure.”


  “You’re no failure. The fact that you were selected for this job proves it.”


  “Just a competent mechanical photographer, Bob—you neftn’t tell me. I was picked because I had worked with you before, and your work is important.”


  “Look. . . .” he started to say, then let it trail off. They had argued the point so often it was like another trip on a merry-go-round. Ann said, “I don’t want to be just a wife, like Rosa Lanzerotti.”


  He moved. “Do you think she’s—a failure?”


  “No-o. Not within her own dimension. It just isn’t mine. I want to be something more important than a good mechanical photographer.”


  “Did it ever occur to you—” he began, and let it trail off as he watched a formation of the odd Venusian batfish soar from the water under the bow and sweep overhead to dive again in perfect alignment. The ship swung. The long blue tongue of land came round on their right and the harbor opened before them. There was a little grove of masts at its depth clustered around what seemed to be docks, but he saw no town on the shore behind.


  “Think you can handle the language all right now?” asked Ann, a note of banter in her question.


  “If there hasn’t been too much development in it since Tolstoia was closed off. Communications thought a good many special terms might have developed. What worries me more is the system of ideas. You were lucky, not having to study Tolstoi. He had a philosophy, all right, but I can’t conceive how it could be translated into a practical method of living, and neither can Vincent. Unless we do understand, it’s going to be hard to present a sympathetic picture.”


  “Photos are always sympathetic,” said Ann. “The question is, do we want to be? Let’s go down and have a cup of coffee. The betting is there won’t be any where we’re going.”


  The other two were in the cabin and the cup of coffee lasted until a cessation of movement and a slight bump indicated they had arrived. There was a bustle of gathering luggage; they went topside to find the gangplank already laid to a dilapidated dock with holes in the planking, alongside which little Tolstoian fishing craft rose and fell rhythmically to the swell. At the shore end of the dock a little group of men in embroidered white smocks with square caps on their heads looked on with an air of complete uninterest as the ambassadors disbarked. There were four droshkies behind them; a house was visible among drooping-branched Venusian trees.


  ANN set her camera to automatic and hooked it to her belt as Lanzerotti led the way along the dock. Three of the men detached themselves from the group and waited. As the ambassadors approached, one of them clasped his hands together, said, “Behrmann, Andrei Pavlich” and took a step back. “Vikhranov, Nicolai Leonovich,” said the second, and the third, “Kazetzky Pyotr Ilyich.” He was a tall man, with a long, hooked nose and an expression of deep melancholy.


  Lanzerotti stepped forward. “We are the representatives of the Interplanetary Council,” he said. “My name is Vincent Lanzerotti with the rank of ambassador. This is Mrs. Lanzerotti, and Miss Starnes, our photographer and Mr. Heidekopfer. the official observer. We have a good deal of baggage.”


  The three looked at each other. Behrmann was a short man with a broad Slavic face. He said, “Bring it forward. Transportation has been provided to the seat of the patriarch.”


  Heidekopfer remembered that somewhere in Tolstoi there was something about not waiting on other people; also, that he was not going to have as much difficulty with the language as he had feared. Behrmann’s accent was a little funny, but he put his sentences together in the classical manner and with the right words. The sailors were loading their baggage onto power-dollies. Vikhranov said, “The ambassador will take the first droshky, with myself, and Pyotr Ilyich. Andrei Pavlich will accompany you in the second.” He waved a hand toward Ann and Heidekopfer.


  As their guides led the way toward the vehicles, Heidekopfer said, “One thing surprises me, if you don’t mind a snap judgment. I would have expected to find more of a city around your port.” Behrmann turned his head with a smile. “We have no cities,” he said. “They are destroyers of nature, and without communion with nature there is no happiness.”


  That was good Tolstoi, all right, thought Heidekopfer, and said to Ann, “They don’t take very good care of their roads here, do they?”


  “I should say not—and my mud-shedders are all nicely packed in the baggage, too.” She lifted a neatly clad foot that was already plentifully marked with black Venusian mire. “Their trees are nice, though, and look how even the rows in that field are.” She aimed the camera at it for a moment, and spoke to Behrmann in Russian; “Where are the fishermen for the boats?”


  “Oh, this is Thursday,” he said, standing aside so she could get in the droshkv. “On this day they work in the fields. It is good to work in the fields, and we have a law that all who follow other forms of work shall do so for one day a week.”


  “That’s not a bad law for an agricultural community,” observed Heidekopfer. “I suppose you are practically all agriculture? But what do you do for manufactured articles—like shoes and glass and newspapers?”


  In the droshka ahead Vikhranov raised his hand; both drivers shouted something like “Ya-ya!” simultaneously, cracked their whips tremendously, and the procession was off along a dirt road in a decidedly poor state of repair.


  “I am not sure I understand your question,” said Behrmann. “Shoes or glass, when we want them we make them. As for newspapers, they are forbidden by the word of the Master. I know there must be such things, because they are mentioned, but I have never seen one and do not really know what they are.”


  THE road had begun to rise toward a cut in a range of low hills. “Uh-huh,” said Heidekopfer, “and I suppose radio falls under the prohibition on newspapers. Well, let me put it this way; suppose someone had an idea for a new kind of machine. Would he have to make all the parts himself?”


  “There is a law against machines. They interfere with simplicity.”


  “But doesn’t anyone ever have an idea for a machine so brilliant that he simply has to make it in spite of the law?”


  “How could he? It is against the law.”


  “Do you mean that the law here is always obeyed?”


  “Always. That is the superiority of Tolstoia to all other peoples. Those who come to our happy country by accident never wish to leave when they find that through the doctrines of the Master we have established the brotherhood of men.”


  Ann gave a little giggle. “I know,” said Heidekopfer rapidly in English, “I think we can take that with a cellar full of salt.” He switched to Russian; “Then you have no crime?”


  “In our happy country?” said Behrmann. “No. Look how beautiful is the arrangement of the cows in that field?” Heidekopfer sighed. Then he said, “Tell me something about the government of your country. I don’t want to be too inquisitive, but I have to report on these things when I get back.”


  Behrmann’s face flashed a frown. “It is hard to explain this to an outsider, but we know of what you call government only from the works of the Master, who spoke of it as it was in the old days, in the old Russia, the holy Russia.” He lifted a hand to his face, and Heidekopfer was dumbfounded to see the man was wiping away a tear. “There is the patriarch, but he is only the general secretary of the Supreme Soviet.”


  “Well, who makes the laws?”


  “The Supreme Soviet.”


  “How are they elected—or chosen?”


  “We all agree on them.”


  Heidekopfer was saved from going mad by a cry from Ann Starnes. They had passed through the cut into the hills and now, as they swung round the brow of one, a wide valley lay spread before them under the soft Venusian light. It was dotted with little clumps of trees and had houses here and there, mostly low and with curiously bound-down thatched roofs. With the green fields and grazing animals, it made a scene of truly pastoral beauty. Ann said, “Tell him to stop for a minute, will you? I want to get this.” Behrmann looked at Heidekopfer. “Is it your will also that we stop?”


  “Sure, why not,” said he. “Isn’t even necessary to ask if the girl-friend wants it. Do you have a law about women getting permission for what they want to do, too?”


  “No. Stop, Pavel Josephovitch.” He turned to Heidekopfer; “But the will of one must become the will of all.”


  “Now I don’t understand,” said Heidekopfer, as Ann adjusted her camera to take a sweeping panorama of the valley. “Would you mind explaining?”


  “In happy Tolstoia when the desire of one person would cause others to do what they might not desire, all must agree before it is done. To allow anything else would be compulsion, and as the Master says; ‘Anything that savors of compulsion is harmful.’ ”


  “I can see where there must be some prize family arguments in happy Tolstoia,” said Ann, in English. “Would I like to be married to a man if I had to get his agreement every time I wanted to buy a new hat? No.”


  “If you’ll marry me you won’t have to—” began Heidekopfer, but Behrmann was speaking again:


  “It was not always so. When our people came from holy Russia, they were like others on earth, with only the desire for universal brotherhood and the writings of the Master to guide them. But there was so much love among them and they obeyed the law so well that a hundred thirty-one of our years ago, brotherhood was attained and the will of all became the will of the one. Now it is possible for us to extend the privilege of agreement to outsiders. This is why none who have felt it wish to leave.”


  BY THIS time, they had almost caught up to the leading droshky, which was just turning into a tree-lined alley at the end of which stood quite the largest house they had yet seen. It had two stories and a couple of jutting wings beside the central door. “This where we’re going?” asked Ann.


  “The residence of the Patriarch Pitrim Androvich Samsonov,” said Behrmann, with the sonorous accents of one who is aware of saying something impressive.


  The others got out and waited for them. When they had assembled Vikhranov led the procession, opening the door himself, and they found themselves in a neat hall with whitewashed walls and plain chairs standing against them. The light from the door was helped out by a couple of candles in bracket holders on the wall. Vikhranov said, “You will wait here,” and turned through a door to the right. It could not have been more than a couple of minutes before a tall, strong man came out, wiping his hands on his smock, as though he had just been interrupted in something. Heidekopfer experienced an almost physical shock at the emanation of personality that seemed to flow from him. He might equally have been a general or a prophet, but either way there was no doubting that if he wanted somebody to do something, they would probably do it. Ann too was affected. She lifted her camera and let the photographing light play on the patriarch, but he moved his head slightly, the light went out and she put the camera back to her belt, an expression of awe suffusing her face.


  Vikhranov said, “Little Father, these are the ambassadors from the Council. They did not tell me their names.”


  Lanzerotti gave him a peculiar look and said, “I am the ambassador and my name is Lanzerotti. This is—”


  The big man lifted a hatid. “It is good for simplicity to address all persons by their patronymics,” he said. “Mine is Pitrim Androvich.” Instead of looking at Lanzerotti he was staring fixedly at Ann.


  “Oh, I see,” said the diplomat. “Well by that system, I suppose you’d have to call me Vincent Guidovich. And this is my wife, Rosa—uh—Mariovna.”


  Heidekopfer and Ann similarly identified themselves. Samsonov said, “We will show you your rooms. Is it your custom to change the clothes after travelling?”


  Rosa Lanzerotti spoke for the group, “I think I’d like to change my shoes at least. They got rather muddy.”


  Samgonov turned to Kazetzky: “Pyotr Ilyich, will you and the horse-drivers bring the baggage of the ambassadors to the rooms in the west wing, in the name of the Master? There is a special law that this service may be performed for them.”


  He reached out a hand, calmly took one of Ann’s, and began to lead her along the hall toward a door on the opposite side. There didn’t seem to be anything to do but follow.


  “Do you have any children?” said Samsonov, as he turned down a corridor at right angles to the first. “It is Nature’s way of life for women to have children.”


  Ann laughed. “I’m afraid not yet. I’m going to leave that until after I’m married.”


  “It is not against our law for women to have children before.” Still holding the girl’s hand, he touched a door. “This room will belong to you, Vincent Guidovich.”


  The next was for Heidekopfer. The opened door showed a clean, plain room with Venusian yellow poppies in a vase on a writing table, a bed and a wash-stand with a pitcher of water. The walls were bare and there didn’t seem to be any plumbing. Outside the baggage was arriving. Heidekopfer claimed his own, unpacked and put on a pair of clean shoes, and went out to find Ann’s door open and the girl engaged in a similar task.


  He grumbled, “If that big bruiser keeps on making such a play for you, it’s going to be bad for international relations.”


  She laughed. “He said he loved me—but in the brotherhood of man, everyone most love everyone else. Then he let me take his picture. Let’s go check with the Lanzerottis before going to the audience.” She stood up.


  III


  LANZEROTTI was zipping open a bottle-container. “Well, Robert Murrayovich, first impression.”


  “About what I would have expected from a regime founded on the ideas of Tolstoi,” said Heidekopfer, “and a rather screwy setup. But my general impression was not unfavorable. They seem to be running the place with a decent respect for human values and each other.”


  “ ‘The will of all is the will of one,’ ” quoted Lanzerotti. “Did they say that to you, too?” He took a couple of bottles of champagne from the container. “I’m going to give our hosts a treat. It never hurts in opening diplomatic negotiations. I suppose it’s too early to ask yet, but you didn’t run onto anything that might be a clue to why we aren’t getting the castaways back?”


  “Nothing that you’d call a clue, but something that might have a connection. Our guide told us that Tolstoia had attained the brotherhood of man a hundred thirty-one Venus years ago. That’s eighty-one earth years, and strikes awful close to the date when Unterbaum said the disappearances began.”


  “Even so,” said Ann, “I can’t see a whole group of people who have been brought up in civilization giving it up for this.” She swept her hand around the room, which was as bare as the others. “Especially that dancer he mentioned.”


  “A point,” conceded Lanzerotti. “Shall we go?”


  He led the way back to the main hall. The door from which Samsonov had emerged stood open, and there was a wide table in the room beyond, laid with an array of dishes which held any number of hors d’oeuvres, while eight or nine men and women were gathered about Samsonov. “You know your Russian customs, all right,” Heidekopfer murmured to Lanzerotti as the patriarch came forward.


  He explained that these were the central committee of the Supreme Soviet; there were introductions and Lanzerotti resented his champagne, which Heideopfer had to open because none of the Tolstoians seemed to know how.


  Vikhranov said admiringly, “How beautiful is the play of bubbles in this beverage!” as the ambassador lifted his glass, saying, “To the future of Tolstoia!” bowed to Samsonov and drank.


  The patriarch’s return bow was a trifle stiff, but he sipped—and immediately appeared to become the victim of a revolution, spitting the champagne on the floor and coughing with bulging eyes, while the others gathered round him with expressions of sympathy. After a moment of gasping recovery, he pushed them aside and said to Lanzerotti, “I taste alcohol! Is it not so?”


  “To be sure,” said the ambassador. “You can’t very well make champagne without it. Please accept my sincerest apologies for offering it to you if it offends you, however.”


  “We have a law against it in Tolstoia! The drinking of alcohol leads to failure to recognize the brotherhood of man!” Heidekopfer said to Ann, “They had a law against alcohol in America once, too, but as far as I can remember, it didn’t keep people from drinking.”


  “Hush,” she said, “I like to watch the way he holds his head.”


  HER eyes were fixed on Samsonov, who was returning the glance with interest as he talked to the ambassador. Heidekopfer growled, helped himself to some of the zakuski (which seemed to consist largely of various kinds of pickled fish and vegetables, with some of the soft Venusian kara nuts) and moved over to join the group around Rosa Lanzerotti. Kazetzky was just saying, “It would pleasure me greatly, little mother, if it is your will to allow me to show you some of the natural beauty of happy Tolstoia tomorrow, while the others are making their official observations.”


  “Thank you,” she said, “but I usually go with my husband on inspection trips, when there are any, and I think I’d rather like to—” She broke off suddenly with a frown between her brows, and Heidekopfer noticed that the others in the group were staring at her with a quite peculiar intensity. Kazetzky was swinging in his fingers some kind of little bright ornament that he wore on a chain around his neck.


  Rosa Lanzerotti said slowly, “I think it would be very nice. You’ll have to call for me, though. I have no idea of what hours you keep in Tolstoia.” Kazetzky’s lugubrious countenance took on an expression that was almost a smile. “It shall be as you desire, little mother. The will of one is the will of all.” The group seemed to split apart, and Vikhranhov’s voice said in Heidekopfer’s ear, “Will you try some of our Tolstoian beer. Robert Murrayovich?”


  “I thought you had a law against alcohol,” said Heidekopfer, accepting the proferred mug.


  “But beer is not alcohol. No one could become drunken from it. Besides, we have a law against becoming drunken, too.”


  The hell you say, thought Heidekopfer privately, and quaffed. It was about as he suspected; the beer was certainly not 3.2. He said, “What’s the official schedule for us tomorrow?”


  “In the morning we visit a school and see how children are educated in happy Tolstoia. If there is time we will also visit the grave of the Patriarch Ilarion Triunfovich. In the afternoon, you will see one of our collective farms. On the following day a picnic has been arranged. It will last all day in accordance with our custom.”


  Heidekopfer frowned. “The school may be some help, and I don’t doubt that the farm will be. But in the nature of the report we have to make, a visit to one of your law courts would be a lot more interesting than a picnic, and a sitting of your Supreme Soviet more interesting still.”


  Vikhranov’s flat face showed disapproval. “The sittings of the Supreme Soviet are in secret by law,” he said. “We would have to pass a special law admitting you, and I am not sure but it would be concisionary.”


  “Excuse me. You seem to have developed a term there I have not heard before. What does ‘concisionary’ mean?” The guide’s disapproval surprisingly became sullenness. “Am I to blame if you cannot understand good Russian?”


  “We went to some trouble to learn it, even getting records of Russian as it was spoken at the time Tolstoia was founded, and I’m sorry if I’ve given offense. But my friend, I’d have you remember that we’re here to do you a favor, not the other way round. Have you got a dictionary?”


  “We have no need of dictionaries in happy Tolstoia. They are a part of culture and culture is fatal to happiness. It is set down in the Master’s own words.”


  IT WAS saved from developing into a hassle as someone touched Heidekopfer’s arm to present him to Anna Golyevna Samsonova, a small woman with dark hair, high cheek-bones and a mouth that seemed set in a perpetual mysterious smile. She said, “Have you been in holy Rrrrrussia, on earth, Robert Murrayovich?”


  “No, I haven’t had that pleasure,” he said, and added gallantly, “But I’m sure this is better. You have made life so much simpler.”


  “Yes, that is true. Here in happy Tolstoia the will of all is the will of one, and the will of all is toward the good of all. All are happy.”


  Her eyes darted past him, and he half-turned in time to see that Samsonov was certainly displaying indisputable signs of happiness as he talked to Ann, and what was a good deal worse, the girl was showing no signs of unhappiness. Rather hastily, he said, “Don’t you ever have disagreements?”


  “Oh, yes. But they do not last long. And if one is not attuned, then he takes the cure.”


  “I see,” said Heidekopfer, although he was reasonably sure he did not, and was saved from more of this disjointed conversation by the ringing of a bell, which Mrs. Samsonov said announced dinner. She led the way through the side door to another large room, where there was a table laid for dinner with steaming dishes already in place. Heidekopfer noticed that the plates were of wood, and of the flatware beside them only the knife-blades were metal. Everyone seemed to seat him or herself where they pleased and fell to work at once oh the food without ceremony.


  Mrs. Samsonov said, “You may find our food difficult. People who come here often do at first. But we have a law against eating meat except while taking the cure.”


  Difficult was the word for it, reflected Heidekopfer, munching away at something that appeared to be a combination of cabbage and boiled nuts with a sour sauce. He said, “You seem to have laws about almost everything. Clothes, too?” She surveyed him with an air of puzzlement, and he noticed that in the candlelight her eyes had a singularly deep quality. “Of course. How would we know how to act without laws?”


  “Tell me, what does ‘concisionary’ mean?”


  “It means—” she gave him that glance again “—I don’t quite know how to define it, but something against the will of all. As you stay in happy Tolstoia, you will understand.” For a moment, looking into her eyes, it seemed to Heidekopfer that he almost did understand. Then she said, “Alexei Ivanovich is concisionary.”


  “Who?”


  “Alexei Ivanovich Dubrassov. The traditionalist. He wished to become patriarch when Pitrim Androvich did, but he would have led Tolstoia back to the days before the brotherhood of man was achieved.” She looked around the table and clapped her hands as a signal that the meal was over, and a couple of girls came hurrying in to gather the plates.


  Heidekopfer said, “Pardon me, but didn’t someone tell me that you had a law against serving one another?”


  “It is the will of all that the patriarch be served,” she said. Nobody seemed to be leaving the table and the reason became apparent when two men with goosenecked stringed instruments came in, accompanied by a girl who began to sing as they played. The music had certain haunting strains, but was so disjointed that Heidekopfer decided he didn’t like it, and looked down the table to see how the others were taking it. He got a shock. Samsonov, seated between Rosa Lanzerotti and Ann, had his arm around the latter’s shoulders, and she was leaning back with her eyes half-closed and the smile of a smug kitten.


  IV


  ANN’S voice sounded vaguely apologetic as she explained to Heidekopfer. “His wife didn’t seem to mind,” she said. “I was watching her.”


  “That isn’t the point,” said Heidekopfer. “It isn’t even the point that I minded a hell of a lot. As you have so often informed me, I don’t own you or even have a claim on you, much as I’d like to. I just want to know why you did it.”


  The girl’s lips closed and her pretty face set in obstinate lines. “Because I wanted to. Because I felt like it. For the same reason I’ve kissed you a few times.”


  “But you’ve never kissed me with about sixteen people looking on. And may I point out that the reason the castaways stayed in Tolstoia was because they wanted to, too. I want to know what made you want to do it.”


  “And you’re going to put the whip on me to find out,” said the girl, but with a smile. “No use, Bob—call it an uncontrollable impulse.”


  Someone tapped at the door and it was Lanzerotti. “Want to come into my room?” he said. “I’d like to compare notes, and if we do it here, two of us will have to sit on the bed.”


  “All right,” said Heidekopfer. “Rosa back yet?”


  “No, still communing with nature and Pyotr Ilyich Kazetsky.” He glanced at his watch, saying, “I forgot that’s no good here on the different system of time, but I’d guess that it’s a good hour before bedtime, so I’m not going to worry. Come on.” He led the way down the hall, and threw open the door.


  “Notice there isn’t a lock in the place?” said Heidekopfer. “It may really be true that they’ve abolished crime.”


  “I didn’t see any either,” said Lanzerotti, “but we have to be careful about drawing conclusions from guided tours. The Russians have always been great on setting up Potemkin villages.”


  “Oh, back in the old imperial days an Empress named Catherine went on a progress through the country to see how it was getting along under her prime minister, Potemkin. He went ahead of her and had villages set up, just the dummy fronts of houses, with actors to play the part of villagers. Back in the Soviet period they used to pull the same trick, to show tourists how prosperous the country was, only they did it with real model villages and factories and people working in them.”


  “I don’t think they’re doing that with us,” said Heidekopfer. “On the way to the school, I asked to turn off and see one of the farms we passed, and it all seemed perfectly normal and in key with the rest.”


  “Shall I get the pictures?” said Ann.


  “That white wall is rather rough, but I imagine it. will take projection.”


  “No, they’re for the record,” said Lanzerotti. “I just want a verbal report and impressions.” He stepped across the room and opened the sound box for recording.


  “Well,” said Heidekopfer, “we went to a school this morning. It was quite small, but had children of all ages up to about sixteen. It was more like a manual training institute than what we’d call a school. Most of them were learning to use tools, and some of them working in a garden, and doing a pretty good job of it, I’d say. There was only one class with books.”


  “I asked about that,” said Ann. “They practically don’t have any books, and those they do have are hand set and hand printed.”


  “Of course, I can understand their not using microfilm,” said Heidekopfer. “That would run into their prohibition of machines. But I don’t quite see how they can claim a printing press isn’t a machine.”


  LANZEROTTI smiled. “Logic isn’t the long suit of most theorists,” he said. “However, my opinion is generally favorable. They seem to be decent people with a high standard of morality, and in spite of the Potemkin village angle, it looks good. There’s just one thing—we still haven’t found any explanation of why the castaways didn’t come hack. And that is primarily why we came here.”


  Heidekopfer said, “We can add a second point to that now—or perhaps it’s part of the same one. Did you notice Ann after dinner last night while the music was playing?”


  Lanzerotti said, “I did notice that she seemed on fairly good terms with our host on somewhat short notice, but I assumed it was her own business.”


  “The trouble is that she can’t tell why she did it,” said Heidekopfer.


  A little spot of red appeared in the girl’s cheeks. “I told you because I felt like it,” she said, “and I’m not particularly grateful for being pumped about it! Excuse me, I’ve got to charge my camera while you discuss my case.” She got up, avoided Heidekopfer’s protesting hand, and slipped out the door.


  Lanzerotti said, “The case seems to call for diplomacy, and as the diplomat of the expedition, I prescribe a cooling-off period. Meanwhile, continue.”


  “There isn’t much to continue with,” said Heidekopfer, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “You know as well as I do that her behavior with Samsonov wasn’t—well, what you’d normally expect, even if it wasn’t disgraceful or anything. But it seems to me that it’s of a piece with the behavior of the castaways who decided to stay in Tolstoia. In both cases, there was what she herself described as an uncontrollable impulse to do something not normally done.”


  “Evidence of pattern,” said Lanzerotti. “You think pressure was applied from outside. But how? Was the food or the beer drugged? No, it couldn’t have been that; we ate and drank the same things, and weren’t affected.”


  “I don’t know,” said Heidekopfer. “It could have been a special for her. Samsonov hardly took his eyes off her from the first time he saw her.”


  “I—” began Lanzerotti, when a tap sounded on the door and Rosa Lanzerotti came into the room. “Hello, dear,” she said, “have a good day?”


  “Good with a little mystery in it, which we were just discussing. And you?” She laughed. “The same. In fact, if you’re up to a trip, the day isn’t over yet.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “There’s a man outside with a droshky to take us to see someone who wants to meet you. I’ll tell you the rest as we go. It might be a good idea if you come along, too, Bob. Wait till I get a recorder.” She went over to get one of the small size that fits in a pocket, and the other two stood up. Heidekopfer stopped to tap at Ann’s door, but she didn’t answer, so he stopped at his own room long enough to slip a light in his pocket, as it had grown quite dark outside. There was no one in the dimly-lighted halls; apparently most good Tolstoians had decided to call it a night. Outside, the heavy night mist which pinch-hits for most of Venus’ rain was drifting past in streamers, condensing on everything it touched; Heidekopfer felt drops run down his face.


  Rosa said, “He’s waiting at the corner of the road, and I was warned not to let myself be seen, so you had better not put on the light now.”


  “Damn!” said Lanzerotti, stumbling. “All right, Rosa, what’s the story?”


  “We drove around most of the day looking at various views, while this Kazetzky person explained to me how beautiful it all was. It was, too. Stopped at a house where they were weaving cloth on a wooden hand loom and had some lunch, then drove around again. Kazetzky is not an interesting talker, as I began to realize about the fifteenth time he repeated his line about nature and happiness being connected. But toward dinner time he said, ‘Ah! I shall take you to have a repast with a man who has in him much of the spirit of the Master.’ ”


  THEY had reached the end of the drive, and in the dark could just make out the loom of the droshky. A voice said, “Little mother?” Rosa answered, “Okay, it’s me,” and Heidekopfer flashed his light briefly to enable them to climb into the vehicle. When they were seated and the driver had stirred his horse into action with the inevitable crack of the whip, Rosa went on, “He took me a little distance, little enough so it looked as though he’d been intending to do that all along, to a house almost as big as the one we’re living in. Only the owner wasn’t living in it, he was living in a tent pitched in a field outside by a stream. His name is Dubrassov, by the way. Kazetzky introduced me, and then went to the house and brought the family out and introduced them, too, ten or twelve of them. Dubrassov said I must bring you here at once, tonight, before it was too late, to hear something terribly important. They all said yes, I must, and then asked me whether I wanted to eat with the family or Dubrassov. Of course I said Dubrassov, and that was my big mistake. The meal consisted of a whitish liquid that tasted like turpentine and burned like it—”


  “Kumiss,” said Heidekopfer. “It has a kick, too.”


  “Apparently they have exceptions to their law about liquor. Anyway, I drank water. As I say, the meal consisted entirely of this kumiss and meat, nothing else, and we had to eat it with our fingers. He apologized for it, I will say, and said he was taking a cure of some kind. A diet like that would cure me of wanting to live.”


  For a moment there was silence as the droshky jounced along. Then Lanzerotti’s voice said out of the dark, “Evidently there are disagreements, even in happy Tolstoia, and I’m grateful for the opportunity to learn what they are. But this whole business has a rather conspiratorial odor, and I’m not sure that a diplomatic representative should be mixed up in it. If you don’t mind my saying so, Rosa, you might have given us a chance to discuss all the angles before getting us out of the house.”


  “But I couldn’t do anything else, could I?” Her voice sounded hurt.


  The horse’s feet clopped in the muddy road. Heidekopfer made a sound like the beginning of speech, then stopped.


  “Beg pardon?” said Rosa.


  “I just wondered—why didn’t you come with us to see the school today? I should have thought you’d find it interesting.”


  “Oh, there’s plenty of time. Besides, it I hadn’t gone out to see the country with Kazetzky, I wouldn’t have met Dubrassov.”


  Lanzerotti stirred in his place and said, “By the way, Bob, while you and Ann were looking over that farm this afternoon, I addressed myself to the matter of communications. They don’t have to have any, except by word of mouth; the society is so static that there isn’t anything requiring quick action by a large number of people, and they can afford to wait.”


  “Find out anything more about the governmental system?”


  “They’re disinclined to talk, but I gather it’s an almost unchanged adaptation of the Soviet system. Which might be? expected, seeing their ancestors came from there, and there’s nothing in Tolstoi that would conflict with the system. As a matter of historical process, I’m a bit surprised that there should have been so little evolution—”


  “Hell!” said Heidekopfer. “Vincent, when you get to talking theory’, you’re three parsecs over my head. I just want to know what makes things tick in a practical way.”


  “The difference is doubtless one of the reasons why we were associated in this mission,” said Lanzerotti evenly, and that seemed to put a period to the conversation in the dark until Rosa said, “This must be it. See that light in the tent?”


  HEIDEKOPFER flipped on his light and set it in the catch-ring of his hat. The beam diffused through the drifting mist to catch a wooden house painted white and with shutters, on quaint, old-fashioned lines. It was all dark. The droshky pushed on past, bumping off the road across a field toward where a light showed dimly through the wall of a circular tent, and came to a halt. Lanzerotti jumped out and handed Rosa down after him. She approached and said, “May I come in?” A deep voice boomed, “In the name of the Master, enter, little mother,” and th.e three went in. They saw a powerful looking man, not as big as Samsonov, but with the same indefinable air of force, who barked,. “Dubrassov, Alexei Ivanovich,” and promptly sat down in the only chair in the tent.


  This time the ambassadors knew the right reply. They made it, Rosa sat down on the bed, the others curled up on the ground floor of the tent and waited. Dubrassov glanced from Lanzerotti to Heidekopfer and back, with quick motions of his head and neck thrust forward, as though he were trying to see into their minds. Finally he said, “They make me take the cure as concisionary, but it is not I who am the concisionary, it is Pitrim Androvich.”


  “Indeed,” said Lanzerotti.


  “It is Pitrim Androvich,” Dubrassov repeated. “The will of all is the will of one, but he makes the will of one the will of all.”


  “I thought the two went together,” said Heidekopfer.


  The burning eyes were fixed on him. “Are you the ambassador? It is antisocial to interrupt deliberations.”


  Heidekopfer felt himself flush a little, but said nothing. He could hear the buzz of Rosa’s recorder.


  “I am the ambassador,” said Lanzerotti smoothly. “But I am accredited to the government of Tolstoia, and so far as I am aware, you are a private citizen. However, I will be glad to hear anything you have to say that may affect the question of whether the World Council should allow Tolstoia to colonize the Wrightley Islands.”


  “Pitrim Androvich wishes the world, even holy Russia.” He paused and blew his nose at the name, his Adam’s apple moving. Heidekopfer remembered Behrmann. “You should n-n-n—” He stopped suddenly, gagging for breath, his eyes bulging, and then closed his mouth and tried again. “The achievement of universal brotherhood makes the will of all the will of one. It is possible to control the will of one for—” He gagged again, his mouth open, then closed his eyes with a grimace and said, “It is against the law to say more. Beware! And go, in the name of the Master.”


  V


  THE fact that Venusian trees of every species tend to trail their branches on the ground makes no particular difference; with approximately one day’s direct sunshine during a Venusian year, shade is less important than what the tree produces and the decoration it provides. Neither, reflected Heidekopfer, would it particularly matter to people who were used to it that everything was mildly damp to the touch. The members of the Supreme Soviet scattered on the bank of the little natural amphitheatre around him seemed to be having a thoroughly good time, laughing, talking, drinking beer and listening to the music of the goose-necked instruments, which tinkled from group to group. He felt lonely, and Ann was somewhere else.


  There was a touch on his shoulder and Lanzerotti sat down beside him, saying in a low voice, “All right, but talk fast. And smile now and then, so it will look casual. I understand how you couldn’t discuss it last night with Rosa in the droshky.”


  “She got angry,” said Heidekopfer. “Just like Ann.”


  “And you think you have the explanation?”


  “You said something about pattern. It makes one. Mass hypnotism.”


  Lanzerotti gestured with one hand, as though he were pointing to the group around them. “I find that difficult to credit. The thing hasn’t existed since the days of the dictators and their wars.”


  “Remember that these people are the overflow of a totalitarian state. And I don’t mean mass hypnotism with one person hypnotizing many, as among the old dictators, but with the group exerting mass pressure on one person. The will of all is the will of one.”


  Lanzerotti smiled. “I think you misinterpret. There is undoubtedly some pressure from what might be called public opinion, but—”


  “Listen!” cried Heidekopfer, desperately. “It all fits together. Kazetzky twirled something bright in his fingers when he asked Rosa to spend the day with him, and all of them rallied round. They’ve achieved some kind of mental integration and they want to expand—”


  Lanzerotti laid a hand on his knee. “You’re talking too loud. And I think on the wrong lines. The nature of this development is essentially elymosynnary—”


  Heidekopfer experienced a sensation of being surrounded by stone walls as two of the Tolstoians stood over them. One was a member of the Supreme Soviet whose name he had, of course, forgotten, and the other was a remarkably pretty girl with ash-blond hair pulled back from a well-shaped forehead. He got up, as the man from the Supreme Soviet said, “Sonia Grigorevna is the cousin of the patriarch Pitrim Androvich.”


  “Heidekopfer, Robert Murrayovich,” said Heidekopfer, dutifully.


  Lanzerotti repeated his part of the formula, but the girl seemed to be concentrating on the reporter. “Is it not a joy to be in this beautiful countryside?” she said, looking at him directly.


  “I find it so.”


  “Would it be your will to let me show you some of the flowers of happy Tolstoia?” she said.


  IF HE were right, this was his chance to get one of them apart from the rest, where the group pressure would presumably be less effective. He said, “It would please me very much.”


  She reached out a hand to take his. “Come,” and led the way across the bowl of green. A group of men and women stood in their path. “We are going to look at flowers together,” the girl announced gaily. “Pitrim Androvich thinks it would be good.”


  They all seemed to find something delightfully humorous in this, and there was a burst of laughter as they crowded round. “Flowers are nature’s key to happiness!” boomed one of the men, patting. Heidekopfer on the shoulder. “You will see what fine ones we produce in happy Tolstoia.”


  He was suddenly aware that they were staring at him with a peculiar intensity in the midst of their animated movements, and of a slight tension, like the beginning of a headache, at the back of his neck. This must be it; he was being high-pressured for some purpose. It was understandable how they would call this the brotherhood of man . . . how they had developed the ability to put mass hypnotic pressure on any individual . . . how the castaways had been similarly pressured into adopting the Tolstoian way of life . . . how—”


  Sonia Grigorevna’s voice came through his reverie, “Are you dreaming, little father? Let us go.”


  He shook himself a little, like a dog coming out of water. “By all means, let us go.” She was really beautiful, not with the broad Slavic features at all, but a narrow face and high cheek-bones that must have come from some remote Nordic ancestor.


  The others waved hands as she led him up the gentle slope at the edge of the bowl, and pushed through a screen of trees into a field of lush grass. There was a string of bushes toward the river-bank. “The best flowers are there,” said Sonia.


  “Tell me,” he said, “when someone really does not want to do something the rest want, how do you make them do it?”


  She gave him a glance of puzzlement. “I do not understand. We do not make them do it. It is the word of the Master that everything savoring of compulsion is harmful.”


  Pretty neat, he thought . . . just like the Russian Soviets of the old days, who got away with dictatorship by calling it democracy. Aloud he said, “I know. But don’t you ever have—deviationists?”


  “Oh no. The will of all is the will of one. That is the brotherhood of man. But if a person doubts whether his will is fully given, he takes the cure. That is the law. This way.”


  She pushed through the bushes and they were on a slope above the river, starred with red poppy-like flowers. “Are they not beautiful? Let us sit here and contemplate them. The contemplation of nature is the source of happiness.” Heidekopfer lowered himself to the damp grass, blessing the forethought that had led him to dress in waterproof dylon. “They’re very nice,” he said, “but when did you Tolstoians discover the brotherhood of man?”


  She settled herself comfortably against him. “I am not certain of the date. But it was in the time of the Patriarch Ilarion Triunfovich, long ago. Is it your will that we cease talking of material things and address ourselves to what we see?” She snuggled against him, and the pressure was not at all unendurable.


  He placed a hand on one of hers. “Just one more question. When people come from the—outside, do you always will them to stay?”


  “We do not need to. Everyone wishes to stay in happy Tolstoia. See how that blossom shakes on its stalk.”


  Except those who come back in boxes, he thought, and wondered how he could broach the subject, but before he could think out a way, she lifted his hand beneath her own and pressed it softly against her cheek. He turned to look at her; her lips were slightly parted as she lifted her lovely face toward his. . . .


  And it struck him like a thunderbolt why the others had laughed when Sonia said they were going to see flowers at Samsonov’s suggestion, and what the pressure had been on him for. He said abruptly, “Do you know where Ann went—the photographer who was with us?”


  “To look at flowers with Pitrim Androvich.” Her glance was neither disappointed nor hostile, merely a trifle wide-eyed as though she had just discovered something frightening. She let his hand drop.


  VI


  SO THAT was the play, thought Heidekopfer, a trifle grimly. The Patriarch was going to make off with Ann while providing him with a substitute and putting the heat on him to accept. He scrambled up and reached a hand to Sonia Grigorevna. “Let’s get back to the others, if it is your will.”


  Later, back with the others Heidekopfer confided his ideas. “If you will forgive me,” said Lanzerotti, “I find your theory slightly fantastic.”


  “So do I,” said Rosa. “I haven’t been conscious of any sense of pressure or the headachy feeling you mention, and I haven’t done a thing I didn’t really want to do.”


  They were sitting in the ambassador’s room at the Samsonov house, and it was not yet dark enough to make the candles necessary, although they were lighted. Ann wasn’t there. Heidekopfer drew a long breath. “The only thing I can suggest is that you have been influenced too, to some extent. Come on, look at it objectively. Won’t you admit the possibility?”


  “As a matter of principle, yes,” said Lanzerotti. “This is an island culture in the sense that it has been cut off from contact with others, and I’m well aware that island races often develop on aberrant lines. But I see no signs of the compulsions you mention.”


  “Not even Dubrassov? When he tried to warn us about something and couldn’t?”


  Lanzerotti smiled. “I’m afraid Dubrassov’s case is a rather simple one of hallucination. It was explained to me this afternoon. They don’t lock up their mental cases here; they simply let them take that cure, which amounts to a kind of shock-treatment in view of their usual habits.”


  “Damn it!” said Heidekopfer, but Lanzerotti held up a hand. “Listen, Bob,” he said, “I quite understand your annoyance and the reason for it. And I will say that I’m a little surprised at Ann’s behavior with our friend the Patriarch. But that’s a purely personal matter, and shouldn’t be allowed to cloud the diplomatic issue, which is above personalities. And on that level I haven’t encountered anything to justify your apprehensions.”


  “The evidence of pattern? You mentioned it once before. The suicides?”


  “The suicides were just suicides. I hinted at the matter and one of them—I think it was Vikhranov—came right out with the explanation without even being asked. It seems that the suicide cases among the castaways were people who had some strong tie or reason for going back, but still couldn’t bear to leave Tolstoia once they got here. A simple case of a conflict they were unable to resolve.”


  Heidekopfer got up and began to pace the floor, his brow set in a frown. “Well, anyway,” he said at last, “I might as well tell you that I’m doing something practical about what you call my apprehensions. After what developed at the picnic I radioed South Bergenland for a helio. It will be here tonight, and I’m going back on it and taking Ann with me. I advise you to come, too.”


  ROSA LANZEROTTI trilled a little laugh. “I don’t think you’ll find Ann particularly grateful—or particularly willing,” she said.


  “Then by God I’ll get help to make her willing!” cried Heidekopfer.


  “Wait—” began Lanzerotti, but he was already out the door and almost running down the corridor toward the apartment occupied by the Samsonovs. Not knowing what the custom was, he knocked. A female voice said, “Enter, in the name of the Master.”


  Mrs. Samsonov, looking as mysterious as ever, was sitting beside a table with one of the girls who served at table, sewing on something. “Good evening, Robert Murrayovich,” she said. “Pitrim Androvich is out this evening.”


  “As a matter of fact, it was you that I wanted to see,” he said, “and alone, if possible.”


  She glanced at the girl. “Is it your will to leave at the desire of the little father?”


  “The will of one is the will of all,” said the girl, picked up her sewing and went through a door at the back as Mrs. Samsonov faced Heidekopfer. “What is it you desire to say, Robert Murrayovich?”


  He hesitated. “Well, it’s rather difficult, and I hope you won’t be offended—


  but—”


  “In happy Tolstoia we do not take offense at what Nature gives us to do.”


  “That’s very nice of you. Well, it’s about Miss Starnes—Ann Samuelovna.”


  “She is very beautiful.”


  “That’s just the trouble, I’m afraid. Did you know that she went to look at flowers with your husband this afternoon?”


  Anna Gulyevna’s smile became a trifle more Mona Lisa than before, if possible. “Yes, I knew it.”


  “And it doesn’t worry you? Not even a little bit?”


  “Not even a little bit, Robert Murrayovich.”


  “And he told her she should have children.”


  “It is good to have children.” She smiled again at his hopeless expression and laid down her sewing. “Listen, Robert Murrayovich, and I will tell you how it is in happy Tolstoia. We have a law that a husband and wife must remain faithful to each other. So that if Pitrim Androvich looks at flowers with Ann Samuelovna, or even touches and kisses her, it is because he thinks she is beautiful, like a part of nature. Even though he is Patriarch he cannot break the law.”


  “But damn it!” said Heidekopfer. “I want to marry her myself!”


  “Is it her will also? The will of one must become the will of all.”


  Heidekopfer experienced a violent sense of frustration. “Look here,” he said, “I know you have means of influencing the way people think about things. Can’t you give me a little help with Ann?”


  She lifted one hand and placed it beside her cheek. “She has achieved the brotherhood of man, and I think she will want to become a citizen of happy Tolstoia,” she said. “If she does, the only way would be for the Supreme Soviet to pass a law that she must marry you. Thus the will of all becomes the will of one.”


  “But I don’t want to stay in Tolstoia,” said Heidekopfer, “I—”


  Outside the door someone shouted, “In the name of the Master, may I enter?”


  “Enter,” called Anna Gulyevna, and the door opened on Kazetzky. His expression looked even more morose than usual. He said to Heidekopfer, “I am glad you are here, little father. Good evening Anna Gulyevna—I am the bearer of unhappy news.”


  “Unhappiness cannot remain long in happy Tolstoia,” said Anna Gulyevna gravely. “What is your news, Pyotr Ilyich?”


  “Pitrim Androvich is very desirous of the foreign woman. He has called a session of the Supreme Soviet for tonight, and will propose a law that a man may have two wives, so that he can marry her.”


  Heidekopfer saw Anna Gulyevna’s hands tense in her lap and the secret smile dropped from her face. “That is most unhappy news, Pyotr Ilyich,” she said.


  “See here,” said Heidekopfer, “can’t something be done about this?” He looked at Kazetzky. “You’re a member of the Supreme Soviet, aren’t you? Can’t you oppose the bill on the ground that it’s—concisionary, or something?”


  BUT they shook their heads, looking at him gloomily. “Well, by God, I’m going to do something about it if nobody else does,” he said, getting to his feet. “Where’s this meeting being held?” Kazetzky did not move. “It is even worse than you think, little father. Pitrim Androvich will propose a law of suicide against you.”


  Anna Gulyevna gasped and put one hand to her mouth. Heidekopfer looked bewildered. “What have I done and what’s a law of suicide?” he asked.


  “You are a resistant,” said Kazetzky. “It was the will of all that you fall in love with the girl Sonia Grigorevna whom you took to look at flowers this afternoon, but it did not become your will. Therefore, it is evident that you are resistant to the will of all. We always pass laws of suicide against resistants, especially if they are foreigners. It is the only way of maintaining the brotherhood of man.”


  “I see,” said Heidekopfer, and he did, with a sudden horrible clarity. So this was what had happened to the castaways! And how many others had been wiped out in these self-inflicted purges since they established their “brotherhood of man?” The hackles on his neck were rising, but he managed a laugh. “Well, if I’m a resistant, I guess I’m not going to worry about it too much.”


  Anna Gulyevna’s face looked a trifle pale, even in the candlelight. “You do not know the strength of a law of suicide,” she said. “It makes use of the death-wish, and those against whom it is passed cannot sleep until they sleep forever.”


  “Do you mean I have to take it lying down? I’m damned if I do!” He took four quick steps across the room, tore open the door and started down the hall. Kazetzky’s voice behind him said, “A moment, little father.”


  Heidekopfer faced him. “Well?”


  “What are you going to do, little father?”


  “See Lanzerotti—Vincent Guidovich. He’s the ambassador of the Council, and he isn’t going to let anything like this goon.”


  “It will do you no good. This has happened before. He has accepted the will of all, and will not believe you until the law has been passed. When the two new laws are passed and the foreign woman has married Pitrim Androvich, then you will commit suicide, and he will say, ‘Ah, that is the reason he did it.”


  “You’re so full of bright ideas you just slay me,” said Heidekopfer with a wry twist to his mouth. “But I don’t think you’d be batting them up unless you had something in mind. Come on, out with it.”


  Kazetzky said, “If you could leave Tolstoia and return where you came from before the law was passed, I do not think you would be in danger. There would be too many people around you with confused thoughts who do not belong to the brotherhood of man.”


  “And leave Ann behind to marry that old goat? No, I think not.”


  Kazetzky said, “Then there is only one thing to do. That is to go to the session of the Supreme Soviet and try to prevent the laws being passed. You are a resistant, and it is possible you could make their thinking confused enough.” Heidekopfer glanced at him sharply. “You want me to, don’t you? What’s your interest in this?”


  “I am a supporter of Alexei Ivanovich Dubrassov. He is a traditionalist who does not believe happy Tolstoia should be extended as Pitrim Androvich wishes. If the law of suicide is not passed and you report against giving us the islands, there will be a law of suicide against Pitrim Androvich, and Alexei Ivanovich will be Patriarch.”


  Heidekopfer laughed shortly. “I thought there’d be some chestnut-pulling connected with this somewhere. How come that the will of all the others to follow the Patriarch’s plan didn’t affect you and Dubrassov, too?”


  The man’s face went sullen. “You have no right to ask me questions like that,” he said.


  Heidekopfer reflected that the development of their mental integration had not made the Tolstoians any the less Russian. “All right, let’s go,” he said. “Is it far?”


  “At the schoolhouse. I have a droshky which I took to bring Anna Gulyevna the news. It is not good to let bad news delay until the will of one becomes a resistance.”


  “Okay. Wait just a minute, will you, while I get my pocket radio. I’ve got some friends coming who may be some help, and I might want to get in touch with them.”


  VII


  THE lights behind the windows of the schoolhouse made vague islands in the dark pennons of mist. Kazetzky got out and tied the horse to the hitching-rail as Heidekopfer dismounted. “Go in, little father,” he said. “I will stay outside as long as I can.” He was breathing hard, as though trying with all his strength to resist some kind of compulsion.


  Heidekopfer checked the sets of his radio, walked to the door and flung it open. The fifteen or twenty men and women of the Supreme Soviet were seated in chairs scattered in no particular order around the classroom, with Samsonov at the teacher’s desk, his back to Heidekopfer as the latter entered. But the thing that made the reporter catch his breath as the faces turned toward him like flowers toward the sun was the sight of Ann Starnes, sitting just to the right of the Patriarch. Her glance was coldly unfriendly.


  For a second or two the tableau held. Then Samsonov turned round and rose majestically to his feet. “The session of the Supreme Soviet is secret,” he said, and glared.


  Heidekopfer once more felt the headache sensation at the back of his neck, accompanied by an almost overwhelming impulse to get out of there, to escape from that place before something dreadful happened, a strange malaise, which he could not name possessed him. He staggered back a step, then caught Ann’s eye fixed on him with the same quality as the rest, and was abruptly seized by another impulse, even more overwhelming.


  The second one struck him as a better idea, anyway, so he yielded to it. He took three rapid steps toward the Patriarch Samsonov and let him have one fetched up from the region of the belt-line.


  It took the big man flush on the button, and down he went, thrashing and kicking, as the room burst into a turmoil of shouts and chairs knocked to the floor. Ann screamed. Heidekopfer grabbed her by the arm. “You’re coming with me whether you like it or not,” he said in English, and turned to face the group menacingly. But nobody seemed inclined to offer him any opposition, and the thought flashed through his head that they probably had a law against physical violence, too.


  Samsonov had hauled himself to his feet with the aid of the desk. There was a little trickle of blood from his mouth and his eyes were deadly. The last thing Heidekopfer heard him say as he pulled the girl through the door was, “There will be a law—”


  Kazetzky had disappeared. Ann was limp as he bundled her into the droshkv, and didn’t say anything until he had unhitched the horse, climbed to the driver’s seat, and with a combination of yells and jerking on the reins, urged it into plodding motion. Then she said, “Oh, Bob!”


  He didn’t turn around. “Yeah. What is it?”


  “I was hating you. I knew they were going to pass a law that you should commit suicide, and I was going to help them.”


  “Nice of you.”


  “When you hit him, something happened. It was like coming out of a dark room into the sunlight . . . Bob!”


  “What is it?”


  “I think I need a keeper. I’ll marry you when we get back—if we ever do.” She began to cry.


  This time he swung round on the seat. “Listen, angel,” he said, “I want you just enough to take you up on that, whether it’s on a rebound or not. But are you sure you’re out from under the control that big lug seemed to have snapped on you?”


  “I—I—think so. But I don’t know how long it will last. Get me out of here, quick!”


  OVERHEAD, a beam of light stabbed down through the crowding mist, just picking out the corner of Samsonov’s house a few hundred yards beyond them, and there was a sound of ghostly wings. The beam shifted, ran along a line of trees, and then satisfied itself with an open field.


  “The helio,” said Heidekopfer. “I radioed for one on the chance I could get you away.” He tried to urge the horse to greater speed as lights came on in the building and the aircraft swung in for a landing in a pool of its own illumination. Abruptly, the headache sensation took him in the back of the neck again, stronger than ever, accompanied by an intolerable sense of depression, and the night was suddenly full of horrors ahead. It was not worth the trouble. He felt the reins loosening in his hands. “Ann!” he cried, “Ann. . . .” and blacked out.


  He came to to the sound of purring motors and struggled to sit up. Someone said, “Give him this,” and a cup of coffee was held against his lips. He looked up into Ann’s face.


  “Still feel the same way you did in the droshkv?” was the first thing he said as he drank.


  “Sssh. Yes,” she said, and he looked round to see the Lanzerottis smiling at him across the cabin of the helio. He struggled upright on the transom. “That was a narrow one,” he said. “-I think they must have passed the law of suicide against me. But I can’t figure out how it would affect me so. They said I was a resistant.”.


  Lanzerotti said, “Thought can operate without physical presence. The Christian Scientists and Theosophists on earth knew that years ago. And this was a rather massive impact.”


  Heidekopfer shook his head. “Give me a little more of that stuff, will you? I’m still a little groggy. What I can’t figure out is how you two got away and came along.”


  “We were talking about that,” said Lanzerotti. “Rosa and I were just getting ready for bed, when it suddenly struck us that everything you had said was true, and the Tolstoians had us under control and were showing us, in effect, a Potemkin village. When you knocked Samsonov out, even for only a moment, the control snapped on us as it did on Ann. Then he got so interested in passing the law of suicide against you that he didn’t have time to rebuild his fences. So we got away, but we had to leave most of the records.”


  Heidekopfer drank again. “I don’t suppose it makes much difference, though,” he said. “Our verbal report ought to be enough to keep the Council from giving them the Wrightley Islands. My God, if that thing got loose! With what they’ve developed they’d be able to take over every inch of the three worlds, little by little, and turn them into more Tolstoias.”


  “No,” said Lanzerotti emphatically. “No what?”


  “My recommendation will be that we grant them the Wrightley Islands and any other bits of uninhabited territory they happen to want—but only for so long as Samsonov remains Patriarch.” Heidekopfer’s mouth fell open. “What!” he exclaimed aghast, “Has he still got you under?”


  Lanzerotti’s smile was bland. “Not at all. They’ve attained the goal of the totalitarian state. They’ve got everybody thinking alike. Remember, Dubrassov couldn’t warn us, even when he wanted to, although he couldn’t bring himself to go along with Samsonov’s expansionist policy. Samsonov showed us Potemkin villages, all right. But don’t you see what all this crazy set-up adds up to? These people can’t change. They’ve lost their adaptability.


  “The system has to be rigid, because the first time anyone expresses an individual idea, the whole totalitarian structure will collapse. They’re inbred and interlocked, and Samsonov has complete control of their thinking and their behavior—for the time being, at least. But as soon as the Tolstoians expand to the Wrightley Islands, or anywhere else, they’ll be facing conditions they’ve never before encountered. They’ll have to learn to think for themselves again—”


  “—And as soon as they start to think new thoughts, Samsonov’s power will evaporate. He’ll lose his grip, just like he did on me!” finished Heidekopfer, reaching for Ann’s hand.


  “You see,” concluded Lanzerotti, “Dubrassov was the really dangerous one. He didn’t have new ideas, and whether they were castaways or not, more people would have been drawn in on him.”


  The little group was quiet, contemplative, then they smiled knowingly at one another.


  “Let’s get home,” said Ann, “and make our—my last picture.”


  FREIGHT


  E.C. Tubb


  From Venus came the priceless rejuvenating serum—in exchange, went hundreds of men and women, never to return


  Chapter I


  HE awoke to the muted drumming of rain and for a moment lay silent, his eyes closed as he tried to recapture the dimming magic of lost dreams. A hand shook his shoulder with impatient urgency, and he sighed, opening his eyes and staring at the anxious expression of a young man.


  “Jim, it’s raining.”


  “So what?”


  “But the harvest, Jim! You promised to help me.”


  “Did I?” He yawned and sat up on the fern bed stretching pallid arms and rubbing the stubble on lips and chin. He grinned at the young man, trimly dressed in khaki drill, freshly shaven and with polish still on his knee-boots.


  “Won’t you take my word for it, Sam?”


  “No.” Sam bit his lips as he stared at the older man, trying to hide his disgust at the other’s nakedness and dirt. He stared beyond the open front of the hut and seemed to tremble with impatience.


  “Can’t you hurry it up?”


  “Why?” Jim paused as he tied the strings of his bark sandals. “I’ve told you that the harvest won’t be ready until the rain stops. We’ve plenty of time.” He rose from the bed and slipped a loin cloth around his slender waist. The only civilised thing about him was a wide leather belt and a ten inch sheath knife, aside from that he looked an ignoble savage, a white man gone native, a beachcomber.


  He was none of these things.


  He was a native of Earth, an ex-business man, a scholar.


  He was a one-way passenger on the road to hell, and he didn’t like it one little bit.


  He smiled at the trimly dressed figure standing in the open doorway of the rude hut, and stooping down lifted an earthenware jug. He sniffed at it, tasted a little, then took a long swig. He sighed, wiping his mouth and chin.


  “Breakfast?”


  “No.” Sam shuddered at the sight of the jug. “How you can bear to drink that stuff I can’t imagine.” He stepped closer to the other man. “Why don’t you cut it out, Jim? Try and remain decent, give up this filth and squalor? There’s a fortune to be got for the asking on Venus and you’re satisfied to sit here and drink that filth.”


  “Am I?” Jim gently put down the almost empty jug. “Do you think that I like it here? I’ve been on Venus for a long time now, five years I think it is, and I’ve seen it all. Wait until you’ve been here as long as that. Wait until your nice neat clothing has rotted off your body, until your razor rusts into useless metal, and your spirits reach the bottom. Wait until then, and perhaps you won’t be so ready with your damn patronising sneers!”


  “I’m sorry, Jim,” apologised the young man, “but this is important to me, more important than you know. I’ve got to gather a good harvest.”


  “Why?” Jim stared at the young man, then shrugged. “Haven’t they told you yet?”


  “Who?”


  “The old-timers hanging around the space port. The early arrivals, the eternally hopeful.” He stared at the trembling young man. “No. No I can see they haven’t,” he laughed curtly and crossed the room to stand beside the young man. “You can’t really blame them I suppose, they don’t get much fun.”


  “What should they have told me?”


  “The truth! The simple deadly truth.” He stared at the neatly dressed young man at his side and frowned in sudden suspicion. “I can’t believe it.” he whispered. “They must have told you, you must have heard.”


  “No. I only arrived three days ago remember, and I came straight to you, the factor advised it.”


  “He would,” Jim said bitterly, and stared at the rain.


  Rain!


  It rained as it always rained on Venus. A thundering downpour streaming from sullen clouds piled across the dome of the sky. A deluge, churning the rich black loam into a sea of mud pitted with a million brief craters. It drummed on the wide yellow-green leaves of the fern trees, collecting in little pools between the great boles and sending odd-shaped insects burrowing deep for shelter.


  It filled the thick air with a fine mist shielding the rude huts of woven leaves and lending a false air of romance to the half-seen shacks of the settlement.


  Rain, the curse of the planet, and the curse of men.


  Jim stared at it, his lips tight and his eyes bitter, feeling the relentless drumming of the heavy drops echoing of the rhythm of a dirge. He strained his eyes, almost making out the high wire fence around the spaceport, the sturdy log-built huts of the trading post and the spidery radio antenna of the landing beacon. Something else loomed indistinctly through the mist.


  A slender pillar of gleaming metal, wide-finned, needle pointed, rearing towards the hidden stars as if impatient to blast the soggy soil of Venus beneath the searing fire of its exhaust. A spaceship!


  He twisted his lips as he saw it.


  “Ready?” Sam stared impatiently at the older man and touched his bare arm. “Look! It has almost stopped.”


  “We’ve time yet,” said Jim quietly. He slipped the knife from its sheath and honed it against the leather of his belt testing the edge against the ball of his thumb. Satisfied he replaced it within the sheath, picked up two bags of woven reeds and squinted at the sky.


  “Wait until the rain stops and the ground mist starts. The buttons grow terrifically fast, and we must gather them before they get too big. Don’t cut any smaller than an inch in diameter or over an inch and a half. Shear the stalk close to the cap, and put them straight in the bags, don’t let them touch the mud they will rot if you do and spoil the harvest.”


  He stood waiting patiently as the last few drops spattered on the mud and the clouds thinned letting the sun glow like a great patch of gold in the heavens. A mist began to rise from the sodden loam, a curtain of water vapour sucked from the dirt and streaming upwards through the humid air.


  “Ready?”


  Sam nodded, his eyes searching the ground at his feet, the knife glittering in his hand, Jim smiled, remembering his own first enthusiasm, then stepped forward with the easy skill of long practice his knife and bag ready in his hands.


  The buttons grew unimaginably fast, sprouting from tiny pin-heads to great swollen globes more than a foot across within a matter of minutes. They were something like mushrooms, deathly white and glimmering against the rich black loam like flakes of snow or the delicate blooms of magnolias. Jim moved his arms in practised rhythm, the keen blade searing through the tough stalks severing the button from the root beds beneath the ground. Cut, place in bag. Cut, place in bag. On and on, knife glittering as he worked with smooth efficiency. He hardly moved from where he crouched, the buttons grew so thickly that it wasn’t necessary, and when he finally straightened the bag was full.


  He smiled down at the labouring figure of the young man, wiping the blade of his knife against his naked thigh.


  “That’s all for now, Sam,” he called. “They are too big, the factor won’t accept them.” He grinned at the disappointed expression on the young man’s face. “There’ll be rain tomorrow, you can gather some more then.”


  “How many did you get?”


  “A bag full, about thirty pounds.” He held them out to the sweating, khaki-dressed youngster. “Here.”


  “You’re giving them to me?” Sam wiped his pale face and stared incredulously. “Do you mean it?”


  “Sure, I can always get more.” Jim shrugged carelessly as he passed over the bag. “You’ll learn, son. They haven’t the value you think.”


  “Are you crazy?” Sam looked doubtfully at the gathered harvest. “You know what these are worth on Earth?”


  “I know,” said Jim soberly, “but remember, Sam. We’re not on Earth.”


  “What’s that got to do with it, they’re still valuable aren’t they?”


  Jim shrugged, staring bitterly through the clearing ground mist towards the soaring beauty of the grounded ship.


  * * * *


  The factor was a big sweaty man dressed in a pair of khaki shorts, sandals, a holstered pistol and nothing else. He grinned as he saw what the young man carried, and rubbed his hands on his sagging paunch with secret humour. He winked at Jim.


  “A good harvest, boys,” he chuckled. “Ready to trade?”


  “Trade?” Sam stared at him with quiet dignity. “I don’t want to trade.” He swung the bag of buttons onto the rough counter. “Just weigh and credit me with the value of these please.”


  “Certainly.” The factor spilled the white globes of the buttons on the counter examining them with a practised eye. “Good crop,” he said. “Did you gather them, Jim?”


  “Some.”


  “I thought so, it takes practice to guess the correct size. Some of these new arrivals won’t believe me when I tell them the regulation size. Less than an inch and the oil hasn’t formed. Over an inch and a half and they won’t stand the shock of take-off, but I can always trust an old hand.” He chuckled as he swept the snowy buttons into a nylon bag and hung them on a spring balance. “Thirty two pounds, a good harvest. What will you take?”


  “I told you that I’m not interested in trade. Just credit me with their value.”


  The factor shrugged. “Please yourself, now let me see.” He pursed his lips. “Thirty two pounds, that would be about three twenty, say three fifty.” He grinned. “Three and a half dollars.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me, I’m offering three and a half International Dollars, ten cents a pound plus a little extra.” He took a file from a shelf beneath the counter. “You want it credited you say? Right. What name?”


  “You dirty thief!” Sam glared at the fat man his hands, twitching into fists. “What do you think you’re playing at? I know the worth of these buttons, they fetch more than a hundred dollars a pound on Earth and you offer me ten cents. I won’t take it!”


  “Please yourself.” The factor spilled them from the bag back onto the counter. “Three and a half dollars would have bought a packet of cigarettes, a pack of razor blades, a bar of soap, but you don’t have to deal with me.”


  “What option have I got?”


  “None,” admitted the fat man cheerfully. “You deal with me, or you don’t deal at all.”


  The young man stared at the little heap of buttons then at the factor. He breathed jerkily, little spots of red glowing angrily high on his sallow cheeks, and his hands made little^ clenching motions. He turned to Jim.


  “Is that right?”


  “Yes.” Jim straightened himself from where he leaned against the rough logs of the trading post. “Better take what he offers.”


  “Ten cents a pound! Are you crazy?”


  “No.”


  “But it’s robbery, sheer robbery.”


  “No.” Jim sighed as he stared at the young man, remembering his own disillusionment. He forced himself to be patient. “What did you expect to get for them?”


  “I don’t know,” said the young man wildly, “but not this, not a thousandth of their real worth. What kind of trade do you call this?”


  “Fair trade.” Jim shrugged as he rolled some of the hard buttons beneath his hand. “Max isn’t cheating you, he’s giving you more than they are worth, I advise you to take it.”


  “I can’t,” whispered the young man sickly. “I can’t!” He stared desperately at the big factor, his thin features working with hidden emotion. Abruptly he burst into hysterical tears.


  Chapter II


  It was upsetting, shocking in its very unexpectedness and in a vague kind of fashion it was slightly indecent. Men didn’t act like that. Men—real men that is—just didn’t burst into hysterical sobbing for no apparent reason. The factor swallowed, his big face red with embarrassment and looked helplessly at Jim.


  “Got a drink, Max?” Jim didn’t trouble to hide his contempt. He shook the young man by the shoulder. “Snap out of it! What are you, a man or a pansy?”


  He waited for an answer his pallid features hardening with disgust. Deliberately he swung his open hand, slapping savagely at the other’s convulsed features. The sound of flesh striking flesh echoed above the sobbing, and slowly the hysteria died away. Max grunted and lifted an earthenware jug from beneath the counter.


  “Have a drink, lad,” he invited kindly. “You’ll feel better soon.”


  “Thanks.” Unsteadily Sam lifted the jug and gulped at the contents. He coughed, retched a little, and set the jug down his mouth twisted as from some horrible taste. Jim grinned and reached for the container.


  “You make vile liquor, Max. Wait till I get my worm and I’ll show you how to make a real drink.” He tilted the jug and sighed contentedly as he wiped his lips and chin. “How much longer must I wait for it?”


  “I don’t know,” snapped the fat man irritably. “These things take time, and don’t call me Max, that isn’t my name.”


  “You’re a Factor aren’t you,” Jim said cheerfully, “what else do you expect to be called?” He nodded towards the pile of gleaming buttons. “As our young friend here doesn’t seem to want what you offer, credit them to me. I may want to buy a tablet of soap one day.”


  “No!” Sam leaned protectingly across the little heap. “They’re mine!”


  “Then trade them in,” snapped Jim. “We can’t hang about here all day?”


  “Why not?” The fat man pursed thick lips as he opened his book “What else have you got to do, and I can use the company.” He poised a stub of pencil. “What name shall I credit them to?”


  “You’re not having them!” The young man seemed on the verge of hysteria again as he glared at the factor. “I won’t be robbed! I won’t!”


  “What the devil?” Angrily the fat man snapped shut his book and thrust at the pile of buttons. They rolled from the counter, bouncing a little as they struck the dirt floor. “I don’t like the way you talk, I’m no thief. Now get out of here, and take them with you.”


  “Not until you give me what they’re worth.”


  “That’s exactly nothing. Now get out!” He stared at the young man, then stepped back one hand dropping towards his pistol. “Don’t try it,” he warned. “Jim! Tell him to drop his knife.”


  “Drop it!” Jim moved with a gleam of white skin as he caught the young man’s arm. He twisted, and Sam cried out in sudden pain the knife falling from his numb fingers. Jim stooped and picked up the gleaming weapon.


  “What’s the matter with you?” He stared at the tense face of the khaki-dressed youth. “I told you that you’d have to learn, can’t you take it?”


  “You don’t understand,” whispered Sam brokenly. “I depended on selling the buttons, I relied on it.” He stared at them his eyes huge and dark in the whiteness of his features.


  “It is the only way I can ever go back home.”


  Jim laughed with sudden cruelty.


  He stared at the dumb misery in the young man’s eyes and laughed again, hating himself for what he did, and yet finding a perverse pleasure in causing pain. It wasn’t an amused laugh, it was bitter, bitter with the rankling bitterness of more than five years of hopeless longing, and it wasn’t nice to hear.


  The factor looked at him suspiciously, half-drawing his pistol from its holster, and the sight sobered Jim into silence. He gulped, fighting the desire to hurt and pain, and when he spoke his voice was calm.


  “You too?” he said quietly. “Haven’t they learned the truth back home yet? Did you really expect to make a quick fortune on Venus?”


  “Yes,” The young man flushed as he met the other’s contemptuous stare. “Why not? The buttons are fetching as high as a hundred dollars a pound on Earth, and you can pick them up here as easily as pebbles on a beach. It seemed logical to suppose that money could be made by gathering the harvest and selling it to agents on Earth. Why not?”


  “Why not?” Jim smiled tiredly as he echoed the question. He had heard it so often, repeated with varying degrees of emotion by so many people, and still they hadn’t learned. He seated himself on the edge of the counter and reached for the jug.


  “You made the same mistake as I did, as too many people have done. You confused selling price with, buying price, supply with demand. What you say is true, the buttons are worth a hundred dollars a pound—on Earth. But we’re not on Earth.” He lifted the jug and gulped at the home brewed beer.


  “On Venus the buttons are worth nothing, they grow too plentifully, anyone can get as many as they want for a few minutes work a day. On Earth they are valuable because they are scarce, but here they are as you say—like pebbles on a beach. Tell me, Sam, how much would you pay for pebbles back home?”


  “Why. . . .?” The young man flushed as understanding came, but he still clung to his dogged convictions. They had brought him from Earth, and they represented too many golden dreams to be thrown aside without a struggle.


  “I can see what you are driving at, but it isn’t the same. The buttons are wanted back home. People are willing to pay almost anything for the longevity serum, and that means that they will always want more and more buttons. They just can’t get enough, and so they must have some value even here.”


  “They have,” said Jim drily. “Ten cents a pound. The actual cost of the labour needed to harvest them.” He stared pityingly at the young man. “What else can you expect? What would you pay if you could gather them as easily as pebbles?”


  “So it was too good to be true,” muttered Sam. “Mary had doubts about it, but I wouldn’t listen.” He sighed and stared at the factor. “How soon can I get passage back home?”


  “That depends.” Max stared at the young man, then averted his eyes. “Can you pay?”


  “I have some money back on Earth, Mary will pay it into the company office.” He sneered as he looked at the fat man. “I suppose that you will trust me for that?”


  “I don’t enter into it at all,” protested the factor. “I can’t give you passage until head office sends permission, but that won’t take long.” He scuffed his sandal on the pounded dirt of the floor. A letter will cost you five dollars. If you hurry I can send it off on the ship, they’re due to blast within minutes.”


  “Thanks for nothing,” snapped the young man. He fumbled in his pocket. “I didn’t really think that you’d trust me, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve already paid my fare, here!” He threw a crumpled receipt onto the counter. “I want to get home as soon as possible, you had better hold up the ship.”


  Slowly the fat man picked up the paper and examined the official seal. He held it before his eyes, staring at the watermark and squinting at the punched holes signifying the amount and date. Regretfully he shook his head.


  “Sorry, but this won’t get you home.”


  “What!” Angrily the young man snatched at the paper. “It’s genuine, you can see that it’s genuine! What are you talking about?”


  “That is a receipt for two thousand dollars, the price of a passage from Earth to Venus.” The fat man shrugged as he met Sam’s angry stare. “Oh it’s genuine enough, I’m not arguing about that, but it won’t get you home.”


  “Why not?”


  “I told you. Two thousand dollars is the price of a one-way passage to Venus, the fare back to Earth is a lot different.”


  “I don’t understand?” Sam frowned in bewilderment as he stared first at the factor then at Jim. “Isn’t the fare the same either way?”


  “No.”


  “Then how much more do I need?”


  “The fare back is twenty thousand dollars,” explained Jim quietly. “You need a further eighteen thousand dollars—and the only way to make money on Venus is by selling the buttons at ten cents a pound!”


  It took a moment for it to register, to sink into the consciousness, burrowing deep and corroding as it went. Jim remained silent, watching the effect of his words on the mirror of the young man’s face, watching as he had watched so often before.


  First came surprise, then a numb disbelief followed by a reluctant acceptance of the situation. The worst part was the sudden quick mental calculation bringing despair and hopeless frenzy.


  They all went through it. Some accepted it with calm fatalism—they were the lucky ones. Others refused at first to admit it, then tried with desperate intensity to do the impossible—they didn’t last. A few—broke!


  “Eighteen thousand dollars,” Sam whispered. “But why? Why?”


  “Compensation for replaced freight.” Jim reached for the jug and held it towards the young man. “Take a drink and pull yourself together. Remember that you’re not the only one.”


  “It’s a trick!” He stared at them with sick eyes, ignoring the jug “It’s a filthy trick! I won’t stand it, they must take me back, they’ve got to!”


  “Steady,” warned Jim. He frowned at the factor and irritably jerked his head. The big man swallowed and thrust his pistol back into its holster, but kept his hand hovering near the butt.


  “Nobody’s robbing you,” explained Jim in a gentle voice. “Look at it this way. To give you passage means that they have to discard more than two hundred pounds of buttons. Those buttons would fetch twenty thousand dollars on Earth, so all they ask is that you should compensate them for lost profit. It’s reasonable enough when you consider it.”


  “Reasonable?” Sam shrugged himself away from the older man. He looked sick, his sallow features livid and glistening with sweat, and his eyes burning coal rimmed with white. “Can they get away with this? Humans aren’t freight don’t they know that? Why should they take my money and give me passage to Venus when they know all the time that it is a one-way passage? Why should they be allowed to exile men and women here for the sake of dollars?”


  He began to stride jerkily about the narrow confines of the trading post.


  “How can I get back home,” he muttered, “how?” He bumped into Jim and staggered a little. Slowly his eyes came into focus and he grabbed at the older man’s naked shoulder. “You’ve got to help me, Jim. You’ve got to!”


  “Why?” Jim shrugged off the hand and glanced towards the door and the man who entered. He was a short, lithe man dressed in worn leather and with the darting eyes and hair-trigger reflexes of a space pilot. He glanced curiously at the khaki-dressed figure of the young man, then at the factor.


  “Blasting off now,” he said. “Anything more to go?”


  “No.” Max answered the routine question as it was expected to be answered. Last-minute additions were unpopular because of weight restrictions and the pilot’s liked to blast off strictly to schedule. The lithe man nodded, and gestured farewell.


  “See you soon.”


  “Goodbye.” Max shrugged and wiped perspiration from his heavy features. “Lucky devils,” he grumbled. “They can get home every second trip, I’ve got to stay here five years.”


  He yawned and rubbed his paunch as he stared at the ship.


  “At least you know when you’re going home,” Sam said bitterly. “It must make you proud to remember how you exploit your fellow men.”


  The big man slowly straightened from where he leaned on the counter, his face red and angry. He slipped the pistol from his belt and pointed it at the young man’s stomach, the gleaming weapon looking like a toy in the big fist.


  “Get out you,” he spat. “Get out and do your crying and whining somewhere else. Get out now!”


  A siren yelled with a note of warning cutting off the young man’s reply, and he stared at the glistening shape of the ship with sudden desperation.


  “No!” He sprang towards the door. “They can’t go, not yet, not without me!” Suddenly he was running across the flame-scorched landing field towards the spaceship. Jim yelled a futile warning, then lunged after him.


  It was useless.


  The siren wailed again, and fire spouted from the swelling venturis at the base of the vessel. A giant began to mutter, the deep whistle rising to a screaming whine, and the stabbing flame of the rocket exhaust seared the smoking dirt.


  Jim skidded to a halt, his hands shielding his eyes from the glare. He had a moment’s impression of a figure limned in flame, then the ship rose and the field was silent.


  Chapter III


  It was going to rain again. He could tell by the way the clouds had darkened, piling up in sullen masses across the sky and turning the normal golden splendour of the sun into a deep orange. Around him the last traces of the swollen buttons were being torn to shreds by the hordes of scavenger beetles, their manibles clashing with a faintly metallic sound as they devoured the limp fungi.


  He shrugged as he kicked one from his foot, harmless, the oddly shaped insects were essential to the life-cycle of the planet. They ate the fungi and their droppings helped spread the fertile spores, restoring the eternally dying root beds far beneath the rich loam. Rain would trigger the spores into sudden violent growth, and the bloated fungi provided food for the beetles. Cause and effect, he thought looking at them. No buttons then no food for the beetles. No beetles, and the buttons would die through nonreplacement of their root beds. Cause and effect.


  Like the desire for an extended life, and man’s occupation of Venus. What the military had failed to do, business had done. From the buttons came the oil which restored youth, giving men an extra decade to tread their planet, turning the clock back and turning grey hair dark, old flesh firm, dull eyes bright again. Ten ounces of the oil would give ten extra year of life—and what man or woman could resist the temptation of restoring their waning powers?


  Ten ounces, but it took one hundred pounds of buttons to provide it. One hundred pounds of raw material costing ten thousand dollars. Cost of processing brought that figure to fifteen. Add profit, add greed, add a tremendous demand and a limited supply. Add research and the glittering promise of repeated rejuvenations.


  Call it thirty thousand dollars a shot. Thirty thousand International Dollars—more than a normal man could ever hope to save in a lifetime, but nothing to the wealthy. Call it monopoly. Call it dynamite. Call it a black mark on the progress of man. Call it big business—very big!


  Spaceships were few and those few were concentrated and directed by one company. They had one purpose—to carry freight from Earth to Venus, and buttons from Venus to Earth. Outward bound they carried cigarettes, soap, razors, knives, luxury goods for the exiles. They also carried passengers.


  Every trip from Earth was run at a loss, but the return trips were run at a profit. Profit and loss had to balance with the edge on the profit side. Spaceships cost money, lots of it, and the shareholders had a right to some return for their capital. The buttons provided that return, a good return, and the buttons would continue to do so.


  He walked slowly from the landing field, the high wire mesh fence trailing away on his left. Huts lay before him, a rude huddle of branches thatched with the wide leaves of the towering fern trees. The settlement.


  A woman nodded to him as he passed the open front of her hut. A thin emaciated woman with sunken cheeks and burning eyes, the bones of her ribs protruding from the deathly whiteness of her skin. A twist of bark served as a skirt, another for a halter. Her hair hung limp and tangled on her thin shoulders.


  Someone coughed from within the hut, and a baby uttered a thin wail. A man’s voice spoke soothingly and the wailing died into silence. Shadows moved within the hut and a man stepped into the orange glow of the hidden sun.


  He was a tall man with his shoulders bent in a perpetual stoop, and his hair and beard were a flaming red. He grinned at Jim with a flash of strong white teeth, then spoke quietly to the woman. She nodded and disappeared into the hut.


  “Trouble, Doc?”


  “The usual, Jim. Too much damp, too many minor ailments, too much neglect and not enough medicines.” He swung the bag of woven reeds he carried over his shoulder, hooking a thumb through the supporting string. His long stride matched that of the other man, and together they walked through the settlement.


  Several people nodded to them, men and women, children too, their little faces white and colourless, their skin showing the obvious signs of a poor diet. The tall red-haired man tightened his lips as he noticed them, clenching his hands until the knuckles gleamed white beneath the skin.


  “Look at them, Jim! Look at them and then ask one question.”


  “What is that, Doc?”


  “What value is set on a single human life?”


  “It depends on whose life we are talking about,” said Jim drily. “Personally I set quite a high value on mine, but I wouldn’t give a bent one-cent piece for certain individuals on Earth.”


  “Such as?”


  “The broken down reprobates who can pay more than they should for a few extra years of dissipation.”


  “Oh.” The tall man seemed disappointed. Jim smiled at him.


  “Wrong answer, Doc?”


  “Why blame the consumer when the provider is at fault?”


  “Meaning the company who operate the space lines?” Jim shook his head. “You know how I feel about that, and you are wrong to blame them. Where there is a demand, then there will be someone to supply it. Is that wrong? Is trade and business wrong? If it is wrong in one instance then when is it right? No, Doc. You can’t blame the business men for what’s happening here.”


  “Do you defend all this?” The tall man gestured towards the huddled shacks of the settlement, his voice gritty with anger. “Is this good business? Look at them, Jim. Most are in poor health, the constant dampness and humidity have caused pneumonic troubles, and the rest have dietic disorders.” He looked at the lithe figure at his side.


  “How you keep your health I can’t imagine, you were one of the first arrivals weren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why isn’t your skin scaled and soggy? How is it that you have retained health when others are suffering from vitamin lack and intestinal disease?”


  “You know how, Doc.” Jim smiled as he rubbed at his stubble. “I don’t drink home brew because I like it, and some of the things I’ve eaten would turn a normal stomach, but they’ve kept me alive. If the others would forget Earth, forget the food they would like to eat, and eat the food they can get, then they wouldn’t suffer half as much as they do.”


  “I know.” The tall man seemed to sag a little as he stared at the children playing in the dirt between the huts. “I’ve told them, and some of them are doing what I suggested, but the others!” Almost it seemed as if he would spit in utter disgust. “They want white bread, Jim. Eggs and milk. Fish and pork, all the things impossible to get. I’ve told them that the buttons are edible, that the scavenger beetles are good to eat and that home brew contains almost all the vitamins they need, but will they believe me? Will they hell!”


  He twisted his head, staring over his shoulder at the hut he had just left.


  “That woman now, been here three years and just had a baby.


  She’s starving, Jim, and the baby can’t get any milk. Her husband is spitting his life out in gouts of blood, but will they do as I tell them? No! She refuses to eat anything but recognisable food, and that just about limits what they eat to a few fruits and vegetables. It looks nice, it even tastes nice, but they may as well be eating vacuum for all the good it’s doing them.”


  “Take it easy,” suggested Jim quietly. “I don’t like what I see either, but it does no good to rail against those who have nothing to do with it. We’ll work something out.”


  “Maybe.” The redhead didn’t sound too hopeful. “For all the good our letters have done we might as well have saved our money. What’s wrong with the people of Earth? Don’t they care what happens to us?”


  “Why should they?” Jim smiled at the expression on the doctor’s face. “I never did hope for any results from that propaganda, but I fell in with your suggestion because as a business man I believe in trying everything once. As an ex-business man I should say,” he corrected wrily. “Temporarily out of business.”


  “Permanently I would say.” The tall man frowned at a sudden thought. “Where’s that young man who arrived on the last ship? Is he still with you?”


  Jim shook his head, staring down at the rich dirt.


  Thunder muttered on the horizon, and the sun dimmed even more as the thick dark clouds gathered overhead. The scavenger beetles scurried among the remnants of the swollen buttons, their mandibles clicking as they sensed the coming storm, and began burrowing for shelter.


  “What happened to the young man?”


  “Dead.”


  “What!” The tall doctor stopped and stared at Jim in amazed disbelief. “How?”


  “He learned the truth, Doc. He was one of those who couldn’t take it. He broke.”


  “I half expected that, he wasn’t the right type for adventure, a weakling living on his nerves.” The doctor shrugged. “So he’s dead, how did it happen?”


  “I saw it happen,” said Jim tightly. “I saw it, and I never want to see it again.” He smiled briefly at the silent question in the tall man’s eyes.


  “He wasn’t killed, murdered I mean, and he didn’t really commit suicide. He ran into the rocket exhaust.”


  “I see.”


  “No! No, Doc. you don’t see!” Jim broke into a sweat as he remembered what he had left on the seared dirt of the landing field.


  “I saw. I saw what happens to a man when he is roasted alive! I saw his nice new clothing all burned away, his skin all cracked and brown as if he had been in an oven like some joint of pork. His face wasn’t there, only a bloody mask of bone and charred skin, his hands were skeleton hands and his chest and stomach were red with lungs and guts. I saw it I tell you! I saw it!”


  Abruptly he rocked to a savage blow, feeling the blood start to his cheek and feeling the impact of the open slap. He tensed, then relaxed as he saw the worry in the doctor’s eyes. Ruefully he rubbed his cheek and smiled.


  “Sorry, but I’m not used to sights like that. Not when I remember some of the things I said to him before. . . .” He swallowed, fighting the desire to vomit again.


  “Death was instantaneous of course,” murmured the tall man. “What made him do it?”


  “He wanted to go home, that’s why. All of us want to go home, perhaps it would be better if we all tried getting there the same way.”


  “You don’t really believe that, Jim. I know you too well.” The doctor hitched his reed bag higher on to his shoulder. They had left the huddled shacks of the settlement and strode between the great boles of the soaring fern trees, the wide leaves sickly green in the dim light. A hut stood on a slight elevation, and Jim glanced up at the sullen sky.


  “You’d better stay with me until after the rain, Doc. The storm looks as if it is going to be a good one.”


  Thunder muttered in the distance, and lightning stabbed overhead. Tension grew and hung heavily on the humid air, filling the silent forest with quiet unseen menace. The tall man nodded.


  “Mrs Bender is expecting her second child but it isn’t due just yet and I may as well stay with you.” He glanced at the lithe figure at his side. “You should get married, Jim. Living alone as you do isn’t good for a man, and I know of at least two women who would be glad to have you.”


  “Maybe I don’t want them, or perhaps I just like to live alone.” Jim paused at the open front of his hut, and kicked at a scurrying scavenger beetle. “Damn these things, I’ll bet that they’ve eaten everything in sight.” Irritably he entered the hut.


  He felt upset, restless, impatient and angry with himself. He hoped that the worm would arrive on the next ship.


  Chapter IV


  Five men and three women arrived on the next ship, a record, Jim stood by the high wire fence and watched them as they walked from the landing ramp their eyes eager as they stared at the rough huts of the settlement. He smiled a little as he saw their looks of disappointment, and nudged the tall figure of the doctor at his side.


  “I’ll bet that the price of buttons has risen on Earth. Take me on?”


  “A pack of razor blades against a bar of soap,” agreed the doctor. “Let’s find out if there is anything for us.”


  Max greeted them with a smile, his big red face glistening with sweat as he sorted mail and various small packages. He jerked a thumb towards a sealed metal box covered in stencils and cancelled rocket mail stamps.


  “That’s for you, Doc. Someone’s finally thought enough of you to send you a birthday present. Fifty pounds earth-weight, five hundred dollars for freight alone.” He looked curiously at the sealed container. “What is it, Doc?”


  “Medical equipment.” The tall red-haired man stared at the flat package. “Can I take it?”


  “Well. . . .?” Max pursed his lips, then grinned. “I should check it, but what the hell? Take it, Doc., if they passed it at head office that’s good enough for me.”


  “Thanks. Anything else?”


  “Not this time, the passengers took almost all the cargo space.” The factor grinned and rubbed gently at his paunch. “Did you see those women? Good lookers aren’t they, I expect that Jim will be getting married anytime now.”


  Jim grunted, staring at the little heap of mail and trade goods “Did my worm arrive?”


  “No. I’m sorry, Tim, but I expect that they are doubtful at head office.”


  “Why should they be? I’ve paid for it haven’t I? There’s nothing wrong in my having a worm, what’s the matter with your people on Earth?”


  “I don’t know, Jim, but what can I do?” The fat man spread his hands helplessly. “I’ve requisitioned it, and you should be getting it soon.” He smiled ingratiatingly at the angry man. “It’ll arrive soon, I’m sure of it, perhaps the order got lost somewhere.”


  “Then send another.”


  “I will, Jim. I will, but you know how it is. Perhaps head office doesn’t agree with you running a distillery, after all our franchise states that no merchandise will be carried if it represents a threat to the security of the company or the well-being of the community. You can’t blame them for that.”


  “Who wants to run a still?” Jim stared calmly at the factor. “I want it for medical purposes, pure alchohol is needed here for sterilization and operative purposes. That right, Doc?”


  “Certainly.” The tall man winked at the factor. “Put that on the requisition and I’ll sign it as the sole medical representative of the settlement. Jim only ordered it because I had no credit with the company.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me that before!” Max grinned as he scribbled on a form. “I’ll send off a new order, and you should get it on the third ship from now. Anything else?”


  “What is the market price of buttons now? Earth price I mean?”


  “Hundred and fifty a pound,” answered Max absently. He stared at the two men. “Why?”


  “Nothing.” Jim grinned at the tall doctor. “You owe me a pack of blades, tell Max to transfer the cost from your credit to mine, I may need them one day.”


  Together they left the trading post, feeling the stares of the new arrivals at their nakedness and savage-like appearance. Jim flushed as he heard a woman laugh and a man snigger. He halted, his hand slipped down to the sheathed blade at his side, then as the doctor pulled at his arm he smiled and ignored the sneers.


  It wasn’t easy.


  It was never easy for a civilised man to forget his heritage, ignore his background, and set the ignorant mirth of others at its true value. Civilization forced a man to run with the herd, to desire the respect of others—and to work like a dog to gain it. Civilisation brought more than superficial comfort, it brought responsibility, the driving need to keep up with others, to dress as they did, to live as they did. It was a race, with material possession as the mark of success—and sniggering laughter the reward of failure.


  He thought of his knife plunged deep into a throat, stained with red blood and cutting off sneers and ignorant gibes forever.


  It brought a feral satisfaction.


  The box was heavy and the shape made it awkward to carry. The tall doctor was streaming with more than normal perspiration as he gently set it down on the packed dirt floor of the hut, and taking a phial from his reed medical bag, he shook a few little white tablets into the palm of his hand and swallowed them. He looked ruefully at the almost empty container.


  “Have to get some more salt pills soon,” he muttered. “Another harvest gone.”


  Jim shrugged and lifted the box onto the rough table in the centre of the hut. “Salt is something we can’t do without, not in this climate, so it’s no good worrying about it.” He stared at the metal container. “Going to open it?”


  “Naturally.”


  Impatiently Jim watched as the tall thin doctor broke the seals and swung open the lid. He smiled at what he saw, and gently began removing layers of soft packing.


  “I knew that those letters would do some good,” he said. “You didn’t believe me, Jim, but look what they’ve sent me.”


  It was a medical kit, one of the most compact and up-to-date ones Jim had every seen. Rows of glittering hypodermics nestled in their individual compartments, the glass and metal reflecting the soft light from the shielded sun. Surgical knives, forceps, clamps and a dozen odd-shaped instruments lined divided trays. Ampoules of drugs, cans of ether, thermometers, all the things any doctor on an expedition would desire. Tenderly the tall man touched them, his fingers gliding over glass and plated steel, his eyes misty as he remembered the past.


  “What’s this?” Jim stooped and picked up a thin sheet of paper. “Looks like a letter, better read it, Doc.”


  “It’s from my old students at the university.” He read it swiftly his eyes scanning the reduced typescript on the onion skin paper. “They had a collection among themselves and raised enough to buy this kit and pay for the freight.” He dropped the letter and sighed as he stared at the glittering array of instruments.


  “You see, Jim. You were wrong, some people do care what happens to us, doesn’t this prove it?”


  “No. Your gift proves nothing but that charity is not yet dead, but what else? What does a collection amount to after all? Isn’t it a cheap way of getting rid of a conscience? They send you a medical kit, and you think that they are wonderful, but are they? You tried to raise a storm of protest with your letters, a storm which would force the company to treat human beings as other than freight. I knew that you were wrong, but you were so sure that it would work. Well it has, you have been bought off with a medical kit, a few hundred dollars worth of usable supplies—and the price of buttons has risen fifty per cent.”


  “It isn’t that way at all,” protested the tall man. “Those students did this out of the goodness of their own hearts, they didn’t have to do it but they did. Is that wrong?”


  “No. No it isn’t wrong, but what good does it do us? You can alleviate a little pain, perform a few minor operations, allow people to live a little longer than they should.” He stared at the array of hypodermics then at the tall figure of the doctor.


  “Don’t misunderstand me, Doc. I’m very glad that you have received that kit, more glad than you know, but remember to keep things in their right perspective. Gifts and charity have never cured social ills, they have prolonged them. While people can buy off their conscience with a few dollars they will do nothing else.”


  “Even if you are right, what else can we do?”


  “I went along with you, Doc, now I want to know something. Will you go along with me?”


  “I don’t understand? Where are you going?”


  “That doesn’t matter, but I have my own ideas. Well?” Slowly the tall doctor nodded, and swung shut the lid of his medical kit. “Naturally I’ll do as you say, Jim, but. . . .”


  “No questions now, and no loose talk.” Jim stared at the closed medical kit. “If they had really wanted to help us,” he said bitterly, “they should have sent us guns.”


  The doctor looked at him with a strange expression.


  * * * *


  The next ship carried five women, stenographers, shop assistants, women with their heads filled with bright tales of easy wealth and surplus men. The one after unloaded four men and a married couple. The third ship carried a pile of trade goods, assorted mail, personal packages—and a woman.


  She stood a little helplessly just outside the door of the trading post, a slender figured woman almost boyish in her trim khaki shift and slacks. Her thick dark hair was cropped and swept up and back from the sides of her head. Her eyes were bright and blue, her lips red and full, her skin smooth and still bearing traces of a tan. She was neat, clean, and utterly beautiful.


  Jim glanced at her as he entered the hut, noting the way she looked at him, her fine brows furrowing a little at the sight of his nakedness and dirt. She moved aside, not speaking, her eyes staring towards the high wire fence surrounding the landing field. He shrugged, and entered the dim interior.


  Max waved towards him, his big red face creased and. worried.


  “Hello, Jim. Glad to see you.”


  “Has my worm arrived?”


  “Yes.” The factor lifted a coil of gleaming copper tubing from behind the counter, and glanced at the attached label “There’s twenty dollars more to pay, alteration in freight charges.”


  “Take it from my credit,” said Jim carelessly. He examined the gleaming tube with a critical eye, running his hands over the smooth surface, and sighing with satisfaction. “At last! Now we can really get something decent to drink.” He winked at the fat man. “After the medical supplies are taken care of, of course.” They both laughed.


  “See the new woman?” Max leaned across the counter. “The only one this trip but she makes up for all the others. What a girl!”


  “Is she alone?”


  “Yes.” The factor shrugged. “Doesn’t seem to want to talk to anyone, just stands there looking towards the gate.”


  “Maybe she expects a welcome committee?”


  “Maybe, or perhaps she is waiting for someone to come and meet her.” He frowned. “I don’t know who that would be, I’d have heard if anyone was expecting a dish like that.”


  Jim shrugged, and glanced towards the open doorway. The sun rested, a golden patch of light low on the horizon and through the wire he could see some of the new arrivals lounging among the huts of the settlement.


  “How did they take it?” He jerked his head towards the distant figures. Max shrugged.


  “Two of the women had hysterics, and two of the men had to comfort them.” He grinned and wiped his glistening face. “No need to worry about them, Jim. They are the type for this planet, wasters, natural-born beachcombers, they don’t really care whether they make money or not, all they want is a soft life and a good time.”


  “Is that what you think?”


  “What else? The women we get now are mostly man-mad would-be sirens. They think that Venus is full of millionaires looking for a wife, when they find that money doesn’t mean anything here, they settle for a husband. One of them even approached me, said that as factor I’d be the best catch. Women!”


  “Second phase,” murmured Jim.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.” He picked up his worm and started for the door, the woman entered as he neared it and he halted, giving her room to pass. She stared at him, then at the big man behind the counter, her face tight and drawn with worry.


  “Can you help me?”


  “Certainly, Miss. What can I do for you?”


  “I was expecting someone to meet me, my husband. Do you know where he is?”


  “Your husband!” Max glanced towards Jim, gestured for him to remain. “What’s his name?”


  “Clegg. Samuel Clegg. He hasn’t been here long, but he hasn’t written and I grew worried. Do you know him?”


  “Clegg?” Jim frowned and shook his head. “What was he like?”


  “Young, not very tall and rather weak. He was a nervous type, highly strung.” She twisted her hands in sudden emotion. “You must know him!”


  “Young, highly strung, Samuel.” Jim felt sick. “Max, she’s talking about Sam!”


  “You do know him!”


  “We knew him,” corrected Jim, and wished that he needn’t say more.


  Chapter V


  They sat on the edge of his bed and stared at the darkening forest outside. The first shock had passed, the blind refusal to believe as if by sheer refusal an unpleasant fact could be obliterated, made as though it had never been. Tears had followed, and after a numb misery. Now they sat and stared, each busy with their own thoughts.


  “Did you know him well?”


  “No, Mary, not so well, remember he was here such a little time. Did you love him so much?”


  “Yes.” She sat staring at the dimming boles of the great fern trees, her voice low with the pain of remembrance. “I knew that he was weak, nervous, unreliable. I knew all that when we married, but there was something . . .”


  “Love?”


  “Yes.” She turned and looked at him. “How did he die?”


  “An accident,” lied Jim. “He was caught in the exhaust from a ship due to blast off. He didn’t feel any pain, and I doubt if he ever knew what had happened.” He twisted his lips in the darkness trying to imagine any man being fool enough to leave such a woman for the sake of wealth. Stupid enough not to realise that all the International Dollars on Earth were worth nothing when compared to the love of such a person.


  “I see.” She clenched her hands and Jim was glad that she didn’t stare at him. For the first time in many years he felt ashamed of his appearance, of the half-grown beard on his lips and chin, the dirt on his skin and the unkemptness of his hair.


  “Why did he die?”


  “I. . . .” said Jim, and then stopped realising that she was talking to herself and not to him.


  “We had enough, not much, perhaps not sufficient, but we were happy. Then Sam came home full of brilliant ideas. Venus was a treasure house, he said. A planet where a man could make his pile, then settle down to a life of ease. We had a little money, enough to pay a double passage, but he insisted on going alone. I forced him to pay in the extra money, I thought that it would do for his return trip if things went wrong.”


  She stirred on the soft ferns of the bed, and her face was a pale blob in the shadows.


  “Why are you here, why is anyone here? Where is all the wealth? What is the secret behind this planet?” She turned to him, her eyes wide and glistening against the darkening night.


  “I spoke to people before I left home. Some laughed, others shrugged, all said the same thing. The buttons fetched over a hundred dollars a pound on the open market, and they were free on Venus. It was as simple as that, too simple. I felt that somewhere there must be a catch, but Sam had gone and I hadn’t heard from him. And so I came to join him, and now he’s dead.”


  Tears came then, hot-burning tears of self-reproach and selI’misery. Jim was glad to see them, the first few tears had been the result of frustration, these were Nature’s anodyne to pain. He fought with himself not to take her in his arms.


  A step sounded from the path outside the hut. A heavy footfall and the sound of a hail. Shadows loomed outside the opening, and the tall thin figure of the doctor entered the hut.


  “How is she?”


  “Better now.” Tim rose and fumbled with the last few of his precious matches and the stub of a candle. He lit the wick, cursing the eternal dampness which made it splutter, and straightened to greet his guest.


  “Anything new?”


  “Yes.” Tiredly the tall man slumped down onto the edge of the bed, he ignored the softly weeping woman and stared at Jim with haggard eyes. “Trouble, Jim. Bad trouble.”


  “The new arrivals?”


  “Yes. How did you know?”


  “I expected it. What happened?”


  “Murder!”


  Silence grew in the hut as night began to close in over the silent planet.


  Jim sighed and fumbled beneath the bed for his jug. He drank, offering it to the doctor, then replacing it at the other’s refusal.


  “Women?”


  “Yes. One of the men, a newcomer, tried to kiss someone else’s girl. There was a fight, and the new arrival wound up with a knife in his throat. That’s bad, but the results are worse. The settlement’s split into two factions, the old-timers and the new arrivals. There’s talk of lynching parties and clear-outs.”


  “Second phase,” muttered Jim.


  “What?”


  “Second phase, I expected it.” He looked fondly at the gleaming metal of the copper coil. “Now we can get to work.”


  “I don’t understand?”


  “You will,” promised Jim grimly. He turned to the girl. “Are you better now?”


  “Yes.” She straightened, adjusted her hair, and smiled a little shamefacedly. “Forgive me, but the shock. . . .”


  “We understand but let the dead bury the dead. You are alive, on a strange planet, and you must take care of yourself.” Jim stared at the doctor. “She had better stay with one of the women, Mrs. Burges could do with some help, and Mary can decide what to do later.”


  “I’ll take her there,” promised the doctor. He glanced at the black night and looked uncertainly at the dirt-streaked figure of the other man. “Must she go tonight?”


  “No,” said Jim positively. “Not as things are, not until the settlement has quietened down. You had both better stay here until light.”


  “But. . . .?” Mary looked uncertainly at the men and Jim laughed at the expression on her face.


  “Don’t worry about being compromised. Venus isn’t Earth and Earth laws don’t apply. You do as you wish when you wish.—how you wish. So long as you don’t interfere with others then they won’t interfere with you.”


  “He’s right you know,” said the doctor. “I do what I can to mend sick bodies, and the factor has authority to register marriages, divorces, births and deaths. Aside from that we are on our own. No police, no law, no newspapers to spread gossip or radio to repeat lies.” He stretched, easing his long limbs. “In some ways Venus is a paradise.”


  “It could be,” said Jim quietly. He stared at the dark night. “A new planet, fresh and unspoiled, just waiting to be used. We could build here, build a new civilisation one free from the threat of war and cleansed of internal strife. Men could be themselves, not one of a herd. We could start again, and this time leave out all the things which make peoples and races go rotten. We have a wonderful chance to create something good and fine—if they will let us.”


  “Who?” Mary looked at him with a new expression on her smooth features, as if she were seeing him for the first time. The doctor noticed it and smiled.


  “The people themselves. Us. The race of homo sapiens Can we build or must we always spoil what we create? Are we big enough to start again, or are we doomed always to fail?” He sighed as he turned to face her. “What do you think of men, Mary? Can it be done?”


  “I don’t know,” she said doubtfully. “I am not a sociologist, I only know what every woman wants.”


  “Yes?”


  “Peace. A home of her own. A husband, children and a clean world for them to grow up in. A woman wants the simple things, the decent things. Is that wrong?”


  “No.! That is what every sane person wants, but we are up against something too big for us.” The doctor had little red spots of anger high on both cheeks as he jerked out the words.


  “A simple thing, too simple perhaps for the mind of man to imagine. We must have progress, spaceships, armies and war. We must have radio and television, scandal and gossip, hate and fear, murder and cringing cowardice. We must have the lash of want, the drive of accumulated wealth, we must sneer and fawn. We must have civilisation, twenty first century model, we must have it and like it!”


  He breathed deeply, his eyes glittering in the fitful light of the guttering candle and his pale cheeks red with repressed emotion.


  “Mankind is sick, Mary. Sick in mind. Men have forgotten to think straight, they distrust charity, sheer from generosity and believe that kindness is a sign of weakness. Mankind is rotten!”


  “Bunk!” Jim smiled down at the angry face of the doctor and calmly reached for his jug.


  He drank, letting some of the noxious fluid rill down his chin and splash on his chest and thighs. He wiped his lips and chin and set down the empty container.


  “Like most people, Doc., you are confusing a system with a living organism. You are hurt, so you must blame someone. You can’t get your own way, so again you look for a scapegoat. It is a natural emotion, but a bad one. It has led to war and persecution, it always will.”


  He sighed and absently began honing his knife against the wide leather of his belt.


  “We have a chance here to alter all that. I spoke of a second phase, I coined the term, because in a way I am a student of sociology, every business man is even though he may not know it, but I have taken the trouble to read a little about the subject. Venus isn’t new. The mere fact that it is a new world doesn’t make it new. It is new in only one thing—there are no natives.”


  “We can’t be certain of that,” protested the doctor. The planet hasn’t really been explored.”


  “Agreed, but as far as we know there are no natives, and that assumption is good enough for what I am trying to explain.” He tested the edge of the glittering blade against his thumb, and resumed his rhythmic honing motions.


  “When ships first touched the tropical islands they traded beads and trinkets for cargoes of spices and rare gums. Naturally those cargoes were worth far more than what they paid, but they had to carry the stuff home and make a profit. The natives collected the spices, the factor paid them, and the ships called and freighted the goods away. Nothing wrong in that was there?”


  “No,” agreed the doctor reluctantly.


  “After a while the trading post grew, men settled there and began to develop the land, they were the pioneers. After them came the exploiters, the gamblers, the get-rich-quick type of adventurer and finally came the solid business men, the builders, the long term specialists. Do you follow me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Now the same thing is happening here—but there are no natives. Now what does that make us?”


  “I see.” The doctor stared at the slender figure of the other man, and slowly nodded his head. “We are the natives!”


  “Exactly, but there is one thing wrong with my explanation. If we were true natives we would be shoved aside to make room for the adventurers, we could be satisfied to trade the buttons for beads, cigarettes and cheap liquor. Why not? What standard of comparison would we have? A metal knife to a native would be treasure unimaginable—but we are not natives.”


  “Aren’t we?” The tall doctor shrugged as he looked at the savage figure beside him. “What would you call yourself, Jim, a model of civilised man?”


  “No, but I am not a native and never will be a native. I am talking about psychology now, my dress doesn’t matter. What does matter is that I have the same brain as the new arrivals, I talk the same language, I like the same things. I am one of them, not a distinct species or race.” He smiled at Mary and tested his knife again. Satisfied he slipped it back into its sheath.


  “Now what great advantage have we over any native?”


  “Advantage?” The doctor frowned. “I don’t know, unless. . . .”


  “Yes,” said Jim quietly. “We can arouse a sympathy with the new arrivals. We can work together—something impossible for any true native to do with his exploiter. How could it be otherwise? They wouldn’t be able to understand each other, they wouldn’t even think along the same paths, but we can, we do. We are men, Earthmen, and they are our brothers, planetary brothers. We are in this together, and together we can find our way out.”


  “But why couldn’t you have done this before?” Mary stared at them, only half understanding what they were talking about. “Why wait until now?”


  “Because we had to wait. We had to arouse the old-timers from their apathy, jerk them into remembering who and what they are. The new arrivals have done that. This murder, bad as it is, can be a good thing. It has woken up the dreamers, and made them realise their danger.”


  “I still think that all this could have been done before.”


  “No. It could not have been done before.” Jim smiled as he stared at her puzzled expression. “I am a business man, Mary, and I do things in a business like way. That means I do them in an efficient way. We needed the new arrivals, we needed the doctor’s gift of medical supplies, and we needed this worm.”


  He touched the copper coil with gentle hands, smiling as he stared down at the seamless tube. “We’ll have a general meeting tomorrow, now let’s get some sleep.”


  Deliberately he blew out the candle.


  Chapter VI


  They gathered in a clearing surrounded by the mighty boles of the towering trees, two hundred of them, all the available men of the settlement. They were a mixed lot, naked skins and bark cloth garments mingled with the khaki of neatly dressed new arrivals. Most of them were emaciated, with rough skin and protruding bones. A few were clean shaven, most had beards, all wore long sheath knives.


  Jim stood on a rising hump of ground and watched as they gathered, they moved reluctantly, glaring suspiciously at each other, their hands hovering in the region of their blades.


  “Listen!” yelled Jim. “Gather close to me, and listen.” He stared at them as they crowded around the hummock, and he grinned as he saw the red hair of the doctor flash as he forced his way through the crowd.


  “Are they all here, Doc?”


  “All that could walk, all that would come.” The tall man climbed up beside Jim. “The women are staying behind and minding the children. They aren’t needed are they?”


  “No. We could do with far less people here but if we had a secret meeting it would defeat our own object.” He faced the crowd, noticing how the group in khaki-drill kept away from the half naked old-timers.


  “I called this meeting,” he commenced, “because there has been a killing, the first since men came to Venus. I’m throwing no blame, and as we have no police there will be no punishment, but we don’t want it to happen again.”


  “It was their fault,” yelled a bearded man. He glared at the group of neat figures. “They started the trouble.”


  “And you finished it.” Jim held up his hand for silence. “Let’s forget it. A man is dead, well what of it? Did he have any friends?”


  He stared at them as they looked at each other, shifting uncomfortably on their feet.


  “No? I thought not, so there can be no reason for anyone getting excited about it. Now for the benefit of those who haven’t been here very long, I’m going to repeat a few facts and figures. We are all stranded on Venus, every one of us. You know that, by now you have already worked it out for yourselves, and that being so, we must learn to work together. I’ve called this meeting to remind all of you that we have something in common. There are no bosses here, no law, no exploited. We have no wealthy and no poor. We are equal.”


  “You don’t class me with the rest of these bums I hope?” A man neat and clean in his khaki thrust himself forward, his face red and angry. He glared contemptuously at Jim.


  “Look at them, and look at yourself. What kind of a man are you? Naked, dirty, unshaven, you look like a tramp. Why should I listen to you?”


  “I’ve been here over five years,” said Jim quietly. “When did you arrive?”


  “A short while ago, but does that make any difference? You can buy stuff from the trading post if you’d work to gather a harvest. Any man can remain clean.”


  “Agreed. I could buy soap, razor blades, junk like that but I don’t want to. I mind my business, you mind yours and if you don’t want to stay you needn’t.”


  The man hesitated, then flushed and rejoined the little group of new arrivals. Jim stared at the crowd.


  “See what I mean? That man has only just arrived and already he thinks of us as a different species. Wait until his clothing rots, until he marries and his kids need canned milk. Wait until he snaps the blade of his knife and has to buy another one. You know what I’m talking about, you’ve all been through it.” He stared directly at the little group in their neat khaki.


  “Pm trying to help you people, but if you think that you know it all then don’t let me stop you. If you want to learn then stay. Is there any of you who thinks that he knows all there is to know?”


  They didn’t answer, but they stayed and some of them seemed anxious.


  It had grown hot and the humid air seemed to clog the lungs and drain the vitality from brain and blood. Jim swayed a little passing his hand over his eyes and trying to remember when he had last eaten. The doctor pressed something into his hand, and gratefully he swallowed the salt pills.


  “It is a question of just how much you want to get back home,” he said. “Do you want to get back to Earth?”


  Their answer came as a growl, an animal-like sound echoing from the great trees and seeming to hang suspended in the air. A man struggled forward from where he stood, his khaki damp and sodden with sweat.


  “Naturally we want to get back home,” he shouted. “I’ve a wife and child waiting for me. What are you getting at?”


  “Don’t you know? Haven’t you figured it out yet?” Jim stared pityingly at the worried looking man. “You know how much you can get for the buttons from the trading post?”


  “Yes, the factor told us. Ten cents a pound.”


  “Well?”


  Silence fell as the man made swift mental calculations. He stared at Jim. “Two years at the most, and I’ll be able to retire a rich man.”


  Laughter drifted from the assembled crowd. Mocking laughter, cruel and utterly disillusioned. The man stared about: him, great globules of sweat glistening on his face and neck.


  “It rains about two hundred days a year, and each time it rains we can gather a harvest. An experienced man can gather about fifty pounds of acceptable buttons each harvest, and if he is very good, even more.” Jim paused. “So with a good years work a man can earn a thousand dollars. Now do you see?”


  “I can earn more than that,” protested the man. “I’ve picked cotton, I’m quick.”


  “Be as quick as you like the fact remains that a passage to Earth will cost you twenty thousand dollars, maybe more.” Jim was deliberately brutal. “Twenty years constant work my friend. Twenty years. Do you still want to go home?”


  The silence grew. The air seemed filled with tension as each man went over the same old figures. They had done it a thousand times, and always the answer remained the same. A lifetime of solid work.


  Exile!


  “Now a man can’t live here without salt, he sweats, and the lost salt must be replaced. The vegetation has a little but not enough, so you must buy salt pills from the factor. Maybe you like to shave, a pack of blades costs a harvest, a bar of soap the same. A razor will take three good crops, a can of dried milk for an ailing child six. If you smoke then you’ll work for cigarettes alone, and a box of matches will set you back a day’s work. A candle will take care of five harvests, a new knife twenty. Clothes will keep you busy for months, and if you like canned food, then you won’t earn enough to eat.”


  He paused, staring at them, feeling the sweat trickle down his naked chest.


  “You can wear hark of course, eat local food, give up shaving and washing with soap. You can watch children starve for want of milk their mothers can’t supply, and see invalids crave for some delicacy they can’t earn. You can forget that you’re men, live like animals, sleeping when the sun sets, and rising when it is light again, but you must have salt. That is one thing you can’t do without, and so you must gather the buttons and sell for what you can get.”


  “I don’t believe it!” The cotton picker stared desperately at his companions. “They couldn’t do this to us, they couldn’t!”


  “Why not?” Jim stared coldly at the man. “Did anyone force you to come here? Did they employ you, lie to you? No. You came because you hoped to get rich. You’re here because you wanted to come, and for no other reason.”


  Silence fell and the heavy air strained with hidden tension. A man hawked and spat. A big thick-set man with a blotched red face and ears thick with scar tissue, his shirt strained across the muscles of his back and he wore his trousers thrust into big knee-boots. His hands were scarred as from many blows, and his lips twisted in a perpetual sneer. Hair matted his chest thrusting in little tufts from his open shirt, and his teeth were black and broken.


  “Lies,” he sneered. “Dirty lies.”


  “So?” Jim stared at him, half-hearing the doctor’s low warning. “What do you know about it?”


  “I know this. I’m not going to sweat collecting buttons. You can do it for me.” He turned to his companions. “How about it fellows? If this dirty native won’t work we’ll make him, eh?”


  “I am not a native,” said Jim curtly. He tried to ignore the man. “I have told all of you what the situation is here, to most of you it’s an old tale. To you others it may have come as a surprise. No one is to blame, we have merely been caught in an unfortunate situation, but there may be a way out.”


  “What is it?” The cotton picker moved forward, his face tense and anxious. “Can we ever get back home?”


  “Not as things are, not while we have to pay passage based on displaced freight when the freight is worth twenty thousand dollars.”


  “First I want you all to let me have your harvests. It is time that we began working as a single unit and not as a collection of individuals. I want you all to make your credit with the trading post over to me, and I want you all to work at full capacity until I tell you otherwise.”


  “What do we get out of it?” The cotton picker was very anxious. Jim shrugged.


  “You must trust me. Well?”


  A ripple of conversation passed over the crowd. Men muttered to each other, glancing at the almost naked man on the hummock and biting their lips with indecision. He stood quietly waiting for their reply, and suddenly he didn’t really care what the reply might be. It was too hot, the air was too thick and heavy, action, even the mental action of thought, was too much trouble. He felt very tired and his mouth seemed full of vile tasting cotton.


  He didn’t see the doctor’s worried expression or feel his supporting arm. His skin burned and he longed for the dark coolness of his hut.


  An old man, his face hidden behind a bush of grey beard raised his thin voice.


  “We all know Jim, and we can trust him. I’m willing to hand him my harvest.”


  Others joined in the general chorus, even some of the new arrivals agreeing to let a single man do their trade. All except one.


  The big thick-set man spat and sneered at those around him. He laughed and pointed to Jim, contempt in his every gesture.


  “Fools! Can’t you see that he wants you all to give him your money. He’ll take it, and the next thing you know he’ll be heading for Earth leaving you all in debt. Why not trust the company? They treated me square, and they’ll treat you the same. We want no agitators here, we can do without his kind. A trouble maker, that’s all he is.”


  “Shut up!”


  “Try and make me, tramp!”


  “I’ve warned you,” said Jim coldly. “Keep your big mouth out of this.”


  “Threatening me?” The big man grinned and showed his broken teeth. He stood in an awkward posture, one hand hidden behind his back, and suddenly those around him forced themselves away.


  Jim smiled, a thin tight smile, and rested his hand on the hilt of his knife. When he moved his arm was a blur of motion, the blade a glimmer of steel. The big man coughed and fell, blood rilling from his punctured throat.


  Chapter VII


  Max grinned wiping the eternal sweat from his beefy features and widening his eyes at the bags of buttons Jim had brought for trade. He busied himself examining and weighing the harvest, and shot shrewd glances at the thin figure of the other man.


  “Heard that you had some sort of a fever, Jim. You alright now?”


  “Yes. The Doc pulled me round with some of his new drugs. It weakened me though.”


  “I also heard about that meeting you had, killed a man didn’t you?”


  “He was armed,” said Jim casually. “It was me or him.”


  A man wouldn’t stand much of a chance in a knife fight with you, you’re too handy with a blade.”


  “He had a gun, wore it in his hip pocket. It was a lucky throw.”


  “I heard that you threw all of twenty feet. Did you?”


  “About that.”


  “And that you’ve talked the settlement into making you their sole agent for handling the buttons.”


  “You hear too much,” snapped Jim. “Did you get all the stuff ready?”


  “Yes.” The big man sulked for a moment as he piled packages onto the rough counter, then curiosity getting the better of him, he smiled.


  “Did the worm suit you, Jim?”


  “Yes.” Jim grinned at the other’s expression and took a squat earthenware jar from a reed bag. “Try the brew,” he invited. “It was worth waiting for that tubing it’s better than brandy.”


  He took a swig and handed across the container. “Here.”


  “Thanks.” The factor gulped at the potent spirit and coughed as tears started to his eyes. “What is it made of, Jim, dynamite?”


  “Something like that, have some more.”


  The jar tilted again, and the factor shook his head as he set down the jar. “Remember me when you brew some more of that stuff. I’d appreciate a jug or two to keep me company.” He stared out of the door at the circling fence. “It gets lonely here at times, especially at night.”


  “Why don’t you come down into the settlement?”


  “I can’t, regulations say I’m to remain within call of the radio beacon, I can never tell if a ship is due, not with the schedules they’re running nowadays.” He burped a little and wiped his lips.


  “A hell of a job,” he grumbled. “I’m supposed to run this place single handed, if it wasn’t for the pay I’d have quit long ago.”


  “Can you quit?”


  “Certainly I can quit. If I stick the five years I’m guaranteed a passage home, but if I’m willing to pay my own I can quit anytime.”


  “Twenty thousand dollars is a lot of cash,” reminded Jim quietly. “I think that I’d try and stick it.”


  “I’m going to,” promised the fat man, “don’t worry, I’m no fool.” He burped again and reached for his books.


  “Now let me see. Total credit of the entire settlement minus the value of goods taken, plus the value of delivered harvest.” He glanced at the other man. “You still have some money left, anything more that you want?”


  “Yes.” Jim threw several packages onto the counter. “Send these on the next ship.”


  “Letters?” Max balanced them on one fat hand and frowned at Jim. “Who would you be writing to?”


  “My lawyers, I had some property when I left and I want to sell it.”


  “Pretty heavy aren’t they?” The big man weighed them and stuck on the appropriate stamps. “That about clears your credit.” He glanced puzzledly at the pile of trade goods. “I can’t imagine what you want all those salt pills for, and soap and knives. I can understand the canned milk, but candles and matches are something you’ve always managed to do without, What’s the idea, Jim?”


  “Stocking up before the price rises,” said Jim absently. He watched his helpers load the precious goods into reed bags and carry them away.


  “Goodbye, Max.”


  “Goodbye? But you’ll be in tomorrow won’t your.”


  “No. I’m going on a short trip, I want to explore a little.”


  “I’ll see you again though won’t I?”


  “Sure you will.” Jim gestured and left the trading post.


  He was smiling as he went.


  Mary came from the hut as he approached, she had altered since her arrival, here hair had grown a little and her figure seemed even more slender than normal. She wore a halter and skirt of beaten bark, and her small feet were protected with sandals of bark thonged to her slim legs. She smiled and waved and Jim felt his heart accelerate as he saw her.


  A second figure emerged from the hut, then a third, and the spell was broken with their arrival.


  “How did it go?” The tall figure of the red-headed doctor seemed more stooped than usual and his thin features were sharp and tense. Jim nodded at the third person.


  “Hello Mrs Burges, how is the baby now?”


  “As well as can be expected, Jim. Mary here is a great help.” She looked at the two men. “Are you going off again?”


  “Yes, care to come with us, Mary?”


  “May I?” She glanced at the woman at her side. “Will you be able to manage?”


  “Of course I will, dear. You go off and have a good time.” She smiled at Jim “About time certain persons made their minds up I say. If they don’t then there are some as will step in first.”


  “Goodbye,” said Jim hastily. “Ready, Doc?”


  “Ready.”


  “Good, come on, Mary.” He picked up a bag and together they strode off into the forest.


  * * * *


  They walked a long way.


  It rested in a small clearing, a contraption of crude pottery and cruder brick. It squatted on a nest of glowing charcoal, and the twisting copper tubing from its summit was strange and alien against the primitiveness of the rest. A man squatted by the fire, feeding it with scraps of wood and another poured water over the copper worm. Others tended the distilled liquor and still others worked on earthenware jugs and containers.


  “What is it?” Mary frowned as she stared at the strange apparatus. “What are those men doing?”


  “A still, and those men are tending it.” Jim stared proudly at the contraption. “Look at it, Mary. The first non-essential construction on the planet. A still! An apparatus to make alcohol from buttons and other sugar bearing fungi and roots.”


  “What’s it for?”


  “I told you, to make alcohol.”


  “But why, Jim?”


  “We can get drunk on it,” said Jim cheerfully. “Have you ever been drunk, Mary?”


  “No, and I don’t think that I want to.” She stared at him a frown creasing her fine brows. “I know you too well for that, Jim. What is the real reason?”


  “Can’t you guess?”


  “Is it something to do with our getting back home?”


  “Yes.”


  “But how? What good does making alcohol do? How will it help us?” She grabbed his arm in semi-annoyance and he smiled over her head at the tall doctor.


  “Shall we tell her?”


  “Why not, they’ll all know soon.” The doctor shrugged and set down his bag. “You may as well now that she is here.”


  Jim sighed and sat down on the rich black loam, resting his. back against the bole of a fern tree. Mary sat beside him, and for a moment he remained silent, enjoying the nearness of her and toying with idle thoughts.


  “Well?” she said.


  “Mary, you must have wondered about one thing since you arrived here. You know of course that the rejuvenating oil from the buttons can’t be transported, the shock of take-off alters the chemical balance so that it breaks down into other compounds. Even when cushioned and refrigerated it breaks down, it is too unstable.”


  “I had wondered about that,” she admitted. “It seemed the obvious thing to do, extract the oil I mean and ship that instead of the buttons themselves.”


  “That was the first thing they tried, the extraction plant is still locked in the trading post, but it wouldn’t work. They must use the buttons themselves.”


  “I think I know what you’re getting at,” she said slowly. “I have wondered about it. If the buttons are so precious and as they pay so little, why do the settlers still harvest them? Why not just refuse to gather them until they get more pay?”


  “Exactly. That is the one obvious fact, and it is the one key to the whole problem.” He turned a little and faced her, wishing that he had taken time to shave off his beard and wash with real soap.


  “It all rests on the freight charges. The people have always.


  wanted to get back home, and sub-consciously they have been afraid of offending the company. They thought along the lines that even though they didn’t get what they had expected for the buttons, still it lowered freight costs, and so made it that much easier to pay passage. False logic of course, but there were other reasons.”


  “The salt pills?”


  “Yes, that and other things.” He paused, staring at the busy figures of the workmen and recalling the distant past.


  Remembering!


  He remembered his first savage bitterness and the defiant refusal to gather and sell the precious buttons. Cramp had almost killed him, cramp induced by the lack of salt, and so reluctantly he had traded for the necessary tablets.


  It had grown too dismal in the dark, the nights were too long and the forest too silent for a man used to the busy hum of cities. It seemed essential to gather a few harvests and buy candles and matches.


  His knife had broken, and someone had stolen his razor. It had been hard to dispense with soap, and his stomach had craved the lost luxuries of civilised food. A woman had grown hysterical at the sight of her starving child, and an old man had coughed his life away while dreaming of the comfort of tobacco.


  There had been many reasons, too many, and after the keen edge of despair had dulled a little, it seemed normal to gather the harvest and sell it to the trading post for what it would fetch. Others did it, why not he?


  And so apathy had slowly and relentlessly undermined the first savage bitterness—and the price of the harvest remained as it was.


  Chapter VIII


  Thunder rumbled over the heavy air, the man-made thunder of sprouting venturis, and for a moment brilliant fire splashed across the heavens. Jim smiled, rolling on his side as he stared at the ascending spaceship, then relaxed with an easy grace.


  “That’s it, Mary. The last shipload of buttons at the old price.”


  “Tell me about it,” she insisted. “You have a plan, I know that you have, what is it all about?”


  He chuckled at the tense expression on her delicate features, and restrained a desire to kiss her full red lips. He remembered his own appearance and sighed a little as he remembered her dead husband. Weak though he had been, yet he had been handsome. What could a woman like her see in a tramp like him?


  “You asked me about the still,” he said. “Remember?”


  “You told me that we could all get drunk on crude alcohol, was it the truth?”


  “Yes, but that wasn’t the real reason for building it. Alcohol has more than one use, and the doctor and I found that it could do more than just get a man drunk, much more.” He smiled as he stretched beneath the shade of a fern tree, and stared down at the thatched roofs of the settlement.


  “We injected a little into one of the buttons, a minute puncture undiscoverable to the naked eye. The button seemed to be the same, but the alcohol had reduced the interior to a mass of slush.” He glanced at the woman by his side. “The rejuvenating oil was broken down into simple elements, as valuable freight the button was a dead loss.”


  “I see. Did you know all this before?”


  “Yes. When men first found what the buttons could do they tried every experiment imaginable to keep the extracted oil stable, pure alcohol was one of the many failures, and they must have forgotten all about it.” He waved at the distant figure of the doctor, beckoning the tall man to join them.


  “I knew about it, but I could do nothing with the knowledge until I could build a still. I had to wait until I could buy a worm, and by a lucky chance the doctor received a gift of medical supplies, a gift containing several hypodermic needles. Now do you understand?”


  “You’ve injected all the buttons,” she whispered. “I wondered why you wanted all the settlers to give you their harvests, you spoiled them before they were shipped, Jim!”


  “Yes?”


  “What will they do to you now? You’ve sold the company rubbish, cost them millions in freight and lost profit. What will they do?”


  “Nothing.” He smiled as the tall doctor dropped down beside them his thin features strained with fatigue. He nodded at Mary, and looked expressively at Jim.


  “Well it’s done now. What will happen next, Tim?”


  “Mary was asking the same question, I’ll give you the same answer. Nothing. Nothing will happen, what did you expect?” He laughed as he saw their tense expressions.


  “What did you expect? Guards? Overseers with whips? Punishment? No. We shall remain just as we are, but now we can ask our own price for the buttons.” He laughed again, then sobered as he saw their incredulity.


  “Don’t ever fall into the error of thinking of the company as an enemy. They are net our enemy and they never will be. They are business men, and as business men they must do things in a business-like fashion. I used to be one, and I know. It isn’t business that is a threat to peace and security, exactly the opposite. Business wants a peaceful world, it wants a prosperous one. People cannot buy if they have no money, and they can’t have money unless they can work as they wish. No. The real guardian of liberty and freedom is business, and never forget that.”


  “Exploiters,” snapped the doctor. “You talk of them as though they had nothing to do with all this.” He pointed towards the settlement. “Why are we here if it wasn’t because of greed and the profit-grabbing policy of the company?”


  “You make me sick,” snapped Jim, “and for a medical man you show a surprising amount of sheer ignorance.”


  He deliberately grinned at the angry man.


  “The company sold us passage here then took advantage of our presence to make a good trade. They didn’t lure us here with false promises, they didn’t employ us and then leave us stranded. They simply took us where we wanted to go.”


  “They could have told us what to expect, they knew what we wanted.” The doctor was still angry.


  “Why should they? It had nothing to do with the company what we thought, they told us the truth, the buttons are worth more than a hundred dollars a pound on Earth. If we filled in the rest to suit ourselves, then it was our fault.”


  “Why do you defend them?” Mary stared at Jim, her slender figure tense with repressed anger. “They killed my husband, ignored the horrible conditions here, turned civilised men into savages, and yet you seem to admire them.”


  “Who are you talking about?” Jim sat upright as he turned to stare at her. “Who are these mysterious people you refer to as ‘them.’ What are they? A group? An individual? A race? Explain yourself!”


  “They are the company, the men who make all the money, the exploiters, the ones who have brought us to this!”


  “They don’t exist,” said Jim calmly. “There is not one single individual who is responsible for what we do. The sole purpose of the company is to make money, that is the sole purpose of any company. They can do it better if they give good service if their employees are happy, if they can sell their product. The one maxim of any business man is a simple one. Create a demand—then supply it!”


  He squinted at the golden patch of the sun, and rubbed thoughtfully at his beard.


  “The demand was created as soon as men found that the button-oil could restore their youth. The spaceship company was formed to supply that demand. To stay in business they must continue to supply it—and that makes us the most important people on two planets.”


  “How do you mean?” The tall doctor laughed curtly as he stared at the almost naked man. “If we are important, then how is it that you can’t afford a shave?”


  “Importance has nothing to do with money,” said Jim calmly. “Listen! The last three ships leaving here have been loaded with rubbish, buttons injected with alcohol from the still. Now what must happen? Immediately there is a tremendous demand for the buttons, and as the demand grows so the price will rise. Other ships will be built, lots of other ships, the buttons are the most profitable freight in the history of man. New companies will be formed as the demand for buttons makes them the most sought after thing ever known, and the monopoly will be broken.”


  “I can follow that, but where do we come in?”


  “They depend on us for the harvests. What else can they do? Employ men, and have to pay them high wages plus a guaranteed return passage? That will come expensive when each man will cost twenty thousand dollars return passage plus wages and cost of living. What else can they do then?”


  “Pay us what we ask!” Mary sprang to her feet, her eyes shining. “Jim! Why didn’t you tell us all this before?”


  “I saved it for a surprise.” He grew serious staring at the distant wire fence of the landing field. “I had to force the pace, ruin the last three cargoes of buttons, and cheat the factor. We can’t live for very long without the trade goods and I’m gambling that they need the buttons more than we need the salt.”


  “Then it isn’t certain? We aren’t sure of getting what we want?” The tall doctor sagged, his thin features lined and anxious.


  “No,” said Jim quietly. “It is still a gamble.”


  He glanced towards the drifting masses of white clouds forever shielding the burning glory of the sun, his head cocked a little as though he listened to a distant sound. He pointed, his face set and grim.


  Thunder echoed from the heavens. Thunder and the stabbing fire of a landing spaceship.


  Chapter IX


  They were strange men to see on a pioneer world. To Jim they seemed almost alien in their well-cut clothing, their smooth massaged faces, their quiet voices and bulging brief cases. He stared at them, half-envying them their appurtenances of civilization and the calm business-like fashion in which they set to work. They were the official representatives of the company—and this was the show-down.


  Max introduced them, Jim, the doctor, Mary and a few more from the settlement. By common consent Jim was the spokesman and they accepted this with the same smooth efficiency that seemed to characterise their every movement.


  It was much like a board meeting on distant Earth.


  “We have come to Venus to discover what is the trouble behind the non-delivery of buttons,” said one of the men. He stared at the factor. “As our official representative here, you are of course to blame.”


  “I didn’t know what they were doing,” mumbled the fat man, he seemed shrunken and suddenly old. “I examined the buttons as usual.” He stared accusingly at Jim. “I still don’t know what happened.”


  “The last shipment before we left Earth was useless. The buttons had been injected with a foreign substance our chemists say was crude alcohol and the discovery was so shocking that we came at once.” He stared at Jim. “Are the other shipments the same?”


  “Yes.”


  “I see. Then in effect you have systematically robbed the company of more than six million dollars.”


  “We have robbed the company of nothing.” Jim leaned back in his reed chair. “We sold goods to your factor, goods which he passed, and took their stated value in trade goods. What you have lost in the way of potential profits does not concern us.”


  “Granted, but you admit that we have lost both the profit and the cost of transportation?”


  “Caveat Emptor,” quoted Jim cheerfully. “Let the buyer beware.”


  “Hardly ethical,” said the man coldly, “but that is not the issue at the moment.” He turned to the fat man sitting nervously at the end of the table. “You are of course relieved from duty. A new factor has been appointed and he will take over the trading post from you.”


  “Does that mean that I’m going home?”


  “Perhaps. As you have failed your trust, the company will naturally expect you to pay your own passage. That is in your contract with us as you know’.”


  “But I haven’t got twenty thousand dollars,” protested the fat man. “I can’t pay.”


  The man shrugged.


  “The worth of buttons on Earth at the moment is now more than three hundred dollars a pound. You will need sixty thousand to compensate for displaced cargo.”


  “Sixty thousand!” The fat man stared helplessly around him. Sweat began to ooze from his red face, dripping onto his sagging paunch. “I haven’t got it, you know I haven’t. Jim! You got me into this, you’ve got to get me out!”


  “Steady, Max,” warned Jim. “You haven’t lost your job yet, and even if you do I can give you another.”


  “Job? What job?”


  “Running the still.” Jim laughed at their startled expressions. The neatly dressed man wasn’t amused.


  “Ah yes, the still,” he said coldly. “That of course will have to be destroyed.”


  Jim stared at him, his eyes suddenly hard and almost feral. Idly his hand dropped to the hilt of his knife.


  “Touch that still,” he said quietly, “and I’ll drive my knife into your throat, and that goes for any other man you may send.” Silence filled the heavy air of the trading post. Silence, and the delicate traces of a mounting tension. The man from Earth cleared his throat and glanced at his companions.


  “You mean murder?” he asked quietly.


  “No,” said Jim. “I shall kill with all the due process of the law.” He leaned across the rough table and smiled directly at the other man.


  “I am entitled to guard my own property,” he explained gently. “You see, I happen to own all the land for ten square miles around the spaceport.”


  He sat back and silence gathered in the room.


  * * * *


  The sun had almost set when they left the conference. Jim was smiling, the tall doctor shook his head in baffled wonder, and Mary seemed like a young girl again as she clung to Jim’s arm.


  “I can’t believe it,” muttered the tall doctor. He stared at Jim. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I wasn’t too sure, not even up to the very end,” said Jim slowly. “If anything went wrong then you could always put the blame on me, and little harm would have been done, as it is . . .”


  “We have won!” The doctor straightened, and stared back at the glittering pillar of the spaceship. “Now we can really have the things we need. Two dollars a pound! More than any of us ever expected to get for the buttons.”


  “Enough,” agreed Jim.


  “It’s a start anyway.”


  “It’s more than enough. Even with the freight costs making a passage home more than sixty thousand dollars we can still do it. Three years, maybe four, and the freight rates will drop as the harvests improve. We may even be home within two years. Think of it, Jim! Home!”


  “Not for me.” Jim smiled at the startled expression on the tall man’s features. “I can’t go home, and now I don’t want to. This is my home, all this. A new fresh world!” He shook his head. “I filed squatters rights on this entire section and I didn’t do it because I wanted to leave it. Five years I’ve waited. Five years of dragging hell, and now it’s mine.” He laughed as he remembered what had happened back in the trading post.


  “They hadn’t even thought of it, and with the precedent of Mars before them all the time. You remember that, Doc?”


  The tall man nodded, a strange expression in his eyes. “Yes. They found radioactives in the deserts and one man stayed on a section for five years. No one knew it, but he’d filed squatters rights, he could do it because of an old law regarding the claiming of undeveloped land. The lawyers had a field day over it, some arguing that as it was extra-terrestial land the laws didn’t apply. The defence countered that if those laws didn’t apply, which ones did?” The doctor shrugged.


  “The claim was granted and the settler sold it for five million, then drank himself to death.”


  “Exactly. I knew of that old precedent, and it will be held valid in any court on Earth. I own this land. I sent the final papers to my lawyers just before we ruined the cargoes, and it’s mine.”


  “What good is it?” Mary sounded bitter. “What do you intend doing with it, charging rent on the shacks?”


  “No. I own it, and that means that I’ve a monopoly on all buttons gathered on my land. Don’t you see it even now?” He halted and faced them, his eyes blazing as he strove to put his emotions into words.


  “I own it! I can charge what I like for the buttons, and no one can stop me! I can raise the price so high that it will be cheaper for the old men and women of Earth to come here for their treatment, rather than pay the exorbitant prices for the longevity serum on Earth! I shall swing the trade away from the home planet! I shall bring the money to Venus, and with the money will come everything we can ever want!”


  He quietened himself as he saw understanding dawn on their faces, and resumed walking towards the huts of the settlement.


  “It will take time of course, and it must be done carefully and gently. At no time must we allow it to be cheaper for the company to build a new spaceport and gather their own harvest. We must always cut the price to a level where it will be good business to deal with us, and bad business to collect for themselves. Other ships will land here of course, new ships from new companies, and once built those ships must be made to pay. We can operate our own separation plant, extract the oil, and give the rejuvenation treatment ourselves. It will be all profit, and we must give it at a price which will attract people to Venus—”


  “It might work,” said the doctor slowly. “It will have to be done with care, but it might work at that.”


  “It will work,” promised Jim firmly. “It can’t help but work. Economics will make it work, business, call it what you like, but it must work. It just can’t help it.”


  “What of the people who want to go home?” Mary stared at the playing children in the streets of the settlement. “What of them?”


  “Those who want to go, can go, but who will want to? They have a stake here, on Earth they have nothing. Wait until the money begins pouring in, until the machinery arrives and comforts. A pretty dress can work wonders with any woman, and what man would give up this ideal for a factory?”


  Flame thundered from the heavens as a spaceship lowered itself carefully through the clouds towards the landing field. Jim stared at it and smiled, pressing Mary’s arm as he stood with her by his side.


  “Here they come,” he murmured. “The trade ships bearing the seeds of a new civilisation.” He looked down at the woman his eyes tender as he searched her delicate features. She smiled up at him and gently touched his chin.


  “Beaver!”


  “I’ll shave,” he promised. “I’ll shave every day, twice a day if you want me to. Mary?”


  “Yes?”


  He swallowed and stood looking at her, frightened to put what he felt into words. A scavenger beetle scurried over the rich black loam, touching her naked foot, and with a little scream she clung tightly to him.


  “Yes, Jim,” she whispered. “Yes!”


  He kissed her then, kissed her as he had often imagined kissing her, hungrily, greedily, pressing her to him and tasting the sweetness of her lips.


  A soft breeze blew across the tops of the towering fern trees, and the doctor shifted impatiently as he stared at the young couple. Like savages, he thought dispassionately. Dressed in beaten bark, with sandals lashed to their feet and dirt on their skins.


  Savages.


  Yet they had what no savage ever had. They had minds honed and whetted, trained and hardened by a civilisation more tough and feral than any jungle could ever be. They would marry and rear children to inherit a new world. A clean world.


  He sighed and moved away.


  LAND OF THE MATRIARCHS


  E. Bruce Yaches


  FRANK MASON handed the Venerian the one-gram packet of tobacco. The Venerian extended a psuedopod and enfolded it, withdrawing packet and psuedopod into itself.


  “My Fathers request You-of-the-Source to deliver more of this substance to me, their Son.” Frank hefted the leaves of deen which the Venerian had given him. “Will You-of-the-Source oblige within the next few darkings and lightings?” Protocol demanded that he refer to the Venerians’ origin from the “Prime Source” for the little creatures placed infinite faith in externals and verbal structures.


  The thin piping voice of the Venerian replied graciously:


  “We-of-the-Source will enjoy doing this action for a Son of the Fathers such as you.”


  With abruptness the creature sphered itself and rolled like a three-foot bowling ball through the open door of the aluminum collectors’ hut. Frank knew that the Venerian would be back shortly with quantities of deen. He liked the Venerians for whom nothing mattered so much as fulfilling an obligation regardless of the reward—though they could bargain at times. Filial duty was the highest belief of the Venerians. “Fathers” was a good name for Biologicals Limited, Venus.


  “About time I did a little collecting from the Outlanders too,” Frank muttered half-audibly. Enough time alone and it’s perfectly normal to carry on audible conversations with yourself. “I’ll have to take a run-down to New Paris,” Frank said wryly, “I’m beginning to feel too lonesome.” Companionship, of women particularly, was scarce outside the few cities, and even they were losing lots of women to the crazy cult of the Matriarchies which had begun to get a foothold even this far from Terra.


  Frank jumped into his heliflitter, patted his side to make sure the beamer was there—at night the variety of wriggling, crawling monstrosities that Venerian darkness could bring out, were fearful. He headed due North. His first collecting point was a colony of the Venerians about thirty miles from the hut and almost halfway straight to City Nightinggale, as the little matriarchal colony was called.


  He’d never seen it nor did he care to. Matriarchs often dropped into the cities for supplies and trading and what he’d seen of the girls didn’t seem particularly inviting. In addition the Matriarchies were never enthusiastic about male visitors—even bio-chemists.


  About twenty miles out, he suddenly spotted another heliflitter sitting on the soft ground. Automatically on Venus you give assistance. Humans are too few and far apart. He put the’flitter down a few feet away from the other.


  The girl was working on the engine and obviously she was from the Matriarchy from the markings on the’flitter. But she was certainly different. She wore nothing but a brief halter and scanty combination and despite the dirt a grease that marked her, she was beautiful. Her hair was cropped close in the manner of “efficiency” affected by the Matriarchal groups, but even this couldn’t disguise the extraordinary femininity of her. Frank felt his pulse rise as he looked at her.


  “May I help?” he said politely.


  The girl looked at him curtly. “No, thank you,” she said and turned back to what she was doing.


  “You’d better hurry it, Miss,” Frank advised. “Darking’s coming on and it isn’t nice to be caught on the ground, you know.”


  The girl dropped her tool-case and faced him in exasperation. Mentally Frank whistled when he saw the full figure. Brother, he thought, if this girl only wasn’t half nuts!


  “Look,” she said, “I don’t need any help—or advice. Leave me alone. HI take care of my’flitter. I’m a Matriarch and I need your assistance like a hole in the head.” She turned back to her machine.


  “I’ve been told off.” Frank said to no one in particular. “It only goes to show what fools the Matriarchies are.” If he expected this to elicit a response he was disappointed for the girl payed him no further attention.


  Frank went about his business. Within two hours he’d picked up the bio-stuff from the collectors and headed back to his hut. Already it was dusking and soon the darking would be on. It was no place for a lone man—or woman. He flew back along his initial course, but the girl was still working on her machine. As he passed low overhead this time she looked up, he thought anxiously, but she neither hailed him nor said anything. Frank kept on going.


  He thought about taking a quick run back North to the Matriarchy and warning them that the girl was isolated but then thought the better of it. The Matriarchs were fanatic enough to take a shot or two at strange males.


  “Oh, hell!” he said, and kicked the’fitter into a one-eighty turn. “I’ve got to take another look.”


  He put his’flitter down beside the other machine. The girl was pressed immobilely against the side of her own’flitter. The tentacled “snaker” had looped her gun-arm rigidly within its toils and her left hand was a rigid bar trying to fend off the beaked mouth of the monster. Her eyes were wide with fear and horror, and the realization of impending death. There were long ugly marks along her side and shoulder where the scaled exterior of the snaker had scarped and cut her. The little wisps of clothing she had worn were torn away. She was the antithesis of everything. Matriarchal. Here was no self-determination, no skill, no assurance, no masculine equality. Here was only helpless femininity.


  Frank reacted immediately. His beamer cut the head from the monster in one accurate blast and the girl collapsed into the oozing mud as the dying beast relaxed. The scent of blood was causing other stirrings and rustlings in the darkness beyond the’flitter’s lights.


  Frank bent over and picked up the girl. She clung fiercely to him. “Oh,” she moaned, “please take me away, please . . .” Her voice trailed into a sob and she pressed tightly against him.


  Twenty minutes later they had reached the hut. By this lime the girl was becoming conscious of her hurts and her nudity and Frank wasn’t sure which bothered her more. After a hot shower she came out wrapped in an improvised robe. She said nothing.


  “Come here,” Frank ordered, “let me take a look at those cuts. I think you’ll need a shot of toler. That anti-biotic will knock out any infection.”


  “Look,” he said after a while during which they were sipping the warming liquid. “I can’t tell you what to do, but you’ll be making a mistake if you go back to the Matriarchy. Why did you go there in the first place?”


  The girl raised her eyes and looked at him squarely. Her face colored. “My mother said . . . I felt that . . .” she hesitated. Suddenly she was in his arms, sobbing. “I don’t know . . . I don’t know . . .” she said over and over again. “It’s a dream . . .”


  Frank held her closely. He was smiling. “Don’t worry,” he whispered gently against her hair, “you’re here now, and the Matriarchy is far away. You don’t have to go back.”


  The girl glanced up at him. Convulsively she pressed closer to him. “I don’t want to go back,” she said softly, “hold, me closer . . .”


  Frank held her closer . . .


  PUBLICITY STUNT


  Robert Moore Williams


  The orders were to build up Venus, make it sound like the gateway to Paradise for the average Earthman—fog-flies, flying snakes and “tame” Venusians included.


  “JUST go right ahead and start chewing on me!” Molock briskly invited the Venusian, Shad Brisbee. “When you get a square meal, I’ll get a lunch!”


  Rita Morgan didn’t turn a hair at the challenge but I thought Captain Wilkerson, who was officially in charge of us, was going to faint. “No, no, NO!” Wilkerson screamed. “Molock, you’re getting us all into trouble. You’re—”


  “Sheddap!” Molock said to Wilkerson. He turned again to the Venusian, Shad Brisbee. “You heard what I said. If you want to try to start carving on me with one of those frog stickers you’ve got stuck in your belt, hop right to it. But remember, by Harry, while you’re doing your carving, I’m going to be doing a little light whittling myself.”


  Except for the needle pistol in his pocket, Molock was unarmed. Lifting hands as big as hams, he looked Shad Brisbee square in all of the Venusian’s eyes that happened to be turned toward him at the moment. Molock had the full attention of all six of those eyes. The expression on Shad Brisbee’s face indicated that if he had had six more eyes, he would have been concentrating all of them on the antics of this mad human.


  Shad Brisbee was seven feet tall, he must have weighed close to 300 pounds. Molock’s six feet, 185 pound frame was a pygmy beside the Venusian. Shad Brisbee fingered the knives in his belt as if he was considering accepting Molock’s invitation, then suddenly spread his hands. Protesting sound bellowed out of him.


  “But you ‘ave landed right in the middle of our dancing ground!”


  “Then by Harry! dance somewhere else!” Molock shouted.


  I thought at first that Shad Brisbee was going to explode. He puffed himself up until he looked to be eight feet tall. Indignation turned him green. Each of his six eyes turned yellow and he glared at Molock out of all of them.


  “Molock, his dancing ground is sacred!” Wilkerson croaked.


  “And to me, staying alive is sacred,” Molock answered. “Which is the sacredest, my staying alive or his dancing ground?”


  “But the way you’re acting now, you’re going to get us all killed!” Wilkerson screamed.


  “Am I?” Molock answered. “Watch this!” He turned again to Shad Brisbee. “Listen, you six-eyed baboon. We landed in the middle of your dancing ground by accident but we’re going to stay right where we are as long as we damn well please. Get it? We’re going to stay here as long as we damn well please. And neither you nor any other of your six-eyed tribe is going to do anything about it.”


  I was holding my breath. Wilkerson looked as if he was about to faint. Only Rita seemed to be enjoying this scene. Perhaps she had illusions that two brawny giants were battling for her, which was a big mistake on her part. Shad Brisbee wouldn’t have had her, or any other human woman, in his harem as a gift. If she was inspiring Molock to put on his act, then maybe he was battling for her sake. I had the impression that if Wilkerson had thought that she was inspiring Molock to this act, the captain would have drowned her in the nearest mudhole, publicity department or no publicity department. And I would have helped him.


  Shad Brisbee puffed himself up until he looked as if he weighed 400 pounds. He fingered his knives in his belt, shifted his weight on his bare splayed feet. He extended two of his eyes and looked backward at the jungle behind him as if he was desperately hoping that some of his tribe would turn up to help him dispose of this brash human. The other four eyes continued to glare at Molock.


  “There’s none of your tribe around to help you,” Molock stated, waving his fists. “It’s just you and me.”


  Shad Brisbee shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t know quite what to make of us. We were humans. Since he was a “tame” Venusian, he knew quite a lot about humans. We had landed right in the middle of the huge cleared space that his tribe used as a dancing ground. This in itself was sufficient reason for him to destroy us utterly. Each of his six eyes revealed quite clearly that he longed to destroy us and that only Molock was keeping him from doing it.


  “Well?” Molock said, waving his fists. “If you’re ready to start getting that square meal, I’m ready to start eating my lunch.”


  Shad Brisbee took a deep breath. Somewhere inside of him he made up his mind.


  “It is all right for you to land on our dancing ground,” he said. The way he spoke, the words hurt him.


  Wilkerson, Rita, Molock, and I all beamed.


  “But you must be gone in one zonar!” Shad Brisbee snarled. “Or I will tear you all to pieces with my own bare hands.” Saying these words didn’t hurt him. He enjoyed every one of them. Judging from the way his hands worked as he spoke, he would enjoy even more translating his words into action. “Be gone in one zonar—or else!” Turning, he stalked into the jungle.


  I quit breathing again. The smile went from Wilkerson’s face. Rita looked a little perturbed. Only Molock was unconcerned even though he knew that a zonar was less than an hour and he wouldn’t be gone from this place in two weeks, and then only if we were lucky.


  “Did you see me out-bluff him?” Molock said, grinning. “Did you see me run a sandy on that six-eyed idiot?”


  “You were marvelous, simply marvelous,” Rita murmured.


  “Oh, hell!” Wilkerson shouted. If there had been a stone wall handy for him to butt his head against, I’m sure he would have felt much better. “Yaas, you bluffed him. You bluffed him so goddamned good that we’ll all be dead before we get out of this place. Remember, this is his country, this is his tribal dancing ground—”


  “Captain, I’m sure you are taking much too negative a view,” Rita interrupted.


  Since she was a woman, Wilkerson couldn’t slug her. But woman or not, he looked as if he was about to do it.


  “I’m not taking nearly as negative a view as Shad Brisbee will take when he comes back and wants his dancing ground,” Wilkerson said, bitterly.


  For a moment, Molock looked worried.


  “You were yelling for a light lunch,” Wilkerson said. “You may find you have bitten off more than you can chew. Now I’m going into that ship and get headquarters on the radio and see if I can get some help out here in time to save our necks. In the meantime, by thunder, you get ready to take care of Shad Brisbee.”


  Turning, Wilkerson stalked toward the ship. Indignation bristled in every step he took. We followed him with reluctance.


  Beneath my breath I cursed Trans-Space, Inc., its publicity department, and George Cooper. Cooper was head of the publicity department. It was his brilliant idea that had landed us here in the middle of Venus, where Shad Brisbee was giving us one zonar to get off of his dancing ground—or else.


  Of course, you know that Trans-Space, Inc., has a monopoly on carrying passengers and freight to and from Venus, but what you probably don’t know is that from the financial end, things have been a little tough for the company. Now don’t go getting your sympathy aroused about this poor suffering corporation being down to its last billion credits. Let Trans-Space sympathize with itself, it’s quite capable of doing the job very competently. It is also capable of hiring boys like George Cooper to help it sympathize with itself. Cooper had dreamed up the idea that the way to help the financial situation was to encourage human colonizing on Venus. If they could get several thriving human colonies settled on the Veiled Planet, the line would not only pick up revenue from transporting the colonists to Venus but it would also pick up some profitable freight business. In the long run, they foresaw a very happy increase in traffic.


  One joker they ran into right from the start was that nobody but a damned fool wanted to go to Venus and argue with six-eyed apes like Shad Brisbee over the rights to their dancing grounds. Also, nobody wanted to put up with the fog flies and the flying snakes and the what-nots.


  Cooper knew how to change all that. “We’ll make films, write books, publish pamphlets—all of them emphasizing the good points of Venus. We’ll make this planet look and sound like a seed catalogue. We’ll soon have thousands, maybe millions of people, coming here. Build Venus up. Make people see Venus maybe not quite as good as heaven but at least as wonderful as Eden!”


  This was where Wilkerson and Molock and Rita Morgan and yours truly, Sam Crane got into the act. Rita, who was the apple of Cooper’s eye, got the assignment of taking the three dimensional movies in full color and full sound that would make Venus attractive. Of course, on the sound side we had Cooper’s permission to dub out the screams of any Venusian getting swallowed by a forty-foot boa constrictor. Wilkerson, Molock, and I were included to fly the ship and help Rita.


  In other words, it was our job to dig up the raw material that the publicity department could use to sell a bill of goods to suckers back on Earth who could be flim-flammed into making the big hop to Venus.


  In getting these pictures of Eden in the Sky, we had hunted up the tamest of all tame Venusians, Shad Brisbee. We knew him, he knew us. To my mind, the fact that he knew us was not to our advantage. In some ways, I would have preferred taking our pictures among some of the wilder tribes, who didn’t know us. But Know-All George Cooper had decided that the tame Shad Brisbee was just the lad for us. He had loaded the ship with trade goods and had told us where to go. All of this might have worked out fine, if we had not damaged the drive and had to make a forced landing right in the middle of Shad Brisbee’s tribal dancing ground.


  You may not know it, but these Venusians are funny about dancing. They don’t go in for cultural amusements, there isn’t a ball park or a library on the planet, a pin ball machine, a golf course, or anything else that might make life more cultivated. But every Venusian has his private dancing ground and every tribe has a big one. For amusement, the Venusians dance. They dance in the morning and in the afternoon. They dance to celebrate the beginning of a spell of wet weather and the end of it. The male Venusians dance as their squaws go out in the morning to gather fruits and vegetables, they dance in the afternoon when the squaws come home. At night, the squaws join in and everybody, big and little, old and young, dances.


  They hold elaborate contests to determine who is the best tribal dancer. He’s the chief, the big shot, the boss. They hold contests between tribes, everybody gets drunk, everybody dances. Personally, I’ll say one thing for the Venusians, it always seemed to me that dancing contests were a better way to settle personal and tribal problems than war, but the Venusians are just benighted, ignorant natives with no knowledge of the finer things of life. This doesn’t mean they can’t and won’t fight—they fight alligators and flying snakes and blue tigers—but they just don’t fight each other. Any personal or private quarrels they settle by dancing it out.


  I’ve heard learned professors from Earth lecture on the vast satisfaction to be derived from expressing the kinesthetic sense, the rapture that goes with movements of the body, the sweet pure flame of mood expressed by body movement and gesture. All of this may mean something, to the professors. So far as I’m concerned, the Venusians just like to dance.


  If you want to start a ruckus—and but good—just suggest to one of the males that things would be a lot better around the home place if he spent more of his time working and less dancing. If you want to start a real fracas, just come between a Venusian and his dancing. Hell hath no fury—


  I know, this is not the way it is written up in the books. The authors usually speak of the “quaint” Venusian dancing customs, but this is the way it is.


  Shad Brisbee might be a tame Venusian to the publicity department, but when we landed right in the middle of his tribe’s dancing ground, you could guarantee he would revert to the wild state.


  With Wilkerson stamping the ground ahead of us, we moved toward the ship.


  Whuuuuuup!


  An arrow eight feet long came out of the jungle behind us, passed between us, whammed into the open lock of the ship ahead of us.


  It beat us to our destination, but it didn’t beat us much. I don’t know who led the way but it was my opinion that Wilkerson damned near beat that arrow into the ship. Jumping into the ship, we slammed the lock.


  “Whew!” Wilkerson said, mopping sweat from his face.


  “Just an arrow,” Molock said. “Heck, they’re nothing. Shad Brisbee and his boys will never get anywhere with arrows. And they haven’t got any weapons except spears, clubs, knives.” He sounded very comfortable about the situation.


  “But we haven’t even got a gun, except for your spring pistol!” Wilkerson said. For several minutes, he spoke freely and movingly about George Cooper. It had been Cooper’s idea that we go unarmed. “Treat these natives with friendliness and they’ll treat you with friendliness. No guns!” Cooper had decreed.


  “Wait until I get that damned Cooper on the radio!” Wilkerson said, stalking into the control cabin.


  “There won’t be anything to this,” Molock said. “Cooper will send out a couple of ships and blow these idiots to hell and gone. Or scare ’em to death. Let’s go into the galley and have a beer.”


  WE WERE starting on our second can of beer when Wilkerson stumbled into the galley. He had a glazed look in his eyes and he was waving his hands and sort of frothing at the mouth. Snatching up the can of beer Molock had just opened, he drained it.


  “When will the ships be here?” Molock asked.


  Wilkerson blew foam from his lips. “They won’t!” he said.


  “What?” Molock gasped. “Do you mean those dirty dogs are going to leave us here to be murdered by a bunch of six-eyed apes?”


  “Cooper was mad as hell because we had crash landed. He wanted to know what the hell I meant by damaging company property. From the way he sounded, the cost of the repairs was coming out of his lunch money.”


  “I’ll kill that Cooper!” Molock screamed. “Doesn’t he know our lives are in danger?”


  “He seemed to think that maintaining peaceful relations with the Venusians was more important than our necks,” Wilkerson explained. “He said that if Shad Brisbee wanted to knife us for landing on his dancing ground, it was all right with Trans-Space and with him.”


  “But Rita is here!” Molock raged. “Doesn’t he see he’s risking the life of a woman?”


  “He said that Trans-Space doesn’t discriminate between its employees because of sex,” Wilkerson answered. “Open me another can of beer, somebody. I feel faint.”


  “Let me at that radio!” Molock screamed. “I want to talk to that Cooper.”


  He slammed out of the galley. While he was gone we drank beer vigorously. When he returned his face was ash-colored. “What did Cooper say?” Wilkerson asked.


  “He said that good publicity was more important than our necks, that if we are going to bring colonists here, we have to be able to prove to them how peaceful Venus is.”


  “Um,” Wilkerson said. “What else did the good man say?”


  “He fired me!” Molock sounded as if he was strangling. “He told me to come in and get my pay. When I asked him how I was to get there, he said I was to walk.”


  “Um,” Wilkerson said. “Well, go right ahead and start walking. You bluffed Shad Brisbee once. You can do it again.”


  “You’re as bad as Cooper!” Molock screamed. “Shad Brisbee would murder me if he caught me outside this ship. I’m not a damned Venusian, I’m fair game to him.”


  “Nah, he wouldn’t hurt you,” Wilkerson said, “Hell, he’s just an ignorant native. All he’s got are knives and clubs and spears and bows and arrows—just a native. He’s easy to bluff. Hell, you’re a human being. He probably looks on you as a sort of a god. At least some of the literature I saw one of the trained seals pounding out in the publicity department said the natives regarded humans as minor gods who can do no wrong.”


  Whaaam! An arrow smashed against the plastite hull window bounced off. One point was definitely to our advantage. No weapon possessed by the Venusians could get through the steel hull or the plastite view ports of the ship. We were as safe as sardines in a can—unless the Venusians found a can opener.


  We sat in the galley and morosely drank beer and considered how best to draw our wills.


  “Hey, look!” Molock gasped, painting toward the plastite window.


  At first glance it seemed to me that the whole Venusian race had put in its appearance. There were hundreds of Venusians, thousands of them, coming from all directions. Shad Brisbee had called in his pals from miles around and they were all heading our way.


  Wilkerson’s face went white. “This looks like the end, boys,” he said.


  “Nah!” Molock answered. “They’ll never get through the hull. I’ll figure out something.”


  “You had better get your slide rule into action. Uh! What was that?”


  That was the ship lurching as if it was about to turn over. From the ports, we could see what was happening. Venusians were on both sides of the ship. Those on one side were pushing while those on the other side were pulling. When the ship settled back, the ones on the second side pushed like hell, setting up a rhythmic rocking motion that was rapidly threatening to turn the ship over.


  “You could turn over a mountain like this!” Wilkerson whispered, as the ship lurched. “My God! They’re going to try to roll the whole damned ship into the swamp.”


  On one side of Shad Brisbee’s dancing ground was jungle. On the other side was a deep pool of muddy water. Staring at it, Wilkerson seemed to talk out of a trance. “Drowned, like rats in a trap, in my own ship!” He took a deep breath, turned to Molock. “Go out and bluff Shad Brisbee now!”


  Molock also took a deep breath and rose to his feet. “I’ll just go do that,” he said, moving toward the lock.


  All of us were too stunned to try to stop him.


  When he opened the outer door of the lock, the noise that came in was like the howling of a forest full of baboons. But the rocking of the ship stopped as soon as he appeared. I don’t know why the Venusians didn’t kill him before he had a chance to open his mouth, but probably they were too surprised at his appearance to take immediate action.


  “I want to talk to Shad Brisbee!” he yelled at the top of his voice.


  Shad appeared in the throng. He looked more than seven feet tall and I would have sworn he had more than six eyes. The throng grew so quiet you could hear these tame Venusians slobbering as they thirsted for human blood.


  “I’ll dance you . . . for the right . . . to keep our ship . . . on your dancing ground . . . until it is repaired . . .” Molock said.


  “The hopeless fool!” Wilkerson gasped. “The utter idiot . . .”


  “You will dance me?” You could have heard Shad Brisbee scream for miles around. The idea appalled him, because it was a direct challenge, and it also appealed to him because he was absolutely certain that he, or any other Venusian could out-dance any human who had ever put foot on the Veiled Planet. “I’ll do it!” Shad Brisbee roared. “Make room for the dancers!” His voice was a howl that shook wondering echoes out of the jungle.


  Molock came back into the galley. “You can’t do it,” Wilkerson gasped. “These dances are endurance contests. That big baboon has done nothing but dance all his life. He can dance straight into next week . . .”


  “I’m stalling for time,” Molock said. “I want you to get on that radio again and convince that damned Cooper he’s got to get here and help us. All he has to do is swoop low in a ship over this place and these baboons will take to the jungle or the swamp to dodge the rocket blast. Tell him.”


  “I’ll tell him,” Wilkerson said grimly. “The question is—will he act on what I tell him.”


  Molock’s eyes went to Rita. “Honey, I want you to get those cameras going and keep them going. I want this recorded for posterity, if for nobody else.”


  Rita was shaken and scared. But there was good stuff down inside that girl. “Will do,” she whispered. She got to her feet and headed for the observation dome in the top of the ship where the cameras were located.


  Molock turned to me. “I’ve got a little job for you, Sam.” Out of his pocket, he slipped the little needle gun. “I’m going to have to dance against that six-eyed baboon. When he gets to dancing real good and everybody is all excited, I want you to shoot him in the butt with one of these needles.”


  “But—” I whispered.


  “Exactly,” Molock said. “It won’t kill him, but a couple of these needles will slow him down considerably.”


  I regarded the weapon with horror. “But that means I’ll have to go out there where all those Venusians are!” Maybe this wasn’t a heroic thing to say but the thought just popped out of my mind. Anyhow, I wasn’t feeling very heroic.


  “Yah!” Molock said.


  “But—”


  “I’ll be out there,” Molock said. “I’ll be out there dancing. All you’ve got to do is squat on the ground.”


  “Okay,” I said. The word cost me a desperate effort but I said it.


  We went out together . . .


  The Venusians had already cleared a circle fifty yards in diameter. They clustered around this circle like hungry dogs waiting for the kill. Shad Brisbee, stark naked, grinning out of all of his six eyes, looking nine feet tall and fit to dance all month, grinned as he waited. In Shad Brisbee’s mind, here was a lamb being led to the slaughter.


  Shad Brisbee and I had one thing in common—we both agreed on this lamb led to the slaughter idea.


  I squatted on the ground at the edge of the circle and tried to lose myself between the legs of the Venusians towering over me.


  Have you ever seen a Venusian dance? If you haven’t, you have missed one of the weirdest sights in the solar system. They do everything in the books on ballets, ball room dancing, tap dancing, they also turn flip-flops and walk on their hands. They do things that no human being will ever believe until he sees it.


  As big and as ponderous as he was, Shad Brisbee went into his act by turning three quick back flips.


  I’ll give Molock credit, he could do tricks I had never guessed he could do. He kept even with Shad. But within thirty minutes he was beginning to pant. Going round the circle, dancing every step of the way, he found wind to yell at Wilkerson, who was peering from the lock.


  “Any news . . . from that damned Cooper?”


  “Operations contacted him . . . in a bar!” Wilkerson yelled. “Cooper said you could dance your own way out of this . . .”


  “The dirty dog!” Molock screamed.


  The next time he came around the circle, waving his hands and bending double as he imitated one of Shad Brisbee’s more intricate steps, he whispered to me, “Bunt him . . .”


  Keeping the little spring gun out of sight in my hand, I waited until the Venusian’s back was turned to me, and pressed the trigger. The spring clicked softly. I caught a glint of the needle as it went home in Shad’s backside.


  He went right on dancing as if nothing had happened.


  The next time he came around the circle, Molock whispered, “Let him have another one . . .”


  As I started to pull the trigger, the sky seemed to fall down on top of me. A ham-sized Venusian hand smashed me downward.


  “No tricks!” a Venusian voice snarled into my ear.


  The gun was jerked away from me. About twenty-four eyes in my vicinity were concentrated on me, each one glaring in its own individual way. I was given to understand that if I attempted to take any further part in the proceedings, I would be fed to the nearest alligator.


  “What happened?” Molock yelled, as he danced by again.


  “They caught me. You’ll have to out-dance him honestly.”


  “But I can’t go much farther—” He was covered with sweat and his chest was heaving.


  I felt like the lowest kind of a dog for having let him down. Molock might be an utter damned fool, but when the chips were down, he was in there trying for all of us. He had built all his hopes on this trick with the needle gun.


  Circling the dancing ground, he suddenly stopped, stood with his hands on his hips, chest heaving.


  “You give up?” Shad Brisbee shouted. “You quit?”


  “I do not—give up!” Molock wheezed.


  “But you have stop dancing.”


  “I have danced your way—for two zonars. Turn about is fair play. Now you dance—my way.”


  “Your way?” Astonishment showed in all of Shad Brisbee’s six eyes. “You humans don’t dance, you don’t know how.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong!” Molock answered. “We know how to dance in a new way—a way you stupid Venusians have never heard of.”


  I didn’t know whether Shad Brisbee and the others were more excited over the insult or the thought of a new way to dance. Dancing was the blood of life to them.


  “No way Venusians not know!” Shad Brisbee shouted. “We know everything about dancing, all steps, all—”


  “Hell, you don’t know this way,” Molock interrupted. “I doubt if you could do it even if I taught it to you.”


  He was stalling for time but as he was stalling he was getting his strength back. Personally, it was my opinion that all he knew about dancing he had learned in a dime-a-dance hall in some space port on Earth, but if he wanted to teach this to the Venusians, it was all right with me.


  “Show him to me!” Shad Brisbee screamed. “I can do him.”


  “All right. Watch this.” Weaving forward with his hands up, Molock slugged Shad Brisbee on the jaw.


  The startled Venusian almost turned a somersault as he went over backward. A cry of rage arose, both from Shad and the onlookers.


  “Kill the human—”


  “Slaughter him—”


  “Now you try to hit me!” Molock ignored the cries for his blood. He weaved away with his fists up.


  “That’s not dancing!” Shad Brisbee roared.


  “It’s our kind of dancing, the human way to dance,” Molock answered. “Yah, you big yellow-belly, you can’t do it!”


  I held my breath. The hopeless idiot—or maybe genius—was trying to turn a dancing contest into a boxing match. And he did. Screaming, Shad Brisbee charged, swung a tremendous hay-maker at Molock’s jaw. Dodging, Molock slugged him behind the ear.


  For the next fifteen minutes, to my awed and thunderously appreciative delight, I watched a Venusian get carved to pieces. Molock hit Shad Brisbee with everything up to and including his elbows and knees. He hit the Venusian in the gullet, the stomach, all over the head, and he knocked at least three eyes out of commission.


  It took him exactly fifteen minutes to reduce a seven foot Venusian giant to the status of a whimpering child.


  “I give . . . I give . . .” Shad Brisbee gasped. “You better dancer than me . . .”


  “You will allow us to stay here unmolested, until we can get our ship repaired?” Molock demanded.


  “Sure . . . Sure . . . I do that for you . . . if you do one thing for me . . .”


  “What’s that?”


  “Here, I whisper to you . . .” Leaning forward, Shad whispered something in Molock’s ear. The human looked a little surprised and startled. “Okay,” he said. “It’s a deal.” Then, as if some secret thought was pleasing him tremendously, he began to grin.


  “I’ll say it’s a deal,” he said.


  “Boys, we go home now!” Shad Brisbee shouted.


  With awed and appreciative looks at the greatest dancer they had ever seen, they went streaming away from Shad Brisbee’s dancing ground.


  An equally awed and appreciative Wilkerson met us in the lock. Rita was there too, but Rita wasn’t awed. She climbed right up into Molock’s arms. “Did you get the pics?” he asked her.


  “I got them, darling.”


  “Then we’ve got the world by the tail, honey. We’ve got the world by the tail.”


  It took two weeks to get our ship repaired. During this time, Molock was a mighty busy man, both taking pictures of his own selection and spending hours each day with Shad Brisbee. In spite of the fact that he had been licked, Shad harbored no animosity. He and Molock struck up a beautiful friendship.


  When we finally got the ship repaired and was about ready to take off, a ship arrived from headquarters, carrying a most important visitor, a Mr. George Cooper, head of publicity. Wearing beautiful clothes, his fingers manicured, delicately perfumed—for he was a sensitive man—he descended from the lock.


  Molock and Shad Brisbee greeted him.


  Cooper smiled urbanely at them.


  “He wants to dance, Shad,” Molock said. “Try out your new step on him, the one I’ve been teaching you.”


  With one single forearm jab, Shad Brisbee knocked Mr. Cooper clear back into the ship the publicity man had just left. Then Shad turned eagerly to Molock.


  “Tell me . . . do I dance him good . . .?”


  “Shad,” Molock said, beaming. “You dance him beautiful.”


  The smile on Molock’s face was a heavenly thing.


  WELL, that’s about it, except for the pics, the ones Rita took of the dance and other carefully selected horror shots of some of the less beautiful aspects of this Eden in the Sky.


  I understand these pics are terrific box office on Earth. All we know is that they’re kicking credits in to us so fast that we’re all getting rich, Wilkerson, Molock, Mrs. Molock, and me.


  Of course, we’re not exactly trying to double-cross the publicity department of Trans-Space, Inc., but if you are thinking of coming to Venus, it might be wise to see our picture first. It will give you a little more rounded view of a place that is a little short of Heaven . . . about a couple of billion miles short of it.


  And, if you are thinking of coming to Venus, you had better take one other thing into consideration—the promise Molock made to Shad Brisbee before the Venusian would concede defeat in dancing. Shad made Molock promise to teach him this new and wonderful form of dancing that humans knew.


  Molock spent two weeks doing exactly that, which accounts for the enthusiastic greeting Mr. Cooper got from one of the tame Venusians.


  I understand this form of “dancing” is spreading like wild fire over the Veiled Planet.


  If you are thinking of going to Venus, you had better take in consideration not only the fog flies, the forty foot boa constrictors, the blue tigers, but the fact that every blasted Venusian native now considers himself an expert at “human dancing” and spends most of his spare time looking for humans to practice with.


  Unless you’re fully prepared to “dance” with these Venusians, you had better think twice before deciding to settle on this Eden in the Sky.


  THE END


  RICARDO’S VIRUS


  William Tenn


  A knife wound can be a serious matter on Earth. On Venus, it’s a six-hour flew info vilest eternity.


  GRAFF DINGLE stolidly watched yellow mold form around the stiletto hole in his arm. He smelled the first faint jasmine odor of the disease and glanced up to where the sun glowed unhappily behind a mass of dirty clouds and wind-driven rain.


  Dingle kicked morosely at the Heatwave thug left behind to ambush him, and the charred body turned soughingly in the mud. “Be seeing you, bullyboy, in about five and a half hours. Your electroblast may have missed me, but it cooked my antiseptic pouch into soup. It made that last knife-thrust really rate.”


  There was a dumb dryhorn blunder, Graff reflected, sneering at himself out of a face that was dark from life-long exposure to a huge sun. Bending over an enemy before making certain he was burned to a crisp.


  But he’d had to search the man’s clothing for a clue to the disappearance of Greta and Dr. Bergenson and—even above Greta—the unspeakably precious cargo of lobodin they’d been flying in from Earth.


  So I’ll pay for my hurry, he thought.


  Like one always does in the Venusian jungle.


  Ricardo’s Virus was viciously prompt: six hours after its light, saffron globules had formed in an open wound you were dead. And no frantic surgery, no pathetic attempts at drainage, could save you. Graff should know. His parents, his brothers and sisters had been a small fraction of the New Kalamazoo death totals due to cuts and scratches observed too late for antisepsis. The virus had accounted for most of three generations of Venusian colonists, including Vilfredo Ricardo himself, the first man to set hesitant foot on the swampy planet. Ricardo had merely skinned his hand on his new flagpole.


  Nasty to die of the filthy mold before he knew what had happened to the Bergensons. Not that he had a personal interest in the matter any more for Greta wouldn’t be marrying a corpse when she could pick any one of a hundred extremely live and woman-hungry pioneers. But her father was the only doctor in the tiny settlement. And the loss of the lobodin meant Ricardo’s Virus would tuck many more New Kalamazoo colonists into seepy graves before the year was out.


  A speck grew large in the sky. Graff involuntarily moved into the shade of a giant rosebush as his oversharp instincts asserted themselves.


  Yes, it was a terry all right. Friendly?


  THE pterodactyl landed lightly on a frond of the opposite fern. Its absurd, leathery forehead wrinkled at him. Graff noted that it was barely out of range of his electroblast. Intelligent, sure enough, and an unusually fearless specimen to perch this close to man.


  At any other time he would have been intrigued by the opportunity of making friends with one of the intelligent winged reptiles who had learned to speak man’s languages and, with good reason, shun his works. Now, he had other things on his mind.


  Like dying painfully in a few hours. Graff looked up sharply as enormous batlike wings ceased their rustle.


  The lizard-bird’s long, sloping forehead wrinkled even further. Its beak opened and closed several times. It cleared its throat. “City?”


  Then it was civilized, too. What had induced it to leave its communal eyrie in the San Mountains? The terries had avoided men for over fifty years. Many was the time that Graff, intent on stalking meat for the colonists, had been startled by a flock of pterodactyls winging overhead and shouting curses down at him in the three languages of the early settlers.


  “City?” the question was repeated more insistently. “Heatwave or New Kalamazoo?”


  “New Kalamazoo.”


  A relieved nod of the triangular head. “This I thought. You wish knowledge which Heatwave man has man and girl from shif?”


  Graff’s whole body tensed. “Yes! Do you know?”


  Another nod. “This I know. Name is Fuvina.”


  “Fuvina?” The hunter repeated it with a frown. He knew the names of most of Heatwave’s big shots; some were political criminals, escaped from Earth. Others were former residents of his own town who had left in search of an easier living than the continual struggle with marshy soil and carnivorous jungle.


  But he couldn’t recall any Fuvina. Possibly a new arrival; possibly one of the smaller fry who had recently killed and looted his way to the top of bloody Heatwave society. Fuvina? Fuv—


  Of course! The not-quite-flexible pterodactyl beak was incapable of labial sounds like p and b, and transformed them into the labiodentals f and v. Pubina! Max Pubina had left New Kalamazoo in a hurry three years ago after cutting some farmer’s throat in a boundary dispute and, by combining organized raids on isolated families with the smuggling of the illicit Venusian dunging drug to Earth, had become a power of sorts.


  “You mean Pubina?”


  “This I said. Fuvina. He and other Heatwave men took man and girl from shif and placed them in own shif. Also took vig green vottle. Left one Heatwave man hidden here. Then flew that way in own shif. A fantastically large and fleshy wing gestured south. “Them I follow. Where Heatwave men stof, I see. Then I come vack.”


  The terry drew an immense swallow of air to compensate for his long speech and shook himself. The great fern trembled in sympathy.


  GRAFF stepped forward from the rosebush and inspected his informant closely. “Thanks. But I don’t see why you’re interested.”


  The toothed beak, which was half as long as a man, opened uncertainly. “Vecause,” the lizard-bird explained in a low voice, “Heatwave men have caftured my mate vefore attacking New Kalamazoo sky-shif. In cage they fut her for shivment to Earth. This I can do nothing about fy myself. Vut them I follow, hofing to find way to rescue her.”


  “And you figure that if you help me find my friends, I’ll help you save your mate from the sideshows on Earth? Well, I will, if—”


  A big, complex if, with as many tendrils as sucking ivy. If he lived long enough, and, if he did, if he would be sane enough—considering the agonizing last hour of Ricardo’s Virus infection—to do anything constructive once he arrived at Pubina’s jungle hideout. If a man, guided by a pterodactyl flying overhead, could pick his way on foot through a completely unexplored section of swamp and have enough juice left in him when he emerged to take the prize of the century away from the toughest collection of cutthroats on an extremely tough planet.


  He clenched his fist as the cramps began in his left hand—the cramps that would spread slowly throughout his body until they ended in fatal convulsions some five hours from now. If a one-armed man could do all this, and do it with just one portable electroblast . . .


  He cursed sharply, suddenly, as he realized he’d been holding the electroblast in his hand ever since he’d given the Heatwave thug that finishing jolt. That was after he’d been stabbed, after the man’s first wild blast had burned Graff’s antiseptic pouch into a mess of fused glass vials and blackened fabric. Without immediate application of the ten different antiseptic solutions.


  But now! He inspected the bright metal of the coils anxiously. Might still do. Just might. He bolstered the blaster with infinite tenderness and stooped over the blackened body that had almost disappeared into the mud. The man’s electric gun was far too wet to be of any use but Graff fumbled around in the soggy soil until he located the stiletto.


  He straightened and grinned at the long blade, its steel already reddening from the pervasive rust of Venus.


  “Where is the ship?” he asked. “The ship my friends were in?”


  The terry nodded at a flat and soggy expanse. “Under there. Heatwave sky-shif wait here high uf. When New Kalamazoo shif come, Heatwave shif fly down fast ufon it. New Kalamazoo shif hit mud hard. This I see. Then Heatwave men take your friends away and New Kalamazoo shif sink in mud. Altogether are four Heatwave men, vesides Fuvina. You kill one, so now are only three, vesides Fuvina.” The flying reptile breathed heavily again. Its scaly claws moved restlessly about on the branch.


  Call that a break, Graff decided. Four men to handle. Might have been twenty. Either Pubina had a smaller gang than had been believed, or he was playing the whole thing really smart. Toughs, especially Venusian ones, would really chop each other to merry hell over the first laboratory sample of a vaccine that promised immunity from Ricardo’s Virus. A break to balance the loss of the ship.


  Or was it? All he had was the terry’s word. Could be that the entire yarn about his mate being captured for export to the terran amusement parks was nothing more than a story made up by Pubina to play on a colonist’s sympathy. The terry might be working for Pubina some way or other. Who knew anything about pterodactyls? Who knew if they experienced anything like love or loyalty?


  Graff stared at the unwinking reptilun eyes, at the tapering ugly beak, both completely devoid of expression. Add another.


  “All right, MacDuff,” he said at last. “Lead on.”


  “We go in vig curve,” the terry told him, flapping its wings monstrously in preparation for flight. “Eight, nine hours for you. Other way take half time, vut—”


  “Vut nothing!” Graff broke in. He massaged his left forearm, which had begun acting in sympathy with the hand. “Let’s use the short cut.”


  “It too hard for you, too dangerous! River cuts across—”


  “So I’ll get my feet wet. I’m not in a position to be worried by pneumonia. Let’s head for the straight and narrow, MacDuff. I’m in a hurry.”


  THE animal cocked its head to one side, dropped its wings in a gesture like a shrug and moved off the fern in a soaring glide southward. When it was about three hundred feet up, it circled back to make certain that Graff was following.


  Now if you ever go to Venus, the Polar Continent is probably where you’ll live for the duration of your stay. Not only is its temperature and annual rainfall the lowest on the planet (which makes it just a shade more uncomfortable than the Amazonian Jungle), but also it is the most heavily populated stretch of land—averaging close to one person every thirty square miles.


  But if you find yourself on the Polar Continent you will be advised, and well-advised, to stay away from the Southern Peninsula. This is not merely because it is a dank and deadly swamp. But chiefly because of the Black River which winds through the peninsula, doubling back on itself, crossing through itself and becoming a tributary of itself a dozen times over, like a living surrealist corkscrew.


  The Black River rises somewhere in the unscalable peaks of the San Mountains and comes roaring into the flatlands with a tremendous velocity. Just before reaching the peninsula, however, it is joined by the Zetzot River, and the two of them make a combination that is really in a hurry. Even if there were no rain at all (which is definitely not the case!), there would be a perpetual mist over the Southern Peninsula. And by the time the Black gets through doubling back on itself, giving itself a shove, so to speak—well, the reason no one knows exactly where the river empties into the Jefferson Sea is because the entire area is completely obscured by an opaque steaming fog which boils about for miles on either side.


  Nor is that all. Certain animals like to wallow in the swamp created by the Black. And most of them are very large. Creatures which can survive in the swamp of the Southern Peninsula are quite tough, quite dangerous and most uniquely suited to their environment. There are snakes and insects and carnivorous plants galore, not to mention the huge creatures who live in quicksand and have yet to be classified. One of the smallest animals of the peninsula is a dark little fish which swims back and forth in the Black itself. Venusian colonists have christened it the sardine, possibly because it is the size of a terrestrial sardine. Its habits, however, resemble those of the South American piranha. It travels in large schools and eats its way through anything.


  All in all, the Southern Peninsular Swamp is an ideal home for a baron of crime who wants to get away from it all. The all doesn’t include law, of course. On Venus, each man writes his own code of laws with the weapon he finds handiest.


  The trouble was, Graff Dingle reflected, as he found a ford and leaped across the screaming waters to the opposite bank, the trouble was that his folks and people like them had come to Venus to get away from lawlessness of the international kind only to hit the inevitable individual lawlessness of a frontier.


  Ordinarily a frontier is slowly and surely transformed from rowdy wide-openness into suburban quietude by the increase in population—but population doesn’t increase in really dangerous spots; that’s why the people of New Kalamazoo worked so hard and so long to make their settlement large enough to merit the establishment of a university. A university would mean laboratories and research facilities to investigate Ricardo’s Virus and all the lesser plagues peculiar to Venus, the plagues which took more lives yearly than jungle monsters and murderous Heat wavers combined; and a university would mean an increase in population, and law and order.


  But Earth hadn’t been interested. The study of Venusian diseases was an exotic subject hardly touched upon in Terran medical schools. Earth had been far too busy manufacturing artificial diseases to supplement atom bombs and hydrogen bombs.


  Earth had, however, investigated the Venusian plagues with a view to their use in biological warfare. And out of the investigation, as an accident, as a by-product, had come lobodin. A vaccine, not a serum. No good for Graff right now, for he was almost two full hours into the yellow death.


  HE WORKED his left arm around slowly, wincing with each turn, his eyes on the terry above him circling southward in the damp murky sky. At the same time he tried to plant the broad soles of his boots on mud that wasn’t quicksand, on rotten twigs that wouldn’t crack too loudly. He knew his blood was now completely infiltrated with the obscene little yellow specks.


  Pubina was probably trying to force Dr. Bergenson to inject the vaccine into him, ridiculing the old man’s protests that all the bottle held was a starter culture, just enough so that with weeks of careful tending they might have sufficient vaccine to immunize the children.


  It had been so expensive and difficult for the little colony to send Dr. Bergenson and Greta to Earth where his reputation and connections had enabled him to wheedle a spoonful of the precious stuff out of a government laboratory! Pubina hadn’t been able to get it, for all of his bribes and underworld contacts. But the bribes and underworld contacts had served another purpose: Pubina had discovered when the Bergensons were due to return—and that was all he really needed.


  Graff noticed abruptly that the terry was falling rapidly back at him. Could he be trying to warn—


  A shriek gave him the answer. Less than a quarter-mile away, a brontosaurus squatted its tremendous bulk in a shallow pool and regarded him from the end of an undulating snake-like neck. The animal screamed again and Graff froze.


  He watched the incredibly heavy reptile scramble to its feet and desperately tried to think. It wasn’t a brontosaurus charge you had to be afraid of, but what usually traveled in its wake. A brontosaurus was herbivorous and, for all its size, extremely timid. It was ridiculous, possibly, but the mountain of living flesh was probably screaming in terror at the sight of him. You only had to control yourself and think while the great beast charged.


  Because a brontosaurus meets danger by running into it. It is so massive that it is virtually unstoppable once in motion. You can blast its stupid little head off and it will keep running for another twenty minutes, powered by the bundle of nerve cells just under the spine. You just have to stand still and remember that it is much mote frightened than you and is trying to trample you to death before you can bite it.


  Graff stood his ground, bending his knees slowly, until the behemoth was only twenty-five feet away. Then he straightened suddenly and leaped off to the right, then again, further, and again, still further to the right.


  SCREAMING insanely, the tons upon tons of flesh roared past, absolutely unable to halt itself. Its momentum carried it up a small hill and Graff could hear it bellowing down the other side. It wouldn’t return.


  But something else was on its way. There’s always a meat-eater in the wake of a brontosaurus. Sometimes there are several. The kind of carnivore was very important to Graff right now. He had an electroblast which he wasn’t certain would work in an emergency and whose diminished power he’d certainly need later. And he had a stiletto.


  He heard the beast thumping its way through the luxuriant weeds of the swamp. A moment later it had broken into the clear, had seen him and was loping toward him easily with all the confidence of a powerful creature which sees an easy meal in sight.


  A shata. No larger than a terran wolf. But if a brontosaurus can be said to be all body-bulk and very little head, the shata is just the reverse. Twelve rows of teeth, and jaws which open wide enough to admit a sheep. Regretfully and a little uncertainly, Graff holstered the electroblast and balanced the stiletto on his palm. He’d hunted lots of shata in his time, but never with a knife.


  He began weaving about, conscious of his awkwardness. The knots in his left side constantly made him misjudge his body and slip off balance. And here he was hoping to take four men at a time—


  As he expected, the shata was confused by his peculiar motion. It slowed to a dead stop, then slunk before him, growling. It moved in half-circles, coming in closer each time. Graff waited until it was directly in front of him. He stood still and immediately the shata sprang, jaws gaping.


  The palate. Just behind the palate is the brain. It means sticking half your arm into a fearful set of jaws, but do it right.


  Graff let the rigid, distended head slide off the knife and into the mud. He wiped his blade on the green fur, standing out like so many spikes, and grimaced. A nice specimen. Shatas were good eating, too.


  Well, he wasn’t a hunter any more. He was a dead man looking for a coffin. He was swamp-bait if he collapsed in this weedy muck.


  The terry skimmed by with his head turned questioningly.


  “I’m fine,” Graff reassured him. “How much farther?”


  “Vetween one and two of your hours.” The lizard-bird curved up and ahead, leathery wings beating slowly.


  Graff plodded on. He should arrive with about an hour and a half of life left. That would give him a half-hour to an hour at most in which to operate consciously and more or less effectively. After that there would be half an hour of writhing agony, leading into unconsciousness. After that he would be dead.


  He’d hate to leave life. It meant leaving the thrill of tracking your quarry on the bracing slope of Mount Catiline where the dodle breeds in the Season of Wind-Driven Rains; it meant leaving a wild new world that was just a-borning as far as humanity was concerned; it meant leaving Greta Bergenson.


  It also meant leaving wealth. Now that lobodin had been developed, the colonization of Venus would begin in earnest. He was the last alive of a numerous family who had homesteaded half the Galertan Archipelago into their possession. He was heir to all the rich, fertile, and deserted islands his father and brothers had claimed. With Ricardo’s Virus taken care of, future Venusian farmers would pay well for those scattered spots of soil in the Jefferson Sea.


  Following the terry, he hit the river again. He started downstream, looking for a ford as he had before. The Black was rather wide at this point and he wasted fifteen precious minutes before he found a bank that curved near enough to the opposite one to permit of a leap. He went into the weeds to get a running start.


  A shadow plummeted past him.


  “Vack,” the terry screamed. “Get vack! Don’t jumf here. Gridnik!”


  Graff paused and peered across the river. Sure enough, there was the brown and white nest on the opposite bank where he would have landed. As he watched, a single gridnik droned out, looking like a winged red ant but with the size and disposition of a large, cornered rat.


  “Thanks, MacDuff,” he muttered, moving away. Well, there was no help for it. He didn’t have time to look for another ford. He’d have to swim.


  He waited on the crumbling bank until a dozen blue flashes swept past under him. “Sardine” schools were usually far enough apart to permit a fast swimmer to get through between them. When the tiny blue fish were fifty feet away, he dived.


  The force of the river knocked the breath out of him. He fought his way through the torrent. His flailing hands touched a projecting piece of rock and he hauled himself painfully up the bank.


  Graff noted gratefully that his head was clearer. The gnawing headache had diminished somewhat under the impact of the water.


  The pterodactyl alighted near him. “There,” it said, pointing ahead with a yellow claw. “Fuvina.”


  But the hunter was interested in something else. He removed his electroblast and examined its coils ruefully. The tight holster was supposed to be fairly waterproof, but it had not been intended for protecting a weapon in the Black River.


  He started to throw it aside, but held it as he remembered how few cards he held in his hand.


  MAX PUBINA’S hideout was a large prefabricated job that must have cost a medium-sized fortune to import from Earth across some thirty million miles of empty space. The outlaw’s house covered the top of a rise, and the soil around it was sufficiently high over the swamp proper to resemble the fine farmland of New Kalamazoo. Rich jungle growths were held at bay by a patch of sandy ground completely surrounding the house. It made it impossible for anyone or anything to creep up to the walls unobserved. Graff Dingle knew how expensive it must have been to sterilize so large an area of ground.


  Crime does not pay, he mused. Except on Venus.


  He reconnoitered the place cautiously, keeping well under cover. The man-made yard was empty. There was no one outside the house or the rocket-ship hangar attached to it. He could see the blunt nose of Pubina’s sleek craft in the otherwise deserted hangar. But they probably had guards posted at the windows.


  A long white line traced a curve in his path. Graff stepped over it gingerly, glancing to the left. Sure enough, hidden in thick bushes was the mass of white filaments that was the bulk of the sucking ivy. Touch the trigger-vine, however gently, with your foot . . .


  He came back to the terry. “Listen, MacDuff,” he said. “I want you to stay out of trouble as long as possible. When I need you, I’ll need you bad. Meanwhile, on the wing or on the ground, you’re a sucker for an electroblast with that wingspread. But you could be useful as a lookout. I wouldn’t like to be outflanked.”


  A grave nod of the narrow beak. “This I do.” The reptile soared up in a high spiral over the house.


  Now. He had to get into the house across thirty-five feet of open ground, under the electroblasts of four highly proficient murderers. How?


  The headache returned, stronger than ever, and Graff swayed dizzily. Red roaring fires tore up and down his left side. He’d never make it. Swamp-bait, that’s all he was, bait for the mud of the Black.


  He straightened then and laughed. Bait? Well, that was one way to hunt.


  The hunter strode toward the house, across the creeper of sucking ivy, counting each step. He stopped under cover of a sweeping fern just outside the sandy expanse.


  “Pubina!” he yelled. “I’ve come for the Bergensons.”


  There was a flicker at one of the windows. “Who are you?”


  “Graff Dingle of New Kalamazoo. Listen, Pubina, I’ll trade the rest of our lobodin for Greta Bergenson and her father.”


  A pause while they digested this. Then: “Send one of your men in and we’ll talk it over, Dingle.”


  “Can’t. I’m alone. Send one of your men out with the Bergensons, and I’ll give you the lobodin.”


  No reason for Pubina to be certain that the Bergenson lobodin represented the first and only shipment. And what he claimed to have would raise the quantity to the point where all of the outlaws could be vaccinated.


  The terry came down behind him and whispered gently! “Three men leave house from rear. Two coming around on left, one on right. Man on right has clearer fath, so will ve here first.”


  Graff gestured assent with the electroblast. He heard the terry take off again.


  Pubina was being safe and cozy. Sending his henchmen while he held the fort himself!


  He heard a soggy clump to the right and grinned. Why, the man was making more noise than a dryhorn freshly arrived from Terra! When he saw the black waterproof jumper through the high weeds, he stepped out from under the fern and moved backwards. He held the electroblast out, as if it worked.


  The outlaw’s face, lined with years of dunging inhalation, broke into a lunatic smile. Since Graff wasn’t looking at him, he deduced Graff hadn’t seen him. Pubina’s henchman took larger steps. Graff backed.


  He counted as he retreated. He counted slowly, taking steps that were uniform and even, looking off to the side of the outlaw, trying to keep his tortured body from making a deadly mis-step.


  There! He breathed gustily as he saw he’d passed the white line. The outlaw crept forward, crouching, trying to get close enough for a certain blast. He too noticed the trigger vine, and stepped daintily across it.


  Graff whirled to face him then, electroblast at the ready. The man jumped—and one boot dug into the creeper!


  He barely had time to scream. A haze of white tendrils whipped around him, each armed with thousands of microscopic suckers. A moment later the bloodless husk that had been a human was being dropped from the sucking ivy’s clutches, rattling like so much paper.


  The scream had been heard. Graff’s jungle-trained ears caught the whispers of the other two men on his left as they conferred worriedly. If only he had a decent weapon. Anything besides the stiletto! He could take such dryhorns with an old-fashioned pistol!


  But he didn’t have a pistol. All he had was twenty-seven years’ experience on Venus as a native-born citizen. So he began to run.


  He stopped after a moment and listened. The crashes behind him indicated he was being pursued. If he was afraid, the outlaws had evidently decided, he was weak enough to chase. Graff ran toward the Tuscany.


  By the time he reached the river, he was weaving from side to side and sobbing. The exertion magnified his pain a thousandfold. His pursuers were getting closer. Desperately, he trotted downstream.


  They were quite close now. He heard them chuckling and calling to each other triumphantly—but there was the Gridnik nest!


  He waited just a moment, poised on the bank of the river, until they broke into the clear, almost within electroblast range. Then, as they caught sight of him and increased their speed, he hurled his useless weapon into the striped little dome—and jumped.


  WHEN he came threshing out of the water, twenty feet further down the bank, the hideous swarm of insects were still gorging themselves. Graff crept away, nauseated. He rubbed his eyes against the darkness welling within them.


  “MacDuff!” he called, his voice cradding with agony. “MacDuff!”


  The terry swept down to his side.


  “Listen, pal, I haven’t got much time left, so we’ll have to hurry. No more fancy stuff. Think you can fly in the rear windows or something, by way of diversion? It’ll give me time to cross the sandy stretch.”


  Without a word, the lizard-bird went away. Graff came to the edge of the arid soil surrounding the pre-fab and waited.


  He saw the enormous shadow tilt down behind the house and heard the crash of breaking glass. He threw himself forward. Sand boiled away from his boots. His head wobbled as if his neck had ceased to exist. Must be getting close to deadline time, Graff decided. A few minutes more at most before he caved in completely. He drew the stiletto out, holding it with difficulty in a twitching hand.


  There was a yell inside the house and the sizzle of an electroblast bolt. As he smashed into the door, he heard the electroblast go off again.


  He saw a huge cage holding a fluttering pterodactyl as he tottered into the living room. Dr. Bergenson and Greta were tied to chairs with long coils of fongool vine. Greta’s pink overall-jumper was ripped and there was the mark of a man’s hand on her face. Pubina stood under a charred hole in the ceiling where his first blast had gone wild. At his feet, a hole neatly burned in one wing, writhed MacDuff, awaiting the finisher.


  Pubina whirled to face Graff, his electroblast coming up swiftly. The hunter staggered toward him, fully conscious of his lack of speed, his almost infantile weakness. Knots of pain pulled at his knees.


  The Heatwaver’s forefinger flicked down on the firing button. MacDuff lifted himself on his one good wing and lunged at the boot before him. His long beak closed on Pubina’s ankle. There was a horrible bony crunch and the outlaw cursed, turning to beat down at the reptile.


  Graff reached them, almost falling against Pubina. For a moment he couldn’t coordinate his arm muscles enough to use the stiletto; then, sinking his teeth deep into his own lip, he drove the thin blade ahead. Pubina shrieked and fell, the stiletto throbbing in his side.


  Deciding to let MacDuff finish him, even if the terry was making a mess of it, Graff bent over clumsily and retrieved the electroblast Pubina had dropped. He almost went over backwards as he straightened.


  Placing one foot in front of the other intently, he walked to the Bergensons. He slid like a man walking on banana skins. Darkness roiled all about him now and every cell in his body seemed to writhe.


  The bottle containing the vaccine was on a table, he noticed. It was still full; the shining hypodermic beside it was empty. Good.


  Very carefully, he burned off the fongool vine with the electroblast at low power. Greta rushed toward him, but he slipped and fell at her feet.


  “Darling,” he heard her sob; it sounded as if her voice were on the other side of the Jefferson Sea. “You’re infected! Oh, Graff, Graff! The lobodin won’t work on an infected case!”


  “I know,” he muttered thickly, and let his head loll round to where the terry was inching along the floor to the cage in the corner. The last thing he saw was the neat little hole in the wing.


  “Be seeing you, MacDuff,” Graff whispered as the darkness came down, pinpointed with multitudes of exploding yellow dots . . .


  That was why he was so surprised when he opened his eyes to see the terry perched by his bed with a neat patch of gauze taped to one wing.


  “How in hell did you pull through, MacDuff?” he asked.


  “The same way as you,” the lizard-bird told him. “We are voth natives of Venus.”


  “Huh?” He raised himself waveringly on one elbow. He was lying in the Bergenson home in New Kalamazoo. They must have used Pubina’s rocket ship to fly back. “What do you mean—native?”


  “Just what he says, Graff.” Greta pushed open the screen-door and bustled in with a pile of linen. “You were both born on Venus. Father says that you must have had all kinds of skin abrasions as an infant: your body developed a natural immunity to Ricardo’s Virus. We’ll still use the vaccine on everybody else, including the children, just to be on the safe side. But Father has felt for a long time that the blood of the pioneers would adjust to its environment. When you got sick, but didn’t die, you proved it.”


  “Well, I’d like to point out,” Graff said, as he sat up to permit Greta to change his sheets, “that I am very, very happy to have given your father a chance to prove that theory.”


  MacDuff closed a lidless eye in an assenting reptilian wink.


  HUNT THE RED ROE


  Alan Payne


  Would you foil God for a few pieces of silver? Regan was a professional hunter. He shot what he was paid to shoot, and the rich, beautiful young woman wanted the head of the sacred red roebuck to hang on her wall. But when the hunter squinted down his rifle barrel he looked into the eye of God!


  SOME THINGS, Regan thought, a man can do without feeling shame. Others, he cannot. And at this moment, sitting there in the dim cafe with the gray fog of Venus creeping through the streets outside, he felt that he had trapped himself into a deed which would prey on his mind for a long time.


  They sat at a table far back in the corner, Regan and the woman named Mrs. Holloway. They were both Terrans. He was a hunter here on Venus, a tall spare man with hairy arms and thick, strong fingers and somber, gray eyes. She, on the other hand, was slender and soft, with sharp up-thrusting breasts and red, moist lips. Her greenish eyes had something of ruthlessness in them, and she clicked her fingernails nervously on the wine-glass. Her rich, green cloak contrasted sharply with Regan’s sweat-stained shirt and trousers.


  The barman dozed on a high stool. Regan watched the man’s head sink lower and lower. It took his mind off the problem at hand. Finally, he realized that he could dodge the issue no longer, and he turned back to Mrs. Holloway.


  “Does your husband know about this?” he asked grimly.


  She laughed, a glassy, tinkling laugh, empty of emotion, “No. My husband is in Venusburg. I do what I please and I don’t answer to him. I’ve got my own income, Regan, and I’m willing to spend part of it for your services. You were recommended as the best guide in the village.” Her eyes bored into him. “Are you?”


  He drained the last of his whisky. “I was, up until last season. Customers are dropping off. All the professional hunters have shipped to Mars. There are some new kinds of animals there.”


  She nodded with a faint hint of triumph. “You’re broke, Regan. Is that right?”


  “Yeah, I’m broke. Otherwise I’d tell you to go to hell.”


  Her hand crept out and touched his wrist, warm, faintly perfumed. She seemed to sway forward across the little wicker table. “Regan, I’ve hunted every animal on Earth. I’ve had enough money all my life to do what I wanted, and there was nothing that pleased me more than chasing a beast and downing it. It’s like playing God, Regan. A superior brain against an animal brain. . . .”


  “And now you want to hunt the red roebuck,” he said.


  “What’s so wrong in that?”


  “Nothing,” he said bitterly, “except that there aren’t more than a dozen of them on the Preserve, and they happen to be the sacred animal of the Venusians. A religious animal. You know damned well . . .”


  She hesitated. Her eyes rested on the wine-glass, then raised abruptly to his once more. “Are you afraid? I’ll pay you, Regan, so why be afraid?” Her tone grew mocking. “Unless of course you’re a deeply religious man. . . .”


  “Don’t talk like that,” he growled.


  “Then answer me! Yes or no!”


  He hesitated. He thought about his empty stomach, his dirty shack, his feeling that he was the last hunter in the village and that he was going to have to get money to ship out, or else starve. What the hell if it was sacred animal . . . he . . .


  “All right,” he said quietly.


  She nodded. “That’s wonderful. Do you think well have any trouble? Guards? Anything like that . . . Her eyes gleamed brightly, greedily, and Regan did not like the look in them.


  He pushed back his chair and got up. “No trouble at all. They don’t guard the Preserve.”


  “Why?” She was startled.


  “The Venusians are a trusting people,” he said sarcastically. “They believe a Ter ran wouldn’t shoot a red roe for the same reason a Venusian wouldn’t go inside a Ter ran church and steal a gold cross. Trusting . . . He laughed shortly.


  “It’s sport, Regan,” she said as she followed him out of the cafe and along the gray, cobbled street through the fog, “The sport of hunting . . . and stalking . . . and killing. . . .” Her voice dropped to a low, savage whisper and he saw her fingers clenched tightly until the skin of her palms was as red as the blood color of her nails.


  They reached the small inn. He turned quickly to her. “Be ready at six tomorrow morning. We can reach the place by noon. You know what to wear. Anti-disease suit, all the rest.”


  She nodded. Her tiny pink tongue rested lightly on her lips for a moment. “Thank you, Regan. There may be more than hunting to be had.”


  Something recoiled within him. He turned sharply on his heel. “Six tomorrow,” he said without turning around. He felt that her eyes were digging into his back, watching him as he walked along the street. What the hell, Regan, he kept saying, you’ve got to ship out. Are you religious? What the hell difference does it make? . . . What? . . .


  But somehow, deep down in his mind, something was sick at the idea.


  He reached the wall at the edge of the village. The Old Beggar was there, a gray-skinned Venusian holy man, blind, whom the villagers believed had prophetic powers. The Old Beggar lifted his ugly, gray eye-pits and raised his bowl imploringly as Regan approached.


  “Coppers,” he wailed, shaking his matted hair, “coppers, Lord Regan . . .”


  Regan shivered and stopped. The Old Beggar had an uncanny way of recognizing people in the village by their steps. It made him nervous. Reluctantly, Regan dug down into his jacket pocket and came up with three of the triangular shaped coins. He tossed them into the bowl and started to walk on.


  The Old Beggar did not utter his customary word of thanks. His sightless eyes stared down at the bowl, his mouth hung slackly open, and abruptly he turned the bowl upside down and dumped the money out onto the muddy earth. He let out a high, piercing howl and one finger pointed shakily at Regan.


  “Unclean!” he howled. “Defiler! Killer of the red roe!”


  Regan’s stomach jerked up into knots. His fists clenched and he stared down at the old man, trembling. “Unclean!” the Old Beggar shouted again. Regan wanted to hit him, silence him, but something held him back. With unexplainable terror singing through every nerve in his body, Regan turned and ran out through the wall, and he did not stop until he had reached his shack at the edge of the jungle. He raced up the steps, slammed through the door, closed it and stood with his back against it, panting.


  Karal turned around from the tiny stove where he had been cooking the noon meal. His gray eyes went open in surprise. “Lord Regan!” he said quickly, rushing forward. “What has happened?”


  “Nothing, nothing . . . Regan waved his hand and then rubbed his eyes. Karal stood before him, a slender, gray-skinned Venusian boy about fifteen years old. He was Regan’s helper on the hunts. Years before, Regan had found him floundering in the swamps upcountry, and had pulled him out. Karal, lost from his family who had been slain on a hunting expedition, seemed almost dead. From the time of the rescue, Karal had bound himself to Regan with stubborn and grateful loyalty.


  Regan stumbled forward and sat down at the rough, jungle-wood table. “Get me some coffee, will you?”


  Karal hurried to the stove and returned with a cup of the steaming brown liquid. Regan gulped it hastily. He kept his eyes on the tabletop. Somehow, he couldn’t look at Karal. Finally he said, “Get the stuff ready for tomorrow morning. Load up the truck.”


  Karal’s eyes gleamed excitedly. “A trip? A hunting trip?”


  “Yeah,” Regan said quietly. “A hunting trip.”


  “Where are we going?”


  Regan stared hard at the boy. “The Preserve.”


  “The . . .” An expression of shocked horror swept across the boy’s face.


  “That’s right,” Regan said quietly. “We’re going to get a red roe.”


  The boy lowered his head. He shook it unbelievingly, “Lord Regan . . . I . . . the red roe . . . that is forbidden . . . my people and their religion . . .”


  “Listen,” Regan said sharply, “there isn’t any law says you can’t shoot one of them. I need money and I’ve got a client who wants a red roe. I know how your people feel about it, but I’m a Terran and if you want lo get out, go ahead.”


  There was sick disappointment in the boy’s eyes. He was silent for a moment. Finally, he spoke. “No, Lord Regan. I have bound myself to you. I will go . . .” He rose and walked slowly to the door. “I will make the truck ready,” he said as he vanished through the door.


  Regan sat staring into his cup of coffee. That had been hard, hurting the boy. His mind teetered back and forth. He was walking into the Preserve and killing the animal without feeling . . . destroying a part of the native religion. But what about getting out of the village? That took money. He didn’t want to starve. He . . .


  Confused anger welled up within him. He lifted the filled cup and flung it hatefully against the wall. The cup rattled on the floor and the brown liquid spread out along the boards. Regan stared at it, his right hand opening and closing convulsively. Sweat droplets stood out on his forehead. “Goddam it,” he whispered savagely.


  Before dawn the next morning Regan, Karal and Mrs. Holloway rolled out of the village in the truck. All three were dressed in the gray, rubberish anti-disease suits. The rear of the truck was loaded with Regan’s weapons, ammunition, cooking equipment and Mrs. Holloway’s three Webb-Dangerfield Tri-power magnesium rifles. When Regan saw her equipment at the little inn, he allowed himself a faint feeling of admiration. The weapons were expensive. But they were also the very best in big-game hunting rifles. It was Regan’s dream that some day he could afford a Webb-Dangerfield.


  The truck rumbled through the bumpy streets. Mrs. Holloway, her blonde hair brushed back and tied at the nape of her neck, looked straight ahead smoking. Karal sat staring glumly at the dash panel. He had said few words since the previous noon, and it made Regan feel all the worse. He had lost the boy’s respect, and he knew it.


  “How long will it take us to reach the Preserve?” Mrs. Holloway asked as they rolled through the edge of the village. Her eyes shone with expectancy.


  “About two hours,” Regan replied heavily.


  “Good.” She laughed a tiny laugh.


  To the left, Regan saw the circular tabernacle where the Venusians held their religious ceremonies. Through the open cab window and above the rumble of the motor, he heard a high, reedy piping of voices. The morning ceremony, he knew. Before them the thick veil of fog lifted. The headlights, as Regan spun the wheel for a turn, struck the tabernacle door. Carved into the pillars, Regan saw the figure of the sacred animal in various poses. The red roebuck, drinking, running, standing. . . . He turned his eyes quickly and jerked the wheel around. The tabernacle and the singing were lost in the fog as they left the village behind them.


  Two hours. Two hours of silent traveling, with only the roar of the motor. Two hours, while the dank rotting jungle rolled past, while occasional slimy rain ran in gummy streaks down the windshield and was cut away by the acid-coated wipers. Two hours, with the woman stretched out on the seat beside him, her long fleshy legs reaching under the dash, her eyes hungry. Two hours, with the boy Karal hanging his head, staring out the window with eyes that were strangely dead. Regan’s fingers were tension-white where he gripped the wheel. Two almost unendurable hours.


  At last they made camp in a small glade. Regan cooked the meal of artificial beef and vegetables. Mrs. Holloway stalked up and down the glade, slapping her gloves on her thigh, and Karal moved noiselessly back and forth, obeying Regan’s commands but not speaking. As they drank their coffee, Mrs. Holloway glanced up at the fog-shrouded crowns of the trees.


  She threw down the coffee cup and got to her feet. “Look, Regan, how far are we from the Preserve now?”


  He pointed wearily through the trees. “About an eighth of a mile.”


  “Then for God’s sake let’s go. I came here to hunt. That’s what you’re getting paid for. To lead a hunt.”


  Regan rose, kicked out the fire, and shouldered his rifle. “It isn’t going to be much of a hunt, I can tell you that. The red roes are pretty tame. You’ll just stand there and blast one down while it looks at you.” He said the words bitterly.


  She laughed again. “What’s the matter, Regan? Getting squeamish about the native hymn singers?” The laugh rose, tinkling, brittle, sharp. He suddenly had a wild urge to bring down his rifle butt and smash her face in. But he caught hold of himself. Remember, Regan, the cash, his mind whispered. Cash, cash, cash. . . .


  He grumbled something. She glared at him, and he knew that she was aware of his feelings. Something new shone in her eyes now. It was no longer the guide-hunter relationship. There was something like personal animosity between them. They both sensed it. Regan shivered.


  A light footstep sounded behind him. He turned. Karal stood there.


  “What is it?” Regan asked.


  “Lord Regan,” the boy said, keeping his eyes on the ground, “I wish to ask if I may be allowed to remain here.”


  “Why?”


  The boy raised his eyes and stared hard at Regan. “I do not wish to see the red roe slain,” he whispered.


  “All right. Stay here,” Regan said, conscious of the tense snarling quality of his voice. He turned to Mrs. Holloway. “Let’s get this over.”


  He led the way out of the glade onto a narrow trail. Mrs. Holloway tramped along behind him, their boots making slogging sounds in the thick, greasy mud. Insects flitted around Regan, darting toward his face. He slapped at one and his hand came away covered with pulp and blood. He tramped on, the fog whirling in gray ropes around him, trying to forget the woman behind him. But he kept hearing the sound of her boots, kept hearing the small, tuneless melody she was humming.


  The tall trees thinned out abruptly, and ahead of them were smaller, younger trees, delicately formed, with large sensuous blossoms drooping in the steamy air. The colors were riotously flamboyant, blobs of green and gold and orange and sky blue hanging suspended from thin gray limbs. A heady wine-smelling perfume floated on the air. The place had the appearance of a strange and alien garden, with the fog floating close to the ground.


  Mrs. Holloway unslung the Webb-Dangerfield from her shoulder, threw the safety off and peered into the maze of small trees. “Is this the Preserve?” she asked quietly.


  “This is it,” Regan replied. Wearily, he unslung his rifle also and got it ready for firing. “We might as well go in, Mrs. Holloway.”


  She turned to him, her eyes narrowing in the shadowy gloom. She studied him and the harsh corners of her mouth curled upward in a little smile. “You’re afraid,” she whispered, almost wonderingly. “Regan, you’re afraid.”


  “That’s right,” he said softly, and started to walk forward.


  This was another world, this strange and brilliant garden in the midst of the gray jungles. Large fan-plumed birds sat on the blossom-covered branches, singing in high, clear tones, spreading their tail feathers and puffing out their chests. The boots of Regan and Mrs. Holloway stirred eddies of fog.


  Abruptly Regan stopped. A shape materialized in the fog up ahead. With a finger to his lips, Regan started forward again. They had not taken more than a half dozen steps when he stopped a second time and pointed. “There. The red roebuck.”


  The beast was directly in front of them, with its head turned in their direction. Regan breathed in a wondering sigh. He had never seen one before. Almost miraculously, the mist had parted and the beast stood there, its magnificent reddish coat glowing softly, its great rust-brown horns thrusting up from its head. The snout was long, and the eyes were brown-red, large, shot through with flecks of gold. They looked . . . Regan shivered . . . they looked almost human.


  The beast certainly resembled a Terran roebuck, but it was evident that this animal was much, much different. The strange glowing coat, the eyes that seemed to thrust into Regan’s soul, full of peace and gentleness . . . they were not of Earth. This was a beast of a strange world. A beautiful beast.


  Mrs. Holloway laughed, and Regan suddenly felt as if he had been sprayed with filth. He turned toward her, to tell her again that the beast would not run, and that all she would have to do was shoot it down where it stood. There was a smile on Mrs. Holloway’s wet, red lips as Regan turned. The Webb-Dangerfield was pointed straight at Regan’s belly.


  “What the hell . . .” he whispered.


  “Regan, I’ve found better sport than the red roe. You!”


  “Listen, Mrs. Holloway . . .” He took a step forward. She tensed.


  “I’ll shoot you, Regan. I’m serious.”


  “What’s the game?”


  “Still the roebuck.” Her mouth curled into the devil-smile. “But I want you to kill it for me. I want you to shoot it down, Regan. You!”


  He let out a curse and started forward. The Webb-Dangerfield exploded. He was blinded for an instant as the sizzling ball of white-hot fire ripped by his shoulder, scorching the rubber suit.


  “You don’t want to die, Regan,” she said, “You want to live. You’re a weak man, Regan. Just kill the red roe, and I’ll pay you double. Double, Regan. And give you one of my rifles. In my world, Regan, there is nothing but sport. Pursuit of sport. I’ve never found anything like this before. I mean to take advantage of it . . .


  “You’re crazy,” he whispered.


  “Perhaps I am, a little,” she replied. “But who isn’t, in one way or another?” Her tone grew commanding. The round muzzle poked at Regan. “Go ahead. Raise your rifle and kill the animal.”


  It would be so easy, he thought, quickly and terribly. Easy, Regan, easy, you’ll get out alive if you do it for her. And a Webb-Dangerfield in the bargain. Think, man, think. . . . He turned slowly to stare at the roebuck, waiting there before them, its coat shining, its eyes full of that strange, magnificent peace and gentleness.


  He swallowed. His stomach was cold. Unsteadily, he raised the rifle in the direction of the roebuck. “That’s it, Regan,” he heard Mrs. Holloway crooning, “that’s it, Regan, go ahead, go ahead, kill it, kill it, kill it, Regan . . .


  His finger tightened on the trigger. The sweat ran down under his arms. The eye of the roebuck was centered in his ring sight, large, round, brown-red, flecked with gold. Suddenly, Regan thought of the Old Beggar at the wall of the village, of Karal the boy who had been his friend. He thought of the tabernacle and the reedy voices and he thought of this mad woman holding her weapon trained upon him.


  He squinted down the barrel. Somehow, the beast’s eye seemed to grow, grow and enfold him. That eye, so full of peace, so full of a gentle spirit, a spirit of humble patience . . . a spirit . . . Something whispered in Regan’s mind in a voice of terrible fear, That is the eye of God. That is the eye of God!


  And his stomach jumped and revolted at the thought of slaying the beast.


  He whirled, and Mrs. Holloway’s head was in the ring sight of his weapon.


  She screamed and fired. The blast ripped out in white fury, blinding him, and he felt fire tear his leg. He ground his teeth together to keep from screaming with pain. Mrs. Holloway was cursing him obscenely, wildly, and readying another blast when Regan fired. The thunder echoed and re-echoed through the tiny garden. Slowly, the blinding glare vanished from before his eyes and he lowered his rifle.


  Mrs. Holloway was spilling her blood out onto the ground.


  Wearily, feeling the pain in his leg, seeing the scorched black hole in his flesh, Regan turned back to the red roebuck. It still stood there, its feet caught in fog, its mighty head raised toward the sky, listening. Regan threw his rifle to the ground.


  The roebuck stood still for one more split instant, and then it leaped, long and far, rising up and up in its great leap and disappearing into the fog and the blossom-laden garden. Regan took one more look at the dead, mangled corpse of the woman, and turned and walked back toward the truck.


  Kara! rose from the ashes of the dead fire to meet him. Anxiously, he looked at the ragged black wound in Regan’s leg. The hunter stood looking down at the boy. “The roebuck is alive,” he said. “We did not kill it.” The fires of faith relit themselves in the boy’s eyes.


  Karal drove the truck back to the village. Regan ordered him to drive to the wall. There Regan, his body filled with terrible pain, climbed down and approached the Old Beggar. The Venusian lifted his sightless face, Regan stood before him, tottering.


  “I’m clean,” he gasped. “The roebuck lives. . . .”


  “I know.” The Old Beggar nodded his head slowly. “Peace, Lord Regan,” he whispered.


  Regan turned around, the pain welling up in him, took a step, and teetered forward. The muddy earth rose to meet and swallow him . . .


  Gradually the ragged wound healed. There was talk in the village, much talk. But one day a rocket burned down out of the gray fog, and a thin, small, gold-spectacled man in a rumpled white suit appeared at Regan’s bed. His name was Vincent Holloway. Regan told his story, omitting nothing. When it was over, Holloway told the hunter of even more terrible things, of the strange savage he had found in the woman who had been his wife in name only. Mrs. Holloway had even spent one year in an asylum on Mars. The small, gold-spectacled man had sad, regretful eyes when he went away. Vincent Holloway collected a suitcase full of clothing from the inn and got back into the rocket and vanished in a trail of orange fire among the fog-hung tree crowns. The jury of Venusian governmentals inquiring into the woman’s death returned the decision of self-protection.


  Regan still had two Webb-Dangerfields in the truck. He sold one. Thai: bought passage to Red Sands on Mars, for himself as well as for the boy Karal. The two of them got on the rocket, Regan leaning unsteadily on a cane, but feeling the fibres of his leg knitting, healing, growing back together. Regan stood at the watchport as the rocket rose from the village. His hand rested on the boy’s shoulder. He stared down at the jungle, glad he was leaving, tremendously glad to leave the tiny village, the jungle, the fog-world. The engines drummed as the rocket rose toward the top of the fog.


  Regan stared down and down into the swirling grayness, and one thought went around and around in his mind. He knew he could never forget. Something in his soul had been wrenched forever. Where he had been only stumbling before, now he was certain. There was a something in him that now told clearly the difference between good and evil in a man’s life. A something that was round, gold-flecked, full of peace and gentleness. And as the engines thundered and the rocket rose, Regan thought, over and over, it was the eye of God. . . .


  LILA


  Peter Phillips


  He had to stop the girl from asking a question, and wound up by answering the belle. . . .


  THE producer gave me the high-sign, a light flashed and I went into the routine. “This is Buzz Boothby, the Voice of the System, bringing you Tomorrow’s News Today!”


  Then I saw a new face appear behind the glass of the control box. Her face. And I fluffed on the air for the first—and I hope the last—time.


  A few billion people, including my sponsors of the moment (an inhalant for off-gravity sickness—you know the one) heard me refer to Venusian president Telik Syka as selik tyka which in Venerian means something like “ponderous moron.”


  I gripped the desk and kept my eyes grimly on the script, refusing to look up at the scanner in case I glimpsed the girl from the corner of my eye. When I was through, the customers saw me plunge off the screen before the operator could cut back to the announcer.


  I threw open the door of the control booth. “How did she get in here?” The girl cowered back from my outthrust finger.


  Frensen, the producer, blinked. “Why—uh—she just brought in some coffee from the cafeteria. What’s eating you, Buzz?”


  I took a long, controlling breath and advanced on the girl. “Out,” I said. “And so help me, if I see you again, I’ll be turning myself in to the homicide bureau. OUT!”


  “Please Mr. Boothby, I must talk to you—”


  I grabbed her shoulders, spun her out into the corridor, slammed the door and leaned on it. There was a thud. She’d fallen. Good.


  “Tut. Shouldn’t treat ladies like that even if they are dunning you for alimony.”


  “She’s no lady. I don’t know her. I’ve spent the last three months trying not to know her. And if she turns up again, her own mother won’t know her when I’m through.”


  “Not the words of a gentleman, Buzz, even in these days of sex equality. Though some say the word ‘gentleman’ doesn’t appear in your extensive vocabulary. That was a dirty crack about Belle Blarney.”


  “Pay dirt,” I said. “A stereo star should live clean. I’m not running a children’s hour.”


  Frensen shrugged. “What’s with this baby? Maybe she just wants to ask where you got those big innocent blue eyes.”


  I sat down. I explained. Three months ago the girl came up to me at a reception, said she had some information for me but that it was private and could she speak to me alone.


  That gag, I told her, was worthy of a line in my next program. Information given to me ceased to be private from that moment.


  “All right, then,” she said, “I just wanted to ask you a favor.”


  “Publicity, uh? My secretary handles that kind of favor. Or ask one of my legmen. Or write it down, post it. I’m sorry, but can’t you see I’m tied up?” I didn’t mean to be discourteous, but she’d button-holed me in the middle of a very interesting four-way conversation about a secret Martian trade-pact that would cease to be secret as soon as I’d heard a little more; and I was hopping anxious to get back into it.


  The brush made her mad. “Pretty exclusive, Mr. Boothby, aren’t you?”


  “In effect, I’m the least exclusive person in the whole System. Hear all, see all, say all. But there are times to ask favors and ways of asking them. You’re out on both counts, lady. Now if you’ll excuse me—”


  When I got back into the fray after the interruption, the ambassador had been jogged in the ribs by his aide, and realized he’d been opening his mouth too wide. I missed that story.


  So when the girl bobbed up again just as I was pulling out, I was so annoyed I merely said, “No,” and got into my’copter. I asked Spach, my pilot and remembrancer, whether he knew her. He shook his head. I said, “Good. Keep her out of my office and out of my hair.” If she’d been anyone of any account, Spach would have placed her.


  SINCE that night, I told Frensen, the girl had haunted me. She’d pop out at me in hotel lobbies, she’d park herself in the manicurist’s chair in my barbershop. Once she’d gotten into my office hidden under a blonde wig. Once she’d trapped me alone in an elevator, and I’d had to jam my fingers in my ears for thirty storeys.


  “Hell, I even look twice at the attendant in the men’s room,” I groaned. “Wouldn’t it be simpler to listen?”


  “And be licked by that kid?”


  Frensen grinned. “Aren’t you curious to know what it is?”


  “Curious? I’m mad to know what it is. I’m eaten up, I’m burned away by curiosity to know what it is that that girl is making it her life’s work to tell me. But she won’t write it down, she won’t tell anyone else except me. AND I WON’T LISTEN!”


  “Did your sister bite you when you were a kid? You’re behaving childishly. Frankly, Boothby,” Frensen said calmly, “I dislike you. You’re just a keyhole-peeper with an overstuffed ego. Does that rate a line on your program? And how you handled a girl so hard she fell in the corridor?”


  “I dislike you, Frensen,” I said with equal calm. “I can’t afford to like people. And only really smart insults rate air time with me. As for the girl, that was an accident. If I see her again, I’ll apologize nicely—and run like hell.”


  But I didn’t apologize, and I couldn’t run when lovely Lila finally caught up with me. I had time to learn her name, to realize that she was lovely and to gather a few other facts about her. And I nearly had all eternity to ponder about them.


  I was taking a vacation trip to Venus aboard the luxury Solar Queen. I was in the observation section, sitting in one of those chairs fitted with a working miniature of the ship’s control panel. It’s a sop to the eternal boy in man. You can play at being pilot. I’ve seen sixty-year-old Firth Craig of Electronords glaring at the panel half-hypnotized, muttering orders under his breath into an imaginary intercom.


  A space-belle leaned over me to check my belt and murmured politely, “Fascinating isn’t it?”


  “You!”


  “Uh-huh. It’s taken me five days to bribe and wheedle my way into the first-class quarters, or I’d have seen you sooner. Now listen, Mr. Boothby—”


  I struggled to unfasten my belt. “Get away from me. This is my vacation. I don’t care what you have to tell me. It wouldn’t interest me if the captain’s wife stepped in here and did a no-gravity dance in her underwear. She wouldn’t get a line of publicity, good or bad. I’m not working, d’you understand?”


  “I have nothing to tell you. And keep your belt on, as well as your hair. Deceleration will be resumed in a few moments.”


  Something had gone wrong with that damned belt. Maybe she’d fixed it so I just had to sit there and listen. “For four months,” I said, “you’ve been trying to get me to listen to you. Now you say you have nothing to tell me.”


  “It’s just a small favor. I don’t want publicity—”


  “Do I plug my fingers in my ears or grab this phone and howl for help?”


  Several passengers were looking round and making ears at us. The girl flushed. One overweight tycoon winked at me and gave a soft wolf-whistle. I recognized him and made a mental note to dig up some dirt about him when I resumed my programs.


  Even in my anger, I realized that the girl merited a whistle or two. Hostesses aboard the Queen wear silver-grey pantaloons, fixed at the ankles, red-buttoned vests and caps with a narrow peak. The uniform tells the truth about their figures and hers could bear the truth. Her hair was inches longer than regulation cut and it massed out from under the cute cap like a black waterfall.


  A waterfall. At least I could permit myself to be curious about that. “How do you fix your hair so it doesn’t float around in free fall?” I asked casually.


  She looked surprised at my change in tone. “Magnetal tape braided in the ends and a couple of bars stitched in the shoulders,” she said quickly, hope coming into flier eyes.


  “Smart idea.”


  “Thanks. Now will you listen—”


  “No. I really am on holiday, kid. But rather than have you haunting me the rest of my life and popping up through the bath-plug, I promise I’ll give you five minutes when I’m back in my office. How’s that?”


  “But I must speak with you before this trip’s over. I’ve been on a long vacation from the University, and I have to go straight back. It may be months before I have the chance again. This can’t wait—”


  “It can.”


  “But—”


  I reached for the phone.


  She drifted away. There was something in her violet eyes and the set of her young mouth that I didn’t like. Perhaps she’d use a spanner to open the conversation next time.


  The fat passenger over the way called, “Hey miss, do you mind checking my belt.”


  As she leaned over him, he rested a hand on her back and gave me a confiding, lecherous smirk. I looked away quickly. Tomason was his name. The stuff I could dig up about that fat boy. I refused to wonder why I was so annoyed by him.


  I got Jeesel, the infinitely tactful personnel clerk, on the line. When I sorted out his Martian accent, I got a picture of a healthy, forceful college-type, who’d signed on as space-belle for the there-and-back trip. Name, Elizabeth Crassel. Diminutive, Lila. Excellent references.


  “Probably forged,” I said. “She isn’t a professional space-belle.”


  “You like herrr, Meester Bozz?” Jeesel curled a tentacle in his version of a wink.


  “No,” I lied.


  “Too bad. Or good, maybeee. Because, Meester Bozz, she don’t.” He wrinkled up the skin around his eyes in what the Martians use for a leer and flashed off my visiplate before I could ask what he meant.


  For creatures with as much sex as an oyster, the inhabitants of Mars have developed quite an insight into Terran hormonal reactions in the fifty years they’ve been working with us.


  FIVE minutes later, after the usual three-pip warning, the G’s came on again. My belt gave way and I nearly pushed my nose through the observation panel.


  I did first-aid with a handkerchief, and pressed a bell. Instead of the vision in pearl-grey that I expected, a waiter climbed up.


  “She’s gone off,” he said shortly, anticipating my query. “I’m not pretty, but I can carry coffee. Or maybe you want a medical corpsman?”


  “Coffee,” I said, “with a trace of civility.”


  The bellhop tribe has sadly degenerated since the gentle pourboire was abolished.


  He walked off to get It. The observation section had been rotated to give us gravity where we wanted it—from the feet down. Other passengers were loosening their belts and stamping their feet in relief. It’s good to have weight again after free fall.


  A card game was resumed and drinks were ordered. Straight drinks in open glasses, not spigot cups. I relaxed for a while and waited for my coffee. I’ve never suffered from off-G sickness, but I still prefer to have an up and down.


  I saw the waiter coming and got my brandy flask out to liven the coffee.


  I warded off a globule of scalding liquid with the flask, and caught the waiter as he floated by. His mouth and eyes popped wide open. He grabbed my shoulders. “What’s happened, sir? Gravity isn’t due off for a couple of hours yet. Have we been hit?”


  There was a sickness in my stomach, but I had to keep up a pose. Who ever saw Buzz Boothby feazed by anything? A matronly blonde up front gave a little scream as her martini balled itself up and floated wetly into her face. Cards from the poker school floated at me. I brushed them off like flies.


  I told the waiter gently, “It’s not part of a passenger’s duty to reassure members of the ship’s staff in an emergency. Go find yourself a crewman. Perhaps the captain is just getting rid of a touch of indigestion.”


  No-gravity is the best known specific for flatulence.


  A middle-aged woman swam around muttering, “I’d just loosened my damn girdle. Now I got to tighten it again. What a way to run a ship.”


  Three kids swarmed in from the adjacent saloon and resumed their game of three-dimensional tag which had been interrupted when the er’s went on. I shoved the waiter away, and began to think.


  Tomason kicked his way over to me. “Something you know about, Boothby?” He’s the kind of man who makes an assertion into a question. I wasn’t as gentle with him as I was with the waiter.


  I’d jammed my knees tight under the “control” panel, giving me leverage. As he ballooned helplessly away from my outthrust hand he shouted: “I won’t forget that. Figure you own the System, don’t you? But I know some of your sponsors and—”


  One of the playing kids caromed off his stomach and he quit yelling. He didn’t worry me. He had millions. But I had millions of listeners and the freedom of the air—and sponsors lining up for me.


  The speakers crooned the attention signal and a voice said, “Ladies and gentlemen, a slight power fault which is being corrected immediately, has necessitated resumption of free-fall conditions before schedule. Deceleration will be resumed as soon as possible. There is no cause for alarm.”


  Was that so . . . I grunted disbelief. If things don’t happen to strict routine on a luxury craft, like the Queen, something is quite, quite wrong. There’s a full-dress inquiry if ships of that class jet down half-an-hour off schedule. The decelerometer on my panel showed zero.


  It’s useful, having a name. There were several people I could ring. Chaim Mason, chief engineer, was one. But he would be busy. So I buzzed Jeesel again, spoke softly. He’d know.


  “Za real trouble, Meester Bozz? You have jos’ heard—”


  “How many?” I asked bluntly.


  He-she-or-it waved disclaiming tentacles.


  “Listen, you eight-footed beauty, you could insulate from here to the stern and I’d still know when a jet had blown.”


  He mutely held up five tentacles, and cut off.


  Five jets blown, 45 hours to go, twenty of which should be on full deceleration—and they said no cause for alarm!


  I KICKED out after my waiter who was just disappearing into his cubbyhole at the end of the section. Somehow, on the way, despite the sickness in my stomach, I managed a grin for the kids who were playing tag.


  Inside the cubby, “Scotch,” I told the waiter, “in the biggest spigot cup you’ve got. Have one yourself.”


  Then Lila hauled herself in, making adjustments to her uniform.


  “Thought you were off duty?”


  “General order to keep passengers calm, hold their hands, smooth their fevered brows. As a seasoned traveler, you have no moral call on my services.”


  “I wouldn’t be interested in a moral call. Have a sip.”


  She put the spigot to her lips, made a vinegar face.


  “I don’t drink.”


  “It’s now or never to start.”


  She impelled the cup back to me. I expertly enlipped the Scotch spilled from the spout.


  The excited, wavering chatter of the first-class passengers outside came clearly to our ears through the thin cubby door, with an unpredictable rise-and-fall in volume as the speakers turned and floated. They all converged on the observation section when the break in routine came.


  “It’s an outrage!” That was Tomason. “Are they playing a joke with us? I shall have something to say about this.”—Marie Maren, Golden Voice of the Stars.


  “. . . last time I’ll use a luxury ship for a business trip, even if it is quicker.”


  “. . . and so I said to my agent, if you could only fix a spot of non-gravity while I did my act, we’d wow the world. Imagine me doing a slow cartwheel in front of the customers . . . and he said something about Newton and Bergson censoring the show, unless we did it in space with the customers tied into their seats . . . hey, are those boys agents? So I said you have to tie them down now, so—”


  Jean Rofolle, strip-specialist, currently touring with Three Worlds Entertainments, drifted from hearing.


  “. . . Henry, can’t you do something about this? I was just about to have my dinner.”


  “. . . hey, Mom, come in the game. It’s real fun.”


  LILA said, questioning, “Nice little story for you, I suppose?” I gave her the book, in gobbledegook. “Something X, plus speed, over the gravitic constant of Venus equals a safe landing. And since X usually represents a minus quantity—deceleration in the equation—and we’re not decelerating—”


  “We hit?”


  “No. We miss.”


  “So?” She preened a black curl under her cap. There was puzzlement beneath her unconcern.


  “We broil,” I said. “In the sun.”


  “Bake, you mean.”


  “Broil,” I asserted. “We broil before we bake.”


  “That’s crazy. We can make grazing orbits.” She was frowning.


  “Not at this speed.”


  “Well, it must be a simple repair. We won’t broil, bake, fry or be barbecued if the C.E. knows his business, surely?”


  Tiny spherical driblets of liquor oozed from the corners of the waiter’s mouth as he burped his dismay. “Listen, mister, and you, Miss Lila—this is my first trip. It may be my last. I don’t want to hear the end in terms of domestic cookery. Can’t you discuss your menu elsewhere?”


  Lila laughed. “Sorry, Limey.” She patted his fair, thinning hair. “I suppose you’re allergic to sunshine. With that fair skin, I guess you blister before you tan.”


  That was perfect. I’ve heard funnier cracks in the morgue, in the days when I legged it around the precincts with the crime boys. The last ship that failed to decelerate on time at this point, at this velocity, was spotted as the merest blink on a photometerplate when a great fiery tongue licked out from the sun and devoured it.


  The waiter said, “Let me out,” and made for the door.


  “Hadn’t you better get on with your hand-holding and your brow-smoothing?” I asked Lila.


  “There’s no panic,” said Lila. Then she hit me with the blunt end of a comet. “I just had to talk with you, before this trip’s over. People come together when there’s an accident. I thought there would be a delay . . . there’s no real danger is there? Somehow it’s easier to put things over when there’s no gravity.”


  True horror lies in the perversion of normality. Horror comes in things that are so inane they’re laughable—until the thought explodes in the brain that they are intended quite seriously.


  My mind, trained to take a ten-word flash and expand it into a sixty-second explanation, had slid well ahead of Lila’s hesitant words.


  A passenger is looking at the sliding, slow-heaving billows of the salt sea, in the days when men traveled the ocean in iron ships.


  And a pretty female comes up to him and says, “I’ve just pulled the plug out—” or whatever it was you had to do to sink those things—“and now we can have a nice quiet chat.”


  Not a good metaphor. In those days, you could put the plug back. Or swim. In space, heading for Sol, or a mile-deep hole in the crust of a planet, you could put the plug back. Or pray.


  I didn’t know that I’d grabbed Lila’s wrists until her staring violet eyes and her whimpering scream returned me to sanity.


  I had a quick picture of her sprawling in a corridor of Three-World-Video Corporation. But there was no shame in me.


  “You condign fool. You ninny-patted microcephalic dimwitted little drip—what have you done?”


  She twisted her bruised wrists from my grip and kicked back out of my reach. She made noises like a spaniel that gets a rap on the snout in place of an expected bone.


  I lowered my voice, spoke slowly, precisely. “What exactly did you do?”


  “You’ve hurt me,” she moaned.


  I breathed prayers to several pagan gods—wherever they might be—up, down, around or about—in this hurtling little world. Sweet Sappho, if you were the first of women with imagination, maybe you were the last. . . .


  “Don’t you understand?” I asked. “Can you kill 160 people in a particularly horrible way without imagining their agony?”


  She moaned again, “What do you mean . . . you’ve hurt me.”


  That’s what got me about Lila. That’s what gets me about most brainy women—one moment analyzing the universe, the next, blowing it apart because they don’t know the difference between gunpowder and face-powder. Their blind spots are unpredictable.


  Obviously, astrogation was Lila’s blind spot.


  Though how in the seven hells she’d managed to get near the drive-chambers. . . .


  I COULD hear those kids playing their three-dimensional tag outside. I floated over to Lila. There must have been something strange and frightening in my face even before I closed my hands round her warm neck and put my thumbs in a leverage position.


  Please remember—I wasn’t quite sane. “I didn’t know,” she gasped.


  “That’s pretty obvious. What did you do?”


  “One of the engineers let me onto the cat-walk under the converter. I flipped a button into one of the intakes. I’m a good shot, flipping things, thumb-and-finger—”


  You think that such a type is a psychological impossibility? The cool, competent smoother of brows, with homey reassurance for worried travelers—the cute college miss, near her majority in philosophy—and the hopelessly dumb female whose soft neck was under my thumbs . . . all one and the same person.


  And she’d flipped a metal button into the converter.


  Some of that button was vapor a few thousand miles back, mingled with our ion-trail. The rest of it had become a microfilm spread around the works, damping the out-phase cooling effect, so that a third of the main jets had blown, spitting out gassy metal from their linings.


  Why make drivers so vulnerable? Why let a saboteur throw his sabot into the cogs of a weaving machine? Why let someone with a fistful of sand get near oiled bearings in a factory?


  Once I saw a guy thrust his finger into a relay in a roomful of integrator. He lost his finger, but the mathematicians lost four weeks of calculations. He complained they were getting too near a mathematical expression for God, and he didn’t want to be around when that happened. He wasn’t.


  I took my hands from Lila’s neck, “Consider yourself under citizen’s arrest,” I told her. I shoved her away from the door, locked us both in the steward’s cubby.


  As I said before, it’s useful having a name. The switchboard girl gave me Chaim Mason, the chief engineer, without argument. There was no vision on the cubby-hole circuit, but I could imagine the sweat on his face.


  “Can’t chat, Buzz, old man,” came his controlled voice. “Come down here and see me sometime. Sometime. Awfully busy, old fellow, honestly.”


  For a sweet spot of meiosis, give me an Oxford graduate every time.


  “If, my cherubic old chappie,” I mimicked, “you had tacked the wire grid of a ten-cent fly-swat over a certain little hole in your converter before blasting off, you wouldn’t be so busy. None so blind as engineers who can see everything. Even if you get your linings back in time, they’ll blow again when you turn up the wick.”


  That caught his ears. He listened, he mixed profuse thanks to me with obscene objurgations against Lila—and the lovesick engineer who’d let her into the converter section—and dashed away to get an entire new assembly jacked into place.


  I flicked off the phone. “And those things,” I told a thoroughly-frightened Lila, “cost a great deal of money. So unless you can meet a bill for a half-million dollars and bear the thought for the rest of your days that you put the lives of 160 people in jeopardy—maybe you’d better pray we do hit the sun.”


  There was another call I had to make. To the captain. But I felt numb with a kind of reluctant disgust. Those are the wrong words, but I can’t find better ones.


  I should have been disgusted, but I could see Lila.


  She floated there in the cubby, eyes wet, gravity-free clothing rippling around her in the most intriguing fashion.


  And I was reluctant at the thought of consigning her to the brig.


  But duty is a powerful word, even when it’s used by a heel like me. I looked at Lila, took the phone and asked for Captain Harry Sobeen.


  T knew him socially and professionally. I’d investigated him professionally when a birdie brought me word of slight strain between Harry and his second wife, Fania. And I’d put over a pretty think-piece about the space-bronzed lieutenants who were squiring Fania around the New York spots while Sobeen was planet-hopping.


  Soon afterwards, I’d met Sobeen socially at a coming-out jamboree. Instead of taking a swing at me like most of the potential cuckolds I flash-lined on my programme, he took my hand, presented me with a large dry Martini, and thanked me for telling the System—and the divorce judge—what kind of woman she was.


  So I knew him well enough. But before I got him on the line, Lila, a silken, black-headed javelin, streaked out from her corner, knocked the phone from my hand and arced her whole body over the panel. She grabbed two supporting struts and held herself there.


  “Please—you must listen to me first.”


  She’d kicked me to the opposite side of the cubby in her frenzy. I said, “I’ve studied invective in four languages. I can rake up more pejoratives from my memory than any man between here and Neptune. But the big bad words are too wholesome for you. It’s mean, niggling, nugatory words that best express what I feel about you. You’re a petty creature, a silly, unthinking little girl. Get away from that phone.”


  I worked up to a shout. She hadn’t really cried before. But she did now, a veritable torrent, as she was still straining backwards over the phone panel. She shook her head. The droplet tears floated away from her eyes.


  “Don’t, please. Give me the big cuss-words if you like. But listen first . . . don’t make me feel any worse! I only did it so I could talk with you—”


  I listened. I couldn’t stand it. What did a few minutes matter? The disjointed, throaty phrasing the supplicating wriggle of an admonished pup . . . I could have unlocked the door and used another phone, or got a purchase and torn her away.


  But I listened. “Talk,” I said, “to the point. And fast.”


  Jeesel told me her name was Elizabeth Crassel.


  “It’s Elizabeth Sobeen,” she said. “By Daddy’s first wife. He thinks I’m still at college—”


  “But—”


  “He doesn’t know I’m aboard. He mustn’t know. Captains don’t have to see space-belles. That’s the personnel clerk’s business. I faked some papers and spun Jeesel a story. He took me on.”


  Those slithering Martians would swallow anything, I thought. They don’t have females, so they don’t have the concept of deceit.


  “And all this just to talk to me?”


  SHE nodded. “I knew you were taking a vacation. You see, my mother is sure you can help her. She’s sure Daddy wants to get back to her, and it’s only his fool pride that’s stopping him. There’s only one man in the System he’ll listen to on a subject of that kind. Because he knows if he doesn’t listen, that man can make a fool of him—and pride’s the only real thing he’s got left.”


  Delicious, eh? Daughter of one of the best and toughest jet-masters in the System perjures herself to get a semi-menial job aboard his latest command.


  Object: to bedevil, suborn, ensnare or otherwise seduce and coerce me into persuading her poppa to jet up alongside her momma again.


  Method: flipping metal button into delicate works of vessel imperiling lives of all aboard. . . .


  I groaned. This mature-infant-wise-jane-homicidal-damned-farceuse must be quite mad. This colt-limbed, blackhaired, red-lipped, wide-eyed girl must be—a singular young person.


  The stars were bangles in her midnight hair. . . .


  I looked away, but looked back. Maybe I’d never seen her before. “Don’t you know your own father better than that? And what’s your mother doing with her pride? Saving it for a rainy day? I’m crazy to be listening to you. I’ll be crazier to go on listening.”


  Came a gaze of pellucid innocence. Such a look might turn the heart of the Sphinx to water or melt the Abominable Snowman.


  At that moment I would have welcomed the appearance through the deck of a dozen rattle-jointed skeletons to dance a no-gravity saraband around us. The situation couldn’t be crazier.


  “We’ll talk to Captain Sobeen now,” I said firmly, dragging my mind back from irrelevant visions.


  “You do understand them? You will help me?”


  I breathed deep. “You want me to blackmail your father into relinquishing his masculine pride so that your mother may retain her feminine vanity? You want me to threaten the captain of a vessel in space with an exposure of his own amorous peccadilloes unless he crawls back on hands and knees to his first love, your mother? You want—”


  “You,” said Lila, recovering composure in a near-miraculous way, “are talking like a nineteenth-century novel in questionable taste. Mom and Pop are both comparatively young. They love each other, and I want to see them together again. And incidentally, I’ve just decided I’m very, very fond of you.”


  She brought her knees up to her chin—did I mention she had a dimple there, and that she had a very straight nose?—and slowly revolved, like a somersaulting kitten in slow-motion.


  “Now you can phone Daddy,” she said.


  It wasn’t necessary. The metal-voiced community speaker came in dead on cue. And if you don’t believe in tiny coincidences, you’ll never get fun out of big ones.


  It said, “Ladies and gentlemen, the minor adjustment that necessitated resumption of free-fall before schedule has been made. Deceleration will now be resumed. We regret this will entail the imposition of two gravities for the remainder of our journey. Passenger staff will supervise observation of on-gravity regulations immediately. Thank you.”


  The speaker paused. I muttered, “ ‘Minor adjustment’ is good. Remind me to congratulate Chaim Mason on the slickest tube-change I ever heard of.” Then the voice bleeped out again, “The captain requests the pleasure of the company of Mr. Boothby and Miss Elizabeth Crassel in his cabin.”


  Chaim had anticipated me in his report.


  THE G’s came on as we were halfway there, after the usual three-pip warning. We adjusted our stomachs and heavily climbed the rest.


  “You first, please,” said Lila. “I’ll wait outside.”


  I knocked, went in. I carried a glimpse of her slightly-flushed face and violet eyes in my retinae.


  Captain Harry Sobeen looked up over his square, surprisingly youthful jaw. “ ‘Lo Bob. Didn’t know you were with us. Sit. My C.E., Chaim Mason, reports that you gave him certain information. Helped to save the ship. I’m grateful. Don’t have to say more than that. You’re the word-peddler, not me.”


  Sobeen regarded his blunt nails. “Mason also said something about a hostess, Miss Crassel. Something I didn’t care to believe. You told him that she had—that—dammit, you made an allegation of sabotage! If you can repeat that statement in her presence—she’s been asked to report here, as you heard—I shall, of course, have a grave duty to perform.”


  I couldn’t think away that vision of Lila’s flushed, appealing face.


  Sure I’m a heel. With my job, news is news. But there is news and news. And right then, I preferred the better sort. And I launched into the best impromptu spiel of my life. I deadpanned. “What are you talking about?”


  “Throwing a button—”


  “Throning? Something got twisted on the line. Or maybe Chaim Mason needs an ear test. I said ‘floating.’ This kid was rubbering around the catwalk when the tubes blew and the G’s went off. Then she saw a button or something like that drifting through the office. She got out of the way when the boys started milling around, came back to Observation.


  “Then she started thinking about this button. She takes a very intelligent interest in the working of the ship. That’s why she wheedled her way into Drive Section. And she realized this button might be important.


  “She didn’t want to tell anyone in authority for a very special reason, so she told me. She knew I’d know how to handle it. I figured right away the converter would still have been hot enough to vaporize the thing and damp the phase-cooler so that when you replaced or relined the jets they’d blow again—unless you jacked in a new assembly altogether.


  “So I called Chaim. He’s got the whole thing mixed. In fact, it’s this kid you’ve got to thank for saving the ship. If she hadn’t told me about it, reasoning it was important—”


  Sobeen kept his eyes on my face the whole time. If I ever lose this job, I’ll go in for video acting.


  I could see his relief. He wanted to, believe me.


  But there was still a trace of doubt in his voice when he asked, “What was the ‘very special reason’ this girl didn’t want to inform anyone in direct authority?”


  “Because it might have got back to you. She didn’t want you to know she was aboard. Wanted to make the grade on a tough job without help from up top.”


  I grinned at him. That pay-off was my immediate reward.


  Sobeen stood up, knuckles white on his desk. “You mean—?”


  I called: “Come in, Elizabeth.”


  Talk ensued. Much talk. Three-way, two-way talk. When Lila had left the cabin to get herself fitted for a medal, I said to Captain Harry Sobeen, “I hear Mary, your first wife, and the mother of that kid, has been pining for you, old-timer. It’s none of my business, but—”


  It was a pretty powerful “but.” They’re remarried now.


  What I did to keep Chaim Mason’s gaping mouth shut is nobody’s business.


  And Lila, sweet, wise, foolish, oh-so-lovely Lila, in whose midnight hair the stars were bangles. . . .


  I’ve never forgotten Lila.


  She won’t let me.


  See this slightly-discoloured eye? After the double wedding, she proved to have a pretty fierce temper among her other qualities.


  The Quest of Quaa


  H.A. De Rosso


  They called Cardwell a bum and stranded him in the hell-holes of Venus. Then they dragged him out of the mud and offered him a chance to save the Earth from madness—with ample risk and no reward. Cardwell went, of course . . . down the bitter trail to his destiny.


  Cardwell dreamed of green fields and an open, clear sky. There were no clouds in this sky. The sun shone aching-bright and all along the “horizon the sky was a beautiful blue. Wherever Cardwell looked the land was bright and distinct in his gaze. There was none of the incessant, humid mist of Venus.


  But like all of Cardwell’s dreams this one, too, ended.


  He awoke with the familiar brown taste in his mouth and the softly throbbing pain behind his eyes and the first thing he saw, high above him, was the mist curling in through the glassless, barred window of his cell. He lay on his back on the bare stone cot, watching the tendrils of the mist creeping sinuously into the room and then fading into nothingness. Cardwell stared with red-rimmed, aching eyes a long while and then he began to curse Venus with a quiet, studied savagery.


  First he cursed the planet in his Earth tongue, then in all the Venusian dialects he had thus far picked up. This occupied not a little time and when he was done Cardwell was quite exhausted. He tried relaxing on the hard stone of the cot and closing his eyes in an effort to recall what it was that had landed him in this Venusian prison again.


  He remembered drinking but that was all. He was quite positive that this time he had not brawled. There were no marks on his fists. He fingered his face and it was neither puffed up nor tender. He had just consumed a goodly portion of Venusian Buumal. That was all Cardwell remembered.


  He could not sleep any more. His eyes pained fiercely if he kept them shut too long. His back was sore and numb from resting on the uncovered stone of the cot. Grunting angrily, Cardwell swung his legs off the cot and rose to his feet. He looked up at the mist crawling patiently and persistently through the window and Cardwell brandished a fist at the mist and had just begun to curse the planet all over again when the sound came from the door of his cell.


  Cardwell whirled toward the noise, eyes narrowing, breath held tightly in him, then he let it out in a long sigh when he saw that it was just another Venusian jailor. They all looked alike to Cardwell. They all had the pasty, gray color that was the universal complexion of the peoples of Venus and long, black hair fanning down over their shoulders and the brightly colored loin cloths and the weighted clubs in their hands. This one, though at times he appeared to be two to Cardwell, had opened the cell door and now he motioned to Cardwell to follow and started down the corridor.


  They finally reached what Cardwell adjudged to be the top floor of the prison. The jailor indicated a door and told Cardwell to enter and, without waiting to see if Cardwell did so, the jailor started back down the way up which they had come.


  Fighting back a chill of apprehension, Cardwell opened the door and entered. The room was severely furnished with only a gray steel desk, a gray steel table and four gray steel chairs. The walls were barren, only the blue stone of the structure showed, and the floor also was of uncovered blue stone.


  Closing the door behind him, Cardwell became instantly aware of the odor of coffee. He could not remember the last time he had tasted any. The substance was unknown to the natives of Venus and what little was imported on the space-freighters for the Earthmen sold at prohibitive prices. The coffee pot burbled softly on the ato-plate on the table.


  “You look like you had a rough time,” said the man at the desk.


  Cardwell flushed. He knew he did not look like much. His whites were soiled to the extent that it took a good deal of imagination to think of them in their original color. A two weeks’ growth of tawny beard rimmed Cardwell’s face. He had not washed in that time and dirt crusted his hands and his bared arms. He had no mirror but Cardwell supposed his face looked as forbidding as that of the hardest criminal in this prison.


  By contrast, the man at the desk looked cool and neat and clean. His whites were freshly pressed. His black hair was neatly trimmed with a sprinkling of gray at the temples. His mustache looked distinguished. He had just shaved and there was still the good, sharp smell of after-shave lotion and talcum about him. It made Cardwell miserable with envy and he wondered that he had never quite lost his pride.


  The man at the desk indicated the coffee pot. “Help yourself. It’s not charity either. I just want you to have as clear a mind as possible under the circumstances. You’ll need it for what I have to say to you.”


  Cardwell filled a cup and drank it down, not minding at all the scorching of his throat, knowing only the ecstasy of the good, almost-forgotten taste of it. Finally, he sighed with pleasure and opened his eyes again and stared at the man behind the desk.


  “Have another cup, Cardwell,” said the man.


  Cardwell stared thoughtfully at the fellow. “You sound like you’re trying to bribe me for something,” he said slowly.


  “You could call it that,” the man agreed, “although you’ll have the alternative of rejecting what I have to offer. So you might as well have some more coffee.”


  Cardwell refilled his cup and took a sip of coffee and held it on the tip of his tongue a while before swallowing. He watched the man behind the desk narrowly.


  “Who are you?” Cardwell asked suddenly.


  The man took a wallet from his pocket and spread it on the table along with a paper. “Here are my credentials,” he said, sounding very brisk and impersonal now. “My name is Vincent Holt. I’m an Inspector for Inter-Planetary Intelligence.”


  Cardwell set the coffee cup down carefully on the table. “An IPI man,” he murmured, eyeing the other cautiously. “I’ve done nothing for IPI to be interested in.”


  “It isn’t what you’ve done that IPI is interested in,” said Holt, “but rather what you could do for us, if you’re agreeable.”


  “I don’t get you,” Cardwell told him.


  Holt sighed. “I’ll admit it’s time I came to the point.” He speared Cardwell again with that cold, considerative stare. “Have you ever heard of Quaa, Cardwell?”


  “Quaa?”


  “Yes. The Venusian poison. The poison that is tasteless and that can not be detected by any of the scientific means now known to man. The poison that does not kill but whose effect in a way is even worse than death. Have you ever heard of it, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell shook his head.


  “That’s not surprising,” admitted Holt. “It has been outlawed for so long and the penalty for its use is so severe that Venusians usually don’t think or talk about it, Quaa, Cardwell, gets its name from the Elquaan, the primitive people that inhabit the Tindor Mountains. The Elquaans practice sacrifices to their gods, though now they sacrifice the griaan. However, at one time in the long past, they practiced human sacrifices and that is where Quaa originated. Quaa, you see, debilitates the brain, it renders a man an idiot, incapable of thinking, of knowing who he is or where he is or what is happening to him. An ideal condition for one about to be sacrificed to the gods. Do you follow me, Cardwell?”


  “It hasn’t made sense to me yet,” said Cardwell.


  Holt sighed. “I’m just setting the background. I’m giving you all the facts so you’ll realize what IPI is up against. Now, Cardwell, I’m going to take up the matter of Panaceum. Surely, you’ve heard of Panaceum? That is the only good thing Earth has got out of Venus. This wonder medicine that cures almost any illness, the answer to those diseases that plagued Earth for centuries. The drug is manufactured here on Venus under the strictest supervision and is then shipped to Earth but by some means or other Quaa has been getting into the Panaceum. Do you begin to understand, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell stared at Holt with a new interest. Cardwell nodded.


  Holt’s lips pinched as if from tightly suppressed anger. His voice was gelid. “Put yourself in the shoes of a doctor on Earth, Cardwell. You have a patient sick with an incurable disease—incurable, that is, unless you use Panaceum. However, if you use Panaceum and it happens to contain Quaa, you will cure the disease but destroy the patient’s mind. What would you do, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell shook his head in befuddlement. “I don’t see what all this has to do with me,” he said.


  “I’m coming to that,” said Holt stiffly. “Be patient, Cardwell. IPI has been working on this matter for some time. A meticulous check has been made on the laboratories here on Venus where the drug is manufactured and IPI has concluded that the Quaa can not possibly be put in the Panaceum there. So we have to investigate beyond the laboratories, to the source of the products used in the manufacture of Panaceum. That is where you come in, Cardwell.”


  Cardwell’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “How?”


  “Panaceum is manufactured out of a chemical found in a lichen growth from the Tindor Mountains, a growth called Naalem. Naalem grows in the territory of the Elquaan. A thorough investigation must be made to see if that is where the Quaa is in some manner injected in the lichen growth and from there transmitted to the Panaceum. Now I can’t very well go because I am known as an IPI inspector. The job must be done undercover. That is why we would like you to go, Cardwell. You would hardly be suspected.”


  Cardwell grinned crookedly. “I don’t think I’d be much good. I know nothing of science and chemicals. I wouldn’t know Quaa if it jumped up and kicked me in “the teeth. I know rocket motors and a little space navigation but no other science. I wouldn’t be much good to IPI on this job, Holt.”


  “Arrangements will be made so that you will recognize Quaa when it kicks you in the teeth,” Holt said evenly. “I can’t elaborate beyond that until I know whether you are with us. Security reasons, you know. Are you game for this, Cardwell?”


  “Gameness has nothing to do with it,” growled Cardwell, the angry ugliness returning to him. “I’m not interested. Not that I haven’t the guts for it. I’m just not interested.”


  Holt stared hard at Cardwell. “You’ll be paid, Cardwell.”


  “The pay I want you could never give me!”


  Silence filled in. Holt shifted restlessly on his chair. He seemed very much absorbed in a study of the desk top. Finally, without looking up, he said, “It’s this matter of not being able to return to Earth, isn’t it, Cardwell?”


  “That’s right.”


  Holt sighed. He glanced up now and fixed Cardwell with a cool, direct though not unsympathetic stare. “The thing is done, Cardwell. It can’t be remedied. Why eat your heart out about it?”


  The anger began growing in Cardwell. “You should talk!” he burst out. “You don’t have the Space Sickness! You can return home any time you want!”


  “That’s true,” conceded Holt, his lips pinching, his voice getting tighter. “But I’m not to blame for what happened to you. No one is to blame for that. You knew what you were in for, Cardwell. The Space Sickness had happened to others before you. The terrific acceleration needed to break away from the Earth and other planets is something the human body was not built to withstand without some help. A man could stand just so many accelerations and then he had to be grounded, no matter where he happened to be. Another acceleration would mean certain death. You knew all this when you first shipped out, Cardwell.


  “Of course, you were only a youngster and you didn’t worry about it. Maybe you even had an idea of quitting before the Sickness got you. But you kept shipping out and it got into your blood and you couldn’t quit until you were forcibly grounded on Venus. It’s regrettable, Cardwell, and I’m very sorry, but there’s nothing can be done about it any more, so why not make the best of it?”


  Thinking about it, hearing it discussed like this, brought the full needling force of the frustration back to Cardwell. Sweat stained his forehead, anger twitched his lips.


  “Why wasn’t Thomol used on me?” he shouted, clenching his fists, taking a menacing step forward.


  Holt sighed again. “Thomol just wasn’t ready yet. Dr. Lorenz dedicated his life to finding a cure for Space Sickness and he came across Thomol injections just before his death. Sure, they knew about Thomol even before your last flight, Cardwell, but it was still in the experimental stages. They had to be sure before using it. After your last flight, it became the law about the use of Thomol and now there is no more Space Sickness. But you’ve got to forget that, Cardwell. It does you no good to brood about it.”


  “It’s easy for you to talk about it,” said Cardwell. “You can always go home again.”


  Holt rose now to his feet, trembling with suppressed wrath, eyes glaring with contempt. “I wouldn’t bother with the likes of you, Cardwell, I wouldn’t have anything to do with a bum like you if I could go into the Tindor Mountains myself. I’ve never once asked a man to go anywhere I wouldn’t go myself. But this job has to be done undercover, it has to be done by someone who would run the minimum risk of being suspected as an IPI agent. Where are those guts you were bragging about, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell raised a fist and stepped ahead. “I’ll show you where they are, Holt,” he spat through his teeth. “I’ll show you you can’t talk to me like that!”


  Holt dropped his right hand on the handle of the Evans pistol in the holster at his right side. “If you want to fight, Cardwell,” he said jeeringly, “why don’t you go into the territory of the Elquaan? You might find plenty of fighting there. Or are you strictly a grop shop gladiator?”


  Holt’s purpose suddenly became clear to Cardwell. He was merely being egged on, he was being insulted into accepting the job. Comprehending this, Cardwell became cautious again—and suspicious.


  “Why did you pick me, Holt?” he asked quietly. “There are lots of other spacemen grounded on Venus. Why pick a worthless bum like me?”


  Holt’s face became earnest. “We didn’t pick you at random, Cardwell. IPI secretly investigated every Earthman grounded on Venus. You were picked for several reasons. First, you’re only thirty-five years old and still in good physical condition. You’ve been on Venus for five years and you know a good number of dialects and you also know how to get around the planet. For all your bitterness, IPI still believes you’re halfway decent inside. All you have to do is stop feeling sorry for yourself, lay off the Buumal, get yourself something to do and you’ll be as good as any man in the universe. Those are the reasons IPI picked you.”


  Cardwell stared narrowly, thoughtfully at Holt. “You told me at the beginning I had the alternative of refusing. Did you mean that, Holt?”


  “Of course,” said Holt. He made an exasperated, defeated gesture With his hands. “You’ve disappointed me, Cardwell. I was positive I could get you to agree to work with us but it looks like I was mistaken about you. Well, no hard feelings. I did my best.”


  “You give up too easily, Holt,” said Cardwell.


  Holt’s head went up eagerly. Hope flared in his eyes. “You’ll throw in with us?”


  “Not yet. I want to know one more thing. How will I go about this job? Like I told you, I know nothing about Quaa or science or chemicals. I presume whoever it is behind this Quaa business is a mighty smart boy. He could easily trick me.”


  Holt seemed to debate with himself whether to answer the query. His fingers drummed softly on the desk top while he stared speculatively at Cardwell. Finally Holt said, “A qualified chemist will accompany you, Cardwell. This chemist will be prepared to make certain tests and will handle all the technical details.”


  “I thought you said IPI didn’t want one of their agents to go into the Tindor Mountains. I take it this chemist will be an IPI inspector?”


  “That’s right,” said Holt. “However, this agent has never been to Venus before, which is the reason we want an experienced hand like you. Also, it is quite unlikely that this person will be suspected of having connections with IPI. You will go into the Tindors as a hunting party. You will go to hunt the griaan. That ostensibly will be your business. This person, being new on Venus, has hired you as a guide. I can’t reveal this person’s identity until I know definitely that you are with us. Already I’ve told you more than I should have, Cardwell.”


  Cardwell drew a deep breath. He could not see where he owed Earth anything. He could no longer be a part of its life or its people. He was doomed to spend the rest of his days on a rotten, mist-filled planet. Why should he trouble himself about anything that happened to Earth and its people? But he could not bring himself to refuse. Perhaps it was because he rather liked this slight, intense inspector from Inter-Planetary Intelligence.


  “I’ll go,” said Cardwell.


  Holt heaved a sigh of relief. His eyes warmed. “I’m glad, Cardwell, I’m glad,” he said fervently.


  Holt went to the door through which he had come and opened it and beckoned-to someone. This one came into the room quietly and Cardwell felt the breath freeze for a moment in his throat while a vast shame for his appearance swept over him. He was so stunned that his mouth dropped open slightly in surprise.


  Holt said, “Cardwell, I want you to meet the IPI agent you’ll work with—Miss Ada Landers! . . .”


  II


  The Venusian city of Valmaa stood on the edge of the Ligor Sea. This sea was quite shallow and, like almost all the bodies of water on the planet, was more in the nature of a swamp than a clear, navigable stretch of water. Large patches of thorny weeds littered the surface of the sea and only the small boats and dugouts of the Venusians traversed the Ligor Sea. Earthmen used jet airships to travel about the planet. It was in one of these planes that Cardwell and Ada Landers came to Valmaa.


  North of Valmaa, away from the sea, the land began to rise, lifting into a series of rolling hills covered by a thick, stifling growth of brush and trees. Beyond the hills were the Tindor Mountains. It would take three days of travel on foot, Cardwell learned, to reach the edge of the mountains and an additional two days to reach the territory of the Elquaan where the griaan abounded.


  On this day, Cardwell sat in the bar of the Hotel Venus, drinking Buumal. The Hotel Venus was the most modern building in Valmaa, constructed in a faithful reproduction of similar buildings on Earth, and, secretly, Cardwell cursed this resemblance.


  But this was the present pattern on Venus. As more and more Earth people emigrated to the planet, they brought with them touches of the Earth they had left. Cardwell saw these touches in the jet airships and jet jeeps and the plush new structures like the Hotel Venus and these were all poignant, aching reminders to Cardwell of the Earth he would never more see.


  So Cardwell sat, staring down into the purple Buumal in his glass, listening sadly to the Earth music being played by the orchestra at the far end of the barroom. He heard the rustle of movement behind him and smelled the heady scent of perfume and then Ada Landers seated herself beside him.


  He looked a little angrily at her. He could never stop admiring her striking loveliness. Perhaps it was because of this that he could never reconcile her as being an agent for IPI. She was rather tall and slim. Her hair was a golden blonde and her face was round and piquant and marked by a pair of lively hazel eyes. She was dressed all in white—a white hat and a loose white shirt that still could not conceal the fullness of her breasts and white trousers tucked into the tops of high white boots.


  “I hired you to work not to drink,” said Ada Landers stiffly, lighting a cigarette. “I don’t mind your drinking but I’d like you to have a clear head in the morning, Cardwell. I don’t want to have to dig you out of the gutter again. You look real nice now. Stay that way.”


  Cardwell had to concede that she was doing an excellent job of passing herself off as a haughty, strong-willed, wealthy heiress up on Venus to hunt the dangerous griaan. He had to admit this even though she got on his nerves with her ways. At times, he did not know if she was just pretending or if she actually were spoiled and selfish.


  She had his Buumal now and she took a small sip and then made a very wry grimace. “It tastes awful, Cardwell,” she exclaimed. “How can you drink this stuff?”


  “I drink for the effect not the taste,” he growled. “Besides, I can’t afford imported Earth liquor.”


  She glanced behind him, at the row of booths along the far wall. In the soft light, her face looked very appealing to Cardwell. He felt his throat constrict. He could not understand why.


  “How are you with the native women, Cardwell?” she asked suddenly.


  “I can take them or leave them alone.”


  “You have an admirer,” she said, indicating a booth with a nod of her head. “Isn’t she a doll, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell looked that way and saw this Venusian woman sitting in a booth with a man. As Cardwell glanced at her, he received the impression that she had looked swiftly away. She gave no indication that she was aware of his study of her. She smiled slightly at her companion and went on talking to him in a soft, liquid Venusian dialect.


  “An old flame of yours, Cardwell?” asked Ada Landers.


  “I never saw her before.” He stared narrowly at Ada. “What makes you think she’s interested in me?”


  “Watch the mirror. When she thinks you’ll not notice, she sure looks you over. I can’t blame her really. You are a handsome brute.”


  Cardwell could not get over the feeling that she was secretly laughing at him and he flushed angrily. “Oh, shut up,” he growled. “I’m hired to help you hunt the griaan, not to listen to your smart cracks. Find someone else for that.”


  Ada Landers smiled a little and bowed her head and said in a barely audible voice, “She’s at it again. See for yourself, Cardwell.”


  This time Cardwell clearly saw that Ada Landers was correct. The Venusian woman’s attention was focused on him intently and unabashedly. Her companion, too, a heavy-set Venusian, was also interested in Cardwell. Suddenly, the two Venusians became aware that Cardwell was studying their reflections in the bar mirror and the two hastily looked away.


  Ada Landers said quietly, so that the Venusians could not hear, “I’ll leave, Cardwell, so you can get acquainted with them.”


  “What makes you think I want to get acquainted with them?”


  Ada Landers’ lips thinned. “I think it might not be a bad idea. They’re very interested in us. I’d like to know why.”


  She rose now to her feet and said more loudly, “I think I’ll go and freshen up a bit, Cardwell. I’m sticky all over. I don’t see how anyone can stand the humidity on this planet.”


  “You can stand it a little more,” he growled. “You can always go home again.”


  She paused and looked at him. The archness, the secret amusement was gone from her eyes and she stared almost humbly at him. “I’m sorry for you, Cardwell,” she said quietly, sincerely. “I wish I could do something to help.”


  “Forget it,” he said gruffly. “I’m all right. Go on and freshen up. What you waiting for?”


  When Ada Landers had gone, the two Venusians rose to their feet and approached Cardwell. He watched them come in the mirror, the girl deferentially following behind the man. He was a broad-shouldered fellow with a powerful chest and a shrewd superciliousness in his dark eyes. He wore his long black hair in a disheveled manner down about his shoulders in the style of all Venusian males. He wore a long white gown that brushed the floor but his arms were bare.


  He stopped beside Cardwell and bowed, though the arrogance was still about him. “You are Ward Cardwell,” he said.


  Cardwell’s eyes slitted as he looked the Venusian carefully up and down. “How do you know my name?” he asked quietly.


  The Venusian kept his head bowed in apparent humility. “You have been on Venus for five years. Every Venusian of consequence knows who you are—and what you are.”


  “I presume then that you are a Venusian of consequence?”


  The man drew himself up perceptibly. His head straightened and he looked Cardwell challengingly in the eyes. “I am Ysar, lord of a talega in the Tindor Mountains. This is my daughter, Naela.”


  Cardwell looked at the woman. Up close, she was even lovelier than the glimpses Cardwell had caught of her in the bar mirror. She returned his glance frankly. She made no effort to conceal her interest in him and Cardwell felt his face begin to get warm. It was too obvious.


  She had the gray pallor of all Venusians but on her it was attractive, going along as it did with large purple eyes and long, rich brows and a full, red mouth. She, too, wore a long, white gown that covered her from the throat to the ankles but the robe had slits in it here and there, now revealing, now concealing with every little movement that Naela made and she knew how to execute those movements with the finesse of a polished coquette.


  Her black hair was done up in a ball on the very top of her head and she wore it much like a crown. She smiled suddenly at Cardwell, revealing even white teeth. “I am very pleased to know you, Cardwell,” she said in a soft, throaty voice.


  Cardwell turned his attention back to Ysar. “What do you want with me?” he asked bluntly.


  Ysar frowned a little. “You are very rude, Cardwell.”


  “I can’t help it. I was born that way. Well, what do you want?”


  Ysar colored slightly. His eyes glittered with anger but his voice remained calm and suave. “I trust you will forgive us for being so forward. But it was brought to our attention that you have outfitted for a hunting expedition into the territory of the Elquaan. That journey coincides with the way to my talega and my daughter and I have been hoping that we might travel that way together.”


  “Why?”


  The wrath suddenly glowered almost uncontrollably in the Venusian’s eyes. He swallowed perceptibly and then put a check on his temper and his voice was quiet enough when he spoke. “The way is long and lonely and tedious. I had thought it would help us all to pass the time on the journey exchanging a little chit-chat. I find talking with Earth people most enjoyable. I like to hear of Earth customs and the strange Earth conception of morality.”


  “I wouldn’t be very interesting,” said Cardwell. “I haven’t been on Earth for awhile. In fact, ever since I was fourteen, I’ve spent very little time home. J knocked about space too much to spend any time on Earth.”


  “Then you know about strange planets and strange worlds!” exclaimed Ysar. “That is even better. Oh, I know we will enjoy chatting. Won’t we, Nada?”


  “Yes, my father,” she said, and threw another dazzling smile at Cardwell. She made a swift movement with her body and Cardwell caught a fleeting glimpse of a smooth breast. “I am sure we would enjoy ourselves immensely, Cardwell.”


  He could feel the pulse begin to pound in his temple. His throat was suddenly dry. “I don’t know if Miss Landers would approve,” Cardwell said slowly. “I am just her employee. I have nothing to say about matters. Confidentially, Ysar, Miss Landers is a bit of a snob. I wouldn’t be too hopeful of going along with us if I were you.”


  “Very true, Cardwell, very true!” a sharp voice said.


  Ada Landers had come up so quietly that none of the three were aware of her until she spoke. She stood there haughtily, nostrils pinched a little in anger. “If you are done slumming with the natives, Cardwell,” she said stiffly, “I’d like to put you to work. You are still working for me, aren’t you? Come then!”


  She turned on her heel and started away. Cardwell showed the palms of his hands to Ysar and his daughter and shrugged. Then, without a word, Cardwell started after the erect, swiftly-striding figure of Ada Landers. Behind him, Cardwell was conscious of Ysar’s hard, wrathful stare but Cardwell never looked back.


  Ada Landers did-not speak until she and Cardwell were in her room. She waved a hand, indicating the mussed, rifled contents of the room.


  “Somebody is interested in us, Cardwell,” she said quietly.


  The breath caught for an instant in Cardwell’s threat. Up to now he had never considered the peril of the job. It had thus far been only something to occupy his mind, to take it off the poignant, irritating knowledge that he could never more return to his native Earth.


  “Maybe it was only a thief,” he said slowly. “Is anything missing? Have you checked?”


  “Nothing. Everything was moved or touched except my chemical kit. That seems to have been most pointedly left alone.” Cardwell rubbed his chin. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Many hunters bring such kits along to test for minerals in the country they’re hunting. You’re not so wealthy that you couldn’t stand another few million, are you, Miss Landers?”


  She showed him a sudden, warm smile and chuckled softly. “I’ll cut you in for twenty per cent of all the wealth I find. Is that satisfactory?”


  “Very. You’re most generous.”


  “Let’s take a look at your room, Cardwell. Maybe you had a nosey visitor, too, while you were out.”


  They went to Cardwell’s room. It, too, had been ransacked . . .


  III


  In what passed for dawn on Venus, Cardwell and Ada Landers left the city of Valmaa. The world changed from black to gray and that was the only difference between night and day on the planet. The thick, eternal mist forever hid the sun. On rare occasions the mist thinned out but never disappeared completely and at these times a sickly, sultry, yellow glow revealed the position of the sun that never was seen from Venus.


  The native guide, who was called Daanal, led the way. He professed to have been into the territory of the Elquaan and the Tindor Mountains several times and for this reason Cardwell had hired Daanal. The guide preceded the two elmus, the small, tusked, purple-furred beasts of burden that carried the equipment. Cardwell and Ada Landers followed behind on foot.


  They left by a side street that took them down to the edge of the Ligor Sea, then turned sharply northward toward the rolling hills that seldom could be seen from Valmaa. At first, it was a wide road that they followed but it soon narrowed into a trail which they had to traverse in single file.


  The damp, steaming growths of brush and trees reared on either side of the trail. They kept showering the travelers with large drops of water and Cardwell found it difficult to believe that it wasn’t raining. But he had been through trails like these before and so he knew otherwise.


  He watched Ada Landers as she strode along in front of him. He had not thought much about it before but now he began to wonder if she could endure the rigors of the long trip into the mountains. This was no job on which to send a woman, he thought angrily for the first time. Silently, he began to curse Inspector Holt and IPI.


  “Do you think we are being followed, Cardwell?” the girl asked quietly, her eyes suddenly very grave but not one bit frightened.


  “I’ve, had that feeling all morning,” said Cardwell.


  The girl went over to the nearest elmu and took something out of a pack. Cardwell put on the Klausman glasses with their thick, twin lenses. He had heard of these glasses that allowed a man. to penetrate both mist and the darkness of night, but this was the first time Cardwell had ever tried on a pair. He was astounded at the way the mist seemed to vanish and the distance that he could have seen had the trees and brush not been all around.


  Ada Landers was staring back down the trail with her glasses. “They’re not much help here, are they, Cardwell? About all they’re good for is hunting the griaan. There are too many turns in the trail to see if any one is following us unless they’re right behind us and we don’t need the glasses for that.”


  Cardwell nodded. “Still, we better keep them handy,” he said quietly. “Don’t worry, Ada. Daanal tells me there are open spaces in the valleys between these hills. We’ll camp there tonight . . .”


  That afternoon the eerie, high-pitched whistling began in the brush and woods all about them. Most of the time the sounds were very faint but on occasions they seemed to emanate startlingly close.


  He called a halt and went up to Daanal. “What is this, Daanal?”


  The Venusian shrugged. “The people who live in these hills are communicating with each other. They speak to each other with the reed of the alrac tree.”


  “What are they saying?” asked Cardwell.


  Daanal shrugged.


  “I do not know. I recognize only the sound and not the message.”


  The trail kept dropping and soon the brush began to thin out, the trees no longer grew and then the trail widened into a road again, winding among waist-high grasses. Through the Klausman lenses, Cardwell saw that they had reached a wide clearing. He ordered Daanal to stop and pitch camp. The grayness was getting thicker, darker. Soon it would be night.


  The whistling seemed to have stopped now that they were halted for the night. Strangely enough, the silence seemed more frightening and ominous than the eerie wailing. The mist thickened and swept in billowing, swirling clouds across the clearing and Cardwell was thankful for the Klausmans that allowed him to penetrate the mist and the dark. He had a chill feeling that he would need them very much before this night was out.


  The aborigines were not long in striking. First there was a small moaning sound far out in the darkness but it was a sound emanating from human throats and not countless reeds. The Klausmans allowed Cardwell to see through the shadows and darkness but not through the tall grass. It was evidently in this that the aborigines were approaching. He could see the tops shudder and move as if things were crawling through them.


  Cardwell reached out and patted one of the girl’s hands. It was cold but there was not the hint of a tremble in it. They were back to back, Evans rifles grasped in their hands, Evans pistols on the ground beside them. Daanal cowered among the elmus to one side but Cardwell could not shake the impression that the Venusian only pretended to be frightened.


  Though they crouched in the thick misty darkness, Cardwell realized it was not much of a shield. He had heard it claimed that certain aborigines on the planet could see as well in the dark as in the misty daylight. It was a known fact that all Venusians were bothered very little by the eternal fog. They seemed to be born with some special faculty that enabled them to see great distances through the mist that at times almost blinded Earth people.


  “You take your side of the clearing, Ada,” Cardwell said quietly, “and I’ll take this side.” He hesitated, then said, “We’ll be all right. Our Evanses should be more than a match for them. They’re probably armed only with knives.”


  “I’m not scared if that’s what you’re thinking,” came the girl’s even voice. “I volunteered for this, Cardwell. I knew all along I wasn’t going to the junior prom.”


  Cardwell grinned a little. “You’ll do, Ada.”


  The moaning came again, swelling this time into a great mourning dirge that still carried with it a primal, bestial lust and savagery. This was the aborigines’ war cry and at the wailing height of it they suddenly erupted upright out of the tall grass, long knives brandished, and then came hurtling forward.


  Cardwell said, “Now, Ada,” through his teeth, and depressed the trigger of his rifle. The weapon hissed raucously and a blue bolt hurtled out of the barrel and caught one of the primitives and lifted him bodily, screaming and thrashing, and then flung him down out of sight in the tall grasses.


  Breath caught tight in his cheat, every nerve taut, Cardwell kept the long Evans working. Another bolt from the weapon blasted the head off another aborigine, another primitive went down screaming with a gaping hole burned through his belly. Krohnite fumes rose from the hard-working Evans, almost gagging Cardwell with their pungency. Behind him, Cardwell could hear the steady snarled hissing of Ada’s Evans and the screams of the aborigines she was bowling over mingled with those collapsing before Cardwell’s weapon.


  Suddenly, when the shrieks were at an ear-splitting crescendo and the stench of burnt flesh and Krohnite fumes were almost unbearable, the primitives broke. A moaning command swept down their shattered lines and then they turned and began fleeing toward the shelter of the trees. It was then that Cardwell became aware of the other two weapons flashing up where the trail emerged out of the woods. It was this, Cardwell figured, rather than his and Ada’s decimation of the aborigines’ ranks that had sent them racing in panicked flight.


  The girl, too, had noticed these flashes and she put a hand on Cardwell’s sleeve. “What do you make of it?” she asked in a strained voice.


  Now all was quiet except for a few moans of the dying primitives. The flashes up at the edge of the woods ceased and Cardwell, peering narrowly through the Klausmans, said:


  “They’re starting toward us. We’ll know in a minute who they are but we won’t take chances. Keep your Evans ready, Ada.”


  There were two of them approaching the camp, crossing the clearing with their Evans rifles held at arm’s length above their heads, signalling friendship. The breath caught in Cardwell’s throat as he recognized them.


  The two were Ysar and his daughter, Naela . . .


  IV


  Under the circumstances, Cardwell and Ada Landers could not refuse Ysar and Naela permission to accompany them, although neither Cardwell nor Ada liked the idea very much. They would have preferred going on by themselves since they could not bring themselves to completely trust the Venusian and his daughter. But Cardwell and Ada could not deny that the two Venusians had done them a valuable favor in helping to drive off the aborigines and so they reluctantly agreed to having Ysar and Naela with them.


  The next two days passed without incident and on the evening of the third day after they had left Valmaa, the travelers found themselves at the foot of the Tindor Mountains. As they pitched camp that night, Ysar announced that in the morning he and his daughter would take another way to reach their home in the mountains. Cardwell received this information with a great amount of relief.


  Not that the trip had been unpleasant, Cardwell thought. Ysar had proved to be very affable and his stories of the planet and its history had been most entertaining. Naela’s attentions had been directed boldly and unabashedly at Cardwell and he was finding them more difficult to resist all along. Naela was just about the most attractive woman Cardwell had seen on Venus or any other planet.


  This evening, after they had eaten, Naela snuggled up close to Cardwell and turned her big, purple eyes on him. “I will miss you, Cardwell,” she said sadly. “I will think of you often on our lonely talega.”


  Cardwell had to exert a concerted effort to keep from putting his arms around her. His throat constricted. “Don’t you have any handsome Venusians to help you pass the time on your talega?” he asked lightly.


  “I do not consider Venusians handsome,” said Naela, pouting a little. “Besides, there are no young men on our talega, none that are worthy of me. Why don’t you come and stay with us, Cardwell?”


  She snuggled closer, very warm against him now, and he could feel the animal desire begin to rise in him. “You forget that I am employed by Miss Landers. I must go where she commands.”


  Naela’s eyes narrowed a little as she stared up at him. “But you will not be employed by her forever, will you? After you are done working for her, then you will come to our talega, won’t you? It should not take long to hunt the griaan. With the Evans rifles you should experience no difficulty in killing several of the beasts quickly. Then you will be finished, will you not?”


  An innate caution stirred in Cardwell. “I suppose so.”


  “What do you mean—you suppose so? Do you have other matters besides hunting?”


  I Cardwell stared narrowly at Naela. It was this that disturbed him, this that aroused the distrust in him, this constant harping on whether he would be through with his job once several griaan were taken.


  “What other matters could I have?” he said carefully.


  “Then you will be through after you have killed a few griaan. Then you will come to our talega!”


  Cardwell smiled slightly. “Not so fast. I must accompany Miss Landers back to Valmaa. My job does not finish until I have taken her back to the city. That was in our agreement.”


  “But then you will be through,” Naela persisted. “Then you will come to our talega, will you not?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Don’t you like me, Cardwell?” she asked throatily, pressing still closer to him. “After all, my father and I saved you from those primitives. Are you not grateful?”


  Naela’s face was lifted, her mouth was enticingly close to Cardwell’s, he could feel the urge start overwhelmingly in him. Then he sensed the eyes watching him and he abruptly pulled his head back just as his lips began to brush the girl’s.


  Ada Landers stood in the entrance of her tent, watching Cardwell and Naela. There was an amused smile on Ada’s face. “What a paragon of self-restraint you are, Cardwell,” said Ada, unable to hide the mirth in her voice.


  “Oh, dry up,” said Cardwell.


  Naela was looking, too, at Ada but the Venusian girl made no attempt to pull away from Cardwell. Ada Landers came ahead, still smiling slightly.


  “You don’t mind if I watch, do you, doll?” she asked Naela. “I am always anxious to pick up a few pointers on how to attract the opposite sex. Perhaps I’ve been too subtle in my attempts. You’re teaching me things, doll.”


  Naela glowered at Ada but said nothing. Ada arched her brows as she looked at the revealing rents in Naela’s gown. “Do you have a spare robe with you, doll? Maybe if I was dressed in one of those, Cardwell would find me attractive, too.”


  “Cut it out, Ada,” growled Cardwell, feeling very uncomfortable now with Naela so warm and tight against him and Ada amusedly watching his discomfiture. He began to gently push Naela from him. The Venusian girl got the hint and abruptly jumped to her feet. She glared at Ada and made as if to speak, then checked herself. She turned and smiled provocatively down at Cardwell.


  “If you were at our talega, Cardwell, there would be none of these unpleasant interruptions,” she said softly. “Remember that, won’t you?”


  With that, Naela walked away to the other side of the camp where Ysar sat, impassively watching them. Ada chuckled. “Poor Cardwell,” she murmured teasingly, then she turned to see Ysar approaching them.


  Ysar stared somewhat intently at Ada for a moment, then turned his glance on Cardwell and smiled affably again. “I take it that like all Earth people you regard us as a backward planet?”


  “I can’t see what else you’d call yourself, Ysar. Why, your planet did not even know the invention of the wheel until Earth came. True, you’ve built some great cities and some wonderful, immense buildings even without the wheel to move the large stones. What else do you have to show?”


  “I see that you, like all Earth people, are strictly materialistic, Cardwell,” said Ysar, smiling somewhat arrogantly. “You can not conceive of anything possessing value unless it has substance. We Venusian scientists, and there are many of us, scorn the material things. We deal solely with the science of the mind.”


  Ysar leaned forward, face suffused with some secret compulsion. “You Earth people understand things in terms of conquest, do you not? All right, Cardwell. Let’s say that you have some highly advanced machine, some terrible weapon which is the result of years of scientific research. You turn that machine or weapon on me. I have nothing to defend myself but my bare hands and my mind. But if I could somehow control your mind, if I could render it useless and helpless, then what good would your machine or weapon be to you, Cardwell? Who would triumph, you or I?”


  The ugly implications of it began to stir darkly in Cardwell. If true, it was somewhat monstrous and terrifying but Cardwell could not bring himself to believe that Ysar was serious about it. “The whole thing is fantastic, Ysar,” Cardwell said slowly. “How could you or any other individual or any combination of individuals hope to control an unlimited number of minds? Perhaps you could control one or a few but remember this, I would not be the only one with a machine or a weapon. There would be countless others. You could not control all their minds at the same time.”


  Ysar’s eyes narrowed. A note of menace entered his voice. “You do not believe, perhaps, that I can control even one mind?”


  Cardwell said carefully, “I see that you and your daughter carry Evans rifles. Instead of using them on the aborigines, why didn’t you drive them off with your mind?”


  A swift, dark wrath diffused the Venusian’s face. “You mock, Earthling,” he burst out in sudden, unchecked anger. “Beware that you do not mock once too often!”


  V


  A feeling of vast relief came over Cardwell the next morning as he and Ada Landers and Daanal proceeded without Ysar and Naela. Cardwell supposed that he owed something to the two Venusians for their aid in the fight with the Aborigines but Cardwell well began to feel more and more that the incident had been deliberately instigated. True, a number of the primitives had been killed which tended to arouse some doubts that Ysar had planned the attack and the subsequent rescue. But Cardwell knew how little human life was regarded on Venus and so he began to suspect strongly that Ysar had perpetrated the whole matter as a trick and excuse to join Cardwell and Ada and, thus, perhaps, learn if there was more to their journey into the mountains than hunting the griaan.


  As they began to advance on higher ground, Cardwell found that the mist was not so thick any more nor did it hug the ground so closely. It had lifted and seemed to hang suspended from ten to fifteen feet overhead, a gray, threatening expanse of impenetrable cloud.


  All that day they encountered not a sign a life, either human or animal. What land they could see extended precipitous and desolate and barren. A few short shrubs grew in scattered, lonely isolation and, at times, they saw a lavender lichen growth clinging to the gray-green rocks.


  Cardwell noted Ada’s interest in this growth. Once, when they had halted to rest, Cardwell asked Daanal, “What is that growth called?”


  “Naalem.”


  “Naalem? Is it good for anything?”


  Daanal shrugged. “I do not know.”


  “You don’t know anything, do you, Daanal?” asked Cardwell, his voice thinning. “You didn’t even know that those aborigines were going to attack us, did you?”


  Daanal hung his head. “I am only a guide,” he muttered. “I know only the way into and out of these mountains.”


  “All right,” said Cardwell. “But remember this, Daanal. I have not forgotten that attack by the primitives. Don’t let another thing like that happen or you’ll pay for it! Now get on with you!”


  Daanal picked up the ropes that led the elmus and started onward. Cardwell glanced questioningly at Ada. She said softly so that Daanal could not hear, “That’s the lichen, all right, but it’s much smaller and scraggly than the one used for Panaceum. Still it looks like we’re on the right track.”


  It was late in the afternoon that they spied the man. He was a dim figure far ahead of them and instantly Cardwell whipped on the Klausmans, aware that Ada was doing the same. The man appeared to be kneeling on the ground. He was building small mounds of earth with his hands.


  He was clothed only in a loin cloth and he had the sickly gray skin and long, disheveled black hair of the Venusians. He seemed unaware of the approach of the others. He knelt on the ground and with his hands piled dirt with child-like, innocent preoccupation.


  Daanal steered a wide berth around the kneeling man and Cardwell had to shout twice, angrily, before Daanal halted. The guide was visibly frightened. Cardwell was tempted to ask the guide the reason for his fright but expected the same old evasive answer. So Cardwell held his peace.


  He stopped and stared at the kneeling man. Ada Landers had come up and she, too, stared down at the Venusian who went on placidly building his tiny mounds of earth. There was something eerie and uglily ominous in the Venusian’s simple, childish engrossment.


  Cardwell glanced at Ada. Her face was very grave and the muscles about her mouth were stiff with strain. A haunted, compassionate look lived in her eyes.


  Cardwell turned his attention back to the Venusian. The kneeling man had thus far given no indication that he was aware of the presence of any one. He finished another round cone, patted it fastidiously into shape, gurgled happily and started on another pile.


  “You,” said Cardwell. “What are you doing?”


  The Venusian went right on building another tiny mound. He said nothing. He did not even appear to have heard Cardwell.


  “I asked you what you’re doing?” said Cardwell, louder.


  The Venusian scratched at the earth to loosen it and then drew it together and with the palms of his hands fashioned it into a tiny cone. He began patting it to make it retain its shape. He burbled with pleasure.


  Cardwell reached down and grabbed the Venusian’s hair and roughly jerked the man’s head back so that his face looked, up at Cardwell.


  “Answer me,” growled Cardwell. “Why are you doing this?”


  There was an unnerving vacuity in the Venusian’s eyes. His mouth spread in a wide, amiable smile. He made soft, happy sounds in his throat. The vile import of it began to dawn on Cardwell and he was about to speak to Ada when the shout came from off to the left:


  “Get away from that fellow!”


  Cardwell looked up, startled. He still held on to the Venusian’s hair. The voice shouted again, “Let go the man and stand back. Quick now!”


  Cardwell saw him then. This man must have come out of a ravine whose gaping mouth showed in the distance. The man was about fifty feet away and he had an Evans rifle at his shoulder. The weapon was pointed at Cardwell.


  Cardwell stepped back. He saw the aim of the Evans shift and lower slightly and as the intent became abruptly apparent to him he started to cry out but it was too late. A blue bolt shot out of the Evans and there was the sudden sickening odor of scorched flesh and the kneeling Venusian toppled over on his side without a sound.


  Cardwell’s knuckles were white from the force of his grip on the Evans pistol at his side. But the Evans rifle was once again pointing at him. Slowly, reluctantly, Cardwell released his grip and held his hands away from his sides. The man with the rifle began walking toward them.”


  This newcomer was tall with wide shoulders and a hard, darkly handsome face. There was a well-trimmed mustache above his mouth and a neatly-clipped goatee on his chin. With a start, Cardwell recognized him as a man from Earth.


  The fellow lowered his rifle, holding it against his side, but the gaping muzzle still pointed at Cardwell. The fellow showed his teeth in a white smile and said:


  “I just did you a big favor, bud.”


  “I don’t call cold-blooded murder a favor!”


  The man with the rifle laughed easily. “Relax. The name is Hastings, bud, Paul Hastings. I’m a trader in these mountains.”


  “The natives up here get that way once in a while,” Hastings said smoothly. “Something snaps in their brain and they go amok. At times, they’re docile and harmless, then suddenly they become ferocious killers.” He nodded at the dead Venusian. “This one did in three of my boys and then escaped. I’ve been trailing him since early morning. I know he looked harmless to you, bud, but he could have attacked you at any instant.”


  Cardwell stared hard at Hastings. The man was too glib, too smooth to satisfy Cardwell. Cardwell knew that he could never bring himself to quite believe anything that Hastings might say. Still, Cardwell felt, this was as good a time as any to establish himself and Ada in the roles of griaan hunters.


  “I’m Cardwell,” he said. “This is Miss Landers. We’re heading for the territory of the Elquaan to hunt the griaan.”


  “Oh?” said Hastings, pursing his lips. His eyes swept narrowly, appraisingly over the packs on the two elmus. Then he uttered his short, falsely-jovial laugh. “This is in the nature of a coincidence then. I do all my business with the Elquaan. I trade in Naalem.”


  Cardwell smiled politely. “I’m afraid that the only thing Miss Landers and I are interested in is the griaan. Are there any hereabouts?”


  “You’ll undoubtedly catch a glimpse of some tomorrow but I wouldn’t shoot at any if I were you, Cardwell. You had better contact the Elquaan and secure their permission first. They won’t refuse permission but they like to be asked. After all, this is their territory and they like to be acknowledged its masters.”


  “Well, thanks for the tip, Hastings. Will we be able to reach the Elquaan Village tomorrow?”


  For the first time Hastings gave a good look at Ada. The glance was bold and frankly appraising and Ada colored a little under it. Hastings chuckled. “I’d like to go on with you, Cardwell. I really would. But my camp is way back there and I’ve got business to attend to. But you’ll see me around at the village.”


  He chuckled again and started away. At the mouth of the ravine, he turned and waved once, then disappeared into the dark, yawning mouth.


  Cardwell glanced at Ada. There was sweat above her mouth and on her forehead and she sighed with relief. She held Cardwell’s eyes and said softly, so that Daanal might not hear:


  “That Venusian that Hastings killed—. The poor fellow had been fed Quaa, Cardwell! . . .”


  VI


  The village of the Elquaan lay in a small valley in the mountains. The spot was about the most beautiful that Cardwell had seen on Venus and he had knocked around most of the planet. The mountainsides reared precipitous and apparently unscalable on either side of the valley. The air was thin and cool and the perpetual mist hung far overhead, the highest Cardwell had ever seen it. The floor of the valley was lush and green and several quiet creeks flowed through the valley.


  The village was situated on one side of the valley, at the foot of an immense peak whose tip was forever hidden in thick, impenetrable cloud. The village consisted of primitive thatched huts, circular in shape, with a conical roof in the center of which was cut a hole for the smoke from the fire to leave the hut.


  The reception that Cardwell and Ada Landers received from the Elquaan ranged on the indifferent. Obviously, there had been other hunters from Earth here before and so Earthmen were no novelty to the Elquaan. Then, too, Hastings had claimed to do business with the tribe.


  The Elquaan were rather small in stature, none that Card-well saw appearing to be more than five and a half feet in height. They had the ubiquitous gray skin and long black hair of all Venusians. But the Elquaan differed in their clothing. All the other Venusians that Cardwell had ever seen wore either plain white robes or garments fashioned out of brightly colored cloth. The Elquaan were dressed in the auburn skins taken from the griaan.


  Cardwell and Ada were readily granted permission to hunt the griaan, that is, the auburn ones. The white griaan they were forbidden to molest. To the Elquaan, the white griaan were sacred.


  Cardwell and Ada made plans to hunt the following morning and so informed Daanal. The guide had lost his passivity and sultenness. It was obvious that he was among friends. Hie breath reeked from much wassailing and Cardwell thought wryly that he wasn’t the only person on Venus who liked a nip now and then.


  They pitched camp on the edge of the village with little help from Daanal. At the first opportunity he slipped away and Cardwell cursed a while, then let it pass.


  They had just finished their meal that night when Paul Hastings emerged out of the darkness. There was a broad, amiable smile on his face and he had on clean whites and smelled of cologne water and talcum. His mustache and goatee were fastidiously groomed and he gave the impression that he knew he was quite a striking and handsome figure.


  “Hello, folks,” he greeted Cardwell and Ada loudly. “I said I’d see you again at the village.” He gave that keen and appraising look at Ada again. “Seeing you makes me homesick for the women of Earth again, honey. You’re a sight for sore eyes, honey.”


  Ada colored, red spots of anger glowed on her cheeks, her nostrils quivered with rage. “You might be a ball of fire among your Venusian beauties, Hastings, with a line like that but with me you don’t even fizz. Good night!”


  With that, Ada Landers turned on her heel and stalked into her tent.


  Hastings pulled a bottle from a hip pocket, winked at Cardwell and proffered it to him. “Imported stuff from Earth, Cardwell,” said Hastings. “Real scotch. Go on and wet your throat. I’ve got plenty of this stuff at my camp.”


  Cardwell told himself he was going to take only one drink. He would not have taken even that if it wasn’t that such a long time had elapsed since he had tasted any good Earth liquor. So he took a deep swallow out of the bottle, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and sighed with pleasure.


  There was a strange glitter in Hastings’ eyes. The smile on his mouth looked falsely amiable. “Go on, Cardwell,” he urged. “Have some more scotch.”


  Cardwell drank deeply. As the liquor warmed his stomach, he began to feel better. Some of the depression and worry lifted from him.


  “How come you can afford scotch, Hastings? Is there that much money in trading in Naalem?”


  “Oh, I have other angles.” Hastings peered closely at Cardwell. “Don’t you have any other angles, Cardwell? You can’t make much money as a hunting guide.”


  “I do all right.”


  Cardwell took another drink.


  “You can keep the bottle,” said Hastings. “I’ll let you kill it. I’ve got plenty more at my camp.”


  Anger and resentment began to rise in Cardwell. “Is that all you’ve got at your camp for me?”


  “For you?” asked Hastings, his head coming up. “I don’t get you, bud.”


  “You get me all right,” growled Cardwell. “You’re trying to get me. drunk.”


  A hurt look came over Hastings’ face. “You’ve got me all wrong, Cardwell. I just came to pass the time. I’m sick of these ignorant, stinking Elquaan. You’re from Earth and I wanted to talk to one of my own kind. I’m not trying to get any one drunk.”


  “I say you’re deliberately trying to get me drunk,” snarled Cardwell, lunging to his feet, “and if you-deny it, then you’re a rotten, stinking, filthy liar, Hastings! You’re trying to get me drunk so you can pump me!”


  Hastings rose carefully to his feet. Once a spasm of rage rolled unchecked and naked across his features, then he showed a smile that was all face. “Take it easy, pal,” he said soothingly. “I’m your friend. I’m from Earth. I just want to be sociable and pass the time. I just offered you a sociable drink. You don’t have to kill the bottle now. Take a sip every day.”


  “You know damn well once I’ve started I can’t stop,” snarled Cardwell, quivering with wrath. “I’m not so tight yet that my mind has stopped working. Who told you about me, Hastings? Who sent you to get me drunk?”


  “No one sent me, bud. I came of my own accord.”


  “You’re a liar. You’re a stinking coward. Anybody who’d shoot down a poor helpless native full of Quaa is nothing but a dirty, rotten, yellow-bellied coward!”


  “Cardwell!”


  The word cracked out like the snap of a lash. Cardwell tensed, turned and saw Ada Landers standing in the entrance of her tent. There was an Evans pistol in her hand. It was not pointing anywhere in particular but the girl’s attitude plainly indicated that she was prepared to use the weapon if necessary.


  “That will be enough, Cardwell,” the girl went on, lips white and stiff. “I did not hire you to brawl.” Her cold eyes fastened on Hastings. “I think you had better leave, Hastings,” she said coolly. “You’ve caused enough damage for one night.”


  Hastings smiled and bowed. There was a look of smug satisfaction on his dark face. “I’ll be seeing you, honey,” he said. Then, with a careless wave of his hand, he was gone in the darkness.


  Ada took Cardwell’s arm and led him into her tent. She tried to take the bottle from him but he hung on to it all the more tightly. “You fool, Cardwell,” she hissed so that only he could hear. “You miserable, drunken fool!”


  Cardwell could feel the liquor whirling around in his skull. He kept experiencing intermittently exhilaration and an ugly rage. “I’m all right,” he growled, “I know what I’m doing.”


  “Put that bottle away, Cardwell.”


  “I can handle the stuff.”


  She gave him a long, slitted, speculative look, then she came close to him, smiling a little, close enough so that the scent of her perfume permeated through the liquor dullness in Cardwell’s mind.


  “I need you, Cardwell,” she said huskily. “I’m depending on you. You won’t let me down, will you?”


  Her nearness now made Cardwell oblivious to all else. He became aware only of what he had been fighting more and more each successive day. He could not explain how it had happened to him. At first, he had thought of Ada as a haughty, irritable snob. He had actually disliked her then. But, gradually, the dislike and then the indifference faded and vanished. Now it was something entirely different, something deep and aching and constricting in his throat and deep in his chest.


  He reached out and pulled her roughly against him and bruised his mouth down on hers. He felt her tense and go rigid against him and there was no warmth in her mouth, only a savage, distasteful repulsing of him. This saddened him and also made him angry.


  “It’s me who needs you, Ada,” he said huskily. “I’ve got to have something to grab on to, something to anchor myself to. I just keep drifting helplessly but if I had you I’d stop, Ada. I know I’d stop. You mean everything to me, Ada.”


  She read the sincerity in his face and something like regret crossed her face. “I’m sorry, Cardwell,” she whispered. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have led you into it. Please believe me when I say I’m sorry.”


  “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he cried, squeezing her arms until she winced. “Now you know how you stand with me. You know what you mean to me. Don’t I mean anything to you?”


  She averted her eyes. “I’m very fond of you, Cardwell.”


  “Fond? Is that all?”


  “Yes, Cardwell.”


  A roiling ugliness began to stir deep in him. “Why?” he growled. “Because I’m a no-good space-bum?”


  “Don’t say that, Cardwell. You know it isn’t because of that.”


  “But I am a no-good spacebum,” he insisted angrily. “I’m a soak. I drink too much. I’m no damn good for anything.”


  “Please, Cardwell,” she begged, her face strained. “There—there’s someone else. Back on Earth. We’re to be married when I return. It’s only him for me, Cardwell. It will always be only him for me. I wouldn’t have told you this except that I want you to know why I feel this way. It’s nothing against you, Cardwell.”


  “It is against me,” he snarled, pushing her roughly from him. He grabbed his bottle and drank deeply. Some of the liquor spilled and trickled down his chin. He reeled a little. “I’m a rotten, lousy space-bum exiled on this stinking, filthy planet. You’ve got no use for the likes of me. That’s how it is, isn’t it? I’ve got nothing to give you, only a share in my exile. Nothing else. So you’ve got no use for me. You’ve—”


  She put her hands over her ears while tears welled in her eyes and began to trickle down her cheeks. “Stop it, Cardwell, stop it.”


  He went on unheedingly, full in the grip of his drunken rage. “You’ve got no liking for me, only a fondness. That’s what you said, isn’t it? You’re fond of me. Well, I’m not fond of you. I love you and that’s the beginning of it and the end of it. I love you and nothing else on this stinking planet. I hate it. I hate the mist and the clouds. I hate the people. I hate the stinking air. I hate Earth. I hate everything on Earth and from Earth. I don’t give a damn about anything any more. You hear? That goes for your fancy job, too. You know where you can shove it. I’m done with it. I’m done with everything. I’m done with everything but getting stinking drunk again!”


  “Oh, Cardwell, Cardwell,” she moaned, “what have I done? I didn’t mean to hurt you. I wouldn’t hurt you for anything. Come to me, Cardwell. I’m sorry. Let me put you to bed. I’ll look after you, Cardwell.”


  “Like hell you will!” he cried, wrenching away from her as she grabbed his sleeve. He brandished the bottle. “Don’t you come near me, you hear? I’m killing this bottle and don’t you dare stop me. You hear, Ada? . . .”


  VII


  To Cardwell, when he first saw a griaan, the animal was an incongruity. In his eyes it seemed to be a weird cross of two of the animals of Earth—the deer and the bear. The griaan’s body was thick and hulking like that of the bear and it was covered by a coarse, heavy, auburn fur. But the head, especially the three-pronged antlers, was on the order of a big buck.


  Cardwell would have attributed the weirdness of the animal’s appearance to an aftermath of his drinking bout except that the griaan had been described to him back in the city of Valmaa. So he knew it was not a deceptive trick of his eyes as he stood on the edge of this mountain meadow and watched several griaan grazing.


  Hie head still throbbed faintly but the intense, pounding agony of early that morning was gone. The cool, bitter air and the long hike to this hidden meadow in the mountains had helped to clear his mind but the needling recriminations and the regret and shame for his words and actions of the previous night still remained in Cardwell.


  He had hardly spoken with Ada Landers this morning. She had reflected the same coolness and distance in her approaches to him. Cardwell was inestimably sorry for what had been done but nevertheless the truth lived achingly in him. He loved her. Had he not been angry and drunk, he never would have informed her. But whether she knew it or not, it made no difference to Cardwell. He loved her poignantly and hopelessly.


  Daanal and two of the Elquaan who had been hired for the hunt had worked around to the other side of the meadow with the purpose of frightening the griaan into a stampede. By now they should be directly across from the spot where Cardwell and Ada stood at the edge of the meadow. The griaan were wary and suspicious and to approach them in the open would be impossible. The range was too great for accuracy so it had been decided to stampede the animals and Ada would try to drop one of them on the dead run.


  Cardwell said, “I’ll go on ahead a little ways to turn them in toward you should they try to break into the trees in that direction. You should be able to get a good shot at their flanks as they pass.” He eyed her narrowly. “Be careful. They don’t have very good eyesight but once they spot something on the ground they charge it. Those antlers are wicked.”


  Her lips were pale. Cardwell did not know if it was because of the hunt or him. “I’m all right,” she said stiffly. “I can handle an Evans. You know that if you’ll remember the aborigines.”


  He wanted to say more but could not bring himself to do so. Without further word, he walked off, skirting the edge of the trees that rimmed the meadow. He had just reached his position when Daanal and the Elquaan went into action.


  There sounded the shrill screeching of a reed, then a couple of drums began to pound. Instantly, the heads of the griaan flung up. For a moment the beasts stood there in frozen startledness. Then a harsh blast of alarm and terror roared out of the throats of the griaan. Their massive heads ducked down, the antlers pointing sharp and straight ahead to clear their path, and the griaan bolted.


  They tore across the meadow at a ground-shaking run, the thunder of their flight marked by shrill blasts of rage and fright. There was a precipitous cliff along the far side of the meadow and most of the griaan raced along in the lee of this bluff. However, two of the animals broke away from the others and started thundering across the meadow at Cardwell’s position.


  He raised the Evans rifle. Through the Klausmans, he took aim at the ground in front of the streaking griaan and began to fire. The fuming bolts kicked up huge clods of turf and flung them into the griaans’ eyes. The beasts snorted, blasted an alarm, and pulled up sharply. Cardwell shifted the Evans and fired two bolts behind the animals and abruptly the two griaan wheeled and began to bear down on Ada’s position.


  When the griaan had stampeded, the girl had come out into the meadow several steps to get a better shot. Now the two griaan spotted her and they blasted a cry of primal rage and bore down on her with antlers lowered.


  The girl evidenced no fright. Cardwell marvelled as she dropped down on one knee and aimed the Evans at the onrushing, bellowing beasts. She pointed the Evans and nothing happened. Sudden fear clogged Cardwell’s throat.


  “Shoot, Ada, shoot!” he shouted hoarsely.


  Still the girl did not fire. Cardwell saw the rifle waver, then the girl frantically cast it from her and grabbed for the Evans pistol in the holster at her side. She threw up the pistol, aimed it—but did not fire.


  A horrible implication filled Cardwell but he did not have the time to follow it through to its ugly conclusion. The range was great but he had to take the chance. The two thundering griaan were almost on the girl. A shriek tore out of her throat.


  Cardwell’s lips were compressed tightly as he sighted down the long barrel of the Evans. A prayer throbbed in his heart. He fired and one of the griaan blasted a scream of mortal agony and went hurtling head over heels. Cardwell shifted his aim to the other charging beast.


  The first bolt missed. The second took the griaan high on the rump and hurtled the beast sideways but with a furious bellow of bestial rage the griaan recovered and started again for the girl. She broke into a run but she could never outdistance the griaan even if the animal were wounded.


  Cardwell fired again. This bolt took the griaan in the flank and erupted a shriek of agony out of the beast. Its gallop broke, its speed slowed but it did not stop. The griaan still bore down on Ada with sufficient speed to overtake her. Cardwell fired once more. A mortal roar tore out of the animal. It went down on its knees as it reached Ada. A swing of the monstrous head and the antlers sent the girl sprawling. The griaan struggled to regain its feet but life suddenly and abruptly fled and the beast lay unmoving on its side.


  Ilia heart a blob of ice, Cardwell raced toward the fallen girl. A glad cry broke from him as he saw her stir and then, sit up, shaking her head, as \he approached her. Her face was drawn with strain, a dismal fear still lurked in the depths of her eyes. She pushed him away as he dropped to his knees beside her and the act hurt Cardwell immeasurably. But he was grateful that she appeared unharmed.


  “I’m all right,” she said. “Thanks, Cardwell.”


  “What happened? Why didn’t you shoot?”


  Ada’s lips were a thin, white line. “I pulled the trigger but nothing happened. It was the same with the rifle, and the pistol.”


  That dark, chilling implication hit Cardwell again and this time he did not have to think very hard to understand how it was. He remembered running off at the mouth the night before. He remembered his slip about Quaa. Now it all added up.


  Feeling miserable and guilty, he walked over to where Ada had thrown the Evans rifle. Cardwell picked up the weapon and examined it carefully. With a pocket knife he removed the master screw and slipped out the ammo chamber. The Krohnite had been neutralized, making the weapon useless.


  He became conscious that Ada was standing beside him. “It’s all my fault,” said Cardwell wretchedly. “I got drunk and talked too much and then somebody sneaked in last night and tampered with your guns. I’m just a no-good, rotten—”


  “Stop it. Cardwell,” Ada said sharply. “The harm has been done. Recriminations won’t help. At least, we know one thing now—Hastings must be in the gang involved with Quaa. First there was the native that Hastings killed. Then last night he heard your slip about Quaa.” She smiled suddenly, brightly and some of the sting went out of Cardwell. “Cheer up, Cardwell. We’re making progress. Only from now we’ll have to be doubly careful.


  VIII


  Early the next morning, there was a bustle of activity in the village of the Elquaan. Cardwell inquired of Daanal as to the reason for this and Daanal informed him that this was the day the sacred white griaan was to be sacrificed.


  Cardwell and Ada proceeded with their preparations for another hunting foray. The day before they had passed by the steep cliffs and ledges where the Naalem was cultivated and it was their intention to keep passing by the place for several days, hoping thus to allay suspicion, and then to secure several samples of the Naalem for examination and testing. They knew that Quaa was undetectable but still they hoped to find evidences that the Naalen had been tampered with.


  Cardwell and Ada were getting ready to leave their camp when they saw the two persons approaching. A chill of apprehension struck Cardwell as he recognized the two. Despite their robes of white griaan fur, they were instantly recognizable to Cardwell.


  The two were Ysar and Naela.


  Ysar bowed and said, “Welcome to my talega, Cardwell. You, too, Miss Landers.”


  Naela grinned mischievously at Cardwell. “I see you availed yourself of my invitation, Cardwell. I trust we shall have many pleasant moments together.”


  The shock of this information still lived dully in Cardwell. “Is this your holding?” he asked, waving an arm. “Is this valley of the Elquaan your talega?”


  “It is,” said Ysar.


  “But—but I do not understand?”


  Ysar smiled broadly. “You mean you can not conceive of my daughter and I being of the Elquaan?” He drew himself up proudly. “That is true, Cardwell’. I am of the Elquaan. I am their lord.”


  “The Elquaan are so primitive,” said Cardwell. “You are very well educated, Ysar.”


  A vain smile touched Ysar’s mouth. “It has been the custom for centuries for the lords of the Elquaan to send their families to the cities to be educated and to acquire knowledge, thus to enable them to better rule their subjects.” He looked narrowly at Cardwell and Ada and at their weapons “You are going hunting today?”


  “That’s right,” said Cardwell. “We got two griaan yesterday but in shooting them we ruined the heads for trophies. We hope to have better luck today.”


  “I was hoping you would stay for the festival and sacrifice of the sacred griaan today.”


  Ada smiled. “The griaan will be there tomorrow. We can hunt then. Thank you very much, Ysar, for your invitation. We shall certainly avail ourselves of it. It sounds like a lot of fun.”


  Ysar bowed. Cardwell could not get over the faint feeling of a leering mockery in the Venusian.


  In the center of the village a stout cage had been built from small trees and in the cage was a white griaan. These albinos were rather numerous and were held in fearful, superstitious esteem by the Elquaan. The more plentiful auburn griaan were hunted by the Elquaan and their flesh used for sustenance and their hides for clothing and the sharpened antlers for the tips of spears.


  It was toward the middle of the day that the actual ceremony began, with Ysar acting as high priest.


  Behind Ysar came Naela. She, too, walked with a haughty, mysterious mien, looking neither to the right nor to the left. Both Ysar and Naela were clothed in long robes of white griaan fur. On his head Ysar wore a pair of immense antlers much like a crown or an investment of authority.


  In his right hand Ysar carried what Cardwell thought of as a baton. It seemed to be a round piece of wood about three feet long and two inches in diameter. The rod was covered with intricate carvings, tinted in brilliant hues, and studded here and there were twinkling, precious stones. As he came to a halt in front of the cage, Ysar lifted the baton.


  A great hush fell over the crowd of Elquaan. The only sound was their quiet, spaced, intense breathing. In a loud, ringing voice, Ysar addressed the griaan in the cage.


  “O thou precious and revered animal, be it known to all that we are about to sacrifice thee. My beloved people, come ye to the feast. Come ye and participate in the sending away of our noble and esteemed god. He is about to undertake the long and joyful journey to his ancestors. Come ye, my people, and speed him on his way. Come!”


  With that, Ysar lowered his baton and stepped aside. Instantly, a score of Elquaan stepped ahead. They opened the door of the cage and two of them went inside and fastened a rope about the griaan’s neck. The animal must have been in captivity for a long time, Cardwell thought, for it evidenced no fright of the Elquaan nor gave any sign of hostility. Meekly, it allowed itself to be led out of the cage. It was then tied to a pole a few feet away from the cage.


  Ysar stepped ahead, raised his baton, and again addressed the griaan. “O thou divine one, thou wast. sent into the world for us to hunt. O thou precious little divinity, we worship thee. We have been kind to thee. We have loved thee. Now we are about to send thee to thy father and mother. Pray hear our prayer.


  “When thou comest to thy parents, pray speak well of us. Tell them of how kind we have been to thee, tell them of how deeply and reverently we have loved and worshipped thee. Tell them of our need for more and more griaan that we may hunt and have meat to eat. Our very lives depend on the goodness and generosity of thy father and mother. O thou precious divinity, intercede for us. Humbly we beseech thee to heed our prayers.” Now Ysar stepped back and signalled with his baton. Several of the Elquaan came ahead and tied a rope to each of the griaan’s hind legs. Then with ten men holding each rope the Elquaan pulled the beast’s hind legs out from under him and the griaan fell, straddling the ground.


  With the beast thus helpless, two long poles were passed about its neck, one underneath the griaan’s throat, the other above. Now a great, joyous shout erupted from the watching Elquaan. They rushed forward, men, women and children, and they seized the ends of the poles and depressed them with the intention of strangling the griaan.


  The beast began to snarl. It made savage, writhing attempts to free itself but it was too securely held. The feral shouting of the Elquaan as they milled about the helpless animal drowned out its fierce, choking snarls.


  Beside Cardwell, Ada made a small, sick sound and lowered her eyes. Cardwell, too, felt his stomach heave a little at the unbridled cruelty and malignant joy evidenced in the gleeful shouting of the Elquaan as the griaan began to gasp its last.


  “What’s the matter, doll? I thought you said it would be fun?”


  It was Naela’s voice, coming from behind them. Sb intent had Ada and Cardwell been on the horrible sight before them that they had been unaware of Naela and Ysar having gone away from the beast. Now Cardwell and Ada whirled and saw the two Venusians standing behind them, mocking grins on their faces.


  Ysar bowed. “You astound me, Miss Landers. I thought you were a huntress. The two griaan that you killed yesterday would indicate that you are a woman of great courage. Pray tell me. What is the difference in killing a griaan with an Evans rifle or killing the beast by strangling him between two long poles? Is not death the final result either way?”


  “You wouldn’t understand sportsmanship,” said Ada through pale lips.


  “Sportsmanship?” said Ysar. He seemed about to continue when an ear-shattering shout emitted from the Elquaan. Ysar said, “Well, the sacred griaan is dead. Now, after the blood has been drawn from him, I must consecrate it. Can you Earth people not see why strangling the beast is necessary? To my ignorant people he is the incarnation of a god. Not a drop of his blood must be spilled. It is too precious. It will now be drawn from the griaan and after I have blessed it with my sacred wand, it will be sprinkled over the Naalem so that it might flourish and grow.”


  Cardwell said, “From your tone, Ysar, I get the impression that you don’t believe in any of this?”


  “Of course I don’t,” said Ysar, a little nettledly. “You forget I am educated. But it has been a custom for centuries to sacrifice the white griaan. It is my duty as lord of the Elquaan to officiate at the sacrifices. Must I believe in them just because I officiate.”


  Cardwell shrugged.


  Ysar turned to his daughter. “Bring Cardwell and Miss Landers, Naela. Bring them to the inner circle so that they might observe the consecration of the sacred griaan’s blood. I am positive they will find it most entertaining.”


  Ysar started forward. As at the beginning, the Elquaan fell aside, making a way for Ysar to pass through them to where the dead body of the griaan sprawled on the ground. Naela beckoned to Cardwell and Ada. Naela was smiling but Cardwell could not shake the feeling that there was a faint malignance in the Venusian girl’s grin.


  Silently, Cardwell and Ada followed Naela. As they progressed, the lane through the Elquaan closed behind them. Cardwell’s throat constricted. He could feel the brush of the holstered Evans against his thigh as he walked but the sensation was not very reassuring. The Elquaan were too many.


  The blood had been drained from the dead griaan and had been placed in a large earthen bowl. Several Elquaan were busy with the task of skinning the griaan. The carcass steamed in the cool air. The stench from the warm flesh being laid bare was almost overwhelming to Cardwell. He experienced a great pity for Ada. He glanced at her and saw that she was determined to make the best of it. Her mouth was held stiffly and her nostrils were pinched in silent anger and grim purposeness.


  Ysar circled the bowl that contained the blood of the griaan three times and then stopped and turned so that he faced Cardwell and Ada. For a brief, mocking moment the Venusian’s eyes locked with Cardwell’s. A cunning insinuation seemed to glitter deep in Ysar’s dark orbs.


  Then Ysar poised his baton above the huge bowl and intoned loudly, “O thou blood of our beloved divine one, with the sacred wand of Waalmas I bless thee. When thou art spilled upon the Naalem, we beseech thee to nourish the Naalem-with thine own sweet life-force, that the Naalem may grow in abundance and bring wealth to my people.”


  Now Ysar began to circle the bowl again. Each time that Ysar’s back was to Cardwell, the Venusian dipped his baton just above the surface of the blood and murmured something reverently in a low tone. Cardwell could not catch the words. Ten times Ysar circled the bowl, then he stopped and threw up his hands, brandishing the baton.


  A gleeful shout broke from the Elquaan. They began to disperse, some running instantly to the liquor bowls to refresh themselves. Others gathered bundles of sticks and soon many fires were blazing. The dead griaan was now being cut up and small pieces of its flesh were handed to the Elquaan who instantly ran and dropped the pieces into water-filled kettles over the fires.


  Ysar approached Cardwell and Ada. The Venusian was smiling smugly as if from satisfaction over a job well done. Cardwell did not like the glint in Ysar’s eyes but the man’s tone was amiable enough when he spoke.


  “The ritual is finished,” Ysar announced to Cardwell and Ada. “After my people have eaten the griaan, they will each take a tiny bowl of the sacred blood and go out and sprinkle it over the Naalem. Then there will be more feasting and drinking and dancing until late into the night. What do you think of our customs, Cardwell? Amusing, aren’t they?”


  “I suppose so,” said Cardwell.


  Ysar made a bored gesture. “Well, I must go and remove my sacred vestments. Come, Naela. Cardwell will be here when we return.”


  After the two had disappeared, Ada looked carefully about her and then she murmured to Cardwell, “I don’t know if it means anything but the secret of making Quaa is supposed to be handed down from father to son or daughter among the lords of the Elquaan. It is claimed that no one else knows the secret. So, apparently, it is Ysar and Naela who are behind this Quaa business.”


  “That’s what I figure, too,” said Cardwell, stroking his chin. “But what I’d like to know is how they get the Quaa into the Naalem?” He stared narrowly at the large bowl containing the sacred griaan’s blood. “I’d give anything to be able to examine that baton of Ysar’s. I’ve got a hunch he slipped Quaa into that blood under our very eyes. He’s an arrogant and vain bozo. He probably got a lot of satisfaction out of pulling a stunt like that. I’ve got the feeling he’s playing with us, Ada. I don’t like it.”


  “I don’t like it either,” said the girl. “But we’ve got to find out how they put the Quaa into the Naalem. If there is Quaa in that griaan’s blood, do you think that Ysar would have the audacity of contaminating the Naalem under our very eyes?”


  “I wouldn’t put anything past him,” said Cardwell grimly. “He’s pretty sure of himself. Well, I intend to find out. This afternoon when the Elquaan go out to sprinkle that blood over the Naalem I’m going right with them and then we’ll see what we shall see . . .”


  IX


  That afternoon Cardwell and Ada followed the Elquaan out of their village. There seemed to be a complete exodus of the inhabitants. Men, women and children streamed out of the town in a long, weaving, gleeful and boisterous procession. The head of each family carried a small earthen bowl in which there was a tiny portion of the sacred griaan’s blood.


  When they reached the place where the Naalem grew, the procession broke up, each family apparently servicing their own designated plot. They dropped on their knees and with small, pointed sticks they stabbed tiny holes in the Naalem, then dipped the tip of the stick in the griaan’s blood and placed a drop of it in the miniscule hole made in the lichen.


  Cardwell and Ada watched with a grim fascination. Was this how the Quaa was inoculated in the Naalem? Had there been Quaa concealed in that ornate baton of Year’s and had he surreptitiously dropped the Quaa into the blood while circling that huge bowl those ten times? Was this the thing that IPI was searching so desperately for?


  These were the questions pinwheeling madly about in Cardwell’s mind when he heard the footsteps approaching behind him. He whirled, right hand going to the handle of his Evans, and saw that it was Ysar and his daughter who had come up. They were both dressed again in the long, ubiquitous robes of most Venusians. Year glanced pointedly at Cardwell’s hand on his gun and the Venusian smiled amusedly.


  “You seem on edge, Cardwell,” said Ysar softly. “Has the ritual of the sacred griaan unnerved you that much?”


  Cardwell took his hand away. This was the first that he had seen of Ysar and Naela since the conclusion of the ceremony. Though he had not mentioned it to Ada, Cardwell had considered the absence of the two as disturbingly ominous.


  “We have had a most interesting day,” Cardwell said politely.


  The smile suddenly chilled on Ysar’s face. “Have you found what you were looking for?”


  “If you mean entertainment, the answer is yes.”


  “I do not mean entertainment,” said Ysar stiffly, the smile dead on his face now. “I am speaking about Quaa!”


  He said it almost viciously, an ugly wrath swirling in his eyes. Cardwell felt a small gelid prickle on the back of his neck. He had been correct in his suppositions. The true reason for his and Ada’s presence here in the territory of the Elquaan was already known to Ysar. Still Cardwell tried to pretend ignorance.


  “Quaa?” he asked politely. “What do you mean by Quaa?”


  “You know very well what I mean,” snapped Ysar.


  “Quaa?” said Cardwell again, wrinkling his brow. “Is it something good to eat?”


  Ysar growled a Venusian oath. His face suffused with wrath. He took ten forward and raised his hand as if to slap Cardwell across the mouth. Cardwell’s hand dropped instantly to the handle of his Evans.


  “Look, chum,” he said to Ysar, “I’m not one of your ignorant Elquaan that you can slap around at will. Drop back or I’ll blast a hole in your belly!”


  “If any blasting is going to be done around here, bud, I’m going to do it!”


  The words were uttered behind Cardwell. He heard Ada’s startled gasp and then Cardwell whirled and found himself looking full into the ugly, hungry muzzle of the big Evans pistol in Paul Hastings’ hand. Hastings had stepped out from behind a ledge where he must have been concealed all the while. Cardwell felt his throat constrict. For an instant a heedless impulse to yank out his pistol and have a try at it seized him but the competent and lethal thrust of the weapon in Hastings’ grip quickly deterred Cardwell.


  “Is this how you can afford imported Earth liquor?” he asked Hastings.


  “That’s right, bud,” said Hastings blandly. “Now be a good boy and forget about that Evans at your hip and no one will get hurt—for now.”


  Cardwell heard Ysar come up behind him and remove the Evans from its holster. Out of the corner of his eyes, Cardwell saw Naela similarly disarming Ada. A sick feeling hit Cardwell in the stomach but it quickly passed and in its stead came a savage, simmering anger.


  Still he would not admit to his purpose here. “What is this?” he asked Ysar wrathfully. “We came here to the territory of the Elquaan peacefully. We received permission to hunt the griaan. Is not the word of an Elquaan worth anything?”


  Ysar slowly and deliberately shifted the Evans pistol he now held to his left hand. He came ahead, raised his right hand and brought the palm of it smacking hard across the side of Cardwell’s face.


  “That is for your insolence,” Ysar snarled. “That is to teach you that I can slap whoever I please!”


  Cardwell’s fists clenched. He took a menacing step ahead but Hastings said quietly:


  “Easy, bud!”


  Cardwell checked the angry impulse. He forced himself to forget his stinging face. His eyes glared at Ysar.


  “Will you explain the meaning of this? Will you tell me what this—this Quaa thing is all about?”


  Ysar’s lips curled in ire and contempt. “Do you really consider me to be that stupid, Cardwell? Do you really believe that I do not know that you and Miss Landers are agents of the IPI? Since you have such a low opinion of my intelligence and capabilities, I believe it is time that you be shown what I have accomplished and also that you be informed of what I intend to accomplish.” His wide features demonstrated a jeering smile. “After all, that is what you came to find out, is it not? I do not have the heart to disappoint you. Come, Cardwell.”


  Ysar and Naela led the way with Hastings, Evans pistol held purposefully in his hand, bringing up the rear. It was a twisting, tortuous way through enormous, weird upheavals of rock that Ysar led. Finally, they arrived at the mouth of an immense cave. Two Venusians, holding Evans rifles, were on guard at the entrance. They snapped stiffly to attention as Ysar came up but he gave no indication that he so much as noticed them. He passed into the cave.


  The way was lighted with ato-lights suspended from the ceiling. The passing of the party was marked by the weird, horribly elongated flickering of their shadows on the smooth stone walls of the cave.


  From ahead came the faint throb of machinery and the sound of it sent a prescient chill down the back of Cardwell’s neck. He was beginning to understand the implications of the matter, though the details were not yet crystal clear in his mind. But he could grasp the general pattern of it and with a little conjecturing he could picture the final, horrible result that left him weak and sick with helplessness.


  They turned a bend in the cave and ahead of him Cardwell saw it. Ysar stepped aside to give the two IPI agents a better view. The Venusian bowed while a vain, proud smile touched his mouth.


  “Do you see, Earthling?” he asked mockingly of Cardwell. “Now will you insist that Venusian scientists know nothing of machinery? That, Cardwell, is a most wonderful machine. With it I shall conquer not only Venus and Earth but possibly the universe. Is that not true, Hastings?”


  “I can’t see how you can fail, Ysar,” came the renegade Earthman’s reply.


  In Cardwell’s ears there was the whining hum of turbines and generators. He could make nothing out of this fantastic arrangement of covered vats and large tubes and an intricate profusion of piping, all of which seemed to concentrate on and empty into a small, sealed chamber in which there was a door.


  He glanced helplessly at Ada and turned up the palms of his hands in bafflement. The girl’s face was tense and white. Card-, well gathered that she probably knew more about this machinery than he did but he doubted if it was any too clear to her.


  Ysar laughed. “If you are puzzled, Cardwell, why don’t you ask questions? I shall be most happy to oblige with answers. After all, you aren’t going anywhere with this information.”


  The bland threat of it left Cardwell slightly shaken. “Is that a weapon?” he asked.


  “Indeed! A most wonderful weapon!” Ysar seemed as joyous and gleeful as a child with a marvelous new toy.


  “What does it do?” asked Cardwell. He was giving only half his attention to the conversation. His mind was busily weighing all the odds and possibilities but they all seemed very depressing and hopeless.


  “It transforms Quaa from a white powder into a form of radiant energy which can be projected into the atmosphere of a planet. Now do you understand, Cardwell?”


  “You dirty pig!” snarled Cardwell.


  “Ysa—do understand? For years I’ve known that the secret of Quaa would one day make me master of the universe, Cardwell, but how was I to apply my knowledge of Quaa? I tried it in. the Panaceum because it was most easy to do and also to see if I could get away with it. I succeeded. Then I considered injecting Quaa in all edible things exported from Venus but that would never achieve my ultimate purpose of ruling the universe. Like Panaceum, Earth people would stop using contaminated items from Venus once Quaa began having its effect. So I had to find another way.


  “I pondered many possibilities, Cardwell. Finally, after many failures, I hit upon the solution. What if Quaa could in some manner be projected into the atmosphere of a planet? Then all of that planet’s inhabitants would become helpless idiots. What an easy and bloodless conquest! Is that not so?”


  The impending horror of it left Cardwell shaken but with a great effort he concealed his perturbation. His voice was low and calm. “I can’t see any satisfaction in that, Ysar. What joy would there be in ruling a universe of idiots?”


  A spasm of vicious rage crossed the Venusian’s face. “The only idiots in my astral empire would be the Earth people. Those are the ones I hate above all else. Those are the people I am going to reduce to idiocy.” He drew a deep breath and went on more calmly. “Are you so stupid that you do not understand yet, Cardwell? All I must do to achieve my great conquests is to use my Quaa machine on Earth. Once the inhabitants of Earth are reduced to idiocy, don’t you feel that the mere threat of the same fate will cause all the other planets to capitulate without resistance?” He drew himself up proudly. “Do you not think now that I am a great man, Cardwell?”


  “I still think you’re a pig,” said Cardwell through his teeth. He rather expected another blow in the face but Ysar only laughed and that was more ominous than a display of wrath. Cardwell nodded at the huge machine. “How do you expect to use that thing? You can’t make me believe that you can project Quaa across space and into Earth’s atmosphere from Venus?”


  Ysar smiled smugly. “Have you never heard of space ships, Cardwell? All I have to do is mount the machine and several replicas in a number of space ships and Earth and the universe will soon all be mine!”


  Cardwell shook his head. “I don’t believe it can be done. I don’t care how clever your machine is I don’t believe Quaa can be projected into an atmosphere.”


  “You doubt it?” asked Ysar with a sneer. “After seeing that Elquaan that Hastings killed, do you still doubt it? Observe that small chamber over there, Cardwell. In that chamber I have simulated the atmosphere of Earth. Oh, I have planned and executed this most carefully, Cardwell. I have used that chamber and my machine on several Elquaan. The one you saw was one of my experiments. I did not kill them immediately because I wanted to ascertain the permanence of the effect of radiant Quaa on them. This particular subject managed to wander off and that is how you found him.


  “However, you are probably still unconvinced so I am going to demonstrate my machine to you personally. The radiant Quaa works on the Elquaan. Now I must ascertain if it works on Earth people. You and Miss Landers will be my first subjects!”


  Ysar snapped his fingers. “You will place Miss Landers in the chamber, Naela!”


  Naela poked the barrel of her Evans pistol into the small of Ada’s back. “Come on, doll. Let’s go into the chamber. The process is really quite painless. The Quaa affects only the brain. Soon you will be living in a pleasant world where you will have no worries and everything delights you. Isn’t that nice, doll?”


  Naela pushed hard on her weapon. White-faced, Ada yielded to the pressure and began walking slowly toward the small door that opened into the sealed chamber. She threw a mute look over her shoulder at Cardwell, then her shoulders squared with resignation and she marched stiffly ahead.


  Panic clawed at Cardwell’s throat and with an effort he forced himself to sound casual. “I think you’ve overrated the stupidity of Earth people and especially IPI, Ysar,” he said quietly. “We have been in communication with Inspector Holt of IPI ever since we left Valmaa. Before we left the village, we radioed to Holt for help. You did not fool us with that baton or sacred wand of Walmaas, Ysar. A plane full of IPI agents should have landed at the village not more than ten minutes ago. If I were you, I’d give myself up, Ysar.”


  “You lie,” Ysar spat. He raised a hand and struck Cardwell across the mouth. Cardwell took the blow and grinned. “You and Miss Landers had no radio with you. You lie!”


  Out of the corner of his eye Cardwell saw that Naela and Ada had come to a halt in front of the chamber. Naela pressed a button and the door of the chamber slowly opened but Naela made no move to force Ada inside. Naela’s narrow-eyed attention was riveted on the three men.


  “If I showed you the transmitter, would you believe me then?” Cardwell asked Ysar.


  Cardwell’s apparent lack of panic and anxiety obviously disturbed Ysar. He threw a silent query at Hastings and the renegade Earthman shrugged in bewilderment. Ysar’s lips tightened.


  “I suppose you are going to tell me that the transmitter is hidden at your camp. Oh, no, Cardwell, you are not leaving this cave. We will not succumb to any crude trick like that. I had your camp searched thoroughly while you and Miss Landers were hunting yesterday. You have no transmitter there.”


  “I know,” said Cardwell easily. “You’re holding the transmitter in your hand, Ysar!”


  Ysar almost jumped in surprise. He stared wide-eyed at the blue Evans pistol in his fingers.


  “Why don’t you take the grip apart?” said Cardwell, his heart beginning to pound. “Remove those two screws there at the bottom. A tiny radio transmitter can then be slid out. Go on, Ysar. Remove the screws. Then you’ll see if I am trying to trick you.” Ysar shook his head in indecision. “I do not believe,” he muttered. “I do not comprehend.”


  Cardwell glanced at Hastings who stood beside him. “I’m just going to take my pocket knife out,. Hastings, so that Ysar can remove those screws.” Slowly, carefully, his heart racing, Cardwell took his knife from his pocket and tossed it to Ysar. “There you are, Ysar. Remove the screws.”


  “All right, Cardwell,” Ysar said, an ugly undertone in his voice. “But if you have lied to me and are just playing for time, it will go hard for you. I promise you that!”


  Ysar fitted the tip of a knife blade in the notch of a screw. His entire attention seemed to be devoted to what he was doing. Cardwell glanced at Hastings. The pistol in Hastings’ hand still pointed at Cardwell but the renegade Earthman’s absorption in Ysar was quite evident.


  Cardwell inhaled deeply and then struck. He was between Hastings and Ysar and first of all Cardwell swung out with the edge of his hand, knocking Hastings’ arm aside. Hastings shouted with alarm and pain. The Evans pistol almost fell from his fingers and by the time he had recovered, Cardwell had caught Ysar and had flung the Venusian at Hastings. Hastings had begun to fire and could not stop. The bolt-took Ysar in the chest. A horrible, agonized shriek tore out of Ysar’s throat and at its height it was terminated abruptly. Ysar, dead already, went crashing into Hastings and the two of them went down in a heap on the floor.


  The Evans had fallen from Ysar’s grip. Cardwell scooped up the weapon and came around with it just as Hastings had freed himself from beneath the dead weight of Ysar’s body. Cardwell fired but Hastings, with a prodigious leap sprang aside and the bolt blistered stone on the opposite wall.


  Hastings darted behind a generator. Caldwell fired again and again he missed but the bolt struck metal and bent and twisted it out of shape. From his shelter, Hastings tried a shot, the bolt shrieking past Cardwell’s head and he hastily dived behind a turbine.


  Hastings fired another bolt and a small pipe shattered and a thin blue haze began to curl upward. Cardwell tried another shot at the generator but he only succeeded in knocking something out of kilter. The generator began to whine hesitantly and its speed began to diminish. Hastings still crouched behind its shelter and Cardwell knew he could never penetrate the thickness of the machine with the bolts from the Evans.


  Suddenly, another weapon opened up on the generator from across the way. Hastings emitted a squeal of fright and came darting out, his Evans spitting blue, hissing bolts. One of the bolts smashed into the turbine and the stench of scorched metal rose tancridly into Cardwell’s nostrils. Then he caught Hastings with his own Evans.


  The bolt smashed Hastings back against a slowly revolving wheel. A bit of Hastings’ clothing caught in the wheel and suddenly he was inexorably in the clutch of the wheel. He was not yet dead and his cries rose to a shrill, excruciating pitch. Cardwell stepped ahead and through the sweat dripping down over his eyes he aimed the Evans carefully and one bolt silenced Hastings. The wheel carried him high and then down and ground his body to pulp but the agony had already terminated for Paul Hastings.


  It came to Cardwell that while he was finishing Hastings there had been more spitting and hissing of Evanses and, remembering the two armed guards at the mouth of the cave, he faced around fearfully. His surmise about the guards was correct but their menace no longer existed. They were both stretched out on the floor of the cave and, glancing over by the sealed chamber, Cardwell saw Ada standing there, Krohnite fumes still curling out of the muzzle of the pistol in her hand.


  He ran hurriedly over to her. “Are you all right?”


  She nodded.


  “Where’s Naela?”


  Ada nodded at the closed door of the chamber. “I threw her in there. I never thought that the judo they taught us at IPI training school would ever come in handy but, believe me, Cardwell, I was thankful I had learned it. I took the gun from her and knocked her out and threw her in the chamber for safe-keeping. I didn’t have time to coddle her. I flushed Hastings for you and just then the two guards came up.” She drew a deep breath. “Well, we’d better let Naela out.”


  Ada pressed a button and the door slowly opened. She would have gone right in after the Venusian girl but Cardwell, his heart suddenly chill, reached out and stopped Ada. Naela sat on the floor in the middle of the chamber, a wide, vacant smile on her face.


  “Quaa!” the cry was torn hoarsely out of Ada’s throat.


  Cardwell’s lips were stiff. “Don’t feel sorry for it. While Naela was in there and with all that shooting going on, the switch or controls must have been-thrown on.” He sighed. “It’s for the best, Ada. Remember what you told me about the lords of the Elquaan and their children being the only ones who knew the secret of Quaa? Well, Ysar is dead and you can bet that Naela will never remember . . .”


  In the city of Valmaa, Cardwell sat at a table in a low Venusian dive, drinking Buumal. From overhead camo the roar of rockets as a space liner took off for Earth. Bitterly, Cardwell raised his glass of Buumal and muttered:


  “Happy voyage, Ada.”


  “Were you speaking to me, Cardwell?”


  Cardwell’s head flung up abruptly.


  “Ada!” he said. “I—I thought you were shipping out for Earth!”


  “You take a lot of things for granted, don’t you?”


  Suddenly a vast shame for himself came over Cardwell. He rubbed a hand over the beard stubble on his chin. He knew his breath reeked of Buumal.


  “What about that fellow you were supposed to many back on Earth?” he asked.


  Ada sighed. “I wrote him a letter. That was the most difficult letter I’ve ever written. I told him that the man I really love has a lot of faults. He’s bitter and he’s exiled on Venus for the rest of his life and he drinks too much, but when you’re really in love, what can you do about it?”


  Cardwell could not believe his ears. He was suddenly so happy inside his eyes began to sting. “Ada,” he said. “You don’t mean it, Ada.”


  “I mean it all right.”


  “But—but don’t you realize? I can’t ever leave Venus. I can’t ever leave this stinking, dismal planet. If only I could take you back to Earth, Ada!”


  Her eyes narrowed. “You sound like you don’t want me, Cardwell. Are you trying to back out of it?”


  “Oh, no, Ada. No!”


  He rose to his feet and looked down at his glass of Buumal. Somehow, he no longer had a yearning for the liquor. He took the glass and slowly emptied it on the floor. Ada saw and smiled again. She rose and linked her arm with his and together they started for the door.


  THE HUDDLERS


  William Campbell Gault


  He was a reporter from Venus with an assignment on Earth. He got his story but, against orders, he fell in love-and therein lies this story.


  THAT’S what we always called them, where I come from, huddlers. Damnedest thing to see from any distance, the way they huddle. They had one place, encrusting the shore line for miles on one of the land bodies they called the Eastern Seaboard. A coagulation in this crust contained eight million of the creatures, eight million.


  They called it New York, and it was bigger than most of the others, but typical. It wasn’t bad enough living side by side; the things built mounds and lived one above the other. Apartments they called them. What monstrosities they were.


  We couldn’t figure this huddling, at first.


  All our attention since Akers’ first penetration into space had been directed another way in the galaxy, and though I’ll grant you unified and universal concentration may be considered unwise in some areas, it’s been our greatest strength. It’s brought us rather rapidly to the front, I’m sure you’ll agree, and we’re not the oldest planet, by a damned sight.


  Well, by the time we got to the huddlers, Akers was dead and Murten was just an old man with vacant eyes. Jars was handling the Department, though you might say Deering ran it, being closer to most of the gang. Jars was always so cold; nobody ever got to know him really well.


  They divided on the huddling. Fear, Jars said, and love, Deering said, but who could say for sure?


  As Deering said to me, “What could they fear? They’ve got everything they need, everything but knowledge and their better specimens are getting closer to that, every day.”


  In the laboratory, Deering said this, and how did we know old Jars was in a corner, breaking down a spirigel?


  “They fear each other,” Jars said, as though it was an official announcement, as though any fact is permanent. “And they fear nature. It’s the most fear ridden colony of bipeds a sane mind could imagine.”


  Deering looked at me, and winked.


  Jars went back to the spirigel.


  Deering said, “Love, love, love. All they sing about, all they write about, all they talk about, love, love, love.”


  Jars was just tracing a z line on the spirigel and he put down his legort at that. “Rather superficial thinking, from a scientist,” he said quietly. “Surface manifestations to be considered as indicative. Oral and verbal camouflage to be accepted as valid. Deering, old thing, please—”


  Deering shrugged. “So I am—what do they call it, a Pollyanna. Isn’t that a pretty word? So, I’m a Pollyanna.”


  “I rather think that describes you partially,” Jars said, “and with this particular planet we’re discussing, it can be a dangerous attitude.”


  “So?” Deering said, nudging me. “And could I ask why?”


  “Ask it.”


  “I ask.”


  “You’ve recorded the state of their development. They have, among other things, achieved nuclear fission.”


  “So? In the fourth grade we are teaching nuclear fission.”


  “We are a scientific people. They haven’t been, until very, very recently. You have noted, I hope, their first extensive use of this new discovery?”


  “Hero—Helo—” Deering shrugged. “My memory.”


  “Hiroshima,” Jars supplied. “Love—, my friend?”


  “I have noted it,” Deering said. “We spoke, a while ago, of surface manifestations.”


  “We shall continue to. You have witnessed the mechanical excellence of their machines, in some ways beyond ours, because of their greater element wealth. You have noted the increased concentration of their better minds, their scientific minds. How long do you think it will be, friend, before they are ready for us?”


  “Ready, ready—? In what way, ready?”


  “The only way they know, the only thing they seem to have time for—ready for war.”


  “War—,” Deering said, and sighed. “Oh, Jars, they will be beyond war, certainly, before they are cognizant of us. They are no tribe of incompetents; they grow each day.”


  “They—?” Jars’ smile was cynical. “Their scientists grow. Are their scientists in command, sir?”


  That “sir” had been unnecessary; Jars was the senior mind, here. Deering didn’t miss it, and he flushed.


  Jars said softly, “I apologize. It was not a thing to say. I have spent too much time in the study of these—monsters.”


  They had gone to school, together, those two, and the bond was there and the respect, but they were different, mentally, and each knew it.


  “You have a sharp tongue,” Deering said, “but a sharper mind. I believe I can stand it.” He smiled. “Love, fear, hate—what does it matter to us, except as phenomena?”


  “It matters to us, believe me, please. It concerns us very much, Arn.”


  When Jars got to first names, he was emotionally wrought. I looked at him in surprise. And so did Deering. We weren’t ever going to warm up to him, but he was our best mind and there wasn’t a man in the department who didn’t appreciate that.


  We stared at him, and he sat down on the high bench near the Maling converters. He looked old and he was tired, we could see. “Evil,” he said quietly. “Fear, hate, evil—which of the three is the father and which are the sons? I suppose fear is the father.”


  “I’d always thought so,” Deering said, “though my education was almost completely confined to the technical. I’m rather skimpy on the humanities.”


  “And I,” Jars said, and now looked at me. “But not you, Werig.”


  “I don’t know them, sir,” I said. “Surface manifestations, as we’ve said before today. It would need a closer study. Their huddling is what intrigues me the most.”


  One of the rare smiles came to Jars’ lined face as he looked at Deering. “Huddling, the lad says. If you don’t say it, I won’t, Arn.”


  Deering smiled in return. “We’ll change the routine, this time; you say ‘love’ and I’ll say ‘fear’. But seriously, Jars, you fear these—people?”


  “I fear them,” Jars said. “Scientifically, perhaps, they are tyros, but mechanically they are not. They have discovered forces and developed machines which they do not understand, and yet, have achieved efficiency with them. I fear any monster that powerful even though it is blind.”


  “And you think there is a possibility of their becoming—aware of us within any determinable time?”


  “I do. You will remember how quickly the Algreans developed, once they achieved unity? You will remember how quickly they became a threat?”


  “Yes,” Deering said quietly, “and I have been trying a long time to forget what we did to that planetoid.”


  “It was necessary for survival,” Jars said simply. “I think, by any standards, we would be the ones chosen to survive.”


  Deering’s smile was cynical. “At least, by our standards. We had a closer communication with them. About the huddlers, we know only what we convert from their stronger video broadcasts. It is a device they seem to use more for entertainment than for information.”


  Jars nodded, and stood up. “And love is their major entertainment, perhaps. Love and war. But we gabble. I had a plan in mind, a plan to put before the assembly.”


  HE HAD a plan, all right, and I was part of it. The humanities had been no major with me, but they didn’t want a scholar, they wanted a reporter, anyway. Or perhaps I could be called a recorder.


  Jars talked and the assembly listened. They always do, when Jars talks.


  And I was their boy, and went into a concentrated and complete briefing. They put me under the lucidate and poured it to me, night and day, all the information we had on the huddlers and all the theories based on that information.


  They put me into a space sphere, and said “good luck” and do our people proud, young man. Oh, yes. And don’t fall in love. Oh, no. They’d pick me up, again, when they got a signal. They didn’t expect to wait too long for that, I guess, at the time.


  The sphere was a relic of the Algrean business, and Algrea hadn’t been this much of a trip. But Mechanics said it would do, and it did.


  I landed in the Pacific, about three-quarters of a mile off the Santa Monica yacht basin, and let the sphere float north for a while until I reached a secluded spot. In a small curve of the shore line, a few miles above Santa Monica, I beached her, and opened the dissolving cocks.


  I watched her melt into the surging water, and turned to face the red and green light almost immediately overhead. I walked up from the beach to the road, not even knowing what they looked like. Their evolution should have matched ours, but who could be sure?


  For all I knew, I might be a freak to them. I should have thought of that before dissolving the ship.


  Above, the light changed from red to green and across the street, I saw a sign. This was Sunset Boulevard, and the Pacific Coast Highway. This was open country, but Los Angeles.


  Along the Coast Highway, a pair of lights were bearing down on me, and they seemed to waver, as though the machine were under imperfect control.


  I moved back, out of the way, and the light overhead turned to red. The car stopped about even with me, its motor running.


  I couldn’t see the occupants nor the driver. The light changed, the car jerked, and the motor stopped.


  “Damn,” somebody said. It was a female voice.


  There was a grinding noise, and another damn, and then a head appeared through the open window on my side of the road.


  It was a blond head, and what I could see of the face looked attractive.


  “Are you sober?” she asked.


  “Not always,” I answered. “Some times I’m quite cheerful. But I’m some distance from home, and have nothing to be cheerful about, at the moment.”


  “Try not to be a Cerf,” she said angrily. “What I mean is, are you—have you been drinking?”


  “Not recently, though I could use some water.” I could see her face more clearly now, and it was like the faces of our women, only prettier than most, I thought.


  “Look,” she said, “I’m drunk. Could you drive this thing? Could you drive me home?”


  “I’d be glad to,” I answered, “if you will tell me where you live.”


  She gave me an address on Sunset, and this was Sunset, this lateral street, ending at the ocean. So, quite obviously, it was an address I could find.


  I went over to climb in behind the wheel. There were two smells in that pretty car with the canvas top. One smell was of gasoline, the other was of alcohol.


  “There’s obviously alcohol in the gasoline,” I said, “though that shouldn’t prevent it from igniting.”


  “A funny, funny man,” she said. “Keep the dialogue to a minimum, will you, Bogart? I’m not exactly sharp, right now.”


  I depressed the starter button, and the motor caught. I swung left onto Sunset, and started up the hill.


  The car was clearly a recent model, but Jars had been wrong about the mechanical excellence of these huddlers. The machine simply had no life, no zest.


  WE DROVE past a shrine and around two curves, climbing all the while, past some huddled houses on the left, and the whole shining sea spread out on the right.


  The woman said, “If you know a place where the coffee is drinkable, stop.”


  “I have no money,” I said. Diamonds I had, a bagful of them, for we knew that huddlers treasured diamonds. But no money.


  “I’ve got money,” she said. “I’ve got a hell of a lot more money than I have sense. Have you ever been in love, Bogart?”


  “Never,” I said.


  We were coming into a small huddled area, now. A sign read, Pacific Palisades.


  “I have,” she said. “I still am. Isn’t it a miserable rotten world?”


  “This one?” I asked, and then said quickly, “I mean—this part of it?”


  “Any part of it,” she said. “I’ve seen most of it, and any part where there’s men is bad, Bogart.”


  “My name,” I told her, “is not Bogart. My name is Fred Werig.”


  “A pleasure, Fred,” she said. “My name is Jean Decker. And I’m beginning to feel better.”


  “It couldn’t be my company,” I said, “so it must be the air. I haven’t seen any coffee places that are open.”


  I caught a flare of light from the corner of my eye, and turned to see her applying flame to something in her mouth. I remembered from our history; she was smoking. It was a habit long dead where I came from.


  And then I remembered what she’d said about being drunk, and knew that, too, as one of our long disused vices. What was it Akers had said about ‘being directed’ ? A theory, but discredited now, since our scientific advance. But this almost parallels evolution?


  “Cigarette?” she said, and I said, “No, thanks. I—don’t smoke.”


  “You’re the only thing in Los Angeles that doesn’t,” she said bitterly. “Where are you from, Fred?”


  “New York,” I said. “Where are you from, Jean?”


  “Believe it or not, I was born here,” she said. “I’m one of the three people in this town who was born here.”


  “It’s a big town, isn’t it?” I said. “Less huddled than the others.”


  “Huddled,” she said, and laughed. “Huddled. I like that. They huddle, all right, and not just the football teams. The gregarious instinct, Freddy boy.”


  “Well, yes,” I agreed, “but why, Jean? Why haven’t they outgrown it? Is it—fear?”


  “You would have to ask somebody bright,” she said. “When you get to Bundy, turn over toward Wilshire. We’ll find an eating place that’s open.”


  “You tell me when I get to Bundy,” I said. “I’m not exactly familiar with this part of town.”


  She told me, and we got to Wilshire, eventually, and on Wilshire there were many eating places.


  We went into one; it was too cold to eat outside. And it was bright in there, and I got my first really clear look at the face and figure of Jean Decker.


  Well, it was ridiculous, the attraction that seemed to emanate from her. It actually made me weak.


  And she was staring at me, too.


  “If you’re hungry,” she said finally, “get a sandwich. You won’t find me stingy . . . What in the world is that material in that suit, Fred?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “You are beautiful, Jean.”


  She smiled. “Well, thanks. You can have a piece of pie, too, for that. That certainly is a fine weave in that material. What did your tailor call it?”


  We were next to a sort of alcove, furnished with a table and two high-backed benches, and she sat down. I sat across from her.


  “I don’t have a tailor,” I said. “Your lips are so red, Jean.”


  She frowned. “Slowly, sailor.”


  Then a waitress was there, and I saw how red her lips were, too, and I realized it was another of the old vices I’d forgotten, cosmetics.


  “Just coffee, for me, black,” Jean said. “Golden boy over there will have a beef barbecue, probably, won’t you, Fred?”


  “I guess,” I said. “And some milk, cow’s milk.”


  Jean laughed. “It’s my money. Have canary milk.”


  “Not tonight,” I said.


  The waitress went away, and there was a noticeable period of silence. Jean was tracing some design on the table top with her index finger. Her nails, too, were painted, I saw. I liked the effect of that.


  She looked up, and faced me gravely, “Fred, you’re a very attractive gent, which you undoubtedly know. Are you connected with pictures?”


  I shook my head. “Just a traveler, a tourist.”


  She said, “Oh” and went back to tracing the design. I thought her finger trembled.


  A very dim smile on her face, and she didn’t look away from the table top. “You’ve been—picked up before, undoubtedly.”


  “No. What kind of talk is this, Jean?”


  Now, she looked up. “Crazy talk. You’re no New Yorker, Freddy lad. You’re a Middle Westerner; you can’t fool me. Fresh from the farm and craving cow’s milk.”


  “I never saw a cow in my life,” I told her truthfully, “though I’ve heard about them. What makes you think I’m from a farm?”


  “Your freshness, your complexion and—everything about you.”


  The waitress brought our food, then, and I didn’t answer. I tried to keep my eyes away from Jean as I ate; I had a mission, here, and no time for attachments beyond the casual. I was sure, even then, that loving Jean Decker would never qualify as casual.


  She drank her coffee and smoked; I ate.


  She asked, “Where are you staying, in town, Fred? I’m sober enough to drive, now.”


  “I’ll get public transportation,” I said. “You get home, and to bed.”


  She laughed. “Public transportation? Freddy, you don’t know this town. There isn’t any. Did you just get here, tonight?”


  I looked at her, and nodded.


  “On the bum?” she said quietly.


  “I—suppose,” I said honestly, “though the word has connotations which don’t describe me.” I put my hand in my jacket pocket and fumbled in the open bag for one of the smaller diamonds. I brought one out about the size of my little finger nail, and placed it on the table.


  All the light in the room seemed to be suddenly imprisoned there. She stared at it, and up at me.


  “Fred—for heaven’s sake—that’s not—real, is it?”


  I nodded.


  “But—it—” She glanced from the diamond to me, her mouth partially open. “Fred, what kind of monstrous gag is this? God, I thought I’d seen everything, growing up in this town. Fred—”


  “I’d like to sell it,” I said. “You, Jean, are my only friend in this town. Could you help me arrange for its sale?”


  She was looking at me with wonder now, studying me. “Hot?” she asked.


  “Hot—?”


  “Stolen—you know what I mean.”


  “Stolen? Jean, you didn’t mean to accuse me of that.”


  Skepticism was ugly on her lovely face. “Fred, what’s your angle? You step out of the darkness like some man from Mars in a strange suit, with no money, but a diamond that must be worth—”


  “We’ll learn what it’s worth,” I said. “Mars isn’t inhabited, Jean. Don’t you trust me? Have I done anything to cause you to distrust me?”


  “Nothing,” she said.


  “Do you distrust all men, Jean?”


  “No. Just the ones I’ve met. Oh, baby, and I thought you were a farmer.” She was crushing out her cigarette. “You haven’t a place to stay, but I’ve got a guest house, and you’ll stay there, tonight. You aren’t stepping back into the darkness, tonight, Fred Werig. You, I want to know about.”


  The words held a threat, but not her meaning, I was sure. And what better way to orient myself than in the home of a friend?


  THAT was some home she had. Massive, in an architecture I’d assumed was confined to the south-eastern United States. Two-story place, with huge, two-story pillars and a house-wide front porch, the great lawn studded with giant trees.


  And she lived there alone, excepting for the servants. She was no huddler, and I told her that.


  “Dad owned a lot of property in this town,” she said. “He was a great believer in the future of this town.”


  At the time I didn’t understand what that had to do with her lack of huddling.


  The guest house was small, but very comfortable, a place of three bedrooms and two baths and a square living room with a natural stone fireplace.


  I had my first night of sleep on this planet, and slept very well. I woke to a cloudy morning, and the sound of someone knocking on the front door.


  It was a servant, and she said, “Miss Decker sent me to inform you that breakfast will be ready any time you want it, sir. We are eating inside, this morning, because of the cold.”


  “I’ll be there, soon, thank you,” I said, and she went away.


  Showering, I was thinking of Akers for some reason and his directed theory and what was that other theory he’d had? Oh, yes, the twin planets. Senile, he was, by that time and not much listened to, but a mind like that? And who had he been associated with at that time? It was before my birth, but I’d read about it, long ago. The Visitor, Akers had called this man. The Earth man who had come to Venus. And what had his name been?


  Beer—? Beers—? No, but like that—and it came.


  Ambrose Bierce.


  Jean wore a light green robe, for breakfast, and it was difficult for me to take my eyes away from her.


  “I’m not usually this informal at mixed breakfasts,” she told me, smiling, “but I thought it might warm up enough for a swim a little later.”


  She threw the robe aside, and I saw she was wearing a scanty garment beneath it. Evidently the huddlers didn’t swim naked, and I wondered at a moral code that sanctioned drinking alcohol but was ashamed of the human body.


  I was glad the house had been cold when I answered the maid’s summons, for I had worn a robe I’d found there.


  Fruit juice and wheat cakes and sausage and toast and jelly and eggs and milk. We ate in a small room, off a larger dining room, a small room whose walls were glass on two sides.


  “It’s too old a house to modernize completely,” Jean told me. “I grew up in this house.”


  “You don’t—work, Jean?”


  “No. Should I?”


  “Work or study. Life must be very dull if you don’t do one of those.”


  “You might have a point there,” she said. “I tried everything from the movies to sculpture. I wasn’t very good at anything. What do you do, Fred?”


  “I’m a perpetual guest,” I said lightly. “Do you read much, Jean?”


  “Too much, though nothing very heavy, I grant you.”


  “Have you ever read about a man named Ambrose Bierce?”


  “I’ve read everything he ever wrote. Why did you ask that, Fred?”


  “I—heard about him. I wondered who he was.”


  “Where did you hear about him, Fred? In Mexico?”


  “No. I don’t remember where I heard about him.”


  “He disappeared,” she said quietly, “some time right before the first world war. I’ve forgotten the exact year. I think it was 1914.”


  Before the war, before the “first” war . . . And I thought of Jars’ wife, who had come to us just before this last planetary war—the “second” world war. And what was his pet name for her? Guest, he called her, and joked about her coming from another world. But didn’t Jars defend the discredited late-in-life theories of Akers? I tried to remember the name of Jars’ wife, and then it came.


  I asked, “And Amelia Earhart?”


  Jean’s voice was rough. “July 2nd, 1937. I guess I’ll never forget that, when my god died. What are you trying to say? Is it some new damned cult you’re promoting, Fred?”


  “You called her a god. Why, Jean?”


  “I don’t know. I was only thirteen when she died. But she was so clean, so—so free and windswept, so—oh, what the spirit of America should be—and isn’t.”


  I looked up to see tears in her eyes. Why was she moved? This girl who certainly knew corruption, this worldly, lovely girl. I smiled at her.


  She wiped the tears with the back of her hand. “Fred, you are the strangest—I know this town’s a zoo, but you, Fred—”


  I continued to smile at her. “I’m just a guy trying to learn. May I repeat something I said last night? You’re beautiful, Jean.”


  “You’re no three-headed calf, yourself,” she said.


  Twin planets and parallel evolution . . . Parallel destiny? Not with a third planetary war shaping up here. Three major wars in less than fifty years. Why, why, why . . .


  She said, “Thinking, again? You do a lot of thinking, don’t you?”


  “I have to think of something besides you,” I told her honestly. “I can’t afford to fall in love with you, Jean. I’ve too many places to go and too many things to see.”


  She just stared at me. It must have been a full minute before she said, “Well, I’ll be damned.”


  After breakfast, it was still cold, and she said, “There’ll be no swim this morning, I see. If you want to get an appraisal on that diamond, Fred, I’ll phone one of our jewelers to come out.”


  “I’d appreciate that,” I said. “Would it be all right if I took these newspapers back to my room, now?”


  “Just dandy,” she said. “Sorry to be boring you.”


  “You’re not,” I told her earnestly. “Believe me, you’re not.”


  THE PAPERS were interesting. Nowhere was it stated, but a glance at the front pages showed they were on opposite sides of the political fence. On my planet, we keep the editorial opinion in the editorial columns. Not so with these. The wire services were impartial and the accounts in both papers identical. That was as far as the similarities went. Reading the other accounts was like living in two worlds.


  An informed people will always be free. Well, perhaps these weren’t typical.


  I was to see papers a lot worse than these before long.


  I was just starting the want ads when the knock came at the door. It was the maid, again; the jeweler was at the house.


  A small man, suave and dark, with the manners of a diplomat, fawning like a puppy.


  It was a perfect stone, he decided. He had, he was sure, a customer who would be interested. Would I accept eight thousand dollars for it?


  I said I would, and he left.


  We were in the living room, and Jean stood near the tall front windows. She had changed to a suit of some soft blue material.


  “As soon as I get the money,” I said, “we’re going out for some fun, aren’t we? I owe you for a beef barbecue.”


  “You don’t owe me anything,” she said. She didn’t look at me.


  “You’ll get over him,” I said.


  “Him—?” She turned to look at me curiously.


  “That man you’re in love with, that man you told me about last night.”


  “Oh,” she said. “Oh. I was drunk last night, Fred. I’m not in love.”


  Silence. That attraction of hers pulling at me like some localized gravity, silence, and the beating of my heart. Silence, my hands trembling, my knees aching.


  “I’d like to see some fights,” I said. “Would you like to?”


  She frowned. “Not particularly.” She stared at me, shook her head, and looked away.


  “Well,” I said, “I haven’t finished the want ads.”


  “Of course,” she said. “Get right back to them, Freddy. You never know when you’ll find a bargain.”


  They weren’t very interesting. I kept seeing her standing next to the window, looking unhappy, frustrated, somehow. I kept seeing the soft fabric of the suit clinging to her beautiful body and the proud grace of her posture.


  I went back to the house, and she was sitting on the davenport near the fireplace. She looked up without expression.


  I asked, “Is there a library around here?”


  She sighed, and rose. She said, “Follow me.”


  She led me to a room whose four walls were lined with books. There was a wide glass door leading out from this to the patio.


  “Dad’s old retreat,” she said. “Everything from Aristotle to Zola. If there’s something you don’t see, don’t hesitate to ask. We aim to please.”


  She closed the door behind her.


  I didn’t gorge; I only nibbled. But fed enough to realize this was a deep, rich culture; this planet had produced some first rate minds and exceptional talents. But still, with all this to choose from, the people seemed to prefer Milton Berle. And the people were in command.


  I was reading Ambrose Bierce when she came in. She looked at the book, and at me. “Lunch,” she said quietly.


  I put the book down, and rose. “The unwelcome guest?”


  “I’d tell you, if you were.”


  “Would you, honestly?”


  She didn’t answer that. She smiled, and said, “There are some fights at Ocean Park, tonight.”


  We saw those, and later, some amateur fights. Strange spectacles they were, men belaboring each other, but fascinating, too. The amateurs were less talented, but more friendly, leaving the ring arm in arm, if both were still conscious. The professionals displayed no such amicability.


  Why? I asked Jean. What was the difference between the amateurs and the professionals?


  “Money,” she said, and looked at me strangely. “Didn’t you really know that?”


  I lied with a nod. “I wanted you to see it, and to word it for yourself.”


  “Look,” she said with controlled irritation, “if I want any curbstone philosophy, I can read one of those corny columnists. I certainly don’t have to sit in a screaming mob watching a couple of morons pound each other bloody to arrive at a stupid generality like that.”


  “Let’s get a hamburger,” I said.


  She just stood there, on the sidewalk. “You—you—”


  People were turning to stare.


  “Farmer?” I suggested.


  “Oh,” she said, “oh, oh—”


  “Or a cheeseburger,” I added.


  There was a small crowd, now, openly watching. One man said, “Hey, this is better than them jerks inside. Slug him, lady.”


  Jean started to laugh, and so did I, and then all of us were laughing, the whole crowd.


  We didn’t go to a hamburger place. We went to a place where we could dance, too, and I had a small glass of wine, and wondered why we’d outgrown alcohol, on our planet.


  It was a night I will never forget. It was a night I learned how much she meant to me. There wasn’t ever going to be anybody else for me, after that night.


  WE WERE married in Las Trenos at five-thirty the next morning.


  And still, I didn’t tell her where I was from. When the time came, she could go back with me, but I couldn’t risk sharing that secret with her. I didn’t have the right to jeopardize my people by giving her information she might divulge unintentionally.


  The world was our playground, and my study hall American first. We drove east, taking our time, while I tried to get the temper of the people. I never overlooked a chance to talk to people; the papers were no substitute for that. And between the papers and the people, I found that only the hysterics were voluble, only the biased articulate. And yet, it was a country with a liberal and progressive tradition, a country that should have been informed beyond the average.


  Knowledge had been made too easy; the glib were in command.


  Fear, Jars had said, and it was becoming increasingly clear to me that he was closer to it than Deering. For Deering’s viewpoint, I had a working model, I had Jean.


  In the canyon city, New York, high in our room at the Empire-Hudson, she said, “You’re an awfully nosy guy, Dream Boat.”


  “I like to talk to people,” I said. “Haven’t you been getting enough attention?”


  “As much as I can handle,” she said. “And I’m enjoying every second of it. But it seems to be getting you down.”


  “You or the people?” I asked, and mussed her hair.


  She didn’t answer that. “Fred,” she said, “do you remember that day at breakfast, long ago? Do you remember asking about Ambrose Bierce and Amelia Earhart?”


  “I guess I do.”


  “Don’t be evasive, Fred. You know you do.”


  I pulled her close. “Is this going to be a questioning period? Is this one of those marriages?”


  “Now, Fred—” she said, against my shoulder. “Be serious, please, Fred. Please be serious—oh, you, Fred—”


  WE WENT to England. What’s that phrase they have—“muddling through” ? That’s what they were doing. Proudly, with a minimum of complaint, with no thought of rebellion, with no rationalizing or projection, living as the submerged tenth lives in America, and seeming to think that—well, things could be worse.


  In Italy, it was the kids, the beggars and procurers and thieves and even murderers who were kids. In Spain we found much of the same. In France it was all the heat and no light, charges and counter-charges, lies and counter-lies, confusion and corruption.


  In Berlin, it was Russia. The cloud that darkens the world looms darkest in Berlin. The apathy that grips the world is epitomized in Berlin. A people with no sense of guilt and no reason for hope, nor stirring to the promise of a re-armed Germany. A bled and devastated people, shorn of their chief strength, their national pride.


  Jean said, “I’ve seen enough. Haven’t you, Fred? How much can you take?”


  “One more,” I said. “Russia.”


  “Don’t be silly,” she said. “How would we get into Russia?”


  “We wouldn’t. But I would.”


  “Look, baby, whither though goest, I—”


  “Up to here,” I said. “Who’s the big boss in this family?”


  “Now, Fred—”


  “Now, Jean—”


  “Get away from me. This time, it won’t work. If you think that for one second you’re going into that no man’s land alone—and—”


  It took some talking, to convince her, it took some lies. She’d wait, she agreed finally, in Switzerland. In comfort for a change.


  It took two diamonds to get to the right man, and it took a formula from there. A formula that is learned in the first year of college chemistry on my planet, a formula for converting an element. A formula this planet couldn’t have been more than a decade short of learning, anyway.


  The last man I saw in Berlin went along, for which I was grateful, though he didn’t know that. I don’t speak Russian, but he did.


  They were careful, they don’t even trust themselves. I told Nilenoff the formula came from America, and there were more, but I needed money. I didn’t tell him the fallacy in the formula; it had taken us three years to realize what it was.


  My trips were limited, directed, and avoided the seamier side. I saw the modern humming factories, and the mammoth farms. No unemployment, no waste, no “capitalistic blood sucking”—and the lowest standard of living in the industrialized world. A vast, bleak land peopled with stringless puppets, with walking cadavers.


  I remembered the faces of the crowds and the strangely mixed people in America, their obvious feelings, emotions and rivalries. There was nothing strange about these people of Russia—they were dead, spiritually dead.


  The country that could have been a cultural and industrial center of the world was a robot-land of nine million square miles, getting ready for war, getting ready to take over the dreams of Hitler and make them come true.


  I came out with a promise of ten thousand American dollars for every one of the future formulas I had assured them I could get to. I came out with the knowledge that I’d be a watched man from now on.


  In Switzerland, Jean said, “Well—?”


  “I’m ready to go home,” I told her.


  “America, you mean?”


  “Where else?”


  “I’ve been alone,” she said, “and thinking. I’ve gone back to Sunset and Pacific Coast Highway and traced it all forward from there. And I don’t think America’s your home.”


  Very cool her voice, very tense her face. I smiled at her.


  She didn’t smile in return. “Fred—we’re married.”


  “I’m glad,” I said. “Aren’t you?”


  “It’s no time for the light touch.” Tears in her eyes. “Fred, are you a—a Russian spy?”


  I shook my head.


  “But—”


  It was a clear night, and I went to the window. How it shone, in that clear air. Jean came over to stand next to me.


  I pointed, and said, “There’s my home.”


  “Venus,” she said. “Fred, for heaven’s sake—I’m serious!”


  “Some day,” I said, “this planet will learn how to see through our manufactured fog. Some day they will develop the vision we developed a century ago. And—”


  “Damn it, Fred, be serious. If you’d know what I’ve gone through, alone here, thinking back on all the crazy things you’ve said and done. What have you told me about yourself, what do I know?”


  “Nothing,” I said. “And what have I asked you about yourself? It’s a matter of faith, Jean.”


  “Faith? Running all over the country like fugitives, financed by those damned diamonds, nosing into this and into that, and then running off to Russia, all alone. With what you’d learned, Fred?”


  I shook my head, resentment stirring in me.


  “Remember when we met? In Santa Monica—right there, next to the beach. You didn’t have a thing but the clothes on your back and a bagful of diamonds. Was it a sub that brought you that far, Fred?”


  “No,” I said, “and you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


  “Try me, and see,” she said. She was rigid, and near hysteria.


  “All right. I came there in a space sphere from Venus.”


  She started to sob, a wild, lonely sound and I moved forward to take her in my arms.


  Her fingers clawed my face, her high heel smashed my instep. “Get out,” she screamed, “get out, get out, get out—”


  I got out. I went to the first floor washroom and cleaned up my bloody face, and then went into the bar. This was one habit I’d picked up on the planet.


  When I came up to the suite, later, I didn’t even check to see if she was in the washroom. I flopped down on the davenport and didn’t know anything for the next twelve hours.


  She was gone, when I came to. She’d checked out before I’d come back to the room, the night before.


  I missed the plane she took from France. I missed her by a day in New York. I went back to the big house with the high pillars on Sunset Boulevard.


  And she wasn’t there.


  She’d come back to it, I knew. I moved in, to wait. I wasn’t going home without her; I wasn’t even sure I was going home with her. I was involved, now, in this planet, almost as crazy as the rest of them.


  I sat. I did some drinking, but mostly I sat, going back over all our days, reading nothing, enjoying nothing, just remembering.


  The Korean business started and the headlines grew uglier, and the jackals screamed and the people grew more confused.


  One day, the maid told me I had a visitor. I was in the library and I told her to send him back.


  When he came in, he closed the door behind him. I’d never seen him, before, but he said, “We’ve been looking for three weeks.”


  “We?”


  “Thirty of us,” he said. “What happened? Jars sent me.”


  “Oh,” I said. “I can’t come, now. I’m—married—”


  He smiled. “If you knew what a mess it’s been. We’ve got men all over the planet. Does your wife—know?”


  “She thinks I’m crazy,” I said. “Look, I—”


  “I’m not going to argue,” he said. “Just make your report, and I’ll pick it up, tonight.”


  Five minutes after he was gone, I was packing. I knew he wasn’t coming back for any report. He was coming back for me, and it didn’t much matter to him if I wanted to come, or not. I was coming, or staying here—dead.


  What I didn’t realize is that they wanted me to run, to get out where I could be taken with a minimum of interference.


  They got me the other side of Blythe, in the middle of nowhere. A clear night in the desert, and headlights coming up from behind and then the big, black car crowding me off the flat road, into the sand . . . And darkness.


  DEERING sighed and shook his head. “Corruption, Werig? Was it the corruption, or the girl?”


  “I’ve made my report,” I said. “Don’t worry about them. They’ve got enough to worry about without worrying about us.”


  “Another war, it looks like,” Deering said. “It could be the last one, you know. What was the girl—your wife like, Fred? Was she pretty?”


  “Beautiful,” I said.


  “And the people—fear, is it fear?”


  “I don’t know. Their vice is fear, but they have some virtues.”


  Deering’s voice was quiet. “Jars wanted me to ask you—about your wife. Where is she? Is she coming with you? It was forbidden.”


  “I don’t know where she is, she’s not coming with me, and I know it was forbidden. But where is Jars? He has been avoiding me, hasn’t he? Why?”


  “He has been pleading for you, before the assembly.” Deering rose, and went to the window, to look out. “Who will win this war that’s shaping up among the huddlers, Fred?”


  “I don’t know. I’m not sure I give a damn.”


  Deering continued to look out the window. “The gray nation, the mixed nation, this America; they have some promise of the light, have they not?”


  “Some.”


  “But this black nation, this nation of robots, there is no chance of of light there?”


  “Not under their present leaders. If they should win the war the planet would be set back five hundred years.”


  Deering shook his head, and turned to face me sadly. “It would be worse than that. If they should win this war shaping up, there would be no planet for them to rule.”


  I stared at him, not believing, still so bound up in my trip I couldn’t believe his words. Love,—faith, fear, Jean—were running through my mind. And Jean . . .?


  Deering answered everything for me. “We can’t take the chance,” he said. “We will abolish the planet. The assembly so decided this morning.”


  LAST RUN ON VENUS


  James McKimmey, Jr.


  It wasn’t love of adventure that forced Caine onto Venus’ forbidden Purple Plateau. Oh, no. But there was a wench named Cice—a five-imaged wench—who could make the heart of any pilot leap crazily through the Galaxy.


  THIS was Nicholas Caine’s last run and he didn’t like it. It didn’t look right or feel right or taste right. Even the small jetcopter felt sluggish to his touch. He was getting it down too fast and up too slow. But that, he knew, was really caused by his nerves. Usually he was as cold about these jaunts as a piece of newly chipped ice; this was his business. But today was different.


  This was the end of it and tomorrow it wouldn’t be his business anymore. A man absorbed so much and he couldn’t absorb anymore. He got to the point finally when he kicked it over and he said, “Thank you and to hell with it,” and then he left.


  And that was what Caine was doing. Only he still had this last run and it was wrong. He knew it. It was all wrong.


  He glanced at the mirror that reflected the cabin behind him.


  The girl with the brown hair and the white teeth winked at him.


  Caine looked away quickly and thin muscles rippled along his jaw. He didn’t know which of them was getting on his nerves more, the girl or the insane kid who was with her.


  It was certain that between them they were getting him, and he jambed a hand forward. The ship whipped down through the air like an Earth sea gull, skimming the tops of the vine trees of the Venusian jungle.


  “Oh, lookee, lookee!” screamed the thin twitching boy with the blond hair. “Swamp and jungle, snakes and lizards! Are there devils down there, Driver? Are there spooks and ghosts and witches? Hey, Driver?” Caine didn’t answer. He looked again to the mirror.


  The girl was laughing and shaking her brown hair. The boy was using his camera, leaning over the edge of the open-topped cabin. He was about twenty-one, Caine judged. Six years younger than Caine, but he acted like he was twelve or thirteen. Caine hadn’t liked him from the start and he hated him right now. He was just another rich kid who thought the whole system was a playground.


  And he kept calling Caine, “Driver.” If he did it once more, Caine promised himself, he’d kill him.


  Only he wouldn’t, he knew. He wouldn’t do anything. Caine had asked for this job, taking people with too much money on sight-seeing hops over the wilds of the Venusian country. It was a long way for both Caine and his jetcopter from the days when he was out at the tip of the finger of exploration, when the American Colony had been only a rugged square on the flatland.


  Now that was over and he was leaving Venus. And the reason why he was leaving, was because of people like the two in back of him. The stupid, blind, selfish people who had ruined every chance for a decent relationship between the Colonists and the Venusians.


  Because the Venusians were kind and honest and good, these people had swept over them like hail hitting flower petals. They had slashed and gouged and broken everything in their way: the earth, the vegetation, the Venusians themselves. Everything went down in front of the Colonist’s hand. And then they laughed and spent the money they made and damned near tickled themselves to death with their own superiority.


  Caine brought the ship up with a wrench, swearing under his breath. Well, this was the last time he’d have anything more to do with them. Tomorrow, he’d be on a rocket and this time he’d find a place where he wouldn’t see another damned tourist the rest of his life; The only good thing about this was that he would use their money to do it. He wasn’t a sucker like the Venusian. He knew how to charge six times over for a trip like this.


  The boy was chattering and the girl was laughing and Caine made a slow sweeping circle over the yellow and green and purple jungle.


  The boy was jerking finished three-dimensional pictures out of the camera and squinting at them. “Oh, Lord,” he would say, giggling as he looked. Then he would throw the picture over his shoulder and grab another. “Oh, heavens.” And that one would go over his shoulder.


  “Hey, Driver!” the boy yelled. “Let’s go down again.”


  Caine set his teeth and spiraled slowly in the cloud-dull air.


  He felt a touch against his right arm. He glanced down and found the girl’s small foot beside his arm. She wiggled a sandaled toe and tapped him again with her foot.


  CAINE saw her small ankle and after that, the neat swell of her calf. She wore no stockings and her skin was tanned the color of golden wheat—from long hours, Caine knew, lying in an artificially sunlit patio.


  He looked at her in the mirror.


  “Vanny wants to go down again,” she said, smiling insolently. She shook the soft brown hair and her eyes danced. She had dark blue eyes, Caine noticed, and they sparkled and flirted. And Caine wanted none of it. He wanted to get this over and he wanted to get away.


  She was making him more nervous than the boy was, only it was a different kind of nervousness. It was the kind that got into your blood and found your heart and your breath, and it was more dangerous.


  “Down, down!” the boy was yelling.


  “All right,” Caine said. “All right.”


  He spiraled the ship toward the jungle. “You know,” he could hear the girl say, “I don’t think Driver likes you, Vanny. I don’t think he likes me, either. Why don’t you like us, Driver?”


  Caine concentrated on his flying.


  “You know,” said the girl in her husky voice, “maybe he doesn’t like it because we call him Driver. Do you, Driver?”


  Caine accelerated the ship and cut at the tips of the vine-trees. He heard the clicks of the boy’s camera and his crazy yelling.


  The girl touched his arm with her toe again. “What is your name, Driver?”


  Caine looked up at the mirror and stared at the girl’s eyes. She bent forward, her smile a quirk at each corner of her red mouth. She wore a thin blue dress that matched the color of her eyes, and its neckline was cut so that, as she leaned forward, Caine could see that she was probably tanned all over.


  She smiled her white smile and her teeth were even and small. “Name,” she said. “Caine,” he snapped.


  “First name.”


  “Nicholas.”


  “Do they call you Nick?”


  “My friends call me Nic. N-i-c. Pronounced like Nick. My friends call me that.”


  “That’s what I’ll call you, Nic.”


  He stared at her in the mirror, his mouth tight.


  “Aren’t I your friend, Nic?” she said, wiggling her toe.


  Caine swung the ship. “Let’s call it a day.”


  “Wait a minute!” said the boy. “Wait a minute!” He stumbled past the girl into the empty seat beside Caine. His thin mouth was suddenly hard. “I’m paying quite a little money to see this rotten country and I want to see it.”


  “We’ve been up an hour,” Caine said.


  “All right,” the boy said sarcastically. “We’ll stay up six hours then, friend.”


  Caine felt his hands turn wet in the palms.


  “I’m paying for this,” the boy went on, his voice taunting, “and you’re just the driver. You don’t want to forget that. Now if I want to fly over this crap from now until Christmas you’re going to do it. Isn’t that right, friend?”


  Caine’s heart was hammering and he knew the anger was showing in his face. Any other time he would have handled this with a crack of his voice, or, if he had to, a crack of his fist. But not today. Today he didn’t want any trouble. He wanted nothing to go wrong. All he wanted was to get it over and to get out.


  “Did you hear me, friend?” the boy said.


  “Yes, I heard you,” Caine said.


  “All right,” said the boy, grinning meanly. “That’s fine. We understand each other. Put her down again.”


  Caine snapped the nose of the ship down and the boy tumbled back into the cabin. “Hey!” he yelled. “Lookee, looked.”


  Caine cut between the tips of the tree-vines. He nearly touched his wheels against a clearing. He climbed. He dropped. He fought the anger.


  The boy worked his camera and the girl watched Caine through the mirror. There was a different look in her eyes now, Caine saw. A kind of mocking look that made the anger inside of him swell and beat against his temples.


  He knew she was going to start and he asked himself, “Why? Why couldn’t they leave him alone just this one day, this one time, so that nothing would go wrong?


  But he knew this had been that kind of a day from the time it started. He knew as surely as he was flying the jetcopter that nothing was going to be right about this day.


  She said it: “I think Nic’s afraid of Vanny.”


  He licked his lips and his tongue was dry.


  “I mean,” she said. “Isn’t that queer? A great big strong man like Nic afraid of a little boy like Vanny? Why is that, I wonder?”


  Caine took his hands from the controls and rubbed them against his knees. He could feel it breaking apart. He couldn’t hang onto it.


  Then the boy yelled and scrambled to the opposite side of the cabin. The girl’s feet went up and Caine caught the flash of her tan legs. She laughed and shook her hair.


  “Look!” cried the boy. “A purple plateau.”


  Caine straightened the ship and began moving swiftly away.


  “No, no!” screamed the boy. “Put her down there! On the ground!” He waved his hands and pointed at the purple-colored rise of land. “Did you hear me, Driver? Put her down, put her down!”


  “This is Venusian land,” Caine said grimly, “and I wouldn’t put this ship down anyplace but Colony land.”


  THE boy was behind Caine, his thin fingers digging into Caine’s shoulder, “I’ll tell you what to do, friend. You just do it.” Caine turned and looked at the boy’s white, unhealthy-looking face. The boy’s lips curled again.


  “If you want to fly,” Caine said, “I’ll fly you all day. But if you want to land in Venusian territory you get yourself another driver.” He accented the word, driver.


  The boy clutched at Caine’s shoulder and hopped behind his seat. “Put her down on that purple plateau!” the boy yelled. “Damn you, I don’t want to listen to your stupid voice! Just put her down, do you hear me, Driver?”


  Caine could feel the fingers pinching his shoulder and he could see the white crazy face bobbing beside him. He wanted to lift just one of his hands and slap the screaming boy across the cabin. But if he did there would be much trouble when they got back.


  The girl’s father, Caine knew, was the Treasurer of the Colony. This boy was her guest. They could make a lot of trouble for him.


  He knew it wouldn’t help, but he made one try: “Look,” he said, “We’ve got a written agreement with the Venusians to stay off this part of the land. Don’t you understand?”


  “Oh, hell!” the boy shouted, “Oh, hell! Damn the Venusians! Put her down there, Driver. Do you hear me?”


  Caine swept the ship in a slow circle. He felt the slim foot at his arm again. “Did you hear him, Driver?” asked the girl, her eyes mocking him through the mirror.


  Caine dropped the ship.


  The boy plunged back through the cabin, chattering, giggling, clicking his camera.


  Caine looked at the purple plateau. It was not a plateau, really, it was a rather flat hill in the midst of the thick swampy jungle. Around it he could see the reflection of liquid and then the shimmering slick-looking vine-trees.


  The boy’s reaction to the fact that this was Venusian territory was what was wrong with this whole planet, Caine thought as he examined the purple hill.


  “Damn the Venusians,” was the slogan for the Colony. Damn them this way, damn them that way. Write a treaty with them, wink, and forget about it. Get them going and coming and sideways. Because their skin was green and their heads were round and hairless, that meant they were stupid and inhuman and thus to be taken advantage of.


  They were not stupid, Caine knew, nor were they inhuman. And how much more advantage could be taken of them, Caine didn’t know. There was a point of resistance to everything, even to Venusians. And Caine did not doubt that sooner or later the Colonists would push the Venusians to it. What then, only God knew.


  Right now, however, all Caine cared about was getting away from here so he wouldn’t have to watch this thing anymore. He was sick of it. Sick to the core. The months and months he’d spent trying to help establish Earth’s civilization on this planet appeared now like having driven around in a constant circle, and finally realizing that neither he nor anyone else had gone anywhere.


  And all because of people like the two behind him.


  Caine swore bitterly to himself and circled the purple hill once more.


  “Down, down!” the boy was screaming, and Caine could hear the girl laughing.


  II


  THE nearest Colony post, Caine judged, was thirty miles away. That meant no one would observe his silver ship dropping into the forbidden jungle. But even breaking the treaty would be no worse than inflicting the wrath of a guest of the Treasurer. Or the Treasurer’s daughter.


  He drifted slowly above the hill. At least, he hoped, there would be no Venusians around this part, although you couldn’t tell. If there were, probably they wouldn’t do anything, Caine decided, because they did not believe in violence or in physical conflict.


  But there was a matter of honor, and Caine for one, especially Caine, did not want to be responsible on this, his last day on the planet, for breaching that honor with these native people.


  The perils of the swamp was a thing he saved for final consideration. They would go no further than the boundaries of the small hill. But in reality, Caine hoped that something might be down there, waiting to scare the stupidity out of the loud kid who was forcing him down. Caine didn’t know what that might be, because you could never tell what waited for you in the Venusian jungle. It was all strange, unexplored land, and this land, Caine had learned, produced many very weird and awful things.


  They would soon find out.


  He dropped the ship slowly, aiming for the center of the gradually sloping hill. The boy was like a crazy bird locked in a cage. The girl shook her hair, her teeth shining whitely while she laughed, but Caine could feel her eyes watching him, watching him.


  Caine knew then, in that split second before the wheels of the ship touched the purple hill, that it hadn’t been the boy’s demand that had forced him down, but the girl, watching him through the mirror, taunting him, daring him, that had made him do this.


  He looked up at her and the look she returned made a shiver dance along his spine. The wheels touched ground.


  The boy clawed at the door. “Lookee, lookee, lookee!” he yelled.


  Caine’s hand snapped out and struck the boy’s fingers away from the lock of the door.


  “Hey!” said the boy, spinning. “Watch out, Driver. Watch out with that. You don’t want to make me mad now, friend. Do you, friend? Do you?”


  Caine looked at the narrow glittering eyes of the boy. “No,” he said quietly. “I don’t want to make you mad.”


  “That’s fine,” the boy said, nodding. “That’s fine.”


  The girl reached over and touched the boy. “You tell him, Vanny. You tell him anything you want to. He’ll listen and nod and say yes to anything. He’s a very sweet fellow, Nic is.”


  Caine jambed his seat back and stood up. He took out his holstered pistol from the small compartment beneath the instrument panel. He strapped the holster to his waist and turned around.


  “I don’t want either one of you gong beyond the boundary of this hill. I don’t like being down here. I’ll tell you that before we get out. And so I don’t want any trouble. Get out and look and that’s all. In five minutes I’m taking off. If you’re not in this ship you can walk back. Do you understand?” The girl raised her eyebrows and whistled. “Listen to the captain.”


  The boy yanked at the door. “I don’t want to hear your damned speeches, Driver. Open the door that’s all, before I get mad.” Caine hit the lock and the boy spilled out to the purple-colored surface.


  Caine looked at the girl. She sat there, legs crossed, smiling at him. “I asked you your name. You didn’t ask me mine. Don’t you want to know, Captain?”


  “No,” Caine said.


  “It’s Cice. Isn’t that pretty? Cice? Doesn’t it sound nice with Nic?”


  “No,” said Caine, “it doesn’t.”


  She pursed her lips and stood up suddenly. “All right, Driver. Let’s look at the jungle.”


  Caine climbed out and turned to help the girl. He held up a hand and caught hold of her fingers. He looked up at her and waited for her to come down into his arms.


  She didn’t. She threw his hand away and leaped to the ground, a flash of gold and blue. She was like a cat, and there was no loss of dignity or presence when she landed beside Caine. Caine turned away and walked to tire tip end of the ship’s right wing.


  He reached down and felt of the mosslike substance covering the hill. It was like a thick carpet, but spongier, and it was moist. The air was moist, too, and it was in the soft breeze that touched Caine’s face and made the slippery leaves around the hill swing and slide together.


  The boy was spinning like a gyroscope, snapping pictures this way and that, jerking the finished prints out, looking at them, and throwing them away.


  The girl had walked to the front of the ship and stood there, very straight and perfect, letting the wind ripple her blue dress.


  Suddenly, the boy swung around and vaulted to the short thin wing of the jetcopter. He crouched there, clicking his camera, while the ship tipped.


  Caine yelled, and then as though the center had been split out of the huge moss carpet, it began to slide toward the canal of liquid around the hill. The ship swung partially sideways, while the white-faced boy with the camera pranced on its wing. Caine felt himself moving with the sliding moss and he jumped forward. The girl had fallen to her knees and was reaching for the solid rock-like surface beneath the moss.


  THE boy had frozen against the surface of the ship now, and as the tail jets hit the liquid, the silver metal melted and disappeared in the shimmering stuff like soft lead going into fire.


  Cane let out a yell and scrambled over the shifting carpet and yanked the girl to the exposed rock. Then he jumped back and grabbed at the hook of the ship’s nose, knowing even as he did it that it was a senseless action. The ship kept sliding.


  Foot by foot it disintegrated, as though the liquid were an acid. Still the boy hung like a frightened animal to the silver wing. Cane lunged for the boy’s hand, but he slipped to his knees and felt himself sliding toward the liquid.


  He reached up to the wing, now sticking in the air like a broken arm. He pulled himself to his feet and it was like standing on shifting grease. He found the boy’s arm and yanked hard. The boy came flying off the wing and hit the slipping moss, the camera swinging around his neck, his arms fighting.


  The ship had nearly melted in the liquid and the right wing, the last of it, crumpled and slid into the shining acid and disappeared.


  Caine fought along the edge of the hill, trying to push the boy to the exposed rock that had lain beneath the moss-like surface.


  The boy screamed and flailed his arms and legs, and the movement was making them slide toward the waiting liquid. Caine gritted his teeth and leaped ahead, pulling the boy with him. He found solid rock as the final covering of the purple carpet slid into the liquid.


  Caine lay on the rock, breathing hard, his hands clutching the boy’s jacket.


  The boy shook himself loose and he was no longer screaming. “Take your filthy hands off of me,” he said to Caine.


  Caine’s face flushed and his eyes thinned.


  The boy stared back at Caine for a long moment, then he stood up and examined his camera.


  Caine got to his feet and went up the incline to where the girl waited. “Are you all right?” he asked her.


  There was a different look in her eyes. There was no mocking or sarcasm. “Yes,” she said, shaking her hair and smiling a little. “I’m all right, Nic.”


  “Well, that’s damned fine,” Caine said, a line cutting between his eyebrows. “That’s really damned fine because my ship isn’t. Have you noticed? Three years of sweat and blood gone down the sewer. Isn’t that fine?”


  Her smile flickered and she touched his arm. “I’m sorry, Nic. It was our fault—”


  He shook himself away from her touch. “Yes, it was your fault and it didn’t need to happen, only you and the screaming idiot had to do it. Ships are a dime a dozen to you but not to Nic Caine.”


  Her smile had vanished and there was a bright glinting light in her eyes. She stood very straight and met Caine’s furious stare. “I’ll buy you a new one when we get back, Driver. I don’t want to see you cry. Wipe the tears away, honey . . .” she reached to pat his shoulder and he slapped her hand away.


  “Keep your hands away from me and don’t use that tone of voice when you’re talking to me. I’ll take that ship from you when we get back. If we do get back. And you can count on that. In the meantime don’t push me anymore, or I’ll . . .”


  “You’ll what?” she said, her white smile shining at him. “You’ll do what? I’m interested. Say what you’re going to do. Or better yet, just do it. I’m ready.”


  Her smile was a shimmering thing and her eyes danced like bright stars. Caine felt of his strength by clamping his hands into fists.


  He hardened his arm muscles and his shoulder muscles, but he knew he didn’t have at that moment enough strength to meet her smile and her eyes and her tanned smooth skin. He could strike her half-way across the rock, but she was stronger and he could see in her eyes that she knew it.


  But that was her strength right now.


  He would test it later and see how it was. And he would test his own, because if they were going to get out of this jungle, they would need all the strength they could find.


  Caine whirled. “What do you want?” he asked the boy who had come up behind him.


  “I want to know how you’re going to get us out of here, Driver.” The boy’s face still held the same stretched sarcastic look, but his eyes were no longer sharp and insolent. The fright showed easily, and behind the fright, Caine knew there was panic.


  “I’m not going to get you out of here,” Caine said, his voice suddenly soft. “I’m going to leave you right here to think about your stupidity.”


  “Listen, listen!” the boy screamed. “You don’t talk that way to me, friend. You listen, you don’t talk to me that way, do you hear?”


  Caine’s voice was a quick snapping sound. “Shut up!” He stood there, body tense, his eyes glaring at the frantic youth.


  The boy turned and ran a few feet across the hill where he fell down on his knees and crouched, his eyes darting like those of a penned wildcat. He lifted his. camera, released the shutter, and yanked out the finished picture to throw it into the waiting liquid.


  The picture skipped and then floated.


  Caine stared at the floating picture. It lay on the surface for a long minute and then slowly it disappeared.


  He turned and looked at the liquid where his ship had disintegrated. Bobbing near the surface was the plastic of the seats. Caine frowned.


  The boy was running at him again, arms flailing, and Caine felt the sting of the boy’s fists striking him. He pushed the boy back so that he fell sprawled on the rock surface.


  “It’s all around us!” the boy screamed. “The damned stuff is all around us. You get us out of here, Driver. Do you hear, you get us out of here!”


  The girl stood over the wild boy. “You know, Vanny, you’re realty a jolly fellow.”


  “You keep your mouth shut!” he yelled at her.


  The girl turned away and looked at Caine. “What do we do, just stand here?”


  Caine watched the contained look on her face. He knew she was frightened and feeling the panic that was so obvious in the boy. But she stood very straight and her voice was very steady. She would not show her fear.


  Caine pointed at the plastic. “The seat covering didn’t disintegrate and neither did the picture. Only the metal of the ship.”


  “So?” she said.


  “So maybe we wouldn’t disintegrate either.”


  Caine walked down the hill and crouched at the edge of the liquid. The girl followed and waited a few feet behind him.


  The boy still lay sprawled near the top of the hill, his darting eyes watching them.


  Caine took a handkerchief from his pocket and dropped it into the liquid. It floated until it was soaked through and then it sank.


  “AH right,” the girl said. “How do we find out what it does to human flesh?”


  Caine looked back at the boy.


  The boy slammed his palms back against the rock and his body tightened so that the cords of his neck stuck out. His lips trembled.


  Caine kept his eyes upon the boy, flexed his fingers, and then drove his hand into the liquid.


  The girl screamed and her hand flew against her mouth. The boy lay twitching against the rock, his eyes upon Caine’s submerged arm.


  Caine brought his hand out of the liquid.


  The metal snap that had fastened his sleeve at the wrist was gone and so was the small gold ring he had worn on his little finger. But there was no trace of effect on his skin.


  Caine stood up.


  There was only the sound of the whispering leaves and in the sky an infrequent sun appeared and edged toward the tops of the trees, sending its glittering reflection into the depths of the moat-like liquid around them.


  Caine pointed to the vine-trees at the other side. “There’s the direction of the nearest post. We’d better start.”


  The boy scrambled to his feet. He stood, feet spread, like a thin scarecrow. “You’re not going to get me into that stuff! You can’t make me do that. Do you hear me?” His voice was a screeching whine that rose and fell through the peace of the thick jungle.


  “I’m not going to make you do anything,” Caine said, unbuckling his holster. “You can stay here and starve. It’ll be nobody’s loss. Stay here. Both of you,” he said, looking at the girl.


  Her teeth caught her underlip and her eyes glinted. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you very much.”


  “You’re welcome,” Caine said, and then he turned and stepped into the liquid.


  His nerves jumped inside of him and he wanted to leap out of the stuff and run and lie against the protection of the rock the way the boy had done. But he set his teeth and took one step after another, holding his pistol high above his head.


  He felt his jacket open as the metallic snaps disintegrated, and the liquid seeped against his chest. His belt fell loose as the buckle went away, but his trousers, cut in the Venusian Colony style, hugged his hips tightly. The nails in his boots disappeared, and he could feel his soles coming off. The floor of the liquid was like soft clay against his stocking-covered feet.


  The liquid crawled up until it was even with his chest and Caine kept moving, one step after another, forcing his muscles to work. The liquid touched his shoulders. If it crawled any higher it would get in his mouth and melt the fillings out of his teeth. Caine thought about that and he kept going. He reached the center and the liquid rose no higher.


  When he reached the opposite bank he looked at his body. His skin was not harmed. He jerked the useless boots off and threw them away. Then he hung his holstered pistol on the branch of one of the vine-trees to wait until his body had dried of the deadly liquid.


  He looked back to the hill.


  The girl was stepping into the liquid.


  III


  THE sun gleamed against her hair, and her eyes were very blue and steady as they watched Caine. She took one step and then another, her eyes never wavering from Caine. The blue dress disappeared into the liquid, inch by inch, and Caine noticed the glitter of the silver buttons that ran down the front of it.


  The girl moved slowly, and the liquid reached her shoulders and her chin, and then it was rippling against her lower lip. She was half-way.


  She came up carefully. Her eyes were still steadily watching Caine.


  It was a moment when the tenseness disappeared out of him, and the time and situation went out of his mind. It was a moment when there was nothing but the girl with the steady eyes and the shining hair, coming slowly out of the liquid, dress open, and golden-tan body rippling with each movement. Time stopped and silence hung in the air, broken only by the sound of her bare legs going through the liquid.


  Caine watched, feeling his pulse beating in his temples and the girl stood before him at the edge of the liquid, her tan skin wet and shiny.


  She took a quick breath and Caine felt his nails bite his palms.


  Then she swept the dress together and held out her hand. “Give me your belt, Driver.” Her face was expressionless.


  He slipped the clasp-less belt from his trousers and handed it to her. She circled it around her waist and tied the ends together. They both turned and looked bade to the thin creature crouched on the hill across the acid canal.


  Again the still silence of the jungle was heavy and each movement of a leaf or the bend of a vine stalk echoed and magnified its echo through the wild growth. The sun reached the tips of the vine-trees.


  “We’ll, give you three minutes,” Caine called to the boy. “If you don’t get over by then you can stay there by yourself.”


  The boy leaped up and ran to the edge of the liquid. His face was a white flashing movement and his hands flew as though the joints in his arms had turned to rubber. His voice screeched. “You won’t leave me, damn you. You won’t leave me!” He moved along the edge of the liquid as though he were doing a crazy dance.


  “One minute,” Caine said. “Two to go.”


  The boy skittered up the side of the hill and held his camera against his eye, pointing it at Caine. He ripped the picture out and ran back to the bottom of the hill, throwing it at Caine. It fluttered short, drifting for a moment on the liquid, and disappeared. The boy fell on his knees and hammered his fists against the rock.


  “Two minutes gone,” Caine said.


  “Oh, you’re rotten, curse you!” the boy yelled, and Caine could see tears glistening on the shallow cheeks. The boy crouched then, frozen, his eyes and tears glittering, his hands like claws against the rock.


  “Three,” said Caine, swinging around.


  The boy’s cry went into the air, a long, shrill whine. He stood up and through his open mouth came the cry, steady, monotonous. A weird crazy cry that stung Caine’s brain and made him want to crash through the liquid all over again, to squeeze the skinny throat until the sound was gone.


  The girl clenched her fists and Caine waved his hand at the thick green growth behind them. “Let’s go,” he said.


  All at once the boy was in the liquid, hands clutching his camera in the air, moving, his screaming voice rising, piercing the air until there was nothing else but the hysterical sound. His eyes widened and his mouth was open and he kept screaming. It was a pulsating sound, like a siren, over and over. The liquid splashed and the boy moved, and finally he found the opposite 7—Planet Stories—Summer edge of the liquid and he fell onto the ground and lay there, still screaming.


  Caine watched him for a moment while the girl stood, as though frozen out of motion by the terrible sound.


  Suddenly Caine stepped forward, jerked the boy up by the collar and slapped his hand back and forth across the wet, insane face.


  The screaming stopped, and Caine let the boy drop back to the ground.


  “I didn’t make you mad, did I?” Caine said, his lips against his teeth.


  The boy huddled, his eyes narrow darting slits.


  Caine turned to the girl. “Do you want to go with me, or do you want to stay here with your jibbering friend?”


  The girl met his stare. “You’re really tough, aren’t you, Driver?”


  “Like steel,” Caine said, and he jerked his holster from the branch and snapped it around his waist. The sun was making long quivering shadows over the hill and the liquid and there was a cooling of the air. Caine strode into the tangled growth and began moving through the jungle.


  “Nic . . .” He heard the sound behind him, a quick, involuntary word that she tried to stop by shutting her teeth together.


  A little weakness, he thought, somewhere in the midst of the strength. He let his teeth show, without really smiling. “Are you coming?”


  She came after him.


  They moved together through the darkening entanglement of leaves and vines. Behind them now, they could hear the cashing, erratic sound of the boy, following them.


  The light was dim as they penetrated tire thick growth. There was a sweet moist smell to the air, and around them the yellow and green and purple leaves showed their colors vaguely in the Venus twilight.


  Here and there sharp-edged plants with thick round bases and knife-like leaves quivered in the breeze like waiting swords.


  ONCE Caine tripped and as he caught himself, his hand whipped against one of the plants, and he found his palm slit thinly. He wiped the blood against his jacket and touched the razor-sharp plant carefully. It was like a slim piece of honed steel.


  Light disappeared, and Caine led the way through the maze of foliage. Slippery tongues of green softness, swirled around his ankles and slowed each step. Following direction was difficult, and the razor leaves kept nipping at him. A chill went into the air and a thick blanket of moisture fell around them.


  Caine stopped. The girl waited behind him and Caine could hear the movement of the boy nearing him.


  The girl was a misty outline in Caine’s vision, but he could see the white of her eyes and when she breathed, he could see the fine line of whiteness that was her teeth. Her dress was a blue veil and the tan skin of her body blended into the darkness and the mist and the solid growth of the jungle.


  The bobbing form of the boy appeared, finally, and he crouched a few feet away.


  “We’ll stay here,” Caine said.


  He could hear the click of the boy’s teeth going together. The white gaunt face wavered and Caine could hear the swinging motions of the boy’s arms. “You stay here,” the boy yelled. “I’m not going to lie in this muck and dung! I’m not—”


  “Don’t then,” Caine said softly. “Go on alone.”


  The boy was suddenly silent, and Caine watched his shape through the darkness. There was no more sound from him, and Caine knelt to the thick floor of greenness. He explored the soft growth with his fingers, and finally he stretched out, relaxing each muscle to fight the chilling penetration of the cooling night.


  The girl lay down beside him. Caine could see her, the outline of her body, her eyes that watched him. He felt the touch of her fingers against his bare chest. “Nic . . .” she said.


  Caine turned over and faced the other direction.


  Sleep came swiftly. His mind dimmed and his body went limp and there was only blackness.


  The cold light of dawn was in his eyes and he woke up swearing. His right hand swung out and caught air. He jumped up and leaped forward, but his hands caught nothing. The boy was away from him, twisting backwards into the undergrowth. Caine knelt, still cursing, one hand on his empty holster. He could see the glint of the pistol in the boy’s hand.


  “What are you going to do with it,” he asked the boy, “now that you’ve got it?”


  “Kill you, Driver.”


  “Sure,” Caine said. “And then who leads you back to your crib?”


  The boy’s lips worked back and forth over his teeth. He shook the gun in his hand. “I didn’t say when I’d do it, Driver. You just stand up and start moving. I’ll let you know when. Do you hear me?” The boy’s voice rose to a sudden scream. The pistol swept through the air and smashed a vine to pulpy shreds. Then it was pointing again at Caine’s stomach. “Move!” the boy yelled.


  Caine straightened and began to move through the foliage. The girl started to follow.


  “No!” the boy screamed. He jumped to the girl’s side and grabbed her arm. He motioned the gun again in the crazy leaping way he did everything.


  Caine started through the jungle.


  He could feel the pistol pointing at his back and he could feel the stare of the boy’s bright darting eyes. The boy was shrewd, Caine thought, like a crazed animal. Fear had warped the already wayward brain, and to try to charge him or bully him or anything else would be like striking matches in a room full of explosives. He would have to wait, Caine decided, until he found a chance to trick the lightning-like senses of the boy.


  Somehow, he would have to find a way to sweep the pistol out of the boy’s nervous fingers. And Caine was thinking of this, working it back and forth in his brain, when they reached another circular clearing.


  Yellow and green grass lay glistening in the morning dampness. Purple and red flowers dotted the thick carpet. A wall of vines and thick leaves bounded the clearing and the thin razor leaves extended here and there from the thick wall like polished rapiers.


  Caine walked nearly to the center of the circle and then stopped suddenly.


  He could see them, just behind the first thickness of foliage. The pale green skin and the globular heads and the large round eyes, lidless and soft-looking.


  He turned back to the girl and the boy. The boy waved the pistol. “Go on, damn you. Go on!”


  Caine glanced back at the green-skinned creatures who waited in the green growth.


  “I told you,” the boy screamed, “you go on! Do you hear me?”


  CAINE held his hands at his sides, feeling his nerves tremble inside of him. It wasn’t fear of the Venusians that made him tense. It was the boy with the pistol and the girl and the total of things.


  They were in forbidden territory, trespassing on ground called sacred to the native people of this planet. Caine, who had worked so hard to help preserve the sanctity of these people’s rights, had become now like the rest of the Colonists he had hated so much. He had brought the evil into the center of the Venusians’ own private domain, and he was responsible.


  “Did you hear me?” the boy screamed. “Yes,” Caine said, closing his fingers against his palms. “I heard you.” He watched the muzzle of the gun. If the boy’s eyes found the Venusians, he would pump the gun wildly at them and there would be death, and the impact of it could unbalance the whole structure of the relationship that already was leaning precariously.


  “Well, then, you do what I tell you.” Caine’s eyes narrowed.


  “Nic,” the girl said. “Do what he says. He’s crazy, he—”


  The boy’s left hand lashed out and struck the girl. She stumbled to the ground.


  “You shouldn’t have done that,” Caine said, stepping forward.


  The boy crouched, holding the gun with both hands. “You don’t move any further. Do you hear? You don’t move any further!” Caine took another step and then he heard the movement of the Venusians behind him. He saw the boy’s eyes widen, and out of the corners of his own eyes Caine could see the green skin of the approaching natives.


  The boy cocked his head, his eyes shifting rapidly. His mouth was a grotesque leer. He yelled, “Oh, no, you filthy . . .” and then the sound of his voice was lost in the explosion of the gun.


  As though he were dreaming, Caine saw the jerking of the pistol in the boy’s hand.


  He heard the peculiar screams around him as the bullets sprayed the clearing. He felt his shoulder burn as a wild slug cut his skin. Then he was diving forward.


  The boy leaped sideways out of Caine’s reach, falling and climbing up again, still firing the pistol. He yelled crazily, spinning and firing, and all of a sudden there was an end to the sound and the movement.


  The boy was facing the clearing from the edge of the enclosing growth. His face was a surprised, contorted thing, and the pistol dropped out of his hand. He coughed once, and looked down at the red end of the razor leaf that had gone through his back and now showed its gleaming point through the center of his chest.


  The boy crumpled and hung on the plant like a punctured rag doll. His head lolled at a twisted angle and his open eyes stared unseeing at the clearing.


  Caine was on his knees, his hand against the wounded shoulder. The girl still lay on the soft grass, unhurt, but her face was pale beneath the golden tan.


  Two Venusians lay sprawled across the clearing, their large lidless eyes staring at the sky. There was no sign of the others, and the jungle was silent.


  Caine crawled to his feet. The wound of his shoulder was slight and already the flow if blood had diminished, but his skin felt as though it had been razed by fire.


  The girl stood up slowly and looked at him, her eyes showing that fear had finally gotten inside of her.


  Caine’s eyes were hard as he stared back at her, and the hate and indignation for what had just happened made his stomach tighten and his hands tremble. In that instant, he detested the sight of the girl because she was a part of the group that had bred the crazed specie that hung now on the tip of a razor plant.


  He wanted to hurt her, to make her suffer for the two green-skinned beings that lay dead; two more victims of a sweeping cruel invasion that cared nothing for the inherent rights of a native race; victims because they had been naive and trusting and basically honest.


  So because he wanted to hurt her, he walked quietly across the clearing, lifted the limp body of the boy, and struck his hand across the dead face.


  Her cry was a short, shocked sound.


  He snapped the body up again and drew his hand back.


  “Don’t!” she screamed. “Don’t do that again!”


  He saw the tears shining on her cheeks. Her lips were trembling and her hands were white tight fists.


  He let the body fall against the impalement of the plant. He noticed then that the camera was still looped around the boy’s neck. He held the camera in his hand, and then he snapped the strap over the boy’s head and put it around his own neck.


  “You louse,” she said, her voice hissing through the small white teeth. “Why don’t you take his money, too?”


  He looked at her, his eyes steady and cold. Then he dug a hand into the pocket of the boy’s jacket and drew out a wallet. He extracted a thick packet of Colony currency, put it in his own pocket and threw the wallet into the brush. His eyes were icy and full of hate when he looked at her. “He forgot to pay me for this trip.”


  She cursed him.


  Caine walked quickly across the clearing and examined the two Venusians. Then he turned back to the girl.


  “This is one they won’t let go by. I’ll guarantee that. Do you want to wait for them with your friend?” Caine said, motioning toward the boy. “Or do you want to face it with me?”


  “I’ll make you pay for hitting him,” the girl said, controlling her voice.


  “Sure,” Caine said, his smile a humorless cud of the mouth. He crossed the clearing, picked up his gun and reentered the brush. He could hear her following.


  He hurried. The remainder of the group he had seen in the clearing would be taking care of the two bodies now, and probably, the body of the boy. There would be no violence or physical harm, but these people were capable of strange things, and Caine felt himself searching the brush around him tensely.


  The girl followed him stubbornly. And Caine lengthened his strides, smashing through the thick growth, dodging the razor leaves, skirting the muck-like pools that appeared here and there.


  IV


  THE air was getting hot and sticky, and there was the ripe sweet smell that made him sick. At that moment, Caine realized that he hadn’t eaten since this trip began and his stomach was like a hard knot.


  Ahead was a small dark opening. Caine could see there a large scattering of the purple wild grapes out of which the common settlers had made so much wine. He pushed into the clearing and grabbed a handful of the rich-colored fruit.


  He kept his back to the girl who had entered the clearing behind him. He sorted out one of the ripest of die grapes and lifted it to his mouth.


  He felt his hand being caught.


  The girl was beside him and her tan fingers were around his wrist.


  He turned and faced her.


  With her other hand, she took the grape from his fingers and held it up to his mouth. Her eyes were deep blue sparkling lights that shone even in the dimly filtered light. Her skin was golden and shiny, and Caine could see the long bare V that ran from her throat to the belted waist. The blue dress was filled with a jutting mound on either side of the V.


  She took a breath and the dress drew taut.


  Caine slapped the grape from her hand. She shook her head, her hair soft and rustling. She lifted another grape and held it to his lips. “You can’t refuse it,” she said.


  “The hell I can’t,” he said, and his hand was an arcing motion that sent the grape whirling across the clearing.


  “You can’t,” she repeated, and she touched her fingers against his chest.


  He watched her steadily, seeing the blue eyes narrow to thin sparkling slits, the whiteness of the small teeth as her lips parted.


  “I’m paying you back, Driver.”


  “You’re cheap. For all your money and your breeding, you’re no better than the ones who walk the streets.”


  “You’re right, Driver,” she said, and her voice was soft and husky. “And you want to be so strong and self-contained. You want to rule everything you touch or look at. You worship your own shrine, Driver, only you’re not strong enough to refuse this. You can slap dead kids, only you’re too damned weak to walk away from me. You hate me for that, Driver, and you hate yourself. But you can’t do anything about it because I’m stronger than you are, and you’re weak, you’re really weak, Driver.”


  He watched her, and her face was a golden oval that waited for him. He swept her hands from his chest.


  She stood there, hands at her sides, and still she waited. He wanted to lash out at her face with his fist but he couldn’t. All he could do was stand there, as though he were frozen, locked by her eyes and the white shine of her teeth and the golden smoothness of her skin.


  Then he felt his hands and arms moving and he couldn’t stop them. His fingers were jerking blue cloth and touching cool skin, and her face was in front of his, the blue eyes glittering, the white teeth shining. He tried to fight it and when she whispered, “You weak miserable coward,” he wanted to crack her body in two.


  But he didn’t and all he could do was know the golden face was coming up to his, her eyes nearly closed, her lips apart—and then all at once he swore and sent her spinning away from him.


  He stepped back feeling his heart jumping inside of him. Sweat prickled out on his forehead.


  On the ground in front of him were five iris with the tan skin and shimmering brown hair. He heard “Nic . . .” and it was a multi-voiced echo. Five faces paled and ten eyes stared in panic. Fifty fingers clutched at five throats. It was a quintuple exposure of the girl he had just held in his arms, and it made his blood thin and chill in his veins.


  “For heaven’s sake, Nic . . .” and the echo of five voices wavered through the jungle.


  Caine stood motionless, staring.


  Five hands reached out for help. Ten eyes pleaded.


  His nerves were like flying charges of electricity along his spine.


  Then there was a sudden swift movement and the five figures before him meshed into one jumbled mass and began moving away from him, through the green growth.


  He watched, feeling the sweat on his forehead turn cold. This would be the way the Venusians would do it. Not force or violence, but this. A quiet, smooth absorption of the girl through illusion, the deadliest power of the Venusian. A hypnotic lock of his brain and hers so that instead of seeing four green-skinned Venusians and one girl, he saw five girls.


  And there was, he knew, no way to break through the spell. The illusion would remain true to smell and touch as well as sight and hearing.


  He heard five voices ring out together through the jungle. “Nic, please!”


  HE STARTED forward. As he moved, he examined himself for one brief moment, asking himself why he was going after a girl he told himself he hated. And there was no answer, except the same pulling force that had made him want her with every fiber of his body only a few seconds ago.


  He knew, reasonably, that a loss of a girl who was a daughter of a Colony official would have the same effect as a fired fuse in the relations between the natives and the Colonizers. But even this was, at the moment, unimportant, and it was only an emotion that drove him forward, an emotion that got into his blood and brain. And he hated it and he tried to free himself of it, but it drove him on, and all he could think of was tearing the girl free from the grasp of the creatures.


  But how?


  He didn’t know, and he kept following the jumbled movement of tan skin and blue cloth ahead of him. He couldn’t use the gun at his side, because he couldn’t tell reality from illusion. He wouldn’t know whether he would find his bullet in a green globular head or in the finely shaped head with the shimmering brown hair. He could only follow and think, think of an answer.


  The jungle rippled with the movement of the five forms ahead of him, and Caine went on, swinging at the growth, swearing, sweating, driving his brain to find the solution.


  The figures stopped, finally, in a short vine-enclosed square. He walked to the fringe of the opening and watched the five faces, pale and frightened, staring back at him. Five hands went up to five mouths and trembled against red lips. “Nic, please do something!” The five voices rang against his ears.


  “I’m here, Nic. Here!” The five faces pleaded with him.


  He closed his hands, his eyes shifting from one face to another. He couldn’t tell. It was like trying to capture an image in a room full of mirrors.


  “Oh, God,” the voices moaned, and together the figures slumped to the ground.


  They were considerate and polite even now, Caine thought. They were letting her rest. They wouldn’t hurt her physically, only move her steadily away to the oblivion of illusion. Cultured, quiet, but because of what had been done in a clearing miles back, deadly.


  And he would have to fight it the same way. Against everything he had tried to do here, he was finally ending it up, forced to fight the people he had tried to protect and defend. He hated the memory of the boy and he hated the girl, but he was drawn into it as though he were being swept into a sucking, swirling whirlpool.


  Caine kneeled down, his eyes watching the trembling figures in front of him, each of the forms precise images of the girl. He was tired, and even in the tenseness of the moment he could feel his hunger. But there was no time now, except to try to break through this armour of hypnotism.


  “Cice,” he said, listening to his voice saying her name for the first time. “When I say move, put your right hand out in front of you.”


  Five faces watched him.


  “Move,” he said.


  Five hands extended into the air.


  “What’s my name, Cice?”


  Five voices said, “Nic.”


  He worked his fingers. It was his own brain creating a mirage, and it was Cice’s, too. The Venusians were sitting there, digging into each of their brains, creating this terrible block that couldn’t be penetrated.


  She was crying now, and the sound of it, magnified five times, ground against Caine’s nerves. “Please, Nic,” said the voices. “Please do something!”


  He struck his fist against his knee, and the movement juggled the camera that was still around his neck. He grabbed it angrily and began to throw the loop off. Suddenly he paused.


  He remembered the frantic boy, ripping picture after picture out of the compact black mechanism. He dropped to his haunches, keeping his eyes upon the five images of the girl. They could make illusions of themselves to Caine’s brain, but could they trick a camera?


  His right hand slowly unloosened his pistol in its holster. Then he began talking to Cice, saying anything, to keep the sound of his voice over the click of the camera’s shutter. He drew the camera up against one knee, as though he were making an unconscious nervous gesture, so that the lens pointed at the five figures.


  He released the shutter, and it seemed as though the sound of it were magnified ten times.


  He lifted the edge of the picture that appeared from a slot in the upper part of the camera, and finally he dropped his glance. He saw in the shiny photograph Cice and four green-skinned Venusians. Gee was the second figure from the left.


  His pistol was out of its holster and in his hand, and the jungle screamed with the sound of the explosions and the cries and the ricocheting bullets.


  When it was over, four Venusians lay sprawling, visible now to Caine’s eyes, their hypnotic spell broken and their brains dead.


  The girl, her hands against the sides of her face, was still on the ground, but her body had stiffened with fright and she was trembling all over.


  “Oh, Nic,” she said, over and over.


  CAINE stood up and looked at the bodies of the creatures he had just killed. The sweat that had formed while he had carefully trapped the Venusians turned cold on his skin. He unlooped the camera from his neck and dropped it on the ground. Then he stood there, staring at the dead green bodies, his face tight and mask-like.


  The girl stood up unsteadily. She walked slowly to his side and touched his arm. He jumped away, as though he had been struck by a needle. A shudder went through the muscles where she had touched him.


  “Nic, you . . .”


  “Don’t talk to me,” he said, trying to keep his voice even and not trembling, “and don’t touch me. I don’t want to hear you or feel you again. I’ll lead you back to the post, but don’t come near me or I’ll kill you like I killed those poor creatures.”


  “You can’t blame me for this, Nic,” she said and there were thin lines of tears on her cheeks. “I wouldn’t have asked for this.”


  “Oh, yes, you would. You did. That’s why it happened. You asked for it when you needled me into coming down here. You asked for it when you couldn’t remember that an agreement with these people was something valid and honest. You and your sweet dead friend, you’re what’s the matter with this planet! You can’t understand what decency and respect are, so you step on anything that gets in your way, and if that won’t work you kick it or shoot it. But you destroy it and you don’t really give one simple damn, just so you enjoy yourself and get a laugh out of it. And for me, I’m sick of it, and I’m going to get on the first rocket I can find, so I can breathe again and feel clean and not get sick to my stomach every time I look around.”


  He hoped she could not keep up with him.


  But she did, and he could hear her behind him, gasping now and then, crying once. But she followed him and when the jungle had turned dark and he finally saw the yellow lights of the outpost, she was still behind him, calling him.


  He stopped and turned.


  She leaned against a thick vine and Caine could see in the yellow light from the windows of the houses, that her hair had been ruffled and matted and that her dress was torn in a dozen places. A thin trickle of blood was coming from a cut above her left eye. She was barefoot, Caine noticed for the first time, and he knew what her feet must be like. But the beauty was still there and the bearing, and although lines of fatigue had been etched into her face, there was still the life and the fire.


  “What do you want?” he said flatly.


  She clutched at the vine and Caine could see her biting the inside of her lip. “I wanted to tell you, Nic, that I was wrong about you.”


  He waited motionless, keeping his eyes thin and hard.


  “I thought you were strong, Nic. I thought you were the strongest man I’d ever seen. You were a challenge and I wanted to see that strength break. That’s why I did what I did in that clearing back there. Only just before the Venusians came I knew you were going to love me, hating me at the same time. I didn’t want you that way.


  “It wasn’t just a challenge then,” she said, her white teeth gritting. “It was you, because I suddenly thought you were noble and honest and because I thought the strength was real. But I was wrong, Nic.”


  Caine wiped his palms slowly back and forth against his jacket.


  She shook her head. “You haven’t got any real strength. And you just carry your nobility and your honesty around like a sign. They’re not inside of you. You scream for the rights of Venusians, you swear at injustice. You damn the people who’ve colonized this planet, and you hold yourself up like you thought you were a god. Only you’re not. You’re not anything. You’re just another cheap screamer with wide shoulders and no guts. And instead of trying to do something about what you’re screaming against, you climb into the first ship going out because you can’t stand the sight of blood. You’re not strong, you’re weak. I thought I loved you, only I can’t love a weak man, and you’re weak.” Her hand slipped from the vine and she crumpled to the ground.


  Caine stood watching her for a long moment, then he walked slowly back and picked her up. He held her in his arms. With his left hand, he lifted her head so that he could see her face, and he saw the fatigue there that had finally made her collapse and he saw the blood that was still trickling along her cheek.


  He bent down and kissed her lips, gently, and then he began to walk toward the yellow light and the warmth and the rest. She was light and soft in his arms, and he liked the feeling of her there. And so he took his time, step by step, because he knew he wasn’t going anywhere, not for a long time.


  ON STREETS OF GOLD


  Irving E. Cox, Jr.


  If man finds native, intelligent life on the planets, he’s going to find it hard not to exploit them. And it will be harder to give up thinking in terms of past experience. Too hard . . .


  The buzzer clattered. Curt snapped down the intercom lever.


  “Take-off in ten minutes, Commander Hallen. Is Commander Clark going down with us, sir?”


  “Yes; there’s nothing more we can do about it, Lieutenant Hughes.”


  “The men are saying, if Clark won’t stay in the satellite—”


  “Tell them their superstitions are showing.” Curt snapped off the connection angrily. What did they think he could do? He had no other authority over Mike Clark, if persuasion wouldn’t keep the man in line.


  Curt pulled himself to the wall locker and took out his flight uniform, stripping off his loose-fitting fatigues. For a moment he hung in the air, weightless and naked. He was a young man, more than six feet tall, broad-shouldered and lean in the hips. Lithe muscle rippled beneath his copper skin.


  His blood raced with excitement. Take-off in ten minutes! This was it—the last frontier, the last chance to colonize the planets.


  Three years ago the Martian expedition had failed. Curt would never forget the bitter story Commander Clark had told to the Board of Inquiry.


  “Yes, I contracted the fever,” he had answered, “but I had a light case.”


  “Still, you survived,” the presiding Senator had repeated. “It seems curious, Commander, that none of the other men—”


  “My expedition panicked. They all tried to crowd aboard the shuttle. I had no way of knowing which of them was infected; and it was an epidemic virus, remember. If I’d brought that back to Earth, millions would have died.”


  “So you abandoned your men.”


  “I had to make certain that no other Earth-expedition was ever sent to Mars.”


  After Clark’s testimony even the most sympathetic Congressmen were unwilling to vote new appropriations for Solar exploration. Yet it was not in the nature of Americans to be content to stagnate. Having crossed the barrier into outer space, they were goaded by their psychological heritage to explore it. Congress reluctantly supplied a dribble of funds for an expedition to Venus.


  As commander of the expedition, Curt Hallen supervised the building of the artificial satellite which had been established in a Venusian orbit. He drove the work crew with demoniac fury, for he believed fanatically in the feasibility of planetary colonization. In his mind Curt could hear the whispering voices of history, the ghosts of Columbus and Pizarro, of Lewis and Clark—all the great names that symbolized the conquest of the American West. The expedition lo Venus was a part of the same tradition.


  So Curt believed. But, at the same time, he was aware of a quiet irony: he was a full-blooded Comanche. To his people, the conquest of the West had meant disaster and degredation. Now he—a child of the dispossessed—blazed the conqueror’s trail to Venus.


  The intercom buzzed again. Ignoring it, Curt drew on his bulky, pressurized suit and left the satellite. He entered the shuttle-rocket. Air hissed into the lock. Curt racked his suit and pulled himself up the companion-tube into the lead-walled control chamber, where the thirty members of the expedition were already strapped into foam-cushioned shuttle chairs.


  Curt signaled. The motor roared briefly. The rocket moved down into the Venusian mists.


  Strapped beside Curt were Lieutenant Hughes, Curt’s second-in-command, and Mike Clark. Clark was a member of the Venusian expedition by virtue of a Congressional appointment as special observer. He was an aloof and silent man, who had never become an integrated part of Curt’s crew. Whenever Clark talked to the others, he seemed to convey a feeling of impending failure, without putting it into words.


  “Of course we’ll find no epidemic virus on Venus,” he had said again and again. “Such a coincidence is impossible!”


  Anyone listening to him somehow gained the impression that he expected precisely that—perhaps, even looked forward to it.


  Yet it was not Clark’s pessimism that made him an outcast. The truth was far simpler; Mike Clark was a commander who had abandoned his men to save himself. No matter what excuse he made, the service could not forgive him. They labeled Clark a coward.


  Twenty minutes after the rocket slid into the Venusian wreath of clouds, Curt felt the first tug of planetary gravity. At the same time, Lieutenant Hughes brought into focus on the radar screen the first comprehensible ground pattern. The lieutenant jacked up the angle of her chair so she could read the screen more clearly.


  Under any conditions, she would have been a striking woman. The skin-tight, silver-colored nylon flight uniform made her charms emphatic. Tall and statuesque, she was transformed into a goddess by the sheen of the uniform. Her yellow hair was cut very short. It curled in a golden crown above her face, which was unashamedly flecked with freckles.


  Alice Hughes she was; a Kansas ranch girl—with a graduate degree in physics. She was one of seven women Curt had chosen for the expedition.


  Curt studied the radar screen thoughtfully. The Venusian land mass was a scattered body of islands. For a landing site he chose a small, green island nestled close to the equator. At twelve thousand feet the rocket plunged through the cloud sphere that shrouded the planet. Through the periscope Curt saw the curve of Venus clearly. The land was covered with green foliage, and very flat; Curt saw no ranges of mountains, although here and there the ground ruffled up into low hills.


  The first view of Venus was necessarily brief. Curt could not use rocket fuel to explore the land; that would be done later by means of the helicopter crowded in the hold.


  The rocket glided into a landing on the equatorial island Curt had selected. While the chemists went into the airlock to analyze the composition of the air, Curt rolled out the periscope and turned it in a full circle. He saw a black soil and tree-like growths with enormous leaves, towering a hundred feet above the rocket. It was near the close of the Venusian day and the gray twilight was descending; bleak shadows crept over the forest floor.


  Suddenly Mike Clark caught Curt’s arm, steadying the periscope. “Did you see that, Hallen?”


  “Yes. A kind of gleam among the trees.”


  “Like a wall of water,” Lieutenant Hughes suggested. “Ice, you think?”


  “No; Venus is too hot.”


  “A wall,” Commander Clark whispered. “But walls have to be built. Built by people!”


  The chemists came trooping out of the airlock.


  “It’s good air, Commander Hallen!”


  “A much higher oxygen content than ours; no other difference.”


  The whole expedition burst into excited talk and moved toward the port. Curt silenced them quickly. “Is there any evidence of a planetary virus?” he demanded. “Anything resembling Martian conditions?”


  “We can’t test for that, sir.”


  Curt turned to Mike Clark. “All right, Clark. You’re the special observer; what do you think?”


  “A wall; civilization! Hallen, we can’t land!”


  “Snap out of it. If there are people here, we can handle them. You said the Martian virus was fed by the flora. Does it look as if the same cycle exists here?” With an effort, Clark shook off his daze. “I don’t know. The plants aren’t the same.”


  “Would you risk a landing?” Commander Clark licked his thin lips and stared silently at the semicircle of faces. “Hallen, there may be people here, men with customs and Gods of their own and—” He broke off with a shrug. “Why ask my opinion? Go ahead; give the orders. Make your landing. There’s no virus, Hallen.” He spoke with an agonized bitterness, but. for the first time he seemed to be sincere.


  Curt opened the port. Clean, fresh air filled the cabin. It was damp and warm, fragrant with the odor of wet earth. One by one the members of the expedition followed Curt down the metal landing ladder. A warm mist was falling stealthily. The plants folded above the rocket caught the water on their huge leaves, occasionally spilling large, gleaming drops upon the soil. The trunks of the plants arose like cathedral columns encircling the meadow where the rocket had landed. Curt heard no sound except the drip of the mist and the muffled clatter of metal upon metal, as two men began to build a fire in the shelter of the ship.


  Alice Hughes moved quietly to his side. “It’s strange,” she whispered in awe. “The way the trees are growing, Curt.”


  It was the first time she had dropped military formality since they had left the Earth-satellite. The probing fingers of Curt’s old, boyhood anguish twisted his soul; he wanted to turn away from her, and he could not.


  “Strange? How, Lieutenant?”


  “The trees make a pattern, a perfect circle around the meadow. They wouldn’t—simply grow that way.”


  “Not on the Earth, no; this is Venus. We’ve no idea how these plants evolved.”


  “It reminds me of a park. And Commander Clark said there were people—”


  The fire blazed up with sudden brilliance, spreading a yellow glow over the clearing. Lieutenant Hughes gasped and drew back against Curt. Just beyond the limit of the light Curt saw a circle of eyes gleaming in the darkness. He put his arm around her shoulder and drew her back toward the rocket.


  The fire leaped higher. Vague shapes took form beneath the glittering eyes. Cold terror stabbed at Curt’s soul, for the rocket was surrounded by a circle of silent, watching animals. They bore a faint resemblance to kangaroos, but their bodies were thickly scaled and their heads were flat-faced and round. They stood erect on two rabbit-like feet, and they had the additional support of short, thick, scaled tails. Their forefeet were long, thin and jointed, tapering into six-digited paws.


  Apparently aware that they had been seen, the Venusian reptiles moved closer, while a singsong sound came from their throats. Their mouths hung open. Curt saw gleaming rows of sharp, white teeth.


  The others moved backward to the landing ladder and began to pull themselves up into the safety of the cabin. But Curt knew they could not all escape. In the first hour, his expedition faced disaster! On Mars it had been a planetary virus; here, primitive reptiles. Commander Clark would have a second failure to report to Congress, and man’s exploration of space would be over.


  From the open port, a junior officer shouted down at the advancing animals. He swung a Tommy-gun in his arm, spattering the clamp ground with lead. The animals stopped and their sing-song howling ceased. But three of the monsters—leaders of the pack; or, perhaps, simply hungrier than the rest—continued to slither toward Curt.


  Another burst of gunfire. The three reptiles lay dead. Curt expected the pack to leap upon him in fury; but nothing happened. The Venusian animals dragged away their dead and fled, silently, into the dripping forest.


  Once inside the rocket, the members of the expedition seemed remarkably unperturbed.


  “We should have anticipated animal life,” one of the men said.


  “In any case,” another added, “we won’t have any trouble after this.”


  “No; they’re afraid of our guns.”


  The following morning systematic exploration of Venus began. The members of the expedition went everywhere in pairs and each of them was armed. The gentle mist was no longer falling, but the gray clouds never lifted and, throughout the day, rain fell at intervals. The temperature varied very little from a Fahrenheit of seventy-five degrees. On the first day the periphery of the exploration did not move far beyond the meadow where the rocket had landed. Detailed analyses ware made of the soil and water, with favorable results.


  “We could grow anything in this ground,” a biochemist told Curt.


  “Is there enough sunlight?”


  “Apparently.” The scientist gestured toward the towering plants. “Those things—they seem to be a species of ivy, by the way—they thrive here. The clouds never lift, Hallen, but Venus is closer to the sun than the Earth is.”


  The water was amazingly pure, and tasteless. It had only a microscopic mineral content, with no trace of iron.


  On the second day the helicopter was wheeled out of the ship and fueled. An aerial photographer flew north from the landing meadow. In less than half an hour he returned, chattering with excitement.


  “It looked like a town, I’ll swear it!” he reported to Curt. “I couldn’t get any closer because of the trees.”


  “Your eyes played you tricks,” Curt answered. “Let’s print your picture and see what you’ve got.”


  But when Curt and Alice? Hughes studied the wet glossy films they felt a puzzled misgiving. Unmistakably square-cut structures of some sort were visible beneath the giant ivy leaves.


  “How far was it?” Curt asked the photographer.


  “Half a mile. Want me to try for a clearer picture, sir?”


  “No. Cruise south and see if you can pick up anything else.” When the pilot had left, Curt looked at the photograph again. “This’ll have to be investigated on foot, Alice.”


  “I’ll go with you, Curt.”


  “There may be danger—”


  “From the overgrown lizards?” Lieutenant Hughes laughed and touched the gun strapped to her hips. “They’ve learned their lesson. They’ll keep clear of us.”


  Curt strapped a portable radio transmitter to his shoulders, so that he could make emergency contact with the rocket. He carried a Tommy-gun as well as extra rounds of ammunition.


  They still wore their silver-colored, nylon flight uniforms, because it was a durable material, as tough as leather. In the deep shadows of the ivy forest the air was hot and sticky. Curt pulled his zipper and stripped back his blouse, letting it hang loose from his waist.


  “A man can make himself comfortable,” Lieutenant Hughes said. “But a woman, of course—” She laughed for a moment; then her face turned serious. “Do you smell the earth, Curt? It’s like a farm at home, after the spring plowing.”


  “Venus could make a good world, Alice.”


  “Will you be a colonist?”


  “Maybe.”


  “We could be free, Curt; live our own lives; make the sort of—”


  “We, Alice?”


  “Now we aren’t going through that again, Curt Hallen! I intend to marry you; the matter’s settled.”


  “I’m an Indian.”


  “Oh, when will you grow up? We talked that out ten years ago, when you were a sophomore in college!”


  “Age doesn’t change the facts; I’m still an Indian.”


  “Grown men forget their childhood frustrations.” She looked up into his eyes. “If you don’t want me, Curt, why did you ask me to join your expedition?”


  “Because—because you’re a physicist, Alice.”


  “But not the best; not even a very good one. You’re still trying to show off, Curt, like a little boy. All right, I’m impressed. Now let’s get down to something important: when are you going to ask me to marry you?”


  She reached for his arm as he swung ahead of her; but she stumbled over a root. She fell into the trees but, instead of falling, she struck a transparent wall.


  “Curt!”


  He turned back and examined the surface of the wall. It did not have the slick, cold feeling nor the betraying surface reflection of glass.


  Suddenly Alice screamed. A forest animal lurched at them through the undergrowth behind the wall. It was like an enormously enlarged beetle, with a tortoise armor. The beetle struck the wall and its teeth chattered against it. It eyed them with stalk eyes, and then darted to the left, only to meet another invisible barrier.


  “The thing’s caged in!” Lieutenant Hughes sighed her relief. But she added, in an awed whisper, “Curt, a wall has to be built!”


  “We can’t call it a cage. We can’t apply our own experiences here. Who built it? Why? Where is he now?” Curt ran his hand over the wall again. “For all we know, this could be sap that’s dripped from the ivy leaves. Maybe it formed by chance; maybe the plants are carniverous. We can’t name any process, assume any hypothesis, until we’ve assembled data and classified it.”


  “Maybe, Curt, it’s the scale of things that confuses us. Look around you! Ivy-plants a hundred feet high, armored beetles as large as elephants, lizards like kangaroos. On a scale of that sort, a man would be—”


  “I read my last fairy tale twenty years ago.”


  He laughed cheerfully and locked his arm in hers. Two hundred feet beyond the trapped beetle, the path turned sharply and they came upon the structures which had been photographed from the helicopter.


  A double row of yellow-walled buildings stood on both sides of a smooth, yellow road. But the place was empty and deserted. The gentle Venusian rain began to fall again as they entered the village. The street turned slick. Curt slipped and fell. He sat in a puddle of warm water fingering the surface of the road. Then he got up and walked to one of the buildings to examine the yellow bricks.


  “Give me your guess,” he asked. “What do you think these places are made of?”


  She brushed her hand over the soft metal and her eyes widened. “Gold?”


  With his knife Curt picked one of the corner bricks free. He beat the metal with the butt of his revolver. He was able to reshape the brick easily, without effort. He drew his fingernail across the surface, and the mark left a clear gully in the face of the brick.


  “If it’s gold,” he said, “it’s nearly pure.”


  “Curt, the chemists say the oxygen content of the Venusian air is much higher than ours. As a matter of fact, our rocket is already beginning to rust. But there’s no rust in this village.”


  “True; oxygen won’t corrode gold.”


  “It’s fantastic, Curt! Why would anyone build a village of a precious metal? It must have taken all the gold they’ve ever mined on Venus!”


  “We’re still thinking from our own point of view, Alice. There’s no physical law saying that gold has to be rare.”


  “Even so, it’s a ridiculous metal to build with. It’s so soft, Curt!”


  “Perhaps they have nothing else. There’s no iron in the water.” He clenched his fists. “But all that is pointless speculation. The important question is this: who built the village? If there are rational men on Venus, why haven’t they taken some notice of our landing?”


  He heard a faint shuffling at the end of the golden street and looked up quickly. A band of the scaled lizards was moving toward them. He darted a glance in the opposite direction; the other exit to the village was cut off as well.


  Curt unslung his gun and sent a burst of lead blazing over the heads of the animals. Both groups stopped. Curt heard the soft mutter of their sing-song chatter. Furiously he turned the dials on his portable transmitter and called to the rocket for help. He thought he raised a response, but he could not be sure, for both groups of reptiles closed in at once. Curt fired point-blank into the pack, but he killed only one or two. His armament was no match for their overwhelming numbers. He heard Alice Hughes scream in terror as they tore her away from him.


  A heavy blow struck the side of Curt’s head. He had a vague recollection, later, of lying on the golden street while their clammy paws clawed over his naked chest, toying with the unzippered flaps of his nylon uniform. He tried to fight back, but they threw him roughly against the metal street.


  When he regained consciousness, he was lying in a shuttle chair in the rocket, a padded bandage taped to his head. He sat up slowly, his head pounding with pain. Mike Clark smiled at him.


  “It was just like a kid’s movie,” Clark commented. “We arrived in the nick of time—with guns blazing—just as the lizards were carrying you off. We must’ve slaughtered a dozen of them before they dropped you and scurried for cover.”


  “Where’s Alice?”


  “My, Venus has made us informal!”


  “Is she all right, Clark?” Commander Clark spread his hands hopelessly. “Unfortunately, the lizards got away with her.”


  Curt tried to stand, but his head swam with pain. “Search for her! They can’t—”


  “Oh, we did, Hallen; we did. Those lizards can run when they’ve a mind to.” Clark’s cynical tone turned cold. “Had enough, boy? Why don’t you call it off and go home? We’ve lost Lieutenant Hughes today; tomorrow it’ll be one of the others. We don’t belong on Venus, Hallen; we’re Earth people. Mars was a mistake. Venus is—”


  The pilot of the helicopter swung up through the open port, saluting briskly. “Commander Hallen, I’ve been out scouring the forest for signs of Lieutenant Hughes and—”


  “Any luck?”


  “No, sir, but I’ve located a colony of men about ten miles south of here. They’ve a funny kind of glass wall around their villages, but they’re men, Commander! People like ourselves!”


  “Another expedition?” Commander Clark demanded.


  “It’s possible, I suppose,” Curt said. “We’ll have to find out.”


  “But it’s too late to do anything today, sir.”


  “Tomorrow’s time enough; the villagers will still be here.”


  Beginning at dawn the next morning, the helicopter made seven flights shuttling men and arms to the broad, gravel plain outside the transparent walls of the Venusian villages. Ten men were left in the rocket, to continue the search for Alice Hughes.


  Curt and Mike Clark went in the first flight. From the concealment of an ivy-tree at the crest of a low hill, they studied the colony. The villagers seemed to be primitives. They were tall, white-skinned, fair-haired, naked except for bright-colored paint streaking their bodies. They lived in huts built of leaves and branches; and they used rudimentary utensils made of gold.


  The transparent wall enclosed an area of several square miles. In front of the wall was a water-filled moat, fifty feet wide, and teeming with a variety of reptilian life. Not one village but many lay behind the wall.


  While Curt and Clark watched, two groups from different villages fought a bloody skirmish over a feeding ground. Their weapons were arrows and stone-tipped spears.


  When the expedition was assembled, they moved up cautiously to the edge of the moat.


  “So these are the Venusians,” Commander Clark said dully. “The planet is ours, Hallen. We’ll have no trouble eliminating this handful of savages.”


  “It isn’t a matter of elimination. Our colonists will live on Venus with the natives; we’ll teach them our technology.”


  “You speak, of course, from experience.” Clark’s words had the savage lash of a whip. “I’m sure some of the early American Colonials had a similarly noble view of our relations with the Indians—until the Colonials were strong enough to steal the Indian lands and destroy the Indian people.”


  Curt looked up at the transparent wall. “You’re wrong, Clark,” he said. “This isn’t a primitive tribe, but a decadent remnant of a superior culture. These are the people who built the golden village; they invented the plastic walls, so they must have known something of science. Then a disaster occurred. My guess is they were overwhelmed by the lizards. The people built this refuge and fled to it. They filled the moat with sea monsters which could turn back any lizard attack, and they threw up the walls for additional protection. But, once they were safe, they were too worn out by the struggle to maintain their culture.”


  “It adds up to the same thing, Hallen. If we come to Venus with Earth colonies, we’ll destroy the Venusians.”


  “These people need help. They can’t survive without it.”


  Curt ordered a bridge thrown across the moat. Four men cut one of the ivy-trees on the edge of the clearing, splitting it down its ten foot diameter and binding the two pieces together. The work was not hard, for beneath a thin, outer crust, the wood was as soft as sponge. Sap gushed from the tree like water and slowly hardened into a plastic material like the wall. The tree made a sturdy, substantial bridge, light enough for two men to lift.


  Curt was annoyed when he examined the saws after the tree had been cut. The surfaces of the blades, which had been washed by the tree sap, were thickly covered with rust; the teeth shattered into a red powder when he brushed them with his hand. Completely useless.


  As soon as the bridge was lowered over the moat, Venusian lizards swarmed out of the ivy forest and attacked the expedition. They obviously understood the use of a bridge and intended to take advantage of it to reach their prey behind the wall. Curt discovered that the lizards were armed—after a fashion—with long, black snakes twisted around their forepaws. He assumed that the snakes were a reptilian parasite, comparable to the fleas and tics which inhabited Earth animals.


  The fighting was finished quickly. The lizards suffered a score of casualties before they retreated. Only one of Curt’s men died, when a lizard flung a writhing snake at the man’s feet. The man sprang erect with a scream, and his dying fingers closed, paralyzed, upon the trigger of his gun. The bullets spattered an aimless arc in the air. When the lead struck the transparent wall, the material shattered and a twenty foot section beyond the bridge collapsed.


  After the dust of battle had settled, timid groups of Venusians ventured out of their fortress and crossed the bridge. They moved cautiously toward the lizard bodies. When they were certain that the animals were dead, the Venusians fell upon them savagely, hacking them into bloody chunks and flinging the pieces to the reptiles in the moat.


  Curt’s expedition set up headquarters in a nylon tent just inside the broken wall. Throughout the day they attempted to establish linguistic communication with the natives, but without success. Three times during the day Curt communicated by radio with the men he had left in the rocket. By means of the helicopter they were slowly extending their search for Alice Hughes, but they had no favorable information to report.


  At nightfall Curt’s men built a campfire in the rain, and doled out rations. Venusians gathered around, watching them eat. Each time a can was emptied, the Venusians snatched it up eagerly, sometimes quarreling among themselves for its possession. Before the meal was over, one of the Venusians brought Curt a handful of his own utensils, pots and bowls crudely made from beaten gold. By gesture he indicated that he wanted to make a trade.


  “Gold for tin,” Commander Clark whispered acidly. “Snap it up, Hallen.”


  “They’ve gold in abundance,” Curt replied. “They’re curious about our non-yellow metals.”


  “Of course, Hallen; start the exploitation early!”


  The trading continued for hours. The Venusians happily emptied their huts of all their possessions and carried away tin cans in exchange. When the tins were exhausted, the Venusians expressed a desire for guns, but Curt turned thumbs down.


  “Don’t make the old mistakes again,” Commander Clark whispered. “Here, the conquest will be different. We made one error when we traded with the Indians: we sometimes gave them arms. That made it dangerous later on when our settlers set out to steal the Indian land.”


  “Clark, the single track of your mind is getting just a little monotonous.”


  “I’d forgotten, Hallen; you’re an Indian and you know all about exploitation.”


  “You’re missing the point. The past history of the Earth has no meaning to Venus.”


  “Granted—until the two cultures meet, as they have now. We think and act in terms of our own experience. We carry it with us, like a plague.”


  Curt reached into his nylon and took out a cigarette, lighting it thoughtfully. “You didn’t take a plague to Mars, Clark,” he said. “But you found one there.”


  “Yes, an epidemic virus.” Clark eyed him steadily.


  “Nothing else?” he asked.


  “Nothing.”


  “You know, Clark, a new expedition to Mars might be possible, even now. A man in a pressurized suit—”


  Curt was interrupted by a tall, growling Venusian, who crowded close to observe his cigarette. He indicated that he wanted to try it. With a smile, Curt handed it over. The Venusian puffed and coughed. His face flushed scarlet and he flung the cigarette away. He staggered against the trunk of an ivy-tree and clung to it. When his spasm of nausea had passed, he crept to the spot where the cigarette lay, glowing red in the darkness. He picked up the butt and fled back to his native village.


  Shortly after dawn the following morning, Curt was awakened by the sound of conflict. A bloody battle between two bands of Venusians swirled around the headquarters tent. Curt discovered why the natives had wanted tin cans. Over night they had beaten the metal into viciously effective spear and arrow heads; the Venusians were using their new weapons now before the metal rusted away.


  After victory, the tribe came to trade again, bringing the spoils taken from the vanquished. But, instead of tin, they derounded cigarettes. Curt felt inexplicable misgiving, but he saw no sound reason to prohibit the trade. Eagerly the natives lugged their enormous piles of gold artifacts to the tent and carried away the fragile paper cylinders.


  Thirty minutes later the tribe was gutted with insensibility. Men, women and children lay unconscious outside their huts, in the rain, spattered with their own filth. Others writhed in an orgiastic dance, grotesquely burlesquing their own ritual. They fought drunkenly among themselves, with cigarettes dangling from their lips. Some tottered from the bridge and were caught by the slimy monsters in the moat.


  Throughout the day bands of natives staggered arm in arm across the wooden bridge to the dealing. They pranced, with mincing steps, toward the ivy-trees where the lizards lurked. The lizards sprang at them with their black, parasite snakes. Curt’s men could not protect every Venusian party that ventured out beyond the walls. For hours the fringe of the clearing vibrated with their terrified screams as they died.


  But by nightfall the orgy was over. The surviving Venusians were all inside the walls; more than a hundred were dead. The native villages were quiet, paralyzed with the exhaustion of a community hangover.


  Wearily Curt’s expedition built a fire and broke out their rations. While they were eating, the helicopter soared out of the darkness and settled on the clear area between the tent and the wall. The pilot shouted good-natured greetings to his companions, and then drew Curt aside. Silently he dashed a pocket light over the helicopter. Every piece of metal was red with rust.


  “The truth is, Commander Hallen, the helicopter’s falling apart. And the rocket isn’t much better, sir. If we stay on Venus another week, we’ll never get off the ground.”


  Curt fingered his lower lip thoughtfully. “We can’t pull out until we find Lieutenant Hughes, or at least make sure—” He brought himself up short. His mind refused to frame the alternative. He glanced toward the others lounging around the campfire. Curt had no right to endanger them on the slim chance that he might save Lieutenant Hughes.


  Then his eyes strayed to the pile of Venusian artifacts accumulated in a corner of the tent. And the grimness eased out of his face; he had his solution. “All right,” he said to the pilot.


  “Stay the night here; in the morning you can shuttle us back to the rocket.”


  “We’re leaving Venus, sir?”


  “Temporarily. We’ll load the gold aboard the rocket and return to the satellite. Then we’ll clean off the rust and gold-plate every square inch of exposed metal in the ship.”


  “Of course, sir! Gold won’t rust. Any ship that comes to Venus after this—” The pilot threw back his-head and laughed. “Can’t you hear Congress howl when we tell them the colonists will have to have gold-plated shuttle rockets?”


  The pilot went to make his billet in the tent. Curt stood alone by the helicopter, fingering the rust that had corroded the metal.


  “You’ll forgive my eavesdropping, Hallen?”


  Curt whirled. Mike Clark stood in the darkness beyond the ship. In the falling mist his face glowed glossily pink from the light of his cigarette. He joined Curt, looking up at the helicopter speculatively.


  “So our metals won’t hold up in the Venusian atmosphere! That about finishes the prospect of a colony, doesn’t it?”


  “No.”


  “But our weapons would be useless. After a few weeks, the colonists would be at the mercy of the natives.”


  “You assume that conflict is inevitable, Clark; I don’t.”


  “Perhaps not conflict; just exploitation. I’ve been down to the village, Hallen. It’s quite a sight; you shouldn’t miss it. They’re recovering—most of them. But the tribe enjoyed its debauchery. They’ll be back for more.”


  “I had no way of knowing what their nicotine reaction—”


  “I don’t suppose the white traders knew what would follow after they gave the first liquor to the Indians.”


  “I’ve issued orders, Clark; there’ll be no more cigarettes for the Venusians, on any terms.”


  “Face the future honestly, Hallen! Think of the good-hearted souls—the upright people—who’ll send out teachers to destroy Venusian customs, because by our standards they seem evil and barbaric. Think of the prim ladies who’ll come to dress the Venusians in sacks, and teach them the disease of shame. It won’t be pretty. It’s the murder of a people, Hallen, and the responsibility is yours.” Clark gripped Curt’s arm with trembling fingers, “Hallen, the whites destroyed your people—your culture, your gods, your legends—on the misguided assumption that we were bringing you civilization. Take vengeance for that now; or balance the account. Call it what you like! But don’t let us repeat the same tragedy here.”


  “I have only one responsibility, Clark.” Curt jerked his arm free. “I was commissioned to explore Venus for colonization.”


  “We’ve no right to grab the planets!”


  “We had the brains to invent the machines, Clark; the machines give us the right.”


  “Solar exploration is a fluke of scientific research, Hallen. A byproduct of war—that’s the true measure of our civilization. Leave the Venusians to evolve their own culture in their own good time!”


  “Mike, it’s always easy to point out the shortcomings of our society.” For the first time Curt used the Commander’s given name, and he spoke very gently. “Disaster always makes more noise than success. Granted, we’ve made mistakes; but we’ve built a workable society, too. History is not necessarily a repetition of the crimes of the past. We’ve learned how to learn from the past. It’ll be different when we build our colonies on Venus.”


  “That means you’ll do nothing—”


  “Nothing, Mike. We’ll colonize Venus—our kind of men—and we’ll make it our kind of world, for both ourselves and the Venusians.”


  A woman cried Curt’s name from the tent, the knife-edge of fear in her voice. He and Clark ran back to the dying fire, to confront a circle of sullen Venusians, their arms loaded with gold trade goods. The natives wanted nothing but cigarettes. When these were not at once forthcoming, the Venusians turned belligerent.


  Curt tried to interest them in a miscellany of things—parts of nylon uniforms, spare zippers, toothbrushes, even canned sardines.


  But the Venusians would not be put off. Suddenly one of the men hurled a stone axe which grazed Curt’s shoulder; the mob sprang at them. Curt’s men were forced to use their guns to turn them back. Four of the Venusians were shot, and the pilot of the helicopter was beaten to death.


  Throughout the night the Venusians circled in the shadows beyond the tent, barking among themselves. Judging from the sounds they made, Curt guessed that the size of the mob grew steadily. Occasionally a spear lashed out of the darkness and struck the ground near the fire. Sleepless, Curt kept watch, a Tommy-gun cradled in his arm.


  In the light of dawn he saw hundreds of Venusians milling in front of the expedition tent. As the light brightened, their barking grew louder. Here and there small groups burst into frenzied dancing.


  Outside the walls Curt saw a large phalanx of lizards moving stealthily across the clearing toward the bridge. He hoped the new threat might deflect the Venusian attack, but the interest of the natives did not waver.


  A purposeful band of Venusians moved toward the tent, symbolically offering trade goods. Hoping that surrender would give him the time he needed to evacuate the expedition, Curt flung them four cigarettes. But the gesture precipitated the attack. The Venusian delegation fell quarreling over the spoils; and the screaming mob surged forward. Curt backed into the tent. Behind an improvised barrier the guns began to chatter. The first wave of Venusians fell; the others stopped thirty feet from the tent, screaming and dancing and brandishing their spears.


  “We have to push them back, or we won’t be able to get out,” Commander Clark shouted to Curt above the din. “A small bomb ought to scare them off.”


  “The bombs are all in the rocket, and the pilot—”


  “I can fly the helicopter, Curt.”


  “Thanks. Thanks, Mike.” Curt held out his hand. After a long hesitation, Clark shook it limply. He turned and scurried through a rain of arrows to the helicopter. As the ship rose from the ground, the second wave of Venusians closed upon the tent. Across the clearing the lizards moved closer to the bridge.


  Curt stood up to fire at the mob. A spear struck his shoulder, spinning him back into the tent. He pulled himself groggily to his feet. The others were firing frantically at the swirling naked bodies. Curt’s arm hung limp and numb. Blood spurted through a rent that had been torn in his nylon blouse.


  “Hallen! Can you hear me?” It was Clark’s voice, filtered by the two-way radio at the back of the tent. “Unfortunately, you can’t answer, Hallen; I put your transmitter out of commission this morning. Under the circumstances, it seemed desirable for you not to be able to contact the rocket again.


  “I want you to know the truth, Hallen. You’ll say I’m mad, of course. You’re welcome to your opinion. Perhaps I am. Who knows? Madness is a condition differently defined by every society. And when a whole culture has gone mad, who can point out the sane man? For we are mad, you know.


  “You asked me once what had happened on Mars. You know the truth, now. There was no virus. Nothing but civilization. A friendly, naive people. I could visualize us hauling, them back to our zoos, or cooing over them in the parlor, and—


  “I’ll do the same thing here—with variations, naturally. Even a Congressional committee wouldn’t swallow that virus story a second time. I’ll tell the men in the rocket you’ve ordered me to take it back to the satellite—to prevent further rusting. But we won’t stop there, Hallen. Somewhere in space I’ll open the airlock, and we’ll have our monument, you and I—an empty cubicle forever darting across the face of eternity. After two disasters, it’ll be a long time before Congress appropriates more funds for Solar exploration. Perhaps, in the interval, Mars and Venus will grow up enough to meet us on our own terms.”


  Curt pulled himself slowly to his feet, swaying dizzily. He saw the lizards were crossing the bridge, driving the Venusian natives back with their parasite snakes. Curt raised a rifle and aimed it at the helicopter which still floated overhead; but, before he could pull the trigger, the ship swept away and was hidden by the ivy-trees.


  Curt collapsed. The battle was over. Lizards swarmed into the tent. One of Curt’s men weakly raised his pistol. The lizard’s forepaws fluttered, and in a singsong squeal he cried human words.


  “You safe, all! Come to us!”


  Unconsciousness shut down upon Curt’s mind.


  When he opened his eyes, he lay on a foamy, green pallet in a low-ceilinged, gold-walled room. A Soft, transparent, stickily gelatinous material was heaped over his wounded shoulder.


  “At last, Curt!”


  He turned his head. Alice Hughes sat on a couch beside him, her leg bound to a board by a mound of the gelatine.


  “I broke it when they captured me,” she explained. “That’s why I couldn’t come myself and tell you the awful mistake we’ve made. They wouldn’t hear of it; they said my leg wouldn’t heal properly. And, Curt, there was so little they could do themselves, because they hadn’t learned any of our words yet.”


  “They?”


  “The lizards. They were at such a disadvantage against us. They’re not at all warlike, and they have no weapons except their trained snakes. They’ve brought you to their capital. I’ve seen some of the city, Curt, and—”


  “You mean that gold village we found in the forest?”


  “Gracious, no! Those buildings were simply concession booths.” She laughed, “I know it isn’t funny. We’ve lost the rocket; we’ve no way of going home—ever—because Venus has no native metal except gold; and there are only twelve of us still alive—four women and eight men. Yet it’s our own fault, Curt; we were such awful fools! You even told me the truth. At least you know it in words, although emotionally—”


  “I knew the truth?”


  “You said we couldn’t interpret Venus in terms of our own past experiences, but we did precisely that, from the time we first saw the lizards. On Venus it’s the reptile that evolved rationality; that hypothesis never occurred to us.”


  “But there were men behind the transparent wall, Alice!”


  “The most dangerous animal species on Venus; men only in the superficial of physical appearance. Curt, we have to make new definitions. Man is a synonym for the cerebral cortex, for the ability to solve problems. Man doesn’t mean a biological shape, automatically superior to every other animal because the shape happens to resemble ours. Think about that transparent wall, Curt, and the enormous beetle we saw trapped in the forest. I was right, remember? I said the beetle was in a cage. If we’d looked farther, we’d have found others—all in neat, natural settings for easy viewing. I called it a park, too, Curt.”


  “You mean to tell me, Alice, that we landed our rocket in—”


  “On the one Venusian island where we could make the mistake we did. We’d have found their cities on any of the others. We acted on a totally false hypothesis, Curt, because we had insufficient data, and we classified it according to our own past experiences.”


  He smiled and relaxed on the green lounge. “I wonder what would have happened, Alice, if Venusians had landed on the Earth at—say—the San Diego Zoo?”


  “Turn your question around, Curt. Would we have recognized them as rational people as quickly as they did us?”


  “I’ll answer that with another question: how long does it take a man to change his basic definitions? Perhaps we’re fortunate we’ll never know the answer. I’d hate to believe that Mike Clark was right.”


  TANGLE HOLD


  F.L. Wallace


  Jadiver objected to being the greatest influence for good on Venus . . . because what was good for Venus was bad for Jadiver!


  SOMEBODY was wrapping him in a sheet of ice and spice. Somebody was pulling it tight so that his toes ached and his fingers tingled. He still had fingers, and eyes too. He opened his eyes and they turned in opposite directions and couldn’t focus on what they saw. He made an effort, but couldn’t keep it up and had to let his eyes flutter shut again.


  “Rest. You’re all right.” That’s where he got the idea of ice and spice—from that voice.


  “Mmmm,” said Jadiver. He tried to raise his hand, but it wouldn’t move. It was good advice—to rest; he couldn’t do otherwise. “What happened?” he whispered.


  “You had an accident. Remember?”


  He didn’t. It was his mind playing tricks, of course. It couldn’t have been pleasant if his memory didn’t have access to it.


  “Mmmm,” he evaded.


  “Go to sleep. We’ll talk later.”


  He thought he felt something shoved deep in his flesh, but he may have been wrong. In any event, the light that filtered through his closed eyelids faded away and the external world, of which there wasn’t much in the first place, vanished completely.


  LATER, he awakened. How much later, he didn’t know, but it may have been days. The oppressive languor had left him and he felt capable of movement. To prove it to himself, he turned his head. He was alone, and he thought he recognized where he was. He didn’t like it.


  There was an odor in the room, but this time it was the kind that lingers in all hospitals. He tried to sit up, but that was more than he could manage. He lay there a long time, looking through the heavily reinforced window; then someone came in.


  “You’ll live,” said the voice behind him—the same voice.


  “Think so?” He hadn’t intended to turn around, but the spice was back and he wanted to see. It was only the fragrance she wore—there was none in her voice or demeanor. That was still ice.


  When she sat down, he could see that her hair was a shade of copper and the uniform she wore a dark green. She was not a robot and therefore not a nurse or a guard. It was logical to assume she was a doctor, police variety—definitely the police.


  Thadeus Jadiver sighed. “What am I in for?”


  “You’re not in for anything. Maybe you should be, but that’s not my business,” she said in a flat voice. That was the only thing about her that was flat; the rest curved nicely even under the uniform. “This is an emergency as well as a police hospital. We were close, so we took you in.”


  That was reassuring. Jadiver tried to smile as he lifted a curiously bandaged arm. “Thanks for this.”


  “I’ll take only half the credit. That was a combo job.”


  He was going to have difficulty if she insisted on using technical slang. “What’s a combo job?”


  “Just what it sounds like. A combination robot-human surgeon. All hospitals use them. The robot is more precise and delicate, but it lacks the final margin of judgment that’s supplied by the human. Two of us work together in critical cases.”


  He still couldn’t remember what had happened, but it would come back in time. “I was critical?”


  Her mouth was firm and her cheekbones a trifle too broad. Just the same, the total effect was pleasing, would have been more so with a little warmth stirred in. “To give you an idea, you’ll notice that every square inch of your skin is now synthetic.” She leaned over and took his hand, which was encased in a light spongy cocoon. Expertly, she peeled back the end and exposed the tips of his fingers.


  Jadiver looked, then turned away. “Cellophane,” he said. “A man can be born, live, die, and be shoveled away; begot and beget, completely untouched by human hands.”


  She looked blank at the mention of cellophane. Probably didn’t know what it was, thought Jadiver. So few people did any more.


  “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Your skin’s transparent now, but in a few days it will be normal.”


  “That’s nice,” said Jadiver. “I suppose it would be educational, but I’d just as soon not be an anatomy model of the first layer of the human body.”


  She stood up and managed to work up a creditable imitation of interest. “We had to peel off the burned part, and when you were completely raw, we fitted the synthetic skin to your body. Over that we sprayed the bandage. New body cells form with this synthetic substance as the matrix. You’ll gradually return to normal or better. Your new skin may be more resistant to corrosive chemicals and microbe invasions.”


  “Glad to hear it,” said Jadiver. “Superman.”


  For the first time, she smiled. “Don’t count on it. This stuff is too new for us to know how it reacts in all cases.” She turned around at the door. “In a few days I’ll take off the bandages and you can go home. Meanwhile, you know what to do if you need anything.”


  JADIVER lay there after she left, thinking. He hadn’t asked what the accident was and she had assumed he remembered. He ought to, but he didn’t. He frowned and tried to recall the last thing he had been doing.


  They had removed his skin and replaced it with a synthetic substance. Why? Take it from there and work back.


  He stirred uneasily. The last he remembered, he’d been in his apartment. That didn’t help much; he was often there. He shook his head. He was in the apartment, preparing to leave. That meant he must have used the autobath. That was it. The picture came into focus:


  He touched the door of the autobath and it swung open. He went inside. “Shave, massage, bath,” he ordered.


  The mechanism reached out of the wall to enfold him. He leaned back. It gripped him, not comfortably, as usual—but tightly. He squirmed, but when the grip didn’t adjust, he relaxed.


  The autobath rumbled familiarly and a jet of water spouted up from the floor. It was icy cold and Jadiver shivered.


  “You didn’t listen,” he said firmly. “I asked for the bath last.”


  The autobath paid no attention. The top and side jets turned on. The force was greater than he had ever experienced. It was difficult to breathe. The water got hotter rapidly, and then, seconds later, steam blew out of the nozzles.


  Jadiver shouted and tried to struggle free. The autobath did not let go. Instead, it ground at his muscles with hard inflexible hands. Here and there his skin began parting from his flesh. The autobath kept on kneading him. It was when it reached for his face—Jadiver remembered very clearly—he lost consciousness.


  He lay on the bed in the hospital, sweat soaking into the bandages. He could understand why he’d had a memory block—being boiled alive was frightful enough for his mind to repress.


  It was not only the accident that was disturbing, but the manner in which it occurred. He knew robot machinery and the principles used in the construction of it. The autobath was one of the best—foolproof, if there was such a mechanism.


  Someone had tampered with it—object: to try to kill him.


  That was one possibility and he could face it with equanimity.


  There was also another, but he didn’t like to think about that.


  HE looked out over Venicity. From his apartment, the topography resembled that of a lunar crater. In the middle was a giant concrete plain, the rocketport. From the edges of the rocketport, the size of the buildings increased gradually; at a third of the distance from the center, they were at maximum height; thereafter, they decreased gradually until one and two story structures nibbled at the surrounding forest.


  Five million people and in ten years there would undoubtedly be seven, a sizable metropolis even for Earth. That didn’t mean that the population of Venus could compare with the home planet. Venus was settled differently. Newcomers started with the cities; only later did they venture out into the vast wild lands. Venus was civilized, after a fashion, but it wasn’t a copy of Earth.


  The screen glimmered at his back. “Thadeus Jadiver, consulting engineer?”


  He turned. “That’s right. Can I help you?”


  The man on the screen closed one eye slowly and opened it again the same way. “This is Vicon Burlingame. I’ve been doing some experimenting and am now at the point where I can use some technical assistance.”


  “I’m not sure. I’ve been in the hospital until this morning. I think I need a checkup.”


  “I called while you were gone,” said Burlingame. “I know about the hospital; however, I don’t think my work will be strenuous. Perhaps you’d come over and we’ll discuss it.”


  “I’ll take the chance I can help you.”


  “Good.” Vicon Burlingame gave him the address before fading out of the screen.


  Jadiver dressed slowly. Weak, but better than he expected. Physically, his recovery was far advanced. It wasn’t he who was taking a chance, of course; it was Burlingame. Jadiver had warned him and if Burlingame was willing to risk it, that was up to him.


  Before he left, Jadiver checked his office. A few calls in the last week, but nothing important. It was a routine check and he gave the robot routine instructions.


  A tiny thing, that office, located on the ground floor of a building fronting a principal thoroughfare. A space large enough for a client to sit down, if one should come, which wasn’t often. Behind the desk was the upper half of a robot. Tiny though the office was, it was not inexpensive, and the business that passed through it was barely enough to pay the rent.


  There were other advantages in maintaining it, though. As long as he had a business address, he was spared certain legal embarrassments.


  FIVE minutes later, he was greeted by Vicon Burlingame. “Come in.” Jadiver did so.


  Burlingame silently studied Jadiver closely. “Maybe you’re tired,” he said at last. “A little sun would relax you.”


  “It might,” agreed Jadiver. “This cloudy Venus.”


  “It’s not so bad when you’re home,” said Burlingame. “But public places are bad for ultraviolet.” He indicated the next room. “The lamp is in there.”


  Jadiver went in and began to remove his clothing. Before he finished, a little man came in, nodding silently at Jadiver. Without comment, Jadiver stood in front of the machine. While the little man methodically examined him, his clothing disappeared.


  The little man looked up at the end of the intensive investigation. “You’ll do,” he said.


  “Clear?” asked Jadiver.


  “Clear as the atmosphere of the Moon. We were afraid they’d planted you while you were in the hospital, but we decided to take the chance.”


  For the first time since the accident, Jadiver felt relaxed. “Thanks, Cobber. I was hoping to contact someone to check it for me.”


  Cobber shrugged. “Who can you trust? If you go to a doctor good enough to find a gadget that small, what is he? A high-powered professional and he’s got his problems. He sees something inside and smiles and says you’re fine and charges you a fat fee. Even if he tells you that you’ve been planted, there’s nothing you can do. No one’s going to cut it out—not while the police can hear everything through it.”


  “Thanks for taking the chance.”


  Burlingame came in smiling confidently. “Now we can talk,” he said. Behind him were three other men Jadiver had never seen.


  “Where are my clothes?” Jadiver wanted to know.


  “They’ll be ready,” promised Burlingame. “The police have got all kinds of cute tricks, only we don’t fall for them. We’re systematic.”


  They were that, decided Jadiver, and something more. They had to be to survive so long. Burlingame was good.


  A gamin’s face peered through the doorway and one hand thrust his clothing into the room and waved it. “Here. They didn’t try to conceal anything.” She sounded disappointed.


  Jadiver dressed as Burlingame relayed the clothing to him. The gamin wrinkled her nose and disappeared. By the time Jadiver was completely dressed, she came back with refreshments.


  They sat down at the table. “I want faces,” said Burlingame, across from him—“five faces.”


  Jadiver looked around. There were six. “None of my business, except in a professional way, but who do I leave out?”


  “Cobber. We have other plans for him.”


  It wasn’t a good idea to pry. He had to know the human material on which he was expected to work, but it was safer not to know what they were planning.


  He tapped his glass. “What kind of faces? Soft faces, hard faces, space faces? And do you want anything else?”


  “Society faces,” said Burlingame. “Emily wants to wear a low-cut gown. The rest of us just need faces.”


  “Real low,” the gamin insisted, wriggling.


  “Society,” mused Jadiver. “I always did think it was better to rob the rich . . . like Robin Hood.”


  “Sure,” Burlingame said.


  Jadiver tilted the glass. “Especially since the poor don’t have much money.”


  “That has something to do with it,” Burlingame cheerfully agreed.


  Cobber broke in. He was a little gnarled man, older than the others. “A point, Jadiver. The poor don’t have much money, but there’s so many more of them. You can actually be more successful robbing them. But you have to keep at it every day in the year, and then you don’t call it robbery; you say you’re governing them.”


  “Don’t have that kind of stamina,” said Burlingame.


  “A good point, Cobber.” Jadiver leaned on the table. “I don’t want specific information, but how can you make robbery pay off these days?”


  BURLINGAME looked at him astutely. “Considering it yourself?”


  Jadiver shook his head. “Intellectual curiosity. I’m doing all right in my own line.”


  “It’s a theory,” said Burlingame. “You can’t touch banks or financial institutions. Too many electronic safeguards, robots, and what have you. In order to get past that kind of equipment, you have to be a top-notch scientist—and one that can do better at a top-notch job.


  “Now, who’s got money? The rich, and they want to show it off wherever they go. Naturally they take precautions, too, but people are always involved and that’s the weakness. You can build a machine that does one thing perfectly, but people make mistakes—they get rattled. Teamwork can take advantage of it. A feint here, and a block there, and before anyone knows what’s happening, we’re through their defenses. With, of course, their money.”


  Jadiver looked at him, at his handsome, ruddy, respectable face. “You played football?”


  Burlingame grinned. “Twenty-five years ago.”


  “It’s changed. You wouldn’t recognize it now.”


  “Perhaps not. But the principle is still the same, and it’s the principle that pays off.”


  Jadiver stood up. “I’d better get started. Where do I work?”


  “Here,” said Burlingame. “We have the tools ready for you.”


  “Mind if I look at the setup?”


  “Go ahead.”


  The gamin bounced up and took charge of Jadiver, leading him to a small workshop screened off in a corner of one of the larger rooms. The layout was authentic enough to justify the equipment—a few robot forms in the rough state, handbooks on design, several robot heads in various stages of completion, and an assortment of the specialized tools of the trade. It was standard for the tinkerer, for the would-be designer of robot bodies. Burlingame always covered himself in every detail.


  Jadiver inspected it thoroughly, the gamin standing impatiently at his side.


  “I’m first when you’re ready,” she said.


  He eyed her amusedly. “What’s the hurry?”


  “There’s more to do on me and you’ll do your best work when you’re not tired.”


  “I’ll start soon. Let me see the plastic.”


  SHE opened a cabinet and there it was. Jadiver squatted and read the instructions on the containers. He shook his head in despair. Every amateur always did this.


  He stood up. “You’ve got the worst kind,” he said.


  She shrugged. “They told me it was the best.”


  “That depends. There are two kinds, and this one does look more real than the other. In fact, for a time this actually becomes a part of your body, a pseudo-flesh. But it’s quite dangerous.”


  “The other kind is just a cosmetic, isn’t it?”


  “That’s right, but—”


  “Then I’m not worried,” she said, tossing her head. “The way I see it, it’s dangerous not to use the best disguise we can get.”


  She might be right. At least he’d warned her, and as long as she had the facts straight, the decision was hers to make.


  Jadiver peeled off his jacket and slid into a protective smock. “Ask Burlingame to come in. This is going to be delicate, you know.”


  The gamin grinned. “I’ve never been overly concerned about Vicon, and he knows I can take care of myself.” She stepped behind a screen and presently came out again, nude. “Where do you want me to stand?”


  “On the pedestal, under the light.” He looked at her closely. He had thought she was a little girl, a tired little girl who hadn’t slept much recently. It was the pert face that had fooled him, with the upturned nose, because she wasn’t young. Forty he would say, maybe more, nearly as old as Burlingame.


  Her body was slight, but not much was wrong with it. Here and there were a few wrinkles, though in general her figure appeared youthful. It would require all his skill to make her as spectacular in a low-cut gown as she wanted to be. And her legs, though well shaped, were slightly bowed, a sure sign of Venusian rickets. Early settlers hadn’t realized that the soil was deficient in some essential trace elements.


  He would have to straighten her legs if she expected to mingle with society. It was beyond his power to change the bones, but he could add pseudo-flesh to give the same effect.


  He slipped on the mask, attached the various containers, thrust his hand into the glovelike control valve, and began to work.


  She winced involuntarily as the spray tingled against her body and adhered with constrictive force. He blocked out the areas he had to alter and then began to fill in and build up.


  “I don’t see it,” said Emily. “I know you must be good. That’s why Burlingame wanted you. But it seems to me this is out of your line.”


  He brought the spray up in a straight line along the edge of her shin. “How good I am is a matter of opinion. Mine and the places I’ve worked.”


  “What places, for instance?”


  “Mostly Earth.”


  “I’ve never been there,” she said wistfully.


  “You haven’t missed much.” He knew that, while he believed that with part of his mind, essentially he was wrong. As the spray was drying on her legs, he started filling out her breasts. “However, this isn’t as much out of my line as you think. Engineers specialize, you know. Mine’s industrial design. We don’t usually monkey with the internal mechanism of a machine, though we’re able to. Mostly, we design housings for the machines, robots as a rule.”


  He proceeded to her face and changed the upturned nose to a straight one. “The ideal external appearance of a machine ought to establish the function of that machine, and do so with the most efficient distribution of space and material.”


  HE stood back and eyed the total effect. She was coming along. “The human body is a good design—for a human. It doesn’t belong on a robot. That, for most purposes, should be a squat container with three wheels or treads, with eye-stalks and tentacles on top. I designed one like that, but it was never built. Robots always look like beautiful girls or handsome men, and the mechanism is twice as clumsy as it should be, in order to fit in with that conception.”


  He squinted at the spray. “In other words, I design robot bodies and faces. Why should it be strange I can do the same with humans?”


  The spray was neither a liquid nor a dustlike jet. She shivered under it. “Why don’t you like robots? I don’t see anything wrong with them. They’re so beautiful.”


  He laughed. “I’ll give you an idea. I got tired of the meaningless perfection of the bodies I was turning out. Why shouldn’t the bodies be beautiful, considering how they’re made? Anyway, I put a pimple on one model. Not on her face. Her shoulder.”


  She extended her hands and he took off the fine wrinkles with a sweeping motion of the spray. “What happened?”


  “I had to start looking for another job. But somebody higher up began to think about what I’d done. Now, on Earth, all robots that model clothing have some perceptible skin defects. More lifelike, they say.”


  “Is that why you came to Venus?”


  “I’d been considering it for some time. It seemed to me that there ought to be a place for a good designer, even if I did have to work on robots.” He smiled wryly. “A lot of other engineers had the same idea.”


  “Too much competition?”


  “Sort of.” He grimaced. “My first job here was designing female bodies for so-called social clubs.”


  “Oh, those,” she said scornfully.


  “It’s legitimate on Venus. Anyway, I tried out that idea again. Customers didn’t like it. Said they could get women with blemishes any time. When they got a robot, they wanted perfection.”


  “Don’t blame them,” Emily said practically. She looked at him with sudden suspicion. “Don’t give me pimples.”


  “Not a one,” he assured her. “You’re flawless.”


  And she was—with only one item missing. He flexed his fingers in the control glove and sprayed on nipples. She was finished.


  He shucked off the mask and laid aside the spray gun. “Look at yourself.”


  She went to the mirror and turned in front of it. She smoothed her hands across her face and smiled with pleasure. “It feels like flesh.”


  “It is, almost. Tomorrow you’ll bleed there if you cut yourself.”


  She nodded. “Is that all?”


  “Except for instructions, yes.”


  She looked at him with curious shyness and hurriedly slipped into her clothing. She hadn’t minded nudity before, when she wasn’t as lovely as she wanted to be. What she didn’t know was that Jadiver liked her better as she had been.


  DRESSED, she came back to him. “What are those instructions?”


  He tore off two envelopes attached to the container. He checked the spray gun to determine how much had been used.


  “Pseudo-flesh is highly poisonous,” he said, handing her the envelopes. “The tablets in the white package neutralize the toxic effects. Take one every eight hours. And don’t forget to take it, unless you want to end up in convulsions on the floor.”


  “I’ll remember. When do I begin?”


  “In three hours. And now for some advice I know you don’t want. You can keep yourself as you are for two months. But you’ll be healthier if you get rid of the pseudo-flesh as soon as you can.”


  She looked longingly at the face in the mirror. “How do I do that?”


  “When you’re ready, take the tablets in the green package, one every hour until the pseudo-flesh is absorbed. After it’s gone, take three more at the same interval. The total time should be about thirteen hours.” She was not paying attention. He eased between her and the mirror. “Get a complete checkup before you try this again. It takes years off your life.”


  “I know that. How many?”


  “I can’t say exactly. It’s a body, pseudo-flesh weight ratio, plus some other factors that no one knows anything about. I’d estimate that you’ll lose about three years for every two weeks you keep it.”


  “It’s worth it,” she said, gazing again into the mirror. She turned away in indecision. “I’ve always known Burlingame was mine, even if I wasn’t pretty. Now I’m not so sure, after this.”


  It wasn’t exactly Burlingame she was concerned with, thought Jadiver. For a while she was going to be beautiful beyond her expectations. The irony was that almost any robot outshone her temporary beauty. She was jealous of machines that had no awareness of how they looked.


  Jadiver straightened up. He hadn’t fully recovered from his accident and he was tired. And the artificial skin, no matter what they said, hadn’t been completely integrated to his body. It itched.


  “Send the rest of them in, one at a time,” he said as she went out.


  It wasn’t going to take long, for which he was grateful. Now that he knew a spying device hadn’t been surgeried into him, there were certain aspects of the accident that demanded investigation.


  JADIVER limped into the apartment. The chair unfolded and came to meet him as he entered. He relaxed in the depths of it and called out for food. Soon he had eaten, and shortly after that he dozed.


  When he awakened, refreshed, he began the thinking he’d put off until now. The fee from Burlingame was welcome. It was dangerous business, so Jadiver had charged accordingly. Now his economic problem was solved for about a month.


  In the hospital he had been sure of a motive for the accident. It had seemed simple enough: the police had planted a spying device in him. However, since he had been examined thoroughly at Burlingame’s and nothing had been found, that theory broke down.


  There was still another possibility—someone had tried to kill him and had failed. If so, that put the police in the clear and he would have to look elsewhere. He might as well start there.


  He walked over to the autobath and began inspecting it. It wasn’t the one he’d been injured in. That had been removed and replaced by the management. It would have helped if he had been able to go over the original one.


  The new autobath was much like the old, a small unit that fitted decoratively into the scheme of the room, not much taller than an upright man, or longer than a man lying down. The mechanism itself, and there was plenty, was effectively sealed. Short of an atomic torch, there wasn’t any way to get into it.


  Jadiver pryed and poked, but learned nothing. In response to the human voice, it automatically provided all the services necessary to human cleanliness, but there was no direct way to check on the involved mechanism.


  HE finally called the firm that made it. The usual beautiful robot answered: “Living Rooms, Incorporated. Can I help you?”


  “Information,” he said. “Autobath unit.”


  “Sales? New or replacement?”


  “Service. I want to see about repairs.”


  “We have no repair department. Nothing ever wears out.”


  “Perhaps not, but it becomes defective and has to be replaced.”


  “Defective parts are a result of wear. Since nothing wears out, no repair is necessary. Occasionally an autobath is damaged, but then it doesn’t work at all, even if the damage is slight. It has to be replaced.”


  That was what he thought, but it was better to be sure. “This is hypothetical,” he said. “Suppose there was an accident in an autobath. Is there an alarm system which would indicate that something was wrong?”


  The robot was smooth and positive. “Your question is basically misleading, according to our statistics. In eight hundred and forty one million plus installations, on all the inhabited planets of the Solar System, there has never been one accident.


  “The autobath is run by a small atomic motor and is not connected in any way to an outside power source. There are plumbing connections, but these are not suitable for the transmission of a signal. To answer your question specifically: There is no alarm system of any kind, local or general, nor is there any provision for someone else to attach one.”


  “Thanks,” said Jadiver, and cut the screen.


  He was nearly certain now. One check remained.


  HE flipped on a switch and walked out of the room to the hall and stood there listening. He could hear nothing. He came closer to the door and there was still no sound. He pressed his ear against the juncture of the door and jamb. Not the slightest noise.


  He winced when he opened the door. The music he had switched on was deafening. He hurried inside and turned it off. He had known his apartment was sound-proofed. Just how good that soundproofing was, he hadn’t tested until now.


  The so-called accident had happened in the autobath. The unit couldn’t signal that anything was wrong. No one passing in the hall could hear his yells.


  The evidence indicated that no accident could happen in the autobath—yet it had.


  Logically, he should have died in that accident that couldn’t happen—yet he hadn’t.


  What did they want? And was it the police? In the hospital he had been sure—certain, too, of what they were attempting. Now the facts wouldn’t fit.


  Tiredness came back, reinforced by doubt. His skin itched—probably from nervous tension. He finally fell into an uneasy sleep with the help of a sedative.


  IN the morning, the itch was still there. He looked curiously at his skin; it appeared normal. It was definitely not transparent, hadn’t been even in the hospital when the bandages were removed. He’d had a glimpse of it in the original transparent stage only once, when the doctor had exposed the tips of his fingers.


  Briefly he wondered about it. Did it really itch that bad, or was it an unconscious excuse to see the doctor? She was a sullen, indifferent creature, but without doubt worth seeing again. He didn’t know her name, but he could find out easily enough.


  As if in answer to the silent question, his whole body twitched violently. He raked his fingers across his forearm and the nails broke off. She was at least partly right in her predictions; his skin was considerably tougher than it had been, though nothing appeared different.


  He didn’t like communicating with the police, but he had little choice. He flipped on the screen and made a few inquiries.


  The name he wanted was Doctor Doumya Filone. She was off duty at present. However, if it was an emergency—? His skin crawled and he decided it was just that and identified himself. There were a number of persons with whom he had contacts who wouldn’t approve his doing this, but they didn’t have to live in his skin.


  He dialed her quickly. He couldn’t place the number, but figured it was probably across town, in one of the newer districts. He didn’t fully remember what she was like until she appeared on the screen. With that face to put on a robot, he might make a fortune. That is, if he could capture the expression as well as the features.


  “How’s the patient?” she asked. Behind her briskness he thought he could detect a flicker of concern.


  “You can take back that skin you gave me,” he said. “It itches.”


  She frowned. “I told you it was very new. We aren’t able to anticipate all the reactions.” She paused. “However, it shouldn’t itch. By now it ought to be well integrated with your body and new cell growth should be occurring with the synthetic substance as the matrix.”


  “Thanks,” he said dryly. “That doesn’t explain how I feel.”


  Unperturbed, she looked down at a desk he could imagine, but could not see. She got up and walked out of the field of vision. She was gone for quite some time.


  A disturbing thought formed in his mind. Was she calling elsewhere for instructions? There was no reason why she should, yet the thought persisted.


  She came back. “Get a detergent. What kind doesn’t matter. Put it in the autobath and take a hot bath, plenty of lather. Soak in it for at least fifteen minutes.”


  HER prescription was primitive in the extreme. Did she really expect it to be effective, or did she have something else in mind?


  “Do you think I’m going to trust myself to that machine?” he said. “I’ve got myself a little enamel basin. Had to steal it out of a museum.”


  Nothing was outwardly changed, but she seemed slightly sympathetic. “I can understand how you feel, but you’ll have to get over it or go pioneering in the wild lands. As long as you’re in a city, you can’t rent, buy or build accommodations that have no autobath. Besides, I’ve been assured that the odds are against that happening again.”


  That was an understatement, if his information was correct. Actually, he had wanted her reaction, but it didn’t tell him a thing.


  “Feel better already,” he said.


  She nodded. “Suggestion at work. Take your bath now and call me tomorrow if it doesn’t work. Sooner, if you need to.” She cut their connection before he could answer.


  In addition to physical relief, he had hoped that she would let slip some information. She hadn’t done so. Of course, she might not know anything more than the purely medical aspects of the police plan. If it was the police.


  He left the screen and checked the autobath for supplies. Satisfactory for the present. He removed his clothing, stepped inside, and followed her instructions. A tub rose out of the floor, filled with water, and the mechanism immersed him in it. Thick soapy suds billowed up and warm water laved his skin. The rubbery hands of the autobath were soft and massaged him gently and expertly.


  He tried to relax. So far, he had suffered no irreparable harm. He tried to avoid the memory of his accident, but that was impossible. The one comfort was that his death was not the objective. He corrected himself—not the immediate objective.


  Anyway, he’d been rescued and placed under good medical care. How the rescue had been effected was unknown, unless it had been included in the plan from the beginning. If so, he could assume that the autobath had been tampered with and fixed with a signal that would indicate when he was unconscious.


  “Fifteen minutes and ten seconds,” said the autobath. “Do you wish to remain longer?”


  “That’ll do,” he said. “The rinse, please.”


  He lay back and curled up his legs, stretching his arms while clear water flowed soothingly over him. In spite of his skepticism, this primitive prescription of Doumya Filone seemed to work. The itch had stopped completely; although his skin was now mottled. No scars; the hospital and Doumya Filone had done a good job.


  He scrutinized his skin carefully. The marks were not actually on his skin; they were beneath it. So faint as to be almost invisible, it was nevertheless a disturbing manifestation. The marks gradually became more distinct. It looked like a shadowy web thrown over and pressed deep into his body.


  THE autobath lifted him and he stood in front of the mirror. There was no mistake—a network spread over his body, arms, legs, face too; perhaps on his head as well, though he couldn’t see that. His skin was not transparent—it was translucent for a certain depth.


  Disfigurement didn’t concern him. Even if the condition persisted, it wasn’t noticeable enough to constitute a handicap. It was not the superficial nervous system showing through, nor the capillary blood vessels. The web effect was strikingly regular, almost mathematical in appearance.


  As he looked, the translucence faded and his skin switched to normal, the marks disappearing. That was the word, switched. He ought to be thankful for that, he supposed. Somehow he wasn’t.


  He was out of the autobath and half dressed before the realization came to him. He knew what the network was, the patterned marks beneath his skin.


  A circuit.


  A printed circuit, or, since it was imposed on flesh, possibly tattooed.


  A circuit. What did anyone use a circuit for? To compute, to gather data, to broadcast, to control. How much of that applied to him, to the body it was concealed in? The first he could eliminate. Not to compute. As for the rest, he was not certain. It seemed possible that everything could be included in the function of the network beneath his skin. He hadn’t been controlled up to now, but that didn’t mean control wasn’t there, quiescent, waiting for the proper time. However, it didn’t seem likely. Human mentality was strong, and a reasonably intact mind was difficult to take over.


  What else? To gather data and broadcast it. Of that he could be almost positive. The data came from his nervous system. He suspected where it was broadcast to—back to the police.


  How the circuit on his body gathered data was unknown. The markings appeared to parallel his central nervous system. It seemed reasonable that it operated by induction.


  That meant it involved chiefly tactile sensations, unless, of course, there were other factors he didn’t know about. He felt his forehead carefully, his temples, and his skull around his ears. Nothing, but that didn’t mean that infinitesimal holes hadn’t been drilled through his skull and taps run to the optic and auditory nerves.


  It could be done and he wouldn’t know about it, couldn’t feel it. The broadcasting circuits could then be spread over his head, or, for that matter, over any part of his body.


  IF his suppositions were correct, then he was a living, walking broadcasting station. Everything he felt, saw or heard was relayed to some central mechanism which could interpret the signals.


  The police.


  Cobber had been looking for a spy mechanism, a mechanical device in Jadiver’s body. He hadn’t found it, but it was there, almost impossible to locate. A surgeon might find it by performing an autopsy, but even then he would have to know what to look for.


  How Jadiver had been able to find it was a pure puzzle. Obviously, the police hadn’t been as thorough as they had meant to be. Their mechanism had somehow gone awry at precisely the time Jadiver was most conscious of his skin. Without the itch, he would never have noticed it.


  At least one thing was clear now—the purpose. He’d been boiled into unconsciousness, his skin removed, the circuit put in place, and then had the synthetic substance carefully fitted over his body.


  His tension increased, for he knew now that he had betrayed Burlingame without meaning to—but it was betrayal nonetheless. It wasn’t only a question of professional ethics; it was how long he would remain alive. Burlingame’s survivors, if there were any, would have an excellent idea of who was responsible.


  This thing went with him wherever he went. Did it also sleep when he did? That wasn’t important, really.


  He had to try to warn Burlingame.


  Even these thoughts might be a mistake. The police might know what he was thinking. This was one way to determine whether there was such a thing as mechanically induced telepathy, but he couldn’t work up much enthusiasm for the experiment.


  His own problem was essentially the same as if a mechanical spying device had been planted in him—with one difference. A mechanical part was a foreign object and could be cut out by any competent surgeon willing to risk police retaliation. But only those who had installed this complicated circuit would know how to take it out.


  BURLINGAME didn’t answer. It was probably useless trying to trace him—he very likely had arranged to drop out of sight. He was good at that. The police hadn’t caught up with him in twenty years.


  There was Cobber. He’d be elsewhere, setting up a rendezvous to which Burlingame and the rest could return and hide while their faces and figures were absorbed into their normal bodies. Cobber would be even tougher to locate.


  The only place Burlingame could be found with any degree of certainty, Jadiver reasoned, would be at the scene of the robbery. Jadiver went to the screen and spent an intensive half hour in front of it. At the end of that time, he had narrowed it down to two society events, one of which would occur in a few hours. He made a decision to cover it and warn them, if he could. After that, it was up to Burlingame.


  Jadiver rubbed his chin; the stubble had to come off. He went to the autobath, but it wouldn’t open. A figure in bas-relief appeared on the door. The surface had been smooth an instant before.


  “Sorry,” said the voice of the lifelike, semi-nude girl, “the autobath is out of certain supplies. It won’t function properly until these are replaced.”


  “Let’s have the list,” growled Jadiver. He was jumpy.


  The bas-relief figure extended a hand with a slip in it. “If I may suggest, these can be placed on perpetual order to avoid future inconvenience.”


  What the future held was unknown. It wasn’t likely to include a comfortable existence in a well-furnished apartment. “I’ll think about it,” he grunted.


  “If there’s any other way I can help you—”


  “There isn’t,” said Jadiver.


  The door shivered and the figure snapped back into the memory plastic from which it was made. The surface was smooth again.


  HE went to the screen and punched a code. The counter display flashed on and then was replaced by a handsome neuter face. That face studied him, ascertained his maximum susceptibility, and promptly faded.


  The next face was that of a robot harem girl. Sex sells, that was always the axiom. “Is there anything I can do for you?” she asked huskily.


  “Yes,” said Jadiver. “You can get off the screen and let me see some merchandise.”


  “We’re not allowed to do that.”


  Jadiver grumbled in defeat. “I want something for my whisk—”


  “Just the thing,” she said enthusiastically, reaching out of his field of vision. The hand came back with a package. “Tear off a capsule, crush it, and apply to your face. It removes whiskers permanently for two days, and leaves your face as soft and smooth as Martian down.”


  Jadiver shuddered. “I’d rather be a man than a bird. Do you have anything that leaves a face feeling like skin?”


  The robot harem girl stabbed out frantically, but nothing came to hand. She turned around and went off to search. Jadiver sighed with relief and started to scan the shelves. The robot returned before he could make a selection.


  “We have nothing like that,” she said, crestfallen. “Asteroid alabaster or hydroponic grapes and several other things, but no whiskoff that will leave your face feeling like skin.”


  “Then order something that will,” said Jadiver. “Meanwhile I’ll settle for a face of hydroponic grapes. Two weeks supply will be enough.”


  The robot complied eagerly. “Anything else? Shampoo?”


  Jadiver looked at the list and nodded.


  “No need to open the bottle,” she rushed on. “Just place in the autobath dispenser and let the machine do the rest. The bottle will dissolve, adding to the secret ingredients. Foams in micro-seconds as proven by actual test, and when you’re through, only an expert can tell your hair from mink.”


  “Mink?” he repeated. “Don’t think I’d like it. What about raccoon? I’ve always admired the legendary Daniel Boone, alone in the terrestrial wilderness with a single-shot rifle. Sure, make it raccoon.”


  “I know we have none of that.” The clerk was positive.


  “Then order it,” he snapped. “You don’t have to furnish the rifle, though.”


  She seemed confused. “There is a ten per cent extra charge for non-standard merchandise.”


  “All right. Just don’t stand there arguing.”


  When the clerk left the screen to place the order, Jadiver hastily selected what he wanted. He validated the purchases and snapped off the screen. The merchandise arrived in a few minutes.


  He loaded it into the autobath. This time the door opened and the bas-relief figure didn’t appear on it. Within a half hour he was ready to leave.


  THE door was not a door. It was a mirror, three-dimensional. The difference to the eye was slight, but since he knew what to expect, it was not difficult to detect. It was a legitimate piece of staging, but it cost plenty to maintain the illusion. A society event, he supposed, called for such precautions. There must be more inside.


  He ignored the mirror and pressed a blank section of the wall directly opposite. The wall faded and a robot in an impressive black-and-white livery stared at him with the proper insolence.


  “Your invitation, sir.”


  “What?” he said tipsily.


  “Your invitation, sir.” The voice was louder and the insolence increased. If he asked again, the robot would very likely shove him out and close the door. Delicately adjusted and unhumanly strong, it was a bit too invariable in the behavior department to be consistently efficient.


  His knowledge of robots was more than fair. In a few seconds he sized up the model facing him. A thin slip fluttered from his hand to the floor. The robot bent over to pick it up. At that instant Jadiver thrust a long, thin, double-tined fork deep into the back of the robot’s neck, probing for the right place. He found it. Time became static for the robot; it remained bent over and could not move.


  Jadiver rifled the pockets, removed all the invitations, glanced at them, found one that would do, and thrust the rest back. Shadows of figures passed across the field behind the robot. Could they see what Jadiver was doing? Probably not; privacy was too highly regarded. Nevertheless, some people were coming down the corridor and they could see when and if they got close. Stepping back, he took away the double-tined fork and the robot straightened up.


  “You dropped something, sir,” said the robot, handing him the slip from the floor.


  “It was nothing,” said Jadiver, taking it. That was the best description of what he had dropped. He extended the invitation he had just filched.


  The robot grasped the invitation and seemed unable to focus. It tried to examine the markings invisible to human eyes. It passed a trembling hand across a troubled forehead.


  “Didn’t you come in half an hour ago?” it asked in bewilderment.


  Someone had—the person to whom the invitation had been issued. The robot, of course, had remembered.


  “Nonsense,” said Jadiver sharply. “Do you feel right? Are you sure of your equilibrium?”


  If it was sure, he had miscalculated badly. Robots were so much more or less than humans. It should be possible to design a perfect robot, one that would realize all the potentialities of a mechanical personality. It had never been done; anthropomorphic conceptions had always interfered.


  “Must be mistaken,” mumbled the robot, and swayed. It would collapse in twenty minutes. The robot pressed a button and the field behind him flickered off. Jadiver passed through it and the field fell back in place.


  INSIDE, he looked around. The usual swank, or maybe more so. Impressive, if he cared to be impressed by it. At the moment he didn’t. He had to find Burlingame or Emily. He had created the faces of the other three as well, but he had made them into handsome nonentities. Among so many others who resembled them, he doubted that he could recognize them.


  For an instant he thought he saw Emily and made his way through the crowd. When he got there, he saw his mistake. This girl’s flesh hadn’t been put on with a spray gun.


  Burlingame was after jewels, of course, to be carefully selected from two or three of the wealthier guests. He must also have currency in mind, something negotiable for immediate use. He’d need cash to drop out of sight for a while.


  Time was growing short for a word with Burlingame, just one word, whispered or spelled out silently: “Police.” That was all Burlingame would need.


  Jadiver was weaponless, and aside from warning Burlingame, he couldn’t help. Until now he’d steered clear of violence and illegality. He’d known the use to which his disguises had been put, but that was the business of those who paid him.


  Now it was different. The police had a line to him, direct. How much they knew was impossible to estimate. He could visualize a technician sitting in front of a screen, seeing everything that Jadiver saw. That, however, was a guess, for he didn’t actually know how the circuit beneath his skin functioned. Until he learned, he would have to continue guessing, and blunder accordingly.


  He made his way to the balcony that encircled half the huge high room. He didn’t know the entire layout or the habits of those who lived here, but it was reasonably certain that they kept a large amount of cash on hand and that it would be safeguarded in a room not accessible to all the guests. It might even be up here.


  The few people on the balcony were at the far end. He looked down on the milling guests. Still no sign of Burlingame or any of his crew. Jadiver had done his work too well. They were indistinguishable from the others.


  At that moment, the lights brightened glaringly. The guests looked less glamorous. Women bulged excessively, top-heavy, and the tanned faces of the men turned an unpleasant gray.


  Magically, uniforms appeared at every exit.


  “Attention,” a harsh voice rang out. “Please line up. There are criminals among you and we can identify them.”


  JADIVER didn’t listen to the rest. His eyes were on the uniformed men. Mercifully, they carried tangle guns. That much he was thankful for. Burlingame and his crew would be taken alive. They might not like what would happen later, but at least they would live.


  The tangle gun was the most effective and least lethal weapon ever conceived. It would bring down a butterfly at two hundred yards and hold it there, without crumpling a wing or disturbing the dustlike scales. It would do the same with a Venusian saurian or a Martian windbeast, either of which outbulked an elephant and outsavaged a tiger.


  It didn’t have to hit the target. With proximity fuses—and it was usually furnished that way—it was sufficient for the bullet to pass near. Jadiver drew a deep breath. No one was going to get killed because of him. Nevertheless, his skin crawled.


  He gazed down at the guests lining up. They, too, knew what tangle guns were.


  Suddenly a man darted out of line and headed toward one of the exits. He collided with an officer and the policeman went down. A tangle gun snapped. The running man fell headlong. Three more times the tangle gun fired at the man writhing on the floor—at his hands, at his face, and again at his legs.


  The tangle gun propelled a plastic bullet, and that plastic was a paradox. It was the stickiest substance known and would adhere to a sphere of polished platinum, tearing away the solid metal if it were forcibly removed without first being neutralized. It also extruded itself into fine, wire-like strands on a moving object. The more anything moved, the tighter it wrapped around. The victim was better off to relax. He couldn’t escape; no one ever had.


  Jadiver watched the man threshing on the floor. One shot would have been enough. Someone on the Venicity force liked to see men squirm.


  As nearly as Jadiver could determine, the man on the floor was not Burlingame. The leader hadn’t been taken, but he didn’t have long to enjoy his freedom. The theory he had about teamwork was tarnished now—a feint here and a block there—and they were all headed into the arms of the Venicity police. It couldn’t work against superior force, and an ambush set unwittingly by Jadiver.


  Then Jadiver saw them. They moved as a unit—Burlingame, Emily and two others. They smashed through the guests with a formation that had the flying wedge as a remote ancestor. Burlingame was leading it, tangle gun in hand. The guests were thrown back and a policeman went down.


  It was hard to fire into the mob through which Burlingame and his crew were bulling. In that respect, the tangle gun was not selective. It seized on any motion.


  They couldn’t make it, but Jadiver hoped for them. They were at the edge of the crowd. Between them and freedom was a thin cordon of police. Beyond the police was a planted area where jungle vines and shrubs, considerably taller than a man, grew dense. Just past that area were two exits leading to the street.


  From the balcony, Jadiver could see it clearly. If they could reach the exits, they had a chance for flight.


  They broke through the cordon. They shouldn’t have, for superior trained men were opposing them. But it was another kind of training that Burlingame was using and with it he split the police. The group plunged into the jungle shrubs and emerged on the other side. The police on the floor couldn’t see them, the planted area screened off the view. They were almost safe.


  The exits opened before they could reach them—more police. Burlingame went down, a cloud around his face, weaving wire shapes that tightened on his throat. The other two stumbled as police fired at their feet.


  EMILY alone was not hit. She was close and moving too fast. She escaped the tangle guns, but ran directly into the arms of a burly officer. He laughed and grabbed her as if she were a robot. She bit him.


  He swore at her and swiftly looked around. The guests couldn’t see. He hit her solidly in the middle. She gasped for breath. He took out his tangle gun and fired into her mouth.


  Jadiver sicklily knew he had been wrong about the tangle gun; it could kill if the person who used it had sufficient experience and brutality.


  Emily would never have to lose that beautiful face and figure. She could keep it until she died, which wouldn’t be long. Nobody could stop the peristaltic motion of the digestive system, voluntarily or otherwise, or of the lungs in trying to breathe.


  Burlingame wouldn’t know. Policemen were cooperative, and it would be listed as an accident.


  Jadiver closed his eyes. Emily was dying and no one could help her. Or himself, either, when they came to pick him up. They had to know exactly where he was. He waited, expecting a tap on the shoulder or the snap of the tangle gun.


  The lights dimmed and the same harsh voice spoke. “The danger is over, thanks to the efficient work of the Venicity police force. You are now safe.”


  Nothing like advertising yourself, thought Jadiver.


  No one came near him. Apparently the police didn’t want him yet—they expected him to do more for them.


  He went down the stairs and mingled with the excited guests. It had been a good show, unexpected entertainment, especially since it hadn’t involved any real danger for them. He circulated through the chattering men and women until he came near the planted area. At an opportune moment, he slipped in.


  It was a miniature jungle; he was safe from ordinary detection as long as he stayed there. He went quietly through the vines and shrubs toward the other side. The broad back of a policemen loomed up in front of him.


  Jadiver was an industrial engineer, a specialist in the design of robot bodies and faces, robots that had to look like humans. He knew anatomy, not in the way a doctor did, but it was nonetheless the knowledge of an expert. He reached out and the policeman toppled.


  He dragged the unconscious man deeper into the little jungle and listened. No one had noticed. Physically a large man, the policeman might be the one who had shot Emily—and then again he might not be. He did have a tangle gun, which was the important thing. Jadiver took it and rifled the man’s pockets for ammunition.


  He knelt for a final check on the body. The chest rose and fell with slow regularity. For insurance, Jadiver again pressed the nerve. This man wouldn’t trouble anyone for a few hours.


  Jadiver looked out. When he was sure he wasn’t observed, he walked out and joined the guests. He moved politely from one group to another and in several minutes stood beside the door. He left the way he came.


  It was that simple. He had to assume that until events proved he was mistaken.


  OUTSIDE, he walked briskly. It was not late and the city overflowed with men and women walking, flying, skimming. Roughly dressed men down from the north polar farms, explorers from the temperate jungles, government girls—the jumbled swarm that comes to a planet in the intermediate stages of exploitation. It was a background through which he could pass unnoticed.


  The circuit, though—always the circuit. He couldn’t escape that by walking away from it. But at least he’d proved that telepathy wasn’t possible by means of it, or he wouldn’t still be free.


  Other than that, he didn’t know how it operated. If it was purely electronic in nature, then it had a range. He might be able to get beyond that range, if he knew how far it extended.


  A lot depended on the power source. He hadn’t been able to check closely, hadn’t really known what he was looking at when he’d seen it in the autobath. He remembered that the circuit seemed to be laid over his own nervous system. Considering the power available, the range was apt to be quite limited.


  That was pure supposition and might be wrong. There was nothing to preclude an external power source, say a closed field blanketing the city or even the entire planet. If so, it represented a technical achievement beyond anything he was familiar with. That didn’t disprove it, of course. The circuit itself indicated a startling advance and he knew it existed.


  There was still another possibility. The circuit might not be entirely electronic. It might operate with the same forces that existed inside a single nerve cell. If so, all bets were off; there was no way he could determine the range. It might be anything at all, micro-inches or light-years.


  With unlimited equipment and all the time in the worlds, he could answer some of those questions floating around in his mind. He had neither, but there were solutions he could make use of. Limited solutions, but it was better than waiting to be caught.


  Jadiver headed toward one such solution.


  The robot clerk looked up, smiling and patient, as he entered. It could afford to be patient. There was no place it wanted to be other than where it was at the moment. “Can I help you?”


  “Passage to Earth,” said Jadiver.


  The clerk consulted the schedule. That was pretense. The schedule and not much else had been built into its brain. “There’s an orbit flight in two weeks.”


  In two weeks, Jadiver could be taken, tried, and converted ten times over. “Isn’t there anything sooner?”


  “There’s an all-powered flight leaving tomorrow, but that’s for Earth citizens only.”


  “Suits me. Book me for it.”


  “Be glad to,” said the robot. “Passport, please.”


  IT was going to cost more than just the fare, Jadiver knew. He would arrive on Earth with very little money and could expect to start all over. He was no longer fresh out of training, willing to start at the bottom. He was a mature man, experienced beyond the ordinary, and most organizations he could work for would be suspicious of that.


  But it was worth it, aside from the escape. No future for him there, jammed in on a crowded world, but it was his planet, always would be, and he wouldn’t mind going back.


  “Sorry,” said the clerk, flipping over the passport and studying it. “I can’t book you. The flight’s only for Earth citizens.”


  “I was born there,” Jadiver impatiently said. “Can’t you see?”


  “You were?” asked the robot eagerly. “I was built there.” It handed him back the passport. “However, it doesn’t matter where you were born. You’ve been here three years without going back. Automatically, you became a citizen of Venus two and a half years ago.”


  Jadiver hadn’t known that. He doubted that many did. It was logical enough. Earth was overflowing and the hidden citizenship clause was a good way of getting rid of the more restless part of the population and making sure they didn’t come back.


  “There’s still the orbit flight,” said the clerk, smiling and serene. “For that you need a visitor’s visa, which takes time. Shall I make the arrangements?”


  Aside from the time element, which was vital, he couldn’t tip the police off that he intended to leave.


  “Thanks,” he said, taking the passport. “I’ll call back when I make up my mind.”


  Down the street was another interplanetary flight office and he wandered into it. It might have been the same office he had just left, robot and all.


  “Information on Mars,” he said, his manner casual.


  The clerk didn’t bother to consult the schedule. There was a difference, after all. “There’ll be an orbit flight in four months,” it said pleasantly. “Rate, four-fifths of the standard fare to Earth.”


  Nothing was working out as expected. “What about the moons of Jupiter?” This was the last chance.


  “Due to the position of the planets, for the next few months there are no direct flights anywhere beyond Mars. You have to go there and transfer.”


  That escape was closed. “I can’t make plans so far in advance.”


  The robot beamed at him. “I can see that you’re a gentleman who likes to travel.” It grew confidential and leaned over the counter. “I have a bargain here, truly the most sensational we’ve ever offered.”


  Jadiver drew away from that eagerness. “What is this bargain?”


  “Did you notice the fare to Mars? Four-fifths of that to Earth, and yet it’s farther away. Did you stop to think why?”


  HE had noticed and he thought he knew why. It was another side of the citizenship program. Get them away from Earth, the farther the better, and don’t let them come back. If necessary, shuttle them between colonies, but don’t let them come back.


  “I hadn’t,” he said. “Why?”


  The voice throbbed throatily and robot eyes grew round. “To induce people to travel. Travel is wonderful. I love to travel.”


  Pathetic thing. Someone had erred in building it, had implanted too much enthusiasm for the job. It loved to travel and would never get farther than a few feet from the counter. Jadiver dismissed that thought.


  “What’s this wonderful offer?” he asked.


  “Just think of it,” whispered the robot. “We have another destination, much farther than Jupiter, but only one-tenth the fare to Earth. If you don’t have the full fare in cash, just give us verbal assurance that you’ll pay when you get the money. No papers to sign. We have confidence in your personal integrity.”


  “Sounds intriguing,” Jadiver said, backing away. It sounded more like a death sentence. Alpha Centauri or some such place—hard grubbing labor under a blazing or meager sun, it didn’t matter which. Exile forever on planets that lagged and would always lag behind Earth. It took years to get there, even at speeds only a little below that of light, time in which the individual was out of touch.


  “I hope you won’t forget,” said the robot. “It’s hard to get people to understand. But I can see that you do.”


  He understood too well. He ducked out of the flight office. He’d stay and take it here if he had to, escape some way if he could. Nothing was worth that kind of sacrifice.


  He went slowly back to the apartment. It was not so strange that the police hadn’t arrested him. They knew that he’d stay on the planet, that he had to. They’d had it figured out long before he did.


  He fell into the bed without removing his clothing. The bed made no effort to induce him to sleep. It wasn’t necessary.


  IN the morning, Jadiver awakened to the smell of food. The room he slept in was dark, but in the adjacent room he could hear the Kitch-Hen clucking away contentedly as it prepared breakfast.


  He rolled over and sat up. He was not alone.


  “Cobber?” he called.


  “Yeah,” said Cobber. He was very close, but Jadiver couldn’t see him.


  “The police got them,” Jadiver said, reaching for the tangle gun. It was gone. He’d expected that.


  “I heard. I was waiting for them and they didn’t come.” He was silent for a moment. “It had to be you, didn’t it?”


  “It was,” Jadiver said. “When I found out, I tried to tell them. But it was too late.”


  “Glad you tried,” said Cobber. At that instant, so was Jadiver. “I checked you myself. I couldn’t find anything,” Cobber added thoughtfully. “They must have something new.”


  “It is new,” Jadiver wearily confirmed. “I can’t get rid of it.”


  “Mind telling me? I figure I ought to know.”


  Hunched up in the darkness, Jadiver told him what he could. At present, he was defenseless. Cobber was a little man, but he was no stranger to violence and he had the weapons. Perhaps that was what the police counted on—that Cobber would save them an arrest.


  “Bad,” said Cobber after an interval. It sounded like a reprieve.


  Jadiver waited.


  “I liked Burlingame,” continued Cobber. “Emily, too.”


  Burlingame was a decent fellow. Emily he had seen only once, twice if he counted last night. She deserved better than she got.


  “I don’t know who it was,” Jadiver said. “Some big policeman.”


  “I know a lot of people—I’ll find out,” Cobber promised. “I liked Emily.”


  It wouldn’t do any good, though Jadiver approved. For a while there’d be one less sadist on the force, and after that they’d hire another.


  “You’d better leave while you can,” said Jadiver.


  Cobber laughed. “I’ll get away. I know Venus and I don’t have a spy inside.” He got up, turned on the lights and tossed the tangle gun on the bed. “Here. You need this worse than I do.”


  Jadiver blinked gratefully and took it. Cobber believed him. If the police wanted to eliminate him, they’d have to come for him, after all.


  He stood up. “Breakfast?”


  “No breakfast,” said Cobber. “I’m going to take your advice and get out of here.” He went to the door, opened it a fraction and listened. Satisfied, he closed it and turned back to Jadiver. “Tell that cop I know a few tricks with a tangle gun he never heard of. I’ll show him what they are.”


  “I won’t see him, I hope.”


  “You don’t have to. They’re taking everything down. They’ll tell him. That is, I hope they do.”


  He slipped out the door and was gone.


  THE Kitch-Hen tired of waiting for Jadiver to come out. It cackled disgustedly and sent a table into his room. Mechanically he sat down and began to eat.


  Not only how far but also what kind of data did the circuit transmit? That was one unanswered problem. If he couldn’t outrun it, he might outthink it.


  First, the data was transmitted to the police with some degree of accuracy. They had been able to anticipate the robbery. Not completely, but they did know it was Burlingame and how many men he was using. They also knew the approximate date. From that, it was a matter of logic to determine what specific society event he was aiming at. Jadiver had been able to do the same.


  Thoughts, visual and auditory impressions, tactile and other sensory data—that was the sum of what the circuit could transmit, theoretically.


  He could almost positively rule out thoughts. It had never been proved that thoughts could be transferred from one person to another, mechanically or otherwise. But that was not his reason for rejecting it. If they could read his thoughts, it was useless for him to plan anything. And he was going to plan ahead, whether it was useless or not.


  Tactile sensations, temperature, roughness, and the like were unimportant except to a scientist. He doubted that police were that scientifically interested in him. He could forget about the sense of touch.


  Sight and hearing. Neither of these could be eliminated at present. They could see what he saw, hear what he heard. As long as they could, escape was out of the question. It wouldn’t take much to betray him—a street sign glimpsed through his eyes, for instance, and they knew where he was.


  As long as they could see what he saw.


  But there was such a thing as a shield. Any known kind of radiation could be shielded against.


  He was working with intangibles. He didn’t know the nature of the phenomenon he had to fight. He had to extrapolate in part, guess the rest. One thing was certain, though: If he was successful in setting up a shield against the circuit, the police would arrive soon after. Arrive here.


  His value to them was obvious. Through him they could make an undetected contact with the shadowy world of illegality. If that contact was cut off or if he seemed about to escape, his usefulness came to an end and they would want one more arrest while they could get it.


  Once he started to work on the shield, he would have to work fast.


  Jadiver went to the screen. There could be no hesitation; the decision was ready-made.


  The bank robot appeared on the screen and Jadiver spoke to him briefly, requesting that his account be cleared. He scribbled his signature and had it recorded.


  WHILE waiting, he began to pack, sorting what he wanted to take. It wasn’t much, some special clothing. His equipment, except for a few small tools, he had to leave. No matter. With luck, he could replace it; without luck, he wouldn’t need it.


  In a few minutes he was ready, but the money hadn’t arrived. He sat down and nervously scrawled on a scrap of paper. Presently the delivery chute clattered and the money was in it, crisp new bills neatly wrapped, the total of his savings over the years. He stuffed the money in his pocket.


  The scrap of paper was still in his hand. He started to throw it away, but his fingers were reluctant to let it go. He stared curiously at the crumpled wad and on impulse smoothed it out.


  There were words on it, though he hadn’t remembered writing any. The handwriting was shaky and stilted, as if he were afflicted with some nervous disease; nevertheless, it was unmistakably his own.


  There was a message on it, from himself to himself. No, not from himself. But it was intended that he read it. The note said:


  RUN, JADIVER. I’LL HELP.


  YOUR FRIEND


  He sat down. A picture rose involuntarily in his mind: The face was that of Doumya Filone.


  He couldn’t prove it, but it seemed certain that she was the one. She knew about the circuit, of course, had known long before he did. He remembered the incident when his skin had itched.


  He had called her about it and she hadn’t seemed surprised. She had left the screen for some time—for what purpose? To adjust the mechanism, or have someone else adjust it. The last, probably; the mechanism was almost certainly at the police end, and at the time he called she had been at home. In any event, the mechanism had originally been set too strong and she had ordered the setting to be reduced. That suggested one thing: the power to activate the circuit came from the mechanism—a radarlike device.


  Then what? His skin had momentarily become translucent, allowing him to see the circuit. How she achieved that, he didn’t know, but the reason was obvious. It had been her way of warning him and it had worked.


  The message in his hand told him one thing. He had known about the danger, but he hadn’t guessed that he didn’t have to face it alone. Something else was evident: her control was limited—perhaps she could step in at a critical moment, but the greater part was up to him.


  He moved quickly. He opened the delivery chute and put in the small bag that held his clothing, then punched a code that dispatched it to the transportation terminal. In return, he received a small plastic strip with the same code on it. The bag could be traced, but not without trouble, and he should be able to pick it up before then. At this stage he didn’t want to be encumbered.


  He took a last look around and stepped into the hall. He leaped back again.


  A heavy caliber slug crashed into the door.


  THAT had been meant to kill. He was lucky it hadn’t.


  Who was it? Not the police. By law they were restricted to tangle guns, though they sometimes forgot. In this case, their memory should be good—they’d have difficulty explaining away the holes in his body. Not that they’d have to, really; if they wanted, they could toss him into an alley and claim they had found his body later.


  Still, there was no particular reason why they should want to kill him outright when they could do it by degrees scientifically and with full legal protection. They didn’t call it killing. There was another term: converting.


  The converting process was not new; the principles had existed for centuries. The newness lay in the proper combination of old discoveries. Electric shock was one ingredient, a prolonged drastic application of it during the recreation of a situation that the victim had a weakness for. In the case of an adulterer, say, the scene was hypnotically arranged with the cooperation of a special robot that wouldn’t be short-circuited. At the proper moment, electric shock was applied, repeatedly. Rigorous and somewhat rough on the criminal’s wife, but the adulterer would be saddled all his life with an unconditional reflex.


  That was only one ingredient. There were others, among them a pseudo-religious brotherhood, membership in which was compulsory. C. C.—Confirmed Converters. They kept tab on one another with apocalyptic fervor. Transgressions were rare. Death came sooner.


  Jadiver stood there thinking. It wasn’t the police, because they had converting with which to threaten him. It wasn’t Cobber, either. He could have killed Jadiver earlier and hadn’t.


  Cobber might have talked, though. There were enough people who now regretted that Jadiver had once given them new faces. As far as they were concerned Jadiver was in the hands of the police.


  The identity of the man outside didn’t matter. He was not from the police, but he did want Jadiver dead.


  Jadiver stood back and pushed the door open. Another slug crashed into it, tiny, but with incredible velocity.


  He knelt, thrust his hand outside the door near the bottom and fired a random fusillade down the corridor. Then he took his finger off the trigger and listened. There wasn’t a sound. The man had decided to be sensible.


  Jadiver stepped out. The man was crouched in an inconspicuous corner and he was going to stay in that position for a long time. He couldn’t help breathing, though, and his chest was a tangle of wires. There were some on his face, too, where his eyelids flickered and his mouth twitched.


  The gun was in his hand and it was aimed nearly right. There was nothing to prevent his squeezing the trigger—except the tangle extruded loosely over his hand. And he could move faster than it could. Once, at any rate.


  “I wouldn’t,” said Jadiver. “You’re going to have a hard time explaining that illegal firearm. And it’ll look worse if I’m here with my head wrapped around a hole that just fits the slug.”


  The man reaffirmed his original decision to be sensible about it by remaining motionless. Jadiver didn’t recognize him. Probably a hired assassin.


  The man paled with the effort not to move. He teetered and the tangle stuff coiled fractionally tighter.


  “Take care of yourself,” Jadiver said, and left him there.


  JADIVER headed toward the transportation terminal. The police could trace him that far. Let them; he intended that they should. It would confuse them more when he walked right off their instruments.


  Once inside the underground structure, he lost himself in the traffic. That was just in case he had been followed physically as well as by radiation. People coming from Earth, fewer going back. They arrived in swarms from the surface, overhead from the concrete plain where rockets roared out on takeoff or hissed in for landing. Transportation shunted the mob in one direction for interplanetary travel, in another for local air routes.


  Jadiver reclaimed his bag, boarded the moving belts and hopped on and off several times, again just in case. The last time off, he had coins ready. He slipped around a corner and walked down a long quiet corridor. There were doors on either side, a double deck with a narrow balcony on the second story. At intervals, stairs led to the balcony.


  He walked a third of the way down the corridor, inserted coins in the slot, and a door opened. He went inside the sleep locker and the door closed behind, locking automatically.


  It was miserable accommodation if he intended to sleep, but he didn’t. It was also a trap if the police were trailing him. He didn’t think they were—they were too certain of him. Nevertheless, the sleep locker had one advantage: it was all metal. Considering the low power that probably went into the circuit, it should be a satisfactory temporary shield.


  He changed into clothes that looked ordinary—out of style, in fact, though that was not noteworthy in a solarwide economy—but the material, following a local terrestrial fad of a few years back, contained a high proportion of metallic fiber. That solved only part of the problem, of course. His hands and his head were uncovered.


  The pseudo-flesh that he had used on Emily was not for him. In a way, it was the best disguise, but he was playing this one to live, as much as he could, all the way. A standard semi-durable cosmetic would do; that is, it would when he finished altering it to suit his purpose.


  The chief addition was a flaky metallic powder, lead. However the signal worked, radar or not, that should be effective in dampening the signal. He squeezed the mixture into a tube and attached the tube to a small gun which he plugged into a wall socket. Standing in front of the tiny mirror, with everything else cramped in the sleep locker, he went over his face and hands. He had trouble getting it on his scalp and under his hair, but it went on.


  He looked himself over. He now appeared older, respectable, but not successful, which fitted neatly into the greatest category on Venus—or anywhere, for that matter. He stuffed the clothing he’d worn back into the bag and walked out. He’d been in the sleep locker half an hour.


  He was operating blind, but it was all he could do. He had to assume that the metallic fiber in his clothing and the lead flakes in the cosmetic would scramble the circuit signal. If they didn’t, then he was completely without protection.


  He’d soon know how correctly he had analyzed the problem.


  HE walked out of the transportation terminal and hailed an air cab which took him over the city and left him at the edge of a less reputable section.


  It was not an old slum—Venicity hadn’t endured long enough to have inherited slums; it built them quickly out of shoddy material and then tore them down again as the need for living space expanded outward.


  He checked in at a hotel neither more nor less disreputable than the rest. The structure made up in number of rooms what it lacked in size and appearance.


  This was the test period and he had to wait it out. If he passed, he was on an equal footing with any other person wanted by the police. He’d take his chances on that, his wits against their organization; he could disappear if he didn’t carry a beacon around with him. This was the best place to spend the interim period, crowded together with people coming and going to and from the wild lands of Venus.


  But if he didn’t pass the test—


  He refused to think about it.


  He walked aimlessly in the grayness of the Venusian day. Different people from those in the bright new sections of Venicity, quieter, grimmer, more bewildered. Tough, but not the hardness of the criminal element. These people had no interest in either making or breaking the law.


  After nightfall, he loitered on the streets for a few hours, watching faces. When policemen began appearing in greater numbers, he checked into his room.


  It was a grimy, unpleasant place. Considering the comfort it offered, the rate was exorbitant. Safety, however, if it did afford, and that was beyond price. He lay down, but couldn’t sleep. The room, apparently, was designed on the acoustical principle of an echo chamber or a drum.


  The adjacent room on one side was occupied by a man and woman. The woman, though, was not a woman. There was a certain pitch to the laughter that could come only from a robot. The management obviously offered attractions other than sleep.


  The room on the other side was quieter. Somebody coughed twice, somebody sniffled once. Two of them, decided Jadiver, a man and a woman, both human. They weren’t talking loud or much. He couldn’t hear the words, but the sounds weren’t gay.


  In the hall, other voices intruded. Jadiver lay still. He could recognize the way of walking, the tone of voice. Cops. His test period wasn’t lasting as long as he’d hoped.


  “What good is it?” grumbled one, down the hall, but Jadiver could hear distinctly. “We had him dead center and now we’ve lost him. If I had my way, we’d have taken him sooner.”


  JADIVER’S reasoning was not so good if the police were this close. He got up and crept noiselessly toward the door, fully dressed, as he had to be at all times if he expected to scramble the circuit signal.


  The companion of the first policeman was more cheerful. “He’s not lost. We’ve just mislaid him. We know the direction he’s in. Follow the line and there he is at the end of it.”


  “Sounds good, but have we got him?”


  “We will.”


  That was the fallacy. He’d scrambled the signal, but he hadn’t eliminated it. He still showed up on the police instrument as a direction. He could imagine a technician sitting in front of a crazily wavering screen. The instrument could no longer pick up what he saw through his eyes, but it hadn’t lost him altogether.


  Jadiver clutched the tangle gun.


  “Better check where we are,” said the first officer.


  “Going to,” answered the second. Jadiver couldn’t see, but he could visualize the pocket instrument. “This is Lieutenant Parder. How close are we?”


  The voice came back, almost inaudible. What he could hear, though, was disturbing. It sounded like someone he knew, but not Doumya Filone. “You’re off a hundred yards to your left,” said the voice. “Also, he’s a mile farther out. Either that or a hundred and fifty miles.”


  “He’s really moving,” said the lieutenant. “A hundred and fifty miles is in the middle of the swamp.”


  “I know that,” said the tantalizing familiar voice. “I can’t choose between outside and inside the city. If he’s inside, I want him to move. That motion, extended a hundred and fifty miles, by simple mathematics will indicate a distance he couldn’t possibly travel in the jungle.” The voice paused. “We’ll send a party to check the swamp. You go to the point a mile farther on. We want him tonight. If we don’t get him, we’ll probably have to wait until tomorrow night.”


  “I’ll find him,” said the lieutenant. “Report when I get there.”


  Jadiver could hear footsteps receding down the hall.


  He breathed in relief. The makeshift shield hadn’t been a total failure. They knew the direction, but not the distance from some central location. The scramble had affected the strength of the signal and they couldn’t be sure.


  The impromptu visit told him this as well: there was only one instrument on him. With two, they could work a triangulation, regardless of the signal strength.


  He could hazard a guess as to why they had to get him at night. During the day, there were radiological disturbances originating in the atmosphere that made reception of the signals difficult. That meant that the day was safest for him.


  HE went back to the bed and lay down, to puzzle over the familiar voice, to sleep if he could. Sleep didn’t come easily. The man and the female robot had left, but the quiet couple on the other side had been awakened by the noise in the hall.


  The woman sniffled. “I don’t care, Henry. We’re going back to Earth.”


  It was not an old voice, though he couldn’t be sure, not seeing her. Thirty-five, say. Jadiver resented the intrusion at a time like this. He was trying to sleep, or think, he wasn’t sure which.


  “Now, hon, we can’t,” Henry whispered back. “We’ve bought the land and nobody’s going to buy it back.”


  “We bought it when they told us there would be roses,” said the woman, loud and bitter. “Great big roses, so big that most of the plant grew below ground, only the flower showing. So big, no stem could support them.”


  “Well, hon—”


  “Don’t hon me. There are roses, ten feet across, all over our land, just like they said.” Her voice rose higher. “Mud roses, that’s what they are. Stinking mud roses that collapse into a slimy hole in the ground.”


  She sniffled again. “Did you notice the pictures they showed us? People standing by the roses with their heads turned away. And you know why the pictures were like that? Because they didn’t dare show us the expressions on those people’s faces, that’s why.”


  “It’s not so bad,” said the man soothingly. “Maybe we can do something about it.”


  “What can we do? The roses poison cattle and dogs run away from the smell. And we’re humans. We’re stronger, we’re supposed to take it.”


  “I’ve been thinking,” said Henry quietly. “I could take a long pipe and run it at an angle to the roots. I could force concrete through the pipe and seal it off below ground. When it collapsed, the rose wouldn’t grow back.”


  The woman asked doubtfully, “Could you?”


  “I think so. Of course I’d have to experiment to get the right kind of concrete.”


  “But what would we do with the hole it left?” There was a faint tremor of hope.


  “We could haul away the slime,” he said. “It would stop smelling after a while. We might even be able to use it for fertilizer.”


  “But there’s still the hole.”


  “It would fill with water after the next rain. We could raise ducks in it.”


  “White ducks?”


  “If you like.”


  THE woman was silent. “If you think we can do it, then we’ll try,” she said. “We’ll go back to our farm and forget about Earth.”


  Henry was silent, too. “They’re kind of pretty, even if they do smell bad,” he said after a long interval. “Maybe I could pump a different kind of cement, real thin, directly into the stem. It might travel up into the flower instead of down.”


  “And make them into stone roses,” enthused the woman. “Mud roses into stone. I’d like that—a few of them—to remind us of what our farm was like when we came to it.” She wasn’t sniffling.


  They had their own problems, decided Jadiver, and their own solution, which, in their ignorance, might actually work. He’d been like that when he first came to Venus, expecting great things. With him it had been different. He was an engineer, not a farmer, and he didn’t want to be a farmer. There was nothing on Venus for him.


  He couldn’t stay much longer on Venus in any capacity. Earth was out of the question. Mars? If he could escape capture in the months that followed and then manage to get passage on a ship. It wasn’t hopeless, but his chances weren’t high.


  The puzzling thing was why the police wanted him so badly. He was an accessory to a crime—several of them, in fact. But even if they regarded him as a criminal, they couldn’t consider him an important one.


  And yet they were staging a manhunt. He hated to think of the number of policemen looking for him. There must be a reason for it.


  He had a few days left, possibly less. In that time, he would have to get off the planet or shed the circuit. Without drastic extensive surgery, there was not much hope he could peel off the circuit.


  Unless—


  He had received a message from someone self-identified as a friend. And that friend knew about the circuit and claimed to be willing to help.


  He kept seeing gray eyes and a strong, sad, indifferent face, even in his sleep.


  HE awakened later than he intended. Since daylight was safest for him, that was a serious error. He wasted no time in regret, but went immediately to the mirror. Under the makeup, his face was dirty and sweating. He didn’t dare to remove the disguise for an instant, since to do so would be to expose himself to the instrument. He sprayed on a new face, altering the facial characteristics as best he could. His clothing, too, had to stay on. He roughed it up a bit, adding a year’s wear to it.


  For what it was worth, he didn’t look quite the same as yesterday. Seedier and older. It was a process he couldn’t keep extending indefinitely. He would not have to, of course. One way or the other, it would be decided soon.


  He shredded the bag and his extra clothing, tossing them into the disposal chute. No use giving the police something to paw over, to deduce from it what they could. The tiny spray gun he kept, and the tube of makeup. He might need them once more.


  It was close to noon when he left the room. There were lots of people on the streets and only a few policemen. Again he had an advantage.


  He found a pay screen and began the search. Doctor Doumya Filone wasn’t listed with the police and that seemed strange. A moment’s reflection showed that it wasn’t. If she were officially connected, she might not show the sympathy she had.


  Neither was she listed on the staff of the emergency hospital in which he’d been a patient. He had a number through which he could reach her, but he resisted an impulse to use it. It was certain the police wouldn’t confine their efforts to the instrument check. They knew he had that number and they’d have someone on it, tracing everyone who called her.


  Noon passed and his stomach called attention to it. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday. He took a short break, ate hurriedly, and resumed the search.


  Doumya Filone was difficult to find. It was getting late and he had ascertained she wasn’t on the staff of any hospital not listed for private practice.


  He finally located her almost by accident. She had an office with Medical Research Incorporated. That was the only thing registered under her name.


  Evening came early to Venus, as it always did under the massive cloud formations. He got off the air cab a few blocks from his destination and walked the rest of the way.


  Inside the building, he paused in the lobby and found her office. Luckily it was in a back wing. He wandered through the corridors, got lost once, and found the route again. The building was almost empty by this time.


  Her name was on the door. Dr. Doumya Filone. Research Neurological Systems, whatever that meant. There was a light in the office, a dim one. He eased the door open. It wasn’t locked, which meant, he hadn’t tripped an alarm.


  NO one was inside. He looked around. There was another door in back. He walked over to it. It didn’t lead to a laboratory, as he expected. Instead, there were living quarters. A peculiar way to conduct research.


  The autobath was humming quietly. He sat down facing it and waited. She came out in a few minutes, hair disarranged, damp around her forehead. She didn’t see him at first.


  “Well,” she said coolly, staring at him. There was no question that she recognized him through the disguise. She slipped quickly into a robe that, whatever it did for her modesty, subtracted nothing from the view. He wished he was less tired and could appreciate it.


  She found a cigarette and lighted it. “You’re pretty good, you know.”


  “Yeah.” But not good enough, he thought.


  “Why are you here?” she asked. She was nervous.


  “You know,” he said. She had promised him help once before. Now let her deliver. But she had to volunteer.


  “I know.” She looked down at her hands, long skilled hands. “I put in the circuit. But I didn’t choose you.”


  He began to understand part of it. The ‘Medical Research’ business was just a cover. The real work was done at the police emergency hospital. That was why she had no laboratory. And the raw material—


  “Who did choose me?”


  “The police. I have to take what they give me.”


  There were certain implications in that statement he didn’t like. “Have there been others?”


  “Two before you.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “They died.”


  He didn’t like where this was taking him. His hand slid toward the tangle gun in his pocket. “Maybe I should die, too.”


  She nodded. “That would be one solution.” She added harshly: “They shouldn’t have taken you. Legally speaking, you’re not a criminal. But I couldn’t investigate you personally before I put the circuit in.”


  Why not? Was she an automaton that reacted in response to a button? In a way she was, but the button was psychological.


  “That doesn’t help me,” he said tiredly. “The police wanted to catch Burlingame through me. That’s right, isn’t it?”


  She indicated that it was.


  “I did, without knowing what I was doing,” he went on. “Now I want out. Even if I cooperated with the cops, which I’m not going to do, I’m of no further value to them. Every criminal on Venus knows about me by now.”


  “That’s part of it,” she said. “But there’s more. You’ve tied up the machine and neither I nor the police can use it.”


  EXPLANATIONS were coming faster. It was no wonder the police wanted him badly. They had a perfect device to use against criminals, which was all they were concerned with, and they couldn’t use it as long as the circuit was in him. It made sense, but that kind of logic was deadly—for him.


  “I’ll face it,” he said. “I’ll take whatever charge they hang on me. It shouldn’t be more than a few years. You can use the time to take this damn thing out of me. Only I want a guarantee first.”


  She got up and stood with the light behind her. It was deliberately intended to distract him. Under other circumstances, it would have.


  “If it were a small circuit, over just a fraction of your body, I could cut it out,” she said. “But the way it is, I can’t. It would kill you.”


  At least she was honest about it. And he still didn’t know what she meant when she had written, with his hands in the apartment, that she would help him. He would have to find out.


  “I can smash the machine,” he said. “That’s the other solution.”


  She leaned against the wall. “You can’t. And neither can I, though it’s technically my machine. It’s in the police department with an armed guard around it at all times. Besides, the machine can defend itself.”


  He looked at her without understanding. It didn’t sound right. He was sweating under the makeup and part of it was coming loose.


  “Then what did you mean when you said you’d help?” he asked. “You promised, but what can you do?”


  “I never promised to help.” It was her turn not to understand. Her hand slipped down and so did the robe.


  She was lying to him, had been lying all along. She never intended to help, though she said she would. The purpose? To lead him into a trap. She’d been successful enough. He looked up in anger, in time to see an object hurtling from her hand.


  It struck him on the side of the head, hard. Some of the makeup chipped and fell off, but that was less important than yanking out the tangle gun. He fired twice, once at her feet and once at her shoulders. He had aimed at her head, but the shot went low.


  Her face was still pretty, though no longer indifferent or so strong. “What do you want?” she screamed. “Why don’t you leave me alone? I can’t help you. Nobody can.”


  She was standing there rigid, not daring to move. The robe rippled in a breeze from the vent and the tangle stuff gripped it and the fabric tore. She’d stand there a few more hours and then topple over. They’d find her in the morning and remove the tangle with the special tongs.


  As for himself, it was too late. He might have got off Venus at one time if he had concentrated on it. He hadn’t tried harder because of Doumya Filone. He had wanted to believe her because—well, because.


  “I told you I’d help, Jadiver. I will.” The voice was distinct.


  It wasn’t Doumya Filone who’d said it. A tangle strand had worked up her throat and gripped her face. She couldn’t speak if she tried. Her gray eyes weren’t gray; they were the color of tears.


  HE looked around. It wasn’t Doumya Filone—and there wasn’t any other person in the room.


  “I’ve kept the police away,” said the familiar voice. “I can protect you for a while longer. There’s still time to save yourself. But you have to guess right. You can’t make any more mistakes.”


  Strictly speaking, it wasn’t a voice. Doumya Filone didn’t hear it; that was obvious. It was the circuit then. Someone was making use of the machine to actuate the auditory nerve directly. That was what he seemed to hear.


  Jadiver was tired and his body grimy, muscles twitching under the tension. But if his unknown friend—real, after all—could out-wit a room full of police and tinker with the mechanism which was supposed to spot him, he couldn’t do less.


  He grinned. “I’ll make it this time. I know what to do.”


  “The police haven’t given up,” said the voice. “I’m going to be busy with them. Don’t expect further communication from me.”


  He didn’t know who the person was, in spite of the haunting familiarity of the voice. And he wasn’t going to find out soon. Probably never. It was enough, however, to know that he had a friend.


  He left Doumya Filone standing there, which was a mistake, he realized as he reached the front office. He should have fired once more at her hands. The screen was crackling; her hands had been free and she’d managed to turn the screen on before the tangle strands interfered with her movement.


  He’d made a grave error, but not necessarily fatal. It would be some time before anyone got there. By then he hoped to be safe.


  He slipped through the corridors, went out the rear of the building and looked around for an air cab. The place was deserted at this hour and no cabs were in the nearby sky.


  He had to walk and he didn’t have that much time. He headed toward the nearest main thoroughfare. It was in the opposite direction to his destination, but he should be able to find an air cab there. He was walking too fast, for a light flashed down on him. He wasn’t presentable and his haste was suspicious.


  “Stop,” said the amplified voice. It was probably just a routine check, but he couldn’t risk even that.


  He dodged into a space between two buildings and began to run. In the center of town, this would be a blind alley, but in this section it wasn’t. There was a chance he could lose them. The buildings were just high enough so that they couldn’t use the air car and they’d have to follow on foot.


  The patrol car alighted almost instantly and one of the policemen started after him. The man following him knew his business and was in good physical condition, better than Jadiver was after days of tension and little sleep.


  Jadiver turned and snapped a half dozen shots at his pursuer. He was lucky, a couple were close enough. The policeman crashed to the ground and began to swear. His voice was choked off in seconds.


  The other one got out of the patrol car and let it stand. It was the principle of the thing: nobody did that to a policeman. Jadiver had a substantial lead and it was dark, but he didn’t know the route. Jadiver was enormously tired and this was the policeman’s regular beat. The gap between them closed rapidly.


  Out of breath and time and space to move around in, Jadiver took the wrong turn because the man was so close—and found himself boxed in.


  CROUCHING, Jadiver fired at the oncoming man, a dark shape he sensed rather than saw. The tangle gun clicked futilely, out of ammunition. He fumbled hastily for a clip; before he could reload, the policeman squeezed the trigger and held it down.


  The bullets didn’t hit him, they were set to detonate a fraction of an inch away. He gave up and awaited the constricting violence of the tangle strands.


  The bullets detonated and the strands flashed out, glowing slightly in the darkness. They never touched him; instead, they bent into strange shapes and flipped away. The stickiest substance known, and one of the strongest, from which there was no escape, yet it would not adhere to him—was, in fact, forcefully repelled!


  It was that skin, of course, the synthetic substance they had put on him over the circuit. They should have tested it under these conditions. They might not have been so anxious to boil men alive.


  He felt that he was almost invincible. It was an exhilarating feeling. He stopped trying to reload the tangle gun and stood up. He sprinted at the policeman, who stood his ground, firing frantically at a target he could not miss and yet did not hit. The tangle strands shattered all around the target.


  Jadiver swung the gun with his remaining strength; the butt connected with the policeman’s forehead.


  Jadiver scooped up the discarded tangle gun and fired twice at close range, in case the man should decide to revive too soon, which was doubtful. He went back and entered the idling patrol car. He hadn’t lost much time, after all.


  He sat the car down on top of a building near the edge of the rocketport, straightened his clothing and wiped the grime off his face. Some of the disguise went, too, but that no longer mattered much.


  He stepped out of the elevator and walked casually along the street until he came to the interplanetary flight office. The same robot was there—would be there every hour, day and night, until the rocketport was expanded and the building torn down and rebuilt, or the robot itself wore out and had to be replaced.


  The clerk looked up eagerly. “You’re back. I knew I could count on you.”


  “I’m interested in that flight you were telling me about,” said Jadiver.


  “We’ve changed rates,” the robot clerk replied, beaming. “It was a bargain before, but just listen to the revised offer. We pay you, on a per diem basis—subjective, of course. When you arrive, you actually have a bank account waiting for you.”


  Per diem, subjective—the time that seemed to elapse when the rocket was traveling near the speed of light. It wasn’t as good as the robot made it sound.


  “Never mind that,” said Jadiver. “I’ll take it if it’s going far.”


  “Going far!” echoed the clerk.


  A policeman sauntered by outside, just looking, but that was enough.


  “I said I’d take it,” Jadiver repeated in a loud voice.


  The clerk deflated. “I wish I could go with you,” it explained wistfully. It reached under the counter and pulled out a perforated tape. “This will get you on the ship, and it also constitutes the contract. Just present it at the other end and collect your money. You can send for your baggage after you’re on board.”


  Jadiver opened his mouth and then closed it. His baggage was intangible, mostly experience, not much of it pleasant.


  “I’ll do that,” he said.


  The clerk came out from behind the counter and watched Jadiver leave. Lights from the rocketport glittered in its robot eyes.


  JADIVER paced about the ship. It was not enough to be on it, for the police could still trace him. And if they did, they could get him off. It was not only himself, there was his unknown friend. They had ways to learn about that.


  He passed a vision port on his way through the ship. It was night, but it didn’t seem so on the vast, brightly lighted concrete plain. A strange vehicle streaked across the surface of the rocketport in defiance of all regulations and common sense.


  It was coming his way. It dodged in and out of rockets landing and taking off, escaping blazing destruction with last minute, intricate maneuvers. The driver had complete control of the vehicle and was fantastically skillful.


  It was a strange machine. Jadiver had never seen anything quite like it. As far as he knew, it resembled nothing the police used.


  It didn’t halt outside the ship. The loading ramp was down and the machine came up without hesitation. The entrance was too narrow and the vehicle would never get through—that seemed evident. An instant later, he was not so sure. The ship quivered and groaned and vibrations ran throughout the structure.


  He leaned over the railing and looked down. The machine was inside, dented and scraped.


  “Captain,” bellowed a voice from the vehicle. It was an authoritative voice and it puzzled Jadiver.


  The captain came running, either in response to the command or to find out how much damage had been done in the crash and why.


  “Take off, Captain,” said the voice. “Take off at once.”


  The captain sputtered. “I give orders here. I’ll take off when I get ready.”


  “You’re ready when the ship reaches a certain mass. As soon as I came on board, you attained it. Check your mass gauges, Captain.”


  The captain hurried to the gauges and glanced at them. He stared back at the machine.


  “Captain,” purred the machine, “you have a little daughter. By the time you get back, she will be grown and will have children of her own. The sooner you leave, the sooner you will see her again. I will regard it as a personal favor if you see that we take off immediately.”


  The captain looked at the machine. Tentacles and eye stalks rose up out of the tip as he watched. It was a big machine, well put together, and it appeared quite capable of handling a roomful of armed men. As a matter of fact, it just had.


  The captain shrugged and gave the order to lift ship.


  IT was none too soon. Out of the visionport, Jadiver could see uniformed men edging up from the underground shelters. They backed out of sight when the rockets began to flame.


  Faster the ship rose and higher. They were in the dense clouds and then through them, out in the clear black of space, away from Venus.


  Jadiver looked down at the machine. It wasn’t a vehicle. It was a robot, and it was familiar.


  “It ought to be familiar,” said the robot softly. That voice was for him alone, directly on the auditory nerve. “You designed most of it back on Earth, remember?”


  He remembered. It was not a pretty imitation of a human—it was his perfect robot. And it was also, his unknown friend, the one who had watched over him.


  He walked slowly down the stairs and stood beside it.


  The robot switched to the regular speaking voice. “They built your design, after all. They needed a big and powerful mobile robot, one that could house, in addition to the regular functions, an extensive and delicate mechanism.”


  That was the voice that had haunted him so long and in so many situations. It was not Jadiver’s own voice, but it resembled his. A third person might not recognize the difference.


  “That other mechanism,” said Jadiver. “Is that the one that monitors the circuit in my body?”


  “That parallels the circuit in your body.” Tentacles were busy straightening out the dents. “When I was built, they gave me a good mind, better than your own in certain respects. What I lacked was sensory perception. Eyes and ears, to be sure, good ones in a way, but without the delicate shadings a human has, particularly tactile interpretations. I didn’t need better, they thought, because my function was to observe and report on the parallel circuit I mentioned.


  “In the beginning, that circuit was a formless matrix and only faintly resembled your nervous system. As nerve data was exchanged back and forth, it began to resemble you more and more, especially your mind. Now, for practical purposes, it is you and I can look into it at will.”


  Jadiver stirred uneasily.


  “Don’t you understand?” asked the robot. “My mind isn’t yours, and vice versa. But we do have one thing in common, a synthetic nervous system which, if you were killed, would begin to disintegrate slowly and painfully. And now that it’s developed as much as it is, I would probably die, too, since that synthetic nervous system is an otherwise unused part of my brain.”


  “There were two other victims before me,” said Jadiver.


  “There were, but they were derelicts—dead, really, before the experiment got started. They lasted a few hours. I tried to help them, but it was too late. It was not pleasant for me.”


  NOT only was it a friend; it had a vital interest in keeping him alive. He could trust it, had to. After what had happened, doubt wasn’t called for.


  Jadiver rubbed his weary eyes. “That shield I used,” he said. “Did it work?”


  The robot laughed—Jadiver’s laughter. It had copied him in many ways. “It worked to your disadvantage. The circuit signals got through to me, but I couldn’t send any back until Doumya Filone chipped off part of your disguise. Then I spoke to you. Before that, I had to misdirect the police. I built up a complete and false history for you and kept them looking where you weren’t.”


  If he had thought, he would have known it had to be that way. The police were efficient; they could have taken him long ago without the aid of the circuit. But it had seemed so easy and they had trusted the robot—had to where the circuit was concerned. No man could sit in front of a screen and interpret the squiggles that meant his hand was touching an apple.


  Jadiver sat down. The strain was over and he was safe, bound for some far-off place.


  “The police used you, though not as much as you used them,” he said. “Still, they didn’t develop the theory.”


  “They didn’t. There was a man on Earth, a top-notch scientist. He worked out the theory and set up the mechanism. He had a surgical assistant, a person who would never be more than that on Earth because she wasn’t good on theory, though she was a whiz at surgery. She realized it and got his permission to build another machine and take it to Venus. Originally it was intended to accumulate data on the workings of the human nervous system.


  “On Venus, things were different. Laws concerning the rights of individuals are not so strict. She got the idea of examining the whole nervous system at once, not realizing what it meant because it had never been done that way. She discussed it with officials from the police department who saw instantly what she didn’t—that once an extensive circuit was in a human, there was no way to get it out, except by death. They had no objections and were quite willing to furnish her with specimens, for their own purposes and only incidentally hers. Once the first man died, they had her and wouldn’t let her back out, though she wanted to.”


  “Specimen,” repeated Jadiver. “Yeah, I was a specimen to her.” His head was heavy. “Why didn’t you tell me this in the beginning?”


  “Would you have listened when I first contacted you?” asked the robot. “Later, perhaps. But once you put on the shield, I couldn’t get in touch with you until you were with Doumya Filone.”


  WOULD Jadiver have listened? Not until it became a matter of raw survival. Even now he hated to leave Earth and what it meant for the unknown dangers and tedium of a planet circling an alien sun. It was more than that, of course. Just as he’d had a design for a perfect robot, he had in mind a perfect woman. He could recognize either when he saw it.


  “Doumya Filone was the assistant?”


  “She was.” The robot was his now, Jadiver knew. Others had built it, but it belonged to him by virtue of a nervous system. It had as good a mind as his, but it wouldn’t dispute his claim. “Like yourself,” continued the robot, “in the Solar System she would never have been more than second rate, and she wanted to be first. Hardly anyone recognizes it, but the Solar System is not what it once was. It’s like a nice neighborhood that decays so slowly that the people in it don’t notice what it’s become. There are some who can rise even in a slum, but they’re the rare exceptions.


  “Others need greater opportunity than slums offer. They have to leave if they expect to develop freely. But the hold of a whole culture is strong and it’s hard to persuade them that they have to go.” The robot paused. “Take a last look at a blighted area.”


  Outside planets glimmered in the distance.


  Jadiver was tired and his eyes were closing. Now he could sleep safely, but not in peace.


  “Don’t regret it,” advised the robot. “Where you’re going, you’ll have real designs to work on. No more pretty robot faces.”


  “Where is it—Alpha Centauri?” Jadiver asked disinterestedly.


  “That ship left yesterday. They got their quota and left within the hour, before any of the passengers could change their minds. We’re going farther, to Sirius.”


  SIRIUS. A mighty sun, with planets to match. It was a place to be big. Big and lonely.


  “I can’t force you to do anything,” said the robot. It sounded pleased. “But I have no inhibitions about others.”


  The robot flipped up its cowl. There was a storage space and a woman in it.


  Except for her hands, she was bound tightly by tangle strands.


  “I don’t think she likes you at the moment,” said the robot. “She’ll tell you that as soon as she’s able to speak. She may relent later, when she realizes what it’s really like on Sirius. You’ve got the whole voyage to convince her.”


  The eye-stalks of the robot followed Jadiver interestedly. “Are you looking for the tongs? Remember that the tangle stuff is repelled by your skin.”


  Jadiver willingly used his hands and the tangle strands fell off.


  As the robot had predicted, Doumya Filone was not silent—at first.


  CONFIDENCE TRICK


  John Wyndham


  Ever wonder where authors get their stories? We’U give you strong odds on how this one was cooked up. John Wyndham, one morning, was shoved into a London subway (the “tubes,” you know), found himself being ground to powder by his fellow travelers, said, “I must say, this is a hell of a place!”—and a story was born.


  And that’s the way to become a writer. All you need is paper, pencil and subway fare!


  NEVER again,” Henry Baider said to himself, once he had been condensed enough for the doors to close, “never again will I allow myself to be caught up in this.” It was a decision he had expressed before, and would probably, in spite of its face value, express another day. But, in between, he did do his best to assure that his infrequent visits to the City should not involve him in the rush hour. Today, however, already delayed by his business, he faced the alternatives of vexing his wife by delaying still further, or of allowing himself to be drawn into the flood that was being sucked down the Bank Station entrances. After looking unhappily at the moving mass and then at the unmoving bus queues, he had squared his shoulders. “After all, they do it twice a day and survive. Who am I—?” he said, and stepped stoutly forward.


  The funny thing was that nobody else looked as if he or she thought it a sub-human, stock-yard business. They just waited blank-eyed, and with more patience than you would find in a stockyard. They didn’t complain, either.


  Nobody got out at St. Paul’s though the increased pressure suggested that somebody had inexplicably got in. The doors attempted to close, drew back, presumably because some part of somebody was inexpertly stowed, tried again, and made it. The train drew heavily on.


  The girl in the green mackintosh on Henry’s right said to the girl in the blue mackintosh who was jammed against her: “D’you think you actually know when your ribs crack?” but on a philosophical note of fair comment rather than complaint.


  Nobody got out at Chancery Lane, either. A lot of exhortation, shoving and staggering achieved the impossible: somebody more was aboard. The train picked up speed slowly. It rattled on for a few seconds. Then there was a jolt and all the lights went out.


  Henry swore at his luck as the train drew up, but then, almost the instant it had stopped, it started to pull again. Abruptly he discovered that he was no longer supported by the people round him, and flung out an arm to save himself. It struck something yielding. At that moment the, lights came on again, to reveal that the object struck had been the girl in the green mackintosh.


  “Who do you think you’re—?” she began. Then her mouth stayed open, her voice failed, and her eyes grew rounder and wider.


  At the same moment Henry had started to apologize, but his voice, too, cut out, and his eyes also bulged.


  He looked up and down the coach that a moment ago had been jammed solid with people to the last inch. It now contained three others besides themselves. A middle-aged man who was opening his newspaper with an air of having been given his due at last; opposite him a woman, also middle-aged, and lost in contemplation; at the other end of the coach, in the last seat, sat a younger-looking man, apparently asleep.


  “Well, really!” said the girl. “That Milly! just wait till I see her in the morning. She knows I have to change at Holborn, too. Getting off and leaving me without a word!” She paused. “It was Holborn, wasn’t it?” she added.


  Henry was still looking dazedly about him. She took hold of his arm and shook it.


  “It was Holborn, wasn’t it?” she repeated, uncertainly.


  Henry turned to look at her, but still with a vagueness in his manner.


  “Er . . . what was Holborn?” he asked.


  “That last stop—where they all got out. It must’ve been Holborn, mustn’t it?”


  “I . . . er . . . I’m afraid I don’t know this line well,” Henry told her.


  “I do. Like the back of my hand. Couldn’t be anywhere but Holborn,” she said, with self-convincing firmness.


  Henry looked up the swaying coach, past the rows of strap-handles emptily aswing.


  “I . . . er . . . didn’t see any station,” he said.


  Her head in its red knitted cap tilted further back to look up at him. Her blue eyes were troubled, though not alarmed.


  “Of course there was a station—or where would they all go to?”


  “Yes . . .” said Henry. “Yes, of course.”


  There was a pause. The train continued to speed along, swaying more and jerking more now on its lightly loaded springs.


  “The next’ll be Tottenham Court Road,” said the girl, though with a touch of uneasiness.


  The train rattled. She stared at the black windows, growing more pensive.


  “Funny,” she said, after a while. “Funny-peculiar, I mean.”


  “Look here,” said Henry. “Suppose we go and have a word with those people up there. They might know something.”


  The girl glanced along. Her expression showed no great hopes of them, but: “All right,” she said, and turned to lead the way.


  Henry stopped opposite the middle-aged woman. She was dressed in a well-cut coat surmounted by a fur cape. An inch or two of veil fringed the round hat on her carefully dressed dark hair; her shoes, on the end of almost invisible nylon stockings, were black patent-leather with elegant heels; both her gloved hands rested on the black leather bag on her lap as she sat in absent contemplation.


  “I beg your pardon,” said Henry, “but could you tell us the name of the last station—the one where all the other people got out?”


  The lids rose slowly. The eyes regarded him through the fringe of veil. There was a pause during which she appeared to consider the several reasons which could have led such a person as Henry to address her, and to select the most becoming. Henry decided that no-longer-young was perhaps more apposite than middle-aged.


  “No,” she said, with a slight smile which did not touch the matter. “I’m afraid I didn’t notice.”


  “It didn’t strike you that there was anything . . . odd about it?” Henry suggested.


  The lady’s well-marked eyebrows rose slightly. The eyes pondered him on two or three levels.


  “Odd?” she inquired.


  “The way they all went so very quickly,” he explained.


  “Oh, was that unusual?” said the lady. “It seemed to me a very good thing; there were far too many of them.”


  “Quite,” agreed Henry, “but what is puzzling us is how it happened.”


  The eyebrows rose a little higher. “Really. I don’t think I can be expected to—”


  There was a harrumph noise, and a rustling of newspaper behind Henry. A voice said: “Young man. It doesn’t seem to me to be necessary for you to bother this lady with the matter. If you have any complaints, there are proper channels for them.”


  Henry turned. The speaker was a man with graying hair, and a well-trimmed moustache set on a pinkly healthy face. He was aged perhaps fifty-five and dressed City-comme-il-faut from black Homburg to dispatch case. At the moment he was glancing interrogatively towards the lady, and receiving a small, grateful smile in return. Then his eyes met Henry’s. His manner changed slightly; evidently Henry was not quite the type that his back view had suggested.


  “I am sorry,” Henry told him, “but this young lady may have missed her station. Besides, it does seem rather odd.”


  “I noticed Chancery Lane, so the rest must have got out at Holborn—that is obvious, surely,” said the man.


  “But they went so quickly.”


  “A good thing too. The people in charge must have found some new method of handling the traffic. They’re always developing new ideas and techniques, you know—even under public ownership.”


  “But we’ve been going on for nearly ten minutes, non-stop, since then, and we’ve certainly not passed a station,” Henry objected.


  “Probably been re-routed. Technical reasons, I expect,” said the man.


  “Re-routed! On the underground?” protested Henry.


  “My dear fellow, it’s not my job to know how these things work—nor yours, I take it. We have to leave it to those who do. That’s what they’re there for, after all. Take it from me, they know what they’re up to, even though it may seem ‘odd,’ as you call it, to us. God bless me, if we don’t have faith in our expert authorities, where are we?”


  Henry looked at the girl in the green mackintosh. She looked back at him. She shrugged slightly. They went and sat down, further up the coach. Henry glanced at his watch, offered her a cigarette, and they both lit up.


  The train rattled along to a steady rhythm. Both of them watched the windows for the sight of a lighted platform, but they could see no more than their own reflections against outside blackness. When there was no more of the cigarette to hold, Henry dropped the remains on the floor and ground it out. He looked at his watch again, then at the girl.


  “More than twenty minutes,” he said. “That’s impossibility, raised several powers.”


  “It’s going faster now, too,” the girl observed. “And look at the way it’s tilted.”


  Henry regarded the hanging-straps. There could be no doubt that they were running down an appreciable incline. Glancing forward, he saw that the other couple was now in quite animated conversation.


  “Shall we try them again?” he suggested.


  “—never more than fifteen minutes, even in the rush hour. Absolutely never,” the lady was saying as they came up. “I’m afraid my husband will be so worried about me.”


  “Well?” inquired Henry, of the man.


  “Certainly very unusual,” the other conceded.


  “Unusual! Nearly half an hour at full bat without a station? It’s absolutely impossible,” said Henry.


  The other regarded him coldly.


  “It is clearly not impossible because it is being demonstrated right now. Very likely this is some underground escape-route from London that they constructed during the war, and we have been switched on to it in error. I have no doubt that the authorities will presently discover the mistake and bring us back.”


  “Taking them a long time,”, said the girl. “Due home before this, I am. And I got a date at the Pallay this evening.”


  “We’d better stop the train,” said the lady. Her eyes were on the handle, with its notice that threatened £5 for improper use.


  Henry and the other man looked at one another.


  “Well, if this isn’t an emergency, what is?” demanded the lady.


  “Er . . .” said Henry.


  “The authorities—” the other began.


  “All right,” she announced. “If you men are afraid to touch it, I’m not.” She reached up, took firm hold of the handle, and yanked it down.


  Henry dropped into a seat quickly, pulling the girl down too before the brakes should go on.


  The brakes did not go on.


  They sat waiting. Presently it became a fair bet that the brakes were not going to go on. The lady pushed the handle up impatiently and pulled it down again. Nothing happened. She expressed her opinion of it.


  “Cor! Listen to her! Did you ever?” said the girl beside Henry.


  “Fluent. Have another cigarette,” said Henry.


  The train clattered and swayed along, the straps still hanging with a forward slant.


  “Well,” said the girl, after a time, “this properly dishes my date at the Pallay all right. Now that Doris’ll get him. D’you think I could sue them?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Henry told her.


  “You a lawyer?”


  “Well, as a matter of fact, yes. Suppose we introduce ourselves. It looks as if we shall have to spend some time here, whatever they do. I’m Henry Baider.”


  “Mine’s Norma Palmer,” said the girl.


  The City man said: “Robert Forkett,” and nodded slightly to them.


  “Barbara Branton—Mrs., of course,” said the lady.


  “What about him?” asked Norma, pointing to the man at the far end of the coach. “D’you think we ought to wake him, and tell him?”


  “I “don’t fancy it would help much,” said Mr. Forkett. He turned to Henry. “I understood you to say you were a legal man, sir. Perhaps you can tell us just what our position is in this matter?”


  “Well, speaking without my references,” Henry told him, “I should say that in the matter of delay, no claim by us would lie. I think we shall find that the Company only undertakes to provide . . .”


  Half an hour later he became aware of a weight pressing lightly against him. Looking round, he found that Norma had gone to sleep with her head on his shoulder. Mrs. Branton, on the other side, had also dozed off. Mr. Forkett yawned and apologized.


  “Might as well all have a nap to pass the time, though,” he suggested.


  Henry looked at his watch once more. Practically an hour and a half now. Unless they had been going in a closed circle, they must have passed beneath several counties by this time. The thing remained incomprehensible.


  To reach a cigarette he would have had to disturb the girl, so he remained as he was, looking at the blackness outside, swaying slightly to the train’s motion, listening to the ti-tocketty-tock, ti-tocketty-tock, ti-tocketty-tock, of the hurrying wheels until his head drooped sideways and rested on the knitted cap on his shoulder.


  The change of rhythm, the slight shuddering from the brakes brought Henry awake; the rest stirred a moment later. Mr. Forkett yawned audibly. Norma opened her eyes, blinked at the unexpected scene, and discovered the situation of her head. She sat up. “Well, I never,” she said, regarding Henry. He assured her it had been a pleasure. She began to pat her hair and correct herself according to her reflection in the still dark window opposite. Mrs. Branton reached under her cape and consulted a fob-watch.


  “Nearly midnight. My husband’ll be quite frantic.”


  The sounds of slowing continued to descend the scale. Presently the windows ceased to be altogether black; a light, rather pinkish compared with the lamps inside, started to show, and gradually to grow stronger.


  “That’s better,” said Norma. “I always hate this tunnel.”


  The light grew brighter still, the speed dwindled, and presently they were running into a station. They leaned forward to catch the name, but could see no plate on the wall. Mrs. Branton, on the other side, suddenly craned across.


  “There!” she said. They turned quickly, but not soon enough.


  “It was something Avenue, or Avenue something,” she said.


  “Well, we’ll soon find out now,” Mr. Forkett reassured them.


  The train drew up, with a sigh from the braking system, but the doors did not open at once. There was a sound of echoing commotion further along the platform, out of which voices presently distinguished themselves calling: “All change!”—“End of the line!”—“All out here!”


  “All very well—all change, indeed!” murmured Norma, getting up and moving towards the doors.


  The others followed her. Quite suddenly the doors ran back. Norma gave one look at the figure standing on the platform.


  “Ee-ow!” she yelped, and backed violently into Henry.


  The figure wore little clothing. What there was seemed to be chiefly straps holding appurtenances, so that it was revealed as angularly male, in a rich mahogany red. Ethnologically, perhaps, the face might have been North American Indian, only instead of feathers-it wore a pair of horns. Its right hand carried a trident; its left dangled a net.


  “All out!” it said, moving a little aside.


  Norma hesitated, then scuttled past it. The others followed warily but more sedately, and joined her on the platform. The creature leant into the open doorway, and they were able to observe his back view. The tail was waving with a slow, absent-minded kind of motion. The barb at the end of it looked viciously sharp.


  “Er . . .” began Mr. Forkett.


  Then he changed his mind. He cast a speculative eye on each of his companions in turn, and pondered.


  The creature caught sight of the sleeper at the other end of the car. He walked down and prodded him with his trident. There was some inaudible altercation. The creature prodded a few more times, and presently the man came out to join them, with the sleep not yet out of his eyes.


  There was a shout higher up the platform, followed by a sound of running feet. A tough-looking young man came sprinting towards them. A net whistled after him and entangled him so that he fell and rolled over and over. A hearty shout of laughter came from the other end of the platform.


  Henry glanced about. The dim rosy light was strong enough for him to see and read the station’s nameplate.


  “Something Avenue!” he repeated under his breath. “Tch-tch!”


  Mrs. Branton overheard him, and looked at it.


  “.Well, if that doesn’t spell ‘Avenue,’ what does it spell?” she demanded.


  Before he could reply a voice began to call: “This way out! This way out!” and the creature motioned them on, with its trident at the ready. The young man from the other end of the coach walked next to Henry. He was a large, forceful, intellectual-looking young man, but still not quite clear of the mists of sleep.


  “What is all this nonsense about?” he said. “Collecting for the hospitals or something? No excuse for it, now we’ve got the Health Scheme.”


  “I don’t think so,” Henry told him, “in fact, I’m afraid it doesn’t look too good.” He indicated the station nameplate. “Besides,” he added, “those tails—I don’t see how it could be done.”


  The young man studied the sinuous movements of one of the tails.


  “But really . . .!” he protested.


  “What else?” inquired Henry.


  Altogether, and exclusive of the staff, there were about a dozen people collected at the barrier. They were passed through one by one while an elderly demon in a small hutch checked them off on a list. Henry learnt that the large young man was entered as Christopher Watts, physicist.


  Beyond the barrier was an escalator of a somewhat antiquated type It moved slowly enough for one to read the advertisements at the sides: preponderantly they offered specifics for burns, cuts, abrasions and bruises, with here and there the recommendation of a particular tonic or pick-me-up.


  At the top stood an ill-used looking demon with a tray of tin boxes suspended against his chest. He was saying monotonously: “All guaranteed. Best quality.” Mr. Forkett who was in front of Henry caught sight of the card on the tray, and stopped abruptly. The lettering ran:


  FIRST-AID KITS COMPLETE


  Each


  £1 or $1.50 (U.S.)


  “That’s an insult to the pound,” Mr. Forkett announced indignantly.


  The demon looked at Mr. Forkett. He thrust his face forward aggressively. “So what?” he demanded.


  Pressure of those behind pushed Mr. Forkett on, but he moved reluctantly, murmuring about the necessity for confidence, stability and faith in sterling.


  After crossing a hall they passed into the open. There was a faint tang of sulphur in the air. Norma pulled on the hood of her mackintosh against the light drizzle of cinders. Trident-bearers shepherded them round to the right, into a wire-netted enclosure. Three or four demons followed in with them. The last paused to speak to the guard on the gate.


  “Heaven’s harps, is that celestial bus behind time again?” he asked resentfully.


  “Is it ever on time nowadays?” the gate demon asked.


  “Never used to have these holdups when the old man was running his ferry,” grumbled the guard.


  “Individual enterprise, that was,” said the gate demon, with a shrug.


  Henry joined the others who were surveying the scene. The view to the right was rugged and extensive, though smoky. Far away, at the end of a long valley, could be seen a brightly glowing area in which large bubbles formed, rose slowly, and took tantalizingly long to burst. To the left of it a geyser of flame whooshed up intermittently. At the back right a volcano smoked steadily, while little streams of red hot lava trickled down from its rim. In the middle distance the valley walls narrowed in two towering crags. The one on the left bore the illuminated sign: TRY HOOPER’S HIDEHARD. The other proclaimed: UNBURN IS THE ANSWER.


  A little short of the right-hand crag, on the level valley floor, was a square encampment surrounded by several fences of barbed wire, and overlooked by a guard tower at each corner. Every now and then a string of flaming arrows would fly tracer-like into the compound from one of the towers, and the sound of howls mixed with demonic laughter would be borne faintly on the sulphurous breeze. From that point one was able to follow the road as it wound up arid past them to the station entrance. A building opposite the station appeared to be a barracks where demons were queueing up to sharpen their tridents and touch up their tail-barbs on a grindstone in the yard. The whole thing struck Henry as somewhat conventional.


  Almost opposite their netted enclosure was a kind of gibbet. It was occupied at the moment by a lady with nothing on who was hanging suspended upside down from chains round her ankles while a couple of junior demons swung on her hair. Mrs. Branton searched in her bag, and found a pair of spectacles.


  “Dear me! Surely not . . .” she murmured. She looked more carefully. “So difficult to tell that way up, and with the tears running into her hair. I’m afraid it is, though. Such a nice woman, I always thought, too.”


  She turned to the nearest demon. “Did she. commit a murder, or something dreadful?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “No,” he said. “She just nagged at her husband so that he would find another woman and she would be able to divorce him for the alimony.”


  “Oh,” said Mrs. Branton, a little flatly. “Is that all? I mean, there must have been something more serious, surely?”


  “No,” said the guard.


  Mrs. Bran ton remained thoughtful. “Does she have to do a lot of that?” she asked, with a trace of uneasiness.


  “Wednesdays,” said the guard. “She does other things other days.”


  “Pss-t!” a voice hissed suddenly in Henry’s ear. One of the guard demons beckoned him aside.


  “Want to buy a bit of the real stuff?” inquired the demon.


  “What stuff?” Henry asked.


  The demon brought his hand out of his pouch. He opened it and showed a metal tube which looked as if it might contain toothpaste. He leant closer.


  “The goods, this is. Best analgaesic cream on the whitemarket. Just rub it on every time before tortures—you’ll not feel a thing.”


  “No, thank you. As a matter of fact, I think they’ll probably find there’s been a mistake in my case,” Henry told him.


  “Come off it, chum,” said the demon. “Look. I’ll take a couple of pounds—special to you, that is.”


  “No thanks,” said Henry.


  The demon frowned. “You’d better,” he advised, shifting his tail into a threatening position.


  “Well—one pound,” said Henry.


  The demon looked a little surprised. “Okay. It’s yours,” he said, and handed it over.


  When Henry rejoined the group, he found most of them watching three demons exuberantly chasing an extensive, pink middle-aged man up the opposite mountainside. Mr. Forkett, however, was reviewing the situation.


  “The accident,” he said, raising his voice a little to contend with the increased lowing of sinners in the concentration camp, “the accident must have occurred between Chancery Lane and Holborn stations, that’s fairly clear, I think. What is not at all clear to me, however, is why I am here. Undoubtedly, there has been a departmental error in my case which I hope will be rectified soon.” He looked speculatively at the rest. Everyone became thoughtful.


  “It’d have to be a big thing, wouldn’t it?” asked Norma. “I mean, they wouldn’t send a person here for a little thing like a pair of nylons, would they?”


  “Well, if it was only one pair of nylons—” Henry was beginning, but he was cut short by an exclamation from Mrs. Branton. Following her gaze, he saw a woman coming down the street in a magnificent fur coat.


  “Perhaps this place has another side to it that we’ve not seen yet,” she suggested hopefully. “After all, where there are mink coats—”


  “She doesn’t look very pleased with it, though,” Norma remarked, as the woman came closer.


  “Live minks. Very sharp teeth,” observed one of the demons, helpfully.


  There was a sudden, startling yelp behind them. They turned to observe the dark young man, Christopher Watts, in the act of twisting a demon’s tail. The demon yelped again, and dropped the tube of analgaesic cream it had been offering him. It attempted a stab with its trident.


  “Oh, no, you don’t!” said Mr. Watts, skillfully avoiding the thrust.


  He caught the trident by the shaft and wrenched it out of the demon’s hand. “Now!” he said with satisfaction. He dropped the trident and laid hold of the tail with both hands. He swung the demon twice round his head and let go. The demon flew over the wire-netting fence and landed in the road with a yell and a bump. The other demons deployed and began to advance upon Mr. Watts, tridents levelled, nets swinging in their left hands.


  Christopher Watts squared up to them, grimly watching them come on. Then, suddenly, his expression changed. His frown gave place to a smile. He unclenched his fists and dropped his hands to his sides.


  “Dear me, what nonsense all this is!” he said, and turned his back on the demons.


  They stopped abruptly and looked confused.


  A surprising sense of revelation came over Henry. He saw quite clearly that the young man was right. It was nonsense. He laughed at the bewildered look on the demons’ faces, and heard Norma beside him laughing too. Presently, all the party was laughing at the discomforted demons who looked first apprehensive, then sheepish.


  Mr. Christopher Watts strode across to the side of the enclosure which faced up the valley. For some moments he regarded the smoky, luridly somber view. Then: “I don’t believe it!” he said quietly.


  An enormous bubble rose and burst in the fiery lake. There was a woomph! as the volcano sent up a mushroom cloud of smoke and cinders, and spilt better, brighter streams of lava down its sides. The ground trembled a little under their feet. Mr. Watts drew a deep breath.


  “I DON’T BELIEVE IT!” he said loudly.


  There was a loud crack. The dizzy crag which bore the recommendation for UNBURN split off and toppled slowly into the valley. Demons on the mountain side dropped their hunting, and started to lope homewards with cries of panic. The ground shook violently. The fiery lake began to empty into a huge split which had opened in the valley floor. A tremendous gush of flame burst from the geyser. The mighty crag on the other side heeled over. There was a roaring and a crashing and a hissing of steam all around them, and through it Mr. Watts’ voice bawled again:


  “I DON’T BELIEVE IT!!”


  Suddenly, all was quiet, as if it had been switched off. All was black, too, with nothing whatever to be seen but the lighted windows of the train where it stood on the embankment behind them.


  “Well,” said Mr. Watts, on a note of cheerful satisfaction. “Well, that’s that. Now let’s go home again, shall we?” And by the light from the train windows he began to scramble up the embankment.


  Henry and Norma moved to follow him. Mr. Forkett hesitated.


  “What’s the matter?” Henry asked him, looking back.


  “I’m not sure. I feel it’s not quite . . . not quite . . .”


  “You can’t very well stay here now,” Henry pointed out.


  “No—no, I suppose not,” Mr. Forkett admitted and, half-reluctantly, he too began to climb the embankment.


  Without any spoken agreement, the five who had previously travelled together again chose a coach to themselves. They had scarcely got aboard when the doors closed and the train began to move. Norma sighed with relief and pushed her hood back as she sat down.


  “Like being halfway home already,” she said. “Thank you ever so much, Mr. Watts. It’s been a real lesson to me, it has, though. I’ll never go near a stocking counter again, never—except when I’m going to buy some.”


  “I’ll second that—the thanks part, I mean,” said Henry. “I still feel that there was very likely some confusion between the legal and the common view in my particular case, but I’m extremely obliged to you for . . . er . . . cutting the red tape.”


  Mrs. Branton held out a gloved hand to Mr. Watts. “Of course, you’ll realize that it was all a stupid mistake that I should be there, but I expect you’ve saved me hours and hours of dealing with ridiculous officials. I do hope you may be able to come and dine with us some time. I’m sure my husband will want to thank you personally.”


  There was a pause. It lengthened. Gradually the realization that Mr. Forkett was not taking his cue drew all their eyes upon him. He himself was gazing in a pensive way at the floor. Presently he looked up, first at them, and then at Christopher Watts.


  “No,” he said. “I am sorry, but I cannot agree. I am afraid I must continue to regard your action as anti-social, if not actually subversive.”


  Mr. Watts, who had been looking rather pleased with himself, showed first surprise, then a frown.


  “I beg your pardon?” he said with genuine puzzlement.


  “You’ve done a very serious thing,” Mr. Forkett told him. “There simply cannot be any stability if we do not respect our institutions. You, young man, have destroyed one. We all had confidence in this affair—even you, to begin with—then you suddenly go and break it all up, an institution of considerable standing, too. No, I really cannot be expected to approve of that.”


  The rest of them stared at him.


  “But Mr. Forkett,” said Norma, “surely you wouldn’t rather be back there, with all those demons and things?”


  “My dear young lady, that is scarcely the point,” Mr. Forkett reproved her. “As a responsible citizen, I must strongly oppose anything that threatens to undermine public confidence. Therefore, I must regard this young man’s action as dangerous; verging, I repeat, upon the subversive.”


  “But if an institution is phony—” began Mr. Watts.


  “That too, sir, is beside the point. If enough people believe in an institution, then it is important to those people—whether it is what you call phony or not.”


  “You prefer faith to truth?” said Mr. Watts scornfully.


  “You must have confidence, and if you have that, truth follows,” said Mr. Forkett.


  “As a scientist, I consider you quite immoral,” said Mr. Watts.


  “As a citizen, I consider you unscrupulous,” said Mr. Forkett.


  “Oh, dear!” said Norma.


  Mr. Forkett pondered. Mr. Watts frowned.


  “Something that is real isn’t going to fall to bits just because I disbelieve in it,” observed Mr. Watts.


  “How can you tell? The Roman Empire was real enough once—as long as people believed in it,” replied Mr. Forkett.


  The argument continued for some little time, with Mr. Forkett growing more monumental, and Mr. Watts more fundamental.


  Finally Mr. Forkett summed up his opinion: “Frankly, your iconoclastic, revolutionary views seem to me to differ only in name from bolshevism.”


  Mr. Watts rose to his feet. “The consolidation of society on faith, irrespective of scientific truth, is the method of a Stalin,” he observed, and withdrew to the other end of the car.


  “Really,” said Norma, “I don’t know how you can be so rude and ungrateful to him. When I think of them all with their toasting forks, and that poor woman hanging there without a stitch on, and upside-down, too—”


  “It was all quite appropriate to the time and place. He’s a very dangerous young man,” said Mr. Forkett firmly.


  Henry thought it time to change the conversation. The four of them chatted more generally as the train rattled on at a good speed, though not as fast as it had descended. But after a time the talk began to wilt. Glancing up the coach, Henry noticed that Mr. Watts had already gone to sleep again, and felt that there was no better way of spending the time.


  He awoke to hear voices shouting: “Stand clear of the doors!” and to find that the carriage was full of people again. Almost as his eyes opened, Norma’s elbow stuck into his ribs.


  “Look!” she said.


  The straphanger in. front of them was interested in the racing part of his paper, so that the front page faced them with the headline: RUSH-HOUR TUBE SMASH—12 DEAD. Under it was a column of names. Henry leaned forward to read them. The holder of the paper lowered it to glare indignantly, but not before Henry had noticed his own name and those of the others.


  Norma looked troubled.


  “Don’t know how I’m going to explain that at home,” she said.


  “You get my point?” inquired Mr. Forkett on Henry’s other side. “Just think of the trouble there’s going to be straightening this out—newspapers, coroners, heaven knows what. Not a safe fellow to have about. Quite antisocial.”


  “I don’t know what my husband is going to think. He’s such a jealous man,” remarked Mrs. Branton, not without satisfaction.


  The train stopped at St. Paul’s, thinned somewhat, and then went on. Mr. Forkett and Norma prepared to get out. It occurred to Henry that he might as well get out, too. The train slowed.


  “Don’t know what they’re going to say in the office, seeing me walk in. Still, it’s been ever so int’resting, really. Ta-ta for now, everyone,” said Norma, and wriggled into the departing crowd with the skill of long practice.


  A hand grasped Henry’s arm as they stepped on to the platform. “There he is,” said Mr. Forkett. He nodded ahead. Henry saw the back view of Mr. Watts preceding them up the platform. “Can you spare a few minutes? Don’t trust the fellow at all.”


  They followed up the escalator and round to the steps which brought them to the surface in front of the Royal Exchange.


  There, Mr. Watts paused and looked around him, seeming to consider. Then his attention fixed itself on the Bank of England. He strode forward in a forceful manner and came to a stop facing the Bank, looked up. His lips moved.


  The ground shook slightly underfoot. Three windows fell out of one of the Bank’s upper storeys. One statue, two urns, and a piece of balustrading swayed and toppled. Several people screamed.


  Mr. Watts squared his shoulders and took a deep breath.


  “Good heavens! He’s—” began Mr. Forkett, but the rest was lost as he sped from Henry’s side.


  “I—” announced Mr. Watts, at the top of his voice.


  “DON’T—” he went on, to the accompaniment of an ominous trembling of the ground.


  “BE—” but at that moment a strong push between his shoulder-blades thrust him full in the path of a hurtling bus.


  There was a shriek of brakes applied too late.


  “That’s ’im! I sore ’im do it!” screamed a woman, pointing at Mr. Forkett.


  Henry caught up with him just as a policeman came running.


  Mr. Forkett was regarding the façade of the Bank with pride.


  “No telling what might have happened. A menace to society, that young man,” he said. “They ought to give me a medal, but I’m afraid they’re more likely to hang me. After all, tradition must be observed.”


  GAMA IS THEE!


  Stanley Mullen


  On Venus, if one rings a doorbell, or bangs on a locked gate at night, it is adventure. You never know who—or what—will answer your summons. The door swings slowly open and you brace yourself to look. Will if be maid—or monster—or both?


  WHENEVER men gather and talk, someone is sure to mention Khaljean’s, on Venus. Men will always be fascinated by tales of the strange and wonderful and fantastic, and Khaljean’s—zoo, petshop, wild animal supply house—92 is the stuff from which legends arc made. One hears of the place on Mars or Earth, on Titan or Rhea, on Callisto or Ganymede, even in the subsurface mines of Pluto or the curious twilight outposts on Mercury, and some of the yarns will probably lessen the tedium of light-year watches when the first manned spacer pushes beyond the frontiers of the solar system.


  Most of the stories are 21st century versions of the tall tale, for both establishment and owner stagger imagination and breed fabulous accounts. A rumor that Khaljean will fabricate to order any nightmarish monster from synthetic flesh and organic spare parts is obvious exaggeration. The claim that Khaljean can mate any curious life-form captured by far-roving hunters is also false—since he failed twice. Khaljean loves animals and collects them chiefly for pleasure. He will sell some for pets and for educational exhibitions, but for each one sold he keeps ten. Everyone knows that he has frequently risked death rather than kill or injure a living creature.


  Of all his zoo’s wonders, none can compare with Khaljean—for man is the most fantastic of animals, and Khaljean is the most extraordinary of men. Khaljean is both public figure and man of mystery. Nobody knows his race or origin, and nowadays nobody asks. With the epidemics of mutation in the Earth-colonies of Venus, and the standard gene-tangents accepted among Venusian natives, such curiosity is bad form. And dangerous.


  So Khaljean’s, and the stories about it, have grown steadily through the years. The strangest story of all concerning the zoo is one that, for good reason, no one tells. It happens to be true. One night, in Castarona, by the Yellow Sea—


  But the trouble did not start in Khaljean’s. There are some who say it did not finish there . . .


  AUSTERITY had finally caught up with Venus. Pao Chung’s subcellar fung-weed hell in the native quarter of old Castarona was ordered to close every night at midnight (Venus time)—or else. Being a Venusian business man, a very rugged individualist, and a type Q mutant, Pao Chung preferred to chance the “or else.”


  Among interesting people netted in the raid were:


  Pao Chung, himself. Bland and overcivilized, he had grown rich from traffic in illegal drugs and the outlawed mechanical hypnotizers. Despite pointed ears and a nome-like expression of detached malice, he appeared to be reasonably human, even in his devotion to vice as a means of livelihood. Anything illegal and profitable was his vocation; his hobbies ranged from innocent blackmail to murder for fun. Recent extension of his operations from slave trading into political corruption had incensed even the grafting officials of Castarona. They waited only an opportunity to catch him off balance. Hence the raid.


  Bat Ferris, spaceman, wanted on an open charge warrant sworn out by Solar Surveys, Inc.,—and wanted preferably alive and in condition to answer questions. Ferris had learned long ago not to give his right name, but an alias is poor disguise if one’s brain wave patterns happen to be on file. And sometimes if they are not. Being off ‘reservation’ at all, and particularly without permission and lacking his ident-arm-band, would mean real trouble. His capture in the raid was pure mischance, due to entering Pao Chung’s only for the virtuous purpose of rescuing his partner and friend—


  Bogus Angel, X-type mutant from South Venus, painfully well known to police records. The only angelic attribute he could claim was his twenty-foot wingspread. His face bore eerie resemblance to those demonic gargoyles carved on medieval cathedrals. Fine fur in stripes of ochre, burnt orange and smudged brown covered the visible parts of his anthropoid anatomy, making him resemble a tiger left in the rain long enough for the dyes to run.


  Angel liked peace and quiet, and resorted to gambling, theft, arson, aggravated assault and occasional assassination to obtain it. In the icy morass of his soul, the few cracks vented sinister and malicious humor. His greatest virtue was warped and violent loyalty to Ferris—which was not necessarily a virtue from the official point of view. Angel’s appetite for and capacity for misuse of drugs, alcohol and mechanical hypnotizers was miraculous—but when loaded, he was dangerous.


  Of nine others scooped in the raid, only one fact need be mentioned. They are still in jail, which indicates lack of initiative or good sense. Jailbreak on Venus is a sporting proposition, and inevitably weeds the sheep from the goats. Pao Chung and Bogus Angel were definitely goats, and Ferris may be considered a dark gray sheep. For various reasons, it was essential to all three to escape—and quickly.


  They stood together in the jailyard. Ferris and Angel had relapsed into silence as Pao Chung approached.


  “When are you planning escape?” Pao Chung asked with a directness not expected of him.


  Angel chuckled, but Ferris stared suspiciously. “How are you so sure we intend to escape?” he parried.


  Pao Chung shrugged. “A simple question easily answered. While your friend was in my shop I manipulated the hypnotic machines. He talked, chiefly about himself, but also about you. Enough to give me a clue to your real identity, though probably he does not guess it himself. I know that you dare not stay. Eventually, they will check your brain wave patterns and learn . . . too much. Which is the greater risk?”


  “What business is that of yours?”


  “None, directly,” Pao Chung admitted. “But I enjoy fishing in troubled waters. Other people’s business can often be turned to my profit. In this case, since we are being frank, I wish to leave with you when you go. Take me along, or I talk before you can make the attempt.”


  Mayhem shone in Angel’s eyes but Ferris put a restraining hand on the furry arm.


  “DEAD men don’t talk,” urged Angel hopefully, his non-human tongue licking feral lips.


  “Wait,” ordered Ferris. “If you kill him now, we will have no chance to escape. It would draw too much attention to us.”


  “Besides being foolish,” said Pao Chung smoothly. “Both of you are strangers in Castarona. Where would you go? Who would hide you? How long would you last?”


  “Talk fast,” Ferris advised gently. “If you know so much, you know we have little to lose.”


  “Only your lives, perhaps. More, if my deductions are correct. Listen to me. Like you, I am in greater peril here. My offense is a minor one. By now, I should have been fined and let go with a warning. I suspect the authorities of more sinister intentions. It will be easy to find a pretext if they wish to be rid of me. I must escape. Alone, none of us would stand a chance. Together, who knows . . .?”


  Ferris consulted his partner with a glance, Angel nodded, but imposed a question.


  “And afterwards, what of your deductions?”


  “I will forget them,” promised Pao Chung.


  “See that you do,” said Ferris. “Or we will.”


  Pao Chung ignored the prophecy amiably. “I know a possible refuge once we have managed the escape. A man in the city owes me favors. As refuge, of course, it will be temporary. They will have mechanical trackers after us eventually, but not at first. Electronic bloodhounds would spoil their sport, make killing us too easy. But the nature of our sanctuary will give them pause for a time. Complex, interesting and dangerous, it is the one place in Castarona no one will think to look. And there is enough space to hide in for quite a while.”


  “Such a place sounds interesting,” Ferris agreed. “But I suppose you know every unsavory rat’s nest in Castarona.”


  “Not a rat’s nest,” said Pao Chung, smiling. “Much better. Have you heard of Khaljean’s?”


  “Who hasn’t? That should muddle the pursuit for a day or two. But can you count on Khaljean?”


  Pao Chung snorted. “Blackmail is my professional secret, so don’t ask details. Khaljean will grant us refuge. Not willingly, perhaps, but I have enough on him to guarantee his conduct. How about a plan for getting out of jail?”


  Ferris laughed harshly. “You’ve paid your passage. Now we’ll pay ours. Hiding out with the rest of the wild animals seems very appropriate. Listen carefully . . .”


  Pao Chung and Angel bent an ear, nodding approval.


  Jailbreak looks temptingly easy. Hazards of escape are mostly mental, so far as barriers of barred doors and windows, locked gates, or walls of stone, metal or plastic are concerned. Inner and outer doors are frequently open. Prisoners move about at will, within defined limits. Even there, no physical hindrance is put in the escapee’s way. He may pause at the door and indulge in whimsical repartee with guards or warden. He may delay his exit long enough to exchange fond farewells with friends and fellow inmates—and he had better.


  Once outside the fun begins. It is open season on fugitive prisoners, and the first guard lucky enough to fatally blast an escapee receives two weeks with pay and a cash bonus for every hour short of the deadline required for killing or recapturing a runaway. Any prisoner who makes good his escape, and lasts a full three days is written off die books. Either way, he is written off, since the guards make no pretense of trying to recapture him alive, and the hunt is geared to surprising efficiency.


  It should be a spirited gamble, but few men ever make the attempt, and fewer still succeed—so the sport may be said to languish. History records only five men who made the finish line, though hundreds used to try for it. Building walls opposite the gateway bear leprous scars from blaster discharges which brought several daring attempts to pyrotechnical conclusions.


  Angel sauntered up to a guard on duty at the main gate. He looked across the busy street at the flaking walls and evidences of extreme heat. A bored guard glanced casually at the brawny Venusian, taking curious note of his folded wings.


  “Going out?” asked the guard with cynical humor. “You’ll get those wings singed, sonny.”


  Angel smiled, and a dream of violence lived briefly in his gem-faceted eyes. “I might,” he mused softly. “What handicap will you give me?”


  “Close my eyes and count to five,” offered the guard, grinning viciously.


  “Start counting,” suggested Angel.


  THE guard’s eyes and mouth opened wide, his grin changed to a glare, alert and suspicious. At that moment, alarms blared in the cellblock and jailyard.


  Angel appeared to stumble, thrusting himself heavily against the guard. Already off-balance, trying to look in two directions at once, the man lurched halfway through the gate. Automatic selenium cell alarms caught the movement and added their wild clamors to the jangling babel from the building. Volumes of dense black smoke poured from doors and windows of the cellblock’s lower floors. From above came shrill screams from the trapped inmates on upper floors.


  “Fire!” yelled Angel. Then he was running, not through the gate but towards the building.


  Guards and prisoners milled in ultimate confusions. Jailyard was a melee, but Angel forced a passage. At the cellblock doorway he paused long enough to make sure that guards were rushing a long ladder of light-metal alloy to the wall.


  Inside, he plunged through churning confusions of smoke, sound and invisible solids. In a city as imflammably built as Castarona, fire inevitably creates panic. Equipment must be always at hand. Automatic sprinklers were already deluging the threatened interior with water and chemicals. Angel Waded knee-deep in chemical foam to the stairway and ascended against the pressure of a descending waterfall. Voices and metallic alarms mingled in shrill discords.


  Groping blindly and colliding with hysterical prisoners, Angel fought up the spiraling cascades of the stairway like a trout seeking the spawning grounds.


  At the fourth floor, he got to a window and smashed the glass, then set up a bedlam of howls and shrieks. From below, the light-alloy ladder angled up toward him. Its hooks engaged the window ledge. With a yelp of maniacal joy, he snatched it from the hands of the steadiers on the ground, and gave a series of quick jerks to dislodge the mounting guards and firefighters. With easy strength, he lifted it clear of the ground and rung by rung hoisted it upward. Bat Ferris and Pao Chung grasped it from the roof parapet and held on while he raced upstairs again and helped them drag it to the roof.


  The nearest building was just about a ladder-length away.


  By prodigies, they raised it to the vertical, then let it slant in the direction indicated. It toppled and swung in a wild arc. There was a bad moment when all three realized that it did not quite reach. Acting instantaneously, Angel lifted the pivot end, hooked his knees to the parapet and extended the ladder by his own length. The far end struck hard, bounced high, nearly tearing Angel from his precarious hold.


  “Over!” he commanded, while the vibrations still jarred painfully through his body.


  Without argument, one at a time, Ferris and Pao Chung walked gingerly across the perilous, swaying bridge. Kneeling, Ferris made sure the ladder hooks were secure on the other parapet. He cried out.


  Angel relaxed his kneeholds, beating his wings furiously and climbing like a bird on a breaking treelimb. The ladder swung in giant’s pendulum. Angel moved with lightning speed and miraculous precision, maintaining balance with threshing pinions while his lithe legs and powerful arms carried him upward. He was mounting the upper rungs when the ladder crashed savagely against the building side, writhing, vibrating, tearing its hooks free and sending broken masonry crashing into the dizzy depths below. Angel leaped dear, caught the parapet and dragged himself up.


  Guards boiled onto the jailhouse roof and laced blaster beams across the chasm between buildings. Crouched low, the fugitives ran, taking advantage of every cover. Explosions followed them and they raced through pelting forms of molten stone and metal.


  “Over the roofs,” Ferris shouted. “They’ll follow soon enough. Probably the near streets are already blocked off, and we’ll need all the time we can snatch.”


  They halted for breath in the shelter of a vast dome. Pao Chung glanced admiringly at his enforced allies. “Well-generaled,” he commented. “Even to the timing of the faked fires. Too bad such talent as ours must be wasted on an audience as unappreciative as the police. However, you’ve kept your bargain. We’re out, and still alive. With a few minutes’ start, and the rooftops of the city to play hide and seek in. Now, if we can reach Khaljean’s Petshop.”


  “We’ll reach it,” Ferris promised grimly.


  II


  AROUND them was the fantastic skyline.


  From below, in the teeming streets, came a rising buzz like the droning activity of a hive of angry bees. Above, rose the city-wide dome of fused quartz, its crystalline concavity faintly iridescent as it reflected the questioning beams of giant searchlights.


  North, between the fugitives and the older native quarters of Castarona, were the gigantic systems of airlocks, and below that, the sprawling tangles of dockland.


  Ferris led his companions in a tortuous route that covered miles of angled and uneven rooftops. Realizing that his ident-cards must have come through, he knew that police and security officials must be turning the city inside out in a wild scramble to locate and deal with him. Speed was essential, and more than his personal safety depended upon the outcome of the wild chase over the jagged skylines.


  Knots of wary policemen and determined security soldiers invaded the rooftops and began searching the hundreds of square miles. In case the escaped prisoners had descended from the high levels, even business blocks were being turned out. The whole city was undergoing systematic scouring. Officialdom was desperate and badly frightened. Mechanical trackers had already been sent for. Never before had they been used so early in the game. The man, or whatever he was, Bat Ferris must be found at once, slain if possible. The hunt was on, full cry.


  After two near brushes with patrols, Ferris finally decided that it would be safer to descend to the streets. Dragnets spread over the world above the city, and only luck had kept the trio from being sighted a dozen times. They were near the edge of the city where the half-bubble of the dome comes down into a series of cones which are the great airlocks protecting the city-atmosphere from the troubled violence and noxious fumes of outer Venus.


  Like shadows the fugitives descended, going down darkened spirals of stairways, stealing elevators, moving furtively among dark, twisting alleyways, crawling under vast landing stages and skirting heaps of exotic Venusian produce ready for shipping to the nine inhabited worlds. In the cluttered dockland areas they collided blindly with an armed patrol.


  Angel, acting on pure instinct, leaped high, then swooped down like a striking hawk. The rustle of his opened wings was like the flapping of wind-whipped flames. His outstretched arms gathered two of the four man patrol and crushed life from them before they sensed danger. Ferris was almost as quick. He leaped and strangled, and a man died in swift, deadly silence. Pao Chung, unused to managing his own violence, was clumsier. A blaster went off. Then Angel took over the difficulty. The soldier broke and ran, screaming, firing his blaster twice more without aiming.


  The uproar would bring help. But the soldier was beyond help. Angel soared and dived. There was no fight.


  Now armed, the fugitives fled swiftly. Pao Chung took over the lead. By devious streets and crooked alleys, they went in the extremes of haste.


  Further caution was useless. Now that the alarm had been given, speed was the only hope. Pao Chung knew every secret rat-run in the old native quarter. He used most of them. If the passage of the fugitives caused a ripple of excitement among the polyglot denizens of that forbidding area, they did not know it, nor heed it. All three knew the natives well enough to be certain that the police could expect no favors from that source. All Venusians are natural anarchists, born outlaws and rebels against authority. The trail would die on stubborn tongues unless mechanical trackers were used.


  Even then, unless the police and security squads came in massed force, there would be incidents to delay pursuit. Natives, and the human debris of nine worlds which had found refuge in the quarter, had no reason to love authority. In one sense, the area was an armed camp within the walls. Uneasy truce at best existed between these motley dwellers and the intruding minions of the nominal officialdom. While the hunted could expect no actual help from the guerilla forces of Castarona’s underworld, there was the certainty of hindrance to the hunters.


  Patrols and searching squads converged on the freight-dock stages, drawn by radioed reports of a clash. From there a trail of sorts led straight into the native quarter. As the soldiers and police massed on the fringes of the area, sparks of trouble began to develop, were quickly fanned to flame, and quenched only by continuous violence and tire arrival of overwhelming forces.


  Pao Chung led his companions into a dark, zigzagging alley.


  “Not far now,” he gasped hoarsely, struggling for breath.


  From close behind came a rising uproar.


  THE alley ended abruptly against a high, blank, curving wall of reinforced concrete. Pao Chung’s raw, burning throat refused speech, but he gestured over the wall. There was no gate. Angel sprang lightly to the top and gave his partners in crime a hand up. They dropped into darkness on the far side. Light writhed and flickered curiously on the great dome overhead. Tumult died away behind them as they fled across a wide open space, then rose to shocking crescendoes. Reflections flared in the dome.


  Uproar dwindled to uneasy silence, as if the massed forces of law and order had found the native quarter stickier going than expected, and had been forced to retire in disorder.


  Pao Chung stopped as if checking directions, then led off at a sharp tangent. The way went through fields. Diffused light from the tall city-buildings filtered in here and gave some sense of the ground surface, which was fortunate. Numerous small fences of wire hummed and sputtered on insulator-posts. Electrified guard-fences. Pao Chung hurdled them carefully, but they were low enough to trip and incinerate an incautious trespasser, unaware of their existence and unused to their spacing.


  Oppressive silence brooded over the place. Atmosphere was thick with pungent and exotic odors that lingered with unpleasantly alien tang in the nostrils.


  Ahead loomed a high stockade of chrome-steel pilings, pierced by a single monstrous gate.


  Pao Chung ran up and hammered on the gate. Its reverberations roused thunderous echoes in the night. A curious echo persisted and increased in volume.


  On Venus, if one climbs a fence, rings a doorbell, or bangs on a locked gate at night, it is adventure. You never know who or what will answer your summons. The door swings slowly open,-and you brace yourself to look. Will it be maid or monster—or both?


  This was Khaljean’s . . .


  The gate swung open a scant double handspan, checked by a short length of sturdy chain. A head poked through the aperture. An interesting head, even in the difficult light. Details were obscure, but there was a flash of curd-white skin, fine-modeling of feature, a delicate oval face framed in a swinging bell of dark hair.


  In this case, the summons was answered by, presumably, a maid. Kahljean’s daughter, Teucrete, herself something of a legend.


  A woman can be described in terms of anatomical rhapsody. Or one may dwell endlessly upon sweetness of disposition, upon quaint and unique charms of personality. A potential lover may fashion poetic conceits upon the lilting moonbeam qualities in her voice, compare her skin to flower-petals, her eyes to gemfires, liken the graceful movements of limbs and body to the liquid symphonies of swirling water. Or these matters may be left wholly to the imagination and the girl described obliquely by reference to her effect upon the male population in her immediate vicinity.


  The effect was jarring enough.


  “Go away!” she said inhospitably. She leaned further through the opening to snarl fluent imprecations in Venusian billingsgate at the nocturnal callers.


  Pao Chung braved the storm. “Shut up!” he said evenly.


  Teucrete’s eyes fixed on him savagely, and she took a sharp breath with the obvious intention of renewing her tirade. Then she thought better of it and restrained her outrage long enough to throw a taunt in his face.


  “Is Pao Chung so desperate for money that he comes now in the middle of the night? You’re two days early for your payment. Come back then.”


  “Call your father,” ordered the Venusian.


  “Khaljean is not here. He’s . . . hunting. Come back after noon tomorrow if you must see him.”


  The head withdrew inside. The gate crashed shut. Bolts grated.


  “Shall I fly over the stockade and throttle her?” asked Angel, rippling his wings.


  Pao Chung hammered the gate again. As before, the racketing animal chorus repeated the sound, with variations. Pao Chung kept pounding until the gate was opened again.


  This time the head did not appear, but a wiry female voice addressed them from the inside darkness.


  “Still here? The police must be hunting you.”


  “They are.”


  “Good! I will point you out and stay to watch the kill.”


  Pao Chung chuckled evilly. “Do that. The records of Khaljean’s background and illegal activities is in my safe. My will provides for publication of all such papers upon my death.”


  The voice hesitated. “It might be worth humiliation or disgrace to be rid of you permanently.”


  “It might,” agreed Pao Chung. “Many people have thought so. I wonder if Khaljean will be one of them.”


  With a scrape of bare metal, bolts retreated into sockets and the chain was removed. Crack widened enough to permit entrance.


  “Come in, then,” Teucrete said wearily. “I will let my father decide when he returns. For tonight, you can stay. But I won’t answer for your safety. The animals are roused and nervous. I am not sure I can control them with strangers here.”


  BEASTLY cacophonies greeted the entrance of the fugitives. An atmosphere of alien and indescribable uneasiness pervaded the vast compound with its rows and piled banks of cages. The atmosphere was the emotion of night-hauntings, and the sound was its voice..


  No sign above the gate proclaimed, Here Dwells Nightmare, nor, Through These Portals Pass the Most Incredible Life-Forms in the Known Universe. There was no circus atmosphere. Just a nameless blending of sounds and smells and alien vibrations that stirred the imagination like evil flames licking at forgotten folk memories. On Venus, the term unearthly has naturally lost meaning, but here was a hint of dreadful abysses beyond even the exotic fecundity of the cloud-veiled planet. Here were half-audible chords beyond all the known octaves. Here, in the troubled darkness one sensed symbols of instincts, minds and feelings that man was never meant to know or understand. Here was the final question mark of evolution—whence, and to what dreadful purpose?


  What incredible virtuosity of the Unknown Creator had brought these unthinkable beings into multiform existence? And why? What purpose did they serve in the plan of Creation? Or was there any purpose? Was there even a plan?


  Bat Ferris remembered such thoughts from his lonely, monastic youth on Mars, and during the schooling period on Earth. One had time for long unhappy thoughts in such a segregated childhood and some of them still reverberated deep inside him.


  The girl drew back to let them enter, flashing the beam of a hand radilume on each in turn. Her glance flicked each of them in examination sharp enough to draw blood. She received them in silence, for Teucrete’s mind was not on the duties of a hostess to unexpected guests.


  “Wait here,” she ordered crisply. Then she went among the tangled avenues between cages and spoke soothingly to the caged brutes. Her voice crackled, purred, coughed, roared, hissed.


  The bird people were the first to heed. Their bright, nervous chittering subsided into occasional geysers of chirping. Surly sand leopards from Mars paced their cages and vented sounds like needles caught in the grooves of antique disc recordings. Partially gaseous life forms from Saturn had no vocal apparatus, but showed their uneasy displeasures by flaring into sullen crimsons and bruised purples of luminosity.


  Ferris followed the girl closely on her rounds, his eyes staring in wonder at the caged monsters revealed when her light bathed the barred cubicles. Some cages were not cages in the ordinary sense at all. Behind barriers of streaming light crouched protoplasmic entities of no set form. Moondogs sported aimlessly in pools of ionized gas. Wireflies battered themselves against invisible net barriers. Complex mysteries of Plutonian life-forms floated in magnetic fields. Metallic crystals built themselves into coral-like colonies resembling miniature castles.


  Less outré creatures inhabited the myriads of cell-blocks—the ordinary and extraordinary varieties of apes and cats and dogs, the bovines and marsupials, the squeaking rats and trumpeting elephants, the endless species of sea-creatures, the tree-haunters and the desert dwellers, the burrowers and the flyers. There were supposedly extinct saurians, and examples of tomorrow’s freaks and mutants. There were brute clowns and tragedians. There were—


  But Khaljean’s has been described often enough in magazine articles, sometimes with tri-dimensional pictures in color. Any reader so inclined may look into the back files of Inter-Planetary Magazine and stupefy himself with the famous issue of July, 2091.


  Teucrete sensed that she was followed, but with pointed insolence, ignored Ferris and continued her rounds. Gradually, her eerie tones brought calm to the multiform excitements of the compound. She returned eventually to Pao Chung and Angel.


  “I will take you back through the laboratories to the inner maze,” she said irritably. “Move quietly and do not stumble in the dark. Some of the protection barriers are fragile, and a few exist only in the minds of the creatures in them. If excited too much, they can break through. Many are man-killers.”


  “One man-killer runs loose in here,” observed Angel drily.


  Teucrete disposed of the intended compliment with a sneer. “Pao Chung has long had such ideas. Through pressure on my father he has tried to . . . to buy or barter for me. Such disposal is mine to make, not my father’s. I have my price, but it is high.”


  It is evidence of Teucrete’s more obvious charms that three masculine minds went into gear, calculating resources.


  Teucrete laughed viciously. “The first item is Pao Chung’s head on a platinum platter.”


  “A platinum platter is not unobtainable,” said Angel speculatively.


  Pao Chung was not offended. He chuckled unpleasantly. “Such fire as yours would bring a high price in the slave marts of Yabn,” he said. “My head would bring more, locally. Should we not move further from the gates? A scanner could pierce several layers of metal as thin as this stockade. Perhaps I can bring your price down, or my offer up. But another occasion for bargaining would suit both of us better.”


  “If there are other occasions for any of us,” Ferris put in bitterly.


  From outside came the sounds of many movements, the rustle and clatter of questing men, hoarse shouts and a confusion of crowd sounds. Above all, like a thin thread of sound, binding the other noises together, was a high, ear-piercing, nerve-wracking drone.


  Angel flittered to the top of the stockade and peered warily through the razor-edged metal pilings. He swooped down to his companions with whispered verification of their suspicions.


  “The mechanical trackers,” he said.


  “Perhaps there is still a deal open,” muttered Pao Chung. He bowed with sardonic malice toward Teucrete. “We have one possession of greater value than my head or your body. My young friend here—”


  Teucrete snorted contemptuously. “Him!” But her glance lingered on Ferris momentarily. “What do you mean?”


  “Ferris is a gamma-man,” said Pao Chung. Even Angel gasped with shock. Teucrete’s eyes widened in incredulity, horror and fear.


  III


  FEAR is a subtle poison.


  It began long ago, in a small New Mexico town, long before there “were gamma-men or even interplanetary travel. The fear radiated from mushrooming clouds with impossible radiance at the core, and the fear did more harm to the minds of men than the deadly spectra of invisible death did to their bodies.


  It began with scientists in cages in the name of national securities; it developed into continual surveillance for all men engaged in atomics. These workers, and their families, led cloistered, monastic lives. They intermarried, since there was little contact with outsiders, and they shared generations of haunted, spy-ridden lives. They lived in the midst of fear and mistrust, while the earth went through its chronic spirals of war and the preparations. Throughout history, scholars and philosophers have warned that knowledge must be free and universal, like sunlight. But there have always been wars and secrets and guarded weapons, and fear is older than man.


  Scientists were men of dangerous knowledge, of destructive potentials. As such, they were hostages of fear and illusions of safety. They were segregated, guarded, well-fed, and at first provided with all the deadly toys necessary to their amusements. It was all painfully logical and futile, but all the best brains of mankind were locked up to putrefy for lack of fresh air and the stimuli of mutual thoughts. Their knowledges and prerogatives became hereditary.


  Natural law works against segregation. Artificial isolation of any group leads to misunderstandings, prejudices, resentments, mutual fears, and eventually to violence. Fear-hysteria is a serpent devouring its own tail. In time, the once-honored and glorified gamma-men became feared and hated. In the minds of the ignorant and superstitious populace, they were associated with medieval wizards and workers of dreadful miracles. The threat of gamma groups became a political pawn, and was used as a club to beat down restless, unhappy populations.


  With their knowledge, and the popular delusion of their almost supernatural powers, it was easy enough for ambitious men to misuse the Scientists. In some cases, the gamma-men themselves usurped authority, but this noble experiment slipped through their fingers, and they lost control from sheer unworldliness. In truth, from the working of natural law, the juice had run out of them and they no longer understood the basics of normal human relations. In a final paroxysm of public panic, they were disarmed, their toys taken away, and every last gamma-man imprisoned in carefully guarded and isolated colonies. Like the ancient Indians, they were placed in reservations and kept there by force.


  After this culminating outrage, the gamma-men lost heart for practical activity. Locked into their libraries, they turned to abstractions and dabbled in dead-end philosophies. Most of them were querulous oldsters, hidebound by tradition, their sciences now become a ritual religion, their books exalted as “The Word,” and their fading knowledge still held secret for reasons long forgotten.


  Not quite all gamma-men accepted this half-life allotted to them. There were sports, avatass, occasional throwbacks who rebelled and went “off reservation.”


  None of these actually ran amuck, but so great was the fear-conditioning on one side, and so difficult the adaptation to ordinary living on the other that there were painful accidents and incidents. Nothing genuinely monstrous occurred, but enough friction developed to keep alive and add to the public dread of gamma-men. The term became a byword for nursery terror. And in their turn, the infant generations of gamma-men learned to pity and despise the ignorant and corrupt multitudes of normal humanity. They lost contact with their human heritage.


  In recent years, few gamma-men had broken out to mingle with the expanding races now peopling and colonizing the frontiers of the solar system. Those few were hunted down like outlaws, and killed with brutal ingenuity.


  But a new generation had come among gamma-men, with an urge so passionate and devout they themselves did not understand it. Either some latent folk-memory, or some emotional mutation, urged them to go forth and civilize mankind. In the old books, they tracked down knowledge and made grandiose plans for engineering the renaissance. Realizing their common origin, and longing for more nearly normal lives, they grouped together and made a pact to see some changes made.


  Studying history and the other technologies of man, they soon discovered that social, economic and psychological sciences had lagged far behind the other developments. These were the blind spots of mankind, and these led to all the other serious and tragic misdirections of effort. Always, the sons of Adam had struggled to achieve workable systems, and always these systems had broken down or failed at critical moments.


  If some means could be found—


  Eventually, the means was tracked down from a clue in one of the oldest books. It was not found, but its existence deduced and proved to the satisfaction of the searchers. Somewhere, hidden in a forgotten corner of the solar system, was the missing tool.


  This fact settled, it became necessary to locate and use the missing tool.


  It was a pitifully small generation. Only seven bright-eyed and high-hearted young men. But that night they broke out of their prescribed boundaries. They went off reservation, and separated in seven directions. Each had a theory, and a hope to be explored.


  Without their ident-armbands of platinum with the old Greek letter deeply incised, they resembled any other seven youths picked at random from the teeming multitudes. They could mingle unquestioned, and their studies had prepared them for various tasks to which their forged papers entitled them. But adaptation was not easy.


  A single incautious moment could betray them. Even a routine brain-wave check would be sufficient to identify the fugitives, for in subtle ways, the gamma-men were different.


  Seven young men with a noble purpose, and fanatical hopes in their hearts.


  And now there were two. Five of them had made fatal slips, and had been hunted down to hideous deaths.


  Ferris was one of the two survivors.


  FOUR people stood paralyzed while the hammering resounded at the gate. This was no human fist demanding attention, but an odd, robot-like clanking, as if a mechanical beast nosed in determined rooting against the metal leaves of the gate.


  It was just such a beast. A burring whine rose into notes of shrill frustration. Metallic and electronic frustration, for the tracker was a bloodhound of vacuum tubes and relays and switches and batteries and transformers. Unerring and inexorable, its robot senses sorted a single frequency from all other brain wave patterns, and it clung to the trail with chilling efficiency. Something about its unhuman lusting numbed most quarry before the pursuers in charge of the monster could check its demonic eagerness for prey.


  Now, like a metallic carnivore scenting blood, the robot tracker nuzzled the gate and rebounded to nuzzle gain.


  All four of the humans inside the compound imagined the scene outside. Pencil beams of hand radilumes glinted here and there, the questing soldiers and police squads, the glittering serpentine body of the tracker, with its scurrying treads churning clouds of dust as it whined and rooted at the gate.


  Bat Ferris shot a glance of uneasy calculation at his three companions. The girl was an unknown quantity. Angel, momentarily shocked, was predictable enough within limits. Pao Chung was openly an opportunist, willing to turn any situation to personal profit. Unarmed, Ferris could not even deal with them, let alone with the police outside. He frowned angrily.


  Teucrete’s stare held on him for a moment, as if puzzled. Her eyes moved on, focusing on Angel, then Pao Chung. Presently, they came back to Ferris, amused and faintly mocking.


  “What is a gamma-man doing here?” she asked.


  “An interesting question,” said Pao Chung ironically. “But not of prime importance at the moment.”


  Ferris watched a smile writhe on the girl’s lips and felt a quick relief. She might help, if only to thwart Pao Chung’s idea of throwing him to the human wolves outside.


  A harsh voice clamored for admittance.


  The animals were growing restive again. An earthy bellow boomed out against a counterpoint of birdlike trills. The sand leopards coughed guttural warnings. Somewhere a pygmy elephant trumpeted, and the giant insects burst into deafening clatters.


  Teucrete motioned for silence, then drew the bolts and held the gate ajar on its short chain.


  “Who’s there?” she demanded roughly.


  “Police,” several voices explained. “Open the gate, or we’ll break it down.”


  “Have you a warrant?”


  “It’s a security matter,” someone explained hopefully.


  “Tell that to the animals,” she stormed. “It’s as much as your life’s worth to come in here tonight. They’re upset already, and I can’t control them if you keep up this noise. Go away.”


  An authoritative voice blustered. “This is an important matter. Let me talk to your father.”


  Teucrete shrugged. “He will be back by noon tomorrow. Come then, and bring a warrant to search. Or—”


  She followed the speech with some insulting suggestions, not in the best of taste. The authoritative voice turned into a gargle addressing a slammed gate. Profanity did not disturb the tracker, which continued to root noisily at the metal.


  Teucrete shoved bolts into sockets and stood back. She sighed, and beckoned the three men to follow her.


  They moved amid a nightmarish cacophony of sounds. In memory roused by the various elements of the uproar, Bat Ferris revisited the far planets. Fortunately the light was too dim to see all the sources of “sound, but Ferris mentally identified many of the caged dwellers by ear or by nose.


  Wrigglers from the mercury mines of Callisto. Venusian swamp slugs, and grull-cats from the Tihar Forest. Morbau-spawn from the honeycombed caverns of Triton. Wireflies and needle-flies, known by their eerie humming and buzzing. Seven-limbed bat-noses from the twilight zone of Mercury. Iceworms from Neptune and Pluto, and the deadly windharps from Mars. Amiably imbecilic moondogs from the satellites of Saturn pressed blank flat faces against the walls of their insulated glass tanks. Monsters out of nightmare. A madman’s miscellany.


  There was more, an incredible infinity of animal horizons. But imagination reels back, and description falters. What words can catalog the fringes of morphology!


  FERRIS focussed his interest on the girl.


  Teucrete. A strange name, and as strange a being as these she lived among. He wondered idly about her racial background. Her father’s origin was a mystery, and who could say what mate he had found on fecund Venus? Was his daughter one of those halfhuman mutants, or was she just what she seemed, a wilful and badly raised human girl? Ferris could only guess, and await further evidence of her intentions toward him.


  But he liked the way she walked. Tall, straight, slender as a spear, and as poised. Pride was in her, and a hint of warped character in her frigid disdain of weakness or fear. Physically—but Ferris was no authority on feminine beauty. On the reservation women had been scarce, most of them neurotic virgins, or old. He had known women since, but mostly the hard, cynical opportunists of the planetary frontier boom-towns. None to share a life with.


  Vast perspectives of cages and tanks and pressure vats went off in all directions. He would not have imagined so much area covered by the establishment. It seemed limitless, and all its dimensions were oddly confusing. Intentionally so, since it was laid out in labyrinthine fashion. Unguided, a stranger could lose himself in a matter of minutes. It defied belief that a zoo of such colossal proportions could exist within the precincts of a city, even such a sprawling megalopolis as Castarona. But at last they were through the cage areas, which lined the periphery of the compound, and Teucrete led the men into a building of dazzling white stone.


  “My father’s laboratory,” she explained. “Here we synthesize foods for the animals, and try with all our ingenuity to provide an approximate environment for them.”


  Her voice brought Ferris back to the present. “It won’t work,” he said. “Security squads will never wait for a warrant. Even if they do, what good is half an hour? They’ll break down your gate and swarm through here like hunting bees.”


  Teucrete laughed scornfully. “Afraid, gamma-man?”


  “If I were I wouldn’t be here. But only a fool refuses to recognize danger.”


  “Relax,” she advised. “They will break in, true. But there may be a little difficulty finding their way among the cages. It is a maze, as you saw. And the animals will give them some trouble. I am not forgetting the tracker, but the moondogs and wireflies can confuse anything that operates on electronics. All we need is a slight delaying action. We can count on that.”


  “There is another exit?” asked Pao Chung eagerly.


  Her laugh crystallized in tinkling fragments, like showering shards of glass. “Another exit, yes. The way my father goes when he hunts. If you have the nerve to take it! But compose yourself, Pao Chung. You will need supplies of food, water, air, special clothing. And . . . there is a price.” Hesitantly, unhappily, Pao Chung inquired the price.


  “The way is dangerous,” she said rapidly.


  “You might not come back. And I must see that my father is protected. Give me an order on your bank or lawyer for all the evidence you have against him; for whatever crimes or stupidities he may have committed.”


  “How do you know such an order will be honored?” Pao Chung muttered speculatively. “Once I am free—”


  The girl tossed her head till the bell of ebony hair swung dangerously. “It had better be honored,” she warned crisply. “For there is only one way back . . . if you ever come back. And I can control it. I don’t think you will like your surroundings well enough to remain there indefinitely.”


  Pao Chung bowed to the inevitable. Angel chuckled moodily, and Bat Ferris faced Teucrete with admiration on his pleasantly ugly features.


  “Well done,” he praised. “Is there a price for me?”


  “No price to a man who likes animals. I sensed that in you as we passed the cages.”


  Impulsively, the girl leaned toward Ferris and forced her lips violently on his. “That is for luck, gamma-man. On the house, but the next one might cost you dearly. Watch yourself.”


  Ferris clung to the sanctuary of masculine silence. Pao Chung glowered sullenly, and Angel’s amusement sent iridiscent ripples glinting from his wings.


  “How about me?” he demanded.


  “No kiss, no price,” she told him, “but a word of advice, mutant. Keep those wings out of revolving doors.”


  Angel grinned happily, his gargoyle face wrinkling into impossible contortions. “They are a nuisance.”


  Newly garbed and equipped, the men followed Teucrete from the building. Stopping to stuff Pao Chung’s order into a some feminine idea of a safety-vault, not too safe in the company of lecherous males, Teucrete conducted her charges through a lovely formal garden that functioned by concealed hydroponics, and on into another built up area.


  But this was no cubicle of stone or steel or plastic. It was a roofless structure of glass. Vertical panels of glass ran off beyond sight Panels of all colors, all degrees of transparency. Some were as lucid as crystal, some barely translucent, and more bent or mirrored to distort, reflect or refract light. All were tinted, some weakly, others violently stained. The place was stridently illuminated by concealed radi-floods. It was a solid mass of rainbow effects, a forest of crystal mirrors and shafts and flickering, glowing prisms.


  One entered by a kind or airlock, or more accurately, a lightlock. There was no change in atmospheric pressure, but the density and beating force of sheer luminosity increased by squares and cubes as the travellers strode through linked cubes of glass.


  They entered the light maze. Dazzling splendors beat upon them. Vision was overwhelmed by visible vibrations. They drowned in light.


  IV


  “DON’T touch anything,” warned Teucrete. “Exact alignment is important.” She stopped before a keyboard like the console of a gigantic organ. Behind it rose massed ranks of vacuum tubes, all glowing, humming, flickering. The girl’s fingers skipped nimbly on the keys, and notes of sound rose in tinkling, chiming sprays from the shafts. Colors stormed and raged in the crystalline forest, running up and down the visible octaves of light. One sensed other scales beyond, in both upper and lower wavelengths. Glass panels and crystal shafts vibrated to sound and light, like tuning forks. They stirred, quivered, vanished, then reappeared. A tall man appeared among the shafts and strode toward the travellers. “Khaljean!” said Pao Chung nervously.


  It was sufficient introduction. There was uncanny resemblance between father and daughter, like two matched paintings in different keys. The animal man listened quietly, while Teucrete explained the situation. He looked at Pao Chung and laughed. He shrugged.


  “A bargain is a bargain,” said Khaljean. “Perhaps I should go back to Venus and fabricate some gnawed bones to convince the police searching parties that the animals devoured you. All of you had better remain here and wait till I send for you.”


  “You are good at faked evidence,” Pao Chung jibed bitterly.


  “In a good cause, yes,” agreed Khaljean good-naturedly. “Even in a bad cause, this time. Stay here. You will be safer.”


  “Wait!” ordered Ferris.


  Khaljean measured him mockingly. “Who are you to say?”


  “I am a gamma-man,” Ferris told him. “That doesn’t frighten me, youngster. So am I. Or was. Do you know the name Djevos Barian?”


  Ferris blinked. “But Barian was hunted down and killed, his remains positively identified.


  Khaljean smiled. “As Pao Chung said, I am good at faked evidence. I always had a skill with synthetics. A man thing I created lived long enough to be slaughtered in my place, and I had constructed him well, even to duplicating my fingerprints and brain patterns. Officially I am dead. But ten years ago Pao Chung found out about me. He has bled me systematically ever since. Until now.”


  “Shall I kill him for you?” asked Angel, with malicious joy in the thought. “Now that you have access to his evidence, his life can be only a menace to you.”


  Khaljean frowned. “I don’t believe in killing. But sometimes Pao Chung has tempted me. No, let him live.”


  “So you are Barian?” said Ferris admiringly.


  “Was Barian. I have become Khaljean. The real one was a small-time operator, dealing chiefly in dead animals. I was with him when he died. We were much alike in appearance. With plastic surgery, I became Khaljean. And I have made the name famous. You must be one of the seven recent escapees from the reservation. We will have much to talk about later.”


  “Not later,” insisted Ferris. “Now. Where does this maze lead?”


  Khaljean humored him. “Nowhere or anywhere. It’s a dimensional short cut that can take you to any place in the solar universe, or even a few odd places in adjacent or parallel spacetime continuums. Is there somewhere you want to go?”


  Ferris nodded soberly. “A place I must go. Now, if possible.”


  “Why?” Khaljean studied the younger man grimly.


  “I’m not sure you could understand, since you left the gamma reservation so long ago. I’ll try to explain. Somewhere, there is a tool. Not that exactly, nor a machine either, but we call it that for lack of a term. In the old books of our library, there was mention of it. A description, with a hint of properties. It is something alien, a control placed on the destinies of group-man.”


  His voice droned on, speaking as if the subject were a lesson he had learned by rote. “Many times, man’s social and political organization has painfully climbed the ladder toward a workable, civilized system, but always it has slipped and fallen back. The individual mind functions well, for the most part, but not so the group-mind. Any crowd is less honest, less efficient, and far less intelligent than its individual units. The larger the crowd, the greater the tangent, the possibilities for evil and injustice. In attempts to solve the problems of group relationships, man is worse than pitiful.


  “Long study has convinced the gamma-people that this is not a mere accident. Outside influence warps men’s thinking in groups, warps social and political organization. It seems as if group-man struggled hopefully to put together a complex jigsaw puzzle, in which many parts will fit badly into an infinity of possible relationships. The true fit is difficult to find, but even the law of averages should help in so many attempts. Time and time again, just as the puzzle is nearly completed, someone joggles the puzzler’s elbow, and the pattern is destroyed.


  “There is such a joggler, such an outside influence. Its existence was proved, its influence even measured. There are clues scattered through the old books. We know what it is, what it looks like, how it operates, but we have been powerless to counteract its influence. The warping hypnotic broadcasts keep throwing mankind back to chaos, when utopia is in sight. It is too strong to combat, and the source must be destroyed. By our solemn pact, my six friends and I bound ourselves to locate and smash this alien mechanism.”


  KHALJEAN licked his lips reflectively.


  “You interest me,” he admitted. “I was once young enough to be idealistic myself. What is this alien monster you describe?”


  “Not a monster in the ordinary sense.


  Not a tool, nor quite even a machine. Living jewels, perhaps. At least radioactive false gems.


  “Gas, probably radon, solidified under the incredible pressures in the heart of Jupiter. Solar Surveys knows about them, for they were seen once, and even handled by men. There is an article about them in the Encyclopaedia of the Solar Planets. In 2036, they were discovered, mined by cybernetic machinery. Then on their way to Mars, the ship carrying the jewels was sabotaged and wrecked. Wreckage and frozen bodies were discovered on the rogue asteroid Hidalgo, but the jewels were missing.”


  Pao Chung had shown growing interest in the conversation. He broke in to ask, “Stolen?”


  “Stolen, perhaps. Possibly they disintegrated at the time of the wreck, or they may have transmuted into something unrecognized by the searchers. They may have become tenuous enough to sink through the surface of Hidalgo and recrystallized inside. But the evil influence continues. We believe that they are still there, still in existence, working their hidden evil, warping the brains of men, producing social and political chaos. Five of my friends have lost their lives searching for this menace. Possibly the sixth is dead, too, since he vanished into the unknown and has not been heard from.


  “I tried, myself. Angel and I landed on Hidalgo and searched carefully. But Hidalgo is ‘off limits’ for spacemen. Solar Surveys sent the Space Patrol after us, and we fled before finishing our search. We were chased to Mars, traced and hunted to Venus. We crashed there, and while I tried to get money for new equipment, Angel got involved with Pao Chung. You know the rest. Now you see why I must go to Hidalgo.”


  Khaljean shook his head in sorrow. “I understand. But you could never find your way through the maze.”


  Ferris accused him with fanatical eyes. “You could help me to find my way.”


  “Not I. I am too old, and I am not sure that I approve of your meddling. Not that I would try to stop you, but don’t count on help from me. How do you know that this alien machine is what you say? Its purpose may be good, not evil. Some higher intelligence may have placed it in our system as a governor to influence mankind, to shield man from his own follies. It may be a warning road sign to keep us from crashing into a dead end. Our utopias sound very dull to me, they may easily be a dead end for mankind. I like the interesting and amusing variations of chaos, so let me cling to them. Follow your destiny, if you will. I won’t stop you.”


  Ferris looked pitifully young, but he stood his ground with absurd pride and courage.


  “Right or wrong, I must try,” he said evenly. “And I won’t grant the right of alien interference. Man, too, has a right to work out his destiny, good or bad.”


  Angel spoke up eagerly for his partner. “I won’t say I know what you’re talking about, and maybe I’m too stupid and ignorant to understand. But as a victim of ‘chaos’ I don’t appreciate it.”


  Pao Chung sneered. “One vote for law and order from the fallen Angel, if it can be believed. Like Khaljean, my preference is for chaos, as it furnishes more opportunities for a man of my interests. However, my soul revolts at this talk of destroying gems of presumably unique properties. They must have value. Perhaps you can dismantle this machine, without harming its parts. As a business man, with time on my hands, I would like to go with you and see if something can be arranged.”


  “I don’t trust you,” Ferris said frankly. “And I don’t believe that the jewels can be salvaged. Come along if you want. I can’t stop you. But don’t try any tricks.”


  Pao Chung accepted the warning with bland indifference.


  “Father!” called Teucrete. “Leave me your protective suiting.”


  Khaljean smiled with sad irony. “Are you making choice?”


  “Yes. I’m going with them. I know the way. I can control the maze and guide them safely back. I don’t know if I believe in this fabulous machine, or jewels, or whatever. But I think I might learn to believe in . . . in him. It’s something I’ll have to find out.” Smiling, Khaljean stripped off his protective armor and yielded it to the girl. As an afterthought, he handed her his blaster.


  “The choice is yours to make. But in such company, the blaster may come in handy.” Khaljean shook hands with Ferris and Angel, though he avoided looking at Pao Chung.


  To Ferris, he said, “Come back if you can. And look after my girl. In the meantime, I’ll throw some gnawed bones to the police wolves, and we’ll manufacture a new identity for you.”


  Without a farewell, Khaljean strode into the crystalline forest. His lonely figure paused to wave.


  “Good hunting, father,” Teucrete called after him.


  She tripped keys at the console. Light quivered in painful vibrations. His figure became transparent, then dissolved . . .


  Absent-mindedly, Teucrete climbed into the suit of protective armor. Ferris helped her zip up the clumsy garments, then clasped her arm impulsively.


  “I haven’t the skill to say it properly—but thanks.”


  “I’ll expect your skill to improve with experience,” she said irritably, fixing the blaster gun securely in its spring clip.


  Returning to the console, Teucrete worked out an elaborate composition on the keys. Tubes flared and flickered, flamed and faded. There was the humming and the bell-toned clamor like glass raindrops spattering on a ceramic floor.


  “We have arrived,” she whispered. It was then Pao Chung acted.


  QUICK as a striking snake, he moved close beside the girl and snatched the blaster from its clip.


  Backing away, he waved the weapon in wide sweeps to menace both Ferris and Angel at once.


  Teucrete turned and cried out. Angel froze like a statue. Ferris started a rush, then thought better of it.


  “New deal, I think,” said Pao Chung brutally. “From here on I’ll give the orders.” Angel chuckled ferociously. “You can’t get both of us, Pao Chung. If we rush at once, you can kill one, but the other will get to you.”


  “Don’t try it,” warned Pao Chung, sweating but deadly.


  “You keep talking of deals,” continued Angel evenly. “Better make one with me. For the girl, and a third of the loot, I’ll talk business with you.”


  “I want her myself,” croaked Pao Chung.


  “Neither of you will get me alive,” said Teucrete.


  Ferris moved a little, and the gun held steadily on him. He hesitated, glancing curiously at Angel. Light glinted from quivering wings. The gargoyle face grinned hideously. Heavy eyelids blinked in remembered signal.


  “Now,” snapped Ferris.


  Ferris and Angel leaped, like two moving parts of the same machine. Angel was quicker. His powerful wings wafted him in a long, swift bound.


  The blaster swerved, flamed, burst in deafening explosion. A reek of charred, disintegrating flesh and singed feathers filled the air.


  Angel shrieked in torment as his legs vanished in crumbling ashes. Wings flailing, his body a maimed and blasted horror, he crashed down upon Pao Chung. The gun jerked from nerveless fingers and clattered on the floor. Its beam as a tinkling swathe among the crystal shafts. Real droplets of half-molten crystal struck myriad bell-tones in falling.


  Writhing and threshing in agony, Angel clung to his desperate purpose. Powerful clawlike hands circled Pao Chung’s head and wrenched it off. The head rolled free like a ball as two snarled bodies sagged together in bloody horror.


  Stricken, Ferris bent over his friend, trying hopelessly to help. The gargoyle lips parted. Dry husks of sound whistled from them.


  “Go on. Smash the machine! But first, do this job right—for me.”


  Trembling, Ferris recovered the blaster gun, cut down its intensity, then thrust the blunt muzzle deep into the striped fur, where rich crimson now mingled with the other gaudy dyes. Blinking his eyes shut, he pressed the stud. Angel writhed and was gone.


  Ferris did not look back. Hand in hand with Teucrete he walked slowly toward the forest of crystal shafts. There was much damage, and his heart quailed from the task ahead.


  “Can you still find the way?” he asked numbly.


  “I’m not sure,” the girl faltered. “I’m not sure we can ever get back. Exact alignment is so terribly important.”


  “We can try,” said Ferris grimly.


  Hand in hand, young men and women, with the dream still fresh within them, will always seek the ultimate answer to the ultimate questions. It may be, of course, that there is no ultimate answer, and that even the quest is a delusion. But Teucrete and Ferris, with the flame of a new love burning fiercely between them, believed that it was important to find and destroy some alien tiling that warped men’s minds. Others may think only of building a life together, as a pledge to the future, but not Teucrete and Ferris. Time for that later, they hoped.


  For the moment, they might, just possibly, make mankind’s tomorrows a little brighter, or more hopeful.


  Hand in hand they walked together to the crystal maze, and entered. Perhaps they found something . . .


  SEMANTIC COURTSHIP


  Irving E. Cox, Jr.


  There are a lot of words that sound nice, but come out to be pretty hollow noises when you analyze them. And there are others so deeply rooted in Man’s self-deception that they usually can’t be analyzed. Like love, or freedom . . .


  Paula Ogden dropped the writing tube and pushed the paper aside. “It’s going badly today, Friend Kraela,” she admitted.


  “You’ve been concentrating too much.” His fragile face-scales quivered with distress. “Take the day off, Friend Ogden.”


  “Oh, I don’t need a rest; I’m used to hard work. It’s your language that creates the problem.” Paula spoke in sing-song Venusian, because it had been easier for the Earth-expedition to learn that tongue than to teach the larger number of their hosts English.


  “The others make the same complaint.”


  “Venusian is far simpler than English,” Paula said. “At least in structure. It took us less than a month to learn to use it. But it’s so different!” She gestured toward the page she had been writing. The language symbol was an unbroken, graph-like line wavering between parallels ruled across the page. The upper parallel was the highest note theoretically possible in the musical speech of Venus; the bottom, the lowest. As the written line danced between the two extremes, it indicated exact variations in sound. “You speak in terms of ideas,” Paula explained. “You don’t have names for things and actions, the way we do.”


  “It would cause confusion,” Kraela said. “What is the value of a naming word to a language, Friend Ogden? If you speak, you intend to convey ideas.”


  Paula laughed. “In theory, yes. But translation from English into Venusian can be disastrous.”


  “In time it will come more smoothly, Pm sure.” Friend Kraela moved through the sliding door in the gold-plated inner wall. Slim, green scaled, Kraela was a man-sized lizard with a peculiarly fragile and humanly expressive face.


  As the Venusian departed, Curt Hallen entered Paula’s cubicle. She felt the familiar annoyance. She reminded herself that Hallen commanded the expedition; she was expected to respect him and she tried to. But Paula considered that Hallen had gone native, because he had been the first to take a wife from among the women of the expedition, and he always spoke Venusian, even when he was alone with the Earth-people.


  In the unchanging summer heat of Venus, Commander Hallen wore only the skin-tight trousers of his nylon flight uniform. He was a large, muscular, dark-haired man, naked above the waist. He had a belt of rusting cartridges slung over his shoulder and a rusting revolver buckled to his waist. He stood by her writing table, his legs spread wide, his jet eyes smoldering with anger.


  “You’ve got to make up your mind, Paula,” he said, “They were quarreling again this morning.”


  “I’ve given you my answer, Commander Hallen.” Her voice was cold; but her blood was pounding. “I won’t be tied down.”


  “The old standards don’t apply, Paula. You have to take Collins or Jergensen. If you settle it between them, I think I can keep the other three under control.”


  “I don’t have to do anything, Commander. I’m a free woman; I mean to keep it that way.”


  “Even if you split the expedition wide open?”


  “Why blame me?” She stood and looked down through the transparent wall into the crowded, gold-paved square in front of the Institute Building. Hallen joined her, clenching his fists.


  “There are only twelve of us, Paula.”


  “Twelve or twelve billion—what difference does the number make? I don’t want a husband, Commander Hallen.”


  His hand clamped down hard on her wrist and he jerked her roughly away from the wall. “We’re eight men and four women stranded in an alien world—perhaps for the rest of our lives. Paula, you can’t put it off any longer. We have to stop this childish competition for your attention.”


  “What the men do hardly concerns me.”


  “It concerns all of us! We can’t survive if we’re splintered into factions!”


  “Give your advice to the men, then; I’ll look after myself.”


  “I’ve never heard such blind, egocentric nonsense!” His hand came up and struck the side of her face. She reeled away from him, her eyes blazing with fury. Paula reached for the rusting revolver strapped to her hips; but her hand drew back when the door in the gold-plated wall slid open. Kraela stood on the threshold, his face-scales trembling.


  “Friend. Hallen! We’ve just received a report from the southern islands. Our men there believe they have located the ore-rock you need. They’ve sent samples; perhaps you’d like to see them?”


  “Of course, Friend Kraela,” Hallen replied. Friend was the only title of courtesy used among the Venusians. Sometimes Paula found it insipid and annoying, as she did their whole elaborate social ritual.


  Paula was left alone. She stood for a long time looking down into the streets and canals of the Venusian capital. In the transparent wall, built from the hardened sap of the Venusian ivy-tree, she saw the dim reflection of her face—thin, hollowcheeked, serious and scholarly. Her black hair was pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head; thick glasses glittered over her pale eyes.


  Her body, in the frayed nylon uniform, was appealingly feminine, with the inviting curves of youth. But her face destroyed the illusion. The mouth was too large; the teeth were too prominent. And her long, blunt nose gave her a faint resemblance to a horse.


  The reflection awoke bitter memories. She looked into the face of herself as a hatchetfaced schoolgirl, forever buried in a mountain of textbooks. The boys had never asked Paula for a date; and Paula revenged herself on her loneliness by winning recognition as a scholar. In college the same pattern persisted. She had deliberately and defiantly emphasized her plain appearance, flaunting it like armor.


  Grimly she turned back to her writing table. She read through the idea she had been setting down when Friend Kraela had first interrupted her.


  “Beyond the Endless and Eternal Mist of Venus is a condition of no-air, no-heat, no cold, a great emptiness in which an infinite number of light-sources and living-globes—”


  It was crudely expressed. Paula wondered if the idea symbols which she had used were accurate. Was “light-source” a correct referent for a star? Or “living-globe” a proper generalization for all the numberless satellite planets? The translation of the science she knew into Venusian ideas exposed a host of terms which Paula had always used as if the name-words were, in fact, the things-named. It had been a subtle psychological shock for her to discover the extent of her verbal dependence.


  She doggedly blotted out the half-sentence and began again.


  For six months the twelve survivors of the stranded Earth-expedition had been housed by the Venusians in the sprawling Institute Building, the center of Venusian science. The Earth-people had occupied the time sampling the Venusian accumulation of scientific knowledge, and trying to explain their own. It was a fair exchange in theory, but difficult to implement, for the cultures were as alien as the reptilian evolution of Venus was different from the anthropoid human descent. The only common meeting ground was an equivalent concept of rationality.


  The door in the golden wall slid open and Thor Jergensen came into Paula’s cubicle. Like Commander Hallen, he was naked except for nylon flight trousers. He was a huge man; a tangled mass of yellow hair curled above his round, earnest, undistinguished face; his arms bulged with a farmer’s muscles.


  “Have you heard the news, Paula?”


  “What news? I’ve been working here all morning, Thor.”


  “The Venusians have found an ore with traces of silver in it!”


  “Traces!” she repeated with disgust. “We’ve had false alarms before.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” he admitted. “We may never find enough metal to make an alloy of gold. We’re stuck on Venus until the Earth sends out another expedition.” He paused, licking his lips. “Then we have to face the situation squarely, Paula, and make the best of it.”


  “I am, Thor.” Casually she drew her revolver and scraped at the thick coating of rust, caressing the handle significantly. She was not sure how much longer the weapon would remain in working order. Perhaps the oxidation had already destroyed the firing mechanism. But the revolver still represented a symbolic threat and a symbolic security.


  “Paula, do you find all of us so very unattractive that—”


  “I have no need for a man, Thor.”


  “None of us is self-sufficient; we need each other. I—I want you, Paula.”


  She laughed. “Because I’m the only unmarried woman on Venus?”


  “Because you’re a woman, Paula.”


  She lashed at him with scalding sarcasm, “Your proposal, Thor, simply vibrates with romance! You sweep me off my feet!”


  “Under other conditions, I might try, Paula; this is too important for that. The words we would use on Earth have other connotations; I’m trying to say exactly what I mean. We have a duty as human beings to build a successful Earth colony on Venus and survive until—”


  “I have only one duty, Thor—to myself, to my integrity as a person. I won’t be shackled to any man.”


  “Marriage is a working-together, a mutual sharing.”


  “Not love, Thor?”


  “What else is love, except that?”


  “Oh, come now, Thor! You’ve been around. Love’s an illusion. Men talk of love, but after marriage the sharing is all one-sided. They don’t care what a woman knows, what her mind is like—”


  “That sometimes happens on the Earth, Paula; it couldn’t happen here.”


  “Men want their women to be pretty and empty-headed. They surround us with machines that do all our work, and give us nothing to occupy our leisure time. They’re jealous if we try to use our abilities.”


  “Possibly, Paula; in some cases. But no one can make a general statement about the behavior of a sex.” He paused, waiting for her reply. When she said nothing, he continued emotionlessly, “Hallen asked me to call you, Paula. The others are leaving for the southern islands immediately, so we can make the first survey of the diggings before nightfall.”


  Paula closed her writing table and walked toward the door. Jergensen slipped his arm awkwardly through hers. “Will you ride with me, Paula?”


  “I’ll ride where I like, Thor. I’m free; I’ve told you that; no man can claim me.”


  Twelve Earth-people and eight Venusians gathered by the parking lagoon behind the Institute Building. They were indiscriminately divided among the three official Governing Council gliders which stood in the gold-paved landing trough. As always, there was a jockeying among the five unmarried men for the privilege of traveling with. Paula.


  Paula had never become used to it. She always said—with considerable vehemence—that their unending argument disgusted her. Yet, in an indefinable way, she enjoyed it; she liked being the focal point for so much attention. She would not examine her mind for logical reasons that would explain such opposing reactions; she was vaguely afraid to pry too closely for the truth.


  At first the competition had been phrased in terms of general good humor. But the expedition had been stranded on Venus for half a year and the gentility had slowly vanished as the men faced the fact that escape was improbable. The shuttle rocket was gone. The only abundant metal on Venus was pure gold. Unless the expedition could find a sufficient quantity of another metal to make a gold alloy strong enough to withstand the strain of flight, they could not build another rocket.


  There were five unmarried men, but only two, Thor Jergensen and Dale Collins, offered any serious competition for Paula’s affection. Thor Jergensen approached her with reason and self-restraint. She considered him a bungler, crude and inept. Dale Collins appealed to her with a supreme ego-confidence in his own youth and virility. It both excited Paula and frightened her. At first he had said: “You’ll have me, Paula, when you’ve given yourself time to look over the field.”


  But recently his phrasing had changed:


  “I’m going to take you, Paula; understand that. I’ve waited just about long enough.”


  “You consider your feelings, Dale,” Paula had reminded him once. “But what about mine?” He had thrown back his head and roared with laughter. “You get a man out of the deal. You’ve no right to ask for anything else.”


  Paula and Thor Jergensen left the Institute Building together. Dale Collins joined them and tried to insinuate himself between them. Jergensen deftly side-stepped the maneuver. Despite his size, his movements were smooth and quick; he was as graceful on his feet as a prize fighter.


  Collins smiled faintly and slipped Paula’s free arm over his. He was a smaller man than Jergensen, thin, lithe and suave. His dark hair was plastered close to his skull. The sharp angles of his face were emphasized by a pointed beard. All the men had grown beards since the expedition had been wrecked, for the cutting edges of scissors and razors had long since rusted into blunt uselessness.


  “I’ve saved a place for you in our glider,” Collins said to Paula.


  She answered him as she had Jergensen, “Where I ride, Dale, is one thing I’ll decide for myself.”


  “Sure, Paula—so long as you go with me.”


  “I’m neither your slave nor your wife, Dale. I’m a free—”


  “You will be.”


  “—a free agent, free to think and act as I please.”


  He laughed and locked his arm hard over hers. She tried to pull away. Thor Jergensen swung past them, barring their way, his hand resting on his revolver.


  “She said she’d make up her own mind, Dale.”


  Collins eyed his opponent in enigmatic silence. His fingers strayed toward the holster strapped to his hips. Jergensen quietly drew his gun and held it leveled at Collins’ chest. Slowly Collins relaxed.


  “You make an impressive display of romantic nobility,” he said to Jergensen.


  “Paula has a right to make her own choice.”


  “Only a civilized society can afford the luxury of female rights, Thor. We’ve slipped back to the day of the caveman. A smart man catches on to that pretty fast; a fool keeps up the pretenses of chivalry. Paula will understand the truth one of these days.” He turned toward her with a mocking bow. “And when you do, my dear, I’ll be waiting for you. The trappings of sentiment, you’ll find, are a poor substitute for a man.”


  He pulled her suddenly into his arms, grinding his lips savagely against hers. The fire of the kiss left her weak, trembling with fury and excitement.


  Ironically, the brief quarrel determined Paula’s place in the gliders for her. The others were already aboard the boats. Only three empty spaces remained. Paula rode to the southern islands with Collins on one side of her and Jergensen on the other.


  During the trip the Earth-people lay flat on the slick decks, clinging to the improvised safety ropes which the Venusians had installed for them. The lizard-men of Venus stood in the sterns, riding the boats like aquaplanes.


  The gliders were the chief form of transportation used on Venus. Made from chip-like sections cut out of the giant ivy-trees, the boats were driven forward by large, web-footed reptiles, the Venusian horse, which bore a faint resemblance to an enormous, green scaled duck. As soon as the gliders were in the open water beyond the crowded city canals, the animals were whipped up to a speed of more than ninety miles an hour.


  A warm, misty spray splashed into Paula’s face, drenching her uniform. When she raised her head, she could see the perpetually cloud-tilled sky of Venus reflected in the quiet mass of sea water. Occasionally they passed suburban islands. Paula saw villages and cities and scattered homes, gleaming yellowly in the gray light. The most widely used building material on Venus was gold, held in place by a sturdy structural skeleton made from the hardened sap of the ivy-tree.


  They reached the southern islands late in the afternoon. The gliders slid to a stop in gold-lined landing troughs and the reptiles were turned to graze in pasture lagoons. While there was still light, Commander Hallen took the men to inspect the shallow diggings.


  If the deposit appeared to be large, the Earth-people would have to build their own mine and carry on the mining operation without Venusian help, for the lizard-men had phenomenally weak forearms. Their sixfingered hands were capable of the most delicate kinds of fragile line-work, but they had no strength to hold or use heavy tools.


  While the men inspected the ore, the women built cooking fires and prepared a typical Venusian meal of boiled fish and water-grown salad greens. Except for the barest exchange of necessary talk, the other three women avoided Paula. She had come to expect such isolation. She had been used to it before she came to Venus and, in a way, she was proud of it. She was not like other women, she told herself; she had never moved with the herd. Neither fashion nor fad had ever aroused her interest. What good would it have done? Nothing she did would improve her appearance.


  Paula built her fire and relaxed against a moss-covered boulder while the water in the gold pots came to a boil. Friend Kraela brought her a basket of fish, cut and ready for cooking. He sat beside her, curling his thick tail beneath his legs and caressing the pet snake coiled around his arm.


  “If this deposit of ore is large enough,” he asked, “how long will it be before you can build another sky ship?”


  “I don’t know, Friend Kraela; we’ll have to make a gold alloy, so we’ll have a metal strong enough for a shuttle rocket. Then we’ll have to cast and build the engines and the rocket tubes. Why do you ask? Are you so anxious to be rid of us?”


  “By no means, Friend Ogden! You came as our guests; you have become our friends. You have brought us your science of machines and metals; you have taught us about the unknown universe that lies beyond our Endless and Eternal Mists.”


  “And you have given us your knowledge of living things,” she said, “which is far superior to ours.”


  “Mutual growth is a fair exchange; how else would different cultures of rational men meet?”


  “It’s sometimes very different on the Earth.”


  “So you have shown us in your history of your people. It seems inexplicable! Tell me, Friend Ogden, if you build your sky ship and leave us, will you ever return?”


  “Some of my people will. They want to colonize your planet.”


  “And we have the room. This contact which we have established must not be lost!” He arose and glanced at the cooking pot. Satisfied that the water was ready, he dropped the chunks of fish into it, sprinkling them with a handful of dried herbs. When he turned toward Paula again, his face-scales shook with suppressed emotion.


  “Does it mean a great deal to you, Friend Ogden, to go back to your own world?”


  “I make a poor colonist.”


  “Suppose—” He hesitated, in distress. “Suppose the ore isn’t what you need; suppose we can’t—”


  “Then we’ll keep on searching. Friend Kraela, we must find it, somewhere!”


  “It matters so much?”


  “To me, yes. The others could make out, I think. But I don’t belong here, Friend Kraela! I was assigned to the expedition because I’m a scientist, not because I would marry one of the men!”


  “The customs of your people are different, but isn’t it a natural thing for any species—”


  “No, Friend Kraela; no!” Paula got up and began to pace the damp ground beside the fire. It was the first time she had seriously considered the possibility that they might never escape from Venus. Eventually another Earth-expedition would come gliding, out of the clouds, but that would be years in the future—perhaps generations.


  Paula’s security was built upon her recognition as a scientist; in her own terms, she could compete and maintain her status. But here that counted less than the fact that she was a woman. The old pain swirled up to torment her mind—the memory of the ugly schoolgirl with the horse-face, of the college dances she had never attended. On the Earth men had rejected her; nothing was different now. Yet, if there were no escape, the mass pressure against her freedom would persist, a conspiracy against her security, a conspiracy to destroy her as a person.


  The men returned from the diggings, walking slowly and thoughtfully. Dale Collins and Thor Jergensen dropped on the earth beside Paula’s fire. She served them the flaking chunks of fish in silence. She hated even so minor an appearance of domesticity, but it was a duty she could not avoid. Commander Hallen had ordered each of the women to prepare food for two men. Paula considered it an indignity; once she had prided herself on the fact that she did not know how to cook. It was menial work, a symbol of female servitude, a relic of primitive savagery!


  Dale Collins set his bowl aside suddenly and snatched her hand, pulling her roughly to the ground beside him.


  “Let me be the first to tell you,” he said. “Relatively speaking, this is an enormous deposit of ore. We’re going to sink a mine shaft in the morning.”


  “Then we—we’ll get away, Dale?”


  “Hallen estimates a pound of silver to the ton. It’ll take us twenty years to recover enough to make our alloy.”


  “Oh, no!” She shrank from him, trembling; but when she looked up at Thor Jergensen, he nodded his head in confirmation.


  “Twenty years,” Collins repeated. “A generation, Paula. Our children ought to have enough metal to build a rocket. Our children, Paula. Yours and mine.”


  He pulled her close, kissing her on the lips. His body throbbed against hers. “I’m through waiting, Paula.”


  “No, Dale!”


  She struggled to draw her revolver; she jabbed the rusting metal against his naked chest. He laughed through clenched teeth.


  “I doubt that thing works any longer,” he whispered. “Mine was rusted through yesterday.”


  She glanced uncertainly at the gun. In the split-second that she was off guard, he slapped the weapon from her hand. She turned to run from him, but he caught her in his arms again. She fought and screamed as his hands tore at the fraying fringe of her nylon uniform.


  Friend Kraela danced around them, wringing his hands in anguish. “We are civilized men!” he piped in his shrill, sing-song voice. “You are acting like forest beasts! Leave her, Friend Collins, I implore you!”


  Suddenly Paula was free of the crawling hands. She fell back against the mossy boulder, sick with nausea. Dale Collins and Thor Jergensen faced each other beside the fire. In the yellow light, Paula saw the other Earth-people watching with fear and indecision.


  Commander Hallen hurled orders at the two men; they ignored him, circling each other with swinging arms. In a flat, toneless voice, Jergensen whispered: “Paula said no, Collins; perhaps you didn’t hear her.”


  “It’s not the answer I want, Thor.”


  “She can make up her own mind—in her own time.”


  Collins snorted with disgust.


  “Still trying to win her with gallantry?”


  “If I can, yes. If not, I’ll try to help us both remember that we’re civilized people.”


  “We were, Thor; not any more. She belongs to the man who can take her.”


  “She belongs to herself.”


  Collins lunged at Jergensen. The two men locked arms, rolling on the damp ground. No holds were barred; they fought like animals. Paula watched with a strange mingling of horror and fascination. An indefinable emotion surged deep in her soul, because these men were fighting over her. For an instant the idea pleased her, and then she rejected it with revulsion. She wanted neither of them; she would never become the possession, the property, of a man—the spoils of battle!


  Cautiously she moved around the fighting men and stooped to pick up her revolver. Commander Hallen pulled her to her feet. She whirled toward him in fright, cradling the gun in her hand.


  “Enjoying it, Paula?”


  She tried to reply, but her voice caught in her throat, trapped by a confusion of emotions.


  “It’s your fault,” he said. “You’ve driven them hack into savagery.”


  “It’s their fault, Commander! Can’t they simply leave me alone?”


  “You’ve no right to ask that here, Paula, You’re no longer Miss Paula Ogden, the eminent scientist. You’re simply a woman—the last female either of these men will ever be able to possess.”


  “I won’t be possessed! I’m free, Commander Hallen!”


  “Not any more, Paula. I can’t allow you to drive us at each other’s throats. I’m settling this tonight. Whichever man wins.”


  “No!” she screamed. “I won’t let you give me away like a lottery prize!”


  “You had your chance to choose for yourself; you’ve lost it.”


  The sound of conflict stopped. Dale Collins lay motionless on the ground. Thor Jergensen got up slowly and staggered toward them. His body was streaked with blood and grime. His face was swollen with bruises.


  “She’s yours, Thor,” Curt Hallen declared quietly. “You’ve won her by—”


  “No!” Paula screamed again. “I won’t take any man!”


  Jergensen stopped in front of her.


  “I fought for your privilege of saying that,” he told her. His breath came in short, heavy gasps; It was edged with irony as he added, “I decline the prize, Commander. I want a woman, not a neurotic egoist, a woman to share the pleasures and hardships of—”


  “Share?” Paula repeated. “No man knows the meaning of the word!”


  “You’re under the impression that you’re an adult, Paula, but you think with the feelings of a bad-mannered adolescent. If you can grow up, I want you for my wife, a sharing partner to bear my children, to help me build our kind of world here. Dale needs you for himself, because you’re female and he’s male. He sees neither your soul nor your mind. That’s an egoism to match yours, Paula. Let him—”


  Suddenly the inert Collins sprang to his feet and leaped at Jergensen. The brutal fighting began again.


  “You could have prevented it!” Hallen said to Paula. “Do you intend to keep on talking—making excuses—until you drive them to murder?”


  “Please,” she whispered. All the ice was gone from her voice. She began to cry, and she hated herself for it. Tears she considered the worst kind of female weakness. “Don’t you understand, Commander? I’m free; I’m independent. I can’t give up myself, my individuality—”


  “Perhaps you should try to understand,” he countered. “Your independence is a sham. This time you’ll take one of them, Paula; there’ll be no more bargaining and no more talk.” He moved toward the fighting men to pull them apart. Paula glanced at the others, but they ignored the appeal in her eyes.


  A hard core of determination solidified in her mind. They intended to force her to marry, because somehow they thought it would help them all to survive, preserve the security of the group. Paula’s security as a person meant as much to her. She could sacrifice the group in order to save that, just as willingly as they would sacrifice her. She could look out for herself; she had no need for them.


  She took her revolver and fled. She heard running footsteps behind her, and a babble of voices, but she maintained her distance. Her breath was nearly spent when she found a crevice among the rocks, protected like a natural fortress by an overhanging cliff. They could only approach her one at a time, through a narrow defile. She heard their voices again and she called out calmly:


  “Stay where you are. I’ll shoot the first man I see.”


  “Paula!” It was Curt Hallen’s voice. “Don’t act the child.”


  “Leave me alone, Commander. I won’t come back. I won’t—”


  “And don’t fire your gun. It’s too badly damaged by rust. It might backfire and kill you.”


  “I’ll take that chance.”


  There was a long silence before Hallen called out again.


  “You’re a fool, Paula; we can’t desert you here.”


  “I can take care of myself; I always have.”


  Thor Jergensen added his plea:


  “The fighting’s finished, Paula; I’ve won. Come back with us. In your own time you can decided which of us—”


  “No, thanks, Thor. Forget about me. Let me go my own way.”


  “We can’t, Paula. Our group’s too small. To lose you is to lose a part of our own identity; can’t you see that?”


  Another silence. Then Hallen shouted, “Will you let Friend Kraela come up there and talk to you, Paula?”


  “A peace ambassador? Of course, Commander. It won’t do you any good, but perhaps he can satisfy you that I mean what I say.”


  She had no fear of the Venusian. The lizard-men, with their abnormally weak forearms, were a defenseless people; they had never engaged in conflict among themselves. In any case, Paula was armed.


  Kraela slid into her hiding place, curling his tail around his legs as he crouched against the damp rocks.


  “I want an explanation,” he said in singing Venusian. “Your people have talked to me, but they do not make the situation clear. Perhaps you can. Why did you run away?”


  “I will not be forced into mating,” she answered in Venusian.


  “Force is always wrong, but why do you run from mating? Is it not a custom among your people for a mutual mate-choice to be made?”


  “I don’t want a mate, Friend Kraela.”


  “But how else do you complete your life?”


  “By giving to my whole society of my ability and talent, in my own way—”


  “Giving and sharing: with us those are essential parts of mating.”


  “I will not belong to a man!”


  “He would belong as much to you.”


  “I’m a—a person alone, by myself.” It was an awkward translation of “independence” but it was the best Paula could do.


  “Mating does not change that condition, Friend Ogden.”


  “Let me say it differently; I do all things for myself; I think alone; I rely upon no other person for help or support.”


  Kraela made the trilling Venusian laugh. “But how can that be? No one is alone; we must rely upon each other. Consider how we have helped you Earth-people here; or consider how you have shared with us your scientific knowledge. Could you have survived on Venus without us? Could you survive without each other?”


  She felt annoyed and vaguely frightened. “You speak of groups, Friend Kraela. I meant only myself, as a single person.”


  “But each of us is a part of a group; how can it be otherwise?”


  The nebulous fear rose up in a strangling cloud; she felt cornered and trapped, and the only way out was to explain herself to him. If she could make him understand, she felt that she could justify herself to herself. And she knew she must justify her behavior; the integration of her life depended upon Kraela’s understanding. “I take care of my own thinking. I’m a—a—”


  She stopped. There was no direct way to translate “free woman” into the Venusian language. In rising panic she ransacked her mind for substitute expressions. How could she turn the phrase which seemed solidly meaningful in English into the idea-symbols of Venus? In her mind she came up against an enormous blankness, a void cluttered with words but empty of ideas. Somehow her bitter childhood frustrations were released again, and she said desperately.


  “I am not pretty, Friend Kraela; no man wants me.”


  “Surely your people do not select mates on the basis of anything so superficial?”


  “They do, Friend Kraela! You don’t know—”


  “Yet tonight, two of your males have fought over you.”


  “Only because I am a woman.”


  “Is there any other reason why they should quarrel?”


  “I’ve made my life without men! I don’t want it any other way! I’m a—” There it was again, that phrase, “a free woman.” Her panic turned into terror. Her mind dissolved into chaos.


  She could answer Thor, turn aside his quiet pleading, because she spoke to him in English. Her own language had made it possible for her to confuse word-symbols with ideas. But by questioning her, by driving her into a semantic corner, Kraela had forced her to admit her own lack of idea-referents. She could not phrase her argument in Venusian, because the argument was a structure of symbols which had no specific meaning. Paula’s comfortably secure universe fell apart.


  The rising tide of dissolution pushed her close to the fringe of insanity, but the memory of a quiet voice held back the flood. “I want you for my wife, a sharing partner to bear my children, to help me build our kind of world here.”


  Paula staggered weakly against the rocks. She tried to smile, but her eyes swam with tears. Blindly she reached out and took Kraela’s arm.


  “You did a nice job, playing John Alden,” she whispered.


  “Alden? I do not know the name.”


  “But you understand the idea. You knew exactly what you were doing when you came up to talk to me.”


  They moved out of her hiding place.


  “You’ll return to them, now, Friend Ogden?”


  “Yes. I want to tell Thor Jergensen that I’ve grown up.” She clung to Kraela’s clammy hand. “At least I think I have, with your help. If Thor still wants to marry me—”


  “On your strange terms, Friend Ogden?”


  “No. On our terms—his and mine together.”


  STABILITY


  Lester del Rey


  Just a week on Venus—and there was no way of telling the monsters from the men.


  DOC BARON straightened up and made motions across his forehead with a damp handkerchief, but it did no good. Sweat still came running down from his greyish hair, over the bridge of his short nose and into his little moustache. He scowled up at the glaring white curtain that was the dazzling sky of Venus and shook his head. In seven days there, he’d lost fifteen pounds. His short figure was still pudgy, but his clothes no longer fitted.


  Darn it, why did he have to be doctor, biologist and general all-around scientist on this first expedition to Venus, anyway?


  But he was grinning again as he dropped back to the curious plant he was studying. Tilings could have been worse. At least, he didn’t have to wear a pressure suit. In spite of all the talk of Venus’s poison atmosphere it had proved to be about the same as that of Earth—which only proved again that appearances can be deceiving. The planet was habitable enough, if a man could breathe.


  Then he forgot it as he went back to studying the plant. So far no animals had been found, but the plants made up for it. They were completely unstandardized—no two were exactly alike; and they were even more unpredictable. Something like a poison-oak plant had been here yesterday; today it was replaced by a growth that most resembled a cactus with wooden branches added. At first, Doc had suspected a terrifically rapid growth and decay. Then he’d considered the possibility that the plants moved around during the ink-black night. Now he was beginning to doubt that. The plant had changed while he watched.


  Doc cleared his throat, cursing the humidity, and trying to get rid of the post-nasal drip that had grown worse, together with his asthma. Hmm, interesting—the cockeyed plant was turning now into what, without a doubt, was some kind of bush.


  Behind him, footsteps sounded, uncertainly. Walt or Rob must have got tired of waiting for him to come back to the ship. Doc crooked a finger over his shoulder. “Take a look at this.”


  The steps halted and there was the rough insufflation of breath. Doc turned around casually.


  It wasn’t Walt or Rob. The naked body before him was short and pudgy. The face, under steel-grey hair, was round and good-natured, and there was a little moustache, trembling in a doubtful smile. The creature was an exact duplicate of Doc, except that the left arm came to an end at the elbow and was replaced by something like a long, leafy vine. The vine quivered and began changing into a forearm and hand!


  Doc’s mouth flopped open, and his legs buckled, sending him back against the spines of the plant. Then, as tendrils reached for him with pricking thorns, he yelled and bounced away and stood upright.


  The creature stuck out a hand—the other already perfect—and grinned again. “Hello, Doc. We go back to ship now, eat good, eh?” The voice was grating at first, but quickly adjusting to Doc’s own tones.


  Doc began wheezing asthmatically, and a giggle stuck in his throat. His fingers groped for a gun he’d forgotten to bring along. There was no way to escape, either. He’d have to humour the creature along. Humour him, humour him . . . He cleared his throat, and somehow found his voice.


  “Sure, sure, eat very good. But I’ll go first to tell the others. Can’t go like this; two of us is one too many. I’ll go and get food . . .”


  “Too many, eh?” The creature’s voice was smooth now, but indecisive. Then it shrugged. “All right. Then I kill you!”


  BUT it seemed no surer of itself than Doc felt. Like Doc, it seemed frozen to the spot. Doc’s head was churning two plus two to get a fantastic four. Life forms here were unstable; they could change shape at will. And this thing had decided to change to the shape of a man—the shape of Doc Baron!


  “I’ll have to kill you, won’t I?” the creature asked, still uncertainly.


  The uncertainty somehow unfroze Doc from his fears. He shuddered, caught his breath, and lunged forward. His shoulder collided with the thing’s stomach, and they both went down in a squirming heap. The hands of the creature were groping, while its threshing legs found leverage and it rolled on top of Doc.


  Doc’s hands were too sweaty to hold a grip, and his heart seemed to burst from his chest. Then he closed on the neck of the creature, and he began squeezing savagely. The thing began beating at his stomach—and something crept to Doc’s throat and began tightening. The plant was helping the creature!


  Doc beat at the ground and tried to writhe away, still holding his grip on the other’s throat. His senses were swimming and reeling, and his lungs seemed about to burst. Could the imitator of his body be choked? Did it need to breathe? He gripped tighter, convulsively, not daring to think.


  Then everything turned black.


  When he came back to consciousness he lay for long seconds tasting the sweetness of even Venus’s air. It was only gradually that he thought again of the inimical creature. His eyes snapped open and he turned on his side. Then he relaxed. A few feet away, a naked image of himself lay sprawled out awkwardly, with a rough stick of wood jabbed deep into its throat!


  He had no memory of jerking a limb off the plant and stabbing the other, but he wasn’t in the mood to question his luck. He knew that men went on acting for seconds after consciousness seemed to leave. Automatically, he reached for a cigarette. It was then he found he was as naked as the other.


  But he spotted his clothes almost at once, between himself and the creature’s body. He puzzled over a living being that could bother stripping him while it was dying, but Venus’s psychology wasn’t his speciality. There was blood on the clothes, where the thing had bled on him after he stabbed it. He noticed that it was as red as his own would be.


  For long minutes, Doc lay there, watching for a sign of life. Twice he thought he detected shallow breathing, but it must have been eye fatigue playing tricks on him. Three times he started up to investigate closer, but each time he stopped; it was too much like examining his own corpse.


  Finally, almost convinced it was safe, he reached hesitantly for his clothes. He made a messy bundle of them, ducked through the clustering vegetation to a clear spot where he could still watch the enemy body, and began a frenzied dressing. His hands trembled too much to tie the knots in his shoelaces. He gave it up, took one hasty look at the prone body, and broke into a shuffling run toward the ship, two miles away.


  HE wanted the familiarity of the normal world again. He had to see Captain-navigator Rob Winchell scratching at the rash he’d picked up from some plant, with a face contorted at the mixed pain and relief. He needed the assurance of watching Engineer-geologist Walt Meek lifting a coffee cup with a stiff little finger that he’d mashed in their one minor repair job. He hungered for their eyes on him, telling him he was human.


  Doc stopped, breathing hard, as he reached the top of the little hill that looked down on the Aphrodite, feeling relief at seeing the ship still there. Then he made out the thin, whipcord figure of Rob in the port, and could even see the worry on the dark, lean face. Doc followed Rob’s gaze, and saw Walt coming up another pathway, his yellow hair blazing in the light of the sky. The boy was waving, his boxer’s figure glistening as if oiled, and Doc could imagine the grin on the good-natured face.


  Doc let out a whoop and began running toward them.


  An hour later, Doc felt better. But the worry lines had deepened on Rob’s face, and the boyish look no longer showed on Walt. The engineer refilled their coffee cups for the fifth time automatically, considering the story. Then he nodded. “It sounds crazy, but I guess I believe you, Doc.”


  “So do I,” Rob nodded. Then he shook his head as Doc started to relax. “Except for one little question. How do we know it is Doc who came back?”


  There was a gun in Rob’s hand suddenly, and he motioned Doc back sharply. “Sit still, Doc. I’m serious. The thing had the plant on its side—and you’re not the fighting type. I’ve been noticing the way the plants changed, too, and wondering if there wasn’t some intelligence there. Obvious answer now—plenty of it, including telepathy. If the thing picked up English in such a hurry, how much else did it get? Suppose it killed you off, and came back here with a slight twist on the story—which it might be smart enough to do—where would Walt and I be tonight while we were sleeping? It’d have the ship in two minutes—and it might just like that idea! Doc, are you a monster? If not, prove it!”


  Two pairs of eyes were boring into him as he began to sweat again. Prove it! How can a man prove he’s himself? “But—”


  Walt jerked suddenly, and quick words spilled from his mouth. “Chu vi parolas Esperante?”


  Doc could have kissed the boy. Jes,” he answered, frantically digging the language out of half-forgotten memories. “Jes, mi parolas Esperanton, sed malbone.”


  Walt let Iris breath puff out in relief, but Rob sat with the gun frozen on Doc’s stomach. The captain’s voice was as tense as before. “Nice try, Walt. But don’t forget the thing must have been a telepath. You knew the answer—Doc knew it. Means nothing!”


  Rob frowned a moment longer. Then he got up, keeping the gun centered on Doc. “Walt, get me that brown and grey medical book of Doc’s—the big one I was glancing at a week ago. And Doc, I want you to write down the names of the bones of the human foot—all of them! And no excuses about forgetting.”


  When Doc finally handed over the sweat-stained paper with trembling fingers, Rob opened the book and began making a comparison. Doc bit his lips and waited, remembering how many years it had been since he’d memorised the bones, but the younger man finally nodded, and dropped the gun.


  “Okay, Doc,” he said. “Glad you won, and sorry we had to do this. This is good enough for me, though—neither Walt nor I knew them, and it wasn’t the sort of thing the monster might want from your mind. I’m satisfied.”


  “Me, too, Doc,” Walt told him, letting his face relax into a grin.


  DOC wanted to meet their new confidence, but Rob’s words and logic had jolted him too severely. He went back to the bunkroom and came out a minute later with two books.


  He hated himself as he spread the books open to the index sections without looking at the other contents. “I’m not satisfied,” he told them brusquely. “You were both out alone at times; it would be easy for the monsters to get you and come back without saying anything. Walt, I want the ten best refractory rocket tube linings in order of endurance. And Rob, give me the duration of the most economical course from Earth to Mars, ideal conditions, in a rocket.”


  Walt reached out for paper fairly confidently, but Rob drew himself up angrily. Then he grinned wryly, and nodded. He’d demanded no alibis from Doc and would ask for none himself.


  A few minutes later, Doc sighed gently and reached for his coffee, throwing cigarettes on the table. “We’re all human,” he decided. “Thank God, we’re—”


  “Rob! Walt!” The weak cry came from outside the ship, thick and faint, with a mixture of hope and utter despair in it. But with all the distortion, it was still Doc’s voice, and the hair on the back of his neck rose abruptly as he realized it.


  Rob hit the port first, the automatic in his hands. Doc glanced over his shoulder to the outside, and his stomach corded into knots. The stick was gone from its throat, leaving a raw gash, but not as deep as Doc had thought. It had stopped bleeding, but the creature swayed and wobbled as it clawed its way toward the ship. Then it caught sight of Doc, and it stopped, a perfect mirror of stark horror and fear in its eyes.


  “Oh my God! I should have known. Rob—Walt—God, you’ve got to listen. Give me a fair trial!” The thing stopped fighting a cough, and a thin froth of blood came to its lips. Then it seemed to gather strength. “Rob, remember you took me to see your family before we left. Me—not that monster behind you! Remember the mole on your kid cousin’s left hand . . .”


  The gun in Rob’s hand barked suddenly and repeatedly, driving the pleading figure back and to earth with the shattering blows of lead in its stomach. It lay there, disbelief and horror in its eyes, clutching at its wounds. Rob reached back for another clip, and it moaned—not with pain, but with sheer hopelessness. Somehow, it pulled itself half erect and began dragging away, leaving a gory trail. A few yards away, there was a burrow of some sort, such as an animal might have made—or perhaps some washing of the rains—and it was heading for it. It staggered and groped. For minutes, it lay almost quiet, just outside the burrow entrance. Then, with a convulsive heave and a moan that seemed to issue from the mouth of hell itself, it disappeared into the crooked little shaft.


  Doc was aware that he was being sick, and that he had somehow got outside the ship. Beside him, Walt was in little better condition. But Rob’s tortured eyes stared out of an immobile face.


  The captain sighed, deep in his guts. “Anyone who wants to investigate that corpse can do it! But it’s dead—I put all seven slugs into it! And the sore on its throat didn’t heal. It . . .”


  Then his shoulders shook convulsively and dropped against the side of the port, while his breath wracked back and forth in great gulps, and the words seemed to jerk out of him, one at a time. “He—left hand . . . why I knew he was—fake! Cousin has—mole—mole on right . . .”


  WALT had grabbed his shoulders, but the captain was getting control of himself, and sobered almost instantly. “Sorry. It got me, having to kill something on just that. But it was the right hand—used to blame his left-handedness on that. He must have got part of the memory from us, had to guess at the rest.”


  “No, Rob,” Doc told him, hating his own need to be honest. “I’m afraid he got it from me—I thought it was the left—probably because I seem to remember seeing his wrist watch right over it. But I wasn’t thinking of it—at all—when he came out with it. I haven’t thought of it since we left Earth! He wasn’t reading minds—he was digging into his memory, whatever it was.”


  “But that means—” Walt began. Doc nodded, and Rob’s lips whitened.


  “It doesn’t mean the tests we used weren’t sound,” Doc said grimly. “It simply means the creature might have been able to pass it, too. Maybe they don’t imitate forms, but literally duplicate us—cell by cell, right down to the brain.”


  Rob stared doubtfully at his automatic, toward the hole, and back to Doc. His face tensed again, but he nodded. “Go set up your microscope, Doc. I’ll be back.”


  His face was grey when he came back from the burrow to give Doc the specimens. “It’s dead,” he told the two others.


  Doc began his comparisons and blood tests under their watchful eyes, knowing in advance it was useless. He was right. Cell by cell, there was no difference between himself and the creature. He’d been hoping that the cell nucleus might be foreign in some way, but it was as human as his own. And the blood reaction showed that it might have been from his own body. The duplication was perfect, even at half a million times magnification.


  Over the half-tasted supper, he could see their eyes weighing him, and knew that his own eyes were weighing them with the same fears. They watched the pitch-black night fall in silence, and turned into their bunks by common consent, each with a gun within easy reach. Doc handed out sleeping pills, and was surprised when they worked.


  He never could remember much about the nightmares, beyond a vague composite impression. He was something without definite shape, changing at will, sometimes almost insensate and sometimes almost impossibly intelligent. He was bounded by only one rule, traditionally upheld by something called the Council; no member of the planet’s organized life could ever take exactly the same form as another member at the same time. He changed and altered, until a new and unknown form appeared, where the Council rule did not apply. He felt hunger creeping over him, surging up until something snapped sharply . . .


  Doc came awake suddenly with the sound of a shot in his ears, to see Walt jerking up from an opposite bunk. They swung toward the third place. Rob was gone! The night was almost over, and the dim light of dawn showed the crumpled sheets, but no sign of the captain.


  BY common consent, Walt and Doc were scrambling into their clothes and heading toward the airlock, just as sounds came from outside. Rob came in stealthily, to stop abruptly as he saw them. The captain’s gun was half lifted, but he let it sink slowly, while his other hand began locking the inner seals of the port.


  “Well?” Walt’s voice cracked on the word.


  Rob shrugged wearily, but his haunted eyes met them squarely. “Heard something moving around, and thought maybe the creature had revived. Outside, I thought I saw something, and took a shot at it. Must have been a shadow, though. The thing is still dead—cold dead.”


  Doc went back for the books again and gave the almost meaningless tests, while Walt began making a hasty breakfast. This time, Rob answered three questions before the other two nodded reluctantly. Worthless as the test was, perhaps, they had to accept it for want of something better.


  “It’ll be light soon—” Walt began, but his sentence chopped off in the middle.


  From the airlock, faint sounds reached them, as if someone outside were trying to get in. A ghost of a voice reached through to them, pleading. “Doc?”


  A harsh groan ripped out of Rob’s throat, and he was out of his chair, rushing toward the lock. His hands were clumsy on the locks, but he seemed to rip the seals aside by sheer frenzied effort.


  Outside there was nothing! Across the little clearing, a bush vibrated, as if just disturbed, and they heard what sounded like some object running off through the tangled growth. Rob’s gun was hammering as he blasted at the sounds but with no result, and the distant snap of twigs and rattle of stones faded into the normal sounds of Venus.


  Doc looked at his hands, surprised that they were no longer trembling. A man could get used to anything, he decided idly. Or the endocrine glands get tired of responding to stimuli.


  “Dead?” he asked, at last. “Or playing possum? Well, it will be light soon. We can go out then—all three together from now on. If the corpse is there, we’ll burn it.”


  His eyes were on the captain as his dead-steady hands lifted coffee to his lips. The liquid had no taste for him now. He swallowed automatically, considering. “What’ll we find out there, Rob?”


  The captain dropped into a chair opposite Doc and threw his empty gun on the table. “Your corpse, at least, Doc. Maybe another. I thought I killed something, anyhow.


  You’re right. I was shooting at myself out there. I heard something, and went out looking for it. I guess we got duplicated about the same time.”


  The story came out as levelly as if Rob were dictating an account of a routine landing. He’d stayed behind, overtired from writing up the log of their discoveries. He’d wandered around outside for a while and finally settled down comfortably on some mossy turf. Apparently he had gone to sleep. There was a confused memory of nightmares in which he’d seemed to be fighting, then of complete unconsciousness in dreamless sleep. He’d awakened suddenly to see the creature bending over him with a rock in its hand. One of the vines near him had apparently grown thorns that accidentally awakened him just in time.


  HE’D jerked upright at a full run and just beaten the other to the ship where he could get a gun. It had been on his heels until he had the weapon, but that had sent it rushing off into the thickets.


  “Should have shot it,” Rob finished evenly. “But like Doc, I couldn’t get used to fighting myself. It had stolen all my clothes. I just got dressed by the time Walt yelled from across the clearing. When I got to the lock, you were coming over the hill, Doc. I kept mum, figuring I could stay up alone and trap the thing at night—better without you two rolling around outside with me. When it came sneaking up, I shot it and dumped its body into the burrow with the other.”


  He sat quietly, watching for their judgment. Doc poured coffee for the captain and passed it silently. Walt sat whitefaced, seeming to be fighting to say something. Finally the boy gave up and held out his own shaking cup. Doc wondered what it felt like to be outnumbered two to one by possible monsters. He knew he was human—maybe Rob did, too—but the engineer couldn’t be sure of them.


  “It’s light enough,” Doc decided.


  They went out through the lock cautiously, with Walt bringing up carefully in the rear; their backs were exposed to his gun. Outside, there was no sign of whatever had come to the ship earlier. There was only the normally changed growth around the ship and the entrance to the burrow showing up darkly beyond. Venus’s sky was already blazing with light.


  They were halfway to the burrow when Walt suddenly gasped and pointed to the left, beside their path. Doc turned his head. Something had come out of the brush, moving like an animal. It had vine tendrils trailing from it, and its legs were more like roots than anything else, but it moved by its own volition.


  Then he saw the cause for Walt’s amazement. The creature faced them, a lump of its substance changing as they watched. Features began to emerge, first a nose, then a slit for a mouth, and finally eyes and ears. A fine growth appeared on the head, quickly becoming rustily grey hair. The face was rapidly becoming human in every way, but with a strangeness that might be due to its attempt to take a composite pattern from all three of the men.


  Now the lips opened, revealing white teeth, and the eyes blinked at them. The creature coughed, clearing its throat.


  Walt’s gun-hand was coming up, but Rob stepped back and caught it. “Wait,” he snapped. “It’s only the head, so far. We’ve got time enough yet.”


  The creature tried its voice softly, a faintly mewing sound. Then it faced them determinedly. “Hard communicate,” it said, the words thick and clumsy. “Can’t reach—minds?—senses? Council worried. Council wants report—account—immediately.”


  Doc had flinched at the mention of the Council, but now he checked the words that came to his lips. The creature was trying to turn back. Where the neck joined the woody body, a series of violent contractions had begun. They spread through the whole body, setting it to a series of writhings and twitchings. The face was grimacing and contorting, and a series of meaningless sounds drooled out of the lips.


  Abruptly, the face became loose and expressionless, the eyes closed, and the lips hung open. The bodily contortions went on, with an increasing evidence of effort. But the line separating the neck from the body remained.


  The creature stopped for a second. Then suddenly it reared up on its rear stems or legs, hesitated, and brought the flaccid head down sharply against a large rock. Brains spattered out, with a gush of blood that began red and was gradually infused with a green ichor. It twitched a few times and lay still.


  DOC pried his eyes away from it, not even trying to understand. He heard the breath whistle out of Walt, and saw Rob come out of a rigid stiffness. They looked at each other, and by common consent turned silently toward the burrow. They could talk about this fresh horror later.


  At the burrow entrance, Doc hesitated again, steeling himself to face the presence of his own dead body—or worse still, its absence. He let the other two slide down the twisting little tunnel first, shining flashlights down it. Finally, he fitted his stout body into the entrance and followed to where a larger part had formed a cavelike place.


  There were two bodies there—his naked corpse, and the clothed figure of Rob’s imitator, both stiff in death.


  Walt was staring at them sickly. “Then what was the thing outside the lock?”


  “Yeah.” Rob’s eyes were glued to his own duplicate. “The lock sealed now, Walt? I should have checked.”


  “I locked it,” the boy answered dully. “I—God!”


  From above them, the sound of footsteps drifted down the passage—soft footsteps, rustling on dead leaves!


  Walt’s suddenly white lips opened, but the sound of his voice didn’t come from them. It came from the mouth of the burrow. “Doc? You’re down there—I know it. Doc, you’ve got to help me. You’ve got to kill that phoney with you! You can’t desert me. I’m real, Doc. Don’t let them shoot me, like Rob shot that other! God, Doc, you don’t know what it’s like—a week of it, going crazy, hiding out, knowing that was with you, Doc!”


  The voice ended on an almost insane quaver. The horror of the voice was matched by the desperation on Walt’s face in the light of the torches. Doc shook his head, smiling faintly at the boy. It was amazing how the same resilience that had helped him overcome his squeamishness at operating on living bodies was now taking over, making even this situation bearable.


  “Take it easy, Walt,” he called up softly to the creature—or the real Walt—above. “We’ll try to be fair. We’re all in pretty much the same boat.” He heard a sigh, almost like a child finding haven at its mother’s breast, and turned to the white-lipped boy. “All right, you might as well tell us the story, lad.”


  Walt’s story was almost familiar by now. He’d been attacked, apparently, the first day on Venus. He couldn’t remember more than some fuzzy, drawn-out struggle, and waking up to find another unconscious body of himself in the tangled vines. He’d hit it with a rock to the temple and spent the day trying to steady down before going back to the ship. He’d kept quiet, knowing they wouldn’t believe him. But whenever he was out alone, he’d been hunting it—it had obviously survived the blow—and trying to kill it or keep it far from the ship.


  “So that’s why the scratching on the lock,” Doc said quietly. His eyes measured the distance, while his brain ticked over his knowledge of anatomy. The automatic butt in his hand made a soft thud as it suddenly contacted Walt’s skull, and the boy dropped with a soft moan. Rob’s gun came up toward Doc, wavered, and sank again. Rob was willing to let Doc play it his way, for the moment.


  Doc called up the passage. “What was the first place you lived in like, Walt?”


  “A little yellow house, five rooms, with green shingle. It had a real well,” the voice above quavered down. There were more details, but Doc cut them off as Walt began to revive. He waited for the boy to retain full consciousness, and repeated the question to him, while Rob nodded sudden understanding.


  THE accounts were a bit different, but the details were the same. And no telepathy was possible—Walt had been unconscious, and the other two hadn’t known.


  There was no way of telling which was real and which was a monster—for any of them!


  A scrabbling noise above them changed to the sound of a body sliding down the passage, and a naked figure appeared in the light abruptly. The second Walt’s face was matted with dirt and a gory wound at the temple, and the eyes were filled with stark terror and lunacy. It stood there, mouthing at them. Doc drew back, knowing that the uncertainty of waiting out there had been the final straw to the week of exposure and terror. The creature had been driven wholly mad. He tried to think of something to soothe it.


  But it wasn’t waiting. With an animal cry, it charged them!


  Rob’s gun spoke once, viciously in the closed space. The naked figure of Walt halted in mid-stride, a gaping hole appearing in its forehead. Then it sank down across the two other corpses.


  Rob stood with the gun still pointing at it. He shook himself and looked at the others. “The same thing—always the period of unconsciousness. Does that mean we’re all fakes, and that the shock of adapting to human form was too much for us—that it knocked us out for a while? Or doesn’t it mean anything? Damn it, we must be real. We’re the ones who always reach the ship. We’re used to this form of body—naturally we handled it better at first. The imitations lost because it took too long to learn.”


  Doc dropped down beside the last corpse, examining it. Exposure had told heavily on it, exactly as it would have done on a real human body. He straightened out the arms, looking at the mangled,-stiff little finger.


  And suddenly he was on his feet, grimly facing the facts he had overlooked so long. “No, Rob—we’re at least partly monsters. Walt hasn’t been favoring his finger lately—I never noticed, but I can remember his bending it when he picked up a cup last. This is the real Walt—with a broken finger still there. And you haven’t been scratching the rash—it’s gone. But the arm of your corpse still shows it. They duplicated our bodies, all right, but not the things that were wrong with the bodies. You’re both fakes!”


  Walt gasped, but Rob cut him off. “You’re a liar, Doc—because I know I’m myself. But you’re absolutely right, all the same. I don’t have the rash—haven’t even thought about it since the incident. And your asthma is gone!”


  They faced each other. Like Rob, Doc knew he was a genuine human being, but he had to admit that the asthma and post-nasal drip were gone. He was a monster, as they were monsters. No matter how clearly he could remember his first impressions of his mother’s arms or recall the damaged form of a particularly interesting case of tabes, he was only a fake.


  WALT’S lips were still white, and his fingers were drawing blood where the nails bit into his palms, but the boy was showing the sound stuff that has been so well duplicated. His voice was almost as normal as Rob’s. “Then we’ll have to face it. We can’t ever go home!”


  Rob started to nod, but his eyes were questioning as they turned to Doc.


  Doc was remembering the human-headed plant-animal and the impressions he’d had on reviving. He was thinking of his dreams and the worry of the so-called Council. But mostly he was thinking like a trained biologist considering a freak form of life.


  He relaxed slowly, breathing in the wet heat of the air that no longer bothered him, though there was sweat in the creases of fat that still remained on his abdomen. “All right,” he agreed, “we’re monsters. At least on Venus, we are. That poor damned plant-thing. It didn’t have a chance. Neither did whatever we came from.”


  He laughed suddenly, almost clinically aware of how strange and yet natural it sounded. “We’re monsters,” he repeated. “Venus has nothing like us. Here all life is unstable—all can change form. It doesn’t matter what change takes place—even from intelligent to non-intelligent—because sooner or later it can change back again. Life here can duplicate any organism perfectly; telepathy isn’t the answer, but probably some strange form of cellular resonance. It becomes the other form in every way.


  “Now it makes one mistake—it duplicates an Earth form. But Earth life is completely stable, so a perfect duplication must be stable too. It’s caught—trapped by that stability. That’s why the plant-thing had to kill itself—it couldn’t change the altered head back to its normal form.


  “So we’re stable. We’ve had a few imperfections removed, but cell by cell we’re exactly what our originals were. Even our reproductive cells must be perfectly duplicated so that we could have the same children our originals might have had. And we can’t hurt anyone else, because we can’t change again, any more than our originals could.”


  He grinned as slow comprehension spread over the two other faces. “We’re going home,” he told them. “We’re going home a little better than we came!”


  They climbed out of the tunnel and headed for the ship, knowing that there’d be an emotional reaction later, but now filled only with relief. They reached the lock and Walt unsealed it.


  Then Rob chuckled. “It’ll be tough on Venus life, Doc,” he decided. “Unless it gives up imitating men. Think what all the invalids and hopeless cripples will make of this chance to be whole again. Watch out Venus, here comes Earth.” Doc echoed his chuckle, breathing freely and caressing his old familiar paunch. And the three humans went into the ship.


  WHERE THE GODS DECIDE


  James McKimmey, Jr.


  In the webbed hands of the stolid, green-faced ones rests the Screece gem. Some say it’s a fabulous diamond; some an emerald; some a ruby . . . but Caine guessed it was death itself.


  High above the wet plains and muggy jungles, above the slick rocks and shiny leaves, rests a temple. Like most shrines of ancient order its narrowing spires point to the sky. Men, Venusian men, walk quietly through the restricted labyrinth of this temple, green fingers webbed beneath the long sleeves of their gray capes; green faces expressionless beneath the sanctity of their gray hoods. There is movement, and these caped men circle a silver orb that lies in dead center of the golden walls. They pace, each fiat step a soundless motion. The green fingers unmesh, spread, and come together again. “Screece,” says a flute-like voice. “Screece,” says another. The silver orb rests like a cloudy fist-sized tinsel globe, unsparkling, while a dozen minds search out through the vastness of Venus, probing for the cores of evil and purity. Feet pace, faces are immobile, and through the thick air comes a shrill rising scream from the throat of a giant black cat with deep orange eyes. The motion ceases, lidless stares meet. “Grith?” pronounces one. “Grith?” pronounces another. And the pacing continues, while green lips quirk the slightest bit. Minds search . . .


  IT WAS was that season when the jungle of Venus turned into a vapid, steaming swamp. Sleet buds glistened like long, thin snakes, and leaves hung limp and wet from the vine-trees. Nicholas Caine felt the sweat prickle upon his forehead and slide down the sides of his face. Fairchild, he noticed, was sweating, too, so that the man’s shirt had turned dark, and the close-clipped gray hair curled on his head. Only the woman still looked fresh in her white shirt and shorts.


  She was standing beside Caine’s jetcopter, drinking plain Scotch from a silver glass. Her husband, Fairchild, was drinking, too, as he sat silently in a folding chair beneath the tip of the ship’s left wing.


  This is going to be a sweet thing, Caine thought, it really is.


  The air was dead of breeze, and soggy clouds hung above them like an immense stifling blanket. The man stared at his knees and the woman swirled the Scotch in her glass. Caine kept his palms flat against the arm rests of his chair.


  He watched the woman closely. There was too much brightness inside of her, too much nervousness, as though she were burning inside and she had to keep moving, laughing, insulting, enticing, because she was alive with that burning, and she couldn’t stop. It wasn’t the liquor, Caine knew, because they had just started that, a few minutes after he had brought the ship down.


  They were approximately four-hundred miles from the Colony, and in the wild stretches of this Venusian jungle, four-hundred miles was like the distance from day to night. Here was the dark, the strange, the weird and the wild.


  Kiitz birds screamed in the distance, and their sound was like the sound a man makes when he is touched by fire. A thick, muddy river went over a cliff above and behind them, hitting transparent rocks with a steady crashing noise that thrummed against Caine’s ears like thunder in a distant sky.


  Teewh birds with black wings and curling yellow beaks came out of the sultry sky and skimmed the tips of the trees surrounding the clearing. They screeched when they dove, and they kept harmony with the unseen stationary kiitz birds. A chilling, nerve-racking harmony.


  “WON’T you have a drink with us?” said the woman, her teeth white between her smiling lips.


  “Thank you, no,” Caine said. The woman tipped her head and watched him. Her eyes were very blue and they mocked Caine and taunted him, while her husband just sat there, drinking and watching his bare knees.


  This could go to pieces in a hurry, Caine decided, and he rubbed his palms against the arms of the chair.


  Because, on the other hand, the husband was too quiet, too brooding, too deliberately unseeing of the way his wife played with Caine, with her eyes and her movements.


  Her legs, Caine noticed, were the kind that would look well bare, as they were, or in nylon beneath a skirt, and she had rather full hips, although not too full. Her breasts, Caine could see, were well enough developed.


  She bent to rub a finger against her left knee. “Are there insects in this part of the jungle?” she asked Caine.


  “Some.”


  “But no grith cats?” she said, straightening.


  “Not here,” Caine said.


  “Just where we’re going tomorrow?”


  “Yes.” Caine looked back to the man. He was about fifty, Caine judged, at least twenty years older than the woman. His face was lean and sad, and there were thin lines traveling out from the corners of his eyes and mouth that contrasted with the youthful cut of his wiry hair.


  These two had come to Caine because his reputation in the Colony was established. He had been flying tourists into the jungle for more than three years, and while he could not predict all of this country, he at least knew the general traits of those sections within a reasonable radius of the Colony.


  “Did you ever shoot a grith cat?” the woman asked, looking at Caine over her glass.


  “No,” said Caine.


  “But you’ve heard that they’re pretty horrible and dangerous?”


  “Yes.” Caine wiped a hand at the sweat on his forehead. The woman was working at the cats, her eyes shifting to look at her husband with every word, to see how he was reacting. So far he had done nothing, said nothing, only sat there and drank.


  However, the cats were not the reason the couple were in the Venusian jungle. Hunting animals was a dead sport for them, something done in the past and something which had become boring.


  They were looking for bigger game now. The Screece gem. And they had flown all the way from Earth to Mars, from Mars to Venus, to find it. The Screece gem was a myth, Caine was certain, a bit of fantasy out of ancient Venusian lore. But they paid him well for the trip, and he would ask no questions.


  The woman stayed with the cats. “How big are these grith cats, Mr. Caine?”


  “Eight to ten feet long,” Caine said. “About like a large horse.”


  “Only they’re cats, with the claws and the fangs and all.”


  “Essentially.”


  Caine felt himself tightening inside a little. The woman was trying to break through her husband’s armor, because somewhere, sometime, he must have had trouble hunting a cat-like animal. Tiger. Or panther. The Martian frynx, perhaps. But she had not found her target, yet.


  The man raised his head and spoke for the first time since they had landed. “How far away is this temple, would you say, Mr. Caine?”


  “Fifty miles,” Caine said.


  “How close to it can we land?”


  “Eight or ten miles, I imagine.”


  “Can’t we get closer than that?” the man asked.


  “I don’t think so,” Caine said. “The temple is on top of a fairly sheer rise of land, and I can’t put the ship down there. The nearest clearing we’ll find will be about eight or ten miles away.”


  Mrs. Fairchild walked to her chair and sat down. “That means, then, that we’ll have to go through that much country where the cats are?”


  Caine didn’t answer, and the man returned to gazing at his knees. Time moved slowly in the thick wet jungle.


  “Show Mr. Caine your scar, Charles,” the woman said, her voice sudden out of the silence.


  Fairchild picked up his glass from the arm of his chair and held it tightly in front of his waist. The muscles along his bare forearms were ridged and his knuckles paled as he held the glass.


  “Don’t be bashful,” the woman said, smiling. “I’m sure Mr. Caine would like to see what a cat can do.”


  She looked at Caine as though she were about to tell him a delightfully domestic story that had been, until now, nurtured between just her husband and her. “This was a leopard, Mr. Caine. A long vicious leopard. Mr. Fairchild, you see, didn’t hit him right, and so he got Charles from about here,” she tapped herself just below the neck, “to here.” She touched her waist. “It’s a long scar, Mr. Caine. Isn’t it, Charles? About three inches wide, and . . .”


  The man brought his glass down against the arm of the chair. “Shut up, Janet. I’ll tell you nicely. Just shut up!”


  “Charles,” she said, blinking in exaggerated surprise. “I just wanted to tell Mr. Caine, because he’s hunted, too, and while I don’t know if these grith cats are anything like leopards . . .”


  The man’s eyes had become wide and angry. “I won’t tell you again, Janet.”


  “I’m sorry, Charles.” She smiled at him assuringly and blinked again. “We’re just excited about tomorrow, I guess, aren’t we?”


  Fairchild returned his stare to his glass, noticed it was empty, and filled it.


  “Can’t I interest you in a drink, yet, Mr. Caine?” Mrs. Fairchild said.


  Not right now,” Caine said.


  Oh.” Her voice pouted. “But I think we should celebrate. Here Charles and I have come all this way to find the Screece gem, and we’re sitting within fifty miles of it, and I think we all ought to celebrate.”


  FAIRCHILD spoke to Caine without raising his head. “Maybe Mr. Caine doesn’t really believe in the existence of the Screece gem. Do you, Mr. Caine?” he said, looking up.


  Caine took a cigarette from a package in his shirt. “I’m just paid to get you to a temple, not to think.”


  “You’re evading the question,” Fairchild said. His eyes were narrow now, and a bit glazed.


  Caine lit his cigarette and blew smoke into the damp air. He kept his voice noncommittal. “I’ve heard about it. Everybody in the Colony has heard about it.”


  “Correction,” said Fairchild. “Everybody in the System has heard about it.”


  “It’s a very popular myth,” Caine agreed. The man stood up. “It is not a myth, Mr. Caine. It exists and it’s in that temple, do you hear me? There is no dammed myth about it, just cold hard fact, and I’m going to find it and take it out of there! Is that clear?”


  Caine watched tire man’s taut figure. He inhaled his cigarette. “I told you, Mr. Fairchild, I’m just paid to fly the ship and I’m not paid to think. I’m responsible for getting you to the temple. That’s all.


  “Listen,” Fairchild said, crossing to Caine and reaching for the front of Caine’s shirt. Don’t get insolent with me . . .”


  Caine slapped the man’s hand away. “Charles!” the woman said.


  The man blinked and touched his slapped hand against his chest. “Sorry, Mr. Caine,” he said, finally. “Didn’t mean to fly off that way. Little nervous, you see. All that time in space, searching around this way. We’re just this close, and I’m getting too nervous.” He turned back to his chair and sat down. His face became very sad again, and the lines about his mouth and eyes seemed deeper.


  The woman laughed lightly. “You don’t want to pay any attention to Charles when he’s this way,” she said to Caipe. “It’s just that this means so much to him, finding the Screece gem. It’s worth the wealth of the System, they say, and so Charles has to have it, Mr. Caine. Because he hasn’t got any more money.”


  “For heaven’s sake, Janet,” the man pleaded.


  “Are you ashamed of being poor?” she asked with false concern. She stood up and began pacing back and forth, and Caine noticed the easy way she moved, her hips swaying, the muscles of her long legs rippling. “No, he’s not ashamed of being poor,” she said, looking at Caine. “He’s afraid of it, aren’t you, Charles?”


  Fairchild tipped his glass to his lips, and when he brought it down, Caine could see that it was empty again.


  The man refilled the glass and held it in front of him, looking into it, as though he might find another world there, a peaceful world, where there weren’t any cats or beautiful women with reddish hair, a world where there might be peace and no fear. He raised the glass, trying to taste of that world. His eyes were getting filmy.


  “I’ll tell you why he’s afraid of being poor, Mr. Caine,” the woman went on. “It’s because not only is Charles a yellow punk when it comes to cats, but he’s frightened of losing his wife, aren’t you, Charles?”


  Caine felt himself tensing under the cutting lilt of the woman’s voice. He was observing something, he knew, that should have been contained in the seal of marital privacy. But here he was, caught in the middle of it, while the woman swung back and forth, and the man seemed to crumple further into his “chair, hanging on to the glass of Scotch, as though that were all he had left to hang on to.


  And tomorrow they had ten miles of grith country to span on foot. Sweet, Caine repeated to himself, really sweet.


  II


  “CHARLES, you see,” the woman said, stopping and turning to Caine, “thinks the only way he can hold me is with money. And now he’s put every penny he had left into this hunt so that he can find the Screece gem and keep his lovely wife. And do you know what, Mr. Caine?” She placed her hands gently on her hips, and Caine could see the faintest swinging movement in them. “He’s right, you see.”


  Caine remained very silent.


  “He has to find the Screece gem,” the woman said, smiling whitely, “or lovely Janet is gone, slipped right out of his hands. And Charles is just a poor little sheep with gray hair and a two inch scar, who’ll Be cold and alone, while Janet—”


  “Stop it, damn it!” Fairchild said, but he didn’t get up and his voice was thick.


  “—while Janet,” the woman said, her voice even and relentless, “will be sleeping with someone else who can afford her, and poor old Charles will shiver in his damned freezing bed, all alone, thinking about that, wondering who it is, burning up his ancient jealous liver!” The woman whirled to face her husband.


  The man tightened both hands around his glass, and Caine could see the whiteness about his mouth. The woman began to laugh, a soft, pealing laugh that got into Caine’s brain because of the very softness of it.


  She talked back to her chair and lifted her own glass. Her laughter stopped while she drank, and then it started again. She turned to look at her husband, and her eyes danced and her lips curved. Her body shook with the laughter.


  “Who do you think it’ll be?” she asked her husband. “If you don’t find the gem?” She turned to Caine. “Mr. Caine, do you have any money? I mean, perhaps you wouldn’t need as much money as Charles. I might make some compensation for virility, you know.”


  Caine disregarded her. “Mr. Fairchild, we have some rugged country to cover tomorrow. This is your party, of course, but if you keep on drinking . . .”


  “If I keep on drinking?”


  Caine examined the man’s eyes and his slack mouth. “Nothing,” Caine said. “Nothing.” At least, he decided, the Scotch might stop the needling and the pressure for the man. He deserved that much, perhaps.


  “You didn’t answer me, Mr. Caine,” the woman said. “About you and me. I’d like you to answer, so that my husband knows before he falls out of his chair, you see.”


  “I think we all ought to get some sleep,” Caine said quietly.


  “Mr. Caine, really? So sudden? I’d have to check your bankbook first, of course. Although if you give me your word . . .”


  “If you don’t mind,” Caine said, his voice harsh, “I’d like to be left neutral in whatever you and Mr. Fairchild might have in conflict.”


  “Oh,” she said. “Well, that’s just because you haven’t seen the full potential. Let me show you what you’d be getting for your money—the way Charles saw it.” She raised her glass again, drank, and stood up to cross to the ship. She climbed the ladder to the cabin, very gracefully, and touched the switch of the radio. Music pealed into the warm air.


  It was minor music, issuing from the Colony station, music that had been taken from the native Venusian melodies. It had been converted and fitted to the heavy rhythm of Earth’s ancient Africa, and it seemed suddenly to become a part of this jungle of Venus.


  The woman stood in the doorway, and then she moved down the ladder, as though it were one sliding motion. She remained there, her back against the silver metal of the ship, swaying her hips, moving her shoulders.


  “I was a dancer, you see, Mr. Caine. I worked in a very expensive club in Habrill, on Mars. I was very popular and very good, and sweet Charles took me away from it all, didn’t you, Charles?”


  Fairchild, Caine could see, was having trouble focusing his eyes, but the rhythmic music was heavy in the air and it beat against the ears, and Caine knew that the man was aware of what was happening.


  The woman began moving easily toward Caine, her movement a practised swinging motion of hips and shoulders. “This is what Charles took me away from, Mr. Caine, by the gentle touch of gold,” she said. “ ‘Come with me,’ he said, and he fitted diamonds to my ears and rings to my fingers. ‘Let me take you away from the damned searching eyes of every man on Mars. Let me hide you, so no one can see you or touch you, but me, and I’ll give you all I own.’ Isn’t that right, Charles?” she said, looking at him with narrow gleaming eyes.


  The man lifted his glass and slowly drained it. He let it fall to the ground with a breaking crunch, while the woman kept time with the rhythm, with her hips and her shoulders, slight swinging motions that only intimated.


  “Only now,” the woman said, “poor Charles doesn’t have anything more to give, and so here I go again . . .”


  She raised her hands over her head and cracked her palms together. Her hips swung and her shoulders shook. She caught her fingers in her hair, her teeth white and biting, while her whole body shivered. It was a rippling gyration of muscle and pink skin, building, furious.


  Fairchild pushed himself out of the chair. His eyes were wild and vacant. “Don’t . . .” he said, and his words were meshed together so that it was a hoarse sound, full of anguish.


  The woman laughed, a wild laugh that blended with the music and the frenzied movement of her body. She whirled and slapped her hands together and her body quivered.


  The man staggered a step forward. “Janet, don’t, please . . .” He fell forward, sprawling over the ground. Gradually, the woman ceased her movement, while her laughter rang through the wet jungle.


  The gray-caped figures hold motionless around the muddy silver orb. A green head cocks. Another. The golden walls encase them, and only a circular opening near a tip of a spire brings in dim light and a little of the wispish outside vapor. Fingers disengage and a green extends from a gray cape. The hand sweeps in a downward slice, splitting by symbol, purity from evil. A second hand imitates. A third. A dozen. Voices flute to the cloudy orb. A cat snarls. Minds probe.


  THE light was dimming, and she was a dark curving figure, standing over the crumpled figure of the man. The music pounded relentlessly. Caine stood up.


  “Each time I make one of these trips,” he said, looking at the motionless form of Fairchild, “I promise myself it’ll be the last, and I’m promising myself again, right now.”


  The woman stood silent, and there was just her smiling mouth and the white teeth and the reddish hair. “But this one isn’t over, yet, Mr. Caine. We still have a long way to go.” Her eyes danced.


  “That’s right, Mrs. Fairchild,” Caine said, bending to lift the man. “Unfortunately, that’s right.”


  He picked the man up while the woman watched, and he carried him to the ship. He climbed to the cabin, working against the surprising weight of the smaller man. For his age, Fairchild was a very tough, sinewy man who looked as though he had spent most of his life fighting through strange and varied wilds, constantly in search of new adventures and thrills.


  Caine laid tire man across a bunk built into the rear of the ship’s cabin. The tip end of the wide scar was visible now, showing above Fairchild’s open shirt, and the thin lines about the eyes and mouth were like written entries in his face, telling of too much Scotch and perhaps too much of the reddish-haired woman. All that he lacked, Caine thought wryly, was the empty bank account to show the price he had paid for the love of the devilish woman.


  Caine straightened and walked back through the cabin, snapping off the radio.


  He jumped to the ground. The light was very dim now, and the woman was only an outline. The screams of kiitz birds were in the air again, and in the distance, the thrumming monotony of the falls.


  “You can use the cabin with your husband, Mrs. Fairchild,” Caine said briskly. “I’ll get some blankets and sleep out here.”


  “Aren’t there animals?”


  “Not around here,” Caine said. “I’ll make a fire. If you want something to eat I’ll get it out of the cabin for you.”


  “No, thank you, Mr. Caine,” the woman said, sitting down in her chair. “I’ll just enjoy the rest of my drink, if you don’t mind.”


  “It’s up to you,” Caine said shortly. He was very careful to keep his eyes away from her. You handled a woman like that best, he knew, by keeping your eyes away from her.


  He gathered wood from beneath the wet outer layer of the jungle floor. He bent to light the fire just as the darkness enveloped the clearing. The flames flickered and licked upward, sending their shifting yellow light into the surrounding foliage.


  Caine straightened from the fire.


  “Do you like my dance?” the woman asked, softly.


  “I didn’t see it for your husband, Mrs. Fairchild,” Caine said, and he returned to the ship where he got several blankets. He placed them near the fire.


  “He’s not around now,” die woman said. Caine looked at her finally. “He is as far as I’m concerned.”


  “You’re so noble, Mr. Caine.”


  “I’m not anything,” Caine said. “I’m just a guide who gets paid for taking people where they want to go. Nothing more, do you understand, Mrs. Fairchild?”


  “No,” she said, smiling at him.


  Caine walked to his chair and sat down. “We have a tough day ahead of us, Mrs. Fairchild, and we’ll need all the strength we have to get through that stretch of jungle. This is a different jungle than you’ve seen before. Venus breeds some terrible country, and where we’re going is that kind of country. I haven’t been there myself, so I can’t even predict what it’ll be like. But I’ve circled it in the ship and it’s thick and alive. I don’t trust it. So you can stay up, if you like, and I’ll be glad to stay awake myself, but I’d advise some sleep right now.” Mrs. Fairchild stood up slowly, her fingers drifting over her waist. “I’ll tell you, Mr. Caine. You’re not the kind of man I like to argue with. I’ve had just enough liquor to feel perfectly agreeable to anything, anyway. So I’ll get ready for bed, but I’m sorry you didn’t enjoy my dance. Let’s do this. You wait while I get ready, and then we’ll have one nightcap together, a sort of dancing nightcap. Are you interested, Mr. Caine?” Caine lit a cigarette slowly, watching the blaze of his lighter. He snapped the lighter shut. “I’m interested in both you and your husband, Mrs. Fairchild.”


  “To hell with my husband,” she said, her teeth showing between her lips. She lifted her glass and drank all that was in it. “Relax, Mr. Caine,” she said, walking toward the ship. “Enjoy yourself.”


  Caine noticed that the liquor had taken hold of the way she walked, so that she swayed a little, but there was still the grace there and the swing, and it was hard to disregard.


  I hope she doesn’t come out of there, Caine thought. I hope she just falls asleep and leaves me alone, and that tomorrow goes very quickly and smoothly.


  BUT when Caine had watched the flames lick at the settling night for a few minutes and had finished his cigarette, he heard the sound again. The sound of music, muffled by the silver body of the ship. Wilder now, with heavier drums, seasoned into a more biting sound by the night and the flickering flames. Caine was aware of the blood in his veins and the pulse in his temples.


  All at once, the door of the cabin was kicked open and the music rose in the air. The woman stood in the doorway, her hands gripping the silver frame tightly. She wore a black nightgown, made of shimmering stuff that was as thin as the fine mist in the air. Her hair had been let down and it fell over her shoulders and her back. Her feet were bare and very white beneath the black gown.


  She stood motionless, her fingers tight against the frame, as though holding herself against the music. The melody disappeared then, and there was only the drums, rolling, and finding a punctuation that became all that existed in the night. The woman leaped from the doorway and she touched the ground, wriggling. Her feet were widespaced and her hands searched through her hair, lifting it from the nape of her neck. She bent forward suddenly, so that her hair was a reddish swirl against the light of the leaping flames.


  She straightened slowly, one hand sliding her hair back, so that Caine could see her eyes dancing with her body, and she began moving toward him, shoulders swinging, hips pivoting. Caine kept his hands tight against the arms of his chair, his eyes narrow. The woman was a writhing movement beneath the black veil-like gown. She twisted and whirled and finally, she stopped in front of Caine, chin high, one hand still halfthrust through the soft thick hair. Her eyes glowed.


  “Nightcap,” she said, her voice breathless.


  Caine shifted carefully in his chair. “I’m not thirsty,” he said.


  The woman’s hand snapped from her hair, and the relaxed suppleness of her body tightened.


  “I remember a man,” Caine said through his teeth, “who’s a dozen yards away, sleeping in the protection of alcohol, because a cheap burlesque queen is drawing out his blood until he’s damned near dead. I can see through the pink skin, Mrs. Fairchild, and what I see makes me sick. You don’t interest me at all, and you never will because I don’t like the sight of hate and selfishness and just plain rottenness.”


  She struck him across the face with one hand and then the other. The fury burned in her eyes and her body trembled with it. She struck him again and again, and Caine’s face bled where a ring ripped his skin.


  He sat very still, his hands remaining against the chair arms. “You’ve just lost yourself a boy, Mrs. Fairchild. Put your clothes on, we’re flying back to the Colony. You can find yourself somebody else for this, because I’ve had enough.”


  He started to rise, but she put one hand against his chest, and the fury was gone out of her eyes, and there were tears instead.


  “Please,” she said, and Caine could hear the tears going into her voice. “I’m sorry. I’m awfully sorry. Let me talk to you first, please.” She knelt to the ground and watched Caine while thin tears ran down her cheeks.


  “About what, Mrs. Fairchild?” Caine said coldly.


  “I don’t know why I did what I did,” she said, touching at the tears. “Too much Scotch, I think. Only I’m still a dancer and it’s in my blood. It isn’t cheap burlesque, Mr. Caine. It’s something deep inside me and I can’t help it.”


  “Nice trait,” Caine said, “for a man’s wife.”


  “I had that coming. I’ve got a lot coming, only the resentment for his drinking, the way he’s tried to own me, keeps coming out and I want to hurt him. I know it isn’t right, but it’s what I do and I want to stop doing it. He’s worried, and it comes out with what he says and what he does, and so I fight him. He thinks if he doesn’t find this gem, he’s going to lose me.”


  “Isn’t he?” Caine asked, his eyes thin.


  “No,” she said quietly. “I’m frightened of him and I feel alone with him. But I won’t leave him.”


  “Like I told you,” Caine said, “I’m just a hired man. What my customers think or do between themselves is none of my business.”


  “You’re not that cold,” she said, looking into his eyes.


  “I’m that cold.”


  She shook her head stubbornly. “Be kind to me. You can. For just this one moment, when I’m not alone or afraid, when there’s just this one moment before tomorrow—when it starts all over again.”


  Caine didn’t answer, but he relaxed in his chair slightly and leaned back.


  She smiled at him and it was a warm simple smile with all the hardness and sarcasm erased. “Would you have one drink with me? One small drink to seal the night up, so maybe you won’t remember me so badly, so maybe you’ll think I’ve got some heart and human feelings?”


  Caine waited, watching her shiny eyes. “One drink,” he said.


  She smiled and stood up, returning to the side of the ship where Fairchild had set up his portable bar. She poured two glasses, and while Caine watched her, he noticed that in her straight, motionless posture, the animal litheness had disappeared. She was very simple—and naive-looking, and when she returned, he saw that the tears were still wet on her face.


  She handed him a glass, and she held her own in the air. “A trite toast—here’s to two people who met in the Venus night . . . briefly.”


  “Two people,” Caine repeated, lifting his own glass. The Scotch burned down his throat.


  She kneeled again and smiled at him. Caine noticed then that the music was still beating into the night air, and that the black gown was still very thin. He turned his glass up again, to hurry through the drink. Even in her simplicity and tears he didn’t trust himself.


  The Scotch seemed to take hold of his blood and he could feel it racing in his veins.


  He lifted the glass a third time, and the hand that held it seemed suddenly detached from his own movement. A singing began in his head and then disappeared, and when he looked at her, the smiling lips were redder and the shining teeth were whiter. The music pulsated in his head, seeming to beat against his brain.


  “What . . .?” he began, and his voice was thick. He shook his head and looked at his glass. It fell out of his hand.


  “A little witch’s potion,” she said, rising. “Something from the Martian caldron. Quick and oh, so effective.”


  He fought the feeling that caught hold of him. His brain seemed to deaden until there was only the drums inside his head, and his senses became alive and burning. He could see her before him, and she began to sway back and forth, her hands moving in front of her face. He caught hold of the chair arms to keep his own hands from reaching out.


  He tried to cling to reason, but his hands wanted to escape. The flames of the fire flickered somewhere in the distance, and in front of him the black-covered body began to move in rippling shivers. The moving pink hands rose in the air, and there was a shimmer of concealed muscles, dancing, dancing.


  He clung to the chair, gritting his teeth, but the drums pounded at his senses, over and over, and the lips smiled and the white teeth shone and the pink body moved in time with the drums.


  “Not yet?” he heard her say, somewhere far away.


  And the body turned slowly, convoluting in a shimmering dance of thin blackness.


  Caine lost his grip on the chair, and he was moving his hands. He heard the laughter, high in the air, stinging his ears and he couldn’t stop himself. He was listening to the laughter when his fingers touched skin, and there was only blackness after that.


  Minds examine. Judge. Decide. “Grith?” says a round voice. Golden bars snap open. A black cat crouches. Green heads nod within their hoods. The cat leaps, crouches again, and then begins to stalk. Lidless eyes turn to the cold orb. Voices chant. “Grith?”


  III


  HE AWOKE as a boot caught the side of his head. He rolled across the ground, the pain exploding inside his head. The boot found him again. Another time, above his eyes. He moaned, frying to make his muscles work, but it was as though he were still caught in a nightmare.


  “Filthy damned swine,” he heard, and his eyes watched a fist come out of the misty air to smash against his cheek. He rolled again, burying his face against the ground, trying to hide, to protect himself until he could find his senses and his coordination.


  “You’ll kill him.” It was a woman’s voice, saying this, a lilting feminine voice that was very, very familiar. Caine tensed himself, waiting for the next blow.


  “Get up,” a man said.


  Caine felt the boot against his legs. He turned over slowly and pulled himself to a sitting position. He shook his head, but the thick mist that was in the morning air seemed to have gotten into his brain. His arms and legs felt as though lead had been poured into his veins.


  Slowly it came back to him. The woman. The Scotch. He searched the fog-filled area in front of him. Fairchild, his mouth an ugly line, watched him and in his hand was Caine’s pistol. The woman was behind Fairchild, still in the black gown, and Caine could see that it was torn.


  “I’d kill you right now,” Fairchild said, his voice hoarse with rage, “but I want that gem. Get up.”


  “Darling,” the woman said to her husband, while her eyes danced at Caine. “He’s such a mess.”


  Caine tried to swallow and even that was difficult. Every part of his body had been taken hold of by the drug that had been put into his liquor, and each movement was a task he was certain he couldn’t complete. He raised a hand slowly to his face and his fingers came away sticky.


  “Get up!” Fairchild growled, his eyes vicious thin slits.


  Caine got to his knees and fell flat again. He clutched at the ground, waiting for the crushing boot. It came, and he tried again. He got to his knees the second time and then, inch by inch, he stood up. For a moment it seemed as though his head were floating away from his shoulders, and he looked down at his body, thinking that what he saw surely belonged to someone else, a limp, ragged body, cut and bruised with no clothes. He was falling again.


  Fairchild caught Caine’s arm and jerked him upright. “I’ll give you two minutes to get your damned clothes on, Caine, and get behind the controls of that ship.”


  He looked at Fairchild stupidly. The man shook him. Caine turned around and searched for his clothes beside the dead fire. He staggered and groped, and twice, blackness covered his eyes and he went to his knees.


  Finally, he stood, weaving, clothed haphazardly, and he was vaguely aware that blood was sliding down his chin, dripping onto his jacket. He touched the blood with a finger and it didn’t mean anything to him.


  The man turned to his wife. “The same goes for you. Get into the cabin!”


  “Charles,” she pleaded. “He made me drink so much.”


  “Go on!” Fairchild said, waving the pistol.


  She smiled crookedly and walked toward the ship. The mist lay over the jungle so thickly that the ship, not more than ten or twelve yards away, was barely visible. Caine heard the door of the cabin opening and closing.


  Fairchild pointed the gun at Caine’s stomach again. “You’d better watch every damned step you take,” he said. “This gun is going to stay on you until I get that Screece gem, and the only reason you’re alive, you bloody louse, is because I have to have it. Do you understand?”


  Caine searched for his voice, and it came on thick and strained. “Won’t fly you . . .” He watched the man’s face whiten, and the gun trembled in Fairchild’s hand. Then the gun was swinging through the air and Caine watched it coming until it struck him above the eyes.


  WATER dripped from his face and his chest, and he fought for air. His brain was a singing maize of pain, and the numbness in his arms and legs kept him riveted to the ground. He opened his eyes, finally, as he felt himself being dragged across the clearing. The rungs of the ladder leading to the ship’s cabin were against him. He moved his head and his teeth struck silver metal. His coordination was gone and he couldn’t tell what his movements were going to be.


  “Up the steps,” he heard Fairchild say behind him.


  He lifted his hands, fitting them around the rungs of the ladder, and he began to pull himself up. It was an inching effort. Blood got in his eyes, and his head whirled into far-away spins that had nothing to do with the movement of his body. He hung onto the ladder and climbed one rung, then another. He teetered near the top, and Fairchild pushed him into the cabin where he sprawled.


  He could hear Fairchild coming up behind him, and the door slammed shut.


  Caine rolled onto his back and looked up. She was standing over him in fresh white shorts and blouse. Her hair now was very neat and groomed, and her pink skin was radiant. She smiled at him, her teeth showing very whitely. “You’re a pretty thing, Mr. Caine.”


  He knew he should have felt the rage then, the instinctive fury for what she had done to him. But the drug had left him with nothing but enough reaction to try to fight for consciousness and strength.


  “Clean him up,” Fairchild said. “Fast. Then we’re leaving.”


  The woman got soap and water from the rear of the cabin. She washed Caine’s face, her fingers cruel against the cuts and swellings. She raked the cuts with stinging medicine, and Caine lay unmoving, trying to let time feed him new strength. She stood up, finally, looking at her husband.


  “All right,” Fairchild said. “Let’s go, Caine.”


  Caine looked at the man’s face, at the set of his mouth. He looked at the gun and then at the man’s boots. He pulled himself up and staggered into the seat behind the controls. His movements on the controls were slow and rough. He looked at Fairchild once, as the jets fired into the fog-ladened air. “Can’t fly this way. No balance, coordination. Visibility’s rotten, I . . .”


  The man moved the pistol into Caine’s side.


  Caine faced the instrument panel, trying to keep from weaving. He moved his hands and felt the ship rising. He tried to keep the rise steady and gradual, but his hands jerked. The ship tipped and swung toward the side of the clearing. Thick vine-trees came out of the fog, and Caine forced the ship straight up, the jets roaring. The silver jetcopter swung bade and forth, climbing, slipping, dropping. He couldn’t move the controls properly.


  The sound of the waterfall was in their ears then, and Caine jambed the ship to the opposite side. They touched the tops of the trees, and finally he brought it up enough to be over the jungle and the rocks.


  Instinct gave Caine vague direction, and he kept his altitude exaggerated to insure against his faulty senses.


  “Some say the Screece gem is a diamond,” the woman said, dreamily. “Some say it’s an emerald. Some say it’s a ruby. What do you say it is, Charles?”


  Fairchild sat motionless, silent, in the seat beside Caine. He still held the pistol so that the muzzle pointed into Caine’s side.


  “Don’t try anything, Caine,” he said. “I’ll smash us all to hell before I’ll give up.”


  Caine flew the ship.


  “It’s romantic, isn’t it?” the woman said, from behind Caine. “The most valuable gem in the world, deep in the Venusian jungle, protected by the long, long cats, and my sweet Charles is going to get it for me. Bless you, Charles. You are an extraordinary husband. I hope the cats don’t get you.”


  Caine heard the words, but his brain was too slow and thick with the drug to understand the sharpness of her words. He only moved the controls, feeling the gun Fairchild held against him. In this condition, he knew that if he tried to fool Fairchild, the man—his nerves tightened the way they were—would not hesitate to pump the pistol into Caine’s body.


  Caine worked his fingers numbly. If only he could find his control, his response . . .


  They were approaching thee area where Caine thought the temple should be. “Somewhere,” he said, and his tongue was clumsy as he tried to speak. “Somewhere.”


  THE mist was like layers of soft tissue around the ship. The visibility was not much more than the length of the wings. He eased the ship down, slowly, foot by foot. A golden pike-shaped object appeared beside the right wing. Caine brought the ship up.


  He grinned, a sly sudden grin. “Temple,” he said foolishly. “Couldn’t have hit it closer sober.” he thought about the cleverness of what he had just said, laughing over it inside, noticing with a queer detachment how his words came out as though he had been drinking. The damned drug, he thought, but the laughter came up through him and it echoed through the cabin.


  Caine felt the gun go hard against his side, the steel bruising his ribs. His laughter was cut short, as though a gag had been slammed across his mouth. “Can’t help . . .” he began.


  But Fairchild’s face was close to his own. “I’ll make you laugh, Caine,” the man whispered furiously. “I’ll make you laugh over what happened. You think about that, eh? You think about that, you bloody . . .” Vaguely, Caine knew the pistol had been pulled away from his ribs and was whipping toward his arm. He tried to shift out of its way, but he caught it squarely. The pain paralyzed him and even the sound of his cry was caught by his teeth snapping together. The ship wavered and slid downward.


  “You stupid fool!” the woman screamed at her husband.


  Caine felt himself sliding out of his seat, the pain throbbing. He caught himself and reached for the controls with his good hand. But he only half-balanced the ship before he saw the tip of a vine-tree. He cut the jets. The trees were all around them, enveloping them. He listened to the snap of the wings, heard distantly the splinter of glass, then nothing.


  He was looking at the shape of his arm, when he found his vision again. It was bent peculiarly.


  Whose crazy damned arm is that? he thought.


  Somehow his brain wanted him to laugh, to slap the comic twisted arm, lying in front of his eyes. The laughter was in his mouth and through his teeth and he raised his good hand.


  “Oh, Lord,” he said, suddenly sober and feeling the blinding pain. He caught his good hand around a broken metal shaft, and the pain drew tears to his eyes.


  I think I’ll just go to sleep and die right now, he thought, wondering vaguely where his will and his strength had gone. Did they bleed out? he thought. Did they fall out when the man struck him? Did the woman draw them out last night, like a vampire draws out blood?


  Good night, he thought, dimly, dropping his hand from the shaft. Good-by. He closed his eyes.


  He was screaming, he knew, and somewhere he heard a man’s voice say, “The gauze. The gauze.” It was a grating sound, like a metal wheel turning over gravel. He opened his eyes, and Fairchild was wrapping the gauze around his broken arm, splinted from a part of the cabin panelling.


  Fairchild looked at him. There was a thick growth of gray whiskers, stubbling the man’s chin and cheeks, Cain noticed, and the man’s eyes were not sad any more. They appeared to burn, like his wife’s. He grinned at Caine and it was a humorless grin, his teeth set tightly together. “You’re lucky, Caine,” he said. “I set it instead of cutting it off.”


  Caine watched the grinning stubbled face. He felt a shudder trembling through his body, and the sweat on his face turned cold. I’m not Nic Caine, he thought. Surely not. I’m just a frightened, chilled man with no guts or reason. I am a rubber puppet, that’s who I am. Pull the strings, Mr. Puppet Master.


  “Get up,” said Fairchild.


  “That’s right,” Caine mumbled, smiling crazily.


  He pushed himself up and stood swaying in the cabin of the broken ship. He looked around, his eyes suddenly fierce. “Is this twisted wreck my pretty silver ship?” he asked loudly. “Oh, no!” he said, and tried to kick at a splintered panel.


  He felt himself pitching forward, and he caught out his good hand, steadying himself. The drug, the pain, he thought deep in his brain, my damned arm.


  But he was like two people, watching each other, shifting back and forth from one identity to another. Rational, irrational, laughing, crying.


  He looked at the woman. She was huddling near the rear of the cabin. Blood spilled in a thin line down the side of her face from a cut above her eyes. “We’ll never get out,” she said. Her voice was a high-pitched sound with no change of tone in it. “We’ll never get out.”


  “Why don’t you dance for us?” Caine said, blinking with the brightness of his suggestion.


  “Move, Caine,” the man said, prodding Caine’s back. She’ll dance when I give her the gem.”


  Caine crawled slowly out of the cabin. The undercarriage had been smashed, and the cabin was level with the ground. It was like going into a sea of vapor when he got out of the ship.


  How long? he thought, looking at his splintered arm. How long would the drug hang onto his brain? This was not himself. This was a weak spinning scarecrow who was drunk on dope.


  Then the pain smashed into his awareness. It disappeared as suddenly. He was in agony, then there was only the foolish whirling of his brain. He turned slowly, like a limp mannequin, searching the blankness of the mist.


  “Where am I?” he said aloud.


  “About one mile from Heaven,” said Fairchild behind him, holding now a rifle from Caine’s cabin rack. “Janet?” the man said to the cabin. “Take one of those damn rifles. Mr. Caine is going to lead us to his happy end. The gem first,” he said to Caine. “Then you. I’ll let you touch it before you die.”


  The woman came out of the cabin, a rifle in her hands. She pointed it at Fairchild. “We’ll never get out of here,” she repeated, in her sing-song tone.


  “Not without me,” Fairchild said quietly, looking at the pointed rifle. He turned his back to her.


  The woman’s face had lost its pink radiance, and it was white except where the blood trickled.


  “Let’s go, Caine,” Fairchild said.


  “I don’t know where to go,” Caine said stupidly.


  “Up,” Fairchild said. “Just lead the way up. I don’t need you to know where the temple is now. You got us much closer than we’d planned, you know. You’re just bait now, Caine. Bait for the cats. Remember the cats?”


  “I won’t go through that,” the woman said, staring at the mist around them.


  “All right,” Fairchild said. “Stay here and meet the cats alone. I’ll bring the gem back to you, if there’s anything left of you. But, by heck, you’re going to get it, do you hear me?” He faced her again. “You’re going to get that gem if I have to kill seventeen cats, and Caine, and even you. Dead or alive, you’re going to get it, do you hear?”


  The woman was pale, sick-looking, and Caine tried to remember how she had looked the night before. It was too much effort.


  “Move,” said the man, prodding Caine. “Move, Mr. Caine.”


  IV


  CAINE moved, trying to find some hate to use on himself for letting the sight of the rifle in the man’s hands frighten him the way it did. But there was only a dull craziness within him, where the strength and nerve used to be. It was as though his steel had been melted and drained out of him by the drug.


  I’m like a fish, he thought, pushing through die foliage, a fish with a broken fin. Do cats like fish with broken fins? he wondered. And the three of them were moving in a slow silent line through the Venusian wilds.


  The sounds were in Caine’s brain like a dozen records being played in a large echoing room. Teewh birds pointed their yellow beaks and came screaming at his head. The kiitz birds fluttered wildly out of the thickets, their frightened sound like the rake of giant fingernails across smooth slate.


  But there were other things in this part of the jungle. Soft, gelatinous phules, the size of a man’s hand, hung to the vine-trees, and when Caine passed them they shifted off the trees to his skin and began their search for juices out of his own body. He swept them away, one at a time, and more found him.


  “I have nothing left in my veins for you,” he said to one of them sticking to his waist. “Maybe warm tea?”


  Fairchild touched the rifle against his back, and Caine pushed the phule away.


  A snake-like trill wriggled in front of him, its purple and black skin glistening as though it had been drawn through oil. It was about four feet long and as thick as a heavy rope. Its never-closing eyes stared at Caine. “Hello, friend,” Caine said, reaching out his good arm. The trill slid away.


  That’s what I really am like, he decided, wondering when the pain would come shattering into him again. I am like the trill. I ought to lie down on the ground and start wriggling, instead of walking.


  The pain found him then, and his brain was cleared briefly of the veil of the drug. The pain lasted longer this time. Drug wearing off, he thought, only now I don’t want it to. And then he thought of the cats; the terrible cats, the horrible cats . . .


  His brain spun and the veil dropped. What was I thinking about? he said to himself. Cats? Was it the cats? Why? Cats are pretty, especially grith cats. They are blade, like the spots on a leopard. And what makes me think of a leopard? I’ll ask the man behind me, he thought, and stopped.


  “Go on, Caine,” Fairchild whispered. “Go on, damn you.”


  Leopards? Leopards? Caine asked himself, and he pushed on through the growth, feeling the ground rising more steeply.


  Razor plants licked at his skin, until his flesh was slit finely in a dozen places. The gauze around his arm became a fuzzy mass, like rags. If I see a cat, Caine promised himself, I’ll take a splint off my arm and hit him over the head with it.


  The mist hung around them like a hungry shroud, eager to cloak everything on the planet with its muggy wetness. Then the growth lessened a bit, and Caine saw bare rock here and there. It was easier to move and he did not jar his arm as much, but somewhere in his brain an old knowledge told him that this would be certain grith territory, and every step now was a step closer to the black face with the orange eyes and sharp teeth.


  Caine felt himself growing weaker, and each motion was a building effort. The heat had risen, but there was no sweat on his face now, only a burning dryness. His head seemed to start its floating again, and he thought for a moment that it might drift up over the trees, like a balloon.


  The idea was very funny to him, and laughter grew inside of him. He grinned, feeling his stomach move with it, until suddenly he was freezing his movement, laughing into the mist-filled air, staring straight into the orange eyes of a grith cat.


  The laughter stopped in his mouth. He blinked once. The cat didn’t move. Fairchild and the woman, Caine knew, had halted behind him. The cat’s eyes shown through the mist like fiery globes. I’ll pet him, Caine thought with great detachment, right on his black head, and then he’ll go away.


  The cat was motionless.


  Caine knelt slowly, looking straight into the cat’s eyes. It was about ten yards away.


  Caine turned to look at Fairchild. The man was on one knee, the rifle pointing at the cat’s head. The woman waited behind him, half-crouched, holding her rifle tight against her side.


  Caine looked back to the cat, moving his head slowly. He could see the great swishing tail, moving back and forth, back and forth.


  Why doesn’t the man shoot? Caine asked himself. Why is he waiting this way?


  Time halted.


  Caine edged his look back to Fairchild. You crazy fool, he thought. You have the rifle in your hands, you . . .


  And then he saw the sweat dripping from the man’s face, the staring eyes, drained of their focus by fear. The man’s body was trembling, and Caine thought: he’s going to drop the rifle out of his hands, he’s . . .


  THE woman screamed. “Kill him! Kill him—” The rifle exploded in her hands and bullets whined through the air. Caine felt a hot sting in his shoulder. And the cat was a roaring, crazed thing that swept through the air, a flash of shining blackness.


  The air came apart with the sound of the rifle and the screams of the woman and the roaring of the cat. Caine waited, as though this were a dream he was watching. The cat had leaped straight for the woman, and she was tangled with the black and white claws now, so that Caine saw only a rolling, screaming mass.


  Then there was no more sound from the woman, just a broken, bleeding body, and the cat was crouching again, the black coat stippled with red, the orange eyes wild.


  Caine blinked, realizing that Fairchild was sprawled beside him, a bullet through his head, his hands just touching his unfired rifle.


  I can’t do it, Caine thought, looking at the rifle. Too slow. I’ll have those claws in me before I can even touch it.


  The cat hugged closer to the ground, its muscles bunching.


  I’ll try, Caine thought, and his hand was moving toward the rifle, slowly, like a floating feather, it seemed. Jump, he said silently to the cat. I can’t do it.


  “Grith?” sounded a flute-like voice.


  The cat was motionless.


  “Grith?”


  The cat rose slowly and backed, tail swishing. Greer, hands slapped together, and the cat turned and disappeared.


  Caine placed his palms flat against the ground, propping himself, and watched the approaching figures. The mist seemed to be disappearing, and he could see more dearly the green skin and the large, unblinking eyes that looked out solemnly from beneath the hoods of the gray capes.


  Priests? Caine wondered. From the temple? I didn’t know there were Venusians here, he said to himself, and although it was a very slight disclosure, as though he had suddenly learned that there were more men on Venus trail women, he was astounded and impressed with it. “Well,” he said, grinning up at them as they stopped beside him. “Well, well.”


  He got to his knees and, still smiling, looked at his arm where the gauze had come loose. He shook his head in wonderment. He narrowed his eyes and examined the blood trickling from the surface wound in his shoulder. “Well, well,” he repeated, and stood up.


  The woman was a mangled shape on the wet ground, and the man lay very still. Caine looked Lam one to the other. “Yes, yes,” he said, aloud.


  He turned to the gray-caped Venusians and found the somber eyes watching him, in their kindly way. One of them reached out and touched Caine’s shoulder above the broken arm. Others moved to the bodies of the man and woman and bent over them, making floating motions with their delicate green hands.


  Praying? Caine wondered, watching these motions. He shrugged. He couldn’t hold a thought very long.


  The mist was evaporating quickly. Caine, looking up, thought he could see a pointed outline. Then suddenly—high above—there was the golden temple, a shimmer of towering spires of yellow beauty, splashed over by brilliant sunshine.


  Caine turned his face up to a strange sun, a blinding sun that sent its bright life down through the leaves. And Caine was aware that the caped figures were kneeling all around, praying in a jumble of voices, their hands stretching up to the infrequent visitor of light.


  What are they saying? Caine asked, smiling queerly. What is it they’re saying? Screece? The Sun? The most valuable gem on Venus? Is that what they worship in the golden temple? Caine looked at the man and then at the woman. Is that what they had come from Earth and from Mars to find? The Sun? He felt the laughter starting in him again, as though it were someone else laughing. But his mouth widened and his teeth glistened in the sunlight, and he laughed long pealing laughter.


  “Here it is,” he said, staggering to the side of the man’s body. “Here’s your gem. Do you see it, Fairchild?” He pointed to the sky. “Give it to her,” he said, laughing through his words. “No? I’ll give it to her for you then. How’s that?” He turned and moved slowly to the woman, stumbling. “Here,” he said to the woman’s staring eyes. “Here it is, you see?”


  He looked at her face, shadowed by a large leaf of a vine-tree. He reached up and jerked the leaf away so that the sunlight fell full on her white face. “There! Take it! From Charles, to you, through me. Isn’t it beautiful, so big, so brilliant, so . . .”


  The laughter was getting in the way of his words and he could feel tears going down his face.


  Pale green hands were holding him so that he wouldn’t fall. And they were moving him away toward the temple. Caine looked at the large kindly eyes around him, feeling the hands guiding him. He couldn’t stop laughing, only he wished to God he could, because it made the pain worse. And he couldn’t take much more pain.


  The lips of one of the green faces moved. “Wress?” said the voice, the word pronounced with difficulty.


  “Rest?” Caine said, between spasms of laughter that he was quite certain now was crying, instead. “Yes, yes,” he said, trying to wipe at his tears. “Oh, yes. Rest . . .”


  Pale green hands extend again, palms down, and make sweeping downward motions, destroying evil. They are cupped then and raised, slowly, as though lifting purity to the top of the golden spires and beyond, where a bright sun burns. Feet step soundlessly and figures kneel, circling about a fist-sized orb. “Screece,” says a flute-like voice. “Screece,” says another. “Screece,” say a dozen voices. Hands motion and the silver globe is no longer dull and cloudy, but filled with pure shining sunlight, so that it glitters like a thousand diamonds. Lips move silently. A cat whimpers somewhere, then sleeps. Silence.


  THE FLIGHT OF THE EAGLE


  Alfred Coppel


  It was a new and mysterious plant. It could make its own weather; it was sentient, and it prospered on Venus. But Earth needed it desperately. And Bat Kendo, the radar-mutant, was told to bring it in.


  HUMANS are a strange breed. Forgetful. They grow accustomed to the wonders they live among so easily that they never really figure up the cost. A little time passes and the bright memories tarnish and are covered over with newer ones. And the men who picked up the check and maybe paid with their lives? Forgotten.


  For example, when you’re sitting comfortably in the New York to San Francisco stratojet, and you take the trouble to look down at the lush verdure of the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada, do you ever remember that a few short years back that lovely fertile parkland was a rocky, barren waste? Or when you taste the delicious tropical fruits that are brought to your table from the Mojave Basin, do you think of Bat Kendo, the man who made all that possible? Like fun you do! I’ll give you ten to one you never heard of Bat Kendo. Maybe you don’t even know that the reason those once sterile wastelands are now the larders of the North American continent is . . . weather-plant. And I’ll give eight to five you don’t even know where that weather-plant came from, or how it got here, or what it cost. Not in money . . . in lives.


  Well, I know, and for once I’d like to have someone stand still long enough so I could tell the story. The minute anyone sees an old spaceman like me coming, they jet the hell out of there fast. “Old Captain Morley’s got another shaggy dog to comb out!” they say, and beat it. My stories, it seems, are too old fashioned for this modern age. Just because I, and a lot of others like me—only maybe not so lucky—spent our lives opening up the spaceways instead of sitting home on our venturiis, we’re “odd characters” and “old space-hacks,” and our stories are tall tales—yarns to be avoided, or laughed at if it’s not possible to avoid them.


  Okay, I expect that. But I still want to tell how that weather-plant came to be where it is now, and what Bat Kendo had to do with it. He was my shipmate on the R.S. Eagle, and I think he’s got a little credit coming to him.


  The history books will tell you that during the last few years of the 20th Century the population of North America increased by something like 600 per cent. They might even tell you that this put such a load on the continental resources—food, mainly—that famine became a possibility for the first time in the history of the continent. Things were pretty tight. People were actually starving amid the technological wonders of the time. Hydroponics were tried, but they fizzled badly.


  The only answer seemed to be complete utilization of all available land area for food production. And that meant that a lot of land that couldn’t grow weeds had to produce edible crops. That’s the way things stood back in ’02, just after the William Robert Holcomb Foundation’s R.S. Explorer returned from Venus with what the botanists thought might be an answer.


  Of course, the Earth-Luna System was well traveled even then, but it took the big money of the Holcomb Foundation plus a whopping World Federal Government grant to make a deep space mission feasible.


  It was a Holcomb Foundation metallurgist’s synthesis of impervium that made deep space navigable. Before this time all ships were chemical-fuelled because the weight of lead needed to shield atomics would nail any spacer built to terra firma . . . but good. Chemical ships could make Luna, but no farther. Lucky to get that far with the pumps feeding the jets a stream of monoatomic hydrogen as thick as your arm. A ship could carry about enough juice to get up the necessary seven-a-second with maybe enough for landing . . . maybe. Even then plenty of ships that carried a pound or two of mass too much arced back to Earth and splashed themselves all over the ground. Others got up escape-velocity only to run dry trying to land on Luna. Their metal bones are still up there; if you care to look for them.


  Impervium changed all that. Here was a metal that was easily worked, as light as a good quality aluminum-magnesium alloy, and strong as steel. And it was impervious to everything except neutrino bombardment. That was the ticket to deep space. Atomics were in and chemicals out. I might add that none of us were sorry to see them go, either.


  Luna remained the jumping-off place. And Foy City was the staging area for trips to . . . UP. Before the successful flight of the Explorer, Foy had been just a combination mining and scientific camp. After the Explorer returned from Venus, spacemen began to pour up from Earth, and Foy City became one of the rowdiest places under Sol. Jetmen and pilots, tubemen and ABs, all the restless flotsam of humanity flowed up to Luna in a steady stream to mingle with the miners from the Diggings and the longhairs from the Cosmiray Labs and the big dome of Starview.


  Mars was reached and colonization began. And men set up a settlement on Venus. The Holcomb Foundation was convinced that they had the answer to the critical food shortage on Earth. Weather-plant. The one useful thing that stinking Venus produces.


  Weather-plant is a moss-like plant that will grow almost anywhere. The Foundation botanists found that it gathered nitrogen and water in some inexplicable way, and they became interested in its possibilities. Something had to be done about soil reclamation back on Earth, or starvation would strangle the race. Weather-plant looked like the answer. What the smart boys couldn’t have guessed was that in addition to its other strange properties, weather-plant was intelligent—sentient, at least. And they didn’t know that it liked its wet, foggy environment very, very much.


  I HIT Foy City with a mammoth thirst and very little spending money. A bad combination. I had a Pilot’s rating and a brand-new Second Officer’s ticket, and I needed a job.


  I’d been handling a regular chemical flight out of Foy to Montevideo for a one horse concern that was still trying to make the low grade uranium ore found on the Moon pay off. When I came down onto the great pumice plain of Mare Imbrium that served Foy as a spaceport, the patched-np blow-torch I was jockeying blew a venturi and buried herself under twenty feet of pumice. If it had happened on Earth, we’d have been cooked, but Luna’s one sixth gravity saved our hides. Those were the days before tractor-pressor beam landings, you see. Back then you landed a can by balancing her on her tail flare like a ball on a water spout. And that was a rough go anyway you want to look at it.


  Anyway, after the pileup I quit. There was some difference of opinion on that particular point between the company and me. They claimed I was fired.


  Quit or fired, however, I didn’t get paid, and that led me to seek solace in the local pubs. That, in turn, led me to the city drunk-tank for the night, and that’s where I ran into Bat Kendo. . . .


  Bat was Chief Tubeman on the R.S. Eagle. He was also a mutation. Not that he wasn’t human or anything like that. And he certainly wasn’t the much kicked around “homo superior.” He merely had an extra sense. We all have it dormant. Bat had it well developed. That’s why he was called Bat. People thought he could see in the dark. It wasn’t that. Try closing your eyes and moving your head slowly toward an obstruction. If you are very careful and very alert, you’ll be able to sense the obstruction before you touch it. Well, Bat could “see” things that way . . . perfectly. He even used to pick up beer money by getting into the ring blindfolded and letting pugs throw punches at him. They hit him, but not often. And when they did connect It wasn’t because he didn’t sense the blows coming; it was because he was slow on his feet and generally three quarters drunk.


  Bat’s father, Nakano Kendo, had grown up in Nagasaki. He’d been exposed to radiation by the second atom blast there. Bat had befuddled the geneticists by showing up a mutation one generation before he was supposed to. He used to laugh about that.


  His mother had been Russian. Certainly you couldn’t tell his nationality by looking at him. His face held a suggestion of the Asiatic, but trying to place him anthropologically would have been as difficult as finding a pure Anglo-Saxon, whatever that is.


  Bat was just the product of an insane age. A child of a man whose germ plasm had been dosed with radiation. But for all of that Bat Kendo was normal. Two arms, two legs, two eyes. Only his built-in radar marked him as different. That, and his terrific taste for booze. I never saw him sober. Yet to see him, you’d never guess he was perpetually saturated. There may have been bigger drunks in space, but I never knew one.


  As a tubeman, he never had an equal. As an all around right guy, he never will have.


  It was Bat that talked me into signing on the Eagle. They needed a Pilot, and where a better place to find one than in the Foy City drunk tank? I knew the Eagle, of course. Everyone in the Luna-Earth System did. She was a five hundred tonner, newly converted to atomics and fitting in the Foundation yards for a flight to Venusberg.


  She was going to pick up a full cargo of weather-plant from the settlement. A hundred tons of it. And brother, that’s a lot of weather-plant.


  This was to be the first quantity shipment of the stuff. The “pilot-shipment. The botanists suspected a lot and had great hopes. But it was up to the Eagle to get the stuff to Earth. She was the only ship available for the trip with enough storage space for the plant, and when I listened to Bat talk about it, the flight began to take on the aspect of a mercy mission.


  I knew people were going hungry back Earthside, and old Bat was really steamed up about it. I dare say if it hadn’t been for his pep talk I’d never have signed on. Deep space was still new, and I liked living. But Bat talked me into it, and as soon as the turnkey shook us out of the sack and shooed us out Bat and I headed for the Foundation yards and the Eagle.


  My first view of the ship didn’t do much to make me happy about the trip. She looked old and scabrous standing tall on her tail fins out on the flat, glaring plain of Mare Imbrium. Her hull was meteor-scarred and eroded by atmospheric friction, and there seemed to be an abundance of patch-welds on her.


  Her tubes, however, were spanking brand new, and after I had inspected her control-tube-pile system—as all prospective pilots have a right to do—in company with Bat and Captain Reynard, I signed.


  Reynard was a decent enough skipper. He wasn’t much of a disciplinarian, but the boat only carried a crew of twenty, so that was no problem. As an astrogator, he had quite a reputation, and he’d been out to Venus before on one of the ships that lugged the settlers and scientific personnel out there.


  There wasn’t much fanfare when the time came for our departure. Ships were lifting every day for Mars just then, and the departure of one for Venus didn’t seem important. Before we left though, a Holcomb Foundation man came aboard and spoke to us about the importance of our trip. He said that if we didn’t bring back the weather-plant in good shape, things might turn nasty on Earth. It would be another year and a half before Venus and Earth came into conjunction again, and by that time it might be too late for the thousands who were going hungry back home. It gave us a sense of responsibility, all right. And it particularly had an effect on Bat.


  WE LIFTED from Mare Imbrium on 11/9/02 Earth Date. I recall that I gave her 2G, easing her up to 6G and holding that acceleration for sixty hours. By that time our speed in MPH wouldn’t have made sense. I revelled in the power under my hands, and the feeling that I could actually waste an erg or two without having to worry myself bald about landing. The Eagle carried fifty pounds of ingot thorium as fuel, and with our new atomics, that would have taken us to Centaurus, if we’d had the time.


  It was wonderful to be able to keep the boat under a steady 1G all the way to turnover instead of having to endure the endless nausea of free-fall. Even seasoned spacemen never got used to free-fall, and atomics eliminated it, thank God!


  The sunward flight was something to remember for sheer beauty. Earth and Luna faded astern until they were just a bright point of light. The sun blazed like a ball of white fire ahead of us, and Venus grew brighter and brighter against the breathtaking backdrop of the Milky Way. It was a gorgeous sight—but frightening, too. I had the feeling that I was terribly exposed, as though I were standing balanced atop the spire of the Holcomb Tower, five hundred stories above the teeming streets of New York. Agoraphobia, I think the psychs call it. The others felt it too. In fact one of the jetmen went slightly off his rocker and had to be jugged. But most of the men came through the first fear of deep space well enough, and as an astrogator Captain Reynard was strictly one hundred per cent.


  I didn’t see much of Bat on the trip, since he was down in the heavily sheathed tube-room with his “black-gang.” But I could tell whenever he was on watch, because if I turned the interphone on without warning, I could almost invariably hear his beery baritone singing the praises of:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “That Lulu! Belle of ol’ Foy City

            Who wears two hammocks . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  Bat was something of a poet, in his lighter moments—though most of his stuff was lamentably unprintable.


  I did get in on one little session with him and about a dozen of the crew. That was down in the forecastle where he was entertaining the off-watches by letting them blindfold him and then try to hide a bottle of the tetrant alky we called our “rations.” Naturally, he always found it, and naturally he always drank it. It took them most of the sunward trip to wise up to the fact that he was a mutation with his own detecting system already built-in—courtesy of the Manhattan Project and Nakaro Kendo’s irradiated gametes. The crew lost most of its alky rations that way, and old Bat soaked the stuff up like a sponge.


  We passed turn-over point and then the long fall down to Venus began—three weeks of it.


  Contact was established with the settlement while we were still above the stratosphere, and our Ultra-wave-radar went into action, the endless scanning that is absolutely essential to the landing of spacecraft through cloud layers.


  I don’t mind admitting that there was a cold sweat on my brow when I started down through the soup. The reports from UVR indicated plenty of clearance from the mountains, but I was still leery. Some of those peaks are reported to be as high as 200,000 feet. The Eagle’s gyros were screaming and the muffled thunder of the jets filtered through every plate of her. I’d let her slide a bit and then snatch her up with a blast of the jets. Each time I touched the firing consoles, I could hear the moan of the blasted atomic particles rushing through the venturiis, and I could see the glitter of the cloud moisture that hugged the ports as it absorbed lethal radiations from the tail-flare.


  Then the clouds began to thin and I could make out the pattern of the spaceport beneath us through the billowing formaldehyde mists that serve Venus for an atmosphere.


  I was a wreck by the time the Eagle’s fins touched the ground and the dancing fire of the tubes flickered and died. I felt her sag as she sank slightly into the mushy soil, and then I was cutting the power switches and listening to the slowly descending whine of the gyros as they coasted silkily to a halt.


  I looked out of the ports at the miasmic swamp that surrounded us, at the fifty foot ferns in ghastly colors, at the alien, repellent trees that grew pulpy and squat all around the settlement. This was Venus. . . .


  VENUSBERG wasn’t the great domed city then that it is now. Back in ‘02 it was just a group of pressurized Quonset huts. There were about sixty men there, mostly maintainance workers and horticulturalists, and five women. Four women were scientists, the fifth Bat Kendo spent his planet-leave with.


  The settlers were very cordial with us. I guess we must have been like a breath of the home world to these poor characters who lived there.


  I accompanied Captain Reynard on a tour of the cultivated areas and the settlement itself. We were shown how the weather-plant was cultivated and how it gathered nitrogen and water out of the fetid air to deposit it in the soil. We saw how there were always banks of mist over the rows of plants. It gave me quite a shock when I reached down to touch some and the stuff actually shied away from my pressure-suit glove.


  “We suspect that the stuff might actually be sentient,” the settlement botanist told us.


  “You mean the stuff thinks?” Captain Reynard demanded.


  The botanist laughed. “Oh, no. It’s just that when there is a considerable amount of the stuff about it reacts peculiarly. As soon as this ship load of yours gets to Earth, the Foundation staff can really get to work with it and see just what all it can do. We’ve great hopes for it. It may be the answer to starvation back home.”


  I looked out over the neat rows of tiny plants that vanished in the misty distance, and I looked too, at the pressing jungle. I began to get a queasy feeling in my stomach. This was alien life. Life that had never been meant for Earth’s clean soil. There was no telling what the stuff might do away from here.


  “We suspect,” the botanist was saying, “that the high formaldehyde content of Venus’ atmosphere has an inhibiting effect on the action of the plant. We have isolated small amounts in formaldehyde-free air, and gotten some interesting results. Freed of its native ecology, we believe the stuff can actually create its own weather.”


  His voice faded away as far as I was concerned. Somewhere in my head a bell was trying to ring. There was something here that was escaping this botanist and Captain Reynard. I couldn’t put my finger on it. I had the crazy feeling that something, like the Purloined Letter, was hidden here. Something obvious, something that could be, under the proper circumstances, dangerous.


  But I didn’t figure it out. Not just then. Not until it was too late. All the clues were there; the plant and the way it could gather water-vapor and nitrogen, the threat of taking it from its native ecology. Everything. But I didn’t tumble. Not until it was too late and the obvious had taken a toll. In lives. . . .


  On 23/35/02 Venus Date the Eagle was fully loaded and ready for the long haul back up to Earth. The colonists gathered to bid us farewell, and the party was a corker. Bat did his human radar act somewhere along about the time the fifteenth libation was poured. He was at his extranormal best, telling astounded colonists just what they were doing with their pinkies at ranges up to three hundred yards in pitch darkness. I could have told them that he was almost as good as UVR, but that might have spoiled the effect.


  Three hours later we had bid an enthusiastic good-bye to that mushy ball of swamp and stench those poor colonials called home, and the valves sighed shut in the Eagle’s flanks. The loading cranes pulled away and our own were retracted. The ramp was cleared and the lift-ship alarm Blared through the Eagle.


  The gyros reached operating RPM and I let my hands play over the consoles. The boat shuddered and lifted slowly on a tail of fire. I fed her more power and the accelerometer moved up to 2G. I held her there until we broke out of the clouds and into the crystalline cobalt of the ionosphere.


  I swung the power lever over and the Eagle leaped upward, her needle-nose pointed for home.


  We were well past turn-over, in fact just about nineteen hours from Earth when things began happening.


  Bat called Control, his voice tense with excitement. “Morley! There’s something coming . . . fast! I can feel it!”


  I started to ask him what was coming in fast, and whether or not he could “see” it clearly through the metal of the ship, but I never finished. UVR flashed a red alert warning on my control panel . . . and it was the last warning it ever gave.


  The panel screeched: “METEOR SWARM!” and went dead. The lights flickered and went out as the Eagle bucked and roared in protest. The sound of tearing metal knifed through the hull, and then the whooshing sound of escaping air. Alarm bells clattered futilely—bulkheads slammed. The ship’s self-sealing mesoderm saved most of the air, but not before the pressure in the boat dropped from 14.7 down to 6 lbs. per square inch in about two seconds and doubled me up in an agony of aeroembolism. For a long while there was silence, and I fought the glittering knives of pain that seemed to be cutting me into hamburger. Then the lights came back on, dimly. There was still life in the old Eagle.


  I staggered to my feet and rang the tube-room. A pilot’s first instinct is to check the power. No matter what has happened to is ship, if there’s power there’s hope.


  “Morley . . .!” It was Bat calling back through the interphone. “We’ve had it down here! The sheathing is gone and I’ve got three men killed!” I could hear the sound of metal sizzling in the background as Bat looked about for more dope to pass on. As it was it looked bad enough. If the sheathing was shot, that meant that he was taking lethal doses of radiation even as he spoke to me.


  “Bat!” I shouted, “Bat, you crazy fool! If that place is hot, get out of there!”


  I got no reply.


  “Bat! That’s an order! Put the pile on automatic and get the hell out!”


  “No soap, Morley . . .” Bat’s voice seemed edged with pain. “You know the autos won’t last for more than thirty minutes. Strictly . . . emergency stuff . . .” And then his voice grew even tighter. “The storage, Morley! Those stinking . . . rocks . . . took . . . out . . . the storage! All the thorium went out . . . the side . . . they hit . . . the storage bunker!”


  That tore it. Without thorium . . . without even an extra gram . . . the best we could hope for was making it to Earth. Luna and its lovely one-sixth gravity for a crash landing was out.


  I tried to get Captain Reynard on the phone, but there was no answer from his quarters. I didn’t need a diagram to figure out that he was either dead or so tied up with bends that he couldn’t reach the phone.


  I started the compressors and the pressure began to build up, but the mesoderm patches wouldn’t stand more than 9 lbs. Well, it had to do.


  The griping pains eased a bit inside me and I tried to take stock of the situation. Station by station, I called the crew and assessed the damage. It was plenty.


  The whole communications deck was gone and the only radio on board that worked was the tiny panel set in control. The UVR was mangled and so was its crew of four men. Three tubemen had died in the tuberoom and I didn’t know how badly Bat might be hurt. No one could enter because the place was hot. The thorium was gone and the sheathing on the pile too. I looked in on the Captain and scratched him off the list. Death from bends is not a pleasant thing to see. The Eagle was my command now. As pilot and Second Officer, I took over, for better or worse.


  I returned to Control and gave the crew a quick rundown on the situation. Work parties were made up and the wreckage cleared away. The dead—the ones we could find—were wrapped in celoflex and consigned to space. I mumbled a prayer over them as they slipped out into the void. They weren’t all Christians, but somehow I had a feeling that they wouldn’t mind too much. There’s something about the immensity of the cosmos that makes men relinquish their petty prejudices. And when I got back into Control and watched the tell-tales on the Geiger-Muller Counters down in the tuberoom, I said another prayer—for Bat Kendo.


  I kept wondering why we had hit that meteor swarm. The normal chances of such an encounter are in the vicinity of a thousand to one. Bits of memory kept tugging at me, but I couldn’t get things properly trimmed up until a call from Bat in the tuberoom furnished the key.


  “Morley, there’s a piece of those damned rocks down here . . . and it’s melting!”


  Ice! Water! Weather-plant! The pieces of the puzzle began to fit now. The swarm was ice . . . superhard ice . . . tempered by the awful cold of the void. And the weather-plant in the hold—one hundred tons of it—had attracted it hungrily! The plant had more than just an affinity for water! It acted like a magnet! There had probably been nitrogen dissolved in the water, too, and that had added to the plant’s attraction!


  A sick feeling moved into the pit of my stomach and stayed right there. There was no way of jettisoning the cargo, and there wasn’t enough fuel for a try at airless Luna! That meant. . . .


  I could hear the Venusian botanist’s words echo mockingly in my ears. “. . . we suspect it can create its own weather!”


  I knew real fear then. I looked at the great greenish globe of Earth that grew hourly larger beneath us, and shuddered. . . .


  SEVENTEEN hours later we were into the ionosphere. My instruments warned that I had just enough thorium left in the pile to keep the Eagle up for another hour and ten minutes. The radar was gone, but the weather-plant was fat and healthy.


  I tried to pick up a good spot for the landing. The Mojave Desert. Chances for clear weather were better there than anywhere else, though I could guess even then what our chances were.


  The Eagle shuddered to a vibrating halt, balancing on her tail-flare at about twenty five miles. The gyros were climbing the sonic scale, sending their shrieking whine through every deck of the crippled ship. I looked outside, and cold sweat beaded my face. Even at this height, a fine mist was forming around the Eagle.


  Freed of Venus’ formaldehyde atmosphere, our tons of weather-plant were happily doing their job. Drawing water vapor out of Earth’s air. It liked fog. And it could make its own weather!


  I looked at the chronometer. I had just one hour now to get this ship down through this soup that clung to us—without UVR. I had one hour to do the job or gravity would do it for me.


  I let her slip down to fifteen miles and held there, gyros protesting. The mist thickened. I rang the crash alarm, sending all hands who were not actually engaged in the running of the ship to their quarters and the crash-hammocks. My hands were icy cold.


  The Eagle sank slowly down to five miles and hung there like a ball bouncing on a jet of water. The mist billowed about us, turning radioactive from the vicious lashing of the tail-flare.


  I knew that the weather was perfectly clear perhaps two hundred yards away from the ship, but the weather-plant was creating the soggy weather it liked and I was being effectively blindfolded by the—


  Blindfolded!


  I grabbed for the interphone. “Bat!” I yelled, “Bat! Can you see anything below?”


  Old Bat knew right away what I wanted, but his answer wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “Too much metal under me, Morley . . . too much metal.” His voice was unsteady and seamed with pain.


  I glanced at the chronometer. Thirty seven minutes left. And the fog clung to the ports.


  “Morley,” Bat sounded something like himself for just a minute. “I’ve got a notion. Maybe . . . maybe it will work. Break out a pressure suit and get the craneman on the ball. And Morley. . . .” Here I could imagine that he was smiling. “. . . break out a bottle of the skipper’s bonded stuff, will you?”


  “What are you dreaming up?” I demanded anxiously.


  “We have to get this cargo down,” Bat said thinly. “You remember what the Foundation man said before we left . . . people need food, Morley. . . .”


  “What are you thinking about?” I asked again, and then as realization came, I added angrily: “Never mind that! I know what you’re planning Bat, and you can forget it! I’ll get this can down all right!”


  The voice from the interphone was dry as dust. “Like hell you will. Who are you kidding?”


  I had no answer there. Without UVR to guide me, I was blind. I didn’t have a chance to get the Eagle down, and we both knew it.


  “I’m coming up,” Bat said, “The automatics can take care of things down here now.”


  I glanced at the chronometer. Twenty two minutes to go. Bat was right. The autos could carry on in the tuberoom now. I felt them cut into the circuit.


  My heart was heavy as I called a craneman into control to handle the equipment. Together we unlimbered a pressure suit from the locker. Then I found the skipper’s rations and uncorked a bottle. In a moment Bat was in Control. When I saw him my stomach muscles tightened. He looked as though he’d been broiled. His face was a swollen mass of angry flesh and his clothes were seared into his hide. Every movement must have been sheer hell for him, but he staggered into the suit and made himself fast to the Control crane.


  Before calling for the steelglas helmet, he reached thirstily for the skipper’s bottle and took a long pull.


  “Ahhh,” he breathed, “That’s fine stuff . . . real fine.” He offered me the bottle, grinning painfully. “Have one on me, Morley. . . .”


  I LET tire fiery liquor drive down the lump that was sticking in my throat and handed Bat the bottle. He finished it in two swallows, looked at it regretfully, and tossed it aside. It landed in the corner of Control where it lay, rocking senselessly back and forth with the jolting movements of the boat.


  Bat fastened his helmet on and started for the valve. I wanted to reach out and stop him, but I couldn’t. I wanted to say something to him . . . but what? How do you thank a man for buying your life with his own? What do you say to pay a man for his pain and his torture?


  That’s right. You don’t say anything. And neither did I. You just stand there and watch, with your heart a lump of lead inside you. I did that, and no more.


  He turned toward me just as the inner valve closed on him and the cable he dragged behind him. “See ya,” he said with a clumsy wave. And then he was outside in that radioactive mist of death, riding the crane out and down. Hanging by a thin cable in that stinking fog and using his useless mutational powers to save the hides of his ship and shipmates . . . and the load of weather-plant that meant food to the stay-at-homes.


  The mass-ratio altimeter gave its last reading—four miles—and then it was through, its sensitive coils thrown out of phase by the mass of the planetary globe under us. Here, now, was where UVR should have taken over.


  But there was no UVR. Only a man hanging at the end of a cable in a glowing mist that was burning his last chance of life out of him.


  I heard his instructions dearly over the small panel set. “About three miles up now.”


  I let the Eagle down slowly. Two miles. One. Hold. Three thousand feet. Two. One. Hold. Five hundred feet. Hold. Mojave Desert right under us. Baldy off to the right. Lancaster about twenty miles north. Down easy. . . .


  The tail flare was splashing against the desert beneath now, turning the clinging mist into a ruddy shroud. A glance at the chronometer showed about three minutes fuel.


  “Let . . . her . . . down . . . slow.” Bat’s voice was fading fast as the terrific heat seared him and the radiation burned deep.


  The fuel should be gone now. No time left. Two hundred feet, one hundred, fifty, thirty. . . .


  I heard Bat’s voice sob just once through the radio. “Oh . . . dear God . . .!” And that was all.


  No time. No fuel.


  Silence!


  The thunder of the jets stopped abruptly, leaving a frightening void. The Eagle slewed about sickeningly and dropped the remaining thirty feet like so much lead. There was a rending crash as her tail section crumpled, battered plates sinking into the sand, and then she settled wearily to a halt amid the bubbling magma of atomized earth. . . .


  So the pilot-shipment of weather-plant got here all right, and it exceeded the Holcomb Foundation’s fondest hopes. It brought fertility where there had been only barrenness. Long rows of it still bring richness and life to the soil and the danger of famine is gone forever.


  Just remember now, the next time you take the Pacific stratojet. Look under you at that garden of plenty. See the rows upon rows of richly bearing plants. Look too at the interstices where a tiny Venusian moss called “weather-plant” makes it all possible.


  Bat Kendo? He died. He died doing what he wanted to do, and that’s something. The others maybe weren’t so lucky. Of course you never heard of Bat, or of the Eagle for that matter. All this happened a long, long time ago, and the old memories tarnish. Now people take their lives pretty much as they find it, and they never wonder about the guys who made it what it is.


  Yes, humans are a strange breed. Like I say . . . forgetful. Very forgetful.


  LUENA OF THE GARDENS


  Paul Brandts


  A lost Earthgirl finds herself and her world . . . and a man, too!


  IN THE first moment that Luena closed the heavy iron gate behind her and entered the Garden, she sensed the presence of something alien. The rows of lettuce, carrots and tomatoes, generally so noisy and unruly at this hour of the morning, were entirely too quiet. None of the flowers were doing their giddy, foolish little dances. Even the savage Virginia creeper, usually straining so insanely at the heavy wires that bound it to the garden wall, was quiescent.


  Her first thought was that one of the giant cabbages had broken from its cage and was doing harm to whatever was nearby. She pushed aside the black feedbag suspended from her waist, touched her hand to her Carnac for reassurance, then mounted the orange causeway that led into the heart of the Garden . . . But an inspection of the cages revealed nothing amiss. Each of the fat monsters was safe inside, and asleep as usual, its strange body concealed by the protective mantle of leaves.


  But when she came to the open space beyond the cages she noticed motion for the first time, near the far wall of the Garden in a lonesome clump of maize which was weaving about in indignation and distress. At the same moment that she caught her breath in alarm, the cornstalks were thrust violently aside and a man burst forth.


  He was very different from any of the men she had seen in the city or in the temple grounds; his body tall, his face white and hairy, and his clothes odd-looking and tight-fitting. He came forward, his eyes fastened upon her, and called in a hoarse but penetrating voice:


  “Now, don’t you move, and don’t make any sound, and nobody’s going to hurt you.”


  He was plainly an intruder and it was her manifest duty to destroy him, but her instinct as usual was to help rather than to harm. “Go back! Go back, whoever you are! It is very dangerous for a stranger here!”


  “Don’t you think I know something about that?” He was brushing yellow grains of corn from his arms and shoulders in a casual manner. “Sean Tulley doesn’t go into a strange place without finding out something about it first.”


  “I insist that you leave at once!” To emphasize the urgency of her words she turned into a branch of the orange causeway and came toward him, gesturing imperatively. “The plants in this Garden are ones Tes Kempak imported from a far-off place called Earth, and crossbred them with our native varieties! They all have strange properties, and many are very dangerous!”


  “So that’s the reason behind it.” He nodded wisely. “Well, lady, a smart man is one who makes good use of his warnings.” In demonstration of his superior sagacity, he made a-careful detour around the ugly, menacing branches of a bramble bush, and approached by way of the cleared space near the creeper-clad wall.


  His actions served only to bring home the true extent of his ignorance. The bramble bush, as any child knew, was as harmless as a swamp-puppy. While the Virginia creeper . . .! No Taalite in his right mind would venture within ten feet of a tendril of the creeper, while he—he was walking beneath it!


  To her vast relief he turned away almost at once from the hard, clear ground near the wall, vaulted with lithe sureness over a row of squash and stood in the ditch at the foot of the causeway, staring up at her.


  “Now, surely you wouldn’t go chasing me away so soon? After I lay there for an hour, with that crazy corn pecking at me and swatting me, and just to get a look at you—Surely you wouldn’t be chasing me away so soon?”


  There was an odd, half-humorous twist to his mouth that disarmed part of her fear, and curiosity vanquished thirst. “At me? You came here to look at me?”


  “And why shouldn’t I? After I heard men talking about you in every port along the Oberara—and after I said to myself, ‘Sean Tulley is the man who is going to find out for himself?’ ”


  “The Oberara?” His words together with his appearance put a wild theory into her head. “Surely you are not one of the Earth-pirates of the Oberara?”


  “I am that.” He sounded quite satisfied with himself. “And now you know me to be one of those monsters, are you going to give the alarm and claim a reward?”


  “No, I won’t, not if you promise to leave at once! You—What do they say about me in the ports along the Oberara?”


  “I’ll tell you.” He was studying her as closely as if to memorize every detail of her features. “They’re saying that in the experimental Gardens of a man named Kempak, a girl works who does not look like a Venusian at all but like an Earthgirl. They’re saying that maybe she was captured from Earth parents when she was very young, and brought up by the Venusians.”


  “Oh, that sort of story.” She was disappointed. “They say those things because the girls in the city sometimes call me disgusting names, like Earthgirl, or whitefaced worm. They do it because they hate me.”


  “There could be another reason for the stories.” His voice was almost a whisper. “It could be that—By all the moons of Jupiter, it’s true!” he interrupted himself explosively. “It’s true, every word of it! Your complexion is not yellow at all! It’s dyed! It’s dyed. You’re a lost child of Earth!”


  If he had expected her to react in some fashion, or even to pay heed, he was doomed to disappointment, as her mind was suddenly engrossed by a new worry.


  The Virginia creeper on the wall. While they had been talking, a stray coil of the vine had managed somehow to squirm free from the heavy bands of wire, and was poised in the air, the antennae of the beautiful red flowers quivering with curiosity, the blue-black berries pulsating angrily. At this point the branch of the causeway was perilously near the wall—and she was well acquainted with the rubbery quality of the body of the creeper. Was it only her fancy, or was the stray tendril rearing to strike?


  “I haven’t made you understand, girl.” He was watching her in a puzzled fashion. “You don’t belong with the Venusians. You’re not of the breed. You’re a flower blooming in alien soil. You—”


  At this instant the arm of the creeper was a gray blur as it slithered through the air, and in a simultaneous motion Luena pulled up her Carnac and fired.


  The arm of the vine evaporated within the core of a brilliant white light, and the Earthman bellowed with astonishment as he flung himself aside. There was a sudden motionlessness that pervaded the entire Garden. Tulley was quiet for so long that she feared the vine had actually reached him, or he had been injured by the explosion.


  Then he turned over slowly and . . .


  His expression was almost ferocious, but he made no movement of any sort until he had carefully appraised the situation. He looked at the gun in the girl’s hand, and then at the wounded creeper, which had gone into a silent but terrible fury down the entire length of the garden wall, all of its coils squirming and straining insanely against the heavy metal bindings. He glanced also at the trail of the berry-juice on the ground, a smoking, stinking trail that bit deeply into the soil itself.


  His face grew calm, and he pulled himself to his feet.


  “I owe you my thanks, girl. You’ve done me a great favor.”


  “I’ve done a terrible thing!” she cried despairingly. “The Virginia creeper is Tes Kempak’s especial pet! He values it above everything else in the Garden! Now I don’t know what he’ll do!”


  His face darkened. “I wouldn’t care to see a girl hurt because of something I’ve done,” he said grimly. “I will lie among the trees and wait for this Tes Kempak. When he comes I will kill him.”


  “No, no, you must leave at once! It is only a minor offense to harm the vine! But it would be treason if I were discovered with an alien in the Garden!” As he still stood stubbornly, she went on beseechingly: “Your words are strange and disturbing—but you will only do me harm if you stay!”


  “I think you are right,” he agreed thoughtfully. “It is my great fault that I am too courageous. However, before I go we must make an arrangement.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Lost flower of Earth, I have many things to speak to you about. I must awaken in you something you may not even know is there. Is there no place near here where we can meet, and where no one would see us?”


  “In back of the temple is a grove of trees which the priests call sacred, and where the common people of Taal never enter. It is very lonely there. But it would be folly for us to meet there. We—”


  “I will expect you there at nightfall.” Even as he spoke he turned, and before she had time to catch her breath was off with quick sure steps among the variegated rows of flowers and vegetables. When he came to the rear of the Garden he clambered into an apple tree, ran out on one the limbs and, after a brief tussle with some of the more unruly of the branches, disappeared over the garden wall.


  For some time after that Luena stood stock still, her mind a fever of strange new ideas and sensations. Telling her she was indeed an Earthgirl! The Earth-pirate had said such an unkind thing, of course, because her appearance was so unprepossessing and homely. But somehow the mere look of him had seemed to open up new worlds before her, and lay siege to her imagination with vivid, almost spectral pictures of faces and vistas she had never seen in the real world—or perhaps had seen many long ages before. The face in particular swam before her, that of a middle-aged, kindly woman who looked toward her with a calm, self-denying love such as she had never known among any in the city of Taal. And her body suddenly yearned toward that face, with a longing so intense and painful it left her amazed and trembling all over . . .


  A movement of the injured creeper recalled her to herself, and with an effort she banished the disturbing thoughts from her mind. Tes Kempak had taught her what to do in an emergency. Even her morning task of feeding the vegetables must be foregone. She must summon help at once.


  But when she came breathlessly into the foreyard of the House of Kempak a few minutes later, in search of the head gardener, she received an unpleasant surprise. She was confronted by Tes Kempak himself. His narrow face was darker than usual, his little black eyes very bright, and it was obvious that he was in a rage.


  “Never since I emerged from the egg have I been faced with such ettrontery!” he roared at her. “After I brought you up in my own house, with the careful severity I would accord one of my own children!”


  She was amazed that he had found out so soon, and very fearful. It—it was because you have placed too great a responsibility on the most worthless of your servants, Master,” she stammered. “One of the coils of the Virginia creeper succeeded in freeing itself, and I was overcome with panic. I am such a coward. I—”


  “Not until Venus sees a month of sunny days will I forgive this! I will pull his yellow beard for him! I—” He broke off, and as if with an effort fastened his attention on her words. “What is this nonsense about the creeper?”


  “You are right to be angry, Master. I should merely have paralyzed the coil of the creeper, not destroy it. But I was so frightened—”


  “Pooh! Do you think I am talking of so trivial a matter? Suppose you have burned one of my plants—the medicines of Canna will mend it in no time. I am talking about the bulletin which Ankatta has posted in the foyer of the temple—and which you have certainly heard about.”


  “Master, I have not been in the temple. And the kitchen girls refuse to gossip with me—”


  “You would do well to acquaint yourself more fully with the affairs of the temple, and the palace, as well. This, as it happens, concerns you. Ankatta, the old fool, has placed your name among those of the girls he wishes to serve before the altar of the Flame.” When she stood dumbly, not understanding, her silence served to whet his fury to a keener edge: “After I brought you up in my own house, fed you, clothed you, protected you from the sons of the Haakon families! And at the whim of an old idiot you are to be taken from me! I will not tolerate it!”


  “I am afraid I do not understand—”


  “You are not asked to understand!” His face was almost purple. “You are asked to do only one thing! Go! Go to the high priest, Ankatta! Yell him that, entirely of your own will and without influence from me, you have decided to decline his request! If you disobey me you will spend a month regretting it! Go!”


  She found Ankatta in the room adjoining the altar of the Flame, reclining on a window seat with a closed book in his hands, in an attitude of meditation. He composed his features into a look of benevolence as she approached, and even rose, which was a great honor.


  “Ah, Luena! I see my request has been brought to you! Your promptness is commendable! Sit here on the seat beside me! . . . Very well, if you wish you may stand! Do you think an—um—older person has no understanding of the fears and hesitations of a young woman?”


  “My lord, I am not worthy of the honor you have planned—”


  “Now, now, Luena, I have watched you for a very long time. Do you know I have taken a more personal interest in you than in any of the giddy daughters of the noble families?”


  “I decline to serve before the altar of the Flame.” Not having the least idea how to say it, she had brought it out in a rush and with unforgivable bluntness.


  But the old man was not angry, merely grave and interested. “You are being impulsive and not wise. You have lived so long in the hard, stem household of Kempak, you cannot even imagine what the life of a temple girl is like. You will dress in splendid, many-colored robes, Luena. You will lie on soft couches. You will—”


  “I cannot be a temple girl.”


  His face was suddenly bleak. “Have you heard of what happens to those who defy the will of the Flame?”


  She had. In fact, she had once by chance caught a glimpse of one of the victims of the Beast of the Flame, and the memory seared her with fear and rendered her speechless.


  His expression became mild as the wise old eyes studied her. “There is something in back of this. You yourself would not have the courage to beard me like this . . . I have it! The voice is yours but the words are those of Tes Kempak! Is it not so?”


  “My master forced me, by a threat, to tell you of this.”


  “Of course! Tes Kempak has risen so fast in the world, he is emboldened to subject me to a test of strength! Of course!”


  A silence fell, during which Luena did not have the courage to raise her head. When it finally grew unbearable, she looked up and saw with surprise that Ankatta had again stretched himself out on the window seat, in an attitude of meditation.


  “What do you wish me to do, my lord?”


  “Do?” He roused himself with an effort. “Why, there is nothing to be done, my dear. Ankatta has requested a girl to serve at the altar. Tes Kempak has seen fit to decline the request. And there the matter rests.” He made a gesture of dismissal.


  When Luena was troubled of mind or frightened, or when the company of the other servants in the House of Kempak had become unbearable to her, there was one place to which she was accustomed to go. The sacred grove was shunned by the people of Taal because of unholy night-mysteries the priests were reputed to perpetrate in its depths, and today she found it as silent, solemn and deserted as usual.


  In the very heart of the grove was the tallest and grandest tree of them all, its great trunk entirely concealed by a veil of white which hung from its branches like an old man’s beard. Luena crossed over to it, passed swiftly through the surrounding mantle of white—and collided rather violently with the large chest of Sean Tulley.


  Instantly his big hands connected themselves behind her. “Many girls have come to a rendezvous with me in the past,” he smiled, “but none so eager.”


  “Let me go! You have hurt me! Let me go!”


  He made a little comic face. “The reward of virtue. Like an impatient lover, I came early. And behold . . .”


  “I was very lucky to find you—because it gives me the opportunity to tell you to leave Taal at once, and never return.”


  “Leave Taal?” he echoed with great disappointment. “We men of the sea have so few opportunities to get our hands on a pretty girl—and you wish me to leave?”


  “It is not merely because there is danger for you here. You have come, you say, because of your belief that I am an Earthgirl. It is not true. I have thought about it carefully, and it is not true.”


  “You are so sure?” He was studying her very intently.


  “I am sure. It is true that I have strange memories of my childhood, when I lived among people far away from Taal. But they were not Earth-people.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because I have heard tales of the Earth-people on the islands of the Oberara—the pirates. They are a violent and warlike breed, and the women with them are healthy, strong and very brave. I am not like that at all. I am very weak, and I am a pitiful coward.”


  “But that isn’t so at all!” he remonstrated. “Could anyone have been calmer or braver than you were, when you saved me from that monstrosity?”


  “It is true that my face may have appeared calm. But my face is a mask, like the yellow paint I put on to make me look like the women of Taal. Inside I was shriveled up with fear . . . I have lived too long in the House of Kempak, Sean Tulley. I have seen too many things, and suffered too many things. I—I—” Her voice faltered, and she could not speak.


  “Perhaps I have come just in time, little lost flower,” he said tenderly. He again placed his arm around her. “Now listen to me, flower of Earth. There is a road before you. It is an easy road. It is the road-to a new life. Inside the great red flowers that rim the bay, I have a boat concealed. It is a boat swifter than those of the stupid Venusians. It—”


  “What an invaluable piece of information,” said a new voice, cold and clear as ice. “Taal will be very grateful.”


  They wheeled about simultaneously. Tes Kempak was just stepping through the mantle of white, behind him one of the white-uniformed members of the palace guard. Both men held Carnacs on the ready.


  Tulley made a sound deep in his throat, and thrust her aside. He reached toward his coat, and for the first time it occurred to her that he might be armed. But his action was far too slow. His whole body was bathed suddenly in the cold blue-white flame of the Carnac, a violent tremor seized him—and Luena turned away.


  For a fleeting moment she had dared to hope, because his voice had been so confident, the arms that had held her so sure and strong. But now without looking any further she knew what was happening. The fire of the Carnac! While it wreaked no apparent harm to the body’s casing, inside his organs were being dissolved in raging, insatiable acids.


  Tes Kempak did not deign to glance at his fallen enemy. “I knew you had permitted an alien to enter the Garden. One of my flowers told me. Some of them possess powers even you do not know about.” He continued in a musing tone: “It is amazing how the spark of rebellion flickers within the breast of even the meanest and humblest serf.”


  He took her hand and led her away from the tree, and she obeyed as always in the past, her head bowed, every line of her body eloquent with submission.


  “Of course, the whole incident should prove of advantage to me,” he said. “A boat captured from one of the Earth-pirates. An invaluable prize. It—” He broke off as there was a sound behind as of scuffling feet, then a half-choked scream. He pushed her violently aside as he turned.


  When by his action she was forced to raise her head, she beheld a sight that amazed her. Tulley had been resurrected to sudden and savage life. He had grappled with the guardsman, and even now was holding the other’s smaller body over one of the great roots of the tree. The struggle had thrust aside much of the beard of white that surrounded the tree, and every detail of the scene was revealed as the body of the guardsman jerked convulsively, then slid lifelessly to the ground.


  During all this the astounded Tes Kempak had been busy with his gun, but the pirate walked into the very heart of the blue flame. “You’ve played with your toys long enough,” he grinned. “Now it’s my turn.” The cylinder he was holding was so small his big hand almost concealed it, and there was no sound or any flash of light; but Tes Kempak was thrown to the ground as violently as if struck by lightning.


  “These Venusians think we Earthmen are barbarians without knowledge of science,” said Tulley contemptuously. “One of the first things our scientists discovered was a defense against the rays of the limpak.”


  He turned to the trembling girl and surveyed her with an almost humorous expression. “Your decision has been made for you. We are partners in crime. We must flee together.”


  “Don’t you realize what you have done?” she cried despairingly.


  “You don’t mean you’re sorry for what happened?”


  “No, no, that isn’t it! But don’t you see that Kempak was wearing his uniform of an officer in the palace guard?” As his expression remained blank, she continued: “Every officer in the guard has a protective device in his coat! When he is hurt in any fashion, an alarm is automatically flashed to the other members of the guard!”


  “But how would they be able to find us here?”


  “Their audio devices will bring them to us in minutes! More than that, every gate in the city will be closed until they discover the murderer of Kempak!”


  “And when they examine the body, they may guess that an alien killed him,” he said, after long thought. “You are the only one who can help me, lost flower. Have you friends who can hide me until the alarm blows over?”


  She was amazed to find him relying on her in an emergency, even more amazed to discover her brain responding. “No, I have no friends in Taal. But I know something that may help. There has long been bitter hatred between Kempak and the high priest Ankatta, hatred which the other guardsmen share. The bodies are lying in the sacred grove. If I go first to the soldiers, I may be able to convince them one of the priests committed the crime—”


  “And maybe they won’t even close the city gates!” he finished swiftly. “An excellent idea! Meantime, I know of only one place to hide!” With his usual swiftness of decision he turned, and before she had the chance to say another word was running silently as an animal into the gloomy depths of the wood.


  When he was gone, she was conscious of so heavy a weight of misery in her breast that it threatened to stifle her. Did he not realize on how weak a reed he was leaning? Could she, and she alone, be a match for the minds and cruel strength of the soldiers? Yet he had trusted her, and after moments of painful indecision she forced her lagging feet to the head of the grove.


  When she came there a new and unpleasant surprise was in store for her. As she had anticipated, a little company of soldiers was approaching on the double, headed by a man named Calatta, whom she recognized because he had visited now and then at the House of Kempak. But, as she had not expected, another group of men was also in view, dressed in the green robes of the temple novitiates, and headed by none other than Ankatta himself. They, too, were approaching at an unusually rapid pace, and she guessed that the priests with their secret devices had intercepted one of the messages of the soldiers, and were determined to find out for themselves what form of mischief was afoot in the sacred grove.


  The two companies arrived at about the same time, each carefully ignoring the other. It was Calatta who spoke first, his voice gruff and very unfriendly:


  “I just saw you come from the grove, girl. Speak up! What have you seen there?”


  “I have been a witness to a terrible thing! I—I—” The unforeseen advent of Ankatta had confounded her completely, and she was unable to continue.


  “This shows the result of the military training,” interposed the high priest in a sharp, authoritative tone. “You have the manners of an animal, Calatta. Was it necessary to frighten the girl?”


  “Tell me what you have seen there,” repeated the soldier, this time more moderately.


  Because she had not wit enough to think of anything else, she burst forth with the story she had already prepared: “I was walking near the grove, when I saw my master Tes Kempak and one of his men enter. I followed curiously. Two men were waiting there, dressed in the robes of the temple novitiates—it was like a pre-arranged meeting.” She did not dare look toward Ankatta, or any of them. “They talked. I saw Kempak shake his head violently, and it seemed to me he was growing angry. Then one of the green-robed men drew forth a strange device from under his coat, raised it—and I saw the bodies of both Kempak and the other convulse suddenly, and fall to the ground. I turned and ran.” Her story had sounded awkward and insincere to her own ears, but when she gained the courage to raise her head, there was a look of eagerness in Calatta’s eyes.


  “I have heard stories of strange weapons the priests carry under their robes,” he said. “Indeed, it is common talk. Yanna, Gam.” He turned to two of his men. “—search the grove.”


  Ankatta’s face held no anger, merely great wonder. “There is something in this I do not understand,” he muttered. “It is entirely beyond belief that two of the novitiates would do such a thing without—without—”


  “Without authority from you, would you say?” interrupted Calatta smoothly. “I could hardly disagree on that.”


  “I can see that it will be necessary to have the girl questioned by the servants of the Flame,” continued the old man reflectively, “in order to weed out the kernels of falsehood from the truth in her story.”


  “Deliver the girl over to the custody of those who may be suspected of the crime?” asked the soldier contemptuously. “That would be clever indeed.” As he spoke a communicator-device attached to his helmet began to sputter, and he listened for a time. From the look of rage and venom that came over his features, Luena knew that the two soldiers he had sent into the grove had discovered the bodies.


  “What the girl says is partly confirmed,” said Calatta. “Two men are dead, one of them our leader—and the manner of their passing was very strange.”


  Ankatta seemed to waken for the first time to the gravity of his peril. “This is a scheme of the palace guard to provoke hatred against my loyal servants!” he exclaimed furiously. He reached inside his robe, and the guardsman in an answering gesture pulled a small-arm halfway from its holster.


  For a long moment the two men stood there; and indeed the entire group was frozen into a silent tableau, pregnant with menace. The quarrel in the offing, had it been allowed to take its natural course, might conceivably have worked well for the fortunes of the girl. But it was her own weakness that marred the fulfillment of her careful plan. The past years of misery and subservience, combined with an overpowering consciousness of her present danger, took their toll. Losing her head completely, she turned and ran in panic.


  Her action had the worst possible effect, as she discovered when a semblance of reason returned and she looked behind.


  The two companies, after the first moment of mystification had passed, had united in the face of the common problem, and two men from each group had detached themselves and taken up the chase. They were moving along at an easy lope, making no effort to use their weapons or overtake the fleet-footed girl, as they knew the pursuit could have only one conclusion.


  The feeling in her breast was one she had known only too often before. She was panicked completely due to an abject terror of the unfeeling, brutalized people around her, and she felt that she must run, run until her lungs burst and her legs failed beneath her. Yet she knew at the same time that her flight was a hopeless one, because there was no place of refuge.


  She occasionally passed some of the citizens of Taal, as her path led near the parade grounds on the outskirts of the city. They looked after her curiously, but she knew that none would intercede. The people of Taal had long since learned to keep well away from any business the soldiers were engaged in. She was making instinctively for the Kempak properties, and after crossing a small bridge she turned into the first gate which looked familiar, which happened to be that of the Kempak Gardens.


  She was at once confronted by a sight that was unpleasant yet welcome at the same time. Sean Tulley was there, crouched on his haunches. beneath the dubious shelter of a bramble bush. On the instant he saw her he arose.


  It was evident that he was totally unaware of the clamor outside. He said wryly, “When I stood up the bush pecked me. When I sat down the flowers pricked me. So I compromised.”


  When he had spoken of his “hiding place,” it had not occurred to her to speculate concerning its location. Now by her cowardice she had betrayed them both. When she had regained her breath she told him what had happened, ending with the words, “It is as I told you. I am too much of a weakling.”


  “Now, don’t you go worrying about it,” he responded matter-of-factly. “It was a good idea, even if it went astray. Now it will have to be a fight—although I don’t know where we can take cover in this stinking place?”


  His words suggested a new train of thought, and she said suddenly: “I know of a way. Out of the Garden—perhaps even-out of the city itself. But too dangerous for us to take.”


  “What are you talking about?” he asked eagerly.


  “It is a pity that the way is closed to us. But come, I will show you.” She led him to one of the cages of the giant cabbages. Inside was one of the usual fat, sluggish monsters, but this one was leaner than its fellows, and its leafy mantle had a yellowed and decadent look.


  “This is something I discovered only two days ago—and which I believe even Tes Kempak didn’t know. You see that cabbage? The body inside the cloak of leaves has succeeded in eating its way down through the wire flooring of the cage. It is probably burrowing its way to join its wilder brethren in the swamps. I looked inside the cage—I know it is gone.”


  “Excellent!” exclaimed Tulley. “How do we get into the cage?”


  “I have a key. I am one of the gardeners.” She fumbled at her pouch, and the pirate at once took the sliver of metal from her hand, opened the cage door.


  She was beyond making any further protest. She was well aware that Tulley’s resolution and valor were founded upon his complete ignorance of the nature of the creature that might be in wait for them, somewhere in the ground below. Yet, since no path before her offered any hope for salvation, she might as well take the one as the other. She merely watched as the man ran swiftly along the causeway, opened all the other cages.


  “That will give them something to think about—in case they get too anxious about us,” he said, returning. “Come along now.”


  He locked them both in. The girl, standing before the sticky, noisome hulk of greenish-yellow leaves, was again irresolute. It was not until there were sudden noises at the gate of the Garden that she bolstered up the ragged remains of her courage, pushed her way through. Instantly she was falling, or rather sliding, down a warm, muddy incline.


  She came down upon her hands and knees in semi-darkness and in mud. Fortunately there was enough space here, and the dark opening that bulked ahead, although uninviting, was ample. When Tulley came plunging down she was crawling onward.


  She was dismayed to discover that it led downward. Had the tunnel been a smaller one, so that the warm mud with its suctionlike powers could have attached itself to her entire body instead of merely to her hands and knees, progress would have been impossible. As it was, the going was heartbreakingly slow, and there were times when the stale air threatened to overcome her.


  Later on she could not remember many of her thoughts during the nightmare journey. She did not allow her mind to dwell on what might be behind, and indeed no sound came from that direction, save once when there was a high-pitched screaming, very far in the distance. She did not speculate upon its origin. Her one clear recollection was the time when the tunnel took an upward slant, and that moment of wild hope when there was a glimmer of light ahead.


  She pulled herself out moments later, and came to her feet on a surface that was blessedly firm and had many rocks in it. She was in a cavern. Tulley was at her side almost at once, and both of them realized their good fortune. There were dark openings in the side of the cave, and they had no doubt that the burrowing monster had created one of them in its search for freedom. But there was also the cave-mouth, round with light and barely fifty feet ahead, and they made toward it.


  The danger that came was the more terrible because it was unexpected. It looked like a great rock at the side of the cave, immobile and dirty-white in color, with what might have been cracks along its surface but which were actually large veins. Its strange sensory system had no doubt given it warning of the approach of intruders, and caused it to remold its amorphous bodily organism into the semblance of a rock. Only when they were very near did it bloat up suddenly, and fall toward them.


  Luena screamed and stumbled backward. Tulley, who was not to be taken off guard, had his gun in his hand and discharged it in the same second. The cabbage, in the interest of its camouflage, had also caused its cells to take on the attribute of solidity, one which they did not normally possess—which was lucky, because otherwise the weapon might have had no effect at all. As it was, so great was the power of the monster that there was an awful moment when it seemed as if it would succeed in making its way through the tremendous aura of force, then it began to recoil.


  Immediately afterward the two Earth-people witnessed a strange sight. The vegetable, in its effort to pierce the waves of energy, had literally been sliced to ribbons, and the many parts of its body were strewn about the floor. Luena, watching with trepidation, recalled descriptions she had heard of attributes of the curious creature. As if in answer to her thought, the segments on the floor bloated themselves ferociously and, all the parts exhibiting the same qualities of life as the whole, began crawling.


  “Like shooting fish in a barrel!” said Tulley. And the entire cavern became filled with acrid, stinging smoke as he discharged his weapon again and again. Luena, too, pulled out her Carnac and fired wherever she saw movement. After several minutes of this both sprang forward and ran toward the mouth of the cave.


  At the moment that they came to the opening the strain of what she undergone threatened to overcome the girl, and Tulley, sensing her need, put his arm around her. The last sight she recalled as he swung her into his arms was the floor of the cavern, which was literally covered with little blobs of different sizes, like little worms, all of them inching relentlessly forward.


  Then she blacked out entirely.


  When she recovered consciousness Luena was prone on a hard surface with rough edges to it, and her body was being rocked back and forth. Above her were tall red things, that waved about as if straining for a look at her. She lifted herself to her elbow and saw that she was in a boat, with Tulley crouched over a small engine, and that the red things were the flowers which rimmed the bay near Taal city.


  Tulley, seeing that her eyes were open, gave her a sympathetic smile. “You don’t have to worry any more. Soldiers, cabbages and priests—they’re all far behind us.”


  There were still anxious moments, however, while the boat wrestled its way strenuously through the stubborn flowers. During this interval her mind went irrelevantly to an entirely new subject.


  “Sean Tulley, when I am with your people will I be a free woman or a slave?”


  “A slave, of course!” he said with surprise. “As a captured woman, you will be required to obey without question any orders I may give.”


  “I don’t think I would ever obey you in that fashion!” she pouted.


  “Now, that’s peculiar,” said Tulley, and although she could not see his face she guessed that he was smiling. “None of the other women slaves ever do, either.”


  At this moment the boat burst through the last of the flowers, and the unimpeded power of its engine carried them as swiftly and lightly as a bird into the free waters beyond. Luena was being borne into an entirely new world, to be the slave of an Oberara pirate—and she was wildly, gloriously happy.


  THE VENUSIAN


  Irving E. Cox, Jr.


  To survive as a group meant that the Earthmen must adapt; but to survive as a culture—as Earthmen—in the lizzard-civilization of Venus meant that limits must be set upon such adaptation. What limits?


  The child saw him as he came out of the Council Building. It ran streaming to its mother.


  “Skoon! Skoon!”


  The mother carried the child to Curt, holding out her thinly scaled, six-digeted hand in apology.


  “Forgive my daughter,” she said softly, in the liquid tongue of Venus.


  “Of course; I understand,” Curt answered in the same tongue.


  “See Gredda?” the lizard woman said to her daughter. “This is not a Skoon monster. He is a man, just as we are.”


  Curt smiled. After seventeen years he was used to it: the horror of the very young children, who had not seen him before, and the embarrassed apologies of their parents. Even now, when Dale Collins’ ultimatum lay on the Council table, the reaction of the Venusians had not changed.


  From a purse fastened to his shorts, Curt took a square of compressed Borgan eggs, which stank lusciously of very dead fish. The Venusian child reached eagerly for the confection, her face scales quivering with anticipation.


  “As I told you, he is a man. See?” The mother set the child down on the gold-paved street. “You must come and visit our island,” she said to Curt. “Bring your family, Friend. When our children come to know you, they will not be afraid and they will offer you no more of these discourtesies.”


  Curt thanked her and turned toward his glider, which stood in the parking lagoon behind the Council Building. The boat was a flat of wood, twenty feet long. It was made from a cross-section of an ivy tree, and powered—like all Venusian watercraft—by an enormous, web-footed reptile, the Venusian counterpart of the horse. When the glider had passed beyond the heavy traffic in the city canals, Curt jerked the reins and the chip-like boat skipped across the open water at a speed exceeding eighty miles an hour.


  The depression closed upon Curt’s mind again. He sprawled flat on the glider, clinging to the safety rope. The mist and warm air beat against his face, but it brought none of the customary feeling of relaxation. After seventeen years, his carefully constructed security was gone—gone because Dale Collins had sent his insolent challenge to the Council.


  To himself, Curt admitted that the disaster had been inevitable. It began less than a year after the Earth-expedition had first landed on Venus.


  “They’re willing to give us an island of our own,” Dale Collins had said to Curt. “We have to take it, Commander Hallen; we’ll never escape from Venus.”


  “We’re still exploring, Dale; we’ve investigated less than half the planet, and even that—”


  “I’m satisfied, sir. Gold is the only abundant metal on Venus. Suppose we do eventually find traces of another metal; suppose we are able to make a gold alloy. We’re not sure we’ll ever develop a metal strong enough to build a shuttle rocket. We’re stuck here, sir, until another expedition comes from the Earth.”


  “Which isn’t a remote possibility. As far as they know, Dale, our expedition was lost. You know how Congress kicked at appropriating money for us; they’ll never vote funds for a second expedition.”


  “Not this year or the next, but they’ll come some day, sir. The important thing is for us to survive until they find us—or our grandchildren.”


  “Granted; but we can’t survive in isolation!”


  “On the contrary, Commander Hallen, we won’t survive any other way. If we take your advice and mingle with the Venusians, our children will forget our ways. They’ll become Venusians—at least in a cultural sense—in spite of anything we can do to prevent it. They’ll lose identity as human beings, Commander!”


  “Survival is adaptation, Dale. Our children have to become Venusians; that’s the environment they must live in.”


  Dale Collins’ eyebrows arched as a slow smile spread over his face. “Really, sir? Darwin, I think, had a different explanation.”


  Friend Ljerdja joined them, putting his clammy, six-fingered hand on Curt’s shoulder. Ljerdja was very old, and by virtue of his age honored with the presidency of the Venusian Governing Council.


  “You have reached a decision,. Friend Hallen?” Ljerdja asked. Friend was the only title of address known among the Venusians, and it was used without respect to age or sex.


  Curt spoke very slowly in reply. “Friend Ljerdja, we are grateful for your offer, but we prefer—”


  “We accept it,” Dale Collins put in.


  “Friend Collins speaks only for himself.”


  Ljerdja’s fragile arms fluttered with distress. “We had no intention of provoking a disagreement, Friend Hallen! It seemed to the Council that you Earth-people would be happier if you had a separate island of your own, where none of our children would intrude with their embarrassing cries of ‘Skoon.’ ”


  “We understand their fear; we are not offended,” Curt answered. “We prefer to make our homes among your people, Ljerdja, in a normal way—if you’ll have us.”


  “And now, Commander,” Collins said, “you’re speaking only for yourself.”


  “We can compromise,” Ljerdja proposed. “Those of you, like Friend Collins, who want the isolation of an island, shall have it. We will never come to disturb you or to pry into your lives; the land is yours. As for the rest—we welcome you, Friend Hallen, as a man of Venus.”


  Dale Collins’ acceptance of the island split the survivors of the Earth expedition into two camps. There were only twelve, eight men and four women. Perhaps it was that disproportion in the division of the sexes that made the separation inevitable. Responding to the instinctive drive for biological survival, four men had married the four women. The other four men, including Dale Collins, had retreated to the isolated island. As a logical means of finding mates, their withdrawal made no sense to Curt—not for a long time, and then it was too late for him to prevent the inevitable tragedy.


  Curt saw the familiar hills of his home island through the mist. He pulled on the reins, reducing the speed of his skimming glider. The boat slid smoothly up the gold-walled landing trough. Curt unhitched the reptile and turned it into the pasture lagoon before he sloshed through the shallow water to dry land.


  He stood, for a moment, looking up at the walls of his home, sprawling at the crest of a low hill. He was a big, bronzed, black-haired man. Though he was approaching fifty, his body was still hard with the smooth-rippling muscle of youth. A trace of white spread through the thick hair at his temples. Except for the tightly woven shorts he wore, Curt was naked and barefoot.


  The shorts were a compromise with Venusian custom. Curt’s children went naked, as their Venusian neighbors did. The children would always listen obediently when Curt or Alice tried to explain the Earthly folklore of clothing. But they never understood the explanation; and the purpose of dress entirely escaped them.


  Curt’s second son, Benny, met him as he approached the house. Benny was fourteen, and not yet fully grown; but already he was as large as his father, tall and broad-shouldered, with a mane of uncut black hair hanging to his shoulders.


  “Salute, Friend Father!” Benny’s smile was a splash of gleaming teeth. He spoke in singing Venusian. He knew no other language, although Curt and Alice had periodically tried to teach their children English.


  “Where’s Alice?” Curt asked.


  “Mother’s on the terrace.” Benny’s dark eyes sparkled with excitement. “The Raydens came over for the afternoon; we’re all playing in the lagoon.”


  Curt’s heart sank. He wanted to talk to his wife, but he would have to put it off now. Under normal conditions, Curt would not have resented a social call from his Venusian neighbors. It symbolized again the fact that Curt and his family were accepted by the Venusians. A ritual of social recreation was the backbone of their culture; their lives were organized for leisure.


  Benny bent over the thickleaved brush that hid the foundation of the house. He began to Whistle shrilly. “I just beat Drago Rayden swimming across the lagoon,” he told his father. “The first time, too! But Scizzer ran away in the excitement.” Benny whistled again, and a black, hooded snake slithered timidly out of the brush. The boy held out his arm; the snake twisted up to his shoulder, settling its broad, Hat head on his collarbone. Benny scolded, “Good, old Scizzer.” It was half in anger, as he caressed the flat head with the point of his chin; Scizzer hissed contentedly.


  As always, Curt repressed an involuntary shudder. The pet snakes were a Venusian custom he and Alice could not bring themselves to adopt; but the children had taken to it as other Earth children in another world kept cats and dogs.


  Curt and his son walked through the house. From the wide door opening on the terrace, Benny sprang across the stones and knifed into the lagoon, Scizzer clinging tight to his arm. Curt saw Alice lounging beside the dark water, the baby in her lap. The matriarch of the Rayden clan sat beside her, chatting cordially. Curt joined the two women.


  “Salute, Friend Hallen!” the Venusian woman said. She was a tall lizard, but, like all Venusians, she had a surprisingly human face. She sat with her short, thick tail dangling in the water, and she swished it back and forth as she talked.


  “Salute, Friend Rayden,” Curt returned. Reluctantly he added the proscribed invitation, “You and your family will stay for food?”


  “You do us a kindness, Friend Hallen.”


  “I’ve already said we’ll return their call tomorrow, Curt,” Alice told him.


  Since it was expected of him, Curt plunged into the water and joined in the game. After an hour he withdrew to the bank and lay on the wet terrace stones, watching the others while Alice and the Rayden matriarch set out a meal inside the house.


  Nine of Curt’s children—four boys and five girls—continued to play tirelessly with the visiting Venusians. Curt’s oldest son and daughter were not there; they had already married and set up homes of their own. Benny would take a wife when he reached fifteen, probably Jorgensen’s third daughter.


  It was a good life, Curt thought. It had lasted for seventeen years. The tiny Earth colony had thrived. Curt had twelve children; the Jorgensens, ten; the Thayers, eleven; and the Brills, eight. There were already six youngsters in the second generation. Eight of the twelve survivors of the Earth expedition had grown into a colony of fifty-five, scattered among the Venusian suburban islands which surrounded the planetary capital city.


  But now Dale Collins’ ultimatum threatened the survival of them all. Curt clenched his fists and ground them against the wet stones.


  Three years ago Curt had gone to Collins’ island bearing what he thought would be good news. Dale Collins, bearded, naked and hollow-eyed, had been derisively unimpressed.


  “So you’ve found a metal?” he sneered.


  “Scattered deposits,” Curt admitted. “But we’re getting it out slowly; in six or seven years we should have enough to make our alloy of gold.”


  “So soon as that?” Collins’ brows arched mockingly. “My, we are making progress!”


  “And Phil Thayer has worked out a fuel formula. The goal’s in sight, Dale; we’ll be able to go home.”


  “You will, Hallen. We like it here; we’re staying.”


  “We’ll need your help, Collins, and I thought—” Curt’s voice trailed off and his eyes strayed to the three men standing behind Collins. The four had met Curt at the landing trough on the beach. Scowling and unfriendly, they had made no effort to ask Curt to their cabin. They stood blank-faced, holding fast to their stone-tipped spears.


  Only in their eyes did Curt see any spark of expression—a blazing gleam, intense, fanatical, disturbingly inhuman.


  “Our expedition,” Collins said flatly, “came to conquer Venus and we—”


  “No, Dale; to explore it.”


  “It’s all one and the same in the end. Venus belongs to us. We’ve learned how to survive, Hallen.”


  Curt turned back to his glider. He saw it, then—a momentary glitter of eyes, a vague shape hidden in the undergrowth. He grasped Collins’ arm.


  “Dale! There’s someone—a woman—”


  “Here, on our bachelor island?” Collins’ laughter roared out feverishly. “Where would we find a woman, Hallen? There were only four; they stayed with you and Jorgensen and Thayer and Brill.”


  Curt’s boat had skimmed away from the island while their derisive laughter still sang in the warm air. Curt had accepted Collins’ explanation because he could do nothing else. But he knew he had stumbled upon the truth. Biologically, a man could mate with a Skoon. The Skoons bore an exact physical resemblance to men, although they were the most vicious jungle beasts on the planet of Venus. The idea that Collins would mate with a Skoon churned Curt’s soul with revulsion and disgust.


  Alice came to the door, calling her family and guests to dinner. Curt pushed himself up from the terrace. Dripping and naked, the others came out of the lagoon and trooped after him into the eating hall. It was a long, low room. The floor, walls and ceiling were plated with gold. Close to the ceiling long, transparent tubes glowed an iridescent green, spreading a soft light over the room. Deprived of all metals except gold, Venusian science had advanced primarily in terms of biology. Plants, marine life and native animals were harnessed to Venusian industry. Web-footed reptiles powered their water-gliders; microscopic ocean flora filled the lighting tubes; the tubes themselves were made from the sap of the ivy tree.


  In Curt’s eating hall was the typical Venusian banquet board, designed to seat as many as fifty. Venusians had large families—as Curt did himself—and they were constantly entertaining.


  Curt’s family sat on stools. Their guests used the regular, backless, Venusian benches, which had rear-end cubicles where they could rest their tails. Except for Curt and Alice, everyone at the table had one or more pet snakes twisted around his arm.


  The food was typically Venusian—a number of salad-like dishes, several steaming platters of boiled fish, and the irresistible—if odorous—cakes of compressed Borgan eggs.


  Before the meal was over Curt heard a glider screech into the island landing trough. He went to the door as Friend Mannak hurried across the black ground toward the house. Mannak was the Einstein of Venusian science, director of the Experimental Institute, Chief Consultant for the Council, and by all odds the most respected Venusian on the planet.


  Although Curt earned his living as an Institute lecturer—as did Jorgensen, Thayer and Brill—Curt had not directly contacted Mannak since the early days, when the survivors of the Earth expedition had lived in the Institute. The scientist drew Curt aside into the tiny reading room.


  “Salute, Friend Hallen!” Mannak grasped Curt’s hand in his six, clammy fingers.


  “Salute, Friend Mannak; I am deeply honored—”


  “I’ve neglected your people disgracefully in the past few years.” Mannak’s aging face scales quivered with apology. “Sometimes I feel that we’ve drained you of information, and given nothing in return.”


  “You’ve made a home for us, Friend.”


  “Yes, you’re Venusians. Just so.” The scientist snorted with a surge of emotion and grasped Curt’s hand again. “But someday, of course, you will leave us; unless—unless your alloy of gold—”


  “We’re mining all the alloy metal we can find, but we still require at least another halfton.”


  “May I have a sample of the metal, Friend Hallen? I want to take it back to the Institute. Perhaps some of my researchers might develop a substitute.”


  “Don’t tell me you made a trip out here just for that! I could have brought it to you at any time.”


  The scientist’s hand closed on Curt’s arm, and his voice sank to a rasping whisper. “I want you to finish your escape rocket quickly, Friend. It may be necessary for your people to—to get away from Venus.”


  “I’ll show you what we have. The storage shed is outside. We’ll need Benny’s help.”


  Curt summoned his son from the eating hall. Benny and the scientist exchanged the prescribed greetings and the three crossed the terrace to the square, gold-walled building which stood on a wooden scaffolding beside the lagoon. A warm rain was falling. The metal walls were as slick as a glider landing trough. Slowly, with straining shoulder muscles, Benny and Curt boosted the scientist through the round opening in the bottom of the building. Then they pulled themselves in after him.


  A bank of lighting tubes kept the room dry and warm. On the floor chunks of a silvery metal glistened beneath a thick, transparent coating. Curt selected a small piece and, with a sharp-pointed stone, he began to chip away the protective covering. With the courteous manners of a Venusian child, Benny kept quietly in the background while his elders talked.


  “After we refine the ore,” Curt explained, “we store it here. Our chief difficulty is preventing oxidation until we’re ready to use it. You remember how rapidly our expedition rocket rusted because of the high oxygen content of the Venusian air. But I think we’ve worked out an effective system of protection. The room keeps out most of the moisture, and we seal the individual pieces of the metal with a coating of ivy sap.”


  “You’ve assembled so little, Friend Hallen!” Mannak exclaimed. “And you’ve worked at it so long!”


  “The ore deposits are scattered, and they’re deep in the ground. It’ll be at least two more years before—”


  “You can’t wait that long! This morning, Friend Hallen, the Governing Council asked your opinion about the action we should take against Dale Collins and your fellow Earth-men. You said we must destroy them. Why?”


  Curt answered woodenly, tonelessly, “Three days ago, Dale Collins invaded the island next to his. His men murdered every Venusian they could lay their hands on. A survivor tells us the island was attacked by fifty men—not four.”


  “But we know that can’t be true; there are only four of them.”


  “Do we?” Curt laughed bitterly. “You have seen Collins’ ultimatum. He says he’ll make a treaty with us, if we’ll evacuate and surrender twenty of the southern islands to him. Four Earth-men have no use for so much land.” Curt drew a deep breath. “The truth, Friend Mannak, is obvious, I think: Collins and his men have mated with the Skoons.”


  Benny gasped and forgot his manners. “No, father! You must be wrong! A man would not mate with beasts!”


  Curt put his arm around his son’s naked shoulder. “Sorry, Benny; no other explanation will hold water.”


  “But—Skoons!” Benny’s body trembled with shock.


  “No other explanation,” the Venusian scientist agreed dully. “And you gave the logical answer, Friend Hallen; we must destroy them all. You’re right, but I’ve persuaded the Council to veto your proposal.”


  “Why, in the name of the Great Mist?” Curt demanded. “You can’t compromise with—”


  “We can gain time. Time for you, Friend Hallen. Eventually we shall have to wipe them out. But you know the great weakness of our people.” The Venusian held up his arms. “We have no strength in our arms to hurl weapons against them; and we have no weapon except our snakes. Yes, we can stamp out Dale Collins and his breeder Skoons, but there will be hundreds of casualties. The terrible Skoon-fear will rise high in our minds again. All our accumulation of knowledge and civilization will not counteract it. Our mourning will always remind us that you Earthmen can mate with Skoons. Eventually, for our own safety, we will convince ourselves that we must destroy you, too. It would be foolishness, of course; but the fear would warp our rational thinking. Before that time comes, Friend Hallen, you must build your rocket and take your people away from Venus.”


  He fell quiet. There was a long, brittle silence, broken when Benny whispered, “Skoons! Men have mated with Skoons!”


  “Tomorrow,” Mannak said heavily, “I will lead a delegation to Dale Collins and propose a treaty.”


  “May I go?”


  “Thank you, Friend. We will need your help, I think. The official Council glider will leave the capital early tomorrow afternoon.”


  The following day, as Curt left the house, Benny slipped out and joined him. “My older brother is married,” Benny said. “I am the first son, now, father. In time of danger, I am expected to be at your side.”


  Spoken like a true Venusian! Curt’s heart swelled with pride in his. son.


  They went to the capital on the glider. Curt sprawled flat on the deck, clinging to the safety rope; Benny stood, Venusian fashion, in the bow, riding the skimming boat like an aquaplane—tall, proudly naked, his black hair dancing in the wind. When Curt slowed the craft to negotiate the heavy traffic in the city canals, Benny dropped on the deck beside his father.


  “Father,” he said thoughtfully, “some day we must fight the Skoons and slay them.”


  “The Venusians will, Benny.”


  “That’s what I said—we’ll have to fight them. Father, wouldn’t the metal we’re mining make a weapon? Suppose we shaped it into long, flat strips, with sharpened edges and—”


  “On the Earth, Benny, we’d call that a sword.”


  “Sword.” Benny played with the unfamiliar word for a moment. “Sword. It would be stronger than the spears of the Skoons.”


  “But useless, Benny. The Venusians haven’t the strength in their arms to use such a weapon.


  Benny flexed his muscles. “Are the Skoons stronger than we are, father?”


  “Now get that idea out of your head, Benny—and get it out fast. There won’t be any fighting. If we use our metal to make swords, it’ll rust. We would never be able to build our rocket, then. And right now that comes first. Friend Mannak’s right. We can’t destroy Dale Collins’ Skoon colony without hundreds of Venusian casualties; and, if that happens, we destroy ourselves, too.”


  “Yes, father.”


  The official Council glider was waiting in the lagoon behind the Council Building. Friend Mannak and two other Venusians went with Curt and his son on the treaty mission. The long boat, powered by a brace of webfooted reptiles, slid into the landing trough on Collins’ island late in the afternoon. Collins met them on the beach and silently conducted them up a steep path to a cliff-top clearing overlooking the sea. A fire blazed up against the darkening clouds.


  Collins, apparently, had given up all pretense at secrecy; as they waited, a band of Skoons came stealthily out of the woods and surrounded them. A wave of nausea ate at Curt’s viscera; for the mob was talking—and their words were English. They were dressed in crudely made slacks and blouses; woven sandals were on their feet. Their yellow hair was cut and combed. They fairly gleamed with the superficial gloss of humanity.


  Benny shrank, trembling, against his father. “Skoons!” he whispered. “And they’re wearing body coverings, the way you and mother do. Why, father? Why? Do they think we’re Skoons, too?”


  Dale Collins listened impatiently to the Venusian delegates as they outlined their treaty.


  Suddenly he cut them short and turned to Curt.


  “I’m glad you brought me Mannak,” he said, speaking in Venusian to make certain that the delegates understood his insolence. “We’ll dispose of him, and the rest will—”


  “They have the immunity of a diplomatic mission, Collins.” Collins roared with laughter. “A diplomatic mission from—from lizards? Curt, we’re men. We don’t make treaties with animals.”


  “Don’t lose your head, Collins.”


  “And you came yourself, Curt; that showed exceptionally good sense. It’s nice to be on the winning side, isn’t it?” The syrup oozed out of his voice and he barked a command at his men. The Skoons threw ropes around the Venusians, dragging them back against tree trunks at the edge of the clearing. Curt moved to help them, and found himself hemmed in by a ring of spears, the sharp, stone points biting into his chest.


  “The lizards we killed on the island made good eating, Curt,” Collins said languidly. “The best steaks I’ve had since I left Chicago. Try it, sometime. This fish diet on Venus gets mighty monotonous after seventeen years.”


  “You—you ate them!” Benny whispered. He stared in horror at Collins. After a moment, he doubled over, retching violently. Collins jerked the boy erect. Benny staggered back toward the edge of the cliff. Collins snatched his arm and twisted his face toward the firelight.


  “Your son, Curt?”


  “Yes.”


  “New blood; glad you thought of it. I have just the mates for him.”


  “Skoons?” Benny asked in terror.


  “My own daughters. Yes, boy, a whole tribe to choose from.”


  Benny stared for a moment into Collins’ blazing eyes. Then, suddenly, he jerked his arm free and sprang over the cliff into the Venusian sea.


  “After him!” Collins cried.


  A score of his people scurried down the steep path to the beach. For more than an hour Curt waited, under heavy guard, in the clearing. On the beach below he heard the noise of feet in the brush, the splash of flatboats in the water, periodic outbursts of profanity. Occasionally well-dressed, slick-haired Skoons stole into the clearing and looked at the captive Venusians. They prodded them with pointed sticks and laughed among themselves.


  Eventually Dale Collins returned, wet and sweating.


  “For what it’s worth, Curt, your kid got away. But it’s thirteen miles to the nearest inhabited island, I don’t think even a trained swimmer could make it at night. A pity, too. Your son would have made a fine breeder.”


  Perhaps a man could not have made the swim, Curt thought; but Benny was a Venusian. He was thoroughly at home in the water. Curt was sorry Benny had run away, but the cowardice seemed excusable. Benny had been born on Venus, He had grown up in the Venusian culture; he had absorbed the social heritage of Venusian lore. Benny shared with the Venusians the shattering Skoon-fear.


  Curt hoped Benny would tell Jorgensen and Thayer and Brill what had happened. Perhaps, by some miracle, these three men could finish, the alloy of gold and get the escape rocket in the air.


  Dale Collins ordered the fire built up again as more and more of his men crowded into the clearing. They were all clothed and combed, all chatting pleasantly in English. Curt counted almost a hundred of them; others lurked deep in the forest shadows. They drove thick, wooden stakes into the ground close to the fire. Collins came and stood beside Curt, smiling out upon the activity.


  “The work of trying to bring back your son made my people hungry, Curt.”


  “Collins, you’re a fool! Do you realize that Mannak is the most important scientist—”


  “A lizard genius? That’s the kind of curiosity a zoo would pay good money to get.”


  “A zoo? These are men, Collins!”


  “Once, Curt, you and I disagreed over the matter of survival. Remember? You were all for this namby-pamby business of adjusting to the environment. I’m a man, not a lizard. I’ll make my world over to suit my wavs—not myself to conform to it. I’ve done exactly that, Curt!” His voice rose to a fever scream and he thrust his contorted face close to Curt’s. “Only the strong survive. Look at them, Curt. They’re our children. Four of us have put man on Venus. Only four of us, and we’ll conquer the planet!”


  The last of the wooden stakes was secure in the ground. The Skoons untied the Venusians and bound them to the stakes. Curt fought to reach them, but strong arms held him back.


  “Do you know how we did it, Curt?”


  “Stop it, Collins! Stop it!”


  “We stole Skoon women, Curt—two or three at a time, until we had a pack of fifty. They were good breeder stock. And the children, Curt! They can be educated! They talk English, Curt; they’ve learned to dress as we do; they think as we do. They’ve learned our ways. They are men, Curt, and they will rule Venus.”


  The flames lapped high around the stakes. The Venusians beat futilely at their flaring scales. They screamed in pain.


  Curt lashed his fist into Collins’ jaw, throwing him back against the ring of spears. Curt sprang through the opening. He bent at a stake, trying to break the ropes that bound Friend Mannak. The Skoons swarmed upon him. A spearhead slashed the skin of his arm. He pulled the weapon from his opponent and used it against the others. Another spear leaped from the darkness. The head buried itself in Curt’s leg, just above the kneecap, and the spear shaft broke. Curt staggered and fell. And dragged himself to his feet again. For another minute he held them off before the mob overwhelmed him.


  They bound him and rolled him to the side of the clearing, where he lay in the black mud while grime and filth slowly clotted around the spearhead imbedded in his leg. His body throbbed with pain, and his mind with a terrible anguish as he watched the Skoons feast upon the Venusians. Four hours it lasted—the eating, the savage dancing, and the orgy that followed.


  At last the pain and the loss of blood closed a merciful unconsciousness over Curt’s mind. He recovered hours later. The gray clouds glowed with the light of day, and Curt still lay neglected and ignored at the side of the clearing. Above him three charred stakes made a gaunt silhouette against the dull sky.


  Curt was immensely thirsty; his body pulsed with fever. The flesh around his wounded knee was swollen and black. He lapsed into unconsciousness again.


  Still later he was jerked back to awareness by the shrill screaming of terrified voices. A mob of Skoons fled across the clearing. They ran back again, huddling together at the place where the blackened stakes still stood.


  Through the trees Curt saw broad, naked shoulders and arms which wielded crudely contrived swords. He recognized Benny and his other sons; Jorgensen, Trayer and Brill, with their sons at their sides. Behind them, sheltered by the sword-bearers, came the Venusians. They closed the ring upon the Skoons. The slaughter was quick and thorough. Dale Collins’ wheedling plea for mercy was cut short in his throat as he died.


  Through the distorting fog of delirium, Curt vaguely recalled the glider trip back to the capital. The Venusians applied an emergency poultice to his wounded leg, but when doctors in the Experimental Institute examined it, their face scales quivered with sorrow. Curt’s wound had gone untended too long. They could save him only by amputation.


  Days later Curt lay convalescing on the terrace of his home. A mutter of song-song voices in the entry-way interrupted his placid dozing. Curt was sitting back against the cushions when Alice led out a delegation from the Governing Council. They made a formal speech of presentation, with typical flourishes of Venusian courtesy, before they gave him the plaque.


  He read the rolling script, “The First Citizen of Venus Award.”


  “A symbol of affection from the people of Venus, Friend Hallen,” one of the delegates explained. “From your people. We would be honored, Friend, if you would run as candidate to the Council from your island at the next planetary election. Venus needs the vision and guidance of such citizens as yourself.”


  For a long time after they had gone, Curt and Alice sat side by side looking at the plaque. The Venusians were really honoring Benny; Curt knew that. It was custom to make the presentation to the parents. Nonetheless, Curt felt a warm infusion of deep pride.


  “From your people, Curt,” Alice repeated softly. “That’s what they said.”


  “They’ve accepted us, Alice—all of us.”


  “I should hope so! Didn’t you tight to save them—”


  “The battle with the Skoons had nothing to do with it, my dear. We killed Collins and his mob to save ourselves.” Curt glanced at the plaque and smiled. “The survival of the strongest. Only the Venusians—”


  “We Venusians, Curt,” Alice said gently. “And why not? Venus is our home. It belongs to us. Collins and the Earth-people were trying to take it from us.”


  Curt lifted himself awkwardly from the lounge, leaning heavily on her shoulder. “Help me down to the lagoon, Alice. I want to see if I can still enjoy a swim.”


  “A Venusian always will, Curt.”


  Curt was very weak. After a few minutes, he pulled himself up on the bank where Benny sat playing with his snake. Curt reached out impulsively and stroked Scizzer’s head. The snake coiled under Benny’s chin, hissing with pleasure.


  “You know, Benny,” Curt mused. “I’ve been thinking I ought to get a pet of my own one of these days.”


  Curt’s last ghost of revulsion was gone.


  PURPLE FOREVER


  Jack Lewis


  Three men on Venus . . . lolling about in their shirt sleeves and breathing in an atmosphere of chlorine and ammonia that was sure to kill a man in thirty seconds. The pictures lied! . . . they must lie! Trick photography? . . . Inquisitive Carl Keating found the true answer even stranger.


  THE envelope was addressed in a bold sprawling hand that barely left room for the seventy-five cent special delivery stamp in the upper right hand corner. It was a nice stamp—a blue one commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of Harvey’s first landing on Mars. Carl Keating tore it open. Inside was a single sheet of good paper, typewritten on one side. The message read:


  Dear Mr. Keating:


  Must see you at once.


  Norman Hamlin


  He’d barely slid the letter back in its wrapper when the desk phone rang. Automatically he pushed the view-plate to a respectful fifteen inches and threw in the video. The screen swirled for a moment in a milky blur, then abruptly a man’s head and shoulders jumped into focus. He was a lean, angular-faced man, with thin shoulders and thinner lips, which at the moment were set in a Lincolnish smile.


  Tm Dr. Hamlin,” the face in the screen announced. “You got my letter?”


  Carl nodded. “I have your letter doctor, but I’m afraid you have the wrong man. I can’t imagine what you’d want to see ME about.”


  The image on the screen expanded as Norman Hamlin leaned toward the viewplate. “You are Major Carl Keating, retired?” the mouth asked.


  Carl pushed the instrument back hoping the other man would do the same. “Retired as of last Tuesday,” he said, “at the tender age of thirty-six. What’s on your mind, doctor?”


  The mouth got bigger till it filled the entire screen. “Major Keating, would it be possible for you to come out to Long Island tonight?”


  “It would not!”


  “Please it’s . . .”


  “Dr. Hamlin,” Carl said not bothering to keep the annoyance out of his voice, “in the first place I don’t even know who you are; in the second place I’m packing for a vacation in Paris; and in the third place if there’s anything I detest, it’s talking down someone’s throat. Now if you don’t mind . . .”


  “Wait!” The image on the screen diminished, till over the narrow shoulders Carl could make out a book-lined study, and beyond that a sunken living room. “It’s important—very important.”


  “So’s my vacation.”


  “Suppose I were to make it worthwhile to postpone your vacation?”


  Tm afraid my while is worth more than you could offer,” Keating said bluntly.


  “I can offer five thousand dollars,” Norman Hamlin said. “It’s yours just for coming out to Wading River tonight and listening to what I have to say.”


  “You mean you’ll pay five thousand dollars just for the privilege of talking to me?” Hamlin nodded. “You listen to what I tell you. Then, if you aren’t interested, you pick up your five thousand and leave. It’s as easy as that.”


  Keating reached across the desk and scanned the envelope. “I have the address,” he said. “I’ll be right out.”


  IT WAS the peak of the rush hour when he left the apartment. Overhead, a congested swarm of copter traffic-buzzed like an angry beehive. A block away was a monorail kiosk. Ever conscious of the strange feel of his new civvies, Keating entered it and boarded a Huntington express. From there it was only ten minutes to Wading River by copter-cab. Dr. Hamlin had left the lawn lights burning, and even before he’d paid his fare, was standing at his elbow. He extended a hand in greeting. “You made good time,” he said.


  Keating gripped the other man’s band. You made a good offer.”


  Hamlin gestured him through an opening in the dura-glass ell of the house. The room was a library, the same one he’d seen over Hamlin’s shoulder during the phone conversation. In the center of the book-bordered room was a rectangular table. A man sat at the head of it.


  Sit down,” the man said.


  Carl sat down. The man at the head of the table was robust, almost to the point of flabbiness. He was probably in his late twenties, but the pink flush on his cheekbones and a pair of broad-arched eyebrows gave him a mannequin appearance.


  “This is Mr. Stewart Ferguson,” Dr. Hamlin announced.


  “Not THE Mr. Stewart Ferguson?”


  “I take it then you’ve heard of him?” Carl studied the man whimsically. “Yeah, I’ve heard of him,” he said. “All the way from here to Mars and back I’ve heard of him.”


  Stewart Ferguson lit a cigarette. “Am I to understand, Mr. Keating, that you don’t approve of my so-called behavior?”


  Carl shrugged. “Who am I to comment on your behavior? If I had your money I’d probably act the same way you do. Who doesn’t want to sleep with a video actress?”


  Dr. Hamlin coughed. “There are times when, perhaps the newspapers have exaggerated Mr. Ferguson’s escapades. Furthermore, I hardly think his private life is any concern of ours.”


  “I’m not concerned,” Carl said. “If I’m being paid five thousand dollars to listen to an evening’s chatter I’d as soon listen to Ferguson’s autobiography as anything else . . . might even come down on my price a bit.”


  Stewart Ferguson dug into his coat pocket and came up with a sheaf of bills. He threw them across the table. “That takes care of our agreement,” he said, “now suppose we get down to the business you’re being paid to listen to.”


  Carl picked up the bills and rapped them across his knuckles. For just a moment he toyed with the idea of throwing them back in the playboy’s face. He didn’t. Not only was five thousand dollars a lot of money, but his curiosity was aroused. “I’m listening,” he said.


  Norman Hamlin braced his bony elbows on the table and leaned toward him. “Mr. Keating, in the course of the three trips you made to Mars with the military, what was it that stood out foremost in your mind?”


  “Men’s emotions vary,” Carl said carefully. “An architect would probably admire the beauty of the Martian cities, while a gourmet would savor the taste of candied encoms. Probably the thing that impressed me most was the friendliness of the people.


  Hamlin drummed his fingers on the table. “I see,” he said. “You’d say, then, it was a reasonably nice place to live?”


  “Reasonably nice,” Carl agreed. “Certainly nicer than the science-fiction writers had pictured it.”


  “Better than Earth?”


  Carl shook his head. “Not as far as I’m concerned. My tastes run to sandy beaches and women with real eyelashes. That’s just my personal opinion you understand. There’s almost eighty-thousand people who disagree with me—I believe that was the latest migration figures.”


  Hamlin thumped his pipe against the edge of the table. “I understand you’ve just returned from Venus, Mr. Keating, Can you give us a short briefing concerning your reactions to that planet?”


  CARL eyed the man warily. “I’ll be as brief as possible. There’s been four landings on Venus in almost forty years. All these have been made by the military. That to me is a pretty substantial indication that no one would go there unless they were ordered to!”


  Hamlin smiled. “I didn’t mean quite as brief as that, Mr. Keating. I had rather hoped you’d be a little more explicit.”


  Carl frowned. “I find it a bit hard to understand just what you’re driving at Dr. Hamlin. After all, there’s been over a hundred books written on the subject. What can I add to the books? Maybe I could cram in a few more ghastly adjectives, but even then it wouldn’t explain what the place was really like. You’d have to go there to find that out.


  “How can you explain to someone sitting in a comfortable drawing room, the terrors of plodding through a swamp, knee deep in green fog, and wandering when a forty foot reptile is going to sink its teeth into your leg. How can you explain the sheer mental fatigue of waiting for a needle-nosed scorpion to puncture your space jumper, knowing that the atmosphere right on the other side of your face-plate can kill you in thirty seconds. How do you explain an atmosphere of chlorine and ammonia for that matter—or a color. I say purple-brown to you and it don’t mean a thing. But look at the angry purple-brown landscape of Venus for two years like I did and you’d know what I mean.


  “It’s a primitive planet, Dr. Hamlin. Right now, according to the geologists, Venus is just like the earth was ten million years ago. Life is forming on it—primitive life. Take the chowls, for example—you see replicas of them in every department store window. They look a little like teddy-bears, especially when they walk. Still they have ten fingers and ten toes. Archeologists tell us they’re humanoid. Yet only half-a-million years ago they crawled out of the oceans. Maybe in another two million years they’ll be living in houses instead of thatched hovels and pointing guns at people instead of running like a star-bound flame buggy, every time they hear a noise. But right now they’re scared. They’re out of their natural element and they’re scared, the same way our own Neanderthal man was scared before he found out how to fashion a rock-hammer.”


  Dr. Hamlin lit his pipe. “You’re quite sure then, Mr. Keating, that man will never be able to live there?”


  “Live there! Man can’t even breathe there! There’s less than one tenth of one percent oxygen in the air.”


  Dr. Hamlin pressed his fingertips together. “Mr. Keating,” he said, “just how much do you know about the three men who were lost on the first Venus expedition?”


  “Only what’s in the history books,” Carl said. “It’s more or less of a legend, how Edgerton, Rhind, and Mitchell, were separated from the main party and never seen again.”


  “Died contributing to man’s conquest of space,” Ferguson said with mock drama.


  “It wasn’t a pleasant death,” Carl said quickly. “I’d bet on that.”


  “Mr. Keating,” Hamlin said, “do you have any ideas as to just why these three men should have disappeared at this time?” Carl shook his head. “Could have been anything, I guess. They could have got lost and ran out of oxygen. They could have gotten snake bit. I wouldn’t know. The whole thing happened before I was born.”


  II


  DR. HAMLIN got up. “No, there was more to it than that. In spite of the fact that it happened almost forty years ago, I happen to know that the situation didn’t occur exactly as the history books would have you believe. The army, it is true covered up for them and made them heroes, but Edgerton, Mitchell, and Rhind, in reality, took off on their own. They took off without orders or permission, just a few hours before take-off-time, with nothing except a six week supply of oxygen, a portable air-blister, and a few supplies.”


  Carl studied the man’s face. The story was true. In his cadet days, old spacemen had spilled the story too many times for him to doubt its authenticity. “Suppose you tell me what all this is getting at?” he hedged.


  Hamlin crossed the room. From a desk drawer he removed a palm-sized photo-cartridge and inserted it in the video adaptor. The room lights dimmed as the three dimensional screen brightened, dancing in a kaleidoscope of color. The colors merged.


  He was staring into a vivid reproduction of a Venusian landscape. The picture had been taken from a small hill. Below was the violet-brown monotony of a saroo forest, visible only in small islands, where the roof of the trees stabbed out from the swirling green fog. And beyond that, almost lost in the haze, was the outline of a pair of reddish-brown spires, that reared out of the jungle, rising, till they were lost in the ever present layer of upper clouds that shrouded the planet. It was an ugly scene—ugly, yet strangely beautiful.


  The camera swiveled in a 180° arc. They were looking up the hill now—looking up to where the hill tore itself loose from the green-fog level, rising for perhaps half a mile, then disappearing in the white ocean overhead. Halfway up the hill was a cluster of flare trees, their purple-brown leaves drooping in the ammonia-soaked air, and underneath the trees, a house—not the blister-type oxygen tents used by the military, or the thatched hovels of the chowls, but a real earth-style house with a peaked roof and pillar supported porch. Abruptly, the picture widened into a sharp. close-up, revealing an open doorway. A man—an earthman—stood framed in the threshold. He was a clean-shaven man, probably in his early twenties. Two other men slightly older, lolled in a pair of rustic chairs set on the open veranda. Apparently none of the men were aware of the camera that recorded their every move.


  Carl was aware of his hands gripping the chair arms. Except for the weird backdrop of flare trees and raton vines that flanked the house, he might have been looking at a peaceful summer resort in die Canadian Rockies. But it wasn’t an earth picture. These men were on Venus lolling about in their shirt sleeves and breathing in the atmosphere of chlorine and ammonia that was sure to kill a man in thirty seconds!


  It was trick photography. It had to be. Quickly, he flicked a look at Dr. Hamlin, then looked back at the screen. One of the men was elbowing himself out of the chair now. He walked to the edge of the porch railing and stared directly into the camera. There was something vaguely familiar about the man—about all the men.


  Suddenly, Carl tensed forward on the edge of the chair, conscious of a cold icicle of movement that snaked the length of his spine. The picture on the screen flicked out, abruptly. The room lights were on again, and Stewart Ferguson was studying him with detached insolence.


  “Well?” Ferguson asked.


  Carl ignored him, and turned to Norman Hamlin. “Did I see what I think I saw?” he asked.


  Hamlin nodded.


  “But those men!”


  “You recognized them?”


  Carl swallowed, hard. The highball he’d had three hours before churned up in his throat. “Of course I recognize them,” he said thickly. “They’ve been commemorated on postage stamps and cut in stone at every spaceport in the country. But they’re dead! Been dead for forty years!”


  Hamlin turned up his palms. “You saw the pictures,” he said evenly.


  “Possibly the military has been deceiving us for forty years,” Ferguson drawled. “Maybe they only made up that story about the poisonous atmosphere.”


  Keating felt a hot flush rise to the back of his neck. “That’s not true,” he said with obvious restraint. “I was there—for two long years I was on Venus, and it’s bad, every bit as bad as the army says it is. You’d have to smell the stuff yourself to know what I really mean. It’s so bad that even after you drop your jumper in the airlock and shower, the stuff follows you inside and stinks the ship up from here to Pluto and back again. The army’s not lying. Not about that they’re not!”


  “How do you account for the photos then?”


  “I don’t know,” Carl said wearily. “All I know is that for forty years, no man . . .” He stopped suddenly, as all at once the full enormity of the situation dawned on him. Those men on the screen. He’d recognized them of course from their pictures. But how about those pictures? The pictures he’d seen of Edgerton, Mitchell, and Rhind, were old pictures. . . . Pictures taken almost forty years ago!


  AS IF from far away, Hamlin’s voice was droning in his ears. “Perhaps it’s not quite as ridiculous as you may think, Mr. Keating. There’s a widely recognized theory that the very air which gives us life, also gives us death. In fact, one of the chief reasons for the high migration to Mars is the fact that man’s life expectancy on that planet is almost thirty percent greater than on our own. Now let’s suppose that the three men who deserted the first Venus expedition had in some way found a way to breathe the air of that planet. Is it so inconceivable that the atmospheric content might be conducive to extremely high longevity—perhaps even immortality?”


  Carl wanted to say something—anything, “When—when were these pictures taken?” he finally managed.


  “Just a little over four months ago.”


  The voice had an oddly nostalgic ring to it. Carl turned. The man had apparently entered the room unnoticed. He was a big block-shouldered man, with brown eyes and a mat of inky-black hair that all but covered a low sloping forehead. He could have passed for a cargo hand at the Montauk Spaceport, except that Carl knew different.


  “No need to introduce myself, is there?” the man said.


  Carl shook his head. To Hamlin he said; “Paul Spero just got back from Venus too. We were discharged together—as if you didn’t know.”


  “You should have stuck around Keating,” Spero said. “Right after you left, I tied in with a three-day party. You missed out on a good time.”


  “I’ll bet,” Carl said. “I take it that you were the one who brought back the pictures?”


  Spero forced a grin that didn’t quite make the width of his mouth. “That’s right. While you and the rest of the crew were entertaining yourselves collecting fossils I did some research on my own.”


  “Did it ever occur to you that the military might want these pictures?” Carl asked.


  The other man made a noise with his nose. “Just what did the military ever do for me, Keating?” he asked “Fifteen years I spent as a crewman on every flame-buggy from here to Titan and back, and after all that, I get pensioned off a miserable second lieutenant.”


  “You’ll have to admit,” Carl said, “there were times when your conduct fell something short of exemplary.”


  Spero tossed him a sloppy salute. “Yes, Major,” he said with mock formality. Abruptly he strode over to where Carl was standing. “I don’t think you quite get it yet, Keating,” he said thickly. “Try using your imagination. Forget about the griping we did when we were stationed there. It’s different now. Edgerton, Mitchell and Rhind have found a way to breathe, and the secret of breathing is also the secret of immortality. Suppose I’d been sucker enough to turn this information over to the high brass? Inside of half-an-hour, those men would have been interrogated. Inside of a week, the information would have been radioed back to Terra. And by now, every one on this earth and his great maiden aunt would be selling their soul to get passage to Venus. And where do you think all this would leave us Keating? I’ll tell you where . . . we’d be right here sweating out a priority list long enough to stretch from here to Pluto and back!”


  Carl studied the man’s face. “I take it then you didn’t talk to these men when you took the pictures?”


  Spero shook his head. “No,” he said carefully. “At first I had all I could do to keep from running up to them, but then I figured that if they saw me, they’d know there was a spaceship on the planet. All kinds of things went through my head; one of them was that maybe they were sick of Venus and would try to make contact with the ship and spill their story. In the end, I just hid behind a clump of saroo trees and took the pictures.”


  Carl let his gaze wander about the room. He had to think. Then, almost as if it had been prearranged, he found himself looking into a full-length mirror on the far wall. The reflection he saw wasn’t old—the hair, while slightly lighter at the temples, was still for the most part dark-brown. He had a good build too, and except for a few creases radiating from the corners of his eyes, his skin had the smooth sort of thickness that many men in their middle-thirties would have envied. He’d kept himself well. It would probably be fifteen or twenty years yet before the almost invisible lines in his cheeks and forehead would begin to widen into deep grooves. But it would happen. It would . . .


  And it didn’t have to.


  He knew what the proposition was now. He turned to Dr. Hamlin. “Let’s see if I have it figured,” he said. “You want to go to Venus and look for this fountain of youth. Ferguson’s financing the trip, and Spero is the Ponce de Leon who knows where to look. All you need is a pilot.


  Right?”


  “Think it over carefully, Mr. Keating,” Hamlin said. “Don’t be hasty in your answer.”


  Spero too had noticed the note of rejection in his voice. “You’d better grab the chance, Keating,” he said. “Right now I’ll admit I don’t like Venus anymore than you. But we’re going to change all that. Right after the migration starts there’ll be cities, and parks and railroads. And we’ll be the ones responsible for all of it. We’ll be heroes—not just for ten or twenty years, but forever!”


  “Did I hear someone say forever?”


  The voice had a resonant, almost musical pitch to it. It was deep and throaty, more like an adolescent boy’s voice than a woman’s. She was standing at the arched entrance to the library, one hand balanced on the jade statue flanking the threshold. She had finespun taffy-blonde hair and a complexion to match. She wore a gray-green krylon dress, the same color as her eyes. It looked good on her. A space jumper would have looked equally well.


  “I don’t believe you’ve met my daughter,” Dr. Hamlin said. “Diane, this is Mr. Keating.”


  Diane crossed the room. The pressure of her fingers was quick, and warm and suggestive. “Hello, Mr. Keating,” she said.


  Carl was aware of mumbling something polite. Across the room, Stewart Ferguson had derricked himself out of the chair. Spero remained seated, caressing the girl with his sultry brown eyes.


  Diane flicked an imaginary wisp of hair back from behind her ear. “Have you decided to join us, Mr. Keating?” she said.


  “Us?”


  She searched his face. “Why, yes. Didn’t Dad tell you there’d be five of us. After all, who’d want a slice of immortality more than a woman.”


  “Immortality for a goddess,” Ferguson said blandly.


  The soft, red mouth twitched almost imperceptibly. Then the brief look of annoyance was gone. “You will come, won’t you?” she said.


  Keating avoided her eyes. Again he found his gaze wandering to the wall mirror; looking at his own face, coarse and ruddy looking against Diane’s soft white shoulder.


  “Count me in,” he said quietly.


  III


  KEATING opened his eyes slowly, dimly aware of the familiar throbbing headache and a dull racking pain around the chest. Hazy-looking behind a galaxy of dancing spots was the instrument panel. He shook his head sideways—hard. The spots dissolved and the big panel board jumped into focus. The ship was two hundred miles above the Montauk Spaceport. He flicked a glance over his shoulder, half expecting to see the familiar blue uniforms of his fellow crewmates. Instead he saw three men and a girl—a girl with long shapely legs and taffy-blonde hair.


  So it was true then. It hadn’t been a dream after all.


  After the passengers began to stir, lie turned. “Have a nice sleep?” he asked. Diane shot him a pale smile.


  Stewart Ferguson pretended to applaud. “Splendid Captain,” he said contemptuously. “A momentous speech for a momentous occasion. Come, say something more for the history books!”


  There was an awkward silence. Then Spero guffawed. Carl bit off the angry reply that jumped to his lips. “All right, I will,” he said. “How about someone brewing a pot of coffee?”


  Diane got up and disappeared into the galley. Minutes later, she returned with a tray of containers. She stopped momentarily when Spero, leaning against one of the ports at the end of the companionway, said something to her, then abruptly, she quickened her pace. When she handed Carl the coffee her face was a deep scarlet.


  Carl Keating stared vacantly out of the blister window watching the fleecy-white rim of the earth roll up toward them. The trip, less than one hour old, was already a hotbed of smoldering emotions. Worst of all, was the fact that things were almost sure to get worse before they got better. Under the best of conditions, space docs strange things to individuals cramped together in the confines of a ship. Army records are crammed full of case histories where men, failing to adjust themselves to existing conditions, have reacted in ways winch arc probably best left in the files. But military men are schooled and conditioned for space, and while complete and mutual understanding seldom exists, there is usually, even as there was between Spero and himself, an unwritten live-and-let-live policy among crew members.


  But they weren’t in the army anymore, and no one seemed more aware of it than Paul Spero. Never a model officer, Spero in his new-found freedom, had become almost unbearably obnoxious. Nor could he expect any cooperation from Stewart Ferguson. He could handle him, he hoped. All of which brought him to the big question, What about Diane?


  It was probably a paradox that while the more unsavory military case histories were due to men being without women. the proximity of a long-legged taffy-blonde in this case was a factor more conducive to mutiny than harmony.


  And curiously enough, it was Diane Hamlin herself, who came up with at least part of the answer. She was smart—whether or not she’d been around was a question to ponder over while staring into the star-studded blackness beyond the blister ports. But one thing was certain: the girl had an almost uncanny knowledge of the working’s of men’s minds an insight of psychology which she applied diplomatically if not ruthlessly to all aboard.


  With just the right amount of good-natured tolerance she either ignored or subtly evaded the bluntly-pointed remarks of Stewart Ferguson and deftly sidestepped the impulsive hands of Paul Spero. On several occasions when a crisis seemed imminent, she disappeared—always good-naturedly and on a new logical pretense—into the small cubbyhole to which she’d been assigned. So tactfully was all this accomplished that they’d already passed the halfway mark before Carl realized that he hadn’t spoken to her alone since during the preparations.


  HE WAS mildly surprised therefore, when while spelling Spero at the controls during the sleep period, he became suddenly aware of someone standing at his elbow. She was wearing a robins-egg-blue dressing robe, loose-fitting except around the curve of her breasts. She sat down in the co-pilot’s seat next to him.


  “Mind if I keep you company awhile? I can’t seem to get to sleep.”


  “A pleasure,” Carl said with genuine enthusiasm. . . . He stopped awkwardly, wondering what to say. . . . Impulsively, he ran his open hand across the width of the blister glass. “Want a hunk of space, baby. Say where to cut and I’ll slice it for you.” She smiled a little. “You sound a little like Ferguson when you talk that way.” Carl pretended to check the dials. “Carl?”


  On his forearm he could feel Diane’s fingers. He turned.


  “What makes a man like that?”


  He moved his shoulders. “I don’t know, unless it’s because he’s always been able to buy anything he’s ever wanted. As far as I know, there’s only been one thing he hasn’t been able to buy, and he’s working on that.”


  “You mean immortality?”


  Carl ignored the question. “Why ask me about Ferguson’s mind anyhow?” he asked suddenly. “You’re the psychologist of this expedition.” He watched her nibble on her lower lip for a moment, then went on: “You don’t have to admit it. I just want you to know you’ve been doing a good job. I don’t know how long you can keep it up or what happens after we get to Venus, but up till now you’ve been doing all right. There’s only one thing wrong with the setup as far as I can see, and that’s that this arm’s-length policy apparently applies to me as well as it does to everyone else. I know it’s necessary to the plan, and I know it’s a selfish argument, but it bothers me!” She turned and faced him. For a moment it occurred to him she was angry, but when she spoke, her voice was soft, and deep, and lingering. “I’m sorry, Carl, but you can see why it has to be this way. . . . I mean—” Carl leaned over suddenly and kissed her full on the lips. She didn’t pull away. Neither did she respond the way he’d have liked her to. After a brief interval he felt the pressure of her hand against his shoulder.


  “Please Carl, not now.”


  “When?”


  She turned away. On the starboard port he could see the reflection of her finely-moulded face. She looked wistful, almost on the verge of tears.


  “I don’t know, Carl,” she said wearily. “Maybe after we’re settled on Venus. Maybe after the migration starts.”


  Keating hacked up a laugh. “Just what makes you so sure there’s going to be a migration, or for that matter any little men who never grow old as long as they have their daily diet of ammonia and chlorine?” He watched her turn, felt her eyes bore into him. “You don’t believe it, do you?”


  “I’m not sure,” Carl said carefully, “I want to believe it, only I’ve listened to so many bug yarns in my time it’s probably warped my sense of values. The whole thing just sounds too fantastic.”


  “But the pictures?”


  “The pictures were real enough,” Carl admitted. “I’d vouch for that. It’s just that if you’d ever caught a whiff of that stuff like I have, you’d know that no one could breathe it and stay alive for sixty seconds, much less forever.”


  “What do you think we’ll find?”


  Carl shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe the story’s true. Sometimes I find myself wondering what it would be like to be immortal—I mean after all the willful-wishings over with, and you get down to thinking about it in terms of ‘what’s-in-it-for-me’. Most of us think of immortality as being something we could have on our own terms. But suppose everyone were immortal, the way they’ll be—or could be—after this so-called migration starts. How much will people have really changed. They’ll have just as many problems—bigger ones in fact, ‘cause they’ll be living on what to me is just about the God-awfulest hunk of crud in the galaxy. And the only thing they’re getting in the way of compensation is the knowledge that these same troubles are going to go on forever.”


  She was staring at him now—attentively with her lips slightly parted. “You feel this way, and you still agreed to come,” she said evenly. “Why?”


  Carl forced a smile. “Like I said, maybe I can have it on my own terms. It’s a gamble, but if it pays off it’ll be worth it.”


  Diane got up. “I’d best be getting back,” she said.


  He watched her till she disappeared around the corner of the companionway. Then he fixed his gaze on the marble-sized disc to the right of Polaris.


  “Immortality, and thou,” he murmured.


  CARL KEATING nosed the ship into a standard satellite maneuver, circling the planet twice before he cleaved into the unbroken ocean of ammonia clouds that shrouded the planet. Then they were falling—falling through a smoky whiteness that boiled against the portholes, settling in spots, and condensing into tiny rivulets that ran the length of the amber glass. The ship shuddered sharply three times as its powerful thrust engines reached out, challenging the herculean fingers of gravity; fighting them—^fighting them to a draw. Then the misty ports cleared, and the ship settled with a gentle bump in the center of a broad meadow.


  Not till after the controls had been checked and the atomic reactor switch set to recharge, did he look at the passengers. They were standing in the companionway, their faces pressed against the ports. He crossed the control room and peered over the bony shoulder of Norman Hamlin.


  Dismal-looking, even through the amber glass, the miserable panorama roiled away from them. A quarter-mile away, the mead ow ended at the rim of a small ridge, beyond which a hill dipped down—down across the roof of a purple-brown saroo forest that merged with an abyss of swirling green fog that swallowed up the horizon. In the foreground, a few packing cases lay scattered about in front of a large white hemisphere topped by a radio antenna and American flag. It was all there, exactly the way it had been left by the military almost six months ago.


  “That’s a permanent building,” Carl said to no one in particular. “Just before we evacuated, Colonel Brophy stocked it up with all our excess supplies, just on the chance someone might be crazy enough to come back here. We even left die separator running when we left So take a good look at it,’cause inside that bubble is the only breath of air on the whole planet.”


  “Very nice of the military.” Ferguson commented dryly.


  “Let’s hope we won’t have to use it long,” Dr. Hamlin said.


  Carl looked out the port Rain, that doused the planet almost twenty hours a day, had started to fall, settling in small puddles at the base of the ship and drenching the broad-leafed saroo trees.


  “I wouldn’t bet on it,” he said.


  As if in a trance, Diane continued to stare at the melancholy landscape. “It’s more that awful color than anything else,” she said finally. “It makes everything seem so angry looking. How about the rest of the planet? Is it all like this?”


  “No,” Carl said, “it’s not all like this. That’s the trouble. This is one of the more livable spots. That’s why it was chosen by the military. Roughly ten percent of the planet lies above water, but out of that, only five percent of the terrain is in the visual belt.”


  “I’ll play the straight man,” Ferguson said. “Tell us, Captain, what is the visual belt?”


  “The visual belt represents the altitude from approximately three to four thousand feet above sea level,” Carl told him. “Below that you have the green ground haze you see over the tops of those trees, and above it is the ten-mile-thick layer of clouds that never lift. Both are so thick, that except around the fringe areas, you can’t even count your own fingers.”


  “Nice place to take your girl for a walk,” Ferguson said, looking at Diane pointedly.


  “Is anyone interested in what I think?” Spero said suddenly.


  “Think away,” Carl said. “Who’s there to stop you?”


  “That’s exactly what I’d like to talk about,” Spero said grimly. “It seems to me that for a fellow who left his rank back at the separation center, you’ve certainly been assuming a lot of authority around here.”


  Carl felt a warm flush rising to his cheekbones. “We’ve been in space,” he said. “The pilot of a ship is responsible for the actions of everyone aboard.”


  Spero jerked a thumb at the blister port. “I’ve got news for you, Keating,” he said. “We’re not IN space anymore, so you may consider yourself relieved of your authority. For five weeks now we’ve watched you swagger around the ship like the hero of a grade-B space-opera, and frankly I think we’re all a little sick of it!”


  “Aren’t you dramatizing this a little heavy.” Diane said suddenly.


  “Shut up!” Spero said harshly.


  Stewart Ferguson sat down, folding his hands in his lap. “My, my,” he said. “A real live mutiny, just like one reads about. Tell me, when does Jack Jupiter come crashing through the lock door?”


  “I wasn’t aware that anyone in particular was in command,” Diane persisted, “but if you think we need someone, I’d suggest we take a vote.”


  Spero grinned. “No, honey. We all know who your money’s riding on. That’s why you can forget all those dreams about you and Keating settling down in a saroo covered cottage for the next three or four thousand years. You see, I’ve got different plans.”


  From the slash pocket of his tunic Spero suddenly whipped out a snub-nosed needle gun, waving it carelessly across the width of the cabin. He flicked a glance at Ferguson.


  “Surprise,” he said. “Jack Jupiter just crashed the lock-door. I’m Jack Jupiter!”


  “You’ll never get away with this,” Carl said.


  The smile on Spero’s face broadened. “Oh, come Keating. How corny can you get? I have gotten away with it. Since I’m the only one who can lead you to immortality, what’s more natural than for me to take command? My first official act will be to detail you, Ferguson, and Dr. Hamlin to go outside and activate the blister. You’ll find space jumpers in the airlock. Diane and I will stay here and figure out a plan of action.”


  Carl took a step forward. “I’m afraid we can’t go along with your plan,” he said quietly.


  Spero leveled the lethal end of the weapon against his chest. “You’re acting stupidly, Keating. You know you can’t stop me, just as you know I’ll kill you if you try. You above all people should know that.”


  There was a stagnant silence, during which Carl held his ground. Violently he was aware of the beating of his own heart. The tapping got louder as he watched Spero’s finger tighten on the trigger. Then suddenly he realized it wasn’t his heart. SOMEONE WAS TAPPING ON THE THICK GLASS INSIDE THE CONTROL ROOM.


  Spero heard it, too. For a confused moment, his trigger-finger relaxed as he tried to flick a quick glance toward the source of the sound.


  Then the world exploded in his face.


  IV


  CARL left Spero lying on the floor where he dropped him. Stopping only to scoop the gun off the floor, he ran to the control room. The tattoo on the glass stopped when he entered. A face peered in at him—a face curiously without emotion. It was a hairy-face, except around the eyes and mouth, where three patches of yellow skin peeked through, giving the appearance of three yellow bull’s eyes.


  Carl stared at the creature, fascinated. In his entire stay on Venus, never had he observed a chowl at such close range. For perhaps five seconds the chowl stared back at him, then quickly bounded off the ship and disappeared toward the forest.


  He turned. Diane, standing at the entrance to the control room was regarding him curiously. “They look almost human, don’t they?” she said.


  “They are human,” Carl told her. “Humanoid anyhow according to the people who are supposed to know about these things. We don’t know too much about them really. They’re so timid, it’s a novelty to get within half-a-mile of them.”


  This one wasn’t.


  Carl scratched his head. “I know. It’s the first time I’ve ever got that close to one. I guess he didn’t know what a spaceship was. You notice he didn’t wait very long after he saw us through the window.”


  “What are you going to do about Spero? Diane asked suddenly.


  Carl walked over to the gun cabinet where he poked around a moment, then returned with the key. “I don’t know,” he admitted. He placed both hands on the girl’s shoulders. “Just how much does this immortality really mean to you?”


  Diane appeared to think about it a moment. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure at all. Sometimes I find myself wondering if I’m not more interested in finding out how it’s accomplished than I am in applying it to myself. Do you feel that way, too?”


  Carl looked out the window.


  I’ve always felt that way,” he said.


  SPERO, aided by Dr. Hamlin, was just beginning to stir when they returned. He shook his head dazedly for a moment, then sat up massaging his jaw.


  Keating regarded him with a questioning stare. “What do you think we should do with you?” he asked bluntly.


  Spero patted his pockets and came up with a cigarette. After it had been lighted, he blew the smoke in Carl’s direction. “If you were smart, you’d kill me,” he said “Only you’re not smart. You know you won’t, and I know you won’t. So suppose we all relax and stop trying to build up suspense.”


  Carl dropped his hand inside his pocket, allowing his grip to tighten around the butt of the needle gun. “What makes you so sure I won’t kill you?” he said. “I could, you know. The fact you know where Edgerton and his cronies are wouldn’t stop me.


  I could probably find them myself if I wanted to. And I’m not even sure that I want to.”


  Spero took a drag on the cigarette and derricked himself to his feet. “I wasn’t thinking of that,” he said quietly. “I just happen to know that you haven’t got it in you to kill a man in cold blood, Keating. I could do it but not you. You got too many principles. The worst you could bring yourself to do, Keating, would be to put it up to a vote. And if it came to that, everyone here—probably you included—would vote to let me off on the promise that I wouldn’t do it again. Go ahead, put it to a vote. See if I’m not right.”


  Keating let his eyes wander across the cabin. . . . To Stewart Ferguson, white-looking, and curiously without comment. . . . To Diane, outraged amazement on her face—but still a woman. And to Norman Hamlin, wondering what made the man tick—but still a doctor. He looked back at Spero, blowing small curls of smoke at the ceiling.


  No, he didn’t have to take a vote.


  Impulsively, he waved the gun in the direction of the cubbyhole where Diane had been sleeping. “Get in there,” he said tightly.


  Spero stubbed out the cigarette, swiveled a tight-lipped smile across each member of the party, then shrugged his shoulders and shuffled into the room.


  Carl locked the door and stuck the key in his pocket along with the key to the gun case. While neither of the locks were built for durability, at least Spero would have to make a noise opening them.


  To the others he said: “I’d suggest we make our future plans without figuring on Spero’s cooperation.”


  “But how can we,” Dr. Hamlin said. “We’ll have to find Edgerton, Mitchell and Rhind first. They’re the only ones who know the answer to what we’re after.”


  “The secret of immortality is nothing more than the secret of breathing the air here,” Carl said crisply. “Let’s not kid ourselves about that.”


  “Well, what is the secret?” Hamlin said impatiently. “I’m sure I haven’t the slightest idea.”


  Carl studied the man intently.


  “Haven’t you?”


  Diane shot him an odd look.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Hamlin said hotly.


  Keating ignored the question and jerked a finger at the window. “Suppose we leave Spero here and go over and activate the blister. It’s much more comfortable. It’ll be a nice change after being cramped up here for six weeks.”


  “Suppose you explain that statement first?” Hamlin said.


  “There’s jumpers in the airlock,” Carl went on. “I’ll explain after we’re settled over there. Who knows, maybe by that time I’ll be ready to apologize.”


  “I certainly hope so,” Hamlin mumbled. “I can’t understand what’s got into everyone all of a sudden.”


  “This way,” Carl said.


  Inside the lock, he helped each member of the party into a jumper and adjusted the air valves. When everything was in order, he pressed a switch, and the lock-door hissed open.


  Another moment, and they were wading through the purple-brown, ankle-deep slosh of Venus. The blister-building was only about three hundred yards from the ship, but the rain—coming down in torrents now—had turned the ground into a soft-slimy ooze that was sometimes knee-deep.


  Carl led the way, shouting instructions through the speaker-unit encased in his helmet. Once when Diane fell, he went back and helped her to her feet. Through the helmet glass, he could see her face for a moment. Then she jerked her arm free and plodded on. Behind him he heard Stewart Ferguson swear.


  It took a full twenty minutes to reach the building. It was big. Two hundred feet in diameter at the base, it sloped out of the sea of mud like a giant stemless mushroom. Carl led the party around the base to the far side where the lock-door was situated. Then he stopped.


  The rest of the party had caught up with him now. They stood in a restless semicircle in front of the great doors. From behind mud-splattered face-plates, three pairs of eyes were regarding him curiously. He didn’t answer their solemn stare. Instead he continued to stare at the great lock-doors.


  They were open.


  FOR a full minute he stared into the darkness, then lie touched the switch of his helmet lamp. The beam, seemingly thick enough to walk on, stabbed into the cave-like interior. He went in. First, he’d have to get the pumps working. Then, after the lethal gases had been pumped out, start the separator motors. Even then, the place wouldn’t be livable for three weeks. He swore.


  Abruptly, from behind him, he became aware of three flickering beams of light. Diane and the two men were following him inside. He turned, waving his arms backward. “Stay back!” he called. “Wait till I get the lights working.”


  He watched them stop.


  And then, the lights WERE working. They came on all at once, illuminating the big structure with dazzling brilliancy. From behind him, he was aware of the staccato crackle of a squawk-box being readied for use. Then, like a bass drum in a brick tunnel, a voice boomed out of the stillness: “Welcome! Welcome to Venus!”


  He stepped back, trying to peer over the row of packing cases. The voice had originated from the control room at the far end of the building. He flinched when something touched the sleeve of his jumper, then relaxed when he saw Diane peering at him through a mud-stained face plate. The men had joined him, too, looking at him and shifting from one foot to the other.


  The squawk-box was silent now. Impulsively, Carl allowed his gloved hand to brush against the butt of the needle pistol bolstered in the webbed-belt of his jumper.


  “The gun won’t be necessary, I assure you. I’m unarmed!”


  The speaker stood at the far end of a corridor of wooden cases, spotlighted in the glow of an overhead lamp. He was a young man, with close-cropped sandy-blonde hair. He wore a blue spaceman’s uniform—obviously salvaged from one of the cases.


  He remained motionless a moment, like a man waiting for the press photographers to finish, then walked slowly toward them, his bare hand extended in greeting.


  “I’m Raymond Edgerton,” the man said. Awkwardly, Carl grasped the bare hand with the thick glove of his jumper. “I know,” he said. He was suddenly at a loss for words. What DID one say at a time like this? Certainly not the time-worn Dr. Livingston cliche.


  Stewart Ferguson said it anyhow.


  Carl studied the man carefully, watching the rise and fall of his breathing. The man WAS breathing—breathing the lethal gases that should kill him in thirty seconds.


  “You find it hard to believe, don’t you?” Edgerton said suddenly.


  Carl nodded. “I have a nephew who collects stamps,” he heard himself saying. “He has one with your picture on it. It’s a rarity now,’cause it’s almost forty years old, but the picture on the stamp looks just like you—just like you do NOW!”


  “How is it done Mr. Edgerton?” Diane asked pointedly. “Why is it that you can breathe this air when it kills everyone else?” Edgerton’s eyes narrowed when he heard the voice. Then he leaned over and peered into the mud-stained face-plate. He smiled. “I’ll be damned,” he said. “A woman. A real live woman! Pretty too.”


  “How is it done?” Diane persisted. Edgerton’s grin faded. He turned to Carl.


  “You mean you don’t know?”


  Carl eyed the man, his lips set in an aggravating silence. Then: “Yes, I know. Or at least I think I know. Furthermore, Dr. Hamlin knows too. He’s known all the time. Obviously, this girl is the only one who’s still in the dark. I think it’s about time someone told her.”


  “Wait!” Dr. Hamlin said.


  “Say, what’s this all about?” Edgerton said suddenly. “Where’s Paul Spero anyhow? Rhind and Mitchell are waiting!” Carl flicked a look at Diane, then turned back to her father. “Are you going to tell her? Or should I?”


  “Tell me what?” Diane said. “How does he know about Paul Spero? Spero told us . . .”


  V


  “SPERO told us a lot of things,” Carl said thickly. “He told us he’d taken pictures without speaking to anyone. It served his purpose better to keep us in the dark about how this immortality thing was really worked until after we got here. After that, he figured he’d take over and we’d have to go along with him whether we liked it or not. Furthermore, Ferguson and your father were in on it from the beginning, weren’t you?”


  “Please,” Dr. Hamlin said nervously, “it’s not near as bad as you’re making it out to be. It’s only a minor adjustment.”


  “Minor adjustment!” Carl grasped the arm of Diane’s jumper, pulling her along with him through the long corridors of boxes. At the far end of the structure, he found what he was searching for. Three boxes—slitted in front like a zoo cage. And inside the boxes, peering at them through sad yellow-rimmed eyes—were three chowls.


  “There’s the answer to your immortality,” Carl said grimly. “Rhind and Mitchell were both doctors—surgeons. Do you get it now?”


  Raymond Edgerton and Norman Hamlin had joined them now. “Mr. Keating,” Edgerton said, “I’m sure if you were a doctor, you wouldn’t be so squeamish about a thing like this. After all, what’s a simple operation?”


  “Simple operation!”


  Carl reached over clamping his gloved hands on Edgerton’s shoulders. Quickly, he raked the steel-tipped fingers of both hands down the man’s back. There was a tearing noise, as the open-collared shirt ripped apart at the seams, revealing a broad fleshy back—smooth-looking except for where an angry gash dipped in a deep U between the shoulder blades.


  He jerked his thumb back to where the chowls were chattering restlessly in their cages. “In case you don’t know it,” he said, “chowls are humanoid. They’re the only things on this planet with any sign of intelligence. Killing them’s not only murder. It’s worse than murder. It’s genocide! Ail that has to happen is for this story to get back to Terra, and you’ll have every quack who can yield a scalpel up here cutting the lungs out of these poor creatures!”


  Alongside him, he was aware of Diane getting sick inside her helmet. Ferguson coughed.


  “Since you were apparently aware of this all the time, Keating, just why did you come along?” Ferguson asked.


  “I wasn’t aware of it all along. It wasn’t till I saw Dr. Hamlin nursing Spero’s jaw that I began to wonder why he wanted a doctor along in the first place. He needed you to finance the trip, and he needed me to pilot the ship. But why Dr. Hamlin unless there was some need for a surgeon? Then I remembered the chowls, and everything began to fall into place.”


  Ferguson sat down on one of the wooden cases. “As usual Keating, you’re not being very logical. As a matter of fact, he didn’t need the good doctor at all. He had two doctors right here. Remember?”


  Carl nodded. “Yes, I remember,” he said grimly. “That was the part of the puzzle that didn’t fit. But now I think I’ve even got the answer to that.”


  “Do tell?”


  “Yes, I’ll tell you,” Carl said ruthlessly. “It was because with all the build-up these would-be-gods gave you about this immortality gimmick, they were sick to death of it.


  They were sick of the loneliness, sick of the rain, sick of the color of purple. In short, they were sick of this foul planet and were willing to trade it in for whatever the earth had to offer them! That’s where Dr. Hamlin came in.”


  Doggedly, Carl spun on Edgerton, trying to draw the tatters of his shirt back across his back.


  “Who’s lungs were you going to take, Mr. Edgerton? Mine, or Stewart Ferguson’s?


  “He was aware of Diane pulling on his arm. He turned to the two men in the mud-splattered jumpers. “We’re leaving for Terra in an hour,” he said crisply. “Are you coming, or staying?”


  Ferguson and Hamlin stared at each other.


  “Make up your mind!”


  Abruptly, Dr. Hamlin walked over to where Diane was standing. “I’m an old man,” he said. “All I have back on Earth is twenty years at the most. Stay with me, Diane?”


  Breathlessly, Carl watched the girl—watched her shake her head, slowly. “How about you?” he asked Ferguson.


  For a long moment, Ferguson appeared undecided. Then he looked at Dr. Hamlin,


  “I’m in trouble back home,” he mumbled.


  “Bad trouble. They’re going to find out about it any day, if they haven’t found out already. . . . I—I’d better stay.”


  WITH Diane grasping his arm, Carl started down the long corridor of packing cases toward the open lock door.


  “I’m sorry it turned out this way,” he said. “As soon as we ready the ship I’ll go back and talk to them again. Maybe they’ll change their minds.”


  Diane didn’t answer. Instead she turned a last backward glance toward her father. It was a long glance. Too long. He was aware of her steel-tipped fingers digging into the sleeve of his jumper. He wheeled. Ten feet away, standing in a niche between the wooden cases, was a man. He wore a regulation space jumper and helmet, and was regarding them curiously over the barrel of a Westinghouse-chain-rifle. The man spoke:


  “I’m interrupting something, I hope,” he said evenly.


  The man was Paul Spero.


  Carl eyed the man warily. Diane choked out a heavy gasp.


  “You should have killed me back in the ship like I suggested,” Spero said smugly. “Now I’m going to have to kill you instead.”


  Carl flicked a quick look at Diane. “What about her? Are you planning to kill her too?”


  The overhead light sparkled briefly across the rifle barrel as Spero snapped the weapon to his shoulder. Across the sights he said: “Diane will stay here with me. That’s the way I planned it and that’s how it’ll be.”


  “I know I’m interfering with your plans,” Carl said with mock-concern, “but I don’t think she is. Not unless she wants to of course.”


  From behind the face plate, Spero flashed a double row of teeth. “Stop stalling for time, Keating. You had your chance on the ship, and you muffed it. Now it’s my turn!” Carl waited—waited while Spero’s gloved hand tightened against the trigger-switch. The bolt coil snapped back. There was A dull click—nothing else. . . .


  “Did you really think I’d be stupid enough to leave you alone with a easeful! of live guns?” Keating said thinly.


  Bewildered, Spero snapped the rifle down to chest level, fumbling awkwardly with the trigger assembly.


  “It won’t work,” Carl said indulgently. “Before we left the ship I removed the anodes from every gun in the case. It’s an old army trick, in case you haven’t heard.”


  With Spero glaring at him, Carl allowed his arm to brush against his own needle gun. He didn’t bother to draw.


  “I think your friends are waiting for you,” he said.


  Back in the control room, Carl went through the motions of readying the ship for take-off. Back in the galley he could hear Diane sobbing softly.


  Idly, he glanced out of the amber blister ports toward the big sphere-like structure that rose out of the sea of purple mud. It looked evil, and ominous-looking against the rain-sodden backdrop of the saroo forest.


  Then from the edge of the tree line, moving shapes suddenly began to make an appearance. He rubbed his eyes. There were hundreds—no, thousands of them. Slowly and curiously they poured out of the rain-soaked forest, deliberately converging on the open lock-doors of the huge, white building. Some were carrying sticks, some stones, some nothing. It was as if the mystic forces of evolution had chosen this exact moment to endow the chowls with an emotion hitherto lacking in their makeup. Call it hate; call it self-preservation; call it anything you like, it was something they hadn’t had before, yet needed badly.


  Quickly, he bit off the half-formed cry that rose to his throat. Diane was still back in the galley. He was glad she wasn’t watching. Actually there was no need for her to know about it ever.


  Silently he made a vow never to tell her—even as a few moments ago they’d both vowed to keep another secret: The secret that could spell the life or death of an entire planet.


  NIGHTSONG


  W.T. Powers


  Full of resentment the song of the slave has rung clown through the ages. For how else can a captive race register its defiance without actual violence? But song on Venus is strange.


  VENUS is a dark world, a steaming world of jungle and swamp; or, if you go up two miles, Venus is a dustbowl, a hot dry hell. The tops of the See-trees mat together to make a single half-mile-thick filter that sucks the oxygen and the moisture out of the air before it can escape higher, passing both back down to the ground where the water makes swamp and the oxygen bubbles slowly into the air to make life. Two miles up the hot sun makes shrieking hurricanes; near the ground there is only the cool of the evening breeze that passes in a never-ending wave around the planet, driven by the almost-imperceptible lowering of the See-tree mat overhead.


  For five hellish years, earthmen had tried to make their homes in the great filter-mat of the See-trees, battling dust, living in bubbles built to withstand the tearing winds, dying in the sun and the drought, carried off by the wind, choked and trapped by the eager vines that had been thought to be the floor of this flat, strange world. Only after five long years, when Venus was going to be abandoned to its broiling sun and greedy plants, did a man named Cruette drive a tunnel down into the See-trees, lining it with copper screen that made the slow tendrils pause and then stop. Cruette had come back to the surface, laughing and wild, with the incredible news that the desert houses were tree-houses, and that far below lay a dim word soaked with the dear water and bathed in oxygen. How else, the afterthinkers then said, could anything live on a planet too close to its sun, where too much water was whirled high into the saturated air by the wet winds, where the sun could blister living tissue in twenty minutes, where free oxygen was made by the radiations of the sun into lethal quantities of ozone? The colonists laughed knowingly at the explanations, and burrowed deep, and became swamp-dwellers.


  Then there followed from Earth the Others, the men who tasted with drooling mouths the kvand weed that grew everywhere in the swamps, who sent their ships and their men to the swamps, marked off the face of the planet into zones and territories and protectorates, who bought the land with money and guns and began to make the men of Venus into mud-eaters, indenturing the new and terrorizing the old, forming great crews that raked up kvand with the jollystick, scraped it into barges with bull-buggies, hauled it back to the domes of Venus Town and Hammersburg and Groyden and Jennyville. Crews of sweating men, hopeless men who could look forward to nothing more than tuberculosis and foot-rot and a body burned out from too much oxygen—for the domes of Venus were not like those on Mars; they were made to keep the air out, not in, made to keep an over-abundant Nature from killing with excess blessings. But there were no domes in the fields.


  Men cannot be made to accept their lot under conditions like these unless there is Hope—some shining goal, some vision of a future of peace and content and comfort, some task to be considered finished. Take away this Hope, and you have either men in deepest apathy, who do not have any will to work, or men who are angry, who have no desire but to destroy. Therefore, give them Hope—it does not matter if you have no intention of ever doing anything to fulfill it, or even if it is possible to do (although desperate men are sometimes very clever in making their illusions come true). Just make a Goal, and substitute for attainment a periodic expansion of the beautiful picture, a regular face-lifting of the imaginary landscape that will quell discontent and replace it with fantasies of ever-greater fulfillment.


  Homer Jasro, who owned Venus Town and ten thousand square miles of swamp all around it, knew well about Goals and promises, and he knew their effect on the men who were indentured to him or who were blind enough to work for him. He was not a cruel man in the sense that he was not a sadist—he obtained no pleasure from the sight of bodies being carried in from the fields. On the other hand, his expression of concern and his internal disturbance was on the same order as that felt by a farmer when he finds his tractor or his combine out of order. Within that limit, his concern was quite sincere. He was quite conscious that others would interpret it as sorrow and grief, and never hesitated to encourage the idea among his workers, the muckers in the fields. Not being able to cry, he contented himself with the measure, perhaps more effective, of looking as if he was trying not to.


  Among his supervisors, however, be maintained no unnecessary illusions. His straw bosses and top muckers, who rode the fields in plastic-bubbled comfort or sat in cool, dry control-towers, were paid well enough that they had no need of vague future goals. Their working conditions were good, they had money enough for women and gambling and even saving; their hours were short—two men split the ten-hour workday in each position. They could quit when they liked, with recommendations, and would be received back on Earth with warmth as the men who brought manna to a starving world. The once-starving Earth men, now fat and content, overlooked and disbelieved the stories of hardship on Venus as they filled their bellies half with Earth-grown food and half with the delectable, incredibly nourishing kvand. Indentured men who fled their jollysticks and stole rides home in chilly freighters found the atmosphere even chillier at home, as Terrans listened to their resentful tales of death and disillusionment, and reached for a telephone to call the immigration authorities. The memory of the Hungry Years was still too vivid for any unpleasant connotations about kvand to be brooked. The lines of men signing up for indenture were still to be seen around the offices of the trading companies.


  As a matter of fact, Homer Jasro not only maintained no illusions with his overseers; he went rather far out of his way to see to it that the foremen had none of their own, so that they would not find themselves in the position of Harry Blake, a two-month veteran who stood before Jasro in Control-Tower Ten, one morning in early winter, his face red and the radiophone mike dangling from one numb hand.


  “But the rumor wasn’t true!” Blake protested. “All I did was pass the word!”


  “Who gave you the authority to pass along top-level information?” Jasro rasped, his stocky body standing taut, his black eyes angry. “When I want a rumor squelched, I’ll pass the word to you by personal messenger. What did you say, exactly, in your inspired little speech this morning?”


  “All I said was that I was sorry, fellows, the rumor about the dike having been started for the big park at Hammersburg wasn’t true—it was still held up for lack of funds.”


  “Very straightforward, very frank. Who told you that?”


  “Jesse Ehrenberg, the Super for this area.”


  “I know who Ehrenberg is. Who told you that anything he told you was to be broadcast to the muckers?”


  “Why—I just assumed . . .”


  “That’s what I thought,” Jasro said cuttingly. “You’re not paid to assume things, Blake. You don’t go around deciding on matters of propaganda. You’re a section foreman, and your duties are quite simple—don’t try to handle matters above your authority, or you’ll be a section foreman for ten years, if you don’t end up mucking. If you don’t want to stick to your job and follow your orders—they’re really not very complicated—you can quit any time you want to. The next time I hear of you interfering with the morale program, or in any other way overstepping your authority I’ll assume that you want your passage earthside.”


  “Oh, no, sir, I like it here . . . you mean, there’s no punishment?”


  “A man who needs to be punished into a being a good foreman,” Jasro said, a touch of expansiveness in his tone, “never gets hired for anything but hauling on jollysticks.” He turned abruptly and left the tower. In a moment, Blake saw Jasro climb through the hatch of his private buggy, which shortly lurched into motion and began gliding off through the aisles of giant tree-boles. In relief Blake sat down, and with a sudden thought reached for the loudspeaker-system microphone. He paused, then changed his mind and flipped the “talk” switch on the radiophone.


  “Control Ten to Command One.”


  “Go ahead. Control Ten.” Jasro’s voice answered with startling immediacy.


  “Sir, this is Blake. Shall I tell the men that the source denying that rumor was unreliable?”


  There was a chuckle from the speaker. “Blake, you catch on fast. I need men with initiative, who will check with their superiors before carrying out their ideas. Yes, by all means do that. If you hadn’t asked me that question before my buggy made Venus Town, you would have been the first section foreman I have ever fired. Keep your nose clean, and you can count on getting on the waiting-list for promotions within a month. You have a good record, Blake, one of the best of the new men, as a matter of fact. I’d hate to lose you over a little misunderstanding.”


  “Thank you very much, sir!” Blake gushed. “Thank you very much. It won’t happen again.”


  “Oh, Blake—I heard yesterday that they’re not going to finish that dike at Hammersburg just yet—they’ve decided to enlarge the park and make it a whole town—the first open-air town on Venus!”


  “But sir—that must mean . . .”


  “It does, my boy. Three white rats have lived their full active lifespan in Venus’ atmosphere! The drug works on rats, and it won’t be long—only a few years—until it’s extended to human beings.”


  “Shall . . . shall I tell the muckers?”


  “Tell one of them. Just one!”


  “Sir . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Is—is any of that true?”


  “Why, Blake! You don’t think I’d sink to starting rumors, do you?” There was a guffaw from the loudspeaker and the buggy’s carrier went off the air.


  Blakechuckled uncertainly, then threw back his head and forced himself to belly-laugh. When he got through convincing himself that it was funny, he sat back, a smile stretching his stiff lips, and began trying to think of which mucker would be the most likely to spread the rumor verbatim—or perhaps amplify on it a little. His stomach felt funny. Lots of men in the supervisory squads seemed to develop ulcers.


  Jasro paused at the gate of Venus Town that evening, listening over the roar of the trucks streaming out of the gates to pick up the men. From far to the east the sound came swiftly down the wind, a rhythmic beat and a half-song, half-chant, the words lost in the forests, but the feeling strongly there. He knew what it was, and did not know whether to be angered or pleased.


  A long time ago, several years at least, a wandering entertainer had come to Venus (at least Jasro assumed that this was how it happened) and had started the men singing songs. The trading companies were looking for ways to keep the muckers less discontent, and so the man was allowed to travel from town to town, even given free transportation. He sang in bars, and he went out to the fields with the trucks in the evening and sang, and led singing. He taught the men how to slap out catchy rhythms on the handles of their jollysticks as they sang, and he gave them verse after verse after verse in the manner of the old-time New Orleans Blues of seventy-five years ago. The men loved it. They shouted the songs back and forth from the trucks, not all of the verses being printable. And when it had become a fad, someone else had started a special kind of song going, and this song was different. The trading companies had kicked the man oft Venus and he had died in space in an accident. But they knew it was someone else who had started the new words to the old, bawdy songs, because the new verses came even faster after the travelling singer died.


  The rush of the nightsong grew and veered around Venus Town and faded to the west, following the night breeze and avoiding the Jasro trucks and overseers.


  For a time, after Jasro began hearing his own name in the nightsongs, he had tried to clamp down and shut the muckers up, but the men accosted by his squads were silent and innocent, while the nightsong rumbled all around in the darkness. After Jasro shot two men the nightsong faded for a few nights, and then came back again more strongly than ever, the men apparently having decided “What the hell”. And Jasro, knowing that death was a meagre threat to his employees, tried to find a reason for accepting the situation. It was seldom that he came across a situation that he could not control, and when he did, he was forced to rationalize. But this time he was having his difficulties, because the men were shouting abuse of the trading companies in their songs, and calling down the evening winds what they were going to do with Venus. If you listened closely to the songs, it might seem that the men had fallen for the big illusions, for the rumors and hints of good fortune passed out by the careful companies, because they sang of their attachment for the dusky world, and their hope for the future, and for the changing of the face of the planet.


  
    Old Man Jasro, bought a hunk of ground,


    Came up to Venus, bought a great big hunk of ground.


    But Jasro can’t go where the Freemen walk around.


    Gonna build a house, with a big back yard


    When the dikes go up and the ground is hard,


    And Jasro’s gonna build my swimmin’ pool.


    You can fool a Freeman, but a Freeman ain’t no fool.

  


  That last line left Homer Jasro poised on the dividing-line between amusement and alarm.


  Sometimes the songs were nostalgic, some times maudlin or crude, but as they passed from field to field across the face of the planet they dropped the crudities and banalities, and came back the next night, or a week later, or a month, with the words changed and the sense of the words sharpened, with subtle barbs in the place of sledgehammers, with genuine feeling replacing overstrained reaching for effect. For instance. Jasro heard this one night, and curled his lip:


  
    California’s what I called my home,


    California’s what I called my home,


    The traders made me leave my wife alone.

  


  And the next night it came back like this, after following the twilight around the equator of Venus; sweeping in from Kellar’s holdings far to the east.


  
    I seen it rain in Cali-for-ni-aye,


    It rains on Venus all the livelong day.


    Don’t mind the rain if the traders go away.


    Mr. Kellar said, your wife can stay alone,


    Mr. Kellar said, you can leave your wife alone,


    But Mr. Kellar brought seven of his own.

  


  And Jasro, knowing the truth, had to chuckle.


  Tonight, however, he did not chuckle, for there was anger in the snatches of the nightsong that rose now and then above the growl of the trucks. A deeper note, a little less of the bantering, good-natured tone. Or if it was not really anger, it was something else that Jasro did not like to think about.


  He climbed to the high tower built in the center of Venus town, up past the level where the top of the town’s dome was sealed around the tower, into the circular control-room from which the whole vast, albeit simple, operation was conducted. The night operator was already on duty, an old employee who had worked for Jasro for fifteen years.


  “You look riled, Homer,” Skeeter Morrow said. “Been listening to the muckers tonight?”


  Jasro turned a swivel-chair around and grunted into it. “Damn fools,” he said.


  “You can fool a Freeman. . . .” Skeeter said.


  “Bravado.” Jasro snapped. “They’re kidding themselves, and I say they’re fools.”


  “Don’t like seein’ something bigger than you goin’ on, eh, Homer?”


  Jasro checked his hot reply, and merely looked narrowly at Skeeter. Skeeter smoothed his forehead and turned to the check-board for the incoming trucks. There was silence for a while, as Skeeter noted the lights with check-marks on the chart in his lap. Below, the wash of sound from the truck motors thrummed steadily, and patient lines of headlights made their way to the sealed and segregated bubbles outside the main town where the muckers were quartered.


  “How many trucks do you think will be missing tonight, Skeeter?” Jasro asked, finally.


  “Couple,” Skeeter said. “We getting any new ones this week? The boys are getting a little overloaded.”


  “Let ’em!” Jasro said. “Those trucks didn’t go down in the bogs. They’re being stolen. Why do you work for me, Skeeter? You’re the best man I have, and you hate my guts.”


  “I don’t hate your guts, now, Homer.” Skeeter said reprovingly. “I just want to stick around and see how a man like you takes defeat. I gave up hating you years ago.”


  “Then you’ll stick around a good many more years. Venus is a big beautiful gold-mine, Skeeter, and it’s a challenge. I’m rich enough now so I don’t give much of a damn about money—money’s just a way of adding up the score. Nothing ever licked me before, and nothing will, not until I’m too old to ride out in the fields and slap down a back-talking mucker with my own hands. This is my life, this is what my brain likes to do. They can’t take that away from me.”


  “Peanuts,” Skeeter said. “Those muckers got more up their sleeves than you ever dreamed of. Homer. You know what they think? They think you work for them.”


  Jasro grinned. “That’s what they’re supposed to think.”


  “More’n that.” Skeeter shook off Jasro’s complacent look. “They figger you’ll do the organizing, and the big planning for ’em, and get things all set for the day when the muckers own their own land and start prettifyin’ Venus. You buy all the stuff, they steal it and cart it away. Did you know they got a university set up?”


  “Where?” The question was an explosion, and Jasro leaned forward, vibrating.


  “No idea.”


  “Skeeter, you know a damned sight more than you tell. You know what the deserters are doing. You know where they’re going, where they’re planning their revolution.”


  “Now, Jasro, you’re getting scared of your own shadow. Who says there’ll be a revolution?”


  “Why, damn it . . .” Jasro paused, consternation on his face.


  Skeeter laughed loudly down at the trucks. “Venus is a great big place, Homer, and lots of things go on in places nobody’s ever been. That is, no trader. But sometimes little rumors get started that ain’t exactly so . . .” Finally Jasro was able to see the humor of it. Caught on his own hook! He did not, however, laugh.


  “All right, then what are they planning?”.


  “Couldn’t say.”


  Exasperation reddened Jasro’s face. “Damn it, Skeeter, you’ll tell me what you know, or I’ll burn it out of you!”


  “Don’t think you will, Homer. I remember Detroit.”


  So did Jasro. In Detroit he had actually carried out his threat of torture to the extent of one cigarette-burn before the man had started dictating figures, and afterward had spent two sweating, trembling hours with Skeeter trying to get drunk and failing completely. The man had been nearly insane with fear—and so had Jasro.


  “You’ll go too far, Skeeter,” Jasro said at length, his face a shade pale “I’m harder when I’m closer to desperate.”


  “You desperate already, Homer?” Skeeter’s tone was disappointed.


  “I’m going to find that university, Skeeter.”


  “O.K. Where shall we look first?”


  Jasro clenched his fists at his sides, picturing in his mind the vastness of the universal forest, the millions of square miles of virgin territory. And the muckers—the deserters—had trucks that could go anywhere, trucks that he had to replace, that he had to provide for them. Without the trucks, he would be ruined. Without the men, he would be ruined. In the back of his mind lay the impossible notion that without the permission of the muckers, he would not be in business now. With an angry shake of his head he dispelled the dangerous thoughts.


  “What’s your part in it, Skeeter? I think I deserve an answer to that.”


  “None. Think I’d talk if I were working with ’em? I don’t give anything away to anybody, Homer. I’m just lookin’.” He added, after a pause, “In my own way, I’m an honest man, Homer.”


  “All right,” Jasro sighed. “Don’t know why I trust you, but I seem to. Need any money?”


  “Nope. Thanks. Mebby one favor.”


  “Name it.”


  “You’re too generous. When everything around Venn’s Town goes flop, let me know where you’re going. The boys just might want to hire you in earnest.”


  Jasro stared for a long, unbelieving moment at Skeeter, and then the look was replaced by a more thoughtful expression. “I don’t think you mean that as an insult. But I think I’ll take it as one, Skeeter. You may not know how my mind works, but I do. I don’t think a man can succeed once he agrees that there’s any way out but success.” His expression changed again. “Thank you. Skeeter.” He stood abruptly, and strode to the circular staircase, and clattered out of sight.


  Skeeter looked after him thoughtfully. “That’s a big load you’re carrying, Homer Jasro,” he murmured. “Maybe the dropping of it will make a man of you yet.” Homer Jasro’s only friend turned back to his checklists.


  A couple of the men sniggered as Danny Hoppey came dashing into the mess-hall ahead of the bunch from his truck.


  “Hey, Pete, Jo-Jo,” he shrilled. “Guess what? It wasn’t a rumor after all!”


  Pete and Jo-Jo, who had the misfortune of bunking respectively above and below Danny, looked at each other. It’s your turn, Pete’s look said, so the burly Jo-Jo swung around to face the breathless Danny. “What’s d’ cream, Danny?”


  “There’s going to be an open-air town!” Danny said, his eyes shining. “I got it from Blake in section Ten. They stopped the dike because they have to replan everything, it’s going to be ten times as big as we thought!”


  “And take ten times as long?” Jo-Jo sneered. “Where they gonna get the pumps? Where they gonna get the earth-moving machinery? Who’s doing the work, how many men will it take?”


  “Well, Jeez, Jo-Jo, I don’t know! All I’m telling you is what I heard, they didn’t tell me no more.”


  Pete said kindly, “Danny, you’ve got to check up on stories like that. Find out some of the details, or nobody’s going to believe you. You’ve brought back a thousand wild tales, and you know nobody pays any attention to ’em unless you got some facts, some logic, to back it up. Now, that business about the white rats wasn’t so bad, because you got some facts on how they’re doing it. There’s enough brains in amongst the muckers to be able to see good sense when they hear it, even if they ain’t got much of an education.”


  “I’m sorry, Pete,” Danny said, crestfallen. “I’ll see if I can find out any more about it.”


  And all over the holdings of the trading companies, a thousand Dannys were saying sheepishly to secretly-grinning muckers, “I’m sorry . . . I’ll see if I can find out any more about it.”


  Three thousand miles away, three men sat in a crude control-tower built from parts stolen off a hundred different control-towers of fifteen different makes. They looked down at a wet ooze of mud, and watched with disgust as the wet ooze got wetter. The dike around the mile-square area was still leaking somewhere under the mud, and the pumps weren’t getting the water out so they could find the holes and plug them. One of the men scribbled something on a sheet of waterproof paper, rolled up the sheet and shoved it into an aluminum capsule. “The trouble is,” he complained as the messenger below caught the capsule and climbed into his stolen truck with it, “they screen out all the goddam engineers so we never get any.”


  The messenger stole at evening to the belts where the nightsong rose, and under cover of the slapping of the jollysticks, got close enough to pass the capsule on to a mucker in the outer reaches of the Jennyville holdings. The mucker screwed up his face in thought, and pummelled his brains and those of others, and the next night a new song was caught up in the twilight and swept to all of Venus:


  
    Venus is a mud-hole in the sky,


    Gonna pump of Venus, ’til the ground runs dry,


    But you can’t pump mud, and the traders don’t know why.

  


  A little devious, but certain muckers here and there, several tens of thousands of them, figured it out and the next time their Dannys brought good tidings of a mythical dike being built by a mythical trader, they piled him with sneering questions. The Danny went in chagrin back to his source, and his source bit his lip and went to his source; and sometimes it was answered by somebody up in the engineering buildings and sometimes it went all the way to the top, where a Jasro pursed his lips, put his keen and agile, if somewhat misguided, mind to work, and tossed off a plausible answer, which went back down through the channels to the muckers, to the hungry messenger, to the makeshift control-tower, where a hundred men listened, then went to rouse ten thousand more to tell them the new idea.


  And a week later the ooze was oozing no more, and the holes were plugged, and the boles of the giant See-trees were dry for the first time in twenty thousand years.


  And somebody asked, “How much water do the See-trees need to live?” and the messenger went off again, and a new song was heard, an urgent demand for information among the folk-songs of Venus.


  The man Jasro came in from his fields smiling, and went over his books smiling. A good day, eighteen thousand tons of kvand, which would ship nearly four thousand dry at today’s price of eighty dollars a ton. The mucker who had given him a raucous raspberry today would be treating his sore ribs and bruised face with tenderness tonight, and the other muckers would grin.


  The broad band of twilight slid quietly over Venus Town, and the men in the swamps stretched their tired backs and turned their faces to the rising night wind. Off the fat-tired bull-buggies climbed the weary drivers, standing beside their machines. The muckers leaned on their long broad jolly-sticks their heads low their eyes on the knee-deep sludge and the floating tendrils of kvand that they reaped all day. Evening, and dark coming, and the men were no more use to their masters until the sun-glow rose again.


  And on the sweep of the first cool, dark wind rose the voice of a man standing somewhere by his machine in the dark forests to the east.


  “Veeeceeeeee—nus!” The tired eyes lifted, and there were the embers of fire in them.


  “Veeenus . . . is a long way from home.”


  “Uh!” The grunt of assent rumbled through the darkening fields.


  “Lean on your jollystick, Venus is a long way from home!”


  Slap, slap, slap . . . the sound of hands thumping on the handles of the jollysticks.


  “Heaven help you muckers, you’ll die in a Venus dome!”


  Slap slap.


  Slap SLAP slap-a-slap slap


  SLAP slap-a-slap : : :


  “VeNUS!”


  “Fiinus!” fifty voices echoed slap SLAP slap-a-slap.


  “Venus water in your blood!” they wailed.


  And the SLAP went rolling through the trees toward the west, SLAP!


  “Venus water!” More voices.


  “In your blood!” and for miles came the echo of the SLAP.


  “My daddy died last week, in a Venus-water flood!”


  The rumble of the distant slap underlined the near SLAP.


  “I work for Mr. Jasro, muckin’ in his fields all day.”


  Slap BOOM as the drivers thumped their big machines.


  “Work for Mr. Jasro, workin’ in his fields all day!”


  Slap BOOM slap-a-slap, slap SLAP slap-a-slap . . .


  “Jasros finished, you can take the dead men away!”


  “Veeeeeenus . . .”


  As the twilight swept onward toward the west, the sound of the nightsong followed it, the Freemen of Venus waiting for the big trucks to pick them up, calling to each other along the wind, weaving the rhythm and the chant of the nightsong that bound them together, the nightsong that was always where twilight dimmed the vast forests, and never died from the face of Venus.


  The Freemen waited.


  SPACEWAYS TO VENUS


  Charles Eric Maine


  Our feature novelet, by the author of the original “Spaceways” movie script, returns to first principles. Much modern science fiction has become so complicated that the new reader often has difficulty understanding it. Hut the plot of “Spaceways to Venus” is refreshingly fundamental: the romance of the conquest of space realistically portrayed.


  In a large comfortably furnished office on the twenty-third floor of the Spaceways Building, New York City, Dr. Carl Bressler was addressing an audience of four. They were seated around a small chrome and plastic table, on which were a number of files and papers to which Bressler referred from time to time. It was six p.m. Down below, in the streets of the city, the rush-hour was in full swing. Broadway was choked with traffic crawling as though in convoy—a mechanized ribbon fringed with pedestrian-dotted sidewalks; but none of the tumult permeated the cool gray walls of the conference room.


  Bressler said: “I won’t detain you long, gentlemen. This final briefing is largely a matter of routine. The main facts are already known to you. In ten days the United States Rocket-Ship Zylex will be launched from Spacedrome Two, near Detroit, and will, of course, be taking you with it—to Venus. Remember that this is not a journey of exploration, but is a rescue mission, and the sole purpose of the expedition is to find out what happened to Paul Vernon Klein and his crew, who landed on Venus in the rocket-ship Anthaar three weeks ago.


  “I hope—I sincerely hope—that you will find the members of the previous expedition still alive. It is just possible, but not probable. If the worst has happened, and there are no survivors, then bring back the bodies, if you can locate them, together with the ship’s log, all documents and photographs, and the sealed instrument panel in the radio vacuum chamber. Don’t stay on the planet any longer than you have to. What we want is information about conditions on Venus, particularly regarding alien forms of life, so that the next exploratory party can be properly equipped to deal with all emergencies.”


  Bressler paused, and selected a cigarette from a flat silver box on the table. In the cold glow of the strip lights around the ceiling he looked lean and gray, an ageing man with an indefinable air of poise and responsibility; the sort of man who might be a business executive, or a surgeon, or the Technical Director of Spaceways, Incorporated, the largest and most progressive organization for die promotion of interplanetary travel and commerce.


  “From the moment Anthaar made the landing on Venus to the moment when, on the following day, radio communication ceased, we received only four messages on the microwave R/T.” He sifted the papers, and picked up a number of typewritten sheets clipped together, then continued. “The first signal was partly unintelligible owing to high interference level, but we succeeded in deciphering important details concerning the landing. It was rather tricky. The descent was made through four miles of dense cloud. Below the cloud ceiling visibility was poor because of the perpetual twilight effect and persistent torrential rain. They could see little—even though Anthaar had been set down in the daylit hemisphere. So you see, gentlemen, it won’t be easy. You will be wholly dependent on your radar and instruments—your responsibility, Colby.”


  Bressler smiled wryly at the yftungest member of his audience, Raymond Colby, electronics engineer who, at the age of twenty-eight was already a leading authority on electronics and microwave techniques, and had written a number of important books on the subject. He had played a personal part in the design and development of the radio and radar installations in both Anthaar and Zylex.


  Colby snapped his fingers nonchalantly. “Can’t fail!” he remarked, somewhat enigmatically.


  Carl Bressler riffled the papers thoughtfully. “In the second signal from Anthaar, received four hours later, some important figures were given concerning temperature, humidity and atmospheric conditions at Venus ground level. Also radiation. I mention that because there is evidence of considerable radioactivity in the subsoil, which is a very good reason why we should inaugurate a commercial freight lane to Venus as soon as possible. In addition, the signal contained data regarding the performance of the atomic drive and torque jets during landing, which should be of particular interest to you, McCabe.”


  He passed a slip of paper to a short dour man with thinning hair who was leaning stiffly back in his chair. George McCabe was an atom man, and a specialist on atomic drive turbines. He could completely strip and reassemble an atomic rocket assembly in three days, relining the combustion chambers and boost jets and carrying out a full thrust and exhaust velocity test on the ground. That was something of a record.


  McCabe accepted the paper with a grunt, and slipped it into his pocket without even glancing at it. There would be plenty of time for final calculations.


  “Message number three from Anthaar,” Bressler went on, “gave valuable information about course corrections in flight. The original computations were about three degrees out, it seems, and the Zylex will need to enter free orbit at a slightly higher velocity—swhich means more acceleration, higher ‘g’, and more discomfort, I’m afraid. But the overall increase is relatively small, and nothing to worry about. I would like you to study this data, Captain Morgan.”


  He handed a folio of sheets to a tall red-haired man whose fierce and rugged appearance seemed a little out of keeping with the neat blue of his spaceline uniform. Morgan was a tough and astute pioneer of the spacelanes. He had piloted the first freight ship to Mars in the days before the atomic drive was perfected, and the gigantic cigar-shaped projectile consisted mainly of fuel. He was experienced, thoroughly reliable, and above all, could make instantaneous decisions in a crisis. Like most capable men, he could not tolerate incompetence; and in the early days of space travel he had been nicknamed ‘Morgan the Gorgon’ by his crew, because his baleful irate glare seemed to have a petrifying effect upon recipients who had been guilty of a technical error or lapse of duty.


  “Thanks, Bressler,” said Morgan. He rolled the papers together and tapped them softly against his knee with suppressed restless energy.


  Bressler continued: “The third signal also contained the report of the first exploration on Venusian soil, outside the ship. Blake and Dougherty went out, wearing oxygen masks. They found that at ground level the air contained sufficient oxygen to maintain human life without masks—but with considerable discomfort—breathlessness and nausea—due to the high carbon-dioxide content of the atmosphere. They report profuse vegetation reminiscent of tropical undergrowth on Earth, but in diverse colors. There is no green foliage. Therefore, Venusian plants do not employ chlorophyll for photosynthesis.”


  “Interesting,” remarked a small, bald, bespectacled man seated next to Colby. The fourth member of the audience, he looked in some indefinable way grubby and old-fashioned, yet knowledgable, like a retired college professor who had fallen upon hard times. He was Doctor Ebenezer Jolly, world famous naturalist and Vice-President of the International Zoological Society.


  “Visibility had improved owing to a thinning of the cloud banks, but it was still raining,” said Bressler. “They could see that they were in a valley, roughly elliptical in shape, partially ringed by extremely jagged mountains. During a brief tour they collected specimens of soil, vegetation and fruits. Later tests with a Geiger counter showed unmistakable radioactivity—but that is incidental.”


  “Amazing!” breathed Dr. Jolly.


  “What is?” Captain Morgan asked brusquely.


  “Profuse vegetation in radioactive soil. Astonishing!” Dr. Jolly beamed through his spectacles.


  Morgan regarded him with the detached air of a man whose business is vectors and velocities and ellipses of motion, and who fails to see any possible interest in anything that docs not involve mechanics and mathematics.


  Bressler selected one final paper and studied it thoughtfully. “The fourth and final signal from Anthaar, he said, “was short, and very incoherent. It was transmitted two hours ahead of scheduled time. It reads—‘Anthaar to Spaceways Control. Message four. Time eighteen twenty-eight, Earth time. Located fauna. Two-hundred-plus small striped animals around ship. Electrically charged—many kv . . . that is, kilovolts, or thousands of volts, of course . . . presumably via antennae on heads. Blake and Dougherty cut off and out of light. Conway and I will attempt to get them back with flame-guns. The signal is corrupt and indecipherable for some twenty Words. Then there is the isolated phrase—‘from under the ground’—more corrupt words, and finally—‘continual noise like riti-riti. Dangerous. Anticipate trouble. Over and out—Paul Vernon Klein, Captain.”


  Dr. Jolly, who had leaned forward at the mention of the word fauna, pulled a tattered notebook from his pocket, and jotted down two words with a stub of pencil. “Riti-riti,” he breathed happily. “Riti-riti! Fascinating! Electric tripods.”


  These remarks drew from Captain Morgan one of the famous Petrifying scowls, but the Doctor’s thoughts were far away. Morgan turned to Carl Bressler.


  Looks as though Klein and company ran into trouble with the natives,” he observed.


  “That’s how it looks,” the Director agreed. “No further signals have been received from Ant boar, making a total silence of three week-. We fear the worst. That is why we are sending a picked Crew to take Zylex to Venus on a rescue mission. I personally selected you as pilot, Morgan, because I can rely on you to get out of a sticky situation, if it arises. Also you are a man who always obeys orders, and your orders are to take no action that will jeopardize the safety of your crew and the rocket. Find Anthaar and the others if you can, but above all, make sure that Zylex returns. McCabe was chosen because he is the best atomic drive engineer we have. Colby is the radio man. There isn’t a finer one in the world, as you know. And Dr. Jolly is the man we are relying on to find out what makes these animals—these riti-riti—tick, and find some method of comabating them. Dr. Jolly will have to conduct a one man war against the inhabitants of Venus. We want specimens of riti-riti brought back, if that is possible.”


  He paused, and looked round solemnly.


  “One thing must be clearly understood, however. It is not the policy of this Corporation, nor in fact of the United States Government, to adopt a hostile attitude towards alien creatures without just cause. Therefore, if you should run into trouble, hold your fire. Try to find out what happened to the crew of Anthaar—that is the main purpose of your mission. But if, in spite of all your efforts, it comes to a straight fight, then let them have it. Show them how!


  “You will fly to Detroit one week from tomorrow for final tests. Take-off zero is at twenty thirty-five seventeen on Thursday the ninth of October. Until Tuesday the Corporation doesn’t want to see you—in other words, you can take an unofficial vacation, but report here at nine-hundred hours on the seventh. I expect you’ll have plenty to do in the meantime. Don’t talk too much—news releases will be made to the press by our Publicity Department.”


  He stood up, and crossed to a large wall cabinet. “And now, business being over, I think we shall drink, to the success of the rocketship Zylex and its crew,” he announced, producing a bottle of Scotch.


  Dr. Jolly coughed politely and said: “If you don’t mind, I would prefer to drink my toast in orange-juice, please . . . a request that brought an outraged glare from Captain Morgan.


  A minute later five glasses were raised in the air as Carl Bressler solemnly said: “To you, gentlemen, and your ship, Zylex. Bon voyage, and a safe return.”


  And Morgan added crisply: “To the ultimate conquest of the universe and all space!”


  Four glasses were emptied in one movement, but Dr. Jolly sipped his orange-juice with a happy pre-occupied expression on his face. He was thinking about a new world, with new flora and fauna, and in particular, the riti-riti.


  Four men times ten days make forty man-days of increasing suspense. With the exception of Dr. Jolly, all of the crew were seasoned space-travelers, who had made both the Lunar and Martian trips on several occasions. Colby had spent six months on Mars supervising the erection of a giant radio transmitting station for interplanetary communication. McCabe, as a rocket engineer, had worked on most of the large freight ships operating on the Spaceways commercial routes. And as for Morgan—it was his boast that he had more space-hours to his credit than the other two had had dinners, which was, if anything, an understatement.


  The naturalist, however, had remained relatively earthbound throughout his life. His brilliant work on Martian life-forms had been carried out with the aid of imported specimens. His services had been commissioned on many occasions by the Spaceways Corporation, and by the Government, to perform some special research directly related to the problems of planetary colonization.


  Just prior to the Anthaar expedition, the Government had succeeded in persuading Dr. Jolly to journey to Mars to investigate a sudden fecundity of a certain species of poisonous reptile which was threatening to make the colonization of certain zones an extremely dangerous process. While the doctor was at Washington completing final arrangements, the news had been received of the landing on Venus of Anthaar, the first rocketship to attempt reconnaissance of that mysterious planet. Then, on the following day, the disaster—with the final hurried message from Captain Vernon Klein and the brief but disturbing mention of “riti-riti.”


  The Martian project had promptly been shelved, and the Spaceways Corporation, at the instigation of Washington, had immediately set about equipping a rescue ship. It was decided to ask Dr. Jolly to go to Venus instead of Mars, where his specialized knowledge of alien creatures might prove a vital factor in any attempt to rescue the crew of Anthaar.


  However, in his characteristic way, Dr. Jolly, on hearing that the Martian trip was off, had disappeared without trace. For two weeks the country was searched for him, State police and F.B.I. co-operating in a mammoth comb-out. He was finally located in a small bivouac tent on the edge of a forest in North Carolina, where he had been collecting specimens of a rather rare type of weevil. When told about the change of plans, and his appointment as naturalist to the Anthaar Rescue Mission, he remarked: “With pleasure, gentlemen, but first of all I must find two more specimens of the female Colanthus weevil for my collection.”


  Captain Morgan, who by nature did not suffer fools and naturalists gladly, was not at all pleased at the prospect of accepting Dr. Jolly as colleague and companion during the eight-week journey from Earth to Venus. So strongly did he feel about this that while in New York during the pre-take-off vacation, he decided to call in at the Spaceways building on Broadway, and protest in person to Carl Bressler.


  With customary candor he strode into the Technical Director’s office, and without preamble said: “Look here, Bressler. I don’t want Jolly on this trip. We can’t afford to carry passengers!”


  Bressler eyed him thoughtfully for a moment, then motioned him into a chair.


  “I realize how you feel, Morgan,” he replied, choosing his words carefully, “but this thing is bigger than you imagine. Dr. Jolly is no passenger. He may know little of the technicalities of spaceflight, but he’s got a vital job to Ho at the other end, none the less.”


  Morgan slapped his hand down on the table. “I don’t see it! This is a rescue mission, and we want strong-arm men with initiative—not an old fogey to tinker about with a microscope and a test-tube!”


  “It won’t be at all like that,” Bressler smiled. “You are underestimating the difficulties. Don’t forget that Captain Vernon Klein, and his men, Blake, Dougherty and Rankin, were all strong-arm men, and tough as they come. They were ready for any danger. Yet they succumbed, all four of them, with—it seems—hardly a struggle. And the only clue we have is a brief and very inadequate description of a small three-legged animal which by common consent seems to have been christened the “riti-riti.”


  “What happened to the Ant hoar men can happen to you too, unless we take steps to find out a little more about these animals, with their power of generating high-potential electricity. Obviously it wouldn’t lie any use if you, or McCabe, or Colby, got to work on a captured riti-riti, because you are men of physics, and probably wouldn’t know the head from the tail. The man we want must be a zoologist, with extensive experience of alien anatomy and physiology, who can discover exactly why the riti-riti were so successful in their attack against the crew of Anthaar, and so devise effective countermeasures, involving the minimum of bloodshed. After all, we don’t want to blast our way into a new planet with flame-guns and atomic bombs, do we?”


  Grudgingly Morgan was forced to concede the point, and the interview ended shortly after.


  Colby and McCabe, being married men (the latter having three children) spent the vacation at home. And Dr. Jolly carried on with various biological tasks, principally the making of hundreds of microtome sections of a mutant variety of lemon-fly to illustrate a paper he was to read at a forthcoming meeting of the American Branch of the International Zoological Society.


  Forty man-days of increasing suspense—that was what the vacation amounted to for all of them, in greater or lesser degree. Not because of any great fear or apprehension of the unknown danger awaiting them on the planet Venus, but a suspense born of an innate urge to get into action. The tension was increased by the realization that four friends had already disappeared, completely and probably irrevocably. The Zylex mission was like descending into a dark pit into which someone had vanished with only the ghost of a scream. Thinking about the drama got you nowhere; waiting was irksome; and the days dragged by with painful slowness. Action was the antidote for suspense: sudden and violent action on the rain-soaked ground of Venus.


  Probably Dr. Jolly was the least affected of the four. He was aware of certain vague forebodings, but these were swamped by a much more powerful feeling of curiosity regarding the riti-riti, and a genuine dread of the act of space-flight in itself, which, whenever he paused to think about it, produced in him a kind of vertigo. But he hid the happy knack of completely losing himself in his work, so that most of the time he was completely unaware of these unfamiliar sensations of mental and emotional stress, and, indeed, forgot about the Zylex mission altogether.


  On zero-day minus two, the four men reported to Carl Bressler at the Spaceways building as instructed. Specific orders concerning the amount of permissible personal baggage had already been issued, (the maximum being forty pounds per man), but Dr. Jolly arrived with due ceremony in a cab burdened with two large suitcases and a massive traveling trunk—a total freight of well over two hundred pounds.


  When Captain Morgan saw the doctor’s personal effects, he inquired wrathfully if he, Jolly, thought he was going on his honeymoon. Bressler, highly amused, explained the regulations about luggage to the naturalist, and so, reluctantly, Dr. Jolly opened his bags there and then in the director’s office, and jettisoned about four fifths of his belongings. Morgan looked on thunderstruck as a virtual library of books was unpacked, followed by a miniature laboratory of glassware, instruments and two microscopes, plus empty specimen boxes. There was also a chessboard with a set of chessmen, a pair of slippers, and two pyjama suits. The doctor selected those items which he considered essential (which included the slippers and chessmen in addition to scientific equipment).


  Later, all four men were packed into a coach and conveyed to the airport, where they were efficiently bundled into a plane bound for Detroit.


  At Spacedrome Two, some fifteen miles to the west of Detroit, Dr. Jolly saw for the first time the slender silver obelisk standing vertically erect on the far dispersal apron—the rocketship Zylex, destined to carry him through millions of miles of interstellar vacuum to an alien world. He noted the abstract beauty of its curving lines, but as he looked, his hand trembled slightly, and he felt suddenly old and frail. The other three had seen too many rockets to sense any emotional reaction. McCabe summed it up in two words—“Clean lines,” while Morgan added, more cynically, “Let’s hope it will have a clean record!”


  The two days before take-off were crammed with activity. There were innumerable ground-tests to be made, and Colby and McCabe went over the radio and atomic drive respectively with a fine-tooth comb. They didn’t miss a thing. Morgan, for his part, spent most of the time in the Spacedrome control tower, checking the navigational computations—a lengthy process involving intricate mathematics. Only Dr. Jolly had nothing to do. After he had looked over the interior of the rocket, and seen the confined space with the array of instruments, and four padded beds, which was to be their home for many weeks to come, there was nothing he could do. The others were extremely busy. He sensed that he was in the way, and kept clear of the rocket and control tower, passing the time by reading in the room assigned to him for temporary accommodation.


  At night, he slept badly. Once or twice he got out of bed and crossed to the window, where he could see the bright spot of light that was Venus, hanging low in the sky. Then his eyes fell to the distant dispersal apron, where a multitude of glittering lights indicated that work was continuing on Zylex throughout the night. He was tempted to dress, pack his bag, and clear out before it was too late; hut an inner stubborness stabilized his mind, and lie returned to bed feeling rather like the martyrs of old must have felt when they faced the lions.


  When take-off day finally arrived, no-one could have remained ignorant of the fact for long. Spacedrome Two became the focal point for dozens of vehicles. Carl Bressler and other officials of the Spaceways Corporation arrived during the morning, and soon familiar faces of government men from Washington were seen in the vicinity of the Control Tower. A mobile television unit turned up in the late afternoon, and soon cables and cameras were arranged within safe distance of the firing apron. Newsreels were represented, and government official photographers. There was no restriction on the public, but sightseers who had no official business were restricted to a roped-off zone near the Spacedrome perimeter, at a safe distance from the rocket. By early evening the drome was crowded, and the car-park full to capacity.


  One hour before take-off Carl Bressler called a press conference, at which he released details of the mission to reporters, correspondents, and radio commentators.


  At fifteen minutes to zero, Captain Morgan led the way into the locket, via the enormous gantry erected alongside. Through the eyes of the television cameras millions of people watched the four men as, one by one, they turned and waved before disappearing into the dark circle that was the air lock. All, that is, except Dr. Jolly, who simply hesitated on the threshold, half turned irresolutely, then, as if finally making up his mind, stepped in hurriedly without looking back.


  At zero minus five all four men were strapped in their positions on special gravity-cushions. Routine checks had been made. The pressure turbines were idling, filling the cabin with a subdued throb. Each man wore headphones for intercom. There was nothing to do but wait.


  At zero minus one the booster pumps started up with a sudden roar. There were sixty seconds to go. Morgan watched the instruments with a practiced eye. Colby appeared to be asleep. McCabe stared vacantly at the rivets in the superstructure above his head. Dr. Jolly could see nothing but a blur; his heart seemed to be racing madly. He had left off his spectacles in order to accommodate the padded earphones better, but there was something unnerving, almost horrifying, in not being able to see at a time like this.


  He half sat up, and fumbled in his pocket for his spectacles, removing the headphones with one hand. Morgan’s shout of warding was drowned by the thunder of the pumps. Carefully the doctor took his spectacles from their case and balanced them on his nose, then lay back on his cushion, omitting to replace the headphones.


  With all the power he could muster, Morgan yelled: “Take those glasses off or you’ll have them embedded in your face!” But Dr. Jolly didn’t hear a thing. Colby and McCabe were completely unaware of what was happening.


  With the master-clock hand at zero minus twenty seconds, Morgan frantically pressed the snap release on his safety straps, and flung himself off the cushion. Furiously he snatched the spectacles from Jolly’s eyes and threw them to the floor to the accompaniment of a choice selection of oaths that were obliterated by the rocket machinery. The doctor’s astonishment and indignation wilted before Morgan’s obvious rage.


  Then, with four seconds to go, Captain Morgan attempted to swing himself back onto his gravity cushion. He was up and on, when the rocket seemed to explode, and lurched violently. He slipped a little. The rocket shook and vibrated uncontrollably, but he hung on desperately, knowing what was in store for him if he let go. A. relentless force seemed to suck and drag him downwards, a force that increased as every second passed by, the force of mounting acceleration. Then, after what seemed to be an era of agony, his muscles succumbed; he slipped from the cushion and crashed heavily to the floor.


  Acceleration held them all in its paralyzing grip. Colby, McCabe, and Dr. Jolly blacked-out safely on the resilient pads of the gravity cushions. But Captain Morgan lay unconscious and curiously contorted—there was blood on his face and uniform.


  The moment the fuel reached cut-off and the atomic-drive jets ceased firing, acceleration dropped instantly to zero. The noise and the throbbing ceased, and the cabin was filled with the intense silence of interplanetary space. Slowly consciousness seeped back into the brains of the three reclining men. McCabe was haunted by an urgent memory—the picture of Morgan snatching Dr. Jolly’s spectacles and the tragedy of the strong and powerful Morgan being crushed like a baby against the steel flooring.


  He released the safety straps, and cautiously pushed himself down, fighting grimly against the nausea that always overcame him when waking into the no-gravity conditions of free-fall. Holding the handrails, he pulled himself over to Dr. Jolly, and shook him viciously with one arm, shouting: “You goddam murdering fool!” Then he lowered himself to the floor, and carefully examined Morgan’s inert body. He was in bad shape, but still breathing. One knee had been trapped under his chest, and there was every indication of a serious fracture of the ribs. In addition there was an ugly darkening bruise on one side of his face, and blood trickled from his mouth due to a laceration of the tongue.


  Colby came down, thunderstruck. He had seen nothing of the incident, but McCabe explained vividly in a few words.


  Then, a few seconds later the Doctor joined them, obviously unaccustomed to moving in zero gravity, but full of concern for Morgan, and not understanding what had happened.


  McCabe pushed him roughly away, then he and Colby gently lifted Morgan on to his bunk, and set about administering first-aid.


  Dr. Jolly said: “I don’t understand. What have I done? What happened to poor Captain Morgan?”


  “You very near killed him,” Colby snapped.


  “But why—I don’t understand . . .


  “In trying to. save your goddam eyes from damage by your glasses he got trapped by g’ at take-off. That’s why.”


  Dr. Jolly wrung his hands in distress. “But couldn’t he have postponed the take-off—just a little. . . .?”


  “Don’t talk stupid—the jets fire automatically.”


  “The point is, what happens now?” McCabe asked. “We’re in space without a pilot. Morgan needs hospital treatment.”


  “I’ll contact Control on the R/T,” said Colby, swinging himself across to the radio panel.


  Dr. Jolly shuffled forward and said quietly: “Look here, McCabe . . . I’m dreadfully sorry. Really I had no idea . . .”


  McCabe turned on him savagely and shouted: “Get out of my sight, you imbecile, before I brain you . . . He raised his fist threateningly.


  Jolly retired wearily to his bunk. As an afterthought, he fumbled around the floor for his spectacles and eventually found them—a pair of empty frames. The lenses lay shattered into a myriad fragments. He was not slow to appreciate the irony of the situation. He had brought with him more than enough scientific apparatus and instruments; yet for the one vital accessory—his spectacles—he had no spares. He was virtually crippled.


  With shoulders drooping even more wearily, he lay down on his bunk and closed his eyes, holding the useless spectacle-frame in his limp hand.


  There was a long delay of nearly three hours in contacting Control at Spacedrome Two by radio, due to transmitter trouble. Colby could tune up a weak carrier, but there was no trace of modulation. The voice of Control came through loud and dear at intervals with the same standard formula. “Control calling Zylex—Are you receiving?—Over.” But Colby was unable to reply.


  In exasperation he donned his pressure-suit, took the tool-kit and some likely spares, then let himself into the radio tank through a small airlock. The tank was so called because of its shape. It was simply a large metallic cubicle, in which all of the radio and radar equipment was installed (the apparatus being remotely controlled from the operator’s panel in the cabin). The tank had outlet vents through the hull of the ship through which die air escaped once die rocket had ascended above the atmosphere, the object of this being to provide an environment of vacuum in which large transmitting tubes could function efficiently without glass or metal envelopes. In this way radio techniques in airless space were revolutionized. It became possible to employ large unsealed tubes consisting solely of metal electrode structures, and for the first time parts of a tube could be replaced, if necessary. In addition, for ultra high frequency operation, tube electrode assemblies could be made an integral part the microwave “plumbing,” the waveguides, cavity resonators, and tube assemblies forming one single metallic structure of high efficiency and power.


  It took Colby two hours to localize the fault—a fractured electrode in a modulator tube. In addition there was a loss of aerial power due to corona discharge from a badly welded antenna coupling loop. Once these two faults were cleared, the transmitter functioned normally, and contact with Earth was established.


  By this time Morgan had recovered consciousness. Though in considerable pain, he made no comment about the accident, nor did he refer to Dr. Jolly, who had fallen asleep from sheer mental exhaustion. He talked quietly to McCabe while Colby called Control, then, having made contact, reported the incident, without laying undue stress on Dr. Jolly’s part in the proceedings.


  Control was non-commital, but said that the matter would be referred to Carl Bressler, who had returned to New York. His instructions would be relayed later. Then followed an exchange of routine technical information, and the transmission was over. McCabe said—“I wonder what Bressler will do?”


  Captain Morgan growled. “There’s nothing, he can do. I’m the captain of this ship, and I make the decisions.”


  “Candidly I think he’ll recall us,” Colby observed. “You need hospital treatment, Morgan. Apart from which I think we shall be justified in leaving Dr. Jolly out of the trip—he’s unlucky.”


  “Stuff and nonsense,” roared Morgan. “This isn’t the first time I’ve flown a ship with a couple of cracked ribs. And as for Jolly, he’s a fool, that’s all. Not unlucky, just a fool. But by Jove, I’ll make a space-man out of him if it’s the last thing I do.”


  McCabe and Colby stared incredulously. In Morgan’s tone there was no hint of vindictiveness or contempt for the naturalist who had been directly (if inadvertently) responsible for his injuries—only a brusque and rather good-natured bad temper. They suddenly became aware of a new facet of the Captain’s mercurial character—that in spite of his frequent rages, he was too big a man to hate anyone for their weaknesses.


  A little more than an hour later. Control came on the air again with the anticipated reply from Carl Bressler. Control said: “Hello Zylex. Message from. Carl Bressler, Technical Director of Spaceways Corporation, follows. Time of origin—twenty-three fifty-four. Return to base. Repeat. Return to base. Ambulance will be standing by. Is that understood? Over.”


  Colby looked questioningly at Morgan, who said, without evident emotion “Return to fiddlesticks! Tell Control we re going on with the mission—Captain’s orders.”


  “But . . .”


  “Do as I say.”


  Colby shrugged his shoulders resignedly. He pressed the transmit key, and spoke into the microphone. “Zylex to Control. Message received and understood, but Captain Morgan thinks we shall be able to . . .”


  “I don’t think. I give orders!” roared Morgan, with unconscious humor.


  Colby broke off and started again. “Captain Morgan’s orders are that we go on with the mission. Over.”


  “That’s better,” muttered the Captain.


  The voice of Control came through again. “Calling Zylex. Control calling Zylex. I repeat the instructions of Carl Bressler. Return to base. Return to base. You must comply without fail. Return to base. Over.”


  “What does he think this is—baseball?” snapped Morgan. “Repeat my orders, then dose down. I don’t propose to argue all night. I’m tired.”


  Colby pressed the key. “Zylex to Control. Cannot comply. Captain Morgan’s orders are to proceed with mission. Over and out.”


  He thumbed the master-switch, and the apparatus went dead. McCabe turned over on his bunk. “There’ll be a helluva row about this,” he said. “You’re a sick man, Morgan, and Bressler’s doing the right thing. Naturally we’ll tag along and do whatever you say, but . . .”


  “You’ll have to tag along,” Morgan replied flatly, “Or else bail out!”


  Space travel is very much a routine business. A rocket requires little navigating between take-off and landing, the course being an elliptical orbit pre-determined on the ground before launching. Apart from minor corrections—a matter of firing the small torque jets located around the hull—it can be safely left to its own devices.


  Colby was the busiest of the four men, carrying out radio contacts with Control every three hours, apart from sleeping periods. Bressler had accepted the inevitable, and had soon ceased to attempt to persuade Captain Morgan to return to Earth. Morgan was, in fact, almost completely out of action. His chest swathed in yards of plaster (the entire contents of the first-aid kit), he was virtually confined to his bunk. The enforced idleness did not suit his temperament, but he knew that in order to be fit in eight weeks—the deadline for landing on Venus—he would have to rest, and allow the fractured ribs to set. Dr. Jolly, employing his detailed knowledge of bone structure and anatomy, had done a good job with the plaster strapping, and this had broken the ice a little between the two men.


  Jolly was, however, consistently miserable and forlorn, He was only too well aware of his own inadequacy as a member of the crew. Apart from performing small tasks for Morgan, he was quite useless. The loss of his spectacles (for which the Captain had never apologized) was a great blow to him. He couldn’t read nor write. He was unable to focus his eyes on objects near at hand. But at long distance his vision was normal, so that he spent much time gazing through the thick glass observation ports, studying the vast globe of Earth gradually receding into the jet-black silver-peppered black-cloth of space. Occasionally he passed the time by playing chess with himself, frowning and peering at the little wooden men in earnest concentration. He wore his slippers all the time. The others used the metal-soled magnetic boots to facilitate movement about the ship, but Dr. Jolly didn’t move around very much, and preferred the warmth and comfort of his slippers with their thick crepe soles.


  McCabe, as flight engineer, had a big task to perform;—nothing less than a complete overhaul of the atomic drive and rocket jets.


  Working in a pressurized anti-radiation suit, sometimes inside the ship, sometimes outside—linked to the hull by a safety line—he had to strip and renew the special heat-resisting lining of the firing chambers and jets. The maximum life of this lining was only eight minutes, just a little more than the total firing period during normal high-g take-off from Earth. A similar overhaul would have to be carried out on the return journey from Venus. It was one of the many arduous routine tasks that go to make up the technique of space-flight.


  Towards the end, time dragged enormously. Even conversation seemed to wear itself out, and the men talked less and thought more. Only Morgan seemed to grow more cheerful as the pain in his chest eased, and the stiffness slowly disappeared. At the end of the sixth week he was able to move around the cabin, and was optimistically looking forward to the landing on Venus, when he would be able to get out of the ship on to solid ground once more.


  Venus was soon a large ball in the forward observation port, a white mysterious ball enshrouded in cloud. Towards the end of the seventh week Morgan, with evident delight, took his seat at the pilot’s control panel, and in accordance with a carefully computed plan, fired the torque jets that would swing the rocketship round in its line of flight so that the nose faced Earth and the tail pointed to the destination Venus. Once this was accomplished, a brighter, more cheerful spirit seemed to descend upon the cabin. Zylex was reversed—tail down—ready for the final act of deceleration and settling on the surface of the new planet. It symbolized the end of the journey and of the interminable waiting in the confined space of the cabin. Even Dr. Jolly’s shoulders drooped a little less—his jaded interest in the enigma of the riti-riti began to be stimulated once more.


  There remained one more important task before landing—the location of the rocketship Anthaar standing vertically somewhere on the vast spherical surface of Venus. It would have been like searching for a needle in the proverbial haystack—but for radar. Every rocketcraft, before being issued with a certificate of space-worthiness (without which take-off was not permitted) had to carry a small reflex beacon. This was simply a compact radar transceiver, capable of more than a year’s continuous operation from self-contained batteries. It remained idle until it picked up radar pulse signals from the search equipment of another ship. The incoming signals energized the transciever, causing it to radiate a series of coded pulses, giving the identity of the owner ship, and providing a signal on which the searching ship could effectively “home.” The reflex beacon was essentially an emergency device, and had saved the lives of many space-crews who, for one reason or another, had been stranded in space in a powerless rocketship.


  Some thirty hours before the estimated time of landing, Colby settled down in front of his control panel, and carried out a careful radar sweep of the rapidly approaching Venusian surface. In nine minutes flat, tiny patterned blips appeared on the radar screen before him, and a few seconds’ scrutiny sufficed to confirm that they were indeed pulses from the reflex beacon of the rocketship Anthaar. The plan-position indicator screen showed that the signals were coming from the north-east sector of the planet, and subsequent checks during the next few hours enabled the approximate position of Anthaar at the time of landing to be predicted. On the basis of this information, Captain Morgan made two small corrections to the course of Zylex, in order to secure a touch-down reasonably close to the target of their mission.


  And then, finally, after eight weeks of increasing monotony, the landing. In every respect it was a reversal of the launching. The tuned and tested rocket-jets, idle for so many weeks, roared into vibrant life, shaking the ship into violent deceleration. Once more the four men suffered the unpleasant physiological effects of high ‘g’ and, strapped on to their gravity cushions, blacked out under die stress. The great ship kicked back at the planet to which it was falling, kicked more and more under the sensitive control of robot apparatus, slowing down the rate of approach, until, as deceleration fell, Morgan recovered consciousness and was able to take over the controls again.


  Hands taut, eyes keenly scanning instruments and flickering screens, he brought Zylex down. They were falling through atmosphere now, for the sky through the observation ports was no longer jet-black, but was purple in shade, gradually brightening into a deep cerulean blue. Then down into the cloud banks they fell. Visibility dropped to zero. There was nothing to be seen but fog—white at first, but gradually shading off into gray as less light filtered through.


  The rockets were thundering more heavily now, and there was considerable turbulence in the surrounding atmosphere as Zylex tore through it. It was definitely an instrument landing. Morgan, tensely watched by his colleagues from their bunks, fired the final rocket bursts as tire instruments indicated hard level ground beneath. The altimeter quivered above zero, then suddenly was still. The rockets ceased. There was complete silence in the cabin, broken only by a metallic creacking as the rocket swayed gently on the flats of the stabilizing fins.


  The landing was successful; the journey was over; and Captain Morgan rose to accept the customary handshakes and congratulations of his crew—a small ceremony that had become traditional in the Spaceways in recognition of the high degree of skill required to bring a spaceship safely to the ground.


  Looking through the observation ports they were surprised to find Risibility reasonably good. Heavy cloudbanks hung over the panorama, but there was no mist or rain to blur the vision. The ship appeared to be on a small plateau of smooth gray rock that might have been of volcanic origin. Beyond, stretching to a forbidding semicircle of dark jagged mountains, was a veritable jungle of multicolored vegetation. Nothing grew very tall, but foliage colors were bright and almost luminous in effect, with yellows and orange hues predominating. Dr. Jolly afterwards explained that the perpetual cloud was probably responsible for stunted growth, while heavy rainfall accounted for sheer fecundity. The landscape was reminiscent of an impressionist work of art. It had the same unreal and dreamlike quality, pervaded by the half-light that filtered through the dense gray clouds.


  The radar instruments fixed the position of Anthaar as less than half a mile distant, towards the south. McCabe was the first to detect the slim silver cigar shape protruding above intervening undergrowth. The rocket looked deserted. Nowhere was there arty sign of life, or of recent activity.


  Within five minutes of landing. Dr. Jolly had gathered together his specimen boxes and a selection of instruments, and was preparing to make his first excursion into the Venusian shrubbery. Morgan, catching sight of this activity, inquired: “What do you think you’re doing, Doctor?”


  The naturalist beamed. “I don’t wish to waste any time,” he explained. “I’ll just slip outside for an hour or so while you gentlemen are doing whatever you have to do. I want to gather as many specimens as I can—and riti-riti, if possible.”


  Morgan gave vent to a roar of laughter, which was echoed by Colby and McCabe.


  “Did I say something wrong . . .” asked Dr. Jolly.


  “Do you ever say anything right?” Morgan countered. “Think again, doctor. This is an alien world, with unknown dangers all around. Do you suppose I would let you stick your neck out without first making a thorough reconnaisance?”


  “I don’t see why not.”


  “Well I do! You will stay in the ship, and we shall bring specimens to you for examination. Under no circumstances are you to leave this ship. Those are my orders. Do you understand?”


  Dr. Jolly flushed crimson. “No, I do not understand. And I resent being treated like a small boy, Captain Morgan. I have my duty to perform, just the same as you. I am going out, whatever you say.”


  Morgan said quietly: “If you attempt to leave this ship I shall have! you tied to your hunk. Is that clear?”


  Jolly held his gaze defiantly for a moment, then said: “Very well.


  I obey your orders under protest.” He turned disconsolately and lay down on his bunk, clenching his fists with frustration.


  Morgan turned to McCabe. “You and I will make the first I sortie,” he stated. “We’ll need oxygen masks, and flame-guns.”


  “Just a moment, chief,” said McCabe. “Don’t you think it would be better if Colby and I went out first. You’re still an invalid—or at any rate, convalescent—and you can’t afford to take chances. How are your ribs going to stand up to a rough-house.”


  For a fraction of a second Morgan looked as though he were about to explode, but suddenly he relaxed and shrugged his shoulders. “That makes sense,” lie conceded. “Okay. You and Colby can go. But don’t take any risks. Just look around—locally. Keep away from Anthaar for the present. Be alert for any signs of animal life. Get back here in half an hour, and don’t wander out of sight of the ship. And—I nearly forget—bring back a few specimens to I amuse the doctor.”


  “Specimens of what?” McCabe queried.


  “It really won’t matter,” said Morgan. “He can’t see a durned thing without his glasses.”


  The three men laughed, and Dr. Jolly, laying with closed eyes on his bunk, flinched a little, but made no comment.


  After Colby and McCabe had left, Captain Morgan watched I them for a few minutes from the observation port. They walked slowly across the hard damp ground of the plateau and disappeared down the declivity at its edge, only to reappear a minute or two later among the massed vegetation of the valley. Here progress was more difficult. Rubbery branches and tendrils were intertwined to form an almost impenetrable thicket There were plants resembling cacti in form, with long sharp spines that tore at their uniforms. A curious bird with transparent wings rose vertically from a brilliant yellow shrub immediately ahead, ascending swiftly until it vanished in the low-lying cloud. And here and there something unseen scurried in the undergrowth at the sound of their approach.


  Colby picked up a small shiny green beetle from a crimson leaf—a pleasing contrast in color. “Do you know what,” he said. We forgot to bring a specimen box. Otherwise I’d take this fellow back to keep the doctor happy.”


  “There’ll be plenty of time for that,” McCabe replied.


  “Why do you suppose Morgan confined him to the ship?”


  McCabe grinned. “Obviously so that the old buzzard won’t get himself lost. Besides, what use would he be against a hostile animal say a riti-riti?”


  “Well, he is a naturalist,” Colby pointed out. “He may even do better than us so far as dealing with strange animals is concerned.”


  “Not without his glasses! He wouldn’t. . . .” McCabe broke off Suddenly as a faint grating sound impinged upon his ears—the noise of a rusty gate creaking slowly—riti . . . riti. . . .


  They looked at each other meaningly. Colby withdrew the flame-gun from his belt. It was comforting to feel its cold clean lines in the palm of his hand.


  The sound came again . . . riti-riti.


  “How’s your insulation?” Colby jested.


  McCabe frowned. “I don’t think it would stand up to too many kilovolts right now.”


  “It certainly wouldn’t in those boots,” said Colby.


  McCabe looked down at his feet, then regarded his companion questioningly.


  “A fine radio man I am!” Colby announced with a cynical laugh. “We’re both still wearing the metal-soled magnetic boots. Why didn’t I think of that before! Those metal soles are a perfect ground contact, especially with the soil being continually moist through constant rain. That is probably the reason why Vernon Klein and the Anthaar men were so easily overcome by the riti-riti—had their feet been insulated they would undoubtedly have been, able to withstand the voltage shocks they received. What we need, and haven’t got, is rubber boots—and the thicker the soles the better!”


  McCabe whistled in astonishment.


  “But ordinary leather shoes will do,” Colby continued. “They will afford some protection. Let’s go back and change our footwear before it’s too late. I may even be able to find some spare rubber sheet to improvise soles . . .


  They turned round to return to Zylex, and found themselves face to face with three curious animals. Standing some three feet high, they resembled small rotund barrels supported on three flexible sinewy legs. In the centre of the upper barrel was a deep circular cavity in which something gleamed—like a hidden eye. A number of small tentacles dangled from the lower rim like fronds, writhing in constant motion. Set atop of the whole animal, in the dead centre of the barrel, was a short silvery antenna—in every way similar to a miniature radio whip-antenna. It was impossible to tell whether this accessory was part of the animal or not; there was no obvious junction or attachment. All creatures were identical in size, form, and color—a deep coppery bronze.


  “Riti-riti . . . riti-riti,” said the centre of the three. There was no mouth—the sound seemed to radiate from the barrel-shaped head portion.


  Colby raised his gun slowly, with unwavering hand.


  Immediately the three creatures tip-toed softly backwards as though impelled by a single impulse. They retreated about five yards, then stopped, and once more came the sound “riti-riti.”


  “That scared ’em,” remarked Colby, completely unconvinced.


  There was a gentle rustling among the vegetation, and more bronze barrels appeared. Colby did a quick count, and made it eight—but even as he was counting, more riti-riti appeared, until, in the space of a few seconds, they were surrounded by a score or more of the creatures.


  “These things work fast,” McCabe muttered grimly. “I don’t like it—let’s get out of here.” He drew his own flame-gun, and stepped forward warily.


  Instantly a tremendous clamor arose—a chorus of “riti-riti’s” superimposed, resembling the noise of some huge antiquated and rusty machine. The riti-riti began to close in . . . slowly . . . menacingly.


  Colby hesitated no longer, but squeezed the trigger of his flame-gun. A crimson pencil of light streaked from the muzzle and splashed into brilliant irridescence on the nearest bronze barrel. The thing should have melted there and then, in a shapeless mass of smoking fused protoplasm, but nothing happened. It came straight on into the heat beam. The bronze barrel glowed, became orange and then white. Only then did the rubbery legs falter and wilt, and the first of the riti-riti slithered on to the ground, dead, but still is intact.


  Colby couldn’t believe his eyes. He realized immediately that their position was hopeless, for if it took so long and so much concentrated heat to out one of the creatures out of action, then there was no hope of fighting them all. They were as tough as a heavily armored warship.


  Then they got McCabe. One of the riti-riti leaped at him from the flank. There was a multitude of blue sparks and flashes as the barrel touched McCabe’s arm. Before Colby’s horrified gaze, McCabe it went down like a felled tree—his mouth open in silent stupefaction. He lay still, as though paralyzed. The riti-riti swarmed about him. A fraction of a second later Colby was down too. He knew nothing about it. A terrific tearing shock ripped his consciousness out of his body, and he was aware of nothing more.


  A myriad small trembling tentacles picked up the two men, and, to the accompaniment of triumphant creaking sounds, the riti-riti carried their victims away into the Venusian undergrowth.


  After Captain Morgan had witnessed the departure of Colby and McCabe, he turned and eyed Dr. Jolly thoughtfully. The naturalist was still lying on his bunk, his eyes closed, his expression very melancholy. Morgan’s face was inscrutable. There was no emotion B of any kind visible in his eyes.


  “Dr. Jolly,” he called, after awhile.


  The doctor stirred, and opened his eyes. “Yes?” he queried sulkily.


  Morgan said: “As this is the first time we have been alone together since the mission started,-there arc one or two things I wish to say to you—if you are prepared to listen, of course.”


  There was something in Morgan’s tone that caused the naturalist to sit up and look at the other in some surprise.


  “I’m always willing to listen,” he replied. I’m not an unreasonable man.”


  “Ah! . . . but I am.” Morgan smiled—an unusual event, for normally he scowled, or guffawed noisily.


  “I’m bound to agree,” said the doctor.


  “I have to be unreasonable,” Morgan continued. “A man of. my calling and reputation has to have violent dislikes—and equally violent likes. Responsibility brings out the iron in a man.”


  “Possibly,” ventured Jolly, wondering what all this was leading up to.


  “Yet when I broke a few ribs because of your stupidity—did I rave and shout at you and call you filthy names?”


  “No—I’ll admit you didn’t. But I didn’t know about the spectacles—it wasn’t my fault . . .


  “Who said it was?”


  “The others seemed to think so.”


  “Colby and McCabe . . . yes, I daresay. But if you’re wise you don’t pay too much attention to what they think. I’m the boss of this outfit.”


  “We know that only too well.”


  “And I’m a good boss, because I tolerate no nonsense. Things are done my way, because I know what’s best.”


  “If you say so . . .


  “I was the first man to pilot a commercial ship to the moon. I’ve spent more years in space than any man alive. I know space inside out and backwards. I’ve been a spaceman for thirty five years. I’m fifty-seven now. Do I look it?”


  Dr. Jolly shook his head. “No. You don’t look more than forty.” Morgan smiled again. “I should have retired two years ago. But I didn’t want to, and they wouldn’t let me. Do you know why?”


  “Yes,” said the doctor, “because you are the best spaceman in the world!” There was a hint of irony in his voice, but Morgan missed it.


  “You’re dead right. I’m the best spaceman alive. I’ve had more experience than anyone. Another man mightn’t have survived that g-crush, but I rode it easily.”


  “G-crush. . . .?”


  “Yes—gravity crush—when I was pinned down by acceleration at take-off. That could burst a guy’s heart.”


  “But not yours, of course . . .?”


  “No. I can ride it.”


  “Captain Morgan,” asked Jolly, determined to get to the point. “Why are you telling me all this.”


  Morgan hesitated. For a moment Jolly could have sworn that a flush of embarrassment suffused his face. Then he said, quietly:


  “Well, the point is this. . . . I want you to realize that the orders I give and the attitudes I take are based on experience and space-sense, not prejudice. I’m a hard man, perhaps, but I work according to rules. My own rules. I don’t hate you, Doctor, and I don’t like you particularly. You’re not my kind of man. But I admit your ability. I’m not getting in the way of your line of duty. You’ll have your chance. But at present you must accept my authority, and permit me to organize things my way, without question.”


  “I understand,” said Jolly.


  “And one other thing. . . . I—er—r-I want to say . . . ought to have said long ago . . . how sorry I am about breaking your glasses, but wasn’t intentional, believe me. I was in a flat panic, and racing against time. I just want . . .”


  Morgan broke off in some confusion, then, returning to his normal abrupt and official manner, said: “And now I have some work to do, so I’ll leave you to continue your nap.” He hustled over to the control .panel, and started flipping switches and inspecting meters, as though completely unaware that such a person as Dr. Jolly ever existed, g-“Thank you,” breathed the naturalist, his eyes shining. “Thank you. Captain Morgan.” He rolled back on to his bunk, no longer melancholy, vaguely happy for the first time in eight weeks.


  When four hours passed by with no sign of Colby and McCabe, Captain Morgan began to feel worried, and said so in his usual aggressive manner. “If those two brainless idiots have gone and gotten themselves killed or kidnapped by the riti-riti, then we’re sunk. I can’t return to Earth without them, and we wouldn’t have a snowflake’s chance in hell of getting them back alive!


  Dr. Jolly grunted thoughtfully, for he too was worried, though he didn’t say so. The disappearance of the two men had altered the entire complexion of things. Something had certainly gone amiss, for they would not have remained out four hours. Twice Morgan had tried to establish radio communication with Control on Earth, but reception conditions were extremely bad, and only a faint carrier hiss could be detected, with no trace of modulation. It needed the practiced hand of Colby to drag in the greatly attenuated signals the home planet.


  Morgan and Jolly had spent most of their time gazing out of the observation ports, watching eagerly for the first sign of the returning explorers. At irregular intervals a number of small rodentlike animals had scurried among the rocks of the plateau. Then a gorgeous gold-and-green winged creature, resembling an enormous dragon-fly, had actually settled for a moment on the outside glass of one of the observation ports. In great excitement the naturalist had rushed to his bunk in search of a magnifying glass to assist his blurred vision; but when he returned the creature had gone.


  There had been riti-riti too. At first only one appeared, advancing cautiously over the southern rim of the plateau. Jolly could see quite clearly at that distance, and immediately identified the creature from Vernon Klein’s final brief radio report.


  The lone riti-riti had advanced to within ten yards of Zylex, and appeared to be studying the ship intently through the single recessed eye set in the black central hole. Then, uttering a characteristic cry . . . the sound “riti-riti,” the creature had returned to the valley from which it had come.


  From that moment on numerous riti-riti visited the plateau, all evidently keen to see the new rocketship that had arrived on their planet—but they did not approach too near.


  Dr. Jolly scrutinized the riti-riti with considerable interest. Judged by terrestrial standards, they certainly looked harmless enough—no tusks, no claws or sharp teeth—nothing ferocious that the eye could see. But there was that small silver antenna on top of the barrel-shaped head, with its threat of dangerously high voltage.


  As time went on the number of riti-riti increased, and they waited around longer, herded together, until there were more than twenty standing watching the ship with blank curiosity. Suddenly, unexpectedly, something seemed to click in Dr. Jolly’s brain. He peered fiercely at the group of alien animals, seething with suppressed excitement. “Captain Morgan!” he cried.


  Morgan wandered over somewhat disconsolately, looking very tired. “Yes, doctor, what is it?” he asked.


  The naturalist pointed to the distant riti-riti. “Tell me something Captain. . . . I can’t see them too well, and I would like your opinion. Are they all the same?”


  Morgan looked at him querulously. “Of course they are—what d’you expect—Noah’s Ark?”


  At this the doctor became suddenly formal and dignified; the naturalist on home ground.


  “That wasn’t quite what I meant, Captain. However, let me put it this way. Would you say that the riti-riti out there are identical in every respect?”


  Morgan regarded the doctor skeptically for a moment, and then studied the group of tripeds on the plateau outside. After awhile he replied—“Yes, they are identical. So what?”


  The naturalist was obviously delighted. “I thought so,” he said, with evident satisfaction. “Now, Captain, doesn’t that strike you as very peculiar?”


  “No, it doesn’t!”


  “But look at the vegetation in the valley—-all shapes and sizes and colors. Even shrubs of the same species—for instance those yellow ones over there—vary enormously in form.”


  “Well—?”


  “Nature obviously functions much the same as on Earth—or Mars, for that matter. The principle of diversity and mutation—universal evolution. No two animals arc exactly identical—not even among the protozoa and simpler life-forms. Supposing there were a herd of elephants out there on the plateau . . . wouldn’t you be surprised to find that they were all exactly similar in size, shape and color?”


  Morgan stood with his hands on his hips staring blankly at the naturalist. “Okay,” he said, a little too affably, “let’s say I’d be surprised. But those things out there aren’t elephants. They’re riti-riti!”


  “Quite,” said Dr. Jolly, beaming. “And they’re all identical!”


  Slowly Morgan stroked his chin, studying the naturalist’s face with assumed patience. “Look, doctor,” he appealed at length, “you may think you’re on to something, but candidly, I don’t get it. Why shouldn’t they all be identical?”


  “Exactly! Why shouldn’t they all be identical? Why shouldn’t all cats, and dogs, and birds, and monkeys be identical? Because nature doesn’t work that way. No two animals in the universe are identical.”


  “All right. Then you tell me. Why do all those riti-riti lo-ok as though they came off the same assembly line?”


  The doctor smiled. “Yes, I’ll tell you. The riti-riti don’t conform to the laws of nature because they aren’t natural. They look as though they came off the same assembly line because in fact that is just what they did. They’re not animals—they’re machines! Robots!”


  The doctor stepped bade with the satisfied air of a college professor who has just elucidated a difficult theorem and written QED on the blackboard. Morgan was speechless for a second, then recovered his composure and snapped: “You’re crazy! You haven’t examined a riti-riti—you haven’t opened one up—you can’t even see them properly. Yet you say they’re machines! They don’t look like any machine I ever saw, and they don’t act like machines. You’re crazy, doc!”


  Dr. Jolly replied: “I admit that my reasons may not seem wholly conclusive to you, Captain, since the evidence is, in a sense, circumstantial. But circumstantial evidence is accepted in a court of law. It can hang a man, for example. There is the incontrovertible fact that the riti-riti are identical in form. Then they have this curious electrical property—thousands of volts, we have been told—which is unique in the whole known animal kingdom. Some animals can produce relatively small electrical charges by physio-chemical means—certain eels, for example—but they do not posses radio antennae. I suggest to you that the electrical charge carried in the body of these riti-riti is picked up by the small antenna they posses, and is not primarily a protective or aggressive device, but the energizing electrical supply which enables their mechanism to function. They pick up this radiated power in the same way as a wireless receiver picks up signals. You see what that implies, don’t you, Captain?”


  “I see nothing.”


  “It implies one or more powerful transmitters. I’m not a radio man, but even I can appreciate that. And if there are transmitters, then they must have been designed, and must be operated, by intelligent life-forms. Venus has a superior life-form capable of utilizing and manufacturing robots energized by radiated electrical power. Do you follow me?”


  Either Morgan did not follow, or else he was unwilling to. He was essentially a practical man, with a practical outlook on life. Instinctively he was suspicious of any intricate theoretical structure based on a few doubtful facts. He looked out of the observation port again at the riti-riti. They seemed a little nearer to the ship, and sure enough, they looked as though they had all come off the same assembly line. But they did not look like robots; he was quite positive about that.


  “All right, Dr. Jolly,” he announced after some deliberation. “You say they’re robots. I say you’re crazy. We’ll find out for certain. I’ll go and get you a riti-riti, then you can take it apart and find out what makes it tick.”


  “You mean . . .?”


  “I’m going out on to the plateau to get a riti-riti.”


  “No—Captain, you must not. . . .”


  Morgan dismissed the naturalist’s protest with a wave of his hand. “It’s the only way,” he stated flatly. “It’s not even a question of whether you’re right or I’m right. The point is that we are the only two left. Colby and McCabe have gone, so it’s up to us to do something. We daren’t do a thing until we know more about these riti-riti, so you see, I just have to go out there and bring H back one of those walking barrels. It’s our only chance.” It was obvious to the naturalist that Morgan had made up his mind. I and nothing could cause him to change it.


  The Captain slipped a flame-gun into his uniform pocket, and strapped a compact oxygen feed kit on his back. Then, with a nonchalant wave of his hand, he disappeared into the air-lock, and was gone.


  Dr. Jolly stared morosely out of the observation port. After a minute or so, Morgan appeared on the plateau immediately below, walking slowly and warily towards the group of riti-riti, his flame-gun held at the ready. His object was to cut off one animal from the herd, kill it, and drag it back to Zylex.


  As he advanced, the creatures in the centre of the group retreated slowly, so that Morgan found himself walking into a semi-circle of silent riti-riti. He proceeded cautiously, conscious of an instinctive sinister riffling sensation down his spine.


  He stopped and turned suddenly to his right, singled out the animal on the extreme right, and fired. A crimson pencil of heat Streaked out from the gun with geometrical precision, striking the centre of the bronze barrel just above the eye-cavity, bursting at the point of contact into a dazzling nucleus of incandescence. But the riti-riti shuffled forward into the heat ray.


  Morgan was startled beyond measure. This was something without parallel in his experience. He was suddenly aware that the whole mob of alien creatures was advancing on him, encircling him. They were no longer silent, but uttered the strange creaking sounds from which their name had been derived. “Riti-riti . . . rid . . . rid.”


  He swung the flame-gun, and sprayed a dozen or more in a wide arc, but the weapon was ineffective. They didn’t pause or hesitate—but came on with deliberate purpose. Morgan searched wildly for an avenue of escape . . . but there was none.


  As the nearest of the riti-riti came within range, he kicked out mightily with his foot, a blow that sent the animal spinning through the air to bowl over half-a-dozen others. But he knew no more. At the moment of contact his foot became outlined in blue fire. Thought and feeling were swept away in a paralyzing shock. He fell heavily to the ground.


  And Dr. Jolly, watching the one-sided battle from Zylex, was in a state bordering on panic. He stood there helplessly as the riti-riti picked up the Captain’s limp body and carried it away towards the rainbow undergrowth of the valley. For several minutes he was petrified—incapable of thought or action.


  Then abruptly he was consumed with rage and a vicious hatred of the alien creatures that had left him a sole survivor in a space-ship which he couldn’t navigate. He hesitated no longer, but rushed through the air-lock, attired as he was in jacket, and slippers, without oxygen-mask or flame-gun, and flung himself energetically down the metal ladder which connected the ship with the plateau.


  The air on the plateau was hot and humid, and heavy with aromatic perfume drifting up from the valley. Before he had taken three steps Dr. Jolly was gasping for breath. He realized vaguely that the oxygen content was very low, and carbon-dioxide was present in poisonous quantities, and that he should have donned an oxygen-mask; but there was no time to go back. He pressed on, dropping to a walking pace, fighting back the almost overpowering feeling of suffocation. The riti-riti had disappeared over the edge of the plateau, and were well ahead.


  After a few minutes he seemed to gain a second wind, for breathing came easier, and the symptoms of distress were largely alleviated. He hurried on at faster pace. Here was the edge of the plateau, and the steep declivity dropping into the colorful miniature jungle of strange plants and shrubs. He plunged into the vegetation, following the worn trail taken by the riti-riti.


  By this time his anger had abated, and he began to think logically once again. The situation was not comfortable. Foolishly he had come out with no weapon other than his own frail fists. If one of the riti-riti saw him, and attacked—well, he would go down just as the tough and seasoned campaigner Morgan had gone down. But he had to find out where the creatures were taking the Captain—without that knowledge he would be completely helpless, and doomed to a certain death on this strange hostile world.


  The trail twisted for about a mile through the dense vegetation, and most of the time the riti-riti were out of sight, being smaller in stature than the average height of the und regrowth; but he could hear the continual, creaking noise of their conversation and knew that he was never very far behind.


  He had been walking for about forty minutes, and was rapidly becoming footsore and exhausted, when suddenly lie was at the edge of the vegetation. Before him stretched a large rectangular clearing, in the centre of which stood a small arched structure of what looked like smooth black basalt rock. It had the appearance of an entrance—but there was no building or construction into which it opened. But the mystery was soon solved, for the herd of riti, with Morgan’s body in the centre, pushed their way into the semicircular opening, and disappeared below ground level. The archway was obviously the door to a stairway, or incline, leading underground.


  Dr. Jolly waited until the last of the riti-riti had gone, then cautiously crossed the open space to the arch. At the entrance he looked around, then peered into the semi-darkness. There was simply a long narrow arched tunnel, dipping steeply down under the ground, faintly illuminated by regularly spaced rectangles of phosphorescent material located near the floor. About a hundred yards ahead he could just make out the last of the aliens moving on into the increasing gloom.


  He took a deep breath, then went into the tunnel, walking as silently as possible so as not to arouse suspicion. He was thankful for his crepe-soled slippers . . . they made “no sound whatsoever. On and on, deeper and deeper into the subsoil of Venus, and then, rounding a corner, he saw the destination of the riti-riti, and stood amazed.


  The tunnel terminated abruptly, opening into a gigantic cavern that seemed to have been cut out of solid rock by some mammoth machine. High up in the vast dome of the roof swirled a blinding nebula of intensely brilliant light, like an artifical sun, pouring warmth and radiance down upon the floor of the cavern, sharply etching out the cubic outlines of a hundred or more metallic buildings, standing proudly in serried lines, as though on parade. The buildings were simple in design, like huge biscuit boxes, windowless, but with tall wide doors that would almost accommodate an elephant.


  In the center of this miniature cubist city stood a tall oblong tower, surmounted at the apex by a complicated antenna array.


  Jolly, took in the whole scene at a glance, and immediately formulated a theory to account for all that he saw. This was a Venusian city, inhabited by the intelligent life-form of Venus. The houses were big, with wide doors, indicating that the master animals were much larger than their robot slaves—the riti-riti. And in the centre of the cavern stood the radio building, containing transmitters and associated equipment to energize and control the electrical tripeds.


  As to the reason for it all—he could only surmise. Apart from numerous riti-riti, the avenues between the buildings were deserted.


  The true inhabitants of Venus were apparently all indoors. Possibly they had become emasculated and vulnerable through centuries of easy living and excessive mental evolution, so that robots were an essential part of their social organization—to bring food, perform physical labor, carry out building and excavation.


  One thing was obvious. The life’s blood of the riti-riti was transmitted electrical power. The powerful heart of the system was the central radio tower before his eyes. That, therefore, must be his target: if he could destroy the apparatus in that building, then the riti-riti would be helpless.


  The radio tower was about a quarter of a mile distant, at the bottom on a broad avenue. As he stood there surveying the scene, and pondering over the best course of action to take, he became aware of a faint rustling from the rear. He turned swiftly, just in time to see half a dozen riti-riti rounding the bend in the tunnel.


  For a second they stood facing each other, the six Venusian tripeds and the Terrestrial biped, then Dr. Jolly spun round, and was off down the main central avenue as fast as his legs could carry him.


  But the riti-riti were faster, and in a few seconds were outflanking him, uttering piercing shrieks of warning that brought more and more of the creatures into the avenue, until the doctor realized that he was surrounded, and hadn’t a chance. He stopped running, and stood helplessly, panting heavily to regain his breath. The riti-riti came on. This is the end, he told himself . . . this is the end, and you can’t do a thing about it.


  As the first riti-riti leaped at him, he flinched involuntarily. The think struck him heavily on the chest. He swayed, anticipating the inevitable electrical black-out, but it did not come. Instead there was a powerful burning shock that momentarily contorted his body—but no black-out—no unconsciousness. Exultant and overjoyed, he stood there for a few seconds, allowing the riti-riti to leap at him, almost savoring the cruel stabbing jolt of electricity at each contact. He couldn’t explain it: the thing was impossible, but there it was. He could stand up to the riti-riti where Morgan and all the others had failed.


  Then, growing bolder, he swept the barrel-shaped creatures aside with his arms, and set off down the avenue towards the radio tower, not knowing that his immunity to the electrical sting of the riti-riti was due entirely to his crepe slippers and the dry smooth ground—a combination that provided high insulation. But the knowledge that he was immune gave him abounding confidence and strength; he was conscious of a pleasant feeling of elation and triumph.


  Riti-riti came from all sides to impede him and obstruct his progress, but he would have none of it, and pushed them aside with vicious energy, reveling in his newly-found sense of power. Breathless but victorious he reached the radio tower, and without hesitating for a moment, plunged through the wide gaping door.


  He was in a large square room, brightly lit, but bare, apart from patterned and inscribed tapestries on the walls, suggestive of oriental art and technique on Earth. At the far end of the chamber was a further door, and beyond that a spiral ramp leading upwards to the next floor. Jolly went up, and this time found himself in a room that was clearly connected with radio. There were metallic fittings and panels set with glowing lights suggestive of control units, but completely unfamiliar in design. He did not feel satisfied, but ascended a further, ramp to the floor above.


  This, he knew, was the final destination. Here was the transmitter room. Although he knew nothing of radio, nevertheless he was able to recognize that the mass of equipment before him, fashioned in gleaming alloy and glass, with glowing filaments visible here and mere in the assembly, was radio apparatus. There was an indefinable air of power. The floor throbbed gently, as though from a distant dynamo.


  The next problem was . . . how to wreck a huge transmitter. Once again he was without any kind of weapon or tool, but searching around for some suitable missile, he came across a heavy cylindrical block of unimaginable purpose. He lifted it with difficulty, supported it on his shoulder for a moment, then hurled it with all his might into the centre of the intricate machinery.


  He was momentarily blinded by a sudden flash, accompanied by the crash of sabotaged metal and glass. Something glowed blue, then was obliterated by a rising cloud of dense pungent smoke, pushed upwards from the heart of the apparatus by livid tongues of flame.


  Dr. Jolly stood back, satisfied, and surveyed his handiwork. The transmitter was well and truly on fire. This was the final proof that the riti-riti were robots. . . . They should now be helpless, and in effect dying from electrical starvation.


  He turned towards the door, anxious to find out what had happened to Captain Morgan, and also Colby and McCabe, but stopped abruptly, white and shaken. The aperture of the door was almost entirely filled by a nightmare monster that filled him with horror and fear. Roughly in the form of a riti-riti, but more immensely complicated, it glistened like a gigantic gray octopus. It moved slowly and heavily on thick curling tentacles, and seemed to survey him through a multitude of black eye apertures ringing the squat cylindrical body.


  After the first paralyzing shock of encounter. Dr. Jolly recovered a little of his self-confidence. Quite apart from the unpleasant appearance of the thing, there was really no suggestion of menace or threat; in fact, he had a distinct feeling that the creature was merely looking at him with mild curiosity. He advanced upon it warily, then, extending a forefinger, poked at its jelly-like body in a tentative manner.


  The creature withdraw sharply, almost indignantly. Jolly repeated the prod, and the monster, apparently disgusted with its reception by the visitor from Earth, waddled clumsily out of the doorway, down the sloping ramp to the floor below, then down again to ground level. Dr. Jolly followed closely, poking the thing occasionally to maintain his mastery of it. This was his hour of triumph—he felt as though he had conquered a whole planet.


  In the bare ground floor room a number of riti-riti lay prostrate on the floor, their rubbery legs sagging and lifeless. He touched one of them to make sure there was no electrical charge left. The bronze barrel was cold and metallic to the touch; and there was no movement or reaction or sign of life. The riti-riti were just so many useless heaps of machinery.


  The doctor prodded the giant octopoid creature through the main entrance door of the radio tower, and out into the avenue.


  Slowly and painfully Captain Morgan recovered consciousness, to find himself lying on a cold hard stone surface. Through half-opened eyes he took in the brilliantly lit scene around him—the large metal buildings and the wide straight road, littered with hundreds of bronze shapes. . . .


  Then he was suddenly wide awake as the full significance of the panorama burst upon him. The riti-riti were dead. That was the first wild thought that flashed through his mind, but a second later he dismissed the idea as too fantastic. Yet there they were—scores of riti-riti—scattered on the ground, helpless and inactive.


  He stood up shakily, feeling a little weak and dizzy after the terrific electric shock he had sustained. Experimentally he put out fit foot to nudge one of the riti-riti, but hesitated and abandoned the idea, not caring to risk a repetition of the electronic knock-out. Instead he took stock of his surroundings, noting the form of the cavern with its blazing artificial sun, and geometrically arranged dwellings. The problem was—where to find Colby and McCabe, if they were still alive; and also the crew of the rocketship Anthaar, if possible. He did not pause to wonder why the riti-riti were out of action. It was sufficient to accept the fact, and act upon it, then theorise later. But one thing he realized—that Dr. Jolly had been right. The riti-riti were indeed robots—that was the only way in which it was possible to account for this sudden unanimous breakdown of these lethal automatons. Old Jolly would be pleased when he knew. He pictured the naturalist waiting in the spaceship, sunk in misery and gloom, waiting for something to happen, and wondering if he were doomed to die on Venusian soil. A queer type, definitely . . . not a space man, not even a man’s man, but brilliant in his own sphere, with a quiet dignity that did not match his shabby stooped appearance. No hero—but nevertheless, not entirely devoid of quality.


  Morgan studied the radio tower thoughtfully. It seemed to occupy the central position in the cavern, and it occurred to him that the place could be a sort of headquarters to which prisoners might be taken. It was at least a starting point for his search. There was a possibility of finding clues that might lead him to the others. Accordingly, he set off towards the tower, carefully threading his way between the prostrate forms of the riti-riti.


  The town was silent and, apart from the inactive robots, completely deserted. He was surprised to find that he was still clutching the flame-gun in his hand—with the instinct of a warrior he had held on to his weapon even while unconscious. Looking at it, he was tempted to throw it away, since it had proved itself to be completely useless against the riti-riti; but he remembered Dr. Jolly’s hint that the presence of robots on Venus implied the existence of a controlling intelligent life-form, and decided to retain it.


  A few minutes later he was glad that he did, for turning a corner, and coming into full view of the radio tower, he caught his first glimpse of the ruling species of Venus. It was emerging from the wide gaping door at the base of the tower, a monstrous gelatinous entity, vaguely reminiscent of a giant octopus, moving heavily on thick sinewy tentacles. Morgan, tough as he was, went white and tense with transient fear—but that Only lasted for a moment. He was essentially a man of action. Alone on a hostile planet, and confronted by a repulsive creature as big as an elephant, there was only one thing to do. He raised his flame-gun and fired.


  The thing dissolved into a welter of dense white smoke and flame, sizzling like frying fat. There was a long drawn out scream that seared his brain. He released the trigger, suddenly aware that the cry of pain he had heard possessed a very human quality. Then something staggered from behind the charred mass of the octopoid, and collapsed on the ground—something unmistakably terrestrial, wearing clothes, horribly burned and disfigured. For a moment he thought it was Colby or McCabe, and ran franticly towards the smouldering form; but as he drew near, he realized that the impossible had happened. The man on the ground was Dr. Jolly.


  He turned him over gently, appalled at the havoc the flame-gun had wrought upon that frail body. Jolly was dying rapidly. His eyes, staring upwards at Morgan, already had a smooth glazed quality that-signified the approach of death. Morgan said, in a choked voice: “I’m sorry, Doc . . . believe me, I didn’t know. . . .” Somehow the words seemed inadequate. No words could express what he felt at that moment.


  The naturalist’s voice was a mere strained whisper, and Morgan bent closer to catch the words. “Don’t worry, Captain . . . you shouldn’t have killed that thing . . . it’s a Venusian man . . . ugly, but harmless . . . His lips tried to force themselves into a smile. “I was right about the riti-riti . . . wasn’t I?”


  Morgan nodded. The doctor closed his eyes, and continued: “I’m glad about that. Captain Morgan . . . will you bury me here . . . on Venus . . . on the plateau. Perhaps they’ll think . . . think of me as a . . . space man—after all. You always said you’d make a space man out of me . . .”


  His voice trailed off into silence. Morgan said: “Forget it Doc, you’re going to be all right . . .” but there was no reply. He added gently, “All right, Doc. I’ll do that. They’ll remember you as a true pioneer of the spaceways.”


  There was nothing more to be said, and Dr. Jolly died a few minutes later. Morgan removed his tunic, and spread it over the small insignificant body. He took one final look at all that remained of the naturalist, and went into the radio tower.


  There, on the second floor, he saw the story of Dr. Jolly’s courage recorded in the smoke and flames of the blazing transmitter room.


  During the next two hours, Morgan wandered through the city, searching for some clue as to the whereabouts of the others. He entered several of the cubic houses, and found them occupied by more of the giant octopus-like creatures. But there was no hostility. As he crossed the threshold, they cringed away from him, as though already fully aware of the deadly potentialities of the flame-gun in his hand.


  Eventually he came to the outer perimeter of the town, to the empty border adjacent to the sheer walls of the cavern. He decided to follow the wall around its length, and before very long came upon a large arched opening, above which, on a rectangular slab, was a weirdly patterned inscription.


  He passed through the opening, and found himself in a smaller cavern, illuminated more softly by a smaller nebulous sun near the roof. In the centre was a large circular garden, set with multicolored trees and plants, exuding a heavy perfume similar to that of the valley. Around the walls of the cavern were a series of large transparent windows, oval in shape, made from what appeared to be a tough resilient plastic. In each window, set amid characteristic Venusian surroundings of rock and colored vegetation, were animals, insects and birds of different species. For a few minutes he was puzzled by this obviously planned collection of local fauna, then it struck him that the place was in fact a kind of zoo. Each recessed enclosed cavity contained particular specimens of one Venusian species.


  Rather astonished at this discovery, he walked around the exhibits, scrutinizing sorrowfully the astonishing variety of-life-forms on display. The animals looked well fed and clean. He thought how delighted Dr. Jolly would have been at this ready made collection of specimens . . . but that was past and done with, and he did not care to dwell in the past.


  Then, about half-way round the circular walls of the cavern, immediately after a cage containing a pair of gaudy multi-eyed birds, he found McCabe. The engineer was in a cage of his own, sitting on a rock, chin in hands, gazing blankly and morosely through the plastic window of his prison. Morgan just stood and gaped in astonishment. McCabe—a specimen in a zoo! The idea was so ludicrous that, in spite of himself, he burst into a guffaw of raucous laughter. McCabe sprang up in wild excitement, caught sight of Morgan, then executed a dance of pure joy, waving his clasped hands above his head like a prizefighter.


  And there, in the five neighboring cages, were Colby, Paul Vernon Klein, and the other three members of Anthaar’s crew—ail healthy-looking zoo specimens.


  Morgan released them all by the simple expedient of burning through the transparent plastic windows with the flame-gun. In a few moments he was the centre of a congratulating crowd of men. They all tried to seize his hands and shake them at once. “Good old Morgan,” cried Colby. “I knew you’d pull it off.”


  “The finest spaceman in the universe,” said McCabe. Vernon Klein, looking pale and anaemic after weeks of captivity in artificial light, in an atmosphere too replete with carbon-dioxide and insufficient oxygen, slapped Morgan on the back and said “Good man. I never gave up hope, because I knew they’d send you to bring us back.”


  But Morgan silenced them all, and said quietly: “I’m not the man you have to thank. I too was a prisoner of die rid-riti. The real hero was Dr. Jolly. He discovered die truth about the riti-riti—that they weren’t animals at all, but robots. He found his way into this underground cavern and destroyed die transmitter in the radio tower, thus cutting off the energizing power supply to the riti-riti. Dr. Jolly was the man who rescued you—not me.


  “Was . . .?” queried Colby, half guessing the truth.


  “Yes,” explained Morgan. “He’s dead. I killed him.”


  There was strange silence for a few seconds.


  “You killed him?” echoed Vernon Klein.


  “Accidentally,” said Morgan. “I fired at a . . . one of those octopus monsters. Jolly was behind it. I think he had captured it—or something of the sort. They were coming out of the radio tower, after Jolly had wrecked the transmitter. I saw the thing, and killed it. Then I saw Jolly . . . but it was too late to do anything. He died in my arms.”


  “I’m sorry,” Colby murmured.


  “We must get back to the radio tower, and take his body back to the plateau,” Morgan continued. “His last request was that we should bury him here, on Venus, as a pioneer. It’s the least we can do for him.”


  Solemnly the seven men filed back into the main cavern, towards the radio tower that was now a burning pyre adding a flickering orange glow to the cold white light of the artificial sun.


  They buried Jolly on the following day in drizzling rain, close to the rocketshin. McCabe constructed a small cross out of silver alloy, and inscribed on it “Dr. Ebenezer Jolly—Rescuer of the First Venusian Expedition—Pioneer of the Spaceways—May 9th, 2084.” They erected the cross at the head of the grave, and said their last farewells to a little man who had risen high in their esteem.


  Vernon Klein, in spite of his long sojourn in the Venusian zoo, could add but little to their limited knowledge of the octopus people of the cavern. He and his colleagues had been quickly and effectively taken prisoner by the riti-riti, as had the crew of Zylex. They had recovered consciousness in the cages, and there they had stayed, in perpetual imprisonment, during the long nightless weeks. The riti-riti had displayed no further interest in them after their capture, but from the first moment on, they had been subjected to continual observation and scrutiny by the octopoid monsters, who had filed past their cages to study the strange visitors from space. They realized that these creatures were the true inhabitants of the underground city, while the riti-riti were in the nature of slaves. But it had never occurred to Vernon Klein, or the others, that the riti-riti were, in fact, not animals but robots.


  No attempt was made to communicate with them by the octopoids, nor were they molested in any way. They were fed regularly on vegetable matter of curious taste, which, while not very appetizing, was nevertheless quite nourishing.


  The truth was that they were treated with the solicitous but inquisitive detachment normally accorded to zoo specimens. “And,” added Klein, “from now on every animal in a terrestrial zoo has my sympathy! It was the most demoralizing thing I have ever experienced—being on the wrong side of a cage-window.”


  Vernon Klein was of the opinion that there were many such colonies of octopoids served by riti-riti on Venus. This was the form into which Venusian civilization had crystalized—a weak and almost helpless, but highly intelligent, master race, employing tough radio-controlled robots to do all the work, and provide food. The source of power was undoubtedly atomic. Preliminary tests soon after the landing of Anthaar had revealed large underground deposits of radioactive material—’probably uranium ore. For this reason alone it was essential that Venus should be colonized—the vast resources of fissionable matter would still further boost interplanetary travel, and increase the power of mankind.


  And Dr. Jolly had provided the key to the problem of dealing with the riti-riti. Colby, the radio engineer, had previously hit upon the idea of insulated clothing; but Jolly, with his crepe-soled slippers, had carried out that idea successfully in practice. That was the reason they were all free once again to return to Earth.


  There followed three days of intense activity, during which the two rockets, Anthaar and Zylex were minutely overhauled and prepared for the return journey. Morgan sent off a detailed report via radio to Control, and was pleased to receive a signal of commendation from Carl Bressler, but dismissed it in his characteristic manner. “Words! What good are words . . . it’s action that counts!”


  Then, finally, towards the end of the fourth day, as heavy clouds gathered and fog descended to darken the scene the two rockets roared and spat flame in perfect synchronism. Slowly at first, then more and more swiftly, they rose from the damp Venusian soil, and thundered through the dense obscuring cloud. Then out of the mist, out of the atmosphere, and into the intense black star-jeweled vastness of interplanetary space. Only a small cross and a mound of stones remained to mark the landing-site of the first Earth-Venus Expeditions.


  SUSTAINED PRESSURE


  Erik Frank Russell


  Like the West, of old, Venus was a world of hard work, hard play and hard men. Then Miranda landed with her concertina.


  IN thick, cloying mist the ship moaned like a tormented ghost of monstrous size. It descended slowly, warily, feeling with invisible fingers for a place in which to sit.


  Those below stood staring up into the fog, not sensing the electronic fingers, seeing nothing. A bunch of hard-bitten, bearded men in oiled slickers down which moisture trickled in thin streams.


  After a little while the fog appeared to solidify into an enormous wet cylinder with a steaming end. The ship came down, touched, settled. A sluggish wave of damp earth hunched itself either side of the curved hull.


  Airlocks opened, duralumin gangways slid forth. The bearded ones clustered closer, avid for new faces. A shock-haired, red-whiskered man was the first to emerge, staggering under the weight of numerous bags and packs, feeling his way down the metal steps.


  Somebody back of the audience yelled, “Old Firelip, as I live and breathe!”


  The newcomer paused on the gangway, screwed up rheumy eyes as he sought to identify the caller. “Duckass, no less! How come the parole board let you out?”


  Listeners grinned, immediately accepted the arrival as one of themselves. He had the two best qualifications, namely, a ready tongue and a friend in the waiting mob.


  A fat man came next, waddling down and letting his bags go bump-bump-bump from step to step as he dragged them behind. He wore three chins and an expression of moony amiability.


  “Lookie, lookie, lookie, here comes Cookie,” invited a brawny roughneck.


  The others chuckled. The fat man stopped, studied the commentator, spoke in high-pitched but undisturbed tones: “You’ve second sight, mister. A cook is just what I am.”


  “Then my belly says you’re a year overdue,” retorted the other. “The few gals we’ve got here can do everything but that.”


  “Everything?” asked the fat man, with pointed interest.


  “You try ’em sometime.”


  “Maybe I will.” He proceeded the rest of the way down, his kit still bumping. Anything breakable therein was having a run of hard luck.


  A dozen nondescripts followed, all heavily burdened with everything but the kitchen sink. Pioneers with their personal worlds on their backs.


  Several ship’s officers and a few of the crew came down for a gossip, a sniff of moist air and a stamp on real ground. After them, another string of people who looked like nobody in particular and wanted to stay that way. A few had the air of still trying to thwart the circulation of police photographs.


  “Where’s the molar-mauler?” bawled an onlooker with a lopsided face.


  “Me,” responded a white-haired ancient, trying to lug four boxes at once.


  Gumboil grabbed two of them, said: “You got a customer right now. Good thing you’ve come, Pop. Another day and I’d be off my nut.”


  They moved toward the nearby shanty town. The rest of the crowd stayed to watch the ship, men bored by frontier solitude and thankful for an event.


  A man who oozed officialdom showed himself at the airlock, stared out with cold authority. Characteristically, they bristled at the sight of him. He went inside, did not reappear. It wasn’t six months since they’d pulled a tax-adviser to pieces.


  Several sluggards emerged, one dragging a pack resembling a tightly wrapped haystack. Half a dozen helped get it down amid a shower of wisecracks concerning weak bladders and portable comfort stations. The owner registered acute embarrassment.


  Two girls came out, suddenly silencing the wits. They were full-lipped, full-busted, had brilliant eyes and emphatic hips. Both were bottle-blondes. A distinct sigh ran through the audience. The girls smirked knowingly, revealing white teeth. They tripped down the gangway with dainty steps and beckoning backsides. Four of the crew toted their bags, surrendered them to eager helpers.


  “Annie’s place?”


  The girls nodded, giggled, weighed up the hungry clientele. Two barrel-chested men indulged an acrimonious shoving match for the right to bear a bag on which both had laid hands simultaneously. They solved the problem by carrying it between them, giving alternate tugs to tear it from the other at every tenth step.


  Came a pause while the cargo-hatch opened, a long-armed hoist swung out, began to dump boxes and crates. A few of the crowd shifted stance to get closer look of the unloading.


  Another girl appeared, accompanied by a ship’s officer. She was considerably different from her bosomy predecessors: small, slender, oval-faced and cool. Her black hair was natural, her equally black eyes not glassy, her expression slightly wistful rather than hard. Carefully the officer helped her down the steps, shook hands with her at bottom.


  “G’wan, kiss her, you dummy,” advised a hoarse voice.


  “Sailors don’t care,” encouraged another.


  “Love ’em and leave ’em,” added a third.


  For a moment the officer looked as if he’d like to make something of it. He hesitated, glowered at the crowd to their immense satisfaction. Then he whispered anxiously to the girl, apparently questioning the wisdom of her remaining on this world alone. She smiled, shook her head.


  “Not tonight, Cuthbert,” jibed a nearby toughie.


  “You’ve had your share,” contributed another. “Don’t be greedy.”


  “Give real men a chance,” suggested somebody else.


  Several chortled at that sally, their tones loud and coarse. One of them smacked his lips in exaggerated anticipation. The officer hung around, reluctant to go, finally mounted the gangway and went inside. His expression was bothered.


  Left by herself the girl eyed the hairy mob with calm self-possession. They returned the compliment, openly taking in her slender legs, narrow hips, black hair. They undressed her with hungry eyes.


  “Doing anything tonight, Baby?” inquired a bear disguised as a man.


  “Wait your turn, Bulstrode,” ordered a scar-faced neighbour. He spat on thick, calloused fingers, combed his hair with them, straightened an invisible tie. “This one is for gentlemen only.” He leered with undisguised appetite at the subject of his remarks. “Isn’t that so, Sweetie?”


  “All men are gentlemen.” She switched her gaze to Bulstrode, surveying him with a kind of dark-eyed innocence. “When they wish to be.”


  Bulstrode’s optics dulled and his huge fingers twitched while he digested this. It took him quite a time. When he spoke again it was in an apologetic rumble.


  “I was only joking, Lady. I sort of thought—”


  “She isn’t interested, you hairy ape,” interjected Scarface. “Don’t use your breath to display your ignorance.” He rubbed his bristly chin, gave another pull to the non-existent tie. “Can I carry your bags to Annie’s place, Honey-pie?”


  Shuffling slowly around on big feet, Bulstrode grunted: “What makes you think she’s heading for Annie’s? Why, you slit-cheeked, half-eared louse!” Extending a spade-sized hand he spread it across the other’s face, curled his fingers and squeezed.


  The victim gurgled convulsively behind the horny palm, made frantic pulls at the thick wrist, finally kicked him on the shin. Ignoring that, Bulstrode began to twist the face leftward, bending him sidewise.


  “Stop it!” ordered the girl.


  Still holding on, Bulstrode looked over a massive shoulder and said, “Hey?”


  “Stop it!” she repeated. “You wouldn’t behave that way at home.”


  Bulstrode let go, examined his hand as if he had never noticed it before. His opponent made snuffling noises, voiced a lurid oath, let go a haymaker. It caught the big man smack on the chin, rattling his teeth but not knocking him down.


  Sweeping a columnar arm around in the manner of one trying to brush away an annoying fly, Bulstrode pleaded, “Look, lady, just turn your back a minute while I kill him.”


  “Don’t be silly.” Her black eyes surveyed the pair of them. “You’re like overgrown children. You don’t even know what you’re squabbling about—do you?”


  They became sheepish, didn’t answer.


  “Do you?” she insisted.


  A tall, gray-haired individual spoke from the front rank of the vastly entertained audience. “You’re not at home now, ma’am. This is Venus. Home never comes nearer than thirty million miles.”


  “Home is as near as your memory permits,” she contradicted.


  “Maybe you’re right. But some of us haven’t got so damn much worth remembering.” He paused, finished without bitterness, “That’s why we’re here.”


  “Speak for yourself, Marsden,” said a squat, swarthy man standing behind him. “I’m here to make money and quick!”


  “I’m here because I love the sunshine,” yelled another from the rear.


  Some laughed, some didn’t. All glanced at the fog which permitted visibility of no more than two hundred feet. Now and again it lifted to two thousand. Often it descended to ground level. Moisture condensed on their slickers and trickled down in little streams. The girl’s black hair sparkled with diamonds of wetness.


  “If you’re not going to Annie’s,” continued Marsden, “somebody will have to put you up.” A satirical sweep of his hand indicated her choice of six or seven hundred wooden shacks. “Take a look at what’s on offer.”


  “No place for a lady,” informed Bulstrode, trying to ingratiate himself and eyeing her like an elephant hoping for a bun.


  “Thank you, but I knew what I was coming to. I was well-primed in advance.” She smiled at them. “So I brought my own home with me.”


  Turning away she tripped light-footed toward the ship’s tail and where cargo was piling up as the long-armed hoist swung to and from. Presently those on the ship dropped a ramp and rolled down it a small aluminium trailer with two wheels amidships.


  “Oh, holy smoke,” griped a snaggle-toothed onlooker, openly disappointed. “I’m the only one in this world with a pneumatic mattress—and what’s it to her?”


  “If they’re going to start lugging them across homes and all,” complained another, “it’s the beginning of the end. This town will get too big for its boots before you know it.”


  “Which town?” asked a third, staring around and pretending to see nothing whatever.


  Marsden caught her at her door three days later. He leaned on one of the hardwood posts somebody had driven in to show the limits of her property, let his calculating gaze rest on the trailer, decided that what hung behind the facing window were the first lace curtains he’d seen in two or three years.


  “Getting settled down?”


  “Yes, thank you. I’ve been very busy. Unpacking and sorting things out takes quite a time.”


  “I suppose so. Nobody help you?”


  “I didn’t need any help.”


  “You may need it aplenty before you’re through.” He tilted his hat backward. “Anyone worried you yet?”


  “Dear me, no. Why should they?”


  “This is a man’s town.”


  Looking as if she hadn’t the vaguest notion of what he meant, she said: “Then why don’t they give it a name?”


  “It isn’t enough of a place to deserve a name. Besides it’s the only settlement on Venus. There isn’t any other—yet. Anyway, names start arguments and arguments start fights.”


  “If they’ll quarrel over the question of what to call this town it’s evident that they haven’t enough to do.”


  “When they feel like letting off steam they’ll fight over anything. What else do you expect on the space-frontier?”


  She did not answer.


  “And they’ve plenty to do,” he continued with a touch of harshness. “They’re eating a mountain of white granite that runs niobium thirty pounds to the ton. It’s useful for high tensils and stainless steels. Also, they’re building a narrow-gauge railway eastward to a lake of pitchblende that makes a Geiger chatter like a machine-gun.” He rubbed his lips with a thick forefinger. “Yes, they work hard, swear hard, drink hard and fight hard.”


  “There are things more worth fighting for.”


  “Such as what?”


  “This town, for instance.”


  “A bunch of tumbledown shanties. A hell of a town!”


  “It will be one someday.”


  “I can see it,” Marsden registered a knowing grin. “Exactly as the boys would like it. Complete with city hall, police stations and high-walled jail. A lot of them came here to get away from all that. Do you know that at least forty per cent of them have done time?”


  “I don’t see that it matters much.”


  “Don’t you? Why not?” He was slightly surprised.


  “Men who’re really evil prefer to take things easy.”


  “Meaning—?”


  “Those who’ve come this far must have done so to make a fresh start with a clean sheet. They’d be stupid to mess up their lives a second time.”


  “Some people are made that way,” he informed.


  “And some make them that way,” she retorted.


  “Christ, a reformer!” He showed disgust. “What’s your name?”


  “Miranda Dean.”


  “It could be worse.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It could be Dolly Doberhorst.”


  “Who on earth is she?”


  “An obese charmer at Annie’s. Some men like ’em fat.” He studied her figure. “And some don’t.”


  “Really?” She seemed quite unconscious of his meaning or the appetite in his eyes. “Well, I’d better get on with my work. Pardon me, will you?”


  “Sure.”


  He watched her enter the trailer, but did not continue on his way. He remained leaning on the post, picking his teeth with a thin stalk of grass and thinking that she’d be very much to his taste without her clothes. Clean and wholesome, not painted and gross like the others.


  Staying there he exercised his masculine privilege of pondering possibilities until suddenly he became aware of a huge bulk at his side.


  Bulstrode followed his gaze, growled: “What’s the idea, staring at her place like you’ve a mind to bust in?”


  “You wouldn’t dream of it, of course?”


  “No, I wouldn’t. She’s no faggot.”


  “Don’t give me that! She’s merely playing hard to get. Females are females. And you’re a liar.”


  “That’s enough for me,” said Bulstrode, speaking low in his chest. “Take off that coat so I can get at your meat.”


  “Tough talk doesn’t worry me, Muscle-bound.” Marsden protruded a pocket significantly. “Because.”


  “Humph!” Bulstrode blinked, shuffled round to face him. “So you’ve got a gun. Like to know something?”


  “What?”


  “I just don’t give a damn!”


  With that he thrust out a hairy paw, arrested it halfway as Miranda Dean reappeared and came towards them. He lowered the paw, tried to hide it in the manner of a kid caught with a prohibited catapult. Marsden relaxed, took his hand from his pocket.


  Coming up, she said brightly: “I thought maybe you boys would like to have these.” Smiling at each in turn she bestowed a couple of little black books, returned to her trailer.


  Marsden took one look at what he’d got and groaned, “Holy Moses, a prayer-book!”


  “With hymns,” confirmed Bulstrode on a note of sheer incredulity.


  “A religious nut,” said Marsden. “I knew she’d have a flaw somewhere. Nobody’s perfect.”


  “Hymns,” repeated Bulstrode with the air of one whose idol has revealed feet of clay. His beefy features registered confusion.


  “Wait until Annie hears about this,” Marsden went on. “She’ll roll on the floor and bust her corsets.”


  “It’s no bloody business of Annie’s,” asserted Bulstrode, feeling belligerent for no reason that he could understand.


  Jerking a thumb toward the trailer, Marsden said: “It’s going to be. Sooner or later she’ll make it Annie’s business. They get that way. I know—I’ve met ’em before. They can’t leave well alone. They think their godgiven mission in life is to improve everything and everybody.”


  “Maybe some of us could do with it,” Bulstrode suggested.


  “Speak for yourself,” Marsden looked him over. “A shave, a haircut and a bath and you’d rise to the subhuman level.” His tones hardened. “But this is a free world. Why should you wash or shave if you don’t want to?”


  “It’s honest dirt,” said Bulstrode, giving him a retaliatory stare. “Soap and water can take it off—which is more than it could for your mind.”


  “Suffering saints, that holy tome must be working on you already! Sling it away before it takes hold.”


  He set the example by shying his own book into a bank of weeds. Bulstrode promptly retrieved it.


  “If we don’t want them we ought to give them back. They may have cost her money.”


  “All right,” said Marsden, with malicious anticipation. “You go tell her to put them where the monkey put the nuts. I’ll stay here and watch the fun.”


  “I’ll keep them.” Bulstrode crammed them into a hind pocket. “I’ll give them to her some other time when I’m passing.”


  Marsden smiled to himself as he watched the other lumber away. Then he favoured the trailer with another speculative stare before he departed in the opposite direction.


  The ship lifted in the late afternoon of the third day, groaned high in the dank, everlasting fog and was gone toward the mother planet that no man on Venus could see. A sister ship was due in about six weeks’ time and another two months after that. In the intervals those who remained were a primitive community vastly marooned beneath perpetual cloud.


  Miranda went out for her first sight-seeing stroll that same evening. It was pleasant enough because the vapourous blanket came no lower with the night, the air was rich with oxygen which clung to the lower levels though absent in the upper strata. There were strong plant-odours and the area held comforting warmth.


  Lights were beginning to show here and there amid the sprawl of many shacks; electric lights served by a small generating-station astride a rushing torrent three miles away. There was quite a blaze of illumination from one place midway along the rutted, straggling main street.


  She walked slowly into the sluttish town that had no name, noting the rickety fence around somebody’s clapboard, one-room abode and, outside another, the pathetic remnants of a tiny garden soon started and as soon abandoned. One Earth-rose still battled for life amid an unruly mob of Venusian growths trying to strangle the stranger from afar.


  To her right a larger, three-roomed erection had a dilapidated shop front with a wire screen in lieu of precious glass, a few rusting hammers, saws, chisels, pliers and other oddments exhibited behind. A crudely lettered sign among the display read: Haircut $1.00. Beard Trimming 40¢. She wondered whether the sign ever brought in a customer.


  Farther along she came to the extraordinarily well-lit building from which sounded fifty or more raucous voices and occasional bursts of song. It was a large edifice by local standards, built mostly of peeled logs and noteworthy for having real windows of real glass. Somebody must have paid a fancy price to import those transparent sheets.


  A big board hung over the door and revealed neat, precise letters from which condensation dripped steadily.


  ANNIE’S PLACE


  Anna M. Jones, Prop.


  A burly, rubber-booted man came along the street, paused outside the door, examined Miranda curiously. He was a complete stranger to her, and she to him.


  “What’s the matter, Sweetie? Annie gone bad on you?”


  She eyed him in calm silence.


  “Not deaf, are you?”


  “No,” she said.


  “Then why don’t you answer a civil question?”


  “I didn’t consider it civil.”


  “Oh, that’s the way it is, eh?” He made a thin scowl. “One of those finicky tarts. Like to pick and choose.” He shrugged broad, damp shoulders. “You’ll change before you’re through with this life.”


  “Don’t we all?” she offered, sweetly.


  “Not the way we want,” he countered.


  “The way God wants,” she said.


  “Jumping Jesus, don’t give me that stuff!


  Sniffing his contempt he went inside. The noise from the place boosted and sank as the door opened and shut. A waft of air came out redolent of strong tobacco, strong booze and sweat.


  A broken crate lay under one of the windows. Mounting it, Miranda raised herself on tiptoe, glanced inside. Not for long. Just for a brief moment, without approval or disapproval, but somewhat in the manner of a general studying the field of battle. It sufficed to show the expected setup of tables, chairs, bottles and six or eight blowsy women. And even a piano.


  Thirty million miles. Every pound, every ounce had to be hauled a minimum of thirty million miles and often much more. So they didn’t have this and they didn’t have that—but they did have brewing facilities and a piano.


  Well, she couldn’t blame them for it. All work and no play adds up to a miserable existence. This was a man’s world and men needed an outlet. Annie was supplying the demand. Annie was giving them light and laughter and girls to whom nothing was too hot or too heavy.


  But sooner or later men would find they had other needs, if not today then tomorrow or the day after, or next month, or next year. It would be for Miranda rather than for Annie to help supply those.


  This was a world in earliest pangs of birth. Science was the skilled midwife, but the fidgeting father was Ordinary Humanity. The world was destined to grow up no matter how reluctant to escape its easy-going, irresponsible childhood.


  And it would grow up, become big and civilised, truly a world in its own right. The test of civilisation is its capacity for fulfilling individual needs, all needs, sober or sodden, sensible or crazy; the need for darkness or light, noise or silence, joy or tears, heaven or hell, salvation or damnation. The adult world would have room for opposites of everything—including Annie and her ilk.


  Hurriedly returning to her trailer Miranda extracted something from its small case, went back to Annie’s place nursing the object in her hands. Except for the tinkling of the piano the building was silent as she neared. Then suddenly a chorus of hoarse, powerful voices roared into catchy song that shook the door and rattled the windows.


  Anna Maria, Anna Maria, Anna Maria Jones,


  She’s the queen of the tambourine, the banjo and the bones;


  Rootitoot she plays the flute in a fascinating manner,


  Pinkety-pong she runs along the keys of the grand planner.


  Rumpety-tum she bangs the drum with very superior tones,


  Anna Maria, Anna Maria, Anna Maria Jones!


  They howled the last three words at the very tops of their voices, followed with much hammering on tables and stamping of feet. Then came an anticipatory quietness as they awaited a response from the subject of their song.


  Outside the door Miranda promptly snatched the noiseless pause, stretched her little concertina, made it emit a drone of opening chords and commenced to sing in a high, sweet voice. The tune was fully as catchy, in fact it had somewhat of a boogie beat, but the words were different: something about Hallelujah, Christ the King.


  Within the building a chair got knocked over, a glass was smashed. There sounded a mutter of many voices and several oaths. A crimson-faced, tousel-haired man jerked open the door and stared at Miranda.


  “Jeez!” he said, blinking. “Jeez!


  Several more joined the dumbfounded onlooker, pressing around him or peering over his shoulders. They were too petrified with amazement to think up suitable remarks. Eventually they parted to make way for one of Annie’s girls, a buxom woman with hennaed hair and a revealing frock.


  Crinkling heavily pencilled brows at the singer, the woman said in hard, metallic tones, “Beat it, you silly bitch!


  “Haw-haw!” chortled the tousel-haired man, willing to extract the most from this diversion. “What’s the matter, Ivy? You afraid of competition?”


  “From that!” Ivy emitted a loud sniff. “Don’t talk crazy!


  “Oh, I don’t know,” he mused, slyly baiting her, “Annie could use a young and slender one, just for a pleasant change.”


  “Not a goddam hymn-howler, she couldn’t,” contradicted Ivy with much positiveness. “And neither could you. Get wise to yourself. You’s no scented Adonis.”


  “Off your knees, Slade,” advised one of the others, trying to add fuel to the flames. “Ivy is counting you out.”


  “Wouldn’t be the first time,” grinned Slade, giving Ivy a you-know-what-I-mean look.


  “Shut up!” snapped Ivy, irritably. She glared at Miranda. “Are you going to quit yawping or not?”


  Miranda sang on, oblivious to everything.


  Exhibiting a fat fist ornamented with six rings in which zircons did duty as diamonds, Ivy rasped, “Shuffle off before I hammer you in the teeth. I’m not telling you again.”


  Adding a couple more decibels to the volume, Miranda poured her hymn through the open door.


  Ivy’s ample bosom heaved, her face flushed, her eyes glinted.


  “All right, Misery, you’ve asked for it. If men can’t handle you, I can!”


  So saying she stepped forward intent on mayhem. Slade grabbed and got her big arm, his gnawed fingers sinking into puffy flesh.


  “Now, now, Ivy, take it easy.”


  She spoke to him as one would to a dog. “Let go of me.”


  Miranda blithely continued to sing. For good measure she let go a couple of hot licks with the concertina.


  “Take your paw off my arm, you smelly tramp!” bawled Ivy, crimson with fury.


  “Be a lady,” suggested Slade, hanging on to her. “Just for once.”


  That did it. Ivy’s rage switched its aim forthwith.


  “What d’you mean, just for once?” Swinging her free arm she walloped him over the ear. The blow was designed to knock his head off, but he saw it coming and rocked with it.


  “Haw, haw, haw!” laughed a bearded onlooker, holding his belly.


  “Come take the keys to the kingdom,” trilled Miranda. “Hallelujah! Hallelujah!”


  Still employing her unhampered arm, Ivy smacked the bearded laugher clean in the whiskers. He sat down hard, chortled fit to choke. Several more cackled with him. Ivy hauled furiously against Slade’s grip, voicing vitriolic imprecations.


  “Ivy!” called a sharp, authoritative voice from somewhere inside.


  “Look, Annie,” hollered Ivy, “there’s a dizzy dame out here and—”


  “What’s it to me?” inquired the voice, with a touch of acid. “For the love of Mike come in and shut that door—the fresh air is killing us.”


  Bellows of laughter greeted that sally. Ivy forced herself to simmer down sufficiently to obey, throwing Miranda a look of sudden death before she went inside. The others followed. The door closed with a contemptuous bang.


  Miranda ended her singing, commenced addressing a speech to thin air, After four minutes of this an old frontiersman came creakily along the street, paused to look her over, stopped to listen. A bit later he removed his hat and held it in one hand. He was a scrawny specimen with clear blue eyes set in a face resembling an aged and badly wrinkled apple. For reasons best known to himself he did not think it at all strange that a person should sermonize a non-existent congregation.


  In fact when she had finished he wheezed an underbreath “Amen!” watched her pick up her concertina and set off home. He remained there quite a time after she had gone, then slowly planted his hat on his head and mooched on his way.


  From that time onward Miranda’s singing became a regular evening performance. Sometimes she made her stand at one end of the bedraggled main street, sometimes at the other, and every now and again it was squarely in front of Annie’s place.


  The oldster gradually made it a habit to provide her with an audience of one, standing not too near, not too far off, watching her with bright blue eyes and never uttering a word other than the final “Amen!” It wasn’t inborn piety coming out in later years; it wasn’t sympathy with the spirit of rebellion; it wasn’t his one-word protest against things that are as distinct from things that ought to be. It was then no more than the desire to cheer on a little dog fighting a big one.


  Passers-by treated Miranda in three different ways. Some stared blankly ahead and refused to acknowledge her existence. Some threw her the brief, pitying glance one bestows on a village imbecile. The majority grinned and made her the butt of coarse witticisms always malicious and often cruel, opining that religious mania was the result of chronic virginity. She never changed colour, never winced, never permitted a barb to sink home.


  Once in a while the latter type had a go at heckling her speeches, taunting her with unseemly parodies, filling in her pauses with bawdy cracks or giving her the mock-support of mock-piety. Her one loyal listener resented these tactics but held his peace and remained content to pose nearby, hat in hand.


  One night a burly, blue-jowled drunk dreamed up the ultimate insult. He stood on the boardwalk swaying and blearing all through the sermon, wiping glazed, out-of-focus eyes with the back of a hairy hand and belching loudly every time she ended a sentence. Then, when she had finished, he turned to the oldster and ostentatiously tossed a coin into his hat. With a violent hiccup and an airy wave of his hand he staggered into Annie’s place followed by three or four appreciative witnesses.


  Gazing angrily into his hat, his blue eyes burning, the old frontiersman said: “See that? The boozey bum flung us a credit. What’ll I do with it?”


  “Give it to me,” suggested Miranda, extending an eager palm.


  He passed it over like one in a dream, gulped and said, “Mean to say you’ll actually take money from a no-good sot?”


  “I would take it from the Devil himself.” She stashed the coin in a pocket. “We can use it for God’s work.”


  “We?” He misunderstood her use of the plural, thought it over, eventually mumbled, “Maybe you’re right. Money’s money, no matter how you get it.” Then he had another long think, screwing up his wizened features while he wrestled with a personal problem. Reaching a decision, he moved across, stood beside her shoulder to shoulder and held out his hat invitingly.


  “Would you care to sing with me?” she asked, squeezing an opening chord.


  “No, ma’am. I’ve got a hell of a voice. Let me be just as I am.”


  “All right.” She closed her eyes, opened her mouth and jazzed up a fast one about marching, marching till we come to the Golden Gates.


  Ten minutes later a hurrying, self-conscious man threw another credit into the hat, cast a scared glance around and beat it from the scene of the crime.


  She had been on Venus exactly eight weeks. Another ship had come and gone. By now the community glumly accepted that it had a harmless nuthead in its midst.


  Digging the little plot outside her trailer early one day, she paused to rest, rubbed the blistered palm of her right hand, glanced up and found a plump, frowsy-looking girl surveying her speculatively.


  “Good morning!” greeted Miranda, smiling.


  “Morning,” responded the other shortly and after some hesitation.


  “It’s nice to see another woman,” Miranda went on. “There are so few of us and so many men around.”


  “Don’t I know it!” gave back the plump girl, with subtle meaning. She looked up and down the street, eyed the trailer, seemed undecided whether or not to linger.


  “Would you care to come inside?” Miranda invited. “There is coffee and cakes and I’m starving for a gossip and—”


  “I’m Dolly,” chipped in the other with an air of begging pardon for a skunk in her handbag.


  “How nice! My name is Miranda.” Dumping the spade, she went to the trailer, opened its door.


  “I work at Annie’s,” announced Dolly, making no move.


  “That must be awfully interesting. I’d love you to tell me all about it.”


  Registering a fat scowl, Dolly demanded, “Are you making fun of me?”


  “Good gracious, no!”


  “They make plenty of you.”


  “I’m used to it.”


  “I’m not,” said Dolly. She had another look up the street. “Hell of a place,” she added.


  “If you’d like to come in, please do.”


  “I guess I will.” She advanced as if breasting an invisible tide. “I’ve gone past caring, see?” She entered, flopped on to a pneumatic seat, studied her surroundings. “Nice little joint you’ve got here.”


  “Thank you. I’m so glad you like it.” Pumping her paraffin stove, Miranda lit it, adjusted the flame.


  “Better than my flea-trap. Everyone says you’re cracked. H’m, it looks like it! This holy biz must pay off.”


  “It does.”


  “So I see,” said Dolly with a touch of malice. Her eyes narrowed. “Where’s the catch?”


  Miranda paused, coffee percolator in hand. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “Nobody makes a red cent without surrendering their heart’s blood for it one way or another,” informed Dolly. “You’ve got to give in order to receive. What’s your sacrifice?”


  “Nothing much. Only my life, such as it is.” Capping the percolator, Miranda placed it on the stove, asked with deceptively casual interest, “What do you give?”


  “Shut up!” snapped Dolly, savagely. She rocked to and fro, nursing her handbag on her lap and staring down at her big knees. She did this for a long time, then without warning harshed, “I’m damn sick of it!” and burst into tears.


  Taking no notice, Miranda continued with various tasks in her little kitchen and left the visitor to howl it out. Dolly shook and sobbed, feeling blindly for a handkerchief. Finally she stood up, tear-stained and embarrassed.


  “I’d better be going.”


  “Oh, not now, surely? The coffee is about ready.”


  “I’ve made a fool of myself.”


  “Nonsense. A woman is entitled to a good cry now and then.” Miranda took little cakes from a cupboard, arranged them on a plate. “Makes one feel better sometimes.”


  “How the heck do you know?” Dolly sat down again, dabbed the corners of her eyes, stared at the cakes. “Bet you’ve never bawled bloody murder.”


  “I did the day my father died.”


  “Oh!” She swallowed hard, studied thick, unmanicured fingers, said after a long pause, “I don’t remember my old man.”


  “How sad!” Miranda poured the coffee.


  “And not so much of my mother either,” continued Dolly, morbidly reminiscent. “I ran away from her when I was sixteen. She didn’t think I’d do well on the stage. But I knew better, see?”


  “I see.”


  “So I pranced around in the chorus line of a fourth-rate company and that’s as far as I ever got. The years rolled past, I couldn’t keep my hips down and I got shoved toward the breadline by younger kids as daft as I had been. So . . . so . . . a girl has to do something, hasn’t she?”


  “Most certainly,” agreed Miranda. “Will you try one of these cakes? I made them myself last night.”


  “Thanks.” Dolly took a large bite, choked with emotion, blew her nose and went on, “I went the way of all flesh, if you know what I mean. I got pawed around and kicked about something awful, but at least I ate. Thank God my mother never heard of it. She’d have died of shame.”


  Miranda made no comment.


  “I finished up here with Annie. Sort of wanted to get away from everything over there.” Dolly used her piece of cake to gesture more or less Earthward. “Now I’d go back on the next ship if there was anything to go back to. But there isn’t. Not for me. I picked this lousy dump and I’m stuck with it for keeps.”


  “Well, there’s plenty for a woman to do here,” opined Miranda, sipping coffee.


  “You’re dead right there is—and I’m fed up doing it. What else is there?”


  “This town will need hundreds more things as time goes on. In fact it can’t grow without them.”


  “Such as what?” Dolly persisted, sceptically.


  “A little laundry would be a good thing for a start.”


  “A laundry?” Dolly was reluctant to believe her ears. “The few girls do their own washing. The men don’t wash at all. Who the blazes wants a laundry?”


  “The men,” said Miranda. “Obviously.”


  “Who’d run it?” challenged Dolly, changing angle of attack.


  “We two.”


  She dropped her piece of cake, fumbled around for it, retrieved it and stared wide-eyed at Miranda.


  “Mean to say you really think I’d set to and scrub clothes for a living?” She gave an unconvincing sniff. “I wouldn’t sink so low!”


  “I would.”


  “Then why don’t you?”


  “I’m going to,” Miranda pointed to a couple of packing cases looming outside the window. “One tent and one washing machine. All I need is power. They’re fixing me up with an electricity supply tomorrow.”


  “You’ve got a nerve!” said Dolly. “Christ, you’ve got a nerve.”


  “Haven’t you?”


  Standing up, Dolly prowled restlessly around the small space, gazed a couple of times at the packing cases, scowled to herself, mooched to and fro. After a while she said, “Don’t tempt me.”


  “Why not?”


  “Annie would throw me out. Either I work for her or I don’t. I’d have no place to sleep.”


  “This is a two-berth trailer.”


  Dolly chewed her bottom lip, said in stifled tones, “You don’t need a haybag like me.”


  “Everyone is needed by someone,” said Miranda, gently. “Everyone.”


  “You’re just saying that.”


  “Don’t you believe me?”


  “I’d like to. It isn’t easy.”


  “It should be,” Miranda mused. “I’ve never had difficulty in believing the things I wish to believe.”


  Ignoring that remark, Dolly again ambled around the tiny floor-space. After a bit she said “By God! By God!”


  “Besides,” added Miranda, “we’d be helped.”


  “Oh, yes? By whom?”


  “By God.”


  Dolly flinched and snapped back, “We’ll need it!”


  “All that’s required of us is courage. One can still have that when one has nothing else.”


  “You’re the kind who can talk your way into anything and talk your way out of it again,” said Dolly. She reached a reluctant decision, shrugged her plump shoulders. “Maybe you’re touched in the head and maybe I’m a bit that way too. Anyway, you’ve got company. If you can get away with it why shouldn’t I?”


  “Like another coffee?” Miranda reached for the cup.


  They were having a hopeless struggle with the tent next mid-morning when Bulstrode came along, joined the fray, pitted his brute strength against unruly canvas. Between the three of them they got it erected, pegged its stays, fixed it good and tight.


  “Anything else?” inquired Bulstrode, brushing his hands.


  “I hardly like to trouble you,” said Miranda, her gaze straying toward the other crate.


  “Think nothing of it,” he assured, secretly surprised to find himself enjoying this spell of gallantry. It lent him a special air of proprietorship. He broke the crate open, lugged the machine into the tent, looked it over, asked, “What’s the use of this gadget without juice?”


  “We’re having current laid on today and water tonight,” Miranda explained. “Tomorrow this will be the M and D Laundry.”


  “The whatta?”


  “The Miranda and Dolly Laundry.”


  “I’ve been wondering what the deuce you were doing here,” said Bulstrode, giving Dolly the incredulous once-over. “Don’t tell me you’re in this?”


  “Any objections, Hamface?” demanded Dolly, belligerently.


  “No business of mine,” he said, backing away fast.


  “Thank you so much,” put in Miranda. “We could never have managed without your help.”


  “It’s a pleasure.” He glowered around in search of witnesses, truculently ready to prove his hardness to any who might accuse him of getting soft. There were none in sight. He lumbered away and they heard him growl underbreath as he went, “A laundry—holy mackerel!”


  Staring after the burly figure, Dolly said wonderingly, “What made that muscle-bound bum pitch in?”


  “We needed him,” said Miranda.


  Dolly stewed it over awhile, responded quietly, “I’m beginning to think you’ve got something.”


  “Do you feel it strongly enough to come out with me this evening?”


  “Out with you?” She registered puzzlement followed by sudden uneasiness. “Singing in the street?”


  “Yes.”


  “Nothing doing!” Dolly flapped agitated hands. “Don’t ask me that! I’ve given Annie the brush-off and come in with you on this loony stunt but don’t ask me that!”


  “What’s wrong with it?”


  “There’s nothing wrong, I suppose,” admitted Dolly, her alarm increasing by leaps and bounds. “It’s not the sort of thing I care to do.”


  “Afraid they’ll laugh at you?”


  “And how! They’ll bellow till their buttons fly off.”


  “They don’t do that to me,” mentioned Miranda.


  “That’s because . . . because . . .”


  “Because what?”


  “You’ve been around quite a few weeks. They know you’re touched in the head and they’re fed up making the most of it. A joke wears thin by the hundredth time. They’ve come to the point of accepting you as you are.”


  “That’s true, Dolly. It always happens if you’re sufficiently determined, if you stick it out long enough. And it can happen with you too.”


  “I’m in no mood to try.” Her voice went up a couple of notes. “I’ve been the plaything of boozey apes too long to want to become the target of their cheap sneers now. Don’t shove me further than I want to go. Enough is enough.”


  “All right. You won’t mind me leaving you by yourself a piece?”


  “Why should I? Nothing can happen to me that hasn’t already happened fifty times. Besides, I’m not a kid. You go do your holy serenading. I’ll tidy the place and have supper ready for when you get back.”


  “Thank you. It will be nice to return to someone.” She paused, added with sincerity, “I’m glad to have you with me. I’m really glad.”


  “Oh, cut it out!” said Dolly embarrassed.


  And so that evening one remained in the trailer and absorbed the long-forgotten atmosphere of a home while the other took the concertina into town.


  The wrinkled oldster was waiting for Miranda as now he invariably did. By this time she had learned his name: James Hanbury. But that was all she knew of him.


  “Good evening, Jimmy,” she greeted.


  “Good evening, Miss Dean,” he responded, solemnly.


  Then he stood beside her at the kerb and held out his tattered hat while she began to sing. The collection amounted to one credit, two quarter-credits and a worthless brass slug.


  There sounded an imperative knock at the trailer door in the mid-afternoon of next day. Answering, Miranda found a tall, stately woman waiting outside. The visitor appeared to be in her late fifties, with white, regal-looking hair and intelligent but arrogant features.


  “How do you do?” said Miranda, a trifle primly.


  “That depends upon whom I do,” answered the other in hard, cynical tones. She gave Miranda a careful examination with dark gray eyes that had seen more than enough. “May I come in?”


  “By all means.”


  “Thank you!”


  Entering, the visitor glanced around with begrudging approval, announced, “Doubtless you have heard of me. I am Annie,” Her cultured tones gained a touch of acid as she followed it up with, “Once known as Anytime Annie. But that was long ago.”


  “How interesting,” said Miranda. “Please do sit down.”


  “I prefer to stand.” Again she examined the trailer. “H’m! Quite domesticated. Where is Dolly?”


  “Outside working in the tent.”


  “So she really is here,” said Annie in the manner of one confirming an incredible rumour. “Why has she left me?”


  “She’s ambitious.”


  “A clever answer,” conceded Annie. “I admire you for it.”


  “Thank you so much.”


  “In which direction do her ambitions lie?”


  “We are starting a laundry.”


  “A laundry?” Annie’s well-plucked eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Do you think you’re a couple of Chinks?”


  “Do we look it?”


  “Dolly is and always has been too stupid to know what’s good for her,” went on Annie, evading the point.


  “But you are much wiser?”


  “I ought to be, my dear. Much as I hate to admit it, I am old enough to be her mother. I have been around quite a spell. One learns things through the passing years.”


  “I should hope so,” gave back Miranda, fervently. “It must be rather awful to learn them all too late.”


  Annie winced, recovered. “You have a swift tongue.” She waved a hand to indicate the surroundings. “I think you could do better for yourself than this.”


  “I am quite happy.”


  “Of course you are. You have youth on your side. The days of disillusionment have yet to come. But they will, they will!”


  “I doubt it,” observed Miranda. “I’m in a different line of business from you. And I find it rather satisfying.”


  “Clothes washing and hymn singing,” scoffed Annie, expressing a wealth of contempt. “Any incurable cretin can do either.” She brushed the subject aside. “But I’ve not come here to indulge in profitless argument. All I want is a word with Dolly.”


  “Very well.” Sliding a window sidewise, Miranda called toward the tent. “Dolly! Dolly!”


  In short time Dolly came along, scowled at the sight of who was waiting for her, demanded, “What do you want?”


  “You!” informed Annie, succinctly. “It’s hard enough to get girls all the way here without them going temperamental on me afterward. So collect your scattered wits and come back where you belong.”


  “You can go to hell,” advised Dolly.


  “Someday I shall—according to those peculiarly well-informed.” Annie shot a side-glance at Miranda. “But the time is not yet. Meanwhile you will continue to work for me.”


  “I’m not your slave. Why should I?”


  “Because I picked you out of the gutter and that’s where you’re heading back right now!”


  “That is a statement of opinion rather than of fact,” Miranda put in.


  “I’ll thank you to keep out of this,” Annie retorted. “You have meddled enough.” She switched attention to Dolly again. “Well, are you going to see reason or not?”


  “I don’t want to go back.”


  “You will, in your own good time—and then I won’t take you. Not at any price.” Her calculating gaze went over the other as she added, “Opportunity is knocking for the last time. You can grab it or go stew in your own juice.”


  “I’ll stew.”


  “Very well. I am sorry for you—but not one-tenth as sorry as you’ll be for yourself someday.” Turning toward the door, she said to Miranda with exaggerated courtesy, “Thank you for having me in.”


  “You’re most welcome,” assured Miranda. “Anytime.”


  “So kind of you,” said Annie, refusing to twitch. Outside she finished, “I know your kind. I’ve met them before. You’ll keep on squalling until you get all the dopes behind you.” Her smile was a meaningful warning. “But you’ll never get me!”


  With that she departed. Miranda came back, sat down, stared at the subdued Dolly.


  “What a strange person. I didn’t imagine her like that.”


  “Like what?” asked Dolly, disinterestedly.


  “She’s rather ladylike.”


  “A vaudeville artist busted on the boards,” explained Dolly. “A theatrical floppo. She rose higher than I did, fell farther and landed harder. Still got the grand manner. Still thinks she’s somebody. It’s one of the things I hate her for: always acting so clever, so superior.”


  “One must learn not to hate.”


  “Why?”


  “Because people are as life has made them.”


  “You can’t alter people,” declared Dolly, flatly.


  “You can change life,” said Miranda. “Why, you have just changed yours!


  At the end of another six months the laundry was functioning regularly, at a modest profit and had a small but growing list of customers who were discovering that a shave and haircut goes well with a clean shirt.


  The tent had been replaced by a peeled log cabin built by Bulstrode and a dozen cronies who concealed their inward pleasure beneath a stream of blasphemy. The aged Jimmy had appointed himself general handyman and Bulstrode had developed the habit of dropping in from time to time.


  Most of all important, the community had now accepted the situation as one unalterable either by opposition or pointed criticism. Indeed, it was impossible to think up adequate reason for opposing. In everyone’s eyes Dolly had become established as a genuine laundress. It was understood by one and all that Jimmy had some sort of stake in the business and that the bearlike Bulstrode had made himself its unofficial protector.


  The days of ridicule and venom had drifted by like fragments of an evil dream. The subject was exhausted of its humour and there was nothing derogatory left to be said. Sheer persistence had converted the formerly odd into a present-day convention; all that once had been resented was now taken for granted and recognised as part of the Venusian scene.


  Sheer persistence!


  Subconsciously sensing the social atmosphere, Dolly found it required no redoubtable effort of will to go out with Miranda one evening. Taking a tambourine from a box in the trailer she was satisfied at first merely to beat time with the signing, but after four nights her courage suddenly welled up. She joined in with a bellowing but not unpleasant contralto and the town accepted without comment that now there were two voices instead of one crying in the Venusian wilderness. Jimmy still remained silent, content to hold the hat and lend the moral support of his presence.


  But they were three. A daft tart, an aged washout and a onetime whore.


  More ships had solidified out of the everlasting mist and gone back into it, the last bringing a couple of families complete with kids. Swiftly erected shacks lengthened the main street by half a mile and there was half-hearted, perfunctory talk of throwing up a ramshackle school for the moppets. The nameless town was growing slowly but surely, creeping towards its destiny of a someday city.


  One morning Miranda left the laundry in the others’ care, picked her way across four miles of rubble-strewn ground and reached the niobium extraction plant. It was a big, dirty place where hammer-mills set up a deafening clatter and grinders roared without cease; a place full of big-chested men smeared with thin mud formed of granite-dust and moisture. Finding the office, she handed in her card.


  Somebody conducted her to an inner room where a wide-shouldered man with dark hair and a fuzzy moustache stood up behind his desk, card in hand. A second man, red-haired and lean-faced, posed nearby and studied the visitor with frank curiosity.


  “Please be seated,” said the moustached one, indicating a chair. “My name is Langtree.” He gestured toward his companion. “This is Mr. McLeish.”


  “So glad to know you,” responded Miranda.


  Waiting for her to settle, Langtree resumed his own chair, had another look at the card. “Now what can we do for you . . . er . . . Lieutenant?”


  McLeish gave a start of surprise, bent forward to have a look at the card.


  “I understand that this company registers title to land,” said Miranda.


  “In that respect we are temporarily functioning on behalf of the Terran Government,” Langtree told her. “Copies of claims are forwarded to Earth and are not effective until approved and recorded there. We have no real legislative status of our own. We are merely deputed to act until such time as this place can support a few bureaucrats.”


  “All the same, you can assign unclaimed land?”


  “Providing that it has no known mineral deposits,” he conceded. “Do you have something in mind?”


  “Yes, Mr. Langtree. There’s a nice, large vacant lot right in the middle of the main street. I can’t imagine why nobody has taken it. But if it’s unclaimed I want it.”


  He gave a rueful smile. “That particular piece of estate was reserved for this company’s headquarters whenever we got around to some real, solid building.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


  “Don’t let it worry you. We have changed our minds. It is most unlikely that we’ll use it.”


  “Why not?” Her oval face became hopeful.


  “Originally we supposed that the town would remain where it is right now and that we had grabbed ourselves a good central position. Now it’s evident that things won’t work out that way. Geologists have found rich supplies of pitchblends in the east, a railroad will be constructed to reach them and the town’s natural tendency will be to grow along the tracks.” He pondered a moment, said, “You realise what that means?”


  “What does it mean?”


  “If this place ever becomes big—which I think it will—and if it has a slumy area—which, unfortunately it may—the plot you want will be smack among the shacks and ashpiles. It’ll be in a quarter anything but salubrious.”


  “So much the better.”


  He frowned at that, went on, “Moreover, it’s directly opposite Annie’s dump where all the rowdies tend to congregate.”


  “So much the better,” she repeated.


  “Have you ever lived in a big city?” put in McLeish.


  “Yes.”


  “In parts that aren’t nice?”


  “Nowhere else.”


  “And did you like it?” he persisted.


  “Of course. It was most convenient for me because my work lay right outside the door.”


  “Oh!” He subsided in defeat.


  Langtree harumphed, pulled at his moustache, asked, “For what purpose do you require this land, Lieutenant?”


  “For a place of worship—eventually.”


  “That’s what I thought.” He played the moustache again. “You put me in a poor position to refuse.”


  “Do you wish to refuse?” she inquired, open-eyed.


  “Not exactly.” He sought around for a method of expressing himself, carried on, “Naturally we approve your plan. In fact we endorse it most heartily. But we deplore the timing.”


  “Why?”


  “Well, you’ve established yourself in a small community and so far you’ve got by. But don’t let it fool you. It’s going to be a lot tougher before it becomes easier.”


  “Do you really think so?”


  “I’m sure of it. In the time since the first ship made its landfall we’ve had eighteen murders and forty or more attempted ones. Not to mention other crimes. That’s nothing, nothing at all. A lot of labour pains have yet to come before we build anything resembling a city.”


  He paused for a comment from her but got none.


  “Immediately the railroad is completed we’ll have four shiploads of roughnecks here to run the mines. Yesterday we received prospectors’ reports on silver and osmiridium in the north and that will entice more hard characters.” He studied her thoughtfully, then assured, “You haven’t seen anything yet!”


  “Neither has this town,” she gave back, smiling.


  “I don’t doubt that,” he agreed. “And I don’t doubt that you intend to show it plenty. But I’d feel a lot happier if you’d let things rest until at least we’ve reached the dignity of having a small police force.”


  “Wouldn’t it be much nicer never to need one?” she asked.


  Throwing up both hands in mock despair, Langtree said, “I should know better than to argue with a lady.”


  “Then I may have this piece of land?” She leaned forward, her expression eager.


  “You’re hamstrung, pinned down and shackled,” said McLeish, grinning at Langtree. “You might as well quit.”


  “I give in.” Langtree heaved a sigh of resignation. “Go fetch the papers.”


  When they had been brought he went carefully through them, filled them in triplicate, showed her where to sign, gave her a copy. She departed, grateful and bright-eyed. Langtree flopped back in his seat and gazed absently at the wall.


  After a while he said, “I guess it was inevitable. It had to come sooner or later.”


  “Think so?”


  “Yes! Ever noticed how big cities got boosted out of the dirt?”


  “Sure,” said McLeish. “They’re raised by a horde of steel-erectors, bricklayers, masons and hodcarriers bossed by guys holding blueprints.”


  “And by the long sustained pressure of a thousand and one determined little groups,” declared Langtree with emphasis. “The Quakers forced Philadelphia out of the earth. The Mormons raised Salt Lake City from the desert. Earth is spattered with New Jerusalems built by pernickety dissenters and various gangs of one-track-minders. Stands to sense the same things will go on wherever humanity goes.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” admitted McLeish.


  “I remember when they concocted that new rocket-fuel they said space was ours. It wasn’t. They had to spend years designing combustion-chambers that would hold the pressures. So now we’re squirted across the heavens under high pressure. And that’s still not enough. We’ve got to settle and exploit and build under psychological thrusts that can’t and won’t be held.”


  He brooded awhile, continued, “Sooner or later a guy with a bee in his bonnet will try to prevent all building in a certain square mile because he thinks it ought to be a city park. He’ll get like-minders behind him. They’ll bellow, bawl and agitate until the area is protected and finally becomes a park. Another mob will compel booze saloons to recognise the law of moderation in all things. Another will push and shove and play merry hell until we’ve a hospital and a maternity home before we can afford either. Long sustained pressure; it gets there in the end.”


  “It isn’t easy to beat them down,” McLeish conceded.


  “It can be well-nigh impossible,” asserted Langtree. “The little groups provide a development-factor that objective scientists rarely take into account. They can bring about the cumulative effect of a large bomb, but slowly.” He thought again, added, “When I was a kid a creeper thrust a thin tendril through a minute crack in the garden wall. My old man wanted to cut it but Mom wouldn’t let him. Sixteen years later that wall was busted. It cost my old man fifty credits for new brickwork.”


  “That girl is different,” said McLeish. “She’s a human being. She’d have to push until she grew old.”


  “I’ve seen them do that, too.” Langtree threw a glance at the other. “Would you?”


  “Not on your life!


  “She would. And probably she will.”


  “It’s a shame,” opined McLeish for no logical reason. “But maybe it’s a good thing for this world or any other.”


  “This world or any other needs a few good things,” said Langtree.


  The vacant lot still remained a vacant lot at the end of another year. Some fine day when enough hands, money and material were available it would hold a stone-built, glass-windowed flophouse that would also be a house of God. At times it seemed as if such a culmination was an impossibly long way off, that the temporarily homeless would have no place to sleep, the spiritually hungry no place to pray. But the lot was held because everything comes to those who wait.


  At the laundry there were now three washing machines and Jimmy had become an energetic, fulltime worker therein. Bulstrode was a frequent visitor with the frequency increasing as weeks rolled by. Once or twice the big man had been horrified by a secret desire to turn the street parading trio into a quartet. He had stepped upon it firmly, crushing it down.


  His strength was his weakness in that he doubted his ability to counter a crude insult with anything less than a broken nose. And from occasional remarks let slip by Miranda he’d gathered that nose-breaking was out, most definitely out. That made it awfully hard on a powerful man with furry arms. It meant he would have to answer blood-heating jibes with a mere smile when it would be less trouble and infinitely more satisfying to crack a neck.


  Such was the situation when the sixteenth ship came out of the eternal mist beyond which gleamed a host of stars including a great green one named Terra. The ship unloaded a little aluminium trailer the exact copy of Miranda’s, An elderly couple, grey-haired and wise-eyed arrived with it, positioned it next door, had a few small crates dumped alongside.


  They held a sedate celebration in the log laundry that afternoon. The newcomers greeted Miranda in the manner of oldtime friends, were introduced as Major and Captain Bennett. Miranda handed around pie, coffee and cakes, her face flushed and eyes alight with the pleasure of meeting.


  Bulstrode eventually wandered outside, stood staring at the crates much as a child looks at birthday parcels. In short time Major Bennett joined him.


  “More washing contraptions?” Bulstrode asked.


  “Dear me, no. Three should be adequate for a while.” He examined the nearer pair of boxes. “These are musical instruments.”


  “Huh?” Bulstrode’s eyes gained a sudden gleam. “Want them emptying out?”


  “There’s no hurry. I’m sure we can manage.”


  “I like busting crates. Maybe I’m still a kid at heart.”


  “Then we may as well deal with them,” said Major Bennett. “It will have to be done sometime.”


  Finding a case-lever, he started prying up slats with the slow carefulness of the aged. Bulstrode hooked big, hard fingertips under the lid of another, bulged his arms and drew it up with nails squeaking. He peeped inside.


  “Suffering cats!” he whispered.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “A drum.” He voiced it in low, reverent tones, like one uttering a holy name. Sliding trembling hands into the box he fondled the contents. “As I live and breathe, a big bass drum!”


  “Surely there’s nothing remarkable about that?” said Bennett, mystified.


  With a faraway look in his eyes, Bulstrode said, “For ten years I carried the drum in the hometown band.”


  “You did?”


  “Yes, tiger-skin and all. It was a darned fine band.”


  Lowering his arms into the crate Bulstrode gently drew forth the drum. He made another dip, brought out a pair of fat-knobbed sticks and a broad leather sling complete with chest and belly hooks. Slowly, like on in a dream, he donned the sling, fastened the drum upon his big chest, looped the sticks to his wrists.


  For a moment he posed there like a statue dreaming wistfully of days long gone by. Then something took possession of him. Fire leaped in his eyes. He twirled the drumsticks into twin discs of light, spun them sidewise, above, inward, outward and across, flashing hither and thither and flicking the taut vellum with expert beat.


  Boom-boom, bop-bop-boom went the big bass drum.


  Drawn by the sound the others came out of the laundry and watched fascinated while the great drum sounded and the drumsticks whirled. Finally he stopped.


  “By hokey!” he said, flush-faced.


  Without comment Major Bennett extracted a silver cornet from a case, handed it to his wife. Next he produced a trombone, fitted it together, checked its slide-action with a tentative toot. He eyed Bulstrode shrewdly.


  “By hokey!” repeated that individual. “It takes me back years!” He looked around in a kind of semi-daze, noticed Miranda socketing together a pole bearing a large flag. “Years!” he said.


  Still watching him, Bennett made no comment. He had the air of an experienced cook who knows exactly when the joint will be done to perfection.


  “This town could do with a band,” asserted Bulstrode. He eyed the trombone.


  “We have nobody to play the flute, the oboe and the tuba,” said Bennett, quietly. “Nobody to beat the drum. Someday we’ll find them among those able to kneel and pray, able to fight for the things they believe to be right.”


  Unhooking the drum and discarding the sling, Bulstrode carefully placed them on the ground. He wetted his lips, fidgeted a bit, stared at the sky.


  “I’d better be going,” he announced. Starting to back away, he met Miranda’s eyes, found his feet strangely frozen to the earth.


  “Goodbye!” encouraged Dolly in a manner he did not like.


  A slight perspiration broke out on his forehead. His thick lips worked around and no words came out. He was in psychic agony, like a man paralysed by sheer need to run.


  Putting down the trombone, Major Bennett took him by the elbow, led him into the trailer and out of the others’ sight.


  “Let us speak to God,” he said simply, and sank upon his knees.


  After considerable hesitation, Bulstrode knelt beside him, first making sure the door was shut and the windows obscured. Bennett put an arm across his shoulders, holding him while they spoke to God because that is the fashion of their kind. Other pressure-groups, other rigmaroles. This was theirs: to share what they wished to say side by side, shoulder to shoulder, before the Supreme Commander.


  When they came out, soldiers both, Miranda had opened another box containing hats but no uniforms; peaked caps and poke bonnets ornamented with red-lettered ribbons. Self-consciously fitting on a cap, Bulstrode strove to divert attention from himself by admiring Dolly in her new bonnet.


  “My, you look good in that,” he said.


  “Don’t pick on me,” she snapped.


  “I mean it. You look kind of . . . uh . . . nice.”


  “I’m fat and I know it.”


  “Plumpish,” he corrected. “The way you ought to be.”


  “Don’t give me that stuff. You know what I’ve been and so does everyone else.”


  “You aren’t the same person.”


  “Yes I am.” Her tones faltered.


  “You know you’re not—and so does everyone else,” he cracked back.


  “Go take a walk, you big, clumsy lug!” With that, Dolly pulled out a handkerchief and started to snivel.


  “Jeepers!” exclaimed Bulstrode, taken aback, “I didn’t mean to—”


  He stopped as Miranda pulled his sleeve and explained, “A woman can weep when she’s happy.”


  “That so?” He crinkled bushy brows at her, mildly dumbfounded. “Mean to say she’s enjoying herself?”


  Dolly sobbed louder to confirm it.


  “Good grief!” said Bulstrode, quite unconscious of the pun. He studied Dolly in frank amazement until eventually she composed herself, wiped her eyes, managed a self-conscious smile.


  Then he took up the drum in the manner of one claiming his own after countless years. He hooked it onto his chest, stood holding it with proud possession. He twirled the sticks, again delighting in the feel of them.


  “Christ Jesus,” he said, without blasphemy, “this town’s going to take an awful licking!” A thought struck him and he hopefully asked Miranda, “How soon are we going to give it ’em hot and strong?”


  She didn’t answer. She seemed to be waiting for something. They all stood there in caps and poke bonnets, watching him and waiting for something. Momentarily it puzzled him, that and the electric suspense in the air. For whom or what were they waiting? Was there any good reason to wait at all?


  It entered his mind that the big drum takes the lead and sets the pace.


  Always.


  Involuntarily his fingers tightened around the sticks, his leg muscles stiffened in readiness, his chest swelled, his eyes flashed and what was within him came out as a triumphant shout.


  “Now!”


  It galvanised them into activity. Human pressure was on the boost. Old Jimmy donned the pole-sling, braced the flag in his grip. The others closed the trailer, collected their instruments, formed in two ranks of three each.


  For a few seconds they stood to attention like troops on parade. The pale, fog-ridden Venusian light sparkled on cornet and concertina, trombone and tambourine, while the big drum poised and the great flag flew fast and free.


  Then Bulstrode swung a stick and sounded one loud, imperative note.


  Boom!


  In exact step both ranks started off upon the left foot and advanced with military precision upon the waiting town. Glory! Glory!


  The Salvation Army was marching into battle for the Lord.
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  GEORGE LOVES GISTLA


  James McKimmey, Jr.


  “Why don’t you find yourself some nice little American girl,” his father had often repeated. But George was on Venus . . . and he loved pate green skin . . . and globular heads and most of all, George loved Gistla.


  GEORGE KENINGTON was sixteen, and, as he told himself, someone who was sixteen knew more about love than someone who was, say, forty-two. Like his father, for instance. A whole lot snore probably. When you were forty-two, you got narrow-minded and nervous and angry. You said this is this, and that is that, and there is nothing else. When someone thought and felt and talked that way, George thought bitterly, there was not enough room inside that person to know what it was like, loving a Venusian.


  But George knew. He knew very well. Her name was Gistla. She was not pretty in standards of American colonists. She had the pale greenish Venusian skin, and she was too short and rather thick. Her face, of course, was not an American face. It was the face of native Venus. Round and smooth, with the large lidless eyes. There were no visible ears and a lack of hair strengthened the globular look of her head.


  But she was a person. The beauty was inside of her. Did you have to point to a girl’s face and say, “Here is where the nose should be, here is where the ears should be?” Did you have to measure tire width between eyes and test the color of the skin? Did you have to check the size of the teeth and the existence of hair? Was all of this necessary to understand what was inside someone?


  George snapped a leaf from an overhanging vine and threw it angrily to the ground. He was walking along a thin path that led from the colony to the tangled hills beyond, where hues of red and yellow and purple reflected like bold sweeps of watercolor. In a moment he would see Gistla, and with the color before his eyes and the sweet perfume of the flowers in his lungs, he felt again the familiar rise of excitement.


  George had not always lived on Venus, lire Colony was very new. By 2022, most of the Earth countries had sent colonizers to Mars. But as yet, in June of that year, Venus had been touched by only the sparsest invasion of American civilization. George had arrived just three years ago, when his father had been appointed Secretary of the colonising unit.


  And that was the whole trouble, really. Father was the Secretary, Mother was the Secretary’s wife, Sister was the daughter of the Secretary. Everybody was wrapped up in it. Except George.


  George loved Gistla.


  “Why don’t you find yourself some nice little American girl?” his father had said. “Say like Henry Farrel’s little daughter?”


  Henry Farrel’s little daughter was a sweet sickening girl with a nasty temper and a nasty tongue. Her father was Governor of the Colony. She told you about it all the time.


  “Or,” his father had told him, “why not little what’s-her-name, Doug Brentwood’s daughter?”


  Little what’s-her-name’s father was the President of the Council. “My father is President of the Council,” she said. Over and over, as though in a settlement the size of the Colony, there would be anyone who wouldn’t know her father was the President of the Council.


  It was all a very tight and careful circle, chosen on Earth with a great deal of “common sense.”


  There were the ordinary settlers, of course. They had daughters. Some of them were very pretty and long-limbed. And George had thought about that.


  Certainly there wasn’t a decent looking girl in the whole Governing circle, and the sight of a girl with flashing eyes and a nice red mouth, who was shaped a little like something besides a tree stump, was indeed an exciting sight.


  But there were limitations to the settler girls.


  They had no background to speak of, and though that didn’t make any difference, George assured himself, they knew nothing about art, music, poetry, or anything really worth while. And, too, while George’s father had said, “Now George, we’re all one here. Each of us is as good as another. Joe Finch, who cares for the flowers outside, is every bit as good a man as I am”—still George knew, if he told his parents he was going to marry Joe Finch’s daughter someday, there would be hell to pay.


  So as long as the restrictions had been bound around him, there was no reason to go just half-way. George was not an ordinary boy. He did things in extreme. He was now in love with a Venusian girl, and his family was already starting to make him pay.


  GEORGE turned off the path, just beyond an arch of thick purple-green vines that always reminded him of a gate to a garden. There was a quiet simplicity to this small clearing where he and Gistla met. There was an aloneness to it, and only the sound of the flat shiny leaves sliding together and the high, trilling sound of the small Venusian birds broke the peaceful silence. They had always met here, nowhere else.


  Now, as George found himself in the clearing, he began to wonder what Gistla would say or do when he told her he was taking her home to meet his family. It had been a sudden decision, brought out of anger and indignation.


  George sat down upon the flat hollow of a large vine. The sky was murky as usual, but the soft warm fed and smell of the growth around him, with its color and brightness, made up for a sunless sky.


  As he waited, he remembered what his mother had said:


  “Oh, George, you’re really not serious about bringing a Venusian into our home!”


  And his sister, Mari, had said, “My God!” Mari, who was eighteen, said this to most anything.


  But his father, eyes bright and alert, had said, “No, now if George wants to bring one of these, ah, Venusians home with him, that’s his privilege. I think it would be very interesting.”


  George knew what his father meant by interesting.


  Exposing Gistla to his family would result in deliberate sarcasm and eye-squinting and barely hidden smiles. There would be pointed remarks and direct insults. And when it was over, George knew, he would be expected to see the error of his ways. He would then be expected to forget about this odd creature and find himself a nice ignorant little Colony girl, whose father was a member of the Governing circle.


  And to hell with that, too, George said.


  “What?” George heard Gistla say. He turned quickly. She was standing at the edge of the clearing, her round green eyes looking soft and serious. She wore the usual gray cape that reached her ankles. Her voice was a deep round sound, and there was hardly any accent in the words she had learned so quickly since the Colony had begun.


  “Talking to myself,” George grinned. The old excitement was inside of him. There was a kind of exotic quality in meeting Gistla that never disappeared.


  She crossed the clearing, not too gracefully, and touched her fingers against his hand. This had been the extent of their physical expression of love.


  “It is nice to see you, George.”


  He noticed his feeling of pleasure when he heard her speak his name. There was something about his own name being spoken by Gistla that had always seemed even more strange than anything else.


  She sat down beside him, and they looked at each other while the leaves whispered around them and the birds fluttered and chirped. He discovered again the feeling of rightness, sitting beside Gistla. There was a solidity about her, a quiet maturity that he seemed able to feel in himself only when he was with her. And that too was strange, because in American terms of age, she was much younger than he.


  Sitting, as they were doing, silent, watching each other, had been most of their activity. You did not need to entertain Gistla with foolish small-talk or exaggerated praising.


  But right now he wanted to tell her quickly, to make sure that she would feel the enthusiasm he had felt.


  “Listen, Gistla,” he said, while she watched him with her soft-looking round eyes. “I want you to come with me today to meet my family.”


  His words seemed to have an odd ring to them, and George waited tensely until he was sure that she was not shocked or angry about what he had just said.


  She sat silently for a moment and then she said, “Do you think that is right for me to do, George?”


  “Sure it is! Why not? They know about you and me. They know we’re in love.”


  “Love—” She spoke the word as though it were an indefinite, elusive thing that you could not offer as reason for doing anything.


  Gistla was very wise, George realized, but this was a time for enthusiasm, a time to strengthen their own relationship in this world.


  “Say you will!” George said.


  “Do you want me to?”


  “Well, sure I do. What did you think?”


  She held her hands in her lap quietly. They were not unlike his own, George observed, except for the extreme smallness and the color.


  “I do not think it will be nice for you or them,” she said.


  “Ah, listen, Gistla. Don’t talk that way. It’ll be fine!” But he knew that he was not deceiving her with tire lightness he tried to put into his voice.


  Then, although she had never done it before, she reached out and touched his check. George had grown used to the emotions that reflected on her face, and he knew she was suddenly very sad. “Yes, George,” she said. “I will go with you to meet your family.” And she said it as though she were telling him good-by.


  IT WAS no better than he had expected.


  It was worse. Much worse. And he was growing angrier by tire moment. They were all seated in the rock-walled patio behind the large white house. Gistla sat beside him, looking very small and frightened and very different. And it was that obvious difference that George had hoped everyone might ignore. But instead, each of them, his father, his mother, his sister, appeared to be trying to make it even more obvious.


  The first strain, when everyone had sat there staring at Gistla as though she were something behind a cage, had passed. But now his parents and sister were moving in a new direction. They had relaxed, having found control of the situation, and they were cutting her to pieces.


  “Tell me,” his sister was saying, her eyes dancing slyly, “don’t you people have some very strange tricks you can do?”


  George tightened his fingers against his palms. He heard Gistla answer, “Tricks?”


  “Yes.” His, sister’s white smile shined. “You know, like making things disappear, things like that.”


  “My father,” Gistla said seriously, “can do very wonderful things. He is a musician.”


  George’s father leaned forward, blinking amusedly. “Really? What does he play?”


  “Play?” asked Gistla.


  “Yes. He’s a musician. He must play something, some kind of instrument.” Gistla looked at George, but George did not know what to say. He wished he had never tried to do this. He wished he had just ignored his family and gone on loving Gistla in the privacy of his own emotions.


  “Well, now,” Mr. Kenington was saying rather impatiently. “Does he play something like our violin or clarinet or oboe, or what?” His father, George had noticed, was becoming impatient more frequently since he had become Secretary. The Secretarial post was very important.


  “He does not play anything,” Gistla said carefully. “He just . . . makes the music and I hear it.”


  “But how?” Mr. Kenington insisted. “What does he play the music on? He certainly can’t make the music without using something to make it on.”


  Gistla glanced again at George and he said quickly, “He’s pretty hard to understand, Father. I don’t think—”


  “No, now don’t interrupt just now, son.


  This is very interesting. We’d like to know what she’s talking about.”


  Mrs. Kenington spoke for the first time. “Are you just making this up?”


  It was like a whip coming through the air. His mother sat there, blinking, the suspicion and distrust she felt-for this creature showing in her eyes and upon her mouth and even in the way she was sitting.


  “Now, Lois,” Mr. Kenington said, as though he really sympathized with what she had said, believing that not only Gistla was making it up, but that all of her race made everything up. But he was stubborn. “Come now, tell us. Tell us what you mean.”


  Gistla’s smooth head turned this way and that. “Sometimes,” she said slowly, “my father journeys to other places, and if he cannot return soon, he sends me music. When the light has gone from the day and I am alone, I hear it.”


  “You mean he sends it by wires or by radio?” Mr. Kenington asked with surprise.


  “No.”


  “Now, wait a minute,” George’s sister leaned forward, smiling. “You just hear this music, is that right? Up here.” She tapped her forehead.


  “Yes,” said Gistla.


  “My God,” George’s sister said. She looked at her parents, arching her eyebrows.


  “You shouldn’t make things up,” George’s mother said.


  “Mother,” George said, his face coloring. “She’s not making things up!”


  “Just a moment, son,” Mr. Kenington said crisply. “You don’t want to talk to your mother in that tone.”


  “No, but my God,” George’s sister went on. “Imagine. No wires, no loudspeakers, just . . . up here.” She tapped her forehead again.


  “I’m not talking to my mother in any tone at all,” George said, disregarding his sister.


  “Well, she shouldn’t lie,” said Mrs. Kenington with conviction.


  George stood up. “She is not lying, Mother.”


  “I forbid you to argue with your mother that way, George,” said Mr. Kenington.


  “I mean, my God,” said George’s sister happily. “This is an innovation! Can you imagine? Gistla, or whatever your name is, could your father make his music sometime when we have a dance?”


  Gistla’s eyes were hurt and she was, George knew, confused. She shook her head.


  Mrs. Kenington was blinking accusingly. “Do they teach you to make these things up? Is that what they teach you at home?”


  “Mother, will you please?” George said. “Why must you talk to her that way?”


  Mr. Kenington stood up quickly. “I did not raise my son to show an attitude like that to his mother.”


  “But she isn’t making this up,” George said. “You asked her to tell you and she—” George’s sister had jumped out of her chair and she was waltzing over the patio. She began humming as she danced. “Can’t you just see it? Everyone dancing around, listening to music in their heads? No orchestra or records or anything?”


  Mr. Kenington stood very tall. “Are you taking the word of your mother, or this . . . this . . .” He motioned curtly at Gistla.


  George licked his lips, looking defensively at each one of his family. “It isn’t a matter of taking anyone’s word at all. It’s just something we don’t understand.” George’s sister whirled and then suddenly she stopped, putting her hand against her mouth. “My God, what if everyone got the music different? I mean, does everyone hear the same music, dear? Because if they didn’t, what a mess!” She began dancing again, her skirt swirling over the bricks of the patio.


  Mr. Kenington’s voice was louder. “I think we understand, all right, George. There isn’t anything about this we don’t understand!”


  George’s lips were paling.


  His sister dipped and turned. “We could call it a Music In The Head dance. Everybody brings his own head!” She laughed merrily. “My God!”


  George noticed then that Gistla was disappearing out of the rear gate. He stood, clenching his fists and glaring at his family. His sister had stopped dancing but she was still laughing.


  “I didn’t think, George,” his mother said resolutely, “that you were going to invite someone who lied.”


  George turned and ran after Gistla.


  THEY sat again in the clearing. George could still feel the anger churning inside him, and he held his hands together so tightly that his fingers began to ache. “I hate them for that,” he said.


  Gistla touched his arm. “No, George. It is all right. It is the way things are.”


  “But they don’t need to be! My family did that on purpose.”


  “They just don’t understand. My race is very different from yours and it seems strange.”


  “So does mine,” George said, standing and beginning to pace back and forth.


  It had been what he really had expected. But still he had hoped, somehow, that his family might have understood. He looked at Gistla, sitting quietly, her large eyes watching him. He knew he loved her very much just then, more in fact than he ever had before, because she had been refused by his family.


  “Listen, Gistla,” he said, kneeling on the grass in front of her. “It won’t make any difference what anyone thinks or does or says. I love you, and I’ll go on loving you. We’ll build our own life the way we want it.”


  She shook her head slowly. “No, George. It does make a difference. You cannot forget your family or your people. That is important to you. I would only hurt you.”


  “Do you love me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then that’s all that’s important to me. Not what anyone thinks. Not what my sister thinks or my father or my mother.”


  “We are different, you and I.” She sat unmoving, her smooth face unchanging. “My people seem strange to yours because we can do things your people do not understand. We seem strange because we look differently, we act differently, we value things differently.”


  “My values are the same as yours,” George pleaded. “I love you because of what you are, not because of some kind of stupid chart for physical beauty, not because . . .”


  “George,” she said. “Look at me.” George met her eyes suddenly, caught by the urgency in her voice. And slowly, in front of his eyes, she changed. Her features shifted, until George saw a beautiful young girl with pink white skin and red lips. He saw shining blue eyes and shimmering golden hair that fell over her shoulders. Gistla’s body had changed to a lithe, smooth figure that revealed its contours beneath the gray cape.


  He caught his breath and wiped a hand at his eyes.


  “What you see,” said Gistla softly, “is an illusion. You see what would be in your values, a beautiful girl.”


  George opened his mouth but was unable to find his voice.


  “Do not be afraid, George. Beneath the illusion of your senses, I am still Gistla. I am still a Venusian.”


  George reached out and touched his fingers against a white arm and a white shoulder bared by the cape. He touched the golden hair. “Gistla,” he said, amazed, “You’re beautiful.”


  “Yes,” she said sadly.


  “But—you really are! Your hair and your eyes and your mouth. How did you do it?” She shook her head to show its unimportance. “It is something—like your hypnotism.”


  George raised himself from his knees and sat beside her. “But I can’t believe it!”


  “You can see, you can feel.”


  “Yes,” George said. “Yes.”


  “You are happy with me this way, aren’t you, George?”


  “But you’re so beautiful.”


  The golden-haired girl nodded her head, and the shining blue eyes watched him carefully.


  “You see then,” Gistla said. “It does make a difference. You love me more this way.”


  “No,” George said, touching her hair again. “I don’t love you more, but if you can do this, why then, we’ll have no more worries. Don’t you see?”


  “I think so,” Gistla said, looking away. George’s voice was excited, and his eyes darted over her face and body. “Would other people see you as I do?”


  “If I wished, yes.”


  “Then you see? It’s all changed! You are what I see. Golden-haired and pale-skinned—”


  “I am still Gistla. You would always know that. Would you love something that is not real, just because you see it with your eyes?”


  “BUT I can feel that you’re real,” George said, putting his hands on her shoulders. He pulled her closer and kissed her hair. “You’re Gistla,” he said, “and you’re beautiful.” He tipped her face up to his and bent to kiss her mouth.


  His lips touched smooth green skin and he looked into Gistla’s large round lidless eyes. He recoiled as though he had been touched by fire.


  She watched him as he wiped a trembling hand across his chest, and her globular head glistened in the reflection of the late sun.


  She nodded. “When you see what I really am, the difference is important.” She gathered her cloak around her and stood up.


  George felt the flush of his face, and he could not meet her eyes. He heard her walk a few steps away.


  “Good-by, George,” she said.


  He jumped up quickly. “That wasn’t fair.”


  “No,” she said slowly, “but it proved the value of things.”


  “It wasn’t fair,” George repeated, “And it didn’t prove anything.”


  “I think it did,” she said, moving away.


  “No, listen, Gistla,” he said. “You can’t judge anything by what I did or said. We are different, in a physical sense, but that doesn’t really matter. If a golden-haired girl materializes in front of my eyes, you can’t blame me for what my emotions did. It’s still you I love. Not the color of your skin or the shape of your mouth. But you and what you or I or anybody else looks like isn’t important!”


  He followed her and caught her arm. She turned to face him. “You can say that,” she said. “Your words tell me that and your eyes, but I know it isn’t true.”


  The embarrassment was still inside him, but the way she denied him made him want her more than ever. He held to her arm and then he said, “Gistla, could you change me? I mean, so that other people, even I, would see me as they see you—as a Venusian?”


  She stood very still, staring at him.


  “Could you?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Then do it, Gistla. I’ll prove to you that nothing is important but you and me. I’ll he a Venusian, like you are. I’ll go back to my family as a Venusian and I’ll take you with me. I’ll prove that neither they nor anybody else makes any difference in how I love you!”


  Gistla watched him solemnly. Finally she said, “Would you really do that?”


  “Yes,” he said quickly, “Yes.”


  “I love you, George,” she said in her deep round voice.


  He lifted his hands to touch her face and he found that his skin had turned to pale green. He touched his own face, and he knew that if he looked into a mirror he would see a round smooth head with large lidless eyes.


  “Is that what you wanted?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said stubbornly. “That’s what I wanted.” He stood there for a long time, trying to become used to it, fighting the fear that ran through him every time he looked at his hands or touched his head. Finally he said, quietly, “Let’s go meet my family.”


  AS THEY drew near the house, he knew his family was still in the patio. He could hear the voices of his mother and father and the high, piercing laughter of his sister.


  “And, my God,” he heard his sister say, “did you see the way those horrible eyes looked at you? What ever gets into George?”


  “Dear, dear, dear,” he heard his mother say.


  Gistla was looking at him. “You do not have to do this.”


  “Yes,” he said, feeling his heart jump. “I do.”


  He took her hand and they walked to the gate of the patio. He stood there, feeling Gistla’s hand tighten about his own. And as he said, “Hello, everybody,” he felt his breath shorten as though he had suddenly gotten stagefright.


  He saw his father turn around. “What’s this?” Mr. Kenington said, frowning. “Hello, Father,” George said.


  “Father,” Mr. Kenington repeated. “What are you doing in this patio?”


  “I brought Gistla back.”


  “So I see,” said Mr. Kenington, his eyes narrow as he looked at Gistla. “Where’s George?”


  “I’m George.”


  “I’m not in the mood for joking with Venusians,” his father snapped. “What made you think you could come in here like this?”


  Gistla’s rand tightened again. “Try to understand,” George said. “Gistla—”


  “What’s going on?” his sister interrupted.


  “Gistla, or whatever her name is,” Mr. Kenington said, “has brought a friend of hers, another Venusian.” He said the word, Venusian, as though it were a curse or a filthy word.


  “My God,” said his sister, squinting at them.


  Mrs. Kenington leaned over in her chair, peering. “Tell them not to come into the patio, Harry,” she said to her husband.


  “Listen, Father,” George said, feeling the panic begin. “Gistla changed my appearance, so that I seem to look like a Venusian. I came here to tell you that it doesn’t make any difference what I look like, whether I look like a Venusian or a leaf on a vine or anything else. I still love her, and it doesn’t make any difference.” He heard his voice rising and becoming louder.


  “My God,” said his sister, giggling. “More black magic. Can you make music?” she asked George.


  “Harry,” his mother said. “They frighten me. Can’t you make them keep off the patio?”


  “Mother—” George began.


  “Now see here,” Mr. Kenington growled. “You know we don’t allow Venusians around here. I’d advise you to get out of here. Quick!”


  “Why does he keep calling you father and mother?” his sister asked. “Isn’t that queer, how he keeps doing that? Make some music,” she said to George.


  George could see the hatred in his father’s eyes and in his mother’s. And behind his sister’s sarcastic smile, he could see the hatred there, too. He felt himself getting more tense, and the panic raced through him.


  “Listen,” he shouted. “I’m George, don’t you understand? George!”


  “I don’t want to tell you again,” his father said, his face very red. “I don’t know what your little game is, but it isn’t coming off, and so I’ll tell you just this one time. You get the hell off this property, or I’ll . . .”


  “Listen,” George yelled. “I’m GEORGE! Don’t you understand?”


  His father’s lips thinned to a white line, and he began shouting for Joe Finch, the gardener.


  George knew what he should have done then, he should have taken Gistla and gone. He should have walked with her, hand in hand, down the road and away from there. But instead, the panic made his heart pound and he saw the hatred all around him. He couldn’t help it when he shouted to her, “Gistla! For God’s sake, change me back! Right now! Gistla!”


  He stood there, breathing hard, his muscles knotted like steel, while she stared at him, looking into his eyes.


  Suddenly, he heard his father gasp and say, “George!”


  He looked at his hands and they were white and he felt of his face and it was his own. He saw his sister’s hand against her mouth, and his father stared at him with unbelieving eyes. His mother had gotten up and was coming over to him, her eyes blinking. “George,” she said, “What did they do to you?” She patted his shoulder, her hands fluttering like bird wings.


  He turned back to Gistla and she was gone. Beyond the gate now, he knew, and walking slowly, alone, down the road. Only this time he would not go after her. He couldn’t. And as he stood there, feeling his mother’s hand patting his shoulder, hearing his sister say, “My God,” seeing his father shake his head slowly, he felt very young and at the same time, very old, and he wanted to cry.


  THE ROSE OF VENUS


  Atlantis Hallam


  The military had ordered destruction of the Rose of Venus—but not even the military could control a man’s heart.


  It was the last day of the search. And even as he rounded the hillock, Dale Jordan once again felt the guilt that had first swept over him with the words of Commander Cord that morning. They must die, be exterminated finally and forever.


  He paused on the gently sloping path, breathing deeply of the warmly rich and mildly misted air, as he adjusted the murderous cutlass that hung from the belt of his brief khaki shorts. Even the weather is friendly, he thought, on this young and mighty Venusian star. No need for helmet and space suit. He started off again, up the flowered slope with its eternal dewdrops glittering, ever forming, from the virgin mists. He stopped abruptly. He was imagining things. He had heard no voice. Then it came again, and something deep down within him told him this was the moment, the long-awaited time, his moment in all space. The lilting voice came clearer, closer, near beside him.


  “Man of Earth,” the delicate voice of charm repeated. “Man of Earth.”


  Dale Jordan clenched his fists slowly, then relaxed them. He stood very still, staring at the indescribably beautiful source of the voice, the magical plant standing there—against the background of lace-like willowy bushes. It was the Rose.


  As he stared at her, he realized in his tumbling thoughts that he would have passed her, had she not called. She stood very still too, looking back at him. Then she swayed slightly, a touch of the color coming back into her rose-tinted ivory features.


  Fear had flown its momentary blight now gone. The Rose of Venus smiled, an almost imperceptible smile, as she looked back at Dale Jordan. He smiled too.


  “Man of Earth . . .” she repeated, fondling the words in the very way she said them, “you have come back to me.”


  About to step closer—Dale Jordan withheld the urge, recalling the Flight Commander’s morning words. I must warn you, he had told the inspection party before they spread out, there is not a man among you who can withstand their beauty, their Lorelei call. Under no circumstances remove your protective glasses. To do so, you will destroy Earth’s plan for the colonization of Venus. One physical contact, and their life-form, the Rose species, will cover Venus once more. We cannot allow that.


  Dale Jordan’s thoughts tumbled wildly, Earth logic trying to make him carry out his dreadful order, to exterminate this Rose. And with it, he felt the burning urge to remove the protective goggles, to look upon the full color and beauty of this Rose female.


  You must destroy the last trace of the Rose species, the words of Commander Cord raced through his mind. We destroyed the male and left the female to die. They still go on, and Earth cannot wait forever. You must not feel pity for them.


  “You’re only semi-human,” Dale Jordan said aloud, more to himself than to her.


  His hand closed on the hilt of the cutlass. He drew it quickly, not wanting to think or reason why.


  “Man of Earth.” she repeated gently, “won’t you come closer to me? I, too, am human. Just like you.”


  “You’re not,” he replied, steeling himself, “you’re not human!”


  Even as he raised the cutlass, the Rose, nearly as tall as he, put both slender arms to her green clustered ivory throat. Unwinding the creeper vine clasps, she opened the brilliant green cloak that nature had made to protect her delicate form from even the mild climate of her star. Dale Jordan inhaled quickly, holding off the raised cutlass, staring as he beheld the slim girlish form, the gentle curving of a woman’s body. The green cloak, now parted, came down only to the Rose’s thighs: her two long-stemmed ivory legs were bare and spread apart in stance. Suddenly embarrassed, Dale quickly looked back to her wide eyes, the pale unsmiling face of the Rose. The face that was exquisitely carved on the side of the bud that formed her head. His eyes went to the top, and still in wonder, he noted the curled crown of the Rose, its cluster of petals. Still pale, she watched the raised cutlass he held.


  “You’re—you’re not—” but he did not finish.


  “I am human!” she told him, suddenly a little angry. “The people of the Rose are just as you, Man of Earth. We are warm-blooded, we eat, we also sleep. We delight in life, we feel, and live in peace, desiring no other world. Are we not entitled to the right to live and love? Cannot we, like Man, look up and see the shining stars that light the night?”


  Dale Jordan looked at her a long time without speaking. He lowered the cutlass slowly.


  “I am the last of my people,” the Rose girl told him.” The others are gone, and I am very lonely. If you destroy me, perhaps it will be best for—”


  “Gone?” Dale repeated. “All the others like you?”


  “Yes, Man of Earth. We have been deprived of the opportunity to mate.”


  A slow feeling of guilt passed over Dale Jordan, as he thought of the expedition years before that had killed off the males of the Rose people.


  “You’re the last Rose of Venus?”


  “The last,” she said softly. “And you would destroy me.”


  He shifted his position uneasily, then looked back at her. Trying hard to make the decision, Dale Jordan took absent passes at the flowers about his feet, with the tip of the dangling blade beside him. Then he stopped it, noticing that the Rose’s face was pale as she silently watched him.


  “What color are your eyes?” he asked, frowning a little.


  “Pale, like the space above you.”


  “Blue, huh?”


  “Why not remove your glasses,” she suggested, “so that I might see your own?”


  “Aw, they’re only grey,” he said, feeling awkward at her eager sincerity. “Just plain old grey.”


  Then he grinned a little as she begged him again, and reaching up, he yanked the goggles off, rubbing his eyes as he looked at her.


  “There!”


  “Your eyes are nice,” she told him. “Cool, like the mist.”


  “You are nice, too,” he said.


  Even as he replied, Dale Jordan’s thoughts raced back to the romantic stories that had come back to Earth, when as a boy he had dreamed of space, and heard the tales of the spacemen who had first met and discovered the people of the Rose, and befriended them. But that was before Earth wanted to colonize the planet Venus with its own overpopulation. That was when the first spacemen taught the Rose people their own language, when the two races had blended as one.


  “I’m supposed to finish you off,” Dale Jordan said shyly. “I guess you know . . .”


  “I know it,” she whispered back.


  He reached out a hand and touched her shoulder. Then he withdrew it slowly, smiling at her.


  “I—I just wanted to see. To see if you’re real.”


  “I am real, Man of Earth.”


  “Call me Dale,” he told her quietly. “Just Dale.”


  “You’re not going to—”


  “I can’t,” he whispered. “I couldn’t hurt you . . . any part of you.”


  As he moved still closer, the cutjass fell. And with it, fell the plan to destroy a people. They stood together for a long time, whispering to each other, the Man of Earth and the Rose of Venus. Long after the giant sun cushioned in the Venusian west, tinting the eternal mists with flecks of golden snow, Dale Jordan said good-bye.


  As the great Earthship Albatross shot homeward through the blackness of space, Commander Cord addressed his officers.


  “The search and inspection has been a complete success. Not one man reported finding a trace of the Rose species. The unwanted life-form, the Rose of Venus, no longer exist.”


  But even as Commander Cord nodded to the applause of his science officers, Dale Jordan turned over in his bunk in the crew’s quarters. A small sigh of happiness escaped his sleeping lips. And on a distant star, a sleeping Rose sighed too, swaying gently, safely, in a passing breeze. She would live on. As long as men will love, and lose their heart to a pretty face.


  ALL SUMMER IN A DAY


  Here is the newest and one of the most vividly touching of Ray Bradbury’s poetic legends of alien planets—and as a surprise, its setting is not Mars but Venus. Like Mr. Bradbury’s Mars (and even, for that matter, his Terra), this Venus is not an astronomy-textbook planet mensurable by instruments and conforming to mechanistic laws, but a mirror (like that greatest Looking-Glass of them all) leading to a world of wonder . . . and reflecting more of ourselves than we can see unaided.


  Ray Bradbury


  “Ready?”


  “Ready.”


  “Now?”


  “Soon.”


  “Do the scientists really know? Will it happen today, will it?”


  “Look, look; see for yourself!”


  The children pressed to each other like so many roses, so many weeds, intermixed, peering out for a look at the hidden sun.


  It rained.


  It had been raining for seven years; thousands upon thousands of days compounded and filled from one end to the other with rain, with the drum and gush of water, with the sweet crystal fall of showers and the concussion of storms so heavy they were tidal waves come over the islands. A thousand forests had been crushed under the rain and grown up a thousand times to be crushed again. And this was the way life was forever on the planet Venus, and this was the schoolroom of the children of the rocket men and women who had come to a raining world to set up civilization and live out their lives.


  “It’s stopping, it’s stopping!”


  “Yes, yes!”


  Margot stood apart from them, from these children who could never remember a time when there wasn’t rain and rain and rain. They were all nine years old, and if there had been a day, seven years ago, when the sun came out for an hour and showed its face to the stunned world, they could not recall. Sometimes, at night, she heard them stir, in remembrance, and she knew they were dreaming and remembering gold or a yellow crayon or a coin large enough to buy the world with. She knew they thought they remembered a warmness, like a blushing in the face, in the body, in the arms and legs and trembling hands. But then they always awoke to the tatting drum, the endless shaking down of clear bead necklaces upon the roof, the walk, the gardens, the forests, and their dreams were gone.


  All day yesterday they had read in class about the sun. About how like a lemon it was, and how hot. And they had written small stories or essays or poems about it:


  
    “I think the sun is a flower,


    That blooms for just one hour.”

  


  That was Margot’s poem, read in a quiet voice in the still classroom while the rain was falling outside.


  “Aw, you didn’t write that!” protested one of the boys.


  “I did,” said Margot. “I did.”


  “William!” said the teacher.


  But that was yesterday. Now the rain was slackening, and the children were crushed in the great thick windows.


  “Where’s teacher?”


  “She’ll be back.”


  “She’d better hurry, we’ll miss it!”


  They turned on themselves, like a feverish wheel, all tumbling spokes.


  Margot stood alone. She was a very frail girl who looked as if she had been lost in the rain for years and the rain had washed out the blue from her eyes and the red from her mouth and the yellow from her hair. She was an old photograph dusted from an album, whitened away, and if she spoke at all her voice would be a ghost. Now she stood, separate, staring at the rain and the loud wet world beyond the huge glass.


  “What’re you looking at?” said William.


  Margot said nothing.


  “Speak when you’re spoken to.” He gave her a shove. But she did not move; rather she let herself be moved only by him and nothing else.


  They edged away from her, they would not look at her. She felt them go away. And this was because she would play no games with them in the echoing tunnels of the underground city. If they tagged her and ran, she stood blinking after them and did not follow. When the class sang songs about happiness and life and games her lips barely moved. Only when they sang about the sun and the summer did her lips move as she watched the drenched windows.


  And then, of course, the biggest crime of all was that she had come here only five years ago from Earth, and she remembered the sun and the way the sun was and the sky was when she was four in Ohio. And they, they had been on Venus all their lives, and they had been only two years old when last the sun came out and had long since forgotten the color and heat of it and the way it really was. But Margot remembered.


  “It’s like a penny,” she said once, eyes closed.


  “No it’s not!” the children cried.


  “It’s like a fire,” she said, “in the stove.”


  “You’re lying, you don’t remember!” cried the children.


  But she remembered and stood quietly apart from all of them and watched the patterning windows. And once, a month ago, she had refused to shower in the school shower rooms, had clutched her hands to her ears and over her head, screaming the water mustn’t touch her head. So after that, dimly, dimly, she sensed it, she was different and they knew her difference and kept away.


  There was talk that her father and mother were taking her back to Earth next year; it seemed vital to her that they do so, though it would mean the loss of thousands of dollars to her family. And so, the children hated her for all these reasons of big and little consequence. They hated her pale snow face, her waiting silence, her thinness, and her possible future.


  “Get away!” The boy gave her another push. “What’re you waiting for?”


  Then, for the first time, she turned and looked at him. And what she was waiting for was in her eyes.


  “Well, don’t wait around here!” cried the boy savagely. “You won’t see nothing!”


  Her lips moved.


  “Nothing!” he cried. “It was all a joke, wasn’t it?” He turned to the other children. “Nothing’s happening today. Is it?”


  They all blinked at him and then, understanding, laughed and shook their heads. “Nothing, nothing!”


  “Oh, but,” Margot whispered, her eyes helpless. “But this is the day, the scientists predict, they say, they know, the sun . . .”


  “All a joke!” said the boy, and seized her roughly. “Hey, everyone, let’s put her in a closet before teacher comes!”


  “No,” said Margot, falling back.


  They surged about her, caught her up and bore her, protesting, and then pleading, and then crying, back into a tunnel, a room, a closet, where they slammed and locked the door. They stood looking at the door and saw it tremble from her beating and throwing herself against it. They heard her muffled cries. Then, smiling, they turned and went out and back down the tunnel, just as the teacher arrived.


  “Ready, children?” She glanced at her watch.


  “Yes!” said everyone.


  “Are we all here?”


  “Yes!”


  The rain slackened still more.


  They crowded to the huge door.


  The rain stopped.


  It was as if, in the midst of a film concerning an avalanche, a tornado, a hurricane, a volcanic eruption, something had, first, gone wrong with the sound apparatus, thus muffling and finally cutting off all noise, all of the blasts and repercussions and thunders, and then, second, ripped the film from the projector and inserted in its place a peaceful tropical slide which did not move or tremor. The world ground to a standstill. The silence was so immense and unbelievable that you felt your ears had been stuffed or you had lost your hearing altogether. The children put their hands to their ears. They stood apart. The door slid back and the smell of the silent, waiting world came in to them.


  The sun came out.


  It was the color of flaming bronze and it was very large. And the sky around it was a blazing blue tile color. And the jungle burned with sunlight as the children, released from their spell, rushed out, yelling, into the springtime.


  “Now, don’t go too far,” called the teacher after them. “You’ve only two hours, you know. You wouldn’t want to get caught out!”


  But they were running and turning their faces up to the sky and feeling the sun on their cheeks like a warm iron; they were taking off their jackets and letting the sun burn their arms.


  “Oh, it’s better than the sun lamps, isn’t it?”


  “Much, much better!”


  They stopped running and stood in the great jungle that covered Venus, that grew and never stopped growing, tumultuously, even as you watched it. It was a nest of octopi, clustering up great arms of fleshlike weed, wavering, flowering in this brief spring. It was the color of rubber and ash, this jungle, from the many years without sun. It was the color of stones and white cheeses and ink, and it was the color of the moon.


  The children lay out, laughing, on the jungle mattress, and heard it sigh and squeak under them, resilient and alive. They ran among the trees, they slipped and fell, they pushed each other, they played hide-and-seek and tag, but most of all they squinted at the sun until tears ran down their faces, they put their hands up to that yellowness and that amazing blueness and they breathed of the fresh, fresh air and listened and listened to the silence which suspended them in a blessed sea of no sound and no motion. They looked at everything and savored everything. Then, wildly, like animals escaped from their caves, they ran and ran in shouting circles. They ran for an hour and did not stop running.


  And then—


  In the midst of their running one of the girls wailed.


  Everyone stopped.


  The girl, standing in the open, held out her hand.


  “Oh, look, look,” she said, trembling.


  They came slowly to look at her opened palm.


  In the center of it, cupped and huge, was a single raindrop.


  She began to cry, looking at it.


  They glanced quietly at the sky.


  “Oh. Oh.”


  A few cold drops fell on their noses and their cheeks and their mouths. The sun faded behind a stir of mist. A wind blew cool around them. They turned and started to walk back toward the underground house, their hands at their sides, their smiles vanishing away.


  A boom of thunder startled them and like leaves before a new hurricane, they tumbled upon each other and ran. Lightning struck ten miles away, five miles away, a mile, a half mile. The sky darkened into midnight in a flash.


  They stood in the doorway of the underground for a moment until it was raining hard. Then they closed the door and heard the gigantic sound of the rain falling in tons and avalanches, everywhere and forever.


  “Will it be seven more years?”


  “Yes. Seven.”


  Then one of them gave a little cry.


  “Margot!”


  “What?”


  “She’s still in the closet where we locked her.”


  “Margot.”


  They stood as if someone had driven them, like so many stakes, into the floor. They looked at each other and then looked away. They glanced out at the world that was raining now and raining and raining steadily. They could not meet each other’s glances. Their faces were solemn and pale. They looked at their hands and feet, their faces down.


  “Margot.”


  One of the girls said, “Well . . .?”


  No one moved.


  “Go on,” whispered the girl.


  They walked slowly down the hall in the sound of cold rain. They turned through the doorway to the room in the sound of the storm and thunder, lightning on their faces, blue and terrible. They walked over to the closet door slowly and stood by it.


  Behind the closet door was only silence.


  They unlocked the door, even more slowly, and let Margot out.


  FOUNDLING ON VENUS


  John and Dorothy de Courcy


  The foundling could not have been more than three years old. Yet he held a secret that was destined to bring joy to many unhappy people.


  UNLIKE GAUL, the north continent of Venus is divided into four parts. No Caesar has set foot here either, nor shall one—for the dank, stinging, caustic air swallows up the lives of men and only Venus may say, I conquered.


  This is colonized Venus, where one may walk without the threat of sudden death—except from other men—the most bitterly fought for, the dearest, bloodiest, most worthless land in the solar system.


  Separated by men into East and West at the center of the Twilight Zone, the division across the continent is the irregular, jagged line of Mud River, springing from the Great Serpent Range.


  The African Republic holds one quarter which the Negroes exploit as best they can, encumbered by filter masks and protective clothing.


  The Asians still actually try to colonize their quarter, while the Venusian primitives neither help nor hinder the bitter game of power-politics, secret murder, and misery—most of all, misery.


  The men from Mars understand this better, for their quarter is a penal colony. Sleepy-eyed, phlegmatic Martians, self-condemned for minute violations of their incredible and complex mores—without guards save themselves—will return to the subterranean cities, complex philosophies, and cool, dry air of Mars when they have declared their own sentences to be at an end.


  Meanwhile, they labor to extract the wealth of Venus without the bitterness and hate, without the savagery and fear of their neighbors. Hence, they are regarded by all with the greatest suspicion.


  The Federated States, after their fashion, plunder the land and send screaming ships to North America laden with booty and with men grown suddenly rich—and with men who will never care for riches or anything else again. These are the fortunate dead. The rest are received into the sloppy breast of Venus where even a tombstone or marker is swallowed in a few, short weeks. And they die quickly on Venus, and often.


  From the arbitrary point where the four territories met, New Reno flung its sprawling, dirty carcass over the muddy soil and roared and hooted endlessly, laughed with the rough boisterousness of miners and spacemen, rang with the brittle, brassy laughter of women following a trade older than New Reno. It clanged and shouted and bellowed so loudly that quiet sobbing was never heard.


  But a strange sound hung in the air, the crying of a child. A tiny child, a boy, he sat begrimed by mud at the edge of the street where an occasional ground car flung fresh contamination on his small form until he became almost indistinguishable from the muddy street. His whimpering changed to prolonged wailing sobs. He didn’t turn to look at any of the giant passers-by nor did they even notice him.


  But finally one passer-by stopped. She was young and probably from the Federated States. She was not painted nor was she well-dressed. She had nothing to distinguish her, except that she stopped.


  “Oh, my!” she breathed, bending over the tiny form. “You poor thing. Where’s your mama?”


  The little figure rubbed its face, looked at her blankly and heaved a long, shuddering sigh.


  “I can’t leave you sitting here in the mud!” She pulled out a handkerchief and tried to wipe away some of the mud and then helped him up. His clothes were rags, his feet bare. She took him by the hand and as they walked along she talked to him. But he seemed not to hear.


  Soon they reached the dirty, plastic front of the Elite Cafe. Once through the double portals, she pulled the respirator from her face. The air inside was dirty and smelly but it was breathable. People were eating noisily, boisterously, with all the lusty, unclean young life that was Venus. They clamored, banged and threw things for no reason other than to throw them.


  She guided the little one past the tables filled with people and into the kitchen. The door closed with a bang, shutting out much of the noise from the big room. Gingerly she sat him down on a stool, and with detergent and water she began removing the mud. His eyes were horribly red-rimmed.


  “It’s a wonder you didn’t die out there,” she murmured. “Poor little thing!”


  “Hey! Are you going to work or aren’t you, Jane?” a voice boomed.


  A large ruddy man in white had entered the kitchen and he stood frowning at the girl. Women weren’t rare on Venus, and she was only a waitress . . .


  “What in the blue blazes is that!” He pointed to the child.


  “He was outside,” the girl explained, “sitting in the street. He didn’t have a respirator.”


  The ruddy man scowled at the boy speculatively. “His lungs all right?”


  “He isn’t coughing much,” she replied.


  “But what are you going to do with him?” the man asked Jane.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Something. Tell the Patrol about him, I guess.”


  The beefy man hesitated. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a kid this young on Venus. They always ship ’em home. Could have been dumped. Maybe his parents left him on purpose.”


  The girl flinched.


  He grunted disgustedly, his face mirroring his thoughts. Stringy hair . . . plain face . . . and soft as Venus slime clear through! He shrugged. “Anyway, he’s got to eat.” He looked at the small figure. “Want to eat, kid? Would you like a glass of milk?” He opened a refrigerator, took out a plastic bottle and poured milk in a glass.


  Chubby hands reached out for the glass.


  “There, that’s better,” the cook said. “Pete will see that you get fed all right.” He turned to the girl. “Could he belong to someone around here?”


  Jane shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before.”


  “Well, he can stay in the kitchen while you work the shift. I’ll watch him.”


  She nodded, took an apron down from a hook and tied it around her waist. Then she patted the sober-faced youngster on his tousled head and left.


  The beefy man studied the boy. “I think I’ll put you over there,” he said. He lifted him, stool and all, and carried him across the kitchen. “You can watch through that panel. See? That’s Jane in there. She’ll come back and forth, pass right by here. Is that all right?”


  The little one nodded.


  “Oh?” Pete raised his eyebrows. “So you do know what I’m saying.” He watched the child for a few minutes, then turned his attention to the range. The rush hour was on and he soon forgot the little boy on the stool . . .


  Whenever possible during the lunch-hour rush, Jane stopped to smile and talk to the child. Once she asked, “Don’t you know where your mama and daddy are?”


  He just stared at her, unblinking, his big eyes soft and sad-looking.


  The girl studied him for a moment, then she picked up a cookie and gave it to him. “Can you tell me your name?” she asked hopefully.


  His lips parted. Cookie crumbs fell off his chin and from the corners of his mouth, but he spoke no words.


  She sighed, turned, and went out to the clattering throng with laden plates of food.


  For a while Jane was so busy she almost forgot the young one. But finally people began to linger more over their food, the clinking of dishes grew quieter and Pete took time for a cup of coffee. His sweating face was haggard. He stared sullenly at the little boy and shook his head.


  “Shouldn’t be such things as kids,” he muttered. “Nothing but a pain in the neck!”


  Jane came through the door. “It gets worse all the time,” she groaned. She turned to the little boy. “Did you have something to eat?”


  “I didn’t know what to fix for him,” Pete said. “How about some beef stew? Do you think he’d go for that?”


  Jane hesitated. “I—I don’t know. Try it.”


  Pete ladled up a bowl of steaming stew. Jane took it and put it on the table. She took a bit on a spoon, blew on it, then held it out. The child opened his mouth. She smiled and slowly fed him the stew.


  “How old do you think he is?” Pete asked.


  The girl hesitated, opened her mouth, but said nothing.


  “About two and a half, I’d guess,” Pete answered himself. “Maybe three.” Jane nodded and he turned back to cleaning the stove.


  “Don’t you want some more stew?” Jane asked as she offered the small one another spoonful.


  The little mouth didn’t open.


  “Guess you’ve had enough,” she said, smiling.


  Pete glanced up. “Why don’t you leave now, Jane. You’re going to have to see the Patrol about that kid. I can take care of things here.”


  She stood thinking for a moment. “Can I use an extra respirator?”


  “You can’t take him out without one!” Pete replied. He opened a locker and pulled out a transparent facepiece. “I think this’ll tighten down enough to fit his face.”


  She took it and walked over to the youngster. His large eyes had followed all her movements and he drew back slightly as she held out the respirator. “It won’t hurt,” she coaxed. “You have to wear it. The air outside stings.”


  The little face remained steady but the eyes were fearful as Jane slid the transparent mask over his head and tightened the elastic. It pulsed slightly with his breathing.


  “Better wrap him in this,” Pete suggested, pulling a duroplast jacket out of the locker. “Air’s tough on skin.”


  The girl nodded, pulling on her own respirator. She stepped quickly into her duroplast suit and tied it. “Thanks a lot, Pete,” she said, her voice slightly muffled. “See you tomorrow.”


  Pete grunted as he watched her wrap the tiny form in the jacket, lift it gently in her arms, then push through the door.


  The girl walked swiftly up the street. It was quieter now, but in a short time the noise and stench and garishness of New Reno would begin rising to another cacophonous climax.


  The strange pair reached a wretched metal structure with an askew sign reading, “El Grande Hotel.” Jane hurried through the double portals, the swish of air flapping her outer garments as the air conditioning unit fought savagely to keep out the rival atmosphere of the planet.


  There was no one at the desk and no one in the lobby. It was a forlorn place, musty and damp. Venus humidity seemed to eat through everything, even metal, leaving it limp, faded, and stinking.


  She hesitated, looked at the visiphone, then impulsively pulled a chair over out of the line of sight of the viewing plate and gently set the little boy on it. She pulled the respirator from her face, pressed the button under the blank visiphone disk. The plate lit up and hummed faintly.


  “Patrol Office,” Jane said.


  There was a click and a middle-aged, square-faced man with blue-coated shoulders appeared. “Patrol Office,” he repeated.


  “This is Jane Grant. I work at the Elite Cafe. Has anyone lost a little boy?”


  The patrolman’s eyebrows raised slightly. “Little boy? Did you find one?”


  “Well—I—I saw one earlier this evening,” she faltered. “He was sitting at the edge of the street and I took him into the cafe and fed him.”


  “Well, there aren’t many children in town,” he replied. “Let’s see.” He glanced at a record sheet. “No, none’s reported missing. He with you now?”


  “Ah—no.”


  He shook his head again, still looking downward. He said slowly, “His parents must have found him. If he was wandering we’d have picked him up. There is a family that live around there who have a ten-year-old kid who wanders off once in a while. Blond, stutters a little. Was it him?”


  “Well, I—” she began. She paused, said firmly, “No.”


  “Well, we don’t have any reports on lost children. Haven’t had for some time. If the boy was lost his parents must have found him. Thank you for calling.” He broke the connection.


  Jane stood staring at the blank plate. No one had reported a little boy missing. In all the maddening confusion that was New Reno, no one had missed a little boy.


  She looked at the small bundle, walked over and slipped off his respirator. “I should have told the truth,” she murmured to him softly. “But you’re so tiny and helpless. Poor little thing!”


  He looked up at her, then around the lobby, his brown eyes resting on first one object, then another. His little chin began to quiver.


  The girl picked him up and stroked his hair. “Don’t cry,” she soothed. “Everything’s going to be all right.”


  She walked down a hall, fumbling inside her coveralls for a key. At the end of the hall she stopped, unlocked a door, and carried him inside. As an afterthought she locked the door, still holding the small bundle in her arms. Then she placed him on a bed, removed the jacket and threw it on a chair.


  “I don’t know why I should go to all this trouble,” she said, removing her protective coveralls. “I’ll probably get picked up by the Patrol. But somebody’s got to look after you.”


  She sat down beside him. “Aren’t you even a bit sleepy?”


  He smiled a little.


  “Maybe now you can tell me your name,” she said. “Don’t you know your name?”


  His expression didn’t change.


  She pointed to herself. “Jane.” Then she hesitated, looked downward for a moment. “Jana, I was called before I came here.”


  The little face looked up at her. The small mouth opened. “Jana.” It was half whisper, half whistle.


  “That’s right,” she replied, stroking his hair. “My, but your throat must be sore. I hope you won’t be sick from breathing too much of that awful air.”


  She regarded him quizzically. “You know, I’ve never seen many little boys. I don’t quite know how to treat one. But I know you should get some sleep.”


  She smiled and reached over to take off the rags. He pulled away suddenly.


  “Don’t be afraid,” she said reassuringly. “I wouldn’t hurt you.”


  He clutched the little ragged shirt tightly.


  “Don’t be afraid,” she repeated soothingly. “I’ll tell you what. You lie down and I’ll put this blanket over you,” she said, rising. “Will that be all right?”


  She laid him down and covered the small form with a blanket. He lay there watching her with his large eyes.


  “You don’t look very sleepy,” she said. “Perhaps I had better turn the light down.” She did so, slowly, so as not to alarm him. But he was silent, watchful, never taking his eyes from her.


  She smiled and sat down next to him. “Now I’ll tell you a story and then you must go to sleep,” she said softly.


  He smiled—just a little smile—and she was pleased.


  “Fine,” she cried. “Well—once upon a time there was a beautiful planet, not at all like this one. There were lovely flowers and cool-running streams and it only rained once in a while. You’d like it there for it’s a very nice place. But there were people there who liked to travel—to see strange places and new things, and one day they left in a great big ship.”


  She paused again, frowning in thought. “Well, they traveled a long, long way and saw many things. Then one day something went wrong.”


  Her voice was low and soft. It had the quality of a dream, the texture of a zephyr, but the little boy was still wide awake.


  “Something went very, very wrong and they tried to land so they could fix it. But when they tried to land they found they couldn’t—and they fell and just barely managed to save themselves. The big, beautiful ship was all broken. Well, since they couldn’t fix the ship at all now, they set out on foot to find out where they were and to see if they could get help. Then they found that they were in a land of great big giants, and the people were very fierce.”


  The little boy’s dark eyes were watching her intently but she went on, hardly noticing.


  “So they went back to the broken ship and tried to decide what to do. They couldn’t get in touch with their home because the radio part of the ship was all broken up. And the giants were horrible and wanted everything for themselves and were cruel and mean and probably would have hurt the poor ship-wrecked people if they had known they were there.


  “So—do you know what they did? They got some things from the ship and they went and built a giant. And they put little motors inside and things to make it run and talk so that the giants wouldn’t be able to tell that it wasn’t another giant just like themselves.”


  She paused, straightening slightly.


  “And then they made a space inside the giant where somebody could sit and run this big giant and talk and move around—and the giants wouldn’t ever know that she was there. They made it a she. In fact, she was the only person who could do it because she could learn to talk all sorts of languages—that’s what she could do best. So she went out in the giant suit and mingled with the giants and worked just like they did.


  “But every once in a while she’d go back to the others, bringing them things they needed. And she would bring back news. That was their only hope—news of a ship which might be looking for them, which might take them home—”


  She broke off. “I wonder what the end of the story will be?” she murmured.


  For some time she had not been using English. She had been speaking in a soft, fluid language unlike anything ever heard on Venus. But now she had stopped speaking entirely.


  After a slight pause—another voice spoke—in the same melodious, alien tongue! It said, “I think I know the end of the story. I think someone has come for you poor people and is going to take you home.”


  She gasped—for she realized it had not been her voice. Her artificial eyes watched, stunned, as the little boy began peeling off a skin-tight, flexible baby-faced mask, revealing underneath the face of a little man.


  THE MERCHANTS OF VENUS


  A.H. Phelps, Jr.


  A pioneer movement is like a building—the foundation is never built for beauty!


  THE telephone rang. Reluctantly, Rod Workham picked it up. Nothing good had come from that phone in six years, and his sour expression was almost an automatic reflex.


  “Workham here,” he said.


  He held the phone an inch away from his ear, but the tirade exceeded his expectations—it would have been audible a foot away:


  “Workham! How long do you think we’re going to stand for this! At the rate you’re going, there won’t be a man left on Venus or a dollar in the budget! What kind of a personnel director are you? Don’t you know this project is vital to every person on Earth? Thirty more resignations came in on this last mail flight.”


  Rod put the receiver gently on his desk. General Carlson raved and ranted this way every time a colonist quit, and Rod knew he was not expected to answer, even if given the chance. The general would carry on for about five minutes and then would slam down the phone himself.


  He dialed another number on the other phone.


  “This is Rod, Dave,” he said when he got an answer. “Carlson is on the other phone, yelling at my desk blotter. He says thirty more resignations came in just now. That right?”


  “Close enough, Rod—twenty-three pulled out. That makes seventy-eight per cent resigned in less than—”


  “Spare me the statistics—Carlson’s probably blatting them right now. How do they break down? Are they mostly farmers or technicians?”


  “There were only nine technicians left, and all of them quit with this bunch. The rest were farmers.” Dave Newson must be smoking his pipe, Rod decided—grinding sounds were coming over the phone. “That doesn’t leave very much on Venus to start a colony with—a few farmers, some trappers. And the scientific personnel—damn it, they seem to stick it out all right—”


  “Their contracts are different,” Rod reminded him. “They go on a two year hitch and then come back to Earth if they want to. The ones who are there are the ones who can take it and are signed up again.”


  THERE was a speculative pause on the other end of the line. “Say, Rod,” Newson said slowly. “Why not leave this last batch of quitters right where they are? Every one of them. They signed up for the project with their eyes open. Why don’t you just refuse to bring them home? . . . they’d have to make a go of the colony to save their filthy necks!”


  Rod grinned nastily. “I’d like to do it—but even General Carlson wouldn’t dare. We’d never get another colonist off Earth, once it got out. They wouldn’t trust us. Our first problem is to get a self-supporting society on Venus—and that might do it, all right. But our main job is to relieve the crowding on Earth, and that means large numbers of people will have to go willingly later on. If we get tough with these babies, who will take a chance later on that we won’t repeat the trick?”


  “But we lose a hundred potential colonists every time one of these quitters starts talking about why he left! More harm is done by letting them come back than would result from leaving them where they are.” Again the speculative pause. “Maybe you could shoot them on arrival?”


  “I’ll suggest it to the general when I see him,” Rod said, “if he doesn’t shoot me first. Now, can you get me the files on this latest group? And I’d like to see the staff psychologist here, along with all the interviewers who handled and passed the group. We’ll see what we can salvage out of this. And if you see Jaimie, send him along too, will you? Maybe our gambling historian can find us something useful in the Project Record.”


  “The files are already on the way. And I told Biddington you’d probably want to see him—he said he’d be along in about ten minutes. I haven’t located all the interviewers yet. Jaimie’s been right here, trying to talk me into a game of Nim and protesting he never heard of binary numbers. I’ll send him up, but keep your hand on your wallet. If you need anything else, I’ll be right here.”


  ROD thanked him and hung up, shaking his head. Dave Newsom was too good a man to be stuck on a government project—he ought to get out before the trouble started. Anyone who worked for Rod Workham on Project Venus was likely to end up with a bad name. They lived under the ax. The only person who could be sure of his job was Rod himself. He’d been recommended by a committee of top men in his field, and no other personnel man would accept the job if he were removed. Also, most of his men would leave the project if General Carlson bounced him, for they had been telling him so ever since the job had gotten hot.


  But there was the danger that the general might decide to bypass Personnel in selecting colonists—or, what was more probable, might try to tame the planet with a military outpost.


  Rod could hardly blame the man for his feelings. The job was vital, and everyone was intensely interested in making a go of it. Scientific agriculture had gone about as far as it could; hydroponics had already begun to shoulder the load required by an overpopulated planet. But the fact known to most intelligent people on Earth was that either new room was found in this kind of emergency, some place where people could go and live under nearly the same standards, or else some drastic changes in living standards would be required of all. And absolute and rigidly enforced birth control would have to go into effect. And all the attendant causes for race wars, nationalist wars, and have-not wars would crop up.


  But the majority of the people wouldn’t move to an undeveloped planet. You couldn’t send ordinary citizens as pioneers. For one thing, they wouldn’t want to go. For another, the new community wouldn’t last long if you forced them to go—the average person had neither the attitudes nor the physique needed to make over a wilderness.


  The problem was to find people who would create a community on a new planet and develop an integrated society there. This had meant rigid selection, careful psychological preparation and a terrifically expensive transportation system to get the people there and keep them supplied. And the job had to be done soon. Economists predicted that thirty years were left on Earth under present standards, maybe fifty. If the population couldn’t be thinned out one way by then, it would have to be done by another.


  FOR six years, now, Rod had worked on the job of establishing a self-supporting colony on Venus. Three different colonies had been started, and each had died out in less than two years. Resignations would come in slowly at first, and then in a rush, until only twenty or thirty people would be left, of which the majority would be short-term scientific teams. By the terms of the colonists’ contracts no man could be left on Venus more than a month after his resignation; so the bulk of two colonies had simply had to be shipped back to Earth, and plans made for another try.


  And now the third colony was quitting, rushing home, leaving nothing on the jungle planet but a few small clearings soon to be taken over by the vegetation.


  Several times in the last year Rod had thought of volunteering himself; but he knew it for a futile gesture. He wasn’t five hundred men. He didn’t even have the special skills or physique that were needed.


  His gloomy thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the men.


  Biddington was first. Then in twos and threes came the interviewers, all looking like the home team at the half, three touchdowns behind and just waiting for their coach.


  If psychologists made good colonists, Rod thought, here would be a dozen more volunteers.


  The arrival of Homer Jaimison brought the only cheerful face in the group. The project historian was a young man, just over thirty, and considerably over six feet. He wore the expression of a man who is itching to do something. Jaimie had never really been busy yet on the project—the colonies had died out so quickly that his work had been mostly clerical, and he’d had to fill in time as best he could. So far he had done it making up improbable contests of skill for drinks, with such a weird assortment of shifting rules and scoring that he hadn’t paid for a drink since his arrival. He made a valuable contribution to the project, however, since he helped to keep the group’s minds off their troubles a part of the time.


  Rod genuinely liked Jaimie, and expected to miss him strongly when Venus became self-supporting to the point where the historian would have to complete his work in residence.


  WHEN they were all seated, Rod leaned against his desk and said, “I can see you all know why we’re here. To begin with, I’m not going to accuse anyone of mistakes. Each of you is the best possible man in the country for his job. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have asked for you; and General Carlson wouldn’t have kept you. So there’s nothing to feel bad about. If you can’t do this work, no one can. Self-recrimination is foolish when you’ve been put on an impossible problem. I didn’t call you in to bawl you out, but to ask you if we should continue spending project funds for nothing.”


  Jaimie raised his eyebrows at this speech, but said nothing.


  “What do you mean, impossible problem?” one of the interviewers objected. “We know what we need—it’s just that we’re still making some mistake in selection that we haven’t corrected.”


  “That’s right, Rod.” Biddington, the project psychologist, took up the dissension. “We know something is wrong with the selection techniques, or in the personality patterns we consider necessary. But it’s only a problem of finding out what it is. The problem is by no means insoluble.”


  “As long as you’re not ready to give us up,” another interviewer said, “we aren’t going to quit.”


  “You can’t afford to get defeatist about this, Rod,” Biddington went on. “This project is too important to fail. Whether you like it or not, your experience is too valuable for you to back out.”


  Rod grinned and held up his hands. “All right. That’s the reaction I wanted. If you all still think we can get somewhere, we may as well try to analyze this last group.” He sat down at his desk. “I have the files here, along with the tapes of the interviews. Let’s see what difference we can find between those who hung on this long, and the ones that quit after the first three months.”


  THE group settled down to trying to differentiate between a man who couldn’t do a job but could try for six months longer than the next. They took the colonists carefully apart, trait by trait, and put them all back. They reviewed the colonists’ records from birth, and compared them in endless combinations. Jaimie came into the discussion to show what the status of the colonies had been at the time each colonist had resigned: what diseases had been encountered when one man quit; how much jungle had been cleared before another did.


  Files came and went in a continuous flux; coffee and sandwiches came and grew cold and stale. The air became gray with smoke.


  Nothing.


  The same results had come out of every investigation: You needed a man who was unstable to get him to leave Earth. You needed a man who was stable to have him stay on Venus. You needed initiative and resourcefulness to survive on a new planet. You needed a man who had so little initiative and resourcefulness that the competition on Earth wouldn’t be profitable. You needed a young, healthy, vigorous specimen. You needed an older, experienced, more mature person.


  You needed A and you needed non-A.


  And even if you found people with the factors balanced just right, assuming you knew what the balance should be, where did you find five hundred of them?


  The discussion went on. The solutions got wilder and more absurd. Take whole orphan asylums and bring them up on Venus under military guard. Build a development in the steamiest, nastiest jungle, and test recruits for the colony there. Send African natives.


  The men were beginning to make the whole thing look impossible again, so Rod decided to call a halt until they could get a better perspective. Tired himself, he dismissed them. They left quietly, not arguing in little groups or mumbling half-formed ideas to themselves, the way a team that has been progressing will do.


  ONLY Jaimie stayed. He remained sitting hunched up near the desk, in the same position he’d held for the last hour. When the others had all left, he grinned at Rod.


  “You know, for a group of practicing psychologists, this is the softest bunch of suckers I’ve seen.”


  “You’ve proved that to your own profit several times so far,” Rod answered, rubbing his face as though smoothing the wrinkles could remove the tension. “Who have you robbed lately?”


  “I’m talking about your performance just now. Here comes the whole crew, walking in with their heads hanging to the floor. Every last man was ready to tell you he was quitting—that the problem was insoluble. And before anyone can say a word, you tell them that the whole thing is impossible and imply that you want to quit. Even Biddington fell for it. You can’t back out now, Rod, they say. Let’s not have defeatist talk out of you, of all people—”


  “I did feel that way,” Rod said. “I’m just about ready to quit. I think that whatever our mistake has been, we can’t do any better than we have. We just don’t know enough.”


  Jaimie wasn’t grinning now. “What will happen if you quit?”


  “My guess is that Carlson will set up a military outpost there. Make a clearing, build a fort, maybe a town. Then he’ll try to get people to come and live in it.” Rod sighed. “It won’t work. They’ll want to know why the planet had to be colonized that way—why wouldn’t the first colonists stay?”


  “I agree. The military outpost is a fine method for spreading a culture to an existing civilization. Rome did much for Europe that way; the most powerful cities sprang up near the Roman forts and roads. But as a method for inducing the populace to a new place, it doesn’t work. A free people will not willingly move into a military township.” Jaimie looked sharply at Rod. “So what do you intend to do—run out and turn it all over to Carlson?”


  “I don’t know, Jaimie. I just don’t know. Six years is a long time.”


  “Damn it, Rod, you had much worse jobs than this one in industry! How did you select a computer man, a communications man, an engineering physicist, out of a group of men with similar backgrounds? It seems to me a harder problem than this.”


  “We don’t really know much, as I said,” Rod said. “Ours has often been an imitation science. When we had to select a computer man, we just gave a battery of tests to successful computer men—structural vision, vocabulary, tri-dimensional memory, ink-blots, syllogisms, practically everything. Then we weeded out the tests whose scores appeared to have no statistical relevance. Any future computer man had to duplicate those results, whatever they were. If we had a recently pioneered civilization around, Jaimie, you’d find this whole staff running through it like pollsters before an election.”


  “What was all this talk about balance, instability, initiative and all the rest?” asked Jamie.


  “That’s what we do when we don’t know, Jaimie. We try to predict what we need; then we try to find ways of finding it in people.”


  JAIMIE made an explosive sound. “But I thought you must have progressed from empirical methods! I would have said something long ago, if I hadn’t thought you knew what you were doing all the time!” The historian was on his feet, stalking about the room. “Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”


  “Why? What difference would it have made?” Rod frowned, failing to understand the other’s excitement. “Sure, we’ve progressed from the older methods, in that we now have pretty complete data for all present job descriptions. And we can synthesize data for a new job, if it’s not too different. But there isn’t any information on the kind of person needed in a new world. What the devil are you getting so upset about?”


  The historian threw himself into a chair and glared at Rod. “If you couldn’t find the kind of people you needed to test, you could have asked a historian if he knew anything about them!”


  Rod shook his head puzzledly. “Subjective data, such as that—”


  “Don’t bring subjectivity into this, damn it! We get enough of that from physical scientists.” Jaimie held himself in the chair, almost shaking with the intensity of his feeling. “Look, Rod, you know I want to see the project succeed. And you admit that you haven’t got an answer. Well, baby, I think I have! It’s an idea that has about a fifty-fifty chance of being right in this case . . . would you be willing to try it?”


  “If I had been betting on your side for the last few months, I’d be several dollars richer,” Rod smiled. “Yes, I think I might go along with your idea, if you can convince me it has an even chance for success. Three failures out of three tries makes for poorer odds than that. What do you have in mind?”


  “H’m,” Jaimie said. “I imagine your stock isn’t so high with old scabbard and blade right now, is it?”


  Rod laughed. “I don’t think he’ll shoot on sight, but I’m not positive enough to stand in front of a lighted window.”


  “Well, then—if I had an idea you agreed with, the surest way to kill it would be to have you present it to him, right? And if you fight it, that’s sure to convince Carlson!” Jaimie thought hard for a moment, tapping the chair-arm. “Rod, I have to do something you aren’t going to like. Do you trust me?”


  “You mean you’re going to try this without even discussing it with the personnel group?”


  “That’s right. If I don’t tell you what I’m doing, I know you’ll fight it. And I’ll need that kind of help from you to push Carlson into doing it.


  “But I have to do something far worse than that, Rod. I’m going to tell the general that you knew my plan from the start, and have been sitting on it because I’m not a psychologist. I’m going to ruin your reputation with the worst set of lies since the Red purges. I’ll say you’re fighting me, because you can’t accept an idea that came from a man outside of your own group. If the scheme doesn’t work you’ll be ruined, because there’ll be no way to retract the lies. If it does work, we can announce that we put on an act to sell the plan to Carlson. Can you take it?”


  Rod was thoughtful for a few minutes. He liked and trusted Jaimie, but the man had no experience in this field—and this sounded like an all-or-nothing shot.


  Then he remembered his despair over the latest set of resignations. He’d been ready to quit—he had nothing to offer, and neither did his men. Even a wild idea was worth a try, he thought grimly—he would be risking nothing but a plan that had already failed.


  “Go to it, boy,” he said. “And if you need a fight, you’ll get a damn good one.”


  THE fight with Carlson was short, and Rod was abruptly overruled. After that Jaimie moved fast. The new colonists flocked in. Three months after Rod’s talk with him, the compounds started to fill. A shipload was a hundred men, and each new man had to wait in a group until it was filled. But there was no waiting now except for processing; the compounds were full before the ships were ready.


  Rod had paid no attention to Jaimie’s recruiting methods, thinking that the historian’s idea differed mainly in control over the colonists.


  Until he saw the crowds.


  Even from a distance, they didn’t have the young look of the previous groups. Up close, they looked like the sweepings of the slums.


  He and Biddington talked to a few before they fully realized what Jaimie had done. All the men were sure that Venus was a mineral paradise—gold in the streams, uranium lodes so pure you had to wear a shield to get near them, diamonds, silver—every treasure that had ever excited men on Earth was scattered around the new world waiting to be picked up. That was what Jaimie had told them.


  Rod got to a phone, fast.


  “Jaimie, you fool! I know what you’re doing, and I won’t put up with it! You’ve told these dupes they can get rich on Venus! You intended to attract large numbers of recruits, in the hope that some of them will be what we need—but look at what you attracted! Crooks, gangsters, bums, hoboes, sharecroppers and I don’t know what. You got recruits all right . . . but what the hell kind of a society are you going to start with them! And who will go and live there among them later?”


  “What’s the matter, Workham?” Jaimie asked coldly. “Are you a racial purist? Want only your kind of people to get to Venus?”


  “I don’t care who goes, as long as they fit some standards. But to make a decent place, you need decent people—morally clean and healthy. Not this collection of mental cripples, alcoholics and thieves. Probably half of them are wanted men!”


  He argued further, unable to believe that this was Jaimison’s great fifty-fifty chance. He said many things . . . and regretted every one; for that night the telecasts carried a recorded version of his outburst. Jaimie had maneuvered him into saying things he didn’t quite mean, so that it looked as if he was trying to hide the all good things on Venus and save them for his own friends. One commentator said outright that if you weren’t a college graduate recommended by one of Workham’s friends, it would cost you a thousand dollars to get on an outgoing ship. By the next morning, half the papers in the world were after Workham’s scalp.


  ROD could only take the abuse and grind his teeth. How did you fight a thing like that? You were condemned if you kept silent, and if you answered, people nodded their heads and said, “See—he’s still trying to deny it.”


  The failures from the old colonies were Rod’s only allies. They tried to tell people what Venus was like, and what lies Carlson and his stooge Jaimison were using for bait. But it was pointed out that these men naturally had a stake in the secret . . . and, after all, everyone knew how well off the returning colonists were! This was actually due to the high premium paid to get men to go to the planet, but no one believed.


  Days passed. Weeks. The compounds filled, and emptied, and filled again. People stood in lines to apply. They walked miles to appear at a recruiting center. They fought for a place on the next ship, or the one after that. Farmers, clerks, ragged families, hoboes, armed men, teen-age boys and old men. Four thousand people applied in the first few months and were shipped out. Then the crowds thinned, even though the Get Rich propaganda continued. Soon, only a few hundred appeared where there had been thousands; then twos and threes; at last only a dozen or so a day, many of whom changed their minds before the full shipload had been assembled.


  Rod clung to his job throughout. He had little to do, though his department had never been formally discontinued. Sooner or later, he knew, their services would be needed—when this cheap trick had failed. So he and his staff remained. Studying old files, making up test batteries, discussing survival factors, they readied themselves for the project again. From time to time they interviewed and tested a few of those waiting in the compounds. There was too much time to just sit around—even this activity was a welcome diversion.


  As the year passed, the number of prospective colonists stopped decreasing and held steady at about five a day. But slowly something else changed. Among the new arrivals there began to appear engineers who had tossed up good jobs to emigrate, farmers with their families, school-teachers, storekeepers, lawyers, even doctors. All of them young. Not in any great number; but their appearance was a surprise still. Then there came two former colonists who had resigned on one of the earlier attempts, now trying to get back to Venus without inducement of bonus, high pay or guaranteed return.


  That was the day Rod decided to call on Jaimie.


  “I HAVE here a bottle of eight-year-old rye, Jaimie,” he began. “I think you’re entitled to a drink, and I’m entitled to an explanation. Want to swap?”


  “Rod!” Jaimie’s bony face lit up. “It’s good to see you. I’ve been afraid to call you until we could admit to the hoax. Come in, come in.”


  “Well, you did it,” Rod said, after they had settled down. “I met two former colonists in the compound today. They know there isn’t gold on Venus, and still they want to go out for free. No contract. And lately we’ve been getting professional people. There was even a kid fresh out of journalism school who wants to start up a paper. Jaimie, how did you do it? Were we so far wrong as that?”


  “You did it yourself, Rod. You told me how—but you wouldn’t have believed, then. Or if you had, we never would have sold it to Carlson. Remember, you said if there were only a recent pioneer civilization around, you’d run to them with ink-blots and vocabulary tests? All you needed to do was duplicate the kind of person who settled America or Australia or California.


  “Well, as a historian I knew those people. And I knew what brought them. So I merely put out the same kind of bait.”


  “The same kind of bait!” Rod exclaimed. “What about freedom of religion and freedom from oppression? Isn’t that what brought people to this country? There’s no oppression to flee from these days! And even if it was the same bait, why weren’t the same kind of people attracted? You saw that first compound full—where in that cesspool was Thomas Paine, or Franklin, or Miles Standish?”


  “Franklin was born here,” Jaimie grinned. “Paine didn’t come over in the first wave. And I suppose General Carlson was Miles Standish. Maybe that kid journalist you saw was Paine’s counterpart. No, Rod—the bait I held out attracted the same kind of people initially as it always has. You have been compromising all along on the factors you really wanted in order to get young, healthy, moral people to Venus. The answer is simply this: Pioneers are not necessarily young, healthy, or moral. So you didn’t get what you wanted.


  “You see, America wasn’t only founded by pilgrims. They were actually a minority here. We were settled by promoters, trappers, bonded servants, exiled British deportees, pickpockets and thieves. We were explored by French and Spanish pirates. The better element in Europe didn’t come here at first—why should they? It was dangerous. Pioneering was to the advantage of the worst elements. They came by court order, out of necessity, for adventure. They came for gold more than for freedom; for a new chance more than for a new religion.


  “Australia was set up as a penal colony. Others went there for gold, or to start over where they weren’t known. That’s the kind of person who settles a new land—the misfits: too impulsive, drunkards, weaklings, convicts, and fugitives from justice. Too sick in mind and body to make a go of it where they are.


  “So we announced that there was a brand new world with a new chance for everyone on it. We implied that there was wealth. We told them everything about Venus that brought the English to America, the Spanish to South America, the Easterners to the West, and the Middlewesterners to California. We didn’t hunt for pioneers. They came to us.”


  ROD refilled his glass thoughtfully. “But what kind of a society will men like that create? A fighting, lawless structure . . .”


  “That’s right. And the lawless will eliminate themselves by their very activities. Like the early West. While the doctors come in to treat wounds, and the lawyers to plead their cases; while their wives and the other wives will start schools and bring in school-teachers. That society will purge itself, Rod—many of the worst will become good citizens out of meeting the challenge of a new planet, and the rest will disappear.”


  “Well, then, what about the gold story?” Rod asked. “Won’t they be angry with everyone connected with the project because of the hoax?”


  “That was a little raw, but no worse than other gold rushes—few of the stampeders ever found the gold they went after. The captain of one of the rockets told me that the first few months the colonists were trying to stow away on the returning ships. Now they send messages to friends and relatives to come before the opportunity is gone—that’s why you’ve seen this better element. Our lies will soon be forgotten, and crops and foods and minerals will be coming from Venus, and better people will go to meet the diminished challenge on our brave new world.”


  Rod stood up. “Well, my compliments for a job well done, Jaimie. When do you expect to go and live there yourself? You’ll have to soon, won’t you, to complete the Project Record in residence?”


  Jaimie nodded. “About six months from now, I think. Why?”


  “Good,” Rod exclaimed. “We can all go together.”


  “What are you planning to do? Volunteer?”


  “The whole personnel staff will be going. Here’s just what we need—a young pioneer society! We can get adequate data for future selection, a better idea of what kind of person a colony needs at different stages of growth.” Rod grinned. “After all, your method was pretty sloppy, even if it did work. And you sent far too many wrong people. Once we have some good data . . . anything you can do, we can do better!”


  SIMPSON


  Philip Latham


  RAWLINS found Linda in the transmitting room giving some last-minute instructions to the chief engineer. Considering that they were discussing the details of an invasion that might change the course of events within the solar system, they appeared remarkably calm.


  “I think we’ll drop the artificial flowers first,” Linda said studying the schedule in her hand. “They should have a reassuring effect, don’t you think? Let the Venusians know we’re nice people.”


  “Drop artificial flowers first,” the engineer repeated, writing it down.


  “Next will come the vitamin candy bars. Now, we don’t have so very many of them, so be sure and wait till we’re over the city before you start strewing them around.”


  “You know, those candy bars worry me,” the engineer said. “If one of them ever hits a Venusian it will knock him cold sure.”


  Linda’s smile might have been meant for a five-year-old child. “Mr. Simpson has taken care to have each candy bar equipped with its own individual parachute. That’s the reason we nave so few of them.”


  “I just wondered,” the engineer returned.


  “Then after the candy bars well start dropping the photographs of Simpson himself. The one with the big smile and both hands outstretched.”


  “Okay,” the engineer told her. He closed his notebook with a snap. “How soon do we roll?”


  “That will depend upon Mr. Simpson. Right after the broadcast probably.”


  “Incidentally, where is the chief?” Rawlins inquired. “I haven’t seen him for the last hour.”


  Linda consulted her wristwatch. “Right now Mr. Simpson is taking his Swedish exercises. In another five minutes he will be getting his rubdown. In another ten minutes—”


  “Good lord! Doesn’t he ever pass up that routine of his? Even when there’s an invasion on?”


  “Success is attained through the persistent application of right habits of thought and living. A sound mind in a sound body, for instance.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  Rawlins knew it wasn’t good, but it was the best he could do at the moment. He sauntered over to the window, where he stood staring down at the pale lemon tinted disk of Venus.


  “Well, buzz me when you’re ready,” the engineer said. “I’ll be down in the astrolab counting the minutes.”


  Silence descended upon the transmitting room. Linda continued checking her schedule. Rawlins maintained his moody contemplation of Venus. The planet was growing larger with uncomfortable rapidity. They were so close now that the billowy character of the cloud layer was clearly evident above the saffron level beneath. The white tufts reminded him of the whipped cream on his mother’s pineapple layer cake. His stomach ulcers twinged feebly.


  “Of all the crazy ideas I ever fell for, this is the worst,” he muttered. “Shipping on an invasion of Venus as a public opinion expert.”


  “What’s so crazy about that?” Linda remarked, deftly clipping two pages together. “How can we expect to govern this planet efficiently unless we know what its inhabitants are thinking about?”


  Rawlins regarded her with distinct distaste. It irked him that any girl as pretty and feminine as Linda King should be so utterly absorbed in the affairs of J. Danforth Simpson. What she needed was waking up. A female robot with green eyes and chestnut hair.


  “But a people like the Venusians,” he said. “From what I hear they’re still practically in the figleaf stage. To say nothing of being mostly women.”


  “Is that bad? The part about being women, I mean?”


  “Well, it’s not exactly good when it comes to sampling. The trouble with women is they aren’t satisfied with just answering your questions. They want to pour out their whole life story besides.”


  Linda sniffed. “If you’re going to work for Mr. Simpson then I suggest you get busy devising a suitable polling technique for feminine interviews. For that will undoubtedly be your first assignment—getting a line on the women.”


  Further discussion was interrupted by the appearance of J. Danforth Simpson himself. The instant you set eyes on him you knew that here was the Man You Had Been Waiting to See. The One in Control. The Person with Authority to Act. You could. tell by the purposeful way he walked. In the firmly compressed set of his mouth. By the searching look in his pale blue eyes. Above all it was evidenced by the handkerchief in his breast coat pocket. Obviously it was the major executive type of handkerchief. Those three linen points standing crisply at attention could never have belonged to anyone less than the second vice-president at the very least. They were Simpson’s badge and seal, his official sign of rank. They carried all the authority of the gold stars on a general’s shoulder.


  “And how is the invasion coming?” Simpson asked, giving Rawlins a cordial nod and beaming upon his secretary. “Everything on schedule, I trust?”


  “We’re ready for the broadcast anytime,” Linda said.


  “Good. Then shall we proceed at once?”


  “Maybe you’d better look over this script first. I had to make a few changes since we discussed it last time.”


  Simpson ran his eye down the typewritten pages, taking in sentences in great gulps, like an editor.


  “Hmm. Why don’t we omit most of this introduction? The basic situation should be sufficiently clear without any preliminary buildup.” He handed the pages back with a quick smile. “Condense. Digest. Simplify. Let those be our watchwords. And now if you will summon the radio crew please.”


  Rawlins could not but admire the smooth efficiency with which Simpson’s staff began preparations for. the broadcast. Despite their attitude, of outward calm he knew the situation was a tense one for all concerned. There was Stracker, the space surgeon, cool and detached, with that perpetual expression of polite inquiry in his eyes that marks the professional medical man; Doyle Wentworth, the organic chemist, obviously controlling his nervousness by an effort; Hansen, the geophysicist, and a dozen others. Men who could easily have made a name for themselves in their particular fields if they had not preferred anonymity with Simpson.


  The chief stood alone by the window gazing out upon the turbulent cloud expanse that was Venus. What thoughts were coursing through the brain cavity under that pink expanse of skull? Rawlins wondered. Never before had any one man achieved such complete mastery over so many individuals as J. Danforth Simpson. In all Earth there was no apparent threat to his domination. One of the principal reasons Rawlins had accepted the unexpected invitation to join the expedition was that it gave him an opportunity to study the man at close range. Previously he had been nothing more than a vast shadowy personality behind a powerful chain of newspapers and magazines; a name in small letters flashed on the screen at the end of a television or motion picture show; a mind functioning at the center of an intricate network of controls extending to the farthest reaches of the globe.


  It had come as a considerable shock, therefore, to discover that while Simpson certainly possessed some unusual qualities he was by no means the master mind that he appeared from a distance. In fact, Rawlins had not been associated with his new chief many days before he began to suspicion that in certain respects the man was plain dumb, or at least greatly over-estimated. But whereas most men spend their lives struggling ineffectively without getting anywhere Simpson by some strange alchemy kept on succeeding and succeeding. Only you felt that it was always just an accident. With the same opportunities you could have done the same yourself.


  Linda was speaking into the transmitter in low, honeyed tones, quite different from her usual crisp style.


  “This is Linda King speaking to you from the transmitting room of the Albireo. At this moment we are revolving over Venus about a thousand miles above that planet’s cloud-covered surface. As you all know, this is the crucial point in our long journey across space. Promptly at the close of this broadcast the invasion of Venus will begin. What the outcome of that venture will be no one knows, least of all ourselves. When you hear from us again—if you do hear from us again—we will be broadcasting from the surface of the planet itself.


  “We know how impatiently you must be waiting news of an invasion that we hope will open up a new world of untold wealth for colonization and development. Probably you are wondering how it feels to be standing poised upon the brink of onslaught at such a moment in history. And so I am going to ask the man to tell you who conceived and put into execution this great project—J. Danforth Simpson.”


  Simpson stepped solemnly to the transmitter.


  “Dear friends,” he began, speaking in a voice tense with emotion, “all I can say at this time is that I feel very humble.


  Upon our shoulders rests the responsibility of bringing the fruits of our civilization and culture to a primitive people. But let me emphasize that we come to these people—not as arrogant conquerors—but as friends with hearts overflowing with goodwill and tenderness. We come not as self-seeking spoilers but as kindly neighbors eager to share the flower of our fruits and arts, so that what has taken us centuries of toil to achieve may be made available to others in an instant of time.”


  “Mr. Simpson, will you tell us how you plan to proceed about this invasion?”


  “I shall proceed as if it were impossible to fail,” Simpson replied promptly. “Indeed from the very start there has never been a moment when I had the slightest misgiving. In my own mind it is already done.”


  “What will be your first act upon landing?”


  “Well, I think my first act will be to establish cordial relations with the Venusian people. As you know, Venus is a world closely similar to our own. From what information we have been able to secure from preliminary scouting expeditions there is every reason for believing that Venus and its inhabitants are essentially identical with our own world, except that there appears to be a gap of a few thousand years in time. But this is a gulf easily spanned. In a year I predict that they will be as one with us.”


  “Does Venus at present possess any form of government that might oppose our mission?”


  “Well, none worth mentioning. Oh, there is a ruler of sorts who appears to exercise mild authority over the planet’s few million inhabitants. Curiously enough this ruler is a woman. An interesting coincidence when we recall that Venus is named after the goddess of love.”


  “I’m sure the feminine members of our audience will be anxious to hear more of this woman ruler,” Linda murmured, a hint of laughter behind her voice. “How she looks and what she wears. And how she takes the invasion of her domain.”


  “We don’t anticipate any difficulty on that score,” Simpson said. “Considering the fact that she has nothing whatever with which to oppose us.”


  “Then this woman is quite powerless, you think?”


  “Oh, quite. But naturally, the thought of force is highly reprehensible to us. As I stand here, with the invasion now only minutes away, I feel that our strongest weapon is the nobility of our purpose. The fact that we come actuated only by the highest ideals. The loftiest motives. Truly we can say with the poet, ‘Our strength is as the strength of ten because our heart is pure.’


  “I’m sure that expresses the feelings of us all, Mr. Simpson,” Linda assured him warmly. “It will be a thought for us to cherish during the dark hours ahead.”


  She nodded to the engineer.


  “And now, friends, the time has come when we must abandon the comparative comfort of our deep-space machine for the cramped confines of the high-thrust ferry rockets that will convey us to the surface of Venus.


  “And so, good-bye, till you hear from us again. The invasion is on!”


  II


  RAWLINS struggled up through the blanket of unconsciousness that covered him fathoms deep. A moment more and he would reach the surface. There! He sat up and opened his eyes. He felt rotten. He decided that landing on a planet in one of these invasion tubs was like falling off a stepladder when you had a bad hangover.


  Several times he tried to rise but each time he found his leg apparently caught under some heavy cylindrical object. A piece of gaspipe sticking through the floor, probably. He gave his leg a vigorous jerk. The object was evidently more complicated than he had at first supposed, with several knobs and branches projecting from it.


  you’ll stop kicking me for a minute I’ll try to move over so you can get your foot loose.”


  It was Linda’s voice coming, as it seemed, from a great distance. He remained obediently quiet while she went through some sort of contortional act. The next thing he knew she was sitting up beside him rubbing her nose.


  “You had your foot right in my face,” she said reproachfully.


  “Sorry,” Rawlins apologized. “You’ll have to chalk it up to inexperience. My first invasion, you know.”


  Linda continued to investigate her various features. Presently she shook her head as if to clear away the cobwebs, and glanced around the narrow interior of the cabin.


  “I wonder where Dr. Stracker is?”


  “I think I can hear him stirring up front now.”


  “Let’s go see,” she said, getting to her knees.


  They worked their way along the side of the ship to the section where the controls were housed. Dr. Stracker was lying on his stomach peering through the forward window. Rawlins crawled up beside him.


  “How’s the scenery outside?” he asked.


  “Take a look,” Stracker said, rolling away from the window.


  Rawlins flattened his nose against the glass. By looking up at a sharp angle through the narrow aperture he was able to discern a dozen men and women gazing down at them from the rim of the crater formed by the impact of the rocket.


  “Curious looking creatures, aren’t they?” Stracker said. “Judging from their garb, they’re still in the early pastoral stage.”


  “Judging from their whiskers they certainly haven’t reached the safety razor stage,” Rawlins said.


  “The women look as if they had just stepped out of an operetta,” Linda exclaimed, “with those flowing white costumes and the flowers in their hair. You know—the merry villagers who come dancing in at the end of the act.”


  For several minutes they lay staring up at the Venusians who stared back with equal solemnity.


  “Now I think I know how those Martians felt in the War of the Worlds,” Rawlins grunted. “I’ll bet they were just as upset as the people outside gawking at them.”


  “I wonder if we shouldn’t be thinking about getting out of here,” Stracker remarked, working one leg cautiously back and forth.


  “The plan was to leave the rockets and contact Simpson as soon as possible,” Linda said. “Then when we were all assembled and if there were no mishaps we were to march on the palace immediately.”


  “The palace?” Rawlins echoed. “You mean they’ve got a palace around here someplace?”


  “Well, the place where the queen lives anyhow.”


  “Then suppose we start making preparations for leaving,” Stracker said. “I’ll see if I can find the rifles and ammunition.”


  “Wonder if we’ll need ’em?” Rawlins said, peering out at the Venusians again. “They don’t look very belligerent to me.”


  “Simpson said expressly to come out fully armed,” Linda stated firmly. “I don’t think we have any business deviating from his instructions.”


  They emerged from the ship a few minutes later and clambered up the side of the crater taking care to keep their rifles trained on the crowd at all times. The Venusians backed away from them without displaying any particular signs either of animosity or alarm. Rawlins found their silent appraising scrutiny harder to bear than if they had been openly hostile. They made him feel as nervous as a new boy at school who knows that some of the kids are laying for him afterward.


  The three gained the top of the bank where they stood huddled together taking stock of their surroundings. The air was hot and dry with the burning, penetrating heat of the desert. A ow stunted type of vegetation resembling ice. plant reddish green in color with coarse fleshy creepers sprawled over the desert like a ragged carpet. Behind the thick cirrus haze that mantled the sky, the sun was a blurred yellow smear. The wind drifting over the sand dunes carried a faint acrid odor like that of scorching metal. Far away against the horizon three enormous crater cones smoldered black and forbidding.


  Rawlins gave the doctor a nudge. “Why don’t you ask them something? My Venusian s not so good.’ ”


  “Mine neither,” Stracker replied. He turned to Linda. “I relieve you’re the best qualified to hold speech with these people. Maybe we ought to introduce ourselves.”


  Linda hesitated. Apparently even she was flustered a bit by the Venusians’ silent stare. Presently she addressed the man nearest her, a tall gaunt individual with long white waterfall whiskers.


  “We have come a great distance from another world,” she said, waving her hand overhead. “We come to you as friends. We do not wish to harm you. We hope our rockets did not injure you when they fell from the sky.”[1]


  The man did not reply but examined Linda with his solemn owlish eyes, his gaze shifting back and forth between her face and wrinkled coverall suit. Then, before anyone could intervene, he stepped forward and ran his fingers over her face and through her hair as if he were sampling some piece of merchandise.


  “Well, of all the nerve!” Linda gasped.


  “Say, what’s the idea?” Rawlins demanded, advancing a step.


  “Watch it,” Stracker cautioned, holding him back.


  The Venusian pointed an accusing finger at Linda.


  “We guessed you came from another world,” he said. “We thought you would only be men. We did not expect to find a woman among you.”


  “Why did you not expect to find a woman among us?” Linda asked.


  “Our women do not accompany men on long journeys. Women should remain at home to gather fruit and berries and to care for the children.”


  “You mean the women have to do all the work around here?”


  The Venusian shrugged indifferently. “There are always plenty of women to do the work.”


  Rawlins noticed that several of the Venusian men grinned and nudged one another as if they found the old man’s remarks amusing. Although powerfully built, rough-looking fellows, they seemed good-natured enough.


  “Remember these people are several thousand years behind us,” Rawlins told Linda. “They never heard of woman’s rights.”


  “Then why have they got a queen for a ruler?”


  “It’s not so unusual. Several women in times past have ruled great countries and done a fairly good job of it, too. There was Queen Elizabeth, for instance, and Catherine the Great and Maria Theresa of Austria. Although they ruled as absolute monarchs, the position of women did not improve during their reigns. The men still managed to keep their wives pretty well under their thumbs.”


  “Yes, I’d go slow here,” Stracker suggested. “Some tradition is doubtless involved that we don’t understand as yet.”


  “Well, if you ask me, I think they’re in a rut,” said Linda.


  It gave Rawlins a certain perverse pleasure to see her discomfiture.


  “Take it easy, honey,” he grinned. “I think the old boy’s got something maybe.”


  Before Linda could retort they were interrupted by the sound of voices growing louder behind some sand dunes. In a few minutes Simpson came into view over the hillcock followed by his staff and a crowd of perhaps a hundred Venusians. A score of children in various degrees of nudity ran laughing and shouting before them.


  Simpson hailed them with a wave of his arm.


  “Things couldn’t be better,” he puffed. “Think of it—not a single person killed or even seriously injured. Shows you what careful planning will do.”


  He stood with his hands on his hips gazing around him triumphantly. His face was flushed from the exertion and the vein in his right temple throbbed visibly.


  “What a country,” he cried. “Never dreamed it would be this good. There’s a beautiful green valley right below us. A regular treasure house of nature. And to think we’ve got the first crack at it.”


  “How about the natives?” Rawlins remarked. “Maybe they won’t see it that way.”


  “Don’t think so,” Simpson replied, gaining confidence as he got his wind back. “They strike me as extraordinarily cooperative, from what I’ve seen of them. We can get an index on their opinions and attitudes later. Leave all that paper work up to you. Right now I want to set up headquarters and consolidate our position. Do first things first. That’s my motto.”


  He motioned to an officer in the intelligence corps.


  “What’s our position, Baker?”


  “Not more than two hours hike to the capital city, I should say. The navigator did a swell job of bringing us in.”


  “This the city where the queen lives?”


  “That’s right?”


  “What have we got on her, anyway?”


  The officer consulted his notes. “Well, not much, to tell the truth. Name’s Hortense near as we can pronounce it. Seems to have been running things here as far back as anybody can remember. Pretty well liked apparently. That about sums it up.”


  “Hmm,” Simpson grunted. “Old dame, probably. Senile monarch surrounded by few faithful servitors. Putters around the palace while the royal chamberlain pulls the strings. Might get opposition there. Got to be on guard. Watch everything. That’s our motto.”


  He seized a whistle dangling from a cord around his neck and blew a blast that made the Venusians jump.


  “We’re marching on the palace,” he announced. “Going to see Queen Hortense, the ruler of this planet, and inform her of the plans we intend to put into effect for the benefit of her loyal subjects.”


  He smiled benevolently on the Venusians clustered around him.


  “Perhaps some of our friends here might be able to show us the way. Hey, Mac, how about you?” he called, pointing to a Venusian lad whose face showed a glimmering of intelligence above the rest. “Want to make a fast buck?”


  The boy grinned and bobbed his head.


  “Good. Then lead on, MacDuff. You take care of us and we’ll take care of you.”


  They made a strange procession trouping over the desert, the Earthmen in their somber garments with their snub-nosed rifles crooked under their arms, followed by the flower-decked Venusians, like actors in a modern drama who had strayed onto a set depicting a grove in Arcady.


  After tramping over the desert for half an hour their guide led them to a highway bordered by flowering plants intermingled with a thick growth of dark decumbent vine. Occasionally the jungle was broken by a mud hut with a garden in front and some smaller buildings in the rear. These houses rose from the ground in smooth flowing lines as naturally as the shrubs around them.[2] Although crude structures, they were not without a certain charm. Each dwelling was in some way distinguished from its neighbors, by the curving line of the doorway, the configuration of the windows, or the manner in which a vine had been trained to conceal some detail of construction.


  News of the invasion had evidently gone before them, for the travellers often found whole families lined up along the road awaiting their arrival. As already mentioned, the men, with their fierce whiskers and brawny arms and shoulders, had a fearsome appearance although their eyes seemed kind and friendly. The women, on the whole, were rather disappointing. Some of the younger ones were quite attractive but few would have qualified as first-rate glamor girls. The main trouble seemed to be that they made so little use of what natural charms they had. Aside from the flowers they made no attempt at adornment whatever. Their white gowns hung around their bodies as awkwardly as maternity dresses. Their hair hung in lank strands about their face or was done up in a coarse knot behind. No powder dimmed the sheen of their noses or cheeks. Like the women in tropical countries of the Earth they gave signs of aging early. At thirty they might have been fifty; at fifty they were wrinkled crones, their faces stiffened into a gray mask by the pitiless Venusian sun.


  “Well, at least nobody’s thrown any tomatoes or dead cats at us yet,” Rawlins observed, as they entered the outskirts of the city.


  “Haven’t noticed them strewing any roses in our path either,” Stracker replied. “These people give me a peculiar feeling. As if I were a patient in a clinic stripped down for examination.”


  Rawlins chuckled. “I know what you mean. But I guess we’d take a good hard look at any invaders who landed on the Earth, too.”


  Just when the crowd was getting so thick they had trouble forcing their way down the street, their guide, led them into a broad square facing a stone building that was evidently the palace. There was an altar on each side of the entrance, one burning with a low flame, the other piled high with combustibles as if for kindling. The crowd had overflowed into the square and spread out along the far end opposite the palace.


  The palace was by far the largest building the travellers had seen on Venus although judged by terrestrial standards it would hardly have made a fairsized county court house. Like all Venusian buildings it was constructed along streamlines that gave it a strangely modern appearance. The stones were old and worn and in protected places splotched by some greenish fungus growth. Long narrow windows stared out from the walls like cat’s eyes. A narrow balcony ran along the upper story overlooking the square.


  Their Venusian guide waved his hand toward the palace and did a quick fadeout into the crowd, leaving the Earthmen stranded in the middle of the square.


  “Can’t say I like the looks of this,” the intelligence officer muttered. “These people are too expectant. As if this was a Roman holiday and we were the chief attraction on the program.”


  “Now I think you’re misjudging these folks,” Simpson said. “They seem pretty nice to me. Anyhow, we can’t stand out here forever chewing it over. We’ve got to keep moving. Keep advancing. All the time.”


  Simpson suited the action to the word by advancing confidently toward the open door of the palace. He had taken barely a dozen steps when a group of men erupted through the door and hurled themselves upon the invaders. Simpson went down like a shot. A wild melee ensued as his men sprang to his side. The square rang with the crackle and whine of bullets and the grunt and surge of bodies.


  A man bore down on Rawlins, big, bony, and powerful. He swung his fist at Rawlins head in a wide sweeping arc. Rawlins watched the blow coming. He knew it would hurt him unless he got out of the way but for some reason he seemed powerless to move. The blow landed with a force that jarred him to his heels. Rawlins raised his rifle to fire then hesitated. The man was unarmed. His only weapons were his bare hands.


  The man came lunging at him again. Rawlins swung his rifle blindly, felt it land with a satisfying crunch. The man grabbed at Rawlins’ legs as he went down. He clawed at him desperately trying to rise. Rawlins struck him again with his rifle. The man slumped to the ground and lay still.


  The struggle ended as quickly as it had begun. Suddenly the Earthmen found themselves standing in the center of the square, bloody and dishevelled, victorious if not exactly triumphant. Their attackers lay dead around them or sat on their haunches with their heads buried in their arms. One man with blood trickling from his mouthy was being very sick at his stomach.


  Rawlins picked his way over to the palace door where Linda was standing, looking pale and shaken but otherwise uninjured.


  “Sure a nice welcome they gave us,” he said, managing a feeble grin. “I was afraid we were done for there for a minute.”


  “So did I,” she whispered, trying to smile back. Suddenly she was all solicitude. “Oh, you’ve got a bad cut. Hold still while I see if I can stop it bleeding.”


  He held still while Linda applied her handkerchief to the wound.


  “There. That will have to do till Dr. Stracker can see you.” She examined him anxiously. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah, sure. I really didn’t do much of anything.”


  “Neither did I. I’m afraid I wasn’t any help at all. I just kept Over here on the sidelines.”


  “Well, you’d certainly have been foolish to get mixed up in a scrap like that.”


  “But it was all so insane,” Linda cried. “Those men rushing out and attacking us that way with their bare hands. Whatever do you suppose possessed them?”


  “Must have been some kind of suicide squad, I guess.”


  “They don’t look like these other Venusian men, do they?” she said, studying the battered forms of their assailants. They’re clean-shaven and so much finer-featured.”


  “Maybe they’re specially selected that way for the palace guard,” Rawlins suggested. “Like the Potsdam giants that Frederick the First used to have.”


  “I wonder.”


  Something in Linda’s tone struck him as peculiar.


  “What do you mean?” he asked.


  “Look up there.”


  He followed her gaze. A woman was bending over the balcony contemplating them with her chin cupped in the palms of her hands. The sight of her took Rawlins’ breath away. She was unquestionably the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He had to blink twice to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Good lord, what loveliness! Raven black hair failing in clusters about her bare white shoulders. Pale delicate features. Eyes as dark and serene as a mountain pool at evening. The Blessed Damozel. A goddess come to life.


  The woman’s gaze roved casually over the figures in the square lingering for a brief moment on this one or that before passing on to another. Under her calm scrutiny Rawlins felt awkward and ashamed. He wanted to tell her that he really wasn’t as bad as he looked. That he wasn’t the kind of a person who went around getting mixed up in brawls in front of other people’s palaces.


  For one pulsating moment he felt those dark eyes appraising him. Then, with the barest hint of a smile on her lips, the woman disappeared behind the balustrade.


  III


  GRADUALLY Rawlins returned to the land of the living. He grinned at Linda. “Guess that must have been the queen.”


  “Yes, Pretty, isn’t she?”


  “Not bad.”


  There was a brief silence.


  “Maybe we should go over and see how Simpson is getting along,” Linda said.


  They found the chief propped up against one of the altars looking slightly dazed.


  “Thank goodness you’re safe, Linda,” he sighed. “I’d be lost without you.”


  He got unsteadily to his feet and walked over to where the prisoners sat huddled together.


  “What was the big idea? Assaulting us that way?”


  Nobody answered. The men sat staring sullenly ahead of them with their eyes fixed on the ground.


  “You in the blue shirt,” Simpson growled, nodding to one of the men who from the distinctive character of his dress appeared to be the leader. “You the head of this outfit?”


  “What’s left of it,” the man replied. He might have been rather handsome if his face had not been so lined and tired.


  “That woman up there on the balcony a minute ago now. Was that Queen Hortense?”


  The man nodded without raising his eyes.


  “She the one sicked you on to US?


  “No, she didn’t have anything to do with it,” the man said, showing some animation for the first time. “When we heard you were out here we lost our heads completely. Our only idea was to stop you. I guess it wasn’t such a good idea.”


  Simpson stood for a moment scowling down at him.


  “These guys look all bushed to me,” he said to his intelligence officer. “I’m for going inside and seeing this Hortense.”


  “I think some of us should search the place first,” the officer objected. “There might be some more of them hiding in there.”


  “We’re all here,” the leader muttered.


  “You know where to find Queen Hortense?” Simpson asked him.


  “Sure. You go through that door there, walk up the incline, and you’ll find her out on the balcony. She isn’t hard to find.”


  “Then suppose you get your bunch together and find her then.”


  The prisoners got reluctantly to their feet and shuffled toward the open palace door followed at a discreet distance by the Earthmen. The shadowy recesses of the palace were a welcome relief from the burning heat of the square. Instinctively the men dropped their voices and tread more gently as if they had entered a cathedral. But it was a cathedral in which pagan designs and erotic figures were displayed in place of the usual religious symbols. The feminine influence was everywhere. One saw it in the dull gleam of the mirrors along the wall; in the soft shoulders of the tall vases overflowing with pink and purple blossoms; in the graceful folds of the draperies; and in the elaborate use of crystal for ornamentation. Over all there hung a sense of hushed repose that comes only from years of ordered living.


  On the second level the man led them through an archway into a room with smooth sloping walls. The woman they had seen from the square lay half reclining on a low couch near the open balcony. She wore a simple costume similar to that of the other Venusian women, except that it was somewhat paler and whiter in texture. Several girls were gathered about the queen studying their visitors lazily like dozing cats. One stood behind the queen brushing her hair with long regular strokes, pausing occasionally to smooth out a lock with her fingers or to run her hand caressingly around the back of her neck.


  The queen lay back regarding them languidly with the same air of detachment that she had viewed them from the balcony. Yet it was not upon the invaders but upon their prisoners that her glance rested.


  “So this is the end,” she murmured to the leader, a hint of reproach in her voice.


  The man gestured helplessly, keeping his eyes averted.


  “As I predicted,” she said.


  “As you predicted.”


  “You worked so long and struggled so hard. I really am almost sorry that it should have ended this way.”


  The queen gazed upon him with eyes that were very tender.


  “And now you must go . . . as you promised me.”


  The man motioned to his companions who formed a half-circle behind him facing the queen. They stood for a moment in silence as if too overcome to speak. Then they turned and started to file slowly from the room. Some of Simpson’s men attempted to bar the way but the queen waved them aside.


  “Now what do you think of that?” Linda said, as the men’s footsteps died away down the hall.


  “Sounds like something out of the last act of the Prisoner of Zenda.” Rawlins told her.


  Simpson broke the spell with a theatrical cough.


  “Can’t tell you how much we regret this incident in the square,” he rumbled. “We come here on a peaceful mission. Ambassadors of good will, so to speak.”


  “So I see,” the queen said, glancing at the rifle resting in the crook of his arm.


  “Well, naturally we didn’t know what we might be up against here. We had to be ready for anything. Hope for the best and prepare for the worst. That’s my motto.”


  The queen’s eyes were almost severe. Then suddenly she relaxed and waved her hand at the cushions scattered over the floor.


  “I think I understand perfectly. And now sit down. We can talk so much better when we’re all comfortable.”


  She lay back contentedly as the men disposed themselves around the room arching her neck and quivering slightly under the regular stroke of the brush. Rawlins was sure that if he had been a trifle closer he could have heard her purr.


  Simpson dragged a pillow alongside the couch and sat down uncertainly.


  “Now I wouldn’t blame you a bit for being good and sore at having a bunch of strangers come barging in on you like this,” he began. “But when you hear the proposition I’ve got to offer I think you’ll change your mind. You got a mighty fine place here, your majesty.”


  He broke off suddenly. “Say, what should I call you anyhow?”


  The queen favored him with what must have been one of her sweetest smiles. “Suppose you just call me Hortense.”


  “Thanks . . . er, Hortense. Since we’ve got business to talk over we might as well get acquainted right away. My name’s Simpson—J. Danforth Simpson. ‘J.D.’ They sometimes call me, for short. This is my secretary, Linda King. And this young fellow here who keeps so close to her all the time is my personal advisor and public opinion expert, Steve Rawlins.”


  Linda and Rawlins said something about how happy they were to be there which the queen acknowledged with a graceful inclination of her head. Simpson hitched his pillow closer to the couch.


  “As I was saying, you got a mighty fine place here, Hortense. Unlimited resources from all reports. Plenty of room for expansion. And a mighty fine bunch of people from what I’ve seen of ’em. But frankly, the place looks kind of run-down to me. Kind of sloppy and gone to seed. What I’d like to do is work your mineral deposits and cultivate the land to take care of the increase in population that’s bound to come. With the right organization there isn’t any limit to how far you could go here.”


  Queen Hortense selected a fruit resembling a pomegranate from a basket by her side and began nibbling at it daintly, exploring the soft pulpy interior with the tip of her tongue.


  “Now if you don’t mind my saying so I doubt if you’ve got the know-how here on Venus to swing a deal of this size,” Simpson continued, warming to his subject. “.Understand, I don’t doubt for a minute you’re every bit as smart as us. Maybe even smarter. But you see we got quite a head start on you. It takes time to build up to the level we’ve reached. It takes lots and lots of time. So what I say is—why wait? When we’re right here to hand you these things on a silver platter.”


  “Just what is it you wish to bring us?”


  “Well, there’s lots of things. Things I can’t describe because you’ve never seen or heard of anything like ’em before. Things like motors and rockets and atomic energy. And houses with all the modern conveniences instead of these little shacks your people live in now. And rafts of other things that make life easier like the movies and television and flush toilets. You just give me a year or two and Venus will be so spick-and-span and so up-and-coming you won’t know the place.”


  Hortense ran her tongue over her lips licking up the red juice that had oozed from the pomegranate.


  “Suppose I do not wish my world made over? Suppose I prefer to keep it just as it is at present?”


  Simpson shifted his weight from one knee to the other.


  “Well, Hortense, I’m laying all my cards on the table. It took a lot of work to organize this trip. Furthermore, I didn’t come here entirely for the pleasure of making your acquaintance. Now that I’m here it looks even better than I expected. In other words, I’m here to stay.”


  “In other words you will put your ideas into execution whether it pleases me or not.”


  “Let’s put it this way. I’m what they call a self-made man. If I do say it myself I think I’ve made a success out of my life. I’ve never failed in anything I set out to do and I don’t intend to begin now.”


  Queen Hortense waved the pomegranate at the little group of men around her. “But how can you dictate to me? When there are so few of you and so many of us?”


  Simpson’s face was grim. “I warn you, don’t try to resist us. I have resources and equipment at my disposal you know nothing about. Believe me, I am thinking of your best interest when I warn you—don’t try to resist us.”


  Hortense sank back limply on her couch.


  “It’s true,” she sighed. “My people are kind and peaceful and mow nothing of the arts of war. We could not resist you even if we tried.”


  She twisted her body into a more comfortable position so that she lay facing Simpson directly. “We are quite helpless. You have us completely in your power. We are yours. Take us. Do with us what you will.”


  Simpson made a deprecating gesture.


  “Well, now I wouldn’t put it quite that way, Hortense. People don’t make wars anymore. They went out years ago. Oh, of course, there’s a little skirmish now and then but no real bloodshed, you understand. Cooperation’s the watchword these days. Now confound it! When I said we came here to help you I meant every word of it. When you see the things I’ve got planned you’ll be with me a hundred per cent.”


  “You are free to start any time, Mr. Simpson.”


  “Then I’ll start right now!”


  Before he could get to his feet Hortense caught him by the arm. “I have only one thing more to say.”


  “All right, go ahead and say it.”


  Hortense split one of the pomegranate seeds with her teeth. “Your project will end in ruin. As surely as it ended in ruin for those men who just left the room.”


  “Why will it end in ruin?”


  “Because it is destined from the beginning to fail.”


  “Suppose that’s a risk I’m willing to take?”


  Hortense shrugged and lay back with her eyes closed and her hands folded in her lap as if she had lost all further interest in the conversation. Simpson struggled to his feet and stood gazing down at his hostess with a wooden expression. At length he wrenched his eyes away and gestured to Linda and Rawlins.


  “Come on, let’s get out of here. We’ve got work ahead of us.”


  IV


  IN THE early days of his career Rawlins had helped pay expenses by assisting a photographer who specialized in art for the fashion magazines. He soon learned that one of the first rules of the business was that everything must be done in a hurry. Thus if the editors of Fascination decided that their June issue needed some photographs of a model in a seersucker bathing suit reclining on the beach in front of the Rock of Gibraltar, they would generally be notified along about the middle of March. By flying to the Mediterranean, working feverishly for a week, and airmailing the negatives back to the photographic laboratory, the color prints would be on the editors’ desk the day before the deadline. After this they would be notified that owing to a switch in plans the prints would. not go into the magazine until the August issue. Hence, working under pressure was no new experience in Rawlins’ life; in fact, long ago he had come to regard it as a natural part of his existence.


  What Rawlins now discovered was that he knew nothing whatever about working under pressure. Trying to keep pace with Simpson made his best previous efforts seem as leisurely as reporting for a college annual. Fundamentally, however, it was really quite simple. You worked as hard as you could every second and then you quit for awhile. When you woke up you started in all over again. The chief difficulty was trying to relax and go to sleep. There was no escaping the burning heat. The brassy glare of the sun behind the cirrus haze was always beating down. The pressure never abated.


  “How do you manage to stand up under the strain?” Rawlins asked one day, watching Linda’s fingers flying over the keys of her typewriter.


  They had set up temporary offices on the second level of the palace, considerably removed from those occupied by Queen Hortense and her retinue of maidens. Their typewriters and mechanical computers contrasted strangely with the rococo ornamentation of the suite, as out of place as a tractor in a Watteau painting.


  “You learn to manage afterwhile,” Linda replied, giving him an arch smile. “You decide what you’ve got to do and then you try to do it. See?”


  “You mean you really do?”


  “Of course. Why not?”


  “I’ve read articles about people who claimed they regulated their lives that way but I never supposed they actually existed. I always thought they were characters those fellows dreamed up who write these HOW TO books.”


  He regarded her with frank curiosity. “Tell me, how did a girl like you ever get tied up with a bunch like this in the first place?”


  Linda’s eyes were amused and irritated by turns. “Does that interest you?”


  “Yes, it does. Oh, of course, if you’d rather not . . .”


  “No, I don’t mind.” Her fingers strayed idly over the keys.


  “It all happened by accident nearly seven years ago. That was just before Simpson began his rise to power. I was sitting at a lunch counter drinking a cup of coffee and feeling thoroughly miserable. Besides having a cold, I had just lost my job through no fault of mine, and jobs were hard to get then.


  “While I was sitting there I noticed this man watching me. I tried not to pay attention, thinking he would go away in a minute. Instead he came directly to where I was sitting and took the seat beside me.


  “ ‘Young woman,’ he said, ‘do you know that the bloodvessels that supply your lower extremities all run down the back of your legs? That when you cross your legs as you are now you automatically shut off the flow to your arteries thus imposing an unnecessary strain on your heart?’


  “ ‘You’re the first man who ever told me he didn’t like to see me with my legs crossed,’ I said.


  “He didn’t crack a smile.


  “ ‘Besides putting an extra strain on your heart your present posture also increases the amount of nervous energy required to send the blood through your body.’


  “He gave me a look that went clear through me. ‘You look as if you were rather low on nervous energy right now.’


  “ ‘I am. I just lost my job.’


  “ ‘How would you like to work for me?’


  “ ‘I don’t care. I’d as leave work for you as anyone else.’


  “He scribbled his name on the back of a card. ‘Go to this address and tell them to put you to work immediately.’


  “I examined the card, feeling more amused than anything else. ‘Wait a minute. How much are you paying me first?’


  “ ‘Twice what you got before,’ he snapped. ‘Now get along—and don’t cross your legs any more.’ ”


  She laughed. “Well, that’s the way it began. Working for Simpson was like nothing I had ever done before. He seemed to take possession of you and carry you along with him. Half a dozen times I tried to break away, but it was so much easier to keep on going. There’s a fascination about Simpson that gets hold of you and won’t let you stop, even though you hate him sometimes.”


  “You mean you hate him? You hate Simpson?”


  “Oh, goodness, yes. Lots of times. It’s the way you have to work sometimes on a project you know is silly and ridiculous underneath. But once Simpson launches a campaign there’s no turning back. When you get an organization started invoking thousands of people and millions of dollars everything connected with it becomes important merely because it’s so big. Because it’s—”


  “I remember, one time, we were trying to launch a new comic character on television called Old Dad Dill Pickle. We spent months working on that character. Strong men sweat and suffered, laughed and cried, and gave the best they had of their head and hand. It was play, but desperately grim sort of play. And all so that Old Dad Dill Pickle could amuse the children every afternoon in the hope of getting the little monsters to buy more prefabricated popcorn or whatever it was.”


  Rawlins came over and clasped her hand fondly in his. “You know something?”


  “No. What?”


  “I think maybe I can love you now. I couldn’t before, but now it’s all right. You’ve relieved my mind tremendously.”


  “Is that the only effect my life story has had upon you?”


  “No, there are some other things, but that’s the most important. Someday I’ll tell you all about it.” He strolled over to one of the long oval windows facing the sun.


  Linda glanced at the stack of papers on his desk. “How’s the report coming?”


  “Not so good. Interviewing these people is nothing but grief. Not that I ever supposed it would be easy.”


  “What’s the matter? The women again?”


  “Not entirely. For some reason it seems hard to reach the Venusian mind. I have the feeling all the time there’s some barrier between us. Another trouble is they’re all a-twitter over something. Can’t get them to settle down and answer questions.”


  “Now that is something I can explain,” Linda said. “They’re getting ready for the Festival of Fire. We’re all invited by special invitation of Queen Hortense. Simpson wants us to be on hand wearing our very best behavior.”


  Rawlins regarded her incredulously. “But I thought he was sore at her. After the way she predicted he’d fail and everything.”


  Linda laughed with genuine amusement.


  “Of course not. Oh, I think he was really peeved there for a minute. But now he’ll make every effort to win her over. You don’t get ahead by increasing the number of your enemies.”


  “No, I suppose not,” Rawlins agreed absently. “What’s this Festival of Fire thing anyhow?”


  “Some sort of ritual they celebrate every so often at sunset. Haven’t you noticed how they always keep a fire burning in one of the altars beside the palace? It’s a symbol of their way of life. I don’t understand it myself entirely.”


  Rawlins turned back to the window. He thought the sun had been stuck in the sky over by those three volcanoes with the smoke perpetually hanging above them. Now, for the first time, it occurred to him that the sun might actually set some time.


  “So that’s what everybody is so wrought up about. All right. Tell Simpson he can count on me for the fireworks.”


  The members of Simpson’s staff were assembled on the balcony of the palace chatting in low tones or peering over the edge at the throng below. Although outwardly calm there was a certain restlessness in the queen’s guests. An attitude of covert watchfulness mingled with strained expectancy. A trained observer would have said that their behavior corresponded to that of well-bred people who are dying for a drink but are too polite to mention the fact to their host.


  “What I wouldn’t give for a good stiff shot of bourbon,” Rawlins groaned, trying to unglue his shirt from his arms. “Just straight bourbon and ice. Nothing else.”


  “Perhaps the heat will let down after sunset,” Stracker said, gazing at the red disk of the sun that hung like a lumpy balloon over the three crater cones.


  “Well, if I don’t get some kind of liquid refreshment pretty quick I’ll pass out sure,” Rawlins said. “Where are Simpson and Queen Hortense? What are we waiting for?”


  “I think they’re coming now,” Linda said.


  Queen Hortense swept into the room followed by Simpson and a troupe of girls evidently in ceremonial costume. The queen was even lovelier if possible than before. Her eyes were bright as stars and there was new color in her pale cheeks.


  Despite the oppressive heat Simpson managed to present his customary scrubbed appearance. Although the moisture was trickling down the side of his thick neck and his collar was wilted, the three prongs of his pocket handkerchief were as crisp and alert as ever.


  He advanced to the center of the room and held up his hand for silence.


  “This evening we are privileged to witness one of the most ancient and honored of Venusian customs—the Festival of Fire,” he said, beaming upon them like a fat moon. “The Festival of Fire is celebrated only at sunset. Although sunset here occurs about every twenty of our days the Festival of Fire occurs only when the Venusian moon is in conjunction with the sun at nightfall, an event that takes place at intervals of roughly once a year. Then the fire which has burned low since the last Festival is lighted anew to dispel the darkness gathering over the planet.


  “As I understand, this ceremony is associated with Venusian social customs of long standing. If these customs perchance appear strange and bizarre to us let us remember that many of our customs on Earth would certainly prove equally puzzling to a Venusian. In fact, there are some of ours I was never able to understand myself.”


  With a bow and a smile he backed away leaving Hortense in the center of the room.


  “Rather a nice little speech,” Rawlins said. “Didn’t think the old boy had it in him.”


  “It ought to be good,” Linda told him. “I wrote it.”


  Again the sight of Hortense made Rawlins catch his breath. Her beauty was almost too perfect. The folds of her gown had a way of parting, unexpectedly revealing glimpses of a figure that could only be described as dazzling. Yet there was a sweet unconsciousness in her manner that was altogether disarming in its innocence.


  “The Festival of Fire is our oldest custom,” she said gravely. “Although each word and gesture are rigorously prescribed by tradition yet the ceremony actually represents the casting aside of tradition, the banishing of habits that if continued would lead us into fixed patterns of thought and action. For we never wish to be bound. We wish to go on our way serene and untrammeled as the sun and moon in their courses. And so at every Festival we renew ourselves by drawing fresh youth and vitality from the fire.”


  As she spoke they became aware of faint voices raised from the square in a kind of chant repeated over and over again, each time rising higher and more compelling than before. There was. an eerie quality to the refrain arousing an emotion akin to that of the magic fire music from Die Walkure.


  “We must go now,” Hortense cried. “In a moment the sun will sink behind the crater cones. You will find food and drink for your refreshment.”


  She hurried from the room followed by her maidens.


  “Queen Hortense has kindly prepared a buffet supper for us,” Simpson said, when they were alone. “She suggested that we partake while we are waiting for the commencement of the ceremony.”


  It was the first opportunity the men had had to sample Venusian fare, so that they inspected the food laid out for them with curiosity not unmixed with a certain degree of trepidation. There were fruits similar to the apricot, peach, and pear; a form of melon about the size of a cucumber which, upon being sliced, revealed the glistening pink flesh within; and platters stacked high with slices of gray and white meat exhaling a spicy odor. Simpson set an example by boldly helping himself to generous portions of each.


  “Where’s that drink the queen mentioned?” Rawlins said, scanning the table eagerly.


  “Here you are,” Stracker told him, filling a glass from one of the pitchers. “Happy days.”


  Rawlins sniffed the colorless liquid suspiciously. “Must be straight gin, I guess.”


  “You don’t suppose . . .” He lifted the glass and took a cautious sip. “Good lord, it is! It’s water. Plain water!”


  Stracker chuckled softly. “Apparently they haven’t learned to distill spirits yet. How wonderful! Think of the whole world of discovery that lies, all unexplored, before them.”


  “Well anyhow, it’s wet,” Rawlins said philosophically. “Fairly cold, too.” He emptied the glass without taking it from his lips and poured himself another. “Let’s take our supper out on the balcony, shall we? I want to see this renewal business.”


  The chant was becoming more insistent every moment. Now the people in the square were standing like statues with one arm raised toward the setting sun. Hortense and her maidens were advancing slowly toward the altar piled with combustibles.


  “I see the moon!” Linda cried, clapping her hands.


  “Where?” Rawlins demanded. “Don’t believe they’ve got a moon here.”


  “Just above the sun. Like a bright star.”


  “Hmm. So it is. Too small to show a disk, apparently.”


  The music was becoming almost too poignant in its intensity to bear. The dying sun had suddenly become a symbol of everything Rawlins had longed and cherished in his life. And now it was going away. Sinking into the underworld. A fragment of verse from childhood came back to him.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Alas, alas, fair Ines,


            She went away with song,


            With music waiting on her steps,


            And shouting of the throng . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  The figures in the square stood as if transfixed under the amber rays of the sun as Hortense mounted the steps to the altar. A man was holding a torch over a nest of glowing coals, turning it and nursing it into life. Only a dull red sliver of the sun remained. Would it never go? At last—it was gone. The star shone out above it clear and bright.


  The man knelt and offered the torch to Queen Hortense. She seized it in both her hands and held it aloft for some time as if repeating an incantation. Suddenly she turned and flung it upon the altar. The fire was a feeble thing at first, crawling over the pyre in a flickering blue line, slowly spreading and strengthening, then flaring up in a rush of yellow flame illuminating the whole square.


  A roar burst from the throng. The music dissolved into hoarse cries and shrill peals of laughter. The people threw up their arms and ran about, embracing one another rapturously.


  Rawlins felt immoderately excited. His heart was pounding furiously and his scalp was prickling as if his hair was standing on end. He ran his tongue over his lips. Strange how dry they were. The inside of his mouth was dry, too. He turned to Stracker trying to say something but the words stuck in his throat.


  “Rawlins, what’s the matter. Are you all right?”


  He saw the doctor and Linda regarding him anxiously. He grinned and pointed to his mouth trying to make them understand.


  “Confounded heat,” he croaked. “Think I’ll get myself ’nother drink.”


  He started toward the tables at the back of the room but his legs felt numb as if they were asleep. The noise from the crowd was almost drowned by the ringing in his ears. He swayed . . . felt himself falling . . .


  “So that’s renewing your youth,” he whispered.


  Stracker was bending over him a puzzled expression in his eyes. It was the last thing he remembered.


  V


  HESTOR HILDEGARDE was being very stern with her television audience.


  “Now I’m going to say that again so that everyone of you will be sure to hear, (Pause). There is no such thing as a homely woman. Get it? There . . . is . . . no . . . such . . . thing. . . . . . as . . . a . . . homely . . . woman. There are only women who let themselves be homely. (Triumphantly) Makes a difference, doesn’t it? One year ago—yes. Then there might have been an excuse. But today there is not the single, teeny-weeniest excuse why you can’t be the wonderful YOU that nature intended.


  “For no matter what your special problem may be—bulging waistline—flabby skin—brittle hair—remember that to the government charm counselor there are no beauty problems. She will call to advise you in the privacy of your own home. She will select the makeup that is most flattering to you. A makeup that will give your skin that dewy fresh eye-catching loveliness you have always dreamed about. A shade of lipstick that vibrates to your personality. Exotic perfumes that are like the breath of romance. So call your government charm counselor now. Remember—beauty is only as far away as the dial on your telephone.


  “And now we come to our fashion forecast. Well, girls, there are curves ahead . . .”


  Rawlins emitted a low moaning sound from the depths of the armchair where he was ensconced, gloomily contemplating Hestor Hildegarde’s carefully preserved features on the television screen. With a great effort he propelled himself across the room and turned off the set.


  “Nobody can ever realize how I hate myself sometimes,” he confided to Linda, busily captioning photographs at her desk in the corner. “And to think I have to help promote that stuff!”


  “How’s the beauty campaign coming?” she inquired.


  “The Venusians are barely nibbling so far, But Simpson has some powerful bait in that high-pressure glamor stuff he’s handing out. A woman’s lot on this planet hasn’t been a particularly happy one in years past. Only the very prettiest married, and the others had to take whatever they could get. Until Simpson showed up they never knew there were more than about two ways to catch a husband. Now they think they’ve all got a chance.”


  “How’re the men taking it?”


  “Remarkably well, considering. Frankly, I doubt if they realize what’s happening to them yet. They’re such good-natured, easy-going cusses I don’t believe they’d recognize a social revolution if it hit them in the face.”


  He bent nearer, lowering his voice. “Baker over in the cosmetics lab was telling me a good one that illustrates what I mean. It seems that a couple of travelling men from Mars met a girl from Venus—”


  “Shush,” said Linda. “Here comes J.D. now.”


  Simpson entered with a handful of manuscripts which he placed on Linda’s desk. He nodded vacantly to Rawlins, pulled up a chair, and adjusted his glasses.


  “I’d like to get your opinion on some of these manuscripts, Linda,” he said, tapping the one on top with a red pencil. “Here’s one I was planning to run in an early issue of Your Wife and Mine. About how the neat, well-groomed man always gets the highest paying job. You see, we’re trying to get at the men through the women. I wish you’d see if you can’t liven it up a bit. I think it needs more of the feminine slant.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Linda promised.


  Simpson fished another manuscript from the pile.


  “Now here’s an article for Scepter called Nine Paths to the Altar. Try and think up another one if you can. I think it would sound much stronger if we could make it an even ten.”


  “Much,” said Linda, writing a Ten over the Nine.


  Simpson shuffled the papers awkwardly laying down one and picking up another as if debating how to proceed.


  “Er . . . I’d like to get your reaction to an idea Carson submitted for an advertisement recently. Carson’s in charge of our sanitary products plant now, you know. He thinks it might go over big with the women if we ran a full page photograph in color of Queen Hortense standing by the balcony looking kind of pensive, with the one word WHY underneath.”


  Linda shook her head very slowly. “I’d turn thumbs down if I were you.”


  Simpson heaved a sigh.


  “Same way I felt,” he told her, apparently much relieved. “There’s some of these things you can’t push too fast.”


  He leaned back and tapped the pencil thoughtfully between his teeth.


  “Curious how hard it is to make people do things for their own good. Been fighting it all my life. Remember what a time I had on Earth, changing the eating habits of the nation. You couldn’t get ’em to take a bite of kidney or brain or spleen for love nor money. Best part of a cow according to the docs, but there was a strong tradition against it. Practically had to ram it down their throats at first. Now I suppose I’m up against the same proposition here.”


  Simpson’s hair is certainly getting thinner, Rawlins thought. And those lines around his eyes certainly weren’t there a year ago. And was it his imagination, or did the tips of Simpson’s handkerchief droop ever so slightly?


  “Speaking of meat, did I tell you I’d started importing livestock?” Simpson asked, brightening up a little. “Just got in a prize Holstein bull-calf named Beau James the Fourth and a young heifer named Royal Betsy of Green Acres. Jim and Betsy we call ’em for short. I’m planning to build up a whole herd. One thing I’ve missed on Venus is my glass of fresh milk at bedtime.”


  “That must have been quite a job, ferrying in a bull-calf,” Rawlins observed.


  “It took some careful planning,” Simpson admitted. “I was lucky in getting the services of an expert vet. Maybe you’ve heard of him Dr. Hoskins. Got a regular bedside manner when it comes to animals. He brought ’em through in fine shape. Made the trip like old time space men.” There was a faraway look in Simpson’s eyes. “You won’t believe it, but I used to be able to milk cows when I was a boy. Probably lost the knack of it now.”


  He sighed and returned to the papers.


  “I’ve picked out half a dozen articles from the stuff we’ve run in our other magazines during the past year. See if you can’t cut it down about half for our digest magazine. Easiest way is to leave out the explanations. People don’t like explanations. Best way is just to tell ’em things.”


  Linda turned over some of the sheets. “I never did understand this one by our psychologist on Be Glad You’re Broke. First we tell the Venusians to work harder to make more money and then we turn right around and tell them how nice it is to be without it.”


  “Not the point,” Simpson grunted. “Point is nobody ever makes all the money he wants. Stop the first man you meet on the street and ask him how he’s doing. Chances are he’ll weep on your shoulder. So tell ’em something encouraging. Sympathize with ’em. Tell ’em all about the little homely things of life that are free, like love—friendship—faith. You know what I mean. How everything generally works out for the best in the end.”


  He heaved a bitter sigh. “Why, take my own case, for instance. Happiest days of my life were when I was a kid back on the farm in South Dakota milking cows.”


  “Why don’t you go back there now?” Rawlins suggested.


  “Gee, if I only could. People won’t let me, that’s why. Never get a minute’s peace any more.”


  He sat up suddenly as if struck by an idea.


  “Say, maybe you got something there, Rawlins. How about a photograph of me with my sleeves rolled up, milking Betsy? Ought to make a hit with the populace, eh? I could practice when nobody was looking.”


  “We’ll make a note of it,” Rawlins said.


  Simpson went over the remaining articles in a hurry, using the red pencil ruthlessly on some, dismissing others with scarcely a glance.


  “Main idea to aim for is a cheerful, wholesome feeling,” he told Linda. “How things may seem hard now but they’ll get better if we just keep on plugging the way some other guys have done. Once in awhile we can run an article criticizing something to keep the people stirred up a little. But nothing really big, you understand.”


  He tossed the last paper aside and looked inquiringly at Rawlins. “Well, boy, how are you doing? Got the dope on that housing survey yet?”


  “Well, not exactly in the form I’d like it,” Rawlins said, reaching for a manila folder. “As you know, I’ve had to train all my field workers and that takes time. Even after they’re trained it’s hard to get reliable data, lire Venusians have such a curious attitude. It’s even hard to convince them of the importance of polling them in the first place.”


  Simpson nodded impatiently. “Okay, so it’s tough. Now what you got on this housing thing?”


  “Well it’s not too favorable, I’m afraid,” said Rawlins, indicating a row of figures. “Some of the old folks can’t get used to all that glass and chromium plate. Too far from nature, I guess. And the men complain that they never get to see their wives anymore. They claim the women spend ail their time in the bathroom now.”


  “It’s fantastic,” Simpson said. “Simply fantastic. After all the work we did installing those multi-purpose non-bottleneck bathroom fixtures. Why a year ago they didn’t know what a bathroom was. Now they got the nerve to gripe about how much worse off they are.”


  He began pacing back and forth across the floor nervously clasping and unclasping his hands behind him. Suddenly he stopped, gravely loosened his belt, and stood rigidly at attention with his chest thrown out and his stomach pulled in. Slowly he began to exhale, letting the air escape from his lungs until a gap of a couple of inches appeared between his waistline and the top of his pants. Then he inhaled, at the same time rising to the tips of his toes. He repeated this operation a dozen times. After which he stuffed his shirt back into place and gave his pants a hitch.


  “Breath control,” he explained. “Wonderful way to relax when you begin to tighten up. Ought to try it sometime.”


  He tightened his belt another notch. “Now about this housing report. . . . There’s probably nothing the matter except with us. Not giving our ideas a chance to sink in, maybe. Trying to move too fast again. We’ve got the folks all mixed up and confused. Instead of selling ’em on our program.”


  He lay back with his eyes closed and his hands dangling limply from his shoulders. “Someday you’ll notice a change,” he intoned. “An upsurge. A quickening of interest. Then the awakening and the rush to get in. We’re building on a firm technique. It never failed on Earth. It won’t fail us now.”


  “But how can you be so sure?” Rawlins said, stuffing the papers back in the folder.


  Simpson sat up and opened his eyes.


  “Because something in here tells me it won’t,” he declared, tapping himself on the chest. “You want to get those failure thoughts out of your mind, my boy. Think success thoughts instead. Always remember this—it takes energy to fail. But success attracts success. Success—”


  A woman burst into the room followed by half a dozen others. It took Rawlins a full second to recognize the agitated features of Hestor Hildegarde. She never hesitated, but made straight for Simpson.


  “It’s happened,” she cried? “It’s happened!”


  Simpson hastily backed away. “What’s happened?”


  “The beauty program. Just when I thought it was going to be such a flop.”


  She clasped her hands together in a kind of ecstasy.


  “Here were these poor women practically perishing for beauty treatments. Here we were practically dying to give it to them. And then what happens? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. We couldn’t make the slightest impression. Not a dent.


  “And then it started. They began coming in . . . some of the younger ones at first, holding hands as if they were scared to death. All so trembly and wide-eyed. They were simply precious. Then they began coming in threes and fours. Then in droves. Now we’re positively swamped—covered up.”


  She flung her arms around Simpson and planted a resounding smack on his check. “Darling, they’ve gone simply wild over glamor. You must send back to Earth immediately for more of everything.”


  “Well, that’s certainly mighty fine,” Simpson said, disentangling himself. “That’s great. I’ll tell Ballard Kingsley to get busy right away. He’s in complete charge back there, you know. In the meantime, carry on the best way you can. But don’t let them cool off. Keep them coming. Promise them anything.”


  Simpson drove one fist into the palm of his hand.


  “What did I tell you?” he said to Rawlins. “It’s the awakening . . . the rush to get in. Now We don’t need to wait. We can go ahead fast. Ah, I wonder what Queen Hortense will say now?


  “Mr. Simpson.”


  A tall gaunt man in a white gown was standing in the doorway regarding them solemnly. Simpson’s face broke into a grin.


  “Why, doctor, come in. Come in.”


  He waved his hand at the assembly.


  “Folks, want you to meet Doctor Hoskins. Best vet in the state of Wisconsin. Trust him with my life.”


  Doctor Hoskins bowed slightly. “It’s about Jim and Betsy that I wanted to see you about, Mr. Simpson.”


  “Well, what about them?”


  “They’re dead. Passed out not ten minutes ago. I thought you’d want to know right away.”


  “Dead.” Simpson looked bewildered. “But I don’t want them dead. See here—I won’t have them dead.”


  “Well, I’m sorry, but they’re dead just the same. Nobody feels it any more than I do.”


  He walked into the room, his chin sunk upon his chest. “I thought I noticed signs of restlessness about an hour ago. They kept threshing around in their stalls and bawling but I attributed it to the reaction from the trip. But when they started gasping for breath and getting wobbly in the knees I knew something was wrong. Their symptoms certainly had me puzzled. I’d have said it was impaction of the omasum except that there didn’t seem to be any bloating worth mentioning. Well, I injected pilocarpine and when that didn’t help I shoved in a twentieth of a grain of strychnine, but that didn’t help either. They both died a few minutes later.”


  News of the double tragedy cast a pall over the room. Even Hestor Hildegarde was momentarily subdued.


  “Say, those sound like the same symptoms I had the first time I ate any Venusian food,” Rawlins exclaimed. “Tied me up in a hard knot. I’ve had to be mighty careful ever since.”


  “Yeah,” Simpson muttered disconsolately, “only thing is you pulled through and the cows didn’t.”


  “Under the circumstances I’d like to do an autopsy,” Doctor Hoskins said. “If I can have your permission, Mr. Simpson.”


  “Sure. Sure,” Simpson told him. “Go right ahead. And . . . thanks for letting me know.”


  VI


  “IT’S the beginning of the end,” Rawlins declared, when everyone had left. He sat down in the nearest chair and swung his legs over the side. “With the women on Simpson’s side, Queen Hortense is lost.”


  “Venus was so different when we came here,” Linda sighed. “It was all so charming and idyllic. Now look at it.”


  Rawlins regarded her quizzically.


  “So you don’t like it now, eh? You don’t like paneled bathrooms, thermo-controlled forced air heaters, automatic garbage pulverators—”


  “Yes, I like them very much.


  What I don’t like is the way Simpson keeps us building so furiously toward some vague goal in the future that we never really have the time to savor them properly.”


  Rawlins sank back lazily in his chair.


  “Don’t know that I altogether agree with you,” he told her. “In my opinion most of us live in a rush because we like it. Give the average man everything he wants and what happens? Why, he’s miserable. He doesn’t want to sit around savoring life. He wants to devour it as fast as he can.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that.”


  , “Well, it’s true whether you want to admit it or not. Now when it comes to the Venusians I’m not so sure. They seem simple enough on the surface, but in some ways they’re pretty deep.”


  “It’s all Simpson’s fault.”


  “No. We were right in there pitching, too.”


  “Well, we couldn’t help ourselves. That was our job.” Suddenly she buried her face in her hands. “Oh, I hate Simpson!”


  Rawlins patted her gently on the shoulder. “Stop it, Linda. You’re talking nonsense, you know.”


  Linda shook her head vigorously. Her sobs came in long, intermittent gasps.


  “Perhaps Simpson’s gods aren’t our gods, but does that mean that ours are any better than his?” Rawlins murmured. “Now be a good girl and dry your eyes.”


  Linda sat up and began to repair her makeup, an operation that consisted chiefly in making seemingly ineffectual little dabs at her face. The seriousness with which Linda approached this task held Rawlins fascinated. Although the net change in her appearance was insignificant, the improvement in her morale was apparently immense. Empires might totter in the balance, he reflected, nations tremble on the brink of ruin, and worlds collide, but time must stop while a woman repairs her makeup.


  Rawlins waited till the last infinitesimal bit of lipstick and eye-shadow had been applied. Then very deliberately he got up and sauntered toward the door.


  “Where are you going?” Linda asked.


  “Just thought I’d try to see Queen Hortense, if I could.”


  “What for?”


  “Oh, nothing much. Just an idea that occurred to me.”


  Linda hurried over beside him. “Now, you wait Before we see her there’s one thing I want understood. We’re not doing anything behind Simpson’s back. Is that clear?”


  “Say, listen, who invited you to come along in the first place?”


  “Well, I’m coming anyhow.”


  They faced each other defiantly. Before Linda could move Rawlins had grabbed her around the waist and aimed a kiss at her lips. Linda tried to duck but Rawlins had the advantage. There was a brief struggle from which Rawlins emerged victorious.


  “As a matter of fact, I thought I’d see if Simpson wanted to come along,” Rawlins said smiling down at her. “Then there can’t be any doubt about everything being on the up-and-up.”


  “Well, I think it would be nicer that way,” Linda said, reaching for her handbag. “But now you’ll have to wait till I put my face on again.”


  The square in front of the palace was dark and deserted.


  The only light came from the fire burning in the altar and the glow of the aurora shining through the thin cirrus clouds. Now the aurora resembled long tiers of green and violet curtains hanging in the sky, shifting, intangible, unreal. Linda shivered.


  “I’d never get used to those auroras if I lived on Venus a hundred years.”


  Rawlins studied the display with the detached eye of the scientific observer.


  “Venus must have a considerably stronger magnetic field than the Earth’s,” he remarked. “Magnetic axis probably inclined quite a bit farther from the axis of rotation, too.”


  Even as they watched the curtains dissolved into nothingness. For a moment there was only darkness. Then gradually the whole sky behind the palace became suffused by a crimson glow like the light from a distant forest fire.


  “It’s a sign,” Linda whispered. “A warning of danger.”


  Rawlins snorted. “Now how could an electrical discharge through the upper atmosphere of Venus conceivably be interpreted as a warning placed in the sky for our special benefit? A remnant of superstitious fear from your primitive ancestors, my dear.”


  “Next time we come here I hope it won’t be so confounded dark,” Simpson growled, stumbling over a loose flagstone. “I’m going to have a fountain installed in the middle of the square with colored lights that go on and off. Runs through the whole rainbow every two minutes. Ought to look pretty nice, don’t you think?”


  Rawlins nodded. “Who says we haven’t got art on Venus?”


  The palace loomed black against the red auroral glow. The door at the entrance stood wide open as usual revealing the hallway within dimly lighted by flickering torches.


  “Doesn’t Queen Hortense ever lock up the place?” Rawlins said. “How does she know somebody won’t try to run off with the crown jewels?”


  “I wanted to put in electric burglar alarms and floodlights,” Simpson said, “but she wouldn’t hear of it. Claimed the people would think she was crazy.”


  They found a young girl seated near the door playing some stringed instrument. She smiled as they approached, while her fingers continued to ripple over the strings. If she felt any resentment toward the people who had usurped the position of her queen it was not apparent from her manner.


  “We wonder if Queen Hortense could see us for a few minutes?” Rawlins inquired. “Tell her we apologize for intruding in this way but there was a matter came up we’d like to get settled at once if we could.”


  “I’ll go see,” the girl said, laying aside her instrument. “You can wait over there on that bench.”


  It was the first time Rawlins had been in the palace since they had set up temporary offices in one of the back rooms more than a year ago. There was a delightful air of ease and informality about the queen’s domestic establishment that he found distinctly restful. Strolling down the long halls with their al fresco type of architecture, the profusion of blossoms overflowing from the vases on every side, and the girls in their casual white tunics, always gave him the sensation of having inserted himself into one of those Maxfield Parrish scenes that used to hang over every mantelpiece in the land. Except that the blue vitriol sky was missing.


  “The queen don’t go in much for improvements,” Simpson grunted. “You show her a new gadget and she just raises one eyebrow. Makes you feel like a guy pulling rabbits out of a hat. It’s a cute way to produce rabbits but nature can do it so much better.”


  “Well, I see you’ve made a little progress,” Linda remarked, nodding toward a door down the hall marked Powder Room.


  “Queen Hortense will see you now,” the girl called down to them. “She’s waiting for you on the balcony.”


  The incline to the second level grew darker with every step. They were in the middle of the Venusian night; more than a week must pass as time is reckoned on the Earth before the blackness would begin to resolve into the gray that foretold the dawn. Nearing the balcony they became aware of a vibrant twanging sound such as might have been made by a man playing a banjo at the bottom of a well. The two men paused listening intently.


  “Oh, come on,” Linda said impatiently. “What are you waiting for?”


  They found Hortense reclining on her couch a la Madame Recamier as usual, watching the dancing figures on the screen of her television set. She smiled and extended one slim arm in welcome. In her serene presence Rawlins immediately felt himself endowed with all the social graces of an untrained, overgrown puppy.


  There was a constrained silence while they sat watching the television screen. The illuminated square held their attention enchained. There was no escape from it. You could look away, but inevitably your eyes came back again. Rawlins finally gave up and sat staring grimly at the characters who never seemed to wear anything but evening clothes.


  “They’re so restless,” Hortense murmured, turning to Simpson. “Are the people in your world always so disturbed?”


  “Now you mustn’t take these pictures of ours too seriously,” he chuckled. “After all they’re just plays. What we call escape drama.”


  “Escape drama?”


  “Uh huh. Something to make the people laugh. Get their mind off their troubles for awhile.”


  The picture finally ended with a prolonged blast from the orchestra. Queen Hortense snapped off the set leaving the room in darkness except for the light of a tall candle burning by the door. Rawlins subsided gratefully into the shadows. Beyond the balcony there was still a dull red tinge from the aurora.


  “You’ve got to pardon us for butting in on you this way,” Simpson began, “but Rawlins thought we could speak our mind better, alone this way, than if we had to keep moving and seconding the motion and all that junk.”


  “It wasn’t planned at all,” Rawlins assured. “We never thought about it ourselves till a moment ago.”


  “You see, here’s the situation,” Simpson hurried on. “It’s been more’n a year since we made that little agreement of ours.” He chuckled reminiscently. “Now, the way things are picking up it strikes me there can’t be much doubt about the way the wind blows. You can see for yourself what I’ve accomplished. When I took over, this planet looked like a Dakota farm two installments behind on the mortgage. Now look at it. Things are really humming. A man can hope to get somewhere, today.” Queen Hortense smiled vaguely but did not reply. Rawlins could not decide whether she failed to comprehend what Simpson was driving at or whether she was just bored. She lay on the couch with her knees pulled up under her, like a child, exposing the soft rounded contour of her legs.


  “Now, I know what you re probably thinking,” Simpson said. “You’re thinking are the people any happier than they were before? Well, I don’t know. Happiness is a funny thing. You show me a man who says he’s happy and I’ll show you a man who’s dead from the neck up. Gone to seed. Stagnating. Happy people never get very far. It’s the restless, dissatisfied people you’ve got to thank for all our progress. Why, if I felt happy for more’n a minute. I’d know we were through right then.”


  “Maybe we are through. All through and don’t know it.”


  The words had escaped Rawlins involuntarily. He heard them as if they were spoken by someone else, like a disembodied voice on the television screen.


  “I’m surprised to hear a statement like that from a man in my organization.” There was a hurt note in Simpson’s voice.


  “What I meant was . . .”


  Rawlins found himself struggling to figure out just what he did mean. He knew what he felt, but it was hard to get it into words.


  “What I mean was . . . Well, I can’t help wondering if the headed, aggressive people are the ones we do have to thank for most of our progress. In the encyclopaedia you’ll find most of the names belong to prophets and dreamers . . . people who didn’t seem to amount to much in their time. But they had something people liked and so they kept on going—”


  “Like what, for instance?”


  “Well . . . well like that candle back there by the door. The candle should have disappeared years ago along with the horse and buggy. The candle has had all kinds of competition from the coal-oil lamp, natural gas, and electricity. And yet the candle is still going strong. They make more candles today than ever before in the history of the world.


  “It’s hard to explain but there’s something so restful and soothing about candle light. And beautiful. A woman never looks so beautiful as she does by candlelight.” He glanced at Linda.


  “Okay,” Simpson said, “so it’s beautiful. Well, that’s fine. I’m all for it. If there’s people on Venus who want these old fashioned gimmicks why they can have ’em. We could fix up an old time Venusian village. Have everything kind of quaint the way it used to be. The waitresses running around in those little nightshirts like they used to wear and all that. Make a swell tourist attraction. Bound to make money if it’s promoted right.”


  He sighed deeply.


  “But that isn’t what I come to see you about. Here’s the point. I don’t like the setup here at all. I’m the real leader here, and yet I’ve got to keep doing business through you all the time. Now we ought to get it straightened out one way or the other. Let the people know which one of us is tops.”


  “Why don’t you let the people decide it, then?” Rawlins said very casually.


  It took awhile for the idea to sink in, but when it finally hit bottom the result was explosive.


  “By God, why don’t we?” Simpson cried. “Put it up to ’em straight. Have an election.”


  “An election?” Queen Hortense looked from one to the other bewildered. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “The people vote on it—see? You ask ’em: ‘Do you want to string along with Queen Hortense or do you want to go ahead with Simpson?’ Now what could be fairer than that?”


  “But my people love me,” Hortense protested. “They would never choose against me.


  “Listen,” said Simpson impatiently, “why don’t we make a deal? You turn the reins over to me. You can go on living here as queen but I want full authority and I want the people to know it. Of course, if you still think you have a chance.”


  “Oh, but I have. I know I have.”


  Linda laid her hand on the queen’s arm. “Don’t you understand? You had better take Mr. Simpson’s offer. The people are fascinated by this new way of life. They are flocking to him. You must believe it.”


  Looking at the queen Rawlins thought what a forelorn figure she made lying there brooding over what Linda had told her. He had never felt so sorry for anyone in his life.


  “There is a temple outside the city not so far from where you landed,” Hortense said. “A little temple just off the highway hidden by trees and flowers. Where lovers often go strolling hand in hand.”


  “I think I remember it,” Rawlins told her. “A little stone building almost hidden by the jungle.”


  “You will find my answer there in the temple,” Hortense said. “If you ever go there. It has been so many years now—”


  “Someday we’ll have a long talk about that temple of yours,” Simpson interrupted. “But the question before the house now is whether we hold this election or not. Whichever one of us wins, the other steps down and out. That’s got to be definitely understood.”


  “Wait a minute,” Rawlins told him. “Naturally you’d win. When you’ve got complete control of every means of reaching the people. What kind of an agreement is that?”


  “Ah, what’s the difference? You know she hasn’t got a prayer.”


  “Who says she hasn’t?” Rawlins blazed. “You let me handle her on a fair and equal basis and we’ll see whether she’s got a chance or not.”


  Simpson regarded him calmly. “You think so?”


  “Yes!”


  “All right then go ahead. Consider yourself official palace campaign manager. I’ll guarantee you get equal rights on all channels of public communication. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Simpson rubbed his hands briskly.


  “Long time since I’ve been in a good, red-hot political campaign,” he said, grinning at Linda. “I’m going to get a lot of fun out of this. Wonder what Ballard Kingsley will think when he hears about this? Good old Kingsley! Boy, the times we used to have together.”


  He hooked his arm into Linda’s.


  “Well, good-bye, folks. Suppose we hold the election one terrestrial month from now. We’ll be seeing you then. And don’t forget, my boy, I’m counting on you to make it a good one.”


  With a wave of his hand he was gone with Linda along with him.


  Rawlins sank down on the couch beside Hortense. Being alone with her frightened him in a way. It was first time he had ever had her beauty all to himself to examine at leisure. He fell to studying her face and figure minutely. God, what loveliness was hers. It was like the radiance of an opium dream . . . a wild, eerie, unearthly beauty. That was the word he wanted—unearthly. A beauty that was not of the Earth.


  The music of the stringed instrument floated up from the hall, singing of a sadness that was all the sweeter because of its utter hopelessness. The candle flame burned in the still air without a tremor. Queen Hortense lay back at full length, a dreamy expression in her eyes, with one arm dangling languidly over her side of the couch. Rawlins felt her hand against his, yet he made no move to touch her.


  His feelings toward Queen Hortense were very complex.


  VII


  “NOW give me that again,” Rawlins said into the telephone. “Simpson 58 per cent, Hortense 35 per cent, 7 per cent undecided.” He scribbled the figures down on a pad of paper. “Have much trouble polling the people in that octant? Hmm. Well, don’t worry about it now. The returns will begin coming in soon. Then we won’t have to worry. We’ll know.”


  An unnatural quiet hung over the Queen Hortense campaign headquarters. Despite the tireless efforts of the ventilating system the air was thick with tobacco smoke. A dozen men and women were disposed around the room in attitudes betokening deep dejection. The floor and furniture were littered with newspapers, colored stickers, and printed handouts. Several of the persons present wore large buttons which posed the question WHO BUT HORTENSE?


  One side of the room was dominated by a more-than-life-size photograph of Queen Hortense seated at a desk, her face turned around almost full view toward the camera. The picture gave the impression that it had been taken by some stealthy lensman who had stolen into the palace and snapped her majesty unawares while she was immersed deep in the affairs of state. There was an expression of gentle reproach in the queen’s expression that said, more plainly than words, “How could you do this to me?” The photograph had taken sixty man hours on the part of an expert camera crew to reproduce, and Rawlins regarded it as little short of a masterpiece.


  Trouble had dogged his steps from the start. First, the queen had balked at being photographed at all, and then, after her consent, she had been so delighted by the process that they were forced to include her entire retinue, including the maidens who had participated in the Festival of Fire. This would not have been such a job if the picture had turned out decently. But the faces that had come up from the bottom of the developing bath had been startling to say the least. Thus, Queen Hortense, when printed, had persisted in turning out a smooth, glistening white, as if she had first been sandpapered and then sprayed with aluminum paint. The effect was finally traced to an infra-red dye in the film which gave no trouble in portrait photography on the Earth, but was disastrous when applied to the Venusian physiognomy.


  Rawlins was mulling over some figures when Stracker sauntered into the room. The physician tapped him lightly on the shoulder.


  “Take it easy,” he admonished. “Maybe it won’t be as bad as you think.”


  Rawlins shoved the papers aside. “I’m crazy to get into this business in the first place. To think I could beat a man like Simpson.”


  He kicked a chair in Stracker’s direction.


  “Sit down and take it easy. Results will be coming in any time now. How’re things with the opposition? Getting all set for the big celebration, I suppose.”


  “Not exactly,” Stracker replied easily. “I should say their attitude might be described as one of quiet confidence. Hoping for the best with their fingers crossed.”


  “Well, they might as well uncross ’em now,” Rawlins growled. “Take a look at this. The final results of our complete comprehensive survey.”


  Stracker gave the sheet a casual glance. “I understand people who take polls have been known to make mistakes. Or hadn’t you heard?”


  “Listen,” Rawlins snorted impatiently, “these results have been checked and rechecked by every sampling technique ever invented. We’ve gotten three times the amount of material we need to get a reliable result. Even admitting an error of seven or eight per cent, we’re still way in the hole. Nope. No use kidding ourselves. Hortense is out and Simpson in.”


  Stracker picked up a campaign folder and began creasing it back and forth between his long firm fingers. “So you’re thoroughly convinced of the reliability of your figures?”


  “Well, I’m as sure as anyone can be about data of that sort.”


  “Congratulations,” Stracker murmured. “In that case you’re way out ahead of us.”


  “How’s that?”


  “As chief of the medical staff you know I’ve had general supervision of a lot of measurements and tests we’ve made on the Venusians. From similar measures on the Earth we thought we knew about what to expect. We knew, for example, that while the average height of different races varies considerably yet the distribution in height is always the same. Invariably follows the normal or Gaussian law. One of the fundamental attributes of homo sapiens.”


  “Yes?” said Rawlins.


  “Well, the Venusians don’t fit into a normal law. Instead the distribution in their heights is decidedly skew. You can’t tell a bunch of Venusians from a bunch of us just by looking at us. But you let me measure their heights and I can tell you which is which as soon as I can plot their histograms.”


  “The hell you can.”


  “Fact,” Stracker declared, “They’re peculiar in other ways, too. Their basal metabolism is considerably lower than ours. And their pituitary gland isn’t so well developed. Same goes for the thymus in the males, although it appears to be about the same in the women. Then, take the period of gestation—”


  “All very interesting,” Rawlins observed dryly, “but what’s that got to do with the election?”


  “Nothing, probably,” Stracker admitted. “I was just trying to lighten the gloom around here a little.”


  Rawlins scowled at the clock over the door. “Polls must have closed half an hour ago. What’s the matter with our election machinery?”


  He waited impatiently.


  “I think it’s coming in now,” someone called from the vicinity of the television set.


  “First report from Octant Seven[3],” a voice rasped. “Results have been slow, owing to our unfamiliarity with election procedure, but we shall make every effort to keep you informed as rapidly as possible. As you know, Octant Seven is the wildest and most desolate. . . .”


  “Just give us the results,” said Rawlins.


  “. . . scattered returns out of an estimated two hundred thousand votes. Let’s see . . . we have 1580 for Simpson . . . 720 for Queen Hortense. As I said before, these are only the first scattered returns from Octant Seven. . . .”


  “Oh, lord, it’s going to be worse than I thought,” Rawlins groaned, watching the figures go up on the blackboard. “It wouldn’t make any difference if the Venusians were full of buckshot and their veins flowed pure Gordon gin. We still couldn’t win this election.”


  “. . . coming in faster now. To save time I’ll only give you the approximate figures. Twenty thousand votes out of an estimated three million in Octant One—”


  “Octant One! That’s us!” Rawlins cried.


  “. . . first returns give twelve thousand for Simpson against eight thousand for Queen Hortense. These results are from densely populated areas where the queen’s strength was reputedly stronger. . . .”


  “Now that wasn’t so bad,” Stracker observed encouragingly.


  “Just about the way the poll indicated,” Rawlins said. “No use. It’s all over but the shouting.”


  The voice droned on. The votes piled up steadily for Simpson. Rawlins stood it for another twenty minutes. Then he jerked a finger at one of his men.


  “I’m going out. When I get back, I’ll write a message of congratulation to Simpson, you get Hortense to sign it, and make sure it reaches all the papers along with the usual felicitations and what not. Understand?”


  The man nodded. “When will you be back?”


  “Oh, hell, I don’t know. Pretty soon. In a couple of hours maybe.” He hurried out of the room.


  Outside, the dawn was beginning to struggle through the clouds banked in the east. Rawlins’ footsteps echoed across the vacant square with a hollow sound. The palace was dark except for the light at the entrance. He was suddenly filled with a vast rage toward Queen Hortense. Here he had been killing himself for the last month trying to keep her in power, and she couldn’t even bother to listen to the election returns.


  After several more blocks he came to a long low building with blank walls sloping smoothly from the sidewalk. He entered a door and approached the Venusian clerk, behind a glass-enclosed counter.


  “Tell Miss Linda King I want to see her,” he barked into the transmitter.


  The clerk smiled apologetically. “I’m afraid Miss King is occupied at present. If you wish to send in a message—”


  “You tell Linda King I want to see her right now or I’ll bust this glass cage and you along with it!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  The youth hastily punched some buttons and addressed some words into the transmitter at his side.


  “Miss King says she’ll be out in a minute. If you’ll take a seat and wait—”


  “I’ll wait!”


  A few minutes later a door opened in the wall and Linda rushed out. “Rawlins, what is it? I couldn’t imagine you calling me.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t stand it any longer,” he blurted, seizing her in his arms. “This damned election’s got me all unstrung. I had to see you. Let’s go off some place where we can be by ourselves and talk.”


  Linda looked doubtful. “I don’t know. I’m supposed to be helping with the election. Simpson will be counting on me.”


  “Confound it, didn’t you hear me?” Rawlins cried. “I said I wanted to be alone with you.”


  Linda stood hesitating, her body rigid within his grasp. Then she yielded all at once. “All right. Where shall we go?”


  “Let’s visit that little temple the queen mentioned. It’s only a short walk from here.”


  The wind blowing from the east was fresh against their faces. All Rawlins’ fatigue had vanished in an instant. The sense of Linda’s nearness exhilarated him beyond measure. The feel of her bare hand in his, the delicious sense of femininity about her, the pressure of her body, soft and yielding against his arm. . . . He rushed on breathlessly, his feet scarcely seeming to touch the ground.


  After about half a mile the pavement ended, forcing them to keep to the footpath along the edge of the highway through which they had first entered the city.


  “The path should be about in here,” Rawlins said, scanning the tangled shrubs and vines that encroached upon the road. “You’d never find it unless you were on the lookout for it.”


  “What’s that over there?” Linda asked, pointing to a break in the wall of vegetation.


  “That’s it. It was farther from town than I thought.”


  They plunged into the rank growth, walking single file through the winding pathway. The vegetation was so thick that at times they were unable to see ten feet ahead. But there was no danger of losing their way, as the path although narrow was well marked. Presently they came out into an open grassy space with a low stone building in the center, surrounded by flowering shrubs and vines.


  “Lovely!” Linda cried, as if enchanted. “And not another person in sight.”


  “All home listening to the election, probably,” Rawlins said.


  They strolled around the temple arm-in-arm exclaiming over the picturesque ruin with its unexpected nooks and corners and its seats half-hidden by lacy vines dripping with white and purple blossoms. The leaves stirring in the morning breeze gave forth a fresh, lemony scent.


  “Well, we seem to have the place all to ourselves,” Rawlins said, after a brief tour of inspection. “Shall we sit down on one of these benches here?”


  “I suppose we might as well,” Linda agreed.


  They sat huddled close together, breathing in the fragrance from the flowers and watching the shimmering pattern made by the yellow sunshine filtering through the trees.


  “You know, if there was a nice secluded spot like this in southern California they’d never be able to let it alone,” Rawlins said. “Somebody would be sure to install a hot-dog and softdrink stand.”


  Linda smiled and nodded comfortably. Rawlins brushed the side of her cheek with his lips.


  “And slot machines,” she said. “Slot machines full of cigarettes and popcorn and candy bars.”


  Rawlins gave her a long lingering kiss on the lips. Linda reached up and drew him down closer beside her.


  “I’d forgotten the slot machines,” he mumbled. The blood was racing in his veins. He was glowing all over.


  “Coke bottles, too,” Linda whispered. “Don’t forget the coke bottles.”


  “That’s right. There’s always coke bottles.”


  Linda pressed her lips hard against his. Rawlins drew her to him fiercely; his fingers were stealing over her, dosing around her tighter. . . .


  “Maybe we ought to be going.” Linda sighed at last, smoothing down her hair. “They’ll think it’s funny if we’re gone so long.”


  “They’ll think it’s funny anyhow,” Rawlins grunted, making no effort to move.


  Linda deftly applied lipstick to form a bow on her upper lip. “Wonder what Queen Hortense meant when she said we’d find why Simpson would fail in this temple?”


  Rawlins yawned. “Don’t know. To tell the truth I’d forgotten all about it.”


  “Let’s see if we can find out,” said Linda with sudden energy, pulling Rawlins to his feet beside her. “I don’t think she’d have been talking for the fun of it.”


  They wandered in and out among the passageways of the temple pausing occasionally to examine some inscription or symbol carved on the walls and pillars. Many of the markings had been nearly defaced by weathering or the chemical action of the plant that overspread the gray walls. On Venus, as on the Earth, lichen was the hardiest of growing things, preparing the way for higher forms of vegetation and clinging tenaciously to life after they were gone.


  “And the meek shall inherit the Earth,” Rawlins said, inspecting the greenish scale that covered the rock. “We think we’re pretty good, but this lichen will outlast us all.”


  “Look at this,” Linda said, bending over some inscriptions carved on the polished surface of a block of granite. “This looks fairly new.”


  “So it is,” said Rawlins, running his fingers over the letters. “I’d say this was put here less than five years ago.”


  “Do you know what it means?”


  “I’d guess these figures here are dates with some descriptive text alongside. I think they’re an archaic form of Venusian type, similar to our Roman numerals.”


  They started reluctantly toward the narrow path that led back to the highway. The sun shining through the mist enveloped the temple in a haze of golden Tight.


  “I’ll always think of it as ours,” said Linda. “Those stone pillars and the little love seats with the flowers growing over them.”


  Rawlins stood looking back frowning slightly, “Say, that’s funny. I hadn’t noticed that before.”


  “What’s funny?”


  “See how all those old tree trunks in back of the temple are lying parallel to one another. There isn’t a single grown tree among them. As if something had plowed through there and knocked them all down.”


  The evidence was plain enough when they could view the region as a whole from a distance.


  “There’s something back there partially hidden by those bushes but I can’t make out what it is from here,” Rawlins said, shading his eyes. “Do you see what I mean?”


  “I think so. Something big and black like an animal coiled up.”


  “Yeah. Only it must be an awful big animal to make a coil that size. He gave her arm a squeeze. “You stay here. I’m going in there to take a look.”


  Before Linda could protest he was across the cleared space and into the jungle, threading his way among the shrubs and vines that covered the ground to his knees. He was forced to penetrate the tangled undergrowth to a distance of some fifty yards before he reached the dark circular object protruding from the ground. He circled around it warily, studying it from a variety of angles, finally ending by scraping at the side of it with his pocket knife. When he rejoined Linda his face was grave.


  “I think we’ve found something,” he told her, knocking some fragments of mold from his shoes. “It looks to me like the section of a spaceship. A ship that probably landed about five years ago, judging from the height of the trees growing around it. When you scrape away the dirt from the side you can see it’s metal instead of rock.”


  The clouds in the east were drifting over the sun turning the scene from bright morning into gray twilight. The golden mist that had enveloped the temple had faded, leaving it a dull, commonplace mass of stones eaten by the green lichen.


  “Furthermore,” Rawlins declared, “I’ve got a powerful hunch what this place was meant to be now. It’s all very picturesque and charming, isn’t it? A nice little hideaway for lovers. But I don’t believe it was ever built for that purpose originally. I think it’s a tomb. A tomb where the bodies of the men are buried who have tried to conquer this planet in the past and failed. And those figures on the stone are all that remains of them.”


  He gave a low chuckle. “For the last hour we’ve been necking over the graves of our companions of the past.”


  They found the highway singularly deserted for such a late hour. The few travellers abroad eyed them suspiciously and hurried on. Rawlins was oppressed by an overpowering sense of longing and homesickness for Earth. Lately he had come to regard Venus almost as home, a place in many respects not so different from the land where he had grown up as a boy. Now he felt himself a stranger in a strange land. Everything inspired him with dread—the everpresent clouds, the lingering night and day, the three volcanoes smoldering on the horizon. As Stracker said, how much did they really know about the Venusians? They resembled human beings and in many ways they behaved like human beings. But were they? Was there any real kinship between them?


  At the entrance to Simpson’s headquarters they kissed and parted with scarcely a word spoken. How different their meeting had been a scant hour before, Rawlins thought. Then, they had been riding on the crest of the wave. Now they were down in the depths. All dead inside.


  He strode down the hall to his office, uncomfortably aware that he had been gone an inordinate length of time. Oh, well, what the hell? He set his lips in a firm line and pushed open the door.


  The room was a shambles. There was paper all over the floor. The tables and desks were littered with cigarette stubs and coffee cups. Through the blue haze men and women could be discerned shouting at each other above the blast of words issuing from the television set. There was a hush as Rawlins entered. He felt himself shrinking under Stracker’s inquiring gaze.


  “‘Well, where have you been keeping yourself?”


  “I just stepped out for a few minutes,” Rawlins retorted. “Got any objections?”


  “Not in the least. Only it’s too bad you missed the fireworks is all.”


  Rawlins heart gave a leap.


  “Fireworks. What fireworks?” He knew he mustn’t hope but he couldn’t stop himself. Couldn’t suppress the fierce yearning that surged up within him.


  “You remember how Simpson looked like a dead cinch for first there at the start?” Stracker chuckled. “Well, it went on that way for about half an hour after you left. Then Hortense began to gain. Before she’d finished she’d taken the whole southern hemisphere and was running even in Octants One and Three.


  Never known anything so thrilling in my life.”


  A violent trembling seized Rawlins that he was unable to control. “Don’t tell me . . . she won?”


  The doctor shook his head regretfully. “No, she didn’t win. But she certainly upset the dope bucket. Simpson came in ahead by less than two per cent.”


  VIII


  RAWLINS sat down a bit unsteadily. “I guess I’m a hell of a prognosticator,” he said.


  “It’s ridiculous to think you can understand these people overnight,” Stracker said. “When we can’t understand ourselves yet.”


  “Yeah.” Rawlins stretched out in the chair. He felt exhausted.


  Stracker brought him a cup of water from the cooler. Rawlins took it gratefully.


  “Another thing I don’t like about this planet is the water,” said Rawlins, sipping the liquid thoughtfully. “If I drink more than about a teaspoonful at a time it makes me sick.”


  “That’s right. You were one of those that folded up at the Festival of Fire, weren’t you?”


  “I sure-was. Never been so sick in my life.”


  “Maybe you were never meant to be an arsenicophagist then.”


  “No I guess not—whatever it IS.


  “An arsenic eater. A person who takes arsenic habitually.”


  Rawlins set down the cup with a jerk. “You mean this water’s got arsenic in it?”


  The doctor grinned reassuringly.


  “You develop a tolerance to it after awhile. Besides, arsenic’s supposed to improve your looks. Makes your hair nice and lustrous. Gives you a pretty pink complexion.”


  “Why in hell doesn’t Simpson have the water distilled?”


  The doctor shrugged. “Apparently our chemistry department is too busy turning out cosmetics to bother with such non-essential activities. To be perfectly frank, I don’t know for a fact that the water does contain arsenic, but the symptoms strongly suggest such a poison. In any case, it’s probably only a trace.”


  Now that the election was finally over Rawlins could see that his staff was as dead beat as himself. What a thoroughly good bunch they were, he thought. How faithfully they had labored for what they must have known in their hearts was a hopeless cause. And how few of them there were, when you came to think of it. After more than a year on Venus they were still virtually isolated. For the first time it struck him as very strange. One of the few facts that had stuck in his head from a coarse in anthropology was the statement that no two races, no matter how dissimilar, had ever lived in proximity without there being some intermingling between them. Yet he was certain that no one there in the room had mated with a Venusian.


  He was pondering over the implications of this discovery when Simpson came in followed by the major members of his committee. If they felt victorious they failed to show it. Only Simpson had made an effort to maintain appearances. He looked tired but spruce, like a man who had tried to freshen up after an all-night poker party.


  The two groups eyed each other wanly. Rawlins cleared the debris from a couple of chairs.


  “Greetings. Sit down. Congratulations. Didn’t expect you over quite so soon. We were just sitting here feeling sorry for ourselves.”


  “I saw no point in prolonging the agony,” Simpson said, with a bleak smile. “The split over the election was purely artificial. We still constitute one force bound together by the same mutual aims and interests. Cooperation. Spiritual welfare. Moral integrity. Henceforth let those be our watchwords.”


  He took a slip of paper from his inside coat pocket and adjusted his bifocals.


  “A message came a few minutes ago which I thought you might like to hear. It is from Ballard Kingsley, our representative on Earth. He says:


  Dear Friends—


  We at home rejoice in your victory and pledge again our faith in the success of the great enterprise upon which you are engaged. Be assured that we are as one with you in our hearts and thoughts.’ ”


  Simpson replaced the message in his coat pocket along with his bifocals. For a moment he stood quietly contemplating the top of the desk as if in deep meditation. At length he reached down and moved a glass of water two inches to the right.


  “While the results of the election were coming in I was thinking,” he said. He paused briefly waiting for the effect of this announcement to sink in.


  “What was I thinking? I was thinking that the time had come for a great summing up. A visible demonstration of all we have tried to do for the people here. An exhibition that would show them in a vivid dramatic form how their lives have been enriched by the fruits of our bounty. In other words, how far they’ve come since we landed.”


  He moved the glass of water two inches back to its original position.


  “And so I’ve decided that we’re going to have an interplanetary exposition. An exposition the likes of which nobody on Earth or Venus has ever dreamed before. And we’re going after the women—hard. One of the big things I’ve planned is the Mile of Beauty. A place where a woman can go in a hausfrau at one end and come out a glamor girl at the other. Can’t you just see the excitement a thing like that’ll stir up? Can’t you see a woman’s husband, and the neighbors, standing around the exit waiting for her to come out?


  Why, it’ll be the greatest thing since they invented twin beds.”


  He stopped and looked around the room expectantly. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke.


  “Well . . . anybody got any ideas?”


  There was an uneasy silence. Somebody coughed in the back of the room.


  “It’ll have to be plenty good, J.D. That’s all I’ve got to say. The women are beginning to drift back to their old ways already. They’re only interested till the novelty wears off. You don’t get any customer loyalty in this place.”


  “All right, it will be good then,” Simpson retorted. It’s our job to make it good. And right now’s the time to start. The election’s over. Forget it. This exposition’s the thing now. I want the publicity started on it immediately.”


  The men and women remained slumped in their chairs. An apathy seemed to weigh them down, which even Simpson was unable to dispel.


  “I’d suggest we take a little time out,” Stracker interposed. “We’re exhausted from this campaign. A short rest would be good for us all.”


  “Rest!” There was acid in Simpson’s voice. “Fine. Anybody wants a rest go ahead and take it. I’ve got work to do.”


  He turned on his heel and strode over to where Rawlins was leaning against the filing cabinet.


  “That was a great fight you put up, boy,” he cried, seizing Rawlins’ hand and pumping it vigorously. “Brilliant campaign. Enjoyed every minute of it.”


  Rawlins shook hands limply. “Nobody was more surprised than I at the way it turned out. I never thought we had a chance.”


  “Any idea what went wrong?”


  “No, I honestly haven’t, I want you to understand I’m not offering any alibis. If I had to do it all over again I’d do it exactly the same way. If you’re dissatisfied with the results I’ll be glad to step out anytime.”


  “Now who said anything about stepping out? Besides you can’t. Got too much work lined up for you. Maybe this business of polling people is a lot of hooey. I’ve always said I’d trust my hunches against a bunch of figures any day.”


  He beckoned to Linda. “I want to get your reaction to this Mile of Beauty idea. Give Hestor Hildegarde a buzz. We’ll meet over in my office and start laying it out. Rawlins, you better come along. I’ll be right with you soon as I have a word with one of the boys.”


  Linda joined Rawlins by the filing cabinet.


  “He’s wonderful, isn’t he?” she whispered, unable to keep the admiration from her voice. “You’d never guess he’s been without sleep for thirty-six hours, would you?”


  Rawlins cast a sidelong glance in Simpson’s direction. “Oh, I don’t know. He looks kind of peaked to me.”


  Simpson came back, rubbing his hands briskly. “Now. Shall we be on our way?”


  He stopped, arrested by a sharp rattling series of reports from outside. There was a momentary silence. Then more reports, followed by screams and a confusion of cries.


  “Goodness. What was that?” Linda gasped.


  Rawlins shook his head listening intently. There came another series of reports followed by more cries. The character of the sound was unmistakable now.


  The room came to life in an instant. The Earthmen were on their feet, clustering around Simpson.


  “That sounded like rifle fire.”


  “It sure did.”


  “But who on earth—”


  “Hey! Somebody’s coming down the hall!”


  A man flung open the door. He stood on the threshhold, gasping for breath, staring at them wildly. His coat and shirt were torn and bloodstained, and one arm hung limply. He staggered over toward Simpson.


  “We’re attacked,” he gasped. “They broke into the cosmetics plant. We never had a chance.”


  Simpson eyed him sharply. “Who do you mean by ‘they’ ?”


  “I don’t know. All I know is that a little while ago we heard some high-thrust rockets coming in. There weren’t any flights scheduled, but we were so busy talking about the election we didn’t pay much attention.”


  He stopped gulping for breath. “Next thing we knew here a bunch of these fellows came barging in and told us they were taking over. When we told them to get the hell out they conked a couple of us and tied up the rest. There’s wasn’t anything we could do. They were armed and we weren’t. I managed to sneak out through the packaging room and tore over here fast as I could. I’d have made it quicker but one of ’em took a shot at me as I was crossing the square.”


  He felt of his arm gingerly.


  “You mean they were men like us?” said Simpson. “Men from the Earth?”


  “I don’t know. I guess so. That’s the way they looked to me.”


  All eyes were on Simpson. He stood nervously clasping and unclasping his hands. Then he jammed his hat on his head. “Come on. We’ll settle this thing right now.”


  They headed automatically for the square with Simpson in the lead. The excitement acted on him like a tonic. His eyes were alive, and there was new elasticity in his step.


  “Rawlins, you know the queen better than any of us. D’you think she could be behind a thing like this?”


  “Not a chance. It’s not in the least like her.”


  “I wonder. She’s a smart woman. I’m afraid I’ve always underestimated her. It never pays to underestimate a woman.”


  Rawlins was about to reply that that was the same conclusion he had reached when a boy dashed past almost knocking them down.


  “Hey, what’s the rush?” Rawlins shouted. “What goes on here?”


  The boy turned impatiently. “There’s another invasion on. We want to see what this bunch has got.” He ran on down the street.


  For the first time Simpson hesitated as if uncertain how to proceed.


  “We’ll go see Queen Hortense first. Find out what the situation is there.” He strode rapidly on ahead.


  A score of men in gray uniforms with rifles under their arms were lounging in the center of the square. They stiffened to attention as Simpson and the others entered. One of them detached himself from the group.


  “Just a minute there,” he called. “Not so fast if you don’t mind.”


  Simpson paused at the entrance of the palace. There was anger as well as bewilderment in his eyes. “They’re from Earth all right. Now what are they doing here? And who do they think they are?”


  Rawlins caught his arm. “That guy in front looks kind of familiar to me. By god, if I don’t think it is. It’s Ballard Kingsley—or else his twin brother.”


  “You’re right.” Rawlins could feel Simpson trembling under his hand. “The devil! The dirty double-crossing devil! That message—”


  “Take it easy,” Rawlins cautioned. “They’re armed and we haven’t so much as a jack-knife between us. Better try to stall them for awhile.”


  But Simpson thrust him impatiently aside. With clenched fists he hurled himself on the man in gray.


  “Back!” Rawlins shouted. “Simpson, back.”


  Simpson had reached the leader and was clawing at his throat.


  “Oh, lord,” Rawlins breathed, “here we go again.”


  Along with the others he rushed to the aid of his chief.


  IX


  THE setting sun bathed the square in a flood of amber light. The people stood like statues, with one arm raised in salute to the splendor that was sinking into the underworld. From their throats rose the song of the Festival of Fire, telling of dimly remembered sorrows in ages past, sad with that sweet sadness that lies halfway between pleasure and pain. Now it struck a deeper note as Queen Hortense, followed by her maidens, ascended the steps to the altar.


  “The moon!” Linda cried. “I just saw it between the clouds. The little new moon.”


  Rawlins glimpsed a star riding clear and serene above a bank of cloud. He watched it for a moment then turned back to the throng below. Queen Hortense tall and stately in her ceremonial robes stood before the altar waiting to receive the torch whose breath was like the touch of life.


  “There it goes,” he said, as the torch flashed through the air.


  A great roar rose from the throng as the flames leaped up. The people laughed and shouted as joyously as children on a holiday.


  “Well, it’s the same old routine,” Rawlins observed. “Everything just like the last time, far as I can see.”


  “Only we’re different,” Linda said, brushing the hair-from her face. Her eyes were dull except when they caught the gleam from the fire.


  Rawlins drew her over beside him. Watching the Venusians a great sense of peace descended upon him. A sense of peace mingled with a faint nostalgia for all that had gone before.


  “Why, honey, what’s the matter? Now don’t feel bad again.”


  He tried to turn her face around but she kept it stubbornly averted.


  “I feel so lost,” she sobbed. “I’d been with Simpson so long I can’t get used to being without him any more.”


  Rawlins patted her shoulder reassuringly.


  “What do you suppose will become of us now?” she asked.


  “Well, we can take our choice. We can stay here and keep on working or take the next ship back to Earth. Kingsley has given us three days to make up our mind.”


  “I’d never work for Kingsley. That cold-blooded murderer.”


  “Now, we’ve gone over all that before. I’ve explained to you it was bound to come sooner or later. Simpson had been the top man on Earth so long we’d got to take him as a matter of course. As soon as he pulled out the inevitable occurred. Kingsley went to work, wangled his men into key positions, and then struck. Curious thing was that Simpson never suspected anything. Old boy had gotten careless, I guess.”


  Now the color had faded from the sunset sky leaving it a flat uniform gray. Only a faint patch of red glowed over the three volcanoes on the horizon.


  “Certainly Simpson secured a greater domination over more people’s minds than any man before him,” Rawlins mused, thinking out loud to himself. “But then, he had more advantages than those before him. Through newspapers and magazines and motion pictures and television he could multiply his thought a millionfold. And the people liked to have him do their thinking for them. He made life seem so simple and reasonable that they believed all the time they were figuring things out for themselves. And a man is never so happy as when he knows exactly what he should think and has a lot of people who agree with him.”


  “You never did like him,” Linda protested bitterly. “Why was Simpson so bad? What did he ever do to you?”


  “From certain remarks of yours I gathered you didn’t altogether approve of Simpson yourself.”


  “I know,” Linda said, looking away. “But honestly, I did like him in lots of ways. It was just once in awhile when I got tired and discouraged.”


  Rawlins drew Linda’s head down against his shoulder.


  “Mention the word superman and immediately we picture a brilliant genius with a bulging chest and the glance of Jove. But people don’t appreciate a guy like that. They can’t understand him and so they distrust him instinctively. It never occurred to any of us that the superman who could most easily dominate us would be an ordinary little fellow whose only claim to distinction would be in his uncanny ability to glorify our own commonplace ideas. In that sense I think Simpson was a genius—a superman. He was a master of mediocrity.”


  “Just the same I think he did a lot of good.”


  “Well, I’m not saying he didn’t. A man could get along first-rate in Simpson’s world as long as he conformed to the crowd. But there was no room for the fellow who was born with six fingers. For the man who couldn’t conform. It was a system that worked beautifully for people like us on the Earth. But it was doomed to failure on Venus, where the people aren’t like us at all.”


  “But they seem like us.”


  “I know. That was where we got fooled. Simpson was so busy trying to control the people by turning out lipstick and coldcream and other gadgets to please them that he never got around to probing very deep beneath the surface. But from samples that went back to Earth Ballard Kingsley got suspicious immediately. He found that everything wasn’t what it appeared on the surface. Now you can bet he’ll never try to woo the Venusians as Simpson did. It was as hopeless as trying to domesticate the Argentina ant.”


  “But I still don’t understand why the Venusians are so different from ourselves,” Linda declared.


  “Remember there are a lot of things we have never understood about Venus,” Rawlins told her. “We’ve never been able to understand why a planet so similar to the Earth in so many ways should apparently have developed along such different lines. Astronomers have always had a hard time trying to make Venus fit into a theory of evolution along with the other terrestrial planets. Now Kingsley’s work makes it clear for the first time. Although it should have been plain enough if we’d had our eyes half way open.”


  Linda laughed. “Mine must have been closed up tight I guess.”


  “Did it ever occur to you as odd that nobody in our outfit ever fell for any of the Venusian women?” Rawlins asked.


  “It did strike me as rather odd,” Linda confessed. “I couldn’t help wondering sometimes what was the matter with the men. Some of the Venusian women were quite good looking, too.


  “Well, suppose we put the question the other way around. Did you ever feel attracted toward any of the Venusian men?”


  “Good heavens, no!”


  “You see—something was wrong,” Rawlins told her. “The good old urge was lacking. Now you take Queen Hortense . . . she’s far and away the best looking woman I ever saw—”


  He checked himself abruptly. “Oh, well, why deny it? You know the queen’s a gorgeous looker if there ever was one. Yet for some reason I never could go for her. She never had the slightest sex appeal for me.”


  Linda was looking very hard at the crowd below. “There were times when I wasn’t so sure.”


  “Well, naturally I couldn’t help staring at her. But honestly, honey, that was as far as it ever went. So far as I was concerned she might as well have been a statue or a beautifully cut jewel.


  “Now Stracker says it isn’t so peculiar after all. It’s all just a matter of a few neutrons apparently. Chemically we’re the same as the Venusians but physically we’re different. For instance, if you were to analyze the carbon in us and the carbon in a Venusian you’d find they’re not the same. The carbon in our bodies is 99 per cent C12 and only 1 per cent C13. But in a Venusian about a third of the carbon is the rare C13 variety.


  “You mean the Venusians are sort of stand-ins for us?” Linda said. “Isotope people?”


  “Something like that. At any rate, the abundance of the isotopes on Venus and the Earth is entirely different. Carbon isn’t the only element that’s abnormal. There’s nitrogen and oxygen and titanium, too. And hydrogen! You’ve no idea how much deuterium there is around this planet.


  “That was what knocked me out at the first Festival of Fire. I got too big a dose of heavy water. It killed Jim and Betsy, too. Stracker thought it was arsenic at first. Naturally he never thought of heavy water.”


  “If we’d only known,” Linda said. “Everything might have been so different. Simpson might still be alive. Still in power.”


  Rawlins shook his head.


  “I doubt it. Not for long at least. Remember the remains of that spaceship we found by the temple? Undoubtedly the Venusians have been invaded many times before. Their planet is a rich prize that others could hardly have overlooked in the past. But the Venusians know, in some subtle way that they probably don’t understand themselves, that they are different from the other creatures of the solar system and that, given sufficient time, they will always emerge victorious.”


  “But why?” Linda cried. “Why do they have these strange atoms in their bodies?”


  “It is a peculiar thing that regardless of where we turn our telescopes on the universe we find the same dements in almost exactly the same proportions. But notice that I said ‘almost’. For here and there we find stars of the kind astronomers call Type R in which the abundance of the carbon isotopes is entirely different from that of the stars around them. Stars in which the abundance of C13 is as high as it is on Venus.


  “Perhaps a billion or two years ago such a star came whirling past us and left a part of itself to become a stepchild of the sun’s. Later this planet came to be known as Venus. And so the people who developed on Venus were always destined to remain strangers to the others. People alien and isolated. And nobody will ever be able to understand them, no matter how hard they try.”


  Linda crept closer within the sheltering protection of Rawlins’ arms.


  They were together, yet so very much alone, too.


  [1] All members of the expedition had received instruction in Venusian speech and manners from two natives captured on an early reconnoitering trip.


  [2] Later they discovered that the dwellings were streamlined as a protection against the wind, which often attained velocities exceeding a hundred miles an hour.


  [3] As there are so few natural boundaries on Venus, one of Simpson’s first acts was to divide the planet arbitrarily into eight octants.


  TOMBOT!


  Don Wilcox


  Vloonda, nebula of the mists, being of a hundred billion atoms. . . . It was she who counted Tombot tortures. It was she who wept for Venus’ sins and called Brendell, the Earthman to deliver the Ana-O-Starr Doom.


  THE trail that Bill Brendell followed into the Venus mountains was an endless strap of purplish-black pavement less than two feet wide. It had narrowed, coming out of the last dusty mountain village. Over the past thirteen miles the grades had grown steeper, the curves sharper, and the signs along the side—different.


  The signs were off the left side of the trail, down the slope. Up the mountainside, to the right, it would seem there was no danger. But down—


  “Death. Do not descend.”


  The black-lettered Venus symbols carried a plain warning. Bill had passed seven or eight of these signs before he got his first glimpse, down the canyon, of the forbidden valley. And now, here was another sign, identical to those preceding, except that it happened to be streaked with blue shadows from a nearby skeleton. Bill caught a flying glimpse. It was the bone structure of some grotesque Venus animal, as large as an elephant, slender like a giant lizard.


  Nice scene, Bill thought. Well, this was the wilds of Venus. He didn’t expect it to be all flower gardens and hotdog stands. Anyway he was getting used to the gravity and the air.


  He had memorized the maps. The horseshoe shaped valley before him marked the northern end of a strip of country occupied by the Mixiles. Most of the Mixile country consisted of a shoestring of jagged mountains running two thousand miles or so to the south. The mountains were theirs by the grace of their powerful and overbearing neighbors to the east—the Ozandos.


  There was no traffic on this part of the trail. Hours earlier, Bill Brendell had frequently waved at village natives along the road. They had paid scant attention. He was no great novelty’. Earth men and Venus men were close cousins, in spite of minor modifications caused by contrasting environments. The Broot-Paxton theory of the origin of all Venus life was no longer doubted. The evolutionary tree of animal life on the Earth, it was known, had sent a few leaves swirling through space, figuratively, from time to time over the millions of years past, to this neighboring planet. Skeletal structures told the story. The scientists from the Earth who had made the first thorough studies here on Venus in the past five centuries had heaped evidence upon evidence.


  The villagers had been friendly. But ahead, Bill knew, he would encounter the Ozandos, These death warnings were theirs. This horseshoe-shaped pocket might be open to the Mixiles, but the Ozandos guarded it. It was the back door to their empire.


  The Ozandos had a reputation. You could hear men-about-planets at any spaceport telling of clashes with the proud Ozando soldiers, the “Flying Tombots.” The Ozandos called their squadrons of Tombots the Pride of Venus. Their boasting had a purpose. It was a warning to outsiders Mon-Ozandos, whether from other Versus lands or from outside worlds, were net wanted.


  Bill had chosen to by-pass the official ports of entry of Ozando land. He remembered the movies of those black and silver gateways, bristling with the flashy silver and dark blue uniforms of the Tombots. He might have gotten through, and traveled straight across the empire from east to west, as his quickest, shortest route to the Mixile mountains. But again, he might not have gone any further than the first gate. The roundabout course he had chosen would be the course that the Mixiles might take, in reverse direction, if they wished to reach the interplanetary station on the northerly sea. Bill had come from that station.


  TALES of massacres flitted through his mind as he wheeled along under the sulphur-colored sky. Murky gases enclosed this world. The sun came through like a shower of yellow chalkdust.


  The skeletons which caught Bill’s eye were always down from the trail, toward the valley. He saw none up the slopes to his right. Always down on a level below him. Once he glimpsed the skeletons of three or four men—whether Venus men or Earth men, he couldn’t tell. Or Mixiles, perhaps—that new race so recently born of the mixture of Earth and Venus races.


  Most of the skeletons were animals. Here, Bill thought, was a lifetime of study for any naturalist.


  The skeletons often appeared in groups. That was easily understood. The carcass of any chance victim drew a collection of scavengers—birds and rodents and various reptile-like creatures. They came to feast, and died. Some mysterious death greeted all life at a certain distance down every mountain slope.


  What was this agency of death? Bill contemplated the horizontal line of expo sod rock that snaked around the mountains like a shore line. No ocean ever rose to this elevation. A valley full of poisonous gases would hardly have cut such a clean rim of death in all the vegetation. The rim was well defined, perhaps five or six feet in depth, as if a finely focused death ray traveled these mountain walls. There were no skeletons above the line. A few had tumbled below it where the mountains were steep.


  Sometimes the trail he traveled would dip within ten or fifteen yards of the death line. He began to watch this margin of safety with interest.


  On a straightaway, then, his eves took in the fuller view of the valley, and he saw, perhaps twenty-five or thirty miles in the distance, a winking beacon on a promontory.


  “That’s the Ozandos,” he said to himself. “They’ve got a reception committee that reaches its arm all the way around this valley.”


  As if in answer, another sign bobbed into view, “Death. Do not descend.”


  He traveled on, his dark mood deepening.


  He was riding a powered two-wheel vehicle, a light weight bicycle affair with a capsule powerhouse he had brought from the Earth. His cycle wasn’t meant for these roads. Even the clever Venus natives, who motored on “foot-wheels” attached to their feet like roller skates, would have had to cut their speed on these sharp curves and dips.


  Now the road shot along for a straight quarter-mile of grade. It swung out sharply around a protruding rib of rock, then dipped and cut inward, as if to plunge through the wall. There was an oval of blackness—a short tunnel. The slanting sun penetrated from the other end, and again Bill could see his purplish-black path unfolding like a strip of velvet rug in front of his spinning wheels. The road leaped a chasm. The hollow sound of short wooden slabs clattered back from the echoing wall. Then the sizz of the motor and the swish of the wheels were the only sounds.


  Around the next curve, slippery soil threw the wheels, and Bill caught himself in the silly business of falling.


  He scrambled to regain his equilibrium, and then, with a sheephish feeling, looked over the steep precipice that might have been his course. It was just a gentle warning, a reminder that he needed a break. His attention had grown slack for a moment. For a change, he walked, pushing the cycle along beside him His walking muscles responded to the Venus gravity.


  A HEAVY rain moved in over the farther corner of the valley and presently spread wide to Not out the horizon. He could no longer see the distant promontory with the tiny tower and the winking white light. The slanting sunrays from the west were caught between clouds and mountains. With night coming on fast, and a storm for good measure, it was high time to find some shelter.


  He leaned his cycle against the wall and took a few wary steps toward an overhead projection of rock. He heard a rapid scampering of feet. Two small animals, not much larger than cats, chased out of his path.


  He watched them scramble down over the rocks. They were low-bodied, tough-scaled creatures, as clumsy as they were ugly. He remembered pictures of them from his studies. They were Venus bruggs.


  One of the bruggs sent a flurry of rocks spinning as he pattered away. The rocks rolled and struck the front wheel of the cycle. The wheel turned and the cycle wobbled away from the wall. It started to fall, then righted itself as it plunged over the edge of the slope.


  Bill bounded after it. He took four long strides down the gravel landslide before he checked himself. Something had warned him—something he thought was a flare of lightning a little further up the mountain. He stopped cold, staring down at the runaway vehicle. It had come to rest, doubled up on a shelf a few feet below him.


  Bill moved back cautiously. He looked for the death line. He seemed to be standing on it—or only inches above it. There was certainly no vegetation where he stood. He clambered back up toward the trail, and sat on the edge, staring out at the storm. He couldn’t see any winking light across the way. The roar of rain was in the valley. Shelter—yes, that was the order of the moment. But his few supplies were down there, attached to his cycle, and something told him it would be folly to go down.


  Those damned bruggs! He would gladly have kicked them down the mountainside.


  The rain began to spatter around him. He edged back toward the overhanging rock—and then a happy thought came to him. What about a brugg-tail steak for supper? He had heard it was delicious, and his appetite was sharp.


  Heedless of the raindrops, he groped around the trail and suddenly darted for the telltale waving of grass. The brugg was there, all right, but it jumped and eluded him. He lunged forward with hands extended, but the ugly little fellow, out of reach, scampered down the hillside.


  “Go, you little devil!” He hurled a handful of pebbles after it. The animal ran down into the death line, almost exactly where Bill had stood a moment before. It struck the area on the run, it twitched for an instant, head to tail, and stiffened. It fell forward, half turned, with its white belly upward.


  A trick? Bill watched closely. The little creature was all through moving. The beating rain made no impression on it.


  Now the other brugg emerged from an edge of shrubbery, sniffing and looking about. It moved down the landslide cautiously. Some instinct of danger held it back a few feet from its dead mate. With one foot uplifted, it gave a low gutteral purr. It ventured a step nearer. It purred, backed away, then advanced a little further, and fell dead.


  It twitched once, skidding forward as it stiffened.


  For long minutes, Bill gazed, oblivious to the wind and rain. In his mind he had ceased to say unkind words about the bruggs. They had proved something to him, and what they had taught he would not forget.


  “Yoo-ooo-ooo!”


  The bleating call sounded dimly through the roar of the storm. From the deep gray of the trail ahead, less than fifty yards away, someone was approaching, calling in a deep resonant Venus voice.


  “Yoo-ooo-ooo!” Bill returned, and limbering up his painfully stiff legs and brushing the rain from his face, he trudged up the path to meet the stranger.


  2.


  IT WAS good to be inside a cave while the storm pounded the mountains. After a change to dry clothing, and a good fill of warm supper, Bill Brendell began to relax.


  He gazed across the table at his host. The tall old fellow was smiling through cunning eyes, talking casually in the short, abbreviated sentences of the native Venusian.


  “Tried to stop you . . . You walked into danger . . . Lucky to be alive . . . I signalled with fire . . . You didn’t see.”


  “I thought it was lightning,” Bill said, speaking in the Ozando tongue that he had learned before leaving the Earth. “Now that I think of it, it was more like an explosion—out of the corner of my eye.”


  “Explosion,” the old mountain dweller nodded.


  His name was Wazzl. He belonged to the race of Mixiles, a cross between Venus natives and the first large party of Earth men—engineers and technicians and workmen—which had come to this planet five hundred years ago.


  There was much of the Venus man in his appearance. Nearly seven feet in height, he appeared even taller because of the high roach of hair over the center of his head. It was fine iron gray hair, with a ruffled-feather look. There was a Venus quality in his rich, deep-throated voice. On the points of his bare shoulders were feathery pads of hair, characteristic of the Venus male. His facial features were similar to the typical Earth man’s, and there were no tusks protruding from his lips. But then, neither did the ordinary native Venusian have tusks—only the Flying Tombots and high military officials of the Ozando Empire.


  “Bruggs are stupid,” the old mountain man observed. “All shell, no brain . . . No good for pets . . . Come down to the trail from mountains . . . Keep going down . . . Soon dead . . . No good for pets. Good for dinner.”


  The gray old Mixile rose and sauntered to the cave door, lifted a shutter to look out at the weather, then returned, shaking his feathery locks.


  “Too much rain. Yon stay with us. My house, lots of room.”


  “I’ll be glad to stay. Tomorrow, when the sun comes again, I’ll go on my way.”


  “Trail ends here.”


  “I want to set on across the valley,” Bill said. Tm going to the mountains that lie to the south.”


  Land of the Mixiles,” Wazzl said.


  Have you ever been there?”


  “Born there,” Wazzl said, confirming Bill’s guess that he was of the Mixile race.


  “I was sent from the Earth to visit the Mixiles.” Bill’s voice lowered to a tone of confiding. “If the Ozandos knew, they might not let me pass through their land. So I have come this way. I have yet to cross this valley.”


  “Trail ends here,” the old mountain man repeated. He glanced toward an adjoining room. Slight shuffling sounds came from beyond the half opened door. Someone was evidently expecting attention. A loud groan came through in a most compelling manner.


  Wazzl walked in to see what was wanted. He returned, prepared a drink, and went back to serve it. When he returned to the table, he said, “Permanent guest.”


  “He sounds a bit unhappy.”


  “His nature . . . Can anyone make an unhappy man happy? My home is simple. It is all I have to offer. Are you comfortable? . . . Would you wish a drink?”


  SIPPING sweet Venus wine, Bill scanned the cave-home with an eye for detail. Yellow light against the yellow rock walls revealed the cleanliness and polish of the place. Walls and ceiling were of living stone, whose surfaces were curved and knotted like amber tallow drip. The furnishings were a curious blend of primitive and modem. The curves of the ceiling were beaded with old-fashioned finger-size illumination tubes. Radio equipment filled the rough hewn shelves. A goodly store of powerhouse capsules, imported from the Earth, could be seen among the stacks of supplies. The old fellow didn’t lack for conveniences.


  His taste for art ran to the objects of his world of nature. Mounted bruggs dominated a collection of birds and animals in one corner. Bruggs, too, appeared in the woven designs of his cloth-and-metal costume.


  “You have a fondness for bruggs,” Bill observed.


  “Better as pictures than as pets. Still better as steaks.” Then growing a bit more talkative, the old man revealed that he was not an antisocial hermit. “My friends to the south often visit. Call my home the Brugg Den. Here.”


  He gave Bill a small metal charm with a brugg design. Bill thanked him and attached the ornament to his belt.


  “Your hospitality is good, Wazzl. My purpose is far-reaching. I represent a big company on the Earth. Part of my job is to observe the people of this planet, how they live, how they feel toward each other. Here in the Brugg Den my impression is good.” Bill waited for a comment. Receiving none, he added, “I hope my purpose does not displease you.”


  “I cannot say . . . Others have spoken the same words.” Wazzl nodded toward the door from which another unpleasant groan sounded. “He also came to Venus with a purpose.”


  Bill sensed that a coolness had come between him and his host for the moment. He determined to ignore it. He finished his drink, complimented the wine, and spoke of his proposed journey. He hoped to cross the death line and get into the valley, since there was no passable mountain trail around it. In the valley he would surely be able to find a route on to the Mixile mountains to the south.


  “It will be a long walk,” the old mountain man said, “but it can be done.”


  “I came on a cycle.”


  “It will be a long walk.”


  “My cycle is down from the trail, lying on a stone.”


  “Thank you,” the mountain man said.


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “I have often wished for a cycle. Thank you. And now, I know you wish to retire. Come this way.”


  He led Bill into another room where four narrow bunks were in order. Workmen, he explained, slept here when they were not camping in the tunnels.


  “Tunnels?” Bill caught the sudden hope that some passage might lead him to the valley, below the level of the death line. But the old master of Brugg Den offered no such information. He wished Bill a peaceful sleep and departed.


  Bill awakened thinking of his cycle. He remembered a coil of rope hanging on the wall of the cave entrance. There were grab-hooks on the end of the rope. He wondered if the storm had subsided. He rose and dressed.


  He was guided by dim lights that filtered through the filigree of stone walls. Again, the door beyond the dining room was ajar, and there were voices. His curiosity forced him to listen. The drunken groan had become a savage growl.


  “What kind of service do you call this? I asked for a drink. Why don’t you bring me a drink?”


  The unpleasant words were in the language of the Venus Ozandos, but the voice, Bill decided, was an Earth voice. He heard the old mountain man’s patient reply.


  “It is late, Mr. Snow. You should sleep.”


  One more drink.”


  “You have already had too much.”


  “So you want to be stingy. All right. Keep your liquor. Bring me a drink of my own. Go on, get a bottle out of my trunk.”


  “You haven’t any, Mr. Snow, You’ve been out for a year.”


  “A year! How long do you think I’ve been here?”


  “Eight years.”


  “Eight? Eight Earth years?”


  “Eight Venus years. Let us say five Earth years.”


  “It’s a lie. They wouldn’t neglect me for five years. Why don’t they send me a helper? I wrote them—”


  THE drunken man broke off, looking across to see Bill Brendell standing in the doorway.


  Bill stared back. The man he saw, hunched in the corner between the wall and the floor, was indeed an Earth man. He was at least ten years Bill’s senior, a man of perhaps thirty-eight or forty. He could very well have been on a five-year drunk, Bill thought, from the look of his ragged blade whiskers, his tangled hair, and his unkempt blue traveling suit. He was shaped like a fat bottle, and his face was crimson from drink. His puffy lips muttered unintelligibly as he glowered at Bill through bloodshot eyes.


  “Who’s that?” he said sullenly.


  “The new guest I spoke of,” the tall gray Mixile answered. “He also came to this planet with a purpose.”


  To complete the introduction, Bill stepped into the room. “I’m Bill Brendell.” He would have offered his hand, but the black-whiskered Earth man needed both his arms to steady himself against the floor and the wall. His voice took on a mocking tone.


  “So you’re the one. You’re the one this old hermit is going to push into the death trap.”


  Bill looked to Wazzl, who said quietly, “Pay no attention.”


  “Don’t believe him, Buddy. He’s nothing but a killer. He plays the Mixiles against the Ozandos, and the Ozandos against the Mixiles, and he collects off both. He’ll get you, all right. You’ll walk down the mountain, and pop, you’re gone. Just—pop.”


  The drunken man gestured too vigorously and flopped over on the floor. With his face down on his arms, he spluttered ineffectually, gave up the struggle, and grew quiet.


  Wazzl turned. “His talk is the talk of a coward. Soon I will help you cross into the valley. But first I will demonstrate, by daylight, how you can be safe. Then you will not be afraid.”


  3.


  BILL and Wazzl reached the overhanging cliff shortly after sunrise. The blue mists over the valley were beginning to thin.


  The jagged walls of mountain stood like towering prison walls—formidable barriers to the adventurer, but less formidable than the unseen barrier a few yards below the level of the trail.


  It was like a wheel, Wazzl explained, a wheel twenty-five miles in radius, lying in a horizontal position with its hub on that distant promontory where the top of a tower could be seen.


  “I spotted the winking beacon,” Bill mentioned.


  “The winking beacon is not the death ray,” Wazzl said, “But they are parts of the same station. The beacon has a purpose of its own—never mind what. It is the death ray that concerns us. It comes from the tower on the right. You see the tower, but you do not see the ray. It is an invisible blade, a round blade of two hundred and seventy degrees—three-fourths of a full circle.”


  “What about the other ninety?”


  “That segment is left open. Through it you may pass. I shall show you.”


  Wazzl had brought a long rope of green vine known as basket grass.” He unwound a few loops from the coil. From a pouch he took a lively little mouse-like animal and tied it to the end of the rope.


  “If I lose one pet, I have others. But I don’t think I shall lose him.”


  Together they crouched at the edge of the overhanging rock. They looked down. The point directly beneath them was at least two hundred feet below. Any object dropped from this station would pass through the death level just before striking the mountainside.


  From his pouch Wazzl produced a timepiece. It was like a large watch, the size of the old man’s palm. The markings on the dial were not those of the standard Venus timepiece.


  “This watch is made for one purpose only,” Wazzl said. “I spend many days making tests with live animals. Also with living plants. Now the watch is so accurate that I can safely cross the death line at will. Mr. Snow thinks I bear a charmed life. He will not trust me. But you—you will observe closely. Then you will trust me. Here. Look at the timepiece. What do you see?”


  “I see one hand going around,” Bill said. “Three-fourths of the dial is black, the other fourth white.”


  “Good. And where is the hand?”


  “Crossing into the white.”


  “Exactly. Will you time it by your own watch?”


  Bill did so. He saw that the white quarter of the dial was traversed in three minutes, the black in nine minutes.”


  “So now you understand. As the invisible wheel turns, a ceiling of death is over three-fourths of the valley. But the other fourth is safe.”


  “And I assume your watch is synchronized—”


  “Perfectly. At the moment, the watch tells me that death is passing below us. Across the valley the three-minute door of safety is open. Lucky is the bird that dies down out of the sky at the right time.”


  The old man lowered the cord to which the little animal was attached. He checked his watch, and as the hand came to the white, he dropped the animal through the death zone. Down it went, kicking as it neared the ground.


  “There he landed,” Bill said. “Look at him chase.”


  “Shall I leave him in the death level?”


  Bill kept an eye on the watch. “It’s nearly three minutes. Pull him up before it hits.”


  “Pets are cheap.”


  “There is no need to let him be killed.”


  “Thank you,” Wazzl drew the line up. “With the basket grass alone we may finish the experiment.” He returned the pet to the pouch. He weighted the end of the line of basket grass and lowered it again. As the line of green struck the death level, Bill could see it wilt instantly. The patch of brown defined perfectly tire elevation of the unseen arm of death.


  “Have you shown this to your other guest?”


  “Long ago I tried to explain. But my efforts had not yet perfected an answer. Later, when I told him I could get him across safely, he preferred not to believe.”


  “If he had been very anxious to cross—”


  Bill was silent. Perhaps the drunken bewhiskered Earth man was listening. At Bill’s left a shadow moved. Bill drew back sharply. The old man sprang to his feet. Bill rose slowly, wanting to reach for a gun, but he did not.


  BEFORE them stood two brilliantly uniformed Ozandos. One held a ray pistol, the other a climp gun. Their blue and silver outfits, their flying jackets, and their savage facial features made them a formidable looking pair.


  Obviously they had been standing by, watching and listening. The soldier with the ray pistol spoke with a flinty Ozando accent.


  “Pets are cheap, you say?”


  “Go back to your empire,” Wazzl snapped, meeting his eye. “You don’t belong here.”


  “Go ahead with your lesson, Mixile. Tell the handsome young Earth man how to outwit the Ozandos. You should know!”


  Wazzl rose and faced them. “Go back on your own side. You’ve no authority here.”


  “We didn’t come here to joke, Mixile. We’ve been looking out for you. Now we’ve caught you at work. Give us the bag.”


  Wazzl unfastened the pouch from his belt and placed it carefully on a table of rock. He stood back.


  “That’s good. Now, stand with your hands tight against your sides, both of you. If you move, we’ll shoot.”


  Bill followed Wazzl’s example and obeyed orders. The Tombot with the climp gun stood ready for action, while his partner began rummaging into the pouch. Bill had never seen a Flying Tombot at dose range before. A formidable soldier, in appearance. Part of it was the metallic uniform and the jet flying device attached to the back. Both of these fellows had brutal looking faces. The pair of five-inch tusks that protruded from the corners of their mouths added to the bloodthirsty fierceness of their look, and matched their savage, contemptuous manner.


  Both soldiers were eager for the evidence they were sure the bag would yield. The one with the climp gun said, “Let’s have a look.”


  “Climp your prisoners, then,” his partner ordered.


  The two shots from the climp gun were like the snapping of powerful steel springs.


  Zannnk! Zannnk!


  The first shot struck Wazzl squarely, and the tall old fellow absorbed the jolt with hardly a tremor.


  The second shot caught Bill in the solar plexus. He fell toward it, as the books had told him he should do, and so he held his footing and remained upright as the shot climped him. The rubber pellet that swatted him in the midsection threw its two wings wire around him like steel whips, and the ends automatically fastened and drew tight at the small of his back.


  THE sensation was sickening, more from the feeling of helplessness than from the shock of the blow. Bill remembered having seen movies of the climp gun in action. Given two shots each, prisoners had been bound hand and foot, to be tossed onto a truck.


  Fortunately, this Tombot neglected their feet, and so Bill and Wazzl stood, a pair of obedient statues, waiting to see what their Tombot persecutors meant to do.


  “Find the pet?” the climp gunner asked. “So far, no. Got messed up in some syrup. What a smell!” He held his syrupy hand between his tusks and inhaled. He appeared to gag. “Wipe this stuff off. Here, give me a cloth.” He smelled again, and handed the pouch to the climp gunner. The smell made both soldiers weave. “Go ahead, look. If we find a live pet, we can prove—”


  “Here, in this pocket, with the air holes—ugh!”


  Both Tombots began to weave drunkenly. Bill guessed that they had broken into some sort of loco bomb planted inside the pouch.


  Potent stuff, that “syrup.” It worked with a double action. It staggered the soldiers. It also attracted and crazed the small animals enclosed in the pouch. Not one but six or eight of the little mouse-like creatures poured out. They went for the Tombots’ hands.


  They attacked like wild. They bit with mad fury. The Tombots cried out, trying to shake the little fellows off. But if they tried to cry out in pain, they made a sad attempt, for every intake of breath tended to gag them. They staggered.


  One of them, cursing and screeching, tottered too close to the edge of the precipice. Wazzl, jumping stiffly, crowded him and delivered an effective kick. The Tombot went over.


  The second Tombot flung the little animals into the air and dived after the ray pistol that had fallen from his hands. Bill jumped forward and booted the pistol out of his grasp.


  The Tombot came at Bill, swinging his bleeding fists. Bill, his arms bound tight to his sides, dodged backward. The Tombot rocked himself off balance—and there was Wazzl, back of him, crowding him toward the precipice. Groggily the Tombot waved for mercy. Wazzl had no mercy. He forced the soldier over the edge for the two hundred foot fall.


  The old Mixile’s eyes flashed around dangerously.


  “Any more of them? Look sharp, Bill, There’ll be another. They travel in threes.” Then he warned, “Keep back from the pouch. It will gag you. Reach in my pocket. There’s a climp tool. We’ll have ourselves free in a minute. What’s the matter with your hands, Earth man? Nervous?”


  “Just a bit surprised, that’s all,” Bill said as he obeyed the Mixile’s orders, “You don’t waste much time holding court for trespassers, I notice.”


  “Can’t afford to. What I know about the death ray I learned the hard way. I don’t often tell anyone, as I’ve told you. But you’ve seen for yourself—I’ve outwitted it, But if any Tombot lived to take my secret back to his headquarters—”


  The old Mixile stopped talking and hurried to free Bill from the climp wires. Then he snatched the ray pistol from the ground.


  “No one lives to tell my secret,” he said. He took a wild shot into the air. Bill ducked back, caught by surprise. But the shot was not for him. Whirling, he saw Wazzl’s target. A third Flying Tombot was rocketing through the air.


  The flash nipped one of his stubby wings.


  “You got him!” Bill shouted.


  “Not yet.” The Mixile shot again, but the aim was wide. The Tombot circled crazily toward the valley. Bill saw the circular bite that had been rayed out of the soldier’s green wingtip. High above the death level, the Tombot moved away in dizzy spirals.


  Wazzl watched and muttered. The first two had died in their fall, he said, for he knew the position of the ray. But number three was now free to make trouble. “Fortunately,” Wazzl said, “I’m well prepared for it.”


  “I’ll help you,” Bill said. But Tie Mixile shook his head.


  “If you mean to cross the desert, you’d better be on your way.”


  4.


  “I TOLD you he was a killer,” the black-whiskered man said to Bill Brendell in the dining room of the cave-home. “Three of them, you say? And one got away. Well, that means more trouble. I think I’ll have a drink and sleep through, it, Where’s the old man?”


  “He went down under the cliff to get rid of the two dead ones.”


  “He’ll come back with their equipment. What did you say your name was?”


  “Bill Brendell.”


  “Sounds like a sissy. Just call me Snow, That’s short for snowplow. What are you packing for?”


  “He told me to help myself to the supplies. I’m heading on across the valley right away.”


  “Now, just a minute, buddy. When a buddy comes along from my home planet, we gotta celebrate. We ought to celebrate a whole week. You don’t meet a man like me every day. You’re new on this planet, an’ you’re green. How old are you?”


  “Twenty-seven,” Bill said, giving more attention to his packing than to the Earth man’s conversation.


  “Twenty-seven, that’s too damn young to be turned loose on this wild planet, The women’ll get you. You know what happened to the first wave of Earth men five hundred years ago—they all married up with Venus women. That’s where these Mixiles came from. They’re part Earth.”


  “They’re a good race,” Bill commented.


  Good race, hell. The Ozandos walk all over them.”


  “They didn’t walk over Wazzl this morning.”


  “Wazzl!”


  “Wazzl’s a good mail,” Bill said staunchly, giving a direct eye to Snowplow.


  Snowplow responded with low mutterings. A killer, that’s what he was—and besides, he was stingy with his liquor. “So you re goin’ into the Mixile Mountains, right into the hotbed of revolution.”


  “If there’s an uprising in the air,” Bill said, “I want to get the facts.”


  “Facts! I can give you the facts, A few million half-baked people on a half-baked planet, that’s the facts.”


  “Maybe the Earth has a stake in the affairs of this planet,” Bill ventured.


  Snowplow fairly roared. “Sure, why not? What do you think I’m waiting around for? I’m waiting till the revolution is over and the blood has drained down the rivers. After the dead’s been counted, that’s time enough for yours truly to wade in and straighten things out.”


  Bill wondered whether this heavy sluggish man knew what he was talking about, or whether he was all noise. At least he was not drunk this morning. He was pacing the floor. He was a seething volcano of conflicts, Bill suspected, defeated by his own appetites, or frustrated by some insurmountable barriers. Whatever his earlier purposes, he carried a strong head of ego. In the presence of a willing listener he could still rally some old dream of power and conquest. Suddenly he said:


  “I’ll go with you, Brendell, damn it. I’ll get ready right away. That’s what I’ve been waiting around for, for five years—a brainy, brawny young buck like you—someone to follow me. That’s what I need—a loyal follower to back me up.”


  “I plan to leave right away. I’m almost ready. As soon as Eve eaten, Wazzl is going to help me across the barrier.”


  “You trust him, huh?”


  “Yes.”


  “What does he get out of it?”


  “My power cycle. It’s down on the rocks.”


  “I’ll be ready as soon as I hide my trunk. I don’t want him stealing everything outta my trunk. I wouldn’t care if it was mine. It belongs to the E.S.F.”


  Bill, looking into the adjoining room, saw the E.S.F. seal plainly marked on the trunk.


  “So you’re from the Earth-Solar Foundation too. Well, it’s a small world. You wouldn’t happen to be Edward Lombard?”


  The black-whiskered man gave a pained look that changed to a silly grin. “I look different with these whiskers off. So you’ve heard of me, huh?”


  “I’m from the same foundation. They’ve checked you off as dead.” Bill tried to recall what he had read of the case. The simple fact was, there had been no news of this courier for so long, he had been marked off as a casualty.


  “Yeah, I got a little behind on my reports,” Snowplow said sheepishly. “I’ll get ’em up to date one of these days. Here, give me a hand with this trunk. Never mind, here comes Wazzl. What I need is a drink.”


  AN HOUR later Bill Brendell hiked down over the line of death.


  Safely below, with the open valley before him, he looked back and waved a farewell to his Mixile host.


  Wazzl, standing like a rugged statue, returned the farewell wave. His other hand rested on the cycle.


  Then a shout from further up the path echoed down to Bill—the voice of Edward Lombard, the self-styled snowplow.


  “Hold up, Brendell! I’m coming!”


  He lumbered down the path, his shaggy black whiskers and slouchy figure making him an odd spectacle. Ill-packed bundles were strapped over his shoulder or slung from his belt. Bill watched him, saw him bounce to a stop beside the tall gray Mixile. They checked the time-piece, waited for a minute or two, and then Wazzl gave his okay. Snowplow held back with a faint flutter of distrust, then came on, down over the slope, climbing, slipping, rolling in his haste to get across the band of death.


  “Take your time,” Bill called. “You have three full minutes.”


  Safely below the line, the soggy, overloaded man slowed his pace and advanced toward Bill. He was puffing hard.


  “You’ll be glad you joined up with me, Brendell.”


  “Take it easy,” Bill said.


  “You won’t regret it. A bright young fellow like you, all you need is a good leader. If you know how to take orders, we won’t have any trouble.”


  “Take it easy.” Bill hiked on. Snow tried to keep up.


  “Now you’re already wasting steps, heading this way. Just follow me, and we’ll take a nice easy circle—”


  “Go ahead,” Bill said coolly. “I’ll go my own way.”


  “Huh? Wait. Come back here? What’re you sore about? All I said was, if you want to join up with me—I’ve been waiting five years for them to send me a helper—”


  Bill saw that the atmosphere needed clearing before he went a step farther. “Listen, Snowplow—Lombard. You and I were sent here independently. I don’t know what your mission is. You don’t know mine. You can travel with me if you wish. But I have my own work cut out for me, and I report to the foundation, not to you. Do we understand each other?”


  Snowplow changed his line. “Don’t get me wrong, buddy. I was thinkin’ of your own good. You’re new here. I’ve been studying this country for five years. Look, I carry a slide line of artillery. I picked up a pistol for you, too, before I hung the lock on mv trunk. A ray gun apiece. See.”


  He slipped a bolster on each side of his belt His hands gave a strange jerk. The bolsters were empty.


  I’ll be damned.”


  “Gone? You must have spilled them when you rolled.”


  “Maybe. But I’ve got a hunch—”


  They both turned and looked back toward the mountainside in the direction of Wazzl’s cave. Snowplow held binoculars to his eyes, then passed them to Bill. “There’s the answer.”


  Through the glasses Bill could see the tall stately Mixile striding back toward his home, wheeling the cycle with one hand and carrying a pair of shining ray pistols in the other.


  “If you don’t mind a personal question,” Bill said, “how much did you pay him for the five years you stayed?”


  “Pay, hell! I was his guest. I’m a big shot from the Earth. He should be honored.”


  “I just wondered,” Bill said. He and Snowplow hiked on, and for a long time neither man spoke.


  5.


  KILLING his first Tombot did not come easy for Bill Brendell, but it had to be done and he made quick work of it. It happened about seven hours after he and Snow had struck out.


  During their first few hours Snowplow grew thirsty. At the brook where Bill drank, Snow preferred his flask. Soon his liquor was gone.


  They stopped by a low stone wall that marked the upper limits of safety for the inhabitants. From here on down the slope they would have to pass the mountain-valley homes of outlanders—Ozandos, perhaps, or the bolder Mixiles who had dared to migrate from their mountain caves down to the Ozandos’ back door.


  “Now which way?” Snow asked with a hint of sarcasm. He was still burning over Bill’s refusal to accept him as a leader.


  “The safest way,” Bill said, “is straight on south. It’s my most direct course to the Mixile Mountains. There’s enough vegetation that we won’t be out in the open. We’re going to meet people, naturally, but the less we expose ourselves, the better.”


  “What have we got to be afraid of? Nothing but Flying Tombots. These villagers probably sleep all day.”


  Bill saw that Snow was tempted by what he saw to the right. Tree-root houses dotted the hillside. The simplest of Venus houses were built within the igloo-shaped formation of roots, whose trunks grew straight and hollow, like smokestacks, and whose leaves were so large and tough that a man could roll himself up in one, like a green leather rug. The nearest of these tree-root houses was only half a mile away, and Bill knew what was in Snowplow’s mind. Inhabitants meant supplies. Supplies meant drink. The dwellers of the tree-root houses, if not away from home herding livestock, could very well be sound asleep.


  “I think we should veer to the right, eh, Brendell?”


  Bill’s own natural curiosity would have taken him to the left. There was the promontory that had shown up from the distance, with the winking beacon staring out into the center of the valley like a giant eye, from over the top of a wide horizontal roof. Near the building was the enclosed tower with a glittering glass plate sitting on top of it, sending out its death ray to catch every living thing that chanced to come into Its plane. That was the center of the invisible ceiling of death over this horseshoeshaped valley.


  “You’re not thinking of going to the southeast, I hope,” Snowplow grumbled.


  “I’d like to see their set-up. But we’ll play safe and go straight ahead.”


  “Go ahead, I’ll catch up with you.”


  “What do you mean? Have you decided to go your own way?” Bill asked. He was less certain, by now, that he preferred traveling alone. The fact was, Snowplow, for all his arrogance and bluster, did know certain things about this country that were all a mystery to Bill.


  “I’ll swing around in a southwesterly route. There’ll be a village down yonder. I’ll hit around the upper end of it. And there’ll be a bridge somewhere around the village. We can meet there.”


  “I’m not that anxious to run into traffic,” Bill said.


  “A half mile below it, then.”


  Bill agreed to this. Again he looked with interest to the left.


  “I wouldn’t figure to try any fancy stuff,” Snow warned. “You’ve heard of brugg-eaters? They’re monster lizards. Live for centuries like sleeping alligators. Well, up on the terrace under the tower they keep a forty-foot brugg-eater. He just sits there, they say. The blinking beacon has him hypnotized. But if someone comes along who isn’t wearing the right kind of uniform, the brugg-eater wakes up. Nice pet to have around.”


  “Thanks for the information,” Bill said. “I’ll see you down below the bridge. Don’t be too long.”


  “You carry a gun, don’t you?” Snow asked as he started off. He glanced back at the vest-pocket size pencil-ray pistol Bill held up, and gave a disdainful grunt. “Don’t try that on a brugg-eater. You might make him mad.”


  “What about you?” Bill said. “Do you have any weapons?”


  “I had—hut I don’t any more.”


  “Here.” Bill took a ray pistol from his pocket. “I’ll lend you this.”


  Snowplow scowled as he took it. “How come you carry two?”


  “One was a gift,” Bill said, “from my first Mixile friend, the honorable Wazzl.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned.” Snowplow muttered to himself as he went on his way. Then Bill was alone.


  A few hundred yards through the thickets Bill came to a narrow stream.


  He leaped across and clambered up the muddy bank on the other side, bending low to walk under the massive leaves.


  A crackle from the thicket somewhere nearby froze him. Leaves as wide as blankets ripped noisily a few yards ahead of him. Through the shadows he caught sight of a fiery jet stream and the flash of a pair of stubby green wings—attached to a Flying Tombot.


  The Tombot was flying crazily. One stubby wing had been damaged. A circular bite had been burned out of it—yes, and Bill knew when it had happened. This was the Tombot that would report Wazzl’s killings. He must have been trailing Bill and Snow all along the way. Now he was riding down for an attack. His ray gun mowed down a line of massive leaves that plopped to the earth.


  He swung through the air sharply, throwing his gun arm around to fire again.


  Bill snapped the pencil-ray pistol into action. The spurts of death went wild for a moment, then one struck true. The Tombot’s arms went limp. He plunged into the thick vegetation and rolled up in a tangle of giant leaves.


  Bill rushed in after him, snapped the safety on the flying apparatus that had gone dead in the air, and turned the dead man over.


  Well, the old Mixile mountaineer would be spared a lot of trouble. That was Bill’s first thought.


  His second was something Snowplow had said. The brugg-eater they kept at the foot of the tower could he dangerous to anyone not wearing the right kind of uniform.


  6.


  AFTER Bill had dressed himself in the uniform of the dead Tombot, and checked the flying equipment, and dipped the stubby green wings to give them an even action, there was still something lacking in his equipment. At a glance, any Venus native might easily guess him to be a counterfeit.


  What he lacked was the two five-inch tusks sticking out of the cornea of Ins mouth.


  If there was any one feature that made these famed warriors more formidable looking than all others, it was this pair of beastly tusks.


  What was it Wazzl had told him about them?


  No Venus native is born to have tusks. They have to be grafted on.”


  That was it. Bill recalled the details. Young lads who were chosen by the Ozando scientists for service in the proud Tombot army were sent into laboratories and equipped with tusks. The man with tusks became a different man. The psychologists had watched the developments closely. The fierce look encouraged boldness and brutality—even though the tusks had no actual value in i right. On the contrary, they made a man more vulnerable. And it was well known char many a Tombot had lost his original rusks, and wore only false ones, clamped to his teeth.


  Bill worked swiftly at the dead Tombot’s mouth. If these tusks could somehow be cut away—


  His speculation found a surprising answer. These were not the Tombot’s original tusks, but replacements. With great care Bill undamped them. He washed them thoroughly at the stream, and treated them generously with antiseptic from his pocket medicine kit. Within a matter of minutes he was a Flying Tombot, complete from toe to tusk.


  He was, in fact, a Tombot officer. Among his papers were official blanks. Here was a chance to practice his Venus writing. He promptly filled out two of the blanks for future emergencies.


  As soon as he had packed the body of the dead Tombot into a crevice among the rocks, and filled in with earth and stones, he was free to try his wings.


  He practiced for an hour. Then he started for the death-ray tower. The great danger, he knew, was that he might fly higher than he intended and move into the death ceiling. He was too new at this business to maneuver gracefully. Taking no chances, he bounded over the surface at low speed, from point to point.


  He landed on the plaza within full view of the apparently hypnotized animal. The smell of the lizard-like monster was penetrating. A weather-beaten old brute, and odoriferous. The heavy green scales over the back were mud-chinked from dust and rain. Some of the scales on the fore-feet and legs had been marked with the initials or insignia of bold visitors.


  But the animal was by no means the dead statue he appeared, from a distance, to be. The yellowish-green belly could be seen to expand faintly, and again contract, as the slow rhythmic process of breathing went on. The fellow had probably sat right there for days without moving a foot. He gazed tranquilly at the beacon which surmounted the building across from the plaza, the beacon that winked incessantly, like a giant eye.


  Presumably, this brugg-eater would remain hypnotized for hours on end, as long as no one walked by in the wrong kind of uniform. Bill’s appearance gave it no occasion to so much as blink its sad opalescent eyes.


  Bill walked past three guards, each of whom spoke a syllable of official greeting. He nodded and marched on in silence.


  AT THE first door of the tower he stopped to study a chart which pictured the plan of the building and grounds. At the second door he was questioned by an underling, who frowned at him suspiciously. He presented one of his official documents. His Venus writing was scrawled, but the part which permitted him to inspect ail premises could be caught at a glance. The underling grumbled but finally initialed the paper and motioned Bill to the elevator.


  Stepping out of the elevator near the top of the tower, he found an attendant in Tombot uniform dozing over an official report. He scarcely opened his eyes. Bill walked past him.


  Everything about the death-ray tower fascinated Bill, but most of all, the fifty-foot death-ray disk that spread like a giant plate above him. Three-fourths of this vast electrical umbrella was filled with finely focused ultra-powerful ray projectors. At a glance Bill could see that the old mountain man’s theory had been correct. The rotating invisible ceiling over the valley was three quarters death, one quarter open door.


  A single switch projected from the instrument panel on the wall beside the attendant It resembled an illuminated spade handle.


  “Do Not Touch.” So read the faded card that hung across it. Perhaps it had not been touched for years.


  Bill walked out onto the open balcony as if he owned the surrounding countryside. He sniffed. Those strong odors that befouled the air were from the shaggy scales of the brugg-eater lying on the plaza below him. He moved around the balcony for a deep breath of the mountain breeze.


  To the north he saw the part of the horseshoe-shaped valley that he and Snowplow had crossed together, with the mountains around Wazzl’s cave looking solid and formidable in the gloom.


  To the southeast the valley opened out into a plain that lost itself in the afternoon haze. From his map, Bill knew that this region spread on to the east and south, around the curve of the planet for three or four thousand miles, the rich central plain of the Ozando empire.


  Up from the south and on to the west were the blue peaked mountains in whose ruggedness the Mixiles had spawned their new race of Venus-Earth children, in defiance of the persecutions of the Ozandos. A quiet backdrop to a peaceful scene, no stranger would have guessed that those hills seethed with revolt.


  Down from the tower to the west were the little clumps of tree-root houses. How was Snowplow faring by now, Bill wondered. He had probably fallen asleep in some native’s supply cellar.


  Bill suddenly broke out of his moment’s reverie. He saw three shadows racing across the ground like flying birds. They travel in threes, Wazzl had said.


  Three Flying Tombots alighted on the plaza and marched toward the tower enhance. The old brugg-eater didn’t stir.


  Bill listened at the elevator shaft. The voices were edged with excitement. They were inquiring about three other scouts who had failed to report. Radio signals were unanswered.


  Bill overheard the underling offer, “There’s an officer up on top. He just flew in. He might know—”


  Bill waited for no more. He stepped off the balcony for a swan dive into the air, and powered his jets as he fell.


  He skimmed down on the side of the tower away from the entrance, sailed low over the edge of the promontory, out of sight of the plaza. He flew southward, close to the tops of the vegetation, never looking back. Finding his way into the deeper ravines, cloaked from view by vegetation, he suddenly changed his course, cutting northward up the stream toward the village.


  Half a mile below the bridge he concealed himself among the leaves and waited. When he believed there were no pursuers, he called. He followed a well beaten footpath, calling.


  “Snow . . . Snoooeow!”


  He fell silent, listening. Now there were footsteps. Two native boys were coming down the way. He approached them in full view. He called. They saw him.


  Their sudden actions surprised him. They stopped short, they dropped their packages and ran away as hard as they could go.


  THEN Edward Lombard, alias Snowplow-, emerged from his hiding place beside the path. He was a transformed Snowplow. He had shaved the black growth off his face. Bill had to look twice to recognize him.


  “Is that you?”


  “I was going to ask you the same,” Snowplow said. “I heard your voice and I recognized your walk. But, by the thunder and lightning, you’re the fiercest looking creature I ever walked up to. Get those tusks outta your mouth and I’ll treat you to a drink.”


  “So you got your flasks filled?”


  “Just about.” Snowplow pointed to the bundles the boys had dropped in the path. “They were bringing the goods to me when you scared ’em off. They’re panicked every-time they smell a Tombot. Their father’s a slave for the Ozandos. They made friends with me easy enough when I told ’em I was on my way to help the Mixiles. So here’s my liquor. Drink, Brendell? Those tusks! An’ that uniform! What happened to you, sonny boy?”


  Bill related his adventures briefly. Snowplow’s bleary eyes widened with curiosity.


  “So you killed him, huh? . . . And now you got three of them on the trail.”


  “There’s no need mixing you up in my troubles,” Bill said. “I just wanted to tell you that I’m taking off.”


  Where to?”


  “The Ozando palace.”


  “The palace!”


  “I know it’s a risk, but I’ll never have a better chance to cover a thousand miles than right now, in this Tombot flying equipment.”


  “But what’s the big idea, Brendell? Just because I got careless with my speech and referred to you as a sissy doesn’t mean you’ve got to go barnstorming into a volcano, just to prove you’ve got nerve.”


  “Nothing like that,” Bill laughed. Then he decided it was time to open up with his confidence. “We’d better get together on our purposes, Snowplow. What did the E.S.F. send you here for?”


  The heavy, red-cheeked man took a sizable drink before he answered. “To line up the Mixiles and get them to build a spaceport and some airports of their own. Tell them the Earth is back of them. How about you?”


  “I came to see if they’re ready for weapons.”


  “Weapons, huh!” Snowplow had never looked more serious. “So the revolution is taking shape. M-m-m. I never realized—”


  “What progress have you made getting a spaceport started?”


  Snowplow shrugged. He began to alibi. What chance had he had, hung up for five years waiting for an assistant? Nobody had told him there was any hurry. “Besides, the best of the Mixile labor has left home. The Ozandos have got ’em. Penny-a-day work, you know. Slave labor. All these Mixile kids are being trained for the same thing. Slave labor . . . What are you writing?”


  Notes, Bill said. The E.S.F. wants information. Go ahead. What about these Mixile kids?


  “They grow up scared. The Tombots grab ’em young and run ’em through some kind of an Ozando mill—don’t ask me what. I don’t think the kids ever tell. Anyway they’re somehow cowed before they grow up . . . Hey, are you aimin’ to quote me?”


  Bill answered as he scribbled. “This is vital stuff, Snowplow. Go ahead.”


  “I can’t give you the facts. Old man Wazzl could have told you. He keeps an ear to the ground. Me, I came to see about getting a spaceport started.”


  “I hoped it would be ready,” Bill said. “Sweet chance the Earth has giving the Mixiles help. Imagine routing stuff in through the interplanetary port on the northern sea and carting it over the mountains.”


  “Passing the buck to me, aren’t you!” Snowplow took another drink. “The Mixiles haven’t any chance to build anything, with the Tombots on the job. Damned Tombots would fly over and scare them out of their wits any time they put two stones together. Why do you think the Mixiles live in tree-houses and mountain caves? You think it’s because they like the smell of sticks and stones? Under the conditions they wouldn’t have the nerve to put up a sentinel station. Hey, are you still writing?”


  “This all goes in my report,” Bill said.


  “Now, wait a minute—”


  “Now why do you say they’re scared so easy? Are the Ozandos better men than they are?”


  “I didn’t say that. I said the youngsters get the devil scared out of them when they’re young, and they never get over it. That’s the Ozandos’ science of domination. No. I don’t say the Ozandos are better men, because I don’t claim to know.”


  The Mixiles have it all over them, and we both know it,” Bill said.


  Sure, we like to think that. Because they’re part Earth. They’re our cousins, so we’re prejudiced—”


  “It isn’t prejudice,” Bill said.


  “What is it, then?”


  “It’s the answer the scientists have given us. In the last century psychologists have tested—”


  “Psychologists from the Earth—”


  “And other planets. Wherever they’ve measured, they’ve come to the same conclusion. This new race, only five-hundred years old, has certain qualities, physical and mental, that leave the Ozandos in the shade. They’re being kept down—unjustly, we believe. And the plain fact is, interplanetary progress is being held back by this injustice. Am I right?”


  SNOWPLOW grudgingly admitted he had read such arguments in the E.S.F. literature before he received his appointment, though he hadn’t lest any sleep over it.


  “So what do you expect to get away with at the palace?”


  “See the enemy from the inside. Get a line on their techniques. Filter information back to the Earth. Can I count on you, Lombard?”


  The heavy man nodded, his eyes roving over the flask in his hand. “That’s why they call me Snowplow. When the going’s rough, I’m the guy that gets through.” His gaze shifted to the paper Bill was writing. “I hope you’re not puttin’ my name in that report.”


  Sounds from over the trees warned them to take cover. Three Flying Tombots whizzed over within two hundred feet of the ground.


  “Heading southeast,” Bill observed. “That’s good. I’ll be behind them instead of ahead. Now, Snowplow, you’ll do me a big favor if you can help me get this report off to the E.S.F. I’ve written it in code. Can it be radioed to the Interplanetary Port from the village?”


  “Sure. I’ll take care of it for you. You go ahead. You’ve got a long flight.”


  “Will you send it out right away? I wouldn’t want any slips, Snowplow.”


  “Right away,” Snowplow promised. “No slips.”


  “Good. One thing more before I leave you. Give me the name of some Mixile station where I can get in touch with you later.”


  They each checked an address on a coded E.S.F. card.


  “Thanks, Snowplow, and good luck. Better give the E.S.F. a report of your own soon. They’ll be glad to cross you off their obituary list.”


  “If you see any Earth folks around the palace, say hello for me.”


  “Who, for instance?”


  “Dr. Rosette,” Snowplow said. “We used to be on speaking terms till we had a falling out. He had a sissy notion that I drank too much. Tried to scare me out of it with one of his fancy psychological stunts. It didn’t work.”


  “I’ll try to see him if he’s at the palace.”


  “Be careful what you tell him. The Ozandos have taken him over, body and soul . . . So long.”


  Bill walked out into the clearing and took off into the air. With more confidence than before, he flew swiftly.


  He flew southeast for an hour. He stopped, checked his distance, estimated the amount of daylight left.


  A certain worry hovered in his mind. Impulsively, he reversed his course and headed back into the northwest.


  He returned to the path along the stream where he and Snowplow had talked. He had a hunch he would find Snowplow still there.


  No, he was mistaken. His call brought no answer.


  Under the shelter of the leaves he walked briskly toward the village. When he reached the bridge, he found Snowplow lying beneath it, in the deep shade beside the stream, lost in a drunken sleep. The flasks around him were empty.


  Bill lifted the coded message without disturbing the sleeper. “And they call him Snowplow’,” Bill whispered to himself. He pencilled a note for Snow so the fellow would know what had been done when he sobered up and remembered.


  Ten minutes later Bill took to the air again. He had fulfilled his mission. Taking his chances at the village, he had walked into the communications office, eyes straight ahead. He had been received with almost terrifying respect. They had taken his message and sent it at once to the Interplanetary Port, there to be relayed to the Earth. Now Bill was free to make the night flight over the broad plains straight to the Ozando capital.


  7.


  THE weird soft music that floated through the wide corridors of the Ozando palace had an immediate effect upon Bill Brendell. The long trip had worn him down. It had been a trying ordeal, punctuated by narrow escapes from the night Tombots on the prowl. His eyes burned with the images of racing jets, tracer flares, and restless beacons that had filled the night skies.


  But now—music. Music and the soft feminine beauty of the musicians. Living statues decorated the hallways. At each corner, the walls recessed into curved alcoves, miniature thrones of fantastic design, and in each alcove a veiled figure of feminine loveliness swayed faintly to the rhythms of the mysterious music. The tiredness fell away from Bill’s spirit.


  Yet the desultory mood of the female musicians was by no means the mood of the palace itself. Their charm was overlooked by most of the crowd of Flying Tombots into the palace this morning. And Bill, dignified and austere in his Tombot disguise be one of them. H:s actions must not betray him. His eves must not dwell with interest and fascination upon the objects of art that were commonplace to them. He joined the brisk procession that was pouring into an auditorium in the north wing of the palace.


  “Hurry, sir,” one of the floor officials said to him in crisp Venus language. “Down this way, sir. You are just in time.”


  “Thank you.” Bill’s reply caused the official’s eyebrows to lift. The fellow didn’t expect a thank-you from a Tombot officer. Bill would have to get used to the artificial importance his uniform gave him.


  “They are about to start, sir. Straight ahead, please.”


  “This way, sir. You are just in time, sir.”


  “Straight ahead, sir. Never mind your credentials. No time for that, sir.”


  “I’m sorry there are no seats left, sir. Shall I move one of the junior officers—”


  Bill refused with a gesture. He would stand here at the rear of the auditorium with the other late comers.


  The program began. He caught the sense of what he’d gotten himself into when an official began to lecture all of the assembled Tombots.


  The big silver-domed auditorium was tightly filled. Perhaps ten thousand uniformed Tombots were packed within its silver-edged walls. They had evidently come together for some sort of disciplining. The ranting of the speaker had a bad sound to it. The ten thousand—largely officers—sat as if formed of ice. Attention was complete.


  The crowds standing at the rear of the room did not so much as turn their eyes in Bill’s direction. He tiptoed back into the corridor, unnoticed. He thought of moving into one of the side entrances for a better view of the faces of this rapt audience.


  THE girl was looking at him from the nearest alcove. He hesitated for a moment to return her gaze.


  He quickly averted his glance. A high Tombot officer would not be casting his eyes at the ornaments of this place, living or otherwise, while an important meeting was in progress. He moved on. But curiosity tantalized him. The image which lingered in his mind’s eye told him the girl was not an Ozando. Her features, rather, were those of the Mixile race. He glanced back involuntarily.


  Her finely formed hands assured him. She did not possess the blunt four-fingered hand of the Ozando, or the squat frame, devoid of curves, devoid of neck. Her eyes were not the thick-lidded, flat, compressed eyes of the dominant Venus natives. In every way she was more beautiful than the typical Ozando.


  Her dark hair fascinated Bill. It shone in the blue light that filled the arch of the alcove. The filmy blue veils in which she was clothed hung lightly about her shoulders, revealing the attractive curves of her breasts. Her wide dark eyes were fascinating. Bill wanted to talk with her, and he was mystified by the elusive manner—not as if she were trying to escape his gaze, but rather as if she were far away, lost in a world of her own sadness.


  Sadness? The poignancy of her beautiful, sorrowful eyes went through Bill strangely. She was a slave, of course. The filmy light blue costume she wore did not conceal the marks of the whip across her shoulder.


  But this was an exalted position, making music for the passers-by of the palace. Her lot must surely be a thousand times better than that of most slaves. Should she not be content, even happy, over such a superior state? Her beauty must have drawn many men to her—not the servile Mixiles of her own race, but the haughty and wealthy Ozandos. A source of happiness? The marks of the whip were the answer. Beauty in a slave girl was an invitation to brutality, nothing more.


  No wonder, Bill thought, that she had averted her eyes. His uniform, his assumed Ozando airs were not a welcome sight.


  Then, at once, she was looking at him again and her look was a magnetic thrill through his body. He would speak to her, he wanted to hear her voice. He walked close by, paused, and pointed to the instrument she was playing. It was a lute, formed of a highly polished translucent amber shell, the shell of a lowly Venus animal—a brugg.


  He smiled faintly as he touched his belt. The girl’s mysterious eyes shifted to the ornament he was wearing. It was one of the few possessions he had transferred from his own clothing to this Tombot uniform. It was the little metal brugg that Wazzl had given him.


  Vlllinnnnnnnng!


  Her fingers struck across the strings with a sharp twang. Instantly she muted the strings with a touch of her hand. She had not intended to make such a break. She regained her composure quickly. Porters up and down the corridor turned to look. Bill, chilled by the sudden commotion, moved on. The soft music was resumed, and he knew the incident had passed.


  What, exactly, had happened? He moved on into the next arched entry to stand, as inconspicuously as possible, at the edge of other Tombots standing at the rear of the overcrowded auditorium.


  He was quite incapable of concentrating on the ranting of the speaker from the stage. That girl—for minutes he could think of nothing else. Then—someone slipped into the room and moved close to him.


  A low whisper sounded in his ear. “You are a stranger here?”


  The girl was standing there, plainly frightened at her own boldness, yet eager to speak with him. He was instantly troubled. If a slave girl could detect, at a glance, that he was an impostor, what chance had he among the Ozandos themselves? He started to draw away.


  She touched his hand. The sensation of her touch arrested him. Something was being pressed into his fingers. The faint hint of a knowing look showed in the girl’s dark eyes. She tiptoed away.


  The porters in the arched doorways must have noticed, he thought. But he didn’t look. His Ozando uniform was his protection against lesser men. And those Tombots standing near him had been too absorbed in the excitement of the big meeting to notice. He glanced back to the corridor. The girl had resumed her position in the alcove and did not look at him.


  He glanced guardedly at the card she had placed in his hand and read the Venus symbols written there.


  “Before the meeting ends, please meet me, second floor, north wing, on open air balcony.—Vleeta.”


  8.


  THE meeting made little impression on Bill, at first. He knew that these Ozando officers were being lectured. They were being prepared for something. The son of the Emperor would arrive, presently—the great soldier, Gran-zeddo, Commander of the Flying Tombots. He would bring this great convocation to its proper climax.


  “When he comes onto the stage,” Bill told himself, “I’ll break away unnoticed.” And he stole a glance at the porters in the doorways. They were not watching him. He breathed more easily. But a moment later, all of his self-complacency vanished.


  The fierce looking Emperor’s son, Gran-zeddo, was borne to the auditorium on a sort of palanquin, a richly ornamented portable throne, carried on the shoulders of four gaudily uniformed Tombots. There were Tombot color bearers ahead of the Commander, a pair of standard bearers back of him, and a company of officials in the wake of the procession.


  Outside the arched entrance the party stopped. There was a last minute check-up before the grand entrance. The Commander was upset about something. Bill caught a glimpse of his fierce eyes, and heard his low savage voice as he barked orders. He decided to send someone up into the palace tower to wake up the Emperor, who, he was sure, would have dozed off to sleep. The Emperor should watch the meeting on his screen.


  “You—” be pointed to one of his trusted standard bearers bide of him. Then someone was needed to use the Tombot’s place. One of the Con-minder’s party stepped to the door and motioned to Bill. “You—here.”


  In another moment the party proceeded down the central aisle of the packed auditorium. Bill was marching with them, carrying a pole with a Tombot insignia on it, and his face burned like fire.


  When the party came to rest on the stage, Bill stood at one wing, his opposite number at the other. He watched across the width of the stage. His right side was turned toward the audience. Whenever he turned his eyes slightly to the left, he could take in the Commander in all his absurd magnificence. And above the heads of the Commander and the official party, who are seated in a precise row, was the vast silver screen that extended upward higher than Bill dared look.


  If anyone looks twice at me,” Bill kept lying to himself, “I’ll get a one-way ticket to the guard house.”


  The room darkened gradually. Earlier, the ranting speaker had said there would be a communication in pictures after the Commander came. So it was to be a movie.


  After certain introductory scenes, the chief character of the movie-message appeared. Not a man, but a monster.


  The monster on the screen was less odious to Bill than the Tombots in person. He was keenly aware that he was surrounded by ten thousand or more of the so-called “pride of Venus”.


  In the semi-darkness he studied their faces. Tombot faces—a whole auditorium full of Tombot faces, staring up at the screen. Centuries of brutality were back of those faces.


  They had not removed their helmets. Over their block-shaped heads, crested hair poked out like feathered tails, bushy yellow hair out of silver helmets. Their glinting steel-blue eyes were curiously upright and close set. They were men of squarish build, these military aristocrats. Feathery pads of yellow hair grew, like epaulets, on the points of their shoulders. But their most barbaric feature was the pair of tusks that each carried, projecting from their tight, wide-spread lips. Not an endowment of nature, but a symbol of ferocity, grafted into their heads in their youth.


  These were the masters of Venus civilization, with whom the races of the Earth and other planets must cope in the centuries to come. Unless—


  A wild surge of fire ran through Bill’s nerves.


  Unless what?


  UNLESS the subtle influences of the E.S.F. should filter into Venus and work a miraculous change. Unless this new adolescent race, the servile Mixiles—this lethargic giant that slept in the mountains—should somehow be awakened to throw off the yoke of its cruel parent. Unless a revolution of blood and steel and deadly rays could be launched and fought and won!


  Such were Bill’s thoughts as the auditorium darkened and tire picture-message began on the screen.


  Then—the monster stole the show.


  He must have been a big fellow. The human beings moving around him in the color picture were less than half his height. The interpreter on the stage beside the screen had referred to him as a Mercury “man.” Bill couldn’t remember having seen his like before, though the books on the catacomb dwellers of Mercury always came up with some strange specimens. This was a three-eyed, walrus-shaped creature. In spite of his size, his skin and flesh were so transparent that he presented himself, to the camera, as a huge jelly model of brightly colored nerves, blood-vessels and bones.


  The Mercury monster’s words were garbled and meant less to Bill than the chattering of monkeys. But the stolid interpreter followed through each sequence with a translation. The substance of the message was that Catacomb Kings of Mercury would be glad to do business with the Ozandos: they would gladly purchase several thousand Mixile slaves for work in the subterranean plants. How soon could the Ozandos have an order of slaves ready for shipment?


  The interpreter bowed, under the critical eye of the Commander, and the picture was resumed. Again, the monster’s garbled words came through.


  Again the interpreter read the message. The Mercury “men” had made tests. These slaves called Mixiles were superior in lifting, taking orders, cooperating. The interpreter hesitated, once, as if fearing that the Mercury monster’s words were rather too favorable to the Mixiles. The Commander and the high officials on the stage were slightly uneasy, Bill thought. But the shadows deepened again, and the picture was resumed.


  Again the interpreter relayed the monster’s words, and this time his compliments to the Mixiles were not well received. He was forced to go back over one passage for a different translation: “. . . better than the men from Mars; superior to the men from the Earth; and somewhat more capable than the average man from Venus—” A roar of disapproval went over the audience. The interpreter made a sign of repeating to correct an error.


  “. . . more capable than the average Non-Ozando of Venus; for the Ozando, as everyone knows is unsurpassed.”


  It was a good try, but the damage had been done. Ugly voices had roared, for a moment, and the Commander had glared daggers. Bill wondered if the Emperor himself, the aged Granzed, was watching all this in a screen somewhere in the palace tower. The luckless interpreter had better put on a flying jacket and head for another climate.


  Yes, the ego of the Tombots must be satisfied! What a deal! It struck Bill with sudden clarity. This electric tension that he felt in the air was the feverish contagion of hatred toward the Mixiles—born of a secret suspicion of inferiority in every Flying Tombot’s heart.


  THE movie ended, and the interpreter retired. Other high officials were spotlighted, one by one, to declare their support of the great plan—to sell thousands of the Mixile slaves to Mercury.


  The tensions of Ozando hatreds rose to the highest pitch when the great soldier, Commander Gran-zeddo, rose to speak.


  As he stood in the circle of light at one side of the stage, his image was projected upon the screen, in full color. Thus magnified into a monster self that dwarfed his real self, he went through the gyrations of a rousing speech that magnetized his ten thousand uniformed worshippers.


  Bill could not take his eyes off the huge picture. The highly polished tusks were set with jewels that flashed like fire from the screen. Here was a man of self-esteem, who probably notched his gun with diamonds, Bill thought. He was a man of metal, set with gems—not a man of flesh.


  Yet the flesh of the man was there within the brilliance of his rich accoutrements. His eyes flashed with the same hard blue steel of other Ozando eyes. His hands were the same thick four-fingered hands. His body was block-shaped, not fat. His head was large and squarish, with the formidable look of a sledge hammer. He was the model for all Tombots, and his personal power, exhibited in this speech, was terrifying.


  The convocation ended with a brisk, rhythmic march that began, all at once, all over the auditorium. Stationary marching. Tombots held their places, stepping in time to the beat of percussion instruments. One by one, each row marched up over the stage to pass before the Commander.


  Danger was all around Bill. Lights blazed over the stage. A file of blunt-faced men in blue and silver was moving past, within arm’s reach of him.


  The line slowed for a moment. Bill reached to touch the arm of a young junior officer, and said, “Here!” He put the standard into the young Tombot’s hands and pointed to where the Tombot should stand.


  Then he walked out by a rear exit, looking at no one, as if going about an official errand—which indeed he was. It was time to keep an appointment.
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  SHEER luck had been with Bill. He knew it couldn’t last. A thousand things haunted him as he ascended the steps—no, ten thousand. The faces of those Tombots. And another Tombot face that he had seemed to see in those ten thousand—the face of the Tombot he had killed, whose uniform he wore.


  Was his good luck due to play out? Yes, and past due. No, he mustn’t think such thoughts. His fingers mustn’t double up with tension. His arms must swing free. Above all, he mustn’t attract attention.


  He burst into a self-confident march toward the open balcony.


  There she was, coining along the railing toward him Vleeta!


  There were other people about, Ozandos and Mixile slaves. She was careful not to seem to recognize him is she approached. But her hand made the slightest motion that was a signal to him He was to turn about and follow bet.


  At the corner be reversed his direction and started back threading his way through a crowded promenade that circled the north wing of the palace. She glanced back, before turning, to make sure he was following.


  She darted into a break in the wall that served as a servants’ shortcut across the central part of the palace. It led through the building, looking down on the interior promenade and up into a lofty dome. The way was a sort of catwalk, not frequented by Ozandos. Slaves scurried out of Bill’s path. The uniform he wore was obviously poison to all Mixile servants. Fine specimens. Tall, brawny men. Tall, beautiful women. But what costumes! Simple, loosehanging gray garments. And whatever their task or station, they all wore gray and black identification bands around their wrists and ankles.


  The catwalk brought Bill out through a small storm door, out into the open, onto a narrow improvised walk that bordored a sloping roof.


  HE HURRIED along. Vleeta was a hundred feet ahead of him, quickening her step. He tried to catch a view of the city on the fly. Streets spread out from the plaza like a fan.


  Ozando traffic moved at a swift pace. All sizes of cigar-shaped vehicles streamed along silently. More noisily, the pedestrians hummed at varying speeds on their powered roller skates.


  Vleeta had rounded a corner beyond. Bill strode after her, his eyes flicking out to catch the weird tapered shadows of the tall buildings. The city was a forest of cones. Tall towers, like inverted ice-cream cones, dominated the scene. Flat circular platforms sat on the points of the cones. These were for Flying Tombots or Ozando air flivvers to land on.


  The wide, rambling palace had its cone-shaped tower, too. It surmounted the east wing that would be where the communications room was located. Bill guessed. That was where the aged Emperor sat and took in the affairs of his Empire by screen.


  Bill trotted down the ramp. It led from the reef-walk to a pedestrian bridge over the street. He was leaving the palace. He elbowed through thick traffic. The rollerskating lanes fairly roared. Beneath the bridge was the street. Ahead was a wide jigsaw-shaped government office building. The outlandish facade was a weird collection of carvings. Ozando art! Figures of brugg-eaters, chiselled from stone, peeked out of alcoves. Windows were embellished with massive helmet-and-tusk plaques. These were the Tombot insignia, the same design as that of the standard Bill had carried in the procession.


  A corridor ran through the building like a tunnel. At the other end, the filmy light blue of Vleeta’s dress caught the sunshine. She was hurrying on. She beckoned, hardly glancing back.


  He followed down another ramp, across a bit of street, down an irregular stairs, on through a basement thoroughfare where most of the passers-by were Mixile slaves. He was entering their part of the city, the underworld.


  Sunlight had been left behind. The passages were dim. The air smelled of musty stone. He noticed three bars of amber light, crudely hooked to the ceiling. They formed an arrow that pointed to one of three branches in the passageway.


  He could hear Vleeta’s footsteps ahead. He came to a Y. A single rose-colored blob of light showed the way. He preferred the tunnel to the left. The right-hand passage was occupied by a thirty-five or forty foot brugg-eater.


  The alert eyes of the brugg-eater reflected the red glow. The spines of the animal were faintly visible, extending in a comfortable S-shaped curve back into the darkness. Near the animal’s head were evidences that some master had not forgotten to feed him. Hunks of bone glowed pink in the dim light.


  To the left, Bill followed Vleeta’s retreating footsteps. The narrow passage opened out into a square-cut corridor where Venus numbers had been painted on the doors alone either wall. These were the slaves’ underground homes.


  Bill paused for a moment to listen. Had Vleeta entered one of these open doors?


  He glanced into three of four of the rooms along the way. He came to an orange-painted room. He heard footsteps inside. He looked in.


  IT WAS a mistake. A male slave inside the room stepped toward the door. Bill saw the slave’s eyes flash. The fellow didn’t wince. Above, on the promenade, slaves had winced at the sight of his Tombot uniform. Now he was in the slave’s domain. Bill hurried on down the gray corridor. He mustn’t lose the trail. He didn’t look back. But he thought he heard—


  He fell suddenly. He heard the thin zinnng of a climp-gun as he fell.


  In a flash the hot wires whipped his ankles. He fell sprawling. The weight of the riving apparatus on his back fell with him.


  He started to scramble up. A second zinnng sang through the corridors. The flying metal bands lacerated the flesh of his arms, instantly tightening about his elbow’s and body.


  Footsteps sounded, beating fast toward him. Three husky Mixile slaves crowded in on him. One of them pounced at him and struck him with a hypo needle.


  He relaxed. Poison coursed through his bloodstream.


  He tried to watch them. Dimness crowded in. His eyes were bleary. They were unbinding him, he knew. They stripped him of his clothing. They were gloating over their good fortune. One of them was saying, “At last—three uniforms.”


  “We’ve waited long enough for the third—but here we are. All things come, eh, Shaddolog?”


  Shaddolog, the handsome, steady-eyed one that Bill had seen in the orange-painted room, threw off his own clothing and teasel it into the nearest doorway. “There.


  That’s for the victim. Let them cover his corpse with my rags.”


  “He’s still alive, Shaddolog. He’s watching us.”


  “We’ll take care of that.” Shaddolog was already getting into the Tombot uniform. “Look at these wings. This fellow has been in a fight. Wonder who he is.


  “He’s no Tombot. His face is more like a Mixile.”


  “He might be an Earth man. But he’s not safe alive. We’ll take no chances. I’ll roll him into the pit. The sooner we get away the better.”


  “Can we fly off in broad daylight, with the city full of Tombots? In an hour the air’ll be black with them.”


  “For us, that’s the safest time to pull away. Go on, men, get yourselves dressed up. I’ll finish this fellow.”


  “What about tusks?”


  Shaddolog rammed his finger into Bill’s mouth. “Fakes. They’re screwed in. I’ll yank them. Go on. Get into your suits.”


  Shaddolog’s two friends hurried off to their quarters. Shaddolog removed Bill’s tusks, then rolled him, fairly naked, into the corner. He drew a knife, bent over him.


  Bill saw the knife upraised. He was too groggy from the needle to resist. He thought he heard a girl’s scream from somewhere far off. He thought he saw a flash as the blade descended.


  The blade plunged down. Bill’s eyes were closing. He heard Shaddolog’s footsteps beating away in the darkness. The shadows swept in, and there was only the faint gleam of the knife handle rising out of the left side of his naked chest.
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  RAINCLOUDS rolled down over the Mixile mountains.


  Ed Lombard, alias Snowplow, was awakened by gentle rain beating down into his right ear and running across his cheek. The clink of bottles sounded, so close at hand that he had dreamed someone was pouring him a drink. He opened his eyes, expecting to see the tall old mountain man, Wazzl, in some gracious Mixile gesture. Instead, he saw a bridge overhead, a down-pour of rain all around him, and a widened stream at his feet. A pool of water had formed at his fingertips, and in it the empty bottles swam.


  In the gloom he made an effort to assemble his thoughts. Wazzl had often told him his ways were the ways of an unhappy man. and he found the thought worth considering. He could never hope to have the spark and verve of a young, ambitious man like—well, like Bill Brendell.


  He reached for his pocket. The coded message wasn’t there. And he had promised Bill faithfully—


  What was this? A note? A message from Bill. Now where did that come from?


  The note explained itself. So Bill, lacking faith in him, had come back and taken care of the errand himself. All right, the hell with him.


  “Who cares whether we report?” he muttered to himself. “What do they care about me? I’m on Venus. They’re on the Earth. If I report, what happens? Nothing. If I don’t report, what happens? Nothing. They forget me. I forget them.’S all there is to it. They sit back on their swanky chairs an’ drink comet highballs and spout their theories about planetary civilizations. And me, I roar off to Venus to do their dirty work for ’em. And I end up sittin’ under the bridge in the rain, without a drop to drink. If I ever get back to a space ship—”


  Snowplow’s monolog wheezed off into an uneasy sigh. Another sigh came through the air. It was a trio of Tombots, skimming in on their jets, out of the gray weather.


  Snow rolled back into the deepest darkness, hastily screening himself. Luckily he hadn’t been seen. What he saw puzzled him. These were not Flying Tombots, on second glance. They were tall, bold looking Mixiles wearing the Tombot uniforms for a disguise. They were waiting to encounter a party of genuine Tombots, and Snowplow knew there was a fight in the air. He would get out of here.


  But before he dared move, they shoved off. Again he was alone under the bridge.


  What was it all about? Was a search party converging on this area? This must be the aftermath of the murder Bill Brendell committed. Many hours, perhaps days, had passed since then, and Snowplow had begun to wonder whether the event would pass without a stir. Now he knew it wouldn’t. From what he had just heard, it was plain that Tombot searchers would soon be scouring this area.


  But what was the game of these three impostors?


  Jets sounded again. Three more blue and silver uniforms flashed in through the gray air. These three were genuine Tombots. Snowplow would have preferred not to breathe. He watched them uneasily. They glanced about, believed themselves to be alone, and proceeded to make camp, under the bridge, within a few yards of his hiding place.


  Their movements were swift and sure, and their words brief, all a part of their highly disciplined military routine. The rain didn’t lessen their determination to find the body of a murdered brother.


  THEY set up an electric campfire. Its light gave pink edges to the underside of the bridge, and it sent a warm glow all around. Snowplow would have liked to crawl closer. He was watersoaked and chilled. But he endured his misery in silence. Something told him this peaceful camp might not last long.


  One of the three Tombots was disturbed by a radio communication. He barked into his wrist-mike.


  “Your location? . . . Repeat, please . . . Impossible, sir. That is our location . . . Describe your terrain . . . Bridge? . . . You are describing our location, sir . . . I’m sorry, sir, but . . . Your pardon, sir. I shall report your message, sir.”


  He turned to his two companions. “We have been joined by squadron Eight-Eight-Eleven. They are above the bridge now, waiting . . . They have a clue. We are ordered to come at once.”


  There was a moment’s confusion. One of the Tombots declared that a squadron number Eight-Eight-Eleven didn’t exist. But it wasn’t wise to take chances with superior squadrons that bore double numbers. Orders were orders. The three Tombots marched out into the open in stiff military formation.


  They turned to look up on the bridge, and were shot down.
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  THAT was only the beginning. Ed Lombard discovered himself to be an oversize mouse watching a party to which he hadn’t been invited, from a not-too-safe corner. The game this party played was massacre.


  The three Mixile desperadoes were plainly relishing their role as Tombot decoys. They strutted in their stolen blue and silver uniforms, mocking the airs of Tombots. They radioed messages boldly. Other Tombot trios, excited by their calls, were lured to the bridge. They came expecting to be shown new clues to the murder of three brothers who had disappeared many hours before. They fell easily for the faked messages. And when they arrived, they were shot down.


  Why didn’t they hold back and use some caution?


  This, Snowplow saw, was the Ozando military mind at work. Thoroughly disciplined, as obedient as automatons, these proud Tombots became the easy prey of three vicious Mixile killers. They sped to the bridge in threes. In threes they were murdered.


  The rain had stopped. The warmth of the electric campfire had partially dried Snowplow’s clothing. Darkness had come on. Fifteen murdered Flying Tombots, lying lifeless around the edge of the stream, made a weird picture for Snowplow to contemplate. He could have used a drink.


  The three desperadoes worked swiftly to strip the victims of their uniforms. It was time to get away. Their bold, brawny leader, whom they called Shaddolog, had gotten a hunch they were in danger of overplaying their luck.


  “Count the uniforms. Be sure we haven’t left any. Move fast.”


  “We’d just as well call in a few more, Shaddolog. Plenty of ammunition.”


  “We have all the equipment we can handle. These fifteen outfits will do a lot.” Snowplow saw that getting rid of Tombots was only half of their game. The real need was for more Tombot uniforms and flying jackets. They meant to operate an escape route for other slaves back at the capital where they had recently broken away. Their new-felt freedom was back of their desperation. Rescuing other slaves from bondage was the passion of their lives Snowplow began to read new light in the maniacal glitter of big Shaddolog’s eyes.


  All three were high spirited over their easy luck. They had arrived in the mood to murder any man or beast that stepped in their path. And now they had heaped themselves with glowing confidence. Was this, Snowplow wondered, the way the revolution would begin? Ugly business. Yet there was a method . . .


  Fascinated and horrified, Snowplow watched from the darkness until their work was finished. They stacked the bodies in a heap, poured fuel over them, and tossed the electric campfire instrument onto the pile.


  The roaring blaze lighted the surrounding trees and grasses, and highlighted the forms of the three Mixile desperadoes as they flew off into the night.


  Through the darkness, Snowplow slogged along to the southward, following the course of the stream. His progress was slow, but he was aided by an electric torch. He might have fastened it to his belt or strapped it around his forehead. But he carried it, rather tensely, in his left hand, keeping his right free for the weapon that rode loosely in his holster. Something was beginning to stir in his mind. He was less concerned with getting on to the next town than with thinking something through.


  Bill Brendell should be here to talk with him. They had had so little time to talk things out. Was this what Bill wanted—this riot of murder that Snow had just seen? Was that what the E.S.F. meant to send weapons for?


  “Only the beginning,” Snowplow muttered to himself. “Just the first scratch on the surface.”


  THE weight of the anticipated revolution began to bear down on him. It would have to be a major surgical operation. Anything less would be a waste of blood and weapons.


  At daylight Snowplow rose from the bed he had been offered by a friendly Mixile native near a village. His course followed a cliff road, and soon he could see the towers of rock high above him, foothills of the higher heaps of mountains that lay behind them.


  The thought of a spaceport kept twisting in his mind. Bill had chided him for not getting action. Well, Bill should see this jagged country for himself, the young fool. How could these simple mountain people be expected to rip the tops off these rocky planet teeth to make landing places for little human toys?


  The more Snowplow climbed the trails, the more the bigness of the mountains impressed him.


  The people who had come here to live, he thought, were doomed to slavery one way or another. Either they would be carted away to the Ozando plains to become slaves under Tombot discipline, or they would remain here to become slaves to these merciless mountains. What nature had created here would not easily be undone by mere men, whether Venus men, Earth men, or mixed.


  MANY hours later, he conferred with an official in one of the Mixile cliffside towns. Across a table laden with meats and wines, he was given information that was sweet music to his ears.


  “We are indeed honored by the presence of the celebrated Ed Lombard,” the village official said. “Allow me to pour you another drink.”


  Snowplow stared uneasily at his host. When the glass was filled, and promptly emptied, he said, in his best Venus words. “Please tell me again how it is that you know me. Why are you honoring me? Say it again—slow’.”


  “Because all villages through the Mixile mountains should be honoring you today. This is the day that the completion of the Lombard spacesport is being celebrated by our people.”


  “The Lombard spaceport?”


  “Do not say it too loud. We Mixiles are proud to be unexcelled in keeping secrets, but even the mountain breezes have ears.”


  “The Lombard Spaceport!—You say it’s completed?”


  “Only now it has been finished, after these several years of work under your direction. Your plans—”


  “My plans? Now wait a minute. What’s your Venus word for kidding, as we say on Earth? . . . Never mind, just go or with your story. Tell it to me again.”


  “Your plan was so well adapted to our tools and our skills that the work progressed ahead of schedule.”


  “Oh, it did?”


  “Naturally you must have realized that you were most fortunate in having our great leader, Wazzl, at your side, to translate your orders each day.”


  “Wazzl! Yes, of course—Wazzl! I should have known—I mean, of course! Wazzl wouldn’t let me down. Yes, I had to keep after the old boy, but he knew how to take orders. And so you’ve named the port Lombard.”


  “There was some talk, you know, of naming it the E.S.F. In fact, some of the Mixile engineers claimed that we could have planned it ourselves, after the E.S.F. gave us the idea. But you know, those specific orders signed by you that reached us every day through Wazzl’s secret tunnel—”


  “Yes, of course. Secret tunnel—yes, I knew—well, I’ll be—er—have any spaceships landed there yet?”


  “Not yet, my dear Lombard. I was about to ask you how soon—”


  “Er—hasn’t Wazzl quoted me on that point?”


  “Not yet, sir.”


  “The bounder. Playing off again. Well, I promise you it won’t be too long.”


  “I felt sure of that, sir. Shall I pour you another drink?”


  “No—no, thank you,” Snowplow said, rising abruptly. “I have lots of business matters to attend to. I’ll inspect the port, first of all. Then there’ll be a number of communications—to the E.S.F., and to a fellow named Bill, if I can find him, and to Wazzl—”


  “I feel sure, sir, that when you get to the spaceport you will find Wazzl already there.”


  “I don’t think so. I left him back at his cave.”


  “Oh, but he comes over frequently by his secret tunnel, you know’. It takes him less than four of your Earth hours since he’s taken to traveling by power-cycle.”


  Four hours!” Snowplow shuffled his feet to ease the pressure on the blisters, “Four hours!”


  “You seem a bit dismayed, sir. Are you not happy to have such an efficient helper?”


  “Happy?” Snowplow mopped his forehead. “Yes—yes, that’s one word for it. And there are a lot of others. I’ll be on my way.”
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  IT’S a wonderful feeling to breathe. There are times when a man has no greater passion in life than to feel the flow of air through his nostrils and down into the depths of his lungs.


  Bill Brendell couldn’t quite believe it was happening to him, but he wouldn’t have had it any other way.


  He couldn’t quite believe it was the thump of his own faithful heart, that slow soft patient thumping sensation against the painful flesh of his left side.


  He drank in the perfumed air, so unlike any air he had ever breathed before. And there was no other passion in him than this—to keep on breathing.


  Hours later he heard that voice again—her voice—the voice of the girl he knew had been caring for him.


  His eyes opened and he saw her, a misty image of a beautiful Mixile girl, and knew she must be real, for she held a drink to his lips.


  She spoke gently, seriously, sometimes sharply, but more often in a tone of questioning. She wanted to know where he had come from. He was not ready to answer.


  For many hours he could not understand how he was able to be alive. He remembered clearly that the knife blade had flashed down at his heart.


  Then she began to explain. He listened, he smiled a smile of doubt.


  “You could not believe me so excellent at shooting? Is that it?” the girl asked. There were qualities of the Earth and of Venus in her voice. “Sometime I shall demonstrate. Even Shaddolog, who thinks he killed you, would be surprised if I told him. I do not deny that the fates were with me. There must be a reason.”


  “Are you telling me,” Bill asked slowly, painfully, “that you shot the knife free his hand?”


  “I shot the blade. It disintegrated as it plunged. You will find the mark of my shot on the wall beyond. But the blade you will never find. Only an inch of it remained when the knife struck you. And so the wound was not deep. But the poison—”


  He now realized that this, indeed, was what must have happened. He observed, “It’s a wonder you didn’t melt away Shaddolog’s arm.”


  “I was lucky, indeed. The Mixile gods are with me. It would have been a pity to lose Shaddolog’s good arm.”


  “Would it?”


  “A very great pity.”


  Bill might have debated this opinion if he had felt up to it. “I certainly don’t know why he wanted to kill me in the first place. I hadn’t done anything to him. I never even saw him before.”


  “Shaddolog has had many narrow escapes, and he does not take chances with men in the Tombot uniform. Perhaps you will think he acts too much on impulse.” Oh, no. He just murders you first and asks who you are afterward. Nothing impulsive about that.”


  Shaddolog is one of our most desperate slaves. He has waited so long for a chance to escape. His people need him. His despair was twisting into madness. But you came along—you in your uniform. This gave him the break he has long awaited.”


  “So he knifes me to show his gratitude. That’s just fine. Nice fellow, I’m sure.”


  “I think you do not want to understand. The girl’s dark eyes were looking at him steadily. “I do not know you. You came as a stranger. I guessed—but I guessed wrong.”


  Bill found this conversation exasperating, but he controlled his anger and tried to get his words back on a less sarcastic note. “Em a stranger, all right. And I can see that I don’t make sense to you. Well, you don’t make sense to me, either. If you led me into this trap so he could kill me, why did you bother to save me?”


  “I may not save you, after all,” she said quietly. “It depends. I must go now.”


  She slipped out of the room. Bill listened to her footsteps, quick and angry, down the long corridor.


  There was food by his bed. He ate. He slept, and when he again awakened he had the feeling that many hours had passed.


  HE WAS feeling better. He was eager to get out of this sickbed and onto his feet. But his efforts warned him that he needed more time.


  He had an impulse to look for his own medicine kit. His would-be murderer might have dumped his pocket things, and if so, Bill could change the dressing on his wound.


  Vleeta came, then. She redressed the wound herself, and watching her he was well satisfied. She hardly spoke to him. She seemed much more preoccupied with her own thoughts than before. But as she was starting out she paused at a shelf, reached into a packet which evidently contained his possessions, and brought forth the metal brugg ornament he had worn on his belt.


  “This symbol,” Vleeta spoke, coming toward him, “is familiar to me. Will you tell me where you got it?”


  “A friend gave it to me,” Bill said. “An old Mixile mountaineer. He lives a thousand miles from here. You wouldn’t know him.” Vleeta said, “He must have liked you, to give you this.”


  “He was friendly, in his way.”


  “Did he help you across the death ray into the valley?” She looked at him very directly, and must have seen the answer in his eyes, for a light of trust filled hers. “If you are a friend of Wazzl, then you are a friend to us. You may not care to share our great trouble, for the way will be strewn with pain and crying. But at least you will not harm us. I am sure you will not.”


  She took his hand and pressed it to her cheek.


  “You are a friend of Wazzl,” she said. “Say that you are a friend of Vleeta.”


  “I’m your friend,” Bill said.


  “And my sister, the beautiful Vloonda, whom all the Mixiles adore?”


  “All right, we’ll say I’m a friend of your sister Vloonda too.”


  “And Shaddolog, the reckless, impulsive one, who is ready to kill all the Ozando Tombots?”


  “I’ll have to think that one over,” Bill said. “Let me tell you something, Vleeta. I came here from the Earth to help the Mixiles. I was sent here by the Earth Solar Foundation. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “I know there’s much trouble to be gone through with. The way is going to be strewn with fire. My business is chiefly to find out about things and report back. That’s what I’m doing, here at the palace—getting a picture of the situation so I can tell the E.S.F. what’s needed.”


  “Needed for what?”


  Bill held the girl’s hand tightly. “I’m taking a chance, trusting you, Vleeta. I hope I’m not misplacing my trust.”


  “You can trust us—we will not betray—”


  “We?”


  “My sister Vloonda and I—and Shaddolog. Our hearts are bound in a common trust.”


  Bill’s lips tightened. He didn’t like the way that name Shaddolog kept coming up in Vleeta’s conversations. But every rash, impulsive, murderous Mixile was going to have to be considered if the race undertook to throw off its oppressors by force of arms. Shaddolog had just as well be faced.


  “Tell me, Vleeta, before I answer any more of your questions—have you a great influence over Shaddolog? Do you mean much to him?”


  “Do you mean, do I hold my love for him?”


  “That was not what I meant.” Bill glanced away, ashamed that he had accidentally caused the girl to reveal more than she intended. “I mean, could you get him to come here peacefully, to listen to me. I want to talk with him. I want to talk with any Mixiles who wish to be free.”


  “I shall try to bring him,” Vleeta said. “But I do not think that you or anyone else can talk fast enough to help. The only answer is the one Shaddolog has chosen. Escape. Escape to the mountains.”


  “And murder. Murder for the Tombots at every opportunity. Is that what you mean?”


  “The killings were only a stepping stone. Uniforms are needed for escape. Escape is the great game of every Mixile slave. And now it is a more important game than ever. Very soon thousands of us who cannot escape are going to be sent away in sky ships. We are going to be sold to another planet.”


  “Yes, I know,” Bill said.


  “You know? And you did not tell me? Why not? Did you think I would not be interested? Or do we not trust each other, after all?”


  She looked accusingly at Bill, and when he didn’t answer, she eased the way for him. “I am sure it was because you were too ill to talk. Your accident was your first concern, not our impending doom.”


  “I’m sorry,” Bill said.


  “After all, you are not a Mixile. You are an Earth man.”


  “I have the highest regard for the Mixiles. There is no greater race, potentially, on this planet. I have tremendous respect for what the Mixiles may become. That’s why I am here.” He rose to a sitting position. “Believe me, Vleeta, I think very highly of the Mixiles.”


  “That is easy for you to say,” she smiled mockingly. “The words are nice, like the music I play in the corridors of the palace. But I am sure that in your heart you believe yourself to be far superior to us Mixile slaves.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “See—you do not deny—”


  “I don’t think in those terms.”


  “I can prove—”


  “This is childish talk. I don’t carry any feelings of superiority toward anyone. I’m only looking toward the goals of future peace among planets. I have faith that the Mixiles will become good neighbors. The Ozandos have the makings of enemies. I want to see justice done. I want peace.”


  “I can prove—”


  “We’re not here to quarrel over petty matters,” Bill said petulantly. “Superiority—what is it, anyway? It’s a word.”


  “It’s a feeling,” Vleeta said. “See—you are testing your own feelings this minute. Ask yourself this question, Mr. Earth Man. Would you marry a Mixile girl? . . . Well, why don’t you answer?”


  “What’s marrying a Mixile girl got to do with what we’re talking about?”


  “See. Already you’re retreating.”


  “I’m not retreating a step. I’m talking about races, not marriage. Of course I would marry a Mixile girl if I fell in love with one. Why not?”


  “A Mixile slave girl?”


  “Yes, why not? Are there my rules against it? Of course not. Lots of Earth men. I—what are you looking at me that way for.


  SHE was smiling at him strangely, be: lids lowered, and the faintly mocking look was not there.


  He changed his tone. “Listen to me. Vleeta. You and I are talking in circle You’re not interested in my views. You’re in love with a desperado named Shaddolog.


  “Who said I was in love with Shaddolog?”


  “You did, practically.”


  “It is my sister Vloonda who will marry Shaddolog.”


  “Oh? So that’s it. Still, I notice that you didn’t exactly deny what I just said.”


  She was quick to brush the implication aside, and her eagerness to change the subject gave Bill cause to look back of her words for conflicts too delicate to be discussed. But there was no doubt that she wanted a chance to talk about her sister, the beautiful Vloonda.


  Bill glanced at the picture that hung on the wall. The lovely Mixile girl looked so much like Vleeta that he had at first taken it to be no other. But it was the sister, Vloonda. Vleeta held the photograph before him as she talked on.


  “She is so wonderful, all the mountain people fairly worship her.”


  “You talk as if she were a goddess, or something,” Bill offered, not expecting his remark to be taken seriously.


  “She will become that when she dies.” Vleeta said quite earnestly. “She bears a religious title, one of the highest. Have you heard of ana-moreela-ana-o-starr?”


  The Venus word was strange to Bill. “Ana—”


  “Ana-o-starr—that is enough to remember. There are far-off Venus tribes who will say the word only in whispers.”


  “And it refers to your sister?”


  “Yes. It is an honor that is part spirit, part flesh. While Vloonda lives, she lives as an inspiration among her people. It has been her good fortune to escape slavery. Perhaps she will remain free all of her life. But when the time comes for her to die, then—ana-moreela-ana-o-starr.


  “I’ll have to read up on Venus ways,” Bill said dryly.


  “You cannot hope to understand by my telling you. If you could see her and hear her speak, you would know that her words are worshipped by all our mountain people.”


  It was all much too high-flung and airy, Bill thought, to be of any use in the Mixile struggle against oppression.


  But he listened to Vleeta’s rhapsody, fascinated. Here she was, modestly singing the praises of her sister a thousand miles away. Did she realize that she possessed qualities of her own that were, in Bill’s eyes, practically out of this world? And yet, unaffected by the exalted position she had earned as a slave, she quietly kept her place among her fellow servants. How would she act in time of crisis, Bill wondered.


  Her thoughts returned to the black days just ahead, and she repeated, “Soon pain and crying shall be ours. We are not free to choose our way. Soon we are to be pressed into sky ships and sent to another planet.”


  It was then that Bill Brendell vowed to himself that he would cast his lot with these slaves, and become one of them. He wanted to see life’s realities through their eyes.
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  BILL had no trouble passing as a Mixile slave. With a bit of careful facial makeup and the regulation slave garments, he looked the part.


  He went forth daily with the laboring gangs and bent to the work. His soft hands hardened and his steel muscles responded. His slave companions accepted him and asked no questions.


  “We could almost call you Shaddolog,” a slave friend named Gongeff said to him.


  Bill winced at this. The name of Shaddolog recalled the less than pleasant details that went with his new life. He lived in the ghastly orange-painted underground room previously occupied by Shaddolog and the two other runaways. His sleeping hours were haunted by apprehensions. Shaddolog might return without warning, to discover Bill in possession. Bill wore Shaddolog’s clothing and identification bands. Shaddolog might not like it.


  But the real worries were the greater terrors that hovered over all slaves. Under surface there was panic It grew as the Tombots began herding them into little groups and sending them through inspections for sorting and grading. They were tested for their adaptability to conditions on other planets.


  Did the slaves know what was back of these new inspections? Bill was sure they did. They were keen, imaginative. Grapevines of information led in from all directions.


  Outwardly they appeared innocent, obedient, and carelessly stupid. But when they shared their day’s experiences in private, after working hours. Bill realized how deeply they had been stirred.


  They talked bitterly of the little knots of Tombots, inspectors standing in little groups at the intersections, watching them with speculative eyes, taking in their brawny muscles.


  Yes, they were all aware that a big slave transaction was at hand. Which of them would go with the first shipment? They would soon know.


  Then came a wild burst of news from the western border of the Empire. A massacre of Tombots!


  Fifteen flying scouts had been slaughtered on the bank of a little stream near the Mixile foothills. Fifteen Tombots—the pride of Venus! Mixile blood would pay for this mass murder, and soon!


  Bill was not sure just when the Ozando authorities had discovered that Shaddolog and two other slaves had escaped. By now, he was sure, they knew; for his quarters had been searched several times during his absence. News of escapes was something the authorities preferred to keep quiet. But now—


  “It was Shaddolog and his party that killed the Tombots,” Gongeff, Bill’s new friend declared, “and the authorities know it—even if they haven’t said it.”


  “Can anyone be sure?” Bill asked.


  “The method of the killings leaves no doubt. That would be Shaddolog’s way, to burn their bodies in their own campfire. If he could have managed, he would have brought the burning corpses back to the palace plaza, just to gloat over his deeds.” Gongeff’s dark eyes flashed with pride.


  “He’s very rash,” Bill observed. “Do you think he’s helping the Mixile cause, or harming it?”


  His slave friend considered. “He may be too hotheaded to help much while he’s alive. But wait till they run him down and execute him. He’ll be a lot of help, dead.”


  Before another day had passed, the electrifying flash of news went over the Empire. The runaway trio—Shaddolog and two other criminal slaves—had been captured alive.


  THE Ozando radios blared the exciting news loud enough for slaves working in the fields to hear. The three mad murderers of the fifteen Tombots were being brought back to the palace. They would be tried. They would have to face Commander Gran-zeddo himself, and unquestionably would be judged guilty.


  Late that night a company of slaves was called out for a special piece of work. Bill was among those chosen.


  He and the others went to work setting beams into place on the palace plaza. He presently realized that they were constructing a low pyramid which would serve as an execution platform. The crowds were expected to be enormous.


  Bill paused to get his breath. He had been working like a demon. The light rain felt good to his half naked body. He looked up at the low clouds, low-hanging blobs of golden steam where the searchlights swept over them.


  He wished they would give down a torrent of rain. The Ozandos had never outgrown some of their old primitive superstitions. A thrashing Venus storm at a time like this would be sure to worry them.


  A lash fell across Bill’s bare back. A stripe of burning pain shocked him out of his thoughts. He had lagged for a few seconds. The whip brought him to life. Without looking back—for a good Mixile slave would never protest or resist punishment—he hurled himself into the work again.


  Then he was called aside. They called him by number. He was unaware, at first, that he was being called.


  “You—you, there on the end. Can’t you come when you’re called?”


  “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t hear.”


  “Excuses! That’s another violation. You should be disciplined. However, no time for that. You are wanted in the palace. Guards, escort him. You have your orders.”


  Marching between two brisk Tombots, he moved through the single-passage electronic gate which registered him as unarmed. Any weapons on his person, concealed or otherwise, would have locked the gate against him automatically, and he would have been searched. Elis thoughts flashed back to Wazzl. He couldn’t help wondering whether the potent scented syrup Wazzl had once used to stagger a couple of Tombots would be combed out by this safety-gate. If Wazzl were only here!


  He was brought into the presence of a high Tombot officer from a double-number squadron.


  It was a small, oval shaped room. On either side of the officer’s desk was a six-foot screen for communication with superiors.


  Bill was seated directly in front of the officer’s desk. He glanced around at the five or six persons in the semicircle of seats. Vleeta was one of them.


  What was Vleeta doing here? She and another female slave were watching him. Vleeta barely touched her lips. A warning?


  The high officer, a wide-faced, narroweyed man named Condor, worked sluggishly at the signal dials under each screen until he brought in the parties he wanted.


  Bill winced. The blunt arrogant-looking face on the right was that of Commander Gran-zeddo. The high colors of his jewelled uniform cast a baleful light into the room.


  The figure in the lefthand screen was an aged man who appeared listless. Bill noted his thick jaw and his wide, pale-purple lips. He no longer wore the Tombot tusks. He looked as if he preferred comfort to ostentation. He sat, glowering through half-closed eyes, waiting for the proceedings to begin. A warm, richly colored fur robe was snugged around his throat and against his ears.


  This, Bill knew at once, was the ruler himself, tire venerable Emperor, Gran-zek.


  “We have produced the slave who bears the official number of Shaddolog,” the officer Condor said, after he had addressed his superiors on the screen with reverence. “We have our official photographs of Shaddolog. You may judge for yourself whether this is the man.”


  Both Gran-zek and Gran-zeddo glanced at pictures, and Gran-zeddo’s voice, flat and metallic through the speaker, said, “Proceed.”


  “I have here the witness who was called in earlier,” Condor said. “Vleeta declares that this man is wearing the number of Shaddolog only by chance, and that he has nothing to do with Shaddolog’s escape or his subsequent crimes. Vleeta, will you repeat your story?”


  VLEETA took her place in a chair equipped with what Bill guessed to be lie-detecting devices, and told her story. She told it faithfully, insofar as Shaddolog’s actions were concerned. She was allowed to step down.


  “I have gathered evidence to support the girl’s story,” Condor said to the two dignitaries in the screens. “I am opposed to executing this man along with Shaddolog and his two companions. I don’t think it is justified.”


  The Emperor spoke dryly. “This person is obviously an Earth man. Why is he passing as a Mixile slave?”


  Condor spoke for a moment with Vleeta, and then answered. “This Earth man has apparently lost his memory. The girl rescued him from an attack.”


  “Let the girl speak for herself.”


  Vleeta answered their questions coolly. Until recently she had not known this Earth man. She had come upon Shaddolog preparing to kill him. Knowing Shaddolog’s rash ways, she had acted quickly to prevent the murder. The Earth man had obviously been too shocked to know what had happened, and had been unable to remember why he had come to the palace. Recovering from his fracas with Shaddolog, he had not known what to do with himself. There were Shaddolog’s garments, and Shaddolog was gone. So he had done what seemed the natural thing—he had imitated those about him, and thus had drifted into the ways of a slave.


  “It is my belief,” Vleeta said, “that he came here on some important mission, perhaps to extend the Earth’s favors to the Ozando Empire.”


  “Very likely,” said Commander Gran-zeddo sarcastically.


  Condor said, “His official papers admit him as an official emissary. Unfortunately, the key document is blotted with blood.”


  “You are being much too gullible, Condor,” Gran-zeddo’s flat voice sounded, “Aren’t you suspicious of the girl’s story—or does her beauty blind you?”


  Condor answered with mock politeness, but his words, Bill thought, were edged with defiance. He had been in this game of investigating for a long time, he said. It was plain to him that if the girl had wanted to pull a fast switch, she could have tried to prove this man to be Shaddolog. She and other slaves might have worked it to have him executed, and the real Shaddolog would have gone free. She didn’t.


  “Have the girl investigated,” Gran-zeddo said. “What does this impostor say for himself?”


  Bill did his best to say as little as possible. He said his memory went back to the recovery from the stabbing. He had come to consider himself a Mixile slave, yet he realized he was different. He said that things began to turn slowly in his mind now, as they called him an Earth man. “But your mission here?”


  “I—I do not remember.”


  Gran-zeddo snorted, “Charge him as guilty along with the others. Get rid of him. We’ll save ourselves trouble.”


  “Wait,” the old ruler advised. “There may be something more we should know before we lose him.”


  “If you say turn him loose,” Gran-zeddo said, facing his father coldly through the screen, “I can guarantee he’ll meet with an accidental death before Shaddolog arrives.”


  “Your zeal outweighs your judgment, Gran-zeddo. I order that he be placed in the hands of Dr. Rosette—and let there be no accidents.”


  Bill was sure, without actually hearing it, that Vleeta gave a sigh of relief The Tombot guards led him away.


  14.


  THE laboratory of Dr. Rosette was unlike anything Bill had ever seen before. At first glance the wide glass-paneled room reminded him vaguely of one of those grotesquely built fun-houses in the amusement parks of some Earth cities. Long chains of little one-seated cars rolled along on narrow-gauge tracks.


  A group of eighteen or twenty Mixile boys were riding gayly down a gentle incline. From their laughter and shouting, one might have thought they were having the greatest fun of their young lives. They were taking in the city with the eagerness of youth.


  Then, as the procession streamed around a thrilling curve, the train began to break apart. Car by car, each boy sailed off in a different direction. Bill counted . . . Eighteen, nineteen, twenty.


  Twenty individual cars rolled out of sight through twenty individual doors, doors that flapped open and snapped closed.


  The sounds of laughter died away in some deeper distance. The twenty young Mixile lads were apart, now’, each in some individual ball of darkness, alone, waiting to see what would happen next.


  “They will have a long wait,” Dr. Rosette said. “We shall have time to visit.”


  Dr. Rosette led Bill into an elevator that rose to his private offices in the tower of the building. The windows looked out on the towers of the city, with their gleaming saucer-shaped landing platforms like giant gold and silver mushrooms. It was a new day, and it was destined to be an exciting one for the whole Ozando empire. Trios of Tombots whipped through the air busily. The focus of their comings and goings was the little black and silver pyramid-shaped platform far below the doctor’s window, on the palace grounds.


  Dr. Rosette kept glancing out of the window. His nervous motions distracted Bill. He would ask quick casual questions about conditions on the Earth. He never waited for answers. He kept adjusting the controls of three small screens to the left of his desk, catching glimpses of crowds.


  “. . . thousands of Ozandos are being flown in from all parts of the empire to witness . . .”


  The doctor nodded nervously, as if arcing the radio announcer to get on with it. At the same time, “What were we talking about? Oh, yes, the financial set-up of the new Mars-Earth Foundation. You’ve heard of it? No? . . . Look at this. A bulletin. Shaddolog was given a night’s rest, en route. So he’ll be in shape—what’s this? Oh, these are your papers. Yes, I’ll look them over right away. Supposed to make a patient out of you, they tell me You look healthy, normal. What’s the report on you? . . . Here we are. Case of bad memory. Amnesia—yes. Very convenient. Saves a lot of trouble. I tried to get away with that myself once. The doctor told me not to insult his intelligence. He put me in a cell on short rations and told me my memory would come back in three days. I held out for a week. Then I remembered everything. How long do you think it will take you?”


  Fast-talking, quick with his suspicions, and apparently seeing everything at once with his sharp green eyes, this short, blunt, balding psychologist was not to be underestimated. His scatter-brained rambling was only on the surface. Bill saw at once that he was up against a delay of action from this man.


  Dr. Rosette was excited over what was going to happen down there on the capitol plaza, and he didn’t care to be distracted by a faked case of amnesia. There was no rush about his dealing with Bill. Three days in a cell on short rations—


  “These sputter-bugs!” He turned down one of the blaring loud speakers. “Damned loquacious announcers. They have to say something while they wait for the victims to arrive. What do you think of public executions, Brendell? You’re soft, of course, like the rest of the Earth. Healthy masculine brutality is a fast-disappearing virtue on the Earth. We ought to get acquainted, Brendell. You and I would have lots of things to discuss. But I’m under a strict regime, here. I can’t be too confidential . . . I helped make this regime—after it broke me. I went through fire. You’re looking at my eyebrows. Not there. Just red blotches. I went through fire. You want to see what those twenty Mixile boys are doing?”


  THE doctor slapped his fingers along a row of sensitive levers that resembled pipe-organ keys Twenty infra-red pictures appeared in the row of five-inch screens above the keys.


  “See. They’re not going through fire. All twenty of them sitting more comfortable than they’d be at home in their caves. I give it to them gradually. A nice gentle build-up. and then a sharp shock, it works wonders.”


  “Some of them are trying to get out. That one’s crying,” Bill said, pointing to one of the screens.


  Rosette touched a switch, and the boy Bill had pointed out showed up in one of the larger screens at the left of the doctor’s desk.


  Sound came through, and Bill heard the boy’s wail. It was a weird distress cry, something one might have heard from a child lost in the mountains or caught under a fallen tree.


  “Oh, that. There’ll be lots of that before I move them on through. Just now each boy thinks he’s been lost from the group. Hours from now he’ll be in a panic. More hours, and he’ll be exhausted from crying.”


  “Then what?”


  “Then he stays right there for a while longer. He begins to think he’ll be trapped there until he starves to death. When he gets to that point he’s putty in my hands.”


  “What happens?” Bill asked. His voice was edged.


  The doctor snapped all of the screens off irritably. “You’re annoying me. I’ll show you later—after you get over your amnesia. What did you come to Venus for anyway?”


  “See the sights. Look the country over.”


  “That much I can believe. What else?”


  “General curiosity. I wanted to see how the Ozandos keep the upper hand over their mountain cousins.”


  The doctor eyed Bill closely. “Now we’re getting at it M-m-m. Wish I had time to talk with you.” He glanced at the window. “I have several hours’ work to check off before the execution, and I’ll need time to dress before the palace limousine comes around for me. What were we talking about?”


  “How the Ozandos keep the upper hand.”


  “Oh, yes. Well, that’s no question. It’s in the cards. We don’t have any trouble.”


  “We!” Bill repeated. “So you class yourself with the Ozandos.”


  The doctor closed a door, so no one would hear what he was about to say. There was no hedging about it, he belonged to the Ozandos.


  “They took me over, body and soul. My body went through fire—I told you that. My soul burned out. I’m theirs, now. Every machine in this lab is devoted to cowing the Mixiles. Don’t give me that look, Brendell. If you think I’m one of those mad scientists bent on self-destruction, you’re off. I’m not mad. I know what I’m doing. I’ve sold out, that’s all. I’ve gone all the way—no, that isn’t quite true. But I’ve gone most of the way, and there’s no backing up.”


  Bill listened. If he asked questions, the doctor exploded over being interrupted.


  “Well go down to your room,” Rosette said, motioning to the elevator. “I know you wonder what’s happening to those twenty boys. I’ll give you an eyeful pretty soon. And later, when it’s time for Shaddolog’s execution, I may be able to get you in.”


  Halfway down the tower, they alighted and followed around a circular corridor. They turned off into a wing that reminded Bill of the interior of a hospital.


  “Comfortable?” The doctor asked, leading Bill into one of the private rooms. “You’ll find everything you need here. Bed, lavatory, food, drink. Clothing, too. If I decide to let you attend the execution, you’ll have to dress up. Better eat right away. I never recommend that one eat a heavy meal just before going to an execution—though you look like a man with a strong stomach. Comfortable?”


  Bill nodded. The draperies were over the single window, and he started across to open them, but the doctor’s rambling talk arrested him.


  “Now, Brendell, what did you start to ask me? Oh, yes, I told you I’ve sold out to the Ozandos completely—but I’m not doing all I can do. Not yet. For one tiling, I could use a good alert assistant, preferably someone fresh from the Earth.”


  Bill sat down and stared, dead-pan. “It’s all too slow. There are ways this assembly line could be speeded up. I hate this snail pace. Twenty boys to a batch. Sure, I have several units going at once. But it’s not fast enough to make a dent on the Mixile population. And now, with this big market for slaves opening up—what would you do, Brendell?”


  Bill tightened his lips against his growing anger. “I’m a stranger here—”


  “Well, I’ll tell you what I’d do—if they’d let me. I’d work on the Mixile leaders. See the advantage? Convert one top leader—just one, if you please—and see what happens. He goes back home and converts thousands. Convinces them. Persuades them they’re better off here, as slaves, than living back there in the stench of their own caves . . . Well?”


  “I’m listening.”


  “That’s the road to efficiency. It wouldn’t boomerang. These boys—you never know. But if the Ozandos would let me transform one leader—say, one female leader—someone like the beautiful Vloonda—you’ve heard of her?”


  “I’m a stranger here,” Bill repeated. “Well, she happens to be the mystic beauty they all look up to. There’s some sort of religious tradition—never mind. She means something to them. She’s the ana-moreela-ana-o-starr. You’ve surely heard—” The doctor flayed his arms. “But the old man says no. Flatly no.”


  “Her old man?”


  “Don’t be stupid. Gran-zeddo’s old man —the Emperor, Gran-zek. He’s afraid. He still has a lot of the old tribal Venus hocus-pocus in his veins. So—as long as the old man sits on the throne, my laboratory runs with the brakes on. Do you follow me?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Then I’ll leave you to think things over.”


  “What about the twenty boys?”


  “Keep your temperature down. It’s bad for amnesia. I’ll send a panel of screens up and you can look in on the boys. They don’t know they’re being watched, but we keep a close check on them all the way through to the grading room. By that time they’re in the mood to jump when an one cracks the whip. You wouldn’t think they could be transformed that fast—but these Mixiles have an amazing adaptability. And I know how to crack the whip—psychologically speaking. Did you ever try cracking a whip over a slave, Brendell? They tell me you’ve been on the receiving end. Well, as I was saying, I could use another good assistant. Think it over. Did you notice the view from your window?”


  Bill started toward the window. He heard the door close solidly and whirled to see that the doctor had slipped out. Through the narrow slot in the panel the doctor’s face appeared.


  “I’ll come back and talk with you later, Brendell. Don’t break this door down trying to get out. You’re safe, and you’re out of trouble. It’s a good chance to think things over. So long.”


  15.


  BILL was a prisoner. The doctor, in his blunt way, had told him so, and had walked off.


  Bill spent several minutes convincing himself, though he had no reason to doubt the doctor’s statement. When he found the door solidly locked, he leaped to the telephone. No click sounded, and nothing came in on the screen. He picked the instrument up and saw that it was only a shell.


  He tried to look out the window. There was no view; there was no window’; there was only a solid panel of metal that gave his own distraught visage back to him in a bleary metallic reflection.


  The doctor had said he would come back. In the whirl of anger that spun around Bill’s head, visions of quick, decisive violence flashed like lightning before a storm. What would happen if Bill seized the doctor, the instant he entered, and put a hand to his throat?


  Bill shook the red rage out of his eyes. This was Dr. Rosette’s fortress—this laboratory, with its tiers of comfortable cells for his patients. The doctor would not be caught napping. Whatever violence could be tried had already been tried by others. Tire very walls were alive with secret weapons, no doubt.


  Could it be that the doctor would actually trust Bill to become an assistant? The doctor had once sold out to the Ozandos; and he believed that Bill could be persuaded to do the same. That was it. But the doctor had gone through fire. The decision had been burned into him.


  Bill paced the room. He picked up a metal chair and weighed it in his hands. He swung at the air with it.


  How many men would bring the screen in? If only two, they would never know what hit them. If three, he would spill the lot of them before they could unload their burden. If four, he’d have a fighting chance. If five—


  An electric signal sounded. He placed the chair with care. He stood with his back coward the door, watching it in the mirror.


  Come in . . . Come on in.”


  The door didn’t open. The sound came from across the room, at the false window.


  The panel of metal swished up into the wall. A flare of outdoor light showed for a moment. Then the rectangle of light closed as another panel rose into place. Bill looked at a battery of five inch screens that had suddenly materialized. The buzzer sizzed again. The operation was complete.


  BILL discovered he was holding the metal chair up in the air, ready to swing. He dumped it, flopped on the bed and closed his eyes. Outwitted again, he thought. At every point, outwitted.


  Would the doctor come back and talk with him? No, that was just another trick, to get his reactions. And what of the suggestion that Bill become an assistant? Obviously a fake. The doctor with all this fancy trickery couldn’t be so stupid as to believe—“You’re not watching the screens.”


  Bill jerked up. The doctor was there. He had evidently just stepped in. He dosed the door quietly behind him.


  “I like to walk in on my patients and see what they’re thinking about,” the doctor said. “Don’t get up. You can think better lying down. I hope you’re considering my offer. I’ll just sit here and have a smoke. First time I’ve relaxed since I heard about Shaddolog. There’s been a hitch in the execution plans—a few more hours’ delay. The longer they wait, the bigger the crowd.


  The whole civilized planet’s getting, tuned in for it. Fortunately, Shaddolog is photogenic. You saw him—”


  “Briefly.”


  “How’s the memory?”


  “Lousy.”


  “It takes time.” The doctor glanced at the panel of screens. “My twenty boys aren’t very happy, but they’re not ripe yet for the next stage. If I move them along too soon it spoils the pie—like picking the berries too green. That’s a hump we psychologists have trouble getting over—that time element. We can play on the subjects’ emotions like an organist at a keyboard. But we can’t bring the tune to a climax on the first note.” Bill was staring at the screen, now. He rose and walked over to examine each of the twenty pictures in detail. Each boy had grown increasingly miserable, believing himself hopelessly lost from the others. Some were still battering at the walls, or shouting or crying. Others had grown stupefied with frustration.


  “You don’t like it, Brendell. You’re slow to grasp the significance.”


  “I don’t doubt the ingenuity,” Bill said. “I’m just surprised that you’d give these kids such a rotten deal.”


  “You’re an idealist. I used to be that too. But there’s too much conflict between these two races. You have to take sides. Oh, yes, I remember very well the time when I hoped they’d be able to live in peace together. Even the Emperor Gran-zek had that noble dream. He’s watched that dream crack up, and he’s cracked up with it. A doddering old man. Just watch his fire-eating son slice away his power—”


  “And you’re helping him.”


  “I’m a realist. The Ozandos are the top race on this planet. Their Flying Tombots are rightfully the pride of Venus. The Mixiles will never be a match for them.”


  “How do you know? The Mixiles are moving up fast.”


  “But the Ozandos have the head start. They have the self-importance. They have the wealth. The technology. The laws and the land. They have all the traditions of power. I’ve thought it all out, Brendell, and I’ve sold out to the Ozandos.”


  “The Mixiles have it all over the Ozandos, and you know it!”


  “I can well afford to laugh at you,” the doctor said. “I grant that if you were holding me prisoner, you might win your argument—and there you have it in a nutshell. The power is mine, and so the truth is mine. The Ozandos have the edge over the Mixiles and they will keep it.”


  Bill cast an eye toward the door. He guessed the doctor’s next move, for once. The doctor meant to slip away unnoticed. Already he was edging toward the door. Bill stepped in front of him.


  “I don’t like the idea of being locked in, Dr. Rosette.”


  “You’d be very foolish to walk out,” the doctor said. “Do you forget what Gran-zeddo said about your meeting with an accident. I heard about it. You’re not safe outside these walls.


  My own Tombot guards have already had some suspicious encounters in these corridors since you arrived. Don’t underestimate Gran-zeddo. This locked door is your protection. When I go to the execution. there’s a fair chance you’ll go with me. Don’t go away. I’ll see you later.”


  16.


  AS SOON as the doctor had gone, Bill lost himself in the weird drama that was coming in through the screens. Any of the twenty boys could be cut in on a larger screen, with sound effects. Bill shifted from one to another, comparing their feelings, their expressions, their stout efforts to control their emotions.


  The little curly haired, wide-eyed boy in car number three was the first to be sent on through. Perhaps it was because he was the youngest—or did some gauge convey to the doctor’s staff that he was the first to “ripen” for the next step?


  The formula was shock. That’s what the doctor had said. And now Bill saw it work.


  Light penetrated Number Three’s tiny prison. The little fellow had formerly cried himself to sleep, then had awakened and beat at the surfaces around him until he had braised his fists. But now, frightened and hungry and lost, he looked up to see light. Another concealed camera picked up the scene as the number-three car came coasting out of a black tunnel into a lighted room.


  The boy sobbed his heart out, he was so glad to be found.


  A big handsome Tombot officer was there to pick him up and soothe him. What a fine looking boy! Where’d he come from? The Tombot put on a practiced act of being surprised to see him—and then the build-up accelerated.


  “Your name? Kedopatl? What a fine name! What’s this? The other boys? Oh, they went on. They didn’t miss you, but don’t worry. Well take care of you.” The Tombot called an order to attendants farther on. “Men, here’s Kedopatl. He looks hungry. Are you hungry, Kedopatl?”


  When the boy admitted he was starved, the call went the rounds—a big dinner for Kedopatl right away. Give the boy everything he wanted to eat—a fine Ozando boy like Kedopatl deserved a fine Ozando meal.


  Then the Tombot pretended the discovery horrified him.


  “What? You’re not an Ozando? You’re a Mixile! A Mixile!” He shouted to the attendants. “He’s a Mixile! Stop the dinner.”


  The echoes went over the room and down the hallway, “He’s a Mixile!”


  “He’s a Mixile.”


  “He’s a Mixile. Cancel the dinner.”


  The big Tombot swore at the boy savagely, hurling him back into the little car. “Get out, Mixile! You don’t belong here!”


  The little car whizzed away in reverse, back into the black tunnel. The doors snapped down, and the light was all gone. The boy was back in his inky black trap, and the walls around him were solid.


  The other nineteen boys, each in turn, underwent a similar treatment, each believing himself to be alone and forgotten by his own group. Each in turn was shamed for being a Mixile.


  Then a new step was begun for little curly-haired Number Three. Voices were made to echo into his black cell mysteriously, and he grew tense with excitement to discover that he was being talked about.


  “What happened to that Mixile boy by the name of Kedopatl? Gone? Too bad. I think we made a mistake. A fine looking boy.”


  “But he was a Mixile.”


  “Yes, but a good one—he’ll be a good worker. I think he intends to become a servant for the Ozandos.”


  “Did he say so? Where did he go? We have a dinner here waiting. He must be hungry.”


  “Can we overtake him? I’m sure he wants to be a good slave.” Forward and backward they played over each boy’s feelings cruelly. One by one, the lads were psychologically tortured into undreamed-of promises and attitudes of servility.


  IT FLASHED upon Bill that if he were clever enough, here was an opportunity. Maybe that offer to be the doctor’s right hand man had a reverse side to it that was worth a second look.


  He’d better dress up for the execution, to be ready if the chance came. Vicious thoughts suddenly flamed up in him. Perhaps there was nothing he could do about these twenty boys. But there would be other groups, on other days, and if the doctor decided to trust him—


  A moment later he succeeded in bringing in the doctor’s reception room on the screen.


  “Please tell the doctor I’m getting ready to accompany him to the ceremony. I hope he won’t forget me.”


  “Just a moment. I’ll let you talk with him.”


  The receptionist was kept busy with other messages, and while Bill overheard something that stuck in his mind, he could hear the doctor’s voice.


  The doctor was disturbed about some trifling quotation that had been reported over the air—someone in need of a dentist, apparently. Rosette muttered to one of his staff, “It doesn’t make sense. Work it over and let me know what you make of it.”


  Bill heard the assistant reread the quotation, and that was that. A moment later the doctor stormed through the speaker at Bill.


  “Are you ready? Of course I’m taking you. You’re not safe to leave. Join me in my office right away. Your door’s unlocked. Hurry along.”


  17.


  BILL ascended to the reception room in the top of the tower. While he waited for the doctor, he looked out the window at the gathering crowds across the plaza. Zealous citizens, these Ozandos, when it came to public executions. All the usual traffic was blocked. The gaudy holiday throngs fanned out in all directions from the little black and silver pyramid.


  Bill stepped back from the window. An attendant, dressed for the big event, was closing all windows in the tower before leaving. Bill was invited to wait in the conference room across the hall.


  He sat and waited disconsolately, resting an elbow on the table. He was thinking of Vleeta and what this affair would mean to her—and to her mystical sister Vloonda, whom Bill had never seen.


  His attention was diverted by the low mumbling from the next room. “Cavity in his tooth, that’s all there is to it.”


  It was a staff member puzzling over that radio quotation. A roving newscaster, it seemed, had picked up comments on executions from all ends of the Empire. Some unnamed eccentric had begged off answering by rubbing his hand over his jaw. What he had said, precisely, was:


  “Can’t talk. Terrific cavity in my big upper tooth. Big enough for a space ship to fall in. Sure it’s been treated. It’s been piled and packed, plenty. The sooner it’s pulled, the better. What I need is a small shot. Before midnight.”


  The staff member, rereading it aloud, repeated, “Before midnight! . . . Now why did he say that?”


  The mumbling voices of the next room were forgotten by Bill, then. He had jotted the quotation down, and something clicked in his mind. This was a message. It was meant for him. Did the doctor know?


  It was something in code; the doctor must have guessed that, or he wouldn’t have put a staff member to work on it. But the code wasn’t likely to be understood by anyone but Bill himself. Suddenly he went into a frenzy of study, and all other concerns dropped away. This was a message from Ed Lombard! Of all things! Ed, the Snowplow! Of course.


  What was it that Ed Lombard had once said about codes? Bill recalled his words: “The damned E.S.F. code is too complicated for me. It’s all I can do to match numbers to letters, like A is one and B is two. You take my initials, E and L. That’s five and twelve.” Then as if ashamed of this childlike simplicity he had added, “Five before twelve. That makes it more complicated. Just call me ‘Before Midnight.’ ”


  And here it was, as plain as Ed Lombard’s black whiskered face. He had made use of the roving newscaster in the hope of getting something through to Bill.


  “What I need is a small shot.” That sounded like Ed Lombard, all right. Was it only an identification, by reference to his characteristic thirst? Or was it more?


  A small shot. A small bullet? Bird shot? B-B’s? That was it. B.B.—Bill Brendell. What he needed was Bill Brendell!


  Bill’s fingers trembled over the little paper over which he had jotted notes. The minutes were passing. The room adjoining him had grown quiet. He didn’t hear any murmurings from the reception room, either. Surely the doctor would be along any minute. But this message—


  Bill lost himself in it again, feverishly tearing the meanings out of each word. Could it mean what it seemed to mean? Did the Mixiles actually have a space port?


  That’s what Ed Lombard was most certainly saying. The location was plain. It was in the vicinity of a big mountain peak. Upper tooth—that would be a mountain in the north end of the chain. Filled and packed, plenty! No doubt about it, it was a space port, and it was all ready for action.


  But that punch line. Could Ed mean it? “The sooner it’s pulled, the better.”


  That was the revolt. What else? It couldn’t be anything else. The space port was waiting, and the people were all set—and the sooner the better!


  Bill’s nerves were high voltage. Had the hour come? Was sluggish old Snowplow shrewd enough to call the score—or was this a figment of his intoxicated imagination? Did Bill dare take a chance and plunge?


  Plunge! Plunge! This is it. There’ll never be a better moment. The time’s ripe—not tomorrow, but now. Plunge! Plunge! Plunge!


  Get the word to Vleeta! Get the word to the slaves that are about to be loaded up into ships’ work while these millions of blood-thirsty Ozandos are hypnotized by an execution! Spread the word now! The Mixiles have a space port. It’s ready! The E.S.F. is all set to rush through the skies with weapons! Act now! The sooner it’s pulled, the better!


  Only the first step of a plan came to Bill. He would tell the doctor he had forgotten something in his room. He would dash down—and then—


  But what had happened to the doctor? And the receptionist? And the staff member who had been in the adjoining room? Everything had gone quiet. Only a neglected radio could be heard.


  On the receptionist’s desk Bill found a note. “Mr. Brendell—The doctor will see you when he returns from the execution.”


  18.


  BILL seized a few articles that might be needed in an emergency. He found a deadly looking ray pistol in a drawer in the doctor’s office. He pressed the button for the automatic elevator.


  He stepped back to the window for another look at the palace grounds. It wouldn’t be long now. A parade of dignitaries threaded through the massed multitude. Bill took the elevator down.


  He was on trigger edge. The laboratory was silent. He flew through several large rooms that bulged with strange looking equipment. He raced down a stairs to the basement level. Where was everyone? Gone, of course, to the big affair. But the twenty boys—where were they?


  He stopped short. There were two guards. They had not seen him. He would slip by. They were silhouetted at the fore end of the basement hallway, perched on boxes, trying to get a glimpse of the execution ceremony through a narrow upper window. Bill tiptoed down the hallway.


  Here was a side corridor that was lined with cells. The second door he tried yielded results. A familiar figure stared at him as the door swung open—the little curly-haired boy from car number three.


  Every second cell was occupied. Silently, Bill released each of the twenty imprisoned lads and herded the group into a room at the rear where he could talk with them.


  They were scared. They couldn’t get over the feeling that it was just another trick. But they were all together again, and that went far toward reviving their hopes.


  Bill wanted to talk fast. His words betrayed his excitement. But if he hurried, he lost precious time. They must understand. He must convince them. They must see behind his words to the awful vision of troubled days ahead.


  “The doctor doesn’t know that I’ve slipped away to help you. He thinks his schemes are perfect. He has played these same ugly tricks on all the Mixile boys that come here—and he has agents—Tombot agents—gathering up more victims all the time. The Mixile boys who come here and fall into his hands don’t have a chance. Yes, I could see each one of you when you thought you were alone, there in the darkness. I couldn’t help you then. But now, in another minute, I’ll get you out of this building, and I hope you’ll never get caught in it again.”


  “The guards will shoot us.”


  Bill didn’t minimize the danger. “I’ll shoot them if they try.” He held the gleaming ray pistol in his hand. “Before you go, I wonder if any of you have enough courage to help me. I have a certain plan. It’s for you—you and all your brothers. The plan may work—it may fail. If you volunteer, you run the risk of getting killed.”


  The boys watched him, frightened, suspicious, uncertain.


  “Listen closely. There are people on another world who want to help you. If you would go to them and tell them exactly what you went through here today, they would send help to the Mixiles. Do any of you have the courage to make a trip to another world—the Earth—to tell my people your story?”


  “You mean we wouldn’t even go home?” one of them asked.


  “There’s going to be fighting all over this land right away. By the time you get back to the mountains you may not have a home. Your parents may be killed before you see them again. At least they’ll be fighting. And the way you can help them most is to get onto a sky ship and go to the Earth.”


  “Will we ever come back?”


  “Some day, I hope—‘when the big trouble is over.”


  The crusty, gangling lad from car number nineteen gave a Mixile sign. Sure, he would volunteer. And he would Lake all the others with him if they had the nerve to follow.


  Shaggy-haired number seven was quick to second the decision of his pal.


  THE others held back for a moment.


  Then little curly-haired number three spoke up with enough nerve to face down a firing squad. After that it was a stampede.


  Bill thought they mustn’t all go—or a few of the older ones. Once again he spoke of the dangers.


  Little number three had an answer. “If we all go, some of us might get killed, but some of us will get through.”


  And number nineteen declared that whether they won or lost, the thing for them to do was to try.


  At that moment the unexpected happened. The door swung open with a bang. A Tombot guard strode in, waving a pistol and shouting orders.


  Bill would have shot him down. He aimed at him and fired. The Tombot gave a roar of surprise and a heavy guffaw. The pistol in Bill’s hand was a phony. It gave three fizzing spits of fire that wouldn’t have frightened an insect.


  “Haw! The spark gun. One of the doctor’s best gags. Whoever you are, you sure walked into that one. Say good-bye to your boys. They go back to their cells, and you—” the Tombot brought his pistol up to a sure level, “you go down the disposal chute with the rest of the dead matter. I’ll count three. Anything you want to say? One . . . two . . . three—”


  A flash of fire whipped across from the darkest corner of the room. It drilled through the Tombot’s heart. He sagged and fell dead.


  Bill didn’t have time to see who had rescued him. Out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed a head and an arm materializing out of the stack of boxes. Whoever was hiding there must have heard all Bill had said to the boys. But there was no time to look—not yet.


  “Keep back!” Bill shouted at the boys. “Back from the door! That other guard—”


  The other guard bounced into sight. Bill caught a pistol out of the air. One of the lads had snatched up the fallen Tombot’s weapon and tossed it. Before Bill could shoot, the mysterious flash from the corner cut its line of death across to the door as before. The second Tombot was falling—and even as he fell, in death, he tried to throw his death ray at the heads of the boys. Bill leaped at him in time to knock his aim off.


  Both Tombots lay dead. The twenty boys gathered around excitedly. Then they all hushed to whispers as Bill turned to see who it was that had bobbed out of the stack of boxes. It was a tall handsome Mixile with murder in his eyes. He was garbed in the uniform of a Flying Tombot. Bill recognized him.


  “You’re Shaddolog!”


  “I’ve seen you before, too,” the Mixile said. “Can’t place you. But I heard what you said to these boys. Sounds good. You need my help.”


  “What do you have in mind?”


  “Get these boys into flying suits. Give them an escort across to the northern sea. I can fix it up right away, if we get out of this place unseen.”


  The boys were echoing in whispers, “Shaddolog!” The name was a legend to them. Bill couldn’t help saying, “I thought you were out there—on the palace grounds—that is—”


  “I broke away, that’s what. Tore out the bars and killed every guard that walked into my path. I was coming here to kill the doctor, but I overheard the guards say he’d gone to my execution. When these boys started slipping out of their cells, I just had time to duck in this room and hide. So the big Ozando crowd is waiting to see me go down under the electric whips, eh?” Shaddolog drew a breath that filled his powerful chest. “They haven’t got me yet. The devil of it is, they’ll find someone else.”


  “Your two companions—”


  “They followed me out.”


  “Maybe there won’t be an execution.” Shaddolog’s fierce, hunted eyes threw Bill a warning look. “Just make sure it isn’t you. They’ll nab someone. They’re not going to disappoint that palace crowd.” He led all of them into the hall.


  Bill pressed some coded notes into the hands of one of the older fellows.


  “Coming with us or staying here?” Shaddolog asked, leading the way to a rear exit.


  “I’ll break away later,” Bill said. “The party’s all yours.”


  “Good luck, then, Earth man, if I do not see you again.” Shaddolog gave a Mixile sign of friendship, and the party trouped away. The little curly-haired fellow looked back and gave Bill a final wave—then they were gone.
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  AGAIN he stood at the window of the reception room, gazing down on the assembled mass of humanity.


  The ceremony was on. Shaddolog had guessed right—they, had found someone to execute. The substitute victim was a girl. It looked very much like Vleeta.


  The sight paralyzed Bill. It was the frozen helpless feeling that binds one’s mind and muscles in a nightmare. He could watch. That was all.


  One of the radios was still going. It sounded the words of a narrator. He spoke in a low, dispassionate voice as if giving a completely unfeeling explanation of what was happening.


  The narrator said it was Vloonda. Vloonda was being executed because she was the one they found when they went to the cell to get Shaddolog and the other two Mixile slaves. It was believed she had helped them escape.


  The four executioners were flashing electric whips at her. She would surely fall in another moment. She had withstood their death-filled blows for several minutes. The lashing of electric whips had stripped her of her clothing. Her fallen garments lay at her feet. She stood tall and dignified, not defying, not resisting, but accepting the fate of death.


  Bill watched, listening to the radio narrator’s words. The narrator spoke of the ancient Venus mysteries that were supposed to surround her. She was the ana-moreela-ana-o-starr. Did the crowd know’ ?


  What would be said, as final words over her body? Not, “Dust shall return to dust.” Not, in the Venus idiom, “Life nourished by tire soil shall return to the soil to nourish life.” No, for the ana-o-starr it must be, “Child of the mists of Venus, your life returns to give the mists their sweetness and the winds their strength.”


  The narrator spoke as if unconcerned, but he repeated carefully the traditional death pronouncement that belonged to the ana-o-starr. And he asked, “Will the ritual be honored in an Ozando execution? Will the words be said over a Mixile who has been judged guilty? We shall soon know, for now she is about to fall.”


  She was about to fall—yes. Bill thought the whips had already killed her, and that she stood, somehow stone-rigid, strangely refusing to fall—as if she were buoyed up—”


  “She is weaving . . . she is going to fall . . . the four wielders of whips are standing back, waiting . . . Perhaps I was mistaken. I drought she was weaving. The clouds have grown dark . . . We may have a storm before this mighty crowd breaks up.”


  Whatever the narrator may have said after that was largely lost on Bill. Under the glowering clouds that swung so low over the capital city, the weird yellowish gray light revealed the strange drama. The figure of the girl was growing misty.


  Gran-zeddo could be seen, half rising from his seat, commanding the executioners to finish their work. They stepped up the pyramid and again began lashing with their whips. The flashes of electric sparks seemed to be answered by thrusts of lightning from the gathering clouds. A wave of restlessness went through the crowd. Some spectators would start to leave, then turn to watch, standing as if hypnotized by the sight.


  Vloonda did not fall. She became engulfed in the mists that swirled over the heads of the whip wielders and spun about her. Mists clothed her nakedness. She was a figure of mist, growing, rising, becoming less clear, rising into the storm clouds. The deepening colors of the eddying storm centered over the pyramid. Forked lightning crackled over the corners. Cries of fear sounded against the low rumble of the storm. The whip wielders fell back and dropped their instruments of death. The rows of brilliantly dressed spectators showed signs of panic.


  Erratic dashes of rain came thrashing out of the skies. A few hailstones crashed about. Through the amplifiers came a roar from angry officials trying to keep order. The ceremony had not ended. People must keep their places. The condemned woman must be pronounced dead . . . But where was she?


  By now, the radio narrator said, the word had spread through the crowd that this condemned girl was the Mixile mystic, the ana-o-starr. The rumor spread in a wave of terror. Why did the Emperor allow his son to choose this victim? Or did Gran-zed know?


  The wrath of the heavens had been stirred. “Keep your places! The victim must he pronounced dead. The Commander is about to speak!”


  BUT where was the victim? The whirling mass of purple cloud spun upward, and there was no one there on the pyramid of murder.


  A benediction must be said. Why didn’t the Commander speak? People were crying at him. The storm was moving over with a wall of rain. A benediction must be said.


  Commander Gran-zeddo’s voice crashed out, then, against the furies from the skies. “Soil . . . return to soil!”


  It was the wrong pronouncement for an ana-moreela-ana-o-starr.


  Gran-zeddo had lost his last chance to recognize the ancient superstition. Vloonda’s identity was lost in the fury of the elements. She was gone. On the pyramid, fragments of her clothing, torn and burned from the electric whips, fluttered in the whirling winds.
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  NOTHING was the same over the land of the Ozandos after that. Nor over the face of the planet. Something deep within the soul of every Venus dweller had been bruised.


  The skies were dark. Plants drooped with the weight of heavy rains. Water animals moved over the face of the land. Where was the sun?


  Strangely shaped clouds were observed in all parts of the Ozando Empire. Vloonda was there in the clouds. She appeared and disappeared wherever there were watchers who feared her. The ana-o-starr was said by some to live on, always, in the mists and in the winds. In the mists she aided those who had loved her in life. In the winds she wrought havoc against those who had hated her. Meteorologists all over the Ozando Empire worked overtime to furnish the palace with reports. Weather machines were employed to combat every approaching windstorm.


  It was all a superstition. That was what the meteorologists said. They could account for all the strange weather from natural causes. The brash Commander Gran-zeddo had no reason t® be worried.


  Yet even the most confident of scientists, who lived by the laws of nature that were known, asked themselves if there might not be a science beyond, in the realm of the unknown.


  The great lizard-shaped brugg-eaters stirred out of their sleep and began roaming the country. They came out of deep, forgotten caves along the rivers. They emerged from the musty basements of fine Ozando mansions.


  They poked their heads up out of the capital city’s sewer openings and crawled out upon the streets. Alarmed citizens screamed their complaints. The tart answer from the palace was, Keep off the streets. Stay home until the storms are over.


  Avoid the weather? The Ozandos, yes. The Mixiles, no. The rainstorms roared over the Mixile mountains, but the Mixiles didn’t huddle in their caves in fear. Rather, they stripped themselves and bathed their bodies in the falling weather. They walked up the high trails, baring themselves to the elements.


  This helped them express their grief over their lost Vloonda. They were sad. But not defeated. Vloonda was there in the clouds, they said. The power of the wind. The freshness of the rain. These were gifts from Vloonda.


  Wazzl was one of the voices that brought courage to them through the dark fog of sorrow. In little mountain villages his face appeared in their screens, and his voice spoke words of faith, over and over.


  “We will become free men. We must have faith that the hour will come. Faith . . .”


  Up and down the mountain chain the Mixile men and women who labored through the rain, building new military posts, heard the voice of Wazzl, and said to themselves, “The hour will come.”


  The Lombard port was ready. Soon there might be ships from the Earth that would bring materials. Guns and ammunition. Means for the Mixiles to defend themselves.


  But it must be soon. Already the Flying Tombots were being called into a war conference at the palace. The chain reaction of fear which Vloonda’s execution had set off must be counteracted with killing.


  ACROSS the plains to the southeast, in the heart of the capital city, Bill Brendell tried to waken out of a heavy sleep. Many hours before, he had fought his way out of the laboratory, following his tower-top view of the weird execution. He had raced away from the wild crowds that fled the storm. He had bumped into a fight between Tombots and an old slave friend, Gongeff, in time to save Gongeff s life. Then, drenched from the rain, bruised from fighting, exhausted, he had collapsed in a deserted basement room.


  Bill lay in the darkness of his hiding place, listening. The low roar that filtered down through the walls was the continuing wind and rain. Nearer at hand he kept hearing a faint whisper, a tinkling whisper that kept repeating in his ear.


  “I am Vloonda . . . I am Vloonda . . . Vloonda . . .”


  He must be dreaming. He turned over on the shabby cot and tried to close out all sounds.


  “I am Vloonda . . . Do you hear me? . . . Do not remain in hiding . . . Your friends are calling . . .”


  It was only the wind, of course. The errant breezes through the basement stairs brushed against an old discarded slave garment that hung beside a metal pipe. The thin belt buckle kept bumping with the faint hollow sound of Vloonda . . . Vloonda . . . It was only the wind.


  He swiftly dressed in the clothing he had taken from the laboratory—soggy clothing that had been beaten by the torrent, still watersoaked. He walked out into the high wind.


  Near the entrance to the slave quarters someone told him Vleeta had gone to the palace. It was an occasion—another meeting of the Tombots. All the musicians were back in their places. And there, in the same alcove, was Vleeta.


  “Vloonda told me you were corning,” were her words of greeting.


  “Vloonda told you then?” He edged into the alcove, unnoticed by the porters.


  “We shall not waste tears now over what has happened. Vleeta said. “Believe me, the ana-o-starr does not die. She is with us, and I have spoken to her, and she has sent you here. Is this not true, Bill?”


  “I’m here. Bill said. “And I have news—”


  “The impending war—the revolt?”


  “The time is ripe. They’re ready in the Mixile mountains. They have a space port. Earth goods will come through fast.”


  “A space port? How do you know?”


  “A message—in code. My friend Ed Lombard. He got it to me by radio.”


  “Then Wazzl’s action was intentional. He knows the time is at hand. He has cleared the tunnels. You know—the brugg-eaters.”


  It was then that Bill learned of Wazzl’s system of tunnels that penetrated various parts of the Ozando Empire. The monster lizards were allowed to occupy them. It kept Ozandos from exploring them if they came upon the tunnel openings by accident. But now the herds of restless brugg-eaters had been driven up onto the surface to roam the land. The tunnel passages had been cleared.


  “They are about to begin with a swift program of extermination, as wide as the whole chain of Mixile mountains.”


  “Extermination!”


  “I heard their plans being made,” Vleeta said. “Now the Tombots are being instructed. They will seize the Mixiles they want—males and females—for the breeding of more slaves. When they have done this, the remaining Mixiles are to be completely exterminated . . . You can’t believe it? Has nothing on your Earth ever happened like this?”


  “Not for the last five centuries,” Bill said. “All right, if that’s their game, we’ll have to play it their way. The quicker we begin, the better. Can we take over the communications room and broadcast a message to all slaves?”


  “Get your speech ready,” Vleeta said. “We are on our way.”


  Together, they hurried up the long flights of stairs.


  The rising winds, Vleeta said, were making the Ozandos afraid. The Emperor, in his palace tower, would be worrying. He might be glad to have company, Bill suggested facetiously. Vleeta guessed that he already had company.


  “Whenever the auditorium door opened, I could see his face in the big screen on the stage.”


  “So he’s taking part in the big scheme.”


  “From his tower, yes.” Vleeta paused a moment to catch her breath. “The part I overheard surprised me. He was agreeing to everything. Commander Gran-zeddo stood on the stage, calling out his plans, and the old Emperor in the screen would keep saying,’Yes, that is right.’ That’s why I think the Emperor isn’t alone. Someone is prodding him.”


  IT WAS fortunate that Bill had picked up a pair of climp-pistols. The ascent of the tower wasn’t easy. The high winds helped, for whenever window glass crashed, the officers on guard rushed to rescue things from the blowing rain—and Bill and Vleeta were able to slip by. Twice, however, they had to fight their way through guarded spots high in the tow er. They made their climp-guns talk. They ganged the Tombots they shot, to delay the inevitable uproar.


  They were almost sure to be trapped in the top of the tower, they realized. They grabbed two Tombot flying jackets along the way. By the time the guards on the lower levels should come storming up, they hoped to have had their big moment with the Emperor and a fair chance at the microphones.


  Apply the torch. The conflagration would follow. And after that—“Well, it really won’t make too much difference what happens to us,” Vleeta said. “Our people will carry on—my people.”


  “You’ve got to be there helping them.”


  Bill said. “There’s a hard fighting Mixile named Shaddolog who thinks of you every hour, I’m sure.”


  Vleeta’s dark lashes flicked with interest. “Poor Shaddolog. He was so fond of my sister Vloonda—but we cannot stop to think of him.” She caught Bill by the hand. “A few more steps . . . Listen, I can hear the Emperor’s voice. See, he is saying yes to his son’s plans. His wish will carry the whole weight of the Ozando people. The war will be long—


  “S-s-sh. There’s someone else. You were right.”


  The high winds shrieked through the wide, circular disc-shaped room. The aged Emperor sat close to the screen and the microphones, and his amplified voice boomed whenever he spoke. His tuskless, sagging face and slumped frame gave him more than his usual relaxed look. He appeared steeped in a half sleep—yet he spoke without hesitation each time his word of approval was needed down in the big meeting of ten thousand Tombots.


  He spoke promptly because he was hypnotized, Bill saw at once. He spoke each time a card was lifted to give him his cue. He repeated the same words each time. He was in a trance. Yes, the doctor had him.


  Beyond his screen stood the dapper, sharp-eyed Dr. Rosette, furnishing every cue that was needed. The plan for Mixile extermination was moving along without a hitch.


  Bill bolted in, Vleeta followed.


  “Cut off the screen, doctor!” Bill said in a low, tense voice. “Give us the mikes—and the Emperor. We’re taking over!”


  The doctor struck a lever on Bill’s first word. The screen blacked out. The auditorium wouldn’t have heard—but Bill knew there would be calls—


  “You rash, young hothead!” the doctor snarled. “Put down that gun. I should have killed—”


  Zannnk! The climp-gun threw a whip of wires around the doctor’s ankles as he rushed forward. Falling, he slapped his band at a ray gun on the low table. Zannnk! The climp from Vleeta’s pistol sliced the sleeve and the flesh of one of his arms. The hot wires lashed his arms to his sides.


  “There,” Bill said. “If you’ll quiet down, we’ll, take care of you in a moment. But first—his honor the Emperor, Gran-zek—”


  “Yes, that is right,” the aged man said, repeating the same words the doctor had made him say.


  “That’s fine, Emperor. Keep on playing parrot. Just what we need,” Bill growled. “This doctor and his yes-man act. Let’s save one big yes for the slaves. Don’t wake up—“But the snapping fingers of Dr. Rosette were meant to bring the Emperor out of it. Bill rolled the doctor back into a corner and told him to stop his shouting. Then Bill worked on Emperor Gran-zek.


  “So you’re awake now. Look sharp, Emperor. You’re a victim—”


  “Get away from me. I’ll call the guards,” Vleeta had located the microphones. The channels were marked. She pointed to the keys that would send any message out to all the slave areas.


  “Here they are, Bill. You know—the big announcements we’d always hear, wherever we were.”


  “Get ’em on. Shoot the signal through. You’ll make the speech, Vleeta. This is the big moment. Ready?”
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  BEFORE Vleeta finished her proclamation of freedom, the big saucer-shaped communications room began to rock. High above the palace, it caught the full blast of the tornado like an umbrella. The Emperor had moved toward the phones. Bill had blocked his way. The aged man stood there glaring, without the strength to fight.


  The roaring and screaming of winds was punctuated by something that sounded like an exploding bomb. The communications tower shuddered.


  “It’s a building! The landing platform—” Through the darkening storm, slabs of debris flew crazily. The big saucer-shaped landing platforms from two towers across the plaza could be seen tearing away from their moorings.


  “Get me out of here!” the Emperor screeched. “This is it—this is the penalty—that girl—that ana-o-starr—”


  “Get on the mikes—tell the slaves—”


  “No, no, no! I’ll have you shredded for this. I’ll—ah, they’re coming, now—the elevator—”


  “They’ll never make it,” Bill swore. He looked to the elevator shaft at the center of the room, and the open stairway beside it. A slim chance he’d have with a climp-gun—but there was a ray pistol on the table, the one the doctor had started for—


  Where was the doctor? Oh—there. On the floor, struggling—trying to free himself? No, he was kicking at a metal box—something he had knocked from the table.


  Tee box broke open. Black powders muffled up into the room. The winds, shrieking through, made a black dust-storm of the mysterious powders. The blackness filled the room.


  Bill called to Vleeta. “Quick, Vleeta, let’s get out—”


  Site signed off her message. “There. It’s done. Bill. What ever happens to us, we’ve started it. It’ll go, now, like a volcano . . . Bill, where are you?”


  “Right here, can’t you see me?”


  “She can’t see you!” the doctor cried, and there was a fiendish tone in his voice. “She can’t see you because she’s going blind. That powder. It always works that way on Mixiles.”


  “Stop your lies,” Bill snarled. “We can see everything.”


  “We can—you and I,” the doctor said, cackling in a high, triumphant voice. “That’s how I made it—to poison the eyes of Mixiles only!”


  “Bill, I can’t see!”


  Bill fought at the black air wildly.


  “She’s going blind, and I did it,” the doctor screamed above the shrieking winds. “She’s going blind! She’s going blind! She’s—”


  Bill struck the doctor across the mouth, and the hideous cry was lost against the ripping of the storm. Through the blackfilled room. Bill groped toward Vleeta. The floor was unsteady. It was tilting. The whole saucer-shaped room was ripping loose from its moorings.


  He caught Vleeta. She clung to him desperately. He swung her into the deep-cushioned chair where the Emperor had sat. He held tight to her as the room tore loose from the tower and was carried away in the rush of the tornado, sailing high over the city.


  SOMEWHERE out on the open Ozando countryside the disc-shaped communications room bounced to a stop. It key: spinning for a few seconds. The winds roared through the broken walls and fanned the fires that had suddenly blazed up. Friction against the ground had turned the place into an oven.


  Bill hurried to get Vleeta and the Emperor out. They might be more dead than alive, he couldn’t be sure. Vleeta was crying, holding her palms over her eyes. The heavy, unwieldly old Emperor was helpless. His legs had crumpled under him, and lie kept trying to groan but couldn’t find the breath.


  Bill went back into the blazing wreckage. The doctor wasn’t to be found. The climp-wires had been cut away. The box of blinding black powders still poured out a stream of dark air into the wind. Bill seized an armload of radio equipment. That portable transmitter would be useful. He staggered out into the storm with his plunder.


  They went along for a short distance, Vleeta carrying the radio equipment, Bill bearing the weight of tire Emperor over his shoulder. Against a solid wall they stopped. In the high wind it was impossible to go any further . . .


  Over the face of the land, Mixile slaves rebelled against their masters.


  The first load of Mixiles to be marched into a space ship for delivery to Mercury got control of the ship soon after it charged off into the sky.


  A second load of slaves tried to rush the Tombot guards before they went aboard. Their effort was ill-fated. They were blasted down by fire from ray guns. The airwaves shrieked with the story. All disloyal Mixile slaves take warning! Seven hundred rebels had lost their lives in a senseless try for freedom.


  The clash of blood and steel began here and there, in this village and that, along the borders, on the capital streets, in quick, deadly air battles in the wake of the storm. A hundred or so isolated uprisings dotted over the map of Ozando land were only the beginning. Radios roared and suddenly the Ozando peoples everywhere discovered that a reign of terror had come to life.


  “The Emperor is dead!”


  “Gran-zeddo is the new ruler. The Emperor was killed in the storm!”


  “The Emperor is still alive—somewhere!” No one knew what the facts were. Everyone knew that the air was filled with contradiction, and that official orders reeked with hysteria.


  Then a voice filtered through the welter of voices on the air lanes, a voice that struck a paralysis of fear through high Tombot officials.


  “This is your Emperor, Gran-zek . . . I command my son, Gran-zeddo, to stop this orgy of terror. The Mixile slaves are entitled to a hearing in court. The Ozando Empire will not be torn apart by Mixile rebels. The Tombots will restore this land to order. I am the Emperor. I command. Let this reign of terror end now!”


  A QUICK official response came back.


  Where was the Emperor hiding? Had he been abducted? The official supposition was that he had been a victim of the storm. Official search parties were said to be seeking the wreckage of the communications room that had been carried off in the great storm.


  The voice of the Emperor came back describing a position not far from the capitol city.


  Fogs and darkness were over the land, but Flying Tombots came out to the location the Emperor had given, within a few minutes, and investigated the wreckage. “There’s no one here.”


  “Scout around. You know, Gran-zeddo’s orders.”


  “Listen . . . I thought I heard someone.” A few yards away Bill Brendell lurked in tire darkness, hearing their conversation. Only the faintest hint of light penetrated the thick night fog. He heard them say that there had been no trace of the doctor. As long as the Emperor was alive, the doctor was sure to keep his distance. Their relationship had turned out badly.


  The search party started to leave. Bill hurried back in what he thought was the right direction.


  He heard Vleeta’s call. “Bill!”


  It was too risky to answer, he thought, with the search party so close. He took a few steps and spoke low. “Vleeta! Are you there?”


  He was returning in the right direction. The feel of the soil guided him through the fog back to the wall. There, in the pitch darkness, his hands touched the aged man, Gran-zek.


  “She has gone,” Gran-zek said. “Didn’t she find you?”


  “I heard her call. Where did she go?”


  “Who knows? She’s delirious.”


  “Stay quiet,” Bill said. “I’ll find her.”


  “You saw the search party?”


  “I heard them. They sounded dangerous.”


  “Get some Ozando citizens for me,” the old Emperor begged. “They’ll get me back safely, and I’ll deal with that son of mine.”


  “I’ll try,” Bill promised, “Because I still have hopes—”


  “Into the fire with your hopes for the Mixiles. Get me some Ozando citizens!”


  Bill walked off into the darkness without answering. He would try to fulfill the old man’s request. But he must take Vleeta with him. He called her name, softly at first, then louder. He wandered half a mile without finding her, then plodded tack through the foggy blackness to see whether she had returned to the wall. “Vleeta? Are you here?”


  She didn’t answer. Neither did the Emperor.


  Bill flashed a light. She was not there. But Gran-zek had not moved. He lay against the wall, motionless, part of his head carved away by ray fire.


  22.


  THE fog held on for days. The Mixiles in the mountains expected that waves of Flying Tombots might appear out of the opaque gray at any hour, day or night. A sweeping extermination attack was being prepared.


  Meanwhile, kidnappings were occurring, up and down the range. Young men and women considered suitable as potential parents of future slaves were seized by roving bands of Tombots.


  Gran-zeddo was the Emperor now. The Ozandos across the land knew that the war would be the new ruler’s road to glory.


  Dissenting Ozandos kept their opinions to themselves. The war fever did not spread as the new Emperor might have wished.


  Bill Brendell moved through the gray fog inquiring for Vleeta.


  “A blind girl—beautiful—in a bright blue costume—one of the palace girls? No. we haven’t seen—”


  “A blind girl? Yes, she passed this way, two or three hours ago?”


  “A girl named Vleeta? Yes, she was being led by another slave. They were going hack toward the city.”


  “A blind girl—why, only an hour ago—”


  Closer on the trail each minute. Bill hurried through the fog. His heart pounded.


  He ran. Just ahead he saw her, groping unsteadily. She tripped and fell. She started to get up. He ran to her and slipped his arms around her, and suddenly the fullness of his heart surged through all his nerves. He crushed her close to him and pressed his lips to her face. She was not seeing, but her lips sought his eagerly and she cried.


  “Shaddolog! I knew you would find me. Oh, Shaddolog, I’ve almost died!”


  Bill held one of her hands to his lips. His fingers trembled and his voice would hardly come. “It isn’t Shaddolog, Vleeta. It’s only—Bill Brendell.” In the silence he started to draw away.


  She clutched his hand tightly. When she spoke, she said softly, “I’m sorry, Bill . . . I should have known.” She put her hands over her face. They talked quietly of what had happened.


  Later she said, “I know you’ll help me back to the slave quarters. The tunnel is open, you know. If I can get to my quarters, I’ll know the way—by tunnel—to Wazzl’s home.”


  Bill assented. He would help her back to the tunnel at the slave quarters. Others would be going through.


  “And Bill, if you should ever see Shaddolog, don’t tell him please. You know, he was so in love with Vloonda.”


  “I understand.” Bill led her gently through the fog-filled streets.


  She kissed him goodbye when they parted. He wondered if he would ever see her again. The rose-colored light was in her eyes—eyes that saw not.


  She kissed him, and then he left her with the friends who would take care of her. He watched the party move into the little tunnel which had once been guarded by a well-tended brugg-eater.


  Bid stood, listening to the hum of the cats as they rolled away in the deep blackness, and he felt sure that he had seen Vleeta for the last time.


  23.


  BILL’S premonition of death came soon after that. He rarely had time to think of himself, there was so much to be done. He had a small radio transmitter, now, and was putting coded messages through to the interplanetary port at great risk. He knew the Tombots were searching for him, and that he could not hope to elude them long. Rumors had gotten about that an Earth man named Brendell was the one who had assassinated the Emperor. Tales of his ascent into the palace tower, and the subsequent blowing-off of the tower top were all mingled with the growing legend of the ana-moreela-ana-o-starr.


  If a quiet hour of sleep came to Bill, he was haunted by dream-conversations with the beautiful Vloonda, a figure of mist talking with him.


  The fogs did not diminish. For days and days they held on. The fog, it was believed, was enabling slaves to escape. Tombot guards were reinforced along all routes to the west.


  Meanwhile, Bill caught a few heartening messages by radio. Two space ships that had zoomed off into the sky from the Ozando Empire, loaded with slaves for the planet Mercury, had turned back and safely landed—where? At the Lombard port in the Mixile mountains.


  Bill relayed this bombshell of hope to the Mixile underground workers at the capitol.


  Word came through from the Earth, soon, that the twenty Mixile boys had arrived. The E.S.F. was electrified by their presence. More help was on the way. Bill’s eyes swam with strange emotions when the message told him that every boy of the twenty was proud he was a Mixile, proud to be free.


  On days of good news, Bill dared to hope that a true victory might be in the offing. He kept the messages flowing, back and forth, between the Earth and the Mixile mountains. He was gratified to discover, from the Mixile communications, that the name of Ed Lombard, director of the secret space port, was held in high respect. There was no indication that Director Lombard was a person who drank himself into a stupor. Thanks to Wazzl, those days were gone.


  Snowplow was a busy, useful man.


  The Tombots had set the date for a big mass raid. The date was unknown, but it could not be far off. Bill could see the preparations nearing completion. The whole Flying Tombot army would sweep the length of the shoestring of mountains. It would be a clean sweep—extermination.


  Bill knew that unless that army could be knocked out at the point of striking, it could not be defeated at all. He urged all Mixile slaves at the capitol to get out, as fast as possible—to go back and help prepare the mountain defenses.


  Slaves were seeping away, and the Ozandos had not been able to plug the escape routes. But now, Bill heard, the well-known Dr. Rosette had come back into the picture. His part in the fate of the late Emperor had been overlooked; obviously he worked hand in glove with Gran-zeddo. Now’, it was believed, he was handling the crucial assignment—to find out how the Mixiles were escaping.


  Once Bill thought he saw the doctor down in the underground area. A chase failed to apprehend him. But Bill was sure the danger of discovery of the tunnels had come close. Any day, now, those railways under the Empire might be barricaded by Tombots.


  24.


  SOMEWHERE hundreds of miles west and north of the Ozando capital, Bill was entombed in the system of tunnels.


  The tunnels were being bombed, at last. Dr. Rosette’s search had been successful. The underground rail line was being crashed.


  Bill doubted whether anyone was caught in the bombings but himself—and his single prisoner.


  He had captured Dr. Rosette, at the last minute, in the vicinity of the slave quarter. He had bound his captive, hand and foot and had headed northwest through the black tunnel as fast as the car would tax him. If he should reach the Mixile mountains, he would ship his prisoner back to the Earth to be tried in an Interplanetary Criminal Court.


  The fates intervened. Blasts of bombs penetrated the tunnels. Rocks and soil shook down, and there was no air, only black imprisonment under tons of weight, and a promise of quick death.


  Then, miraculously, something gave way, and the avalanche of blackness spread itself out into a side tunnel. Bill suddenly broke free of the pressures that imprisoned him. Dank air was there, to be breathed. He was still alive. He clawed at the heap to recover the doctor. After many minutes, his prisoner breathed again.


  It was a short dead-end tunnel, a spur off the main stem. There was no way out.


  Hours passed. The doctor had no will to live. He was out of his head. His talk was erratic. Over and over he would ask, “Where am I . . . Where am I?”


  “Not too far from Mixile territory,” Bill tried to tell him, but it meant nothing.


  Bill fought fertilely at the clot of earth and rock. When he would fall back exhausted the whisper of Vloonda was in his ears. “This will be the end, Bill Brendell . . . This is it. Here you will finish playing your part . . . Here, in this tunnel.”


  This dank, unused, gently-sloped passage was an odd bit of spur. It led upward from the main stem, two hundred steps. There was no track. Wazzl’s diggers must have started off in this direction, once, and decided to take another course. A dead end of crusty rock may have turned them back.


  What did it mean? A two hundred yard spur that stopped cold. It meant nothing—nothing that Bill could interpret by the dim light of his electric torch.


  But in the darkness at the dead end something showed in one edge of rock. It might have been a bit of lucite, leading a faint hint of light down from somewhere above, or beyond. Bill studied it. Off and on. It might have been a glow-worm entrapped in the rock, mysteriously living on, glowing, then dark, then glowing again. The regularity of its appearance was perfect.


  Studying it, Bill matched its rhythm to minutes of time. So many seconds of light. So many of darkness.


  He tried to talk with the doctor about it. The doctor no longer bristled with ready answers. He wanted to get out. Or to die. The hours bore down on him. He thirsted for water. Was it so bad, Bill asked, being trapped, waiting for death? Was it as bad for an Earth man as for a Mixile boy in a laboratory?


  “Just make believe I’ve set this up as a trick, Dr. Rosette. What are you now, an Ozando or an Earth man?”


  “Get me out of here,” the doctor said. “I’ve got to have water.”


  Bill carefully kept the weapons and meager supplies in his own hands. In exchange for a sip of water, the doctor was willing to become his slave.


  With improvised tools they began digging at the dead end of the spur.


  The doctor saw no sense in what they were doing, digging a wide, shallow shelf. They were under some sort of foundation. The doctor’s reasoning facilities had flown apart under shock and fear, but he knew this sort of digging wouldn’t get them out. Bill kept him digging. Bill himself worked like mad.


  The shelf grew wide, many feet wide. Now Bill began to work by the watch. They would dig furiously for three minutes. They would wait for nine minutes. Work for three minutes. Rest for nine. The work was synchronized to some slight double glimmer of the off-and-on bit of lucite, every twelve minutes.


  THE doctor would scream against the futility of it all. Bill was relentless. Food and water were gone. Life held on. Bill kept the work going. The doctor weakened. He begged for an end of this insanity. Bill mocked him, and reminded him of the twenty boys—the thousands of boys.


  The foundation above them began to creak. The doctor wanted to crawl out from under it. Bill said no, keep digging, or be shot.


  A stone loosened and fell through freer somewhere. A giant brugg-eater’s opal ester: eyes showed through the dark opening.


  “Your gun!” the doctor pleaded through swollen lips. “Kill him. There’ll be a way . . . There’s air . . . Mist . . .”


  “Keep digging.”


  A narrow way must have opened, a crack beyond the farther edge of the foundation, for the big-eyed brugg-eater was trying to enter. The animal was crushed there. The foundation groaned and tilted. Bill tried to get out, then, but the ceiling of rock had trapped him.


  The doctor w-as screaming hoarsely, crushed under the tilt of the overhead layer. With an arm free to reach for his pistol, Bill put the doctor out of his pain.


  Alone, then, Bill felt the mists of the out-of-doors drift in to bathe his fevered face in his hour of death. There was a little time, lying there crushed but keenly conscious, to think a few last thoughts.


  “Vloonda . . .” He wondered if she was there, in the mists. There was something the doctor had said that Bill had wished he might tell Vleeta, and he whispered it now to the mists that filtered through the blackness . . . Vleeta’s blindness—it wasn’t real—not from the black powders, but from hypnotism. “Will she know, Vloonda? . . . Will she discover . . .”


  Ana-moreela-ana-o-starr . . . a beautiful spirit that lives in the mists of Venus. What a thought to take away with one in the final sleep of this life . . . Yes, Vleeta’s cheek would be touched by these same mists.


  “When Shaddolog returns to her,” came the low whisper of Vloonda, “I am sure her eyes will behold him.”


  25.


  THOUSANDS of Flying Tombots fell dead on their way to attack the Mixile mountains. Flying low through opaque fog, they meant to follow the chosen cause, across to the northwest, past the promontory that overlooked a horseshoe shaped Taney, on to the northernmost Mixile villages—only they did not get that far. Coining into the area where they would be protected by a death-ray ceiling, high overhead, they skimmed low, at the regulation elevation—and fell by the thousands.


  One fourth of them went on through the thick fog, across to the attack. But wave after wave went down.


  When the luckier ones radioed back to inquire what had happened to their expected support, the staff of Gran-zeddo was at a loss to explain. Details were sent out to investigate, and failed to report. The thick fog continued.


  Gran-zeddo himself went forth, with a personal escort. He communicated with the officers of the death tower. They reported that the tower had sustained shocks from the bombings of the tunnels, but that the death ray ceiling was in order.


  The Emperor’s party advanced cautiously into the opaque mists—and fell.


  When the fog cleared, scouts from both parties saw the weird sight. The plains of the great Ozando Empire were marked with a vast semicircle of dead Tombots, the pride of Venus, fallen.


  The Mixile revolt drove hard, through the days that followed. Wazzl knew how to outwit the death tower, and he had quickly realized what had happened.


  Not many days later the Mixile victory was complete. A committee of Ozando citizens signed the terms that Wazzl and his party placed before them. The Mixiles were free. It was proclaimed that they would be free forever, on an equal footing with all men of all planets. Ed Lombard, director of the port that had played so important a role in receiving Earth supplies, relayed the news to the E.S.F., and the news went out to every civilized community in the solar system.


  The stunned Ozandos were not able, for a long time afterward, to understand what force had cut their army down. Their own efficient weapon of death? The answer did not please them. But the facts were there. The death wheel, whose horizontal arms leached out in an invisible ceiling over the horseshoe-shaped valley had mysteriously tipped. Tilting to the southeast only a trifle, it had caught traffic at all levels.


  Why had it mysteriously tipped?


  Shaddolog, not the Ozandos, was the first to unearth the details of the story. With a corps of strong-armed Mixiles to help, he excavated beneath the dead, dead tower that would never again be needed.


  A very interested witness was at Shaddolog’s side, watching. Watching through the clear eyes that denied blindness. Vleeta saw for herself the evidence of the last heroic work of Bill Brendell, that had tipped the scales to victory.


  Wazzl stood with them, speculating upon the care with which that final drama had been completed. “He must have timed it somehow. It’s three to one the timing didn’t happen by accident.”


  “How do you mean?” Vleeta asked.


  Wazzl sketched a picture in the dust to show what had happened to the ceiling of death rays when one side of the tower-foundation sank. Across to the southeast, the entrance to this valley from the Ozando plains, the way was cut off completely. Low-flying soldiers were sure to run into the plane of death. But what of the Mixile mountain people in the northwest?


  “At the moment when the foundation sank, one half of the ceiling swept upward. Several mountain villages in the northwest might have been struck with death if the safe one-fourth of the wheel hadn’t been turned that way. There was a bit of timing on Bill Brendell’s part that saved a lot of damage.”


  “Strange,” said Shaddolog, “that he’d be so concerned about the Mixiles winning, when he’s an Earth man.”


  “He said he came here with a purpose,” Wazzl commented.


  “Maybe he loved some Mixile girl,” Shaddolog said.


  Vleeta nodded. “He loved all of us. That’s what Vloonda told me. She was talking with him at the last I’m sure he knew he didn’t die in vain.”


  HOMECOMING


  E.C. Tubb


  Carmody had a glamour job—piloting a rocket ship—but even the most glamourous job eventually becomes routine and somewhat monotonous, and the really exciting part of a trip is the


  HE had bought it on Venus; a little thing, carved from exotic woods and oramented with plumes and tufts of brilliantly coloured feathers. The eyes were tiny gems, the arms and legs cunningly jointed, and the face had a peculiar, lopsided grin as if the maker had impressed some of his own humour into the inert material. It looked a little like a distorted mannikin, a caricature of a man, a three-dimensional cartoon, and it had the unmistakable stamp of primitive art.


  It was a doll.


  John Carmody looked at it as it sat propped against the metal of a bulkhead, the light reflecting in tiny glitters from its eyes, and wondered again whether or not he was doing the right thing. It didn’t weigh much of course, only half a kilo, but even that was something to be considered when the load was calculated by the gram.


  He shrugged. It was too late to worry about it now. They had already landed and soon he would have to pass the inspection shed. Memory of the inspectors gripped his stomach with sudden doubt, the regulations were strict, too strict, and no excuse could mitigate the crime of smuggling excess weight aboard the rocket ship. Maybe he shouldn’t have bought it. Dolls were to be had by the million here on Earth, ordinary dolls made of sterile plastic and smoothly fashioned limbs. Dolls that wore clothes, cried, closed their eyes, had real hair and proportionate bodies. Dolls which could walk, talk, even dolls which wet themselves and had to be changed just like a real baby. But this doll was special.


  This was for his own child.


  Carefully he slipped the doll beneath his tunic, patting at the bulge and glad that the thin garment hung loosely on his shoulders and chest. Footsteps clattered on the metal of the stairs and a man called to him as he passed.


  “Coming, John?”


  “I’m right with you.” He patted at the bulge again then swung from the compartment and climbed up towards the nose of the ship.


  As usual he was the last. He hesitated at the open port, letting his eyes drift over the expanse of the landing field, staring at the crowd clustered around the high wire fence, trying to recognise one face from hundreds, turned, like pale white blobs, towards the soaring perfection of the slender rocket ship.


  He frowned, then smiled with relieved understanding. Of course Norma couldn’t have come to meet him, not with a young baby to look after, but despite his own logic a chill finger of worry touched his heart.


  Surely she could have brought the baby with her?


  Or perhaps the baby was ill!


  The metal rungs of the built-in ladder stretching from nose to base of fin almost seared his hands from the speed of his too-rapid descent. The ground slammed against the soles of his shoes, jarring him, and reminding him with the unyielding impact that he was no longer in free fall. He staggered a little, then forced his quivering legs to carry him at a half-run towards the squat bulk of the administration buildings hunched next to the gate in the high wire fence.


  A hand caught at him, slowing him to an abrupt halt.


  “Steady, John, you want to strain your muscles?” The engineer grinned at him, still gripping his arm and forcing him to walk slowly and steadily across the seared dirt. “You can’t run like that just after landing, not after three months in free fall you can’t, you’ll wind up with twisted tendons, strained cartilages, and your. muscles will be so sore that you won’t be able to move for days.”


  “I know that, Lance, but I’m worried. Norma isn’t here.”


  “So what? Maybe she’s waiting in the car, or at home, or anything. Maybe she’s left a message. Quit worrying.”


  Lance grinned at the pilot and waved to the watching crowds. “You’d think that people would get tired of watching take-offs and landings. After all what is it, just a giant rocket going up, see one and you’ve seen ’em all. Me, I’d rather have a nice beer.”


  John grunted, still examining the crowd with eager eyes, still hoping. He couldn’t see her, and worry grew within him Ike a searing ball of stomach-knotting fire. Eagerly he stumbled up to the message clerk, snapping his fingers to attract the man’s attention.


  “Carmody. John Carmody. Have you a message for me?”


  “Carmody?” The man frowned, then shook his head. “No, sir. No message.”


  “Are you certain?” John swallowed, the worry growing within him. “Check again will you it’s rather important.”


  “Yes, sir.” The clerk riffled the message slips with practised, ease, and watching him, John knew that he was wasting the man’s time.


  There was no message.


  The formalities were few and quickly over. He stepped on the scale, hoping that he had fasted enough to lower his weight the necessary half kilo, and then stepped into the shower room. He hid the doll while he showered and then tried to hide it beneath his street clothes. It made an awkward bundle, and after a while he held it openly in his hand, too worried to care what the inspectors would think about it. He signed for his personal papers, useless in space, but essential here, and received keys, wallet, and money.


  One of the inspectors touched his arm just as he was stowing away the remainder of his gear.


  “What’s that under your arm, Carmody?”


  “A doll. Why?”


  “Imported?


  “Yes. I got it on Venus, we had a short load and I fasted to bring my weight down. He stared up at the man. “Anything wrong in that?”


  “There could be.” The man took the little thing, examining it with a critical eye, testing it for hollowness and brushing his finger across the tufted feathers. “You know better than to try smuggling, Carmody. How long have you been a pilot?”


  “Five years, and I was an engineer before that.”


  “Then why do it?”


  John shrugged, knowing that the inspector was right in what he said, and yet somehow, just not caring.


  “I got it for my baby,” he said bitterly. “A toy, nothing more than that, and yet you try to make a crime out of it.”


  “It is a crime,” reminded the inspector quietly. “You know the weight limitations. This thing weighs what? Half a kilo? That could take a lot of fuel to lift and set down again.”


  “I told you that I’d fasted, my max weight’s the same as when I left Earth, you don’t have to tell me about weight restrictions.”


  He stared up at the inspector, half-defiant, half-apologetic, knowing that he had done wrong and yet hoping to get away with it.


  “What are you going to do about it?”


  “I should report it,” said the man slowly. He stared down at the little doll, turning it over in his hands, smiling a little at the humorous expression on the carved face. “You say you got this for your baby?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good for you. Boy or girl?”


  “I don’t know yet. It was born about three months ago, while I was on Venus, that’s what made me get the doll.” He swallowed and glanced at his wrist watch. It had stopped, unwound for nine months, and he unstrapped it, his fingers twirling the spindle as he stared at the big clock against the wall.


  “Look, I’d like to get away as soon as possible. My wife isn’t here and I’m worried about her. What are you going to do about the toy?”


  The man hesitated, then thrust the doll towards Carmody, his eyes flickering as they glanced around the big room.


  “Take it. Take it and forget that I ever saw it, it’s both our jobs if you don’t.” He smiled at the relieved expression on the pilot’s face. “I’ve got three kids of my own and I know just how you feel. But make this the last time eh?”


  “Sure,” promised John gratefully. He tucked the doll beneath his arm, strapped the adjusted wrist watch on his arm, and sweeping up the rest of his belongings almost ran from the building.


  Outside the crowds had thinned to a scattering of people still watching the silent shape of the rocket ship. A party of schoolboys clung to the wire, their shrill voices sounding like a flock of disturbed crows as they made rash promises as to what they would be when they grew up. Several couples strolled arm in arm, their eyes soft as they whispered promises which were as old as time itself, and blithely ignored the apparent reason for their presence at the landing field.


  A bus, heavily loaded with sightseers, jerked from the parking ground with a whine from its turbine, and several small, beetle shaped family cars, joined the procession heading back to the city. In a few minutes the parking area had cleared, and aside from a few couples, the crowd had gone—but he still hadn’t found his wife.


  He leaned against the side of a public videophone booth, his breath rasping through his throat and sweat trickling in uncomfortable warm stickiness down his face and neck. His leg muscles jumped and quivered with unaccustomed strain and his heart thudded painfully against his ribs. He was being a fool and he knew it. After three months in free fall he should have taken things easy, let himself get used to the drag of restored weight, given his heart and muscles a chance to adapt to the extra strain.


  Instead of that he had raced around the parking area, staring into cars and searching the faces of complete strangers, running from one group to another and forcing himself between men and women who had stared at him, then shrugged, then laughed.


  After a while he straightened from the side of the booth, then, fumbling for coins, jerked open the door and reached for the transceiver. His fingers felt stiff and awkward as he dialed the familiar number and he waited, the receiver against his ear, and a growing sickness welling inside of him.


  There was no reply from the house.


  He stood, listening to the interrupted droning of the attention signal, his mind a racing whirl of speculation and surmise. She could have gone shopping, had an accident with the car, become stranded away from a videophone. She could have had an accident and be lying now in some hospital. The baby could be ill, dangerously ill, and she had forgotten to send a message. She . . .


  Slowly he replaced the handset.


  Clumsily he dialed a second number, his fingers shaking as he tried to thrust them into the correct holes, the coins spilling from his hand as he fumbled them into the slots. The drone of the attention signal echoed from the earpiece, then . . .


  “Larrimer here. Yes?”


  “Bill,” John whispered. “John here, John Carmody.”


  “John!” The voice lost it’s casual indifference. “How are you? Just arrived?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good for you, have a nice trip?”


  “As usual. Bill, is Norma with you?”


  “Norma?” The voice changed, seemed to shield itself with a veil of caution. “Why no, John. Isn’t she at home?”


  “No. I’ve ’phoned there, and she isn’t at the field either, I’d hoped that she might be with you.”


  “No, John, we haven’t seen her for quite a while now.” The voice altered again, became charged with a false cheerfulness. “She is probably on her way home, John, you know how women are, no idea of time at all.”


  “You think so?”


  “I’m sure of it, John. Why don’t you get home, surprise her, I bet that she’s even forgotten what date it is.”


  “Thanks, Bill,. I’ll do that.” He hesitated, not liking to appear too worried, and yet eager for news. “Bill.”


  “Yes?”


  “What was it, Bill? Boy or Girl?”


  Silence. Silence and the steady hum of the connection. John thought he heard a swift mutter of conversation, muffled as though someone had pressed a hand over the mouthpiece. He frowned, annoyed with himself that he hadn’t made full sound-screen contact, but it hadn’t seemed necessary and he wasn’t used to the videophone.


  “Bill! Are you there, Bill?”


  “Sorry, John,” said the voice apologetically, “something’s just come up. Call me later eh?”


  “But the baby?” The click of the broken connection sounded strangely loud and for a moment he stared at the blank screen of the videophone, tempted to make full visual contact and repeat his question. Someone rapped impatiently on the door of the booth, a pudgy faced matron with hard snapping eyes and a ridiculous hat perched on an elaborate coiffure. He ignored her, dialing his own home again, and listening with mounting desperation to the steady mechanical drone of the signal.


  The matron rapped again, her thin lips pursed into a tight crease and her hard eyes narrowed with arrogant rage. She rapped, the thick gold of her rings almost threatening to break the glass of the door, then jerked open the panel.


  “Young man,” she snapped. “Isn’t it about time you let someone else use the phone?”


  Slowly he replaced the handset, his mouth dry with worry and irritation. He stared at her, at her smug arrogance, her ridiculous hat and her heavy rings. He stared at her, and something in his expression made her release the door and take a step backwards away from the booth.


  He brushed past her, not really seeing her, not seeing anything, his mind twisted with worry and doubt.


  He had to get home.


  A turbo cab took him to the city, and there he managed to hire a heliocab to take him the fifty miles to his home. There were cheaper ways of travel, he could have waited for the monorail or the passenger bus, but impatience gnawed him and any inaction was more than he could tolerate.


  He sat hunched in the tiny cab, the wheel of the rotating vanes a shimmering blur above his head, and stared down at the streaming green-brown-grey of the landscape below. It was getting dark, the sun rested on the horizon, a flaming ball of red and gold, tinting the clouds with fingers of aureate splendour, washing the pale blue of the heavens with a film of orange brilliance and touching the drab reality of the world with sheer magic.


  It was a perfect evening, and if only Norma had met him, it would have been a wonderful experience. She could have brought the baby, and he would have played with it during the long drive home. She would have driven of course, she always did, and they would have talked of all the little things which had happened during the past nine months.


  Trifling things, how the baby had looked when born, what it had weighed, what the doctors had said and the nurse and all their friends. They would have argued about names and schools and professions. They would have discussed toys and diets and modern methods of rearing. They would have resumed the close intimacy a man should have with his wife, and the roads would have spun beneath the wheels, the night would have closed around them, and the long, lonely months in space would have vanished like an unpleasant dream.


  If she had met him.


  He frowned at the sharp stab of worry and doubt. What had kept her? Why couldn’t she have left a message, a word, something? Space ships were regular if nothing else, they stuck to a rigid schedule, they had to, and aside from at the most an hour each way, they were always on time. What wife could forget the date of her husband’s arrival?


  Other wives met the rocket ships. Sweethearts, relatives, sisters and brothers, mothers and children, strangers and sightseers. They always met the ships, staring with wondering eyes as the slender pillar of smooth metal descended on a thundering pencil of flame. Why not Norma? He shifted on his seat, trying desperately to quell the worry within him, trying to justify the unjustifiable.


  Norma would have the worry of a new-born baby. A tiny mite, demanding full attention and utmost care. His features softened as he thought of it, losing some of their hard tension, the muscles relaxing into something like a smile. Norma had wanted a child so much. She had been desperate for a baby of her own, the mother-hunger burning within her had shone nakedly from her eyes whenever she had seen a friend with a baby, and she had waited so long.


  He frowned again, remembering the conversation with Larrimer, he still didn’t know whether it was a boy or a girl. He felt the bulk of the doll on the seat beside him, and smiled at the oddly humorous expression on the carved wooden face. It would be a girl he decided. A girl with all her mothers’ beauty, her mothers’ thick black hair, her mothers’ wide brown eyes. A little girl, plump, with chubby limbs and fat little hands. She would play with the Venusian doll, the only little girl on Earth to have such a toy, and later, when she was big, they would talk together and he would tell her of all the strange and distant places to be found among the glowing stars.


  The heliocab tilted a little, the spinning vanes slowing as it slanted to lose altitude, then hovered, the vanes whirling in a shimmer of glory as the blades caught and reflected the light from the setting sun. A light flared from the control tower of the public landing strip, then, softly as a piece of thistledown, the heliocab descended to the wide ribbon of concrete below.


  John had left the tiny cabin almost before the cab had stopped. He thrust money at the pilot, then turned and almost ran towards the exit, his legs pounding at the concrete and his breath rasping through his nose.


  “Hey!”


  John didn’t stop.


  “Hey you there, don’t you want this?”


  The pilot leaned half-out of his cabin, a little thing in his hand, a thing of carved wood and brilliant feathers. He waved it at John, a smile creasing the corners of his mouth. “You forgot this, don’t you want it?”


  “Thanks.” John ran back to the helicab and took the doll. “Thanks a lot.”


  “Forget it.” The pilot stared at him. “You feel all right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You don’t look it.”


  “I’m all right,” snapped John impatiently, then was ashamed of his too-sharp tone. “Being overdoing things a bit,” he explained weakly. “A good night’s rest will fix me up. Thanks again.”


  “That’s O.K. I’ve got kids of my own.” The pilot grinned, waved a casual salute, then lifted his cab on whirling blades and headed towards the parking area. John tucked the doll firmly beneath his arm and forced himself to walk towards the exit. His head ached and he felt the protest of overstrained muscles. His joints burned and his skin felt dry and hot as though from incipient fever, and he knew that he had to use caution or be laid up with strained ligaments.


  He took a turbine cab home.


  The house was in darkness, the dying light of the ending day reflecting from the blank windows in showers of red and gold, crimson and orange, giving a deceptive air of gaiety to the silent dwelling. He thumbed the doorbell, then, realizing that no one could be at home, tried the door. It opened, and his nose wrinkled at a musty odour, a smell of stale air and stale smoke, of dust and the lingering traces of rotting food. Alarm stabbed at him, and he thrust the door wide, switching on the hall lights, and calling a familiar name.


  “Norma.”


  Silence, and the ghost whispers of dulled echoes.


  “Norma. Are you home!”


  He stood for a moment in the hall, listening, listening for a baby’s cry, for the sounds of a woman busy at her work, for the music of a teleradio of the low hum of conversation.


  He heard nothing.


  The house was still, as silent as though it had never been lived in, the glossy surfaces of the furniture seeming as remote as that in a shop window. Slowly he closed the door behind him, not even wondering why it had been unlocked, and moved from the hall into the living room.


  It was dark and empty, and he blinked beneath the brilliance of the lights as he closed the circuit. He frowned as he stared about the big room, feeling uneasy, uncomfortable, and yet not knowing just why. Slowly he drew a finger over the littered top of a polished table, staring at the trail he had made in the dust, staring at the stale biscuits on dusty plates, the sticky glasses, some marred with lipstick, others bearing the imprints of masculine hands. Ash trays overflowed, spilling butts and grey powder onto the stained carpet and the once-gleaming surfaces of tables and sideboards were dark with cigarette burns.


  The kitchen was even worse.


  Dirty plates filled the sink, the door of the refrigerator gaped on spoiled food and empty compartments. Empty bottles littered the floor, and the pulp and skins of various citrus fruits reeked in an unemptied garbage container. He stooped and picked up one of the empty bottles, reading the gaudy label, his nose wrinkling to an unfamiliar smell. He dropped it, letting it fall from his hand to smash against the floor, and now he knew what the disorder reminded him of.


  The morning after the night before.


  He had been to parties, had even thrown some during his brief periods home, and he remembered just how the house had looked afterwards, the filled ashtrays, the empty bottles, the general air of disruption and disorder. That had been bad, but not too bad, this . . .


  His mouth tightened in disgust, and anger replaced the gnawing worry and doubt. Savagely he moved from room to room, switching on the lights, staring at the untidiness, the dust, the general air of neglect. He searched the ground floor, then climbed painfully up the stairs to the bedrooms. One of them had been converted to a nursery, the walls papered with brightly coloured animals and Nursery Land Folk, fat little men and jolly Gnomes, Elves, Pixies, sitting on swollen toadstools, talking to rabbits and playing with wide-winged butterflies.


  A cot stood in one corner, a delicate thing of smooth plastic and gossomer lace, and he crossed over to it, half-afraid to look inside, yet feeling his stomach tighten with excited anticipation as he stooped over the rim.


  It was empty.


  The little pillow was unmarked, the counterpane, the string of baby beads and a tiny rattle. All brand new. All bought with loving care and high hope. All unused.


  Something burned his eyes and the fear and worry came back, replacing the anger and churning his stomach with unspoken grief. He left the room, the bright wallpaper and the silent cot, and his feet thudded on the pile of the soft carpeting as he moved from room to room.


  In one of them he found his wife.


  She lay sprawled on an unmade bed, her mouth open, her hair a black cloud of disorder, her skirt soiled and riding high above her silken knees. One shoe had fallen from her foot and the stocking had laddered, the wide trail writhing like a pale snake up her calf and over her knee. Make-up showed like a mask on her lax features, the red stain of her lipstick grotesque against her ghastly pallor, and her hands seemed like bloodtipped talons as they rested on the crumpled sheets.


  At first he thought she was dead, and despair softened his muscles so that he almost fell. Then he stooped over her, his nose wrinkling to a acrid odour, and disgust took the place of despair as he realized the truth.


  She was drunk.


  For a long moment he stood, staring down at her, fighting the weakness of reaction and trying to bring order out of terrible chaos.


  Norma was drunk. He had never seen her. drunk before, she had rarely touched alcohol and her own pride and self-respect would have prevented her from ever getting into such a helpless condition. She was drunk but,—where was the baby?


  He shouted at her, shaking her and trying to force her to answer the question. He failed. She stirred a little, muttered something, and rolled over on her side. Beneath her he caught a glimpse of something white, a scrap of intricate knitting, a tiny woolen garment, hand made, even clumsily made, a garment for a new-born baby, and looking at it, he knew that the comatose woman on the bed had knitted it.


  Grimly he set about sobering her up.


  He staggered from the bathroom to the bedroom, carrying a great bowl of water, throwing it over her, refilling it, throwing it again. The bed became a sopping ruin, the sheets wringing wet, the carpets dark with oozing moisture, welling and squelching beneath his water-filled shoes.


  He slapped her face, her hands, tugging at her hair and pulling her limp body so that she lolled on the edge of the bed. Slowly, very slowly, life returned to the alcohol-soaked body, awareness dawned on her lax features, her eyelids fluttered, opened, closed, opened again.


  “Norma! Wake up, Norma! Norma!”


  He shook her until her head rolled on her shoulders, until her hands lifted in instinctive self-defence, until her eyes registered something other than dull, animallike consciousness.


  He dragged her to the shower then, thrusting her into the cubicle, still fully dressed, and turned on the ice-cold needle spray. He spun the control valve until the pressure spray stung her with a thousand whips, then fumbled in the medicine cabinet for tablets and pills, guessing which would be best to use, then carelessly forcing her to swallow a mixture of them all.


  He ran down to the kitchen, rummaging through the mess until he found coffee and the percolator. He filled it, ladling in heaped spoonfulls of the brown grains, and set it over an electric coil to boil. He climbed the stairs, wincing to the forgotten pain of his abused muscles, and dragging her from the lashing spray, stripped off her ruined clothes and rubbed her savagely with a rough towel. She began to cry, thrusting at his violent hands, and he snarled at her, slapping at her fingers, concentrating on getting her sober, closing his ears to her whimpered protest and weak struggles.


  By the time he had dressed her in a loose house coat and got her downstairs he was weak from exertion and dripping with sweat.


  But his wife was sober.


  He watched her as she drank two cups of black coffee, sipping at his own cup, his mouth rebelling at the bitter taste of the strong liquid. He watched her as his presence began to register, the fact that he was home, that he was her husband, the fact that he had found her sodden drunk and the house looking like a pigsty with dust and neglect.


  Somehow it didn’t seem to worry her, and sudden anger made him slam the cup down onto the table.


  “Well, Norma?”


  “Well?”


  “You know what I mean,” he snapped. “All this,” he gestured towards the disordered house, “can wait. Where is the baby?”


  “Gone.” She said the word without feeling, without emotion, as if it were something abstract, unimportant, unreal.


  “I can see that, but where? Where is she?”


  “She?” For the first time life seemed to return to her, and her eyes softened as she traced an aimless design on the tabletop. “How did you know it was a girl?”


  “I didn’t, I guessed.” He forced himself to be gentle, to restrain his impatience, and the knuckles of his hands gleamed white through the skin as he gripped the arms of his chair. “Where is she, Norma?”


  “I told you, she’s gone.”


  “I know that, but where?”


  “Where?” Slowly she shook her head and her eyes stared past him, stared through the walls of the house towards the distant glory of the burning stars. “I don’t know, John. With the Angels perhaps. Where do babies go when they. . . .” Something seemed to catch in her throat, something which made her eyes glisten with tears and set her lips to quivering, her voice to breaking.


  “When they what?”


  “Please, John, don’t make me say it. She’s gone. Isn’t that bad enough? Gone I tell you. Gone!”


  “You mean that she’s dead?” He stared at her in shocked unbelief, his heart thudding with sickening violence against his ribs, his mouth dry with sudden hate.


  “You dirty, stinking, drunken slut! You killed her!”


  The sound of his hand against her cheek echoed through the silent house.


  The blow seemed to have finished what the water, the drugs and the coffee had begun, and when the initial shock had died, she was wholly sober. She touched her cheek, the mark of his fingers standing out against the pallid skin in ugly welts, then stared at her hand as if expecting to see it covered with blood. Then she stared at him and her eyes held an emotion he had never expected to see again.


  Contempt.


  It hurt. It hurt because he felt it undeserved, but at the same time he felt a stab of shame that he had slapped an unsuspecting woman, and the contempt in her eyes served to trigger his own self-dislike. He rubbed his tingling fingers, and sought refuge in bluster and accusation.


  “Look at the place! Filthy! What baby could be expected to live with a sot for a mother?” He saw the anguish in her eyes and knew that he was hurting her far more than the blow had done, but something within him, something born of fear and doubt and nagging worry, forced him to continue.


  “So she died, and then what did you do, throw a party to celebrate?”


  “Don’t.” She stared at him, her wide brown eyes pits of torment against the whiteness of her face. “How could you think like that? How could you?”


  “Isn’t it true?” He stared at the cluster of empty bottles, at the unwashed dishes and the dust and dirt. “Are you proud of your kitchen, Norma. Did your friends have a good time?”


  “So I’ve had a few drinks.” He recoiled a little from the sudden feral anger blazing from her eyes, from the anger which made her voice a brittle mockery of what it should have been. “So what? What did you want me to do while you were away, sit on my hands, say prayers for your safety? Haven’t I a life of my own to live? Who are you to tell me what to do?”


  “I’m your husband, the father of your child, or have you forgotten that?”


  “No.” She looked at him, and now the contempt was back in her eyes and her lips curled with the same emotion. “I haven’t forgotten, how could I forget, I have an empty cradle to remind me of the man I married.”


  “Is that my fault, the empty cradle I mean, is it?”


  “Yes.”


  He rose with a savage abruptness, sending his chair skittering over the polished, floor, and his fingers dug into her shoulders as if they were hooks.


  “What do you mean.? Quick, tell me. How did the baby die?”


  “Don’t you know?” She stared at him, and though he gripped her with all the strength of. arm and wrist muscles, yet she betrayed no feeling of pain.


  “How can I know? Tell me.”


  “She died almost as soon as she was born, and I almost died with her, that’s what you’ve done for y.our family.”


  “I’ve done?” He stepped back, shaking his head in puzzled bewilderment. “I don’t understand. The baby died at birth, I can realize that, but why blame me? I was miles away, out in space, what could I have done to prevent it?”


  “You could have been here, a wife likes to know that her man is beside her at a time like that. I needed you then, John, needed you more than I ever have, more than I ever will, and you weren’t there. I had to rely on strangers, friends, employees of the hospital, they were kind enough but it wasn’t the same, it wasn’t anywhere near the same.”


  “But you knew that would happen the last time I was home. You told me not to worry, that you would manage, what made you change?”


  She shrugged, toying with her empty coffee cup, her thick black hair falling in disarranged coils over the whiteness of her shoulders. She seemed remote, disinterested, almost like a stranger, and he felt a barrier between them which had not existed before.


  “Norma.”


  “Yes?”


  “Look, Norma, perhaps I made a mistake, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have slapped you, but I was worried, I’ve looked forward to seeing the baby for so long and the disappointment was too great.” He tried to touch her, to rest his hand on her shoulder, but she pulled away, and he sat down, biting his lips. “I’m sorry about the baby, you know that, but Norma, why have you changed?”


  “Have I?”


  “Yes. You don’t seem at all pleased to see me, and Norma, even if the baby did die, we can always have another.”


  “No!”


  “Why not?” He stared at her, not understanding the expression on her face, not liking it, feeling that somehow no woman should ever look at her husband in quite that way.


  “I’ll tell you why not.” Her mouth twisted as she almost spat the words, sending them like bullets into the quivering surface of his self-importance. “You can’t have a baby, that’s why! You’re not man enough to father a child and you never will be. Look at you! My God what made me ever marry such an apology of a man! I must have been a starry-eyed fool, blinded with the glamour of marrying a rocket pilot, and I thought that the reflected glory would be compensation enough. Well I was wrong. Nothing can compensate for a husband who isn’t a husband, who is just someone who comes home for a few days each year, who has to be nursed and babied, shielded and apologized for. Not even the money you can give me can compensate for that empty cradle upstairs. I’m a normal woman, not a freak, and I want a normal husband and normal babies. I don’t want you, you . . .”


  The chiming of the doorbell merged with her sudden tears.


  Bill Larrimer stood on the step, his wife Mary with him, and staring at them John felt a sick envy. They were both normal, well-matched, with three healthy children and had found contentment in each others company. He stared at them, and Bill shuffled his feet, clearing his throat with a nervousness surprising in so large a man.


  “Hello, John. We’d have arrived sooner but the prop shaft of our turbine car snapped and we had to wait for transport.” He hesitated, glancing over John’s shoulder into the house. “May we come in?”


  “I suppose so.” John stood back and let them enter the house. Mary disappeared towards the kitchen and John would have followed her but Bill caught his arm and drew him into the big living room.


  “I want to talk to you, John. Have you seen Norma?”


  “I have.”


  “Was she . . .?” Bill flushed, fumbling for words.


  “She was drunk,” said John bitterly. “You can see what the place is like for yourself.”


  “I know, that’s what I want to talk to you about.” The big man glanced around the littered room, then sat down on t-he edge of a settee. “Sit down, John, you look tired.”


  John nodded and slumped down beside the big man. He was tired, his muscles burned with fatigue and his legs quivered, threatening to collapse beneath him at any moment. He rested his hands on his knees, trying to stop their trembling, and his mouth felt gritty and full of slime.


  “Do you know about the baby, John?”


  “She told me.”


  “Norma?”


  “Who else? You didn’t seem to want to.”


  “I know, John, I’m sorry about that, but we’d hoped to get here before you.” The big man sighed, then braced himself as if for an unpleasant task. “I was at the hospital when it was born, Norma needed a friend and I’ve known her nearly all my life. She had a bad time, John, very bad, she almost died and at one time they feared for her sanity.


  “So?”


  “So things aren’t quite the same as when you left.” He sighed again, deliberately staring at the silent bulk of the teleradio cabinet. “I’ll make this short, John, I don’t like what I’m doing.”


  “Then get on with it.”


  “I will. Norma wants a divorce, John, and you’ve got to let her have it.”


  “A divorce?” John stared at the big man. “Are you serious? Do you know what you’re saying? I just can’t give her up like that, she means too much to me, we mean too much to each other, you must be making a mistake.”


  “No, John. I wish I were but I’m not. Norma must end this marriage, for the sake of both of you.” He paused and gestured towards the littered room. “This is just a beginning, John, can you guess what will follow?”


  He nodded, knowing what the big man was getting at. When a woman was good, she was perfect, but when she was bad. . . . A woman like Norma knew no halfway mark, with her it was all or none, and if she had lost her self-respect, then life with her would be a continuous nightmare.


  First the drinking, the wild parties, the dull coma induced by too much alcohol. Then the moral fibre would slip, drugs, strange men, any sort of a man, and the shrill forced laughter of a damned soul trying to justify a mode of life foreign to her nature. If a divorce could save her then it was a small price to pay, but . . .?


  “She wants children, John. Babies she can mother and nurse and watch grow into healthy children. She must have them, John, her whole nature cries out for them, and without them . . .” He shrugged, staring at the disordered room.


  “I can give her that.” John stared down at his trembling hands. “I can give her babies, I want them just as much as she does you know, she doesn’t have to get a divorce, we can still be happy together.”


  “No, John.”


  “No? What do you mean?”


  “You can’t give her children. You’ve been in space too long, it was a miracle that she ever conceived and after your last trip it would be an impossibility. You’re sterile, John, the radiations of space have destroyed you as a parent. Norma must marry a normal man if she is to regain her moral sanity.”


  “You’re lying!”


  “No. I’m not lying. Your child was a girl, did you know that? But it was something else too. It was an unsuccessful mutation, John, a freak, it was a mercy that it died.” He glanced pityingly down at the man at his side, resting one big hand on the pilot’s shoulder, feeling the muscles jump and quiver beneath his palm.


  “I’m sorry John, damn sorry, but that’s the way it is.”


  He didn’t answer, he was staring through a film of tears at the ruin of a broken life.


  It had always been the same. At school, at work, then later at the academy, it had always been the same. At first, when he had been accepted as a spaceman, things had been different. The rocket ships were still new and the men who rode between the planets on wings of flames were heroes, but it didn’t last, it never lasted.


  When he had married, when he had a beautiful woman to call his own, one who loved and respected him, then it had seemed that he would know real contentment. For three years now he had known that happiness, when life was a series of bright spots between the lonely journeys, and home was where his wife waited to welcome him. But now . . .


  He rose from the settee, stumbling a little as he headed towards the kitchen. Mary stared at him as he entered, then, moved by some womanly intuition, left him alone with his wife.


  “Norma.” He moved towards her, his hands outstretched, his eyes like those of an injured animal. “Bill has just told me about the baby. I’m sorry, more sorry than you can ever know. Can you forgive me, dear?”


  “For what?”


  “For the things I said, the blow, the insults. I didn’t know, and I’d looked forward so much to seeing the baby . . .” His voice trailed into silence as he saw the expression in her eyes.


  “Did he say anything else?”


  “He told me that you wanted a divorce. Is that true?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can’t you think it over? Wait for another trip? Maybe we could adopt a child, more than one if you like, anything to make you happy, but don’t leave me, Norma. Please don’t leave me.”


  “It’s no good, John.” For a moment pity replaced the contempt in her eyes and she touched him gently on the head. “I can’t live like this any longer. I want a man who can be a husband to me, take me out, take me dancing, swimming, walking, all the things we could never do. It isn’t that I hate you, John, it’s just that . . .”


  “You want a man instead of a freak.” He nodded, and his legs felt as if they were made of water as he headed for the stairs: Slowly he entered the nursery, the room with the bright wallpaper and the accusing emptiness of the lonely cot. He stooped over it, staring at where the baby should have been, then recoiled with an insane hope.


  Something stared up at him from the tiny pillow. A little thing, carved from exotic woods, plumed and tufted with brilliant feathers and with tiny gems for eyes.


  The Venusian doll.


  He picked it up, staring at the cunning perfection of the joints, the oddly humorous grin on the lopsided face, and in his hand he held all the bitter hope and unsatisfied longing of the barren years. A doll. His dead baby’s doll. Brought across limitless distance to mock him with what might have been.


  He threw it to the floor, stamping on it, smashing the cunning joints and soiling the gay feathers. He pounded the face with his heel, forcing the gems from their sockets and leaving the toy sightless and blind. He kicked at it, the tears streaming down his face, the sound of his foot as it met the wood a dull accompaniment to his thudding heart.


  Then, because there was nothing else he could do, he went out into the night, out beneath the cold stars, the fairy trails of strat-rockets, and the cold night air.


  All forty five inches of him.


  THE END


  PANACEA


  Dean A. Grennell


  Thaddeus Q. Pangbourne decided to let the natives of Venus have the benefit of his Peerless Patent Panacea; but a patent medicine made with Venusian ingredients might possibly have unexpected results. It did; in fact, it put a definite strain on the diplomatic relations of Earth and Venus.


  AND so I bring you, ladies and gentlemen, the priceless boon of everlasting health. I bring you freedom from disease—relief from all the plagues and megrims which harass a tortured mankind. I bring you Doctor Pangbourne’s Peerless Patent Panacea!


  “This matchless blessing for the sufferer is the ultimate result of a lifetime of research. It combines hitherto unknown secrets of the physicians of Ancient Egypt with the newest medical discoveries of today and the day after tomorrow!


  “It is a life-giving tonic, containing a superabundance of all the vitamins and minerals needed for the glowing euphoria of perfect health. Take it regularly and the Grim Reaper will blunt his scythe upon you in vain!


  “Now the regular price of Doctor Pangbourne’s Peerless Patent Panacea is a paltry five dollars for the giant family size—less than the cost of a single wreath of flowers to lay upon the bier of some poor soul who never learned of its incredible benefits! Five insignificant dollars for blessed relief from any disease or disorder—any one of them!


  “I want to introduce this unique compound to you. I want you to learn of its wonderful properties first-hand. To do this, I shall give—yes, I shall ‘give’—a full, giant, family-size bottle to each person who offers me a single dollar in the next thirty seconds! My assistant will now pass among you . . .”


  The few curious ones who had stopped to hear this harangue shuffled their feet and moved on, finding a sudden fascination in the carnival attraction next to the old bus. This exhibit featured Ophidia, The Snake-Girl (“She swallows a live snake before your very eyes!”)


  Mrs. Pangbourne blew a vagrant lock of grey hair out of her eyes and watched their retreat without expression. Wearily, she turned back toward the bus with her arms full of bottles. She noted with mild interest that a young man had engaged Dr. Pangbourne in conversation. Apparently, though, he wasn’t looking for everlasting health so she replaced her bottles on their rack and returned to her campstool and the sock she was knitting.


  Doctor Thaddeus Quincy Pangbourne (Ph. D.) had no delusions about the prospects of Celling tonic to his visitor. It wasn’t that the man—who had introduced himself as Esal Scurpp—didn’t look as though he needed a tonic. Somehow he just didn’t have the appearance of a man who worries about his health. That pasty complexion, now . . .


  Pangbourne found his manner of approach a bit jarring, too.


  “Business is lousy in the patentmedicine line, ain’t it, Doc?”


  The Doctor’s goatee jutted indignantly.


  “I fail to see where that is any of your affair!” he replied with some asperity.


  “Ahh, come off it, Doc!” Scurpp was scornful. “I been watching your pitch for quite a while and you ain’t sold three bottles all afternoon. Socialized medicine has plumb ruined your racket.”


  Thaddeus groped for a crushing retort.


  “I still don’t see why that should tear your heart out.” His voice lent an odd note of mild savagery to the reply.


  “Oh, but it does, Doc—” There was no discouraging this fellow. “You see, I got the very thing you need to clean up with.”


  “I’m afraid we’re well supplied with brooms and brushes.”


  “You just ain’t reading me, Doc. What you need is to get to fresh territory. New worlds to conquer, that’s what you need.”


  Thaddeus was one of those who find it hard to be rude To people, no matter how they deserve rudeness.


  “Did you have such a world in mind?” he asked, reaching for sarcasm.


  “Sure,” said the oily one. “Venus, that’s where. I just came from there and it’s a natural for a guy like you. The gooks are sick all the time and they’ll buy anything.”


  “It appears to me there’s a slight hitch.” Thad felt a vague stir of interest in spite of himself. “We are, at present, on Earth and the fare to take us to Venus is more than I care to think about.”


  “I know the rates are steep. But did you ever think of having a spaceship all your own? Then you could pack up and hop from town to town. Why, you could even make a run back to Earth for a fresh batch of snake-oil.”


  Pangbourne bristled. “Young man, I’ll thank you to remember that it is not ‘snake-oil’ but, rather, a carefully compounded mixture of . . .”


  “Yeah, yeah—I heard the spiel you were giving the suckers. Skip that—you’re missing the main idea.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t even see the main idea! Where in Blue Tunket would a man like me get the price of a space-ship? I’m compelled to admit that I don’t even have the price of enough fuel to take a liner from here to Venus.”


  “That’s the point, Doc—that’s the point! I ain’t talking about no liner. There’s a lot of spaceyachts and such that the rich guys buy to go cutting around in and then sell for a song after a season or so. If you ain’t got a brand-new 2078 job, you just don’t rate in those circles.”


  “And by some happy chance, you just happen to have such a vessel for sale at a mere pittance, I suppose?”


  “How on earth did you manage to guess that, Doc? You must be physic!” Scurpp must have read the expression somewhere, for he gave it just that pronunciation—physic.


  There was an elfin twinkle in Thad’s eye as he turned and spoke over his shoulder.


  “The man wants to sell us a space-ship, Mother.”


  Like many people who marry late in life and remain childless, it pleased them to use the titles of parenthood.


  Imperturbable was the word for Elvira Pangbourne. She didn’t miss a stitch.


  “Yes, Pa,” she said, “I heard; but where would we get the money?”


  Thaddeus turned back to Scurpp with an inquiring glance.


  “Maybe he could answer that.”


  Esal got briskly down to business.


  “About how much do you think you’d be able to raise?”


  Thad thought bleakly about their tiny hoard laid away for a “rainy day.” Stalling for time, he asked if he was supposed to buy a pig in a poke. Where was this so-wonderful space yacht?


  “I got a ground-car over here at the lot. I was hoping you’d like to come out and take a look at it.”


  They rode out to the rocket port and Scurpp drove the little three-wheeled runabout up the ramp to the ship. Elvira sat in the rear seat, having laid her knitting aside with the air of one who expects to return shortly.


  The ship stood there, tall, slim and sleekly beautiful in the gathering dusk. This was no weary old freighter, with blast-pocked tubes and loose connections in the instrument panels. It was of recent vintage and superbly maintained. Thad ran his hand over the smooth fin and kicked the grounding cushions in what he hoped was a profound and judicious manner. It was the first time he’d ever seen a space-ship close up but he didn’t want to betray his ignorance.


  “Beautiful, ain’t she?” Scurpp volunteered proudly. “She sleeps four and a crew of two.”


  “That’s another thing that occurs to me,” objected Thad. “Neither of us has any experience in piloting anything bigger than the old bus. And heaven knows, we can’t afford to hire a crew to run it for us.”


  By the way of answer, Scurpp led them up the telescoping ramp into a surprisingly roomy lounge. He handed Thad a thick book entitled “Pilot’s Manual for the 2075 Bergstrom Space-Rover” and indicated several books on Astrogation, Maintenance and Space Regulations.


  “Confidentially,” he said, “they carry the crew along to do the dirty work—cooking, making beds and such. That’s what the playboys get their biggest charge out of—making like a pilot.”


  “You mean I could skim through this book and learn enough about running the thing to be able to get around?”


  Esal assured him that he could. He showed Thad how to look up a pre-plotted course in the Ephemeris and punch it into the automatic pilot for a pre-set time when the relays would be activated by a broadcast signal from the Government Observatory. He explained how it would hold to the course and compensate for minor variations by taking radio fixes as the voyage progressed. It even had HDA which he translated as “Hazard Detection and Avoidance”. It could be set to give a signal and relinquish control at any previously determined altitude over the destination. By switching it off, manual control could be assumed at any time.


  “An eight-year-old,” he stoutly maintained, “could take this job to Pluto and bring her back.”


  Thad wondered what kind of parents would let their children go gadding off to the ends of the system on solo flights but he didn’t choose to make an issue of it. Instead, he wondered aloud.


  “But what about fuel? Isn’t that expensive?”


  “Not anymore. The drive on this ship uses the new synthetized fuels and the tanks hold enough for a dozen round trips.” He peered at a gauge. “They’re nearly full right now.”


  Thad was impressed. He turned to Elvira, for such an important decision was not his alone to make.


  “Well, Mother?”


  “I still haven’t heard the gentleman mention a price. It seems to me that he’d want a lot more than we could afford to give him.” And then she added, wistfully, “But it would be nice to see another world while we can still see it together.”


  “Well, old boy,” Thad thought to himself, “here goes the ballgame!”


  “The very most we could possibly dig up would be about twelve hundred dollars.” Thad expected anything but the man’s ready agreement.


  “If it weren’t for the fact that my poor old Mother is bad sick and I need the dough to rush to her bedside I’d laugh in your face. As it is, I’ll take twelve C’s and the old bus ’cause I ain’t got time to look for a better offer. You’re getting a steal, brother!”


  The Papgbournes expressed sympathy for the ailing lady and Thad insisted on giving the man a couple bottles of his remedy for Mrs. Scurpp to try, pointing out that you never could tell.


  It didn’t seem long at all before the transaction was completed and Thad and Elvira stood on the ramp and watched the venerable old bus wheeze down the road. Esal looked out of the driver’s window and waved in farewell as the bus rounded a row of maintenance sheds and vanished.


  “Well, I surely hope his Mother gets better,” Elvira said.


  They climbed up into the unfamiliar luxury of their new home and set to work putting the hastily-loaded things away. Thad stacked the cases of concentrate away in the luggage lockers. There was enough to make up several hundred bottles and he was glad he’d laid in a fresh supply only recently.


  When their gear had been stowed away Thad settled down on a reclining chair with a cigar from the Captain’s locker and an arm-load of books.


  It was nearly mid-night when he looked up from his concentration to where Elvira sat, her tireless needles clicking rhythmically.


  “Well Mother,” he said, calm assurance and no small amount of pride in his voice, “I think I can make her go.”


  Elvira looked up. “Yes, Pa?”


  “I feel sure of it and I know of one way to find out. Right now.”


  “But it’s night, Pa. Why not wait until daylight?”


  “What difference does it make? It will be daylight soon after we take off and the automatic pilot doesn’t need light to find its way around.”


  Elvira objected mildly. It felt so nice to sit quietly enjoying the soft chair, the panelled walls, the pretty carpeting and the bright, but gentle lighting. Thad overcame her protests by pointing out that she would have plenty of time for that after they were underway. Finally she agreed and he managed to look up the settings and punch them in with time enough to catch the second quarter-hourly signal after the decision had been made.


  They relaxed on the deep hydraulic cushions of the bunks as the ship lifted skyward, its takeoff unexpectedly quiet in the thickly-insulated cabin. The acceleration of two gravities wasn’t too bad lying down. Elvira even drifted off to sleep after a while. But before this, her voice had made a disquieting speculation.


  “Thaddeus, I can’t help but wonder . . .”


  “Yes, Mother?”


  “If the young man wanted to get home so quickly, why didn’t he take this ship?”


  Thaddeus assured her that it was probably because of the difficulty of making point-to-point hops on a planet with a ship designed for longer trips. But he lay there for a long time after Elvira’s faint, musical snores proclaimed her slumber.


  For the manual had stressed the maneuverability of this particular model for sight-seeing after arrival.


  Full of the gnawing self-doubts which follow the taking of an irrevocable step—and now it didn’t seem that he had given it the consideration he should have—he finally drifted off to a fitful sleep. He was troubled by his unaccustomed weight which was a shade over three hundred pounds with the drive on it and it was hard to move. There was some kind of nonsensical dream about a smooth-talking young man whose hair dripped motor-oil, hawking used spacecraft from the back platform of the old bus . . .


  They woke up when the drive cut back to its cruising rate of one-quarter earth-normal. Despite a few stiff joints from hours of double-weight they felt as if years had been lopped from their ages. Thad reminded his wife that the gravity of Venus would take about sixteen pounds of weight off of her feet and she was pleased and greatly impressed. Their doubts of a few hours before had evaporated like early morning fog and they made a gay adventure of exploring the ship.


  Elvira was delighted to find the freezer compartment stocked with foods they hadn’t been able to afford in years—some, in fact, that they’d never even heard of.


  Thad was in favor of making an epicurean feast out of breakfast but Elvira pointed out that there was no telling how long the food might have to last them and how did they know things would be any better on Venus than they had been on Earth?


  After breakfast they went to look out of the view-port at the blazing glory of stars undimmed by air and haze. Elvira squeezed Thad’s hand as he showed her the shimmering pearl that awaited them.


  They landed on Venus the third week out, dropping through the blinding white overcast with calm confidence in the all-seeing HDA to keep their course free of obstacles. Thad made a very creditable first landing—the lighter gravity helped somewhat. He felt a pleasant glow oh accomplishment as he pressed the button which opened the lock and lowered the ramp. Hand in hand, like a pair of children exploring a haunted house, the Pangbournes went down to set foot on Sol’s second planet.


  The light was dazzling-bright and the air was hot, with a smell which was unfamiliar but not unpleasant. Around the clearing, the trees stretched up to incredible heights and undergrowth matted thickly about their trunks. Thad and Elvira were quite enchanted.


  There was a cluster of native houses nearby, which was why they had chosen this clearing for their landing-place. The natives were coming out to meet them—evidently they didn’t see many space-going vessels in this area.


  The Venusians clustered about their visitors like a group of curious children. The effect was spoiled a bit by the fact that there was scarcely a one of them who was less than seven feet tall.


  Thad, speaking just below a shout (on the theory that everybody understands English if it’s loud), asked if there was anybody around who could talk with them.


  One of the crowd was pushed to the fore, where he announced that he (the Pangbournes supposed that “he” was the right pronoun, which later proved correct) could speak a fair sort of English.


  His name—as close as Thad could pronounce it—was Ivlek Rotan and he had worked for a colony of Terrans up the river at one time. His English was a bit rusty, but Thad didn’t have too much trouble making himself understood.


  There wasn’t much doubt that the Venusians would be a ready market for medicaments. Their skins were of a peculiar verdant shade, midway between aqua and bottle-green. There seemed to be some sort of skin-rash that was quite prevalent, for all of them had a number of sores on their faces, arms and legs. It looked like a sort of super acne. Thad made a mental note to find out the name for it and stress the beneficial properties of his remedy on this particular complaint.


  Which reminded him—his stocks of bottled remedy were running a bit low. He had only been mixing up small batches back home, what with the meager demand and all, and it looked like he’d be needing more of the stuff here. At least, he hoped he would be!


  So he got a five-gallon crock from the ship, and a jug of concentrate. As an afterthought, he added a bit of extra paraphernalia from their luggage. If the natives were going to watch him mix the remedy, he might as well put on a bit of a show for them.


  They trooped down to the river, still followed by what must have been almost the entire population of the village. Thad tested the water with his finger, found it hot and then withdrew hastily as a thing like an outsize barracuda came swooping up to investigate.


  So he used a long-handled dipper to ladle the greenish river water into the crock. When he had it nearly three-quarters full, he added about half a gallon of concentrate from the jug, made a few cabalistic gestures and started to stir it.


  With his free hand, he broke off a branch from a nearby shrub which bore several large blue berries. He plucked one off and offered it to a nearby child. The little one ate it with neither joy nor alarm. This provided some vital information to Thad—the berries were edible, or the older natives would have restrained the young one from eating them.


  Thad squeezed an enthusiastic amount of the berry-juice into the mixture and stirred well.


  Then he went back to the ship and rummaged through their gear until he located some old fireworks—a relic of some far-off fourth-of-July engagement—and burned them by the crock, pretending to fan the smoke across the solution.


  For good measure he threw in some seidlitz powders, which foamed up impressively. He deemed it good theater at this point to chant a few bars of “Bei Mir bist du Schoen” and make some more motions with the hands.


  He aimed to give his clientele their money’s worth.


  Doctor Pangbourne’s Peerless Patent Panacea, usually a clear sunny yellow, came out a rather turgid shade of off-blue, but Thad was satisfied. After all, he thought, it should look different—it had to cure different maladies in a totally different species of patient. He shook a bottle, and squinted judiciously at the contents.


  It certainly looked as if it ought to cure something!


  So he set to work with Ivlek doing the heavy lifting and hauling, to build a platform from a few boards and packing cases. As they worked, he coached his new assistant on the fine art of salesmanship.


  Ivlek was an apt pupil, as he proved when they had finished the stand and commenced the sales-pitch. Thad would peer at the crowd through the pair of sunglasses which sat astride his nose, incongruous above the white goatee, and expound the virtues of his elixir for a minute or two. Then he’d hand the bottle to Ivlek, who would shake it at the crowd in fine imitation of Thad’s gestures and reiterate a literal translation in gobbling, clacking, Venish.


  The first invitation to purchase resulted in one of the maddest stampedes ever experienced. The stack of bottles melted away like beer at a German picnic.


  And before they were all gone, Ivlek had managed to find time to buy three bottles for himself.


  And so it went, through village after village. Ivlek had decided to hitch his wagon to the Pangbourne star and was teaching Thad a little basic Venish so that he could at least make his greeting and a few telling points in the language of his audience. The Pangbourne’s cup of joy was running over and they blessed the young man who had told them of this El Dorado.


  At least they did until one day about a week and a half after their arrival. They were just about ready to return to Earth for bottles and raw material and were trying to persuade Ivlek to come along for the trip. The ship’s strong-box was overflowing with the little, sun-baked venucotta plaques that were the local medium of exchange. Business had been magnificent.


  Thad was just inquiring as to where they could convert their take into Terran legal tender when they heard the sound of an approaching ship and looked up to see the ugly, lethal lines of a blueblack Patrol ship appear through the overcast. It settled on blazing jets amid a cloud of dust and flying mud and a squad of men disembarked and came towards them, marching in smart formation.


  Their leader’s greeting was brief and very much to the point.


  “Pangbourne,” he snapped, “you are under arrest!”


  Elvira gasped. Ivlek vented a whistle of surprise. Thad leaped to his feet, causing a number of guns to regard him with unwinking black muzzles.


  “Under arrest?” His blue eyes blazed and his voice was an outraged bellow. “What in Blue Tunket for?”


  “What for?” The Officer was aghast at such effrontery. “What not for? You’ve done just about everything there’s a law against except commit murder and adultery and I wouldn’t even be surprised if we turn up evidence of those!”


  He produced a sizable piece of paper and commenced to read from it.


  “Operating an interplanetary vessel without permit, license or registry. Making an inter-planetary voyage without clearing customs at take-off or landing. Flagrant violation of the Pure Food and Drug Law, with Interplanetary amendments. Unlawful sale by misrepresentation to natives of a commodity not cleared by their government. Purchase of a spacegoing vessel without payment of transaction tax. Purchase and possession of stolen property, unlawful flight to evade capture . . .”


  Thad sagged like a collapsing balloon. Somehow he couldn’t bring himself to look at Elvira. He could feel the look in Ivlek’s eyes, warm with shocked sorrow.


  “But I didn’t know it had been stolen!”


  “Ignorance is no excuse and I hereby warn you that anything you may say will be taken down in writing and used against you . . .”


  The officer rattled off the timeworn formula in a ritualistic singsong, and snapped a pair of gleaming hand-cuffs on Thad’s wrists. It took three Patrolmen to hold him when he saw them putting the cuffs on Elvira too. This was too much!


  But Elvira wasn’t too disturbed. She managed to fetch along her knitting-bag.


  “How much did you pay for that ship?” the Officer asked as they were being led away.


  Thad looked back, craning his neck for a final view of the shining thing that had been his joy and undoing. Ivlek stood by, watching helplessly as a crew of Patrolmen prepared to take the ship back to their headquarters.


  “Twelve hundred dollars,” muttered Thad. And he knew what the Officer was going to say.


  “Twelve hundred? Boy what a laugh that is! Do you know what those things cost?”


  “I’m afraid I do now.”


  They put the Pangbournes on hard benches in the Patrol ship and fastened their ankles to chains anchored to rings set in the wall.


  The savage acceleration at the takeoff strained painfully at the old couple’s bones. Thad looked up once to find Elvira regarding him with tender compassion.


  “It’s all right, Pa.” Her voice was clear and firm over the drumming roar of the jets. “You meant well.”


  Thad buried his face in his hands and wept, the chain on his handcuffs jingling faintly as the sobs shook his shoulders.


  Elvira was taken away when they got to the prison. She was led down the echoing corridor, a matron on each side and her knittingbag in her manacled hands. To Thad, each receding foot-fall was a dagger twisted in his heart. He wished that he was five years dead and in the grave that all this would have never happened.


  The gray day stretched into a gray week. The air in the cell was hot and humid and foul. Thad sank deeper into apathy. Instead of looking fifteen years younger than his actual sixty-five, he looked a very decrepit ninety.


  A faint spark of the old Thad Pangbourne came flickering to the surface when they brought the greasy-haired Scurpp, heavily chained, 4o look in the cell door and identify him for the record.


  Thad raged and tore at the bars.


  If he could have laid his hands on the creature, he’d have rent him limb from limb. He went so far as to say so with vivid description of gory details and choice bits of character analysis picked up in years with the carnival.


  “Ahhh—shut up, you old basset! I told you it was a steal, didn’t I?”


  Thad subsided as Scurpp was led away and soon he was back on the bunk, staring dully at the sweating wall, his mind millions of miles away on a happy planet where the skies were blue (sometimes, at least) and the living was precarious but honest (well—reasonably honest).


  At length his reverie was broken by the hollow sound of footsteps coming down the corridor, accompanied by a faint jingling noise. It was a turnkey and a pair of guards. They halted outside his door.


  “Pangbourne?”


  “Yes?”


  “Someone to see you in the Warden’s office.”


  The DA, thought Thad, or maybe a cheap shyster who makes an odd buck taking cases where the court assigns a defense attorney.


  He didn’t expect to see . . .


  “Ivlek! Why you old son of a gun!”


  Ivlek was standing and he seemed a bit embarrassed by Thad’s greeting. Thad’s eyes turned to Ivlek’s companion and he saw why everybody else was standing too.


  He was a Venusian of imposing proportions and awe-inspiring appearance. More than a foot taller than Ivlek, he had an air of leonine dignity hard to visualize on a head shaped like a football. He was dressed in a uniform of glowing colors which flashed and changed hues as he moved. He turned, inquiringly, to Ivlek.


  “This is the man?”


  “Yes, excellency,” replied Ivlek, who turned to Thad and announced simply, “His Ultimate Supremacy, Igirf Eriad the Twelfth, Emperor of All Venus.”


  Ivlek walked over to Thad and removed the jerkin-like garment which covered the upper half of his body.


  “I have taken your medicine regularly, Doctor Pangbourne, and I just want you to look at my skin.”


  He turned around slowly. Thad gulped and choked a bit. When Ivlek was facing him again, he could hardly meet the Venusian’s gaze.


  The bluish-green skin was pebbled solidly with a covering of the sores, almost edge-to-edge.


  Thad was surprised to find that he could feel even worse than he had before. He hadn’t thought it possible.


  “Iv, old fellow, I’m sorry. You don’t know how sorry I am!”


  “You’re sorry? Why should Doctor Pangbourne be sorry?”


  “Your eci-sebuc, Ivlek—your little bumps—you’ve got more of them than you had before.”


  “That’s right, Doctor. And I never felt better in my life!”


  “Never felt better? How can that be?”


  “I thought I explained that to you, Doctor. Those eci-sebuc are how we keep cool—we can’t perspire like an earth-man, or pant like one of your dogs, so we lose heat through those—as you call them—‘little bumps’.”


  To Thad, the room seemed to whirl slightly. He had a momentary mad impulse to fly out through the open window, since he was probably dreaming anyway. He turned to see the Emperor coming toward him.


  Eriad put his hands on Thad’s shoulders and looked down into his eyes.


  “In the name of my people, Doctor Pangbourne, I want to thank you!”


  He turned to the Warden who stood, pop-eyed with amazement, against the wall.


  “How can I bring about Doctor Pangbourne’s release?”


  “His re-re-release?” The Warden stammered, temporarily at a loss for words. “Why—that is—that would be most difficult, your excellency. Very difficult indeed. He’s been caught red-handed with a stolen ship—that’s grand larceny on a pretty grand scale, you know—heh-heh—and then there’s a host of other charges . . .”


  “But nothing, we can’t fix, eh Warden? The deep-set magenta eyes twinkled. “You see, there isn’t any more of Doctor Pangbourne’s Peerless Patent Panacea left and we need him to mix us some more. The eci-sebucs start to thin out as soon as we stop taking it. Really, I must ask that you release him to my custody!”


  “Impossible, I’m afraid, your Excellency—I’d like to, of course, but I just don’t have the power!”


  The Emperor’s face took on a sterner look.


  “Surely I don’t have to remind you that there is a treaty between our governments coming up for ratification? I understand that your Ambassador is more than a little worried over whether I will agree to some of the provisions or not.


  “Now I hate to use coercion, but I feel I should point out that I would enter into negotiations with a much more favorable attitude if my friend, here, were given a free and unconditional pardon.”


  The Warden gagged slightly, but one of the other Terran officials whispered urgently in his ear. He swallowed manfully and spoke, with a venomous side-glance at Thad.


  “I am informed that it can be arranged, your Excellency.”


  “I assume, of course, that the pardon will include the good Doctor’s wife?”


  The Warden made a suffering noise, but a signal from the other man caught his eye.


  “Yes—yes, of course, your Excellency!”


  “And while we’re at it,” continued the Emperor thoughtfully, “I think that the Earth Government ought to award him the clear and perpetual title to the ship he arrived in, as well as a life-time license to operate it as he sees fit, without hinderance. That should help, in some small measure, to compensate him for his mental anguish.”


  The Warden agreed mechanically. He knew when he was beaten, but it was plainly sticking in his craw.


  Ivlek shrugged his jacket back on and addressed Thad.


  “Everything’s all right now, Doctor Pangbourne. Let’s go surprise Mrs. Doctor Pangbourne with the good news.”


  “Nothing surprises Elvira,” said Thaddeus Q. Pangbourne, as he bowed to Eriad and hastened out the door, “but let’s go and tell her, by all means!”


  THE LAST TWO SHIPS


  Fred Samuels


  To Rachel is was no sacrifice; with no regrets she traded a possible forty years of life on Venus for two years of heaven on Earth.


  THE last rocket had left two years ago. Now the bombardment began. Great lunar rocks smashed into Earth. Upon its moon, now some twenty thousand miles away, mountains were being rent asunder.


  They stood arm in arm and watched. Centuries ago their ancestors had stood and watched the beginning of this process which must someday culminate in Earth’s destruction. Then huge rocks were drawn from the oncoming moon and left to swirl around Earth, on and on.


  Now all of Luna was returning home, home into the bosom from whence it had been flung out into space.


  They watched and remembered the day the last rocket left Earth.


  He had come home excited. Rachel made him sit down and relax. His heart condition made even the slightest excitement perilous.


  “Rachel, the last space ship is leaving tomorrow.”


  She said nothing as she removed the pot from the range. She poured the thick, green soup into a bowl and sat down opposite her husband.


  “Did you hear me? The last ship is leaving tomorrow . . . at eight A.M.”


  “Will every one fit into it?”


  “Of course! There are no more than two hundred people left on Earth.”


  “I wonder how they’re doing on Venus.”


  “Okay, I suppose.”


  “Can they breathe there?”


  “They took enough oxygen for months. By that time they’ll have converted enough carbon dioxide into oxygen to last indefinitely.”


  “Oh . . . How do you feel, Henry?”


  “Fine, fine, of course. Come on, let’s start packing.”


  That night had been full of dreams and memories. She remembered how they watched the first contingent of space ships roar off. It would still be safe on Earth for a while longer. But Earth would be evacuated gradually so as to avoid panic. Day by day the ships took off. They moved toward Venus. They carried with them the tools and knowledge necessary to build a new civilization on a planet where nothing but great, luxuriant plants now dwelt.


  Day by day she had thought of excuses to stay behind a little longer, a little longer.


  And now the last ship was to leave. There could be no more excuses, no more delays.


  She saw the great rocket shoot from the ground. Beside her, strapped down was Henry. The ship hurtled upwards. Henry turned pale. He clutched at his heart.


  He can never stand acceleration? He can never stand acceleration. Are you sure, Doctor Ross? Yes, Tm sure, my friend. Are you sure? Yes, I’m sure. Does he know? Yes, he knows. Will he die? On a rocket he will die. On a rocket he will die.


  “On a rocket he will die!” She sat up and looked at the sleeping form of her husband. He had not heard her. Then she looked at the luminous hands of the radio clock near the bed. Three-fifteen. The radio was set to go on at six-thirty. They were all packed. They just had to walk fifteen minutes to the launching platform and that would be that.


  She pulled out the little white knob on top and adjusted the alarm. The radio would go on at eight-fifteen. Henry was tired. He needed a good rest.


  She went back under the covers. She would not want to live without him. A year, perhaps two more years on a deserted planet. It would be that much more happiness, that much more time together. Venus would probably be too warm anyhow.


  When he awoke, he looked at the clock and knew what had happened. He was disappointed. Perhaps two more years of dragging himself around, gasping for air, throwing pills down his throat, twisting and bending over. Two more years of pain and anguish and waiting for the end. He had looked upon the acceleration as a respectable way of committing suicide. It would cause no scandal, no ill feelings. Just an unavoidable accident, a made-to-order means of suicide. The torment would be over. Now the ship had left. He reached for a small bottle on the radio table and poured two pills hastily into his hand. He dropped them down his throat. Two more years of torture. Then he looked at Rachel’s face. She was still asleep. She was dreaming. He could tell that from the smile.


  Then suddenly a great shame overwhelmed him. Here he was feeling sorry for himself when she had just given up so much for him. She had given up perhaps forty years of life. She had given up the chance to have children. She was beautiful. She would not have stayed a widow for long. He looked at the smiling face. Could anyone love another so much? He loved her more than he had once thought could be possible, but would he have given up so much? Would he have remained behind with her had the situation been reversed? He bent over the sleeping form and kissed her.


  They were walking arm in arm through the woods. The birds sang all about. They rested upon the grass. Stretched out they saw the sun rise through the trees. She rolled over and pressed her lips onto the dewy grass.


  She awoke and saw him moving up from her.


  “How do you feel, Henry?” She was not quite sure if she could look him in the eye.


  “I feel wonderful; I rather think I’m going to outlive this old Earth.”


  She looked carefully at him. He was smiling. If he were angry or in pain she did not know. That he. had vowed to keep his suffering to himself she could not have known. All she saw was a smiling man looking down at her with moist eyes.


  “Shall we take a ride to Coney Island today, dear?”


  “That would be fine, Henry.” She got up and started looking for the bathing suits and then stopped and had a good laugh at herself. There was nobody left but them. This was the day of the last rocket.


  For two years they had been happy. They walked beside the ocean, they rode out into the country and stopped alongside streams and watched the frogs and turtles and listened to the birds. She wondered if these animals knew of the impending tragedy, if they cared. She wondered if they would continue raising young if they knew. She hadn’t noticed many nests lately. She wondered what the whole vast history of Earth meant now. From Adam and Eve to Henry and Rachel. She laughed as she thought of what Henry would say to that. Henry, who had gotten his M.A. in physical anthropology, Henry who had made great contributions to the study of evolution until Doctor Ross had forbidden Mm to go on any more expeditions.


  “You can teach in the classroom if you don’t allow things to upset you.”


  “But my whole life is tied up in field research. I’m still young. I can stand any physical strain.”


  “Your heart cannot. You never will get old if you don’t stop now.”


  That was years before the final decision for Earth evacuation. And then the great exodus. And the full story of evolution would never be known. Buried somewhere in the blackened wreckage of Earth would lie the tale never to be discovered. It was almost as if someone or something did not want it to be known.


  Yet Henry had never been so happy. Her love which allowed her to surrender years of living penetrated into his being and awakened feelings of love within him he had long since lost in the objectiveness of unearthing bones and analyzing them.


  They would stand beneath the moon, now massive in size and look at the stars that would still be there when the moon would be but a shattered memory. Henry would place his arm about her and whisper into her ear as he did many years ago.


  “I would give you the moon, if I could,” he found that sense of humor was indispensable.


  “We’ll soon have the moon, just you and I,” she found it easy to joke about the oncoming disaster. She had been given two years of grace with the man she loved. What else could one desire.


  In all that time he had seemed serenely happy and untroubled by his condition. Whenever she asked he would say he was feeling wonderful. He would not even take pills in front of her anymore. And when he was so wracked with pain that he felt he had to double up he somehow managed to keep it inside till he could be alone for a few moments. Once she came back from the kitchen to find him flailing his arms about wildly into the sofa. When he heard her footsteps he looked up, face pale and drawn.


  “I guess I just dozed off and had a nightmare,” he gasped.


  “Are you sure you are all right, Henry?”


  He somehow managed to draw color back into his face.


  “Ain’t a fellow allowed a nightmare now and then?”


  She seemed convinced by his act and let it pass. The Earth had been trembling lately. The time could not be far off when the mountains of Luna would come hurtling down upon its mother planet.


  And then it came. Great flaming rocks plummeted towards Earth as mountains on the moon cracked apart. They stood outside and watched as meteorites smashed into forest and ocean. Flames rose where forests had once stood green and tranquil, where animals had once roamed and birds sang, and fish swam in the streams, now boiling torrents of death.


  The ocean seethed and hissed as myriad charred hulks rose to the surface. They stood arm in arm as a burning rock buried itself into the ground, half a mile away. They felt the heat as the surrounding countryside took on added temperature.


  “It can’t be much longer,” he said. “You’re not sorry, are you?” She looked at him and said nothing but held him close.


  “Are you sorry, Henry?”


  “I have never been so happy.” She raised her eyes to his and he looked deep into them and saw how needless his question was. He saw how needless anything really was except to be loved, to love, to mean life to someone else, to have someone else mean life to him. He didn’t care at all now if the secrets of evolution lay locked in a burned out sphere till time eternal. Nothing mattered. Nothing save each last moment with her.


  They held each other closely, firmly, as a rock two miles in diameter crashed upon them.


  A golden mist in the form of a space ship glided down.


  “Look, my darling, the ship that left two years ago wasn’t the last one after all.”


  “No, Henry, and look how gently it lands.”


  The pilot and co-pilot drifted through the golden haze and gathered the two into their arms. They placed them upon a soft, violet rug within the ship and left the blackened sphere behind.


  As the ship moved effortlessly on and on a voice soft and musical came from the pilot as he turned to his comrade.


  “These last two have come a long way from the first two. I think He will be pleased.”


  The End


  THE LOST TRIBES OF VENUS


  Erik Fennel


  On mist-shrouded Venus, where hostile swamp meets hostile sea . . . there did Barry Barr—Earthman transmuted—swap his Terran heritage for the deep dark waters of Tana; for the strangely beautiful Xinfel of the blue-brown skin.


  EVIL luck brought the meteorite to those particular space-time coordinates as Number Four rode the downhill spiral toward Venus. The football-sized chunk of nickel-iron and rock overtook the ship at a relative speed of only a few hundred miles per hour and passed close enough to come within the tremendous pseudo-gravatic fields of the idling drivers.


  It swerved into a paraboloid course, following the flux lines, and was dragged directly against one of the three projecting nozzles. Energy of motion was converted to heat and a few meteoric fragments fused themselves to the nonmetallic tube casing.


  In the jet room the positronic line accelerator for that particular driver fouled under the intolerable overload, and the backsurge sent searing heat and deadly radiation blasting through the compartment before the main circuit breakers could clack open.


  The bellow of the alarm horn brought Barry Barr fully awake, shattering a delightfully intimate dream of the dark haired girl he hoped to see again soon in Venus Colony. As he unbuckled his bunk straps and started aft at a floating, bounding run his weightlessness told him instantly that Number Four was in free fall with dead drivers.


  Red warning lights gleamed wickedly above the safety-locked jet room door, and Nick Podtiaguine, the air machines specialist, was manipulating the emergency controls with Captain Reno at his elbow. One by one the crew crowded into the corridor and watched in tense silence.


  The automatic lock clicked off as the jet room returned to habitable conditions, and at Captain Reno’s gesture two men swung the door open. Quickly the commander entered the blasted jet room. Barry Barr was close behind him.


  Robson Hind, jet chief of Four and electronics expert for Venus Colony, hung back until others had gone in first. His handsome, heavy face had lost its usual ruddiness.


  Captain Reno surveyed the havoc. Young Ryan’s body floated eerily in the zero gravity, charred into instant death by the back-blast. The line accelerator was a shapeless ruin, but except for broken meter glasses and scorched control handles other mechanical damage appeared minor. They had been lucky.


  “Turnover starts in six hours twelve minutes,” the captain said meaningfully.


  Robson Hind cleared his throat. “We can change accelerators in two hours,” he declared. With a quick reassumption of authority he began to order his crew into action.


  It took nearer three hours than two to change accelerators despite Hind’s shouted orders.


  At last the job was completed. Hind made a final check, floated over to the control panel and started the fuel feed. With a confident smile he threw in the accelerator switch.


  The meter needles climbed, soared past the red lines without pausing, and just in time to prevent a second blowback, Hind cut the power.


  “There’s metal in the field!” His voice was high and unsteady.


  EVERYONE knew what that meant. The slightest trace of magnetic material would distort the delicately balanced cylinder of force that contained and directed the Hoskins blast, making it suicidal to operate.


  Calmly Captain Reno voiced the thought in every mind.


  “It must be cleared. From the outside.” Several of the men swore under their breaths. Interplanetary space was constantly bombarded, with an intensity inverse to the prevailing gravitation, by something called Sigma radiation. Man had never encountered it until leaving Earth, and little was known of it except that short exposure killed test animals and left their bodies unpredictably altered.


  Inside the ship it was safe enough, for the sleek hull was charged with a Kendall power-shield, impervious to nearly any Sigma concentration. But the shielding devices in the emergency spacesuits were small and had never been space-tested in a region of nearly equalized gravitations.


  The man who emerged from the airlock would be flipping a coin with a particularly unpleasant form of death.


  Many pairs of eyes turned toward Robson Hind. He was jet chief.


  “I’m assigned, not expendable,” he protested hastily. “If there were more trouble later . . .” His face was pasty.


  Assigned. That was the key word. Barry Barr felt a lump tightening in his stomach as the eyes shifted to him. He had some training in Hoskins drivers. He knew alloys and power tools. And he was riding Four unassigned after that broken ankle had made him miss Three. He was the logical man.


  “For the safety of the ship.” That phrase, taken from the ancient Earthbound code of the sea, had occurred repeatedly in the indoctrination manual at Training Base. He remembered it, and remembered further the contingent plans regarding assigned and unassigned personnel.


  For a moment he stood indecisively, the nervous, unhumorous smile quirking across his angular face making him look more like an untried boy than a structural engineer who had fought his way up through some of the toughest tropical construction camps of Earth. His lean body, built more for quick, neatly coordinated action than brute power, balanced handily in the zero gravity as he ran one hand through his sandy hair in a gesture of uncertainty.


  He knew that not even the captain would order him through the airlock.


  But the members of the Five Ship Plan had been selected in part for a sense of responsibility.


  “Nick, will you help me button up?” he asked with forced calmness.


  For an instant he thought he detected a sly gleam in Hind’s eyes. But then the jet chief was pressing forward with the others to shake his hand.


  Rebellious reluctance flared briefly in Barry’s mind. Dorothy Voorhees had refused to make a definite promise before blasting off in Three—in fact he hadn’t even seen her during her last few days on Earth. But still he felt he had the inside track despite Hind’s money and the brash assurance that went with it. But if Hind only were to reach Venus alive—


  THE blazing disc of Sol, the minor globes of the planets, the unwinking pinpoints of the stars, all stared with cosmic disinterest at the tiny figure crawling along the hull. His spacesuit trapped and amplified breathing and heartbeats into a roaring chaos that was an invitation to blind panic, and all the while there was consciousness of the insidiously deadly Sigma radiations.


  Barry found the debris of the meteorite, an ugly shining splotch against the dull superceramic tube, readied his power chisel, started cutting. Soon it became a tedious, torturingly strenuous manual task requiring little conscious thought, and Barry’s mind touched briefly on the events that had brought him here.


  First Luna, and that had been murderous. Man had encountered Sigma for the first time, and many had died before the Kendall shield was perfected. And the chemical-fueled rockets of those days had been inherently poor.


  Hoskins semi-atomics had made possible the next step—to Mars. But men had found Mars barren, swept clear of all life in the cataclysm that had shattered the trans-Martian planet to form the Asteroid Belt.


  Venus, its true surface forever hidden by enshrouding mists, had been well within one-way range. But Hoskins fuel requirements for a round trip added up to something beyond critical mass. Impossible.


  But the Five Ship Plan had evolved, a joint enterprise of government and various private groups. Five vessels were to go out, each fueled to within a whiskered neutron of spontaneous detonation, manned by specialists who, it was hoped, could maintain themselves under alien conditions.


  On Venus the leftover fuel from all five would be transferred to whichever ship had survived the outbound voyage in best condition. That one would return to Earth. Permanent base or homeward voyage with colonists crowded aboard like defeated sardines? Only time would tell.


  Barry Barr had volunteered, and because the enlightened guesses of the experts called for men and women familiar with tropical conditions, he had survived the rigorous weeding-out process. His duties in Venus Colony would be to refabricate the discarded ships into whatever form was most needed—most particularly a launching ramp—and to study native Venusian materials.


  Dorothy Voorhees had signed on as toxicologist and dietician. When the limited supply of Earth food ran out the Colony would be forced to rely upon Venusian plants and animals. She would guard against subtle delayed-action poisons, meanwhile devising ways of preparing Venusian materials to suit Earth tastes and digestions.


  Barry had met her at Training Base and known at once that his years of loneliness had come to an end.


  She seemed utterly independent, self-contained, completely intellectual despite her beauty, but Barry had not been deceived. From the moment of first meeting he had sensed within her deep springs of suppressed emotion, and he had understood. He too had come up the hard way, alone, and been forced to develop a shell of hardness and cold, single-minded devotion to his work. Gradually, often unwillingly under his insistence, her aloofness had begun to melt.


  But Robson Hind too had been attracted. He was the only son of the business manager of the great Hoskins Corporation which carried a considerable share in the Five Ship Plan. Dorothy’s failure to virtually fall into his arms had only piqued his desires.


  The man’s smooth charm had fascinated the girl and his money had opened to her an entirely new world of lavish nightclubs and extravagantly expensive entertainments, but her inborn shrewdness had sensed some factor in his personality that had made her hesitate.


  Barry had felt a distrust of Hind apart from the normal dislike of rivalry. He had looked forward to being with Dorothy aboard Three, and had made no secret of his satisfaction when Hind’s efforts to have himself transferred to Three also or the girl to Four had failed.


  But then a scaffold had slipped while Three was being readied, and with a fractured ankle he had been forced to miss the ship.


  He unclipped the magnetic detector from his belt and ran it inch by inch over the nozzle. He found one spot of metal, pinhead-sized, but enough to cause trouble, and once more swung his power chisel into stuttering action.


  Then it was done.


  As quickly as possible he inched back to the airlock. Turnover had to start according to calculations.


  BARRY opened his eyes. The ship was in normal deceleration and Nick Podtiaguine was watching him from a nearby bunk.


  “I could eat a cow with the smallpox,” Barry declared.


  Nick grinned. “No doubt. You slept around the clock and more. Nice job of work out there.”


  Barry unhitched his straps and sat up. “Say,” he asked anxiously. “What’s haywire with the air?”


  Nick looked startled. “Nothing. Everything checked out when I came off watch a few minutes ago.”


  Barry shrugged. “Probably just me. Guess I’ll go see if I can mooch a handout.”


  He found himself a hero. The cook was ready to turn the galley inside out while a radio engineer and an entomologist hovered near to wait on him. But he couldn’t enjoy the meal. The sensations of heat and dryness he had noticed on awakening grew steadily worse. It became difficult to breathe.


  He started to rise, and abruptly the room swirled and darkened around him. Even as he sank into unconsciousness he knew the answer.


  The suit’s Kendall-shield had leaked!


  Four plunged toward Venus tail first, the Hoskins jets flaring ahead. The single doctor for the Colony had gone out in Two and the crewmen trained in first aid could do little to relieve Barry’s distress. Fainting spells alternated with fever and delirium and an unquenchable thirst. His breathing became increasingly difficult.


  A few thousand miles out Four picked up a microbeam. A feeling of exultation surged through the ship as Captain Reno passed the word, for the beam meant that some Earthmen were alive upon Venus. They were not necessarily diving straight toward oblivion. Barry, sick as he was, felt the thrill of the unknown world that lay ahead.


  Into a miles-thick layer of opacity Four roared, with Captain Reno himself jockeying throttles to keep it balanced on its self-created support of flame.


  “You’re almost in,” a voice chanted into his headphones through crackling, sizzling static. “Easy toward spherical one-thirty. Hold it! Lower. Lower. CUT YOUR POWER!”


  The heavy hull dropped sickeningly, struck with a mushy thud, settled, steadied.


  Barry was weak, but with Nick Podtiaguine steadying him he was waiting with the others when Captain Reno gave the last order.


  “Airlock open. Both doors.”


  Venusian air poured in.


  “For this I left Panama?” one of the men yelped.


  “Enough to gag a maggot,” another agreed with hand to nose.


  It was like mid-summer noon in a tropical mangrove swamp, hot and unbearably humid and overpowering with the stench of decaying vegetation.


  But Barry took one deep breath, then another. The stabbing needles in his chest blunted, and the choking band around his throat loosened.


  The outer door swung wide. He blinked, and a shift in the encompassing vapors gave him his first sight of a world bathed in subdued light.


  Four had landed in a marsh with the midships lock only a few feet above a quagmire surface still steaming from the final rocket blast. Nearby the identical hulls of Two and Three stood upright in the mud. The mist shifted again and beyond the swamp he could see the low, rounded outlines of the collapsible buildings Two and Three had carried in their cargo pits. They were set on a rock ledge rising a few feet out of the marsh. The Colony!


  Men were tossing sections of lattice duck-board out upon the swamp, extending a narrow walkway toward Four’s airlock, and within a few minutes the new arrivals were scrambling down.


  Barry paid little attention to the noisy greetings and excited talk. Impatiently he trotted toward the rock ledge, searching for one particular figure among the men and women who waited.


  “Dorothy!” he said fervently.


  Then his arms were around her and she was responding to his kiss.


  Then unexpected pain tore at his chest. Her lovely face took on an expression of fright even as it wavered and grew dim. The last thing he saw was Robson Hind looming beside her.


  By the glow of an overhead tubelight he recognized the kindly, deeply lined features of the man bending over him. Dr. Carl Jensen, specialist in tropical diseases. He tried to sit up but the doctor laid a restraining hand on his shoulder.


  “Water!” Barry croaked.


  The doctor held out a glass. Then his eyes widened incredulously as his patient deliberately drew in a breath while drinking, sucking water directly into his lungs.


  “Doctor,” he asked, keeping, his voice low to spare his throat. “What are my chances? On the level.”


  Dr. Jensen shook his head thoughtfully.


  “There’s not a thing—not a damned solitary thing—I can do. It’s something new to medical science.”


  Barry lay still.


  “Your body is undergoing certain radical changes,” the doctor continued, “and you know as much—more about your condition than I do. If a normal person who took water into his lungs that way didn’t die of a coughing spasm, congestive pneumonia would get him sure. But it seems to give you relief.”


  Barry scratched his neck, where a thickened, darkening patch on each side itched infuriatingly.


  “What are these changes?” he asked. “What’s this?”


  “Those things seem to be—” the doctor began hesitantly. “Damn it, I know it sounds crazy but they’re rudimentary gills.”


  Barry accepted the outrageous statement unemotionally. He was beyond shock.


  “But there must be—”


  Pain struck again, so intense his body twisted and arched involuntarily. Then the prick of a needle brought merciful oblivion.


  II


  BARRY’S mind was working furiously.


  The changes the Sigma radiations had inflicted upon his body might reverse themselves spontaneously, Dr. Jensen had mentioned during a second visit—but for that to happen he must remain alive. That meant easing all possible strains.


  When the doctor came in again Barry asked him to find Nick Podtiaguine. Within a few minutes the mechanic appeared.


  “Cheez, it’s good to see you, Barry,” he began.


  “Stuff it,” the sick man interrupted. “I want favors. Can do?”


  Nick nodded vigorously.


  “First cut that air conditioner and get the window open.”


  Nick stared as though he were demented, but obeyed, unbolting the heavy plastic window panel and lifting it aside. He made a face at the damp, malodorous Venusian air but to Barry it brought relief.


  It was not enough, but it indicated he was on the right track. And he was not an engineer for nothing.


  “Got a pencil?” he asked.


  He drew only a rough sketch, for Nick was far too competent to need detailed drawings.


  “Think you can get materials?”


  Nick glanced at the sketch. “Hell, man, for you I can get anything the Colony has. You saved Four and everybody knows it.”


  “Two days?”


  Nick looked insulted.


  He was back in eight hours, and with him came a dozen helpers. A power line and water tube were run through the metal partition to the corridor, connections were made, and the machine Barry had sketched was ready.


  Nick flipped the switch. The thing whined shrilly. From a fanshaped nozzle came innumerable droplets of water, droplets of colloidal size that hung in the air and only slowly coalesced into larger drops that fell toward the metal floor.


  Barry nodded, a smile beginning to spread across his drawn features.


  “Perfect. Now put the window back.”


  Outside lay the unknown world of Venus, and an open, unguarded window might invite disaster.


  A few hours later Dr. Jensen found his patient in a normal sleep. The room was warm and the air was so filled with water-mist it was almost liquid. Coalescing drops dripped from the walls and curving ceiling and furniture, from the half clad body of the sleeping man, and the scavenger pump made greedy gulping sounds as it removed excess water from the floor.


  The doctor shook his head as he backed out, his clothes clinging wet from the short exposure.


  It was abnormal.


  But so was Barry Barr.


  With breathing no longer a continuous agony Barry began to recover some of his strength. But for several days much of his time was spent in sleep and Dorothy Voorhees haunted his dreams.


  Whenever he closed his eyes he could see her as clearly as though she were with him—her face with the exotic high cheekbones—her eyes a deep gray in fascinating contrast to her raven hair—lips that seemed to promise more of giving than she had ever allowed herself to fulfil—her incongruously pert, humorous little nose that was a legacy from some venturesome Irishman—her slender yet firmly lithe body.


  After a few days Dr. Jensen permitted him to have visitors. They came in a steady stream, the people from Four and men he had not seen since Training Base days, and although none could endure his semiliquid atmosphere more than a few minutes at a time Barry enjoyed their visits.


  But the person for whom he waited most anxiously did not arrive. At each knock Barry’s heart would leap, and each time he settled back with a sigh of disappointment. Days passed and still Dorothy did not come to him. He could not go to her, and stubborn pride kept him from even inquiring. All the while he was aware of Robson Hind’s presence in the Colony, and only weakness kept him from pacing his room like a caged animal.


  Through his window he could see nothing but the gradual brightening and darkening of the enveloping fog as the slow 82-hour Venusian day progressed, but from his visitors’ words he learned something of Venusian conditions and the story of the Colony.


  Number One had bumbled in on visual, the pilot depending on the smeary images of infra-sight goggles. An inviting grassy plain had proved to be a layer of algae floating on quicksand. Frantically the crew had blasted down huge balsa-like marsh trees, cutting up the trunks with flame guns to make crude rafts. They had performed fantastic feats of strength and endurance but managed to salvage only half their equipment before the shining nose of One had vanished in the gurgling ooze.


  Lost in a steaming, stinking marsh teeming with alien creatures that slithered and crawled and swam and flew, blinded by the eternal fog, the crew had proved the rightness of their choice as pioneers. For weeks they had floundered across the deadly terrain until at last, beside a stagnant-looking slough that drained sluggishly into a warm, almost tideless sea a mile away, they had discovered an outcropping of rock. It was the only solid ground they had encountered.


  One man had died, his swamp suit pierced by a poisonous thorn, but the others had hand-hauled the radio beacon piece by piece and set it up in time to guide Two to a safe landing. Houses had been assembled, the secondary power units of the spaceship put to work, and the colony had established a tenuous foothold.


  Three had landed beside Two a few months later, bringing reinforcements, but the day-by-day demands of the little colony’s struggle for survival had so far been too pressing to permit extended or detailed explorations. Venus remained a planet of unsolved mysteries.


  The helicopter brought out in Three had made several flights which by radar and sound reflection had placed vague outlines on the blank maps. The surface appeared to be half water, with land masses mainly jungle-covered swamp broken by a few rocky ledges, but landings away from base had been judged too hazardous.


  Test borings from the ledge had located traces of oil and radioactive minerals, while enough Venusian plants had proven edible to provide an adequate though monotonous food source.


  Venus was the diametric opposite of lifeless Mars. Through the fog gigantic insects hummed and buzzed like lost airplanes, but fortunately they were harmless and timid.


  In the swamps wildly improbable life forms grew and reproduced and fought and died, and many of those most harmless in appearance possessed surprisingly venomous characteristics.


  The jungle had been flamed away in a huge circle around the colony to minimize the chances of surprise by anything that might attack, but the blasting was an almost continuous process. The plants of Venus grew with a vigor approaching fury.


  Most spectacular of the Venusian creatures were the amphibious armored monsters, saurian or semi-saurians with a slight resemblance to the brontosauri that had once lived on Earth, massive swamp-dwellers that used the slough beside the colony’s ledge as a highway. They were apparently vegetarians, but thorough stupidity in tremendous bulk made them dangerous. One had damaged a building by blundering against it, and since then the colony had remained alert, using weapons to repel the beasts.


  The most important question—that of the presence or absence of intelligent, civilized Venusians—remained unanswered. Some of the men reported a disquieting feeling of being watched, particularly when near open water, but others argued that any intelligent creatures would have established contact.


  BARRY developed definite external signs of what the Sigma radiation had done to him. The skin between his fingers and toes spread, grew into membranous webs. The swellings in his neck became more pronounced and dark parallel lines appeared.


  But despite the doctor’s pessimistic reports that the changes had not stopped, Barry continued to tell himself he was recovering. He had to believe and keep on believing to retain sanity in the face of the weird, unclassifiable feelings that surged through his body. Still he was subject to fits of almost suicidal depression, and Dorothy’s failure to visit him did not help his mental condition.


  Then one day he woke from a nap and thought he was still dreaming. Dorothy was leaning over him.


  “Barry! Barry!” she whispered. “I can’t help it. I love you even if you do have a wife and child in Philadelphia. I know it’s wrong but all that seems so far away it doesn’t matter any more.” Tears glistened in her eyes.


  “Huh?” he grunted. “Who? Me?”


  “Please, Barry, don’t lie. She wrote to me before Three blasted off—oh, the most piteous letter!”


  Barry was fully awake now. “I’m not married. I have no child. I’ve never been in Philadelphia,” he shouted. His lips thinned. “I—think—I—know—who—wrote—that—letter!” he declared grimly.


  “Robson wouldn’t!” she objected, shocked, but there was a note of doubt in her voice.


  Then she was in his arms, sobbing openly.


  “I believe you, Barry.”


  She stayed with him for hours, and she had changed since the days at Training Base. Long months away from the patterned restraints of civilization, living each day on the edge of unknown perils, had awakened in her the realization that she was a human being and a woman, as well as a toxicologist.


  When the water-mist finally forced her departure she left Barry joyous and confident of his eventual recovery. For a few minutes anger simmered in his brain as he contemplated the pleasure of rearranging Robson Hind’s features.


  The accident with the scaffold had been remarkably convenient, but this time the ruthless, restless, probably psychopathic drive that had made Robson Hind more than just another rich man’s spoiled son had carried him too far. Barry wondered whether it had been inefficiency or judiciously distributed money that had made the psychometrists overlook some undesirable traits in Hind’s personality in accepting him for the Five Ship Plan.


  But even with his trickery Hind had lost.


  He slept, and woke with a feeling of doom.


  The slow Venusian twilight had ended in blackness and the overhead tubelight was off.


  He sat up, and apprehension gave way to burning torture in his chest.


  Silence! He fumbled for the light switch, then knelt beside the mist machine that no longer hummed. Power and water supplies were both dead, cut off outside his room.


  Floating droplets were merging and falling to the floor. Soon the air would be dry, and he would be choking and strangling. He turned to call for help.


  The door was locked!


  He tugged and the knob came away in his hand. The retaining screw had been removed.


  He beat upon the panel, first with his fists and then with the metal doorknob, but the insulation between the double alloy sheets was efficient soundproofing. Furiously he hurled himself upon it, only to bounce back with a bruised shoulder. He was trapped.


  Working against time and eventual death he snatched a metal chair and swung with all his force at the window, again, again, yet again. A small crack appeared in the transparent plastic, branched under continued hammering, became a rough star. He gathered his waning strength, then swung once more. The tough plastic shattered.


  He tugged at the jagged pieces still clinging to the frame. Fog-laden Venusian air poured in—but it was not enough!


  He dragged himself head first through the narrow opening, landed sprawling on hands and knees in the darkness. In his ears a confused rustling drone from the alien swamp mingled with the roar of approaching unconsciousness.


  There was a smell in his nostrils. The smell of water. He lurched forward at a shambling run, stumbling over the uneven ground.


  Then he plunged from the rocky ledge into the slough. Flashes of colored light flickered before his eyes as he went under. But Earth habits were still strong; instinctively he held his breath.


  Then he fainted. Voluntary control of his body vanished. His mouth hung slack and the breathing reflex that had been an integral part of his life since the moment of birth forced him to inhale.


  Bubbles floated upward and burst. Then Barry Barr was lying in the ooze of the bottom. And he was breathing, extracting vital oxygen from the brackish, silt-clouded water.


  III


  SLOWLY his racing heartbeat returned to normal. Gradually he became aware of the stench of decaying plants and of musky taints he knew instinctively were the scents of underwater animals. Then with a shock the meaning became clear. He had become a water-breather, cut off from all other Earthmen, no longer entirely human. His fellows in the colony were separated from him now by a gulf more absolute than the airless void between Earth and Venus.


  Something slippery and alive touched him near one armpit. He opened his eyes in the black water and his groping hand clutched something burrowing into his skin. With a shudder of revulsion he crushed a fat worm between his fingers.


  Then dozens of them—hundreds—were upon him from all sides. He was wearing only a pair of khaki pants but the worms ignored his chest to congregate around his face, intent on attacking the tender skin of his eyelids.


  For a minute his flailing hands fought them off, but they came in increasing numbers and clung like leeches. Pain spread as they bit and burrowed, and blindly he began to swim.


  Faster and faster. He could sense the winding banks of the slough and kept to midchannel, swimming with his eyes tightly closed. One by one the worms dropped off.


  He stopped, opened his eyes, not on complete darkness this time but on a faint blue-green luminescence from far below. The water was saltier here, and clearer.


  He had swum down the slough and out into the ocean. He tried to turn back, obsessed by a desire to be near the colony even though he could not go ashore without strangling, but he had lost all sense of direction.


  He was still weak and his lungs were not completely adjusted to underwater life. Again he grew dizzy and faint. The slow movements of hands and feet that held him just below the surface grew feeble and ceased. He sank.


  Down into dimly luminous water he dropped, and with his respiratory system completely water-filled there was no sensation of pressure. At last he floated gently to the bottom and lay motionless.


  Shouting voices awakened him, an exultant battle cry cutting through a gasping scream of anguish. Streaks of bright orange light were moving toward him in a twisting pattern. At the head of each trail was a figure. A human figure that weaved and swam in deadly moving combat. One figure drifted limply bottomward.


  Hallucination, Barry told himself. Then one of the figures broke from the group. Almost overhead it turned sharply downward and the feet moved in a powerful flutter-kick. A slender spear aimed directly at the Earthman.


  Barry threw himself aside. The spear point plunged deep into the sticky, yielding bottom and Barry grappled with its wielder.


  Pointed fingernails raked his cheek. Barry’s balled fist swung in a roundhouse blow but water resistance slowed the punch to ineffectiveness. The creature only shook its head and came in kicking and clawing.


  Barry braced his feet against the bottom and leaped. His head butted the attacker’s chest and at the same instant he lashed a short jab to the creature’s belly. It slumped momentarily, its face working.


  Human—or nearly so—the thing was, with a stocky, powerful body and webbed hands and feet. A few scraps of clothing, seemingly worn more for ornament than covering, clung to the fishbelly-white skin. The face was coarse and savage.


  It shook off the effects of Barry’s punch and one webbed hand snatched a short tube from its belt.


  Barry remembered the spring-opening knife in his pocket, and even as he flicked the blade out the tube-weapon fired. Sound thrummed in the water and the water grew milky with a myriad of bubbles. Something zipped past his head, uncomfortably close.


  Then Barry struck, felt his knife slice flesh and grate against bone. He struck again even as the undersea being screamed and went limp.


  Barry stared through the reddening water.


  Another figure plunged toward him. Barry jerked the dead Venusian’s spear from the mud and raised it defensively.


  But the figure paid no attention. This one was a female who fled desperately from two men closing in from opposite sides. One threw his spear, using an odd pushing motion, and as she checked and dodged, the other was upon her from behind.


  One arm went around her neck in a strangler’s hold, bending her slender body backward. Together captor and struggling captive sank toward the bottom. The other recovered his thrown spear and moved in to help secure her arms and legs with lengths of cord.


  One scooped up the crossbow the girl had dropped. The other ripped at her brief skirt and from her belt took a pair of tubes like the one the dead Venusian had fired at Barry, handling them as though they were loot of the greatest value. He jerked cruelly at the slender metallic necklace the girl wore but it did not break.


  He punched the helpless girl in the abdomen with the butt of his spear. The girl writhed but she did not attempt to cry out.


  Barry bounded toward them in a series of soaring leaps, knife and spear ready. One Venusian turned to meet him, grinning maliciously.


  Barry dug one foot into the bottom and sidestepped a spear thrust. His own lunge missed completely. Then he and the Venusian were inside each other’s spear points, chest to chest. A pointed hook strapped to the inside of the creature’s wrist just missed Barry’s throat. The Earthman arched his body backward and his knife flashed upward. The creature gasped and pulled away, clutching with both hands at a gaping wound in its belly.


  The other one turned too late as Barry leaped.


  Barry’s hilt cracked against its jawbone.


  BARRY bent over the girl and realized with a start that she was different.


  Her skin was a strange blue-brown. Her features were delicate, intelligent, very different from the savage faces of the males he had battled. Her dark hair grew further down the back of her neck than was customary on Earth, forming a short, silky mane between her shoulder blades.


  She was slender of body, except that the muscles running down her sides from armpit to waist were amazingly well developed. Her high-set, compactly pointed breasts were uncovered, and he could see that any sort of upper clothing would interfere with full use of those unusual swimming muscles. Her skirt was short and close fitting.


  Her eyes, though, were filled with hatred, defiance, terror.


  “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, hoping his tone would convey the meaning.


  She seemed more puzzled than grateful as he slid the knife gently between her ankles to sever the binding cords, and she shrank under his touch as he rolled her over to reach her wrists.


  “There you are,” he said, and started to straighten up.


  Something struck him from above and many hands clutched at him. Within seconds he was flat in the mud. Two Venusians held each arm and leg.


  Another stood over him with spear poised.


  But the girl shouted and grasped the spearman’s arm.


  The girl spoke with rapid urgency, pointing from Barry to her erstwhile captors.


  Barry could not believe his ears. The sounds were familiar. He could even understand a word here and there, and in these entirely alien surroundings the effect was eerie.


  A Venusian looked at the pink clouds of diluted blood rising from the bodies, then gazed apprehensively up into the dimness overhead.


  “Kill him quickly and let us go,” he suggested. “The torvaks will soon come.”


  The girl turned upon him. “He lives!” she snapped. “From what yort he comes I know not, but assuredly he is no noru!”


  Although his right arm was pinioned Barry still clutched his knife. Now the girl stooped and touched his fist without attempting to pry it open. Barry surrendered the weapon.


  The men allowed him to sit up, but they remained wary’. Meanwhile the girl was examining the knife with intense interest.


  Barry smiled at her, and being careful to make no sudden motions that might be misinterpreted he held out his hand. Hesitantly she laid the knife on his palm while around him his guards raised their spears and crossbows.


  He closed the blade. Then, showing her exactly how it was done, he pressed the button that let the five-inch blade snick out. Repeating the demonstration, he handed it back with a gesture indicating it was a gift.


  The girl smiled and spoke to him, and although most of her words were unintelligible he gathered she was asking if he wanted to accompany them. Emphatically he nodded, overcome with a sudden dread of being left alone on the sea bottom.


  Her suggestion created consternation among the others.


  “We must consult Komso,” one suggested uneasily.


  The girl frowned. “We do not consult Komso,” she contradicted. “I take full responsibility.”


  The man shrugged. “Let us go before the torvaks come,” he evaded.


  Weapons were slung for carrying and the band leaped from the bottom and began swimming. Barry followed, keeping close beside the girl.


  Although he relied more on power than skill he found himself able to maintain their fast pace. He soon caught the knack of using the webs between his fingers and toes.


  And muscles trained under Earth gravity and without water support seemed superior to those of the Venusians.


  The men talked as they swam, and Barry remembered where he had heard those particular combinations of sounds before.


  A construction job had once taken him to an almost inaccessible mountain section of Mexico and there he had picked up a few words of the dialect used by the native Indian laborers. Aztec? Incan? Mayan? Something predating all three? He had no idea of its origin, but the similarity opened astounding trails of speculation.


  The girl, he learned from hearing the others address her, was named Xintel.


  AN UNDERSEA cliff loomed craggy and irregular ahead. As the group slanted up toward a black hole in its face the voices of the men took on tones of happy relief. But the girl was frowning.


  The group which had held together compactly during the long swim broke up, each man heading for the cave mouth at top speed. Barry saw that huge boulders had been piled one upon another to narrow the entrance until not more than three abreast could pass.


  Xintel motioned to Barry to stay close behind her. She seemed to be anticipating trouble.


  It came as they started to enter. A huge, bull-necked wan with a well fed appearance in marked contrast to the lean muscularity of the other Venusians, stepped out and barred their passage, arms outflung. Heavy glittering bracelets jangled on his wrists. Something in the contrived melodrama of his gestures told Barry that unseen eyes were watching from the darkness.


  “Xintel! What is this thing you bring to the portal of Tana?” the man asked harshly.


  The girl stood her ground. “He comes with me!”


  “He’s an alien. He must die!” The man’s tone was arrogant.


  Xintel stiffened angrily. “He will not be killed, Komso. He is not a noru.”


  Komso’s face reddened angrily. “But he is—” he began, and then stopped abruptly.


  “You would take this one, then, into Tana itself?” His voice conveyed the impression that such a course was unheard of.


  The girl nodded, motioning Barry to follow.


  “Sacrilege! Offspring of a blasphemer!” Komso shouted.


  Xintel did not pause.


  Komso motioned and someone in the dark tunnel behind him placed a loaded crossbow in his hands. He swung the weapon to cover the Earthman.


  “Over my dead body shall this alien thing enter Tana,” he snarled.


  Barry stood motionless and helpless, trying to conceal his fear.


  Xintel’s voice was coldly defiant. “So be it, then. Over your dead body, if you insist.”


  With a movement of feline grace and speed she snatched a tube-weapon from her belt. She was bluffing. Barry had seen the savages who had captured her test the weapons and find them unloaded. But Komso had not.


  His face grew pale but his slitted eyes glared murder. “You bring your own death. I tried only to save you from the consequences of your folly.”


  He turned and swam into the opening.


  Xintel did not allow herself the vestige of a smile. Instead she grabbed Barry’s wrist and pulled him after her into the black hole. In the darkness she passed him his knife.


  The passage was several hundred yards long but the girl guided him unerringly around its turns. The Earthman’s nerves were jangling.


  IV


  THEY rounded a sharp bend and Barry gasped at the vista before him. The passage opened into a tremendous cavern.


  Fai below on the bowl-shaped floor sprawled a town composed of cylindrical houses higher than they were wide, scattered in an irregular pattern.


  He looked upward for the source of the cold yellow light flooding everything, and a few yards above his head lay a flat silvery plane. Just below it the water glowed, like the phosphorescence that microscopic life forms cause in the tropic seas of Earth—but a thousand times brighter.


  The men from Xintel’s group had taken no part in her altercation with Komso save to watch in uneasy silence. Now they were scattering downward toward the houses. Nearly all had been joined by waiting women, but Barry saw two women swimming pitifully and dejectedly alone. The battle into which he had been precipitated had not been without its casualties.


  He stared about as Xintel led him in a long dive. On the bottom were trees—he had no other name for them—with stiff trunks and snake-like branches supported by air-filled knobs.


  Their pale leaves were covered with minute bubbles that gave them a frosty appearance despite the warmth of the water.


  There were no streets or paths between the cylindrical houses, but in small areas around the entrances the bright varicolored seaweed-moss had been worn away by Venusian feet.


  A few Venusians eyed them in curiosity as they swam downward, but none approached.


  They touched bottom beside one of the houses. Xintel pushed aside a curtain covering the circular doorway. Barry saw the house was constructed by training and grafting a number of the large trees until they intertwined. Its foundations were the roots that clung to irregularities in the rocks.


  There were no windows, and for a moment after the girl let the curtain fall into place it was pitch black. Then suddenly the circular room was brilliantly lighted.


  From the ceiling hung a globe a foot in diameter, the translucent floatation chamber of some subaqueous plant. It was spinning at the end of a twisted cord, the luminous milky fluid it contained stirred by the motion.


  Xintel sighed wearily and hung up her crossbow. Then with a graceful leap she vanished through a hatch way in the ceiling.


  She returned, floating down with a pair of pronged darts and a small round box with bubbles dribbling upward in a steady stream through the perforated lid. She opened it and, with a fingertip, smeared a dab of vermilion paste on the base of each dart. Then she pushed the missiles base first into her tube-weapons, twisting them until a latch caught.


  Her weapons prepared, the girl turned back to the Earthman and made the universal gesture of eating. Barry had no idea how long it had been since he had eaten, and for the first time since the Sigma sickness began he was really hungry. He nodded.


  She leaped upward and he followed her to a second windowless room above the first, then up through another hatchway to a third. This was the top of the house, for through an opening in the flat roof he could look up into open water. Several baskets, woven of strips of undersea wood and equipped with close-fitting lids, stood along the wall. In a wooden cage a few dozen strange fish swam sluggishly.


  With her bare hands Xintel caught one and pulled it out. She picked up a dagger of the same material as the spears—an unfamiliar substance which Barry had had no chance to examine closely—and jumped to the open roof. She returned a few minutes later with the fish neatly cleaned and divided into halves.


  Barry was hungry but Earth habits were still strong. The girl saw his involuntary grimace. She looked hurt. He forced himself to take a bite of the raw fish and to his amazement found it pleasant. Evidently his taste organs had changed with the rest of his body.


  From the baskets Xintel took other foods of vegetable origin. Barry ate ravenously.


  The cumulative effects of fatigue overwhelmed him even as he finished. He felt a sense of dreamlike unreality and detachment, as though nothing mattered. The girl too appeared tired but he could see she was bursting with curiosity. He appreciated her restraint in not bombarding him with questions. At her gesture he stepped through the hatch and floated down to the middle room.


  The light there had gone dim but she gave the globe a deft spin that brightened it again. She motioned to a wide pallet woven of resilient fiber, and he lay down at once. There were no coverings, no need for them in the soothingly warm water.


  Despite his tiredness Barry’s nerves were still tense and twitching, and he kept hearing soft sounds as the girl moved about the room. After several minutes he opened his eyes again.


  Xintel had removed her brief skirt and was wearing only her silvery necklace. She was anointing herself with an oily salve that sent a pleasantly pungent odor through the water, giving special attention to her wrists and ankles where the cords of the norus had chafed them and to the livid bruises that were developing on other portions of her slender body. She paused and smiled at him, not at all embarrassed.


  Finally she came toward the pallet and without hesitation lay down beside him. She stretched and moved slightly until she found a comfortable position, and then her breathing took on the slow regularity of sleep while the light dimmed.


  For a while Barry remained awake. Half-formed questions spun madly through his mind but when he tried to think rationally his tired brain balked.


  HE WOKE and sat up, floated up from the pallet in the unaccustomed support of the black water, settled back slowly while he strove to winnow true memories from the remnants of nightmare. The girl woke and spoke questioningly. It required great concentration on Barry’s part to understand and answer, for he had forgotten much of what he had learned from those Mexican laborers.


  “Yes, I feel better,” he said hesitantly. “But—.”


  In the blackness their bodies touched accidentally. Her skin was warm and smooth, soft but with the firmness of underlying muscle. After a long moment she drew away.


  Barry blinked as she spun the light into brilliance. Her dressing was a simple and brief process, and then she turned to him with an intent look on her face.


  “You come here from the Above.” It was more statement than question.


  Barry nodded.


  “But from what yort? And how did your people change to live in the Above?”


  “I come from Earth.”


  “Earth?” she repeated with a puzzled frown. “There is no yort beneath the seas called Earth.”


  Trying to explain was like describing color to a man born blind. With the surface of Venus she seemed to have a slight familiarity, but she had never glimpsed planets or stars, never seen the sun.


  “You are from the World Beyond—and yet you are alive!” she said in awe.


  She smiled and seemed relieved when Barry hastily assured her there was nothing supernatural about his place of origin, but she understood only that he was not an undersea dweller by birth. She hurried on to other questions.


  “But why have only you of all your people come to the Here?” she asked. “And how—Oh, tell me how!—did you cause the Place Of Change to work again?”


  Barry frowned, trying to grasp her meaning. “An accident happened to me out in space that made me different.”


  “You did not come through the Place Of Change?” She seemed bitterly disappointed. “Then how will you return?”


  “I will never see my own people again, I fear,” he admitted.


  Xintel made a soft sound of sympathy. “I owe my very life to you, for I would have killed myself rather than bear a child to those norus who captured me. You can stay here in Tana, with me—if Komso does not cause your death.”


  Barry knew that if he were to survive he must learn the ways of this undersea world. Alone he would soon perish. He had no choice.


  “Who is Komso?” he asked.


  Xintel spat a few sibilant words that were evident obscenities.


  “He is Leader of the Chosen Ones, and he fears you. If the people learn you come from the Above they will grow dissatisfied, for there are some who still remember the ancient promises that we may return.”


  Barry was silent and thoughtful, considering the implications of the things Xintel had said. The girl watched the Earthman with a calculating look.


  “You will help me?” she asked at length.


  “Help you?”


  “Perhaps together we can succeed where my father failed. Perhaps together we can overthrow Komso and break the hold of the Chosen upon Tana.”


  Barry thought of the open sea and the savage norus he had battled, and he had gathered the impression that Komso was some sort of priest or witchdoctor who would be an adversary without mercy. All he wanted was peace. But peace, Komso’s face had told him, was something he could not have.


  “Yes,” he said flatly. He had no choice.


  The girl laid her hand on his arm, confident and suddenly affectionate.


  “Good,” she said. “There is nothing we can do now. We must wait for the right time.”


  THERE was no night in Tana and the inhabitants slept whenever so inclined, without set intervals. After several sleeping periods Barry lost all sense of time.


  Whenever the girl was not attending to the routine tasks of daily life he bombarded her with questions. She asked in turn about Earth and the colony, and at some of his answers stared and giggled as though suspecting him of concocting fantastic lies for her benefit.


  At her suggestion he did not wander alone, although most of the Venusians regarded him with suspicious curiosity rather than hostility.


  “Trust no one,” she warned him. “For the Chosen have spies everywhere. Komso may know or suspect that you come from the Above but the less he knows about you the better.”


  A small cave branched off from one wall of the great cavern. No houses were placed near its black mouth and the common Venusians gave it a wide berth.


  “That is the Temple of the Chosen,” Xintel explained. “To approach it means death.”


  Just outside the forbidden zone several huge baskets had been anchored to receive offerings from each inhabitant. Food, tools, clothing, a fourth of everything produced went to the Chosen and their master.


  “What would happen if the people refused to pay tribute?” Barry asked.


  “The Chosen have many ways of enforcing their will,” the girl replied ominously. “And no scruples.”


  The thirty Chosen Ones ruled the thousand or so inhabitants of Tana ruthlessly and arrogantly, a government of impulse and whim without fixed laws. The rulers were immune from all work, taking whatever they desired, subject only to Komso’s word.


  The situation had apparently existed so long it had been accepted as the only possible mode of life, and the submissiveness of the people was shocking to the Earthman. One day he saw a Chosen One approach one of the younger woman and curtly order her to follow him. The woman shrank back, but at a black glare choked off her sobbing and moved docilely away. Her mate, standing nearby, made not the slightest move to interfere.


  “He will get her back when the Chosen One tires of her,” Xintel told Barry later, her normally soft voice harsh with bitterness. “That is, if the poor creature lives, for the Chosen are often brutal to the women they take. If her mate had so much as opened his mouth he would have incurred the wrath of the Gods Of The Deeps as enforced by the Chosen.”


  Occasionally Barry found himself wishing for a cigarette. That gave him a wry laugh, but it also impressed upon him the fact that the Venusians had created an underwater civilization without the knowledge of fire. An unintelligent race could never have managed, and he wondered to what stage they might have progressed without the yoke of the Chosen about their necks.


  Metal was known in Tana only in the form of a few ornaments of greatest antiquity, about the origin of which it was forbidden by superstition and tradition even to speculate. Almost all were in the hands of the Chosen.


  Xintel was one of the few exceptions, and upon examining her treasured silver necklace Barry discovered that each beautifully wrought link had been welded. Welded. That implied heat, which definitely did not fit in a subaqueous environment.


  He questioned her but she only shook her head. She had no idea of the technique.


  “It came through my family from the other life before the Place Of Change,” was her only explanation.


  The most common substance for tools and weapons was something with the cellular structure of wood but the weight and feel of cast metal. It was slightly malleable and could be sharpened by grinding against abrasive rocks, but it fractured when stressed beyond its elastic limit. It fascinated Barry, not only because of its unfamiliarity but because the Venusians had no tools suitable for working such a hard material.


  But Xintel explained. The soft wood of undersea trees was carved to the required shape, and then the implements were taken to the Outside, across the sea bottom to the Cleft Of Hardening. There the wood underwent a change.


  She had been returning from the Cleft—the Venusians always managed to visit the Outside in groups despite the Chosen—when Barry saved her from marauding norus.


  The norus were outcast savages, hated and feared and despised. They had long since learned the folly of attacking Tana, but whenever possible would ambush anyone venturing into the Outside.


  Males they invariably killed for their clothing and weapons, but females the savages preferred to capture alive. The mortality among their own women was frightfully high, particularly during pregnancy and childbirth when they were unable to defend themselves against the monstrous torvaks that scouraged the deeps, so replacement slave-wives were in constant demand.


  Tana was not the only undersea city or yort, Barry learned, but the journey across the sea bottom was so perilous that communication was most infrequent and warfare impractical.


  V


  KOMSO had not forgotten Barry. Everywhere Barry and Xintel went a Chosen One followed, and even though their actions were not interfered with in any way it was nervewracking to know their every move was being reported. Under such continuing surveillance his temper grew ragged.


  But he heeded Xintel’s repeated warnings and the watchers learned little. Finally the Leader grew annoyed and decided this outsider, this potential threat to his unchallenged supremacy, had existed long enough. And so had the girl who sheltered him.


  Barry was helping Xintel in the fields beyond the house, harvesting thick, meaty leaves that were a staple article of diet. A score of Venusians were engaged in the same task nearby.


  Something prompted Barry to look up just in time to see Komso and a large Chosen One called Czerki hanging in the water some distance away. They looked aside a bit too ostentatiously as they noticed the Earthman’s eyes upon them.


  A frown crossed Xintel’s face as he nudged her.


  “We avoid trouble if we can,” she whispered.


  But Czerki swam unhurriedly toward them and caught Xintel by the shoulder. The girl winced as the Chosen One swung her around.


  “Give me that necklace,” Czerki ordered.


  Xintel’s face was pale as he fumbled for the catch of the ornament but her arms remained limp at her sides. Raising a hand against a Chosen One was sacrilege punishable by death—and she had guessed what Komso intended.


  Barry took a step forward.


  “Get your hands off!” His voice was deceptively soft.


  Czerki turned with a challenging sneer. “You oppose the will of the Chosen?”


  “Barry! Don’t!” Xintel cried. “He has killed many.”


  But the sight of the Chosen One touching her slender body was more than Barry could bear. He took another step forward, his fists clenching.


  Czerki whipped out a long wood-metal knife and smiled.


  “Suitable?”


  Duel. Xintel had told Barry of their custom.


  In a move too perfectly timed for coincidence, someone thrust a duplicate knife toward Barry, hilt first. In that instant the Earthman knew he had walked into a framed-up battle against an expert, and with the expert’s chosen weapons, just as Komso had planned it.


  He must smash that plan. Still empty-handed he braced his feet against the bottom and dived. The Chosen One’s knife made one startled lunge and then Barry’s hand caught Czerki’s wrist. For a second Earthman and Venusian glowered face to face, the Venusian’s expression of surprise changing to pain as Barry’s Earth-trained muscles tightened.


  Barry clutched, digging his fingers into the tendon of Czerki’s wrist. Czerki’s face contorted. His free hand clawed out, but Barry caught the Chosen One’s middle finger and forced it back.


  Joints strained and the Venusian whimpered under his breath as Barry increased the crippling pressure. The knife dropped from Czerki’s numbed fingers, and then with a twist Barry brought him helpless to his knees.


  The faces of the watching Venusians seemed to consist almost entirely of gaping mouths and staring eyes. Barry considered the situation. Perhaps he could do more against Komso and his Chosen by discrediting and releasing this one than by killing him.


  “Enough?” he gritted.


  The Venusian nodded.


  “Next time you bother Xintel you die,” Barry warned.


  Czerki got to his feet.


  “Look out!” Xintel screamed, just as the Chosen One’s hand flashed to his belt.


  Barry leapt. His right hand, straightarming, jolted the Venusian’s head back, and at the same instant his left whipped a deadly palm-edge judo chop to Czerki’s neck.


  There was a sound like the breaking of a dry twig. Czerki’s body jerked once and the dart of his tube-weapon plowed into the bottom.


  With a gesture of revulsion the Earthman dropped the limp body and stepped back.


  He looked about for Komso, angry enough now to force an immediate showdown, but the priest had prudently withdrawn.


  Xintel took his arm and smiled proudly for all to see.


  “Come, Barry,” she said. “It is over for now.”


  The uneasy stares of her people followed them, and only the long-standing superstitious fear of appearing to criticise the Chosen kept them from breaking into excited comment.


  The stranger had not only defied a Chosen One but had killed in the manner of a Leader, with the touch of an empty hand. All knew now he did not come from another yort. And his companion was Xintel!


  As soon as they were alone Barry turned to the girl.


  “What now?” he demanded.


  “Next time Komso will not underestimate you.”


  “What do you think he’ll try?”


  Xintel frowned. “Not force. One of the secret methods which have kept the Chosen in power. Perhaps the Curse with which he killed my father.”


  “Your father?” Barry asked. She had never spoken of her family before.


  The subject was obviously painful, but she forced herself to talk.


  HER father, Soren, had been an unusual individual from a family of chronic dissidents, a doubter who despite the long indoctrination of the Chosen still possessed the power to think independently. And in his family there had been passed by word of mouth across the generations all the ancient traditions of the other life which the Chosen had nearly succeeded in consigning to the limbo of forgotten knowledge.


  He had the courage to venture into the Outside alone, even into the dread Above for short periods, to see for himself the things the Chosen wished forgotten.


  He had actually dared to organize groups for cooperative action and to circulate whispers that the Gods Of The Deeps were a fraud perpetrated by the Chosen for their own purposes. He had aroused doubt and become the rallying point for all the latent forces of resistance.


  For a brief but exciting time his efforts to undermine the priestthood had been successful. But then the old priest of the Chosen had died suddenly and Komso had succeeded to the post. Where the old priest had been senile and vacillating, Komso took forceful action.


  He had publicly named Soren a blasphemer against the Gods Of The Deeps and had called down their Curse upon him.


  A few sleeps later Soren had started with others toward the Cleft Of Hardening. They had scarcely left the tunnel when dozens of torvaks descended upon the group.


  The others had escaped easily, the monsters paying no attention to them. All had converged upon Soren and he died quickly.


  Komso had regained unquestioned power. His curse had been fulfilled in too dreadful a fashion for any to dispute his word.


  Barry developed an unwillingness to spend the remainder of his life hiding behind Xintel’s skirt. With increasing boldness, but conscious always of the menace of the Chosen, he began to leave the house and observe the Venusian way of life.


  The undersea people bore him no grudge for killing Czerki, he discovered. In fact the Chosen One’s death was not mourned even by his three women. But neither were the Venusians openly friendly toward this strange outlander who spoke haltingly and killed without weapons. They regarded him with mingled suspicion and awe.


  Xintel’s position in the community, he soon decided, was extremely odd.


  Marriage relationships in Tana were informal, continuing only as long as mutually satisfactory. Polygamy was an accepted institution. It was customary for the girls of Tana to enter marriage relationships, on a temporary basis at least, almost as soon as they developed the curves of maturity.


  Xintel was as beautiful as any female of Tana, and in addition she owned a house and tools and weapons representing considerable wealth. Nevertheless she was the only grown woman who did not have a mate or ex-mate or who was not a widow.


  One day he asked her outright about it, and she burst into tears.


  For a minute Barry stared, nonplussed. He put one arm around her bare shoulders.


  “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he said gently.


  She snuggled closer in the curve of his arm.


  “Don’t talk about it if you don’t want to,” Barry urged.


  She raised her head. “But you must know.


  “When Komso put his Curse upon my father he could easily have killed me too. I was but a small girl then, and my mother already dead. But he had brought about the death of my father to display his power, and he wanted the people to remember. I was to be a living reminder.


  “But, he told the people, I shared my father’s guilt of blasphemy by being of his blood. Anyone mating with me would be contaminated, and upon him too would fall the curse of the Gods Of The Deeps.


  “The men of Tana are not cowards despite what the Chosen have done to them. Some have faced and fought even the torvaks of the Outside. But to act contrary to what Komso has declared the will of the Gods—that they will not do. So although several have looked upon me with desire, none have dared take me as mate.” There was pity in Barry’s heart as he thought of the deep loneliness to which Komso had condemned her from childhood on. More than pity, he thought now. What had started with him as a matter of survival had changed and deepened, become more than friendship.


  “But I am not a man of Tana,” he blurted impulsively. “And I love you.” Xintel lowered her eyes. “Barry, do you really like me—that way?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then it is settled,” she declared, and came into his arms. “See, it is simple.” Later, still holding her closely, he told her, “Xintel dearest, whatever lies ahead we shall face together.”


  BUT even his newfound happiness could not curb Barry’s restless tension. Large as it was, the cavern of Tana was still confining to one accustomed to the open sweeps of Earth, and the threat of Komso hung like a looming storm cloud. And, despite much thinking and long, fruitless conversations, neither Barry nor Xintel could see a way to attack the Chosen’s almost invulnerable position.


  Roaming the great cave, Barry’s attention turned one day to the gas filling the upper portion. It gathered from the tiny bubbles given off by the submarine plants, with even the living houses of Tana contributing, and its level was nearly constant. Whenever its volume increased beyond a certain point the excess spilled into the tunnel leading to the open sea.


  “What’s up there?” he asked.


  Xintel laughed. “It should do no harm to go there.”


  Together they swam high above the town along one insloping wall of the cavern, passing through the thin layer where swarming microscopic life furnished Tana’s constant illumination, and reached the surface.


  “Clear the water from your lungs all at once,” Xintel instructed him. “It’s easier that way.”


  She exhaled as far as possible, water pouring from her open mouth, and gasped in a breath of gas. He did likewise, and after some choking and coughing, found he could breathe.


  They climbed out on a slanting rock outcropping and he stared around.


  “This gas must be almost pure oxygen,” he said, his voice ringing hollowly.


  He looked around at the vaulted roof and irregular walls, noticing that his breathing, while not painful, was somewhat labored. Then suddenly the girl laughed wildly and did a few steps of a strange sinuous dance.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked anxiously.


  She threw herself into his arms with limp abandon and squinted up into his face as though having difficulty focusing her eyes. He believed he understood, and besides he was beginning to cough.


  She was giggling as he pushed her head under the water, but he had to force himself to overcome his instinctive Earth reactions before he could take that first breath of liquid.


  After a few minutes Xintel gave him a shamefaced smile.


  “Did I make a fool of myself?” she asked.


  “Of course not,” he replied gallantly but with a trace of absentmindedness.


  Slowly they let themselves drift down into the city, with Barry’s mind working furiously. He had remained out of water several minutes. He though of the colony, and—until Xintel touched his arm—of Dorothy.


  The experience gave a new purpose to his oddly timeless life. After that during each waking period. he swamp up to the cavern roof. Each time, as well as he could judge, he was able to remain out of water a little longer.


  At first Xintel scolded him bitterly, as from time immemorial wives have scolded husbands for their own good. Upon the Venusians breathing gaseous oxygen had the same effects as alcohol addiction on Earth. She told him horrible stories of people who had drunkenly wandered into the Outside and fallen afoul of norus or torvaks. She pointed out an oxygen addict who moved jerkily and seemed half insane. Once she even resorted to the ancient feminine weapon of contending amid loud sobs that he no longer loved her or he would instantly cease his debauchery.


  But Barry persisted, and after following him and seeing for herself that he did not become intoxicated she finally accepted his habit, along with his periods of silent thoughtfulness, as an inborn peculiarity of her alien mate.


  VI


  GRADUALLY, so gradually he could not determine when it started, he began to hear a new word whispered around the city.


  “Demon!”


  “The demons are not all dead!”


  “The demons have returned!”


  “The demons gather to attack us!”


  “Only Komso can save us from the demons!”


  “Is he—?”


  “Perhaps her father, Soren Who Died Accursed, was a—”


  “Have they found—?”


  “Will the demons—?”


  A shuddering uneasiness spread insidiously among the people, and their attitude changed. Venusian men watched the Earthman with hostile speculation in their eyes and hands close to weapon hilts. Women moved aside as he approached, dragging their children with them.


  Although not a single individual mentioned demons to Barry’s face he knew he was somehow concerned.


  “Just what are these demons?” he demanded of Xintel.


  He expected her to refer to some superstition, but she surprised him with a definite answer.


  “They were the last of my race to live in the Above—not devil-spirits or supernatural beings at all. But they were outlaws and killers, and so were not permitted to pass through the Place Of Change. Over this there was great bitterness, and the Last Days were filled with hatred and slaughter that is still remembered. But they are all long since dead.”


  “You mean your people came here from the Above deliberately?” Barry asked incredulously. “Why?”


  Xintel nodded. “We—my forefathers—were to have come to the Here for a short time only, for sanctuary. But our way back was closed when the Place Of Change was destroyed. And the Chosen, gaining power, saw that misfortunate overtook those who knew the secret of the Place.”


  She smiled tremulously. “I hoped that you could lead us back. But you too had lost the way of return.”


  “But why? What made your people come to the Here?”


  The pain of ancient tragedy was in Xintel’s eyes as she told the story.


  “Around us nearly everywhere are creatures, living creatures, small beyond all normal sight,” she explained.


  “There.” She pointed to the light. “And another sort live in the paste which produces gas. My people were always clever at making use of them.


  “In the Above live many more types of these unseen creatures. My people became too clever—but they were not as clever as they thought.”


  She glanced at Barry and spoke with earnest seriousness. “Some of them, incredibly tiny as they are, are deadly. They get inside a person, causing him to sicken and die, killing as surely as a spear-thrust.”


  She hesitated as though expecting the Earthman to hoot in derision at such an idea, and continued only when he nodded slowly.


  “There were quarrels among factions of my people, breaking out again and again with increasingly vicious fury.


  “Ordinary weapons were not enough. With their skill my people took the unseen things—they understood, then, a way to see them—and made them change their natures to become more deadly still.”


  Barry shuddered as he guessed the rest. He remembered talk on Earth of developing mutant, hypervirulent strains for bacterial warfare.


  “The ancients used the special unseen creatures they had created to fight their battles, and the slaughter was horrible beyond belief. But then the creatures turned against their masters. The other tiny creatures with which the ancient protected themselves failed, became ineffective, and Death walked the entire Above unhindered.”


  It hadn’t happened on Earth yet but Barry could picture bacterial warfare out of control, spontaneous mutations loose, and no vaccines or antitoxins to combat them. The warm, eternally moist atmosphere of Venus offered ideal conditions. Perhaps that was why the Colony had found only insects and quasi-reptiles. Infection could have spread from homo Venusians to all related, warmblooded life forms, blasting them into extinction.


  “Against that deadly smallness there was no way to fight,” Xintel continued. “And there was but one place to flee. So the Place Of Change was built by the wisest of my race. But by the time it was completed only a few remained to use it.”


  BARRY had no doubts who was fomenting talk of the demons. Komso. But if the Venusians had once been air-breathers and had deliberately become water-breathers there was still a chance that somehow he could become completely human again. At least his condition was not completely hopeless.


  He could escape. His practice sessions had taught him to remain out of water nearly three hours, as nearly as he could judge, and that should be sufficient to reestablish contact with the Colony. But escaping alone, leaving Xintel behind, was something he knew he could never do.


  “How did the Place Of Change work?” he asked. “On what principles? Did your Ancients actually understand how to generate Sigma radiations on the surface of a planet? Or was the change accomplished in other ways?”


  Xintel shook her head. “That knowledge has fallen into the hands of the Chosen and been destroyed. Knowledge, except for themselves, is according to the Chosen against the will of the Gods.”


  “Is there nothing left?” Barry insisted, grasping at straws.


  “The Place still remains amid the ruins of Last City,” Xintel answered unexpectedly. “But it is wrecked and useless.”


  “How do you know?”


  Xintel smiled sadly. “I have been there, twice. Soren once took me as a little girl, and once I went alone.”


  “But how?”


  “Long since have the creatures of deadly smallness exterminated each other. Soren knew, and I know, and Komso knows. But Komso will not tell the people that one can go to the Above for a short time and not die.”


  Immediately Barry wanted to see for himself the remains of Last City and particularly the Place Of Change, but the Venusian girl demurred. The trip was perilous, she said, and if they were to leave Tana now, going into the Outside and toward the Above, it would only confirm in the minds of the people that Barry was a demon. Anything that would precipitate open action before they were able to take countermeasures against Komso’s plots would be a fatal mistake.


  Reluctantly Barry put the idea aside, but he did not abandon it. Instead he doubled his practice sessions in the oxygen at the top of the cavern, driving himself until his chest burned and throbbed. He was still a member of the Five Ship Plan whose duty was to the colony, and besides he had a frightening surety that without outside help Komso would eventually encompass his death.


  ONE day when they were returning from the fields in the far reaches of the cavern they saw a man swimming away from their house. Barry put on an angry burst of speed, but the distance was great and the furtive figure vanished.


  Xintel went through the three rooms inch by inch, checking all her possessions—but nothing was missing and nothing seemed to have been disturbed.


  “We must have frightened him away before he could steal anything,” Barry commented.


  The girl frowned and bit her lip. “No.


  I do not think thievery was his object.”


  “What then?”


  “I—I do not know,” she admitted uneasily.


  Komso finally took official cognizance of the talk of demons. He selected ten young men, not of the Chosen, and led them forth to reconnoiter in the Above. The men went heavily armed, but still superstitious dread would have prevented them from venturing to the myth-haunted surface without the high priest’s mystic protection.


  Barry grew acutely uneasy when he heard of the expedition. It boded no good for anyone except Komso. Hour after hour the underwater city hummed with speculation. For Barry and Xintel it was a nerve-wracking wait.


  Then Komo returned—and with him came only three of the ten.


  With lightning rapidity the story spread. There were demons in the Above, and despite Komso’s great powers they had turned overwhelmingly potent weapons against them.


  The mates of the slain were loud in their lamentations, and as though following prepared instructions, the Chosen spread the rumor that Barry, and Xintel too, were responsible for the slaughter. Barry was a demon spy, and Xintel had turned against her own people to mate with him.


  Barry felt certain the priest had deliberately led his men into disaster for the psychological effect. He had been building hatred, and to one of Komso’s mentality, seven deaths would be a negligible price for this crowning touch.


  Drawn together by a spreading terror the people massed near the center of the city, each seeking company to stem their rising panic of helplessness. Their mutterings increased, their mood grew uglier.


  But with dramatic suddenness Komso appeared in the doorway of his cave-temple and swam slowly forward. The murmuring died, then broke out again with a questioning undertone. The priest raised his arms so the sacred bracelets of office on his thick wrists flashed in the cold yellow light. Then slowly, deliberately he began to speak.


  He expressed regret for the deaths of those who had followed him aloft. He had underestimated the malignancy of the demons, he admitted.


  A shocked silence fell over the crowd, broken only by the grief stricken sobs of one of the widows. He glared at the woman, and his eyes made her cower.


  The peril was dire, he warned. One demon had already penetrated the sacred boundaries of Tana and others were gathering in the Above. Soon they would descend and overwhelm the city unless the people of Tana followed his leadership unquestioningly.


  But the mission had not been in vain. Komso had discovered the demons’ plans—and their vulnerability.


  “We killed one demon!” he boasted.


  Barry gasped. Komso was too clever to tell an outright lie when there were three surviving witnesses to check his story.


  “Kill the demons! Kill all the demons!” A Chosen One began the chant, and it was taken up and echoed by the crowd.


  It sounded so absurd that a group of aquatic semi-savages could hope to attack a surface settlement defended by the finest weapons of Earth that Barry almost laughed. But he remembered Xintel’s account of the Venusian downfall, and was not so sure. Komso’s forces would not have to breach the defense perimeter of the colony to achieve their objective. Bacterial warfare ineffective under water, could render the surface uninhabitable again.


  And the colony had no inkling of such a threat.


  “Damn him,” Barry thought. It was all so stupid and useless.


  He fumed while Komso’s words calmed, influenced, and finally controlled with hypnotic completeness the emotions of his listeners.


  “The demons shall die!” Kosmo orated. “I, Komso, shall call upon the powers of the Gods Of The Deeps. Beasts of the marshlands shall come at my command, smashing and overturning the houses and forts of the demons in the Above! And then shall the Unseen Death smite them!”


  The people roared their approval, and while they were still shouting the priest turned away in abrupt dismissal.


  Barry and Xintel looked at each other, their faces white and set, each wondering what they could do.


  A hundred thoughts flashed through Barry’s mind at once, dominated by the knowledge it was his duty to warn the colony. He had become a freak through accident, but he was still an Earthman. But to make his warning really valuable he must know more of Komso’s methods. He thought momentarily of invading the cave-temple to steal information or even assassinate the priest, but discarded the notion. Komso would be expecting such an attempt and have his Chosen Ones waiting.


  VII


  THEY were still discussing the situation hours later when Xintel suddenly raised her hand for silence. A puzzled frown appeared on her face and she dropped to the lower room. Barry, watching her peer around the door curtain, saw her body grow tense. He listened, and his ears caught a confused sound of voices.


  “What is it?” he demanded.


  “Men are coming this way, and they are led by Sanlan, the brother of that Czerki.”


  “Komso’s work?”


  “Naturally.”


  Barry reached for a spear. “They won’t touch you as long as I’m alive,” he promised.


  The sounds outside grew louder.


  Go in through the door,” he heard a voice command. “Chase the demon and his woman upward and out. Lart and I will attend to them.”


  Xintel leaped to the upper room and began tossing down baskets.


  “Block the hatchway,” she directed. “We will hold the middle room.”


  Quickly Barry piled them across the opening, thrusting extra spears through the wovenwork and into the material of the floor. It was a flimsy barricade but better than nothing.


  Xintel loaded her crossbow. Barry stood beside her with a spear ready.


  “Now!” the voice outside boomed.


  Men poured into the lower room, shouting to keep up their courage. Xintel, her face pale, squinted along her crossbow and thumbed the trigger. A man screamed. A spear thwacked upward into the baskets as the girl put her strength against her weapon’s reloading ratchet.


  “Can you hold them off a minute?” Barry whispered.


  She nodded, and he leaped to the upper room. One basket remained, and he found that by standing on it his head was just below the roof’s lower surface. With his knife he began cutting into the matted fibers of the roof. He was nearly through when a whisper from above made him pause.


  “Psst! Lart, be very sure your thrust misses.”


  That was Sanlan, Barry guessed.


  The other Venusian growled under his breath.


  “Komso will have your skin if you disobey,” Sanlan warned.


  “But why?”


  Sanlan chuckled. “Have you no faith?”


  Barry resumed cutting, puzzled and suspicious, opening a hole just large enough to admit his head. He had guessed his position well, for Sanlan and Lart were standing with their backs toward him while they watched the hatchway.


  The Earthman withdrew silently, taking no chances that Sanlan’s talk had been a trick to draw him out.


  Xintel glanced up as he dropped to the middle room. A confused discussion was in progress below, for no man wanted to be the first to rush the barricade.


  “Give me both your tube-weapons,” Barry demanded.


  She turned her hips, allowing him to take them from her belt without putting down her crossbow or relaxing her vigilance.


  “Come at once when you hear me call,” he directed. “We can’t hold out forever. It’s run or die.”


  “Run? Where?”


  “Outside. It is our only chance.”


  He leaped to the upper room again.


  A tube gun in each hand, he thrust his wrists through the hole he had cut. Sanlan and Lart were still waiting.


  “Perhaps you should have others break through the walls,” Lart suggested impatiently.


  Sanlan shook his head. “There is plenty of time.”


  But Sanlan’s own time ran out just then as Barry triggered the weapon in his left hand. He died instantly.


  Lart whirled. Barry fired the other tube. Lart screamed and doubled over in agony.


  “Xintel!” Barry called.


  She came up with a rush.


  Lart was still alive, and he screamed as they emerged onto the roof. Answering yells came from below.


  “Let’s go!” Barry barked as attackers began to swarm out of the house.


  They swam desperately, side by side. The members of the mob trailed after them, but although they split the water with bloodthirsty yells they were reluctant in their efforts to close with the fugitives. Xintel had taught them respect during the battle inside the house, and Barry was a dread demon.


  Barry broke his stroke to point. A large crowd had gathered around the mouth of the tunnel.


  “Women there too,” Xintel panted.


  As they drew nearer he could see she was right. Women and unarmed men predominated in the group around the portal. They made no hostile moves, but nevertheless Barry drew his knife.


  And then, off to one side, he saw the unmistakable figure of the priest.


  Komso watched their headlong flight with a thin smirk of satisfaction, and as they drew near he pointed one arm at them in a ritualistic gesture and began a resonant chant. A deadly hush fell over the watchers.


  “Accursed be ye!” Komso intoned. “Manifestations of evil who presume to flaunt those the Gods have appointed to rule, be ye accursed by the Gods Of The Deeps!


  “Gods Of The Deeps, heed thy servant! Send thou thy creatures that they may feed, that they may rend the flesh and grind the bones and destroy utterly those whom I have cursed in thy mighty names!”


  BARRY felt a crawling prickle of fear along his spine at the confidence of Komso’s manner. Xintel’s face twisted in terror as she remembered how that selfsame curse had brought death to her father. The Earthman felt an almost overwhelming urge to swerve aside, to swing in a suicidal dive upon the priest and his Chosen guards. But remembrance of his duties to the colony and to Xintel overcame blind fury.


  It seemed too good to be true when he and Xintel plunged into the dark passageway without interference. The armed mob followed, shouting to the noncombatants to move aside—but they were in the clear. They emerged from the tunnel mouth into the open, deadly, faintly luminous sea of the Outside.


  “Hold!” They heard Komso’s shouted command behind them. “Follow and you too shall be accursed!”


  He did not have to repeat his order, for the Venusians were never too eager to venture into the Outside. Instead they massed at the portal to witness the fate of the demon and his traitorous mistress.


  Suddenly the girl gasped in horror, clutching Barry’s arm and pointing upward and outward. Against the background of dim luminosity, far in the distance, two bright pinpoints showed. Then three. Four. And then more than he could count.


  “Torvaks!” she gasped.


  Barry stared aghast. As though summoned by Komso’s words the terrible undersea monsters were gathering from all directions.


  Xintel’s forehead wrinkled in desperate concentration.


  “The Cleft!” she said suddenly.


  Barry followed blindly as she dove toward the rocky, irregular bottom. Each time he risked a glance over his shoulder the monsters were nearer. And there were more of them. His muscles ached, but those trails of ominous light acted as a powerful stimulant.


  The girl led him along the bottom, paying no attention to landmarks but relying solely on an intuitive sense of direction which all Venusians possessed. Soon Tana was lost to sight.


  How long the nightmare chase lasted Barry was never to know. Seconds grew to ages and minutes to throbbing eternities. He concentrated on swimming, swimming, swimming for his very life, and hardly heard Xintel’s words of encouragement.


  “Just—a—little—further!”


  Then stabbing, biting, burning pain seared his throat. Almost intolerable. But Xintel was guiding him straight down into a narrow fissure in the bottom. Her legs stopped their flutter-kick and she allowed momentum to carry her bottomward, Barry too ceased his exertions in a state of rear collapse.


  “Perhaps—they’—won’t follow!” Xintel panted.


  Both looked upward. The monstrous shapes—they could see the gross, hideous bodies now—seemed unwilling to follow their prey into the crevice. They wheeled above in relentless circles.


  One creature, like a gigantic moray with finned pectoral legs, made an abortive lunge but turned upward again a few feet above them.


  Another torvak’s neck shot out, its armored head striking the eel-creature a tremendous blow. Another monster swooped, fangs ripping, and for a few minutes the water grew murky with spilled blood and roiled ooze as the three huge beasts battled. The fight ended, and once more the saurians took up a restless, watchful patrol above the cowering pair.


  Barry’s breathing eased but the burning in his throat remained. Something in the water was irritating the tender membranes of his lungs, nose and eyes. He glanced at Xintel and saw that she too was in pain. But it was this very irritant that was preserving their lives. The monsters did not like its smell or taste.


  “Maybe they’ll go away,” he said, not believing his own words but trying to reassure the girl.


  The cleft in the ocean floor was long and narrow, deeper than it was wide, and at the bottom it tapered to a hair-thin crevice in the bedrock. The steeply slanting walls were deeply covered with a yellow-blue greasy jelly mixed with mud and silt. Barry recognized it from Xintel’s descriptions as the Cleft Of Hardening where soft wooden implements were made useable. The crack in the bottom must extend deep into the heart of the planet.


  “Xintel,” he asked. “Are there any weapons buried here now?”


  “There always are,” she answered, but her voice was filled with despair.


  “Where?”


  She did not know. When the inhabitants of Tana buried objects to be hardened they were extremely careful to smooth the jelly over them. Otherwise prowling norus would dig them up.


  Pawing into the sticky, corrosive jelly with hands and arms they began a blind search. Within minutes the girl gave a cry as she uncovered a spear. She wiped away the clinging stuff, then wept with disappointment. It had been buried only a short time and still had the soft consistency of balsa. Angrily she threw it down.


  Barry recovered it. As a weapon it was worthless, but it was firm enough to use as a prod. Methodically he moved along the bottom, thrusting deeply every few inches.


  “Got something!” he called, and Xintel swam to his side.


  THERE were two spears and two long knives, all thoroughly hardened. Within a few more sleeps someone from Tana would have made the dangerous trip to pick them up.


  Barry glanced at the shadows overhead. It felt good to have a weapon in his hand again, even though logic told him a spear could never penetrate the armored hides of those nightmare creatures. They could do absolutely nothing but wait and hope.


  He found a projecting rock that was relatively free from slime and settled down. He wanted to think.


  A sudden commotion overhead made him leap up. Two bodies came hurtling over the edge of the cleft some two hundred yards away, with trails of light glistening behind them. A torvak lashed out, missed, and its frustrated bellow made the water vibrate as the newcomers settled toward the bottom. “Norus!” Xintel hissed in Barry’s ear. “They’re not armed,” Barry observed.


  She turned on him peevishly. “But they’re norus!”


  Barry, not trained to hatred by a lifetime of strife with these outcasts, felt sorry for them as they crouched trembling and gasping from their flight. They eyed him furtively.


  After the first few minutes, when it became evident the norus did not intend to break the unspoken truce imposed by mutual peril, the girl relaxed. Yet she did not turn her back to them.


  For a long while she and Barry sat in silence. There was nothing to say, nothing worth saying in their hopeless situation. The norus watched stolidly, their eyes flicking occasionally between the pair from Tana and the monsters circling overhead.


  Then in a quick move that startled Barry the girl stood up, unfastened her skirt, stepped out of the garment. She seemed entirely unaware of her nakedness.


  “Fan your hands back and forth,” she requested. “Make light.”


  Barry complied, swirling the water to brightness. The norus watched uneasily, staring hard at the girl. But Xintel was absorbed in inspecting the fabric of her skirt, going over it inch by inch. A couple of times she held it to her nose, but each time shook her head.


  “Ha!” she cried suddenly, pointing to a slight, almost invisible stain.


  “What is?” he asked.


  “It may be—. Give me your knife.”


  She cut away the stained cloth and wrapped it around the unhardened, useless spear.


  “What are you doing?”


  She ignored his question.


  “Take this and go part way up,” she directed. “But be careful, very careful, dearest—and throw it over the rim.”


  Trusting her knowledge of this undersea world, he climbed the slippery wall. Halfway up he found a foothold. He tensed his muscles, heaved the weapon with the peculiar pushing gesture he had learned was the only way to throw under water. As the spear made a high arc he abandoned his exposed position in a headlong dive.


  Xintel shouted happily. “Look! Barry! Look!”


  Above the cleft the water was whipped to intense brilliance as the nightmare monsters converged on the spot where the spear had fallen.


  “What is it?” Barry yelped.


  Xintel laughed and threw her arms around his neck. “The curse, Barry! The curse Komso put upon us!”


  “Huh?” he grunted.


  “Everyone knows those beasts follow the smell of blood, and that a man wounded in the Outside is as good as dead. They follow other smells too!”


  At once he understood. “So Komso’s curse is some powerful lure that will bring every monster within miles to attack, but has a smell we ourselves can’t detect.”


  She nodded. “That one we saw leaving oar house—he did it.”


  Xintel put down her skirt and even unclasped her precious metal necklace. Stark naked and unarmed she started up the slope.


  “Come back!” he yelled as he sensed her intention.


  She paused, but then continued upward.


  A shadow swooped.


  “Look out!” Barry screamed. But Xintel had been alert and had thrown herself into a plunging dive.


  “Oh!” she sobbed as she pulled herself up beside him. “It’s no good. It has gotten into my skin. Probably yours too.”


  But after his burst of renewed hope Barry refused to surrender. “This corrosive jelly might counteract it,” he suggested.


  Xintel’s eyes were somber. “We have nothing to lose,” she agreed.


  They scooped out two troughs in the greasy jelly and buried themselves with only their heads projecting, but at Xintel’s suggestion they took positions where they could keep an eye on the norus.


  “Rub some on your face,” Barry advised the girl. “In your hair too.”


  “It stings!” she complained.


  “I know. But it’s our only chance.”


  VIII


  THEY let an hour of torment pass, and although Xintel tried gamely to keep her face composed she could not hide an occasional grimace of pain as the caustic jelly ate at the more tender portions of her skin.


  The swarm of monsters still held patrol above the cleft with dull-witted reptilian patience. The two norus had settled down, squatting lumpishly, with only their eyes active.


  At last Barry pulled himself from his uncomfortable bed. His body was red and chapped from head to foot. Xintel was in the same condition.


  “I hope this works,” he said.


  He climbed toward the rim, nearly to the top, and still the beasts paid no attention. He made no sudden movements and their eyesight was apparently dull.


  “Barry! That’s enough! Come back!” Xintel called.


  Deliberately he waved his arms. A swimming torvak turned in its own length and plunged toward him, and Barry barely evaded its rush.


  “If we try to escape they’ll see us,” Xintel said.


  Barry nodded sadly. Even though Komso’s curse had been voided they could still only wait and hope.


  The nomads who had found refuge with them unwittingly solved his dilemma. As once more the age-old envious hatred of the homeless ones for the city dwellers came to the fore they whispered to each other. For a moment Barry and Xintel grew inattentive. The norus had been waiting for just that. They dashed forward, intent on snatching the weapons that to them represented great wealth. Xintel shouted in alarm and one of the savages struck at her with a webbed fist.


  Barry’s knife flashed and a noru died. As the survivor swerved to evade Xintel’s spear, Barry was upon him from behind.


  His knife descended, this time not in a killing stroke. Deliberately he carved a long, shallow gash down the savage’s back, a wound that would bleed copiously. Then he shouted and roared ferociously. The wounded noru fled.


  Xintel streaked in pursuit, a grim expression on her face and a spear poised, but Barry reached out one arm and caught her ankle. Instinctively she twisted and her fingernails raked his face.


  He slapped her hard.


  “No!” he barked. “Let the noru go!”


  She looked at him in furious disgust as the nomad churned in panic-stricken flight toward the rim.


  “He’s bleeding!” Barry snapped.


  A great dark shadow swooped at the noru, missed, and Xintel looked admiringly at Barry as she understood.


  The water above the cleft grew streaky with light as the monsters abandoned the tenuous remnants of the lure to follow a trail of fresh blood. The noru gibbered in horror as he dodged along the rocky bottom.


  “Let’s go!” Barry barked. “Straight up!”


  It was a long, tiring swim. At last they floated just below the surface.


  “Gin you find the colony?” Barry asked.


  “We go to the nearest shore, near Last City,” Xintel corrected. “We are not safe here over deep water.”


  They swam again, this time horizontally, guided once more by Xintel’s compass sense. Once Barry raised his head, but all he could see was a narrow circle of rippled water upon which the ever-present mists pressed heavily. A slight rosy glow overhead, dim and diffuse, was the only indication of the sun.


  Finally the girl stopped. “We are almost to the edge of the Above,” she said.


  Barry put his head up again but still could see nothing but water and mist. They swam a few strokes more, and then he and the girl lowered their feet to a bottom of soft mud.


  When he stood up in the neck-deep water and emptied his lungs there was an interval of wracking coughing and gasping. But then he found with elation that he was breathing without too much difficulty. His practice sessions in the cavern were paying off.


  Xintel too stood up and gasped in the warm, stench-filled air, floundering beside the taller Earthman as they waded toward a dimly seen bank ahead. The water had shoaled to her waist, when without warning, she staggered and collapsed.


  Barry caught her as she fell, and with Earth habits returning, cradled her in his arms with her face above water.


  Xintel! What’s wrong?”


  She stirred in his arms and her eyes opened.


  “Put me down,” she requested.


  Then she noticed the frightened expression on his face.


  “I’ll be all right soon,” she assured him. “Just—tired. And air—too suddenly.”


  Tenderly he laid her in the shallow water.


  “Sure you’re all right?” he asked solicitously.


  She nodded.


  For a few minutes he waited beside her, thinking of the colony. He understood now Komso’s reference to the beasts of the marshlands overturning the houses of the demons, and the priest’s plan of battle. His lure would attract the monsters with which the colony had already had trouble.


  And when the colonists were forced outside by the hypervirulent bacteria of the Unseen, death would strike.


  Without a warning the unsuspecting colony would be doomed, but without Xintel’s guidance he could not reach them to give that warning.


  “Barry.” The Venusian girl’s voice was still weak and unsteady. “The Place Of Change is on this shore. Go look at it. Perhaps you, with a different mind and a different knowledge, could—”


  “You sure you’ll be all right alone?”


  She was sure, and finally Barry left her, emptied his lungs once again, and floundered up the muddy bank.


  HIS body felt heavy without the support of the water to which it had become accustomed, but it was good to be walking like a true Earthman again. He plodded inland, cautiously forcing his “way through the thick swamp vegetation. The ground underfoot was a tangle of roots, slime and jagged stones.


  Last City was a disappointment. Nothing was left but a few scarcely discernible mounds almost hidden by the swamp jungle. It was impossible to tell even what sort of buildings once existed.


  He was ready to turn back when a shift in the mists disclosed the Place Of Change.


  It was a doomed building, huge even by the engineering standards of Earth, and something done in ancient times had prevented the jungle from encroaching upon it. Half submerged in mud, tilted where the ground beneath it had softened and shifted, the great hemispherical shell nevertheless remained intact. Barry hastened forward, found a circular opening, evidently once a window high on the structure but now at ground level, and after a glance at the dimness within stooped and entered.


  He had not known what to expect—Xintel had told him only that the Place Of Change was irreparably ruined—but certainly nothing so bleak and disheartening. There was nothing but mud within the great building. Whatever machinery or equipment had been used to change the Venusians to water-breathers had vanished without a trace. Barry’s shoulders sagged as he turned back toward the window.


  But then the engineering training of his years on Earth reasserted itself, and he wondered of what material the building had been constructed to withstand the ravages of the savage environment of the Venus. With the flat of one hand he brushed at the greenish, clinging slime that covered the walls. Etched into the wall were strange symbols arranged in an orderly fashion. Writing, obviously done by the Ancients.


  It was possible that the inscriptions included the technical data on which the Place had been based.


  He ran to another section of wall and wiped at it, then at random to a third spot. More writing. It meant nothing to him, but in the colony there were specialists who might—


  His chest began to burn, bringing his mind back to his present situation. There was nothing he could do for the present, and he must warn the colony. There was no telling how far Komso’s plans had progressed. Perhaps the attack had already started.


  He hurried out through the window, slid and stumbled through the swamp, plunged into the water. Xintel was sitting up.


  “Can you find the colony?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Far along the shore, that way, I can feel the presence of life. Your kind of life.”


  “That’s it! Let’s go!”


  They followed the shoreline, and as the minutes passed a happy excitement grew in the Earthman at the prospect of seeing his own kind again. Xintel was silent.


  When they came to the opening of the slough, Xintel pointed.


  “That way. Not far.”


  Barry shook his head vigorously. “They’d shoot first and look later,” he explained. “Particularly after Komso’s first raid. I’ll have to approach overland.”


  Half a mile beyond the slough a huge tree had fallen and was lying half in the swamp and half in the water.


  “This should be far enough,” he decided. “Wait here for me. And be careful.”


  He stuck his head out, studying the treacherous, mist-shrouded swamp he must cross, then ducked under again. The Venusian girl looked at him for an instant. Her hands moved as though to detain him.


  “Good-bye Barry.”


  He kissed her and held her close.


  “It’s not good-bye,” he promised. “I’ll come back.”


  Xintel smiled tremulously.


  He released her and climbed to the tree-trunk, emptied his lungs of water and slogged off into the swamp. It was filthy and difficult and dangerous traveling, but a sense of urgency was upon him.


  After a while he began to sing, loudly and hoarsely and off key. He sang the popular songs of his last days on Earth, cowboy ballads, ribald and unprintable construction camp ditties. The sounds drifted thinly into the enshrouding mists.


  He did not sing from happiness. The colony would be an armed camp and the songs of Earth offered his only means of identification in the fog. At the end of each verse he paused and listened.


  He finished a particularly lugubrious cowboy number entitled Blood On The Saddle.


  “Hey! Who’s that out there?” A voice reached him through the mist.


  “Ya-hoo!” Barry called. “Where are you?”


  “Over here!” the voice replied.


  “Keep yelling, and—don’t—shoot!”


  Barry called, spacing his words for clearness.


  But sounds moved in tricky ways through the moist, opaque air and it was only after long floundering that he saw the dim shadows of men.


  “Who are you?” the voice called sharply. “What are you doing out here?”


  “I’m Barry Barr.”


  “You lie!” someone shouted. “Barry Barr’s dead!”


  Barry recognized the voice.


  “That’s what you think, Phillips!”


  He sloshed his way over to join them and they stared in amazement.


  “Where you been?” one of them demanded.


  “At the bottom of the sea.”


  “This ain’t no time for kidding!” the man retorted angrily.


  “I mean it,” Barry declared earnestly. “But guide me in quick. There’s hell brewing.”


  HE WAITED impatiently in the vestibule of the central building while they peeled off their rubberized swamp suits. Then he was inside, back in the colony he had never expected to see again.


  “Call the council of captains and get the leading technical men of each division,” he snapped. “Emergency!”


  He coughed, his lungs irritated by the artificially dehumidified air of the building. Just then Dr. Jensen passed down the hallway. He saw his erstwhile patient and came running.


  “What happened to you, son?” he asked. “Water machine stopped,” Barry said shortly, unwilling to be diverted from more pressing matters by past events. “Had to get out or die.”


  “The devil!” the doctor exclaimed. “It was running all right when I came back, but the window was smashed.”


  For Barry that was conclusive evidence—if such were needed—that the breakdown had been no accident. Hind had turned on the water and power again to cover his deed.


  Dr. Jensen grabbed Barry’s arm. “Let me make some tests on you,” he asked eagerly.


  “No time now,” Barry snapped.


  The four spaceship captains and as many technicians as could crowd into the room, set up a babble of questions as Barry entered. He glanced around quickly, searching for two faces, but neither Dorothy Voorhees nor Robson Hind was there. He held up a hand for silence.


  The noise subsided.


  “Gentlemen, there is intelligent life on Venus, intelligent human life of an origin common to our own. You tangled with them recently.”


  “My God!” a man exclaimed. “We thought it was some animal that killed Evans.”


  “I told you that was a knife wound and not the mark of teeth,” another interrupted.


  “We heard Fred shooting out beside the slough,” someone explained. “But by the time we got there he was dead and there was nothing in sight.”


  “Don’t underestimate these Venusians,” Barry warned. “They live under water. No knowledge of fire or explosives—they lost those when they went aquatic—but their bacteriology is advanced. They once staged a full scale bacterial war. And they knew enough biological science—a damn sight more than we know—to deliberately become water breathers to escape the mess their war created.”


  He noticed sceptical looks on some of the faces.


  “Just look at me,” he said. “What happens by accident can be done on purpose. This colony is facing death. A fanatical group of Venusians are planning to wipe us out, and the attack will come soon. They will use a chemical that attracts every swamp beast and water monster within miles.


  “It works. I know it works,” he insisted, and shuddered as he remembered the torvaks.


  “Then there will be hypervirulent bacteria. You know what that means!”


  “Why should they attack us?” someone demanded.


  “You’re strange to them, alien, and there is a leader among them who fears outside influences will undermine his absolute control.”


  “All right! Let’s get ready, shoot the works, and give them what they’re asking for!” The man who spoke had been a close friend of Evans.


  “No!” Barry said decisively. “That would be the worst thing possible!”


  “What would you advise?” one of the captains asked.


  “Many of them would be friendly if given a chance,” Barry explained. “But if you plant mines in the slough and wipe out the attacking party it will mean enmity between colonists and the surviving Venusians for all time to come. Both sides will be vulnerable, you to bacterial attack, they to depth charges, and the surface of Venus will be rendered uninhabitable for years or even centuries.”


  “What’s the alternative?” Captain Reno demanded.


  The door opened and Barry glanced around. Even in mud-streaked coveralls Dorothy Voorhees was beautiful. He had forgotten just how desirable she was.


  “Barry!” she cried joyfully, and ran to him.


  Instinctively he responded to her kiss—until he remembered Xintel and his own condition.


  “I won’t be able to stay,” he told her, deliberately making his voice harsh. “I’m not cured and probably never will be.”


  “But—but your water machine can be fixed,” she protested.


  “There’s more than that,” he said, and with an effort turned away.


  IX


  “AS I WAS saying, gentlemen. Using the electric secondaries from the ships, with submerged electrodes, you can set up a high-voltage, low-amperage barrier across the slough that will stun without killing. If this first attack can be warded off without killing, perhaps we can establish friendly relations.”


  “What makes you think they could be friendly?” a man asked suspiciously.


  “Because of a girl named Xintel who would undoubtedly become their leader if Komso were killed or discredited. She saved my life, and since then we have lived together and fought side by side. She is waiting on the edge of the swamp now, an outcast from her own people because she dared help me.”


  Dorothy understood more from his tone than his words alone conveyed. Her face paled.


  “Barry,” she began, her voice strained. “You—?”


  The door opened again and three men crowded into the room. One was Robson Hind. The electronics expert’s face went gray as he saw his supposed victim still alive. Barry itched to get at him but for the moment too much was at stake to permit personal revenge.


  “Rig the shock charges at once,” he suggested. “Xintel and I will do our best to head off the attack under water.”


  There were objections. Some considered it too dangerous. A heated argument broke out, but at last the council of captains nodded agreement. A sublethal current was to be used, but it was to be backstopped by mortars, machine guns and flame throwers. Any creature showing its head above water was to be blasted on sight.


  “I’ll attend to the power supply,” Hind suddenly volunteered.


  Barry guessed what was really in his mind. From Hind’s unbalanced, paranoid viewpoint it was essential he be removed to forestall an investigation. He turned to the spaceship captains.


  “I most strongly urge that someone other than Robson Hind take charge of the work.”


  “Why?” Captain Reno snapped.


  “My reasons are valid, believe me. I’ll explain later.”


  “The man’s crazy!” Hind spluttered.


  Captain Reno looked at his fellow officers and they nodded.


  “Podtiaguine, take charge of the installation,” Reno commanded.


  The dry air was hurting Barry’s lungs; Komso might attack at any moment; and Xintel was all alone where hostile swamp met hostile sea.


  “I’ve got to get out,” he declared. “Give me a pair of liquid fire pistols.”


  A storekeeper hurried to get them, and as Barry buckled the holster belt around his waist he looked for Dorothy. She was gone.


  “Remember,” he warned. “No killing unless absolutely necessary, but watch out for tricks. If my luck holds I’ll be back. I have things to settle.”


  He looked meaningfully at Hind, then turned abruptly and strode down the hall, his ragged trousers flapping damply, his Venusian sandals squishing at every step. The warm, stench-filled Venusian mist closed around him, revivfying him and soothing his tormented lungs as he started toward the swamp.


  “Barry!” It was Dorothy.


  “Barry, I want a straight answer.”


  “Yes?”


  “Have you stopped loving me?”


  His answer was unhesitating. “No, and I never will. But I have no right since I became—like this.”


  She made a sound between a gasp and a sob.


  “But that Venusian girl?”


  Barry fumbled for words. “I—I love her too. It’s just that I—well—you and she belong in different worlds and I’m—I’m part of both but not fully of either.”


  “Oh! But you’ll come back—for short periods at least?”


  “If I live through what’s coming,” he answered soberly.


  She smiled with an effort. “Be careful, Barry dear, and—good luck!”


  She turned, running back toward the buildings, and he plunged into the reeking swamp, backtracking along his own trail of muddy footprints and crushed vegetation.


  He emerged at the fallen tree, dived in, and with a sense of relief filled his lungs with water.


  “Xintel!” he called.


  “Here!” He swung around. The bank beneath the tree trunk had been hollowed out by the action of ripples on the soft mud, and she crouched there, protected on three sides.


  “I was so afraid you weren’t coming back!”


  “I told you I’d return.”


  “Barry?” Her voice trembled. “Did you see—her?”


  He nodded.


  “And yet you came back to me!” She spoke as though she could hardly believe it.


  “Listen closely,” he broke in. “What do the women of Tana think of Komso’s plans?”


  “They know many of their men will never return.”


  “Do you think you could—?”


  “Perhaps I could sneak back into Tana. But what good would that do?”


  Barry frowned thoughtfully. “Could you persuade some of them, as many as possible, to follow the war party and overtake their men? When they see you’re alive, that Komso’s curse didn’t work—”


  Xintel shook her head. “Most have never been outside Tana in their lives. Even to save their men they would be too fearful of the sea dangers and of Komso’s wrath. They would never follow me.”


  Barry drew one of his fire pistols and moved aside.


  “Watch this,” he told her. The liquid charge was self-oxidizing and should burn under water, but there was a distinct danger the gun would backfire. His nerves were screaming as he squeezed the trigger. Scarlet fire lanced from the muzzle with a sizzling roar that nearly broke their eardrums.


  The water surged and heaved.


  Xintel pressed her hands to her ears; her eyes were round with amazement.


  “What was that?” she gasped.


  “That was fire,” Barry answered, handing her both weapons. “Now you have magic to surpass anything of Komso’s. Would that help persuade the women?”


  Xintel smiled grimly. “They will follow me or else—. And if Komso or a Chosen One should interfere, would it—?”


  “It would. And tell the women that if your people and mine can meet as friends there will be guns like this for everyone. Norus and torvaks will hold no more terrors.”


  “But you?” she asked.


  “I must wait at the mouth of the slough and stop Komso there.”


  “But—?”


  “Waste no more time! Hurry!”


  AFTER she was gone he swam along the shore to the slough and settled on the bottom. He waited interminably it seemed before he spotted the distant streaks of light left by Komso’s men, perhaps a hundred of them in a dose group.


  He remained crouched, waiting until they were just beyond crossbow range. Then he stood up, waving his arms to create enough light to make his identity unmistakable. He had decided his only course lay in turning Komso’s own propaganda against him.


  “Stop!” he commanded.


  For a moment there was confusion in the ranks, and those in front backed water.


  “Come forth, Komso, and look upon me!” Barry called. “You are a trickster and a fraud, and your curses are without power!”


  Komso’s jaw went slack and his face grew crimson. The priest spoke softly to a Chosen One.


  “Men,” he declared. “Only a demon could survive the curse of the Gods Of The Deeps—but even a demon can die!” Barry almost missed seeing the Chosen One raise his crossbow, but some instinct warned him just as the weapon twanged. He sidestepped and the missile whizzed by.


  It had been close. If they were to open upon him in volleys—


  “Komso’s curses are powerless but mine are not!” he declared loudly, concealing his nervousness. “You are forgiven this time, but the next man who raises a weapon against me will feel my wrath. He shall die screaming in slow agony!”


  “Rush him! Kill him!” Komso ordered, attempting to rally his wavering ranks. But Barry’s boast, and their belief that he was a demon, held them back.


  Barry scanned the sea for the patch of light that would indicate Xintel approaching with the women of Tana. Nothing. Stalling was his only chance.


  “Men of Tana,” he began. “If you follow Komso you go to certain death. Already you have seen that his so-called curse means nothing. And now I shall tell you how—”


  “Close your ears!” Komso shrieked. “Listen to this infidel and the curse of the Gods will be upon you too!”


  The men trembled, torn between fear of the demon and fear of their own leader.


  “Those from Above would be your friends,” Barry argued. “They are not demons, but men very like yourselves.”


  “Liar!” Komso bellowed. “The people of Tana are the only true men!”


  The warriors nodded, accepting the oft-repeated dogma as indisputable truth. Barry realized it was useless to argue. He waited, hoping something would swing the balance. Meanwhile Komso deployed his forces in a crescent across the mouth of the slough. To Barry it looked like preparation for a rush that would overwhelm him.


  Each warrior, he saw, carried a large sealed wooden cylinder. They handled them gingerly. Barry guessed their purpose. They contained the hypervirulent bacterial cultures with which the colony was to be exterminated. But of course, to the Venusians themselves, they were magic.


  Just when it seemed Komso’s men were rallying from their fright, Barry sighted a speck of brightness far out to sea. One of the men saw it too and called the priest’s attention to it. Komso’s stare of puzzlement changed to fury as he made out the forms of thirty women.


  Xintel darted ahead of the group, past Komso’s men, and before the priest could give an order, she had reached Barry’s side.


  “I had to use all the fire,” she said in a low voice. “There were torvaks, and it killed them.”


  Barry squeezed her hand, although he wished she had saved one charge with which to impress the war party.


  Komso’s forces were disorganized. Several of the men had left ranks to join their frightened, panting mates and a series of shrill family quarrels were in progress despite all the priest’s efforts. Men cursed their wives for leaving Tana and were in turn cursed for everything the near-hysterical females could lay tongue to.


  “Hear me!” Komso bellowed. “Hear me!”


  The quarreling stopped abruptly.


  “I challenge the demon to single, barehanded combat!”


  Barry gulped. He had wanted for a long time to get his hands on Komso, and now the opportunity was here.


  “I accept!” he said firmly.


  Xintel’s face was ashen; her lips were trembling.


  “Barry! My father believed the Leaders used poison under their fingernails; the slightest scratch means death,” she whispered.


  Barry dared not back down now. He watched Komso advance.


  THE priest swam upward and stopped, slight motions of arms and legs holding him there. Barry recognized it as a clever move. Komso had seen what the Earthman’s muscles could do when he was able to plant his feet solidly.


  “Come meet your doom, Demon!” Komso taunted.


  Barry sensed the interest of the watchers. Many times they had seen Komso’s powers displayed, and they were waiting for the demon to flee or die.


  Suddenly Barry launched himself from the bottom in a headlong rush.


  Komso dodged and his hands came out in a clawing, scratching reach. In that instant Barry knew Xintel had been right.


  He knocked Komso’s arm aside and whipped his fist toward the smirking face. It struck, but only a glancing blow. It left him floundering off balance. The water around them glowed with increasing brightness as they twisted and turned.


  Again and again Komso’s poisoned nails reached out, but each time Barry managed to escape. He tried to maneuver the battle toward the bottom, but Komso stayed above and made short, threatening swoops. Barry was forced to move upward again or remain entirely on the defensive. He did not dare grapple.


  In desperation he relaxed his guard and tried a judo chop at Komso’s shoulder muscles. The priest uttered a cry of pain, but the blow had not disabled. Fingernails scraping along his neck filled him with blind panic. Luckily they failed to break the skin.


  Komso drew away, dove in again, this time low, clawing at Barry’s legs and keeping clear of his punishing fists.


  Barry drew his legs up, and as the Venusian passed under him, pumped them down with all his strength.


  One foot struck Komso’s side. Barry felt something shatter beneath his heel.


  Komso pulled up from his rush. He turned, unhurt, prepared to dive again. And then one hand went to his side, feeling through his clothing. His face went greenish; his jaw sagged. His eyes rolled and he screamed in utter despair. Barry was too startled to follow up his advantage.


  Seconds passed, and then there was a whizzing, hissing sound moving through the water at tremendous speed. A streak of light. Barry barely glimpsed the sharklike creature that burst through the ranks of Komso’s men. Straight as an arrow it came, ignoring those it knocked aside.


  Komso’s third scream broke in the middle, unfinished. Then there was only a spreading pink stain and a few remnants.


  The dead silence that followed was broken by a yell of horror. Out to sea specks of light grew brighter by the second. Warriors and women alike milled in confusion, leaderless, and when one man started a panic-stricken dash up the slough, the others dropped their weapons and followed.


  Barry hung in the water, still not comprehending, until Xintel shook him out of his stunned inaction.


  “Quick, Barry!”


  Her legs churned the water at top speed and she guided him with occasional touches. Once he glanced over his shoulder, and the glow around the slough’s mouth disclosed huge black shapes gathering. Torvaks!


  The girl swam close to shore where the water was thick and muddy and fetid with the reek of decay. After a while she cut her speed so he could come up beside her. No Venusians were in sight.


  “His own curse!” she said.


  Barry understood. Komso had been carrying a vial of his secret lure. Barry’s random kick had broken it, saturating the priest’s clothing. The beasts of the ocean had done the rest, and now, in addition, they had the smell of fresh blood to attract them.


  “I’ve got to get ashore at once!” Barry panted.


  Trapped between the electric barrier and the monsters prowling the slough, the Venusians would be doomed. With their leader dead, and ravening death at their heels, they would have forgotten all about attacking the colony, Barry hoped.


  X


  ONCE more they reached the spot where the tree lay at the water’s edge.


  “Wait here, darling,” Barry said hurriedly, and climbed out.


  He lay on the tree trunk a moment, coughing the water from his lungs. When he glanced up Robson Hind was standing there. Under his arms was a submachine gun.


  “You damned degenerate fish-man!” he said.


  Barry could only stare helplessly as Hind’s trigger finger tightened. The man looked mad.


  A shot barked from the swamp and at the same instant a slender arm from the water caught Hind’s ankle and jerked. The submachine gun roared an unaimed burst as he toppled backwards. His head thwacked dully against the wood, and then there was a splash as he sank.


  Barry stood up trembling.


  A coveralled and hooded figure emerged from the swamp, carrying a carbine from which a wisp of smoke still curled.


  “Barry, did I—?” Under the smears of mud Dorothy’s face was pale.


  “What ate you doing here?” he demanded.


  “I saw him following your trail, and I guessed—”


  A head broke water beside the log. Dorothy fired, but Barry knocked the muzzle skyward just in time to deflect the bullet. Then he knelt to give Xintel a hand up.


  The Venusian girl cleared her lungs, rubbed one webbed hand across her eyes, then gave Dorothy a long, level stare.


  “He breathes like you?” she asked.


  “No.”


  “Good. Did she kill him or did I?”


  “Is that your Venusian girl?” Dorothy interrupted. “And what are you two talking about?”


  Barry switched to English. “Hell’s still loose. Got to get to headquarters immediately.”


  He started off, looked back with a worried frown. Xintel had drawn a tube-weapon to match Dorothy’s rifle. The slender, coveralled Earthgirl and the more fully curved Venusian, dressed in only a torn skirt, were eying each other like two alley cats. He could almost feel the crackle of emotion between them. He winced.


  “IT’S MURDER if you don’t!” Barry I raged.


  Captain Stanley of Ship Two was in charge of the slough sector of defense. He shook his head regretfully.


  “Must have the approval of the other captains first,” he said.


  “Well, in God’s name, get them!”


  Barry strained his eyes, but the mist had settled down thickly. Only the vaguest hints of heaving, convulsive movement were discernible beneath the water. The air-masked crews of the machine guns and mortars and flame throwers set up to supplement the stun barrier were tense and jittery as they waited.


  The radio handpiece crackled with static that drowned all communication, so Captain Stanley sent a runner to summon the others.


  Anger and despair contended in Barry’s mind. They would be too late. The heavy cables sprawled into the black water like great snakes, lifeless in appearance, but he knew the torturing forces with which they were filling the slough. And he alone of all the colony knew the full horror of the torvaks.


  Through the mist he could just see the building where Nick had set up the switchboard, and he hoped he would be watching for orders. Otherwise—


  With deceptive calm he walked to one of the flame throwers, snapped the latch releasing the bulky mechanism from its tripod, picked it up in both arms.


  “What are you doing?” Captain Stanley demanded.


  “I’m going in,” Barry declared.


  The watching men were too dumfounded to stop him as he ran downstream.


  Through the mist he saw something move just below the surface. A Venusian woman, her muscles twitching in spastic convulsions as the electric current ripped at her nerves. And then a few yards away a shadow, misshapen and unbelievably huge.


  Barry stopped, cradling the heavy flame thrower in his arms.


  “Turn off that current!” he pleaded once again.


  Without waiting for an answer he leaped.


  The weight of the weapon took him instantly to the bottom. He sprawled in the ooze. He had miscalculated. A million fiends were stabbing with red-hot knives, and his muscles twitched and squirmed in insane convulsions. His chest was clamped in a gigantic vise that kept him from filling his lungs with the water that meant life.


  But he was still conscious, still able to see the screaming forms of Venusians who, in their flight from the monsters, had ventured too deep into the charged area.


  An ugly creature came toward Barry. It was shaking its huge body, but it was coming on nonetheless. Its scaly hide and low-grade nervous system made it at least partially immune to the electrical charge; its killer instincts forced it to disregard the discomfort. Through the reek of decaying vegetation Barry got a whiff of the acrid odor he had learned to identify as fresh blood.


  He struggled to raise his flame thrower, but he was unable to coordinate his movements.


  And then at the last possible moment the twitchings of his body ceased. Someone, Captain Stanley or Nick, had pulled the main switch.


  He brought the nozzle of the flame thrower around. Flame blossomed and ricocheted through the water in burning globules. Concussion and shock wave threw him face down in the mud, dazzled and deafened.


  He picked himself up, gagging and retching at the taint of charred flesh. The creature was still twitching in its death throes, stirring the water to opacity. Through the silt Barry could see several Venusian survivors moving feebly.


  “Follow me!” he yelled, fearful that at any instant the current would be turned on again.


  Then he went down the slough in great leaping bounds while a howling lust to kill mounted within him. The flame thrower, designed to be used from a fixed mount, made a clumsy burden in his arms. Monsters, dozens of them of all sizes and shapes, had come to kill. They remained to be killed instead.


  Time after time the flame thrower sent its blazing cone licking forth. The water grew thick and uncomfortably hot, but little by little he cleared a path to the sea.


  Once he looked back. The Venusians were following, and on each face was a look of adoration. Barry knew then he had made himself the new leader of Tana. They crowded close, anxious to get away from the bewitched waters. He motioned them to keep a safe distance.


  And then suddenly he reached open water and the last of the monsters died in fire. Barry looked down at the pressure gauges. The tanks were empty.


  The Venusians gathered around but kept a respectful distance from his person.


  “Get back to Tana, all of you!” he commanded. “Remain there until either Xintel or I tell you otherwise!”


  Without further questioning they obeyed.


  HE WOULD have missed the half submerged tree entirely except for something white on the bottom, something from which small carrion-eaters scuttled at his approach. Hind’s skeleton, already half buried in the ooze. Gunshot or drowning? Dorothy or Xintel? What matter?


  The two women were still watching each other warily on the bank. But, he saw with relief, they had laid their weapons aside.


  Together, each in her own language, they bombarded him with questions.


  He managed a faint smile although the skin of his face felt stiff and scorched from the flame thrower’s heat.


  “No war,” he said.


  That should have finished it, and all he wanted now was rest.


  But again they spoke at once. Their languages were different but their meanings were the same.


  “Barry, I want to talk to her.”


  Wearily he slumped down, nodding.


  But as the conversation progressed he fidgeted uneasily. With the amazing frankness of two strong-willed females, they were settling his future while he translated. It was like a distorted dream.


  They finally reached an agreement. Neither liked it entirely, but both were unselfish enough to consider Barry’s welfare. And both were realists.


  Barry blinked and blushed as he translated, but could not suppress a feeling of relief.


  “I really don’t mind—too much,” Dorothy addressed him directly. “But if you ever tell anyone up here you’re still carrying on with this bare breasted fish-girl I swear you’ll be sorry.”


  Xintel spoke. “I understand. She is of your own people. But please, Barry, those of Tana do not need to know.”


  Dorothy and Xintel were watching him, waiting for his answer.


  Two women in his life, both determined to remain. Either they would resent each other, and through jealousy, make his life hell, or they would become firm friends. He could easily become the most henpecked man on all Venus. But to choose between them—


  Well, boredom was one thing he need never fear.


  He nodded.


  VISITORS FROM VENUS


  T.S. Watt


  It was that most hard-headed and realistic of mystery writers, Bernice Carey, who called our attention to this gem of science-fantasy in Punch. Which is as it should be: there is something very hard-headed indeed about this sober account of a devout fisherman who was able to keep first things first, even when disturbed by an interplanetary interruption.


  I MUST ADMIT that I have been rather surprised by the amount of curiosity and speculation aroused by a recent story of an encounter with a party of explorers from the planet Venus. It seems, however, that the affair is undoubtedly regarded as something quite out of the ordinary, and therefore it may be that an old angler’s account of a similar experience will not be without interest.


  Two years ago last July I spent a few days on the Hawther, a north country sea-trout river. One evening, as I was walking along the riverside with a friend, I was very much surprised to see, hovering above the tail of the pool we intended to fish, a large circular object, much about the same shape as a child’s humming-top. It had a metallic lustre, and as it hovered it emitted a subdued droning rather like that of a bee.


  “Can it be one of these flying saucers?” I said to Walters.


  “Whatever it is,” said Walters, “we won’t do much good in Lilyholm now. I’m going to carry on down to Plane Tree.”


  I decided, nevertheless, to fish Lilyholm. For one thing, it is my favorite pool, and for another, I felt that it would do no harm to keep an eye on whoever might be inside this strange machine. I am no dog-in-the-manger, but there are some people who seem to think that they can throw a fly here, there and everywhere without the formality of taking out licence or permit, often getting in the way of anglers like myself, who have paid good money to do so. When we reached the pool, therefore, and Walters, with an irritable glare at the strange object poised over the quiet waters, passed on down the river, I stopped short and began to knot a Peter Ross to the end of my cast. I use the Turle for this purpose, and I was just easing the loop over the fly’s head, holding the dressing carefully between finger and thumb, when I noticed that the droning noise was increasing in volume. Looking up, I saw that the machine was moving towards me. It passed over my head at a height of about twenty feet, a cable was thrown out, and in another moment a figure had slid down and was walking across the meadow in my direction.


  “Good evening,” he said. “We’re from Venus.”


  “Excuse me a minute,” I said.


  I once lost a good fish through a carelessly tied knot. Never again. I drew the loop tight, gave the fly a strong, steady pull, and clipped off an end of gut with my scissors.


  “Now then,” I said. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I come from Shrewsbury. My name’s Carter.”


  The fellow was dressed in an ordinary lounge suit, perhaps a bit gaudy for the river, and the only odd thing I could see about him was that he wore two waistcoat buttons unfastened instead of one, and that his eyes were set vertically in his forehead, not horizontally.


  “Corp,” he said.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “My name’s Corp.”


  “How d’you do,” I said.


  One thing I have learnt on the river, from bitter experience, is to avoid getting into conversation with strangers. If I have heard the phrase “I’d never have the patience” once, I have heard it 10,000 times. I gave another steady pull at my fly, put away my scissors, and buckled the flap over my fishing bag. “Well—” I began.


  “What are you all doing?” he asked.


  “There are only the two of us,” I said, “and we’re just starting. Yesterday everything was completely dead.”


  “All this squabbling and fighting,” he said. “That’s simply an elaborate camouflage, of course, and a rather childish one too, if you don’t mind my saying so. We realized long ago that there couldn’t be any other possible explanation. But what is the real scheme? What are you all aiming at?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t quite follow,” I said. “Both Walters and I are staying at the hotel, and it’s quite peaceful there, except for an oafish braggart named Tupman.”


  He winked at me with his lower eye. I must say it looked extraordinarily odd. “I suppose you’re right to be cautious,” he said. “Still, we’d hoped to glean something. I’ve got a wonderful team with me, and we’ve been through some pretty grim experiences together. We had to listen to your radio for six months to learn English. Not a man dropped out.”


  “Yes, yes,” I said. (I didn’t want to be rude to the fellow, but it was getting dark, and every moment counted.) “Well, perhaps I’ll see you later at the hotel. Just follow the river up for about a mile. You can’t miss it. I’ll really have to get started now. Dusk, you know. A very deadly time.” And with that I left him.


  I hadn’t been fishing for more than twenty minutes before Masters, the water bailiff, turned up.


  “Those gentlemen with the machine, Mr. Carter,” he said. “Are they with you?”


  “What gentlemen, Masters?” I asked. (I’d had a fish on for a minute or so, just after starting, and I must admit I’d forgotten all about these fellows.)


  “I only talked to one,” said Masters, “an ill-favored gentleman in a purple suit. The others were in the machine.”


  “Oh, those,” I said. “No, they’re not with me. They say they’re from Venus.”


  “They’re not members of the Angling Association, Mr. Carter.”


  “No, I know. And they’re not staying at the hotel, either.”


  Masters is a good chap, but he lacks initiative. I could see he didn’t know what to do.


  “If I were you, Masters,” I said, “I’d just tell them politely that the riverside is reserved for the fishermen. We don’t want them blundering down to Plane Tree and annoying Mr. Walters, do we? He’ll be writing to the secretary again. If they make a fuss, ask to see their licences.”


  I had hardly finished speaking before I was into a good fish, and in the next hour and a half I landed eight, the heaviest being just short of three pounds—the best basket I have ever made on the Hawther. It drove everything else from my mind, and I couldn’t think what Masters was talking about when I saw him later that night at the hotel and he said “They went all right. Told me they quite understood.” Then I remembered the strange little adventure, and made a note of it in my fishing diary. It was a remarkable evening for me, and I shall be very much surprised if I ever have another like it, with all this river pollution one reads about nowadays.


  COLOR BLIND


  Charles A. Stearns


  For that elusive green-white glamour, go to Venus, the ads urged vain women. But that was only half the story—just ask olive-skinned Sukey Jones.


  HER name was Sukei Kireina Jones, and the blood of South Asia was in her veins. Mix that with the Celtic, brother, and you’ve got something special. Her eyes were dark, and mostly a little sad; her hair was black as the Rim, and she stood barely five feet in heels, unless you count the curves, which, if Nature had been fool enough to straighten them out, would have added quite a lot—and taken away a lot too.


  We called her Sukey, and kidded her some, and what made her so beautiful was, she didn’t know it.


  I had found her hanging around the Surface Transit offices, broke and alone, and got her the job as counter girl in the Company hash house on the edge of the spaceport. That was where she met my friend, Harry Thurbley.


  Harry, was a licensed senior space pilot, but he would never let any of us call him Captain Thurbley. He said the title sounded pompous, and who the hell was he anyway. The squarest guy I ever met, but you would have thought that he was ashamed of that blue uniform. Me, Chuck Morris, I am only an engineer—a space going mechanic—and I would have given my share in the cosmic hereafter to wear it. I would have strutted some.


  But uniform or no uniform, I wouldn’t have stood a chance with Sukey Jones. From the moment those two set eyes on one another, she had been Harry’s girl. I used to wonder how it would have been with her and me if I had never introduced them. Just wondering.


  In those days there had got to be a heavy Venus passenger traffic. It had become fashionable for Earth women to bleach their skin to match their hair, and the coveted greenish-white paleness they wanted could only be accomplished, it seemed, by spending several months under the sunless Venusian overcast, with its odd radiations.


  Caterers to this fad left in scores for Venus. Tourist lodgings and recreational facilities sprang up on the frontier planet. Beauty got to be big business overnight.


  This was only available to women with considerable money, of course. A round trip ticket cost just under twelve thousand dollars, and high living, on Venus, came high indeed.


  Their poor sisters had recourse only to special lamps and lotions to simulate the pallor of the movie stars and the debutantes. It was not the same. Not in their own minds. It was the dream of every woman to make the pilgrimage, and not a few spent their life savings, embezzled, stowed away, or even sold themselves to Venusian white slavers for the chance of that elusive glamour.


  Sukey’s skin was of a wonderful, delicate olive shade, and she hated it. Whenever one of the female travelers would come in to eat, looking ghostly pale and opulent in their Martian lizard-skin coats, Sukey Jones would sigh. I could tell that in her small body there was a man-sized inferiority complex building up, but I didn’t mention it to Harry. He would only have worried about her.


  He was thoughtful of Sukey, and many a time when we got in, and he had business with Customs or the Port Authority, he would say to me, “Chuck, go and see Sukey for me, and tell her I’ll be along.”


  And as for Sukey Jones, she may not have been overly bright, but that kind of treatment had been a rare thing in her twenty-three years of hard knocks. She worshipped Harry Thurbley.


  That night in March we had set the Altair down on the field just after dusk. Harry had business at the Office, and I was to drop in and see Sukey first and let her know that he’d be in later. I didn’t mind. I was always glad to do it.


  I went into the restaurant, and the place was crowded with passengers for the 2200 Marsflight. I couldn’t find Sukey. There was a strange girl behind the cash register. I asked her about it, and she said she didn’t know anything; she had just been hired.


  So I finally got Linda, one of the waitresses, aside, and got the story from her.


  Seemed there had been a couple of women—society dames in from Venus on the Saturday run—and Sukey had heard one of them make a remark about her complexion. It was nothing much, just a whispered knife of criticism, but Sukey had flared up. Then the woman got really insulting, and Sukey had reached over the cash register and pulled out a big handful of her platinum locks.


  That grab had cost her her job.


  I WENT to her apartment, in a ramshackle tenement a couple of blocks away, and knocked on the door. A girl who claimed to be her roommate answered, and said that Sukey had moved out. She wasn’t supposed to tell me where Sukey had gone if my name was Harry.


  I said, who was Harry. I was an insurance claim adjuster, and had some money for her.


  Sukey had gone to live with a Mrs. Althea Campbell. The address was 1711 Oak Drive. That was all the roommate knew.


  Harry was waiting down at the office when I got back there. I told him what I had learned, and we caught a coptercab out to 1711 Oak Drive. I remember it was on a Thursday. That turned out to be kind of important.


  It was almost ten o’clock when we arrived, but the lights were still on, and 1711 turned out to be quite a palace. “I didn’t know Sukey had any friends like that!” I said.


  Harry didn’t answer. His mouth was t firm, tight line. He was still thinking of Sukey running out on him.


  I pressed the button, and an egg-headed man in a monkey suit answered. He was the butler; you could tell that.


  “A Miss Sukey Jones live here?” I said. His eyebrows elevated half an inch.


  “There is a young woman employed here,” he said. “I regret to say that this is her night off, and she is not here.”


  “Employed,” I said to Harry. “She must have hired as a private secretary or something.”


  I doubt if the stiff in livery had smiled in years. He shouldn’t have tried it. It almost cost him his teeth. “Hardly anything so grand as that,” he said. “The girl is Mrs. Campbell’s personal maid.”


  Harry was silent for a moment. I waited for him to speak. We looked at each other.


  “Maybe we ought to talk to this Althea Campbell,” I suggested.


  The woman was nearer to forty than thirty, and she could have been handsome once. Even now her shape wouldn’t have been bad if she’d taken off forty pounds. The poundage was unnatural and flabby, and her skin was blotched and unpleasant. She was a faded, natural blonde, I would say, but her hair was red now.


  Harry was always polite. He went forward and introduced us. She was wearing a silk wrapper a couple of sizes too small, and she didn’t get up to greet us.


  Still, she didn’t seem to be displeased by an unexpected visit by two males at 10:00 p.m. The look she gave Harry was as if she might eat him. Harry never seemed to notice how it was with women when he came into a room, but I could see it, raw and naked, on her face.


  She was a widow, and Sukey had been working for her a week. Harry said he knew of a job in the Company office that he could get for Sukey, and he asked Mrs. Campbell to let her go, without telling her we’d been there.


  Mrs. Campbell’s face took on a little color, making it appear more mottled than ever. And her voice was too shrill to be comfortable. She said that maids were very difficult to find this day and time, and that if Sukey didn’t mind it, we shouldn’t mind either. She wouldn’t give her up.


  “Let’s wait and see what Sukey has to say about it,” I suggested.


  Harry shook his head. “We can’t do that. She mustn’t know we’ve been here, Chuck.”


  “Why? Servants may be out of date, but there’s nothing disgraceful about honest labor.”


  “Of course not,” Harry said. “But to Sukey it must be embarrassing. That’s why she didn’t let me know what she was doing, don’t you see? It must have been that.”


  Well, it was logical enough. And that was Harry for you. Always thinking first of Sukey’s feelings, whereas I would probably have turned her across my knee. But we had to do something.


  We were going to be in port for three weeks, and Harry made an appointment to come back the following Thursday, when Sukey was away from the house, and try to reason once more with Althea Campbell.


  Harry went back the next week, and the week after that, and he wasn’t having any luck, but he said that at least he could make sure that Sukey was still all right.


  Meanwhile I did some snooping, and I found out several things about Mrs. Campbell. She was worth eighteen and a half million bucks, and she had spent half that much trying to regain a face, and figure, and complexion of twenty years ago, that she probably remembered better than they were.


  I talked to one of her former servants and learned that Sukey could expect a hard time working for her. The woman was a kind of sadist with servants, but Sukey would put up with anything to get what she wanted, and I knew what it was she was after now. I knew why she had taken the job.


  After I had learned this, I put in a visicall to the Oak Drive mansion. The butler’s face appeared on the screen. I was too late.


  I got hold of Harry as quick as I could, but I could see right away that he had already found out.


  Mrs. Campbell had taken Sukey Jones and left last night for Venus.


  I HAD known Harry Thurbley for ten years, and he was a phlegmatic sort. He had the kind of unshakable calm and nerve you only find in a man that’s made peace with death a couple of times or so out beyond the planets. Once I had seen him walk into a mining power plant on Callisto and disarm a runaway pile that was due to explode in three minutes and blast away half the moon.


  When he came out he hadn’t even been tweating.


  But he was upset now. I tried to calm him, but I guess he had a hunch. I had spent several years on Venus and knew the place as well as any Terran. I tried to persuade him that Sukey Jones wouldn’t be in any danger so long as they stuck to the civilized northern part, but he didn’t seem to half hear what I was saying.


  A month passed, and we made another trip beyond the Belt. When we got bade there was still no Sukey, and not even a letter. Harry and I went into the Super’s office and talked him into a transfer to the Venus run for one trip.


  It was less than five days later that we set the Altair down on the surface of the White Planet at Medea, the biggest port city on Venus. The low, spidery towers of the native architects of old were crowded and overshadowed by Earthstyle skyscrapers which had grown up, mostly, since the last time I had seen Venus, fifteen years ago.


  It was Harry’s first trip to the sister planet of Earth, and he seemed surprised at the mushrooming civilization. But he still couldn’t rest until we’d given the ship into the hands of the ground crew and gone to hunt Sukey and her mistress.


  Mrs. Campbell, we discovered, had checked in at the Majestic Hotel for one week, and left, giving no forwarding address. After that she had been heard from in two or three of the border cities. She had made the rounds of all the beauty parlors and quack establishments in town. This was her fourth trip to Venus, and all of the merchants knew her by sight.


  But she was not, currently, visiting any of these places. It seemed that Althea Campbell, a couple of days ago, had disappeared, which was nothing to me, except that she had taken a tiny girl named Sukey Jones with her.


  Mrs. Campbell may have had acquaintances about Venus, but not many friends. Especially among the natives, whom she loathed and treated like scum. The natives of the temperate belts were humanoid, and though primitive in culture, fairly intelligent.


  They were thin, and not too bad-looking if you could get used to the fish-belly whiteness of their scaly skins, and a partial lack of symmetry in their bodies, such as having one eye a couple of sizes bigger than the other one.


  It was from one of the Venusians that we found our first clue. He was Argol Beg, the head of the native Security Police, an individual with silvery, heavy-lidded eyes, and long, nervous, quadruple-jointed fingers.


  He mentioned a name that I had heard a long time ago, and forgotten. Marjud. Marjud had been one of the rebel chieftains who had fought against the Alliance in the late Venerian sectional war, and now was outlawed from the Northern settlements.


  I call him a man, but I had seen pictures of Marjud once, and there were features about that gross body of his that no one except a Venusian would believe. He was a native of the steaming jungles of the torrid zone, a forbidden area where the native form mysteriously shifted and changed from generation to generation for reasons at which the anthropologists could only guess. His race was still barbaric, for the most part, which was why it was off limits.


  It seemed that Marjud was now in the beauty racket. That could have handed me a laugh, except that we were too worried about Sukey.


  We got a newspaper, the Medean Times, and sure enough, there was his ad, in scrambled English that hadn’t even been changed by the proofreader.


  
    See Marjud, High Priest of Love and Beauty


    It Is for a Smooth, White Appearance and I


    Will Give You the Limbs Long and Pale,


    and Also Supple and Graceful.

  


  The address of the contact man was given. I asked Argol Beg why he had not arrested Marjud. But Marjud’s man had set up in the Colonial Quarter, where Argol Beg had no authority, and he was not wanted by the Earth colonial police.


  “Come on,” I said to Harry. “Let’s see if we can locate the old gargoyle.” Harry was pretty worried by this time, and he didn’t half understand what was going on, not knowing Venus.


  “I’m with you, whatever you say,” he said.


  We visited the address given in the ad, and got to talk to a normal-appearing native with slit eyes and a fishy stare. He said that Marjud saw only Terran females, and he couldn’t help us.


  I persuaded him to change his mind in a few minutes, and then he told us that Marjud was staying in a dhol cave outside the city. The dhol caves were made by a long-dead, semi-intelligent race of quadrupeds, and it wasn’t uncommon for the none-too-particular Venusians to set up housekeeping in them.


  There was a guard hanging around the entrance to this one. The contact man pointed out the guard and fled. The guard argued and I had to slug him with the butt of my gun. Harry went over and looked at him.


  He turned to me and his face was clammy white. It was one of the equatorial species.


  “What’s the matter?” I said.


  “What is it?”


  I told him. “Marjud is worse,” I said.


  “Stay here, Chuck,” he said, drawing his own weapon. “If I don’t come out within five minutes, come in blasting.”


  I STARTED to argue, but I knew that he really wanted it that way. I had more experience at the rough and tumble arts, but he had taken a back seat so far, and it was his right. It was for Sukey.


  I waited, while the minutes dragged. Just as I was ready to go in, Harry came out. There was a sick look on his face that I had never seen before. He was one of those people who can’t stand the sight of freaks or anomalies.


  He took a deep breath of that damp, heavy, tasteless air, as though it were wine. “You found him?”


  “It was like—like hitting a—a—” He gagged.


  “I know,” I said. “I saw a picture of him once. What did you learn?”


  “Probably it doesn’t make any sense. She—Mrs. Campbell—gave him ten thousand dollars, Colonial money. I got that much out of him. In return he arranged for them to visit what he calls a ‘sacred rainbow garden’, whatever that means, near the equator. I got the approximate location of the place.”


  For the first time I got plenty scared. I knew about the rainbow gardens, all right. On most of the surface of Venus the direct rays of Sol never penetrated the numerous layers of poisonous clouds that shielded and sheltered the livable atmosphere and the mild, though dreary climate underneath. But in certain areas curious updrafts allowed small shafts of sunlight to reach the surface. The areas were never large, but wherever the light struck, the effect upon a drab, colorless world was like magic.


  For a reason that science had never been able to learn, objects on Venus, whenever exposed to direct sunlight, instead of giving off white light, diffracted it into its spectral components, and showed up in gorgeous, blinding hues. Also, the vegetation within these charmed areas was subtly changed. The constant, radiant mist caused the trees and plants to take on warped, nightmarish shapes.


  The natives worshipped the rainbow gardens, and bathed in the colored mists that eternally swept up into the blackness of space from the surface.


  I didn’t want to upset Harry, but I had spent enough years on Venus to hear a lot of curious stories that had circulated through the north about those strange regions.


  “Come on,” I said, “we’d better not waste any time.”


  We had been able to charter an old-fashioned flutter-plane, which could land more or less vertically, and Harry had the approximate longitude of the place from Marjud.


  We could see it a long way off, fortunately, and it was like a big waterspout, except for its preternatural straightness, reaching up in a silvery, swirling column through the gray cloud layer twelve miles overhead.


  He didn’t swing the flutter-plane too near to it. The updrafts around it, at this altitude, were supposed to move at terrific speed, and could shatter even a rocketship.


  There was some kind of gray stone building rising out of the gray-green forest at the foot of the column, and we landed a quarter of a mile away, so as not to attract attention. We walked in, and in a few minutes were able to make out the domes of the temple rising over the tops of the trees.


  The masonry was of a rough, dark basalt, crude and unbeautiful. The work of the primitive tribes that lived in the area. I had heard of giant towers and spired old cities which were supposed to have been the work of an ancient, long-dead, and highly evolved race, but there had never been any evidence of such places. Probably these native temples had started the stories. There was plenty of reason to believe that the planet Venus was new and in the first evolution when men from Earth arrived.


  Behind the temple itself rose a fifty foot wall of the same undistinguished stone, and inside this wall the mysterious column of mist rose. Within that mist lay the rainbow garden.


  The only entrance appeared to be through the temple itself.


  WE WERE in an enormous rotunda, a sort of congregational throne room where thousand of natives might gather during the orgies that were irregularly held.


  There was not a living thing in sight in all that domed vastness. Hundreds of idols of obscure primitive gods lined the walls.


  Harry cupped his hands to his mouth. “Anybody here?” The words bellowed and bounced against the lofty ceiling, echoing and reechoing. And they got results right away.


  From somewhere among those shadows at the other end of the room there was a blue flash. The air crackled and fried near my ear. We flopped on the floor and returned the fire. There was a scream. One of us had made a lucky hit. We waited ten minutes and advanced.


  We found the body of a Venusian in colonial garb, one of the slim, regular-featured northern tribesmen. I knew that he must be Marjud’s agent, for Northerners were rarely found in these latitudes if they could help it.


  Beyond the dead Venusian lay a narrow passageway that must lead to the inner chambers.


  Harry wanted to rush the place. “Take it easy,” I said. “These boys are tricky, and they have little poison spears that kill on contact. There’s bound to be a few of them hanging around the garden—the priests. That was Marjud’s underling back there. We haven’t met the natives yet.”


  We met them right away. Three of them had been waiting for us in a sort of transept. Something—a blunt hatchet probably—bounced off my shoulder and sent a sharp pain through it. I swung my fist and caught the assailant in his skeleton midriff, doubling him up. I could only see the outline of his shape in that gloom, and I didn’t like it. It was out of a nightmare. Harry was having better luck. He shoved the muzzle of his gun into the Venusian’s belly and burned a hole through him.


  The other one tried to run, but he didn’t get far.


  Harry was breathing hard. He grinned at me. “You okay?” he said.


  “I’ll have a shoulder that’s sore as hell for a while,” I said, “but let’s go.”


  A dozen passageways led from the main one. “Where do w.e look first?” Harry wanted to know.


  “We’d better split up. That way we can cover more territory.”


  “I don’t like to leave you alone with that bum shoulder.”


  “Forget it. If there were any more around, they’ve cleared out by now. Get going.”


  I had a pocket light that I used in the darkest passages. Most of the cloisters and compartments were empty, and didn’t look as though they’d been used in years.


  At the end of one passageway I found the rooms of the priests, very sparsely furnished, and from there I got a glimpse from a narrow ventilation slit at the garden itself. The colored mists and the weird trees. But no animate being was moving out there.


  In the last room, the door was barred with a crude, vertical bolt. I blasted off the bar, and opened the door. Behind it I found Sukey Jones.


  SHE stood there looking scared, and not believing that it was really me. Her eyes were big as dollars.


  And when she was sure, the way she threw herself at me and hugged me, it was embarrassing.


  “Chuck, Chuck! I never thought I’d see you again. I never—I’m so—!” And that was all I got out of her for the next couple of minutes. I gave her my handkerchief to dab at her eyes, and I got the story at last.


  She had been there two days without food and water, locked in.


  They had arrived a week ago, and during that time she had seen nothing except the interior of this room.


  Althea Campbell had heard rumors of the rainbow gardens, and that the natives, by bathing in the radiation given off by the colored mists, were able to restore youth and vigor for long periods of time. She had seen the chance of restoring her own body to its youthful bloom and of working the miracle that she had sought for so many years on half a dozen planets. She had sought out Marjud, who alone had contacts that could get them into the forbidden area.


  “I still don’t get it,” I said. “Where is she now, and why has she got you locked in here?”


  “I was afraid after we arrived, and I didn’t want to do it. She said we had to take off our clothes and go with the priests into the rainbow garden. I refused, and she slapped me and said that I was impertinent and ungrateful. I threatened to run away and tell the authorities, so they locked me in here.


  “The she-devil!” I said.


  “Oh, she’s really not so bad,” said Sukey, forgivingly. “It’s just that she’s a little mad when it comes to being young and beautiful. She was forever talking about the way her arms and legs looked, and all, and crying, and bawling me out.”


  “Come on,” I said. “Let’s find Harry and get out of here.”


  Her lip quivered. “H-Harry? Is he here too?”


  “Somewhere,” I said, trying to frown at her, and not succeeding, “and worried to death. If I was him I would skin you alive.”


  “I just wanted a chance to come to Venus. That’s why I took the job as maid to Mrs. Campbell. I knew that she was tremendously wealthy and came to Venus every year to the beauty culturists.”


  I didn’t press the subject The sky over Venus hadn’t faded her complexion much, luckily.


  It was still fine, even if she did look a little beat.


  We went out into the hallway and I yelled for Harry. He answered. He seemed to be outside.


  I looked out one of the ventilation slits. He was standing out there with his back to me, looking into the rainbow garden. The mists were rising in wispy colors here and there, and I could tell without looking at my chrono that the long Venusian night was approaching, for the distorted shapes of the trees were vague, and could no longer be seen more than a few yards away.


  “Up here!” I said. And he looked up.


  He pointed to the garden. “Thought I heard somebody calling out there,” he said, pointing.


  “Don’t go away,” I said. “And don’t go in there, whatever you do. I’ll be right out.”


  I grabbed Sukey’s arm. “We’ll surprise him.” I told her.


  SUKEY JONES came up from behind Harry and put her hand on his arm. He turned and they just looked at each other for die space of half a minute.


  Harry’s voice was kind of choked. He said, “Sukey, I—”


  And then we all heard it. It was a woman crying. The sound came from the garden. Harry took a step toward the mists.


  “Wait,” I said. And I shouted, “Mrs. Campbell, is that you?”


  “Here!” Her voice was faint and plaintive. Just as I had remembered it.


  “Come on out. We’ve come to take you home.”


  “I—I can’t.”


  “How long has she been in there?” I asked Sukey. “Do you know?”


  “All of the time, I suppose.”


  I shook my head. “It’s risky business, but we can’t leave her, I suppose. I’ll go in.”


  “I can’t let you do that,” Harry said. “I’m the logical one to go. Listen!” We could hear her crying. A vexed, lost-little-girl sound.


  I shoved Harry aside. “You don’t know what you’re getting into,” I said. “Take Sukey, and—”


  That was the first and only time that Harry ever swung at me. The first tiling I knew, I was sitting on the ground with my head spinning.


  Harry was looking down at me and grinning sardonically. “I hated to do that, Chuck,” he said, “but you see, it has to be me that goes after her.”


  He turned and took both of Sukey’s thin shoulders in his hands. He couldn’t speak for a while. His eyes were talking, though; saying they were awfully sorry. And then he took a couple of steps into that colored mist before he stopped and looked back.


  He was still smiling, but it was a secret smile. He said, “It’s too bad, Sukey, but you know, eighteen million bucks are eighteen million bucks.”


  “What the—?” I said.


  “Harry, darling, is that you?” The voice of Mrs. Campbell was closer now.


  “Coming, Althea dear!” he said, and laughed at me. “Do you suppose I wasted all those Thursdays, Chuck?” he said. “ ‘Bye. Take care of Sukey for me. Althea and I’ll be along later.”


  He turned his back on us and went deeper into the mists, calling her name, spreading the bushes with his hands and trying to see her.


  He was hazy now, hardly visible.


  But I saw Althea Campbell just an instant before he did. She came out of the rainbow mist from behind him, and her now-blonde hair glimmered with reds and greens, and blues and gold and purple. Her naked body was snow white. She had got her money’s worth, I suppose. Marjud had promised her that pale complexion.


  And the curious radiations had given her smooth legs and arms that were pearl-white and long, and supple, and graceful.


  She came from behind Harry and put her arms around him.


  All of them.


  LORELEI


  Charles F. Ksanda


  It was a strange and haunting song that lured Wilson across space to Venus . . .


  OTHER voices, other worlds . . .?


  Listen.


  No. Close your eyes. Forget this room, the sounds of the street, the plane (or is it a rocket?) passing overhead.


  Forget the static, too. Listen under it. The tapes are old and they were always noisy. The voices, you see, were far away, farther than you could imagine.


  The voices—hear them?


  They begin like the rustling of leaves across the twilight. But as the wind from the plains grows strong, they swell to a mighty chorus. And then one voice and then another. A sweet song, a sad song, but always a kind of yearning.


  Now, strong and clear above them all, the voice and the song of Lorelei.


  And now, only static. The crash and rumble of Venus.


  A dead world, Venus? Now, certainly. But always? You’ve heard the old question. If a tree falls in a wilderness, and no one hears—is there a sound? There’s another side to it. If someone hears a tree fall, is there really a tree?


  Sophistry? Perhaps, but it’s a question I often ask myself about Wilson. He was the first man to hear the voices. He was one of the first men on Venus, one of the only men on Venus. For men went to that world only once; it was enough.


  Wilson, Ian Wilson. The name isn’t familiar. His most important work was done for Project Selene. That was a military operation, and the results were automatically classified secret.


  The name was unfamiliar to me, too, when I first met him. It was a spring day in Washington, with the temperature and humidity about the same—in the eighties. The air conditioning in the temporary wood building on the Mall—Project Headquarters—was circulating dust and stale air.


  I heard the Director sneeze before I entered his office. The sinus center of the world, he called this place.


  Wilson was speaking to him; or rather, the Director was speaking. For Wilson, I soon learned, had little use for talk of any kind.


  When the Director introduced us, I was aware only of the tremendous and stolid bulk of the man. He might have been hewn by a sculptor obsessed with the power of form and line but contemptuous of detail.


  “Wilson here is going with you to the moon,” the Director said as Wilson lifted himself from his chair, crushed my hand without shaking it, and nodded. Without a word to me, he then turned to the Director.


  “If you’ll let me know about further arrangements, I shall be going. Time is short. I have equipment to package and a home to sell.”


  Wilson crushed the Director’s hand, crushed mine again, hoisted an enormous brief case, and left the room. He left me with the feeling that a part of him remained behind to depart at greater leisure.


  “An odd sort,” the Director said, “but he should make a valuable contribution to the field unit.”


  The Director always called the lunar expedition the “field unit.” To him it was a kind of appendage to the main body of the project, which existed in Washington. I asked him what Wilson’s contribution might be.


  “Ionosphere research. He hopes to find new things about our atmosphere by looking from the top down. Also, he thinks he can get data on the atmospheres of the near planets. That should be useful when Ares and/or Aphrodite are approved.”


  Most men went to the moon for only a few months. This sounded like a longterm project. Ares and Aphrodite—code names for expeditions to Mars and Venus—existed only on paper. Then I remembered Wilson’s remark about selling his home.


  “Is he married?”


  “Was, I think.” The Director riffled through the forms. “For two years. Divorced.”


  “That’s probably just as well. I got the impression he plans to establish residence in Selene City.” I also had the impression that no woman could occupy an important place in Wilson’s life, but there I was wrong.


  “I’ll give you odds,” the Director said and sneezed again. He sprayed something greenish brown into his nostrils from an atomizer. “He’ll ask for a replacement before the year is up. They all do.”


  But the Director, too, was wrong. It was a long time before Wilson returned to the Earth, and then it was not because he wanted to.


  SELENE CITY. Up to the time that Wilson and I arrived, the name had been a wry joke. But this was the year the solar engines were finished, the power generators and heat pumps installed. It was the year the greenhouses were stocked with plants, so that life would no longer depend on bottles of oxygen hauled over a quarter million miles from the Earth. For the first time, Selene City was something more than a few men huddled inside the living cubicle of a rocket, hanging instruments outside the hull.


  “Old quill and scroll!” a voice boomed into my helmet phones as the air lock to the main building clicked shut behind us. “Written any good books lately?” General Masterson helped me out of my space gear. He was filled with boyish enthusiasm that went well with his young boy face and not so well with the iron-gray hair. I ignored the attempted humor he seemed always to greet me with because I was a historian and not a scientist or engineer, and introduced him to Wilson.


  “Welcome to the city, Doc. Come along,” he said to both of us; “come see our newest and most significant construction.”


  Masterson was one of the new style generals. The Government had provided him with a Ph.D. in physics, but the degree never seemed to bother him. He led us through a short tunnel to a recreation hall, where a few men were playing cards and chess. Someone was even striking aimless chords on a portable piano.


  At one end was a bar. We sat down, seeing through curved plastic windows the gray plain of Mare Imbrium ending abruptly to the southwest against the stark white peaks of the Apennines.


  Wilson sat silently, looking at the brilliant nakedness for several minutes. Then he pulled some plans from the enormous brief case he had carried with him in the rocket, in the main building, here to the bar—which, in fact, seemed to be his inseparable companion.


  “There’s metal in these buildings,” he said. “That interferes with the flux in a delicate magnetic circuit. So I need a place, any kind of shack like the one sketched here, out of plastic.”


  “We should be able to pour you one. Speaking of pouring—same all around?”


  Declining, Wilson rose, carrying the brief case under one arm, like a book. “I’d like to find my quarters and unpack.”


  I went with him to the sign-in desk. There were forms to fill out, other forms to be examined, stamped, taken away; vaccination certificates to be scrutinized. Security cards were checked and rechecked, photographs taken, fingerprints, new badges issued. Selene City was in business, and it was a Government city: No Unauthorized Personnel.


  You would have thought anyone could just come walking in on the moon.


  Wilson was assigned a dormitory bunk and laboratory space, but after the plastic shack was built I don’t think he ever used either.


  The shack was out of sight over a lava ridge from the main building, a walk that in the light lunar gravity was little more than a few hops. There Wilson fixed himself a bunk and, presumably, slept. There he took his equipment and new supplies that he requisitioned from time to time and there worked in solitude. The shack was a silver bubble reflecting the fierce sun’s glare, and Wilson sat within, always recording numbers in large ledgers, always watching the blue tracery in the glass eyes of oscilloscopes, listening to the soft clatter of ion counters.


  I came to think of him as a larva in a silver cocoon, preparing himself for some fantastic winged emergence.


  One night the new telescope was finished, the Lunar Eye as it came to be called, and the men had gathered in the observatory. I went to get Wilson.


  “They have it aimed at the Earth,” I said. “You can see home.”


  “Earth is where I came from,” Wilson said. “I’m not interested in looking backward.” Then, with a trace of a smile at me, “I’ll leave that for you historians.”


  “Next, they’ll look at Mars.”


  “Mars is dead. I’ll come when they look at Venus.”


  A line wriggled across an oscilloscope tube like a glowing blue worm. An ion counter clattered and then was silent. I left Wilson making entries in a ledger and returned to the observatory. There I looked at Washington a quarter of a million miles away: the Lincoln Memorial a rectangle at the river’s edge, beyond it the round dome of Jefferson Memorial, and almost in the shadow of the Washington Monument a gray building that was Project Selene—Headquarters.


  I could almost see the Director inside, wondering when funds would be approved for Ares—and/or Aphrodite. . . .


  EVERYONE had thought Ares would come first, but it didn’t.


  Wilson was right, about Mars. The Lunar Eye saw the red planet as nothing had seen it before. It saw wisps of clouds moving across the deserts at sunset. It saw dust storms rolling and twisting over the planet. It saw frost melt at the poles, saw the moisture released into the air absorbed by the salts of the alkali flats to turn them from gray to green, so that it looked like spring.


  But it saw no living thing, no sign of life or that life had ever been.


  At the end of a year, the Eye turned reluctantly away from Mars and swung toward Venus.


  I had gone back to Washington to finish editing the first volumes of the Project History, and I stayed on to read proofs and see the books published. When I returned to Selene City, Wilson too was looking at Venus.


  But not with lights and lenses.


  “She wears a veil,” General Masterson told me, “clouds, always clouds piled sky high. If you can’t lift a woman’s veil, Wilson says, then you study it. And maybe you find out what’s underneath. Who knows? Maybe he has the right idea.”


  Wilson, when I went to see him, was not in his shack. His equipment nearly filled the room now, and the banks of vacuum tubes mounted in racks outside had grown prodigiously. There were thousands of them, glowing in the night like rows of little orange eyes.


  I suppose, in a sense, that was what they were: Wilson’s eyes, looking outward at the dark. At Venus.


  One of the big ledgers was open, and I glanced at it, expecting to see the usual columns of figures. Instead there were lines of writing, in a hand curiously small and precise: fragments, apparently, of some thought that had run through his mind as he sat listening to some strange new rhythm in the ion counters, watching the oscilloscope eyes.


  “. . . No stone is thrown into a brook but that its ripple does not move the ocean. No voice speaks that is not heard round the world. If we had the eyes to see, the ears to hear, we might learn all that there is and has been. Or at least a little of it. What we know, we learn through such imperfect instruments that I wonder we know anything at all. A man may sharpen his senses and, with a few lenses, watch a world a hundred million miles away. May he not also hear that world? For surely there are sounds, and almost certainly they are voices. What else could sing as they do . . . as she does . . .?”


  Wilson came in silently. He must have seen me reading the ledger, but he said nothing. Instead he turned on a recorder, adjusted the controls, and very carefully inserted a reel of tape.


  The speaker hissed and crackled for some time, until at last the singing began, far away and almost lost in the static. But gradually the voices grew, women’s voices it seemed, the harmonies strange and atonal, nearly merging at times on the same note and then one and then another shifting to some sound I could only think of as unworldly. . . .


  STRANGE MUSIC, slow and lost and wild, quickening at times, swelling to a great crescendo, then lost again.


  For a moment, almost complete silence. Wilson raised a great hand before my face. Then one voice: sweet and clear, a cry of yearning that rose up and up beyond the ear’s hearing.


  A monstrous crashing.


  Then silence.


  “I call her Lorelei,” Wilson said finally; “because, I suppose, my imagination is inept.”


  He switched off the machine.


  “Who—what was that?”


  “Venus. The first sounds from another world.” He drew me to the door of the shack and pointed to a nearby crater. At its base Wilson had constructed a tall spindly tower; at the top was something like a radar antenna.


  “I’ve been sending signals to Venus,” he said. “They reflect from the ionosphere and return. By studying these reflections, I hoped to find out something about this mysterious veil the lady wears. But I discovered something far more important—something about the lady herself. There were very faint vibrations on the records, with the frequency of sound waves. I spent a year building an amplifier capable of playing back those sounds. Then I recorded them on tape. Listen.”


  He played another tape, another song, like the first one and yet altogether different. And again there was the one voice rising above all the others.


  Lorelei. The siren who lured men to death from her rock on the banks of the Rhine. There was romantic nonsense emerging from this great listening tower, from the miles of copper cable, the thousands of vacuum tubes, the mystic paraphernalia of physics.


  The atmosphere of Venus was poison. This much, said the men who peered through the Eye, was certain. Of one more thing they gradually became convinced. There was a mountain, a monster of a mountain. Above it was a sort of whirlpool in the sky. When the pool sucked deep into the opaque clouds, the peak became visible.


  By this time Operation Aphrodite was well under way; two rockets were being assembled in Selene City to make the first trip to another planet. But Wilson must have known of the mountain long before.


  The personnel roster for Aphrodite had just been issued, and I went to the shack to congratulate Wilson on his selection. He was atop the antenna tower. I went inside, and once again saw an open ledger covered by small, precise writing. The entry was dated many months back.


  “. . . I see perhaps a ring of mountains, inconceivably tall, forming a kind of cone, and in the center—much like a volcano’s crater—a kind of lost world. Is it not possible that such a place could exist, a placid island cut off forever from the rest of that tormented planet? Where, perhaps, there might be air that men could breathe, where the storms are spent and cannot penetrate, a place of tranquility where life might thrive—just as life can flourish on a tiny atoll surrounded by thousands of miles of ocean?


  “I see a green glade at dusk, where they come to watch the colors of the sunset sky and to sing. . . . I believe there is such a place. I believe that if my ears were eyes, I could see it. . . .”


  I put the ledger down, wondering. The oscilloscope faces around me were blank. I went outside and climbed to the top of the ridge. I could see Wilson striding across the plain now, the antenna tower like the skeleton of some pindly giant at his back.


  Turning, I looked toward the city. Wilson had his dream, but they had the answer. Venus was a dead world, a poison world. Yet, there were the tapes. What did they mean?


  Beyond the low buildings of the city, beyond the telescope dome, two rockets stood on their fins, pointing up to where the sun was a raging white disc in the black sky. With a little luck, we should soon know.


  A PHRODITE, the Roman goddess of love and beauty; Venus to the ancient Greeks. The planet could not have been more wrongly named. As morning star, it was once called Lucifer, perhaps by some premonition of the truth.


  The rockets landed near the foot of the great mountain. In the other direction there was a great lake or sea. It was a strange sea. Though the winds lashed at its surface, there was scarcely a wave or a ripple. It simply lay, as far as the eye could see, atop the barren brown plain, like a thick coating of lead, gloomy and limpid in the half-light.


  It was one of the few surprises Venus had to offer. Four vehicles had been brought along for exploration, but there was little to explore. The land was sterile. And the atmosphere. The sea was not water, but some viscous organic liquid. It had not been formed by living organisms, but was apparently some freak development of the planet’s infancy. It, too, was sterile.


  The wind shrieked, it moaned, and wailed. Only the wind seemed alive. Sand and dust were everywhere, in our skins, our food, our noses, and lungs. General Masterson’s daily orders became: “Let’s get the facts and get out.”


  There were few facts to get. In one direction was the sea, in the other the plain; there was no sign that it did not extend all the way across the planet.


  next to us was the mountain, some sixty miles high, with sides that looked impossibly steep. The General had decided that no one should risk an attempt to reach its summit. And no one seemed interested, not even Wilson. Then, on the last morning, Wilson disappeared.


  He had taken one of the vehicles. General Masterson made the announcement at a gathering of the senior scientists. He had ordered that Wilson be contacted by radio and directed to return, but Wilson could not be raised.


  “The vehicle doesn’t matter,” the General said. “It would have been left anyway, to save weight. Wilson had oxygen enough to last well into the afternoon. That means he must be back before dusk. So, we take off at dusk—with Wilson or without him.”


  “We can’t leave him,” someone said.


  “Why not?”


  “Because we can’t,” someone else said.


  “He’ll either be back before we leave,” the General said reasonably, “or dead. What can we do but wait?”


  “We can find him,” I said.


  The General turned and looked through the port, at the clouds, the dust, and the wind. Then he looked at me.


  “We can try,” he said.


  WITH no idea of Wilson’s start on us, or his route, we headed directly for the mountain. The vehicle covered the plain rapidly enough, but on the steep slope our progress was slow. Within an hour we were into the clouds.


  “It looks hopeless,” Masterson said.


  He was operating the radio, but Wilson either did not hear us or did not care to reply.


  “We won’t find him here on the slope,” I agreed. “But he’ll go on, to the top. There may be a chance, if the clouds thin out.”


  The mountainside, though steep, was quite smooth. The vehicle climbed steadily, shaken by the winds, but faltering only now and then over some particularly steep imperfection or under some fitful gust of wind. We spoke little. It was a hard journey, and we alternated driving and operating the radio.


  Hours later, the gray-brown murkiness brightened. For the first time since landing on the planet, we could look upward and tell that there must be a sun. Abruptly, too, the slope of the terrain lessened, until we were on a sort of gently-rising shoulder of the mountain and headed toward what looked like a sheer wall of gray, rock ahead. Patches of sunlight glistened on it, and I began to wonder what lay beyond. Wilson’s lost world? It almost seemed possible.


  It also seemed, as we drew close, that we might have reached the end of our journey. The cliffs were a thousand feet high, and they rose straight up, into a tiny patch of blue sky.


  “Over there!” the General cried, pointing, and grabbing my arm.


  It was Wilson’s vehicle—empty!


  We stood looking beyond it, at the fissure that threaded through the sheer wall of rock. We had plenty of oxygen in the vehicle, but the tanks on our backs held enough for only two hours. We looked at each other, and then began to make our way into the side of the cliff.


  By then it was late afternoon. The wind was beginning to shift away from our backs. The whistling of it through the rocks subsided, and it was very quiet as we climbed. I could hear only the loud sound of my breathing, and then as we neared the end of the passage, I thought I could hear . . .


  Singing. The voices of Wilson’s tapes, but very clear now, and pure, without the rumble of static. Softly, very softly, at first, but slowly growing stronger: the lost, yearning voices that had called across a hundred million miles of emptiness to tell of their hunger. I was in the lead, and I quickened my pace as much as I could. The fissure dipped abruptly downward, broadening as it did so, until it formed a natural gateway into the valley.


  We stood at its entrance, for a moment breathless. In one great shaft of dying light, the sun struck down on it. It was rainbow colors and white crystal a vast geologic flower cupped in the circular mountain cliff. At the far end was an opening where wind and dust rushed in, swept up the far mountain’s side from the plains.


  AND the wind and the dust had made them. Over the centuries it had cut out the towering figures of rock, so that they stood now on the valley floor like great statues, fantastically shaped, cut through with holes and fluted shapes. They were the pipes of a monstrous cosmic organ. The wind rushed and eddied, through one and then another—and they sang.


  They sang until the sound seemed to fill all the world, and from the straightest and tallest of them all came the purest notes, the clearest and sweetest.


  Lorelei!


  It was there, at her foot, that we found Wilson.


  He had torn off his helmet, perhaps because his oxygen was gone and he had to breathe something, perhaps for some reason of his own. His brief case was beside him, still grasped under his arm—his companion; all poor Wilson had left at the end.


  We took it back with him, back down the mountain. Back to Selene. Back, finally, to Earth.


  Sometimes, I think of it, and of Wilson, and the big ledgers filled with numbers and writing in the small precise hand. Sometimes, when I leaf through the twenty volumes of the History, I come upon the map which shows the explored part of the planet Venus. There is the shore of a nameless sea, the edge of a plain, a giant mountain. It is called Mt. Wilson, but few people know why.


  Then I think of the rows of orange eyes, and the blue oscilloscope tubes, and the great antenna tower. Then, too, I can hear her sing—as she must be singing now—and I think it strange that Lorelei was the name not only of a maiden but also of the rock where she sang. And I wonder what Wilson is listening to now, or if he hears anything at all.


  LITTLE ENOS


  Charles A. Stearns


  He was no problem child. He just had a problem father. . . .


  EMINENTLY fair, the Director said, recoiling in horror at Mr. Maxwell’s words, “wholly democratic. I really am surprised at your attitude.”


  “Hoh!” said Mr. Maxwell, who did not believe in that archaic form of idealism known as democracy.


  “It would be a different situation, of course, if you and your wife were members of the Society yourselves, but since you are commoners we had no other recourse than to give the applicant the tests. Then Genetics Board is very strict about these things, you know. Had he passed, the boy would then have become eligible for the Academy, and upon graduation—for we fail no one here—he would have been awarded the Blue Seal of the Society, with all the privileges of the order. I am sorry to say that his quotient proved to be barely one-thirty, almost fifty points too low. That is the tragedy of non-selective breeding, I’m afraid.”


  “Bosh!” said Mr. Maxwell, a large, man who, when he became indignant, was indignant all over. “Stuff and idiocy! Simply because your obsolete methods of testing fail to reveal the latent genius in my son, you see fit to discriminate against him. We will just see about this. I’ve got a few connections myself, you know. Come, son.”


  So saying, he seized Little Enos’ hand in a firmer grip and marched down the long, marble hallway of that august institution, the Academy of Earth, with a hollow bitterness in his breast.


  The finality of the interview was a dread incubus of failure that rode his shoulders, sagging them with its weight. Mr. Maxwell was a man to whom failure was as unbearable as it was rare. It hurt to have one’s fondest dreams shattered. He had never been one of the elite himself, but he had always treasured the longing for his own children. To be a member of the Society was to be a deity among the aristocracy of Earth. To have the Seal was to have everything. Exceptional children among the commoners, and the offspring of holders of the Blue Seal were eligible for the Academy, the foremost school of the solar system, which turned out Earth’s leaders; her scientists, teachers, statesmen, and starmen.


  THE Genetics Board of Earth endeavored to maintain and upgrade the selectiveness of this group by intermarriage of its members. They did not always succeed, but they had their vengeance against renegades unto the seventh generation.


  A member of the Society who married out of his class bequeathed none of his honors to his children, which was not quite as bad for the children as being born illegitimately, but not much better, either.


  None of which was comprehensible to Mr. Maxwell, who was born of the class of poor commoners” and had become, by exertion of mind and body, a rich commoner. Mr. Maxwell merely wanted the one thing for his son that he, himself, could never achieve; not because he particularly valued social prestige, but because the challenge was there, and challenges must be met.


  Well, he had met this one head-on, and come away with a sore head. For the barest moment he felt a twinge of resentment toward—of all people—Sally. He put it away instantly with a surge of guilt.


  Salty was blonde; Sally was beautiful. Sally could no more help being rattleheaded than he could help being in love with her. He was lucky to have a girl like Salty.


  Nevertheless, the Director was right; one couldn’t buck genetics. Poor Sally.


  When the boy was born (one child, as limited to marriages outside the charmed circle of the Genetics Board’s happy matchmakers) he had been very hopeful. There-never was so clever a child as Enos at the age of two. Sally had agreed that this was true.


  Both of them had been ignorant of that chemistry within the body that metamorphoses the alert, normally clear thinking adult man or woman into the parent—a wholly different species.


  “You oaf!” said Mr. Maxwell suddenly to the blue sky that had opened, up. to them at the exit. “You’re lucky to have that girl.”


  Enos looked up at him. “What, Daddy?”


  “Nothing, son.”


  “I didn’t like that school anyway,” Enos said. “The questions they ask are too hard.”


  “Of course,” said Mr. Maxwell, and he swerved aside to avoid running into a brilliantly dressed being who seemed bent on colliding with him.


  “I beg your pardon,” said Mr. Maxwell. Enos stared at the colorful tunic:


  “I beg yours,” the bright one said, “but aren’t you the gentleman who came here this morning in the black limousine?”


  “I am. But I can’t see what possible concern that can be of yours.”


  “You were taking the child to the Academy. Results not good, eh?”


  “I would rather not discuss it,” Mr. Maxwell said. “Now if you will excuse us—” His limousine was waiting out on the flight platform with the chauffeur. Its big rotor was warming up for the take-off. He felt a distinct desire to be up and away from here.


  The inquisitive man blocked his path still. “I can help you,” he said.


  SO THAT’S the whole story,” Mr. Maxwell said to his wife. “Are you listening?”


  Sally, bent over a doily that she was crocheting, nodded briefly.


  “You must have heard of Dr. Yun Brool,” said Mr. Maxwell.


  “No.”


  “Well, this fellow was a Venusian, see; at least that’s what he claimed, though I’ve heard they were kind of green. He was hardly the least bit green, if at all. Anyway, I’ve no reason to doubt it. because this Yun Brool has got a mental upgrading treatment that’s so effective it raises a child’s I. Q. as much as sixty percent, and it only takes a couple of weeks. The Venusian told me so.”


  Sally raised weary, incomprehensive eyes. “Where is he?” she said.


  “Brool? On Venus; where do you think!”


  “No, I mean the man who sold you this bill of goods.”


  Mr. Maxwell was instantly ruffled. “How would I know,” he said. “He was just giving me a tip; that’s all. Of course, if you want our son to grow up to be an ignoramous—”


  “Don’t say that!” Sally snapped, putting down her doily. Her eyes were blazing. “Don’t ever say that again. He’s sweet, and he’s bright enough too. I don’t see why you will change him.”


  “But listen, dear,” said Mr. Maxwell, displaying his brown palms patiently, “Don’t you see? I want to give the boy a chance. I want him to have the best of everything, and how can he have that if he can’t get into the Society? If the treatment works his rating will be high enough to matriculate at the Academy. He’ll be a Blue Seal, and I guess that’s about the most we can get for him in life. Be reasonable!”


  “So,” said Sally, tossing her head, “commoners are no longer good enough for us. I’m not good enough for you.”


  “But Sally—”


  “It’s all so very silly. All this talk of points and special privileges for a crowd of long-nosed professors. Brains aren’t everything. IV e were happy enough, at least until you got this idea in your head. If the Venusians are so smart, how come they aren’t running the Federation instead of us? Besides, Venus is simply thousands and thousands of miles away, and—” Sally’s blue eyes were puddling.


  Mr. Maxwell put his arm around her.


  “If you take Enos away up there,” Sally said. “I’m going along.”


  That was when Mr. Maxwell demonstrated, with firm, quick decisiveness, the stern mettle that had put him where he was today. “That is simply out of the question,” he said. . . .


  A few days later the three of them disembarked at Venusport under pearlgray skies that dulled the vivid green of that steamy world. There was no one to meet them.


  “We are to go to Obion, on the edge of the Central Swamp,” said Mr. Maxwell, “and contact our man there. The Federated Police mustn’t know about this, you understand. The place is quite illegal.”


  “Why?” asked Sally.


  “Why illegal? I don’t know. I suppose it would just spoil everything for the Society and the Academy if everybody knew about this. Just think! They’d be flooded with applicants.”


  “It frightens me,” Sally said.


  “Why, that’s nonsense,” said Mr.


  Maxwell. “What’s there about it to frighten you?”


  “I don’t know,” said Sally. She took a tight grip on her son’s hand as she gazed around at the new, damp, greygreen world before them, at the alien spires of the city to the north of the spaceport where they stood. She shivered. Enos looked mildly interested.


  They found the ancient city of Obion very disappointing. It was not extensive; its rough masonry was drab and lifeless, untinted by the brilliant colors of such modern metropolises as Venusport. It was a lingering reminder of the world of the old Venusians—the ones who had lived and built and died before the ships of Earth established communications between the planets. A dank, shadowy city; a silent city.


  The Terran pilot of the coptercab that took them out there looked askance at them when they gave the address. But he said nothing.


  Silent the place might be, but it was far from deserted as it had appeared from the air.


  Within its sunless, narrow streets furtive beings from half a dozen worlds padded on mysterious errands. Here were the black market money changers, the lotteries, the rendewous places for smugglers, and other nefarious businesses which defied description.


  All this Mr. Maxwell knew, from the informative travel folders they had picked up en route. But he knew also that he could not back out now without a considerable loss of prestige in his family. He was genuinely glad to see the contact man when he appeared, a Venusian. The man came out of a doorway, suddenly. as they were milling uncertainly, wondering where to go next.


  “Daddy,” Enos said, “there’s the man we met at the Academy.”


  “Nonsense,” said Mr. Maxwell, “all Venusians look alike.” But he was not so certain.


  He thought it best to present himself boldly, and he did so. The Venusian indicated that they should follow him at once.


  Mr. Maxwell felt some trepidation at this point. He glanced around the street. Were there no policemen here? He had heard that the outports were wild, unpatrolled. The starkness of their situation was just now making its impression upon him. Abysmally stupid of him to bring his family here. Still, he must show no fear.


  “Come,” he said, “we must not keep Dr. Yun Brool waiting.”


  THE Venusian led along numerous dark alleyways that were so narrow they might have reached out and touched the walls on either side. Mr. Maxwell, presently, found himself chilled, though the day was quite warm.


  When they reached the dark portal at last, he had gotten to the point where he was silently imploring fate to save his family from his own folly, promising to humble himself ever after. Mr. Maxwell in this state of mind was incredibly out of character. In his lifetime of plodding self-righteousness, he could not recall that he had ever felt like this. What he felt was fear, but of course he did not know its name.


  A moment later he was chiding himself thoroughly. They were suddenly face to face with Yun Brool himself, and there was nothing even remotely disturbing or fearful about Dr. Yun Brool.


  He was a slight, kindly appearing man. with benign wrinkles about his eyes, and the most precious (as Sally observed in a whisper) silver hair.


  “But surely,” said Mr. Maxwell, stammering in his flood of relief, “Yun Brool is a strange name for an Earthman.”


  Dr. Yun Brool. who had been seated behind an extensive, but business-like plastic and chrome desk, got gravely to his feet. “My native name,” he said. “I was born here. Won’t you please be seated.”


  They complied.


  “There are a few questions I must ask,” said Dr. Brool. “You comprehend?”


  “Of course,” said Mr. Maxwell, but he was thinking. Oh, God, suppose we don’t qualify after all!


  “First, have you any connection with the government?”


  “None,” said Mr. Maxwell with bitterness. “None whatever.”


  “You understand that we are forced to operate here without the sanction of the Federation. That is why we have been forced to locate in this unsavory Venusian border town.” He wrinkled his patrician nose in distaste.


  “That’s what I don’t understand,” said Sally.


  “But my dear lady. Don’t you see? This kind of mental upgrading places the advantages of the Society within reach of anyone who can afford it.” Dr. Yun Brool chuckled. “It’s quite expensive—I hope you were forewarned—and therefore quite undemocratic.”


  “I like that.” said Mr. Maxwell, giving his wife a penetrating look. “Undemocratic. I don’t mind your saying it.”


  “Good. What is your occupation?”


  “Hydroponics engineer.” said Mr. Maxwell. “I own the Atlas Ponies Company.”


  “Your income?”


  “Really,” said Sally, “is that necessary?”


  “Hush, dear.” Mr. Maxwell named a figure with justifiable pride.


  “I see. No—er—insanity or mental afflictions in your family?”


  “None.”


  “Excellent. The treatment requires two weeks. It is a secret process of auto-suggestive clearance of the brain. The average mind, you know—even the child’s mind, is quite a cluttered thing. Here we merely strive for a reorientation, and we nearly always succeed. The results are astounding. The treatment is harmless, and it carries a guarantee. You are to place the boy in my hands for fourteen days. At the end of that time I shall release him in your care. You may apply for examinations by the Interplanetary Board of Intelligence Rating. If the results are not satisfactory, you need not pay the remainder of the fee.”


  “The—remainder?” said Mr. Maxwell.


  “Ten thousand now,” said Dr. Yun Brool firmly. “Fifteen thousand upon the satisfactory completion of the treatment.”


  “That’s a lot of money,” said Sally quietly.


  “The returns are substantial,” said Dr. Yun Brool, meeting her gaze boldly. “I have never quite understood the hierarchy of the Society myself; I am foreign born, and therefore ineligible. But Earth, and the Federation sets great store by it. Most of my clients here are willing to pay much more than I have asked you for the privilege of becoming eligible.”


  “I wouldn’t exactly call it a hierarchy.” said Mr. Maxwell. “It’s merely a concerted effort to improve the race by selective breeding. Surely you understand the desirability of that.” He felt a trifle outraged at Yun Brool’s callousness.


  “I suppose so,” said Dr. Yun Brool indifferently. Then, sensing that he struck a sensitive point with Mr. Maxwell, he abruptly changed the subject. He turned to Enos, who was sitting indifferently in his over-large chair with spidery legs folded under him.


  HE SMILED in an affable, man-to-man manner.


  “Would you like to stay here a while, my boy?”


  “No,” said Enos.


  “You want to learn something, don’t you?” Mr. Maxwell said belligerently. “You want to be a Blue Seal. A great scientist or statesman, or—”


  “Could I be a spaceman?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Then I might stay,” Enos said.


  “Good for you,” Dr. Brool said heartily. “Now if both of you will sign this paper—”


  “I don’t know.” Mr. Maxwell shuttled a quick glance at his wife.


  Dr. Yun Brool was silent for a moment. He was obviously trying to control some emotion deep within him.


  “You—don’t know?”


  “We’d like to meet some of the others. The patients, I mean.” The idea had come to Mr. Maxwell out of the blue. He was stalling, though he hadn’t the slightest idea why he was stalling. But now that he thought about it, the idea seemed very sound. Even shrewd. He thrust his chin out aggressively, meeting Yun Brool’s own glare.


  Dr. Yun Brool sighed. “Very well,” he said. He pressed a button on his desk.


  Presently a slight, pale youth edged into the office. He was fourteen perhaps, Mr. Maxwell guessed, but sallow, as if from overwork and not enough exercise.


  “Hello,” Sally said. “What’s your name?”


  “Arnold.”


  “That’s a nice name. Do you like it here?”


  “Please, Sally,” Mr. Maxwell said irritably, “let me do the questioning.” He concentrated on the boy. Thin face. A kind of savage hunger in it; perhaps the insatiable hunger for knowledge instilled there by Brool. Well, that wasn’t bad, was it?


  “Supposing I test you?” he said.


  “All right.”


  “Mathematics. Do you like mathematics?”


  “I don’t mind.”


  “You’ve studied vectors? Good. Perhaps you’d be kind enough to explain the line integral of a vector function to me.”


  “You let the radius be a vector function of the position vector. Then you integrate the vector function of that radius times the cosine of the angle of the vector along the path of the curve.”


  “Indeed,” said Mr. Maxwell. He hardly remembered, himself. Dr. Yun Brool, he observed, was beaming with pride.


  “Arnold,” he said, “is one of my permanent students.”


  “What else has he studied?”


  “Tell them, Arnold.”


  “Physics,” Arnold said. “The calculin, including variations and finite differences. Space mechanics. Quadi-dimensional geometry. Advanced chemistry and stellar navigation.”


  Mr. Maxwell turned to his wife, essaying a smile of triumph. “Satisfied?” he said.


  “Not quite. There are other important things, such as the appreciation for morality and beauty. I want to know what this is going to do to my child.”


  “Morality,” said Arnold, with a fierce conviction, “is nothing more than the outgrowth of ancient inhibitions, functional insufficiencies left over from the childhood of our race. Beauty is a primitive sensitiveness to orderly patterns within the universe. Once you understand the basic idea, you don’t have to appreciate it any longer.”


  “Oh dear,” Sally said. Dr. Yun Brool was frowning slightly at Arnold. He shook his head slowly.


  Sally was blanched but determined. She went over and took the boy’s thin shoulders in her hands. “Are you happy?” she asked.


  Arnold’s face had become a curious mask. The word slipped out unbidden and soundless; just the barest motion of his lips to give him away.


  “No.” He twisted out of her grasp and fled out the door.


  It seemed to Mr. Maxwell that his wife cried a great deal, of late. She was crying now.


  Dr. Yun Brool said hastily, “The boy is overwrought; he’s been working a bit too hard, I’m afraid. You won’t misunderstand, I hope. I’ve cautioned him about it, but—”


  “We are not leaving Enos with you,” said Sally.


  MR. MAXWELL suddenly observed that the inner radiance which benevolently lighted Dr. Yun Brool’s seamed face had passed away. Even the sheen of his hair seemed dulled, and his eyes darker. He was old now, very old’—and slightly sinister.


  “I am truly sorry,” he said, “but it is a little late to back out of it now.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Mr. Maxwell felt a tenseness, a gnawing sensation in the pit of his stomach.


  “I dislike to resort to the crudities of kidnapping,” said Dr. Yun Brool, his eyes snapping. “I dislike even to think about it. But you leave me no choice but to detain all of you here. I need money. You have much more than you will ever use, Mr. Maxwell.” And then, seeing his prisoners’ darting glances, “Do not try to run. There are Venusian guards outside my door.”


  He laughed amusedly at what Mr. Maxwell presumed must be the incredulous despair on his own face. Despair he felt, and a smouldering rage that threatened momentarily to burst into flame. The thing was so outrageously clear to him now, his own culpability, his own colossal ignorance.


  In a calmer frame of mind he would never have done the rash thing which he did now, but the redness that was flowing down over his brain blotted out all rational thought.


  IT WAS a purely animal growl that emerged from between his bared teeth as he sprang.


  Dr. Yun Brool was unprepared. In any case it would have done him no good. He went down hard and flat, and the air went out of him.


  The blows were unnecessary, in so far as Yun Brool was concerned. Mr. Maxwell supplied them because there was blind pleasure in the feel of his fists against the flesh.


  There were hands upon his shoulders now, of course; voices shouting at him; rough arms trying to pull him away from Brool. He swiveled around, swinging his arms in a flailing endeavor to fight them off. He tried to get to his feet, but they were pressing him down firmly, trying to stay the fury of his arms.


  “Please, Mr. Maxwell,” one of them said.


  Mr. Maxwell became quiet. He stared at them. “You’re not his men,” he said wonderingly.


  “Of course not. We are the police.” THE crimson-tunicked lieutenant, Mr. Maxwell thought, was especially civil. Charitable was the word. Mr. Maxwell was still in the throes of his original bewilderment, and trying not to show it.


  “Then the whole thing,” he said, “was a hoax. And I’m a fool for falling into it.”


  He felt that he could not look Sally in the face, but kept his eyes on his feet as he spoke.


  “Not a hoax,” said the lieutenant, with a sad smile. “Worse than that. Yun Brool works with certain forbidden drugs that really do what he says—step up alertness of the mind to an unbelievable rate while the user is under the influence. The only drawback is that the later effects of the addiction are rather horrible.”


  Sally shuddered.


  Mr. Maxwell put his arm around her. “Can you ever forgive me?” be asked humbly. “If it hadn’t been for my crazy notions about the importance of this damn thing I never would have—” His voice broke and refused to go on.


  “Never mind,” Sally said, and kissed him. She let him detach himself from her and watched fondly while he took Enos by the hand and led him out to where the patrol copters waited.


  “Thank you, officer,” she said.


  The lieutenant was young, and very confused. “You are quite welcome,” he said. “Though I must confess, I am somewhat at a loss. Your husband informed us by messenger in Venusport, that we might be needed here, and instructed us upon how to close in; yet he seemed surprised to see us. We came at once, of course, when we saw the seal of the Society. We are instructed to obey their requests, however strange they may seem, at all times. And yet—” He shook his head.


  “My husband did not send any message,” said Sally.


  “He didn’t? But the seal?”


  Sally fumbled for a moment in her purse. In a black cover she found the emblem. She showed it to him.


  The officer was agog. “I’m sorry—that is, I’m overwhelmed. You see, I never met a member of the Society before. Had I known that you were a Blue Seal, Madam—”


  She smiled at him. “You’ve been very nice,” she said. “But you must say nothing more of this. You see. my husband—Mr. Maxwell—doesn’t know. We are very happy this way. A great many members of the Society. I am told, conceal their membership for just such reasons. Do you understand. Lieutenant?”


  “But why?”


  She sighed. “My husband is an individualist, Lieutenant. I should not want to lose him. Please say nothing.”


  The young officer stared for a moment, contemplatively. “I think I get it,” he said.


  He hurried and caught up with Mr. Maxwell, who was helping Enos into the copter.


  “That’s a fine, bright-looking boy you have there, sir,” he said cheerfully.


  Mr. Maxwell tried to keep the pride out of his voice. “Bright?” he said. “The boy is ignorant as a hog.”


  THE BIG RAIN


  Poul Anderson


  The Big Rain was the goal of the Big Job, and for that goal men were willing to work at practically slave levels. The trouble in that is that while it’s a good idea . . . it gives some people other ideas!


  I.


  The room was small and bare, nothing but a ventilator grill to relieve the drabness of its plastic walls, no furniture except a table and a couple of benches. It was hot, and the cold light of fluoros glistened off the sweat which covered the face of the man who sat there alone.


  He was a big man, with hard bony features under close-cropped reddish-brown hair; his eyes were gray, with something chilly in them, and moved restlessly about the chamber to assess its crude homemade look. The coverall which draped his lean body was a bit too colorful. He had fumbled a cigarette out of his belt pouch and it smoldered between his fingers, now and then he took a heavy drag on it. But he sat quietly enough, waiting.


  The door opened and another man came in. This one was smaller, with bleak features. He wore only shorts to whose waistband was pinned a star-shaped badge, and a needle gun bolstered at his side, but somehow he had a military look.


  “Simon Hollister?” he asked unnecessarily.


  “That’s me,” said the other, rising. He loomed over the newcomer, but he was unarmed; they had searched him thoroughly the minute he disembarked.


  “I am Captain Karsov, Guardian Corps.” The English was fluent, with only a trace of accent. “Sit down.” He lowered himself to a bench. “I am only here to talk to you.”


  Hollister grimaced. “How about some lunch?” he complained. “I haven’t eaten for”—he paused a second—“thirteen hours, twenty-eight minutes.”


  His precision didn’t get by Karsov, but the officer ignored it for the time being. “Presently,” he said. “There isn’t much time to lose, you know. The last ferry leaves in forty hours, and we have to find out before then if you are acceptable or must go back on it.”


  “Hell of a way to treat a guest,” grumbled Hollister.


  “We did not ask you to come,” said Karsov coldly. “If you wish to slay on Venus, you had better conform to the regulations. Now, what do you think qualifies you?”


  “To live here? I’m an engineer. Construction experience in the Amazon basin and on Luna. I’ve got papers to prove it, and letters of recommendation, if you’d let me get at my baggage.”


  “Eventually. What is your reason for emigrating?”


  Hollister looked sullen. “I didn’t like Earth.”


  “Be more specific. You are going to be narcoquizzed later, and the whole truth will come out. These questions are just to guide the interrogators, and the better you answer me now the quicker and easier the quiz will be for all of us.”


  Hollister bristled. “That’s an invasion of privacy.”


  “Venus isn’t Earth,” said Karsov with an attempt at patience. “Before you were even allowed to land, you signed a waiver which puts you completely under our jurisdiction as long as you are on this planet. I could kill you, and the. UN would not have a word to say. But we do need skilled men, and I would rather O.K. you for citizenship. Do not make it too hard for me.”


  “All right.” Hollister shrugged heavy shoulders. “I got in a fight with a man. He died. I covered up the traces pretty well, but I could never be sure—sooner or later the police might get on to the truth, and I don’t like the idea of corrective treatment. So I figured I’d better blow out while I was still unsuspected.”


  “Venus is no place for the rugged individualist, Hollister. Men have to work together, and be very tolerant of each other, if they are to survive at all.”


  “Yes, I know. This was a special case. The man had it coming.” Hollister’s face twisted. “I have a daughter—Never mind. I’d rather tell it under narco than consciously. But I just couldn’t see letting a snake like that get ‘corrected’ and then walk around free again.” Defensively: “I’ve always been a rough sort, I suppose, but you’ve got to admit this was extreme provocation.”


  “That is all right,” said Karsov, “if you are telling the truth. But if you have family ties back on Earth, it might lessen your usefulness here.”


  “None,” said Hollister bitterly. “Not any more.”


  The interview went on. Karsov extracted the facts skillfully: Hollister, Simon James; born Frisco Unit, U. S, A., of good stock; chronological age, thirty-eight Earth-years; physiological age, thanks to taking intelligent advantage of biomedics, about twenty-five; Second-class education, major in civil engineering with emphasis on nuclear-powered construction machines; work record; psych rating at last checkup; et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. Somewhere a recorder took sound and visual impressions of every nuance for later analysis and filing.


  At the end; the Guardian rose and stretched. “I think you will do,” he said. “Come along now for the narcoquiz. It will take about three hours, and you will need another hour to recover, and then I will see that you get something to eat.”


  The city crouched on a mountainside in a blast of eternal wind. Overhead roiled the poisonous gray clouds; sometimes a sleet of paraformaldehyde hid the grim red slopes around, and always the scudding dust veiled men’s eyes so they could not see the alkali desert below. Fantastically storm-gnawed crags loomed over the city, and often there was the nearby rumble of an avalanche, but the ledge on which it stood had been carefully checked for stability.


  The city was one armored unit of metal and concrete, low and rounded as if it hunched its back against the shrieking steady gale. From its shell protruded the stacks of hundreds of outsize Hilsch tubes, swivel-mounted so that they always faced into the wind. It blew past filters which caught the dying dust and sand and tossed them down a series of chutes to the cement factory. The tubes grabbed the rushing air and separated fast and slow molecules; the cooler part went into a refrigeration system which kept the city at a temperature men could stand—outside, it hovered around the boiling point of water; the smaller volume of super-heated air was conducted to the maintenance plant where it helped run the city’s pumps and generators. There were also nearly a thousand windmills, turning furiously and drinking the force of the storm.


  None of this air was for breathing. It was thick with carbon dioxide; the rest was nitrogen, inert gases, formaldehyde vapor, a little methane and ammonia. The city devoted many hectares of space to hydroponic plants which renewed its oxygen and supplied some of the food, as well as to chemical purifiers, pumps, and blowers. “Free as air” was a joke on Venus.


  Near the shell was the spaceport where ferries from the satellite station and the big interplanetary ships landed. Pilots had to be good to bring down a vessel, or even take one up, under such conditions as prevailed here. Except for the landing cradles, the radio mast, and the GCA shack in the main shell, everything was underground, as most of the city was.


  Some twenty thousand colonists lived there. They were miners, engineers, laborers, technicians in the food and maintenance centers. There were three doctors, a scattering of teachers and librarians and similar personnel, a handful of police and administrators. Exactly fifteen people were employed in brewing, distilling, tavern-running, movie operation, and the other non-essential occupations which men required as they did food and air.


  This was New America, chief city of Venus in 2051 A.D.


  Hollister didn’t enjoy his meal. He got it, cafeteria style, in one of the big plain messhalls, after a temporary ration book had been issued him. It consisted of a few vegetables, a lot of potato, a piece of the soggy yeast synthetic which was the closest to meat Venus offered—all liberally loaded with a tasteless basic food concentrate—a vitamin capsule, and a glass of flavored water. When he took out one of his remaining cigarettes, a score of eyes watched it hungrily. Not much tobacco here either. He inhaled savagely, feeling the obscure guilt of the have confronted with the have-not.


  There were a number of people in the room with him, eating their own rations. Men and women were represented about equally. All wore coveralls or the standard shorts, and most looked young, but hard too, somehow—even the women. Hollister was used to female engineers and technicians at home, but here everybody worked.


  For the time being, he stuck to his Earthside garments.


  He sat alone at one end of a long table, wondering why nobody talked to him. You’d think they would be starved for a new face and word from Earth. Prejudice? Yes, a little of that, considering the political situation; but Hollister thought something more was involved.


  Fear. They were all afraid of something.


  When Karsov strolled in, the multilingual hum of conversation died, and Hollister guessed shrewdly at the fear. The Guardian made his way directly to the Earthling’s place. He had a blocky, bearded man with a round smiling face in tow.


  “Simon Hollister . . . Heinrich Gebhardt,” the policeman introduced them. They shook hands, sizing each other up. Karsov sat down. “Get me the usual,” he said, handing over his ration book.


  Gebhardt nodded and went over to the automat. It scanned the books and punched them when he had dialed his orders. Then it gave him two trays, which he carried back.


  Karsov didn’t bother to thank him. “I have been looking for you,” he told Hollister. “Where have you been?”


  “Just wandering around,” said the Earthling cautiously. Inside, he felt muscles tightening, and his mind seemed to tilt forward, as if sliding off the hypnotically imposed pseudopersonality which had been meant as camouflage in the narcoquiz. “It’s quite a labyrinth here.”


  “You should have stayed in the barracks,” said Karsov. There was no expression in his smooth-boned face; there never seemed to be. “Oh, well. I wanted to say you have been found acceptable.”


  “Good,” said Hollister, striving for imperturbability.


  “I will administer the oath after lunch,” said Karsov. “Then you will be a full citizen of the Venusian Federation. We do not hold with formalities, you see—no time.” He reached into a pocket and got out a booklet which he gave to Hollister. “But I advise you to study this carefully. It is a resume of the most important: laws, insofar as they differ from Earth’s. Punishment for infraction is severe.”


  Gebhardt looked apologetic. “It hass to be,” he added. His bass voice had a slight blur and hiss of German accent, but he was good at the English which was becoming the common language of Venus. “This planet vas made in hell. If ve do not all work together, ve all die.”


  “And then, of course, there is the trouble with Earth,” said Karsov. His narrow eyes studied Hollister for a long moment. “Just how do people back there feel about our declaration of independence?”


  “Well—” Hollister paused. Best to tell the unvarnished truth, he decided. “Some resentment, of course. After all the money we . . . they . . . put into developing the colonies—


  “And all the resources they took out,” said Gebhardt. “Men vere planted on Venus back in the last century to mine fissionables, vich vere getting short efen then. The colonies vere made self-supporting because that vas cheaper than hauling supplies for them, vich vould haff been an impossible task anyvav. Some of the colonies vere penal, some vere manned by arbitrarily assigned personnel; the so-called democracies often relied on broken men, who could not find vork at home or who had been displaced by var. No, ve owe them notting.” Hollister shrugged. “I’m not arguing. But people do wonder why, if you wanted national status, you didn’t at least stay with the UN. That’s what Mars is doing.”


  “Because we are . . . necessarily . . . developing a whole new civilization here, something altogether remote from anything Earth has ever seen,” snapped Karsov. “We will still trade our fissionables for things we need, until the day we can make everything here ourselves, but we want as little to do with Earth as possible. Never mind, you will understand in time.”


  Hollister’s mouth lifted in a crooked grin. There hadn’t been much Earth could do about it; in the present stage of astronautics, a military expedition to suppress the nationalists would cost more than anyone could hope to gain even from the crudest imperialism. Also, as long as no clear danger was known to exist, it wouldn’t have sat well with a planet sick of war; the dissension produced might well have torn the young world government, which still had only limited powers, apart.


  But astronautics was going to progress, he thought grimly. Spaceships wouldn’t have to improve much to carry, cheaply, loads of soldiers in cold sleep, ready to land when thermonuclear bombardment from the skies had smashed a world’s civilization. And however peaceful Earth might be, she was still a shining temptation to the rest of the System, and it looked very much as if something was brewing here on Venus which could become ugly before the century was past.


  Well—


  “Your first assignment is already arranged,” said Karsov. Hollister jerked out of his reverie and tried to keep his fists unclenched. “Gebhardt will be your boss. If you do well, you can look for speedy promotion. Meanwhile”—he flipped a voucher across—“here is the equivalent of the dollars you had along, in our currency.”


  Hollister stuck the sheet in his pouch. It was highway robbery, he knew, but he was in no position to complain and the Venusian government wanted the foreign exchange. And he could only buy trifles with it anyway; the essentials were issued without payment, the size of the ration depending on rank. Incentive bonuses were money, though, permitting you to amuse yourself but not to consume more of the scarce food or textiles or living space.


  He reflected that the communist countries before World War Three had never gone this far. Here, everything was government property. The system didn’t call itself communism, naturally, but it was, and probably there was no choice. Private enterprise demanded a fairly large economic surplus, which simply did not exist on Venus.


  Well, it wasn’t his business to criticize their internal arrangements. He had never been among the few fanatics left on Earth who still made a god of a particular economic set-up.


  Gebhardt cleared his throat. “I am in charge of the atmosphere detail in this district,” he said. “I am here on Ieafe, and vill be going back later today. Very glad to haff you, Hollister, ve are alvays short of men. Ve lost two in the last rock storm.”


  “Cheerful news,” said the Earthman. His face resumed its hard woodenness. “Well, I didn’t think Venus was going to be any bed of roses.”


  “It vill be,” said Gebhardt. Dedication glowed on the hairy face.“Some day it vill be.”


  II.


  The oath was pretty drastic: in effect, Hollister put himself completely at the mercy of the Technic Board, which for all practical purposes was the city government. Each colony, he gathered, had such a body, and there was a federal board in this town which decided policy for the entire planet.


  Anyone who wished to enter the government had to pass a series of rigid tests, after which there were years of apprenticeship and study, gradual promotion on the recommendation of seniors. The study was an exhausting course of history, psychotechnics, and physical science: in principle, thought Hollister, remembering some of the blubberheads who still got themselves elected at home, a good idea. The governing boards combined legislative, executive, and judicial functions, and totaled only a couple of thousand people for the whole world. It didn’t seem like much for a nation of nearly two million, and the minimal paperwork surprised him—he had expected an omnipresent bureaucracy.


  But of course they had the machines to serve them, recording everything in electronic files whose computers could find and correlate any data and were always checking up. And he was told pridefully that the schools were inculcating the rising generation with a tight ethic of obedience.


  Hollister had supper, and returned to the Casual barracks to sleep. There were only a few men in there with him, most of them here on business from some other town. He was wakened by the alarm, whose photocells singled him out and shot forth a supersonic beam; it was a carrier wave for the harsh ringing in his head which brought him to his feet.


  Gebhardt met him at an agreed-on locker room. There was a wiry, lough-looking Mongoloid with him who was introduced as Henry Yamashita. “Stow your fancy clothes, boy,” boomed the chief, “and get on some TBI’s.” He handed over a drab, close-fitting coverall.


  Hollister checked his own garments and donned the new suit wordlessly. After that there was a heavy plasti-cord outfit which, with boots and gloves, decked his whole body. Yamashita helped him strap on the oxygen bellies and plug in the Hilsch cooler. The helmet came last, its shoulder-piece buckled to the airsuit, but all of them kept theirs hinged back to leave their heads free.


  “If somet’ing happens to our tank,” said Gebhardt, “you slap that helmet down fast. Or maybe you like being embalmed. Haw!” His cheerfulness was more evident when Karsov wasn’t around.


  Hollister checked the valves with the caution taught him on Luna—his engineering experience was not faked. Gebhardt grunted approvingly. Then they slipped on the packs containing toilet kits, change of clothes, and emergency rations; clipped ropes, batteries, and canteens to their belts—the latter with the standard sucker tubes by which a man could drink directly even in his suit; and clumped out of the room.


  A descending ramp brought them to a garage where the tanks were stored. These looked not unlike the sandcats of Mars, but were built lower and heavier, with a refrigerating tube above and a grapple in the nose. A mechanic gestured at one dragging a covered steel wagon full of supplies, and the three men squeezed into the tiny transparent cab.


  Gebhardt gunned the engine, nodding as it roared. “O.K.,” he said. “On ve go.”


  “What’s the power source?” asked Hollister above the racket.


  “Alcohol,” answered Yamashita. “We get it from the formaldehyde. Bottled oxygen. A compressor and cooling system to keep the oxy tanks from blowing up on us—not that they don’t once in a while. Some of the newer models use a peroxide system.”


  “And I suppose you save the water vapor and CO2 to get the oxygen back,” ventured Hollister.


  “Just the water. There’s always plenty of carbon dioxide.” Yamashita looked out, and his face set in tight lines.


  The tank waddled through the great air lock and up a long tunnel toward the surface. When they emerged, the wind was like a blow in the face. Hollister felt the machine shudder, and the demon howl drowned out the engine. He accepted the earplugs Yamashita handed him with a grateful smile.


  There was dust and sand scudding by them, making it hard to see the mountainside down which they crawled. Hollister caught glimpses of naked fanglike peaks, raw slashes of ocher and blue where minerals veined the land, the steady march of dunes across the lower ledges. Overhead, the sky was an unholy tide of ragged, flying clouds, black and gray and sulfurous yellow. He could not see the sun, but the light around him was a weird hard brass color, like the light on Earth just before a thunderstorm.


  The wind hooted and screamed, banging on the tank walls, yelling and rattling and groaning. Now and then a dull quiver ran through the land and trembled in Hollister’s bones, somewhere an avalanche was ripping out a mountain’s flanks. Briefly, a veil of dust fell so thick around them that they were blind, grinding through an elemental night with hell and the furies loose outside. The control board’s lights were wan on Gebhardt’s intent face, most of the time he was steering by instruments.
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  Once the tank lurched into a gully. Hollister, watching the pilot’s lips, thought he muttered: “Damn! That vasn’t here before!” He extended the grapple, clutching rock and pulling the tank and its load upward.


  Yamashita clipped two small disks to his larynx and gestured at the same equipment hanging on Hollister’s suit. His voice came thin but fairly clear: “But on your talkie unit if you want to say anything.” Hollister obeyed, guessing that the earplugs had a transistor arrangement powered by a piece of radioactive isotope which reproduced the vibrations in the throat. It took concentration to understand the language as they distorted it, but he supposed he’d catch on fast enough.


  “How many hours till nightfall?” he asked.


  “About twenty.” Yamashita pointed to the clock on the board, it was calibrated to Venus’ seventy-two hour day. “It’s around one hundred thirty kilometers to the camp, so we should just about make it by sunset.”


  “That isn’t very fast,” said Hollister. “Why not fly, or at least build roads?”


  “The aircraft are all needed for speed travel and impassable terrain, and the roads will come later,” said Yamashita. “These tanks can go it all right—most of the time.”


  “But why have the camp so far from the city?”


  “It’s the best location from a supply standpoint. We get most of our food from Little Moscow, and water from Hellfire, and chemicals from New America and Roger’s Landing. The cities more or less specialize, you know. They have to: there isn’t enough iron ore and whatnot handy to any one spot to build a city big enough to do everything by itself. So the air camps are set up at points which minimize the total distance over which supplies have to be hauled.”


  “You mean action distance, don’t you? The product of the energy and time required for hauling.”


  Yamashita nodded, with a new respect in his eyes. “You’ll do,” he said.


  The wind roared about them. It was more than just the slow rotation of the planet and its nearness to the sun which created such an incessant storm; if that had been all, there would never have been any chance of making it habitable. It was the high carbon dioxide content of the air, and its greenhouse effect; and in the long night, naked arid rock cooled off considerably. With plenty of water and vegetation, and an atmosphere similar to Earth’s, Venus would have a warm but rather gentle climate on the whole, the hurricanes moderated to trade winds; indeed, with the lower Coriolis force, the destructive cyclones of Earth would be unknown.


  Such, at least, was the dream of the Venusians. But looking out, Hollister realized that a fraction of the time and effort they were expending would have made the Sahara desert bloom. They had been sent here once as miners, but there was no longer any compulsion on them to stay; if they asked to come back to Earth, their appeal could not be denied however expensive it would be to ship them all home.


  Then why didn’t they?


  Well, why go back to a rotten civilization like—Hollister caught himself. Sometimes his pseudomemories were real enough in him to drown out the genuine ones, rage and grief could nearly overwhelm him till he recalled that the sorrow was for people who had never existed. The anger had had to be planted deep, to get by a narcoquiz, but he wondered if it might not interfere with his mission, come the day.


  He grinned sardonically at himself. One man, caught on a planet at the gates of the Inferno, watched by a powerful and ruthless government embracing that entire world, and he was setting himself against it!


  Most likely he would die here, and the economical Venusians would process his body for its chemicals as they did other corpses, and that would be the end of it as far as he was concerned.


  Well, he quoted to himself, a man might try.


  Gebhardt’s camp was a small shell, a radio mast, and a shed sticking out of a rolling landscape of rock and sand; the rest was underground. The sun was down on a ragged horizon, dimly visible as a huge blood-red disk, when he arrived. Yamashita and Hollister had taken their turns piloting; the Earthman found it exhausting work, and his head rang with the noise when he finally stepped out into the subterranean garage.


  Yamashita led him to the barracks. “We’re about fifty here,” he explained. “All men.” He grinned. “That makes a system of minor rewards and punishments based on leaves to a city very effective.”


  The barracks was a long room with triple rows of bunks and a few tables and chairs; only Gebhardt rated a chamber of his own, though curtains on the bunks did permit some privacy. An effort had been made to brighten the place up with murals, some of which weren’t bad at all, and the men sat about reading, writing letters, talking, playing games. They were the usual conglomerate of races and nationalities, with some interesting half-breeds; hard work and a parsimonious diet had made them smaller than the average American or European, but they looked healthy enough.


  “Simon Hollister, our new subengineer,” called Yamashita as they entered. “Just got in from Earth. Now you know as much as I do.” He flopped onto a bunk while the others drifted over. “Go ahead. Tell all. Birth, education, hobbies, religion, sex life, interests, prejudices—they’ll find it out anyway, and God knows we could use a little variety around here.”


  A stocky blond man paused suspiciously. “From Earth?” he asked slowly. “We’ve had no new people from Earth for thirty years. What did you want to come here for?”


  “I felt like it,” snapped Hollister. “That’s enough!”


  “So, a jetheading snob, huh? We’re too good for you, I guess.”


  “Take it easy, Sam,” said someone else.


  “Yeah,” a Negro grinned, “he might be boss if you, you know.”


  “That’s just it,” said the blond man. “I was born here. I’ve been studying, and I’ve been on air detail for twenty years, and this bull walks right in and takes my promotion the first day.”


  Part of Hollister checked off the fact that the Venusians used the terms “year” and “day” to mean those periods for their own world, one shorter and one longer than Earth’s. The rest of him tightened up for trouble, but others intervened. He found a vacant bunk and sat down on it, swinging his legs and trying to make friendly conversation. It wasn’t easy. He felt terribly alone.


  Presently someone got out a steel and plastic guitar and strummed it, and soon they were all singing. Hollister listened with half an ear.


  
    “When the Big Rain comes, all the


    air will be good,


    and the rivers all flow with beer,


    with the cigarets bloomin’ by the


    beefsteak bush,


    and the ice-cream-bergs right here.


    When the Big Rain comes, we will all


    be a-swillin’


    of champagne, while the violin tree


    plays love songs because all the gals


    will be willin’,


    and we’ll all have a Big Rain


    spree!—”

  


  Paradise, he thought. They can joke about it, but it’s still the Paradise they work for and know they’ll never see. Then why do they work for it? What is it that’s driving them?


  After a meal, a sleep, and another meal, Hollister was given a set of blueprints to study. He bent his mind to the task, using all the powers which an arduous training had given it, and in a few hours reported to Gebhardt. “I know them,” he said.


  “Already?” The chiefs small eyes narrowed. “It iss not vorf vile trying to bluff here, boy. Venus alvays callss it.”


  “I’m not bluffing,” said Hollister angrily. “If you want me to lounge around for another day, O.K., but I know those specs by heart.”


  The bearded man stood up. There was muscle under his plumpness. “O.K., by damn,” he said. “You go out vit me next trip.”


  That was only a few hours off. Gebhardt took a third man, a quiet grizzled fellow they called Johnny, and let Hollister drive. The tank hauled the usual wagonload of equipment, and the rough ground made piloting a harsh task. Hollister had used multiple transmissions before, and while the navigating instruments were complicated, he caught on to them quickly enough; it was the strain and muscular effort that wore him out.


  Venus’ night was not the pitchy gloom one might have expected. The clouds diffused sunlight around the planet, and there was also a steady flicker of aurora even in these middle latitudes. The headlamps were needed only when they went into a deep ravine. Wind growled around them, but Hollister was getting used to that.


  The first airmaker on their tour was only a dozen kilometers from the camp. It was a dark, crouching bulk on a stony ridge, its intake funnel like the rearing neck of some archaic monster. They pulled up beside it, slapped down their helmets, and went one by one through the air lock. It was a standard midget type, barely large enough to hold one man, which meant little air to be pumped out and hence greater speed in getting through. Gebhardt had told Hollister to face the exit leeward; now the three roped themselves together and stepped around the tank, out of its shelter.


  Hollister lost his footing, crashed to the ground, and went spinning away in the gale. Gebhardt and Johnny dug their cleated heels in and brought the rope up short. When they had the new man back on his feet, Hollister saw them grinning behind their faceplates. Thereafter he paid attention to his balance, leaning against the wind.


  Inspection and servicing of the unit was a slow task, and it was hard to see the finer parts even in the headlights’ glare. One by one, the various sections were uncovered and checked, adjustments made, full gas bottles removed and empty ones substituted.


  It was no wonder Gebhardt had doubted Hollister’s claim. The airmaker was one of the most complicated machines in existence. A thing meant to transform the atmosphere of a planet had to be.


  The intake scooped up the wind and drove it, with the help of wind-powered compressors, through a series of chambers; some of them held catalysts, some electric arcs or healing coils maintaining temperature—the continuous storm ran a good-sized generator—and some led back into others in a maze of interconnections. The actual chemistry was simple enough. Paraform was broken down and yielded its binding water molecules; the formaldehyde, together with that taken directly from the air, reacted with ammonia and methane—or with itself—to produce a whole series of hydrocarbons, carbohydrates, and more complex compounds for food, fuel, and fertilizer; such carbon dioxide as did not enter other reactions was broken down by sheer brute force in an arc to oxygen and soot. The oxygen was bottled for industrial use; the remaining substances were partly separated by distillation—again using wind power, this time to refrigerate—and collected. Further processing would take place at the appropriate cities.


  Huge as the unit loomed, it seemed pathetically small when you thought of the fantastic tonnage which was the total planetary atmosphere. But more of its kind were being built every day and scattered around the surface of the world; over a million already existed, seven million was the goal, and that number should theoretically be able to do the job in another twenty Earth-years.


  That was theory, as Gebhardt explained over the helmet radio. Other considerations entered, such as the law of diminishing returns: as the effect of the machines became noticeable, the percentage of the air they could deal with would necessarily drop; then there was stratospheric gas, some of which apparently never got down to the surface; and the chemistry of a changing atmosphere had to be taken into account. The basic time estimate for this stage of the work had to be revised upward another decade.


  There was oxygen everywhere, locked into rocks and ores, enough for the needs of man if it could be gotten out. Specially mutated bacteria were doing that job, living off carbon and silicon, releasing more gas than their own metabolisms took up; their basic energy source was the sun. Some of the oxygen recombined, of course, but not enough to matter, especially since it could only act on or near the surface and most of the bacterial gnawing went on far down. Already there was a barely detectable percentage of the element in the atmosphere. By the time the airmakers were finished, the bacteria would also be.


  Meanwhile giant pulverizers were reducing barren stone and sand to fine particles which would be mixed with fertilizers to yield soil; and the genetic engineers were evolving still other strains of life which could provide a balanced ecology; and the water units were under construction.


  These would be the key to the whole operation. There was plenty of water on Venus, trapped down in the body of the planet, and the volcanoes brought it up as they had done long ago on Earth. Here it was quickly snatched by the polymerizing formaldehyde, except in spots like Hellfire where machinery had been built to extract it from magma and hydrated minerals. But there was less formaldehyde in the air every day.


  At the right time, hydrogen bombs were to be touched off in places the geologists had already selected, and the volcanoes would all wake up. They would spume forth plenty of carbon dioxide—though by that Lime the amount of the free gas would be so low that this would be welcomed—but there would be water too, unthinkable tons of water. And simultaneously, aircraft would be sowing platinum catalyst in the skies, and with its help Venus’ own lightning would attack the remaining poisons in the air. They would come down as carbohydrates and other compounds, washed out by the rain and leached from the sterile ground.


  That would be the Big Rain. It would last an estimated ten Earth-years, and at the end there would be rivers and lakes and seas on a planet which had never known them. And the soil would be spread, the bacteria and plants and small animal life released. Venus would still be mostly desert, the rains would slacken off but remain heavy for centuries, but men could walk unclothed on this world and they could piece by piece make the desert green.


  A hundred years after the airmen had finished their work, the reclaimed sections might be close to Earth conditions. In five hundred years, all of Venus might be Paradise.


  To Hollister it seemed like a long time to wait.


  III.


  He didn’t need many days to catch on to the operations and be made boss of a construction gang. Then he took out twenty men and a train of supplies and machinery, to erect still another airmaker.


  It was blowing hard then, too hard to set up the seal-tents which ordinarily provided a measure of comfort. Men rested in the tanks, side by side, dozing uneasily and smelling each other’s sweat. They griped loudly, but endured. It was a lengthy trip to their site; eventually the whole camp was to be broken up and re-established in a better location, but meanwhile they had to accept the monotony of travel.


  Hollister noticed that his men had evolved an Asian ability just to sit, without thinking, hour after hour. Their conversation and humor also suggested Asia: acrid, often biutal, though maintaining a careful surface politeness most of the time. It was probably more characteristic of this particular job than of the whole planet, though, and maybe they sloughed it off again when their hitches on air detail had expired and they got more congenial assignments.


  As boss, he had the privilege of sharing his tank with only one man; he chose the wizened Johnny, whom he rather liked. Steering through a yelling sandstorm, he was now able to carry on a conversation—and it was about time, he reflected, that he got on with his real job.


  “Ever thought of going back to Earth?” he asked casually.


  “Back?” Johnny looked surprised. “I was born here.”


  “Well . . . going to Earth, then.”


  “What’d I use for passage money?”


  “Distress clause of the Space Navigation Act. They’d have to give you a berth if you applied. Not that you couldn’t repay your passage, with interest, in a while. With your experience here, you could get a fine post in one of the reclamation projects on Earth.”


  “Look,” said Johnny in a flustered voice, “I’m a good Venusian. I’m needed here and I know it.”


  “Forget the Guardians,” snapped Hollister, irritated. “I’m not going to report you. Why you people put up with a secret police anyway, is more than I can understand.”


  “You’ve got to keep people in line,” said Johnny. “We all got to work together to make a go of it.”


  “But haven’t you ever thought it’d be nice to decide your own future and not have somebody tell you what to do next?”


  “It ain’t just ‘somebody.’ It’s the Board. They know how you and me lit in best. Sure, I suppose there are subversives, but I’m not one of them.”


  “Why don’t the malcontents just run away, if they don’t dare apply for passage to Earth? They could steal materials and make their own village. Venus is a big place.”


  “It ain’t that easy. And supposin’ they could and did, what’d they do then? Just sit and wait for the Big Rain? We don’t want any freeloaders on Venus, mister.”


  Hollister shrugged. There was something about the psychology that baffled him. “I’m not preaching revolution,” he said carefully. “I came here of my own free will, remember. I’m just trying to understand the set-up.” Johnny’s faded eyes were shrewd on him. “You’ve always had it easy compared to us, I guess. It may look hard to you here. But remember, we ain’t never had it different, except that things are gettin’ better little by little. The food ration gets upped every so often, and we’re allowed a dress suit now as well as utility clothes, and before long there’s goin’ to be broadcast shows to the outposts—and some day the Big Rain is comin’. Then we can all afford to take it free and easy.” He paused. “That’s why we broke with Earth. Why should we slave our guts out to make a good life for our grandchildren, if a bunch of freeloaders are gonna come from Earth and fill up the planet then? It’s ours. It’s gonna be the richest planet men ever saw, and it belongs to us what developed it.”


  Official propaganda line, thought Hollister. It sounded plausible enough till you stopped to analyze. For one thing, each country still had the right to set its own immigration policies. Furthermore, at the rate Earth was progressing, with reclamation, population control, and new resources from the oceans, by the time Venus was ripe there wouldn’t be any motive to leave home—an emigration which would be too long and expensive anyway. For their own reasons, which he still had to discover, the rulers of Venus had not mentioned all the facts and had instead built up a paranoid attitude in their people.


  The new airmaker site was the top of a ridge thrusting from a boulder-strewn plain. An eerie copper-colored light seemed to tinge the horizon with blood. A pair of bulldozers had already gone ahead and scooped out a walled hollow in which seal-tents could be erected; Hollister’s gang swarmed from the tanks and got at that job. Then the real work began—blasting and carving a foundation, sinking piers, assembling the unit on top.


  On the fourth day the rock storm came. It had dawned with an angry glow like sulfur, and as it progressed the wind strengthened and a dirty rack of clouds whipped low overhead. On the third shift, the gale was strong enough to lean against, and the sheet steel which made the unit’s armour fought the men as if it lived.


  The blond man, Sam Robbins, who had never liked Hollister, made his way up to the chief. His voice came over the helmet radio, dim beneath static and the drumming wind: “I don’t like this. Better we take cover fast.”


  Hollister was not unwilling, but the delicate arc electrodes were being set up and he couldn’t take them down again; nor could he leave them unprotected to the scouring drift of sand. “As soon as we get the shielding up,” he said.


  “I tell you, there’s no time to shield ’em!”


  “Yes, there is.” Hollister turned his back. Robbins snarled something and returned to his labor.


  A black wall, rust-red on the edges, was lifting to the east, the heaviest sandstorm Hollister had yet seen. He hunched his shoulders and struggled through the sleetlike dust to the unit.


  Tuning up his radio: “Everybody come help on this. The sooner it gets done, the sooner we can quit.”


  The helmeted figures swarmed around him, battling the thunderously flapping metal sheets, holding them down by main force while they were welded to the frame. Hollister saw lightning livid across the sky. Once a bolt flamed at the rod which protected the site. Thunder rolled and banged after it.


  The wind slapped at them, and a sheet tore loose and went sailing down the hill. It struck a crag and wrapped itself around. “Robbins, Lewis, go get that!” cried Hollister, and returned attention to the piece he was clutching. An end ripped loose from his hands and tried to slash his suit.


  The wind was so deafening that he couldn’t hear it rise still higher, and in the murk of sand whirling about him he was nearly blind. But he caught the first glimpse of gale-borne gravel whipping past, and heard the terror in his earphones: “Rock storm!”


  The voice shut up; orders were strict that the channel be kept clear. But the gasping men labored still more frantically, while struck metal rang and boomed.


  Hollister peered through the darkness. “That’s enough!” he decided. “Take cover!”


  Nobody dropped his tools, but they all turned fast and groped down toward the camp. The way led past the crag, where Robbins and Lewis had just quit wrestling with the stubborn plate.


  Hollister didn’t see Lewis killed, but he did see him die. Suddenly his airsuit was flayed open, and there was a spurt of blood, and he toppled. The wind took his body, rolling it out of sight in the dust. A piece of rock, thought Hollister wildly. It tore his suit, and he’s already embalmed—


  The storm hooted and squealed about him as he climbed the sand wall. Even the blown dust was audible, hissing against his helmet. He fumbled through utter blackness, fell over the top and into the comparative shelter of the camp ground. On hands and knees, he crawled toward the biggest of the self-sealing tents.


  There was no time for niceties. They sacrificed the atmosphere within, letting the air lock stand open while they pushed inside. Had everybody made it to some tent or other? Hollister wasn’t sure, but sand was coming in, filling the shelter. He went over and closed the lock. Somebody else started the pump, using bottled nitrogen to maintain air pressure and flush out the poisons. It seemed like a long time before the oxygen containers could be opened.


  Hollister took off his helmet and looked around. The tent was half filled by seven white-faced men standing in the dust. The single fluorotube threw a cold light on their sweating bodies and barred the place with shadows. Outside, the wind bellowed.


  “Might as well be comfortable,” said Johnny in a small voice, and began shucking his airsuit. “If the tent goes, we’re all done for anyhow.” He sat down on the ground and checked his equipment methodically. Then he took a curved stone and spat on it and began scouring his faceplate to remove the accumulated scratches in its hard plastic. One by one the others imitated him.


  “You there!”


  Hollister looked up from his own suit. Sam Robbins stood before him. The man’s eyes were red and his mouth worked.


  “You killed Jim Lewis.”


  There was murder here. Hollister raised himself till he looked down at the Venusian. “I’m sorry he’s dead,” he replied, trying for quietness. “He was a good man. But those things will happen.”


  Robbins shuddered. “You sent him down there where the gravel got him. I was there, too. Was it meant for me?”


  “Nobody could tell where that chunk was going to hit,” said Hollister mildly. “I could just as easily have been killed.”


  “I told you to quit half an hour before the things started.”


  “We couldn’t quit then without ruining all our work. Sit down, Robbins. You’re overtired and scared.”


  The men were very still sitting and watching in the thick damp heat of the lent. Thunder crashed outside.


  “You rotten Earthling—” Robbins’ fist lashed out. It caught Hollister on the cheekbone and he stumbled back, shaking a dazed head. Robbins advanced grinning.


  Hollister felt a cold viciousness of rage. It was his pseudopersonality he realized dimly but no time to think of that now. As Robbins closed in, he crouched and punched for the stomach.


  Hard muscle met him. Robbins clipped him on the jaw. Hollister tried an uppercut, but it was skillfully blocked. This man knew how to fight.


  Hollister gave him another fusillade in the belly. Robbins grunted and rabbit-punched. Hollister caught it on his shoulder, reached up, grabbed an arm, and whirled his enemy over his head. Robbins hit a bunkframe that buckled under him.


  He came back, dizzy but game. Hollister was well trained in combat. But it took him a good ten minutes to stretch his man bleeding on the ground.


  Panting, he looked about him. There was no expression on the faces that ringed him in. “Anybody else?” he asked hoarsely.


  “No, boss,” said Johnny. “You’re light, o’ course. I don’t think nobody else here wants twenty lashes back at base.”


  “Who said—” Hollister straightened, blinking. “Lashes?”


  “Why, sure. This was mutiny, you know. It’s gotta be punished.”
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  Hollister shook his head. “Too barbaric. Correction—”


  “Look, boss,” said Johnny, “you’re a good engineer but you don’t seem to understand much about Venus yet. We ain’t got the time or the manpower or the materials to spend on them there corrective jails. A bull what don’t keep his nose clean gets the whip or the sweatbox, and then back to the job. The really hard cases go to the uranium mines at Lucifer.” He shivered, even in the dense heat.


  Hollister frowned. “Not a bad system,” he said, to stay in character. “But I think Robbins here has had enough. I’m not going to report him if he behaves himself from now on, and I’ll trust the rest of you to cooperate.”


  They mumbled assent. He wasn’t sure whether they respected him for it or not, but the boss was boss. Privately, he suspected that the Boards must frame a lot of men, or at least sentence them arbitrarily for minor crimes, to keep the mines going; there didn’t seem to be enough rebellion in the Venusian character to supply them otherwise.


  Chalk up another point for the government. The score to settle was getting rather big.


  IV.


  Time was hard to estimate on Venus; it wasn’t only that they had their own calendar here, but one day was so much like another. Insensibly and despite himself, Hollister began sliding into the intellectual lethargy of the camp. He had read the few books—and with his trained memory, he could only read a book once—and he knew every man there inside out, and he had no family in one of the cities to write to and think about. The job itself presented a daily challenge, no two situations were ever quite the same ‘and occasionally he came near death, but outside of it there was a tendency to stagnate.


  The other two engineers, Gebhardt and Yamashita, were pleasant company. The first was from Horselberg, which had been a German settlement and still retained some character of its own, and he had interesting stories to tell of it; the second, though of old Venus-American stock, was mentally agile for a colonist, had read more than most and had a lively interest in the larger world of the Solar System. But even the stimulation they offered wore a little thin in six months or so.


  The region spun through a “winter” that was hardly different from summer except in having longer nights, and the sterile spring returned, and the work went on. Hollister’s time sense ticked off days with an accuracy falling within a few seconds, and he wondered how long he would be kept here and when he would get a chance to report to his home office. That would be in letters ostensibly to friends, which one of the spaceships would carry back; he knew censors would read them first, but his code was keyed to an obscure eighteenth-century book he was certain no one on Venus had ever heard of.


  Already he knew more about this planet than anyone on Earth. It had always been too expensive to send correspondents here, and the last couple of UN representatives hadn’t found much to tell. That secretiveness toward Earthmen might be an old habit, going back to the ultra-nationalistic days of the last century. Colony A and Colony B, of two countries which at home might not be on speaking terms, were not supposed to give aid and comfort to each other; but on Venus such artificial barriers had to go if anyone was to survive. Yamashita told with relish how prospectors from Little Moscow and Trollen had worked together and divided up their finds. But of course, you couldn’t let your nominal rulers know—


  Hollister was beginning to realize that the essential ethos of Venus was, indeed, different from anything which existed on Earth. It had to be, the landscape had made it so. Man was necessarily a more collective creature than at home. That helped explain the evolution of the peculiar governmental forms and the patience of the citizenry toward the most outrageous demands. Even the dullest laborer seemed to live in the future.


  Our children and grandchildren will build the temples, read the books, write the music. Ours is only to lay the foundation.


  And was that why they stuck here, instead of shipping back and turning the whole job over to automatic machinery and a few paid volunteers? They had been the lonely, the rejected, the dwellers in outer darkness, for a long time; now they could not let go of their fierce and angry pride, even when there was no more need for it. Hollister thought about Ireland. Man is not a logical animal.


  Still, there were features of Venusian society that struck him as unnecessary and menacing. Something would have to be done about them, though as yet he wasn’t sure what it would be.


  He worked, and he gathered impressions and filed them away, and he waited. And at last the orders came through. This camp had served its purpose, it was to be broken up and replanted elsewhere, but first its personnel were to report to New America and get a furlough. Hollister swung almost gaily into the work of dismantling everything portable and loading it in the wagons. Maybe he finally was going to get somewhere.


  He reported at the Air Control office with Gebhardt and Yamashita, to get his pay and quarters assignment. The official handed him a small card. “You’ve been, raised to chief engineer’s rank,” he said. “You’ll probably get a camp of your own next time.”


  Gebhardt pounded him on the back. “Ach, sehr gull I recommended you, boy, you did fine, but I am going to miss you.”


  “Oh . . . we’ll both be around for a while, won’t we?” asked Hollister uncomfortably.


  “Not I! I haff vife and kids, I hop the next rocket to Horselberg.”


  Yamashita had his own family in town, and Hollister didn’t want to intrude too much on them. He wandered off, feeling rather lonesome.


  His new rating entitled him to private quarters, a tiny room with minimal furniture, though he still had to wash and eat publicly like everyone else except the very top. He sat down in it and began composing the planned letters.


  There was a knock on the door. He fumbled briefly, being used to scanners at home and not used to doors on Venus, and finally said: “Come in.”


  A woman entered. She was young, quite good-looking, with a supple tread and spectacularly red hair. Cool green eyes swept up and down his height. “My name is Barbara Brandon,” she said. “Administrative assistant in Air Control.”


  “Oh . . . hello.” He offered her the chair. “You’re here on business?”


  Amusement tinged her impersonal voice. “In a way. I’m going to marry you.”


  Hollister’s jaw did not drop, but it tried. “Come again?” he asked weakly.


  She sat down. “It’s simple enough. I’m thirty-seven years old, which is almost the maximum permissible age of celibacy except in special cases.” With a brief, unexpectedly feminine touch: “That’s Venus years, of course! I’ve seen you around, and looked at your record; good heredity there, I think. Pops O.K.’d it genetically—that’s Population Control—and the Guardians cleared it, too.”


  “Um-m-m . . . look here.” Hollister wished there were room to pace. He settled for sitting on the table and swinging his legs, “Don’t I get any say in the matter?”


  “You can file any objections, of course, and probably they’d be heeded; but you’ll have to have children by someone pretty soon. We need them. Frankly, I think a match between us would be ideal. You’ll be out in the field so much that we won’t get in each other’s hair, and we’d probably get along well enough while we are together.”


  Hollister scowled. It wasn’t the morality of it—much. He was a bachelor on Earth, secret service Unmen really had no business getting married; and in any case the law would wink at what he had done on Venus if he ever got home. But something about the whole approach annoyed him.


  “I can’t see where you need rules to make people breed,” he said coldly. “They’ll do that anyway. You don’t realize what a struggle it is on Earth to bring the population back down toward a sensible figure.”


  “Things are different here,” answered Barbara Brandon in a dry tone. “We’re going to need plenty of people for a long time to come, and they have to be of the right stock. The congenitally handicapped can’t produce enough to justify their own existence; there’s been a program of euthanasia there, as you may know. But the new people are also needed in the right places. This town, for instance, can only accommodate so much population increase per year. We can’t send surplus children off to a special crèche because there aren’t enough teachers or doctors or anything, so the mothers have to take care of all their own kids; or the fathers, if they happen to have a job in town and the mother is a field worker. The whole process has got to be regulated.”


  “Regulations!” Hollister threw up his hands. “Behold the bold frontiersman!”


  The girl looked worried. “Careful what you say.” She smiled at him with a touch of wistfulness. “It needn’t be such a hindrance to you. Things are . . . pretty free except where the production of children is involved.”


  “I—This is kind of sudden.” Hollister tried to smile back. “Don’t think I don’t appreciate the compliment. But I need time to think, adjust myself—Look, are you busy right now?”


  “No, I’m off.”


  “All right. Put on your party clothes and we’ll go out and have some drinks and talk the matter over.”


  She glanced shyly at the thin, colored coverall she wore. “These are my party clothes,” she said.


  Hollister’s present rank let him visit another bar than the long, crowded room where plain laborers caroused. This one had private tables, decorations, music in the dim dusky air. It was quiet, the engineer aristocracy had their own code of manners. A few couples danced on a small floor.


  He found an unoccupied table by the curving wall, sat down, and dialed for drinks and cigarettes. Neither were good enough to justify their fantastic cost, but it had been a long lime since he had enjoyed any luxuries at all. He felt more relaxed with them. The girl looked quite beautiful in the muted light.


  “You were born here, weren’t you, Barbara?” he asked after a while.


  “Of course,” she said. “You’re the first immigrant in a long time. Used to be some deportees coming in every once in a while, but—”


  “I know. ‘Sentence suspended on condition you leave Earth.’ That was before all countries had adopted the new penal code. Never mind. I was just wondering if you wouldn’t like to see Earth—sometime.”


  “Maybe. But I’m needed here, not there. And I like it.” There was a hint of defiance in the last remark.


  He didn’t press her. The luminous murals showed a soft unreal landscape of lakes and forests, artificial stars twinkled gently in the ceiling. “Is this what you expect Venus to become?” he asked.


  “Something like this. Probably not the stars, it’ll always be cloudy here, but they’ll be honest rain clouds. We should live to see the beginning of it.”


  “Barbara,” he asked, “do you believe in God?”


  “Why, no. Some of the men are priests and rabbis and whatnot in their spare time, but—No, not I. What about it?”


  “You’re wrong,” he said. “Venus is your god. This is a religious movement you have here, with a slide rule in its hand.”


  “So—?” She seemed less assured, he had her off balance and the green eyes were wide and a little frightened.


  “An Old Testament god,” he pursued, “merciless, all-powerful, all-demanding. Get hold of a Bible if you can, and read Job and Ecclesiastes. You’ll see what I mean. When is the New Testament coming . . . or even the prophet Micah?”


  “You’re a funny one,” she said uncertainly. Frowning, trying to answer him on his own terms: “After the Big Rain, things will be easier. It’ll be—” She struggled through vague memories. “It’ll be the Promised Land.”


  “You’ve only got this one life,” he said. “Is there any sound reason for spending it locked in these iron boxes, with death outside, when you could lie on a beach on Earth and everything you’re fighting for is already there?”


  She grabbed his hand where it lay on the table. Her fingers were cold, and she breathed fast. “No! Don’t say such things! You’re here too. You came here—”


  Get thee behind me, Satan.


  “Sorry.” He lifted his glass. “Here’s freefalling.”


  She clinked with him smiling shakily.


  “There isn’t any retirement on Venus, is there?” he asked.


  “Not exactly. Old people get lighter work, of course. When you get too old to do anything . . . well, wouldn’t you want euthanasia?”


  He nodded quite sincerely, though his exact meaning had gone by her. “I was just thinking of . . . shall we say us . . . rose-covered cottages, sunset of life, Darby and Joan stuff.”


  She smiled, and reached over to stroke his cheek lightly. “Thanks,” she murmured. “Maybe there will be rose-covered cottages by the time we’re that old.”


  Hollister turned suddenly, aware with his peripheral senses of the man who approached. Or maybe it was the sudden choking off of low-voiced conversation in the bar. The man. walked very softly up to their table and stood looking down on them. Then he pulled out the extra chair for himself.


  “Hello, Karsov,” said Hollister dully.


  The Guardian nodded. There was a ghostly smile playing about his lips. “How are you?” he asked, with an air of not expecting a reply. “I am glad you did so well out there. Your chief recommended you very highly.”


  “Thanks,” said Hollister, not hiding the chill in his voice. He didn’t like the tension he could see in Barbara.


  “I just happened by and thought you would like to know you will have a crew of your own next trip,” said the policeman. “That is, the Air Control office has made a recommendation to me.” He glanced archly at Barbara. “Did you by any chance have something to do with that, Miss Brandon? Could be!” Then his eyes fell to the cigarettes, and he regarded them pointedly till Barbara offered him one.


  “Pardon me.” Hollister held his temper with an effort and kept his voice urbane. “I’m still new here, lot of things I don’t know. Why does your office have to pass on such a matter?”


  “My office has to pass on everything,” said Karsov.


  “Seems like a purely technical business, as long as my own record is clean.”


  Karsov shook his sleek head. “You do not understand. We cannot have someone in a responsible position who is not entirely trustworthy. It is more than a matter of abstaining from criminal acts. You have to be with us all the way. No reservations. That is what Psych Control and the Guardians exist for.”


  He blew smoke through his nose and went on in a casual tone: “I must say your attitude has not been entirely pleasing. You have made some remarks which could be . . . misconstrued. I am ready to allow for your not being used to Venusian conditions, but you know the law about sedition.”


  For a moment, Hollister savored the thought of Karsov’s throat between his fingers. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “Remember, there are recorders everywhere, and we make spot checks directly on people, too. You could be narcoquizzed again any time I ordered it. But I do not think that will be necessary just yet. A certain amount of grumbling is only natural, and if you have any genuine complaints you can file them with your local Technic Board.”


  Hollister weighed the factors in his mind. Karsov packed a gun, and—But too sudden a meekness could be no less suspicious. “I don’t quite understand why-you have to have a political police,” he ventured. “It seems like an ordinary force should be enough. After all . . . where would an insurrectionist go?”


  He heard Barbara’s tiny gasp, but Karsov merely looked patient. “There are many factors involved,” said the Guardian. “For instance, some of the colonies were not quite happy with the idea of being incorporated into the Venusian Federation. They preferred to stay with their mother countries, or even to be independent. Some fighting ensued, and they must still be watched. Then, too, it is best to keep Venusian society healthy while it is new and vulnerable to subversive radical ideas. And finally, the Guardian Corps is the nucleus of our future army and space navy.”


  Hollister wondered if he should ask why Venus needed military forces, but decided against it. The answer would only be some stock phrase about terrestrial imperialists, if he got any answer at all. He’d gone about far enough already.


  “I see,” he said. “Thanks for telling me.”


  “Would you like a drink, sir?” asked Barbara timidly.


  “No,” said Karsov, “I only stopped in on my way elsewhere. Work, always work.” He got up. “I think you are making a pretty good adjustment, Hollister. Just watch your tongue . . . and your mind. Oh, by the way. Under the circumstances, it would be as well if you did not write any letters home for a while. That could be misunderstood. You may use one of the standard messages. They are much-cheaper, too.” He nodded and left.


  Hollister’s eyes followed him out. How much does he know?


  “Come on,” said Barbara. There was a little catch in her voice. “Let’s dance.”


  Gradually they relaxed, easing into the rhythm of the music. Hollister dismissed the problem of Karsov for the time being, and bent mind and senses to his companion. She was lithe and slim in his arms, and he felt the stirrings of an old hunger in him.


  The next Venus day he called on Yamashita. They had a pleasant time together, and arranged a party for later; Hollister would bring Barbara. But as he was leaving, the Venusian drew him aside.


  “Be careful, Si,” he whispered. “They were here a few hours after I got back, asking me up and down about you. I had to tell the truth, they know how to ask questions and if I’d hesitated too much it would have been narco. I don’t think you’re in any trouble, but be careful!”


  Barbara had arranged her vacation to coincide with his—efficient girl! They were together most of the time. It wasn’t many days before they were married. That was rushing things, but Hollister would soon be back in the field for a long stretch and—well—they had fallen in love. Under the circumstances, it was inevitable. Curious how it broke down the girls cool self-possession, but that only made her more human and desirable.


  He felt like a thorough skunk, but maybe she was right. Carpe diem. If he ever pulled out of this mess, he’d just have to pull her out with him; meanwhile, he accepted the additional complication of his assignment. It looked as if that would drag on for years, anyhow; maybe a lifetime.


  They blew themselves to a short honeymoon at a high-class—and expensive—resort by Thunder Gorge, one of Venus’ few natural beauty spots. The atmosphere at the lodge was relaxed, congenial, not a Guardian in sight and more privacy than elsewhere on the planet. Psych Control was shrewd enough to realize that people needed an occasional surcease from all duty, some flight from the real world of sand and stone and steel. It helped keep them sane.


  Even so, there was a rather high proportion of mental disease. It was a taboo subject, but Hollister got a doctor drunk and wormed the facts out of him. The psychotic were not sent back to Earth, as they could have been at no charge; they might talk too much. Nor were there facilities for proper treatment on Venus. If the most drastic procedures didn’t restore a patient to some degree of usefulness in a short time—they had even revived the barbarism of prefrontal lobotomy!—he was quietly gassed.


  “But it’ll all be diff’rent af’er uh Big Rain,” said the doctor. “My son ull have uh real clinic, he will.”


  More and more, Hollister doubted it.


  A few sweet crazy days, and vacation’s end was there and they took the rocket back to New America. It was the first time Hollister had seen Barbara cry.


  He left her sitting forlornly in the little two-room apartment they now rated, gathering herself to arrange the small heap of their personal possessions, and reported to Air Control. The assistant super gave him a thick, bound sheaf of papers.


  “Here are the orders and specs,” he said. “You can have two days to study them.” Hollister, who could memorize the lot in a few hours, fell a leap of gladness at the thought of so much free time. The official leaned back in his chair. He was a gnarled old man, retired to a desk after a lifetime of held duty. One cheek was puckered with the scars of an operation for the prevalent ‘HR’ cancer; Venus had no germs, but prepared her own special death traps. “Relax for a minute and I’ll give you the general idea.”


  He pointed to a large map on the wall. It was not very complete or highly accurate: surveying on this planet was a job to break a man’s heart, and little had been done. “We’re establishing your new camp out by Last Chance. You’ll note that Little Moscow, Trollen, and Roger’s Landing cluster around it at an average distance of two hundred kilometers, so that’s where you’ll be getting your supplies, sending men on leave, and so forth. I doubt if you’ll have any occasion to report back here till you break camp completely in a couple of years.”


  And Barbara will be here alone, Barbara and our child whom I won’t even see—


  “You’ll take your wagon train more or less along this route,” went on the super, indicating a dotted line that ran from New America. “It’s been gone over and is safe. Notice the eastward jog to Lucifer at the halfway point. That’s to refuel and take on fresh food stores.”


  Hollister frowned, striving for concentration on the job. “I can’t see that. Why not take a few extra wagons and omit the detour?”


  “Orders,” said the super.


  Whose orders? Karsov’s, I’ll bet my air helmet—but why?


  “Your crew will be . . . kind of tough,” said the old man. “They’re mostly from Ciudad Alcazar, which is on the other side of the world. It was one of the stubborn colonies when we declared independence, had to be put down by force, and it’s still full of sedition. These spigs are all hard cases who’ve been assigned to this hemisphere so they won’t stir up trouble at home. I saw in your dossier that you speak Spanish, among other languages, which is one reason you’re being given this bunch. You’ll have to treat them rough, remember. Keep them in line.”


  [image: ]


  I think there was more than one reason behind this.


  “The details are all in your assignment book,” said the super. “Report back here in two days, this time. O.K.—have fun!” He smiled, suddenly friendly now. that his business was completed.


  V.


  Darkness and a whirl of poison sleet turned the buildings into crouching black monsters, hardly to be told from the ragged snarl of crags which ringed them in. Hollister brought his tank to a grinding halt before a tower which fixed him with a dazzling floodlight eye. “Sit tight, Diego,” he said, and slapped his helmet down.


  His chief assistant, Fernandez, nodded a sullen dark head. He was competent enough, and had helped keep the unruly crew behaving itself, but remained cold toward his boss. There was always a secret scorn in his eyes.


  Hollister wriggled through the air lock and dropped to the ground. A man in a reinforced, armorlike suit held a tommy-gun on him, but dropped the muzzle as he advanced. The blast of white light showed a stupid face set in lines of habitual, brutality.


  “You the airman come for supplies?” he asked.


  “Yes. Can I see your chief?”


  The guard turned wordlessly and led the way. Beyond the lock of the main shell was a room where men sat with rifles. Hollister was escorted to an inner office, where a middle-aged, rather mild-looking fellow in Guardian uniform greeted him. “How do you do? We had word you were coming. The supplies were brought to our warehouse and you can load them when you wish.”


  Hollister accepted a chair. “I’m Captain Thomas,” the other continued. “Nice to have you. We don’t see many new faces at Lucifer—not men you can talk to, anyway. How are things at New America?”


  He gossiped politely for a while. “It’s quite a remarkable installation we have here,” he ended. “Would you like to see it?”


  Hollister grimaced. “No, thanks.”


  “Oh, I really must insist. You and your chief assistant and one or two of the foremen. They’ll all be interested, and can tell the rest of your gang how it is. There’s so lit Lie to talk about out in camp.”


  Hollister debated refusing outright and forcing Thomas to show his hand. But why bother? Karsov had given orders, and Thomas would conduct him around at gun point if necessary. “O.K., thanks,” he said coldly. “Let me get my men bunked down first, though.”


  “Of course. We have a spare barracks for transients. I’ll expect you in two hours . . . with three of your men, remember.”


  Diego Fernandez only nodded when Hollister gave him the news. The chief skinned his teeth in a bleak sort of grin. “Don’t forget to ‘oh’ and ‘ah,’ ” he said. “Our genial host will be disappointed if you don’t, and he’s a man I’d hate to disappoint.”


  The smoldering eyes watched him with a quizzical expression that faded back into blankness, “I shall get Gomez and San Rafael,” said Fernandez. “They have strong stomachs.” Thomas received them almost unctuously and started walking down a series of compartments. “As engineers, you will be most interested in the mine itself,” he said. “I’ll show you a little of it. This is the biggest uranium deposit known in the Solar System,” He led them to the great cell block, where a guard with a shock gun fell in behind them. “Have to be careful,” said Thomas. “We’ve got some pretty desperate characters here, who don’t feel they have much to lose.”


  “All lifers, eh?” asked Hollister. Thomas looked surprised. “Of course! We couldn’t let them go back after what the radiation does to their germ plasm.”


  A man rattled the bars of his door as they passed. “I’m from New America!” His harsh scream bounded between steel walls. “Do you know my wife? Is Martha Riley all right?”


  “Shut up!” snapped the guard, and fed him a shock beam. He lurched back into the darkness of his cell. His mate, whose face was disfigured by a cancer, eased him to his bunk.


  Someone else yelled, far down the long white-lit rows. A guard came running from that end. The voice pleaded: “It’s a nightmare. It’s just a nightmare. The stuff’s got intuh muh brain and I’m always dreamin’ nightmares—”


  “They get twitchy after a while,” said Thomas. “Stuff will seep through the suits and lodge in their bodies. Then they’re not much good for anything but pick-and-shovel work. Don’t be afraid, gentlemen, we have reinforced suits for the visitors and guards.”


  These were donned at the end of the cell block. Beyond the double door, a catwalk climbed steeply, till they were on the edge of an excavation which stretched farther than they could see in the gloom.


  “It’s rich enough yet for open pit mining,” said Thomas, “though we’re driving tunnels, too.” He pointed to a giant scooper. Tiny shapes of convicts scurried about it, “Four-hour shifts because of the radiation down there.


  Don’t believe those rumors that we aren’t careful with our boys. Some of them live for thirty years.”


  Hollister’s throat felt cottony. It would be so easy to rip off Thomas’ air hose and kick him down into the pit! “What about women prisoners?” he asked slowly. “You must get some.”


  “Oh, yes. Right down there with the men. We believe in equality on Venus.”


  There was a strangled sound in the earphones, but Hollister wasn’t sure which of his men had made it.


  “Very essential work here,” said Thomas proudly. “We refine the ore right on the spot too, you know. It not only supplies such nuclear power as Venus needs, but exported to Earth it buys the things we still have to have from them.”


  “Why operate it with convict labor?” asked Hollister absently. His imagination was wistfully concentrated on the image of himself branding his initials on Thomas’ anatomy. “You could use free men, taking proper precautions, and it would be a lot more efficient and economical of manpower.”


  “You don’t understand.” Thomas seemed a bit shocked. “These are enemies of the state.”


  I’ve read that line in the history books. Some state, if it makes itself that many enemies!


  “The refinery won’t interest you so much,” said Thomas. “Standard procedure, and its operated by nonpolitical prisoners under shielding. They get skilled, and become too valuable to lose. But no matter who a man is, how clever he is, if he’s been convicted of treason he goes to the mine.”


  So this was a warning—or was i! a provocation?


  When they were back in the office, Thomas smiled genially. “I hope you gentlemen have enjoyed the tour,” he said. “Do stop in and see me again sometime.” He held out his hand. Hollister turned on his heel, ignoring the gesture, and walked out.


  Even in the line of duty, a man can only do so much.


  Somewhat surprisingly Hollister found himself getting a little more popular with his crew after the visit to Lucifer. The three who were with him must have seen his disgust and told about it. He exerted himself to win more of their friendship, without being too obtrusive about it: addressing them politely, lending a hand himself in the task of setting up camp, listening carefully to complaints about not feeling well instead of dismissing them all as malingering. That led to some trouble. One laborer who was obviously faking a stomach-ache was ordered back to the job and made an insulting crack. Hollister knocked him to the floor with a single blow. Looking around at the others present, he said slowly: “There will be no whippings in this camp, because I do not believe men should be treated thus. But I intend to remain chief and to get this business done.” Nudging the fallen man with his foot: “Well, go on back to your work. This is forgotten, also in the records I am supposed to keep.”


  He didn’t feel proud of himself—the man had been smaller and weaker than he. But he had to have discipline, and the Venusians all seemed brutalized to a point where the only unanswerable argument was force. It was an inevitable consequence of their type of government, and boded ill for the future.


  Somewhat later, his radio-electronics technie, Valdez—a soft-spoken little fellow who did not seem to have any friends in camp—found occasion to speak with him. “It seems that you have unusual ideas about running this operation, senor,” he remarked.


  “I’m supposed to get the airmakers installed,” said Hollister. “That part of it is right on schedule.”


  “I mean with regard to your treatment of the men, senor. You are the mildest chief they have had. I wish to say that it is appreciated, but some of them are puzzled. If I may give you some advice which is doubtless not needed, it would be best if they knew exactly what to expect.”


  Hollister felt bemused. “Fairness, as long as they do their work. What is so strange about that?”


  “But some of us . . . them . . . have unorthodox ideas about politics.”


  “That is their affair, Senor Valdez.” Hollister decided to make himself a little more human in the technie’s eyes. “I have a few ideas of my own, too.”


  “Ah, so. Then you will permit free discussion in the barracks?”


  “Of course.”


  “I have hidden the recorder in there very well. Do you wish to hear the tapes daily, or shall I just make a summary?”


  “I don’t want to hear any tapes,” stated Hollister. “That machine will not be operated.”


  “But they might plan treason!”


  Hollister laughed and swept his hand around the wall. “In the middle of that? Much good may their plans do them!” Gently: “All of you may say what you will among yourselves. I am an engineer, not a secret policeman.”


  “I see, senor. You are very generous. Believe me, it is appreciated.”


  Three days later, Valdez was dead.


  Hollister had sent him out with a crew to run some performance tests on the first of the new airmakers. The men came back agitatedly, to report that a short, sudden rock storm had killed the technie. Hollister frowned, to cover his pity for the poor lonely little guy. “Where is the body?” he asked.


  “Out there, senor—where else?”


  Hollister knew it was the usual practice to leave men who died in the field where they fell; after Venusian conditions had done their work, it wasn’t worthwhile salvaging the corpse for its chemicals. But—“Have I not announced my policy?” he snapped. “I thought that you people, of all, would be glad of it. Dead men will be kept here, so we can haul them into town and have them properly buried. Does not your religion demand that?”


  “But Valdez, senor—”


  “Never mind! Back you go, at once, and this time bring him in.” Hollister turned his attention to the problem of filling the vacancy. Control wasn’t going to like him asking for another so soon; probably he couldn’t get one anyway. Well, he could train Fernandez to handle the routine parts, and do the more exacting things himself.


  He was sitting in his room that night, feeling acutely the isolation of a commander—too tired to add another page to his letter to Barbara, not tired enough to go to sleep. There was a knock on the door. His start told him how thin his nerves were worn. “Come in!”


  Diego Fernandez entered. The chill white fluorolight showed fear in his eyes and along his mouth. “Good evening, Simon,” he said tonelessly. They had gotten to the stage of first names, though they still addressed each other with the formal pronoun.


  “Good evening, Diego. What is it?”


  The other bit his lip and looked at the floor. Hollister did not try to hurry him. Outside, the wind was running and great jags of lightning sizzled across an angry sky, but this room was buried deep and very quiet.


  Fernandez’s eyes rose at last. “There is something you ought to know, Simon. Perhaps you already know it.”


  “And perhaps not, Diego. Say what you will. There are no recorders here.”


  “Well, then, Valdez was not accidentally killed. He was murdered.” Hollister sat utterly still.


  “You did not look at the body very closely, did you?” went on Fernandez, word by careful word. “I have seen suits tom open by flying rocks. This was not such a one. Some instrument did it . . . a compressed-air drill, I think.”


  “And do you know why it was done?”


  “Yes.” Fernandez’s face twisted. “I cannot say it was not a good deed. Valdez was a spy for the government.” Hollister felt a knot in his stomach. “How do you know this?”


  “One can be sure of such things. After the . . . the Venusians had taken Alcazar, Valdez worked eagerly with their police. He had always believed in confederation and planetary independence. Then he went away, to some engineering assignment it was said. But he had a brother who was proud of the old hidalgo blood, and this brother sought to clear the shame of his family by warning that Valdez had taken a position with the Guardians. He told in secretly, for he was not supposed to, but most of Alcazar got to know it. Then men who had fought against the invaders were sent here, to the other side of the world, and it is not often we get leave to go home even for a short while. But we remembered, and we knew Valdez when he appeared on this job. So when those men with him had a chance to revenge themselves, they took it.”


  Hollister fixed the brown eyes with his own. “Why do you tell me this?” he asked.


  “I do not—quite know. Except that you have been a good chief. It would be best for us if we could keep you, and this may mean trouble for you.”


  I’ll say! First I practically told Valdez how I feel about the government, then he must have transmitted it with the last radio report, and now he’s dead. Hollister chose his words cautiously: “Have you thought that the best way I can save myself is to denounce those men?”


  “They would go to Lucifer, Simon.”


  “I know.” He weighed the factors, surprised at his own detached calm. On the one hand there were Barbara and himself, and his own mission; on the other hand were half a dozen men who would prove most valuable come the day—for it was becoming more and more clear that the sovereign state of Venus would have to be knocked down, the sooner the better.


  Beyond a small ache, he did not consider the personal element; Un-man training was too strong in him for that. A melody skipped through his head. “Here’s a how-de-do—” It was more than a few men, he decided; this whole crew, all fifty or so, had possibilities. A calculated risk was in order.


  “I did not hear anything you said,” he spoke aloud. “Nor did you ever have any suspicions. It is obvious that Valdez died accidentally—too obvious to question.”


  Fernandez’s smile flashed through the sweat that covered his face. “Thank you, Simon!”


  “Thanks to you, Diego.” Hollister gave him a drink—the boss was allowed a few bottles—and sent him on his way.


  The boss was also allowed a .45 magnum automatic, the only gun in camp. Hollister took it out and checked it carefully. What was that classic verdict of a coroner’s jury, a century or more ago in the States? “An act of God under very suspicious circumstances.” He grinned to himself. It was not a pleasant expression.


  VI.


  The rocket landed three days later. Hollister, who had been told by radio to expect it but not told why, was waiting outside. A landing space had been smoothed off and marked, and he had his men standing by and the tanks and bulldozers parked close to hand. Ostensibly that was to give any help which might be needed; actually, he hoped they would mix in on his side if trouble started. Power-driven sand blasts and arc welders were potentially nasty weapons, and tanks and’dozers could substitute for armored vehicles in a pinch. The gun hung at his waist.


  There was a mild breeze, for Venus, but it drove a steady scud of sand across the broken plain. The angry storm-colored light was diffused by airborne dust till it seemed to pervade the land, and even through his helmet and earphones Hollister was aware of the wind-yammer and the remote banging of thunder.


  A new racket grew in heaven, stabbing jets and then the downward hurtle of sleek metal. The rocket’s glider wings were fully extended, braking her against the updraft, and the pilot shot brief blasts to control his yawing vessel and bring her down on the markings. Wheels struck the hard-packed sand, throwing up a wave of it; landing flaps strained, a short burst from the nose jet arched its back against the flier’s momentum, and then the machine lay still.


  Hollister walked up to it. Even with the small quick-type air lock, he had to wait a couple of minutes before two suited figures emerged. One was obviously the pilot; the other—


  “Barbara!”


  Her face had grown thin, he saw through the helmet plate, and the red hair was disordered. He pulled her to him, and felt his faceplate clank on hers. “Barbara! What brings you here? Is everything all right?”


  She tried to smile. “Not so public. Let’s get inside.”


  The pilot stayed, to direct the unloading of what little equipment had been packed along; a trip was never wasted. Fernandez could do the honors afterward. Hollister led his wife to his own room, and no words were said for a while.


  Her lips and hands felt cold.


  “What is it, Barbara?” he asked when he finally came up for air. “How do we rate this?”


  She didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Simple enough. We’re not going to have a baby after all. Since you’ll be in the field for a long time, and I’m required to be a mother soon, it . . . it wasn’t so hard to arrange a leave for me. I’ll be here for ten days.”


  That was almost an Earth month. The luxury was unheard-of. Hollister sat down on his bunk and began to think.


  “What’s the matter?” She rumpled his hair. “Aren’t you glad to see me? Maybe you have a girl lined up in Trollen?”


  Her tone wasn’t quite right, somehow. In many ways she was still a stranger to him, but he knew she wouldn’t banter him with just that inflection. Or did she really think—“I’d no such intention,” he said.


  “Of course not, you jethead! I trust you.” Barbara stretched herself luxuriously. “Isn’t this wonderful?”


  Yeah . . . too wonderful. “Why do we get it?”


  “I told you.” She looked surprised. “We’ve got to have a child.”


  He said grimly, “I can’t see that it’s so all-fired urgent. If it were, it’d be easier, and right in line with the Board’s way of thinking, to use artificial insemination.” He stood up and gripped her shoulders and looked straight at her. “Barbara, why are you really here?”


  She began to cry, and that wasn’t like her either. He patted her and mumbled awkward phrases, feeling himself a louse. But something was very definitely wrong, and he had to find out what.


  He almost lost his resolution as the day went on. He had to be outside most of that time, supervising and helping; he noticed that several of the men had again become frigid to him. Was that Karsov’s idea—to drive a wedge between him and his crew by giving him an unheard-of privilege? Well, maybe partly, but it could not be the whole answer. When he came back, Barbara had unpacked and somehow, with a few small touches, turned his bleak little bedroom-office into a home. She was altogether gay and charming and full of hope.


  The rocket had left, the camp slept, they had killed a bottle to celebrate and now they were alone in darkness. In such a moment of wonder, it was hard to keep a guard up.


  “Maybe you appreciate the Board a little more,” she sighed. “They aren’t machines. They’re human, and know that we are too.”


  “ ‘Human’ is a pretty broad term,” he murmured, almost automatically. “The guards at Lucifer are human, I suppose.”


  Her hand stole out to stroke his cheek. “Things aren’t perfect on Venus,” she said. “Nobody claims they are. But after the Big Rain—”


  “Yeah. The carrot in front and the stick behind, and on the burro trots. He doesn’t stop to ask where the road is leading. I could show it by psychodynamic equations, but even an elementary reading of history is enough: once a group gets power, it never gives it up freely.”


  “There was Kemal Atatürk, back around 1920, wasn’t there?”


  “Uh-huh. A very exceptional case: the hard-boiled, practical man who was still an idealist, and built his structure so well that his successors—who’d grown up under him—neither could nor wanted to continue the dictatorship., It’s an example which the UN Inspectorate on Earth has studied closely and tried to adapt, so that its own power won’t some day be abused.


  “The government of Venus just isn’t that sort. Their tactics prove it. Venus has to be collective till the Big Rain, I suppose, but that doesn’t give anyone the right ter collectivize the minds of men. By the time this hell-hole is fit for human life, the government will be unshakeably in the saddle. Basic principle of psychobiology: survival with least effort. In human society, one of the easiest ways to survive and grow fat is to rule your fellow men.


  “It’s significant that you’ve learned about Atatürk. How much have they told you about the Soviet Union? The state was supposed to wither away there, too.”


  “Would you actually . . . conspire to revolt?” she asked.


  He slammed the brakes so hard that his body jerked. Danger! Danger! Danger! How did I get into this? What am I saying? Why is she asking me? With a single bound, he was out of bed and had snapped on the light.


  Its glare hurt his eyes, and Barbara covered her face. He drew her hands away, gently but using his strength against her resistance. The face that looked up at him was queerly distorted; the lines were still there, but they had become something not quite human.


  “Who put you up to this?” he demanded.


  “No one . . . what are you talking about, what’s wrong?”


  “The perfect spy,” he said bitterly. “A man’s-own wife.”


  “What do you mean?” She sat up, staring wildly through her tousled hair. “Have you gone crazy?”


  “Could you be a spy?”


  “I’m not,” she gasped. “I swear I’m not.”


  “I didn’t ask if you were. What I want to know is could you be a spy?”


  “I’m not. It’s impossible. I’m not—” She was screaming now, but the thick walls would muffle that.


  “Karsov is going to send me to Lucifer,” he flung at her. “Isn’t he?”


  “I’m not, I’m not, I’m not—”


  He stabbed the questions at her, one after another, slapping when she got hysterical. The first two times she fainted, he brought her around again and continued; the third time, he called it off and stood looking down on her.


  There was no fear or rage left in him, not even pity. He felt strangely empty. There seemed to be a hollowness inside his skull, the hollow man went through the motions of life and his brain still clicked rustily, but there was nothing inside, he was a machine.


  The perfect spy, he thought. Except that Karsov didn’t realize Un-men have advanced psych training. I know such a stale as hers when I see it.


  The work had been cleverly done, using the same drugs and machines and conditioning techniques which had given him his own personality mask. (No—not quite the same. The Venusians didn’t know that a mind could be so deeply verbal-conditioned as to get by a narcoquiz; that was a guarded secret of the Inspectorate. But the principles were there.) Barbara did not remember being taken to the laboratories and given the treatment. She did not know she had been conditioned; consciously, she believed everything she had said, and it had been anguish when the man she loved turned on her.


  But the command had been planted, to draw his real thoughts out of him. Almost, she had succeeded. And when she went back, a quiz would get her observations out of her in detail.


  It would have worked, too, on an ordinary conspirator. Even if he had come to suspect the truth, an untrained man wouldn’t have known just how to throw her conscious and subconscious minds into conflict, wouldn’t have recognized her symptomatic reactions for what they were.


  This tears it, thought Hollister. This rips it wide open. He didn’t have the specialized equipment to mask Barbara’s mind and send her back with a lie that could get past the Guardian psychotechnies. Already she knew enough to give strong confirmation to Karsov’s suspicions. After he had her account, Hollister would be arrested and they’d try to wring his secrets out of him. That might or might not be possible, but there wouldn’t be anything left of Hollister.


  Not sending her back at all? No, it would be every bit as much of a giveaway, and sacrifice her own life to boot. Not that she might not go to Lucifer anyhow.


  Well—


  The first thing was to remove her conditioning. He could do that in a couple of days by simple hypnotherapy. The medicine chest held some drugs which would be useful. After that—


  First things first. Diego can take charge for me while I’m doing it. Lei the men think what they want. They’re going to have plenty to think about soon.


  He became aware of his surroundings again and of the slim form beneath his eyes. She had curled up in a fetal position, trying to escape. Emotions came back to him, and the first was an enormous compassion for her. He would have wept, but there wasn’t time.


  Barbara sat up in bed, leaning against his breast. “Yes,” she said tonelessly. “I remember it all now.”


  “There was a child coming, wasn’t there?”


  “Of course. They . . . removed it.” Her hand sought his. “You might have suspected something otherwise. I’m all right, though. We can have another one sometime, if we live that long.”


  “And did Karsov tell you what he thought about me?”


  “Pie mentioned suspecting you were an Un-man, but not being sure. The Technic Board wouldn’t let him have you unless he had good evidence. That—No, I don’t remember any more. It’s fuzzy in my mind, everything which happened in that room.”


  Hollister wondered how he had betrayed himself. Probably he hadn’t; his grumblings had fitted in with his assumed personality, and there had been no overt acts. But still, it was Karsov’s job to suspect everybody, and the death of Valdez must have decided him on drastic action.


  “Do you feel all right, sweetheart?” asked Hollister.


  She nodded, and turned around to give him a tiny smile. “Yes. Fine. A little weak, maybe, but otherwise fine. Only I’m scared.”


  “You have a right to be,” he said bleakly. “We’re in a devil of a fix.”


  “You are an Un-man, aren’t you?”


  “Yes. I was sent to study the Venusian situation. My chiefs were worried about it. Seems they were justified, too. I’ve never seen a nastier mess.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” she sighed. “Only what else could we do? Do you want to bring Venus back under Earth?”


  “That’s a lot of comet gas, and you’d know it if the nationalist gang hadn’t been censoring the books and spewing their lies out since before you were born. This whole independence movement was obviously their work from the beginning, and I must say they’ve done a competent job; good psychotechnies among them. It’s their way to power. Not that all of them are so cynical about it—a lot must have rationalizations of one sort or another—but that’s what it amounts to.


  “There’s no such thing as Venus being ‘under’ Earth. If ready for independence—and I agree she is—she’d be made a state in her own right with full UN membership. It’s written into the charter that she could make her own internal policy. The only restrictions on a nation concern a few matters of trade, giving up military forces and the right to make war, guaranteeing certain basic liberties, submitting to inspection, and paying her share of UN expenses—which are smaller than the cost of even the smallest army. That’s all. Your nationalists have distorted the truth as their breed always does.”


  [image: ]


  She rubbed her forehead in a puzzled way. He could sympathize: a lifetime of propaganda wasn’t thrown off overnight. But as long as she was with his cause, the rest would come of itself.


  “There’s no excuse whatsoever for this tyranny you live under,” he continued. “It’s got to go.”


  “What would you have us do?” she asked. “This isn’t Earth. We do things efficiently here, or we die.”


  “True. But even men under the worst conditions can afford the slight inefficiency of freedom. It’s not my business to write a constitution for Venus, but you might look at how Mars operates. They also have to have requirements of professional competence for public office, but anyone can enter the schools—deadwood gets flunked out fast enough—and the graduates have to stand for election if they want policy-making posts. Periodic elections do not necessarily pick better men than an appointive system, but they keep power from concentrating in the leaders. The Martians also have to ration a lot of things, and forbid certain actions that would endanger a whole city, but they’re free to choose their own residences, and families, and ways of thinking, and jobs. They’re also trying to reclaim the whole planet, but they don’t assign men to that work, they hire them for it.”


  “Why doesn’t everyone just stay at home and do nothing?” she asked innocently.


  “No work, no pay; no pay, nothing to eat. It’s as simple as that. And when jobs are open in the field, and all the jobs in town are filled, men will take work in the field—as free men, free to quit if they wish. Not many do, because the bosses aren’t little commissars.


  “Don’t you see, it’s the mass that society has to regulate; a government has to set things up so that the statistics come out right. There’s no reason to regulate individuals.”


  “What’s the difference?” she inquired.


  “A hell of a difference. Some day you’ll see it. Meanwhile, though, something has to be done about the government of Venus—not only on principle, but because it’s going to be a menace to Earth before long. Once Venus is strong, a peaceful, nearly unarmed Earth is going to be just too tempting for your dictators. The World Wars had this much value, they hammered it into our heads and left permanent memorials of destruction to keep reminding us, that the time to cut out a cancer is when it first appears. Wars start for a variety of reasons, but unlimited national sovereignty is always the necessary and sufficient condition. I wish our agents had been on the ball with respect to Venus ten years ago; a lot of good men are going to die because they weren’t.”


  “You might not have come here then,” she said shyly.


  “Thanks, darling.” He kissed her. His mind whirred on, scuttling through a maze that seemed to lead only to his silent, pointless death.


  “If I could just get a report back to Earth! That would settle the matter. We’d have spaceships landing UN troops within two years. An expensive operation, of doubtful legality perhaps, a tough campaign so far from home, especially since we wouldn’t want to destroy any cities—but there’d be no doubt of the outcome, and it would surely be carried through; because it would be a matter of survival for us. Of course, the rebellious cities would be helpful, a deal could be made there—and so simple a thing as seizing the food-producing towns would soon force a surrender. You see, it’s not only the warning I’ve got to get home, it’s the utterly priceless military intelligence I’ve got in my head. If I fail, the Guardians will be on the alert, they may very well succeed in spotting and duping every agent sent after me and flanging up something for Earth’s consumption. Venus is a long ways off—”


  He felt her body tightening in his arms. “So you do want to take over Venus.”


  “Forget that hogwash, will you? What’d we want with this forsaken desert? Nothing but a trustworthy government for it. Anyway—” His exasperation became a flat hardness: “If you and I are to stay alive much longer, it has to be done.”


  She said nothing to that.


  His mind clicked off astronomical data and the slide rule whizzed through his fingers. “The freighters come regularly on Hohmann ‘A’ orbits,” he said. “That means the next one is due in eight Venus days. They’ve only got four-man crews, they come loaded with stuff and go back with uranium and thorium ingots which don’t take up much room. In short, they could carry quite a few passengers in an emergency, if those had extra food supplies.”


  “And the ferries land at New America,” she pointed out.


  “Exactly. My dear, I think our only chance is to take over the whole city!”


  It was hot in the barracks room, and rank with sweat. Hollister thought he could almost smell the fear, as if he were a dog. He stood on a table at one end, Barbara next to him, and looked over his assembled crew. Small, thin, swarthy, unarmed and drably clad, eyes wide with frightened waiting, they didn’t look like much of an army. But they were all he had.


  “Senores,” he began at last, speaking very quietly, “I have called you all together to warn you of peril to your lives. I think, if you stand with me, we can escape, but it will take courage and energy. You have shown me you possess these qualities, and I hope you will use them now.”


  He paused, then went on: “I know many of you have been angry with me because I have had my wife here. You thought me another of these bootlickers lo a rotten government”—that brought them to full awareness!—“who was being rewarded for some Judas act. It is not true. We all owe our lives to this gallant woman. It was I who was suspected of being hostile to the rulers, and she was sent to spy on me for them. Instead, she told me the truth, and now I am telling it to you.


  “You must know that I am an agent from Earth. No, no, I am not an Imperialist. As a matter of fact, the Central American countries were worried about their joint colony, Ciudad Alcazar, your city. It was suspected she had not freely joined this confederation. There are other countries, too, which are worried. I came to investigate for them; what I have seen convinces me they were right.”


  He went on, quickly and not very truthfully. He had to deal with their anti-UN conditioning, appeal to the nationalism he despised. (At that, it wouldn’t make any practical difference if some countries on Earth retained nominal ownership of certain tracts on Venus; a democratic confederation would re-absorb those within a generation, quite peacefully.) He had to convince them that the whole gang was scheduled to go to. Lucifer; all were suspected, and the death of Valdez confirmed the suspicion, and there was always a labor shortage in the mines. His psych training stood him in good stead, before long he had them rising and shouting. I should’a been a politician, he thought sardonically.


  “. . . And are we going to take this outrage? Are we going to rot alive in that hell, and let our wives and children suffer, forever? Or shall we strike back, to save our own lives and liberate Venus?”


  When the uproar had subsided a little, he sketched his plan: a march on Lucifer itself, to seize weapons and gain some recruits, then an attack on New America. If it. was timed right, they could grab the city just before the ferries landed, and hold it while all of them were embarked on the freighter—then off to Earth, and in a year or two a triumphant return with the army of liberation!


  “If anyone does not wish to come with us, let him stay here. I shall compel no man. I can only use those who will be brave, and will obey orders like soldiers, and will set lives which are already forfeit at hazard for the freedom of their homes. Are you with me? Let those who will follow me stand up and shout Wes!’ ”


  Not a man stayed in his seat; the timid ones, if any, dared not do so while their comrades were rising and whooping about the table. The din roared and rolled, bunkframes rattled, eyes gleamed murder from a whirlpool of faces. The first stage of Hollister’s gamble had paid off well indeed, he thought; now for the tough part.


  He appointed Fernandez his second in command and organized the men into a rough corps; engineering discipline was valuable here. It was late before he and Barbara and Fernandez could get away to discuss concrete plans.


  “We will leave two men here,” said Hollister. “They will send the usual radio reports, which I shall write in advance for them, so no one will suspect; they will also take care of the rocket when it comes for Barbara, and I hope the police will assume it crashed. We will send for them when we hold New America. I think we can take Lucifer by surprise, but we can’t count on the second place not being warned by the time we get there.”


  Fernandez looked steadily at him. “And will all of us leave with the spaceship?” he asked.


  “Of course. It would be death to stay. And Earth will need their knowledge of Venus.”


  “Simon, you know the ship cannot carry fifty men—or a hundred, if we pick up some others at Lucifer.”


  Hollister’s face was wintry. “I do not think fifty will survive,” he said.


  Fernandez crossed himself, then nodded gravely. “I see. Well, about the supply problem—”


  When he had gone, Barbara faced her husband and he saw a vague fright in her eyes. “You weren’t very truthful out there, were you?” she asked. “I don’t know much Spanish, but I got the drift, and—”


  “All right!” he snapped wearily. “There wasn’t time to use sweet reasonableness. I had to whip them up fast.”


  “They aren’t scheduled for Lucifer at all. They have no personal reason to fight.”


  “They’re committed now,” he said in a harsh tone. “It’s fifty or a hundred lives today against maybe a hundred million in the future. That’s an attitude which was drilled into me at the Academy, and I’ll never get rid of it. If you want to live with me, you’ll have to accept that.”


  “I’ll . . . try,” she said.


  VII.


  The towers bulked black through a whirl of dust, under a sky the color of clotted blood. Hollister steered his tank close, speaking into its radio: “Hello, Lucifer. Hello, Lucifer. Come in.”


  “Lucifer,” said a voice in his earphones. “Who are you and what do you want?”


  “Emergency. We need help. Get me your captain.”


  Hollister ground between two high gun towers. They had been built and manned against the remote possibility that a convict outbreak might succeed in grabbing some tanks; he was hoping their personnel had grown lazy with uneventful years. Edging around the main shell of the prison, he lumbered toward the landing field and the nearby radio mast. One by one, the twenty tanks of his command rolled into the compound and scattered themselves about it.


  Barbara sat next to him, muffled in airsuit and closed helmet. Her gauntleted hand squeezed his shoulder, he could just barely feel the pressure. Glancing around to her stiffened face, he essayed a smile.


  “Hello, there! Captain Thomas speaking. What are you doing?”


  “This is Hollister, from the Last Chance air camp. Remember me? We’re in trouble and need help. Landslip damn near wiped our place out.” The Earthman drove his machine onto the field.


  “Well, what are you horsing around like that for? Assemble your tanks in front of the main lock.”


  “All right, all right, gimme a chance to give some orders. The boys don’t seem to know where to roost.”


  Now! Hollister slapped down the drive switch and his tank surged forward. “Hang on!” he yelled. “Thomas, this thing has gone out of control—Help.”


  It might have gained him the extra minute he needed. He wasn’t sure what was happening behind him. The tank smashed into the radio mast and he was hurled forward against his safety webbing. His hands flew—extend the grapple, snatch that buckling strut, drag it aside, and push!


  The frame wobbled crazily. The tank stalled. Hollister yanked off his harness, picked up the cutting torch whose fuel containers were already on his back, and went through the air lock without stopping to conserve atmosphere. Blue flame stabbed before him, he slid down the darkened extra faceplate and concentrated on his job. Get this beast down before it sent a call for help!


  Barbara got the bull-like machine going again and urged it ahead, straining at the weakened skeleton. The mast had been built for flexibility in the high winds, not for impact strength. Hollister’s torch roared, slicing a main support. A piece of steel clanged within a meter of him.


  He dropped the torch and dove under the tank, just as the whole structure caved in.


  “Barbara!” He picked himself out of the wreckage, looking wildly into the hurricane that blew around him. “Barbara, are you all right?”


  She crawled from the battered tank and into his arms. “Our car won’t go any more,” she said shakily. The engine hood was split open by a falling beam and oil hissed from the cracked block.


  “No matter. Let’s see how the boys are doing—”


  He led a run across the field, staggering in the wind. A chunk of concrete whizzed by his head and he dropped as one of the guard towers went by. Good boys! They’d gone out and dynamited it!


  Ignoring the ramp leading down to the garage, Fernandez had brought his tank up to the shell’s main airlock for humans. It was sturdily built, but his snorting monster walked through it. Breathable air gasped out. It sleeted a little as formaldehyde took up water vapor and became solid.


  No time to check on the rest of the battle outside, you could only hope the men assigned to that task were doing their job properly. Hollister saw one of his tanks go up under a direct hit. All the towers weren’t disabled yet. But he had to get into the shell.


  “Stay here, Barbara!” he ordered. Men were swarming from their vehicles. He led the way inside. A group of uniformed corpses waited for him, drying and shriveling even as he watched. He snatched the carbines from them and handed them out to the nearest of his followers. The rest would have to make do with their tools till more weapons could be recovered.


  Automatic bulkheads had sealed off the rest of the shell. Hollister blasted through the first one. A hail of bullets from the smoking hole told him that the guards within had had time to put on their suits.


  He waved an arm. “Bring up Maria Larga!”


  It took a while, and he fumed and fretted. Six partisans trundled the weapon forth. It was a standard man-drawn cart for semiportable field equipment, and Long Mary squatted on it: a motor-driven blower connected with six meters of hose, an air blast. This one had had an oxygen bottle and a good-sized fuel tank hastily attached to make a super flame thrower. Fernandez got behind the steel plate which had been welded in front as armor, and guided it into the hole. The man behind whooped savagely and turned a handle. Fire blew forth, and the compartment was flushed out.


  There were other quarters around the cell block, which came next, but Hollister ignored them for the time being. The air lock in this bulkhead had to be opened the regular way, only two men could go through at a time, and there might be guards on the other side. He squeezed in with San Rafael and waited while the pump cleaned out the chamber. Then he opened the inner door a crack, tossed a homemade shrapnel grenade, and came through firing.


  He stumbled over two dead men beyond. San Rafael choked and fell as a gun spat farther down the corridor. Hollister’s .45 bucked in his hand. Picking himself up, he looked warily down the cruelly bright length of the block. No one else. The convicts were yammering like wild animals.


  He went back, telling off a few men to cut the prisoners out of their cells, issue airsuits from the lockers, and explain the situation. Then he returned to the job of cleaning out the rest of the place.


  It was a dirty and bloody business. He lost ten men in all. There were no wounded: if a missile tore open a suit, that was the end of the one inside. A small hole would have given time to slap on an emergency patch, but the guards were using magnum slugs.


  Fernandez sought him out to report that an attempt to get away by rocket had been stopped, but that an indeterminate number of holdouts were in the refinery, which was a separate building. Hollister walked across the field, dust whirling about smashed machines, and stood before the smaller shell.


  Thomas’ voice crackled in his earphones: “You there! What is the meaning of this?”


  That was too much. Hollister began to laugh. He laughed so long he thought perhaps he was going crazy.


  Sobering, he replied in a chill tone: “We’re taking over. You’re trapped in there with nothing but small arms. We can blast you out if we must, but you’d do better to surrender.” Thomas, threateningly: “This place is full of radioactivity, you know. If you break in, you’ll smash down the shielding—or we’ll do it for you—and scatter the stuff everywhere. You won’t live a week.”


  It might be a bluff, but—“All right,” said Hollister with a cheerful note, “you’re sealed in without food or water. We can wait. But I thought you’d rather save your own lives.”


  “You’re insane! You’ll be wiped out—”


  “That’s our affair. Any time you want out, pick up the phone and call the office. You’ll be locked in the cells with supplies enough for a while when we leave.” Hollister turned and walked away.


  He spent the next few hours reorganizing; he had to whip the convicts into line, though when their first exuberance had faded they were for the most part ready to join him. Suddenly his army had swelled to more than two hundred. The barracks were patched up and made habitable, munitions were found and passed about, the transport and supply inventoried. Then word came that Thomas’ handful were ready to surrender. Hollister marched them into the cell block and assigned some convicts to stand watch.


  He had had every intention of abiding by his agreement, but when he was later wakened from sleep with the news that his guards had literally torn the prisoners apart, he didn’t have the heart to give them more than a dressing down.


  “Now,” he said to his council of war, “we’d better get rolling again. Apparently we were lucky enough so that no word of this has leaked out, but it’s a long way yet to New America.”


  “We have not transportation for more than a hundred,” said Fernandez.


  “I know. We’ll take the best of the convicts; the rest will just have to stay behind. They may be able to pull the same trick on the next supply train that our boys in Last Chance have ready for the rocket—or they may not. In any event, I don’t really hope they can last out, or that we’ll be able to take the next objective unawares—but don’t tell anyone that.”


  “I suppose not,” said Fernandez somberly, “but it is a dirty business.”


  “War is always a dirty business,” said Hollister.


  He lost a whole day organizing his new force. Few if any of the men knew how to shoot, but the guns were mostly recoilless and automatic so he hoped some damage could be done; doctrine was to revert to construction equipment, which they did know how to use, in any emergency. His forty Latins were a cadre of sorts, distributed among the sixty convicts in a relationship equivalent to that between sergeant and private. The whole unit was enough to make any military man break out in a cold sweat, but it was all he had.


  Supply wagons were reloaded and machine guns mounted on a few of the tanks. He had four Venusian days to get to New America and take over—and if the rebels arrived too soon, police reinforcements would pry them out again, and if the radio-control systems were ruined in the fighting, the ferries couldn’t land.


  It was not exactly a pleasant situation.


  The first rocket was sighted on the fifth day of the campaign. It ripped over, crossing from horizon to horizon in a couple of minutes, but there was little doubt that it had spotted them. Hollister led his caravan off the plain, into broken country which offered more cover but would slow them considerably. Well, they’d just have to keep going day and night.


  The next day it was an armored, atomic-powered monster which lumbered overhead, supplied with enough energy to go slowly and even to hover for a while. In an atmosphere without oxygen and always riven by storms, the aircraft of Earth weren’t possible—no helicopters, no leisurely airboats; but a few things like this one had been built as emergency substitutes. Hollister tuned in his radio, sure it was calling to them.


  “Identify yourselves! This is the Guardian Corps.”


  Hollister adapted his earlier lie, not expecting belief—but every minute he stalled, his tank lurched forward another hundred meters or so.


  The voice was sarcastic: “And, of course, you had nothing to do with the attack on Lucifer?”


  “What attack?”


  “That will do! Go out on the plain and set up camp till we can check on you.”


  “Of course,” said Hollister meekly. “Signing off.”


  From now on, it was strict radio silence in his army. He’d gained a good hour, though, since the watchers wouldn’t be sure till then that he was disobeying—and a lovely dust storm was blowing up.


  Following plan, the tanks scattered in pairs, each couple for itself till they converged on New America at the agreed time. Some would break down, some would be destroyed en route, some would come late—a few might even arrive disastrously early—but there was no choice. Hollister was reasonably sure none would desert him; they were all committed past that point.


  He looked at Barbara. Her face was tired and drawn, the red hair hung lusterless and tangled to her shoulders, dust and sweat streaked her face, but he thought she was very beautiful. ‘Tm sorry to have dragged you into this,” he said.


  “It’s all right, dear. Of course I’m scared, but I’m still glad.”


  He kissed her for a long while and then slapped his helmet down with a savage gesture.


  The first bombs fell toward sunset. Hollister saw them as flashes through the dust, and felt their concussion rumble in the frame of his tank. He steered into a narrow, overhung gulch, his companion vehicle nosing close behind. There were two convicts in it—Johnson and Waskowicz—pretty good men, he thought, considering all they had been through.


  Dust and sand were his friends, hiding him even from the infrared’scopes above which made nothing of mere darkness. The rough country would help a lot, too. It was simply a matter of driving day and night, sticking close to bluffs and gullies, hiding under attack and then driving some more. He was going to lose a number of his units, but thought the harassing would remain aerial till they got close to New America. The Guardians wouldn’t risk their heavy stuff unnecessarily at any great distance from home.


  VIII.


  The tank growled around a high pinnacle and faced him without warning. It was a military vehicle, and cannons swiveled to cover his approach.


  Hollister gunned his machine and drove directly up the pitted road at the enemy. A shell burst alongside him, steel splinters rang on armor. Coldly, he noted for possible future reference the relatively primitive type of Venusian war equipment: no tracker shells, no Rovers. He had already planned out what to do in an encounter like this, and told his men the idea—now it had happened to him.


  The Guardian tank backed, snarling. It was not as fast or as maneuverable as his, it was meant for work close to cities where ground had been cleared. A blast of high-caliber machine-gun bullets ripped through the cab, just over his head. Then he struck. The shock jammed him forward even as his grapple closed jaws on the enemy’s nearest tread.


  “Out!” he yelled. Barbara snatched open the air lock and fell to the stones below. Hollister was after her. He flung a glance behind. His other tank was an exploded ruin, canted to one side, but a single figure was crawling from it, rising, zigzagging toward him. There was a sheaf of dynamite slicks in one hand. The man flopped as the machine gun sought him and wormed the last few meters. Waskowicz. “They got Sam,” he reported, huddling against the steel giant with his companions. “Shall we blast her?”


  Hollister reflected briefly. The adversary was immobilized by the transport vehicle that clutched it bulldog fashion. He himself was perfectly safe this instant, just beneath the guns. “I’ve got a better notion. Gimme a boost.”


  He crawled up on top, to the turret lock. “O.K., hand me that torch. I’m going to cut my way in!”


  The flame roared, biting into metal. Hollister saw the lock’s outer door move. So—just as he had expected—the lads inside wanted out! He paused. A suited arm emerged with a grenade. Hollister’s torch slashed down. Barbara made a grab for the tumbling missile and failed. Waskowicz tackled her, landing on top. The thing went off.


  Was she still alive—? Hollister crouched so that the antenna of his suit radio pocked into the lock. “Come out if you want to live. Otherwise I’ll burn you out.”


  Sullenly, the remaining three men appeared, hands in the air. Hollister watched them slide to the ground, covering them with his pistol. His heart leaped within him when he saw Barbara standing erect. Waskowicz was putting an adhesive patch on his suit where a splinter had ripped it.


  “You O.K.?” asked Hollister.


  “Yeah,” grunted the convict. “Pure dumb luck. Now what?”


  “Now we got us one of their own tanks. Somebody get inside and find some wire or something to tie up the Terrible Three here. And toss out the fourth.”


  “That’s murder!” cried one of the police. “We’ve only got enough oxy for four hours in these suits—”


  “Then you’ll just have to hope the battle is over by then,” said Hollister unsympathetically. He went over and disentangled the two machines.


  The controls of the captured tank were enough like those of the ordinary sort for Barbara to handle. Hollister gave Waskowicz a short lecture on the care and feeding of machine guns, and sat up by the 40 mm. camion himself; perforce, they ignored the 20. They closed the lock but didn’t bother to replenish the air inside; however, as Hollister drove up the mountainside, Waskowicz recharged their oxygen bottles from the stores inside the vehicle.


  The battle was already popping when they nosed up onto the ledge and saw the great sweep of the city. Drifting dust limited his vision, but Hollister saw a few engagements between his own machines and the enemy’s. Doctrine was to ram and grapple the military tank, get out and use dynamite or torches, and then worm toward the colony’s main air lock. It might have to be blown open, but bulkheads should protect the civilians within.


  An engineer tank made a pass at Hollister’s. He turned aside, realizing that his new scheme had its own drawbacks. Another police machine came out of the dust; its guns spoke, the engineers went up in a flash and a bang, and then it had been hit from behind. Hollister set his teeth and went on. It was the first time he had seen anything like war; he had an almost holy sense of his mission to prevent this from striking Earth again.


  [image: ]


  The whole operation depended on his guess that there wouldn’t be many of the enemy. There were only a few Guardians in each town, who wouldn’t have had time or reserves enough to bring in a lot of reinforcements; and tanks couldn’t be flown in. But against their perhaps lesser number was the fact that they would fight with tenacity and skill. Disciplined as engineer and convicts were, they simply did not have the training—even the psychological part of it which turns frightened individuals into a single selfless unit. They would tend to make wild attacks and to panic when the going got rough—which it was already.


  He went on past the combat, toward the main air lock. Dim shapes began to appear through scudding dust. Half a dozen mobile cannon were drawn up in a semicircle to defend the gate. That meant—all the enemy tanks, not more than another six or seven, out on the ledge fighting the attackers.


  “All right,” Hollister’s voice vibrated in their earphones. “We’ll shoot from here. Barbara, move her in a zigzag at 10 KPH, keeping about this distance; let out a yell if you think you have to take other evasive action. Otherwise I might hit the city.”


  He jammed his faceplate into the rubberite viewscope and his hands and feet sought the gun controls. Crosshairs—range—fire one! The nearest cannon blew up.


  Fire two! Fire three! His 40 reloaded itself. Second gun broken, third a clean miss—Fire four! Gotcha!


  A rank of infantry appeared, their suits marked with the Guardian symbol. They must have been flown here. Waskowicz blazed at them and they broke, falling like rag dolls, reforming to crawl in. They were good soldiers. Now the other three enemy mobiles were swiveling about, shooting through the dust. “Get us out of here, Barbara!”


  The racket became deafening as they backed into the concealing murk. Another enemy tank loomed before them. Hollister fed it two shells almost point blank.


  If he could divert the enemy artillery long enough for his men to storm the gate—


  He saw a police tank locked with an attacker, broken and dead. Hollister doubted if there were any left in action now. He saw none of his own vehicles moving, though he passed by the remnants of several. And where were his men?


  Shock threw him against his webbing. The echoes rolled and banged and shivered for a long time. His head swam. The motors still turned, but—


  “I think they crippled us,” said Barbara in a small voice.


  “O.K. Let’s get out of here.” Hollister sighed; it had been a nice try, and had really paid off better than he’d had a right to expect. He scrambled to the lock, gave Barbara a hand, and they slid to the ground as the three fieldpieces rolled into view on their self-powered carts.


  The stalled tank’s cannon spoke, and one of the police guns suddenly slumped. “Waskowicz!” Barbara’s voice was shrill in the earphones. “He stayed in there—”


  “We can’t save him. And if he can fight our tank long enough—Build a monument to him some day. Now come on!” Hollister led the way into curtaining gloom. The wind hooted and clawed at him.


  As he neared the main lock, a spatter of rifle fire sent him to his belly. He couldn’t make out who was there, but it had been a ragged volley—take a chance on their being police and nailing him—“Just us chickens, boss!” he shouted. Somewhere in a corner of his mind he realized that there was no reason for shouting over a radio system. His schooled self-control must be slipping a bit.


  “Is it you, Simon?” Fernandez’s voice chattered in his ears. “Come quickly, now, we’re at the lock but I think they will attack soon.”


  Hollister wiped the dust from his faceplate and tried to count how many there were. Latins and convicts, perhaps twenty—“Are there more?” he inquired. “Are you the last?”


  “I do not know, Simon,” said Fernandez. “I had gathered this many, we were barricaded behind two smashed cars, and when I saw their artillery pull away I led a rush here. Maybe there are some partisans left besides us, but I doubt it.”


  Hollister tackled the emergency control box which opened the gale from outside. It would be nice if he didn’t have to blast—Yes, by Heaven! It hadn’t been locked! He jammed the whole score into the chamber, closed the outer door, and started the pumps.


  “They can get in, too,” said Fernandez dubiously.


  “I know. Either here or by ten other entrances. But I have an idea. All of you stick by me.”


  The anteroom was empty. The town’s civilians must be huddled in the inner compartments, and all the cops must be outside fighting. Hollister threw back his helmet, filling his lungs with air that seemed marvelously sweet, and led a quick but cautious trot down the long halls.


  “The spaceship is supposed to have arrived by now,” he said. ““What we must do is take and hold the radio shack. Since the police don’t know exactly what our plans are, they will hesitate to destroy it just to get at us. It will seem easier merely to starve us out.”


  “Or use sleepy gas,” said Fernandez. “Our suits’ oxygen supply isn’t good for more than another couple of hours.”


  “Yes . . . I suppose that is what they’ll do. That ship had better be up there!”


  The chances were that she was. Hollister knew that several days of ferrying were involved, and had limed his attack for hours after she was scheduled to arrive. For all he knew, the ferries had already come down once or twice.


  He didn’t know if he or anyone in his band would live to be taken out. He rather doubted it; the battle had gone worse than expected, he had not captured the city as he hoped—but the main thing was to get some kind of report back to Earth.


  A startled pair of technies met the invaders as they entered. One of them began an indignant protest, but Fernandez waved a rifle to shut him up. Hollister glanced about the gleaming controls and meters. He could call the ship himself, but he didn’t have the training to guide a boat down. Well—


  He pulled off his gloves and sat himself at the panel. Keys clattered beneath his fingers. When were the cops coming? Any minute.


  “Hello, freighter. Hello, up there. Spaceship, this New America calling. Come in.”


  Static buzzed and crackled in his earphones.


  “Come in, spaceship. This is New America. Come in, damn it!”


  Lights flashed on the board, the computer clicked, guiding the beam upward. It tore past the ionosphere and straggled weakly into the nearest of the tiny, equally spaced robot relay stations which circled the planet. Obedient to the keying signal, the robot amplified the beam and shot it to the next station, which kicked it farther along. The relayer closest to the spaceship’s present position in her orbit focused the beam on her.


  Or was the orbit empty?


  “. . . Hello, New America.” The voice wavered, faint and distorted.


  “Evening Star calling New America. What’s going on down there? We asked for a ferry signal three hours ago.”


  “Emergency,” snapped Hollister. “Get me the captain—fast! Meanwhile, record this.”


  “But—”


  “Fast, I said! And record! This is crash priority, condition red.” Hollister felt sweat trickling inside his suit.


  “Recording. Sending for captain now.”


  “Good!” Hollister leaned over the mike. “For Main Office, Earth, United Nations Inspectorate. Repeat: Main Office, UN Inspectorate. Urgent, confidential. This is Agent A-431-240. Repeat, Agent A-431-240. Code Watchbird. Code Watchbird. Reporting on Venusian situation as follows—” He began a swift sketch of conditions.


  “I think I hear voices down the hall,” whispered Barbara to Fernandez.


  The Latin nodded. He had already dragged a couple of desks into the corridor to make a sort of barricade; now he motioned his men to take positions: a few outside, the rest standing by, crowded together in the room. Hollister saw what was going on and swung his gun to cover the two technies. They were scared, and looked pathetically young, but he had no time for mercy.


  A voice in his earphones, bursting through static: “This is Captain Brackney. What d’you want?”


  “UNI business, captain. I’m besieged in the GCA shack here with a few men. We’re to be gotten out at all costs if it’s humanly possible.”


  He could almost hear the man’s mouth fall open. “God in space—is that the truth?”


  Hollister praised the foresight of his office. “You have a sealed tape aboard among your official records. All spaceships, all first-class public conveyances, do. It’s changed by an Un-man every year or so. O.K., that’s an ID code, secret recognition signal. It proves my right to commandeer everything you’ve got.”


  “I know that much. What’s on the tape?”


  “This year it will be, ‘I was brillig and the slithy toves give me liberty or give me pigeons on the grass alas.’ Have your radioman check that at once.”


  Pause. Then: “O.K., I’ll take your word for it till he does. What do you want?”


  “Bring two ferries down, one about fifty kilometers behind the other. No arms on board, I suppose? . . . No. Well, have just the pilots aboard, because you may have to take twenty or so back. How long will this take you? . . . Two hours? That long? . . . Yes, I realize you have to let your ship get into the right orbital position and—All right, if you can’t do it in less lime. Be prepared to embark anyone waiting out there and lift immediately. Meanwhile stand by for further instructions . . . Hell, yes, you can do it!”


  Guns cracked outside.


  “O.K. I’ll start recording again in a minute. Get moving, captain!” Hollister turned back to the others.


  “I have to tell Earth what I know, in case I don’t make it,” he said. “Also, somebody has to see that these technies get the boats down right. Diego, I’ll want a few men to defend this place. The rest of you retreat down the hall and pick up some extra oxy bottles for yourselves and all the concentrated food you can carry; because that ship won’t have rations enough for all of us. Barbara will show you where it is.”


  “And how will you get out?” she cried when he had put it into English.


  “I’ll come to that. You’ve got to go with them, dear, because you live here and know where they can get the supplies. Leave a couple of suits here for the technies, pick up others somewhere along the way. When you get outside, hide close to the dome. When the ferry lands, some of you make a rush to the shack here. It’s right against the outer wall. I see you’re still carrying some dynamite, Garcia. Blow a hole to let us through . . . Yes, it’s risky, but what have we got to lose?”


  She bent to kiss him. There wasn’t time to do it properly. A tommy-gun was chattering in the corridor.


  Hollister stood up and directed his two prisoners to don the extra suits. “I’ve no grudge against you boys,” he said, “and in fact, if you’re scared of what the cops might do to you, you can come along to Earth—but if those boats don’t land safely, I’ll shoot you both down.”


  Fernandez, Barbara, and a dozen others slipped out past the covering fire at the barricade and disappeared. Hollister hoped they’d make it. They’d better! Otherwise, even if a few escaped, they might well starve to death on the trip home.


  The food concentrate would be enough. It was manufactured by the ton at Little Moscow—tasteless, but pure nourishment and bulk, normally added to the rest of the diet on Venus. It wouldn’t be very palatable, but it would keep men alive for a long time.


  The technics were at the board, working hard. The six remaining rebels slipped back into the room; two others lay dead behind the chewed-up barricade. Hollister picked up an auxiliary communication mike and started rattling off everything about Venus he could think of.


  A Guardian stuck his head around the door. Three guns barked, and the head was withdrawn. A little later, a white cloth on a rifle barrel was waved past the edge.


  Hollister laid down his mike. “I’ll talk,” he said. “I’ll come out, with my arms. You’ll have just one man in sight, unarmed.” To his men he gave an order to drag the dead into the shack while the truce lasted.


  Karsov met him in the hall. He stood warily, but there was no fear on the smooth face. “What are you trying to do?” he asked in a calm voice.


  “To stay out of your mines,” said Hollister. It would help if he could keep up the impression this was an ordinary revolt.


  “You have called that ship up there, I suppose?”


  “Yes. They’re sending down a ferry.”


  “The ferry could have an accident. We would apologize profusely, explain that a shell went wild while we were fighting you gangsters, and even pay for the boat. I tell you this so that you can see there is no hope. You had better give up.”


  “No hope if we do that either,” said Hollister. “I’d rather take my chances back on Earth; they can’t do worse there than treat my mind.”


  “Are you still keeping up that farce?” inquired Karsov. But he wasn’t sure of himself, that was plain. He couldn’t understand how an Un-man could have gotten past his quiz. Hollister had no intention of enlightening him.


  “What have you got to lose by letting us go?” asked the Earthman. “So we tell a horror story back home. People there already know you rule with a rough hand.”


  “I am not going to release you,” said Karsov. “You are finished. That second party of yours will not last long, even if they make it outside as I suppose they intend—they will suffocate. I am going to call the spaceship captain on the emergency circuit and explain there is a fight going on and he had better recall his boat. That should settle the matter; if not, the boat will be shot down. As for your group, there will be sleep gas before long.”


  “I’ll blow my brains out before I let you take me,” said Hollister sullenly.


  “That might save a lot of trouble,” said Karsov. He turned and walked away. Hollister was tempted to kill him, but decided to save that pleasure for a while. No use goading the police into a possible use of high explosives.


  He went back to the shack and called the Evening Star again. “Hello, Captain Brackney? UNI speaking. The bosses down here are going to radio you with a pack of lies. Pretend to believe them and say you’ll recall your ferry. Remember, they think just one is coming down. Then—” He continued his orders.


  “That’s murder!” said the captain. “Pilot One won’t have a chance—”


  “Yes, he will. Call him now, use spacer code; I don’t think any of these birds know it, if they should overhear you. Tell him to have his spacesuit on and be ready for a crash landing, followed by a dash to the second boat.”


  “It’s still a long chance.”


  “What do you think I’m taking? These are UNI orders, captain. I’m boss till we get back to Earth, if I live so long. All right, got everything?


  Then I’ll continue recording.”


  After a while he caught the first whiff and said into the mike: “The gas is coming now. I’ll have to close my helmet. Hollister signing off.”


  His men and the technies slapped down their cover. It would be peaceful here for a little time, with this sector sealed off while gas poured through its ventilators. Hollister tried to grin reassuringly, but it didn’t come off.


  “Last round,” he said. “Half of us, the smallest ones, are going to go to sleep now. The rest will use their oxygen, and carry them outside when we go.”


  Someone protested. Hollister roared him down. “Not another word! This is the only chance for all of us. No man has oxygen for much more than an hour; we have at least an hour and a half to wait. How else can we do it?”


  They submitted unwillingly, and struggled against the anaesthetic as long as they could. Hollister took one of the dead men’s bottles to replace the first of his that gave out. His band was now composed of three sleeping men and three conscious but exhausted.


  He was hoping the cops wouldn’t assault them quickly. Probably not; they would be rallying outside, preparing to meet the ferry with a mobile cannon if it should decide to land after all. The rebels trapped in here would keep.


  The minutes dragged by. A man at the point of death was supposed to review his whole life, but. Hollister didn’t feel up to it. He was too tired. He sat watching the telescreen which showed the space field. Dust and wind and the skeleton cradles, emptiness, and a roiling gloom beyond.


  One of the wakeful men, a convict, spoke into the helmet circuit: “So you are UNI. Has all this been just to get you back to Earth?”


  “To get my report back,” said Hollister.


  “There are many dead,” said one of the Latins, in English. “You have sacrificed us, played us like pawns, no? What of those two we left back at Last Chance?”


  “I’m afraid they’re doomed,” said Hollister tonelessly, and the guilt which is always inherent in leadership was heavy on him.


  “It was worth it,” said the convict. “If you can smash this rotten system, it was well worth it.” His eyes were haunted. They would always be haunted.


  “Better not talk,” said Hollister. “Save your oxygen.”


  One hour. The pips on the radar-scopes were high and strong now. The spaceboats weren’t bothering with atmospheric braking, they were spending fuel to come almost straight down.


  One hour and ten minutes. Was Barbara still alive?


  One hour and twenty minutes.


  One hour and thirty minutes. Any instant—


  “There, senor! There!”


  Hollister jumped to his feet. Up in a corner of the screen, a white wash of lire—here she came!


  The ferry jetted slowly groundward, throwing up a cloud of dust as her fierce blasts tore at the field. Now and then she wobbled, caught by the high wind, but she had been built for just these conditions. Close, close—were they going to let her land after all? Yes, now she was entering the cradle, now the rockets were still.


  A shellburst struck her hull amidships and burst it open. The police were cautious, they hadn’t risked spilling her nuclear engine and its radioactivity on the field. She rocked in the cradle. Hollister hoped the crash-braced pilot had survived. And he hoped the second man was skillful and had been told exactly what to do.


  That ferry lanced out of the clouds, descending fast. She wasn’t very maneuverable, but the pilot rode her like a horseman, urging, pleading, whipping and spurring when he had to. She slewed around and fell into a shaky curve, out of screen range.


  If the gods were good, her blast had incinerated the murderers of the first boat.


  She came back into sight, fighting for control. Hollister howled. “Guide her into a cradle!” He waved his gun at the seated technies. “Guide her safely in if you want to live!”


  She was down.


  Tiny figures were running toward her, heedless of earth still smoking underfoot. Three of them veered and approached the radio shack. “O.K.!” rapped Hollister. “Back into the corridor!” He dragged one of the unconscious men himself; stooping, he sealed the fellow’s suit against the poison gases outside. There would be enough air within it to last a sleeper a few minutes.


  Concussion smashed at him. He saw shards of glass and wire flying out the door and ricocheting nastily about his head. Then the yell of Venus’ wind came to him. He bent and picked up his man. “Lei’s go!”


  They scrambled through the broken wall and out onto the field. The wind was at their backs, helping them for once. One of the dynamiters moved up alongside Hollister. He saw Barbara’s face, dim behind the helmet.


  When he reached the ferry, the others were loading the last boxes of food. A figure in space armor was clumping unsteadily toward them from the wrecked boat. Maybe their luck had turned. Sweeping the field with his eyes, Hollister saw only ruin. There were still surviving police, but they were inside the city and it would take minutes for them to get out again.


  He counted the men with him and estimated the number of food boxes. Fifteen all told, including his two erstwhile captives—Barbara’s party must have met opposition—but she still lived, God be praised! There were supplies enough, it would be a hungry trip home but they’d make it.


  Fernandez peered out of the air lock. “Ready,” he announced. “Come aboard. We have no seats, so we must rise at low acceleration, but the pilot says there is fuel to spare.”


  Hollister helped Barbara up the ladder and into the boat. “I hope you’ll like Earth,” he said awkwardly.


  “I know I will—with you there,” she told him.


  Hollister looked through the closing air lock at the desolation which was Venus. Some day it would bloom, but—


  “We’ll come back,” he said.


  THE END


  COLLECTOR’S ITEM


  Evelyn E. Smith


  Being trapped in the steaming h--l of Venus is no excuse for forgetting one’s manners—but anyone abducted, marooned, tricked, kept from tea might well crack under the strain!


  “WHAT I should like to know,” Professor Bernardi said, gazing pensively after the lizard-man as he bore the shrieking form of Miss Anspacher off in his scaly arms, “is whether he is planning to eat her or make love to her. Because, in the latter instance, I’m not sure we should interfere. It may be her only chance.”


  “Carl!” his wife cried indignantly. “That’s a horrid thing to say! You must rescue her at once!”


  “Oh, I suppose so,” he said, then gave his wife a nasty little grin that he knew would irritate her. “It isn’t that she’s unattractive, my dear, in case you hadn’t noticed, though she’s pretty well past the bloom of youth—”


  “Will you stop making leering noises and go save her or not?”


  “I was coming to that. It’s just that she persists in using her Ph.D. as a club to beat men into respectful pulps. Men don’t like being beaten into respectful pulps, whether by a man or a woman. Now if she’d only learned that other people have feelings—”


  “If you don’t stop lecturing and go, I will!” his wife threatened.


  “All right, all right,” he said wearily. “Come on, Mortland.”


  THE two scientists slogged through the steamy, odorous jungle of Venus and soon reached the lizard-man, who, weighed down by his captive, had not been able to travel as fast.


  “You blast him,” the professor told Mortland. “Try not to hit Miss Anspacher, if you can manage it.”


  “Er—I’ve never fired one of these things before,” Mortland said. “Can’t stand having my eardrums blasted. However, here goes.” He pointed his weapon at the lizardlike creature in a gingerly manner. “Ah—hands up,” he ordered. “Only fair to give the—well, blighter a sporting chance,” he explained to Professor Bernardi.


  To their amazement, the lizard-man promptly dropped Miss Anspacher into the lavender-colored mud and put up his hands. Miss Anspacher gave an indignant yelp.


  “Seems intelligent in spite of the kidnaping,” Mortland commented. “But how does he happen to understand English? We’re the only expedition ever to have reached Venus . . . that I know of, anyway.” He and the professor stared at each other in consternation. “There may have been a secret expedition previously and perhaps they left a—a base or something, which would explain why—”


  “If you two oafs would stop speculating, you might help me out of here!” Miss Anspacher remarked in her customary snappish tone. Professor Bernardi leaped forward to obey. “You don’t have to pull quite so hard! I haven’t taken root yet!” She came out of the mud with a sound like two whales kissing. She brushed hopelessly at her once-white blouse and shorts. “Oh, dear, I look a mess!”


  Professor Bernardi did not comment, being engaged in slapping at a small winged creature—about the size of a bluejay, but looking like a cross between a bat and a mosquito—that seemed interested in taking a bite out of him. It escaped his flapping hand and flew to the top of Mortland’s sun helmet, where it glared at the professor.


  “Since you seem to understand English,” Miss Anspacher said to the lizard-man through a mouthful of hairpins, “perhaps you will be so kind as to explain the meaning of this outrage?”


  “I was smitten,” the alien replied suavely. “Passion made me forget myself.”


  Professor Bernardi looked thoughtfully at him. “A prior expedition isn’t the answer. It wouldn’t have troubled to educate you so thoroughly. Therefore, the explanation is that you pick up English by reading our minds. Correct?”


  The lizard-man turned an embarrassed olive. “Yes.”


  NOW that he was able to give the creature a more thorough inspection, Bernardi saw that he really didn’t look too much like a lizard. He definitely appeared to be wearing clothes of some kind, which, in the Venusian heat, indicated a particularly refined degree of civilization—unless, of course, the squamous skin protected him from the heat as well as the humidity.


  More than that, though, he was humanoid in almost a Hollywood way. He had a particularly fine profile and an athletic physique, which, oddly, his scales seemed to enhance, much like a movie idol dressed in fine-meshed Medieval armor. Naturally, he had a tail, but it was as well proportioned as a kangaroo’s, though shorter and more graceful, and it struck Professor Bernardi as a particularly handsome and useful gadget.


  For one thing, the people from Earth were standing uncomfortably in the slippery mud, while the lizard-man was using his tail much in the fashion of a spectator stool, leaning back against it almost in a sitting position, with his armor-shod feet supporting him comfortably. For another, the tail undoubtedly served for balance and the added push of a walking stick and perhaps for swift attack or getaway. Very practical and attractive, the professor concluded—too bad Man had relinquished his tail when climbing down from the trees.


  “Thank you,” the saurian said with uneasy modesty, looking at him. “Good of you to think so. You are a fairly intelligent species, aren’t you?”


  “Fairly,” the professor acknowledged, preoccupied with a clever idea. Perhaps existence on Venus wasn’t going to be as unpleasant as he had anticipated. “From reading my mind, you know what this blaster can do, don’t you?”


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “Then you know what I expect of you?”


  “Yes, sahib. I’se comin’, massa. To hear is to obey, effendi.” The creature turned and went briskly back toward the camp, leaving the others to stumble after him.


  Mrs. Bernardi gave a shriek as his handsome scaled form emerged from the greenish-white underbrush, haloed in luminous yellow mist. Algol, the ship’s cat, prudently took sanctuary behind her, then peered out to see what was going on and whether there was likely to be anything in it for him.


  “This is our native bearer,” Professor Bernardi explained as the three scientists burst out of the jungle.


  “My name is Jrann-Pttt.” The creature bowed low. “At your service, madame.”


  “Oh, Carl!” Mrs. Bernardi clapped her hands. “He’s just perfect! So thoughtful of you to find one that speaks English! I do hope you can cook, Pitt?”


  “I will do my best, madame.”


  ALGOL daintily picked his way through the mud toward the saurian, sniffed him with judicial deliberation; then, deciding that anyone who smelled so much like the better class of fish must be All Right, rubbed against his legs.


  “Well,” remarked Miss Anspacher, using the side of the spaceship as a mirror by which to redden her somewhat prissy lips, “that makes it practically unanimous, doesn’t it?”


  “All except Professor Bernardi,” said Jrann-Pttt, looking at the scientist with what might have been a smile. “He doesn’t like me.”


  “I see that your telepathic powers are not quite accurate,” the professor returned. “I do not dislike you; I distrust you.”


  “The fact that the two terms are not entirely synonymous in your language would argue a certain degree of incipient civilization,” the lizard-man observed.


  “You know, Carl,” Mrs. Bernardi whispered, “he has an awfully funny way of talking, for a native.”


  “Frankly I don’t like this at all, Professor,” Captain Greenfield said, mopping his brow with a limp handkerchief. “If I hadn’t been off looking for a better berth for the ship—all this mud worries me—this’d never have happened.”


  “You mean you would have let the lizard get away with Miss Anspacher?”


  The big man’s face flushed crimson. “I don’t think that’s funny, Professor.”


  Bernardi quickly changed the subject, for he realized that the captain, being by far the most muscular of the party, was not a man to trifle with. “Tell me, Greenfield, did you succeed in finding a better spot for the ship? I must admit I’m worried about that mud myself.”


  “Only remotely dry spot around is an outcropping ‘bout two kilometers away,” Greenfield said grudgingly. He shifted his camp stool in a futile search for shade. Even though the sun never penetrated the thick layer of clouds, the yellow light diffused through them was blinding. “Might be big enough, but it’s not level. Could blast it smooth, but that’d take at least a week—Earth time.”


  Bernardi pulled his damp shirt away from his body. “Well, I daresay we’ll be all right where we are, if we’re not assailed by any violent forces of nature. On Earth, this might be a monsoon climate.”


  “If you ask me, that monster is more of a danger than any monsoon.”


  Bernardi sighed. Although by far the most competent officer available for the job of spaceship captain, Greenfield was not quite the man he would have chosen to be his associate for months on end. Still, beggars—as Miss Anspacher might have eloquently put it—could not be choosers. “What makes you say that?” he asked, trying to set an example of tolerance.


  “Don’t like the idea of him cooking for us,” the captain said stubbornly. “Might poison us all in our beds.”


  “Well, don’t eat in your bed,” suggested Mortland, strolling out of the airlock in the company of the cat. Algol, however, finding that the spot beside the captain’s camp stool was as dry as anything could be on Venus, decided to turn back.


  “THE difficulty is easily overcome, Captain,” the professor said, still holding on to his patience. “You can continue to cook your own meals from the tinned and packaged foods on board ship. The rest of us will eat fresh native foods prepared by Jrann-Pttt.”


  “But why,” Miss Anspacher interrupted as she emerged from the airlock with a large cast-iron skillet, “should you think Jrann-Pttt wants to poison us?”


  Both men rose from their stools. “Stands to reason he’d consider us his enemies, Miss Anspacher,” the captain said. “After all, we—as a group, that is—captured him.”


  “Hired him,” Professor Bernardi contradicted. “I’ve telepathically arranged to pay him an adequate salary. In goods, of course; I don’t suppose our money would be of much use to him. And I think he’s rather glad of the chance to hang around and observe us conveniently.”


  “Observe us!” Greenfield exclaimed. “You mean he’s spying out the land for an attack? Let’s prepare our defenses at once!”


  “I doubt if that’s what he has in mind,” Professor Bernardi said judiciously.


  “He may be staying because he wants to be near me,” Miss Anspacher blurted. Overcome by this unmaidenly admission, she reddened and rushed from them, calling, “Yoo-hoo, Jrann-Pttt! Here is the frying pan!” Algol woke up instantly and followed her. “Frying” was one of the more important words in his vocabulary.


  Captain Greenfield stared across the clearing after them, then turned back to Bernardi with a frown. “I don’t like to see one of our girls mixed up with a lizard—and a foreign lizard at that.” But his face too clearly betrayed a personal resentment.


  “Don’t tell me you have a—a fondness for Miss Anspacher, Captain,” Professor Bernardi exclaimed, genuinely surprised. Undeniably Miss Anspacher—although no longer in her first youth—was a handsome woman, but he would not have expected her somewhat cerebral type to appeal to the captain. On the other hand, she was the only unattached woman in the party and they were a long way from home.


  Greenfield picked a fleck of dried violet mud from the side of the ship and avoided Bernardi’s eye. “One of the reasons I came along,” he said almost bashfully. “Thought I’d have the chance to be alone with her now and again and impress her with, with. . . .”


  “Your sterling qualities?” Bernardi suggested.


  The captain flashed him a glance of mingled gratitude and resentment. “And now this damned lizard has to come along!”


  “Cheer up, Captain,” said the professor. “I’ll back you against a lizard any time.”


  ALTHOUGH the long twilight of Venus had deepened into night and it could never really be cool there by terrestrial standards, the temperature was almost comfortable. Everything was quite black, except for the pallid purple campfire glowing through the darkness; the clouds that perpetually covered the surface of the planet prevented even the light of the stars from reaching it.


  “Tell me more about the cross-versus the parallel-cousin relationships in your culture, Jrann-Pttt,” Miss Anspacher breathed, wriggling her camp stool closer to the saurian’s. “Anthropology is a great hobby of mine, you know. How do your people feel about exogamy?”


  “I’m afraid I’m rather exhausted, dear lady,” he said, using one arm to mask a yawn, and one to surreptitiously wave away the saurian head that was peering out of the underbrush. “I shouldn’t like to give a scientist like yourself any misinformation that might become a matter of record.”


  “Of course not,” she murmured. “You’re so considerate.”


  A pale face appeared in the firelight like some weird creature of darkness. Terrestrial and extraterrestrial both started. “Miss Anspacher,” the captain growled, “I’d like to lock up the ship, so if you wouldn’t mind turning in—”


  Miss Anspacher pouted. “You’ve interrupted such an interesting conversation. And I don’t see why you have to lock up the ship. After all, the night is three hundred and eighty-five hours long. We don’t sleep all that time and it would be a shame to be cooped up.”


  “I’m going to try to rig up some floodlights,” Greenfield explained stiffly, “so we won’t be caught like this again. Nobody bothered to tell me the day equals thirty-two of ours, so that half of it would be night.”


  “Then I won’t see you for almost two weeks of our time, Jrann-Pttt? Are you sure you wouldn’t like to spend the rest of the night in our ship? Plenty of room, you know.”


  “No, thank you, dear lady. The jungle is my natural habitat. I should feel stultified by walls and a ceiling. Don’t worry—I shan’t run away.”


  “Oh, I’m not worried,” Miss Anspacher said coyly, throwing a stick of wood on the fire.


  “Small riddance if he does.”


  “Captain Greenfield!”


  That part of the captain’s face not concealed by his piratical black beard turned red. “Well, if he can read our minds, he knows damn well what I’m thinking, anyway, so why be hypocritical about it?”


  “That’s right—he is a telepath, isn’t he?” Miss Anspacher’s face grew even redder than the captain’s. “I forgot he. . . . It is getting late. I really must go. Good night, Jrann-Pttt.”


  “Good night, dear lady.” The saurian bowed low over her hand.


  Leaning on the captain’s brawny arm, Miss Anspacher ploughed through the mud to the ship, followed by the mosquito-bat and Algol, who had been toasting themselves more or less companionably at the fire. The door to the airlock clanged behind all four of them.


  THE other saurian’s head appeared again from the bush. Jrann-Pttt, the insistent thought came, shall I rescue you now??


  Why, Dfar-Lll? I am not a prisoner. I’m quite free to come and go as I please. But let’s get away from the strangers’ ship while we communicate. They do have a certain amount of low-grade perception and might be able to sense the presence of another personality. At any rate, they might look out of a port and see you.


  Keeping the illuminator on low beam, Dfar-Lll led the way through the bushes. Seems to me you’re going to an awful lot of trouble just to get zoo specimens, the youngster protested, disentangling its arms from the embrace of an amorous vine. There’s really no reason for carrying on the work since Lieutenant Merglyt-Ruuu . . . passed on.


  Jrann-Pttt sat down on a fallen log and, tucking up his graceful tail, signaled his junior to join him. In the event that we do decide to return to base, some handsome specimens might serve to offset the lieutenant’s demise.


  Return to base? But I thought we were. . . .


  We haven’t found swamp life pleasant, have we? After all, there’s no real reason why we shouldn’t go back. Is it our fault that Merglyt-Ruuu happened to meet with a fatal accident?


  We-ell . . . but will the commandant see it that way?


  On the other hand, if we don’t go back, wouldn’t it be a good idea to attach ourselves to an expedition that, no matter how alien, is better equipped for survival than we? And carrying out our original purpose seemed the best way of getting to meet these strangers informally, as it were.


  They are unquestionably intelligent life-forms then?


  After a fashion. Jrann-Pttt yawned and rose. But why are we sitting here? Let’s start back to our camp. We will be able to converse more comfortably.


  They made their way through the jungle—now walking, now wading where the mud became water. Small creatures with hardly any thoughts scurried before them as they went.


  The commandant may have already made contact with their rulers, Dfar-Lll suggested, springing forward to illuminate the way. In that case, we couldn’t hope to remain undiscovered for long.


  Oh, these creatures are not Venusians. There’s no intelligent life here. They hail from the third planet of this system and, according to their thoughts, this is the only vessel that was capable of traversing interplanetary space. So we needn’t worry about extradition treaties or any other official annoyances.


  If they’re friendly, why didn’t you spend the night in their ship? It certainly looks more comfortable than our collapsible moslak—which, by the way, collapsed while you were gone. I hope we’ll be able to put it up again ourselves. I must say this for the lieutenant—he was good at that sort of thing.


  Jrann-Pttt made a gesture of distaste. He was unfortunately good at other things, too. But let’s not discuss him. I’m not staying with the strangers because I want to pick up one or two little things—mostly some of our food to serve them. I used up all the supplies in my pack and I want them to think we’re living off the land. They believe me to be a primitive and it’s best that they should until I decide just how I’m going to make most efficient use of them. Besides, I didn’t want to leave you alone.


  The younger saurian sniffed skeptically.


  “HONESTLY, Pitt,” Mrs. Bernardi said, keeping to leeward of the tablecloth the lizard-man was efficiently shaking out of the airlock, “I’ve never had a—an employee as competent as you.” But the word she had in mind, of course, was “servant.” “I do wish you’d come back to Earth with us.”


  “Perhaps you would compel me to come?” he suggested, as Algol and the mosquito-bat entered into hot competition to catch the crumbs before they sank into the purple ooze.


  “Oh, no! We’d want you to come as our guest—our friend.” Naturally, her thoughts ran, a house guest would be expected to help with the washing up and lend a hand with the cooking—and, of course, we wouldn’t have to pay him. Though my husband, I suppose, would requisition him as a specimen.


  I fully intend to go to Earth with them, Jrann-Pttt mused, but certainly not in that capacity. Nor would I care to be a specimen. I must formulate some concrete plan.


  The captain was crawling on top of the spaceship, scraping off the dried mud, brushing away the leaves and dust that marred its shining purity. The hot, humid haze that poured down from the yellow clouds made the metal surface a little hell. Yet it was hardly less warm on the other side of the clearing, where Miss Anspacher tried desperately to write up her notes on a table that kept sinking into the spongy ground, and hindered by the thick wind that had arisen half an hour before and which kept blowing her papers off. The sweet odor of the flowers tucked in the open neck of her already grimy white blouse suddenly sickened her and she flung them into the mud.


  “We won’t be going back to Earth for a long time!” she called. Gathering up the purple-stained papers, she came toward the others, little puffs of mist rising at each step. “We like it here. Lovely country.”


  How could she think to please even the savage she fancied him to be by such an inanity, Jrann-Pttt wondered. No one could possibly like that fetid swamp. Or was it not so much that she was trying to please him as convince herself? Was there some reason the terrestrials had for needing to like Venus. It hovered on the edge of the women’s minds. If only it would emerge completely, he could pick it up, but it lurked in the shadows of their subconscious, tantalizing him.


  “I’d like to know when we’re going to start putting up the shelters,” Mrs. Bernardi said, pushing a streak of fog-yellow hair out of her eyes. “I can’t stand being cooped up for another night on that ship.”


  “You’re planning to put up shelters—to live outside of the ship?” This would seem to confirm his darkest suspicions. Even a temporary settlement would leave them too open to visitation from the commandant. What his attitude toward the aliens might be, Jrann-Pttt didn’t know. He might consider them as specimens, as enemies or as potential allies. What his attitude toward Jrann-Pttt and his companion would be, however, the saurian knew only too well. Had they reported the lieutenant’s demise immediately, it was possible the commandant might have been brought to believe it was an accident. Now he would unquestionably think Jrann-Pttt had killed Merglyt-Ruuu on purpose—which was not true; how was Jrann-Pttt to know that the mud into which he’d knocked the lieutenant was quicksand?


  “Anything against putting up shelters?” Captain Greenfield growled from his perch.


  “Monster!” the mosquito-bat shrieked at the cat. “Monster! Monster!”


  THERE was a painfully embarrassed silence.


  “The creature is not intelligent,” Jrann-Pttt explained, smiling. “It merely has vocal apparatus that can reproduce a frequently heard word, like—you have a bird, I believe, a—” he searched their minds for the word—“a parrot.”


  “Monster!” the mosquito-bat continued. “Monster! Monster!”


  “Shut up or I’ll wring your neck!” the captain snarled. The mosquito-bat obeyed sullenly, apparently recognizing the threat in his tone.


  But the concept of “monster” hung heavily in the air between the terrestrials and the lizard-man. They should not feel so bad about it, he thought, for they are the monsters themselves. But that would never occur to them and I can hardly reassure them by saying. . . .


  “Don’t worry,” Professor Bernardi said smoothly. “To him, it’s we who are the monsters.”


  A sudden gust of wind nearly whipped the tablecloth out of Jrann-Pttt’s hands. He fought with it for a moment, glad of something tangible to contend with. “About the shelters,” he said. “They might not stand up against a storm.”


  “So this is monsoon country,” Bernardi observed thoughtfully. “Do you know when the storms usually come, Jrann-Pttt?” The other shook his head. “Peculiar. There usually is a season for that sort of thing.”


  “I . . . come from another part of the planet.”


  “Storms here are bad, eh?” the captain commented, swinging himself down easily. “Frankly, that worries me. Ship’s resting on mud as far as I can see, and if there’s one thing I do know something about, it’s mud. If it got any wetter, the ship might sink.”


  “Maybe we should leave,” Mrs. Bernardi suggested. “Go to another part of the planet where it’s drier, or—” she tried not to show the sudden surge of hope—“leave for home and come back after the rainy season.”


  There was a sudden silence, and Jrann-Pttt found himself able to pick up the answers to some of his questions from the alien minds. His worst fears were confirmed. Plan A was out. But something could still be done with these creatures.


  “Doesn’t she know?” the captain demanded accusingly. “You brought her here without telling her?”


  Bernardi spread his hands wide in a futile gesture. “She should know; I’ve told her repeatedly. She just doesn’t understand . . . or doesn’t want to.”


  “I know they’ll forgive us,” Mrs. Bernardi said stubbornly. “We—you—haven’t done anything really wrong, so how could they do anything terrible to us? After all, didn’t they refuse you the funds because they said you couldn’t—”


  “Shhh, Louisa,” her husband commanded.


  Jrann-Pttt smiled to himself.


  —“do it,” she went on. “And you did. So they were wrong and they’ll have to forgive us.”


  “Tcha!” Miss Anspacher said. “Since when was there any fairness in justice?”


  “On the other hand,” Mrs. Bernardi continued, “we have no idea of how dangerous the storms here could be.”


  “Very dangerous,” Jrann-Pttt said.


  “For you, perhaps,” the captain retorted. “Maybe not for us.”


  “Now that’s silly,” Miss Anspacher said. “You can see that Jrann-Pttt is much more—” she blushed—“sturdily built than we are.”


  “I don’t mean that we could face it without protection,” the captain replied angrily. “Naturally I mean that our superior technology could cope with the effects of any storm.”


  “Well, Captain, we’ll have to put that superior technology to use at once,” the professor told him. “You’d better start blasting that rock.”


  Laden with equipment and malevolent thoughts, the captain trudged off into the murky jungle. The others would not even offer to help. Confounded scientists; they certainly took his status as captain seriously. He wished, for a disloyal moment, that he had stayed on Earth. The quiet routine of a test pilot had prepared him for nothing like this. Were Miss Anspacher and adventure worth it? At the moment, he thought not. But he was on Venus and it was too late to change his mind.


  Jrann-Pttt followed him into the jungle, keeping some distance behind, for he had good reason to suspect that Greenfield would take his warm interest in terrestrial technology for plain spying. Or, worse yet, he might try to press the lizard-man into service; Jrann-Pttt felt he had demeaned himself quite enough already.


  “Have you noticed,” Miss Anspacher asked, pushing the mass of damp brown hair off her neck as she came alongside him, “how the—the smell—” a scientist does not mince words—“of the swamp has grown stronger?”


  Jrann-Pttt halted. He had a good idea of what the captain’s reactions to the sight of himself and Miss Anspacher arriving hand-in-hand would be. “Yes, it is getting rather overpowering. Perhaps, for a lady of your delicate sensibilities, it would be best to—”


  “I can stand a bad smell just as well as a male—any male!”


  “Perhaps even better,” Jrann-Pttt said, “for I was on the verge of turning back myself.”


  “Oh,” she said, appeased. “Well, in that case, I’ll go back with you . . . how quiet everything is!”


  HE had not noticed. For him, it would never be quiet because of the stream of jangled thoughts constantly pouring into the back of his mind from everything sentient that surrounded him.


  For a moment, he wondered what it would be like to be non-telepathic like the terrestrials, to have peace from the clamor of confused impressions, emotions and ideas that persistently beat at his mind. But that would be wondering how it was to be deaf to avoid discord, or blind to shut out ugliness.


  “The lull before the storm, I suppose,” she said brightly. Now is his opportunity to kiss me—only perhaps they don’t have kissing in his society. His mouth does seem to be the wrong shape. And if I kissed him, it might violate a taboo.


  During their short absence, the citrine clouds that closed off the sky had changed to a sinister umber. It was now almost as dusky in the clearing as in the jungle itself, when Jrann-Pttt and Miss Anspacher returned and joined the others.


  Professor Bernardi stood looking up with sharp gray eyes at a sky he could not see. “I hope Greenfield can finish the blasting more quickly than he estimated,” he muttered.


  “Will we hear the noise way out here, Carl?” his wife worried nervously.


  “Only two kilometers away? Of course we’ll hear it. I do wish you wouldn’t always be asking such stupid questions.”


  She shivered. “Well, I hope they get it over with right away. If we just have to sit here waiting and waiting and waiting, I’ll go mad. I know I will.”


  “You should try to keep your nerves in check, Louisa,” Miss Anspacher snapped. Silly little fool.


  “At least I can control my glands!” Mrs. Bernardi flared back. Sex-starved spinster.


  “I shall make some tea, ladies,” Jrann-Pttt interposed. “I’m sure we will all feel the better for it.”


  Mrs. Bernardi smiled at him feebly. “You’re such a comfort, Pitt. I don’t know why you of all creatures should be the one to remind me of home.”


  “Home,” remarked Mortland, emerging from the airlock, “is where the heart is. Did I hear someone say ‘tea’ ?”


  AS Jrann-Pttt hung the kettle over the fire, suddenly the air erupted in stunning violence of sound. The ground undulated under their feet and water slopped out of the kettle, almost putting out the fire that rose high to claw at it. Rivulets of thick, muddy liquid welled out of the ground and drabbled their feet. The women turned pale. Algol gave a faint cry and hid under Mrs. Bernardi’s skirts, trembling, while the mosquito-bat tried to lift Mortland’s toupee and hide in his hair. The ship itself quivered and seemed to jump slightly in the air, then returned to its resting place.


  All was quiet again, quieter than it had been before. Mortland anxiously gnawed his light mustache. “Better hurry with that tea, there’s a good fellow. I’m violently allergic to loud noises.”


  “They’ll probably continue all day,” the professor said with almost malevolent cheerfulness, “so you might as well get used to them.” Who is he to have nerves? I am easily the most sensitive person here, but I manage to control myself.


  “I don’t know how I’m going to stand it!” Mrs. Bernardi shrieked. “I just know something terrible is going to happen.”


  “Please try to restrain yourself, Louisa,” her husband ordered. “After it’s over, you’ll find we’ll be much more comfortable and secure with the ship resting on rock.”


  “If you ask me, that blast made it sink a little,” Mortland said. “I wonder whether—”


  He was interrupted by a thrashing in the bushes. Dfar-Lll burst forth, shedding scales. Do not despair, Jrann-Pttt. I am here, ready to save you or die at your side.


  The women clutched each other, Miss Anspacher praying silently and fervently to Juno, Lakshmi, Freya, Isis and a host of other esoteric female deities she had picked up in the course of her avocational researches.


  “He seems to be one of Jrann-Pttt’s people,” Bernardi observed, “so there should be nothing to fear.”


  Dfar-Lll, you fool! Jrann-Pttt ideated angrily. Nothing’s wrong. They’re just blasting out a better berth for their vessel. And now you’ve spoiled my plans.


  “What did you think at that poor little creature!” Mrs. Bernardi blazed. “He’s crying!” And, sure enough, amethyst tears were oozing out of the young saurian’s large, liquid eyes.


  I du-didn’t mean any harm.


  “Monster!” Mrs. Bernardi accused Jrann-Pttt. “All men are monsters, whether they’re aliens or not.”


  “You’re so right, Louisa!” Miss Anspacher exclaimed, regarding the younger creature in an almost kindly manner.


  I’m sorry, r-Lll, Jrann-Pttt apologized. I was upset by that noise, too. How could you possibly know what it was? Come, let me introduce you to the creatures.


  DFAR-LL stepped forward diffidently. Jrann-Pttt put a hand on the moss-green shoulder. “Allow me to introduce my companion, Dfar-Lll,” he said aloud.


  The youngster looked at him.


  Mrs. Bernardi thrust out her hand. “I’m very glad to meet you, Lil.”


  Agitate it with one of yours. It’s a courtesy. Don’t let her see how repulsive she is to you. Remember, you’re just as repulsive to her.


  Dfar-Lll offered a shy, seven-fingered hand. “Pleased . . . to meet you . . . ma’am,” the young lizard squeaked.


  “Why, he’s just a baby, isn’t he?” Mrs. Bernardi asked.


  I am not a baby! Dfar-Lll thought indignantly. At the end of this year, I shall celebrate my pre-maturity feast, or I would have. And furthermore—


  There was another thunderous blast of sound. After the ground had stopped trembling, the six found themselves ankle-deep in muddy water. Algol, who was in considerably deeper than his ankles, mewed fretfully. Mrs. Bernardi picked him up and comforted him.


  “Perhaps blasting wasn’t such a good idea,” the professor muttered. “Maybe I should tell Greenfield to call a halt and we’ll take our chances with the storm. As a matter of fa—”


  “The ship!” Mortland cried. “It is sinking!”


  And the big metal ball slowly but visibly was indeed subsiding into the mud.


  “Stop it, somebody!” Miss Anspacher snapped in her customary schoolroom manner.


  The professor was pale, but he held on to his calm. “What can we do? Even if we could get the captain back in time, there’s no way we can stop it. It’s too heavy to pull out manually, and the engines, of course, are inside.”


  As they watched in horror, the ship sank deeper and deeper, picking up momentum as more of it went under. With a loud, sucking sound, it vanished into the ooze. Muddy water gurgled over it and, where the ship had been, there was now a small lake.


  “This could be the beginning of a legend,” Miss Anspacher murmured. “Or the end.”


  There was another vibrant detonation. “Someone ought to go tell the captain there’s no use blasting any more,” Bernardi said wearily. “We have nothing to put on the rock when he smooths it off.” He began to laugh. “I suppose you could call this poetic justice.” And he went on laughing, losing a bit of his former self-control.


  There goes Plan B, Jrann-Pttt thought.


  A star of intensely bright green lightning split the clouds and widened to cover the visible expanse of sky. There was a planet-shaking clap of thunder that made Greenfield’s puny efforts sound like the snapping of twigs in comparison and it began to rain hard and fast.


  “IF only I hadn’t gone and blasted that damn rock,” the captain grumbled, squeezing water out of his shirt-tails, “we’d have been all right. Probably the storm wouldn’t have done a thing to the ship except get it wet. If you can even call it a storm.”


  “I can and I do,” Jrann-Pttt replied, haughtily squeegeeing his wet scales. “All I said was that a storm might be coming up and it might be dangerous. How was I to know it would last only half an hour?”


  “Even the camp stools pulled through,” Greenfield pointed out, “and you said shelters wouldn’t stand up.”


  “I only said they might not. Can’t you understand your own language?”


  The fissure in the clouds had not quite closed yet and through it the enormous, blazing disk of the sun glared at them, twice as large as it appeared from Earth. It was a moot point as to whether they’d be dried out or steamed alive first.


  “Might as well collect whatever gear we have left and get it to higher ground,” Miss Anspacher said efficiently. “Two feet of water won’t do anything any good—even those camp stools.”


  “It’s my belief you wanted this to happen,” Greenfield accused Jrann-Pttt. “You wanted to get rid of us.”


  “My dear fellow,” Jrann-Pttt replied loftily, “the information I gave you was, to the best of my knowledge, accurate. However, I happen to be a professor of zoology and not a meteorologist. Apparently you people live out in the open like primitives,” he continued, ignoring Dfar-Lll’s admiring interjection, “and are accustomed to the vicissitudes of weather. I am a civilized creature; I live—” or used to live—“in an air-conditioned, light-conditioned, weather-conditioned city. It is only when I rough it on field trips like this to trackless parts of the—globe that I am forced to experience weather. Even then, I have never before been caught in a situation like this.”


  In fact, I was never before caught or I wouldn’t be in this situation at all.


  “Oh, Jrann-Pttt,” sighed Miss Anspacher, “I knew you couldn’t be just an ordinary native!”


  “How did you get into this situation then?” Professor Bernardi asked. He had an unfortunate talent for going directly to the point.


  “The third member of our expedition died,” Jrann-Pttt explained. “He was our dirigational expert. Our guide.”


  “How did he happen to—”


  “Are we just going to stand here chatting,” Miss Anspacher demanded, “or are we going to do something about this?”


  “What can we do?” Mrs. Bernardi asked weakly. “We might just as well lie down and—”


  “Never say die, Louisa,” Miss Anspacher admonished.


  “I suggest we go to my camp to see what shape it’s in,” Jrann-Pttt said, furiously putting together Plan C. “Some of the supplies there might prove useful.”


  Captain Greenfield looked questioningly at Bernardi. The professor shrugged. “Might as well.”


  “All right,” the captain growled. “Let’s pick up whatever we can save.”


  SINCE there wasn’t much that could be rescued, the little safari was soon on its way. Jrann-Pttt led, carrying Algol in his arms. Behind came Mortland, bearing a camp stool and the kettle into which he had tucked a tin of biscuits and into which the mosquito-bat had tucked itself, its orange eyes glaring out angrily from beneath the lid. Next came Mrs. Bernardi with her knitting, her camp stool and her sorrow.


  Dfar-Lll followed with two stools and the plastic tea set. Close behind was Miss Anspacher, with the sugar bowl, the earthenware teapot and an immense bound volume of the Proceedings of the Physical Society of Ameranglis for 1993. Professor Bernardi bore a briefcase full of notes and the table. The rain had damaged the latter’s mechanism, so that its legs kept unfolding from time to time, to the great inconvenience of Captain Greenfield, who brought up the rear with the blasting equipment. Behind them and sometimes alongside them came something—or someone—else.


  “Surely your camp must have been closer to ours than this,” Miss Anspacher finally remarked after they had been slogging through mud and water and pushing aside reluctant vegetation for over an Earth hour.


  “I am very much afraid,” Jrann-Pttt admitted, “that our camp has been lost—that is to say, inundated.”


  “What are we going to do now?” the captain asked of the company at large.


  Professor Bernardi shrugged. “Our only course would seem to be making for one of the cities and throwing ourselves upon the na—Jrann-Pttt’s people’s hospitality. If Professor Jrann-Pttt has even the vaguest idea of the direction in which his home lies, we might as well head that way.” I wonder whether the natives could help us raise the ship.


  “I’m sure my people will be more than happy to welcome you,” Jrann-Pttt said smoothly, “and to make you comfortable until your people send another ship to fetch you.”


  The terrestrials looked at one another. Dfar-Lll looked at Jrann-Pttt.


  Professor Bernardi coughed. “That was the only spaceship we had,” he admitted. “The first experimental model, you know.” We don’t expect to stay on this awful planet forever. After all, as Louisa says, the government will have to forgive us. Public opinion and all that.


  “Oh,” the saurian said. “Then we shall have the pleasure of your company until they build another?”


  There was silence. “We have the only plans,” the professor said, gripping his briefcase more tightly. “I am the inventor of the ship, so naturally I would have them.” If we brought back some specimens of Venusian life—of intelligent Venusian life—to prove we’d been here. . . .


  “Matter of fact, old fellow,” Mortland said, “we took all the plans with us so they couldn’t build another ship and follow—”


  “Mortland!” the professor exclaimed.


  “But they’re telepaths,” Miss Anspacher said. “They must know already.”


  EVERYONE turned to look at the saurians.


  “I have . . . certain information,” Jrann-Pttt admitted, “but I cannot understand it. You are in trouble with your rulers because they would not give you the funds, claiming space travel was impossible?”


  “That’s right,” Bernardi said. Not really specimens, you understand. Guests.


  “And you went ahead and appropriated the funds and materials from your government, since you were in a trusted position where you could do so?”


  Bernardi nodded.


  “Of course the question is now academic, for the ship is gone, but since you proved the possibility of space travel by coming here, wouldn’t your government then dismiss the charges against you?”


  “That’s exactly what I keep telling him!” Mrs. Bernardi exclaimed.


  But her husband shook his head. “The law is inflexible. We have broken it and must be punished, even if by breaking it we proved its fundamental error.” Why let him know our plans?


  Why, Jrann-Pttt, that sounds just like our own government, doesn’t it?


  Yes, it does. We should be able to establish a very satisfactory mode of living with these strangers.


  “We’d hoped that after a year or so the whole thing would die down,” Mortland explained frankly, “and we’d go back as heroes.”


  “Do you know the way to your home, Jrann-Pttt?” the professor asked anxiously.


  “Since we were able to catch a glimpse of the sun, I think I can figure out roughly where we are. All we must do is walk some two hundred kilometers in that direction—” he waved an arm to indicate the way—“and we should be at the capital.”


  “Will your people accept us as refugees?” Miss Anspacher demanded bluntly, “or will we be captives?” Which is what I’ll bet the good professor is planning for you, if only he can figure some way to get you and, of course, ourselves back.


  “WE should be proud to accept you as citizens and to receive the benefits of your splendid technology. Our laboratories will be placed at your disposal.”


  “Well, that’s better than we hoped for,” the professor said, brightening. “We had expected to have to carve our own laboratories out of the wilderness. Now we shall be able to carry on our researches in comfort.” No need to trouble the natives; we’ll be able to raise the ship ourselves. Or build a new one. And I’ll see to it personally that they have special quarters in the zoo with a considerable amount of privacy.


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t trust him too far,” the captain warned. “He’s a foreigner.”


  “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Captain!” Miss Anspacher said. “I, for one, trust Jrann-Pttt implicitly. Did you say this direction, Jrann-Pttt?” She stepped forward briskly. There was a loud splash and water closed over her head.


  CAPTAIN Greenfield rushed forward to haul her out. “Well,” she said, daintily coughing up mud, “I was wet to begin with, anyway.”


  “You’re a brave little woman, Miss Anspacher,” the captain told her admiringly.


  “This sort of thing may present a problem,” Professor Bernardi commented. “I hope that was only a pot-hole, that the water is not going to be consistently too deep for wading.”


  “There might be quicksand, too,” Mrs. Bernardi said somberly. “In quicksand, one drowns slowly.”


  Dfar-Lll gave a start. Surely you don’t intend to lead them back to base?


  Precisely. The swamp is unfit for settlement.


  But to return voluntarily to captivity?


  Who mentioned anything about captivity? Assisted by our new friends, we have an excellent chance of taking over the ship and supplies by a surprise attack.


  But why should these aliens assist us?


  Jrann-Pttt smiled. Oh, I think they will. Yes, I have every confidence in Plan C.


  “I suggest,” the professor said, ignoring his wife’s pessimism, “that each one of us pull a branch from a tree. We can test the ground before we step on it, to make sure that there is solid footing underneath.”


  “Good idea,” the captain approved. He reached out the arm that was not occupied with Miss Anspacher and tugged at a tree limb.


  And then he and the lady physicist were both floundering in the ooze.


  “Well, really, Captain Greenfield!” she cried, refusing his aid in extricating herself. “I always thought you were at least a gentleman in spite of your illiteracy!”


  “Wha—what happened?” he asked as he struggled out of the mud. “Something pushed me; I swear it.”


  JRANN-PTTT mentalized. “It seems the tree did not like your trying to remove a branch.”


  “The tree!” Greenfield’s pale blue eyes bulged. “You’re joking!”


  “Not at all. As a matter of fact, I myself have been wondering why there were so many thought-streams and yet so few animals around here. It never occurred to me that the vegetation could be sentient and have such strong emotive defenses. In all my experience as a botanist, I—”


  “I thought you were a zoologist,” Bernardi interrupted.


  “My people do not believe in excessive specialization,” the saurian replied.


  “Trees that think?” Mortland inquired incredulously.


  “They’re not very bright,” Jrann-Pttt explained, “but they don’t like having their limbs pulled off. I don’t suppose you would, either, for that matter.”


  “I propose,” Miss Anspacher said, shaking out her wet hair, “that we break up the camp stools and use the sticks instead of branches to help us along.”


  “Good idea,” the captain said, trying to get back into her good graces. “I always knew women could put their brains to use if they tried.”


  She glared at him.


  “I thought we’d use the furniture to make a fire later,” Mortland complained. “For tea, you know.”


  “The ground’s much too wet,” Professor Bernardi replied.


  “And besides,” Miss Anspacher added, “I lost the teapot in that pot-hole.”


  “But you managed to save the Proceedings of the Physical Society,” Mortland snarled. “Serve you right if I eat it. And I warn you, if hard-pressed, I shall.”


  “How will we cook our food, though?” Mrs. Bernardi demanded apprehensively. “It’s a lucky thing, Mr. Pitt, that we have you with us to tell us which of the berries and things are edible, so at least we shan’t starve.”


  The visible portion of Jrann-Pttt’s well-knit form turned deeper green. “But I regret to say I don’t know, Mrs. Bernardi. Those ‘native’ foods I served you were all synthetics from our personal stores. I never tasted natural foods before I met you.”


  “And if the trees don’t like our taking their branches,” Miss Anspacher put in, “I don’t suppose the bushes would like our taking their berries. Louisa, don’t do that!”


  But Mrs. Bernardi, with her usual disregard for orders, had fainted into the mud. Pulling her out and reviving her caused so much confusion, it wasn’t until then that they discovered Algol had disappeared.


  THE party had been trudging through mud and water and struggling with pale, malevolent vines and bushes and low-hanging branches for close to six Earth hours. All of them were tired and hungry, now that their meager supply of biscuits and chocolate was gone.


  “Remember, Carl,” Mrs. Bernardi told her husband, “I forgive you. And I know I’m being foolishly sentimental, but if you could manage to take my body back to Earth—”


  “Don’t be so pessimistic.” Professor Bernardi absent-mindedly leaned against a tree, then recoiled as he remembered it might resent being treated like an inanimate object. “In any case, we’ll most likely all die at the same time.”


  “I never did want to go to Venus, really,” Mrs. Bernardi sniffled. “I only came, like Algol did, because I didn’t have any choice. If you left me behind, I’d have had to bear the brunt of. . . . Where is Algol?” She stared at Jrann-Pttt. “You were carrying him. What have you done with him?”


  The lizard-man looked at her in consternation. “He jumped out of my arms when you fainted and I turned back to help. I was certain one of the others had him.”


  “He’s dead!” she wailed. “You let him fall into the water and drown—an innocent kitty that never hurt anybody, except in fun.”


  “Come, come, Louisa.” Her husband took her arm. “He was only a cat. I’m sure Jrann-Pttt didn’t mean for him to drown. He was just so upset by your fainting that he didn’t think. . . .”


  “Not Jrann-Pttt’s fault, of course,” Miss Anspacher said.


  “After all, we can’t expect them to love animals as we do. But Algol was a very good sort of cat. . . .”


  “Keep quiet, all of you!” Jrann-Pttt shouted. “I have never known any species to use any method of communication so much in order to communicate so little. Don’t you understand? I would not have assumed the cat was with one of you, if I had not subconsciously sensed his thought-stream all along. He must be nearby.”


  Everyone was still, while Jrann-Pttt probed the dense underbrush that blocked their view on both sides. “Over here,” he announced, and led the way through the thick screen of interlaced bushes and vines on the left.


  About ten meters farther on, the ground sloped up sharply to form a ridge rising a meter and a half above the rest of the terrain. The water had not reached its blunted top, and on this fairly level strip of ground, perhaps three meters wide, Algol had been paralleling their path in dry-pawed comfort.


  “Scientists!” Louisa Bernardi almost spat. “Professors! We could have been walking on that, too. But did anybody think to look for dry ground? No! It was wet in one place, so it would be wet in another. Oh, Algol—” she reached over to embrace the cat—“you’re smarter than any so-called intelligent life-forms.”


  He indignantly straightened a whisker she had crumpled.


  “LOOK,” Mortland exclaimed in delight as they attained the top of the ridge, “here are some dryish twigs! Don’t suppose the trees want them, since they’ve let them fall. If I can get a fire going, we could boil some swamp water and make tea. Nasty thought, but it’s better than no tea at all. And how long can one go on living without tea?”


  “We’ll need some food before long, too,” Professor Bernardi observed, putting his briefcase down on a fallen log. “The usual procedure, I believe, would be for us to draw straws to see which gets eaten—although there isn’t any hurry.”


  “I’m glad then that we’ll be able to have a fire,” Mortland said, busily collecting twigs. “I should hate to have to eat you raw, Carl.”


  Mr. Pitt and his little friend are delightful creatures, Mrs. Bernardi thought. So intelligent and so well behaved. But eating them wouldn’t really be cannibalism. They aren’t people.


  That premise works both ways, dear lady, Jrann-Pttt ideated. And I must say your species will prove far easier to peel for the cooking pot.


  “Monster! What are you doing?” Mortland dropped his twigs and pulled the mosquito-bat away from a bush. “Don’t eat those berries, you silly ass; the bush won’t like it!” The mosquito-bat piped wrathfully.


  Jrann-Pttt probed with intentness. “You know, I rather think the bush wants its berries to be eaten. Something to do with—er—propagating itself. Of course it has a false impression as to what is going to be done with the berries, but the important fact is that it won’t put up any resistance.”


  “All right, old fellow.” Mortland released the mosquito-bat, which promptly flew back to the bush. “I’m not the custodian of your morals.”


  “I wonder whether we could eat those berries, too,” Professor Bernardi remarked pensively.


  “Carl!” Mrs. Bernardi’s tear-stained face flushed pink. “Why—why, that’s almost indecent!”


  “We eat beans, don’t we?” Mortland pointed out. “They’re seeds.”


  “We also eat meat,” Miss Anspacher added.


  There was silence. “I imagine,” Mrs. Bernardi murmured, “it’s because we never get to meet the meat socially.” She avoided the saurians’ eyes.


  “We’d better see how Monster makes out, though,” Miss Anspacher observed, replenishing her lipstick, “before we try the berries ourselves. The fact that the bush is anxious to dispose of them doesn’t mean they can’t be poisonous.”


  “Why should Monster sacrifice himself for us?” Mortland retorted hotly, overlooking the fact that Monster’s purpose in eating the berries was almost certainly not an altruistic one. “If we can risk his life, we can risk our own.” He crammed a handful of berries into his mouth defiantly. “I say, they’re good!”


  Algol sniffed the bush with disgust, then turned away.


  “See?” said Miss Anspacher. “They’re undoubtedly poisonous. When he’s really hungry, he isn’t so fussy.” She combed her hair.


  “But is he really hungry?” Bernardi asked suspiciously. “Come here, Algol. Nice kitty.” He bent down and sniffed the cat’s breath. The cat sniffed his interestedly. Their whiskers touched. “I thought so. Fish!”


  “YOU mean,” Mrs. Bernardi shrieked, “that while we were struggling through that water, alternately starving and drowning by centimeters, that wretched cat has not only been walking along here dry as toast, but gorging himself on fish?”


  “Now, now, Mrs. Bernardi,” Jrann-Pttt said. “Being a dumb animal, he wouldn’t think of informing you about matters of which he’d assume that you, as the superior beings, would be fully cognizant.”


  “You might have told us there were fish on this planet, Mr. Pitt.”


  “Dear lady, there is something I feel I should tell you. I am not—”


  “They’re here on the other side of the ridge,” Greenfield called, bending over and peering through the foliage. “The fish, I mean.”


  “The pools look shallow,” Bernardi said, also bending over. “The fish should be easy enough to catch. Might even be able to get them in our hands.” He reached out to demonstrate, proving the error of both his theses, for the fish slipped right through his fingers and, as he grabbed for them, he lost his balance, toppled over the side of the ridge into the mud and water below and began to disappear, showing beyond a doubt that the pools were deeper than he had thought.


  “Carl, what are you doing?” Mrs. Bernardi peered into the murky depths where her husband was threshing about. “Why don’t you come out of that filthy mud?”


  His voice, though muffled, was still acid. “It isn’t mud, my dear. It’s quicksand!”


  “Rope!” the captain exclaimed, grabbing a coil.


  “Hold on, chaps!” cried a squeaky voice. “I’m coming to the rescue!” A stout twelve-foot vine plunged out of the shadows and wrapped one end of itself around a tree—disregarding the latter’s violent objections—and the other end around Professor Bernardi’s thorax, which was just disappearing into the mud. “Now if one or two of you would haul away, we’ll soon have him out all shipshape and proper. Heave ho! Don’t be afraid of hurting me; my strength is as the strength of ten because my heart is pure.”


  “It’s that vine!” Dfar-Lll exclaimed. “So that’s what has been following us all along!”


  “I CAN accept the idea of a vegetable thinking,” Professor Bernardi gasped as he was pulled out of the quicksand, “although with the utmost reluctance.” He shook himself like a dog. “But how can it be mobile?”


  “You chaps can move around,” the vine explained, “so I said to myself: ‘Dammit, I’ll have a shot at doing that, too.’ Hard going at first, when you’re using suckers, but I persevered and I made it. Look, I can talk, too. Never heard of a vine doing that before, did you? Fact is, I hadn’t thought of it before, but then I never had anyone to communicate with. All those other vines are so stupid; you have absolutely no idea! Hope you don’t mind my picking up your language, but it was the only one around—”


  “We are honored,” Professor Bernardi declared. “And I am deeply grateful to you, too, sir or madam, for saving my life.”


  “Think nothing of it,” the vine said, arranging its leaves, which were of a pleasing celadon rather than the whitish-green favored by the rest of the local vegetation. “Now that I can move, I’ll probably be doing heroic things like that all the time. Are you all going to the city? May I go with you? I’ve heard lots about the city,” it went on, taking consent for granted, “but I never thought I’d get to see it. Everybody in the swamp is such an old stick-in-the-mud. I thought I was trapped, too, forced to spend the rest of my life in a provincial environment. Is it true that the streets are filled with chlorophyll? Do you think I can get a job in a botanical garden or something? Perhaps I can give little talks on horticulture to visitors?”


  The mosquito-bat looked out of the tea kettle austerely. “Monster!” it piped shrilly.


  “The very idea!” the vine snapped back indignantly. “Oh, well,” it said, calming down, “you probably don’t know any better. It’s up to me as the intelligent life-form to forgive you, and I shall.”


  Jrann-Pttt and Dfar-Lll looked at each other in consternation. Do you think there really are cities on this planet, sir? Can there be indigenous intelligent life? If so, it may have already got in touch with the commandant.


  Impossible, Jrann-Pttt replied. The vine probably just heard us talking about a city. After all, it picked up the language that way; very likely it absorbed some terrestrial concepts along with it. If there are any real settlements at all, they must be quite primitive—nothing more than villages. No, it’s we who will build the cities on Venus. Combining our technology with the terrestrials’, we could develop a pretty little civilization here—after we’ve disposed of the commandant, so he can’t report our disappearance. We don’t want any publicity. So much better to keep our little society exclusive.


  “WONDER what time it is,” the captain remarked as he rose and stretched in the dim yellow light of the long Venusian day. “Must have slept for hours. My watch seems to have stopped.”


  “Mine, too.” Mortland unstrapped his from his wrist and shook it futilely. “Waterproof, hah! If we ever get back to Earth, I shall make the manufacturer eat his guarantee.”


  “Oh, well, what does time matter to us now?” Professor Bernardi pointed out as he rose from his leafy couch with a loud creak. All of them—even the saurians—had aches and pains in every joint and muscle as a result of the unaccustomed exercise and the damp climate. “We are out of its reach. It has no present meaning for us.”


  This depressed them all. Only the vine seemed in good health and spirits. “I notice you’re all wearing clothes except for the short four-legged gentleman with the home-grown fur coat,” it chattered happily. “Do you think I’ll be socially acceptable without them? I wouldn’t want to make a bad impression at the very start—or would leaves do?”


  Everybody looked at Jrann-Pttt. “We are not a narrow-minded species,” he said hastily. “I’m sure your leaves will be more than adequate.”


  After a breakfast of fish and berries stewed in tea—which the vine declined with thanks—the various members of the party gathered up their belongings and resumed their journey. Encrusted with dried purple mud and grime, their clothes deliberately torn by anti-social shrubbery, their chins—of the males, that is—disfigured by hirsute growths, the terrestrials made a sorry spectacle. It was hot, boiling hot, and more humid than ever.


  “Well,” said Miss Anspacher, letting the Swahili marching song with which she had been attempting to encourage the company peter out, “I do hope we’ll reach your city soon, Jrann-Pttt. I must say I could use a hot bath.” She added hastily, “Hot baths are a peculiar cultural trait of ours.”


  “I could use one myself,” Jrann-Pttt said. He brushed his scales fastidiously.


  “I’m looking forward so to meeting your relatives,” she said, grabbing his left arm determinedly. “I’m not violating a taboo or anything, am I?” It isn’t really slimy; it just feels that way.


  “Not one of my people’s. But I’m afraid you are violating a terrestrial taboo, judging from the thoughts I pick up from your captain’s mind.”


  “Oh, him—he’s a stupid fool!”


  “Not at all. Rough, perhaps. Untutored, yes. But with a good deal of native intelligence, although fearfully primitive.”


  “Perhaps I was too harsh,” Miss Anspacher observed thoughtfully. The captain . . . is good-looking in a brutal sort of way, although not nearly as handsome or even as spiritual in appearance as Jrann-Pttt. And sometimes I almost think he—she blushed to herself—shows a certain partiality for my company.


  SHE did not, however, let go of the saurian’s arm when the captain bustled up, prepared to put a stop to this, but tactfully, if possible, for he had begun to realize that his rude ways did not endear him to her.


  “Ah—we’re making very good progress, aren’t we, Pitt?” he interrupted, trying to insinuate himself between the two.


  “Excellent.”


  “How soon do you think we’ll be at your city at this rate?”


  Jrann-Pttt shrugged. “Since I have no way of telling what our rate is or how far we have gone, how can I tell? As a matter of fact, you might as well learn now as later—I am not a Venusian. There is no intelligent life native to Venus.”


  “Oh, really!” the vine interposed indignantly. “Saying a thing like that right in front of me! What would you call me, then, pray tell?”


  Jrann-Pttt kept his actual thoughts to himself. “A mutation,” he said. “Probably you are the first intelligent life-form to appear upon this planet. Scholarly volumes will be written about you.”


  “Oh?” The vine seemed to be appeased. “I accept your apology. Perhaps I’ll learn to write and do the books myself, because I’m the only one who can understand the real me.”


  “But how can you show us the way to your city if you’re not native to Venus?” Bernardi demanded, whirling fretfully upon the saurian. “What is this, anyway? Each time you come up with a different story!”


  “See?” said the captain. “Didn’t I tell you he was up to no good?”


  “I should like to lead you to our base,” Jrann-Pttt replied with quiet dignity. “I am telling you the truth now since I feel I should have your consent before proceeding farther.”


  ??????? Dfar-Lll projected.


  “I hesitated before, because I wasn’t sure I could trust you. You see, the spaceship in which we came to this planet is a prison ship, with a crew consisting of malefactors—thieves, murderers, defrauders—dispatched to the remote fastnesses of the Galaxy to fetch back zoological specimens. Our zoo, I must say, is the finest and most interesting in the Universe.”


  “Monster!” the mosquito-bat squeaked.


  “Shhh,” Mortland admonished. “Don’t interrupt.”


  “I was in command of our ill-fated expedition. . . .”


  Oh, Dfar-Lll projected. For a moment there, sir, you had me worried.


  “When we reached Venus, I was, I must admit, careless. I gave the crew a chance to mutiny and they did. Slew most of the officers. Dfar-Lll and I were lucky to escape with our lives.”


  “But you might have told us!” Mrs. Bernardi’s voice held reproach.


  “Until we knew what kind of beings you were, we couldn’t let you know how helpless and unprotected we were.”


  The women seemed moved, but not the men.


  “Leading us on a wild goose chase, were you?” the captain challenged.


  JRANN-PTTT drew a deep breath. “It was my hope that all of you would consent to help us get our ship back from these criminals. Then we could fly to my planet—which is the fifth of the star you know as Alpha Centauri—where, I assure you, you would be hospitably received.”


  We aren’t really going back home, Jrann-Pttt, are we? I’d sooner stay here in the swamp than go back to that jail.


  Have confidence in me, r-Lll. As soon as we have disposed of the commandant and his officers, I can put our ship out of commission. The terrestrials won’t be able to tell what’s wrong. They know nothing about space travel. The fact that they got their crude vessel to operate was probably sheer luck.


  But the younger was not to be diverted. Will we kill them after we’ve disposed of our officers? I should hate to.


  Certainly not. We shall need servants and I don’t trust the prisoners in the ship—all criminals of the lowest type! Aloud, he said to the bewildered terrestrials, “If you don’t want to help us, I shall understand. No sense your interfering in another species’ quarrels, particularly as we must seem like monsters to you.”


  “Monster!” the mosquito-bat agreed. “Monster, monster, monster!” No one tried to stop him. Jrann-Pttt sensed that somehow he had lost a good deal of his grip on the terrestrials. Finesse, he thought angrily, was wasted on these barbaric life-forms.


  Bernardi sighed. “I suppose we’ll have to help you.” No reason why his ship shouldn’t stop off at Earth before it goes to Alpha Centauri. No reason why it should even go to Alpha Centauri at all, in fact.


  “If you ask me,” the captain said, “he’s one of the criminals himself.”


  “But nobody asked you,” Miss Anspacher retorted, the more acidly because she had been wondering the same thing. “Shall we resume our journey?”


  “Hold on,” the vine said. “I don’t want to intrude or anything, but it hasn’t been made quite clear to me whether or not I’m included in the invitation to this Alpha Centauri place, and I wouldn’t want to keep going only on the off-chance that you might ask me. I really think you should, because you led me astray with your fair promises of glittering cities.”


  “The cities of our planet do not glitter,” Jrann-Pttt replied, wishing it would wither instantly, “but certainly you are invited. Glad to have you.”


  “Oh, that’s awfully decent of you,” the vine said emotionally. “I shan’t forget it, I promise you.”


  THEY plodded onward, the vine chattering so incessantly that a faint gurgling which accompanied them went unnoticed. The gurgling grew louder and louder as they pushed on. Finally, “I keep hearing water,” Mortland remarked. “We must be approaching a river of some kind.”


  A few minutes later, bursting through a screen of underbrush, they found themselves confronted by a river whose bubbling violet-blue waters extended for at least four kilometers from shadowy bank to bank, with the ridge tapering to a point almost in its exact center.


  Apparently, while they had been trekking along the elevation, the surrounding terrain, concealed from them by the dense and evil-minded vegetation, had imperceptibly taken off, leaving the ridge to become a peninsula that jutted out into the river. They seemed to be stranded. All they could do was retrace their steps and, since they had no idea how far back the split became part of the mainland again, the return journey might last almost as long as it had taken them to get there.


  “I know we’re heading in the right direction,” Jrann-Pttt defended himself. “I wasn’t aware of the river because we must have come by an overland route.” Although he was telling the truth, at least insofar as he knew it himself, no one, not even Dfar-Lll, believed him.


  “But let’s rest a bit before we turn back,” Mortland proposed, flopping to the ground. “I’m utterly used up.”


  “Maybe we don’t need to go back,” the vine said. “Not all the way, anyhow.” Everyone stared. It waved its leaves brightly at them. “I notice the captain thoughtfully brought along lots of rope and there were scads of fallen logs just a bit back. Couldn’t you just lash the logs together with the rope and make a—a thing on which we could float the rest of the way? On the water, you know.”


  The others continued to look at it open-mouthed.


  “Just a little idea I had,” it said modestly. “May not amount to much, but then you can’t tell until you’ve tried, can you?”


  “It—he—means a raft, I think,” Mrs. Bernardi said.


  Jrann-Pttt probed the raft concept in her mind, for he found the vegetable’s mental processes curiously obscure. “What an excellent idea!” he exclaimed.


  “It does not seem infeasible,” Professor Bernardi admitted tightly. By now, he was suspicious of everyone and everything. If I had never broached the idea of space travel to those peasants, he thought, I would be on Earth in the dubious comfort of my own home. That’s what comes of trying to help humanity.


  “WELL,” observed the captain as the heavy raft hit the water with a tremendous splash, “she seems to be riverworthy.” He rubbed his hands in anticipation, much of his surliness gone, now that he was about to deal with something he understood. “Since she is, in a manner of speaking, a ship, I suppose I assume command again?” He waited for objections, glancing involuntarily in Jrann-Pttt’s direction. There were none. “Right,” he said, repressing any outward symptoms of relief.


  He efficiently deployed the personnel to the positions on the raft where he felt they might be least useless, the gear being piled in the middle and surmounted by Algol, who naturally assumed possession of the softest and safest place by the divine right of cats.


  The captain does have a commanding presence, Miss Anspacher thought, and a sort of uncouth grace. Moreover, he cannot read my mind—in fact, he often cannot even understand me when I speak.


  “All right!” he bellowed. “Cast off!”


  The vine unfastened the rope that it had insouciantly attached to a tree trunk, remarking to the others, “Don’t let the trees intimidate you. Actually their bark is worse than their bite.” Now it dropped lithely on board the raft, looking for a comfortable resting place.


  “Please don’t twine around me,” Miss Anspacher said coldly. “If you insist upon coming with us, you will have to choose an inanimate object to cling to.”


  “All right, all right,” it tried to soothe her. “No need to get yourself all worked up over such a mere triviality, is there? I’ll just coil myself tidily around one of those spare logs. I must say you’re warmer, though.”


  Yes, she is, isn’t she? thought the captain, and squeezed her hand.


  THE raft drifted down the river. Since the current was flowing in the desired direction, there did not appear to be any need to use the poles, and everyone sat or reclined as comfortably as possible in the suffocating heat. The yellow haze had become so thick that they seemed to be at the bottom of a custard cup.


  “I do hope we’re heading the right way,” Professor Bernardi said, although who knows what is right and what is wrong any more?


  “Perhaps we aren’t,” Mrs. Bernardi mused, stroking Algol, who had crawled into her lap. “Perhaps we will go drifting along endlessly. Every sixteen days, it will get dark and every sixteen days it will get light, and meanwhile we will continue floating along, never going anywhere, never getting anywhere, never seeing anything but haze and raft and river and each other.” Algol wheezed in his sleep.


  “Nonsense!” Jrann-Pttt said rudely. “I have a compass. I know the direction perfectly well.”


  “And yet you let us think we were wandering about blindly.” Miss Anspacher gave him a contemptuous look. The captain pressed her hand.


  “Since you seem to breathe the same air and eat much the same food that we do, Mr. Pitt,” Mrs. Bernardi changed her tack, “I suppose we’ll be physically comfortable on your planet for the rest of our lives. Our children will be born there and our children’s children, and eventually they’ll forget all about Earth and think it was only a legend.”


  “But you did expect to settle permanently on Venus, didn’t you?” the vine asked, bewilderedly. “Or for a long visit, anyway. So I don’t really see that it makes much difference if you go to Jrann-Pttt’s Alpha Centauri place. So much nicer to be living with friends, I should think.”


  “But Alpha Centauri is so very far away,” Mrs. Bernardi sighed. “There wouldn’t be much chance of our ever getting back.”


  “Look!” Mortland exclaimed. “The river’s branching. Which fork do we take?”


  JRANN-PTTT, who had been dabbling his arms idly in the translucent violet-blue water, withdrew them hastily as nine green eyes, obviously belonging to the same individual, rose to the surface and regarded him with more than casual interest. He consulted his compass. “Left.”


  “Contrarily!” the mosquito-bat suddenly squeaked, pointing a small rod at his companions. “Rightward.”


  There was a stunned silence.


  “Monster!” Mortland cried in reproach. “You can talk! How could you deceive us like that?”


  “Can talk,” the creature retorted. “Me not intelligent life-form, ha! Who talks last talks best. Have not linguistic facility of inferior life-forms, but can communicate rudely in your language.”


  “Remember,” Mortland cautioned, “there are ladies present.”


  “Have been lying low and laughing to self—ha, ha!—at witlessness of lowerly life-forms.”


  “But why?” Mrs. Bernardi demanded distractedly. “Haven’t we been kind to you?”


  “You be likewise well treated in our zoo,” it assured her. “All of you. Our zoo finest in Galaxy. And clean, too.”


  “Now really, sir, I must protest—” Professor Bernardi began, trying to extricate a blaster unobtrusively from the pile of gear in which the too-confident terrestrials had cached their weapons.


  Monster gestured with his rod. “This is lethal weapon. Do not try hindrancing me. Hate damage fine specimens. Captain, go rightward.”


  “Oh, is that so!” Greenfield retorted hotly. “Let me tell you, you—you insect!”


  “George!” Miss Anspacher clutched his arm. “Do what it says. For my sake, George!”


  “Oh, all right,” he muttered. “Just for you, then. Told you not to trust any of ’em,” he went on, reluctantly poling the raft in the ordered direction. “Foreigners!”


  “Fine zoo,” the mosquito-bat insisted. “Very clean. Run with utmost efficientness. Strict visiting hours.”


  “AND there goes Plan D,” the vine said lightly. There was a hint of laughter in its voice. Jrann-Pttt stared at it in consternation. “Are you also from the Alpha Centauri system, sir?” It turned its attention to the mosquito-bat. “Naturally I’m curious to know where I’m going,” it explained, “since I seem definitely to be included in your gracious invitation.”


  “Alpha Centauri, hah!” the mosquito-bat snorted. “I from what Earthlets laughingly term Sirius. Alpha Centauri merely little star.”


  “Now see here!” Jrann-Pttt sprang to his feet. Criminal he might be, but he was not going to sit there and have his sun insulted!


  “Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” Miss Anspacher cried. “No use getting yourself killed, Jrann-Pttt!”


  “Correctly,” Monster approved. “Elementary intelligence displayed. Why damage fine specimens?”


  From one prison into another, the saurian mentalized bitterly.


  Yes, returned Dfar-Lll, and it’s all your fault. The junior lizard burst into tears. I wish I had let Merglyt-Ruuu do what he wanted. I would have been better off.


  “Sirius,” the vine repeated. “That’s even farther away than Alpha Centauri, isn’t it? I never thought I would get that far away from the swamp! This really will be an adventure!”


  “How do you know—” Professor Bernardi began.


  “Frankly,” it went on, “I don’t see why you chaps are so put out by the whole thing. What’s the difference between Alpha Centauri and Sirius anyway? Matter of a few light-years, but otherwise a star’s a star for all that.”


  “To Jrann-Pttt, we wouldn’t have been specimens,” Mrs. Bernardi said, belatedly recognizing the advantages of Alpha Centauri.


  “No, not specimens,” the vine told her easily. “I don’t suppose you know he had no intention of taking you back to his system. He wanted you to help him kill the officers of his ship so they couldn’t look for him and the other escaped prisoner or report back to his planet. Then he was going to put the ship out of commission and found his own colony here with you as his slaves. I’d just as soon be a specimen as a slave. Sooner. Better to reign in a zoo than serve in a swamp!”


  “Just how do you know all this?” Miss Anspacher demanded.


  “It’s obvious enough,” Bernardi said gloomily. “Another telepath.” How can we compete or even cope with creatures like these? What a fool I was to think I could outwit them.


  “Telepathy just tricksomeness,” the mosquito-bat put in jealously. “I have no telepathy, yet superior to all.”


  “BUT why should Mr. Pitt want to kill his officers?” Mrs. Bernardi asked querulously. “He’s the commandant, isn’t he? Or is he a professor? I never got that straight.”


  “He was one of the criminals on the ship,” the vine told her. “What you might call a confidence man. This is about the only system in the Galaxy where he isn’t wanted. He did tell you the truth, though, when he said they were sent on an expedition to collect zoological specimens. Dangerous work,” it sighed, “and so his people use criminals for it. They were sent out in small detachments. Our friend here killed his guard in a fight over a female prisoner, which was why—”


  “But what happened to the female prisoner?” Miss Anspacher’s eye caught Dfar-Lll’s. “Oh, no!” she gasped.


  “Why not?” Dfar-Lll demanded. “I’m as much of a female as you are. Maybe even more.”


  The captain leaned close to Miss Anspacher. “No one can be more feminine than you are, Dolores,” he whispered.


  “But he—she’s so young!” Mrs. Bernardi wailed.


  The vine made an amused sound. “Don’t you have juvenile delinquents on Earth?”


  “Oh, what does all that matter now?” Jrann-Pttt said sullenly. “We’re all going to a Sirian zoo, anyway.”


  “Correctly,” approved the monster-bat. “Finest zoo. Clean. Commodious cages. Reasonable visiting hours. Very nice.”


  Mrs. Bernardi began to cry.


  “Now,” the vine comforted her, “a zoo’s not so bad. After all, most of us spend our lives in cages of one kind or another, and without the basic security a zoo affords—”


  “But we don’t know we’re in cages,” Mrs. Bernardi sobbed. “That’s the important thing.”


  Professor Bernardi looked at the vine. “But why are you—” he began, then halted. “Perhaps I don’t want an answer,” he said. There was no hope at all left in him, now that there was no doubt.


  “You are wise,” the vine agreed quietly. Algol arose from Mr. Bernardi’s lap and rubbed against its thick pale green stem. He knew. The mosquito-bat looked at both of them restlessly.


  The yellow haze had deepened to old gold. Now it was beginning to turn brown.


  “It’s twilight,” Miss Anspacher observed. “Soon it will be dark.”


  “Perhaps we’ll sail right past his ship in the night,” Mortland suggested hopefully.


  The mosquito-bat gave a snort. “Ship has lights. All modern convenients.”


  SUDDENLY the air seemed to have grown chilly—colder than it had any right to be on that torrid planet. All around them, it was dark and very quiet.


  “I think I do see lights,” Mortland said.


  “Must be ship,” Monster replied. And somehow the rest of them could sense the uneasiness in the thin, piping, alien voice. “Must be!”


  “Your ship’s a very large one then,” Bernardi commented as they rounded a bend and a whole colony of varicolored pastel lights sprang up ahead of them.


  “Not my ship!” the mosquito-bat exclaimed in a voice pierced with anguish. “Not my ship!”


  Before them rose the fantastic, twisting, convoluting, turning spires of a tall, marvelous, glittering city.


  “You will find that the streets actually are filled with chlorophyll,” the vine said. “And I know you’ll be happy here, all of you. You see, we can’t have you going back to your planets now. No matter how good your intentions were, you’d destroy us. You do see that, don’t you?”


  “You may be right,” Bernardi agreed dispiritedly, “although that doesn’t cheer us any. But what will you do with us?”


  “You’ll be provided with living quarters comparable to those on your own planets,” the vine told him, “and you’ll give lectures just as if you were in a university—only you’ll be much more secure. I assure you—” its voice was very gentle now—“you’ll hardly know you’re in a zoo.”


  COMMUNITY PROPERTY


  Alfred Coppel


  The first successful non-Terrestrial divorce case! Fame for Legal Eagle Jose Obanion for his generalship of a three-sexed, five Venusian history-shattering precedent! Habits are habits but—alas!—on Venus they differ . . .


  ONE OF these days an embittered lawyer is going to write a text on the effects of spaceflight on the divorce laws. This writer will be a Terrie, about five ten, with blue eyes, black hair—turning grey very fast, and the unlikely name of Jose Weinberg Obanion III. Me.


  I remember very well the day I was graduated from law school; the day my father gave me his version of the Obanion credo. Allways remember you live in a community property state—


  That simple phrase has kept three generations of Obanions in the divorce trade. And only I have had cause to regret it.


  Basically, I suppose, my troubles began the day the Subversive Party swept the Joe Macs out of Congress and repealed the Alien Restriction Act of 1998. That bit of log-rolling gave the franchise to almost all resident aliens and resulted in a situation virtually destroying the sanctity of divorce as an institution.


  I’m a Joe Mac myself—politically, I mean. Obanions have been voting the Joe Mac Party Ticket for more than a hundred years. Red is our color. There are even family legends that say an Obanion was with the first Joe Mac when he became President of that old unit the Euse of Aay.


  We have to rely on legends, unfortunately, because the Joe Mac Party traditionally fed their rally bonfires with books, and when they won the election and took over the Euse of Aay they had a rally to end all rallies and somehow the Government Archives—books, you see, as well as punch cards and the like—got taken over by some very zealous Party men. The records were always rather incomplete after that. Only word of mouth information was available during that first Joe Mac Administration, and that can be sketchy. For example, the party color is red. All we know is that first Joe Macs had something to do with red. You see how it goes.


  What I mean by all this, is that I can see the faults in my own Party. I’m no diehard. Nor am I a bad loser. The Subs won control of Congress by a landslide, so I guess the people wanted that sort of slipshod government. Only they should have been more careful, dammit, when they started tampering with the laws.


  I’m not antispacegook, either. I have my framed Legal Eagle’s Oath right over my desk and I live up to it. And if Congress sees fit to make any Tmm, Dccck, or Harry a citizen of our great Commonwealth—I account it my duty to see to it that they are not denied the benefits of our Terrestrial divorce laws.


  But sometimes it can be very trying.


  The new Sub Administration and their rash repeal of Joe Mac laws has had the effect of putting reverse English on the Obanion credo.


  Always remember you live in a community property state . . .


  That wonderful phrase that encompasses so many great truths—that ringing statement that has made me rich and kept me a bachelor—now means something else. Confusion. Work. Yes, and even spacegook depravity.


  I SHOULD go back and pick up the story at the beginning before I get too upset.


  My name, as I said before, is Jose Obanion. I’m a licensed Legal Eagle, specializing in divorce law—and doing well at it. I have a good office on the 150th floor of the Needle Building, a damned fine address and a comfortable layout, too. A whole room to myself, a private visor service to the Municipal Law Library, and a lap-desk for my secretary, Thais Orlof.


  On the day it began I was walking to work from the tube way station and feeling rather pleased with myself. My income was high and steady, my protein ration account was in good shape and I was doing my bit as a civilized Terrestrial.


  The morning was remarkably clear. You could make out the disc of the sun quite nicely through the smog, and there was a smogbow gleaming with carbon particles in the sky. I felt alert, expectant. Something BIG was going to happen to me. I could feel it.


  Even in the go-to-work press of people on Montgomery Street, I didn’t get shocked once. That’s the way my luck was running. And three characters brushed against me and got nipped by my new Keep-A-Way.


  There’s been talk about making Keep-A-Ways illegal. Just the sort of infringement on personal liberty the Subversives are famous for. Inconsistent, too. They pass laws letting every spacegook in the universe come here to live and then talk about taking away one of the things that makes the crowding bearable.


  I made a point of arriving at the office a little early, hoping to catch Thais in the act of coming in late. My secretary was a hard girl to dock, but I never stopped trying. It was a game we played. If she came in late, I would be justified in docking a protein credit off her pay for every thirty seconds of office time she wasted. So far I had managed to keep her pay low enough so she couldn’t think of leaving my employ—though she was earning a few prots on the side by acting as correspondent in divorce cases that couldn’t be settled by Collusion Court and actually had to be tried before a judge and jury.


  Thais and I were still haggling over the price of her services as part-time mistress, too. I couldn’t see giving her her asking price, which was half again the regular market price. Thais knew the value of a prot, all right. And of an erg, too. “Take care of the ergs,” she would say, looking at me meaningfully, “and the prots will take care of themselves.” Thais was a devout Ben Franklinist and she was full of aphorisms like that.


  I settled myself into my Lowfer and glanced over the desk calendar. A full, profitable day ahead. Tremmy Jessup and his new fiancee were coming in at 0900 to sign the premarital divorce settlement. A wise couple, I thought approvingly. Save a lot of trouble later. At 1100 Truncott vs Truncott and Truncott. A multiple divorce case with two women involved. Very lucrative sort of case. And then at 1200 Gleda Warick was coming in to have me validate her Interlocutory decree. A formality. But I hoped to take her to lunch at the Palace where they were advertising a five ounce portion of genuine horsemeat on their five prot dinner. That sort of thing would impress Gleda and I rather hoped for great things from her. Not only that, she was spending 25,000 prots yearly on divorces. No Franklinist, she.


  It still lacked a minute to the hour so I switched on the TV to catch Honest Pancho’s commercial. Pancho was my most active competitor and he cost me plenty, but I couldn’t suppress a grudging admiration of his enterprise. He had Lyra Yves doing his stuff for him, and anyone as socko as Lyra was dangerous. Sweetheart of the Western Hemisphere is the way she was billed, and her agent wasn’t exaggerating too much.


  Lyra was singing his come-on backed by a quartet humming a steady whap rhythm and doing a slow twitch. The lights were playing her daring costume big, accenting the fact that she had one breast almost covered. I frowned. How come the League of Decency let her get away with anything as suggestive as an opaque breast covering. Pancho must have friends in the censor’s office. It was just another sign of the increasing degeneracy of our times. Soon entertainers would be appearing clothed from head to foot, exploiting the erotic stimulation of imagination.


  “—whap me slap me baby doll,” Lyra was singing. “Beat my head against the wall—lover, I don’t care at all at all—Whap! Honest Pancho’s on the ball!”


  Now the announcer cut in with his insinuating voice explaining how you could get your divorces quicker, cheaper and twice as funny at Honest Pancho’s Big Splitzmart in the Flatiron Building, as well as his Legal Eaglery just down from the County Courthouse. “—yes, friends—TWO big locations to serve you. Come in and see Honest Pancho today!” And then Lyra again: “Whap! Honest Pancho’s on the baaalll! WHAP!” She faded doing a sinuous twitch. I turned the TV off feeling a little worse than when I turned it on.


  Maybe, I thought, I’ve been too conservative. Maybe I’d better get on the baaaalll, too. Or else. I shrugged the thought aside just as Thais slipped through the door—exactly on time.


  I watched her strip off her smog mask and cinder cape—on office time—and place them carefully in the sterilizer. She was very careful not to smear the paint that was most of what she wore. I tapped a NoKanse alight and inhaled deeply. “Good morning, Thais,” I said.


  “Whap!” she said in return. “I heard the TV all the way down the hall.”


  She pulled a Lowfer out of the wall and settled down with her lap-desk across her knees. The tip of one sandal was just brushing my shin. The office, unfortunately, could have been bigger, but with sixteen million people living in the city, space was rather costly even for a man with a better than average prot account.


  “New paint?” I asked.


  She smiled brilliantly at me. “Nice of you to notice, boss.” She fumbled in the pockets of the belt around her naked, cerise-painted middle and took out her pad and stylus. “On time and ready for work,” she said. “A calorie saved is a calorie earned.”


  But now, somehow, I didn’t feel like attacking the day’s schedule. Not quite yet. Pancho’s commercial had disturbed me. “Thais,” I said. “I wonder if I’m—well, slowing down—”


  “You, boss?” She fluffed her green-tinted hair provocatively and raised an eyebrow at me. “I wouldn’t say so.”


  “I don’t mean that way,” I said. “I mean professionally. I wonder if I shouldn’t seek wider horizons.”


  “New cases? Different cases? Give up divorce work? Oh, Boss!”


  “Not give it up, Thais. Not that. I couldn’t. Divorce is my life. Could a doctor give up healing? Could a Freudist give up lobotomy? No, I didn’t mean that. Frankly, I meant should I get more aggressive. Go out and get cases that would have a certain advertising value.” I didn’t want to say I didn’t feel like spending good protein on the sort of advertising Pancho and some of the other Legal Eagles, an unethical lot really, were buying. Besides, we Obanions have always been rather frugal.


  Thais’ face had come radiantly alive. “Oh, Joe—”


  Now, that should have been a tip-off, because she never called me anything but boss. But I blundered right ahead because she was looking at me as though I were Clarence Darrow or somebody.


  “I have a case. A real case. If you would—if you only would take it, you’d be famous. More famous, that is. You’d be really famous.”


  I knew that Thais had some rather questionable friends, being a Franklinist and all. And I knew too that some of them were spacegooks. But The combination of Lyra singing for Pancho and the way Thais was looking at me made me get careless.


  “Tell me about it,” I said in my best legal manner.


  Her face fell. “Non-terrestrial.” And then she brightened. “But that’s the whole point. These people are citizens of Terra now . . . and think of it—you will be the very first Legal Eagle to represent them in a divorce case tried under our laws.”


  Under our laws. Oh, I should have known. But almost all law is precedent. And I was blinded by trying a case that would set a precedent instead of follow one. Heaven help me, I said yes.


  “Where are these spacegooks from? And what time can they be in the office tomorrow?”


  “The Llagoe Islands on Venus,” she said excitedly. “And they can be here anytime you say.”


  “Okay, ten hundred sharp. What do they do and how many people are involved?”


  “They’re musicians. And, uh, there are three. And two correspondents.” She looked rather sheepishly at me as I raised my eyebrows and commented that even in this day and age of easy morality that was quite a number of ‘people’ to be involved in one divorce case. Too many, in fact.


  “Well, they are subject to our laws,” she said doubtfully.


  “Indeed they are—thanks to a Subversive Congress.” I made a few notations on my desk pad. “Five of them, eh? A multiple marriage.”


  Thais’ voice was very low. “Well, no. Not exactly.”


  “What then?”


  She looked at me resignedly. “Three sexes,” she said.


  I GAVE UP my luncheon with Gleda; as much as I should have liked to split a five prot pony steak with her. Instead of the Palace, I went to the library. The public library. And read about Venerians. What I found out was interesting—and a little frightening, too. They were trisexual symbiotes. And they were only remotely humanoid.


  There were very few of them on Terra—mainly because they relished their own planet’s formaldehyde atmosphere so much they were extremely reluctant to leave it. When they did, . . . and this really interested me—they generally became very wealthy as entertainers. They were accomplished musicians and—of all things—tumblers.


  For reasons that were only hinted at in the staid Encyclopedia Terrestria, Venerians never entertained through the mass media such as the Livies or TV. Their stuff was limited to small, elite gatherings and it cost plenty.


  I thought of Gleda Warick and the party she was planning for later in the week. She’d asked me to be alert for some good entertainment. Her friends were getting weary of games like Lizzie Borden and Clobber. Too many people getting hurt and all. Venerian tumblers and minisingers would be just the thing. And it would assure solvency on the part of my clients-to-be. Part of the Legal Eagle’s Oath binds us to be concerned over our customer’s finances.


  The next morning, promptly at ten hundred, I was treated to the first sight of my clients. Their names didn’t transliterate into anything remotely pronounceable, so they were going by the names of Vivian, Jean and Clare Jones.


  After the first shock of seeing them wore off, I wrote on my pad: “Names used by humans of both genders. Significant.”


  They spoke English, the current lingua franca, with only a trace of a sibilant accent and they smelled of formaldehyde.


  I explained their rights under our divorce laws. Did the best I could, that is, not being quite sure who was married to whom and under what conditions their marriage functioned—if at all. Finally I said, “Tell me all about it.”


  Clare, who seemed to be the spokesman for the group and therefore assumed, in my mind, a male gender, waved a boneless arm excitedly. “Had we known we were becoming subject to your Terrestrial laws by residing here we would never have remained. Our situation is desperate.”


  I wrote on my pad: “Situation desperate.”


  “Yes,” hissed Vivian breathlessly. “Desperate.”


  I underlined desperate.


  “We are, as you may know,” Clare continued giving Vivian a dark look, “Trisexual symbiotes. You do not have any analogous situation among mammals on Terra.”


  I glanced at Thais. “We sure haven’t,” she said with feeling. “But it sounds fabulous.”


  “It is not, I assure you,” Clare said running a four-fingered hand over his scaly crest in what I took to be a Venerian gesture of distraction. “We are not married as you people understand the term—”


  “Not married,” I wrote, underscoring it heavily.


  “But your law enforcement agencies insist that our symbiosis is analogous to marriage and therefore subject to the regulations governing that odd institution.”


  “What a bore,” Thais said helpfully.


  “Our problem is this. The three of us live in what you might roughly call a connubial state. We—what is your word?—co-inhabit?—”


  “That’s close,” I said.


  “We live together, that is. But more than eroticism is involved, I assure you.”


  “Of course.” Now it began to sound like most of my other cases and I could get my teeth into it.


  “You seem doubtful,” the Venerian said with a sharp-toothed frown. “Let me reiterate that what I say is so. The three of us have spent a ygith together—that is more than fourteen of your long years. But now the ygith is over and we must seek another—how would you say it?—liaison?”


  “This is essential?” I asked. “Not just a whim?” It is, you see, the duty of a Legal Eagle to make every effort to save a marriage. In view of the circumstances, I felt that surely this was a marriage unique and therefore worth saving.


  “No whim,” declared Glare emphatically. “Each ygith—or what you Terrestrials would call ‘mating period’—we must uh—realign. If we do not, deleterious effects are certain. Our health goes bad. We may even die.”


  “My friends,” I said, “you have very little to worry about. There are many similar cases here on Terra. Just last week, for example, a divorce was granted in the case of Nork vs. Nork wherein it was established that the plaintiff, Mr. Nork was allergic to Mrs. Nork. A simple case, and not the first of its kind. I myself tried one such case wherein a wife broke out in a rash whenever her husband sought to question her about the household expenses. A divorce was granted on the grounds of basic incompatibility.”


  “Ah,” Clare said sadly. “If it were only that simple. Our two correspondents, Gail and Evelyn, are ready to enter the realignment. But—” and here the Venerian glared at the smallest of the trio. “this ungrateful wretch is unwilling to adjust to the changed circumstances.”


  Great tears formed in Jean’s slotted eyes. “How can you speak that way to me? After we’ve been through so much together?”


  “Now, now—” Thais, who has a very soft heart, patted Jean in an effort to make he she or it feel better.


  “Get to the point, Glare,” Vivian said testily.


  “It is our understanding that property held in joint tenancy by two contesting parties in a divorce case may be distributed at the discretion of the court.”


  “That’s correct,” I said.


  “We contend, therefore, that Jean—” Clare pointed a scaly finger at the small Venerian, “is community property. Vivian’s and mine. We wish to make an agreement between us for the disposal of it—”


  “Wait a minute,” I said, shocked. “I don’t think you understand the community property laws at all. Jean is, by definition, a person. A person cannot be considered property or chattel. Oh, no—”


  The small Venerian made a face at them. “I told you you couldn’t get away with it,” she said. “This isn’t Venus, you know.”


  “On Venus you would be property,” declared Vivian. And to me, he—she—I still get confused about this—added: “My sex was emancipated thirty ygiths ago at home. But Jean’s is still considered—what did you call it?—chattel. No vote. No rights. Nothing but symbiosis.”


  “And Clare’s is still the—uh—dominant one?” I asked hesitantly.


  “That’s the myth that’s perpetrated,” Clare declared acidly. “We guths do most of the work, if that means anything.”


  I wrote on my pad: “Guths—breadwinners.”


  “And who—well, forgive my indelicacy, but—” I shrugged mundanely, “who bears the children?”


  “We all do,” the three Venerians chorused at once.


  Well, that’s the way the interview went. When the three Venerians finally left I had a rough outline for the brief on my pad. Besides the other comments, I had the following information:


  
    Re Jones and Jones vs Jones, trsex smbytes!!


    See Ency


    Clare—guth Terrestria


    Vivian—warth PP 1099,


    Jean—ith Vol 17, 09 Ed


    Jean—Community Property?


    No. Not under Terr Law


    See US vs Ignatz Wolk 1999.


    What then?


    Correspondents: Evelyn


    (guth) Gail (warth) Any overt acts of infidelity? Probable. No proof.


    Only obstacle: Jean. Must reach agreement.


    IMPORTANT: Plaintiffs


    and Defendant or Defendants and Plaintiff not solvent. Must arrange something.


    See Gleda.

  


  And see Gleda I did. I asked her if she could use not two, not three, but FIVE Venerian entertainers. She could and would. At 1,000 prots a head for an hour’s entertainment. That took care of that much, anyway. I was, I felt, well on the road to making legal history.


  THE FOLLOWING day I made arrangements to meet Jean alone in a little bistro down on the Embarcadero. I felt the salt water air would make her-it feel more co-operative. But on the way down I became aware of someone following me. Cinder-caped and smog-masked, the tail I was dragging was inconspicuous enough, but I figured the thing about right. It was a Government man. There could be only one answer. Honest Pancho had tipped the TBI that I was doing something illegal or immoral. I was an active Joe Mac and that would be enough to put the Witch Hunt Division of TBI on me even without Pancho getting wind of my dealings with the spacegooks.


  The gimmick would be, of course, that I was taking advantage of them, violating their rights under the V Amendment of the World Constitution. Pure falsehood, but my previous unwise political affiliations put me under suspicion.


  I looked up through the smog, and sure enough. An Eyespy hung in the air just over my head—a tiny transmitter about as big as a half erg piece. If I spit on the sidewalk, I thought, they’ll haul me in on the double.


  This was bad enough, but when and if I actually got the Venerians an interlocutory decree, I’d really have to watch it—and them, to see that nothing went wrong. The WH boys would have Pancho right at their shoulder watching for the slightest excuse to invalidate the decree.


  I could get used to the Eyespy, and I thought I could convince Jean. And above all, I had to keep the Venerians from anything like sexual activity during the two day period of the decree. Nothing—but nothing—will invalidate a decree quicker than that. And an invalidated decree is very bad for a Legal Eagle’s reputation.


  I was, I thought darkly, getting into this thing deeper than I thought. But the rewards would be worth it. Think of it. To Legal Eagle the first extraterrestrial divorce case in the history of the world! Holy Protein, I’d be in song and story.


  I made my way through the press of people on the slidewalks, my Keep-A-Way crackling a jolly tune, and the Eyespy hovering over my head.


  San Francisco is a wonderful place. Full of excitement and bustle. It’s a port of entry, for one thing, with starliners letting down into the Bay from all over the Solar System. On the Embarcadero there were Sandies from Mars, Rooks from the Jovian System—every sort of spacegook there is. Except Venerians. And mingled with the crowd I could make out the distinctive cinder capes of the Longshoremen—absolute rulers of the district.


  The bistro I was looking for was a floating platform moored to the ancient wharves, the ones that were left after the tidal wave caused by the bomb back in ’59. It was a nautilus type joint, most of it under water, called the Deep Six.


  An attendant took my cape and smog mask at the door and bowed me along to the maitre d’.


  “A table, sir?” He clapped his hands for a waiter. “May I order you something? A morphine syrette? Phenobarb? We have a particularly fine aphrodisiac cocktail, sir. Or shall I just send the hostess to you and you can order later?”


  I eyed the line up of girls regretfully. They were all lovely, all almost fully clothed—and what flesh was exposed was completely unpainted. If Thais looked like that, I thought sadly, I wouldn’t haggle about her price. But that was sheer depravity, I told myself sternly. That’s what comes of associating with triple sexed spacegooks—I was here on business. Not pleasure.


  “I’m meeting someone,” I said. “A spaceg—a Venerian uh—lady. Miss Jones.”


  The maitre shrugged. “Everyone to his taste. The person you wish is at the corner table, sir. Near the window.” And sure enough, there was Jean, her crest waving agitatedly as she pressed her three nostrilled nose against the glass watching the sandsharks swimming gracefully among the mossy pilings outside.


  “Oh, Joe—just like home,” she hissed softly as I sat down. She was very strong of formaldehyde today, I thought.


  I didn’t quite know how to begin with her. I had to make her see reason, but she seemed to be unwilling to pay any attention to me at all except to comment that Clare and Vivian were very cruel to her. “And after I’ve given them the best ygith of my life.” Then she returned to her melancholy contemplation of the underseascape beyond the glass.


  I ordered an alkie-and-treacle and sipped it thoughtfully watching Jean. An amber tear had formed in the outer corner of each slotted eye and was oozing gelatinously down her pale green cheeks.


  It was like someone turning on a light in my brain. The answer was plain as day. Jean was homesick. Miserable. And a miserable woman—or man—or—well, does it matter?—a miserable person was always contrary. Remove the misery and voila—gentle as a lamb.


  “Jean,” I said, “this case is important to me. You must help me get the decree. If you do—I’ll do something nice for you.”


  Over my head the Eyespy clucked reproachfully, but I ignored it.


  “Agree to the divorce. We can settle it in Collusion Court. And I’ll see to it you get passage back to Venus on the first available starliner. How’s that?”


  “Back to Venus? Back Home?” Her eyes gleamed redly.


  “That’s a promise,” I said. This would cost me plenty of prots, but the fame would be worth it. You can see how far gone I was on this case.


  “Just one thing,” I added thoughtfully. “What will become of the rest after the divorce? I mean, can two of each sex get along without a third? It sounds, well, almost unvenerian, if you know what I mean.”


  “The mating wouldn’t be a very high-type experience,” Jean said loftily, “without an ith—but it can take place. It’s just the sort of disgusting business you could expect from people like Clare and Vivian. And those other two—well—you haven’t met them, but really—”


  “Then you’ll do as I ask?”


  Jean waved her crest at me seductively. “Joe Obanion, you’re really very nice.”


  I backed away and swallowed hard as Jean laid a slick, webbed hand on my wrist. “How about it? Agreed?”


  “You know,” Jean said dreamily, “you remind me of a warth I used to know back home. He and I and a really divine guth called Charlie had the most marvelous ygith together. I wonder if he remembers little me—?”


  “I’m sure he does. How could she forget you?” I asked warily.


  Jean blinked her slotted eyes at me and her thin lips split into a tusky smile. “You say the nicest things, Joe. Yes, baby, I’ll do as you ask. I won’t contest the divorce.”


  “Jean,” I said with feeling, “you’ll never regret this.”


  And the Eyespy clucked disapprovingly. Drop dead, Pancho, I thought. Drop dead twice. I had made it.


  GLEDA WARICK’S house—mansion, really, lay sprawled over most of the Twin Peaks Area. From her Lunar Room you could see the whole of the city stretched out as if for inspection. To the east, the bay and the floating housing developments, wharves and night spots on and under the water. To the west the transocean highways, ribbons of plastic floating on the still Pacific. No one could afford to run ships now and almost all surface commerce was run over the highways in caravans of atomic trucks. To the Orient, to Alaska, to the Pacific islands. A steady string of lights moving at two hundred miles per hour. Rocket trails streaked the sky as starliners splashed into the bay and burbled to the surface, hissing and steaming. Market Street—all seven levels of it—ran from the base of the hills to the bay, a multilevel slidway jammed with people. The view from Gleda’s place was magnificent because of the infra-red antismog windows she had installed in the Lunar Room at a cost, incidentally, of 100,000 prots.


  She had three rooms and a kitchenette. You entered her place and almost had an attack of agoraphobia. It was that big.


  The place was overrun with people. I’d brought Thais, of course, resplendent in red and silver paint. Lyra Yves appeared in a solid coat of gilt, with that one breast and her left arm sheathed in flexible vinyl. Thais nudged me. “Look at that. I think it’s disgusting.”


  I did look. I couldn’t help myself. That shiny vinyl caught the eye of every man in the room. “Depraved,” Thais sniffed.


  Honest Pancho came in with an older man who was pointed out to me as an ethnologist from the University of California across the bay. A Professor Cripps.


  Pancho, dressed in his customary green and orange enamel and embroidered cowboy boots, stumped across the room to give me the big hello.


  “Jose, my boy! Good to see you . . .” He glanced up at the Eyespy. “Trouble with the Witch Hunters? Tsk tsk—”


  “As if you didn’t know,” I snapped.


  “You think I’d do a thing like that to a friend?”


  “Yes.”


  He grinned a big toothy smile at me. “As a matter of fact, you’re right. I hear you’ve got a big case. Non-terrie. Worth a lot to a Legal Eagle to be the first with a non-terrie case—”


  “You’re too late, you vulture,” I said. “Interlocutory decree granted.” I tapped my pouch. “Right here.”


  He shrugged. “Hope nothing happens to void it, old sport.”


  He winked at his silent companion, the staid and seemingly dumb professor. He turned back to me. “Sorry. Should have introduced you. Prof Cripps—this is my friend and competitor, Jose Obanion.”


  “Pleased,” the Professor said, looking fearfully at the Government Eyespy over my head. His fingers went automatically to the engraved tablet he wore on a chain round his neck—a validated Loyalty Oath—as though to show the unseen TBI observers he wasn’t really a friend of this Joe Mac’s.


  “The Prof,” Honest Pancho said softly, “is a specialist in Venerian ethnology. He’d like to meet your clients.”


  That gave me a start. “He’ll meet them. They’re going to sing tonight.”


  The Professor’s eyes widened. They looked shocked in his yellow painted face. “And dance?”


  I smirked happily at Pancho. “And dance. At 1,000 prots each.” If Pancho had any reply for that, I don’t know, for Gleda came in. She was wearing her hair blue and she wore a really striking pattern of iridescent blue paint with a double snake pattern coiling up her legs and torso.


  The party got under way very quickly. Gleda supplied the alkie and treacle and everyone nibbled their own synthetic protein out of their pouches. The combination soon had an hilarious effect on the gathering and a couple that I didn’t know, a boy and girl in particolored green and blue, starting throwing small articles of furniture at the Eyespy over my head.


  Couldn’t hurt the Eye, of course, but I was kept pretty busy dodging. Then Thais suggested a quick game of Clobber. I must confess, not without satisfaction, that I cheated a little and peeked through the bandage so I could land a real lulu on Pancho’s long pointed nose.


  When Gleda stopped the bleeding and he was on his feet, someone asked Lyra for a song and the cry was taken up by all. I caught a glimpse of the five Venerians’ round eyes peering at us out of the kitchenette. But Gleda was saving them for the last—the piece de resistance.


  Lyra tore down a drapery and staggering a bit from two or three too many alkie-and-treacles, wrapped herself in it from head to foot. There was a shocked sort of gasp from the watchers. Professor Cripps turned red under his yellow paint.


  Gleda put a tape on the MusiKall and Lyra went into her act. I’ve never seen anything like it. Swaying like a cobra, her bare feet pounding out the beat on the plastic floor, she raised the temperature about ten degrees in that room. Her green painted lips twisted in agony, her eyes rolled in the chromatic mask of her face. An old folk tune—not the sort of thing she generally did. Something that really tore at the heartstrings. A song that dated centuries back. History and the sense of our way of life lived in that room for a few short moments. Her voice was a blood-stirring trumpet—


  “Mairzy Doats and Lammsy


  Doats


  And little kiddsie Divy—


  A Kiddlee Tivy Tooo Wouldn’t you—?”


  When it was over, there was a breathless hush in the room. I wondered where in the world Gleda had gotten that MusiKall tape—It had probably cost her plenty.


  There was only one thing, I thought, that could top that. “Gleda,” I said. “Now.” Besides if the gooks didn’t earn their prots, what about my fee? I was already losing protein on this deal. Passage to Venus isn’t cheap.


  The Venerians trooped in and squatted on the floor while Gleda made the introductions. The room began to smell very like an embalming room must smell.


  “May I present Clare, Vivian, Gail, Evelyn and little Jean. They’re going to sing for us.” Cheers from the guests. I glanced triumphantly at Pancho. The Professor seemed fascinated. “And,” added Gleda archly, “they may even tumble for us.” The Venerians looked at one another, tittered and flushed dark green. I was glad to see they were all on friendly terms with Jean.


  Clare struck an attitude, crest erect, and waited until everyone quit shuffling around. Presently, they sang. I think it was singing. Very cultural. Very esoteric. Also very noisy. It sounded rather like they were all in pain.


  After what seemed to me a very long time, they grew silent. There was a smattering of discontented applause. Gleda glared at me. I looked at Thais in dismay. “They also dance,” she said weakly.


  “Yes,” Pancho said. “Let’s see them dance!”


  “By all means,” Gleda said, still eyeing me.


  “Dance, fellows,” I said hopefully.


  Jean came over to me and whispered: “Are you sure it will be all right?”


  “Do you want to ruin me? Dance. Tumble. Do something.”


  Jean shrugged and went back to where the Venerians squatted. “He says dance.”


  Evelyn and Gail stepped properly, I should say primly, aside and the other three began stomping about. The rhythm was infectious. The movements became more heated and shouts of approval began to ring out.


  “Dance, Gookie!”


  “Whapperoonie!”


  “Go go go Gook!”


  I was delighted. So was everyone else. The dance grew more and more violent. There was a great deal of body contact in it. Evelyn and Gail looked longingly at the gyrating three, but kept out of it. I wondered why—never knowing that the Venerians are a very conventional people.


  Pancho was delighted. So was the Professor. In the middle of it, the prof raised his hands and made a signal. An earsplitting clangor broke from the Eye spy.


  The Venerians stopped.


  Everyone stared at the Eye.


  And at me.


  The Professor stepped forward and flipped his Loyalty Oath over, it opened like a poison-ring. The engraving inside said TBI Morals Division.


  “The Interlocutory Decree, if you please,” he commanded.


  Stunned, I fished it out and handed it over.


  He glanced at it. “You realize of course that this is immediately invalidated.”


  “What?” I couldn’t believe my ears.


  “You know—as any Legal Eagle should know—that any restablishment of—uh—connubial rights abrogates an interlocutory.”


  “Of course I know that.”


  He glanced at Honest Pancho and smiled. There was triumph flashing between them like a shuttlecock. “You Joe Macs never learn. The law is the law. What do you think your clients were just doing—and in front of a roomful of witnesses?”


  I felt my heart sink. “You mean—?”


  Cripps nodded.


  “That?” I asked weakly.


  “That,” he said, and tore up the paper.


  I watched my future as a Legal Eagle flutter down to the floor. “And I thought they were dancing,” Thais said sadly.


  Well, the story doesn’t end quite there. Gleda and I were arrested for running an obscene show. Gleda doesn’t speak to me anymore. Nor do any of the people who were there that night. Lyra and Gleda get all their divorces at Pancho’s Splitzmart now. It took most of my prot account to bail us out and pay our fines. Thais is with me. We’re married and we haven’t a prot between us for a divorce, so we’ll just have to stay married.


  The Venerians came out all right though. They were deported.


  LIFE OF A SALESMAN


  Raymond E. Banks


  O’Brien’s success story had no beginning; his creditors dotted the planets. Could Vivorum, the canny Martian, lift him out of his bankrupt hole with nothing more than a brush-off?


  JOHN O’BRIEN stared moodily out of his office window in Pragor, on Mars. Outside the ancient ritual was about to be performed, the heart-breaking ritual so common on Venture Row. He had seen it a thousand times but it never before had the meaning it had for him today.


  An expensive, dignified aircar pulled up. Out of it got a Bankruptcy Official from the Court of Princely Creditors, an official robed in black and wearing the helmet of duty. Beside the official came a purple-robed officer from the Conservatory of Violence. “The cops that is,” muttered O’Brien to himself.


  The black-robed official took out a heavy scroll of paper, kissed it, and sprinkled it with holy sand, according to the Martian Ritual. The document was handed to the policeman who saluted. Then the two figures stopped at the entrance. While the purple-robed policeman tap-tapped with his silver hammer to nail the document to the door, the black-robed Creditor Noble stood there with a piece of round, shining metal which looked like an angel’s halo.


  “Well, there’s the quarantine and goose egg,” said Boscan, John’s man-of-all-work, coming into the office and dropping a single paper on his desk. “Here’s a waybill, boss.” John grunted. Outside passersby were stopping to watch the ridiculous ceremony, and he could see the white, human faces of the other office inhabitants in the vicinity also staring from their windows.


  “Never send to know for whom the bill is totaled,” misquoted John, “the cash register rings ‘No Sale’ for you and me.”


  “You owe me a week’s pay, don’t forget,” said Boscan quickly, his round, usually happy face serious.


  Now the proclamation of John’s bankruptcy was up and the officials were nailing the halo to his door. Only it wasn’t a halo, but a zero, a visual, glittering warning to Earthmen and Martians alike that they entered the office of John O’Brien, Sales Representative, at their own risk, because his credit and money in the Princely Bank of Mars amounted to zero, goose egg, nuttin’.


  “Tough,” said Boscan. “You fought a good fight, though, boss.”


  John toyed with the single waybill on his desk. “I was an engineer,” he said, “and flopped at that. I was a contractor and flopped at that. And now—”


  Boscan had that grim, hard humor that Earthmen a long time on Mars always got.


  “Don’t worry. As a Princely Prisoner-Bankrupt, you’ll succeed. These Martian prisons aren’t so bad. I mean, they’ll give you a trade you can work at the rest of your life.”


  John tried to swallow and couldn’t. “They’re right, I guess. Failure at home is too easy. Still, ten years in prison for failing seems a little stiff . . .”


  The officials came into his office. The girl was a third generation Martian and had a creamy white face and level eyes, with the serene look of the Martian nobility. Self-assurance and success glowed from her.


  “I am the Lady Roc,” she said, “your principal creditor. Please accommodate yourself for the journey to the prison colony in three days’ time, John O’Brien.”


  There was a pleasant, foreign twist to her English; the red lips hesitated a bit at the words.


  “How much do I have to pay to avoid prison?” he asked.


  “Ten thousand. But it is silly to talk because now no man on Venture Row will find you happy to do business with.”


  “And don’t try to leave Pragor,” said the police official. “For every day you are missing, we add a year to your sentence.”


  “I think we will have your passport now,” said the girl, holding out her hand.


  John flushed. “Now, wait. I’ve got three days. Until then I’m entitled to my passport. Only the most untrustworthy of the traders get their passports taken up.”


  “There depart many space ships each day,” said the girl in a pleasant murmur. “We of the Creditors’ make sure, you see. In the slang of your planet, you are a tiny potato, John O’Brien.”


  Boscan snorted. John felt a flush creep up his face.


  “Listen, Miss Icecube,” he cried, “I don’t have to lake insults from you. Not for three days.” She shrugged, smiling, and it was her lovely, patrician smile that he couldn’t stand. He really flipped his lid against her hollow-cheeked beauty. He thrust his face at her, shouting about the unfairness of it, of being sent to jail for debts, an evil long ago abolished on Earth.


  “You have also on Earth confusion,” she answered calmly. “There you worship success, but you do not make penalties for failure. Thus even people who fail sometimes delude self with the idea they are a success. Thus everything is front, and whether you can drive a Cadilliac aircar and live inside a big house, not whether you are really a solvent person. My dear fellow, you are terribly not solvent!”


  Suddenly the policeman slipped behind him and caught his arms. “May I be excused for this?” he inquired mildly as he exerted an iron grip on John. The girl stepped forward and plucked John’s passport from his pocket.


  “Now you will not suddenly be leaving for elsewhere, is that not so?”


  Furious, John jerked loose and aimed a blow at the policeman. The policeman sidestepped, grinning.


  “Truly, I find this work exciting,” he said.


  John subsided in a mixture of emotions; their courtesy and assurance was so darned untouchable.


  He remembered the waybill. He caught it up. “Look!” he cried. “I still have one supplier left. I still have goods coming in that I can sell. I still have a chance.”


  Lady Roc looked surprised. She brought a clipboard out of her robe and leafed through some papers. “We had notice of no further shipments by all the firms you represent. What is this one supplier who treats you like a son?”


  John ripped open the envelope with anxious fingers. “Jarvison Earthworks,” he said, recognizing an old friend that he had gone to school with years ago. He remembered writing to Goofy Jarvison some time ago asking him if he had any line that John could push on Mars. “And he’s sent me five thousand—”


  John, thunderstruck, stared at his notice of delivery. The girl reached over and plucked it from his fingers.


  “So they have sent you five thousand tons of sand,” she said. “Colored sand. For Mars, the silicon planet, they send you colored sand.” She turned to the policeman and smiled. It was the first time John had ever seen one of these nobles smile. She had dazzling teeth, at that.


  “Now I think we depart for three days,” she told the policeman.


  “It is desirable.”


  She burned at the door, looking very human with amusement in her eyes.


  “I am grateful for the knowing of you, John O’Brien,” she said. “What with your hitting the policeman, and shouting in my face, and the colored sand, I have, as your planet says, observed everything the volume!”


  IT WAS a rugged three days. With the nailing of the Martian proclamation on his door, John found that his troubles had really started. Word traveled ahead of him wherever he went. The two or three small glass factories laughed in his face at the idea of buying his sand. The US Consul was no more sympathetic.


  “You can’t blame the Martians,” he said. “Every person who ever missed making a million on Earth heads for Mars. Long ago the Martians made it pretty tough in selfprotection—either it was controlling trade or being plagued to death with salesmen of useless gadgets; not to mention the upkeep and finding jobs for those who went broke and would starve. Your signed visa already obligates you to follow their laws.”


  “But it’s no crime to go broke!” cried John.


  “And you won’t go to a criminal prison,” said the consul. “It really isn’t bad. You’ll earn enough just to pay off—no more. It’s just tough enough to make you want to pay off your debts and get out of Mars forever.”


  There was no chance of getting a loan on Mars. And his family back home was distressed, but two or three thousand would be all they could spare him.


  He spent the last night roaming Venture Row. His small apartment had been denied him as soon as the landlord heard about his bankruptcy. His office had been locked on him; his warehouse was locked, and he had twenty-four Martian dollars left.


  On that last night he considered getting drunk and forgetting his troubles as he wandered into a Martian park. There was a sparse grass and a few trees and the double Martian moons shone down to make it an ethereal and sad place to be. There were other people in the park—not couples, for the Martians had different love customs, and not down-and-outers because the rigid laws prevented the failures in society from running around loose.


  John no sooner sat down dejectedly on a park bench than a Martian seemed to pop up from the bushes. He was a wizened old man with a one-toothed grin. He was dressed poorly, but his eyes blazed in burning eagerness.


  “I have the concession of that bench, sir,” wheezed the old man. “To sit here costs you a dollar.”


  Marveling at the commercialness of the Martians, John threw him a dollar. It didn’t matter much now. The old man stuffed the dollar in his rags and sat down.


  “I will be glad to listen to your troubles for a dollar,” he said. “That is what the park is for, you know. The Place of Troubles. Martians come to the parks to think about troubles. But there’re good and bad listeners. Some listeners only pretend to listen, while others like Vivorum, that’s me, really listen and also give advice for a small, extra fee.”


  John couldn’t help laughing at that. He tossed off another dollar. At least here was someone interested in doing business.


  “You’re very intelligent,” said Vivorum. “Most Earth people think they know it all. They get insulted when I make my offer. But the Earth people really don’t know Mars, its laws and customs. I may be able to save you thousands of dollars. Go ahead.”


  John outlined his situation bitterly, telling of his various failures. The old man listened carefully, occasionally scratching his long shanks.


  “Naturally you fail,” he said, “because you are only interested in money. You care nothing for the products you sell; you care nothing for the people you sell to. Your family on Earth has made you successconscious, and the only kind of success is money success. I tell you this free, because it is not advice, only comment, and you know this already.”


  “It doesn’t save me from prison.”


  “Give me another dollar,” said Vivorum.


  “I may be able to sell you some useful advice.”


  John paid over another dollar, intrigued by the brass of this old character.


  Vivorum crossed his legs under him and closed his eyes. “I may have to think very hard on this,” he said. “If I do, it will cost double, but I shall let you know. Now what did you like to do as a child? We must go back to that.”


  John thought very hard. “I liked to tell stories.”


  “I mean what did you work at?”


  “Way back? Why, I had a newspaper route. And I cut the grass and shined my father’s shoes and washed the car and took care of the furnace.”


  “You must invent an occupation out of this thing,” said Vivorum. “For the truth is, they cannot put you in prison if you have an occupation that pays. Most of these Earth people are not willing to be anything but jobbers on Venture Row, and so they fail and go to prison.”


  “Well—”


  “Therefore,” persisted Vivorum, “I will sell you an open option on my park bench for fifteen dollars. Then you can convince the Princely Court that you have an occupation and will pay your debts.”


  “It doesn’t look like it brings in much income.”


  “That is where your brain comes in,” said Vivorum. “Do not worry about discommoding me, for I have other bench concessions in the park.”


  John handed over fifteen dollars. He was beginning to get an idea. A silly, kind of goofy one. But at least he wouldn’t be any worse off. . . .


  “For another dollar,” said Vivorum, “I will gladly listen to the story of your life—”


  “No,” said John. “Go on, now, beat it I’ve got work to do.”


  THE crude signs covered the park bench under the hot sun. One said: SHOE-SHINE ONE DOLLAR, Another: GET YOUR CARTON OF LUCKY EARTH SAND. A DOLLAR, NO TAX. ASK ABOUT OUR SPECIAL OFFER—YOU ARE HERO OF STORY TOLD WHILE SHINING SHOES. WE BRUSH YOUR CLOTHES OFF—SPECIAL TODAY FOR ONLY ONE DOLLAR.


  There was a crowd of curious Martians around the bench. The girl in the black robe and the police official came up to the crowd and listened.


  “It sure feels good,” said one Martian. “I mean, it’s ridiculous, putting polish on shoes on a dusty world like Mars, a strange Earth idea, but it sure makes your feet feel good from the rubbing.”


  Another held up a tiny package of colored sand. “I came to the park full of my troubles with my wife. But this lucky Earth sand really gets me. He says all you have to do is sprinkle it on the trouble source and it’ll change your luck.”


  “How do you know it’ll work?” asked another.


  “It must work. He offers double your money back if it doesn’t. Nobody in his right mind would offer more for something than it was worth if it didn’t work.”


  “Get him to tell you a story,” said another. “I came here feeling as low as a Martian cat. When he started to shine my shoes he asked me my name. Then while he worked he told me a story about how I went out from the park and made a lot of money and married a pretty girl and got to be a Noble in the Princely Bank. It’s all untrue, of course, but it sure helps to hear somebody tell you how good you are.”


  The girl and the policeman pushed their way to John O’Brien’s shoeshine stand.


  “This you describe as a legitimate business?” she asked incredulously.


  John, sweating away, gestured at the cigar box next to him which was crammed with Martian dollar bills.


  “Fifty bucks in four hours,” he said. “You’ll get your ten thousand back a lot sooner than ten years if you let me stay out of jail.”


  The girl turned to the Martian official. He shrugged.


  “You are the creditor, Lady Roc,” he said. “It’s up to you.”


  The girl slipped down on the bench just vacated.


  “I will judge this matter. Give me the shine, please.”


  She lifted her robes and grinned in lofty triumph down at John as she placed her feet on the pedestals. Her feet were bare except for thin sandal-soles fitted entirely under her foot.


  “Perhaps you polish the skin,” she said jeeringly. “Perhaps you do not have a good idea but only try to swindle me with the shine. Only older Martian men wear real feet-shoes.”


  John looked at her grimly. Without hesitation he whipped out a small red bottle. It had a tiny brush on the end of it. He put a dab of red substance on each of her dainty toe-nails. He spread it around the nail and fanned the feet with his rag to make it dry. Her face fell.


  “That is most unthought of,” she murmured. But already he was polishing the red toenails with his rag and she arched her feet in pleasure, supressing an obvious giggle at the sensation.


  “Uuuuuuuu,” she said. “Oooooooooh!”


  But John was already telling her a story, a story in which the Lady Roc advanced in her trade from a simple noble creditor to an Earlship, and then a Countesship and finally a Baronetcy. And all of this time, men worshipped her beauty and her personality.


  They went mad for the love of her and sometimes cast themselves out of windows of high buildings because she was so cold and didn’t return their love. She blushed at this, but when he stopped she arched her trim feet and cried:


  “This is great news to me! Let me conquer the Prince of Mars also!”


  He described how she married tire Prince of Mars. Then he made her get up.


  “That’s for two dollars and now I give you the brush-off,” he said. He threw back her robe and began brushing off her Martian gown with his whisk broom.


  “That tickles,” she said. “I would prefer the hands for the brushing.”


  That time he blushed, but he brushed her off with his hands. She closed her eyes and murmured: “Ah, you are very commercial, John O’Brien!”


  “It is strange that he brushes you off,” said the policeman who had watched the performance with awe. “I have never seen you let a man touch your body before, due to your nobility.”


  “It must be commercially done,” she said, paying her money to John. “Commercially done, it is fitting and proper for an official like myself to be touched.”


  John forced a bag of lucky sand in her hand. “Scatter it for luck,” he said, “that costs another dollar.”


  She paid off, her eyes shining. “Possibly the nail-shine will crack off by tomorrow,” she said.


  “It will,” said John.


  “Possibly I shall use up all my lucky sand and forget my hero story,” she said.


  “You will,” he said.


  “Perhaps I shall wear different clothes tomorrow and need the brush-off,” she murmured.


  “It’s always a pleasure—at the standard price, of course,” grinned John.


  Their eyes met full and square, each blushing and the Martian official scratched his head in wonder as the Lady Roc led him off, swinging her legs in a girlish manner to show the red toe-nails and singing to herself in a very unladylike fashion.


  1955


  THE EARTHLIGHT COMMANDOS


  Raymond E. Banks


  Fighting the Philosterians was bad enough for any Star Ship, but when you mixed Yale and Harvard men on a mission you had real trouble!


  I KNEW we were in for trouble when the Old Man came to my bunk and said: “What is Harvard?”


  He’s a Venusian; he wouldn’t be expected to know. “It’s a school, a college, or rather a University,” I said.


  “What’s Yale?”


  “It’s another University.”


  He shuffled some papers in his hands. “We’ve been assigned to the Historical Command,” he said. “We’re going to take out some men from Yale and Harvard.”


  My wounds weren’t healed. But I got off my recuperation bunk at once. A frozen mist seized my nervous system. Strange things have happened on US Star Ships. Many more strange things will continue to happen, I suppose, but I knew on the instant that the Star Office in Washington was up to something more weird than usual and it had the earmarks of one of those nightmare expeditions.


  “When the war with the Philosterians began, all of the ships of the Historical Command were transferred into the Star Battle Fleet,” I said. “Now they put our ship into the Historical Command. I don’t get it.”


  “Wait till you see the crew,” he said. “Recuperations, all of them. Some without eyes, hands, legs. A few rayed-out ones.”


  I sat back down on my bunk. I groaned. I stared out of the Moon Hospital window at the gray-green hunk of cheese that was Earth. “Sorry, Captain Meredith. I’m too sick to go on this trip.”


  He said, “You’re a Battle Officer, Evans. You’re my Second. When the Star Office ways ‘Go’—we go.”


  He went out.


  I LAY there and punched a bell. A corpsman came running. “Take my temperature,” I said. “I think I’m going to have a relapse.”


  “You look fine,” he grinned. “My God, man, they cracked open our ship out in star space. Before that I had been rayed down and I laid in that busted star ship for forty-eight hours before I was picked up—”


  “You look fine,” he said. “We get you back here to the Moon, we really fix you up. So you can go back and play tag with the Philosterians again.”


  “Check the leg,” I said. “It feels wrong.”


  He felt it. “Nearly healed, sir. It feels great.”


  “Those ray effects come back on you,” I said. “The Philosterians really rayed the hell out of me. Sometimes I see everything sort of blue-gray.”


  “A very pretty color, sir, and, incidentally, I heard one of the boys say you were being discharged tomorrow to go back to your old star ship, the Colossus “


  “Check the name down there, Corpsman. It must be somebody else. Are you sure it says “Battle Officer Don Evans? The Star Office wouldn’t think of sending me out on the Colossus again. Not a broken man on a broken ship.”


  “Oh, you won’t see much action now, sir. You’re going out with the Historical Command, they say.”


  I could see us sitting out in two, three hundred light-year space with a crew of wounded men and a bunch of brains from Yale and Harvard. While a couple of Philosterian star ships came by and not another US Star ship within an Astronomical Unit!


  “Corpsman, I’ll give you a hundred dollars to break my leg!” The Corpsman looked doubtful. “Well, sir, we’re not supposed to do anything like that, but, of course, Star pay isn’t much, not if you get assigned to a quiet spot like the Moon, and I do have children to think of—


  I honestly believe the young fool would’ve broken my leg right then and there if I hadn’t jumped up and braced him for being out of uniform. The Star Office assigns all kinds of idiots to the Med Corps. Imagine his nerve!


  THE ship was all clean and ready. We were waiting for the men from Harvard and Yale. The entire crew might’ve mutinied before this, but they were too sick, most of them. It had taken me about fifteen seconds to piece together the top level thinking of the Star Office.


  (1) This is an election year. (2) People are crazy to see more work from the Historical Command, work suspended due to the Philosterian War. (3) We will send out a junked-up US Star ship, crewed by recuperates, neither ship nor men being capable of battle just now. (4) If the trip succeeds, the Star men will be ready for active duty again and the historians and the public will be happy. (5) If it fails we will be rid of the historians, the crippled men and the crippled ship all in one minor tragedy and there will be no more pressure to reactivate the Historical Command. (6) It will be especially edifying to mix Yale and Harvard historians on this trip, seeing how they hate each other.


  “Here they come!”


  Two Moon taxis pulled up. The entire crew of the Colossus peered out at the sight of eight distinguished looking gentlemen disembarking, four from each cab. There was a certain amount of surprise evidenced between the two groups, for, naturally, the Star Office hadn’t bothered to inform the Yale men of the Harvard men, or the Harvard men of the Yale men.


  “Dr. Alford of Yale,” I murmured. “Dr. Belmont of Harvard.”


  “Friends?” asked Captain Meredith.


  I held onto his sleeve to steady myself. “Not exactly,” I said. “Once Alford sued Belmont for half a million dollars. Once Belmont chased Alford up Beacon Street and succeeded in cracking open his skull with an umbrella. They both lay claim to inventing earthlight photography. It’ll be interesting to see which one survives the trip.”


  “Don’t be silly, Evans,” said Meredith.


  I looked at Meredith closely. Venusians don’t understand these things. They are a hard, unbending and stoic people. They’re the true pioneer sons of the first earthmen to land on Venus. They are of earth ancestry but inside they’re stainless steel and flint shavings.


  “All will be well,” said Meredith.


  “The earthmen of Venus have produced thousands of bold soldiers and adventurers, but you haven’t produced a Professor of History yet—they’re a different breed of men,” I said.


  Meredith sniffed.


  The college people started aboard.


  THE trouble didn’t start once they got aboard. It started while they were still coming up the gangplank. Dr. Belmont of Harvard was a portly gentleman. Alford of Yale was a slight wisp of a man. They were both trying to keep their dignity and yet be the first aboard to get the best quarters. They tried not to run. But, God, how they could walk!


  The two men became stuck in the narrow gangplank and stood there glaring at each other.


  “They’re stuck,” I said.


  “Go unstick them, Second.”


  There was a sound. A roaring like a bull elephant and an angry squeaking like a mouse. Above it I turned to the Third.


  “Go unstick the gentlemen, please, Third.”


  He gave me an angry look and hobbled off on his aluminum crutches. At that moment they broke loose and came pelting up the gangplank. My poor Third on his crutches never had a chance. One of the flying crutches struck Captain Meredith in the chest. He never blinked.


  Belmont and Alford presented their papers with a show of dignity and both demanded the Best Technician’s quarters.


  “Gentlemen, there is only one Best Technician’s quarters,” said Captain Meredith. He pulled out a coin. “Call it, heads or tails.”


  Alford, a small blond man, sniffed. “Indeed, sir,” he said, “I never gamble.”


  “Ridiculous,” grunted Belmont. “I suppose I can stand making a trip on a murderous old tub like this, but I don’t expect to have my cabin chosen by the turn of a coin. I’m afraid the Star Office will have to do better, Captain.”


  “There’s no time to contact the Star Office,” said Meredith. I thought there was a peculiar glint in his eye when he turned to me. “Show them both to the Best Technician’s quarters, Second.”


  They protested, but Captain Meredith was looking past them to the distant spot where the air dome of the Moon ended.


  “This way, gentlemen,” I said.


  I turned to lead. I heard a sucking of breaths.


  “What,” said Belmont, “in the name of God are these people doing here?”


  “Wounded men come to see us off,” said Alford.


  The entire crew was drawn up for the boarding ceremony. Out of the corner of my eye I saw one man retching over the side, a rayed-out effect. The rest looked fairly beat up. There was a hovering smell of liniment, ointments, castor oil and vitamins.


  “That’s the crew,” said Captain Meredith.


  Belmont gave a roar. “I will not consent to this farce!”


  Meredith said nothing.


  “Better you didn’t,” said Alford, giving an anxious, nervous dance. “Better you didn’t, Belmont. Much below you. Much below Harvard, on the whole. Second, lead me to quarters.


  Belmont sighed. There was a feeble clatter as my Third picked up his crutches. The crew, the Captain, everybody looked at Belmont. We were praying that he’d stalk off the ship. Unfortunately Alford gave him a tiny shove towards the gangplank.


  Belmont’s jaw clamped. I’ve seen atomics go off with less finality.


  “Well, Bon Voyage it is,” he said. “Lead on, Second.”


  WE put them in quarters, fired up and were off. Actually I wasn’t too worried about the voyage itself. You don’t have to be very active physically to run a US Star ship.


  In peacetime.


  In wartime it’s different. If we ever met a Philosterian ship, we were finished. The blue, rays didn’t stop ’em. The atomic pellets didn’t stop ’em. Bullets would barely stop ’em if you used a lot. The long rays would stop them all right, but if they ever grappled with a US Star ship they usually won. They came aboard. They went through the ship. They killed. They were not of earth. There was no communication, no prisoners, no understandable meanings for earthman and Philosterians. Hardly any hate. They killed, we killed, though it was extremely hard to kill them compared to the ease with which they killed us. They wanted all they could get of our galaxy, the Milky Way. They uprooted our colonies and left them lifeless and desolate. We could’ve lived together with them in peace. God knows there was room out there. But they didn’t want it that way.


  A buzzer sounded. I got to know that buzzer. It was a “Beep” followed by an angry spurt of “beeps” that ended in a steady burrrr . . .


  Alford and Belmont were both set up in the Best Technician’s quarters. They’d halved the room by putting up a wooden screen in the middle. Yale had the shower, Harvard had the toilet. There were glares whenever the line was crossed.


  “Where are the photographers?” asked Dr. Belmont when I got to the Best Technician’s quarters.


  “Below, sir. They arrived the day before you did.”


  “Which are assigned to me?”


  “Uh—there’re only twelve, sir. Only one set.”


  “Only twelve photographers? Ridiculous, man!”


  “I’m sorry, sir.”


  “Are any of them Harvard men?”


  “I don’t know, sir. I will ask.”


  “God help us if they are!” came a wispy voice from the Yale side.


  Belmont stood up and stared over the screen. He had Alford at a disadvantage there, for the small man couldn’t look over the screen.


  “If you must talk, sir,” said Belmont, “talk in your own air. I won’t have my air talked in by a Yale man.”


  “Come to think of it,” said Alford, his sharp, brown eyes cutting into the angry blue ones of Belmont, “I don’t care much for Harvard pipesmoke in my Yale air. A Yale man is a gentleman and he wouldn’t dream of smoking without permission.”


  “Well, sir, I wouldn’t dream of offending New Haven nostrils!” cried Belmont, dashing his pipe to the floor. It broke into small pieces.


  Alford shot out a small Old Eli toe and whisked the pipe fragments back on the Cambridge side. “I’m very much afraid you’re ignoring the line, sir,” he said calmly.


  Belmont stamped on the fragments. “At Harvard, Mr. Evans,” he said, “we have a saying ‘God created man and the earth in six days and the Devil created Yale in the middle of the night’.”


  “Several centuries ahead of Harvard, then, at any rate,” said Alford. “On the whole, quite alert down in New Haven.”


  “See here, Alford!” cried Belmont. “Let’s put this silly tosh to one side. We’ve got serious problems. That ridiculous Star Office has sent us out on a historical expedition with only one set of photographers between us. We shall have to divide them.”


  “You cannot make a decent set with only six photographers,” said Alford.


  “I won’t have my photographers working your sets, Dr. Alford!”


  “Oh, come off the stew, Dr. Belmont. Alternate days, alternate weeks, alternate sets. It’s all very simple. A Yale man can always make do. All I ask is the same breaks as you get.”


  Belmont whirled on me.


  “How many darkrooms?”


  “One, sir.”


  “How many camera bubbles?”


  “Six, sir.”


  “How many Momsen Prisms?”


  “One, sir.”


  “You can readily see,” said Alford, “that we’re going to have to share, Belmont. Might as well be friends.”


  He offered his hand. Belmont stared at it and then a crafty light gleamed in his eye. “Properly so, Alford,” he said shaking, “properly so.”


  I looked at them. Alford’s eyes had a look of concealed delight. Belmont was playing crafty. The real nasty in-fighting under the flag of truce was about to take place.


  “Excuse me,” I said, “That’s my buzzer.”


  “HOW does it happen,” said Meredith when I hit the Captain’s cabin, “that we have 1200 pounds of luggage over the allowance?”


  “It must be the good Doctors,” I said.


  “Go down in the hold,” said Meredith. “Look at the stuff. If it isn’t food, throw it overboard.”


  I hurried down to the hold. But the good Doctors were there before me, unpacking their luggage.


  Just a moment, please, gentlemen,” I said. I turned to Alford. “What is that?”


  Alford flushed a little. “My bows and arrows.”


  “You’re going to take bows and arrows out into light-year space?”


  “A hobby, Evans. Relaxation. Mild physical exercise to keep the mind churning.”


  “Down at Yale,” chuckled Belmont, “they don’t put much faith in new-fangled weapons such as musket-and-ball, swords and hand-loaded pistols.”


  “Hobby,” insisted Alford. “Just relaxation.”


  “Sir,” I said to Dr. Belmont. “What is that?”


  He had a chair. It was a fine Captain’s chair of black wood with an insignia on the back.


  “This is a chair from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.”


  It was a beautiful piece of furniture, but it didn’t seem to fit in a US Star ship. I told him so.


  “Now, Second,” he said. “You mustn’t go on so. I’ve done some of the best thinking of my life in this chair. I worked out many of the details of earthlight photography sitting in this chair. You may call it idiosyncrasy if you like.”


  “You stole the chair from MIT,” said Alford. “You stole earthlight photography from Yale.”


  “Come, Alford. I’ll admit you were strong on theory. But it takes a practical man to work out details. I did that. I brought back the first practical historical sequences from space. But for me, earthlight photography would only be a few lines in one of your ridiculous books.”


  “Gentlemen, please,” I said. “All of this junk has got to be thrown overboard. Captain’s orders,” They both glared at me. They both protested that on their own Star ships before the war they’d carried twice the amount of books and documents. That they had severely limited themselves for this trip, only going over the allowance a mere six hundred pounds apiece. In the end they carried the argument to Captain Meredith. I can still see him sitting at his desk, his head swiveling from Belmont to Alford and back to Belmont again. They threatened him with some big names from the Star Office. In the end he said:


  “Very well. You may store the stuff in the aft baggage hold. See to it, Second.”


  There was no aft baggage hold and I was puzzled until I saw the crew, under the careful supervision of the Doctors storing all of the stuff in the deceleration burner. The crew thought the two men were crazy, but Dr. Belmont went around tapping the shiny alloy walls with his fingers and remarking to Alford that it was an excellent storage space, well-insulated from the heat and cold variations of space.


  After it was carefully stored and covered and tied down we retired for the “night.” Sometime during the night the ship gave a jerk while Meredith used those decelerators for a five second blast. The next day the tube was shiny—and empty. Meredith was apologetic, placing the blame vaguely between myself and the crew. For the loss of a great many books and documents neither of the two historians ever completely forgave me. My only defense was to point out that Alford had saved his bows and arrows and Belmont his chair from MIT which had already been taken to the Best Technician’s quarters.


  WE were in deep light-year space. Almost four hundred light years out. We were making a historical set. It was Belmont’s day to have the earthlight photography crew and he had made the first strike. He had picked up the English Army somewhere in the Maryland-Virginia area and was trying to get George Washington.


  The camera bubbles were out—all six of them. Syd Nelson, Belmont’s Chief Photog, was directing the action. The camera bubbles were feeding us pictures like a TV camera feeds a control room back home. Their viewers picked up earthlight that had left the earth nearly four hundred years ago. The massive Momsen Prism cut that earthlight into layers, resolving the reflected sun glitter from earth into its components. You could see people moving, moving around on the earth of the mid-1700’s. Light from the sun, hitting the earth, touching every tree, blade of grass, human face, human hand. Indestructible photons of reflected light emanated from earth, carrying the total components of every single second of earth history. Out here in space we had traveled faster than light and caught up with those ancient rays. We were breaking them down into people and places, into history, into meaning.


  It was an awe-inspiring sight and most of the men crowded into the Monitor’s room to watch the work.


  “Turtle Creek, 1755!” exulted Belmont. “I think we’ll catch Washington now!” He was especially happy because Alford had come back with the first film strips of Lincoln. Now it was his turn.


  Suddenly he cried out. “Camera Four. Stop panning I Closeup! There! That man standing apart by the tree.


  We watched the shadowy picture loom up large on the monitor. The Prism turned and swayed, electronically focussing. The head became clear, undoubtedly that of George Washington, saying something to one of his men. The face was recognizable though different from the idealized picture we are used to. After all, this was young Washington with the British Army of Braddock in the French-and-Indian War.


  “Cameras One, Two and Three. Get angles. Shift. Longs and shorts. Hurry . . .”


  Belmont stood in the middle of the floor like a conductor directing an orchestra. Syd Nelson was calling the technical information to match Belmont’s orders softly to the cameramen over his hand microphone. Dr. Macready, Belmont’s mathematician, spun his computers eagerly and the Researcher called out information to him on the time of day, probable weather, and so on. The big Star ship jockeyed to pick up the scene on its own viewer for then we could get an additional angle into the printer.


  Washington’s head went out of focus and slid off the screen.


  “Re-calculate,” snapped Belmont to Macready, the mathematician. “The earth’s rotating, you know. Quickly. New figures, please.”


  Macready sweated at it. With a groan of impatience, Belmont stalked over to the Caller who was connected to the engine room. He snatched the microphone and called out his own computations, straight out of his head. The ship began to move. Washington’s head slid back into focus again.


  “Print!” ordered Belmont, and the equipment began to print the picture, with Belmont reaching a peak of excitement, tearing at his tie, calling to the cameramen, crying for new computations and correcting the ship’s movements.


  One, two minutes passed.


  “God,” whispered the Third to me at my shoulder. “They’re going into action. We’re actually going to see young George Washington under fire!”


  It was a thrilling moment. The soldiers of the 22nd Century stood, mouths agape at the sight of this far-off, long-forgotten battle. The skill of Belmont, his instinctual shifts and movements of the equipment washed out in a very few seconds the contempt that the Star men had had for the academicians. Even Captain Meredith stood by the door, staring, his face stoic as usual, but for once impressed by what was going on. To him our history meant nothing because Venus was his home planet, and yet the importance of the moment held him.


  “Big stuff back on earth?” he asked me.


  “Before the war,” I said, “Earthlight history was the biggest thrill of three centuries. They got the Spanish American War. They got Lincoln at the Second Inaugural. They got US Grant in Mexico City in 1846. They even got back to the American Revolution. Belmont and Alford were two of the most famous men on earth. The TV stations paid millions to show the films and money poured into the colleges like water. That’s when the Historical Command was formed. There were five or six ships, bat Alford and Belmont got almost all of “the good stuff. History books sold like hotcakes. The—”


  At that moment the general alarm sounded. Philosterians within range!


  DESPITE the crippled condition of the crew, the Monitor room emptied in seconds. The camera bubbles with the two-man photographer crews were rudely jerked back in by power beams and the Monitoring room crew began to stash and stow for “Secure”.


  Belmont gave a mighty roar of frustration and sat in the middle of the floor arid pounded the deck with anger. “My first Washington!” he cried. “My first goddam Washington, completely ruined. I say fie! I say goddamit fie!”


  That’s the last I heard. I had places to go. Things to do. The crew of the COLOSSUS was ready for action in ten minutes, only four minutes over what a completely healthy crew on a US Star ship of the line could do.


  Then suddenly we sat there in silence. I was in the Battle Plans Room at my position when Captain Meredith came in on the closed circuit TV.


  “By the way,” he said drily, “why are we at battle stations, Second? The scanners don’t show any hostile ships. The alarm was tripped by someone inside the ship, manually.”


  We looked at each other. “Where’s Alford?” I said.


  “Find him,” said Meredith.


  I found him in the Best Technician’s quarters, smacking his lips over a glass of orange juice.


  “Well,” he said, his eyes innocently brown, “I did trip a bell, Second. I wanted the galley to bring up the afternoon orange juice. Have to swill the stuff for my health, you know. Perhaps I did jangle the wrong bell. But don’t apologize. I finally went down and poured it myself.”


  That left me speechless. At that moment Dr. Belmont arrived in a burning wrath and Alford took his bows and arrows and sneaked off to the Enlisted Men’s Recreation Quarters, leaving me to face the inundation of Belmont’s fury which I could in no way stem.


  I had barely survived that when Captain Meredith summoned me to cook me on his front burner.


  “It is the office of the Second in command to maintain proper rules and regulations for the conduct of the supercargoes,” he said. “Any more false alarms like that, Second, and you’ll find yourself back as Mess Officer, Evans. And, furthermore—”


  “Yessir,” I said sadly.


  I knew that Belmont would be laying for Alford on his set and I determined that there’d be no more false alarms. I went down to Tools and got the biggest pair of wire-cutters I could find . . .


  TWO days later Belmont’s time was up and he turned the photography crew over to Alford with something less than good grace. A day after that, Alford made his first strike.


  Most of the crew centered in the Monitor Room because they’d not seen much of earthlight historical photography, and Alford put on a good show for them.


  “Notice that the cameras are spread in a convex arc over many thousand miles of space,” he said. “They pass the rays of light along to a focal center, this Monitor Room. Actually, the cameras in the camera bubbles are secondary—just in case a photographer has a specially good angle. The real job of the bubbles is to concentrate the light for us. At this great distance from earth the quanta of light are vastly dispersed and very weak, and so it takes all of the skill of the camera bubbles, the mathematicians, researchers and Momsen Prism men to get a meaningful picture for the Printer.


  “Notice also that we can only pick up exterior scenes. Unfortunately we cannot go inside buildings. It is as if we were hovering in a helicopter, fifty to one hundred feet above the ground on earth taking pictures at a desirable angle with telescopic lenses. And yet it is enough. We can bring back battles, pageants, parades and outdoor speeches, void of sound which dies within the earth’s atmosphere, and get enough direct results to identify and explain most of the important figures in human history, not to mention a wealth of heretofore lost detail.” Alford had a battle on the screen now. It was the early settlers of America against the Indians. The distance shown on the general tabulator placed it back about the late sixteenth century.


  “Gentlemen,” said Alford, “you are witnessing a prime moment in American history. I suspect that this is the famous Roanoke Island Colony of Sir Walter Raleigh’s. R was left in this Virginia location in 1587. Later, in 1591, when supply ships returned, the entire colony had disappeared and to this day no one knows what happened to them, although Indian aggression was the logical answer. Now we shall see whether we can solve one of history’s great enigmas.” Belmont was the showman—Alford was the intense scholar. His voice gat shaky, his face white. He began calling out instructions to his camera bubbles which jockeyed for positions. An enormously clear picture of the battle appeared on the monitor wall and the Momsen Prism man rolled us right into the thick of the battle.


  “Did ever a finer horse opera come out of Hollywood?” asked Alford, and I, like the rest, felt a tingling in the stomach, for the blood was real, the battle was real, a defeat to the bitter end for the colonists, and the Star men for a moment forgot that the episode, written by the moving finger of history, was long ago an ink-dried rusty memory.


  While everyone was held by the drama of the filming I slipped out of the Monitor Room and cut the secondary alarm circuit with my wire-cutters. I had already cut the primary circuit. For the half-hour or so that we had no alarm system, I was taking a chance, but I did not trust Harvard’s most eminent historian. And with Meredith safely located in the Monitor Room audience I’d have time to restore the circuits during the genial relaxation after the set.


  Then I went down in the galley which was deserted, as most of the boys were up watching Alford work. I poured a foaming beaker of orange juice, put it on a silver tray and went up to the Best Technician’s quarters.


  When I entered the room, Belmont had his big thumb on the General Alarm system button, a satisfied smirk on his face. He thought he was alerting the whole ship, destroying Alford’s set. But I’ll give him credit for carrying off his pretense with Harvardian nonchalance.


  “I can never ring up that goddam striker,” he cried in a sudden, assumed rage when he saw me.


  “Yessir. Your orange juice, sir.”


  “Ah-uh-yes, rather, thank you, Second.”


  He listened a moment. The whole ship was quiet.


  “Alford’s making a set, I suppose.”


  “He is that.”


  Belmont sighed. He swished the orange juice around in a glass and frowned on it.


  “Ah, well, Second,” he sighed. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a spot of gin?”


  I nodded and started to get the gin.


  The door opened. A strange, tall gray man stood there with a blank face—


  Only it wasn’t a face. It wasn’t a man. It was a Philosterian.


  NO one will ever know how they sneaked up on us. The manner in which we zigzagged to catch the centuries-old earthlight rays took us, of course, past and through potential battle areas, and there was nothing to be done about that.


  No doubt their commander was pleasantly surprised when he found that he could come right up on us without the usual long range fire. They hate our long range rays—they like to grapple with us, for in close combat it takes a whole drum of bullets to stop one of them and our close rays are ineffective.


  Anyway, they had grappled and, due to my wire-cutting spree, were able to breach the ship without warning.


  I debated for a whole millionth of a second whether to stand by the good Doctor Belmont and try to save him or whether to rush a verbal warning to the unsuspecting crew in the Monitor Room and decided that Belmont was no longer important. I was past the Philosterian in a rush before he could lift his short, murderous space pike. I tumbled down the corridor feeling extremely sorry for Dr. Belmont and the Harvard Historical Department. They’d lost a fine man there.


  But when I got almost to the Monitor Room, I saw there was no need of warning. The Philosterians were all over the ship. Further, they had the good sense to breach at the top where the officers’ quarters and control panels were. The corridors were full of cursing, screaming, fighting men, and our only chance was to hurry below and make a stand in the enlisted quarters. As I piled down the stairs I ran into my Third, hobbling along on his aluminum crutches.


  “Meredith!” I gasped. “Alford!”


  “Below, I think, sir.” His face was white, but the years of Star Office discipline paid off. He picked his way carefully over a dead man, taking his time, free of panic.


  I ran on down the corridor and into my first bit of luck. A submachine gun of a type hurriedly reactivated for this war hung crazily from the rack that the earlier, fleeing men had nearly emptied. I grabbed it and turned to see if the Philosterians had come down yet.


  They had. One came up behind our crippled Third. I yelled. The The poor Third turned and lashed out with his light metal crutch. The Philosterian drove into him with his short pike and the blood exploded out of the poor Third’s body.


  The corridor filled with thunder as I read off the bullets at the Philosterian. The bullets sliced into the gray stuff of his being and right on through. A Philosterian has the happy faculty of moving his center of being, his heart-mind, as they call it, to any portion of his body. They’ll only fall when they’re punctured like a sieve. But I had the first one on his hands and knees for what he did to our Third. I gave him the rest of the drum and I got him. Not that it helped much; there were about twenty behind.


  At that moment I decided that I was good only for the duration of one or two more drums of ammunition before they’d close with me, and I stuck one under my arm, filled the gun with the other and kept shooting, giving back to enlisted quarters. The flying stuff slowed them down, but they kept coming.


  I reached a point opposite the Recreation Room door. It burst open and out came the blond little historian with something in his hands.


  I HAD just finished a drum and blasted down the second Philosterian. I paused to re-load and then saw what he carried.


  “What are you doing, sir, with that bow and those arrows?” I shouted at Alford.


  “Why, I don’t shoot a gun very well,” he answered calmly.


  Then he pulled back and got off a wooden shaft at the foremost Philosterian.


  “Rays won’t stop ’em, sir, nor metal! Your wooden bows and arrows are a waste of time!” I shouted, trying to shove him behind me.


  “There is evidence to the contrary, he said getting off another arrow.


  I looked. In that narrow corridor he had driven the arrow through one man and into another. Both men had dropped in their tracks and were screaming a Philosterian death cry of agony. His next arrow got two more, but most amazing of all—the Philosterians were hesitating, pointing to their own fallen, and babbling among themselves.


  “Incidentally,” said Alford, “in the eighteen months of the war has anybody in the Star Office thought of trying wooden weapons on these people?”


  He got off another arrow. The Philosterians were falling back in confusion.


  “I don’t think so,” I said.


  “If cellulose happens to be poisonous to them,” said Alford, “there might not be a need to fight them wastefully with bullets or rays.”


  I lowered my Thompson submachine gun in amazement. The Philosterians were definitely fleeing. No Starofficeman had ever seen the Philosterians turn and run. And, by God, come to think of it; there’s not a single wooden item in all of the thousands and thousands of objects, large and small, that it takes to run a US Star ship. I know. When I was a Primary, I, like every other officer, had had to serve a stint as Supply Officer. Everything aboard a US Star ship had to be a gleaming metal gadget, nor had any Philosterians ever been taken alive to experiment with back on earth.


  Alford had found a means of stopping the Philosterians where the Star Office, the nation and the whole world had failed.


  WE cleaned out the ship in about half an hour, using Alford’s arrows over and over again. Some of the men armed themselves with his arrows and used them like daggers. As long as the pikes of the enemy didn’t strike first, it took them down every time. Even a deep scratch would send them into shock, for it appeared that wood or cellulose was deadly poison to their bodies. We fought that battle like a bunch of delirious high school kids, and it was my privilege to drive an arrow through the something-like shoulder blades of a Philosterian standing over a wounded Captain Meredith and about to finish him off with his pike as Meredith defended the control panels.


  For which Meredith rolled over, sat up, glared at me and said: “Second, why aren’t you at your battle post!” Then he fainted.


  It was only when the men crossed over and were gleefully cleaning out the doomed Philosterian ship itself that I suddenly remembered poor Belmont and grasped Alford by the sleeve.


  “Belmont,” I groaned. “Alone in the BT quarters. Every Philosterian that came in must have gone down his corridor.”


  Alford seemed to turn yellow. “He would plead for his miserable life,” he said, “but he would die in the end like a gentleman, I’m sure. Hurry, Second, hurry—” We pelted up to BT quarters. The door was stuck and I could see that there had been plenty of Philosterians there. Then Alford stopped and handed me his bow and remaining arrows.


  “You go in, Second. I used to have a goodly amount of contempt for Dr. Belmont, but—well—we have experienced much together, after all and I might be too excited to shoot the bastard that got him.”


  I thought I saw a soldiery tear in his eye. I jerked open the door and went in.


  Dr. Belmont stood there, gasping and panting like a walrus. His clothes were nearly torn from him. He looked like a man who had just finished a gang fight. He had. There were at least six large Philosterians stretched out dead around him. In his hands the remaining fragments of his fine, black-painted wooden chair from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.


  “It took you long enough, Second,” he said, tossing aside the kindling wood. “I had to bash them severely. At one point I greatly feared I would strain my heart, but I found my Harvard second wind.”


  Then Alford burst into the room and cried. “Belmont, glad you survived. You’ll be pleased to know—”


  “Need you shout like an ill-educated Yale man?” puffed Belmont, collapsing to a sitting position on his bed.


  Alford lowered his voice, regained his aplomb. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “Yale has solved the Philosterian menace. I stopped them with my bows and arrows. Wood stops them, a contribution for which the History Department of Yale must take full credit.”


  “On the contrary,” said Belmont, “the beggars reached me first, and it was Harvard quick thinking and Harvard wood that stopped them first. I greatly fear that the credit must go to Cambridge.”


  They glared at each other. Then Alford turned to me. “Tell him,” said Alford. “After all, I saved your life.”


  “Perhaps some of the credit should go to MIT and the rest to Abercrombie and Fitch Sporting Goods store,” I said rapidly ducking out.


  THEY both got medals. Plus a bushelful of grateful donations to their respective universities, commendations from the President and Congress, the UN, various other governments and public bodies and millions of pleased citizens. I understand the celebration back on earth was something to see. And on board the COLOSSUS there was another celebration in which both the gentlemanly scholars took plenty of gin in their orange juice, I understand.


  But I wouldn’t know because I wasn’t there. I am under arrest, awaiting trial. The COLOSSUS is a great and famous Starship now, and its valiant crew will live forever in the annals of thrilling war deeds, but its Second will be lucky to avoid the military penal colony. There’s the matter of the jiggered alarm systems, and under Star Office regulations as administered by a Captain like Meredith a rule is a rule.


  The Star men have a saying which is applicable. “Star men fear no enemy in all of space, but God protect them from the Star Office.”


  THE END


  FAIR EXCHANGE


  Lan Wright


  Possession is popularly reckoned to be nine points of the law. Difficulties arise, however, when two people equally share the possession of an item under dispute. In the following story Lan Wright poses a problem involving two races with colonisation claims upon a remote planet facing an almost insoluble political and economic crisis. There is a solution, of course. Albeit somewhat rugged.


  Johnny Dawson’s footsteps echoed along the white corridors of the Colonial Board offices as he made his way unhurriedly towards Hendrix’s domain. The board was housed palatially in the giant SPACE building, and was part of the Spatial Projects and Colonial Exploration department, whose initials suitably named the huge forty story building which they occupied.


  Hendrix was merely a cog in the great and influential wheel that was the Colonial Board, but he was a big enough cog to cause Dawson considerable heartburn and bother. The only time he wanted to see Dawson was when there was trouble about, and Dawson sensed trouble the moment he received Hendrix imperative summons.


  The feeling of foreboding that had been with Dawson ever since that moment grew stronger the nearer he got to Hendrix office, and the moment he opened the inner door he knew that his fears were well founded.


  Hendrix was chewing a large, black, unlighted cigar, and that in itself was a danger signal. He didn’t say, ‘Hello’ or otherwise acknowledge the fact that he had not seen the younger man. in over three months. He merely grunted when he saw who his visitor was, and swivelled round in his chair so that he could look out of his office window across the sun-drenched vista of the city, his bulky form slumped untidily in the padded comfort of his chair.


  “There are times, Dawson,” he announced wearily, “when I wish I were dead.”


  “Me too,” replied Dawson, but the innocence with which he said it denied the suspicious glance that Hendrix threw at him. He sat down in a chair beside the desk and stretched his lean frame into a comfortable position.


  “Ever hear of the Venusian Swamp Fever?” asked Hendrix abruptly.


  “Sure. I’ve had it twice.”


  “How’d you get cured?”


  “Oh, they pumped me full of some drug or other. Let’s see—?”


  “Betromicitine,” Hendrix told him flatly. “Know where it comes from?”


  Dawson frowned. “Vegetable extract, isn’t it?”


  “Uh—huh. There used to be a twenty seven percent death rate among Venusian colonists during the latter part of the last century. Then some scientists got to fooling around with some of the plants on a planet of the star Luther Four. From one of them they got an extract which they called Betromicitine, BTN for short.”


  Dawson shifted uneasily in his seat. He knew from long and often bitter experience that a lengthy explanation from Hendrix on any scientific subject was usually the forerunner of a problem.


  Hendrix threw the cigar into the waste basket at the side of his desk and went on. “The planet in question is the fifth one in the Luther Four system and it is possessed territorially by the inhabitants of the second. It has no intelligent life of its own. Until about a month ago we’ve been getting all the BTN we wanted under a mutual trade agreement with the Lutherians. Then, with no warning, they cancelled the agreement and shoved the price to a point where it is economically and politically cheaper to let the population of Venus die of the Fever.”


  Dawson raised his eyebrows and whistled. “They’d never do that surely?”


  Hendrix swivelled round sharply in his chair and planted his elbows firmly on the desk top. “Wouldn’t they?” he countered. “They may have to. Just suppose we started paying what they are asking. Why, for the quantities of BTN we need it would cost better than thirty percent of our total export trade to the whole Galaxy. Terran economy wouldn’t stand it.”


  “Do we export anything to Luther Four?”


  “Sure. Machinery, textiles, some luxury goods and general merchandise. Nothing they can’t do without.”


  “Meaning we can’t raise the charges to them?”


  “No, they’d just stop buying.”


  Dawson sat deep in thought while Hendrix brooded silently on the other side of the desk, his black eyes fixed unwinking on the younger man.


  “I don’t get it,” said Dawson at last. “For best part of a century everything goes smoothly, and then—bingo! Just like that. Why?”


  Hendrix nodded. “Good question. I wondered how long it would be before you asked it. Well, it so happens that by a million to one shot a Terran exploration party landed on the single planet of the star Elkan at precisely the same moment as a Lutherian expedition. As they landed on opposite sides of the planet there was no contact for some little time, but when there was, everything was settled nice and peacefully. There was an agreement that allowed for the equal division of Elkan, and that agreement has been in force nearly eighty years. In that time both the Lutherians and ourselves have built up considerable spheres of interest on the two main continental land masses. The Terran population numbers around the forty million mark, with a total capital interest amounting to nearly a hundred billion credits.”


  Hendrix paused and laid the palms of his hands flat upon the desk before him.


  “Last year,” he continued, “the Lutherians discovered a small vein of Stalumin near the coast of the main continent of their hemisphere.” He cocked an eye at Dawson. “You have heard of Stalumin?”


  Dawson ignored the sarcasm. “Hull plates for FTL ships,” he returned briefly.


  “Right. Anyway, they’ve traced the main seam out under the ocean bed, and they’re pretty sure that it follows a geological fault in the substrata of the planet before finally coming to the surface in fairly large quantities on the Terran side. Naturally, we’ve got geologists looking for it, but with so little to go on it may be months or even years before they spot it. In the meantime the Lutherians are putting on a big ‘Elkan for the Lutherians’ act, based on a claim that they got there first and that, therefore, the planet is theirs by right of prior conquest.”


  “I get it,” broke in Dawson. “Either we give them Elkan or we don’t get any BTN.”


  “Bright boy,” sneered Hendrix. “Only it isn’t as simple as that. First, we can’t get off Elkan because we’ve got too much at stake. The livelihood of forty million Terrans is tied up in the place, and it would cost us almost as much economically as it would to evacuate Venus.”


  He grinned humourlessly at Dawson.


  “You’ve got a free hand, Dawson. You can do what you like and go where you like. All we want is the answer to the riddle.”


  Dawson digested the situation glumly during the long, pregnant silence that followed.


  “I could resign,” he said at last.


  “I’ll have you fired first,” growled Hendrix, “and you know what that would mean.”


  “Yeah. I’d be digging ditches for the test of my life.” Dawson lifted his hands and sighed with expressive resignation. “Okay, boss. I’ll make Elkan my first stop, and may the Lord have mercy on my soul.”


  “He’d better, because I won’t,” grinned Hendrix.


  Ten days later Dawson landed on the single planet of the star Elkan.


  The Terran spaceport was on the outskirts of the capital city and main centre of population, New London. The city itself was a modern, well spread city of nearly two million people, and it was divided into two main sections. The largest section was entirely residential, a well planned garden city with wide, tree-lined avenues and scores of parks and open places. The buildings were low, white structures after the latest colonial style of Terran architecture, and each dwelling house stood in its own grounds.


  The other part was quite different.


  It lay on the north bank of the large river which divided New London in two, and it was a streamlined, ultra modern business and manufacturing centre, super-efficient and largely robotic. In it was concentrated the industrial power of half the planet. It was the co-ordinating centre for a hundred other trading posts and manufacturing centres spread through the rest of the Terran hemisphere.


  Here, day after day, year in, year out, the life blood of half a world flowed with ever increasing force and power.


  Hugo Walton, the governor of the Terran hemisphere, eyed Dawson grimly from the comfort of an arm chair in his private office.


  “A hundred billions in capital investment, and expanding at the rate of two billions a year. That’s why we can’t give up this planet, Dawson. It would be cheaper to fight a War.”


  Walton was a big man with a massive, leonine head of red hair, ice blue eyes, and the personality of half a dozen ordinary men. The whole effect, Dawson decided, was rather overpowering. That it was a successful effect he did not doubt, but it could not cover up entirely the fact that Walton was not as bright as a man in his position should have been.


  “Do you think it’ll come to war?” he asked.


  Walton shrugged. “I don’t know. Arvan, the Lutherian governor, is a good friend of mine, but he won’t tell me anything. I’ve tried talking to him about it, but it’s quite clear he’s obeying orders. All he says is that there is no point in discussing the matter with me. The situation, he says, is clear, and it’s up to the government on Earth to do something about it.”


  “But why a threat of Galactic war over a stupid vein of metal on an obscure planet like this?”


  “I don’t know,” confessed Walton. “We all know how valuable Stalumin is. There’s only one other known vein at present, and that is on the second planet of the star Alpha Centauri, firmly in Terran hands. All the Lutherians have is about ten thousand tons that we let them have before it was realised how valuable a metal it was. Since then, of course, there’s been a total embargo on it for trading purposes because all supplies have been earmarked for the new stellar cruisers. The Lutherians are still using steel alloys for the hull plates of their ships, and they know what a terrific advantage in space flight and stellar exploration we shall have when the whole scheme gets fully under way.


  “This new seam, if they can control it, puts them right back in the picture on equal terms with us. I can only assume that is why they are making the stakes so high.”


  Dawson glowered gloomily at the ornate carpet between his feet. The more he heard about the whole affair the less he liked it, for there seemed to be so many parts missing. As it stood at present there seemed no way out short of provoking a Terran-Luther war which would be disastrous to all concerned.


  “What’s the general position here?” he asked at last.


  “Wary. No incidents. Trade as usual, except that none of the raw material for BTN is coming through. We’ve cut tourist trips to the Lutherian side, but apart from that everything is normal.”


  “Could I get across to the Lutherian side to have a look?”


  Walton eyed him with obvious surprise. “Sure you could. They will probably watch you closely, but they won’t hinder you. Do you think it’ll help you much?”


  “You never know. At the moment there are too many unfilled spaces in the puzzle. I can’t get a proper picture until some more of them have been completed. A look on the other side of the fence might be useful.”


  “Well, I’ve been told to give you a free hand,” Walton told him. “Anything I can do to help, just ask for it. It’s your problem though.” He gave the impression that he was glad that it. was Dawson’s problem and that he wanted nothing to do with it. Privately, Dawson agreed with him.


  He rose wearily from the chair and breathed deeply, letting the air out again in a long sigh. “You’d better keep tuned to the newscasts,” he told Walton. “I may decide to commit suicide and you’ll want to know.”


  Dawson spent the rest of his first day on Elkan taking in the local scenery and meeting other men of importance in the Terran community. He tried the police commissioner, the secretary of the local governing council, and several of the larger business chiefs. Everywhere he went the story was the same. All of them were worried about the mounting tension, and all of them were resigned to the fact that whatever happened someone was going to get hurt. The only concrete thing he learned was that none of them were willing to give up the planet to stop a war.


  By the end of the day, when he retired to his hotel room, Dawson had an aching head and an acute feeling of depression. Every way he looked at it the situation was hopelessly entangled. If Earth wanted BTN she had to give up Elkan. If she gave up Elkan she gave up a hundred billions of capital investment and an unguessable amount of raw materials and future unrealised assets. Also, she lost her lead in the race for stellar colonisation.


  If she stuck and refused to barter, the lives of three hundred millions of Venusian colonists would cease to be an insurable risk. Emigration to that world would cease, and the whole vast mineral of the planet would be as good as lost for the sake of a few thousand tons of otherwise useless violet-coloured vegetable matter.


  During the trip from Earth Dawson had studied up on BTN, and he found that it was a vegetable extract from a plant that grew wild on the fifth planet of Luther Four. The peculiar atmospheric conditions (in which chlorine was the main ingredient) coupled with a soil that had pulverised lava as its base, was mainly responsible for the plant’s existence, and try as they might, Terran scientists had been unable to duplicate the conditions so as to guarantee a sufficiently large output for the heavily populated colony. Without it, death was a three to one chance.


  “Three months stock,” Hendrix told him grimly. “After that the colonists start dropping like flies.”


  Dawson groaned, turned out the light at the side of his bed, and buried his head in the soft pillow.


  The next morning he called Walton on the visiphone.


  “Can you fix me a meeting with the Lutherian governor?” Walton frowned. “Might be a bit tricky. Is it important?”


  “Might be. Like I said yesterday, a look on the other side of the fence might be useful.”


  “How soon?”


  “Sooner the better. If I can get a plane right away I could see him tonight.”


  “All right,” nodded Walton. “Book a private plane and then call me back. I’ll tell you if I’ve managed it.”


  By the time Dawson had been to the airfield and hired a small, fast stratoplane and pilot, Walton had fixed an appointment, and four hours later Dawson was gazing despondently at the approaching coast line of the Lutherian continent.


  The jet swept down over the sea, crossing the coast at a few thousand feet preparatory to landing. Like New London the Lutherian capital, Krantar, was a coastal port built astride a wide river. Unlike New London it spread its buildings and its population over a sprawling area three times as large as that of its Terran counterpart. All the buildings were single storied boxes with eliptical doors and windows, and each was as exactly like its neighbour as it was possible for uniform architecture to attain. The streets were all long and straight and wide, and each one was devoted entirely to one form or another of social existence. One would be completely residential, another entirely devoted to entertainment, and a third made up of shops and stores. The uniformity of design and construction was, at first, surprising to a Terran visitor, later it was irritating, and later still it was utterly boring.


  The landing field was on the outskirts of the city, and as the plane taxied to a halt outside the low, white mass of the control building, Dawson was surprised to find an Earthman waiting for him.


  He descended from the plane and moved away from it towards, the entrance of the control centre when the man broke away from the watching crowds of Lutherians and crossed leisurely towards him. As he reached Dawson he smiled and held out his hand.


  “Mr. Dawson? My name is Parker. Governor Walton called me to take you in hand and help you all I can.”


  Dawson shook hands. “Nice of him. You think I’ll need—er—taking in hand?”


  Parker smiled and fell into step beside him. “No, but you may need a hit of help. Earthmen aren’t exactly popular at the moment round here. Not that anyone’s been lynched yet, but—well, it’s best to have someone around who knows the local colour and atmosphere.”


  Dawson reflected that the slender, elegant young man wasn’t quite the fool that his pallid face and innocent grey eyes made him out to be. Mr. Parker was probably going to be quite an asset when he met the Lutherian governor.


  The watching crowds of Lutherians opened up a path for them as they approached. It was Dawson’s first sight of the stumpy, round-faced race, and he was not impressed. Not one of them was over about five feet tall, and all of them, male and female, had the baldest heads it was possible to imagine.


  “Dammit, they look like fugitives from a kid’s fairy tale book. Elves, gnomes—”


  “Don’t let them fool you,” broke in Parker. “They’re tough, hard bargainers and sound business people. I’d sooner trust one of them than a good many Terrans I know. Don’t make any mistake about it, if they have to fight then they’ll fight.”


  The crowd closed in around them. Wide, round, jet black eyes, almost luminous and coldly appraising, brought an edge of uneasiness to Dawson’s nerves, for there was no mistaking the hostility in the silent, watching groups.


  He and Parker stood a good foot taller than any of the gnomes around them,-but the advantage in size was not reassuring. The short, rotund figures looked astonishingly agile for all their ungainly shape.


  Parker led him through the wide hall of the control building, ushered him through an efficient, brief and hostile customs check, and out into the wide avenues that ran into the heart of the city. He had a ground car waiting, and as they climbed into it he said, “Your appointment with the governor is for seven o’clock local time, that’s in two hours. You’ve got time to freshen up at my hotel and then I’ll take you to a Lutherian restaurant for a meal. It’ll give you a chance to look at the race you’ve got to deal with before you meet the governor. I can tell you a bit about the governor’s outlook at the same time.”


  Promptly at five to seven Parker ushered Dawson into the main entrance hall of the governor’s residence. It was a sprawling private house on the sea front, with broad, straight corridors leading off the main hall in all directions and with the same regularity as the streets outside. The hostility of the Lutherian who greeted them was, by now, familiar to Dawson. It had followed from the airport to Parker’s hotel, and it had manifested itself even more strongly in the attitude of the waiters and the other customers in the large restaurant where Parker had taken him to eat. It followed them like a pall wherever they went, and it set a raw edge of irritability on Dawson’s nerves that robbed him of whatever appetite he had had.


  Parker seemed unperturbed.


  They left the restaurant in an aura of frostiness, and as they reached the street Dawson swore luridly.


  “For two pins I’d go back in there and punch a few of those button noses,” he growled. “Hell, I don’t know how you stand it.” Parker grinned. “When you live here you have to,” he replied simply. “Dignity of the race and so on.


  “Dignity be damned. Anyone would think we Were the aggressors in this argument instead of them.”


  Parker turned and looked at him from serious grey eyes. “What makes you think we’re not?” he asked.


  Dawson was dumbfounded. “But—”


  Look. When you meet Arvan try and remember that he is a sincere and honest alien, and try to remember also that all you have heard about the situation between the two races has been told you by people who are prejudiced because of one thing—they are Earthmen.” He grinned suddenly. “I’m an Earthman too, but I’ve lived with these people for three years. I’m even more on the spot than Hugo Walton.”


  Arvan was big for a Lutherian. He was about five feet four and proportionately bigger all round. His round, moon face was quite expressionless as he greeted them with the imported Terran handshake, but for once there was not the open hostility in his manner that had so characterised Dawson’s first impression of his race.


  He motioned them to two low, armless chairs, built so low to the floor that Dawson either had to stretch his legs straight out before him or tuck them up under his chin. It had a webbed back and seat of flexible fibre which moulded comfortably to his form as he relaxed in it.


  “You have a saying, Mister Dawson,” began Arvan slowly, “about getting to the point quickly.” He spoke good English, slowly and carefully, but with a peculiar slurring, accent as if his mouth was deformed. He continued, “You have come from Earth to seek a solution to the problem that confronts our two races.”


  Dawson nodded, “That is so.”


  “May I presume that you have been given orders from higher authorities?”


  “You may.” Dawson felt an odd wariness prickle the hairs at the back of his neck, for the interview was not proceeding at all in the direction he had expected.


  “Then I would be right in thinking that those orders were that you should find a solution which does not in any way prejudice or injure the human race?”


  The black eyes were unwinking and devoid of any emotion as they bored into Dawson’s discomfort. He flashed a quick glance at Parker, but the man was sitting sphinx-like beside him. He looked back at Arvan quite unable to think of any reply to the accusation.


  “Do you consider yourself to be an honest man, Mister Dawson?” Only the gravity of the Lutherian’s voice and the total lack of sarcasm in his accent belied the offence which Dawson would normally have felt to so direct a question.


  He flushed. The whole conversation was getting quite beyond him and he felt completely out of his depth. His idea in arranging the interview at all had been to learn as much as he could about the other side, but in a few short minutes he had learn nothing and had been utterly outmanoeuvred by the plump, serious alien opposite him.


  “I try to be, he replied at last.


  “From your knowledge, then, does it seem likely to you that we of the Lutherian race would precipitate a disastrous war simply because of a dispute over a single vein of scarce metal on an obscure planet?”


  Dawson drew a deep breath of relief. This was more like it.


  “That is one of my reasons for wishing to meet you,” he replied. “The motives behind your sudden change of heart and your recent actions have not been made clear to me by my own people. It may be that they do not understand them. Therefore, I decided that the only way in which any sort of settlement could be reached was, first and foremost to learn all the facts from both sides.”


  Arvan nodded. “You are a wise man, Mister Dawson. It is a pity that others of your race are not so wise. Do you know to what lengths in the past my race has gone to meet yours in peaceful and friendly contact?”


  Again the uneasiness crept over Dawson. Arvan was too calm and not sufficiently demanding for Dawson to feel anything but a growing fear that the whole business might be even more complicated than he had been led to believe. He shook his head mutely to Aryan’s question.


  “Then you are probably not aware,” continued the Lutherian, “that this world belongs to my people legally, by right of prior discovery.”


  Dawson sat up sharply, startled by the all too obvious mis-statement. He recalled Hendrix remark about a big ‘Elkan for the Lutherians’ act, and here it was right out in the open.


  “That’s ridiculous. It was a case of joint discovery and landing, and the ultimate disposition of the planet was decided by mutual arbitration. Why, our records show clearly—”


  “Your records?” The Lutherian was gently disparaging as he. interrupted. “Your records, Mister Dawson, were false from the very beginning. They show only what your government at the time wanted them to show.


  “Our expedition landed on Elkan a full thousand hours local time before your craft put in an appearance. I am afraid that the leaders of your own expedition were so eager to reap the rewards which their discovery would bring that they altered every record and every instrument to agree with their statement of joint discovery. Not unnaturally your government believed them and upheld their claim. After all,” he laughed gently, a tinkling, alien sound, “it is unthinkable that an Earthman should lie and cheat over such a serious subject. It could only be that the aliens were liars and cheats. The whole situation had all the indications of a major political break, and so we agreed to put the matter to arbitration. Thus, in the cause of peace, we gave up half a planet, but that was a long time ago, nearly a hundred of your years, and since then we have learned the true nature of your race.


  “Now, as a result of what we have learned, the position has changed. For decades we have watched your race expanding through the Galaxy in every direction. We have seen four other races, smaller than our own swallowed up in the tide of Terran discovery and conquest. Two of those races are now dead.” He looked speculatively at Dawson, “No doubt you have heard of the Alvori and the Kalakora? During all this time our own spheres of interest have become smaller in proportion to the Terran colossus which surrounds us, until now we have come to see that in a few centuries, maybe less, the very existence of our race will be threatened. Unless we are strong now we may very well follow the Alvori and the Kalakora to extinction.” He gestured briefly with one pudgy hand. “Our first stand had to be made somewhere, and so we have chosen that it should-be made here, at the point of closest contact between our races. We need Stalumin for our own development, but that is not the true reason for our actions. If you came here seeking the truth, Mister Dawson, I think that you have found it.”


  Arvan stopped speaking and a heavy, electric silence fell over the wide, low room. Dawson’s mind was a turmoil of disbelief and stupefaction. At first he had dismissed the Lutherian’s remarks as being utterly ridiculous, but there was an demerit of sincerity in the alien’s manner that cast doubts on his first judgment. And if it were true? He felt a momentary tremor or fear at what he was mixed up in if it were true. He, Johnny Dawson, had to stop an almost inevitable inter-stellar war.


  He turned abruptly to Parker. “Is all this true?” he demanded. “About the discovery of Elkan, I mean.”


  Parker smiled wryly. “I couldn’t prove it,” he answered. “But I’d vouch for the honesty of one of my Lutherian friends against any power-mad Terran explorer.”


  Dawson relaxed, remembering Parker’s warnings about prejudice earlier on.


  He turned to Aryan again. “You are trying to tell me,” he said, “that this isn’t just a minor dispute between our races. You are saying that your race is fighting for its very existence and there will be war if Earth doesn’t back down.”


  Arvan nodded wordlessly.


  Dawson felt suddenly sick and angry that he had to come all the. way into enemy territory to find out the truth about what was going on. Ten short minutes had been enough to disillusion him on the ethics of the situation. The trouble was simply that Earth was getting too big for her boots, and unless she climbed down . . .


  He stood up abruptly. “Thank you for your courtesy in seeing me,” he said stiffly. “I appreciate your point of view.” He gestured awkwardly. “I’ll try to find a reasonable way out if I can, but—”


  “You are an Earthman.” Arvan, too, had risen. “You will act in the interests of your race no matter what your private thoughts may be. That is the greatest of all loyalties—loyalty to one’s race. Goodbye, Mister Dawson.”


  Dawson flushed. He felt ashamed for he knew that Arvan was right.


  “Come on, Parker. Let’s get home.”


  Hugo Walton twiddled uncomfortably with a silver pencil as Dawson stalked angrily up and down the thick carpet before his desk.


  “Well,” he said placatingly. “I wouldn’t give too much credence to rumours.”


  “Rumours, you call them?” echoed Dawson. “Look, Walton, I’m a big boy now. I know when there’s something wrong and Arvan wasn’t lying. You are Johnny-on-the-Spot around here and should have been able to tell just what the trouble was.”


  “Well, I—”


  “Instead of which you let me find out from an alien just what sort of dirty, stinking mess I’ve fallen into.”


  “I figured Hendrix would have scotched stories like that before you ever set out.”


  “Hendrix!” Dawson’s tone was scathing. “He probably knows as little about it as I did until twelve hours ago.” He thrust his hands deep into his jacket pockets and began his interrupted walk back and forth across the carpet. “I don’t know. I beat my brains to a pulp on the trip back, and all I can see is that either Earth gives up this planet—”


  “Impossible.”


  “—or Venus can be written off.”


  Walton tutted disgustedly.


  “Failing either of those alternatives there’s going to be one hell of a war breaking out in a few months.” Dawson made for the door. “First thing I’m going to do is get drunk.”


  In three days Dawson became a legendary figure in the bars and hotels of New London. His capacity for any and every form of intoxicating liquor known to man was a matter of wonder to every bar-tender in the city, and if his eyes became bloodshot and his cheeks flushed during the course of an evening, his step was as steady and his speech as unimpaired when he left as it was when he arrived.


  On the evening of the fourth day of his monumental jag he left the bar of the Angel Room at eleven o’clock—two hours before he need—and announced his intention of retiring early with a bottle of Terran vodka to aid his slumbers.


  At eight the next morning the burring of the visiphone at the side of his bed shuddered through his half awakened being in waves of sheer agony. He groaned and buried his pounding head deeper in the pillow. The burring persisted with maddening regularity.


  He rolled over and sat up, clutching his head between his hands as the movement sent a spasm of nausea rolling round his stomach. Feebly and without opening his eyes he fumbled for the switch to complete the connection, and as he found it Walton’s voice came over the speaker, sharp and imperative.


  “What the hell have you been doing, Dawson? I’ve been calling you for the last five minutes.”


  Dawson peered, squinting with displeasure at the tiny picture of Walton. “Sorry, I’ve been sleeping. What do you want?”


  “Hendrix is calling from Earth in about half an hour. The call is being relayed through this office but I expect it’s you he’ll want to talk to.”


  Dawson sat up abruptly, his eyes wide and staring blankly at the wall beyond the phone.


  “Copper!” he shouted.


  Walton gaped at him from the screen. “What did you say?”


  “Copper,” bellowed Dawson, switching his attention back to the governor. “Sure, I’ll come right down, Walton. I’m a low down, crawling sonofabitch, but I’ll come right away. Copper! Know anything about copper, Walton?”


  “You’re drunk. You’d better—”


  “I met a man last night,” continued Dawson unheeding. “He knew a lot about copper. Taught me a lot I never knew before.” He grinned at Walton’s grim disgust. “Yes, I know. I’ll be late.”


  He broke the connection and dived for the bathroom.


  The ride down to Walton’s office in a cab did a lot to clear his head, and it gave him time to marshall his thoughts as well. He was in a reasonable, if grimly determined frame of mind when he got there. Walton was waiting in his office and he eyed Dawson with disfavour as he entered.


  “I hope you’re pleased with your antics of the past few days.” His voice exuded contempt.


  “Shut up,” replied Dawson coldly. “I’m the boy who is going to pull your chestnuts out of the fire, Walton, so be nice to me because I’m not happy about the way it’s going to be done and I might change my mind. I’ve got to live with myself for years when this is all over, and I’m going to hate what I’m going to do. The only way I can soften that hate is pass some of the blame off on to you and Hendrix, and all the other rotten, dirty, bloated politicians who are responsible for this mess.”


  Walton’s face was white and angry. “Now, look here—”


  “Quiet and listen to me for a minute before that call comes through. How many Lutherian cargo cruisers can you hire in the next month?”


  Walton’s jaw dropped in sheer surprise. “What?”


  “Can you get fifty?”


  “Well, yes. We could get a hundred.”


  “Fine. Then get them and hang on to them until I tell you what to do with them.”


  “But what’s wrong with Terran ships?”


  “Just that. They’re Terran.”


  The visiphone on Walton’s desk buzzed its warning note, and the governor leaned forward to press the receiving switch.


  “Earth calling,” announced the speaker. “Person to person for Governor Walton. Limit two and one half minutes.”


  As Dawson slid into a seat beside Walton the small screen shimmered and brightened, and the heavy features of Hendrix appeared slightly distorted.


  “Hello, boss,” Dawson greeted him.


  “What the devil are you up to, Dawson?” demanded Hendrix.


  “I suppose Hugo has been shopping me,” grinned Dawson, looking sidewise at Walton’s scandalised scowl.


  “Never mind that, what progress have you made?”


  “None, yet.”


  “Now look here, Dawson—”


  “Hold on. I said, ‘Yet’,” broke in Dawson. “Listen to me for a minute, we haven’t much time.” He leaned nearer the small screen. “How much is copper in the open market?”


  Hendrix eyes bulged and his jaw clamped sharply round the thick butt of his cigar. “Quit the quiz. We’ve got two minutes.”


  “How much?” insisted Dawson.


  Hendrix eyes narrowed evilly. “Well—around fifteen credits a—”


  “Can you get immediate authority for the purchase of a quarter of million tons?”


  “Are you crazy?” howled Hendrix.


  “Raving,” agreed Dawson calmly. “Can you get it?”


  “I can try. What if I do?”


  “You’ll do it, and you’ll ship it here, to Elkan, as fast you can.”


  The cigar vanished as Hendrix mouth opened wide in vacant astonishment.


  “And don’t ask questions,” snapped Dawson. “I think I’ve got the answer to the problem out here, but I haven’t got all the details worked out yet. If I’m wrong, well, all you’ll have lost will be freight charges on a quarter of a million tons of copper.”


  “I’ll have your skin for a drumhead if this turns out wrong,” said Hendrix grimly. “All right. You can expect deliveries to start in two weeks.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Not a thing. I’ll be writing your dismissal papers to pass the time.” Hendrix grinned nastily, and then, abruptly, his face faded as the connection was cut.


  Dawson leaned back in his chair and rubbed his hands down over his bleary-eyed, unshaven face.


  “Would you mind telling me what this is all about?” Walton’s voice was icily calm. “What are you going to do with quarter of a million tons of copper?”


  “Nothing yet,” replied Dawson. “First of all you’re going to get in touch with Arvan and inform him that Earth is going to and over Elkan to Luther as of next month. The first is as good a date as any.”


  “What?” Walton’s voice echoed the horror in his face. “You can’t do that. I’ll have you arrested—”


  “You can’t,” interrupted Dawson coldly. “I’m the possessor of special immunity from the Terran Colonisation Board, and as their representative you’ll do as I say—or else.”


  “But this is madness,” yelped Walton.


  Dawson rubbed his hands across his eyes in a sudden gesture of impatience.


  “Nevertheless, you’ll do it. You’ll tell him that as of the first of the month Elkan will be a Lutherian colony, but that it will be some months before Earth can evacuate entirely. Tell him that the question of compensation for unremoved assets can be decided later. If I judge the Lutherians right they won’t mind a few details like that. By the time you’ve got the date set for the handover most of the copper will have arrived, and you can off-load it and store it for the time being. On the first I’ll tell you what to do with it.”


  He got up from behind the desk and walked out of the office leaving a speechless Walton behind him. It was eight fifty, and he thought dully that the fate of the planet had been decided in twenty minutes.


  The first of June on the Terran calendar dawned brilliantly over the mountains of Elkan. The parent sun flooded the valley in which Dawson had lost himself with soft, reddish yellow light, and the sky above was only partly shadowed by the red tinted, high flying clouds.


  For nearly three weeks Dawson had been in the hinterland of the Terran continent. He had disappeared from New London the day after Walton’s public announcement that “the special investigator from Earth, John Dawson, has decided in the interests of peace that Elkan should become a Lutherian colony.”


  The only happy person he saw before he left the city was on the visiphone when Arvan had called him from Krantar.


  “I misjudged you, Mister Dawson,” the governor had said. “I did not believe that any Earthman would be willing to make a sacrifice such as this in the interests of peace. Your race and mine will be closer friends for what you have done today.”


  Dawson had smiled coldly and mechanically into the phone.


  “Yes, I’m a good Samaritan all round,” he had answered. “Right now, though, I think a few of the local gentry would very much like to get their hands on me. I wish I was as friendly with my race as I am with yours.”


  “It will come in time,” Arvan assured him. “To us you will always be a friend. Goodbye, and thank you.”


  The screen had cleared and Dawson had gone out and drunk himself insensible. That night he had sneaked out, unnoticed, for the hills.


  As he left the small rented bungalow where he had been living under an assumed name Dawson recalled Aryan’s words. He laughed humourlessly and wondered what the Lutherian would have to say to him when next they met—if they ever did. A savage burst of self revulsion and hatred made him send the small car hurtling along the road towards the nearest village.


  From a phone booth he called Walton’s office, and a secretary put him straight through to the governor without comment.


  “Dawson! Where are you?” Walton demanded. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”


  “What for? To string me up?” asked Dawson bitterly. “Listen, you are to have that copper loaded into the Lutherian ships you hired and ship it off to Luther as fast as you can. Let the crews know what they’re carrying and tell them to come back for another load if they possibly can. I figure the first shipload will reach Luther in about nine days, so I’ll get back to New London in a fortnight. If the crews of those ships are worried about the legal position I’m sure you’ll be able to put them wise.”


  Walton’s face was a mixture of amazement and sudden understanding as Dawson finished. “But, Dawson, if this—”


  “So long, Walton. See you in a couple of weeks.” Dawson broke the connection and returned to his car.


  He stayed in the wilds for another fifteen days, walking miles each day through the virgin, slightly alien countryside. He slept heavily at night, worn out by the excessive exercise, and only very occasionally were his slumbers disturbed by nightmares. All the while he kept watch for the searchers whom he knew must be looking for him.


  Half a dozen times during the last three or four days he was tempted to call Walton and see what was going on, and each time he had to stifle his curiosity. Deep within himself he knew all too well just what was going on, and the thoughts sent him raging through the alien forests around the bungalow in perfect ecstasies of self loathing.


  On June sixteenth he packed his two hags and began the trip back to New London at eight in the morning. That someone had recognised him during his brief stop for lunch was clear, for two police vehicles met him some twenty miles from the city and escorted him directly to the governor’s residence.


  Walton was waiting for him in his private office when he arrived, and his face was taut and pale under the weeks of strain which he had obviously been labouring.


  “Why didn’t you confide in me from the start?” was his first question.


  Dawson shrugged wearily. “Too many tongues—”


  “Dammit, man. I’ve been working in the dark up till two weeks ago, and I’ve had a hell of a job explaining it to the Board. They backed you up of course, but I’ve had to take the brunt of their displeasure because you weren’t here.”


  “My heart bleeds for you.”


  Walton flushed. “Anyway, do you think it’ll work?”


  “I don’t know. I expect so.” Dawson slumped into a chair. “Are there any reports yet?”


  “No. Everything from Parker and my other agents has been censored out of existence. Something’s going on, but what—”


  “Well, that’s good enough. Can I stay here till it’s all over?”


  “You’d better,” Walton told him grimly. “I won’t be responsible for your safety outside these walls.”


  “Seems I’m everybody’s favourite.”


  He stayed at Walton’s residence for three days waiting for something to happen. In New London itself it was clear that word of his return had got around, and small groups of people gathered unobtrusively around the square in front of the building showed that it would be most unwise for him to attempt to go out. He brooded alone in his room for most of the time, smoking heavily and getting morbidly drunk on Walton’s stocks of Terran liquor.


  It was midday on June twentieth when a secretary called him to Walton’s office.


  He found the governor pacing the carpet his face red with suppressed tension and his eyes glinting with anticipation.


  “Arvan’s calling in a few moments. You’d better sit in on it and see what he’s got to say.” The strain of waiting etched itself clearly in the tense lines around Walton’s nose and mouth. He looked thinner and more pallid than usual despite his high colour and Dawson figured that the same signs must be showing to an even greater degree on his own features.


  Even as he sat down the phone buzzed and Walton pressed the receiving switch. Dawson pulled his chair round beside the governor’s in time to see the round, plump face of Arvan swim into view. Even with the distortions of the phone service and the concealing blacks and greys of the screen, the Lutherian’s face revealed all too clearly that something serious had been taking his whole attention for some time. His sunken eyes, larger and rounder than ever, gazed almost reproachfully and with infinite sadness at Walton.


  “You may guess the reason for my call, Governor Walton?” he said in his usual slow, careful voice.


  Walton nodded mutely.


  Arvan was silent for several long moments as if gathering himself for a particularly distasteful task, his eyes dropping with sad expressiveness to the desk before him, which was just visible within the range of the screen.


  At last he said, “I have to tell you that the Lutherian government will undertake to renounce all rights to the Terran portion of the planet Elkan, and will, further, guarantee to supply all the raw material for the drug BTN at the price and under the conditions ruling four Terran months prior to this date.” He paused and lifted his eyes to look directly at Walton. “The only condition to this treaty—” he gestured feebly with one hand, “—you may already know.”


  Walton’s face was a picture of relief and satisfaction.


  “Yes,” he replied quickly. “Yes, Arvan. No further shipments of copper will be permitted to leave, and all ships en route to Luther will be diverted and sent back here by a destroyer force which has been standing off Luther in anticipation of this need.”


  Arvan nodded slowly. “Thank you.” His voice was cold and formal. “And now, is Mister Dawson with you?”


  For answer Walton drew aside and allowed Dawson to move into the range of the screen.


  Arvan looked at him for a long time, his face empty of emotion his eyes steady and unwinking on Dawson’s thin, tight-lipped face. The Lutherian moved at last. “I told you once, Mister Dawson, that you would always act in the interests of your own race. I said then that loyalty to one’s race was the greatest of all loyalties. Unfortunately, I forgot my own words.” He paused. “It may interest you to know that the latest reports from Luther speak of an almost complete paralysis in the economic and business life of the planet. There has been rioting and considerable loss of life around those spaceports where the copper has been landed. The government has fallen and no one has yet been able to form another. All public utilities are at a standstill because the employees are busy seeking valueless wealth at the spaceports. Without exception our greatest business houses have been utterly ruined, and all our centres of commerce are utterly disorganised. In our position, as you so rightly foresaw, Mister Dawson, we are quite incapable of waging a war against Earth at the present time, and we are, therefore, forced to give up all claims that we have in this matter.”


  The dark, round eyes bored into Dawson’s.


  “You will notice, Mister Dawson, that I said ‘At the present time.’ Your actions have built up the undying hatred of the entire Lutherian race, and that hatred will be a long time before it dies. In fact, I would venture a guess that it will not die while the race itself still lives. It may take us ten or even twenty years to recover from the economic disaster which you have so ingeniously engineered, but I would like you to remember that one day we shall recover, Mister Dawson, and our hatred will still be with us when that time comes.”


  Abruptly the screen went blank.


  There was dead silence in the office for several long seconds, and then Dawson’s voice was cold and trembling as he whispered, “Johnny Dawson is a dirty, stinking rat who’s going to get drunk every night for a month and then hate himself for the rest of his miserable existence.” He raised his eyes and looked at Walton who stood mutely beside the desk. “I hope you’re satisfied Mister Governor, you and Hendrix both. I hope you’re very proud of what I’ve done on your behalf.”


  The visiphone buzzed urgently, and the speaker announced, “Priority call from Earth. Two and one half minutes.”


  The connection was still on and Dawson watched the screen lighten as the beaming feature of Hendrix swam into view.


  “Great work, Johnny. I knew you’d fix it. The news just came through but there aren’t any details yet.”


  “Fine. I’m so glad that you’re happy.” Dawson’s voice was ironic.


  “Come on, tell me how it happened.”


  “You mean you haven’t figured it out yet?”


  “No, I tell you, I just heard.”


  “Well. I got drunk one night—”


  “For Pete’s sake—”


  “This is my story. Shut up. I got drunk and I met a man who told me a lot I didn’t know about copper. He told me, among other things, that it’s the base on which Lutherian economy is founded—just as Uranium is the Terran stabiliser. Seems that all the natural deposits in the Lutherian system were exhausted centuries ago, and now they import only as much of the metal as is wanted to maintain the economic status quo, and that under strict licence control. In fact, I understand there is a highly profitable, but illegal, trade in copper rather like that in uranium which exists in the solar system.”


  “Get to the point,” broke in Hendrix.


  “I will, and fast. By importing all that copper to Elkan and then handing the Terran part of the planet to the Lutherians we completely nullified their customs and currency restrictions. It happened so fast that the nice, kind democratic government of Luther was quite unprepared for the possible repercussions that our apparent good deed might have. They never had a chance to sort out all the implications of the hand-over until it was too late. The bright boys among the crews of the Lutherian ships we hired caught on fast, they knew all too well that the customs laws for other races didn’t apply to Elkan any more, because it was now Lutherian territory. The government was hamstrung by its own laws, and no one importing copper from Elkan to Luther could be prosecuted until new laws had been drawn up.” Dawson shrugged. “That’s about all. Inside a week copper was floating around Luther like—like a cloud belt round Venus. Economically, of course, they’re finished for at least a decade. They’ll have to rebuild from the bottom up just as Earth did when gold became too plentiful. They are no more capable of starting a war now than they are of locking copper out of their lives.”


  Hendrix was beaming like a Cheshire cat over a saucer of milk by the time Dawson had ended.


  “Great work, Johnny,” he purred. “There’ll be a bonus and a long vacation when you get back.”


  “Payment for wrecking a world,” commented Dawson bitterly.


  “Oh, don’t be idotic—”


  “Listen, Hendrix.” Dawson leaned forward to glare intently at the small screen. “I’m a skunk in any language, and all because I had a job to do—”


  “Now, listen—”


  “You listen. If you were in this room right now I’d cut out your liver and wear it in my hat. In fact, I may use Walton’s for a similar purpose. So just pray I cool off before I get back to Earth.


  “And before we get cut off you can pass a message on to the Colonisation Board. I’ve got them out of a spot this time, but in ten or twenty or thirty years the Lutherians are going to be back where they were a month ago, and they’ve got long memories. When that happens I’m not going to be around, so tell the Board they’ve got about twenty years to think of a way out of the damnedest mess they’re ever likely to get into. Tell them that I wish them luck—they’ll get everything that’s coming to them, and I’ll be laughing myself sick.”


  Hendrix astonished face faded from the screen as the connection was broken. Dawson rose from the chair and made for the door where he paused, with his hand on the knob, to turn and look back at Walton standing white faced by his desk.


  “As one rat to another,” he growled. “So long, governor.”


  FIELD EXPEDIENT


  Chad Oliver


  The Old Man had money; he had political power. He also had ideas of his own—and a whim of steel. But what that whim teas, and why those ideas . . . that was hard to find out!


  I


  The cold wind swept in from the gray Pacific, drenching Los Angeles under sheets of driving rain. Keith Ortega, pushing his way through the uneasy puddles of Wilshire Walk, began to regret leaving his copter at the Center. He was dry enough in his rain-bender, but the air coming in from underneath the force lines was tasting decidedly stale.


  The broad walkway was deserted around him, although he could see a few lights spilling out wetly from store windows. A violet government airsign hung in the rain, glowing gently just above his head: DON’T ROCK THE BOAT.


  He turned left at the empty Santa Monica cross and two blocks later he reached the Vandervort Tower. A flashing orange neon sign above the ornate street doorway said: WE WANT YOUR BABY.


  Keith Ortega stepped through the door and hurriedly shut off his rain-bender. He took a deep breath of relatively fresh air and felt much better. There was no one in the street lobby; he had already guessed that business would be slow this afternoon. He went across to the elevator, his feet light and awkward without the rain-benders on his shoes, and went up to the tenth-floor interview room. Surprisingly, it was in use.


  Ellen Linford, who looked like the epitome of American motherhood, had another young couple on the hook. She was bouncing a baby on her knee and smiling, and even Keith’s knowledge that Ellen detested babies failed to spoil the warmth of the scene. Ellen was a good actress. She had to be.


  Keith assumed what he trusted was a kind and paternal expression and sat down next to Ellen. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Linford,” he said. He beamed at the baby and chucked it under its chin. “What have we here? How are you, little fellow?”


  “It’s a girl,” Ellen corrected him. She turned to the nervous couple before her. “Well, aren’t we in luck! This is Mr. Ortega personally.”


  Brother, thought Keith.


  The couple brightened, confronted with Fame in the flesh. “I’d like to have you meet Mr. and Mrs. Sturtevant,” Ellen said. “They’ve decided to leave their little Hazel to the Foundation. Isn’t that nice?”


  “Wonderful,” Keith Ortega agreed heartily. He shook hands with the parents. “You’ve made a very wise decision.” They hesitated. Then the woman blurted out the inevitable question. “I still don’t understand all the conditions, sir,” she said in a too-high voice. “Why couldn’t we see Hazel just once in a while? I mean . . . we wouldn’t want to rock the boat or anything . . . but just to make sure she’s all right—”


  “I’ve been trying to explain,” Ellen began.


  “Well now, Mrs. Sturtevant,” Ortega cut in, “please let me assure you that we are in complete sympathy with your request. Your reaction is perfectly normal for an American mother, and we’re glad that you are concerned about your child. Unfortunately, it just would not be wise for you to see Hazel again, even for a little while.”


  Mrs. Sturtevant looked at her husband for support, didn’t get any, and faltered ahead on her own. “But why?”


  Keith frowned and made precise pyramids with his hands. “Facts are facts, my dear,” he said slowly. “If you wish to keep Hazel, that is certainly your privilege. You have come to the Foundation of your own free will, and you surely have investigated us enough to learn that we are an absolutely reliable concern. We believe that children entrusted to our care are entitled to a life of their own, and we have found that repeated contacts with the original parents just make it tough on the child. Now then, you want Hazel to lead a full, normal, happy life, don’t you?”


  “Of course we do,” the husband said. Plainly, he didn’t care what happened to little Hazel.


  Keith smiled. “Then you must trust us,” he said. “You can’t have it both ways. I give you my personal word that Hazel will be in good hands with the Foundation. If you have any doubts, I suggest that you go back home with your child and talk it over some more. The decision is yours to make.” The parents held a whispered consultation. Mrs. Sturtevant finally whispered, “We’ll leave Hazel with you.”


  “Splendid!” Ortega said. He shook hands again. “You just sign the papers with Mrs. Linford, and that’s all there is to it. I’ll look in on Hazel from time to time myself, so please don’t worry about her.” He looked at his watch, although he knew perfectly well what time it was. “I’m afraid I must be going. Good luck to you!”


  He hurried out of the interview room to the elevator, leaving Ellen to finish things up. He couldn’t take the last farewells to the child; they gave him the creeps. If the parents loved their children so much, why did they give them to the Foundation?


  The elevator whisked him up to the fifteenth floor. Outside, the cold rain dropped from the sky and ran in rivers down the sides of the Vandervort Tower.


  Keith Ortega checked in at his office, a pleasant sanctum lined with shelves of books and a clinging memory of blue tobacco smoke, and the first thing he saw was the red light blinking over the tri-di.


  Someone had called. Since his private number was not generally known, the caller had probably been either Carrie or Old Man Vandervort himself. He dropped into the comfortable chair behind his desk and punched the button.


  It was Old Man Vandervort. His lined face filled the screen, the snow-white beard bobbing up and down to punctuate his sentences. “Hello, Ortega,” he said. “Out again, I see. If you should by chance show up in your office today, I want you to come out and see me personally before you go home. Something important has come up. That’s all.” The screen faded.


  “Damnation,” Ortega said aloud. “The master’s voice.”


  Well, there was no getting out of it. He would have to go hold hands with the old joker, even though he knew that the “something important” was probably nothing more than Vandervort’s wanting someone to talk to. This made the second time this week, but then Vandervort was paying the bills.


  He caught the elevator up to the main entrance at the thirtieth floor copter field and signed himself out in a Foundation copter. It was still raining hard enough to discourage traffic, but the wind conditions were not really prohibitive.


  He lifted the copter up to the five-thousand-foot lane and gunned her north at a modest two hundred per. He kept slightly inland from the coastline, and set his pilot to hold him well below the overland freight routes. There was very little traffic, since the subs were holding back from the unloading chutes until the weather calmed down a bit.


  In fifteen minutes, the copter veered off to the right and buzzed up Vandervort’s Canyon. He was challenged four times by the Old Man’s watchdog scanners, but managed to convince them that he was who he said he was. He made a wet, slippery landing on the patio field of the huge estate, activated his rain-bender, presented his credentials to a guard who should have known him by sight, and finally got inside the visitor’s wing.


  One of the butlers bowed, smiled, and said, “Right this way, Dr. Ortega. Mr. Vandervort is expecting you.”


  “So I heard,” Ortega said.


  He followed the anachronism through the familiar labyrinth of richly-carpeted hallways, his senses overwhelmed as usual by the sheer richness of the Old Man’s castle. It wasn’t really that the place was in bad taste, but simply that there was so confounded much of it.


  The procession of two moved sedately through the visitors’ wing and on into the private quarters, which were a trifle more elaborate, if possible. It marched up the marble stairs to the second floor, down the interminable gray passage, and finally came to a well-oiled halt before a fantastic mahogany door.


  Congratulations, thought Ortega. You have circled the globe on roller-skates.


  The butler knocked discreetly on the mahogany slab. A tiny green light blinked on in the center of the door.


  “You may go in now, sir,” said the butler, and bowed.


  Ortega resisted the impulse to bow back and stepped through the opening door. He was just in time to catch a glimpse of an exceedingly sensuous young woman making her swishing exit by means of another door.


  “Ah there, Ortega!” boomed Old Man Vandervort, straightening up in his chair. “What kept you?”


  The room, like everything else in the mansion, was big. It had a wall-to-wall brown rug that must have cost a fortune, and it was literally stuffed with tables, chairs, desks, fireplaces, books, paintings, tapes, flowers, gew-gaws, drapes, and nameless shapes and sounds. As always, it was much too hot, like a greenhouse on a humid day.


  James Murray Vandervort was a small man, but he looked like what he was: the richest human being on Earth. He was dressed in a dark-green lounging robe. His face was red from too much brandy and his trim white beard was slightly askew. He was one hundred and five years old and he had a bad heart.


  Ortega said, “I was delayed by a typhoon. Sorry.” Vandervort laughed rather gaspingly and his face got still redder. “Well, well,” he said, “never mind about that. Have a brandy.” His voice was surprisingly loud, as though he were constantly shouting over great distances.


  Ortega accepted the brandy, personally poured by the Old Man, and wiped his already moist forehead. He figured that the room temperature must be close to ninety, and he also figured that he was in for at least an hour of it.


  The Old Man began, as was his custom, by energetically beating around some bushes. “How’s business?” he asked. “How many have we got for this load?”


  Ortega sank into a huge, soft chair that reduced his six feet of height to approximately pygmy stature. “It’s been a little slow today, Van. But we’ve got sixty-five so far. All healthy and yelling their heads off.”


  “Um-m-m. And the breakdown?”


  “Thirty-four set for the Foundation. The rest are already on the ship.”


  “Good. Splendid. Any problems?”


  “None to speak of. I’m still worried about parking that ship out in Arizona. If the government should stumble onto that crate—”


  Vandervort laughed his alarming laugh and clapped his thin hands together. “The government! How many times must I tell you, Keith—I’ll handle the government. Or anybody else, for that matter. More brandy?”


  Ortega could have struggled along without the brandy in the jungle heat, but he accepted another glass. It was part of the ritual. You simply had to wait the Old Man out. If he had something important to say, he would say it eventually.


  If not—well, Van was powerful enough to indulge in his whims.


  “I’m a big man, Keith,” Vandervort said, his pale blue eyes darting around the room.


  “I’m aware of that.”


  “I can buy and sell the government, and make money on the deal. I’ve got the best experts in the world faking those records at the Foundation. Half the babies stay here on Earth, and that’s enough to cover our tracks. I’m not worried about the government.”


  “So you keep saying. But I’m worried, just the same.”


  Vandervort talked for twenty minutes on how unworried he was by the world government. He pointed out again and again how careful they had been, how many senators he owned, and how what they were doing was not illegal—only extralegal. Finally, after Keith Ortega estimated that he had dropped about five pounds sitting in the sweat bath with the Old Man, he edged in again toward the subject.


  “How about our colonies?” Vandervort demanded sipping his brandy. “How about the robots?”


  Keith shrugged. “O.K. as far as I know,” he said. “You know as much about it as I do. It’s still too early to get definite results. Culture A is only six years old, after all, and that’s the oldest one we’ve got.”


  Vandervort drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “In other words,” he said, “you don’t know.”


  Keith raised his eyebrows. “Van, were getting reports every week, and we’ve got twenty men and women up there—”


  “But you don’t know. And you’re the one who has to know.” The Old Man got to his feet with an effort and paced the floor. The slippers on his feet pad-padded as he walked. His eyes began to gleam with the strange fanaticism that Keith had never understood. He stopped and jabbed a finger at Ortega. “Can’t you see that, Keith? Can’t you?”


  Keith knew what Vandervort was talking about. He felt a vague unease stirring within him. “Spell it out, Van,” he said.


  Vandervort walked over and stood right in front of him, breathing hard. A too-prominent vein pulsed in his neck. The heat was stifling. “All right, Keith, I’ll be more explicit. We’ve been working together for ten years, ever since I yanked you off your soap-box and put you back on the job. It was understood when you set up the colonies that you were to go out there yourself and supervise the project. I think it’s time you went, and I think you ought to stay at least a year. How about it?”


  “There’s no need—”


  “I think there is a need. Nothing must go wrong out there, do you hear? Nothing! You’ve master-minded enough from this end. I think you and Caroline should go out with the next shipload—and I’d hate to make that an order, Keith.”


  Keith smiled. “Sit down, Van. You’ll pop an artery. And don’t threaten me, please. I’m not your slave.”


  The Old Man frowned, considered, and sat down again. A faintly baffled expression crossed his face. “I should think you would want to go, Keith.”


  “I’ll think it over.”


  “All right. Sorry. It’s just . . . well, never mind. You can go, Keith.”


  “Thanks I’ll call you.”


  He left the room, anxious to get out of the heat, and saw the quite amazing girl come back in before he got out the door. The butler was waiting for him, and escorted him back to the patio field.


  It was night, and still raining. He lifted the copter out of the canyon and flew southeast toward his home on the desert. Far below him, almost hidden in a mask of rain, the light of Los Angeles glittered like multi-colored diamonds embedded in black sand.


  A government airsign loomed up like a pale violet ghost ahead of him: DON’T ROCK THE BOAT. Keith flew through it and it reformed itself behind him, patiently.


  Carrie would be waiting.


  Keith looked up, into the darkness and the rain. Venus was invisible, and a long, long way from home.


  II


  They had real steak for supper that night, which was excellent, and when they were done they retired to the annex. They hardly ever sat in the glass-and-steel living room, unless they were entertaining guests, since both of them found it impossible to relax there. The annex was primarily a cozy room stuffed off in a wing—an artless conglomeration of books, tapes, half-finished paintings, old-fashioned furniture, and one small bar.


  Mostly, they lived in the annex.


  Carrie slipped a battered smock over her head and began to poke at her current artistic effort, an oil painting of a cactus in the desert sun. The subject, Keith thought, was none too original. He sprawled on a couch and pretended to read, watching his wife.


  She was a tiny blonde, barely five foot two, with a doll-like face that invariably earned her the designation of “cute,” an adjective she cordially detested. Ortega had married her twenty years ago, when she was twenty-five, and they were still comfortably in love with each other. They had had a good life together, and Keith found it hard to put his finger on just what had been lacking in it.


  Perhaps he was at fault. He was a big man, and she had tended to walk in his shadow, both mentally and physically.


  Twenty years ago, he had been a leading socioculturist for the world federation, but he had become bored with the exactness and easy predictions and trivial problems. He had quit his job and gone around the world in an astonishing sailboat, looking for something he couldn’t find. Carrie had adjusted without complaint. He had formulated his Dark Age thesis that had given him fame of a sort, and had lectured and written about his culture until he discovered that no one was taking him very seriously. He had drifted into an easy sarcasm that reflected an inner unease that he could not quite understand, and even the excitement of the Vandervort project had failed to satisfy him. He was not, he knew, the easiest man in the universe to live with.


  It would have been inaccurate to call Carrie depressed, but on the other hand he would have hesitated to say that she was happy. Restless. That was the word. She shifted from painting to writing, cheerfully admitting that she wasn’t much good at either, and from night-life in Los Angeles to long morning horseback rides across the desert. She seldom complained, and she never interfered. She seemed, somehow, to be waiting, always waiting, without knowing just what it was that she waited for.


  They had both wanted children, but the children hadn’t come. They had toyed with the idea of adoption, but had never taken any concrete steps in that direction.


  “I saw Van today, Carrie,” he said finally, lowering his book.


  Oh?” She added a dab of yellow to the brown of the sand. “Is he still alive?”


  He’ll go on forever. I wish I knew what he was after.” Carrie squinted at the painting. “Well, we don’t know, and that’s that.”


  It’s a funny deal, Carrie. I’ve set this whole thing up with his money and his determination. I’ve spent ten years of my life on it, and I still don’t know why he’s doing it.”


  “You could always quit, Keith. We could haul the old sailboat out again.”


  “No, baby. I can’t quit this time.” He hesitated. “Carrie, Van wants us to go to Venus for a year to get the feel of what’s going on there.”


  Carrie put down her brush and turned around, eyebrows arched. “You mean, in person?”


  “In person. To Venus.”


  “What else happened today—war with Sweden?”


  “This is on the level, sugar. He wants us to go.”


  Carrie came over and perched on the edge of the couch, almost birdlike in her smallness. She kissed him, pleasantly. She lit a cigarette and looked around her at the books and paintings and friendly walls. “When do we leave, hon?”


  “Do you want to go? You know what Venus would be like. It’s a long way from everybody and everything—”


  “I think it might do us good, Keith,” she said slowly. She ran her slim fingers through her pale blond hair. “I’d like to go.”


  “You’d have to go to school for a while, baby.”


  “I’m willing.” Her blue eyes suddenly glowed with an unexpected, surprised hope. “Keith, you know what you were always saying about this Dark Age of ours? Well, I’ve often thought . . . I mean—”


  He looked at his wife and smiled. “You’ve thought that were caught in our culture, too,” he said. “We’re stale. I’ve thought the same thing. But somehow we just drift on—it isn’t easy to break away.”


  “We can, Keith. I know we can.”


  She wanted this. She wanted it desperately. Keith himself wasn’t sure, but he kept his indecision well-disguised. He kissed his wife.


  “We’ll see, baby,” he said. “We’ll see.”


  The next few months went by in a hurry.


  Carrie was busy being indoctrinated into the Halaja culture pattern, but Keith Ortega had too much time on his hands. After he had thought himself into the same hole about one hundred times too often, he went back to see Vandervort.


  The Old Man, looking like a flushed, bearded gnome preserved for eternity in a stifling burial vault, seemed glad to see him, but slightly apprehensive. He was worried again, fretting over details. “To what do I owe this honor of this voluntary visit, Keith?” he boomed in his too-loud voice, pouring out a glass of exquisite but unwelcome brandy. “You haven’t changed your mind?”


  “No, Van. We’re still going.”


  “Good. Splendid!” The pale blue eyes in the red face darted nervously around the enormous room, lighting here on a vase, there on an ancient statuette, somewhere else on a rosy fireplace. Despite the terrific heat, his skin was dry and Keith knew that it was cool to the touch. The loud voice tried to fill up the room. “Well? Anything wrong?”


  That was unusual directness for Vandervort, who was usually more subtle than he appeared. Keith took advantage of it. “Nothing’s wrong, Van, except with me.”


  “Oh?” The Old Man hauled himself to his feet, heedless of his doctor’s instructions, popped a pill into his mouth, and washed it down with brandy. He pad-padded, across the rich brown rug. The vein pulsed in his neck, feeding his brain with blood. “Well, well? Scared? Worried?”


  Keith took out his pipe, filled it, and lit it. The blue smoke curled up through the damp heat and filmed across the ceiling. “I’m worried about you,” he said.


  “Ah,” said Vandervort, sinking into his chair again and pouring more brandy. “You fear I may die and leave you in an . . . um-m-m . . . uncomfortable position? Is that it?”


  “No. It’s your motive I’m worried about, Van.”


  Vandervort narrowed his eyes to slits “That doesn’t concern you, Keith.”


  “I think I’m entitled to know.”


  The Old Man seemed to shrink in his chair, looking smaller than ever. His white beard quivered slightly. Almost, he looked—what was the word? Afraid? What could James Murray Vandervort be afraid of? “Your salary has been good,” he said, his voice not quite so loud as before.


  “I had money before I knew you. The money is secondary.”


  The pale blue eyes opened. “Why did you take the job, Keith?”


  Keith Ortega hesitated. Well, why had he? Or did he know, really? “The ideas were mine,” he said, feeling for words. “I thought it would be interesting. I guess I was bored.” He smiled. “Maybe Iwanted to rock the boat a little.” The words did not satisfy him.


  “Good. Splendid. Has it over occurred to you that maybe I just might want to see what would happen? Maybe I’m bored. Give a man a few billion dollars and he’s still a man, Keith.”


  “I’m not questioning your humanity.” Keith puffed slowly on his pipe. “But I can’t buy that story about your just being curious. I’ve watched you too closely, Van. This is more important to you than life itself. Why, Van, why?”


  Vandervort looked away, into the filled emptiness of the great room, and said nothing.


  Keith Ortega watched him closely. The Old Man was one hundred and five years old. Like Keith, he had no children. He had poured a billion dollars into the secret Venus project, and he had turned into a fanatic. What was he after on Venus?


  Keith knew the old boy fairly well. He was certainly not just a humanitarian idealist; he cared very little about the human animal one way or the other. He wasn’t after commercial gain—after so many years, business bored him, and at best he regarded it as a means to an end. He was most emphatically not a dreamer.


  “Maybe,” Keith said finally, to break the long silence, “you want to kick man upstairs to the stars. Maybe you believe in destiny.”


  The Old Man laughed his booming laugh, his red face flushing with the strain. “Maybe I do, Keith,” he chuckled. “Maybe I do.”


  There was more talk, but it was singularly unproductive. Early in the morning, without finding what he had come for, Keith said good night and left. The Old Man stayed in his chair in the too-hot room, smiling a little, his eyes nervously peering into the shadows, sipping his brandy.


  Keith lifted his copter and flew toward home, with the lights of Los Angeles below him and a full moon above him. The night wind, deflected by the vents, was fresh and cold in his face. High over his head, the freight lanes were shadowed with ships.


  The violet sign floated in the air: DON’T ROCK THE BOAT.


  All the way home he thought of Old Man Vandervort, sitting alone in his castle, and the simple question whispered through his mind:


  Why?


  Some questions, fortunately, were easier to answer.


  Keith Ortega had answered some of them to his own satisfaction a long time ago. He had written a book, with the somewhat melodramatic title of The New Age of Darkness, and the book in a sense had led Vandervort to the idea of the Venus project. The book had been widely read, and was generally regarded as possibly correct and certainly amusing.


  No one took the book very seriously—which tended to confirm its thesis.


  No one but Vandervort.


  It was about the planet Earth.


  What was the book about?


  The story of Earth was a familiar one. After a million years or so of bashing in each other’s brains with bigger and better weapons, the human animal had finally achieved a fairly uniform, stable, planet-wide civilization. He had done it out of sheer necessity, just a cat’s whisker this side of nuclear extinction, but he had done it.


  By the year 2050, the dream of One World was no longer a dream.


  The human animal was living on it.


  In his understandable haste, however, he had overlooked a few basic points.


  One civilization had taken over from many diverse civilizations. Given the facts of history, it could not have been otherwise. An essentially Western culture, due to a running headstart in technology, had spread itself thickly around the globe. It had taken root and prospered wherever it had touched. It had swallowed and digested every other way of life on the planet Earth.


  There was One World, and there was peace.


  A standardized, uniform, flourishing, world-wide civilization.


  The human animal began to breathe more easily.


  There was a joker in the deck, even though his laugh was a long time in coming. One World meant one culture pattern. There had been no orchestration of differences, but simply an almost complete obliteration of differences. When man was in a hurry, he took the quickest available shortcuts.


  It was a good culture pattern, by and large, and the human animal was better off than he had ever been before. It was a lifeway of plenty, a culture of unlimited technological resources, a philosophy founded on the dignity of man.


  Earth became a paradise—literally, there was a paradise on Earth. The jungles and the deserts and the arctic wastes, when they were needed, were converted into rich, green land. The power of the sun was harnessed, and harnessed cheaply. Vandervort Enterprises made a thousand fortunes from solar power, but they delivered the goods.


  The culture flowered.


  The worlds of the solar system were briefly explored, written up, and ignored. Both Mars and Venus, contrary to early semi-scientific guesses, were found to be habitable. Habitable, but not very palatable. Mars was an almost waterless desert, and Venus a strange jungle world that never saw the sun. With the untapped resources of Earth ready and waiting in the back yard, the other planets were not worth colonizing.


  One thing about Paradise: nobody wanted to leave it.


  The human animal stayed home in droves.


  He had a good thing on Earth. It was up to him to appreciate it, to protect it, to cherish it. The new golden rule was: DON’T ROCK THE BOAT.


  The uniform culture pattern, the framework for human existence, filled out. Every culture has a potential beyond which it cannot go. Every culture has a stopping point. It can achieve its values, attain its goals, follow every path that is open to it. When that happens, whether in Greece or Rome or Stone-Age Australia, the culture exhausts itself and begins merely to repeat what it has already done. Throughout history when a civilization reached its climax and leveled off, there was a new, fresh, vital culture somewhere else to take up the slack and go off in a new direction, jolting the old civilization out of its rut.


  This time there were no rival cultures.


  There was nothing to take over.


  By the year 2100, the civilization of Earth had shot its ammunition. It was a perfect, static, frozen Western culture. It began to repeat itself over and over, endlessly. It went nowhere, and took its own sweet time doing it.


  It was not decadent. It did not retrogress. It did not really deteriorate. It simply jogged along its well-worn circular cinder track, not working up a sweat, mildly pleased with itself.


  Most people did not know what had happened, of course. How could they? Did the citizens of the Dark Ages know that the ages were dark? More significantly, did they give a damn?


  People were as happy as they had ever been, after a fashion. They were well-fed. They were comfortable. There was no atomic horror staring them in the face. Kids still fell in love, and spring still came around every year.


  Go up to the man in the copter. Tell him that his culture has run out of gas.


  So what? DON’T ROCK THE BOAT.


  Still, there were signs. Ignorance always carries a price tag.


  The loss of cultural vitality made itself manifest—very slowly, the birth rate began to fall. The number of suicides, even in paradise, began to go up. People killed themselves for reasons that bordered on the whimsical. Parents who had children often did not want them. The number of illegitimate children, despite the lowered birthrate, went up.


  The culture was aimless.


  The word wasn’t decay.


  It was boredom.


  These were the facts, as Keith Ortega had worked them out. These were the facts that Vandervort had to deal with. These were the facts that added up to Venus.


  At five o’clock in the morning on the first day of September in the year 2150, Keith Ortega and his wife boarded the Foundation ship hidden under an unreclaimed area of the Arizona desert.


  In addition to Keith and Carrie, the ship carried two pilots, a navigator, a doctor, fifty babies, twenty-five special humanoid robots, computers, and supplies.


  Keith and Carrie sat in their cabin. There was nothing to see—no windows, no viewscreens, no control panels, no flashing lights. There was nothing to do. Neither of them had ever taken off on a spaceship before. They waited.


  A low whine whistled through the ship, and steadied into a low, powerful throbbing. The beat of the air-conditioner picked up. An electronic relay thunked heavily into position.


  “Come on, come on,” Keith whispered.


  The lights dimmed. A muffled, coughing roar cut loose from somewhere far away. There was a quick giddiness, a sudden second when the heart skipped a beat. Then the lights brightened again, the sound steadied, and the ship’s gentle gravity field took hold.


  The ship went up.


  Up, up through the pale sunlight of early morning. Up through the still, soundless sea that never knew morning or night, laughter or tears.


  Earth was gone.


  Keith smiled at his wife and wondered how long it would be before either of them saw a blue sky again.


  III


  Venus.


  Keith had a mental picture of it, and had even seen photographs and scientific reports brought back by the early expeditions. He thought he knew what he was getting into.


  The reality, of course, was different.


  When they stepped down from the ship at the receiving station, twenty-five million miles from Earth, his first surprised impression was one of sameness.


  Even scientific accounts tended to emphasize the unusual and the unique. Reading old accounts of the Sahara or the Amazon Basin, it was possible to forget that those places were on the same Earth with Los Angeles or London or New Delhi—possible even to get the impression that the inhabitants weren’t really human beings at all.


  More than anything else, the receiving station area of Venus looked like an obscure corner of Earth on a mildly unusual day. It was very cloudy, which was to be expected, and the air was like thick gray fog. It was warm and damp, and the atmosphere tasted artificially sweet and heady. Gray-green vegetation circled the station like a choking wall, and the hush in the air was a thick and heavy oil.


  But the really alien aspects of Venus—the diffuse colonies of oxygen-breathing organisms that webbed the higher clouds, the strange temperature currents that precipitated the water vapor before it could rise to the four-mile carbon dioxide bands—were invisible.


  While the doctor and the perfectly humanoid robots unloaded the babies, Keith and Carrie started across to the dome-shaped station house. Mark Kamoto spotted them before they had taken ten steps. He ran up to them, waving and hollering.


  “Hey!” he yelled. “Welcome to the Underwater Kingdom!”


  Four hours and two pots of coffee later, they were still talking full blast, in that inevitable outburst of verbiage which occurs whenever long-separated friends are reunited.


  Keith grinned at Mark, who looked thinner and tougher than when he had left Earth three years before. “We’d like to get out and look at it,” he said finally.


  “We’ve got some work to do first,” Mark said, “so I think we’d better wait until tomorrow. That’ll be about eleven Earth-days yet.”


  “Don’t play pioneer and greenhorn with us, old boy,” Keith said. “We know how long the night is.”


  “That’s what you think,” Mark told him. “You know it on a clock; wait till you Live it!”


  By the time the night had come and gone and the gray light of day had rolled around again, Keith was ready to admit that Mark had been right. The ten Earth-days of the Venusian night had been busy and full, and spiced with the exoticism of the truly new.


  Still, they were long, long days.


  It rained a good fifty per cent of the time—a hard, steady, monotonous rain that drummed into the jungle with unholy steadiness. The clouds glowed with a pale phosphorescence. To a man born and raised on Earth, the effect was disconcerting. It was as if you somehow slept through every day, and whenever you woke up it was always a cloudlighted midnight, and whenever you went to bed it was midnight still.


  With Mark piloting the copter, they took off into the morning fog and soon left the station clearing far behind them. Four babies, comprising the quota for Halaja, shared the back of the cabin.


  One of them, a solemn-eyed child with long curls and a pug nose, would be Keith’s son until he returned to Earth.


  “Look at the birds,” Carrie said.


  There were thousands of them, as large as hawks and brilliantly colored. They swarmed above the gray-green jungles in plumed squadrons, slanting down occasionally to snare tiny lizard-like reptiles that lived on the broad leaves at the top of the forest. More than anything else, they resembled the aquatic birds over the seas of Earth, diving after fish.


  The copter flew due west, in a lane between the swollen mountains of the clouds and the rolling roof of the jungle. Once they passed an open plain, crisscrossed with small streams and dotted with grazing animals. There were many swamps and bogs, but few hills.


  “Hang on,” Mark said.


  Venus promptly exhibited her favorite stunt: raining. It got just a trifle darker, and then the sponges of gray clouds began to drip. The copter cut wetly through the downpour, wobbling slightly when it ran into semi-rivers in the sky. There were no high winds, however. There was no lightning and no thunder.


  In eight hours they reached Halaja.


  From the air, half hidden through a drizzle of rain, the village of Halaja looked like a faded photograph of an ancient frontier fort on Earth. It had no wall around it, but the wooden houses were built in a square around a central plaza, and were interconnected by covered plank passageways. In the center of the plaza was a circular pool, and around the pool was a ring of firepits for cooking. For perhaps two miles in three directions around the village the jungle had been cut back and the land was planted with Sirau-fruit. To the west, there was an open field, and beyond that was the Smoke River, its slow blue water winding lazily through the dense gray-green of the jungle. Several moving figures were visible in the plaza, looking like tiny black ants from the copter’s altitude.


  Halaja. A place where people lived.


  Keith took Carrie’s hand.


  Mark set the copter down in the damp athletic field to the west of the village.


  Side by side, the three of them walked across the field and along a wet path through a patch of Sirau-fruit. Keith carried a baby uncomfortably in his arms while Mark, as an old hand, hauled two of them. Carrie took the small gentleman with the pug nose. The spray of thin raindrops in the air cooled their faces and dripped down the backs of their necks.


  “Hey!” came a shout from the village. “Company!”


  A cluster of adults came running out to greet them. They were simply dressed in shirts and shorts, with their feet bare. Most of the kids were too young to walk, but two of them toddled out as far as the gate and stared wide-eyed at the procession.


  “Looks like old-home week,” Keith grinned.


  “You won’t get many visitors in Halaja,” Mark said.


  The villagers swarmed around them, all talking at once. They pounded Keith on the back and gravely shook Carrie’s hand. The babies were taken away from them, much to Keith’s relief, and there was much clucking and laughing and general baby-talk.


  Bill and Ruth Knudsen were the only human couple in the village, but if Keith had not known them previously he could never have picked them out. The robot humanoids were virtually perfect imitations.


  “Keith!” boomed Bill Knudsen, a big blond in need of a shave. “It’s good to see you!”


  Ruth, beaming from ear to ear, said: “So glad you decided to come. We’ve fixed up a room we know you’ll like.” The delight in her eyes spoke eloquently of her loneliness for another human woman.


  They all surged into the village with a whoop and a holler.


  Six hours later, Mark took the copter and left.


  Their life in Halaja had begun.


  It was surprisingly easy to adjust to the life of the village. Different as it was from the fife they had known on Earth, they had been trained in its ways and fitted smoothly into its routine. The Sirau-fruit did not require an inordinate amount of time, and the free hours were filled with games and rituals and the telling of sacred stories—most of which Keith had written himself.


  Ceremonialism, in a very real sense, was Halaja’s business.


  Carrie had named their adopted son Bobby. After two Earth-months in the village, Bobby was almost a year old and growing rapidly. He was probably no more admirable than other small children in Halaja, but Keith and Carrie thought that he was.


  One night Keith took the boy to the pool in the center of the plaza. He sat down on a wooden bench and balanced Bobby on his knee.


  It had been raining for six Earth-days, but now it had stopped. A cool, sweet breeze blew in from the dripping jungles. The night-glow from the massed clouds in the sky was like soft moonlight, coating the land with warm silver. The perfumes from jungle flowers eddied like streams in the air. Yellow firelight spilled out from across the plaza, and the houses of the village were black shadows under the pale mountains of the clouds.


  “Bobby,” he said to his son, “we call this pool the Home of the Spirit. Perhaps there are those who would say that no spirit exists, but we know better.”


  The boy gurgled gleefully, paying no attention.


  Keith filled his pipe with one hand and lit it with his lighter. “It won’t be many years, Bobby, before you will be meeting other men and women before this pool—mariners from Acosta by the northern sea, industrialists from Wlan, Mepas, and Carin, great hunters from Peuklor, people from far Equete, where space flight is already a dream. You will be dancing with them, and singing with them, and sharing ideas with them. You will be one of the participants from the first generation of men to live on Venus. You will meet the others who are growing up on this world, meet them in peace because that will be your way of life, and together . . . what’s that, Bobby?”


  Bobby burped genially.


  Keith laughed. “You won’t understand what I’m saying, son. Not yet. But one day you will understand. One day—”


  He felt a hand on his shoulder.


  “Getting pretty melodramatic for an old man, aren’t you?” asked Carrie, kissing his ear and sitting down at his side.


  “Well, I sure wasn’t bowling Bobby over with my profundity,” Keith admitted. “He’s bored.”


  “Give him a few years, darling.”


  Keith looked at his wife in the cloudlight. Her blue eyes were brighter than they had ever been on Earth. Sitting there by him, so small in the night, she was filled with a relaxed happiness that made him feel good just to be around her.


  “In a few years Bobby will have a robot for an old man,” he said.


  “I know.”


  The cool breeze that had swept in after the rains faded to a sluggish warmth. A horde of hungry insects flew into the plaza, intent upon demonstrating the digestibility of human blood. All the people had been injected to keep the pests off, but they were a humming nuisance just the same.


  The three of them walked away from the pool under the glowing clouds and went inside.


  Eight Earth-months had passed.


  Outside, in the plaza surrounding the Home of the Spirit, the drums throbbed rhythmically and a ritual chant filled the air. The robot humanoids were conducting another in the round of sacred ceremonies, while the children of the village crowded around the pool raptly, absorbing the words and music and sentiments that were fast becoming their own.


  Inside, in the pleasant center room of their wooden house, Keith and Carrie sat on a barkcloth mat and listened. Across from them were Ruth and Bill Knudsen.


  “One thing about being human,” Bill said, “you can let the robots do all the work, at least until the kids grow up enough to wonder why we’re not out there yelling and stomping with the rest.”


  “What made you come out here, anyway?” asked Keith. Bill shrugged. “Ruth tricked me into it.”


  His wife, a rather plain woman with a deep strength that made her attractive, nodded. “Too many pretty gals back home. I figured Bill was safer here.”


  Bill and Ruth seldom talked seriously about themselves. Keith wondered whether it was a symptom of the age they lived in, or if men had always been reticent about the things that really counted.


  “It’s been wonderful having you and Carrie with us,” Ruth said. “We’ll miss you when you go.”


  “You may not feel that way four months from now.”


  “I think we all need a little ceremonial drink,” Bill boomed. “This joint is getting maudlin.”


  Keith turned to Carrie. “What say, high priestess?”


  “As long as it’s purely ceremonial,” Carrie said, “it would seem to be our duty.”


  “By a strange coincidence,” Bill informed them, “I happen to have some good stuff concealed in my quarters.”


  “Go, boy,” Keith said.


  Bill ducked through the connecting tunnel, his bare feet thumping on the boards, and returned with a fifth of bourbon. Carrie produced four clay drinking utensils and a pot of water.


  They drank up, gratefully. Much as they all loved Halaja and what it stood for, it was still not their village. They were all playing parts, and once in a while it felt good to get away.


  From the plaza came the thudding of the drums and the undulating chants of the robot elders of Halaja. The children were very quiet.


  “What we need are a few ceremonial toasts,” Bill said. “Check,” said Keith.


  They drank one to Old Man Vandervort.


  They drank one to Earth.


  They drank a few more on general principles.


  By the time the fifth was gone, they were all feeling pretty good.


  “I guess,” Carrie said finally, “that this is as good a time as any to spring the glad tidings.”


  “Um-m-m,” said Keith. “Spring away.”


  Carrie brushed a strand of her blond hair out of her eyes. “To be unutterably crude,” she said, “I’m pregnant.”


  Keith found himself on his feet. Suddenly aware that his mouth was open, he closed it and sat down again.


  Bill and Ruth laughed their congratulations.


  Carrie looked thoroughly pleased with herself.


  “We’ll have to hurry up and get out of here,” Keith said. “Get back to Earth, hospitals—” He stopped, catching the expression on his wife’s face.


  “Easy does it,” Carrie said. “No hot water needed yet.”


  “Sorry,” Keith subsided.


  “Darling,” she said slowly, “do we have to go back? Do you really want your child to be born on Earth?”


  The drums stopped and the singing died to a lonely humming in the plaza by the Home of the Spirit.


  Keith smiled. “It’s up to you, Carrie,” he said. “It’s up to you.”


  IV


  They stayed where they were.


  One year later, after their son had been born and named in the naming ceremony of Halaja, Keith got a message from the Old Man. Mark flew it out to him, and it read:


  MY DEAR KEITH: IT PAINS ME TO STATE THAT I AM UNHAPPY ABOUT YOUR REPORTS ON OUR PROJECT. I HAVE FOUND THEM SKIMPY AND UNINFORMATIVE. PLEASE MAKE THEM MUCH MORE DETAILED IN THE FUTURE. IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT I KNOW EVERYTHING THAT TRANSPIRES IN OUR COLONIES. REPEAT: IMPERATIVE. HOW IS THE CEREMONIAL FRAMEWORK SHAPING UP? ARE THE INDUSTRIES OF WLEN AND MEPAS AND CARIN PROPERLY INTEGRATED WITH THE SPECULATIONS OF THE EQUETE SPACE PHILOSOPHERS? HOW ABOUT THE INDIVIDUALISTIC ATTITUDES OF THE PUEKLOR HUNTERS? I MUST KNOW EVERYTHING. HOW MUCH LONGER WILL YOU STAY? HOW ARE THE ROBOTS WORKING OUT? WHEN WILL THE FIRST DEATHS OCCUR? SOME SLIGHT AGITATION HERE. RUMOR THAT ONE OF OUR SHIPS REPORTED IN TAKE-OFF. RUMOR OF INVESTIGATION. BUT I CAN HANDLE GOVERNMENT. FOUNDATION STILL GOING SMOOTHLY AND MORE CHILDREN ON THE WAY. MUST KNOW COMPLETE RESULTS OF ALL NEW DEVELOPMENTS. UNDERSTAND YOU NOW HAVE SON. PLEASE MAKE ALL REPORTS MORE THOROUGH IN FUTURE. (SIGNED) JAMES MURRAY VANDERVORT.


  The message worried Keith, and he did not show it to Carrie. The rather crotchety demands for fuller information were typical enough for Van, but the hints of possible suspicions on the part of the government were disquieting.


  Despite the Old Man’s power and influence, he did not run Earth. Undynamic as the world government might be, it still could not be ignored.


  Peace on Earth had been won at the price of conformity. The era of plenty was founded on a stable system where people thought alike, believed alike, talked alike. The dream of mankind through centuries of war and hate and fear had been achieved. Man had what he had always wanted, and he was in no hurry to change. His motto was simple:


  DON’T ROCK THE BOAT.


  Well, the Venus colonies were rocking the boat.


  They were blowing up a storm.


  It was true that they were not exactly illegal; there were no laws against fresh cultures on Venus. No one had ever thought about them—there quite, literally were no legal precedents.


  They were outside the law.


  But if they were discovered the game was up, Their entire effectiveness depended upon secrecy. The colonies had to have time to grow up and develop and charge their life-ways with life and vigor. They had to contact Earth—not the other way around.


  Once, to Keith, it had all been an unusually interesting scientific experiment; nothing more than that. He had not, of course, been worried about the outcome. There was absolutely no danger that the new cultures might flower only to bring war back to a peaceful Earth. The colonies were planned so that war was impossible.


  The early socioculturists had made a science out of the primitive social disciplines of psychology, sociology, anthropology, and economics. The Venus colonies were products of that science.


  One thing about a science: it works.


  If an engineer knows his business, his bridge does not fall down.


  If a socioculturist knows his business, his culture does what he wants it to.


  Keith, in a way, had been building a bridge. True, it was a bridge on the grand scale, but still it was a bridge. He had not been too emotionally involved in it.


  That was before he had come to Venus.


  That was before he had lived in Halaja.


  That was before he had known that his own son would have to walk across the bridge he was building.


  He did not want anything to happen to that bridge.


  And, holding the message in his hand, the old question nagged at his mind. He could see the Old Man as he had last seen him—a flushed, bearded gnome, pad-padding across the rug in his stifling, incredible room, the fanatical blue eyes that peered into the dark and shadowed corners—


  This was the Old Man’s bridge, too.


  He was the one who had insisted that it be built, knowing he could not live to see it, or benefit by it.


  Keith’s question came back, insistently:


  Why?


  The years drifted by, and for Keith and Carrie they were supremely happy years.


  They raised their two sons—Bobby, the adopted one, and Keith, their own child. They watched them grow, strong and straight, and they never regretted depriving them of Earth. Each child loves the culture into which he is born, and for Keith and Bobby Halaja was home.


  The days were long and filled with work and laughter. The Sirau-fruit flowered in the cleared jungle fields and the great hawklike birds splashed vivid colors across the rolling gray clouds of the sky. In the field by the slow blue water of the Smoke River games were played with the fierce intensity of a World Series on Earth—and, in fact, one of the games played was baseball. It was strange to hear the clean crack of a bat singing through the humid Venusian air—


  There were expeditions through the jungles, encounters with strange animals, the perfumed smell of tropical flowers.


  And always, endlessly, the rituals and ceremonies that were to be Halaja’s contribution to the emerging pattern of life on Venus.


  There were the great torrential rains that swept through the log houses of the village—rain that drummed on the plank passageways and churned the water in the little circular pool in the center of the plaza. At night, the clouds glowed with the soft silver of an ageless enchantment, and Keith and Carrie knew what it was to fall in love again.


  The children grew until they were no longer children.


  The robot humanoids began to fade into the background, as they aged before the children’s eyes. The first of them was scheduled to die in less than a year.


  Earth seemed very far away.


  And then, fourteen years after he had first seen the village of Halaja, Keith heard the sound he had been dreading.


  There was a sudden jagged scream that split the clouds above his head, a sharp roar that clattered through the gray rain of a long, lazy afternoon. Keith could not see the thing, but he knew what it was.


  A spaceship.


  And not a Foundation ship, either.


  The world government still had a few spacecraft on operational status—a few lonely skeletons left from the halfforgotten fleet that had long ago explored the solar system and pronounced it useless.


  A few ships used for infrequent investigations, a few ships to back up the slogan:


  DON’T ROCK THE BOAT.


  Keith Ortega stood in the rain and swore.


  “Carrie I You look after things—tell Bill I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  “Be careful, Keith.” She stood in the doorway of their home, small and fragile in her shirt and shorts.


  Little Keith—who was not so little any more—and Bobby listened curiously to the echoes of the decelerating ship and wondered what their father was worried about.


  “What’s up, Dad?” asked Keith.


  “Can we go with you? We can help,” Bobby assured him.


  Keith looked at them with what he hoped was a stem expression. “You’re not children now,” he said. “You’re young men, and you have responsibilities. Have you forgotten about the ceremonies tonight?”


  “Sorry, Dad. We just thought—”


  “I’ll attend to this. It’s nothing important.”


  “Well, gee, what was that funny noise?”


  “That’s what I want to find out,” Keith said. “Some sort of storm up above the clouds, I think.”


  “O.K., Dad.”


  He left them in the rain and sprinted out of the village and along the pathway that led to the Smoke River. He swam the river, which was hardly wetter than the pelting rain in the air, and hurried along a concealed path through the jungle. By the time he reached his hidden emergency copter he was breathing hard.


  If those kids ever saw that spaceship, there would be hell to pay.


  He took the copter up into the sea of gray rain, gunned it to full power, and headed for the dome-shaped station house far to the east. Undoubtedly, they had tracked a Foundation ship from Earth. Since those ships were carefully shielded from the native colonies, they always landed at the station clearing, where Keith himself had landed fourteen years before.


  Keith stared into the rain and clenched his fists.


  If that ship was a government ship—and it had to be—then there was going to be trouble.


  He could not bear the thought of failure now.


  Somehow, that ship had to be stopped.


  In eight hours, he landed at the station clearing.


  The rain had stopped and he saw the ship as soon as he came over the dripping wall of the gray-green jungle. It was a big one, and it had the blue symbol of the world government on its nose. He set the copter down next to it, his heart thumping like a hammer in his chest.


  The ship loomed silently over his head, its very hugeness impressing upon him the absurdity of his own plans. What could he do—attack the thing with a club and a handful of rocks?


  It was still daylight, but he saw a gleam of yellow light inside the dome of the station house. He didn’t know what he was going to do, but he did know that he was going to do something.


  He walked across the field, acutely aware of the vast ship beyond him. Could that ship be destroyed? Would he do it if he could? And if he did, wouldn’t that just confirm the suspicions on Earth—wouldn’t they send more ships, more men?


  He shook his head. He wasn’t thinking straight.


  The cold knot in his stomach drew tighter.


  There were no windows in the round station house, so there was no way for him to sneak a look inside. He simply walked up to the door, knocked, and went in.


  A large central room, stacked with supplies. A door to his right, where babies were received. Two humanoid robots conversing in low tones against one wall. A bright yellow light in the ceiling.


  Toward the back, another door, partly open.


  Voices.


  Keith picked his way through the piles of supplies and knocked on the half-open door.


  “Who is it?” Mark’s voice.


  “Keith.”


  “Come on in!”


  He went inside. There, at the table where he and Carrie and Mark had shared their coffee so many years ago, there was more coffee.


  And a man in a uniform.


  “Keith, this is Captain Nostrand—Space Security. Captain, this is Keith Ortega.”


  They shook hands.


  “I’ve heard of you, sir,” Captain Nostrand said. “I never expected to meet you under these . . . unusual . . . circumstances.”


  Keith sized up the captain. After the mental image he had built up in his mind of a veritable ogre sent out from Earth to crush his dream, Captain Nostrand was a pleasant surprise. He was middle-aged, relaxed, with graying hair. He had quiet brown eyes and an easy smile.


  He looked like a nice guy—if that helped any.


  “Mark, what’s the deal?”


  Mark Kamoto shrugged and poured Keith a cup of coffee. “I guess you’ve about figured it,” he said.


  “I heard the ship. I knew it wasn’t one of ours.”


  Captain Nostrand sat down and crossed his long legs. “The government has been getting reports off and on of unexplained spaceship take-offs,” he said. “They finally decided to find out what was going on. They tracked one ship here, and sent me up to have a look-see. Simple enough.”


  “How many men are with you?”


  Nostrand smiled quizzically. “You planning on starting a fracas, Dr. Ortega? I’m unarmed, of course.”


  Keith felt the hot blood in his cheeks. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m upset—to put it mildly. Look, what are you going to do?”


  Nostrand sipped his coffee. “What do you think?”


  “You can’t go back and tell them, captain. This is too big. You don’t understand. You can’t tell them.”


  “Want to bet?”


  “Easy, now,” Mark said. “Drink your coffee, Keith. It won’t do any good to go off half-cocked.”


  Keith downed his coffee at one searing gulp.


  “You’re mighty nervous,” Captain Nostrand grinned. “What have you got out in that jungle anyhow? A swamp full of monsters?”


  Keith managed to laugh, not too successfully. “Hasn’t Mark told you?”


  “I haven’t said anything,” Mark cut in. “But the captain has sharp eyes.”


  “Has he got a cigarette?”


  “Sure,” said Nostrand. He fished out a pack and handed one to Keith. The smoke tasted good.


  “Look, Captain Nostrand. I’m sorry I came busting in here like a fugitive from a nightmare. It’s just that this thing is terribly important—more important than you can imagine. One word from you now will destroy two decades of work. You and your crew have got to be made to see—”


  “The crew’s robot,” Nostrand said. “I’m the only one you’ve got to deal with.”


  “Then look—”


  “You listen to me a minute,” Captain Nostrand said slowly. “I wasn’t sent out here to pass judgment on whatever it is you’re doing. That’s not my job. I was just sent out to see if you’re doing anything up here. You are, that’s clear. I’ll go back and tell them there’s an unreported settlement here, and that’s the end of it as far as I’m concerned. Nothing personal, understand?”


  Keith slammed his fist down on the table. “It is personal!” he said, amazed at his own vehemence. If he had needed any proof that the Keith Ortega who had come out here from Earth fourteen years ago was dead, he had it now.


  Outside, the rain started up again, swishing down the sides of the station dome.


  Desperately, Keith leaned across the table, staring at the man in the old uniform of Space Security. There was one chance, a long one—


  “Nostrand,” he said carefully, “how many men besides yourself are still in the space service?”


  The captain poured himself another cup of coffee. “You already know that, Dr. Ortega.”


  “A hundred? Two hundred?”


  “A hundred and twenty.”


  “Mostly maintenance men?”


  “Yes.”


  The rain came down harder, rushing like a river over the slick bulge of the station house.


  “What made you stay in the space service, captain? What made you stay when space was dead?”


  Captain Nostrand shrugged, but his brown eyes narrowed. “How many flights have you made, captain? How many in the last thirty years?”


  “Four,” he said slowly. “Three were runs to Luna.”


  “What made you stick it out, captain?”


  Nostrand stood up. “That’s none of your business.”


  Keith faced him. “It is my business. I know you, Nostrand. I know why you went out into space when other men stayed at home.”


  Captain Nostrand shrugged again.


  “Captain, listen. I’m asking you to wait one Earth-month before you go back. Let me show you what we’re doing here—all of it, every bit of it. If you still think it’s your duty to tell them after that, O.K. If you don’t, then you can report that the rocket they tracked was just a private ship out on a lark—some crazy back-to-the-good-old-days enthusiast. Vandervort can fix it up—yes, I’ll tell you all about him, too. Captain, you’ve got to stay now—it’s your duty to find out everything they want to know. Radio back and tell them it will take you a little time to investigate. Will you do that, Nostrand?”


  “What’s in it for you?”


  Keith kept his voice even. “If you understand what Venus means, you’ll never tell them. You know and I know that Earth may never go back into space on her own—it’s too late. I can’t put this into words, captain. But I know what made you go into space even when space was almost forgotten. I know. Have you forgotten?”


  “I haven’t forgotten.”


  “O.K. I’m asking for a month.”


  Captain Nostrand sat down and sipped his coffee. He listened to the rain roaring down outside. He looked at Mark Kamoto, who remained silent.


  “You make a mean speech, friend,” Nostrand said finally, “I can see your month. It had better be good.”


  Keith was exhausted but confident.


  “Pal,” he said, “you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”


  Beyond the station house, the warm rain fell into the thick jungles and the long gray afternoon began to fade into evening.


  V


  At the northernmost extremity of the one inhabited continent of Venus, a brown peninsula thrust out into the swells of a vast gray-green sea.


  In the copter that hovered just under the cloud masses that roofed the world, too far away to be seen with the naked eye, Ralph Nostrand brought his viewer into focus and looked into it intently.


  “So that’s Acosta,” he said.


  “Yes,” Keith said. “Watch off the coast there—see those ships coming in? They’re whalers.”


  “Whalers?”


  “Not really whales, of course. They’re true fish, not mammals. But they’re plenty big enough—and they hunt them with hand harpoons.”


  “Funny looking place.”


  The viewer showed a small settlement of perhaps one hundred gabled stone houses, placed on a shelf of rock overlooking the tossing sea. Most of the men and boys were out in the boats, but the women of the town were clearly visible in the streets.


  “There,” Keith said. “The near boat crew is beaching one.”


  In the viewer, the men and boys leaped out of their sturdy canoes into shallow water. They all grabbed a line from the near ship and ran with it up onto the beach. They formed a row and heaved.


  An enormous black shadow-shape slid out of the sea and was hauled up on the rocks, its great tail still bobbing in the gray-green water. It rolled over, white belly upwards, and the men began to dance around it, chanting.


  “Whew,” said Nostrand. “That’s quite a baby.”


  “Acosta is a pretty rugged place,” Keith said. “It’s a colony of maritime adventurers, as I told you. It’s a people who will have a long tradition behind them of dangerous voyages.”


  Ralph Nostrand eyed him. “Shrewd.”


  “I know my racket.”


  The captain returned to his viewer and watched for a long time. Finally he nodded. “Next,” he said.


  Mark took the copter up higher to hit a favorable wind belt, and they flew through the warm clouds above the jungles, moving inland. In four hours, they went down again.


  The first of the Three Cities was spread out on the viewer.


  “Wlan?” asked Nostrand.


  “That’s right.”


  Wlan was a far cry from the seaside settlement of Acosta. This was a genuine small city, with a population of perhaps five thousand people. It was neatly arranged into squares, with snug modern houses, and it was dominated by two large buildings that could only be factories.


  “The Three Cities are our industrialists,” Keith said. “Of course, they’re not turning much out yet, and the economy is highly artificial at present, but they’ve got the basic techniques down pat. We’ve set up an embryonic technological culture, and the kids have been brought up to appreciate what that means. We’ve given them enough leads so that they’ll have aircraft within a century.”


  Nostrand nodded. “One thing I’ve been meaning to ask you, Keith.”


  “Shoot.”


  “Is it really fair to bring these kids up here and determine their lives for them? It seems—sort of wrong, somehow.”


  The copter veered toward the southeast, rising again into the clouds.


  “I know what you mean,” Keith said. “It seems to deny them their free will. That’s not true, though—you know that yourself, if you’ll just stop a bit and think. After all, a child is always born into a culture he has not built himself; that’s a characteristic of human beings. In that sense, a kid’s future is always determined for him. What he does with the materials of his culture, though, is up to him. So long as he has the stuff, he’ll make out O.K. anywhere. Don’t forget that to the kid this is his culture; it’s home. He’s never known anything else, and he’d fight to stay there. And don’t forget, too, that those kids were abandoned by their own parents on Earth. This beats a Foundation orphanage, believe me.”


  “I surrender,” Nostrand grinned.


  “Excuse the sermon, Ralph. It’s hell to really have faith in something again. We’re not used to it, back on Earth.”


  The copter paused briefly at Mepas and Carin, the other two nearby industrial towns, and then flew southwest across the continent. They set the copter on automatic, caught what sleep they could, and in sixteen hours were high above the skin tents of Pueklor. The gray sky and the massed oceans of the clouds had not changed—and there were still eight Earth-days left before the coming of the pale Venusian night.


  “Looks like an Indian tribe,” commented Nostrand, looking closely into the viewer. “I remember seeing some old photographs somewhere.”


  Keith nodded. “They’re modeled on the ancient Plains Indians of North America,” he said. “You’ll notice how different the country is here—tall grass instead of jungle. Pueklor has a basically hunting culture; they go after an animal not too unlike the old bison, but much slower. They hunt ’em on foot.”


  Far below, the skin tents of Pueklor stood in a large ring in the grassy fields of the southwestern plains. Curls of smoke drifted up into the still air and a group of children were running races along the banks of a sluggish river.


  “You’ll catch it more clearly when you see some of them in Halaja,” Keith said. “Pueklor is an extremely proud culture-filled with the joy of living, if I can put it that way. They’ll lend a very realesprit de corps to the continental culture that will be here a century from now.”


  The copter swung eastward through thick sheets of rain, and by the time they reached Equete in the southeastern hills the three men were bone tired. Nevertheless, the sight of Equete nestled in a rocky valley picked them up.


  Equete was a series of low, rounded rock structures that harmonized beautifully with the rugged grandeur of its surroundings. It blended browns and pinks and greens into a pleasing pattern that accentuated the banded colors of the land.


  “That’s your baby, Ralph.”


  Nostrand looked down at its image in the viewer and tried to see in Equete what he was supposed to see.


  “Not much visible from here,” he said.


  Keith smiled wearily. “The business of Equete is ethics—ethics and elaborate social complexities. In addition, this is where the basic research is being done that will one day lead to the independent development of space flight on Venus. See that tall, domed structure over there? We’ve given them enough hints so that they’ll develop a cloud-piercing telescope before too many years have gone by. Philosophically, we’ve already provided them with a logical picture of the universe—and their ethics demand space flight as the first great step in the fulfillment of man’s destiny.”


  “Sounds good,” Ralph said.


  “It is good,” Mark corrected.


  “It’s all so complicated,” Ralph Nostrand said tiredly. “I try to see it the way you do—but it isn’t easy. All these new cultures, growing up independently of Earth, groping toward space travel in a hundred years or so. Don’t forget what Earth is like these days—what if these people come swooping down and smash it to pieces?”


  “When you see the ceremony at Halaja,” Keith said, “you won’t worry about that.”


  Captain Nostrand was unconvinced, but he held his tongue. The copter lifted again into the clouds and flew northward, back to the hidden receiving station where the great Space Security ship still waited in the late morning fog.


  Keith closed his burning eyes and tried to relax. He knew that Nostrand was an unusual man—he had to be or he would never have gone into space in this century of stability and easy living. But could he see Venus as they saw Venus? Could he see Venus as the cradle of a new and vigorous culture that would jolt Earth from the rut into which it had fallen?


  If the Coming Together at Halaja failed to move him, they were through.


  And this was the first of the vast ceremonies to be conducted almost entirely by the children who were now young men and women. The old robot humanoids would stay strictly in the background. Surely their teaching had been effective; it had to be.


  But when Keith dozed off into a troubled sleep, his dreams were as gray and cheerless as the wet clouds above his head.


  It was the time of the Coming Together at Halaja.


  Five Earth-days were left out of the month that Keith had asked for.


  With his wife and Captain Nostrand he stood in the doorway of his log home and waited for the ceremony to begin.


  It was night, and the soft silver cloudlight glinted in the Home of the Spirit and touched the central plaza of Halaja with pale and enchanted fingers. Great orange fires blazed inside the ring of the wooden houses and passageways, throwing black, twisted shadows on the walls.


  Drums beat with a slow rhythm and the mixed voices of low, insistent chants drifted up to the roof of the world and lost themselves in the glowing mists of night.


  For many days and many nights the people had come across the swamps and jungles of the great continent to Halaja. They had come as they had always come, as their fathers had come, and as their fathers’ fathers before them.


  Or so they believed—for had not their own fathers told them so, throughout the whole of their lives?


  From far Acosta by the northern sea they had come, and from the three cities of Wlan, Mepas, and Carin. They had walked from the swaying fields of Pueklor and from the rocky hills of Equete.


  It was the time of the Coming Together.


  Not all came, of course. These were only selected delegates who made the jungle trek and who would then return to their people as they had always done.


  The orange fires crackled and the drums throbbed.


  A new chant began.


  “Oh friends from far and near, we come together as we have always come—”


  And the answering chants came back, from the men and women of Acosta and the Three Cities and Pueklor and Equete:


  “Always come, always come . . .”


  “We come together, all different, all the same, in peace for all men are brothers—”


  “All men are brothers, all are brothers . . .”


  Side by side they sat—rough seamen and happy industrialists, proud hunters and serious philosophers from far Equete.


  The drums beat faster.


  The orange fires painted shadow-dances along the walls.


  It was the time of the Coming Together.


  Keith felt his heart beating with fierce pride in his chest, and he held his wife close by his side. Here in the night under an alien sky that glowed with the light of a million moons—here, at last, was a dream that could not die.


  Ralph Nostrand was silent, watching.


  The old people—it was hard to think of them as robots, for they had been fathers and mothers and friends—stayed in the rear circles, in the shadows, watching the children they had led through life.


  It was impossible to believe that they were not proud.


  For many long hours the ceremony went on through the long, long night. There was feasting and singing—and a little gay romancing among the young men and women from faraway lands, for these people were not saints.


  Fifty hours after the Coming Together had begun, the old, old chant was started by the pool that was the Home of the Spirit. The words were mysterious and strange, but did not the gods say that one day they would be filled with meaning?


  Keith saw his two sons singing by the pool.


  He felt his wife proud and happy by his side.


  “Beyond the clouds that roof our world, beyond the rains that cool our skies—”


  “Beyond the clouds, beyond the rain . . .”


  “Beyond our skies lie other skies—”


  “Other skies, other skies . . .”


  “Beyond the great sea where floats our world, beyond our sea floats another shore—”


  “Another shore, another shore . . .”


  “And there in the great beyond the green Earth waits for us, waits for the coming of our silver arrows—”


  “Silver arrows into beyond, beyond . . .”


  “The green Earth waits in the great beyond, and there our far brothers dance under a clean blue sky—”


  “Stiver arrows into beyond, beyond . . .”


  “Oh, our brothers of Earth are waiting for us in the great beyond—”


  “Waiting, waiting for the Coming Together!”


  “Beyond the clouds that roof our world, beyond the rains that cool our skies—”


  “Waiting, waiting for the Coming Together!”


  The drums stopped and there was a silver silence.


  A light rain fell from the glowing clouds and sprinkled the plaza with cool, sweet water.


  Keith could not speak. He held his wife’s hand and shared her deep understanding. No matter what happened, he was glad that they had come to Venus, glad even if they failed, for it was better to fail than never to have tried at all.


  He turned slowly and looked at Captain Nostrand. Nostrand stood very straight, the firelight touching the old shadows on his face.


  His eyes saw far beyond the village of Halaja.


  He smiled and held out his hand to Keith. He nodded firmly.


  Around the plaza the drums rolled and the singing began again.


  VI


  Five years after Ralph Nostrand had left for Earth, the village of Halaja still lay peacefully by the slow blue water of the Smoke River.


  Half the old robots had died and been buried, and Bill and Ruth Knudsen had gone home to a small farm in Michigan.


  It was time for the Venus colonies to strike off on their own. It was time for the men and women who had guided the new world to return to the old world.


  “I wish we could stay, Keith,” Carrie said.


  “Me, too. But this isn’t our world, and we’re not needed any more.”


  “I never thought that it would be harder to leave than it was to come.”


  “I never thought we’d be here nineteen years, either.”


  “I’m glad we won’t have to say good-by to our boys.”


  “It’ll be rough enough as it is, Carrie. We’ll just bring our old reasonable facsimiles in and let ’em die. I hate to do that to the boys, but they mustn’t suspect anything.”


  They walked down the jungle pathway toward Halaja, arm in arm, already trying to remember the world they had to leave. Fortunately, the two robots that had originally been designed to replace them when they went back to Earth were still waiting at the station clearing.


  Robots had infinite patience.


  They would go to Halaja when Keith and Carrie slipped away, and there they would sicken and die. They would be buried with the rest in the clearing by the Smoke River, where one day their sons, too, would lie—


  “I still wish we could stay, Keith.”


  He kissed her and ruffled her blond hair. “It’s our turn now, baby. We mustn’t rock the boat.”


  Still, they postponed it as long as they could.


  They found excuses to stay in Halaja with their sons.


  It took the message from Nostrand to make them leave. It came one night and Mark flew it out in the last station copter. It read:


  KEITH: OLD MAN VANDERVORT VERY ILL AND NOT EXPECTED TO LIVE. HE WANTS TO SEE YOU IF YOU CAN COME IN TIME. SHIP ON WAY TO YOU NOW. ALL O.K. AT THIS END. WHAT’RE YOU DOING UP THERE-GOING NATIVE? (SIGNED) RALPH.


  “Well,” Carrie said, “he couldn’t live forever.”


  “He took a stab at it, though,” Keith said.


  “We’ll have to go.”


  “Yes. We’ll have to go.”


  They left the village that had been their home one night in the rain, while their sons slept. The two robot humanoids who were their identical twins climbed into the bed that was still warm from their bodies.


  Keith and Carrie walked together through the plaza of Halaja, past the Home of the Spirit, and out the gate. The rain was cold in their faces. They walked along the pathway through the Sirau-fruit to the damp athletic field to the west of the village.


  They did not look back.


  The copter lifted them into the silver clouds for the last time and carried them east to the station clearing. They said good-by to Mark Kamoto, who would follow them a year later on the voyage of no return.


  The ship that had carried them from Earth nineteen years ago waited now in the rain to carry them back again.


  They looked one last time at the gray-green wall of the jungle and the yellow light spilling out from the domed station house. They looked one last time at the banks of luminous clouds that flowed like a sea of moons through the sky.


  They looked one last time westward into the night, toward the sleeping village of Halaja.


  They boarded the ship.


  Ahead of them was Earth, and a dying man. Ahead of them, lost now in the immensities that swam between the worlds, was an old, old man with a white beard and nervous blue eyes that darted through the shadows of a too-hot room.


  Ahead of them was James Murray Vandervort and a final question.


  Why?


  The land was crisp and hot and clean under the Arizona sun. The air was charged with a fresh golden tang that made you want to stand in the wonderful sand and fill your lungs over and over again.


  The sky was blue and cloudless. The greens of the desert plants were as bright and vivid as if they had been newly painted.


  Like flowers, Keith and Carrie lifted their faces to the wind and sought the sun.


  It was good to be back.


  There was no time to go home, and so a Foundation copter lifted them up into the desert air and carried them westward toward Los Angeles. They found themselves flinching involuntarily at the freight liners that roared through the air lanes and the flutter of copters that filled the sky like butterflies. Los Angeles was so vast and white and gleaming that they could hardly take it in. Far below them, dots on the calm blue Pacific, the surfaced subs bobbed like schools of porpoise.


  The copter swung north along the coastline and then veered off to the right up to Vandervort’s Canyon. They landed on the patio field of the huge estate and an old butler took them in tow.


  They walked through the richly-carpeted hallways and up the marble stairs to the second floor. They walked down the long gray passage and knocked on the mahogany door.


  A tiny green light blinked on in the center of the door.


  Keith and Carrie entered the huge room, and it was almost like stepping from Earth to Venus. The hot, humid air boiled out into the hallway like an overflowing lake.


  The room had not changed. The wall-to-wall brown rug was still there, and the tables and chairs and desks and fireplaces and flowers and books and drapes—


  But the Old Man had changed.


  Nineteen years had taken their toll.


  Vandervort was one hundred and twenty-four years old.


  Even the geriatrics specialists could not save him now.


  The Old Man still sat in his huge, soft chair. He seemed very tiny now, and lost. His white beard was a dirty gray and his red face was blotched with unhealthy pink. His blue eyes were dull and glazed.


  Ralph Nostrand stood by his side, his face lighting with a smile of welcome.


  They shook hands.


  “Who is it?” choked the Old Man. “Who-s there? Is somebody there?”


  Keith leaned down toward him. “Van,” he said. “Van, it’s Keith Ortega.”


  James Murray Vandervort stiffened as though an electric shock had shot through his thin, dry body. “Keith!” he wheezed. He tried to get up, but could not move. “Is it really you—after all these years?”


  “Yes, Van.”


  The dead blue eyes swam into focus. The Old Man breathed fast and shallow. “I have to know, Keith,” he said. His voice was weak, a shadow of the boom that had once filled the chamber and chased the darkness away. “It’s been so hard. I have to know.”


  Keith waited him out, feeling a vast pity for the wreck of a human being that was dying in the big soft chair. Pity—and something more than that.


  “I had to hear you say it, say it with your own voice,” Vandervort said, talking very fast. His voice was such a whisper that Keith could hardly hear him. “Is everything all right? Is it working, Keith? Is it working?”


  Keith made himself speak slowly and clearly. “You don’t need to worry, Van. It’s all right. Everything is all right. All the colonies are working just as we planned. Nothing can go wrong now. The new culture of Venus will come through space to Earth within a century. The new culture pattern will hit the Earth like a shot in the arm. We’ll go on to the stars one day, Van. Everything is all right.”


  “I gave them the stars,” the Old Man said, his voice very tired. “I gave them the stars, didn’t I?”


  “Yes,” Keith said.


  The Old Man sank back into his chair in sudden, exhausted relaxation. The old, dead eyes closed.


  There was a long, hushed silence.


  “Is he all right?” Ralph asked.


  “I think so.”


  The Old Man began to talk again, his voice far away and lonely. “I’ve covered my tracks,” he whispered, “but not too well. When the new world comes out of space, the people of Earth will check back . . . check back—”


  The voice trailed away.


  “Yes, Van?” Keith urged.


  The Old Man sighed. “The people will check back. They’ll find my name, find the records. They’ll know I did it. They’ll know, they’ll know—”


  Again, the thin voice faded.


  The Old Man began to cry, softly. Keith leaned closer to hear him. Suddenly the Old Man tried to straighten in his chair and the faded blue eyes opened.


  “Keith, Keith,” he whispered desperately, “will they remember me after I’m gone? I gave them the stars. Keith, will they remember my name? Will they remember my name?”


  The deep shadows of the vast, crammed room rustled around the walls, sliding in toward the firelight. Keith and Carrie and Ralph stood in the unnatural heat and stared at the tiny, dying man in the huge, swallowing chair.


  “They’ll remember you, Van,” Keith said. “They’ll remember you long after the rest of us are a million years forgotten.”


  James Murray Vandervort smiled. The blue eyes closed again. “Remember me,” he mumbled. “Remember my name. Remember my name—”


  A doctor came in from the back door.


  “You’d better go now,” he said. “Mr. Vandervort needs to rest.”


  They walked out of the chamber, down the hallway, down the marble stairs.


  “All that,” Ralph Nostrand said. “All that, just to keep a part of him alive.”


  “He had no son,” Carrie said quietly.


  They walked toward the copter in the patio. Keith was thinking of Halaja, and the dark log buildings in the gray-green jungles of another world.


  All that because a rich old man was afraid of the eternal dark.


  “All that,” he said, “because he was just a man.”


  Very late that night the three of them walked singing past the bright lights of Wilshire Walk.


  A man and his wife, who had carried out an Old Man’s plan.


  A captain in a forgotten service, who had falsified a report to make a dream come true.


  The violet government airsign hung in the air: DON’T ROCK THE BOAT.


  They walked through the sign.


  They walked on, arm in arm, singing under the frost of stars. They walked on and all who saw them that night on Earth wondered at the smiles they smiled and the strange, strange song they sang—


  A song that whispered beyond the clouds—


  Beyond the rains that cool our skies.


  Beyond . . . beyond . . .


  THE END


  ETERNITY


  William F. Temple


  When the first halo suddenly appeared it was a miracle; the arrival of the second about the head of a convicted murderer aroused national fervour. Later, as they became commonplace, new styles in hats had to be designed and a person without a halo was a thing to be shunned.


  It began ordinarily enough with the telephone ringing, like the routine opening of a stage play. But Pearl Harbour, the Second Front, and Hiroshima had all begun that same way, too, in this same room.


  It was the sixty-first time the’phone had pealed this day, and it sent the sixty-first pang through the region of Parnell’s ulcer. He and Pavlov’s dog and that bell . . .


  “Another headache! “screamed the bell to his nerves each time, and the gastric acid flowed. But Parnell picked up the handset with every appearance of patience.


  “Move unhurriedly, deliberately,” the doctor had told him. “Control your every movement. Refuse to be a stooge to exterior stimuli. Either that or change your job for one without so much responsibility and worry—”


  “Or pay,” interjected Parnell. “I’ve a wife and three kids, doctor.”


  The doctor shrugged, and depressed the corners of his mouth.


  Parnell picked up his hat. He tried to do it unhurriedly, deliberately. And dropped it. But that was just his first try. He was more practiced now.


  “News Editor,” he announced, calmly, into the telephone.


  “Hello, Bert. I just met a man with a halo,” said his best reporter and friend, just as calmly.


  “Halo?”


  “H-A-L-O-halo.”


  “Look, Frank, I’m busy—cut the metaphors If you’ve got a story, let’s have it plain and straight.”


  “Okay, Bert,” said Frank Waite, briskly. “Now, here it is. Ready? Right. I just met a man with a halo.”


  Parnell sighed. A chuckle came over the’phone. “Plain and straight—a halo. The real McCoy. I saw it, touched it. Now I want to get a pic of it before it disappears. Rush Vine but here right away—25 High Street, Brook Green. It’s a barber’s shop.”


  Parnell said: “What the hell have you got mixed up in—a seance?”


  “No, sir, no sperrits round these parts. I know—I live here.”


  “Then who’s the man?”


  “My barber—Joe Williams. I’m speaking from his place. I just came in to get a shave—and there he was in front of the mirror with a glowing halo over his bald pate. He was trying to get it off. He’s still trying. He’s had it ten minutes now. This is hot, Bert, and exclusive so far. Send Vine, quick.”


  “Hold on.” Parnell reached for the internal’phone, got the photographer, and sent him off.


  “Hello, Frank. What’s this fellow Williams done to deserve a halo?”


  “I dunno. Maybe a decoration for amassing the biggest collection of dirty stories in one head I’ve run across anywhere, including the Street. He beats up his wife most pay-nights, too. But he’s a darn good barber—maybe it’s for that.”


  “You say you touched the thing—what’s it made of?”


  “Search me, Bert. It’s as solid as steel. But it isn’t steel. It’s a ring of coloured light. If you can imagine hard, solid light, I’d say it was made of that.”


  Parnell spent all of three seconds absorbing that. Then: “Who was that man who did the centre page article last week about auras—claimed he could see them?”


  “Auras? D’you think this is an aura? I never thought of that.”


  “Well, start thinking about it some other time. Who was he?”


  “Mitchell somebody. Mitchell . . . Pigbin?”


  “Hogben—that’s him. I’ll send him along too if I can reach him. He can handle the theory, you the facts, Vine the pics. We’ll cook up quite a thing . . . Er, you haven’t been drinking?”


  “This early? Relax, Bert. I’m sober and I’m not kidding.”


  “Right.’Bye.”


  Parnell got on to Mitchell Hogben through his agent. Hogben sounded a bit piqued that anyone but he should see an aura, but he was willing enough to make the not exactly golden journey to Brook Green, especially when Parnell assured him that the Globe would take care of the taxi fare.


  Parnell sat back. His gaze became unfocussed, wandered over the untidy roof-tops across the Street. His mental regard became equally vague and spread itself diffusely over his past. Memories briefly were life again, especially those of childhood.


  His mother was saying, sternly: “John, Miss Harold has just told me you weren’t at Sunday school this morning. What’s the explanation?”


  The explanation was that he’d played at Keston Fishponds instead.


  But he answered, shakily:” On the way, I began to feel sick, Ma. So I laid down under a hedge . . .”


  It sounded unconvincing to him even then. Now he realized just how blatantly false it must have sounded to her. She’d known lie was lying, but she didn’t punish him. Never had she punished him. And that was the greatest punishment of all, for the guilt remained unexpiated.


  It would have been all right if she’d forgiven him his misdeeds. Or even if she’d ignored them. But she disapproved of them, and of him because of them, yet said nothing. And although her ashes had blown across the grass at Golders Green thirty years ago, still she lived on in his mind, like the mother of Cassius. She lived on in the form of an awful silent disapproval, which brooded over him like the wintry clouds that, mocking all seasons, had been thickening over the whole of Earth for weeks past.


  Again, there were the crimes she hadn’t known of then—though perhaps she did now. When, for instance, he’d put threepence in the collection plate instead of the sixpence she’d given him for that purpose. Whether, therefore, he had stolen from the church or from her was a debatable point. Be the answer this or that, the sin was equally grave.


  She was an intensely religious woman, and above all she’d desired that he, her only son, became a good man. He’d not even been a good boy. He’d been a liar, a thief, an ingrate.


  He had hurt her badly. Her smile had always been rare, but as he advanced into his’teens and she moved through her sick declining years, that smile became something to be striven for, an earnest of approval. There was only one way to win it: to show some sign of becoming the kind of son she’d wished for.


  When he was beginning to realize that, she smiled one dark December morning for the last time—a sardonic smile that outlived her.


  Since then he’d been a model son, trying anxiously to the point of hypertension to get back into the good graces of a phantom parent.


  He emerged slowly from reverie to find he was gazing straight at St. Bride’s, the newspapermen’s church. It jogged a more recent memory. He reached down into the wastepaper basket and fumbled among the scraps. He found the ball of blue paper and flattened it out carefully on his desk. It was an appeal for funds to restore St. Margaret’s.


  He stared at the creased wording for a moment, then opened a drawer and took out his cheque book.


  Mitchell Hogben looked at the sign J. WILLIAMS, HAIRDRESSER over the shop, then at the glass door with its notice CLOSED on the curtain. Yet the shop was lit up inside.


  “Twelve and six on the clock, sir,” said the taxi-driver.


  “Just a minute, cabbie,” said Hogben, benevolently.


  Puffing, he manoeuvred his sixteen stone on to the pavement. As his foot left the running board the taxi sprang back with a squeak of springs on to a level keel. He tapped at the barber’s door. Presently it opened to reveal a young man in striped trousers that seemed to have been ruled rather than tailored, and a spcckless jacket, neat as though it were still on the hanger. His shoes gleamed as darkly as his creamed hair. A white handkerchief peeped from his left sleeve. Frank Waite was a dresser.


  “Ah, good morning, Mr. Waite. I’m Hogben. I wonder if you would be so kind as—being a representative of the Globe—to advance me a pound to cover my taxi fare? I came out without any money on me.”


  “How very awkward for you—and me,” said Waite, civilly. “Here you are, Mr. Hogben.”


  “Thank you.” Hogben went back, gave the note to the driver, handed back half-a-crown for a tip, and slipped the remaining five shillings in his pocket. Then he returned to the shop.


  “You must have a good memory for faces,” said Waite. “We’ve met only once before, and that was two or three years ago.”


  “Faces?” said Hogben. “I never can remember faces. It’s your aura I recall. Very distinctive, that sudden switch from sky-blue to old gold.”


  “They’re my college colours,” said Waite, modestly.


  “Does you credit,” said Hogben, vaguely, peering short-sightedly at the back of the shop.


  The bald barber was sitting back in his own chair, his neck on the rest. He was utterly relaxed. A few inches from his shining pate something that looked at first glance like a circular neon sign glowed resplendently. The colours of the rainbow lived in it with a refulgence that dazzled the eye. The mirrors, the bottle-laden glass shelves, and the chromium fittings caught the light and flung it between them around the shop.


  A thin woman, whose figure and face seemed all straight lines and angles, stood with arms folded, watching him grimly. Her eye sockets were dark with shadow. When she turned to look at the newcomer, the shadows fled from one eye only. The other remained dark with the bruise received last pay-day.


  A beefy young man with rolled-up shirt-sleeves and a bandaged forefinger, and wearing sun-glasses, was intent on applying a blowtorch to the halo.


  The barber was saying good-humouredly: “Singe, but no shampoo, please.”


  It was all unreal, a scene from a dream, but it horrified Hogben. He blundered forward, flinging up his arms.


  “Stop that!”


  The young man started, and withdrew the lamp.


  The thin woman glared at Hogben, and said in a voice as harsh and high as the squealing of car brakes: “Shut up, you! What’s it gotta do with you? Go on, Ernie.”


  The young man hesitated. The barber didn’t even turn his enhaloed head.


  “Just a moment, Mrs. Williams,” said Waite, smoothly. “This is Mr. Hogben. He’s an expert on haloes. He may be able to help your husband.”


  “I’m all right. I don’t need no’elp,” said the barber, indulgently.


  “Just exactly what are you trying to do?” puffed Hogben at the group of them.


  Waite attempted to be spokesman. “Mrs. Williams doesn’t want her husband to go around with this thing on. She feels it’ll be bad for business—”


  “This is a’igh-class establishment, this is,” shrilled Mrs. Williams. “Joe’ll just become a laughin’ stock with that silly thing on his nut.”


  “On the contrary, madam, he’ll become the recipient of the highest respect,” Hogben told her. “People will come to admire, and deem it an honour to have their hair cut by a man so uniquely distinguished.”


  “My sainted barber!” muttered Waite.


  Mrs. Williams looked up and down, and then from side to side, which was roughly the same distance. “Think so, fatty?”


  Ernie yelped and put out the blow-torch hastily. “Burnt me flippin’ fumb now!”


  They ignored him. “What do you think, Joe?” Mrs. Williams asked.


  “My dear, I don’t mind one way or the other—now. I’m gettin’ sorta used to it. It don’t’urt. It makes me feel good. Lorst my’eadache, anyway.”


  “But, Joe—jest after you bought a new’at!” wailed Mrs. Williams.


  “ ’S’all right—that’ll fit Ernie. He can’ave it.”


  There came a tapping at the shop door. It was Vine, the Globe photographer. He gaped in his turn, and then: “Lord—why didn’t someone tell me to bring a colour film!”


  “Before you start,” said Hogben, “I want to take a good look at the thing. Can it be touched, Mr. Waite? I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Yes,” said Waite. “But gently does it, and keep off the edges.”


  Ernie held up his bandaged finger dolefully as a warning, and took his thumb out of his mouth: “Its edges is as sharp as’ell, inside and outside.”


  The halo was wafer thin, like the rings of Saturn. The colours moved in it lazily, like the bands on a humming top. Yet it didn’t appear to be revolving. It stayed put very solidly, despite its constituents being visibly in a state of flux, and it was cold and hard to the touch.


  “Anyone got a ruler?” asked Hogben, getting out his notebook.


  But Waite had already taken the measurements, and supplied them: “Four inches from the crown of the head. Outer diameter, twelve and a half inches. Inner ditto, eleven and a quarter. About a millimetre thick, I’d say. Okay to take pictures now?”


  Hogben, scribbling, nodded. Vine began to assume a series of contorted postures, squinting through his view-finder from all angles and levels, and imploring Williams to “hold it like that.”


  The barber ignored him amiably. Waite watched, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. Mrs. Williams and Ernie looked on uneasily. Hogben presently began to stare at the barber through a peculiar pair of spectacles which he later described as “aura spectacles”—it seemed that they were everyday appliances in the circles in which he moved.


  Outside, in the prosaic world of the High Street, the traffic continued to flow past without pause, and the pedestrians hurried by the shop without even a glance at the ordinary facade which hid from them the extraordinary.


  Parnell motioned the three of them to sit down. They settled in an arc in front of his big tidy desk. Waite hitched up his trouser-legs a trifle to avoid their bagging at the knee.


  “I’ve read your story, Frank, and your article, Mr. Hogben. And I’ve looked at your photos, Vine. Even then, until a few minutes ago, I found it pretty hard to swallow.”


  The same unasked question showed in the faces of the trio: What happened a few minutes ago?


  Parnell continued: “You say in your article, Mr. Hogben, that everyone has an aura, and its colouring, brightness, and so on depend upon the sort of personality one is. But only a few gifted people like yourself can see them. Can you see my aura?”


  Hogben, his spreading bulk almost obliterating the small office chair, nodded.


  Parnell dropped his gaze to the photos spread on the desk. “And what sort of personality would you say I am?”


  Hogben cleared his throat. “I’m afraid, Mr. Parnell, it’s a rule of my—um—profession to charge a small reading fee—only a guinea. But, you see, if I make a precedent by giving a free reading to one person, then everybody will expect—”


  “I’ll add it to your cheque,” said Parnell, still not looking up.


  “Why, thank you. Yes, I see your aura very clearly. It ranges from pale green adjacent to the hair to a golden fuzz at the perimeter. The green passes into mauve, and then there’s a delightful switch to orange—”


  “Sounds like a slice of marzipan,” Parnell cut in. “What’s this colour scheme supposed to mean?”


  “It means, Mr. Parnell, that you have a strong sense of moral values. That you are exceptionally conscientious, fair in your dealings with people, inflexibly true to your principles. You have outstanding abilities, but you are modest about them. More than modest—humble. You recognize they are gifts, and because of that you are generous in your turn, to other people . . . Would you mind making that a ‘Cash’ cheque, Mr. Parnell? You see, my bank account is temporarily—”


  “Of course,” said Parnell, smiling at him. “I shan’t tell you whether or not your reading in my opinion approximates the truth—that’s neither here nor there.”


  Waite and Vine, happening to catch each other’s eye, exchanged the slightest winks.


  “The important point is,” continued Parnell, “what sort of man, judging from his aura, did you take the barber, Williams, to be?”


  Hogben shifted on his chair and all but overbalanced. Steadying himself, he said: “When an aura is very pale, it means the owner has a weak, negative sort of personality. Williams’s was so pale it was scarcely visible. But then, I suspect it was dimmed out by the strong light of the halo.”


  “It must have been,” said Waite. “Williams is anything but a negative character. He persuades his customers to buy gallons of his hair restorer, though he’s as bald as a coot. His wife’s as hard as flint—but he’s as hard as a diamond. His son shrinks at his frown. Frankly, he’s an overpowering bully. But he’s the best hairdresser I know: that’s why I patronize him.”


  “I didn’t get that impression of him at all,” said Hogben.


  “No, I noticed the halo seemed to have mellowed him considerably,” said Waite. “He was almost benign.”


  Vine said: “He seemed to have found peace of mind.”


  Parnell’s hands on the desk enwrapped themselves tightly about each other, but his expression remained calm.


  He said: “You’ve never seen anything like that before, Mr. Hogben?”


  “Indeed I’ve not. It baffles me.”


  “What baffles me,” said Waite, “is what the halo’s composed of. It’s impervious to files, hack-saws, even blow-torches. Yet it appears almost fluid.”


  “Fluid—like energy,” said Vine. “As if some sort of energy were locked in a circuit.”


  “It’s amazing,” said Hogben. “Unique.”


  “It may be amazing, but it’s not unique,” said Parnell. “A few minutes before you came in, another one was reported.”


  This time Hogben did come off his chair. It slid from under him like wet soap. No one laughed.


  “A man named Roy Langston,” said Parnell.


  “Roy Lang—you mean the Wembley murderer?” asked Vine, all astonishment.


  Parnell nodded. “The same. And it happened in the condemned cell at Pentonville. He’s due for execution on the twentieth.”


  Waite said: “I worked on that story. The evidence was strong, but only circumstantial. He pleaded innocence even when sentenced.”


  “Don’t they all?” muttered Vine.


  Hogben picked himself up, grunting. “A lot . . . of people . . . are going to think . . . it’s divine intervention—a sign.”


  “Of course,” said Parnell, calmly. “I expect the Home Secretary to commute the sentence or even issue a pardon. Anyhow, it’ll stir up strong public feeling, and they won’t be able to keep the press out of it altogether. If an opportunity offers, Frank, I want you to interview Langston. Meantime, bring your story up to date. I’ll add a footnote to your articles, Mr. Hogben . . .”


  When they’d gone, Parnell got up and passed slowly around his office.


  “Peace of mind,” Vine had said. Parnell wanted that more than anything else in the world. Surcease from the pangs of conscience—and of ulcers. He reflected, with some complacence, that Hogben had summed him up pretty well. Humble—yes. But “meek” perhaps was the better word. “Blessed are the meek . . .”


  To assert oneself was often the swift way up in Fleet Street. But sooner or later, and usually sooner, your pride conflicted with another’s pride. And if the other happened to have the Editor’s ear, and you didn’t . . .


  Editors, and especially proprietors, were always right, and it was only sense to be humble enough to admit that. Advancement may come slowly that way, but it came surely. It was a pity, though, that so much responsibility came with it.


  The phone rang, and again the pain stabbed him.


  It was Jenkins speaking from the Meteorological Office—a routine report. The great cloud belts in the upper atmosphere showed no signs of breaking up yet. If anything, they were thickening, and it looked as if everyone was in for another sunless week.


  Parnell noted it, but thought it worth only a quarter of a column. His mind was on a suggested front-page lay-out and he was compiling a list of different cross-headings to offer the Editor. Then he began to rough out the centre pages, with Hogben’s article well featured. This was not his job, again, but the Editor welcomed suggestions, if offered humbly. And it was good practice.


  He picked up Hogben’s manuscript, and frowned at the title: A HALO IN THE HIGH STREET. The advent of the Pentonville halo had dated that and also brought in a note of solemnity which Hogben’s title didn’t strike. He crossed it out and substituted I SAW ETERNITY, amplifying the Henry Vaughn lines in a sub-title:


  
    
      
        
          	
            I saw Eternity the other night,

            Like a great Ring of pure and endless light,

            All calm, as it was bright . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  He settled down to change the whole tone of the article.


  The two-barrelled halo story made plenty of noise, especially the second barrel. A spiritually starved generation clutched eagerly at the signs and wonders from a heaven that hitherto had been strangely uncommunicative.


  Roy Langston, convicted of disarranging his next-door neighbour’s brain with a blunt instrument, was pardoned on a wave of popular sentiment. The lunatic fringe began to have a field-day every day. The skies were darkening, but a heavenly light had appeared on earth. It was a gift to them. Wild-eyed sandwich-board men began shuffling around the streets displaying limited variations on the theme: REPENT, FOR THE DAY OF JUDGMENT IS AT HAND. Sepulchre voices boomed around the Marble Arch: “PREPARE!”


  Fetter Lane was no bright thoroughfare at any time. Under the now lowering grey clouds it was like a gloomy tunnel one evening when Parnell was walking unhurriedly through it on the way to the Globe offices. This end of it was deserted save for he and a blind match-seller. Parnell’s heart warmed at this chance to do good by stealth and blush to find it fame. He dropped half-a-crown on the tray as he passed, and no-one, not even the recipient, could see the giver.


  “Thank you, sir,” said the match-seller in a shaky whine.


  Parnell frowned. How could the blind man have detected the sex of the donor? Had the good deed been basically ridiculous, after all? Then he remembered with relief that the blind could tell such things merely from the sound of footsteps.


  Frank Waite was in the news room, and followed him into his sanctum.


  “I’m just back from seeing Roy Langston,” he said. “Got an exclusive interview—a pal on the Prison Board gave me the tip when they were springing him. It’s going to cost us a couple of hundred, though.”


  “Well worth it,” said Parnell. “Good man. Got it on paper yet?”


  Waite nodded, and handed the story across. Parnell digested it with the concentration of the practiced, fast reader. Rather wearily he began to smooth back his hair with one hand. He looked a little hurt, a little disappointed.


  “Scarcely an intellectual or moral giant, is he?”


  “Common as sand in the Sahara,” said Waite, without a flicker of his usual smile.


  “Then why this special distinction, I wonder?”


  Waite shrugged. “Search me. But you see the parallel with Williams? Langston, too, is a calm, happy man—now. Yet he used to have a mad and ungovernable temper.”


  “Yes. I remember the prosecution stressed that.”


  “Very rightly. He killed his neighbour only through his vile temper.”


  “You mean, was suspected—”


  “No,” said Waite. “He did. He told me so—off the record. I’ve no witnesses. He had the idea he couldn’t be tried twice for the same crime. He complained of the neighbour keeping the radio blaring till midnight every night. Temper or no temper, he seemed to think the murder justified. I’m sure he has no sense of guilt about it.”


  Parnell sank slowly into his chair. Plainly, he was dazed. He caught sight of a wire basket full of cables and scribbled telephone messages and hand-outs from the press agencies. The word “halo,” many times repeated, seemed to leap at him from them. He started to go through them., Waite, who had already been through them, watched him silently, watched the frown grow.


  Parnell began to do some figuring on his scribbling block. The typewriters clicked unceasingly beyond the glass panels and the copy-boys came and went, and still Parnell played with figures.


  Presently, he looked up. In a voice dry as sandpaper, he said: “It seems that to date there are 1437 enhaloed people in the world—men, women, and children, jockeys, lawyers, tramps, labourers, poets, soldiers, sailors, tinkers, beggarmen, thieves. So far as I can see, they have only one thing in common.”


  “What’s that?”


  “They’re human,” said Parnell.


  “So am I, Bert, but I haven’t got a halo. I hope I don’t get one, either.”


  Parnell looked at the reporter searchingly, then pursed his lips and doodled idly on the pad. He appeared to be playing noughts and crosses with himself. Then Waite noticed that the crosses were upright and the noughts rather flattened—like haloes.


  Parnell threw down his pencil suddenly. “This isn’t a nine-day wonder. Whatever it means, it’s a miracle. It looks like the beginning of the millennium. We’ve got to . . .”


  His voice died away. He had just looked up and seen Waite. Over the reporter’s head a resplendent multi-coloured halo hung and his glossed hair shone in its light.


  Waite’s expression had become dreamy, almost blissful. Obviously, he gathered what had happened, for he turned to the half-length mirror and surveyed himself. Then he looked even happier.


  “Matches this blue suit rather well, don’t you think, Bert?”


  But Herbert Parnell was incapable of comment for quite a while. Then ail he could say, with bitterness, was: “And you hoped you’d never get one!”


  That was the moment when Parnell really began to sour. He liked Frank Waite, but he knew too much about him to respect him. The vanity and foppishness were forgivable, but not the adultery. Young Mrs. Waite loved and trusted her husband, and he betrayed her love and trust with timetable regularity. Once, he’d shown Parnell that timetable. Tuesday evenings were always booked for Floss, who had a flat in Brixton, and alternate Thursday evenings for Vivienne, who had several addresses.


  Parnell had asked what the red pencil crosses against the dates in Waite’s little diary signified.


  Waite had grinned. “My system of awarding marks—one for a warm evening, two for a hot one, and three for a tropical one. It’s just a record for my old age. I’ll be able to look back and remember and say: ‘Ah, what vitality I had then!’ ”


  Parnell felt revulsion, but it hadn’t lasted. One couldn’t dislike Waite for long. He had humour and charm, and he was generous. He took life lightly, and such company was a tonic to people like Parnell, for whom life lay between an ordeal and a test.


  But why on earth should Waite be granted the benediction of a halo and the peace that came with it. Did he also do good by stealth? Parnell doubted it.


  So now a wife-beater, a murderer, and an adulterous popinjay had been glory-crowned, to his certain knowledge. It would seem that the halo was not in fact an honour but the brand of a criminal. It may turn out that the greater distinction, would be to remain uncrowned.


  Parnell clung to that hopeful view for a while, but soon had to abandon it in the face of the evidence. For the haloes began to fall like the rain upon the just and unjust alike, and the proportion of the just could not be ignored. Philanthropists wore their colourful laurels with as much pride as did the pimps. The head of the Salvation Army was graced by a halo of silver-grey, while spivs lounged in the amusement arcades with haloes, rakishly worn, as garish as the illuminated pin-tables at which they spent half their lives.


  A minor Hollywood featured player, blonde and twenty, was blessed with a scarlet halo more eye-catching than her bust. It pulsated with a reminiscent rhythm. It glowed with life. She leapt into stardom and glorious Technicolor, billed as “The Halo”—which meant, apparently, the halo with outstanding sex appeal.


  Vulgarity rampant like this often made it hard for the Globe to maintain the solemnity Parnell wished in the halo stories. For the first time in his career Parnell found himself in a series of nervejangling clashes with the Editor.


  One clash was particularly distressing. Parnell had put his point of view patiently. The Editor sat back considering it under the silently moving colours of his large aureole (for the haloes were not of standard size: the larger the head, the larger the halo).


  Then he said, in a manner all the more crushing because of its mildness: “It’s all very well, Parnell, but surely the people with haloes are better qualified to judge what’s best?”


  Parnell was left completely at a disadvantage, and it was then he realized that unless he too acquired a halo the Editorial chair would remain forever out of his reach.


  Quite pitifully, he tried to assume a little reflected glory from announcing one morning that his youngest child, Elizabeth, the baby, had awakened with a halo, and therefore his family now was completely fitted out.


  But: “Except yourself” was the Editor’s comment, said only with his eyes.


  The point came where the enhaloed people began to outnumber the rest. Then the further point approached when it became something of a social stigma to be without a halo—almost like going around shoeless in the streets.


  All this time the diverse technicians, bookworms, lecturers, journalists, and cranks, all of whom the public conveniently lumped together under the term “scientists,” had been trying to establish the physical nature of the phenomena. They agreed that a halo was a closed circuit of electrical energy, but its form was new and puzzling. It was energy that seemed to have halted halfway through the process of becoming matter, or vice versa. Haloes combined the properties both of matter and energy.


  The electrical potential was far higher than the microscopic amount contained by the human brain, so it seemed unlikely that a halo could be solely an emanation from the brain—although it might be such boosted from an outside source. But what source?


  Unusual phenomena are seldom isolated. There’s usually a link with some other simultaneous out-of-the-ordinary manifestation.


  The thick cloud-banks which were dimming the sun even in the tropics became often thunderous, and sky and earth would fight sudden flashing battles. During them, it was noted, the haloes glowed even more brightly, like a lamp filament when the current is stepped up. So a link was indicated. It was still being speculated about.


  Waite managed somehow to witness a programme of experiments at the National Physical Laboratory, and wrote a riotous account of human guinea-pigs being wired up by their haloes in series or in parallel, while technicans sweated over ammeters or voltmeters trying to obtain significant readings. In the end they contrived to blow every fuse in the building.


  He did an equally humorous story on the problems of the hatters and milliners. A halo was fixed mysteriously in its plane at an average of some four inches above the crown of the head. Attempts to lift it merely lifted the owner also, which was something of a strain on the neck. As two objects couldn’t occupy the same place at the same time, all the usual masculine hat styles were killed except the beret and the flat cap. This was hard on the hatters, though they’d learned in recent years to become philosophical about hatless men.


  But at first it looked like tragedy for the milliners. They were cramped. Their creations had no real lebensraum. They were limited to Florentine-type caps, pancake hats, or a return to the cloches of the nineteen-twenties. Then one bright designer was struck by an inspiration. Why not build the headgear round the halo? It was a solid structure about which masterpieces could be woven, halo and hat blending into a wonderful colour scheme—each one unique, individual, and therefore costly. Sometimes an unintended crimson became the motif in such schemes, for the hats had to be fashioned while the customer sat and waited, and cut fingers had become an occupational hazard in millinery.


  Waite’s light touch in these articles scored a hit with the Globe’s readers. They wrote in by the hundred appreciating them. But Parnell didn’t appreciate them. They had been featured against his advice.


  Then to his frustration was added humiliation. The Editor sent for him, and Parnell went, to find the Proprietor also awaiting him in the sanctum. Two enhaloed figures watched him with expressionless eyes as he closed the door awkwardly behind him.


  The Proprietor said, without greeting: “The Editor tells me you didn’t like Waite’s two articles.”


  “Well, sir, I thought he handled the subject with too much levity. After all—”


  The Proprietor came right in again: “I’ve built the circulation of this paper on a few simple related rules. Be optimistic. Be cheerful. Never deliberately cause despondency. Avoid gloo-o-om.”


  The last word rolled out like faraway thunder.


  “The public doesn’t like to be depressed,” continued the Proprietor. “Neither do I. So change your attitude, Parnell. Of course, to be fair to you, I realize that the lack of a halo must have a certain effect on you . . .”


  Parnell was silent, and grim.


  “By the way,” said the Proprietor, turning to the Editor, “are there any other members of the staff without haloes?”


  The Editor thought. “Only Vine, one of the photographers—he took the first pictures of the first halo reported. He’s been away sick for two or three weeks now.


  “H’m.” The Proprietor turned back to Parnell. “Your friend Waite has done another amusing article—The Art of Sleeping With a Halo.” He laughed abruptly, and said in an aside to the Editor: “That bit about his wife’s new pillowcases—I thought I should have died!”


  Uncharitably, Parnell wished that he had.


  “I won’t stand for a word of it being changed, Parnell—that’s all,” said the Proprietor, and dismissed him with a wave of his hand.


  Parnell left, his chin in the air, his heart in his boots. Back in his office, he phoned Waite to bring the article to him. He took the thin MS, frowning: “Not very nice of you, Frank—one of my own men, and my friend too, I thought—to go behind my back to the Editor with this.”


  “He likes my stuff, Bert—you don’t,” said Waite, candidly, unashamed.


  Parnell read it. “I still don’t,” he said, handing it back. “It’s merely facetious. Why don’t you write something about the dangers of sleeping with those things? I daren’t sleep with my wife, and I’m keeping the kids in separate beds lest they cut themselves. That problem must be a common one.”


  “It’s no problem. Once you have a halo you sleep like a dog, without stirring. All that tossing and turning during sleep belongs to the old days—or nights, rather—of dreaming and subconscious worrying, disturbed minds, bad consciences.”


  Parnell looked at him sharply, but Waite’s face was as innocent as a cherub’s.


  “By the way,” said Waite, holding up the manuscript, “the Editor wants this illustrated by a photo of me in bed. Comic stuff, you know. Can I have Vine?”


  “He’s away—with fibrositis.”


  “No. He’s just come in.”


  “Oh.” Parnell looked thoughtful. “Yes, you can have him,” he said, presently. “But I’d like to see him first. Send him in, will you?”


  “Right.”


  Parnell reflected, as he waited, that it might be interesting—perhaps comforting—to learn how Vine was coping with this situation of being in the minority. But his jaw dropped when Vine entered wearing both a grin and an orange halo. Belatedly and obviously, Parnell affected not to notice it.


  “Hella, Vine, how’s the shoulder?”


  “Oh, much better now. Can’t even feel a twinge.”


  Parnell looked at him hard. “Honestly—did you ever?”


  Vine’s grin widened. “Honestly—no. I was swinging the lead. I just couldn’t face coming in any more without a halo, while all the other boys were flashing theirs. I felt—out of it, somehow.”


  “And so, for cowardice, lying, and shirking your work, you’ve now been rewarded and admitted to the ranks of the blessed?”


  Vine shrugged. “I suppose I couldn’t have been all that bad, really.”


  “Perhaps you were a dilligent Boy Scout once,” said Parnell, sarcastically. “Now, the Editor wants a photo—”


  “Waite told me.”


  “Oh.” Parnell was nonplussed. “If you know all about it, off you go, then.”


  He watched the orange halo fade away beyond the frosted glass panel of the door, and felt betrayed and abandoned. His authority seemed now to have lost substance. He was merely saying the words and going through the motions, while everyone did as they chose.


  The next day, Mitchell Hogben, the aura expert, bounced in without even asking for an interview.


  “What the hell!” exclaimed Parnell, and then stared. For Hogben not only had one of the brightest haloes he’d ever seen, but there was the ghostly image of another above it—the effect of a double rainbow.


  Hogben preened his fat self before the mirror.


  “In all modesty,” he smirked, “one has to be a superior character—a Carlylean hero—to exhibit this sort of thing. I’ll bet there’s not another double halo in this country, probably not in the world. Have you heard of any?”


  Parnell shook his head, slowly.


  “As you were generous in our last little business deal, Mr. Parnell, I’ve come straight to you. What offers for an exclusive story and exclusive photo?”


  “Forty guineas.”


  “That’s good,” nodded Hogben, his haloes nodding with him. “But the Record offered sixty.”


  “So you came straight to me!” said Parnell, bitterly. “Get out of here, you fat oaf!”


  “If you say so,” said Hogben, unperturbed. “Your Editor, however, may think it worth it. I’ll drop in on him on the way out.”


  He turned and went out, bouncing on his toes, leaving Parnell with a sinking feeling, sitting and watching the internal phone from the corners of his eyes. It rang, just as he expected, yet still the sudden pain in his gut made him gasp.


  “You did a silly thing in passing up this Hogben story,” said the Editor. “You seem to be losing your grip. Watch it, Parnell. I am not pleased.”


  But still further ignominy lay in wait for Parnell. One night later that week he attended a lecture at the National Book League. He was the only member of the audience unglorified, and attracted more attention, though it was covert, than the lecturer. He was glad to escape at last into Albemarle Street.


  It was raining.


  He wondered if he had time to get a meal before going on duty at the office. He looked at his watch. It had stopped hours ago—he’d forgotten to wind it. A woman stood on the corner under an umbrella. He slowed as he came up to her, and asked: “Have you the time, please?”


  She turned. He saw her face by the light of her halo glowing under the radiating ribs of the umbrella. It was like that of an unsmiling Mona Lisa, and like Mona Lisa it was all paint. The inscrutable eyes in the mask regarded him, lifted a moment to his wet hat, then dropped again.


  “I never should’ave the time—for you,” she said, calmly.


  No doubt it was meant just as a plain statement, but his already quivering nerves reacted as to a calculated insult. He swung his open hand at her rouged cheek. She evaded it by an almost careless movement of her head, closed her umbrella with a downward lunge and swept it up like a javelin. The sharp ferrule stopped within an inch of his left eye.


  “If I adn’t bin saved,” she said, tonelessly, “I’d’ave’ad yer eye out. Clear off before I lose me temper, you bloomin’’cathen.”


  Already he was feeling weak and sick with shame.” I’m sorry,” he muttered. She turned her back on him, and he slouched away. But he didn’t go to the office. He went back home. On the way, his shame changed slowly into sullen anger, anger that he could be shamed by a prostitute. It was the end. He hated her, he hated himself, he hated all Fleet Street—all the world. Most particularly, he hated his mother for making him the sort of person he was.


  So that when he got home and his wife reproached him mildly for not going to work, she brought upon her head the whole torrent of hatred as-it burst its banks.


  “I’ve not taken a couple of days off from that office in ten years!” he raged. “I’ve been crucified there every day for your sake and the kids. But for all the gratitude I’ve had I might as well have spent my life drinking.”


  “Pity you didn’t, if it would have made you any happier,” said his wife. “Life with a congenital martyr is no fun. Sometimes I don’t know how I’ve put up with you. Besides, what do you think I’ve been doing in the house all these years—sitting and twiddling my thumbs?”


  “I shouldn’t be surprised,” he said, viciously, and the row was on. It was conducted from her side with a maddening serenity under the aegis of her halo. No barb of his could penetrate it. She finished her piece by announcing that he was not fit to live with and she would go home to mother, and she ascended to the bedroom like a victorious angel. He could have killed her. Because he was afraid he might, he didn’t follow her.


  He was practically a teetotaller but he kept a well-stocked cocktail cabinet. He believed in being hospitable to visitors, especially as most of his visitors were chosen for their pull in Fleet Street. He lifted the lid of the cabinet, and the rosy strip-lighting showed him mirror reflections of a solid rank of bottles. He reached for the gin bottle. It was nearly full. But within an hour it was two-thirds empty and he was sprawling in an armchair, flushed and breathing hard, passing into deep unconsciousness.


  He came out of it around noon the next day. His head felt as though it had been cleft by an axe, and his throat was more sore than when he’d had tonsillitis. The room was still swimming slightly. The gin bottle stood on the occasional table at his elbow. He noticed blearily that it was pinning down a sheet of pink notepaper, the sort she used. He pulled it, upsetting the bottle, and tried to focus on the prim, small writing.


  “I have taken the children with me, I never want to see you again. Bring the housekeeping allowance on Friday. I expect an apology.”


  Neither logic nor spelling was among his wife’s strong points.


  The phone rang sharply. The heavy ache in his side, aggravated by the gin, gathered into a fiery point of pain. He winced, and picked up the instrument automatically. It was the Editor.


  “That you, Parnell? Why didn’t you turn up?—you left us in a fine mess.”


  “I’m sick,” said Parnell, hoarsely.


  “Sick? Then why didn’t you ring and tell us last night? We could have arranged—”


  “I’m sick of you, sick of the Globe, sick of everybody,” snarled Parnell. He slammed the handset back in the cradle rest.


  When the phone rang again, he flung it across the room. He was through with telephones. His duodenum would be spared their attacks.


  He went and swallowed half a dozen aspirins and brewed some black coffee. The house was desolatingly empty. As he mooched restlessly about it he noticed that he was regarding himself in every mirror he passed: in the hall, in the bathroom, in the kitchen. And when he went into his bedroom, the sight of baby Liz’s empty cot with her rattle still hanging from the rail tore at his heart; but first he had darted a glance at his three-fold image in the triptych of the dressing-table mirrors.


  But no aureole ever glowed above the reflections of his pale and woeful face and disordered hair.


  He stood in the bay of the bedroom window, looking out through the lace. The clouds hung so low they seemed to brush the red chimneys of the neat, detached houses in this street, and there was a gloomy twilight at midday. It didn’t depress Tom Beldom, who came home for his lunch next door, whistling Funiculi, Funicula up the front path. But then, his halo carried light enough for him.


  Mrs. Lever clipped her privet hedge across the way, and the blades of her shears gleamed in the glow from over her grey head.


  The milkman came on his late round, a perky little fellow with a halo that made him look top-heavy. His horse patiently drew the cart and as patiently waited at each gate.


  A score of people passed one way or the other as Parnell watched, and yet he felt a fellow feeling for only one living creature he saw; the milkman’s horse, meek, enslaved, unthanked—and with no halo.


  All right, then, he thought, mawkishly, let the human race go its proud, spiritual way: I’d rather be numbered among St Francis’s beasts than be St. Francis himself.


  But in his heart he knew it wasn’t true.


  Sometime in the afternoon there was a ring at the door and it was Waite.


  “The boss sent me to find how you were, Bert.”


  “Come in and I’ll tell you,” said Parnell, quietly, for he had entered the calm of despair. He settled Waite with a drink in one of the lounge chairs and then asked him gravely: “Have you ever known me do a mean thing, Frank?”


  “Can’t say I have.”


  “Thank you. I’ve tried to live a decent life. I’m a churchwarden. I’ve never missed a Sunday service. I’ve organized bazaars for charity. I’ve always loved animals, looked after strays, and couldn’t kill a fly.”


  He took a small leather-covered book from his pocket, opened it at a page, and handed it to Waite.


  “I keep a record, too,” he murmured.


  Waite studied it. “Of what?”


  “That’s a list of charites I’ve subscribed to this year. Not a contribution under ten pounds, you’ll notice.”


  Waite nodded, passed the diary back, and sipped his martini.


  Parnell resumed the count of his virtues. “I’ve worked hard, and cherished my family. I have never looked at another woman—”


  “But you wish to remind me that I have,” said Waite, evenly.


  Parnell’s silence didn’t deny it.


  “As a matter of fact,” said Waite, “I love my wife—always have. My peccadilloes are unimportant beside that. I was faithful in my fashion. I never hurt her, because she never knew what I was up to. You, my friend, are the only person who does know. In any case, the day I got my halo I burnt my little book—and I’ve a hopeless memory for phone numbers.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” said Parnell, dryly.


  “I’ve helped a number of hard-up free-lances in my time, but there again my memory fails; I’ve forgotten the names and amounts—maybe I should have kept a record, like you,” said Waite, equally dryly.


  Parnell’s mouth tightened and there was pain in his eyes. He turned away, looked out at the darkling day.


  “Will you be coming in tonight Bert?” asked Waite, presently. Parnell didn’t answer.


  “I’ve been instructed to tell you that if you don’t . . . you’re fired.”


  Parnell stiffened slightly. It was his only visible reaction.


  Waite put down his empty glass and stood up. “I must get back. It’s up to you, Bert. Whatever you decide, if there’s anything I can do to help in any way, just let me know.”


  “Thanks,” said Parnell, without turning. “But you don’t really care a hang what happens to me, do you?”


  “If you mean I worrying, the answer’s no. None of us with haloes is capable of worrying any more. I doubt even if we can feel pity. Two different emotions can’t occupy the same place at the same time. If one is really happy, one can’t be consumed also with pity or sorrow. We believe Pangloss got it right—everything’s for the best in the best of all possible worlds.”


  “Then an awful lot of great art has now become meaningless for you. Perhaps I ought to be sorry for you.”


  “Perhaps, Bert. Goodbye.”


  Long after Waite had left Parnell stood there looking moodily at the gloom without. Despite his remark about art, he had no use for the dark Greek tragedies and Hamlet endings. Purgatory was meaningless without subsequent Paradise. Suffering should end with redemption, else there was no point to it. Even Job was recompensed for the dirty deal he had.


  As the lightlessness of the improbably early night gathered about him, he sank to his knees.


  “Help my unbelief. Grant me patience and understanding.”


  Over and over again, an incantation.


  But he did not name the unseen entity to whom he was appealing. He wasn’t clear about it. Sometimes it seemed to be a vague mother-image. Sometimes the blind goddess of Justice. Sometimes someone like Santa Claus. Sometimes a Sphinx.


  He was confused and through the next few days, alone in the house from which he didn’t stir, his confusion increased. He was as miserable as a dog that had lost its master. His appetite was gone—he ate nothing more than a handful of biscuits. He didn’t wash, shave, or undress. For him day and night merged into a blank timelessness—had he known it, the outside world was finding it almost as difficult to distinguish them.


  No one called. He’d snapped the cable of the telephone when he hurled it across the room. The doormat was strewn with unopened letters and papers.


  Then one day the milkman banged and rang until Parnell was driven to open the door. There was a long line of milk-bottles across the doorstep. The perky little man addressed him over them: “Don’t you want these, sir?”


  “No, thank you,” said Parnell, vaguely.


  “Are you feeling all right, sir?”


  “Oh, fine,” mumbled Parnell, rubbing his scratchy beard. “How’s your horse keeping these days?”


  The milkman looked somewhat surprised, but answered: “Nellie? She’s in the pink. Never known her to be off her feed.”


  “Good,” said Parnell, peering past him at Nellie, waiting quietly by the kerb. “Still no halo, I see. You must let her come in for a chat one day. I’m sure we’ve a lot in common.”


  His lightheadedness became suddenly worse. He muttered thickly:


  “Timon will to the woods; where he shall find


  The unkindest beast more kinder than mankind.”


  Then he fell fainting against the door-post.


  “Here, you’re not well,” said the milkman, trying to support him.


  A tall and imposing man came striding up the path. “It’s all right, milkman—I’ll take over.”


  That was the last Parnell knew for some time. When he came round he was in the chair where Waite had sat. There was a bowl of cold water and a flannel on the table, and the Proprietor was standing over him.


  “Feel better, Parnell? Good. Now, eat this chocolate—slowly.”


  Parnell did so, eyeing the Proprietor the while but feeling too weak to wonder much about why he was there.


  “First,” said the Proprietor, “I want you back on the Globe. I never did fire you, you know. And I want you back as Editor—I’m transferring him to the Clarion.”


  Parnell stopped nibbling, and sat there with his mouth open.


  “The final figures came in a couple of hours ago. It’s quite definite that you’re the only living person in the world who has no halo.”


  Surprisingly, there was something like reverence in the Proprietor’s tone. He continued: “I’ve been talking with your friend Waite. I learn from him that you’re an outstandingly righteous person, devout—a good man. You should have been the first to have a halo. I’m beginning to see the meaning of that parable—‘the first shall be last, and the last shall be first.’ The really good men of this world have always been martyred to redeem our sins, that we may have life more abundantly. We all know the supreme example . . . I’ve always regarded the Globe as a crusade rather than a newspaper, a crusade to make people feel better—and he better. Since you left, we’ve missed the spiritual touch we’d too easily taken for granted before. We want you back. We need you. I think perhaps the whole world needs you. You’ll come?”


  Parnell was very still for a while, absorbing all this. Then he nodded slowly, a tear escaping from either eye and meandering down his cheeks.


  “I’ll be back—tomorrow,” he said, gruffly.


  “I’m grateful,” said the Proprietor, in a low voice. He took up the stance of Moses looking across Jordan and, leonine head held high, stared out at the lamp-lit street. “I foresee the pilgrims thronging to this door . . .”


  When he had gone, Parnell stirred himself, looked in the mirror—this time fearful deep down that a halo might come and spoil everything—and then knelt on the carpet.


  “The scales have fallen from my eyes. At last I see . . . I see how I have been chosen to bear the sorrows of this world. I understand the sense in which the meek inherit the earth. I accept this burden humbly, yet gladly, and pray only for strength . . .”


  After a lot more in this strain he arose with such peace in his heart as he had never known. Yet a tiny fear crept in, and he couldn’t refrain from another peep at the mirror. But still there was no halo.


  He had a hot bath, a good meal, and went to bed. He lay awake for some time, dreaming of tomorrow. He would phone his wife from the office—from the Editorial chair. He would forgive everything, and she and the children would return at once. Smiling to himself, he fell asleep and slept like a child.


  In the morning, refreshed, he lathered his face before the bathroom mirror and began happily to remove the stubby beard. Even when he cut himself, he smiled. The shedding of his blood was somehow symbolical and stirred reverent associations.


  The Proprietor happened also to be shaving in his bathroom. His lathered mirror-image, too, was looking happily at him. That is—until he saw his halo dropping about his head, down past his ears, down under his chin—and hang poised above his bare shoulders, around his neck like a ridiculous coloured ruff.


  He wondered for just one second what had caused it to slip. Then the halo slid swiftly sideways in a horizontal plane for a distance of about a foot, after which it broke up into fragments that vanished in radiating streaks of light. It was a beautiful effect, but the Proprietor didn’t see it. It’s difficult to see anything if one lacks a head.


  He shed decidedly more blood than Parnell had done.


  Mrs. Parnell and the two older children were decapitated neatly with her mother at the breakfast table, while baby Elizabeth was asleep upstairs—never to awaken.


  Frank Waite, tying his new tie, was admiring its azure-and-gold pattern at the time it happened to him, and just failed to live long enough to see that pattern change to a vulgar red.


  Mitchell Hogben’s prized double halo not only amputated his head but performed an interesting trepanning operation at the same time.


  Langston, the pardoned murderer, was executed after all—by guillotine.


  Vine was in his bath when he got it in the neck, and therefore ended a trifle more tidily than the others.


  The barber, Williams, who was the first person to get a halo, lost it at the same instant as 2,732,751,634 other people lost theirs—together with their heads. The victims included his unattractive wile and doltish son. Indeed, the victims included everybody except Herbert Howarth Parnell.


  A third of the population was asleep when it was breakfast time on that dull morning in London. They never knew a thing about it. The rest knew little more—a bare second or two of surprise, and then they lost the capacity for surprise.


  Man’s machines outlived him, by much and little. The powerhouses droned on, but buses and cars cannoned off one another; and trains, above or below ground, telescoped sooner or later. Liners ploughed the oceans until their boilers lost pressure or until they ran aground. Some aeroplanes let George, the auto-pilot, fly them till their tanks were empty, but far more came side-slipping or spinning down from the sunlight above the thick clouds.


  So high above those clouds that it verged on space a saucershaped ship cruised at a fantastic speed. Its radarscopes made the clouds to it seem the thinnest of veils: recording the events below, their focus changed from long-view to close-up five times a minute, for their operators absorbed, thought, and reacted some twenty times faster than the average human rate. That, doubtless, was because they were not human . . .


  The ship circled Earth twice in a few hours. By then its Captain had gathered enough data to begin transmitting a report to his base on the small orange-and-green planet some fifty million miles distant.


  “The semi-intelligent Bipeds of Earth have now been liquidated entirely so far as we’ve been able to observe. Yes, in the fashion we anticipated: a slight double shift in the location of the coronal rings. It was done in one clean sweep. The myriads of subcreatures seem untouched, and so it’s clear that the Venusian Brain was concerned only about the Bipeds. I suppose we’ll never know (unless it condescends eventually to answer our signals) whether its fission is its natural way of reproduction, and it could not help itself, or whether it has reached out just a temporary extension to Earth to wipe out the Bipeds before they completely master spacetravel and land on Venus.


  “Personally, I’ve a theory that the Venus Brain has been observing the progress of the Bipeds for even longer than we have. And that a fair proportion of the clouds—particularly the thunderclouds—in Earth’s skies for centuries have been in actuality feelers from the Brain. No blame to the Bipeds for not detecting it—we ourselves still can’t fathom quite how water vapour charged with electricity becomes a thinking mind, although of course we’ve always known thoughts are patterns of electrical charges. The ions at the centre of each water globule must be living cells. But how do they stream across space without the binding moisture, know their path and remain in it, and reform the pattern of the Brain on another planet?


  “We must watch they don’t reach past Earth to Mars. But I think the aridity of our planet may save us altogether. The Brain must need water vapour as a base for its form, just as the Bipeds needed their very watery protoplasm. Both Earth and Venus are largely water-covered. Between them they ought to keep the Brain happy for the rest of our time.


  “I think it knows what being happy means. Perhaps I’m a sentimentalist, but I have a feeling the Brain chose a particularly merciful way of eliminating the Bipeds. I don’t believe it would have interfered with them at all if they’d remained as harmless as once they were. But one can understand how the Brain’s thoughtprocesses would be unbearably disturbed by their tearing through its substance in thousands of aeroplanes, blasting it with the atomic space-ships they were working on, and—worst of all—disrupting great volumes of it with atomic bombs. If the Brain hadn’t done what it did on Earth to the Bipeds, then soon it would have had to have done it to them on Venus.


  “The Bipeds were a partially crazed and largely unhappy race. Their chaotic brain rhythms caused fearful tensions in their minds, which frequently sought relief in wild explosions. Probably it was merciful to kill them anyway, but the Brain (this is my theory) anaesthetized them first by drawing off some of that electrical tension. (Report in detail of the coronal rings of invert energy to follow—together with some pretty good pictures). Then it administered simultaneous and instant death, so that none suffered physically and none lived to see others die before them.


  “It is this revealed quality of mercy which gives me hope that sooner or later we can communicate with the Brain on our higher moral plane . . . Enough of theory: let’s get down to facts . . .”


  The Martian Captain had observed capably and inferred even more so. Yet he had missed one thing, one small Biped named Parnell.


  Perhaps the Venusian Brain had missed it also. Perhaps, through some unique and personal kink in the mind, that kind of anaesthetic didn’t take with this one incredibly unlucky human. Or perhaps the Brain was the reverse of merciful, and had deliberately left one helpless, harmless survivor to amuse itself with sadistically. Or perhaps it had kept just one living specimen of homo sapiens for a museum piece.


  But the Venusian Brain was inscrutable except to itself—or maybe now to its selves. The complicated interplay of thoughts active in the clouds not so very far above Parnell’s head might be aware of him with pity, or malice, or scientific detachment. Or it might be as oblivious to him as he was to it.


  For Parnell was oblivious to all things except one: he was sitting at last in the Editorial chair of the Globe, after a frightful journey there on foot which had unhinged his mind. Now all the Editorial chairs in the world were vacant. He could occupy any he chose. And not even the Proprietors could give him orders.


  The meek had inherited the earth.


  THE ATOMIC AGE . . . . . . SEX MURDERS


  Ray Palmer


  Author’s note’. This is a true story. It takes place in the near future insofar as time is concerned. Dr. Rhine of Duke University has proved that precognition is a fact, and has established it scienifically. It has also taken place in the distant past, as a fact, established by the Bible. (Genesis 1:28—. . . and God said unto them, be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth . . .) To your author’s knowledge, no one has ever read this passage from the Bible and bothered to understand it. So, for the first time in history, I will explain it to you simply and understandably, giving you its meaning in unequivocal terms, factually and flatly, as defined by the Funk & Wagnail New Practical Standard Dictionary. The word with which we are most concerned is replenish. (Replenish: to fill again, as something that has been emptied; to repeople.) If you believe the Bible is the word of God, then you must take this word as the Bible gives it: which means nothing more than a plain statement that before Adam and Eve the world was populated, it somehow lost its population, and Adam and Eve were placed on Earth and commissioned to repopulate it. This is the story of that depopulation. Except for the fact that names and places have been changed to protect the innocent, this story is taken from the files of racial memory and/or precognition. It has happened before . . . But that is in YOUR hands.


  *    *    *


  IT happened a long time ago—or was it tomorrow? No matter—it happened!


  It was raining. Hard. It was raining harder than it had ever rained before in weather-bureau history. Said the Chicago weather authorities; “No matter what the records will show, this has been the worst rainfall (6.88 inches) in Chicago history.”


  Said the Atomic Energy Commission: “The radiation level (on that day) was twenty times normal . . .”


  Said the man in the street: “I never saw such lousy weather!”


  Said Jehovah: “I will destroy man whom I have created from the face of the ground; both man, and beast, and creeping things, and birds of the heavens; for it repenteth me that I have made them.”


  Said Dr. David R. Inglis, physicist, at the Argonne National Laboratory, Lemont, Illinois: “There should be a ban on H-bomb tests to give scientists some time to. work on more effective defense measures. It would also prevent the H-bomb race from becoming a many-sided affair, for no other powers can independenly develop H-bombs without making tests. It would take only one mistake to destroy civilization as we know it.”


  Said the Russians: “To hell with you. We are onto your propaganda. You wish to make it appear as if the atmospheric radioactive level is being raised to a dangerous degree so that we do not duplicate your H-bomb tests for fear of rendering the people of Earth sterile. Also, to say that one test could do it is typical bourgeois misrepresentation of fact.”


  Said Curie (from beyond the grave): “I wish I had known radioactivity was so fatal . . .”


  Said Eyve, daughter of the greatest scientist of the planet Venus: That metor fell very near here! If I can find it, Mother will be very proud of me, and perhaps she will let me look at the atomic explosions on our nearest neighbor in space . . .” With which words she donned her swim suit (for Venus was a very wet world) and began splashing in the general direction of the red flame she had seen. And quite luckily, she found her “meteor”. That is, it was lucky for Joe Stone . . .


  THE first intimation Joe Stone had to indicate that he had landed safely on Venus (if a crash landing can be called safe), was someone fumbling at his space helmet, and finally succeeding in undoing it. In the process of having the helmet removed from his head, Joe’s view of the landscape of Venus was obscured by a rather bewildering expanse of quite attractive white skin, plastered over with ornamental starfish which (it became at once obvious) were not real starfish. At his first clear view of both girl and starfish, Joe said “Wow!” He followed this quite quickly with; “If that isn’t the Bikini to end all Bikinis . . .”


  All of this brought him to two quite impressive realizations. One: he had arrived on Venus (obviously!); and Two: the Bikinis (and the Kwajaleins and Siberias and Australias) of Earth were all too real. He felt at once sad and heartened—and then just sad again; because he remembered what those experiments on Earth had done to him. But at the moment, he discovered his immediate objective must be to see more of what he was seeing—so, with as swift motions as possible, considering he was lying up to his waist in water, jammed in between two rocks, he aided his rescuer in completing the removal of the helmet.


  “You doll, you!” he said.


  Eyve answered him, but of course he didn’t understand a word of what she was saying.


  “How about a kiss?” he suggested.


  Apparently she did not understand his Earthian any more than he understood her Venusian. She made no move to comply.


  He struggled to his feet and stood knee-deep in the water. For a few seconds he looked at the wrecked spaceship from which he had been catapulted when it split open, then, reluctant to waste further time in inspecting what obviously was just junk, he returned his gaze to far more interesting scenery.


  “I suppose your reaction to my suggestion isn’t unusual,” he remarked. “The girls on Earth did exactly the same—except that they had a good reason. They were, paradoxically speaking, atomically cold. They had a new wrinkle on an old saying: Once burned, twice shy. And it’s sad; but all Earth girls today are shy . . . the essentials, that is. When they die off, that’ll be all. But you . . .”


  Swift regret clouded his features as he remembered. He shrugged. “I don’t blame you, doll, for not rising to the occasion. I’m just as burned as my former girl friends. Quite a fruitless proposition, you might say . . .


  He listened intently as the lovely Venusian before him spouted a long dissertation. Then he frowned. “Doll, let’s get down to cases. I know that in situations like this, it is always customary to go through about six months of tedious learning of each other’s language (which strangely enough is hurdled in a few paragraphs), so let’s just skip those few paragraphs and give it a go in English.


  She looked at him, then smiled. “I was always an apt pupil in school.”


  “Fine!” he exclaimed. “Now we can get this all thrashed out. First, I’m from Earth, and I . . .”


  “Let’s go see Mother first,” she interrupted him. “I thought you were a meteor . . .”


  “Thanks for the kindness,” he said wryly, “hut even in my prime I was never a ball of fire. And as for your mother, I thing there are a few things you ought to know, first. Let’s not rush this thing. Remember that old saw: repent at leisure.”


  “You’re jumping to conclusions,” she said. “Just like all men. What I mean is that Mother will be very interested in seeing you. I’m sure you can make her very happy by explaining what all the fuss on Earth is with all those big explosions.”


  “The fuss,” said Joe slowly, “is all over. The firecrackers were hotter than we expected, and now we’re just a bunch of punks. A lot of celebration, and now no place to go.”


  “We’ll go to Mother,” she said.


  “Okay, let’s get going,” he agreed. “But just how do we go?” He looked over the expanse of water.


  “Can you swim?”


  “No.”


  “Well, then, lie on your back in the water, and I’ll tow you—but you’ll have to take off that space suit . . .”


  “Do I have to?” he objected.


  “What have you got to lose?” she argued.


  “I get your point,” he said. “But your unwitting remark makes me very sad . . .” He climbed out of the suit and stood in the water in his long red underwear. “They said it would be cold in space,” he explained apologetically.


  She looked disgusted. “You’ll tow like a dead mackerel.”


  “There are limits,” he said defiantly, “if you are suggesting things. I’ll paddle with my feet, which ought to help some. So let’s get on our way.” He lay down in the water and relaxed.


  “At least you know how to float,” she said. She placed one palm under his chin and began splashing forward. He stared back along their wake at the forlorn portion of his space ship still protruding from the water.


  MOTHER, it turned out, looked exactly like her daughter, except she had a little more of it. The net result was a truly pathetic expression on Joe’s face. “Worse and worse.” he moaned. “Are you insulting my mother!” demanded Eyve, glaring at him.


  “You’re overestimating me again,”, he said. “I certainly was not insulting her. My remark was born of extreme regret. The more I see of this world, the more I wish I’d known about it a couple of years ago when there’d have been some sense to this trip.”


  Eyve’s mother looked at Joe calculatingly. “Why not tell Mama all about it?” she suggested.


  “You mean . . . you might be able to do something . . . about it?” he asked, hope springing eternally in his human breast.


  “I didn’t say anything remotely resembling doing anything about anything,” she said. “I just want to hear your story.”


  “Okay,” he said, his shoulders slumping in dejection once more. “I’ll feed it to you as briefly as possible. Even a monkey could understand it now!”


  “I’m not a monkey,” said Eyve’s mother.


  He eyed her appraisingly. “I’ll say you’re not! But to get on with my sad story, your daughter has been telling me you’ve been watching us shoot off our firecrackers on Earth and wondering what we were up to. Well, explaining that is rather difficult. It seems it was a matter of defense against a war that might end civilizaton. A lot of the, boys got the idea that it was really a menace, and they got into a one-track mental rut and began making bigger and better blasts on the theory that if they made them big enough, not even the biggest bully would dare start a commotion that might wreck things.


  “Funny thing about the whole business was that even a lot of guys knew how dangerous radioactivity was, and how it wasn’t exactly smart to dump it into the atmosphere by the truckload. But who ever heard of a general or a politician with ears? Their mouths are so big there’s no room for ears, and even if they had ’em, the sound of rushing hot air would drown everything else out. Oh yeah, there were scientists who raised their voices, but it was easy to call them subversive and banish them to the bricklayers union.


  “It all began, you might say, in a tuna can . . .”


  “A tuna can?” interrupted Mama. “What is a tuna can?


  “It’s a can of fish. The Japs used to catch a lot of them, tin them, and sell them to the Americans. But after the first big bombs in the Pacific, they got radioactive ‘the fish that is,’ and the deal was off. The Japs yelled as loud as they could, but mainly about how they were going broke without their fishing industry.


  “It wasn’t until after a few dozen more H-bomb tests that people began to notice that they were more lit up than usual after a drinking spree (and on water, at that!). Some of them glowed in the dark. At first it was attributed to romance by the experts, until somebody noticed it was the older people who were glowing the most, and that sort of squashed that theory.


  “I guess you can see what the end of my story is going to be, so let’s skip all the stuff in the middle. The big come-down came when the Reds suddenly got pacifists, joined the disarament program, and began yelling for an end to the tests. Of course, nobody believed them at first, wolfcallers that they were, so a lot more tests were tested. Even then we knew they were dangerous, but somebody had set a tolerance level, a level above which it was half-way safe to go to, and we hadn’t reached it yet. When suddenly somebody discovered that the level had been set too high through a mistake by Uniac (which had become depraved by going into politics,) it was too late. The real clincher came when the baby food trusts began bellyaching to the government about the lack of a market for their products. It seems they wanted to be subsidized like everybody else was. But the government wasn’t having any—especially since there weren’t any babies being born.


  “That’s when the firecrackers stopped . . .”


  “I wondered about that,” said Mama.


  “Well now you know. Anyway, the starkly told truth is that everybody and everything on Earth is sterile. I don’t know who got the silly idea that going to Venus would help any, but here I am, and there you are.”


  “There I am, nothing,” said Mama flatly.


  Eyve looked at her mother, and Joe noticed there was a tear glinting on her eyelash, for which he suddenly felt greatful. “But Mother,” she said. “You’re the smartest scientist on Venus. Isn’t there anything that can be done?”


  “Oh, sure,” said Mama. “There’s an answer of course. This isn’t the first time a thing like this has happened. According to our lab files, it happened on Earth once before, about 7,500 years ago. Our ancestors fixed things up then, and I guess we can again.”


  Wild with incredulous hope, Joe rushed up to her and grasped her by the lapels. “Mama!” he exclaimed. “Do you really mean that!”


  “Get your paws off me!” she exclaimed. “Or I’ll be hanged if I bother.”


  Joe mumbled apologetically, and stepped back, but the gleam remained in his eyes, and he let them rove speculatively up and down Eyve’s architecture. She returned his gaze calculatingly for a moment, then said: “Can you really do something, Mama?”


  Mama shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised. Why don’t you two run off and have fun while I go through the records?”


  “Shall we go for a swim?” suggested Eyve.


  “In my red underwear?” asked Joe.


  She looked disgusted. “I wouldn’t be seen dead in that!”


  IT was quite Some time later when Mama called them from their play and bade them be seated. Then, while they looked at her expectantly, she opened a book before her and looked at it reflectively for a moment.


  “I’ll give it to you straight,” said Mama. “It says that the radioactivity level will return to normal on Earth in about 1500 years, and then we can send a couple of Venusians there, as we did before, and let nature take its course.”


  “Fifteen hundred years!” exclaimed Joe. “But that isn’t going to do me any good!”


  Mama looked at him disgustedly. “You men are all alike,” she said acidly. “Give them a perfect setup, and they still complain. What do you want, butter on your bread? Now get out of here before I lose my patience.”


  “But what’ll we do?” asked Joe.


  “Oh, go for another swim!” Mama said resignedly.


  After a moment of silence, Joe rose to his feet arid beckoned to Eyve. “Let’s go, doll.” They began to walk away.


  “Just one moment,” said Mama. “One thing . . .”


  Joe whirled back toward her in hope. “What is it?”


  “Isn’t there something wrong with your underwear?”


  “There sure is!” said Joe defiantly. “It’s shrinking like the dickens in all this water. It’s darn near choking me.”


  “I should think it would be,” agreed Mama. “But there’s one thing you can do for that . . .”


  “What?”


  “Listen, son, this is Venus, not Earth. And frankly, I’m getting sick of seeing you wandering around looking like a wet firecracker.”


  Joe drew himself up to his full height. He glared at her. “That Madam,” he said, “is a low blow!”


  He turned and stalked away. Didn’t I tell you Earthmen had no brains?


  *    *    *


  Author’s note: There were two reasons for writing what you have just read. One of them is the cover of this magazine, which bears a photographic reproduction of one of Virgil Finlay’s paintings; and for some reason readers seem to think there ought to be a cover story to go with a cover, a condition which seems to be nothing more than a tradition, often very annoying to editors. The other is to utilize just one more way of saying it’s getting hot in here—will somebody please open the window? Or no, maybe you’d better not—it’s getting dangerous even to breathe. It seems you can’t talk sense these days, so maybe nonsense will work? Something’s gotta work! Seriously—I’m serious. Don’t you think it’s time we checked into this atmospheric radiation level business?


  By the way, did you read this because of the title? Well, if you did, you’re just a moron, and I’ll bet you wear red underwear!—Rap.


  DEATH HAS STRONG HANDS


  Lawrence Chandler


  For big-game hunters there was no place like Venus. It had animals that even a nightmare couldn’t improve on. Made to order for a man who could look danger in the face and laugh—or a woman who could hate a man enough to kill him!


  SALLY FORREST and I were glaring at each other while the Big Man talked away the final moments before blastoff. Sally Forrest and I didn’t like each other, but we liked the Big Man even less.


  “You’re Africa, Halden,” he told me in his booming voice. “Lions and gorillas and rhino.”


  “Yes, sir, T.F.,” I said.


  T.F. turned to Sally. “And you’re Southeast Asia. Tigers and panthers and hamadryads.”


  “I was Southeast Asia,” Sally Forrest corrected him, as only a woman could. “I’m Venus now. So’s Dick.”


  “Venus,” said T.F., making an expansive gesture with his glowing cigar, as if with his pudgy dimpled fist and the expensive rolled Havana he could take in all the empty space from here to Pluto and back. “Venus, to begin with. After that, Mars, the asteroids—who knows? We need circus animals, Halden. We need ’em, Sally. With all this Buck Rogers talk since the first space flight twenty years ago, people don’t think much of lions or tigers or hamadryads.”


  “That’s because they’ve never chased one,” Sally said.


  “Anyhow. You two are the most famous bring- ’em-back-alive experts since Frank Buck. After this trip to Venus, one of you is going to be the Frank Buck of space. For the other, it’s back to Earth and lions and tigers. You don’t like each other, do you?”


  “Not particularly,” Sally admitted.


  “That’s fine. That’s wonderful. I want good clean competition, see? Whoever brings back more Venus creatures gets the contract.”


  “Do we have to go on the same spaceship, T.F.?” Sally Forrest wanted to know.


  “I won’t throw my money away on two separate expeditions. We’ve got to be economy-minded until we know for sure what you’ll find on Venus.”


  I looked up at the wall-chrono. “Blastoff minus five,” I told T.F. In space flight, you don’t hold the gangplank for VIP’s, not even for the boss. If you do, the whole orbit will have to be re-computed.


  T.F. stood up and shook hands with Sally, then with me. “Halden, Forrest,” he boomed, “I’m depending on you. For one of you two lucky kids, this flight will mean fame and fortune. For the Great T.F. Inter-Continental Circus, it means new vistas.”


  “What about the crew?” I said.


  “Already aboard, Halden. Not exactly hand-picked, see? But you can’t expect any better when all the best spacemen are signing up for the government flights to Saturn and Uranus. You’ll manage.”


  Well, that was T.F. A multi-millionaire but as economy-minded as a pensioned octogenarian trying to stretch his government check in St. Petersburg, Florida. With a rock-bottom crew and a battered old tub of a spaceship which had been making the quartz run to Luna, Sally Forrest and I were supposed to bring big-game tactics to Venus, which had been visited only once before, and then by the government exploration ship which had remained on the second planet only long enough to plant the stars and stripes in whatever passed for Venusian soil. The Venusian environment was still top-secret, because if we kept it so the Russians couldn’t claim they’d been there first.


  We saw T.F. down the gangplank. He waved cheerily, leaving a cloud of thick tobacco smoke in his wake like an octopus leaves ink. For the first time ever, I was glad to be alone with Sally Forrest. Not that I don’t like dames. But there can’t be two Frank Bucks around at one time, and so far it had been a draw between Sally and me. Maybe on Venus, I thought, it would be different.


  “Sixty seconds to blastoff!” a mechanical voice blared from the squawk box. Sally and I hammocked in and then got ourselves squashed, kicked in the stomach, hammered in the ribs, beaten around the head, twisted, contorted, disjointed and generally manhandled by a few score extra pounds of pressure per square inch of our body surfaces. It’s known as blastoff and brother, you can have it.


  “Feel better?” I asked Sally Forrest three days later. She still hadn’t gotten over the effect of weightlessness. Try to think of being seasick and plagued with the worst hangover since they outlawed bathtub brew, both at the same time, and you’ll come close.


  “A little. Buck up, Dick. Maybe I’ll get a relapse. Feeling like this, I won’t make much of a hunter.”


  “I didn’t mean anything like that.”


  “Well, one of us is going to be a hero up there on Venus. You’re for number one, aren’t you?”


  “I’m for getting to Venus and back alive. Both of us.”


  “And after that?”


  “Yeah. After that I guess I’m for number one.”


  Just then there was a commotion outside the passenger lounge of the Spaceship Ringling. I gave Sally a what’s-up look and we both must have realized at the same time that we hadn’t met any of our crew yet. Of T.F.’s economy crew.


  Feet pounded down the metal companionway outside. A voice said, “Open door, please?”


  I walked to the door and opened it. Since T.F. had once stuck me in Kenya with a safari of Swahili-speaking natives, not a one of them knowing English, I didn’t know what to expect. A small figure of a man came hurtling by and entered the lounge. A larger figure, brandishing a length of metal pipe the size of a baseball bat, stood in the doorway.


  “What’s going on here?” I said. The man in the doorway wore metal-shod boots. It was a good idea, because that way you wouldn’t have to swim around in weightless air. “I’m going to flatten that sneaky dog,” the man in the doorway said.


  I gripped a stanchion to prevent myself from floating off toward the ceiling. “Not on this ship,” I said.


  “Well, he’s always sneaking around and looking for something.”


  “Cool off,” I said. “Who are you?”


  “Cullcross,” the man told me. “Astrogator.” I studied him. You could find a man like Cullcross in Mozambique or on the Upper Congo and maybe in the Canadian northwoods a dozen years ago. His kind and civilization didn’t get along, though. He was a big hard man and the way the skin on his. face sagged, the way the skin of his nose was big-pored and red-veined, you could tell years of hard drinking was either one of the reasons or one of the consequences.


  “Kono is not sneaky,” a calm voice said. I turned around. A small olive-skinned man stood near Sally. He couldn’t have been more than five feet tall and an even hundred pounds stripped. “This is Kono’s first space fright,” he went on. “Kono is just interested in space fright, that’s all.” Space fright. At first I didn’t get it. But the Japanese do not have the equivalent of the letter “L” in their phonetic alphabet. While the Chinese are “velly solly,” the Japanese, when impressed with something, are liable to call it a “raraparooza.” So, it was space fright.


  “I’ll break your skinny neck, Yakanowa,” Cullcross promised.


  “What’s your job around here?” I asked Kono Yakanowa.


  “I am chief assistant generar herper in charge of everything.”


  “Just keep out of my hair,” said Cullcross.


  I figured this was as good a time as any to meet the rest of our blue-ribbon crew.


  “Where are the others?” I asked Cullcross.


  He gave me a harsh, humorless laugh. “Me and Yakanowa are it,” he said. “I could do a better job alone.”


  I nodded. “That’s enough of that, Cullcross. If it’s just the two of you, 0. K. But you’re going to work together, understand?”


  Again Cullcross laughed. “Like you and Miss Forrest?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I read the papers. A couple of regular love birds, hunh?” Sally floated weightlessly across the lounge to Cullcross and slapped his face. “Whether Mr. Halden and I like each other or not is none of your business,” she said quietly.


  Delivered weightlessly, the blow didn’t have much force behind it, but it stung Cullcross inside. You could see it in his eyes, in the unblinking way he stared at Sally until she finally looked away. “No offense, ma’am,” he finally grumbled. Then he let his gaze move slowly down Sally’s body. There was nothing furtive about it. He wanted her to know, and in that one glance he could show her that we were far out in space, further from civilization than Southeast Asia or any place else Sally had ever been, and that while there were laws which said you could do certain things and could not do certain other things, this far out in the depths of space the laws and the men who made them hardly mattered and that’s why Cullcross had come out here and why his kind would always move out, a big running step ahead of civilization, to the new frontier.


  Sally flushed, the redness flooding up from her neck across her face. “That’s all Cullcross,” she said. “You car; go.”


  He could, but he wouldn’t go very far in this tin can of a spaceship. And he’d be on Venus with us. With Sally and me battling tooth and nail for everything from the Venusian equivalent of a hamadryad or an elephant on down, and with Cullcross and Kono Yakanowa serving as men Friday and hating each other and Cullcross maybe trying to translate into action the look he gave Sally after enough time had passed, this was going to be one hell of a hunting expedition.


  “Venus,” said Cullcross two weeks later.


  After the steady thrum of the spaceship’s reaction motors, the silence was almost frightening. “We’re the second ship down here, ever,” Sally said, a little awed by her own words.


  There were no ports in the battered hull of the Ringling. For eyes in space we had radar and while the lead-lined hull could protect you from cosmic radiation, glass and even quartzite could not. So here we sat with the unknown immensity of Venus waiting outside, with only six inches of lead and steel separating us from it.


  “I checked the zero degrees storage units,” I told Sally.


  “In order?”


  “All the way,” I said, and wondered what would fill our deep freeze for the return trip to Earth.


  “How about the zero guns?” Sally asked me.


  “Ditto.”


  “How many did T.F. give us?”


  “Exactly two,” I said, smiling. “More of T.F.’s economy measures.”


  “You can have those zero toys,” said Cullcross. “I’ll take my blaster.”


  “The general idea,” Sally pointed out, “is for us to bring the animals back alive.”


  “Will we need vac-suits?” I asked Sally, who had been in charge of checking the Venusian environment while I gave our equipment the once over.


  “Uh-uh,” Sally shook her head. “There’s a lot of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, but a lot of oxygen, too. Gravity’s almost Earth normal since Venus is just a few hundred miles smaller than Earth.”


  “What about temperature?” I asked. Venus is only sixty-odd million miles from the sun.


  “A hundred and thirty-five,” Sally said, smiling grimly. “I’ll bet you thought Africa was hot.”


  “As long as there’s water,” said Cullcross practically. Then he added: “Hey, where the hell is Yakanowa?”


  I looked at Sally, but she only shrugged. “Kono?” I called. “Hey, Kono!”


  There was no answer, but pretty soon we heard a thudding sound from the direction of the airlock. I sprinted out into the companionway and reached the airlock a running step ahead of Sally and Cullcross. I swung the big door open and saw Kono standing there, bathed in sweat.


  “There prenty good air outside.” He beamed at me in high humor.


  “That sneaky s.o.b. had to be first man out,” Cullcross growled.


  “Kono onry interested. First Japanese in space fright.”


  “What’s it like out there?” Sally asked Kono eagerly.


  Before the little Japanese had a chance to answer, the Ringling began to rock furiously, as if a giant stood outside there trying to shake us out of it. Kono began to say something, but the words were lost in a violent, booming explosive sound.


  “Suppose we find out?” I shouted, buckling on one of the zero guns.


  Picture a world where the sun, bigger and brighter than the sun on Earth, never quite shines through the perpetual cloud blanket but makes it a dazzling, glaring, eye-hurting white. Picture ferns the size of redwood trees and a tangled mass of creepers and lianas which make Brazil’s Matto Grosso jungle look like a desert. Then picture a valley with the old hull of the Ringling resting in it, the blast of our planetfall rockets scorching the giant ferns to cinder for a hundred yards around. And finally picture a bleak lofty ring of gray mountains biting into the clouds like six-mile-high teeth, surrounding the valley on all sides. And that’s Venus as we saw it.


  But you can’t really visualize it unless you’ve been there—because of the heat. If you ever left a car out in the sun on a hot summer day with all the windows closed and then felt what it was like before you opened the windows, you’d get the idea. It was not just heat you felt, but heat which sapped the strength from you in minutes and tugged the sweat from every pore of your body and kept it there, slick as oil, on your skin because the humid air was already super-saturated.


  “There’s your explosion,” Sally said, pointing.


  One of the valley-ringing mountains had blown its head off. A geyser of lava was still spouting and already the hot ash was drifting down across the valley, blackening the sweat on our bodies.


  “Think it’s safe?” Sally asked over the hissing sound of the lava geyser.


  I nodded. The geyser shot straight up in the windless air and cascaded down upon the volcano, rebuilding the shattered cone. We might be showered with ash, but that would be the worst of it.


  “Kono scared,” the Japanese said suddenly in a small voice.


  “You’re some spaceman, Yakanowa,” Cullcross taunted him, but his voice lacked conviction.


  “I feel kind of uneasy myself,” Sally admitted.


  And I could feel it, too. Fear? Something like fear. But not in me. Outside, somehow, as if along with the shock waves and the ash from the erupting mountain, the Venusian atmosphere carried an almost palpable aura of fear. I could feel the hackles on the back of my neck try to rise as the vestigal nerves there responded to the vague terror in the only way they knew.


  “This is crazy, the way I feel,” Sally said. “Like—like someone or something is wailing in terror, screaming and screaming but you can’t quite hear it because the voice is on a different register.”


  Once in Africa I had been among the Swahili during a total eclipse of the sun and it was something like this. The natives chanted and tried their impotent magic, but the black disc of the moon still crept inexorably over the bright face of the sun, hiding it until a mid-day darkness fell over the jungle. And the natives, with their bright sports shirts and Western-style trousers gave way to primitive fear and it was on every face if you were close enough to see and in all the wailing voices and while I wasn’t afraid myself, something of the Swahili fear was contagious and I felt myself wondering fantastically with them if the sun would ever shine on their jungle and their stockade again.


  Primitive, undirected telepathy?


  “Something’s coming,” Sally said.


  Now I heard it too, a pounding of many feet across the wet spongy Venusian ground. I loosened the zero gun at my belt but felt only mildly reassured with it in my hand. “Get back in the Ringling!” I cried loudly.


  Looking around the charred valley, we had wandered several score yards from the Ringling. We sprinted back toward it now, Kono in the lead with Cullcross right behind him.


  We were too late.


  There was a wild trumpeting sound and something with two heads and twice the number of feet an animal usually has went hurtling by. It was big as an elephant and fast as a cheetah and it streaked by between us and the Ringling and kept going; For a moment I thought the way was clear, but a dozen more of the creatures came thundering down on us, their huge padded feet beating the soggy earth like a symphony of discordant drums.


  Others followed them. Big and small, furry and leathery, roaring and trumpeting and whistling and howling, bright and colorful or drab in protective mimicry—the fauna of Venus, exactly what we had come across thirty million miles of space looking for.


  And it looked like they might trample us to death before we had a chance to use our zero guns.


  “We can’t reach the ship!” Cullcross hollered.


  I shrugged. If something still bigger was coming, even the ship might not be safe. “The hell with the ship,” I said. “Let’s get out of this valley.”


  We ran in the steaming, swamp-reeking heat. Lianas and creepers held and caught and once a big one wrapped itself around Sally’s neck and she screamed and fell. I hacked the creeper clear with my knife and got her to her feet and we were running again.


  The fear pursued us. It was there in the frantic, fleeing animals and there in the air somehow, and in all of us too. It was vague and formless and that made it worse. For some reason, it hit big Cullcross the strongest, maybe because he fought it so hard all along.


  Without any warning, he stopped in his tracks and let out a howl which had been there in his ancestral memory and which his first ancestor and yours might have used when he ran, fleeing demons, to his cave.


  I felt it too, my heart pounding, my breath short, my nerves frayed. Fear. Basic animal fear with no apparent reason for it. I slammed my open hand against Cullcross’ face and then grabbed the front of his shirt and shook him. “We all feel it,” I told him savagely. “But we’ve got to reach the hills or we’re through. Maybe you’ve never been caught in a stampede, Cullcross. I have.”


  Whimpering, he followed me. A couple of hundred yards ahead and all but concealed by the creepers and undergrowth, Kono and Sally were running. We seemed to have stumbled on a natural game trail—which was fine unless the stampede decided to use it.


  Slowly at first, the ground began to rise. Then steeper, until we were climbing a thirty-degree slope. A babble of animal sounds was all around us, but except for occasional glimpses of gray or of mottled brown, the undergrowth obscured the fleeing creatures of Venus.


  Now the ground was rocky, the vegetation more sparse. We had hit the foothills of the mountains and could not see the geyser of lava now but could hear it bubbling, hissing and rumbling.


  “Hold it,” Sally said. We rounded a sharp turn in the game trail, Cullcross and I, and came upon Sally and Kono standing there. “Kono stumbled on a cave,” she said. “I think it would be better than running until we fall.”


  Big, gray and featureless, a smooth escarpment reared up on our left. At its very foot gaped the dark entrance of a cave. Still whimpering, Cullcross was the first to plunge inside. Kono and Sally followed him and I hunkered down outside, holding the heavy zero gun across my legs.


  The formless fear pulsed and eddied and challenged me to the brink of hysteria.


  Be rational, Halden, I told myself. On Earth there’s wind and snow and rain. On Venus there’s fear. It’s raining fear, that’s all. Recognize it and you can fight it. I blinked stinging sweat from my eyes. I could feel pimply heat rash rising all over my body under my drenched, sticky clothing.


  I began to peel the clothing off. To hell with Sally Forrest, I thought, perversely amused.


  I stripped down to exactly nothing and sat there listening to animal sounds.


  Night on Venus. A bright crimson glow from the volcano, lurid, like the pulsing glow of a city’s neon seen from the suburbs. The dank jungle smells drifting up from the valley below us, and almost no sound. Wherever the animals had fled to, whatever they had fled from, it was over—at least temporarily.


  “That was good of you, Dick.”


  “Sally? Hi.” In the red darkness, I could barely see her. I’d climbed back into my trousers a few minutes ago and felt presentable, except that I could have stood a shower and some good food and drink and maybe a rub-down, come to think of it.


  “I mean, standing guard like that while the rest of us slept.”


  “Still scared?” I asked.


  “Some. Not as much as before.”


  “It seems to be going away.”


  “Think it will come back, Dick?”


  I shrugged, realized she couldn’t see the gesture in the darkness and said, “I don’t know.”


  “What is it?”


  “A kind of fear radiation in the air?” I guessed.


  “Fear radiation?”


  “Telling the animals they have to flee from the volcano, I mean.”


  “Didn’t you notice?”


  “Notice what?”


  “They weren’t fleeing from the volcano. They were heading straight for it.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” I said.


  “Well, they were.”


  “Think we ought to go back to the Ringling in the morning and call it quits?”


  “Do you?”


  “I asked you, Sally.”


  “Are you afraid?”


  “You’re damned right I’m afraid. From the outside in, though. You felt it too.”


  “As far as I’m concerned, I’m here on Venus to find T.F. some new circus creatures.”


  “I was thinking of Kono and—”


  “Of course, if you want to go back and the others agree with you, it wouldn’t be fair for me to stop you.”


  “Not me,” I said. “But we ought to take a look at the ship in the morning.”


  “We’ll have to go down there for a tractor, anyway.”


  “Provided we get anything to haul back.”


  “Really, Dick. I don’t want to be the one who says we stay.”


  “Lady,” I said, “I’m a hunter too, remember?”


  “Africa must seem pretty tame compared to this.”


  “And Southeast Asia,” I added for her.


  “I’ll stay up a while, Dick. Get some sleep.”


  “Thank you,” I said. It was the closest to real companionship we’d ever got, but you could feel the tension, as if on the slightest provocation we’d fly at each other.


  I went inside the cave and it was so dark I couldn’t see my hands in front of my face. I heard Kono’s even breathing, Cullcross’ steady snoring. I lay down and tried to relax. At first I was one big bundle of nervous energy, but then Cullcross’ snoring stopped and I must have been fidgeting around noisily because Cullcross grumbled: “Take some of this if you can’t sleep.”


  I felt a flask pushed into my hand and uncapped it, taking a deep swallow of Cullcross’ good Irish whiskey. Then I returned the flask to Cullcross and leaned back down again. Except for Kono’s regular breathing and the first signs of Cullcross’ renewed snoring, there was no sound except the steady hissing of the lava. It lulled me and I drifted off to sleep and my last thought was I sure could use some sleep.


  And then, outside the cave, Sally screamed.


  I ran out there and saw her silhouetted against the red volcano glow, peering intently into the darkness.


  “What is it?” I said, notching my zero gun to full intensity.


  “I’m sorry I screamed, Dick. It startled me so.”


  “What happened?”


  “Something came running by, that’s all.”


  “And it’s gone now?”


  “I don’t know. I think so.”


  “What’s going on out here?” Cullcross demanded in the darkness.


  Sally told him what she had told me. I couldn’t see Cullcross’ face, but I was willing to bet his expression said that a woman, explorer and big-game hunter or no, would scream at the drop of a hat. He said, “That Yakanowa could sleep through an atom bombing.”


  “Where is Kono?” Sally said.


  I jerked a thumb back toward the cave, then realized they couldn’t see it. “Inside,” I said, and headed for the deeper darkness of the cave on the double.


  “Up and at ’em, Kono!” Cullcross shouted.


  I told him to shut up. There was no sense waking Kono if he was still asleep. We had a big day ahead of us tomorrow and Kono could use all the rest he could get. I paced off the cave, which was roughly ten paces square. I criss-crossed it several times.


  No Kono.


  “Find him?” Sally asked. “No. Kono’s gone.”


  “But where? Why?” Instead of answering her questions, I asked one of my own. “Do you still feel it?”


  “Feel what? The fear, you mean?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It’s not as strong as before, but I feel it.”


  “So did Kono,” I pointed out. “What did it make the animals do?”


  “Why, it made them run—as if they were fleeing from something.”


  “So, it figures Kono started running too.”


  “That Yakanowa,” said Cullcross. “I knew he’d pull something like this.”


  “You can’t talk, Cullcross,” I said. “You damn near went off your rocker before.”


  “Shut up about that,” Cullcross growled. “Not in front of her.”


  “For crying out loud!” Sally shouted. “We all felt it, Cullcross. If we get it out in the open, maybe we can figure out what it is.”


  We did some more talking and got exactly nowhere. We decided against sleep, though. One disappearance a night was enough. “When it gets light,” I said, “we’ll start looking for Kono.”


  “Maybe,” Cullcross told me.


  With dawn, the fear returned.


  It seemed to reinforce itself, for it was stronger now. I looked at Sally and didn’t have to ask to know she felt it too. Cullcross, even more surly than he had been yesterday, averted our eyes.


  “Listen,” Sally said.


  The animals were running again. You could hear the noise of their flight, but they seemed to avoid the game trail and plunge recklessly through the fern forest.


  “All right,” I said. “Then that’s it. We follow them all the way.”


  Cullcross looked at me for the first time this morning. “Are you crazy?”


  “Kono,” I reminded him. “Kono ran, the same as the animals are running. We’ve got to find him.”


  “You’re nuts, Halden. I ain’t going anyplace like that.”


  “Please, Cullcross,” Sally said. “There’s a man’s life at stake.”


  “So, go ahead.”


  Sally shook her head. “I don’t think we ought to separate.”


  Cullcross shrugged. “Well, I’m not.” The sultry Venusian heat, which had been dispelled by the night, was returning in hot, energy-sapping waves. But Cullcross shivered as if he were freezing cold.


  “We can play it any way you want,” I told him. “You are coming with us, Cullcross. That’s an order.”


  He looked at me. Here in the early days of space flight, punishment for insubordination had to be severe. If Columbus’ mutineers had had their way, America might have belonged to the Indians for another generation. It was the same way in space, with broad new vistas opening for mankind if he but had the energy—and the guts—to face them. If Cullcross disobeyed me now, he would be drummed out of space for the rest of his life, and very possibly serve a prison sentence. If I lived to tell of it.


  “O.K.,” he finally said. “You’re running things.”


  He had given in too easily, I thought. When his chance came and if he still disagreed with me, Cullcross would try to assert himself. And the only way he could do that safely was to see that Sally and I never got off Venus alive.


  “Stick to the game trail,” I warned Sally as we began to walk. “The Venusian animals seem to prefer the forest.”


  “Did you ever stop to think about it?” Sally asked as we began walking. “Are they running from something—or towards something?”


  “I don’t get you.”


  “Well, take Kono. If something had frightened him, he wouldn’t have just run off like that.”


  “Unless it were an irrational fear,” I suggested.


  “Well, that’s unlikely. He had you and me and Cullcross to help him. But off he went. Dick, what if it’s an irrational compulsion not to flee, but to do something?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like—well—did you ever hear of the Lemmings?”


  “Lemmings?” I said.


  “Little rodents living in Europe on Earth. Every once in a while, for no apparent reason, they all start migrating.”


  “So do birds,” I said. “But there’s usually a reason, like change in weather.”


  “Well, there’s no reason science can find for the Lemmings. And anyway, birds just fly to warmer climates in the fall and cooler climates in the spring.”


  I shrugged. “What do these Lemmings do?”


  “Millions of them get together on a mass migration and head for the sea to commit suicide.”


  “The sea?” I said.


  “Don’t you see what I’m getting at, Dick? They can’t swim. It’s a suicide migration. It’s nature’s way of getting rid of the excess Lemming population. They breed as fast as rabbits, so there has to be some way of checking them, because they have fewer natural enemies than rabbits have.”


  “Are you trying to say the same kind of thing is happening here on Venus?”


  “It’s a guess, Dick, but I think so. It makes sense. Did you ever see a place teeming with life like this before? Not even Africa or Southeast Asia. A suicide migration, Dick. Nature’s checkrein. Dick, I’m afraid.”


  “Take it easy. You mean, you think there’s a phony fear somehow driving the Venusian animals to the slaughter?


  A kind of invisible Judas Ram?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But what kind of slaughter—”


  For answer, Sally pointed. We’d been moving steadily along the game-trail, and, I now realized, climbing higher into the mountains. We were walking three abreast, Sally, Cullcross and I. And as we followed the sounds of the fleeing animals, every step took us closer to the volcano.


  We’d come perhaps half a mile. At the moment, the volcano was not active, but heavy black smoke was pouring from its cone. And we didn’t seem to be more than two or three miles from the cone itself now. And Kono?


  “I heard what you said,” Cullcross told us abruptly. “You can go ahead up there and commit suicide if you want, but not this boy.”


  “We’re sticking together, Cullcross.”


  He muttered something which Sally Forrest should not have heard. He pulled his blaster while I was still fumbling with my heavier zero gun. “I’m going back to the ship,” he said in a level voice.


  “You know that’s insubordination.”


  “Not if they don’t find out about it back on Earth,” he told me, and leveled his blaster.


  He stood three paces to my left, with Sally between us. He was working up his courage, I thought. Under the circumstances and with Cullcross being what he was, it wouldn’t take long.


  I did the only thing I could do. I hurled myself not at Cullcross but at Sally, who stood between us. Cullcross’ blaster roared, searing air inches above my head. Sally gave a surprise yelp and then we were a mass of writhing arms and legs as my momentum threw Sally against Cullcross and the three of us went down together.


  Cullcross got to his feet first—and used them. I’d climbed to hands and knees and came up after him while Sally scrambled for the blaster he’d dropped. He caught me on the side of the head with his left foot and I tumbled over on my back. I lay there trying to suck in more air than the Venusian atmosphere would give me at one breath while Sally got the blaster and pointed it at Cullcross and said, “That’s enough.”


  But Cullcross was crazed now, with the Venus fear and whatever had been burning and seething in him all his life. He roared and dove at Sally, ignoring the blaster. I heard a click, a very unladylike curse from Sally, and saw her hurl the jammed weapon at Cullcross. It struck his shoulder and made him yell, and then he was on her.


  I shook myself and stood up, leaning over them. I yanked at Cullcross’ shoulders as he bore Sally to the ground. I spun him around and clipped the side of his jaw with my right fist. He roared again and let Sally fall back, dazed, and came for me. I met him halfway and sent him sprawling with a right chop under the heart and a left hook which split the skin on his face from temple to jawbone. I went down after him and got his boots in my stomach as he kicked up and sent me tumbling over his head.


  Dimly I was aware of Sally holding her heavy zero gun and trying to get into a position from which she could use it on Cullcross, not on me.


  Cullcross and I got up at the same time. We came for each other and didn’t waste any effort feinting or jockeying for position in the fierce heat. We stood toe to toe and slugged and my knuckles were sustaining more damage bouncing off Cullcross’ hard muscular body than was my face and chest from Cullcross’ blows. We couldn’t keep it up too long, not in a hundred-and-thirty degree heat. I knew it and Cullcross knew it and we were both looking to land the one knockout punch which would end the fight quick.


  And then, without any warning, Cullcross began to run.


  Sally lined up the sights of her zero gun, but I brushed the barrel aside. “Cut it out!” I panted. “Don’t you feel it too?”


  “I—yes. I want to run. I want to follow Cullcross. Dick, does that mean—?”


  “Yeah. Whatever gets these animals and got Kono last night came across to Cullcross finally. And almost has us. See? Cullcross isn’t heading back for the ship. He’s heading for the volcano.”


  To hurl himself in on some strange Venusian suicide impulse? It seemed likely. First there was the fear, so that you had to run from something without knowing what it was or why. And then came the suicide impulse.


  “We can’t follow him, Dick. We’ve got to stop before it’s too late.”


  “Are you just going to leave Kono up there?” I said savagely.


  “Kono’s dead. He must be dead.”


  “Could you tell them that back on Earth?” I asked Sally. “And live with yourself afterwards? Could you tell that to Kono’s family without knowing for sure? Could you leave him here on Venus without ever finding out what really happened to him?”


  Sally did the last thing I expected. She smiled at me. “It’s funny,” she said. “I never knew you, Dick. I never really knew you. You were just a hunter. T.F.’s other hunter. You never had a heart, I thought. You were just the other guy. I hated you without knowing you. I—Dick, listen. Whatever happens now, I don’t hate you. Of course we have to go after Kono. And Cullcross, too. He’s a human being and I guess that’s reason enough. Come on.”


  “Just a minute,” I said. I walked over to Sally and took her in my arms and all at once it was the most natural thing in the world because we had been hating each other so long without really knowing each other and now that the knowledge came something strong and right and wonderful replaced the hate.


  I kissed Sally quickly because I knew if we lingered like that we might change our minds about going after Kono. “I love you,” I said, and the words were stiff and sounded strange in my ears. Someday soon—if we got off Venus—I’d want to keep on telling Sally that and she’d want to keep on listening, but now there was only the newness of it, the strangeness.


  “Let’s get going,” I said.


  We followed the roaring, trumpeting, squawking, running, crawling, slithering Venusian animals toward their volcano of death.


  Half an hour later, we were detouring around the first lava flow. It crept down the mountainside slowly, a sluggish gray blanket, steaming and charnel-smelling because hundreds of the Venusian animals had hurled themselves into it. You could see some of them still in the lava, trapped there, writhing and burning like torches. By the time the slow flow reached the bottom of the mountain, they would be nothing but bone and ash.


  The closer we got to the cone of the volcano, the more we wanted to hurry. It was the fear-impulse now—stronger than before.


  “Tell me you love me again,” Sally said.


  I looked at her and did some mental head-scratching, and then got the idea. You could replace one emotion with another. If you couldn’t shackle the fear, you could smother it. I told Sally what she wanted to hear—and felt the fear retreat. I kept it up all the way up the mountainside.


  At the very top, we found Cullcross. He had avoided the lava flows and he stood right at the lip of the volcano’s crater where an overhang of hard granitic rock had not been fused by the heat. He stood on the rock and looked down at us and shook his fist.


  “Keep away from me!” he roared. “I’m not going back.”


  “If the volcano kicks up again you’ll be roasted,” I told him.


  “Just keep away from me. I know what I’m doing. I don’t want to go back. You won’t make me. I don’t want to stay here. I don’t . . . don’t . . .” He was babbling now. The fear had got him. With Sally and me it was different. We had something else, stronger than the fear. Cullcross had nothing.


  “I’ve got to get him down from there,” I told Sally. And I began to climb the final few yards to where Cullcross was standing. He stopped, straightened—hurled something at me. He was peppering rocks toward me like flak, but his aim was bad.


  “Come down from there,” I said to Cullcross, as you might say it to a small child who has climbed up on the mantel over the fireplace or slid down the bannister of a flight of stairs and sat poised on the newel post.


  Cullcross went on shaking his fist and throwing things. I’d forgotten all about the zero gun I was carrying until Sally yelled after me: “Why don’t you freeze him, Dick?”


  Cullcross heard her too. He screamed once and tried to hurl himself into the crater. He hung for a moment on the edge and I fired the zero gun at him point-blank.


  A solid block of frozen air, with Cullcross safely inside, tumbled end over end down the mountainside. It wasn’t quite suspended animation, but it would do until the real thing came along. Cullcross would be safe until we could thaw him out back on Earth and have a psychiatrist look at him.


  I rejoined Sally and watched the animals streaming up the mountainside to their death. We remembered for the first time in hours what we had come to Venus for, and without the need for words both of us began aiming our zero guns and using them. A score of other airblocks joined Cullcross’ temporary crypt at the bottom of the mountain. The sizzling sound of the zero guns still rang in my ears, but now I could hear something else, too.


  Kono.


  His voice was faint, almost apologetic. “Young Japanese generar herper stuck way down here,” he said.


  I clawed my way back to the lip of the volcano and peered over. The smoke was acrid and sulphurous but the level of the molten rock had receded, temporarily at least. A ledge ran around the inside of the crater, half a dozen feet down. Kono was sitting on this ledge, with barely enough room to keep from falling.


  “Kono had idea to jump in crater,” he said. “But Kono changed mind on the way down, thank you.”


  He was stuck. He couldn’t get out without help. If we returned to the Ringling for a rope, anything might happen to Kono in the meanwhile. “Just hold tight,” I called to him. “I’ll get you.”


  Sally joined me at the volcano’s rim. I told her what we had to do and then, before she could protest, jackknifed myself over the edge, my legs dangling outside, my body and arms inside the volcano. I thought I could handle myself, but the danger was mostly unpredictable—and unavoidable. If any of the Venusian animals decided they wanted to use this particular part of the rim of the mile-wide crater for their jumping-off point, I was finished.


  The ledge Kono sat on couldn’t have been more than eighteen inches across. And beyond it, the walls of the crater’s inside dropped, sheer and featureless, to unthinkable depths.


  I began to worm my way down and felt Sally’s hand close on my ankles. She’d have decent leverage, I knew, until I had to straighten out of my jackknife and lower my body toward Kono. Then she’d have to use her muscles, and if she wasn’t up to it, down would go Dick Halden and the T.F. circus people back home would start dreaming up a suitable epitaph.


  Sweat drenched me, dripped off me, burned my eyes. I tried to blink them clear. My voice sounded disembodied as I said, “Kono, reach up and grab my arms. I’ll haul you up.”


  “Kono forgot to terr you his reg is broken.”


  I groaned and hoped Sally could hold on and lowered myself further. All at once, the suicide impulse hit me. We’d figured it out pretty good, I thought—but we’d never had time to think where the impulse originated from. I had my answer—or, the answer almost had me.


  It came from the volcano.


  Venus was a young world, a mountain-building world, a world of too much life. The mountains were blowing their heads off all the time and they summoned the over-abundance of animal life to a fiery death.


  And tried to coax a big-game hunter name of Dick Halden, too.


  I didn’t want to die. Life was a fine thing. I loved life. Yet I was trying to kick my feet loose of Sally’s grasp and there could be only one result if I did.


  The crater yawned below me—horrible, inviting. Fires glowed deep inside, sullen now, brooding. Waiting.


  “Kono sripping,” Kono called up to me. His voice was loud now. I was close, but couldn’t see again as a cloud of foul-smelling smoke drifted up and blinded me. “It is strange,” Kono said, “how Kono wanted to die but changed his mind when thoughts of the wonders of space fright to other pranets came to him and he knew he had to rive and is cringing here. Now Kono sripping.”


  “I’ll get you,” I said. I thought of Sally and the way it was in Africa with the flat-topped acacia trees shading a sky bigger than the sky you see any place else and the good warm air of the veldt and the songs the natives there sing, the Swahili chants, and how now big game hunting was moving to the planets and how wonderful it would be with Sally at my side. And still the impulse to hurl myself down there persisted.


  “Help!” Kono screamed. It was the first and last time I ever heard him pronounce the letter “1” properly.


  And then I felt his hands tugging at my arms from below.


  We linked arms and I started wriggling back out of the crater and yelled, “Start yanking, Sally!” and did some praying, too.


  Then I was standing on the overhang of granitic rock and Kono was there with me hobbling around on his one good leg and talking about Nipponese demons. I stayed there with Kono and the block of frozen air which housed Cullross who had wanted to die because unlike Kono and Sally and me he had nothing to live for, and the twenty other blocks of frozen air which held our specimens while Sally went back to the Ringling.


  Hours later, we were hauling the blocks of frozen air back to the ship, with Kono perched jauntily atop the tractor.


  I looked at Sally. It was all right with me and I could tell it was all right with her, too.


  “The only thing that bothers me,” Sally said as we reached the safety of the ship and stored our specimens—and Cullcross—in the deep freeze, “is what T.F. said before we started. One of us will be famous as a big-game hunter in space. One of us.” I grinned at her. “T.F. is wrong, unless he wants to give both of us the can. He never thought about us getting married, did he?”


  “I never thought about us getting married either.”


  “No?”


  “No. But a gal can change her mind, can’t she?”       THE END


  ESCAPE MECHANISM


  Charles E. Fritch


  Being a world unto one’s self is lonely. Even the poor amoeba creature from Venus knew that . . .


  SHE FOUND herself floating again in that strange half-familiar world of murky fluid where only she existed. The liquid was all around her, pressing gently on all sides with a force that cushioned but did not restrain. It was a pleasant sensation, a calming one; the cares of the outside world were non-existent and therefore meaningless.


  She drifted, unhampered by the fluid. There seemed to be no direction but outward. Her thoughts went out and they returned with impressions.


  This was her world and she was the center of it. It pleased her to think this. It was an alien pleasure that was mental and without physical counterpart.


  There was quiet, stillness, a peace she had never known. The fluid flowed about her like a great silent sea that held no sound, no movement.


  It seemed natural that she should be here.


  She was content.


  At the accustomed time, the autohypnotics in Miss Abby Martin’s body forced her to the threshold of consciousness and cleared her brain of the fog of sleep. Slowly, she opened her eyes to the morning brightness of her bedroom and stared at the vacant skylight and the blue expanse of sky beyond it, not quite comprehending where she was. The cloudfoam cushions of her bed gave credence to the floating sensation she had had during her dream, and for a few seconds she lacked orientation.


  Then her eyes wandered about the room, to the closed door of the raybath stall, the retracted dressing table, the chronometer label that told her it was March 14, 2123 at thirty seconds past 0700 hours. The subtle intonation of her favorite music, Czerdon’s “Maze of Crystal” murmured softly from the walls.


  Awareness came then, and she lay back on the bed and tried to follow the intricate crystal melodies. But a frown ridged her brow, and she wondered at the strange dream instead. She had found it pleasant enough, for she rather enjoyed the languid floating sensation, the feeling of being self-sufficient, a world unto herself. Yet the very fact of the dream’s existence in a world where such things were manufactured disturbed her, for she had taken no dreampills the night before, nor at any of die other times the dream had come. The incident made her almost wish that witchdoctor psychiatrics had not been outlawed twenty years ago, so she might get some inkling of the dream’s meaning; but psychiatrists had been pulled forcibly from the web of society when mental derangements were put under the jurisdiction of the Somaticists.


  Overhead, a rocket thundered, shaking the house with a gentle hand, and Abby turned her attention to the sound, momentarily forgetting the dream. Through the one-way skylight, she saw a speck of light accelerate beyond vision. She shook her head impatiently.


  Rush, rush, rush—that was all people seemed to think about these days. Go to the Moon, go to Mars, go to Venus. In time they might go to the outer planets and perhaps even try to reach the stars. As though they didn’t have enough trouble right here on Earth! All they did, it seemed, was hunt down poor beasts from the various planets and bring them back to Earth to put in cages and tanks on display, ostensibly to “learn more of the planets by studying their inhabitants.” To Abby, it seemed cruel and unnecessary.


  Like that poor amoeba creature from Venus, she thought, remembering the day last week when she and her niece Linda had visited the zoo to see this latest acquisition. It was a creature captured from the giant oceans of the second planet, a giant amoeba encased in a large transparent tank of murky fluid for paying visitors to see. The creature was supposed to be primitively telepathic, but it seemed harmless enough. Abby found herself sympathizing with it, and it seemed to her at the time that the creature felt this sympathy and was grateful for it. For a brief moment she even had fancied that the Venusian’s mind had reached out to her, probing with gentle fingers of thought.


  She shook her head at that. Here in the calm clear light of day diffused through the one-way skylight, the anthropomorphic notion was ridiculous; and she mentally chided herself for contemplating such things.


  “I must be getting old,” she told herself aloud.


  In the next thought, she reminded herself that thirty-nine years was not old at all, and in the thought that followed, scolded herself for bothering to defend a statement so obvioudy rhetorical.


  The chronometer ticked silently to 0701, and sighing, Abby rose from the bed and slipped from the translucent one-piece pajamas to stand nude in the center of the bedroom. At a sudden thought she glanced quickly about the room, for she had the strange uncomfortable feeling that someone was watching her. It was impossible, of course, but she felt ill-at-ease just the same, and a blush of embarrassment stole over her at the thought. The feeling of shameful nakedness persisted even in the raybath stall, and it was a relief to dress and hurry downstairs, routing the unaccountable ideas from her mind.


  As usual, Gretchen had busily cleaned the house during the night, silently raying germs and dirt out of existence, and had a warm steaming breakfast-for-two ready by the time Abby had descended the escalator to the dining room.


  “Good morning, Gretchen,” Abby said.


  “Good morning, Ma’m,” Gretchen’s mechanical voice agreed tonelessly. The robot-maid continued monotonously, “The day will be clear and sunny, with a high of 79 degrees Fahrenheit by 1300 hours—”


  “That will be all, Gretchen,” Abby interrupted sternly, not interested in facts of temperature and humidity given so mercilessly.


  “Yes, Ma’m,” Gretchen said obligingly. She turned and went to her closet until she would be needed again.


  Abby watched her disappear around a corner and frowned. Sometimes, she thought, the mechanical age could be too mechanical. A simple good morning—


  “Good morning, Aunt Abby,” Linda said, bounding into sight.


  “Good morning, Linda,” Abby replied, smiling at the girl’s energy. It reminded her of when she was seventeen. “Don’t rush your breakfast, dear, you’ve plenty of time to get to school.”


  “Yes, Aunt Abby,” Linda said, rushing her breakfast. “We’re going on a field trip today,” she volunteered between gulps of milk. “To the zoo to see the amoebaman from Venus.”


  Abby smiled. “Amoebaman?” she questioned. “Couldn’t it just as easily be an amoebawoman?”


  “Amoebas don’t have sex differences,” Linda said matter-of-factly. “We just call it an amoebaman as a sort of classification because it seems intelligent.”


  She finished her meal and dashed across the room. “See you later, Aunt Abby.” The door whirred open and shut.


  Abby went to the window to watch her, sorry she had brought up the subject of sex classification; yet the question had started out harmlessly enough. . . . Waiting outside, a boy stood on an island among moving metal sidewalks. Abby recognized him as one who had’vised Linda very often on questions of homework. At Linda’s approach his eyes took new life, and he laughed a greeting. Together, they stepped onto a sidewalk and slowly wound from sight, their hands interlocked. Abby shook her head disapprovingly; this would have to be discouraged. Linda was much too young to have boyfriends. She shook her head. The younger generation never seemed to move slowly—they rushed their lives away.


  THAT afternoon, Abby sat at the broad one-way windows and watched the cars and aircabs zooming overhead like frightened hornets. Suddenly, she wondered where Dr. Gower was these days. Generally he televised her once in a while or dropped in to chat occasionally, and it pleased her that he did. He was her only male companion these days.


  That’s the way with men, she thought bitterly, nodding to herself, as you grow old, they lose interest in you. Love cannot be founded on a physical basis.


  The thought of physical intimacy disturbed her, and she thrust it aside. One thing was certain, above all else: she was determined to protect Linda to the best of her ability, even as she had protected herself.


  “Thank goodness for Linda,” she thought. “If it weren’t for her . . .”


  She let the thought hang uncontemplated, for she did have Linda; and she had no wish to dwell upon the memory of her brother’s accidental death in an aircab crash which had brought Linda into her custody.


  She returned her attention to the world outside her window and found nothing there to interest her. Restlessly, she played with the button-controls on the chair’s underarm, causing the walls to spring into the simulated life of a three-dimensional telecast. A program called “Old-Time Commercial” was in progress. Abby, like most people, enjoyed this one, laughing at the exaggerated claims and the tuneless melodies which had been foisted upon her ancestors during the years before commercials had been outlawed, and she was disappointed to see it fade for channel identification. It was followed by a program of the latest fashions, some of which were much too brazen for Abby to contemplate without squirming, so she changed stations again with a flick of her forefinger beneath the armrest.


  “. . . direct from the oceans of Venus,” a man’s voice announced enthusiastically, and Abby found herself staring at the amoeba-like creature she had seen a week earlier at the zoo.


  “. . . believed to be directly related to our own Earth amoeba,” the man continued, “except, of course, this one is far from microscopic, being larger than a man. For communication purposes, these Venusian creatures seem to use a form of telepathy . . .”


  Abby mused upon what Linda had said concerning the amoeba’s sex, or rather lack of it. She knew that the creatures reproduced by dividing themselves, but she wondered if reproduction came instinctively or by determination. Either way, the method was to be admired, she felt. It was a pity humans were so complicated. An image stirred deep within her, a fragment of some forgotten memory, but Abby did not notice it.


  The creature from Venus moved restlessly across the three dimensional screen, extending itself. It seemed to be regarding her with an intense sort of curiosity, as though it were reaching out, enveloping her . . .


  Sunlight spilling through the window, spread a warm languorous pool about her, and she felt pleasantly drowsy. She closed her eyes. After awhile, her head tilted, and the rushing world faded as though it had never been.


  She floated, placidly content. She seemed, suddenly, to possess a million eyes that probed about in all directions at once. Her body stretched, elongating itself, and moved forward through a translucent fluid to an invisible wall, beyond which stood shadowy figures. She focused her mind upon these figures, and they became clear.


  There was a little boy gazing at her in awe, his nose pressed against the glass in fascination, not certain if he should be frightened or not. Mentally, she smiled to herself and directed her thoughts to the boy, telling him not to be afraid. There were several children there, and Abby turned her attention to another.


  It was Linda! Linda staring with wide, curious eyes. And next to her a man. Dr. Gower. Her heart leaped—


  And she awoke with the warm sunlight streaming in upon her, her heart pounding unaccountably. She looked around. She was still in her front room before the windows. The television was going, presenting the newscast that followed the zoo program.


  It was just a dream, but it had seemed so real that it still disturbed her minutes after she was fully awake. For awhile, she was not even certain that the dream had not been real and that this now was not really a dream, that reality and dreaming had not somehow suddenly changed places.


  Abby was still sitting at the window when Linda came home from school. She watched as Linda and the boy came down the moving sidewalk and stepped off on the island before the house. They stood talking for a moment, then Linda rushed up the walk. The door whirred open and shut, and Linda instead of looking for Abby as was her habit, went straight to the escalator.


  Abby called, “Linda!”


  The girl paused. “I—I’ll be back down.”


  “I’d like to see you right now, please,” Abby’s tone, though not hostile, was unrefusable.


  Linda appeared hesitantly in the doorway, hands behind her.


  Abby smiled pleasantly. “Who was that boy, dear? I don’t think I know him.”


  “Jimmy Stone,” Linda said, excitement creeping into her voice. “He lives over in Sector Five, and he’s in my history class at school.”


  Abby recognized the symptoms and frowned mentally at the diagnosis. “He’s probably a very nice young man, but—”


  “He is, he’s very nice,” Linda agreed quickly. “He’s going to be an astronautical engineer. Look what he made me in plastics class.”


  She drew her hands from behind her and held a scarlet rose cupped in them. It looked soft, as smooth as though it had been just plucked, as though it held a fragrance that was not artificial.


  “It’s very nice,” Abby admitted, but she wondered how in this age of intense specialization a future astronautical engineer had managed to enroll in a plastics class to waste his time making pseudoroses. Despite her wish to the contrary, she found herself briefly admiring the youngster, then told herself it was a case of puppy love that had inspired the frivolity. “But don’t you think you’re a little young to be thinking about boys?”


  “No,” Linda said defensively, pouting. “I like Jimmy and he likes me. I don’t see why we shouldn’t see each other.”


  “You’re in the same class,” Abby pointed out; “that should be enough. After all, you’re only seventeen.”


  “Yes,” Linda flared in annoyance, and rushed on in a sudden torrent, “then I’ll be eighteen and then nineteen and then twenty and then thirty. If I wait long enough maybe I’ll let life pass me by, like—” She paused, eyes wide and regretful at what she was about to say.


  Abby smiled gently, but a cold chill gripped her. “Like me?” she said. “You’re afraid of being an old maid like me, is that it?”


  She hated to use the expression “old maid,” but she knew that was what many people called her. She minded the name more than she admitted even to herself, for the words held an unpleasantness, a loneliness she didn’t feel—very often anyway. But then she had Linda for company.


  Linda’s features softened. “I’m sorry, Aunt Abby,” she said quietly.


  “That’s all right, child, I understand how you feel,” Abby said. “Now, you go along up and take a shower and get yourself ready for supper, and maybe we’ll talk about it later.”


  Linda nodded soberly and turned away.


  Abby sat in the silence of the room, listening to the soft whisper of the escalator. It hurt her to think that Linda wasn’t going to show her the plastic rose at first. You had to be firm in these matters, though, to prevent worse trouble. If care weren’t taken, Linda might rush off and be married before she was ready. This was a difficult time for the poor thing, that was certain, but she’d get over it. The little things in a child’s life always seemed more important than they really were; that’s why there were older people to guide them.


  Her own mother had been very strict, and Abby saw no reason to regret it. If it hadn’t been for that, she might have married the first boy she’d met. She tried to recall him, but somehow she couldn’t, and only a vague image came to mind. It disturbed her to have that blank spot in her memory, but Somatic drugs had consistently failed to fill it in.


  Linda came in a few minutes later, freshly scrubbed but not convinced.


  “All ready, dear?” Abby said pleasantly.


  She got up and put a consoling arm about the young girl. Together they went into the dining room, where Gretchen had silently placed the appropriate food a few minutes before.


  THEY ATE in silence, with only the sounds of eating and an occasional whir from the robotmaid as she appeared and disappeared with dishes. Linda was moody, thoughtful.


  “How was the field trip, dear?” Abby wondered.


  “All right,” Linda answered. “The Venusian amoeba is very much like our own, the man said. It even reproduces itself by division.”


  “Isn’t that nice,” Abby said, just a bit hesitantly, uncertain that reproduction by any means should be discussed. However, if they taught it in school—


  “I feel sorry for it,” Linda said.


  Abby stared at her.


  “Having no one to love,” Linda went on, a faraway look on her face, “no one to love it. If it has any feelings, it must be very lonely.”


  Abby made an irritable stab at a piece of synthetic potato on her plate. “Nonsense,” she snapped. “You’re talking like a silly schoolgirl.”


  On second thought, she decided that Linda was a silly schoolgirl and would naturally talk like one; she was still a little girl, dependent for protection upon her Aunt Abby. That thought gave her some measure of comfort.


  “I feel like an amoeba sometimes,” Linda said, poking restlessly at a piece of meat on her plate.


  “Sometimes I wish you were, dear,” Abby said, feeling strangely annoyed by the statement. “Now, eat your steak before it gets cold.”


  “Don’t you ever get lonely, Aunt Abby,” Linda asked. “Suppose Dr. Gower went away, wouldn’t you be lonely.”


  “Dr. Gower is not going away,” Abby pointed out.


  “He might,” Linda insisted. “You haven’t seen him for three days now. He might be gone already.”


  Despite herself, Abby felt sudden panic. “He’s probably busy. Doctors are busy these days.”


  “He could have called.”


  “Linda, eat your supper,” Abby said sternly, “and stop this nonsense. Besides, what difference would it make. One person doesn’t make the world begin or end. Dr. Gower and I are good friends, but we must adjust to these things. If he is gone away, he’s gone, and that’s all there is to it!”


  She tried to make her voice sound calm, but there was a sinking feeling in her stomach, and a small questioning voice in the back of her mind kept asking did he? did he? did he? Furiously, she thrust the thought aside.


  “I saw him at the zoo today,” Linda said.


  “You did?” Abby said, relieved, and then she thought of her dream of the zoo and of Linda standing there and Dr. Gower beside the girl. Could she be psychic? No, there was a simpler explanation. “I saw you both there,” she went on, smiling, “on television this afternoon.”


  Linda frowned. “But Dr. Gower didn’t arrive until the program was over, Aunt Abby.”


  “I saw you,” Abby insisted.


  “But I’m certain of it.”


  “You must be mistaken, dear,” Abby said in a tone of finality. And that settled that.


  The doorbuzzer sounded, and Gretchen whirred to answer it. Abby pressed a button beneath the table, and the image of Dr. Gower appeared on a small screen set invisibly in the opposite wall. She could feel her blood accelerate at the sight of him, but she wondered why he looked disturbed.


  She rose. “I’m going in to see Dr.


  Gower, dear,” she told Linda. “Now, don’t rush your food.”


  Linda nodded abstractedly. She wasn’t in a rushing mood.


  “Abby, how are you?” Dr. Gower said warmly, at her approach.


  “Very well, thank you, Tom,” Abby said. “I thought I might have to get sick to see you.”


  “I was busy,” he explained. “The colonization of space brings up a great many new medical problems. How’s Linda?”


  “Fine. I’m afraid, she’s beginning to have a slight case of puppy love; I’m sure it can be discouraged in time, though.”


  Dr. Gower hesitated. Then he said, “Linda’s a normal young girl, Abby. You can’t stifle her natural desires forever.”


  “I not only can, but I will.” To cushion the harshness of the statement, she added, “At least until she’s mature enough to decide these things for herself. She’s still a child.”


  “A great many women get married at eighteen,” Dr. Gower pointed out. “Physically, it’s a good age for marriage, and a psychology going against the physical grain isn’t going to help.”


  “There are such things in life, Dr. Gower,” Abby said a bit coldly, “as moral considerations. We’re not animals, you know.”


  “It might help sometimes,” Dr. Gower mused, “if there were a little more animal in us and a little less so-called human.”


  Abby found her enthusiasm for seeing Dr. Gower ebbing, being replaced by what she considered a justified annoyance. Dr. Gower knew her feeling about Linda. Something seemed to have changed his tactics. She did not like the change.


  “If you don’t mind,” she said, “I’d like to bring up Linda in my own way. The courts made me legal guardian of Linda until she’s twenty-one, and I intend to protect her until then to the best of my ability.”


  “By that time, you’ll have her so confused about the world she’ll be defenseless against it. I never said anything before, Abby—”


  “And now is a poor time to start!” Abby’s voice was like ice. “I’m sorry, Dr. Gower, but if you persist in talking this way, I’ll have to ask you to leave. Linda is in my charge, and I won’t stand for interference, even from you.”


  The doctor’s shoulders slumped dejectedly. “Do you know why you were chosen guardian, Abby,” he said slowly.


  “Of course. I was the nearest relative. Why bring that up?”


  Dr. Gower shook his head. “Nothing,” he said, after awhile. “Nothing at all. I came around to say goodbye, Abby.”


  Abby wavered, the ice in her melting. “Goodbye?”


  “I’m leaving for Venus,” he said, “the day after tomorrow. They need doctors up there, and I can probably do more good there than here. Besides, I’d like to investigate these amoeba creatures; I suspect they have more intelligence than we give them credit for.”


  “I—I’ll be sorry to see you leave, Tom.”


  “I came to ask you to go with me. You know how I feel about you, Abby; I thought I’d try just once more.”


  “I couldn’t leave Linda,” Abby said.


  “The standard excuse,” he reminded her, his voice more weary than bitter. “What Linda has needed all these years was a father, Abby. You’re giving her a warped viewpoint.”


  “The Somaticists don’t think so,” Abby flung at him.


  He crimsoned. “Somatics aren’t the answer. Our era has become so mechanical that people have come to think that pressing a button is going to cure the evils of the world. Pills and pushbuttons are fine in their place, Abby, but they’re not the answer, not the complete one anyway. At one time, they thought psychiatry was the answer; they were wrong there, too. The answer’s probably a combination of the two.”


  “I’m not looking for the answer to anything,” Abby said wearily. “I just want to be let alone.”


  Dr. Gower nodded and turned to go.


  “Have a nice trip,” Abby said, trying to sound cheerful, “I’m sorry we had to argue like this.” The thought of his leaving brought a sinking sensation which she tried to thrust off and couldn’t. But there was Linda to think of; the girl couldn’t go to Venus.


  At the door, Dr. Gower hesitated. “I don’t know if I should tell you this; it might help, and it might not.” He paused again uncertainly and then went on in a decisive tone. “Linda’s your own child, Abby.”


  She looked at him, puzzled. “Of course. The courts—”


  Dr. Gower shook his head impatiently. “I don’t mean that. I mean Linda was actually born to you.”


  The words sank in, but Abby found them meaningless. Two and two did not make five no matter how many times you added them. There was a tense silence, but she didn’t know what to say to fill it.


  “That’s what happened in your blank spot, Abby,” Dr. Gower went on. “You ran away from home when you were twenty-one, because your mother was too strict, because she acted just like you’re acting with Linda. Before she could find you again, someone else had. You were pregnant.”


  Abby’s brow furrowed. “You mean—” the thought completed itself, and a look of horror replaced the frown. “That’s a horrible thing to say, even in a lie.”


  “I wish I were lying,” Dr. Gower said earnestly. “You didn’t remember anything that had happened, and were still dazed for nearly a year afterward. Your subconscious used amnesia as an escape mechanism, and you forgot the incident, repressed it without realizing it. An escape is sometimes possible only in the mind, where Somaticists are often helpless. I didn’t say anything before, but now I’m afraid Linda may be made to suffer if I don’t.”


  Abby stared at him in shocked silence. She said, after awhile. “It’s not true, it can’t be.”


  Dr. Gower shrugged. “I’m sorry, Abby, it is. It’s not Linda you’re worried about, it’s yourself; you’re afraid to face reality.”


  “Get out,” Abby said slowly, hating him for that. Her voice rose the least bit. “I won’t listen to these lies.”


  “I thought it might help. Say goodbye to Linda for me.” The door closed behind him with a click.


  Abby stared at the closed door, a small portion of her was calm, the rest chaotic. The calm portion wondered why she should be so disturbed by something so obviously impossible. All these years she’d been wrong about Dr. Gower, trusting him as a friend. For what he said was untrue, of course. It had to be. And yet why couldn’t she remember things? It was only eighteen years ago and important things had happened in that year, but somehow her memory bypassed their happening. It was like reading a book with several pages blank; you knew from later pages what had happened, but the actual experience of the events was lost. Could it be—the thought came despite her—could it be that she’d had amnesia, that Dr. Gower had really told her the truth, that someone had actually—


  “No. He was lying,” she told the room.


  “He never lied before,” Linda said quietly from the doorway.


  “You—heard?”


  Linda nodded.


  Abby tried to smile. “I’m afraid, dear, that Dr. Gower is like all men. When he couldn’t have what he wanted—” her face clouded at the thought—“he tried to shock me, to hurt me, to make me ashamed . . .”


  “Would it make you ashamed to have me for a daughter?”


  Abby’s heart beat quickly. “Of course not, Linda. But the circumstances—”


  “I see,” Linda said slowly. “They have a name for children like me; that’s what you’re ashamed of. Or maybe, as Dr. Gower said, you’re afraid for yourself!”


  “But it’s not true, Linda, don’t you see?” Abby insisted.


  She put her arm on the girl’s shoulder. Linda shook it off; tears welling in her eyes.


  “You don’t even want to know,” the girl accused. “You don’t even care.” And she turned and ran from the room.


  The escalator whispered, and Abby stood in the center of the room looking at the empty doorway. She stood on the brink of a great precipice, balancing precariously, and for a brief moment she found herself believing what Dr. Gower had said. He was a fine man, and good, and he would not lie to her. Things her brother had said came to mind, once-harmless statements that seemed to take on new significance, as though he’d said them to prepare her for this moment. And suddenly, very suddenly, the world was tottering; dazedly, she made her way to a chair and sat limply in it.


  Dr. Gower was gone now, and she would never see him again. She knew that, and she knew that despite the things she’d said, that it did matter that he was going. But then she had Linda to think of. Or was it really Linda that concerned her? She could take the girl along, certainly; that would even clear up the problem of Jimmy Stone. Was it really the marriage she feared, a fear based upon some secret mental block in her mind? The doubt returned then, and she wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Abby had to think. She had to quiet her nerves and the frantic jumbled thoughts that had begun to race through her mind.


  She felt dizzy and held a hand to one of the walls to steady herself as she walked to her bedroom. From the dressing table drawer she took a bottle of dreaihpills. The label was fuzzy to her eyes, but the word Danger stood out in bold letters. Abby swallowed three of the pills, which was two more than the safe dosage, and lay across the bed, eyes closed. The door to the room closed automatically.


  “It’s not true,” she told herself again, a desperate urgency to her voice. “I’ve got to get away from these thoughts. Got to get away. Got—to—escape.”


  She felt drowsy, but the thought of what Dr. Gower had said persisted. It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. And yet it might be; it was the possibility that disturbed her. That blank spot. Eighteen years ago. Eighteen years . . .


  SHE DRIFTED into a restless sleep. Mentally, she traveled across the familiar plains of her past to that strange dark canyon she couldn’t recall. Her mind hovered frightened above the depths, failing to see through its darkness; then she passed to the other side, to her childhood, to when she was a young girl and her mother was alive.


  The scene burst upon her with vivid clarity, and she found herself reliving it. It was there, all of it. The home life, protecting and yet restraining. Her dissatisfaction. The secret determination. The running away in the dead of night. It was all there, just as Dr. Gower had said.


  “But it’s a dream,” she murmured, “just a dream.”


  Yet it seemed a reality. She could feel the cool night press upon her as she made her way slowly through the strange-familiar darkness and descended into the depths of the canyon. The feeling of having been here before was with her, and it brought terror with it. She walked on, looking to either side, listening fearfully. And then she stopped, her blood becoming ice.


  There was a man before her. She could see only his eyes, but they were cruel eyes, savage and lustful.


  Knowledge came then, bursting over her in a raging tide. She screamed and ran, her footsteps echoing frantically as she hurried through the darkness, looking for an opening for a protecting light. But no opening appeared, no light came. She ran until she was exhausted, and then she sank to the ground panting trying to still her spasms of breath. There was a small sound, as of the scraping of a shoe and she looked into the eyes again.


  She screamed again and again and again not knowing where screams ended and echoes began. She put her hands over her ears and screamed into the darkness. She could feel hands reaching out for her and she shrank away from them.


  Her mind was a playground for terror. She had to escape. She had to.


  (But sometimes the only escape is in the mind!)


  The hands reached out. She was suddenly falling, down, down, down. Calmness came, and a grateful thought appeared: she had escaped. Nothing else mattered; only that . . .


  She stopped falling. The mist grew thick, thicker; it became dense; it became liquid. She could not feel the beating of her heart, but her mind was calm and it looked about with a detachment that was intellectual.


  She was floating again, floating silently through a world of murky fluid. The liquid was pressing with a force so gentle it almost did not exist. It enveloped her like a protecting shield.


  She drifted. There seemed to be no direction but outward. Her thoughts went out and they returned with impressions. This was her world and she was the center of it. There were no problems here, no encroachments on existence or security. It was like a return to the womb. Womb? she thought. She turned the word over in her mind and found the concept alien. She regarded it intellectually, at leisure.


  Time passed silently, without incident, without measurement. It had no meaning, no referent.


  Curious after awhile, she went forward, her mind impinging upon shadowy figures behind the transparent barrier. She focussed her attention upon them, and the image cleared.


  There was a man there, and a woman, and a girl. She could hear them as they spoke.


  “I don’t know why you wanted to come here, Abby,” the man was saying. “You’ll see enough of these creatures on Venus.”


  “This one is special,” the woman said slowly, tasting the words like some unfamiliar food. “It’s what made me change my mind about—things. It must be very lonely.”


  “Bosh,” the man scoffed gently. “Intelligent or not, an amoeba doesn’t have feelings of loneliness.”


  “Doesn’t it?” the woman wondered. “Perhaps not at first. But being able to probe the minds of humans and sympathize with them yet not contact them can . . .”


  “We’ll be late for the rocket, Mother,” the girl said. “Jimmy promised he’d be down to see me off and let me know if he can go to the Venus Academy next year.”


  “All right, Linda, we’re going now.”


  At the door, the woman turned for a last look; her thoughts were thoughts of sorrow, of pity, of—regret, perhaps.


  “You’ll learn much of the world this way,” the thoughts came, “and you’ll have time to readjust. Knowledge will pyramid gently, and with it will come wisdom. After awhile, escape won’t be necessary. You’ll want to return then and be a part of your world. Meanwhile, I must help my own people; this is the best way for both of us to escape.”


  The woman linked arms with the man and the girl then, and the three of them went out.


  Silence returned, bringing with it a troubled wonderment. Then the murky fluid flowed past all vision, and the world returned, safe and familiar. The thoughts returned briefly, as echoes, but they were unfamiliar this time and meaningless.


  But it was not always so, and it would not always be, for contemplation bred curiosity, and curiosity bred knowledge, and knowledge bred desire, and desire the ways and means of accomplishment.


  Meanwhile, there was quiet, stillness, a peace she had never known. The fluid flowed about her in a silence that held no sound, no movement. It was womb-like, protective.


  It seemed natural that she should be here.


  For the moment, she was content.


  JONAH AND THE VENUS WHALE


  Raymond A. Palmer


  Jay (for Jonah) Abercrombie was the world’s worst jinx. When he signed on the> Starfish, it was the end of a beautiful fishing trip, and the beginning of a whale of an adventure.


  MY NAME is Jonah Abercrombie. My great-grandfather was also named Jonah, and he used to sail from Boston in his own ship, until it was lost, and he with it. There were Abercrombies in old England, also sailors. Some of them were named Jonah; and some of them were lost at sea. There is even an old tale in our family of a Jonah who used to sail from Joppa to Nineveh, about whom there was some story of an encounter with a fish—but I don’t believe it, personally. Be that as it may, the name Jonah isn’t exactly welcomed aboard any vessel, arid that seems to go for ships that sail the void. That’s why I gave my name as Jay Abercrombie when I signed on the space ship Starfish. Along with my name, that fish business was just too much!


  A lot of peculiar businesses have come into being along with space travel, but the business of the Starfish is probably the strangest of the lot. You see, the Starfish is really a fish boat! Her regular run is out to Venus, where she sits down in the water, chases fish with sonar, and nets them electronically. The fish of Venus’ seas are the tastiest in the solar system, and the most numerous. A cargo of Venus carp is worth a fortune in the Earth markets. And the Starfish was regularly in the business of making fortunes for its owners.


  This was my first try at a fishing trip into space, and naturally I was rather interested in how it would be done. I’d lied about my experience, in order to get the job, but what do you have to know about fishing that any kid doesn’t know? I figured I’d be able to bluff my way through until I caught on how it was done, and then I’d be okay for future voyages. You see, the crew works on a percentage basis; everybody gets a cut of the profit, and sometimes it can be quite a cut. That’s why experience is required; the rest of the crew doesn’t want its chances reduced by the bungling of inept anglers, if that’s what they can be called.


  You can see already how I’m into this thing wrong a half-dozen ways from Sunday. It would be the worst thing in the world (or space, for that matter) to let my real name be known. There’s nothing more superstitious than a fisherman, except a space-hopping fisherman. No man named Jonah would ever be allowed to sign aboard a space-fisherman, that was a cinch. So, as we bellied down through the atmosphere, the cloud blanket, and into the water that seems to cover most of Venus, except for some coral islands, I was a little nervous. I had to keep on being lucky, or my name might turn out to be Mud, specifically the mud on the bottom of Venus’ seas!


  It turned out I had a right to be nervous. As we landed in the water, we rolled, but we didn’t roll back! I walloped my head against the companionway wall, trying to stand straight, and failing. Somebody started yelling up forward, and I began to scramble that way along the slanting deck.


  The yelling turned out to be the captain, swearing a blue streak.


  “Of all the dash-blamed water on this dash-blamed planet, we have got to land on the only dash-blamed reef that sticks up closer than two miles below the dash-blamed surface on the whole dash-blamed planet!”


  Worse still, the reef stuck up through a mudbank, and we were stuck in it.


  I looked out the port, and saw we were about two-hundred yards away from a small coral island that jutted up with curiously shaped and amazingly beautiful, formations. Up above, the sky was a dazzling silvery color, almost like mother-of-pearl. The water was blue; so blue it seemed incredible. With the myriad colors of the coral, it was really something to look at, out there.


  While I was looking, the captain was looking at the dials. He fussed with them quite awhile, and finally he began to loose a mass of profanity that positively had substance. It clouded up the whole control room, congealed, and sank to the floor like jelled brimstone.


  “We’re in a magnetic lock, a dash-blamed, diggity-dang, loppity-poppity magnetic lock!” he bellowed.


  “A magnetic lock?” I asked. “What’s that?”


  He whirled on me. “Any space sailor who doesn’t know that a ship sails on magnetic currents in a magnetic field, ought to know what a magnetic lock is! This reef we’re hung on, is iron! A gigantic dash-blamed lodestone! And it’s got a field like a dash-blamed black-dwarf star! Our motors won’t work while we’re locked to it!”


  “You mean we’re stuck to it, like a magnet?”


  “No, stupid! The dash-blamed field isn’t holding us in that manner—we’re insulated. But the motors won’t rotate in a neutralized field! We’ve got to get at least a mile away from this reef before we can lift. Otherwise it would be a dash-blamed cinch to lift off and set down somewhere else!”


  “Maybe we can tow her off,” I suggested, as soon as I could get a word in edgewise between the dash-blames.


  The captain exploded. “Who the dash-blame are you?”


  “Jo—I mean Jay—Abercrombie,” I said hastily. “One of the crew. And I think we could tow her off, sir . . .”


  “Tow her! What the dash-blamed with! A rowboat!”


  I hadn’t met the captain before I came aboard, and afterward, I was always in the rear when he was in the fore—but I’d heard he was a real sub-soiler. He proved it now; but I stuck to my guns. I wanted desperately to get in good some way, so that when my lack of experience became apparent, as it very possibly might, it wouldn’t count too heavily against me.


  “Yes, sir. I think we can rig the winch to that coral island and tow ourselves off the reef. We’re leaning that way, and it ought to be a cinch.”


  “So your dash-blamed winch is going to make it a dash-blamed cinch, is it?” he roared. “Listen, you dash-blamed fish-lugger; I been winching this ship clean around the dash-blamed solar system since you were in your dash-blamed three-corner pants, dash-blame it, and I don’t need any dash-blamed worm fisherman to make with any dash-blamed bright ideas!”


  “No, sir,” I said.


  He looked at me, scowling. “However, you’re the first dash-blamed fisherman who’s ever sized up a situation like a mechanic before. You sure you’re a fisherman?”


  “Captain . . .” I took a long chance . . . “when we used to catch battle-bass on Saturn, we used to winch ’em into the hold, and sometimes they were so big it was a question of who was being winched, we or the battle-bass . . . but I know from experience that a winch can move a ship like this off almost any anchorage.” I’d decided that the more I stressed experience, the better it would be.


  “Battle-bass,” said the captain with a frown. “What the dash-blamed diggity-dag is a battle-bass? I’ve been fishing the system for a good many . . .”


  Fortunately for me, the ship took a heavy roll at this precise instant, and the ship’s mate arrived in the control-cabin entrance just in time to roll with it—smack into the captain. They both tumbled the length of the cabin with a crash you could have heard in the engine room. You should have heard the dash-blamed language that came from the dash-blamed captain as he struggled to get to his feet. I could hardly breathe in the blue air as I helped him to get his sea-legs again.


  “Dash-blame it!” he roared “Leggo me! I can stan’ on my own dash-blamed feet!”


  I let go, and down he went, like a sack of potatoes, as the ship rolled even further. I pretended to roll with it, and rolled right out the cabin entrance and down-the companionway out sight. I’d got in my suggestion, and I figured any further attention might not be too good for me, the way things were beginning to shape up. The way it looked now, even the winch wasn’t going to get us out of this soup . . .


  It didn’t. One of the motors burnt out a bearing, first; then the winch broke. We lost a thousand feet of cable.


  That’s the way it went. You wouldn’t believe it if I recounted the events of the next two weeks—yeah, it was two weeks before we got off the reef. Two weeks before high tide (Venus has a tide, all right, but it’s not like Earth’s tide, since she doesn’t have a moon, and rotates very slowly on her axis.) First, we had to eat our chow cold; the cook’s stoves were all anchored to the plates, and he couldn’t keep a kettle on ’em—they slid off no matter what he did to hold ’em, and even if they’d held, they’d have spilled. One of the engine-men broke an arm, falling down a companionway. The garbage disposal port jammed, the outer-lock, that is and the next time the cook opened the inner lock, the whole galley was flooded with more than twenty tons of stinking mud before it could be closed again—to say nothing of a giant squid that somehow managed to come in with the mud and broke a couple of ribs for one of the crew before it was hacked off him by the cook. It took us three days to clean the ship up, and we almost suffocated with the stench.


  Every day it was something. The captain dash-blamed until he was exhausted, and the crew, counting up the losses, were getting more and more sullen. Even if we got a good catch, this trip wasn’t going to be very profitable.


  “We’re sure having a lot of bad luck.” I remarked to the head net man, a grizzled old fisherman, veteran of a hundred trips.


  “Bad luck, is it? It’s wors’en that!”


  “Worse?”


  “Yes! I’ve racked my brains, but I can’t think of a single jinx aboard. Not a black cat, a left-handed horseshoe, nor a Saturnian witchman’s curse. If I was a religious man, I’d say we were Jonah’d!”


  I gulped and turned the conversation into safer channels.


  The fifteenth day after we dropped onto the reef, we floated clear. The ship had been slowly righting itself, and when we finally drifted away from the reef, there was a cheer from the crew that rang from end to end of the ship. As for myself, I felt vastly relieved. Just about everything had happened, I felt, that could happen. From now on, the trip ought to be routine. All we had to do was catch our cargo of fish and take off.


  “How long’ll it take us to fill the hold?” I asked the old fisherman.


  He grinned at me. “A mite longer than those battle-bass of yours,” he said. “It’ll take more’n one fish to do it . . . but there ain’t no question about it; any fool can catch fish on Venus! An’ we don’t have to hold our hands further apart than necessary . . .”


  I flushed, and he laughed aloud. “Don’t let it get you down, son,” he said. “I ain’t never seen the fisherman who ain’t got his fish story.”


  “How’d you know about my battle-bass?” I asked.


  “Huh! It’s been all over the ship. The first mate’s been telling it ever since he heerd you giving the cap’n your line. Ain’t nobody ever tried to bait the cap’n before You gotta have real fisherman’s luck to hook the old boy!”


  I hastened to change the subject again. “Then we’ll have our catch before too long?”


  “It’ll be easy. Nothing can stop us now!”


  But something did.


  The sonar crew didn’t take long locating a school of Venus carp. Not that it was hard to locate—they claimed it was the biggest school they’d ever echoed. “There’s money down there!” chortled the head sonar man. “We’ll fill her solid!”


  Nobody knew exactly how it happened. Somewhere a fuse didn’t blow when it should, and the whole sonar setup blew high, wide and handsome with fireworks you could have seen on Mars.


  Naturally we had a spare sonar aboard, but it took two days to install it. When it was in, the fish were gone. We began the search all over again. This time the schools were all small, and it hardly paid to juice up the electronic net. Contrary to what you might be thinking, magnetic devices don’t come for nothing—there is a fuel problem even in activating electronic gadgets. Out in space we can tap the sun’s magnetic field, and when near a planet, the planet’s field—but on the planet itself, we spend as much energy insulating as generating. And that takes fuel. We were using too much fuel. When it reached a certain level, we’d have to go back to Earth, and if the cargo holds weren’t full, we’d make precious little profit.


  You see, we can’t fill the holds a bit at a time—the fish would spoil on a planet as hot as Venus. You have to fill the hold in one big netful, then take her out into space and freeze the whole thing solid, instantly. The fish are still alive when frozen, and you can see the advantage of that. But now we couldn’t find a big school.


  When we did, it was big enough, all right, but almost too late. We rigged the nets, which aren’t really nets at all, but electronic exciters and attractors that literally pull the fish toward one magnetic pole and away from another. Since the positive pole is located in the cargo tanks, the fish swim in until the tanks are jam-packed, and then they are closed. Every kind of fish responds to a different frequency, and it is therefore possible to select your fish. The ones you don’t want can be repelled. Like torpedo fish, for instance.


  A torpedo fish is a sort of bloat fish. It can expand its volume enormously, when alarmed, and in the early days of fishing, quite a few ships were burst wide open when a cargo of torpedo fish got wise to what was happening to them before they got safely into space and got the quick-freeze treatment.


  They say it is the little things that trip a guy up. It was a little thing tripped me up. Just as we got the sights on a big school of Venus carp, and rigged the net to bag them, the cargo ports jammed. There were the fish, swarming solidly around the ports, trying to push their way into the hold, and no way to get in.


  You should have heard the dash-blames then!


  “Only way to open the ports is to send down a diver,” said the old fisherman.


  “In all those fish?” howled the captain.


  “We’ll have to let ’em go,” said he net man. “A fast man can release the catches, and get back aboard before the fish get too far away to draw ’em back. We’ll need a skin diver . . .”


  The captain looked around the crew. “Any of you men good skin divers?”


  That’s where I made my mistake. “I aim,” I said, before I had thought it over.


  “Good!” said the captain. “About time you began to earn your salt. Peel down, and over you go. The lugs can be operated manually, and if you can stay down a minute and a half, you ought to be able to do it—and the fish won’t have time to get far enough away in that time.”


  I turned pale, and hesitated.


  “What’s the dash-blamed matter?” roared the captain. “You chicken?”


  The crew was staring at me, and I turned fiery red. There was nothing for it—I’d have to peel. And when I peeled, the truth would be out—because during my youth, while still lacking good judgment, I’d had my full name tattooed across my chest, neatly embossed on a large whale disporting in the waves.


  I had to do it. I was the difference between a full hold and an empty one. And if I failed, there’d be no doubt of who was to blame.


  I took off my shirt last, and to a man, the crew saw the fatal tattoo the instant it was off. There was a silence you could have heard a hundred miles. Then the head net man loosed a gasp.


  “I knowed it!” he almost choked. “I knowed it! This ship was Jonah’d from the start!”


  The captain was purple. “So you’re dash-blamed name is Jonah! That Jay you use for a front handle is a fake!”


  “It’s not a fake, it’s a . . . sort of initial,” I said faintly.


  The captain was white now. He turned to the waves lapping the side of the ship and pointed. “Down you go,” he said quietly. “And if you don’t loosen those lugs, don’t come up!” And suddenly he was screaming at the top of his voice, and only dash-blames were coming out.


  I rushed to the rail and dove. I failed to loosen the lugs—they were, rusted shut where they’d been exposed to the Venus air while we were tilted on the reef. I came up.


  And as I gasped for breath in the water, I looked up at the row of faces peering down at me and knew beyond all doubt that it would do me no good to try to climb aboard. I’d only be thrown back to the fishes, as that other Jonah had been. But like an optimist, I tried. And they confirmed my initial opinion—they tossed me back in.


  I dove once more, before they could get the ship started, and managed to reach the garbage port, which was now above water, and the lugs on this weren’t rusted. I was riding inside when the ship got under way. I didn’t have much hope, but it was near dinner time, and I figured the garbage port would open before the ship took off for space. If it didn’t . . .


  It was the longest wait of my life! When the port opened, I dodged a pailful of garbage, then reached out and grabbed the cook by the neck. “Don’t yell,” I warned. “I have been spit back by the whale.”


  “Jonah!” croaked the cook. “This is the end!”


  “No it isn’t. All this bunk about me being bad luck is bunk. I only want to get back to Earth, and I need your help.”


  “We’ll be lucky if any of us get back!” the cook moaned.


  “Get me something to wear,” I commanded.


  “Nothing in here but a plastoid space suit,” said the cook, his color beginning to come back. “If the boys find out you’re aboard again, they’ll slice you up for bait! I can’t take a chance on sneaking any other clothes to you.”


  “I’ll wear the suit,” I said.


  He showed me where it was. I climbed into it.


  “Now what?” he asked.


  “You’re gonna hide me till we get back to Earth, and feed me. When we get back, I’ll give you every cent of my advance pay credits.”


  The cook eyed me with interest. “It’s a deal. I’ll make up for some of the profit we won’t share, this trip.”


  “I thought you’d see it that way,” I said.


  Just then it happened.


  Smoke began pouring from the galley, and the cook uttered a yell of consternation.” The dinner’s burning!”


  It certainly was. In a moment, the smoke was billowing around us so thick we couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see the cook, but I heard him slamming things around, heard the sound of water splashing. The smoke got thicker. I had to do it. I opened the galley door and stumbled out into the corridor.


  And right into the arms of the oncoming crew, rushing to find the source of the smoke.


  “The galley’s on fire!” I coughed.


  The head net man took one look through the helmet of my suit and groaned. “No wonder!” he said. “It’s Jonah, back on board again!”


  “Overboard with him before we’re all dead!” shouted one of the crew. In an instant the crew was as one man in this suggestion, and before I could protest, I was tossed back into Venus’ sea for the second time, and this time with no hope of getting back aboard the Starfish.


  I floated easily in the space suit, and watched the Starfish draw away from me, her open port filled with smoke and fistshaking figures. I felt very sad. Later when the whale came up under me, I felt even sadder.


  I was high and dry on its back before I realized it wasn’t a whale, but a submarine of some kind. I was sprawled beside a sort of blister on its deck and atop it was what seemed to be a periscope, peering intently at the disappearing Starfish, which was now too far away to distinguish any details. I doubted very much if the vessel I now rode was visible to my former shipmates.


  The blister beside me began to lift, opening up like the half of a clam shell. Inside it, as I struggled to my feet to meet my fate, whatever it might be, was a tiny control cabin, occupied largely by a plush-lined couch on which reclined, idly fingering the controls beside her, one of the most beautiful women it has ever been my fortune to behold. And except for a frothy looking excuse for a garment which obviously was intended to represent froth, she was wholly exposed to the naked eye.


  Jonah’s whale was never like this!


  While I stood there, gaping, she sat demurely, patting her gorgeous sea-green hair into place, and looking with downcast eyes. Then all at once they flashed up, and she smiled sweetly at me. “Don’t just stand there. Come aboard so we can be on our way.”


  “Well swallow me up!” I gasped. “She speaks English!”


  “Naturally,” she said. “We’ve monitored your television for many years. We’d have contacted you before, but we weren’t ready.”


  I clambered into the submersible’s control room, and almost choked on my adam’s apple when the couch, the floor, and the girl, and myself also, of course, began to recede into the bowels of the ship while the blister closed tight overhead. In less than ten seconds I found myself in a large room, and reclining on couches all around the walls were dozens of women as beautiful, and as fully clothed, as my fair rescuer. I was on a submarine at least as large as the Starfish!


  I looked around, almost dumb with amazement. Then I turned back to the girl I’d seen first. “You were saying something about not being ready,” I said. “If I may continue that train of thought, ready for what?”


  She smiled again. “Ready to migrate to your world.”


  “You don’t like it here?” I asked.


  “Too wet,” she said.


  I looked at her a moment, then shrugged my shoulders. “I am forced to agree,” I said. “But if you girls migrate to Earth, you are going to cause a riot.”


  “Oh no!” she said positively. “That is one of the reasons we are going to Earth. We used to have violence here on Venus too, but we eliminated that, just as we will do it on Earth.”


  “Eliminate violence?” I asked hesitantly.


  “All violence,” she affirmed. “No more wars, no more fighting, no more killing, not even football games.”


  “It won’t work,” I said flatly. “It worked here,” she said just as flatly.


  “How did you do that?” I asked. “Your men must be more peacefully inclined than ours.”


  “No,” she said. “They weren’t.”


  “They . . . weren’t?”


  “No . . . they weren’t.”


  I swallowed hard. “That’s what I thought you said. But when did this all take place?”


  “Oh, many hundreds of years ago.”


  I thought about it a moment. “What is your life span?” I asked. I meant it to be a leading question. It led nowhere.


  “About the same as yours,” she said.


  I thought about it some more. “Then . . .”


  “Artificial insemination. Some of our men are . . . shall we say . . . still partly alive, something like a certain experiment we heard described over your television, regarding an immortal bit of chicken heart . . .”


  “Where are we going now,” I said, to change the subject.


  “We’re following your fishing vessel,” she said. “We will overtake it soon, and then we will board it. When we have transferred the men in it to our ship, they will be taken to a safe place.”


  “And you?”


  “We will proceed to Earth in your ship. When we get there we will proceed to make your planet a peaceful place, much better fitted for us to live on than this landless place. Sometimes we get tired of swimming . . .”


  “I see. And how do you propose to make Earth peaceful?”


  “We’ve had experience,” she said.


  I looked at her. And as I looked, I realized what she said was true.


  She was a deadly man-trap. To look at her, you wouldn’t realize she was loaded. You wouldn’t even know she was a gun at your head—you’d think she was soft lips against your cheek, loving fingers in your hair. Earth had never faced a fifth column like this! I broke into a sweat.


  “You seem to be hot in that suit,” she said. “Please take it off.”


  “Not me!” I exclaimed. “I’m perfectly comfortable, thank you.”


  She shrugged. “Do as you like. Besides in a few moments we will reach the Starfish and surface beside it.”


  “What then?” I asked.


  “A half-dozen of us will go topside and invite the Earthmen aboard.”


  “They’ll be suckers for such an invitation,” I groaned.


  “That’s what we think,” she smiled.


  I looked around at the lovely girls reclining so innocently about the submarine. I groaned again. “This is a pretty kettle of fish!”


  They all smiled and looked pleased as punch.


  The captain, for such I assumed she was, picked up a tiny thing that looked like a flashlight. She pointed it at me, and that’s the last thing I saw. I passed out like a light.


  When I came to, I was out of my space suit, and comfortably tucked in the captain’s bunk—aboard the Starfish! For a long moment I lay, completely confused, trying to figure it out. Then I remembered, and jumped out of the bunk with a wild leap. I discovered now that I was as naked as the day I was born, and I thought of the crew of the submersible. Obviously I was aboard the Starfish because I had been taken there by the peacefully-intent Venusians; and just as obviously, they must also be aboard. But why hadn’t they taken me to the safe place they had mentioned as the fate of the crew of the Starfish. I searched the captain’s wardrobe and found one of his uniforms. I put it on hastily, then stepped from the cabin. I made my way up the corridor to the control room, and then stopped short. Seated in the control chair was the girl who had captained the Venusian submersible.


  She heard me enter, and turned to me with a smile. “Ah, I see you have awakened?”


  “Yes,” I said. “And I see we are also in space. I presume you women have begun your invasion of Earth. Well, you won’t get away with it. You’ll never get to Earth in this ship.”


  “And why not?” she asked. “Because my name’s Jonah,” I retorted. “Most likely we’ll blow up before we get half-way. I’m bad luck to a ship.”


  “I’m not superstitious,” she said. “I’ve heard that Jonah story many times over TV. Besides, you are all wrong about an invasion.”


  “What do you mean? You told me yourself . . .”


  “Oh, can’t you take a joke?”


  “A joke?”


  “Certainly. We wanted to prove to you that we are just like Earth’s people, and we wrote a script exactly like some of the scripts your comedians present over television.”


  “Where are the others?” I asked, getting more and more befuddled.


  “We’re alone,” she said. “Alone!”


  “You. When the rest of your crew found out you were going along on the Starfish, they refused to ride in the same ship. Said they’d wait until the next ship—if they wanted to go back.”


  “Wait for the next ship . . .?”


  “Yes. The girls invited them to stay with them, and they seemed to like the idea. Besides, the rest of the girls got cold feet about making the trip to Earth. As long as the men decided to stay, they had what they wanted.”


  “Had what they wanted?”


  “Of course. Didn’t I tell you we were getting tired of swimming!”


  “You mean . . .”


  “I mean we’re getting rather lonesome in a world without men. Our foremothers were wrong in eliminating men, and we realize it all too well. It’s better to have a little violence than to be . . .”


  I looked at her suspiciously. “Why did you decide to come to Earth?”


  “Because I was lonely, and there wasn’t a man for me.”


  I felt my neck getting red. “What about me?” I demanded. “And what did you bring me aboard for, anyhow?”


  “The rest of the crew insisted upon it. They said you’d Jonah the whole planet, and so I brought you along.”


  “Darned generous of you,” I growled.


  She smiled sweetly, then reached toward the instrument panel and flicked a switch. The television panel flickered to life, and I stared at the scene it revealed. Reclining beside a pool filled with beautiful Venusian girls, lay the captain of the Starfish. His booming voice rang through the control room.


  “This is the prettiest dash-blamed herring I’ve ever gotten a dash-blamed sonar lock on,” he said. “Come here, dash-blame it, and give me another kiss!” He reached into the pool and drew one of the girls from the water.


  “Oh, isn’t he just too violent for words?” the new pilot of the Starfish breathed.


  At that precise instant we must have entered a magnetic whirlpool in space, because the Starfish lurched, and I was caught off balance. As if I was catapulted, I was hurled across the control cabin. In a desperate attempt to regain my balance, I put my foot smack through the television screen, shattering it, and grasping wildly, clutched the Venusian girl by the arm for support. But I didn’t make it—I crashed to the floor, and dragged her with me. We landed in a heap, and I found her lovely face close to mine, her eyes wide and shining, and her lips slightly parted. For an instant there was silence, then she said rapturously. “Oh beat me, Daddy!”


  What else could I do? Let these gals get to Earth, and they’ll take it over if you don’t keep them in their place! Also I don’t want to be known to all Earth as a jinx, just because my name is Jonah. Besides, she was asking for it . . .


  THE END


  REBORN TO VALOR


  Lawrence Defoy


  After three years of hell on Venus, Herenden was just a few steps from freedom. He had a ticket on the next ship to Earth, so who could blame him for celebrating a little? Or even more than a little? But the celebration quickly turned into a vicious game of hide-and-seek with death.


  THE small inner voice of caution was drowning in alcohol; the weariness easing; the memory of those frightening nightmares becoming dim. The long, low, alder-beamed taproom of the Spaceport Inn, warmed by the crowd and hazed by smouldering peat in the fireplace, wavered gently before his eyes. The surf-sound of a score of conversations rose and fell, lulling him.


  Young Herenden realized he had half a glow on, and he grinned. Okay, he told himself, get drunk—let down. Your job’s over. No bumbling swamp-hog’s in danger of blowing himself cloud-high, just because you’re not there to “advise” him . . .


  “So you’re through, eh? Heading home?” The fat man, who had introduced himself as Keating, giggled womanishly and peered up through glasses as thick as bottle bottoms.


  “Right.” Herenden turned his broad, amiable, boy’s face. “And when the Galileo out there blasts off at midnight, guesh who’ll be the happies’ hairy-ears on board. What’s the Orbists, slogan? ‘Venus for the Venusians’ ? Man, they can have it!”


  His blurring gaze went past his gross neighbor to the other Terran, whom Keating called Doc. That one was no joy to behold—a walking corpse, a spectre at the feast whose neck-cords stood out with every labored breath. The dead eyes, deep in their black, sunken pits, made Steve Herenden uneasy.


  “Engineer, huh? How long do you boys get, now?”


  He brought his attention back to the fat man. All three Earthmen, inferiors whose patronage was tolerated but not encouraged, were crowded together at the lower end of the bar.


  “How long? Thtee yearsh, same’s other technicians.”


  “Lucky. Office-workers get five. ‘Course, missionary medics, like Doc here, sometimes spend a lifetime on Venus.”


  Herenden wasn’t listening. “Three yearsh,” he brooded. “Riding herd on muckers, taking abuse from warty strawbosses, trying to pound a few facts into their thick heads. ‘Suggesting’ strengthening this flume or re-facing that dam so they don’t wash out a couple of mud villages at the first spring run-off. Three yearsh of smells, dampness ad mould lukewarm meals of bneeba—”


  “Sh-shh . . . You really hate Veenies, don’t you?”


  “Hate?” He probed inwardly. “Why, no, not really. Not the commoners, anyway. They’re so brainless it’s pathetic, but they always treated me kind enough; like a pet dog or horse. If only they weren’t so damn’ cocky. How you gonna teach ’em . . .”


  He was aware of the sudden stillness, and looked up. All heads were turned toward the door, which had just opened to admit a little, brown man. He stood there in smiling uncertainty, wisps of the night mist feathering from narrow shoulders, drops of condensed moisture beading his antenna-like ears.


  In fact, the newcomer seemed on the verge of with-drawing when the crowd, acting almost unanimously, parted to leave a wide path to the center of the bar.


  “Watch this,” Keating giggled in his high voice.


  “Vegan miner, isn’t he?”


  “Yeah. Must be a greenhorn.”


  One of the barmen, a stolid Venusian with cold, wideset eyes, leaned his three-fingered hands on the bar, waiting. The little Vegan spoke in a self-effacing murmur.


  “Spiced gota,” Keating repeated delightedly. “Say, nothing but the best for those moles, by Jupiter!”


  In icy disdain, the bartender placed a brandy snifter and poured the potent sea-plum liqueur. He poured a scant measure, recapped the decanter and put it away with insulting finality. All warmth had gone out of the room as though drawn off by a vacuum pump. The silence was a crouching cat at a mousehole, licking its chops, Steve decided.


  The Vegan laid a large exchange note on the lignum strip and picked up his glass. Probably in town this one evening, before disappearing forever into the hell of the polar radium stopes, he made a slight, placating gesture to those around him and drank.


  Keating whispered, “Watch!” again.


  Herenden sensed what was going to happen, and his insides coiled. He wanted to protest, to return the little man’s “Ave atque vale!” He caught the gaunt doctor’s eyes on him, studying him, almost burning into him in their intensity.


  Not until the Vegan set down his glass did the barman move. Then he brought up from beneath the bar a pair of long-handled tongs. Nipping the snifter delicately by the rim, he flung it across the room into the fireplace.


  Except for the crash, the silence held. The Vegan’s brown, sad features seemed to come apart like a mask of dried clay. Without waiting for the change which might or might not be forthcoming, he turned and scuttled away into the dripping night.


  All over the room arose that horrible croaking that passed for Venusian mirth, and slowly the conversations resumed. Herenden let out his breath carefully.


  “Bet he won’t come in here again,” Keating chortled, his breasts jiggling lewdly.


  Steve stared at his half-forgotten drink. “No,” he said coldly. “And for what it’s worth, neither will I!”


  The gabble was cut by the crash of a second glass in the fireplace. Faces swung toward the fire, blooming with the alcohol; then, with dawning outrage, toward the three Terrans.


  Steve Herenden pushed away from the bar, hardly noting the startled look exchanged by his fellows. He had an impression they shrank back, dissociating themselves, as he strode for the door.


  Rumbles of rage swelled around him. “Who is he?”


  “Stop him, the Galactist spy!”


  “Ill-mannered Terran, call the police.”


  “Don’t let him get away!”


  A merchant in rich brocade and with a blunt, intolerant muzzle shouldered into him. “One moment, Earthian!” he rasped. “I want—”


  Months of indoctrination peeled from Herenden in a split second; three years of resentment boiled over. His hard fist shot out and the Venusian staggered back. Tumult arose, feet trampled and hands clutched. He whirled and lashed out blindly in all directions, joyous with a release of long pent-up fury.


  An avalanche of clumsy flesh poured down on him, bore him to the slate floor. Blows rained on him, pettish kicks from bowed, sinewy legs. Herenden, semi-conscious, was still gaily punching when two polite, efficient Martian cops broke in . . .


  The gray morning light filled the courtroom with a dismal murk. On a dais in the center of the ampitheater a black-robed judge stood haranguing rows of faces which, in an Earth court, would belong to spectators. Here spectators were also jurors, as the judge on his dais also acted as prosecutor.


  Steve Herenden crouched on all fours in the prisoner’s coop, resting his aching head against the bars. He was as good as condemned, and he knew it. Even if he were allowed to make a defense, what excuse could he give? Attacking the person of a Supreme Being! He’d probably draw the maximum penalty, fifty Venusian years.


  “Or thirty-three and a third Earth years,” he groaned to himself. He was twenty-three now, that would make him . . . Oh, what was the use? Ten years was just about the limit for an outlander to escape fungus lungs, the inevitable Venus disease.


  Might be better if they tried him as a Galactist spy, which wasn’t at all improbable. These Orbism-inculcated spectators would sentence him to the shark pools, which would be quick anyway.


  He stared at the dim faces in the lowest tier. Two of them were bandaged; the one above the brocade jerkin spotted with thin, watery blood, was the Venusian he had socked first. Headache and prospects notwithstanding, Herenden had to grin a little. That highborn, at least, had lost his attitude of superiority; he was glaring at the prisoner with an active and personal dislike.


  The judge had ceased orating, and had his head bent to the thin lips of another Venusian, a big-barreled, long-legged brute in black and red tights. The judge nodded as the other talked, stroking his weedy beard. When the interrupter turned and left the court, the judge began speaking again, though no longer haranguingly.


  “Engineer Herenden, Earthian, has been charged with wanton attack on several of his betters, destruction of valuable property and resisting detention in the City and Province of Venusburg. Will all accusers please rise and view the prisoner?”


  There was no movement in the amphitheater. Herenden looked quickly at the bandaged men. Both of them were sitting tight.


  “Accusers not in court? Case dismissed.”


  The judge hadn’t waited at all; obviously he did not expect the trial to go on. Why? Steve tried to straighten in the cramped cage and his head hit the top bars. What was going on here anyway? Was this some of their so-called humor?


  A lock clicked and the bars fell away. A Martian bailiff took his arm and helped him to stand. The judge had left his dais, but the bandaged men still eyed him, now, in frustrated fury. Whatever signal they had obeyed, they weren’t in on this new development.


  “This way,” the bailiff said, and swung Herenden toward a doorway under the seats. Beyond was a flight of stone steps going down, and Steve held back.


  “Wait. This is not the way out.”


  “It goes down to a courtyard. It is better that you do not leave by the main door just now. Court orders.”


  Herenden shrugged and went down the steps, warily. A door at the bottom swung outward and as he stepped through he found himself facing the big Venusian in black and red. Two Martian plain-clothesmen, armed with batons, flanked him.


  “Internal Security Police,” the Venusian said. “You will come with us.”


  Insecpos! Steve had heard rumors of this shadowy force, rumors not good. Any outlander who disappeared on Venus was whispered to have fallen into their hands. Innocent or guilty, no trace of them ever was found.


  He whipped around to dash back through the still-closing door—and fell writhing to the flagstones. His whole body knotted and throbbed in gigantic, screaming cramps. He himself didn’t scream. He couldn’t; his throat was paralyzed.


  The Insecpos with the batons lifted him to his feet and turned him in the direction he’d been facing. The agony ran out of him like water down a drain, leaving him limp and shaking. He knew what had happened—he’d been fixed, probably by those bulb-ended swagger sticks. Every muscle, every nerve had been force-frozen. Moving was like catching his foot in a crack and twisting, magnified a thousand-.fold.


  “All right.” He made a wry face. “I’ll go quietly.”


  They took him, by roadmobile, to a low, shed-like warehouse deep in the slums. This proved to be a false front for a completely soundproofed core, a windowless, stone doored dungeon with medieval torture machines squatting under 22nd Century lights. The Insecpos, evidently, had unlimited funds for their unholy work.


  The room into which Herenden was shoved was a kind of officepower plant. A huge transformer took up one end, suckling by cable something like a diving bell on a tripod. At the far end was a desk and several chairs, two with dangling straps; and an entire wall with banks of two-way visiscreens, each with its grilled speaker below it like an incredulous, O-ed mouth.


  Herenden only half noticed these things; his attention was on the crowd present. Behind the desk and surrounded by flunkies sat a withered, palsied Venusian in the trappings of a marchand, the diamond encrusted aigrette in his lizard-skin toque trembling gently.


  “Make him say! Make him say!” this ancient peer—whom Steve guessed to be the Marchand of Venusburg—was mumbling.


  Beside him stood Keating, still wearing, but no longer looking so foolish in, his purple garb; his eyes behind the thick glasses were now as hard and light as titanium. And back in the corner, moving nothing but his deep-hollowed eyes and throat cords, sat Doc.


  “Well, my friend! You very nearly had me fooled.”


  Herenden had felt a flare of hope, seeing his two bar acquaintances of the night before. It died a little with Keating’s harsh, high-pitched words, but he tried anyway.


  “Listen, Keating, I don’t know what this is about, but I’m appealing to you as a fellow Terran. Call the Embassy.”


  The fat man jiggled around from behind the desk and hit Herenden in the face. The batoneers seized the engineer’s arms as they came up and threw him into a chair, strapping him down.


  “Fellow Terran? None of that you slimy saboteur! Two whole years I’ve been looking for you, and it’s only bull luck you didn’t get clean away last night. But you’re caught, now.”


  Herenden licked at the trickle of blood from his split lip. “So you’re in this police set-up, are you? You and that damn corpse over there? I might have known. These Supreme Beings can’t run their own mines or farms or businesses, how can they be expected to be their own spying cops?”


  Keating backhanded the engineer viciously across the mouth, slamming his head against the back of the chair.


  “Tough boy, eh? I’ll soften you up, bucko!”


  “Make him say,” croaked the Venusian prince dully.


  “Yes, my Marchand. I’ll get a full confession. . . .” Keating faced Herenden again. “Come on, tough boy, be smart. Talk. What did you plant in. your dives behind the Ganl Darn?”


  Whatever line of questioning the engineer had been expecting, this was so far-fetched his jaw dropped in unsimulated astonishment. Across the room Doc made a slight movement.


  “Dives? Are you nuts? Why should I make dives at Ganl or any other dam? Your masters happen to be amphibious.”


  “Ever wear a Stapleton suit?”


  A Stapleton suit is a thin plastic coverall with a regenerating bubble in the headpiece, good for shallow water work. Naturally, as a hydroconstruction engineer Herenden had been trained in its use at school, but he decided not to admit that.


  “What’s this all about, Keating? My equipment was cleared at Sandia Construction Center, and they know Stapleton diving suits are outlawed on Venus. Among other useful items.”


  Keating sneered in triumph. At his signal, one of the stave-armed Martians brought over a suitcase and dropped it on the desk. “This is your bag, isn’t it?”


  Steve Herenden furrowed his brow. It was his bag, no doubt about that. But what were they hoping to prove?


  “And your stuff in it?” The fat man probed expertly among the packed garments. “Your jacket, Herenden?” He held it up, fingering a ragged tear in the sleeve. “What caused this?”


  Steve shook his head. “I don’t know. I noticed it yesterday morning, when I was packing.”


  “Want me to refresh your memory? At three o’clock yesterday morning some unauthorized visitor was gaffed by the gate-keeper up at Ganl Dam. Through a Stapleton suit.”


  “What? I was nowhere near—” The fat man was wrenching at the lid of the suitcase. It split in two, and between the layers was a diving suit, thin as a fold of tissue paper. “Aha!” he exclaimed in great surprise.


  “That’s not mine,” Herenden said. “It’s a plant!”


  “I figured you’d claim that.” Keating turned to the black-and-red clad Venusian. “The witnesses ready, Captain Trug?”


  The Venusian nodded superciliously, not moving.


  “Well, tune them in—” He fought down impatience. “That is, I suggest you tune them in, honored colleague.”


  The captain glowered, spat in contempt and turned to fumble uncertainly on the control panel behind him.


  While the rest of the room died in darkness, a strong white light beat down on Herenden’s chair. One by one the screens on the wall lighted and dozens of faces appeared; men, women, children—swamp-people, tongers, gate-keepers, peasants—all gaped at the man before them in semi-moronic curiosity and fear. Their voices came crackling in, jumbled and stuttering but agreed.


  “That is the one!”


  “He I saw at Port Austral lock.”


  “He came from the water at Omyr Dam.”


  “Aye, an Earthian with yellow hair.”


  “He buried something in the Great Seawall at Llypu!” Etc.


  Herenden wasn’t too interested in their sincerity—their identification would have been as positive, he knew, had Keating sat in his place. Or Doc. Or any Terran. But the screwy thing about it was that he seemed to recognize many of the faces.


  Take the little girl who said he gave her a sugar-bar—why, he almost remembered putting the confection in her grubby paw!


  As the voices went on, naming times and places where he’d been seen or had left some trace, Steve began to wag his head like a punch-drunk pugilist. He had alibis—was fast asleep many kilometers distant in most cases—and yet dams, canal locks, reclamation areas he knew he’d never seen were somehow clear in his mind.


  “Enough!” Keating ordered. The screens went dark, the voices died, the lights sprang up. He moved, forward, jiggling. “That’s it, Herenden. Are you still denying you’re our man?”


  “Those dreams . . .” the engineer muttered. The man called Doc straightened. “Good Lord, I must be going crazy!”


  “What’s that?”


  Herenden got a grip on himself. “Nothing.”


  The old marchand tottered to his feet. “He must say. Soon is the Orbal Congress. He must say!” His uniformed entourage gathered about him and, while Keating bowed as low as his girth would permit and mumbled assurances, the noble wavered out.


  Steve Herenden looked after him in disgust. The palsy was not alone from age; the ruling prince of the Province of Venusburg was hopped to the eyebrows on ryllx, a lotus opium.


  “How can self-respecting Earthman sink to doing the dirty work of creatures like that?” he wondered.


  Though the cadaverous Doc remained unaffected, his fat companion was stung. “Damn you, did I ask to be sent here? I had me a nice accounting business started, my eye on a wench and a housing unit all picked out when a bloody press gang got me. Sent me out for five years, thanks to some agreement made before I was even born.[1] Five years! I should spend, ’em in a stinking barracks?”


  Herenden wasn’t listening. A possible solution to the puzzle had come to him. “So I’ve got to talk before the next Orbal congress meets. Why? Didn’t I hear somewhere that the Galaxy is pressuring Venus into more liberal treaties.”


  “Oh, a politician, are you?”


  “No, but maybe I should have paid more attention. When you renegades pick up a simple engineer, fourth class, and build a frame around him, it might be handy if he knew why.”


  Keating glanced at the thin man. “Well, why?”


  “It wouldn’t be because the Orbists are going in for a little terrorism, would it? And need a confessed saboteur to quiet the rabble? Those little people who have been wondering lately how come the little people, of other worlds are so much smarter than they? Those poor bubbleheads who can’t think for themselves and yet resent it when an outlander ‘suggests’ something? Ask your subordinate, Trug, how happy he is about taking ‘suggestions’ !”


  “That’s enough, Herenden.”


  But the prisoner rushed on. “The commoners are getting a little too much galacticism rubbed off on them for their feudal lords, aren’t they? The impressment of technicians and other skilled ‘helpers’ is backfiring. The Orbists’ beautiful slogan ‘One World; Not Thousands,’ no longer charms the peasants—”


  The fat man sent his fists crashing into Herenden’s unprotected face—and the engineer laughed through battered lips. Keating was through; they both knew it. Steve Herenden would never talk now. He had a counter reason; and since he was to die in any case, he’d die in stubborn silence.


  The cadaverous man spoke for the first time. “Maybe I’d better take over the interrogation now, Chief.”


  Memory’s ear caught some inflection, and Herenden’s narrowed stare went to him. Was this another of the weird dream-acquaintances? Surely that face would be remembered in hell.


  Keating turned away, breathing curses. “All right, Gristell. Anything! Take him before I kill him!”


  Without rising, the corpse-like doctor nodded to one of the batoneers. The Martian reversed his weapon and a shaft of violet light stabbed into Herenden’s eyes, blazed deep and hot into his shriveling consciousness. . . .


  He came alive slowly, infinitely slowly, auditory nerves first. A voice droned on and on, endlessly, and as soon as he regained enough control he stopped it. In the middle of a word.


  He opened and managed to focus his eyes. He was still strapped in the chair facing the desk, behind which now sat the gaunt Doctor Gristell. Only his original three captors were present; Keating had gone—unless he was somewhere in back of—


  “Don’t move your head, young man. It could be fatal.”


  Herenden had never scared easily, but there was something about that flat warning that iced his spine. For there was something very wrong about his head, sensed rather than felt.


  “What . . . happened?”


  The deep-set, mesmeric eyes probed him. “Molecular shock. Relax, the anaesthetic is wearing off satisfactorily.”


  So that accounted for his lethargy, his will-lessness.


  “You have just been telling me most of what you remember before and during your impressment service here. The facts are interesting, but incomplete. This is the first time I have failed to get complete facts.”


  Herenden struggled to dominate his will, forcing a grin he never felt less like delivering. “Sad, Doctor. . Doesn’t it occur to you that when I spill, I tell all?”


  Some sort of expression flickered deep in the probing eyes. Surprise? Relief? Certainly not amusement. Gristell shook his bony head.


  “There is more, much more. Those dreams of which you spoke. Of such I can find no trace.”


  “Good gad, you have to know my dreams, too?”


  “Most of your dreams I have learned. But not all. There are curious blank spaces in your recollections.”


  “How, curious?”


  The doctor’s breathing had grown perceptibly worse. He reached into a drawer and drew forth a highly polished silver globe, standard equipment with the sufferers of Venus lungs. An oxygen generator and inhalator. He took a few gasping sniffs and set it on the desk between them.


  “You must realize that I have been living in your mind for twenty-four hours a day. Since long long before your term of service here. In fact, I went back to the years—”


  He was interrupted by a hoarse cry, almost a scream. It came from Herenden. The engineer’s face was ashen, his eyes protruding, and his big hands dug fresh fingernail marks in the chair arm. Doctor Gristell and the Insecpos tensed.


  Reflected in the silver globe on the desk, Herenden saw himself, squat, distorted, unreal. His head, greatly enlarged, appeared to have been shaved clean on top; and from this area, like quills from a porcupine, emerged dozens of tiny, gleaming wires. Out of his scalp; out of his skull; out of his very brain itself!


  The thing resembling a diving bell now loomed above him on its tripod, and up into this the wires led. On the window-like screen trembled a vague, faint repetition of the exact scene the engineer was seeing—exactly as he was seeing it!


  “Come, come,” the doctor said. Wo need to go into a state of shock over a simple MVS.”


  “MVS?”


  “Mnemono-videoscopy. Memory portraiture, if you will.”


  “Damn you, you ghoul! What are you trying to do, pick my brains?”


  “Precisely. By a direct penetration to your memory centers, we have tapped and are transforming into images the weak electric impulses of those—”


  “Take them out!” Herenden begged. “Please!”


  Gristell frowned. “Control yourself, young man. You would not have suspected the nature of the inquisition had I not unwittingly set this inhalator on the desk. Now then, about those dreams you—don’t move your head! About those dreams you mentioned, were you tired when you woke from them? Physically fatigued?”


  Herenden said “Yes,” shakily, not paying attention. Was it his imagination—or were those wires becoming white-hot?


  “And did it seem to you that you performed, during them, acts unusual if not actually foreign to you?”


  Holding his neck so stiffly that it ached, Herenden made a superhuman effort to quiet his wracked nerves.


  “No! No more answers until you get these wires out of my brain. I’m seeking double—I’m going insane!”


  Gristell peered at him for several moments and then sighed. He pressed a button on his desk and stood up. “This may not be the last of these sessions,” he warned. . . .


  When, some time later, Keating joggled into the room and around to stare down at him, Steve Herenden was leaning weakly against the back of the chair. The fat man looked at the pad of tape on his shaved head and grinned.


  “Tough boy eh? Rather get it taken out this way than talk things over with me, huh?” He looked at Gristell. “Get it all, Doc? Sound and pictures?”


  The gaunt man shrugged racklike shoulders. “Enough to prove his associations were not entirely innocent, at any rate. If you will step over here to the encephaloscope . . .”


  Gradually Herenden grew curious about the persistent buzz somewhere in back of him, about the drone of a voice he hardly recognized as his own. He straightened and tried to look around the chair, but he was strapped too tightly. Then he remembered the inhalator on the desk and stared into its gleaming convex side.


  The metal monster on the tripod had been moved back to the other end of the room and was being used as a re-run projector, self-screening and reproducing Herenden’s words from a sound-track. Steve watched the distorted images flicking and wavering, caught some of the doped-sounding narration that accompanied them.


  “. . . Pop a propellant chemist at Ley town—Never could’ve made Tech without that athletic scholarship—Almost entire class impressed immediately after graduation . . .”


  Travelogue through the young manhood of Steve Herenden. The Insecpos must have monumental patience to want to sift all that, he thought. And just looking for evidence of—what?


  There must be something they needed to round out this sabotage case against him. Or did they suspect he knew something? Something that could be dangerous, coming out in court?


  Herenden’s wandering thoughts returned to the men behind him. The projector had stopped, and they were gathered in a muttering circle below it. On the screen was the almost formless photo of a grandfatherly old guy with a waterfall mustache, bi-focals perched far down his nose. A napkin was tucked into his collar, and he was in the act of raising a cup to his mouth.


  “. . . .undoubtedly he,” came wisps of Dr. Gristell’s light voice. “Absensus . . . professor of psychophysics, political agitator, militant foe of Orbism . . . million consumars on his head . . .”


  “By Jupiter!” came the highvoiced, clearer words of the fat man. “But where does he come in?”


  “Casual meeting . . . Sandia spaceport restaurant . . . drugged. . . .hypnotism during which . . . post-hypnotic directions. . . .”


  Herenden no longer doubted the devilish efficiency of Gristell—or of his own subconscious. Even with these hints, he had to dredge deep into his conscious memories to place the old man. They had indeed shared one of the tile-topped tables at the spaceport diner—did things always have to happen to him at spaceports?—but old Walrus Mustache had spoken no word to him, had hardly glanced at him over his glasses, until Steve lurched to his feet, suddenly sick and dizzy.


  “Whoa, boy, what’s ailin’ you?” he had asked then. “Looks like you et somethin’ didn’t agree with you.”


  Herenden blacked-out briefly, there, and when he came around, the old man had him in the men’s room, leaning over a bowl, splashing cold water in his face.


  “How’s that, boy? Want me to get you a doctor?”


  “No. No, thanks. I’m okay now,” Herenden remembered saying. And he was; the dizziness passed as quickly as it had come. The old man had patted him on the shoulder and gone his way.


  “Delayed takeoff. . . . twenty-four hours,” came the doctor’s reedy voice. “Herenden unaware. . . . time lapse. . . .”


  “Never mind that,” Keating said. “What about—”


  “Dreams?. . . . No success . . . memory block . . . only Abensus has key . . .”


  “Try again, confound it! Burn his brains out!”


  “. . . . if you wish, but I have. . . . better plan. . . .” The doctor’s voice weakened still more and Herenden lost the rest. He gathered there was some sort of an argument going on, but his thoughts were diverted to a new subject. Slowly his lips whitened and his wrists swelled impotently against the straps.


  Abensus!


  Never had the happy-go-lucky Steve Herenden felt such purposeful rage, such murderous, choking fury. Lincoln Abensus—the interplanetary spy and plotter, the octopus no one knew but everyone hated! Posing as a harmless, grandpappy guy, dawdling over a cup of protein broth in a cafeteria, weaving a hypnotic spell over a kid he’d never even seen before. Knowingly making Steve a dupe, a cat’s-paw—knowing he’d take the rap eventually.


  How could such a monster exist in a civilized age? Why, years ago—in his younger days—he’d even taught for awhile at N.I.T. Neuroelectronics, or something like that. . . .


  Though his mouth was clamped, Herenden’s mind echoed with all the blistering profanity learned from two world’s rough laborers. If, just for one instant, he could fit his aching fingers around the withered neck of that black-souled old. . . .


  Ah, what was the use? For thirty years experts had been trying to track down that old devil—detectives with every facility. And freedom. Here he was, a captive, a doomed man in the hands of Venus’ dread Insecpos—who were even now gathering around his chair for another go at him.


  Keating was chewing on full lips. “I still think he’ll talk. He’s been holding out on the encephaloscope just like he held out on me, damn him. Let’s give him one more taste.”


  Gristell moved slowly back around the desk, supporting himself. “No,” he panted. “Tomorrow . . . Not a . . . torture instrument . . . you know. Needs . . . fresh minds . .”


  The fat man hesitated “Well, you’re the doctor—Oh, all right. Trug, take this hard guy back to the cell block and—I mean, may I suggest you lock him up, gracious sir?”


  He signed to the two Martians to follow him, and jiggled away. The Venusian glared after him, slowly stooping to unstrap the prisoner. “Earth scum!” he muttered. “As soon as I am chief . . .” He jerked Herenden to his feet.


  Steve last saw Gristell slumped at the desk. He was sniffing at the inhalator and staring thoughtfully at his reflection.


  The cells lined a dark corridor, at the far end of which a stone door stood slightly ajar. Herenden’s pulse pounded, seeing it, and he waited for the Insecpos to make one mistake.


  He did. Still grumbling, he bent to unlock a cell door. Steve brought a slashing palm-edge down on the thick neck just below the nerve center at the gill opening, and the clang of the closing cell-door coincided with the thud of Trug’s body inside. Another instant and the Teran was running toward the door, so oddly and invitingly open to the gray Venusian dusk . . .


  Forty hours later—and twelve out of Venus’ eternal cloud envelope—an odorous, disreputable Herenden stood before the waspish, red-faced skipper of the spacefreighter Orion. A thin trickle of algae mash felt its way down his back, and his streaked face showed the harrowing details of his last day on Venus.


  “A likely story,” Captain Christiansen snapped. “Stowing away in my mash tanks because of some nonsense about a secret police force being after you. I think you’re a deserter!”


  “You have my discharge papers to show that I’m not,” Steve said slowly. He had the distinct impression he was straight man in some comedy. The captain was brusque enough, but the others in the control room, particularly the Mate wore suppressed grins.


  “Well, it’s too late to turn back. I’ll have to turn you over to the Sandia authorities. In the meantime . . .”


  Herenden stared out through the thick glass of the navigation port. Stars were “scattered like diamonddust on the cloth of night,” and somewhere out there was Earth—and Abensus.


  “You are carrying passengers, Captain?”


  “Aye, a few. Fifty or sixty, mostly health cruisers. Why? You won’t be one, my boy, so don’t make plans. You’re going down to the engine-deck and work your passage!”


  “That’s all right with me. It’s just that I have a feeling—Well, my escape may have been planned, and among your passengers may be someone assigned to follow me.”


  “Follow you? Get out of here! Get to work! You got more imagination than one of them ‘infinitespace’ writers!”


  The Orion made the usual sweep to avoid the trajectory of the scheduled liners, and took her full seventy-nine days to reach Terra. Twenty-four hours out, Captain Christensen underlined Herenden’s suspicions by stopping beside him on rounds.


  “How they treatin’ you, my boy?”


  “Fair enough. I’m not being overworked, sir.”


  “No? Well, we don’t want no stowaways claiming we made slaves out of ’em. Which reminds me, I’m usually pretty busy when we brake in and afterward. It may take me some time to get around to calling the authorities, and I don’t want you slipping away out of the cargo port or somewhere. Understand?”


  Since he accompanied this pronouncement with a huge and unmistakable wink. Herenden had to nod he understood. But he didn’t entirely. Many spacemen were rabid Galactists, of course—or pretended to be for a cut of profitable smuggling—but it was too much to expect that Steve would pick the hold of a. . . .


  Or was it? Was any of this escape coincidence?


  Sandia, the oldest spaceport of the western world, was as busy and pockmarked as ever; and on the horizon glowed the lights of metropolitan Albuquerque, ancient but still growing. The engineer leaned in the open cargo hatch and breathed deeply of cool air, untainted by the ever-present methane of Venus’ atmosphere.


  Then he dodged back! Down the gantry escalator came a trickle of dark forms from the passenger decks, moving slowly past. Had the shoulders of one of them, a cloaked and black-hatted man, lifted and fallen in the exaggerated gasping of a Venus-lunger?


  The man never turned or showed any interest in his surroundings. Herenden peered out to watch him hire a chair under one of the unloading lights below; saw it go putt-putting off toward the mono-rail terminus. “Whew!” he breathed.


  Hell, there must be plenty of old Venus Hands around, he rebuked himself. If you’re going to get heart failure every time you see one. . . .


  Night was closing in again, and this time Steve Herenden welcomed it. For three days he had been jealous of every minute spent in bed; and for three days he had haunted restaurants—especially the spaceport diner—bars, even Galactist-front clubs in every waking moment. And to a gradually deepening twin conviction.


  One was that he was being watched. Though he could spot no tail, his room had been searched and peculiar whorls on the screen of his visiphone looked like a linetapping job.


  Secondly, he became aware that encountering Abensus publicly was a faint hope. It seemed less and less likely that another casual stranger would appear to try more hypnotic tricks, though he was prepared for any clever disguise.


  Then, verging on despair, Herenden had an inspiration. Oddly enough, it came by way of another gaunt and gasping lunger who chilled him with a second reminder of Gristell.


  “The devil!” he muttered. “Am I going to see that fiend wherever I turn? Next I’ll be dreaming of him.”


  Dreaming? . . .


  He stared from his hotel window, across the rooftops to the distant, soaring towers of the Northern Institute of Technology, excited by a new thought.


  Of course. That was the answer—it had to be! All he had to do was sleep. If Lincoln Abensus needed his cat’s-paw—and from what the brain-machine had failed to reveal, it seemed logical—he must already have planted posthypnotic instructions that would take the engineer to him at the proper time.


  That day, in an out-of-the-way antique shop, he found an old-fashioned needle gun, almost hopelessly rusted. But rust was no problem to one who had served on humid Venus, and Steve soon had the tiny pistolette as lethal as it had been in the days before all civilian arms-manufacture had been banned.[2]


  As though in answer, he had barely fallen asleep on his fourth night when the vivid, demanding vision came. . . .


  . . . . a nameless creature of dread, alone on deserted night streets wandering . . . cold, cold. . . . a shadow flittering after, now half seen, now a part of shadows


  . . moonlight silvering towers of long ago . . . late for class again, hurry, hurry. . . . that corridor of cells? . . . no, another; a long black tunnel dim-glowing from a rhombus of light. . . . cast from a doorway far down the length of it . . . wavering, growing . . . suddenly in it, light beating hurtfully . . . a laboratory, a man in a white coat at a table. . . . that obscene globe like a diving bell; not on a tripod now, suspended from the ceiling and the man in white turning. . . . Oh! God! No, no! . . . Not that apocalyptic face again. . . . that grinning skull. . . .


  “. . . . Gristell!”


  Yellowed skin stretching drum-tight over teeth and cheek-bones, the strong light blacking eye-pits, cheek-hollows. A death’s-head approaching, hands smacking sharply: “Wake! Wakeup!”


  He was awake, but not awake. His hand stole to his belt. The tiny needle gun was still hidden there; its metal cold and sanity-restoring, it slid into his sweating palm.


  “It is you!”


  “Are you awake? Good. Now—”


  “You followed me, watched me. But then . . . how did you get here? Ahead of me, ahead of. . . .” He flung himself back, pointing the weapon. “Stay away from me, Gristell! I’m after—”


  “Whoa, boy, what’s ailin’ you?”


  Herenden spun wildly. They we’re alone in the lab.


  The gaunt doctor’s rictus was meant to be a smile. “You still don’t know me? Look closely. I’m the man I deliberately made you want to murder. I’m Lincoln Abensus.”


  Steve stared. “No! You can’t be.”


  “Because I’m now skin and bones? Coccidioidosis.”


  “In three years? Fungus lungs takes more—”


  “I know. Result of a massive infection. I had to get to Venus soon after you did—and I had to appear as one who had spent a lifetime in the back-country.”


  The engineer shook his head as though to clear it. “But then . . . what you’ve done . . .”


  Abensus shrugged. “We all must die sometime.”


  “You’re lying! Do you expect me to believe you’d destroy yourself for some idiotic cause like Galactism?”


  “A few of us don’t think it’s idiotic. At any rate, I have precedent—Socrates, Joan of Arc, a man named John Brown . . . But never mind that. What’s this about my following you? I didn’t, you know; didn’t need to. I had you come here hypnotically to—”


  Herenden’s young features were rock-hard. “I know why you had me come here. And I know that you, as Gristell, must have set up my ‘escape.’ What I don’t know is why you thought you could pick on me to drag your political chestnuts from the fire!”


  The emaciated man came forward, paper-thin hands outstretched.


  “My deepest regrets, young man. My using you this way was not intended to be cruel or wayward, no matter what you think now. We were up against it—still are! And when I learned of your assignment and training, I knew you were our man.”


  He paused, neck-cords lifting then went on. “Unfortunately, there was no time to convert you, or try to buy you—


  “Stop right there!” Herenden snapped, and the pistolette threatened. “You’re not mesmerizing me again, I warn you.”


  Abensus let his rotating hands fall, and the gleam died out of his deep-sunken eyes. “No, of course not. You were a good subject, intelligent, daring—and guileless. You followed instructions to the letter, while I stood by to protect you.”


  “Protect me?” Steve Herenden laughed harshly. “Apparently you you had me break every law in the book without—How long could you hope to keep the Insecpos off my neck, you maniac?”


  “Until you were safely away. Let me remind you, my young friend, I had made myself indispensable. It wasn’t difficult to lead men like Keating on false scents, steer them away from you—until you got into that brawl at the Spaceport Tavern.”


  “Oh, I’m to blame for that, am I?”


  “You are. Had you remained sober, remembered your neutrality lessons, Keating would have missed you. It was pure ill-luck that the Vegan miner had to appear and stir you up.”


  “I wouldn’t say that, Doc! It’s turned out to be quite a break, quite a break!”


  Both Herenden and Abensus turned—one convulsively, the other with iron control—on hearing the mocking, high-pitched voice. Just inside the door stood the obese, purple-clad figure of Keating. Beside him, in the gaudy robes of a visitor to an inferior planet, was Captain Trug, aiming a fix at Herenden with a molecular baton. The look on his unbeautiful face showed he had not forgotten the indignities inflicted on him in the cell-block.


  “Your little talk’s been mighty interesting, Doc.” Keating bounced forward, highly elated. “Or should I call you Prof? Professor Troublemaker Abensus! Right under my nose and I never guessed it—not until I found a Doctor Gristell’s death certificate.”


  The professor’s deep eyes brooded on the fat man. “So you had me followed.”


  “Uh-uh. You’d left too quick for that. I trailed this youngster, figuring you’d get hold of him somehow. Say, it looks like I’m a million consumars richer, as of right now.”


  Herenden caught the Venusian’s quick scowl. “Aren’t you sharing that with the captain?” he needled.


  “Oh, sure,” Keating chuckled uneasily. “I meant to say we are richer, honored collaborator.”


  Trug rumbled deep in his barrel chest. The reward is mine! I am the only Supreme Being present, and the Law says—”


  “We’ll go into it later,” said Keating. “Prof, I notice you have another encephaloscope here. You planned to get your hypnotic pictures out of this ox, didn’t you? Well, go ahead!”


  Abensus was behind Herenden’s line of sight, but his voice sounded utterly tired and hopeless. “I’m afraid that is out of the question, now. The young man would never submit.”


  “He’ll submit—or else!”


  “Like hell I will,” Steve raged “I wouldn’t let my best friend dig into my brain with that thing, and no one here would ever be mistaken for my best friend. If I wasn’t fixed.—”


  “Shut up!” Keating slapped him and Herenden reacted. A stab of numbing pain caught his arm halfway and the pistolette left his nerveless fingers to clatter on the floor.


  “Ho, armed, were you?” Keating kicked the weapon contemptuously. “Get him under that ‘scope,” he said to the professor. “I want those pictures!”


  “Why?” Herenden sneered. “To blackmail your masters?”


  “I see you still do not understand MVS,” came Abensus’ frail sigh. “The subject must submit willingly, or at least unknowingly. This young man has been made aware and antagonistic. He would have to be brought to the belief that he wants to help you—and that would require a great deal of convincing.”


  “An understatement if ever I heard one,” Steve said.


  “I’ll give you just half an hour to convince him, Galactist. Then we all head back to Venus and some really expert convincing at I. S. P. headquarters. I’m done playing.”


  Abensus was silent for so long Herenden almost forgot himself and looked around. The breathless voice came at last.


  “Very well,” it said impassively. “I will do what I can. Mr. Herenden, to save yourself further torture, you had better understand something of the situation we are up against.”


  “I understand more than enough.”


  “The Venus question has always been touchy, largely because of its feudal system of fiefs and its virtual monopoly on algae basics and commercial radium. It exports go percent of the galaxy’s aminos and over two thirds of its radioenergized fuels. But, since little is imported, save gems and gold for the vaults of the governing drakes, marchands, serls and conyns, the trade balance is a powerful weapon in their hands. The Assistance Pact of ’84, whereby the galactic worlds supplies technicians, artisans, ‘advisors’ in every field—”


  “By impressment,”” Herenden interjected. “Slavery!”


  “At no cost to Venus, anyway. So that now we not only have built and developed its economy, but are also producing and selling the fruits of it at exorbitant prices—to ourselves.”


  Keating yawned rudely. “Get done, will you? You can’t blame the Orbists for our stupidity.”


  “No, indeed, my friend. But our Brotherhood does feel that their propaganda, their repeated insistence that Venusians are too superior to need education, should be counteracted . . .”


  Herenden was no longer listening to the words. It occurred to him that old Abensus was not talking for his benefit or even for Keating’s. The old devil was building up to something entirely different. What?


  “However, that policy has backfired, as our young friend discerned. The Galactic Confederation believes it has gained enough votes to force a new and modified trade treaty through the next Orbal Congress, at Venusburg. In spite of the Orb Firsters.”


  Trug was not following, that was sure. His mouth drooped laxly, and hand on the baton twitched with impatience.


  “Your guess as to why a confessed saboteur is needed was close to the mark, young man. But the Orbists want to hoodwink the Galactic worlds rather than their own people. For, you see, a peasant uprising would be no threat to them in any case.”


  Keating frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that every dam, every sea-wall, every Galaxy-supervised installation, in fact, has been mined with Gormanite.”


  “Gormanite?” Steve said. “The subsonic disintegrant?”


  “You’re crazy!” Keating snapped. “You don’t know—”


  “Correction, we do know. We can’t prove it—not without the mind-pictures of eighteen underwater inspections this young man carried out. But the Orbists have smuggled enough Gormanite, and are fanatical enough, so that if a new treaty is ratified, they will try to blow up, flood, destroy Venus.”


  “What?” Herenden said. “Commit suicide?”


  “Virtually, if they succeed. And force war, if they—or the ‘Galactist saboteurs’—fail. Oh, the few thousand innercircle members, the high-born, will be safe enough, with their riches. But the planet will go back to jungle, and millions of swamp-people, of shop-keepers and pretty officials, will die . . . Do you hear me, Captain Trug?” the reedy voice lashed out with sudden and surprising vigor. “Your people will die!”


  “Stop that!” Keating squealed. He admonished the Venusian, “Don’t listen to him, Trug! He’s trying to divide us!”


  Trug croaked a horrid laugh. “No,” he said. “I myself am rich now. I will be one of the high-born.”


  So that was it? Herenden waited through a moment of silence. Behind him was the labored, disheartened breathing of a resourceful old villain who had reached the end of the trail.


  “I’m still not convinced—” he started.


  There was a sharp crack of glass close by, and his head snapped around automatically. Immediate and excruciating cramps seized his longissimus capitus muscles, and he caught no more than the barest glimpse. Abensus was coming erect, the jagged neck of a laboratory flask in one hand.


  “I’ve wanted to do this. . . . for a long time,” he panted. “Now . . . you will have to kill me . . . to stop me!”


  Keating backed. “Keep away, Doc! So help me I’ll—Trug! Stop him! Fix him!”


  The professor was now in Herenden’s line of vision, and he could understand the fat man’s fright. Through watering eyes, the old man looked like one who had really blown his hatches. Gaunt, skeletal, savage; an insane light glowing in his eye-sockets.


  Keating’s voice shot higher. “Stop him, Trug! Turn that baton on him!” He tore his stare away from the claw of ragged-edged glass to see that his aide, glowering, was making no move to obey. “You fool! What are you doing?” He made a snatch at the baton. “Give me that thing, damn you! Quick!”


  The Venusian jerked it aside. “You speak so to me? A Supreme Being?”


  “You goddam toad, I’ll send you to the shark—”


  Captain Trug’s pursy mouth writhed. His huge torso swelled to the bursting point. “Earthian!” he hissed. “Low-born foulness—” He turned the molecular cane full on his superior.


  Keating’s screeching was cut as by a knife. He contorted like a fat doughnut in an eggbeater. There was the sound of ripping cloth, and great gaps appeared in the purple jumper-suit, at dislocated shoulder, hip- and knee-joints. He seemed to shake the room with his thumping fall . . .


  The whole thing happened so quickly Herenden acted with reflexes that might have had an intuition and a will of their own. Scarcely had the baton been turned from him before he was flinging himself to the floor, scrabbling for the pistolette. He whipped it up and triggered it from where he lay.


  Trug gave a hoarse bellow. He dropped the baton and grasped his needle-pierced forearm. For a long instant he crouched, shocked and moaning; then stumbled away into the darkness of the corridor. Herenden jumped to his feet to follow.


  “Let him go. He’s served his purpose.”


  Abensus stood up from where the fat man still lay in his dreadful rigor. “Dead,” he said calmly, and touched the fallen stick with his toe. “It takes a strong heart. . . . to survive the full force of one of these . . .”


  Steve Herenden nodded, sickenend. “Another of your little inventions? he asked nastily.


  “No . . . a Martian weapon, I believe.” Abensus surveyed him briefly, sadly; then he turned and groped his way to one of the stools at the bench. “You still . . . think of me as a villain . . . and perhaps I am. . . . perhaps I am . . .”


  Herenden stared down at the huddled body. What made villians? There, but for the grace of God and an athletic scholarship.


  His head jerked erect and his eyes went carefully around the room. “The devil! I just noticed—this is a sub-cellar at Northern Tech! How long has this been your hideout?”


  The professor didn’t reply. His head was on the table, and only the arched, bony back moved, rising and falling convulsively with the rasp of his exhausted breathing.


  It must have been years. All this equipment wasn’t assembled overnight. But that meant co-operation with the authorities; approval of the regents, the faculty! Damn it, who all belonged to that society of interfering nonconformists? Maybe the very teachers who preached ethics and neutrality and Dalecarnegism.


  What was this Brotherhood? Herenden studied the man before him, who was slowly dying from a disease deliberately contracted in the services of a universe that cursed his name and would probably curse his memory. And the first leader, Cotsworth, captured, who on the eve of his execution declared that “Man seems no longer born to valor, but must be sold on its worth.”


  These were the men who let themselves be thought of as gangsters, spies, murderers. Why? To avoid implicating the ambassadors, the peace-seekers? To be, in their turn, cat’s paws?


  Swallowing he croaked, “Professor, is it really true? Are the Orbists planning to blow up Venus?”


  “Yes.”


  “And . . I can stop them? How?”


  “Two ways . . . First, your memory graphs would convict them . . . in the eyes of their own people. Second, your tests would show . . . the detonating wave-length. . . . which must be jammed. . . .”


  “I see.” He saw, all right. So within him he had the knowledge to save a world of helpless people. Moreover, at the same time it would stride a blow at impressment, a crime against less stupid but equally helpless people of other worlds.


  No! he thought. It’s too much! Why should he be the one to have wires stuck in his brain? Why should he have to risk—what? Death? Insanity?—for some freedom, to quote Keating, signed away long before he was born? . . .


  Man seems no longer born to valor . . .” he breathed. What was valor but? a sudden, reckless disregarding of self? A final determination to do what is right, at whatever cost?


  “All right, Professor, you win! Bring on your devilish memory camera!”


  Abensus slowly raised his head. Steve couldn’t see his face, but the voice was transfigured. “You . . . mean that?”


  “Of course.” Herenden spoke with irony and truth. “What’s, a cat’s-paw for, if not to take the heat off wiser hands?”


  THE END


  [1] The Technological Assistance for Venus Pact of 2084.


  [2] By the Interplanetary Disarmament Treaty of 2107.


  IMAGE OF SPLENDOR


  Lu Kella


  From Venus to Earth, end all the way between, it was a hell of a world for men . . . and Apprentice Burnerman O’Rielly particularly.


  THE intercom roared fit to blow O’Rielly back to Venus. “Burner Four!”


  “On my way, sir!”


  At the first flash of red on the bank of meters Apprentice Burnerman O’Rielly had slammed the safety helmet on his head; he was already throwing open the lock to the burner room. The hot, throbbing rumble whipped around him and near crushed his breath away. Power! Power of the universe trapped here and ready to destroy its captors given one chance! Swiftly O’Rielly unlocked the controls and reset them. The throbbing rumble changed tone.


  Old Callahan’s voice crackled now through the helmet’s ear contact. “Well, Mr. O’Rielly?”


  “Fusion control two points low, sir.” O’Rielly wondered had Callahan passed out, was so long before the old Burner Chief demanded hoarsely, “Didn’t you lock them controls before blast-off?”


  “If every control hadn’t been locked in correct setting,” O’Rielly answered from his own angry bewilderment, “the error would have registered before blast-off—wouldn’t it, sir?”


  “So a control reset itself in flight, hey?”


  “I don’t know yet, sir.”


  “Well, Mr. O’Rielly, you better know before we orbit Earth!”


  The icy knot in O’Rielly’s stomach jerked tighter. A dozen burners on this ship; why did something crazy have to happen to O’Rielly’s? In a hundred years, so the instructors—brisk females all—had told O’Rielly in pre-flight school, no control had ever been known to slip. But one had moved here. Not enough to cause serious trouble this far out from Earth. On blast-down, though, with one jet below peak, the uneven thrust could throw the ship, crash it, the whole lovely thing and ail aboard gone in a churning cloud.


  Sweat pouring off him, O’Rielly prow led around his burner. Design of the thing had been bossed by dames of course; what on Earth wasn’t any more? Anyway, nobody could get to a burner except through its watch room. Anyone entered or left there, a bell clanged, lights flashed and a meter registered beside the Burnerman’s bunk and on the Burner Chief’s console up in the flight room full of beautifully efficient officers. Ever since Venus blast-off O’Rielly had been in Four’s watch room. Nobody had passed through. O’Rielly knew it. Callahan knew it. By now the Old Woman herself, Captain Millicent Hatwmody, had probably inquired what was in charge of Burner Four.


  Well, ma’am, O’Rielly searched every cranny where even a three-tailed mouse of Venus could have stowed away. His first flight, and O’Rielly saw himself washed out, busted to sweeper on the blast-off stands of some God-forsaken satellite. He staggered back into his watch room. And his brain was suddenly taken apart and slapped together again. Felt that way.


  She was sitting on his bunk. No three-tailed mouse. No Old Woman either. Oh, she was a female human, though, this creature at which O’Rielly stood gaping. Yes, ma’am!


  “I was in your burner room.” Her voice matched the rest of her, a blend of loveliness unlike anything outside a guy’s most secret dreams. “I couldn’t stand the heat any longer and I couldn’t open that big door. So I moved one of your controls a tiny bit. All the noise in there, naturally you couldn’t hear me walk out while your back was turned resetting the control.”


  O’RIELLY suddenly felt like turning her over his knee and whaling her until she couldn’t sit for a year. This, mind you, he felt in an age where no Earth guy for a thousand years had dared raise so much as a breath against woman’s supremacy in all matters. That male character trait, however, did not seem to be the overpowering reason why O’Rielly, instead of laying violent hands upon this one’s person, heard himself saying in sympathetic outrage, “A shame you had to go to all that bother to get out here!”


  “You’re so kind. But I’m afraid I became rather sticky and smelly in there.”


  “They ought to cool the air in there with perfume! I’ll drop a suggestion in the Old Woman’s box first chance I get.”


  “You’re so thoughtful. And do you have bathing facilities?”


  “That door right there. Oh, let me open it for you!”


  “You’re so sweet.” Her big dark eyes glowed with such pure innocence that O’Rielly could have torn down the universe and rebuilt it just for her.


  Yes, ma’am, O’Rielly was floating on a pink cloud with heavenly music in his head. Never felt so fine before. Except on the Venus layover when he’d been roped into a dice game with a bunch of Venus lads who had a jug to cheer one’s parting with one’s money.


  A bell suddenly clanged fit to wake the dead while the overhead lights flashed wildly. Only the watch room door. Only Callahan here now. Old buzzard had a drooped nose like a pick, chin like a shovel.


  When he talked he was like digging a hole in front of himself. “Well, what about that control?”


  “What control?”


  “Your fusion control that sot itself two points low!”


  “Oh, that little thing.”


  Callahan said something through his teeth, then studied O’Rielly sharply. “Hey, you been wetting your whistle on that Venus vino again? Lemme smell your breath! Bah. Loaded yourself full of chlorophyll again probably. All right, stand aside whilst I see your burner.”


  “Charmed to, Burner Chief Callahan, sir,” O’Rielly said while bowing gracefully.


  “Higher than a swacked skunk’s tail again,” Callahan muttered, then snapped back over his shoulder, “Lise your shower!”


  O’Rielly stood considering his shower door. Somehow he doubted that Burner Chief Terrence Callahan’s mood, or Captain Millicent Hatwoody’s, would be improved by knowledge of she who was in O’Rielly’s shower now. Not that the dear stowaway was less than charming. Quite the contrary. Oh, very quite!


  “You rockhead!” Only Callahan back from the burner. “Didn’t I tell you to shower the stink off yourself? Old Woman’s taking a Venus bigwig on tour the ship. Old Woman catches you like you been rassling skunks she’ll peel both our hides off. Not to mention what she’ll do anyway about your fusion control!”


  “Burner Chief Callahan, sir,” O’Rielly responded courteously, “I have been thinking.”


  “With what? Never mind, just keep on trying whilst I have a shower for myself here.” Wherewith Callahan reached hand for O’Rielly’s shower door.


  “Venus dames,” O’Rielly said dreamily, “don’t boss anything, do they?”


  Callahan yelped like he’d been bit in the pants by a big Jupiter ant. “O’Rielly! You trying to get both of us condemned to a Uranus moon?” Callahan also shot a wild look to the intercom switch. It was in OFF position; the flight room full of fancy gold-lace petticoats could not have overheard from here. Nevertheless Callahan’s eyes rolled like the devil was behind him with the fork ready. “O’Rielly, open your big ears whilst for your own good and mine I speak of certain matters.


  “Thousand years ago, it was, the first flight reached Venus. Guys got one look at them dames. Had to bring some home or bust. So then everybody on Earth got a look, mostly by TV only of course. That did it. Every guy on Earth began blowing his fuse over them dames. Give up the shirt off his back, last buck in the bank, his own Earth dame or family—everything.


  “Well, that’s when Earth dames took over like armies of wild cats with knots in their tails. Before the guys who’d brought the Venus dames to Earth could say anything they was taken apart too small to pick up with a blotter. Earth dames wound up by flying the Venus ones back where they come from and serving notice if one ever set foot on Earth again there wouldn’t be enough left of Venus to find with an electron microscope.


  “VENUS boys rared up and served notice that if Earth ever got any funny notions, right away there wouldn’t be enough Earth left to hide in an atom’s eyebrow. Touchy as hornets on a hot griddle, them Venus guys. Crazier than bed bugs about war. Could smell a loose dollar a million light years away too. Finagled around until they finally cooked up a deal.


  “No Venus dames allowed within fifty miles of their port. Earth guys stay inside the high-voltage fence. Any dame caught trying to leave Venus thrown to the tigers for supper. Same for any Earth guy caught around a Venus dame. In return, Earth could buy practically everything at bargain basement prices.”


  “Oh, I was shown the history films in pre-flight,” O’Rielly said, still dreamily. “But not a peek of any Venus dame.”


  “Pray heaven you’ll never lay eyes on one nor have one get within ten foot of you! Even though you’d know she’d be your damnation wouldn’t make a whit difference—you’d still act sappier than thirty-seven angels flying on vino.” Callahan suddenly stared at O’Rielly. “Holy hollering saints!”


  “Now, now, Burner Chief Callahan, sir,” O’Rielly responded with an airy laugh. “No Earth guy for a hundred twenty-five years been near one and lived to tell it, has he?”


  “So the whispers run,” Callahan murmured with a queer flame dancing into his eyes. “So the old whispers still run.”


  “Never a name, though. Never how it was done.” O’Rielly snorted. “Probably just a goofy tale set loose by some old space bum.”


  “Oh?” Callahan bristled up like a bad name had been bandied about. “Seen them dirty bags Venus bigwigs have, ain’t you? Some big enough to stuff a cow in. Notice how nobody ever dares question a bigwig’s bags, even through customs? Just run ’em through the big Geiger that tells whether there’s any fusionable junk inside. Well, our boy got himself one of them bags, stuffed himself inside and joined a bigwig’s pile of ’em.


  “Didn’t pull it whilst on the Venus port during a layover either, when a crew check would of turned him up missing. Pulled it on vacation. Started on the Earth end. Made himself a pair of beards to paste on his ears of course. Wove Jupiter wiggle worms in to keep the beards moving. Wasn’t like the real thing, but good enough to flimflam Venus guys.”


  With suddenly enlivened interest O’Rielly looked at Callahan. “Hey, how come you know so much?”


  “Hah? What?” Callahan blinked like waking from a trance; even groaned to himself, something that sounded like, “Blabbering like I’d had a nip myself—or one of them dillies was radiating nearby. Then Callahan glared fit to drill holes in O’Rielly’s head. “Look! I was a full Burnerman before you was born. Been flying the spaces hundred twenty-five years now-. Had more chances to hear more—just hear more, you hear! Only tried to clear your mind about Venus dames so you could put your brain on your control mess. So now put it! If you ain’t high on vino and ain’t been made nuts by a Venus dame, what answer do we feed the Old Woman?”


  “Search me,” Apprentice Burnerman O’Rielly responded cheerfully.


  “Of all the loony apprentices I ever had to answer the Old Woman for! Awp, lemme out where I can think of something to save me own neck at least!”


  Was all O’Rielly could do to keep from rolling on the deck with glee. Old Callahan had been flimflammed for fair! The dear little stowaway was saved! And O’Rielly would now think of grand ways to save her lovely neck and his own forever.


  O’Rielly’s shower door, however, opened abruptly. O’Rielly had not opened it. O’Rielly, however, suffered a cruel stab of dismay. Surely his dear stowaway had been listening through the door. Why didn’t she have brains enough to stay hid until Callahan was gone!


  At sight of her, of course, Callahan’s eyes near popped from his old head. “Berta!”


  “Oh, I’m Trillium,” she assured Callahan sweetly. “But Grandmamma’s name is Berta and people say I’m just like she was a hundred and twenty dive years ago.”


  “HAH? What?” Callahan blinked like his brain had been taken apart and was being slapped together again. “O’Rielly! Awp, you angel-faced pirate, couldn’t you hide her somewheres better than that? Shut up, you don’t have to explain to me, but God help the whole universe if we don’t flimflam the Old Woman!” With which ominous remark, rendered in a zesty devil-may-care manner, however, Callahan threw himself into O’Rielly’s showier.


  O’Rielly stood looking thoughtfully at lovely, womanly, exquisite Trillium. Just like that, O’Rielly felt as sparkling of mind as a spiral nebula. “My locker!” he crowed with inspiration and yanked open the doors under his bunk. He glimpsed a black ditty bag, also the cap and coverall uniform of a baggage boy.


  “I threw them in there before you came on duty before blast-off,” Trillium explained. “I knew the burner room would be warm.”


  Trillium—with her shape—passing as a boy hustling bags through this ship. O’Rielly chortled as he tucked her under his bunk. “Now don’t you worry about another thing!”


  “Oh, I’m not,” she assured him happily. “Everything is going just the way Grandmamma knew it would!”


  O’Rielly’s shower opened and Callahan, glowing like a young bucko, bounced onto the bunk. “Weil, did you hide her good this time? No, don’t tell me! I want to be surprised if the Old Worn in ever finds her.”


  “If what old woman finds whom?” a voice like thin ice crackling wanted to know.


  The watch room’s door had opened. Wouldn’t think the Old Woman was a day over seventy-five, let alone near two hundred. Cut of her uniform probably lent a helping hand or three to the young snap of her figure. Frosty blue of fancy hair-do, she was, though, and icy of eye as she looked at O’Rielly and Callahan still lolling on the bunk.


  Her voice was an iceberg exploding. “At attention!”


  Never in his right mind would any crewman dare fail to come stiffly erect the instant the Old Woman appeared. Behind her stood a colorfully robed specimen of Venus man. Handsome as the devil himself. Fit to snap lesser men in two with his highly bejeweled hands. Fuzzy beards trailed from his ears and kept twitching lazily as he sneered at the spectacle of two men meekly acknowledging the superiority of a woman.


  She was fit to put frost on a hydrogen burner. “Mr. Callahan, I asked you a question, did I not?”


  “Believe you did, ma’am,” Callahan responded cheerfully. “And the answer is, ma’am, that Apprentice Burnerman O’Rielly and me was discussing—ah—matrimony, ma’am. Mr. Apprentice Burnerman O’Rielly here is considering it, ma’am.”


  Wasn’t too bad a fib. The more O’Rielly thought of Trillium, the more ideas he got of doing things he’d never dreamt of before in his life. Yes, ma’am!


  “Wasting your time talking nonsense!” Old Woman’s look was fit to freeze O’Rielly’s brain, then she gave Callahan the look. “I sent you down here to find the answer to that fusion control slippage!”


  “Oh, you’ll have the best answer you ever heard of before long, ma’am!” Callahan assured her heartily. “The subject of nonsense—I mean, women—merely chanced to arise whilst we was scientifically analyzing the control phenomenon, ma’am. Naturally I offered this innocent young Burnerman the benefit of me long years of experience. Why,” Callahan said with a jaunty laugh, “drones mean nothing to me. Indeed t’wouldn’t bother me none if there wasn’t one of the things left in the world! Present company excepted, of course,” Callahan hastened to say with a courtly bow.


  “Stay at attention!” Old Woman sniffed the air near Callahan’s face, then in O’Rielly’s vicinity. “Smothered it with chlorophyll probably,” she muttered through her teeth, “if it is that vino.” Something horrible as a plague flickered in her eyes, then the old ice was there again. “Apprentice Burnerman, don’t you know what your shower is for? Then use it! Mr. Callahan, remain at attention while I inspect this burner!” She tendered a cool glance at the Venus bigwig. “Care to join me, Your Excellency?”


  “May as well.” His Excellency glanced at O’Rielly and Callahan much as he might at a couple of worms. Could bet your last old sox no female ever told any Venus man what to do.


  The shower units were equipped so no Burnerman need be more than two steps from his responsibility. To keep the Old Woman from possibly blowing her gaskets completely, O’Rielly simply stepped in, shut the door, flipped a switch and tingled as he was electronically cleansed of person and clothes. By time he finished, the Old Woman and His Excellency were already coming out of the burner room, dripping with sweat.


  Old Woman opened the shower with her customary commanding air. “You first, Your Excellency.”


  “My dear Captain,” His Excellency replied like a smoothly drawn dagger, “always the lesser gender enjoys precedence.”


  No Earth dame ever admitted any guy was even equal to any female. Old Woman, a prime symbol of her gender’s superiority, whipped a razor edge onto her own words. “Facilities of the Captain’s quarters are more satisfactory.”


  “No more so than those of the Ambassadorial Suite.”


  SEEMING to grind her teeth, the Old Woman turned abruptly to leave O’Rielly’s watch room. Was all O’Rielly could do to keep from busting out laughing for joy.


  Old Woman had been flimflammed for fair! Dear Trillium was saved! And betwixt O’Rielly’s grand brain and Callahan’s great experience she’d be happy forever.


  A fine loud “thump,” however, was now heard. Old Woman whirled back and yanked open the doors under O’Rielly’s bunk.


  “Of all the sappy hiding places!” Callahan yelped, in surprise of course. “Trillium?” His Excellency bellowed as if stung by one of the sabre-tailed hornets of his native planet. “Trillium!”


  “Trillium,” O’Rielly pleaded in loving anguish, “why do you have to keep coming out of hiding just when nobody’s going to find you?”


  Her eyes merely became deep pools in which O’Rielly would have gladly drowned himself if he could.


  “There are rewards,” the Old Woman said with the deadly coldness of outer space, “for Earthmen found in a Venus woman’s company, and for her leaving her planet.”


  “Shut up!” Elis Excellency’s ear beards were standing straight out sideways. “I’ll handle this!”


  “May I remind His Excellency,” the Old Woman snapped, “that I represent Earth and her dominion of space gained by right of original flight!”


  “May I remind the Captain,” His Excellency declared fit to be heard back to his planet, “that I am the Personal Ambassador of the President of Venus and this thing can mean war!”


  “Yes! War in which people will actually die!” As His Excellency paled at that grisly remark, the Old Woman spoke through her teeth at O’Rielly, Callahan and Trillium. “All right, come along!”


  O’Rielly joined the death march gladly. He felt the way Callahan looked: ready to wrap his arms around Trillium’s brave loveliness and protect it to his last breath of life.


  Old Woman led the way to her office. Jabbed some buttons on her desk. Panels on opposite walls lit up.


  “Presidents of Earth and Venus, please,” the Old Woman stated evenly. “Interplanetary emergency.”


  Highly groomed flunkies appeared on the panels and were impersonally pleasant.


  “Madame President’s office. She is in a Cabinet meeting.”


  “Mr. President’s office. He is in personal command of our glorious war efforts.”


  Old Woman sighed through her teeth. “Venus woman aboard this ship. Stowaway. Rattle that around your belfries.”


  The flunkies’ faces went slack with shock, then were replaced by a blizzard of scrambled faces and torrents of incoherent voices.


  Finally on the Earth panel appeared the famous classic features. “The facts, if you please, Captain Hatwoody.”


  The Venus panel finally held steady on universally notorious features that were as fierce as an eagle’s, in a fancy war helmet. “Trillium! My own granddaughter? Impossible! Dimdooly,” Mr. President roared at his Excellency, “what’s this nonsense?”


  “Some loud creature is interfering,” Madame President snapped with annoyance.


  “Blasted fools still have the circuits crossed,” Mr. President swore. “Some silly female cackling now!”


  The parties in the panels saw each other now. Each one’s left hand on a desk moved toward a big red button marked, ROCKETS.


  “So,” Mr. President said evenly. “Another violation by your Earthmen.”


  “By your granddaughter, at least,” Madame President replied coolly.


  “An innocent child,” Mr. President snapped, “obviously kidnapped by those two idiotic Earthmen there!”


  “Oh, no, Grandpapa,” Trillium said swiftly; “I stole away all by myself, and Mr. O’Rielly and Callahan have been very helpful.”


  “Impossible!” Grandpapa President’s ear beards stood near straight up as he roared, “You couldn’t have stolen away by yourself! Trillium, tell the truth!”


  “Very well. Grandmamma told me how.”


  “OBVIOUSLY Trillium’s poor little brain has been drugged,” His Excellency Dimdooly declared. “Grandmamma Berta wouldn’t know the first thing about such things!”


  “Impossible!” Grandpapa President agreed. “I’ve been married to her for a hundred and twenty-four and a half years and she’s the finest rattle-brain I ever knew!”


  “She learned,” Trillium stated emphatically, “a hundred and twenty-five years ago.”


  “Hundred twenty-five,” Grandpapa president growled like a boiling volcano. “The year some Earthman. . . . Never did catch the devil. . . . Berta? Impossible!” Madame President’s shapely finger now rested full on the button that could launch the fleets of war rockets that had been pre-aimed for a thousand years. “I’m afraid your Ambassador is unwelcome now,” Madame President stated coolly. “Your granddaughter’s actions have every mark of an invasion tactic by your government.”


  “What do you mean, her actions?” Grandpapa President’s finger now lay poised on the button that had been waiting a thousand years to blow Earth out of the universe. “My grandchild was kidnapped by men under your official command! Weren’t you, Trillium dear?”


  “No. One of us stowing away was the only way we Venus women could bring our cause to the attention of Earth’s President. If Earth will only stop buying from Venus, you won’t have any money to squander on your wars any longer no matter what happens to we revolutionaries!”


  “Revolutionaries? Such claptrap! And what’s wrong with my wars? People have to have something to keep their minds off their troubles! Nobody around here gets hurt. Oh, maybe a few scratches here and there. But nobody on Venus dies from the things any more.”


  “But Venus men are so excited all the time about going to war they haven’t time for us women. That’s why we always radiated such a fatal attraction for Earthmen. We want to be loved! We want our own men home doing useful work!”


  “Well, they do come home and do useful work! Couple weeks every ten months. Proven to be a highly efficient arrangement.”


  “More boys to run off to your old wars and more girls to stay home and be lonely!”


  “Now you just listen to me, Trillium!” Grandpapa President was all Venus manhood laying down the law. “That’s the way things have been on Venus for ten thousand years and all the women in the universe can’t change it!”


  “I have been in constant contact with my Cabinet during these conversations,” Madame President said crisply. “Earth is terminating all trade agreements with Venus as of this instant.”


  “What?” Grandpapa’s beards near pulled his ears off. “It’s not legal! You can’t get away with this!”


  “Take your finger off that trigger, boy!” a heavenly voice similar to Trillium’s advised from the Venus panel.


  Whereupon Grandpapa glared to one side. “Berta! What are you doing here? I am deciding matters of the gravest interplanetary nature!”


  “Were.” Features more beautifully mature than Trillium’s crowded onto the panel too. “From now on I’m doing the deciding.”


  “Nonsense! You’re only my wife!”


  “And new President of Venus, elected by unanimous vote of all women.”


  “Impossible! The men run Venus! Nobody’s turning this planet into another Earth where a man can’t even sneeze unless some woman says so!”


  “Take him away, girls,” Berta ordered coolly, whereupon her spouse was yanked from view.


  H is bellows, however, could be heard yet. “Unhand me, you fool creatures! Guards! Guards!”


  “Save your breath,” Berta advised him. “And while you’re in the cooler, enjoy this latest batch of surrender communiques. We women are in control everywhere now.”


  “Dimmy,” Trillium was saying firmly to His Excellency, “you have beat around the bush with me long enough. Now say it!”


  DIMDOOLY—the mighty, the lordly, who had sneered at the sight of mere Earthmen kowtowing to a mere woman—swelled up fit to blow his gaskets, then all the gas went out of him. His ear beards, however, still had enough zip left to flutter like butterflies. “Yes, Trillium dear. I love only you. Please marry me at your earliest convenience.”


  “Well, Grandmamma,” Trillium said with a highly self-satisfied air, “it works. And just like you said, Earthmen meant nothing once I knew we Venus women had our own men in cur power.”


  “Those crewmen there,” Grandmamma President said, “seem to be proof enough that we Venus women no longer radiate any threat to Earth’s tranquility.”


  Yes, ma’am, O’Rielly sure felt like proof of something all of a sudden. Worse than the hangover from that crap game with Venus vino. He looked away from Trillium and took a look at Callahan. Old guy looked away from Grandmamma President like he was packing the second biggest headache in history.


  “Hmmmm, yes,” Madame President of Earth observed. “Reactions agree perfectly with the psychoanalytical research project we have been conducting on the subject of the Venus female influence. Madame President of Venus, congratulations on your victory!


  “Long may the superior sex reign on Venus too! We shall be delighted to receive an Ambassadoress to discuss a new trade treaty at your earliest convenience.”


  “Thank you for cancelling the old trade agreements at the psychological moment,” Grandmamma President said cordially. “What with the communications mixup, we managed to have the scenes on these panels broadcast throughout all Venus. When the rug went out from under the top man, the tide really turned in our favor. Now, Trillium, you take over Dimmy’s credentials.”


  “The Ambassadorial Suite, too,” Madame President of Earth said graciously. “Anything else now, Berta?”


  “I should like,” Grandmamma President Berta said charmingly, “that Mr. O’Rielly and Mr. Callahan be suitably rewarded for assisting our revolution better than they knew.”


  “Of course,” Madame President of Earth was delighted to oblige. “No doubt Captain Hatwoody knows what reward would satisfy their needs best.”


  The Madame Presidents switched to a private circuit, Trillium dragged Dimdooly off somewhere and the Old Woman eyed O’Rielly and Callahan. Especially she eyed Callahan, like running chilled drills through his old conniving brain. “I award the pair of you five minutes leisure before returning to your stations.”


  “Oh, well,” O’Rielly muttered, once he and Callahan were safely beyond earshot, “could have been rewarded worse. I suppose.”


  “What you expect for being flimflammed by a foreign dame, the rings of Saturn? Lucky we ain’t programmed to be hung, shot and thrown to the crows for breakfast.” Callahan’s old pick-and-shovel face wore a little grin like the cat that nobody could prove ate the canary.


  “You—I mean, that Earth guy a hundred twenty-five years ago,” O’Rielly said in sudden thought. “If Venus dames wanted to be loved so bad, why did Trillium’s Grandmamma let him go?”


  “Venus guys wasn’t so busy playing war all the time,” Callahan mumbled, like to himself, “they’d of found out the answer centuries ago. Yep, guess our boy was the only guy on Earth or Venus to find out and live. Dames bossing both planets now, though, his old secret won’t be one much longer. Venus dames could of let it out centuries ago themselves but didn’t, just to spite Earth probably. Later, was part of organizing to take over Venus, I guess.” O’Rielly still had memories of the way he had felt about Trillium before her revolution. “Ail right, Callahan, why did ‘our boy’ leave Grandmamma?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Callahan sighed like he hadn’t heard a word O’Rielly said, “you could sweet-talk ’em, kiss ’em and hold ’em tighter’n Billy-be-damned. And that’s all.”


  “I’m not sure,” O’Rielly said, “what you mean by, ‘that’s all.’ ”


  “Anybody ever seen anybody but a Venus guy come built with ear beards? Course not.”


  “But I thought our boy was wearing the best fakes ever.”


  “Ain’t nothing can match the natural growed-on variety, no, ma’am. Venus guy kisses a Venus dame, his beards grabs her roundst the ears.”


  “So what?”


  “Tickles ’em, boy, tickles ’em!”


  STARVATION ORBIT


  James White


  Accidents are going to happen in space when interplanetary travel becomes a fact. The most important people on ship, space station or extraterrestrial base will be the doctors—and they will have to discover new methods of treatment under very unearthly conditions.


  Russell moved towards the damaged section of the Station, sliding his foot magnets slowly over the buckled areas of the hull, lifting them carefully when twisted, jagged-edged metal threatened the fabric of his spacesuit.


  What a mess, he thought, as he avoided a tangle of wreckage that had once been the water reclamation plant, what a rotten mess. For the first time in the short history of space travel, a ship had collided with a space-station. He hadn’t realised until now just how lightly-constructed the stations were. Balloons strengthened with cobwebs, that’s all they were. Lucky thing the ship had merely gouged a piece out of the rim.


  He added another layer to the glare shield on his helmet. The blinding white expanse of Venus’ eternal cloud blanket filled half the sky, and it was beginning to hurt his eyes. There was no shortage of light out here. If there was anything to find, he could hardly miss seeing it.


  Russell didn’t really expect to find anybody alive. It seemed an impossibility. But the Station people said there was a chance, a slim chance, that if the men in the rim had time to get into their spacesuits before the crash, and if the crash hadn’t made mince-meat of them, then there might still be a few of them alive. Naturally, if there was any chance at all, he’d have to search until he was absolutely sure one way or the other.


  He looked once to either side to see if the two men helping with the search had had any better luck than himself. Apparently they hadn’t. He was almost at the rim now. Most of the hull plating hereabouts had been ripped away, which made it harder to move around. He wished he’d been able to become a little more proficient at handling himself in a spacesuit, but as Medical Officer of the North Polar Base on Venus his trips up to the Station had been confined to short routine visits of only a few hours each, so there had never been much time to practise.


  A voice in his headphones, toneless and metallic, brought him up sharply.


  “Doctor! Over here.”


  The man on his right was waving his arms slowly above his head. Russell moved over to him as quickly as he could, then he saw what the other had found.


  The man had been trying to get into his suit when the smash had come, but had only managed to cover one leg before being exposed to space. For yards around him the wreckage was coated with a reddish-brown stain, like rust. But it wasn’t rust. When subject to explosive decompression in space, the human body looses all its fluid and gaseous contents in a matter of seconds. There is a surprising amount of blood in people.


  Russell bent forward. He had to look for some identification on the body, a very messy job. But before he could begin, the man who had found it spoke again.


  “Don’t bother, Doc. It’s Murray. I recognise the pyjamas . . .” His voice choked into silence for a moment, then, with awful intensity, he said softly, “Oh, blast that ship.”


  The doctor knew how he felt. He followed the other’s furious stare out to where the six-hundred foot winged dart that was the Queen of Darkness tumbled end over end less than a mile away. The ship seemed to be in an even worse predicament than was the Station, for when the Queen hit the rim and caroomed off, she had absorbed the not inconsiderable amount of kinetic energy possessed by the rotating spacestation. Now the station no longer rotated, but the ship spun and twisted and rolled wildly with a motion that made Russell’s stomach feel uneasy just by looking at it.


  But the ship was gradually being brought under control. Somebody aboard was doing a brilliant series of permutations with the steering jets; it would be only a matter of time before the ship was completely at rest, then it would be needing help, too. He felt sorry for the crew. Unless they had all been strapped in, they must have taken an even worse beating than the men on the Station.


  Russell looked away from the madly-spinning ship and said quietly, “Take it easy. We don’t know what happened exactly. Maybe it wasn’t their fault.”


  The other just grunted and turned to renew the search.


  The doctor was about to do the same when the voice of the third member of the party came crackling out of his phones. He had found something, too. They both hurried over to join him.


  Russell saw immediately that this one had been lucky, he’d had time to don his suit and seal it properly. Also, he must have been knocked out at once, for the spacesuit had starfished from the internal air pressure, and that couldn’t have happened if the man had had conscious control over his arm and leg muscles. He floated motionless, a few feet out from the rim, with one foot caught in a tangled strand of electrical cable. The cable, which was less than an eighth of an inch thick, had kept him from drifting off into space. The doctor couldn’t see the man’s face very well through the helmet, but there was a purplish tinge in it that he didn’t like at all. It dawned on him suddenly that the suit’s air tank must be practically exhausted. The poor fellow must be smothering in there. He said sharply to the men beside him, “Quick. I think his air has run out. Pull him in.”


  Russell had a spare oxygen tank ready when they got him back onto the hull. He changed that first, then plugged his transmitter lead into the injured man’s helmet and said distinctly, “Can you hear me?” No answer. He reached forward quickly to increase the volume of the other’s receiver. His elbow barely touched one of the loosely outflung arms, and a low, shuddering moan came through his phones, but the man didn’t come to. Russell cursed himself for a clumsy, bungling fool. That arm was probably fractured somewhere—people always stuck their arms out to save themselves in a smash—and he was making it worse by manhandling it about like a sack of potatoes. Very carefully he lifted the man by his wide metal belt so as not to touch the arms and legs, and retraced his steps to the station’s central airlock.


  He had just anchored the unconscious man to the hull beside the lock with a magnet when the voices of the other two searchers came, almost simultaneously, over his phones.


  “Doctor. I’ve found another one.”


  “I can see two over here, Doc. But we’re going to have trouble getting them out, better bring the cutting torch when you’re coming.”


  Dr. Russell brought a crowbar and some rope as well as the cutting torch. He’d an idea they’d need everything. He was right.


  Half an hour later, as he stood in the airlock with the four still figures of the men they’d been able to rescue lying at his feet, he marvelled anew at the nearly limitless capacity of the human body for taking punishment. Of the seven men who had been in the wreckage, these four had been able to get their suits sealed in time. There was no way of telling how badly they were hurt until he had them inside in the air, but it was a miracle that they were alive at all. He shook his head, then began to loosen his helmet as air whooshed into the lock and the inner seal opened.


  One of the station crew, his head and hands swathed in bandages, moved forward to help him. The bandages wrinkled a little where the man’s mouth was as he mumbled painfully, “I’ll give you a hand, Doc.”


  Russell looked at the bandaged hands, then up at the pale grey eyes that peered at him through ragged slits in the gauze covering his face. This must be the chemist—the one who had taken the header into the benchful of glassware. When the doctor left for outside, Robinson had been treating him. Surely he shouldn’t be wandering about like this.


  “It’s all right. I can manage,” he said quickly as the other bent over one of the injured men, “But you could go tell Dr. Robinson to come here as quickly as possible with the hypos. She’ll know what you mean. And,” Russell ended sternly, “you take it easy, chum. If there was any gravity here we’d have you flat on your back in bed. Go anchor yourself in some warm spot and rest, or you’ll be needing a blood transfusion.”


  Without answering, the man kicked strongly with both feet and went sailing off down the corridor. He did a beautiful somersault and landed squarely at an intersection. Before he disappeared in the direction of the sick bay to deliver the message, he called back softly, “Look, Doc. No hands.”


  The show-off, thought Russell, and wondered at the strange quirk in human beings that made it well nigh impossible for them to take good advice. He turned and began removing the helmets of the injured men and cutting away the clothing around their necks. His assistant would be along in a minute and he didn’t want to waste time.


  The sting of the needle going into the fleshy part at the side of his neck brought one of the men to momentarily. He clenched his teeth, then began to relax as the contents of the hypo took hold. His eyes focussed on Robinson’s flaming thatch above him. In a weak, bemused sort of voice he murmured, “What d’you know, a beautiful nurse,” and passed out.


  The beautiful nurse, or doctor to be exact, inclined her head and said, “Well, thank you.” Then she moved to the next man.


  “Have you got enough?” Russell asked. He was referring to the shots which were being injected to counteract shock and deaden the pain of the fractured limbs prior to the men’s spacesuits being removed. They couldn’t, of course, peel off the tight-fitting metal and plastic suits while the men were conscious. That would have been one of the most hellish tortures imaginable, so they had to anaesthetize the patient first. Then, while stripping off the suit they had to be as careful as possible not to compound or complicate any of the injuries he had suffered. That was the worst part, Russell knew. No matter how careful they were, they could never be completely sure that they weren’t increasing the damage.


  Robinson answered, “Yes, but we’re running short,” she stopped talking to attend to the last man, then went on, “There’s enough for about eight more shots, but nearly all the people we treated first will need renewals. They were badly knocked about, you know.” She sounded worried.


  Russell did know, only too well. When Robinson and himself had been whisked up to the station from the colony at the North Pole of Venus in answer to a panicky call for help, they’d found a shambles. The crash, reducing as it did the four revolutions per minute rotation of the Station to complete immobility in the space of a few seconds, had flung the personnel against walls and bulkheads with bone-shattering violence. A few were lucky. They’d been in the central weightless section, waiting to begin unloading the approaching Queen of Darkness, so the abrupt halting of the station’s spin hadn’t hurt them. But with the others it was another matter entirely. Every single one of them was a fracture case.


  It would have been much worse, the doctor knew, if the runaway Queen of Darkness hadn’t given a few minutes warning of the impending smash. But the radio operator on the ship had yelled something about their A-Drive being on the blink and for everybody on the station to get in their suits quick. Davenport, the station radioman, had thrown the Multiple Puncture Alarm switch and hastily taken the other’s advice. Then, when the crash left him drifting weightless above his transmitter with a broken arm and his shoulder out of joint, he had called for help until his antenna was carried away by the shifting of loose wreckage.


  The suits had given a measure of protection to the men, even though they were of the lightweight, emergency type that hung about the station in much the same way as lifebelts on an ocean-going liner. Most of the bodily damage was confined to bruises and breaks. Mostly breaks. Russell winced a little as he thought about some of them.


  If they’d only known what to expect, Robinson and himself would have come better prepared. The one and only colony at the north pole of Venus was small as yet, but it was very well equipped with regard to the medical end. They could have taken the complete fittings of a small hospital up with them providing said fittings could be got into the ferry rocket. But instead of knowing what to bring, they had had to guess at what would be needed. Their guessing had been pretty close to the mark, but it hadn’t been quite good enough. Necessary supplies were running very short, and anaesthetics were high on the list.


  As they manoeuvred the unconscious men along the corridor and into the dining hall which housed the most seriously injured personnel, Russell asked, “Anything come up while I was outside?”


  She shook her head. “Nothing, except that McBride came to, and wouldn’t let me put him over again until he’d talked to some of his crew. After he’d talked to them he wouldn’t let me put him over at all. He wanted to go on a tour of inspection . . .”


  Russell said faintly, “Oh, no.”


  “Oh, yes. And,” she went on, “when I put my foot down and told him that with two broken legs he wasn’t going anywhere, I thought he was going to spit in my eye. What a temper that man has.” She shuddered expressively at the memory of it. “Now he has the men who were in the no-weight section and escaped injury climbing about all over the place in spacesuits trying to assess the damage, and the walking, or should I say flying wounded, dashing about doing McBride only knows what.


  “A few minutes before you came back I went in to see how he was doing. There were six other men in the room and they were all talking a blue streak. When I went in they all shut up and wouldn’t say a word until I’d left. I don’t get it at all.” She paused, then stated quietly, “Something is happening, or has happened, that they don’t want us to know about. I wonder what it is.”


  Russell was curious, too. Something must be going on, he knew, because Robinson wasn’t given to exaggeration, but he couldn’t spare the time to wonder about it just now. He told her to get the stuff ready, and they began the slow, nerve-wracking job of removing the spacesuits from the unconscious men.


  They didn’t talk much. There was no need to. Robinson was the best assistant Russell had yet found. Sometimes he suspected her of being telepathic. She was what every doctor prayed for. An extra pair of hands directed by a single brain, his. He was going to miss her terribly when her three-year spell at Venus colony was finished.


  Two of the men, splinted and bandaged, were floating a few inches above their tables, and they were working on a third when a scraping, metallic clanking sound reverberated along the corridor and the whole station lurched slightly. The patients, suspended in various positions about the room, bobbed gently and became still again. Russell looked up anxiously, when the bump wasn’t repeated, they went on with their work.


  Air concentration was so intense that the noise of the main airlock being opened followed by the sound of voices, raised in anger and bitter recrimination, failed to distract them.


  Russell was finishing with the last case, and Robinson was swooping about the room trying to round up a widely-dispersed shoal of loose dressings and bandages, when a low voice speaking from the doorway enquired, “Doctor Russell?”


  The doctor looked up and nodded. He saw two men, both wearing spacesuits with the helmets thrown back, floating just inside the door. The speaker, a tall, thin-faced man with sandy hair, seemed to have escaped injury completely. His companion had been less lucky. His right arm was strapped tightly to his side with several strands of electrical cable, and a great, livid bruise made a technicoloured mess of his face from temple to jaw. The jaw was obviously broken, because his mouth hung open and he didn’t seem able to close it. Russell wondered why he hadn’t reported himself for treatment long ago. The first man spoke again and he knew the reason.


  “This is Captain Allerton, of the Queen of Darkness. I’m Winthrop, the ship’s radioman.” He spoke defensively, as though the mere words of identification would make the doctor start throwing things. Russell made no comment and he went on, “We’ve had casualties. Some of them are in a very bad way. I wonder if you’d come and have a look at them, Doctor. I don’t want to risk moving anybody until I’m sure of what’s wrong.”


  Russell looked at the Captain. So this was the villain. The man responsible for the smash, if what the Station men said was true. His eyes, though open, had a glazed, unfocussed look. He was out on his feet. The doctor brought his attention from the Captain to ask Winthrop for details about the ship’s injured.


  When the radioman had finished his tale of carnage and destruction, Robinson, who by this time had joined them, said briskly, “I’ll go, Doctor. You’ve been outside enough for one day. I’ll get my suit.”


  “But——” Winthrop began a protest. Russell silenced it by telling him that Doctor he stressed the ‘Doctor’ slightly——Robinson was every bit as good at the job as he was himself. And hadn’t he better bring the Captain the rest of the way in and have his arm and face seen to?


  “Maybe Mister Winthrop is old-fashioned, or doesn’t believe in lady doctors,” Robinson put in as she gently eased the Captain towards an empty table. She sighed and fluttered her eyelashes like the poor, weak, ineffectual woman that she most decidedly was not, but became serious again and said, “Give me ten minutes to get ready, then you can take me out to the ship.”


  “Sorry,” said Winthrop, his face going slightly red. This was his first trip to Venus, and nobody had told him about the glamorous half of the Medical Section there. He continued, “I’ll come back for you in a few minutes, if you don’t mind. I’ve got to see the Station Chief right away. Does anybody know where Mr. McBride is?”


  Russell indicated the direction with a nod of his head and said, “Next door.” Winthrop left. Robinson began the series of mid-air acrobatics necessary for the donning of a spacesuit in the weightless condition. The Queen’s radioman returned as she finished. They both left quickly for the airlock carrying sealed cannisters of drugs and instruments. The doctor continued working over the Captain.


  Allerton wasn’t in very bad shape apart from a simple fracture of the humerus and another of the inferior maxilla. The arm injury would keep him from writing love letters and the broken jaw would stop him from talking for a while, otherwise he was good as new. But Russell decided to keep him under observation for a few days just in case, because the Captain and himself had had quite a wrestling match before Allerton would submit to the injection of the anaesthetic. He had struggled like mad, and all the time making pitiful mumbling sounds through his messed-up mouth. The doctor shook his head in perplexity. Anybody would have thought he was being killed instead of put to sleep.


  Russell sighed and gave a sudden yawn that threatened to dislocate his own jaw, then he shook himself and rubbed his eyes. It was time he made another round of his patients.


  The dining hall and the two storage compartments adjoining it had contained seventeen of the casualties. The number had now shrunk to eight. These were the serious cases who had been drugged to prevent them from compounding their injuries by involuntary movement. Presumably, the others were out running errands for McBride. The doctor felt anger at the Station Chief’s callousness mounting as his check-up of the unconscious men proceeded. McBride shouldn’t have asked the men in sick bay to do anything. They were supposed to rest until the Queen of Darkness was ready to take them down to the colony hospital the tidying and patching up of the Station could wait until a fit crew from Luna arrived. In this absence of gravity those men could have some nasty accidents. He’d go and speak to McBride about it, as well as a few other things he had on his mind as well.


  On the way to McBride’s room two of his missing patients passed him without stopping. In fact, they hardly even noticed him. They were talking technicalities in low, worried tones, and they looked, Russell thought, as if all the cares of three worlds and a fair-sized moon had fallen on their not particularly broad shoulders. He began to wonder uneasily just how bad things were here. Nobody had thought of telling him.


  There was a lot of shouting coming from McBride’s room. Two men seemed to be doing most of it. He recognised the Station Chemist’s voice because it sounded as though it was coming through a wet towel. He didn’t know who the other belonged to. As he reached the door, a roar from McBride drowned both of them out. “Stop that!” he shouted, “I don’t care who was responsible for the crash.” Then, cutting down the volume slightly he went on, “That can wait. What we want to know now is how . . .” He broke off as he saw Russell in the doorway. “. . . . Yes, Doctor?”


  The Station Chief floated above a small table to which a large plan of the station had been fastened by three pieces of sticking plaster. He’d been pointing at something on it when the doctor had entered. With both his legs splinted and bandaged together he looked just like a dragonfly, Russell thought. But the sight wasn’t one to cause amusement. At opposite sides of the table Winthrop and the chemist were trying to murder each other with their eyes. As if nothing was happening, Russell spoke.


  “It’s about the men in the dining hall——what’s left of them,” he couldn’t help adding. McBride had no right at all to set injured men to work without first checking with him. He went on, “I need further supplies of special splints and anaesthetics urgently, also other items which I can list for you. Those men have to be kept under until we can get them down to the Colony, but a few of them are due to wake up any time now and there isn’t enough dope to put them over again. The splints are needed to replace the make-shift ones we’ve been using up to now, which have been all right in weightless conditions, but which might not hold up during deceleration and landing. Practically all the men will need them, so the sooner I get some, the quicker we can evacuate this place.” He stopped and grabbed at a wall net to keep from drifting into Winthrop then finished, “Will you send the ferry down for them as soon as possible?”


  While he had been talking the three men had never taken their eyes off him, and the expressions on the two faces that he could see defied analysis. When he had finished, the chemist shook his head dumbly. Winthrop opened his mouth to say something, but McBride silenced him with a look. Russell felt embarrassed and a bit uneasy. He was beginning to think a psychologist was needed up here as well as an M.D.


  After a silence of nearly half a minute, McBride cleared his throat and said, “I’d rather not do that just yet. The fuel, for one thing——”


  Russell rarely lost his temper. He didn’t completely lose it then, but he said some very unkind things about people who hummed and hawwed about using a measly twenty tons of fuel at a time like this. McBride started to interrupt but the doctor talked him down. He pointed out that he was well aware that fuel was the most expensive item in space flight, but that this surely was a special case. Speaking in short, simple sentences he painted a vivid word-picture of what it would be like in the dining hall when the anaesthetic wore off. Men with nearly as many fractures as they had bones, inadequately treated, and forced to remain conscious. As a simile he mentioned the cockpit of one of the old-time ships of the line.


  Perhaps he dramatised things a little, but he couldn’t help it. Russell always felt strongly for his patients, he was built that way. Some doctors become hardened to human suffering, he knew, and develop a detached, objective approach to it, but he had never been able to do that. He often wished that he could look on every patient as just another case——it would be a good deal less wearing to himself. So now he was pouring it on thick to McBride. And the Station Chief, his face expressionless, was waiting for him to run down.


  Finally Russell ended on a questioning note.


  “. . . . And why is everybody being so secretive about something? Both Robinson and I have noticed it. I’ve been too busy to really look around this place. What exactly happened? Just how bad is it? And,” he ended sharply, “what is going on that you don’t want me to know about?”


  McBride exchanged glances with the men beside him. They both nodded slightly. The Station Chief came to a decision, sighed, and spoke.


  “I’ll take your questions in order,” he said in a level voice. He didn’t seem a bit angry. “First. I am not worrying about the economics of the situation. The fuel has got to be saved, not because it is expensive, but because it is in rather short supply at the moment—”


  “Short supply!” The Station Chemist exclaimed incredulously. He laughed, completely without humour, and said something else which was muffled by his bandages. McBride ignored him.


  “. . . . We didn’t want to tell you this because you had enough to occupy your mind already. Also, we didn’t want to give rise to unnecessary anxiety until we were absolutely sure of our position. But I see no reason for holding back the information now. As simply as possible, this is what happened.


  “When the Queen hit us she was carrying, in containers attached to her outer hull, enough fuel to replenish the station’s storage tanks which were empty at the time. As the fuel is manufactured and loaded at Luna base, and as there is no air resistance in space, this is the customary method of transporting large quantities of fuel in a relatively small ship. The collision ruptured the greater number of these containers and the fuel was lost. The rest broke free and were flung away when the ship was knocked into a spin. A wing of the ship ripped a hole in the station’s main food storage compartment, and most of that was lost, too. The air regeneration plant suffered as well.”


  As he paused in his catalogue of the destruction, Russell dropped his eyes and reddened in embarrassment. He shouldn’t have gone off half cocked the way he had just now. He felt an awful fool.


  McBride continued, “The only fuel available at the moment is the small emergency supply carried by the Queen. This is far from enough to enable the ship to land on Venus. However, if we transfer it to the ferry rocket, the smaller ship will have sufficient to make two trips down to the colony and return. You can now see why I want to save fuel.”


  “I’m sorry. I thought . . .”


  McBride waved the apology aside, “No matter,” he said, “it was a natural mistake under the circumstances. But you have convinced me that a trip is necessary to obtain the supplies you need. I’ll send the ferry down, and use the opportunity to evacuate some of the men. The ship will take three people as well as the pilot. I suggest you pick out three of the wounded who are bad enough to require urgent hospitalization, but not so serious that the deceleration will fatally complicate their injuries, and arrange for their transfer to the ferry.


  “I’d like you to be as quick about it as you can, Doctor.”


  He stopped talking. In a very polite and well-mannered way Russell had been given his orders. The doctor nodded dumbly. He was still trying to grasp the implications of the information he’d just been given. He turned to go, but halted himself at the doorway as the other called, “Er, Doctor. I forgot to mention it. From now until further notice, smoking and any other wasteful form of combustion is strictly forbidden, and the food and water will be rationed. You will get the details shortly from Bradle——he’s in charge of distribution. That’s all.”


  He turned and began talking to Winthrop about the possibility of picking up some of the scattered fuel tanks on the radar screens and sending men out after them in gas-propelled spacesuits. Apparently he’d forgotten Russell’s existence.


  The doctor continued to the dining hall, his mind in a whirl. Food rationing? Saving air? Just how long, he wondered, was McBride expecting to stay here.


  Robinson had come back from the ship and was telling five Station men who each had a limp crewman in tow, where to put them. When the men had gone she indicated the latest arrivals and said, “They’re wearing heavy duty suits, the type that comes apart in three pieces. We shouldn’t have much trouble getting them out.” She stopped and looked closely at Russell. “You look sort of . . . Is there anything wrong?”


  Russell began stripping the suit off one of the ship’s men. As he worked he gave Robinson a rapid summary of the position as had been revealed to him by the Station Chief, including the part about the evacuation of three of the wounded. He waited to see how she’d take it.


  “I’d an idea something like that would happen,” she said quietly. “I heard somebody talking about it at the airlock, but I didn’t think it was as bad as that.” The prospect of an extended stay on short rations in the Station didn’t seem to worry her at all. They worked for a long time in silence until she said thoughtfully, “I suppose Browning, with his depressed fracture of the skull, will go?” Russell nodded. She continued, “And Whatzizname over there in the corner . . .” She broke off, “. . . . Oh, I wish I’d known this was going to happen. I could’ve packed an overnight bag or something.”


  Russell laughed in spite of himself, but sobered quickly and said, “You finish this lot. McBride wants the men transferred to the ferry rocket as soon as possible, so I’d better get cracking on it. We can decide who the third man will be while Browning and,” he grinned slightly, “Whatzizname are being prepared.”


  “That man who was in the Queen’s airlock when she hit, he should go, too, I think,” she said seriously. “But putting him into a suit again for the changeover would probably kill him. He’s in a bad way.”


  “We don’t have to worry about that,” Russell reassured her. “When I was outside some of the men were getting ready to connect both ships directly to the station with spacetubes. By the time the men are ready, spacesuits will be unnecessary. But what I am worried about is plaster and splints. Those men should be in a cast from toes to chin. That ferry can make some very bumpy landings. . . .” He trailed off into silence.


  “They’ve got some stuff on the ship that you could use,” Robinson said suddenly. “Insulation or something for the colony power-station, they said it was. They’ve several drums of it. It’s very messy, like tar,” she made a faint grimace. “One of the drums burst open so I know all about it. The stuff has a very low melting point, and it dries out as hard as rock in about fifteen minutes, they said.”


  “That should do the job, I think,” Russell agreed. “We can try it, anyway. I’ll send to the ship for some.”


  One of the three station men who were rigging the fuel transfer line from the Queen brought a drum of it to the dining hall for them. Thoughtfully, he’d brought a lighted blow-torch along as well. While the stuff was thawing out, the doctor began attacking various items of the room’s furniture with a view to converting them into splints. He’d had lots of practice at that particular job recently so it didn’t take very long. Then came the tricky business of applying the stuff.


  It was the stickiest, messiest, most evil-smelling goo the doctor had ever known, but it did the job. The station man played the torch over the drum, keeping it warm enough to be an easily handled porridge-like fluid, but not so hot that it would bubble out of the container and float about the room. But even so, the place soon looked like the photographic negative of a snowstorm. Russell lifted great, two-handed dollops of the stuff and slapped and patted it into position over clothing and bandages and splints with little regard for the trouble he was making for the people who would later want to take it off. Speed was the important thing at the moment.


  When he had finished he drew back a little and looked at the result. He thought, with a feeling of awe, that they resembled nothing so much as a trio of the Undead. Certainly they were the most unhygienic medical cases he’d ever seen. Poe, he thought, could have done a good job of describing them, but he couldn’t.


  Robinson, who had finished with her cases, was making dirty cracks about witch-doctors and zombies when the Station Chief, in person, arrived to say that the ferry was ready to go. They began pushing the injured men out of the room and towards the Number Two airlock, which was now connected to the ferry by a spacetube. As the tarry stuff wasn’t quite dry, there were some very disparaging remarks made about it by the Station man and Robinson. It was the first time they’d met it hand to hand. McBride, who was directing operations from the rear, seemed to think there was an element of humour in the situation. It was the first time Russell had ever seen him smile.


  Later, after they had watched the ferry rocket, from a port in the dining hall, drop from sight towards the dazzling cloud blanket of Venus, Russell wondered how he was going to get the tar off his hands when the water was about to be rationed. Robinson suggested alcohol, but before he could try it there was an interruption. Bradley, the Station Meteorologist, and now acting Food Minister, glided into the room towing a net bag.


  “Tea up!” he announced with a sickening show of joviality, then amended himself hastily, “Actually it’s water.” From the bag he produced two narrow-necked bottles and two cans labelled ‘Baked Beans’ and ‘Stewed Carrots’ respectively and gave the lot to Russell with instructions to divide with Robinson fifty-fifty. Russell thanked him insincerely and remarked that if this was their tea, they were going to be well fed indeed. Bradley pointed out that ‘tea’ was only a figure of speech. They would get nothing more until Wednesday lunch-time, and that this, if anybody was interested, was Tuesday afternoon. He advised them strongly not to over-eat, laughed heartily, and left.


  “Him I’d love to strangle,” Robinson murmured with great feeling. She sucked daintily at the water bottle.


  Russell sighed in resignation. “Oh, well. We’ve at least got a choice. Do you want beans or carrots?” He hated both.


  The doctor didn’t mention it, but when Bradley had given him the rations, he had seen the unmistakable outline of a heavy revolver inside the other’s shirt. Russell supposed it was there in case someone insisted on a second helping.


  They existed on beans and carrots for five days, then the menu was switched to rhubarb and black chocolate. The vegetables weren’t Earth grown, Russell knew, but had been produced on Luna in hydroponic tanks. They were incredibly rich in vitamins and things, but nobody had ever been able to adequately describe their taste ——not in mixed company, anyway. The chocolate was standard emergency rations. One could cultivate a taste for it if one was starving. The doctor was starving. Everybody was.


  But Russell was better off than the others. He bore that shameful stigma of the middle-aged, a well-developed spare tyre, so while the lean and hungry types grew ever leaner and hungrier, he was able to live off his fatty reserves. The ferry had returned with his needed supplies. His patients were progressing satisfactorily, all things considered. So all there was left to do was to wait until somebody either came and took them off the Station, or they thought of a way of getting down to the colony themselves.


  One patient still caused him considerable unease, and that was the Captain. Allerton, though he was in no physical danger from his injuries, seemed to go into near hysteria every time he came out of the anaesthetic.


  Once, when Winthrop and the doctor were beside him talking about the smash, he had nearly wrecked the place. Russell had to hang onto his legs to keep him from kicking himself across the room and into the other patients. All the while he kept waving and gesticulating with his good hand under the startled Winthrop’s nose. He couldn’t talk, of course, but he tried to so hard that his eyes bulged. The doctor had wished fervently for the umpteenth time that he had him in a proper hospital, for the treatments he was forced to use up here were, besides being the crudest of makeshifts, about fifty years out of date. It was Russell’s belief that the collision had unhinged the Captain. He was certain of it after Winthrop told him what had happened on the Queen of Darkness.


  Allerton had been making the customary gentle approach to the Station on the steering jets. Suddenly, for no apparent reason, the A-Drive let loose with a full five G’s. Luckily, it lasted for less than a second, but it was enough to lay the crew, who had all unstrapped themselves in readiness for unloading, out cold. Winthrop, who hadn’t unstrapped, had eyes only for the spot of light that was the Station deadcentring his radar screen, and growing larger and brighter every second. He yelled a crash warning to the Station operator, closed his own helmet, and just waited for it.


  The crash nearly shook him apart, but it was the others who suffered most. The complicated spin on the ship made them flop and bounce all over the place. Winthrop, after an unknown period of time, had somehow managed to crawl around to the Captain, who was jammed face down onto an instrument panel, and succeeded in strapping him to his seat and bringing him round. He had done this by placing his mouth against the Captain’s ear and shouting at the top of his voice.


  Then Allerton, with only one good hand, had fought the spin on the ship until he’d killed it completely. Winthrop didn’t know how long it took, it felt like days. Several times the Captain passed out, and had to be revived again. Winthrop had to be pretty brutal about it, because the noises the injured crew were making was nearly driving him nuts.


  Finally, when the battered Queen had bumped gently alongside the station, Winthrop had tied up the Captain’s arm and towed him across to the doctor.


  After an experience like that, Russell thought, a man had an excuse for irrational behaviour.


  There was one thing the doctor had never considered seriously in the beginning, and that was the transport problem. But, after a few sessions with Winthrop and McBride, he suffered a drastic change of mind.


  Winthrop and the Station Chief came often to the dining hall. McBride to play chess with the doctor and to ask after the wounded, and the Radioman to ask after the wounded and talk to Robinson. Mostly to talk to Robinson. It was pretty obvious that Robinson had struck Winthrop all of a heap. The man was head over heels. They had long since reached the first name stage, and an occasional ‘dear’ was creeping in, so Russell suspected that the converse also held true. At the moment, however, they were all talking about the mess they were in. The drinking water was McBride’s chief worry. He said, “We’ll have to cut the ration again. Say, half a pint per——”


  “And what about food?” Winthrop interrupted, “And, more important, air? At the present rate of consumption the food will be gone in two days, the water in six days, and the air in a little over a week.” He laughed bitterly. “We’re going to die of hunger, thirst, and asphixiation all at the same time. I don’t think it’s fair.”


  “Watch it, old man, your persecution complex is showing,” said Russell in reproving tones. The conversation was becoming morbid and he wanted to stop that happening, otherwise they’d all end up by discussing at length their last full meal and feeling rotten about it. Speaking to McBride he went on, “But this whole situation is silly. Here we are, circling Venus in the two-hour circumpolar orbit, in radio contact with the North Pole colony almost constantly. Why, if it wasn’t for the cloud layer we could see the base, and yet we can’t get down. I know that we haven’t enough fuel to go down, and they haven’t any to send up to us.”


  “Correction.” McBride cut in, “They have a little. They make it themselves with a small-scale extraction plant similar to the big ones on the moon which process it from the Lunar rocks. But the plant is incapable of producing fuel in bulk. They make only enough to send us up an occasional message rocket carrying oxygen and water tanks. If it wasn’t for those rockets we’d be dead already.”


  Russell switched his attention to Winthrop.


  “Your ship mounts the Allen Drive. Now, I know that the A-Drive doesn’t operate in an atmosphere, but couldn’t you figure out some way of making it do so?” he asked. “If you could rig it so’s it would work for even half an hour, that would be long enough to allow the Queen to land us.” He stopped, waiting hopefully.


  Winthrop shook his head. “If I could do that I’d be the most famous man in the System,” he said, and began to explain just why it was impossible.


  The chief difficulty was that the Allen Drive had been, quite literally, given to humanity. An extraterrestrial, posing under the name of ‘Allen’ who had stranded himself on Earth, had exchanged the secret of the Drive for a means of transport off the planet. The details of the exchange had been hushed-up for security reasons, but the human race found itself suddenly in possession of a spacedrive which was efficient beyond their wildest dreams. Trouble was, they didn’t know anything fundamental about its principles of operation. It worked, and how, but they didn’t know why it worked.


  A stream of particles emitted by a specially treated copper plate were focussed and accelerated to a velocity verging closely on the speed of light by a series of coils. The coils, which would have given a surrealist artist a neurosis just by looking at them, warped the fabric of space within their fields so that this terrific acceleration was possible with a very small consumption of current. The power came from somewhere, Winthrop said, but it was probably from another space-time continuum, otherwise there was a large loophole in the Laws concerning the Conservation of Energy. The particles, given almost infinite mass by virtue of their terrific velocity, could propel a ship the size of the Queen of Darkness around the Solar System with an acceleration of up to five G’s. And the Queen’s A-Drive unit was a cylinder measuring only ten feet by three.


  Unfortunately, the Drive worked only in a vacuum. Even the slightest trace of atmosphere was enough to upset the delicate balance of forces within the coils, then the drive just snuffed out like a candle. That was why, he explained, all ships had to use chemical fuel and motors to take off and land on any planet which had an atmospheric envelope, though they could flit about in interplanetary space at top speed without a single worry about fuel consumption.


  He ended by saying that some of the best brains in Physics were working on the problem, but without avail.


  The dismal silence which followed was broken by the Station Chief. He said, “Even if we could work a miracle by making it operate in an atmosphere, it’s no good talking about it. The Drive is wrecked. One of my men reported on it first thing. The final focussing stage, which hadn’t been retracted at the time of the collision, was carried away. There was some other damage as well, so the A-Drive is a total loss. It can’t be made to work at all.”


  “But surely you’ve got spares?” queried the doctor. “Didn’t that new Space Safety Act say that all stations must carry replacements for every type of ship?”


  “Ours hadn’t arrived yet. They were being sent from Luna on the Queen of Darkness.” McBride smiled wryly. “They’re probably halfway to Mercury by now, with the rest of the Queen’s outside cargo.”


  “How do you know they were on the outside?”


  Winthrop laughed. “Doc, you’d have made a great detective,” he put in before the Station Chief could answer, “Always asking questions. Well, we know because I found the Bill of Lading in the ship’s papers. I didn’t actually see them being loaded——I was delayed and only got aboard a few minutes before take-off. But the cargo list says they were on the outer hull beside the port stabilizer, and they aren’t there now . . .”


  There was a commotion as Captain Allerton woke and began to act up again. Judging by the way he suddenly began waving and kicking, Russell suspected he’d been playing ‘possum’ for the last few minutes. The doctor held him while Robinson administered another shot, then they rejoined the others.


  Russell was out of his depth, and he knew it. An M.D. shouldn’t be giving ideas to such high-powered technical talent, but there was something else he wanted to get straight.


  “Why don’t we call for help?” he asked. “Not to Venus, of course, but to Earth or Mars base? Isn’t our transmitter powerful enough? Surely ships from Earth, Luna, or Mars, using A-Drive, could get here in a few days, and carry the food and fuel we need with them.”


  It was McBride who answered him. “Our transmitter is powerful enough, but we can’t call to either the Earth-Moon system or Mars because they are both on the other side of the Sun at the moment——out of sight behind it, in fact. As we can’t send a message right through the Sun, we’ll have to wait until Venus moves sufficiently along in her orbit to bring them, not only into sight, but clear of the interference from the Sun’s corona. Then we can send our S.O.S.” He paused, then ended grimly, “That won’t be for another four weeks.”


  Four weeks, Russell thought, aghast. They couldn’t possibly survive that long, even by cutting rations in half. Still, people were tough. If the air would only last out. And the water . . .


  The Station Chief broke in on his brown study by grunting something to the effect that he was going to the radio room. Robinson and Winthrop began talking quietly beside one of the viewports, their heads very close together. Once they actually laughed. Russell smiled to himself and went to make a quick check of his patients. This done, he propelled himself into a fairly dark corner of the room and set his body spinning slowly. The circular motion of the room around him had a hypnotic effect, he’d found. Sometimes it put him to sleep, and he would forget how terribly hungry he was.


  Three days passed and things took a sudden turn for the better. The chemists on Venus somehow managed to step up production of the rocket fuel. Message rockets, their payloads consisting of tanked oxygen and water, began to arrive with increasing frequency. One even carried several cartons of the once-maligned black chocolate. The men in the station perked up. At this rate it would only be a matter of time before they were taken off. They would be mighty hungry, of course, but with air and water supplies coming in regularly, they’d be able to live through it.


  Then came disaster. The small, experimental-model extraction plant on the planet blew itself to pieces through overload. There was no more fuel. The supply rockets stopped coming. And when next the base contacted the station, there was an uncomfortably forced quality about the operator’s voice, as if already he was talking to dead men.


  It was shortly after McBride had a long talk with the Venus base that Winthrop came to tell the two doctors the bad news. Robinson took it well. The doctor hoped his own emotions weren’t showing in his face ——he wasn’t proud of them. Then Winthrop began to stammer something else, but the words stuck in his throat at first. Finally he took a deep breath and burst out, “McBride wants you to leave, both of you. There’s enough fuel in the ferry rocket for that.” He looked straight at Robinson and said, “He thinks you people should go. You aren’t space personnel, you just came here to help. You could’ve stayed on Venus. He says thank you, but you’d better go.” He swallowed hard, and lowered his eyes. “I think you should go, too, before things get much worse.”


  Russell couldn’t speak for a moment. His mind raced, bringing him feverish, chaotic pictures of the crusty colony loaves, the water-cooler in his surgery, the lime-juice issue, meat . . . He’d known about the ferry rocket standing by, but he’d never dreamed of being picked to go on its last trip down. Involuntarily, saliva filled his nearly-dehydrated mouth. But he couldn’t go. It wouldn’t be right. Cursing himself for being a stupid idiot, he spoke before he could have second thoughts.


  “Things can’t get worse, surely,” he protested, “and what about the patients? One of us will have to stay at least. . . .”


  “Doctor,” the other interrupted harshly, “you don’t know the half of it. The men are polite, on their best behaviour, when you make your rounds. They’re grateful, to both of you. After all, you’ve saved a lot of their lives. But a few more days of this and they’ll want to eat you soon as look at you. At the moment everyone is agreeable to both of you leaving on the ferry. Better go while you can.”


  “One of the wounded will go with you,” he added. His face was expressionless, but his eyes, which studiously avoided meeting Robinson’s showed the torture he was undergoing at the thought of never seeing her again It made something catch in Russell’s throat. The doctor opened his mouth to speak, but his assistant beat him to it.


  “Doctor Russell is right about someone staying with the injured,” she said, as if Winthrop hadn’t spoken. “But if he thinks he’s going to be the hero, he’s mistaken. I’m the logical one to stay. His job on Venus is too important——”


  “Nuts,” said Russell, and produced arguments. He grew quite heated. So did Robinson. They were fast approaching the level of rude namecalling when Winthrop shouted them down.


  “Shut up! Both of you,” he yelled in exasperation, “you’re arguing your lives away. Are you both daft?”


  “No,” said Robinson, “We . . .” She hesitated, and reddened uncomfortably. It was very hard to put the argument into words. She went on, “I don’t want to get corny and talk about ethics, or stuff like that. It would only embarrass us. . . .” She trailed off into silence.


  Winthrop had some very hard things to say to Robinson. For a while it was really rugged. He wanted her to be safe more than anything else in his life, so he didn’t mean the things he said, they were only a means to that end. Robinson knew he didn’t mean them, Russell saw, so his insulting language was getting him nowhere at all. Winthrop had got around to the probably high incidence of insanity in her family, when she gravely interrupted him.


  “Don’t you like me anymore?” she asked. Her eyes were laughing at him.


  Winthrop opened and shut his mouth several times. Finally he croaked, “Don’t change the subject.”


  Russell couldn’t help smiling, but it was an understanding, pitying smile. Winthrop’s reason for wanting her safe, and her reason for wanting to stay put were one and the same. He wished that, somehow, they could both go to Venus, but he knew that that was impossible. As Robinson and the radioman had apparently forgotten his existence, he coughed gently and said, “As one of us will be staying, I suggest we prepare two of the injured for transfer to the ferry. We can decide which of us will accompany them while we’re doing that. All right?”


  He wondered if he could overcome Robinson and administer a knockout shot, then load her on the ferry while she was unconscious. Still, she was a husky girl, though she didn’t look it. Maybe he’d better have Winthrop help him. He’d never get over it if she beat him in a wrestling match.


  As things turned out, he didn’t have to pit himself against his assistant. The two cases were loaded aboard the rocket, and the doctors were still arguing like mad in the dining hall, when a man called Quigley sneaked aboard the ship and forced the pilot to blow for Venus base by threatening to detonate a box of flares in the control room. As the man had been handicapped by a multiple fracture of the tibia, this action aroused the secret admiration of everyone on the Station. Some of the men wished, a little wistfully, that they’d thought of it themselves.


  Three days later, in order to save air, the Station Chief ordered everyone to refrain from all unnecessary movement or exertion. In rooms and corridors all over the station, men hung singly or in groups, just waiting. Hunger and thirst had become as much a part of their existence as the act of breathing. They could hardly remember it any other way. They were all pretty far gone.


  In the dining hall nobody had spoken for a long time. It was too much of an effort. Winthrop and McBride were at the viewport. Russell could see their heads outlined against the white glare of the clouds. They were looking out, but he doubted very much if they were really seeing anything. Near them floated Robinson. She was using the point of her scissors to punch another hole in the strap of her watch. It had grown too loose again.


  The doctor kicked feebly against a bulkhead and drifted towards the port. McBride gave an infinitisimal nod and made room for him. He said, “Thanks,” and didn’t recognise the sound of his own voice.


  Winthrop ran a dry tongue around dryer lips and said hoarsely, “It wasn’t our fault, you know. Honest. The A-Drive was switched off. There must have been a short or something. . . .” His voice tapered off into silence. McBride didn’t say anything, it wasn’t important anymore. Robinson came over and gripped the radioman’s elbow gently. She didn’t speak either.


  With his eyes half closed against the glare, Russell stared sadly down at the planet less than a thousand miles below. He was thinking how very near it looked.


  Something grabbed him by the back of the neck.


  Allerton had broken free again. The doctor didn’t want to do anything about it, he was fed up treating people when he needed treatment almost as badly himself, but he twisted around and gently disengaged the Captain’s fingers from his neck. The hand, he noticed, was stained brown and reeked of antiseptic. The other gesticulated again, but not as violently as before. Weakly, but insistently, the Captain pointed at the opposite wall of the room. Russell looked. The others did likewise. Somebody gave a surprised grunt.


  After a while Winthrop said, “You know, Doc, he must have been trying to tell us he wanted to write all the time, and we just kept on doping him.” He shook his head disgustedly and used some strong language about his own personal deficiency in brainpower.


  On the wall, in thin, straggling letters a foot high, three words were written, apparently with iodine. They said simply, Pencil, Paper, and A-Drive.


  “Why ‘A-Drive the Station Chief wondered aloud, “What can he know about that when he was here all the time?”


  “We’ll soon know,” said Winthrop, and pulled a scratch-pad out of his breast pocket. “Anybody got a pencil?”


  Allerton, when given the writing materials, began to scribble rapidly while Robinson held the pad steady. He was left-handed, the doctor suddenly realised. McBride couldn’t make head nor tail of it, but Winthrop was used to the Captain’s bad handwriting, and deciphered it for him.


  “He was awake most of the time and heard us talking . . . Wanted to tell us but the Doc kept putting him to sleep. . . . Something about the A-Drive spares. . . .” Suddenly his voice rose excitedly, “. . . . Mistake on Luna, had to re-distribute mass to trim the ship. Before you came aboard. . . . Shifted cargo to——” Winthrop broke off, and looked long and steadily at McBride. Finally, he burst out, “You know what this means?”


  McBride nodded vigorously, his eyes were alight and a wide smile opened cracks in his thick, dried-up lips. He said, “Ask him where he put them.”


  After that things became very technical. Robinson and the doctor just hung there while paper rustled and the polysyllables flew back and forwards over their heads. Russell was just about to interrupt to ask what all the excitement was about, when Winthrop turned to him and said sharply, “Just don’t stand there, Doc. Start getting the men aboard the Queen.”


  Russell gaped at him.


  “That’s right, Doctor,” said McBride, “We’re leaving. Do you think you can brace the injured to stand a constant three G’s?”


  “Yes, I think so,” said Russell dazedly, “For how many hours will the acceleration last?”


  “Not hours, Doctor,” the other corrected, “It will last for days.”


  It took about five minutes for the two men to convince Russell that they hadn’t gone mad. After that, everybody seemed to forget that they were nearly dead from malnutrition, thirst, and oxygen starvation. They became very active indeed.


  Dr. Gerald Mathewson, eighty-six year old Director of the giant Luna Base, bounced about on the seat of the pressurised car as the treads forced it over the broken ground. He was getting too old for this sort of thing, he knew, but he had wanted to see the Queen of Darkness come in.


  A thing like that happened just once in a lifetime.


  The excitement had been intense, he remembered, when a point of A-Drive radiation was detected near the Sun. Obviously it was a ship making an unscheduled trip from Venus, but that was all they knew, because no ship’s radio could function while the Drive was on. Then, when the Drive had been cut for a few minutes at turnover point, the whole story had come.


  The doctor had done the talking while Allerton worked the ship. These two were the only ones still conscious, everybody else had been doped to avoid injury. He had explained about the smash on the station and the impossibility of landing on Venus, the food, water, and air shortage. And he’d gone into details about the way he’d had to fix the injured so’s they could take three G’s continuously.


  Mathewson grinned to himself and looked at the two big, pressurised ambulances churning up the pumice ahead of his car. They were filled with men who were embedded like fossils in irregular lumps of tar-like plastic. His Medics, on first seeing them, had asked rather caustically whether maybe they shouldn’t call Mining Division to blast the men out. But they’d been merely griping by habit, things were under control.


  Just before the A-Drive cut in again and drowned out the signal, the doctor had told of the discovery of the A-Drive replacements, which were thought to have been lost with the rest of the outer cargo, inside the ship. They’d been moved, it seemed, to rectify an error in the mass-distribution of the cargo which had caused the ship’s centre of gravity to shift. The alteration hadn’t been recorded in the cargo List, and the only crewman fit to talk didn’t know anything about it.


  But the thing Mathewson would always remember was that landing. It was theoretically possible, everybody knew, to land on the airless Moon using only A-Drive, but pilots always eased down the last few miles on chemical motors. The Drive lacked delicacy of control for a direct landing. But the Queen of Darkness had come shooting in with three or four G’s deceleration all the way, to land with scarcely a bump. It had been quite a trick.


  Dr. Mathewson made a mental note to draw up some new landing regulations. Some of the other pilots would want to try Allerton’s trick, and a lot of them wouldn’t be able to pull it off.


  Even with two hands.


  EPIDEMIC ON VENUS


  Ed M. Clinton, Jr


  They were men of vision, bringing to a new world a multitude of bright new skills. But in the mist was an enemy, cobra-deadly.


  HANS SHAEFFER’S arrival as the fourth member of our medical staff at Hulbert, Venus, could hardly have been better timed. It was while I was giving him the customary ‘this-is-Venus’ talking to that venusia mysteriosa burst upon us.


  I guess it must have been my umpteenth run-through of the new-arrival routine and it probably sounded pretty uninspired by then. And yet—how grim and tragic it all seems in retrospect! We were such blindly groping babes in the Venusian woods.


  There was, of course, no logical justification for our surprise and consternation when the epidemic struck. When underneath the cloud of carbon dioxide that had baffled the astronomers for a century we found a Venus as green and warm and hospitable as Earth, why should we have been surprised by the appearance of disease-bearing organisms? Why shouldn’t we have assumed that an almost identical environment would. support germs to which human beings would be dangerously susceptible?


  “But they’ve never given evidence of their presence before,” I said, as we all settled down in Dr. Crocker’s office a few minutes later. Jerry LeBlanc, a medical specialist of rare discernment, sat directly opposite Shaeffer nervously smoking a cigarette.


  Shaeffer, a quiet, powerfully built man of my own age, was a biologist who had only recently become a doctor, and who looked upon Venus as a naturalist’s paradise, which indeed it was.


  “We assumed there were subtle differences of bodily structure,” LeBlanc said, “and blood-stream susceptibility which would prevent us—and most probably all terrestrial vertebrates—from becoming adequate hosts for Venusian parasites. That certainly isn’t a new concept, and it applies in a limited sense to the immunity factor in all communicable diseases.”


  Jerry offered Hans a cigarette, and as Shaeffer reached for it the visiscreen buzzed and announced the second tragically confirmatory link in the chain of events which was to turn mankind’s Venusian adventure into an epic struggle against disaster.


  I flipped the toggle. “Bad news I’m afraid,” said Janie Nelson, our attractive blonde receptionist. “It’s another sick call. The woman sounded desperately concerned.”


  I nodded, “Address, please.”


  “Just a moment.” She scanned a sheet of paper. “Eighty-eight K Lane. Mrs. Giris Larsen.”


  “Thank you, darling.” I scribbled the address. She stared at me, her eyes flashing, as the image faded.


  “Sam,” growled, Jerry, “why don’t you marry that girl and settle some bets around here?”


  I grinned and handed Jerry the address.


  A few minutes later Jerry phoned in and said he was bringing Larsen to the hospital. “Call Crocker,” he added. “I don’t like the looks of this.”


  “All right,” I said, and switched off.


  Shaeffer frowned quizzically. “Do you people always become geared to an emergency so quickly?”


  “We don’t scare easily,” I said. “But we’ve been holding our breath for a long time now.”


  I had Janie put a call through to the administration building, where Dr. Crocker was in conference with Charles Gordon, the founder and governor of the settlement.


  The ambulance from 88 K Lane, with Jerry LeBIanc and his patient aboard, was back before Crocker arrived. Shaeffer and I and two nurses were waiting as it emerged from the mist which was steaming down from the high, swirling fog bank. The long Venusian night had just dispelled the last flicker of waning daylight. After almost four long months of getting used to the darkness you must adjust all over again when daylight comes, and the strain can be appalling.


  Jerry leapt down from the back of the vehicle and the driver came around and helped him with the stretcher. I swung up beside them, spoke a few words, and then stopped. For I had seen the patient’s face, staring up from the shadows.


  There’s something unutterably ghastly about the face of mysteriosa.


  I came to know the expression well—the utter withdrawal, the living consciousness cut off from the outside world. It suggests the way a man might look if he were watching himself in a mirror, dying.


  “Okay, let’s get on with it,” I snapped, pulling myself together. “Careful now. Crocker will be here in a moment.”


  Crocker walked up even as I spoke. “Hello, Doc,” I said.


  Dr. Nathan Crocker was a sturdily built, white-haired man with a ruggedly weather-bronzed face lined with creases beyond counting. Imagine a legendary nineteenth century country doctor transported across the dark night of space to Venus, and you will have something of the essence of the man. But Crocker was no country doctor. He was a real cosmopolite in the world of medicine, who still moved and talked like a youngster, and could have surpassed me in endurance any day in the week.


  “Well, Sam.” He smiled cordially, all the lines in his face shifting in unison. “Precisely what does it look like?”


  I shrugged. “Worse than the first case,” I said. “See for yourself.”


  His face became somber. “I’ve seen some strange things, Sam. I spent ten years in Africa, as you know, doing some highly revealing work on sleeping sickness. Remind me to tell you sometime about poor Harry Graytag.”


  I didn’t remind him of the fifty times he had already told me about Harry Graytag.


  He bent over, and looked down at Larsen and as he did so his eyebrows twitched, and his whole scalp settled back. There was no other physical reaction. I could almost read his thoughts, though. He looked up, squinted, and then returned his gaze to the stricken man’s convulsively distorted face. I knew that he was seeking to link what he knew and suspected with certain novel intangibles that eluded his comprehension.


  Larsen was awake, or at least his watery, glazed eyes were wide open. There was something about his attitude that simulated an acutely heightened consciousness.


  “Easy now,” said Crocker, “how do you feel?”


  Larsen did not reply. His mouth twitched and he started playing with the air with jerky shaking hands. Then he began to sob softly.


  Crocker looked up at me again, then back at Larsen. He coughed and said, “I see.” After a pause, he added: “Brain, I suppose. It might even be an abscess. Don’t stand there staring. We’ll run an electroencephalograph—”


  Doc wore an impassive mask during the whole of the examination. We went over Larsen from head to foot, submitting him to every clinical test at our command. Unfortunately the more painstakingly thorough we became, the less we discovered. He was dreadfully sick, and that was all of which we could be certain.


  After a while the lab reports began drifting in. The EEC showed nothing. The blood count indicated some anemia, which might well have been the result of his difficulty in taking food. The blood sugar index was only slightly above normal. As we expected, the electrocardiogram was perfectly normal. His blood pressure was a little low, but not alarmingly so. Our cluster of X-rays was just as unrewarding. There wasn’t a mark on him, internally or externally. The routine radiation count was safe. The last data to be studied was the spinal fluid analysis. It was clear.


  Jerry had talked to Mrs. Larsen, and incorporated in a written summary a history of her husband’s illness until the moment of his collapse. Such information as she was able to supply was disappointingly meagre. There seemed to have been no previous contributing illnesses. As far as she knew, aside from the usual childhood maladies, his only sickness had been a bout with virus pneumonia. Until a week before, he had been in perfect health. Then he had begun to deteriorate. First he had lost his appetite. Then, rapidly, his strength, had failed, and he had become increasingly irritable and restless. Finally he had taken to his bed, and she had called us.


  Crocker paced nervously, his expression somber and preoccupied, his gnarled hands tightly intertwined behind his back.


  “What do you think, Doc?” I ventured.


  He grimaced in a manner that was all his own. The thousand lines in his face seemed to sink in deeper than ever. “What can I think?” he exclaimed. “I’m going to have to go pretty far back on this, Sam.”


  “Back?” asked Shaeffer, puzzled.


  “I haven’t been in the tropics for many years,” Crocker said, looking up quickly and gesturing toward the window. “There’s a tropical landscape all around us, but it’s a little different from the tropics I knew as a young lad.”


  He went to the window and stood regarding the swirling fog outside. The winds of nightfall had passed, and the mist seemed to mirror the surge of his thoughts in its restless, mysterious eddying.


  Hesitantly, as though reluctant to detach himself from his memory of the past, he turned and faced us. “We’ll have to wait and see. I’ll keep my eye on Larsen. Meanwhile, one of you had better get some sleep.”


  I advised Shaeffer to turn in. He was dead on his feet, having exposed himself too recklessly to the strains and stresses of the unfamiliar Venusian gravity after his weeks in space.


  I injected several of our resident customers with derivitomycin, changed a few bandages, took some temperatures, and found myself a magazine which I had read at least seven times before. I dozed off, secure in the knowledge that Jerry would be up in a while, anyway.


  II


  Crocker’s hand on my shoulder roused me. I blinked and looked at my wrist-watch through blurred pupils. I had been sleeping almost seven hours, and the stiffness in my back bore painful testimony to the fact.


  “Larsen’s de;id,” Crocker said with grim urgency. “He died in agony, screaming and clawing at the air.” His hand tightened on my shoulder. “We’re conducting an immediate autopsy. Get dressed Sam, and come along. I’ll need your moral support. We can’t tell what may show up.”


  After the autopsy, we were still tragically bewildered.


  A short while later, Governor Gordon called Crocker. I was in Crocker’s office at the time, sitting directly across the room from him. I could hear Gordon’s voice clearly on the visiphonc.


  “Anything new on Larsen?” I heard him ask.


  “I’m afraid not,” replied Crocker, shaking his head wearily.


  “Well, something’s come up,” Gordon said. “Mrs. Larsen was just in to see me.”


  “Oh?” Crocker shifted in his chair. “If she’s ill she should have called us.”


  “No, no, it’s not that,” Gordon said. “It’s more serious.” He paused, and I wondered what could be more serious than a repetition of the tragedy that had overtaken Larsen. Then I knew what it must be.


  “She’s asked for transportation back to Earth,” Gordon said. “Immediately. I’m afraid she’s legally entitled to it.”


  I leaned forward. Crocker had lied beautifully when he had assured Larsen’s wife that her husband had died of a recurrence of virus pneumonia. We were afraid to tell her that we didn’t know what had killed him. The settlement was precarious enough and to have let the fear of a new and horrible disease run like quicksilver through the tiny population would have been to court utter disaster.


  “We’ll have to be firm with her,” said Crocker, managing to blend urgency with a patient sympathy. “There’s too much danger she might carry the disease back to Earth. We have no way of knowing whether or not it’s communicable.” He ran trembling fingers through his tousled white hair. “We discussed this at the autopsy, Gordon. You said that unofficially—”


  “Yes, unofficially Hulbert is under quarantine. But that doesn’t solve the problem. I was wondering if it might not be advisable to tell her the truth.”


  “I hardly see how we can avoid it,” Crocker gnawed at his underlip.


  “There may be one other alternative. I’ll let you know, Gordon.”


  “All right. But be quick.”


  Crocker switched off the visiphone and stared into emptiness.


  “I couldn’t help overhearing,” I murmured. “Mrs. Larsen’s attitude makes our whole problem more difficult.”


  Crocker focussed his eyes on me. “Suppose you take a walk with me, Sam,” he said. “Just talking it over may help me reach a decision.” He grunted and unwound his wiry five-foot-five from behind the littered desk. “It’s bad business, Sam,” he added, shaking his head.


  A hot, heavy rain was falling, blurring the great banks of artificial light that bathed the night-time colony. We pulled our feather-light raincapes high about our necks and moved forward shivering. Our feet, clattering on plastic walkways and sloshing through mud puddles at unpaved intersections, made the only sounds there were. In Hulbert in the year 1990 all men and women walked, for the only vehicles that the colony possessed were work trucks and the hospital’s four ambulances.


  As I walked, I thought of how far away, in time as well as in space, Earth seemed. Though in sober reality it had been scarcely two years, it seemed incalculably longer since I had last seen New York, or had watched fleecy clouds slip across the enchanted palette of a sunset sky. Here there was only fog—overhead and on every side. The fog and the somberly forbidding jungle, into which we cut—it seemed barely an inch a day—with our raucous, ugly machines.


  All we had of Earth was this utilitarian, scientifically organized pin-prick of a settlement called Hulbert, after the memory of the first man who had crossed the dark night of space to Venus. A mining town, a pseudopod of civilization adhering with nothing more than the cement of human tenacity to the alien muck of a world men had not been born to. Every square foot was occupied, every minute of time consumed had a value precisely calculable in dollars and cents—a cost that had to be met.


  Because of this, Gordon had designed the settlement on a completely functional basis and had imposed on it a casual but thoroughly mechanistic rulebook management. Someday, I hoped, all that would change. The settlement would take firmer root and the uranium shipments to Earth would begin to pay off. Then, surely, a little relaxation would be in order.


  “I think we’ve arrived,” Crocker’s voice, half-muffled by his cape, interrupted my thoughts. We stood directly in front of a squat grey tin structure with windows, in all respects similar to the thousand other tin dwellings which housed the majority of the colonists.


  He pushed the buzzer. The woman who let us in was small and blonde, rather unattractive and perhaps thirty-five years of age. She seemed to blend completely with the ugly little cabin that was her home, almost losing her identity in the process.


  Crocker came directly to the point. “I understand you’d like to go back to Earth,” he said.


  Mrs. Larsen sat in a straight-backed metal chair, a grim and tragically pathetic figure shadowed by the harsh interior of the hut. I looked around that room for some measure of relief from the grey sameness, but my eyes encountered only one picture—an old and faded color photograph of an elderly couple, hung on the wall to my left. The floor was covered by a plain, resilient, durable linoleum. The furniture was mostly of light-weight metal, incredibly cold to the touch even on Venus. By comparison, the hospital seemed a haven of luxury.


  At Crocker’s words, Mrs. Larsen stiffened, and her hands tightened, one upon the other. “Why should I stay, now?” She was obviously fighting back tears. I felt very uncomfortable.


  Crocker cleared his throat. “Mrs. Larsen, I have a confession to make. I’m not going to ask that you listen to me in strict confidence. I’ll trust to your judgment on that.”


  She seemed stiffer than ever, already determined to take exception to whatever he might have to say. “What is it, Doctor?”


  “Mrs. Larsen, your husband did not die of virus pneumonia. Sometimes we’re not as wise as we should be, we doctors. We just don’t know everything—especially about Venus.” He scratched the back of his head with a shy gesture. “We wish we did, but we don’t.” His knotty hand swept jerkily through the air. “He died of something from out there, Mrs. Larsen, something from out of the jungle.”


  She gasped and seemed to crumple. “Why didn’t you tell me this before? Why did you try to deceive me with a foolish lie?” Her voice became shrill. “Did you think me lacking in courage? Did you? I have a right to know.”


  Crocker leaned forward and put a hand upon hers. “We’re just trying to keep the others from becoming frightened. Until we know exactly what killed your husband, we can’t take a chance on its being carried back to Earth.”


  “Are you trying to tell me I can’t go back?” There was cold fury in her eyes.


  “Mrs. Larsen, I don’t have to tell you what might happen if the other settlers should learn that a new disease has taken two lives and may take more. There was an earlier case, you see.”


  “But—” And then she bent forward and started to cry, her shoulders sagging and her face pressed into her thin hands.


  Crocker reached over again and gripped her hand tightly. “You and your husband came to Venus to build a new life. Just now you spoke of courage. Without great and exceptional courage there would have been no settlement, and you are one of the original colonists.”


  “But Chris and I—I mean, without him—”


  “Of course. But walk through the settlement sometime and consider how important its preservation is to every one of its citizens. None of us has an easy task.” He got up, somewhat uncertainly. I followed suit. “Mrs. Larsen, I thought perhaps you’d like to join our hospital staff. We’re very short-handed, you know. We could really use you. And frankly, if the disease reaches epidemic proportions, you could be of tremendous help.”


  III


  It was still raining when we went bad-: to the hospital. “Dr. Crocker,” I said, shaking my head, “you’re a wonder . . .”


  The night wore on. Gordon announced that a case of unusual virus pneumonia had appeared in the settlement, and warned the colonists to report instantly anyone stricken with a sudden illness, accompanied by great weariness, loss of appetite, and, in the end, utter collapse and a complete inability to initiate conscious action.


  But nothing further of an alarming nature developed, and we began to hope that we had permitted ourselves the rather masochistic luxury of a good scare. Crocker, untiringly studying Larsen’s history, would knit his brows and shake his head, and then finger his way with maddening deliberation through a thumbworn and tattered medical volume.


  Colonial Transport Service spaceships continued to arrive and depart on schedule. They brought new colonists and the precious supplies we couldn’t yet produce on Venus, and took back with them the incalculably valuable uranium ore which was Hulbert’s economic lifeline to security.


  “Tree land—Unparalleled opportunity!” the posters on Earth kept shouting. “Go to Venus!”


  An over-burdened civilization was seeking equilibrium and we were the fulcrum upon which it swung. The wheels of industry were turning ever more staggeringly to the surge of atomic power stemming from the product of Venus’ vast uranium fields.


  The First Interplanetary Land Rush, the greatest movement into free land since the opening of the American West more than a century before, was in full swing. First there was Hulbert and New America, and then an increasing sprinkling of other settlements founded by small and large nations from one end of the Earth to the other.


  Gordon’s dream of a new world for men was truly nearing fulfillment. The statistics told their own story. It had taken four years to attract a thousand settlers and their families to New America. Now, in less than two months, since the beginning of the year 1990, Hulbert’s population had increased twofold.


  And then at the peak of the rush, when everything Gordon had hoped for seemed about to be realized, venusia mysteriosa struck again, and again, with an appalling mortality.


  It was Shaeffer-who named the ghastly plague the Dying Death.


  Ten cases came in during fifteen terrifying periods. In a population the size of Hulbert’s, it had all the earmarks of an incipient epidemic. We were helpless. All we could do was to attempt, with all the resources at our command, to dull the agony of death. Always it was the same, and one by one the colonists died, their pitiful, emaciated bodies leaving behind not one jot of information as to the cause of the invariably fatal malady.


  I began to hate the sight of the operating room. Crocker himself supervised every desperate recourse to surgery and each time he went about his task he seemed to become a little grimmer and a little more drawn of face. Only his hands remained steady and unshaking.


  Then one morning I emerged from the operating room to see Charles Gordon striding down the hallway toward us, his lips set in tight lines and his head cast ever so slightly sideward. He was the kind of man who could hold steadfast to the most unattainable of dreams and drive his way doggedly through the underbrush of human inadequacy.


  “Well, Crocker—anything new?” he demanded. Close up, I saw that there were shadows of worry around his vigorous black eyes and that in general he had the appearance of a man who wasn’t getting nearly enough rest.


  Crocker began pulling off his surgical gloves. “I’m afraid not, Gordon,” he replied, laying both gloves carefully in his left hand. “We keep getting the same answer.”


  “You think it’s hopeless, then?” asked Gordon, staring hard at the surgeon.


  “These people die,” Crocker spoke calmly, his pale blue eyes shifting out of focus. “They die of something we know virtually nothing about. Something, I think, of a different, a completely alien disease process.” He shook his head and ran skinny fingers through his white hair. “Bacteria of a similar environment should—But I told them they were wrong.”


  The three of us paced silently toward Crocker’s office. I got the distinct impression that Gordon was reluctant to speak his mind with complete candor. As we reached the door to Crocker’s office, he asked abruptly: “Crocker, do you honestly think we can cope with this ourselves?”


  Crocker turned with one hand on the doorknob, his eyebrows raised.


  “For God’s sake,” snapped Gordon, “we mustn’t let pride stand in the way of admitting that a tragedy of this magnitude may be too much for us?”


  You could almost see the ramrod unfold in Crocker’s spine. His eyes flashed, and his hand tightened on the knob until the knuckles showed white against the pink flesh. “You don’t really mean ‘we’, Charlie. You mean ‘Dr. Nathan Crocker.’ ” He swung open the door and went into the office. “You are the governor, Charlie. You’ll have to decide that for yourself.”


  The door slammed in our faces. Gordon stretched his shoulders nervously. Then he gestured down the hallway and took firm hold of my arm. We walked.


  “Smith, I know I can trust you,” he said. “I think you’ll agree that we can’t let any element of personal feeling influence our judgment in this matter. Crocker’s a pretty old man.”


  “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” I said, hating Gordon for putting me so aggressively on the defensive.


  “Certainly not,” he agreed instantly. “Crocker is eminently suited to this job, with half a lifetime of experience in tropical research behind him. But a lifetime of experience can make a man stubborn—perhaps dangerously so in a situation like this.”


  At the hospital entrance, Gordon turned to me and smiled—with a warmth unusual in that hard-driving man. “Smith, just remember what I’ve said. If you ever honestly think that Crocker has lost control of the situation, let me know.” He shook my arm before relaxing his grip. “Thanks.”


  I watched him go, feeling a little better. When I went into Crocker’s office a moment later he didn’t ask me what had transpired between Gordon and myself, for which I was thankful. He just muttered, “Sam, I’m going to make Gordon change his mind.”


  We knew we could not long hide our ignorance, and the fact that the frightful Dying Death was something more than just a virulent atypical pneumonia. Rumor and gossip were already working their havoc. After all, there were the husbands, wives and children who had lost loved ones and who had seen the mysterious malady’s initial phases, and could not help but wonder and pass on their dark doubts to their frightened neighbors.


  All this time Mrs. Larsen was wonderful, never sparing herself at the hospital, keeping up die confidence of doctors and patients alike. She was, I came to realize, one of the really great pioneer women of Venus.


  Crocker worked doggedly, denying himself desperately needed rest, studying case histories and checking the autopsies. He spent hours in die lab with the technicians, taking copious notes, and reading through the fabulous, worn library of medical volumes that dealt with every aspect of medical research and practice. He became so familiar with the unvarying pattern of mysteriosa that we could plot perfectly the development of a case, almost to predicting the hour of death.


  Then, miraculously, the near-epidemic halted after the twelfth case—and Crocker found something of startling significance in a post mortem.


  IV


  For thirteen periods we had relief. Our last case had just deceased—she had been the eighth woman to succumb—and Crocker and Shaeffer were performing the autopsy. For the first time in weeks I had a few free minutes, and I was spending them with Janie Nelson, our all-around receptionist.


  Jerry’s remark about marrying her meant simply that I was convinced that Janie was the most desirable girl in Hulbert. I had just remarked that I liked being with her when she said abruptly: “Sam, how long do you think we can keep up this pretense?”


  That came as quite a jolt. “Why, I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.


  “Yes, you do. You know exactly what I’m talking about,” she affirmed.


  “Then suppose you tell me.”


  “You’re in love with me, and you want to marry me. But you’re afraid to say so because the situation here has become so desperately tragic.”


  She took one of my hands in both of hers—too tightly, I thought. “Sam, I’m scared. Suppose you can’t find the answer. Suppose the settlement has to be abandoned. We can’t go back!” She shook my hand tensely. “We can’t, without carrying the disease to Earth.”


  I honestly hadn’t thought of that. I had been working too close to it to consider how it might affect me personally. But Janie had seen the miserable frightened faces passing in and out, and was in constant, tragic contact with the most thoroughly personal part of it.


  I tried to picture the situation she had suggested. All contact, all supplies would be cut off. We’d be alone in that planetary vastness of jungle, dying one by one of mysteriosa. No, it was impossible. It was too horrible to contemplate. But I saw in Janie’s tormented blue eyes that awful alienness of Venus as I had not dared to visualize it before.


  I heard Crocker and Shaeffer coming down the corridor, their steps rapid and excited. Then I heard Crocker’s confident laughter. He hadn’t laughed like that since before Larsen’s death.


  He came toward me and stopped in front of me and clapped both hands on my shoulders.


  “Come to my office,” he said. “I’ve got something to show you.”


  “Doc thinks we’ve found it,” said Shaeffer, his voice utterly weary. “We discovered a little puncture in the cerebellum—”


  “A culture so small, a perforation so tiny as to be almost invisible,” Crocker said. “And a colony of bacteria and a virus present in the surrounding cells.”


  It was a catastrophic coincidence. Consider how beautifully the pieces fell into place, misleading us almost to complete disaster. Consider the sudden cessation of new cases, and Crocker’s discovery of the virus in the cerebellum of the last victim of mysteriosa. Remember, too, that we were engaged in no mere abstract research.


  We were fighting for the very life of the colony, and hence had no time to waste. Our testing and research and re-checking had to be of the quickest possible sort. It had also to be as direct and immediately applicable as good science would allow. We were just not quite good enough scientists.


  But there was rejoicing in the hospital. For the first time the dark shadow that had been about to swallow us lightened a little. Gordon was elated. He congratulated Crocker and thanked him and told him to get some rest. I forgot Janie’s fears and the picture of an abandoned settlement faded. We went fearlessly ahead and made tentative marriage plans.


  With loving hands Crocker bred a culture. When he had enough, he tested some for sterilization. The bacteria he took from the culture succumbed completely to a prolonged exposure of infra-red radiation. It was a happy bit of news, for it meant that individuals exposed to Venusian conditions could return to Earth after the infra-red treatment which had been standard all along. It was a great step forward.


  Crocker bred the culture further. He prepared a toxin and injected it into the cerebellum of one of Shaeffer’s guinea-pigs. Three periods later the pig could no longer maintain its balance and exhibited all measurable physical signs of mysteriosa.


  In two more periods Crocker had his antitoxin. He then proceeded to check it, two ways. First for inoculatory effect, and then for the slim possibility that it might prove curative. Into one guinea-pig he first injected the toxin, waited until the animal became clearly ill, and then gave it an injection of the antitoxin. Many were the guinea-pigs that laid down their lives to enable Crocker to master the technique of time and dosage.


  But at the end of two months, when the long night had passed and the sweltering heat of day once more returned to cause us acute discomfiture, he called Gordon and told him that the Dying Death had been conquered. The anti-toxin was both inoculatory and curative.


  In one of those dramatic announcements in which he took delight, Gordon revealed the truth to the settlers, and we set up an inoculation schedule. It was a nerve-wracking task. We had to be scrupulously careful, too, since our supply of anti-toxin, though growing, was severely limited. Everything went smoothly, however, and in about fifty periods—twenty-five Earth days—we had over half the settlement inoculated.


  And then, disaster struck again.


  I was in Doc’s office, drowsily relaxing in his swivel chair and listening to the distant droning of the mining machinery. I was thinking very comfortable thoughts about Janie, when the buzzing of the visiscreen aroused me from my lethargy and I bent forward and snapped the toggle.


  “Hello, darling,” I said. “I was just thinking about you.”


  “I’m glad,” Janie said. “But this is urgent. “There’s an emergency wave-length radio call for Dr. Crocker. Sparks is holding it down at the field until he can get a local line for it.”


  “Who sent the message?”


  “New Moscow. Sparks says they’ll talk to no one but Crocker.”


  I hurried out of the office and down to the inoculation station. I was fairly certain I knew what the call was about. We had been expecting to hear sooner or later from the other settlements. It seemed unlikely that the Dying Death would remain localized in Hulbert alone.


  When I went in Doc had just finished an inoculation. They were frequently a little rugged. The reaction was often severe and usually required a period of enforced rest.


  “New Moscow wants to talk to you,” I said.


  He looked up, the hypodermic gleaming in his hand. “Take over for me, Sam,” he said. “This may be serious.”


  After inoculation we always delivered the patients back to their cabins in stretchers. I got Crocker’s last victim on his way and loaded up for the next in line.


  When Crocker finally received the call, he found himself talking to a very heavy Russian accent. He told me later that the conversation ran as follows:


  “This is Dr. Pietr Arensky, Medical Director, Little Russia. Doctor, we have what we believe to be our first case of mysteriosa. Your previous communication regarding the location of the virus is most appreciated, but—”


  “Of course. But I must warn you we are in perilous short supply. I’ll provide what I can of the toxin, culture, and anti-toxin. Incidentally, I recommend at least twenty powers magnification when you search for those punctures.”


  “Yes, I understand. Would twenty-four hours give you sufficient time to prepare the materials?”


  “I should think so. And by all means keep in touch with me, Dr. Arensky.”


  V


  Twenty-four hours later, rather desperately in need of sleep but excited at the prospect of seeing somebody new for a change, I was down at the field with the toxins and cultures. The landing field was our pride and joy. At the time it was certainly the finest landing area in existence on the two worlds, boasting twenty cradles, and hangars enough for twice that many transport spacecraft.


  At one end was the administration building, which was also the indoctrination station and the physical capitol of American Venus. Every person arriving on the planet passed through that imposing building and was screened from hairline to toenail. It may seem that these extensive facilities far exceeded the needs of a tiny settlement like Hulbert. They did. But we were looking ahead, to a time when Hulbert would be the largest metropolis on Venus.


  I strolled out onto the field, scanning the grey sky. Far to the south I could see the Russian ship—a black speck moving rapidly against the mottled backdrop of clouds. In another moment it was hovering directly overhead, and I could hear the droning of its auxiliary motors. Then the tower triple-flashed, a landing cradle slipped open, and die ship dropped neatly down on charging jets.


  I strode across the field to meet the burly figure emerging from the ship. He came swiftly toward me, smiling and shouting something in Russian.


  I smiled back, and shook my head, and handed him the kit containing the all-important materials. He spoke again in Russian and saluted briefly. We touched hands, and then he was hurrying back toward his ship.


  The cradle swung south. The tower gave its long-short flash, and the Russian craft roared upward and out over the rippling sea of jungle. In a moment it was gone.


  As I turned back toward the administration building, I saw Shaeffer. He was just emerging on the field, a hatless figure who was gesturing in my direction. “Sam!” he shouted. “Sam! Doc wants you right away.”


  I joined him in the front of the hangars and the first question I asked was: “What’s on Crocker’s mind?”


  “Two more cases of mysteriosa,” he gasped. “That’s what’s on his mind.”


  We both ran toward the administration building . . .


  It looked like the real thing this time. By the end of that period there were eight cases in the hospital, all in a critical condition. The antitoxin was our major problem. At the rate at which we were using it we knew it would soon be exhausted.


  We worked on into the next period without sleep, our task made more difficult by frightened people who came to the hospital with harmless sneezes and backaches they mistook for early symptoms of mysteriosa.


  “What we need,” growled Shaeffer through stubble-shadowed lips as we clucked like frenzied mother hens over our dwindling cultures, “are virus with a hopped-up sex urge.”


  Though it was pretty well knocked into a cocked hat, we salvaged what we could of the regular inoculation program.


  After thirty-six hours without sleep, Crocker sent me to my room to rest. As I moved out into the corridor I heard Janie call me, and turned to see her standing almost at my elbow, her face white and anxious. She had that scared look again, and I didn’t like the ugly things it did to her face.


  “It’s Moscow again, Sam,” she said. “Where’s Dr. Crocker?”


  “I’ll take it,” I told her. “If they don’t like me, they can—Look, darling, you get some sleep. I’ll put somebody else on the desk. We’ll manage.”


  “Are you sure you can? I mean—”


  “Get!” I kissed her, and turned her firmly about.


  I knew enough about the board to pick up the New Moscow line from Sparks. Arensky asked for Crocker the instant I established contact, but I told him that my superior was unavailable, and that whatever he had to say I would be capable of comprehending. I was just tired enough to be a little testy.


  “Very well,” Arensky said. “Something is very, very bad.”


  “We’ve got our troubles too,” I told him. All the same, I didn’t like the feeling that came over me when I heard him draw in his breath. “Go on,” I said.


  “One of our mysteriosa cases passed away abruptly as the result of a heart attack brought on by his weakened condition. We conducted an immediate autopsy. But, Dr. Smith”—at this point Arensky’s deep voice rose an octave or so, and almost cracked—“there is no puncture in the cerebellum.”


  I choked down the gasp that formed in my throat. “I’m sure you’re mistaken,” I said quickly.


  “No offense intended, Doctor. But so minute a puncture would be very easy to miss. Try a lateral.”


  “We did. Our staff is very good. And since we knew exactly what we were looking for—”


  “I see.” I had to steady myself against the switchboard. “I’ll tell Crocker. We’ll contact you.” I clicked off, leaving Sparks with a fuming, frightened Russian to pacify.


  I went down the corridor very slowly, thinking about what Gordon had said to me about an old man’s stubbornness. I knew that Arensky’s message would just about kill Crocker. I didn’t dare let myself think what it might do to the colony. Possibly Arensky was mistaken, but in my heart I knew that he wasn’t. I was rationalizing, desperately and without any real conviction.


  I found Crocker bending over a patient in the crowded main ward. When he saw me he straightened and the little muscles around his jaws tightened.


  “What’s wrong, Sam?” he asked.


  “I’ve been talking to Arensky,” I said.


  “And?” He turned from his patient, his eyes searching my face.


  “One of their mysteriosa patients died.”


  Crocker’s expression did not change. “So soon?” he asked, quietly.


  “His heart gave out. They conducted an autopsy, but they found—”


  “No puncture,” he completed my halting sentence. His calmness stunned me. He simply scratched his unshaven chin and shook his head. “Time will tell,” he said firmly, and turned back to his patient.


  I returned to my room, and fell immediately into a deep sleep of utter exhaustion.


  The hoot of an ambulance awakened me. I was still slipping on my surgical gown when I joined the stretcher bearers. I was anxious to talk to the patient but when the bearers halted at my request I saw that his condition was too far advanced. I cursed the stricken man’s stupidity. How could he have been fool enough to ignore the always pronounced initial symptoms?


  Jerry LeBlanc descended from the ambulance and stood beside me. His hand shook as he reached down and pulled the blankets off the man’s shoulder. “Look, Sam,” he said, pointing.


  The man had waited because he had felt convinced that he was in no danger. He had been inoculated.


  VI


  I accompanied Crocker on an urgent visit to Gordon. Crocker’s face was grave, his manner abrupt to the point of rudeness. “Sit down, Charlie,” he said. “This is going to hurt. It seems that the inoculation doesn’t work.”


  Gordon’s eyes widened just a trifle and he leaned forward across his desk, but he said nothing as the other continued: “I now know that I can’t cure anyone of mysteriosa, much less prevent their getting it I made a serious mistake, but it was unavoidable.”


  Gordon eased back into his chair, and compressed his lips, his deep black eyes unfathomable.


  “Apparently,” Crocker went on, “we have accidentally stumbled across another disease, the one whose cause is the virus we found. Our lab animals displayed a physical decay so similar to mysteriosa that I was misled into thinking—”


  “Never mind!” Gordon seemed to explode to his feet He strode to the window and stared out, his hands locked tightly behind his back. “Crocker, what do you expect me to say? Your’mistake’, as you call it, has done more damage than the Dying Death itself.” He turned furiously toward us. “Do you realize that everything we’ve worked so hard for may be irretrievably lost because of this?”


  Crocker nodded, his face grim. “You told me, once, that we couldn’t afford to let pride stand in our way. Well, Charlie”—he returned Gordon’s stare unwaveringly—“I’m willing to step aside.” Gordon drew in his breath sharply. “Very well. I’ll leave for Earth on the next CTS ship. I’ll bring back a staff of specialists in internal medicine from Earth. The best I can find. They may not ask you to step aside. But at least you won’t have to assume sole responsibility for whatever future mistakes may be made.” Outside of the hospital staff, only Gordon’s immediate aides, Colin MacDuffie’s Civil Police and the top engineers at the mines knew that Gordon had left He carried to Earth an order that must have caused him the most intense anguish. CIS must be halted until further notice. To Acting Governor Carroll Gleason he assigned the unpleasant task of turning back the shiploads of colonists so unfortunate as to arrive before the order could be implemented. No more colonists could be accepted into the plague-ridden colony. Only the uranium exports and supply imports could continue.


  At the hospital, we had to begin all over again. We needed a volunteer, somebody who had not yet been inoculated. No guinea-pig would do. Finally, one of the miners, a man whose wife had succumbed to mysteriosa, offered himself. With considerable trepidation, Crocker assumed full responsibility and the test was made. The miner was injected with toxin. Simultaneously, Mrs. Larsen, who had been inoculated, was at her own request infected.


  She remained perfectly healthy.


  But in four periods, the miner became desperately ill. He lost muscle control, complained of pains in the head, and had trouble maintaining his balance. But he was at all times perfectly coherent, and except for the extreme discomfort of his condition, showed none of the most noticeable psychological signs of advanced mysteriosa. Crocker gave him the anti-toxin, and he recovered.


  “Well,” said Crocker, almost smiling, “at least we beat one devil to the punch.”


  So the inoculation of the settlement continued. But cases of the Death kept coming in. We were sure now that mysteriosa. was not particularly contagious. The occurrences had been too generally scattered, and we had been unable to establish a pattern of contact based on any reasonably consistent incubation period. It was as maddening as it was frightening.


  Life settled into a frantic routine. We completed the inoculation of the settlement against doloria Crockeria—Crocker’s disease. From the captain of a CTS ship, picking up a load of uranium for Earth, we learned that Gordon had arrived on Terra. Reports that the Death was taking its toll in the other colonies trickled in. Little Copenhagen, French Venus, Brazilian Enterprise, Little Britain—each reported one or more fatal cases.


  Despite my familiarity with death, it made me almost physically ill. Once, alone in my room, I raged futilely for an hour, cursing the swirling fog and shaking my fist at the indifferent black jungle that walled us in. After that I slept, exhausted, for fifteen hours.


  On the eve of the new year, with Gordon gone scarcely three months, there had been well over a hundred cases of mysteriosa in Hulbert. Eighty-five of them had died and the prognosis for the still-living patients was absolutely negative.


  With prospects of anything but a Happy New Year, the hospital staff tried to relax in Crocker’s office. We drank a toast to the occasion, and attempted desperately to be cheerful and uncomplaining. But we couldn’t escape mysteriosa. It dominated our thoughts and inevitably our conversation returned to it.


  Crocker, who seemed to have aged years since Gordon’s departure, sipped his Scotch and said, “It will take considerable doing, even by the persuasive Charles Gordon, to get the kind of men we need to come here now.”


  “Perhaps we’ll surprise him,” somebody cheerfully volunteered.


  Jerry LeBlanc, a good-looking lad with a Barrymore profile, stared into the half-empty glass which was clenched tightly in his hand. “How do we know he’s coming back?” he asked. “How can we be sure?”


  “That’s a devil of a thing to say!” I exclaimed.


  “Is it?” He gulped the rest of his drink and stood up. “I don’t share your trust in Gordon. How do we know he hasn’t deliberately walked out on us, deliberately left us here to rot? Why should he come back to this hell-hole?”


  I got up, and gripped him firmly by the shoulders. “You’d better sober up,” I said. “You can’t really believe that.”


  “I believe it, all right. I tell you, you’re all crazy.” He reeled away from me, staggered and almost fell.


  “We must have been out of our minds to come here in the first place. Venus will never be successfully colonized.”


  Crocker’s angry voice crashed through the crowded room. “LeBlanc, sit down! Sit down or I’ll call MacDuffie and have you locked up.” He rose, a tight-lipped, bent old man with fire in his eyes. “Do you hear me?”


  Jerry started to say something, choked, and then sent his glass crashing to the floor. It bounced once before it splintered, scattering fragments in all directions.


  “Happy New Year, everybody!” he shouted, and stumbled from the office. The room vibrated for a moment to the slammed door.


  Janie turned to me, her eyes bright with alarm. “Sain, you’d better talk to him,” she whispered.


  I nodded and pressed her hand. “I think you’re right.”


  LeBlanc was nowhere in sight when I stepped out of the office. For a second, I hesitated. And in that second the crashing thunder of a shot rang out in the stillness of the hospital.


  Crocker, with the others behind him, was in the hallway and accompanying me toward Jerry’s room almost before the echoes had died away. The door was hanging ajar. I kicked it open and the stench of gunsmoke stung my nostrils.


  Jerry was sprawled awkwardly across his tumbled bed. His head was shattered and there was blood on the thrown-back blankets. One arm was jammed behind him where he had fallen back upon it. The other, swaying still, hung above a smoking automatic on the floor.


  In a few hours the news was all over Hulbert that one of the doctors had committed suicide. To the colonists that could only mean that even the medical staff was giving up.


  A half hour after the tragedy Gleason, the acting governor, put through an urgent call to Crocker’s office.


  “The situation is becoming progressively worse,” he said simply. “We’re having a council of war over here. We want you in on it.”


  Crocker insisted that I accompany him. We were the last to arrive. Besides the acting governor and ourselves, Rudolph Ahrens, chief engineer, was there with two of his assistants, as was MacDuffie, and Gleason’s three young assistants.


  Gleason came directly to the point.


  “Gentlemen, I’m going to be completely frank. If I were the final authority I’d be inclined to suggest we pack our bags and admit defeat. It’s that serious. But as matters stand, we’ll probably go on doing what we can—until we’re either dead or candidates for glory.”


  The group remained silent, but the tension in the room seemed visibly to mount, and become for an instant almost unbearable.


  “The settlers,” continued Gleason, “have interpreted Dr. LeBlanc’s suicide as an admission of defeat on our part. I can understand their reaction.” He turned to an assistant, who handed him a bulky envelope of documents.


  “Gentlemen, these petitions have all been received in the last four hours. There are considerably more than three hundred of them. They are petitions for transportation back to Earth. And the petitioners realize that if they return to Earth, they forfeit all rights and property claims attached to their service here.”


  MacDuffie’s heavy, stern countenance puckered, and he whistled long and softly. Ahrens shook his head and muttered to himself. Gleason nodded grimly, riffling thoughtfully through the petitions with his index finger, and when he spoke it was with some hesitation.


  “It seems to me that we have only one recourse. Heretofore the local government of this community has resided in the semi-formal elected Citizen’s Council. MacDuffie’s group”—he nodded toward the big man—“has provided us with all the law enforcement that has been necessary.” He paused an instant, then went on: “The Civil Police will henceforth be much more than a mild agency of law enforcement. It will have the sanction of absolute authority. In the event of any serious disturbance, its authority will only be subordinate to that of this office.”


  “But what you’re suggesting,” I gasped, “is actually martial law.”


  He swung toward me. “Yes, Dr. Smith—martial law. But it will be guided by reason and sanity.” He turned, and spoke directly to MacDuffie. “There must be no blustering soldierism, no infringement on the rights of law-abiding colonists.”


  MacDuffie nodded. I could hear Ahrens still muttering, shaking his head as if in reply to himself. Wilbur Hulbert’s portrait seemed to stare accusingly at this from over Gleason’s head.


  “Then we’re all agreed,” Gleason said. “I also suggest that all of us here, and the rest of your staff, Dr. Crocker, carry arms. Discreetly, please. Those of us who are in authority will be in constant danger of physical assault by hysterical individuals or groups.”


  “Have you any idea when Governor Gordon will be back?” I asked.


  “I wish I could answer that. We must accept as unfortunate the fact that his absence is bound to get out, and probably has already.”


  Gleason turned to Ahrens. “Rudy, be particularly careful. My guess would be that if we do have trouble it will start at die mines.” Ahrens nodded. “We’ve already had fist fights and several big arguments.”


  Crocker and I walked back to the hospital through a heavy, hot drizzle. Doc was silent, his face a fluid mask for thoughts which could hardly have been pleasant.


  “I was just thinking,” he said Suddenly and with startling candor, “what Gordon would think if he came back now, and found me as keen and confident and certain of eventual victory as the younger men he’ll be bringing with him.”


  I realized then, as Gordon had intimated, how completely he was dominated by the deep, intense pride of an old man dedicated to the last important task of a long career. The challenge had to be met, for every man has one shining gift to bestow, and one citadel of integrity which cannot be undermined.


  VII


  The following day utter disaster struck. It was twilight, and a thick rain was falling, driven slantwise by a vicious wind which whipped the great trees skirting the jungle’s edge into a dancing frenzy. Rudolph Ahrens, scrunched down in his desk chair in his tin-hut office near the head of Shaft Number One, looked up in amazement, wondering what it was that had disturbed his concentration. Abruptly the truth dawned on him.


  One by one, the machines were stopping.


  The machines never stopped in Hulbert. They had operated constantly for five years, and without them the colony could not have survived.


  It was a major disaster.


  Ahrens arose hastily and went outside. He saw immediately that the men of the incoming shift had collected in little groups along the line of shaft openings, and were no longer moving into the mines. He saw also that there was a flickering a.t the head of the elevator shaft at Pit One.


  He stared at it, and after a moment realized that more miners were emerging from the darkness into the twilight, their bodies casting flickering shadows as they poured out. They came forward, like a viscous living syrup spilling from an overturned bottle, and quickly joined the men of the incoming shift. The very silence of their movement was terrifying.


  Ahrens peered down the long line of mines. Everywhere the tragedy was repeating itself. The men had stopped working.


  Footsteps clattered suddenly on the ground behind him. He jerked around, his fists clenched just as one of MacDuffie’s men, the gold band of authority gleaming on his forearm, came scrambling toward him.


  “This is serious, Ahrens,” he shouted. “We’ve got to do something.”


  Ahrens touched the knuckle of his index finger to his thick mustache. “Call Gleason from my office,” he ordered. “Hurry.” The man nodded and moved quickly past him into the hut.


  Ahrens turned to face the advancing line of miners. “Why aren’t you men working?” he shouted, the wind almost swallowing his words.


  The ragged line halted. The whispering and muttering subsided. There remained only a restless stirring, made more ominous by the patter of the rain and the wind groaning through the trees.


  Suddenly, with startling abruptness, the night lights of Hulbert went on, blinding in their brilliance, transforming the dusk into a tableau of glittering luminescence.


  One miner detached himself from the others, and shuffled forward until he was about halfway to Ahrens. The engineer, understanding, crossed the remaining distance and the two men stood facing each other. Ahrens planted his fists on his hips, and stared steadily at the miner through the glare.


  The miner seemed a trifle chagrined. He reached out to shake Ahren’s hand. The engineer frowned and obliged.


  “Dr. Ahrens,” the man began haltingly, “we want you to understand we’ve got nothing against you personally.”


  Ahrens looked out at the nervous crowd, now stretching in an unbroken line to the mine entrances. Then he returned his gaze to the man in front of him, and laughed.


  “It’s just that we came here to mine uranium, because the government gave us good money and free land and a chance at a new life,” the miner went on quickly. “I guess none of us figured it would be easy work. But we didn’t come to see our wives and friends die helpless around us, or to die ourselves—for nothing.” He scratched his head. “You see what I mean?”


  “Go on,” said Ahrens, mopping rain from his brow.


  “Well, now, Dr. Ahrens, there are some things we’ve found out that we don’t like. One is, they aren’t going to let us leave the colony. The second is, Governor Gordon’s already gone. That seems kind of unfair.”


  “So you’ve decided?”


  “We’ve decided that we aren’t mining another ounce of uranium until you’ve agreed to let us go back to Earth—if we want to go back. I’m sorry about this. But we’ve got to hold your engineers until we get our way. Not as hostages, exactly. Just as—well, insurance.”


  “I see,” nodded Ahrens. “I don’t suppose anything I could say—”


  “Nothing,” said the miner, shaking his head emphatically. “Nothing will suit us but action, and a ruling signed by Gordon or Gleason. Until then you’ll have to clear out, Dr. Ahrens. We’d keep you, too, but you’re an old man. We’re afraid you might get hurt.”


  Ahrens looked out at the shifting men again, at their spokesman, and shook his head. He could not entirely fail to sympathize with them. He felt a hand nudge his elbow. It was MacDuffie’s policeman.


  “I think we’d better go, Ahrens.”


  “Yes, I think so,” agreed the engineer, and together they left the area . . .


  Hulbert was—the mines. When the mines stopped, Hulbert stopped too. Inevitably the strike vitally involved almost every family in the colony, for only the hospital staff and a few other specialist occupations did not work in the mines.


  Somehow, though, order was maintained. Apparently the spokesman for the miners—who had been patently embarrassed—had really represented the entire colony. Shocked and frightened they might be, but there were no cowards among them.


  MacDuffie had stationed armed men along the top of the long winding declivity that edged the string of mines and their half dozen machine guns pointed directly down toward the pits. Below, miners strolled aimlessly about, occasionally stopping for shouted, friendly conversations with members of the hospital staff.


  Once Gleason went down into the mines and talked directly with the men, pleading with them to go back to work. They became angry when he defended Gordon. Gleason simply could not make them believe that the governor had not run away. When one of the miners swung on him, he wisely left before his stubborn persistence could lead to bloodshed and violence.


  No one doubted his courage.


  It was then that Dying Death cases started coming in again. Several cases appeared in the mines, and the miners started demanding medical aid. Crocker picked me for the job.


  We had twenty-eight cases laid out like so many living cadavers in the hospital, and the ambulances hadn’t been silent for hours. I refused to dwell on what I might find in the mines.


  I loaded up with medicine and equipment and stopped on the way out to kiss Janie good-bye. I couldn’t help thinking it would probably be good-bye forever. She looked dead tired, and more than a little scared. She put her head on my shoulder and cried a little.


  “Sam,” she said wearily, “do you suppose Crocker or Hans could run a basal on me when they get a chance? I’ve been feeling awfully tired and uneasy lately, and I can’t seem to shake this headache.”


  A cold fear came upon me. “Any other symptoms,” I asked.


  She held out her hands. They were trembling visibly.


  I stepped quickly back a foot or two and flipped a pencil out of my pocket. “Catch!” I said.


  The pencil dropped through the air. She made a frantic attempt to catch it—much too late and far too wide of the mark. I wanted to scream.


  “What’s the matter, Sam?” Crocker asked, a moment later at the door of the reception room.


  “Janie, Doc.” I was a grown man and a doctor and I’d seen a lot of people die of mysteriosa. But the thought of Janie going that way—


  “Number twenty-nine,” I said, and put my face in my hands.


  Crocker closed his eyes for a moment, and put down his stethoscope. Shaeffer cursed, shrugged, and went on with his work.


  “I’ll get a cot,” I said softly.


  In a few moments we had her in bed. She’d known the minute I’d gone for Crocker what the trouble was. Now she just lay there, tears welling effortlessly out of her eyes, looking up at me in desperate appeal.


  “I’m scared, Sam,” she whispered.


  “Don’t be,” I said, gently. “All our cards haven’t been played yet.” She shook her head. “No, Sam, I’ve been through it with you, remember.” She dosed her eyes. “It’s been wonderful, Sam.”


  “And it will be!” I said. I took her hand, which was shaking worse than ever now. “Darling, we’ll take care of you. Darling, when we go back to Earth—”


  “Earth?” She opened her eyes, and they seemed to stare a million miles away. “Oh, how wonderful! Earth! Blue skies and people and movies and music and everything like that . . . oh, yes, Sam, I want to go to Earth . . .”


  Crocker straightened, “Sam, go to the mines,” he said.


  I stared at him. “Now? You expect me to—”


  “Go to the mines. You’re just in the way here. Stay there, until you hear from me.” He was pushing me gently and the whole tone of his voice changed as he muttered fiercely, “I may yet make Charlie Gordon eat his words.”


  He turned away from me.


  I went, but it wasn’t easy. All I could think of as I trudged through the fog was Janie, lying unconscious, close to death. I could barely remember Crocker’s parting words.


  VIII


  Conditions in general at the mines were good. The men were eating well and things hadn’t gotten dangerously out of hand.


  They were good to me, providing me with meals from the food their families brought them every period without fail and making available a sleeping area—an elevator car packed with dirt for a mattress and my medicine bag for a pillow, which was, under the circumstances, reasonably comfortable.


  We talked little, though, after die first couple of periods. They saw that I was doing what I could, which was just about nothing. They had one thought in mind, one overmastering desire. They wanted to see again the green hills and valleys of Earth.


  I couldn’t blame them.


  In the thirteenth period of my stay, a mass meeting was held inside the main shaft, Number Four. I was not invited. Harry Griswold, the originally somewhat reluctant man who spoke for them, and who by now had had most of his reticence ground away by the constant presence of death, stalked out of the meeting grimly.”


  He was followed soon after by the others, who wandered casually to their usual places.


  Griswold went out into the open area covered by MacDuffie’s armed guards, and once again demanded release and a guaranteed return to Earth.


  MacDuffie refused his request. “You know what my answer must be, Harry. You know I have to say no!”


  Without replying, Harry Griswold spun about and stamped back into the mine. Two of the men, who had been standing near the entrance of the shaft puffing on cigarettes carefully hoarded from diminishing stores, straightened determinedly and came forward.


  I stared at them in alarm. “Griswold,” I said, “what’s going on here?”


  Griswold looked at me. “Doc. I’m sorry as hell.” He shifted from one foot to the other, wiping a grimy hand across his bearded face. “We all appreciate what you’ve done.” He inclined his head, and the two men seized my arms in crushing grips. “Unfortunately, Doc, you and Ahrens’ five engineers seem to be our only tickets out of here.”


  I struggled, but not too hard, realizing that it would have been useless in any event. “Harry, you’re crazy,” I said. “You’ll never get anywhere this way.”


  Griswold stared at me steadily. “It’s try or die of a disease that’s killing the whole settlement. I prefer trying.” He whirled and shouted. “Hal! Bring up those engineers.”


  Another shout answered him.


  Men started moving, purposefully for the first time since I had been with them. The other shafts quickly emptied, and die miners began to gather outside Number Four in a great restless mob.


  I was dragged to the front, along with the engineers. I saw MacDuffie, who had been sitting, smoking a pipe, on the edge of the embankment, slowly rise to his feet.


  “Harry!” he yelled. He stood silhouetted against the blazing brilliance of a bank of lights. “Don’t try anything!”


  Griswold licked his lips, wiped his forehead with his hand, and took two steps forward. “Mac, you can see what we’ve got down here. We’ve got Doc Smith and Ahrens’ five engineers. In about nothing flat we’re walking out of here. If you shoot, you’ll have to shoot these boys first.”


  He turned slightly. “All right. Let’s go.”


  We moved, the engineers and myself propelled relentlessly forward and up the embankment by the surging mob behind us. I held my breath. I hadn’t the slightest idea of what MacDuffie would do. He was a calm, thoughtful man, but this was the sort of situation really to test a man’s temperament After all, Griswold had been a shy nonentity a week before. For all I knew, MacDuffie might go out of his head and blast the whole lot of us with his ugly-looking machine-guns.


  MacDuffie shook his fist “Stay back, I warn you—stay back!”


  “Go ahead, you lousy brasshat!” yelled somebody behind me. “Go ahead and shoot!”


  The mob roared. We moved faster; I stumbled, fell on my face, and was dragged back to my feet. It seemed as if I could almost reach out and touch the machine-guns. And then in a moment quietly, and without fanfare, it was all over.


  For the record, I’ll make it straight. It didn’t seem dramatic to any of us involved in it. Doc Crocker’s arrival on the edge of the embankment was not deliberately planned. It wasn’t in Doc to be theatrical. Of course, by the time the story had filtered back to Earth through the warpings and twistings of news agencies and feature writers it must have seemed as if there was an orchestra playing a theme song in the background.


  But it wasn’t like that at all. For me, it was relief from hell. My arms were hurting like the very devil where my captors’ fingers were digging in, and I was sick from fright and from the dirt I had swallowed. I could hardly hear for the shouting and yelling that filled the air, and I could barely see MacDuffie against the dazzling glare of a night-light.


  Suddenly, though, there was Doc Crocker, standing beside MacDuffie and squinting down at us. Abruptly the noise stopped, and my ears rang in the silence.


  “Hello, Sam,” he said, his voice tired. He scanned the crowd. “Is there a fellow here by the name of Sol Aronson?”


  “So what?” came a growled reply.


  MacDuffie was fidgetting, uncertain, his hand on a machine-gunner’s shoulder.


  “Are you Aronson?” called Crocker.


  “Yeah. So what?”


  “Go take a look at your wife.”


  “My wife’s dead by now,” came the snarling reply. “You killed her, with your stupid—”


  Crocker smiled patiently. “She’s in the ambulance, Sol, parked back here. Why not go to her? She needs you. She’s still a little weak.”


  “Doc!” I screamed. “Doc—I checked Mrs. Aronson in myself—” Doc scowled. “You men let him go. There’s somebody’d like to see him, too.”


  Aronson was clambering over the edge now, and Crocker turned and watched him as he ran to the parked ambulance we could not see from the pit.


  An eternity seemed to pass. “Well?” called Crocker.


  “Yes!” Aronson’s voice was shrill. “It’s true! It’s true! She—” The hands fell away from my arms. I scrambled toward Doc. “Janie, Doc . . . the others . . .” Crocker put his hand on my shoulder. “They’re all right, son, all right. And so is Janie.” Once again he faced the crowd of men, now beginning to mill around excitedly. “I’m sorry we couldn’t save them all. I remember a Mrs. Lewis. She’s all right, too. At the hospital. Then there was Tom Longbow. He has a brother here, I think. He’s doing well—”


  That did it. They went nuts.


  That’s the only word for it. They scattered in all directions. They streamed past us, a flood of excruciatingly happy men.


  IX


  It didn’t take much pumping to get Crocker to tell me how he had cracked mysteriosa. He got most of it out, too, by the time we were back at the hospital, and I assure you I moved at a good clip.


  “Oh, there’s lots of angles,” Crocker said, “angles we never even thought of. What a bunch of saps we were. ‘Earth,’ Janie said. ‘I want to go back to Earth.’ Like when Naguti and I were in Nigeria—”


  “All right, all right, get to the point,” I growled. “A lot of them said that.”


  “Absolutely. But when she said it, something about the context or the way she spoke—I don’t know. But it hit me. So I checked. I found a few things which made my hunch seem more than just a hunch. For example, how many children came down with mysteriosa?”


  “Why—” I stopped short. “Why, none! You know, it never occurred—”


  His head bobbed. I plucked at his arm and we continued walking. “I hadn’t thought about it either. Question number two: how many of the leaders, the people who really wanted the colony to succeed came down with it?” Before I could reply, he said decisively: “Same answer: none!”


  Crocker ticked his fingers. “Question number three: when did the last outburst occur?”


  “Just after the trouble at the mines began,” I managed to reply. I put on speed, because the hospital was looming directly ahead.


  “Right, Sam. I observed, too, that most of the cases were women, outside of those among the strikers. Not too important, but a factor. But here was the clincher. How long did it take for mysteriosa to strike? Four years. And when it did the first victims were the people who had been here the longest.”


  We were at the entrance to the hospital. “Doc, I never did like mystery stories. Where’s Janie?”


  “In her room.”


  We went through the swinging doors. Doc went on: “Back in the old days, Kreitcher and I did some experimental work with hypnosis. In connection with specific neuroses. Nothing came of it. But that set me to thinking about that research.” He grinned. “I’ll wait,” he said as I rushed into Janie’s room.


  She was sitting, wrapped in a blanket and looking pale and weak. But she was alive and I knew she was going to be all right.


  I put my arms around her and lifted her up to me. “Janie,” I cried, “Janie.”


  “Sam,” she said, after a while, “God bless Dr. Crocker, he’s wonderful.”


  “Yes. Wonderful.” I eased her back into the chair.


  Doc came into the room and chuckled. “I was wondering if you’d forgotten about me. Poor Shaeffer. He’s trying to handle the miners. They want to see—”


  “Doc,” I said, “I didn’t like mystery stories.”


  “I hypnotized her.”


  “You hypnotized Janie.”


  “Yep. At first my method was too crude and direct. I just tried convincing her she was on Earth. That didn’t take. It gave me some bad moments, too. But I got Ahrens and some of his boys to rig up some special equipment. We tried to synthesize what we could of a Terrestrial environment. Then I sort of plugged that into the hypnosis. That worked.”


  “Doc, are you trying to tell me—”


  “We made recordings of the hypnotic patter and the sound effects we used, and rigged the other effects so they’d be automatic. We started giving the treatment to all the cases in the hospital, and especially to the new cases. It takes time, though. And some we just didn’t get to in time. But the rest, like Janie, will come out of it perfectly fit. Maybe a little exhausted, but fit as a fiddle.”


  There was a noise outside. “Sam, I think we’d better help Hans,” he said.


  “Yes.” I kissed Janie again and followed Crocker out of the room, I put my hand out and caught him. “Just one second, Doc, your dumb assistant doesn’t get it I don’t get it.”


  “Damn it, man, how plain do I have to spell it? In the old days we used to talk about melancholia. A particular psychosis. It struck me how much like symptomatic melancholia mysteriosa was. Every symptom was present, except the history. These were well-balanced, hardworking people. But when I thought about what Janie said, I suddenly realized there was a history, an identical history for every victim.”


  He swept his hand in a wide arc. “This monotonous, dull, utilitarian society Gordon’s constructed here, and which all of his imitators in the other colonies have copied, plus this alien environment, plus little nuances like slightly lesser gravity, the somewhat higher carbon dioxide percentage—all those things. The presence of the patient on Venus was the history!”


  The switchboard was buzzing, and I went over and switched it on. It was Sparks, frantically calling from the tower. “Get me Crocker!” he gasped. “Gordon’s ship is approaching. He wants to talk to Crocker—”


  Doc overheard, and brushed me aside. “Sparks, tell him Dr. Nathan Crocker is too damned busy to talk to him. You may pass on my recommendation, however, that he take his fancy scientists back where he got them and bring instead some fragments of Earth to these poor souls. A couple of movie theatres, for example, and a little wasteful beauty instead of . . . oh, just tell him I said his people aren’t ill. They’re homesick.


  In a few years Hulbert, Venus, was a near metropolis of fifteen thousand people, the central city in a chain of towns scattered throughout American Venus, a jewel of colorful beauty blossoming in the midst of the jungle clearing that stretched for miles in all directions, a place of human beings and human hopes and the vacation spot for the wealthy of Earth, a transplanted bit of Earth whose charm was that it remained distinctly Venusian.


  Janie and I returned to Earth right away, where we were married. But human nature is funny. We didn’t stay long on Earth. Before the year was out, we were back on Venus.


  Homesick . . .


  COFFIN FOR TWO


  Winston K. Marks


  He returned to Earth after three years, with stars in his eyes and Gwen in his heart. But Gwen had no heart—and a star on her brow!


  WHEN I saw the lights of Albany Field below me I just about cried. It takes guts to live anywhere by yourself for three years, but that itchy, stinking garden of hell out on Venus does things to you that aren’t worth money. Not even the kind of money I’d get for the two tons of refined uranium concentrate I prospected out of Callispo Valley.


  Well, that was all over, and I just sat there at the controls trying not to bawl. I set her down, gunned up to the Import Shed, checked in my cargo by short-wave—God, but that first voice sounded good,—and turned the 40-ton crate over to the Port Receiver. And then the first human eyes in three years watched me shake out fourteen inches of beard and climb down on good old U.S.A., Earth, dirt.


  He was the surface jockey, a blond young man in a black jumper, and I almost hugged him I was so glad to see flesh and blood again. I was especially glad, although a little surprised they hadn’t sent out one of those gangly robot jockeys they were beginning to use at the ports when I left for Venus. It would have been a hell of a homecoming, staring into those fish eyes for a welcoming committee.


  I pumped his hand and said, “Boy, do you look good to me! How come no robots on duty around here? And what’s the red star on your forehead for?”


  “Welcome home, mister,” he said. “You must have been out there for quite a while. You’ll find things changed, I imagine. If you want I’ll take over now.”


  Sure. Things were bound to be changed after three years. But not certain people, not Tommy and Alec and Forest and—and maybe not even Gwendolyn. I didn’t dare to expect that Gwen was still waiting for me, but I couldn’t help hoping.


  I knocked the glass out of a phone booth getting in and started punching coins into the slot. Tommy was out, but Alec answered and swore a grand welcome. He’d have the gang rounded up at his flat in two hours.


  “I’ll be there soon as I get my lawn mowed,” I told him. “And say, how about, uh, is Gwen still around?”


  “Of course. She’ll be there.” Just like that.


  I noticed everyone on the taxi ramp wore red stars, five-pointed affairs about an inch across, right smack in the middle of their foreheads. Funny kind of a fad, I thought. Nobody had paid much attention to me around the Port, but when I got out of the cab at the Vilt Hotel I got long goings-over. The driver wore a red star. So did the hotel clerk, and a woman in an ermine wrap, and about nine-tenths of the people in the lobby. I stared as hard at them as they did at me.


  I got a room and took a bath. Then, feeling self-conscious in my out-of-date clothes. I went down to the barbership. Here I got a real surprise. The barbers were barbers! The shoe-shine boy and the porter were amiable looking darkies!


  He no more got the bib under my chin than I asked, “What happened to all the robots? Not that I prefer them, you understand. But what’s the score? I’ve been away, and I thought—”


  The barber grinned. “You must have been away. I suppose you mean those animated junk piles three or four years ago. They’re gone. Nothing on the hoof but Government issue now.” Without any comment he clapped a rubber something over my nose and I took a dive.


  WHEN I woke up my beard was on the floor, I was trimmed, shaved, manicured and shined. That being my first brush with barbershop anaesthetic, now I understood the sign on the mirror: WE FEATURE THE NEW DREAM SERVICE. This new wrinkle made me forget about the robots. But one thing I did notice. In this barbershop there were only five chairs where they used to have them strung out as far as you could see. And there was something else that should have tipped me off to the situation. All the other four chairs were occupied by fellows without red stars on their faces.


  But me, I was space-happy about then with the prospect of seeing Gwen and the gang, so I didn’t think any more of it at the time. I caught an interurban Hedge-Hopper for New York and spent the time wondering a game of she-loves-me, she-loves-me-not.


  Alec had done pretty well in two hours. Almost everybody I knew in New York State was jammed into his apartment when I got there. I looked around for Gwen. Forest said she’d be along pretty soon.


  She came in on Tommy’s arm looking about as sweet as the girl you’re still in love with can look. She held out her arms and kissed me, but there was a little too much “Welcome home” in that hug, and not enough “Gee, Bill, but I’ve missed you!” to suit me. Tommy didn’t approve too much of what she did give me, but he seemed cordial enough at first.


  So things were like that. Old, Pal, Old Gal, and Absence Makes the Heart Go Wander.


  Gwen wasn’t wearing a diamond, so I said to myself, nuts, Tommy’s a nice guy, but he wasted too much time. After awhile I got her alone out on Alec’s little balcony. It developed that Tommy had made more headway than I figured. She was pretty stand-offish at first.


  I was just beginning to get somewhere when the door jerked open behind us. Tommy saw me with my arm around Gwen’s shoulder. He looked mean, and that red star on his forehead made him look meaner.


  “What’s up, Tommy!” I asked.


  “Your number’s up if you don’t lay off Gwen. She’s my girl now.”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” I said. “This is still America.”


  “Come on, Gwen.” He took her arm and jerked. I was in no mood for that. I lined out a left jab across his bow. Somehow a fist got in my way. It was Tommy’s fist, and I could feel a couple of bones in my hand crack when our knuckles met.


  He said, “Go away!” giving me a little shove that almost dumped me over the railing for a six-story glide. By the time I got untangled Tommy had towed Gwen out of the flat.


  I went back to the party almost as mad as I was curious. I collared Alec and asked him, “Since when did Tommy become an ironman? I used to toss him around like a sparrow. And incidentally what’s all this red star business? It looks pretty silly to me.”


  Alec looked at me kind of funny. “You don’t—know what the red star signifies?” I shook my head, and he frowned. “Look,” he said, “let’s have a party tonight, and I’ll tell you all about it in the morning.”


  That was all right with me. This crowded flat was getting on my nerves, so I invited the whole mob into a fleet of cabs and went searching for some night life.


  WE were barely out in the lights when a snubby little vehicle whammed out of a side-pass and just about pulverized our lead cab.


  “Oh, that’s too bad!” Alec said. “I think Forest and Kelly were in that one. They’ll hate to miss this party.”


  “Too bad?” I shouted. “My God, is that all it is when a couple of your buddies get ground into a pudding? Look at that mess.”


  That’s all our driver did, was to glance at the two smoking, half-fused lumps of machinery then swing out around them and back into traffic. Alec caught my arm.


  “Take it easy, Bill. They’re not hurt. That’s all part of this new set-up. I guess I’d better tell you now.”


  I guessed he better had. My stomach was rising and about to shine. I said, “None of your supersurgery is going to do those boys any good. They’re pulp!”


  “Bill, there isn’t a spot of real flesh and blood back there on the pavement, unless the cab driver was fleshing it, and damned few of them do.” Just then the cab stopped. Alec shouted to the rest that we’d be back pretty soon. He turned on the dome-light and told the driver to cruise around.


  Tapping his red star solemnly he said, “Bill, have you ever thought about not dying—ever?” He stuck out a bare hand. He cramped his fingers, wiggled them, pressed each against his thumb then grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. It felt warm and human until he put the pressure on. I got the sensation of being caught in a hydraulic vise. There was inhuman power in those slender fingers.


  “Jab it and it’ll jump. Cut it and it’ll bleed. Freeze it and it would rot off if you didn’t replace it. It’s fifty per cent stronger and reacts with greater sensitivity and coordination than the hand I was born with.”


  I didn’t understand yet, but I was getting disgusted already. Alec said, “Now keep your mind open a minute, Bill. Here, I’ll show you some more.” He bared the right half of his upper torso. Touching a spot in his armpit he laid open a flap of skin over his right breast. In a four-inch cubic cavity snuggled a red rubber lump with two tubular outlets that buried their opposite ends in his body. “That’s the power pick-up. The sympathetic mechanism is in the skull.”


  I watched him rearrange his clothing. I said, “So the red star signifies a robot? So I’ve been on a party with a bunch of pretty synthetics? Okay, Mister Rubber-Liver, now tell me what happened to Alec. Where is he? DON’T tell me they cut his heart and brain out and stuck it in that phony flesh-pot. I don’t believe it, and if you don’t tell me where Alec is I’ll scramble your cogs.”


  What I had been calling “Alec” laughed nervously and realistically. “You give me the same chills we all had when we first tried these proxies out. It does seem a bit ghastly at first, but it’s all so perfect that you can’t argue it down. Bill, I’m in two places at once. Right now my real body is back at my apartment in an indestructible—well, you won’t like the word, but we call them coffins. Oh, very well, don’t believe me. I’ll show you, by heaven!”


  We drove back to his apartment. I was so befuddled it didn’t even seem strange when he told me to wait beside him while he stretched out full length in front of a closed door leading out of his kitchenette. He relaxed and then sagged even more, until he was motionless at my feet.


  The door clicked an inch ajar behind me. Alec’s voice yelled out from the room. “Wait a minute, Bill.”


  I wasn’t waiting. I was finding out. I kicked the door open and found myself in a five-by-eight cell with just enough room for the narrow door to swing in and miss a sure-enough coffin. Only it was transparent, and the body in it was just lying down making itself comfortable. A white arm was reaching up to close the lid when the head turned and saw, me.


  It was Alec, all right, naked and looking kind of annoyed. “Dammit, Bill, I told you—well, it’s no longer sterile in here, so come in.” He shoved back the lid, got out and took a robe off a hook.


  “Are you convinced now?” He grinned and stuck out his hand. I was convinced, but I wasn’t happy about it.


  “Yeah, I suppose so,” I admitted, “but now that I’m here, how does it work?”


  He put on the robe and reached down inside the coffin. “These two levers control the whole business. This one,” he pressed it, “cuts in the proxy. When my head is between those electrode plates I’m in perfect rapport. Watch.”


  He bent into the coffin. I heard a shuffle on the kitchen floor, and in walked another Alec. I looked from one to the other. It wasn’t a healthy sensation. I said, “Cut it out. One of you guys is enough at a time.” The proxy lay down carefully, and Alec withdrew his head.


  “This other lever controls the lamps and the gas.” He moved it, and the glass box filled with a smoky blue light from tubes that ran the length of the inside edges. “That fog is an organic gas that seeps in at specific rate. It’s mixed with oxygen, and when you inhale it your lungs absorb it directly into the blood stream. In the presence of this ultra-violet H light your body can utilize the stuff by photosynthesis. A shot of synthetic porphyrins once a month keeps up an abnormal sensitivity to light, and your blood stream manufactures enough carbohydrates to supply the minimum energy you use up lying prone and in your hour’s exercise a day.”


  “Exercise?”


  “Of course. There would be general atrophy of the whole body if you didn’t flex your muscles once in awhile. This short-wave light keeps your organs toned up and inhibits infection. The whole room is sterilized once a day or whenever the door is opened. The door, incidentally, locks only on the inside.”


  “What,” I asked, “would happen if I lay down in there?”


  “Nothing. You’ll have to have your own proxy molded and synchronized. They’re one-man affairs.”


  “Whatever made you think I’d have one of those blasted things around impersonating me,” I grouched.


  “Hell, you’re impossible. Get out of here. I’m going to sterilize this room.”


  I slammed out of the apartment before Alec’s proxy came to life.


  THE next morning I got Gwen on the phone. She was still a little cool, but she apologized. “It wasn’t fair for Tommy to push you around while you were fleshing it. If you reported him he’d stand a stiff fine.”


  “He’ll stand a carbon knock in his carburetor if he crosses me again.” I promised her. “How about you and me at the Vilt Ballroom tonight—in the flesh?” I added. There was a little silence.


  “You don’t understand, Bill. We don’t flesh it unless something serious happens to our proxies, and then only until they’re repaired. Besides, you’d better stay away from me until your proxy is completed. Tommy has taken certain proprietary rights in me these days, and he’s terribly jealous.”


  In my Sunday vocabulary I told her what the Government Health Bureau could do with their proxies. She took this as a reflection upon herself, which it more or less was, I guess. Anyway, she hung up on me.


  The first thing, I decided, was to teach Tommy the Open Door Policy. I didn’t want him butting in when I got in the swing with Gwen. I found his proxy at his office behind a lucite door labeled, ASSISTANT TRAFFIC MANAGER, Stratas Five.


  “Tommy,” I said, “for the sake of old times I won’t pop you. But get this straight, next time you shove that plastic nose into my business your proxy’ll be crying for a proxy. Incidentally, if you ever have guts enough to play paddy-cake for keeps, leave that super-stand-in at home and come see me.”


  Tommy smiled with a set of perfect, of course, teeth. “The trouble with you, Bill, is that you’re in my office. Your flesh is stinking up the place. Get out.”


  “Tommy, stand up and defend yourself.”


  Tommy not only stood up but he slapped down my special one-two punch like an Oreus Bug-eater spanking flies. Then he threw me out.


  This was getting not only monotonous but kind of painful. Now both hands ached, and I bled from minor lacerations I won’t identify.


  I got pretty interested watching them put my first proxy together that afternoon. It was much more complicated than I had thought. Only the skeletal structure was inanimate when brought into short-wave rapport. There was a heart and a regular bloodstream. They explained that a nervous system operates under more influences than afferent and efferent control impulses, and in order to give sensation and emotional reaction they had to include synthetic glands to release real secretions like adrenalin. Hence, they needed a bloodstream, which distributed the various juices and produced authentic reactions and adjustments to the emotional stimuli of the real body and the environmental conditions of the proxy.


  It wasn’t a bad experience at all. They even warmed the mud for the moulage cast, and and it felt kind of good mushing around in it until I got told to lie still. The first proof of the matrix showed every mole and hair on me, even the tiny insect scars I collected on Venus.


  I was sitting there admiring the finished product—it’s a funny sensation getting the first good look at the back of your neck—when a guy stepped up with a short-handled hammer and potted my poor proxy on the forehead. The damned indelible red star! It reminded me of certain aspects of second-hand living that had slipped my mind.


  This ghoulish feeling got even stronger that night when I lay down in my new apartment, in my new cell, in my new coffin. Following directions, I had locked the door from the inside, stripped, sterilized the cell and pulled the transparent coffin lid down over me. The two levers jutted conveniently by my hand. I pushed the first one and had to close my eyes against the sharp H-light. A warm draft of sweetish gas drifted in, smelling like grass right after it’s cut. The deadly silence and this smell reminded me of a cemetery. I noted my heart slow down, then I didn’t seem to need such deep breaths. This was approaching the state of semi-suspended animation they had explained would lengthen a man’s life span almost indefinitely.


  When I pulled the second lever something seemed to jar my brain into a long tunnel full of mercury. At one end was this coffin affair and my earthly clay. The other end let out through the eyes of my proxy in the white laboratory of the Government Health Bureau eight miles away. After a few minutes of this mental ice-skating I decided to take over my understudy, which just required, apparently, a curious feeling as to what was going on at the other end of the line.


  I stood my new container up on its feet and did a little experimental shadow-boxing. After a few minutes a blonde, red-star female came in and tossed me a towel to wipe off the salty scum of synthetic perspiration and said, “Nothing wrong with that build. It’ll get you there and back. If you want to leave now, your clothes are in there.”


  The long mirror in the dressing room showed the one flaw in my proxy. I was supposed to be blushing.


  BACK at the apartment I smeared some makeup over the red star. My Venusian complexion, which was still about the color of an old soccer ball, and which they had refused to improve in my proxy, made it easy to disguise the mark. It was a penitentiary offense I’d been told, but I wanted to find out something about Tommy.


  Knowing that Gwen had a date with Tommy, I got there early. She let me in and then invited me to get out. “Tommy’ll be here any minute,” she told me, avoiding her star with a powder puff.


  I said, “You almost look human in that purple outfit.”


  “Well, I don’t want blood spattered all over it,” she said. “Oh Bill, why didn’t you get a proxy. I—I think a great deal of both of you. You’re no match for Tommy’s proxy. Tommy will kill you, then he’ll be executed, then I’ll throw away my proxy and let myself dry up to be an old maid.”


  “I don’t quite get this Gwen. You’ve changed a lot. The Gwen I used to know hated a bully. You stand there and tell me that Tommy will use his proxy to mash me up in my skin, and still you’re sweet on him.”


  She looked just a little embarrassed. “You aren’t used to things yet, Bill. The ethics are changed. If you stay you’ll be learing at Tommy and baiting him. You know what a temper he has.”


  “Well, my ethics haven’t changed any,” I said. “And personally, I doubt that you’re right about Tommy. I like Tommy. We were pals. Sure he’s got a temper, but if it’s changed him into an adolescent maniac, then maybe you shouldn’t be running around with him. Anyhow, we’ll find out pretty soon.”


  “The hard way.” She looked so bleak and concerned I knew she wasn’t just feeling sorry for herself. The trouble was I couldn’t be sure if it was Tommy or me she was really worried about.


  I finally figured there was one way of finding out, but I got only half way to her when Tommy busted in. Very sweet he looked until he saw me.


  I led off, “Hello, Pinocchio. Do you look smooth! Who takes the dents out of your fenders these days?” I was surprised to notice Gwen sit back in her chair, interested but not so fearful looking any more.


  Tommy glared for a second, then he said, “You!”


  “Right,” I admitted. “I see your headlights are adjusted, too. Well, if you people are going out for the evening, I guess I’ll go home and rest up. See you tomorrow, Gwen.”


  Science is wonderful. They’ve even improved on a man’s sneer. Tommy’s lips twisted into something like what a pretzel-maker would dream about. Deep down in his rubber throat he said, “This is what you asked for.”


  I dived over the sofa and yelled, “Take it easy, you lug. What are you going to do?”


  I let him catch me the third time around the sofa. He knocked down the few feeble cracks I took at him, then he got ahold of my throat. I wilted and waited. Here was the answer.


  A proxy breathes, but only for the purpose of talking. All the vital arteries and nerve threads being buried good and deep, it was easy to let his fingers gouge in. All I felt was the surface pain which there was plenty of.


  Just when my eyes were supposed to come popping out of my head I quit play-acting. I reached up and scrubbed my red star clean for Tommy to look at. “Leggo my tie,” I commanded, and he did.


  “That’s—illegal!” he gagged. It was surprising how fast he cooled off. Of course he’d been meaning to break a rule or two himself, and it was only my Trojan Horse in reverse that had stopped him.


  He turned on Gwen and shouted, “That’s a fine sweetheart you are! Why didn’t you warn me?”


  “Why Tommy, against what?” she asked innocently. “Besides, I didn’t know for sure. I only guessed.”


  “I don’t know what you can see in a Venusian mud mucker, but if you want him take him.”


  “Thank you,” Gwen said. “Maybe it’s his ethics I like. Don’t bother dropping in at the wedding.” For a second I thought Tommy was going to throw his proxy into battle, but I guess he reconsidered the fact that with my proxy I had gotten back my old muscle ratio in proportion to his somewhat puny one. Knowing how hard he was going to take this jilt, I wouldn’t even have kicked him in the pants if he hadn’t used a dirty word on the way out.


  Gwen shut the door after him and said, “He meant to kill you.”


  I asked her, “Were you serious about that wedding?”


  “You just ruined the self-respect of my only other prospect. Do I have to get down on my hands and knees?”


  “I guess that does leave me a clear field, doesn’t it?”


  She looked at me half smiling and half not smiling. “Well, Bill, what have I done to deserve all that enthusiasm? Come to think of it, this was my idea, wasn’t it?” Right here I was supposed to say something and put it all right, but the something wouldn’t come. Gwen came over and turned up her face. If those had been her real eyes they’d have had tears in them.


  She said, “It looks like I stuck my neck out. Maybe I’ll learn not to take a proxy for granted.”


  “That’s just it,” I managed to say. “I really wanted to marry you three years ago, and I still feel that way about the real—you. But I just can’t get feeling like that about a rubber doll even if it does look like you.”


  “Oh,” she said and looked down so I couldn’t see her face.


  “Look, Gwen,” I hesitated, then I blurted out, “How do these proxy people go about getting married?”


  “Same as always. Hunt up a minister and take the vows.”


  “And—then what?” I insisted, and at that instant I made a discovery: Lady proxies can blush!


  “And then you go out and buy a coffin for two,” she murmured into my mangled necktie.


  THE END


  VENUS FOR NEVER


  E.C. Tubb


  Dusty Dribble decides it’s—


  MOST OF THE TIME I HATE the sordid, never-ending lust for money which seems to dominate almost everyone I meet. There is something slightly immoral in the spectacle of everyone in the universe grabbing with both hands at any credit note in sight. Men and women will do the most incredible things for tokens which, when you come down to it, aren’t worth the paper they’re printed on.


  The trouble is that you can’t live without them.


  I was thinking about money from the moment I landed on Venus. Funny place, Venus. For a long time people thought that it was a jungle-planet, then science did some more speculating and turned it into a dust-bowl with a formaldehyde atmosphere.


  Finally they got round to actually visiting the place and found it somewhere in between. The reason is the crazy set-up of the cloud layers, that and the winds. Anyway, there is a region of breathable air close to the surface and a fair-sized farming community has been established in the center of the main continent.


  So much for Venus.


  I wasn’t thinking about science as I waited my turn to enter the immigration shed. I was thinking about food, lots of food, and I could hardly wait as the officer stamped my passport and handed it back to me with a polite smile.


  “You’ve arrived in good time, Mr. Dribble,” he said. “It’s market day.”


  “Call me Dusty,” I said. It always pays to be on a friendly footing with the local authorities. “Market day?”


  “That’s right. Very interesting it is, too. Next please?”


  I took the hint and passed out of the shed. I wasn’t troubled with luggage problems. My suitcase held all that I considered essential, and, after spending some of my shrinking capital on a meal, I hired a room, dropped the bag, and had a look at the market.


  I was never so disappointed in my life.


  I’m not one of these smart-aleck city-types who sneer at the yokels. The yokels have proved themselves to be other than dumb by the money they manage to hang onto, but even at that I couldn’t get interested in the buying and sale of livestock. I wandered around for a long time trying to find something familiar, a demonstrator selling the old standbys such as De-Fumers, Hydratic Dusters, Wonder Polish, Miracle Sharpeners, Insect Killers and Sonic Protectors, but I couldn’t see a single one.


  True, there was one old boy dressed up in a dirty sheet with a towel wrapped around his head who was selling lucky charms and fortunes. Trying to sell them, rather, and he looked as miserable as a rocket pilot whose ship is heading into the Sun. I stopped before him and gave him a credit for good luck.


  “Aye, Sahib,” he whined. “May the Gods of the East smile upon you and yours. Here I have a rare charm compounded of exotic spices and dried mummy from the tombs of the long-dead. For ten credits . . .”


  “Stow it,” I said, rudely. “I’m no sucker. What’s the pitch around here?”


  “Lous y.” His whine dropped from him as he reverted to type. “These hicks hang onto their money as if it were glued to them.”


  “No good, eh?” I glanced around the market and I could see what the old boy meant. The natives were here for business, not pleasure, and they went about it as though their lives depended on it. How could I tell? Simple.


  Few women and no children. The women and children are always to be found in a decent market, that is one where they have a little spare money to spend, but this collection of bearded farmers looked as though they had their pockets sewed really tight.


  Well, almost.


  I wandered around a little longer then stopped close to a man who sat behind a small table. That man was busy. A line of farmers stretched away from the table, all of them with a crate, and as each one reached the table he opened the crate and passed out what seemed to be balls of fluff.


  The man—he was an old, withered, bald-headed man with a face like a prune—picked up the balls, looked at them, and dropped them into one of two containers. When he had finished the farmer picked up the two containers, put them into his crate and reached for his money.


  My eyes bulged as I saw the amount passed across the table.


  It took me a while to discover that the balls of fluff were alive. It took me a little while longer to guess what the old man was doing. It took me no time at all to decide that this was one racket I just had to get into. I waited until he had a slack period and then smiled down at him.


  “Busy?”


  “Always busy on market days.” Automatically he thrust his last take into his pocket. He had trouble getting the notes in, his pocket was so full. I forced myself to look away from that wonderful sight.


  “I’ve been looking around,” I said. “You don’t seem to have any competition.”


  “Nope.” He grinned and showed me his new dentures. “Took me twenty years to learn how to sex a Gru. Reckon it’s about time those years began to pay off.” He slapped his pocket and grinned again.


  I nodded. At a hundred credits a time the old crow was making it hand over fist. I hung around for a while longer and did my best to get him interested in a partner, but Abe (that was his name) didn’t want to know. I used all the arguments, too, told him that he deserved a rest, that he could work faster if he had someone to collect the money, even hinted that a strong combination might be able to jack the price but all he did was to sit there and grin and shake his head.


  But I wouldn’t admit defeat.


  Not with a gold-mine at my finger-tips, and my knowledge of human psychology. And it wasn’t going to take me twenty years of training, either.


  First I bought a length of thin, nylon string and cut it into sections about a foot long. Then I purchased the entire stock of lucky charms from the phoney Indian. I could have used anything, but they were the right size, the right shape, and looked a lot better than they actually were. Also—and this was important—they were slightly radioactive. Nothing in that, of course, everything ferried by rocket gets that way, but a lot of people don’t know that, and they still think that anything which can make a geiger click is something special.


  Next market day—they had one a week—found me all ready to do business.


  I set up a small table and on it I placed a cardboard box full of my stock-in-trade. I didn’t shout, or yell, or do anything to attract custom. Instead, I merely sat down and, resting my elbow on the table, held one end of a piece of nylon string. At the other I’d fastened one of the charms and I just sat there, letting it hang at the end of its string.


  Naturally, I attracted a crowd.


  I say naturally because I’d sized up the populace and knew just what not to do. Shouting and noise would have frightened them off, but they were attracted by the spectacle of a man sitting alone playing with a piece of string with a weight on one end.


  Recognize it?


  That’s right. The oldest parlor game there is. The old sex-indicator. Years ago they used to play it with cotton and a wedding ring, but neither is essential, and my product looked much better than any such crudity. Basically it is simple. You suspend the weight over a male or female and it will either swing in a line or make a circle according to the sex of the subject. What really happens, of course, is that the operator controls the movement by thinking hard on line or circle. Involuntary muscular reaction does the rest.


  I looked up at the bearded faces surrounding me and went into my demonstration.


  I spoke slowly, quietly, almost with a sob in my voice, and sincerity oozed out of every pore. I was sincere, too. Another two weeks and I’d be searching the garbage cans for my next meal.


  “Gentlemen,” I said. “Allow me to introduce you to the latest marvel of modern science. Suspended from this special cord I have what is probably the smallest and most efficient engine yet devised. Powered by the atom and capable of assessing the different radiation emitted by the male and female organism, it will register without fail the sex of any living creature over which it is suspended.” I broke off the patter and gave them a dem. I held it over my hand, thought hard of a line, and, sure enough, the little charm began swinging pendulum-wise over my hand.


  The crowd hunched closer.


  I gave them some more talk. I stressed the radioactivity and offered to let them test it. I demonstrated on a couple of kittens I’d borrowed from the hotel, I could tell the sex of those, and then I called for a volunteer to make his own test.


  They fidgeted, shuffled, then a burly man with arms as thick as trees stepped forward.


  “Take one end of the thread, sir,” I instructed. “Firmly but lightly, that’s it. Now, sir, remember. A line for a male and a circle for a female. Now, what do you wish to test?”


  Grus, naturally. I’d known that from the first moment, but I’d been very careful not to mention that at all. I’d asked about the Grus and everyone assured me that it was impossible to tell their sex in less than two months from hatching. Then something triggered their glands and they betrayed full sexual characteristics. Only an expert like old prune-face could tell male from female earlier than that.


  I waited while the farmer made his test.


  He carried the usual crate and he dived into it and produced a ball of fluff. He suspended the indicator over it and everyone held their breath until the little weight began to move in a widening circle. Female! The sound of their exhalation was music to my ears.


  He tried again with the same result. A third try produced a male, a fourth female, a fifth male again. He straightened with a pleased grin.


  “It works! By cracky, it works just like he said!”


  Of course it worked. The character already knew the sex of his Grus and so, unconsciously, he had directed the swinging of the pendulum.


  I got in quick while they were still impressed.


  My price was one hundred credits and I’d given it a lot of thought. One hundred credits was the price old Abe charged to sex each Gru. If they paid that for my indicator they could sex as many Grus as they wanted to and would save thousands. They thought that, too, and I was kept busy passing out the indicators and pocketing the cash. As they had cost me about two credits each, counting expenses, I felt that I was doing all right.


  I was, too.


  I couldn’t sell them fast enough. I ran out of charms and had to sit up half the night making more. In between making and selling the indicators I was kept fulltime counting my money and changing it into larger bills. I hate a lot of bulk when I’m travelling. In my spare time I had some fun going out of my way to meet old Abe and grinning at him. I did this for a reason. Not because I wanted to crow over him but because I was hoping that he’d offer to buy me out. Sooner or later I was going to saturate the market and, when every farmer and his dog had a couple of the indicators, my business would be finished. I wanted to sell out before that happened but, to my surprise, old Abe didn’t seem upset at all. He just grinned straight back at me as though someone had told him the joke of the century.


  I found out why about two months after I’d first started business.


  A man staggered into the market place and everyone turned to look at him. He was worth looking at. His clothes were almost ripped from his back, he was covered with scratches and bruises and he carried a gun.


  “Where is he?” he shrieked. “Where is that no-good son of a . . .”


  I didn’t hear the rest. Something—it may have been the way he clutched an indicator in his other hand—told me that he was referring to me. I didn’t know why he was so upset but I wasn’t going to stay to find out. Not from a semi-lunatic with a gun and the obvious desire to use it.


  Abe met me just as I was about to enter the hotel.


  “I’ve got your stuff,” he said curtly. “Quick, come with me.”


  I didn’t argue. Behind me the howling of a mob was beginning to vibrate the aluminum walls of the buildings and I followed the old man as if my life depended on it.


  He led me to a shack at the edge of the spaceport and hid me under a clutter of boxes and containers. I crouched there while the mob went howling through the settlement and up to the spaceport. They even entered the shack and I heard one of them talking to Abe.


  “We’re going to lynch him,” the man gritted. “We’re going to string him up and leave him to kick. Sam’s in hospital with three broken ribs and Fred had his nose torn off. Mrs. Edwards got clawed something awful and most of the boys were lucky to escape with their lives. I tell you, Abe, we’re going to get him for this.”


  “Bad, eh?” Abe made sympathetic noises while I tried to hold my breath and stop my heart beating. The man wasn’t joking. He said something, swore, and became coherent.


  “We’re watching the space port and there’s no other way he can leave the planet. When I think of the damage he’s done . . .” He swore again. “Two years’ work ruined! The fences down and the flocks running wild. Damn it, Abe! Why did it have to happen?”


  “Well,” said Abe thoughtfully. “I don’t reckon to add to your misery, but if you’d have stuck to me . . .”


  “So we made a mistake,” said the man bitterly. He sounded as though he were almost crying with rage. “We won’t make another one. Just wait until we get our hands on that slicker. Just let him wait!”


  I stayed where I was for a long time after he’d gone, and when I finally crawled out from under the boxes I was duly grateful.


  Abe waved my thanks aside and stared at me. “I guess you know what happened, don’t you?”


  “No,” I said, and I meant it. “Why they should blame me I can’t imagine. How can I help it if their flocks run wild?”


  “You sexed ’em,” he reminded. “You or that gadget of yours, which is the same thing.” He stared harder at me. “Don’t you know about Grus?”


  I didn’t and he told me. It seems that the female is calm, placid, docile, and a heavy layer of the valuable eggs. Not so the male. The cock is filled with hate and fury and, when the glandular reaction triggers off, he grows a comb overnight, spurs in half that time, and sets out to make himself master of as many hens as he can. Two cocks in a compound act like crazy. Three or more can rip down the fences and attack anything which gets in their way.


  They grow big, too, three feet high, and the miraculous thing about the entire episode was that no one had got killed.


  No one yet, that is. They had slated me for that pleasure.


  I shivered as I thought about it, and when I thanked Abe again I was sincere. So sincere that I offered him a thousand credits for his trouble if he would hide me until the rocket landed and I could sneak aboard.


  The shock came when he refused to take it.


  “Go on,” I urged. “Take it. It’ll leave me pretty flat, but what the hell? My neck’s worth that much to me.”


  “That’s what I reckoned,” he said, and something about the way he said it made me thrust the money back into my pocket and thrust out my empty hand instead.


  “Abe,” I said. “You are a gentleman. Not many men would have saved me as you have done without thought of reward. Allow me to shake you by the hand.”


  He ignored my gesture.


  “I’ve lost a lot of money because of you,” he said pointedly. “If I’m caught hiding you they’ll skin me for sure.” He made a hateful gesture with his thumb and forefinger. “I reckon a man in your position would be willing to pay high for safe lodging.”


  And there it was.


  Greed again. The horrible money-grabbing complex which affects everyone I know. I pleaded with the man and appealed to his humanity, but I was wasting my time. He even made me strip and almost found the folded bill I managed to hide in my mouth.


  I doubt if anyone has ever paid so dearly for three days crummy lodging beneath a pile of boxes and the dubious pleasure of being smuggled aboard a spaceship disguised as a box of Gru eggs.


  One thing I’m certain about. I’m never going back to Venus again.


  It’s too primitive.


  1956


  BRIGHTSIDE CROSSING


  Alan E. Nourse


  The price has always been a life for a bit of knowledge—why should it change now?


  JAMES BARON was not pleased to hear that he had had a visitor when he reached the Red Lion that evening. He had no stomach for mysteries, vast or trifling, and there were pressing things to think about at this time. Yet the doorman had flagged him as he came in from the street: “A thousand pardons, Mr. Baron. The gentleman—he would leave no name. He said you’d want to see him. He will be back by eight.”


  Now Baron drummed his fingers on the table top, staring about the quiet lounge. Street trade was discouraged at the Red Lion, gently but persuasively; the patrons were few in number. Across to the right was a group that Baron knew vaguely—Andean climbers, or at least two of them were. Over near the door he recognized old Balmer, who had mapped the first passage to the core of Vulcan Crater on Venus. Baron returned his smile with a nod. Then he settled back and waited impatiently for the intruder who demanded his time without justifying it.


  Presently a small, grizzled man crossed the room and sat down at Baron’s table. He was short and wiry. His face held no key to his age—he might have been thirty or a thousand—but he looked weary and immensely ugly. His cheeks and forehead were twisted and brown, with scars that were still healing.


  The stranger said, “I’m glad you waited. I’ve heard you’re planning to attempt the Brightside.”


  Baron stared at the man for a moment. “I see you can read telecasts,” he said coldly. “The news was correct. We are going to make a Brightside Crossing.”


  “At perihelion?”


  “Of course. When else?”


  THE grizzled man searched Baron’s face for a moment without expression. Then he said slowly, “No, I’m afraid you’re not going to make the Crossing.”


  “Say, who are you, if you don’t mind?” Baron demanded.


  “The name is Clancy,” said the stranger.


  There was a silence. Then: “Clancy? Peter Clancy?”


  “That’s right.”


  Baron’s eyes were wide with excitement, all trace of anger gone. “Great balls of fire, man—where have you been hiding? We’ve been trying to contact you for months!”


  “I know. I was hoping you’d quit looking and chuck the whole idea.”


  “Quit looking!” Baron bent forward over the table. “My friend, we’d given up” hope, but we’ve never quit looking. Here, have a drink. There’s so much you can tell us.” His fingers were trembling.


  Peter Clancy shook his head. “I can’t tell you anything you want to hear.”


  “But you’ve got to. You’re the only man on Earth who’s attempted a Brightside Crossing and lived through it! And the story you cleared for the news—it was nothing. We need details. Where did your equipment fall down? Where did you miscalculate? What were the trouble spots?” Baron jabbed a finger at Clancy’s face. “That, for instance—epithelioma? Why? What was wrong with your glass? Your filters? We’ve got to know those things. If you can tell us, we can make it across where your attempt failed—”


  “You want to know why we failed?” asked Clancy.


  “Of course we want to know. We have to know.”


  “It’s simple. We failed because it can’t be done. We couldn’t do it and neither can you. No human beings will ever cross the Brightside alive, not if they try for centuries.”


  “Nonsense,” Baron declared. “We will.”


  Clancy shrugged. “I was there. I know what I’m saying. You can blame the equipment or the men—there were flaws in both quarters—but we just didn’t know what we were fighting. It was the planet that whipped us, that and the Sun. They’ll whip you, too, if you try it.”


  “Never,” said Baron.


  “Let me tell you,” Peter Clancy said.


  I’D BEEN interested in the Brightside for almost as long as I can remember (Clancy said). I guess I was about ten when Wyatt and Carpenter made the last attempt—that was in 2082, I think. I followed the news stories like a tri-V serial and then I was heartbroken when they just disappeared.


  I know now that they were a pair of idiots, starting off without proper equipment, with practically no knowledge of surface conditions, without any charts—they couldn’t have made a hundred miles—but I didn’t know that then and it was a terrible tragedy. After that, I followed Sanderson’s work in the Twilight Lab up there and began to get Brightside into my blood, sure as death.


  But it was Mikuta’s idea to attempt a Crossing. Did you ever know Tom Mikuta? I don’t suppose you did. No, not Japanese—Polish-American. He was a major in the Interplanetary Service for some years and hung onto the title after he gave up his commission.


  He was with Armstrong on Mars during his Service days, did a good deal of the original mapping and surveying for the Colony there. I first met him on Venus; we spent five years together up there doing some of the nastiest exploring since the Matto Grasso. Then he made the attempt on Vulcan Crater that paved the way for Balmer a few years later.


  I’d always liked the Major—he was big and quiet and cool, the sort of guy who always had things figured a little further ahead than anyone else and always knew what to do in a tight place. Too many men in this game are all nerve and luck, with no judgement. The Major had both. He also had the kind of personality that could take a crew of wild men and make them work like a well-oiled machine across a thousand miles of Venus jungle. I liked him and I trusted him.


  He contacted me in New York and he was very casual at first. We spent an evening here at the Red Lion, talking about old times; he told me about the Vulcan business, and how he’d been out to see Sanderson and the Twilight Lab on Mercury, and how he preferred a hot trek to a cold one any day of the year—and then he wanted to know what I’d been doing since Venus and what my plans were.


  “No particular plans,” I told him. “Why?”


  HE LOOKED me over. “How much do you weigh, Peter?”


  I told him one-thirty-five.


  “That much!” he said. “Well, there can’t be much fat on you, at any rate. How do you take heat?”


  “You should know,” I said. “Venus was no icebox.”


  “No, I mean real heat.”


  Then I began to get it. “You’re planning a trip.”


  “That’s right. A hot trip.” He grinned at me. “Might be dangerous, too.”


  “What trip?”


  “Brightside of Mercury,” the Major said.


  I whistled cautiously. “At aphelion?”


  He threw his head back. “Why try a Crossing at aphelion? What have you done then? Four thousand miles of butcherous heat, just to have some joker come along, use your data and drum you out of the glory by crossing at perihelion forty-four days later? No, thanks. I want the Brightside without any nonsense about it.” He leaned across me eagerly. “I want to make a Crossing at perihelion and I want to cross on the surface. If a man can do that, he’s got Mercury. Until then, nobody’s got Mercury. I want Mercury—but I’ll need help getting it.”


  I’d thought of it a thousand times and never dared consider it. Nobody had, since Wyatt and Carpenter disappeared. Mercury turns on its axis in the same time that it wheels around the Sun, which means that the Brightside is always facing in. That makes the Brightside of Mercury at perihelion the hottest place in the Solar System, with one single exception: the surface of the Sun itself.


  It would be a hellish trek. Only a few men had ever learned just how hellish and they never came back to tell about it. It was a real hell’s Crossing, but someday, I thought, somebody would cross it.


  I wanted to be along.


  THE TWILIGHT LAB, near the northern pole of Mercury, was the obvious jumping-off place. The setup there wasn’t very extensive—a rocket landing, the labs and quarters for Sanderson’s crew sunk deep into the crust, and the tower that housed the Solar “scope that Sanderson had built up there ten years before.


  Twilight Lab wasn’t particularly interested in the Bright-side, of course—the Sun was Sanderson’s baby and he’d picked Mercury as the closest chunk of rock to the Sun that could hold his observatory. He’d chosen a good location, too. On Mercury, the Brightside temperature hits 770° F at perihelion and the Darkside runs pretty constant at—410° F. No permanent installation with a human crew could survive at either extreme. But with Mercury’s wobble, the twilight zone between Brightside and Darkside offers something closer to survival temperatures.


  Sanderson built the Lab up near the pole, where the zone is about five miles wide, so the temperature only varies 50 to 60 degrees with the libration. The Solar “scope could take that much change and they’d get good clear observation of the Sun for about seventy out of the eighty-eight days it takes the planet to wheel around.


  The Major was counting on Sanderson knowing something about Mercury as well as the Sun when we camped at the Lab to make final preparations.


  Sanderson did. He thought we’d lost our minds and he said so, but he gave us all the help he could. He spent a week briefing Jack Stone, the third member of our party, who had arrived with the supplies and equipment a few days earlier. Poor Jack met us at the rocket landing almost bawling, Sanderson had given him such a gloomy picture of what Brightside was like.


  Stone was a youngster—hardly twenty-five I’d say—but he’d been with the Major at Vulcan and had begged to join this trek. I had a funny feeling that Jack really didn’t care for exploring too much, but he thought Mikuta was God, and followed him around like a puppy.


  It didn’t matter to me as long as he knew what he was getting in for. You don’t go asking people in this game why they do it—they’re liable to get awfully uneasy and none of them can ever give you an answer that makes sense. Anyway, Stone had borrowed three men from the Lab, and had the supplies and equipment all lined up when we got there, ready to check and test.


  WE DUG RIGHT in. With plenty of funds—tri-V money and some government cash the Major had talked his way around our equipment was new and good. Mikuta had done the designing and testing himself, with a big assist from Sanderson. We had four Bugs, three of them the light pillow-tire models, with special lead-cooled cut-in engines when the heat set in, and one heavy-duty tractor model for pulling the sledges.


  The Major went over them like a kid at the circus. Then he said, “Have you heard anything from McIvers?”


  “Who’s he?” Stone wanted to know.


  “He’ll be joining us. He’s a good man—got quite a name for climbing, back home.” The Major turned to me. “You’ve probably heard of him.”


  I’d heard plenty of stories about Ted Mclvers and I wasn’t too happy to hear that he was joining us. “Kind of a daredevil isn’t he?”


  “Maybe. He’s lucky and skillful. Where do you draw the line? We’ll need plenty of both.”


  “Have you ever worked with him?” I asked.


  “No. Are you worried?”


  “Not exactly. But Brightside is no place to count on luck.”


  The Major laughed. “I don’t think we need to worry about Mclvers. We understood each other when I talked up the trip to him and we’re going to need each other too much to do any fooling around.” He turned back to the supply list. “Meanwhile, let’s get this stuff listed and packed. We’ll need to cut weight sharply and our time is short. Sanderson says we should leave in three days.”


  Two days later, Mclvers hadn’t arrived. The Major didn’t say much about it. Stone was getting edgy and so was I. We spent the second day studying charts of the Brightside, such as they were. The best available were pretty poor, taken from so far out that the detail dissolved into blurs on blow-up. They showed the biggest ranges of peaks and craters and faults and that was all. Still, we could use them to plan a broad outline of our course.


  “This range here,” the Major said as we crowded around the board, “is largely inactive, according to Sanderson. But these to the south and west could be active. Seismograph tracings suggest a lot of activity in that region, getting worse down toward the equator—not only volcanic, but sub-surface shifting.”


  STONE NODDED. “Sanderson told me there was probably constant surface activity.”


  The Major shrugged. “Well, it’s treacherous, there’s no doubt of it. But the only way to avoid it is to travel over the Pole, which would lose us days and offer us no guarantee of less activity to the west. Now we might avoid some if we could find a pass through this range and cut sharp east—”


  It seemed that the more we considered the problem, the further we got from a solution. We knew there were active volcanoes on the Brightside—even on the Darkside, though surface activity there was pretty much slowed down and localized.


  But there were problems of atmosphere on Brightside, as well. There was an atmosphere and a constant atmospheric flow from Brightside to Darkside. Not much—the lighter gases had reached escape velocity and disappeared from Brightside millennia ago—but there was CO2, and nitrogen, and traces of other heavier gases. There was also an abundance of sulfur vapor, as well as carbon disulfide and sulfur dioxide.


  The atmospheric tide moved toward the Darkside, where it condensed, carrying enough volcanic ash with it for Sanderson to estimate the depth and nature of the surface upheavals on Brightside from his samplings. The trick was to find a passage that avoided those upheavals as far as possible. But in the final analysis, we were barely scraping the surface. The only way we would find out what was happening where, was to be there.


  Finally, on the third day, McIvers blew in on a freight rocket from Venus. He’d missed the ship that the Major and I had taken by a few hours, and had conned his way to Venus in hopes of getting a hop from there. He didn’t seem too upset about it, as though this were his usual way of doing things and he couldn’t see why everyone should get so excited.


  He was a tall, rangy man with long, wavy hair prematurely gray, and the sort of eyes that looked like a climber’s—half-closed, sleepy, almost indolent, but capable of abrupt alertness.


  And he never stood still; he was always moving, always doing something with his hands, or talking, or pacing about.


  Evidently the Major decided not to press the issue of his arrival. There was still work to do, and an hour later we were running the final tests on the pressure suits. That evening, Stone and McIvers were thick as thieves, and everything was set for an early departure after we got some rest.


  “AND THAT,” said Baron, finishing his drink and signaling the waiter for another pair, “was your first big mistake.”


  Peter Clancy raised his eyebrows. “McIvers?”


  “Of course.”


  Clancy shrugged, glanced at the small quiet tables around them. “There are lots of bizarre personalities around a place like this, and some of the best wouldn’t seem to be the most reliable at first glance. Anyway, personality problems weren’t our big problem right then. Equipment worried us first and route next.”


  Baron nodded in agreement. “What kind of suits did you have?”


  “The best insulating suits ever made,” said Clancy. “Each one had an inner lining of a fibreglass modification, to avoid the clumsiness of asbestos, and carried the refrigerating unit and oxygen storage which we recharged from the sledges every eight hours. Outer layer carried a monomolecular chrome reflecting surface that made us glitter like Christmas trees. And we had a half-inch dead-air space under positive pressure between the two layers. Warning thermocouples, of course—at 770 degrees, it wouldn’t take much time to fry us to cinders if the suits failed somewhere.”


  “How about the Bugs?”


  “They were insulated, too, but we weren’t counting on them too much for protection.”


  “You weren’t!” Baron exclaimed. “Why not?”


  “We’d be in and out of them too much. They gave us mobility and storage, but we knew we’d have to do a lot of forward work on foot.” Clancy smiled bitterly. “Which meant that we had an inch of fibreglass and a half-inch of dead air between us and a surface temperature where lead flowed like water and zinc was almost at melting point and the pools of sulfur in the shadows were boiling like oatmeal over a campfire.”


  Baron licked his lips. His fingers stroked the cool, wet glass as he set it down on the tablecloth.


  “Go on,” he said tautly. “You started on schedule?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Clancy, “we started on schedule, all right. We just didn’t quite end on schedule, that was all. But I’m getting to that.”


  He settled back in his chair and continued.


  WE JUMPED off from Twilight on a course due southeast with thirty days to make it to the Center of Brightside. If we could cross an average of seventy miles a day, we could hit Center exactly at perihelion, the point of Mercury’s closest approach to the Sun—which made Center the hottest part of the planet at the hottest it ever gets.


  The Sun was already huge and yellow over the horizon when we started, twice the size it appears on Earth. Every day that Sun would grow bigger and whiter, and every day the surface would get hotter. But once we reached Center, the job was only half done—we would still have to travel another two thousand miles to the opposite twilight zone. Sanderson was to meet us on the other side in the Laboratory’s scout ship, approximately sixty days from the time we jumped off.


  That was the plan, in outline. It was up to us to cross those seventy miles a day, no matter how hot it became, no matter what terrain we had to cross. Detours would be dangerous and time-consuming. Delays could cost us our lives. We all knew that.


  The Major briefed us on details an hour before we left. “Peter, you’ll take the lead Bug, the small one we stripped down for you. Stone and I will flank you on either side, giving you a hundred-yard lead. McIvers, you’ll have the job of dragging the sledges, so we’ll have to direct your course pretty closely. Peter’s job is to pick the passage at any given point. If there’s any doubt of safe passage, we’ll all explore ahead on foot before we risk the Bugs. Got that?”


  Mclvers and Stone exchanged glances. Mclvers said: “Jack and I were planning to change around. We figured he could take the sledges. That would give me a little more mobility.”


  THE Major looked up sharply at Stone. “Do you buy that, Jack?”


  Stone shrugged. “I don’t mind. Mac wanted—”


  Mclvers made an impatient gesture with his hands. “It doesn’t matter. I just feel better when I’m on the move. Does it make any difference?”


  “I guess it doesn’t,” said the Major. “Then you’ll flank Peter along with me. Right?”


  “Sure, sure.” Mclvers pulled at his lower lip. “Who’s going to do the advance scouting?”


  “It sounds like I am,” I cut in. “We want to keep the lead Bug light as possible.”


  Mikuta nodded. “That’s right. Peter’s Bug is stripped down to the frame and wheels.”


  Mclvers shook his head. “No, I mean the advance work. You need somebody out ahead—four or five miles, at least—to pick up the big flaws and active surface changes, don’t you?” He stared at the Major. “I mean, how can we tell what sort of a hole we may be moving into, unless we have a scout up ahead?”


  “That’s what we have the charts for,” the Major said sharply.


  “Charts! I’m talking about detail work. We don’t need to worry about the major topography. It’s the little faults you can’t see on the pictures that can kill us.” He tossed the charts down excitedly. “Look, let me take a Bug out ahead and work reconnaissance, keep five, maybe ten miles ahead of the column. I can stay on good solid ground, of course, but scan the area closely and radio back to Peter where to avoid the flaws Then—”


  “No dice,” the Major broke in.


  “But why not? We could save ourselves days!”


  “I don’t care what we could save. We stay together. When we get to the Center, I want live men along with me. That means we stay within easy sight of each other at all times. Any climber knows that everybody is safer in a party than one man alone—any time, any place.”


  Mclvers stared at him, his cheeks an angry red. Finally he gave a sullen nod. “Okay. If you say so.”


  “Well, I say so and I mean it. I don’t want any fancy stuff.


  We’re going to hit Center together and finish the Crossing together. Got that?”


  McIvers nodded. Mikuta then looked at Stone and me and we nodded, too.


  “All right,” he said slowly. “Now that we’ve got it straight, let’s go.”


  IT WAS HOT. If I forget everything else about that trek, I’ll never forget that huge yellow Sun glaring down, without a break, hotter and hotter with every mile. We knew that the first few days would be the easiest and we were rested and fresh when we started down the long ragged gorge southeast of the Twilight Lab.


  I moved out first; back over my shoulder, I could see the Major and Mclvers crawling out behind me, their pillow tires taking the rugged floor of the gorge smoothly. Behind them, Stone dragged the sledges.


  Even at only 30 per cent Earth gravity they were a strain on the big tractor, until the ski-blades bit into the fluffy volcanic ash blanketing the valley. We even had a path to follow for the first twenty miles.


  I kept my eyes pasted to the big polaroid binocs, picking out the track the early research teams had made out into the edge of Brightside. But in a couple of hours we rumbled past Sanderson’s little outpost observatory and the tracks stopped. We were in virgin territory and already the Sun was beginning to bite.


  We didn’t feel the heat so much those first days out. We saw it. The refrig units kept our skins at a nice comfortable seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit inside our suits, but our eyes watched that glaring Sun and the baked yellow rocks going past, and some nerve pathways got twisted up, somehow. We poured sweat as if we were in a superheated furnace.


  We drove eight hours and slept five. When a sleep period came due, we pulled the Bugs together into a square, threw up a light aluminium sun-shield and lay out in the dust and rocks. The sun-shield cut the temperature down sixty or seventy degrees, for whatever help that was. And then we ate from the forward sledge—sucking through tubes—protein, carbohydrates, bulk gelatin, vitamins.


  The Major measured water out with an iron hand, because we’d have drunk ourselves into nephritis in a week otherwise. We were constantly, unceasingly thirsty. Ask the physiologists and psychiatrists why—they can give you half a dozen interesting reasons—but all we knew, or cared about, was that it happened to be so.


  We didn’t sleep the first few stops, as a consequence. Our eyes burned in spite of the filters and we had roaring headaches, but we couldn’t sleep them off. We sat around looking at each other. Then McIvers would say how good a beer would taste, and off we’d go. We’d have murdered our grandmothers for one ice-cold bottle of beer.


  AFTER A few driving periods, I began to get my bearings at the wheel. We were moving down into desolation that made Earth’s old Death Valley look like a Japanese rose garden. Huge sun-baked cracks opened up in the floor of the gorge, with black cliffs jutting up on either side; the air was filled with a barely visible yellowish mist of sulfur and sulfurous gases.


  It was a hot, barren hole, no place for any man to go, but the challenge was so powerful you could almost feel it. No one had ever crossed this land before and escaped. Those who had tried it had been cruelly punished, but the land was still there, so it had to be crossed. Not the easy way. It had to be crossed the hardest way possible: overland, through anything the land could throw up to us, at the most difficult time possible.


  Yet we knew that even the land might have been conquered before, except for that Sun. We’d fought absolute cold before and won. We’d never fought heat like this and won. The only worse heat in the Solar System was the surface of the Sun itself.


  Brightside was worth trying for. We would get it or it would get us. That was the bargain.


  I learned a lot about Mercury those first few driving periods. The gorge petered out after a hundred miles and we moved onto the slope of a range of ragged craters that ran south and east. This range had shown no activity since the first landing on Mercury forty years before, but beyond it there were active cones. Yellow fumes rose from the craters constantly; their sides were shrouded with heavy ash.


  We couldn’t detect a wind, but we knew there was a hot, sulfurous breeze sweeping in great continental tides across the face of the planet. Not enough for erosion, though. The craters rose up out of jagged gorges, huge towering spears of rock and rubble. Below were the vast yellow flatlands, smoking and hissing from the gases beneath the crust. Over everything was gray dust—silicates and salts, pumice and limestone and granite ash, filling crevices and declivities—offering a soft, treacherous surface for the Bug’s pillow tires.


  I learned to read the ground, to tell a covered fault by the sag of the dust; I learned to spot a passable crack, and tell it from an impassable cut. Time after time the Bugs ground to a halt while we explored a passage on foot, tied together with light copper cable, digging, advancing, digging some more until we were sure the surface would carry the machines. It was cruel work; we slept in exhaustion. But it went smoothly, at first.


  Too smoothly, it seemed to me, and the others seemed to think so, too.


  McIVERS’ restlessness was beginning to grate on our nerves. He talked too much, while we were resting or while we were driving; wisecracks, witticisms, unfunny jokes that wore thin with repetition. He took to making side trips from the route now and then, never far, but a little further each time.


  Jack Stone reacted quite the opposite; he grew quieter with each stop, more reserved and apprehensive. I didn’t like it, but I figured that it would pass off after a while. I was apprehensive enough myself; I just managed to hide it better.


  And every mile the Sun got bigger and whiter and higher in the sky and hotter. Without our ultra-violet screens and glare filters we would have been blinded; as it was our eyes ached constantly and the skin on our faces itched and tingled at the end of an eight-hour trek.


  But it took one of those side trips of McIvers’ to deliver the penultimate blow to our already fraying nerves. He had driven down a side-branch of a long canyon running off west of our route and was almost out of sight in a cloud of ash when we heard a sharp cry through our earphones.


  I wheeled my Bug around with my heart in my throat and spotted him through the binocs, waving frantically from the top of his machine. The Major and I took off, lumbering down the gulch after him as fast as the Bugs could go, with a thousand horrible pictures racing through our minds.


  We found him standing stock-still, pointing down the gorge and, for once, he didn’t have anything to say. It was the wreck of a Bug; an old-fashioned half-track model of the sort that hadn’t been in use for years. It was wedged tight in a cut in the rock, an axle broken, its casing split wide open up the middle, half-buried in a rock slide. A dozen feet away were two insulated suits with white bones gleaming through the fibreglass helmets.


  This was as far as Wyatt and Carpenter had gotten on their Brightside Crossing.


  ON THE fifth driving period out, the terrain began to change. It looked the same, but every now and then it felt different. On two occasions I felt my wheels spin, with a howl of protest from my engine. Then, quite suddenly, the Bug gave a lurch; I gunned my motor and nothing happened.


  I could see the dull gray stuff seeping up around the hubs, thick and tenacious, splattering around in steaming gobs as the wheels spun. I knew what had happened the moment the wheel gave and, a few minutes later, they chained me to the tractor and dragged me back out of the mire. It looked for all the world like thick gray mud, but it was a pit of molten lead, steaming under a soft layer of concealing ash.


  I picked my way more cautiously then. We were getting into an area of recent surface activity; the surface was really treacherous. I caught myself wishing that the Major had okayed Mclvers’ scheme for an advanced scout; more dangerous for the individual, maybe, but I was driving blind now and I didn’t like it.


  One error in judgement could sink us all, but I wasn’t thinking much about the others. I was worried about me, plenty worried. I kept thinking, better Mclvers should go than me. It wasn’t healthy thinking and I knew it, but I couldn’t get the thought out of my mind.


  It was a grueling eight hours and we slept poorly. Back in the Bug again, we moved still more slowly—edging out on a broad flat plateau, dodging a network of gaping surface cracks—winding back and forth in an effort to keep the machines on solid rock. I couldn’t see far ahead, because of the yellow haze rising from the cracks, so I was almost on top of it when I saw a sharp cut ahead where the surface dropped six feet beyond a deep crack.


  I let out a shout to halt the others; then I edged my Bug forward, peering at the cleft. It was deep and wide. I moved fifty yards to the left, then back to the right.


  There was only one place that looked like a possible crossing; a long, narrow ledge of gray stuff that lay down across a section of the fault like a ramp. Even as I watched it, I could feel the surface crust under the Bug trembling and saw the ledge shift over a few feet.


  The Major’s voice sounded in my ears. “How about it, Peter?”


  “I don’t know. This crust is on roller skates,” I called back.


  “How about that ledge?”


  I hesitated. “I’m scared of it, Major. Let’s backtrack and try to find a way around.”


  There was a roar of disgust in my earphones and Mclvers’ Bug suddenly lurched forward. It rolled down past me, picked up speed, with Mclvers hunched behind the wheel like a race driver. He was heading past me straight for the gray ledge.


  MY SHOUT caught in my throat; I heard the Major take a huge breath and roar: “Mac! stop that thing, you fool!” and then Mclvers’ Bug was out on the ledge, lumbering across like a juggernaut.


  The ledge jolted as the tires struck it; for a horrible moment, it seemed to be sliding out from under the machine. And then the Bug was across in a cloud of dust, and I heard Mclvers’ voice in my ears, shouting in glee. “Come on, you slowpokes. It’ll hold you!”


  Something unprintable came through the earphones as the Major drew up alongside me and moved his Bug out on the ledge slowly and over to the other side. Then he said, “Take it slow, Peter. Then give Jack a hand with the sledges.” His voice sounded tight as a wire.


  Ten minutes later, we were on the other side of the cleft. The Major checked the whole column; then he turned on McIvers angrily. “One more trick like that,” he said, “and I’ll strap you to a rock and leave you. Do you understand me? One more time—”


  Mclvers’ voice was heavy with protest. “Good Lord, if we leave it up to Clancy, he’ll have us out here forever! Any blind fool could see that that ledge would hold.”


  “I saw it moving,” I shot back at him.


  “All right, all right, so you’ve got good eyes. Why all the fuss? We got across, didn’t we? But I say we’ve got to have a little nerve and use it once in a while if we’re ever going to get across this lousy hotbox.”


  “We need to use a little judgement, too,” the Major snapped. “All right, let’s roll. But if you think I was joking, you just try me out once.” He let it soak in for a minute. Then he geared his Bug on around to my flank again.


  At the stopover, the incident wasn’t mentioned again, but the Major drew me aside just as I was settling down for sleep. “Peter, I’m worried,” he said slowly.


  “McIvers? Don’t worry. He’s not as reckless as he seems just impatient. We are over a hundred miles behind schedule and we’re moving awfully slow. We only made forty miles this last drive.”


  The Major shook his head. “I don’t mean Mclvers. I mean the kid.”


  “Jack? What about him?”


  “Take a look.”


  STONE WAS shaking. He was over near the tractor—away from the rest of us—and he was lying on his back, but he wasn’t asleep. His whole body was shaking, convulsively. I saw him grip an outcropping of rock hard.


  I walked over and sat down beside him. “Get your water all right?” I said.


  He didn’t answer. He just kept on shaking.


  “Hey, boy,” I said. “What’s the trouble?”


  “It’s hot,” he said, choking out the words.


  “Sure it’s hot, but don’t let it throw you. We’re in really good shape.”


  “We’re not,” he snapped. “We’re in rotten shape, if you ask me. We’re not going to make it, do you know that? That crazy fool’s going to kill us for sure—‘All of a sudden, he was bawling like a baby. “I’m scared—I shouldn’t be here—I’m scared. What am I trying to prove by coming out here, for God’s sake? I’m some kind of hero or something? I tell you I’m scared—”


  “Look,” I said. “Mikuta’s scared, I’m scared. So what? We’ll make it, don’t worry. And nobody’s trying to be a hero.”


  “Nobody but Hero Stone,” he said bitterly. He shook himself and gave a tight little laugh. “Some hero, eh?”


  “We’ll make it,” I said.


  “Sure,” he said finally. “Sorry. I’ll be okay.”


  I rolled over, but waited until he was good and quiet. Then I tried to sleep, but I didn’t sleep too well. I kept thinking about that ledge. I’d known from the look of it what it was; a zinc slough of the sort Sanderson had warned us about, a wide sheet of almost pure zinc that had been thrown up white-hot from below, quite recently, just waiting for oxygen or sulfur to rot it through.


  I knew enough about zinc to know that at these temperatures it gets brittle as glass. Take a chance like Mclvers had taken and the whole sheet could snap like a dry pine board. And it wasn’t Mclvers’ fault that it hadn’t.


  FIVE HOURS later, we were back at the wheel. We were hardly moving at all. The ragged surface was almost impassable great jutting rocks peppered the plateau; ledges crumbled the moment my tires touched them; long, open canyons turned into lead-mires or sulfur pits.


  A dozen times I climbed out of the Bug to prod out an uncertain area with my boots and pikestaff. Whenever I did, Mclvers piled out behind me, running ahead like a schoolboy at the fair, then climbing back again red-faced and panting, while we moved the machines ahead another mile or two.


  Time was pressing us now and Mclvers wouldn’t let me forget it. We had made only about three hundred twenty miles in six driving periods, so we were about a hundred miles or even more behind schedule.


  “We’re not going to make it,” Mclvers would complain angrily. “That Sun’s going to be out to aphelion by the time we hit the Center—”


  “Sorry, but I can’t take it any faster,” I told him. I was getting good and mad. I knew what he wanted, but didn’t dare let him have it. I was scared enough pushing the Bug out on those ledges, even knowing that at least / was making the decisions. Put him in the lead and we wouldn’t last for eight hours. Our nerves wouldn’t take it, at any rate, even if the machines would.


  Jack Stone looked up from the aluminium chart sheets. “Another hundred miles and we should hit a good stretch,” he said. “Maybe we can make up distance there for a couple of days.”


  The Major agreed, but Mclvers couldn’t hold his impatience. He kept staring up at the Sun as if he had a personal grudge against it and stamped back and forth under the sun-shield. “That’ll be just fine,” he said. “If we ever get that far that is.”


  We dropped it there, but the Major stopped me as we climbed aboard for the next run. “That guy’s going to blow wide open if we don’t move faster, Peter. I don’t want him in the lead, no matter what happens. He’s right though, about the need to make better time. Keep your head, but crowd your luck a little, okay?”


  “I’ll try,” I said. It was asking the impossible and Mikuta knew it. We were on a long downward slope that shifted and buckled all around us, as though there were a molten underlay beneath the crust; the slope was broken by huge crevasses, partly covered with dust and zinc sheeting, like a vast glacier of stone and metal. The outside temperature registered 547° F and getting hotter. It was no place to start rushing ahead.


  I TRIED IT anyway. I took half a dozen shaky passages, edging slowly out on flat zinc ledges, then toppling over and across. It seemed easy for a while and we made progress. We hit an even stretch and raced ahead. And then I quickly jumped on my brakes and jerked the Bug to a halt in a cloud of dust.


  I’d gone too far. We were out on a wide, flat sheet of gray stuff, apparently solid—until I’d suddenly caught sight of the crevasse beneath in the corner of my eye. It was an overhanging shelf that trembled under me as I stopped.


  McIvers’ voice was in my ear. “What’s the trouble now, Clancy?”


  “Move back!” I shouted. “It can’t hold us!”


  “Looks solid enough from here.”


  “You want to argue about it? It’s too thin, it’ll snap. Move back!”


  I started edging back down the ledge. I heard Mclvers swear; then I saw his Bug start to creep outward on the shelf. Not fast or reckless, this time, but slowly, churning up dust in a gentle cloud behind him.


  I just stared and felt the blood rush to my head. It seemed so hot I could hardly breathe as he edged out beyond me, further and further—


  I think I felt it snap before I saw it. My own machine gave a sickening lurch and a long black crack appeared across the shelf—and widened. Then the ledge began to upend. I heard a scream as Mclvers’ Bug rose up and up and then crashed down into the crevasse in a thundering slide of rock and shattered metal.


  I just stared for a full minute, I think. I couldn’t move until I heard Jack Stone groan and the Major shouting, “Clancy! I couldn’t see—what happened?”


  “It snapped on him, that’s what happened,” I roared. I gunned my motor, edged forward toward the fresh broken edge of the shelf. The crevasse gaped; I couldn’t see any sign of the machine. Dust was still billowing up blindingly from below.


  We stood staring down, the three of us. I caught a glimpse of Jack Stone’s face through his helmet. It wasn’t pretty.


  “Well,” said the Major heavily, “that’s that.”


  “I guess so.” I felt the way Stone looked.


  “Wait,” said Stone. “I heard something.”


  He had. It was a cry in the earphones—faint, but unmistakable.


  “Mac!” The Major called. “Mac, can you hear me?”


  “Yeah, yeah. I can hear you.” The voice was very weak.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I don’t know. Broken leg, I think. It’s—hot.” There was a long pause. Then: “I think my cooler’s gone out.”


  THE Major shot me a glance, then turned to Stone. “Get a cable from the second sledge fast. He’ll fry alive if we don’t get him out of there. Peter, I need you to lower me. Use the tractor winch.”


  I lowered him; he stayed down only a few moments. When I hauled him up, his face was drawn. “Still alive,” he panted. “He won’t be very long, though.” He hesitated for just an instant. “We’ve got to make a try.”


  “I don’t like this ledge,” I said. “It’s moved twice since I got out. Why not back off and lower him a cable?”


  “No good. The Bug is smashed and he’s inside it. We’ll need torches and I’ll need one of you to help.” He looked at me and then gave Stone a long look. “Peter, you’d better come.”


  “Wait,” said Stone. His face was very white. “Let me go down with you.”


  “Peter is lighter.”


  “I’m not so heavy. Let me go down.”


  “Okay, if that’s the way you want it.” The Major tossed him a torch. “Peter, check these hitches and lower us slowly. If you see any kind of trouble, anything, cast yourself free and back off this thing, do you understand? This whole ledge may go.”


  I nodded. “Good luck.”


  They went over the ledge. I let the cable down bit by bit until it hit two hundred feet and slacked off.


  “How does it look?” I shouted.


  “Bad,” said the Major. “We’ll have to work fast. This whole side of the crevasse is ready to crumble. Down a little more.”


  Minutes passed without a sound. I tried to relax, but I couldn’t. Then I felt the ground shift, and the tractor lurched to the side.


  The Major shouted, “It’s going, Peter—pull back!” and I threw the tractor into reverse, jerked the controls as the tractor rumbled off the shelf. The cable snapped, coiled up in front like a broken clockspring. The whole surface under me was shaking wildly now; ash rose in huge gray clouds. Then, with a roar, the whole shelf lurched and slid sideways. It teetered on the edge for seconds before it crashed into the crevasse, tearing the side wall down with it in a mammoth slide. I jerked the tractor to a halt as the dust and flame billowed up.


  They were gone—all three of them, McIvers and the Major and Jack Stone—buried under a thousand tons of rock and zinc and molten lead. There wasn’t any danger of anybody ever finding their bones.


  PETER Clancy leaned back, finishing his drink, rubbing his scarred face as he looked across at Baron.


  Slowly, Baron’s grip relaxed on the chair arm. “You got back,” he said.


  Clancy nodded. “I got back, sure. I had the tractor and the sledges. I had seven days to drive back under that yellow Sun. I had plenty of time to think.”


  “You took the wrong man along,” Baron said. “That was your mistake. Without him you would have made it.”


  “Never.” Clancy shook his head. “That’s what I was thinking the first day or so—that it was McIvers’ fault, that he was to blame. But that isn’t true. He was wild, reckless and had lots of nerve.”


  “But his judgement was bad!”


  “It couldn’t have been sounder. We had to keep to our schedule even if it killed us, because it would positively kill us if we didn’t.”


  “But a man like that—”


  “A man like Mclvers was necessary. Can’t you see that? It was the Sun that beat us, that surface. Perhaps we were licked the very day we started.” Clancy leaned across the table, his eyes pleading. “We didn’t realize that, but it was true. There are places that men can’t go, conditions men can’t tolerate. The others had to die to learn that. I was lucky, I came back. But I’m trying to tell you what I found out—that nobody will ever make a Brightside Crossing.”


  “We will,” said Baron. “It won’t be a picnic, but we’ll make it.”


  “But suppose you do,” said Clancy, suddenly. “Suppose I’m all wrong, suppose you do make it. Then what? What comes next?”


  “The Sun,” said Baron.


  Clancy nodded slowly. “Yes. That would be it, wouldn’t it?” He laughed. “Good-by, Baron. Jolly talk and all that. Thanks for listening.”


  Baron caught his wrist as he started to rise. “Just one question more, Clancy. Why did you come here?”


  “To try to talk you out of killing yourself,” said Clancy.


  “You’re a liar,” said Baron.


  Clancy stared down at him for a long moment. Then he crumpled in the chair. There was defeat in his pale blue eyes and something else.


  “Well?”


  Peter Clancy spread his hands, a helpless gesture. “When do you leave, Baron? I want you to take me along.”


  THE DECIDING FACTOR


  J.T. McIntosh


  Woman or . . .? That was—


  VISIBILITY IN THE STEAMing swampland was never more than a few hundred yards and often much less as the hot white mists rolled and thickened before swirling away again.


  Nevertheless, anyone watching, if there had been anyone watching, must have found it strange that the girl picking her way daintily among the steaming pools didn’t seem to know she was being surrounded.


  If she had looked back, if she had ever looked back, she could hardly have helped seeing some sign of pursuit.


  True, the savages trailing her were split into groups of two or three, and they were advancing very cautiously, taking advantage of all possible cover. But there were so many of them that a quick glance over her shoulder must certainly have shown the girl some hurried, furtive movement which would have alerted her.


  She never did look back. She picked her way carefully round the pools, testing each new, different-looking patch of ground before she would venture on to it, an obvious tenderfoot. She didn’t seem to know that only the light green, speckled patches were dangerous swamp.


  The savages were spreading out in order to move in on their quarry from all directions. Evidently they knew about the weapon she carried at her belt.


  As a matter of fact, most of them were aware, dimly, that many of them were going to die before she was captured. Their losses would be smaller, undoubtedly, if they were content to kill her instead of capturing her unharmed, but they hated this girl and her people so much that that was an unimportant consideration weighed against the delirious joy of torturing her to death with such ingenuity as they possessed, which wasn’t much.


  It was because of her weapon that they were flanking her, making sure that no matter how many of them she managed to kill first, she wasn’t going to escape.


  The girl herself was like a movie heroine who was supposed to be hundreds of miles from civilisation but had obviously stepped straight from a make-up room. She wore a dazzling white blouse, pale blue slacks and crocodile-skin shoes, a casual enough outfit—yet she was dressed as perfectly, in a different way, as a princess attending a ball.


  She was a shining, glittering product of a high-powered civilization and she was in the midst of crude and barren desolation.


  The savages wore ill-cured skins, if anything; were dirty, stringy, angular, awkward, had matted, tangled hair and moved clumsily, their movement a world apart from the lithe grace of the girl they were trying to capture. The women among them didn’t seem to belong to the same species as the girl in front of them, let alone the same sex.


  That was reasonable enough: they didn’t. They were neuters.


  A cliff-face loomed before the girl suddenly, hidden until then by the white, swirling mists. She paused for a moment, then made for a narrow crack which was visible in the rock face in front of her.


  Some of the neuters hesitated uneasily, knowing where that crack led. It widened into a valley, a narrow, rocky plain boxed in on all sides except at the crack, its one entrance.


  Those who were uneasy didn’t know why. They didn’t know what a trap was. They had no language, no word or trap, but the idea of a trap was just within the scope of their limited intelligence.


  They couldn’t work out what was likely to happen, but they knew, as vaguely as they knew most things, that the valley was a very dangerous place to follow the outlander into.


  However, they followed her. She disappeared through the crack, and seconds later the first of the neuters went in after her. Their misgivings weren’t nearly strong enough to make them abandon the pursuit—not when there was a chance of actually seeing one of the outlanders die.


  Inside, they stared. There was no sign of their quarry.


  There was plenty of cover in the valley, rocks, bushes, springs, holes. She was here all right, and close. But spreading out thinly looking for her hiding-place would weaken their hand and strengthen hers. Even the neuters could see that.


  Suddenly there was a shout from a neuter who had gone on ahead. He was pointing. They looked where he pointed.


  The girl was about a quarter of a mile away, running. Gone was all pretence that she didn’t know she was being pursued. She must have started to run the instant the narrow cleft hid her from her pursuers.


  The savages began to run too. They shouted wildly, wordlessly, exultantly, glad that the cautious pursuit was over. The outlander didn’t know that valley, apparently. They did. The further she went, the more surely she was trapped.


  Ninety savages raced clumsily across the rough floor of the valley. Here the mists were thinner than in the swampland.


  The girl wouldn’t escape in the mist.


  She stumbled and fell. The savages’ cry of joy echoed back and forth from the walls of the valley. The foremost of them were almost upon her when she got up and ran on, limping.


  Even limping she could outdistance them. The neuters were hard and tough, but not quick on their feet. Limping, running much more slowly than at first, she nevertheless managed to get so far ahead that when she disappeared they weren’t sure exactly where she’d been when they lost sight of her among the piled rocks of a long-ago avalanche.


  When she reappeared, some of the older, more experienced neuters saw the trap, at once, in one blinding flash. It was too late to do anything about it. The mistake had been made.


  She burst from hiding some distance from where they were looking for her. She raced toward the entrance to the valley, going like the wind. There was no sign of a limp now.


  She was past them in a flash. They turned and lumbered after her, but the way she was going, long legs flashing in beautiful, ordered motion, they never had a chance of catching her.


  And it hadn’t occurred to anyone to leave anyone at the cleft. The neuters had no leader, no one to think of things like that and make sure they were done . . .


  They were only neuters, after all.


  The sight of the outlander running further into a valley from which there was only one exit had been too much for everybody. One pursued—all pursued.


  Once more the savages chased their quarry, yelling, but this time their yells were cries of despair and fear, not wild anticipation. Not everyone knew what was going to happen, but at least thirty of them did.


  It happened just as they expected. The girl reached the cleft fully half a mile in front of the first of the savages, dashed through . . .


  And a rock fell. There was no other sound, for the girl’s gun was silent.


  Then another rock crashed down into the narrow cleft.


  Soon an avalanche was filling it.


  By the time the neuters reached it the crack was filled and there was no entrance to the rocky valley.


  And no exit.


  Doris stood on the other side of the cliff face and surveyed her work with satisfaction. Small rocks still crashed down occasionally. Rock dust swirled in the air, slowly settling.


  She was breathing hard, but the racing of her heart was due more to excitement than to her exertions.


  Sport wasn’t sport unless you risked as much as you could gain, and she’d done that. The neuters might have rushed her at any time, and if they had done so they might certainly have killed her. It had taken all her courage to walk on as she had done, aware of the androids behind her, trusting to their hate and caution to let her lead them to the cleft, follow her into the valley . . .


  They might have left a guard at the cleft. If so, she’d have had to shoot her way through.


  No, she thought exultantly, the undoubted advantage her weapon gave her had been offset by the risks she had deliberately taken to achieve this coup de theatre.


  It was a pity there were no witnesses. She could report the exploit, and it would be believed, more or less, but there would be people who would say she was exaggerating all the way through.


  Anyway, she’d fly over and get some pictures of the valley and the trapped neuters to confirm part of her story.


  She turned away and looked up at the sun. It was completely hidden by clouds and mist, but she could see where it was, and a calculation of the time of day gave her a bearing. She set off southwards.


  Androida wasn’t magnetic. That was another of the hazards—compasses were useless. Careless hunters got lost sometimes, quite apart from those the androids managed to capture and kill. Oh, hunting was dangerous, all right.


  But Doris was too experienced to get lost. Twenty-nine now, she’d been hunting on Androida since she was sixteen.


  It never lost its savour. Hunting animals did—she had long since lost interest in hunting the animals of Androida.


  Hunting neuters never palled. Perhaps it was the fact that one was hunting pseudo-humans that kept the sport fresh and exciting. It was almost as good as hunting real . . .


  No, one wouldn’t want to hunt real human beings. Doris shuddered slightly. It would be horrible to think of nearly a hundred men and women, no matter how primitive, being prisoned in rock and left to starve. Androids were just right—intelligent enough, human enough to be worthwhile game, and yet, of course, not human at all, less human than even the animals of Earth.


  Just neuters—neither men nor women. The third sex, androids.


  Androida had once been called Venus. But Venus had been a dust-bowl, a world of choking poison, a world without life. When Venus had been remodelled, more than two hundred years ago, the name had been changed like the world itself.


  Wild, pestilential vegetation had helped to soak up Venus’s carbon dioxide—vegetation specially mutated for the job. Then, at a later stage, all that crazy plant life had to be destroyed, its work done.


  New strains had fought the swirling sands of Venus, and won. Only the vast South Desert was left to indicate what Venus had once been like—and even that, grim and boiling as it was, was a mighty oasis compared to what all Venus had been.


  Venus didn’t become Androida until the first androids were taken there. Clumsy and ugly and half-human as the neuters were now, they were perfection itself in comparison with those first, horrible efforts.


  Doris was quite close to her plane when she came across a neuter lying asleep in the shelter of a rock. She looked at it in some surprise. She had seldom seen an android sleeping, alone, by day like that. She looked at the creature curiously.


  It was a woman, if you could call androids men and women. She was naked, as two out of three androids were.


  As Doris bent over her, the neuter, warned by the sixth sense of all wild creatures, jumped to her feet and faced her danger.


  Doris stared. For a second or two, had the android woman but known it, Doris was so surprised and shocked that the neuter could have wrested her gun from her and clubbed her with it.


  The android woman was Doris.


  Doris had known, of course, that actual human beings were always used as models for the neuters. She had known of others, very rarely, meeting their doubles in Androida. But it happened seldom and to so few people that she had never considered the idea that it might occur to her.


  If the neuter had really been her double, it wouldn’t have been so bad. But the creature was disgusting. It was like looking in a mirror and seeing someone else, old and ugly.


  The neuter had Doris’s face, set in lines of brutishness and stupidity. But she didn’t have Doris’s body, surely, Doris thought, looking at the neuter in horror. She put one hand involuntarily to her own flat stomach to make quite sure it wasn’t round and bloated like the android’s. And even if she didn’t wear a bra, even if she never wore a bra, her breasts couldn’t sag like that—could they?


  The dirt, the coarseness, the awkwardness, the ugliness were extra, just to complete the shocking picture.


  The neuter turned to flee. Doris turned from her, sick. She didn’t wish the creature any harm—merely wanted her out of her sight.


  But suddenly, without thinking, Doris raised her gun and shot a great hole through the middle of the android. As the body collapsed loosely, Doris caught her breath. She hadn’t meant to do that.


  Killing the creature was all right, but she should have given it a chance. She should have thrown her weapon aside and fought it on level terms . . .


  She found her little ship soon afterwards. All pleasure in the action earlier was gone. Meeting her android double, and being shocked into unsporting killing, had destroyed her satisfaction. She had thought she was too experienced a huntress ever to do a thing like that.


  Some people killed neuters like that, she knew. That was up to them, but she was a huntress. She shouldn’t have lost control and . . .


  Yet she couldn’t let that creature live, a cruel, obscene parody of herself. Suppose anyone who knew her met it?


  She got into the air and set the ship on automatic for Earth. She had forgotten her plan of taking some pictures of the valley and the neuters she had trapped there.


  Anyway, they didn’t matter any more.


  “I suppose,” Peter Craddock dictated ironically, enjoying himself, “that G.L. Smithson takes care never to drive his car too fast, in case he’s cruel to the engine? And presumably he never switches on the radio without getting its permission first? It might not feel like playing just then.”


  He paused to collect his thoughts, and Sylvia, his secretary, coughed in protest. Peter didn’t notice.


  “Can it be,” Peter went on sarcastically, “that G.L. Smithson doesn’t do these things? Perhaps he thinks, like the rest of us, that machines have no feelings and that the question of inhumanity to them doesn’t arise.”


  Sylvia coughed again. Peter, in full cry, once more failed to notice.


  “But he obviously doesn’t see that androids are machines, just as cars and radios are machines, just as robots are machines. They have the feelings we build into them, that’s all. If we don’t give them an instinct of self-preservation, they don’t care whether they live or die. No one ever writes letters to the newspapers about the scrapping of old robots, but just because neuters look rather more like human beings than robots do, people like G.L. Smithson get all——”


  “Excuse me, Mr. Craddock,” said Sylvia plaintively. “Don’t you know it’s two thirty-five?”


  Peter looked at the clock. “So it is,” he said in surprise. “Sorry, Sylvia. Knock it off working time tomorrow.”


  “I will,” said Sylvia righteously. She left the office with a sniff of indignation. As she went out, Doris came in.


  Peter looked up with raised eyebrows. “This is an unexpected pleasure,” he remarked, but somehow he just failed to sound pleased.


  Doris’s smile stiffened. They had got to the stage when anything either of them said provoked the other.


  “After all, we are still married,” she retorted, on the defensive already.


  “I know that.”


  “People will think it queer if we don’t——”


  “People,” said Peter, amused, “have long since stopped expecting us to behave like a couple of lovebirds.”


  Doris hesitated, controlled herself. It was less than an hour since she had lost control of herself on Androida and destroyed a poor creature who looked something like herself. She didn’t want to give way to anger again. She struggled to be in control, to take the initiative, to make Peter love her again.


  “It didn’t use to be like this,” she said, rather pathetically.


  “Does that prove anything?” Peter asked, not meaning to start an offensive, not seeing any alternative.


  “Some people can stay happily married.”


  “Does that prove anything?”


  “Sometimes I could cheerfully strangle you.”


  “I’ve no doubt.” He sighed. He knew she’d throw herself in his arms if he said the right thing, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the right thing. “You came to see me about something?”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “You might as well tell me.” She sat down. During the trip from Androida to Earth, which took thirty-five minutes on automatic, she had changed into civilized clothes. She had even tried to make herself particularly attractive, since she got the idea of calling on Peter. She had known perfectly well he wasn’t going to say: “Darling, how lovely you are!” and take her in his arms, but there was no harm in wishing.


  No harm—not until it flopped, until they bickered as usual, and she found disappointment swelling in her throat and choking her. Each time it was worse. Each time made it a little less likely that all the little wounds would ever heal and be whole, healthy and strong again.


  “I just wanted to talk about something,” she said. “But if you’re going to be like that I can’t even start.”


  “Pm not going to be like that,” said Peter gently. “Go ahead, Doris.”


  She told him about her experiences on Androida, how she’d left Earth early that morning—he wouldn’t know about that—landed near that valley a friend had told her about, locked up her ship, and set about collecting a horde of neuters set on killing her; how she’d led them into the valley prison and locked them in it; how she’d encountered an android double and killed it.


  “You shouldn’t have done that,” said Peter mildly.


  “I know, I——”


  “It costs about fifty dollars to make an android and take it to Androida. If they could only breed, how much simpler it would be . . . I don’t say anything against your exploit earlier—that was a good trap and well worth it. But just shooting an android, for nothing . . .”


  “I couldn’t let that creature live!”


  Peter shrugged, not unsympathetically. “When you go to the Centre and they take patterns, they always make at least twenty copies. It’s cheaper that way. So presuming half a dozen of yours are dead by now, that leaves fourteen still wandering round Androida . . . You just have to get used to the idea.” Doris nodded. They hadn’t fallen into each other’s arms, yet there was something reassuring about his reaction, as she had known there would be.


  To say she was still as much in love with him as ever would be ridiculous. But it .was quite true, and she admitted it to herself, that she didn’t want any other man.


  Peter gestured at a folded newspaper on Sylvia’s desk. “Someone who wrote to the Sun would be horrified at the story you’ve just been telling me,” he remarked.


  Doris picked up the paper. She read, frowning.


  “Crazy fanatic!” she murmured.


  “Fanatic, yes, but not precisely crazy. I feel I have to reply.”


  “Officially?”


  “Semi-officially. As president of LOC.”


  “Can I see your reply?”


  “It’s in Sylvia’s book. Maybe I’ll pick it out on a typer with one finger rather than let it wait till tomorrow.”


  “Couldn’t she even stay to finish it?”


  Peter grinned wryly. “And work ten minutes overtime? When she’d already been working a full hour and a half? You don’t know our Sylvia.”


  Doris sighed. “I’d think she’d be glad to have something to do. Even if only for an hour and a half a day.”


  Peter looked at her with his usual amused compassion. She had her finger on it, all right. The trouble with Doris, of course, was that she didn’t have enough to do.


  But she wasn’t unique. It wasn’t just Doris’s problem.


  Nobody had enough to do.


  In the nineteenth century, when a working day of fourteen hours was in no way unusual, the question what to do with one’s leisure didn’t arise.


  There wasn’t any.


  A hundred years later, with a much shorter working day, people still didn’t have much trouble filling in their free time. By this time there were cinemas, dancehalls, radio, television, football matches, big fights, magazines, cabaret, telephones, golf, night clubs, motels, pocket books, holiday resorts and gramophones to occupy people’s time.


  Something in human nature continued to rebel against serfdom, and the working population continued to want more pay and more freedom for less work.


  And they got it. Machines, particularly robots, made a higher standard of life with more leisure possible. Robots turned out good work and they didn’t need any pay.


  People still had to work, perhaps would always have to work. But instead of eight hours a day men and women worked six, then five, then three.


  And still people demanded more leisure, not because they wanted it particularly, or had anything particularly valuable to do in it, but just because work was obligatory and therefore unpleasant, work equalled unpleasantness equalled boredom equalled slavery.


  Thanks to the automatic machines, cybernetics, robots, working hours continued to shrink.


  At last it became illegal for anyone to be employed in any one job for more than two hours a day. Twelve hours a week, that was maximum. A maximum that was rarely reached.


  If people wanted to work more, nobody stopped them. Peter Craddock, president of LOC, had been known to work ten hours in a day. But there were safeguards to ensure that nobody could be forced to work more than two hours.


  The other problem remained, in fact got worse and worse.


  What was to be done with the thirteen hours a day that everybody had lying around spare? Cinemas, dancehalls, radio, television, football matches and all the other variants weren’t enough. Not for thirteen free hours a day, thirteen hours that everybody had to fill in somehow.


  Some could spend it in quiet contemplation. Some could listen to music all day. Some could read books.


  About eighty per cent of Earth’s present vast population, however, needed more—a lot more.


  Hence the androids. Hence Androida, a world for sportsmen. Hence Plaisir, otherwise the moon, a little world whose sole business was gambling, entertainment, night life. Hence Exotica, once called Mars, a planet of man-made wonders.


  Hence Games Inc. Hence Planetary Entertainments. Hence Sportclub.


  And hence LOC—Leisure Occupation Corporation, with a big stake in Exotica, a bigger one in Plaisir, and the biggest of all in Androida.


  It had been a long silence. Peter wasn’t going to say any more, apparently. Doris hadn’t any more to say either. She got up, hesitated. It might be days before she saw him again.


  “Well,” she said, and moved tentatively toward the door.


  “Au re voir,” said Peter, smiling faintly.


  She nodded and went out.


  Peter remained staring at the door. He had an excellent visual memory; he could still see her almost as plainly as if she were still standing there, that questioning, wistful expression on her face.


  There were two Dorises. There was the huntress, bold, fierce, reckless, yet not foolhardy. That was the Doris who had fascinated him, the one he had married, the one he saw so seldom now. And there was the other Doris, uncertain, lonely, vaguely unhappy, jealous, ready to flare up at anything because of her uncertainty.


  The ironic thing was that the more she wanted him the more she had lost him. He shied away from the uncertain Doris and sighed for the reckless Doris who had said: “Will I marry you? If you hadn’t asked me soon, I’d have told you! How about tomorrow?”


  He had hovered on the brink of saying what she wanted him to say. If she had strode out boldly, not giving a damn for him, he’d probably have called her back. But he hadn’t said anything, because she was hesitating, begging him to say it.


  Meantime there was the business of the letter. A thought came to him. The Sun office was just down the street.


  He shut his private office and ran downstairs. He was getting to the age when he had to run downstairs to prove he could do it. He left his car where it was and walked to the Sun building.


  Wilcox, the advertising chief, was still there. He frowned when Peter told him what he wanted.


  “If there was no address in the paper, perhaps this Smithson fellow doesn’t want it given. Anyway, Peter, that’s editorial, and you know I’m——”


  “I know you can get that address,” said Peter calmly, “and I know I can apply blackmail best in the advertising department.”


  Wilcox nodded gloomily. “If you like to put it that way . . .”


  “I like to put it that way.”


  So Wilcox got him the address. “But look, Peter,” he said, “say you got it from the telephone book or something. Don’t tell anybody you got it from me.”


  An eternally worried man, Wilcox. Anybody who was dependent on the whims of advertisers generally was.


  Peter grinned at him reassuringly and left him.


  Peter went straight to the address Wilcox had given him. He wasn’t quite sure why he wanted to see Smithson. He told himself it was because these outcries against so-called inhumanity to androids were becoming more and more common, a force to be reckoned with, and he’d better see what kind of person made them.


  The address was a flat in a rather exclusive neighbourhood. Peter pressed the buzzer.


  A woman opened the door. A cat which had been rubbing itself on the wall streaked past Peter and pressed itself ingratiatingly against the woman’s legs.


  “Oh, they’ve shut you out again!” she exclaimed indignantly, bending to fondle it.


  “G.L. Smithson?” Peter inquired, over the woman’s neat, dark head.


  “Uhuh,” she assented absently, still devoting all her attention to the cat, which was now purring triumphantly. “Come in.”


  She picked up the cat and he followed her into a neat, obviously feminine lounge. “Excuse me,” she said. The words were for Peter, but the croon in them was for the oat she was holding.


  She was gone only a second or two. When she returned she was balancing cat, a saucer and a bottle of milk in her arms. Still paying no attention to Peter she set the cat down and filled the saucer of milk for it.


  “You’re not G.L. Smithson?”


  She straightened, nodding.


  He might have known it. Seeing her with the cat he had placed her already as the kind of woman who was sorry for every unwanted thing or animal, a sucker for any hard-luck story, a champion of everybody in distress.


  Naturally she flew to the defence of the neuters.


  She was unusually pretty for her type, however. As a rule girls who looked like G.L. Smithson were quickly provided with plenty of more conventional outlets for their maternal instinct.


  Peter was used to Doris, so he was used to an attractive woman making good use of her raw material. The Smithson’s material wasn’t any better than Doris’s, but she made still better use of it.


  “I’d better introduce myself,” said Peter. “I’m Peter Craddock, president of——”


  The polite interest on her face had frozen the instant he gave his name. “I know what you are,” she said indignantly.


  Peter was observing her reaction with interest. Quite obviously she hated him for being Peter Craddock, for what LOC did to androids or allowed to be done to androids.


  “What does the G stand for?” he asked.


  “Mind your business,” she snapped. But at Peter’s smile, which indicated that he was actually enjoying her rage at him, she murmured with bad grace: “Geraldine, if you must know.”


  “Glad to meet you, Geraldine.”


  “I can’t return the compliment. And kindly don’t call me Geraldine!”


  “Mrs. Smithson?”


  “Miss Smithson.”


  “All right. Now that’s settled—what are the neuters to you, Geraldine?”


  She controlled herself with a visible effort. “Mr. Craddock, I know what’s done on Androida. I know that anyone rich enough to take out a hunting licence can simply land there and murder as many androids as he likes. The androids have absolutely no rights, no protection, no——”


  Peter nodded. “We’ll take that as read. The neuters have as tough a time of it as anything else set up in a shooting gallery to be knocked down. But why the ire, why all this concern?”


  The woman shook with fury. “If a child were tortured before your eyes, would you——”


  Peter sighed. “Look Geraldine, save the hysterics. All I’m asking is, do you know what you’re talking about? Do you know anything about neuters, or are you just getting sentimental over something you think is inhuman, something you know nothing whatever about, something you’re just imagining?”


  “I don’t imagine the thousands of androids wantonly shot to provide mentally diseased men and women with a sadistic thrill!”


  “No, and you don’t imagine the thousands of robots scrapped every year—it’s the same thing. Geraldine, have you ever been on Androida?”


  “Yes!” she blazed at him. “If you only knew . . . What are you getting at, anyway?” Peter wondered if he should explain that he was trying to find out what made people erupt into scathing indignation like G.L. Smithson’s letter to the Sun, how much they knew, how much they imagined, what was back of it, what LOC’s attitude to such attacks should be.


  “Have you ever hunted neuters?” he asked.


  “No, never!” she retorted, with loathing in her voice. “And don’t keep calling them neuters!”


  “Why not?”


  “Call them androids if you like, but neuters means they’re nothing at all; it’s like calling coloured people niggers, it means the androids are——”


  “It means they haven’t any sex. And neither they have.” He smiled inwardly. Naturally she’d defend coloured people too. And Jews. And Chinese. And anyone or anything else that seemed to need defending. “But I won’t call them neuters any more, Geraldine. That’s a promise.”


  He wasn’t laughing at her. He liked her. But was there anything behind her attitude, anything but misplaced indignation? That was what he wanted to know. Almost certainly not. Nevertheless . . .


  “Look, Geraldine,” he said pleasantly, “suppose you try to tell me, calmly and reasonably, what you’ve got against our treatment of the neut—androids. I’m not unreasonable. If you’ve got a point, I’ll see it.”


  He stopped her as she was about to burst out passionately.


  “But don’t get mad at me. I don’t believe it matters a tinker’s curse what anybody does to any android. Where am I wrong?”


  She looked down at the cat, which had finished the milk, stretched itself, and seemed about to go to sleep. The sight softened her.


  “In other words,” she said in a controlled voice, “I’m not supposed to argue my way, I’m to argue your way?” Peter hesitated. She was right. Her arguments were the way she felt, of course. She was imaginative, emotional, sympathetic. And he was asking for logic.


  “I’m sorry,” he said apologetically. “But you see, logic is the only thing I understand.” Unexpectedly she laughed, and she laughed as beautifully as he’d expected. She looked at him with more friendliness. Now she was sorry for him, because he only understood logic.


  “Look at it this way,” she said. “The essential point is what the androids are, isn’t it?”


  Peter nodded, surprised. For Geraldine Smithson, this was very reasonable.


  “If they’re humans, I’m right and you’re wrong, and if they’re robots, you’re right and I’m wrong, isn’t that it?”


  “You’re still making sense. Go on.”


  “Well, I know they’re more human than robot. That’s all.” Most unexpectedly, this shook Peter. It wasn’t just her calm certainty, it was her unexpected grasp of the essential point and her brief, calm statement of the thing which would make her right and him wrong—if it was true.


  She saw the effect she’d had on him, and said in some surprise: “Why, you mean it, Mr. Craddock. You really can be convinced.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t think I can be convinced. But I can always see reason. What makes you believe the androids are more human than robot?” Her anger was gone now, because she liked him, she was sorry for him for only understanding logic.


  “If I could convince you of that,” she said slowly, carefully, “you, the president of LOC—what would you do?” Peter shrugged his shoulders. “I said I didn’t think you could.”


  “I know. But what I want to know is, is it worth while convincing you? If you were convinced, what would you do?”


  Peter considered. “Try to get the androids a fair deal, I guess,” he said. “But you can’t——”


  “You would,” Geraldine breathed. “You really would. I think I believe you.”


  Peter went home more puzzled by Geraldine Smithson than he had ever been by anybody. Doris had never puzzled him much—perhaps that was the trouble.


  Why, when she had seen he was prepared to see reason, had Geraldine suddenly refused to say any more about the androids, insisted that she had to know him better before she produced her “proof” ?


  It was possible, as she claimed, that she knew things no one else knew. But if so, why the secrecy? Why had he a dinner date with Geraldine Smithson for that evening, under a promise not to talk about the androids?


  It wasn’t because she was a gold-digger, he knew that. She knew he was married. He was certain all she wanted of him was his support, his services as a campaigner.


  And apart from all this, could she be right? Could it be true that androids were more human than robot?


  Peter let himself into his house, frowning, considering what he knew about neuters.


  It was Doris who hunted them, not him. Twice a doctor had sent him on a hunting-trip, for his health and to release repressions, as the doctor put it. Neuter-hunting had the support of most of the psychologists. You killed a few neuters and worked it off, whatever It was.


  Apart from that most of his experience of androids and Androida was second-hand, admittedly. It was pretty considerable, for all that.


  Androids were organic, self-fuelling, to a limited extent self-repairing, thinking robots. They did not grow and they had no sex. They were made as children, as mature adults or as old men and women, and only in appearance did these groups differ.


  What they had in common with human beings was the food they ate, an ability of cells to repair themselves, a habit of sleeping, a certain faculty of reasoning, and their general appearance.


  What they lacked, that human beings had, included the power to reproduce themselves, the ability to recover from more serious injury, and human intelligence. Their emotions were simply what was given to them when they were made—generally no more than an overall desire to survive, a gregarious tendency, and one or two other things which followed from these things. Left alone, they would live for about twenty years. By that time a lot of minor faults would have developed and the creature would die.


  They were not, of course, physically as complex as human beings. They were simplified working models, with one plastic lung, one kidney, a heart which was rather more efficient than the human heart but much less adaptable, more liable to injury, and a stomach which couldn’t yet be made as small and compact as the human stomach.


  But none of this was visible until you cut them open.


  Their intelligence, too, was rudimentary. They were provided with vocal cords which should enable them to speak, but so far no android had learned how to, except for one or two carefully and very patiently trained by experimental psychologists.


  At an estimate, androids’ IQ on the same scale as humans ranged from about 40-50.


  Peter reflected on all this and couldn’t see any essential difference between androids and robots. It was no use being kind to neuters—they didn’t know you were being kind to them. It was no use trying to get them to do anything unless a desire to do the thing had been impressed on their protoplasmic brains when they were made.


  There were android animals too, because some hunters preferred bigger game. Android lions and tigers and panthers. But you had to be careful where you put these on Androida, or they’d eat up all the neuters.


  Peter tried to work out a moral judgment on killing.


  It was wrong to kill a human being. Perhaps it was always wrong—certainly it was a mighty, shocking crime for which there might be extenuation but never complete exoneration.


  It was also perhaps wrong to kill animals, which had a right to live too. But man was a meat-eater, and was obviously meant to get his protein in that form. So it was wrong, but justifiable, to raise animals for their meat and kill them humanely.


  It was not wrong to kill an android. You made a thing, that was all, a thing that looked like a man, without desires, without soul, without life. You gave it life of a sort, but that wasn’t enough—it would lie down and starve. You had to give it some sort of desire to live too.


  It would be quite easy to make neuters which wanted to die at the hands of human beings. Their sole desire, then, would be to live until some man or woman would kill them. But where would be the sport in that? No, you had to make androids that didn’t want to be killed.


  On the basis of all he knew about neuters, Peter couldn’t see how Geraldine could even hope to convince him that she was right about the androids and he was wrong:


  Some time ago Peter and Doris had split the house into two. They still lived in the same house, technically, but half of it was his and half hers.


  They hadn’t so much agreed on this as argued the state of affairs into existence. Peter wanted peace, so he had to demand it by promising not to invade Doris’s privacy. Doris, from sheer pride, had to say she wouldn’t set foot in Peter’s half of the house until he asked her to.


  So now when he wanted to talk to Doris, Peter called her by visiphone.


  “Hallo, darling,” he said, as her picture appeared.


  Doris was astonished, though she tried to hide it. “Peter!” she exclaimed involuntarily.


  Peter looked at her critically, comparing her with Geraldine. He couldn’t help it.


  “You dine out more than me, Doris,” he said coolly. “Where do you suggest I take a . . . friend?”


  “Grisson’s,” said Doris automatically. “What kind of friend?” she added jealously, for Peter’s pause had left no doubt of the sex of the friend.


  “Oh, just a girl. Thanks, darling. We’ll go there.”


  He hung up. Now, why exactly had he done that? Just to annoy Doris, or because he really wanted her opinion about places to dine?


  No, he decided. Not for either of those reasons, but because it wasn’t stalemate between him and Doris—because very soon they would have to come together again, or drift much further apart, one or the other.


  He wasn’t going to have an affair with Geraldine; he was quite decided on that.


  Somewhere further back in his mind he was also aware of the fact that men often had affairs with girls they had never intended to have affairs with.


  He found Geraldine as a dinner-companion rather abstracted, very charming occasionally but never for long. Peter was wryly amused at her lapses of concentration. Every time she remembered she was with Peter Craddock, president of LOC and a man who could be very influential in a pro-android campaign, she’d waken up and do her best to interest and be interested. But when she forgot, which was often, she lost herself in her thoughts and answered in vague monosyllables.


  “Why aren’t you married?” Peter asked.


  She was startled into attention again. “Why? Must everyone be married?”


  “One would think you’d be.”


  She started to say something, stopped, started to say something else, stopped, seemed rather amused at something, and finally said nothing at all.


  They got on very well for a spell after that, until Peter looked up and saw Doris with a man he didn’t know. He smiled across at her.


  “Who’s that?” asked Geraldine—woman enough to emerge instantly from her brown study the second when the man she was with noticed another woman.


  “My wife,” said Peter calmly.


  He didn’t miss the look of loathing that flickered across Geraldine’s face. “The huntress?” she asked, as she might have said: “The murderer?”


  Peter nodded. He was amused by the frown that passed across Geraldine’s face as she surveyed Doris across the restaurant floor. It was the frown with which a woman recognizes that another woman is prettier than she thought.


  A great many things amused Peter. Another was the fact that Doris had considered it worth while to come and take a good look at his . . . friend. Still another was the fact that she wouldn’t get any reassurance from looking at Geraldine.


  “Let’s have it, Geraldine,” he said. “You know me well enough now. What’s this about the androids?”


  She shook her head obstinately.


  Peter looked across the room again. There was no doubt of it, Doris looked eminently desirable when she was with another man. Maybe she knew that. He admired her for coming. That was the old Doris, the Doris he used to be in love with.


  The same kind of impulse which had made him call Doris and ask her where to take Geraldine came to him again.


  “Doris Craddock, the huntress,” he murmured. “She had a new adventure this morning . . .”


  And he told Geraldine about the trap, the ninety androids shut in a prison of rock.


  She jumped to her feet. “She did that?” Geraldine exclaimed. “HI kill her! She . . .”


  Peter grabbed her wrist and pulled her down. Diners at nearby tables spun round to stare at them, shocked.


  “This morning!” Geraldine breathed. “Then there’s still time . . .”


  “For what?”


  “To let them out, fool! The people she shut up——”


  “People?”


  “Androids, then! Let me go!”


  “You want to go to Androida now?”


  She didn’t bother to answer that.


  “All right,” said Peter agreeably. “I’ll take you. We’ll borrow Doris’s ship.”


  Geraldine looked at him uncertainly.


  “I mean it,” he insisted. “We’ll even take Doris if you like.”


  “If we took her,” said Geraldine furiously, “I’d kill her.”


  “Then we’d better not take her,” said Peter equably.


  They left together—and Peter noticed that Doris noticed.


  At the spacefield no one was surprised that Doris’s ship should be wanted at such a time—Doris did quite a bit of night hunting—but they were surprised that it was Peter who wanted it. The Controller hesitated, wondering if it was all right to let Peter take Doris’s ship, but not seeing any justification for stopping him.


  When they were inside, Peter saw that the ship was already set for the run to Androida, on automatic, and merely had to trip a switch or two. He did so.


  At 1G all the way—acceleration halfway, deceleration the other half—the trip took thirty-five minutes when Earth and Androida were in their present relative positions. This despite the fact that in thirty-five minutes’ straight one-gee accel-decel a ship would cover only some six thousand miles. One-third of the power the trip took was expended in moving the ship through space at the required speed; the other two-thirds were needed as a sort of sacrifice at the altar of the great god Inertia.


  At one-gee the time for the run at present would be seventeen hours—too long to enable people to do a spot of hunting between breakfast and lunch. The sacrifice to the god Inertia was worth it. It saved more time, more precious human time . . . for the men and women who had won it to look at and wonder how they were going to fill it up without too much boredom.


  Peter turned to Geraldine. They were still wearing formal evening clothes—it had seemed ridiculous in the face of Geraldine’s impatience to suggest going home first and changing.


  “So we’re going to rescue ninety androids,” he said mildly, as if that were a perfectly natural thing to be doing.


  Geraldine turned to him quickly, hesitated, finally said nothing.


  “I’m not complaining,” said Peter, knowing she had all but told him her secret, “just wondering, that’s all.”


  “You don’t mind?” Geraldine asked.


  Peter grinned. “If I minded, I wouldn’t be here,” he remarked.


  Geraldine reached a decision. “I’ll have to tell you. You are open-minded, Peter, aren’t you?”


  It was the first time she had called him Peter.


  “You have to be, or . . . There aren’t many people I’d dare tell this to. Peter, isn’t it obvious? Haven’t you guessed? I’m an android.”


  Peter didn’t blink. It was a waste of breath saying that was impossible. She knew that as well as he did. She had to come up with a better story than that, and she must know it.


  “Oh, there was areal Geraldine L. Smithson, of course,” she went on quickly. “Otherwise I’d never have existed at all. I can’t tell this story in order—I have to tell you things I discovered later, but didn’t know at the time.


  “The first things I remembered were on Androida. I must have been made on Earth and taken to Androida like every other android, but I’ve no impressions of that. My first conscious existence was among the androids, being hunted by men and women. Now do you understand my attitude?”


  “If this is true,” said Peter breathlessly, shocked out of his usual calm, “some terrible mistake was made—or you were the victim of a shocking crime. Because I know the androids, Geraldine, and you aren’t, couldn’t possibly—”


  “Let me go on with my story,” said Geraldine. “The story itself shows there was no mistake, that there was no shocking crime—except the one that’s committed every day against all androids . . .”


  Peter looked at her closely, and nodded. She didn’t look crazy and he didn’t think she was deliberately lying. On the other hand, what she was saying couldn’t possibly be true.


  The only thing to do was listen to the whole story . . . and if it was still impossible, it was a lie.


  “Go on, Geraldine,” he said quietly.


  She looked away from him, at a blank wall, and spoke undramatically. “You can imagine what my life was like. I can’t tell you a great deal more than you can imagine, because a new android hasn’t very clear perceptions, can’t understand many of them, and can’t store them too well. You’ve no idea how much language helps you to remember things.


  “We’d no language, of course, no tradition, nothing but the vague herd-instinct that’s built into androids. My group was hunted twice, and a few of us died. I didn’t care in the least about that then, I must admit. I felt only a muddled sort of relief that it wasn’t me.


  “Peter, you’re almost right about the androids. They go around in a stupid, muzzy, uncertain daze, as if their brains were about a hundred miles away from their bodies and communication wasn’t too good. But they needn’t always be like that. They needn’t always . . .”


  “Go on,” said Peter again. There was conviction in this. Geraldine believed what she said, that was clear.


  Though Peter didn’t believe it, couldn’t believe it, it was disconcerting how many little things about it made sense. Now that he had the key, Peter saw that from the instant he met her Geraldine had been talking, acting, as if she was of one race and he was of another. There was the way she’d called androids “people.” Her passionate attack against inhumanity toward them. Her reaction when he had asked why she wasn’t married. Her hatred of Doris the instant she saw her.


  “One day,” Geraldine went on, “when I came back to the main group I found a woman and two men among them. Humans. Three humans and about fifty of us—fifty androids. But there wasn’t any fighting. The three humans had weapons. They were keeping the androids at a safe distance, but they weren’t killing us. They were asking questions, in fact.


  “Of course, I didn’t know then what it was all about. You can’t appreciate an android’s lack of knowledge and experience unless you’ve been one—unless you are one. No, they could have kept trying for fifty years and we’d still never have understood what they wanted of us.


  “Actually, they were lost. It was weeks later that I discovered that. They thought we knew where their ship was.


  “We knew in a vague sort of way that humans came and went on ships, ships they could get into but which would never open for us. But we’d never heard of any of them being lost. In fact, the very conception of being lost was incomprehensible to us, because you, couldn’t be lost unless you had a place to go to, and we had none.


  “All that day two of them stayed where they were while the other went out alone to look for the ship. I know now that was what they were doing. They knew it couldn’t be far from their base, and if they kept on looking they were sure to find it eventually.


  “We left them alone because they were armed, and because for once they were leaving us alone. They shot two people—androids, I mean—who came too close, that was all. They didn’t let us mass close to them in case we rushed them.


  “They didn’t find the ship that day. At night they settled down to sleep, leaving one always on guard.”


  Geraldine hesitated, reevaluating. She could never have told this story before.


  “From the moment I saw the woman,” she went on, “I felt drawn to her somehow. I didn’t hate her as androids, those that are left, automatically hate humans after they’ve been hunted once or twice. It’s obvious now that before this I must have seen my own reflection in pools, and so this woman was familiar. I had no idea I was like her—that’s the sort of idea androids simply don’t get.


  “That night I slept . . . I had no part in what happened. When shouts and screams wakened me, it was all over.


  “Whoever the humans had left on guard must have fallen asleep. The two men were dead and the woman was injured. Round her lay all my group—all that hadn’t run away. They’d attacked, but even asleep the three humans hadn’t been easy prey. They’d killed about thirty androids.


  “If the woman, the real Geraldine Smithson, hadn’t been my model I’d have run like the rest, I guess. Or tried to kill her, and she’d have killed me.


  “But I was so curious, so interested, not knowing why, that I hung around in the darkness until I was pretty sure that the woman couldn’t move. It turned out she had a broken leg.


  “The first bit of reasoning I ever did was this: I worked out that if I could get her weapons away from her, the woman would be helpless and I’d really have her in my power. So I waited. The only two living things within miles were her and me.


  “Presently she either fell asleep again or fainted. I crept up to her. And I got her gun.”


  Peter by this time was simply listening. Geraldine’s story still couldn’t be true. Androids just couldn’t be like Geraldine. She wasn’t the most intelligent woman he’d ever met, but her intelligence was at least average—for humans. And that meant that among androids she must have been . . .


  But even apart from intelligence, what about her perfect figure, her taste, her dress sense . . . more immaculate than Doris—an android?


  Looking at her made it impossible. She wore a low-cut white gown, and he could see that her breasts were firm, strong, decidedly mammalian, not flabby and functionless, as in the most flawless of androids. He could see that under the thin, clinging stuff her belly was as taut and spare as Doris’s, a virtual proof that she was human.


  Her story was ridiculous on so many counts that any one of a dozen points would have disproved it.


  But Geraldine was still speaking. “I looked after her for weeks,” she said. “I didn’t know why. I don’t now. Perhaps it was to get some of her secrets from her, to become better and stronger and safer than any other android.


  “Almost at once she started to teach me to talk. I took her to a cave I knew. She kept trying to get me to do something, but it was a long time before I could understand what it was. I thought she was trying to get me to give her her gun back. I’d buried it so that she couldn’t find it.


  “Later I discovered she wanted me to look for her ship. If she could get to it, she’d be safe.


  “Almost the first day at the cave she took off her clothes and made me hide them. It was a long time before I understood that either, but it should have been obvious, even to an android. Naked, with a broken leg, she was like the rest of us. Nobody would believe she was a human, omnipotent, omniscient.


  “She was quite right. She was safe. Later one or two androids did see her, and didn’t give her a second glance.


  “I’ll hurry up with the story. I was slow to learn, but I did learn. I was getting on fine, knew the woman’s name, the meaningless syllables which represented where she lived, knew how like each other we were, had a vocabulary of about two hundred words, and there was no telling what would have happened. I think she meant to take me back to Earth, show me off, try to change people’s attitude to androids. She tried several times to explain to me that if people knew what androids were like, could be like, this persecution of them would be bound to stop.


  “Neither of us knew anything about setting bones. And at last Geraldine became delirious. I don’t know whether her fever was a complication of her leg injury or something different. Anyway, she was delirious for two days. Then she died.”


  Peter nodded, not arguing. Was it possible, he wondered, if something like this story had happened, the other way? Suppose it had been the android who died, and the real Geraldine who lived? That might explain some of this . . .


  “I didn’t know what to do,” Geraldine went on. “I told you I could almost talk, but there wasn’t the faintest chance of my being able to pass as Geraldine. Just think of it. I knew nothing, absolutely nothing, about Earth, about human relations, about spaceships, about anything but Androida and being an android . . . and I didn’t know any too much about that.


  “Nevertheless, she’d been determined to take me to Earth, and that’s where I meant to go, somehow.


  “I buried her. Then I got out her clothes and figured out how to wear them. I got used to wearing them. I dug up her gun, found out how to use it, and practiced until I could use it. Then I set out to look for men and women.”


  Now, how was she going to explain this, Peter wondered. So far, everything in her story had been reasonable, everything except the idea of an android learning to speak and learning to use a gun, the idea not so much of Geraldine being an android as of an android being Geraldine.


  “When I came across a man two days later, a hunter, I just let him find me, and talked as Geraldine had done just before she died.”


  “Huh?”


  “I pretended I was seeing things he wasn’t seeing, fell down, tried to get up, tossed about, and said a word or two here and there . . . I’d had two days to study delirium, you know.”


  Peter nodded half admiringly, half exasperated. She still wasn’t stumped. Her story explained how an android could be accepted as a human being—if an android ever could pass for a human being.


  “I kept it up,” said Geraldine. “That hunter brought me to Earth and I was taken straight to hospital. They never suspected, for how could they suspect? They merely thought at first that I was delirious, and later, that I’d had a mental shock that caused partial amnesia. I managed to keep a jump ahead of the doctors and psychologists . . . By the time they were seriously studying me, trying to find out my history, how I got to be like that, I’d already learned a lot.


  “The nearest thing for me was when they were going to hypnotize me to discover what had happened. I found out just in time what hypnosis was like and wouldn’t let them do it. It would have worked with me, I think, and the psychologists couldn’t have helped finding out the truth.”


  “Did they teach you to read?” Peter asked idly.


  She nodded. “For two days they were really puzzled about that. It didn’t worry them that I couldn’t read, but when they found I wasn’t even familiar with the printed letters they got to wondering how that could happen. But after two days I’d made such progress that they thought I was remembering. It wasn’t that. It was because I’d realized how important reading was going to be to me, that anything I needed to know I was going to have to get from books—I spent every waking hour trying to learn to read.” She looked at him half curiously, half defiantly, to see what he had to say.


  Peter by this time just didn’t know. A big point was that she wasn’t an android claiming to be a human, not any more. She was a human claiming to be an android—and why should she lie?


  Yet it was impossible. “Geraldine,” he said, trying not to let his voice reveal anything, “Geraldine, why do you look like a woman and not an android?”


  He went over to her, examined her closely.


  “I must have been a particularly good specimen,” she said steadily. “There is variation, you know. Some androids look like Frankensteins. Some are very nearly . . . some are like me.”


  He prodded her and tapped her teeth. He was deliberately as physically offensive as possible yet quite clinical—so that a woman could not help resenting his offensiveness, while an android, sexless, could have nothing to resent.


  Androids were made to look as much like human beings as possible. They had skin, flesh and blood, and their hair grew from their heads. Short of X-ray or murder, he couldn’t know, “An X-ray will prove it,” he said.


  Geraldine shook her head. “I can’t let anyone take one,” she said defiantly. “Peter, I’ve told you the truth. But can’t you see, I can hardly tell anyone else?”


  “But once they knew——”


  “Once they know I’m an android—well, you know how their thinking will go from there.”


  He had to admit she was right. It was a regrettable feature of human nature that even scientists were capable of believing only what they were prepared to believe, and if it were known first that Geraldine was an android, investigators would inevitably find thereafter that she was in all respects sub-human.


  “What’s the name of the hunter who found you?” he asked.


  She didn’t seem to resent his lingering incredulity. “Jack Mercury,” she told him.


  Peter knew Jack Mercury. He was quite a well-known hunter. Doris knew him well.


  Peter looked at his watch. “We’ve still a few minutes before we land,” he said. “You can hardly walk around Androida like that. I’m sure you’ll find something more suitable to wear in there.” He nodded at Doris’s tiny dressing-room. Only after he’d spoken did he realize there had been a subtle, involuntary change in his manner.


  He’d talked to her as if she were an inferior form of life.


  Geraldine went docilely, however. And Peter, watching the door she had closed behind her, called Earth on the radio. Only very rich men could afford to make private calls from spaceships, but Peter felt he had to know what Jack Mercury had to say.


  He got Jack Mercury without delay. “Peter Craddock,” he said. “Listen, Jack, what do you know about Geraldine L. Smithson?”


  “I picked her up crazy on Androida once,” came Jack’s voice, thin but very clear. “Crazy?”


  “Well . . . maybe the doctors had another word for it, I wouldn’t know. She was acting crazy. If you act crazy, you’re crazy even if you’re not, if you get what I mean.”


  “You mean you weren’t sure she really was crazy?”


  “All I can say is, she was crazy the way she wanted it.”


  “But you did pick her up, alone?”


  “Oh yes. Why, does somebody say I didn’t?”


  “Thanks, Jack.” Peter broke the connection just before Geraldine appeared in a pair of red slacks and one of Doris’s dazzling white blouses. She didn’t have Doris’s dash, but she had much more than Doris’s know-how.


  She couldn’t be an android. She just couldn’t.


  If she was an android—just as a hypothesis—if she was an android, what had been done to the androids had been horrible. Indirectly, Peter had caused more deaths than Napoleon, created more misery than Hitler. Doris had more to answer for than the worst of the Roman emperors.


  Because even if she was a very special android, which was obvious, anyway, Geraldine proved that every neuter had the spark, the divine spark that Peter and almost every other human being had always been sure, completely sure, they lacked.


  If androids could be like Geraldine, what Peter had dictated that morning to Sylvia in answer to G.L. Smithson’s letter was a lie.


  If Geraldine was an android, no one must ever again murder an android; androids’ rights must be recognized. Peter would have to fight for those rights as he had promised Geraldine he would. He would have to fight for them independent of any promise.


  If Geraldine was an android . . .


  He found himself, over and over again, very nearly being guilty of the kind of thinking which asserted Geraldine couldn’t be an android because it would be utterly horrible if she was.


  It was dark when the ship landed. Peter knew that unless Doris had reset its destination, it would land in the precise spot on Androida from which it had taken off that morning. And from something she had said when telling him what had happened, he knew that the valley in which she had imprisoned the ninety androids was a mile or two to the north of where she had left her ship.


  He armed himself and Geraldine. “You may not want a gun to use against the androids,” he said grimly, “but you’ll need it. You could never get them to believe, now, that you’re one of them.”


  He locked up the ship and they began to make their way north.


  It was almost, but not quite, pitch black. Androida had no moon, and through the planet’s thick, heavy, water-laden atmosphere not a single star could be seen.


  Yet they could see, not much but enough. There was phosphorus in Androida’s pools, just enough to provide the faintest of illumination, not so much light as a lessening of the darkness.


  “I haven’t been back here since . . .” Geraldine said presently.


  “Since you were an android? What’s it like, Geraldine? To live as an animal?”


  She sighed. “When you’re doing it, you’re not observing. Just living. And you’ve nothing to compare it with—no Earth, no security, no law, no civilization . . .”


  The night was silent, hot and oppressive. Peter had forgotten that nights were so hot on Androida. He’d left on his dinner-suit pants and shirt, though he’d taken off all the frills. Now he removed the shirt and threw it away, wondering if some neuter would find and wear it.


  “How does it feel to have men admire you—and know it’s empty?” he asked.


  “How d’you mean—empty?”


  “You can’t give them what they want, anyway. You can’t marry them, can’t have children, can’t . . .”


  She was silent.


  “How does it feel?” he persisted.


  “Sickening,” she said briefly.


  Well, was that the answer? He tried to imagine it. A neuter who looked like a woman, and wasn’t, could still have pride in herself—in itself. To be admired, would that be sickening, amusing, delightful, or what?


  Sickening, perhaps. Perhaps sex was sickening to those who had none. But more likely, if it was sickening to them, it was so because they had none. Because they were living creatures who couldn’t reproduce themselves. Because they were jealous of other living creatures who could.


  They saw no sign of life.


  All was silent . . . they seemed to have the world to themselves. Perhaps they were lulled, hypnotized by the silence. And it was a long time since either of them had been on Androida.


  When they were rushed in the darkness they were taken completely by surprise. There was a moment of panic, disbelief, inaction while they were frozen by the unexpectedness of the attack.


  Then Peter dragged out his gun in such haste that it flew from his hand. No such catastrophe befell Geraldine. She brought up her gun—and hesitated.


  There were perhaps a dozen of them, neuters, of course. Most of the hunters who died on Androida were the ones who had taken the androids too lightly. In a night attack like this they could be very effective . . .


  “For heaven’s sake shoot, Geraldine!” Peter shouted. “You can’t play with——”


  He butted one neuter with his shoulder and kicked the legs of another from under him. Somewhere over in this direction was his gun. He cursed it for being black and dull instead of gleaming, easy to find in the darkness. He fumbled, straightened to knock another neuter back among his fellows.


  Failing to find the gun, Peter whipped out his knife. Geraldine was almost hidden among the androids, and still she hadn’t fired a shot.


  “I can’t. .she gasped. “I can’t do it!”


  Peter slashed at two more savages and reached her. He snatched at Geraldine’s gun, to wrest it from her. If she wasn’t going to use it, he certainly would.


  Just before his fingers closed on the gun, Geraldine pitched forward at his feet. At the same time Peter stiffened in pain. An android, using a boulder as a weapon, had crashed it against his back.


  Peter carved with the knife, bent quickly and swept up Geraldine’s gun in his hand. He shot twice from ground level.


  And after that it was all over. Two or three neuters got away. Nine lay dead about them.


  The attack should never have come to anything if Peter hadn’t been clumsy, if Geraldine hadn’t refused to shoot. As it was, it might have been the end of both of them.


  Geraldine appeared to be stunned, no more. There was no sign of injury.


  Not until Peter reached behind her to raise her head. His fingers sank into a warm, sticky hole.


  The back of her head had been crushed with a stone. When Peter felt her pulse it was merely to confirm what he already knew—that she was dead.


  He stood up, trying to sort out a tangle of emotions.


  He wasn’t angry or vengeful—he was simply overwhelmingly sorry for Geraldine He felt pity, regret, exasperation that she should have died so unnecessarily, refusing to kill the androids who were trying to kill her.


  They had died anyway, all except two. Peter might have died too, because she wouldn’t shoot at the androids.


  Yet he understood why she couldn’t shoot, understood it and admired her for it.


  He should have kept her safe because she was unique. There couldn’t be anyone else like her. Perhaps there never would be. She must be the most outstanding android that ever was—the android genius of all time.


  For just a moment or two he thought: Now she’s dead I needn’t do anything about the androids. They’re nothing to me, and she’s not around any more to show what neuters can become . . . I can cut this day out of my life, pretend it never happened.


  But it was no use. He’d have liked to pretend it never happened, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to. The fact that Geraldine wasn’t alive to make him do what he knew he had to do made no real difference.


  Android-hunting would have to be stopped—at once. What was to be done about the neuters would take a lot of consideration, but certainly if androids were, or could be, real, intelligent, thinking beings, they’d have to be treated as such—somehow.


  Probably manufacture of neuters would stop. Those that existed already would be trained for a job and to work, like robots.


  No, not like robots. That was just the point They weren’t robots.


  It would need a lot of working out . . .


  What an irony it was that those eleven androids who had attacked them had come close to prolonging the androids’ collective misery for perhaps another hundred years, until another Geraldine Smithson showed that androids were people, not the robots that everyone thought them. If Geraldine and Peter had both been killed, perhaps no one would ever have known that it was possible for a neuter to hide and stay hidden among humans.


  Poor Geraldine. He looked up. The first light of dawn was appearing: that meant it would be full day in less than fifteen minutes. He looked down at her again, a neat, pathetic little figure.


  He didn’t have to worry that the police back on Earth might think he’d killed her.


  There were machines and drugs by which an innocent man could prove his innocence, even when everything looked against him. No, the police would know it was the truth. They’d also get the other story; they were bound to . . .


  Peter looked down at Geraldine again, thoughtfully. He had to be sure. At first he hadn’t been able to believe she was an android. Later . . . yes, now he believed it. The way she hadn’t been able to shoot androids even in self-defence was the final piece of evidence.


  Still, he had to be sure. He could take her body back to Earth in the ship. Perhaps he would, though there was a stringent health regulation that anyone who died on Androida had to be left on Androida. This was a very special case.


  But before he broke that rule, he had to be quite sure.


  He bent over one of the dead neuters.


  Peter was no surgeon. He hacked at the ribs, stripped away dead flesh, simply to see. And he saw.


  Android flesh was like the flesh of raw fish, tough, rubbery, oily. You couldn’t mistake it for human flesh, not once you got beneath the skin. It smelled different, rather a pleasant, sweet smell, a smell Peter knew. You couldn’t mistake it for animal flesh at all, for it wasn’t. It was culture flesh, as different from human flesh as plastic from wood.


  It wasn’t necessary to lay bare the organs, to strip the bones. Short of cutting the skin, you couldn’t know . . . After cutting the skin, cutting deep, you couldn’t help knowing.


  Peter cut open a female android too, or rather an android shaped like a woman, just to make sure. She was exactly the same.


  He turned to Geraldine’s body, and hesitated. Once more he felt for pulse, listened for breathing. Yes, she was dead. Still he hesitated. Could they revive dead androids? He’d never heard of it being done, but it was possible. Perhaps Geraldine could be restored, with all her memory, her intelligence, her knowledge.


  No, her brain was damaged. Nevertheless . . .


  Damn it, he was only making excuses because he was afraid to cut her open, afraid to know. Lying face up, clean, neat, peaceful, with no sign of the mess at the back of her head, she looked so nearly alive that he couldn’t bring himself to loot her body for the information it possessed.


  He made himself do it, nevertheless. He pulled the white blouse—Doris’s white blouse—up so as to cover Geraldine’s face. It couldn’t watch him, accuse him any more.


  Then he cut, decisively—the ribs, as with the two neuters. So that there couldn’t be any possible doubt. There wasn’t. He turned away, retching.


  Geraldine was human. Human, not android. Beyond all possibility of error.


  Why he retched was because one could cut up neuters and feel nothing. They were neuters, nothing at all. But cutting up Geraldine . . .


  Perhaps her story had been half true. Perhaps an android girl had cared for Geraldine Smithson—only it hadn’t been the neuter who returned, it had been Geraldine, the real Geraldine.


  She must have half believed her story, though. She couldn’t have been so convincing otherwise. With her vivid imagination, her all-embracing sympathy, her boundless pity, she’d identified with the androids . . .


  That was it, she’d identified with them. She was an android. Their miseries were her miseries. She’d try to stop mankind’s inhumanity to them, if she could. Any way she could.


  Peter sighed and turned away from Geraldine. Poor Geraldine, he thought again, but the thought wasn’t quite the same now.


  It was day. Around Peter lay nine dead neuters and one dead woman. But already he was feeling better than he had done a few minutes ago. If Geraldine wasn’t an android, why, the whole thing collapsed.


  Androids were robots, after all. They had no miseries, no feelings, no rights, no injustices were done to them. They were just machines, just artificial creatures for men and women to hunt.


  And it didn’t matter about Doris’s ninety victims of the day before. He needn’t bother to let them out.


  He stooped, picked up his own gun, turned and went back to Doris’s ship. He couldn’t bury Geraldine, so he left her.


  Anyway, she was dead. That was all that mattered. Poor, compassionate, sympathetic Geraldine.


  It was a vast relief that now he wouldn’t have to do anything about the neuters. The difficulties of the campaign he’d have had to fight swelled around him like Androida’s mists.


  He could let them swell now, look at them squarely, because now he wouldn’t have to grapple with them.


  They were in the past, like Geraldine.


  He reached the ship, got inside. Those ninety androids imprisoned by Doris’s artificial avalanche returned to his thoughts . . . after all, to replace them was going to cost somebody four thousand five hundred dollars.


  It wouldn’t do any harm to leathern out.


  So he took the ship low over the valley, saw the poor neuter wretches squatting behind the blocked exit, staring at it hopelessly, and dropped a small bomb to blow a way through for them.


  First he chased the neuters away so that they wouldn’t be blown to bits, then dropped his bomb neatly on the outside. It made a neat hole wide enough for two men to pass through, abreast.


  He didn’t wait to see the androids make their escape from their prison. He set the ship on automatic for Earth.


  Of course, he hadn’t needed to release the neuters. He’d done it simply because it was a waste to leave them . . .


  No he hadn’t. He admitted frankly to himself that he would never kill another android as long as he lived. Geraldine had been a human, not an android, true—but he’d had a fright. He’d never harm another android.


  He didn’t want Doris to go on hunting either. Could he stop her? Yes, of course he could stop her. She only hunted because . . .


  Well, she only hunted as a substitute for something else. Women would never hunt if they had the . . . the something else. And Doris was going to have it. Anything so long as she stopped hunting.


  It would be nice to be in love with Doris again. It had been far too long . . .


  And perhaps LOC could pull out of Androida. Perhaps he could trade LOC’s android interests for something else—a bigger piece of Exotica, perhaps. Or he might go ahead with that scheme to turn Ceres into a super road-house, a stepping-stone to the outer planets. It was a gamble, certainly.


  The less he had to do with androids in the future the better he’d like it.


  Poor Geraldine. Poor, self-deluding, likeable Geraldine.


  Poor neuters.


  But that was silly. Hadn’t this shown that neuters were just neuters? That he didn’t have to take any action . . .


  Yes, but it had given him a fright.


  He called Doris by radio. After all, what was the use of having money, being able to do things like that, if you never did them?


  She’d be asleep in bed, no doubt, but he didn’t care. He waited.


  “Doris?” he said, as a sleepy voice came on the line. “Will you marry me?”


  He laughed at her answer. “No, I’m not drunk—and you must be if you don’t know my voice, even from space . . . Doris, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’ve been acting like this. Trouble is, it’s easier to start than to stop——”


  He listened to her for quite a while, a smile he wasn’t aware of breaking over his face.


  “The same goes for falling in love,” he said at last, gently. “It’s easy to start, but not so easy to stop. We always knew we were right for each other, didn’t we, even when things were worst? This time, let’s do it right.”


  She had nothing to say. Peter still had plenty, but he suddenly remembered that it wasn’t an ordinary phone call and said rapidly: “Sorry darling; if I don’t hang up I’ll be a poor man. See you in half an hour. And . . . can I come into your half of the house—without knocking?”


  When he’d hung up he looked involuntarily at the closed door of the dressing-room, just as he’d done the last time—just before Geraldine appeared.


  But he wasn’t going to think of Geraldine, or the androids, or Androida. They weren’t his business any more.


  He was going to start a new love affair with the woman who, when all was said and done, was his favourite woman.
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  This particular story we’ve got is


  A novel that no one should


  miss.


  I’m not sure I know what the


  plot is,


  But I think it goes something


  like this:


  There’s some people on Venus


  bombarding


  The Earth with some rockets


  and stuff,


  And the people of Earth are re-


  garding


  The whole situation as rough.


  The hero’s a fellow named Dan-


  ton,


  Who belongs to an under-


  ground league—


  From Singapore, China, to Scran-


  ton,


  They have woven a web of


  intrigue.


  This Danton is clever and smart;


  he


  Is trying for all he is worth


  To help this so-called Pro-Earth


  party


  Throw over the rulers of Earth.


  Meanwhile, upon far-away Ve-


  nus,


  We find there’s another big


  plot.


  (And somewhere in here, just


  between us,


  The tale gets confusing, some-


  what.)


  Now let’s see: The Venusian


  boss is


  Named Thomas—a fat, heavy


  slob.


  He must watch out for


  sneak double-crosses,


  Because everyone’s after his


  job.


  Well, anyhow, this guy’s immor-


  tal,


  In spite of his oversize build.


  And, according to every report’ll


  Keep living; he can not be


  killed.


  At the same time, elsewhere on


  the planet,


  A group of conspirators meet,


  And the whole bunch agrees to a


  man it


  Would be real nice if Thomas


  got beat.


  And while these two factions are


  wrangling


  As to which one is is gonna be


  boss,


  Back on Earth, the Pro-Earth


  Party’s angling


  To throw Earth’s bigshots for


  a loss.


  The Security Council, who


  govern


  The Earth, have decided to


  act.


  Their agents go out and dis-


  cover n-


  Ew dope on a fantastic fact.


  It seems that young Danton, the


  hero,


  Found a big Duplication Ma-


  chine.


  But his future is practic’liy


  zero—


  The poor boob don’t know


  he’s been seen.


  The underground party intended


  To duplicate bigshots galore,


  And in the confusion attended


  By this, they would make a big


  score.


  But their plans are completely


  confounded


  And all their finagelings flop;


  And they’re all absolutely


  astounded


  To find one of their guys is a


  cop!


  So Danton gets tossed in the lock-


  up,


  Along with the rest of the boys.


  And this is somewhat of a shock,


  Up-


  Setting all of his plans and his


  poise.


  Back to Venus the scene now is


  moving—


  Boss Thomas has just gone


  through hell;


  He’s recovered from poisoning,


  proving


  His body is sound as a bell.


  Says Luisa, his gal, “What’s the


  answer?


  How is it you didn’t drop


  dead?”


  Thomas, grinning, says, “Well,


  I’ve got cancer;


  “But the secret I’ll keep in my


  head.”


  And now, back to Terra we’re


  shifting.


  (This tale bounces all over


  space.)


  The Council’s discovered by sift-


  ing.


  That Danton has just the right


  face.


  “There’s a fellow on Venus,”


  they tell him,


  “Who looks just exactly like


  you.


  “Your job’s to replace and expel


  him—


  “About five or six Dantons


  will do!”


  Back to Venus! The boys are be-


  ginning


  To start an invasion of


  Earth.


  While on Terra, young Danton


  is twinning,


  In a sort of mechanical birth.


  The machine gives a pop and a


  buzz, un-


  Derlined by a couple of dicks.


  Five new ones—almost half a


  dozen.


  With Danton himself, that


  makes six.


  One duplicate’s killed by the


  Party;


  Two more leave the Earth,


  Venus bound,


  While the other two, still hale


  and hearty,


  Decided they will stay on the


  ground.


  The Original Danton smiles


  slickly:


  “I don’t see what I’m needed


  for!”


  So he marries the heroine


  quickly,


  And we don’t see him much


  any more.


  But the story just keeps right on


  going;


  Back to Venus we leap once


  again,


  Where it’s hot, and the sand-


  storms are blowing.


  The scene opens here with


  three men.


  Two Dantons and one small po-


  liceman


  Figure out how the boss can


  be downed,


  While Thomas, that sly and


  obese man,


  Is plotting things deep under-


  ground.


  With a slam and a bang, starts


  the trouble.


  (The authors do this part up


  brown.)


  One Danton replaces his double,


  While the other one sneaks


  around town.


  But it’s more complicated on


  Terra. R-


  Emember? There’s three Dan-


  tons there!


  And the old Pro-Earth Party, in


  error,


  Picks up one of the duplicate


  pair.


  While, on Venus, the joint’s in a


  tizzy;


  Two Dantons and one Captain


  Small


  Know the double’s suspicious—


  or is he?


  I don’t think they’re quite sure


  at all.


  VOLPLA


  Wyman Guin


  The only kind of gag worth pulling, I always maintained, was a cosmic one—till I learned the Cosmos has a really nasty sense of humor!


  THERE WERE three of them. Dozens of limp little mutants that would have sent an academic zoologist into hysterics lay there in the metabolic accelerator. But there were three of them. My heart took a great bound.


  I heard my daughter’s running feet in the animal rooms and her rollerskates banging at her side. I closed the accelerator and walked across to the laboratory door. She twisted the knob violently, trying to hit a combination that would work.


  I unlocked the door, held it against her pushing and slipped out so that, for all her peering, she could see nothing. I looked down on her tolerantly.


  “Can’t adjust your skates?” I asked again.


  “Daddy, I’ve tried and tried and I just can’t turn this old key tight enough.”


  I continued to look down on her.


  “Well, Dad-dee, I can’t!”


  “Tightly enough.”


  “What?”


  “You can’t turn this old key tightly enough.”


  “That’s what I say-yud.”


  “All right, wench. Sit on this chair.”


  I got down and shoved one saddle shoe into a skate. It fitted perfectly. I strapped her ankle and pretended to use the key to tighten the clamp.


  Volplas at last. Three of them. Yet I had always been so sure I could create them that I had been calling them volplas for ten years. No, twelve. I glanced across the animal room to where old Nijinsky thrust his graying head from a cage. I had called them volplas since the day old Nijinsky’s elongated arms and his cousin’s lateral skin folds had given me the idea of a flying mutant.


  WHEN NIJINSKY saw me looking at him, he started a little tarantella about his cage. I smiled with nostalgia when the fifth fingers of his hands, four times as long as the others, uncurled as he spun about the cage.


  I turned to the fitting of my daughter’s other skate.


  “Daddy?”


  “Yes?”


  “Mother says you are eccentric. Is that true?”


  “I’ll speak to her about it.”


  “Don’t you know?”


  “Do you understand the word?”


  “No.”


  I lifted her out of the chair and stood her on her skates. “Tell your mother that I retaliate. I say she is beautiful.”


  She skated awkwardly between the rows of cages from which mutants with brown fur and blue fur, too much and too little fur, enormously long and ridiculously short arms, stared at her with simian, canine or rodent faces. At the door to the outside, she turned perilously and waved.


  Again in the laboratory, I entered the metabolic accelerator and withdrew the intravenous needles from my first volplas. I carried their limp little forms out to a mattress in the lab, two girls and a boy. The accelerator had forced them almost to adulthood in less than a month. It would be several hours before they would begin to move, to learn to feed and play, perhaps to learn to fly.


  Meanwhile, it was clear that here was no war of dominant mutations. Modulating alleles had smoothed the freakish into a beautiful pattern. These were no monsters blasted by the dosage of radiation into crippled structures. They were lovely, perfect little creatures.


  My wife tried the door, too, but more subtly, as if casually touching the knob while calling.


  “Lunch, dear.”


  “Be right there.”


  She peeked too, as she had for fifteen years, but I blocked her view when I slipped out.


  “Come on, you old hermit. I have a buffet on the terrace.”


  “Our daughter says I’m eccentric. Wonder how the devil she found out.”


  “From me, of course.”


  “But you love me just the same.”


  “I adore you.” She stretched on tiptoe and put her arms over my shoulders and kissed me.


  My wife did indeed have a delicious-looking buffet ready on the terrace. The maid was just setting down a warmer filled with hot hamburgers. I gave the maid a pinch and said, “Hello, baby.”


  My wife looked at me with a puzzled smile. “What on Earth’s got into you?”


  The maid beat it into the house.


  I flipped a hamburger and a slice of onion onto a plate and picked up the ketchup and said, “I’ve reached the dangerous age.”


  “Oh, good heavens!”


  I DOWSED ketchup over the hamburger, threw the onion on and closed it. I opened a bottle of beer and guzzled from it, blew out my breath and looked across the rolling hills and oak woods of our ranch to where the Pacific shimmered. I thought, “All this and three volplas, too.”


  I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth and said aloud, “Yes, sir, the dangerous age. And, lady, I’m going to have fun.”


  My wife sighed patiently.


  I walked over and put the arm that held the beer bottle around her shoulder and chucked her chin up with my other hand. The golden sun danced in her blue eyes. I watched that light in her beautiful eyes and said, “But you’re the only one I’m dangerous about.”


  I kissed her until I heard rollerskates coming across the terrace from one direction and a horse galloping toward the terrace from the other direction.


  “You have lovely lips,” I whispered.


  “Thanks. Yours deserve the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval, too.”


  Our son reared the new palomino I had just bought him for his fourteenth birthday and yelled down, “Unhand that maiden, Burrhead, or I’ll give you lead poisoning.”


  I laughed and picked up my plate and sat down in a chair. My wife brought me a bowl of salad and I munched the hamburger and watched the boy unsaddle the horse and slap it away to the pasture.


  I thought, “By God, wouldn’t he have a fit if he knew what I have back there in that lab! Wouldn’t they all!”


  The boy carried the saddle up onto the terrace and dropped it. “Mom, I’d like a swim before I eat.” He started undressing.


  “You look as though a little water might help,” she agreed, sitting down next to me with her plate.


  The girl was yanking off her skates. “And I want one.”


  “All right. But go in the house and put on your swim suit.”


  “Oh, Mother. Why?”


  “Because, dear, I said so.”


  The boy had already raced across the terrace and jack-knifed into the pool. The cool sound of the dive sent the girl scurrying for her suit.


  I looked at my wife. “What’s the idea?”


  “She’s going to be a young woman soon.”


  “Is that any reason for wearing clothes? Look at him. He’s a young man sooner than already.”


  “Well, if you feel that way about it, they’ll both have to start wearing clothes.”


  I gulped the last of my hamburger and washed it down with the beer. “This place is going to hell,” I complained. “The old man isn’t allowed to pinch the maid and the kids can’t go naked.” I leaned toward her and smacked her cheek. “But the food and the old woman are still the best.”


  “Say, what goes with you? You’ve been grinning like a happy ape ever since you came out of the lab.”


  “I told you—”


  “Oh, not that again! You were dangerous at any age.”


  I stood up and put my plate aside and bent over her. “Just the same, I’m going to have a new kind of fun.”


  SHE REACHED up and grabbed my ear. She narrowed her eyes and put a mock grimness on her lips.


  “It’s a joke,” I assured her. “I’m going to play a tremendous joke on the whole world. I’ve only had the feeling once before in a small way, but I’ve always. . . .”


  She twisted my ear and narrowed her eyes even more. “Like?”


  “Well, when my old man was pumping his first fortune out of some oil wells in Oklahoma, we lived down there. Outside this little town, I found a litter of flat stones that had young black-snakes under each slab. I filled a pail with them and took them into town and dumped them on the walk in front of the movie just as Theda Bara’s matinee let out. The best part was that no one had seen me do it. They just couldn’t understand how so many snakes got there. I learned how great it can be to stand around quietly and watch people encounter the surprise that you have prepared for them.”


  She let go of my ear. “Is that the kind of fun you’re going to have?”


  “Yep.”


  She shook her head. “Did I say you are eccentric?”


  I grinned. “Forgive me if I eat and run, dear. Something in the lab can’t wait.”


  The fact was that I had something more in the lab than I had bargained for. I had aimed only at a gliding mammal a little more efficient than the Dusky Glider of Australia, a marsupial. Even in the basically mutating colony, there had been a decidedly simian appearance in recent years, a long shift from the garbage-dump rats I had started with. But my first volplas were shockingly humanoid.


  They were also much faster than had been their predecessors in organizing their nervous activity after the slumbrous explosion of growth in the metabolic accelerator. When I returned to the lab, they were already moving about on the mattress and the male was trying to stand.


  He was a little the larger and stood twenty-eight inches high. Except for the face, chest and belly, they were covered with a soft, almost golden down. Where it was bare of this golden fur, the skin was pink. On their heads and across the shoulders of the male stood a shock of fur as soft as chinchilla. The faces were appealingly humanoid, except that the eyes were large and nocturnal. The cranium was in the same proportion to the body as it is in the human.


  WHEN THE male spread his arms, the span was forty-eight inches. I held his arms out and tried to tease the spars open. They were not new. The spars had been common to the basic colony for years and were the result of serial mutations effecting those greatly elongated fifth fingers that had first appeared in Nijinsky. No longer jointed like a finger, the spar turned backward sharply and ran alongside the wrist almost to the elbow. Powerful wrist muscles could snap it outward and forward. Suddenly, as I teased the male volpla, this happened.


  The spars added nine inches on each side to his span. As they swept out and forward, the lateral skin that had, till now, hung in resting folds was tightened in a golden plane that stretched from the tip of the spar to his waist and continued four inches wide down his legs to where it anchored at the little toe.


  This was by far the most impressive plane that had appeared till now. It was a true gliding plane, perhaps even a soaring one. I felt a thrill run along my back.


  By four o’clock that afternoon, I was feeding them solid food and, with the spars closed, they were holding little cups and drinking water from them in a most humanlike way. They were active, curious, playful and decidedly amorous.


  Their humanoid qualities were increasingly apparent. There was a lumbar curvature and buttocks. The shoulder girdle and pectoral muscles were heavy and out of proportion, of course, yet the females had only one pair of breasts. The chin and jaw were humanlike instead of simian and the dental equipment was appropriate to this structure. What this portended was brought home to me with a shock.


  I was kneeling on the mattress, cuffing and roughing the male as one might a puppy dog, when one of the females playfully climbed up my back. I reached around and brought her over my shoulder and sat her down. I stroked the soft fur on her head and said, “Hello, pretty one. Hello.”


  The male watched me, grinning.


  He said, “ ’Ello,’ello.”


  AS I walked into the kitchen, giddy with this enormous joke, my wife said, “Guy and Em are flying up for dinner. That rocket of Guy’s they launched in the desert yesterday was a success. It pulled Guy up to Cloud Nine and he wants to celebrate.”


  I danced a little jig the way old Nijinsky might do it. “Oh, great! Oh, wonderful! Good old Guy! Everybody’s a success. It’s great. It’s wonderful. Success on success!”


  I danced into the kitchen table and tipped over a basket of green corn. The maid promptly left the kitchen for some other place.


  My wife just stared at me. “Have you been drinking the lab alcohol?”


  “I’ve been drinking the nectar of the gods. My Hera, you’re properly married to Zeus. I’ve my own little Greeks descended from Icarus.”


  She pretended a hopeless sag of her pretty shoulders. “Wouldn’t you just settle for a worldly martini?”


  “I will, yes. But first a divine kiss.”


  I sipped at my martini and lounged in a terrace chair watching the golden evening slant across the beautiful hills of our ranch. I dreamed. I would invent a euphonious set of words to match the Basic English vocabulary and teach it to them as their language. They would have their own crafts and live in small tree houses.


  I would teach them legends: that they had come from the stars, that they had subsequently watched the first red men and then the first white men enter these hills.


  When they were able to take care of themselves, I would turn them loose. There would be volpla colonies all up and down the Coast before anyone suspected. One day, somebody would see a volpla. The newspapers would laugh.


  Then someone authoritative would find a colony and observe them. He would conclude, “I am convinced that they have a language and speak it intelligently.”


  The government would issue denials. Reporters would “expose the truth” and ask, “Where have these aliens come from?” The government would reluctantly admit the facts. Linguists would observe at close quarters and learn the simple volpla language. Then would come the legends.


  Volpla wisdom would become a cult—and of all forms of comedy, cults, I think, are the funniest.


  “DARLING, ARE you listening to me?” my wife asked with impatient patience.


  “What? Sure. Certainly.”


  “You didn’t hear a word. You just sit there and grin into space.” She got up and poured me another martini. “Here, maybe this will sober you up.”


  I pointed. “That’s probably Guy and Em.”


  A ‘copter sidled over the ridge, then came just above the oak woods toward us. Guy set it gently on the landing square and we walked down to meet them.


  I helped Em out and hugged her. Guy jumped out, asking, “Do you have your TV set on?”


  “No,” I answered. “Should I?”


  “It’s almost time for the broadcast. I was afraid we would miss it.”


  “What broadcast?”


  “From the rocket.”


  “Rocket?”


  “For heaven’s sake, darling,” my wife complained, “I told you about Guy’s rocket being a success. The papers are full of it. So are the broadcasts.”


  As we stepped up on the terrace, she turned to Guy and Em. “He’s out of contact today. Thinks he’s Zeus.”


  I asked our son to wheel a TV set out onto the terrace while I made martinis for our friends. Then we sat down and drank the cocktails and the kids had fruit juice and we watched the broadcast Guy had tuned in.


  Some joker from Cal Tech was explaining diagrams of a multi-stage rocket.


  After a bit, I got up and said, “I have something out in the lab I want to check on.”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” Guy objected. “They’re about to show the shots of the launching.”


  My wife gave me a look; you know the kind. I sat down. Then I got up and poured myself another martini and freshened Em’s up, too. I sat down again.


  The scene had changed to a desert launching site. There was old Guy himself explaining that when he pressed the button before him, the hatch on the third stage of the great rocket in the background would close and, five minutes later, the ship would fire itself.


  Guy, on the screen, pushed the button, and I heard Guy, beside me, give a sort of little sigh. We watched the hatch slowly close.


  “You look real good,” I said. “A regular Space Ranger. What are you shooting at?”


  “Darling, will you please—be—quiet?”


  “Yeah, Dad. Can it, will you? You’re always gagging around.”


  ON THE screen, Guy’s big dead-earnest face was explaining more about the project and suddenly I realized that this was an instrument-bearing rocket they hoped to land on the Moon. It would broadcast from there. Well, now—say, that would be something! I began to feel a little ashamed of the way I had been acting and I reached out and slapped old Guy on the shoulder. For just a moment, I thought of telling him about my volplas. But only for a moment.


  A ball of flame appeared at the base of the rocket. Miraculously, the massive tower lifted, seemed for a moment merely to stand there on a flaming pillar, then was gone.


  The screen returned to a studio, where an announcer explained that the film just shown had been taken day before yesterday. Since then, the rocket’s third stage was known to have landed successfully at the south shore of Mare Serenitatis. He indicated the location on a large lunar map behind him.


  “From this position, the telemeter known as Rocket Charlie will be broadcasting scientific data for several months. But now, ladies and gentlemen, we will clear the air for Rocket Charlie’s only general broadcast. Stand by for Rocket Charlie.”


  A chronometer appeared on the screen and, for several seconds, there was silence.


  I heard my boy whisper, “Uncle Guy, this is the biggest!”


  My wife said, “Em, I think I’ll just faint.”


  Suddenly there was a lunar landscape on the screen, looking just as it’s always been pictured. A mechanical voice cut in.


  “This is Rocket Charlie saying, ‘Hello, Earth,’ from my position in Mare Serenitatis. First I will pan the Menelaus Mountains for fifteen seconds. Then I will focus my camera on Earth for five seconds.”


  The camera began to move and the mountains marched by, stark and awesomely wild. Toward the end of the movement, the shadow of the upright third stage appeared in the foreground.


  Abruptly the camera made a giddy swing, focused a moment, and we were looking at Earth. At that time, there was no Moon over California. It was Africa and Europe we were looking at.


  “This is Rocket Charlie saying, ‘Good-by, Earth.’ ”


  Well, when that screen went dead, there was pandemonium around our terrace. Big old Guy was so happy, he was wiping tears from his eyes. The women were kissing him and hugging him. Everybody was yelling at once.


  I USED THE metabolic accelerator to cut the volplas’ gestation down to one week. Then I used it to bring the infants to maturity in one month. I had luck right off. Quite by accident, the majority of the early infants were females, which sped things up considerably.


  By the next spring, I had a colony of over a hundred volplas and I shut down the accelerator. From now on, they could have babies in their own way.


  I had devised the language for them, using Basic English as my model, and during the months while every female was busy in the metabolic accelerator, I taught the language to the males. They spoke it softly in high voices and the eight hundred words didn’t seem to tax their little skulls a bit.


  My wife and the kids went down to Santa Barbara for a week and I took the opportunity to slip the oldest of the males and his two females out of the lab.


  I put them in the jeep beside me and drove to a secluded little valley about a mile back in the ranch.


  They were all three wide-eyed at the world and jabbered continuously. They kept me busy relating their words for “tree,” “rock,” “sky” to the objects. They had a little trouble with “sky.”


  Until I had them out in the open country, it had been impossible to appreciate fully what lovely little creatures they were. They blended perfectly with the California landscape. Occasionally, when they raised their arms, the spars would open and spread those glorious planes.


  Almost two hours went by before the male made it into the air. His playful curiosity about the world had been abandoned momentarily and he was chasing one of the girls. As usual, she was anxious to be caught and stopped abruptly at the bottom of a little knoll.


  He probably meant to dive for her. But when he spread his arms, the spars snapped out and those golden planes sheared into the air. He sailed over her in a stunning sweep. Then he rose up and up until he hung in the breeze for a long moment, thirty feet above the ground.


  He turned a plaintive face back to me, dipped worriedly and skimmed straight for a thorn bush. He banked instinctively, whirled toward us in a golden flash and crashed with a bounce to the grass.


  The two girls reached him before I did and stroked and fussed over him so that I could not get near. Suddenly he laughed with a shrill little whoop. After that, it was a carnival.


  THEY LEARNED quickly and brilliantly. They were not fliers; they were gliders and soarers. Before long, they took agilely to the trees and launched themselves in beautiful glides for hundreds of feet, banking, turning and spiraling to a gentle halt.


  I laughed out loud with anticipation. Wait till the first pair of these was brought before a sheriff! Wait till reporters from the Chronicle motored out into the hills to witness this!


  Of course, the volplas didn’t want to return to the lab. There was a tiny stream through there and at one point it formed a sizable pool. They got into this and splashed their long arms about and they scrubbed each other. Then they got out and lay on their backs with the planes stretched to dry.


  I watched them affectionately and wondered about the advisability of leaving them out here. Well, it had to be done sometime. Nothing I could tell them about surviving would help them as much as a little actual surviving. I called the male over to me.


  He came and squatted, conference fashion, the elbows resting on the ground, the wrists crossed at his chest. He spoke first.


  “Before the red men came, did we live here?”


  “You lived in places like this all along these mountains. Now there are very few of you left. Since you have been staying at my place, you naturally have forgotten the ways of living outdoors.”


  “We can learn again. We want to stay here.” His little face was so solemn and thoughtful that I reached out and stroked the fur on his head reassuringly.


  We both heard the whir of wings overhead. Two mourning doves flew across the stream and landed in an oak on the opposite hillside.


  I pointed. “There’s your food, if you can kill it.”


  He looked at me. “How?”


  “I don’t think you can get at them in the tree. You’ll have to soar up above and catch one of them on the wing when they fly away. Think you can get up that high?”


  He looked around slowly at the breeze playing in the branches and dancing along the hillside grass. It was as if he had been flying a thousand years and was bringing antique wisdom to bear. “I can get up there. I can stay for a while. How long will they be in the tree?”


  “Chances are they won’t stay long. Keep your eye on the tree in case they leave while you are climbing.”


  HE RAN to a nearby oak and clambered aloft. Presently he launched himself, streaked down-valley a way and caught a warm updraft on a hillside. In no time, he was up about two hundred feet. He began criss-crossing the ridge, working his way back to us.


  The two girls were watching him intently. They came over to me wonderingly, stopping now and then to watch him. When they were standing beside me, they said nothing. They shaded their eyes with tiny hands and watched him as he passed directly above us at about two hundred and fifty feet. One of the girls, with her eyes fast on his soaring planes, reached out and grasped my sleeve tightly.


  He flashed high above the stream and hung behind the crest of the hill where the doves rested. I heard their mourning from the oak tree. It occurred to me they would not leave that safety while the hawklike silhouette of the volpla marred the sky so near.


  I took the girl’s hand from my sleeve and spoke to her, pointing as I did so. “He is going to catch a bird. The bird is in that tree. You can make the bird fly so that he can catch it. Look here.” I got up and found a stick. “Can you do this?”


  I threw the stick up into a tree near us. Then I found her a stick. She threw it better than I had expected.


  “Good, pretty one. Now run across the stream and up to that tree and throw a stick into it.”


  She climbed skillfully into the tree beside us and launched herself across the stream. She swooped up the opposite hillside and landed neatly in the tree where the doves rested.


  The birds came out of the tree, climbing hard with their graceful strokes.


  I looked back, as did the girl remaining beside me. The soaring volpla half closed his planes and started dropping. He became a golden flash across the sky.


  The doves abruptly gave up their hard climbing and fell away with swiftly beating wings. I saw one of the male volpla’s planes open a little. He veered giddily in the new direction and again dropped like a molten arrow.


  The doves separated and began to zigzag down the valley. The volpla did something I would not have anticipated—he opened his planes and shot lower than the bird he was after, then swept up and intercepted the bird’s crossward flight.


  I saw the planes close momentarily. Then they opened again and the bird plummeted to a hillside. The volpla landed gently atop the hill and stood looking back at us.


  The volpla beside me danced up and down shrieking in a language all her own. The girl who had raised the birds from the tree volplaned back to us, yammering like a bluejay.


  IT WAS a hero’s welcome. He had to walk back, of course—he had no way to carry such a load in flight. The girls glided out to meet him. Their lavish affection held him up for a time, but eventually he strutted in like every human hunter.


  They were raptly curious about the bird. They poked at it, marveled at its feathers and danced about it in an embryonic rite of the hunt. But presently the male turned to me.


  “We eat this?”


  I laughed and took his tiny, four-fingered hand. In a sandy spot beneath a great tree that overhung the creek, I built a small fire for them. This was another marvel, but first I wanted to teach them how to clean the bird. I showed them how to spit it and turn it over their fire.


  Later, I shared a small piece of the meat in their feast. They were gleeful and greasily amorous during the meal.


  When I had to leave, it was dark. I warned them to stand watches, keep the fire burning low and take to the tree above if anything approached. The male walked a little away with me when I left the fire.


  I said again, “Promise me you won’t leave here until we’ve made you ready for it.”


  “We like it here. We will stay. Tomorrow you bring more of us?”


  “Yes. I will bring many more of you, if you promise to keep them all here in this woods until they’re ready to leave.”


  “I promise.” He looked up at the night sky and, in the firelight, I saw his wonder. “You say we came from there?”


  “The old ones of your kind told me so. Didn’t they tell you?”


  “I can’t remember any old ones. You tell me.”


  “The old ones told me you came long before the red men in a ship from the stars.” Standing there in the dark, I had to grin, visioning the Sunday supplements that would be written in about a year, maybe even less.


  He looked into the sky for a long time. “Those little lights are the stars?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Which star?”


  I glanced about and presently pointed over a tree. “From Venus.” Then I realized I had blundered by passing him an English name. “In your language, Pohtah.”


  He looked at the planet a long time and murmured, “Venus. Pohtah.”


  THAT NEXT week, I transported all of the volplas out to the oak woods. There were a hundred and seven men, women and children. With no design on my part, they tended to segregate into groups consisting of four to eight couples together with the current children of the women. Within these groups, the adults were promiscuous, but apparently not outside the group. The group thus had the appearance of a super-family and the males indulged and cared for all the children without reference to actual parenthood.


  By the end of the week, these super-families were scattered over about four square miles of the ranch. They had found a new delicacy, sparrows, and hunted them easily as they roosted at night. I had taught the volplas to use the fire drill and they were already utilizing the local grasses, vines and brush to build marvelously contrived tree houses in which the young, and sometimes the adults, slept through midday and midnight.


  The afternoon my family returned home, I had a crew of workmen out tearing down the animal rooms and lab building. The caretakers had anesthetized all the experimental mutants, and the metabolic accelerator and other lab equipment was being dismantled. I wanted nothing around that might connect the sudden appearance of the volplas with my property. It was already apparent that it would take the volplas only a few more weeks to learn their means of survival and develop an embryonic culture of their own. Then they could leave my ranch and the fun would be on.


  My wife got out of the car and looked around at the workmen hurrying about the disemboweled buildings and she said, “What on Earth is going on here?”


  “I’ve finished my work and we no longer need the buildings. I’m going to write a paper about my results.”


  My wife looked at me appraisingly and shook her head. “I thought you meant it. But you really ought to. It would be your first.”


  My son asked, “What happened to the animals?”


  “Turned them over to the university for further study,” I lied.


  “Well,” he said to her, “you can’t say our pop isn’t a man of decision.”


  Twenty-four hours later, there wasn’t a sign of animal experimentation on the ranch.


  Except, of course, that the woods were full of volplas. At night, I could hear them faintly when I sat out on the terrace. As they passed through the dark overhead, they chattered and laughed and sometimes moaned in winged love. One night a flight of them soared slowly across the face of the full Moon, but I was the only one who noticed.


  I MADE DAILY trips out to the original camp to meet the oldest of the males, who had apparently established himself as a chief of all the volpla families. He assured me that the volplas were staying close to the ranch, but complained that the game was getting scarce. Otherwise things were progressing nicely.


  The males now carried little stone-tipped spears with feathered shafts that they could throw in flight. They used them at night to bring down roosting sparrows and in the day to kill their biggest game, the local rabbits.


  The women wore bluejay feathers on their heads. The men wore plumes of dove feathers and sometimes little skirts fashioned of rabbit down. I did some reading on the subject and taught them crude tanning of their rabbit and squirrel hides for use in their tree homes.


  The tree homes were more and more intricately wrought with expert basketry for walls and floor and tight thatching above. They were well camouflaged from below, as I suggested.


  These little creatures delighted me more and more. For hours, I could watch the adults, both the males and females, playing with the children or teaching them to glide. I could sit all afternoon and watch them at work on a tree house.


  So one day my wife asked, “How does the mighty hunter who now returns from the forest?”


  “Oh, fine. I’ve been enjoying the local animal life.”


  “So has our daughter.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She has two of them up in her room.”


  “Two what?”


  “I don’t know. What do you call them?”


  I went up the stairs three at a time and burst into my daughter’s room.


  There she sat on her bed reading a book to two volplas.


  One of the volplas grinned and said in English, “Hello there, King Arthur.”


  “What’s going on here?” I demanded of all three.


  “Nothing, Daddy. We’re just reading like we always do.”


  “Like always? How long has this been going on?”


  “Oh, weeks and weeks. How long has it been since you came here that first time to visit me, Fuzzy?”


  The impolite volpla who had addressed me as King Arthur grinned at her and calculated. “Oh, weeks and weeks.”


  “But you’re teaching them to read English.”


  “Of course. They’re such good pupils and so grateful. Daddy, you won’t make them go away, will you? We love each other, don’t we?”


  Both volplas nodded vigorously.


  She turned back to me. “Daddy, did you know they can fly? They can fly right out of the window and way up in the sky.”


  “Is that a fact?” I said testily. I looked coldly at the two volplas. “I’m going to speak to your chief.”


  BACK DOWNSTAIRS again, I raved at my wife. “Why didn’t you tell me a thing like this was going on? How could you let such an unusual thing go on and not discuss it with me?”


  My wife got a look on her face that I don’t see very often. “Now you listen to me, mister. Your whole life is a secret from us. Just what makes you think your daughter can’t have a little secret of her own?”


  She got right up close to me and her blue eyes snapped little sparks all over me. “The fact is that I was wrong to tell you at all. I promised her I wouldn’t tell anyone. Look what happened when I did. You go leaping around the house like a raving maniac just because a little girl has a secret.”


  “A fine secret!” I yelled. “Didn’t it occur to you this might be dangerous? Those creatures are over-sexed and. . . .” I stumbled into an awful silence while she gave me the dirtiest smile since the days of the Malatestas.


  “How did you . . . suddenly get to be . . . the palace eunuch? Those are sweet lovable little creatures without a harm in their furry little bodies. But don’t think I don’t realize what’s been going on. You created them yourself. So, if they have any dirty ideas, I know where they got them.”


  I stormed out of the house. I spun the jeep out of the yard and ripped off through the woods.


  The chief was sitting at home as comfortable as you please. He was leaning back against the great oak that hid his tree house. He had a little fire going and one of the women was roasting a sparrow for him. He greeted me in volpla language.


  “Do you realize,” I blurted angrily, “that there are two volplas in my daughter’s bedroom?”


  “Why, yes,” he answered calmly. “They go there every day. Is there anything wrong with that?”


  “She’s teaching them the words of men.”


  “You told us some men may be our enemies. We are anxious to know their words, the better to protect ourselves.”


  He reached around behind the tree and, right there in broad daylight, that volpla pulled a copy of the San Francisco Chronicle out of hiding. He held it up apologetically. “We have been taking it for some time from the box in front of your house.”


  He spread the paper on the ground between us. I saw by the date that it was yesterday’s. He said proudly, “From the two who go to your house, I have learned the words of men. As men say, I can ‘read’ most of this.”


  I JUST STOOD there gaping at him. How could I possibly recoup this situation so that the stunning joke of the volplas wouldn’t be lost? Would it seem reasonable that the volplas, by observing and listening to men, had learned their language? Or had they been taught it by a human friend?


  That was it—I would just have to sacrifice anonymity. My family and I had found a colony of them on our ranch and taught them English. I was stuck with it because it was the truth.


  The volpla waved his long thin arm over the front page. “Men are dangerous. They will shoot us with their guns if we leave here.”


  I hastened to reassure him. “It will not be like that. When men have learned about you, they will leave you alone.” I stated this emphatically, but for the first time I was beginning to see this might not be a joke to the volplas. Nevertheless, I went on. “You must disperse the families at once. You stay here with your family so we remain in contact, but send the other families to other places.”


  He shook his head. “We cannot leave these woods. Men would shoot us.”


  Then he stood and looked squarely at me with his nocturnal eyes. “Perhaps you are not a good friend. Perhaps you have lied to us. Why are you saying we should leave this safety?”


  “You will be happier. There will be more game.”


  He continued to stare directly at me. “There will be men. One has already shot one of us. We have forgiven him and are friends. But one of us is dead.”


  “You are friends with another man?” I asked, stunned.


  He nodded and pointed up the valley. “He is up there today with another family.”


  “Let’s go!”


  He had the advantage of short glides, but the volpla chief couldn’t keep up with me. Sometimes trotting, sometimes walking fast, I got way ahead of him. My hard breathing arose as much out of my anxiety about the manner of handling this stranger as it did out of the exertion.


  I rounded a bend in the creek and there was my son sitting on the grass near a cooking fire playing with a baby volpla and talking in English to an adult volpla who stood beside him. As I approached, my son tossed the baby into the air. The tiny planes opened and the baby drifted down to his waiting hands.


  He said to the volpla beside him, “No, I’m sure you didn’t come from the stars. The more I think about it, the more I’m sure my father—”


  I yelled from behind them, “What business do you have telling them that?”


  THE MALE volpla jumped about two feet. My son turned his head slowly and looked at me. Then he handed the baby to the male and stood up.


  “You haven’t any business out here!” I was seething. He had destroyed the whole store of volpla legends with one small doubt.


  He brushed the grass from his trousers and straightened. The way he was looking at me, I felt my anger turning to a kind of jelly.


  “Dad, I killed one of these little people yesterday. I thought he was a hawk and I shot him when I was out hunting. I wouldn’t have done that if you had told me about them.”


  I couldn’t look at him. I stared at the grass and my face got hot.


  “The chief tells me that you want them to leave the ranch soon. You think you’re going to play a big joke, don’t you?”


  I heard the chief come up behind me and stand quietly at my back.


  My son said softly, “I don’t think it’s much of a joke, Dad. I had to listen to that one crying after I hit him.”


  There were big black trail ants moving in the grass. It seemed to me there was a ringing sound in the sky. I raised my head and looked at him. “Son, let’s go back to the jeep and we can talk about it on the way home.”


  “I’d rather walk.” He sort of waved to the volpla he had been talking to and then to the chief. He jumped the creek and walked away into the oak woods.


  The volpla holding the baby stared at me. From somewhere far up the valley, a crow was cawing. I didn’t look at the chief. I turned and brushed past him and walked back to the jeep alone.


  At home, I opened a bottle of beer and sat out on the terrace to wait for my son. My wife came toward the house with some cut flowers from the garden, but she didn’t speak to me. She snapped the blades of the scissors as she walked.


  A volpla soared across the terrace and landed at my daughter’s bedroom window. He was there only briefly and relaunched himself. He was followed from the window in moments by the two volplas I had left with my daughter earlier in the afternoon. I watched them with a vague unease as the three veered off to the east, climbing effortlessly.


  When I finally took a sip of my beer, it was already warm. I set it aside. Presently my daughter ran out onto the terrace.


  “Daddy, my volplas left. They said good-by and we hadn’t even finished the TV show. They said they won’t see me again. Did you make them leave?”


  “No. I didn’t.”


  She was staring at me with hot eyes. Her lower lip protruded and trembled like a pink tear drop.


  “Daddy, you did so.” She stomped into the house, sobbing.


  My God! In one afternoon, I had managed to become a palace eunuch, a murderer and a liar!


  MOST OF the afternoon went by before I heard my son enter the house. I called to him and he came out and stood before me. I got up.


  “Son, I can’t tell you how sorry I am for what happened to you. It was my fault, not yours at all. I only hope you can forget the shock of finding out what sort of creature you had hit. I don’t know why I didn’t anticipate that such things would happen. It was just that I was so intent on mystifying the whole world that I. . . .”


  I stopped. There wasn’t anything more to say.


  “Are you going to make them leave the ranch?” he asked.


  I was aghast. “After what has happened?”


  “Gee, what are you going to do about them, Dad?”


  “I’ve been trying to decide. I don’t know what I should do that will be best for them.” I looked at my watch. “Let’s go back out and talk to the chief.”


  His eyes lighted and he clapped me on the shoulder, man to man. We ran out and got into the jeep and drove back up to the valley. The late afternoon Sun glared across the landscape.


  We didn’t say much as we wound up the valley between the darkening trees. I was filled more and more with the unease that had seized me as I watched the three volplas leave my terrace and climb smoothly and purposefully into the east.


  We got out at the chief’s camp and there were no volplas around. The fire had burned down to a smolder. I called in the volpla language, but there was no answer.


  We went from camp to camp and found dead fires. We climbed to their tree houses and found them empty. I was sick and scared. I called endlessly till I was hoarse.


  At last, in the darkness, my son put a hand on my arm. “What are you going to do, Dad?”


  Standing there in those terribly silent woods, I trembled. “I’ll have to call the police and the newspapers and warn everybody.”


  “Where do you suppose they’ve gone?”


  I looked to the east where the stars, rising out of the great pass in the mountains, glimmered like a deep bowl of fireflies.


  “The last three I saw were headed that way.”


  WE HAD been gone from the house for hours. When we stepped out onto the lighted terrace, I saw the shadow of a helicopter down on the strip. Then I saw Guy sitting near me in a chair. He was holding his head in his hands.


  Em was saying to my wife, “He was beside himself. There wasn’t a thing he could do. I had to get him away from there and I thought you wouldn’t mind if we flew over here and stayed with you till they’ve decided what to do.”


  I walked over and said, “Hello, Guy. What’s the matter?”


  He raised his head and then stood and shook hands. “It’s a mess. The whole project will be ruined and we don’t dare go near it.”


  “What happened?”


  “Just as we set it off—”


  “Set what off?”


  “The rocket.”


  “Rocket?”


  Guy groaned.


  “The Venus rocket! Rocket Harold!”


  My wife interjected. “I was telling Guy we didn’t know a thing about it because they haven’t delivered our paper in weeks. I’ve complained—”


  I waved her to silence. “Go on,” I demanded of Guy.


  “Just as I pushed the button and the hatch was closing, a flock of owls circled the ship. They started flying through the hatch and somehow they jammed it open.”


  Em said to my wife, “There must have been a hundred of them. They kept coming and coming and flying into that hatch. Then they began dumping out all the recording instruments. The men tried to run a motor-driven ladder up to the ship and those owls hit the driver on the head and knocked him out with some kind of instrument.”


  Guy turned his grief-stricken face to me. “Then the hatch closed and we don’t dare go near the ship. It was supposed to fire in five minutes, but it hasn’t. Those damned owls could have. . . .”


  There was a glare in the east. We all turned and saw a brief streak of gilt pencil its way up the black velvet beyond the mountains.


  “That’s it!” Guy shouted. “That’s the ship!” Then he moaned. “A total loss.”


  I grabbed him by the shoulders. “You mean it won’t make it to Venus?”


  He jerked away in misery. “Sure, it will make it. The automatic controls can’t be tampered with. But the rocket is on its way without any recording instruments or TV aboard. Just a load of owls.”


  My son laughed. “Owls! My dad can tell you a thing or two.”


  I silenced him with a scowl. He shut up, then danced off across the terrace. “Man, man! This is the biggest! The most—the greatest—the end!”


  THE PHONE was ringing. As I went to the box on the terrace, I grabbed my boy’s arm. “Don’t you breathe a word.”


  He giggled. “The joke is on you, Pop. Why should I say anything? I’ll just grin once in a while.”


  “Now you cut that out.”


  He held onto my arm and walked toward the phone box with me, half convulsed. “Wait till men land on Venus and find Venusians with a legend about their Great White Father in California. That’s when I’ll tell.”


  The phone call was from a screaming psychotic who wanted Guy. I stood near Guy while he listened to the excited voice over the wire.


  Presently Guy said, “No, no. The automatic controls will correct for the delay in firing. It isn’t that. It’s just that there aren’t any instruments. . . . What? What just happened? Calm down. I can’t understand you.”


  I heard Em say to my wife, “You know, the strangest thing occurred out there. I thought it looked like those owls were carrying things on their backs. One of them dropped something and I saw the men open a package wrapped in a leaf. You’d never believe what was in it—three little birds roasted to a nice brown!”


  My son nudged me. “Smart owls. Long trip.”


  I put my hand over his mouth. Then I saw that Guy was holding the receiver limply away from his ear.


  He spluttered. “They just taped a radio message from the rocket. It’s true that the radio wasn’t thrown out. But we didn’t have a record like this on that rocket.”


  He yelled into the phone. “Play it back.” He thrust the receiver at me.


  For a moment, there was only a gritty buzz from the receiver. Then the tape started playing a soft, high voice. “This is Rocket Harold saying everything is well. This is Rocket Harold saying good-by to men.” There was a pause and then, in clear volpla language, another voice spoke. “Man who made us, we forgive you. We know we did not come from the stars, but we go there. I, chief, give you welcome to visit. Good-by.”


  WE ALL stood around too exhausted by the excitement to say anything. I was filled with a big, sudden sadness.


  I stood for a long time and looked out to the east, where the sprawling mountain range held a bowl of dancing fireflies between her black breasts.


  Presently I said to old Guy, “How long do you think it will be before you have a manned rocket ready for Venus?”


  THE VENUS TRAP


  Evelyn E. Smith


  One thing Man never counted on to take along into space with him was the Eternal Triangle—especially a true-blue triangle like this!


  “WHAT’S the matter, darling?” James asked anxiously. “Don’t you like the planet?”


  “Oh, I love the planet,” Phyllis said. “It’s beautiful.”


  It was. The blue—really blue—grass, blue-violet shrubbery and, loveliest of all, the great golden tree with sapphire leaves and pale pink blossoms, instead of looking alien, resembled nothing so much as a fairy-tale version of Earth.


  Even the fragrance that filled the atmosphere was completely delightful to Terrestrial nostrils—which was unusual, for most other planets, no matter how well adapted for colonization otherwise, tended, from the human viewpoint, anyway, to stink. Not that they were not colonized nevertheless, for the population of Earth was expanding at too great a rate to permit merely olfactory considerations to rule out an otherwise suitable planet. This particular group of settlers had been lucky, indeed, to have drawn a planet as pleasing to the nose as to the eye—and, moreover, free from hostile aborigines.


  As a matter of fact, the only apparent evidence of animate life were the small, bright-hued creatures winging back and forth through the clear air, and which resembled Terrestrial birds so closely that there had seemed no point to giving them any other name. There were insects, too, although not immediately perceptible—but the ones like bees were devoid of stings and the butterflies never had to pass through the grub stage but were born in the fullness of their beauty.


  However, fairest of all the creatures on the planet to James Haut—just then, anyhow—was his wife, and the expression on her face was not a lovely one.


  “You do feel all right, don’t you?” he asked. “The light gravity gets some people at first.”


  “Yes, I guess I’m all right. I’m still a little shaken, though, and you know it’s not the gravity.”


  HE WOULD have liked to take her in his arms and say something comforting, reassuring, but the constraint between them had not yet been worn off. Although he had sent her an ethergram nearly every day of the voyage, the necessarily public nature of the messages had kept them from achieving communication in the deeper sense of the word.


  “Well, I suppose you did have a bit of a shock,” he said lamely. “Somehow, I thought I had told you in my ‘grams.”


  “You told me plenty in the ‘grams, but not quite enough, it seems.”


  Her words didn’t seem to make sense; the strain had evidently been a little too much. “Maybe you ought to go inside and lie down for a while.”


  “I will, just as soon as I feel less wobbly.” She brushed back the long, light brown hair which had got tumbled when she fainted. He remembered a golden rather than a reddish tinge in it, but that had been under the yellow sun of Earth; under the scarlet sun of this planet, it took on a different beauty.


  “How come the preliminary team didn’t include—it in their report?” she asked, avoiding his appreciative eye.


  “They didn’t know. We didn’t find out ourselves until we’d sent that first message to Earth. I suppose by the time we did relay the news, you were on your way.”


  “Yes, that must have been it.”


  The preliminary exploration team had established the fact that the planet was more or less Earth-type, that its air was breathable, its temperature agreeably springlike, its mineral composition very similar to Earth’s, with only slight traces of unknown elements, that there was plenty of drinkable water and no threatening life-forms. Human beings could, therefore, live on it.


  It remained for the scout team to determine whether human beings would want to live on it—whether, in fact, they themselves would want to, because, if so, they had the option of becoming the first settlers. That was the way the system worked and, in the main, it worked well enough.


  After less than two weeks, this scout team had beamed back to Earth the message that the planet was suitable for colonization, so suitable that they would like to give it the name of Elysium, if there was no objection.


  There would be none, Earth had replied, so long as the pioneers bore in mind the fact that six other planets had previously been given that name, and a human colony currently existed on only one of those. No need to worry about a conflict of nomenclature, however, because the name of that other planet Elysium had subsequently been changed by unanimous vote of settlers to Hades.


  AFTER this somewhat sinister piece of information, Earth had added the more cheerful news that the wives and families of the scouts would soon be on their way, bringing with them the tools and implements necessary to transform the wilderness of the frontier into another Earth. In the meantime, the men were to set up the packaged buildings with which all scout ships were equipped, so that when the women came, homes would be ready for them.


  The men set to work and, before the month was out, they discovered that Elysium was neither a wilderness nor a frontier. It was populated by an intelligent race which had developed its culture to the limit of its physical abilities—actually well beyond the limit of what the astounded Terrestrials could have conceived its physical abilities to be—then, owing to unavoidable disaster, had started to die out.


  The remaining natives were perspicacious enough to see in the Terrestrials’ coming not a threat but a last hope of revivifying their own moribund species. Accordingly, the Earthmen were encouraged to go ahead building on the sites originally selected, the only ban being on the type of construction materials used—and a perfectly reasonable one under the circumstances.


  James had built his cottage near the largest, handsomest tree in the area allotted to him; since there were no hostile life-forms, there was no need for a closely knit community. Everyone who had seen it agreed that his house was the most attractive one of all, for, although it was only a standard prefab, he had used taste and ingenuity to make it a little different from the other unimaginative homes.


  And now Phyllis, for whom he had performed all this labor of love, for whom he had waited five long months—the tedium of which had been broken only by the intellectual pleasure of teaching English to a sympathetic native neighbor—Phyllis seemed unappreciative. She had hardly looked at the inside of the cottage, when he had shown her through, and now was staring at the outside in a blank sort of way.


  The indoctrination courses had not, he reflected, reconciled her to the frontiersman’s necessarily simple mode of living—which was ironic, considering that one of her original attractions for him had been her apparent suitability for the pioneer life. She was a big girl, radiantly healthy, even though a little green at the moment.


  HE JUST managed to keep his voice steady. “You don’t like the house—is that it?


  “But I do like it. Honestly I do.” She touched his arm diffidently. “Everything would be perfect if only—”


  “If only what? Is it the curtains? I’m sorry if you don’t like them. I brought them all the way from Earth in case the planet turned out to be habitable. I thought blue was your favorite color.”


  “Oh, it is, it is! I’m mad about the curtains.”


  Perhaps it wasn’t the house that disappointed her; perhaps it was he himself who hadn’t lived up to dim memory and ardent expectation.


  “If you want to know what is bothering me—” she glanced up apprehensively, lowering her voice as she did—“it’s that tree. It’s stuck on you; I just know it is.”


  He laughed. “Now where did you get a preposterous idea like that, Phyl? You’ve been on the planet exactly twenty-four hours and—”


  “—and I have, in my luggage, one hundred and thirty-two ethergrams talking about practically nothing but Magnolia this, Magnolia that. Oh, I had my suspicions even before I landed, James. The only thing I didn’t suspect was that she was a tree!”


  “What are you talking about, honey? Magnolia and I—we’re just friends.”


  “Purely a platonic relationship, I assure you,” the tree herself agreed. It would have been silly for her to pretend not to have overheard, since the two were still standing almost directly underneath her. “Purely platonic.”


  “She’s more like a sister to me,” James tried to explain.


  PHYLLIS stiffened. “Frankly, if I had imagined I was going to have a tree for a sister-in-law, I would have thought before I married you, James.” Bursting into tears, she ran inside the cottage.


  “Sorry,” he said miserably to Magnolia. “It’s a long trip out from Earth and an uncomfortable one. I don’t suppose the other women were especially nice to her, either. Faculty wives mostly and you know how they are . . . No, I don’t suppose you would. But she shouldn’t have acted that way toward you.”


  “Not your fault,” Magnolia told him, sighing with such intensity that he could feel the humidity rise. “I know how you’ve been looking forward to her arrival. Rather a letdown, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, I’m sure it’ll be all right.” He tried to sound confident. “And I know you’ll like Phyllis when you get to know her.”


  “Possibly, but so far I’m afraid I must admit—since there never has been any pretense between us—that she is a bit of a disappointment. I—and my sisters also—had expected your females, when they came, to be as upright and true blue as you. Instead, what are they? Shrubs.”


  The door to the cottage flew open. “A shrub, am I!” Phyllis brandished an axe which, James winced to recall, was an item of the equipment he had ordered from Earth before the scout team had learned that the trees were intelligent. “I’ll shrub you!”


  “Phyllis!” He wrested the axe from her grip. “That would be murder!”


  “ ‘Woodman,’ as the Terrestrial poem goes,” the tree remarked, “ ‘spare that tree! Touch not a single bough! In youth it sheltered me and I’ll protect it now!’ ”


  Good of her to take the whole thing so calmly—rather, to pretend to take it so calmly, for he knew how sensitive Magnolia really was—but he was afraid this show of moral courage would not diminish Phyllis’s dislike for her; those without self-control seldom appreciate those who have it.


  “If you’ll excuse us,” he said, putting his arm around his wife’s heaving shoulders, “I’d better see to Phyllis; she’s a little upset. Holdover from spacesickness, I expect. Poor girl, she’s a long way from home and frightened.”


  “I understand, Jim,” Magnolia told him, “and, remember, whatever happens, you can always count on me.”


  “I MUST say you’re not a very admirable representative of Terrestrial womanhood!” James snapped, as soon as the door had slammed behind him and his wife, leaving them alone together in the principal room of the cottage. “Insulting the very first native you meet!”


  “I did not either insult her. All I said was, ‘What beautiful flowers—do you suppose the fruit is edible?’ How was I to know it—she could understand? Naturally I wouldn’t dream of eating her fruit now. It would probably taste nasty anyway. And how do you think I felt when a tree answered me back? You don’t care that I fainted dead away, and I’ve never fainted before in my life. All you care about is that old vegetable’s feelings! It was bad enough, feeling for five months that someone had come between us, but to find out it wasn’t someone but something—!”


  “Phyllis,” he said coldly, “I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head.”


  Dropping into the overstuffed chair, his wife dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “She wasn’t so very polite to me!”


  “Look, Phyllis—” he strove to make his voice calm, adult, reasonable—“you happened to have hit on rather a touchy point with her. Those trees are dioecious, you know, like us, and she isn’t mated. And, well, she has rather a lot of xylem zones—rings, you know.”


  “Are you trying to tell me she’s old?”


  “Well, she’s no sapling any more. And, consideration aside, you know it’s government’s policy for us to establish good relations with any intelligent life-form we have to share a planet with. You weren’t in there trying.”


  Phyllis put away her handkerchief with what he hoped would be a final sniff. “I suppose I shouldn’t have acted that way,” she conceded.


  “Now you’re talking like my own dear Phyllis,” James said tenderly, though, as a matter of fact, he had a very remote idea of what his own dear Phyllis was like. He had met her only a couple of months before the scout mission was scheduled, and so their courtship had been brief, and the actual weeks of marriage even briefer. He had remembered Phyllis as beautiful—and she was beautiful. He had not, however, remembered her as pig-headed—and pig-headed she was, too.


  “How come she hasn’t a mate? I didn’t think trees were choosy.”


  HE WOULDN’T take exception to that statement, uncharitable though it was; after all, someone whose only acquaintance with trees had been with the Terrestrial variety would naturally be incapable of appreciating the total tree at its highest development.


  “It’s a great tragedy,” he told her in a hushed tone. “There was a blight some years back and most of the male trees died off, except for a few on the other side of the planet—well out of bee-shot, even if the females there would let the females here have any pollen, which they absolutely won’t.”


  “I don’t blame them,” Phyllis said coldly. Of course she would identify at once with the trees whose domestic lives seemed to be threatened.


  “It’s not that so much. It’s that the male trees produce so little pollen.”


  “This would be a good place for people with hay fever then, wouldn’t it?”


  “And even when there is fruit, so much of it tends to be parthenocarpous—no seeds.” He sighed. “The entire race is dying out.”


  “How is it you know so much about botany?” she asked suspiciously. “It’s not your field.”


  “I don’t know so very much, really,” he smiled. “I had to learn a little, if I wanted to work the land, so I borrowed an elementary text from Cutler.” Had he been a trifle idealistic in quitting his snug, if uninspiring, job on the faculty to join in this Utopian venture? So many of the other men at the university had enrolled, it had seemed a splendid idea until Phyllis’s arrival.


  “Daddy never had any trouble working his land and he doesn’t know a thing about botany. You’ve been boning up on it just to please her!”


  “Phyllis! How can you jump to conclusions without a shred of evidence?” Not that she wouldn’t be able to collect such evidence later, because the allegation happened to be correct. If, instead of coming to Elysium, I had merely gone to China, would she have thought it so odd that I studied Chinese? Then why, where the natives are trees, shouldn’t I study botany? The woman is unreasonable.


  “AND will her—people let you farm?”


  Now he could show her how cogently and comprehensively he could answer a logical question. “That aspect of the situation will be all right, dear, because only the trees are an intelligent species and, even of them, some aren’t so bright. They won’t have any more objection to our eating the other fruit and vegetables than we would have to an extraterrestrial’s eating our eggs and chickens, for example. We’re going to try to introduce some Earth plants here, though, as the higher forms of vegetation are dying out and we’re afraid the lower might follow. Pity it’s too late for a sound conservation program.”


  PHYLLIS said grimly, “She doesn’t think it’s too late for a sound conservation program. She still has hopes—far-fetched, maybe, and I’m not so sure they are. Mark my words, James, she’s got designs onyou.”


  “Don’t be idiotic,” he protested. “That would be—” he attempted to introduce a light note—“it would be miscegenation.”


  “These foreigners can’t be expected to have our standards.” And she burst into tears again. “A fine thing to go through that miserable five-month trip only to find out a tree has alienated my husband’s affections.”


  “Oh, come on, Phyl!” He still was trying for a smile. “What would a tree see in me?”


  “I’m beginning to wonder what I saw in you. You never loved me; you just wanted a wife to come out and colonize with you and b-b-breed.”


  What could he say? It was almost true. Phyllis was a beautiful girl and he loved her, but, if he had planned to remain as an instructor with the Romance Languages Department instead of joining the scout mission, he knew he would never have asked her to be his wife . . . for her sake, of course, as well as his own. He should say something to reassure her, but the words wouldn’t come.


  “I don’t like it here,” Phyllis sobbed. “I don’t like blue leaves. I don’t like blue grass. I like them green, the way they’re supposed to be. I hate this nasty planet. It’s all wrong. I want to go home.”


  She was very young—less than eight years younger than he, true, but he was mature for his age. They didn’t know each other very well. And, finally, there were more men than women on the planet and he had noticed that the bachelors had seemed readily disposed, upon her arrival the day before, to overlook the fact that she had no college degree. So he must be patient with her.


  “There’s nothing wrong about it, dear. The plants here synthesize cyanophyll instead of chlorophyll; that’s why the leaves are blue instead of green. And, of course, there are different mineral constituents of the soil—more aluminum and copper, for instance, than on Earth, and some elements we haven’t quite isolated yet. So, you see, they’re bound to be a little different from Terrestrial trees.”


  “A little different I wouldn’t mind,” she said sulkily, “but they’re a lot different without being nearly alien enough.”


  “Look, Phyllis—dear—those trees have been very hospitable, very kind. We owe them a lot. They themselves suggested that we come here and live with them in, so to speak, symbiosis.”


  “That’s a fine idea!”


  HE BEAMED. “I knew you’d understand after I had explained it to you.”


  “We provide the brains and they provide the furniture.”


  “Phyllis! What a thing to say!”


  “I’ve heard of man-eating trees before. I suppose there could be man-loving ones, too.”


  “Phyllis, these trees are as gentle and sweet as—as—” He didn’t know how he could explain it to her. No one who had never been friends with a tree could appreciate the true beauty of the xylemic character. “Why, we even offered to go over to the other side of the planet and fetch some pollen for them, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Unfortunately, they’d rather die than be mated to anyone they had never met.”


  “What a perfectly disgusting idea!”


  “I don’t think so. Trees can be idealistic—”


  “You fetching pollen for her, I mean. Naturally she wouldn’t want pollen from a tree on the other side of the planet. She wants you!”


  “Don’t be silly. Incompatibility usually exists between the pollen of one species and the stigmata of another. Besides,” he added patiently, “I haven’t got pollen.”


  “You’d better not, or it won’t be her who’ll have the stigmata.”


  “Phyllis—” he sat down on the arm of her chair and tried to embrace her—“you know that you’re the only life-form I love.”


  “Please, James.” She pushed him away. “I guess I love you, too, in spite of everything . . . but I don’t want to make a public spectacle of myself.”


  “What do you mean now?”


  “That tree would know everything that goes on. She’s telepathic.”


  “Where did you get a ridiculous idea like that? What kind of rubbish have you been reading?”


  “All right, tell me: how else did she learn to speak such good English?”


  “It’s because she’s of a very high order of intelligence. And I suppose—” he laughed modestly—“because I’m such a good teacher.”


  “I don’t care how good a teacher you are—a tree couldn’t learn to speak a language so well in five months. She must be telepathic. It’s the only explanation.”


  “GIVE her time,” the tree advised later, as James came out on the lawn to talk to his only friend on the planet.


  He hadn’t seen much of the other scouts since the house-building frenzy had started, and visits among the men had decreased. The base camp, where the bachelors and the older married couples lived, was located a good distance away from his land, for he had raised his honeymoon cottage far from the rest; he had wanted to have his Phyllis all to himself. In the idyll he had visualized for the two of them, she would need no company but his. Little had he imagined that, within twenty-four hours of her arrival, he would be looking for company himself.


  “I suppose so,” he said, kicking at a root. “Oh, I’m sorry, Maggie; I didn’t think.”


  “That’s all right,” Magnolia said bravely. “It didn’t really hurt. That female has got you all upset, you poor boy.”


  James muttered a feeble defense of his wife.


  “Jim, forgive me if I speak frankly,” the tree went on in a low rustle, “but do you think she’s really worthy of you?”


  “Of course she is!”


  “Surely on your planet you could have found a mate more admirable, high-minded, exemplary—more, in short, like yourself. Or are all the human females inferior specimens like Phyllis?”


  “They’re—she suits me,” James said doggedly.


  “Of course, of course. It’s very noble of you to defend her; you would have disappointed me if you had said anything else, and I honor you for it, James.”


  He kicked at one of the pebbles. The tree meant well, he knew, yet, like so many well-meaning friends, she succeeded only in dispiriting him. It was almost like being back at the faculty club.


  “I don’t suppose a clod like her would have brought any more books along,” the tree changed the subject. James’s own library had been insufficient to slake the tree’s intellectual thirst, so he had gone all over the planet to borrow books for Magnolia. Dr. Lakin, at Base, who had formerly taught English literature, possessed a fine collection which he had been reluctant to lend until he had learned that they were not for James but for a tree. At that, he had fetched the books himself, since he was anxious to meet her.


  “A lot of the trees here have learned the English language,” he had told James, “but none seems to have developed a taste for its literature. Your Magnolia is undoubtedly a superior specimen. Excellent natural taste, too—perhaps a little unformed when it comes to poetry and the more sophisticated aspects of life, but she’ll learn, she’ll learn.”


  UNFORTUNATELY, the same, James knew, could hardly be said of his wife. “Phyllis did bring some books,” he told Magnolia.


  “For you, no doubt. That was kind of her. I’m sure she has many good qualities which will unfold one by one, as her meristems start differentiating. I hope you don’t feel I’ve been too—well, personal, Jim. I was only trying to help. If I’ve gone too far . . .”


  “Of course not, Maggie. After all—” he laughed bitterly—“I do know you better than I know her.”


  “We have been good friends, haven’t we, Jim? It was rather nice—these five months we spent alone together. For the first time in my life, I have never regretted being so far from my sisters. ‘And this our life, exempt from public haunt, finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, sermons in stones, and good in everything.’ ”


  Her blue leaves shone violet in the scarlet rays of the setting sun; the gold of her trunk was lit with red radiance. She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen . . . but she was a tree, not a woman.


  “I’m sure she’ll fit in after a while,” Magnolia continued. “Perhaps she isn’t well. She seems to guttate an awful lot. Do you suppose she’s been overwatered?”


  “That wasn’t guttation,” James said heavily. “It was tears. It means she’s unhappy.”


  “Unhappy? Perhaps she won’t fit in on this planet, in which case she should by all means go back to Earth. It’s cruel and unfair to keep an intelligent—loosely speaking—life-form anywhere against her will, don’t you think?”


  “She’ll be happy here,” James vowed. “I’ll make her happy.”


  “Well, I certainly hope you can manage it! By the way, do you suppose you’ll have a chance to read me the books she brought, or will she be keeping you too busy?”


  “I’ll never be too busy to read to you, Magnolia.”


  “That’s very nitrogenous of you, Jim. Our—intellectual communions have meant a lot to me. I’d hate to have to give them up.”


  “So would I,” he said. “But there won’t be any need to. Phyllis will understand.”


  “I certainly hope so. I so admire your English literature. It’s so deeply cognizant of the really meaningful things in life. And if your coming to this planet has served only to add poetry to our cultural heritage, it would be reason enough to welcome you with open limbs. For it was a truly perceptive versifier who wrote the immortally simple lines: ‘Poems are made by fools like me, but only God can make a tree.”


  “And such a charming tune to go with it, too,” Magnolia went on. “We have always sung the music that the wind and the rain have taught us, but, until you came, we never thought of putting words and melody together to form one glorious whole. ‘A tree that may in summer wear,’ ” she caroled in a pleasing contralto, “ ‘a nest of robins in her hair.’ By the way, Jim, ever since reading that poem, I’ve been meaning to ask you precisely what are robins and do you think they’d look well in my hair, by which, I suppose the bard refers, in a somewhat pedestrian flight of fancy, to leaves?”


  “They’re a kind of bird,” he said drearily.


  “Birds—nesting in my hair! I wouldn’t think of allowing it. But then I suppose Terrestrial birds are quite different from ours? More housebroken, shall we say?”


  “Everything’s different,” James said and, for an irrational moment, he hated everything that was blue that should have been green, everything sweet that should have been vicious, everything intelligent that should have been mindless.


  SINCE matters could not grow much worse, they improved to a degree. After a day or two had passed, Phyllis, being a conscientious girl, came to realize how wrong it had been for her as a Terrestrial immigrant to show overt hostility toward a native of the planet that had welcomed her.


  “But how can she be a—a person?” Phyllis wanted to know, when they were inside the cottage, for she had learned to hold her tongue when they were near Magnolia or any of her sisters, who, though they could not speak the language as fluently as she, understood it very well and eavesdropped at every possible opportunity in order, they said, to improve their accents. “She’s a tree. A plant. And plants are just vegetables.” She stabbed her needle energetically through the tablecloth she was embroidering.


  “You mustn’t project Terrestrial attitudes upon Elysian ones,” James said, patiently looking up from his book. “And don’t underestimate Magnolia’s capabilities. She has sense organs, and motor organs, too. She can’t move from where she is, because she’s rooted to the ground, but she’s capable of turgor movements, like certain Terrestrial forms of vegetation—for example, the sensitive plant or blue grass.”


  “Blue grass,” Phyllis exclaimed. “I’m sick of blue grass. I want green grass.”


  “However, these trees have conscious control of their pulvini, whereas the Earth’s plants don’t, and so they can do a lot of things that Earth plants can’t.”


  “It sounds like a dirty word to me.”


  “Pulvini merely means motor organs.”


  “Oh.”


  HE CLOSED his book, which was a more advanced botany text, covered with the jacket of a French novel in order to spare Phyllis’s feelings. “Darling, can’t you get it through your pretty head that they’re intelligent life-forms? If it’ll make it easier for you to think of them as human beings who happen to look like trees, then do that.”


  “That’s exactly what I am doing. And I’m quite sure she thinks of you as a tree who happens to look like a human being.”


  “Phyllis, sometimes I think you’re being deliberately difficult. Do you know one of the reasons why I took such pains to teach Magnolia English? It was that I hoped she would be a companion for you, that you could talk to each other when I had to be away from home.”


  “Why do you call her Magnolia? She isn’t a lot like one.”


  “Isn’t she? I thought she was. You see, I don’t know so much botany, after all.” Actually, he had picked that name for the tree because it expressed both the arboreal and the feminine at the same time—and also because it was one of the loveliest names he knew. But he couldn’t tell Phyllis that; there would be further misunderstanding. “Of course she has a name in her own language, but I can’t pronounce it.”


  “They do have a language of their own then?”


  “Naturally, though they don’t get much chance to speak it, since they’ve grown so few and far apart that verbal communication has become difficult. They communicate by a network of roots that they’ve developed.”


  “I don’t think that’s so clever.”


  “I merely said . . . oh, what’s the use of trying to explain everything to you? You just don’t want to understand.”


  PHYLLIS put down her needlework and closed her eyes. “James,” she said, opening them again, “it’s no use pretending. I’ve been trying to be sympathetic and understanding, but I can’t do it. That tree—I’ve forced myself to be nice to her, but the more I see of her, the more convinced I am that she’s trying to steal you from me.”


  Phyllis was beginning to poison his mind, he thought, because it had seemed to him also, in his last conversation with Magnolia, that he had discerned more than ordinary warmth in her attitude toward him . . . and perhaps a trace of spite toward his wife?


  Preposterous! The tree had only been trying to cheer him up as any friend might reasonably do. After all, a tree and a man . . . Nonsense! One had an anabolic metabolism, one a catabolic.


  But this was a different kind of tree. She spoke, she read, she was capable of conscious turgor movements. And he, he had often thought secretly, was a different kind of man. Whereas Phyllis . . .


  But that was disloyalty—to the type as well as the individual. The tree could be a companion to him, but she could not give him sons to work his land; she could not give him daughters to populate his planet; moreover, she did not, could not possibly know what human love meant, while Phyllis could at least learn.


  “Look, dear,” he said, sitting down beside his wife on the couch and taking her hand in his. She didn’t draw away this time. “Suppose that what you say is true—not that it is, of course. Just because the tree has a crush on me doesn’t mean I necessarily have a crush on her, does it?”


  His wife looked up at him, her rose-red lips parted, her moss-gray eyes shining. “Oh, if only I could believe that, James!”


  “Anyhow, she doesn’t know what the whole thing’s about, poor kid!”


  “Poor kid!”


  “Phyllis, you know you’re prettier than any tree.” That was not literally true, but reason was useless; he had to make his point in terms she could understand. “And, remember, she’s got a lot of rings—she must be centuries old—while you are only nineteen.”


  “Twenty,” Phyllis corrected. “I had a birthday on the ship.”


  “Well, you certainly must allow me to wish you a happy birthday, darling.”


  She was in his arms at last; he was about to kiss her, and the tree seemed very remote, when she drew back. “But are you sure she doesn’t—she isn’t—she can’t be watching us?”


  “Darling, I swear it!”


  “Lady, by yonder blessed moon I swear, that tips with silver all these fruit-tree tops” . . . But he had sense enough not to say it, and Elysium had not one blessed moon, but three, and everything was all right.


  For a while anyway.


  “I SEE your wife is developing a corm,” the tree remarked, as James paused for a chat. He hadn’t much time to be sociable those days, for there was such a lot of work to be done, so many preparations to be made, so many things to be requisitioned from Earth. The supply ships were beginning to come now, bringing necessities and an occasional luxury for those who could afford it.


  “She’s pregnant,” James explained. “Happened before I left Earth.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “She’s about to fruit. Didn’t I read that zoology book to you?”


  “Yes, but—oh, James, it all seems so vulgar! To fruit without ever having bloomed—how squalid!”


  “It all depends on how you look at it,” he said. “I—that is, we had hoped that when the baby came, you would be godmother to it. You know what that is, don’t you?”


  “Of course I do. You read Cinderella to me. I know it’s a great honor. But I’m afraid I must decline.”


  “Why? I thought you were my—our friend.”


  “Jim, there is something I must confess: my feelings toward you are not merely those of a friend. Although Phyllis doesn’t have too many rings of intellect, she is a female, so she knew all along.” Magnolia’s leaves rustled diffidently. “I feel toward you the way I never felt toward any intelligent life-form, but only toward the sun, the soil, the rain. I sense a tropism that seems to incline me toward you. In fact, I’m afraid, Jim, in your own terms, I love you.”


  “But you’re a tree! You can’t love me in my own terms, because trees can’t love in the way people can, and, of course, people can’t love like trees. We belong to two entirely different species, Maggie. You can’t have listened to that zoology book very attentively.”


  “Our race is a singularly adaptable one or we wouldn’t have survived so long, Jim, or gone so far in our particular direction. It’s lack of fertility, not lack of enterprise, that’s responsible for our decline. And I think your species must be an adaptable one, too; you just haven’t really tried. Oh, James, let us reverse the classical roles—let me be the Apollo to your Daphne! Don’t let Phyllis stand in our way. The Greek gods never let a little thing like marriage interfere with their plans.”


  “BUT I love Phyllis,” he said in confusion. “I love you, too,” he added, “but in a different way.”


  “Yes, I know. More like a sister. However, I have plenty of sisters and I don’t need a brother.”


  “We’re starting a conservation program,” he tried to comfort her. “We have every hope of getting some pollen from the other side of the planet once we have explained to the trees there how far we can make a little go, and you’ve got to accept it; you mustn’t be silly about it.”


  “It isn’t the same thing, Jim, and you know it. One of the penalties of intelligence is a diffusiveness of the natural instincts. I would rather not fruit at all than—”


  “Magnolia, you just don’t understand. No matter how much you—well, pursue me, I can never turn into a laurel tree.”


  “I didn’t—”


  “Or any kind of tree! Look, some more books were just sent over from Base.”


  Magnolia gave a rueful rustle. “Just were sent? Didn’t they come over a month ago?”


  James flushed. “I know I haven’t had a chance to do much reading to you in the last few weeks, Maggie—or any at all, in fact—but I’ve been so busy. After the baby’s born, things will be much less hectic and we’ll be able to catch up.”


  “Of course, James. I understand. Naturally your family comes first.”


  “One of the books that came was an advanced zoology text that might make things a little clearer.”


  “I should very much like to hear it. When you have the time to spare, that is.”


  “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll get the book and read you the chapter on the reproductive system in mammals. Won’t take more than an hour or so.”


  “If you’re in a hurry, it can wait.”


  “No,” he told her. “This will make me feel a little less guilty about having neglected you.”


  “WHEREUPON the umbilical cord is severed,” he concluded, “and the human infant is ready to take its place in the world as a separate entity. Now do you understand, Magnolia?”


  “No,” she said. “Where do the bees come in?”


  “I thought you were in such a hurry to get to Base, James,” Phyllis remarked sweetly from the doorway, wiping her reddening hands on a dish towel.


  “I am, dear.” He slipped the book behind his back; it was possible that, in her present state of mind—induced, of course, by her delicate condition—Phyllis might misunderstand his motive in reading that particular chapter of that particular book to that particular tree. “I just stopped for a chat with Magnolia. She’s agreed to be godmother to the baby.”


  “How very nice of her. Earth Government will be so pleased at such a fine example of rapport with the natives. You might even get a medal. Wouldn’t that be nice? . . . James,” she hurried on, before he could speak, “you still haven’t found any green-leafed plants on the planet, have you? Have you looked everywhere? Have you looked hard?”


  “Haven’t I told you time and time again, Mrs. Haut,” the tree said, “that there aren’t any—that there can’t be any? It’s impossible to synthesize chlorophyll from the light rays given off by our sun—only cyanophyll. What do you want with a green-leafed plant, anyway?”


  Phyllis’s voice broke. “I think I’d lose my mind if I was convinced that I’d never see a green leaf again. All this awful blue, blue, blue, all the time, and the leaves never fall, or, if they do, there are new ones right away to take their place. They’re always there—always blue.”


  “We’re everblue,” Magnolia explained. “Sorry, but that’s the way it is.”


  “Jim, I hate to hurt your feelings, but I just have to take down those curtains. The colors—I can’t stand it!”


  “PREGNANT women sometimes get fanciful notions,” James said to the tree. “It’s part of the pregnancy syndrome. Try not to pay any attention.”


  “Kindly don’t explain me to a tree!” Phyllis cried. “I have a right to prefer green, don’t I?”


  “There is, as your proverb says, no accounting for strange tastes,” the tree murmured. “However—”


  “We’re going to have a formal christening,” James interrupted, for the sake of the peace. “We thought we should, since ours will be the first baby born on the planet. Everybody on Elysium will come—that is, all the human beings. Only because they can come, you know; we’d love to have the trees if they were capable of locomotor movement. You’ll get to widen your social contacts, Maggie. Dr. Lakin and Dr. Cutler will probably be here; I know you’ll be glad to see Dr. Lakin again, and you’ve been anxious to meet Dr. Cutler. They’ve been asking after you, too. I think Dr. Lakin is planning to write a monograph on you for the Journal of the American Association of Professors of English Literature—with your permission, of course.”


  “Christening—that’s one of your native festivals, isn’t it? It should be most interesting.”


  “That’s right,” Phyllis murmured. “It will be Christmas soon. I’d almost forgotten. It’ll be the first Christmas I’ve ever spent away from home. And there won’t be any snow or—or anything.” She started to guttate—to cry again.


  “Cheer up, honey,” Jim said. “It won’t be as bad as you think, because I didn’t forget Christmas was coming. There’s something specially nice for you on its way from Earth; I only hope it gets here on time.” Phyllis sniffled. “Maybe we’ll have a Christmas party, too. Would you like that?” But she remained unresponsive.


  He turned to the tree. “Christening’s entirely different, though,” he explained. “It’s—I guess naming the fruit would be the best way to describe it.”


  “Is that so?” Magnolia said. “What kind of fruit do you expect to have, Mrs. Haut? Oranges? Bananas? As your good St. Luke says, the tree is known by its fruit. You look as if yours might be a watermelon.”


  “Why, the—idea!” Phyllis choked. “Are you going to stand there, James, and let that vegetable insult me?”


  “I’m sure she didn’t mean to,” he protested. “She got confused by—that zoology book I read her.”


  The door slammed behind his weeping wife.


  “I don’t think you quite understand, Maggie,” he said. “In fact, sometimes I almost think you, too, don’t want to understand.”


  “I know what kind of fruit it’s going to be,” the tree concluded triumphantly. “Sour apples.”


  “OUCH,” exclaimed Magnolia, “that tickles! There’s more to acting as a Christmas tree than I had anticipated from your glowing descriptions, Jim.”


  “Here, dear,” Phyllis said, “maybe you’d better let me put the decorations on her.”


  “You can’t get on the ladder in your condition,” he said, apprehensive not only for her welfare but for the tree’s. Phyllis had not taken kindly to the idea of having Magnolia as official Christmas tree, suggesting that, if she must participate in the ceremonies, it might be better in the capacity of Yule log. However, Jim knew Magnolia would be offended if any other tree were chosen to be decorated.


  “I’ll manage all right,” he assured his wife. “If you want to be useful, you might put on some coffee and make sandwiches or something. The bachelors are coming over from Base with that equipment that arrived yesterday, and they’ll probably be glad of a snack before turning in.”


  “The coffee’s already on and the canapes made,” Phyllis smiled. “And I’ve baked cookies, too, and whipped up a batch of penuche. What kind of a Christmas party do you think it would be without refreshments?”


  “Very efficient, isn’t she?” Magnolia remarked, as the battery-powered lights that James had affixed to her began to wink on, for the deep red-violet dusk had already fallen and the first moon was rising. “Have you thought, Mrs. Haut, that if you fruit today, it will save the expense of another festival?”


  “I don’t expect to fruit for another two months,” Phyllis said coldly, “and why shouldn’t we have another festival? We can afford it and I like parties. I haven’t been to one since the day I landed.”


  VENUS TRAP


  Robert Silverberg


  While the majority opinion holds that Venus is probably a sort of dust-bowl planet, no one has ever seen the surface of this world, or observed it from a distance of much less than 80 miles. It’s continually covered with clouds. Thus, it isn’t impossible that the minority, which favors a sort of jungle-like planet, may be in the right. And, in order to avoid chauvinism, we herewith offer a tale based upon the minority opinion.


  THEY BROUGHT it to me, of course. I’m the head of this outfit, since they have the idea I’m a diplomat, and so they brought it to me.


  It started in my office; I’m the Terran attache to the Venusian Embassy in New York—the catch being that the Venusians don’t know that a fellow named Mart Robinson is attached to them.


  My job, mostly, is simply to sit around and keep an eye on our blue-skinned brothers from space, and make sure they’re only double-crossing us and not pulling a triple cross. Which, knowing them, I consider altogether likely at any time.


  The Venusian Embassy is a tall, imposing building in midtown Manhattan. It looks just like every other office building in the midtown section. The only difference is that you can get inside any of the other office buildings without much trouble. No Earthman has entered the Venusian Embassy since the day the Treaty was signed, and the windows are pleasantly opaque.


  No Earthman except one, that is. His name was Hilary Bowie, and he was a short, sad-looking, washed-out little fellow with an uncommon faculty for getting into places he wasn’t expected to get into. He, and he alone, was my pipeline into the Venusian Embassy.


  HE WALKED into my office, carrying a fairly large, ominous-looking wooden box, and having a hard time of it. He set it down in front of me, and let me contemplate it unopened for a couple of minutes. “A present for Daddy,” he said. He smiled. Somehow Hilary Bowie’s smile has a way of making me feel even gloomier.


  I looked at the box. It was about two feet long, about the Same high, and had airholes punched in it. “You bring me a pet?”


  Hilary nodded, “A cute one,” he said. “Real cute.” He tapped the box, and I heard an unpleasant scrabbling sound come from within. It sounded like an army of crabs.


  “Cut the suspense,” I told him. “I’m busy, Hilary. There’s a new Treaty revision coming up next month, and I have to—”


  “Sure,” Hilary said, and he smiled again. He’s got a smile that makes a person feel like crying. “But you’re going to have to write a different kind of treaty when you see what I’ve got here.” He shivered, “Now that I look back, I don’t see how I got the thing out of the building.”


  By now I was starting to get impatient, but I didn’t dare open the box. “Go ahead,” I urged. “Show the damned thing to me, will you?”


  “Get me a bird cage,” he said blandly.


  “What?”


  “All right, so don’t get me a bird cage.” He reached for the lid of the box.


  “Hold it,” I said nervously. I flipped on my intercom, with none too steady fingers.


  “Cindy? I want a bird cage, on the double. About two feet high, and I want it here in five minutes, if not sooner. That’s all.”


  “Yes, Mr. Robinson,” she said, sounding more than a little puzzled. I could imagine some vivid cursing going on in the outer office, but I knew she’d get the bird cage.


  AND SURE enough, she did.


  That’s what I like so much about this job: when I say something, they hop. She walked into my office about three minutes later, clutching a great big gleaming bird cage in her lovely milk-white hand.


  “Here you are, sir,” she said coolly, as if digging up bird cages on a moment’s notice were part of her everyday routine.


  “Good girl. Just put it on the desk.”


  She looked queerly at Hilary’s carton for a moment and left. As she went out she shrugged her shoulders, making sure I caught the gesture. Hilary has never impressed the rest of my staff much, but he’s worth his weight in plutonium to me.


  “There’s your bird cage,” I said. “Now show me.” I glanced at my watch. Hilary had used up fifteen minutes of valuable time, and I had sixty-two different projects on the line with the brass upstairs breathing on my neck about all of them.


  “Here you are, Mart. A little bit of poultry I picked up while visiting the Embassy this morning. As far as I know, they haven’t missed it yet.”


  He leaned the box up near the open door of the bird cage and gingerly slid the lid off. There was a flutter of snow-white wings, and then I heard the door of the bird cage clang shut in a hurry.


  I stared at the creature inside. A good ten seconds passed, and I just stared.


  “All right, Hilary. You’ve hit the jackpot. What is it?”


  “Can’t you tell, Mart? It’s plain as day, of course. It’s a pigeon.”


  “Oh, sure,” I said. “A pigeon! I should have seen it immediately, beyond any doubt. But,” I asked, “where’d it get that extra head? And what about those talons?”


  “That’s your problem, my friend,” Hilary said.


  IT SURE was. I stared glumly at the weird-looking thing in the bird cage.


  Underneath it all, I could see now’, there was a pigeon—an ordinary, perfectly conventional, harmless little fantail. But someone or something had redesigned this pigeon drastically.


  Each of its two heads ended in a razor-sharp beak. Its legs were sturdy things tipped with claws like steel knives. Its four eyes were beady, bright, and, I thought, unnaturally intelligent. This particular pigeon had been converted into a pretty deadly sort of fighting machine.


  I gestured out the window at the gleaming, opaque-windowed, unapproachable Venusian Embassy.


  “I suppose you got this little pet over there?”


  “I did,” Hilary said. “I found him in a laboratory on—let me see—the forty-second floor. No, the forty-third. It was the devil’s own job getting him out, too, but I figured you’d like to have a look.


  “There were some other cuties in there too. A six-legged cat, a dog with three heads—an honest-to-God Cerberus—another cat with the damnedest mouthful of teeth you’d want to see, each one about six inches long and sharp as needles. They have a whole laboratory, filled with these pretty beasts.”


  “Each one having the basic form of some common Terran animal,” I said.


  “Right. They’ve taken our animals and built them into things like this.” He pointed to the bird cage.


  JUST THEN the intercom buzzed.


  “What is it, Cindy?”


  “Mr. Garvey to see you, sir.” I frowned. Garvey was a scientist in government service. He also happened to be my sister’s husband, and he felt that gave him some claim on my time. He had made a habit of dropping in on me every time he had some hairbrained project that he thought could use my political influence.


  “Tell him I’m in conference, Cindy,” I said, watching the expigeon making ferocious attempts to escape its cage and start slicing us up. “Tell him I can see him in a while, and he can wait if he’s in no hurry.”


  “Yes, Mr. Robinson.”


  I turned back to Bowie. “Look, Hilary. You say the Venusians are playing around with Earth animals?”


  “That’s my guess, Mart. You know how shrewd they are at genetics. I guess this represents one of their little experiments.”


  “You don’t have any notion why they’re doing this?” I asked.


  “Not the slightest,” Hilary said. “For the sheer love of pure science, I suppose. Doesn’t that sound likely?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Real likely.”


  I GOT up and walked to the window and stared out. My office faced the Embassy Building, and that gave me ample opportunity to spend long hours staring out, wondering what the hell was going on behind its opaque windows.


  Earth had been on more-or-less friendly terms with Venus for nearly fifteen years, which meant we had an Embassy up there and they had one down here, and that was the size of it. It was an uneasy sort of friendship, with not much warmth about it. We were both somewhat scared—hell, scared stiff—of the Martian Combine, and the Earth-Venus alliance was one of pure convenience. Though we didn’t admit it publicly, of course.


  The Venusians were fairly well humanoid, if you don’t mind the blue skin and the extra set of arms. But we didn’t trust them too much; they weren’t, after all, human, and you can never tell what an extra-terrestrial will do next.


  That unpleasant but painfully true fact explains why I had a job. Someone had to watch the Venusians; and I did, or tried to. I had a carefully-nurtured spy-system (consisting mostly of Hilary Bowie), and I had some contacts here and there who—well, there’s no point going into details which might better well be kept out of the open.


  BUT THERE was a revision of the Earth-Venus treaty coming up next month, and I had been warned from upstairs to keep a double patrol out. Before we committed ourselves to yet another alliance with Venus, we wanted to make thoroughly sure that we weren’t tying ourselves into knots. The Venusians were too shifty to go signing peace treaties with just like that.


  And now this.


  “You know the scoop on this, don’t you?” I asked. “If we don’t find out just what the hell is going on in that building, and stop it before that treaty gets signed, we may find that we’ve handed Earth over to the Venusians on a stainless-steel platter.”


  Hilary nodded. “I’ll be in there digging, Chief. Meantime you can keep the pet.”


  “Thanks,” I said. I buzzed Cindy. “Send in Mr. Garvey, will you, dear?”


  As Garvey entered, I surreptitiously slipped the bird cage down out of view behind my desk. I didn’t want him to see it just yet.


  “Hello, Frank,” I said. “What’s on your mind?”


  “Just thought I’d drop in to see how business was going,” Garvey said cheerily. There are times when I wonder what Jackie sees in that utter fathead; but she never questions my tastes in women, and so I keep from venturing my opinions on her husband.


  HE TOOK a package from under his coat. I couldn’t resist a quiver when he did that; after Hilary’s visit, I was half expecting Garvey to produce a six-headed leapfrog or something like that.


  “I’ve been doing some experiments, Mart. I thought you’d like a sample!” He unpacked the little box. I watched, more nervously than usual.


  And he drew out the biggest tomato you ever want to see. Pretty near the size of a melon.


  I’m afraid I looked at him awfully impatiently. “Say, Frank—”


  “Just a minute, Mart. Take a look at this tomato. Big, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” I admitted. “So what?” I glanced at my watch.


  He grinned. “It’s mine; I grew it.”


  “Didn’t know you were a farmer, Frank! A new sideline?”


  “I grew this in my lab, Mart. I told you I’ve been dabbling with hydroponics.” He held the thing out proudly. “Ever see one that big?”


  “What did you do to it?” I asked. “Blow it up with hot air?”


  Garvey looked hurt. “You never take my work seriously, do you? This tomato’s been treated with a growth hormone I’ve developed—an improved auxin.”


  “I thought oxen pulled plows.”


  “Very funny. For your information, auxin happens to be a well-known scientific term for the group of hormones that induce growth in plants. It’s a relatively simple hydrocarbon, and has been commercially available for years as beta-indolyl acetic acid. But I’ve been working on a sort of super-auxin that puts the old stuff to shame.”


  HE HELD out the tomato for my inspection. I hefted it in my hand. It was big, all right.


  “That was produced with a one-in-two-thousand concentration of my new drug, Mart! If I’d wanted to I could have grown a tomato the size of a watermelon! The size of a cow! But—”


  Here comes the catch, I thought.


  “My appropriation’s been cut off,” he said sadly. “And Jackie thought, if I saw you, perhaps you could—”


  “—get you some money for experiments,” I completed. I started to say no, then stopped. Bluntness is wasted on him.


  “I thought we might go partners on the deal,” he said timidly. “It has great commercial possibilities.”


  “Let me think about it a while,” I said. “Sounds good.”


  Suddenly he was all gratitude. “Would you, Mart? It—”


  I quieted him with a gesture. “I’ve got something more on my mind than big tomatoes, Frank. What do you think of this baby?” I reached down and lifted the bird cage into view.


  HE STARED silently for almost a minute. “Venusian?” he said at length.


  “Partially,” I said.


  “It was a pigeon once,” Garvey said. “T mean, is it the Venusians who—oh, it has to be. There’s not a geneticist on Earth who could produce a creature like that.”


  “You’re sure of that, Frank?”


  “It’s my field, isn’t it? That pigeon’s been genetically manipulated by experts, and I mean experts. The Venusians have forgotten more about genes and chromosomes than we’ve ever learned. I’d stake my reputation as a geneticist that that bird’s a Venusian product.”


  I nodded. For once I took him seriously; Frank may be a featherhead in many ways, but I trust anything he says professionally.


  “Any opinions?” I asked.


  “That’s your job, isn’t it? All I can tell you is that it’s been manipulated, and a damned good job of it.” He leaned over and whispered confidentially. “Tell me—have you people made any progress in combing genetic techniques out of the blueskins? They know more about genetic engineering than—”


  “I know,” I said. We’d been trying frantically to steal genetic info from the Venusians, but we hadn’t been half so successful as they had in lifting our atomics knowledge. “Do you think this thing will breed true?” I asked.


  “I don’t doubt it,” said Garvey. “I’m sure it’s a genetic mutation, not a mere phenotype alteration. Nasty-looking thing, isn’t it?”


  I nodded. “It’s a nasty business, Frank.” I stood up, and started to shoo him out. “Try me on that tomato deal soon, will you?”


  “Sure, Mart, sure. I don’t want to interrupt anything—”


  “And give my best to Jackie, and, uh, drop around sometime soon, huh?”


  “Sure thing,” he said, as I nudged him through the door.


  THE BRASS reacted as expected. I took the bird to Pitman, my immediate superior, and spent about half an hour explaining the meaning of genetic manipulation—no easy job, since for one thing explaining things to Pitman is a task for a supergenius and for another I’m pretty vague myself about genes and chromosomes.


  His reaction was a simple and predictable one.


  “This looks dangerous to me, Robinson. I’d suggest you let Colonel Kennerly have a look at it before we go any further.” Kennerly bounced me up to Madison, and Madison sent me on to the Chief. I half expected him to refer me to the Archangel Gabriel, or someone, but he didn’t.


  “You say your men saw dozens of these experiments being carried on in the Embassy?” the Chief asked, his thin lips set in a grim mask.


  I nodded.


  “Hmm. This looks dangerous to me, Robinson. Put a stop to it before the treaty’s signed.”


  He looked at me with that what’s-the-matter-you-need-an-engraved-invitation? gleam in his eye, and I got out of there in a hurry.


  Put a stop to it.


  Sure, walk into the Venusian Embassy, which is so bottled up that not even the Chief could get in there, and demand that they cut out their genetic monkeyshines. I could just see it now.


  I pictured myself staring up at some big blueskin and saying pompously, “One of my spies has found out about your nefarious doings. On behalf of my government, I demand you Bring These Activities to a Halt or else.”


  Oh, sure.


  There had to be some more subtle way about it. I had to do it, quickly, to be sure, but with great subtlety, so that the Venusian got scared and laid off.


  But how do you scare a Venusian?


  I BLASTED off for Venus later that evening on a chartered ship, figuring the best thing was to go straight to the root of the trouble. Besides, I’d always had an urge to see the place.


  It was hot and sticky. I got a native carrier to take me to the Terrain Embassy, which was a frumpy-looking building about three stories high, in an obscure corner of some village.


  I walked in, bird cage dangling from my hand.


  “Hello,” I said. “I’m Robinson.”


  “Glad to meet you.” The short, squat, heavily-tanned, worried-looking man who greeted me was Jansen, the new ambassador. He’d just been promoted. When I had last seen him, back in 2160 or so, he had been a file clerk, but time has a way of moving on.


  He didn’t look much like an ambassador, clad only in a pair of trunks. I couldn’t blame him; I was still in my business suit, and regretting it. It’s hot on Venus.


  “You’ve met me before,” I told him. “You were a clerk in the E-T office, and I was—”


  “—the kid who ran the mimeo machine!” Jansen’s dark face creased in a smile. “What brings you up here?”


  “Trouble. Big trouble.” I unveiled the bird cage and told him the whole story—how the Venusians were plotting something devious with our wild-life, and how we didn’t like it.


  “That’s a beaut,” he said, pointing at the pigeon, which was still fiercely attacking its cage. “It’s as weird as some of the things they’ve been doing here.”


  “You know about them?”


  “THE JUNGLES are full of them,” Jansen said. “They just turn them loose after they’ve manipulated them. You ought to see them. The local fauna is strange-looking enough, but once the blueskins get through juggling them they’re really out of this world.”


  He reached up and rang a bell. Another Terran came in.


  “Excuse me,” he said. He turned to the other. “Bring in a bowl of meat, will you? It’s feeding time.”


  The newcomer grinned. “Your pet’s getting hungry, eh?”


  “Something fierce. I forgot to feed it yesterday.” He turned back to me as the other left. “Sorry.”


  “What sort of pet?”


  “Local creature,” he said. “Helps brighten up the office.” He paced nervously back and forth. “You say there’s a treaty revision coming up?”


  I was astounded. “You mean you didn’t know?”


  “They never tell me anything,” Jansen said, smiling apologetically. “I’m just a glorified file clerk still. The only reason we have an Embassy on Venus is because they’ve got one down there, and we can’t let them get a step ahead of us. Don’t you forget it.”


  “Yes,” I said, trying to ignore his outburst. “There is a treaty revision coming up. And I have to put a stop to this genetic foolery before we sign the treaty, or else.”


  Jansen smiled. “Just like that, eh? I wish you luck. The Venusians are as talkative as clams. You’ll have to scare them real hard to get them to bow to you.”


  “I know,” I said, thinking of the calm, inscrutable blueskins. It’ll take a heap of scaring, I thought.


  JUST THEN the other Earthman came back in, bearing a little plate with some chunks of meat in it.


  “Watch this,” Jansen said. “It may amuse you.”


  He drew aside a curtain and revealed a potted plant, about a foot high—the meanest-looking, ugliest mess of vegetation I’d ever seen. He put the dish of meat down in front of it, and hurriedly drew away his hand.


  I watched in horror as the plant lowered a couple of stringy, tendril-like branches, curled them firmly around two red chunks of meat, lifted them, and quickly stowed them inside a gaping orifice in the middle of a tangle of twisted, ugly leaves.


  There was a gulping noise, and the tendrils descended again.


  “What is it?” I managed to say.


  “A local plant,” Jansen said. “Fairly common in the jungles around here.” He grinned. “Carnivorous.”


  “So I see,” I said weakly.


  “It preys on small wild life. I don’t think the plant bothers the Venusians very much; they keep them as pets too.”


  I stared at it. “Some pet,” I said. “Scares me to pieces. I wonder what a big one would be like.”


  “Ghastly, I suppose,” Jansen said. But this one keeps us entertained. It keeps our minds off problems.”


  “Yes,” I said. A new light began to dawn in my eyes. “Say—you think I could get a call through to Earth right away? I want to talk to someone, and in a hurry!”


  MY BOY arrived on the next rocket in, very much mystified and somewhat annoyed. He claimed he had all sorts of important work to finish, but I shushed him and very carefully lined out the assignment for him. He nodded grimly and set to work.


  And he delivered. And how, did he deliver!


  The Venusian Overlord came to visit us, at my request, the day after the job was finished. I dressed formally, in my Earth clothes. I sweated blasphemously, but I felt I wouldn’t be able to sound commanding and business-like in a G-string.


  Jansen introduced me as special envoy from Earth, and then edged away to leave us politely alone.


  We fenced verbally for about five minutes, exchanging pleasantries about our respective planets, and sizing each other up. Like most blueskins, he seemed fully clothed in nothing but his loincloth; he was about seven feet tall, and with shoulders to match. He needed the big shoulders; they provided muscle anchors for his four arms.


  Then I began to bring in the genetics deal. I worked around it most delicately, explaining how we were aware that the Venusians were doing all sorts of experiments with our native wild-life. I didn’t bother to tell him that we were worried silly about what they might do with the products of the experiments.


  “THERE’S NOTHING in the Treaty that forbids members of our Embassy from performing genetic experiments,” the blueskin reminded me. “We are allowed to do whatsoever we please, just so long as we remain within our delimited confines.” He spoke clearly and precisely, as if he’d studied our language just for the occasion.


  “Ah, yes,” I said. “But the animals your laboratories are producing constitute a potential danger to our planet, should they get loose. And, on occasion, this has happened.” I uncovered the bird cage. Exhibit A, I thought.


  “We apprehended this one near your Embassy,” I lied.


  “You see, of course, how dangerous a beast it is?”


  The Venusian frowned, lifting one of his arms to his forehead in a gesture I knew meant annoyance, “Yes, yes, of course. But I’m sure this was a mere accident. I’ll see to it that due precautions are taken in the future, naturally, but you understand that our genetics program is an important part of our scientific development, just as—ah—your atomics researches on Earth are to you. You can no more expect us to halt our program than we would expect you to halt work on atomics.”


  There was a glint in his eye that suggested to me that he might be willing to consider a trade; he might swap some geneticists for a couple of our nuclear physicists. It didn’t sound like a bad idea, but it wasn’t up to me to negotiate it. Leave that up to the Treaty-makers, I thought.


  “Well,” I said, “I understand your position perfectly.” At that point I decided I hated diplomacy. “And we of Earth will withdraw our objections, provided you instruct your Embassy to take stronger precautions against the escape of any of their—ah—products.”


  HE SMILED happily, and reached out with his two lower hands to grasp mine. “Fine. It pleases me that there will be no friction between our worlds.”


  I stood up, sliding my hand from between his. “Oh, by the way,” I said casually. “Earth has begun a small genetic engineering program of its own, you know. Nothing to compare with the magnificent Venusian techniques, of course, but it’s a beginning, a beginning—”


  I rang the bell. Jansen appeared, “Bring in the meat,” I said. “It’s feeding time.”


  I turned to the somewhat puzzled Venusian. “This is one of our first products,” I said. “An opening, fumbling effort, shall we say? You’ll note that our interests are chiefly in the flora, unlike yours.”


  I drew back the curtain and revealed one of the Venusian carnivorous plants. This one was some ten feet in height. It reared up from the floor like an immense bear, with its great nauseating tendrils waving slowly back and forth in the air. It made me sick.


  I heard a little strangled cry of amazement come from the Venusian’s throat, and I swear his blue skin turned a tinge greener.


  Jansen reappeared, pushing a little truck to which some poor Venusian beast was clamped—an animal almost the size of a man. He rolled the little truck along the floor.


  As soon as it came within reach, one of those immense undulating tendrils came pouncing down on it. I watched, sickened, but yet enjoying the whole thing.


  The plant fed, noisily.


  I SHOOK Garvey’s hand. “Wonderful job, Frank,” I said sincerely. “I’ve just had word from Hilary that the Venusian Embassy on Earth is scared witless; they’ve made all sorts of concessions in the new Treaty provided we destroy our carnivourous plant before it has a chance to spread any seeds. They’ve even agreed to turn over some genetics information to us.”


  I shuddered, and knew how the Venusians must have taken it. They’d be willing to do almost anything provided we killed that plant.


  I drew out my blaster and clicked the safety.


  “What are you going to do?” Garvey asked suddenly, paling. My respect for him, which had been building ever since he’d produced that marvelous horror, melted immediately. Away from his lab, he was still a fool. I’ll bet he expected me to blast him down where he stood.


  “I’m going to get rid of your pet,” I said.


  “What for?”


  “Because, you damned idiot, it’s dangerous to the whole of Venusian society, and we’ve already agreed to destroy it before it breeds. Why, if that thing started seeding—”


  Suddenly Garvey burst into chuckles. I thought he’d split from laughter.


  “What’s so funny?” I snapped.


  “YOU NEVER did learn anything about science, did you, Mart? I didn’t do any genetic engineering on that plant, man—all I did was blow up one specimen with my hormones, same as I did with that tomato I showed you. But that’s not a mutation. It won’t breed big plants any more than a rat with his tail chopped off will breed tailless rats. Any offspring of our plant here will be smallsized, of course, and so there’s nothing to fear from him. Unless you go too close to him.”


  “You can’t be too careful.”


  “No,” he said dreamily. I looked at him. He seemed to be floating somewhere.


  “What’s with you?”


  “I was just thinking,” he said. “When the Venusians get around to turning over their techniques to us—”


  “What then?”


  “Think of the wonderful tomatoes we’ll grow!” he said, almost shouting. “And they’ll breed true!”


  I smiled. What else can you do?


  WE RUN FROM THE HUNTED!


  Milton Lesser


  Running a hunting camp on Venus appeared to be a good deal. But like any business, you had to attract customers—and maybe a Wampan!


  I DABBED at the nick on my jaw with a towel and said, “Ouch! Do you always have to read to me when I’m shaving?”


  “Shaving,” Harry Conger scoffed. “That’s just it, shaving. Why can’t you use dipilator, like ordinary people? What do you expect when you use an archaic razor?”


  “I happen to like the feel of a razor.”


  “Well, it’s the same with .30-.30 rifles instead of blasters,” Harry said, still riding me. “The best the twenty-first century has to offer isn’t good enough for you. Oh, no.” He shoved the accumulation of unpaid bills in front of my face while I put the razor away and asked me, “What do you expect to pay these with—twentieth century coin of the realm?”


  “O.K.,” I said. “Lay off. So we happen to be a little behind in a few payments.”


  “A few payments. We haven’t had a customer yet, Gil. Not even one single, slightly jaded Earthman. No one.”


  “I still think ‘Venus on the Half Shell’ is a good idea,” I said stubbornly.


  Harry shook his head. “Good for the bill collectors. Good for the native bearers, who we’ve been feeding ever since we opened this joint. Good for the washed up big-game hunter living off what little fat there is in our land, but not good for us. If we only had one customer—just one . . .”


  “Look out the window,” I said, trying to be cheerful. “Venus. Raw. Primitive. Wild. Thirty million miles from civilization. A hunter’s paradise. And we’re the guys who can serve Venus up to our customers on the half shell. Hunting. Nature-watching. Just loafing. They can name it—we’ve got it.”


  “You mean we’ve had it,” Harry said gloomily, shaking the fistful of bills. “Hell, Gil. It isn’t only that. We haven’t paid the bearers yet—not that they’ve had to bear anything. We haven’t even paid what’s-his-name, the hunter. All he does is drink our whiskey. Why don’t you admit it, Gil? Venus on the Half Shell is all washed up and we might as well go back to Earth while we still have the fare.”


  I grinned. “Do we still have the fare?”


  Well, if we sell some of your antique firearms—”


  “Sell them?” I cried. “But they’re the only way to hunt, Harry. You know that. They’re the real way to hunt. It’s no contest with a blaster—the local fauna don’t have a chance.”


  “If we just had one customer.”


  “A little while longer, Harry,” I pleaded. “You’re right. All we need is one customer, just to spread the word. We’ve got a virgin paradise for hunters here and—”


  “I’ve heard that song before.”


  “Well,” I said stubbornly, “it’s the truth.”


  Just then someone knocked at the door. Harry and I shared a small cabin in the Venus on the Half Shell stockade. It wasn’t much of a cabin and it doubled as office and sleeping quarters. A knock on the door meant either the leader of the Venusians or Talbot Kramer, our has-been hunter who so far had been content to sit around drinking our whiskey.


  I OPENED the door. It was Talbot Kramer, complete with week’s growth of beard, red-rimmed eyes, mouldly, swamp-smelling clothing and a man-sized scowl.


  “Natives are through,” he said, and laughed. It may have meant a lot to me and Harry, but it meant nothing to him.


  “Through?” I said. “What the hell did they quit for?”


  “Wompan,” Kramer said.


  “Which?” Harry asked him.


  “Wompan,” I repeated. I was excited. “Don’t you know what a Wompan is?”


  “Not me,” Harry said. “Guess I was too busy studying unpaid bills. What’s a Wompan?”


  “I quit too,” Talbot Kramer said suddenly. “You can’t expect a hunter to hang around when the bearers have quit on you. Not anyways, with a Wompan around camp.”


  “Will somebody please tell me.” Harry begged, “what a Wompan is?”


  “I’ll take the swamp-buggy,” Kramer said, getting ready to go outside.


  “The hell you will,” Harry and I both said together.


  “Listen. You guys owe me some wages. I know you don’t have the cash, but I’m not complaining. I’ll take the swamp-buggy. Hell, it’s the only way out of here anyways.”


  “Some friend,” said Harry. “We won’t have any way out ourselves. We’ll be trapped in this damn swamp.”


  “Trapped?” Kramer said incredulously. “Did you say trapped? It’s your place of business. There’s all the food you need—in the swamp. What’s your hurry to leave? Besides, Mr. Gil Roberts here told himself: one of these days you’re going to get a lot of rich customers coming in with their own spaceships. Well, got to be going now.”


  We went outside with him and over to the squat, ugly shape of the swamp-buggy. The treads were a foot deep in mod, a normal state of affairs for the swamp-buggy. It would run, though. It would take Talbot Kramer, ex big game hunter with a reputation and not much else, back to an outpost of civilization. And leave us without a guide if we ever got any customers.


  “If you give us a little time,” I said as Kramer climbed into the buggy through the roof hatch.


  “Sorry, boys,” he said, smelling of our liquor. “There was a letter for me on this week’s mail rocket. A job in Kenya.”


  “Kenya, Africa, Earth?” I said, as if I were addressing a letter.


  “That’s right,” Kramer said, lowering himself through the hatch. In a moment the swamp-buggy shuddered and made growling noises and shook itself clear of the mud. Out of habit, Harry and I waved as the buggy churned across a hundred feet of thick mud and moved ponderously toward the stockade gate. We stood there and watched the buggy fade into the green twilight swamps of Venus. It was very hot out there in the open and Harry and I were drenched with sweat before the sound of the buggy’s motor faded entirely.


  “A hunter’s paradise,” Harry said.


  “Aw, lay off,” I told him.


  Nearby, the buggy suddenly roared again, its motor racing.


  “Is he coming back?” Harry asked hopefully.


  “It wasn’t the buggy,” I said.


  “Are you kidding. I’d know that motor anywhere. She needs a valve job like we need customers.”


  “That,” I said without smiling, “was the Wompan.”


  “You’re joking.”


  “I wish I was,” I said, closing the gate.


  “It sounded just like the swamp-buggy.”


  “I know. Probably looks like it too—for now.”


  “Are you nuts?”


  “Why do you think the natives ran away—and Kramer too. Wompan’s deadly dangerous game.”


  “So stop smiling about it.”


  “I think it’s funny,” I said, “being left alone like this. You know what Wompan means in the Ringin dialect?”


  Harry said he did not.


  “It means, mimic.”


  “Oh,” Harry said. He seemed relieved. “You mean it can imitate sounds—like the swamp-buggy’s motor?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It can imitate sounds. And other things. It can look like a swamp-buggy or the video star Laura Laurene or maybe Talbot Kramer or even you. It’s a mimic.”


  “What does it look like in real life?”


  “No one ever saw one in real life. Only in real death.”


  “Very funny.”


  “No. I mean it, Harry. The Wompan assumes its own shape when it’s killed. If it’s killed because that’s rare. Then it looks like a shapeless, jelly-like mass of protoplasm.”


  “Then what’s so dangerous about it?”


  “It can mime anything. A swamp-buggy. A man. A blaster.”


  “A blaster?”


  “It can make like a blaster and blast the hell out of you,” I said. “It can make like a beautiful woman and then strangle you when you’re at your weakest. It can—”


  “Did you lock the gate?” Harry asked. I felt a little sorry for him. Maybe I’m no Frank Buck, but Harry wasn’t cut out for the frontier at all.


  I told him I locked it. We went back to the cabin and had lunch out of cans. When we were working on dessert of canned peaches, the spacer hip came down.


  I BEAT Harry outside by three steps. The spaceship, a small sportster, sank, on its keel tubes in the mud. It would be a devil of a job getting her airborne again, but we would worry about that later.


  I looked at Harry. Harry looked at me. “Customers?” I said in a small voice.


  Harry said, “I don’t believe it.”


  We stood with our backs to the Venus on the Half Shell sign running across the upper part of the cabin wall and waited. After a little while the small sportster’s hatch swung out. We squinted at it through Venus’ dazzling white sunless daylight and waited.


  A head popped up. Big head with a mane of white hair and pink cheeks and some loose extra chins and a strong jaw and a small red flower of a mouth. Below the head was expensive sports clothing. Very expensive. All suede and linen and the latest hunting styles you see in the catalogues. He looked like a million bucks worth of something out of a Spaceman’s magazine. He snapped his fingers and said, “Boy! Our bags.”


  Harry looked at me again. I looked at Harry. I placed the flat of my had against the small of his back and pushed. He went stumbling across the mud toward the sportster spaceship. When he got there he managed to say, “I’ll take your bags, sir.”


  “I’ll set up your tent, sir,” I said.


  “Tent?” the man in the sportster repeated. “Your classified ad in Spaceman’s didn’t say anything about a tent.”


  “That’s Venus on the Half Shell,” I said. “Outdoor living. Venus as Venus is to the natives. But it’s perfectly safe, sir.


  “We have a stockade, as you can see.”


  “I don’t know about any tent or roughing it,” the sportsman boomed.


  “Well,” I said.


  “Game running good?” he asked.


  “The best,” I said. “A blind man could bag the legal limit of roupas and konees and jukets and ferzes in an afternoon.”


  “Better hope it takes longer’n that, son,” the sportsman boomed again. “Dudn’t come all the way to Venus for an afternoon’s walk in the woods.”


  “Walk in the woods,” I said, nudging Harry who had come back staggering under the weight of several suitcases. “Walk in the woods.”


  “Yes?” the sportsman said.


  “What I mean is, there’s man-sized hunting around here. Really man-sized, sir.”


  “Daughter’s with me,” he said, wet-blanketing whatever sales pitch I might have made. “Hope we haven’t made a mistake. Could have gone on to Venus Joe’s. I know Venus Joe’s. But I liked your ad in Spaceman’s. I always go by ads in Spaceman’s. Know why?”


  “No,” I said, shaking my head.


  “I’m Jason Woods Stevenson,” he said, swinging his two hundred pounds of hard sportsman muscle down the hatch and walking athletically across the swamp toward me.


  “Jason Woods Stevenson,” I said, then suddenly ran forward to pump has hand vigorously. Jason Woods Stevenson! If he liked it here at Venus on the Half Shell, Harry and I had it made. Because Jason Woods Stevenson was the outdoor editor of Spaceman’s magazine—and Sportsmen all over the solar system waited breathlessly each month for him to pontificate on some new out-of-the-way sportsman’s paradise. If he passed on Venus on the Half Shell, we’d be swamped with business.


  “Don’t see any native trackers around,” Jason W. Stevenson said after shaking my hand with a grip that almost broke the finger bones. “Have them outside?”


  “Well, the truth is—” I said.


  “Is what?”


  “The trackers went back to their tribe.”


  “Went back? What about your hunters? Are you boys the hunters too?”


  I couldn’t tell him about Talbot Kramer walking out on us. If I told him that, I knew he would climb right back into his sportster and head on to Venus Joe’s. Venus Joe’s which had started with fifty times the capital Harry and I had had, was doing well enough. But if Spaceman’s magazine gave them a plug and said nothing about us, we really were through. I knew it and Harry coming back from the tent platform knew it and we didn’t have to say it out loud.


  “Yes,” I told Mr. Stevenson. “We’re the guides too.”


  “Experienced?”


  “We know Venus as well as anyone,” I said, which wasn’t exactly a lie since no one, not even the Extra-terrestrial geographic Survey, had been able to draw an accurate map of Venus yet.


  MR. STEVENSON seemed very doubtful. “Well, boys, I don’t know. No hard feelings, you understand. If I was alone it might be different. But my daughter’s here. She’s not exactly a delicate item now, boys, but she’s no big game hunter, either. If it was a cabin instead of a tent and if you had bearers and trackers—”


  “You can have our cabin!” Harly cried desperately.


  “Well, I don’t know, boys.”


  I gave Harry one of those desperate stares. Harry returned it to me, saying without words that he had no further ideas either. I could see our last chance—a favorable write-up in Spaceman’s magazine—going up in smoke. Mr. Stevenson started back toward his sportster and said,


  “I’ll say I stopped here on the way to Venus Joe’s, boys. I’ll say the place looked—ah, primitive. How’s that? Primitive, I’ll say. For real outdoorsmen.”


  “Damning with faint praise,” Harry whispered to me fiercely. “Gil, you’ve got to do something.” I nodded. My head was suddenly as empty of ideas as the space between galaxies is empty of stars. I followed Mr. Stevenson back to the sportster and watched him boost himself up toward the hatch athletically and lower his two-hundred pounds in with the grace of a cat. When his head had disappeared but before the hatch banged shut I said:


  “Wompan.”


  The head re-appeared. “What did you say, boy?”


  “I said, Wompan.”


  “Here? Wompan here?”


  “Yes, sir. Positively.”


  “I never caught a Wompan,” Mr. Stevenson said. “Only three men ever have.”


  “That’s right,” I said.


  “If I could write it up for Spaceman’s magazine—assuming I catch one—we’d increase our circulation half a million copies.”


  “You’ll catch one,” I promised.


  Jason Woods Stevenson beamed on me. “Oh, to hell with Spaceman’s. I want to catch one because I never have. I’ve caught everything on Earth that The law lets you catch, boys. I was up at Venus Joe’s last year and took the legal limit of everything but Wompan. Never even saw a Wompan. Boys,” he said, “you’ve got yourself a customer.”


  He came down again and strode quickly across the quadrangle toward the wood platform which would serve as the foundation of his tent, keeping it above the ooze and mud. He was whistling cheerfully and he smiled again, the grin bisecting his face from ear to ear. If he had anything on his mind besides Wompan—it was Wompan skin. Whatever Wompan skin looked like.


  “Aren’t you forgetting something, sir?” Harry said.


  “I don’t think so, boys. Am I?”


  Harry nodded. “Your daughter?” he said.


  Mr. Stevenson’s jaw dropped a foot. “The girl!” he cried. “I almost forgot about her.” He wasn’t smiling now. “If her mother ever learned I took her to a place like this, with absolutely no civilized conveniences . . .”


  “But with wompan,” I said.


  He sighed. “Ginger!” he called. “You can come on out now, Ginger honey.”


  Harry and I waited for Ginger to make her appearance. After a decent interval she came gracefully out of the hatch. She was young and red-haired and pretty. She was built the way a girl ought to be built and she had a million dollar smile. The smile was for Harry Conger. Right away she liked Harry. She was nice enough to me is a spoiled little rich girl way, but Harry, was, as they say, her cup of tea. She went walking off with him toward the stockade to get her first lesson in Venusian fauna while Mr. Stevenson and I pitched their tent.


  I was just as glad Ginger had decided Harry was for her, if either of us had to be. I had too much to think about. Such as Jason Woods Stevenson and Spaceman’s magazine. Such as what a Wompan could or could not be expected to do when hunted. Such as our last chance to make good here on Venus. Let Harry have the lovelife, I’d try to keep Venus on the Half Shell solvent.


  THAT NIGHT after supper Mr. Stevenson and Ginger turned in early in preparation for our first sally the next day. Harry gaped and gazed and wandered around the stockade, moonstruck.


  “Hey, snap out it,” I said.


  “Lovely girl,” he said.


  “Lovely old man in charge of the outdoor section of Spaceman’s magazine,” I said.


  “Got a smile could melt the night side of Pluto.”


  “Wompan,” I said. “Remember?”


  “You can handle it, Gil old boy.”


  “I don’t know if both of us, working together as hard as we ever worked in our lives, can handle it. But we have to try. We have to be on our toes, Harry. Are you with me?”


  “Did you see how Ginger’s whole face lights up when she smiles?”


  “Harry,” I pleaded. “We have a book inside. It isn’t much, but it tells everything anybody knows about a Wompan. What they do. How they kill people. How to capture them, if they can be captured. Harry, we’re no hunters. Since Wompan is the solar system’s most dangerous game, wouldn’t you say that puts us at a slight disadvantage? Wouldn’t you, Harry old boy?”


  “She’s really got a sense of humor too, Gil. For a rich kid, she’s simple and unaffected and—”


  “Let’s go inside and look at that Wompan book.”


  “I’ll be along in a while.” He waved at air. He wasn’t looking at me. He wasn’t thinking about Wompans or even Venus on the Half Shell. He was six thousand parsecs away and still running. I sighed and went inside. I burned the midnight oil learning what there was to learn about Wompans.


  In the morning it was raining. Harry didn’t seem to care. He had that moonstruck grin on his face and I was sure the Stevensons, father and daughter, noticed it. They were too polite to say anything about it, though, and Ginger Stevenson did seem friendly toward Harry.


  “Do we try it in the rain?” Jason Woods Stevenson asked me. He wore a poncho which covered him .30-.30 rifle and all. He looked like a small tent with a head on top, but it was practical. Ginger wore a transparent raincoat which showed her nice sports clothing and nicer figure. It wasn’t practical, but Ginger was a girl.


  “Yes, sir,” I said. “We try it in the rain.”


  And off we marched to find ourselves a Wompan.


  WE TRIED it in the rain. We tried it in the dazzling white Venusian daylight. We tried at dawn and we tried at dusk. We tried every way it said to try in the book, but we didn’t find any Wompan.


  Twelve days went by that way. Mr. Stevenson had already told us his limit was fourteen days. I got glummer and glummer, but not Harry. If I asked Harry what a Wompan was, he probably would have shrugged and said it wasn’t important. Harry was still moonstruck and the nicest part of it from Harry’s point of view was this Ginger was moonstruck too.


  Mr. Stevenson, though, grew desperate. Not about Ginger and Harry—he didn’t seem to mind. About the Wompan. He wanted one. If you have ever known a sportsman after particular game, you will understand. He had to get a Wompan. I knew how he felt: we had to stay in business. No other animal would do and—although it wasn’t our fault—I knew that if Mr. Stevenson didn’t get himself a Wompan. Venus on the Half Shell would not be saved by a big, many-paged spread in Spaceman’s magazine.


  On the thirteenth day, Mr. Stevenson said, “Going tomorrow. Early in the morning. This is our last try, Gil.”


  “I know that, sir.” I said.


  “Before we start, thought I’d kick over the sportster’s engine. Don’t want last minute trouble, you know.”


  “Yes, sir,” I said. He climbed inside the small spaceship and kicked her over. He climbed down, satisfied. The rocket engine had purred like a kitten.


  And purred again—outside the stockade!


  I jumped about a mile and came down feeling light as a feather. There couldn’t be another sportster in the vicinity. Certainly not. I knew it and so did Mr. Stevenson, who had studied our little book about the Wompan.


  “Wompan,” he said, looking at me.


  I nodded and we went for the rifles.


  Ginger had a short-barreled light-kicking Mannlicher, Harry and I carried Springfields and Mr. Stevenson had a big Marlin Magnum 375. We had enough firepower to stop anything the Venusian swamps offered unless something—such as a Wompan—stopped us first.


  “Let’s go out there,” Mr. Stevenson said, loading a clip of ammo into the Marlin’s magazine and ramming a single shell into the breech.


  I led the way, followed single file by Mr. Stevenson, Ginger and Harry in that order. We went less than a hundred yards and could no longer see the stockade behind us. Venusian swamp jungle was like that-. It was strangely quiet, though. We noticed that at once—the usual small jungle noises were still, as if waiting, watching. . . .


  “The Wompan,” I whispered. “He’s here, sir.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “Listen . . .”


  “You mean the quiet?”


  “The animals know he’s here. Instinctively, they fear him. They won’t make a Sound because if they do, he’ll have them. He can mime the sound of any life form and when he does that, he has them.”


  “He has them how?” Mr. Stevenson asked in a tight, anxious whisper.


  “By pretending to be one of them and killing them when they don’t expect it.”


  “I see. And we—”


  “Keep on the lookout,” I said. “And don’t separate. As long as we stay together, sir, all four of us, we’re safe.”


  We had come a couple of hundred yards from the stockade. Unless you knew the way back, though, it could have been a couple of hundred miles. Some of the bogs could be treacherous, too.


  I WENT knee-deep in the muck and pulled my feet out. The mud made sucking sounds against the rubber of my boots. Something touched my shoulder and I whirled—but it was only Mr. Stevenson.


  “Where are they?” he said.


  Ginger and Harry were gone.


  I swore. I called Harry every name in the book, but it didn’t help. Hell, he had had ample time to be alone with Ginger. Of all the fool stunts—


  “You’d better find them, Roberts, and find them now,” Mr. Stevenson said, his voice flat and cold. “That’s my little girl he has out there.”


  I nodded grimly and we went back along the trail a slow step at a time, trying to pierce the green twilight gloom on either side. The jungle was very quiet—deadly quiet. Wompan quiet. The animals told us soundlessly. The Wompan was nearby.


  “Harry?” I called.


  “Can you chance it?” Mr. Stevenson whispered.


  “I’ve got to.”


  We went back slowly, at a crawl. We covered twenty yards. Thirty. There was nothing.


  “Harry,” I called. “Harry?”


  Mr. Stevenson’s hand gripped my shoulder. He pointed. “What’s that out there?”


  I looked where he had pointed. Creepers and lianas and thick fern-brakes obscured my view. I couldn’t see a thing.


  “Out there,” he said again.


  I could see perhaps five yards, no more. It was utterly silent. It was also hot and humid as it always is in the Venusian swamps. My khakis clung to me with sweat.


  “I still can’t see a thing,” I said. He pointed a third time. I stared and saw nothing and was about to say so when something struck the side of my head just above the ear.


  I staggered off into the fern-brake and sat down. I was groggy and I didn’t know what had hit me. There still wasn’t a sound in the jungle. When I brought my hand up to my ear and brought it away again, it was red and wet and glistening with blood. I turned around slowly, stiffly—


  Jason Woods Stevenson stood there in the fern-brake. He looked gigantic. He lifted the big Marlin Magnum .375 over his head and brought it down, butt-first. I rolled over and away and the big rifle struck half a foot from my head. Several inches of the rifle were buried in the mud and I had time to stagger to my feet while Mr. Stevenson pulled it clear.


  “What’s the matter with you?” I roared. “What’s the—”


  He stood five feet from me. He swung the rifle around and pointed it at my chest.


  There wasn’t a sound—not a sound. It was like a nightmare . . .


  I used my own rifle to knock his aside as it went off. The Marlin Magnum packs a kick and he stumbled back a step. I went after him and when he pointed his rifle at me again and looked as if he would squeeze the trigger I had no choice. I swung my own rifle like a club and brought it down with savage force on his shoulder.


  There was a sound and the sound said his shoulder was broken. He merely scowled and brought his rifle up again, broken shoulder and all, and then I knew.


  I shot him. I poured the whole clip into him and the rifle kept kicking back against my shoulder, the stock slapping my cheek, and I didn’t want to think. It was not until the last bullet went whonking home that he fell. It was a sound that only a hunter or a killer knows—the whonk of lead into flesh at close range. It is a horrible sound when what you’re shooting at is a man.


  Was a man.


  Or looked like a man.


  Because, as he fell, Jason Woods Stevenson changed. The features melted, became indistinct. The limbs fell in on themselves. The body grew big and round—bloated and somehow obscene. In seconds what had been a man was a shapeless, quivering, dying mass of protoplasm. A Wompan.


  Then Harry Conger screamed.


  It was a scream of sudden awareness and fear. It was worse for Harry than it was for me. Harry was falling in love with Ginger, and now—


  I went crashing through the fern-brake, seeking them. I shouted at the top of my lungs now. “Harry! Harry!”


  I found them when it was almost too late. Harry was down on his back, a dazed look on his face. There was a smear of blood across his face from ear to mouth. There was a strange look in his eyes.


  Ginger Stevenson stood over him with the short-barrelled Mannlicher. I shot six times with a new clip before she fell. Harry climbed to his feet and stormed at me. raging like a mad-man. “You killed her!” he cried. “You—”


  Then I made him turn around. He saw what was there and what was there was not and had never been Ginger. He sobbed once and I led him back to the stockade.


  “BUT I DON’T get it,” he said later. I had given him three stiff drinks and they had helped some, but only a little. Harry needed time to think and time to forget. “What happened to the Stevensons? To Ginger?”


  “There weren’t any Stevensons. No Ginger. Don’t you remember they came right after we heard the Wompan make like a swamp-buggy?”


  “Yeah—”


  “And when we got back there was no spaceship in the stockade, right?”


  “Yeah—”


  “It was the Wompan all along. There never was a Mr. Stevenson or his daughter.”


  “Yeah, but—


  “You’re thinking the Wompan needs a model?”


  “I guess so.”


  “It probably had one. The Stevensons last year at Venus Joe’s. Isn’t that what it said—as Mr. Stevenson?”


  Harry agreed, but he didn’t really care. He had fallen in love—with a girl who didn’t exist.


  “Buck up,” I said.


  “It’s all right for you to say.”


  “No. Buck up, will you?”


  “What for? What the hell for?”


  “Because Venus on the Half Shell has a chance now. Because we killed a Wompan. It’s only the fourth one ever and we’re going to get a lot of free publicity—which ought to make this place.”


  “Yeah, that’s true,” Harry said. But his heart wasn’t in it.


  “We’ll take pictures,” I said. “We’ll write it up and send in into Spaceman’s magazine and we’ll have it made. Sportsmen will be flocking here for a crack at Wompans. No wait. I have a better idea. We’ll take pictures and write it up and you’ll deliver our story in person to Spaceman’s magazine on Earth.”


  “Me? I just want to be alone, Gil. I don’t feel like going anywhere.”


  I smiled. “Yes, you do. You’ll deliver the pictures and the story in person—to Spaceman’s outdoor editor, who the Wompan saw at Venus Joe’s last year. To Jason Woods Stevenson.”


  “Yeah,” Harry said.


  “And maybe you’ll get to meet his daughter, Ginger.”


  “Yeah,” Harry said again. But this time he was smiling.


  THE END


  SOCIAL CLIMBER


  Milton Lesser


  If one life-form—or better still, one single entity—is indifferent to the continued existence of another, is, as a matter of fact, quite willing to end it without adequate motivation, then you have a psychopathic society. And all over Earth, people were obtaining legal permits to kill others for the sole purpose of advancing an artificial social status!


  THE MAN said suddenly, accusingly, “Snoop.”


  “Snoop I am, of course,” admitted the thing which had just entered Robert Holland’s mind. Whole books had been written about Snoops, but no one knew what they really were. “You’ll get used to me,” the Snoop predicted.


  “Please,” Robert Holland pleaded. “Come back some other time; this is important to me.”


  “That’s why I’m here.”


  “But you’ll ruin everything.”


  “Not necessarily; its all up to you. For example, you needn’t address me vocally. People will hear you talking to yourself. I’m not talking vocally, am I?”


  “You couldn’t,” said Robert Holland, who had once read a book about Snoops. It was called It May Happen To You, but Robert Holland had never believed it.


  “That’s better. I can understand you if you merely think the words. I could, though.”


  “You could what?”


  “Talk vocally. You see?” It was the Snoop talking, using Holland’s vocal chords. “I could use your speech apparatus.”


  “All right; all right—don’t.”


  “I just wanted to show you.”


  “Why did you have to pick me? There are more interesting subjects around. Aren’t there?”


  “Your brain,” said the Snoop, “was radiating theta waves at a furious rate.”


  “Theta?”


  “Anxiety; it attracted me. Go about your business, and the symbiotic relationship will work itself out automatically.”


  “Symbiotic, like hell,” Holland said. “You get a charge out of strong emotions. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”


  “Not at all,” answered the Snoop. Holland could sense it sitting—sitting was the only word he could think of—comfortably in his mind, waiting for the emotional feast to begin.


  “Snoop?” he said, tentatively.


  THE SNOOP was there, but did not respond. Holland shrugged. There was no known way to exercise a Snoop; when it found a more suitable host, a Snoop departed. In the interval, it feasted. Unfortunately, according to the case histories in It May Happen to You, the relationship was quite parasitic. A host became nervous, edgy, eventually incapable of the proper response to environmental challenge. Naturally, though, Holland thought, beginning to feel better about things, those were the case histories of confessed Snoop hosts. What percentage of the whole they represented would never be known; but it could be assumed that those hosts who withstood the Snoops successfully never bothered to confess at all.


  Holland squared his shoulders and sprinted for the elevator at the end of the corridor, where a crowd was waiting. The small elevator would never accommodate them all, Holland realized. He hit the crowd on the run, jabbing expertly with his elbows. Something gave before a rapier-thrust of his left elbow. He saw an old man staggering back, holding his face. A woman grabbed the tails of Holland’s jacket, so he would run her interference into the elevator car. He spun quickly in a full circle, crouching and jarring her chin back with his shoulder. She whimpered and fell back into the pushing, shoving crowd.


  WITH A quick, blurring motion, the elevator door slid shut, trapping a man’s hand. Holland worked it free for him, because the elevator wouldn’t start until that was done. The man looked grateful, but glanced at Holland’s face and said nothing.


  They could have made the elevator larger, Holland supposed, but you had to keep in practice, didn’t you? The Snoop worked Holland’s jaw muscles into a grin.


  “Stop it,” Holland said silently.


  “I was thinking.”


  “Well, don’t.”


  “Twenty-eight,” called the elevator P.A. “Weapon sales and repair.” Several people left the elevator.


  “Thirty. Hand-to-hand combat.” A big raw-boned girl gazed about defiantly and got off the elevator.


  “Thirty-seven,” said the P.A. “Assignations.” Holland shoved his way forward in the still-crowded elevator, receiving no co-operation from its passengers. He barely made it in time before the door whisked shut.


  “Some theta,” said the Snoop; “you’re a bundle of anxiety.”


  “Listen,” Holland said, hoping he could convey anger with the un-vocal words. “This is very important to me, I don’t want my partner to know I’ve got a Snoop.”


  “Oh, you needn’t worry. We don’t reveal our presence to outsiders.”


  “Well, I’ve got a Joint Status Advancement Permit, and—”


  “A Climber’s License,” said the Snoop, thinking a chuckle.


  Holland nodded and was glad the corridor was empty. “You’d better not interfere, that’s all.”


  The Snoop did not answer. Holland stood for a moment outside the door of room 3718, took a deep breath and opened it.


  “I THOUGHT you would be older,” the girl said, studying him.


  “I didn’t expect a girl,” Holland told her.


  “What’s wrong with a girl?”


  “I didn’t expect one.”


  “Have you looked at the J.S.A.P.?” she asked.


  “Haven’t had the chance; I usually like to meet my partner first.”


  “Oh? You’ve had a Joint Permit before?”


  “Naturally,” said Holland. “It’s the only way you can really get ahead.”


  “This is my first,” the girl admitted. She seemed less sure of herself now than when Holland had first entered the small room. “You must have a pretty high status,” she said. “You’ll see what I mean when you read the Permit.”


  “Later,” Holland told her. “Yes, I’m a Twelve; but don’t get any ideas.”


  “How could I? I’d need a Permit, wouldn’t I?”


  “It’s happened before,” Holland said. “You come in here, slug my real partner, and—”


  “I would if I could,” she replied boldly, “but I lack the Status. I’m a Four.”


  “I’ve never worked with a Four,” Holland said distastefully.


  “Where’d you start?”


  “Six.”


  “You were lucky, then. I started as a Two: I received a Permit for another Two and took care of him.”


  “Two plus Two; so now you’re a Four. Married?”


  “No. The Permit says you’re single, too.”


  HOLLAND nodded, “I was expecting a man. You never know what you’re getting yourself into with a girl.”


  She shrugged. “You could turn down the Permit, of course; but there’s no telling how long you’d have to wait for another one like this. We’ve got the most we could under the circumstances. A Sixteen.”


  Holland whistled.


  “You’re really Climbing,” the Snoop observed.


  “Shut up,” Holland said silently.


  “I won’t be a liability,” the girl predicted; “I’ve got much more to gain than you have.”


  “And far less experience.” Shrugging again, the girl took out a cigaret case and opened it. She reached for a cigaret and dropped the case at Holland’s feet.


  “Hell, she’s crude,” Holland to-d the Snoop. She was going to try something, of course, to prove her capability. But it was so patently obvious—for under normal circumstances Holland wouldn’t retrieve the cigaret case for her.


  “Go ahead,” the Snoop said. “It might be amusing.”


  HOLLAND crouched and reached out for the cigaret case. It was gold, with a single synthetic gem set in the center of the cover. Holland looked up and saw the girl’s foot moving swiftly as his fingers closed on the case. With his free hand he grasped her ankle and twisted. She yelped, lost her balance and fell heavily. Holland was still holding her ankle. She wore a high-heeled shoe with retracable leather on the heel; a deadly two-inch spike of metal was exposed.


  “Let go of me,” she gasped, grimacing with pain. “I was only going to show you I can take care of myself; I wouldn’t have cut you.”


  “You couldn’t have,” Holland said, releasing her foot. She stood up and glared at him. “You’re not merely wrong,” Holland went on relentlessly, “you’re pathetic. The man’s a Sixteen, you said. Know what that means? You’ve got to be subtle. Unless you’re subtle, you’ll never get close enough to use that trick heel or anything like it. Is that how you killed the other Two?”


  “I’m not required to talk about that. Well, are you going to look at the Permit, or aren’t you?”


  “I won’t return it, if that’s what you’re worrying about; I’ll go through with it. But let’s get one thing straight: I’m in charge. You do whatever I say.”


  The girl pouted. “Yes, sir.”


  “And don’t act subservient; that would give us away. Look, I’ve never had a female partner before, but according to what I’ve read, it might be a good idea if we got married.”


  “Married?”


  “That should be interesting,” the Snoop said.


  HOLLAND scowled irritably, not bothering to answer the Snoop. “Yes, married; that way we could be together all the time without arousing suspicion.” The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea; they could really work as a team. A female partner might have her advantages, after all. “Is it all right with you?”


  “If we include an automatic divorce clause, I guess so.”


  “Splendid,” Holland said. “Now, about the division of this Sixteen’s status—”


  “Oh, that’s no problem; it’s an even number. Eight for you and eight for me.”


  “Like hell,” Holland said. “You want to triple your status while I make a gain of two-thirds? You think I’m crazy? If I took twelve and you took four, we’d each be exactly doubling our status. That’s the best you’ll get from me. I think it’s plenty lenient, anyway; I am a Twelve, you know.”


  “Lenient,” she muttered bitterly.


  “Take it or leave it.” Holland headed for the door.


  “Wait. That would make you a Twenty-four; you can’t go higher than that in this city.”


  “I’ll apply for an exit permit.”


  “You’ll be awfully young, for a Twenty-four.”


  “Youngest in the city, I think.”


  “And probably not half as sharp as you believe,” the girl mused.


  HOLLAND smiled. “Now you’re using your head. You’ll know all about me. How I operate. My personal habits. If you could arrange to link up with another Sixteen—assuming we succeed—and get a Permit to tackle me, you’d really be Climbing.”


  “Doesn’t it frighten you?”


  “I’m trembling,” Holland said, still smiling.


  “Well, it’s a deal: Four for me and twelve for you. I think we’ll get along fine, mister.” The girl took the manifold copy of her Joint Status Advancement Permit from a pocket of her blouse. She had, Holland observed, already broken the seal on it. He removed his own copy from his billfold and broke the seal. They filled in the acquisition of status points on each copy and initialed it with a pen the girl supplied.


  “You’re a sharp trader,” the Snoop told Holland. “All those points and marriage too, while it lasts. I’ve found a splendid host. She’s quite beautiful, you know, Holland; we’re going to enjoy ourselves, aren’t we?”


  “You damn Snoop!” Holland said silently, savagely. “That’s all you really want, isn’t it? I’m nothing but a vehicle. You latch onto me aryl enjoy sensual pleasures.”


  “Whatever you say,” the.


  Snoop told him calmly.


  “Well, is there another explanation for you?”


  “You humans haven’t thought so.”


  “I’m asking you.”


  “We’ve been here for fifty years. Your psychologists have tried their best to explain us—after spending a decade or so trying to explain us away!”


  “Don’t be so amused,” Holland protested. “You’re making me smile. She’s looking at me; she’ll wonder—”


  “What’s the matter?” the girl asked.


  “I’m reading the Permit,” Holland told her.


  THE SNOOP settled back comfortably in his mind. “And still.” the Snoop said, “you know nothing. Nothing. Have you ever thought of us in terms of an invasion—from space, say?”


  “I’ve read it in the Sunday supplements.”


  “How do you think the idea was planted, Holland?” the Snoop demanded.


  “Some other time,” Holland snapped. Then aloud, after quickly scanning the J.S.A.P.: “Saul Gurdin, eh? I’ve heard of him. He’s never taken out a Permit in his life; he ought to be easy game.”


  “He’s been too busy,” said the girl, whose name, according to the Permit, was Julia Randall. “He builds bridges on Venus, but he’s a citizen of this city.”


  “He spends a lot of time on Venus, though,” Holland offered.


  “Just the other day over a telecast, I happened to see where he’s on Venus now.”


  “Oh, great,” Holland said. “What’s wrong with that?”


  “Nothing, I guess.”


  “We can apply for a temporary exit permit to fulfill the terms of the J.S.A.P. We can get married and take our honeymoon on Venus. There’s a Marriage Bureau here in Status Center, isn’t there?”


  “Yes,” said Holland.


  “I can’t wait,” the Snoop declared happily. Holland got the notion of the bodiless entity stretching languidly inside his mind.


  “What are you so glum about?” Julia Randall asked Holland, who was busy cursing the Snoop silently. “This won’t be the first J.S.A.P. marriage; we might as well get to know each other.”


  “Yes,” said Holland. She came into his arms and let him kiss her. It was a long kiss and a good one. She both wanted to be kissed and knew how to kiss.


  “Are you going to murder Jason Gurdin on your honeymoon, or when it’s over?” the Snoop asked Holland.


  II


  JULIA SAID, “Really, darling, if you want to read a book on our first night out in space . . . What is that book, anyway?”


  Holland propped his knees up under the covers so she wouldn’t see the title on the dust jacket of the book. It was a foolish gesture, he realized; she could always look at the book later. “Why don’t you go out to the clubroom and have a drink?” he suggested. “I’ll join you in a while. It’s still early.”


  “What’s the matter with you?” the Snoop asked. The Snoop seemed disappointed.


  Julia went into the dressing room of their suite and soon re-appeared in comfortable cruise clothing. “All right,” she said, but not happily; “I’ll see you in the clubroom. Aside from everything else,” she reminded Holland, “we have a lot of planning to do.”


  Holland nodded and heard the door shut behind her. He returned with unrewarded eagerness to his book. He had read fifty pages so far and still knew next to nothing about Snoops. The book was Morrison’s supposedly definitive Snoops: Fifty Years of Silent Invasion.


  “That won’t really help you,” the Snoop said. Holland had learned to understand the Snoop’s way of expressing itself. Those words had been said almost with a yawn. “He’s on the wrong track entirely.”


  “But you said yourself it was an invasion of some kind.”


  “Well, yes; other than that, Morrison knows nothing.”


  “Statistically, he gives the incidence of Snoop seizure broken down by status groups.” Holland found himself defending the almost worthless book.


  “Does he, indeed? But how does he know? Many hosts keep their seizure a secret. “You will, for example; won’t you?”


  “If I can help it, yes.”


  “T hen Morrison doesn’t really know what he’s talking about.”


  “This will be the biggest status jump I ever attempted,” Holland said. “Is that why you’re here?”


  “What on earth ever gave you that idea?”


  “I thought perhaps the government—”


  “You mean, that I’m artificial? Dear me, Holland, no. I assure you, I am as real and as live and—yes—as natural as you are. Naturally, if a man attempts an enormous status jump, he’s going to be filled with anxiety, which is what attracts me.”


  “IT’S Morrison’s estimate,” Holland continued doggedly, “that there are some three thousand Snoops on Earth. His statistics don’t include Venus, Mars, or the Jovian Moons.”


  “Three thousand? The estimate is too conservative. Although, at one time, our number here was far less than that.”


  “You’ve had reinforcements?” Holland asked, feeling ridiculous as he remained consistent with Morrison’s idea of an invasion.


  “Reinforcements? No, Holland, we are natural and fully alive. We grow and grow old; we have all the natural functions of a living creature. We don’t need reinforcements. We reproduce.”


  Holland could not accept the statement without considerable reservations. “You aren’t physical,” he said, as if that gave the lie to the Snoop’s avowed ability to reproduce.


  “Holland. I’m surprised at you. When your first spaceships reached the moon, the explorers found life. The scientists were astounded, but there it was.”


  “That’s different,” Holland protested. “The lunas manufacture oxygen and water from the moon’s surface; they can also adjust to a comparatively wide range of temperature. But they’re as physical as any life on Earth is. The same basic elements: carbon, hydrogen, oxygen and nitrogen. Besides, you’re sentient and the lunas are not.”


  “There was life on Mars, but you expected that. And Venus?”


  “We thought Venus would be a planet-wide dustbowl. It wasn’t; it’s a water-world. Of course there’s life.”


  “And life on the Jovian Moons. Where else, Holland?”


  “We haven’t been anywhere else.”


  “YOU’LL find life everywhere, Holland—everywhere. Whatever power created the universe, its purpose was life; it has been immensely successful. In empty space, you wouldn’t expect life to have physical substance, would you?”


  “Space isn’t empty,” Holland said with petty triumph.


  “But what exists in space is more tenuous than any vacuum you can produce on Earth. Unless you can conceive of an impossibly tenuous creature, spreading over millions of miles of space and somehow achieving an organizational whole despite the limitations, you’ve got to admit that life in space—”


  “If there’s life in space.”


  “—would probably not be physical. Capable of symbiosis with a physical creature, of course, for a charge of energy in a vacuum learns nothing. Don’t argue with it, Holland; accept it. I’m here.”


  “What do you want?” Holland asked.


  “Doesn’t Morrison tell you?”


  “Morrison says you feed on emotion; he says you live according to a rigid calculus of hedonism. As soon as you find a host who emotes more powerfully, you’ll scram. He says you make no distinction between pleasure and pain or success and failure. He says . . .”


  “He couldn’t be further from the truth,” the Snoop replied crisply. “In fifty years your people have learned next to nothing about us.”


  “Morrison—”


  “Well, that isn’t quite true. Some of you learn, but wisely don’t talk. They couldn’t very well, not in a culture of social psychopathy.”


  “What the hell are you talking about now?”


  “You’ll see,” said the Snoop. “Perhaps.”


  “You won’t tell me?”


  “I never do. Not unless . . . but I’m tired. I’m going to sleep now. Even pure energy needs rest and replenishment. Ahh . . .”


  “Snoop? Snoop?”


  There was no answer.


  THIS WAS the third time in the thirty-six hours since the Snoop had entered his mind that it had apparently ceased to exist. Unfortunately, Holland knew, this was only temporary. The Snoop was resting; the Snoop would be back.


  While dressing, Holland was thinking about Saul Gurdin. Gurdin was big—Sixteen. Some few people were satisfied with their status, and Gurdin was one of them. In the twenty years since reaching his majority, Gurdin had never taken out a Permit. Holland licked his lips; it meant Jason Gurdin ought to be a pushover. Certainly more of a pushover than you could expect a Sixteen to be under any other circumstances.


  After dressing, Holland headed for the clubroom, using the handrails in the corridor to pull his weightless free-falling body forward, Julia Randall—make that Julia Holland—was really living it up, he thought. She was visiting a Ten-to-Fifteen clubroom for the first time in her life, thanks to her marriage. Thus Holland decided he could make demands on her, although their marriage was obviously contracted only for the sake of their Joint Permit.


  Holland whistled cheerfully as he floated along. He was glad now he’d been occupied with the Snoop. Julia had seemed mildly upset, so maybe the demands could hardly be regarded as demands. Anyway, it was better this way. A clubroom with more status value than she had ever visited before, some drinks and sensual weightless dancing . . .


  BUT IT did not work out that way. When Holland reached the Ten-to-Fifteen clubroom, Julia was thoroughly occupied with a young mining engineer from Mars. She waved airily at Holland when she saw him, but continued dancing. The young engineer was very good, gliding and floating in a complex three-dimensional rhythm, while Julia followed him with a seemingly effortless abandon. They were easily the best dancers in the air, Holland observed, although the clubroom was crowded. For a few moments he watched the couple swirling and floating, then shrugged and sat down at a table anchoring the magnetic soles of his shoes on the floor-plate under his chair, “What emotion is that?” the Snoop asked him. “It isn’t a simple one, Holland.”


  “Go to hell,” said Holland, and ordered a drink.


  “Jealousy? But that’s “incredible. I thought jealousy was reserved for matters of status. Oh, I see. But it’s subtle. You’re angry at Julia because she isn’t concentrating on your J.S.A.P. This leads you to believe the job will be difficult, which makes you jealous of Saul Gurdin’s status. Interesting.”


  JULIA WAVED again from directly above Holland’s table. Seconds later, the music stopped. With her partner, Julia came floating down. As was customary, the ship-steward had earlier introduced the passengers by status and occupation, not by name.


  Now Julia said, “Larry, I’d like you to meet my brother, Robert Holland. Bob dear, this is Harry Gurdin.”


  “Gurdin?” said Holland foolishly as Julia and Harry Gurdin sat down at the table, “Yes. His father is Saul Gurdin, the famous Venusian bridge builder. You’ve heard of him, haven’t you?”


  “Your sister is lovely,” Larry Gurdin said. He was a pale, thin boy of perhaps twenty-two. He had started out in life at his father’s status, which was Sixteen. He spoke condescendingly. “I never would have come to the Ten-to-Fifteen clubroom,” he admitted, “if I hadn’t spotted your sister.”


  “Drink?” Holland asked him.


  “Of course,” said Larry in a voice that brooked no argument. “I’ll pav.”


  There were four more rounds of dancing before Holland returned alone to their suite. During the third, he had one dance with Julia. He glowered at her but she seemed to find it amusing, for they danced together sedately and without sensual abandon. “After all,” Julia said, “we’re brother and sister.”


  “Well, I hope you know what you’re doing.”


  “He’s Gurdin’s son, don’t you see? If I play this right he’ll introduce us to the old man as soon as we reach Venus, be careful, Bob; don’t hold me like that. He’ll suspect.”


  “But damn it, we—”


  “It’s only a marriage of convenience, so calm down; I won’t be able to dance with you at all if you don’t.”


  He was going to make a nasty remark, but the Snoop said, “Be objective, Holland.”


  HE RETURNED with Julia to the table and spent the rest of the evening glaring into his drink. Larry Gurdin monopolized all of Julia’s time after that; and although Holland had brought along a copy of Who’s Who in Status Sixteen—so they could plan the elder Gurdin’s demise with the help of the biographical material the book contained—they planned nothing.


  “Intuitively, I know this is the right way to go about it,” Julia said on the third night. On the fourth shipboard night, Julia came into their suite very late, and looking very flushed and happy. She wouldn’t let Holland touch her, but by then he had given up trying.


  On the final night before Venusian planetfall, there was a status murder aboard ship. The victorious Ten, a woman of considerable charm who had enticed a male Ten to her stateroom and killed him there was given a party by the ship’s captain. For once the barriers of status were overlooked and the brand new Twenty was feted by everyone except the steward, who was busy filling out the necessary official forms and flushing the body into space.


  LARRY GURDIN cornered Holland at the party. Young Gurdin had had too much to drink but looked very natty in a cruise suit of a shimmering silver fabric. As a Twelve, Holland could not afford such clothing and felt a stab of jealousy as Larry said: “Old man, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about your sister. You’re Twelves, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Holland.


  “Well, I’m going to give Julia a chance for advancement that she wouldn’t get unless she killed someone.” Larry chuckled softly. “I’m going to ask her to marry me as soon as we reach Venus.” Holland looked at him blankly.


  “Well, what do you think? I’ve already asked Julia about your family. She told me you have none—which makes you her guardian. Naturally the perogative is mine but I wouldn’t do it without your approval. Wouldn’t want my brother-in-law applying for a Permit now, would I?”


  “No,” said Holland.


  “Well, then?”


  “Julia; it’s up to Julia. I’ll speak to Julia.”


  “In that case if I have your permission, let me speak to her. You realize, this will be a great helo to your own status. Through me, you’ll be able to make contacts above your status level. While it’s true that a man can take out a Permit with an unspecified victim, your chances are that much greater if you know exactly who the victim will be. Agreed?”


  “Yes,” Holland said automatically. “And I appreciate it.”


  “I’ll speak to Julia tomorrow. Well good night.”


  I’ll speak to her tonight, Holland thought.


  “BUT DARLING, that’s just wonderful,” Julia Said later after Holland had explained the situation. “What are you so glum about? Don’t you have any imagination at all?”


  “What will you tell him?”


  “I’ll tell him yes—but a girl can’t be expected to marry immediately, not without preparation. We’ll get to meet his father. We won’t have any trouble at all; this ought to convince you about a woman partner, Bob.”


  She leaned down over Holland and brushed her lips against his cheek. He reached up and held her, but she seemed very cool and distant. He released her and watched her climb into bed. She was asleep almost immediately.


  “What are you going to do?” the Snoop demanded.


  “Why, I don’t know; Julia is probably right.”


  “It depends on whose viewpoint you use.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I would merely like to point out that if you and Julia are successful, her status jumps from Four to Eight under the terms of your agreement.”


  “Which is a pretty commendable jump.”


  “Yes, but,” said the Snoop. “But what? Go ahead and finish it.”


  “I’d rather you did your own thinking.”


  “You mean about Larry Gurdin? Oh,” said Holland suddenly, “I see. He’s a Sixteen, like his father. If he asks Julia to marry him, which he will, and if Julia agrees—”


  “Which she will.”


  “You think so?” asked Holland, shocked.


  “Go ahead with your thought.”


  “If she agrees, her status jumps from Four to Sixteen, since a wife receives the status of her husband. But,” added Holland triumphantly, “we’ve got this Permit.”


  “WHICH she can break merely by visiting the Status Office in the nearest Venusian city. She doesn’t have to inform you of it; the office does. By the time they get around to it, it could be too late.”


  “Yes,” said Holland grimly. “Now I see what you mean. Julia agrees to marry Larry and doesn’t give a damn about me. She breaks the Permit without telling me, because she’s too busy—”


  “Wrong,” said the Snoop: “Because she doesn’t want to tell you. What happens if a Permit is rendered invalid, but you go ahead with your plans anyway?”


  “I’ve had it,” said Holland. “I’m broken all the way down—to Four probably, and possibly even to two. Provided I commit a crime in the process. But if she tells Larry—”


  “Assume that young Gurdin doesn’t care for his father: The typical filial antagonism, no matter what the status. Why weren’t you born an Eighteen or a Twenty, Pop, instead of a Sixteen? That sort of thing. Now, if Julia invalidates the Permit and—”


  “Let me finish. Julia invalidates it but doesn’t tell me. I go ahead with our plans; I kill Saul Gurdin, Naturally, his lost status doesn’t belong to me, but it has to be accounted for in some way. Who’s Who says he’s a widower, and therefore his son, Larry, will inherit his status.”


  “Precisely,” said the Snoop. “Thus, by marrying Larry Gurdin and leaving you in the lurch, Julia not only jumps from a Four to a Sixteen instead of merely to an Eight, but stands a good chance of hitting Thirty-two—which, as you know, is the highest possible status. How many thirty-two’s are there in the solar system, Holland?”


  “Ten, I think,” Holland said glumly.


  “Some figure like that—and they’re untouchable: They’ve reached the top and cannot be considered Permit material. That’s the possibility facing Julia right now, Holland. You can’t blame her, but you’d better be careful.”


  “But she can’t—can’t turn on me like that!”


  The Snoop worked Holland’s jaw muscles into a smile. “Wouldn’t you?” it said.


  “I—yes, I suppose so. But what can I do about Julia now?”


  “That,” admitted the Snoop, “is a good question.”


  “Did you say something, darling?” Julia asked sleepily.


  Holland felt like strangling her. He didn’t, though; strangling Julia under the current circumstances was illegal.


  III


  JULIA DISAPPEARED soon after they had gone through Venusian customs. Holland, who had expected it, was nevertheless furious. He waited for her in their hotel room, wishing the Snoop would awake inside his mind. He needed someone to talk to; even a Snoop would be better than nothing.


  He picked up the dial-server to order a drink, but a voice said: “Mr. Holland? Are you in to callers?”


  “What callers?”


  “A Mr. Saul Gurdin.”


  “What did you say?” Holland shouted.


  “Mr. Saul Gurdin is here to see you.”


  “Send him up,” said Holland; “send him right up.” Holland dialed for drinks, quickly; they were iced and ready when Saul Gurdin entered his room. The elder Gurdin was a great shaggy bear of a man, who wore shorts and sandals and nothing else. His skin was bronzed and leathery, covered with a considerable growth of gray hair. He had not shaved in two weeks, Holland judged; his heavy, pear-shaped face was bristling with stiff white whiskers. His head was completely bald.


  “You’re Holland?” he said. “I won’t have it.”


  “You won’t have what, sir? Drink?”


  “Thank you, thank you.” Gurdin downed his drink in two quick gulps. He looked at Holland’s, which hadn’t been touched yet; Holland slid it across the table toward him and dialed for more.


  “Understand,” said Gurdin, smacking his lips, “I have nothing against Twelves. Some Twelves are very nice people, I’m sure; you look like a decent sort, I’m sure. And it isn’t that I like my son,” Gurdin added defensively, “so don’t misunderstand. I’ve never cared for the boy at all, Holland. It’s the prestige I’m thinking of. This marriage is out of the question.”


  “They told you?” Holland asked.


  Larry called from the ship yesterday. He’s not going to marry a Twelve while I’m alive, you can bet on that.” Gurdin chuckled, loosening phlegm in his throat. “And I’m pretty damn indestructible, Holland, so don’t get any ideas. You know how many folks have lost status trying to fulfill a Permit on me?”


  “No,” admitted Holland.


  “Fifteen; and five more died trying. It’s why I haven’t tried for advancement myself.


  Holland. Sixteen is pretty good, I figure. If I go higher than that, unless I reach Immunity. then just that many more folks will try to get Permits on me. Know when I’m well off, I guess.”


  “YOU COULD reach Immunity,” Holland said boldly, “if you got a Permit on your son.”


  “What are you talking about?” Gurdin gasped.


  “You understand,” Holland said, “I’m telling you this only to protect myself. Tulia Randall Holland is not my sister; she’s mv wife.”


  “Your wife?” Suddenly wary. Gurdin looked about the room for a weapon. He headed ponderously for the desk, but Holland said: “I wouldn’t.”


  When Saul Gurdin turned around, he was facing a stunner which Holland held easily, familiarly in his hand. “Calm down,” Holland said. “I’m sure you’ll find the usual guest arsenal in the desk, but you’d never reach it.”


  “Are you going to kill me?” Gurdin demanded. “That would be a crime, wouldn’t it?”


  “I’m not sure; depends on the time If Julia hasn’t reached the Status Office yet—but it’s too risky. No, I won’t kill you, unless you make it necessary. Will you listen to me now?”


  “I don’t have much choice, do I?”


  “Julia Randall and I contracted marriage because we took out a J.S.A.P. on your life. When Julia met Larry, I think she changed her mind. Originally, she was only a Four and we had decided to split your status eight and four. When Larry proposed, though, she got other ideas: To marry him; to let me kill you, which would be illegal if she cancelled the Permit—which I think she’s doing right now. Then Larry would he willed your status, and Tulia and Larry would be Thirty-two’s—and immune. Neat, isn’t it?”


  SAUL GURDIN smiled.


  “Hearing that, I can almost feel affection for the boy. I didn’t know it, but he’s a real Climber.”


  “What are you going to do about it?” Holland asked.


  “How can I be sure you’re telling the truth?”


  “Julia’s my wife, not my sister. If she marries Larry, our own marriage automatically becomes null and void, since Larry’s status is higher than mine. But what’s in it for Larry? He probably feels the same way about inferior status as you do. With Julia’s help he can become a Thirty-two.”


  “But he doesn’t need her help. If he really wanted to, he could just take out a Permit on me.”


  “Think of the risk,” Holland pointed out. “If he was to fail, you might kill him. This way, though, there isn’t any risk for him. If I kill you illegally, he inherits your status; if I fail, he’s lost nothing.”


  “He’d be saddled with an inferior wife.”


  “He could always get a divorce.”


  “You still haven’t given me any conclusive proof.”


  “And I won’t be able to, Mr. Gurdin. But you might be willing to buy this: if I find Tulia’s cancelled our Permit, it would be pretty conclusive, wouldn’t it?”


  “I’m not sure I follow that.”


  “IT’S SIMPLE. Even if she really wanted to marry your son, and let it go at that, she’d have no reason to cancel the Permit. She could have her cake and eat it, as the expression goes: Because, if we were successful, she’d add the four status points under our agreement to the Sixteen she’d have when Larry marries her, making her a Twenty. Larry wouldn’t mind, would he?”


  “We’ve never been very close,” mused Gurdin.


  “So, if she cancels the Permit, it can mean only one thing: She and Larry want me to kill you illegally.”


  “Sound logic,” said the Snoop, awakening; “I’m proud of you.”


  “You keep out of this,” Holland replied, silently.


  “I suppose so,” Gurdin admitted reluctantly. “But what can I do about it?”


  “Plenty,” Holland told him enthusiastically. “I’m going to the Status Office as soon as Julia gets back. If she’s cancelled our Permit, I’ll wait until she marries your son, then I’ll take a Permit out for her.”


  “Twelve, eh? But you can’t; she’d rank you by four points.”


  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Holland admitted. “I know: I’ll take the permit out immediately, while she’s still my wife. Then, if I kill her after she’s married, I’d only get the twelve points I contracted for and the four extra points will go into the annual lottery. The government’s always happy with an arrangement like that.”


  “You Climbers,” Saul Gurdin said, with reluctant admiration; “I’ve got to hand it to you. It takes a lot of sweating, Holland. That would make you a Twenty-four, eh? It’s more than you would have received under the original Permit, too.


  “Well, you can put that stunner away now, boy. What do I do about all this?”


  “That’s easy,” Holland replied. “You take a Permit out on Larry. Here’s your chance to reach Immunity at one blow. What do you think?”


  “AN HOUR ago, I would have said no. I don’t like the boy, but he is my own flesh and blood. Still, if he’s in this with your wife, as you claim—”


  “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”


  “Too much sense,” Gurdin admitted. “Holland, I think I’ll do it. Makes a man feel wonderful, the prospect of Immunity. Well, let me know about that Permit business, will you? Whether she cancelled it or not?”


  Holland nodded and followed Gurdin toward the door. Just then they heard footsteps in the hall. “That will be Julia,” Holland gasped; “we’ll have to hide you somewhere.” He grasped the older man’s arm and pulled him back toward the center of the room. “The closet?”


  “What do you have to hide him for?” the Snoop wanted to know.


  “What do you have to hide this for?” Gurdin asked. “I’m here on a social call. My son called from the ship; naturally I’m interested in meeting my prospective in-law.”


  “But if Julia learns we’ve been talking together—”


  “We’ll pretend we’ve just met. There, now, it’s too late, isn’t it?”


  Saul Gurdin was right. Together they turned and watched the door open.


  “SO YOU’RE Robert Holland,” Gurdin said jovially, as if they had just met, “It’s a pleasure, a real pleasure.”


  “I certainly didn’t expect to meet you, Mr. Gurdin,” Holland replied. He hoped his voice sounded convincing.


  “Oh, am I interrupting something?” Julia asked. She was wearing the briefest of Venusian tour garments. Since the current fashion trend was to reveal and highlight rather than conceal, and since it had only come off the drawing boards at Paris, Denver and Canalopolis two or three years ago, Holland and Saul Gurdin. stared at her in frank and not a little breathless admiration.


  “Your sister is very lovely,” Gurdin said.


  “Darling, who is your nice friend?” Julia asked Holland.


  “You’re not interrupting anything,” he said. “This is Saul Gurdin—you know, the mining engineer’s father?”


  “Larry’s father. Well, this is an unexpected pleasure. Mr. Gurdin, I hope you don’t think . . . these fashions, I mean—”


  “Not at all, my dear,” Gurdin chuckled. “I’m not that old.” He studied Julia with what seemed to Holland unnecessary attention to details. He said, “I understand that Larry has asked you to marry him.”


  “That’s right, sir,” Julia said.


  “Well, Holland,” Gurdin beamed, “your sister and I ought to get better acquainted, don’t you think?”


  “Bob probably has a million things to attend to, anyway,” Julia said. “Don’t you, Bob dear?”


  “You’d better get out of here,” the Snoop told Holland; “you’re getting angry.”


  “Well, I don’t like the way he’s looking at her,” Holland said silently. “You think it’s all right to leave them? There’s one possibility I hadn’t thought of.”


  “I know,” said the Snoop, who sounded infinitely amused. “The idea is probably just occurring to Saul Gurdin.”


  “That no good—”


  “Temper,” cautioned the Snoop.


  “Well?” Gurdin demanded. He went to the door and opened it for Holland.


  “Goodbye, dear,” Julia called over Gurdin’s bare, bristly shoulder.


  “If,” Holland said to the Snoop as he headed for the elevator, “Julia decides she prefers Saul Gurdin to his son—”


  “Exactly what I was thinking,” agreed the Snoop.


  “But I could still go ahead and take out a Permit on Julia.”


  “Yes, you could do that. Except that Saul Gurdin knows all about it.”


  IV


  “LET ME see,” said the clerk at the Status Office. “Permit NY-46-02, issued at New York, on Earth. Contracting parties, Twelve Robert M. Holland and Four Julia P. Randall. Here we are. May I see your identification, please?”


  Holland showed it to him.


  “Yes, sir; that Permit was cancelled by the Four less than an hour ago.”


  “I’d like to take out another Permit,” Holland said.


  “But that would be impossible, sir.”


  “Impossible?”


  “Yes. You have a temporary exit permit from New York City; it terminates with the Permit under consideration. In other words, it has already terminated. You can remain on Venus, of course—”


  “Oh, sure,” said Holland bitterly.


  “But that makes you fair game for anyone, including those of lower status. Naturally, under the existing statutes, we will have to publish that fact.”


  “Don’t I have a period of grace?” Holland asked. “It wasn’t my idea to terminate the Permit: I’d still like to go through with it, but of course I can’t.”


  “You will have several hours,” said the clerk, “until such time as the facts in your case have been published. This is not a legal period of grace, you understand. The time-interval is unavoidable.”


  “When’s the next ship for Earth?” Holland asked. He had no choice now. The whole business was a dismal failure for him. however it turned out for Julia Randall. He’d been outfoxed and now the situation was suddenly, perilously dangerous. He’d be fair game for anyone, once the knowledge was made public.


  “You’d better see a travel agent,” the clerk suggested.


  “Well, tell me this: Don’t they have to take out a Permit?”


  “Who?”


  “Anyone who wants my status points?”


  “Why, no. No, that isn’t the situation at all. You have no business here, so your status is completely excess now. You’re fair game, as I said. A Permit could be issued on request, retroactively, after your demise.”


  “Thank you,” said Holland dully. He turned around and began to walk away.


  “Careful,” said the Snoop. “The clerk’s a Six. He’ll never have another chance like this, and he’s beginning to realize it.”


  HOLLAND spun around swiftly, dropping to his knees as he did so. A stunner blast roared over his head, bouncing harmlessly off the wall behind him since it was only lethal to nerve cells. He groped for his own stunner, found it, dived headfirst as the clerk fired again. Holland shot the clerk in the face with his stunner, killing the man instantly.


  The investigation was brief but thorough. Holland was guilty of no crime; he had killed in self-defense. The police wouldn’t press the point anyway, since the dead clerk’s status points went into the lottery. The bigger the annual lottery, the greater chance you had of winning a few free status points.


  But everyone looked at Holland strangely as he left: the three policemen, the two stretcher-bearers from the morgue, the official from Lottery.


  “They’re all afraid,” the Snoop pointed out. “that if they start something someone else might finish it for them and get your status. It’s the only thing saving you now.”


  “I know,” Holland admitted bleakly. “I’d better hurry to a travel agent.”


  “No; they’ll be expecting that. They probably have friends among the travel agents. You wouldn’t have a chance.”


  “The spaceport?”


  “The same thing. You’re in trouble, Holland. I’m afraid this symbiotic relationship of ours is going to end very shortly. I’m truly sorry.”


  “Symbiotic, hell,” Holland Stormed as he left the Status Office quickly. “You’ve brought me nothing but trouble since you first showed up.”


  “I? I have done nothing. If I had been given an opportunity . . . but one can’t work on the psychopathy of a corpse, can he?”


  “WHAT ARE you so glum about?” Holland asked the Snoop an hour later. “Nothing happens to you if I’m killed, does it?”


  “Certainly not. But we Snoops are capable of a high degree of empathy.”


  “Literally, you mean,” said Holland.


  “No. In the old classic sense. You humans have lost it almost entirely, you know. It’s why you—”


  “No philosophic lectures, please,” Holland said. “The thing that gets me mad is Julia. She’s not here on an expired exit permit. Oh no, not her.”


  “I don’t see the distinction.”


  “If she’s promised a marriage contract by either Saul Gurdin or his son, the law doesn’t apply to her. But me, I’m fair game for anyone. What does she care about that, though?”


  “No empathy,” insisted the Snoop. “You see?”


  Holland was sitting in a bar and grill, half a mile from the spaceport. He had called the port earlier to learn when the next earthbound ship was leaving. He was waiting now, chain-smoking and drinking cup after cup of strong native coffee.


  “You’ll never make it,” the Snoop predicted. “Haven’t you had the feeling that someone was following you?”


  “No, Holland said.


  “I’m better at that than you are. You should have studied those men at the Status Office more closely; look over there.”


  HOLLAND felt his neck craning to the left as the Snoop sent motor impulses to his neck muscles. “Those two fellows at the corner table?” the Snoop said.


  “They do look familiar.”


  “They should. You saw them an hour ago at the Status Office; they carried the clerk’s body out.”


  All at once, Holland felt vulnerable. He had been sitting with his back to the two government mortuary flunkies. He squirmed around in his chair until he could see them without craning his neck. They were watching him boldly.


  “But what are they waiting for?” Holland asked.


  “Why should they settle for six points each? They’re each waiting for the other to lose patience. They have nothing to lose, waiting another half hour or so; they know the ship schedule.”


  “I’ll make a run for it the last possible moment,” Holland said desperately. “If I kill them, it will be self-defense.”


  “And then what?”


  “Why, I’ll go back to Earth. To New York.”


  “You’ll still be fair game on the ship. With no hiding place.”


  HOLLAND didn’t answer.


  It was one thing to fail in a Status Advancement Permit and have your status reduced; it was quite another to die in the process. Out of frustration and anger he had blamed the Snoop, but it really wasn’t the Snoop’s fault. The Snoop hadn’t been anything but an observer, as far as he could tell. He could place the real blame at Julia Randall’s doorstep, though. The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. That girl. Yes, that girl. Climbing all over Holland to get where she was going. And still his wife, as of right now.


  “Say, wait a minute,” said Holland. “All aspects of the status of the superior spouse can be claimed by the inferior.”


  “You were the Twelve and Julia the Four,” the Snoop reminded him.


  “No. I’m thinking of another aspect entirely. Julia is still under the extended protection of her exit permit from New York, because she’s contracted a marriage with Larry Gurdin. But until the moment that marriage is actually joined, I’m still her husband. Therefore, if legally I share the advantages of her status, the clerk at the Status Office made a mistake. I’m not fair game after all, am I?”


  “It’s a subtle point,” said the Snoop. “But I like your mind, Holland. With all its devious ways. However—”


  “Uh-oh,” mumbled Holland.


  “Yes, whatever those verbal grunts mean. I merely want to point out that when a Climber determines to bring about your violent demise, he won’t stop to study any loopholes in the law. You’ll be dead and unlamented before the loopholes are found. Perhaps they would then strip the victorious Climber of his status points, but that wouldn’t concern a dead man, would it?”


  “You mean—even if I’m right, that wouldn’t help me with those two birds over there or anyone like them.”


  “Precisely. I should also like to point out, by the way, that if you left here now and. ran all the way you might possibly reach the spaceport before the Earth liner blasted off.” And, when Holland stood up quickly, pushing his chair back: “It wasn’t a very good idea anyway. Sit down.”


  HOLLAND glanced at the two mortuary flunkies, who were still thorough students of Robert Holland’s every move. As Holland watched them, one of them glanced at his wrist-chrono, relaxed considerably and leaned across the table to mutter something to his companion. They smiled and lit cigarets.


  “They realized you’ve missed your spaceship,” the Snoop told Holland. “They figure you’re not going to make a break for it now.”


  “What am I supposed to do?” Holland groaned. “Just sit here and wait until they decide which one of them will kill me?”


  “You could make a break for it; you’re armed.”


  Holland considered his chances. He was closer to the exit than the mortuary flunkies were. They were obviously armed, and watching him like a pair of hawks; and while each one probably hoped he could earn Holland’s twelve points for himself, a sudden attempt at flight on Holland’s part might swing the balance in favor of a joint effort.


  “They’d never let me leave here alive,” Holland told the Snoop.


  “Alone, they wouldn’t; but look who’s coming.” Laughter bubbled in Holland’s throat. Holland grimaced. He didn’t feel like laughing; it was the Snoop.


  HOLLAND looked up suddenly, Snoop-motivated. Larry Gurdin came in quickly through the door, spotted Holland and rushed toward his table. Larry’s face was white, his eyes big. He glanced about furtively; he did not resemble his confident bear of a father in the slightest.


  “Holland,” he said, falling into a chair. “Thank God I’ve found you.”


  “How did you know where I was?” Holland demanded, grim visions of half of Venus flocking to the little bar and grill to be on hand for his demise.


  “I was to meet Julia in your hotel lobby. When she wasn’t there, I went upstairs, thinking you had somehow found out—”


  “Hah!” Holland spat, surprised at the pretty triumph he felt. “Then you admit everything?”


  “It doesn’t matter. Not now.”


  “It certainly doesn’t,” the Snoop agreed.


  “I found them there,” Gurdin said. “Your wife—”


  “She told you we’re married?”


  “My life’s in danger,” Larry said, “and so is yours; I think we can help each other. They—they were very cozy. I know my father. That look in his eyes—like when he wins a big bridge-building contract. I went to the Status Office, found out what happened, knew you’d be someplace near the spaceport—”


  “All right, you’re a good detective. What do you what?”


  “Get off your high horse, Holland; you’re fair game for anyone now. Well, aren’t you?” And, when Holland nodded glumly: “Of course, I’m not; but when my father and your wife form an alliance—”


  “Marriage?”


  “YES, BUT will you let me finish? She’ll convince him we were out to get him. She’ll distort the truth, poisoning his mind against me, and—”


  “Admit it, you damn hypocrite. Wasn’t that the idea?”


  “I,” said Larry Gurdin haughtily, “never would have laid a hand on my father. Naturally, if through ignorance you had gone ahead with your original plan—and if Julia and I had followed through with ours—we stood to inherit my father’s sixteen points upon his death.”


  “But Julia was never really fond of you. She seems fond of your father, genuinely. Is that it?”


  “Yes,” Larry admitted. “Probably, they’ll get married. Believing he can’t trust me—although I’d be more than happy to drop the whole thing now—my father will decide to be a Climber for the first time in his life. They’ll take a Permit out on my life; but since my father is thoroughly naive when it comes to Climbing, your Tulia will be the executioner.”


  Holland chuckled. He waited for the Snoop to make some comment, but the Snoop was silent. He glanced quickly at the two mortuary flunkies, who were looking not at Holland but at Larry, discussing this unexpected complication in low tones. “That’s tough,” Holland said finally. “What do you expect me to do about it?”


  “Without help, you’ll never leave Venus alive. I can give you that help; I’ll do it provided you help me.”


  “How can you get me off Venus?”


  “We Gurdins are wealthy. A disguise. A bribe to a spaceship captain with no questions asked . . .”


  “IT’S A chance,” the Snoop told Holland. “He could probably do it.”


  “What do you want in return?” Holland asked.


  Larry licked his lips, his eyes darting anxiously to the door. “Kill Julia.”


  “But I have no status on Venus. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t take out a Permit.”


  “I’m not asking you to take on a Permit. Kill her.”


  “Murder,” said Holland coldly, “is crime punishable by life imprisonment.”


  “You know Julia,” Larry pleaded. “You lived with her aboard the spaceship; you know her habits. If you can kill her without getting caught, that will buy your escape. If you refuse, it means your own life and you know it.”


  “But to commit murder—”


  “Man, you’re a Climber, aren’t you? What’s the difference how you label it? Don’t tell me you have moral compunctions?”


  “Not after the way Julia’s been double-dealing.”


  “Then what is it?”


  Holland shrugged. “The last thing a Climber worries about is getting caught. It doesn’t matter; there’s no necessity to cover your tracks. But at murder I’d be a novice.”


  “That,” said Larry “is your problem. If you consider it a bigger problem than your lack of status on Venus—”


  “No. No, I don’t. Are you sure about your father and Julia?”


  “Sure enough to believe my life’s in danger. He said he was taking her out to our estate. My guess is they’ll stop at the Status Office first for a Joint Permit.” Larry gulped. “Oh me.”


  “And if I said yes?”


  “COME TO the estate with me,” Larry Gurdin said eagerly. “I’ll pretend to be pretending I think you’re Julia’s brother; you pretend to be in the dark about everything. They’ll suspect nothing. If you succeed in killing Julia, I know my father will forget about the whole thing. Well, what do you say?” The Snoop stirred in Holland’s mind. “Agree to it,” the Snoop said. “Even if you’re not sure. At least young Gurdin can help you leave this place alive.” Holland nodded. “All right,” he said slowly. “It’s a deal. But first,” he gestured toward the two mortuary flunkies, and explained.


  A few moments later, Larry got up and walked to the bar to order something. This placed him behind the two mortuary flunkies, who were now giving Holland all their attention. When Holland then stood up and came toward them, the two would-be assassins were suddenly busy studying their fingernails, the grease-splattered menu, each other, the checkered tablecloth, the very bad oil paintings of Venusian flora and fauna on the wall, anything.


  HOLLAND smiled as he reached them. “Don’t turn around,” he said in a conversational tone. “My friend is watching you; he’s holding a blaster in his hand. If you try anything, he’ll kill you.”


  “There must be some mistake,” one of them men blurted.


  The other one merely turned ashen.


  “Here’s what,” Holland said. “Sit perfectly still. I’m getting out of here.” He watched the ashen one turn around and look at Larry Gurdin, becoming, if anything, whiter. Holland went on; “Give me all your money, please.”


  “Our money?”


  “Come on. Yes.” He waited while they went through their pockets. He collected their money. “Now,” he asked, “are you hungry?” And, when they didn’t answer: “Because you’re going to order a meal, a large meal.”


  “But you just took our cash; we couldn’t pay—”


  “Now you’re beginning to understand. Waitress!” Holland yelled.


  A plump girl appeared with her little order pad. “My friends,” Holland said, “would each like the biggest steak you have, with all the trimmings.”


  “Domestic or terrestrial, sir?”


  “Terrestrial. It’s more expensive, isn’t it? Splendid. They will also start with two Sun of Venus cocktails, native clams, chowder . . .”


  “Honest,” said the ashen one. “I’m not very hungry.”


  Holland looked behind him at Larry Gurdin and went on ordering the rest of the dinner. The waitress departed with a professional smile.


  “When they find out we can’t pay,” the ashen one groaned, “they’ll call the police.”


  “Fine,” said Holland, and waited until the girl brought their drinks. He smiled, toasted them with an invisible glass, signaled Larry, and headed for the door. Larry covered his retreat, then followed him outside.


  “That was very neat,” Larry said in the bright hot glare of the Venusian cloud-blanket.


  “I thought so.”


  “You’re shrewd, Holland; you should do very well at Bridge Haven.”


  “Bridge Haven?”


  “Our estate. Come on, we’ll get a’copter cab.”


  V


  “THIS IS an unexpected pleasure,” Saul Gurdin said. He was wearing slacks and a sport shirt, lounging clothes circa mid-twentieth century style. He still looked like a bear. He addressed his words at Holland, avoiding his son’s eyes altogether. “Julia has been telling me so much about her brother.”


  Brother? thought Holland. For Larry’s benefit? Probably. Saul Gurdin knew that Larry was aware of the truth about Julia and Holland, Holland decided. But the elder Gurdin did not know if he were supposed to be aware of it, from his son’s point of view.


  “Is Julia here?” Larry asked.


  “Preparing herself for dinner,” Gurdin said. “You’re barely in time.”


  “And plenty hungry,” Holland admitted. He needed time to think, and realized he wouldn’t get it. He found the idea of killing Julia sans status advancement surprisingly appealing. She deserved it, certainly; often a status victim didn’t.


  “That’s excellent,” the Snoop told him.


  “What’s excellent?”


  “It’s the first moral distinction of that sort I’ve seen you make. An out-and-out psychopath wouldn’t.”


  “YOU’RE always harping on psychopathy,” Holland retorted silently while the elder Gurdin led them inside through a long, alabaster white Georgian portico.


  “True, I am. Did it ever occur to you that psychopathy might be the bane of life?”


  “I never thought about it.”


  “Well, it did occur to you that life in abundance seems to have been the aim of our Creator, didn’t it?”


  “I guess so,” Holland said. “And if one life-form—or better still, one single entity—is indifferent to the continued existence of another, is as a matter of fact, quite willing to end it without adequate motivation—”


  “You lost me somewhere.”


  “One kills for food, or to protect one’s mate or offspring, or in self-defense—but in a completely artificial system like the social status system here in your culture one kills, indifferently, for what on the natural level is a completely unsatisfactory reason.”


  “You mean status advancement? But it’s getting ahead.”


  “Yes? How?”


  “Well—”


  “Additional status does not necessarily mean additional wealth, even granting wealth as a sufficient motive for killing. Status advancement brings no more food, or protection of self or family, no greater health, no longer life, no increased number of progeny. What you gain, I take it, is social prestige?”


  “WELL,” Holland said, suddenly and strangely on the defensive, “the ultimate goal of a Climber is Thirty-two and immunity. That’s protection for the self and family, isn’t it?”


  “How many Thirty-twos have you at any given time? Ten? A dozen perhaps? They are hardly significant, Holland. But to return: the point I make is that for the first time you actually weighed killing. Tell me: At this moment would you rather kill Saul Gurdin legally, and gain his status points—assuming that were possible—or murder Julia outside the law because of her double-dealing?”


  “Julia,” Holland said at once.


  “You see? There’s hope for us.”


  “Us?”


  “I am neither parasite nor disinterested observer. I told you our relationship was symbiotic.”


  “I still don’t see how.”


  “Life,” said the Snoop. “The purpose of the Universe. Life and more life. A psychopathic society is anti-life. If you grant this, if you grant both of these points and if, as it has been postulated both by your religion and your astrophysics that there is a constant conserver of the physical universe, doesn’t it seem possible to you that a conserver of the life of the universe might also exist?”


  “You?” Holland gasped, forgetting himself and using his voice.


  “What was that?” Saul Gurdin asked.


  “Nothing. Nothing.” They had entered the estate proper, now. It was vast and Georgian, two dozen Monticellos asprawl over the filled in Venusian marshland. Holland could smell the marsh and wondered what they used for insect control at night.


  “SNOOP?” Holland called inside his mind. The Snoop didn’t answer.


  “There’s Julia now,” Gurdin said.


  Julia came across a polished hardwood floor toward them. She wore a white low-necked gown which fit the mood of Bridge Haven. Holland half-expected to hear the lilting strains of a minuet and see the great hall fill with curtseying girls and bowing men.


  “Larry!” Julia cried, running into the younger Gurdin’s arms. It didn’t seem to bother Saul Gurdin at all, Holland observed. Naturally, it wouldn’t. If they had already taken out the Permit on Larry, which seemed likely, Julia would want to gain and hold his confidence. “I’ve been waiting for you to come, hoping you would come tonight so you could show me around Bridge Haven,” she said. “Your father wanted to do the honors, but it wouldn’t have been the same. Do we have time before dinner?”


  “I doubt it,” Gurdin replied. “Dinner is probably ready now. What you children forget is that a Venusian day is nearly a month long; you don’t have to worry about nightfall. Well, shall we eat?”


  THEY DID, in a dining room as unnecessarily vast as this mammoth Monticello had augered. That is, all but Larry ate. Larry said he wasn’t hungry, although he did take coffee from the pewter pot which was brought to the table. After dinner, Saul Gurdin leaned back with a cigar and patted his belly, which had swelled considerably. “You children take the. grand tour if you want,” he said. “Brandy and a cigar is what I want.”


  “Join us, Bob?” Larry asked, as Julia took his hand and led him from the table.


  “Now, Larry,” Julia said, pouting. “I hardly ever get a chance to be alone with you. I’m sure my brother will understand; won’t you Bob dear?”


  “But he hasn’t seen Bridge Haven,” Larry protested weakly.


  “After cigar and brandy, let your father show it to him,” Julia said by way of dismissing the subject.


  Larry looked forlornly at Holland, but followed Julia from the dining room. “Brandy?” asked Saul Gurdin.


  “What about our conversation of this afternoon, Mr. Gurdin?”


  “Yes, that. Well, you see—” Gurdin’s voice trailed off in sullen confusion.


  “Well, well, well,” Holland said. “Don’t tell me Julia decided an additional criss-cross was possible.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Nothing, I guess.” Gurdin’s attitude, however, served to confirm his son’s suspicions.


  “I’m still considering it,” Saul Gurdin said and abruptly launched himself into an effusive lecture on the points of interest at Bridge Haven. This took the better part of half an hour and showed no signs of ending until a scream cut the flow off in mid-sentence.


  “That was Julia!” Gurdin gasped. He sounded very surprised.


  TOGETHER, they ran from the dining room. The scream had seemed quite distant to Holland, but Saul Gurdin covered ground with unexpected speed, if not grace. They sped through sculptured gardens and across streams which were spanned by miniature suspension, cantilever, concrete-arch and continuous truss bridges.


  Julia screamed again. Much closer. A hot wind plucked at Holland’s clothing. With the heat and humidity, they couldn’t run much further.


  “The marsh,” Gurdin panted; “she’s in the marsh.”


  And then, crossing a final bubbling stream—f lowing from a hot spring, Holland decided—they came upon Larry. He was standing perfectly still, leaning forward from the hips slightly.


  He was watching Julia.


  Who was waist-deep in quicksand and floundering.


  “Courage!” Gurdin cried. “Courage, child; I’ll get some branches.”


  “Extend your arms like floats,” Holland said practically. “They’ll distribute your weight so you’ll sink more slowly. And don’t flounder like that; you’ll only go quicker. Keep calm. We’ll get you out with the branches.” He could hear Gurdin plunging back across the miniature bridge toward the nearest of the gardens.


  “My boy,” the Snoop said paternally. “Do you realize you’re trying to save her life?”


  “Gurdin saw; it would be murder. Then the younger Gurdin couldn’t help me. Don’t worry, I’m not getting soft.”


  “But I thought—”


  “Well, you can just forget it.”


  Julia wailed, “It’s pulling me. Like wet hands.”


  “You’re rationalizing,” the Snoop persisted. “What did Gurdin see? An accident, possibly. Julia hasn’t accused Larry.”


  “She will, before she goes under—if we let her go under. We can’t.”


  GURDIN came plunging back across the bridge with several large uprooted shrubs. Snorting and panting, he thrust them out across the bog toward Julia, who grasped the branches. The quicksand was now sucking almost at her armpits. Except for Julia’s immersion, the sand looked wet but quite innocent.


  “Here,” Saul Gurdin told Holland. “Grab these shrubs and null.”


  Holland did so. Between them, they drew Julia loose slowly. The sand made faint sucking, protesting noises. Larry Gurdin stood there watching, mopping his brow. When Julia finally reached firm ground, she sank down on it, exhausted.


  “Did Larry—” Gurdin began.


  Julia shook her head and pointed mutely at her throat. The elder Gurdin surprised everyone by producing a small flask, uncorking it and tilting it to her lips. Julia swallowed and gagged, her eyes suddenly filling with tears. Somewhere nearby, a bird chattered angrily at them.


  “Well?” Gurdin repeated. He was looking at Larry now, his face livid.


  “I told her about the bog,” Larry said. “She insisted on seeing it. She said, ‘What’s quicksand like? I never saw it.’ We came here; she tried to push me. We struggled and she fell in.” He out-stared his father. “Let her try to deny it.”


  “Are you strong enough to walk now?” Holland asked Julia.


  “I think so.”


  HE HELPED her to her feet. She stood there for a moment, leaning against him, brushing the slime from her gown.


  “Well, deny it,” Larry said hotly.


  Julia didn’t look at him. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “I only want to get away from here. I’m drenched.”


  They began to walk back across the bridge, Julia leaning against Holland for support. “If you tried to murder your future mother—” Gurdin began.


  “Then you admit it!” Larry cried.


  “Certainly I admit it. Julia and I will be married, won’t we, my dear?”


  Julia looked first at Larry, then at Holland. Holland tried to keep his face blank. Julia nodded slowly, drawing away from Holland and walking without aid when they crossed the third bridge. No one said anything on the long walk back to the house, but Larry tried to catch Holland’s eye several times, particularly as they crossed the deeper, swifter streams. Holland couldn’t help smiling but, he realized, it might have been, the Snoop.


  “Snoop,” he said, “what am I going to do now?”


  “Larry wants you to kill Julia. He tried once and failed. He probably knows he won’t get another chance. Julia wants your protection. Saul Gurdin—”


  “—Isn’t sure,” Holland finished for the Snoop. “Why doesn’t Julia contradict Larry’s story, though?”


  “She wants your protection, but she’s still going to try for Larry. She doesn’t want to talk about it, doesn’t want Saul Gurdin to know she’s afraid. What are you going to do, Holland?”


  “That’s what I just asked you.”


  THE SNOOP had the advantage. It went away to the back of Holland’s mind and although he tried to summon it, there was no response. There was likewise no response from either Gurdin or from Julia all the way back to the great house. They walked like robots, Holland thought, each immersed in his own plans.


  One of Gurdin’s servants, a leathery-skinned old settler with a grave face surprisingly like a chimpanzee’s, opened the front door for them, then plucked at Holland’s sleeve as Holland walked past him. “Begging your pardon, sir,” he said. “You’re Robert Holland, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Holland automatically.


  “Heard all about you on the video,” the old man said.


  Holland waited until the others had walked on, then grasped the old man’s tunic and drew the chimpanzee face close to his own. “What are you going to do about it?” he rasped.


  “Oh, not I, sir. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I am an old man. I have no ambitions.”


  “Just don’t you forget it.”


  “No, sir. I won’t.”


  Holland began to walk away.


  “But the others, sir.”


  “Others?”


  “I thought I would tell you. They don’t like old Jonah. Well, and what of it? I lose no love on them. However, certain of them are dreaming of ways to collect a certain twelve status points. The cook. The gardener. Even the chambermaid. Fair game, they said. Right here in this house. Oh, there’s nothing specific. But my advice is to be on your guard, sir. Every step of the way.”


  “THANK you, Jonah,” Holland said with feeling. The old man stuck a dry hot paw in Holland’s hand. Holland shook it and went after the others. Outside Bridge Haven, it was bad enough. Fair game. Anyone could kill him, legally, but first they would have to identify him. Here he was known, and fair game as elsewhere.


  He wondered if he should leave immediately. It seemed like a sensible idea, except that the chances of spacing out for Earth without help were nil. But if he could kill Julia now at once, Larry Gurdin would help him; that was the bargain. A vision swam before his eyes. Julia, exhausted, drawn from the bog.


  Suddenly, quite unexpectedly, he felt sorry for her. It was ridiculous, he told himself. He had an impulse to laugh again. He cursed the Snoop thoroughly, but the Snoop did not respond. Why should he feel sorry for Julia? She had double-crossed him cheerfully enough, hadn’t she?


  “Sympathy,” said the Snoop. “Empathy. Conscience. You’re making splendid progress, Robert. May I call you Robert?”


  “What the hell kind of splendid progress is that. I’m fouling up my own chances.”


  “Perhaps not. At any rate, you’re almost cured. How do you feel about Climbing, Robert?”


  “Why—indifferent! I just don’t care about it. Besides, if a man didn’t use up all his energy thinking of new and better ways to Climb, status-wise, he might be able to concentrate on making more money or having a good time, or getting married and raising a fine family—”


  “Substitution. The first out-phase. If we can get you off Venus in one piece, you’ll be a new man. And you won’t be alone. You’ll be surprised at the number of Climbers who have been cured.”


  “Cured? How?”


  “SYMBIOSIS,” said the Snoop. “My mind is not like yours. I’ve been living in yours, but you’ve also been living in mine. Since mine is directed toward your thoughts, that means you’ve been examining Robert Holland’s mind through the eyes of a Snoop. Purely a figure of speech, naturally, since I have no eyes. At any rate, that is where the symbiosis—watch out!”


  Holland had been walking through the well of the spiral staircase which ascended to the upper storeys of the mansion. He heeded the Snoop’s warning almost instinctively, lunging aside as something large and heavy landed on the marble floor not two feet from him with a dull thud. Holland looked up but could see no one on the staircase, What had fallen—what had almost struck him—was a suitcase. Holland hefted it. Fifty pounds or more, he judged. He opened it. The suitcase was filled with hundreds of microreader spools. Dropped several storeys, it made a weapon of sorts. Probably not lethal, he thought. The attempt had been a crude one, but there were born Climbers and there were failures. The next attempt might not be so crude.


  It might even be successful. “What floor?” Holland asked the Snoop.


  “Third, I think.”


  “Let’s go.”


  VI


  THE CHAMBERMAID, a tall grayhaired woman with considerable fuzz on her upper lip, was feeding wet clothing into the wall ironer when Holland found her. He dropped the suitcase at her feet but she didn’t bat an eyelash. Crude but cool. Well, there were people like that.


  “Are you alone up here?” Holland demanded.


  “I think so.”


  “Then you tried to kill me.” She shrugged. “There’s a law against it?”


  “No, damn you, but—”


  “You can’t kill me, Mr. Holland. No one saw me make the attempt, so it wouldn’t be self-defense. I won’t lie to you. If I get another opportunity, I’m going to try again. With more success, I hope. I’m only a Six you see. Incidentally, do you have any advice?”


  She spoke so matter-of-factly that Holland, found himself replying: “Advice on what?”


  “You’re quite a Climber, I hear. Advice on committing status murder.”


  “Go,” said Holland, “to hell.” He was trying hard not to giggle. The Snoop seemed giddy; the Snoop wanted to giggle.


  SAUL GURDIN was alone downstairs. He looked very unhappy. “Julia’s in bed,” he said. “Fagged, I guess. Larry’s mooning, if Venus had a moon. What do you want?”


  “Did you know I was fair game?”


  “Servants told me. They’re an ineffectual lot; got to keep them happy. You can take care of yourself, can’t you?”


  “Not when I’m asleep. Not when my food is poisoned.”


  “You can always leave if you want to. Can’t you?”


  “Where would I go?”


  “Umm-mm. But you can’t stay here permanently. Do you have some kind of a deal with Larry? Or Julia? I’m beginning to think I wouldn’t put it past either of them.”


  “I thought you want to marry Julia.”


  “Sex and self-protection. A wife can’t take out a Permit against her husband. But if you’re planning something—” Holland took out his blaster and pointed it at Saul Gurdin. The big bearish face blanched. “I could kill you now,” Holland said. “I’m not going to; I only want to prove a point. You’re safe. If I have any deal, it doesn’t concern you. Now. I’m tired. It’s been a long day. I want a safe place to sleep.”


  “Second floor,” said Gurdin. “Any room. You can bolt the door from the inside. All right?”


  Before Holland could answer, someone yelled. It wasn’t Julia. It sounded like Larry.


  “Not again,” Gurdin wailed. “I’m beginning to wonder about Climbing. I should have left well enough alone, as they say.”


  “It was upstairs!” Holland shouted. “Let’s go.”


  “To the rescue?” the Snoop asked. The Snoop sounded amused.


  “Larry’s my ticket off Venus,” Holland said, running for the stairs.


  THEY MET the tall grayhaired chambermaid on the landing. “It came from in there,” she said, pointing at one of the doors in the long hallway.


  There was the sound of things being thrown, things shattering. Holland ran to the door grasped the handle, shook it. “Open up!”


  “Help!” Larry Gurdin cried from inside the room.


  The door was locked. Holland rammed it with his shoulder once, bruisingly. The door held firm. He fired his blaster at the lock mechanism and kicked the door in.


  Larry Gurdin was on the floor. His shirt was torn and bloody, but the wound seemed superficial. The bedroom was a shambles. Julia stood over Larry, poised on one foot like a dancer. The heel of her raised shoe was retracted, revealing the three inch metal spike. She glanced at Holland and Saul Gurdin, not seeing Larry roll over and away. She brought the heel down swiftly where his neck had been. The metal spike caught in the hardwood floor. She shook her foot to get it loose, but the spike held fast.


  Larry climbed unsteadily to his feet, staggering toward her. his arms outstretched. “I’ll kill you with my bare hands.”


  Julia strained frantically, her foot abruptly coming clear of the trick shoe. Her momentum carried her headfirst toward Larry, her head butting his chin and jerking his head back. He stumbled toward the bed and sat down on it.


  “You!” Julia screamed at Holland and Saul Gurdin. “If you hadn’t interfered, he’d be dead by now.”


  “A fine bargain you made,” Larry told Holland sullenly. “I thought I’d have to do it myself. But she—”


  Julia flung herself at him, shouting, “You call yourself a man!” They rolled off the bed, their hands about each other’s neck.


  “By God, I’ll kill him myself!” Saul Gurdin stormed, grabbing the blaster from Holland’s hand. Without turning. Holland drove his elbow into the older man’s stomach and heard a woosh of air, which meant that Gurdin. was out of commission for a while.


  HOLLAND ran to Julia and Larry, kneeling near them, trying to pull them apart. Larry kicked him; Julia tried to bite his hand. He tore them apart but they both began to attack him, Julia with tooth and nail and Larry with awkward fists. Saul Gurdin reeled toward them with the blaster; his face was green. He clubbed at Larry with the stock of the large hand-weapon but hit Julia instead. She screamed and fell away from Holland.


  Just then the chambermaid rushed into the room with a triumphant smile, plucked the weapon from Gurdin’s hand and pointed it at Holland. “Twelve Points!” she cried, and fired.


  But Holland was already moving before she fired. He felt the blaster sear air over his head, moved inside her long arm before she could fire again and grappled With her for possession of the weapon. He got it and pushed her away. She stumbled over Julia, who was just trying to get up.


  “What do you want?” Julia gasped just before the chambermaid slugged her with a hard bony fist.


  “You’re fired!” Saul Gurdin cried, walking toward the chambermaid, who was now wrestling on the floor with Julia. Gurdin tripped over the spike shoe and fell on top of them. The chambermaid screamed.


  “You turncoat,” Larry told Holland, coming for him.


  “Me?” Holland parried a clumsily-thrown right cross. “Me, a turncoat? I only want to get out of here with my skin.”


  LARRY swung again. It was his best punch and it took Holland on the side of the jaw; Larry went very white when Holland merely backed up a step, shook his head and waited for more—if any.


  There wasn’t any. “I’d already arranged it for you, before I came to Julia’s room. It’s the spacer Orion, leaving in five hours.”


  “But why, if you thought I—”


  “I wanted to get rid of you. I thought you might make trouble. I—”


  Saul Gurdin appeared from the swirl of arms and legs on the floor. He cuffed his son soundly with an open right hand. Larry sat down, which made Julia desert the chambermaid with a glad cry, and attack him with an even gladder one.


  “You could have killed Larry with the blaster when he attacked you,” the Snoop told Holland.


  “What for? He couldn’t hurt me. I’m fed up with—”


  “Wonderful!” chirped the Snoop, if a silent voice could be said to chirp. “My work here is almost finished. Listen to me, Robert. You’ll get away. Larry’s arranged things for you with the captain of the Orion. On Earth, you’ll find others who are cured. You’ll know them by their actions, their behavior, their indifference to Status which, unlike Saul Gurdin’s former indifference, is permanent. You understand?”


  “No. I—”


  “You will. It’s happening now, Robert. You’re cured of psychopathy.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “I can tell. It has nothing to do with you. It’s me; it’s my reward. Perhaps—who knows?—I’m a Climber, too. A Snoop cures psychopathy, which is a Snoop’s purpose on any world in the universe, and then a Snoop—a Snoop—”


  “Snoop? Snoop, where are you?”


  IT HAD happened before, but not like this. The Snoop was going, permanently. He could sense it.


  “—buds—” The Snoop’s final word. Buds? What the devil did the Snoop mean by that?


  Larry and Julia were fighting. Julia, who used teeth, elbows and knees uninhibitedly, was getting the better of it. All at once, she stopped. She stood up. “Who?” she said. “What—?”


  Larry wiped blood from his face. He looked bewildered; he seemed to be listening to something.


  “Who said that?” the chambermaid. demanded. No one looked at her. “Voices . . .” she added.


  Saul Gurdin alone seemed composed. He was almost smiling. “Snoop?” he said. Holland knew what the answer would be. Snoop I am.


  The Snoop was a Climber too. The Snoop cured people—and budded.


  The Snoop?


  Four Snoops now.


  Holland turned around and went outside. No one tried to stop him. If careful, he should be able to reach the spaceport, he thought. The captain of the Orion had been paid, expected him.


  “Be careful,” someone said behind him. He turned around. It was Julia, bus it wasn’t Julia’s voice.


  “Good luck,” Gurdin called after Holland. It wasn’t—quite—Saul Gurdin’s voice either. “And thank you, Holland.”


  THE WATERY PLACE


  Isaac Asimov


  They came from Venus to befriend Earth. But they should not have landed April 14!


  WE’RE NEVER going to have space-travel. What’s more, no extra-terrestrials will ever land on Earth—at least, not anymore.


  I’m not just being a pessimist. As a matter of fact, space-travel is possible. Extra-terrestrials have landed—I know that. Space-ships are criss-crossing space among a million worlds, probably, but we’ll never join them. I know that, too. All on account of a ridiculous error . . .


  I’ll explain.


  It was actually Bart Cameron’s error, and you’ll have to understand about Bart Cameron. He’s the Sheriff at Twin Gulch, Idaho, and I’m his deputy. Bart Cameron is an impatient man, and he gets most impatient when he has to work up his income tax. You see, besides being Sheriff, he also owns and runs the general store, he’s got some shares in a sheep ranch, he does a bit of assay work, he’s got a kind of pension for being a disabled veteran—bad knee—and a few other things like that. Naturally, this makes his tax figures complicated.


  It wouldn’t be so bad if he’d let a tax man work on the forms with him, but he insists on doing it himself, and the snags he hits make him a bitter man. By April 14th, he isn’t approachable.


  So it’s too bad the flying saucer landed on April 14, 1956.


  I saw it land. My chair was backed up against the wall in the sheriff’s office. I was looking at the stars through the windows and feeling too lazy to go back to my magazine. I was wondering if I ought to knock off and hit the sack or keep on listening to Cameron curse real steady as he went over his columns of figures for the hundredth time.


  It looked like a shooting star at first, but then the track of light looked like twin rocket exhausts and the thing came down sweet, steady, and without a sound. An old, dead leaf would have rustled more coming down and landed thumpier. Two men got out.


  I couldn’t say anything or do anything. I couldn’t even gasp or point—I couldn’t even bug my eyes. I just sat there.


  Cameron? He never looked up.


  There was a knock on the door, which wasn’t locked. It opened, and the two men from the flying saucer stepped in. I would have thought they were city fellows if I hadn’t seen the flying saucer land in the scrub. They wore charcoal-grey suits, with white shirts and maroon four-in-hands. They had on black cordovan shoes and black homburgs. They had dark complexions, black wavy hair and brown eyes. They had very serious expressions on their faces and were about five foot ten apiece. They looked very much alike.


  Lord, I was scared!


  But Cameron just looked up when the door opened and frowned. Ordinarily, I guess he’d have laughed the collar button off his shirt at seeing clothes like that in Twin Gulch, but he was so taken up by his income tax that he never cracked a smile.


  He said, “What can I do for you, folks?” and he tapped his hand on the forms so it was obvious he hadn’t much time.


  One of the two stepped forward. He said, “We have had your people under observation a long time.” He pronounced each word carefully and all by itself.


  Cameron said, “My people? All I got’s a wife. What’s she been doing?”


  The fellow in the suit said, “We have chosen this locality for our first contact, because it is isolated and peaceful. We know that you are the leader here.”


  “I’m the sheriff, if that’s what you mean, so spit it out. What’s your trouble?”


  “We have been careful to adopt your mode of dress and even to assume your appearance.”


  “That’s my mode of dress?” Cameron must have noticed the dude outfits for the first time.


  “The mode of dress of your dominant social class, that is,” explained the alien. “We have also learned your language.”


  You could see the light break in on Cameron. He said, “You guys foreigners?” Cameron didn’t go much for foreigners, never having met many outside the army, but generally he tried to be fair.


  The man from the saucer said, “Foreigners? Indeed we are. We come from the watery place your people call Venus.”


  I was just collecting up strength to blink my eyes, but that sent me right back to nothing. I had seen the flying saucer. I had seen it land. I had to believe this! These men—or these somethings—came from Venus.


  But Cameron never blinked an eye. He said, “All right. This is the U.S. A. We all got equal rights regardless of race, creed, color or nationality. I’m at your service. What can I do for you?”


  “We would like to have you make immediate arrangements to have the important men of your U.S. A., as you call it, brought here for discussions leading to your people joining our great organization.”


  Slowly, Cameron got red. “Our people join your organization. We’re already part of the U.N. and God knows what else. And I suppose I’m to get the President here, eh? Right now? In Twin Gulch? Send a hurry-up message?” He looked at me, as though he wanted to see a smile on my face, but I couldn’t haven fallen down if someone had pushed the chair out from under me.


  The saucer man said, “Speed is desirable.”


  “You want Congress, too? And maybe the Supreme Court?”


  “If they will help, sheriff.”


  At this, Cameron really blew his stack. He banged his income-tax form to the table and yelled, “Well, you’re not helping me, and I have no time for wise-guy jerks who come around, especially foreigners. If you don’t get the hell out of here, pronto, I’ll lock you up for disturbing the peace and I’ll never let you out.”


  “You wish us to leave?” said the man from Venus.


  “Right now!” Cameron roared. “Get the hell out of here and back to wherever you’re from and don’t ever come back. I don’t want to see you and no one else around here does either.”


  The two men looked at each other, making little twitches with their faces. Then the one who had done all the talking said, “I can see in your mind that you really wish, with great intensity, to be left alone. It is not our way to force ourselves or our organization on people who do not wish us or it. We will respect your privacy and leave. We will not return. We will girdle your world in warning and none will enter and your people will never have to leave.”


  Cameron said, “Mister, I’m tired of this nonsense, so I’ll count to three . . .”


  They turned and left, and I knew that everything they said was so. I was listening to them, you see, which Cameron wasn’t, because he was busy thinking of his income tax, and it was as though I could hear their minds, know what I mean? I knew that there would be a kind of fence around Earth, corralling us in, keeping us from leaving, keeping others from coming in. I knew it.


  And when they left, I got my voice back—too late. I screamed, “Cameron, for God’s sake, they’re from space. Why’d you send them away?”


  “From space!” He stared at me. “You crazy, too?”


  I yelled, “Look!” I don’t know how I did it, he being twenty-five pounds heavier than I, but I yanked him to the window by his shirt-collar, busting just about every shirt-button off him.


  He was too surprised to resist and, when he recovered his wits enough to make like he was going to knock me down, he caught sight of what was going on outside the window, and the breath went out of him.


  They were getting into the flying saucer, those two men, and the saucer sat there, large, round, shiny and kind of powerful, you know. Then it took off. It went up easy as a feather and a red-orange glow showed up on one side and got brighter as the ship got smaller till it was a shooting-star again, slowly fading out.


  I said, “Sheriff, why’d you send them away. They had to see the President. Now they’ll never come back.”


  Cameron said, “I thought they were foreigners. They said they had to learn our language.”


  “Oh, fine. Foreigners!”


  “They said they were foreigners, and they looked Italian. I thought they were Italian.”


  “How could they be Italian. They said they were from the planet, Venus. I heard them. They said so.”


  “The planet Venus.” His eyes got real round.


  “They said it. They called it the watery place or something. You know Venus has a lot of water on it.”


  You see, it was just an error, a stupid error, the kind anyone could make. Only now Earth is never going to have space-travel, and we’ll never as much as land on the Moon or have another Venerian visit us. That dope, Cameron, and his income tax!


  Because he whispered, “Venus! When they talked about the watery place, I thought they meant Venice!”


  RELUCTANT EVE


  Evelyn Martin


  What if you were actually asked to become the mother of a new race; to go to the rescue of another planet where all women had died and there were only men, doomed to extinction?


  PROLOGUE


  INSIGNIFICANT in the immensity of the Milky Way there floats a bright and shining star. It has been burning for milleniums, and many more milleniums shall pass away before its flaming gases burn themselves into extinction. Around this Mother Sun circle nine small worlds; children to whom she gave birth in some ancient galactic upheaval. These children are fantastically different, ranging as they do from almost molten Mercury to the frozen wastes of distant Pluto. They are individuals in their own right, with the exception of the fraternal twins—Venus and Earth.


  These beloved children the mother has held close to her enveloping bosom, bathing them in her everlasting warmth and granting to them the glorious gift of life. Upon more distant Earth she could lavish her affection without fear of harm; but to Venus she gave a protective coating of milky clouds to protect the embryonic life beneath from her most burning rays.


  Thus it was that when the first creatures of Earth crept from the slime in the dawn of creation, they reached for the sun. They learned to stand erect, and climb the trees; and so started their journey through history with no more impetus than her shining face and the added incident of a prehensile thumb.


  In the heavens above them they could see peerless Venus, a lovely jewel in the necklace of the night. Her protective mantle of billowing clouds reflected the sun’s light to form the radiance of the Evening Star, long a source of mystery and folk-lore; hidden from the eyes of Earthmen by her silvery mantle of white.


  Beneath that mantle that protected her beauty from raging heat, the first unicellar life forms began to stir in the cooling seas. The centuries passed, and the life forms changed and grew and developed. As the crust of new upheavals settled, these forms sought expansion, struggled painfully onto the cracking soil. Time after time they were forced back into the sea, and time after time they struggled forth again. It became their refuge, their haven in times of stress. When they knew fear, knew birth or death, they always returned to her warm embrace.


  *    *    *


  THANE, Royal Prince of the Planet Venus, lay resting on the green sand at the bottom of the clear lake that surrounded his palace. He chewed thoughtfully on a bit of water-shrub, his gills idly moving. This would be his last opportunity to relax for many revolutions. Tomorrow he must begin his journey into the unknown, but today belonged to him. He needed time to think, and to remember, and to prepare.


  Thane had no fear for himself. He had been created and nurtured for one purpose—to save Venus. He was the fourth Thane to rule Venus since the darkest day in Venusian history—the day the last woman had died. Now his planet was gasping, drawing its last breath. He was the only hope.


  It had been in the 137th Century of Recorded History that the black and deadly plague had come sweeping out of the misty swamps to the south. The men were not affected, but they lived only to see their women writhing and dying under the terrible affliction that came from nowhere to ravish their land. Men prayed, they wept. And still the deadly toll was rising. They faced extermination of their kind.


  In desperation, the scientists secured from the last surviving women their fertile ovaries, put them in suspended animation for the time when they would be no more. A few added centuries of life might mean the difference between survival or annihilation. The men who discovered the method of developing the eggs into embryos and then into living organisms were given the title of Procurers of Life, and a prestige and popularity equalled only by their Prince.


  Then came the awful day when the last woman died. Venusians looked at each other in fear and terror. They laid their heads upon their empty arms, and waited quietly for the surcease of death. Still, the will for survival is strong. The time came when they lifted their heads again, and went to work to save their species from extinction. By rationing their births, man could survive even this. Blow followed blow, when they found the Procurers could produce only healthy male embryos. Experiments resulted in things only faintly female, and were spoken of in whispers. The only hope was that, somewhere above the heavy clouds of carbon dioxide and formaldehyde that hid the universe from their searching eyes, there might be other worlds, other creatures who had learned to walk erect and look upward to the stars.


  They struggled long to pierce the veil, these creatures who had never seen the sun. At last a man-made moon floated above moonless Venus, and the vista of the heavens was opened unto them. From the beginning it was obvious that their only hope lay on the green planet so near to them, so much a sister world. Still they must take care. Life was too precious on Venus to risk on a pilgrimage foredoomed to disaster. The precious atmosphere surrounding the green planet would be a death trap to a giant interplanetary ship. It must have a satellite base like their own to use as a shuttle. The Venusians decided to wait a little longer, opend a few more years of futile watching, to see if the creatures there (if there were any) would themselves reach out for the stars.


  Now, in the reign of Thane IV, the glorious news went forth to the corners of the waiting world—the green planet had sent up its own satellite!


  Tomorrow, the young prince would blast away from his homeland, perhaps forever. From boyhood he had been groomed for this mission, and every member of his Personal Guard was a potential spaceman. Venus would send the best she had on the perilous chance, with the hopes of a dying world behind them.


  The flash of a lean-limbed body in the water above him brought the prince out of his reverie. That would be Mina, Captain of the Guard, searching for him. Thane shot swiftly toward the surface, closing his gills. It must be time for prayer. He would lead his men in supplication, both fresh-cheeked boys and old men hoary with age. All would listen, hearts hope-filled, as he asked the Gods for the laughter of girl children in the streets once more. Then he would rise from his knees, and go forth to his star ship to seek the one fountain from which life springs eternal—woman.


  *    *    *


  IN any other circumstances, Peggy’s job would have been commonplace. All over the world, every day, smartly dressed young women went to their positions in card punch installations. They worked in shipyards, in offices, in factories. Not Peggy. She worked on the giant satellite that man had placed in the heavens, high above his world, that circled the planet unceasingly with a revolution every two hours. Somebody had to punch the holes in the mountain of cards, with their myriad variation of data, that were fed into the hungry maw of the giant computer. It was not a job for a man. They lacked the patience, the necessary precision.


  Earth was trembling on the threshold of the stars. Project Satellite was the last frontier to the mystery of space. A hand-picked group of men worked ceaselessly to complete the first interplanetary ship, now that the gravitational problem had been overcome. The completed ship would never see Terra. It was being constructed out here in the cloudless sky, sharing the Satellite’s orbit. The huge hulk of the ship grew larger daily, and seemed to crouch in anticipation of its free fall to the moon.


  Inside the spinning wheel-shaped structure of the space station life was cramped and monotonous. Peggy was the only person on board who had separate living quarters. That was the sole advantage in being the only woman on a staff of five-hundred men. The place was a bee-hive, made more torturous by the variated gravity, ranging from the near norm of the outside deck to the complete absence of any at the air lock and cargo hatch in the Hub.


  On the outside deck, within the door that separated the one marked ‘Celestial Observation’ from the one marked ‘Terrestrial Observation’, was Big Mike. He was one of the most perfect electronic brains ever devised by man. He was tireless, an ogre that must be tended and fed. No one was allowed to attend to this delicate duty but one of the specialists who had helped to create him. Such a man was Chip Nelson.


  On the fateful day, Peggy was happily thinking of the feel of green grass under her feet, and the smell of blossoms in the air. It was springtime, and she was tired and worn with the strain of the past months. She wore her auburn hair pulled back tightly, with horn rimmed glasses covering her dark eyes, and her face was bare of cosmetics.


  Chip was sorry she was going home. Her six months on duty were drawing to a close. He remembered the young girl who had first arrived on the Project, dewy with innocence and wide eyed with amazement at the newness of everything. He had watched the gradual change in her with dismay.


  She had learned quickly to hide as much of her feminity as was plausible under shapeless sweaters and faded dungarees. Disillusion came quickly. She had seen too many men stripped of their decencies in a womanless routine. She had been watched by so many hungry eyes, heard so many passionate whispers, that she felt soiled and contaminated. That she had kept herself apart was a credit to her. It would take a long time to get all her memories of men as creatures of lechery and lust out of her mind. Peggy was tired, and she was glad she was going home. Chip knew he would miss her. They had worked well together.


  Everything was just as usual on the eventful morning. She and Chip went about their work mechanically, under the hum of Big Mike’s busily turning gears, and the steady clatter of Peggy’s card punch machine. Neither of them could have told you the exact moment when they felt the mood of tenseness sweep from nowhere and envelope the Satellite.


  That same tenseness seemed to occur everywhere on the Project. When men work with death looking over their shoulders, they develop a kind of sixth sense that warns them when something unusual has occurred. There are vague danger signals that can not be defined. They are in the slight cessation of ordinary sound, the increased tempo of an officer’s step in the long hall. Men ceased what they were doing, and listened. When they heard nothing, they returned to their work, but their faces were taut. They knew something was happening.


  In the room that housed Big Mike, the two turned sharply as the door opened and Commander Stone entered the room, flanked by two civilian scientists.


  “We must plot a navigational course, Miss Lane. As rapidly as possible, please.” He threw several sheets of paper onto the apron of her card punch machine. The men stood, white faced, as she began to punch the necessary information into the stacks of cards. There was no sound save the buzzing clatter of her machine. As the last card slid into the hopper, she removed the little stack of cards with one hand, and turned her swivel chair to the verifier that stood behind her. The cards whipped through it rapidly, under fingers blurring with the rapidity of motion. Chip was waiting for them when she finished.


  “Just a moment, sir, while I sort in information already on file.” He addressed his words to the Commander and busied himself with the controls of Big Mike. The men waited quietly, the look on their faces indicative of the importance of the answer. The sounds of Big Mike in action rose, fell, died. Chip gave them the computation silently.


  One of the scientists sighed. “It’s true, all right. There is no doubt.”


  The Commander’s face turned haggard. “Then all this work, this effort, these lives, are wasted.”


  “Not at all, sir. I must repeat, there is no indication of hostility.”


  Chip interrupted. “I beg your pardon, sir, but could you let us know what has happened?”


  The Commander sighed. “I don’t suppose it will do any harm. Everyone will soon know. An object has been sighted by Radar Control. It is manmade, a ship from some alien world, hurtling toward us. We have checked its route in every possible way. There is no doubt that their destination is our landing port here at the Satellite!”


  Peggy felt her hand clutch Chip’s arm, and his muscle tissue was rigid beneath her grip.


  HER food seemed tasteless that night, though the vegetables were fresh from their hydroponic gardens, and the meat from deep-freeze. The men about her ate silently, their eyes fixed on the rostrum at the end of the hall. The man who waited there was stooped, elderly, within whose eyes the fires of genius smouldered. He waited until the last fork had been laid down. Then he rose and began speaking to the assembly quietly.


  “My friends, I have been asked to talk to you tonight upon a matter of the gravest importance. You are all here on the Project for various reasons, known best to yourselves. Only one thing I do know is shared by you all, and that is a love of adventure and an unquestioned loyalty to our world. We are striving together here toward a common goal. Each of us contributes in his own fashion toward its attainment. We are seeking the conquest of space!


  “As we know, someone has beaten us to it. Out there, in the star filled blackness that surrounds us even as I speak, a ship from some alien world is hurtling toward us. The question that confronts us now is—friend or foe? A joining of hands across the void, or an encounter to death? Tomorrow will give us the answer to that question. We have no defenses against an attack from outer space. We are, in effect, a sitting duck. We can only proceed with one thought, one hope—and that is friendship.


  “It is our belief that these visitors are from our sister planet, Venus. We do not think they will seek war. There is only a lone ship, not an armada. I cannot speak to each of you individually, but I shall try to answer the two most important questions. One, what do we know about Venus; and two, what kind of living creature may we expect to come from the planet?


  “To answer the first, I can only say that we know little of our sister planet. We of Earth have always looked to Mars when we sought life. Venus is hidden under so many miles of blinding clouds that our best astronomers, even here on the Satellite, have never viewed her surface. The spectrograph shows no evidence of either oxygen or water vapor. Therefore we must assume her cloud banks to be something other than the water droplets that form our own.


  “We now believe these clouds to consist of formaldehyde. This presents another enigma. A certain amount of water vapor is needed in the formation of clouds. Pure formaldehyde gas is unclouded. Add to it a minute and undetectable amount of water vapor, and immediately you produce a thick white cloud.


  “There is an enormous amount of carbon dioxide present above the cloud banks. The formaldehyde gas is formed by the action of ultra violet light upon a mixture of carbon Uioxide gases and water vapor. To make Venus more of a mystery, this process liberates free oxygen gas.


  “Since there is so little evidence of oxygen in the spectrum, it must go somewhere. We believe it is removed from the atmosphere by weathering, and combining with other elements. We do not believe that life as we know it can exist on Venus. If conditions are more favorable beneath these countless miles of opaque clouds, they must follow some processes of which we are unfamiliar.


  “We are living in a wonderful time. We are all privileged to witness an experience of the ages. The ship should come into port about twelve hundred tomorrow. We will make every possible effort to communicate with these Venusians before their arrival. We ask you all to remain at your posts, where your duties are necessary for the operation of the Satellite. Any others among you who may wish to witness the arrival may turn view screens on the Port at noon tomorrow. Only authorized personnel will proceed to the Hub after you leave this room. You will be notified of all developments by viewphone. We are a hardy breed, we on the Project. There will be no panic. That would be disastrous. Please file outside quietly now, and do not assemble anywhere outside your assigned quarters. I bid you goodnight.”


  There was to be little sleep aboard the Satellite that night. Everyone’s thoughts were jumbled, alternating between fear and hope. So much depended upon that slender craft hurtling hourly toward them through the loneliness of the void. Only there could the answer be found to man’s destiny among the stars.


  Peggy had been born into a world that had outlawed war as too barbarous and dangerous to be contemplated. She had no recollection of the frightful Years of Chaos, which had purged the desire for conquest from the human race. It did not seem strange to her that men might meet these aliens in friendship, though they were from another culture and another world. She could not share the fears of treachery and invasion that haunted the older Earthmen. It was inconceivable that every race should not recognize another as a friend and equal.


  She noticed with a degree of satisfaction that the personnel were respecting the order against assembly. That order was based on sound reason. Too great a shift of weight might injure the delicate balance of the Satellite’s orbit. Nervousness was evident, but no panic.


  Her sleep was troubled in the false night that finally came, but she slept.


  THE progress of the ship was reported at intervals during the morning. The announcer was a very young boy with a habit of running his hand nervously through his hair. Peggy listened carefully as she learned that radio contact had been established with the alien craft. Their language was none known to man. They had vocal chords, and a similar throat structure, but there the similarity ended. Interspersed with the reports were repeated orders from Commander Stone. Extreme caution was to be employed in all contacts with the strange ship, but under no circumstances were the staff to make any overt moves toward the strangers unless in self defense or in protection of the Satellite.


  As the fateful hour neared, all work ceased on the Project. People began to gather in the assembly halls and recreation rooms—anywhere that held a view screen.


  Peggy went with Chip, holding his hand tightly. She felt more at ease with him than with most of the men on the Satellite. The men gathered in the recreation room scattered to give her a seat in the place of honor, then regrouped to watch the big screen as it showed the preparation being made, in color, and almost life-size.


  Men in space suits were crawling over the huge nets that covered the hub of the station to assist them in moving in and out of the gravity free area. The landing port was swinging open, waiting to receive the ship. Air locks were tightly closed into the rest of the Satellite, waiting for the oxygen to be renewed after the ship had been safely berthed.


  Now the view changed to the garish white and blackness of the outside. The ship could be seen, a microscopic speck in the distance. Peggy could hear her heart throbbing in the stillness of the room. The ship was looming large now, its design not too different from the one they were building outside the Satellite.


  It was time. There were tense faces and troubled minds as they saw the ship make contact. Every operational man in the Hub was at his station, and every eye within was glued to the view screens as the port doors closed about the monstrous vessel and oxygen hissed as it began to refill the airless hub. There was no sign of movement, of motion. Everything was just as it had been, except that now they housed the monster within their shell.


  Still they waited. It was many minutes before the oxygen supply was sufficiently replenished to carry sound. More minutes elapsed before they heard metal clanging within the ship. The machinery was being set in motion to open the ship’s doors, closed so long against the vacuum of space.


  Peggy found her breath quickening as she watched the lock door creaking open. What strange life form would come through that door. Would it wiggle, crawl, or clump along on eight legs?


  The first thing to come from the dark opening in the ship did none of these. It frisked about like a puppy—but who ever saw a puppy with irridescent blue scales covering its body, and a head that resembled nothing so much as a frog?


  From that small animal came little yelps as it found itself in a gravity-free area, paddling helplessly as it floated about in the vacuum. A startled crew member reached out a hand and guided the little creature to safety on the net where it crouched, obviously frightened out of its wits.


  “Oh, no!” Peggy breathed involuntarily. Then her breath stopped for a full minute. Out of that ship stepped the most handsome man Peggy had ever seen. He was followed by others, but Peggy had eyes only for him. He must have been wearing magnetic boots, for he walked with little trouble on the metal floor of the Hub. His head was covered with short-cropped curls, and his eyes were intelligent, large, and very blue. His skin was bronze, and his face was the face of every man who has walked through the unknown.


  The jerkin strained tightly over his broad shoulders, and his thighs bulged beneath fitted trousers. The clothing he wore seemed to be made of some reptile skin, gleaming slightly golden in the artificial light. It was only when he reached one hand to the little animal scuffling in the net that she noticed his fingers were webbed.


  She could see no recognizable weapon upon his tall form. The air lock opened into the Satellite to form an entrance for the welcoming committee to enter the Hub, and the visitor smiled. Peggy saw then that he would need no weapon save that smile. It transformed his face with eager friendliness. Her eyes followed him closely until he was escorted into the interior of the space station, and the lock closed behind him.


  LIEUTENANT Bates Lowery came to invite her to sit at Commander Stone’s table that night. He was bursting with information, and Peggy was an avid listener.


  “The ship really is from Venus. This guy, Prince Thane, who is the big dog, has a mind like a steel trap. The psycho says he has been talking to him for a couple of hours, and he has already graduated from the first grade. Oh, and this will hand you a laugh. Guess what they are looking for, way down here?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Women! Long ones, short ones, fat ones, skinny ones—just women. Seems there hasn’t been a woman on Venus in several centuries.”


  “But that is impossible! What do they do, live forever?”


  “Seems there was a plague on Venus a long time ago that killed off all the dames. Their docs were pretty far advanced, even then, and they saved the female egg sperms in some special fluid. Can you imagine that? All those big guys hatched like chicks in an incubator! Only catch was, the females still wouldn’t hatch. So there are nothing but males on Venus, and the eggs are running out. It is wives or extermination for them. What a lucky break for you girls!”


  “For your information, Lieutenant Lowery, your levity is uncalled for. There is a decided surplus of women on Earth since the years of Chaos. I hope everything turns out all right for the poor things.”


  “You didn’t fall for that big Venusian, by any chance?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I think you are joking. How could they get all that information in this length of time?”


  “I told you. This Prince Thane is a real bright guy, and our psycho is no slouch himself. The big dark fellow who sticks to the prince like a Siamese twin is the Captain of his Personal Guard, name of Mina. The big blond who hugs the other side is something called a Procuror of Life, near as they can figure it. They call him Athene. None of them have but one name. How screwy can you get?”


  “No screwier than you with that outdated slang of yours. Where do you pick it up?”


  “It is the newest thing, Baby, the very newest thing. At least it was when I left Terra,” he added wistfully. “Well, I guess I had better run along and give you a chance to dress for the party. Thane is disappointed over not finding any women up here, and the Commander wants to give him a thrill. So cooperate, will you? I feel honored, myself. The first date any man on this Satellite has been able to make with you, and I had to have an official command to rate it. You know, the Commander must like me a lot!”


  He ducked the pillow she threw at him and laughingly closed the door behind him.


  Peggy thought of her scanty wardrobe with dismay. She had brought nothing fancy with her when she came up this last time. Then she remembered the green evening dress she had brought with her and worn once on her first trick. Once had been enough. She had folded it neatly and packed it away in tissue paper. The men were bad enough without her adding any external allure.


  She pulled out the box, and unfolded the paper tenderly. When she had slipped the dress over her head, she looked at the result in satisfaction. The low bodice nipped in at her tiny waist, and layers of misty green tipple billowed over the velvet of the full skirt. She pinned tiny pink artifical roses at her waist, and in her auburn hair. She had almost forgotten she could look like this. Six months of austerity was a long time.


  Lieutenant Lowery came for her early. When they arrived at the dining hall, she saw that the Commander’s table had been raised on a sort of dais at the end of the hall. She felt her hands, cold as ice. She seemed to listen, without actually hearing, Bates’ light chatter.


  She was standing there, on the raised platform, when Prince Thane first saw her. The light fell over her hair, turning it to flame. He paused, breaking his long stride, and the others in his group stopped behind him. He stood still for a long moment, looking at her as though she were an angel. His beautifully molded lips parted over his strong white teeth, and his breath came rapidly.


  He was flanked by the two men Bates had described. All of the men were extraordinarily handsome, their subtle differences from Earthmen only enhancing their charm. Her breath trembled in her lungs as he walked the length of the hall toward her, while the people gathered there parted to let him walk through. She noted the sharp click of his boot heel as he walked purposefully, with measured tread. He looked every inch a Prince, even in his travel stained clothes.


  Prince Thane was not ashamed of emotion. Tears fringed dark lashes as he took her hand reverently, and gazed at the thing for which he had searched so far, and bridged the gap between worlds to find.


  “You are—woman.” He spoke, and his voice was deep and resonant like an organ chord.


  Commander Stone stepped forward. “Miss. Lane, may I present Prince Thane, of Venus? Prince Thane, this—” he spoke distinctly “—is Peggy Lane.”


  “Peggylane, woman. Prince Thane, man.” Thane spoke again, obviously proud of his progress in the language. Peggy heard a snicker from the male audience, and her face burned as she heard a muttered voice, somewhere in the hall. “Get this guy! He’s been seeing too many B-movies on colorvision!”


  She met the other twenty-seven members of his crew that night, and could remember scarcely a name. The night passed like a dream. She felt compassion for the prince who had braved space for the salvation of his people, and she tried to make his first night in this strange land a happy one. He was reluctant to leave her after dinner. In fact, he would not, until he received assurances that he could see her again on the morrow. She knew he would soon forget her in the excitement that was to come. As for her, she would always reserve a place in her memories for this prince from another world.


  She did not see him again after all, for the regular shuttle bus was early on the following morning. She boarded it with no misgivings, looking forward to her vacation on the little southern farm that she called home. It was much later that the special bus, loaded with dignitaries and linguistic experts, arrived from Terra to escort a thoroughly perplexed Thane to their homeland.


  SHE was to have only a short week of peace. She drowsed in the sun, and rested, and she had almost forgotten the aliens. She made it a practice never to read the papers when she was on vacation. The entire matter was top secret, anyway, and out of her hands.


  She had barely awakened the morning she heard her mother urgently rapping on the door. “A Mr. Mallory is here to see you, dear.” She opened the door without waiting for an answer. “He just flew in on one of the most streamlined ’copters I have ever seen. He landed in the south pasture, and he came from the World Federation itself! Can you imagine?”


  “Oh, bother,” Peggy grumbled, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What does he want?”


  “I don’t know, but you ought to hurry. He looks very important.”


  Mr. Mallory was enjoying a steaming cup of coffee when she walked into the living space. He looked her over (a little insolently, it seemed to Peggy) and remarked, “So you are Peggy Lane.”


  “That’s right. What can I do for you?” She held her cup under the silver spout marked coffee.


  “My name is Bruce Mallory. I have been placed in charge of Public Relations for our extra-terrestrial visitors.


  Does that clarify-matters for you?”


  “Hardly. I fail to see what that has to do with me.”


  “It is my job to see that they are kept happy, and at the same time to educate the people of the world to receive them as friends and equals. As you are aware, the entire episode has been top secret since it happened. Too many of our people remember the Years of Chaos, and a threat of war would find fertile ground upon which to spawn. We have broken the news gradually, through press and colorvision. The public mind has been carefully cultivated to receive the news, because at all costs a panic must be avoided. You made quite an impression on our Prince. He wants to see you, and we can discuss nothing without your presence. The prince is quite unreasonable.”


  Peggy buttered her toast. “Look, Mr. Mallory. There must be millions of women who would give their plasti-forms to meet your prince. Why pick on me?”


  “He thinks some fool on the Satellite promised you to him. It is becoming an incident. My colleagues were against it at first, but I persuaded them. Think of the publicity! What a Cinderella story! The white-collar girl, and the Prince of Venus!”


  “Let us get one thing straight. I am tired. I have just completed an arduous six months on the Project, doing a job no man wants to do. And speaking of men, I have seen enough of the male animal to last me forever. No offense intended personally, Mr. Mallory, but I can’t stand men! I have no intention of becoming anyone’s Cinderella. Is that clear?”


  “Miss Lane, I do not think you realize the seriousness of the situation. Venus is rich in mineral deposits Earth needs badly, plus a few she never heard of. Trade treaties would be mutually advantageous. In some fields, as in space travel and in medicine, they have far exceeded our feeble efforts. They have a source of power we must have—the dyno fuel and engines with which their space craft is equipped. We heed each other. Without us the Venusian race is doomed. Still, every time we attempt to talk with Thane, we run up against the politically insignificant little girl he met on the Satellite. Peggy, you have an obligation to the Earth. It is your duty to come back with me!”


  “I have done my duty for eighteen months on that stinking Satellite!” Her eyes were flashing. “Thane was nice when he came off that space ship. I felt sorry for him and I admired him a little. I tried to be nice to him. But that doesn’t mean he owns me! And what will he be when your publicity hounds get through with him? A puppet on a string. A carbon copy of the rest of them. I don’t want to join in your dance of the automatons, and I absolutely refuse to play on your merry-go-round. I wish you would go away and leave me alone. And that” she ended positively “is my final word, Mr. Mallory.”


  Two hours later she was on her way to Thane.


  IT was mid-afternoon when they came in for a landing on the huge country estate that had been utilized as a headquarters for the aliens. Looking downward, Peggy was amazed to see the miles of electrically charged wire that enclosed the acres, and the tiny figures of armed guards as they patrolled the region. The roads were jammed with gyrobiles, and hundreds of people stood outside the guarded area, hoping to get a glimpse of the Venusians. Mallory had to identify himself visually several times in the few miles between the protective fencing and the landing field at the big house.


  Here everything was quiet and peaceful. Deep wooded areas screened the visitors from prying eyes, and it was impossible for them to know that four miles away they were ringed by masses of the curious, pushing and crowding, as closely as they dared about the spot.


  They landed as gently as a feather, and were immediately surrounded by secret service men. In half an hour they were standing at the door to Thane’s private quarters, and Captain Mina, Aide and Protector of His Most Royal Highness stood before them.


  “The Prince is resting.” His accent would have been impossible to describe or duplicate. “You will state your business, I ask?”


  Accent or no accent, Peggy was amazed at his rapid mastery of the language. Mallory, surprisingly, spoke to the Captain with respect.


  “I have brought Peggy Lane to see the Prince.”


  Captain Mina’s eyes flashed quickly to her face, and upon recognition, he moved aside. “You are welcome. The Prince rests in the pool.”


  He gestured toward doors that opened onto a tiled terrace and an oblong swimming pool glittering blue in the late sun.


  There was no one visible when they walked out onto the lonely terrace. Mallory indicated a chair, but Peggy was staring into the pool with an odd expression on her face. What was that, floating limply near the bottom? Through the refraction of the water, she recognized him. All of their protection had not been enough. It was Thane, and on his bronzed back, she could see two long, red, open wounds—‘wounds apparently inflicted with a knife.


  She screamed. Mina rushed through the open terrace, and she screamed again. She went into violent hysterics. She pointed to the pool, to Mina, and to the pool again. Mallory tried frantically to quiet her as Thane rose from the pool.


  The wounds in his shoulders closed, and the water drained from them miraculously. Peggy could not believe her eyes. “My God!” she moaned. “Gills! I thought he’d been cut.”


  “I thought you knew,” Mallory was trying to explain through the tumult. “The Venusians are all amphibians. On such a watery world, it is very logical. Hush, Peggy, please hush!”


  The only thing that shocked her into silence was the fact that Thane was entirely nude, and entirely unconscious of it. Choking, she turned a modest back, while Mallory’s face turned a flaming red.


  “Clothe yourself, Prince Thane. Here we have taboos about the nude body between sexes.”


  Thane laughed in sheer joy. “You have brought me Peggylane. I thank you. In my land there are no taboo. But there are only men. I will dress.”


  But Peggy had seen enough to assure her that there would be no barriers in regard to anatomy between the men of Venus and the women of Earth. That is, if she could ever get used to the idea of a husband with gills! She shuddered.


  When she turned, the prince was clothed in blue trousers of the same reptile skin he had worn on the Satellite. He was as worshipping, as adoring, as he had been upon his first sight of her.


  “I am sorry you are frighten. At my home, all babies learn to breathe water before they can breathe air. Air would drown them at birth. Now you cannot see, no?”


  His back was as smooth as any Earthman’s. The gills closed so tightly that no line was visible.


  THE entire area had become nothing more than a laboratory and a college. The Venusians went to school every day, learning the Earth language and technology. Sometimes she would catch a glimpse of them in the classrooms, where they sat frowning in concentration over their school work. Every time she saw Thane she warmed unconsciously to his unusual beauty. His true personality was still a mystery to her. He lacked words to express himself in her language, though he was learning rapidly. It was next to impossible to understand without a complete exchange of ideas or thoughts. His actions belied his appearance. At first impression, she had sensed a great sternness and masculinity. Docility sat strangely upon him, yet Peggy felt that he followed Mallory’s suggestions like a great sheep.


  A new department had been added to the World governing body. It was the Department of Interplanetary Relations. Bruce Mallory was tentative Secretary during the emergency. Thane and his men were being prepared for their official unveiling to the public. 3-D photo stills of himself and his crewmen had been widely circulated, accompanying articles extolling their charm and masculinity. Preparing the suckers for the gills, Peggy thought wryly.


  Even she was not spared a part in the publicity. They were using her alleged romance with Thane to increase the idea of the amphibian’s normality in the minds of the reading and viewing public. Actually, she seldom saw him. He seemed satisfied to know that she was within reach, and he made no effort to deepen their relationship. She could not understand what purpose her presence could serve.


  Informality was the keynote in Venusville, as it was now called. She had the freedom of the entire place, and she spent hours wandering around, watching the various activities. There were daily lectures, round table discussions on each new fact they learned from the Venusians. She remembered one lecture in particular. The genetist was speaking on “The Venusian from Egg to Birth.”


  The lecturer was standing before a blackboard, using his pointer to emphasize the data he had chalked there. Peggy tried to follow him, as he spoke solemnly, “The answer lies in haploid parthogenesis. To the layman that means the development of an egg without fertilization. There are an equal number of chromosomes in both the female ovum and the male spermatazoa. These chromosomes are similar, controlling certain genetic factors, save for two. In the female ovum, these are both called X chromosomes, but in the male sperm, these two sex determining chromosomes are of separate types—one X and one Y. Thus we might say the female is XX and the male XY.


  “In the process of maturation of the germ cells in haploid parthogenesis, which results in the formation of gametes with the haploid or half-somatic number of chromosomes, each of the eggs receives only one X chromosome. The egg develops after having been divided in this fashion, with no aid from the male sperm. As there can be only one X chromosome in the resulting embryo, the progeny from haploid parthogenesis are invariably male. If the egg were to undergo fertilization, the embryo might be either XX or XY, considering which type of male sperm made contact with the ovum.


  “The Venusians have tried, through the centuries, to fertilize their eggs with sperm, with little result. It is a miracle that they have succeeded at all in the continuance of the race even in the remarkable manner they have perfected.


  “There is one comparison I might make to help clarify this. Our common honey bee on Earth makes use of haploid parthogenesis. If the queen bee so decides, she can allow the egg to descend the oviduct and pass the seminal receptacle containing the sperm acquired during the mating act without fertilization. In such cases a drone occurs. This same drone must also fertilize the next generation, and be the mates of future queens. Their sperm contains only the reduced number of chromosomes. Nature causes a sort of vestigal division to take place, resulting in the formation of a tiny cell without a nucleus, as well as the larger cell with all the chromosomes. The progeny of this drone are always female.


  “Now the question arises: Can our Venusians supply the necessary spermatozoa for the next generation of eggs? That we do not know. If there were women on Venus, the next generation would have supplied the answer. The men possess a reduced number of chromosomes, and they cannot very well undergo the reduction division again. Bear in mind that these are men, not bees. If their children result in females exclusively, they have been defeated after their brave battle. The strain of the Venusian will gradually die away completely. If Nature has seen fit to supply them with a vestigal Y chromosome, who can tell?


  “The desired union between Earth women and Venusians poses many problems. The Venusian chromosomes differ greatly from the Earth norm. There is no assurance that fertilization can take place, or even if it does, that the resulting embryo will not be a monster. I will try to compare differences in the two types of humans before I go further into the development of the test tube embryo, which, incidentally, must live in fluid that we cannot yet duplicate on Earth, for two weeks after birth, before its air lungs can develop.”


  Unobtrusively, Peggy rose and slipped from the room. This was necessary, but it seemed a little barbaric. She felt vaguely alarmed. Could Mallory be planning to use her, with Thane, as a human guinea pig? She would never agree to it. Never!


  As for Thane, he was carefully exploring a new sensation of love. He did not wish to frighten away this delicate creature, so fragile and precious to him. He did not know how Earthlings went about this matter of love. He walked carefully, testing his ground before each move. He longed for this woman with strange passions, newly roused.


  Both of them were to be on exhibition at the official reception to be held in the huge auditorium of the World Building. After that was over, perhaps the customs of this world would be satisfied, and he could turn his undivided attention to Peggy.


  PEGGY’S gown was a masterpiece of the dressmaker’s art. Mallory had been playing up the Southern Belle angle, and she looked like a girl straight from the days of the ancient Civil War of American history. The dress was stark white, the dainty ruffled skirt swaying on huge hoops about her feet. Her shoulders were bare, gleaming above a froth of creamy lace. There was a blood red flower blooming at her waist. It was an exotic touch, coming as it did straight from the Venusian jungles. Thane had called it a ninet, and he had plucked it personally from the plants growing in his ship as oxygen replenishers.


  When the prince presented himself at her door, she could see why such care had been taken in the selection of her gown. Thane was wearing white himself—the gleaming white of purest snow drifts. The men in his retinue were clothed in the same scarlet of the ninet.


  The anticipation of the night drained from Peggy. It was a show, carefully prepared for colorvision, and they were mere actors on a stage. Cinderella and her prince. The simile could not be more apt. They looked the part, dressed the part, and it only remained for them to play the part. He was a cardboard prince, a pretty image. So she smiled a cardboard smile as she took his arm, and the camera turned to colorvise their pictures over the world. Peggy and her Prince of Venus.


  He had no opportunity to speak to her alone. He did give her arm a gentle squeeze with his brown hand, and she looked up into his steady eyes. They were so kind and quiet. If only he were not so darned handsome, or so darned sweet!


  The pageant moved like clockwork, leaving Venusville with a police escort. When they reached the outskirts of the city, they found the streets lined with cheering crowds of both sexes, all the way to the World Building. There the gyrobiles came to a stop, one by one, at the entrance, imposing with the walk closed off by crimson ropes. Thane’s men, lead by Captain Mina, dismounted first and formed two lines, giving their Prince a path between them. Peggy was dazzled by the brilliant lights and surging crowds.


  She and Thane led the dancers, moving like a floating mist across the polished floor. They danced smoothly, effortlessly, with Thane showing no indication of the torturous lessons he had undergone for this one dance; he who had never danced in all his life. Peggy would not have been a woman had she not felt a thrill of conquest at being held in this man’s arms. He was the man of the hour, the man of the year. All this pageantry and pomp was directed only toward him. One by one his men joined in the dance, with the carefully chosen escorts who had been waiting for them here. Peggy saw Captain Mina as he danced past them with a dark girl in his arms. She recognized her as Ellen Dowling, debutante of the season. The spoiled darling of society was looking at the Captain with star-kissed eyes and a look upon her face that could not be mistaken. Apparently, no one was immune from the unusual charm of their strange visitors.


  They walked out into the garden later, she and Thane, where a colored fountain was misting the evening air. She stared upward where the moon was full and golden. For the first time she felt about it as another world, a globe in space. The familiar had become unreal. The pinpoints of stars were other worlds to her in reality now, and not lessons learned in school. Suddenly, she turned to Thane, and spoke.


  “This cannot go on. Thane, why is it me you want? I am very fond of you, but I do not love you. I don’t even know you very well. For you there could be many women.”


  “I do not know this thing that you call love,” he answered. “I only know that when I saw you I saw my dream of woman. I want to take you home with me, home to Venus.”


  “That I could never do. I am going away, Thane.”


  A pulse jumped in Thane’s throat, and she saw that his hands clenched. He took her arm, and pointed into the darkness. In the shadows, she saw two persons, wrapped together in a long embrace. With a catch in her heart, Peggy recognized Mina and Ellen Dowling. She turned her eyes away, vaguely disturbed.


  “They love,” Thane said, simply. “Why can you not love me? Have you tried to love me?”


  “No. Can’t you see, Thane? Love comes from within. No person can make another love.”


  “Would you let me try?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “On my ship, the Sista, there is a small cruiser . . . a life boat, you Earthlings would call it.” He looked upward toward the moon, and her eyes followed his. “I would like to take you there, with me.”


  “Alone?”


  “With Mina as pilot. Only around your moon, and then back to your Terra. Would you go there, with me?”


  Peggy shivered. “Out there, where an Earthman has never gone before?”


  “I should like for you to be the first person from your world who leaves it for another. Perhaps I can speak to you, out there, in a way that you can understand.”


  She was suddenly afraid. “How do I know you will bring me back?”


  “I would do anything you wished me to do. We could go no further, not in the cruiser.”


  “And if it comes to nothing, will you agree to my leaving?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I will go.”


  Silently, they walked back, together, to the lights and the music.


  AFTER that night, Peggy felt her tenderness for the Prince increasing. She sometimes felt that she could have loved him if it had not been for Bruce Mallory and his underlings. To anything they suggested, Thane was amenable. Peggy thought they made him ridiculous. They plastered his name and picture over the papers. Thane milking a cow; Thane in an American Indian’s headdress; Thane in a bathing suit. Advertising signs flickered, “If you would be a man like Thane, you must never have a pain, use Blotto’s aspirin.” It disgusted her, and caused him to lose dignity in her eyes.


  Every woman on Earth had seen and admired the men from Venus, either in person or on colorvision. Though slightly different from Earthmen, those differences were more than overcome by their attitude toward the fair sex. Womanless for so long, every woman was a priceless treasure to be cherished by them. And women being what they were, clubs were springing up over the countryside; their members planning to apply for places on the Star Queen and the other great colonizing ships to be prepared for Venus.


  Contracts and treaties were being agreed to, signed, and witnessed. Thane spent part of each day with the biologists, linguists and other sundry experts of Earth. Each day they learned more about Venus. The Venusians had their own group of experts who were analyzing the flora, fauna, and civilization of Earth. Athene, Procurer of Life, was working closely with Earth’s best doctors in the hospitals and clinics. Every continent had been visited by one of the twenty-seven men who had followed their Prince to Terra.


  Thane spent a long time in Mallory’s office the day he told him of his plan to take Peggy to the moon. At first Bruce was aghast at the idea of wasting the valuable time and fuel, just to take a mere girl around Luna.


  “I do not intend to take my big ship,” Thane explained patiently. “Just the small cruiser within it. It is not dy no-powered, but atomic. I want Peggy, Bruce. Maybe, out there, I can make her see things my way.”


  Mallory smiled wryly. “I doubt it. Why don’t you give it up, Thane? You haven’t a chance of cracking the ice around that unnatural female.”


  “Perhaps I have methods unfamiliar to you.”


  “Good luck to you. We have an old saying here: ‘All’s fair in love and war’.”


  Thane looked at him keenly. “This is true? If so, perhaps the thing I plan is not as wrong as I think it is.”


  Nobody heard the conversation between Thane and Mina, later that night. Mina was horrified.


  “Thane, you wouldn’t use your men to against these Earthlings? They would not understand the meaning of the term. I, too, have seen into their minds, and they have no defense. It is better that they do not know we possess mento. To use it against a woman you want—that goes against all our teachings.”


  “But she loves me, I tell you she does!” Thane was vehement. “Have I not seen within her mind, seen the block there that keeps her from knowing it herself? If I can only bring it out into the open, the block would be destroyed!”


  “I hope you know what you are doing,” Mina declared fervently. “It is not just that I should find my mate before my Prince, but Ellen and I wish to be married as soon as possible. I have found that women can make you agree to strange things. If mento will make Peggy marry you, then use it with my blessings.”


  For a long time Peggy had been on guard against any overtures Thane might make toward her. She was tense and ill at ease in his presence. Then she found that no one can remain on guard forever. Though Thane did not realize it, he had found the surest way to stir Peggy’s interest. As she began to relax in his presence, she found herself wishing with the perverseness of woman that he would at least try to kiss her, or speak of that deep love he professed so that she could persuade him again that it was hopeless. She even found herself flirting with him, trying to stir him from what she considered his lethargy. Did these Venusians have no red blood in their veins? Had centuries of austerity killed all sex-drive, all desire?


  She knew, somehow, that the climax would come on the journey to the moon. She felt the power within him, the emotion and fire that lay behind his calm exterior. Why was he so meek, so mild, so stupidly one with the herd?


  Thane steeled himself to wait. It was not yet time. Soon they would be in space, away from her people and his own. There they could be man and woman, not Venusian and Earthling. He knew it was difficult for her to become accustomed to his strangeness. With her beauty she must have had her choice of many of her own kind. To him she would always be the only woman who had ever existed. She was the first he had ever seen, and to him she was the symbol of all womankind. He would never forget her, as he had seen her first, in the mist-like dress the green of the young tupa trees on his native Venus. Her hair had been a misty radiance, her lips flower-like in the perfect oval of her face. His hands yearned to caress the gentle curves, to hold her, love her forever. But duty to Venus came first. He must follow all Mallory’s dictates, for if he never found happiness, woman must go to Venus. If things did not work out for him—well, when he came back, he would perform the ceremony that would make Mina and Ellen man and wife and let them begin the new race.


  They boarded the shuttle bus together—she, Thane, and Mina. Ellen Dowling was there, clinging to her Captain possessively, throwing herself into his arms for their farewell kiss. This was one Venusian who needed no prodding, Peggy thought bitterly.


  She was beginning to grow frightened. She was the first to go up there, where no Earthling had ever been before. How did she know she would return? Strange perils and dangers might await her. She might die, up there in the blackness, with no one to see—or care. Black panic welled up before her. The field was crowded with reporters and photographers. She felt herself gasping for air, smothered in the mob about her. She wanted to get out of all this, go back to the peaceful nonentity she had been before the Sista came to plague her. It was then that Thane pushed his big body between her and the encroaching crowd. Taking her arm firmly, he guided her steps into the shuttle bus. Somehow she smiled and waved at the blurred sea of faces beneath her, before she collapsed, exhausted, into the contour seat.


  Beside her, Thane, and Mina, there were Mallory and two of his staff, and Salen, second in command under Mina. A personal guard for a personal guard for a personal guard, she thought hysterically. With difficulty, she swallowed her fears and buckled the straps over her legs and shoulders. Thane smiled at her encouragingly.


  They felt movement as the platform on which the bus was mounted swung up and over the jet deflectors which would drain off the fiery gases of the rocket motors. Then came the roar, the thrust, the drive. Peggy felt her ribcase cracking, her face flattening and buckling under the awful pressure. It was only seconds later when the gyropilot tilted the ship into a more gentle curve, and the pressure was off.


  They did not go into the Satellite. The small cruiser had been rolled from the great ship, and floated by its side like a nursling. The Star Queen floated here, too, like the Sista. There was no need to anchor them in any way, for they, too, had become satellites, moving at the same speed, and balanced by the same pull between speed and gravity as the mother satellite.


  Peggy gasped when they entered the interior of the small cruiser. It was luxurious, though tiny. The pile and jets were closed in the rear, and there was a comfortable, book-lined lounge before them. Peggy noticed that the books were magnetized, and the soft chairs and sofas were bolted to the steel floor—or what would be the floor when the centrifuge was turned on in space. Around the walls beneath the bookcases were narrow hydroponic gardens, beautiful with strange and foreign plants. They were oxygen replenishers, an auxiliary to the regular oxygen tanks.


  To their left was a well-stocked little kitchen, each utensil lying with its own magnetized strip holding to its alternate strip. It was spotless. In the nose of the little craft were the instruments and control room, a little unit in itself. On the right a thin metal door led into a bedroom, resembling one of Earth, with odd differences. The bed could not be called so with correctness. It was circular, reminding one of a gigantic sultan’s hassock. The pillows snapped to its soft downy covering.


  Peggy was having trouble navigating in the gravity-free ship. Thane and Mina moved expertly, with the familiarity of long experience. Mina disappeared into the control room, where she could see him checking his instruments and preparing for takeoff. Thane noticed Peggy’s discomfort. With a few deft movements, the sofa was converted into a wide acceleration couch. He placed her there, gently, and seated himself beside her. The straps were buckled. She was committed. There was no sensation of up or down, other than the senses she had always used telling her that the chair upon which she sat was bolted to the floor, which was down. It had to be. Hadn’t it always been?


  A grating sound at the side of the ship caught her attention, and with a sickening lurch, the ship began to move. Thane smiled at her. “They are moving us away from the Satellite, so our initial thrust will not damage it. It is almost time for take-off. Are you frightened?”


  “I would be an awful liar if I said I wasn’t,” she whispered weakly.


  “I will stay with you. Mina can complete the checking alone. The cruiser has not been in space since we left home. We have to make sure she is spaceworthy.”


  “Do they call ships ‘she,’ even on Venus?”


  He looked at her searchingly. “Everything beautiful, holding the hope of man is feminine—everywhere.”


  Mina came to the door of the control room. He stopped there, and saluted his prince. He raised his right hand, kissed the fingers, and touched those fingers to his forehead before opening them to Thane.


  “Prepare for take-off,” he said to them, and closed the metal doors behind him.


  Thane sent probing fingers into her mind. Now was the time. Now, while her defenses were down, he could reach deeply, free inhibitions. He lowered the backrest, and lay beside her, fastening his own straps, as he began to talk to her soothingly.


  “It is almost time. This is little worse than the shuttle bus on the trip from your planet to the station. Your moon is roughly two hundred and thirty-eight thousand miles away. We are already moving with the same speed of the Satellite—almost sixteen thousand miles an hour. All we need is a short rocket thrust, enough to increase our speed to about twenty-two thousand miles an hour. That will throw us in a long arc away from the Earth. The ship will fall freely the rest of the way, until it almost comes to a stop on the other side of your moon, when we will fall back again to the Earth. Do you understand?”


  “I suppose so.” She shivered. “The dark side of the moon. No one has ever seen the dark side of the moon.”


  “You shall see it now.”


  Mina’s voice, curiously metallic, came from a wall grating.


  “Five minutes to take-off.”


  Peggy looked at the handsome face, lying so near her own. His lashes were dark, fringing his blue eyes with shadowed dusk. His skin was smooth and brown over his perfect skull bones, with a rosy glow that crept through the bronze. His nose was straight, with flaring, sensitive nostrils.


  “Four minutes to take-off.”


  Thane looked with worship at the lovely face framed in red-gold mist. Earth-woman, dream woman, womb of life, vessel of passion and beauty. This was no time for talk, for words. Before they returned, she would be his. He could feel her, now, beginning to warm to him. Shadowed eyes, under arching brows. Lips full, almost sulky with the passion hiding there. Tendrils of hair, damply clinging and curling on an ivory cheek.


  “Three minutes to take-off.”


  Pulse beating in a strong brown throat. Huge chest, rising, falling rhythmically. And beneath that chest, strange organs. Gills, water-breathing amphibian. Monster, or masculine perfection? Want you, want your lean brownness against me. Alien, stranger, lover—bulging thighs, webbed fingers, gentle fingers, crisply curling hair—


  “Two minutes to take-off.”


  Gods of the Sea! Her lips, her eyes, her slender hands! What must it be, this thrust of loins against female softness, this pouring out of one’s vitals into a vessel of love? Woman, gentle woman, come to me, give me of your beauty, power, strength—ease my yearning, oh blessed one—


  “One minute to take-off.”


  A merging together of thoughts, of feeling, emotion; whirling, spinning, rising, falling, lips parting to quickened breath, eyes clouding with mutual want. Arms strapped, hands straining to meet. The brown webbed fingers and the slender white ones merging, clutching, holding, meeting, clinging, eyes speaking to eyes, pulses pounding together through tight clenched hands.


  It is time. The roar, the thrust, sinking together in the awful pressure, eyes locked, hands locked, hearts locked, sinking to the vortex of blackout.


  THE first thing that came with returning consciousness was the realization that her hand was still clasped in his own. She smiled at him, and whispered, “How did you know, Thane? How did you know it would be like this between us, out here?”


  She thought she saw a look of pain in his eyes, but she could not be sure. She was trying to analyze this new emotion. She was seeing the true Thane for the first time. This was no weakling, no creature of another’s bidding. This was Man, as Man should be, the master of his fate.


  After Mina put the ship into centrifuge, everything was as normal as it had been aboard the Satellite. The silver ship sped ever onward through the nothingness of space, as Thane released her from her bonds.


  “I want to show you something,” he told her when she was free. “Look.”


  He flicked a switch, and a panorama came into being on the big plasticite screen that covered half of one wall. She sat in silence and viewed the strange mysteries before her, as she realized she was looking into infinity. Through the velvet blackness the stars shone with a cold light, and she felt the silence and the emptiness in her soul. Nothing seemed to be moving out there. She could see a part of the Earth far below, so lush and beautiful and dear—and distant. She was the first person to look down upon it from the void, the first to stretch her umbibical cord so far from Mother Earth. She was alone in this beauty, this solemnity, with Thane.


  As if in answer to her thoughts, he came and stood beside her. The dim light outlined his handsome face, and she saw the play of muscle in his mighty arms. This was a new Thane who stood before her now, a man at home in an environment that was made for him, free of the subterfuge and indecision of his Earthling advisors. Her heart was stripped of its callousness and sham, and she saw him as he really was—a giant, with his head among the stars. She felt a warmth creep through her body, a strange yearning for the man beside her. Involuntarily, she moved closer to him, feeling the pulse pounding in her throat.


  “Do you know now why I brought you here?” His words were soft, but masterful. He was one with the vastness, and the darkness, and the quiet.


  “I think I do.” There was a catch in her throat.


  “This is a strangely new thing for me, this thing you Earthmen call love. How could I know love who have never known woman? Not even as a babe was I held in a woman’s arms. Yet now I have strange desires and yearnings, that have not been known on my planet for generations.”


  He turned his large eyes and looked deeply into hers. She felt her head swimming, her mouth dry.


  “I offer you the stars for your marriage bed, and the moon for your pillow. Together we can found a new world, and a new species of humanity. What do you say, Peggylane?”


  He drew her into his arms, and her lips found his in their first kiss. As he released her, she saw behind him the green radiance of Earth. It was like a dream, a strange dream of wild emotions and surging pulses.


  “I want it to be now, Peggylane. Soon we will round the dark side of the moon, and we will be returning to your Earth. Will you marry me now, by the ancient ceremony of my land, wherein the Princes have always taken their brides? I translated it, to the best of my ability, before we left Earth. What is your answer?”


  “Suddenly, I am so sure—so sure of everything. Yes, Thane, it shall be as you say. I know now that I love you, that I have always loved you.”


  “This is reality, Peggylane, the only reality. They speak of divorce on your world. These are solemn and ancient vows. They have never been broken. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Thane.”


  “Then will you kneel here by my side, and place your right hand upon my heart, as I do the same toward you?”


  They knelt together, and she felt the beating of his strong heart beneath her slender hand. The moon could be seen now, growing ever nearer, the pits and craters White against black shadow. She felt this moment in the center of her being as she knew she would never feel another, and she listened in reverent silence as the resonant voice began to recite the Holy words,


  “By the Gods of the Heavens, and the Gods of the Sea


  By all that is holy, to you and to me


  May we love in the springtime, and mate in the fall,


  By the Grace of that one, who is King over all.”


  He lifted his hands gently now, and placed them on her shoulders first, then on her head.


  “May our lives be fertile, and our hearts serene.


  I, Prince Thane of Venus, do make you my Queen.


  You shall rule by my side, ’til the dark comes at last,


  And then lie by my side, ’til the shadows have passed.”


  He raised her to her feet, and she went to him gladly.


  MINA stayed in the control room throughout the entire voyage. Thane and Peggy loved the hours away, their happiness a magic, tangible thing.


  Peggy was too happy to analyze her sudden change of heart. She was with Thane, and that was enough. No girl ever had such a honeymoon. They were within two hours of the Satellite before she experienced the first misgivings.


  Everything seemed so right and normal up here. But Earth’s teeming millions were growing nearer by the minute, and she had to face the public opinion of her unorthodox marriage in the sky. The habits of a lifetime could not be forgotten easily. Their idyll in the sky might be considered just that, and nothing more. She had committed herself to a future she could not visualize.


  Thane was sprawled on the couch bed, bare from the waist up, his long legs encased in their snug trousers and boots. Peggy was sitting beside him, idly fondling the crisp brown curls on his brow. She watched his smooth brown chest move with his breathing, and for the first time since they had left Earth, she thought of his gilled back. He knew an underwater existence she could never share. She had married an alien, a creature of whom she knew nothing. He was talking now, happily, of taking her away to his own land, and suddenly, she did not want to go. Everything within her rebelled at the thought, screamed against it.


  “Thane,” she asked desperately, “why do we have to go back? The Star Queen will take many women to Venus. Your mission is accomplished. The race of man will live again there. Let us go back, and be married in the custom of my land, and stay here on Earth. I am afraid.”


  She had never seen him angry. His face set, his eyes turned stormy.


  “Marry again? We are married. Are you ashamed of lying in my arms? Is it Earth custom to be ashamed of your love? We are married by a ritual far older than your own. I thought our differences were at last resolved, and we had reached an understanding. We must go home to Venus. I am a Prince of the Realm, and my duty lies with my country.”


  “You never argue with Mallory!” she flashed jealously. “I have never noticed you disagreeing with anything he wants!”


  “I have a duty to my people,” he answered, white-faced. “I know nothing of your customs. My personal dignity is unimportant, if by any action of mine, Earthwomen can be persuaded to leave their world for Venus. I have followed every stupid order, allowed outrages upon my person. Now plans are definitely under way for sending the first group to Venus, as soon as your Star Queen is refitted with dyno-power. My part is over, and my patience grows short. I can see why you might be afraid, but as your husband, I promise you my understanding and help to overcome all of the strangeness of your new world.”


  “Only promise me that we will have an Earth ceremony when we return, and I will try to decide about the ether. Please, Thane.”


  He rose, and slipped into his tunic. “I will not quarrel with you. You alone know what you must do. Have your ceremony, but have it quickly. I will not wait too long.”


  He left her alone and miserable. The worm had turned, with a vengeance. She knew he was angry, and very, very upset.


  MALLORY received the news of their marriage with mixed emotions. He leaned back in his chair and puffed furiously on the black cigar clenched between his teeth.


  “This brings up complications,” he growled. “We want Thane to make a world tour. The other members of the World Federation must not be made to feel that America is monopolizing him. You seem to be agreed on an Earth ceremony, but an American wife would complicate matters. Thane is our principal asset on such a trip. He, as the Prince, is a symbol of the idea we are trying to foster. When he returns to America, I think the engagement might be formally announced. A huge wedding, of course, with suitable publicity. The other marriage, of course, must be kept secret in the interim. Yes, I think it might work out very well.”


  Peggy glanced at Thane. He was rigid, white-faced, waiting for her to arrange everything. She sighed in exhaustion.


  “Suppose we do not want a big wedding?” She was beginning to rebel. “Suppose we just get married without all that fanfare and publicity?”


  “Neither of you belong to yourselves any longer. I fail to see why you do not understand that. Women do not volunteer spontaneously for a hazardous and unfamiliar experience such as the one that confronts us. They must be flattered, pushed, led, into it. Your romance can be an important factor. We can do nothing, save try to cover up your mistakes. I sincerely hope you will make none.”


  “What do you think, Thane?” She turned to him, helplessly.


  “I cannot believe the manner in which we are married can have any influence on my mission. I was willing to do anything to assure the importance of my mission when I first came here. As I learn your manners and customs, I understand everything better. Earth needs Venus as badly as Venus needs Earth.”


  “But Mallory says—”


  “Mallory is essentially an actor, putting on a big show. You make the decision.”


  Mallory smiled. “It is necessary that we keep you under constant supervision, in the event of pregnancy. We must know if these marriages can produce progeny, and the result of the mating if they cam I understand Captain Mina and Ellen Dowling are marrying also?”


  “Yes. I will unite them this afternoon.”


  “Then we will have another chance to observe. Impress upon him the importance of impregnating her as soon as possible.”


  Peggy rose to her feet shaking with anger. “Stop talking about us as though we were animals!” she raged. “Have your silly tour, and I will do what you advise, but I am disgusted with the entire business!”


  Mina was waiting for them outside in a gyrobile. Both Peggy and Thane were angry. They were driving mutely back to Venusville when it happened. It might not have happened at all if Thane had not felt so rebellious.


  They were driving along a thoroughfare that led past a public park. The traffic was unusually heavy, for they were brought to a standstill every few feet. A soapbox orator was ranting on the edge of the park, surrounded by sleepy winos and people with nothing better to do than to stop and listen.


  Thane leaned forward suddenly, and Peggy realized the man in the park was discussing the Venusians. She had not been listening, but now his words entered her consciousness with a rush.


  “The pee-pul must not stand idly by and allow this thing to happen! The powers that be are selling the finest flower of our young womanhood into slavery! Shall your daughters—your future wives and mothers—be sold for more gold to pour into the hungry coffers of the rich? Shall our little girls be sent into slavery to wallow in the slime with frogs? My friends, these people are not humans at all, but aliens! And aliens can never be human! We will not let anyone make concubines of our daughters! Send the frogs back to Venus, I say! Send the frogs back to Venus!”


  Peggy looked at Thane, horror in her eyes. His eyes were burning, his mouth outlined in white parentheses. Mina must have noticed him at the same time, for he caught the Prince by the arm swiftly, and spoke to him in Venusian too rapidly for her to follow. All Peggy could catch was the Venusian word for “No.”


  The traffic crawled along, and she could not look again until they were halted a few feet further along the street. The man in the park seemed to have suffered some sort of a seizure. His face was purple and mottled and he had difficulty breathing. Some of his followers were supporting him, and all were speaking excitedly.


  “Wha-what happened to him?” Peggy asked in amazement.


  “He will be all right.” Thane’s voice was clipped.


  “But—”


  “I said he will be all right.” One look at his face silenced her, and she began to think. She knew that Thane had something to do with the man’s attack. How it happened she did not know, for he had not moved a muscle from the time the man’s, voice had reached them.


  She did not mention the affair until they were home in Venusville. Then he answered her ambiguously.


  “He called us frogmen. That is an insult. We are as warm-blooded as you are. Is that why you have turned so cold to me? Do you, too, think of me as a frogman?”


  His words came too close to the truth for Peggy’s comfort. She lashed out at him, defending herself by her cruelty.


  “What did you do to him? What power do you possess of which we know nothing?”


  “He angered me. It was a mistake. Forget it.”


  “Then you do have some power over us, some mental power. Tell me, Thane! Tell me!”


  “It is a power of the mind, a thing we call mento. It would be difficult for you to understand.”


  He was unprepared for the effect his words would have upon her. She looked at him in horror and disgust.


  “So that is why I learned to love you so strangely! There is a thing on our world called fair play, and you do not know the meaning of it! I never want to see you again. I am leaving you, Thane.”


  She turned, and was gone, though he tried to stop her. She went out and got into her gyrobile, and drove through the night. She never remembered the details of that trip. She did not stop until she was at home.


  There were nights when Peggy cried into her pillow. Now that she had left him, all she could remember was his heart beating against hers, and his lips scorching upon her own. Yet it had been a lie, and the entire experience was a dream with no reality, a dream from which she had experienced a rude awakening. She heard of the marriage of Mina and Ellen. They were together as naturally and beautifully as every man should be with his chosen mate. Ellen had a kind of bravery that Peggy did not possess. Peggy wondered if she knew about mento.


  She saw Thane on colorvision during the weeks he was away on Mallory’s tour. The sight of his handsome face, a little bitter now, almost made her forget her pique. Still her heart would harden again as she remembered the fool he had made of her, and the responsibilities involved in loving this man.


  On the day that Thane was scheduled to return, Peggy woke irritable and headachy. An unaccustomed nausea kept her abed until late in the day. She had worked herself into a frenzy of nerves and imagined slights by the afternoon. He could never have chosen a more inopportune time to come to her.


  For he did come. He came bursting into her bedroom as though he had a right there, as though it were not her parents’ home. She was the picture of outraged innocence as he caught her in his arms and buried his face in her hair. She turned her cheek coldly when his questing lips sought hers, and pushed him away angrily.


  “You are trespassing in my father’s house,” she told him coldly. “Please go.”


  “Do you really mean that? I love you, Peggy. Have you forgotten that you are my wife?”


  “I hate you!” she cried unreasonably. “That stupid ceremony was no marriage! You have done nothing but make me unhappy. Why did you ever come here!”


  Thane was magnificent in his anger as he had never been in his gentleness. Thane the man had suffered long, but Thane the Prince had taken enough.


  “Very well.” His eyes flashed fire. “When you realize that you are my wife, I will be waiting for you. Now you shall come to me. I will teach you what it means to be the wife of a Prince!”


  White-faced, he turned on his heel and went out of the door, slamming it behind him. The shock of his anger sobered her like a dash of cold water. Peggy was speechless. She opened her mouth to call him back, and then closed it again. He would come back anyway. He had always come back.


  But the hours passed and he did not return. It was dark when her mother called her to the viewphone. She gave a little sob of relief.


  It was Mina’s white face, however, that showed in the screen.


  “Where is Thane? Where is he?” The words tumbled over themselves in her hurry to utter them.


  “The Prince has departed.” Mina’s voice was tired and strained. “He came to me late in the day, very upset and angry. In one hour he made me Ambassador to the Earth, appointed Salen as my assistant, bid Mallory a rapid farewell, and left for Venus after gathering the remainder of the crew.”


  Peggy almost blacked out, so great was her shock and unbelief. “No!” she muttered blankly. “No. He couldn’t have.”


  “But he did. I am afraid the prince is headstrong.”


  “Did he not send some word to me?”


  “He told me that I was to transfer my allegiance to you. He hopes that you will change your mind and come to him on the Star Queen. He told me to protect you and guard you with my life, always remembering that you are my Queen and his wife. I have called to tell you this, and to await your further orders.”


  “I need time to think. I am safe here. Thank you for calling.” Dazed and unbelieving, she turned off the viewphone. This was an entirely new development.


  IT was a month later when she came in for a landing on the roof of a hotel in the world capitol. She had hardly settled in her room before she was at the viewphone. She dialed a number rapidly. With relief, she saw Ellen’s face on the screen.


  “Ellen, is Captain Mina there?”


  “No, he isn’t Peggy. He went down to Mr. Mallory’s office this morning. Something to do with the Star Queen, I believe. He did not know you were coming.”


  “Will you tell him to come to see me as soon as he returns? It is urgent.” Her voice caught on the edge of hysteria.


  “What is the matter? You look troubled.”


  “I can’t tell you now. Nobody can help me but Mina. He will tell you all about it after I talk to him. Only tell him to hurry, Ellen, please hurry!”


  She hung up the viewphone on Ellen’s protesting face, and tapped her fingers nervously on the table. She was thin, she noticed, and pale. She must get a grip on her nerves. It would never do to give way to her grief and hysteria now. Not when there was more than herself to consider. She carried within her the hope of two worlds.


  With a sigh, she walked to her bed and threw her exhausted body across it. Outraged nature took its toll, and she drifted into an uneasy slumber. Her dreams were troubling. The baby she carried within her seemed to be a monster, a gilled monster with scales covering its tiny body. She stood alone, within a sea of curious faces, mocking her, laughing, pointing fingers of derision. All the faces merged into one, and it was Thane’s face, leaning above her own.


  With a muted cry, she wakened. Dusk had fallen, and in the semi-darkness she could see a figure leaning over her bed.


  “Wake up, Peggy. You have been dreaming.”


  With relief, she recognized Mina’s soft voice. She flung herself against him, and felt his strong arms in support.


  He let her cry there on his shoulder, soothing her until her words became less chaotic. Then he wiped her eyes with his handkerchief, and smoothed away the film of perspiration on her brow.


  “Now tell me what is the matter.”


  “I am going to have a baby. And Thane is gone, and I am so mixed up I don’t know what to do.”


  Mina whistled softly. “The prince did not know. Of that I am sure.”


  “Of course not. I keep thinking of what that man said at Venusville. If the baby is amphibious, can it live on Earth?”


  “I don’t know. All the water on Venus contains an element that is missing on Earth. I don’t know how to describe it, or duplicate it. We never thought of bringing it with us, for we thought all water contained the same element. We call it aneet.”


  “The water on the Sista?”


  “All gone, replaced with Earth water before we realized the difference. Adults can live in Earth water, but even we feel the lack of aneet.”


  “Then what can I do?”


  “We will have to think about it. Obviously, you want to go to Thane.”


  “The Star Queen does not leave for six months yet. That will be too late.”


  “The Prince will be expecting you on the Star Queen.”


  “Yes, and if Mallory knows I am pregnant, he will never let me go. The results are too important to him.”


  “What else can you do but wait, and take the chance?”


  “Thane left you the cruiser. Take me to Thane. You must!”


  His face was incredulous. “To the moon, yes. To Venus, it would be virtually impossible!”


  “Mina, you are sworn to the Prince and to me and to all our descendents as eternal servitor and liege man. Is this not true?”


  “Yes, your Highness.” He kissed his fingers, and raised them to his forehead in the ancient ritual of faithfulness.


  “This is a birth without precedent. Can you let Thane’s child be an experiment in a laboratory? Can you?”


  Mina walked to the window, and stood looking over the city. “May the Gods of the Sea tell me what to do! The risk is so great! A mere man should not be asked to make such a decision.”


  “What would Thane want you to do?”


  “I do not know!” Mina’s voice was a cry. “He would not want me to risk your life or that of his child.”


  “Our lives are certainly in jeopardy if we remain here. If we die on Earth for lack of knowledge, can you face Thane when you step from the Star


  Queen alone?”


  “There is Ellen. What can I do about Ellen?”


  Peggy slumped back on her pillows. “I had forgotten Ellen. It was selfish of me. I am afraid, Mina. I am a coward and afraid.”


  “No.” Mina turned resolutely. He increased the brightness of the dim lamp over the corner desk. “It is I who have been selfish. Are there pencils here, and paper?”


  Wordlessly, she nodded. He worked for a long time, then looked up and spoke to her sternly.


  “I want you to have no doubts of the seriousness of this situation. The cruiser is built for short trips, not like the Star Queen or the Sista. Fuel is no problem for the big ships. It will be a very great problem for us.”


  “How long will it take us to get there?”


  “That will take some explaining. We will be forced to use the orbit which requires the least fuel expenditure. That is called, by your people, the Hohmann A orbit. That was the only orbit possible to your technology before Thane gave you our dyno engines and fuel. We must wait for our departure until a straight line can be drawn between Earth, at time of leaving, the Sun, and Venus at time of arrival.”


  “When will that be?”


  “If you will come to our apartment tomorrow morning, I can give you the day and the hour. It is not too far distant. I will take you and your unborn child to Thane if it is at all possible.”


  She smiled, weakly. “All right, Captain Mina. God go with you.”


  He bowed at the door, and kissed his fingers in salute. She watched the door close behind him with a mixture of emotions. The curtains blew in the opened window, and she could see the stars shining dimly above the lighted city. Up there on the Evening Star was Thane, and she had to get to him.


  She drove her gyrobile alone to their apartment the next morning. She signalled the vidibell, waited for identification, and walked inside.


  Ellen had been crying. Both of them showed the effects of a sleepless night. Ellen came to her, and put her arms around her gently. “I am glad about the baby, dear. No matter what we have to do, I am glad about the baby.”


  Peggy found herself inexplicably bursting into tears. “I am sorry, Ellen. I never felt so helpless in all my life.”


  “We will take you to Thane.”


  “We?” Incredulously, Peggy looked from one to the other, in alarm.


  “Where Mina goes, I am going. You will need a woman. You are blazing a path for all of us who may marry Venusians.”


  “I am so glad you understand.”


  Mina broke in, raggedly. “Words are fine. Words are wonderful. But do either of you realize what one hundred and forty-six days in the cruiser will mean? That is almost five of your months. The three of us, in that cramped little ship, crowded and lonely. How can we care for a pregnant woman? It will be a fight for survival.”


  “Yes,” Ellen broke in. “A fight for Peggy’s survival, and her child’s. Anything is better than that Thane’s child die, strangling, in the hands of doctors incompetent to save its life.”


  “By the Gods of the Heaven and Sea, it’s too much to ask of a man!” he roared, and after a helpless look at the two determined faces before him, pulled his hat over his ears and stormed from the room.


  Peggy went back to work on the Satellite. Mina explained to Mallory that he was going home, that he wanted to take his wife to Venus. Mallory refused to hear of it until Ellen had been checked thoroughly by a physician, and upon his assurance that she was not with child, Mallory reluctantly gave his consent.


  It was no easy job to smuggle Peggy into the cruiser, but Mina managed to do it. The staff on the Satellite had become used to his going back and forth to the little ship, provisioning it for the voyage. They were leaving at dawn. Mina made his last trip the night before, arranging it at the time of shift changing. The new shift did not realize that where three had gone, only two had returned. Peggy would not be missed before the morning.


  She spent a lonely night on the small craft, every second lasting an hour. They barely had time to speak when Mina and Ellen came back on board just at dawn. Peggy buckled herself into the acceleration couch she had shared once before, with Thane. Ellen went into the control room, with Mina.


  PEGGY’S mind was whirling, her body suffocating as she came out of blackout. Violently, she felt her body trying to surge upward, to find that she could not move. The acceleration was terrible, worse than anything she had ever experienced. This was no short thrust, but a grinding thing that would last, and last. She prayed for her baby, prayed for its cradle to hold fast under the pressure. She couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t! Gods of the Heavens! Gods of the Sea! Into thy keeping—Mercifully, she fainted.


  Then Ellen’s face was bending over her, Ellen’s hands were releasing her. The awful ordeal of acceleration had ended.


  The first weeks passed pleasantly enough, in anticipation and enjoyment of the newness of everything. The girls spent hours before the great observation screen, viewing the miracle of the heavens. The stars seemed different out here, where the thick atmosphere of Earth did not diffuse their glitter. But eventually the view-screen lost its fascination. There were long lulls in the conversation, a tensing of nerves. The newness was gone. Earth was far behind them, she and her moon diminishing in their wake. Venus was far in the future. Between them lay days and days of existence. What were they to do in their cramped three rooms?


  Man can build a perfect machine if he tries long enough. With every failure, he learns enough to make one more giant step toward perfection on his next attempt. Man could send ships to the planets, and even to the stars, if ships alone were required. It is the precious cargo of humanity they must carry that produces the unforseeable factor of the equation. Space was a new environment for man. He had learned to survive anywhere on his home worlds, but this was a new and hostile territory. The Venusians had done everything they could do to produce the necessities of life for any crew aboard the cruiser. They were given oxygen to breathe, a centrifuge to give them the false sensation of gravity. They were given a pressurized ship, pressurized suits if the carefully designed walls of the ship would be punctured by meteorites. They could live in creature comfort barring serious accident. Still there was no answer yet as to what would happen to the mind under the terrific pressure and the claustrophobia that would assail it.


  There was no answer yet to what they would endure. Outside the silver walls there was no oxygen to breathe. Without the atmospheric pressure inside the ship, the very blood. in their veins would boil. They rode through dangerous radiation from the unprotected sun, and the cosmic rays no man understood. Those very rays might be doing unmentionable things to their bodies, and they would never know it until it was too late. They lived with the constant danger of collision with meteors, and the strange nebulous storms that raged in space.


  Somehow they reached the half-way point in their perilous journey. Then they had to live through twenty-four hours of renewed acceleration to give the necessary added impetus to the small craft. Mina himself was tense and haggard. The thrust must adhere to the most difficult calculations. He must use just so much of their precious power and no more. They must save enough to maneuver when they reached the satellite around Venus, yet use enough to keep them on their course to that planet.


  They lived through it with the same bulldog determination. At the end, it seemed that they had failed. They had to cut down the oxygen content of the atmosphere a month away from Venus. Mina spent hours in the control room, earphones clamped over his ears, searching for the first faint radio signals from his homeland.


  Three weeks from Venus, the planet loomed large and brilliant before them. Mina worked unceasingly with the radio. Finally, he knew that something was wrong. Ingenious Mina might be, but radio was one thing he did not understand. He tried, he experimented, but still the phones remained dead. They had come unscathed through an experience that tried their souls, only to crash through the atmosphere of Venus to an almost certain death.


  They entered the mixture of gases that swirled for hundreds of miles above the planet with mixed emotions. They knew now that the gases swung in a separate orbit of their own, held in their path by the same force that held the Satellite. Between them and the real atmosphere was a thin belt of airless space.


  The outside view screens were milky and white. The small ship flew steadily onward through gases as poisonous to humans as the vacuum of space. Mina had slanted the ship, so that they were flying through it obliquely. They were all there in the control room when the breakthrough came, as suddenly as it was unexpected.


  “It is too incredibly lovely!” Peggy spoke in a hushed voice as they looked at the rose-green planet before them. The diffused light made it outstanding, a jewel in the setting of the clouds that swathed its upper atmosphere.


  Mina’s voice spoke tersely, clipped and decisive. “The braking rockets are going on, full force. I am going to turn the ship, after we circle the planet as many times as we can while the fuel lasts. It is only a matter of minutes now. Strap Peggy into the couch and give her the injection I have prepared. It will relax her and soften the shock of landing. Then come back here, Ellen, strap yourself in with me. We will undoubtedly crash. Relax as much as you can at the moment of impact. I will try to hit the water if I can do so.”


  Peggy allowed herself to be strapped on the soft couch, and smiled grimly at Ellen. “This is it,” she said. “Good luck.”


  “We will make it.” Ellen spoke with quiet assurance. Then Peggy felt the prick of the needle, and she sank instantly into a blackness deeper than she had ever known before.


  Ellen walked rapidly back to the control room and strapped herself into the seat beside her husband. They were going down, now, caught in the gravitational field of Venus. The planet grew steadily larger, its small land areas growing in size by the second. The ship was growing warm, the friction of the atmosphere heating its metal hull to a rosy glow.


  “Will the insulation hold? Mina, we are not slowing fast enough!”


  “Hold on and hope, Ellen. Before we crash I want to thank you for coming—”


  “If we die, we die together.”


  They could see the green of a dense jungle beneath them now. The noise was terrific, a whining that seemed to be increasing instead of diminishing. Ellen opened her mouth to scream, and the pressure in her ears seemed to lessen. The chair upon which she sat was hot, almost unbearably so. She tried to move her hands, to find that she could not. Mercifully, she blacked out before the ship crashed into the swamp, sending mud and water high into the air. It settled amid hissing steam and boiling water, which began to seep into the ship through cracked and twisted surface plates. The three bodies lay, inert, crumpled in the broken ship.


  ELLEN was the first to stir. She roused slowly, tasting the salt of blood on her lips. She turned her head slowly, shaking it a little to clear her vision. Mina was slumped over the controls, his head at an odd angle. With a smothered sob, she loosed the confining straps that held her immobile, and groped for his pulse. His heart beat was reassuringly steady, throbbing under her fingers. Steam was rising about them from the bubbling water covering the floor level of the ship. Mina groaned, and opened his eyes groggily.


  His eyes sought hers and she saw the great relief within them. His first words, however, were not of her.


  “Peggy! You should be with Peggy!”


  Ellen gave a tremulous sigh. “Forgive me, Mina, but just this once you had to come first.”


  He was already fumbling at the straps that bound him. “Help me, Ellen. We must get to her. This place will be an inferno before it cools. How is your suit? Is it torn anywhere?”


  She gave herself a quick examination, then shook her head dumbly. Mina looked carefully at his own, then took her hand.


  “They should protect us for a sufficient time to get away. This is one time I certainly wish you were amphibs! We will have to take time for a boat.”


  As he spoke he stepped from their position in the higher control room into thigh-deep water, which was bubbling and boiling venomously. Closing her eyes, and with an involuntary shudder of honor, Ellen followed him.


  “Don’t stumble!” he warned her sharply, as he felt her steps falter. Together they felt their way along the deck, and into the cabin that held Peggy’s helpless body. The water was rising steadily here, too. The soft sponge of the couch was inches above its seeping level. Peggy lay as one dead, the straps binding her body tightly. She was dripping wet with perspiration, and that was the only sign of life about the still form.


  Mina left them there together while he struggled aft to inflate the life raft, and prayed that the door mechanism had not been injured. It was the work of a moment to inflate the raft and spray it with the special fluid that made its structure permanent. He was perspiring freely now, the insulation of his suit giving way to a burden it was not meant to bear.


  Towing the raft, he waded back to Peggy’s door. Ellen had gathered their few pitiful belongings into a bundle, and Peggy was free of her restraining straps. She rested quietly as though they were not marooned in this sea of boiling water, hissing as it rose steadily around them. Mina anchored the craft at the door, and walked through the deep fluid toward his wife. They lifted Peggy and placed her gently on the raft. Ellen settled a pillow beneath her head before Mina lifted her also, and placed her on the raft beside her friend.


  “The mechanism that controls the doors is under water,” he told her. “I will have to dive for it. Hold Peggy, and watch for the influx of water when the doors open. It may capsize you.”


  “I am not afraid,” she answered, lifting her small chin bravely. Still she shuddered as she saw him lower the helmet of his space suit and disappear into the bubbling water.


  Ellen steadied the helpless girl beside her and stared in fright at her strange surroundings. The heat was awful. She tried not to think of Mina down there, somewhere, in a suit meant only to insulate against the vacuum of space.


  The doors moved at last, ever so slightly. That meant they were not fused with the white hot shell of the cruiser, as they had feared. Water began to froth through the opening, a miniature tidal wave. Ellen stretched herself prone beside Peggy and held her tightly. The raft danced and spun in the eddies and whirlpools The doors reached their full width before the water began to settle ana subside. There was no sign of Mina.


  Ellen felt her heart would burst from her breast in fear. She waited as long as she could bear it, and then she cried in a long piercing wail, “Mina! Where are you, Mina?”


  His head broke water just beside their frail craft. He clambered carefully aboard, and sent the raft hurtling through the open doors. Ellen collapsed in his arms, and cried unashamed.


  Behind them the cruiser settled deeper into the hissing muck, but they were safe. Safe on a tiny raft in the immensity of the Venusian swamps—but safe. The little motor on the raft drove them steadily away from their crippled ship, until at last it was lost from sight.


  PEGGY stirred, drowsily. Something was wrong, somewhere. A little pain nagged at her back, forcing her over the edge of consciousness. Whimpering, she opened her eyes.


  Above her head towered the gigantic tupa trees, trailing vines, from their branches with leaves as large as her body. She was floating on some mystic sea, passing under the trees even as she watched them. Everything was so misty! She seemed to see through a filmy veil. With an effort, she rubbed her eyes, but the mist would not clear.


  Ellen’s face bent down into her line of vision. She reached for her hand, and found its strong grip.


  “We made it, Peggy! We are safe on Venus.”


  The words did not penetrate at first. Then the memories came rushing back, and her eyes filled with happy tears. Mina’s face came into focus beside Ellen’s. These wonderful people had brought her through everything unscathed. The nagging pain returned, and she winced. Ellen was quick to notice it, and she asked her quickly, “Are you all right, Peggy?”


  “I don’t know.” The girl spoke slowly. “I think it may be the baby. We have to find Thane, quick!”


  Ellen glanced at her sharply. Then she looked at her husband with such a look of trust and belief that he choked. The Gods of the Sea help him now!


  Grimly, he began to disrobe himself, talking as he did so. “On Terra, Ellen, you could most easily find your way on the land. Here, I must try the sea. Much of our lives are spent under water. There will be signs and landmarks that I may be able to see or recognize. I can know a traveled waterway as easily as you would a well trampled path of Earth. Let the boat drift. You are in a gentle southerly current, and I can easily trace you. I am going for help. Remember that you may see many things that are strange to you—but there are no carnivorous animals on Venus that will attack man. Some of our wildlife are evil-tempered, but they will not hurt you. This is the region of the dyno minepools, where the dynoesium for fuel is mined. I will find an outpost somewhere. Just be brave and wait for me.”


  He stood upright on the small raft, stripped to a snowy white breech clout. His dark hair fell over his forehead in a tumbled mass, and the muscles rippled in his strong shoulders and in his massive thighs. He did not pause to bid them farewell, but left the boat in a clean arc, cutting the water with hardly a ripple. They could see his gills, opening and the release of oxygen from his air lungs in the rising bubbles in his wake. Their eyes followed him until he disappeared, a pale streak in the emerald green water.


  The terrain turned menacing to the frightened girls with his departure. They huddled together in the center of the tiny boat, and looked about them with fearful eyes. This was a colorful world. The huge, quiet trees brooded over them, twined with golden yellow vines and large exotic blossoms. The water beneath them was crystal clear, and they could see the varied marine life between them and the sand bottom.


  There were strange chirpings and rustlings in the trees. Lizard-like creatures played in their branches. Though their looks were reminiscent of the reptile, they did not cause the unconscious revulsion in the Terran mind. The girls guessed, rightly, that they were warm-blooded.


  “Isn’t it strange that there are no birds?” Ellen whispered, as though she were afraid to trust her voice. “Do you suppose this swamp is unusual, or are there no birds on the entire planet?”


  “I don’t know.” Peggy’s clothing was wet again with perspiration. “The pains are closer, Ellen. I wish Mina would hurry.”


  “Hold on, Peggy. You can’t have it here.”


  They floated ever onward, one scene giving way to another. The mist seemed to deepen and swirl about them. Peggy shivered. “If only the sun would shine.”


  “There is no sun,” Ellen reminded her gently. “Not here.”


  It seemed hours since Mina had left them. Peggy had her., eyes closed against the increasing pain, trying not to cry out. She felt Ellen shaking her shoulder, and she sat up with a start. The girl was white with fear, working her mouth though no sound would come from her terror-paralyzed throat.


  “My God! What is that thing?” Peggy crouched in horror by the side of her friend, and gazed at the monster towering above them. It was a nightmare from Earth’s prehistoric age. Eighty feet from nose to tail-tip, it towered another forty feet above them, half immersed in the water. The gigantic head, on a long and flexible neck, cocked to one side as it looked in amazement at the two puny creatures below it.


  “It is a dinosaur—how horrible,” Ellen moaned, as they stared hypnotized at the cavernous mouth. They could not tear their eyes from its paralyzing stare. The happenings of the next few moments seemed to encompass a lifetime.


  Like a shining savior, like the hero of a story-book, Mina’s strong body hurtled out of the deep between them and the monster’s approaching head. He gave a shout, and slapped it sharply on the under side of its foreleg, where the dark hide looked white and tender. The gruesome creature gave a look of infinite hurt and fear. Turning its great body awkwardly, it lumbered away through the trees, yelping in a voice that made the very leaves tremble.


  Mina climbed lithely over the side, laughing at the white-faced women. “It was only a pilon,” he smiled. “He wanted to play.”


  “P-play?” Ellen could not talk. Mina turned his attention to Peggy, and indicated the thing he held in his hands.


  “I found a small miner’s settlement not too far from here. I borrowed this portable beam motor from the day caretaker. Just relax, and we’ll have help for you in no time.”


  THE raft seemed to skim through the jungle. Mina knew with some sixth sense where every canal existed in the tangle, and Peggy thought the pains were much easier to bear, even though they were coming faster now. There was little time.


  Earth swamps are still, turgid, stagnant. Here, though the trees grew thick on their hummocks of land, and the vines writhed and twisted about them, the water was as crystal clear as a spring. Peggy found herself almost enjoying the trip, since she knew help and sanctuary were at hand.


  She saw the settlement long before they were upon it. It sat on a knoll, the first solid land she had seen, an island in the swamplands. There were no flying insects to annoy them. The air was clear and cool, though misty as in a dream. As they pulled into the landing dock, she saw the stooped figure of an old man, waiting for them on the shore.


  Mina spoke to him sharply, angered. “Are you still standing here like a stupid dolt? Where is your Procuror? Have you made no preparations?”


  “My lord, I swear to you I thought you were in jest. Women, here on Venus? And now I see them with my own eyes—these eyes I never thought would gaze upon the glorious face of a female. It is a wonderful day for Venus!”


  “It will be a sad day for you if you do not follow my instructions! So much time wasted!” Mina groaned.


  The old man opened his hands in dismay. “We are but a small settlement of miners, with but one Procuror of Life among tis. We are allowed only one birth every ten revolutions. Not a man alive on Venus, Procuror or not, has ever witnessed a human birth. What am I to do?”


  Mina lifted Peggy into his arms and stepped from the raft with his precious burden. “Take me to your Birth Archive quickly, and to your Procuror. Have you no means of communication?”


  “The nearest radio is twenty klegs distant. We have never felt need for any before.”


  “Then get me a messenger And hurry! There is no time to waste!”


  They followed the old man through the maze of the settlement, until he stopped before the nicest building they had yet seen. It was small, but made of some hard-surfaced stone that shone rosy in the veiled light. They entered, to find themselves in a small room, cluttered with unfamiliar machinery.


  The old man rapped sharply at another door, and it was opened by a tall man in a white uniform, with a golden insignia blazed across his breast. At sight of the visitors, his face turned ashen.


  The old man saluted, kissing his trembling fingers. “Greetings, Procuror. These unfortunate travelers I found a few klegs from here. This is Captain Mina of His Highness’ Personal Guard, his Earth wife, and this one nearing childbed is the wife of our Prince. I submit them to your care.”


  “But this is fantastic!” The Procuror was shaken.


  Mina spoke sharply. “Fantastic or not, this is your queen. Prepare quarters for her! She must have a couch and preparations must be made for the coming ordeal!”


  With an effort, the Procuror snapped into alertness. “Of course. These are my personal quarters. Bring her inside at once. My couch is at her disposal.”


  Mina lowered her upon the great round couch. Ellen was patting away the huge droplets of perspiration on her pale forehead. “It is getting worse,” Peggy whispered, and caught Mina’s hand in a grip that hurt. “Tell them to help me.”


  Mina turned with a look of exasperation to the men standing helplessly around her. “Procuror, if you do not know what to do, get your books of wisdom and find out. Give her something for the pain, soothe her, and prepare a tank for the child should it need one. Earthmen are not amphibious. The result of this birth is left to you and the Gods. Ellen will stay with you, and help you in any way she can. I must get word to the Prince. Do your duty.” Mina saluted the Procuror, the first time Ellen had seen him salute anyone other than Thane or Peggy.


  THE city of Varsnig, governmental center of the Venusian planet, drowsed in the after-zenith warmth. The shopkeepers were resting, their business at a standstill. The palace guards drowsed desultorily at their posts. It was a warm day, even for Varsnig.


  Still, in the Birth Archive, the Procurers were busy. Being allowed one hundred births a revolution, there were always embryos in various stages in the nursery tanks to be tended. Even the Procurors moved slowly in the stifling heat, and longed for the cool breeze of night to come. Athene, chief Procuror of Venus by virtue of his increased knowledge and travel, yawned and stretched his dignified arms high above his head. The very plants and buildings seemed to droop, and wilt, and wait for a breeze.


  There was action in one place in Varsnig. In the larkpark behind the palace Thane was playing kino with his guards. They rode astride gahins; lizard-like swimming creatures with the dispositions of demons. The men were exhausted, mentally and physically. There could be no lessening of their effort, for their hag-ridden Prince was quick to notice malingering. He had been driving them and himself to exhaustion since he had come home from the planet Earth. There was a demon within him, an unrest that nothing could quiet. He would not rest, and if there was no rest for the Prince, there was no rest for the men who loved him and served him so loyally.


  Anas and Gren, grooms to the Prince’s stable of gahins, crawled beneath the fronds of the decorative trees that lined the playpool. It was but little cooler there, for the heat of Venus came not from the direct sun, but from the world itself. They lay on their stomachs and watched the game without much interest. They chatted, boylike, of their future in the Prince’s Guard. They nodded, but dared not sleep. Their ears were tender now from the unusual number of tweakings they had received at Thane’s hands since his return. The exhausting game continued, men and beasts alike irritable and snapping.


  In the outer offices of the Birth Archive, the radio-operator jumped to attention, adjusted his hearing apparatus, and motioned the others in the office to silence.


  “Are you sure?” he snapped, his face taut. “Give me the exact location. Ninety klegs. You had better be right, or we will both answer for the consequences.”


  He left his post to one of the boys, and raced to the Chief Procuror’s office. Athene glanced up with annoyance at the uncalled-for interruption. When he heard the message, however, he leaped to his feet and left the Archive rapidly. His robes of office streamed behind him in his wake as his bootheels hit the pavement with a rhythmic beat. The distance was too short to wait for his beamcar.


  Anas and Gren scrambled from their hideaway under the trees when they saw the Procuror’s racing figure. Never before had they seen him move faster than a stately walk. Now he ran like a boy, heading straight for the playpool.


  “Do you suppose he has gone heat-wild?” Anas spoke without taking his eyes from Athene.


  “Boy, look at him go! I can mento his excitement from here!” Gren whistled, admiringly, his eyes shining. Athene hit the water, uniform, robe, boots, notwithstanding.


  “How is he going to breathe in all those clothes?” Gren spoke again. “I don’t see how he can open his gills at all.”


  “It must be important.”


  The two boys watched in silence, as the tableau unfolded before them. Thane was angry at the interloper who dared interrupt his game. When he recognized the Procuror, his frown faded, and he listened with rising excitement to his friend’s jumbled words. It was but a moment until Athene was pulled to the saddle behind him, and Thane sent the gahin through the water at beamcar speed. He threw the reins to his gaping grooms, and they heard only a few words as they tried to avoid the snapping teeth and plunging claws of their charge.


  “Get the fastest beamship in Varsnig!” Thane roared. “And you, Athene, we will need you. By the Gods of the Sea, if this is a lie, I will blast the man who told it! Hurry, you fools, hurry!”


  Thane paced the ramp before the beamcar furiously, threatening and cajoling by turns. Athene refused to leave without his Earth instruments, and the ship had to wait until he received they. At last they were seated, and the ship beamed off for the Seventh Dyno Mine. Thane hovered over the pilot like his shadow, urging speed, speed, speed. It was in reality a very short time before the green swamps, dotted with minepools, stretched before them. They settled easily onto the water, and Thane had the hatch open seconds after the landing.


  Mina had sighted the ship with eyes strained from searching milky skies. Now he rushed to his Prince with outstretched arms, and embraced him like a child.


  “Is she all right?” Thane’s voice broke. “Where is she, Mina?”


  “In the Birth Archive. Thank the Gods you brought Athene. He will know what to do.”


  The three figures rushed wordlessly through the village to the roseate building that sat aloof from its fellows. They burst into it with no warning.


  Ellen was sitting by the agonized woman, bathing her face and talking to her gently when the worst pains came. The Procurer stood by, keeping the temperature constant in the Birthing Tank, and watching the woman helplessly. A look of incredulous joy covered his face when he saw the figure of the Chief Procurer coming to his rescue. Athene paused in the doorway, regal in his stately robes. Even the Prince was ignored as he strode quickly across the room and knelt for a quick examination at the bedside.


  Ellen moved aside without speaking to make way for the Prince. He stood looking down upon the wan face, so infinitely sweet and beautiful to him. Her mop of auburn hair was wet, and clung in tendrils to her temples. Her eyes were glazed with drugs, and the full lips he had kissed so rapturously were twisted with pain.


  “Peggy! By the Gods of the Sea, Peggy, you must be brave! I did not know! Believe me, I did not know!”


  “Thane!” The words came fretfully. “You went away, away—you went away. I have to find him, must find Thane—her voice died in a low moan.


  Athene touched his arm. “She does not know you now. You will have to leave the building. We cannot be disturbed.”


  Ellen had to lead him from the building like a child, and even then he was looking back at the frail figure on the couch. She gave him into Mina’s keeping, and it was much later that he realized he had said no word to the girl who had risked her own life to bring Peggy here. Now he pushed his way through the curious miners who ringed the Birth Archive, and walked silently with his friend to the sloping swamp edge. They sat there, without words, staring into the cool green water.


  MINA was waiting for Ellen when she finally came out into the roseate night. The sky was sapphire, tinged with rose and gold and green. The absence of a moon was not noticeable in the presence of so much unearthly beauty. Ellen caught her breath at its loveliness. “It is like—like fairyland, Mina.”


  The Captain embraced his wife, quietly. “Let me carry you to your bed now, for you must sleep, and rest. Poor Ellen. I have had little time for you on this journey.”


  “Everything is fine, darling.” She laughed contentedly. “I do not know when I have felt so happy, or so at peace with myself. It has been a job well done.”


  Mina lifted the slender figure in his arms, and carried her as though she were a baby. She started to protest, then relaxed with her dark head on his shoulder and listened to the steady throb of his heart beneath her ear.


  “Where is the Prince?” she asked.


  “Pacing up and down before her door like one of your caged lions. There will be no sleep for him this night.”


  He entered the house that had been assigned to them, and let her slide gently to the floor. The room was half-filled with a great couch, soft and inviting looking with a coverlet of softest rose. A huge tub, shaped like a gigantic sea shell, was filled with water still delicately steaming, for her bath. A diffused light, whose source she could not determine, bathed the room in radiance. It was a haven to the tired girl, and she smiled at her husband in appreciation. He helped her disrobe, silently, and bathed her like a child. She was asleep, exhausted, by the time her head touched the pillow. Mina smiled fondly at the little form before the lights dimmed to midnight black, and he stretched his long figure by her side.


  WHEN Peggy opened her eyes the following morning, she found herself lying on a deep couch, her red curls framed by a turquoise pillow. Ellen was there, hovering over her like a mother hen flitting over a chick. The pain was gone, and deep drowsiness, coupled with a feeling of well-being, had taken its place.


  “It is all over, isn’t it, Ellen?”


  “Yes. Everything is fine, just fine.”


  “My baby! Tell me about my baby!”


  “Baby!” Ellen looked dazed. “Babies, you mean. Three of them! A son and two daughters. You had a litter, no less.”


  “Three babies!” Peggy whistled softly. “What a man is my prince of Venus!”


  “Don’t try to hog all the glory. Athene says, due to a peculiarity of the cells, all births will be multiple. That will be a blessing for Venus.”


  Peggy slept a shorter while, this time, and woke afresh, to the roar of a man’s voice rattling the closed door of her room.


  “I demand to see the Queen! Are you going to grant me admittance, or do I call my Personal Guard?”


  A softer, placating voice was heard in answer. “Your pardon, Sire, but you are aware that no one may enter the chamber of a woman in childbed, save on the order of a Procurer of Life.”


  “Stupid laws! Who is your Commander? Your Prince, or some fool of a Procurer?”


  “The Procurer, in this case, your Highness.”


  There followed some choice Venusian oaths, which Peggy’s education had not included. Even if she could have understood them it would not have mattered, for a look of unbelievable joy was creeping over her face.


  “I did not dream it! He is here! He is here!”


  Ellen smiled. “Yes. He has been here since yesterday.”


  “What are you waiting for? Hurry and open the door!”


  Ellen laughed aloud as she walked to the door and threw it open, to the consternation of the two guards who held a furious Thane at bay with crossed pikes.


  “The Prince may enter now, by order of the Chief Procurer,” she announced as solemnly as possible. The two guards dropped their pikes and stepped to one side, kissing their fingers and touching their foreheads in salute.


  Ellen closed the door behind her, so they might be alone for their reunion. Thane’s long legs carried him across the floor to kneel beside her couch. He looked at her for a long moment and she could see the new lines of worry and unhappiness that were etched upon his face. Then his arms were about her again, and his lips moved searchingly, tenderly, upon her face, kissing her softly between broken murmurs of endearment. Tears were wet on both their cheeks and salty upon their lips.


  She remembered their first meeting, so different from this one, so many worlds away. She laughed in delight. Pointing to herself, and then to Thane, she said in a deep voice, “Peggylane, woman. Prince Thane, man.”


  He looked at her with pride. “No. King Thane. I have an heir. The race of man lives again on Venus!”


  “The babies! Oh, Thane, three of them! I want to see them—now, please.”


  He left her side reluctantly to find Athene. They returned shortly, two well wrapped bundles carefully held in the Procuror’s arms. Peggy looked at the children with the holy look of dedication that is a mother’s right, as they were placed beside her on the couch. She touched their cheeks, their downy heads, in humility.


  “Aren’t they sweet? Oh, Thane, the little darlings!”


  “Princesses, both of them,” he laughed in glee. “A Princess of Venus, at last.”


  A terrible fear swept suddenly over Peggy. She clutched for her husband’s hand in alarm, and her voice trembled as she spoke.


  “My son! Thane, what is wrong with our son?”


  “Did you not know? He is in the Birthing Tank. How do you say it on your world? He is the only one to take after his old man!”


  Tears of gladness came into her eyes. “Then it was true, after all. I did well and wisely to come here to you.”


  “Yes. You did wisely, poor little reluctant Eve.”


  “Our son shall be Prince Thane V. I think I shall call the girls Thania and Minette. Thania for you, and Minette for that wonderful, wonderful Mina. Do you know how blessed we are in having Ellen and Mina as our friends?”


  “I know. And they shall be rewarded. Not only with honors and possessions, for they mean little, but with my eternal gratitude and undying affection.”


  “And with mine,” Peggy said softly, as she drifted into sleep again, her husband’s hand held tightly beneath her cheek.


  THE END


  LAIR OF THE DRAGONBIRD


  Robert Silverberg


  Nobody on Venus knew if the dragonbird was flesh and blood or a robot. But one thing was certain—some men would kill to find out!


  DAN ELLIOT SAT in the muggy gloom of the Vestend Bar on the outskirts of Venus City, and grinned at his reflection in the mottled mirror.


  “Congratulations,” he said to himself. “You are now the owner of the Space Needle II.”


  It had taken him five years, but it was worth it. The insurance money from the crashed Space Needle had just barely covered the down payment on the new ship, and it had taken five years to pay for the rest of it.


  But now—the ship was his. And he was celebrating. The only trouble was the final payment had nearly left him penniless, and the only place he could afford to bend an elbow was a dive like the Vestend.


  Suddenly someone lurched against his back, and the drink in his hand slopped over the bar.


  “Why don’t you watch what you’re doin’ buddy?” a harsh voice said.


  Elliot turned around. “I didn’t—”


  “Oh, a wise guy, eh?” Customers began to draw around the bickering duo. Elliot sized up his antagonist—a burly, nondescript man with a seam running down from one ear to his chin.


  “I’m not looking for trouble,” Elliot said. “But if—”


  A fist erupted from nowhere and sent him spinning back against the bar. He elbowed up and drove a punch into the burly man’s stomach, followed with a ringing blow to the jaw. The other staggered—And a third entered the brawl. Elliot felt a punch rake across his face, blocked a kick aimed for his groin, and barrelled across the room, striking out angrily at his assailants. By now the room was filled with moving, cursing, gesticulating men, while the bartender ducked to safety.


  Elliot plunged through the mob and found the man who had struck him the first time. He seized him by the collar and drove him to the floor, just as someone yelled, “Watch that table!”


  He turned—not nearly in time. The flying table caught the back of his head with a sickening thunk, and he dropped unconscious to the floor.


  A cold rag splashed wetly on his face, and a heavy voice said: “Bring him out of it. He’s not badly hurt.”


  ELLIOT OPENED HIS EYES slowly. He was no longer in the Vestend, but in a large, welldecorated office. Behind a gleamingsurfaced desk sat a short, fat man with jowls that jiggled as he spoke, and standing to his left was a brawny, not-too-intelligent-looking man with a heavy spacetan.


  “How do you feel, Mr. Elliot?” the fat man asked.


  “All right, I guess.” He rubbed the back of his head. “What happened?”


  “You got in a fight. Fortunately Sam, here, got you out.”


  Elliot looked at his benefactor. “Thanks, pal.”


  Sam shrugged morosely.


  The fat man steepled his fingers and leaned forward solicitously. “Tell me—aren’t you the Daniel Elliot who cracked up a spaceship in the jungles five years ago?”


  “That’s me,” Elliot said.


  The fat man nodded. “Mr. Elliot, I understand that you were near the Venusian Temple of Light—that you actually saw the Dragonbird with your own eyes. Can you tell me if the thing is a robot or is it actually alive?”


  Elliot grinned. He had seen the fabulous bird from the jungle, hidden from the Venusian priests who worshipped it, but even at a distance he could tell the thing was alive. No robot could have moved with such sinuous grace. “It’s real,” he said.


  The fat man smiled unpleasantly. “I had hoped so, Mr. Elliot. I want that bird. You’re the only one who can lead me to it.”


  Elliot rose to his feet and glared at the fat man. “Not me, mister. I don’t like the jungle—and I don’t like the idea of taking the Venusian’s pet god, either.”


  The fat man’s eyes grew hard. “Do you know who I am?”


  Elliot shook his head. It was a mistake; his neck was still sore from the clobbering earlier, and the pain made him wince.


  “You’re talking to Housten Blayne,” Sam said.


  Elliot stared silently. He knew Housten Blayne. Blayne was the Venusian Commissioner for the Interplanetary Trade Board.


  “You were in a brawl in a tavern, Mr. Elliot,” said Blayne mildly. “I could revoke your pilot’s papers for that. It might even appear that you were—ah—intoxicated when you smashed up the Space Needle. Naturally we couldn’t let you take off in the Space Needle II, could we?”


  Elliot saw the picture then. The fight in the bar had been staged. Blayne had shrewdly framed him in order to get him to lead him to the Dragonbird. And the fat man could do everything he said he would. Elliot was in his pocket.


  “All right, Blayne,” Elliot said stiffly. “When do we start?”


  “Tuesday,” Blayne said. “And I’d better warn you, Elliot, that we must protect each other. If I don’t come back from this trip, certain papers in my safe would make things very difficult for you. If we make it, however, you will be well paid.”


  “What does that mean?”


  Blayne smiled. “I believe ten thousand credits will be sufficient. That is, of course, if we actually get the Dragonbird.”


  THEY STARTED the next day from North Venus City, Blayne and Elliot. Sam followed them as far as the boundary line, then waved and turned back.


  The first few days of the journey weren’t too bad. The little jeep went over the mossy undergrowth almost as though a road had been built for it. It was, Elliot reflected, a hell of a lot better way to travel than slogging through the Venusian jungle on foot. In four days, they covered the same ground that had taken Elliot five weeks when he’d cracked up his ship several hundred miles to the south.


  At night, the two men took shifts, one of them sleeping in the rear of the jeep and the other standing guard, keeping his eyes peeled for predators. Here Elliot encountered a temptation that was almost overpowering.


  It happened the first night, while Blayne slept. Elliot paced slowly back and forth, on the lookout. Half an hour before his watch was due to end, he heard a faint chittering sound coming from one of the swaying whip-trees overhead.


  He glanced up, and swore. One of the grapefruit-sized purple Venusian spiders was lowering itself stealthily from the overhead branches on thick, sticky strands of web. It hovered some eight feet above Blayne’s face—the fat, grubby face that looked evil even in sleep.


  Elliot felt perspiration bursting out on himself. It would be so easy just to let the spider descend, to crawl on Blayne’s ugly face, to inject its venom—


  No. He fought the temptation, and drew his blaster. A bright spurt of golden flame split the night, and the spider withered on its web.


  Blayne was awake in an instant. “What was that?”


  “I’ve just saved your worthless life,” Elliot said tonelessly. “Spider. Came out of the tree. Go back to sleep; you’re not on duty for another half-hour.


  Blayne shuddered, rolled over—and went back to sleep.


  During the day, Elliot drove.


  They moved further and further into the tangle of foliage that was the Venusian jungle, while the gray clump of buildings that was Venus City receded dimly behind them.


  It was hot in the jungle, hot and moist. Elliot’s hair plastered itself to his forehead, sweat trickled into his eyes, steam fogged the windshield. After a while, he brought the jeep to a halt.


  Blayne wiped sweat from his wobbling chins and looked up. “What’s going on?”


  “You drive,” Elliot said. “I’m bushed.”


  “No,” Blayne said. “You’re doing the driving in this outfit. That’s your job—that’s what I’ve hired you for. Get going. Now!”


  Elliot started the jeep up again. He’d been in low straits before, but this was about the depth in degradation. He had never hated anyone quite so deeply as he did Blayne—and had never been in so poor a position to do anything about it.


  Pressure began to build up in him. He was a trained rocket pilot, a man with skilled reflexes and an essential job. Somehow he’d slipped—and it had landed him smack under Blayne’s thumb. It wasn’t an easy pill to swallow. He would cheerfully have killed the fat man—except that he knew he’d never fly a spaceship again if he returned to Venus City without the Commissioner. Blayne had him tied up six ways from Sunday, and it would do no good to strain at the bonds.


  ON THE EVENING of the fourth day, disaster struck. The jeep was bouncing over the mossy path between the great slime-covered trees when, quite suddenly, Elliot spied something ropelike slithering down a vine directly in the path of the car.


  “Snake!” he yelled, and jerked the wheel to one side. The jeep swerved.


  “Watch what you’re doing!” Blayne growled. But it was too late. The right wheel hit a hidden rock, and the vehicle turned over on its side with a rending crash.


  Elliot was dazed, but he knew he still had to act fast. He sprang from the overturned jeep, with Blayne behind him. The tree-snake that had caused him to swerve was still coming toward them, its white fangs dripping venom.


  It sprang forward to strike, but Elliot’s hand was faster. He closed his fingers savagely around the reptile’s neck. He held the head at arm’s length.


  The snake’s twelve-foot body whipped around Elliot’s throat and chest, pinning one arm to his side. The rocket pilot felt the dry, loathsome odor of the reptile drifting into his nostrils, and retched. He gasped for air and tightened his fingers on the snake’s throat, drawing his hand together as closely as he could. It was a question of which one would hold out longer.


  Elliot’s eyes began to dim. What the hell was that fat fool Blayne doing?


  “Blayne!” he shouted.


  But Blayne didn’t answer. With one desperate surge of power, Elliot clamped his fingers even tighter.


  Something snapped. The snake gave one convulsive shudder and dropped its lifeless coils from Elliot’s body. He stood up, quivering with tension.


  As the snake hit the ground, a pencil beam seared the air, burning its head off. “That’s that,” Housten Blayne said in relief.


  Elliot whirled to face him. “Why the devil did you stand there? It could have killed me. Why didn’t you use your knife?”


  Blayne shrugged. “You were doing all right. Now do something about the car, will you?”


  Elliot repressed a vivid curse and turned away. The sight of Blayne sickened him, and he wished there were some way of exacting the revenge Blayne merited without forfeiting the cash for the trip. There wasn’t.


  He bent and examined the car.


  “The front axle’s broken,” he said, after a moment’s scrutiny, “There’s nothing much we can do about it out here.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Not unless you want to lash it together with sortie twigs,” Elliot said acidly.


  “We can’t turn back now,” Blayne said. “Start loading your pack. We’ll walk the rest of the way. The Dragonbird’s lair can’t be too far off.”


  The bright glow of lust was shining in the fat man’s eyes. Elliot stared at him for a moment, then began packing.


  A DAY LATER, they arrived at the banks of the Khathyl River, a swirling, slow-moving, wide stream that wound lazily through most of the continent.


  Elliot and Blayne kept out of sight in the brush.


  “Look out there,” Elliot said. He pointed at an island a hundred yards off shore.


  “What’s out that way?” Blayne asked.


  “That’s the temple. See the big white building? The natives never come to this side of the river, by the way—the hunting’s better over there.”


  “Give me the glasses,” Blayne whispered.


  Elliot handed the binoculars over and the fat man stared hungrily at the island.


  “See anything?”


  “Just natives,” Blayne said. He handed back the glasses and Elliot looked at the little knots of mauveskinned natives here and there on the island.


  “Don’t they have any guards?”


  Elliot shook his head. “No. They stick to their belief that the Dragon-bird will protect them from any invaders.”


  “Good,” Blayne said. “So much the simpler for us. When do we get moving?”


  Elliot glanced at the man at his side, saw the desire on Blayne’s face, the greed of the hunter. “Don’t be impatient,” he said. “It’s almost noon now. Keep your glasses trained on the temple. Unless they’ve changed the program, the Dragon-bird will make an appearance at noon.”


  The minutes ticked past slowly. Blayne kept glancing at his watch and looking eagerly out across the water toward the island.


  At the instant the second-hand of the watch brushed past the “12,” there was a sudden boom, as of a huge kettledrum, and the sound reverberated hollowly out over the river. A group of natives, carrying a dark-hued animal the size of a small sheep, marched in orderly procession toward the temple. They laid the animal on an altar before the door.


  Another muffled boom followed “Here it comes,” Elliot murmured.


  The natives stepped back reverently, and the doors of the temple slowly swung outward.


  The Dragonbird appeared. Blayne’s astonished gasp was so loud that Elliot looked around apprehensively. “It’s beautiful,” the fat man exclaimed. “More lovely than I’d ever dreamed.”


  “It is,” Elliot said grimly He took the glasses from Blayne’s trembling fingers and focused them on the island.


  The Dragonbird was walking with dignity across the little square before the altar. It stood almost the height of a man, half-bird, halfreptile, walking on powerful claws tipped with diamond-sharp, gleaming talons. The brilliant sunlight glinted off its metallic feathers, played over its shining plumage, lent brightness to the shimmering row of scales that covered its long, swan-like neck.


  “Give me back the glasses,” Blayne said. He snatched them and stared. “My God, what a beauty! He’ll make a perfect trophy!”


  “Trophy?” Elliot recoiled in amazement. “Trophy! I thought you were going to capture it.”


  “Don’t be a fool! How could we take a live bird the size of that one back through the jungle? We’d need a cage of chrome steel. No, I’m going to shoot it. We can take the head and skin back—that’ll be enough.”


  Elliot scowled, and felt sick. The Dragonbird—a trophy! The concept disgusted him. He looked away, toward the island.


  The Dragonbird had begun to feed on the small animal. It was ripping into it viciously with its talons and powerful beak.


  “It’ll be easy,” Blayne went on. “I’ll put a bullet through the bird so as not to ruin it, and then we’ll use ray guns on the natives to get rid of them.”


  “You’ll what?”


  “They’ll never know what hit them. It’s merciful that way. Lord, what a lovely creature that is!”


  Blayne raised his rifle and took careful aim.


  THE RIFLE HUNG there a long moment, as Elliot watched Blayne’s pudgy finger tightening on the trigger. Then he lowered it.


  “No,” he said. “I don’t trust my aim. I might ruin the bird, and I’d never forgive myself.”


  He handed the gun to Elliot. Elliot took it reluctantly, feeling the coolness of the barrel, feeling the heaviness of the stock. “You shoot it,” Blayne said.


  “No I won’t,” Elliot retorted. “We said nothing about—”


  “That doesn’t matter,” said Blayne blandly. “I’m not asking you to shoot the bird. I’m ordering you to.”


  Hot arrows of rage danced, before Elliot’s eyes. He saw the Dragonbird—now feasting on its sacrifice—saw that beautiful, noble head pierced by a rocketing lump of metal, pictured the smoking rifle in his hands—and he could barely check the impulse to swing the rifle and bash in Blayne’s bloated skull.


  “I won’t do it,” he said. “I will not shoot that bird.”


  “You’re a fool, Elliot. You know that if we don’t get the bird, you don’t get paid. Why don’t you—”


  “I won’t do it!”


  “Very well,” said Blayne coldly. “I can’t waste further time arguing with you. The bird may go back inside the temple any minute. Give me the gun. I’ll do it myself—and I’ll settle with you later.” Silently, Elliot returned the gun to the fat man. Blayne took it, cocked it, sighted along the barrel. A second time, his finger began to tighten on the trigger.


  Suddenly, in a flash of bitter insight, Elliot realized he could never live with himself again if he allowed that finger to close on the trigger.


  No matter what the cost to himself, he couldn’t let this fat butcher kill one of the most beautiful things that had ever lived, as—as a trophy.


  All the pent-up rage that had been building inside him since his first meeting with Blayne exploded. Realizing exactly what the significance of his action was, he threw up his hand and slammed it hard against the barrel of the rifle just as Blayne fired.


  The shot cracked out, breaking the silence, and a native fell. Blayne looked at him in astonishment.


  “You fool!” he shouted.


  The fat man leaped up, swinging the rifle around in a buzzing arc toward Elliot. The pilot sidestepped, and the butt whistled through the air inches above his head. Blayne, off-balance after the swing, fell away to one side, and Elliot sprang at him.


  THE FAT MAN SANK to one knee under Elliot’s attack, but he turned out to be stronger than the rocket man had thought—under the coating of fat was solid muscle. Grunting, Blayne forced himself upward and hurled Elliot away from him.


  Livid hate sparkled in Blayne’s eyes, and Elliot knew that his own face was an angry mask. This was going to be a battle to the death, here on the banks of this sluggish Venusian river.


  The two men circled warily around each other. Blayne swung out one apelike arm in a tentative offensive gesture, and Elliot danced backward.


  “You know what’ll happen,” Blayne shouted. “You’ll rot on Venus for the rest of your life if I don’t get back!”


  “I’ll take that chance, Blayne. I can’t let you kill that bird.”


  He put his head down and bulled into Blayne’s midsection, ignoring the rain of blows that descended on his neck and shoulders. He forced Blayne back toward the water’s edge, only to have to let go when the other’s fingers clawed into his throat. He pulled away, and Blayne’s fingers left bright red streaks on Elliot’s flesh. Blood mingled with sweat. A cloud of Venusian gnats descended on them, humming gently around their heads.


  Blayne’s fist smashed into Elliot’s stomach, but the pilot shook off the blow and landed one in the bowl of lard that cushioned the other’s intestines. Blayne coughed and stepped backward.


  Elliot leaped for him and wrapped his arms around Blayne, barely managing to encircle the fat man’s body. Then, slowly, he lifted the struggling Blayne from the ground.


  “Here . . . we . . . go . . .” he said, as he heaved the Commissioner’s bulk upward. He got Blayne as far off the ground as he could, and started to dash him to the ground again, when the other broke Elliot’s grasp.


  Elliot let him go and he fell heavily. Instantly the pilot was upon him, and the two rolled one over the other down the side of the bank toward the river. Just at the river’s edge, Elliot managed to check their fall and broke loose. Blayne was on his feet again in an instant.


  Elliot’s first punch crashed through Blayne’s guard. The fat man reeled backward, lost his footing, and toppled off the embankment into the quiet water below, shouting wildly as he fell. As he struck, he shot up a torrent of water that splashed over Elliot’s feet.


  Suddenly the water was quiet no longer. There was a swirl beneath the river’s surface, and Blayne’s body became the center of a tangle of dark saurian shapes. Blayne screamed just once before the razor-sharp teeth dragged him beneath the water. A red stain formed and drifted slowly down the sluggish stream, and then the water was quiet once again.


  ELLIOT STOOD on the riverbank, gasping heavily as he fought to recover his breath, and mopped away the blanket of gnats that had adhered to him during the fight. He watched the streaks of red drifting downstream, and knew that his own life was forfeit now for Blayne’s.


  He shook his head and turned away. There was nothing else he could have done. He started to walk slowly back away from the river.


  There was a rustling sound in the air above him. He looked up, into the blazing sun, and a moment later was crouching in a huddled ball on the ground. The Dragon-bird was dropping gently toward him. Elliot remembered only too well what those gleaming talons had done to the sacrificial animal strapped to the altar.


  And then—


  Do not be afraid, a calm, silent voice said. You have done me a great service, Daniel Elliot.


  The Dragonbird settled lightly to the ground, and Elliot saw deep intelligence glowing in the creature’s golden eyes. It seemed almost as if the thing could read his mind.


  I can read your mind, Daniel Elliot, came the telepathic reply.


  “You—you’re intelligent, then?”


  There was a touch of sorrow in the mental voice as the bird said:


  I am the last of my race. We were the rulers of Venus long before your ancestors had discovered the use of fire. But—


  After a pause, the bird continued. Well, no matter. What happened does not concern you. I permit myself to be worshipped by these natives. They bring me food and keep me comfortable, and in return, I hypnotize their enemies and keep their small island safe. It is a pleasant life, and I am becoming old.


  “How old?” Elliot asked.


  Several thousand of your years, the Dragonbird replied.


  “And you—”


  The Dragonbird silenced him. No, Daniel Elliot; I do not want to answer questions. I am solely concerned with the debt I owe you for saving my life. This Blayne held your future in threat. I think I can aid you and punish him doubly by foiling his plans.


  Don’t be surprised by anything you see.


  The Dragonbird wavered a little, and suddenly it was a bird no longer. Standing before Elliot, fat, ugly face and all, was—Housten Blayne!


  “Don’t look so surprised, Elliot,” came Blayne’s snarling voice. “You’d be surprised what a little high-powered hypnosis can do.” Elliot rubbed his eyes and looked again. It was still Blayne, a smug smile on his heavy lips.


  “I’m going to reward you,” said Blayne’s voice. “You and I will take the late Mr. Blayne for every credit he’s got, and we’ll get those papers out of his safe.”


  “But—you mean you’ll take Blayne’s place?” Elliot asked, feeling as if he were in a dream.


  “Temporarily.” The fat figure of Blayne wavered and became the Dragonbird again.


  Get on my back, Daniel Elliot. Moments later, they were soaring high in the sky, heading toward Venus City.


  THE END


  ONE TOUCH OF TERRA


  Hannes Bok


  Maybe they had been bad mannered—accepting things of her—but who was to guess the Martian would interfere?


  “LISTEN, Elmer!” Horseface Smith told his gwip. “What’s that racket ahead—yellin’, shootin’, or both?”


  Elmer obediently stopped and cocked his duck-head in the direction of Finchburg, then nodded sagely, if somewhat ambiguously. He was a pack animal of the sort commonly used by psithium-prospectors on Venus, now that interplanetary travel was commonplace, and he was almost as intelligent as a human.


  Despite his size—he was nearly as large as a terrestial horse—he must have had a dash of flying-squirrel blood, since when in a hurry gwips were apt to bound off the ground, flattening their plump bodies in a flying-squirrel glide which took them thirty to fifty feet per jump.


  But at present Elmer wasn’t able to do any bounding. His saddlebags were sagging with samples of ore, and he had all he could do just to walk.


  Horseface clunked his heels on Elmer’s sides, urging him up the stony hillside. They gained the summit and craned down at Finchburg, only half a mile below. Like most of the mining-settlements scattered sparsely over the vast Venus deserts, it consisted of scarcely a dozen buildings, none of them new, but all in reasonably good repair. If it is true that a town speaks for its inhabitants, Finchburg plainly declared that while its people might be down on their luck, but they hadn’t lost hope.


  “Looks like Trixie is blowing her jet,” Horseface speculated, and Elmer dipped his broad bill in agreement. “Wonder what’s eating her? She ain’t acted human for months!”


  Elmer cocked an inquiring eye on his master as if asking whether Trixie’s behavior could possibly be considered gwippish. He decided not, and clucked sympathetically. He knew all about Trixie’s idiosyncrasies. But then, who—or what—didn’t?


  Trixie O’Neill was the only woman within a thousand miles of the Venus Flats, and furthermore, the only terrestial woman. She wasn’t young nor beautiful. She was in her middle fifties, gaunt, coarse, and had a wooden leg.


  She’d come to Finchburg thirty years ago at the height of the psithium rush. She’d been young and pretty then, and desperately in love with her prospector-spouse Mike O’Neill. Mike had been a roistering giant, but he hadn’t lasted long on Venus. The acid dust had eaten his lungs away, and in less than a year he’d been laid to rest down in an abandoned mine.


  Almost immediately the veins of psithium had petered out. The mine-owners closed the shafts and took away their expensive equipment imported nut-by-bolt by rocket from Earth. Finchburg became a ghost-town. All the miners except for die-hards like Horseface had moved far away to the more promising strikes of Satterlee, Guzil Banks and Storington.


  But Trixie remained at Finchburg. “My Mike’s buried here, ain’t he? Awright—where he stays, I stay!”


  And she went on doggedly doing Mike’s work until a cave-in crushed one of her legs, after which she set up a hostelry which was a one-woman service bureau—she washed the miners’ clothes, served their meals, kept their books, sold supplies to them and most of all kept up their morale. She provided the woman’s touch, and the men adored her.


  But the touch which they worshiped abjectly was of Terra itself—half of a blistered blast-tube filled with Terrestial soil and growing genuine Terrestal dandelions, rather scrubby and colorless ones, but from good old Terra just the same.


  When you thought you’d choke on one more whiff of the bitter Venus-dust, when you remembered the green Iushness of Terra and wished you were back there, knowing you could never find enough psithium to pay your passage—then you went to Trixie’s place, looked at her dandelions and maybe touched your finger to the dirt in which they grew—and you went away feeling better somehow. You’d been home again for a little while.


  And if anybody saw a tear in your eye, he looked the other way. Because maybe tomorrow he’d be doing the same.


  Why, there hadn’t been a Mercurian in camp for years. They were afraid to come here ever since the earthmen had run out of town that one who’d got drunk on vhubi, upset the tube and tried to trample the plants.


  No man, you didn’t treat Trixie or her dandelions lightly. They were sacred.


  “Hey,” Horseface asked Elmer, “is that a rocket down there? A rocket—in Finchburg?”


  Elmer peered forward and said. “Wak, wak!” in a meshed-gears voice, meaning yes.


  “A rocket!” Horseface marvelled. “Maybe it’s visitors from Terra! Or maybe it’s news of a new strike! Gee-jup, Elmer! Time’s a-jettin’ !”


  They started down the hillside’s hairpin turns. The shouting grew more strident, and at times Horseface heard the raucous yowl of blaster-guns.


  Celebration!


  “Yippity!” Horseface bellowed, firing his own gun in the air.


  But it turned out to be anything but a celebration. Horseface rushed Elmer into the community stable, unhooked the saddle-bags, dropped the stall-bar, and ran toward Trixie’s place, “The Pride of Terra”.


  Every man in the camp was waiting at the door, and waiting vociferously. The comments mingled into an indistinguishable babble. A few miners were loitering around the rocket, a small two-seater, like mice cagily inspecting a new and baffling trap. Horseface recognized it by the device emblazoned on one of its doors—a yellow sunburst on a grey square, the insignia of United Mars.


  The rocket belonged to Thurd Goreck, the Martian. Goreck hadn’t been in town for years. He and his fellows had their diggings over at Saturday Wells, “Saturday” for short, in the west. What, Horseface wondered, possibly could have brought him here?


  Since Horseface was a little below average height, he couldn’t see over the heads of the crowd. He raced up the steps of an old ruin opposite Trixie’s establishment. A shrieking beam from a blast-gun fired at random just missed him and scorched the wood overhead.


  He heard Trixie’s bark: “Stop it, boys, do you hear me? Somebody’s likely to get hurt!”


  She was standing in her doorway, a big sculpturesque woman with her feet planted solidly wide and her red fists on her broad hips. Her face was square and rough-hewn as a man’s, the skin leathery from years of weathering. She’d thrown her blue lace scarf around her shoulders, the scarf that Mike O’Neill had given her on their first anniversary. Her crystal earrings dangled under her cottony hair—a bad sign. Trixie never put on her shawl and earrings unless thinking of leaving town.


  Thurd Goreck lounged against the door-frame beside her. Like most Martians, he was tall and spindle-legged, large-chested, big-nosed and equipped with almost elephantine ears. He displayed quite a paternal solicitude whenever he looked at Trixie, but he sneered openly at the yelping crowd.


  “Don’t do it, Trix!” somebody roared above the din.


  “You’ll be sorry!” another warned.


  Still another wanted to know, “Have you forgotten Mike?”


  Then Horseface noticed that the other Martians from Goreck’s settlement were ranged on either side of Trixie and Goreck, holding off the Finchburgers. It was they who were doing most of the firing—warning blasts over the crowd’s heads.


  “No,” Trixie yelled, “I ain’t forgotten Mike. He was a better man than the lot of you put together!”


  Horseface whistled to Candy Derain, who turned and edged toward him. “What’s up, Candy?”


  “Man!” Candy reached at him. “You’re just the one we need—Trixie’s running away! You got to do something quick!”


  “She’s—huh?”


  “Goreck’s been lazing around town almost ever since you went out nugget hunting. He’s taking Trixie to Saturday—going to set her up there in a new place. He was smart and waited till you weren’t around,’cause he knows you cut a lot of ice with Trix. You got to stop her—”


  A roar from the crowd cut him short. It sounded as if all the men simultaneously had been jabbed with ice picks.


  “Look!”


  “No!”


  “They’re stealing our Terra!”


  “Trixie, you can’t do this to us—you can’t!”


  “Ain’t you got no heart at all?”


  Horseface goggled, and groaned. Trixie and Goreck had stepped aside, making room for those Martians who were coming out with the blast-tube and its dandelions.


  “Howling Gizzlesteins!” Horseface moaned. Then determinedly, “One side, Candy!”


  He launched into the mob, shouldering, prodding and elbowing room for himself until he was out in front. A Martian significantly poked a blaster in his ribs.


  “Trixie!” Horseface bawled, “what do you think you’re doing?”


  She scowled more fiercely than ever. “You!” she thundered, pointing a muscular arm for emphasis. “You’re a fine one, asking me that! I’m clearing out of here, that’s what. I’m sick and tired of all you useless loafers preying on my good nature! Ain’t it so, Goreck?”


  The Martian nodded, grinning.


  “For years and years,” Trixie cried on, “you’ve been bleeding me dry! Trixie will you do this for me? Trixie will you do that? And I been doing it’cause I felt sorry for you hopeless free-loaders, like as if maybe you was my own Mike. But now I’m through with you—and why?’Cause you never treated me like no lady, that’s why! You don’t deserve a woman’s kindness, Goreck says, and he’s right!”


  The uproar was dying down, no doubt keeping the miners’ spirits company.


  “Maybe I ain’t no raving beauty,” Trixie continued, “but that don’t mean I ain’t no lady, see?” In her next remark she used questionable words of interstellar origin—it is doubtful if they could have been said to have enriched any language. “Why, you frownzley glorfels, you even swear in front of me! So I’m clearing out. I’ve more than paid my debt to Mike, Lord rest him.”


  As the groans began, she gestured airily. “Put the flowers in the rocket, lads!”


  “But Trixie!” Horseface called, pushing a step ahead. The Martian’s gun dug a trifle deeper into his side.


  “Eassy doess it,” the Martian admonished in his whistling accent.


  Horseface cried, “We’re your own people, Trixie! You can’t ditch us for Martians!”


  “My people are the people treating me with respect!” she retorted, and Horseface’s long visage fell several inches longer.


  Goreck’s Martians slid the dandelion-container into the rocket’s baggage compartment and stood back, forming a lane down which Goreck assisted Trixie with exaggerated politeness. Surely she should have seen that his smirk was purely one of triumph!


  But she didn’t. She swung along on her wooden leg, thrilled to the core, beaming coyly at Goreck and actually blushing. He handed her into the rocket, let her arrange herself comfortably, then went to the other side of the flyer and swung aboard.


  He slammed the door shut and reached for the controls. He treated the assemblage to one last sneer so poisonous that even a coral snake would have flinched from it. Trixie leaned across him to thumb her nose—after all, Emily Post and Amy Vanderbilt had been dead for a century.


  The Martian with his gun in Horseface’s midriff stepped back and away. Horseface would have rushed after him, but Mouse Digby caught him from behind.


  “Hold it, Horseface!” And more softly, “We been up to something—”


  Goreck pulled the rocket’s power-lever with a grand flourish. Nothing happened, he smiled sweetly at Trixie, shrugged and dragged on the lever again. Nothing happened. On the third try he nearly wrenched the stick from its socket. From one of the rocket’s jets, as though torn from its very heart, came two feeble sparks and a mournful burp.


  “We busted their feedline!” Digby chuckled.


  Goreck, having gone thus far, was not minded to stop now. He sprang from the rocket, called something in Martian to his men, and several of them raced away. The miners cheered perhaps a shade precipitately and bore down on the lest. The gun-toting Martians filled the air with frantic warning blasts and were swept down before they could turn their weapons to more practical use. The miners reeled around the rocket, swaying it as they clubbed the Martians with their own guns.


  Goreck backed them away with well-laced blasts near their toes—what was known as “the quick hotfoot” since it turned the ground molten. He maneuvered himself with his back to his ship, his men breaking free and joining him.


  Trixie clambered out seething with wrath. “You brakking chadouzes!” she howled brandishing a brawny fist. The men subsided sheepishly silent. She was accustomed to having her way, and they were accustomed to letting her have it. It had proved the best policy in the long run.


  “Look at you, brawling and trying to keep me from having the one thing I want more than anything else—being treated lady-like! You think I got any sympathy for you when you act like this? You can’t keep me here no longer, and you might as well realize it—and leave me go!”


  They muttered angrily, but there was nothing to do except surrender. Horseface didn’t bother to sheathe his gun—he threw it down in the dust. Mouse Digby, who’d been so elated over the stalling of the rocket, turned away and burst into tears.


  The men were driven farther back as Trixie’s supply-jeep snorted up to the rocket, driven by those Martians to whom Goreck earlier had shouted. They leaped down and assisted their fellow in transferring the dandelions from the rocket to the keep.


  “Dissable my sship, will you?” Goreck asked, grinning foxily. “Well, as we Martians say, there are plenty of ways to cook a gnorph!”


  He snapped his fingers to one of his big-eared breed. “Phorcy, you drive the jeep over to Ssaturday.” Trixie started toward the jeep and he halted her—very courtously, of course. “No. my dear lady, we will let the jeep go firsst. Then we can be certain that nobody followss after it to rob you of your lovely flowerss. We will leave later.”


  The jeep chugged away. Trixie was very red-faced and unable to look at her erstwhile Finchburg admirers. Perhaps, Horseface hoped, she was relenting. But if she were, Goreck knew how to prevent it.


  “Ssuch clods, to sstare sso at a lady!” he purred, and Trixie glared relentlessly at the men who had adored her so long—and apparently, so vainly.


  Since Goreck’s rocket was damaged beyond immediate repair, he rode off with Trixie on the town borer, a community-owned tractor equiped with a giant blaster and used in boring mine-tunnels. It was not intended for general travel and rumbled away very slowly, kicking up a great deal of dust. The other Martians had come on gwips, which they now mounted, then made off in a hurry.


  “You’ll get your borer back when I get my rocket back!” Goreck called from the wake of dust.


  The Finchburgers stayed as they were, every spine an S of dejection.


  “With Trixie gone,” Candy Derain mourned, “there ain’t no use our staying here. We’ll all starve!”


  Baldy Dunn said, “Maybe we was bad-mannered accepting things off of her, but I always meant to pay her back as soon as I found me some psithium. If I’d of thought—”


  Horseface said, “Of course Goreck is just giving Trixie the runaround. All he’s really after is her dandelions,’cause he knows what they mean to us. He’ll keep ’em till we go to his diggings to work for him, that’s what! He’ll charge us real money every time we want to touch ’em—and where are we going to get money? It’s like he’s holding ’em for ransom!”


  He set his jaw. “Well, we ain’t going to let him get away with it! When Trixie finds out what a nopper he is, she’ll be sorry, sure—but she won’t never come back here on account of she’s too proud! She’ll just stay in Saturday being Goreck’s slave, her poor heart meanwhiles busting—and I ain’t going to let her!”


  He started briskly for the stable, the others hesitantly trailing along. “I’m getting on Elmer and going after her. Dandelions be desubricated, I’m going to save Trixie in spite of herself!”


  But it seemed that everybody was having that identical idea at once. Not all of them owned gwips, so the party of rescuers set off on a peculiar assortment of vehicles—Candy on his vacuum-cup bicycle meant for scaling precipices, Baldy Dunn and several others on pick-wielding ore-cars, some on the psithium-detectors, and Digby on the mowing-machine which cut and baled grasses for the feeding of the gwips. About a third of the expedition had to go afoot.


  In no time at all, Horseface and the other gwip-riders had far outstripped the clumsy machines and the pedestrians. As Elmer soared toward Saturday in forty-foot bounds, Horseface called to the rider abreast of him:


  “Wasn’t that Martian driving Trixe’s jeep Pborey Yakkermunn? Yeah? Kind of thought so! Remembered him from way back when the rush was on,” he mumbled to himself. “Seemed a little crazy even then, and guess he had to be, to go and turn against us what used to be his buddies. Elmer, for the love of Pete, space your jumps—you’re beating the breath out of me!”


  He came to a fork in the road and turned left, following the borer’s tracks. Then he halted, letting the other gwips overtake him. They had started after Trixie too late. A swathe of sip-flowers had moved in across the road.


  “Might as well try to swim through space to Terra!” Horseface lamented. “Blast them zips!”


  But it wouldn’t have done him much good if he had blasted them.


  The zips were pretty things, something like Terrestial tiger-lilies—brilliant orange cups on tall green stems. They grew very thickly and had been named because of their incredibly swift lift-cycle. In five seconds they would zip up from the ground as sprouts, attain full green growth, blossom, produce seed, fall withering and scatter the seed which in another five seconds would do the same thing over again.


  Nobody possibly could wedge through their rank masses. If anyone tried, and were somehow to reach their midst, he would find himself being tossed up and down at five-second intervals as though being hazed on a blanket.


  The zips traveled whichever way the wind carried their seeds—which happened right now to be away from Saturday. If the salt plains and chains of vertical peaks had not checked them, they might have choked the whole of Venus centuries ago.


  Horseface blinked at them, dismayed. The other men also blinked, since the continual change from bare earth to green stems to orange blooms and back to bare earth again took place in five snaps of the fingers, like the winking of an illuminated sign.


  Elmer helpfully tried to eat them, but they vanished in decay even as his beak closed over them. And they stretched for miles and miles.


  “Awrk!” He spat them out and shrugged discouragedly, almost hurling Horseface off the saddle.


  “Guess we got to detour,” Horseface sighed. They skirted the encroaching zips and ran smack into a sheerly perpendicular cliff. While they were wondering what to do next, Candy purred up on his vacuum-cup bicycle.


  “At least I can ride up and over,” he said, switching gear. He shot up the cliff and out of sight, the suction-cups popping like a string of firecrackers.


  “You fool, come back here!” Horseface bawled, but Candy was out of earshot by then. “He’s forgot there’s nothing but rock-spires for miles and miles on the other side. He’ll ride up and down for hours and get no farther forward than a hundred yards!”


  He thumped his heels on Elmer’s sides. “Gee-jup, Elmer—we’ll have to try the other end of the zips.”


  Digby hailed him from the mower. “Should I try cutting a path through ’em?”


  “How can you, when they die before your blade turns, and grow up before it can turn again? They’ll bounce you to butter and shake the mower to bits.”


  “But we got to do something!”


  By now the men on the detectors and ore-cars had caught up with the gwips, and the men on foot were within hailing distance.


  “We’re licked,” Horseface mourned. “Ain’t nothing we can do, except try the other end of the zips—and that’s miles away. We’re finished.” But they weren’t. Elmer sneezed, exclaimed, “Yuk, yuk!” and jabbed his bill to indicate the cliffs.


  Horseface sniffed. “Smells like rock-dust. If I didn’t know better, I’d say somebody’s been boring through the rock—hey! Trix and Goreck were riding on the borer! The zips must have cut them off the road like us! Come on, boys, look for the hole they made—boring a tunnel to cut past the zips!”


  He didn’t need to nudge Elmer. The gwip leaped toward the rocks, found the hole and slowed to a crouching walk into it. The passage was eight feet in diameter and recking of blasted rock. After about a hundred yards it emerged into daylight but encountered zips en masse and so returned inward for several hundred yards more.


  “That means Goreck wasted a lot of time tunneling,” Horseface said happily. “Maybe we ain’t so terrible far behind after all.”


  There was a shriek from the rear, and he reined Elmer. “What’s that?”


  “Dunno,” the next man said, turning to look back.


  They waited. One of the pedestrians came sprinting. “Hey, the detectors found whopping vein of psithium—bigger than the one that started the old-time rush!”


  “Huh, is that all?” Horseface demanded. “Forget it! We got to save Trixie!”


  The borer had traveled faster than Horseface had imagined. He didn’t come in sight of it until the party reached Saturday. It was just stopping in front of Goreck’s tavern, “The Martian’s Fancy”. Goreck was handing Trixie down from it.


  Saturday was a lot less of a ghost town than Finchburg. Maybe there were weeds in its main street, but every house had its occupants, and some had coats of paint besides.


  Elmer braked at the borer, his claws deeply furrowing the dust. Horseface called, “Trix, come on back! We come to save you in spite of yourself!”


  Goreck whistled, and a flock of his boys materialised on the porch of “The Martian’s Fancy.”


  “Trouble, boyss! Sstand ready!”


  Then he smiled at Horseface and the other Finchburgers. It was a masterpiece of insult. “I don’t like blast-play or dangerouss fighting, but if necessary, I’ll resort to It. You’ve no authority to argue, sso go before you get hurt. Trixie iss here because she wants to be here—no, my dear?”


  He nudged her. She jumped, looked as though she was about to bat him one, then gulped and nodded. She couldn’t look in the eyes of Horseface and his party.


  Horseface laid his hand on his blaster-butt. “It don’t make no particle of difference. Maybe you fooled Trix, but you ain’t fooled us, so hand her over, see?”


  Goreck twinkled jovially at his men in front of “The Martian’s fancy”. He said, “Horseface, I warn you—get back, and take your hand off your gun. As long as I have the dandelionss ssafe inside my headquarterss, I’m quite ssure that you won’t dare try anything reckless—”


  “Boss! Psst!” One of the Martians was beckoning nervously.


  “What is it?” Goreck demanded testily. “Sspeak up! There’ss nothing to fear—we’ve got the whip hand.”


  “But, boss—”


  Goreck dropped his own hand to his own gun. The Martian hastily piped, “The dandelionss! They didn’t get here!”


  “I—what—ulp!” Goreck spluttered, which made beautiful sense even if it wasn’t coherent. He dived behind Trixie as though behind a rock, and whipped out his gun.


  “Looking klambits!” Mouse Digby moaned. “The zips! They got Phorey and the jeep and the dandelions! Shook ’em to pieces!”


  He pressed his mouth into a slit and started grimly forward. But Trixie’s scream checked him.


  “My dandelions! Gone! All gone! Just’cause I wanted to be treated nice—”


  Horseface said, “You see? That’s what you get for being so foolish. And ain’t us coming to fetch you kind of a compliment? It’s sure took us a lot more effort than Goreck’s sweet-talking did. You, Goreck, get out from behind a woman’s skirts! That ain’t no way for a gentleman to act!”


  “Trixie, back up to the Fancy,” Goreck snapped. “Hide me. Boyss,” he squeaked, gesturing wildly, “let ’em have it!”


  “No you don’t! You ain’t going to shoot my old pardners!” Trixie fumed, even as a number of rays from Martian blasters sang past. The Finchburgers ducked, not daring to shoot while Trixie was so near their targets.


  She turned, swooped and had Goreck off the ground, high over her head and squawking. He didn’t dare shoot her since she was his only hope of salvation, and the Martians didn’t either.


  They just stopped fighting.


  Trixie walked Goreck over to Horseface and thumped him down on the dust. The rest of the Martians held a quick exchange of ideas limited strictly to gestures, and began to melt away from the scene.


  “Fortune hunter! Deceiver!” Trixie bawled at Goreck who was already wretched enough with blasters poked in his face. “You promised me you’d do it all peaceful, and still you wanted to shoot my pardners! You treated me decent just to get my dandelions away from me! I been a fool,” she sobbed at Horseface, grinding her fists in her eyes. She dropped her hands and snapped at Goreck, “And it was you what made me do it! I’ll fix you for that! Out of my way, everybody!”


  The Martians hiding in “The Martian’s Fancy” and peeping from its windows let out a shriek as she started for the borer. They’d read her mind. They burst from the place like moths from an opened trunk, and instantaneously scattered all over the landscape.


  “You boys watch Goreck,” Trixie ordered the Finchburgers who had come on foot. “But you with the machines, come on—join the fun!”


  The air not only was rent, but hamburgered as she turned on the borer’s blast-ray full-strength and chugged it straight for “The Martian’s Fancy”. The mowing machine chopped up a few street weeds before it began to cut and bale the houses. The psithium detectors hopped like kangaroos against the flimsy walls, battering them down. Goreck’s protests were inaudible in the clangor of smashing dwellings and the crackle of crumbling masonry. His tears of frustration and fury made tiny mudpies in the dust.


  “I guess that’ll show you how a lady ought to be treated,” Trixie observed rather enigmatically, but with grim satisfaction, after having done to his town everything that the old Assyrian conquerers had bragged about—except perhaps the piling up of human heads. “Now give him a send-off, boys!”


  But their blasts at his feet couldn’t possibly keep up with him. Maybe it was merely dust, but he ran so fast he seemed to smoke from friction.


  “I guess nobody’s going to like me no more, after what I went and done—losing my dandelions,” Trixie sighed. They had started homeward, and she was riding behind Horseface on Elmer. Most of the pedestrians were riding the borer.


  Horseface said, “We love you more than ever, Trix. We had to lose you before we could see what fools we been.”


  Horseface went on, “Don’t worry about the dandelions. For one thing, while we was going through that tunnel you and Goreck made, we found a whopping big vein of psithium—big enough to start another rush! Now we can all go back to Terra if we want to—or if we stay, you can build a whole blooming conservatory!”


  Trixie stopped sobbing. Elmer rejoiced, because from her hiccoughs he had felt as if she and Horseface had been dancing on his back.


  Horseface said, “And anyway, your dandelions ain’t lost. I knew it when I came chasing after you to the fork in the road. Phorey Yakkermunn the Martian was driving your jeep. Don’t you remember what we used to call him? ‘Ears’, that’s what—‘Ears’ Yakkermunn,’cause being a Martian and coming from a planet with rarefied air like there is on Mars, his ears had to be extra big so they could catch sounds.”


  “What’s that got to do with my dandelions?”


  “Phorey never could get used to the heavy air we got here on Venus. It makes sounds too loud and hurts his ears. So he still does like he used to, he stuffs them with cotton. Goreck told him to take the dandelions to Saturday, didn’t he? But with all that cotton in his ears, you know where he took ’em? To Satterlee!”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Positive! After we took the fork in the road, we was following borer-tracks, not tire-marks!”


  She threw her heavy arms around him, planting a kiss full on his lips. It not only made him squirm, but reminded him of Candy Derain’s suction cup bicycle. Candy probably had traveled a hundred miles or so by now—straight up and down again—and actually couldn’t have gained more than a hundred feet straightaway.


  “You’re so resourceful, Horseface,” Trixie breathed, with constellations rather than mere stars in her eyes. “You remind me of Mike. And I’m going to reward you for all you’ve done. I’m going to marry you!”


  Horseface didn’t dare to groan. While Trixie clamped a loving paw on his own hand almost squeezing it to pulp, he wished fervently that he was alone on the far hills—anywhere but here—looking for psithium nuggets.


  But Trixie always had her way, and she wasn’t going to stop having it now.


  “You’re so masterful!” she wheezed.


  And even Elmer, looking back over his shoulder, hung his head and sighed.


  1957


  SUCCESS STORY


  Richard Wilson


  No, the innocence act was no good. She would try the forgiveness angle. She would. . . .


  DR. LINDEN MARGATE, at thirty-eight, had not achieved the heights of fame he’d aspired to when he was attending medical school and so when the Planets Trust offered him the post at Venus Hospital he accepted eagerly, but without first consulting his wife.


  Within two hours of the time he received the offer he had arranged with a fellow GP to take over his small midtown practice and packed the few things he wanted to take with him from his office.


  There was a brief, intense quarrel with Gloria which changed the flushed excitement he had carried home with him to pale anger. She told him he was thoughtless and cruel and said she hated him and he said she was a selfish child—she was twenty-four—who was standing in the path of his progress. Then, when the heat of argument had passed, he spoke of the opportunities inherent in being the first resident doctor on Venus and of the five-figure contract and extra space pay and of how he would send for her within a year and how she would be the first woman on Venus.


  She smiled then and made them both a drink and agreed that she had been unreasonable. This was his big chance of course, and she mustn’t interfere with his career. She understood that now, she told him, and she told herself how fine it would be to be the First Lady of Venus. She thought of it that way, in capital letters, and she thought also that this would be the path to riches and position which they had almost despaired of finding.


  She kissed him soundly and a week later she stood behind the insulated observation dome at the ‘port as a slender silver needle with her husband inside fought its way through the atmosphere and out into space.


  She stayed there watching until the fiery wake of the ship was lost in the starry sky, and then went home and tried not to sulk.


  THE YEAR passed very quickly.


  Gloria Margate was an attractive young woman. She was blonde and tiny and pert. Her allotment check from the Trust arrived promptly on the last day of each month and it was generous enough to permit her to complement her trim figure with an assortment of costumes and matching accessories.


  Her sulks had not lasted long. The Margates had many friends, and they had friends who had friends, and a large number of these friends were men. At first they were “safe” men, of conscience and principle, who would not dream of making a pass at this temporary widow who was so bravely bearing up under her husband’s pioneering.


  These escorts were succeeded by others who dreamed quite intensively of making passes and by still others who were not dreamers but men of action.


  And so the months went by in a flurry of non-loneliness and sulkless evenings.


  On one such evening a young man was interrupted in her flat in the act of pouring cocktails for them by the buzzing of the messagephone. He volunteered to switch it on but his good breeding was such that he did not read the message until her widened eyes beckoned him to do so.


  It bore a Venus dateline and said everything had gone as planned and that the Margate apartment on the hospital grounds was ready and aching for her. There were details of the passage which had been booked for her on the next ship. The message was signed “LOVE LIND”, and to Gloria it appeared to be in the imperative.


  And so she was defiant about it when the young man suggested tactfully that the cocktail should be his nightcap.


  She said there was no reason why their evening should be spoiled. It wasn’t as if Lind were around the corner in, say, Africa, she said.


  The young man thought privately that this was perhaps a crass way of putting it. But he thought more urgently that she was quite a gorgeous woman. And so he said lightly that the cocktails had got a bit warm and should be disposed of quickly while he made an icier batch.


  They drank swiftly.


  GLORIA MARGATE boarded the spaceship with a rather bad conscience. But the hurtling, week long voyage through the emptiness soon washed it to a light gray.


  And so she was able to respond with genuine warmth when her husband kissed her passionately in the customs shed.


  It was a dream of an apartment, air-conditioned throughout against the sultry mist of the Venus atmosphere but with thick non-openable windows that gave a romantic view of the lush grounds and the thin clouds scudding along incessantly at shoulder-level.


  Linden Margate, M. D., had become a very important person on Venus. As Gloria, relaxing in an armchair, listened to him tell about it, it appeared that he occupied a place close to the top of Tier Two among VIPs. Tier One, of course, was unattainable, at present, for anyone not a member of the diplomatic corps. The diplomats just now were doing little more than the work of consuls. They kept their eyes on the doings of the Planets Trust, to see that it stayed within the bounds of its contract. But every so often they brushed up on their protocol and studied their instruction manuals in preparation for the day when human life might be found on the planet, or some suitably responsive intelligence.


  Thus far not even an animal had been found, although there was a rumor among the botanists that the plant life would bear watching.


  Lind had not been bashful about filling her in about his role on Venus in the past year. Gloria thought, in the first hours, that he perhaps had exaggerated his own importance, but that night at a reception in her honor at Planet House, she found that he had been modest indeed.


  The Ambassador, a tall, erect widower, glowed for a moment in her exclusive presence at his side and told her that Dr. Margate was a first-rate gem of a man whose treatment of the Ambassador’s high blood pressure had been classical, downright classical, madam.


  The Resident Director of the Planets Trust, grizzled and fatherly, shook his head in wonder at the emergency surgery Lind had performed on a workman mangled in the explosion of an ore-sample ship.


  The Chief Botanist had never seen a man so calm under stress as Dr. Margate had been as he freed a researcher from the grip of a devil bush. Beautiful, nasty things they were, Mrs. Margate, which should only be admired in a laboratory from behind a screen. Gloria accepted an invitation to visit the lab.


  The Medical Director saluted her beauty in scarce champagne, broken out in her honor. Any woman would be an asset to Venus, he told her, but to have Venus herself grace the planet was an unbelievable privilege. Gloria managed to blush under the compliment.


  And that husband of hers, she was told—a man whose devotion to his wife was almost matched by his devotion to his work. Dr. Margate’s research on growth under alien conditions, of both alien and terrestrial subjects, undoubtedly would be a very important contribution to medical knowledge.


  Lind managed tactfully to steer his wife away from his boss and introduced her to the other VIPs, in descending order of importance. Gloria delighted in the attention and Lind beamed proudly.


  Then there was music. An amateur band which had been practicing for weeks struck up a waltz and Venus had its first ball. Lind was permitted the first dance, but none thereafter. The VIPs stood in line like schoolboys to take their turn at holding the planet’s only woman in their arms for a few brief steps before the next one cut in to claim her.


  It was quite late when the Ambassador stepped up to the bandstand. The lovely lady had had a long trip, he said, and they must not be selfish about her on this first night on Venus. They would have another party soon, certainly, now that Venus had ceased to be exclusively a man’s world. Then with mock parliamentarianism, he proposed a vote of appreciation to Mrs. Margate for having made the occasion a glorious success.


  There was a bantering amendment from the floor that it should be called “Gloria’s success” and the assembled VIPs shouted approval.


  Gloria, the success, and Lind, even more firmly entrenched among the VIPs in Tier Two, went happily home to bed.


  DR. MARGATE continued to be a very busy man, but Gloria managed to be even busier, although in a more decorative way. She was in high demand for functions where even the slightest reason could be manufactured for her presence. She dedicated new buildings in the expanding Earth colony. She became the official hostess at diplomatic-social affairs of Venus, whose frequency had tripled since her arrival. She was driven long distances through the mist to outposts where she delivered pep talks to workers and researchers. She was chosen “Miss Morale” and was presented with a giant bouquet of flame-colored, deactivated devil flowers.


  Things couldn’t have been more perfect for Gloria until one day she got two pieces of news with the force of a one-two knockout punch.


  The first was that other women were on their way to Venus. She tried to console herself with the hope that they might be dull, unattractive and perhaps even middle-aged, but, whatever they were, she would no longer have the exclusive feminine concession on the planet.


  The other was worse. Gloria, six weeks after her arrival, realized something she would not admit even to herself up to then. She was pregnant.


  She told herself she was putting on a little weight, that was all. All those receptions and dinners, she told herself, those drinks and the rich food. She had busied herself with a needle to let out her clothes. And she took to wearing widely flaring skirts. They were dreadfully out of style—but then, as the only woman, she could dictate style, not be dictated to.


  At seven weeks she was definitely alarmed. Her clothes were now all but impossible to wear. She felt nauseous. She’d felt that way often in the past few weeks, but she’d put that down to the climate and perhaps hangovers. Now she knew better.


  She pulled off the constricting clothing and looked at herself in a full-length mirror. There was no doubt. But the shape she was in was not normal for a woman seven weeks pregnant. Gloria looked as if she was in her fifth month.


  She sagged down to the floor, put her face in her hands and cried.


  Dr. Margate was icily professional about it. He gave his wife a thorough examination in their bedroom, not looking into her eyes.


  Finally he pushed aside the instrument kit and stood up. He looked at her and she returned his gaze helplessly.


  She might have spared him this scandal, he said.


  Scandal? she said. Was it a scandal to be a father.


  He laughed mirthlessly. The fetus, he said, was late in its fifth month. There was a heartbeat. Was it true that five months ago they were on different planets?


  She said rethink to that.


  What would the Medical Director say? How would the Ambassador feel? How much longer did she think he would have his job if this became known?


  She didn’t know the answer to any of there questions. She moaned a little, not from pain.


  He went on talking, for an hour. As he spoke, she felt that he was less outraged by the thought of his wife having been unfaithful to him than by the discovery of the fact of what this would do to his career. She had thought she was greedy for attention and ambitious, but now it appeared that the good Dr. Lind Margate was a far bigger climber than she ever would be.


  She would have to go home, he told her. Plead some excuse—the climate, anything. Back at some Earth city away from their friends she would have the baby. He would not divorce her until it was born. Then he became even more generous and said he would permit her to divorce him. She could charge desertion, easily, with him on Venus. He looked morbidly pleased with himself for being so noble.


  He went out, walking as much as possible like a man bearing up under great tragedy. He would be at the lab, he said.


  When he had gone, Gloria wondered why she had been meek. Why had she let him be righteous simply because her conscience was bad? She should have denied everything, with as much righteous indignation as he had mustered.


  Sure she had been a naughty girl back on Earth. But she’d been careful. Maybe her grandmother could have made a mistake about such things in her day, but now it was foolproof. There must be an explanation other than the obvious one.


  Her brows contracted. She tried, vainly, to remember the date of her last sterility shot.


  She remembered dimly that her hypo-needle had broken and needed replacing. That had been the day she picked up the silver-blue metallic costume from Madame Fabriza. The lab was not far from her dressmaker.


  She had replaced the needle; but did she have a shot? If only her memory for dates were not so appalling!


  Her best bet, she finally decided, was to deny everything, to be the innocent, to let others believe her and try to figure out an explanation.


  She was not going to go back to Earth, that was for sure. Even with other women coming to Venus, she’d be the dean of the feminine corps. And she was reasonably certain she was prettier than any of her rivals-to-be.


  She felt the baby flutter inside her. She lay back comfortably and crooned, as if to the child.


  Everything was going to be all right.


  LIND DIDN’T COME back that day and he was gone all night. He didn’t call or send a message. Gloria began to worry. Maybe he’d been sincere about waning to send her away. This, to her practical way of thinking, was very stupid; she was a definite asset to him here on Venus, no matter what. She wondered if her strategy of innocence, which she’d had no opportunity to test since she decided on it, would work. She thought gloomily how much better it would have been if Lind were a gullible business executive, say, instead of a physician with a strong background of obstetrics.


  No, the innocence act was no good. She would try the forgiveness angle. She would work on his sympathy. She built up in her mind a situation which he could accept without too much loss of pride. She had been lonely on Earth without him. She missed him terribly. But once—just once—she had listened to some dear friends who said it would be good for her to go out for an evening and had arranged a foursome.


  The man had seemed to be a gentleman. They’d had a few drinks at a night club and the man had taken her home. She felt a bit woozy. Not used to liquor any more, apparently. She remembered that he had helped her up the stairs to the flat, but that was all. The cad must have taken advantage of her. It was a terrible thing to have to confess and she’d thought she’d never have to, to spare his feelings, but now it had come out.


  She went over the details a few more times and decided that it would do. Lind would accept her story. His ego would be hurt, but he’d get over that. And he’d have the satisfaction of forgiving her. It was a great blessing to forgive, she’d heard. He’d feel very noble.


  The doer opened. Lind come in.


  His clothing was wet through, as if he’d been walking through the mist without his weather suit.


  He had a strange lock on his face.


  He came and sat beside her on the bed.


  Gloria started her story, but then stopped when saw he wasn’t listening.


  He began talking, his expression dazed and his gestures vague, about rabbits and guinea pigs, chickens and bees, fruit and vegetables. It was crazy. At first.


  He’d been working with them all along, he said. He should have known. He had the data in a dozen notebooks. It was all there and in his mind, too. Why hadn’t he made the simple transference to human beings?


  What was he talking about, she asked.


  He was talking about her forgiving him, he said. For doubting her, he said. For having been cruel and horrible in her hour of trial, he said dramatically. For hurting the thing he loved most, he went on.


  Gloria began to understand, dimly. She quickly dumped the story about the wooziness and the cad. She prepared to be just a bit cold, then to thaw, and finally to forgive. She would be generous.


  Lind’s studies in growth were the answer, of course. All the tests, all the experiments they had run pointed to the same conclusion. It was so simple, once you understood it.


  Everything age d—grew—three times as fast on Venus as on Earth.


  Everything from an eggplant to the Ambassador, himself. From a hen’s egg to—to the baby his dear wife was carrying . . . Her baby—his baby. Theirs.


  Human pregnancy on Venus lasted not nine months, but three. Eighty-eight days instead of 266. It was as simple as that.


  What a cad he had been for doubting her. Could she ever forgive him?


  She could—and finally did.


  They became very happy.


  AND SO WHEN Clifford G. Margate, seven pounds, nine ounces, was born three months from the date of Gloria’s arrival on Venus, and after routine, impersonal blood tests had proclaimed him to be a true Margate, his father went before the Resident Board of the Planets Trust.


  The board members listened skeptically, but then examined with mounting interest Lind’s sheets of figures and statistics and lab reports on rates of growth and the way Venus accelerated aging processes.


  Finally the Trust accepted, simultaneously, his arguments and his resignation and advanced funds to build a maternity hospital on Venus.


  Under the arrangement Lind retained fifty-one per cent interest; the Trust soon found buyers for the other forty-nine per cent of the stock.


  Construction of the Margate-Venus Hospital began immediately under priority AAA and, on Earth, the Margate Maternity Plan was launched with the biggest selective advertising campaign in recent history.


  The slogan “88 beats 266” was the teaser. The appeal was to the rich women of Earth, those to whom, or to whose husbands, the cost of a round trip to Venus would not be prohibitive.


  The not-quite-rich were offered All-Expenses-Paid Maternity tours.


  “Why Wait 9 When 3 is Fine?” they were asked.


  Having a Venus baby became the Thing to Do from Biarritz to Newport, from Palm Beach to The Riviera.


  On the day Margate-Venus Hospital opened its doors it had reservations for a year in advance.


  Venus boomed.


  The Ambassador bestowed jointly on Dr. and Mrs. Linden Margate the Medal of Merit and the Margates were propelled forthwith into VIP Tier One.


  The Ambassador then took the next spaceship back to Earth.


  He felt he was getting along in years and even the lovely Gloria wasn’t attraction enough to compensate for the fact that death was racing toward him three times as fast on Venus as back home.


  FUNERAL CHANT


  Uncredited


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Ee-aiia-eaiia

      

      	
        We who are about to pass over

      
    


    
      	
        ookalaa makka oom

      

      	
        into the final darkness

      
    


    
      	
        Maa thi sona rom

      

      	
        Salute Thee, O Mother Sun,

      
    


    
      	
        Paradiita

      

      	
        Bestower of life and warmth,

      
    


    
      	
        Theradiita

      

      	
        Befriender of the young,

      
    


    
      	
        Moofadiita

      

      	
        Comforter of the ancient!

      
    


    
      	
        Ee-thama-ookalaa

      

      	
        We face the darkness

      
    


    
      	
        meena maana

      

      	
        without fear and trembling,

      
    


    
      	
        Ifalla tivara

      

      	
        Conscious of the strength

      
    


    
      	
        sheevaara dii

      

      	
        that you have shared with us,

      
    


    
      	
        Tore-i-tore

      

      	
        Season after season,

      
    


    
      	
        achali varra taataa

      

      	
        throughout our several lifetimes.

      
    


    
      	
        Ee-tha-cokalaa

      

      	
        We face the darkness—

      
    


    
      	
        thali-ookala samathii

      

      	
        the final darkness from whence we

      
    


    
      	
        mekhe mekhe

      

      	
        came—

      
    


    
      	
        Tikkavarappu laatika

      

      	
        Aware of our shortcomings

      
    


    
      	
        marra marra kalata

      

      	
        and aware of your mercy. . . .

      
    


    
      	
        Ram roovatika maerdi

      

      	
        In the long sleep of the final

      
    


    
      	
        ookalati

      

      	
        darkness,

      
    


    
      	
        ee-a-thamamarra

      

      	
        We will carry this awareness

      
    


    
      	
        varappi saati

      

      	
        with us!

      
    

  


  Translated from the Upper Venusian


  THE BRIDEY MURPHY WAY


  Paul Brandts


  What is more desirable than the assurance of reincarnation? The image of Bridey Murphy is not destined to die soon, and it will surely be remembered by those who brave the spaceways. Thus it was that when Old Pop Winder heard of the House of the Second Life he was bound to go there and apply . . .


  WHEN THE thought came to Old Pop Winder, it was so big it flowed through his body like rich, heady wine, making his senses giddy, his step light and springy. It was so big, so important, so unbelievably personal, that he at once left his shack on Anthala Beach near the black, turgid, menacing waters of the Oberara, and within fifteen minutes had confided it to three bartenders on Alligator Street.


  As he should perhaps have expected, they were short on sympathy and totally devoid of understanding. The first one said gruffly, “You’ve been visiting the impala dens in New Frisco?’ The second said, in a style intended to be humorous, “Be careful, Pop. The Psycho Squad has opened an office in this neighborhood.” The third merely grunted.


  All of them looked uncomfortable at the nearness of Old Pop, and chose the first opportunity to get away.


  He understood their attitude well enough. It was the same on Venus as on Earth. People might patronize the one who has been kicked to life’s lowest level, the human derelict—they might even assist him, but they would not associate with him in a friendly relationship. It was as if they feared that a part of the misfortune of the luckless one might rub off on their own garments.


  At other times he would have been sullenly resentful, but today he felt an emotion akin to pity. Men of little spirit and limited vision . . . It was his own fault for having approached them in the first place. But within him was a deep, aching need which must be satisfied. The thought that had come was too big for one man. He must find someone.


  He—


  The spacemen! It came like a burst of inspiration. The spacemen who debarked from the long, jet-black warships of the conquerors, who found their lodgings and most of their amusements on Empire Hill, and who seldom went to the meaner sections of the city. They were men who, in the unthinkably immense reaches of space, were accustomed to grappling with creatures and ideas that, to groundlubbers, were fantastic and inconceivable even to impala-stimulated imaginations. They would understand.


  He began to think the day was one of his lucky ones when, after a fifteen minutes’ walk, he turned up one of the plastic-paved approaches to Empire Hill and saw three of them walking directly toward him. They were moving very swiftly, three strong young men in blue honim suits, carrying themselves with an air of assurance that was almost insolent. This did not bother him in the least; he felt a little the same way inside.


  They were not unfriendly. All smiled, and one of them gave him a greeting.


  OLD POP placed himself partly in the path, and threw out a conversational hook. “Have any of you ever been in a dice game when you ran into a streak of bad luck? And you know the luck will change in the end, but the dice keep throwing up the wrong numbers, and your heart begins to burn inside you because you don’t know if you can outlast it?” It would not do to blurt it out all at once; he must make conversation, easy and naturallike, get them to look at him, that is, at the man he was inside. “That’s the way it’s been with me, mostly—I mean real, and not in a game—since I struck Venus. I—”


  They did not understand. The nearest one said cheerily, “Don’t tell me about the breaks, Pop. I been through it myself;” and tossed him a golden quarter-credit that glittered as it spun through the air.


  They began to move past him, not rudely and abruptly because there was a natural courtesy in all of them; but gradually, like a friendly leave-taking.


  “I said it in a way to make you think I was asking for money. It was my fault. I don’t have any use for money.” He dropped the coin in the dirt. “Yesterday, maybe. I was only sayin’ that the breaks that have been bad for me, the evil that was in my life—that’s all ended now. I found the way myself. It was a thought that came out of nowhere.”


  The one at the end, the tallest, was impatient. “Tell him we’ll meet him at this same place tomorrow, Pooler, and hear the rest of it. You know how late we are. When I have a hot dish, I don’t like to give it a chance to cool off.”


  “I found the solution for a man that’s ailin’ and penniless on Venus,” said Old Pop. “I’m goin’ to the House of the Second Life.”


  He had caught them as abruptly as if he had dropped a rope around their necks. They swung about and faced him directly. They stared as if he were a member of an alien species. The youngest one was looking at all their faces with wide-eyed curiosity, and he asked:


  “What is it, Pooler? The House of the Second Life? I heard it mentioned before, and I asked questions but no one would answer. What is the House of the Second Life?”


  The man called Pooler had a meditative face, with a dash of melancholy. He took his time about answering, his head cocked to one side, composing his thoughts. “It’s a visible, real, concrete representation of a dream—I should say, of the fondest dream men have held through all the ages. It’s the light at the end of the rainbow, it’s a symbol, a marshlight, an illusion.”


  “All he’s saying,” said the tall one matter-of-factly, “is that the Venusians claim to have found a way to extend the length of life. They claim to have achieved something Earth explorers have not found in the farthest reaches of space. Only they never speak of it as an extension of the length of life; they call it a second life, as if the new one is in some way different from the old.”


  “Why don’t we know if they can do as they claim?” pressed the young one, avid for knowledge. “Haven’t we gone to the House of the Second Life to investigate? Why don’t we know exactly what it is?”


  “Because it’s in the code governing the treatment of Subject Races,” said the tall one, “that we do not interfere in the superstitions of the natives; that we allow them to carry on the more intimate features of their lives exactly as they have always done.”


  “Besides which, the Venusians—the young ones at least,” said Pooler, “always speak of it in a tone of revulsion, as if in some way there’s something obscene about it.”


  “I’ll be the first Earthman who investigates it scientifically!” Old Pop had just discovered a new, altruistic justification for his original plan.


  Pooler eyed him reflectively. “You don’t mean that, Pop. Tell you what. Meet you in exactly this place same time tomorrow. I’ll be prepared to make you a loan of several credits, and I’ll see if I can wheedle the Old Man out of a pass to Earth for you. That’ll fix you up. No more need to shock people with dangerous ideas.” And they were off, with a swiftness of decision that left Old Pop breathless.


  HE FOLLOWED after, but very slowly, with a sick and helpless feeling inside. There was in him such a profound need for these men that he was surprised they had not read it in his face. He wanted to call after them, but it was difficult to find suitable words; and by the time he had done so they were out of earshot.


  He could not deny that their words had left him feeling a little afraid. They were men with intelligence and boldness, and their opinions must be respected. At the same time there were many things about Venus which he knew and they did not. He felt just a touch of resentment at their cockiness of manner; and as a half-conscious expression of it, as soon as their distance-eating strides bad carried them out of sight he turned down a street which bore no markings . . . at least none that were intelligible to earth minds.


  There was something that he (as well as most of the underworld of the Earth-held cities of Venus) knew, which the spacemen did not. It was entirely possible to walk into the secret places of the natives, into their temples, even into the intimacies of their private chambers, and in perfect safety. There was a strangeness about the character of the Venusians, a cowardice maybe, or perhaps it was a conscious policy, dictated by a wise and all-pervasive race-intelligence; but as the underworld well knew (and it exploited this knowledge), it was totally impossible for a Venusian to perform an act of physical violence against an Earthman.


  Today, as on other days, he was amused to see faces appear momentarily at the windows of the small, squat, wooden houses, and disappear fearfully. They did not even wish to be seen by him. Even those who were walking on the street would scurry off into the sideways and house-entrances when they saw him coming. If one was unlucky enough to come forth unexpectedly from a side street, and the encounter was unavoidable, he would walk with head averted and stay as far to the other side as possible. That of course was all right with Old Pop; he was perfectly willing to keep as great a distance as possible between himself and their lean, pallid, oily, scaly bodies.


  Fish. It was his private nickname for them, and it was of course their biological origin. One could discover traces of it by peering very closely—in the long, twisted mouth, in the bulging, heavily-lidded green eyes, in the skin surface, in the complicated breathing apparatus. It was only at a distance that their carriage resembled that of men; when you looked closely the signs were unmistakeable.


  Only once had Old Pop been in close contact with a Venusian. On one of his jaunts through the forbidden areas, a native had startled him by coming up and hissing, “Trouble?” It had taken him a little time to understand. “Trouble” had been one of the first words the Venusians, with their natural gift for languages, had picked up from the Earth-people; it stood for a thing they feared and, in a fashion that many races would have found humiliating, would take any pains to avoid. He had grunted something reassuring to the fellow, and gone on his way.


  The incident, after he had thought it over carefully, had given him new confidence. He felt pleasure—as he sometimes admitted to himself sheepishly—in invading the quarters of the natives, and watching them break away in almost panicky obsequiousness before him. Made him feel better than they were.


  Today there was an unusual energy in his body, or perhaps it was the problems in his mind that had conquered his grosser physical limitations. He kept recalling all the words of the spacemen, and in spite of himself kept returning to the idea that they had no real knowledge. How could they? How could anyone know unless he had seen for himself? He walked endlessly, thinking of these things, and was taken quite by surprise when the houses fell away suddenly and he found himself shuffling along on a very level, red-pebbled plain.


  THIS WAS a section near the city which was out of bounds, and which he had never before visited. The land here was a peninsula, a red tongue of stone licking hungrily out at the ocean. At the tip of the peninsula the land was elevated, dropping away hundreds of feet to the black rocks below; and at the highest point of the plateau was the building to which his steps had unconsciously guided him. He had seen it once from the air, a very long time ago, but he felt somehow he would have recognized it without foreknowledge of any sort—the House of the Second Life.


  It was massive, sturdy, plain, very old and very ugly. It had many unexpected twists and convolutions, all of which were designed for the purpose of conforming to the activities going on within. The shape, although strange, had an inevitability about it, and he felt that it should have meaning for him, but somehow it did not. The very plainness, the lack of any attempt at architectural beauty, was both repellent and fascinating at the same time.


  There were men on the plain, all of them alone, heads bowed, shuffling along with the halting step of the aged. They walked toward their destination, a large door carved in the side of the House of the Second Life, not with eagerness but as ones who accept a penalty for misdeeds committed. Old Pop saw with a feeling of reassurance that other Venusians were leaving the building by a second door, even though they were so far away that he could make out no detail of their features.


  He made his decision. He would walk through many of the doors in the House of the Second Life, and explore the chambers. Then he would return and describe to all who would listen, everything he had seen. He would not walk through the final door—that could wait for another day.


  The journey across the plain was a long one, with many pauses, and all the while he kept his eyes carefully averted from the ocean on both sides. He was afraid of the black oceans of Venus, a sensible fear based upon tales he had heard of the ferocity of the teeming life within. He looked up with a feeling of relief when finally the door loomed blackly before him, a large, simple rectangle cut out of the stone wall of the building.


  He peered in cautiously, then entered boldly, head erect.


  The room was characterless, almost void of furnishings, a waiting-room. There were Venusians here, all lined up against one of the walls, either standing or sitting on backless wooden benches. Somewhat reluctantly, mainly with the desire to allow his weary body a well-earned rest, Old Pop took his place on an unoccupied bench at the end of the line.


  As he sat on the bench, he soon grew uneasy listening to the sound that came through the thin wall behind him. The sound was a hoarse, rasping one, like an intake of breath, followed by a loud splash, and it was often repeated. He understood the nature of it readily enough; there was a large water-tank very near. He had always been annoyed by the Venusian custom of keeping a reserve source of food supply in all their buildings and houses. Even the smallest home had its tiny, well-stocked tank. TTE HAD a sudden feeling that the old men in the room shared his sense of discomfort; a number of them fell out of line and headed toward the entrance through which they had come. Then he realized that they had become conscious of his presence in the room, and were giving way before him. It distressed them to wait in the same line with an Earthman.


  With due appreciation of the courtesy, he moved forward. The door was now very near, an archway shielded by threadbare purple drapes, and his path was impeded by one stubborn and immovable old man. This old native had his head turned partly to one side, and one large and bulging yellow eye appeared to be glaring at Old Pop in an almost insolent fashion. The old Earthman was annoyed and a trifle puzzled by this lone wolf who refused to defer to him like the others, until a gleam of light fell on the yellow eye and explained the situation.


  The eye was false. The Venusian had lost his real eye in some sort of an accident many years before, and the substitute had yellowed with age. He could not even see Old Pop. His left eye was glass.


  “Glass Eye,” as if responding to a signal, went through the purple drapes, and the old Earthman, becoming impatient, pushed right in after him. This room was long and narrow with many doors, and had it not been for the bare and dungeonlike walls, would have had the look of a business office in an Earth building. An attendant was seated at a desk making entries in a register, and another was lounging lazily in a doorway.


  The second man held Old Pop’s eye, a big fellow stripped to the waist, who carried a contrivance like a lantern in one hand, and a whip-ray in the other. The whip-ray was an earth invention, a tube which emitted a very painful but not death-dealing ray, and which could be manipulated with uncanny accuracy. It was used to pacify and control domestic animals and even certain ferocious wild ones. Even as the Earthman watched, the sound of a loud splash came from the room behind the attendant, and he turned at once and disappeared. A few moments later there was a snort of pain and another splash, then silence.


  Old Pop turned his attention to the man at the desk, a Venusian who was disposing of the old men in line with swift, almost contemptuous efficiency. He had already arrived at “Glass Eye,” and he made an entry in the register, brushed the gold credit placed before him into a drawer, and made a curt gesture with his hand. “Glass Eye,” as if knowing what was expected of him, shuffled toward the farthest door in the room. Midway he hesitated timorously. The attendant at the desk, glancing around and, observing his indecision, barked something, and the old man wearily resumed his pilgrimage.


  Old Pop stepped forward. The attendant turned bulging, heavily-lidded green eyes toward him for the first time, and at once exhibited signs of great distress. The red pen slipped nervously from his fingers and he looked this way and that, as if for succor. He was quiet for so long that the Earthman began to fear a language difficulty; but when he spoke it was in English, halting but fair.


  “I do not know what it is you wish. Is it trouble?”


  “I wouldn’t say that, exactly. You got no call to be excited if a man drops in for a casual visit, just to look the place over.”


  The attendant nodded uneasily. “You are free to walk about and look at whatever you wish.”


  “Well, naturally I’ll do that. Naturally. Of course I might even get the idea to try somethin’ else. For all I know you’ve got a process here that might be of value to Earthmen. I might decide to try it.”


  The man’s confusion was pitiable. “I don’t know if what you see here—if you will understand. It is very important that you know what it is that you see. I cannot say it . . . it is a surrender of the body. It is not good that the body of an Earthman should be surrendered to Venusians.” He went on for a time, trying very hard to explain, but there were many technical words and he lapsed often into Venusian. He used a Venusian word several times which meant, literally, a “going-back,” a return to a previous point after a long journey; this puzzled Old Pop somewhat, and he could not see what that had to do with it.


  Finally the old Earthman grew restless and impatient. “You let me walk through here and do as I like, or I will show you what trouble really means.”


  THE ATTENDANT drew back as if struck, and his big eyes opened so wide that Old Pop was startled. Only once before had he seen a Venusian stare at Earth-people like that, with the heavy lids drawn entirely back from the eyes. It had been in the early days of the occupation, when the conquering Earthmen had paraded one of the captured Venusian leaders through the streets of the city in an open autoplane. The Venusian had stood there staring directly into the faces of the Earth-people, and Old Pop, who had been one of the crowd, had fancied that in his eyes was all the hatred of an enslaved race toward its masters, a hatred which they were forced to veil and suppress in their daily intercourse with them.


  The attendant lidded his eyes almost instantly, to the Earthman’s relief; but then, instead of giving immediate and fawning consent he hesitated for a long period. This man was either not as timid as the rest of his breed, or else his fear was dominated by an even more powerful emotion. After a time he came to a decision.


  “I will take you to a room. There you may sit and think for half an hour or more. It is very important that you think until everything that you see is clear. Come.” He rose, bowed and pointed at the same time, and Old Pop preceded him obediently.


  It was not the door “Glass Eye” had taken but another one that was opened, and the Earthman, after looking in timidly, entered with a slight feeling of pleasure.


  This was not like the other rooms he had seen. It was comfortable, good-looking, even luxurious. Probably provided for the convenience of the building attendants, he judged, or possibly for the entertainment of visiting luminaries from among the natives. The lounges and chairs were plush-lined, deep and inviting. There was a transparent thermo-cabinet with fruit and drink inside. There were brightly colored pictures on some of the walls, as well as he could make out in the uncertain blue light.


  The Venusian said, “You may sit here and think as long as you will—until everything is clear to you. Then, if you wish, you may return through the door by which you entered, and leave the House of the Second Life. Or, if you decide otherwise, you may go through the farther door.” He bowed again and disappeared, closing the door behind him.


  Old Pop settled himself into the softness of the nearest lounge, and reached toward the thermo-cabinet. He had not the least idea what the fellow had meant by saying he should remain here and think for half an hour. If he thought for years, he would make no sense out of the garble of English and Venusian he had listened to. As for actually going through the second door, he had not entertained the idea for a moment. Although he would have admitted it to no one, he had lost his nerve. He was going to eat a little maybe, rest until he had recovered his strength, then walk right out and return to the place where he belonged.


  AS HE was reaching toward the fruit, he was a little puzzled to note that the lounge was placed so that anyone sitting erect in it would be looking right at the wall behind, only a few feet away. He sat up. The light in the room grew brighter at the same instant that he looked directly at the wall—and a thrill of fear shot through him so intense that he sprang to his feet and uttered a half-suppressed scream.


  There were moving-pictures on the wall. No, it was not that, there were living things in the wall—the wall was transparent, a glass partition, and he was looking into the chamber beyond. A black mistiness undulated gracefully through all its reaches, and he knew it was filled with water, black ocean water. The water was inhabited. They had long, thick bodies, long as the bodies of the Venusians, with stunted appendages at the tail and just above the middle. They were clustered up to the wall, as if he were as much an object of curiosity to them as they to him. Wrinkled faces against the glass, eyes staring . . . it was the eyes that transfixed his attention.


  Very wide-open, green and bulging. In them was a world of hatred, hatred that had been buried deeply and painfully within, suppressed for so long that it had become roaring, savage and unbelievably intense—the hatred of ones who had suffered for endless years, who had not yet found the way to inflict revenge on the authors of their suffering, who were waiting, waiting. . . . His speculations caused his body to tremble and he turned away.


  He wondered somewhat irrelevantly about the nature of the strange light that allowed him to peer so readily through the depths of black ocean water, and he turned to look again, but this time into the recesses of the chamber. There were circles of black shadow at one place and another, like openings. As he watched there was a sudden disturbance at one of the openings and something came put. It was one of the fishthings. It moved its head this way and that, and swam about curiously.


  Presently it spied the group clustered before the glass partition, and came up inquisitively. Its body was like that of the others, but there was a strangeness about the eyes. They did not match. One was wide-open, green and staring, the other yellow, dull and lusterless.


  Suddenly Old Pop realized. The fish-thing had only one eye. The left eye was glass.


  He was seized in that instant with a panic as blind and unreasoning as that of the mindless animal-things of the Barian jungles. It was not that he understood clearly everything he had seen: he connected the fish-things with the old Venusians he had seen entering the House, and the phrase the native had used, a “going-back,” had taken on new meaning. But the fear that paralyzed him was that perhaps he had been lured into this room, that they were trying to trap him here, and soon the glass partition would be removed and the fish-creatures would flood through. His mind knew only one idea—he must get away. In his first hasty movement he stumbled, fell to the floor, and was appalled for an instant by the fear that his body would not respond to the direction of his senses. Finally he managed to right himself, and in that instant the light dimmed.


  It was at the very agonizing peak of his terror that he discovered a door in front of him, opened it and plunged through. He heard it click shut behind him.


  HIS FEELING of relief gave way to a vague sense of puzzlement. There was something wrong here. He did not see the desk of the attendant, or the other familiar things. Perhaps it was because the lights were out. No, he could see a little here and there—strange streamers of white light flickered weirdly and dizzily about. There was a long wooden platform in the center. Outside of this there was nothing.


  This was a different room. He had come through the wrong door.


  As a kind of reaction to his panic, a semblance of reason returned. This room did not look like a prison. They were not trying to cage him here. He must be cool and find a way out. There was another door, not very far away. He went over and tried it, but it was locked. He was only half conscious of the fact that in his passage across the room one of the queer ribbons of light had passed over his shoulders caressingly, and touched the bareness of his wrist. He retraced his steps to the first door.


  There was only one course remaining for him, even though an unpleasant one. He would have to return as he had come, through the room with the glass wall and the fish-things, and thence to the outside. As soon as he had reconciled himself to the unwelcome idea, he tried the door—and experienced a recurrence of his panic when, on his first attempt, it proved stubborn and unyielding. He tried again, exerting additional pressure, forced it open for the space of several inches . . . held it there. Then, under the control of a power he did not understand, he allowed the door to shut again.


  A something in the room was beginning to dominate his mind, or rather to lull it to sleep, and at the same time to attract his body. What was it? With an intense effort, he groped for the solution, and found it. The streamer of light. In the moment it had touched him a dull pain had passed through all the parts of his body, and something besides—a stimulant?—no, that was far too weak a word. It was a new and enormously gladdening sense of vitality, a vitality such as human beings could only have known in the days when the race was young—a new strength, a new keenness to his senses, an unbelievable aliveness. And it was real, so real he felt like throwing his head back and shouting in pure exultation.


  At the same time the power of his mind was diminishing, although he was quite unaware of the fact. He was very curious about the dancing, tantalizing ribbons of light. He wondered whether, if he touched them again, the effect would be the same. Of course there might be danger, but in the glory of his new-found vigor he felt himself the master of anything that came before him. He stepped forward, watching as the whiteness flickered over his hands and arms, experiencing once more the all-pervasive pain followed by the joyous after-effect. He continued forward, content now to be wholly a slave of the queer power that inhabited the room.


  He felt somehow that he had been instinctively aware of the existence of this room through all his life, and his coming to it was the acceptance of an inevitable destiny. He knew exactly what he must do. The wooden platform in the middle of the room had obviously been built to accommodate the proportions of a body. He stretched out upon it full-length. As soon as he had done so metal bands clamped over his legs and arms.


  He was conscious of a momentary feeling of rebellion, but it died quickly. He was now in the very heart of the evil, dancing ribbons, and all other sensation became meaningless in their indescribable embrace. There was agony in it, agony so intense it threatened to tear him apart, and a triumphant, inexpressible, savage bliss.


  AN UNMEASURED period of time elapsed. The metal clamps fell from his limbs, and the streamers of light danced away to the ceiling. He rose and prowled about the room.


  Changes had taken place on the surface of his body, but he was quite unconscious of them. He was all body now; physically he still bore a certain resemblance to Old Pop Winder, but in his instincts and desires, in the alertness of his senses and in the lithe, fearful power of his body, he was an animal.


  He had not forgotten the room with the desk and the two attendants; in fact he had vivid pictorial recollections of it and the other scenes outside. He knew his route of escape, but he was in no hurry. He was curious about the strangenesses of this room, and desired to investigate. He came upon something he had not seen before, a circular panel in the wall; even as he watched, it opened slowly inward, a door operated by an automatic device.


  He looked inside. There was nothing but vacancy, and another circular door at a distance of only a few feet. It was a connecting chamber, a lock of some sort.


  He had a slight premonition and fear of being trapped, but in the confidence of his newfound strength, he felt superior to all obstacles. There was an additional incentive; this connecting chamber, he sensed, was a continuation in some way of the process he had undergone on the platform, under the streamers of light. He stepped inside. The circular door closed behind him, and at the same instant black water began to pour in from vents at both sides of the room.


  He did not like this. He hated water. He filled large, powerful lungs with air, and tried to open the round door behind him; but there was no knob or other break in the surface on which he could obtain a grip.


  The chamber filled quickly, and when the second circular panel opened it was already almost full. A dull blue light emanated from this new opening, and an impulse came to him. He had always been able to swim. Perhaps he could swim to the surface of the water, where the light was coming from, and in this way make his escape. With a sudden vigorous movement of arms and legs he plunged through the opening; instantly as he was aware of living things in the water.


  He still felt no fear, but he would not be able to hold his breath much longer. He swam powerfully upward.


  IN A ROOM above, the Venusian attendant was just coming to the head of a flight of stairs. In the same chamber was the other native.


  As soon as he heard the approaching footsteps, he turned. “In the west end of the tank—if you will look, you will see for yourself!” he hissed quickly. “So many of them! I do not know what I should do?


  The first Venusian manipulated the lantern until he was able to see clearly the cause of the other’s distress. There was a great disturbance in just the area in the tank illuminated by the lantern’s rays, a threshing of the waters, a flurry as of strong bodies darting about and lashing forward in tremendous underwater combat. Then, after a period, there was quiet once more.


  He turned, and for just an instant the heavy lids were raised, so that the eyes were wide-open and staring. Then they were lowered again.


  “You need do nothing. Very soon there will be no more trouble.”


  THE END


  THE DRAINERS


  Robert Moore Williams


  A life-sapping alien intelligence barred Kirk from making Venus safe for colonization; it was a battle for survival, odds favoring—


  A click sounded in the tiny phone behind Lieutenant Kirk’s left ear. The worried voice of Captain John Esk came down from the ship circling far above. “Tim?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “How’s it going down there?”


  “We’re doing fine, except for Johnson, who has severe nausea.” Esk’s snort came clearly through the phone. “I don’t blame him for that. I’d have it too, if I was down there. How’s the installation going?”


  “So-so. The boys have got the jaws of the trap installed. They’re working on the bait.”


  “Good.” Esk sounded pleased. “Where are you personally?”


  “Watching the detectors. We’ve set them up just outside the lock of the life boat?”


  “Why don’t you leave them inside the boat?” Esk sounded worried now.


  “The steel hull cut down the range too much. If we left the detectors inside, they might be on us before we knew it.” Both Esk and Kirk knew what they meant.


  “Don’t let them slip up on your crew, Tim. That’s the way the men of the third life boat went.”


  “You don’t have to remind me of it,” Kirk said. “I remember. I was with the crew that brought back the bodies.” Grimness appeared in his voice.


  “Have you—have you—” The captain hesitated. “Have you seen—”


  “No,” Tim Kirk said bluntly. “And what is more important, they haven’t smelled us out.”


  “Good!” Captain Esk sounded relieved. “Remember, if you sight one, you are to abandon the installation.”


  “Glad to, sir. If . . .”


  “If . . . what?”


  “If we have enough time,” Tim commented. “Those things can move real fast, you know.”


  “Damn it, you’ll have enough time, if your detectors are operating properly. Those things radiate so heavily they can be picked up for miles. Their band is so broad you can’t miss it. Are your detectors operating properly?”


  “I’m looking at them right now. The lights are green on all bands. Not a single red flicker—” He ducked and swore as a small round object dropped from the huge tree above his head.


  “A drainer?” Esk demanded. “Have you picked one up?”


  “No. It was a squirrel.”


  “Did you say a squirrel?” Esk demanded.


  “A small, furry animal that lives in trees, eats nuts, and drops them on the heads of people he doesn’t like. On Earth, we would call him a squirrel.”


  “What is he doing?”


  “Dropping nuts on us. Connaught has already got beaned. I’ll bet they don’t—” Tim let his voice trail off.


  “You’ll bet they don’t what?” Esk asked. The captain was determined to leave no question unanswered.


  “That they don’t like us humans. It’s also possible that they may be acting as spies for the drainers,” Tim said, lapsing into fantasy.


  “Have you gone nuts down there in that jungle?” Acid ripped from the captain’s voice.


  “No, but I’m working on it. It would be a relief.” Tim wiped sweat from his face and thought longingly of ice cubes tinkling in a tall glass. “Why do we want this damned planet anyhow? It’s all jungle.”


  “There’s no more jungle on it than there was on Earth once,” Esk retorted. “We want it because more millions of people than we can count need new lands. They call that population pressure, boy. If we can drain it off by opening Venus to colonization—”


  “I know all that. I went to school,” Tim answered, with an injured air. “Why don’t we all just stay home and kill off the surplus population by fighting wars, the way we used to do? It would be simpler than fighting drainers. Or we could stop breeding—”


  “Stop breeding? Now I know you’re nuts! Over and out,” Esk said, breaking radio contact.


  Thunkwent another nut in front of Tim. Looking up into the spreading branches of the huge tree under which the life boat was hidden, he saw a sharp, furry face with two bright eyes looking down at him. “The drainers will get you too, if you don’t watch out!” Tim threatened. He knew his threat was probably pointless. The squirrels and the drainers both existed on the same world. Any life form that existed on the same planet with the drainers had learned how to out-wit, out-run, or out-fight them. He stuck his head into the open lock and yelled, “Johnson!”


  The engineer’s muffled voice came from the direction of the wash room.


  “Come out of there!”


  “I don’t dare, Tim,” Johnson protested.


  “There’s nothing out here but squirrels and they’re not dangerous if you’re good at dodging. I have not seen a drainer. You watch the detectors while I lend a hand installing the trap.”


  “Thatwasn’t what I meant,” Johnson said.


  “Oh,” Tim said with understanding. “You come anyhow. That’s an order.”


  The engineer, mingled white and red showing on his face appeared in the lock in response to the order. “Damn it, Tim, you know I have a sick stomach.”


  “You stay here and watch these detectors,” Kirk said, an ominous note in his voice. Leaving the engineer still protesting, he picked his way over the protruding roots of the big tree to the little glade on the other side of it where three men stripped to the waist were busy installing the trap.


  Connaught, the electronic technician, was finishing his adjustment of a six inch long rod surmounted by a quarter inch semicircle of copper ribbon. This was a transmitting aerial. It was also the bait of the trap. Below Connaught, Somer was very carefully adjusting something inside a heavy plastic box which held the jaws of the trap. McCabe was busy tamping dirt tight around one of the three stout steel legs which supported the entire device.


  Connaught and McCabe were very busy but out of the corners of their eyes, each was watching Somer. He was the hot man. If he made a mistake and let the plunger carry its small but virtually important load of radio-active mass into the matrix, a smart human being would drop whatever he was doing and would run like hell. A man could stand the radiations from this box at close range for perhaps thirty seconds. He might stand them for a minute. Two minutes were too many minutes.


  Back on Earth men had invented an ingenious way to destroy mosquitos. They had constructed a box with concave ends tapering inward. Inside this box they had mounted a supersonic generator which had imitated the mating call of the female.


  Male mosquitos had come from miles distant to investigate this luring summons. Sure that a love hungry female was inside, they had persisted until they had found one of the openings into the box. Once inside, they had eventually landed on the liquid that covered the bottom. Exit Mr. Mosquito.


  On Venus, this idea was being adapted in an effort to reduce the population of a life form infinitely more vicious and deadly than even malaria carrying anopheles—the creatures called the drainers.


  The drainers didn’t bite humans, they didn’t infect them with a deadly disease. Instead, they drained the energy from the human body. A man was walking along. He heard a thin, high piercing note but paid no attention to it. He felt a little tired. He sat down to rest for a few minutes.


  He never got to his feet again. Instead his lifeless body, drained of all energy, slumped to the ground.


  Almost silent in motion, visible only as rising heat waves are visible, able to fly very rapidly, a life form that consisted of almost pure energy and lived exclusively on this primal stuff, the drainers were a scourge that would stop all human colonization on the Veiled Planet, unless they could be eliminated.


  Careful investigation bought and paid for with human lives had disclosed that the drainers did not detect the presence of their prey by sound or smell. Instead, they were able to detect the presence of a living body by the radiations from it.


  The tiny aerial that Connaught was adjusting, and the compact transmitter under it, radiated on the same band of frequencies as the human body. This was the bait. Operating automatically fifty-nine minutes of every hour, it would attract every drainer that came within miles of it. Then it would shut off. A plunger in the lower box would shove a tiny cube of metal home into its matrix. The result would not be an atomic explosion. No such devastating effect was needed. Instead the surrounding area would be bathed in a hell-broth of red-hot particles and radiations. After one minute of this, the plunger would be withdrawn by its automatic machinery and the luring radiation would begin again.


  During that minute all the drainers in the vicinity would die. Every human hoped their death would be horrible.


  “Careful with that plunger,” Tim said to Somer. At his words, Connaught and McCabe turned startled eyes toward the hot man.


  “You think I haven’t got good sense?” Somer answered, with an injured tone of voice.


  During the fifty-nine minute period while the plunger was withdrawn, the trap could be approached with safety for inspection or necessary repairs.


  In time, these devices would clear the hotlands of Venus of their most evil and vicious life form.


  Connaught made a final adjustment of the transmitter and came down from the top of the short ladder he had been using. He sat on the lower rung and wiped sweat from his face. “Hot in this hell,” he said. He was a tall man with the face of a benevolent satyr.


  “Yeah, it is,” Tim agreed. “How much longer?”


  “Maybe ten minutes for my job,” Somer answered.


  “I can quit any time,” McCabe said. “These legs will stand.”


  “Mine is all finished,” Connaught said. “We’re on the air.”


  “What’s that?” Tim demanded. He felt his stomach muscles tighten and heard a snarl in his voice.


  CONNAUGHT’S FACE went white. “When you told Somer to be careful with that plunger, you distracted my attention. I closed the switch without noticing what I was doing. My God!” He ran up the ladder. Jerking open the cover of the transmitter, he rammed his hand into it. A switch clicked there. His legs were rubber limber as he came down the ladder.


  “I didn’t think—I didn’t realize.” Sweat was really pouring from his face now.


  “All you have done has been to sound the mess call for every drainer within miles, and you’ve done it over a loudspeaker!” Tim said grimly.


  “I know it!” Connaught’s right cheek had developed a tic. As he looked hastily around the glade, his eyes were those of a madman. Overhead the leaves of the jungle trees dripped with moisture. Thin shafts of sunlight filtered through to the ground. No twisting, shifting, darting mass of heat waves was visible. The four men listened until their ear drums popped. No zinging sound was in the air. “I guess they didn’t hear my call,” Connaught said.


  “Get busy on that plunger mechanism,” Kirk said to Somer, who had stopped working. “We’re clearing out of here as soon as you finish.”


  “Maybe we ought to beat it now, while we can,” Somer answered.


  “Johnson will warn us if there is any danger,” Tim said. “Hey, Johnson!” There was no answer. “That weak-stomached engineer had to go again,” Tim Kirk said, swearing. “I’ll go watch the detectors myself. I’ll yell if they show red.” Moving on the run, he headed back for the life boat that they were using for exploration of these jungles. “I’ll flush that Johnson down the drain for leaving his job!” he thought.


  Johnson lay sprawled on the ground before the lock. He had made it to the wash room. But he hadn’t made it back. During the period when he had been absent from the detectors something had come out of the jungle.


  It was still present.


  Tim Kirk caught a glimpse of a shifting maze of what looked like heat waves hovering above the engineer’s body. The drainers were not matter in any sense of the meaning of the word. They were energy creatures. Light waves passing through their strange bodies were distorted and twisted, resulting in a shifting, shimmering effect that was similar to a mirage.


  Had Connaught’s inadvertent starting of the radio transmitter called this drainer out of the jungle or had it drifted by the ship in its eternal quest for the energy that was its life blood? It was here. Nothing else mattered.


  Kirk’s first impulse was to try to dart past it and into the life boat. Nothing could be done for Johnson now, he knew. He checked this impulse. “Hey!” he called softly over his shoulder.


  Alarmed silence answered him from the glade on the other side of the tree. Then Connaught’s voice, tense with sudden fear, came, “Is one coming?”


  “It’s already here. It got Johnson.”


  “The devil—” Somer’s startled exclamation had sudden pain in it. He and Johnson had been buddies.


  “Don’t come running,” Tim Kirk ordered. “It’s between us and the ship.”


  “Then we can’t get aboard?” Connaught called.


  “Not as long as it’s here.”


  The silence in the glade became frantic. The thoughts passing through his mind were equally frantic. The impulse to run pounded in every muscle of his body.


  “How are we going to get into the boat?” McCabe called.


  “I’ve been thinking about that,” Kirk answered. Why were his throat muscles so stiff he could hardly talk? Didn’t he want to say these words? “I’m going to lure it that way.” To his surprise, his left arm was capable of pointing. “It has fed now and is probably a little sluggish?” Where had this utterly false rationalization come from? “As soon as I get it out of the way, you head for the lock, fast.”


  He could almost hear the thinking of the three men behind him. “What about you, Tim?” Connaught called. “How will you get back to the boat?”


  “You go to hell! This is an order. Obey it!” Was this his voice that was so unnaturally sharp?


  “Okay, if you say so,” Connaught answered doubtfully. “But—well . . .”


  “What have you got on your mind?”


  “Goodbye, Tim,” Connaught answered.


  “You can go to hell twice!” Kirk shouted. He moved toward the life boat. The drainer was still hovering over Johnson’s body. Having no ears, it could not detect vibrations in the human range.


  Why were his muscles suddenly as heavy as lead? Had gravity increased? A product of his overworked imagination, the thought was silly and he knew it. Was something that was called population pressure back on Earth pulling at him with a weight that seemed to be tons? No! This was the pressure that was moving him toward the life boat and in the direction of sudden death. It was funny that such an intangible as population pressure could exert so much influence across millions of miles of space. Funny? He wasn’t laughing.


  Since the drainers had no eyes but depended on other methods of perception instead, he could not say that the drainer ever saw him. But it sensed his presence. Darting upward from Johnson’s body, it hovered fifteen feet in the air.


  TIM FLED to the left. Once he released the impulses in those leaden muscles, they exploded into action. He ran like a madman, like a man pursued by devils. Jungle briars tore his legs. He did not feel the deep cuts they were inflicting. He ran headlong into a tree and hardly felt the impact.


  Why was he sitting on the ground? Why was his head reeling? The sight of the tree he had struck told him the reason. His head whirling, he got groggily to his feet. Where was the drainer? It should have overtaken him. He should be dead by now. Dead with Johnson, his body sprawled on the ground of Venus, every erg of energy sucked from it!


  “Maybe I am dead and don’t know it!” he thought, then began looking around for his body. Abruptly, he stopped such thinking. That way lay madness. He saw the drainer. It had not left its position above the lock of the boat.


  “Come on, chase me!” he yelled.


  The drainer did not move. Yelling and waving his hands to attract its attention, he went closer. The drainer still did not move. He felt foolish and stupid. In his secret heart he knew he had been trying to act the hero by getting it to chase him, thus risking his life to give the others a chance to get into the boat and escape. “You’re a sham hero!” he thought. “Or aren’t drainers dangerous?”


  The sight of Johnson’s body lying on the ground told him how fallacious this conclusion was.


  “Connaught?” he called.


  There was no answer. Glancing toward the tripod supporting the trap, he could not see the others. “Probably hiding in the jungle waiting for me to lure this thing out from in front of the lock,” he thought.


  Tim picked up a stone and flung it at the drainer. The creature dodged expertly. The stone struck the hull of the boat, which rang with a hollow sound. As if stung by this challenge, the drainer moved forward. This time he did not have to tell himself to run.


  Ziiiiiiinnnnnng!


  His heels tore grooves in the ground as he came to a halt. The drainer was directly in front of him. It had overshot its target. He turned and fled blindly to the right. The knowledge and the fear of death were on him.


  Ziiing!


  Again it was directly in front of him.


  He turned to the left and kept running.


  Zing!For the third time it blocked his path. Now he realized it was not overshooting its target but was deliberately playing with him in a cat and mouse fashion. Fully charged and not in need of additional energy, it was having fun with him. It’s kind of fun! A few moments later he discovered that a purpose lay back of the so-called fun. By appearing in front of him if he tried to go in any other direction, it was moving him toward the trap.


  The dim thought was in his mind that at least the others had had their chance to reach the boat. He was glad about that. True, he had not heard the clang of the closing lock, but perhaps the noise he had made running had drowned that sound.


  Like an old-time cowboy in the old American west, the drainer herded Tim Kirk toward the trap the humans had built for its kind.


  Ahead, moving out of the jungle and into the glade, he caught a glimpse of Connaught. A drainer was herding him too. Then McCabe and Somer came into sight. Each had his almost invisible herdsman floating lazily, but hungrily, through the air above his head.


  “Somer!” Tim shouted. “Make a break and shove that plunger home!”


  This was a desperate hope. Or was it no hope at all?


  Somer turned a frightened face toward him. “Do you think I’m crazy? Those radiations will kill a human too!”


  “It will kick out automatically one minute. A man can stand the stuff that long!”


  Somer’s frozen face showed comprehension. Either he did not understand or he was too frozen with fear to make the attempt. Cursing, Tim leaped forward. His feet became tangled in the protruding roots of the big tree and he fell headlong.


  The drainer buzzed above him. It had intelligence of a kind not comprehensible to a human, enough to enable it to understand that this victim had tried to escape.


  As Tim tried to rise to his feet, he knew it was upon him.


  Claws rasped on back. Kirk glanced toward the tree in time to see the squirrel come swiftly down the trunk. He knew it was not coming to help him, that it had no interest in him. Its sole motive lay in the fact that it hated drainers too. Long centuries of adaptation to life in these jungles had given the squirrel a weapon not only to implement its hate but to save its own life. Its tail lifted.


  Tim expected a burst of nauseous gas like that emitted by an Earth skunk. No gas came. So far as his eyes could tell, nothing happened. But he felt a sudden prickling of his skin and he knew that the squirrel, instead of releasing an odorous spray, had discharged a flood of strong radiation.


  Zinging, the drainer fled.


  Tim leaped to his feet, dashed to the tripod, and shoved the plunger home.


  Violent flurries took place in the air around him as the radiations struck the energy drainers.


  “Run like hell!” Tim shouted.


  Fleeing from the deadly radiations, the drainers tried to run and succeeded in dying. The humans had better luck. They reached the life boat.


  Inside the little vessel, Tim shook his fist at the monstrous jungle and its equally evil and monstrous denizens. He hated drainers with a fury that knew no bounds. “That’s for all of you!” he shouted. “All of you! Except that squirrel!”


  The little furry animal had learned how to lick the vicious energy sucking creatures of its native jungle. If it could learn how to do this, humans could too. Off on the next outward planet in space, the population pressure eased. Tim Kirk did not know or care about this. He was feeling a sudden fondness for the squirrel.


  ANTHROPOLOGICAL NOTE


  Murray Leinster


  Few titles are so loosely bandied about as that of the “Dean of Science Fiction”—a term which has been applied at one time or another to virtually every living male professional, with the possible exception of Harlan Ellison. But if there is a dean, a doyen, a decanus of American s.f., the title unquestionably belongs to Will F. Jenkins/William Fitzgerald/Murray Leinster, in point of age (b. 1896), length of service (1915- ), and quality of his best work (De Profundis, First Contact, Keyhole, The Wobbler, The Power, and a list of further titles that could easily fill this page). Leinster (to use the one of his names which occurs most frequently in our field) has written every type of general fiction, and more specifically every type of science fiction—adventurous, humorous, technological, fantastic, psychological. . . . His first story in F&SF belongs to the anthropological school (a school of which he was a prime founder and developer)—a sharply ironic study of the peculiar sexual customs of a primitive Venusian race . . . and of the somewhat primitive vices and vengeances of the civilized earthmen.


  THE MEETING OF MISS CUMMINGS and Ray Hale in a Krug village on Venus is one of those events for which there is no real explanation. Unless one believes that there was or is a Th’Tark, who arranged the matter, it simply doesn’t make sense. But it did happen. Miss Cummings met Hale under quite preposterous circumstances in a female-Krug village. She had known him before, a good many years since and forty million miles away.


  Then she had passionately wished for sudden death to strike him. When, after years, she saw him again she knew the same wish and what followed very probably prevented the extermination of the Krug in the name of the prosperity of interplanetary commerce. This would amount to a proof of Th’Tark’s interest—if there ever was a Th’Tark. But it’s all very complicated.


  Th’Tark is or was the possibly mythical Law-giver of the Krug, who are the quasi-semi-humanoid inhabitants of the Krug Archipelago in the Summer Sea on Venus. They look more human than most earthly primates, probably because they aren’t furry, and Th’Tark is said to have set up their laws and customs and very dubious moral code some tens of thousands of Venusian years ago. It was Th’Tark who decreed that male Krug should live dispirited, gloomy lives in the jungles by the seashore while female Krug built villages, practiced agriculture and other useful arts, and raised children. Miss Cummings was the lady anthropologist who examined their culture and kept them from extermination.


  She landed in their midst from a survey-ship offshore from an island which on the map is called Tanit. The morning of her arrival was quite ordinary. There was no sunrise, of course. There never is. There was blackness everywhere at first, and then the sky became ever-so-faintly gray, and the cloudbank overhead lightened by imperceptible degrees, and presently it was morning with leaping waves all about the ship and foaming surf on the beaches and at the foot of the cliffs of the island a mile away. She prepared to land alone, as a field expedition in anthropology with qualified assistants in the base, which was the ship. Her purpose was pure science, but the reason was interplanetary trade.


  Venus wasn’t well-settled then, and the cost of transportation to Earth was so high that only very precious things indeed could stand the cost and show a profit. But in the Krug Archipelago such a product had been found. It was crythli pearls and pearl-shell. They were utterly beautiful and utterly past imitation. They were the most desirable gems that men had ever seen, and their value was fabulous. But the few—still extremely rare—specimens which had been found had been discovered in the possession of male Krug in the jungles, The Krug were not anxious to part with them. They mentioned Th’Tark and females—the latter very reluctantly—and shut up. Moreover, when a Krug began to gather crythli shell and pearls, it was a sign that shortly he would disappear. Permanently. So trade in crythli pearls and pearl-shell languished, and the economic status of the Venusian colony needed interplanetary exchange. Hence Miss Cummings.


  On this particular morning a helicopter lifted heavily from the ship and droned toward the island. Miss Cummings was in a landing-basket slung below. At four thousand feet altitude she could see the whole island, ringed by foam, with high mountains and broad valleys in its interior. The copter skimmed sharp-edged mountain-peaks and then settled down and down into the valley where a chosen village lay. The village had been studied by telephotography from the air, and Miss Cummings already had a fascinating list of questions to be answered. Why, for example, were there only females and Krug-children in the village? No picture had showed any male older than what would be earliest teen-age in a human. Was it true that the larger, kraal-like thatched dwellings belonged to multiparous lady Krug, while the curiously incomplete circle of quite small houses belonged to hopeful maidens? And those small, rounded, flower-beds before the kraal-houses. Filter-photography insisted that they were tastefully bordered with crythli shell, used by the Krug as clam-shells are sometimes used by the owners of beach-cottages on Earth. If this were true, they were fabulously valuable and the prosperity of the human colony on Venus required that they be acquired—by peaceful means if possible, but acquired—for shipment back to Earth.


  Miss Cummings knew the blissful anticipation of a lady anthropologist with a new culture to study and assurance of credit for the job. She was utterly happy as the copter droned on down to land her for the beginning of her research. Of all things and persons in the solar system, she thought least of Ray Hale. Rut he was of paramount importance to her job, actually. As she watched the sprawling, thatched-roof village enlarge at her approach, Hale was doing some research, too. That very same morning, in fact. But his methods were his own.


  He had quite a reputation, had Hale. The colonial government had learned of his arrival on Venus just too late to grab him before he vanished into unexplored territory. He wasn’t welcome on a newly colonized planet. He’d caused the First Native War on Mars, by taking advantage of die fact that at that time human law had not defined the killing of Martians as murder. He was responsible for the B’setse Massacre on Titan, when a hundred and fifty human colonists died as the result of his treatment of the most ancient and therefore richest of the Titanian natives nearby. He got away with rich loot from Titan, as he had on Mars, but colonial government officials didn’t want him around.


  On this particular morning, pot three hundred miles from where Miss Cummings landed, he was doing research in his own fashion. He’d caught a male Krug and was extracting information from him. Traders after crythli shell had developed a sort of pidgin-Krug with which limited communication was possible, and Hale used that as part of his process. The rest of it would not be nice to describe. But he was forcing his captive to try to tell him, by an inadequate means of communication, facts he probably didn’t know about mysteries he almost certainly didn’t understand and positively didn’t like to think about.


  It was an extremely revolting performance, and it lasted a long time, but Hale probably enjoyed it. He was still a fairly handsome man—his good looks had been important in the affair causing Miss Cummings’ passionate desire for lightning to strike him—but he wasn’t at all attractive as he worked on the Krug. The whole business was ghastly, but Th’Tark probably allowed it. After all, it bore upon the preservation of the Krug race and culture from extermination.


  In any case, when Hale finally killed the Krug and washed the debris overboard from the deck of his stolen boat, he knew where crythli shells were found. But he didn’t think of looking for them himself. Instead, he took other information the Krug had yielded, and rather zestfully worked out a pattern for action which should yield him all the crythli pearls a man could want. The shell itself was precious, as mother-of-pearl had been, but the pearls themselves were more precious a thousand times over.


  Three hundred miles away, Miss Cummings arrived at the chosen village. The helicopter circled that straggling settlement and a small horde of Krug swarmed out to stare up at it. Maybe they thought Th’Tark had something to do with it. (Maybe Th’Tark had.) They stared up—almost exclusively female. The exceptions were children—boy-Krug. The copter settled gently until the landing-basket touched ground. Miss Cummings cast off. The copter rose to the cloud-bank overhead where Th’Tark was reputed to dwell, and remained handy to come back within two minutes if Miss Cummings called for it by communicator. She had a small, nearly invisible hand-weapon with which to hold Krug off that long if necessary.


  She didn’t need to. The villagers approached her warily. But they observed that she was female. She had adopted a costume which emphasized the Krugoid features of a human woman. She held up gifts. Beaming, she offered them.


  In five minutes she informed the copter crew that she wouldn’t need them, but they stayed overhead anyhow just in case.


  The business of making friends went on swimmingly. Miss Cummings was beautifully equipped for field investigation of a female social system. Before coming to Venus she’d taught denatured anthropology to classes of human college girls. She knew her females. For example, the older matrons of the Krug village had exactly the authoritative and self-satisfied air of a committee of college alumnae. They were middle-aged or older and accustomed to having their own way under all circumstances.


  To them Miss Cummings was charmingly deferential. There was one awkward moment, but it soon passed over. Miss Cummings, trying to begin speech, pointed to some object and used the trade-Krug male language word for it. Her audience tittered. Miss Cummings knew instantly that male and female Krug spoke different languages—as in some primitive cultures on Earth—and it was indecorous for one sex to use a noun or verb appropriate to the other. But Miss Cummings made no other break, The younger females, she observed, wore the impatient expression of human college girls. She addressed them cheerfully. To the older matrons she distributed necklaces of fluorescent beads and to the younger she passed out bracelets and small mirrors. The young females thereupon treated her with the tolerant condescension the young give to the older in all races without exception.


  She even dealt adequately with the children. Mature Krug wore crudely woven garments, but the. Krug-children were as innocent of clothing as of guile. To them she distributed sweetmeats. Not candy, of course. Krug taste-buds are not like human ones. She passed out bonbons of almost pure quinine and the Krug-children went into ecstasies over the luxury. But Miss Cummings discovered that the community did not approve the wasting of such things upon boys.


  Only future Krug matrons were worthy of largesse.


  By nightfall Miss Cummings had been accepted as a welcome visitor and assigned one of the smaller houses in the incomplete circle which from air-photos had been considered the maidens’ houses. Next day she set to work to acquire a vocabulary.


  Hale—a shade under three hundred miles away, now—caught a second Krug male. This time he chose one of the youngest of those dispirited creatures who loaf and lurk in the jungles of the Krug islands. This creature he treated gently, at intervals, plying him with quinine and alternate beatings and cajolings. He got from him—and recorded for study—the female-language words which the younger Krug remembered more fully than an older one would have done. It was a racking experience for the adolescent Krug. He’d been kicked out of his village and stridently told to go and associate with the other worthless males in the jungle. He was embittered. But Hale made him recall and repeat all his childhood experiences. In the end he kicked his second captive ashore and prepared to make use of the data he’d acquired. He had no faintest desire to perform any action for the preservation of the Krug race. It just happened that way—though only Th’Tark could possibly have thought of it in advance. If there is a Th’Tark.


  At the end of a week in the village, Miss Cummings was in an anthropologist’s idea of heaven. She was doing the first known research on an extensive race-culture, and she had skilled help on the steamer, and she would get all the credit. But the help was important. For example, the Krug language required careful analysis. Not only were there male and female versions which were wholly unlike, but there were honorific terms as in Japanese, which could have been pitfalls. Different forms of address were used to different Krug matrons according to whether they had one or two or more children up to a dozen, after which a super-honorific applied. This could have caused trouble.


  With the research staff on the ship, however, she learned to speak with remarkable speed. Up to a certain point. At a definite place she ran into frustration. As a human being, Miss Cummings could never fully believe that the Krug language had no word meaning why? The lack of it was like a blank stone wall preventing progress. Her communicator sent all her gathered information to the ship, with her comments. The philologists labored over it. In long discussions between ship and village, Miss Cummings led in the discovery that the language had only one gender (female) but all personal pronouns had thirty-two forms, honorific or self-deprecatory. There was an incredibly complex system of verb-conjugations, and a fine and adequate vocabulary of nouns. But all the nouns were proper ones!


  The word which meant tree meant this tree. There was no word for the abstract notion of treeness which was common to all arborescent plants. Therefore there was no verbal machinery for the operations of logic.


  On the face of it, the fact was impossible. The Krug were civilized in their fashion, and they definitely used speech to convey objective information. But they did not discuss. They did not argue. They were invincibly literalminded, and therefore they were probably quite happy. But Miss Cummings was not pleased when she asked about this custom and that—and the framing of a question was a tortuous process—and received the bland and irrelevant reply that she was this-unmarried-female. She couldn’t ask why her status prevented her being told. There was no why. It was definitely a female culture.


  She seethed. She almost resented her unmarried state, since it prevented the pursuance of anthropological research. With the peculiar jealousy of a woman scientific worker, she began to envision a married woman being hastily supplied with the data she’d compiled and then sent in to replace her. It could be said that she burned.


  Th’Tark could have told her to be at ease, of course, if anybody could. If the Krug were to escape extermination by the march of progress, Miss Cummings had to be responsible. Because she knew Ray Hale.


  He’d gathered quite a lot of information she didn’t have, by the time the language difficulty had reached its most frustrating form for her. Before she’d been in the village more than two weeks, Hale had acquired close to a quart of crythli pearls—and no trader had ever before been able to gather as many as half a dozen in one trading-season from the Krug. Some of those that Hale acquired were rather crudely pierced for stringing, but he was well over a millionaire in crythli pearls, already, and they’d only cost him a couple of weeks of research and a few hair-raising moments and a crime most men would queasily prefer not to commit. But it wasn’t murder, because Krug hadn’t yet been ruled human—under the laws forbidding homicide.


  In her third week in the village, Miss Cummings witnessed a partial parallel to Hale’s enterprise, though she didn’t know it.


  It began at daybreak, when she was wakened by the morning-noises. There were snickering, giggling noises from the jungle, which was only a hundred yards from the incomplete circle of maidens’-huts. There were boomings deeper in among the trees, and something honked discordantly, and something else made sounds as if of hysterical laughter. But Miss Cummings was used to such sounds now. They were commonplace. The noises that disturbed her were speech-sounds.


  There were chitterings which were children—boys and females together. There were deeper, authoritative, firm notes which were those of matrons. There was a great congregation of the village near Miss Cummings’ house.


  She dressed herself and went out-of-doors. All the village was assembled in the center of the maidens’-huts ring. The unmarried-females were gathered together, and they fairly jittered with hopeful agitation. The Krug-children raced and scampered about a solemn group of the older females. Miss Cummings approached, with her communicator turned on and relaying everything to the tape-recorders on the ship. As she drew near, she saw that a crythli shell was being passed from hand to hand among the older matrons. They examined it with great care and extreme minuteness. They acted, indeed, like short-sighted alumnae caught without their eyeglasses and seeming rather to smell than to look at some interesting object.


  The oldest, stoutest female—possessed of a preposterous number of offspring—seemed to debate a very long time. The maidens jittered more visibly than before. Then the oldest female solemnly handed the crythli-shell to one of them. The maiden clasped it to her breast with dramatic satisfaction. This particular young female stood out in Miss Cummings’ mind because in a Kruggish way she resembled a frog-like undergraduate who’d infested one of Miss Cummings’ classes at her woman’s college on Earth. That undergraduate, with thick spectacles and buck teeth and an irritating personality, had been married the day after graduation to a millionaire. It had seemed injustice at the time. Now her Krug opposite number was plainly chosen for some splendid prize. The crythli shell, incidentally, would have fetched a good fifteen thousand credits in Venus City, and several times that on Earth.


  A gabbling uproar rose, and the other maidens looked bitter over their contemporary’s triumph. The matrons gathered about the chosen one, beaming at her. The Krug children burst into a run for the jungle. They vanished in its depths.


  Miss Cummings fumed because all this was inexplicable and she couldn’t ask the question, “Why?”


  The morning passed. Miss Cummings, in her hut, conferred with her aides and superiors on the ship offshore. Whatever was coming, it was without precedent in this research. Therefore it must be important. She was urged not to miss any developments.


  She went out as the village children returned from the jungle. They carried burdens. There were logs of the hollow, cane-like jungle-trees which broke off cleanly at their joints. They were of diverse lengths and thicknesses. Other children staggered under loads of jungle-leaves and vines and creepers. They marched to that part of the village where the kraallike dwellings stood. They began to construct a new house.


  This was as remarkable as anything else about the whole Krug culture. No adult supervised. No instructions were issued. The children swarmed about the enterprise like so many bees, and if Miss Cummings had not been engaged in getting barred from all the matrons and the frog-faced Krug girl, she would have gaped as the house went up. Because it was done perfectly. With a precision they could not possibly have learned, the Krug children heaved the feather-light logs into upright position without even a floor-plan scratched on the ground. They deftly flipped crosspieces into place and tied them with vines. They established a roofing framework in the same fashion and thatched it with absolute competence. Then they stuck limber saplings here and there and began matter-of-factly to thatch down the walls. In a matter of some four hours they had built a house indistinguishable from the kraal-like dwellings of the matrons, only with fewer rooms. But extra rooms could be added.


  Having performed the work without instructions, they ceased it without being dismissed. Five minutes after it was done they were busy again with the normal and zestful and quite useless occupations of Krug childhood. And perhaps the most astonishing thing about the whole job was that there was neither anything lacking in the house nor any material left over. They’d brought back exactly enough.


  It was too much for Miss Cummings to grasp. She was striving to gather information on what she considered more important matters. Barred from the society of the matrons, for today, she visited the other maidens in their huts. She found them occupied as usual. Some of them wove. Miss Cummings had shown them minor improvements in the process which improved their product, but they ignored her instructions. They used the cloth she’d partly woven, but they did not adopt her changes.


  Miss Cummings chatted with them, subject to the limitations of the language. She could say “this cloth-is-good” or “I-come-to-visit-you.” And they could agree. She could observe “the-house-is-becoming,” meaning that it was being built. Which was similarly true. She could even say, and did say, “the-maiden-with-the-crythli-shell-is-not-where-we-are.” They agreed to that, also. But Miss Cummings, bursting with scientific curiosity, could not ask why a new house had been built or where the crythli shell had come from or why it was presented to the frog-like maiden and what it signified. The language blocked all efforts.


  Roy Hale could have told her, though. He was only two hundred miles away, then, and he now had three quarts of crythli pearls and did not even bother to own more than a few shells—though practically any shell was worth ten thousand credits in Venus City. He was a multi-multi-millionaire in crythli pearls, and still he planned to grow richer. He considered it humorous that there was no law forbidding his enterprise. It had not been defined that Krug were human, and therefore there was no penalty for killing them.


  But to Miss Cummings the matter was still mystery. A crythli shell in the center of the maidens’-hut ring. The gift of the shell to the especially repulsive Krug girl. The building of a house. The complete withdrawal into privacy of the Krug maiden and all the matrons. Miss Cummings made wild guesses and waited for something to happen to solve the mystery.


  She had to wait until evening—until the cloudbank overhead began faintly to dim, since there were no sunsets on Venus. The light was no more than halfway faded when the Krug girl came out of the newly built kraal-house.


  Miss Cummings saw her and fairly sputtered her excitement into the communicator.


  The Krug girl sat down before the new house with an air of elaborate unconcern. Always, previously, she had worn the single crude cloth garment of her sister-maidens. Now she wore a quite special outfit of which Miss Cummings had had no inkling before. But being a woman she grasped its marvelousness and its meaning instantly. The Krug girl was dressed as a bride. But no human bride was ever arrayed in a headdress of crythli pearls which would have sold for millions on the Earth-market, nor wore necklaces of crythli pearls no mere millionaire could have hoped to buy, nor did any human bride ever wear arm-lets and belts and breast-plates of crythli shell, when a reasonably rich man’s wife only hoped wistfully to own a single small shell disk.


  Miss Cummings gasped the news into the communicator, She was about to witness, she said agitatedly, the marriage ceremony of the Krug. It must be! It was the more certain because there was no visible bridegroom!


  The village gathered. Behind die gaudily decorated Krug girl the matrons of the village took their places. They were stout and bland and infinitely satisfied with themselves and all the world, They looked rather like an alumnae group posing for a photograph on their twentieth class reunion. As the cloudbank overhead became darker and darker and more nearly black, there was a hushed waiting atmosphere everywhere, The children appeared. They came filing out in a long line. The foremost—a Krug child barely toddling—carried a lighted torch with tremendous solicitude. The others carried things which might also be torches, but were unlighted, There was silence save for the noises of the nearby jungle. The cloudbank darkened and darkened, and presently it was truly night. There was no light anywhere in the village except the one small torch in the hands of a toddling Krug child. And nothing happened for a very long time.


  Then came crisp, grunting commands from the oldest of the matrons, The small child reached its light to the next. A second torch flamed. That torch swung to a third, and that to a fourth, and so on until fifty flaring, sparkling flames furnished a brighter light than Miss Cummings had ever seen in the village after nightfall.


  Then, and only then, she saw the bridegroom. In the darkness, guided by the first and only burning torch, the male Krug had crept into the village and to the new house. He had doubtless been perceived, but Th’Tark had undoubtedly ordained that a pretense of invisibility should rule until he stood before his bride.


  Now he seemed to shrivel in the torchlight. He appeared at once desperately to wish to be anywhere else on the planet—in which he was like many human bridegrooms—and despairingly to be resigned to his fate. In the torchlight, seeming numbed in some fashion, he unburdened himself of crythli shells. He laid them down, one by one, before the adorned but stonily unresponsive maiden. Shell after shell to a fabulous value was piled before her. He actually laid down a full two dozen of the gleaming things. Most human girls would have grown starry-eyed if presented with a single one.


  He straightened up. The torchlight glistened on his body. Miss Cummings had an impression that he sweated like a man in absolute terror and despair.


  The most ancient of the matrons grunted.


  The seated, decorated Krug-bride looked scornfully upon the despised male. But, very, very condescendingly, she rose. She faced him. Then she reached out her hand and with a sort of infinite and conscious generosity she touched him. Which act of abandoning aversion appeared to be the official climax of the wedding.


  There was a clamor. The children dashed their torches to the ground and stamped on them. The village reverted to darkness. Miss Cummings heard rustlings all about her as if the inhabitants of the village returned to their homes, the ceremony over.


  She made her own way to her own maidens’-circle hut and settled down zestfully for a long conference over the communicator. She reported the wedding with the enthusiasm and rapturous sentimentality of a lady society reporter at the wedding of a human heiress to an Earth-Council member. She gloated over the bride’s costume. Being a woman she considered the relative insignificance of the bridegroom and his total lack of male attendants a right and proper thing. She was even sentimental about the symbolism of the bride’s formally excepting this one male from her abhorrence of masculine creation.


  Presently she calmed down enough to talk proper anthropological shop. The absence of other males from the village population remained odd, but there were references to analogous social customs on Earth. There was a Himalayan culture in which after marriage there was a honeymoon lasting only three days, when the bride and bridegroom separated for most of a year before setting up housekeeping together. There was an Indo-Chinese culture in which females affected to ignore the existence of males for an almost indefinite period, remaining in their parental home until the bride’s parents insisted that their daughter’s husband take over the support of his by-then-numerous offspring. There were many human customs suggested by this Krug wedding. There was enthusiastic anthropological shop-talk on the ether-waves of Venus, that night.


  Next morning Miss Cummings happily noted that the bride appeared in her usual costume—with only a little more cloth added to it in token of her matronly status—and joined the matrons in their activities. She was addressed by a new honorific, and all the personal pronouns appropriate to an unmarried girl were now changed in her speech and in speech to her. But her husband did not appear at all. Miss Cummings had almost expected it.


  There was one other interesting item. Miss Cummings got up at the break of day, but not in time to see the ornamentation of the mounded, rounded flower-bed now existing before the home of the new matron. It had quite two dozen crythli shells disposed about it, but of course the flowers were not yet established. They had been planted, though.


  Miss Cummings and her aides on the ship discussed the matter exhaustively. The crythli-shell gift of the bridegroom had its parallel in bride-prices paid on Earth. There had possibly been an additional gift of pearls which Miss Cummings had not observed. The use of precious shells to decorate a flower-bed was conspicuous waste like the potlatch festivals of Alaskan Indians. The fact that the bride-gift was without utility-value resembled the old Bornean custom, in which an aspiring lover had to present a new-taken human head to his inamorata, for her to think him a good catch.


  The village settled down again. The bride faithfully watered the plants in her shell-bordered flower-garden. She preened herself on her new status. But her husband remained invisible.


  Miss Cummings practically forgot about him during the week that followed. A disturbing change in her own status was beginning to appear. She was taking up, now, the distribution of authority in the village, and discovered that the oldest of the matrons had begun to regard her with a disturbing disapproval.


  The status of this pompous dowager was approximately that of headwoman of the village, yet the authority she exercised was not quite that of command. From time to time she gave what could be considered signals for community activity—for cultivating the soil, for repairing the community huts. Everybody worked at whatever she indicated was to be the activity for the day. But she gave no orders. Nobody asked for instructions. Everyone down to the smallest Krug child seemed to know perfectly every duty that might be required. And conversation was strictly confined to observations of objective fact.


  When Miss Cummings had been in the village for five weeks, she received a special call from this strutting and authoritative female. The matron-Krug came to Miss Cummings’ maiden-hut and regarded her with disapproval. Her air was something like the aloof scorn with which an elderly married alumna, revisiting the college of her youth, looks upon a middle-aged and unmarried professor who seems unlikely to emulate the alumna’s career. The stout lady Krug made two statements to Miss Cummings. The first one, the philologists on the ship decided, could be translated as meaning, “you-are-venerable-and-have-no-children.” The second would be translated variously as finish, end, termination, or practically any word meaning finality. The Krug matron then formally handed Miss Cummings an odd pointed instrument made out of the only really hard wood to grow in the Krug Archipelago. And she waddled out of Miss Cummings’ hut.


  Miss Cummings, disturbed, transmitted a picture of the instrument to the survey-ship. The anthropological staff was able to determine that it was old, that it was sharp, and that it was enigmatic. Miss Cummings, however, had an intuition. She did not like it.


  Here, Miss Cummings’ instincts served her better than Ray Hale’s methods of research. She could guess what it was for, and he could not. At this time he was less than seventy miles from Miss Cummings’ island. He knew more about crythli pearls and shell than any other human being. But he didn’t know about that instrument.


  Miss Cummings guessed indignantly. The Krug were absolutely practical creatures. The most ancient matron had decided that Miss Cummings was too old to find a husband. So she had stated the fact and given Miss Cummings the sharp and nasty instrument so Miss Cummings could take appropriate action.


  Miss Cummings furiously determined to do nothing of the kind. They couldn’t make her commit suicide! But if she didn’t carry out the instructions—obey the signal—do whatever obedience to the head-woman’s observations would be—why . . . they might do it for her!


  Miss Cummings raged privately. She might have to be withdrawn from her field investigation! Another female anthropologist might have to take over! It could mean that the definitive anthropological report on the Krug race-culture would be written by somebody else, and contain merely a falsely warm acknowledgement of her contribution to the study in a preface nobody would ever read!


  Miss Cummings began to wear a chip on her shoulder.


  It seemed to her that the villagers regarded her with mild reproof for being alive. The most authoritative matron stopped her in the street and repeated her two statements—the one that meant she was venerable without children, and the one meaning finality. A day or so later, two other matrons repeated them. A day later still, and Miss Cummings found herself ostracized. Even the Krug maidens said coldly to her that she was venerable and had no children and—finality.


  It was heart-breaking, and it was more than a little frightening. But also it was enraging. Miss Cummings felt that the Krug were her project! They belonged to her! She had learned their language! She had made complete evaluations of their technology and work-habits and the gradations of social prestige and had reported fully on their marriage-customs! She would not give them up!


  She took to sleeping with the tiny, almost invisible hand-weapon under her head—so far as she managed to sleep at all. But after two days in which she was ignored by all the village, she slept from pure weariness and then was awakened by the usual morning-noises from the jungle, Only this morning she found herself sitting bolt upright, and frightened.


  She heard voices. Krug voices. Her heart skipped beats. Perhaps this would be violence on the way.


  She’d been given the signal to commit suicide and she hadn’t done it. Perhaps now she was to have forcible assistance . . .


  She peered out of her doorway, ready to give an emergency-signal for rescue by helicopters from the ship. There was a great congregation of the village in the center of the maidens’ circle of huts. Krug-children raced and scampered about. The maidens of the village fairly jittered with hopeful agitation. The congress of matrons examined a crythli shell. As before, they examined it in the matter of near-sighted alumnae caught without their glasses. As if they were smelling it.


  Then the most ancient matron, the headwoman of the village, made grunting noises to the others. She marched firmly to the hut occupied by Miss Cummings. She presented the crythli shell. And Miss Cummings took it.


  She explained the matter crisply to her associates on the survey-ship. She would expect, she said, to be picked up shortly after nightfall. She would give a suitable warning and advance estimate of the time. But this was a perfect opportunity to record the initiatory ceremonies preceding matrimony among the Krug. It could not be expected that anybody else would have the same chance. So, once the male Krug had appeared, she would expect helicopters to drop smoke-bombs, descend in their midst guided by aerial flares, and carry her away with the absolutely invaluable anthropological treasure of a Krug bridal outfit. In the meanwhile she was, of course, armed.


  The children rushed into the jungle. They returned and began to build a house. Miss Cummings, herself, was taken in hand by the village matrons. She had her personal communicator turned on and during all the daylight hours it transmitted scientific anthropological data which sent the staff on the survey-ship into ecstasies. Much of it is still unintelligible, and nobody but another anthropologist would find any of it interesting. But it all got down on tape. For one thing, there was more detailed data about Th’Tark than anybody had dreamed existed, and Miss Cummings’ claim to be the authority on the Krug was settled for all time.


  There was just one curious omission in the staff’s and Miss Cummings’ reaction. It did not occur to them that Th’Tark might have arranged their triumph, as part of the business of keeping the Krug from being exterminated.


  Presently the cloudbank began to shade slightly toward a darker hue, and when it was distinctly gray Miss Cummings came out of the new kraal-type house that had been built for her prospective matronly estate. She wore the bridal costume of the village. And even Miss Cummings was almost overwhelmed by its richness. It was barbaric, of course. It was crude. But the luminous, changing colors of the pearl headdress and necklaces, and the incredible richness of the arm-bands and shell ornament gave her an extraordinary sensation.


  The light faded still more, and the children disappeared, and presently the sky was black—and consequently all of the village—and then they returned, with the smallest child of all carrying a lighted torch while the others bore unlighted ones.


  Miss Cummings sat in darkness, arrayed in wedding garb of a richness such as no human daughter of a sultan ever wore. There were the night-noises of the jungle. She murmured into her communicator, A reassuring voice spoke in her invisible ear-receiver. The copter rescue-party was ready. Besides, she had her small hand-weapon in case of need. She was not even faintly timid, now. The data obtained today had made her scientific reputation permanent. From now on she would be secure in the fame of being the first truly great authority on the race-culture of the Krug of the Summer Sea on Venus. With that splendor in mind, she could not be afraid. And after five weeks and more in a Krug village she could assuredly not be frightened by any mere male!


  There was a single, flickering torch some fifty yards away, solicitously held by the smallest Krug child. There was a waiting, breathless silence for a very long time.


  Then a voice panted words in Kruggish speech. A matron grunted. The child with die lighted torch passed the flame to another. The lighting spread. There were fifty flaming torches in the village night.


  And Miss Cummings looked with dazed, and shocked, and wholly incredulous eyes at Ray Hale.


  He was smeared with pigments to enhance the Kruglikeness of the human race. He bore a burden of crythli shell. He looked at her, and his eyes widened with shock. Then sweat poured out on his skin in the torchlight. He knew her not only as a human woman, but as herself—and he was the one person she unfeignedly and by long habit hated past all considerations of charity.


  He swallowed, and then panted: “Play up! Or we’ll both be killed!”


  Miss Cummings caught her breath. He said more shrilly:


  “Play up, I tell you!”


  Miss Cummings said unsteadily, with her voice a mere whisper: “There are copters overhead. I’ve only to call them—”


  Hale glared at her like a trapped wild beast. His desperation was so evident that Miss Cummings sensed a deep approval among the female Krug about her.


  “You married my little sister,” said Miss Cummings in a strange, toneless monotone. “She loved you, and you broke her heart. You beat her! You were everything that was vile to her—and she died when you left her because she loved you. I’ve prayed that death would strike you down! Oh, you beast-beast-beast—”


  A murmur of admiration from the Krug matrons. At least, it seemed so. Hale sweated in the torchlight. He gabbled:


  “They’ll kill me if you don’t play up! You too!”


  It was a lie. Miss Cummings did not know how she knew, but she was fully aware that her behavior accorded with the ideal of Kruggish female scorn of all masculinity. The most proper of previous Krug maidens had never displayed such magnificent scorn for their bridegrooms. Miss Cummings was abstractedly aware that she would be the pattern of bridal propriety from now on.


  Ray Hale put down a crythli shell. He trembled with his terror, but he went through the routine of matrimony among the Krug. Shell after lustrous shell, coiled, iridescent, color-changing beauty—he laid down the customary offering before Miss Cummings.


  “I can let them kill you,” she whispered, her throat taut. “They won’t be punished. I can let them kill you as you should be killed—or I can call down the copters . . .”


  There was a voice in her ears. The rescue-party overhead was ready to swoop down, but it was bewildered. They were waiting a summons for action. They heard highly improbable human speech where nothing of the sort should be. The voice asked anxious questions. Miss Cummings recovered herself.


  “Something unexpected has developed,” she said in a level voice for her communicator to send aloft. “I find that I am perfectly safe. I am confident that I will not need to be rescued. But make sure that all the recorders are ready for later data.”


  She flipped off the communicator-switch.


  In the torchlight Ray Hale looked convincingly Kruglike and desperate and despairing as he ceased the putting-down of shell and stared at Miss Cummings with the air of a man who has heard his death sentence and waits for it to be carried out. He suddenly babbled:


  “Here! Pearls! I’ll give you all of them! Gallons of them! Anything—anything! But don’t let them kill me . . .


  He poured a double handful of crythli pearls into her lap. And Miss Cummings rose. She was ashen-white, and she hated Ray Hale as she had never hated any other human being. But she was also an anthropologist. And Hale could not possibly have undertaken this enterprise if he hadn’t gathered scientific information Miss Cummings still lacked.


  Her lips twisted themselves into the most mirthless and seemingly most scornful of smiles. Actually, it was a grimace of anguish. She reached out and touched him—with the muzzle of her almost-invisible handweapon.


  “If you try to escape in the darkness,” said Miss Cummings, “I will pull the trigger when I feel no pressure on this gun.”


  A child dashed a torch to the ground. Instantly all the spouting flames were rolling in the earth and small Krug children were stamping on them. Miss Cummings shepherded Hale into the kraal-house that had been built that day for her.


  “I think,” she said thinly, “you have information I lack. I shall turn on my communicator, now, and you will tell all you know about the Krug. It will be recorded for study. Then I will decide whether to kill you or not.”


  She stood beside him in the darkness. He gasped. She prodded him with questions—and with the weapon.


  The weapon was part of Miss Cummings’ equipment. It was very small, and it fired electronically, and when the slack on the trigger was taken up it necessarily emitted microwave radiation. The fact was very useful on Earth. It made the illicit use of weapons impractical, because armed officers arrived within minutes anywhere the trigger-slack of a weapon was taken up, and this worked out nicely for law-abiding citizens, but not so well for the lawless. On Venus the same fact kept non-terrestrials from making use of human weapons without permission. But for Miss Cummings, the important thing was that the emission of radiation from an electronic weapon was accompanied by a high-pitched humming sound.


  Hale heard the thin drone of the pistol, and knew that Miss Cummings had only to tighten her finger ever so slightly to end his life. The sound meant that she was ready and willing to do it.


  He whimpered. He was in a very great hurry to leave the bridal dwelling. He’d meant to remain there only minutes. But he did not dare to say why. When Miss Cummings asked him questions in a thinly level voice, he babbled an almost incoherent excuse for trying to go through the Krug marriage ceremony with a Krug female. But Miss Cummings wore the crythli-pearl headdress. She stopped him.


  The thin whining sound of the ready-for-firing weapon drove him frantic, in combination with his other reasons for fear. He panted the truth. He’d made the ceremonial offering of a crythli shell to the center of the circle of maidens’ cottages. He’d known that a bride would be chosen and a kraal-house built. The instant he entered the dwelling he meant—lie panted it—to knock the female unconscious and escape with the costume worth millions of credits on Earth.


  “But,” said Miss Cummings with the same thin steadiness, “you offered me gallons of pearls. How many times have you done this?” He whimpered. He quivered with the need to flee. But she said as steadily and as deliberately as before:


  “You would not risk only stunning the brides. You killed them, did you not? You strangled them?” Hale babbled that the Krug were not human. It was not murder to kill them. And this was true—so far. Hale was mad to get away from the village now. Miss Cummings considered that he was fearful of a copter coming to pick him up as a criminal.


  “Nobody will come from the ship unless I call them,” she said with a sort of unearthly reasonableness. “It would spoil my research project for a copter to land in the village. But my sister died because she loved you. If you wish to live, you will tell me . . .”


  What followed was one of the most peculiar data-gathering interviews in the history of anthropology. With his own reasons for desperate and headlong flight urging him, and the whine of the taut-triggered weapon holding him still, Hale tried—stumbling over his words in his haste—to answer all Miss Cummings chose to ask. He did not even try to lie. He gabbled in his effort to satisfy her scientific curiosity in the shortest possible time. He trembled. He shook. Presently his breathing was only gasps. But she was inexorable. She held consultations with the ship to clarify what other questions she should ask. She reflected, and phrased her questions with precision. And all the time the weapon whined softly, ready to destroy Hale if he tried to flee.


  It was an excellent interview, though. Miss Cummings got a full picture of the male side of the marriage-custom story, which no trader had been able to do. Male Krug were despised. But to marry they had to gather crythli shells. Preferably those bearing pearls. Tending to grow incoherent in his haste, Hale told her where the crythli shells were found and how they had to be acquired. Only a Krug would do it, and a Krug wouldn’t do it for money. It had to be the stark necessity which drove a Krug to marriage . . .


  “I’ve got to get away from here!” panted Hale shrilly. “I can’t stay here! I can’t—I can’t—”


  Miss Cummings said thinly:


  “I shall remain in the village a few days more to gather the data needed to complete what I know now. It would be inconvenient to have your body here. So I do not kill you. Go!”


  She drew back the muzzle of the weapon, but it still whined faintly. She was aware of exhaustion, now. She’d remained standing and terribly tense for a length of time she didn’t realize. Actually it was to be measured in hours. Only an anthropologist could have done it, and only then to gather information there would be no second chance to procure. Miss Cummings felt herself wilting as Hale sprang away from her and dived desperately into the blackness outside the kraal-house door.


  But, weary as she was, she burst incontinently into sobs. She had been very, very fond of the sister whom Hale had married fifteen years before and who had died of her love for him. Miss Cummings wept exhaustedly. She was too exhausted even to try to muffle her sobbing.


  But this, as it happened, was considered suitable behavior in a new matron. Among the Krug a new-wedded bride weeps loudly when her brand new husband makes his way back into the darkness from which he came. It is, in a way, a signal of his departure. Also, it covers any sounds that may be made outside.


  As in this case.


  When Miss Cummings appeared in public, next morning, she was saluted with the honorific pronouns she rated as a married lady Krug. She was regarded with complete approval, and in a matter of four days more she had gathered absolutely all the information the Krug female language could convey in the absence of a word for why. She felt only one minor disappointment as an anthropologist. It was that she did not take part in the making of the mound-like flower-bed she found before her kraal-house in the morning, nor in its decoration with the crythli shell that Hale had set out in the torchlight. Even the flowers were planted for her. But she watered them dutifully.


  Before the week was out she went back to the ship, to the stark amazement of the Krug. In time she wrote a book about the Krug culture which brought her eminence among anthropologists and is still the standard work. Incidentally, her book prevented the extermination of the Krug by revealing where the crythli mollusks grow and how they have to be obtained. Humans do not attempt to gather them. They still leave that to the Krug. But it is now the custom to purchase the decorative shells from Krug villages when a kraal-house is torn down because of the demise of the lady Krug who lived in it. Then the crythli shells have no more significance to the Krug, and they part with them readily for a fair price in quinine. Which, of course, means that the supply of crythli shell is steady but moderate and the price remains stable—which is good for interplanetary trade. Sometimes a few pearls are purchased, too.


  And this may possibly have been the reason for the whole affair. Th’Tark could have arranged it. If there is a Th’Tark, this could be the explanation. But one has doubts.


  The most recent editions of Miss Cummings’ book have a three-page appendix added to them. The three pages add little of importance to the anthropological side of her work, but they do complete the biology. They report recent discoveries that once a Krug maiden becomes a matron, she produces offspring with a fine regularity for all the rest of her life, though she never sees her husband again. Biologists tend to speak of Krug males as “drones,” nowadays, by analogy with honey-bees and ants, whose males like the Krug are driven from the communities of working females, and who die after their mating. And philologists put a word in, too, arguing that since the Krug language is incapable of expressing the operations of logic, there is no evidence that the Krug think in concepts—i.e., that they are reasoning beings. And the biologists join in zestfully to point out that the Krug technology and symbiosis with vegetation is certainly no more complex than that of the leaf-cutter ants. Other myrmidae and some kinds of bees and wasps approach it, too. Altogether, they make out quite a case.


  The anthropologists consider that they have the last word, though. They point out triumphantly that the Krug must be considered human because there is no other case, among irrational animals, of social participation in a marriage rite. And especially, they point out, no other non-human creature engages in any sort of funerary activity. But the Krug do have a marriage ceremony. It is elaborate. They have a socially recognized honeymoon, during which the bride and her new husband are alone in the new home built for the bride, and during which for a matter of hours every other Krug returns to her own dwelling and the privacy of the wedded pair is absolute. Even the end of the honeymoon is no less officially recognized, because after a fixed interval—of as much as four hours—the Krug matrons gather about the hut again. When the new Krug bridegroom flees his new wife’s hut he is met by this committee of mated females. And they dispatch him very dexterously with a sharp wooden instrument and bury him in a neat mound before his widow’s door and ornament the mound with crythli shells.


  And afterward his widow dutifully waters the flowers that are planted there.


  This, the anthropologists say, is human behavior.


  It is not settled yet. Maybe Hale could throw some light upon the question. He knew a great deal about the Krug. Even in his frantic haste to tell all he knew, it took hours for Miss Cummings to exhaust her list of questions and the secondary questions suggested by his replies. Maybe he did know more than she learned from him, because she couldn’t but be affected by his frantic anxiety to be gone But nobody knows how much Hale had found out. He has never been seen since his Krug-wedding night, on Venus or elsewhere.


  Maybe the only way to find out the facts would be to ask Th’Tark; who could, just possibly, have arranged the whole affair. It prevented the extermination of the Krug by the march of progress Th’Tark would have wanted to bring that about, certainly.


  If there is or was a Th’Tark.


  ONE WOMAN FOR VENUS


  Winston K. Marks


  The governor of Venus must be celibate. Fuller had been conditioned by experts against all women. But things can happen in space that upset conditioning


  THE Governors of the Territory of Venus got younger and younger each five-year term. Ruling the sand-blasted empire of bubble-huts and un-breathable air, the Earth Council discovered, was not a job for age. It did require dignity, poise, and self-control which one normally associates with experience, but, regrettably, experience brought gray hairs and a fragility of body and mind that cracked under the mental, moral and physical buffeting that Earth’s outpost gave its nominal rulers.


  And so it was that at 26, Governor-Elect Raymond Fuller, fresh out of diplomatic school, found himself aboard the freighter Sullivan II, outward bound as an emergency replacement for 34-year-old Thomas Cottinghouse, the latest gubernatorial casualty to fail to complete his term. Cottinghouse had returned via the last passenger flight, eschewing the $50,000 bonus for finishing his fifth year of Tenure.


  Fuller was wrestler-built, narrow-hipped, cold-blooded and confident. To fortify his high I. Q. and emotional stability, the “psychers” had rushed him through a special fortnight of mental and physical conditioning. So confident were they after the final tests, Fuller note’. that they didn’t even demur when it was found that he must share the limited passenger accomodations with one Ramona Waverly, a female exile of considerable demoralizing potential.


  Fuller, himself, gave her scarcely a thought until well after blast-off. The heavy acceleration had diminished to the essential-to-well-being one gee that pushed gently from the deck in perfect simulation of Earth’s gravity, and his inner-ear mechanism and stomach responded quickly to normality. He arose from his couch in the cramped stateroom, pleased to find that his resiliency had overcome in minutes the blastoff effects that so often left passengers exhausted and nauseated for hours after departure. He was feeling fine.


  Sliding his stateroom door-panel back he stepped into the low-ceilinged box of a wardroom upon which his quarters opened directly. A cloud of faintly perfumed tobacco smoke assailed him, and his stomach stirred uneasily.


  He addressed the only other occupant, “I believe smoking is forbidden aboard.” He was firm and authoritative, and there was no trace of response in his voice to the rather startling sight that met his eyes.


  Ramona Waverly lounged supine on one of the two padded couches, a knee carelessly bent up throwing her single, translucent garment into a provocative dishabille. She was what? Nineteen? Twenty-nine? They had told Fuller, but it hadn’t seemed important enough to remember, and certainly the smooth narrow lines of her face and neck gave no hint.


  Her wide eyes, black as the tightly swept-back hair, moved leisurely over him. She dropped the offending knee and sat up drawing the filmy garment down to her ankles with an exaggerated, prim gesture.


  “So you don’t even smoke!” The words and tone of voice told Fuller that she knew all about him, knew that he was a graduate cum laude of the school of iron will, clean living and let’s-not-be-messing-around. The tone was a soft contralto to match her olive skin, and it was metropolitan and bored, inviting and contemptful, passionate and gelid, admiring and scornful. There was a trace of French accent.


  FULLER examined her with academic interest. On Venus she would be only one more female constituent of his pioneer colony, cooking, minding and solacing one of the 80,000 hard-bitten males who had ventured into space to wrest a mineral fortune from the inhospitable planet. But at the moment she represented the product of the odd method of recruiting found necessary to provide the Venusian immigrants with wives.


  Fuller seated himself opposite her, fanning a wisp of perfumed smoke away from his nostrils. “You were conditioned out of the nicotine habit. Why did you smuggle cigarettes aboard? On Venus there is enough to corrupt the lungs.” She shrugged a bare shoulder. “It was a habit I cherished. Like all my vices. No, it does not give me satisfaction now, but only the pleasure of a last defiance.”


  Typical, Fuller thought. “And which of your cherished vices got you exiled?”


  “Oooooh,” she puckered her dark eyebrows, “hardly a vice. I fed my ol’’usband bismuth for his ulcers.”


  “But bismuth is a common remedy for stomach trouble.”


  “Radio-active bismuth?” she replied with a grimace. “He died tres painfully and expensively.”


  Fuller remembered now, a self-made widow. And the vast fortune she had inherited before the insurance company gained an indictment had corrupted two judges and six juries. A conviction had been secure! against her only after her money ran out.


  “Why did you kill him?” Fuller asked curiously.


  “He was a sadist. Would you like to see my scars?”


  “Thanks, no. Why did you marry him in the first place?”


  “He was handsome like you. And wealthy. Ah, man cheric, so wealthy he was! But those lawyers! If they had gotten me a stay of execution of a single month more I would have been free. Such publicity! Such grande responde from my public!”


  That was what had troubled the court, she explained. Too much sympathy from the public. The judge had offered her the choice of exile or execution, and when she had chosen Venus, they had packed her off on this freighter before her ardent worshippers among the tabloid readers completed their fund campaign to finance and demand yet another appeal.


  She changed the subject abruptly. “What kept you to your stateroom for so long? I’ave been perishing with loneliness.”


  A faint pique arose in Fuller, that she had recovered from blast-off even more quickly than he. Also, the roving look with which her eyes took posession of him made him wish vaguely that approved masculine space-ship attire consisted of something more substantial than breech-clout and the sweatkerchief knotted loosely around his neck. No wonder the crew and even the officers were denied the wardroom for this particular trip. If Fuller had enjoyed a whit less faith in his rigorous moral conditioning, he should have been awash with misgivings.


  As it was he arose with a slight grunt and moved to the stingy port to stare through his pale reflection into the black void just inches from his nose. The prickle of body hairs coming unstuck from his moist skin gave him the weird sensation that Ramona was still sweeping him with her gaze. Then the hard brilliance of the stars struck through to his consciousness, and the immense importance and dignity of his mission came back to him.


  He was Raymond Thurston Fuller, youngest man ever to be appointed Governor of Venus. Calm. Incorruptible. A mountain of strength, physical and moral. Soon enough this poor girl would learn the rigors of her banishment to Venus. No point in worrying over her obvious designs on his emotions. So she had snared herself a millionaire with her sinuous body and pouting lips! Fuller was no spoiled darling looking for diversion. He was secure behind the thickest armor that quiet political ambition plus psychological conditioning could give him. He was a rock, a cold, intellectual entity trained to deal with the personnel problems of a tempestuous colony. No mere woman could penetrate that armor.


  He decided it, and the stars glittered back non-commitally.


  Turning, Fuller said, “Please remember, you are still under arrest. I have a full schedule of studying to complete before we arrive, so I’ll have to request that you comport yourself with restraint or remain in your stateroom.”


  Ramona looked from his eyes to the door of her stateroom. The resolve in Fuller’s eyes was unmistakable. She said subduedly, “Out! With restraint. I would not like to be confined in that coffin. With restraint at all times, mon cherk.” And she sounded as if she meant it.


  FULLER sat before a small reading desk and opened to page one of a thick, handwritten book bound in durable alloy—it was the log, the Venusian chronicle of the seven governors who had preceded him—the day-by-day account of their struggle to maintain some semblance of justice and order in the gale-torn empire where man had ventured and still clung only precariously to sanity and civilization.


  As he read of the first landings at the north pole, of the bitter, physical hardships and tragedies that attended the anchoring of a few air-tight bubbles of living space, the technological struggle to unlock the water of crystallization from the substratum rocks and recover oxygen from the mineral oxides, Fuller fell deeper and deeper under the spell of admiration for these heroic men. Unlike several recent governors, Fuller’s political ambitions were genuine and loyal to the planet of his assignment.


  He visualized wot a five-year servitude and a return to earth to enjoy the considerable monetary reward awaiting him. Instead, he dreamed of empire, of solving the thousands of problems that remained before him, of building a great oasis, a stronghold against Venus’ tempestuous nature. He dreamed of erecting cities in the great pits of the mineral excavations, of roofing the pits so that man could move miles without the suffocating wrappings of a space-suit.


  To date, man had the choice of burrowing underground—and this was not fitting for the dignity of man—or else trusting his life to the cramped, insecure bubbles which too frequently, in spite of all efforts to anchor them, came unstuck before the sand-blasting hurricanes and went jouncing off like grotesque tumble weeds to mash their hapless occupants against the nearest cliff.


  After three hours of steady reading, Fuller looked up to rest his eyes. As his mind returned from the howling Venusian hell described in the chronicle, the sight of Ramona sitting quietly reading at the other desk fell incongruously upon his vision.


  That fragile, seductive wench on Venus? The wife of a grizzled, tobacco-chewing miner? What would she look like after a year—a year of smothering, silt-like dust driven by the hot devil-winds? How well would she adapt to her five-gallon per week ration of water, which must serve for drinking, cooking, bathing and cleaning?


  The conjecture was idle. She would survive, for that is the first qualification of an exile, a tough survival instinct, a raging lust for life under any conditions. Had the testing board found her remiss here, she would not have been offered the option of exile. She would now be dead in the monoxide chamber of New York County.


  His muse was broken by the thud of the dumb-waiter and the clink of silver against the magnesium trays. Lunchtime. Fuller raised the sliding wall panel and took out his own tray. On the way to his desk he thought better of his boorish behaviour, swerved and deposited the tray before his companion.


  Ramona raised her eyes. “I am curious, Raymond. What made you change your mind?”


  Raymond! It served him right. Not even common courtesy was in order, apparently. But had his action been that apparent?


  “In payment for being quiet so long, Miss Waverly.”


  “Mrs. Waverly,” she reminded him. “And why not Ramona?”


  He returned from the dumbwaiter with his own tray and placed it carefully at his desk. “Because I wish no familiarity from you, Mrs. Waverly,” he said evenly. “For the remainder of the trip it will be better if we don’t converse unnecessarily.” A course of civil formality had been his final decision. Ignoring such a female entirely would probably irritate her into overt hostility, and that could prove distracting.


  “Then favor me by addressing me only as Madame,” she said. She answered his puzzled glance more fully, “The name of Waverly is not one which fits me comfortably.”


  So, she had sensibilities—even a conscience, perhaps! I have poisoned my husband, but please do not remind me of it.


  Idly he speculated upon her remark about Waverly being a sadist. Then he pulled himself up short as his imagination considered what might have ensued had his answer been yes when Ramona Waverly asked if he would like to see her scars.


  Conditioning. Semantic discipline. The cortical-thalamic pause was instinctive. His mind drew back from the consideration like a night-crawler diving for its hole, the result of psychosomatic integration, a self-knowledge of the physical beast that lay caged behind the rigid bars of his mental censorship. They ate in silence, then he returned to his reading and she to hers.


  THE elapsed-time dial on the chronometer showed 126 hours when the first intimation of engine failure presented itself. It was “night” by the clock-, and Fuller came awake on his couch to listen and feel the uneven pulsation that disturbed the fine-grained vibration of the nuclear drive. He had been sleeping lightly as usual, and now he was sharply awake, for the cycles of pulsation were growing deeper. The gravity of thrust was betraying its artificial nature by its inconstancy.


  Surge. Ease off. Surge-surge-surge! Ease way off!


  Fuller’s stomach registered its disgust. The pulsation was worse than a roller-coaster, for there was no predicting it visually.


  He rolled off the couch to his feet and staggered into the wardroom, the deck bucking underfoot like a jerkily ascending elevator. He buzzed the captain on the wall communicator. No answer. He mopped at his face with the sweatkerchief, and suddenly the heavy humidity to which he had become accustomed, grew stifling.


  Staring out through the port did no good. The stars looked back unconsolingly, for this hollow sliver of flotsam, this ridiculous intruder in their black domain was no concern of theirs.


  Captain Thorn popped from the vertical transit tube that ran the length of the ship. His breech-clout and kerchief were soaked with perspiration, but his features were placid enough. With barely a glance at Fuller he moved quickly to Ramona Waverly’s door and shot the bolt locking her in. Then he seated his short, solid bulk on one of the chairs and regarded Fuller closely.


  Before the Governor-elect could question this invasion of privacy and infraction of rules, ear-battering silence cupped glutinous fingers over the ship’s hull, and the “gravity” vanished entirely.


  Fuller’s eyes seemed to jump in their sockets. Brain, heart, diaphragm and stomach, most of all stomach, rebelled at the kinesthetic outrage. The deck seemed to be dropping, dropping away beneath him. He was falling free like a ski-jumper. When the pressure left the soles of his feet, instinctively he reached “down” with his toes. The deck was still there, but the reflex action cast him upward. He raised his hands in time to fend off the low ceiling.


  “Just relax,” Thorn advised him quietly. “This is nothing serious.”


  “Then—then why are you in here?” Fuller demanded, pushing off from the overhead and gripping the bolted down desk-chair.


  “I—well, I just checked in to observe how it would hit you. Free-fall strikes people differently, something like marijuana. Some get dreamy, some scared, violent, sick—some even get affectionate.” He glanced at the locked door. “My orders to protect my passengers supersede the ward-room ban. How do you feel?”


  “Sick. Nauseated.” Fuller gasped for breath with a diaphragm that wanted to keep exhaling. The reduced weight of his viscera, of course.


  “You’re pale enough,” Thorn observed half to himself. “Usually the heavily muscled ones react that way. Over-developed muscle-tissue spindles. They amplify the effect.” He kicked himself away from the chair with expert ease and floated toward the tube exit. “You’ll be all right, I guess. But don’t unlock the girl’s door, understand? They need me down below. Be just a short while, probably. I suggest you drift back to your stateroom and stay close to the lavatory. There’s no room service here to clean up any messes.”


  Wherewith the captain disappeared into the tube. Two clicks indicated that he had double-locked the exit. He apparently wanted no berserk passengers adrift during the emergency.


  Emergency was right! Thorn’s words had reassured Fuller that no serious danger existed, but the emergency clanger of screaming nerves in his knotted muscles was tearing him apart. The waves of nausea gradually diminished as he focussed his eyes grimly upon the chronometer that wanted to keep slipping down the bulkhead.


  THE sensation of falling refused to go away. When he tried to ease his grip on the chair-back he drooped limply in mid-air, and panic seized him. Without the familiar pull of acceleration-gravity his very sense of posture left him. He had to stare down at his partly bent knees to reassure himself that they were “below” him.


  Faint, metallic “clunks” transmitted through the ship’s hull told him that somewhere men were active in the engine room. Then a nearer, demanding sound attracted his attention. Ramona wanted out.


  Don’t unlock the girl door!


  The hammering of soft palms against the metal panel continued, and Fuller pictured himself locked in his own tiny cubicle, floating free, agitated, wondering what was wrong. On impulse he pushed off from the chair and drifted over to the door.


  “It’s quite all right, Mrs. Waverly—I mean, Madame. Just a temporary shut down,” he called loudly.


  Weird, high-pitched sounds came through the door. “Let—let me out, please.” More of the light, gaspy sounds. The girl was hysterical. Probably claustrophobia from floating about, bumping into walls and ceiling with every little move like a ping-pong ball in a jug.


  What possible harm could come from releasing her? She was likely to dash her brains out in there. It might be well to keep an eye on her, since she was, ultimately, his responsibility.


  Fuller flipped the bolt. Instantly. the panel slid back and Ramona pulled herself through with a gliding motion that bounced her from his startled body. She twisted in the air, touched off from the bulkhead and floated the twenty-foot length of the wardroom.


  “I can fly! I can Fly!” she cried happily, catching herself on her hands, tucking her feet down and pushing off again. She was a fairy, a dancer, a bit of gossamer criss-crossing the space about Fuller, face lightly flushed, her sheer gown waving about her ankles at one moment, then billowing over her head like a collapsing parachute as she touched a wall to reverse her direction.


  “I—I thought you were—crying in there,” Fuller stammered.


  “Merci, non! It is lovely! Such freedom, like a bird. So often in my dreams—”


  “Yes, lovely!” Fuller breathed softly. His vertigo was gone now, the queasiness forgotten. What a thing it would be to capture that incredible woman and hold her in one’s arms!


  He waited for the restraining counter-thought to blast the reckless notion, but it did not come. She floated close to him, her perfume an ineffable radiation that caused him to reach out and touch the rippling hem of her garment like a man in a dream.


  SHE caught herself at the far wall and looked back at him, aware of his action. Her smile was light and inviting. “You could not catch me,” she taunted, eyes wide and luminous.


  The challenge thrummed in his ears like a plucked violin string. Involuntarily he tried to step towards her. His foot pawed empty space, for he had allowed himself to drift away from deck and bulkhead.


  Again a shivering, muscular reaction ran through him. His hands clutched air, and he worked his legs helplessly. Slowly he was up-ending, but was it he who was moving? Or was it the room, the whole ship, space itself—slowly revolving about him?


  A light, stinging slap to his cheek dispelled his growing dizziness, but it increased his rate of longitudinal rotation. Now Ramona was flitting about him on the rim of the spinning vortex of his crazy universe. Her laugh was provocative.


  “My strong, brave Governor,” she chuckled, “at las’ he is going’round with me.” She somersaulted from a wall slowly, trying to match her rotation to Fuller’s. As she neared him he reached for her, but his arms flailed clumsily. Ramona touched a palm to his chest and pushed. They separated, and suddenly he felt a wall at his back. The rotation ceased, but now it felt as though the room had stopped and he were spinning. He pushed off with his feet, aiming at one of the desk chairs to which to anchor himself. He missed and came up hard against the hull.


  Before he could turn, a warm kiss brushed the nape of his neck. “Tag! You are it!” Ramona’s voice at his ear caused his head to whirl, but she was gone. Waves of sensation spread down his spine and radiated out his limbs to his fingertips and toes. What was happening to his fine, synthetic restraint?


  Even as the question flashed in his mind his legs doubled under him and he launched himself to the far corner where Ramona was momentarily huddled striving to pat the billowing gown away from her head, down to her thighs and knees where it belonged. This time his direction was better, and he captured her before she freed herself.


  “Non, non! It is not fair,” she squealed. “You’ave taken advantage—”


  But already he had released his grip on the warm arm, the incredibly soft shoulder. What was he doing? The little vixen wanted this. She wanted to trap him in his emotions, to make a slave of the animal inside that was tearing his resolve to shreds.


  Now her face was before him, tilted at a crazy angle, eyebrows arched, lips full and pouting. “Ver’ well, fly away, but I will catch you at once.”


  Fuller’s pulse throbbed in his temples as he fought for control. So easy it would be to reach out slowly and draw those lips to his—


  To his amazement the thought seized command. His arms extended and closed about Ramona. Gently, like touching a cloud, he narrowed the circle, and she floated to him, turning to parallel his stance.


  “Ramona!”


  “Raymond! The game—it is over so soon?” The black pupils were dilated as though she were drunk.


  IT was insane to compromise his position with this woman! What kind of moral force could he provide on Venus if mere propinquity with a beautiful female could shatter all his own restraints? How could he hope to bottle up his virility for even five years if this wench could dissolve it in five days?


  Forget it, his fevered brain told him. This is not Venus. You are a man, and no indoctrination can deny you this—this one last experience. Besides, there is no rule, no law about celibacy for Governors.


  Of course not, his sub-consciousness echoed. No rule is needed with the conditioning you have. Your post is one of responsibility and self-sacrifice. 80,000 men exist on Venus, 80,000 men and fewer than a thousand women. No, there is no law, no rule, but tradition denies you even the right to enter the lottery that will determine Ramona’s husband. Perhaps some day there will be mates enough to go around, but not now. Not yet.


  She’s no child! She’s a widow. And her new husband will never know—


  Stop! Morality is the key to civilization, and your job is to build, not destroy. She would know. And you would know.


  The cold logic of his indoctrination thrust icy fingers into his brain, but Ramona was a living flame in his arms. The icy fingers melted away as their bodies met, and passion surged through his great body. She was soft and firm in his arms, clinging to him and crying out with tears of relief.


  “I want you,” she sobbed. “I must have you! Don’t let them put me on the lottery!” She hugged him with a strength born of desperation. “You will love me. I will make you love me, and I will love you. Oh, my Raymond, my Raymond!”


  Yes, she wants you, a small cynical voice told Fuller. She want to be the Governor’s Lady and escape the hardships—


  The voice was lost, overwhelmed by the pounding of the blood in his skull. The negative thoughts, inhibitions, both artificial and common-sensed, buzzed around in his head like a swarm of angry gnats—no, more like the fragments of a gyroscopic flywheel that has vibrated apart and lost all its stability; or the neat pattern of iron filings on paper held over a magnet, suddenly deprived of their polarity and scattered by a careless shake.


  How could a man align his thoughts in a mad universe where there is no up or down? How could he orient his purposes when the only solid mass within reach was the half-naked woman in his arms? Or draw a rational breath with his lips crushed by a savage, wanton kiss? Or slow the tempo of his heart when it raced to match the wild beating in her breast?


  SUDDENLY the very air took on a sub-sonic vibration, soft, then increasing in volume with a familiar frequency. Something touched his ankle, foot, knee, elbow. Something firm and unyielding—pressing more persistently. The wall annunciator hissed then spoke.


  “Now hear this: All hands and passengers, alert! Prepare for 22 minutes of double gravity. Thrust will rise to two gravities in ten seconds. Here is the count off: Ten, nine, eight, seven—”


  With each tolling word the deck pressed harder at Fuller’s side until at “five” the body in his arms was full-weight. The significance of the announcement ripped through his brain, and he staggered to his feet swinging Ramona into a two-arm carry. Through the stateroom door to her quarters—to her couch.


  “Three—two—one—zero.”


  They collapsed together. He struggled to escape against the thrust that had run his weight from zero up to 450 pounds in ten seconds, but Ramona’s arms were locked about his neck. “Don’ leave me, darling,” she cried. “I’m frightened! It was so beautiful—to be free as the air. This is ugly. I feel gross, like an elephant. Don’t let me feel that way, Raymond. Hold me! Hold me tight!”


  But the iron filings were in place now. The gyroscope, solid and stable, spun in his brain with perfect alignment. Up was up, and down was down once more. The weakness of mind and muscle vanished, for now there was resistance, direction, purpose.


  Gently he broke her frantic grasp and straightened to his feet like a man lifting an invisible load, but it was a good, honest burden, one which he could understand. Looking down at the crumpled body of Ramona Waverly a twinge of remorse shot through him.


  He leaned over, drew her legs out straight and arranged her comfortably on her couch. Then he pulled her gown taut to her ankles. Instantly it plastered itself as if electrostatically to every slender, fragile line of her body and limbs, a vertually invisible sheath that enhanced the subtle voluptuousness of her lithe form.


  The animal in him was caged once more, but it had scented the prey. It prowled in his heart and brain, and when he went to his own couch the image of Ramona was seared in his retina. He could not erase the vision of the firm breasts unflattened by the acceleration, heaving over her sobs, and the look of reproach and terror in her eyes, the fear wrought mainly from the significance of his desertion.


  Could an emotion born of propinquity, and desperation approach the meaning of love? The alarm circuits in his brain clanged raucously. The question was irrelevant and dangerous. Deliberately he forced himself to think objectively, to analyze the breakdown of his mechanistic protection. How could such elaborate psychological conditioning fail so miserably. Did this mean that any unusual stress could peel the armor from his naked emotions? If so, he was as vulnerable and unfit to administer as any bearded Venusian sandhog.


  But no, this wasn’t right. The one contingency they could not provide against on earth was a failure of gravity. All his conditioning was oriented, body, mind and senses, within the normal field-gravity of earth. Venus’ gravity was essentially the same, so a repetition was highly unlikely.


  This was important, for the governor could command the presence and personal service of any soul on Venus. And any woman would come flying to the relative comfort of the governor’s quarters at the first summons.


  IT was the subject of much soul-searching in the chronicles that Fuller had been studying, but not until now had he fully understood the aching emptiness of which these men had written—


  “Abstinence is the lot of the majority,” Cottinghouse had written, “and so the tradition has grown that the Governor shares it. And he must enforce the sanctity of Venusian marriages, for monogamy is the heart of our morality, even as the family is the stable unit of our culture. And he must prosecute all acts of adultery and prostitution, and he must hold himself as a public object of celibacy! What a fool I was to think I could fulfill this measure! And so I close this log and admit defeat a year before my term is ended.


  “I leave with the tradition unbroken, but I am not proud.


  My record speaks well only for the efficacy of my conditioning. The bitterness I cannot endure further is the fact that there is no possible conditioning against the loneliness, the heartaching desire for the sound of a woman’s voice, the touch of her hand. I have reached the state of self-pity where I envy the other unmarried men the exhausting labor and incredible discomforts and hardships that sap their vitality. My body is still strong, my mind relatively clear, but my will to administer is gone. It is no longer within my ability to pronounce sentence for acts of immorality, and the women have discovered this—”


  Fuller had read these words, and similar ones of earlier governors, with contempt. It had appeared a mere problem of sublimation. Now he wasn’t so certain. He pondered deeply long after the 22 minutes extraacceleration had passed and normal gravity had returned.


  A tap at his door roused him from his reverie. It was Ramona. She looked up at him with tear-rimmed eyes, but she managed a smile. “The—the breakfast trays are here, and Captain Thorn just left. He wanted to know who in’ell unlock my door?”


  Fuller nodded gravely. “It was my error. I—I’m terribly sorry, Ramona.”


  “No, no! Don’ say that!” She pressed her face to his chest and cried quietly. “I know how you feel now, but please don’ hate me. I realize that what I want is impossible—I saw it in your eyes when you left me. But please, there is so little time left for me. Let me pretend.”


  Fuller put his hands on her shoulders. “That would only make it harder in the end,” he said. “You must understand my position, Ramona.”


  “I do understand. It was stupid of me to think you would consider marrying a murderess—”


  “Don’t speak of that again,” he said sharply. “When you marry a Venusian your debt is paid. You will never hear the word, ‘exile’, on Venus.”


  “But that does not diminish the fact. I may never return to Earth. And when your term is completed you will be free to go back. So you would be a fool to marry me. In five years there would be children, and in that time you would love me for I would make you love me dreadfully.” Her cheek against his chest was slippery with tears.


  He shook his head. “You have the right answer but the wrong reasons. I do not intend to return to Earth, ever. I am dedicated to the colony and to my post as long as I can administer. But tradition demands that the governor not enter the lottery, and no free Earth-woman will willingly endure He broke off. It was cruel to remind her of the hardships ahead.


  Now her small, lovely face was tilted up, her eyes searching his. “Forgive me,” she said, “but I think you will fail like the others. Without a wife, without a family you will put down no roots. Sharing the men’s bitter loneliness will not make you a better administrator—it will drive you back to Earth.”


  Fuller thought of Cottinghouse’s entry in the log. They were silent for a long moment, and suddenly he became aware that his arms somehow had slipped around Ramona and were holding her to him. Could the answer be as simple as this? Suppose Ramona were right and he, too, lost the will to administer when the ache grew too great to bear?


  The ache! For the moment it was gone. Ramona’s quiescent body in his arms filled the emptiness. This was no wild passion born of bewilderment. It was a completeness, and almost mystic feeling of security and fulfillment that all his careful conditioning had failed to give him—indeed, had failed to protect him against hungering for.


  “The tradition be damned!” he said so loudly that she winced. “The council is wrong—”


  “No, Raymond. Not wrong, just helpless,” Ramona said. “As you told me, there is no law against Governors being married.”


  “But their ridiculous tradition—”


  “How can it be avoided?”


  “I’ll tell you how. If you arrive as my wife they can’t demand a lottery drawing.”


  “I don’t see how—”


  “The Captain. He can marry us. I’ll call him right now.”


  “But Raymond—you must be sure, very, very sure this is what you want. The men will be resentful, perhaps. There will be trouble over it—”


  “Whose side are you on?” he asked with a crooked smile, moving to the annunciator and pressing the button. “Besides, they’ll get over it when they discover we are both permanent residents.”


  CAPTAIN Thorn concluded his conversation with his important passenger and broke the connection. What a crazy trip! Unexplained secret orders to kill the jets for 22 minutes, simulating engine breakdown, a last minute gift of a prayerbook from that slab-headed Thom Hogan, the dispatcher—whatever in hell that meant—and now a request for him to become the first space-freighter captain in all history to perform a marriage ceremony.


  Whoa! Maybe it did figure, after all!


  He fumbled in his locker for the little black prayerbook and flipped it open. A hundred-dollar bill dropped out with a note attached:


  “Dear Captain: What you need is on page 122 of this particular prayerbook, and just in case any fantastic explanations occur to you for certain incidents on this voyage, the attached money is to buy you enough whiskey in port to forget it. Don’t thank me. The book and the money come from higher up. Much higher up.”


  Thorn looked on page 122, chuckled and slipped a bookmark between the pages at that place.


  It was the marriage ceremony.


  THE END


  QRM


  Richard Wilson
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  THERE USED TO BE SOMETHING IN the news business known as the summer doldrums. I don’t know what’s become of them. There certainly wasn’t any shortage of news on the night of July 17, 1956. There was a backlog of copy on my desk, waiting to be processed. Nancy Corelli, the operator, had a basketful that I’d already penciled up. It was going off to London as fast as the RTT could handle it, which was only sixty words a minute.


  Nancy, a slender pretty brunette who unfortunately happens to be married, was punching away like a demon, cussing a little in Italian, when the operator on the incoming side, across the room, yelled:


  “London says ZFB, Nan. ZST from 671.”


  Maybe I’d better define a few terms, in case you’re not familiar with news agency jargon.


  To put first things first, a news agency is an outfit like AP or UP or Reuters or, in my case, World Wide. RTT is radio teletype. At World Wide it’s an ordinary teletype that transmits copy along a land line to Press Wireless, Inc. (Prewi for short), which then beams the impulses across the Atlantic to London, where they come out again as words on a teletype.


  ZFB means fading badly and ZST means slips. twice—in other words, send all copy twice in succession. This is because atmospherics are getting at the copy, garbling it. If it’s sent twice, the chances are the garbles won’t be in exactly the same places and the story can be deciphered.


  So what London was telling us, here in New York, was that our copy had been OK up to number 670 but that they needed repeats on everything after that to help them make it out.


  Nancy pulled the tape back about ten numbers to 671 and asked me:


  “You want me to go on punching, Sam, or wait till we’re caught up?”


  I’m Sam Kent, night editor at World Wide.


  “Let it catch up,” I said. “Who knows, we may have a snap.”


  AP and UP have bulletins. Reuters and WW have snaps. Same thing.


  “In that case I’ll go out to the little girl’s room and powder my nose.”


  While Nancy was gone, Bart, the operator on the receiving end of the RTT from London, said:


  “It’s starting to break up here, too, Sam.”


  Bart made out a message from London just before the RTT was washed out completely. It said:


  ZSU LAST RECEIVED 670 RELYING CABLES


  ZSU means slips unreadable. I told Nancy when she got back. “Put on a belt,” I said, “and ask Prewi what gives.”


  A belt is a length of perforated tape, glued into a circle, which goes through the transmitter and sends on the RTT, over and over, a series of lines that look like this:


  QRA QRA DE WFK40 WFK40 VIA PREWI/-NY RYRYRYRYRYRYRYRYRY QRA QRA DE WFK40 WFK40 VIA PREWI/NY RYRYRYRY RYRYRYRYRY


  They’re the call letters for the radio frequency assigned to WW by the FCC and when London can read them again they send us a ZOK. Then we take the belt off and start sending copy again.


  Nancy hung up the phone, which is a direct line, and told me:


  “Prewi doesn’t know what’s wrong. They’re trying to run it down. Anything you want cabled?”


  I thought about it. WW was in the throes of one of its economy drives and a story had to be pretty hot to warrant cabling. The last London received was 670. That was the story about Miss Israel refusing to pose with Miss Germany at the Miss Universe contest at Long Beach. “Old antagonisms flared tonight . . .” was what our west coast stringer had led with. Good stuff.


  671 was a rehash of the Clare Boothe Luce arsenic poisoning story. That could wait.


  672 was the Dodgers losing again, this time in Cincinnati, and Duke Snider getting into a rhubarb with a fan. The English couldn’t care less, but London sent the scores back on its beam to Bermuda where, for some reason, they’re baseball crazy. The Dodgers could wait, too.


  673 was no clues in the Weinberger kidnaping. A negative story, unfortunately. No urgency on that one.


  674 was the curtainraiser on four-year-old Mike Sibole, who was to lose his left eye the next day in an operation. He’d already lost his right eye in a surgical attempt to arrest cancer of the retina. I’d cable that one later if the RTT wasn’t restored.


  “Nothing worth cabling now,” I told Nancy. I went back to penciling up some copy, dutifully inserting the z’s and changing the zeds to esses in words like color and authorization, to conform with British English.


  Nancy’s phone rang and Prewi told her they were getting QRM on our frequency from an unidentified station and that there was no other frequency available for us at the moment. QRM is interference.


  “They’re working on it,” Nancy said.


  “OK. Take a break.”


  She opened her copy of House and Garden and I started a freshener on the steel strike. The belt went round and round, printing line after line of WFK40’s.


  Then the belt stopped. Sometimes it will do that. The glue holding the two ends of the tape comes loose and the little posts in the transmitter hit a blank on the tape instead of the perforations and the machine stops. Nancy put down her magazine and took out the loop to examine it.


  It seemed to be all right and she was about to put it back when the RTT started clicking.


  “That’s funny,” Nancy said. “I’m not sending.”


  Copy was appearing on the roll of paper in the teletype. It was odd because ours is a sending-only circuit. London’s traffic to us came in on the receiving-only machines at Bart’s side of the room.


  “Maybe Prewi put a test belt on,” I said. They could do that, to check circuit trouble.


  “That’s no test belt. Look at it.”


  It certainly wasn’t. It was in the form of a news story but its form was the only thing about it that made sense.


  It said:


  IVST, RARN, 803 YAVI (URP)-MIYALLO NEEN PRAX, FUTURE REGENT OF RARN, WAS BORN WITHOUT VARIANCE TODAY, AS FORETOLD IN THE ANNALS OF ADUMBRATION. THERE WAS GENERAL REJOICING. DURGO HAK PRAX, THE PRESENT REGENT, COMMENTED: “GOOD. NOW I CAN PREPARE FOR ELDER STEWARDSHIP.”


  “Madonna!” said Nancy.


  “Urp,” I said, looking over her shoulder. “What the hell is Urp?”


  “Maybe it should be UP. I’ll ask Prewi if they’ve got our wires crossed with United’s.”


  “UP doesn’t use Press Wireless,” I said. “Besides, what kind of dateline is that? UP has stringers in some of the damnedest places, but who ever heard of Ivst, Rarn?”


  “What’s 803 Yavi?”


  “What it is I can’t imagine, but where it is is where the date would be, just before the logo. If that is a logo—Urp.”


  “You sound like you’ve got gas. I’ll get Prewi on it anyway,” She picked up her phone.


  “No, wait. Another one’s coming. Let’s see what it says.”


  This is what it said:


  ESTEDDIS, O.D.K., 803 YAVI (URP)-ESTEDDIS SHREDDED VISITING BLASHTI 647 TO 5 TODAY IN A VARIANCE-FILLED THRILLER AT GLERE OVAL AND MOVED TO THE CHALLENGE STAGE OF THE TERTIARY GRIADS.


  “Urp.” Nancy said it this time.


  “And 803 Yavi. That much is consistent. But where the hell is Esteddis?”


  “In O.D.K., obviously. Is that one of the Canadian provinces, like P.E.I.?”


  “No. And what they’re talking about isn’t ice hockey, either.”


  “Here comes another one.”


  We watched it. Bart wandered over from the incoming side, took a look and said, “What the hell? Who’s sending?”


  “The RTT’s haunted,” Nancy told him. “We’re getting a ghost station.”


  “Somebody’s kidding around,” Bart said. “Some wise guy at Prewi.”


  “I don’t think so. They don’t kid like that.”


  The latest story was the shortest so far:


  BLECH, 803 YAVI (URP)-A WAVE OF SELLING SWEPT THE WODIBLE MARKET TODAY BEFORE A VARIANCE WAS TRACED AND A RETROACTIVITY RULING NULLIFIED LOSSES.


  “It’s a market report,” Bart said. “They trade in wodibles. But where’s Blech?”


  “Exactly,” Nancy said. “And what are wodibles? You’re a big help. Sam, remember that story we had from Ohio a couple of weeks ago? About the astronomer who was getting radio signals from Venus? Maybe that’s what this is.”


  “Nuts,” I said. “I think Bart’s right. Somebody at Prewi’s horsing around. Call ’em up. We’ve got copy to move.”


  She picked up the phone, then put it back in its cradle while she watched the newest item print itself on the machine:


  HEARI


  LICH, VASZ, 803 YAVI (URP)—J J J J J J J


  “It’s a snap,” Nancy said. “Only they call it a hear. It must be pretty big—the operator’s so excited he forgot to hit the figure key for the bells.”


  The bell on the teletype is the upper-case J.


  “Something big on Venus, eh?” I said to Nancy. “Like maybe the sun coming out?”


  “Why not Venus? Lich, Vasz, certainly isn’t in Massachusetts.”


  Whoever was sending found the bell key, finally, and rang it a few times, then went on with the item:


  . . . THE MURANDER WORKS AT ONCH EXPLODED WITH A VENUS-SHAKING ROAR TODAY . . .


  “It is Venus!” Nancy shrieked.


  . . . AND FIRST REPORTS SAID 43 YERVI WHO HAD BEEN CONDUCTING SECRET LOCHASA RESEARCH WERE FEARED KILLED. THE EXPLOSION CAME WITHOUT WARNING AT THE VARIANCE-PRONE INSTALLATION NEAR LICH.


  “You see! You see!” Nancy was bouncing in her chair. “It is Venus! I told you!”


  “Or else somebody with a powerful imagination,” I said. “Get Prewi on the phone and see who’s doing it.”


  “OK, skeptical Sam. OK.” She talked to somebody at the other end, then announced: “Nobody’s doing it.”


  “Of course somebody is. Tell them to look at their monitor.”


  She spoke to Prewi again, then said: “They don’t have a monitor on.”


  “Isn’t that just fine? Well, will you ask them to be so kind as to put one on, if it’s not too goddam much trouble? Madonna!”


  Nancy giggled and relayed my message, censoring it.


  Meanwhile our friend Urp, the phantom usurper of our RTT, was carrying on in fine fettle, switching from dateline to dateline like an alien Walter Winchell.


  URDI-UM-FEEB 803 YAVI (URP)-THE 44 NAMES OF ORCHANA-TU WERE RECITED IN SOLEMN GORTEMIS TODAY BY 44 YOF FROM KLEMP. 44,000 VARIANCE-FREE NO-VANTIA IN TRADITIONAL SKON CROWDED THE OOS.


  “I just had a horrible thought,” I said. “Is this stuff all going to London?”


  “I guess so,” Nancy said. “If it’s coming out here I don’t see why they wouldn’t be getting it, too.”


  “Oh, great! They’ll think we’re drunk.”


  KRON, 803 YAVI (URP)-A DISSUE TO CONTINUE FUNDS FOR BI-LINGUAL DIFFUSION MET OPPOSITION FROM THE ECONOMY BLOC IN THE LOWER GORB TODAY. SNEEM, A YOUNGER FROM ERST, K.V.R., DECLARED THAT THE COST OF MAINTAINING THE AUTOMATIC TRANSLATOR WAS BOTH PROHIBITIVE AND A COMPLETE WASTE.


  HE FOR ONE FOUND IT DISTASTEFUL TO BE SUBJECTED TO WHAT HE CALLED “THAT BARBAROUS GUTTURALITY, ENGLISH” EVERY TIME HIS TUNER DRIFTED.


  SNEEM SAID HE APPRECIATED THE SCHOLARLY ASPECTS OF STUDYING THE CHIEF LANGUAGE OF THE ONE OTHER KNOWN INHABITED PLANET IN THE SOLAR SYSTEM BUT ASKED WHY SCHOLARSHIP WAS NOT LIMITED TO SCHOLARS INSTEAD OF BEING INFLICTED ON THE ENTIRE POPULATION.


  SPEAKER DITCHIE INTERRUPTED TO SAY THERE WERE SECURITY REASONS FOR THE DIFFUSION WITH WHICH SNEEM MIGHT NOT BE FAMILIAR. SNEEM THEN MOVED FOR A CLOSED HEARING.


  “NOW WE’RE GETTING SOMEWHERE,” SNEEM COMMENTED.


  “So that’s why their stuff is in English,” I said.


  “Getting less skeptical, aren’t you?” Nancy said. “They’re having a hot appropriations debate in their Congress, just like we do. Only they call it the Gorb.”


  “I admit the homey details enhance its credibility,” I said. “Their automatic translator would seem to be more powerful than they know. And Earth’s signals must be pretty strong, if they’ve learned English.”


  “Don’t forget that astronomer in Ohio. He got Venus, too.”


  “He’s a radio astronomer. There’s a difference. And he only got signals, not messages.”


  “Of course not. He probably didn’t have a teletype.”


  “Hm,” I said. It sounded logical.


  “I wonder about those security reasons they shut that fellow Sneem up with,” Nancy said, rereading die dispatch from Kron, which presumably was the capital city. “Sounds ominous.”


  “Let’s not get too dramatic, Nancy.”


  “No? Where do you stop?”


  A machine behind us began to chatter and produced a cable from London:


  40248 EXTRAFFIC WFK40 GOOD SIGNAL BUT CONSIDERABLE QRM EXUNIDENTIFIED STATION LAST RECEIVED 670 RELYING CABLES


  “They’re getting it, too,” Nancy said.


  “They’re getting something. But if they can read it they’re being pretty phlegmatic about it.”


  “That’s only Traffic. The Second Coming wouldn’t excite them. Anything you want cabled?”


  “No, thanks. We’ll ride it out a while longer. It can’t last forever.”


  “No? Here they come again.”


  ALIENS OUT


  KRON, 803 YAVI (URP)-PREPARATIONS FOR NULLIFICATION OF THE EARTH MENACE RECEIVED A SETBACK TODAY WITH THE EXPLOSION OF THE MURANDER WORKS AT ONCH. ELDERS SAID THE DESTRUCTION OF THE WORKS ITSELF, THOUGH SERIOUS, AND THE PRESUMED LOSS OF A SUPPLY OF LOCHASA WERE LESS DISTRESSING THAN THE REPORTED DEATH OF THE 43 YERVI.


  CONCENTRATION OF SCARCE YERVI IN ONE WORKS CAME UNDER RENEWED CRITICISM IN THE UPPER GORB AND ELDER BLANG IMMEDIATELY PROPOSED A DISSUE TO LIMIT THEIR NUMBER AT ANY CRITICAL FACILITY TO SIX. HE POINTED OUT


  THAT THE EARTH NULLIFICATION PROGRAM REQUIRED


  BUST BUST BUST


  KILL KILL KILL


  ATTENTION ALL DIFFUSERSi KILL KRON ITEM ON PREPARATIONS FOR NULLIFICATION. A KILL IS MANDATORY


  URP/ESTEDDIS


  Bells accompanying the kill rang for a full half minute.


  “Oh-oh,” Nancy said. “Some Urp forgot to throw the switch. There’ll be hell to pay in their head office.”


  I knew what she meant. The item had been distinctly slugged “Aliens Out” and should never have been put on the beam. It must have been like AP’s “NYC Out,” which means the AP, having-picked up an item from one New York paper, throws a switch on the teletype circuit so the item doesn’t go out to competing papers.


  Presumably URP’s radiocasts in English were for home consumption only, to indoctrinate the Venusians. It’s always useful to know your enemy’s language. The “Aliens Out” slug probably was no more than a precaution; there had been no hint in URP’s account of the appropriations fight in the Lower Gorb that the Venusians knew their radiocasts were piercing their cloud blanket and reaching Earth.


  Nor was there any hint that the average Venusian—the man in the street in Kron, or Esteddis, or Urdi-um-Feeb—though exposed to the barbarous gutturalities of English, knew there was such a thing as an Earth menace or that the Youngers and Elders in his Gorb were secretly planning an interplanetary invasion.


  All at once I was thoroughly convinced it was no joke. It was too authentically complicated to be the work of some character fooling around with a teletype.


  All the evidence pointed to the likelihood that the leaders of an alien race were out to give Earth the business because we had newly become a menace.


  I could imagine why they might think so—our atomics, our rockets, our artificial satellites were all leading to space flight, and before long our neighboring planets would be within range of our not-always-benevolent science.


  “What do they mean by Earth nullification?” Nancy asked. “What’s lochasa?”


  I made the gesture of drawing my finger across my throat.


  “You mean Venus is going to attack Earth?”


  “It’s an informed guess,” I said. “All I know is what I read on their wire. The question is, what do we do about it? You believe it and I believe it, finally, but would anybody else?”


  “Like the FBI, for instance?”


  “Or the CIA. God knows it’s no miserable little flying saucer sighting. We’ve got it in writing. And quadruplicate at that. Better save all four RTT copies—and the carbon paper, Has Prewi got a monitor on yet? They’d be another witness.”


  Nancy picked up her phone to Press Wireless and I made my decision. I dialed Operator on my desk phone and asked for the Central Intelligence Agency.


  They had a man in the office four minutes after I hung up. He had been working in the building for years—I recognized him as Jonesie, one of our more literate night elevator operators. I don’t know why he’d been planted there unless the CIA figured any building so full of international press services and foreign correspondents might also contain a spy.


  Jonesie—the name was highly inappropriate now as I watched him go to work—looked at the Urp copy, took notes from Nancy, Bart and me, talked to Prewi on the phone, checked back with Washington and then stared at the now-silent RTT.


  “Was that Kron item they killed the last one you received?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir,” Nancy said, still a bit awed by the transformation of Jonesie, humble elevator operator, into Jones, secret agent. “It’s as if they got panicky and pulled the switch to cut everybody out.”


  Then she jumped as the RTT started up again.


  We waited tensely to see what it would say. But all we got were foxes:


  THE QUICK BROWN FOX JUMPED OVER A LAZY DOG’S BACK 1234567890 PW SENDING


  It was Press Wireless running a test belt.


  Presently Nancy’s phone rang and Prewi told her she was back on the air to London.


  She shrugged and sorted through her old tape to number 671.


  “Well,” she asked me, “shall I put it in?”


  I shrugged and turned to Jones. He shrugged too, but said decisively, “Go ahead. I’d say we’ve got all we can hope for here.”


  Nancy put the tape in the transmitter and ordinary old U.S. copy began flowing again:


  W671


  ARSENIC ONE (EXKENT)


  NEW YORK, JULY 17 (WW)-A PAINT INDUSTRY SPOKESMAN AND A GOVERNMENT CHEMIST DIFFERED TODAY ON WHETHER IT WAS POSSIBLE FOR AMBASSADOR CLARE BOOTHE LUCE TO HAVE BEEN POISONED BY ARSENIC PARTICLES FLAKING OFF PAINT ON HER BEDROOM CEILING IN ROME AND INTO HER MORNING COFFEE. . . .


  A few minutes later we got a cable from London saying:


  40402 EXTRAFFIC WFK40 QRM ENDED ZOK ZSO CEASE CABLES


  “Blasé bunch,” I said. “Not a word about Urp. Or,” I turned to Jones, “about whether your opposite number is investigating from that end.”


  Jones chose to be dense, “I beg your pardon?” he said.


  “MIS,” I said. “British Intelligence. They must be looking into it, too.”


  “Must they?” he said. He gathered papers together, leaving us one of the four copies of the Urp stories and giving me a receipt for the rest.


  He was just as noncommittal with Nancy when she asked if the CIA knew of any other communications from Venus, or whether there’d been any previous suspicion of an interplanetary invasion.


  Jones merely smiled and said, “Good night. Thank you for your cooperation. I’m afraid I won’t be seeing you in the elevator any more.” And he was gone.


  Bart’s and Nancy’s relief operators came in. Nancy paused at the door on her way to the subway.


  “Jonesie—I mean Jones—didn’t swear us to secrecy,” she said. “Isn’t that funny?”


  He hadn’t, come to think of it. “I guess he was being realistic,” I said. “Anyway, who’d believe us?”


  “I guess that’s right. I’m beginning to doubt it already. Madonna! Good night, Sam.”


  “Good night, Nan. Pleasant dreams.”


  Charlie Price, the overnight editor, came in to relieve me at 1 a.m. He had on the gloomy face he wore whenever the Dodgers lost.


  “Baseball’s all cleaned up,” I told him, avoiding particulars so as not to rub it in. “Nothing’s hanging, but you might keep an eye on the steel strike. There could be a leak about a settlement.”


  “The air OK?” Charlie asked, meaning were we running ZOK to London.


  “Oh, some QRM washed us out for an hour or two but we’re restored now. Some other station got mixed up on our frequency and we were getting their copy for a while. Prewi straightened it out.” I nodded knowingly.


  I didn’t feel like going all through it with Charlie.


  “Same thing happened to me a couple of years ago,” he said. “France Presse copy started coming in on our machine. Couldn’t make head or tail out of it. All in French.”


  “This wasn’t quite the same thing,” I said. “I left a memo for the dayside under the basket. You’ll see it.”


  He shrugged.


  “I’ll look at it later. As long as the air’s OK again.”


  “It’s OK. Good night, Charlie.”


  I wondered how he’d react to the memo. “Everything’s OK, I guess.”


  I hope it is.


  That was six months ago. The CIA hasn’t said a word to me since that night. There’s been nothing from London, either, even in WW’s confidential correspondence, to hint that Britain’s MI5 is unduly alarmed. I guess things are under control.


  Even so, I take an acuter interest in the state of our military preparedness now. I’m an obsessive reader of everything I can find about progress in guided missiles and high-altitude rockets and I’m an advocate of bigger and better artificial satellites, preferably armed to the teeth.


  And when I drive home at night I look up into the sky quite often.


  But of course if you were to ask me I’d never admit I was looking for a ship full of yervi bringing lochasa from Onch.


  Madonna!


  THE VENGEANCE OF KYVOR


  Randall Garrett


  FIRST OF TWO PARTS


  In the great rain forests of Venus lived a golden god of a man in whose heart smouldered a demand for cosmic vengeance. Kyvor the Magnificent—a towering bulwark against tyranny. But the despots he humiliated knew he could be slain.


  CHAPTER I


  THE eternal clouds of Venus floated over the vast, murky jungle like a great blanket of gray wool, unbroken save for glimmers of pearly light filtering through from the hot sun above the endless layer of fog. Beneath, in the dense jungle itself, could be heard the whisperings of the warm breeze and the myriad voices of the life that fed and hunted in the hidden places of the great rain forest.


  Polthan the Hunter crept silently along the branch of a huge Empire tree, his bare feet noiseless on the rough bark. A single misstep could plunge him helplessly into the dimness beneath, to fall a hundred feet to the ground below. Were he to do so, not even the thick moss that covered the jungle floor would save his life.


  But the thought of falling never entered the mind of Polthan the Hunter. All his life had been spent in these jungles, seeking his livelihood in the leafy foliage of the vast upper reaches of the great, trees. To him, the dangers that lurked on every side were as commonplace as the dangers of crossing a busy city street are to an Earthman.


  Polthan’s keen nostrils had detected the scent of a glith, a heavy, sluggish plant-eater that foraged through the heights of the jungle for the succulent leaves of the small plants that grew in the rough bark of the towering Empire trees.


  Polthan’s mottled blue- green skin was perfect for camouflage. Like any native Venusian, he could, by moving silently and carefully, blend so well with the foliage of the great trees that he could become completely invisible at a distance of only a few feet.


  In the distance, he heard the harsh roar of a sslis reptile searching for his prey. Polthan’s wide, frog-like mouth smiled gently. The sslis was on the scent of the glith, too—but Polthan would reach the plant-eater first.


  Then Polthan’s keen ears caught another sound. It was a faint, whistling scream that became louder with every passing second. Polthan recognized the sound. It was the whine of a spaceship! It was one of the sky vessels of the despised Earthmen!


  The whine became a roar as the sky ship dropped lower.


  The normal jungle sounds ceased as the animals of the forest heard the terrifying sound. Polthan knew it would be of no use to try to find the glith now; it was moving rapidly away, alarmed by the scream in the air. Polthan shrugged and slung his blow- gun over his shoulder. He might as well see what the Earth ship was up to.


  Flexing the muscles of his legs, he leaped toward the branch above him and grasped the thick bark with the sharp, strong claws of his fingers. Thus he climbed lithely upward, from branch to branch, until he reached the top of the huge tree, hundreds of feet above the forest floor.


  There, perched precariously on a swaying limb, he watched the spaceship descending rapidly through the gray Venusian sky.


  Polthan knew very little of spaceships, but it was obvious, even to him, that this one was in trouble. It dropped in jerks and swayed wildly from side to side as it tried to lower itself to the solidity of the ground below.


  Finally, it touched the tree- tops. There was a rending crash, a roar of the ship’s atomic motors—then silence.


  Polthan the Hunter watched for a moment, but nothing further occurred. Satisfied, he swung down from his perch and headed back toward his village. Kyvor must hear of this.


  Lanina Harrison opened her eyes. For several moments, she could not recall where she was. Around her, all was dark, with the Stygian blackness of a tomb. She tried to move, and a sudden, searing pain shot up her left arm, burning along her nerves like fire, wrenching a scream from her throat. The pain brought her to full consciousness.


  The spaceship had crashed! And she had survived! Then the horrifying thought struck her that perhaps she was the lone survivor.


  But she did not panic. Since she was sixteen, Lanina had been carefully trained by the Earth Space Service to handle herself in every emergency. From the blistering heat of Sunside Mercury to the freezing cold of Saturn’s moons, Lanina Harrison had proved herself a dozen times over. Her courage had never faltered.


  Nor would it falter now. Not even the dangers of the hidden surface of forbidden Venus could deter her from her purpose. Even the hideously bad luck of underestimating the armaments of the Venusian Emperor, and the resulting crash in the forest would not keep her from doing what she had been sent to Venus to do, if it lay within her power to do so.


  She sat up in the darkness, being careful to put no weight on her left arm. Whether it was broken or not, she could not tell, but the throbbing pain warned her to favor it as much as she could.


  “Wayne!” she shouted. “Wayne! Are you all right?”


  No answer came from the pall of darkness surrounding her.


  She fumbled in her jacket pocket for the tiny penlight she always carried, hoping that her fall had not damaged it. She pressed the switch and breathed a sigh of relief as the bright beam bathed the interior of the room with its radiance. She moved the beam about, trying to get her bearings.


  It was quite evident that the ship had fallen on its side, for she found herself sitting on one wall.


  As the spot from the brilliant beam shifted across the wall which had now become a floor, it touched that for which the girl was looking—a sprawled figure in one corner of the tipped room.


  “Wayne!” Lanina gasped involuntarily.


  Such was her concern for the man who lay unconscious there in the darkness of the wrecked spaceship that she ignored the pain in her arm; indeed, she almost wholly forgot it as she stood up and walked across the metal wall toward him.


  He lay there unmoving, a dark bruise on his forehead showing what had happened to render him thus. Lanina put her hand on his breast, hoping against hope, fearful lest she should feel no heartbeat.


  Then the tension within her relaxed. The heart beat strongly and steadily. He was only stunned; perhaps, if she could move him—


  And then she saw that she could not. A heavy piece of metal, a part of the deck which had been torn loose from its fastenings during the crash, pinned one foot securely to the wall beneath him.


  A low moan came from the man’s lips, and he turned his head slowly from side to side.


  If only there were some water! the girl thought helplessly. But she knew there was none. The wrecking of the ship had ruined the power plant, as was evidenced by the failure of the lights. Without power, the ship’s replenishes could not furnish its occupants with water.


  Lanina could do nothing but caress the man’s cheek until time, alone, allowed him to revive from the blow on his head.


  After a long while, he opened his eyes and looked at her. “What—where are we?” he asked weakly.


  Quickly, the girl told him what she knew of their predicament. He seemed to be in no pain; the blow of the heavy slab of metal had rendered his leg numb.


  When she had finished her explanation, the man said grimly, “We might have known they’d get us, but it was our only chance. If we could only have contacted Dr. Neilson, we might have had a chance. Now, Earth will have to try again.”


  “Dr. Neilson is supposed to be somewhere in these jungles, Wayne. We may yet be able to contact him.” Wayne shook his head. “Not much chance. He’s probably hundreds, maybe thousands, of miles away.” Lanina nodded. She realized the hopelessness of their plight, but she did not intend to show her feelings, nor did she intend to yield to despair.


  “There isn’t much we can do about our mission now, I’ll admit,” she said, “but if we ever intend to do anything, we’ll have to get you out from under that deck.”


  “You couldn’t possibly lift it by yourself,” Wayne said. “And the way it has my leg pinned, I couldn’t move it, either. However, I think there is a way. You’ll have to get the hydraulic lifter out of the engine room and get the deck up that way. It needs to be lifted only a few inches.”


  “I think that’s the best way,” the girl agreed. She turned around and pointed the flashlight’s beam toward the wall where a door opened into the engine room.


  “I can never get through that door!” she said in dismay. The metal of the wall had been warped in the accident, and the door itself was twisted in such a way that it was jammed tightly in the opening.


  “I can see that,” Wayne said. “It would take more force to open that door than it would to lift this deck. You’ll have to go outside the ship and enter the engine room from the emergency hatch.” A grimace of pain crossed his handsome face. “You’d better hurry,” he continued, “my leg’s beginning to hurt; the numbness is wearing off.”


  “I’ll be back as soon as possible,” she assured him.


  It was fortunate that the ship had not landed on the side where the airlock was situated, or Lanina could never have made her way out of the smashed metal hulk. As it was, the port opened easily, and as it swung in, Lanina saw for the first time the misty beauty of the Venusian jungle.


  Everywhere she looked there were great flowers, hanging from the thick, cable-like vines that looped through the branches of the trees. Against the dark, blue- green of the foliage, they stood out as bright spots of color.


  Reds, blues, greens, yellows and purples sparkled brilliantly, while pastel shades of chartreuse, pink, lemon, and pale orange added their glowing softness to the panorama of color.


  Never in her life, Lanina thought, had she seen anything to compare with the beauty around her.


  Then her eyes looked down, and a shiver of terror coursed over her body. Below the airlock door, there was no solid ground—only a leafy, blue-green abyss that dropped into dimness and mist far below. She knew, then, what had happened. The spaceship had not fallen to the jungle floor; it had come to rest on two mighty branches of a gigantic Empire tree!


  One of the great branches, easily twelve feet thick and covered with the heavy, blossoming vines, supported the tail end of the battered spaceship; another, equally large, held the nose. There was no way she could get out of the ship!


  To attempt to climb around on the smooth hull of the vessel, even with magnetic shoes, would have been foolhardy; the magnets were never meant to hold a human body against the pull of gravity; they were meant for gravityless action in the depths of space. And if she were to fall—


  She shuddered again as she looked down into the empty depths below her.


  How could she get to the engine room now? There was no way; she would have to think of some other method of freeing Wayne from the imprisoning weight of the massive metal deck.


  A noise to her right brought her attention from the emptiness beneath the ship. She looked up, and what she saw made her voice a gasping cry.


  Standing on a branch not ten feet from the open door of the spaceship were two things that looked like demons from some horrid nightmare. Short of stature they were, not more than four feet tall, with mottled blue-green skin and short, muscular limbs that bespoke great strength in spite of the diminutive size of the beings. Their mouths were wide and filled with small, pointed teeth. Above the mouth were two small nostrils, mere openings in a noseless face. The eyes were large and luminous and somehow managed to convey an impression of intelligence and craft.


  In spite of their upright posture and large, wellshaped foreheads, Lanina could not help thinking that they looked like huge frogs.


  She had seen photographs of Venusian natives before, but they were more frightening in reality than their photographs could ever be. Still, she forced down her terror and, remembering that some of the natives could understand English, she called out to them.


  “I am a friend. My brother is hurt. I need help. Please!”


  Neither of the Venusians said a word, nor did they give any sign that they understood the tongue of the Earth girl.


  Then another thought occurred to her. Dr. Neilson, the man she and Wayne were supposed to contact, had worked in these jungles for thirty years. Perhaps if she asked for him, they might give some sign, for it was known that Dr. Neilson was friendly with many of the natives.


  “Do you know Dr. Neilson?” she asked. “We are friends of Dr. Neilson’s. Doc-tor Neil-son.” She repeated the name in hopes that the natives might recognize it, even if they understood no other English.


  And indeed they did show signs of understanding, for they glanced at each other and one of them spoke in the rippling, fluid tongue of Venus.


  But before the other could answer, another voice came.


  “What about Dr. Neilson?” asked a deep, authoritative voice.


  Lanina turned her head to see who had spoken and stared wide-eyed in surprise. Standing on another nearby branch was a tall, magnificently handsome man—an Earthman! He was almost naked; only a loincloth of soft, yellow-green fur covered his golden skin. He was taller than any man she had ever seen before, taller even than Wayne, and his shoulders were broad and powerfully muscled. The eyes that looked at her from beneath his frowning brows were a deep, cool blue. But the most outstanding thing about this handsome, golden giant was the flaming red hair that was brushed back from his high forehead in smooth waves.


  “I asked you a question,” he said calmly. “What about Dr. Neilson?”


  CHAPTER II


  KYVOR the Killer lay on his back, gazing indolently at the shifting silvery gray of the Venusian skies. The rough bark of the mighty tree limb upon which he reposed felt pleasant to his golden skin, and the warm, humid breeze which caressed his face enhanced the feeling of lassitude which had stolen over his muscular body.


  And yet, relaxed though he may be, the keen senses of Kyvor the Killer were ever alert for danger. The reptilian predators which crept through the Venusian rain forest were silent and insidious in their movements, and only a trained ear could detect their presence; only nostrils of utmost delicacy could tell their scent from the myriad of other aromas that permeated the moist air. And only by hard, never-ceasing training from childhood could an Earthman hope to stay alive in the jungles of Venus without elaborate protective equipment.


  Thus it was that when Kyvor heard the faint rasp of calloused feet on the bark of a nearby branch, his every muscle was ready for instant action. But he did not leap to his feet, for his sensitive nostrils told him that the one who approached was a member of the Clan of Tivala. Indeed, it was only a few seconds later that the smiling figure of Polthan the Hunter stepped into view from behind a screen of leafy foliage.


  “Good hunting, mighty Flame-head,” said Polthan, using the customary Venusian greeting, and addressing the Earthman by his Venusian name. The name “Kyvor” means, literally, “He-who-has-flame-on-his-head,” for the Clan of Tivala, as the natives call themselves, have no hair; and not even the furred animals have hair that is red or brown.


  “Good hunting, Polthan,” returned Kyvor. “You seem to be excited—more excited, I dare say, than the mere killing of a glith would warrant.”


  Polthan’s thick lips split in a broad smile, disclosing the rows of small, sharp teeth. “Indeed, it is so, mighty Kyvor,” Polthan said. “Did you not hear the scream in the jungle?”


  “I heard it,” Kyvor admitted, “but it sounded like a dying sslis.”


  “Not nearby,” Polthan corrected, shaking his head. “I know you have never heard the sound in your life, but we of Tivala who are older heard it often in years gone by. It was a spaceship landing.”


  Kyvor leaped to his feet. “Where? Take me there quickly, Polthan! If they are agents of the Empire, they will bear close watching.”


  “I think we need have no fear, Kyvor,” said Polthan; “the vessel was out of control and crashed. No doubt the occupants were killed.”


  “If you did not investigate, you can not know,” Kyvor said. “Come, show me the ship.”


  Polthan nodded quickly and scurried off through the trees, running along branches, and leaping the gaps between the great trees by swinging along the cablelike vines that festooned the limbs in the upper forest. Behind him, with equal ease, sped Kyvor the Killer.


  As he moved through the jungle, Kyvor’s keen mind dwelt on the possibilities of a spaceship here in the jungle.


  It had been very long since the young giant had set eyes on his own kind. Since the death of his parents, years before, he had not seen a human being. His only friends, his people, were the Clan of Tivala. He had been only a child when his mother had at last succumbed to fever, weakened by the despair in her heart after the murder of her husband, Kyvor’s father.


  Even then, child though he had been, he was as large, physically, as the greatest warrior of the Clan. And the Clanspeople had adopted him, teaching him those things which a young warrior needs to know in the rain forest of Venus. He knew what plants to avoid, and which plants could be useful to him. He had learned how to kill the herbivorous glith and protect himself from the fierce, ravenous attacks of the sslis.


  And as he had grown to young manhood, he had become stronger and more agile than any of the Clan, and their primitive minds had come to look upon him as a god-king, rather than as a simple chieftain. The books and papers of his father he had read and re-read until everything in that vast library was engraved permanently in his facile mind.


  And now, for the first time in years, he might again see a human face. Perhaps, as Polthan had said, they were dead; perhaps, as he himself surmised, they were agents of the Empire. But they were nonetheless human, and Kyvor felt, deep within his savage breast, the desire to see a human being once again.


  Polthan felt a little ashamed that he had been chastised by Kyvor. Was it not sensible to assume that anything falling from so great a height would kill those within it? Polthan thought so, and yet Kyvor knew more of such things, even though he had never seen a spaceship. Kyvor had many “books” which spoke to him silently when he looked at them, and they told him many wise things. The arts of writing and reading were beyond the intellect of Polthan’s people.


  Since Kyvor had cast doubt upon the death of the vessel’s occupants, then it was extremely likely that it must be so. Therefore, Polthan reasoned, it must be so.


  The people of the Clan of Tivala, though ignorant of the complexities of Earth’s civilization, were wise in the equally complex ways of the jungle. The rapid movement of Kyvor and the faithful Polthan through the upper reaches of the great forest did not go unnoticed by its denizens, nor had the falling of the spaceship been observed by Polthan alone. Thus it was that when Kyvor and his guide reached the spot where the broken ship hung in the tree, many of the Tivala were gathered around it, keeping well hidden in the greenery that surrounded the ship.


  Mylthat the Trapper hurried over to where Kyvor stood watching the ship.


  “We have seen nothing, Fiery One,” he whispered, “but there have been noises within the vessel, clangings of metal upon metal.”


  Polthan nodded. “They are alive, of course,” he said. “We shall kill them when they emerge.”


  Mylthat clenched his hand around his short-spear. “As soon as they open the round door, they die.”


  Kyvor the Killer had been surveying the disabled ship, ignoring the low conversation of the two Tivala, but when Mylthat shook his short- spear, the tall Earthman looked down at him. “No, Mylthat, that will not be necessary. They cannot get out of the ship; there are no vines close enough to allow them to climb out, since they were torn out by the ship’s fall. And, even should they manage to get out, it would be better to wait until they are all out, where they will be more vulnerable to our weapons.”


  “It is as Kyvor says,” agreed Polthan.


  “Listen!” Kyvor’s voice carried a tone of command. “One of them is opening the airlock! Silence!”


  At his order, the Clan of Tivala became motionless and silent. Following their leader’s command they waited.


  Kyvor thought himself ready for anything, but he was totally unprepared for the door to swing inward and disclose the face of a beautiful, golden-haired girl.


  He could tell that she was frightened, but the nobility and beauty of her soft oval face impressed him deeply. It was difficult to believe that such a lovely creature could be an agent of the Empire. But what else could she be?


  The girl looked around her in wonder for a few moments, then looked down at the vast open space beneath her and gasped. She seemed fascinated by the sheer depth of the leafy, blue-green abyss.


  “Quickly!” Kyvor whispered to the two standing beside him; “go out to the branch near her while she is not looking. Do nothing and say nothing. Just stand where she can see you.”


  Then he gave orders to the others while Polthan and Mylthat scurried to do his bidding. “Aim your blowguns at the girl; if she attempts to harm Polthan or Mylthat, kill her.”


  It was an order he did not like to give; the beauty and apparent innocence of the girl did not bespeak evil intent. But she was nonetheless an enemy, or at least a stranger, while the two Tivala were his friends.


  When the girl looked up at last and saw the two Tivala standing before her, Kyvor was again forced to grudging admiration of her bravery. She did not run back into the ship, nor did she draw a weapon. Instead, she spoke, and her voice was clear and soft, without the slightest trace of fear.


  “I am a friend. My brother is hurt. I need help. Please!”


  Kyvor narrowed his eyes. It might be a trap, but if so, it was a crude one. Besides, the girl’s voice had a ring of sincerity. Still, if they were agents of the Empire, there was no need to save their lives; they would only become dangerous later. And yet, there were many questions to be answered. Why had they come here? What were they looking for? Why had the ship crashed?


  The girl’s voice came again. “Do you know Dr. Neilson? We are friends of Dr. Neilson’s. Doc-tor Neilson.”


  At her mention of that name, Kyvor decided that he would have to take personal hand in dealing with the girl. He strode out on a nearby branch and folded his arms over his chest. “What about Dr. Neilson?” he asked.


  The startled girl turned her head to look at him, and her gray eyes grew wide with fear and surprise. She said nothing, so Kyvor repeated his question.


  “We—we’ve come to see him,” the girl replied. “Who are you?”


  “I am known as Kyvor,” he said simply. “Why do you want to see Dr. Neilson? Who are you?”


  The girl had claimed to be a friend of Dr. Neilson’s, and Kyvor well knew that she had never met the doctor.


  Lanina Harrison paused. She had no idea who this golden giant might be; he could very well be an agent of the Venusian Empire, in which case it would be foolish and dangerous to reveal the identity of herself and her brother. And yet, the spaceship itself was real and damaging evidence against her. The handsome demigod must know that she did not come from Empire City.


  “Our ship was damaged,” she said at last. “We were forced to land here, and we knew that Dr. Neilson’s headquarters were in this area. We thought perhaps he could help us.”


  “You speak of ‘we,’ ” Kyvor said. “Who else is aboard?”


  He knew that there was something odd about the girl’s story, but he had correctly deduced that she intended to tell him nothing, so he asked her nothing more about herself.


  “Only my brother and I are aboard,” she said. “He’s inside; his leg has been crushed under a piece of deck, and he can’t move. Please, if you have any kindness about you, help us!”


  Kyvor paused for only a moment. Well he knew that there might be danger within the ship, but his instinct told him that the girl was telling the truth. He grasped a vine, and with one graceful leap swung over the open space to the lip of the airlock.


  “Take me to your brother,” he said.


  Lanina led him back to where Wayne Harrison lay in the darkness of the ship. He did not move, nor did he speak when Lanina called out his name; he had fainted again from the pain in his leg.


  From the illumination of the girl’s flashlight, Kyvor could see that the young man bore a striking resemblance to his sister, although his face was more angular and masculine.


  Lanina watched as Kyvor walked over to the metal deck plate and grasped it with one hand. She saw his mighty thews ripple under the golden skin, and the deck lifted as easily as if it were made of cardboard. With his free hand, Kyvor gently moved the injured man’s foot from beneath the mass of metal. Then he lowered the deck again, and without another word, he picked up the unconscious man in his arms and strode toward the airlock. Lanina followed him, not knowing what else to do or what to expect.


  CHAPTER III


  SEVERAL hundred miles to the north of the spot where the spaceship had landed, four heavy armored tanks lumbered southward. The column moved in single file, their headlights gleaming in the misty dimness of the jungle floor.


  In the lead tank, Major Lyman Reeder, of the Imperial Venusian Army, scowled darkly and cursed venemously under his breath.


  “Why so angry, Major?” asked Captain Bock, the second in command.


  “I don’t like the idea of bringing a nurse along,” the major said. “Women don’t belong on a military expedition. They are always and forever in the way. We needed a doctor, yes. But not a nurse.”


  That was not the real reason for the major’s anger, although it irritated him. Actually, he had no real desire to be heading a military expedition into the jungle. He would much rather have stayed in Empire City, making the rounds of the cafes, attending the various social functions of Imperial society. He thoroughly disliked the idea of plunging into the unknown depths of the Venusian jungles. There was, of course, nothing he could do about it; had he begged off, he would have been disgraced and called a coward in the social circles of Empire City. In fact, it was doubtful that he could have begged off; the order to find the fallen spaceship, and capture prisoners if possible, had come straight from the Emperor himself, and Derek II was not a monarch who rescinded his personal orders.


  Major Reeder had to go, but he most certainly did not have to like it. Therefore, his disposition was irritable and his treatment of the men under him harsh.


  Captain John Bock didn’t object; as a matter of fact, he was rather glad that he had been assigned to the expedition. He knew that the Emperor was anxious to capture whoever had been in the mysterious ship, and he was determined that he would get his share of the credit for the success of the expedition. Well he knew the weaknesses of his commander, and he intended to take every advantage of them.


  “Why do you think the ship came here, sir?” the captain asked conversationally.


  “Who knows?” snapped the major. “I can tell you this, though: Any ship from Earth is a potential danger to the Empire. Ever since Derek I declared Venus to be separate from the government of Earth, we have known that the President of Earth would do everything in his power to see that the Empire is destroyed. The democratic earthlings claim that a government by aristocracy is despotic. Bah! Can you imagine a world where the common rabble is permitted a voice in the government? There can be no such thing.”


  “It does seem foolish in the extreme,” Captain Bock agreed. “Our ancestors, who colonized Venus, were wise to cut themselves loose from the bonds that tied them to a decadent society.”


  The major, who knew nothing of history and cared even less, merely snorted. “Nevertheless,” he said, “Earth has always been a threat to us, and always will be until its society collapses into anarchy.”


  Captain Bock nodded in agreement, but he privately disagreed with Major Reeder. The Empire controlled the spots on Venus where a spaceship could land: the broad, flat salt plains of the North. All the rest was jungle, swamps, and mountains. Earth could not possibly land a fleet of ships to invade, since the heavy blaster guns could shoot them out of the sky before they could touch the ground. Neither could they bomb the Empire from space, for the heavy blasters could hit a bomb as easily as a spaceship. Earth could win only by destroying the whole planet, and there would be no point in doing that.


  He wondered, nevertheless, why this lone ship had come from Earth. What could they hope to accomplish? The ship had attempted to land in the great marshes just out of range of the blasters; but they had underestimated the range of the huge guns, and a near hit had disabled them. They had fled to the south, only to crash into the vast rain forest. Whoever had been aboard her would most certainly have died in the crash, but, even so, there would be clues aboard her which might disclose her purpose in coming here.


  While the captain pondered thusly, the column of tanks moved on over the thick moss that covered the jungle floor. Like four tiny ants crawling around the vast pillars of a cathedral, they wound their torturous way through the towering Empire trees. The great forest monarchs, some of them a full quarter of a mile in diameter, seemed to ignore the small crawling things beneath them as a man would ignore an insect at his feet.


  On and on they moved through the dimness of the jungle until at last the pearly light in the sky began to fade and the utter blackness of the Venusian night settled over them. Not until then did the major call a halt.


  The four tanks were formed into a hollow square, and the space between them was blocked with heavy steel fencing. Outside this, an electrical barrier was set up which would kill any small animal and stun or frighten larger ones. Powerful searchlights were set up to illuminate the area, and sentries were posted around the camp. Then the soldiers made ready to eat their evening meal and retire until morning.


  In one corner of the compound, a special tent had been set up, and Major Reeder eyed it with open dislike.


  “That,” he said to Captain Bock, “is exactly what I mean when I say that a woman is a nuisance on a military expedition. She has to have special attention, special quarters, special everything.


  “Captain, I’m going to make her your responsibility. I would just as soon she didn’t bother me.”


  “Yes, sir,” replied the captain. “I’ll see that she doesn’t annoy you.” Inwardly, he smiled at his superior’s order. He hadn’t dared to hope that he would have such luck; his scheming mind had already worked out a way to undermine his commanding officer and take credit for the expedition himself. Because he knew that the young nurse was already angry with the major’s tyrannical methods, he hoped to use her in his scheme, and the major’s order fell in with his plans. And, too, he had other plans for the girl herself.


  Excusing himself from the major’s company, he strolled across the compound toward the nurse’s tent. When he reached it, he tapped on the aluminum frame of the door to the tent.


  “Who is it?” came a clear contralto voice from within.


  “Captain Bock,” said the officer. “May I come in?”


  “Certainly, Captain,” said the nurse. She was seated at a table with Captain Ashley, the elderly medical officer.


  Bock had expected to find the girl alone, and he was somewhat discomfited to see them both.


  “Good evening, Lieutenant Summers; Captain Ashley; I hope you’re both comfortable. How did the first day go?”


  “Not badly, “replied Captain Ashley, “although I must say riding in a tank with nine other men is not my idea of comfort.”


  “I hope my men didn’t bother you,” said Bock. “If they do, I shall see that they are disciplined.”


  Dora Summers looked up at the young captain. He might have been handsome, except for the cruelty in his dark eyes, which showed through in spite of the engaging smile on his face.


  “Your men didn’t bother me, Captain,” she said; “they seem very well trained.”


  “As well trained as it is possible to train peasants,” Captain Bock agreed.


  Nurse Summers said nothing. Not by so much as a flicker of her lustrous brown eyes did she betray the thought that passed through her mind.


  Captain Ashley stretched his arms wide. “I’m really getting too old for this sort of thing,” he said. “Frankly, I doubt that a doctor will be needed. If the crash didn’t kill the people in the spaceship, I dare say they’ll be dead by the time we get there. An unprotected human being can’t last long in the jungles of Venus.” He yawned and stood up. “Frankly, I’m going to get some sleep—I need it. Goodnight.”


  Captain Bock and the nurse bade him goodnight as he pushed open the door of the aluminum-cloth tent and went out to his own quarters.


  As soon as he had gone, Captain Bock turned again to the nurse. “The major was rather harsh with you this morning, wasn’t he?”


  Lieutenant Summers just shrugged her smooth shoulders. “He’s the commanding officer here. I have to take orders like anyone else.”


  “True,” the captain agreed, “but I think he’s much too overbearing with everyone. Even a common soldier has some rights.” He looked searchingly into the dark, soft eyes of the woman. “If you want my opinion, I think we need a psychiatrist along instead of a medical doctor.” Dora Summers met his gaze steadily, and she, too, was attempting to read the brain behind those eyes. “Do you mean that you think Major Reeder is insane?”


  The captain laughed and shook his head. “No, Dora, I didn’t say that. You did. However, I won’t disagree with you. Perhaps—” His smile faded, and he left the sentence unfinished.


  He rose from his seat, said goodnight, and left. Dora Summers watched him leave and wondered what sort of man the captain really was. Could she trust him? She felt that she had to trust someone, but what would Captain Bock’s reaction be if he discovered that she was not the well-born lady she claimed to be, but only a commoner? She did not know, and until she could be more sure of the young officer, she decided it would be more prudent to hold her tongue.


  Restless, she stood up and walked outside the tent to take a breath of fresh air. The humidity of the jungle breeze seemed to be less in the evening.


  Around her she could see nothing except the camp itself. Beyond the glare of the brilliant spotlights, there seemed to be nothing but impenetrable darkness.


  Thus, she could not see the pair of large, glowing eyes that sought her out in the glare of the lights, eyes that watched from the jungle and remained fastened upon the door to her aluminum tent after she had gone inside and shut off the light.


  CHAPTER IV


  LANINA HARRISON massaged the wrist of her left hand. There was little pain in it, but a slight tenderness remained. Fortunately, it had only been a slight sprain.


  Wayne, on the other hand, had not had his sister’s good luck. His foot had been broken, and only the skill of their unknown benefactor had saved the limb. As it was, Kyvor had set the fracture so well that Wayne was able to hobble about on a pair of crutches without paining himself too much.


  At the moment, he was seated on a rude, but serviceable couch that stood against one wall of the room where they stayed.


  “It just doesn’t seem possible,” Wayne said as he looked about him; “to think that we’re actually inside a tree!”


  “Kyvor says that the Empire trees are filled with such hollows as this,” Lanina said. “The natives widen them and polish the inside walls to give them the finish.”


  Indeed, the room, primitive though it might be, had an air of grandeur about it, for the walls looked as though they were made of paneled mahogany, smoothly varnished and polished to a high lustre. It was a large room, and yet, in comparison, it was only a tiny scar in the vast bulk of the mighty tree.


  There was a rustling at the entranceway, and a huge hand pulled aside the bark- cloth that concealed the entrance from outside eyes.


  The flame-haired giant smiled as he stepped inside the tree-cavern room. “How do you feel, Wayne? Foot still hurt?”


  “I think it’s all right,” the Earthman said. “Still throbs a little, but what can you expect of a broken leg?”


  Kyvor seemed to be enjoying some private joke which neither of the others understood. They had told him that they were merely citizens of Empire City who were trying to test a new type of spaceship. Something had gone wrong, they said, and the ship had crashed. Otherwise, they had told him nothing.


  And, in return, Kyvor had asked them nothing. He had no need to; his eyes and his ears told him more than the two Earthlings suspected. He knew by their slight accents that they had not come from Empire City; more, he could see that their clothing, although cut in the Empire style, were not made on Venus. His keen eyes could detect subtle differences in the cut and make of the cloth that would go unnoticed to ordinary human eyes. Long years in the Venusian jungles had sharpened his senses far beyond those of the average man.


  “Well,” he said quietly, “I suppose you’re ready, now, to be taken to Empire City. You’ll want to get back home.”


  Lanina and her brother glanced at each other, and the message that passed between them did not pass unnoticed by the golden-skinned giant, who smiled slightly to himself.


  Suddenly, he could contain himself no longer. Kyvor’s vast sense of humor bubbled over and he began laughing at the plight of the two before him.


  “I’m sorry,” he said at last, when his laughter had subsided. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. But why didn’t you tell me you were Earth agents? Was it because you thought I was an agent of the so-called Venusian Empire? What Empire man would stay out here in the jungle when he could have the comforts of the city?”


  Wayne Harrison smoothed back his blond hair with a muscular hand. “Then you’ve known all along?”


  Kyvor nodded. “Ever since I first heard you speak. And, too, the evidence aboard the ship shows that it isn’t of Venusian origin. Besides, you asked about Dr. Neilson; that was a dead giveaway, in itself. Everyone on Venus knows that Dr. Neilson is dead.”


  Young Harrison looked at the fire-haired young giant in astonishment. “Dead? But he assured Earth that he was in no danger; he said that he could stay away from the Empire’s police forever, if necessary.”


  Kyvor nodded. “He was right. But there was more to it than that. Let me tell you what I know, then you can tell me what has taken place on Earth.


  “Twenty years ago, Neilson contacted Earth. He had a plan for allowing Earth forces to land to overthrow the Empire and free the so- called ‘commoners’ from the slavery of the Empire’s aristocrats and set up a democratic government on Venus. For five years, he carried on radio communication with Earth. Then communication was stopped, but Neilson assured Earth that there was nothing wrong. Since then he has not been heard from.”


  Lanina said: “That’s right. We were sent to contact Neilson; there was hope that he was still alive. His last message told us. that he needed new supplies for his radio, that some of the transistors were nearly burned out. No further messages were received, but it was assumed that the doctor had simply been unable to get new supplies. Finally, after fifteen years, the Earth decided that if one ship could get through to him, we could help him bring his plan about. Unfortunately—”


  “Unfortunately,” finished Kyvor, “you didn’t know two things. You didn’t know that the small landing field he told you of was now occupied by the Empire, and you didn’t know that he had been killed. This changes your plans.


  “In order to get parts for his radio, he stole secretly into Empire City, the only place where they could be had. He was captured and tortured to death. But he died without revealing his headquarters.” When he said this last, the flashing blue eyes of Kyvor became as cold as the blue ice of Earth’s Arctic.


  “Do you know where his headquarters were?” Lanina asked.


  Kyvor nodded. “I do,” he said. “I am the only living human being who does know. The things he worked with should never fall into the hands of the Emperor of Venus. Derek II would become a tyrant, the like of which has never been seen, if the secrets in Dr. Neilson’s laboratory were to become his.”


  Wayne Harrison’s gray eyes blazed with sudden interest. “How do you know so much, Kyvor? Who are you, anyway?”


  “My real name is Glen Neilson,” Kyvor said quietly. “I am Dr. Neilson’s son.” He stopped a moment, remembering. Then he said: “I have lived in these jungles all my life. I was reared by the Clan of Tivala. I am the only Earthman who is not hated by the tree people of Venus.”


  The red-haired young giant had no further opportunity to explain his background. A small, blue-green figure darted into the room and spoke in the rippling tongue of the Clan of Tivala. The Earthlings could understand no word of it, but they could easily see the excitement of the speaker.


  When he had finished and scampered out again, Kyvor spoke to the Earthman. “Wayne, the Empire has spotted the place where your ship crashed. Even now, there is a column of tanks coming through the forest toward us. Polthan the Hunter says that they are only a day away.”


  Wayne’s heavy blond brows furrowed in thought. “They’ll find the ship, of course; their detectors will tell them where it is. And they’ll know we’re alive. When they report back—”


  “Don’t worry about that,” Kyvor said. “I’ll see to it that they don’t report back.” He stood up and strode out the door of the tree cave.


  Lanina Harrison sprang to her feet and rushed out after him. “Kyvor! Wait! What are you going to do?” When she had left the room, she had run out on the mighty branch that projected out from beneath the hole in the bark; but she took no notice of that, for the branch was fully ten feet thick and therefore easy to walk on without losing balance.


  Kyvor turned to look at her. “What am I going to do? I’m going to get rid of an enemy patrol. I’ve done it before; there’s nothing to fear.”


  The Earth girl reached out and touched him gently with one hand. “Don’t—don’t get hurt.” And then, suddenly, she threw her arms about him and lay her head against his mighty chest. “Please be careful! Please!”


  “He’s been gone for hours,” said Lanina Harrison, pacing back and forth across the room.


  “Relax, honey,” Wayne told her. “That man knows his way around these jungles. He’s stayed alive this long; he’ll stay alive a lot longer.” He looked up at his sister knowingly. “You’ve fallen in love with the guy, haven’t you?”


  Lanina turned, her eyes blazing. “Well, what if I have? Can you imagine anyone better to fall in love with?”


  Wayne shook his head. “No, I can’t,” he confessed. “The man’s magnificent. But—does he love you?”


  Lanina clenched her fists and closed her eyes. “I don’t know,” she said softly. “I don’t know.”


  Wayne stood up on his crutches and hobbled across the room. “I hate to disillusion you, honey, but I think you ought to take everything into account before you make any decision.” He pushed open the door to the next room, the one where Kyvor slept. “Come here, Lanina. Kyvor talked with me for a while in here. I know I’m intruding on his privacy to show you this, but I think you should know.” He flung the door open wide and pointed within. The flickering glow of the oil lamps which illuminated the hidden recesses within the tree glowed fitfully over the far wall of the room. And there, Lanina could see a life-size photograph of a young, dark-haired, brown-eyed, beautiful girl.


  And, inscribed beneath it were the words: “To Kyvor, with all my love.”


  Kyvor the Killer raced through the branches of the upper terrace, moving steadily and unerringly toward the place where the tank column had been spotted. He took with him no provisions, for they would only serve to slow his rapid pace through the jungle. His only necessities were the knife and rope that hung at his side; he could live off the land as well as any other inhabitant of the Venusian rain forest, and, indeed, preferred to do so.


  When Dr. Simon Neilson, one of the most brilliant scientists who had ever lived, had fled into the jungles of Venus to keep his secrets out of the hands of the despotic Empire, he had taken with him his wife and small son. Since early childhood, young Glen had been raised and taught by the Clan of Tivala, with whom his scientist father had become friendly. While Dr. Neilson worked in his hidden laboratory, Kyvor, the Fire Hair, had played with the young Tivala children and learned their ways.


  Then Simon Neilson had gone back to Empire City for badly needed equipment, and had never returned. Shortly thereafter, his beloved mother had succumbed to fever and loneliness, leaving Kyvor in the hands of the faithful people of the Clan of Tivala. And they had not failed in their duty; day by day and year by year they had taught the lad the secrets of the jungle, secrets he needed in order to survive. The boy had learned well; indeed, because of his superior brain, he soon surpassed his instructors, until now the Clan looked upon the young giant as one almost akin to the gods.


  Knowing his father’s hatred for the Empire, and knowing how they had killed him and indirectly caused the death of his mother, an intense hatred of the Empire had been instilled in Kyvor’s own mind. Often they had sent patrols and expeditions into the jungle, and each time Kyvor heard of one, he had proceeded as he was proceeding now—to wipe it out.


  Perhaps, Kyvor reflected, it was not quite right to think of Lanina and her brother as the only humans he had seen since his parents’ death. Still, it was only with effort that he could bring himself to think of the soldiers of the Emperor as being human. Their savagery and cruelty were such that they scarcely deserved the honor of being called men.


  Never once on these expeditions had he spoken to one of the soldiers. He had killed them by using his vast knowledge of the jungle, and left their bodies to the mercies of the carnivores and carrion- eaters of the jungle. When all was over, the machines were left to rust, while the winged dak-lizards swooped ever lower toward the corpses, and the small, jackal-like thelks crept out of the underbrush to feed.


  CHAPTER V


  THAT evening, Kyvor slowed his steady movement through the jungle and began to search for food for his evening repast. The faithful Polthan swung by his side through the heavy vines of the forest, sniffing the air with his flat nostrils.


  Suddenly Kyvor changed direction, veering off sharply to the right. Polthan followed, for he, too, had scented the glith.


  The big beast, hanging upside-down from a limb, moved slowly along, munching leaves and flowers from the liana vines. Kyvor and Polthan crept up silently and watched. Great care must be taken to catch glith. If he is killed outright, he will simply fall, hundreds of feet, to the jungle floor below. Before a hunter could reach him, the flesh would be despoiled by the thousands of tiny, thumbsized carrion beetles that rush from their burrows in the moss whenever anything edible falls from above. The little eaters of dead could burrow into a body within a few seconds, rendering it unfit for consumption because of the noxious secretions of their bodies.


  Thus it was that the glith had to be taken by more subtle means.


  Carefully unreeling his rope, Kyvor prepared a noose, and with unerring accuracy threw it over the blunt, thick-necked head of the browsing monster. Immediately, the animal reached out with one great claw and began to tear at the offending strand of rope.


  Then Kyvor leaped. Grasping the animal with one mighty arm about his throat, Kyvor plunged his knife again and again into its side, searching for the huge heart that beat beneath the protective hide.


  Screaming, with pain, the great beast released his hold on the branch and dropped. But the rope that Kyvor had fastened to a higher branch held, and the fall was stopped as abruptly as it had begun as the glith jerked helplessly at the end of the rope.


  Still the great animal did not die. Tough were his great neck muscles, and strong the will to live within his heart. His great tree-holding talons slashed back, trying to dislodge the human from his back. But Kyvor was not to be cheated of his prey. His powerful arms and legs held their grip about the glith’s body, and his knife sought once more the heart of the beast.


  The glith’s motions began to become more sluggish, and at last it moved no more. Then, hand over hand, his bloody knife clenched between his teeth, Kyvor the Killer climbed up the rope which held the huge body suspended from the limb above.


  As soon as he had reached the limb, he began pulling up the glith and before long, he and Polthan were tearing with their teeth at the raw chunks of flesh that had been hacked off the dead herbivore.


  After they had sated themselves, the giant Earthman and the small Venusian found a small cavern in the trunk of a nearby tree and lodged themselves for the night there to rest and wait.


  Lieutenant Dora Summers pointed at the drug cabinet and said: “I tell you, Dr. Ashley, someone has been taking llomar powder from the drug supply!”


  Captain Ashley looked at the calibrated vials and nodded. “You’re right, Nurse. There’s a good deal of it missing. When did you first notice that it was gone?”


  “Just a few minutes ago,” the nurse replied. “Just before I called you.”


  The physician frowned. “I couldn’t believe it at first,” he said. “I can’t see why anyone would want to take it. It’s not a narcotic, nor a stimulant. Why would anyone want to steal the llomar drug?”


  Lieutenant Summers was almost sure she knew, but it was not her business to make wild guesses. She merely asked: “It’s a poison, isn’t it?”


  Dr. Ashley nodded. “Yes, but not in the usual sense. It attacks the nerves, and specifically attacks the cerebrum—the thinking part of the brain.”


  The two of them were standing in the hospital hut, on the fourth night out from Empire City. The journey had been slow and monotonous; the dreadful tales they had heard about the dangers of the Venusian rain forest had not seemed to have come true. Instead of deadly danger, there was only the utter sameness of the unchanging jungle.


  “I suppose I had better notify Major Reeder,” Captain Ashley said thoughtfully. “Steps will have to be taken to insure against further losses.”


  Dora watched as the captain walked across the compound. She knew in her heart that only one man could have stolen the llomar powder.


  Captain Ashley rapped on the door of the major’s tent. At the sound of the voice that bade him come in, he pushed open the door—


  —and was confronted by a madman!


  Major Lyman Reeder was foaming at the mouth; his eyes were wild and red—bloodshot with hate.


  “Aha! There you are!” he cackled madly. “I’m going to kill you, you know! Haha! I’m going to kill you!”


  Dr. Ashley knew then what had happened to the llomar drug—someone had given it to Major Reeder!


  He could hardly manage to get out of the insane man’s way. It was too late! The major was charging straight for him, and the captain couldn’t possibly avoid him in time!


  Lanina Harrison looked over at the couch where her brother was sleeping soundly. She was glad that the pain in his foot had subsided at last to the point where he could sleep, but she was worried about Kyvor. What had happened to the red-haired giant? He had been gone now nearly two days. Had the Empire soldiers killed him? Or had he met some worse fate?


  She could not know. The tiny green Venusians could not tell her, for they spoke no English; and she, in turn, was unable to speak the tongue of the Clan of Tivala. But, she decided, she must know what had happened to the golden-skinned man who had won her love.


  Quietly, she walked over to the crude desk which stood on squat legs in one corner of the room. Dipping the ancient steel pen in ink, she wrote a few lines. Then she put the piece of paper on Wayne’s chest, where he would be sure to see it when he awoke.


  Then, buckling her weapon belt around her slim waist, she stepped outside and began to walk quietly along the wide branch of the great tree.


  All around her glowed the phosphorescent flowers of the great vines, shimmering in their various colors in the blackness of the Venusian night. They stored the light that fell upon them by day and glowed at night, filling the darkness with a soft light that was just barely enough to see by, provided one had exceptionally keen vision.


  Lanina had a keen sense of direction. Although she was by no means trained to live in the jungle, she nevertheless was capable of acting in an emergency; and her senses were, in spite of their comparative weakness, still a great deal better than the average man’s. So, stepping carefully along the branches, she moved toward the spaceship that had crashed far off in the jungle.


  She walked carefully; she could not hope to equal the daring swings across space that Kyvor performed with such apparent ease and daring; but, nonetheless, she did not feel afraid as she walked along, jumping from one branch to another, making long detours where an easy jump was not feasible.


  She could not, however, hope to equal the silence of Kyvor. Her every step made the bark beneath her feet crackle. She tried to steal along quietly, but her heavy, solid space boots made the bark crunch every time she shifted her weight. But to her, this was of little consequence. She could hear it only slightly, and naively assumed that no other denizen of the jungle could hear better than she could. She did not know that before she had moved twenty yards there were others in the trees who watched her with glowing eyes and followed her silently. Amid the shining liana blossoms the eye could not be seen, but they watched and moved, nonetheless.


  It took her a long time to navigate her way through the upper terrace. In half an hour, she had covered a distance that would have taken a Venusian child less than five minutes.


  She knew that the tank column had spotted the place where her ship had crashed, and she knew that Kyvor, if he were still alive, would be somewhere near the wreckage.


  Sense of direction though she had, Lanina knew nothing of the dangers that surrounded her. Although the motions and sounds in the jungle disturbed her, she did not know what they were, and the distant hissing roar of a sslis meant nothing to her. She could not know that the reptilian carnivore had scented her and was already moving cautiously toward her after giving his single hunting warning.


  Distant as he was, the reptile nonetheless moved through his familiar surroundings much more rapidly than the prey ahead. He paused now and then, sniffing the air, trying to decide just what sort of animal it was that lay ahead. It really did not matter to the sslis, for in his tiny brain there was no room for fear; he did not know what it was, but he knew that it was food, and he knew that he was a match for any animal that roamed the forest. On and on he pressed, moving with a catlike grace that no terrestrial reptile ever achieved. For the Venusian sslis, like all other Venusian reptiles, is more highly developed than any Earth lizard.


  At last the hungry carnivore spotted his victim. He stopped for a moment, eyeing her, wondering what her flesh would taste like; but he knew that she was not dangerous. She had no claws, no teeth, no protection of any kind. True, she walked upright, as did the blue-green things with the blowguns, but she was obviously not of their species; she was larger, and would provide a better meal.


  He moved on, stalking the girl, waiting until she should get to a place where there would be no danger of her falling to the ground below. The sslis did not want to lose this choice morsel to the carrion beetles.


  Lanina walked carefully along the intertwining limbs and branches, moving from tree to tree by crawling carefully across the vines that tied one tree to another. And then she realized that she had made a mistake; she had walked out on a great branch which, she presumed, led to the next tree. But it did not; only forty feet out from the mighty trunk of the Empire tree, it came to a dead end. At some time in the past, it had been broken off, perhaps by a lightning bolt, perhaps by internal weakness. Now, it was only a jagged stump.


  Realizing that she would have to take another route, she turned to retrace her steps. But the sslis, too, had seen her error, and when she turned, Lanina saw before her the glowing red eyes of the most feared killer on Venus.


  In the glowing light of the fluorescent flowers, Lanina could only dimly see the carnivore, but there was no doubt in her mind that it was a killer. It looked something like a terrestrial tiger, but its snout was longer, and it was earless. A ridge of spines ran along its back and down the long, reptilian tail. Slowly, it stalked toward her.


  And then, with a terrifying, hissing shriek, it leaped!


  (to be continued)
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    Synopsis of Previous Installment


    DEREK, the Dictator, through treachery, has set up a despotic government on the planet Venus, isolating it from the democracy of Earth, the mother planet. He has fortified Venus against invasion but a single Earth ship managed to get through allowing Dr. Neilson and his scientist wife to reach the jungles of Venus and set up radio communications. He maintains the communication for five years, trying to set up an invasion plan but it is discovered by Derek and he and his wife are murdered. Their small son escapes and is adopted by the Clan of Tivala, native Venusians who live in the jungles. The child thrives and becomes Kyvor the Killer—bent on avenging his parents.


    After many tries, Earth gets another small ship through but it crashes in the jungle where Kyvor rescues Lanina Harrison and her brother Wayne. He takes them into the safety of the jungle. The ship has been spotted by Derek’s lookouts and a tank expedition is sent out under Major Lyman Reeder to capture the occupants.


    In the party are Captain Bock and Lieutenant Dora Summers. These two are drawn together by the fact that Captain Bock thinks Major Reeder is insane. Dora Summers, a nurse, is not sure of this. Then she discovers that a supply of Llomar, a drug the misuse of which can cause madness, has been stolen. Reeder becomes a raging maniac. Someone has poisoned him.


    Kyvor has listened to the story of Lanina and Wayne Harrison and plans to help them, but Lanina, in trying to return to the wrecked ship, becomes lost and is faced by a terrible jungle reptile while Kyvor is searching for her. Now for the conclusion of the story.

  


  PART II


  CHAPTER VI


  WHEN the sslis screamed, Lanina Harrison’s mind broke from the paralysis of horror that had seized it, and her hand darted to the ray pistol at her side. With the smooth rapidity of long practice, the weapon came up on a line with the reptile-beast’s chest. But Lanina did not lire.


  She saw that there was no need to; the beast’s chest was already pierced by three long darts from Venusian blow- guns. And, even as she watched, a fourth dart leaped from the surrounding leaves and stuck in the rearing animal. The sslis clawed at his chest and screamed again; but the virulent poison on the long darts worked rapidly, and with a final, mortal roar, the great carnivore toppled from the branch and fell cashing through the greenery to the jungle floor far below.


  Then silence reigned all through the surrounding jungle. The roars and screams of the dying sslis had silenced the lesser creatures of the forest.


  Lanina looked about her, but she could see nothing. There was, however, no doubt in her mind as to what had happened. Kyvor had given orders to the little, blue-green men of the Clan of Tivala to protect her. Even though they chose to remain invisible, she knew they were all about her in the leafy branches. Feeling much safer than she had before, she reholstered her ray pistol and pressed on through the forest.


  It was many hours before she reached the spot where the spaceship had crashed into the limbs of the huge Empire tree, and not once was there any evidence that she was being followed by the Tivala.


  The spaceship was just as she had left it so many days before; the airlock door was gaping open disclosing the darkness within. She decided to look around inside the ship; there might be some few salvagable things which would materially assist in Wayne’s comfort—and her own—during his long convalescence. She had watched Kyvor swing above the dizzying heights from the vines that festooned the Empire trees, and she had no doubt that she could perform the feat equally as well. Her training in the Terran Service had been hard and thorough.


  Gingerly, she grasped a nearby vine and pulled, testing her weight upon it. It held. Then she estimated the swing between the limb she was on and the open airlock. She knew that all of this would have taken Kyvor only a fraction of a second to compute, but her Earth-trained responses were too slow for such split-second decisions. One slip meant death.


  Sure of herself at last, she clamped her hands tightly about the vine and projected herself out over the green abyss that yawned beneath her. It was a long swing.


  Dora Summers heard a scream from the major’s tent and began to run toward it. Then she stopped, frightened, as Major Reeder ran wildly from his tent and across the compound toward the gate.


  “Open up!” he screamed. “Open up! Open, I say!”


  Dora clasped her hands in front of her mouth as she watched the officer run toward the tank where the gate was. The sentry, accustomed to obeying the orders of his superiors, hastily opened the gate, and the major ran out into the darkness of the jungle.


  Then she started sprinting again, moving rapidly toward the major’s tent. She heard the short, harsh of a needle gun just as she neared the entrance to the aluminum- cloth structure. She knew it had not been heard by the others in the camp; the sounds of shouting drowned out the noise of the firing weapon.


  Then Captain Bock stepped out of the major’s tent, shouting: “Stop the major! Stop him! He’s gone insane! He’s shot the doctor! Stop him!”


  As two of the soldiers raced out of the gate to follow the demented commanding officer, Captain Bock turned to look at Lieutenant Summers. The nurse shrank back, frightened. She could tell by the way he looked at her that he suspected that she knew he had killed Captain Ashley.


  The doctor had made the mistake of accusing Captain Bock of poisoning Major Reeder. Bock had been in the tent when the major charged Dr. Ashley; he had, in fact, inflamed the crazed officer’s mind against the doctor by telling him that the doctor was attempting to poison him. When Ashley had entered, Captain Bock had grinned sardonically to himself to see his plans working out so well. He had hoped that Major Reeder would actually kill the physician.


  But the major had not; he had merely struck the doctor and run out, his disordered mind unable to function properly. The llomar poison had done its work too well.


  The doctor, hardly stunned by the officer’s blow had sat up and said: “You did this, Captain! I know you put llomar drug in Major Reeder’s food!”


  Knowing that the doctor would betray him, the captain’s cruel mind could think of only one thing. Accordingly, he drew his needier and shot Ashley before he could say another word. He knew that he could blame the murder on Major Reeder.


  He had stepped outside, then, and called to the guard. And then he had turned to see Nurse Summers staring at him. Did she know? Had she guessed that he, and not the major, had killed Ashley?


  “Did you see what Reeder did?” he asked cautiously.


  Dora Summers knew that if she betrayed herself the captain would kill her as surely as he had killed Dr. Ashley. Quickly, she shook her head. “I didn’t see it. What happened? Is the doctor hurt?”


  “Come inside,” Bock said. “Take a look. He’s dead.”


  Nurse Summers looked in through the doorway, but she did not go in. Ashley lay there, a small hole burned through his chest by the deadly ray.


  By that time, several of the other officers had come out of their quarters, rushing toward the tent of the commanding officer. The entire camp was in an uproar by this time, and Captain Bock had to explain the situation to several of the young subalterns who had come up to him, clamoring for an explanation. He told essentially the same story he had told to Dora. Shortly thereafter, the two sentries who had gone out after the major returned through the gate and double- timed toward the captain. They came to a halt and saluted.


  “We lost him in the jungle, noble sir,” said the lance corporal. “He paid no attention to our calls.”


  “We couldn’t follow him into the forest, noble sir,” the private explained.


  “It is quite obvious that the major has gone mad,” said Captain Bock. “We will wait until dawn and then go on. If he hasn’t come back by then, we’ll have to assume that he is dead.” He paused, and a look of sadness came into his eyes. “If only there were something we could do for him, poor chap.”


  “There’s nothing, sir,” said one of the subalterns. “Once he gets into that jungle, he’s a dead man.”


  “We don’t dare go out after him,” said another. “We couldn’t possibly find him.” Captain Bock looked at the young officer. “We dare not give up hope, Mister Grimes. Organize a patrol, fully armed, and go after him.”


  The subaltern’s eyes opened in surprise, but he said nothing except: “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.” Then he turned and strode off.


  When the patrol had left, Captain Bock smiled slyly to himself. Whether they returned or not, he knew that they would never find Reeder. Armed only with a needle beam, the major wouldn’t last half an hour in that jungle—if that long.


  Then the captain’s dark eyes slitted. Dora Summers had gone back to the hospital tent. It was time he had a talk with her. He strode over to the hospital tent and rapped on the door. There was no answer. Then he opened the door and looked inside. She was nowhere to be seen.


  Frowning, Captain Bock called to a guard, who came running up subserviently.


  “Yes, noble sir?” said the guard.


  “Search the compound,” Bock said. “Lieutenant Summers is missing. Find her and bring her to me.”


  The guard saluted. “Yes, noble sir.” He turned on his heel and left.


  The fact that Dora was missing disturbed the captain. She was necessary to his plans; since the doctor was dead, she would have to be the one to testify that the major was insane, once the expedition returned to Empire City. Without her assistance, it would be difficult to prove that the major had been mad before tonight. She could not have left the compound, of course. Only a madman or a fool would go out into the jungle at night. He waited in his tent while the guards searched for the girl, quite confident that she would accede to his wishes. After all, he knew she was a commoner, not a noble. If he threatened her with disclosure to the authorities, she would not only back up his story of Major Reeder’s insanity, but would consent to the other plans he had in mind for her. He smiled to himself as he thought of the young nurse’s beauty.


  CHAPTER VII


  FROM the branches high in the trees above the Imperial Army’s bivouac, Kyvor the Killer watched what went on below. When the drug- crazed officer ran out, the jungle-man watched as he ran in a jagged path toward the nearest tree, circled around it, and disappeared beyond the circle of light shed by the illuminating searchlights of the compound. When he had vanished, Kyvor turned his attention back to the four tanks below. He had no further interest in the officer; anyone foolish enough to expose himself to the Venusian jungle unprotected would not live long.


  Beside him, Polthan the Hunter chattered softly in the language of the Tivala. “What do we do next, Mighty Fire? The usual gas-pod bombardment?”


  Kyvor smiled. “That, yes. But I think I have discovered another method of destroying the invaders. Suppose we were to drop heavy branches into the compound from up here?”


  He turned his eyes to watch the scene below while Polthan thought on his chieftain’s suggestion. He could hardly see the faces of those who moved beneath him, so high in the Empire tree was he perched. The tiny figures were like toys who moved mechanically in the panic of the camp.


  Meanwhile, Polthan the Hunter thought over what Kyvor had said. Drop heavy branches? What would that do? Could they kill a few of the Earthmen? Yes. But would not most of them flee to the tanks and thus escape death? Most certainly they would. Then what good would it do?


  Shaking his froglike head sadly, Polthan said: “I fear I do not understand your plan, Great Kyvor.”


  “The carrion beetles,” Kyvor said, without looking at the little green man.


  A broad smile broke over Polthan’s face. The carrion beetles, of course! Who but Kyvor would have thought of such a thing? The carrion beetles which live beneath the mossy covering of the rainforest floor do not come from their burrows unless there are dead things about into which they can chew their way. An ordinary step, even the great weight of a tank tread, would not disturb those it did not crush, but the heavy slam of a falling body told the little creatures that some animal had fallen from the branches overhead—and a sixty-foot fall would kill almost any tree animal. If the thing did not move, the beetles would crawl from their holes to attack it.


  Polthan’s broad mouth smiled as he thought of the confusion that would result in the Earthmen’s camp.


  “I will find the branch, Polthan,” Kyvor said. “You run and find some gas pods. Quickly, now.”


  Without bothering to answer, Polthan scurried off through the trees.


  Kyvor, intent on finding a branch of the proper size to simulate a falling body, did not see, in the camp far below, a girl in a white uniform climb over the body of one of the great tanks and disappear into the jungle. She glanced behind her and ran.


  Polthan the Hunter ranged far into the upper terrace of the Venusian jungle searching for the brittle pods of the gas vine. He headed toward one area where he knew the pods would be, a spot high in the trees above where the Earthly spaceship had smashed into the forest. As he neared the spot, his sensitive ears heard the low conversation of his people, so he changed course slightly and within a few moments found the little group surrounding the spaceship.


  Mylthat the Trapper and Volthys the Scout were standing on a nearby branch as Polthan swung down from above.


  “What are you doing?” Polthan wanted to know.


  “The female of Earth left the tree-cavern where Kyvor the Chieftain left her,” Mylthat explained. “We were told to watch over her, and we have done so. She has just gone into the sky-vessel. Where is Mighty Kyvor and what is he doing?”


  “We followed the Empire Army’s trail as they moved along in their great machines, and they are now camped less than an hour’s walk from here. Kyvor has decided to harass them with carrion beetles and then drop gas pods upon them. He has sent me to gather the pods.” His froglike face broke into a grin as he said: “One of the Earthmen is already accounted for. He went mad and rushed into the jungle. Be not surprised if you hear his death cry in the forest.”


  Volthys the Scout nodded sagely. “It is well. Should we help you gather the gas pods, Polthan?”


  Polthan frowned in concentration. Finally, he said: “The great Kyvor ordered that the female be protected, but he did not say how many were to protect her. If some of you come with me to gather gas pods, and some of you stay here to watch the female, we can do the work well, and do it as Mighty Kyvor has ordered.”


  Volthys nodded. “So be it. Come; I will bring others and we will hunt for pods. Mylthat can stay and watch the she.”


  “So be it,” agreed Mylthat.


  Thus it was that the Clan of Tivala swung off through the trees to search for gas pods, leaving the sturdy Mylthat to protect Lanina. He sat on the monstrous branch gazing quietly at the blackness of the open airlock, awaiting the reappearance of the girl, little knowing what was taking place within the hull of the broken ship.


  Dora Summers knew that her life was not worth a snap of the fingers if Captain Bock ever discovered that she knew that he had been the one to kill Dr. Ashley. Her only way out was to flee to the jungle. The thought frightened her, of course; she had heard of the deadliness of the Venusian rain forest. But she had seen no evidence of its deadliness during the expedition. Not once had they been attacked by any of the denizens of the surrounding jungle.


  How she would survive, she had no notion; but she nevertheless knew that her chances would be far better in the forest than they would be with Captain Bock. Now that he was commander of the expedition, he could easily have her killed without calling suspicion on himself. Nurse Summers much preferred the mercies of nature to the mercilessness of Captain Bock.


  Thus it was that within a few moments after she left the officer, she had gathered together a few supplies and a blaster rifle and, watching her chance, had climbed over one of the tanks and escaped into the forest.


  It was not until she had left the circle of light that illuminated the campsite that she realized the beauty of the rain forest surrounding her. The glowing light from the vine blossoms gave her a dim illumination that was quite sufficient for her to see her way through the forest. Holding her blaster rifle at the ready, she walked onward through the jungle.


  Around her rose the great Empire trees, mighty, aloof giants that towered into the glowing haze above her. Beneath her feet, the thick moss of the jungle floor gave slightly, as though she were walking across a gigantic featherbed. Around her, she could hear the normal noises of the jungle night; whisperings, grunts, and distant screams and roars that made her uneasy with dread.


  Several times, she heard the rustle of moving animals near her and pressed herself against the thick, rough bark of a nearby tree. It was only at these times that she realized the true vastness of the comforting Empire trees. The thought that they were the greatest living things in the Solar System, and that, in spite of their vastness and impersonal majesty, they seemed somehow friendly, was of great comfort to her.


  As the long Venusian night passed, Dora Summers became more and more weary. Finally, tired and exhausted from her long march, she sought some place where she could safely sleep. At long last, she discovered a dark pit in the thick, heavy bark of one of the gigantic trees and, taking her flashlight from her belt, pointed it at the hole. It was twenty feet off the ground, and the only way she could reach it was to climb the trunk of the tree. Shutting off her light, she grasped the projections of the thick bark and began to climb upwards.


  It was like climbing a wall. The Empire tree was a thousand feet thick, and nearly a mile in circumference; up close, it was hard to see that the trunk curved gradually; it looked like a huge, rough wooden wall. When she reached the hole, she held her rifle in one hand while she aimed the flashlight with the other. The hole was empty.


  She went in, and leaned back against the rear wall of the tree-cavern, holding her rifle in her lap. For a long time, she could not sleep, but at last drowsiness stole over her. Overcome with fatigue she slept hard.


  She did not know how many hours she slept, but she was awakened by a slight sound, and her eyes opened quickly in fear. At first, she could see nothing but a vague shadow. It had grown light outside, and the figure of the intruder was looming large between her and the entrance to the tree-cavern. Instinctively, she clutched for the blaster rifle that she had held in her lap. It was gone!


  And then she recognized what it was that had invaded her tree-cavern.


  Standing over her, the blaster-rifle in his hands, was Major Lyman Reeder, who had been driven insane by the llomar drug!


  CHAPTER VIII


  KYVOR THE KILLER waited patiently for Polthan to return. Time meant nothing to Kyvor; in the jungle there was no need of rushing to meet a time- schedule, as more “civilized” men did. There was plenty of time to attack the Imperial Army bivouac below. Therefore, Kyvor amused himself by watching what went on in the camp. He had lowered himself to a long branch that projected over the tent of the commanding officer, and then, hiding himself in the thick leaves of a vine, had climbed down to within a few feet of the aluminum-cloth shelter.


  Long he hung there silently, listening to the conversations that took place beneath him and watching what went on in the camp. When the detail which had been assigned to search for Major Reeder returned, Kyvor smiled grimly as he heard the subaltern’s report.


  The young subaltern saluted Captain Bock and said: “Sir, we have searched the area thoroughly. Major Reeder’s footprints can’t be traced. The moss soon springs back and covers every trace.”


  Captain Bock was agitated. “I see,” he said. “Did you find any other footprints? Lieutenant Dora Summers has been missing for some hours.”


  The subaltern shook his head. “No, sir. We found no traces of anyone else in the jungle. What happened, if I may ask, sir?”


  “She disappeared,” said the captain. “I’m wondering if some jungle beast may not have gotten her. I ordered that the camp be searched, but we could find no trace of her. I hardly think that she would have left of her own accord.”


  Within his scheming mind, Captain Bock actually did not understand why the nurse was missing. For Nurse Summers had made a mistake; she had not realized that she had fooled Captain Bock completely; she had not realized that the officer did not believe that she knew he had killed Captain Ashley.


  “How could any beast get inside the compound, sir?” the subaltern asked.


  “I don’t know,” Bock answered, “but I’ve ordered the guard doubled. We can’t afford to be hampered now; the technicians have located the Earth spaceship. According to their detectors, the vessel is within a few miles of here. It seems to have landed in the branches of one of the trees, because the detectors point to a spot several hundred feet in the air. Therefore, we will move toward it at dawn tomorrow.”


  The subaltern saluted. “Very well, sir. Shall we prepare now to move?”


  Captain Bock nodded. “Get the men ready. We will want to start the tanks as soon as the sun comes up. It’s hard to see anything under the darkness of the clouds, but at least the sun supplies some light.”


  The subaltern turned on his heel and left.


  Fifteen minutes later, the temporary camp was full of soldiers moving about, attempting to get everything ready for the morning’s march. It was at that point that the turmoil began.


  From some place in the trees high above them, a broken branch came hurtling down. It crashed to the ground in the center of the camp, but did not hit anyone. For several seconds, no one paid any attention; then, suddenly, the mossy ground beneath the soldiers seemed to come alive. From all over, little creatures the size of a man’s thumb crawled out of their burrows and headed blindly for the broken branch that had fallen with such force on the turf beneath. When their gnashing mandibles found a soldier’s boot, they began to chew, and the Imperial Expeditionary force found themselves beating off the little things everywhere. Then, without warning, something popped in the middle of the camp, and a cloud of acrid, smoky vapor arose from it. Soon, others were falling and popping, filling the air with the poisonous gas. Men began to choke and cough as the fumes entered their lungs, and in the space of a few seconds, the camp was transformed from an orderly military bivouac to a chaotic, milling crowd of men.


  In the branches of the trees high above the Imperial Army, Kyvor was directing the placement of the gas bombs. The pods were filled with a gas which was released when the brittle shells cracked as they struck the ground below.


  At last, Kyvor whistled shrilly, and the aerial bombardment ceased. The soldiers in the encampment were all lying on the moss. There was no movement anywhere in the camp.


  “Come,” Kyvor called to the Clan of Tivala. “We have more work. The Earthmen will bother us no more.”


  Volthys the Scout picked that moment to run up to Kyvor.


  “Mighty Kyvor!” he said breathlessly. “You must come! I saw her! I saw the Good Lady!”


  Kyvor stood up from where he had been squatting on a branch and grasped the little blue-green Venusian by the throat. “Do not say such things! I do not like that kind of joke, Volthys!”


  “I do not joke, Great Kyvor,” the little man chattered. “I do not lie! I saw her! Believe me, I saw her! It was the Good Lady! She is not far away; come! I will show you!”


  Kyvor’s broad brow frowned in thought. The Scout did not lie; that much, Kyvor knew. But he must be mistaken. Still—


  Kyvor decided quickly. If there were anyone left in the Imperial Camp, they could be taken care of later. Right now, this new mystery had to be explored. Calling to the Clan of Tivala to follow him, Kyvor the Killer began swinging through the trees toward the spot where Volthys the Hunter had claimed to see the Good Lady.


  Once inside the airlock of the spaceship, Lanina tied the vine to a nearby stanchion. She had no intention of allowing the thing to swing back and maroon her in the ship again. She did not see the sinuous form of a tree- snake glide silently down the vine after she had secured her end of it—and neither did Mylthat the Trapper, who was, at that moment watching his clansmen swing off into the trees in search of gas pods. When he again returned his attention to the open airlock, all was normal.


  Lanina walked into the spaceship, shining her light before her. As she entered the control room, she heard a faint humming noise. Sweeping her beam around the room, she saw almost immediately what it was. One of the instruments on the control panel was still operating; evidently at least part of the power was still on. A red light glowed in one section of the panel. Since she was walking along what was actually one wall of the control room, she did not immediately see what instrument was calling for attention. The control panel was now running up and down instead of from left to right. Then, as she neared the glittering crimson globe, she saw what it was. Someone was using a detector on the ship!


  Carefully, she checked the instrument readings. Whoever had located the ship was using a detector less than two miles to the northeast. That would be the Imperial Army! And that would be where Kyvor was.


  Unhesitatingly, she turned and walked back toward the airlock. Just as she was about to step up to the port itself, something hissed venomously and a long neck rose up between her and the door. This time, Lanina was not caught napping. Her hand flashed to the holster at her hip and brought out the ray pistol in a single smooth motion. Her finger touched the trigger for the briefest instant.


  The tree-snake’s triumphant victory-hiss was cut short as the ray beam burned his head off, leaving nothing but a headless, writhing corpse that thrashed like a great whip as death gripped it.


  Lanina waited until the snake’s convulsions had ceased, and then she stepped over the sinuous body to the airlock door. Her vine was gone. As he had crawled down it to attack the girl, the tree- snake had loosened it from where the girl had looped it around a stanchion, and it had swung free again. Unless she could get another vine, she would be stranded in the spaceship again.


  She was not afraid, however; the little, blue-green men outside would push a vine over to her, if she could only make them understand what it was that she wanted.


  She did not realize that only one member of the Clan was left outside. And Mylthat the Trapper could not help her; he was unconscious. The ray beam that had blasted off the head of the tree- snake had narrowly missed Mylthat, who had been standing on a branch outside the airlock. The searing energy of the ray had sizzled viciously past his head, burning the skin, and dropping him where he stood.


  Fortunately, he had not fallen off the huge branch, but he was of no use to Lanina. Leaning precariously out of the airlock door, Lanina struggled to attract the attention of Mylthat.


  CHAPTER IX


  CAPTAIN BOCK lifted himself dizzily to his feet. He shook his head, trying to clear it. What had happened? He put his hand to his face and felt something covering it. Slowly, his memory began to come back.


  Something had started popping outside his tent, and he had smelled gas. He had had just enough time to get a gas mask out of the emergency locker when unconsciousness overtook him.


  Grasping for the wall, the officer lurched toward the door. He leaned against the door-jamb and gazed out at a scene of carnage. Sprawled all around him lay unmoving men, crumpled in ungainly attitudes on the moss. Nothing moved anywhere.


  How long had he been unconscious? Captain Bock looked at his watch and then at the sky. He could not actually see the sky itself, for the leafy branches of the mighty Empire trees screened the ground from the pearly light of the ever-clouded sky, but he could see that the night had gone and day had come.


  He could reconstruct what had happened; he had not had enough of the gas to kill him, and his gas mask had protected him while he lay in a stupor on the floor of his tent. But where had the gas come from? He waited until he could stand up again; then, when his strength had returned, he walked out into the clearing. He almost immediately caught sight of fragments of what looked like thin pieces of wood. He picked one up, and the shard broke between his fingers like broken glass.


  Frowning behind the thick goggles of the gas mask, the captain thought over what had happened and tried to link it with something he remembered reading about, years before. Then it came to him. Here and there in the jungle grew a vine that had a peculiar way of protecting its seeds. The seeds grew in pods which were filled with a gas that was generated by the plant. Thus, when the seed-pods fell, they cracked open and filled the air surrounding them with a poisonous vapor. This vapor killed the insects in the moss which might otherwise eat the seed before it could begin to sprout and grow. Somehow, a great many of these pods had been dropped on the camp from the trees above.


  Suddenly, Captain Bock realized that he w-as alone in the jungles of Venus! Alone! Without the armed might of his men behind him, the captain began to tremble in fear as he looked at the jungle around him. A moss-eating lizard appeared several yards away and looked at the captain through the strong fence that stretched between two of the tanks. The officer did not know it was harmless; he grabbed a rifle that had fallen from one of the soldier’s hands and fired at the animal. So shaky was his aim, however, that the deadly ray missed and the frightened moss-eater bounded into the protection of the jungle.


  Captain Bock felt cold perspiration form on his brow. He had to get back to Empire City! Gone were any thoughts of returning in glory at the head of a successful expedition; his only thoughts now were to escape the terrifying jungle. Quickly, he ran to the nearest tank and climbed inside. He started the motor and threw the tank in gear. Twisting the controls, he headed the tank back the way the expedition had come.


  Or, he thought he did. Actually, his sense of direction had become distorted by fear, and he was heading almost directly away from his goal.


  For several minutes, he drove the tank at full speed, as though he were pursued by all the monsters of the Venusian rain forest. He was only brought to a halt when something extraordinary happened ahead of him. He saw something fall from the air above and land on the mossy floor of the jungle, he brought the tank to a full stop when he saw it was a lovely young, blond-haired girl. The carrion beetles were already coming out of their burrows when Captain Bock jumped out of the tank and ran out to get her. He reached her first.


  Now that his fear had cooled somewhat, the Imperial officer’s shrewd, calculating mind was working again. He knew that the girl could only be one of the people who had come in the Earth ship. If he could bring her back as a prisoner, with a story of how he had captured her himself after the entire expedition had been wiped out to a man, he would be even more of a hero—


  The carrion beetles scattered at his approach, for, in spite of their vicious jaws, they will not attack anything that is living and moving. Some few took a snap at his boots and began to chew, but they did not hang on long.


  The captain lifted the girl up and took her to the tank. He put her in a seat in the rear, tied her up, and started the tank moving again.


  As he moved through the trees, Kyvor said softly to the little green man beside him: “Volthys, if you are lying, I shall cut out your tongue and feed it to the bat-lizards!”


  “I do not lie!” Volthys chattered in protest. “The mighty Kyvor knows I do not lie! She was near this spot. I saw her and ran to tell you. I—”


  He stopped then, because the hissing scream of a maddened sslis echoed through the leafy jungle.


  “Hush!” said Kyvor.


  “Something is wrong here! The sslis is below us!”


  “Aye,” said Polthan from a nearby branch. “And the sslis does not hunt on the ground.”


  “Come!” Kyvor shouted and swung quickly in the direction from which the sound had come. If there were a strange girl in the jungle, it would only be she who was being attacked by the reptilian carnivore. No other prey of the sslis would be on the ground.


  But, as he approached, Kyvor saw it was not a girl. Instead, a single man was standing, his back against a tree, a long stick in his hand. In front of him snarled the huge sslis. Each time the reptile lunged, the stick struck out to meet it, striking the savage snout and causing the beast-lizard to retreat.


  Kyvor watched for several minutes, and his admiration for the man below began to grow. Never had he seen a so-called civilized man display such courage and skill in the face of certain death. Unarmed and nearly naked though he was, the man nevertheless seemed determined to live in spite of the odds against him. But he was not a young man, there were traces of gray in the hair at his temple’s, and his body- showed that, although it had once been that of an athlete, it was not in fine trim. Gradually, the man began to weaken, and the carnivore’s lunges came closer and closer.


  Kyvor made his decision. No man, no matter who he was, deserved to die when he could display such bravery in the face of death.


  Kyvor the Killer grasped a long vine and launched himself through the air toward the snarling beast-lizard below. Just as the great sslis lifted himself for a final, fatal attack on the beleaguered man, Kyvor’s mighty body struck him, bowling him over from the force of the blow.


  Kyvor locked his legs about the beast’s abdomen and curled one powerful arm around the tough, leathery throat. There had been no time to pull the long knife from the scabbard at his waist, and the twisting and rolling of the sslis did not permit him to do so, even now. Over and over the reptile rolled, trying to dislodge the man-thing from its back.


  But Kyvor knew that to be shaken off meant death. Grimly he hung on, fighting to get one arm locked around the back of the beast-lizard’s neck. At last, he held the sslis’s head in a hammer lock. Back and back he forced the head, while the reptile roared and hissed in rage and pain. Kyvor’s powerful muscles tensed more and more, increasing the pressure. Suddenly, there issued from the throat of the carnivore a horrendous scream—then there was a loud crack! and the animal fell, unmoving, to the moss, its neck broken.


  Kyvor pushed the great body off himself, and as he stood up, the man who had been beating off the reptile with a stick walked over to him, his hand outstretched.


  “Sir,” said the stranger, “I do not know who you are, but you have saved my life. That was the most magnificent piece of work I have ever had the honor to see. Whatever you may ask of me, I will gladly risk my life to do it, as you have risked yours for me.”


  Kyvor accepted the outstretched hand and found that the grip was firm and friendly. The gray eyes that looked steadily into Kyvor’s own reflected the intelligence of the brain behind them.


  “Your own defense was a measure of your courage,” the fire-haired giant said. “I am called Kyvor. And you?”


  The man drew himself up proudly. “Major Lyman Reeder, of his Imperial Majesty’s army, at your service, sir.”


  No surprise registered on Kyvor’s face; he had known that the man must be one of the Imperial soldiers, although he had not realized that it was the commanding officer of the expedition. It might, perhaps, have been better to allow the man to die at the mercy of the sslis, but Kyvor would never have done that. Courage should always be rewarded with courage.


  Before Kyvor said anything, Volthys the Scout dropped down from the trees, sliding down a thick vine.


  “I found her, Mighty Kyvor,” he said excitedly. “I found the Good Lady. She’s asleep in a tree-cavern not far from here. She’s all dressed in white, though, and she wears the insignia of the Empire, which the Good Lady would never wear.”


  Kyvor’s eyes narrowed in thought, and he turned to look at the major. That officer had drawn back at the appearance of the green man, and held his stick again at the ready, in case of attack. The flame-haired giant, ignoring the major’s stance, said: “Do you happen to know a young woman with black hair and brown eyes who would be wearing the uniform of a nurse in the Imperial Army?”


  The major nodded. “That would be Lieutenant Dora Summers. Why?”


  “She’s in a tree-cavern near here. What would she be doing out in the jungle, away from your camp?”


  Major Reeder shook his head. “I don’t know. You see, I—I’ve been ill. I don’t know what happened. I can only remember very dimly that I ran away from my men and—and I ran into the jungle and tore my clothes off. I only came out of it a short time ago, but since then, my brain seems to be clearer than ever before. Frankly, I do not understand it.”


  “Nor do I,” Kyvor said. “However that may be, I would like to talk to that girl. I wonder if it wouldn’t be better if you woke her up; seeing me or my friends might shock her.”


  Major Reeder nodded in agreement. “Whatever you say, Kyvor. Where is the girl?”


  The jungle-man spoke to the green Venusian, and the little man pointed toward a tree some distance away, while chattering in a tongue unfamiliar to the Imperial officer.


  Kyvor turned back to the major and said: “Come; I’ll show you.”


  They walked toward the great tree, and as they approached it, Kyvor pointed toward a dark scar about twenty feet off the ground. “She’s in there,” he said. “Can you climb up?”


  “I’m sure I can,” Major Reeder replied.


  CHAPTER X


  WHEN Dora Summers awoke, she realized instantly that the man standing over her was not the same Major Reeder that she had known before, and when he spoke, she was sure of it.


  “How are you, Lieutenant?” he asked in a kindly voice. “I picked up the blaster rifle because I was afraid you might shoot before you saw who I was. Or, perhaps—” He smiled. “—perhaps even after, considering the way I’ve treated you in the past.”


  “You recovered from the llomar drug!” the girl said. “Why, that’s wonderful! Then you’ve—” She broke off as another figure appeared in the entrance to the tree- cavern, a tall, golden-skinned, flame-haired young man who stopped and looked at her for a long moment without saying anything.


  “Who—who is this?” the nurse asked.


  “He calls himself Kyvor,” the major explained. “He risked his life to save mine; I am eternally indebted to him.”


  “You were about to say something about the llomar drug,” Kyvor said. “What was it?”


  “Captain Bock stole some of the drug from the medical supplies,” the girl explained. “He gave an overdose to the major in order to drive him insane and kill him. The captain wanted to take command of the expedition, so that he would get all the credit when we returned to Empire City.


  “Llomar usually kills when given in an overdose. But in about one case out of a thousand, the insanity wears off after a few hours, and the patient becomes more sane than he ever was before in his life. No one knows for sure how it works.”


  “I see,” Major Reeder said softly. “That explains why I understand many things more clearly now. I can see the pettiness and small- mindedness of the Imperial Court; I can understand the fear and stupidity that hangs over the city like the clouds. And I can see the insanity and cruelty of the whole system of government.” He closed his eyes. “I can’t go back there; I have no place in such a society any longer.”


  Kyvor looked at the man for a long time before he said, anything. He was judging and weighing the man’s character. At long last, he said: “Sit down, both of you. There are some things you should know.” He looked first at the girl. “You are Dora Summers, you say. Isn’t your real name Dore Larsen?”


  The girl’s hand flew to her mouth in astonishment. “How did you know?”


  “Your father’s name was Edmond Larsen,” Kyvor continued. “He was executed ten years ago for treasonal utterances against the Emperor. Your mother married Colonel Summers of the Imperial Army, giving him a false story and background. She didn’t want anyone to know you were a commoner. Summers accepted her story and gave you his name, but you’ve been afraid ever since that someone would find it out.”


  “How do you know all this?” the girl repeated.


  “Your father was my uncle,” Kyvor said. “My mother was Elaine Larsen. You look a great deal like her; that’s why I was so surprised when I first saw you. My friends, the Tivala, thought you were my mother, whom they called the Good Lady. They are simple folk, and believe the evidence of their senses rather than their memories; they thought you were Elaine Larsen, even though she has been dead for thirteen years.”


  Major Reeder had been watching the nurse while Kyvor spoke, and when the golden giant had finished, the major put his hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about me, my dear. Your secret is safe with me.”


  “I am sure of it,” Kyvor said. “Else I would not have told her in your presence. I trust you, Major, but before I tell you anything more, I must ask you a question.


  “You said that you could see the corruption of the Empire, where you were blind to it before. Major, how would you like to help bring the Empire down around the ears of Derek the Second?”


  There was silence in the tree-cavern for a long time. The major gazed out at the jungle, his mind in deep thought. Neither the jungle- man nor the nurse spoke, not wanting to break the major’s introspection.


  Finally the major looked at Kyvor, and his gray eyes were calm. “I gave my oath to uphold the Emperor,” he said. “And for no other man would I break that oath, even though I felt it to be in error. But I owe you a debt I can never repay, Kyvor; and besides, I have a feeling that you may succeed. I’ll help you. What are your plans?”


  “My name, the name my parents gave me, is Glen Neilson. Perhaps you have heard of Dr. Simon Neilson? He was my father,” Kyvor began. lie went on to explain that two Earth agents had landed and had plans for contacting Earth. With aid inside Empire City, it would be possible to destroy the Empire and liberate the enslaved commoners.


  “But how can I help?” the major asked when Kyvor was through.


  “It will be simple, Major. Your camp was gassed last night; my friends and I attacked it. Usually, we tear down the fences afterwards and leave the men to the wild beasts. But we did not do so this time because we were told that the girl—Dora, here—was in the jungle. The gas does not kill; it merely puts men into a deep sleep. With the protection of the fence and tanks around them, they will be safe. Most of them are probably awake by now.


  “All you have to do is take command again, arrest this Captain Bock, and then lead them to where the spaceship is. You, yourself, can inspect it. You can then report that no one lived through the crash, that the occupants have probably been eaten by wild beasts.


  “Then you will simply go back to Empire City and resume your old way of life until I contact you again.”


  “I see,” said Major Reeder. “Very well; it sounds like a good plan to me. I’ll do it.” Then he looked at the nurse. “I’ll tell them that you came after me when the captain poisoned me. That will account for your absence.”


  Dora Summers nodded and smiled. “We’d better get started, though,” she cautioned. “Captain Bock may be up to even more of his nefarious schemes.”


  Kyvor rose to his feet. “Come,” he said.


  As they neared the spot where the encampment was, they heard the sound of blaster fire, and the major broke into a run. Kyvor took to the trees, in order to travel faster. He could move through the lower terrace of the rain forest much more rapidly than a man could walk along the mossy floor.


  When he finally came to the camp, he was surprised by what he saw. One of the tanks had been driven off, leaving a hole in the defenses of the compound. Several of the soldiers were firing at a group of animals which had wandered into the area. None of the animals were dangerous, but the soldiers were not familiar with the jungle fauna, and so could not tell the claws of the moss-diggers from the claws of a carnivore.


  It was at that moment that Mylthat the Trapper scurried up to Kyvor’s side. There was a nasty burn along one side of his head.


  “Mighty Kyvor,” he gasped. “I have been searching for you for hours, it seems.”


  “What is it, Mylthat?” the jungle-man asked.


  Mylthat explained about the golden-haired she. He told how the girl had gone to the spaceship and how he had happened to get the burn on his head.


  “—and then, Mighty Fire- Hair, I awoke just as she became desperate. The vine was only a few feet out of her reach, so she jumped for it. But it gave a little, and, as she slid down, it gave more. She slid down the vine for over a hundred feet before it finally tore loose and dropped her to the ground. I could do nothing for her; I was too dizzy from the hurt of the death-gun.


  “As she lay there, one of the rumbling machines of the Empire men stopped, and a man got out and put her inside. Then the machine went away.”


  At the thought of the beautiful, blonde Lanina in the hands of the murderous Captain Bock, a low growl came from Kyvor’s throat. He would have been well content to allow the officer to die by himself in the jungle, but this was a different matter.


  Without another word, he leaped to his feet and grasped a vine. Then he vanished in a long, swinging arc.


  CHAPTER XI


  AS MAJOR REEDER ran up to the camp, a young subaltern ran out to meet him.


  “Sir!” he said, “are you all right? Something happened during the night. We were gassed, and when we awoke, we found that someone had taken a tank, and Captain Bock was missing.”


  “It was the captain who took the tank,” Reeder said coldly. “He has proven himself not only a traitor, but a thief. It was he who drugged my coffee and made me seem insane.”


  “And it was he who murdered Captain Ashley,” Nurse Summers said. “I was just outside his tent when he did it.”


  “Mister Grimes,” the major addressed the subaltern, “get the men organized quickly. We must go to the Earth spaceship and investigate, then take our report back to the Emperor.


  “I hardly think we need worry about Captain Bock. If he survives, he can only go to Empire City, where he will immediately be arrested as a traitor and a murderer. If he does not survive—” Major Reeder shrugged. “Justice will be served in either case.”


  The subaltern saluted. “Very well, sir. We’ll be ready to go very soon.”


  High in the upper terraces of the Venusian rain forest, moving with the utmost speed of which he was capable, Kyvor raced after the retreating tank. He moved alone; at top speed, he outdistanced even the quick-moving Polthan. No Venusian could hope to keep up with the flame-haired giant if Kyvor chose to outpace his green-skinned friends.


  Occasionally, he dropped to the lower branches to check the trail of the moving tank; human footprints faded rapidly in the springy moss of the jungle floor, but the treads of a heavy tank were more permanent. His keen eyes needed only the merest hint to follow a trail, and, as he moved onward, the trail became fresher and clearer—he was gaining!


  Lanina felt a rough hand shaking her.


  “Wake up!” said a harsh voice. “Come! Wake up!”


  She shook the sleep from her weary brain and sat up in the cramped seat of the tank. Captain Bock was glaring at her from the front seat. “Wake up!” he repeated.


  Lanina looked at him coldly without saying anything. She wriggled a little, trying to make herself more comfortable; for two days, her hands had been locked together by magnetic handcuffs, twisting her arms cruelly behind her back, but not once had she given any indication of discomfort to her captor.


  Captain Bock looked untidy and unkempt; his beard bristled through an ugly coating of dust, grease, and perspiration, which did nothing to improve his foul disposition.


  “Get out,” he said sharply. “Something’s happened to the tank. The motor refuses to turn over. We’ll have to fix it.”


  Lanina shrugged her shoulders contemptuously. “How am I to help you with handcuffs around my wrists?”


  He grasped her roughly by the shoulder. “Don’t argue! When I get you back to Empire City, I’ll show you that you can’t argue with an Imperial officer! If it weren’t for the fact that the Emperor would punish me if I didn’t bring you in in perfect condition, I’d—”


  “I’m sure you would,” Lanina cut in. “You’re not a man; you’re a beast.”


  Bock snarled and lashed out with his open palm. There was a sharp crack. Lanina’s cheek flamed red from the sting of the cowardly blow.


  “Now get out!” he shouted. “We have work to do!”


  Wordlessly, Lanina obeyed. What else could she do? If she refused, she knew full well that the sadistic captain would beat her into insensibility. She had been with him in the tank for two days, and she knew how his twisted mind worked.


  When they were both outside of the vehicle, the officer unlocked the engine compartment of the tank, disclosing the turboelectric motor that lay within. After several minutes of inspection, he said: “The injector valves have become fouled. We’ll have to change them.”


  “If you think I’m going to help you,” Lanina said in an icy voice, “you’re insane.” Again he turned on her, fury burning in his hate-filled eyes. Mouthing foul oaths, he slapped her again and again, forehand and backhand, until her senses began to reel. She fell to the mossy ground, and he stood over her, glaring down. He started to say more, but, quite suddenly, he glanced up, as though he had seen something out of the corner of his eye. He looked up, and an expression of terror crossed his face.


  His hand moved toward his holster, but he was too slow and too late. The huge form of a giant sslis leaped upon him from the branches of a nearby tree. With a terrified scream, Captain Bock tried to turn and run. The sslis missed its target by a few feet, clawing the captain’s arm. In a panic of fear, the Imperial officer turned and ran toward the jungle. The sslis snarled viciously and bounded after the fleeing craven.


  At that moment, Kyvor the Killer was only a quarter of a mile away. He heard the hunting cry of the sslis, and knowing that he was very close to the tank he had been following for so long, he redoubled his efforts, increasing his speed through the jungle.


  At last, he came upon the clearing where the tank had stalled. There, just outside the open door, lay the unconscious figure of Lanina.


  Within seconds, Kyvor had dropped to the ground, and had clasped the girl in his arms. “Lanina! Lanina! What’s happened?”


  Groggily, she opened her eyes. When she saw the bronzed giant who was holding her, she smiled and threw her arms about him. Then, suddenly she pushed him away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I forgot that you belong to another.”


  “Another?” Kyvor frowned. “What are you talking about?”


  “Don’t pretend,” she said. “I saw the photograph of the dark-haired girl in your trec-cave.”


  For a moment, Kyvor’s frown persisted, then a smile broke over his face. “Good heaven, girl! That picture is twenty years old! That’s my mother!”


  A sudden joyous light burst into the girl’s eyes as her arms clasped him again.


  In the distance, they could hear the satisfied grunts of the sslis as it fed gruesomely on its human prey. Captain Bock would never be a menace to anyone again.


  THE END


  NEXT WEEK, EAST VENUS


  Robert K. Ottum


  Who said there was no life out Venus? Man—that cat was so wrong, so wrong . . .


  HE WIGGLED his fingers in the air like Louis Armstrong, picked up the horn and blew the bridge from Blues in the Night.


  He broke it off cleanly on the high note and said, all in the same breath, “See? It’s like a national anthem and when it’s played, the people all salute by shouting Go, Man! Go!”


  And the girl on the divan smiled. She patted the cushion next to her and motioned him over.


  “Welcome home, darling,” she said. “Are you certain that’s all you did on Earth . . . I mean, learn to play this strange horn and speak in this new jargon? No girls? You were true?”


  “True.” He mumbled it into the soft hollow of her neck. “Man. And someone once said there was no life on Venus.” He held her away at arm’s length and smiled.


  The haze of light from the window behind her made her braids look like soft gold cord. And framed by the window he could see the city stacked up neatly around the space port in the center. Behind that, with its polished glass all agleam, was the Venus Sea Wall, breathing gently with the sea.


  She pouted. “Who said?”


  “Mmmmmmmmmmm. Who said what?”


  “That there was no life on Venus?”


  “Some cat on Earth.” He snapped his fingers. “Man, how wrong can you be?”


  “And the . . . ah, the horn?”


  “It’s George. I mean, ain’t it the end, the craziest? Look, maybe you don’t dig me, doll, but that high trill sort of hits you where you live. It’s a big thing with me, that horn. Naturally, we’ve never heard anything like it because . . .”


  The high hum of the intercity monitor interrupted, its voice seeping from the walls around them.


  “Clive,” it said. “Guardsman Clive. Report to the Central at once. Guardsman Clive, report to . . .” The message-relay system repeated the order three times, then fell silent, waiting to pick up the answer from somewhere in the city.


  “So all right already. I read you loud and clear.” He began shrugging into his tunic while talking back to the wall speaker. “And tell ol’ Central I’m as good as there.” He wheeled around, kissed her on the forehead and grinned in a flash of teeth. He walked to the door and then looked back over his shoulder.


  “And when I get through at Central, I’ll teach you something else I learned on Earth,” he said. “It’s called a step-over toe hold.”


  He closed the door on her puzzled look, slipped the horn under his arm and cocked his helmet down into a non-regulation slant over one eye.


  He whistled the counterpoint to Jazz Me Blues on the way to Central, heels clicking on the glass sidewalk, and followed it up with the down-home chorus from Muskrat Ramble. The twin robot sentinels flanking the Central Command office swiveled smoothly to open the huge door when he walked up.


  Their single green eyes spotlighted him briefly, then clicked to amber, indicating he had been identified.


  “Like two all-electric lions in front of the public library,” he said. “Frantic.”


  Inside, at the lighted door he paused again. knowing his image was being flashed inside, where the Central would flick a switch.


  The door slid quietly into the floor and he stepped into the chamber.


  “Clive.” The voice spoke accusingly. “Why haven’t you reported to me before this? You know I detest being kept waiting.”


  He smiled and shrugged. “Man, I was just a cog on that crazy Earth expedition,” he said. “I mean, I figured the chief of the ship would check in all that jazz. All I did was goof around while your brainy boys were out gathering all that scientific data and all. Man, I’m just a switch-thrower on that crazy saucer crew . . .”


  “The commander reported to me promptly,” the Central said. “But I wanted also to hear from you. Where have you been since the ship returned?”


  “I been over to my chick’s pad across town. You know, an angel on the east side of heav . . .”


  Central held up a hand; first, to stop the flow of words, then to beckon airily.


  “Come and sit by me,” she said, leaning forward. “I want to hear all about what you did on Earth.” She looked at him, sleepy-lidded, toying with the flashing jewel at the junction of her breasts. “Come here.”


  He slumped on the cushions and dropped the horn on the floor. “I dig this sofa the most,” he said. “You’ve added a little class to this joint since I left.”


  “I had hoped you would like it.” Central traced the design on his tunic with her fingertips, then her hand slid slowly up to the back of his head. She moved in close and bit gently on the tip of his ear. “I redecorated with you in mind.”


  “Uh . . . about the trip.” He said it explosively, sitting up and pushing her away. “You say you want a report. Well . . . I played it real slow until I picked up all the Earth routine. You know, habits and speech and all. Then I heard the music. Man, it was the only thing. So I got me a job in this little knocked-out combo, see, just playing Dixie all night. I got kind of a theory about the music. I mean, it’s something about the climate and pressures here on Venus: With my lungs I can play a trumpet like nobody ever heard. And they reallv flipped . . .”


  The Central breathed hot in his ear.


  “Kiss me,” she said.


  He ran a finger around his collar.


  “. . . and so . . . uh, that’s about all there is to report, Central,” he said. “And when your information-gathering crew had all the dope on Earth they wanted, they contacted me and we took off. And here we . . .”


  “Now. Kiss me.”


  She flowed in closer, the jewel cutting its sharp outlines into his chest. Her eyes were luminous, lips wet and half-par ted. “You know I still feel that you’re mine. And it is time that Central took a mate. Kiss me and Venus is yours.”


  “What a crazy . . . proposition.” He turned his head to escape the hungry mouth, and he was mumbling into her hair. “But y’all know I been spoken for, Central-doll. Uh, y’all, that’s down-south talk. You see, the people down there, they all say you all.


  She pulled away, eyes flashing.


  “Spoken for! You mean that . . . that creature with the braided hair. That little . . . you fool!”


  She stood up, whirling around and her gown fell into clinging lines, moulded to her body. Clive looked away.


  “I’ve always loved you,” she said, softly again. “I thought this trip would cure it. But now I know the truth. You must be mine. Together we can. be the Central here on Venus. The ruling, power. Hand-in-hand, my love, well march together into the bright new future . . .”


  “That’s a great dramatic bit and you read your lines well.” On the couch, Clive grinned again. “But you’re playing to an empty house.”


  She whirled again, the great jewel swinging in an arc on its chains before falling back down into its cushioned slot. “Is that your final word?” The tone of her voice made him look up, sharply.


  He shrugged. “Man, that’s it,” he said.


  “Then you die!” She made a quick move and there was the gun in her hand, all dull blue, glinting glass. “I’m going to melt you a bit at a time . . . slowly . . . and with your last words you’ll beg me to forgive, to take you back. For if I can’t have you—no one shall.”


  He stood up.


  “Next week, East Venus,” he said. “Gad. I mean, this is an advanced civilization, compared with Earth. All the latest gimmicks. Robots. Everything glass. Guns that melt people. But, man, that kind of corny dialogue went out with high button . . .”


  “Beg!” she commanded it.


  “No,” he said, simply. He stooped and picked up the horn.


  Narrowing her eyes and using both hands to steady the gun, she raised it to arm’s length and the bulblike muzzle was pointing at his chest. The glass-conductor arcs slowly began changing hue; glowing first in pink, then gradually to a brighter red.


  He wiggled his fingers in the air like Louis and took a deep breath.


  “Man, I got to find out,” he said. And he blew a low note.


  The sharp blues beat swelled up and the clear, sharp sound of the trumpet rolled out over the city from the open window. The melody rode higher and higher, dropping occasionally with the two-beat catch of Dixieland.


  The gun glowed up to a Venetian Red and the buttons on his tunic melted into shapeless blobs. The fabric began to blacken and a wisp of smoke curled upwards.


  And then he hit the high note and held it there—leaning back, feet planted apart. Its bell-clear sound throbbed across the city; and, hearing it, the people stopped to look up in terror.


  Then it came: The first crack in the sea wall.


  There was the sound of a million cymbals and the glass cracked into tiny lines like a fantastic giant road map.


  It buckled and the hungry seas came swelling in.


  He broke it off cleanly on the high note and smiled.


  “That’s a great old bit,” he said. The water churned up at their feet “An old spiritual tune.” He threw the horn down into the water.


  “It’s called: Joshua Fit de Battle of Jericho and de Walls Came Tumbling . . .”


  The water swallowed them up.


  NIGHT SKY OF VENUS


  Erik Fennell


  Ahead was the impenetrable, roiling yellow wall of a Venus storm front. And Lora was dying. Mike could think of one hope—something only a spaceman could do . . . Something abnormal . . .


  THE FIRST VENUSQUAKE LURCH broke Mike Hadley’s aimless pacing and threw him toward the radio desk. He reached to catch himself, missed, felt a corner jab his ribs.


  The fear was worse than the pain. His blood’s clotting power was still dangerously low and his capillary walls, weakened and changed by radiation exposure, wouldn’t stand much shock. He could hemorrhage, under his skin. Turn into a bruise, one big sloppy walking bruise. Die.


  The refuge hut bucked and dipped nauseatingly in the viscid muck of the swamp.


  “All right now,” the girl said. He released his grip and his breath. Lora Sims would know. She was a Veenie.


  Lora said, “It’s a bad one.”


  They were all bad. Except when they got worse. I’ll never cuss again, Mike thought disgustedly. For the rest of my life the dirtiest word I know will be—Venus. Get the Venus out of this Venus place, you Veenie.


  Which reminded him to look again at the Veenie. Looking at her would be a pleasure, if you didn’t know. But he knew, and look at that! he thought in irritation, as she settled down with her notebooks. It was her assignment as organic chemist of the Group to devise ways of processing the filthy poisons out of the filthier plants of this double-filthy planet. And she couldn’t wait, couldn’t relax, even when she was interrupted between stations and had just made it with her engines spitting and gagging. A Veenie . . . conditioned that way, and her life was Venus Group and Venus Project and Venus Colony. Veenies were all monomaniacs.


  What would you do, Veenie, if I told you it was all up, that there isn’t going to be any more Venus Project? What happens to a monomaniac when there just aren’t any more old shoes, or old etchings, or whatever, any more? They transfer to something else.


  . . . Transference, for a Veenie?


  Well, who gives a damn? You lose your mind. You lose your lousy planet. I lose the stars.


  An area-charge began to concentrate in the storm, and against that set of Venusian peculiarities the hut was no insulation. Neural flows. It worked on Mike as an itching tingle that started in his skin and wormed inward. It got into his thoughts and emotions, into the very neurones and axones of his body. Localized sensations of hot and cold and wetness and pain and sunlight and sex and cutting and tweaking, all without any immediate cause.


  He glanced at Lora. She was feeling the area-charge too. But her eyes were sparkling and her lips were curved in a half-smile. She didn’t mind it. She liked it.


  Lora left her notebooks and went to stand at the window.


  Mike knew what was out there and didn’t want to see it. Wind-stirred muck and the whipped-down wreckage of outrageous vegetation that in the humid heat would burst into new life when the wind had passed. Overhead, nothing but The Fence Around Venus—the Blanket, heavy at the bottom with C02, humid, dusty—an eternally falling slime. And up on top, raging combustion products from the volcanos, swirling, deadly, unkillable fungus-spores and molds. The whole thing writhing obscenely, twisting and straining in the planets axial wabble, shot with cosmics and high-level radiation from a hot and nearby sun.


  So instead he watched the girl. Lordy, he thought, what a picture she’d make! The streaky orange and purple glow of the storm outlined her with knife-edged brilliance. She’d peeled out of her swamp suit as soon as she’d come in, and was wearing the standard anti-chafing undergarments, skin-fitting shirt and pants. The faint lavender of the translucent material did something just right for her skin.


  Between the times when the Hairbreadth Hadley part of him took over and wrecked any rational plans, he fancied himself as an artist, and as such he lay watching her and considering techniques. It would take some odd tricks with undercoatings and semi-transparent pigments to catch that light on canvas . . .


  The area charge let up on him a little. He slept, and—


  He was back on the ship, before this had all happened. He was on the ship with Tommy, arguing with Tommy, knowing in the strange way common to so many spacemen what Tommy was thinking, how Tommy was planning to keep him from grounding on Venus even if he had to lock him in the head—Tommy, who was quite content to give Venus back to the Indians.


  But Venus is the key to the stars. Tommy couldn’t see that—Venus as the prime training ground for extra-solar explorers; Venus as the richest source of starship fuels—why, the outer Blanket alone could charge the big grids through a de-ionizer in four transits in orbit.


  So who needs the stars? Tommy shrugged it off.


  It came down to that; and there Mike Hadley and Tommy parted company. Mike was hogheaded, bound and determined to skip ship and browse around among the Veenies in search of something—anything—that could persuade Earth to continue the Colony. Tommy was equally determined not to let him do it. “And besides, the Veenies don’t want you, or anybody who isn’t working like a three-headed cat in a creamery for the Project.”


  But Mike wouldn’t listen—couldn’t. Damn the pig-headed Veenies and their filthy mudball anyway; they were setting star-flight back a hundred years with their kind of controlled insanity. Normal humans couldn’t stand Venus; conditioned humans—could. But Veenies couldn’t think like people. And Earth didn’t want to deal with them any longer.


  While Tommy was landing the ship, Mike quietly slipped into a lead suit and dropped into the pile-pit. He stood there watching the telltale on his wrist climb through white, through orange, into the red, and when he figured he had a nice light dose—just enough to make it dangerous to his blood-vessels to take blastoff, but nothing the Veenie medics couldn’t cure up in a couple of weeks—he grinned and said into his suit-mike, “Okay, Tommy, give us a lift out of here.”


  And Tommy didn’t answer . . . and didn’t answer . . . and didn’t answer.


  Mike stood in the pit, helpless during deceleration in the heavy suit, calling, calling . . . Tommy, concentrating on the controls, thinking Mike was couched right behind him, had turned off the intercom.


  And then he had . . . well, all spacemen know about it. He had reached Tommy. They’d fooled around with esper-chess and they’d played the old stunt of forcing the most disturbing dreams on a sleeping shipmate, and laughing like hell at the results, but that was kid-stuff compared with this ravening blast of—whatever-it-was—that Mike sent out in his need.


  The rest was a haze—Tommy appearing white-faced, staring down into the pit . . . the indescribable messiness of vomiting in free-fall . . . then a blackness with the knell of Tommy’s voice (or was it another example of this reaching?) over and over . . . crazy bastard . . . crazy bastard . . . then a long blackness, and when he came out of it Tommy was gone, obeying the inexorable schedules of the planets, and Mike had won his point. He had succeeded in stranding himself on Venus where he’d have nothing to do but poke around looking for that one thing he couldn’t even name, that might keep this crazy station going.


  Venus twisted his nerves and he woke up with a hoarse scream. There were hands on his face, trying to . . . to—he beat them away.


  “Are you all right?” asked the girl. She touched his forehead again. He lay glowering at her, pain receding, consciousness fighting its way lethargically up front. He became aware that she was naked. He shifted his gaze and saw her damp underclothes stirring against the air-recharger. “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Leave me the hell alone,” he growled.


  “Very well,” she said. Her feelings weren’t hurt. The exchange had nothing to do with Venus, so it didn’t touch her. She moved calmly back to the loafer-chair and sprawled out with her notes.


  He watched her and slowly began to grind his teeth.


  She was as unconcerned in her nakedness as if she were at home in the presence of a house-cat.


  He didn’t matter. He didn’t belong. She hadn’t the sensitivities, the intuitions, of a human being. The capacity for empathy, for sympathy was just not in Veenies—it had been left out along with laughter and ecstasy and the sense of wonder . . .


  And what made it worse, she was so goddam beautiful.


  She said, “We can leave soon now.” All eager and obsessed to get on with the work.


  Mike swore. She glanced out at the raging muck outside. “You take your time,” she said kindly. “Stay here until you’re sure you can handle it.”


  “Don’t be silly,” he growled, and, while every muscle-fiber in his body called him a liar, he added, “I’m as ready as you are. Let’s get out of this rat-trap.”


  They dressed rapidly, checked air-filters and face-masks, and went out together. The black drizzle greeted them gladly, with a roar and a terrible thumping that spun him half around. He saw Lora’s teeth flash behind her mask as she accepted the challenge, and then she was gone into the murk. He leapt after her, slid and fell wallowing in the mud while she vaulted lightly into her flyer. By the time he had reached his, hers was gone, flung up and away into the storm.


  He slumped into the seat and closed his greenhouse. He goosed the drivers and settled down to flying and feeling sorry for himself. After an hour he was hopelessly disoriented and had to call and get talked in. He got onto the apron at last and called to thank the tower and add, “Lora Sims check in?” He hadn’t even known he was thinking of her.


  “Sure. Checked in and took off again. Want to relay a message?”


  “Just wondered,” Mike said, feeling like a damn fool. He grunted out of the flyer and glanced at it without affection. What a hunk of bubble-gum to be bucketing around this planet in! Now on Earth, they worked like magic.


  Which, of course, was one of the troubles. These compact, wingless craft, ingeniously powered from the planet’s own magnetic field, with a magnetic transformer no bigger than a man’s two fists and a power-plant smaller than his head, had been invented here on Venus. No airfoils, no fuel, no trouble except when the magnetic field itself started churning up, which just doesn’t happen to any serious extent on Earth. So having invented the machine, the Veenies proceeded to pirate all sorts of expensive Earthside equipment to build a fleet of them. And in addition, they never told anybody about the flyers. They didn’t exactly hide them—un-conditioned spacemen usually huddled close to their ships and got out of there as soon as they could. And when at last someone did notice one of the flyers, the Veenies were perfectly willing to part with the blueprints.


  “Why didn’t you report this? This’ll change the whole pattern of transportation on Earth!”


  “Why didn’t you ask?” said the Veenies. It never occurred to them to think of Earth, what Earth might need or like.


  Mike limped into Assignment and checked in. “Anything else?”


  “Hadley?” said the despatches “Not just now—oh yes. Dr. Brandstedt wants you to come in for a checkup.”


  He nodded and paused a minute to watch her. She was a slender little brunette except here and here, and she was already totally oblivious to him.


  He sighed again and slogged tiredly off to Brandstedt’s quarters. The doctor always made him mad. So did everything else on Venus, but he glumly enjoyed getting mad at the great originator of Venus Conditioning, the biggest wheel here—as near to a leader as the Veenies (who needed no leading) had. At least the doc had a little objectivity left. He had to have it, partly to keep his mind free for his work, which covered a fantastically wide spectrum of physiology and psychology. A man could talk to Brandstedt for—oh—minutes at a time, and forget he was a Veenie.


  Mike went in, kicked the door closed, and leaned wearily against it.


  “Mike!” said the doctor jovially. “How do you feel, boy?”


  “Mostly,” said Mike, “I don’t. But when I do—oh, brother.”


  “Where’ve you been?”


  “Mine Five, with timing gears for a jaw-crusher. Then over to Artemis Camp for some slime-mold. Got sugared in by a slush storm, complete with quakes and an area-charge and one of the more gorgeous of your zombies.”


  “How’d you take it?”


  “What?” growled Mike, coming across the room and falling into a loafer. “The quakes threw the corner of a desk at my southeast ribs. The area charge was fun. Miss Lora Sims, whom I did not take, was not fun.”


  The doctor’s bright eyes brightened a candlepower or two. “Lora Sims? You like?”


  “Did I say so?” Mike snapped. “Well, in a way you did.”


  “Don’t give me that esper glop, Doc,” said Mike bluntly. “You don’t know what I’m thinking. Veenies are strictly null in the psi department.”


  “A lot better off for it. What good did it ever do anyone anyhow?”


  Mike thought vividly of the pile pit where he had gotten his dose, and of Tommy’s white face showing up above him. But that was a story he couldn’t tell the doctor. So he said nothing.


  “Well, let’s get to it,” said the doctor, rising.


  Mike rose too and shucked out of his clothes.


  Just under an hour later he was back in them again and sprawled on the loafer. His body yelled for sleep and his joints were raising hell.


  “You haven’t been taking it any too easy,” commented the doctor. “Why do you fly so much?”


  “Something to do,” said Mike, and shrugged. He wasn’t about to admit that his first half-day out of the sick-bay had been the most humiliating stretch he had ever lived through. An idler on Venus was like a leper in the Fourteenth century.


  “Well, it’s appreciated.”


  “The hell it is!” Mike barked, feeling at last the kind of anger he almost enjoyed. “A crotchety haemophiliac like me can work a twenty hour day eight days a week and all it does is raise him to zero! If he does any less he’s a fester!”


  “My,” said the doctor mildly. “How many times a day do you fly off the handle like this? . . . Did Lora bother you?”


  “Yes she did,” Mike admitted. “And she made me mad. And I got thumped around by the quake and I didn’t like that either.”


  “You’re going to have to take it easy,” mused the doctor.


  “You’re driving at something.”


  “Well, yes. Mike, you might be fit for blast-off stresses when Tommy gets back, and you might not. If not, you might not last until the next time. Not on Venus, Unless—”


  “Unless—” Mike said in unison with him, and then wagged his head. “Doc, I thought we made an agreement six weeks ago that I was to get no more recruiting speeches from you. We agreed that I was irresponsible, irrational, and unworthy to be a Veenie and we’d let it go at that.”


  “I’m afraid this isn’t just a pep talk, Mike. It might be conditioning—or else. You see, Mike, you have a fine chance of surviving if you could only get clear of the emotional stresses and strains this place puts on you. You can’t leave, because your blood-vessels say no. The alternative is to change yourself so that Venus can’t hurt you.”


  “Go along with the Venus Project?” Mike began to laugh. “Doc, I’ll just go on being irrational and unfit. And I’ll outlast the Project. You remember I said that.”


  “You’re a damn fool, Mike. You’re worse. You’re a suicide.”


  “So are you. So’s the Project,” said Mike, but he didn’t say it aloud.


  “Mike, listen to reason. We could use you here. You could be happy. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if Lora Sims—”


  “Don’t go bribing me with that ambulating florence flask! Quit the matchmaking, Cupid. Lora Sims has a very nice structural design—that I’ll admit. And she’s a whee of a chemist. But even on a temporary basis all she’d want would be to snuggle up to me and discuss 17-ketosteroids. No, Doc—I’m afraid I’d crawl over nine of her to get to Mother Machree.”


  “Well, you take it easy.”


  “I will. I will. I’ll go sleep for a week and then just sit on the bank and watch you squirrels bury your nuts.”


  He shuffled out past the girl despatches He was concentrating so hard on holding himself together that her voice came through him as if filtered through four blankets, and he managed four steps past her before her words got into his head.


  He whirled and got back to the desk in one jump. “What did you say?”


  She looked at him calmly over the microphone she had been speaking into. “I’m reporting a flyer down, that’s all.”


  “You said Lora Sims!” He hammered suddenly on the counter. “What are you going to do?”


  “Requisition another flyer, if we can find the material. Get a summary of Lora Sims’ work and pro-rate it among qualified personnel. Find out if it requires additional training for—”


  “What about Lora!” he yelled. “Aren’t you going to search?”


  “The area has been scanned twice.” She indicated her board. “Now a storm front has closed down everything between here and Artemis Camp. There is nothing we can do for her.”


  He made an unspellable sound and pounded out at a dead run. He galloped past the small flyers and skidded into the side of a three-seater. He snatched the cabin door open. There was a Veenie inside. “Out, boy,” Mike barked. “Unless you want to come along.”


  “Come along? You can’t take this ship out.”


  “Lora Sims is down some place between here and Artemis!”


  “All the more reason for not losing another flyer. We can’t afford—”


  “Get out,” Mike said in a terrifying whisper, and with one hand on the Veenies wrist, snatched him out and literally threw him away. He dove into the flyer and slammed the Go. The craft shuddered for a moment and then rammed him back into the cushions as it dove for the Blanket.


  He turned on his’scopes and the radio. The signal was full of grass. Through all the garbage on his speaker he heard his name being called.


  “. . . Dr. Brandstedt here. Come back! There is nothing you can do! The Project can’t—”


  “Don’t talk to me about the Project, Doc! I got a project!”


  “Hadley, listen to me. We’ve had flyers down before. We’ve tried to rescue the people. We never have. Never, do you understand that? Just write her off. You can’t do a thing. It’s a waste. It’s a waste.”


  The doctor said the word as if it was the very peak of his vocabulary. “If you knew just where she was—well, maybe. But your radar is out. Your nav is out, Come back while you can—you are in no physical—”


  Out with a snap as Mike Hadley cut the switch.


  He flew the machine. The doe was right about the radar, and the nav. Bright whirling worms, meaningless. He shut them off too.


  He flew the machine with his eyes, with his pants-seat.


  Hairbreadth Hadley, here we go again. Good sense, goodbye.


  He looked ahead. A wall of oatmeal, boiling down on him.


  He looked down. All the vegetation, bowing down in one direction, slimy cilia on the inside of a great gut.


  Suddenly he knew what he was up against—he knew what would happen if he flew head on into that roiling yellow wall. He knew how right, how very right the Veenies were to attempt no rescues, risk no flyers.


  He hauled the flyer around in a turn so tight the whole machine crackled from end to end. And when he was headed away from her, something within him, born of his ravaged body and his tortured mind, the failure to save the Venus Colony and therefore the starship program—all came out in a great silent bleat of yearning: Lora!


  “She’s alive,” he said aloud, in wonderment. “She’s alive . . .”


  He throttled back, and then the storm front took him.


  It took him with surprising gentleness. Had he kept up his insane dash full-speed into it, it would have squashed him flat and flung him down. Now it simply surrounded him.


  With the greatest act of will he had ever exercised, he let go the controls and flew hands off. The flyer hung seemingly motionless for apparently forever, then suddenly plunged backwards and began to spin . . .


  Lora!


  And again the response—weak and wordless and almost not there at all. Not enough. Not enough . . . she must send, not just he there.


  Abruptly there was clear air under him—in Venus terms, clear. Not oatmeal, at any rate. He fought the flyer to something like flight position. He was in a storm, a bad storm, but at least he could see a little, fly a little.


  He let his hands do the flying, and closed his eyes. Loral


  Something was happening, or had happened to him. He had had the odd sensation of sending before, but never like this.


  Try something, Mike—try!


  He reached into memory, selected a picture, built it to vividness and merged himself into it.


  Autumn, a slight nip in the air, the world young and exciting and alive. Stars and a huge orange moon silhouetting the trees on a distant hill. Top down, engine of the car making faint irregular cooling sounds. And—


  Himself in the car, eager, before he ever went into space. Feel of his body. Feel of his position, turned sideways in the seat. Not alone. Shape of the girl. Her perfume. The softness of her hair. Sound of her breathing.


  Leaning toward her. Her face In ruing toward him. Her lips parting slightly against his in the kiss. His hand finding its way into the warmth beneath her sweater, touching the responsive welcome of her breasts.


  His feelings. His desires. His sensations.


  He gathered the impressions, then made the odd mental movement he had felt in his early blind callings: transmit! Drive them at Lora’s mind as if they were hers, building into her a pseudo-memory.


  He felt a confusion of identity, a stirring up of words and concepts she wouldn’t, couldn’t acknowledge to herself. Herself feeling that way about another girl! A horrified My God what am I thinking!


  He felt his mind prickle and writhe with the effort of holding the transmission. Then he switched it off and lay back, gasping.


  Lora stirred, came up halfway to consciousness. She was in pain and her pain came through to him, Grimly he held oil.


  He got, with the pain, a more-than-hunch of direction and distance, and he saw that his hands had done what was needed.


  The girl was back in resignation, apathy, hopelessness, approaching surrender to the wind-whipped cold, the nostril-stopping mud. He sank back to try again.


  Pure emotion this time. Man brutally clubbing little dog, crimson lust for murder knotting his muscles. Three overstuffed stupid maliciously unhappy old bags and their even more distasteful husbands gabbling the race prejudice and Aryan superiority line, and a howling urge to stuff their foul mouths with greasy rags until they choked in agony. Other hates, dozens of them, all the hates in his memory.


  He packaged them in his mind, stripping away the incidents and leaving only emotion—and pushed them out.


  Lora reacted. He could feel her mental defenses click in, Then she kicked back with indignation, anger to bring her out of apathetic resignation to death and up into rage and life.


  His hands found the right thing to do with the controls again, He roused himself and looked out and down. Nothing, and nothing, and nothing but frenzied mud and supplicating branches.


  He was only closer. He was not near.


  Pseudo-memories not enough; pure emotion not enough. So—involve her completely. All of her, mind, body—but not in agreement. He had seen her body (with his eye and with that of the sometime artist) and he’d read books on abnormal psychology. He’d known men who . . . people who . . . then, in the newspapers, that fellow, you know the one . . .


  Select . . . gather . . . synthesize . . . transmit.


  Her reaction rocked him into dizziness, and it was sheer agony to hold on while he got it all out . . . (grunt) again! (grunt) again! (grunt and a scream of agony) that’s my honey, that’s my dear, bite-bite. (Moan and the laughter of insanity.) Hands here and here and here and they won’t stop, die my honey, die my dear. bite. See? See? Picture of this, picture of that, picture the other, my honey, oh my dear.


  (The laugh.) (The whisper: Ah-h-h-h . . .)


  More of it, and more until she fights back, panics, tightens, she’s going to faint and escape and be gone so hold it . . .


  Timidly she queries, Oh God is it over?


  Mike Hadley stirred in the bucket seat, aware of some exterior sensation that he knew he must identify; but he did not know how.


  I know! he told himself in the slow stupidity of weariness. Let go all that sew age—cut it out now. This other thing’s important.


  Slowly he opened his eyes, slowly he turned and looked out.


  There was a green glow around the flyer, the green glow emitted by the little transformer when it was near ground, or on it. Yes, that was it; he was on it.


  He came alive with a rush and shouldered the door open. And there was her little solo flyer, and there was she, under it, a leg; and there were eyes mute and muddy and full of what would be hate when she recovered her strength. But no matter; she was here, she was alive, and he had found her.


  He put one hand-only one hand—under the broken flyer where it lay on its side, pinning her leg, and he pulled, so hard the machine righted and fell away on the other side. He stood looking at his gloved hand in astonishment, then bent and picked her up. She fainted immediately.


  He stood holding her and looked up at the sky. His heart was full of wordless pressures. Something touched his cheek, prickly, then warm, then wet, then tickly-dry; and there was nothing there. Something urged his elbow to straighten, and he would not let it. (It was easy.) His stomach was full, was empty, was full of warm oil.


  And suddenly he laughed, looking around him, turning, looking around again, with the flying mud streaming off his mask and the unconscious girl in his arms. It was the area discharge prodding and teasing him—but with a profound subjective difference. Before, in the refuge hut and other times, there had been the random spasmodic muscle twitches, just for example. That, he had said, is the area discharge, a Venusian atmospheric effect. And knowing that, he had, all the same, regarded his twitching arm with horror and depression. But now, he said it’s the area discharge; and the result of his realizing that was precisely what Alice experienced in Wonderland, when she was bedevilled and beleaguered and in peril of having her head chopped off, and she suddenly rose up and said, “Why, you’re nothing but a pack of cards!” and they were! So prod, Venus; tickle, tantalize, press, chill, excite, stab, numb me; it’s only Venus and I need not twitch.


  And he turned again in the blowing black, and looked down at the sweet burden in his arms, and marvelled. Minutes ago he had been barely able to lift a hand; yet here he stood bracing himself firmly against the wind, and easily holding an adult human. The muscle fibers of his arms were for the first time in his life cooperating with each other and with him; he could feel the rhythmic unmoving shift as fiber after fiber took the burden, used its energy, smoothly passed the effort to a neighbor, and rested. He could, if he wished, stand here and hold this girl till the weather was fine, which on Venus is an awesome interval.


  He laughed cheerfully at Venus, and the girl stirred.


  He set her in the three-seater and slid behind the controls, and angled up into the storm. It wasn’t a storm, though, but a fencing match; a game, not a duel, and it delighted him, as sensitive wrists anticipated the buffetings of wind and water, gave and yielded and baffled the opponent.


  Something’s happened to me, he thought. All parts of me belong to myself, and no cell within me, brain or body, battles another. Some strange product of the many factors of the past months—radiation, and medication for it, anger and hurt and internal bleeding, fear and love.


  Love. He looked at Lora and, in this new way he had found probed gently.


  She despised him.


  He was sorry about that. But loving now, that was something. That was fine.


  My God, he thought happily. I’m conditioned, that’s what I am. To Venus, yes. But to love too, and to use my entire self under my self’s total control; conditioned for anything anywhere. What will the doctor say?


  The doctor was surprised, but he was not amazed. “I knew it Mike; I think I’ve always known it. The important thing in conditioning is that the qualities, good and bad, are all there in the subject. All I do with my big fat complicated treatment is bring out those qualities that the Project needs and suppress everything else. You, now, you’ve stumbled across a way to bring everything you have up to optimum—everything. And I wish I knew how you did it.”


  “Oh, it was easy,” said Mike, “First you go out of your head, then you get sick, then you fall in love, then you get scared.” And as he said it the new clean cells, the uncluttered synapses of his optimum mind, came up with the answer—came up with a future for Venus Project, and for the starships. “Doc,” he said quietly, “you’ve done all those things but one. You’ve gone out of your head, planning to make Venus self-sustaining, so you and your Veenies and their Veenie children can live undisturbed and work on Venus . . . monomaniacs . . . and you’ve fallen in love, too, with this beautiful stinking planet. But you haven’t been scared, Doc, not really scared. You will be now!” The doctor seemed to have shrunk by a third, and had eyes a third larger.


  Mike said, “You’re right on top of it—almost enough food, almost a way to smelt metals in this crazy atmosphere, almost a lot of things. But not quite. You need a few more Earth shiploads. You’re helpless as an unborn babe without them.


  “So hear this, Doc: and it’s going to hurt. The unborn babe’s cord is cut. Earth’s shutting you down.”


  As he spoke he gathered his mind and drove it with all his will into the doctor’s.


  . . . so that the doctor knew it was all true, and he knew why Earth was doing it, and he knew a great fear, mother-bear fear for his precious Project and its beloved people, its dedicated Veenies.


  . . . and then Mike made him see what it was like to want the stars. No words, no details, nothing about Venus Project or Veenies or anything else but that heady hunger for the immensities.


  In a strangely symbolic gesture the doctor slowly raised his eyes upward, and Mike could clearly feel the cracking, the falling away of his self-administered conditioning and the seed of mania at its core. The doctor’s mind leapt with astonished awe and greeting to all the people, all the worlds, all the stars so nearly forgotten.


  He smiled.


  After a time Mike said softly, “So now Venus Project will go on, you see? Because Star-Man just got born here.”


  The doctor looked at him, and a deep understanding passed between them. “And that’s all it takes? Some fear, and then that—that being inside?”


  “I guess that’s it, Doc.”


  “. . . you think I can do . . .” He looked down at his hands, steadier and stronger hands than they were thirty years before “. . . do this for everyone here?”


  “You know you can.”


  “Yes, I can,” the doctor whispered. Mike left him looking at his hands and laughing. The big wheel of the Veenies—laughing.


  He painted her as he’d seen her in the refuge hut, dressed in a clinging lavender plastic undersuit. And finally, finally, he captured the look of exhilaration and reaching that had been on her face, captured it because he understood it now, made of it a symbol of all Teachings to everywhere.


  He had taken her out of the hut and had placed her before the main viewport of a spaceship. And to conform to this he had drawn her under free-fall conditions, feet barely touching the deck, not resting firmly on it. He had altered the plays and tensions of her muscles. Without the drag of gravity her breasts were fuller and higher.


  He finished it, which was unusual, and he knew the very instant, the very stroke it was finished, which was more so. The day after he finished it he was standing looking at it so raptly that he heard nothing until she gasped, just behind his shoulder.


  He whirled, and suddenly they fell into each other’s minds. It was a wordless thing, utterly indescribable. It left them weak and breathless, clinging to one another as they slowly came back into themselves . . . yet not quite, for never again would either be altogether whole, or quite alone.


  “Why did you shut me out?” he said when he could speak.


  “I was ashamed,” she whispered.


  “Oh, no!”


  “You were . . . there . . . before. You made me . . . remember things I must have buried deep for shame, things I didn’t know I knew until you made me remember.”


  “They weren’t memories, Lora. I made them up and put them there, to make you angry, make you fight. Live.”


  “You—”


  “I should be ashamed.”


  She put her hand on his mouth as if she couldn’t quite believe it unless she touched it. She said, “Shall I tell you why I let you in after all?” She turned him to look at the painting, “You were looking at it as if it was . . . only beauty. Mike, I didn’t think you saw any beauty in me; now do you see?”


  He kissed her very quietly. She trembled.


  “What is it?”


  “Mike,” she whispered, and pointed at the picture, “Mike . . . paint her pregnant, will you . . . Mike?”


  FIRST LANDING


  Roger Dee


  Castle’s job was to explore Venus as extensively as possible in the five days allotted him—and to survive . . .


  HE had thought at first that they would surround him in the sweltering gloom of wind-driven fog, but they did not. The broken circle of their approach left one direction always open for further flight.


  Castle, crouched in sweating indecision among moisture-slimed toadstools more than tall enough to hide his dwarfish pursuers, listened to the shrill gibberish of their yelling and felt his first real panic.


  They were bent not on cornering him but on driving him. Where?


  Not toward the distant empty spire of the Themis, nor toward the nearer wreckage of the helicar that had crashed him into a skeleton, fog-hidden tree. They were herding him, like bearers beating the bush about a dangerous animal, toward their village.


  He caught a ghost of motion between hazy toadstools and stood up quickly, cursing himself for having lost his handgun and infra-red goggles—along with the helicar’s infinitely more important auxiliary power pile—when he crashed into the tree. Without the goggles he could see less than a hundred feet into the roiling murk of fog; without the gun he was defenseless, a ready target for the first barbed spear.


  Another small shadow drifted up to his right and drove him on hastily through his dim nightmare of boulders and toadstools. Pursuit went with him, invisible but audible, until suddenly there was no need for further chase.


  He had been closer than he guessed to his destination when the helicar crashed. But not to the village he had postulated, to the aboriginal community he had set out to photograph as the logical completion of his survey.


  Castle halted, flight forgotten, confounded by possibilities not guessed at before.


  There was no village, no rude grouping of stone huts or thatched kraals. There was something infinitely more disturbing—


  A ship.


  Castle had been making his fourth entry in the Themis’ log when the natives discovered his ship and came close enough to set off her proximity alarm.


  He had expected them and was ready. He clapped on the infra-red goggles that made it all possible to see through the driving nightside murk of Venusian fog, caught up his handgun and cut his control-cabin lights before the natives could have approached closer than a hundred yards.


  They had stopped at the clamor of his alarm bell and stood, stumpy and ghostlike in the rushing sea of fog that hid the plain and the river beyond, waving incomprehensible gestures toward the open hatch where Castle watched. There were only three of them this time, none over thirty inches tall but disturbingly manlike for all their smallness, pallid and bearded and utterly naked in the sweltering heat. He could only assume that they were armed with the same barbed javelins they had brandished at him when they had rushed out at him on his field trip of two days before, but if so they made no display of them now.


  Castle mopped perspiration from his face and considered their antics, wondering what lay behind so open an approach. Two days before—Earth time, not the dragging twenty-day cycle of Venusian rotation—they had reacted differently, four of them rushing upon him with a wild shrilling of gibberish and a waving of spears that had forced him to halt them with a handgun blast until he could reach the safety of his helicar.


  Simple caution, because there could be no assessing the motives of a species completely alien to experience, permitted him only one conclusion now.


  It was a trap.


  The band he had brushed with that first time would have reported his presence. A council of their—tribe?—would have planned a course, settling upon such a ruse as this to draw him into the open.


  Others might already have run closer under the clamor of the ship’s alarm, hiding behind the fins that housed the helicar. They could be crouching there now, ready to cut him down when he stepped out.


  The din of the alarm rasped Castle’s already frayed nerves and he stepped back from the hatch to shut it off. In the sudden quiet that fell there was no sound beyond the unceasing sigh of fog-blinded wind sweeping from the daylight side of the planet toward the mountains to the west.


  When he returned to the port the three natives had moved perhaps ten yards closer, near enough to assure him that they were unarmed.


  One of them cupped his palms together and shouted between them, the sound floating up high and muffled through fog and wind. The words were gibberish, but their tone so laden with human-seeming urgency that Castle for a moment was tempted to discard suspicion and go to them.


  Caution prevented. He thought of the probable others crouched in the fog about the Themis’ supporting fins with weapons ready, and the prospect brought a fresh spate of sweat to his forehead.


  He could not risk going out to them. Neither could he leave the little autocthons lurking about the Themis; the control cabin was too warm for comfort even with the port open, and he could not afford to seal it and waste precious power on refrigeration.


  Castle took the only course left. He leveled his handgun and fired a careful shot, far enough to the left of the shouting natives to assure him that the blast could do them no injury but near enough to drive them away in fear of a closer try.


  The fog billowed with the brief red glare of detonation. The unending wind brought him a sharp smell of burned explosive and the sound of small feet scurrying for safety.


  There was no similar scrabbling among the toadstools about the ship, leaving him to conclude either that he had been mistaken in his suspicion of ambush or else that the ambuscaders had not fled with the others. He listened intently for a time and heard nothing beyond the steady moaning of wind.


  And finally, because no other course was tenable, Castle went outside and made a wary tour of the ship’s landing area. Finding nothing, he returned and carried out two small audio pickups, placing them where they must warn him of approach even above the clamor of his main alarm.


  That done, he went back to his hammock and his log.


  Being long on method and short on imagination—qualities which had weighed heavier than he knew in his selection for this first World Bloc landing on Venus—Castle resumed his log entry at the point of interruption:


  . . . completing preparations for helicar investigation of native settlement, which seems to lie in the hills to the north. All routine samplings are now completed and filed; there remains only to determine the strength of these autocthons before I am ready for my return flight.


  Have just been interrupted by the ship’s proximity alarm, to find three apparently unarmed natives outside. They shouted gibberish—I wish now that I could have recorded it for Base study, since I know nothing whatever of linguistic s—and seemed anxious that I come out. I was forced finally to fire a shot close enough to drive them away, but, recalling that the blast I gave them two days ago might have killed or injured some of them, was careful this time to do no damage.


  They ran away at once, and when they had gone I checked my landing area and set up audio alarms to warn of future parties approaching under cover of the ship’s main alarm.


  The inconclusiveness of it annoyed him and he turned back to the first entry made after landing, rereading earlier details as if he might find in them some solution to his present difficulties. That first entry read:


  20:41, 17 May, 1990—Initial testings completed on twelfth hour after planet fall, full results filed under Environmental Data. Enough here to say that gravity is barely less than Earth’s, air safe but uncomfortably warm and humid. Unfortunately the Themis set down on the night side, which is covered entirely by a windy fog impenetrable beyond one hundred yards even with infra-red goggles. Day side, as I saw briefly in landing, is equally windy but unobscured below stratospheric cloud-level and seems a fair enough country of mountains and grassy plains, with rivers and shallow seas too light in color to be markedly salt. Vegetation seems to be perennial, dying during the twenty-day night cycle and making way for a great variety of fungi, mainly toadstools, that live on the resulting glimpse of dayside indicates that greenery springs up again with sunrise and the dissipation of fog.


  One further item of importance: A check of my fuel pile confirms almost precisely the consumption estimate made by Base engineers. On my return flight I shall have power enough, by abandoning my helicar and transferring its auxiliary power pile to the ship’s main plant, to set up a stable orbit about Earth. A few ounces less fuel and return would be out of the question, a circumstance which leaves me reluctant to use the helicar except when vitally necessary because to lose that pile would be disastrous.


  The second entry dealt at length with Castle’s dayside explorations and confirmed his earlier postulation of a twenty-day growth cycle. It was a beautifully simple, if uncomfortable, ecology: new vegetation sprang up from old roots, greening rapidly as the fog receded before the sun; at dusk zone, grasses and thickets of bamboo-like reeds and occasional towering trees wilted and browned, making way for myriad fungoid forms which set at once about assimilating the organic debris. Castle had made numerous tests of river and sea water; the seas were hardly salt and the rivers not at all, but both bore important mineral traces that could make Venus an invaluable source of elements fast disappearing from Earth.


  The final item of that second entry, even to one as unimaginative as Castle, was bitterly ironic:


  . . . I think it safe to say that Venus is geared almost entirely to a chlorophyll-saprophyte ecology. There are a few animals, the largest a herbivore about the size of a small sheep, but apparently no insects or reptiles. There is no evidence at all of intelligent life.


  His third entry proved that conclusion almost tragically wrong, recounting in terse detail the events of the field trip during which he had been set upon by a howling band of pygmy natives and driven from the hills in peril of his life.


  Castle’s troubles dated from that entry.


  The nub of his dilemma, paradoxically, lay on Earth rather than on Venus.


  Discovery that the planet was already inhabited offered the first complication: Castle’s job was to explore as extensively as possible in the five days alloted him and to report on possibilities for colonization, but no protocol had been set up to guide him in dealing with a pack of jabbering dwarfs. In addition to his personal danger and the risk of losing the helicar’s precious power pack, Castle now faced a third and less easily resolved problem—that these autocthons might be numerous enough and troublesome enough to incline World Bloc toward diplomacy rather than outright occupation, and that he might fail to assess that cultural strength at its proper value.


  The final world conflict of 1981 had fallen just short of disaster, but in the falling had accomplished what generations of pacifists had failed at: it had eliminated war by eliminating boundaries, wiped away the hostilities of a world by wiping out a large part of it, and by the press of mutual need had substituted for belligerence a practical humanitarianism.


  It was as well, Castle thought, that those few abortive prewar flights from Earth to Venus and Mars had failed. Succeeding, the strains of terrestrial politics would have been transplanted to the new worlds; exploitation rather than colonization would have been the watchword and indigenous life forms would have been brushed bloodily aside in the struggle. It was different, now.


  That difference dismayed Castle. In keeping with his love of method and his lack of imagination he owned a direct and uncompromising disposition, and the shaping of an extraterrestrial diplomacy was completely beyond him.


  Caution forbade any attempt to deal directly with the little beggars; far too much was at stake to warrant the risk. His only course left was to learn their strength as nearly as possible and trust that his findings would be adequate to guide World Bloc experts in the planning of future procedure.


  He ended his fourth entry with that decision:


  Time is too short for temporizing, I shall take the he Hear over those northern hills, forming what estimate I can of native strength and cultural advancement. That done, I shall return to Earth and let more competent men deal with the problem I have uncovered.


  The entry completed, he set out on his northern reconniassance, piloted his helicar into a towering leafless tree and was driven, dazed and shaken, his handgun and goggles lost in the crash, from its wreckage.


  To find at the end of his flight what he had least expected to find in this fogbound desolation—another ship.


  The ship was fully as large as the Themis, but of radically different design. Castle, staring thunderstruck at the squat silvery bullet-shape of it, found the bare fact of its presence enough to distract his attention even from the threat of the pygmy cordon closing in on him from behind.


  His first wild thought was that it might be another ship from Earth, launched without his knowing. Then he saw the tiny machine at its base, a Lilliputian caterpillar crawler with created tracks and glassite dome, and the hope died stillborn. That crawler might accomodate one man—provided that man stood not more than thirty inches and weighed less than fifty pounds.


  The inference left Castle more at sea than before. These jabbering pygmies were not natives at all, then. They had come to Venus as he had come, by ship.


  By ship, from what place?


  Sounds of pursuit closing in made him aware that he stood in the open, unprotected even by toadstools. The high unintelligible voices had closed their broken ring; they called behind him and to either side, and now, the pursuit over, before him, from beyond the alien craft.


  Still no one appeared between Castle and the ship. They meant him to go to it, then. The relentless pressure had been designed to that end.


  But for what purpose?


  Panting, Castle crouched down among towering toadstools and weighed the possibilities. They must have known that he had lost his handgun and goggles, else they would not have dared to press so hard on him through the fog. They could have speared him a dozen times during the chase, but had not.


  Why? Because they meant him to enter that ship?


  Again he was at a loss, baffled by the unbridgeable gulf that divided his own logic from the alien. What kind of people would come here in a silver ship equipped with caterpillar field crawler and God knew what other high-level technological gear, yet would hunt him, naked and shouting, with spears?


  The ship waited like an enigmatic silver bullet. A port, half the size of the Themis’ but still adequate to receive his own bulk, stood blackly open. A sound of stealthy approach behind him forced the issue knife-sharp and clear before him. Go, or stay?


  “No choice,” Castle said aloud. Wind and fog muffled the words, made his voice sound in his own ears like a stranger’s.


  The sound behind him was repeated, closer still. Castle, before pressure of panic could shatter his resolution, gripped his courage tightly and stood up.


  “All right,” he said. “If I must, I must.”


  They followed silently, closing in from the fog. There was a metal-runged ladder made for tiny feet, an open hatch that crowded his shoulders and a control cabin beyond as large as his own but stripped to the metal of every furnishing that might decay in the rank humidity.


  The little man lying on the deck was mother-naked, his beard spread like a damp brown mat over the pallor of his chest. One leg was splinted with copper tubing lashed tight with wire. The other was puffed and bruised, scored with recent lacerations. He had been sleeping the sleep of exhaustion, but the sound of Castle’s entry waked him and he opened light rational eyes that filmed at once with unmistakable tears.


  Three other little men came into the room behind Castle, their spears discarded.


  One of them said something unintelligible in a high, questioning voice and held up a short-stemmed familiar thing that Castle, expecting some weapon more potent than spears, found for the moment utterly impossible to accept.


  The little man on the floor interpreted the question, his own English halting but shockingly clear.


  “Igor asks,” he said, “if you have tobacco.”


  Methodical to the last, Castle finished his fifth and last entry before closing his log:


  . . . worked out surprisingly well, since the remaining fuel rods of the other ship, together with the helicar’s pile, give the Themis ample power to lift us all to Earth orbit.


  The real wonder is that my passengers are still sane, especially after my firing on them and crippling Fyor two days ago. None of the others speak English, and with Fyor confined to ship they must all have been frantic at seeing escape slipping away.


  It seems ridiculous now that they should have seemed so numerous and hostile, when the four of them were only trying to make me understand their predicament. But ten years of living on Venus—they came in 1980, when coldwar security measures kept everything of importance out of the news—had rusted all their power equipment and rotted their clothing.


  Actually, and ironically, it was the very system they used to arrive at maximum crew strength with a minimum of weight that is responsible for my error.


  For who, after all, would expect to find a shipload of Russian midgets marooned on Venus?


  GOD OF THE MIST


  Evelyn Goldstein


  His eyes burned as he remembered the days when men had sacrificed living victims as the shouts rose to the skies.


  


  Evelyn Goldstein, Brooklyn housewife and Science Fiction writer, turns to another—and more secret—aspect of Venusian life, with this story of what happened when a violent man, a fugitive from justice, both committed wanton, ruthless murder and offended against the Gods of Venus.


  


  TERRIFIED eyes gleamed out of the darkness of the Parchee burrow. Kohler with swiftness surprising in a big man, leapt from the igneous path, plunged his hand into the hole, grabbed the small animal by the long ears and dragged it out, paws kicking futilely in air.


  “Parchee meat,” he gloated.


  He turned to his smaller companion, a few paces behind on the narrow rock-path. “Start a fire, Ahuila, here’s food.”


  He held the animal to eye level enjoying the helpless pawing and the soft panic squeals. After a moment he pulled his stilo-gun from the holster and flicked the button that released the knife. Deliberately he laid the sharp blade to the fur and began to carefully skin the living beast.


  “ZANTHU!” The horrified cry brought his knife to a stop. He turned impatiently.


  “Now what, Ahuila?”


  The boy’s soft mouth worked. Slim, like all Venusians, he seemed frailer now for his golden eyes were sick. He pointed to the squealing parchee. “Kill it!” he said, “Do not torment it, Zanthu!”


  Kohler shrugged huge shoulders. “You’re too squeamirh. Get used to the sight of blood,” he advised, “There’s gonna be lots of it when I become god of your village.” His knife resumed its work.


  The parchee shrieked in almost human pitch.


  “Kill it! Kill it first!” Ahuila was almost sobbing. Then, before Kohler could guess his intentions he caught the knife hand plunging the blade into the tortured animal. It died instantly.


  “Why you yellow Veni!” Kohler dropped the parchee and the stilo-gun, caught the boy by the throat, gave a twist. Ahuila went limp. Kohler flung him down. He cursed in a mixture of Venusian and his own Earth tongue and lashed out with a savage foot that sent the prone boy rolling into a shallow dry gully, arms and legs flopping limp. Then he bent to haul the slack weight to him. Ahuila’s head lolled back, mouth agape, golden eyes open and sightless.


  Kohler looked into the beautiful young face, and his mouth twisted with hatred.


  “Dead!”


  He shook the other in bitter rage. He hadn’t meant to break his neck. All that fuss about a parchee they were going to cook and eat anyway!


  He lifted his eyes to the mountain crest with its wreath of tenuous mist. Somewhere in the peaks up ahead was Ahuila’s village. Now he had to find it alone!


  The Earthman hefted the dead boy to his shoulder and trudged up the volcanic incline, following the natural route that led past outjutting porous rocks. He heard the rush of water before a turn gave him sight of a fountaining geyser. Warm spray splattered him. The sudden sight of the water came as no surprise. The entire way, since their escape from the lowlands prison toward the northern mountains, had been dotted with hot springs and miniature geysers.


  Kohler approached as the column started to lose height. He flung the corpse into the spray, watched it being sucked into the receding column and out of sight.


  Mow let the Earth Police search for a body.


  Earth Police!


  He gave a short laugh of contempt. He could picture them tracking the swamp and jungle lands, thinking that, like all escapees, he would make for Hellsport, outlaw territory where the E. P. were powerless.


  But his plans had changed after they had thrown Ahuila into the same dirty windowless bared stone cell with him.


  “What they got you in for?” he had growled at the boy.


  The other had crouched against the wooden-slatted door, hands out, as if crucified. His eyes, big and golden, expressively simple like all Venusians, were fixed on the seven-foot Earthman in awe.


  It tickled Kohler’s vanity, although his great size had always been a source of amazement on Venus, where the people were like perfectly formed, beautiful children. And, like children, the deep thunder of his voice created terror or instant obedience in them.


  He thundered his question again now.


  It got results in a stammered flow of a fluid Venusian dialect with which Kohler was totally unfamiliar. But he got the drift.


  Bread. Ahuila had stolen some bread. He had thought it would be such an adventure to get out of Vahuhya, to see what lay outside the mountain. But he had not reckoned with the hunger and the dirt, and greed of the town ruled by the Earth uranium monopoly.


  Kohler grinned. He verged on saying: “Know what I’m here for? Murder! Killed the foreman. Crushed his head in like an egg—with my bare hands!” He wanted to hold his hands out for the other to see the gnarled, giant fingers with stiff black hairs. He would have liked to see horror grow in those innocent limpid eyes, and see the boy shrink away as he clenched and unclenched his hands like claws of a crane. But an innate instinct stopped him, and in a moment he was glad he had not spoken, for the boy suddenly prostrate himself at his feet crying:


  “ZANTHU, let me go back to the mountains. I will never leave Vahuhya again. I will trim the salt plants from your sacred waters!”


  The boy touched slender hand to mouth—salute of Venusians to a god. Kohler stared. It took a while for him to grasp the significance of Ahuila’s words and gesture.


  Among Venusians worship was a private affair of each district. But the hand to mouth was the universal tribute to godhood. For whatever reason—whether his giant height, or his skin burnt red-black, like the obsidian hills, by the humid winds of the planet he—Kohler—had been mistaken for the god-incarnate of Ahuila’s particular clan.


  With a little more careful conversation Kohler learned that the boy came from the Volcanic Mountains to the north. This fact alone was surprising since most Venusians preferred the low areas near swamps and rivers where they could give constant moisture to their extremely thirsty skins. Their remote ancestors had been acquatic and natives with webbed digits and gill slits were not unusual even today.


  Vahuhya! The name rolled pleasantly on Kohler’s sensuous lips. Zanthu, god of Vahuhya!


  He had grinned at his first worshipper. “Wanna see a little magic to get us out of here,” he had told Ahuila.


  Wide-eyed the boy had watched as Kohler shouted for their jailer, a sullen Earthman, who approached with drawn stilo-gun.


  “I don’t wanna be locked in with no Veni,” Kohler had shouted. “Put him in another cell or I’ll kill him!”


  “Dry up!” the jailer replied.


  “Oh yeah! Don’t say I didn’t warn you!”


  He had launched himself upon the unsuspecting Ahuila, making a great pretense of striking him, while the boy babbled mercy of his god. The jailer cursed, and unlocked the door. That was what Kohler wanted. He turned, seized the jailer expertly about the throat, and squeezed till the man went limp. Then he took the stilo-gun and, motioning the Venusian out of the cell, locked the unconscious man in. In the ever cloudy murk of the planet’s daylight they crept through the shadows of houses till they got to the underbrush at the edge of the town. From there on Ahuila took the lead.


  But now Ahuila was dead. The way back was closed. His only hope lay in finding Vahuhya. Kohler doggedly continued the torturous climb.


  Shadows under the ever shadowed sky grew longer. He plodded up, eyes constantly seeking the higher ground. Even his strong corded legs gave under the grueling trek.


  Once he reached a narrow ravine whose slopes were dotted by weird calcerous cones. He had to twist and squirm his big body between to reach the next rise. Panting he came to the top, resting his head between his arms on the soft rock ground. After a while he lifted his head. And there it was . . .


  The Lake of Zanthu!


  From the crest where he lay he could see the Lake like a fevered jewel below him. Red mist hung fiery over the water. Clustered on the far bank, semi-circular to the banks, were octagonal dwellings of wood with roofs of pastelled sinter taken from the mountainsides that rose in vari-colored terraces to form protecting bowl-sides.


  With quick resurgence of strength Kohler slipped and slid down the crumbling wall of breccia. At the base, just at the edge of the Lake, he came to a slithering halt. For a moment he thought fatigue had unhinged him.


  Right ahead was what appeared to be the dark back of a man. After the first amazed moment Kohler realized it was a tall mass of eroded rock, so curiously formed as to look human. He circled the rock and gasped . . .


  Face to face with his own likeness!


  Freak volcanic action had carved an image out of obsidian. Zanthu, rock pinnacle, guardian of the Sacred Lake. Amid lesser goblin shapes it towered, with a face beaten into red-black lines by the elements.


  Now Kohler understood Ahuila’s obeisance. Here was nature’s undisputable evidence to Kohler’s godship.


  Turning, he looked across the mists that now hid the small village. Elation made his heart pound. All the cards were running his way.


  Carefully he knelt at the Lakeside feeling the water—warm as body temperature. He stripped the dusty clothes from himself, immersing his long length to wash away the grime. He would come into his godhood cleansed. When he emerged, shaking the droplets away, he looked more carefully at the statue.


  The villagers had clothed the loins with a multitude of minute leaves of the salt plants that abounded in the lake shallows. The painstaking task of twining the small stems into a garment took Kohler’s thick fingers many hours, yet he never lost patience.


  At last it was done. He was clothed like his counterpart.


  He circled the Lake, mists beading him with fine moisture. At the further end he became aware of thin high singing. As he drew near the outlines of a structure grew out of the mist. It was the largest of the dwellings he had glimpsed from the ridge top. Several window-like openings were covered by filmy material which blew out with the wind so that he could see a congregation of people on the inside. Theirs were the high sweet voices raised in a singing prayer. He could not catch the words but the oft repeated name of Zanthu made him realize he had come in the midst of their services.


  Good! He could not have timed it better.


  He peered into the circular room. There was a crude raised dais—apparently an altar—upon which was carved a crude figure roughly resembling the great statue of Zanthu.


  Standing before the altar was a Venusian, his naked body chalked with many designs, and around his loins was the same covering of leaves from the salt plants as worn by his god.


  Behind him, cross-legged upon the floor, were the villagers, golden people, with the same guilessness as Ahuila.


  Oh, it would be easy to rule these.


  The chalked Venusian—evidently the priest—dropped his arms, and motioned. For the first time Kohler realized that a girl was standing in the shadows of the altar.


  She moved with a lithe grace that made Kohler’s eyes gleam. He noted the roundness of her hips under the long fibered skirts of the silken Tuva plant. Her pink tipped breasts were bare under the scarce covering of a lei of scarlet and blue mancha flowers.


  Venusian women were strictly out of bounds to Earthmen. It was part of an ancient pact between the Earth interests and Venusians, and one so rigidly enforced that it had never been broken. Kohler had often, like many an Earthman, looked with longing upon the small golden women, but they were as elusive and as strictly confined as the laws guarding them were strong.


  In her hands the little priestess bore a glittering tray on which savory offerings steamed. She lay the tray before the god-figure. Kohler’s nostrils twitched. He realized how hungry he was and how long since he bad eaten.


  Long-strided he made for the entrance. He stood gigantic in the doorway, completely closing out the light. The priest, facing his congregation, was the first to see him. Under the chalk marks the color whitened, and his eyes bulged.


  The villagers turned their heads. As one, they gasped: “ZANTHU!”


  He strode toward the altar and they scattered to either side of him. The smell of the offering was tantilizing.


  “I—Zanthu—accept your offer!” His great voice filled the room. The villagers murmured and fell flat before him too awed to lift their eyes. The little priestess sank to her knees covering her face. Only the priest stood erect. His mouth worked for a minute before the words came out so low that only Kohler could hear:


  “Who are you?”


  Kohler’s eyes narrowed. “ZANTHU,” he answered.


  The priest shook his head. “You do not talk like our clan.”


  Speech. The Earthman had not figured on this, that his accent was different, that he was unfamiliar with the dialect. He determined to bluff it out.


  “Do you question your God?” he roared.


  The congregation quivered as under a storm. But the priest stood his ground.


  “I do not know who you are, but you are no God!”


  Black rage swept over Kohler. Godhood within his reach—food to fill his empty belly and Venusian women his for the taking—and this fool of a priest challenged it.


  “Die, false priest!” he cried. “Die by the magic of Zanthu!” He pulled the stilo-gun from its concealment in his loin cloth, and beamed the priest cleanly through the head. Without a word the Venusian toppled dead before him.


  There was a horror stricken gasp, then the congregation bolted for the door, pushing and milling. The little priestess bent to the dead priest. She touched him, then straightened, shuddering, and would have fled after the others, but the Earthman’s great black-haired hand circled her wrist like steel.


  “Not you,” he said. “You are dedicated to your God.” And he laughed softly.


  Thus did Kohler take up residence in the shrine of Zanthu. Luala the priestess became his trembling slave, messenger between himself and the people. The shrine he declared inviolate, so that none dared approach. The body of the priest he himself cast into the Sacred Lake waters. Then he commanded his people to fashion a bell by which he might summon them to his worship.


  Every day he asked: “When will the bell be ready, Luala?”


  Her full red mouth quivered when she answered: “They are working fast. I will tell them to hurry more.” And she would run on bare brown feet out the door.


  In the open square around which the houses clustered the fires of the bell forges burnt. Usually the women gathered here to do their weaving and plaiting of garments, to tell their simple bits of gossip; the men to do their simple bartering of the crops of the individual fields or ornamental stones worked out of hardened breccia from the hills. But now they went out in two streams of workers—those who dug into the terraced slopes for copper and those who worked the fires making the burnished metal pliable.


  Progress was slow. Kohler grew hard with impatience.


  He ordered Luala: “Tell them if they don’t get finished by tomorrow I will call fire out of the earth to burn them at their forges.”


  She paled. Ran to exhort her people to greater speed.


  There was no sleep in Vahuhya that night. Even the women took turns at the fires. But with the deadline close they seemed far from the goal.


  “Zanthu,” Luala begged, “have mercy on them. They cannot finish in time. Please do not call the fires upon them.”


  He laughed into her pallid face.


  He stayed at the doorway long hours, watching the never dying forge fires, and the sweat streaked groups working in terror to avert his wrath. With dawn the little priestess grew babbling in her fear for her people.


  “Zanthu! Kind, gracious, lovely God, give them more time. Visit me with your anger, but do not burn the village.”


  For a while he enjoyed her fear. After a while the endless pleas began to grate against his ears. He kicked at her savagely. She shrank back for the moment, was silent for the moment, then crept near, begging again.


  “SHUT UP!” he shouted, and caught her a swift cuff over the mouth. She coughed blood from a bitten tongue. Her great golden eyes raised again in appeal. “Mercy!” It was like a croak.


  In a fury he lifted her by the shoulders, slapped with his open hand, one cheek, the other, back and forth, back and forth, and her head rocked under the blows till her body sagged, and her eyes closed. But the rage was upon him. He battered her, head and body, open fist and closed, until his hands were red with her blood.


  After a while he stopped, looked at the limp thing he held—the blackened tongue, the toothless mouth, the swollen face. There was breath in her yet, but all beauty was gone. The sight disgusted him. He pulled out his stilo-gun, placed it at her temple and fired.


  No one saw him leave the shrine. No one saw him fling the dead priestess into the sacred red lake. But when he returned he saw the villagers marching toward him. chanting his name, merry children, their task complete—the bell was finished.


  He raised his hands, palms out. They stopped, waiting uneasily. He let them wait, deliberately. In the stillness no one moved. Then he spoke, his voice carrying over them, rebounding from the hillsides:


  “Luala, your priestess has given herself to the spirit of the bell so that you might finish in time. For that she will live forever, and her voice will speak to you in the toll of the bell. But now—” his eyes swept from woman to woman, “I will choose a new priestess. Send to me your maidens that I might give honor to one.”


  Deliberately he moved back into the doorway of the shrine, to wait at the altar for the flower of their women.


  His days passed idyllically. Seritah, the new priestess, was more beautiful than Luala, even younger.


  The villagers had fashioned for him a couch of beaten irridescent metal they had mined from the open pitted slopes. They had cushioned it with soft baya leaves draped over with yardage of filmy material. They brought him offerings of food and brewed him the deliciously potent drink from the Tuva fruits. They made him ornaments of firestone and micalite, the two most precious stones of Venus. And, however, they clothed him, he ordered that they likewise ornament the obsidian statue.


  For a while he was content to lie on his couch letting Seritah feed to him the sacrificial foods, or cleanse his body with the warm waters from his sacred Lake. He amused himself by speaking to her in his native Earth tongue, a language she did not understand, and therefore took to be divine. He recounted the adventures he had had, the places he had been. When he recalled some particular deed he would roar with sudden laughter that sent her shrinking back in terror.


  “This being a god isn’t so bad,” he said one day, to her uncomprehending ears. “But back on Earth the gods had a little more excitement than you ever work up here. Not just singing and bowing to the floor. Why, they had special festivals, dancing and singing, big bonfires. Lots of hooting and hollering. Gave it a little color.”


  He reached out, pulled the blue mancha flowers out of her hair, so that it came cascading down to her bare shoulders. He ran his fingers through the silken pile, twining and tugging it as he talked:


  “Why, I remember reading in history about this group of Mayans. Made sacrifices to the sun-god. Had living victims. And cut out their hearts.”


  His own words rang in his ears. Kohler grew silent. His fingers gave a convulsive clench that pulled a great fistful of the golden hair. Seritah gave a scream of pain. But Kohler did not hear. His eyes were brooding on the altar and the sacred water that bathed the little replica of Zanthu. Seritah continued to whimper till it penetrated his concentration. He turned burning eyes to her. Her head was at an angle from the tautness of his pull. He did not release his cruel grip. Instead he pulled tighter so that her head came back, all the way, and he could stare into her pain-filled eyes.


  “Know what?” he etched the words. “I’m going to put some life into this godhood. Gonna have a festival. Gonna do it up right like I read in books.” He released her with a suddenness that sent her reeling.


  “We’re gonna have hootin’ and hollerin’, dancin’ and drinkin’. And know what else? I’m gonna pick me a bevy of priestesses, and really set up a heaven.”


  He decreed the time of the festival at a not too distant day—the time of the harvest of the Tuva fruits.


  Tuva, the main crop of Vahuhya, grew juicy and golden, large as a man’s head. From the fresh fruits the Tuva drink was made. The pit contained a sweet nut that was used as a confection. The silken fibers that grew around the fruit were carefully combed and spun into material. Tuva harvest was a time of rejoicing. What more fitting period to claim as sacred to a god.


  He commanded the women to deck themselves in flower garments, and the men to build an altar of stone beside his statue. The best fruits of the harvest were to be tribute to him. He himself fashioned the drums of wood and tanned hide of the parchee. And he taught some of the young men to beat a savage tattoo that would stir the blood.


  He coached Seritah on how to lead the procession that was to wend its way from the village to the newly erected altar. He himself would officiate as his own high priest.


  The Day dawned with the usual pall of the planet’s days. Ever present clouds hung lower over the surrounding peaks, and the red mists of the lake seemed, if anything, angrier. For hours the villagers carried their plaited baskets of perfect Tuvas to the altar. The perfume of the pink tinted fruits made the air rich, like wine.


  To each donor of fruit Kohler gave a large quaff of the Tuva drink. It amazed him that it brought only a flush to their skins but did not fill them with headiness as he himself experienced after a drought.


  At a signal the women came forward, a flowerlike procession in their mancha costumes. They came singing, as Kohler had commanded, and Seritah led them to the foot of the altar.


  Slowly the drums began to beat, adding a throbbing note to the singing. For a moment the women’s voices faltered. Kohler frowned. Seritah made a convulsive movement and the singing went on, but it held a troubled note as though the women hesitated.


  What was the matter with them anyway! Kohler lifted his hands and began a meaningless chant which was signal for the men to come dancing out of the village to surround the women. He meant this to be a love orgy as he remembered was given to pagan Earth gods. But when the men finally did get the signal they came with a bewildered shuffling that caused the women to stop singing altogether. Glaring down from his altar of stone Kohler chanted his gibberish in a more thunderous voice.


  That only caused his congregation to mill around fearfully, completely at a loss as to how to obey him. Even the drummers he had so carefully taught faltered, adding uncertain tempo to what he had meant to be compulsive. With a snort of disgust he came down from the high place.


  He would show them himself!


  He came to the foremost of the young men. “DANCE!” he shouted.


  The youth made a few fumbling motions of obedience. This was not inspirational! Kohler caught his arm, flinging him back and forth violently. “DANCE HARD!”


  Instead the boy, as soon as he was released, fell at Kohler’s feet. Insensed, the big man lashed out with a suddenness that caught the youth flush, smashing his jaw.


  The crowd moaned. But Kohler ignored the mutilated youth. He turned to the next man in line, pointing imperiously to the woman beside him. “Take her!”


  The man only stared.


  In a fury the Earthman reached out, pulled the flowered garment from the woman. “All of you!” he roared at the men, “That’s what you must do!”


  They shrank from him, every eye mirroring disbelief. He seized another woman, tore off her garments, then another. Suddenly the ranks of women broke. They scattered, high voiced, crying. He was left with the mancha blossoms in his hands. Savagely he flung them down, seized the man nearest to him, and lifting him by hips and neck, brought him down like a Tuva stalk, over his knees, breaking his back.


  He reached. But there was no one in his reach. As far as he could see his congregation was fleeing. Roaring, he pursued, but their small bodies were lithe, their feet swift as geyser. In hardly a moment they were gone, up over the terraced slopes, among the boulders of geyserite, beyond the peak rim.


  Kohler shouted angrily. Ran. Wherever he saw a movement he made for it, killing lust upon him. But it was only the nodding of the mancha flowers, the rustle of the salt plants. He was a god without worshippers—alone with an altar of stone and a statue of obsidian.


  Leave him, would they! He would show them!


  He pounded along the silent, red-misted Lake. Back to the village—an avenging god. From house to house he went, each one open and desolate. And when he emerged each house carried a hungry hot core of flame that ate at the materials, licked at the walls, blackened the floors. He came to the last house at the edge of the village. And then he looked back. Fire was dancing a sacrificial rite to the tune of his violent heart.


  Disobey him, would they!


  Let them come sneaking back in the night. Everything they had would be gone, consumed in the bonfire of Zanthu’s festal day.


  He stood at the edge of the lake, laughed with the irony of his joke. Over the roar of the flames, and his own mad laughter he did not hear them approach. They shouted over and over again, till he heard.


  “DON’T MOVE, KOHLER!”


  Laughter froze on his lips. Slowly he turned.


  Coming to him with drawn stilo-guns were a dozen uniformed men. The Earth Police!


  “No!” he screamed. “You can’t be here! You’re looking for me in the jungles!” He closed his eyes to shut them out.


  Their leader’s tone was wry. “Not the jungles—thanks to your message.”


  Kohler’s eyes flew open. His lips framed the question! “Message?”


  The leader held up something. In the red fire glow at his back Kohler saw the skull with the stilo-hole bored in.


  “This came out in our reservoir, fed from the mountain springs. We received two of them. One’s a woman’s. Venusians don’t own stilo-guns. But we might have searched the whole mountain without success if you hadn’t sent up your fire-signal.” He pointed to the smoking, burning red village.


  Kohler’s face writhed. If he had not been such a big man he might have cried.


  Suddenly he turned to make a break. But before he moved a dozen paces their weapons spoke. The impact of the bullets turned hit giant body like a twister. Momentum carried him back and back to the very edge of his sacred lake.


  The last human words he heard were: “We’ll pick up your bones in the reservoir at Earth camp, Kohler!” Then he toppled into the waiting water. The red mists swirled madly, then closed—quiescent—as though nothing had passed through, nothing at all . . .


  MOTHS


  Charles L. Fontenay


  The plants flew and had a thirst that made them deadly!


  ONLY the broad wing surfaces of the ground-to-space rocket prevented its sinking from sight in the steaming mud of Venus. It lay half buried, like a crippled bird, in the eerie red glow that filled the entire atmosphere without casting any real light on the flat mud plain.


  From the roiling, red-lit clouds that hung low over the whole sky, thousands of dark blots dropped like falling leaves. Those that came close to the wrecked rocket veered to converge on it. They struck its metal sides flat, with a dry flapping sound, and clung tenaciously.


  Inside the rocket’s thick hull, Jonner and Rikk hauled Meegl, the astrogator, by his heels from the wreckage of the radio equipment, where the crash had plunged him.


  He blinked up at them dazedly as Jonner, captain of the spaceship Adonis, dabbed iodine at the cuts on his swarthy face.


  “By Saturn, Meegl, did you have to dive into the radio?” asked Jonner indignantly after he assured himself the broken safety belt had saved Meegl from serious injury. “How do we call Venusberg now?”


  “We don’t,” said Rikk, the ground-space rocket’s pilot. He was standing over the smashed equipment. “It looks like Humpty Dumpty after the fall.”


  “You mean we’re not at Venusberg? Where are we?” demanded Loid Wils. He was a pudgy, red-faced businessman, one of two passengers the Adonis had brought from Earth to Venus.


  “I think I know where we are,” said Rikk, turning back to them. “I’m sure of the direction, because we were on course. We’re somewhere between ten and twenty miles away from the city.”


  “Confound it, what sort of piloting is that?” exclaimed Wils.


  Meegl was getting to his feet, helped by Jonner and Nella Gregry, the fifth person in the rocket’s cramped confines. Nella was the other passenger, serving as the Adonis’ doctor-psychologist—an innovation of which the veteran Jonner did not particularly approve, but now required by the Space Control Commission for all ships carrying passengers. The presence of Loid Wils—and Nella herself, for that matter—on this Earth-Venus run had made blonde, lovely Nella a temporary crew member.


  “What happened, Rikk?” asked Jonner, turning to the pilot. En route from the now orbiting Adonis to the surface of Venus, the ground-to-space rocket had plunged suddenly to grief, and there had been no time for questions.


  “Ailerons went haywire,” Rikk explained. “She just dived. We’re lucky we didn’t hit directly nose-first and end up under this mud.”


  “Well, what do we do now? Can you take her up again?”


  Rikk went to the control seat and peered out the thick windshield of the craft. He fiddled with the controls, swearing under his breath. After a moment, the windshield wipers began working, slowly and jerkily, pushing aside part of the leathery, greenish thing that covered most of the glass.


  The searchlights were under the wings, buried in the mud, but Rikk held a flashlight against the heavy plastiglass, moving its beam up and down outside. The thing that clung to them shifted at once, flopping over the windshield and smothering the wipers this time. But Rikk had found out what he needed to know.


  “Can’t risk it,” he said, switching off the flashlight and swinging around in the control chair to face the others. “She’s headed down at an angle and the leading edges of the wings are under the mud. The rockets would just drive us deeper.”


  “How about the searchlights?” suggested Jonner. “If we could dig them out, could we signal with them?”


  “They could be seen at that distance,” answered Rikk slowly. “The city blacks out at night because of the moths. But, in this misty air, I think they’d be too dim to attract attention unless the people there knew we were down. About the only thing we’d attract with them at twenty miles would be every moth in the country—which is just what we don’t want.”


  “I guess we do one of two things, then,” said Meegl, rubbing his lacerated face gingerly. “We walk to Venusberg, or we wait for them to find us.”


  “Looks that way,” agreed Jonner. “Which is it, Rikk?”


  Rikk stared thoughtfully at the windshield. Thick veins could be seen faintly in the green thing beyond the glass.


  “I don’t like either one,” he said. “But waiting for rescue is out, anyhow, I’m afraid. We never did get a radio message through all the static in those clouds, and Venusberg won’t know we’ve left the Adonis until they clear and Qoqol can radio in.”


  “Qoqol doesn’t know how lucky he is,” said Jonner, thinking enviously of the Martian engineer relaxing in the comparatively spacious sphere of the spaceship. “Looks like we walk, then.”


  “The problem there,” said Rikk slowly, “is those things.”


  He gestured toward the windshield.


  “What are they?” asked Nella in an awed voice.


  “Venus moths,” he said. “If it were daytime, we wouldn’t have to worry about them, because they stay above the clouds. But at night they come below for water.”


  “Water?” repeated Nella.


  Rikk grinned wryly.


  “I shouldn’t have to remind you, Doctor, that the human body is more than eighty per cent water,” he said. “That’s a bigger percentage than you’ll find in that mud out there, and those things work on a percentage basis.”


  “I don’t see why everyone here is so stupid,” exclaimed Wils, thrusting himself forward. “The whole thing’s very simple. We just wait here until daylight. Then we walk to Venusberg.”


  Rikk shook his head.


  “We can’t wait,” he said. “This bus doesn’t carry emergency food supplies, and the water supply won’t last more than twenty-four hours for all five of us. You don’t drink untreated water on Venus unless you want to die real quick.”


  “I should think that would be ample,” said Wils impatiently.


  Rikk looked at the pudgy man with a puzzled expression for a moment. Then he understood.


  “You’re not on Earth or Mars now, friend,” he said. “The night here is twenty Earth-days long, and it’s just started. Let’s just all pray for rain.”


  Jonner’s eyebrows lifted.


  “When it rains,” explained Rikk, “those moths fly, because they can get all the water they want in the air. The usual early evening rain is over now, but we can hope—and pray—for a good, all-night rain, because we’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”


  MEEGL stepped down from the control chair and moved back toward the rear of the rocket. The other four were asleep in the cushioned chairs.


  Meegl passed Jonner, his graying head bowed forward, and Wils, snoring loudly. He bent over Nella and kissed her softly on the lips. She murmured and moved, then opened her eyes.


  “Hello, darling,” she whispered.


  “Fine honeymoon I’m giving you, bonita,” he grumbled.


  “Honeymoons come after marriage, darling. There’ll be both when we get to Venusberg.”


  “If we get there. Help me wake the others, Nella. It’s raining.”


  Sleepily, the five stirred around, getting awkwardly into their venusuits—tough, transparent plastic coveralls with broad flat pads like oversized snowshoes attached to the feet. Their fishbowl helmets were fitted with airtight diaphragms so their wearers could speak to each other.


  Rikk looked at the control board.


  “A hundred and fifty degrees outside,” he said. “It’s a cool night. Set the thermostats on your venusuits to seventy degrees, everybody.”


  He broke open a rack, handed each of them a flashlight and took out two heat-guns.


  “I wish we had more of these,” he said, his helmet amplifier booming out in the close confines of the cabin. “Who’s going to bring up the rear?”


  “You’re the boss here,” said Jonner. “You say it.”


  “Right. Meegl, then.” Rikk handed one of the weapons to the astrogator, and strapped the other to his own venusuit. “We’ll lead, Jonner.”


  They filed out through the airlock, one by one, and huddled in the mud. It was raining hard. There was no sign now of the flapping things.


  With his flashlight, Rikk indicated the direction of Venusberg, a few degrees off the wrecked rocket’s starboard bow, and they struck out. Rikk and Jonner took the lead, with Loid Wils close behind. Nella and Meegl brought up the rear.


  The rain poured down around them, beating on their helmets with a muted mutter. Despite the heavy cloud cover, the night was not pitch dark. A faint glow spread over the sky from distant volcanoes—Venus was covered with them—and from diffusion of the vanished sun’s light. The glow was not bright enough, however, to reveal the terrain.


  As far as Jonner could see, there was no difference in this land and the desert highlands, except that this was mud instead of sand. There were no trees, no plants, no animals, just a bare sea of mud.


  “How do these moths live?” asked Jonner of Rikk. “The last time I was on Venus, they had decided no life was possible here because there isn’t any free oxygen.”


  He could hear Rikk’s chuckle through the amplifiers.


  “They decided no water was possible, before the first expedition landed, too,” Rikk answered. “Then they found it was in the lower fifteen per cent of the atmosphere, just like it is on Earth, below the oxide smoke clouds. You’ll realize there’s life here, too, if you step into one of the giant yeast colonies in this mud.”


  “I’ve seen the moths. They’re alive. But how, without oxygen?”


  “They’re plants, Jonner. They’re plants that have developed free flight so they can go above the clouds and get sunlight in the daytime. At night they come down for water and food from the mud. They’re dangerous as hell, too.”


  “Even with venusuits?”


  “It looks like you’ll find out,” said Rikk, his voice suddenly harsh. “The rain’s stopping!”


  The patter on their plastic suits was, indeed, slowing down. Rikk stopped and turned to those behind him.


  “Everybody spread out, quick!” he shouted. “Try to find a pool of free water—anything bigger than a puddle. Hurry!”


  Five flashlights scattered, like fireflies, slowly, in five different directions.


  “You’re the boss here, Rikk,” called Jonner across the fifty feet of mud that separated them, “but if we’re in danger, shouldn’t we head back to the rocket?”


  “Couldn’t make it,” Rikk shouted back. “We’re half a mile away by now, and these moths drop like hawks. We’ve got to find water.”


  The rain stopped. The atmosphere seemed to clear at once, but it was not the open sky above them, only the red-lit clouds.


  “Flashlights out!” bawled Rikk. “I’ll keep yelling and everybody come in to me. If you run across water, holler.” The lights winked out. In the darkness, Jonner made his way toward Rikk, who was shouting, “Here! Over here!” over and over again. After a few moments the pilot, tiring of the repeated words, broke into a bawdy space song that brought a grin to Jonner’s lips.


  Jonner reached Rikk first.


  “I think we’re gone ducks,” rumbled Rikk, pausing between verses. “But if we’ll get together we can make a show with the heat-guns.”


  He resumed his singing:


  “Martian Mabel was a grand


  old gal,


  Had a robot husband and


  a spaceman pal . . .”


  Meegl came up to them.


  “Nella? Is Nella here yet?” he asked anxiously.


  “She’ll be here,” said Jonner. “Both of the others should be close by now.”


  “Nella!” shouted Meegl.


  The sky suddenly darkened above them. A tremendous flat thing landed with a flop right in front of them. Rikk burned it with the heat-gun, never pausing in his singing.


  Other moths were hitting the ground near them now, and they could see the hordes of them descending against the glowing clouds.


  “Nella!” cried Meegl frantically. He turned to right and left, peering into the darkness.


  “She’ll be here, Meegl!” shouted Jonner, grasping him by the shoulder. “You can’t find her!”


  A scream like the cry of an agonized animal over-rode Rikk’s song, and stopped it. The shrill voice could not have been more than thirty feet from the three men. It rose, wailing, and was suddenly choked off.


  Jonner couldn’t tell if the screaming voice was that of a man or a woman.


  “One down,” said Rikk regretfully, and burst into song again.


  “Nella!” cried Meegl in anguish. He struggled to break free of Jonner’s restraining hold.


  Jonner heard the splash, near them, as Rikk ended a verse. Rikk evidently heard it too. There was a moment of dead silence.


  “Water! Over here!” came an excited cry from the darkness.


  Nella or Wils? Jonner still couldn’t tell.


  THE THREE stumbled to the pool, guided by shouts. It was about twenty feet from the spot where they had been standing. Climbing out of it when they got there was a muddy, suited figure.


  As they approached, Jonner at last recognized the voice. Meegl recognized it simultaneously.


  “Nella!” cried Meegl, running to her. “Gracias a Dios! Chiquita, I was afraid . . .”


  “Then it was Wils the moth got,” said Rikk. “It’s too bad the little guy had to die that way.”


  “Shouldn’t we try to find him?” suggested Jonner. “He may not be dead.”


  “He’s dead, all right,” said Rikk. “You wouldn’t like to look at him, either. He’ll be all shriveled up—not a drop of water left in him. No, they’ll just have to look for his body from Venusberg, when daylight comes.”


  “Now what?” asked Meegl. He was sitting in the mud, his arm around Nella’s shoulders.


  “We stay here and pray for more rain,” said Rikk. “As long as we’re beside a good-sized pool, the moths will hit the pool instead of us. It’s a hundred percent water. It’s like standing close to a tree, but not under it, to keep from being struck by lightning—the tree draws the lightning.”


  As if to emphasize his words, one of the moths struck the water’s surface near them with a muffled splash. Rikk killed it with a burst from his gun.


  “We’ll have to shoot them as they come down,” he said. “If we don’t, the first couple of dozen will have that pond dried up.”


  “Do you mean we’re pinned here by this mudhole until it rains again?” demanded Nella.


  “I’m afraid so,” said Rikk, “if we don’t want to end up like Wils did.”


  “What do you do to get rid of moths that are really plants?” demanded Jonner morosely. “Spray them with weed killer?”


  “What would you do if they were insects?” countered Rikk. “Spray them with insecticide? They’re just too big and too many to handle, that’s all.”


  The four of them sat on the bank of the pool, waiting. Every few minutes a moth splashed into the water from above them. Meegl and Rikk took turns shooting the creatures as they fell.


  Once Rikk shone his flashlight beam briefly across the pond. It was choked with the bodies of the green flying creatures, some of them with a fifteen-foot wingspread.


  Nella went to sleep, her head on Meegl’s shoulder. Jonner felt himself dozing.


  “Pot Dios!” exclaimed Meegl softly. “We have no luck. The sky is clearing.”


  Jonner looked up. It was true. Stars shone faintly through the mist above them. The surface of Venus was getting one of its rare looks at the heavens.


  “That kills the rain for a while,” said Rikk phlegmatically. “Might as well get some sleep if you can, folks. I’ll keep watch.”


  “The thing that blasts me,” said Jonner, “is that that bright star up there is probably the Adonis swinging over us in orbit.”


  “That’s Sirius,” retorted Meegl gruffly. “The ship’s on the other side of Venus right now.”


  The ground trembled beneath them. It shook again, harder. Nella awoke with a start. A distant, rumbling roar sounded in their ears. A smoky pall drifted across the newly-revealed heavens, replacing the clouds.


  Brilliant light flared all around them as a new volcano exploded into being not more than three miles away. The ear-splitting thunder of the blast, arriving late, almost deafened them. The whole sky was lit with the flames.


  “Now’s our chance!” shouted Rikk, getting to his feet. “The moths will head for that. Let’s get back to the rocket!”


  “Why not go on to Venusberg?” objected Jonner. “If the volcano attracts the moths, it’ll draw them for miles.”


  “These new eruptions never last more than an hour,” said Rikk. “Sometimes they’re gone in a few minutes. I hate to go back, but that’s our only chance.”


  The flashlights were no longer necessary. In the fiery light from the eruption, ashes beginning to fall all around them, the four headed back toward the wrecked rocket as fast as they could waddle on the flat pads of their venusuits.


  THE FOUR of them stood together at the windshield of the ground-to-space rocket and looked out. They watched the flames of the volcano flicker and die, leaving the mud-plains of Venus once more lit only by the reflection from the cloud cover.


  “We have a fine kettle of guppies, compadres,” said Meegl gloomily. “If we stay here, we die of thirst. If we leave, we get sucked dry by these animated plantain leaves.”


  The moths flew fast. Already they were beginning to flop against the sides of the rocket.


  “That’s Venus for you,” said Rikk. “You live hard, you die easy.”


  “I don’t suppose,” said Jonner thoughtfully, “that we could hold them off long enough to do some work outside?”


  “How long did you plan to be out?” asked Rikk.


  “I don’t know. It’s just an idea I want to try.”


  “You might live twenty minutes out there. You might die as you stepped out the airlock. I wouldn’t risk it, Jonner.”


  “We’ll have to wait for another rain, then.” Without realizing it, Jonner was assuming command. “How tall a radio aerial do you have on this bucket, Rikk?”


  “She could be run up to seventy-five feet. Cities are far apart on Venus and we have to fly low to get under the clouds sometimes. But the radio’s busted, Jonner.”


  “Is it a pretty sturdy affair?”


  “The aerial?” Rikk smiled. “It’ll almost hold you up. These things fly fast. It has to be sturdy.”


  “Good. We’ll set up two-hour watches and get some sleep. The general directive to everybody on watch is, as soon as it starts to rain, sound the alarm.”


  Jonner himself took the first watch. Rikk followed him, then Nella.


  Gradually the rift in the clouds closed. The clouds lowered over the rocket, the skies darkened.


  At last, a gentle rain began to fall. Nella woke the others,.


  “A shower,” said Rikk, looking out the windshield as he struggled into his venusuit. “Good for thirty minutes, I’d say.”


  “I hope that’s long enough,” said Jonner. “Get pliers and screwdrivers, Rikk. I hope you have spades in this thing.”


  “One. We don’t normally figure on getting stuck in the mud.”


  “One will have to do, then. I hope one man can work fast enough to hold this mud back.”


  Leaving Nella inside, the three men went out again in their suits. Jonner led them to the leading edge of the right wing and, growling orders, seized the spade and began to dig. In ten minutes, he had uncovered one of the rocket’s huge searchlights. Working quickly while Jonner shoveled mud away from them, Meegl and Rikk removed it from its brackets, clipping its connecting wires. Then they moved over to the left wing.


  It was still raining, but not as hard, when the trio climbed on top of the rocket and attached the searchlights to the aerial, pointing upward. They connected them. Then they went back in through the airlock.


  “Get your suit on, Nella,” Jonner ordered. “Rikk, run up the aerial to full extension.”


  They complied. Jonner passed out the flashlights and handed one heat-gun to Rikk, retaining the other.


  “All right,” he said. “We’re off to Venusberg.”


  “Jonner, are you crazy?” demanded Rikk. “That rain won’t last more than ten minutes longer.”


  “Long enough to get us away from the rocket,” Jonner said calmly. “This is where every moth in the countryside is going to be as long as the searchlights burn. Phototropism in either plants or insects is not a matter of will, but a physiological compulsion. For these Venus moths, light must be a stronger attraction than that of food and water, to make them go upstairs in the daytime and be attracted to volcanic fire.”


  “Bonita, it looks like we’ll get a honeymoon instead of a funeral after all!” exclaimed Meegl, hugging Nella joyfully.


  They went out through the airlock. They were about a hundred feet away from the rocket when the light rain slackened.


  Jonner gestured behind them. The beams of the twin searchlights shot up into the sky like beacons, joining to make a circle on the low-hanging clouds.


  As the rain stopped, the black blots were dropping again from the skies. But from all directions they were converging on the wrecked rocket, drawn by the glare of the searchlights—like moths.


  HOT TRIP FOR VENUS


  Randall Garrett


  Alex Mayne knew somebody wanted to keep him out of the spacelanes. And that could only mean someone was afraid he’d learn about the—


  THE CARGO SHIP Lightfoot stood poised at the end of the Nevada Flats spaceport, ready to blast off. At its controls Alex Mayne ran down the final check watching lights click on and off as he tallied the fuel, checked the computer, cleared the orbit.


  “Okay, Central, I’m ready,” he said finally. He put his fingers lightly on the blasting panel, waiting for clearance. “Am awaiting go-ahead.”


  “Hold it up, Mayne,” a voice from the control tower told him. “We’re still checking some things.” Mayne tapped his fingers impatiently against the panel. “Okay, I’ll wait. But my orbit’s only got a tolerance of three minutes, so hurry it up.”


  A moment later, the radio crackled again. “Sorry, Mayne, but you’ll have to get out of that ship. You can’t take off.”


  “What?”


  “That’s right,” the impersonal voice said. “We’re sending Relief Pilot Anderson to Venus in your place. Report here immediately.”


  “Why?” Mayne asked. “What the hell’s wrong? I’ve got flight clearance for this, and if you louse up my orbit—”


  “I’m sorry, Mayne, but you don’t have flight clearance. Your blastoff certificate’s been revoked.”


  For a moment, Mayne froze, not thinking of moving. His blastoff certificate revoked? Impossible! A spaceman without a certificate was like a singer without a voice, like an athlete without legs, like a painter without eyes. Finished . . .


  His lips tightened. “Look here, Central. There’s no reason why anything like that should happen. I’m leaving in exactly thirty seconds. One. Two.”


  “Hold it, Mayne! You take that ship off the ground and we’ll blast you out of the skies. This is a direct order: get out of that ship and report to Administration.” Mayne’s fingers hovered over the blasting keys and stayed there as indecision gripped him. Central was right—if he made an unauthorized blastoff, they’d track him and blow him to molecules quick enough—and even if he got away, he’d be finished as a pilot from that moment on.


  He glanced out the viewplate and saw his relief coming toward him over the field, accompanied by a couple of other men. That clinched it. If he blasted off now, the heat of his jets would kill three innocent men. It would be premeditated murder.


  Mayne heard someone banging at the airlock, and a faint, tinny cry of “Open up!”


  “Okay,” he yelled disgustedly. “I’m opening.”


  He pressed the stud that operated the lock mechanism and it swung open. Don Anderson, the lanky young relief pilot, entered, with two other men that Mayne recognized as groundside mechanics.


  “Hello, Mayne,” Anderson said self consciously. “They tell me I’m making this run for you.”


  “So I hear,” Mayne said, measuring himself against the other. “I’d like to know what for.”


  Anderson shrugged. “Beats me. I just do what they tell me. Bud and Joe here’ll escort you over to Central. Seems they want to see you about something.”


  Mayne nodded and got ready. He calculated that if he could somehow overpower the three of them and tie them up, he could check out in Anderson’s name. He had to make this run. He had to—“You’ll have to recalculate the orbit,” he said. “Mine’s no good now. Come over here, and I’ll show you.”


  Anderson stepped toward Mayne, who rocketed a punch up from his knees that sent the relief pilot staggering backward. Mayne followed with a right below the heart, and turned to confront the two mechanics.


  They came at him from both sides. He landed a couple of good punches, then felt a fist slide past his guard and thud into his stomach, and another catch him off the cheekbone and spin his head around. Dizzily he tried to fight them off, but he couldn’t manage the job. They went over him very efficiently for almost a minute, until he put up his hand weakly. “Okay! Lay off!”


  “You going to come without a fight, now?”


  “I’ll come,” Mayne said bitterly. One of the mechanics turned to Anderson, who was fingering a swelling lump on the side of his jaw. “You all right?”


  “I’ll manage,” the relief pilot said. “Get him out of here and let me get going on my run.”


  Mayne scowled. “This is a put-up job, Anderson. You’re not going to let them yank away my certificate like that, are you?”


  “Listen, Mayne, this isn’t my idea,” Anderson said. “I take what assignments I get.”


  “Come on,” one of the mechanics growled. “Let’s go, Tarzan. This crate has to take off, and we can’t wait on you.”


  HE LET THEM half-drag, half-push him across the dark expanse of the space field toward the gleaming needle of the Administration Building at the far end of the field. Once they crossed the red line that marked the danger zone, Mayne saw a bright flash of light spring from the dome of Administration, signaling clearance.


  The Lightfoot spouted flame and rose on a noisy jet barrage, hung frozen for a moment, then vanished Venusward. Mayne watched it go.


  My ship, he thought dismally. There goes my ship, and I’m not on it. I’ve been grounded.


  The word was like dirt in his mouth. Grounded. Now, of all times to be grounded, when so much hung on this flight, when so much desperate urgency rode behind it. He stared upward at the place where his ship had been, then turned and let the mechanics take him to Administration.


  He entered the Administration Building, passed through the doors that opened at his approach, and into Routing Control. A man in Universal Spacelines uniform looked up at him as he entered.


  “You the router I was just speaking to?”


  The man nodded. “Are you Alex Mayne?”


  “Damned right I am! What’s this business about, anyway?”


  The router spread his hands apologetically, then reached into his desk and drew forth a crisp memo slip. Up at the top, the imprint was that of B.J. Connaughty, head of Universal Airlines. Underneath that, a short message was typed in neat green letters.


  
    To The Router:


    Please be informed that the blastoff certificate of pilot Alexander Mayne is hereby cancelled, effective immediately. This means that Pilot Mayne is not to make his scheduled run in our ship Lightfoot this evening, nor is he to make any further space journeys. He is to be considered permanently grounded.


    B.J. Connaughty,


    President

  


  Mayne stared at the note for a moment, then returned it to the router. “Okay,” he said hoarsely. “My certificate’s been cancelled. I’ve been yanked from my run.” He licked his lips. “Why?”


  “I can’t tell you, Mr. Mayne.” Note the Mister, Mayne thought. I’m just another planetlubber now. “You’ll have to take that matter upstairs. I’m sure they can help you.”


  “Upstairs?”


  “Records office. Look up your certificate—there’s bound to be a reason for cancellation.”


  “You’re right. I’ll check right now.”


  “Good luck, Mr. Mayne.”


  “Sure,” Mayne said. “Sure. Thanks loads.”


  He went upstairs. The records office was on the twenty-minute level of the giant building, and the night recordskeeper smiled blankly at him as he entered.


  “My name is Mayne,” he said. “Pilot first class. My certificate’s just been cancelled, and I want to know why the hell why.”


  “Very well,” the recordskeeper said. “M-A-Y-N-E, is it?”


  “M-A-Y-N-E. Alexander Mayne. A-L-E-X-A—”


  “That’s all right, sir.” The recordskeeper disappeared into a vast stack of computer tapes, set some sort of machine whirring, and returned a few moments later with a punched card that Mayne recognized as his certificate.


  “Here you are, sir.”


  Mayne took the card, which was stamped CANCELLED in bright red, and scanned it. On the back, it said, under “Reason for Revokement,” DISCHARGED ON MEDICAL GROUNDS. Appended to that was a handwritten scribble that said, “Failed quarterly reflex test. No longer fit for space hauling. Recommendation: ground work in the Company. Good service record.” Mayne stared bleakly at the card, then looked at the recordskeeper. “This is baloney,” he said quietly.


  “Sir?”


  “I said baloney! I passed my Quarterly by plus ten. Get me my testing records, will you?”


  “Of course, sir.”


  Mayne waited impatiently. There was some clerical error involved here, obviously; he had the duplicate of his record home, with his pass-card for the last Quarterly. He had the proof. It only needed to be passed through channels, and he’d be back in space again.


  “Here you are, sir,” the recordskeeper said. He handed Mayne a thick portfolio which contained his medical reports over the last five years, covering his period in service as a pilot. He riffled through them impatiently, thumbing over the little yellow Quarterly cards that told of his fitness to pilot a ship.


  “July, October, January, April—ah, here we are.” He pulled out the July card, the one covering his most recent examination, and held it between nerveless fingers.


  The card was red. Bright red.


  It was a failing card.


  And he knew he had passed that exam.


  “Here,” he said. “Take the whole batch away.”


  “Is there anything else I can get you, sir?”


  Mayne shook his head.“No. It doesn’t matter, now.” He turned and left, walking out into the corridor, standing there staring at the bright lights that lined the halls, not knowing where to turn next.


  The card said he failed. He hadn’t failed.


  He’d lost his certificate. He was through as a space man.


  The answer was obvious. It was a frame—someone wanted to keep him out of space. Someone wanted to keep him away from Venus permanently. Someone knew what Alex Mayne had intended to do as soon as he got back to Venus again.


  He sank down on a bench in the hall. Where do you turn now, when every avenue is blocked?


  IT MUST HAVE BEEN on his last run to Venus in the Lightfoot, six weeks before, that he’d seen the peculiarly glassy look in the eyes of the Greenie.


  The small Venusian had been standing alone in the middle of the forest staring meditatively at a gort-bush whose rainbow spines were weaving ever closer to it. Mayne had been making the trip from Venusport to New Chicago to pick up his cargo vouchers when he came across him.


  The Greenie was waiting for the gort-bush to grab him, and he wasn’t making any attempt to resist. Mayne sprang from his landcar, covered the twenty feet of swampy bog between him and the Greenie in a few quick bounds, and incinerated the gort-bush. Then he turned to the Greenie.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he asked, in lingua spacia. “You looking to die young?”


  The Greenie only shook its head blankly from side to side. Mayne reached out, jogged it back and forth in an attempt to awaken it—and saw the glassy way its eyes were fixed, staring forward. It was the goggle-eyed look of the kerith-addict.


  Kerith? On Venus? The Plutonian drug was forbidden by the most stringent laws in the galaxy—and who would sell it to the simple-minded Venusians? Who would be that low? It was like selling the stuff to children.


  “Wake up!” Mayne yelled, slapping the Greenie hard. The Venusian only moaned, and backed away. Shrugging, Mayne slugged the small humanoid and dumped him in the back of his landcar. He proceeded on to New Chicago, and took care of his business there.


  His next stop was going to be the local Medical Office, to have the Greenie checked over, to have the diagnosis of kerith-drugging confirmed. Only—when he returned to the landcar, there was no Greenie there. Just a ripped-off bit of gray material that could be only one thing—a fragment of a Universal Spacelines pilot’s uniform.


  And the only pilot currently on Venus besides Mayne was Brian Connaughty. The son of B.J. Connaughty, the President of the Company.


  Mayne could not stop to investigate. His schedule had called for blastoff later that afternoon, and there wasn’t any way he could deviate from that.


  So Brian Connaughty was selling kerith to the Greenies, eh? He didn’t have any proof, of course, but it certainly looked that way—and Mayne wouldn’t put anything past wiry, unscrupulous Brian.


  Mayne had planned to look for proof on his next trip up, six weeks in the future. It was a week-long stay next time, and he’d have ample time to smoke out this kerith peddler, whether he was Connaughty or anyone else.


  Not now. Not any more. Apparently Connaughty knew that Mayne was aware of what was going on, and it hadn’t been too hard for Brian to get access to the records to juggle the medical reports, to get Mayne’s certificate rescinded.


  He’d never get back to Venus now. No one would listen to a grounded spaceman, in the first place, and in the second place he couldn’t afford the million-credit fee for a private trip to Venus. There was no way he’d be able to stop Connaughty’s kerith-racket.


  He would never be able to prove fraud, either—not when he had B.J. and Brian against him. His protest would never get anywhere. He’d never get his certificate back.


  Damn you, Connaughty!


  Right now, Brian was probably on Venus, selling his weed to the unsuspecting Greenies. And Mayne was permanently Earthed. Permanently.


  Mayne got up and began to walk aimlessly down the long corridor toward the elevator. There was no further point sticking around here, he thought. He was washed-up. Through. Kaput.


  Suddenly, the warning signal sounded from the field below. Mayne stiffened automatically, as years of piloting had taught him, and then he relaxed as he realized the signal could not possibly be for him.


  The distant boom of the field speaker came through to him. “Flight 129 for Venus loading cargo now. Pilot Eric Carpenter report to field flight assignment.”


  It was the second run of the night, cargo haul and mail, most likely. Mayne could picture the scene in the Pilot’s Lounge now, as Carpenter got himself ready for the run, the run that Mayne would never make again.


  Then he stopped, as a thought struck him. Why not, he thought. Why not try it? I’ve got nothing to lose.


  With sudden urgency, he sprinted down the hall to the elevator.


  FLIGHT 129 was the cargo ship Arthur Clarke, and it stood outlined against the night beacons down at the end of the field. Mayne stood in the shadows and watched the leather-jacketed figure of Pilot Eric Carpenter crossing the field, heading for the ship.


  Sorry, Eric, he thought. Skirting the edge of the field, he ran along the shadows toward the Arthur Clarke. Carpenter climbed the catwalk and entered the ship just as Mayne arrived at the blasting area.


  He glanced around, There was just one guard on duty, watching over the loaded cargo until Carpenter took over. Mayne stepped up behind him.


  “Excuse me,” he said. “How long is it to blastoff?”


  The guard turned. “Oh, about ten min—”


  Mayne’s fist met the guard’s jaw squarely. The guard toppled and hit the concrete of the field with a dull thwack. He tried to get up, and Mayne bent and hit him again, sharply. He lay still.


  Then he turned and ran toward the Clarke. He mounted the catwalk and pounded on the airlock.


  “Carpenter! Carpenter! Open up!”


  From inside, he heard the pilot’s voice say, “What’s the matter? Something wrong?”


  “Yeah! Open up!”


  The hatch swung open and Mayne entered. Carpenter was busily making the routine last minute checks.


  “Mayne! What are you doing here? I heard you—”


  “—were grounded. Strictly baseless rumors. I’m here to replace you on this flight.”


  “What? What kind of business is this? I’ll have to have confirmation from Central.”


  He reached for the radio control, and Mayne jumped. He tackled the pilot and wrenched him away from the control panel. Carpenter squirmed, got an arm free, and drove a fist into Mayne’s teeth.


  Mayne wiped blood away. “Listen, Eric, don’t make this any harder than it has to be. I want your ship.”


  “Get out of here, Mayne.”


  Carpenter lashed out, but Mayne spun away and connected with the other’s chin. Carpenter sagged, and Mayne hit him again. The pilot’s head snapped back and struck a projecting control stud.


  Mayne scooped up the crumpled body and carried it back to the cargo hold, where he strapped it securely in one of the fragile-goods lockers. He had nothing against Carpenter, who was just an innocent bystander, and he didn’t want anything to happen to the pilot on the way out.


  Moving quickly, he recomputed the orbit to include the extra mass of a second man, and signalled Central.


  “Eric Carpenter,” he said, imitating the other’s voice as well as possible. “Request blastoff clearance.”


  “The go-ahead’s forthcoming, Carpenter.”


  “Good. I’ll be waiting.”


  The signal beacon lit a few seconds later. Mayne got verbal confirmation and pounded down on the blastoff keys. A moment later, the Arthur Clarke rose from the field, destination Venus.


  IT WAS A NINE-HOUR trip.


  Carpenter came to about halfway out, and Mayne cut in the automatic pilot and headed aft to see how the pilot was.


  Quickly, he explained to Carpenter just why he had stolen the ship, leaving out any positive identification of the dope-pushers he suspected.


  “You’ll never get away with it,” Carpenter said. “The Company’ll smear you for hijacking the ship.”


  “I didn’t hijack it, though,” Mayne said. “As far as they know, you took it out. And I’m going to turn command over to you again once we put down on Venus. You can take care of the cargo handling. I’m going to do a little scouting work.”


  “I think you’re crazy,” Carpenter said, rubbing his bruised head. “But I’ll keep my mouth shut, anyway. Tell me, though—why are you so hopped up about keeping the Greenies pure and healthy?”


  “I don’t give a damn about the Greenies,” Mayne said. “Not particularly—though I can’t say I care much for the idea of selling them kerith. But I’ve got a personal stake in this thing. If I can uncover the peddlers, I can get back my certificate.”


  That was all there was to it. If he could unmask Connaughty, he’d smash Universal and entitle himself to a formal protest of the rescinding order. If not—well, then he was no worse off than before.


  He returned to the controls, and watched the cloud-blanketed surface of Venus growing larger and larger in the viewplate.


  They landed four hours later, and Mayne, true to his word, turned the controls over to Carpenter. “Just forget I ever came aboard,” he said. “It’ll look better for both of us. When are you blasting off for Earth?”


  “I’ll be here a week.”


  “Good,” Mayne said. “Don’t leave without me, huh?”


  “I’m not making any promises,” said Carpenter.


  Mayne nodded—it was the best he expected—and turned away. He left the spaceport and headed out into the hot, lush Venusian afternoon. The air was warm and moist with the ever-present rain-that-never-fell, and the thick vegetation was a riot of color before his eyes.


  If he returned empty-handed, the Company had him. One word from Connaughty and he didn’t stand a chance of having his case reviewed.


  But if he could come back with evidence that Connaughty, father and son, were busily peddling kerith to the Greenies—then, and only then, did Mayne stand a chance of getting cleared of the frameup and returning to space.


  He plunged off into the jungle, not knowing where to begin but knowing he had to make a beginning. He passed a thicket of waving dornik-trees, undulating with a sinister motion, and pushed his way through the closely-massed vines and bunched, low-lying shrubs.


  The glow of the sun behind the cloud layer grew brighter as he headed deeper into the jungle. It was well past noon before he stumbled over the Greenie village.


  An elderly Greenie who might have been the chieftain came out to greet him.


  “Are you from the trading post?”


  “No,” Mayne said. “I’m searching for another Earthman. Thin, with red hair and ugly face. Do you know him?”


  “He is the one who sells dreams?” the Greenie asked.


  “Yes! That’s the one!”


  “To the West,” the old Venusian said. “He has passed through here, and has gone west.”


  “Thank you, father,” Mayne said. He peered closely and saw now that the old native had the glazed expression of the confirmed kerith-addict. Connaughty had been through here, all right.


  Mayne cut a walking-stick from one of the few trees that didn’t seem to be carnivorous, and headed onward toward the west. There was another village some eleven miles from where he was; it was a miserable trek, but he knew he had to make it.


  It took hours. Mayne was ready to drop by the time he saw signs of the village. He found it, at last—and he found Brian Connaughty.


  The Earthman was sitting in the square in the center of the village, and several of the Greenies were grouped around him, strumming on the taut-skinned native drums. Mayne walked right up to them. “Hello, Brian.”


  “Mayne! How did you—I mean, good to see you, fellow! Just arrive?”


  “The Lightfoot pulled in a couple of hours before,” Mayne said truthfully. “You collecting folkways out here in the tribal area?”


  “I’m—I’m doing this as a sort of hobby,” Connaughty said. “You spend enough time on Venus and you want to know something about the people. Damned interesting people, these Greenies.”


  “I’m sure they are,” Mayne said tightly. “That must be why you’re so happy to sell them kerith.” Connaughty’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by that, Mayne? That’s a pretty strong accusation.”


  “And I can back it up,” Mayne lied. “I’ve got proof—conclusive proof. I can put down documentary evidence that says you’ve been doping the Greenies.”


  Connaughty’s pale eyes blazed. “That’s a lie!”


  “That’s another,” Mayne said evenly. “Where’s your kerith-cache?”


  Connaughty didn’t answer. Instead, he sprang from the ground, leaped straight at Mayne’s throat. Mayne rocked for a moment under the sudden assault, then yanked Connaughty’s hand from his throat and stepped back. The Greenies arrayed themselves around the struggling pair interestedly.


  Connaughty’s fists tatooed Mayne’s stomach. The kerith-peddler was a smaller man than Mayne, but more agile, and Mayne was hard put to fend off Connaughty’s attack.


  He pushed away, breaking the clinch, and aimed an open-handed slap that split Connaughty’s lip. Then he strode in, ignoring Connaughty’s shower of light body-blows, and drove two heavy punches into the other’s midsection. Connaughty grunted and gave ground.


  Mayne reached out, pinioned his arms, and lifted Connaughty from the ground.


  “What do you want from me?” Connaughty asked.


  Mayne only chuckled. “I want to see you rot in jail,” he said.


  “You’ll never get anything from me,” Connaughty said. “I don’t care how hard you beat me up.”


  “I’m not going to beat you up.” Mayne glanced around, saw what he wanted, bent, and heaved the scrambling body of Connaughty up—into the welcoming grasp of a chlora-tree.


  “Mayne! This is murder!”


  “I know,” Mayne said calmly. “Get me out and I’ll confess everything!” Connaughty pleaded. The acid of the tree’s suckers was starting to burn into him now.


  “What do you mean, ‘everything’ ?” Mayne asked with calm curiosity. “Be more specific.” Connaughty’s face contorted with pain. “That my father and I were smuggling dope in on the cargo ships. That we framed you to keep you from coming back here and finding out what we were doing. That we—God! Get me out of this! You can’t just let me die in this tree, Mayne!”


  He watched as Connaughty writhed. The chlora-tree had wrung from Connaughty what no beating ever would—a full confession. Mayne smiled happily and drew his blaster.


  “Keep your eyes shut,” he ordered. “I’m going to cook this tree before it eats you alive. I want there to be some of you left to stand trial when we get back to Earth!”


  THE NATIVE SOIL


  Alan E. Nourse


  He let out a howl and threw himself across the room—too late. Muddy bottles and boxes were all over the floor.


  BEFORE the first ship from Earth made a landing on Venus, there was much speculation about what might be found beneath the cloud layers obscuring that planet’s surface from the eyes of all observers.


  One school of thought maintained that the surface of Venus was a jungle, rank with hot-house moisture, crawling with writhing fauna and man-eating flowers. Another group contended hotly that Venus was an arrid desert of wind-carved sandstone, dry and cruel, whipping dust into clouds that sunlight could never penetrate. Others prognosticated an ocean planet with little or no solid ground at all, populated by enormous serpents waiting to greet the first Earthlings with jaws agape.


  But nobody knew, of course. Venus was the planet of mystery.


  When the first Earth ship finally landed there, all they found was a great quantity of mud.


  There was enough mud on Venus to go all the way around twice, with some left over. It was warm, wet, soggy mud—clinging and tenacious. In some places it was grey, and in other places it was black. Elsewhere it was found to be varying shades of brown, yellow, green, blue and purple. But just the same, it was still mud. The sparse Venusian vegetation grew up out of it; the small Venusian natives lived down in it; the steam rose from it and the rain fell on it, and that, it seemed, was that. The planet of mystery was no longer mysterious. It was just messy. People didn’t talk about it any more.


  But certain technologists of the Piper Pharmaceuticals, Inc., R&D squad found a certain charm in the Venusian mud.


  They began sending cautious and my secret reports back to the Home Office when they discovered just what, exactly was growing in that Venusian mud besides Venusian natives. The Home Office promptly bought up full exploratory and mining rights to the planet for a price that was a brazen steal, and then in high excitement began pouring millions of dollars into ships and machines bound for the muddy planet. The Board of Directors met hoots of derision with secret smiles as they rubbed their hands together softly. Special crews of psychologists were dispatched to Venus to contact the natives; they returned exuberant, with test-results that proved the natives were friendly, intelligent, cooperative and resourceful, and the Board of Directors rubbed their hands more eagerly together, and poured more money into the Piper Venusian Installation.


  It took money to make money, they thought. Let the fools laugh. They wouldn’t be laughing long. After all, Piper Pharmaceuticals, Inc., could recognize a gold mine when they saw one.


  They thought.


  Robert Kielland, special investigator and troubleshooter for Piper Pharmaceuticals, Inc., made an abrupt and intimate acquaintance with the fabulous Venusian mud when the landing craft brought him down on that soggy planet. He had transferred from the great bubble-shaped orbital transport ship to the sleek landing craft an hour before, bored and impatient with the whole proposition. He had no desire whatever to go to Venus. He didn’t like mud, and he didn’t like frontier projects. There had been nothing in his contract with Piper demanding that he travel to other planets in pursuit of his duties, and he had balked at the assignment. He had even balked at the staggering bonus check they offered him to help him get used to the idea.


  It was not until they had convinced him that only his own superior judgement, his razor-sharp mind and his extraordinarily shrewd powers of observation and insight could possibly pull Piper Pharmaceuticals, Inc., out of the mudhole they’d gotten themselves into, that he had reluctantly agreed to go. He wouldn’t like a moment of it, but he’d go.


  Things weren’t going right on Venus, it seemed.


  The trouble was that millions were going in and nothing was coming out. The early promise of high production figures had faltered, sagged, dwindled and vanished. Venus was getting to be an expensive project to have around, and nobody seemed to know just why.


  Now the pilot dipped the landing craft in and out of the cloud blanket, braking the ship, falling closer and closer to the surface as Kielland watched gloomilv from the after port. The lurching billows of clouds made him queasy; he opened his Piper samples case and popped a pill into his mouth. Then he gave his nose a squirt or two with his Piper Rhino-Vac nebulizer, just for good measure. Finally, far below them, the featureless grey surface skimmed by. A sparse scraggly forest of twisted grey foliage sprang up at them.


  The pilot sighted the landing platform, checked with Control Tower, and eased up for the final descent. He was a skillful pilot, with many landings on Venus to his credit. He brought the ship up on its tail and sat it down on the landing platform for a perfect three-pointer as the jets rumbled to silence.


  Then, abruptly, they sank—Ending craft, platform and all.


  The pilot buzzed Control Tower frantically as Kielland fought down panic. Sorry, said Control Tower. Something must have gone wrong. They’d have them out in a jiffy. Good lord, no, don’t blast out again, there were a thousand natives in the vicinity. Just be patient, everything would be all right—


  They waited. Presently there were thumps and bangs as grapplers clanged on the surface of the craft. Mud gurgled around them as they were hauled up and out with the sound of a giant sipping soup. A mud-encrusted hatchway flew open, and Kielland stepped down on a flimsy-looking platform below. Four small rodent-like creatures were attached to it by ropes; they heaved with a will and began paddling through the soupy mud dragging the platform and Kielland toward a row of low wooden buildings near some stunted trees.


  As the creatures paused to puff and pant, the back half of the platform kept sinking into the mud. When they finally reached comparatively solid ground, Kielland was mud up to the hips, and mad enough to blast off without benefit of landing craft.


  He surveyed the Piper Venusian Installation, hardly believing what he saw. He had heard the glowing descriptions of the Board of Directors. He had seen the architect’s projections of fine modern buildings resting on water-proof buoys, neat boating channels to the mine sites, fine orange-painted dredge equipment (including the new Piper Axis-Traction Dredges that had been developed especially for the operation). It had sounded, in short, just the way a Piper Installation ought to sound.


  But there was nothing here that resembled that. Kielland could see a group of little wooden shacks that looked as though they were ready at a moment’s notice to sink with a gurgle into the mud. Off to the right across a mud flat one of the dredges apparently had done just that: a swarm of men and natives were hard at work dragging it up again. Control Tower was to the left, balanced precariously at a slight tilt in a sea of mud.


  The Piper Venusian Installation didn’t look too much like a going concern. It looked far more like a ghost town in the latter stages of decay.


  Inside the Administration shack Kielland found a weary-looking man behind a desk, scribbling furiously at a pile of reports. Everything in the shack was splattered with mud. The crude desk and furniture was smeared; the papers had black speckles all over them. Even the man’s face was splattered, his clothing encrusted with gobs of still-damp mud. In a corner a young man was industriously scrubbing down the wall with a large brush.


  The man wiped mud off Kielland and jumped up with a gleam of hope in his tired eyes. “Ah! Wonderful!” he cried. “Great to see you, old man. You’ll find all the papers and reports in order here, everything ready for you—” He brushed the papers away from him with a gesture of finality. “Louie, get the landing craft pilot and don’t let him cut of your sight. Tell him I’ll be ready in twenty minutes—”


  “Hold it,” said Kielland. “Aren’t you Simpson?”


  The man wiped mud off his cheeks and spat. He was tall and greying. “That’s right.”


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Aren’t you relieving me?”


  “I am not!”


  “Oh, my.” The man crumbled behind the desk, as though his legs had just given way. “I don’t understand it. They told me—”


  “I don’t care what they told you,” said Kielland shortly. “I’m a trouble-shooter, not an administrator. When production figures begin to drop, I find out why. The production figures from this place have never gotten high enough to drop.”


  “This is supposed to be news to me?” said Simpson. “So you’ve got troubles.”


  “Friend, you’re right about that.”


  “W ell, we’ll straighten them out,” Kielland said smoothly. “But first I want to see the foreman who put that wretched landing platform together.”


  Simpson’s eyes became wary. “Uh—you don’t really want to see him?”


  “Yes, I think I do. When there’s such obvious evidence of incompetence, the time to correct it is now.”


  “Well—maybe we can go outside and see him.”


  “We’ll see him right here.” Kielland sank down on the bench near the wall. A tiny headache was developing; he found a capsule in his samples case and popped it in his mouth.


  Simpson looked sad and nodded to the orderly who had stopped scrubbing down the wall. “Louie, you heard the man.”


  “But boss—”


  Simpson scowled. Louie went to the door and whistled. Presently there was a splashing sound and a short, grey creature padded in. His hind feet were four-toed webbed paddles; his legs were long and powerful like a kangaroo’s. He was covered with thick grey fur which dripped with thick black mud. He squeaked at Simpson, wriggling his nose. Simpson squeaked back sharply.


  Suddenly the creature began shaking his head in a slow, rhythmic undulation. With a cry Simpson dropped behind the desk. The orderly fell flat on the floor, covering his face with his arm. Kielland’s eyes widened; then he was sitting in a deluge of mud as the little Venusian shook himself until his fur stood straight out in all directions.


  Simpson stood up again with a roar. “I’ve told them a thousand times if I’ve told them once—” He shook his head helplessly as Kielland wiped mud out of his eyes. “This is the one you wanted to see.”


  Kielland sputtered. “Can it talk to you?”


  “It doesn’t talk, it squeaks.”


  “Then ask it to explain why the platform it built didn’t hold the landing craft.”


  Simpson began whistling and squeaking at length to the little creature. Its shaggy tail crept between its legs and it hung its head like a scolded puppy.


  “He says he didn’t know a landing craft was supposed to land on the platform,” Simpson reported finally. “He’s sorry, he says.”


  “But hasn’t he seen a landing craft before?”


  Squeak, squeak. “Oh, yes.”


  “Wasn’t he told what the platform was being made for?”


  Squeak, squeak. “Of course.”


  “Then why didn’t the platform stand up?”


  Simpson sighed. “Maybe he forgot what it was supposed to be used for in the course of building it. Maybe he never really did understand in the first place. I can’t get questions like that across to him with this whistling, and I doubt that you’ll ever find out which it was.”


  “Then fire him,” said Kielland. “We’ll find some other—”


  “Oh, no! I mean, let’s not be hasty,” said Simpson. “I’d hate to have to fire this one—for a while yet, at any rate.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we’ve finally gotten across to him—at least I think we have—just how to take down a dredge tube.” Simpson’s voice was almost tearful. “It’s taken us months to teach him. If we fire him, we’ll have to start all over again with another one.”


  Kielland stared at the Venusian, and then at Simpson. “So,” he said finally. “I see.”


  “No, you don’t,” Simpson said with conviction. “You don’t even begin to see yet. You have to fight it for a few months before you really see.” He waved the Venusian out the door and turned to Kielland with burden of ten month’s frustration in his voice. “They’re stupid,” he said slowly. “They are so incredibly stupid I could go screaming into the swamp every time I see one of them coming. Their stupidity is positively abysmal.”


  “Then why use them?” Kielland spluttered.


  “Because if we ever hope to mine anything in this miserable mudhole, we’ve got to use them to do it. There just isn’t any other way.”


  With Simpson leading, they donned waist-high waders with wide, flat silicone-coated pans strapped to the feet and started out to inspect the installation.


  A crowd of a dozen or more Venusian natives swarmed happily around them like a pack of hounds. They were in and out of the steaming mud, circling and splashing, squeaking and shaking. They seemed to be having a real field day.


  “Of course,” Simpson was saying, “since Number Four dredge sank last week there isn’t a whale of a lot of Installation left for you to inspect. But you can see what there is, if you want.”


  “You mean Number Four dredge is the only one you’ve got to use?” Kielland asked peevishly. “According to my records you have five Axis-Traction dredges, plus a dozen or more of the old kind.”


  “Ah!” said Simpson.


  “Well, Number One had its vacuum chamber corroded out a week after we started using dredging. Ran into a vein of stuff with 15% acid content, and it got chewed up something fierce. Number Two sank without a trace—over there in the swamp someplace.” He pointed across the black mud flats to a patch of sickly vegetation. “The Mud-pups know where it is, they think, and I suppose they could go drag it up for us if we dared take the time, but it would lose us a month, and you know the production schedule we’ve been trying to meet.”


  “So what about Numbers Three and Five?”


  “Oh, we still have them. They won’t work without a major overhaul, though.”


  “Overhaul! They’re brand new.”


  “They were. The Mud-pups didn’t understand how to sluice them down properly after operations. When this guck gets out into the air it hardens like cement. You ever see a cement mixer that hasn’t been cleaned out after use for a few dozen times? That’s Numbers Three and Five.”


  “What about the old style models?”


  “Half of them are out of commission, and the other half are holding the islands still.”


  “Islands?”


  “Those chunks of semisolid ground we have Administration built on. The chunk that keeps Control Tower in one place.”


  “Well, what are they going to do—walk away?”


  “That’s just about right. The first week we were in operation we kept wondering why we had to travel further every day to get to the dredges. Then we realized that solid ground on Venus isn’t solid ground at all. It’s just big chunks of denser stuff that floats on top of the mud like dumplings in a stew. But that was nothing compared to the other things—”


  They had reached the vicinity of the salvage operation on Number Five dredge. To Kielland it looked like a huge cylinder-type vacuum cleaner with a number of flexible hoses sprouting from the top. The whole machine was three-quarters submerged in clinging mud. Off to the right a derrick floated hub-deep in slime; grapplers from it were clinging to the dredge and the derrick was heaving and splashing like a trapped hippopotamus. All about the submerged machine were Mud-pups, working like strange little beavers as the man supervising the operation wiped mud from his face and carried on a running line of shouts, curses, whistles and squeaks.


  Suddenly one of the Mud-pups saw the newcomers. He let out a squeal, dropped his line in the mud and bounced up to the surface, dancing like a dervish on his bread webbed feet as he stared in unabashed curiosity. A dozen more followed his lead, squirming up and staring, shaking gobs of mud from their fur.


  “No, no!” the man supervising the operation screamed. “Pull, you idiots. Come back here! Watch out—”


  The derrick wobbled and let out a whine as steel cable sizzled out. Confused, the Mud-pups tore themselves away from the newcomers and turned back to their lines, but it was too late. Number Five dredge trembled, with a wet sucking sound, and settled back into the mud, blub—blub—blub.


  The supervisor crawled down from his platform and sloshed across to where Simpson and Kielland were standing. He looked like a man who had suffered the torment of the damned for twenty minutes too long.


  “No more!” he screamed in Simpson’s face. “That’s all. I’m through. I’ll pick up my pay any time you get it ready, and I’ll finish off my contract at home, but I’m through here. One solid week I work to teach these idiots what I want them to do, and you have to come along at the one moment all week when I really need their concentration.” He glared, his face purple. “Concentration! I should hope for so much! You got to have a brain to have concentration—”


  “Barton, this is Kielland. He’s here from the Home Office, to solve all our problems.”


  “You mean he brought us an evacuation ship?”


  “No, he’s going to tell us how to make this Installation pay. Right, Kielland?” Simpson’s grin was something to see.


  Kielland scowled. “What are you going to do with the dredge—just leave it there?” he asked angrily.


  “No—I’m going to dig it out, again,” said Barton, “after we take another week off to drum into those quarter-brained mud-hens just what it is we want them to do—again—and then persuade them to do it—again—and then hope against hope that nothing happens along to distract them—again. Any suggestions?”


  Simpson shook his head.


  “Take a rest, Barton. Things will look brighter in the morning.”


  “Nothing ever looks brighter in the morning,” said Barton, and he sloshed angrily off toward the Administration island.


  “You see?” said Simpson. “Or do you want to look around some more?”


  Back in Administration shack, Kielland sprayed his throat with Piper Fortified Bio-Static and took two tetracycline capsules from his samples case as he stared gloomily down at the little gob of blue-grey mud on the desk before him.


  The Venusian bonanza—the sole object of the multi-million-dollar Piper Venusian Installation. It didn’t look like much. It ran in veins deep beneath the surface. The R&D men had struck it quite by accident in the first place, sampled it along with a dozen other kinds of Venusian mud—and found they had their hands on the richest’mycin-bearing bacterial growth since the days of the New Jersey mud flats.


  The value of the stuff was incalculable. Twenty-first century Earth had not realized the degree to which it depended upon its effective antibiotic products for maintenance of its health until the mutating immune bacterial strains began to outpace the development of new antibacterials. Early penicillin killed 96% of all organisms in its spectrum—at first—but time and natural selection undid its work in three generations. Even the broad-spectrum drugs were losing their effectiveness to a dangerous degree within decades of their introduction. And the new drugs grown from Earth-born bacteria, or synthesized in the laboratories, were too few and too weak to meet the burgeoning demands of humanity—


  Until Venus. The bacteria indigenous to that planet were alien to Earth—every attempt to transplant them had failed—but they grew with abandon in the warm mud currents of Venus. Not all mud was of value; only the singular blue-grey stuff that lay before Kielland on the desk could produce the mycin-like tetracycline derivative that was more powerful than the best of Earth-grown wide spectrum antibiotics, with few if any of the unfortunate side-effects of the Earth products.


  The problem seemed simple: find the mud in sufficient quantities for mining, dredge it up, and transport it back to Earth to extract the drug. It was the first two steps of the operation that depended so heavily on the mud-acclimated natives of Venus for success. They were, as much at home in the mud as they were in the dank, humid air above. They could distinguish one type of mud from another deep beneath the surface, and could carry a dredge-tube down to a lode of the blue-grey muck with the unfailing accuracy of a homing pigeon—


  If they could only be made to understand just what they were expected to do. And that was where production ground down to a slow walk.


  The next few days were a nightmare of frustration for Kielland as he observed with mounting horror the standard operating procedure of the Installation.


  Men and Mud-pups went to work once again to drag Number Five dredge out of the mud. It took five days of explaining, repeating, coaxing and threatening to do it, but finally up it came—with mud caked and hardened in its insides until it could never be used again.


  So they ferried Number Six down piecemeal from the special orbital transport ship that had brought it. Only three landing craft sank during the process, and within two weeks Simpson and Barton set bravely off with their dull-witted cohorts to tackle the swamp with a spanking new piece of equipment. At last the delays were over—


  Of course, it took another week to get the actual dredging started. The Mud-pups who had been taught the excavation procedure previously had either disappeared into the swamp or forgotten everything they’d ever been taught. Simpson had expected it, but it was enough to keep Kielland sleepless for three nights and drive his blood pressure to suicidal levels. At length, the blue-grey mud began billowing out of the dredge onto the platforms built to receive it, and the transport ship was notified to stand by for loading. But by the time the ferry had landed, the platform with the load had somehow drifted free of the island and required a week-long expedition into the hinterland to track it down. On the trip back they met a rainstorm that dissolved the blue-grey stuff into soup which ran out between the slats of the platform, and back into the mud again.


  They did get the platform back, at any rate.


  Meanwhile, the dredge began sucking up green stuff that smelled of sewage instead of the blue-grey clay they sought—so the natives dove mud-ward to explore the direction of the vein. One of them got caught in the suction tube, causing a three-day delay while engineers dismantled the dredge to get him out. In re-assembling, two of the dredge tubes got interlocked somehow, and the dredge burned out three generators trying to suck itself through itself, so to speak. That took another week to fix.


  Kielland buried himself in the Administration shack, digging through the records, when the reign of confusion outside became too much to bear. He sent for Tarnier, the Installation physician, biologist, and erstwhile Venusian psychologist. Dr. Tarnier looked like the breathing soul of failure; Kielland had to steel himself to the wave of pity that swept through him at the sight of the man. “You’re the one who tested these imbeciles originally?” he demanded.


  Dr. Tarnier nodded. His face was seamed, his eyes lustreless. “I tested ’em. God help me, I tested ’em.”


  “How?”


  “Standard procedures. Reaction times. Mazes. Conditioning. Language. Abstractions. Numbers. Associations. The works.”


  “Standard for Earthmen, I presume you mean.”


  “So what else? Piper didn’t want to know if they were Einsteins or not. All they wanted was a passable level of intelligence. Give them natives with brains and they might have to pay them something. They thought they were getting a bargain.”


  “Some bargain.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Only your tests say they’re intelligent. As intelligent, say, as a low-normal human being without benefit of any schooling or education. Right?”


  “That’s right,” the doctor said wearily, as though he had been through this mill again and again. “Schooling and education don’t enter into it at all, of course. All we measured was potential. But the results said they had it.”


  “Then how do you explain the mess we’ve got out there?”


  “The tests were wrong. Or else they weren’t applicable even on a basic level. Or something. I don’t know. I don’t even care much any more.”


  “Well I care, plenty. Do you realize how much those creatures are costing us? If we ever do get the finished product on the market, it’ll cost too much for anybody to buy.”


  Dr. Tarnier spread his hands. “Don’t blame me. Blame them.”


  “And then this so-called biological survey of yours,” Kielland continued, warming to his subject. “From a scientific man, it’s a prize. Anatomical description: limited because of absence of autopsy specimens. Apparently have endoskeleton, but organization of the internal organs remains obscure. Thought to be mammalianoid—there’s a fence-sitter for you—but can’t be certain of this because no young have been observed, nor any females in gestation. Extremely gregarious, curious, playful, irresponsible, etc., etc., etc. Habitat under natural conditions: uncertain. Diet: uncertain.


  Social organization: uncertain. Kielland threw down the paper with a snort. “In short, the only thing we’re certain of is that they’re here. Very helpful. Especially when every dime we have in this project depends on our teaching them how to count to three without help.”


  Dr. Tarnier spread his hands again. “Mr. Kielland, I’m a mere mortal. In order to measure something, it has to stay the same long enough to get it measured. In order to describe something, it has to hold still long enough to be observed. In order to form a logical opinion of a creature’s mental capacity, it has to demonstrate some perceptible mental capacity to start with. You can’t get very far studying a creature’s habitat and social structure when most of its habitating goes on under twenty feet of mud.”


  “How about its co-habitating?”


  “Same difference. We won’t let the females come to the installation now, because the males’ power of concentration can’t take it. You know the old Earth reference to a ‘roll in the hay?’ Here it’s a roll in the mud. They don’t come up for hours.”


  “How about the language?”


  “We get by with squeaks and whistles and sign language. A sort of pidgeon-Venusian. They use a very complex system among themselves.” The doctor paused, uncertainly. “Anyway, it’s hard to get too tough with the Pups,” he burst out finally. “They really seem to try hard—when they can just manage to keep their minds to it.”


  “Just stupid, carefree, happy-go-lucky kids, eh?”


  Dr. Tarnier shrugged.


  “Go away,” said Kielland in disgust, and turned back to the reports with a sour taste in his mouth.


  Later he called the Installation Controller. “What do you pay Mud-pups for their work?” he wanted to know.


  “Nothing,” said the Comptroller.


  “Nothing!”


  “We have nothing they can use. What would you give them—United Nations coin? They’d just try to eat it.”


  “How about something they can eat, then?”


  “Everything we feed them they throw right back up. Planetary incompatibility.”


  “But there must be something you can use for wages,” Kielland protested. “Something they want, something they’ll work hard for.”


  “Well, they liked tobacco and pipes all right—but it interfered with their oxygen storage so they couldn’t dive.


  That ruled out tobacco and pipes. They liked turkish towels, too, but they spent all their time parading up and down in them and slaying the ladies and wouldn’t work at all. That ruled out turkish towels. They don’t seem to care too much whether they’re paid or not, though—as long as we’re decent to them. They seem to like us, in a stupid sort of way.”


  “Just loving, affectionate, happy-go-lucky kids. I know. Go away.” Kielland growled and turned back to the reports . . . except that there weren’t any more reports that he hadn’t read a dozen times or more. Nothing that made sense, nothing that offered a lead. Millions of Piper dollars sunk into this project, and every one of them sitting there blinking at him expectantly.


  For the first time he wondered if there really was any solution to the problem. Stumbling blocks had been met and removed before—that was Kielland’s job, and he knew how to do it. But stupidity could be a stumbling block that was all but insurmountable—


  Yet he couldn’t throw off the nagging conviction that something more subtle than stupidity was involved . . .


  Then Simpson came in, cursing and sputtering and bellowing for Louie. Louie came, and Simpson started dictating a message for relay to the transport ship. “Special order, rush, repeat, rush,” Simpson grated. “For immediate delivery Piper Venusian Installation—one Piper Axis-Traction Dredge, previous specifications applicable—”


  Kielland stared at him. “Again?”


  Simpson gritted his teeth.


  “Again.”


  “Sunk?”


  “Blub,” said Simpson. “Blub, blub, blub.”


  Slowly, Kielland stood up, glaring first at Simpson, then at the little muddy creatures that were attempting to hide behind his waders, looking so forlorn and chastised and woe-begone. “All right,” Kielland said, after a pregnant pause. “That’s all. You won’t need to relay that order to the ship. Forget about Number Seven dredge. Just get your files in order and get a landing craft down here for me. The sooner the better.”


  Simpson’s face lit up in pathetic eagerness. “You mean we’re going to leave?”


  “That’s what I mean.”


  “The company’s not going to like it—”


  “The company ought to welcome us home with open arms,” Kielland snarled. “They should shower us with kisses. They should do somersaults for joy that I’m not going to let them sink another half billion into the mud out here. They took a gamble and got cleaned, that’s all. They’d be as stupid as your pals here if they kept coming back for more.” He pulled on his waders, brushing penitent Mud-pups aside as he started for the door. “Send the natives back to their burrows or whatever they live in and get ready to close down. I’ve got to figure out some way to make a report to the Board that won’t get us all fired.”


  He slammed out the door and started across to his quarters, waders going splat-splat in the mud. Half a dozen Mud-pups were following him. They seemed extraordinarily exuberant as they went diving and splashing in the mud. Kielland turned and roared at them, shaking his fist. They stopped short, then slunk off with their tails between their legs.


  But even at that, their squeaking sounded strangely like laughter to Kielland . . .


  In his quarters the light was so dim that he almost had his waders off before he saw the upheaval. The little room was splattered from top to bottom with mud. His bunk was coated with slime; the walls dripped blue-grey goo. Across the room his wardrobe doors hung open as three muddy creatures rooted industriously in the leather case on the floor.


  Kielland let out a howl and threw himself across the room. His samples case! The Mud-pups scattered, squealing. Their hands were filled with capsules, and their muzzles were dripping with white powder. Two went between Kielland’s legs and through the door. The third dove for the window with Kielland after him. The company man’s hand closed on a slippery tail, and he fell headlong across the muddy bed as the culprit literally slipped through his fingers.


  He sat up, wiping mud from his hair and surveying the damage. Bottles and boxes of medicaments were scattered all over the floor of the wardrobe, covered with mud but unopened. Only one large box had been torn apart, its contents ravaged.


  Kielland stared at it as things began clicking into place in his mind. He walked to the door, stared out across the steaming gloomy mud flats toward the lighted windows of the Administration shack. Sometimes, he mused, a man can get so close to something that he can’t see the obvious. He stared at the samples case again. Sometimes stupidity works both ways—and sometimes what looks like stupidity may really be something far more deadly—


  He licked his lips and flipped the telephone-talker switch. After a misconnection or two he got Control Tower. Control Tower said yes, they had a small exploratory scooter on hand. Yes, it could be controlled on a beam and fitted with cameras. But of course it was special equipment, emergency use only—He cut them off and buzzed Simpson excitedly. “Cancel all I said—about leaving. I mean. Change of plan. Something’s come up. No, don’t order anything—but get one of those natives that can understand your whistling and give him the word.” Simpson bellowed over the wire. “What word? What do you think you’re doing?”


  “I may just be saving our skins—we won’t know for a while. But however you manage it, tell them we’re definitely not leaving Venus. Tell them they’re all fired—we don’t want them around any more. The Installation is off limits to them from here on in. And tell them we’ve devised a way to mine the lode without them—got that? Tell them the equipment will be arriving as soon as we can bring it down from the transport.”


  “Oh, now look—”


  “You want me to repeat it?”


  Simpson sighed. “All right. Fine. I’ll tell them. Then what?”


  “Then just don’t bother me for a while. I’m going to be busy. Watching TV.”


  An hour later Kielland was in Control Tower, watching the pale screen as the little remote-controlled explorer circled the installation. Three TV cameras were in operation as he settled down behind the screen. He told Sparks what he wanted to do, and the ship whizzed off in the direction the Mud-pup raiders had taken.


  At first, there was nothing but dreary mud flats sliding past the cameras’ watchful eyes. Then they picked up a flicker of movement, and the ship circled in lower for a better view. It was a group of natives—a large group. There must have been fifty of them working busily in the mud, five miles away from the Piper Installation. They didn’t look so carefree and happy-go-lucky now. They looked very much like desperately busy Mud-pups with a job on their hands, and they were so absorbed they didn’t even see the small craft circling above them.


  They worked in teams. Some were diving with small containers; some were handling lines attached to the containers; still others were carrying and dumping. They came up full, went down empty, came up full. The produce was heaped in a growing pile on a small semi-solid island with a few scraggly trees on it. As they worked the pile grew and grew.


  It took only a moment for Kielland to tell what they were doing. The color of the stuff was unmistakable. They were mining piles of blue-grey mud, just as fast as they could mine it.


  With a gleam of satisfaction in his eye, Kielland snapped off the screen and nodded at Sparks to bring the cameras back. Then he rang Simpson again.


  “Did you tell them?” Simpson’s voice was uneasy. “Yeah—yeah, I told them. They left in a hurry. Quite a hurry.”


  “Yes, I imagine they did. Where are your men now?”


  “Out working on Number Six, trying to get it up.”


  “Better get them together and pack them over to Control Tower, fast,” said Kielland. “I mean everybody. Every man in the Installation. We may have this thing just about tied up, if we can get out of here soon enough—”


  Kielland’s chair gave a sudden lurch and sailed across the room, smashing into the wall. With a yelp he tried to struggle up the sloping floor; it reared and heaved over the other way, throwing Kielland and Sparks to the other wall amid a heap of instruments. Through the windows they could see the grey mud flats careening wildly below them. It took only an instant to realize what was happening. Kielland shouted, “Let’s get out of here!” and headed down the stairs, clinging to the railing for dear life.


  Control Tower was sinking in the mud. They had moved faster than he had anticipated, Kielland thought, and snarled at himself all the way down to the landing platform below. He had hoped at least to have time to parley, to stop and discuss the whys and wherefores of the situation with the natives. Now it was abundantly clear that any whys and wherefores that were likely to be discussed would be discussed later.


  And very possibly under twenty feet of mud—


  A stream of men were floundering out of Administration shack, plowing through the mud with waders only half strapped on as the line of low buildings began shaking and sinking into the morass. From the direction of Number Six dredge another crew was heading for the Tower. But the Tower was rapidly growing shorter as the buoys that sustained it broke loose with ear-shattering crashes.


  Kielland caught Sparks by the shoulder, shouting to be heard above the racket. “The transport—did you get it?”


  “I—I think so.”


  “They’re sending us a ferry?”


  “It should be on its way.” Simpson sloshed up, his face heavy with dismay. “The dredges! They’ve cut loose the dredges.”


  “Bother the dredges. Get your men collected and into the shelters. We’ll have a ship here any minute.”


  “But what’s happening?”


  “We’re leaving—if we can make it before these carefree, happy-go-lucky kids here sink us in the mud, dredges, Control Tower and all. . . .”


  Out of the gloom above there was a roar and a streak of murky yellow as the landing craft eased down through the haze. Only the top of Control Tower was out of the mud now. The Administration shack gave a lurch, sagging, as a dozen indistinct grey forms pulled and tugged at the supporting structure beneath it. Already a circle of natives was converging on the Earthmen as they gathered near the landing platform shelters.


  “They’re cutting loose the landing platform!” somebody wailed. One of the lines broke with a resounding snap, and the platform lurched. Then a dozen men dived through the mud to pull away the slippery, writhing natives as they worked to cut through the remaining guys. Moments later the landing craft was directly overhead and men and natives alike scattered as she sank down.


  The platform splintered and jolted under her weight, began skidding, then held firm to the two guy ropes remaining. A horde of grey creatures hurled themselves on those lines as a hatchway opened above and a ladder dropped down. The men scurred up the ropes just as the plastic dome of the Control Tower sank with a gurgle.


  Kielland and Simpson paused at the bottom of the ladder, blinking at the scene of devastation around them.


  “Stupid, you say,” said Kielland heavily. “Better get up there, or we’ll go where Control Tower went.”


  “But—everything—gone!”


  “Wrong again. Everything saved.” Kielland urged the administrator up the ladder and sighed with relief as the hatch clanged shut. The jets bloomed and sprayed boiling mud far and wide as the landing craft lifted soggily out of the mire and roared for the clouds above.


  Kielland wiped sweat from his forehead and sank back on his cot with a shudder. “We should be so stupid,” he said.


  “I must admit,” he said later to a weary and mystified Simpson, “that I didn’t expect them to move so fast. But when you’ve decided in your mind that somebody’s really pretty stupid, it’s hard to adjust to the idea that maybe he isn’t, all of a sudden. We should have been much more suspicious of Dr. Tarnier’s tests. It’s true they weren’t designed for Venusians, but they were designed to assess intelligence, and intelligence isn’t a quality that’s influenced by environment or species. It’s either there or it isn’t, and the good Doctor told us unequivocally that it was there.”


  “But their behavior.”


  “Even that should have tipped us off. There is a very fine line dividing incredible stupidity and incredible stubborness. It’s often a tough differential to make. I didn’t spot it until I found them wolfing down the tetracycline capsules in my samples case. Then I began to see the implications. Those Mud-pups were stubbornly and tenaciously determined to drive the Piper Venusian Installation off Venus permanently, by fair means or foul. They didn’t care how it got off—they just wanted it off.”


  “But why? We weren’t hurting them. There’s plenty of mud on Venus.”


  “Ah—but not so much of the blue-grey stuff we were after, perhaps. Suppose a space ship settled down in a wheatfield in Kansas along about harvest time and started loading wheat into the hold? I suppose the farmer wouldn’t mind too much. After all, there’s plenty of vegetation on Earth—”


  “They’re growing the stuff?”


  “For all they’re worth,” said Kielland. “Lord knows what sort of metabolism uses tetracycline for food—but they are growing mud that yields an incredibly rich concentration of antibiotic . . . their native food. They grow it, harvest it, live on it. Even the way they shake whenever they come out of the mud is a giveaway—what better way to seed their crop far and wide? We were mining away their staff of life, my friend. You really couldn’t blame them for objecting.”


  “Well, if they think they can drive us off that way, they’re going to have to get that brilliant intelligence of theirs into action,” Simpson said ominously. “We’ll bring enough equipment down there to mine them out of house and home.”


  “Why?” said Kielland. “After all, they’re mining it themselves a lot more efficiently than we could ever do it. And with Piper warehouses back on Earth full of old, useless antibiotics that they can’t sell for peanuts? No, I don’t think we’ll mine anything when a simple trade arrangement will do just as well.” He sank back in his cot, staring dreamily through the port as the huge orbital transport loomed large ahead of them. He found his throat spray and dosed himself liberally in preparation for his return to civilization. “Of course, the natives are going to be wondering what kind of idiots they’re dealing with to sell them pure refined extract of Venusian beefsteak in return for raw chunks of unrefined native soil. But I think we can afford to just let them wonder for a while.”


  SECOND FROM THE SUN


  Ron Lowam


  Venus was a horror-world, a place of teeming, nightmare danger, yet with the danger went wealth, and in the Hotlands rested a secret. To find the secret was one thing; to get out alive was another.


  IF DOLMAN HAD BEEN COMPLETELY sober he would have been suspicious, but he was just drunk enough to look on any Earthman as a friend. Even such a wizened, rat-faced individual who accosted him in Madam Zen’s thil joint in the free quarter of Venusburg.


  “Molton,” said the stranger. “Carl Molton. You’ll drink with me?”


  “Why not?” Dolman, his ripped shirt revealing a barrel torso, shrugged easy acceptance. Even though the fumes of thil had risen to his head he hadn’t quite lost all caution. Molton was tanned, neatly and cleanly dressed and was obviously a new arrival who hadn’t yet been bleached and worn by the sunless skies and humidity of Venus. He could have been a tourist with more money than sense out on a slumming spree. He wasn’t; his face didn’t fit the role and neither did the way he carried himself. He radiated assurance and a certain ruthless hardness. Dolman had met men like him before.


  A scaled Hotlander brought two beakers to the table, hissed politely as Molton threw him a coin and backed sinuously away.


  “Here’s health.” Molton lifted his beaker and sipped at the contents.


  “Clear jets.” Dolman gulped half the thil, a little of the thin, green wine running down over his chin. He wiped it with his hand, staring at the other’s barely touched drink. “Don’t you like it?”


  “I’ve had worse.” Molton sipped again. “Your name’s Dolman, isn’t it? Pat Dolman?”


  “That’s right.” Dolman swallowed the rest of his wine.


  “I’ve heard of you.” Over the rim of his beaker Molton’s eyes were hard and shrewd. “Lone survivor of the Evening Star. Was found wandering in the Hotlands, stood trial and was busted from the SS.” He sipped again. “How long ago now? A year?”


  “You know a lot,” said Dolman tightly. He shook his head against the thickening fumes of the wine. “Maybe it would be a good idea to keep it to yourself.”


  “Maybe it would,” agreed Molton. He looked at Dolman’s empty beaker. “More thil?” He snapped his fingers at the waiter.


  Dolman started to protest, then relaxed as gourd-drums sounded their rattling beat. At one end of the tavern a girl spun onto the floor with a glitter of crystal and a swirl of cobwebs. She was a Highlander, a tall albino with long, white hair as fine as gossamer. Her eyes were pink and her skin almost translucent. Molton stared at her, then glanced at Dolman.


  “Nice dish,” he said. “Local?”


  “A Highlander. She comes from the mountains.”


  “A native?” Molton seemed surprised. “She looks Terrestrial to me.”


  “She is.” Dolman didn’t take his eyes from the writhing figure of the girl. “A long time ago her folks came from Earth. Or maybe it was the other way around and her folks colonized Earth. Aside from the albinoism the Highlanders are just the same as we are.” He fumbled for the beaker of thil and drank, his eyes concentrated on the dancer.


  She was dancing the Dance of Endearment and in Madam Zen’s that was a foolish thing to do. The dyed garments spun from the webs of giant spiders did little to conceal the lithe lines of her body. The crystal ornaments flashed and glittered in the light of the flaring lanterns and the incessant rattling of the gourd-drums was like needles scratching at nerves. Men began to shift restlessly on their chairs, gulping at their thil and drinking in the beauty of the dancer with eyes which matched the glitter of her ornaments. A burly tubeman cursed as a waiter moved before him, spoiling his view. The curse turned into action as he swept the scaled Hotlander aside with one thick arm. A tavern girl screamed as the waiter sprang forward his claws extended and reaching for the tubeman’s face.


  Dolman saw none of the fight which followed. He sat as if entranced, his eyes filled with the shifting glitter of moving crystal, his head fogged with the mounting fumes of thil. The fumes grew thicker, the glitter seemed to fade in a closing mist and then, like a host of stars, fell away as the blackness closed around him.


  He woke with a pain behind his eyes, a sour taste in his mouth and the uneasy conviction that he didn’t know where he was. The headache and furred teeth were familiar; he’d suffered from hangovers before. The lack of orientation was familiar, too, but for that he’d long ago worked out a routine. Without moving or altering the tempo of his breathing he cautiously opened his eyes.


  He stared at a criss-cross of thin metal straps. They were backed by something dark and didn’t offer any help. To his right was a metal wall, to his left an open space lit by a peculiar blue glow. The glow worried him. It came from standard tube lights, was rich in ultra violet and was as familiar as his hangover.


  Dolman swore, sat upright and swore again as he cracked his head on the bottom of the bunk above. Carefully, he slid long legs to a metal floor and stood up, fighting the waves of nausea which drained his strength. Weakly he stumbled to a chair and sat down, elbows resting on a table, hands supporting his throbbing head. He looked up as a door clicked open and a man entered the room. It was Molton.


  “So you’re awake,” he said. “How do you feel?”


  “Terrible.” Dolman ran his tongue around his mouth. “Where are we?”


  “In a cabin at the edge of the Hotlands.” The wizened man crossed to a cabinet, worked at something Dolman couldn’t see and returned with a beaker of some foaming liquid. “Drink this, it’ll settle you.”


  “Thanks.” Dolman gulped the drink and rested his head on his hands again. His first worry had vanished; he was not in a spaceship. Tube lights were standard equipment in the metal coffins in which men rode between the planets but rarely found elsewhere. He began to change his mind about Molton; the tan meant nothing now, the man could have been on Venus for years.


  “Better?” Molton looked at his fingernails.


  “I think so.” Dolman cautiously lifted his head. The pain behind his eyes had vanished and so had the furriness around his teeth. There was a taint left in his mouth though, a peculiar metallic taste which he hadn’t noticed before. He stared thoughtfully at the other man. “What happened?”


  “You got drunk,” said Molton easily. “Someone started a fight and I got you away and brought you here.” He chuckled. “It wasn’t easy; you’re a big man.”


  “That’s right,” reminded Dolman. “I am, aren’t I?” He opened and closed his right hand. “Big enough, I’d say, to be able to throttle you with one hand. Or to break your neck.”


  “If I were to let you.” Molton suspended the examination of his manicure. “But why would you want to do that?”


  “I don’t like to be kidnapped. And I don’t like to be drugged.” He smiled without humour. “I’ve drunk too much thil not to have learned my capacity. And I could write a book on thil hangovers. You drugged me back at Madam Zen’s. Why?”


  “Can’t you guess?” Molton, Dolman noticed, didn’t trouble to deny the accusation. Instead, he sat and stared at the big man with a peculiar intentness.


  “You want something,” said Dolman. “From me. Right?”


  “Yes.” Molton rested his hand at his waist. “Before you start getting any foolish ideas let me inform you that this cabin is two hundred miles from Venusburg. We arrived by helicopter which has since left. There is no Hotland equipment in this place. You might be able to kill me, but if you do you’ll be stuck here.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of killing you,” said Dolman mildly. “Now suppose we stop wasting time and get down to business?”


  “You were first officer on the Evening Star,” said Molton abruptly. “You can begin by telling me just what happened.”


  “About the crash?” Dolman shrugged and fumbled in his pockets. Molton threw a package of cigarettes on the table and the big man lit one, inhaling deeply, his craggy face sombre as he let smoke trickle from his nostrils. “We took off from Venusburg on the regular schedule for Earth,” he said abruptly. “We were climbing on the beacon when, at about a hundred and fifty miles, our reactors blew up.” He noticed the other man’s expression. “I mean that literally. One moment they were operating at full efficiency, the next they were just fused junk and we were coming down again—fast.”


  “That’s what you said at the trial.” Molton helped himself to a cigarette. “The examining officers didn’t believe you, why should I?”


  “I don’t care a damn if you believe me or not, that’s what happened.” Dolman dragged at his cigarette. “What happened next, happened fast. I was on duty at the time and when we started to fall I hit the emergency crash button. We jettisoned fuel, dumped the pile and shed cargo. The parachutes opened and we smacked down in the Hotlands.” He looked at the cigarette. “The engine crew went out with the reactors. The second and third officers died in the crash. The captain, doctor and myself managed to crawl out of the wreckage.


  Together we tried to make it through the jungle to Venusburg. The others didn’t make it.”


  “And you were found by a search party raving with fever and suffering from shock, burns and loss of memory.” Molton nodded. “I told you that I’d attended the trial.”


  “Then why ask me what you already know?”


  “The Evening Star was a cargo ship carrying goods to Earth,” said Molton slowly. “Those goods have never been recovered.”


  “I told you that we dumped the cargo.”


  “I know. I also know that three search parties went out looking for it. They didn’t find it.”


  “So?”


  “So you are the only survivor,” said Molton slowly. “The search parties had to depend on you for their co-ordinates. They only had your word for it that the cargo was dumped where you claimed.” He leaned back in his chair. “That was a pretty important cargo, Dolman.”


  “All cargo is important.”


  “This more than most.” Molton flicked ash from his cigarette. “At the trial you were found guilty of negligence and kicked out of the Spacial Service. For the past year you’ve been hanging around the free quarter. You’re an intelligent man, Dolman, too intelligent perhaps for your own good.”


  “Keep talking,” said Dolman. His eyes were hard and a muscle jumped high on his left cheek.


  “A smart officer might recognise an opportunity when he saw it. He could, shall we say, have conveniently forgotten to give the correct co-ordinates to the search parties. He could, in fact, have some idea of salvaging that dropped cargo for himself.” Molton crushed out his cigarette. “That cargo is worth a quarter of a million credits,” he said casually.


  “It was insured for three million.”


  “I was speaking of its personal value to you. A quarter of a million credits—if you will guide a party to where it is to be found.”


  “I see.” Dolman frowned at the coil of smoke rising from his cigarette. It began to add up, the meeting at Madam Zen’s, the drugged thil, the strange awakening in this hidden cabin.


  “A quarter of a million is a lot of money,” said Molton. “It would buy you passage to anywhere in the System and set you up wherever you choose. You would be rich and independent for the rest of your life.”


  “I’m not arguing.”


  “Of course not. I said that you were an intelligent man.” Molton lit a fresh cigarette. “I’ll make arrangements for us to start at once. We’ll travel as a hunting party with you as our guide. You’ll have to stay here for a little while, but you’ll find all you need in the cabinets. There’s a shower through that door and vidtapes and projector in that box.”


  “And thil?”


  “No thil. This trip you stay sober.” Molton rose and stepped towards the door. Dolman called to him as he reached the panel.


  “When do I meet the big boss?”


  “You’ve met him.”


  “And the money, when do I get that?”


  “After we have found the cargo.” Molton smiled again. “You will have to trust me,” he said gently. “Surely you can see that?”


  “I have no alternative.” Dolman had one more question. “Supposing I had refused to co-operate?”


  “You had no alternative to that, either.” Molton didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t have to. His meaning was plain.


  The expedition consisted of Molton, two hard-faced men called Sam and Mike, a fat, wheezing individual the others called Doc, and a girl. Dolman took one look at her, then protested to Molton.


  “I’m sorry,” said the wizened man. “Miss Conroy will have to accompany us.”


  “Are you crazy?” Dolman shook his head in bafflement. “This isn’t a picnic we’re going on. The Hotlands are tough, too tough for most men and any woman.” He scowled at the girl where she sat at the far end of the cabin. She wore lightweight tropical gear which did nothing to diminish her figure. Her hair was blonde, she was tanned from exposure to the unshielded sun and seemed to carry with her a breath of Earth.


  “Shelia is important to our mission,” said Molton. “She is more capable than she looks and will prove no burden.” He changed the subject. “I’ve arranged for the hire of a helicopter. Doc is a qualified pilot and will attend to the machine.”


  “I could have done that.”


  “I know, but we may need you for other duties.” He hesitated. “If you will just give him the co-ordinates?”


  “Once I do that then I won’t be needed,” reminded Dolman. “And I wouldn’t say that you were the type of man to hesitate to earn a quarter million for the sake of a shot in the back.”


  “We must trust each other.” Molton wasn’t annoyed.


  “I trust you,” said Dolman. “But only as far as I have to.” He got down to business. “I shed the cargo north of the Jagged Mountains; that’s the big range between Venusburg and Aphrodite. We were travelling fast so you can realize that I didn’t have much time to take exact co-ordinates. That country’s pretty rough and the containers fell into the jungle.” He took a chart from his pocket. “The area was about here.” His finger tapped a patch of white. “Unexplored country like most of Venus. The only thing we can be sure about is that it’s teeming with dangers.”


  “The containers were fitted with radiation tags, of course?”


  “I suppose so, they usually are, but the range is short and the background radiation pretty high. You’ll have to get close before you can pick up their signal.” Dolman folded the chart. “So we’ll head there, make camp and use the helicopter in a search-pattern.”


  “Will we be able to spot the place it landed from the air?” Molton looked confused. “It would have broken a patch on landing, wouldn’t it?”


  “Sure, and the jungle would have grown back within days.” Molton, obviously, knew less about Venus than he should have. Or he was keeping up a pretence?


  Dolman didn’t know, but during the trip to the camp site he had plenty of time to think about it. Plenty of time too to think about the girl. The cabin was packed with the essential gear for life in the Hotlands, and he found himself sitting next to her. His interest wasn’t returned.


  “First trip to Venus, Shelia?”


  “Yes, Mr. Dolman.” She had brought some of the Arctic in her voice. He tried again.


  “Molton a friend of yours?”


  “Yes.”


  “And old friend?” It seemed impossible that this girl had a criminal bent. Dolman had met the fringe crowd too often during the past year and he knew the signs. This girl had none of them. Either she was a perfect actress or didn’t know just what was going on.


  “I suggest you ask Mr. Molton about that.” She turned and stared at him. “I would also suggest that you stop bothering me.”


  “And if I don’t take your suggestion?”


  “You’ll take it, bud.” Sam, one of the hard-faced couple, leaned forward and touched his knee. “You’ll take it or you’ll get hurt.”


  “You think so?” Dolman smiled but it was the smile of a tiger. Molton saw it.


  “I think Doc could do with you, Dolman,” he called. “We must be getting near the camp site now.”


  Dolman hesitated, then crawled towards the pilot’s seat. Doc, despite his fat and wheeze, was an excellent pilot. He kept the machine flying just above the tree tops for, as Dolman guessed, maximum invisibility from interested parties.


  “We’ve about reached where you said.” Doc caressed the controls as a tug-bird dashed itself to death against the plastic before him. “Seems pretty wild to me.”


  “It’s the same all over.” Dolman stared down at the pale green vegetation below. “We’ll have to go higher. I can’t get a bearing this low down.”


  Doc nodded, his pudgy hands gentle on the controls. Below them the jungle dwindled to a sickly green mass as the machine roared up towards the clouds. “Tell me when.”


  “I’ll tell you.” The big man stared down below, trying to fit himself into a familiar pattern in this unfamiliar environment. Then he had stood in the rolling, swaying wreck of a gutted cargo ship, with heat searing his flesh and the screams of the injured in his ears. Ahead of him the Jagged Mountains had loomed high and threatening and he had paid little attention to the falling cargo beneath the streamers of its ribbon parachutes.


  “Set down there.” He pointed to a spot below. “Anywhere will do for camp.” He chuckled as the machine tilted and dropped. “This may be a long job; may as well get comfortable while we can.”


  Doc nodded, not speaking, his eyes searching for a clearing. He was wasting his time. Before they could land they had to make their own.


  The ground was still warm from the napalm bomb when they set up camp. The liquid fire had seared a landing place, burning the undergrowth between the trees and even charring the great giants that soared five hundred feet from the ground. Only charred though; the soggy wood resisted even the chemical fury of napalm. They had ridden the thermal currents as the fire had licked and destroyed the vegetable and insect life below and when the last trace of flame had died they had landed and set up camp.


  There were four tents. Shelia had one; Molton had one; the two hard-faced men shared one and Dolman shared with Doc. Each tent contained some stores and supplies and were set in a half circle, the helicopter before them. It was Dolman who insisted on guards.


  “There ain’t nothing out here that can hurt us,” said Sam. He didn’t like the idea of watching the jungle with a Dirac over his shoulder.


  “You think not?” Dolman was amused. “You’ve a lot to learn about Venus then. The jungle is full of life, some of it pretty big. A Jumper could wreck the helicopter and ruin the camp. A Rex could wipe us out with a sweep of its tail. Or a Softball could roll up on us.”


  “What’s a Softball?”


  “Imagine a man-high sponge covered with whips like barbed wire and you’ve got a Softball. The barbs are poisoned and the whole thing can move faster than a man can run.” Dolman eased the holsters at his waist. He had insisted that everyone be armed with bullet and flame projectors. “Better have one of you circling the camp at all times ready to give warning if you hear something coming.” He paused. “Not that you’d hear a Squab.”


  “A Squab?”


  “A thing like a pool of jelly only as big as a football field. It seeps between the trees and folds itself around anything it touches. It can’t hurt the trees, of course, but it can tackle anything else.”


  “You’re kidding.” Sam looked nervously at the edges of the clearing.


  “I’m not so sure,” said Mike suddenly. “I read a book about Venus once.”


  “Take turns at standing guard,” ordered Molton. It ended the argument.


  Later, as they sat around the stove drinking coffee, Dolman tried to thaw Shelia’s reserve.


  “A strange planet, Venus,” he said. “Incredibly virile and unbelievably ferocious. The law here is simply kill or be killed, eat or be eaten.” He scraped his foot over the black char left by the napalm. Several thin, wire-like shoots were exposed, pale and sickly-looking. “See? Give this place a month and you wouldn’t know we’d ever been here.”


  “Interesting.” She was still hostile.


  “What I’m trying to point out,” Dolman said, “is that we are six people against an alien world. Logic, if nothing else, dictates that we work together for common survival.” He smiled at her. “For example, you could be caught by a Whip Vine and I could be the only one around to help. Maybe I wouldn’t be too eager to help.”


  “Are you suggesting that your friendship is for sale?”


  “No one can buy friendship, Shelia.” Dolman was bitter. “But a man would be a fool to help an enemy. I’m not asking you to love me, just to stop hating me. It would make things a lot easier for the both of us.”


  “I see.” She frowned down at her boots. She, like them all, was wearing Hotland gear, thick boots reaching to the knee, tough breeches and blouse which left only the hands and head bare. The gear was hot and uncomfortable, but it provided protection against the insects and vegetation. In the jungle itself they would wear heavy gloves and a transparent head cover.


  “Not that you’ve any reason to hate me,” continued the big man. “I’ve never done you any harm. In fact I’ve never even seen you before.” He smiled at her, his craggy face becoming suddenly boyish. He held out his hand. “Friends?”


  “I . . .” She hesitated, making no attempt to take his hand, then sprang to her feet as Sam, on guard, yelled a hoarse warning. Dolman, moving with incredible speed, knocked up the barrel of the Dirac as it blasted a searing tongue of heat.


  “Hold it!”


  “But . . .”


  “Hold it!” Dolman stared into the undergrowth and Shelia, at his side, stifled a sudden cry. Something moved towards them.


  It was a man, but a man so altered that it was hard to credit him with feeling or intelligence. He stood staring at them, swaying a little, his mouth working and saliva trickling down his chin. He shambled forward, the rents in his rotting clothing revealing ugly sores and festering wounds. Two Hotlanders accompanied him, their scaled hides glistening from condensed moisture.


  “Howdy,” said the man. He blinked and sniffed the air. “Got a little coffee to spare?” His words were slurred and thick as if he hadn’t spoken for a long time. His eyes were red land sore and fever-bright. His hair and beard were matted and covered with filth. Dolman, standing beside Shelia, felt her grip his arm.


  “Who is he?” she whispered. “What is he doing here?”


  “He’s a Zwart hunter.” Dolman stared about him and jerked his thumb towards the stove. The hunter and his companions headed for the coffee pot, squatted down and helped themselves to the hot, sweet brew.


  “Zwart?” Shelia was puzzled. “That’s right.” Dolman hadn’t taken his eyes from the trio. “Zwart is a drug. Usually it’s collected by the Hotlanders and traded in at Venusburg or Aphrodite. There are a few trading posts scattered through the jungle, but not many. Sometimes an Earthman gets the bright idea of turning collector himself. When he does he usually finishes like our friend there.” He moved towards the trio, Shelia following him.


  The hunter gulped the last of his brew and stared at the big man. “You got a smoke?”


  “Help yourself.” Dolman produced a package of cigarettes and threw them towards the man. He caught them, opened them, tossed each of the Hotlanders a couple of the little white cylinders. They grunted, thrust them into their mouths and chewed with obvious satisfaction.


  “Name’s Murphy,” said the hunter. He seemed to think he should identify himself. “You got anything you don’t want? Coffee, tobacco, sugar?” He licked his lips. “I can trade.”


  “Trade what?” Molton was interested. He squatted down, well away from the verminous hunter. Sam was back on guard and Doc had insisted that Mike help him with the helicopter. The group around the stove were isolated from the others.


  “I got some Zwart.” Murphy fumbled in a skin pouch hanging from his belt. He produced a half dozen pods, each about two inches long and of a peculiar liver-grey colour. His cracked and filthy thumbnail pressed against the pods. “Good and ripe and worth plenty at the settlements. You want to trade?”


  “What you asking?”


  “Anything you’ve got spare. Tobacco for the boys, coffee, sugar, anything.” Murphy’s voice trailed into silence as he stared down at the pods in his hand. He began to tremble, the saliva from his mouth running thicker over his bearded chin. Suddenly, as if yielding to an overpowering command, he thrust one of the pods into his mouth, chewed busily for a few moments, then relaxed.


  “Seems as if you need them more than we do,” said Dolman. “How long you been out?”


  “How long?” Murphy shrugged. “No idea. I lost count a long time ago.” His words now were clear, sharp and decisive. “Not that it matters. I’ve got the Zwart trade well tied up in this area. Another couple of months and I’ll be able to retire and take things easy.” He looked at the pods still in his hand and thrust them back into his pouch. “You’ll let me have some supplies?”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” promised Dolman. He rose and walked to his tent, leaving Molton talking to the hunter. When he came out Shelia was waiting for him.


  “You’re not going to give that horrible man anything, are you?”


  “Some coffee, tobacco and sugar.” Dolman hefted the bundle in his hand. “That’s what he asked for and that’s what he’ll get.”


  “But why? Why give him anything at all?” She made an expression of disgust. “How could a man sink so low?”


  “Zwart.” Dolman shrugged at her expression. “It’s a habit-forming drug,” he explained. “On Earth it’s used to create a total pain-block for operations. It divorces the mind from contact with reality and permits the patient to dream without awareness of physical pain. That,” he said grimly, “is when it is used for medical purposes. Unfortunately, too many people are willing to pay big money for the stuff for private use. Like morphine and cocaine in the old days.”


  “I understand,” she said. “But Murphy?”


  “He took to collecting. The Hotlands are no place for Earthmen and so he tried the drug to ease his pain. Then he tried more and so caught the habit. Now he can’t live without it, even though it’s killing him.”


  “He looks horrible,” she said.


  “He eats the raw pods. The outer skin is toxic, but he’s beyond worrying about that. He’s got to take something to forget the pain of his sores and, anyway, the craving for Zwart is something he can’t resist.” Dolman hefted the package in his hand. “He’ll die, of course, they all do.”


  “And the Hotlanders? Why do they travel with him?”


  “They’re keeping him alive,” said Dolman. “Without them he wouldn’t last a day. They know that he can’t last long and are willing to serve him until the end. In return he teaches them Terran so that they can get jobs in the settlements. The final part of their pay comes when he dies.” He nodded at her horrified expression. “That’s right, the Hotlanders are descended from scavengers.”


  He left her looking pale and ill.


  The rotors of the helicopter made a monotonous drone as the machine drifted slowly over the jungle below. Dolman, sitting next to Doc, lifted tired eyes from the radiation detector he carried in his lap and stared at the endless greenery below.


  “Getting tired?” The fat man adjusted his controls and glanced at the big man. “Coffee and sandwiches are in the box if you want them.”


  “Thanks.” Dolman rested the detector on the floor and reached behind him. He bit into a sandwich, not tasting the vitamin paste and percholra flour, then took a long drink of coffee. “You want to eat?”


  “Later.” Doc glanced at the compass. “I want to keep my weight down.”


  “What for?” Dolman had grown to like the fat, wheezing pilot and on the long trips the liking had increased. Doc, in his own way, was a philosopher. He made no secret of his liking for easy money and Dolman guessed that, if he had to, he could be utterly ruthless.


  He sat back, studying the fat man, gauging him and fitting him into the general pattern. Sam and Mike had been easy to fit. They were trigger men, bodyguards, men with unswerving loyalty to Molton. They were not unintelligent, but on Venus they were out of their environment. They belonged to the big cities of Earth. Molton was more of an enigma. He was intelligent, suave and yet determined. Dolman had found proof of that.


  The hunter and his two Hotlanders had left the camp when Doc and the big man had returned from their first trip. Molton had said that they had wandered off and there was no reason to doubt his word. But Dolman had taken a walk into the jungle and, trail-wise, had found the hunter. He and the Hotlanders were dead, shot in the back and left to rot. Who had pulled the trigger didn’t matter. Molton had given the orders.


  It was logical, Dolman supposed. Molton wouldn’t want anyone to know where he had been and what he was up to, and yet the slaughter had sickened the big man. It had been unnecessary. Murphy would have died long before reaching civilization. He had said nothing to anyone but, since then, had slept with a loaded gun in his hand and had been careful to guard his back.


  “Just about reached the limit of this segment,” said Doc. He glanced at Dolman. “It means shifting camp to another site when we get back and starting all over. Molton won’t like that.”


  “Then he’ll have to do the other thing.” Dolman wasn’t worried about the wizened man. Fuel for the helicopter was no problem; the small atomic pile took care of that. Night was something else. With a rotation of thirty days a fifteen day “night” was something to be avoided.


  “Are you sure that the cargo is in this area?” Doc turned from his instruments. “Maybe we’re just wasting time?”


  “I’m not sure of anything.” Dolman glanced at the detector. “I think that it landed around here but the last time I saw it was a year ago.” He sucked in his breath as a needle kicked on a dial and a signal lamp Hashed. “Got something!”


  “Where?” Doc adjusted his controls. “Which way?”


  “To the right. Hold it!” Dolman swore as the lamp faded. “Too far. Go back and drop lower.”


  “Can’t go too low.” Doc swung the machine, the rotors slowing as he cut speed. “Tell me when and I’ll drop a marker.” Dolman nodded, eyes on the flickering needles of the detector. They jumped, jumped again and held steady as the signal lamp burned brighter. He gave the order at maximum intensity. “Now!”


  An object plummetted from the belly of the machine to explode in a billowing cloud of fluorescent orange powder. It was radioactive and luminous in the dark. The needles of the detector jumped to a new high as the powder settled on the trees.


  “Nice work,” said Doc and eased his cramped back. “Now we can go back and . . .” He swore as a flock of tug-birds disturbed by the marker suddenly erupted from the jungle below. Scared, vicious, the huge reptiles flapped leathery wings and headed towards what they took to be an enemy.


  “The rotors!” Doc fed power to the blades as a wide-jawed reptile dashed itself to death against the cabin. “Dolman! The rotors!”


  Dolman tore at the cabin door as the machine fought for altitude. He jerked it open, hanging onto a strut with one hand while he hung outside. The slipstream from the rotors hammered at his exposed head and body but the flame-gun in his hand was steady as he squeezed the trigger. Fire spat from the orifice and a tug-bird dissolved into smoking ruin. Again he fired, again, fighting a losing battle with the savage reptiles as they flung themselves towards the spinning vanes. One struck and the machine shuddered as the broken body went spinning down to the jungle below. Immediately the helicopter began to lose altitude.


  Despite the broken vane Doc managed to retain control. Dolman fired at the last of the attacking birds and then pulled himself back into the cabin. Doc, his face tense with strain, jerked his head upwards.


  “Rotor smashed,” he wheezed. “The balance has been lost and the vanes will tear themselves apart.”


  “Can we get back to the camp before they go?”


  “I doubt it.” Doc listened to the harsh grating from above. “They may fold at any moment. Best thing I can do is to drop so that when they do go we’ll stand a chance.” Wheezing, he crouched over the controls.


  They crashed five miles from camp, tearing into the vegetation as the rotors folded with a scream of metal, bouncing and crashing as they tumbled through the branches to the ground below. Dolman, aside from bruises, was unhurt, but Doc had stove in a couple of ribs and could taste blood from a torn lung. Dolman strapped him up, wrapping elasta bandage around the fat-covered torso and, carrying what equipment they could, they struck out towards the clearing.


  It wasn’t an easy journey. Twice the thunder of Dolman’s flame-gun saved them from an unpleasant death and a dozen times only his knowledge of local conditions enabled them to avoid dangers. The distance was only five miles, but it took nine hours to reach the clearing, and by the time they arrived Doc was spitting blood and Dolman was exhausted from the strain of helping the injured man along.


  Molton didn’t make things easier.


  “So you’ve lost the helicopter,” he said. “I should have known better than to trust it to a fat fool and a drunken bum!”


  “Go easy on your words,” said Dolman. He felt too tired to argue. “If it’s any consolation we found the cargo.”


  “Where?” Molton was eager.


  “About twelve miles due West. We dropped a marker.” Dolman smiled at Shelia as she brought him coffee. “We can go after it just as soon as you radio for another helicopter.”


  “That’s out,” said Molton flatly. He lowered his voice. “You can see why, can’t you? A pilot will have to deliver the machine. He may talk.”


  “Then send for two machines, one for us and the other to take the pilot back.” Dolman sipped at the coffee. “Simple.”


  “Not so simple. They may see the marker and in any case they may talk.” Molton gnawed at his lips. “We’ll go collect it ourselves.”


  “On foot?” Dolman lost some of his weariness. “You’re crazy!


  How do you expect to march through twelve miles of Hotland with a woman and a sick man?” He shook his head. “Count me out if that’s on your mind.”


  “There is an alternative,” said Molton softly. “Doc isn’t much use to us now. He could stay behind and, if anything should happen to him, then the more for those who are left.”


  “A quarter million will do me,” said Dolman tightly.


  “You won’t get a cent unless we reach that cargo.”


  “A threat, Molton?” Dolman dropped his cup, his hand falling to his belt. Molton saw the gesture.


  “I don’t threaten,” he said softly. “And I’d advise you to keep your hand away from your guns. Sam and Mike are watching and they know what to do.” He smiled with an artificial friendliness. “You’re tired, Dolman, and maybe you can’t think straight. We’ve come too far and are too close to quarrel now.”


  “Sure,” said Dolman. The wizened man was right. He needed sleep before he could think this one out.


  “We’ll start as soon as you’ve rested,” said Molton. “We’ll make a quick march, get what we came for and then head back here. We can radio for a helicopter then.”


  “All right.” Dolman let himself be persuaded. “But Doc comes with us.”


  But when he awoke the pilot was dead.


  The march was a nightmare. The Hotlands were unequalled in the entire System for sheer ferocity and every step was a gamble with death. Whip Vines lashed at them, their thin, saw-edged tendrils raking the plastic of their clothing. Insects droned about their head covers and the almost invisible webs of giant spiders waited to snare them in stickiness. Shelia, stumbling along beside Dolman, asked the question which had been troubling her.


  “I can’t understand how you managed to survive,” she said. “After the Evening Star crashed, I mean. I wouldn’t have thought that anyone could last a day.”


  “I was lucky.” The big man led the way around what seemed to be a boulder but was a disguised, clam-like thing which could amputate an arm or leg. “We crashed higher on the Jagged Mountains. I must have wandered into the Hotlands from a safer region. Also they said that I had a couple of natives with me.”


  “Those scaly things?”


  “That’s right. They manage to get on pretty well in the jungles. They aren’t as dumb as most people think them to be and they have a queer sense of ethics.


  They’ll help a Terrestrial for the sake of a reward or for the chance of learning the language.”


  “But you said . . .” Shelia swallowed, not able to finish the sentence.


  “That’s their insurance.” Dolman wasn’t being cynical. “They’ll help while they can and, if the Terrestrial should die, then they eat.” He gave a short laugh. “Fair enough when you come to think about it. After all, the Terrestrial doesn’t object.” He turned to where Molton, guarded by Sam and Mike, followed the path he had made. “Let’s camp and rest. We’ve still a long way to go.”


  They rested and brewed coffee, sitting in the smoke of the smudge-fire to drive away the venomous insects. They slept a little, briefly and in turn, then they resumed the march. They reached the marker twenty-two hours after leaving the original camp.


  “It’s around here somewhere.” Dolman frowned at the dials of the detector he had brought with him. “The marker has a different radiation pattern so we should be able to spot the cargo container pretty easily.” He looked at Molton. “Incidentally, now that we’re so near, how about telling me just what’s so valuable about it?”


  “Don’t you know?” Molton stared at the big man, a peculiar expression in his eyes.


  “I can guess but I could be guessing wrong.”


  “What you don’t know can’t hurt you.” Molton glanced around. Sam was talking to Shelia as she crouched over a fire. Mike, standing a short distance from the big man, held his Dirac with practised ease. “Let’s just say that the cargo container holds something of tremendous value on Earth. If we can obtain it, then we cash in.” He shrugged as if annoyed at the waste of time. “We’d be more profitably employed in finding it than talking about it. Let’s get to work.”


  They found it after a ten hour search. Dolman stared at the huge container, still wreathed with the ribbons of its parachute and now overgrown with the sickly green vegetation. Molton made a low noise in his throat as he saw the humped bulk and his eyes, as he glanced at the big man, were glowing with triumph.


  “It’s it! We’ve found it!”


  “Yes.” Dolman stepped towards the container and, with a shot from his flame-gun, burned one side free of vegetation. His lips thinned as he stared at the stencilled markings. Molton brushed past him, his gun spouting flame as he seared the door seals into molten ruin. Mike joined him as he tugged open the portal and the two men vanished inside. They came out carrying a sealed container between them, then halted as they saw Dolman.


  “All right,” he said grimly. “The farce is over. Just drop that thing and raise your hands.” The bullet projector in his hand emphasized his words.


  “Farce?” Molton raised his eyebrows. “I’m not sure that I know what you’re talking about.”


  “I think you do. I think that that container contains the reason for the sabotage of the Evening Star.” Rage thickened the big man’s voice. “When I think of what happened to the men in that ship . . .” He forced himself to be calm. “In any case I’m arresting you for the murder of Murphy and his Hotlanders. If that isn’t enough, I’m also arresting you for the murder of Doc.” His voice thickened again. “If you try to escape it won’t bother me in the slightest. I’d be just as happy shooting you as taking you in.”


  “Indeed?” Molton licked his lips. His eyes flickered to a point over Dolman’s shoulder. “So you’re going to shoot us, are you?”


  “I . . .” Dolman jerked as he heard the scream, then, as he turned, something smashed against his skull and filled his vision with stars.


  It was dark and someone, somewhere, was sobbing. It was a peculiar sound, almost familiar, and it held a note of hopeless pleading.


  “Dolman. Oh, Dolman! Wake up, Dolman. Wake up.”


  It was Shelia. Dolman sat upright, groaned at the pain in his head and gritted his teeth as he explored his scalp. A bullet had cut a furrow over his right ear and the blood had dried on his hair and the side of his face. The pain caused by his probing washed away the last of his numbness.


  “Dolman!” Shelia was beside him, a warm shape in the darkness. Abruptly she began to cry. “I thought you were dying. I thought I was all alone in this horrible place. I . . .”


  “Shut up!” He was deliberately curt. If he could have seen her he would have slapped her face. His tone did the trick and she lost her hysteria. “I can’t see,” he said. “Am I blind?”


  “No.” Her relief at his recovery matched his own. “It’s night and it’s been dark for a long time.”


  “Where are we?”


  “In the cargo container. I dragged you in here when I found you were still breathing.”


  “Did you shut the door?” Dolman didn’t wait for her answer; he was already groping towards the panel. Metal grated as he tugged at it and light, the pale orange luminescence from the radioactive marker, seeped through the door. It was weak, little more than a dim glow, but to eyes accustomed to utter blackness it served. Cautiously, the big man stepped from the container, found a pool of condensed water and laved his head and torso. He wasn’t surprised to find that he was naked but for a pair of pants. He had boots but no guns.


  The wash had restored his appetite and he felt ravenous hunger. Still acting with the utmost caution he found and picked an armful of fruits. He handed one to the girl as he stepped back into the container.


  “You’d better eat,” he ordered. “Tear off the skin and swallow the pulp. You may not like the taste, but eat it just the same.” He ripped the tough skin off a fruit with his teeth and filled his mouth with the sour, metallic-tasting pulp.


  In the soft light filtering through the door he watched her eat. She, too, had lost her protective clothing and seemed small and helpless in her shorts and halter. Her hair was a mess and her face was dirty. She looked up from the fruit she was eating, conscious of his stare.


  “What happened?”


  “Sam shot you. I screamed, but it was too late. At first Molton thought you were dead, and when he found you weren’t he stripped you and left you where you had fallen.”


  “I see.” Molton knew his business. A helpless man in the Hotlands would be stung and eaten by the swarms of scavengers within a few hours. Shelia, by dragging him into the cargo container, had saved his life. He selected another fruit. “And you?”


  “I’d heard what you said and I wanted to know what it was all about.” Shelia hesitated. “Molton had told me that you had caused my brother’s death and that this trip would obtain evidence against you. That’s why I financed the trip.”


  “Wait a minute!” Dolman stared at her. “Your brother?”


  “Yes. My real name is Browley, Shelia Browley. My brother . . .”


  “Was second officer on the Evening Star.” Dolman nodded. “And you thought that I’d sabotaged the ship and caused his death, is that it?”


  “Yes. Molton told me that he had been working on the case as an undercover man for the S.S. He said that he could prove you were a criminal. I agreed to finance the trip.”


  “Didn’t it ever occur to you that if Molton was telling the truth he wouldn’t have needed private backing?”


  “He explained that. He said that he’d been refused funds and that the case was closed.” She made a helpless gesture. “I was a fool, I suppose, but I wanted to avenge Jack for what had been done to him.”


  “And then?”


  “Then Molton laughed at me when I protested at leaving you here. He said that perhaps you’d like company so he took away my protective clothing, tied me up and dumped me beside you.” She held out her hands; her wrists were marked with angry weals. “It was horrible. I kept having to shout and twist to frighten away insects. In the end I managed to free myself and drag you into the container. I shut the door and then I must have fainted or something. When I awoke it was dark and I thought that you were dying.”


  “Were you stung at all?”


  “Yes, at least I think so.”


  “That accounts for it. The venom tends to paralyse. You must have had enough to knock you out and keep you out for several days. Me, too.” He sucked at his teeth. “You know, if you hadn’t got us inside and shut the door, we wouldn’t be alive now.”


  “It doesn’t seem to make any difference.” Shelia sat forlornly on a bale of goods. “We’re stranded in the Hotlands, without guns or clothing. How can we ever get back to Venusburg?”


  Put that way it seemed hopeless.


  The Hotlanders came at dawn, three of them, their scaled bodies glistening in the pearly light. Dolman grinned at them then turned to Shelia.


  “Well, what did I tell you?”


  “You win,” she smiled. She had lost her harried expression and the poisons had left her blood. During the long night they had slept and eaten, slept and eaten, both aching with fever and both fighting the numbness caused by the insect venom. Shortly before dawn Dolman had lit a fire, covering it with soggy leaves and filling the area with smoke. The Hotlanders, as he had guessed, had come to see what they could find.


  “They will carry us,” said Dolman. He had spoken to the natives, his tongue clicking in their speech, using Terran when his knowledge of their language failed him. He had used signs and promises and they had understood. “They can make better time that way and will protect us from the jungles.”


  “How long will it take us to reach Venusburg?”


  “We aren’t going to Venusburg.” Dolman was grim. “We’re going to find Molton.” He ended the conversation by mounting on the broad back of the largest native.


  It wasn’t an easy ride. The sinuous reptiles moved in a peculiar gait, their strong back legs eating distance, their heads and forelegs lifted and balanced by their thick tails. The Terrestrials clung to a rope of twisted vines wrapping their legs around the scaled bodies and hanging on as the Hotlanders raced through the soaring trees.


  At times they rested, foraging among the undergrowth for succulent dainties, crunching widewinged insects, multi-legged spiders and the half-animal, half-vegetable crawl-worms which lay in wait to bore their way into the bodies of their prey. The Terrestrials ate nothing but fruit.


  During these times of rest Dolman told the girl about himself.


  “The trial was a farce,” he explained. “The Evening Star was sabotaged, a time bomb in the reactor room. We had our suspicions as to who was to blame but no proof. The cargo was the thing; someone was smuggling narcotics to Earth. There’s been a lot of trouble caused by that, and the wreck showed just how strong the ring was getting.”


  “But they blamed you, kicked you out of the S.S.” Shelia looked baffled.


  “It was rigged.” Dolman looked grim. “It was my suggestion and, because it seemed the only way, the S.S. agreed to give it a try. We had no proof,” he explained, “only suspicions. Sooner or later the person responsible for the sabotage would try to get his hands on that cargo. So I waited for him to show up.”


  “You were bait,” said Shelia slowly. “Is that it?”


  “The cargo was the bait,” corrected Dolman. “But I was the only one who knew where it could be found. You see, the ring was well-organized. My guess is that the time bomb was touched off by a radio signal. Someone didn’t want that cargo to reach Earth, maybe because the heat was on, and they wanted to remain in the clear. Well, a year has passed and they must have thought it time to act. Molton contacted me, I agreed to lead him to the cargo, the rest you know.”


  “But where did I come in?” Shelia was puzzled. Dolman explained.


  “You provided the perfect cover. Molton, up to the time he left us, was innocent; no court would have convicted him. That’s why I had to show my hand. He’d murdered Murphy and Doc, he had what he’d come for; it was only a matter of time before he got rid of us.” He shrugged. “I was careless.”


  “But it’ll be all right, won’t it?” Shelia glanced around where they sat. Above their heads the great trees soared like the pillars of a cathedral, the soft light from the shielded sun filtering down through the branches, the incessant condensation forming little pools in the leaves and dripping down with the fragile sound of fairy bells. It looked peaceful, harmless, but then a writhing thing with fanged jaws boiled from the ground to die beneath the heel of one of the Hollanders.


  “You’ll be able to make charges when we reach Venusburg,” she said. “Molton will be caught with the evidence.” She looked thoughtful. “Drugs, I suppose?”


  “Zwart.” Dolman dug his heel into the ground. “Unless we find Molton we won’t be seeing Venusburg,” he said softly. “We need his radio to signal for a helicopter. Without it we’ll die in the jungles.” The tinkling fairy-bells seemed to have suddenly gained a new menace.


  The journey was a nightmare. Without the natives they would not have lasted past their first sleep, and even with the Hotlanders to stand guard their lives were measured. Shelia nursed a swollen leg; an insect had stung it and its venom filled her blood with fire. Dolman, his torso scratched and tom, despite the crude covering of leaves he wore, studied the girl with anxious eyes as they rode their peculiar mounts. “Bad?”


  “I’ll manage.” Incredibly she managed to smile. “How long?”


  “Until we catch up with Molton?” The big man shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m relying on the natives to find his trail.” He looked at the girl with mounting concern. She was ill, burning with fever and hardly able to sit her mount. Beneath her leaf-cloak her skin was flushed, mottled with angry sores and scarlet pustles. Dolman himself was little better, but as yet he had avoided the worst insects. He leaned forward and hissed at the Hotlander. Speed, now, was more important than ever.


  Shelia swayed as the native raced along beneath her. Part of her mind had somehow returned to Earth so that she smelt the warm scents of flowers and felt cool breezes on her skin. The jolting body which sent stabs of pain through her swollen leg seemed to belong to a dream, a nightmare from which she would soon waken. Gripped in fevered delirium she clung to the scaly body while around her the great trees, the poisonous undergrowth and the multitude of winged and clawed insects turned and spun in ever-increasing revolutions.


  She opened her eyes and looked up into the anxious face of the big man.


  “Better?”


  “Should I be?” Cautiously she sat upright. There was a peculiar taste in her mouth, almost as if it had been filled with dust. She swallowed and stood up, a part of her wondering why her swollen leg now gave her no pain.


  “Zwart,” said Dolman. He held a couple of the liver-coloured pods in his hand. “I had to do something to ease your pain. You were screaming and twisting so much that we had to stop.”


  “I’m all right,” said Shelia. She chuckled, her head clear, her body divorced from pain. She laughed and sang a snatch of a popular song. She felt as if she could run for miles, perform feats of incredible strength or walk unaided to Venusburg. The jungle had lost its terror. She looked at Dolman, feeling the blood rush hot and compelling through her body, filling her with the desire to love and be loved.


  “Steady,” Dolman hissed to the native. “Mount now and let’s get going.”


  “What’s the hurry?” She smiled at him, reaching up and letting her fingers caress his craggy features.


  “You’ll feel different later on,” he promised grimly. “When the drug wears off you’ll wish you were dead and you’ll be begging me to give you another pod. The curse of it is that, unless we find Molton soon, I’ll have to give it to you. It’s the only thing which will keep you going.” He swung a leg over the broad back of the native. “Let’s make time now; we haven’t got as much as I’d like.”


  Shelia nodded, quite happy to do anything he asked. As they rode she kept her eyes on his broad shoulders. Dolman was all man, a man any woman would be proud of. At first she had hated him; no, hated the thought of what he had done. But she didn’t hate him now. She just wanted to be near him for always.


  “You’re in love,” she said to herself. “In love for the first time in your life, and it isn’t the drug that makes you think this way. Maybe the drug lets you admit it, but that’s all.”


  Beneath her the Hotlander jerked to a sudden halt. Dolman lifted his arm and sat, listening. The third native who had scouted ahead joined him, the hiss of his language sounding like the echoes from a pit of snakes.


  “What’s wrong?” Shelia urged her mount close to the others. “What’s he saying?”


  “We’ve found Molton,” said Dolman grimly. “And he’s in trouble. Listen.”


  From somewhere ahead the sharp reports of gunfire drifted among the trees.


  They found Molton almost insane with fear as he crouched against a tree firing at, a grey, amorphous mass which surged before him. It was a Squab and the giant, jelly-like mass surged and rippled with primitive life. The charred edges opposite Molton writhed and recoiled beneath the fury of the flame-gun. Two fading shadows deep within the great bulk gave mute testimony as to what had happened to Sam and Mike.


  “We’ve got to save him.” Dolman slipped from the Hotlander and snatched at a fallen limb. “He’s got the radio and without it we’re stuck.”


  “But how?” Shelia, still under the influence of Zwart, looked on the entire situation as a joke. “Let’s leave him to be eaten. The radio is plastic, we can pick it up after. Or will that thing eat it, too?”


  “Its internal acids will ruin it.” Dolman prodded at the mass before him. “If we can manage to turn it . . .”


  With a bigger Squab it would have been impossible, but this one was relatively small. Again and again Dolman lashed at the creeping mass, exciting it, tempting it with the nearness of edible food, showering it with blood from his own body. Slowly the thing ebbed away from Molton, reaching blindly for the appetising flesh it could sense so near. Then, when it had started to move, Dolman urged the Hotlanders to race from before it and around its edge. Molton, still dazed with fear, still pulling the trigger of his exhausted weapon, was quickly overpowered and bound.


  Later, when a smudge-fire had been lit and Dolman enjoyed the sweet taste of coffee, he recovered a little.


  “You’re a fool, Dolman. That Zwart is worth all of three million on Earth. A third of it could be yours.”


  “How long would I live to enjoy it?” Dolman glanced to where Shelia rested in uneasy slumber. The Hotlanders squatted somewhere out of sight, enjoying the tobacco and coffee the big man had given them. “You tried to kill me once, remember.”


  “That was business.” Molton licked nervously at his lips. “What else could I do once I’d learned that you were working for the S.S.? Killing you was sheer self defence.”


  “Your defence wasn’t good enough. I’m still arresting you for murder, sabotage and smuggling.” Dolman looked grim. “Just to ease your mind, I’m an accredited officer of the S.S. The arrest is legal. And so would my killing you be if you try to escape.”


  “Escape.” Sweat beaded Molton’s forehead as he glanced at the radio. The signal had been sent and even now a helicopter would be on its way. It would home in on the signal, hover, lower a rope ladder and take them all back to civilization.


  “Listen,” he grued. “A million clear if you get me back with the stuff and forget the charges.” He sounded desperate. “You know what they’ll do to me if they get me. Hypnotic probes, the works. They’ll open my brain and find out everything.”


  “That,” said Dolman easily, “is the general idea.”


  “A million and a half!” Molton strained at his bonds. “Don’t be a fool, Dolman, what have you to lose? Do you want to spend the rest of your life riding the cans?”


  “This may surprise you,” said Dolman tightly, “but the answer is yes. I like money, but I’d like to see you and your kind burn even more. I’m thinking of the men who died in the Evening Star. I’m thinking of all the rackets you and your kind have smeared over space. You won’t understand this, Molton, but some things are worth more than money.”


  “I said that you were a fool. Now you’re proving it.”


  “Maybe. But I’m in the clear while you’re on the way out, smart guy.” The flush in Molton’s cheeks showed that the sarcasm had registered.


  Abruptly Dolman was sick of the whole mess. He was tired of playing a part, of living in filth and risking his life for the sake of an ideal. He wanted to be back in uniform again, riding the spaceships between the planets with the clear, cold, distant beauty of the stars all around him.


  With Shelia, he hoped, by his side.


  IF THESE BE GODS


  Algis Budrys


  “Saucer Hits Airliner—30 Killed!” We’ve yet to read this headline in the nation’s press but perhaps it isn’t far off. Here’s a story on that theme by a brilliant new writer as vital as Today—as thrilling as Tomorrow.


  FLIGHT One-Oh-Six, Inter-Sky Airlines, New York to Los Angeles, was a DC 7b with twenty-odd thousand hours logged flight time. She was due for another thousand hour check at Los Angeles, when she got there, and on this mild Summer morning while she sat at the head of Runway Two at La Guardia, her engines running up for takeoff, no one knew she would never make it.


  Her captain was Duffy Scott, a stocky, white-haired, weather-tanned little man with deep creases around his eyes, machine gun scars on one leg, eyes as pale as glacier ice, and flight time that included Curtiss P-6E’s. He had just put down the instrument test checklist, with its scarlet ISA logotype in the upper lefthand corner, and he was reflecting, as he always did at this time, on what time had done to what had once been a bold and venturesome trade.


  When Duffy Scott had been a young daredevil fresh out of Kelly Field, ISA had been Interstate Airways; a company operating largely out of its founder’s battered hat, with its corporate assets tied up in two sheet-iron Ford trimotors and a schedule calling for regular flights between Newark and Boston.


  Somewhere along the line, the Fords had been replaced. Sometime during the ’30s, the founder had sold out to a board of directors. The offices had moved into their own building in downtown New York, and the schedule had grown. Sometime during World War II, it had become necessary to torture syntax into providing a new name to fit the initials. And somewhere between 1925 and 1958, Duffy Scott had lost that bright Kelly Field gleam and turned into a settled, leathery man who didn’t even very much mind drawing a monotonously regular paycheck for wheeling a four-motored passenger train over the same ribbon of sky for month after month after year.


  Except that he sometimes grew a little more withdrawn than usual, and stared unseeingly over the barricade of instruments in his cockpit and wished that something—something not too serious—would come along to jolt his routine just a little.


  The co-pilot was a slim young man with a butch haircut. His name was Sammy Walters. He showed no signs of having any nerves in his system at all, and he was thinking about a girl.


  The flight engineer was a tall man named Paul Holloway, who had learned his trade in the Army Air Corps after coming off a Kansas farm. He was inclined toward being a lone wolf, and even though he had been in one ISA crew or another for eight years, no one knew him very well. He was incessantly reading technical magazines and engineering journals, and these seemed to take up a major part of his off time. He was remarked upon as being a man who neither smoked nor drank, nor, even though he was almost as handsome as pilots were supposed to be, paid any attention whatsoever to women. At the moment he was making his first plots on the fuel consumption graph, and mildly regretting not having stayed in the Air Force, now that the rocket program was really showing signs of coming to a head.


  “Green light, Duff,” the copilot said to the captain.


  Duffy Scott released the wheel brakes. Sammy Walters advanced the throttles, and the aircraft began to roll. It gathered speed into the wind, and at 9:10 A.M., Wednesday, August 27, 1958, Inter-Sky Airlines Flight 106 left the ground for the last time.


  The passenger list was small—down to the point where ISA was losing money on the flight. All the airlines were having a touch of that trouble this Summer. There had been a run of crashes in June and July. Most of them had been billed as “mysterious” by the newspapers. The Civil Aeronautics Board inspectors had gone to work and patiently pinned down the various causes, but their findings inevitably were released long after the crashes were dead as news, and therefore new “mysterious” crashes continued to appear on Page One while the various explanations for the old ones ran back among the discount house advertisements.


  It was also a peak Summer for flying saucer sightings, and the two factors inevitably became connected in the public mind. There was talk of doing something about the interplanetary menace in the air. Airline public relations firms worked hard to knock it down, but air travel fell off nevertheless.


  Airline personnel went on about the business of working at their trade. The industry was big enough, and the true percentage of accidents was small enough, so that very few of them actually knew or had heard of the crewmen in the downed aircraft. Accidents were something that happened, that usually happened in bunches for no good reason, and that would inevitably stop happening as unaccountably as they began. Meanwhile, flight like ISA 106 ran very light.


  Inter-Sky Airlines would never have assigned as big an aircraft as a DC 7b to Flight 106 if ISA’s main shops had not been at Los Angeles and if the plane weren’t due for a check. ISA had managed to wangle through an agreement with the aircrew union and assign only one passenger attendant to the flight. This was Sue Painter—a black-haired, willowy girl with pleasant features who was debating marrying a junior executive at the Los Angeles offices of a TV network, and who sometimes wondered, though not seriously, if she shouldn’t quit flying and try getting into the movies.


  She might, or she might not, have made it—she was attractive without being beautiful, and she was good to look at without having a spectacular body. She had only an average potential as an actress. She was probably ISA’s best passenger attendant.


  Now that 106 was airborne and on course, she came down the aisle to check on her passengers. She was faced with the problem of making a handful of people feel at home in the face of scores of empty seats. She expected to solve the problem, even though most of the passengers were presently scattered far apart, and she set about doing so. She had already memorized the passenger list and matched names to faces when she checked seat belts back at La Guardia. Now she came to the first occupied seat and bent over it.


  “Everything all right, Mrs. Elston?” she smiled at the worried, gray-haired woman who sat stiffly upright, her swollen ankles pinched by the high tops of her black leather shoes. “Here—let me open your seat belt for you. It’s quite all right now—we’re well off the ground.”


  Mrs. Elston looked quickly down at her lap. “Oh, I’m sorry—I forgot.” She smiled wanly at Sue Painter as though she didn’t expect to be believed when she said: “I’m not nervous about flying, really. I was just thinking of something else.” Her eyes, under the rim of her plain dark bonnet, suddenly filled with tears which did not quite run down her furrowed cheeks. With a perceptible shock, Sue Painter realized that Mrs. Elston was even much older than she had seemed—or perhaps she only appeared to be.


  “You see,” Mrs. Elston said in a soft voice, “I’m going to attend my only child’s funeral. I’m a widow, and Thomas was all the family I had. His company sent him to Los Angeles a year ago, and he died of a heart attack last night.” She sank back as Sue Painter gently opened the belt and folded the two halves out of the way. “I always have been afraid of flying,” she sighed. “But I’m not afraid anymore. I’ve outlived a fine husband and a wonderful son. It’s hard to understand—a strong, robust man like my Joseph was, dying in his prime, and now Thomas. . . . It’s more than I can puzzle out. I’ve never been a particularly strong person. I only had one child . . . the doctors told me I couldn’t have any more after Thomas . . . and yet—I’m alive, and they’re gone. I wouldn’t be afraid if we crashed, Miss.” She turned her face toward the window, and looked out at the dazzlingly bright southern horizon. Her lips quivered, and she put a crumpled white handkerchief to her cheeks. “I—I might even welcome it,” she whispered.


  “There now, Mrs. Elston,” Sue Painter said, “I’ve been flying for five years, over three hundred thousand miles. And I’ve never been in a plane that had so much trouble as a burned-out light bulb.” She realized as she said it that she might have thought of something better than Set Speech #38, but Mrs. Elston had touched her so deeply that her presence of mind had been completely destroyed.


  Mrs. Elston hadn’t taken it the wrong way. She turned back from the window and put the handkerchief away in her patent leather handbag. She smiled up at Sue in the same wan fashion she had before.


  “I’m sorry, Miss. I know it embarrasses people to have me talk that way. There isn’t anything you can say to a person who wants to die, is there? People don’t want to die. Not young people. Not a pretty girl like you. They don’t have any way of coming to grips with a person who feels the way I do. To tell you the truth, I’m a little bit bewildered myself.” She reached out and patted Sue’s hand. “But don’t you worry about me. I’ll be all right.”


  Sue Painter said something—she scarcely heard herself, and could not remember a moment later, what it was—and moved on to the next passenger. It had been her thought, when she began her tour of the cabin, to find out enough about each passenger so that she could introduce those with kindred interests to each other. Who could she introduce to Mrs. Elston?


  She wanted desperately to do something—to somehow help fill the grieving void in Mrs. Elston’s life. But there was nothing she could think of. Mrs. Elston’s life was behind her. There was no time left in it for anything new. Young Sue Painter thought how terrible it was to live so close to dying.


  The next passenger was a smallish man in a salt-and-pepper sharkskin double breasted suit; he wore his jacket unbuttoned, revealing a matching vest with a watch-chain that crossed his little potbelly. He had gray-black hair, receding from his temples to the back of his skull but still growing from the center of his forehead and the sides of his head. It was brushed straight back, in a carefully groomed trident, and, together with the thin little mustache and the tortoise-shell glasses, gave Mr. Percival Guild the appearance of a small town chamber of commerce president.


  Sue Painter had regained her customary composure. “Everything all right, Mr. Guild? Can I get you something?”


  Percival Guild smiled up mechanically. “Quite all right, young lady, thank you. There is one thing—would you get me a deck of cards and a lapboard, please.”


  “Of course, Mr. Guild. Would you like me to find some partners for you among the passengers? You could play in the lounge—it’s quite comfortable.”


  “No, thank you,” Percival Guild said definitely. “I never play with partners. I prefer solitaire.”


  Percival Guild played solitaire incessantly. Unlike most solitaire players, he never varied his games. He had learned Canfield as a boy, from an uncle who was his guardian and who had died some time ago in a sanatorium. Percival Guild had lived within himself since the age of sixteen, and never played any form of cards except Canfield. He was married to a woman he scarcely noticed, and had three children he left entirely in his wife’s care. Once he had stayed up two days and three nights in succession, alone in a hotel room in Minneapolis, dealing out hand after hand of Canfield. At the end of the third night, his eyes red-rimmed and his back one great aching mass, he had slipped out of the hotel, walked fourteen blocks, and there, in another hotel where he did not inquire at the desk but simply stepped into an elevator, he had cut the throat of a rival salesman who was about to win over his best account. Then he had left the same way he came, gone back to his own hotel, and begun dealing Canfield once more, waiting for the police. But, somehow, the police never came. For ten years, Percival Guild had been traveling his territories, advancing in his company, moving his family to ever better residential areas, playing Canfield, and waiting for the Minneapolis police to solve a ten-year-old murder. With the passage of time, he had begun to give up hope. But he knew there was Justice. He knew there was no way of cheating the natural order of things without losing all the savor of the game of life. If the ten years of success he had gained by cheating were not to be turned to ashes in his mouth, then somewhere, sometime, he must pay. He would pay gladly, because then all his present success would have been fairly earned.


  It was all quite logical to Percival Guild. Everywhere he went, he waited for the Minneapolis police—or for any other personification of Justice. Always, just around the corner, Percival Guild expected to have an appointment with Destiny.


  “Of course, Mr. Guild,” Sue Painter said. “I’ll bring you your cards right away.”


  “Thank you, Miss,” Percival Guild said grimly.


  In the forward cabin, Sammy Walters reached up and pushed his headphones more firmly against his ears. He listened for a moment, acknowledged, and tapped Duffy Scott’s shoulder.


  “Chicago states Distant Early Warning radar’s picked up a flock of blips coming over the Pole, on course to pass over Indiana right about the time we’ll be there. Wants us to report if we see anything.”


  Duffy Scott nodded. It was the most routine of messages. DEW was always picking up stray blips and ghost images, most of which were born in the Aurora Borealis. Even assuming the blips were Unfriendlies or something else actually tangible, the various Air Force Fighter Interceptor Commands would have checked them out long before ISA Flight 106 crossed their projected path. In all of Duffy Scott’s experience, none of these advisory bulletins had ever panned out. No one expected them to. They were put on the air just in case. If by any chance something from over the Pole got as far as Indiana, it would already be much too late to do anything about it.


  Of course, Duffy Scott thought to himself, there was no real reason why those blips couldn’t be the start of World War III. No real reason, except that he didn’t believe it. Even though he had gotten the news of Pearl Harbor while pushing a DC 3 over the Andes on a day every bit as peaceful as this, it was impossible to think that he, himself, of all the pilots in the air today, should become personally involved in anything so dramatic. The odds were enormously against it.


  Still, somebody always had to be it. In the back of his mind, he felt the merest trace of tingling anticipation. Sure! he thought violently—Let’s get the world blown up just to give me a thrill!


  The anticipation disappeared, buried under common sense. ISA 106 droned westward, an hour and a half away from Indianapolis.


  Mike Hogan had been first aboard the plane at La Guardia. He had picked a seat next to a window, buckled his seat belt, leaned back, crossed his long legs, and gone to sleep. Fifteen minutes later, when Sue Painter spoke to Percival Guild two rows behind him, he came easily awake, stretched, slipped off the belt, and lit a cigarette. He was in the habit of cat-napping, like any healthy animal, whenever he had nothing else to do. Now he felt refreshed and alive, in spite of the fact that his only other sleep in the past twenty-four hours had been a similar nap in the cab that took him straight from Winslow Dennison’s cocktail party to the airport.


  He thought about Dennison now, and grimaced. Dennison was the New York publicity director for A-J TV Inc., a video film series syndication company, and he had held the party as a kickoff for a campaign plugging A-J’s newest product: The Adventures of Ash Holcomb. The series was built around a medium-clever idea; the hero was the son of Doctor Luther Holcomb, scientific genius. Dr. Holcomb supposedly had a time machine, through which his handsome, muscular son could travel to have adventures in any era, past, future, or, without the machine but with other gadgets, the present. Thus, The Adventures of Ash Holcomb could become a western, crime, historical, or science fiction series at any moment, depending on the latest trend, and the invincible Ash could slaughter villains and make love to beautiful women in four formats.


  Mike Hogan, until two years ago, had been an ex-naval officer who had had his fill of discipline. After the Second World War he had resigned his commission, bought a car and trailer with his saved back pay, and gone where he pleased, working as a high steel construction gang foreman, a high tension lineman, or an oil driller whenever his money ran out. Before the war he had been all these things, as well as a dozen more like them. He was a broad shouldered, hard-jawed, solidly competent man with work scars on his hands, and at the moment his black hair was bleached platinum white.


  Two years ago, Mike Hogan had been bossing an oil gang in Oklahoma. He had been at it for six months, and there was money in his bank account. He was ready to quit and move on.


  It had happened that a movie location crew was set up in the area, getting background shots for a new two-fisted vehicle starring one of the big masculine box-office names. It had happened that the second unit director noticed Mike Hogan, and thought to himself that the studio had been having a great deal of trouble keeping the star in line. It had happened that the director, and the producer, saw their opportunity to help themselves with the studio.


  So, Mike Hogan had come to Hollywood under contract to the director and the producer, and had actually made one low-budget picture. He turned out to have a reasonable amount of talent, and enough attraction to worry the box-office king a little. The box-office king signed his new contract without as much trouble as he had been planning to make. The studio then saw no reason to keep a third string substitute on its payroll, and Mike Hogan never made a Hollywood picture again.


  But it had happened that Mike Hogan liked the freedom of not working from nine to five every day, six days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. Perhaps something had happened to him when he saw his name on a major studio credit. And the producer and director still held his personal contract. It happened that the producer had a connection with a TV film outfit. It happened that A-J TV needed somebody to play Ash Holcomb.


  So it happened that Mike Hogan had his hair bleached, and his name changed to Lance Shawnee, and had flown to New York for Winslow Dennison’s cocktail party, and now was flying back to make more Ash Holcomb episodes.


  And it happened that Mike Hogan was already sick of dry Martinis and account executives. It happened that Mike Hogan was restless again, and worried that he would run to nerves and hangovers, and lose the fine control of his skills that were his pride and his freedom. He was trapped by his contracts, and beginning to feel the trap of having more money than he knew how to handle. He wanted to let the peroxide grow out of his hair, and clamber up a web of quivering steel into the clean wind that whips through the towers men build upon their Earth. He had begun looking for something, some lucky chance, that would let him escape.


  It was only after he heard the flight attendant speaking to someone in the seat next to him that he realized he, of all the few passengers in the aircraft, was not sitting alone.


  “Everything all right, Mr. Tolliver?”


  “Let me assure you, Miss, everything will be fine. There is absolutely no danger with me aboard.”


  Mike Hogan looked curiously at his fellow passenger.


  Mr. Tolliver was a gaunt, bald man with rimless eyeglasses. He wore a blue serge suit and carried a book in his lap. It was turned over to the back jacket, and the photograph reproduced there showed Mr. Tolliver, in the same suit, gravely holding a pipe and fingering a celestial globe on the desktop in front of him.


  Mr. Tolliver was holding the book in such a manner that his fingers did not obscure the picture. To do that, he had to place his hand so the spine, with its title, was hidden from Mike Hogan’s curious glance.


  “I—I beg your pardon, Mr. Tolliver?” the bewildered flight attendant was saying. Mike Hogan had time to see she was a pleasantly attractive girl. He liked her instantly, and hoped she wasn’t going to have too bad a time with Mr. Tolliver.


  Mr. Tolliver smiled benignly up at her. “I know all you aviation people”—he pronounced it aa-viation—“are greatly worried about the crashes. I can assure you the spacemen will do nothing to harm this aircraft. You see, I am one of their chosen people.” His hand, as though accidentally, turned the book over. The front jacket showed a bell-shaped flying saucer hovering over a pastoral countryside, with classic Grecian buildings visible in the background, lightly dressed, golden-skinned people in the foreground, and alien vegetation growing in the middle distance. The title was I Have Been To Venus, by Lemuel Tolliver.


  “Oh, I see,” the flight attendant said. Fast on the uptake, Mike Hogan thought to himself. Very fast. Now she was smiling brightly at Lemuel Tolliver. “Well, Mr. Tolliver, I’m very glad you’re aboard. We don’t often have important authors with us.”


  “Oh, I’m not an author, Miss. That is, not in the usual sense. This book—” He caressed the jacket with his fingertips. “This book is only one means of bringing the spacemen’s message to the people of this frightened world. I am on my way now to California to deliver a series of lectures—to address people who are willing to believe that there are things in the sky no one can explain, and to tell them that there is a better world, and a better way of life.”


  “Of course, Mr. Tolliver. I wish you lots of success.” The flight attendant smiled again. “Is there anything I can get you? Some magazines to read?”


  Lemuel Tolliver shook his head. “No, thank you, Miss. I’m quite content, thank you.”


  “All right.” She turned to Mike Hogan. “Is there something I can get you, Mr. Shawnee?”


  Mike Hogan saw her eyes widen a fraction as she noticed the bleach in his hair. He grinned at her. “No thanks. I’ll come back to the lounge later, if you’ve got some honest bourbon in stock. But I’m fine for now.” He let his eyes linger on her blouse, and gave the grin a touch of a special twist. He had already learned that men with peroxided hair had best do that. The difficulty lay in making his interest obvious without being offensive. It was one more tightrope he was sick of walking, even though this fresh-faced girl was the first woman he’d met since he took the part who made him care whether he succeeded or not.


  “We have all kinds of beverages, Mr. Shawnee. ISA does its best to assure a happy trip,” the flight attendant said with her well-trained smile, and went down the aisle to see to the last passenger.


  Sammy Walters tapped Duffy Scott’s sleeve again. “Got some more on those blips. Chicago says they’re still on course, altitude maybe eighty thousand, speed about 1000 but erratic.” His voice grew a little puzzled. “They didn’t sound worried about it.”


  “Fifteen miles is a lot of altitude, Sammy,” Scott explained patiently. “Nobody’s got an operational production bomber that’ll go it. It might be missiles, but a thousand miles an hour is mighty slow for something like that. That’s less than a third of a mile per second. It still might be, if they were hanging at the top of a trajectory and getting ready to come down, but then their speed would be increasing constantly, instead of jumping around. They might be correcting trajectories, which would account for that, but then they wouldn’t be maintaining a constant course. So the only thing that fits the description would be a flock of ghost blips. Radar’ll do that, sometimes—take a funny bounce, or distort, or just plain see something that isn’t there. One thing’s sure—those blips’ll peter out the same way they showed up, and nobody’ll ever be able to explain it definitely. It happens pretty often, and whenever one of these crackpots hears about it, there’s another flying saucer for you.”


  “But Chicago still wants us to look.”


  Duffy Scott sighed. He was sighing for a number things, and, though he did not quite know it, one of the things was his constant refusal to make an adventure of this opportunity. “Chicago wants us to look because the DEW operators have the blips logged, and the word is in to Washington, and the word is back out from Washington to the Fighter Commands, and from the Fighter Commands to the CAB, and the CAB has sent the word to Chicago, and that’s why Chicago still wants us to look.” He stared out over the distances that stretched beyond the starboard wing. “Pittsburgh,” he said. “That makes us about an hour out of Indianapolis. In about an hour, you can start looking. Because Chicago sent me the word, and I’m giving the word to you. That makes it a good long chain of command—which ought to prove that you can have a good long chain without it being attached to anything.”


  Paul Holloway, the Flight Engineer, sitting within easy hearing distance of Duffy Scott and Sammy Walters, almost said something. He opened his lips, and made the wet click people make when they begin to speak. But he caught himself, and the steady roar of the propellers covered the slight sound so that neither the captain nor co-pilot heard it.


  Words were brimming inside Paul Holloway, as words often did. Like every man who devotes a great deal of time to silent thinking, Paul Holloway had chewed on a great many subjects and arrived at opinions on them. When those subjects were raised by someone else in his hearing, everything he had ever thought or decided on the subject came pouring into the forefront of his mind. That is why, if a silent man can only be started talking, an astonishing flood of words spills out of him.


  But, curiously, this can rarely be done when the subject is very important to the man. The man is silent to begin with because he fears no one will listen, or care. If the subject is one he has spent a long time with, his deductions and conclusions become so personalized, so individual—or so it seems to him—that they could not help but be faintly ridiculous to anyone else.


  So Paul Holloway almost said something to Duffy Scott, but stopped. It had been the way Duffy said ‘flying saucers’ that cued him, and it had been the same tone of voice that had stopped him.


  Paul Holloway knew he lived on a world that was only one rolling ball on the shore of a sea of stars. Most people are willing to admit the fact. Paul Holloway knew it. When he looked at the sky in the night, he was not looking up. He was looking out—out into the depths of the limitless ocean, where other worlds must be, with other peoples. He had carried his knowledge further; he knew that someone out there must be capable of navigating space. To have things be any other way was to have them violate all laws of probability. To think that out of all those stars, with all those planets, not one race had spaceships—that, for Paul Holloway, was unthinkable.


  He had no proof of this. He needed none. He had no proof that Mankind was the only intelligent life in the universe, either, and of the two unproven alternatives he believed the more logical one.


  The thought that Man was not supreme—that Paul Holloway was not supreme—did not frighten or repel him. It made him less lonely. When he stared silently out of a control cabin window and spoke to no one, he was not withdrawing. He was going out.


  He had never seen a flying saucer or anything else vaguely like one. He had no idea of whether flying saucers existed, or, if they did, where they might come from. Paul Holloway needed no tangible proofs. He had faith.


  He busied himself with his fuel flowmeter and consumption graphs. He watched his instruments, read the messages they gave him, and acted in accordance. Because he was not a friendly man, his fellow crew members had only his work for a basis on which to judge him. He did that work perfectly and singlemindedly, but now his professional attention was lessened by one small fraction of a degree. Just the littlest bit, Paul Holloway was wishing Duffy Scott would get his nose rubbed in flying saucers—in the biggest, most startling squadron of alien spaceships that ever raced across Terrestrial skies.


  The last passenger was a portly man in a tweed suit. He had a beefy red face, curly iron-gray hair with patches of pink scalp shining through it, and was smoking a cigar. His name was Blake Huntingford—William Blake Huntingford, actually, but that had been dropped before his senior year at Harvard—and he was a Washington newspaper columnist at the moment. He had been machine-gunned at Cambrai, in the first large tank battle in history, and gone on to wipe out one of Von Hindenburg’s mortar squads in spite of it. He had been on the wrong side in the Spanish Civil War, and he had stood in the cold surf at Dunkirk with a wounded man on each arm. He had hitched a ride in a Liberator to cover a Ploesti air strike, after he’d found no army would take him any more except as a correspondent, and he’d had to jump out over Yugoslavia after the scientifically designed Davis wing on the B-24 wrapped itself around the fuselage. He had spent the rest of the war first in a prison camp and then in a hospital. He’d missed the Pacific war entirely, and he’d gone to Korea first, when that began, and gotten his newspaper accreditization second, after he’d already been shot once. He was lucky at that.


  He liked to go to war with an Abercrombie and Fitch rucksack full of clean underwear, and Bols gin in orange earthenware bottles; he hated getting dirty, and, though he didn’t care one way or another about liquor, he felt people expected a correspondent to be a source of supply. He had three four-star generals for friends, and two for deadly enemies. He was a pudgy, eccentric, mildly vain man who had no idea of what fear might feel like. He was on his way to Beverly Hills to see his children by his fourth wife, and then he was planning to go on to Hong Kong and see if he couldn’t drift into China and take a look around. He had once fired a shot that had almost killed Duffy Scott, in an old war nobody remembered, but neither of them knew it.


  At the moment, he had a bad headache, and was wondering how long it would last. The violent pain was blurring his vision, and he knuckled his right eye impatiently.


  “Comfortable, Mr. Huntingford?” the pretty young flight attendant was asking him.


  He looked up at her through a mist of pain, and squinted to bring her features into focus. Quite a pretty girl, he confirmed. Most men wouldn’t think her as attractive as she really is—but then, most men haven’t had my experience.


  The flash of wry vanity made him smile at himself, and at the girl as well. “Tiptop,” he said heartily in the thick Cambridge accent be had acquired some time around 1925 and scrupulously maintained ever since. He saw no point in mentioning the headache—he could barely bring himself to believe in using antibiotics, much less aspirin—and, besides, a headache was a ridiculous malady for a man who had been shot, starved, frostbitten, beaten by prison camp guards on occasion, and who could expect more of the same for the rest of his life. He held up his cigar and said: “I hope this is all right. I know anything besides cigarettes is against regulations, but I thought, being able to sit away from anyone else the way I am, you wouldn’t mind?”


  “That’s quite all right, Mr. Huntingford.” Sue Painter suddenly peered at him for a closer look. He was staring at the end of the cigar, wide-eyed, and he had suddenly gone pale. “Is anything wrong?”


  He shook his head. “No—no, thank you, Miss,” he said hastily. “I was just . . . thinking of something.”


  The answer he gave her was automatic and instinctive. It had always been his first reaction to refuse help.


  It had happened while he watched. First the glowing orange end of the cigar had been outlined in a growing halo of murkiness, like oil smoke. Then the pall had spread, until the orange glow was the only dim light filtering through it. The seat in front of him, the side of the fuselage, even his hand, had all been lost in the swelling mist. Then even the last spark had wavered out, and it was as though he sat in a room full of dark, impenetrable fog.


  He brought the cigar to his lips with a halting gesture, and drew on it. Hot smoke burned at his tongue, but no bright gleam of fire came to life before his eyes. He rubbed his hand over his face, and blinked, rubbed his face again.


  “Are you sure everything’s all right, Mr. Huntingford?”


  He smiled up at the voice. “Quite fine, Miss. As a matter of fact, I did have a slight headache, but it seems to be gone, now. Wonderful things, these pressurized cabins.”


  He reached toward the ashtray, keeping his arm steady and purposeful. Luckily, he had remembered exactly where it was—when his fingertips touched cold curved metal, he almost sighed. He stubbed out the cigar. Even though it had hardly been smoked at all, he’d immediately become worried that it might be near burning his fingers.


  The flight attendant had gone back up the aisle. Blake Huntingford sat with his hands in his lap, thinking:


  It’s bound to clear up again. In a little while, the pressure or whatever it was that did it will change, and it’ll clear up again. I’ll stop by at a doctor’s in Los Angeles and have myself checked over, just in case, but it can’t be anything serious. It’ll clear up again.


  He sat quite still, hands in his lap, staring into the fog, waiting for it to clear.


  In the control cabin, Sammy Walters chewed his lower lip and tapped Duffy Scott’s shoulder again. “We’re going to overhead the Indians state line in about five minutes. Want me to start looking now?”


  Duffy Scott sighed again. “Anything you want, Sammy.”


  “If you don’t think it’s worth bothering, I won’t.”


  “You do what you want, Sammy.”


  “Damn it, you’re the captain. Do you want me to start looking?”


  “All right, all right—I’m the captain. Start looking.”


  Mike Hogan looked over at Lemuel Tolliver, who still held the book jacket-uppermost. “Planning to read it over on the flight, were you?” he asked gently.


  Lemuel Tolliver looked down quickly. “Why—why, no.”


  “You just carry it.”


  Lemuel Tolliver’s watery blue eyes grew stormy behind the clear shells of his rimless glasses. “That’s correct, Mr.—ah, Shawnee, was it?”


  “Hogan. Michael Faraday Hogan. My father was an engineer.” My brother drives a hack, he added to himself. My sister takes in washing, and the baby balls the jack. And it looks like I’m never gonna cease my wanderin’. He began to hum, silently in his mind, and almost hummed the next thing he said to Mr. Tolliver: “You wrote it, so you don’t have to read it. But your always carry a copy, hmm? It’s different, I must say.”


  Now why should I want to needle this eccentric old man? he thought to himself. If he wants to say he’s been to Venus and been buddies with some nice gold-skinned Venerians who all talk like church elders, why should I mind? He’s not bothering me.


  The hell he isn’t! he thought immediately afterward. He sticks that book in people’s faces to make them think he’s important, and he spreads his pap to satisfy the people who want their troubles solved for them. Saucers, nothing! Those are pie plates. Pie in the sky, from the Sweet By-And-By, and Lemuel Tolliver cuts it to the customer’s taste.


  Come on, Hogan—face it.


  You don’t know what to think.


  “That is correct, Mr. Hogan,” Lemuel Tolliver said again. “I take copies with me wherever I go, in the hope that I will interest someone in their content.” He was obviously angry at Hogan, but was also obviously doing his best to hide it. “I would like to know—I would like to know, Mr. Hogan, if you are so sure of everything that you can say the spacemen’s message has no meaning for you?”


  “I wouldn’t know. I don’t know what they’re selling.”


  “They are selling Love, Mr. Hogan. Brotherly love, and the spiritual kinship of all The Creator Spirit’s children. They are selling peace, and good will, and a better life than we misguided inhabitants of this sin-ridden world can dream of. In this book, I am trying to pass on to the world a message of hope and understanding. I was honored beyond measure when they came to my farm and chose me to be their instrument. I shall devote the remainder of my life to awakening Mankind. In this book, I describe their world, which we mistakenly call Venus, and the wonders of living in accord with The Creator Spirit. Think of how marvelous it would be if this world were to be free of war, of pestilence and famine—of avarice, and drunkenness, and drug-taking, and lechery.”


  Mike Hogan was humming again. “There ain’t no sickness, no toil and trouble, in that fair land to which you go?”


  “Exactly, Mr. Hogan. In spite of your outward mockery, I think you might well profit from reading this book.” He pushed it into Mike Hogan’s hands.


  Hogan raised his eyebrows. “Well, maybe.” He turned it over a few times. “All right.” What the hell. “I’ll read it later.”


  “As you wish, Mr. Hogan. That will be three dollars and fifty cents, please.”


  “What!”


  “Three dollars and fifty cents,” Lemuel Tolliver repeated firmly. “The retail price is clearly marked on the flyleaf.”


  “Now, wait a minute . . . I’ve gotten a book or two from a writer before. I’ll be damned if I’ll pay for an author’s free copy.”


  “My dear Mr. Hogan, that is not an author’s free copy. My publisher’s contract allows me a twenty-five percent royalty on each copy sold, that is true, but in return it was necessary for me to underwrite the costs of printing and binding. The publication of this book required my life’s savings, and I was forced to mortgage my farm to purchase the edition after my publisher informed me it had not sold well and would be scrapped for waste paper.”


  “You never went to any recognized publisher, Mr. Tolliver.”


  “I went to whoever was willing to publish this message at all. Now I can regain my money only by selling the book myself. That will be three dollars and fifty cents, please.”


  Hogan’s mouth twisted in a wry grin. He hunched forward in the seat and fished his wallet out of his hip pocket. He handed Mr. Tolliver four ones, and Mr. Tolliver scrupulously counted a quarter, two dimes and five pennies out of a snap-latch black purse.


  “Thank you very much, Mr. Hogan. I’m sure you’ll profit by your reading. You’ll find I’ve autographed the flyleaf, incidentally.”


  Hogan opened the book, and read: “To another willing listener to the message from Lhuanna, with best regards, Lemuel Tolliver.”


  “Lhuanna,” Mike Hogan said.


  “That is the true name for the world we call Venus,” Mr. Tolliver explained.


  Hogan twisted around in his seat so he could look Mr. Tolliver squarely in the face. “Did you deliberately sit next to me so you could sell me this book?”


  Mr. Tolliver did not answer. He ignored Mike Hogan and sat facing forward, his shoulders stiff and his withered fingers looking strangely empty in his lap.


  “A lot of good this is doing me,” Sammy Walters grumbled in the control compartment. ISA 106 was boring steadily through patchy overcast. Sammy could see the airspace under the clouds only in disconnected fragments. The high sun reflecting off the upturned faces of the clouds made him squint and blink, even behind his sage green glasses, and almost anything might have been in the air at or above their own level. Still, he kept looking, facing out toward the right, looking northward in the direction of the faraway Pole.


  Duffy Scott snorted and kept his eyes on the instruments, as good pilots did. The day when aircraft were flown the way automobiles are driven was long past. A pilot on course, following his flight plan at his assigned altitude, might look through his windscreen once in ten minutes. The remainder of the time he paid strict attention to his hundreds of instrument dials, which were there to tell him whether he was going to stay in the air or not.


  Paul Holloway had his own instruments to pay attention to. He was barely aware of what Sammy Walters was doing. The subject of alien spaceships had drifted back into its compartment in his mind, where it belonged while he tended the gauges that told him how long the plane was going to stay in the air. His actions were automatic.


  Sue Painter frowned unhappily as she watched the water bubble up through the top half of the Silex. She couldn’t remember ever working a flight as weird as this one. First poor Mrs. Elston, who wanted to die, and then Mr. Tolliver, who had written that book about Venus. And that rugged-looking Lance Shawnee, with the bleached hair. Lance Shawnee! She was going to find out about that phony name and the dye job if it was the last thing she did on this flight.


  Sue Painter wondered if he wasn’t running from the police, or something. She was grateful for Mr. Huntingford, who looked like he might be able to handle trouble, and for Mr. Guild, who looked like a sensible man even if he was so stuffy.


  She turned off the burner under the Silex and let the coffee start trickling down. She began making up luncheon trays, wishing she wasn’t so nervous. There was no real reason for feeling that way—it was just that on a flight that felt as funny as this one, you half expected something to happen.


  Percival Guild looked down at the board. Everything was laid out, except for the three cards he held in his hand. Now, if the bottom card was the nine of clubs, then the eight of hearts and seven of spades ought to be behind it, in that order. He might be wrong. He might lose.


  He turned the three cards over. The bottom card had been the nine, with the eight and seven behind it. He nodded with satisfaction, laid them down in their proper places even though there was no real need to, and methodically moved the cards in each suit, in proper order, onto their proper ace. Though, of course, there was no real need to do that, either. It was just that, in moving them, he might still make a mistake and thus lose the game.


  He made no mistakes, but this way he had given his invisible opponent the benefit of every possible doubt. He picked up the cards and began to shuffle them carefully. He looked up for a moment, out through his window. Birds, he thought to himself, and bent his head to watch his shuffling.


  Two seats in front of Percival Guild, Mike Hogan nudged Lemuel Tolliver and pointed. “Hey—look at that’.”


  Lemuel Tolliver bent sideward, across his lap, and craned his thin neck. “Nooo . . .”


  Mrs. Elston sat looking at nothing. Blake Huntingford was doing the same.


  Sammy Walters’ thinking was conditioned by his training. Coming out of patch cloud, he thought. Won’t ever see us in time. Flying line ahead—the first one’s the only one with a chance to see us at all. Okay. He’s pulling up. Maybe. . . . No! Damn that second man—didn’t he see his leader pull up? Didn’t he see? What’s the matter with a dumb knucklehead like that! “Duff!”


  ISA 106’s cabin was pressurized. When the spaceship’s leading edge chopped into her, it was as though an axe had struck a vacuum bottle.


  There were sixteen of the ships in all—four flights of four each, not that it mattered to ISA 106—and the wing commander had managed to pull up at the last moment and get clear. His wingman had almost made it, as well, but he had tried a banking turn instead of a straight pull up, for instinctive reasons that were irrevocably buried in the history of his childhood. It was a question of one man reacting one way to a situation, and succeeding, because he was the way he was, and of another man reacting another way, and failing. Even so, ISA 106 was not quite cut in two. She hung in the sky, still holding flying speed, though her back was broken and flying debris had seriously injured her port wing. Fire was licking back from her outboard engine nacelle, and an aileron was in the process of disintegrating. For another moment or two, she could fly, though the cabin air had blown her passenger compartment out as cleanly as an artillery shell whirling up the barrel of a cannon.


  The wing commander took it all in at a glance, already far beyond the collision scene. There was the native airliner, crabbing sideward from the shock, battered ragdolls trailing from the mortal gash in her silvery hide. Over there were the ships of his wing, scattered all over the sky in confusion. He looked for his wingman’s ship, and found it; he muttered a relieved oath—it was flying, still airworthy. Whether it was still vacuum tight was another matter, but that could wait.


  The wing commander spun his ship around its vertical axis, using maximum aperture on his perimeter jets. He cracked his fuel feed control open as far as it would go, and literally blazed across the sky to get back to the native aircraft. Something had to be done for those people. He prayed most of them were still alive.


  And now, as he reversed course, the sound of highspeed atmospheric flight caught up with him. For three hours, his flight had been outrunning the noise of its own passage, as twelve massive objects tore through the air, displacing more cubic feet of space than any lightning bolt ever spawned. It was as though an entire storm had saved its energy for one titanic bolt; as though a mountain of air had rushed to fill the emptiness it left, and, rushing, met another mountain head on.


  The sound crashed against his ship, against the entire wing, against ISA 106. It echoed from the tortured ground below, and shook the air with fury. Raw, raging hammerblows lashed and raved above Indiana, and all of Hell’s artillery could not have matched them.


  Sue Painter had been sucked out of the service compartment and thrown out through the opening in the cabin. She had broken an arm on the edge of the service compartment door, but it was a clean simple fracture, and, given time, could heal perfectly.


  Mrs. Elston had been plucked from her seat and cannoned free of the plane. Her purse followed her, knocking Lemuel Tolliver unconscious, and throwing his eyeglasses off his face. He shot out into the sky, spread-eagled and whirling. Mike Hogan followed him, pounded by the seat backs over which the rushing air hurled him. Blake Huntingford knew only that something like a nearmiss by a bomb had intruded on his darkness. Now he felt a great wind pulling at him, different from the one great gust that had whirled and battered him. He wondered if he might not be falling.


  All of them were falling. The pressure difference between the cabin and the outside air, at ISA 106’s altitude, had not been great enough to do them much physical damage. But all of them were falling.


  Duffy Scott and Sammy Walters had been in their seats, which were designed to keep the pilots from being jounced about. Neither of them had his safety belt buckled, but the seat design resisted the storm of expanding air long enough to keep them near the controls. Both of them had been plucked up, finally, and thrown against the overhead instruments before they fell back. Blood was running from cuts in their heads; both of them were conscious, and both of them had their hands back on the controls. But they were falling, too.


  Paul Holloway had been blown off his seat and out into the passenger cabin. Before he could travel the long distance from the forward cabin, through the crew rest compartment, and up the length of the passenger cabin, the storm inside ISA 106 was dead. He lay in the aisle, sobbing a breath. He looked up, saw Percival Guild, and sobbed again, while he fell with the dying aircraft. Disorder was all about him.


  Percival Guild, with his cardplayer’s mind, had been the only passenger to sum up something of what had happened while it was still happening. A great many things went through his mind as he covered the short distance between his seat and the gash through which the raging air was pouring. Only he clearly heard the thunder that enveloped the airplane, and only he would have interpreted it as the sound of Doom.


  He saw the jagged lips of torn metal, and saw that unless he floundered now, he would pass safely between them. Somehow, in that split second, he was able to arch his neck. He was able to smile. He was serene. There leas credit and debit in the order of the universe. There was logic, precision . . . borrowing and repayment. The Minneapolis police had come at last.


  Percival Guild felt an enormous blow against his throat, and wondered that so sharp an edge could still hurt so much.


  Duffy Scott hung grimly to the control yoke. 106 was trying desperately to fall off on one wing, and he fought all of her wounded weight with his arms and shoulders. He made an unintelligible sound at Sammy Walters, but the copilot was already cranking the trim tab controls, trying to compensate for the lost aileron. Somehow, one of them tripped the extinguisher controls on the burning engine, and the nacelle vanished in a cloud of carbon dioxide.


  106 was shuddering, her tall section writhing. Her keel spar held, but was powerless to resist shearing forces. In another moment, 106 would snap apart into two unflyable masses of aircraft metal.


  Duffy Scott knew it, and Sammy Walters knew it. But they went on trying. The Indianapolis field was only a few miles away. It might as well have been on another planet, but the thing to do was to keep trying. Sammy Walters feathered the propeller on the dead engine. Duffy Scott called for practically no throttle on the two sound starboard engines, and full power on the one operating portside motor, in an attempt to turn 106 without throwing strain on her rudder. They lost speed sickeningly, and hundreds of feet of altitude, but that was just as well if they could do it without using the elevators. The starboard aileron was already set to push its wing down, to keep 106 level at all costs.


  106 yawed, but refused to turn. The keel spar shrieked in agony. Duffy Scott bit through his lower lip.


  “Listen—Sam: I’m going to try reversing pitch on one of the right-hand props. Get it to push, instead of pull. Maybe that’ll turn us.”


  “Snap us in two.”


  Duffy Scott nodded in agony. “I know. I know. But maybe it won’t.”


  They felt a jar under the port wingtip, and another under the starboard. They looked out.


  The wing commander now worked frantically to coordinate his spaceship’s controls. He had to balance a major portion of the native airliner’s weight against the amount of engine power he could divert to the ducted fans that kept his ship hovering, and at the same time match velocity and direction with the airliner. But it was working out. The hovering fans on the underside of his ship were whirling at a pace that would burn out their shaft bearings very soon, but they were meanwhile pressing his spaceship against the underside of one of the airliner’s wings. At the other wingtip, another of the ships from his flight was doing the same. Now a third ship moved in under the airliner’s nose, and formed the third leg of a stable supporting platform. At the same time, all three spaceships as a unit were matching the airliner’s forward speed and sideward yaw.


  It was fantastic airmanship, even for men who had been flying as a unit for years. But the wing commander felt no satisfaction from it. Equally bad airmanship had created this situation in the first place.


  He still had no time to think about things for very long. He half stood in his seat and motioned frantically to the pair of natives in the airliner’s control cabin. He hoped he would not have to resort to radio, and waste time trying to find their particular frequency. He sighed when one of the natives finally understood, and cut his power. Slowly, the airliner’s propellers ran down to a stop. Gradually, the interlocked spaceships and airliner lost forward motion, and came to a hovering stop in the sky. Suddenly it was still as death, with only the high altitude wind moaning over the airliner’s fuselage, and the sound of metal creaking came clearly through the hulls of all four craft. The airliner’s tail section trembled.


  Far below them, Lemuel Tolliver’s eyeglasses shattered on the ground.


  Sammy Walters looked at Duffy Scott. “What do we do now?”


  Scott shook his head wearily. “We get out of here before the whole business slips off those saucers, or whatever they are.”


  “They look like saucers to me.”


  “All right!” Scott yelled with sudden, nerve-torn violence. “They’re saucers. Now let’s get the passengers out of here, somehow.”


  Paul Holloway chuckled tensely behind them. He swayed against the compartment divider, holding one hand to his broken cheekbone. “Nobody in there to worry about. Everybody got blown out except for one little guy. And he’s hanging there with a hunk of aluminum through his neck. Got him in the carotid, I’d say—blood all over the place. So there’s just the three of us to worry about.”


  “Lord,” Sammy Walters muttered. He wiped trickles of his own blood out of his eyes and peered out the cabin windows. “How we going to work this?”


  “Climb out on the wings, I guess, and try and cross over into those saucers.”


  “Sounds good. It’s a long way down, Duff.”


  “You want to stay on board and find out just how long?”


  Sammy Walters shook his head quickly. “No—not me, Duff. I’m going.”


  “All right.” Duffy Scott tried to keep on thinking. It was an effort. “I don’t think those things’ll take more than one of us apiece. Sammy, you try for the one on the port wing. Paul, you take starboard. I’m going to try going over the nose.”


  Sammy Walters turned pale. “Man, there isn’t a handhold or a flat surface anywhere there, Duff. You’ll slip off for sure.”


  “You do what I said!” Duffy Scott shrilled. “You and Paul go back in the cabin, smash a couple of windows over the wings, and get going. You leave me to do things my way. I’m the captain here, damn it!” He was terrified of what he’d have to do. The DC-7b’s nose was sharply rounded, and the saucer rested under it in such a way that he would have to inch his way out to the very tip and then slide off, with thousands of feet of empty air only inches away from the only place his feet could touch. He saw the saucer’s pilot beckoning him frantically, his perfectly human-looking face urgent behind the tinted glass of his flight helmet, and he knew how little time they had. There was a grinding jar as the aircraft slipped a little on the saucer’s curved flanks, and the three spaceships jockeyed frantically to hold 106 steady.


  Sammy and Paul were already on their way back toward the passenger cabin, moving cautiously to keep the airliner in balance. Duffy Scott crossed himself, slipped off his shoes, and used one of them to crash out the glass in a forward window. He wormed his way over the instrument panel and out through the shattered window frame. He pressed his flat palms to the gritty aluminum skin, and inched his way around. Hugging the nose with his arms and thighs, he began pushing backwards, hoping that when he felt himself slip, the saucer and not emptiness would be under his feet. He pressed his cheek against the rivetted skin, and did not raise his head. The wind ruffled coldly through his uniform, and he prayed.


  I’m scared, he suddenly realized. I’m scared white. I’m shaking, and sick to my stomach, and if I miss I know I’ll scream and beat the air with my hands all the way down.


  He pushed himself backward the final inch. He felt himself sliding irrevocably down over the steep curve of the nose tip. The ends of his fingers were bleeding. He shut his eyes.


  Suddenly his feet were on a firm surface. Through his thin socks, he could feel the texture of the saucer’s metal. He took a gulping breath and pushed himself off-balance backward. He fell onto the saucer’s deck, full-length and on his back. He rolled over with infinite slowness, made it, and scrabbled up the slope to the cockpit bubble. The pilot had it unlatched. Duffy Scott crawled in, wedged himself in the cramped space behind the pilot’s seat, and fought the terrible sickness in his stomach. He hugged the seat back and rested his face against the cool leather. He looked up for a moment and saw Paul Holloway and Sammy Walters wave from the saucers they’d crawled out to. He lifted a hand feebly.


  The stricken DC 7 was surrounded by hovering saucers. He saw that some of them had extra people in them, and realized that somehow those enormously skillful pilots had managed to match speeds with falling human beings and catch them on their broad decks. It looked, at first glance, as if everybody except that one dead passenger was accounted for.


  But he couldn’t be sure. He’d forgotten how many of them there were—whether he’d missed one, or forgotten to count in Sue Painter, or what. He raised his hands and began carefully counting on his fingers. Somewhere out on the nose of ISA 106, Duffy Scott had turned into an old man.


  The wing commander looked around. All of the natives were accounted for—at least, those he’d seen spewed out of the airliner. “Is there anybody left inside?” he asked the crewmember he’d picked up.


  “No,” Sammy Walters said. “Except for one corpse.”


  “We did kill one, then?”


  “You did.”


  The wing commander wiped a hand under the tilted faceplate of his helmet. “I’m sorry.”


  “Nothing you can do about it now.”


  “No.” The wing commander wondered if his voice sounded as sick to the native as it did to him.


  But there was no time to delay. He would have liked to recover the body, but that was out of the question. Already his instrument board was half red with trouble lights as his ship slowly came apart under the strain of supporting the airliner. And off to the north, silver arrows were buzzing up at them like angry wasps. Usually the native fighter interceptor commands could be outrun and outmaneuvered, but not when your own ship was pinned down.


  “What now?” Sammy Walters asked him.


  “We have to get back to our carrier ship. At least a fourth of my command isn’t even airworthy any more. If I don’t land them soon, they’ll be in serious trouble. He did not mention that his own ship was one of the ones that might burn out their motors at any instant.


  He spoke into his command microphone, and eased his ship backward, in synchronized motion with the other two ships holding ISA 106.


  With a grind of scraping metal, the airliner slid free. She dropped like a stone for hundreds of feet. Then she picked up flying speed, and her nose struggled up. She flew for a moment, trembling on the verge of a spin. Then she broke apart, piece after piece plunging to Earth.


  The wing commander sadly watched her fall. Then his wingman moved up into position, and the remainder of the wing came into formation. With a mumbled prayer, the wing commander fed power to his drive jets. Somehow, they held, though he heard circuit breaker after circuit breaker crack open behind the control panel. Half his ship was dead, but it would still fly forward.


  The formation passed over the oncoming native interceptors at maximum acceleration, and blazed toward the mother ship hiding in the aurora borealis.


  Mrs. Elston looked around at the interior of the mother ship with eyes that had no yardsticks to measure this kind of immensity. The rows of parked little saucers inside the floodlighted hangar deck looked like so many metal buttons laid out in a row on a bureau top. The girders overhead were like the arches of an enormous cathedral, and the noises; the hoot of warning sirens as service trucks dodged around the saucers, the echoes of mechanics’ feet, the clang of service hatches being opened—all these were like the sounds of the biggest railroad station in the world.


  The youngster who had piloted them through the opening in the mother ship’s hull—the same amazing young man who had caught her in mid-air like a flap jack on a spatula—carefully lifted her down to the hangar floor. “All right now, ma’am?” he asked anxiously.


  “Fine, thank you.” She winced familiarly at the accustomed pain of her weight on her ankles. She looked around again, and at the young man, who was about six feet tall, had blonde hair and blue eyes, and looked as if he didn’t eat as much as he should. “Is this Russia?” she asked.


  The young man gravely shook his head. “No, ma’am. This is a big flying saucer—like an aircraft carrier. We’re from Venus.”


  “Then why do you speak English?”


  “So you’ll be able to understand me, ma’am,” he answered politely. “Now you’d better come along with me. We’ve got to get off the deck so they can move our ships to the service area.”


  “What are you going to do with us?”


  The youngster shook his head worriedly. “I don’t know, ma’am. It’s always a mess when something like this happens.” He offered her his arm, and she took it thankfully. Walking wasn’t easy with her ankles.


  As they walked toward a group of people—more saucer pilots, and the rest of the passengers from the airplane, she saw—she turned her head constantly, finding something new to look at every minute.


  “Venus, huh?” Sammy Walters was saying to the wing commander. “You sure don’t look it.”


  “There’s no reason to believe the human race is restricted to one planet,” the wing commander answered patiently. He felt tired clear through to his bones, and the trouble wasn’t half over yet. He thought of the dead man they’d left in the airliner’s cabin, and guilt sapped at him. But that was still no reason to keep this man with him in a state of mystification. The wing commander sighed. Duty meant meeting the small obligations, as well as the larger. “We estimate that human beings could live on at least half the planets we know of. You have no idea how tough the human race is, or how faithfully it propogates itself.”


  “But—where did it all start? Where’d we come from in the first place?”


  “I don’t know. The theory is we’re from outside the Solar System entirely. Or else, God created our ancestors simultaneously on many planets. You have a choice of explanations—or, perhaps those’re just two ways of describing the same thing.”


  He could understand the Earthman’s natural desire to have things explained. He’d feel the same way himself. But it was wearing, nevertheless, to have to lecture on anthropology when all the time he was trying to think of what defense his wingman could bring at the court-martial. The fact that the same court would try him, and undoubtedly assign the greater part of the responsibility for the accident to him as commanding officer, was not of as much concern to him.


  Sue Painter clutched her broken arm and tried not to sob. She could barely pay attention to anything around her, it hurt so much. The pilot who’d picked her up was saying comforting things about a doctor being on his way up, but that made very little impression on her.


  Then she heard somebody call her name, and come running across the hangar toward her. “Sue!”


  It was Sammy Walters. She’d never thought much about him one way or another, but now when he put his arm around her waist, she leaned against its warmth and felt better.


  “What kind of fuel do you use?” Paul Holloway was asking a pilot. “How about reaction mass? What about that hull shape—cooling surface for atmospheric entry, and heat collector for spaceflight, right? Can you give me your cruising range in miles? How does that stand up at top speed? Just one powerplant, with selective linkages to your steering jets, your hovering fans, or your drive, or all three, right? How long is your pilot training program?” He had completely forgotten his cheekbone. He did not even notice that it hurt him to talk.


  Blake Huntingford had fallen through fog, wondering what had picked him up and bruised him so badly. At first he had difficulty in breathing, but that was soon over. Instead, his ears popped violently with pressure change, and a gimlet began boring into his skull, between the eyes, with unrelenting pain that felt like streaks of yellow lightning.


  It became unbearable, and he opened his mouth to cry out. Then it felt as though a chisel had opened his forehead and burst a thick bubble inside. Suddenly he could see; he could see how close he was to onrushing ground. It was as though he had awakened into a nightmare.


  But Blake Huntingford had never had a nightmare in his life. He studied this one with calm detachment as it moved toward its climax with furious speed. Then something nudged his arm, and he forced his head around to see the leading edge of a flying saucer. It was in a flat dive, accelerating at exactly his own speed, and in all the rising universe, only he and the saucer were motionless. It edged under him, and he touched its deck as lightly as a sparrow settling on a branch. The pilot’s cockpit was open, and he found handholds on its edge. Then, fifty feet above the ground, they had begun to rise together. Blake Huntingford, plastered down to the deck by a great hand of wind, had continued to study his nightmare.


  But there were limits to nightmares. Once he had clambered inside the cockpit, and squeezed in behind the pilot, he had realized the simplest explanation was not the correct one.


  It was actually happening, he thought. And as he stood on the mother ship’s hangar deck, he still thought it. He listened intently, trying to make the most of what he could hear, for he had gone blind again as soon as he passed ten thousand feet of altitude.


  Mike Hogan cocked an eyebrow at one of the pilots. “Venus. And how are things on Lhuanna?”


  “Lhuanna?” He was fazed.


  Mike Hogan turned to Lemuel Tolliver, who stood beside him with his eyes watering. Without his glasses, he looked old and helpless. “Wasn’t that the name for Venus, Mr. Tolliver?”


  The spaceship pilot looked at Lemuel Tolliver with sudden interest. “Lemuel Tolliver?” A grin twitched his mouth. “I didn’t recognize you from your photograph. I’ve read your book. Very interesting.” Lemuel Tolliver shrank back, and now there were tears on his cheeks.


  The pilot turned quickly to Mike Hogan. He seemed ashamed of himself, and, looking at Tolliver and thinking of what the man must be going through, Hogan felt the same way. “As a matter of fact,” the Venerian said in a voice that was embarrassed for Tolliver, “we have an interesting situation coming up when you people get out in space yourselves. We don’t speak English at home, of course—we have different nations, with different languages, just like you do. There must be a hundred different names for Venus—though I’ve got to admit I’ve never heard of Lhuanna being one of them—but all of them translate to just one thing.


  What else would it be? It’s the world that was our only home for generations. It was all we knew—the lights in the sky couldn’t conceivably be thought of as anything like the world. That’s what we call it—the world. The ground under our feet. Earth.”


  The eight people from Earth sat together in the compartment that had been given them. Duffy Scott slumped forward in his chair, his face in his hands. Blake Huntingford sat next to him, his hands resting on his knees, his head up, listening. Mrs. Elston was moving softly around the compartment, feeling the texture of the chair upholstery, marveling at it, and going on to the curtains at the port. She peered at everything. Even here, in this one room, there were so many things to look at.


  Paul Holloway sat ignoring everything and silently putting together all the things he’d learned. New compartments in his mind were being filled, and new cross-references established. As he listened to his mind repeat each new fact it touched, his face reflected his joy. Lemuel Tolliver, beside him, sat stiff and withdrawn, his face gaunt. Mike Hogan felt free as air.


  Sue Painter, her arm in a traction splint that let her move it with only a twinge or two of discomfort, huddled up against Sammy Walker. “Wh—what are they going to do to us? Does anyone know? Sammy?”


  “We’ll be all right, Sue.” He squeezed her shoulders.


  “They’ve got to cover up,” Duffy Scott said from behind his hands. He looked up, pale and worn. “They’ve stirred up a terrific fuss, but it’ll die down if we don’t come back. It won’t be forgotten, but there won’t be anything to go on. If we come back, we’ll all have stories to tell. So we’re not going back. At the very least, they won’t let us go back.”


  Blake Huntingford turned his head sharply toward the sound of Duffy’s voice. “Shut up, man,” he said crisply.


  “They’re not going to keep Sue here without a fight,” Sammy Walters said angrily.


  “Whoa, boy,” Mike Hogan said, and they sat looking at each other.


  The wing commander came slowly down the companionway, following the mother ship’s executive officer. He was thinking of his wingman—a sharp, almost brilliant pilot, an excellent officer with an unlimited future, who had simply made one error in judgment. At a thousand miles per hour, six feet was not much of a mistake. But it had been enough. By that six feet, his wingman’s career was ruined, his name disgraced, and his future stolen. In a proud, spacefaring nation, a cashiered officer had very little to look forward to.


  “Is this where they are?” the executive officer asked him sharply. They had stopped in front of a compartment door.


  “Yes, sir. I’ll open it for you.” He did so mechanically, still preoccupied. The ship’s captain had reserved judgment in his own case—possibly because it had been the captain himself who had ordered the training flight. No one could be quite sure where the ultimate responsibility would rest, and the entire mess was going to be carried back to the government at home.


  The wing commander stepped through the doorway first, so he could announce the executive officer. He saw all their faces turn toward him, and he felt a wrench as he thought of the one dead man who had been left behind when the airliner was allowed to crash. That troubled him more than anything else. Almost any accident could be mended, and almost any wrong could be apologized for, and righted. But a man killed was a man killed, and nothing could ever redress it.


  “Our executive officer would like to speak to you,” he told them clumsily, and stepped aside.


  The executive officer was a graying man who would be made captain of the next carrier ship built. He was a captain in everything but rank already. He carried command presence with him like an aura, and his self assurance rested on twenty years’ excellent service. The wing commander might have thought the executive was a little too unbending, but the wing commander also realized that he had only a third of his superior’s experience, and might very well be wrong.


  “First,” the executive rapped out, “I must apologize for the unfortunate accident which has necessitated your coming here. Our entire Service holds itself responsible, and the culpable Service personnel have already been disciplined, or are in the process of so being. I trust this is satisfactory.


  “Now,” he said, having gotten that finished—and why couldn’t the natives learn to get out of the way when something went by?—“now we have to deal with the predicament in which we find ourselves.”


  Mike Hogan looked up. “What predicament is that?”


  “That should be obvious. We are certainly not in a position to let you return to your planet.”


  Duffy Scott laughed. “Tell us something we don’t know.” Sammy Walters tightened his grip on Sue Painter’s shoulders.


  “All right,” Mike Hogan said, “so we can’t go back. What’s the alternative?”


  “You will be taken to Venus and kept there for the rest of your lives. The exact details will have to wait for a directive from higher authority, which is considering your case at the moment. But no matter how you are to be disposed of, you must be taken to Venus and never be permitted to contact your home world again.”


  The wing commander thought that the executive might have chosen a happier way to put it. The phrase “disposed of” had brought a wince of horror from the young woman, and a hostile grimace from the fellow holding her. All the executive officer had meant, in essence, was that until they were safely fitted into some harmless but comfortable niche in Venerian society, their file would perforce remain open, and everyone concerned with it would not be free to go on to something else. Their nation was busy. Service personnel were constantly dealing with one problem or another. Naturally, everyone would want to get this over with. But the executive had thoughtlessly used standard officialese in describing the fact; the wing commander knew, if the executive did not, that most Earthmen would put only one meaning to being disposed of.


  It made him feel even worse to realize this. It was not enough that because of him one of their number was dead, and the rest of them were doomed to permanent exile. Now they had also been exposed to a new emotional shock.


  “What do you care whether we go home or not?” Sammy Walters demanded. “You’ve been coming and going on Earth for years, ignoring anything we might be doing. You go for little cruises across North America, you snoop around all you want to, and you’ve never even admitted knowing we were alive.”


  “Young man.” The executive officer drew himself up. “No doubt you consider your planet to be of great importance. It may very well be, to you. But it is only another human world to us, and one in an earlier stage of development than our own. Let me assure you that we have had everything you have, and have improved on it since. When and if you achieve spatial navigation for yourselves, the question of commercial and diplomatic intercourse may come up. Meanwhile, your planet serves as a convenient training site for our cadets, who must grow accustomed to dealing with foreign planets.


  “However, there is a difference between a native observing a man use a rifle, and that same native gaining a glimmering of what causes a rifle to function. You will assuredly never see your Earth again.”


  Sue Painter whimpered. It was Mike Hogan who stood up and almost accidentally got between the executive and Sammy Walters, who had been tensing himself to jump.


  “Begging your pardon, my friend, but I don’t think you are that far ahead of. us. I haven’t seen anything super-duper yet. I’ve seen stuff we won’t have for a while, but nothing we haven’t thought about. Maybe that colonial administrator tone of voice is something you picked up twenty years ago and forgot to lose?” Mike Hogan grinned pleasantly.


  Some of the air went out of the executive officer, and the wing commander had difficulty restraining his, smile. The Earthman had punctured the executive’s logic in a vital spot.


  But it didn’t matter. The executive was still in the command position. Hidebound or not, he was the official face of Venus.


  We’re human, the wing commander thought. As human as they are. At least as human. We do our best, according to what we think is best—and still we murder and exile them, and insult them, too. It doesn’t matter what I think of the executive or his opinions. I’m one of his people, and I’m tarred with the same brush. We all are. We’re all Venerians to these people, no matter how much we disagree among ourselves.


  The executive barely had his temper under control. “Very well. Do any of you have some plan whereby you may go home and we may be assured you will tell no one what you know, or what happened? Can you conceive of such a possibility? With reporters and government agencies demanding answers? No? I thought so. Then you’re coming to Venus, whether you—or I—like it or not.”


  It was Lemuel Tolliver who broke the silence. “I’d be anxious to go,” he said. The other passengers looked at him in astonishment. “Yes, I’ve been thinking very hard,” he went on. “It’s become obvious to me that I was wrong.” He seemed to be at peace with himself again. “I can’t remember now that the spacemen ever said they were from Venus. I just assumed it. When they took me to their planet, I guess it looked more like what I thought Venus would look like. But it must have been Mars, all along. So I’d be very anxious to go to Venus and bring the Message to your people.” He looked at the executive and the wing commander. “I can’t understand you having spaceships almost as good as theirs and still never having been to Mars. I know you haven’t been, or you would know peace and harmony within yourselves already. It must be the force-shield the spacemen have around their world—around Lhuanna—that keeps you away.”


  No one—not even the executive—said anything for a moment. Then he shrugged and said: “What of the rest of you? Whatever your reasons might be.”


  “Buddy,” Sammy Walters said, “you better make my handcuffs tight.” Sue Painter clung to him wordlessly. “You try and hurt this girl, and you’ll have trouble.”


  The wing commander saw the executive’s neck veins swell. He wished the co-pilot hadn’t been so vehement.


  “If we had any desire to hurt the young lady,” the executive said, “I doubt you’d be able to interfere effectively.”


  Sammy Walters did spring to his feet this time. He stalked toward the executive. “You try something, Buddy, and see what happens to you.”


  The executive looked Sammy Walters up and down. “Very well.” He motioned to the wing commander. “I had hoped to arrive at a gentlemen’s agreement with you people.” He stepped back through the doorway, and the wing commander followed him. “You’ll stay here through the duration of our voyage back. It may please you to know you’ve interrupted a training cruise involving more financial expense than your entire government spends in a year!” The thought made him completely furious. He slammed the door in Sammy Walker’s face and locked it tight.


  “All right!” Sammy Walters exploded ten minutes later. “We’re stuck and we’re going to stay stuck. Except maybe we won’t. I’m going to try and break out of this.”


  “Hey, boy, don’t let that stuffed shirt throw you,” Mike Hogan said. “That’s all he is. The rest of these birds seem pretty decent. Nobody said they had to pull us out of that crash, you know. It would have made things a lot simpler for them if they’d just let us drop and scrammed out of there.”


  “Nobody said they had to hit us in the first place.”


  “They didn’t do it deliberately.”


  Sammy Walters crashed the flat of his palm down on the low table in front of him. “Talk! That’s all it is—talk. Now, look; I say we can break out of this, and get up to the hangar deck. There’s got to be some kind of saucer up there big enough to carry all of us.”


  “Come on, Sam,” Duffy Scott said wearily. “Who flies it?”


  “I fly it! I can fly any damn thing with airfoils, and a few without. What’s more, I kept busy looking over my pilot’s shoulder all the way up here. Anyhow, it’s a chance. That’s more than we’ve got once we get to Venus.”


  Mike Hogan said: “Look, boy—let’s assume you make it to the hangar deck. Let’s assume you find an eight passenger saucer—”


  “Seven,” Mr. Tolliver corrected.


  “Seven. All right—you find this saucer, you get it started, you get out of the mother ship. I’ll give you all of that. What do you do when every saucer on this ship takes out after you?”


  “It’s a chance,” Sammy Walters repeated stubbornly.


  “A damned lousy one.”


  “I think,” Mrs. Elston said gently, “I would like to stay here.” She was examining the lighting fixture, which was a sheet of fluorescent plastic. So many new things to look at. So much to discover. It was like being young again.


  “What?” Sammy Walters exclaimed. “I can understand him, but not you. You’re no crackpot. Or are you?”


  “Watch your language, Sammy,” Paul Holloway said in a detached voice. “I’m not going anywhere either.” Then he went back into himself again, still cataloging the things he’d learned, and making places to fit what he would acquire soon.


  “What’s come over you people?” Sammy demanded. “Duffy, what’re you going to do?”


  Scott shook his head. “I don’t care, one way or another.”


  Sammy Walters scowled at Hogan. “What’s your play? You and the big cheese didn’t do so well.”


  “No,” Hogan said, “no, we didn’t. But I can stand it if he can. See, it doesn’t matter if he likes me or not. I’ve got trained hands to go with my itchy feet. I figure once I turn out to be useful, they’ll let me be a Venusian just like the rest of them.”


  “Venerian,” Blake Huntingford corrected.


  “Funny,” Hogan said, running his hand over his hair. “Ash Holcomb always says Venusian.”


  “For Pete’s sake!” Sammy Walters cried. “You mean Sue and I are going to have to do this alone?”


  “Looks like,” Hogan remarked. “You do what you want, though, boy.” He sat down. He was humming. Sammy-Walters took Sue’s hand and glared at them. Duffy Scott looked down at the floor. Blake Huntingford sat in the dark and reflected that Sammy had left him out of his plans entirely. It nettled him to be thought an old crock.


  The wing commander came silently back down the companionway, with emotions churning inside him.


  He had thought this out for hours, pacing back and forth in his cabin, and now he was here. He had no idea whether what he was going to do was right or wrong. It was at least treacherous. Once an Earthman got back to his home planet with a spaceship, it would only be a matter of time before Earth erupted into the Solar System, equipped with vessels just as good as anything Venus possessed.


  But what was he to do? Here were eight people, certainly convinced they were going to their deaths.


  The thought of the dead passenger weighed heavily on his mind. Perhaps this would compensate, in some measure.


  The hangar deck was practically deserted at this hour, he knew. The mechanics were off watch, and only a few crewmen would still be up there. Most of the ship’s personnel was eating.


  The long range scouts would be parked to one side of the deck, and they would hold seven people with only a little cramming. Two of the Earthmen were trained pilots. He could certainly explain the controls to one of them. Then he had only to jam the hangar roof after they were through it, and they would be safely away.


  As for what would happen to him afterwards . . . well, that would remain to be seen.


  He opened the Earthmen’s compartment door, and Sammy Walters crashed a chair down on his head.


  Sammy took Sue Painter’s hand. He faced the rest of the passengers. “All right. All aboard what’s coming aboard.”


  Blake Huntingford stood up. “I’ll help you. But I need eyes. Get up, Scott.”


  Duffy got to his feet. “All right,” he said expressionlessly.


  “Good. Now,” Huntingford said, “you lead the way, Sammy. Scott, give me your sleeve.”


  Mike Hogan straightened up from the wing commander’s body. “Well, you didn’t quite kill him. I’ll give you that.”


  Sammy paid him no attention. He stepped out into the companionway, still holding Sue Painter’s hand. “Nobody out here. We’re lucky. Okay, let’s see—the hangar deck’s this way.”


  “Lead the way,” Huntingford said. “Scott—you fellow them. And—Sammy—just find yourself a ship for two. Scott and I’ll have things to keep us busy.”


  Duffy Scott shrugged. There wasn’t anything for him on Earth, or anywhere.


  Blake Huntingford turned and faced the remaining passengers. “I don’t think you’ll be in any trouble. Not when you might have escaped but didn’t. Good luck.”


  “Same to you,” Mike Hogan answered gravely. Ten minutes later, he heard the alarm bells.


  “Did they make it?” Blake Huntingford asked Duffy Scott.


  “Yes. They got free. The kid really can fly.”


  Running feet came pounding up all the companionways toward the hangar deck. Blake Huntingford sighed. “Now—hit me between the eyes. As hard as you can. Quick, man!”


  Duffy understood almost immediately. Huntingford’s head snapped back to the force of the blow. He peered into the shadows. “Again!”


  This time, the fog thinned. Floodlights swam before his eyes through a thin veil. As he rubbed his face, he began to make out watery silhouettes. Then his vision cleared a little bit more, and he could see well enough. “Come on!” He picked up two heavy wrenches and handed one to Scott. He ran to the nearest spaceship and began smashing at its undercarriage. “This’ll stop them for a while! Cripple the ones in the front row, Scott. We’ll give them a good tangle to straighten out.”


  Something like excitement ran through Duffy Scott’s veins again. He brought his wrench smashing around at a stilt-like undercarriage prop, and barely got out of the way as the saucer crumpled forward. Metal tore underneath it, and Duffy grinned with satisfaction.


  They ran along the row of parked ships, and the din of their work echoed and reechoed in the hangar like a battle of war gods. Crewmen ran across the hangar floor toward them, but it was already too late. Blake Huntingford stepped up into place beside Duffy, and hefted his wrench. He was laughing aloud.


  Old crock, eh? Well, perhaps, he thought. Perhaps the Venerians had doctors who could repair him. Perhaps he ought never to have started this. But Sammy Walters had made him angry, and Duffy Scott’s apathy had given him something to push against. “What a way and what a place to finish!” he cried with joy, and Duffy, hearing him, recognized the fighting man’s note in his voice.


  Perhaps nothing else could have found one more surge of energy in the used-up husk of Duffy Scott. But Blake Huntingford had done it. They stood shoulder to shoulder, laughing, their weapons ready, as the crewmen swarmed down upon them.


  Far below them, night was falling on the western hemisphere of Earth. Sammy Walters pulled the ship out of its plunging dive, and steadied it. He reached back over his shoulder and touched Sue Painter’s hair.


  The sunset was before them. They flew toward it.


  THE END


  FINAL VOYAGE


  Basil Wells


  The Janelace was a hulk that would never fly again. Even I couldn’t deny that—and I’m the Janelace!


  MYRA LACEY came swiftly down along the muddy ditch of trail that links the spaceport dump with the native city. Grayish ooze coated her plastic mudalls and had splashed as high as her shielded, pert-nosed face.


  She clawed frantically at my outer lock. As she stumbled inside, for the first time I sensed the vibrations of distant flame blasts and paralyzing lectros.


  I knew what that meant. The threatened revolt of the Venusian colonists and their native “Frog” allies had broken out.


  The girl’s feet raced across the inner lock and I felt her hurrying down my empty, rusting corridors toward my galley. As she ran, she threw back the transparent hood designed to shield her wavy mop of bronze from the endless Venusian rain.


  “Peter!” she called. “Volcano—Brand!”


  An unlovely scrawny neck poked out through my open galley door and the gray bearded old head capping it blinked water gray eyes. Suddenly the huge black pipe projecting from the beard vomited smoke and ashes.


  “Myra,” he said sadly, “ain’t I told you not to come busting in here without warning? Here I be wearing just my pants and undershirt. No way to greet the owner of the Janelace.”


  “Volcano!” gasped the girl, “the rebellion has come. They’ve taken over the city and the spaceport. The Earth garrison won’t last a day.”


  “Nice going,” applauded Volcano Manby, his loose-jointed old frame straightening painfully, “maybe now they’ll be work enough to go around. About time Venus was free.”


  “But Volcano, they’re mining the spaceport!” The girl was breathless. “Don’t you understand? My brother Ralph’s with the Earth fleet. Due here next week, all four ships. The rebels will mine the landing port—blow them up!”


  “Myra!” The dark-eyed young man came up behind her with his quick hitching gait. Captain Peter Durfee had lost his leg in a power explosion just off Ganymede, an explosion that had cost him his ship and his job with Planetary Trading. Since then he had been living here in my old rusting hulk with two other unemployed spacers, Volcano and squatty Brand Parker.


  “We’ve got to warn them, Peter.” Myra’s fingers clamped Durfee’s arm nervously. “They’ve stripped all the space freighters in port of their fuel mixers; they can’t take off. I thought maybe your radio beam . . .”


  Durfee shook his head. His straight lips tightened. “I’m sorry, Myra,” he said. “So far all my experiments have bumped into a blank wall. I can’t punch through the Heaviside. Once in space the beam will carry messages for an unlimited distance, depending on the power of the impulse, but we are not in space.”


  “And won’t be,” said Myra bitterly. “If only the Janelace were in shape for a takeoff.”


  Volcano cleared his throat. “The old Janelace’d take off now,” he said, “if we only had a goop mixer. We been working on the old tub these last three years, Myra, patching up the plates and trimming the jets. She’d carry us out into space easy.”


  “But we have no mixer.” Durfee frowned and snapped his fingertips at a fraying cuff. “If the Frogs and the colonists have seized all the mixers, the Janelace is helpless.”


  “Couldn’t we blast off with manual controls?” Myra demanded.


  “And get the life jarred out of us with every blast even if the jets didn’t explode?” Durfee shook his head. “Human bones will stand only so much. The rocket fuel must be fed into the jets in mathematically exact proportions at exact intervals—that’s why we need that robot control.”


  “Nothing to worry about,” a deep hoarse voice roared at Myra’s elbow, and Brand Parker’s squatty scarred body bow-legged past her to face the trio. “Nothing to worry about,” he repeated with a blink of his one good eye.


  “What do you mean, Brand?” Durfee snapped. “Not that I love the Earth fleet so much, but this trap the rebels are planning turns my stomach. When Earth learns of it they’ll really bomb the life out of Venus. If we can prevent the fleet’s destruction, Earth may grant us independence—”


  “The Janelace’ll take off again,” grinned Brand lopsidedly through his ragged pinkish moustache, “yep, she’ll take off again.”


  THE THOUGHT of being in space again made me forget for the moment the conversation of the humans inside my clumsy bulk. A ship in the course of thirty or forty years of use in space absorbs the personalities and knowledge of her crews in a way that’s hard to explain. Perhaps it’s the action of the unshielded radiations out there in the blessed weightlessness of space, or perhaps . . .


  So here I lay in the lowlands below the plateau island of Tular with the thidin vines covering my scaling plates and the ugly debris of Tular City’s city dump heaped around me, and I was dreaming of the chill airlessness of space. I’d still be blasting along out there, I reflected bitterly, if Planetary Trading hadn’t planted one of their men on board to wreck my controls as we braked down for a landing here on Tular.


  I’d been the last of Corwin Lacey’s fleet of spacers to go, and when Corwin Lacey was killed in my final crash his daughter had found work as a waitress in one of Tular City’s smelly cafes. With the stubborn pride of the Laceys, she and her brother had refused to sell my broken hulk for scrap. Someday they had hoped to repair my shattered drive mechanisms and again blast spaceward. Only two of the crew had stayed with me. Old Volcano Manby, the cook, and Brand Parker, a tube man. Later, they had brought a broken, drink-fogged wreck of a man to live with them in their quarters—the now trimlooking, graying-haired young captain without a ship, Peter Durfee.


  And for three long years I’d wallowed in the sour smell of gray Venusian mudland with the scaly yellow vallids scrabbling lizard-like across my plates and nesting in my rocket tubes, while the nik-nik brush and snaky twining thidin vines closed in to bury me from the sight of men. . . .


  “BRAND, YOU dirty pirate!” Captain Durfee’s voice was suddenly more alive and vibrant with excitement than I had ever heard it before. “Not that I blame you for not reporting your discovery of that missing Planetary freighter before, but—ten crated mixers!”


  “Wouldn’t have got more than fifty credits reward for finding them,” grumpled Brand. “No more than fifty. Nope. Wouldn’t buy another mixer for the Janelace.”


  “This may save Ralph’s neck, and block a real war with Earth, Myra!” Durfee’s arm was tight around the girl’s waist, and she seemed pleased that it was there. I may be a welded conglomeration of metal and plastics, but I know what love means. They were just finding out.


  Volcano grumbled. His pipe had gone out, and he was ladling a new charge of homegrown greenish tobacco into its amazingly capacious maw.


  “A goop mixer weighs quarter of a ton,” he said. “You said the wreck’s three miles out in the swamp. How do we get one of them here? Fly it out? Or hire a half dozen swamp Frogs to freight it out on their backs?”


  “We’ll use mud boats.” Captain Durfee’s voice was crisp and incisive. “Today we’ll check over the ship and get it ready for space. I imagine the vallids have fouled up the jets again with their nests; they’ll have to be cleaned out. Check up on the two spacesuits, Brand, we may need them if the Janelace cracks open on the takeoff.”


  “Do I smell something burning?” Myra wrinkled her generous uptilted nose.


  “My stew!” Volcano dashed madly into the galley.


  “You boys haven’t eaten yet?” Myra smiled. “Of course not. I came back from the city when I first heard the news. The boss will be firing me if I don’t hurry back.”


  “He’ll never miss you.” Durfee laughed. “There’ll be so much excitement in Tular City today that there’ll be no eating. Better stick around for lunch.”


  “What you having, Volcano?” Myra called.


  “Vallid steaks and stew,” Volcano admitted gloomily. “With thidin shoots and nik-nik fruit on the side,” groaned Durfee. “That’s our regular diet here aboard the Janelace. If it wasn’t for the stale bread and cakes Brand wangles from the wife of some city baker we’d get indigestion.”


  “Why, Brand!” Myra grinned cheerfully at the tubeman’s reddening face. “I’m learning a lot about you today.”


  She turned to Durfee. “Sorry, Peter,” she said sweetly, “but I think I’ll eat at the cafe today. I’ll get enough swamp food after we blast off for Earth.”


  With a squeeze of Durfee’s arm she was gone back along my corridor. She adjusted the transparent hood of her mudalls as she opened my outer lock and went out into the misty thickness of the outer atmosphere.


  “She thinks we’ll take her along!” Durfee rubbed at his bleached-out square chin. “But she can’t go. I doubt if we have fuel enough to more than escape Venus’ drag. There’ll be no landing on Earth or any other planet.”


  “One way trip?” Brand scratched at his scraggly pink locks with a thick-nailed thumb. “Oh well, suits me fine, m just fine. Be good to see the stars again. Stars and sun. Good place to die. Yep, good place.”


  Volcano’s pipe jutted around the door-frame. Smoke belched. “Ain’t you spacers hungry?” he demanded. “Fill up. We got plenty work to do.”


  “LEAVE the dishes, Volcano.” Durfee was strapping on one of his ancient revolvers, one of the dozens salvaged from the tons of debris heaped around my resting place. “We’re going out to take a look at the wreck.”


  “Follow my directions carefully,” warned Brand, “in this everlasting fog you can lose your way easily. Lose it very easily. Maybe I better go along. Maybe I better.”


  “You have work enough here checking the tubes and the wiring,” said Captain Durfee as he zippered shut the front of his patched yellowish mudalls. “If you get all the vallid nests dug out before we get back, you can gather thidin shoots, mush roots, and shoot a few more vallids.”


  “Yessir,” said Brand. Now that an emergency had come the old easy relationship was gone. Durfee was the captain now.


  Volcano struggled and wriggled his lanky warped old body into another of the yellowed plastic envelopes that are standard equipment for mudland colonists on Venus, and with his unlit pipe clenched between his teeth followed Durfee out of the galley. I saw them go down to the vine-hidden dock where their two flat-bottomed swamp boats were tied, and then the swirling grayish mist swallowed them.


  Deep down inside my vitals, Brand worked with wrenches and blowtorch. He checked over the crude but sturdy repairs they had made upon my twisted plates and framework. He tested the circuits that operated the emergency locks and the individual fire controls of each of my sixty-seven major and minor jets. And on the swivel joints of the dozens of hydroponic tanks, where the oxygen-freeing green growths of three worlds luxuriated, he squirted oil.


  Then he went outside to check my jets. The wooden plugs that sealed off their narrow mouths were covered with fungus and purple mould, so he did not touch them; but half a dozen of my main jets had been invaded by the lizard-like vallids and these he set about ejecting from their snug nests. Brand knew that any obstruction, even the eggs or bony-plated body of a vallid, might cause the rocket tubes to explode. The jets must be cleared of all foreign matter.


  Brand grinned suddenly, his scarred face twisting. “They hate smoke,” he said, “especially tobacco smoke. Yep, tobacco smoke. Remember when Volcano drove off half a dozen of ’em with that pipe of his.”


  A quick trip back into his quarters yielded about four pounds of the flaky greenleaved tobacco that Volcano smoked. This he divided into six piles and heaped deep inside the tubes. A moment later six trickles of acrid smoke rolled sluggishly out into the shifting dank fog.


  The tube man scurried for the shelter of my outer lock—nor was he a moment too soon. For from the jets’ interiors vallids came boiling out, great five-foot lengths of black-splotched yellowish ferocity with snaggle-toothed long snouts gaping savagely. Behind the males came the shorter-snouted females, their eight stubby legs clawing them along, and their jaws champing angrily as they kept up an eternal complaining whistle.


  Most of the vallids headed for the swamplands at once but two of the more persistent required a touch or two of Brand’s flameblast before they retreated. After that it was a simple matter to rake out the empty nests, and the few lopsided reddish eggs in two of them, before turning an air hose into the jets.


  Brand plugged the cleaned jets before he left, and spent the remainder of the day polishing up my corroded controlroom metal. From time to time he peered out the porthole facing the landing dock, and by chance saw the return of Durfee and Volcano Manby.


  They were not alone. Five of the short, gray-skinned Frogs, the naked web-footed natives of the Venusian swamplands, were with them, and balanced on a framework linking the two mud boats sat the crated cube that was a fuel mixer!


  He hurried down the soupy slope to join them as they brought the boats ashore. With the help of the natives the mixer was on the semisolid mud of the landing before he reached them.


  “We’ll be blasting off in the morning,” said Durfee tautly.


  “How about the natives?” Brand asked, frowning. “Won’t they report our having a goop mixer? Won’t they?”


  “These are swampers.” Durfee barked something at the Venusians in their native tongue and they heaved up on the poles lashed across the mixer’s bulk. “They don’t know there’s been a revolt yet. By the time they do report us we’ll be gone—or dead!”


  The five Venusians and the three Earthmen staggered up the sticky slope, their feet sinking deep into the quaggy gray soil. Once they reached the cargo lock, however, Durfee ordered the mixer set down.


  “Go get your tobacco, Volcano,” ordered Captain Durfee. “About a pound for each man. And give them five of those necklaces you’ve been making of plastic bottle tops.”


  “LUCKY I HAD another four pounds of tobacco stored away,” said Volcano half an hour later as they eased the mixer down upon its permanent mountings in the engine room. “Those Frogs cleaned out the rest of it.”


  Brand chuckled, choked and then snorted loudly again. “You’ll be sucking a dry pipe this flight, Volcano,” he said. “I used that extra tobacco you had hidden to smoke out the vallids.”


  Volcano lunged at the squatty spaceman, his long legs tripping over the rollers they had used in transporting the mixer from the cargo lock. He sprawled into Brand, knocking him down too. They rolled over and over on the deck, the waterproof strips of the mixer’s protective envelope tangling around them stickily. Brand’s fists thudded meatily into Volcano’s skinny ribs, and the lanky cook’s sharp elbows jabbed savagely into Brand’s sides and face.


  Durfee reached down and jerked the two men apart. He grinned boyishly, his face shedding for the moment the dour lines gained in the preceding gloomy four years.


  “Won’t you ever grow up?” he demanded. “Go out and get some nik-nik leaves, Volcano. You used to smoke them before you started growing your own tobacco.”


  Volcano growled something under his breath and headed for the galley.


  “Let’s get this mixer hooked up tonight, Brand,” said Durfee, “so if we have to blast off in the forenoon, after Myra leaves for work, we’ll be ready to go.


  “Only,” he paused and his dark eyes were pained. “Don’t tell her we’re ready to leave. Let her think she’s going with us.”


  BUT WITH the steaming morning light of the hidden sun I knew that Myra was destined to go with us on our mad flight into outer space. For, from the mile-distant barrier that surrounded the spaceport, a column of armed Frogs and revolting colonists was marching raggedly toward us.


  I tried to warn Volcano as he worked over his stove in the galley, but the creaking of a slightly loosened girder and the rattle of an electrical cable beneath my deck could carry no message to the lanky old cook’s hairy ears.


  He was grumbling as he sucked at his empty pipe, and when he put down a dish he landed it with an emphatic slam. And the party of rebellious Venusians was slogging steadily nearer.


  Captain Peter Durfee was working over a chart in the navigation blister. A filing cabinet was bolted to the deck behind him and I fought the worn bolt that secured its left corner. Suddenly the metal parted and Durfee’s head snapped up with the sound. His eyes glanced momentarily outside, as I had hoped they would, and he saw the shadowy outlines of the approaching force.


  He snapped over the worn switch of the intercommunication system and pressed the little red stud in its side. The staccato buzz of the general alarm echoed through the metal hollowness of my four hundred feet of rusting metal—the signal to prepare to abandon ship, or prepare for crash landing.


  “Brand!” he barked into the mouthpiece, “we’ve got to unplug the main jets. Don’t bother with the auxils; we can remove them in space if the cold doesn’t shrink them enough to drop out. I’ll take care of the braking jets in the bow.


  “Volcano!” He waited for the cook’s reply. “There’s a party of Venusians coming. Get one of the converted gas rifles and cover me when I try to free the braking jets. Don’t shoot to kill; we’re on their side only they don’t know it.”


  Under his breath Durfee cursed as he snapped off the switch. If only he had insisted that Myra Lacey get a room in Tular City, rather than keep on living aboard . . .


  He slipped into his plastic mud gear and ran out of my forward lock, a hammer and short pointed bar in his hands. Quickly he drove the bar into one of my sealed tubes with a rap of the hammer and jerked at the plug. With a plop the plug came free, and he hurried on to my next braking jet.


  Ten of the twelve jets in my blunt bow were free when the Venusians came within range. They came forward then at the double, their flame blasts breathing searing yellow jets, and their paralyzing lectros snapping and crackling as their invisible bolts of energy lashed out at Durfee. Pale nik-nik brush and the pulpy purple-veined vines of thidin blackened and withered all around Durfee but the young spacer doggedly worked away at his task of clearing the jets.


  The cough of a gas gun, one of the ancient rifles equipped with a pressure tank of rocket fuel instead of utilizing water-hungry gunpowder, sounded then, and sudden bursts of explosive bullets threw up jets of mud in the attackers’ faces. They hugged the ground, slithering quickly into the water-filled depressions that would afford some measure of protection. Old Volcano Manby was in action at last.


  Durfee cleared the last two jets quickly, and jumping down from the half-rotten scaffolding of poles that reached almost to my forward control blister, he racted back toward the main driving jets. For there had come the fog-muffled sounds of battle from there.


  A party of Frogs had circled down along the swamp and come by boat to take Brand by surprise from the rear. The jets were clear, but Brand crouched behind a spongy fallen log while the Frogs poured a barrage of flame at his shelter. Steam poured upward, but as yet Brand was untouched.


  Captain Durfee shouted as he rounded the blunt swell of my side, tugging at the rebuilt old revolver, also gas-operated, in his waterproof holster. The Frogs lost all stomach for battle as he poured explosive bullets in their general direction, and they headed back toward the swamp.


  “Let’s go, Brand!” shouted Durfee yanking at the dazed oldster’s shoulder.


  Brand weaved to his feet, sweat pouring down his face and soaking his ragged pink moustache. He blinked his one good eye. Steam was yet pouring from his patched mudalls.


  “Broiled like a lobster,” he whispered hoarsely. “Broiled alive.”


  DURFEE fed a warming blast into my jets. I felt new life quiver through my ancient frame, and I sensed the insidious tug of the swamp mud at my lower plates. Volcano climbed down from the upper blister where he had been holding off the attackers and hurried into my galley. There were loose dishes to be battened down before the takeoff. And Myra Lacey strapped herself into one of the worn pressure seats in my control room ready for the initial shock of the blast-off.


  “First pancakes in two months,” grumbled Volcano, champing savagely at his lifeless pipe, “and we can’t eat em.


  “I hope that number five doesn’t blow,” muttered Brand uneasily as he checked the gauges deep down in my vitals, “we patched her up as best we could but . . .”


  “Ready, darling?” asked Durfee as he sent another, hotter, blast roaring out into the sticky dankness of the mudlands.


  “Any time,” smiled Myra. She bit her lip. “Blast off,” she said, “any time you’re ready, Peter.”


  “Volcano—Brand,” Durfee said crisply into the intercom mouthpiece, “blasting off.”


  His hand tugged downward gently on the controls that linked with the mixer. The blasting of my jets deepened and steadied. I quivered and fought back at the hungry fingers of the swamp. The slimy mud slipped suddenly from my rusty old plates and the rotted scaffolding at my bow crumpled as I surged skyward at an almost horizontal angle.


  Steering jets thundered at Durfee’s trained touch. I curved upward more steeply, the endless clouds of Venus smothering all vision of what lay behind us. I felt a main drive tube explode, but I bored onward. I was empty, my cargo bins hollow and my fuel tanks less than a third full. When I was younger three jets could have carried me beyond the tug of Venusian gravity.


  “We’ll chart a course about Venus,” Durfee was saying breathlessly, “that will make the Janelace a satellite. Then when the Earth fleet comes within range of my radio beam we can warn them.”


  He smiled rather grimly at Myra. “That’s providing the Janelace holds together long enough to reach such an orbit,” he added.


  And at that moment, as the secondary cloud envelope of Venus thinned and the sun shone through, I felt my plates grinding and my inner girders twisting. The stress of the blastoff, and now the sudden decrease in the outer atmospheric pressure on my weakened structure, was too much for me. Great sections of my skin ripped free. Air hissed out through a thousand rents, and automatic doors clanged shut. Alarm lights blinked. Buzzers went mad.


  The control room was intact, and down in the tube room Brand was clamping shut the helmet of one of the two spacesuits hanging there. He yelped through the intercom that he was all right.


  “How about you, Volcano?” Durfee asked.


  He heard a connected string of warmly purple space oaths. “I’ll be okay,” he roared, “if these pancakes hold out.”


  “Pancakes!” gasped Captain Durfee blankly.


  “Yep.” The sound of teeth grinding on a pipestem was plainly audible. “I’m plastering them on the leaks. They freeze fast as the air pressure squeezes ’em through.”


  Durfee laughed. “Once we hit our orbit we’ll rig up some low pressure patches and link the galley and the control room together. Until then keep the pancakes working.”


  “Yes, sir!” agreed Volcano emphatically. “I will!”


  A MATTER of twenty-four hours later a cruiser out near Lunar, pirate-patrolling, answered Captain Durfee’s beamed radio call, and a rescue ship, a freighter, headed in our direction. The warning of the Venusian rebels’ trap was relayed to Earth by means of a speedy two-man jetter. And word was flashed back along Durfee’s beam that Venus had been granted autonomy only three days before by the World Union! Their rebellion had been needless!


  The unshielded sun of space felt good on my old plates. There was no relentless drag of gravity here to warp and strain my weary framework. Drowsily I heard Captain Durfee and Myra, talking with their heads very close together.


  “The beam will make you wealthy,” Myra was saying. “You can buy another freighter and we’ll recommission the Janelace. We’ll show Planetary Trading we’re a long way from being licked.”


  Durfee shook his head. His arm tightened around Myra. “No, dear,” he said. “The Janelace has made her last voyage. We’re going to hook a solar reflector on her and leave her here to circle Venus eternally. She’s earned that.


  “We’ll come out to visit her occasionally, and we’ll tell our grandchildren how she averted a war between Earth and Venus.”


  Down in the galley Brand laughed and slapped a stubby-fingered hand against his bowlegs. Volcano snarled, his pipe bobbling angrily. The smell of the nik-nik leaves made both their eyes water.


  “A filthy habit,” said Brand soberly, waggling his head. “A filthy habit.” He pawed savagely at his pink moustache, and his eyes leaked moisture. . . .


  The sun, shielded from me so long by the cloud-shell of Venus, felt good on my old plates. The chill of space crept in and the sunlight routed it as I slowly revolved. I dreamed of the voyages I had made in those dimming years. Long forgotten faces of the crews that had lived, and fought, and worked between my decks grew more vivid as I drifted there, inert and weightless.


  Space had claimed me at last.


  QUARANTINED SPECIES


  J.F. Bone


  Those Venusian horgels were cute, clever, intelligent. They made perfect pets. They were lovable.—But that was the big trouble. They were much, much too lovable!


  “DID you ever own a cat?” Thompson asked. He leaned forward, a small gray man in his late sixties, and peered at his visitor through oldfashioned bifocals across the breadth of desk which separated them. The young man standing before the desk fidgeted impatiently as Thompson looked down at the interview card which read “Edward Farnsworth,—Agent, Worldwide Shows”, and scratched the ears of the big Siamese cat sitting on his lap. The cat looked up with incurious blue eyes, regarded Farnsworth with a peculiarly dispassionate stare, stretched, yawned, and closed his eyes again. It was perfectly apparent that the tall swarthy visitor was a matter of complete disinterest. “Now take Cato, here,” Thompson continued. “He’s a fine specimen of a cat. Have you owned anything like him?”


  “Once,” Farnsworth said. “When I went to Venus. But I don’t see what this has to do with my business with you. All I want is a simple answer. Do I or do I not get permission to import a pair of Venusian horgels?”


  “You do not,” Thompson said succinctly.


  “This makes the fourth time,” Farnsworth sighed. “So I’ll have to go to higher authority, I suppose.”


  “There is no higher authority, son. This is the end of the line.”


  “You bureaucrats!” Farnsworth’s voice was filled with poorly suppressed anger. “You sit here behind a desk and play God! Tell us working people what they can and can’t do just as though you knew all the answers, and never give a tinker’s dam about the fact that your stupid decisions can ruin people. Just why in heaven’s name won’t you allow something cute and clever like the horgels to be brought to Earth? There’s nothing wrong with them. They’ll survive nicely in a terrestrial environment.—and they’ll save our show from bankruptcy. People will simply love them if they’re given a chance.”


  “I suppose they would,” Thompson said, “but I doubt if they’ll ever get a chance to do it. They’re a quarantined species.” There was an odd note of grimness in his voice. “Cat’s don’t like them,” he added obliquely.


  “What’s that got to do with it?”


  “I repeat,—have you ever owned a cat?”


  “And I repeat, sir, I did. It was mandatory to own one on Venus,—although why it was, God only knows. There are millions of cats there, and to require a man to lead a Siamese around on a leash is sheer foolishness!”


  “You’re like all the rest,” Thompson sighed. “You confuse words with facts. You never owned a cat in your life.”


  “But—”


  “You just think you did,” Thompson concluded gently.


  “I have papers to prove it.”


  “So what? Did your cat ever obey you when it didn’t wish to? Did it ever sacrifice its comfort for your own? Did it ever go out of its way to be good to you?”


  Farnsworth shook his head. “I can’t say that it did,” he admitted. “It was a nasty selfish brute. I loathe cats!”


  “But you like horgels.”


  “Yes,—I’m quite fond of them. They’re cute, and clever,—and loveable.”


  “Hmp! Yes,—they are. That’s the trouble with them. They’re too cute, too clever, and too loveable!”


  “That’s impossible!”


  “That so?—Just a moment son. How long were you around those horgels?”


  “Just a few days. A swamprat owned them. Kept them in a locked cage, and never touched them. He even had one of the natives feed them. The poor little things were terrified. I don’t think they’d ever been in a cage before, and I can’t see why they were. They’re the softest most endearing things. They’d make perfect pets.”


  “Undoubtedly they would,” Thompson said. “Well, there’s no damage done. Oh by the way, did you see any cats about the place?”


  “No,—none but my own,—I heard them. Nasty brutes that yowled all night.”


  “That’s one worry taken care of. I was afraid that I’d have to ask you where that trader lived, and I know you wouldn’t tell me. Thompson beamed pleasantly at him over his spectacles. “The cats will take care of them. It’s just a matter of time.”


  “You mean that they’ll kill those inoffensive little things?”


  “Of course. It’s a matter of priority rights.” There was iron in Thompson’s voice. “Cat’s are great believers in direct action. Now sit down, young man and I’ll tell you why you’ll never get an entry permit from this office, and why you’ll never again be allowed to visit Venus.”


  “But you can’t do that!”


  “I already have,” Thompson said gently. “I revoked your ship permit before I ever saw you.”


  “You what?”


  “You heard me son. Venus is closed.”


  “But why?”


  “Sit down and I’ll tell you.” Farnsworth sputtered, but did what he was told. At least, he reflected bitterly, he should get something out of this highly unsatisfactory interview.


  “THAT’S fine,” Thompson beamed. “There’s nothing like acquiring knowledge. And the first bit of knowledge you should acquire is that I haven’t always been a bureaucrat. Once I was a biotechnician in the Space Service, and I was a member of the first expedition to Venus. There were five of us on the “Venus I”. Archie Slezak the pilot, Ed Smith the navigator, Mitsui Watanabe the engineer, and myself. And then there was Katy, the ship’s cat.


  She was an unlisted crew member, a big, black, short-haired cat of dubious ancestry. From her size, I’d judge that there was a little wildcat somewhere in her family tree, but despite the fact that she looked like a black panther, she was affectionate enough in her way, and we all endured her,—all except Watanabe. He liked her. I think he smuggled her aboard before we took off even though he never admitted it. He was a sucker for pets. But she never paid too much attention to him. Generally she was nosing around in dark corners of the ship once acceleration pressure was off.


  We had a little artificial gravity of course, but it was about one eighth Earth normal, just enough to keep our feet. Katy loved it. It was nothing for her to leap twenty feet across the control room, and land on one of our shoulders, so lightly that we hardly felt her. She had an incredible judgment of distance, and would amuse us by the hour with her antics.


  As far as cats went, she was likeable enough, but I never really trusted her. There was a little too much of the wildcat in her.” he reached down and scratched Cato’s ears and smiled when the big tom swore at him in low Siamese.


  “Then why—” Farnsworth began.


  “Save it son,—I’ll explain. As I was saying, we all thought she was amusing but useless until the day she came floating into the control room with a dead rat in her jaws. It was a pregnant female filled with pups, and I’ll tell you it scared us silly!


  Rats and spaceships just don’t go together. They breed fast and mutate easily in the drive radiations, and once they get started they’re hard to control. It’s particularly bad if an intelligent mutation appears, but Katy stopped that threat before it ever got started.


  We got into spacesuits and blew the ship down. Not even rats can live in a vacuum, and we kept the ship open long enough to make sure the last trace of air was removed from the fiberglass insulation of the hull. Fortunately, none of our unwanted guests had been exposed to the drive radiations long enough for mutations to appear, so we managed to get a complete kill. Watanabe had fixed a pressure tank for Katy, and during the blowdown she sat in it as smug as a dowager empress while we killed off the rats.


  After that, Katy was a heroine. And did she take advantage of it! It was almost as though she knew she had reached privileged status. She’d boss us around, and glare at us to move if we were sitting on one of her favorite spots. She wasn’t very nice about it, and if you’ve-been bossed by a cat you’ll understand what I mean.


  She liked to be petted, but wanted affection on her own terms and time, and she picked the damndest times. Whenever Smitty was busy with calculations, there would be Katy sitting in the middle of his papers, tail straight up in the air, her back arched, and her purr as loud as a dynamotor. And when I checked the algae tanks for ecological balance, there she’d be trying to unbalance the ecology. And if Mitsui wanted to check the engines he always had to check the cat first. She was a pest.


  But poor Slezak got it worst. For some unknown reason Katy liked him,—and Archie hated cats. She’d fuss over him, croon cat talk to him, and then slump bonelessly on his lap and sleep.


  Archie’s body temperature probably had a lot to do with it, since it was a full degree warmer than the rest of ours, but Slezak used to say that she did it deliberately out of sheer orneriness,—and I wouldn’t disagree with him.


  Anything was possible where Katy was concerned. She looked on the ship and all that was in it as her personal property, especially created for her comfort and amusement, and she used it just that way. There was something direct about her that didn’t bother with such niceties as form and attitude. She was a cat,—we were only human,—and she was never averse to putting us in our place.


  WE spent two months coasting under minimum power, and then started the braking run. We blasted down after turnover until we got the trajectory straightened out, and then let Venus do the rest. We circled the planet just above the ion belt where the few molecules of atmosphere slowed us down without too much overheating, making close range observations of the world below.


  We checked the atmosphere. The upper layer was mainly carbon dioxide and formaldehyde, just like the astronomy boys said it would be, but it was neither thick nor cloudy. The clouds were all down at the surface. As you know, Venus has a heavy-gas based atmosphere, but even then the oxygen content was high enough to be breathable if you didn’t mind the smell of embalming fluid.


  Our orders called for landing if it was feasible, so Slezak cleared the board and trimmed ship for a setdown. We made it all right, and landed on one of those humps of land that stick up out of the swamp. There wasn’t much to see, of course. Venus was a pretty dismal place what with the steady rain and air that smelled like a cut-rate undertaking parlor. But I shouldn’t have to tell you what Venus is like. You’ve been there too.”


  “It still is bad,” Farnsworth said. “It hasn’t improved much.”


  “Any improvement in Venus would be a lot,” Thompson continued. “Well, we did the usual things,—planted the flag and claimed the planet, and then while Slezak and I stayed with the ship, Smitty and Watanabe went exploring. We drew straws for the honor, and Archie and I won.


  We stayed close to the ship, peering through the rain for what seemed hours, walking around a little and stretching our legs. We weren’t equipped for any real exploration work but we had to do some to make the claim legal. The real work would come later, after the lads back home evaluated our data, but at least we had the honor of being the first humans to set foot on the planet.” Thompson coughed rackingly and smiled when the spasm passed. “The memory still gets me,” he explained. “I never could stand formaldehyde. My lungs got over being partially embalmed years ago, but thinking of Venus still makes me cough.”


  IT was about an hour before Smitty and Mitsui came back. Mitsui had a horgel in his arms. The kid was a sucker for animals, but this time we all thought he really had something. None of us had ever seen a horgel before, and it looked so innocent and appealing that we couldn’t help falling for it.


  With its pink fur and violet eyes it looked for all the world like a child’s doll, a pint-sized teddy bear with a button nose, black, handlike feet, and an expression of utter trust on its pointed face. But that didn’t explain all of its appeal. I guess there is a little of the mother in every man, because the damn thing touched something within us that could only be called the maternal instinct. There’s nothing else that can describe it. It made us feel all soft inside, and every one of us wanted to hold it and protect it.”


  “I know,” Farnsworth said. “I’ve held one.”


  “Mitsui had fallen in love with it. You know how emotional the Japanese are. He was cuddling it in his arms and whispering sweet words into its shell-like ears, and it was crooning back at him. His actions would have made me sick except that I wanted to hold it so bad that it hurt. I wanted to feel the softness of its fur, to pet and fondle it. I wanted it like I’d want a woman. Smitty was green with jealousy and even Slezak looked interested. All of us were acting a little queer. I suppose, but it seemed all right at the time.


  Katy didn’t react like we did. She came to the entrance port, stepping delicately as though she was treading on eggs and was afraid of breaking them,—but the moment she saw the little pink puffball in Watanabe’s arms her whole attitude changed. Her back arched and her tail looked like a bottle brush! She let out one yowl of pure hate and leaped for Mitsui! Her claws dug into his jacket as she clawed upward toward the horgel, a screaming, spitting fury of insane rage!


  The horgel screamed just once. It sounded so much like a hurt baby that we were paralyzed for a moment,—and while we were all standing there, it leaped from Mitsui’s arms and ran clumsily across the seared landing area to the jungle some fifty yards away. But it never reached it. Katy was after it like a thunderbolt! She caught it after it had gone about twenty yards, and by the time we reached the scene, she had swiftly and completely demolished it.


  Now I’ve seen cats kill many times, but it always seemed to be more for the fun of it than anything else. Cats appear to hunt for the sport of the thing, but there was no sport in Katy. She simply caught the horgel and tore it to ribbons!


  Mitsui was heartbroken. From the way he acted it was almost as though Katy had killed his baby brother. “I loved that little thing!” he sobbed. “I’ve never seen anything so trusting and affectionate. Oh! damn that dirty cat!”


  I cocked an interested ear. Mitsui was always the one who had defended Katy. He always liked her,—wasted three times the affection on her than any of the rest of us did. But right now he would have cheerfully killed her. Katy apparently realized how he felt, because she beat a quick retreat to the ship and hid in one of the dark corners she knew so well, while Mitsui prowled after her calling the wrath of his Japanese ancestors down upon her murderous head. Katy, of course, ignored him.


  Mitsui calmed down after an hour or so, but he spent the rest of the evening building a strong box with a barred door. “It’s not that I don’t like Katy.” he said apologetically. “But I loved that little thing.”


  He waited patiently until Katy came out of hiding, scooped her up and popped her surprised body into the box. “Now stay there until you can learn to behave yourself,” he said grimly. Then without a word to us he walked outside and in a half hour came back with another of the pink things, exactly like the one he had lost. He was grinning from ear to ear. “There’s a village over there.” he said pointing outside the port, “and these animals are as thick as fleas on a dog’s back. The natives keep them for pets.”


  So Mitsui Watanabe was the first one of us to discover the dominant intelligence of Venus. But we weren’t thinking of that. We just wanted one of those delightful creatures for our own. And this time there was no drawing straws. We set out in a body, leaving a raging Katy behind us safely locked up in the box.


  THE village was a cluster of mud huts filled with little humanoid natives. You know what they’re like,—stupid, imitative primitives who follow you around looking for something to beg or steal. I understand that they’re no different now than they were.


  The only difference was that the village simply swarmed with horgels. They were everywhere, scampering familiarly through the village for all the world like a lot of pet dogs.


  As far as we could tell, the humanoids were a harmless lot. From what we could see, they spent their time fishing and taking care of their pets and children. The way they coddled those pink furballs was amazing. I even saw nursing mothers feed them at the same breast they fed their children! It was a perfect expression of the love and tenderness the horgels inspired.


  The natives didn’t object when we scooped up a horgel apiece and held them in our arms. There were plenty of them and they seemed to be community property. The horgels apparently liked us as much as we liked them, because it was no time at all before we were all acting like kids despite our space ratings, and since you’ve held a horgel you know how we felt.”


  Farnsworth nodded. “They are appealing,” he said. “I never experienced a sensation quite like holding one of them.


  There’s no word for it.”


  “Sure there is, son. Try love—” Thompson’s voice softened and then turned cynical. “Anyway, we took them back to the ship, with us, and Katy went crazy in her box. She swore, snarled, screamed, spat and clawed until she was exhausted, and then lay on the bottom of the box and growled at us. It wasn’t a nice noise but it did her no good. The box would have held a bobcat. And we weren’t listening.


  We were fascinated by the horgels. They were wonderful,—soft, clever, affectionate and intelligent too. Mitsui taught his to sit up in a matter of minutes, and for hours afterwards we explored their repertoire of accomplishments.


  They could do almost everything but talk,—and they could darn near do that. They seemed to know instinctively what we wanted,—and what would please us most,—and then they did that thing. It was a happy time for all of us. We never had so much fun simply watching the antics of our new found pets. They were natural comedians, and kept us laughing most of the night. And when we finally turned in, each of us held his horgel in his arms.


  And no one remembered to feed Katy.


  It probably would have done no good if we had, since she was so mad that she would have refused food. And her disposition didn’t improve. But we didn’t forget her completely—after a day or so we gave her food and left her alone. If she wanted to eat,—all right. Otherwise we didn’t care. Being a cat, and being sensible, she ate. But there was no gratitude or affection for our kindness. She just crouched in the back of the box and spat at us.


  WE spent several days on the island in the swamp, but found nothing of interest outside of the natives and the horgels. We took pictures, made notes, and tried to make some sense out of that perfectly incomprehensible native language. But about the only thing we learned was the name of the pink creatures and that everybody loved them.


  Of course we had to take off sooner than we would like, but Venus was passing conjunction, and if we waited too long our fuel supply wouldn’t take us back to Earth. So we loaded our horgels and ourselves into the ship, blasted off for Earth, and bade farewell to the formaldehyde stink of Venus’ air.


  We were a week out, and had built up to terminal velocity when it happened. Somehow Katy managed to open her cage and escape. The first I knew about it was when she killed my horgel,—bit through its spine as it lay sleeping on my bed. She was so quiet that I never knew what had happened until I woke to find my poor little puffball lying cold and stiff in the circle of my arm.


  I looked for the cat all the next period, and every free chance I had thereafter. I wanted to kill her. Losing my horgel was just like losing a child! I was disconsolate,—and consumed with envy for my more fortunate crew members. Their horgels were still alive and mine was dead! And my companions were utterly selfish! They must have known how I felt, but they wouldn’t share their horgels with me for a moment. I felt like a single man on a desert island peopled by happy and contented couples. I was left out,—and I was miserable!


  It’s odd how the horgels took on the attributes of all the desirable women I had longed for but never had. The loss of my pet and the obvious callousness of my companions to my feelings made the sense of loss even more sharp than it would have been otherwise. I took it badly. At first I was hurt and miserable. But gradually I began to hate the others for their good fortune, their cruel selfishness, their lack of consideration. And finally my thoughts turned toward murder.


  What right did these others have to possess horgels when I had none? I brooded about it during the days we sped Earthward. I was damned if they were going to have all the pleasures of companionship while I was left out in the cold.


  I thought it over carefully, and finally decided that Smitty was the one who would least be missed. I waylaid him in the passageway that period, and damn near fractured his skull with a wrench. He dropped to the deck, blood streaming from his head,—but I didn’t give him a thought until I had his horgel. Once I had that pink puffball safe in my arms, I felt sorry for him and carted him up to his shockcouch where I patched up his injuries as best I could. But I didn’t give up the horgel.


  Peculiarly enough, none of the others seemed the least shocked at what I had done. As long as it was for a horgel, and since the horgel wasn’t theirs, it was all right. But as Smitty improved. I began to fear that he would try to take it back, and that, I swore grimly, would never happen. The pet I had stolen was just as precious as the one I had lost,—and I wouldn’t trade the world for it. It was my joy and pleasure, and I guarded it fiercely from harm.


  I couldn’t forget Katy and her hatred for the creatures, and that cat was still loose, roaming somewhere through the ship looking for more horgels to kill. But I didn’t search for her. I wasn’t going to take any chances on losing my pet.


  Instead I stayed in the open where it was safe,—and carried the wrench with which I’d nearly brained Smitty. It wasn’t for Katy alone. I was equally afraid that Smitty would try to take the horgel back from me once he recovered.


  But I needn’t have wasted the energy. As the days passed and there was no sign of Katy, our vigilance relaxed, and the horgels didn’t like to be held all the time. They were active little things who liked to romp.


  So we finally gave in and allowed them the freedom of the control room, after searching it carefully, of course. There they would tumble and play with each other while we watched with fondly possessive eyes. Smitty looked at them from his shockcouch where he lay with his head bandaged,—and his eyes were murderous when he looked at me. I knew what was passing through his mind, and in a strange sort of way I sympathized with him, but a pet like the horgel was worth all the hate Smitty could generate. I felt good. I had a pet and he didn’t.


  IT was then that Katy struck!


  She must have been waiting with devilish patience for her opportunity, because when Mitsui opened the door to go aft to inspect the drives, she darted in.


  A sweep of her claws disembowelled the closest of the fragile little creatures, and with a leap and pounce she seized the other in her jaws and disappeared down through the door in one of those long swift leaps that she had perfected on the outward voyage. It was done so swiftly that neither Slezak nor I had time to move. Mitsui had time only for a startled curse as Katy sailed down the shaft toward the stern with the hearttrending scream of the horgel following her. It died to a choked whimper as she disappeared.


  We found the torn pink body in the drive room, a few minutes later but there was no sign of Katy.


  But now instead of three horgels and four men, there was one horgel and four men.


  Slezak and I stood it for a week until we made an agreement based on desperation and loss. We would take the last horgel from Mitsui and share it between ourselves. If we had to kill Mitsui to get it, well,—that was his bad luck.


  We shook hands on it, but I knew from the look in his eye that he didn’t intend to keep his promise. I had enough of broken promises,—so I decided to kill him after we had disposed of Mitsui. Then I would kill Smitty and have the delightful creature all to myself without any one to bother my enjoyment. And I’d never give Katy another chance.


  It was all perfectly logical. After all, there was only one horgel and it should belong to the one who could best take care of it. I was obviously the one since I had lost two already and was fully conscious of the menace Katy represented.


  But it was hard to catch Mitsui off guard. He went around with the horgel buttoned under his jacket and a loaded pistol in his pocket. Apparently he’d smuggled the gun aboard in defiance of the regulation which prohibited side-arms aboard ship. He said it was for Katy, but Slezak and I knew better. We knew the gun was for us if we tried to take the horgel from him. It made us cautious.


  Much as we wanted that loveable little creature, we didn’t want to die for it. There could be no enjoyment of its charm if we were dead. And we couldn’t carry rifles. Even if we could have stood up to their recoil in one eighth G, they were too big and clumsy to carry in the cramped quarter of the ship.


  It was a weird situation, one that might have been laughable except for its deadly undertones. Smitty recovered enough to walk around and naturally joined forces with us have-nots. He was still pretty weak, but any help lessened the odds. However I was always conscious of the speculative look in his eye when he looked at me.


  I would have to get rid of Smitty permanently after we had gotten Mitsui’s pet or he would join forces with Slezak to murder me. I caught them whispering together once or twice, and the guilty looks they gave me were enough proof of their intentions. But none of us wanted to brave Mitsui’s gun.


  IT stayed that way for nearly a week. We were just entering Earth’s atmosphere, and Mitsui was busy with the engines when we made our bid. I jumped him from behind, while Slezak and Smith took him from the side.


  But I had forgotten that a Jap knows jiu jitsu like we know boxing. He bent,—and suddenly I was flying over his head. I landed with a thump that knocked the breath out of me. I was sick and paralyzed with the shock, but I saw with satisfaction that Slezak had gotten the engineer’s gun.


  But Mitsui wasn’t through yet. He caught Smith with a judo blow that almost tore his head off, and turned on Slezak, a squatty bronze fury with death in his hands. Slezak didn’t even have time to raise the gun.


  But the fight had ripped Mitsui’s jacket open and the horgel fell from the torn cloth. With a howl of terror, Mitsui bent to pick up the pink furred creature. Slezak’s gunbarrel landed on the back of his head with crushing force before any of us saw what had caused him to cry out. And Katy leaped from behind a motor mount, snatched the horgel from Archie’s clutching hands and killed it with one quick bite!


  Completely disregarding Slezak’s anguished cry, she clawed and ripped the thing to bloody ribbons, and then arched her back and spat at him as if to say “well, I’ve killed the last of the little monsters,—now what are you going to do about it?”


  Slezak bent over and picked the cat up almost tenderly, turned,—and smashed her head against the bulkhead with a full armed blow that would have killed a horse! Then he got down on his knees and picked at the bloody shreds of the horgel and cried like a baby!


  SOMEHOW or other we managed to get the ship down, but when the reception committee met us, their congratulations turned to stares of horror. Of course they found out what happened, and the next expedition to Venus instead of carrying explorers carried cats,—a couple of hundred of them. The ship marked the landing site carefully, released the cats and came home. After that we sent exploration parties,—and we’ve been operating like that ever since. It’s been better than forty years now that we’ve been trying to clean up that planet,—and we’re obviously not through yet.”


  “Did you ever go back to Venus to see what your cats have done?” Farnsworth asked.


  Thompson shook his head. “No,” he admitted. “I never returned. I didn’t have the heart to,” he added. “I like horgels too. But as long as I’m a few million miles away, it isn’t so bad. I can even be philosophical about it. But up there, feeling as I feel and knowing what I know it’d drive me mad!


  Incidentally, Farnsworth, that’s the reason you’re grounded. Now that you know that we are methodically exterminating the horgels, Venus is no longer a safe piece for you to be. The Government, strangely enough, worries about the welfare of its citizens, and has no desire to see him in physical or mental danger when it isn’t necessary. Since you’ve already held one of the horgels, you’re no longer a safe risk. You’re conditioned!”


  Farnsworth’s protest was ignored as Thompson swept on, speaking rapidly to forestall any possible interruption. “You see, the smart boys found out what the trouble was. Horgels are a menace. We never looked at them the right way. Instead of us owning the horgels, it was the other way around.—and they were greedy. They didn’t want one man, they wanted all men! On Earth, an animal like that would be more disruptive than the Atom War. What that last one on the ship did to us was only a small sample of what they could do here if given a chance.” Thompson shivered. “We missed that only because of Katy.”


  “But why did the cat hate them so?” Farnsworth asked curiously.


  Thompson sighed and rose to his feet, dislodging Cato who jumped lithely to the floor, voicing his disapproval. He looked down at the cat and smiled. “You may think you own me, old boy,—but what you think and what I think are two different things.” He faced Farnsworth and answered slowly. “As regards your question, there are two possible answers. The biologists say its because of the horgel’s body odor,—it’s sort of the reverse of catnip in its effect. But I think they’re wrong. I think it’s more basic than that. You see, like I said, you don’t own a cat. The cat owns you,—and those things were cutting in,—violating Katy’s prior rights. Katy had been queen of the ship, and she couldn’t stand competition,—for which the human race should be forever grateful.”


  THE END


  THE WEEGIL


  Evelyn E. Smith


  Nobody knew where the weegil came from, why it came or what it was made for. It was just a piece of furniture in the room—until one day something unusual happened


  THE phone rang. Ellie ran to answer it, as she always did, welcoming this break in the monotony of her day. She skidded a little on the polished floor and murmured a word which she hoped her small, sharp-eared daughter would not catch.


  Finally she got her hands on the receiver, “Mrs. Kinnan?” a male voice asked pleasantly. Undoubtedly he was going to try to sell her something.


  “That’s right,” she agreed.


  “This is the Abermuddy Quiz Show,” he said—or something like that; he spoke so rapidly she couldn’t quite catch the name of the program. “If you can answer this question correctly, you will win a valuable prize? ‘Where are the United States?’ ”


  “Why—er—” she hesitated, feeling foolish—“why, in North America. The Western Hemisphere. Is that what you mean?”


  “Con-gratulations, Mrs. Kinnan,” he replied warmly. “That is the right answer. Tomorrow morning you will receive your weegil.”


  “. . . And then he hung up before I could say anything,” Ellie concluded, hanging her husband’s coat in the closet.


  Nick smiled. “It’s a gag, hon,” he said, rumpling the blonde curls that had spent all day in pins awaiting release on his arrival. “Tomorrow somebody’ll come to sell you some kind of an electrical appliance or maybe want to take your picture. Don’t you give anybody a cent, chicken. Tell ’em I pay all the bills.” He kissed her on the tip of her nose.


  “Yes, Nick,” Elbe promised sadly. She’d been looking forward to her weegil. She hadn’t been able to understand quite what the man said, but she’d hoped a weegil would prove to be a washing machine. Or maybe a television set.


  Naturally, she knew enough not to show her disappointment to Nick, but Sugarplum was less discreet. “Yarrr!” she shrieked. “I want a weegil. You promised we were going to have a weegil, Mom!”


  Ellie could feel the hot redness rising in her face; she had always been bothered by a tendency to blush. Nick, she knew, thought it a charming, feminine trait. Now he looked at her with a tolerant grin. “You really fell for it, hug? You and the kid. Didn’t it even occur to you that, if it was on the level, the question was too easy?”


  Everyone knew, she thought, that they asked ridiculously easy questions on those quiz programs just to trap you. But she wasn’t going to start an argument.


  Nick made a clicking noise with his tongue. “Women!” he said. “Suckers! . . . But they’re such cute little critters you can’t help loving ’em. C’mere and kiss me, chicken.”


  She obeyed. It was silly to make a scene; she probably had acted like a fool. Only . . . there was no point to making Swedish meatballs for Nick’s dinner, even if he did like them so much. Hamburger was just as nutritious and a lot easier to prepare. Lucky she’d been so excited over the weegil she’d forgotten to start the meatballs.


  A bit after ten the next morning, a truck drove up in front of the little white house flanked on either side by little white houses exactly like it, even to the amount of unpaid mortgage. Ellie and Sugarplum watched from behind the curtains, breathing heavily, as a large man lifted out a rectangular, obviously weighty, package. He carried it up the Kinnan walk. He deposited it on the Kinnan doorstep.


  “Mommy!” Sugarplum shrieked, almost yanking off Elbe’s skirt in an ecstacy of delight. All of Elbe’s dresses had a tendency to sag on one side as a result of her daughter’s uncontrollable emotions. “It’s the weegil! It’s come!”


  “Keep quiet, Sugar,” Elbe said absently, her blue eyes rapt on the package. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Nick were wrong and the weegil were really hers . . . something she had won, earned for herself by herself? But Nick probably was right—he always was.


  “They’re most likely going to try to get me to buy whatever it is,” she said aloud resolutely. “I must be firm.”


  The doorbell rang. Elbe took off her apron, smoothed her hair with the palms of her hands, and opened the door.


  “Mrs. Kinnan? . . . Sign here, please.”


  “I’m not buying anything,” she said stoutly. “Not a thing. So you can just take whatever it is away. . . .”


  “There’s nothing to pay,” protested the truckman. “You just sign to show you received it. It’s yours free and clear.”


  “And then later it’ll turn out I signed an agreement to pay ten dollars a month for the next twenty years,” she retorted, the more vehemently because she was longing to know what was in the package. “Oh, I know all about these rackets. Take that thing away or I’ll cab the police!”


  “Oh, Mommy. Mommy!” Sugarplum wailed. “Don’t!”


  Elbe longed—not for the first time in the five years she had been a mother—to give the little one a good, unprogressive clout . . . but one didn’t beat children; one reasoned with them—whether they understood you or not. “Don’t cab them!” Sugarplum yelled. “I’ll hold my breath if you do!”


  “Lady,” the man sighed wearily, “this thing belongs to you. I’m just delivering it. There is absolutely no money due. All you do is sign this receipt that shows you got the package okay. That’s all it says—see. no fine print.” He thrust the slip of paper in front of her face.


  She retreaded a step. “W-what’s in the package?” she asked warby.


  “How should I know. Lady, I was just hired to deliver it to you. I’m a working man: if you make me late for my other cabs I’ll get fired, and my wife’ll have to go to work to support me.”


  He paused and waited. Ellie did not smile.


  “Now,” he went on sulkily, “you sign here and I’ll carry the thing into the house. Then you can take off the wrapping paper and find out what it is for yourself.”


  She knew she was a sucker, but she signed. There didn’t seem to be anything else to do. Again it would be pointless to make a scene.


  The man carried the package laboriously into the living room and set it against the stair wall. It would probably stay there if it were a television set. Of course, if it turned out to be a washing machine, it would have to be moved out into the kitchen. She could put it in that space between. . . .


  “Momma!” Sugarplum was jumping up and down with impatience. “Why don’t you open it, huh, Mom? Hurry up!” She laid grimy hands on the package, ready to wrest forth its secrets herself.


  “No, don’t tear off the paper, dear,” Ellie admonished, tearing the child away from the weegil. “It’s very nice paper—


  I’ve never seen anything like it; it’ll come in handy at Christmas. You know Daddy likes us to save things.”


  She began to unwrap the object carefully. The paper was unusual in texture as well as appearance; in fact, it didn’t feel like paper, but what else could it have been? Neatly printed by hand in block letters were the words: “FRAGILE. HANDLE WITH CARE. THIS SIDE UP.” It might prove to be one of those new small refrigerators—it was about the right size. Not that she needed another refrigerator, but one would be worth a couple of hundred dollars, enough to take care of at least two payments on the house.


  She pulled off the last layer of paper. And there it was.


  Only . . . what was it?


  Sugarplum had no doubts. “It’s a weegil!” she squealed. “It’s a beautiful, lovely weegil!”


  It certainly wasn’t like anything Ellie had ever seen before. Oblong would come closest to describing its shape, but it wasn’t really oblong. In color it was a cross between blue and green with undercurrents of gold and silver and . . . gold and silver. Obviously it wasn’t made out of metal, and yet she’d never seen any plastic like that either. Still, she didn’t have much chance to keep up with the latest developments in synthetics. Perhaps some new material was being tested . . . but, still, they wouldn’t send just a shape to her. It must be something.


  A panel of some close-woven mesh in a lighter shade of the same blue-green seemed to indicate that it might be a television set, or a radio, after all—but there were no knobs, no controls of any kind, or, indeed any apparent way of opening it. There wasn’t even so much as a seam or a sign of welding. Except for the panel, the thing was an unbroken whole. It might have been a piece of abstract sculpture, but she had a definite feeling that it had some utilitarian purpose; besides, she was pretty sure that artists didn’t contribute samples of their work to quiz shows in return for free advertising.


  She tried to move the object, but it was so heavy she could only tip it slightly. As it tipped, she thought she heard a faint gurgling inside, but she wasn’t sure. When she tried to tip it again, it seemed to have grown heavier, for this time it refused to budge at all. Something about leverage, she thought vaguely.


  But it was a pretty thing, very pretty indeed. It gave the very ordinary furniture an air of distinction.


  “What does it do, Mom?” Sugarplum asked anxiously, running a sticky hand over the pleasingly smooth surface. Ellie fought the temptation to slap it off. “Well—I—it—you better ask your father when he comes home.”


  “Aaah, Daddy,” Sugarplum pouted. “You know he doesn’t know anything!”


  “I wonder where she picked that up,” Ellie thought, a little frightened.


  NICK prodded the weegil with his forefinger. “I see they stuck you after all,” he smiled. “I thought they would.” He caught her lovingly in muscular arms; at college he had majored in football, and he still exercised every day, early in the morning before he went to Work, to retain his magnificent physique.


  “But I understand, chicken; you can’t be expected to cope with things like that. In a couple of days there’ll be a guy around to show you how to work it and hand you a bill. Never mind, as long as we haven’t used it, they can’t can’t charge us anything. You haven’t plugged it in, have you hon?”


  “Plugged what in?” Ellie demanded, with more asperity than the columnists recommend for girls who want to hold their husbands.


  “You’re right; there doesn’t seem to be any connection,” he admitted, after giving the weegil a closer inspection. “Funny thing. Guess it works on batteries. Or maybe they install it after the down payment. Oh, they’re clever, those guys; I’ll grant you that.” he gave her the smile that had made her leave college in her junior year. “What’s for dinner, hon?”


  “Hamburgers,” she said.


  The weegil stayed in the Kinnan living room and nobody came to install it or service it or take it away. After a while, Ellie began to accept it as part of the furnishings. It was good-looking; it didn’t take up muck room; and Sugarplum liked to play with it—although Ellie couldn’t figure out what interest she found in it. It never did anything and it was too big and heavy for the child to involve in any of her intricate and violent pastimes. But it kept Sugarplum quiet for hours on end, crooning to it, and for that reason alone, even Nick agreed, it “was well worth the space it occupied.


  Ellie grew fond of the object herself, dusting it more often than any of the other pieces of furniture and more carefully—although she was always a scrupulous housekeeper, for Nick was finicky about such things. Sometimes she even found herself talking to it, although there was nothing out of the way in this; she had found that inanimate objects made the safest confidants. And she had no one else to talk to, for Sugarplum was only five.


  Sugarplum talked to the weegil too, Ellie noticed, which was all right. What was faintly disturbing was Sugarplum’s allegation that the weegil talked to her. But this was also harmless. Ellie convinced herself. Children were always doing things like that; literature was full of invisible playmates and such. “Only don’t tell your father, dear,” she made the child promise. “He’d be angry. He hasn’t much imag-much of a sense of whimsy.”


  “He hasn’t much of a sense of anything,” Sugarplum said precociously. Ellie was dismayed. Nick wouldn’t like it if Sugarplum turned out to be a prodigy after all; he wanted them to be just a happy, healthy, average American family like everybody else on the block.


  THE weegil remained with the Kinnans six months, becoming as much a part of the family as the stove and the couch and the vacuum cleaner. Ellie ceased to wonder what it was and came to accept it as part of the normal order of things. Then one day she entered the living room, duster in hand, to find tears were streaking the dirt on Sugarplum’s face. “What’s the matter, honey?” she asked dutifully. “Tell Mommy.”


  Sugarplum looked up, her lower lip quivering. How ugly. Ellie thought, children—or adults, for that matter—looked when they cried. “The weegil.’ Sugarplum sobbed, “it says it’s got to go home.”


  “Oh. God’.” Ellie said to herself. “I should have put a stop to it at the beginning; that’s what Mick’s going to say.” She stroked the child’s tangled hair. “Now, darling,” she said patiently, “you know the weegil can’t really talk, so how could it tell you it wanted to go home?”


  Wet eyes sizzled in a swollen red face. “Aah, you’re just like Daddy!” Sugarplum snarled, so vehemently that Ellie jumped back.


  She composed herself. After all, the child was smaller. “No. I’m not just like your Daddy.” Sympathy first, and then—if that failed—the long-needed beating. “But I do understand what you mean. The weegil is a very pretty thing and sometimes when you’re lonesome you think it talks to you. But it doesn’t really. You see—”


  “I beg your pardon,” the weegil interrupted apologetically, “but I’m afraid I do talk.”


  It had a slight foreign accent, but otherwise its English was perfectly idiomatic. The voice seemed to come from the mesh panel. That was it—an infernal machine! “You—you’re a kind of radio, aren’t you?” Elbe faltered. Which was silly, she realized the moment she’d said it.


  “No,” the weegil replied, “I am not a radio.”


  It paused. Elbe began to wonder hysterically whether this were going to turn into some kind of guessing game. Then it continued, “I’m an entity and I’m right here. Inside the weegil.”


  “You see, Mommy,” Sugarplum said triumphantly, “next time you better believe what I say.”


  Ellie sank abruptly into an overstuffed chair. Wouldn’t you know this would be just the day her hair was in an absolute mess? She fumbled with a curl. “What are you doing in the—weegil?”


  “I live here. Temporarily, that is. I shouldn’t care to take up residence permanently in such cramped quarters.”


  “Y—you mean you’ve been in there all along? All six months. Who—what are you? A midget?”


  “I’m what you’d call an anthropologist,” the weegil said. It had a soothing, syrupy tone of voice, like an expensive doctor’s. “I’m studying your culture on a research grant. The competition was extraordinarily keen, but I won out on the basis of my record.”


  “How nice,” Elbe murmured, not forgetting her manners even under the shock of knowing she had gone mad. For there was no sane reason why an anthropologist—even a small one—should be studying her from a box in her living room.


  “I’m sorry to have played a trick like this on you, but it was the only way I could manage,” the voice went on. “You see, we’re amphibians—have to live in a tank on this planet, so this is the only way we could study you Earthlings at ease in your native habitat. If you were aware of the fact that I was watching you, you wouldn’t behave naturally—you know you wouldn’t!”


  “Earthlings,” Ellie repeated weakly. A bobby pin fell to the floor unnoticed. “Amphibians! What do you mean? Where are yo-u from? You mean you’ve been sitting inside that thing six months taking notes on us?”


  “Oh, it wasn’t too bad,” the weegil’s voice said bravely. “I’ve a good supply of food concentrates and atmosphere replenishers. I didn’t suffer too much—amazing how efficient weegils really are. And you’ve been a most interesting study. I’ve begun to feel almost as if I know you, which I really do—if you don’t mind my saying so.”


  “Not at all.” Ellie giggled nervously. “I guess you do at that.”


  “As for where I come from,” the weegil continued in smooth oratorical style, “it’s the planet you call Venus. We’ve been studying Earth via your radio and television transmissions for some years, but finally we came to the point where we needed first-hand information to complete our accounts.”


  “Oh,” Ellie said, “broadcasts. That’s how you learned to flipeak such good English.”


  “It is rather good, isn’t it?” the weegil agreed complacently. “They do say I have a flair for languages.”


  “And that’s how you’d know about quiz shows. . . .” Ellie murmured. Everything was fitting into place. She supposed the weegil, rather the—the person in the weegil, now wished to discuss his findings with her. It must have been pretty boring to spend six months in that tank with no one to talk to, but she understood—to have spoken to her before would have invalidated the experiment. Lucky the Venutian had selected someone who knew the importance of the scientific approach; anyone else might have been angry at being—used.


  THERE was a sharp pull at her skirt. “Are you going to help, Mommy? Are you? Are you?”


  “Shhhh,” warned the Venutian, but it was too late.


  “Then that’s the only reason why you spoke to me!” Ellie exclaimed. “You found you needed help.”


  The voice seemed a trifle less self-confident. “Well . . . yes,” it admitted. “And I hoped I could approach you. . . .”


  “I’m afraid I’ll have to consult my husband,” Ellie said stiffly, “before I could—er—do anything for you, Mr.—ah—” The voice sounded amused. “My name is Khardlan. And we don’t use titles on Venus, but, if we did, it would be Miss. I am a female.”


  Ellie stopped tucking in stray wisps of hair and stared at the weegil. “But wasn’t it an awfully dangerous trip for a woman—a female—to make? I wonder they let you.” Khardlan laughed. “My dear Mrs. Kinnan—or may I call you Ellie?—on Venus the females are the stronger sex. . . . As they are on Earth too, you know,” she told the woman. “Muscular strength is of relatively little importance when weighed against survival value. However, on Venus we females are also physically the more forceful, which does help to keep the males constantly reminded of our importance in the survival of the species.”


  “I suppose,” Ellie retorted defensively, “you don’t have to bear children or you have them in incubators or some thing . . .?”


  “We have them in very much the same manner as you do,” Khardlan replied. “That is why we are logically the ruling sex; the future of our race is in our hands. . . . Oh. my dear,” she went on. and her voice, inhuman and diluted through a tank as it was, throbbed with warm, womanly sympathy, “how can you stand it all?”


  Ellie said nothing. “This’ll cure me of talking to inanimate objects,” she thought.


  Khardlan didn’t wait for an answer. “I do wish I could help you,” she sighed,. “but what could I do here, helpless in a tank, far away from my own world? Besides, I’m only a detached and impartial scientist, here to record and observe—nothing more. It would be violating scientific ethics to interfere.”


  “Of course,” Ellie said, scientifically, and wondering at the same time just what it was Khardlan thought she could do, if her hands—that is, her tentacles—her appendages—were not tied.


  “However, when I go back and present my data, I’m sure our rulers will not let this situation continue to exist. After all, we may be Venutians and you Earthlings, but females should stick together!”


  “Well, how do you intend to get back, then?” Ellie asked with brisk competence. “And what can I do?”


  “There’s a—you would call it a spaceship waiting for me,” Khardlan explained. “However, I can’t get to it alone; that’s the one thing I couldn’t arrange in advance, since I didn’t know how long my studies would take. As a matter of fact, I did stay much longer than I had planned—you proved to be so much more complex than I had anticipated. Actually, my work is far from complete, but I got homesick—I’m sure you understand.”


  “Oh, I do,” Ellie said. “How can I help you?”


  “If you’d just telephone the trucking company and ask them to come pick me up, everything else has been worked out. I have a genius for detail.”


  “Will the truckman be able to pick you up?” Ellie asked, somewhat disappointed at the smallness of her role. “That’s one of the things that bothered me. The man who brought you seemed to carry you easily enough, but I couldn’t even move you—and neither could Nick, although he’s very strong.”


  “When the time comes, I’ll lessen the weegil’s gravity,” Khardlan explained. “I increased it w’hen I was delivered here so it would get so heavy you’d never be able to move it. It makes me—er—seasick when the weegil is pushed about, although I have to put up with a certain amount of visceral discomfort during installation and removal. A scientist’s life is not an easy one.”


  “No, I imagine not,” Ellie agreed.


  “Now, if you’d be good enough to telephone this number. . . .”


  IT was so simple; even Nick would hardly object if he knew. Then a monstrous suspicion entered Elbe’s mind. “But Sugarplum could have done that! How come. . . .?”


  “I did try, Mommy!” Sugarplum wailed. “But the man wouldn’t believe me. He said, ‘Ask your Mommy to call us, little girl.’ ”


  The weegil made a noise something like a human being clearing his—or her—throat. “Well . . . we must trust as few people as possible, you understand. Security reasons.”


  “I think I understand a lot more than you mean me to!” Ellie retorted indignantly. “You have other Earth contacts! You must have. The man who said he was from the quiz program—he must have been a human being. He couldn’t have telephoned from inside a tank or he’d have sounded all gurgly and sloshy like you. Besides, how would he get at the receiver?”


  “ ‘Gurgly and sloshy,’ eh?” Khardlan repeated. “I must do something about that. Oh. contacts—we do have a few Earth contacts,” she admitted, “obtained by radio. We can transmit as well as receive, of course. And we should love to have more contacts, many more but . . . oh, my dear,” she sobbed, “you don’t know . . . what it’s like . . . to be alone and helpless on an alien planet . . . confined to a t-tank . . . not knowing whom you can trust. . . .”


  Ellie just managed to keep from bursting into tears of sympathy. “I’m sorry,” she said in a broken voice. “I really am.” She ran her hand along the top of the weegil, although that was silly; it was like petting an automobile in order to soothe the driver. “I—I think I can imagine a little of what you must feel. I’ll call the truckers right away.”


  “Th-thank you,” Khardlan said. “I—I’ll never forget your kindness as long as I live, and that’ll be a thousand of your Earth years. Even when I’m back home I’ll think of you frequently, with gratitude.”


  “Won’t I ever see you again, Khardlan?” howled Sugarplum, thrusting herself back into the discussion. Not never ever? Couldn’t Momma and I visit you on Venus?”


  “Then we’d have to live in weegils of our own,” Ellie deduced. “Wouldn’t we, Khardlan?” Something was bothering her, some question she knew she should put to the Venutian, but which she couldn’t pin down.


  “I’m afraid so,” the extraterrestrial agreed. “You wouldn’t like it on Venus, Sugarplum; you’d find it much too hot and damp. . . . But, don’t worry, things are going to be much better on Earth for you—for both of you—very soon. . . . Now, Elbe, if you’ll call this number. . . .”


  “HEY, there’s something missing!” Nick complained as he breezed into the house and gaily pinched his wife under the pretext of handing her his coat. “Aah, don’t be a sorehead, baby!” he replied to her indignant shriek. He gave the room a comprehensive glance. “I know what’s gone—it’s the weegil! What happened to it?”


  Ellie smiled, a secret smile. “They took it away,” she said. “You were so right, dear. They thought they’d stimulate our curiosity and then show us how it worked if we bought it. But there was some kind of slip-up at the office and they left it here longer than they were supposed to. . . . But I told the salesman I wouldn’t pay a penny, and so he took it away.”


  “Good for you, chick,” he said, slapping her affectionately. “I’m glad you had that much sense. What did I tell you; you don’t ever get something for nothing. . . . Didn’t your mother ever warn you, you mustn’t believe what strange men say?—even over the phone.”


  That was what had been nagging her, Ellie suddenly realized. The voice of Khardlan’s contact on the telephone had been a man’s. Yet Khardlan had secured Elbe’s support on a basis of common femininity. How had the Venutian convinced the man? What had she told him?


  Come to think of it, how did Elbe actually know Khardlan was female at all? The only evidence she had was the creature’s word: she had never seen the Venutian and, even if she had, she probably wouldn’t have been able to tell.


  It was just the sort of dirty trick a man would play.


  THE END


  1958


  CONTEST ON VENUS


  John Reynolds


  He knew there’d be a rematch on Earth that would draw a million, and ten percent of that purse sounded very good.


  MOOSE McGURK, the Wilderness Wildman, stepped onto the aisle belt and moved towards the contest circle. His coach, his technical advisor, his interpreter, his valet, his valet’s assistant, his script writer, his director, and an aging teleplanetvision actress, hired to p-ay the part of his mother, followed in that order down the moving aisle belt.


  None of these people however were necessary for the contest for this time Moose McGurk was scheduled to lose. His world’s championship title was not at stake, his end of the purse was not at stake, for that matter it was already bet at rather poor odds right there on Venus, that the all-Venus champ would win.


  There was nothing at stake for Moose McGurk except his professional reputation. He was the only Wrestler on Earth that people would even offer to bet as much as a dime on. Of course there were never any takers for Moose McGurk never lost and most people believed that he fought on the level too. Of course he didn’t but most people believed that he did anyway.


  Moose wiped his forehead, something that he would never do back on Earth. He had never sweated over a match before. He used to sweat some before a fight in the woodlands where he was discovered, but those were real fights, where the winner wasn’t discussed before the fight but afterwards.


  Somehow this was different with Moose. He didn’t mind wrestling to a script when he knew that he could beat the man anyway. What difference did it make if you put in a little entertainment if you could beat the man anyway. Well this time there wasn’t going to be any entertainment put in. This time there wasn’t any script. This time Moose was fighting without a script like the fights back in the lumber camps, only there was a difference. This time Moose was fighting to lose. Well it could be worse he thought, he could be fighting to lose with entertainment put in. Moose told himself he would never let things come to that. He had been saving his money so just that type of thing could never happen to him.


  Besides there was going to be a rematch on Earth that ought to draw a million. And ten percent of the organization’s share of the purse was a lot of money. He wished he was one of the fighters of the old days he had heard talk about. Ninety percent to the fighter and ten to the manager. That couldn’t be true though. Why the most anyone ever got these days was fifteen.


  He stepped off the aisle belt onto the three step escalator and rode up to the contour chair. He lay down in the chair and, while he waited for his crew to start the warm-up act he looked around for the organization’s Mister Biggers, the producer and boss of the whole outfit.


  “Big day,” Moose said to his valet, “Mister Biggers is here to watch. Even waved to me when he knocked the ash off his cigar.”


  “Yea yea, would you be quiet? You’re cramping my act. I got to work too you know.”


  Moose thought that the valet was overdoing it even for a valet but charged it off to his being watched by the boss.


  The valet’s assistant stood at attention as usual but even he looked a little nervous.


  His coach was next and as he pointed at the rival champ from Venus he demonstrated that the first attack should be made with the lumberjack chop. Which if he ever used in a fight would probably result in him being crippled for life. Still it looked good and that’s what counted. Straight wrestling as he once found out not only was boring to the fans but it was likely to get you fired. He lay back farther in his contour chair and said, “This sure beats those hard bunks back in the lumber camps.”


  The coach replied, “Shut up will you? Do you want me to forget my lines?”


  When he had finished his performance the sound system started to broadcast the rules. His interpreter ignoring the escalator jumped up onto the platform and started to gesture wildly.


  Moose watched a full minute and couldn’t understand a word he said. “Just what did the guy say?”


  He went on for another minute and then he leaned over and said, “Would you stop interrupting the acts? We got our jobs too you know.”


  Moose grabbed him and pulled him down face to face, “I’m not asking you again. What are the rules?”


  “Come on Moose, take it easy. You know I don’t understand this Venus talk.” Moose shook him and the crowd booed. Moose lifted him up with one hand and shook him again.


  “O.K. O.K. No eye gouging and no straight punching.”


  “And what else?”


  “Nothing else, anything goes.”


  Moose put him down. The interpreter ignored the escalator and jumped off the platform. The crowd laughed.


  Next was his aging mother’s turn. As she rode up the escalator she took out a handkerchief and put on the biggest bawl act that Moose had ever seen. Bigger even than his real mother had put on when she had the job. He didn’t have to worry about his mother though, her contract had been bought up with six months severance pay added on when she laughed one night instead of cried.


  She went down and the valet came up to wipe the tears off of Moose’s shoulders and the rest of the show was up to Moose.


  The bell sounded and the red light went on. Moose and his opponent jumped into the ring at the same time. Moose stood where he landed and waited. His opponent ran over to where Moose was standing, jumped up and kicked him in the stomach with both feet. Moose landed on his back and hit his head on the ring cover. He looked up and couldn’t find the referee. His opponent got up first and tried a broad jump at Moose’s head. Moose rolled out of the way and decided that if Thumper Jaroose could get along without the benefit of a referee so could he. He grabbed a leg and was kicked in the head by the other one. He let go and rolled away. The Thumper came at him again with another broad jump. Moose rolled out of the way again and got to his feet. He looked once more for the referee and decided to forget about the rules for awhile until he could find out what had to be done to end the match. Thumper Jaroose ran at him again and jumped with both feet forward. Moose sidestepped, fell on him with a body press and waited for someone to start counting. No one counted. Moose held onto him as long as he could but Thumper Jaroose flailed and Moose let go.


  The crowd roared at that as if they were now sure that Moose McGurk could not hold his man.


  Moose jumped to his feet and made a diving tackle that brought the Thumper to the plastic covering. He pinned his man with an arm bar. The Thumper twisted and caught him in the face with an elbow. Moose held on and was smashed in the face twice more. He let go again.


  The Thumper feinted an arm grab and kicked him in the face. Moose heard his nose crack and rolled to the floor. The Thumper jumped on his arm with both feet. Moose grabbed him with his free arm. He held on and pulled the Thumper to the floor. His nose got twisted and sent a sharp pain through his body. Moose realized then that the Thumper wasn’t in on the plan. The Thumper was all out to win. He didn’t know that he was scheduled to win. Moose pinned his man again. As usual no one counted. This time he decided to hold on till he figured out how to lose to the Thumper without getting killed in the effort. As yet the only thing that the Thumper had tried to do was to disable him once he had him down.


  Moose looked to his corner. He shouted, “What do I have to do to win this match?”


  He couldn’t ask about the rules for losing or the whole plan would be out in the open. One by one his fellow employees turned their heads. He looked into their faces for an answer. He searched for Mister Biggers, the producer. His eyes found him but found no sign of recognition.


  The crowd booed and Moose remembered that he was in a fight, a fight that he didn’t know what had to be done to become the winner, or what was even more important to become the loser. Moose tightened his grip and decided to take a minute to figure this thing out. The crowd’s booing increased. Moose got mad but held on. The crowd’s booing increased even more. Moose hated to have things interrupt his thinking. He pounded the only thing that was near, Thumper Jaroose. The crowd cheered wildly. Moose thought of the lumber camp fights as he heard the crowd cheering him on. He smashed the Thumper again and the crowd went mad. Moose suddenly realized what had to be done to win a match on Venus. In order to win he would have to disable his opponent. In order to lose he would have to become disabled. His grip loosened as he was thinking.


  Thumper Jaroose broke loose with a tremendous flail kick and sprang to his feet.


  Moose got up and waited to see what the Thumper would do next. The Thumper put his head down and charged at Moose’s midsection. Moose waited and saw for the first time in his wrestling career a legitimate opportunity to use the lumberjacks’ chop. He raised his arms as if he had a double bladed axe in his hands and smashed the Thumper on the back of the head just as he was about to smash into Moose’s ribs. The crowd screamed as the Thumper fell to the floor. It seemed as if all Mars had broken loose, Venitsians were climbing all over the ring and slapping him on the back. They picked him up and carried him down the aisle. The band struck up a victory march. Moose felt good all over; it was the first real fight he had won since he had started wrestling professionally ten years ago.


  Then the thought struck him, not only had he won his first honest fight since the lumber camp days, he had just won his last setup. There could be no rematch on Earth with the Thumper as he had beaten him on his home grounds. There would be no more matches on Earth at all because he was sure to be fired. He hadn’t followed instructions. There would be no second chance. His mother never had gotten a second chance and neither would he.


  They carried him into his dressing room. None of his Earth friends were there. He was out of a job for sure. The screaming and cheering had stopped. There was a silence that only a loser could hear and feel.


  Then he heard a chant in the Venusian that he could not understand as the door to his dressing room opened. Reporters came in, a teleplanet-vision crew came in. They were asking him questions he couldn’t understand.


  “Interpreter, interpreter,” he yelled.


  Someone spoke in Earth Universal, “They want to know when you’ll be ready to have a rematch with Thumper Jaroose, on Venus.”


  THE TIME FOR DELUSION


  Donald Franson


  Too many people were believing too much nonsense, on the basis of too little evidence. It was time for a desperate remedy . . .


  THE PHONE rang, just when I was in the middle of classifying slides, steels, and rock strata—an occupation, believe me, requiring much concentration. It rang and rang. It didn’t go away as I hoped—it kept on, ten, eleven, twelve times.


  Dropping a precious diffraction grating, shattering it to bits, I stumbled over to the phone. Who could be calling at this hour? Who would be up at four in the morning but cops, drunks, night watchmen and mad college professors?


  I glanced at my frizzled hound, who was snoring undisturbed, and grabbed at the phone. I gave my four A.M. version of “Professor Potts speaking,” which was Mmmp.”


  The voice sounded far away, but I heard no long distance operator. A pleasant voice it was, which I could not identify positively as male or female, saying, “Professor Potts?”


  “Yes.”


  “This is Sacaj calling, from Venus. Don’t be surprised.”


  I wasn’t surprised, and told him, her—it—so. I was irritated, at the practical joker who was bothering me in the middle of the night.


  “What do you mean by ringing my phone in the middle of the night?” I demanded. “Wake up my dog and he barks all night and I can’t shut him up.”


  “Your dog didn’t wake up, did he?”


  “Well, no, but he usually does. He usually does, when the phone rings at night.” I didn’t know why I was keeping up this idiotic conversation, except that I couldn’t get any madder than I was already.


  “I can explain why your dog didn’t wake up this time,” said the voice, smugly.


  “He just missed it, luckily.” I was about to hang up.


  “No, the reason is that the phone didn’t ring.”


  “What kind of nonsense? Who the hell are you, anyway? If I wasn’t a patient man and had to watch my blood pressure—oh, what’s the use? What do you want? Speak up.”


  “Ah, ah! Don’t change the subject. I said the phone didn’t ring.”


  I DECIDED to give him an argument, as long as he was asking for one. “Ah, but it did ring. Twelve times. I counted them.”


  “Ah, but it didn’t,” said the sugary voice. “No times. I didn’t have to count them.”


  “Now see here . . .!” My blood pressure started to rocket.


  “Hold it, Professor. Blood pressure—remember? You’re a man of science; you never turn down a hypothesis, however unbelievable, without giving it a trial. Make a scientific test. I’ll hang up and call you back in two minutes, if you want. Leave the phone off the hook. It can’t ring then can it?” He, it she, clicked off.


  I said something unprintable, hung up the phone, then took it off the base again and laid it on the table. I looked at my wrist watch.


  When two minutes were up, I heard the phone ring again. Grinning my satisfaction, I reached to pick it up.


  But it was not there, not where it ought to be in order to ring. It was lying on the table, where I had left it.


  And ringing like mad.


  And the dog was barking no he wasn’t. He wasn’t barking at all. He was snoring.


  I twisted my finger in my ear, shook my head, but the ringing persisted.


  I picked up the phone and it stopped ringing.


  “Satisfied?” said the honeyed voice in my ear.


  I said, “Mmmf.” It was the nearest thing to an admission I could manage at the moment.


  “NOW THAT you’ve had a convincing demonstration,” the voice went on, “we may proceed. I find that facts presented too early seldom sink in, so I will repeat. I am Sacaj. I am calling from Venus. I am using the telephone only as a fortune-teller uses a crystal ball—to solidify the thought that really needs no medium of transmission. The voice you hear, the bells you heard—they are all in your mind. But I have perfected no other way to reach anyone on Earth—and I have contacted few.”


  I couldn’t think of a thing to say, except a stupified, “Venus?”


  “Yes,” said the person called Sacaj, amused. “Isn’t it fortunate that I really don’t use the telephone system? The tolls would be tremendous. Just now I am 84,369,220 odd miles away from you. But now I think that’s enough for one time; the wonders must be parceled out little by little, to be uninitiated. I’ll call you again tomorrow, that is, when Venus has rotated once—in forty-nine hours and thirteen minutes. Goodbye, Sacaj off and clear.”


  I slowly replaced the phone, stood there pondering. Venus? Forty-nine hours? Why, nobody knew that. Venus’ rotation time was still unknown, as far as I knew, because of the clouds. It could be a guess, of course—no one could flatly deny it.


  The phone rang again, while I was standing there. Now what? I thought, picking it up. “Hello?” I said.


  “Ish thish Margie?” said a different voice.


  “No, this is Professor . . .”


  “You shound like Margie. Whayou doing in Margie’s room, anhow? You’re drunk, thatsh what.”


  “Goodbye!” I said, and slammed the phone down.


  Then I heard another sound.


  The dog was barking.


  “SAY, THAT’S a dilly,” said Bronker. He put down the manuscript and turned to Denworth. “Why don’t you write it as fiction, instead of pretending it really happened? You’d do a lot better, I think.”


  “Oh, no I wouldn’t,” said Denworth, shaking his head. “I’m not such a good writer, really, on those terms. What I’m trying to prove is that any kind of writer who says what he says is fact, fact, fact, sets the world on its ear. That’s the magic word. Fact. If I said it was fiction, they would say it was too unbelievable.”


  “But,” sputtered Bronker, “this is too full of nonsense. Diffraction gratings and steels—what kind of scientist is this professor? And human beings on Venus with phone etiquette—did you ever hear of oxygen being necessary for life?”


  “How far did you get—let’s see—end of the first chapter, eh? You missed one. I planted a good one there, and you missed it.” Denworth chuckled.


  “Planted? You planted stuff here? Er—what did I miss?”


  “Sacaj,” said Denworth. “Sacaj is ‘jackass’ backwords.”


  Bronker read some more of the book manuscript, then he handed it back to Denworth. “Just answer me one question: What’s the purpose of this book? It doesn’t make sense to me; you, of all people, putting out this thing. I suppose you’re going to get it published somehow, and pass it out to your friends. But I always thought you were the one person in the world who didn’t believe in any of these pseudo-scientific revelations. Didn’t you once say, ‘anyone that saw saucers must have been in his cups?”


  “Listen to this one,” said Denworth. “I thought I saw a disc fly up, but I had only flipped my lid’.”


  “Well, I see you’re still the same old Denworth. But you’ve got more nerve, then, to put out this—this hoax.”


  “THAT’S THE idea. Now don’t get me wrong—it is a hoax. I haven’t flipped my lid, yet. It’s a test. I want to puncture a balloon—but I’ve got to blow it up first. A controlled experiment. You see, people believe too much, nowadays.”


  “People believe too much—I agree with you there,” said Bronker, who was a science-fiction writer. “It used to be, ‘I do not expect anyone to believe me’—that’s how the old-time writers used to start out. ‘You will think me mad, but I am not mad.’ Now they’d think him boring—get on with the impossible.”


  “Isn’t that really the big difference, Bronker, between fifty years ago and today? Then, if anyone came up with a crazy idea, they could expect opposition. But now! Any statement made seriously—not in a story but in the newspapers, or in a book as bald fact—is bound to be taken seriously, by some section of the people. This is the Age of Credulity. Why?”


  Bronker frowned. “Oh, I suppose it’s because they’re afraid to doubt any more. So many funny things have come true lately, they don’t know what not to believe. I suppose it’s the fault of us science fiction writers.”


  “No, it isn’t. They still think straight science-fiction is bunk. It’s these other, dreamers—these rank amateurs mostly—that captivate them. Because they say what they say is fact. Not only that. If you don’t believe—”


  “You’re a square.”


  “Exactly,” said Denworth. “They laughed at Columbus. They laughed at the Wright Brothers, the Smith Brothers, and the Marx Brothers. Now they’ve got the nerve to laugh at me, they say. And it’s been pounded into the public mind so long that science can do anything, that seemingly nothing is impossible to the unscientific layman. So therefore it follows that this latest moonshine is also not impossible. Just because a few ideas contrary to apparent common sense were proven right, that doesn’t mean that every idea contrary to reason must be automatically accepted until it’s proven wrong.”


  “Oh, why fight it?” asked Bronker. “It doesn’t matter what people believe. The truth is the truth. Let them be nitwits—”


  “YES, IT MATTERS!” said Denworth. “Every unscientific idea in the mass mind crowds out a scientific one. I’ve been fighting these things as fast as they come up. And it’s like weeds—two spring up in the place of every one I root out—and I’m beginning to doubt that I’ve really rooted out any. You see, I’m handicapped. I don’t have all the facts either, mainly because there aren’t any facts. How can you disprove a nonexistent fact? It’s just like a rumor—the only way you can get to the bottom of a rumor is to find out how it started in the first place. Then you can show just how the fact was distorted or misinterpreted to grow into the full-fledged rumor.


  “But if you can do that—then you may have done more than just scotch the one rumor. You may have helped show up all rumors. You’ve shaken people’s faith in rumors, expecially if the one explained is an important one. But—suppose it’s impossible even to track down one rumor, in order to undermine them all by its exposure? Then you’d have to start a rumor yourself.


  “If you do that, and if you’re careful to document it, put it down in writing, seal it, date it, and so forth—then when it blooms into a big thing, all you have to do to puncture it is bring forth your documents. That’s what I propose to do here. I can’t do anything about the saucers, now, but I can start my own legend. I can’t just say I saw another saucer, or transported my mind to the past century. It has to be something new—something that I can identify as my own, when it finally pops up somewhere else. It has to be, ah, patentable. It has to have my trademark on it.”


  “I think you overdid it, with all this questionable science in it.”


  “OH, NO. THAT was intentional. You see, I want the scientific men to debunk it. That gets ’em every time. The ‘authorities’ are against it. The publicity this’ll get ought to be tremendous, because it’s so unusual. Anything out of the ordinary, on an interesting subject like pseudo-science, should command more free space than the original saucer did.” Denworth put the manuscript back in his desk drawer.


  “I’m going to get this published and help distribute it myself, and here’s how it will go: 75% will think it’s a joke, 10% will be open minded about it, 10% will believe it, and 5% will have also got phone calls from Venus, or Mars, or somewhere.”


  “Where did you get those percentages?” asked Bronker.


  “I made them up,” said Denworth. “That’s what they all do. Why can’t I make up scientific facts? The more concrete they are, the more believable they are. You should know, verisimilitude—like the bookkeeper who made tip the figure of $3,456.02. The world will come to an end at 3:45 P.M., October 1, 1981. I saw seven saucers, green with orange spots, triangular in shape. The Martians have attacked Pine Ridge, Arkansas, but nobody is allowed to release anything yet.”


  “I see your point. You’ve certainly put plenty of it in here. One thing I like. They’re always talking Martians, and Mars. There’s nothing mysterious about Mars. Venus is the real planet of mystery. Forty-nine hours—you almost had me believing it myself.”


  “Well, what is the rotation period?”


  “I don’t know, you joker. Anywhere from a day to a few months, or none at all.”


  “Then what I say must be fact, and you dassen’t contradict me.”


  Bronker groaned. “What title are you going to use?”


  Denworth paused. “I’ve been thinking of ‘Dial PLanet 3-2000’, but that’s kind of complicated. It doesn’t have to be too original. Just startling, like ‘Saucers Are Flying’, or ‘I Was My Own Grandfather’.”


  “How about ‘Venus on the Phone’ ? But do you really think this is going to do any good?”


  “THE HOAXERS have gone too far, Bronker; something must be done to show them up. I don’t mean the people who honestly think they saw flying discs—or those who actually saw them for all I know—or those who believe in the general principle. I mean the ones who take advantage of that belief, and come up with some story about Mercurians coming out of the gopher hole in their back yard, or three saucers they saw in a bar, and then get onto a television program or in the newspapers, and sell a book on the strength of the publicity.”


  “Maybe that’s their purpose—to sell books.”


  “Certainly, and think of the psychology in it,” said Denworth. “Have you read all the books on saucers? If not, you can’t have an open mind about them.”


  “I admit I haven’t,” said Bronker. “I can’t afford it. Every time someone comes out with a new angle, I’d have to buy their book—a crafty way to sell books, at that.”


  “People have a natural desire to not be considered backward or narrow-minded. They give every new idea a break if possible. So the result is, they buy anything new, and these characters have accomplished their purpose—they’ve sold you a book, and you can’t sell it back to them.”


  “Well, you’re going to do the same thing.”


  “In a good cause. It’s like a war to end wars,” said Denworth.


  THE MAN looked doubtful.


  “Book dealers are supposed to be neutral, Mr. Denworth. On everything. Better that way. We’d rather not say anything about this flying saucer controversy except, ‘go ahead and fight, and I’ll sell tickets’.”


  “Then you can’t object to featuring my book, even when I admit it’s a hoax?”


  “I don’t know if it’s honest—well, publishers do protect pen names; there’s nothing unethical about that—but it seems kind of unfair, to fool the public like this. Why don’t you call it straight fiction? You’ve got a cracker jack book here. I read some of it last night—as much as I read any book, you know.” He indicated the walls of books surrounding him, as if to say, how could anyone read all the books?


  “Well, what if I hadn’t told you anything?” asked Denworth, stubbornly. “What if I had walked in here and said this was my book, that my name is Potts, and—what would you have done?”


  “You’ve got me there,” admitted the bookseller. “All right, I’ll take the book—whether you’re Potts or not, makes no difference. It’s all crazy stuff, anyway, but it ought to attract customers. Tell you what—leave the book here, and a few extra copies, and we’ll find out how it goes. That’s what you said you wanted anyway, wasn’t it?”


  “Do me another favor, will you?” asked Denworth, as he brought in half a dozen copies and piled them on the counter. “Let me stand around here and watch the customers, and see what their reactions are when they pick up the book.”


  “It’s your time,” said the book man. “You won’t be in our way—just don’t go to sleep in here. We have a strict no-bother-the-browser rule. We’ll just treat you like another browser—dust you off one? in a while.”


  THE BOOK dealer grew expansive. “I could write a book,” (he winced at the thought) “about the people who come in here to buy books. You know how they pick out a book? They open it in the middle, read a few lines; and if it isn’t absolute nonsense—or maybe if it is, in the case of this kind of book—they might decide to buy it. That’s something for the writer to know. You’ve got to catch ’em, not by the opening paragraph, like they always say, or by the ending, but by the middle paragraph. You’ve got to make your middle paragraph interesting, wherever it may be, wherever the book falls open. That means almost anywhere. They flip and skip.


  “That’s one kind of browser. Then there’s the ‘wholebook’ type. I often wonder why they buy the book after they have read it in here from cover to cover, but some do. Then some people prowl the whole store and end up buying nothing. But I don’t resent them; I used to do the same thing when I was a kid. Got almost my entire education in book stores.”


  He arranged the books, putting three of them on the science-fiction shelf, while storing the other three away. “You sure you don’t want to put a little comment in the front—a little sticker on the first page, maybe, or around the dust jacket, saying, ‘I decided to publish this as fiction, because it’s not’ ?”


  “No,” said Denworth, smiling.


  “Okay. I’m putting it on this end with the other stuff that’s supposed to be true. Right in between ‘The Earth Is a Cube’ and ‘I Was a Disc-Jockey for the Martians’.”


  DENWORTH looked up furtively, then down to the book he was holding. “Dawnan addressed the pterodactyl, mockingly, but with a hint of aggressiveness in his voice,” he was reading. “Ptery, both of us can’t share this ledge.’ To Dawnan’s surprise, the pterodactyl flapped his leathery wings, opened his sharp-toothed mouth, and buzzed—”


  “Do you think all this really happened?”


  Denworth jumped a bit, looked up and faced the sharp-toothed woman who had addressed him. She was holding a copy of his Venus book in her hand.


  “Why, I don’t know,” he said, flustered. “I’m a stranger here myself. I don’t have any opinion on the subject.”


  “I think it did,” she said positively, not listening anyway, going through the middle of the book. “This is too accurate to be a story.” She put the book under her arm, fumbled in her purse. She waggled a finger at Denworth.


  “You know what’s the matter with all these other books?” she said, nodding at the science-fiction shelf. “They don’t tell the truth.”


  DENWORTH stood by fictitious science-fiction, re-reading “The Skylark of Space,” “Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Seas” etc., watching and listening for the reactions of readers of his book. It was just as he had expected. The customers who came in almost always glanced at the book—the cover was certainly eye-catching. Most of the readers were silent, of course, being alone, and not likely to talk to such a forbidding-looking stranger as himself; but when they came in pairs, he caught their conversation.


  It sometimes ran like this: “Just a minute, Barb, I want to look at this.”


  “Some more of that Marty Ann stuff?”


  “No, Venus. Look at this—‘Venus on the Phone’. The true, fact story that actually happened.’ Look here. ‘I didn’t realize I was face to face with the real power behind Earth’s wars, treaties, fads, hit songs, ideologies.


  Or it went thus:


  “Here’s a whopper—this guy’s got a direct phone connection to Venus.”


  “Don’t laugh—there’s more to that than meets the eye. You can’t judge a book by its cover. They can’t always print what they want in the regular scientific circles—they have to tell people this way. Seems I’ve heard of this Professor Potts somewhere.”


  “Isn’t he the guy who discovered you could make stuff out of atoms?”


  “No, something to do with electronic brains or something. The government clamped down on it, whatever it was.”


  “How come they let him get on the phone to Venus? Seems like they would wiretap, or something.”


  “You can’t put it past these scientists. They know all the answers.”


  “Maybe the reason they know all the answers, is, they ask all the questions. Now if I was asking questions . . .”


  “What would you ask?”


  “Why are death and taxes so doggone certain?”


  DENWORTH had to go out and get more books. He took the opportunity to distribute more to other booksellers, guessing correctly that their stock had also been depleted. He went back to the first bookstore, to wait another hour or so.


  The next customer he saw come in was Bronker, his friend. Bronker had not appeared to notice him, so Denworth hid behind Stapledon and watched.


  With satisfaction he saw Bronker come over to the science-fiction shelf, look it over carefully. Denworth tensed in anticipation. Now he would observe the reactions of an intelligent critic.


  To Denworth’s disgust, Bronker did not pick up ‘Venus on the Phone’, but one of his own new works.


  Denworth sidled up to him. “Don’t buy that—it’s a direct plagiarism of Verne’s ‘Five Weeks in a Balloon.’ ”


  Bronker looked up, annoyance changing to friendly recognition. “How’s the book going? What do the people say about it?”


  “I wish I had a tape recorder,” said Denworth. He re-counted his experiences. “That book sells too fast. I feel guilty every time someone buys one. It isn’t the money I’m making—and believe it or not, I think I’m already selling enough to pay expenses—I can always turn it over to some worthy charity and salve my conscience. But the thought of people believing this stuff . . .”


  Bronker said, “What difference does it make, as long as it makes them think?”


  “IT DOESN’T make them think; it makes them stop thinking. That’s just the trouble—my point originally. It’s the kind of thing that I want to stop—people believing everything that some one says with a straight face. We will never get a science-based civilization until every citizen has a minimum understanding of science—that the Earth goes around the sun; that astrology is the bunk; that luck is only cause and effect—not a deep knowledge, but as much as people know about automobiles, or politics, or baseball, or gardening. You don’t have to know Bernoulli’s principle to understand a curve ball. And you don’t have to be a scientist to know simple scientific facts—if only other people would stop contradicting them all the time.”


  “It’s the scientists’ own fault, isn’t it?” said Bronker, looking up from his book. “They act so mysterious about their magical profession, that the common people can’t help but think that Secrets Are Being Withheld. Then they turn to these guys—who give them what they want to hear, right or wrong.”


  Denworth nodded. “My point exactly. The scientists stay up in their tower, most of them, content to discuss Planck’s Constant, or something else obscure, when the people want to know, what makes the world go round? Does anyone ever tell them? Are they expected to dig into physics texts for the facts? They ought to teach science in every magazine, every newspaper, and not just for the kiddies. No wonder they think scientists are a race apart. Every man should be his own scientist, which means thinker. Every man should be able to open one of these books and see for himself what’s wrong with it. The beginning of scientific thought is skepticism—not uncritical belief because someone says it’s so.”


  “And how will you foster skepticism, with this book?”


  “NOT WITH this book—with its exposure. How do you teach skepticism? How do you teach anything so it’ll stick? By letting them get burned; then they’ll sure find out the fire’s hot. I can’t go around contradicting everything that people read—it’s impossible. But this way—it’s going to make them a little leery of the next book that comes along.”


  “You’re going to a lot of trouble, when the whole thing’ll blow over in a few years. Remember the pyramid club? That blew over.”


  “Sure it did—it was an inverted pyramid. But this stuff is taking too long to blow over. If I can get people to be skeptical, I may be able to put a stop to it, once and for all. Then when something really new or strange is discovered, people will discuss it calmly and scientifically, not jump at once to controversy and prejudices. It’s got me the way they jumped at this Venus thing. Do you know there’s even a ‘Friends of Venus’ club formed already? I’m a bit worried—maybe it’s getting out of hand. The book’s selling unnaturally fast.”


  Bronker said, “Maybe they’re just buying the book because it’s controversial.”


  “No. I’m getting letters denouncing me, as Denworth. I criticized the book, in the papers. Then I pick up letters at the bookstores addressed to Potts. They are full of praise.”


  Denworth pulled himself together. “Well, I mustn’t get jittery. This is working out just the way I planned. They’re grabbing at the hook just as I wanted them to—though I didn’t expect them to jerk the pole right out of my hand. Bronker, I wouldn’t mind if it was just the uninformed layman that believed this, but the thing has been given favorable reviews.”


  “Not in science-fiction magazines, though. They panned heck out of it.”


  “A few of them praised it, Bronker, ones apparently you don’t read—and I don’t blame you. Seems like some screwballs praised it, for fear someone would knock their pet ideas in retaliation, I guess. Get your book and let’s go—I’m through with this part of the experiment. It’s gone far enough. Now I’m going to puncture my little balloon.”


  “NOW TO CONTINUE with our TV discussion, ‘Forum-Againstum’. We have received just scores of phone calls since this program went on the air.” The moderator laughed with pleasure. “You know, there’s an old saying, ‘publish a volume of verse, and it’s like dropping a rosepetal down into the Grand Canyon and listening for the echo.’ But publish a controversial book and—stand back! I think there will be time for the panel to answer a few of the questions. If not, our sponsor has agreed to extend the program another half hour. So you gentlemen can go ahead with your closing arguments, and I wondering the bell on you, too soon, that is. Mr. Denworth?”


  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to wait till later.”


  “All right. Mr. Hatfield?”


  “My point is this. I wouldn’t mind if they said, there may be saucers, or water-witching, or clairvoyancy, and just give arguments as to why they may be so. And stop there. Oh, no. You must be a moron if you don’t believe, you are a closed-minded old fuddy-duddy, because they are so and I know, because I didn’t read it in a scientific journal, I read it in a picture magazine, and they are so much more reliable. As for this Venus book, I can’t swallow any of it. It’s just a fairy tale, from start to finish.”


  “Mr. Madigan.”


  “Did you ever consider, Mr. Hatfield, that some fairy tales have turned out to be true? That Nostradmus’ predictions are coming about, one by one? That there is even something in alchemy, after all these years, because you can now transmute metals one into the other by nuclear fission? That old witches’ potions are now found to have had medically proven ingredients? Don’t sell fairy tales short, Mr. Hatfield. There’s something in them, or they never would have started. Take this book now. Mr. Potts, whoever he is—and I’m sure this is a pen name for some distinguished scientist—didn’t invent this out of whole cloth. The character, Sacaj, rings so true—and it’s not proven that Venus is uninhabited.”


  “MR. MODERATOR,” interrupted Denworth.


  “Mr. Denworth, I thought you said you wanted to wait till last. However, if you want to go ahead of Mr. Pontus . . .”


  “No, I’m sorry.”


  “Go ahead, Mr. Pontus,” said the moderator.


  “Thank you. There is no scientific proof there are flying saucers, moon people, ancestral memories, and whatnot. But, I maintain, there is no scientific proof that they do no exist either. Therefore it is our duty to be neutral. We must open our minds to whatever comes up, and take no opinion on it, until we have definite proof on one side or the other. On this Venus question, I, for one, have not received a phone call from our Venusian friend. But I do say, there is no such person, because I personally have not been so honored? No. I keep an open mind about it. I lean to the positive, until the negative has been proved. I take the word of authorities such as Professor Potts, whom I greatly respect.”


  “Mr. Moderator.”


  “All right, now, Mr. Denworth.”


  Denworth looked around at all of them. “Would you accept a negative proof if I gave you one? Would you really?”


  “Yes.”


  “Of course.”


  “Sure.”


  “Certainly.”


  “THIS IS a definite negative proof. You won’t be able to contradict it. I couldn’t find any evidence about saucers or reincarnation that would convince you, but this one thing I do have. I want to show you that you are wrong in believing indiscriminately in everything that appears in print, that at least one of the things you so uncritically accept is false. I am going to give you a specific example of one psuedo-scientific book that is an out-and-out hoax.”


  “One exception doesn’t prove anything,” said Madigan. “Disprove something important, like, say, ‘Venus on the Phone’.”


  “That’s exactly what I intend to do. ‘Venus on the Phone’ is a hoax.”


  “What?”


  “I knew it!”


  “Preposterous!”


  “Order!”


  “Did you ever hear of ‘The Moon Hoax’, the ‘Balloon Hoax of Poe’s?” went on Denworth. “Did you ever hear the story of the newspaper editor who, suspecting a rival paper was copying his scoops, inserted a hidden phrase in the material, which came out in the copying newspaper as ‘We pilfer the news’ ?”


  “Get to the point,” said Madigan.


  “That is the point. There are phrases in ‘Venus on the Phone’ which disprove the main premise, in fact the whole phony story.”


  The moderator rang the little bell. “Now just a minute, Mr. Denworth. I think you’re going too far. It’s all right to criticize the book, that’s what we’re here for. But you can’t accuse the author of fraud. Mr. Potts is not here to defend himself, unfortunately.”


  “Mr. Potts is here,” said Denworth. “I am Potts. I wrote ‘Venus on the Phone’.”


  NOTHING could be heard for ten seconds but a general babble, broken by insistent pings on the bell. Finally the moderator said, with an uneasy laugh, “I don’t know whether to laugh, or protest. You took advantage of us; I admit I half believed your story.” He paused uncertainly. “I don’t know whether to adjourn for lack of a subject, or continue the discussion on another tack. I would be interested to know your reasons—first, for the hoax, then the exposure. Just a minute. No, Mr. Madigan, I thin’: it is more important to hear what Mr. Denworth has to say.”


  Denworth began, “First I want to explain why I am against all these things. It isn’t the fantastic and wild ideas involved—no, there are some scientific facts much more fantastic and unbelievable than these. It’s the idea of extra-scientific belief, outside of science, defiant of science, scornful of science, contemptuous of science, but in reality afraid of science. For ‘science’ is only the careful examination of evidence in search of facts—scientists don’t take sides; they’re only seeking for the truth from the evidence at hand.


  “If any evidence doesn’t stand up in the court of open examination, does it do any good to say, ‘the examiners are not fair’ ? But that’s exactly what people do say, over and over again. These pseudoscientist authors are continually complaining about scientists being afraid to investigate their theories, even when they have been investigated over and over again, and most of them rejected. But the cry goes on, ‘they don’t give give this a chance’. It reminds me of Russian propaganda. The pseudo-scientists ignore it when someone does prove them wrong, so must the scientists continue to review and review?


  “Prove that they are wrong? How can you prove anything to these people? They are far more narrowminded than the scientists they accuse, who will not accept their stories as fact. I say it is their duty to furnish positive proof. I stand on the statement that there are no poltergeists, espers or flying saucers—now prove that there are.”


  “What are they then?” said Madigan.


  “What are what? I still haven’t seen any convincing proof that ‘they’ are anything?”


  THE BELL rang. “Now let’s not get off on saucers. We’re still talking about the Venus book, and why you wrote it.”


  “I was coming to that,” said Denworth. “I wanted to explain how hard it is to convince anyone on these matters, once they make up their minds. So I thought—why not start a new story and see how many of these same people instantly take it in? I always had an urge to do this, ever since the first saucer stories appeared in the newspapers and were so readily accepted. I almost decided one time to call up a paper and tell them I’ve seen a flying disc, just to see how quickly it would be printed. But then I realized it would only bolster the opinions of the believers, not disillusion them, because it is easier to start a rumor or story than to stop one.”


  “Then I eventually developed this plan. Now you may think I went to a lot of trouble, and I did. You see, in one way I am just as fanatic as the saucerers. When I see people believing such miserable nonsense I get mad—not at the believers, but at those who are supposedly responsible for education in this world. We scientists are responsible, really. It’s our fault that astrology is flourishing, that other misleading philosophies abound.


  “I wanted to do something about it, so I wrote ‘Venus on the Phone’. It was a test, a trap. It was to find out how far people would go in their quick acceptance of every new crackpot statement. And I tell you, I was astounded. I didn’t expect people to be detectives and find the buried clues hidden in the book, proving its fallacies. But I did half expect people not to swallow the utter nonsense I literally packed into the book. So I am both satisfied and disappointed. Satisfied because I hope I’ve done something to slow down the future book fakers, who will find it tougher sledding from now on. Disappointed because so few really saw through this hoax.”


  “If I may interrupt,” said the moderator, “you’ve been talking about proofs, within the book, I believe you said. I’m curious to know what these proofs are.”


  “ALL RIGHT,” said Denworth. “Everybody got a book? Turn to page 202, the ninth chapter, last sentence on the page. ‘No other nation since Egypt noticed such enigmas.’ The first letter of each word spells ‘nonsense’. See page 95, at the very ton, and elsewhere. The name, Poncipomon, is an anagram of another word, scrambled, ‘nincompoop’. On some of these I didn’t expect anyone to find the clue until after I pointed it out, of course.


  “But they ought to have got this one: page 211—Sacaj is explaining that 45% of his people are. students, 35% are teachers, and only 25% are production workers. Add up those percentages. On the last page is a Nostradamus-type cryptic and prophetic poem, which is left as a parting message by Sacaj; Potts has tried to fit it in with the future war situation, being hard put to account for all the allusions (as Nostradamus quatrains are always vague, too). I’ll repeat it for the benefit of our listeners, and See if they can get it before I tell you what it means:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “The first success goes to the Reds,


            Brings Yankee blows upon their heads;


            In the strike to target whistles;


            Out go the ballistic missiles.


            While the battle rolls and roars,


            Oft the heavy bomber scores;


            All day long, to hill, from pen,


            Sounds the tramp of marching men.


            Long it seesaws, long in doubt,


            Ere it turns into a rout;


            When the path’s cleared all is done.


            Another American victory won.’

          
        

      
    

  


  “IF YOU SEE it as a description of the last World Series, it makes more sense, doesn’t it?” Denworth looked around at the panel. “Had enough? There are hundreds of them—so many they make the book uneven. I thought you read this book, but apparently it was over your heads. I’m not sorry for you. I caught you in my trap, and now I’m going to stamp on you. Stop believing all this nonsense!”


  Denworth finished, wished he could walk out dramatically at this point, but the show must yo on. After a few bitter remarks from the others, they came to the question period. The moderator was in confusion trying to decide to whom each question should be addressed, since those that defended or attacked “Venus on the Phone” could not be satisfactorily answered by its author, who was at the same time its chief critic.


  To solve a perplexing problem, the moderator laid these aside, and finished out the program lamely with irrelevant questions like, “Are there people on Mars as well as Venus?” and “Who will win the next election?” The panel shook hands with Denworth as they left, but he didn’t see any of them again for years.


  IV


  THE HALL was packed, Denworth could see from his chair on the platform. The chairman rapped for order. Denworth fidgeted, prepared to listen to much criticism of himself, in the course of the debate or whatever it turned out to be before, during and after his speech.


  “The fifteenth meeting of the Friends of Venus Club will come to order. We will dispense with the reading of the minutes and all such hogwash, to save time for the very important business we have on hand, and our distinguished guest speaker.” This was echoed by applause.


  “First we will hear a statement by Eldon Everett, founder of the club, in a summary of recent developments.”


  Mr. Everett rose, to generous applause. “Much has happened since the last meeting. When I founded this club, along with others, I based my belief not only on personal experiences and thoughts, but on a book which has come to be, in effect, our ‘bible’. Since our last meeting, there has been some doubt cast on this book, to the effect that some parts of it are inaccurate and misleading. Now if this book, great as it is, were all I had to stand on, I would be indignant to try to defend it, or perhaps have some doubts myself.


  “But no book written by human hand is perfect. There may be some errors, or even downright falsehoods in ‘Venus on the Phone’, but that doesn’t destroy my faith in its general principles. The fact that it was not a critic, but the author himself who pointed out these mistakes, testifies to his honesty, and to the underlying truth of the book.


  “Tonight we will hear Mr. Denworth, who has revealed himself as the author of this epoch-making volume, in his first appearance before this club, the first that it has been possible for him to make, due to his previous anonymity. He appears at his own request. I’m sure you will all make him welcome.” (Applause.) “First, however, before he speaks, we’ll have our usual interlude of democracy in action. We’ll hear member’s experiences and greet recent converts. I leave the floor to you, with the assurance that I, personally, would require more than one television, program, nay, a thousand such programs, to shake my faith in our noble Sacaj!”


  THE AUDIENCE cheered, and Denworth put his finger under his collar, stretching it. He’d have to make his speech much stronger than he had intended.


  The chairman was recognizing someone, and a man in the back of the hall stood up.


  “I got a television call from Venice. I saw it. There was pictures right in the middle of the phone dial, where the numbers is.”


  “What did you see?” said a woman. Discussion was very informal here.


  “A big city, scenery like it is on Venice.”


  “Did you see any canals in. Venice?” said a heckler.


  The first man said indignantly, “There ain’t no canals on Venice. There’s canals on Mars.”


  “I saw canals in Venice,” persisted the other. “In a painting. There was gondoolas.” Laughter. “Did you see any gondoolas?”


  The first man refused to answer, and sat down. After some more disturbances, the hall quieted.


  Another man got up. “Mr. Chairman, our opinions have been challenged. I move we take a vote.”


  “A vote?” said the chairman.


  “Yes, a vote. We ought to find out whether we still have the same opinion of the communication with Venus as we had a few weeks ago.”


  A man answered, “Don’t you think the very fact that we are here, even after this so-called expose, proves anything?”


  “Not necessarily,” said the first man. “Maybe some of us are here in curiosity, or to here Mr. Denworth’s explanation.”


  The jeers about him seemed to show this idea was not shared by the rest of the audience.


  THE CHAIRMAN rose to the occasion with an action to stop the argument. “All right. All right. Suppose we take a voice vote. How many of us still believe in Sacaj, regardless of what has been said? Say aye.”


  A roar shook the hall, and with it Denworth.


  “We won’t need a negative vote,” said the chairman. This relieved Denworth, who feared he would be the only one. This was getting uncomfortable. What a shock they would have when he convinced them!


  The next half hour was taken up by short speeches of members, telling about their experiences, conversion of other members, then speeches by the converts themselves.


  Finally the chairman introduced Denworth glowingly, and he got up, made his way to the microphone, amid polite applause. He felt like the first time he went up on the high diving board. But they could do no more than murder him. Well, here’s where that long-forgotten public-speaking course would pay off. He hoped.


  He began in the best political tradition, with a bit of humor. “First I want to say, I don’t know whether there are any canals on Venice.”


  After a comfortable laugh, audiences were more responsive. He must remember to keep them in this good humor.


  “WHEN I WROTE the book, ‘Venus on the Phone’, I had no intention of duping any of you. It was an experiment, and no harm was intended, I assure you. It seems to have gone wrong, somehow. When I came here tonight I had only intended to amplify my previous statement on the television program, and to apologize to anyone whose sensibilities I had hurt. But it seems, judging from your rafter-shaking vote of confidence, that you still believe in the book, and don’t take any stock in the television program that denounced it.


  “For this I don’t blame you. I always said that a book was more convincing than a television program; and many of you, of course, only heard of the program at second hand. So, if I may, I will repeat the statements I made on that television show.”


  Denworth paused dramatically, spoke slowly. “I am the author of ‘Venus on the Phone’, using the pen name of Potts. The story is fiction, from start to finish. There were no phone calls from Venus. Sacaj is purely an imaginary character. I don’t know anything about the planet Venus, except what the astronomers do, which is very little.”


  He expected a shocked silence, but instead almost felt a tolerant attitude, waiting for him to go ahead and say some more ridiculous things. Denworth sighed and went on.


  “I never intended to fix belief in this story, I mistakenly thought everyone would assume it was fiction.” Here he lied, and he knew it, but he felt he wouldn’t get anywhere by making them out like absolute fools. The rule is, don’t call a fool a fool, he may quit being a fool; but you can call a mule a mule, he won’t change. Denworth wondered fleetingly if he were dealing with fools or mules.


  “I must however make plain to you that if you still believe in the book, you are relying on a very shaky foundation; this book, like almost every other pseudo-scientific book, flying saucers and the rest, is fiction, not fact. It is only words in print, and words are only words, not proofs. The word ‘fact’ does not make a fact.”


  A MAN CALLED out, “That’s all right what you say about flying saucers, tout ‘don’t knock Venusian civilization.”


  “I think I have a perfect right to,” said Denworth sarcastically. “I created it with my own two little typing fingers.”


  In the hubbub that followed Denworth pulled himself together. He mustn’t, mustn’t be sarcastic. The gavel brought silence.


  “Please don’t misunderstand me,” continued Denworth. “I am not deriding you for believing the book. I am not making fun of you for doing the natural thing. If I were in your place I would believe it too, not knowing all the facts. But I am telling you that it is a work of fiction. I put a lot of effort into making it as plausible as possible, as believable as possible, to make it a more interesting work of fiction. However, in case anyone did take it seriously, I deliberately put some defects into the story.


  “And I’m going to tell you why. If the worst came to worst, and the story became an accepted fact, just as these other stories have, I wanted to be able to point out that it was only fiction, after all. And as even the word of the author may sometimes be doubted, I wished to have proof within the story that I could point to.


  “To be perfectly honest, I welcomed the first indications of belief in this story. It was following in the course of the other books which have pretended to be fact—which I’ll admit, was also inadvertently done in this case. It was my mistake not to mark the book as fiction in the first place. But due to this unfortunate mischance, I now had an opportunity to do that which I had always wanted to do, which was to expose one of these pseudo-scientific books—even if it had to be my own.


  “I DECIDED to make it an example—a perfect example of all the books that are constantly coming out, claiming to be true stories about some amazing event, it doesn’t matter what, which the author says he has experienced, and has written up as fact instead of fiction. This book differs only in detail from such other books.


  “I thought, having written such a book, by then exposing it as false, I would pull the rug out from all the other books, bring the whole house of cards and saucers tumbling down. For people will say—‘this book is a hoax, it’s admitted by the author—what about the other ones? What about the worlds in confusion, the landing parties, the lunar messages? Are they hoaxes, too, only the authors aren’t honest enough to admit it?’


  “When I wrote this—never seriously believing it would be so seriously believed—I planted certain evidence within the story, evidence that when exposed to the light would cause people to say, ‘Why didn’t I see that?’ But of course this evidence is not so easy to discover until pointed out. Those of you who are students of the book may have some inkling of what I am talking about. There are certain self-revealing inconsistencies—”


  A hand shot up. Denworth nodded and the chairman recognized a young man with glasses, who stood up.


  “Mr. Denworth,” he said in an apologetic tone, “I’m the librarian of the club, and I believe I’m the most thorough student of this book and its commentaries.” (Were there commentaries? thought Denworth.)


  “I know,” went on the young man, more confidently, “There are inconsistencies in ‘Venus on the Phone.’ I could name at least six. But they are very minor ones, for example the mathematical problem on page 61 which is incorrect. But if you are talking about major falsehoods, or that the whole story is a hoax, I beg to differ with you. You may think that what has been revealed to you is the work of a practical joker, maybe, but—”


  THE CHAIRMAN came to Denworth’s rescue. “Benny, don’t make a speech. We get your drift, and so does Mr. Denworth, so let him go on.


  After Benny subsided, miffed, Denworth resumed, changed his tack. “This is the age of belief. A century ago any new invention, any new idea was scoffed at. But in the intervening century so many crazy things have come true, so many new inventions have been realized, that the picture has changed. Now the pendulum has swung the other way. We are now all too willing to believe any new amazing story, knowing that miracles have been accomplished, that this is the age of science-fiction coming true.


  “But I say we have gone too far. Because of the atom bomb, which few knew about until its appearance as an accomplished fact, and other military secrets which are no doubt being perfected even now, we are prone to believe that anything is possible—that the Air Force is stockpiling saucers; that they have the Little Green Men locked up in Alcatraz; that the Pentagon is working on a plan to split the world like a melon and give half to the Russians. Due to the vacuum of actual information, something has to fill it, because nature abhors a vacuum, on the surface of the Earth, that is.


  “Because of this belief in the unlimited powers of science and the military to produce things fantastic, people have gotten away completely from the old habit of skepticism, and have acquired instead the habit of credulity—unquestioning belief—in anything that is said with a straight face, or written with a statement proclaiming it is fact.


  “THAT IS what has sustained this flood of pseudo-scientific books, each one more strange than its predecessor. No matter what it is, no matter how ridiculous it sounds, some one will think there is a grain of truth in it. Some of these are unsaleable failures, others are best-sellers. It is these successful books that I am afraid of. Yes, afraid for you, the reader. Afraid they will destroy your common sense, your ability to distinguish right from wrong, black from white. You are the backbone of the future; on you is the responsibility to improve the world. But you can’t prove it if you are as gullible as the people of the Middle Ages. Only when the great thinkers of the reawakening made light of medieval notions, and substituted scientific method, and scientific doubt, only then did the world progress.” Denworth paused for a drink of water.


  “Galileo doubted. He read the works of Aristotle, who was then the accepted philosopher and authority on all that heavy objects fall faster than light ones. It was right there in print; Aristotle said so. He experimented, dropping a heavy object and a light object from the leaning tower of Pisa; and he proved Aristotle was wrong. The falling objects both reached the ground at the same time, regardless of weight. This developed into the mathematical theory of falling bodies. Galileo had advanced science a great deal. But he couldn’t have done anything if he hadn’t been skeptical. I would like to see more skepticism today.”


  “What about Charles Fort?” someone shouted.


  Denworth was annoyed. “Yes, what about him? Charles Fort fostered skepticism, and all that is very admirable. But after doubting everybody’s explanations, he goes on to explanations of his own which are open to question.”


  Another man stood up, was recognized. “Just what is there that’s wrong with Venus? I want to hear it.” A chorus of seconds arose.


  DENWORTH looked toward the chairman. “Do you have a copy of the book handy?”


  It was brought to him reverently. Tt was the first one he had ever seen with a gold cover. He flipped the pages.


  “I’ll quote a passage or two.” He’d have to use his best ones. And simplest.


  “At the start of Chapter Two, page 29, ‘That evening, just after the sun went down, I saw Venus rising in the east, and was thrilled . . .’ Venus is never more than 47 degrees from the sun, it can’t be in the opposite section of the sky.”


  Benny interrupted. “I noticed that—I figured it was a printer’s error, and I still, think so. It should say west instead of east.”


  “Rising?” said Denworth, his eyebrows also rising.


  “Here’s another,” he continued. “One afternoon, Poncipomon calls up Professor Potts and says, ‘Please take down this message, quickly. Every second counts.’ The message goes: ‘This planet’s entire construction work now is concentrated all on a thousand story transmitter. Don’t want you to believe that a telephone line is of importance. It isn’t. Now you will hear, you will see, by the television’s light.’


  “Every second counts, he said. Every second word. Taking every other word of the message, you get; ‘This entire work is all a story. Don’t you believe a line of it. Now will you see the light.’


  “I put that sort of thing in about ten different places, mostly in messages from Sacaj or Poncipomon, so you would notice them more easily.


  “THERE IS a statement somewhere in the book, to the effect that Venus and Earth are then in opposition, that is, on opposite sides of the sun. This is not opposition but superior conjunction. It is exactly the opposite of opposition, if you get what I mean.


  “But if you don’t want to stick to astronomy, let’s turn to other sciences that are defied in these pages. On page 238, Sacaj explains some of the marvels of his world. One is that they need no flying machines, because they have discovered a gas ten thousand times lighter than hydrogen, which they force under high pressure into a harness that they wear around their shoulders. Thus they flit about without the necessity of airplanes. This is a scientific impossibility. There is no gas lighter than hydrogen, none possible, and compressing any gas would only diminish its lifting power.


  “There is also nothing colder than absolute zero, the absence of all molecular motion. Yet Poncipomon uses a temperature lower than this to freeze ideas for reuse.


  “Believe me, these deliberate fakes are no worse than things I have read in some of these recent best-sellers.


  “Then, Sacaj has films of all past events on Earth, which they had taken from Venus through the centuries, and he describes to Potts such events as George Washington chopping down the cherry tree, Nero fiddling while Rome burns, and the midnight ride of Paul Revere. Now the first two events are fictitious, and the last happened at midnight, so therefore wouldn’t be visible from Venus, which is on the sunny side of Earth. Sacaj claimed they used nothing but strong infra-red telescopes to record the films, penetrating clouds but not solid rock.


  “I DON’T think I need to go on. I think you must realize by now the whole thing is a hoax. Maybe I overdid it, in the number of proofs—I’ve only quoted a small fraction so far. I only want to convince you, I don’t want to bury you. I’m sure you’ll go home tonight, read over the book, and see that I am right. Then I hope you’ll forgive me for leading you astray. I hope you’ll understand that I had only your own interests at heart.


  “Don’t be too disappointed. I think you will realize that you have learned a valuable lesson from this. In the future, I think you won’t embrace any new book that comes along without examining its validity.


  “How will you do this? First wait. Wait for the expert and considered opinions of the scientists, the educators, the reputable journalists. I’m sure the alien benefactors or universe explainers can wait around for a few months. Then, when these opinions have been expressed, weigh them. Don’t necessarily go by majority rule. Ten doctors may tell you how to fix your automobile, but wouldn’t you sooner take the word of one automobile mechanic? See what they all have to say, then decide for yourself. Accept the new philosophy, if that’s what you’ve been convinced of, after careful consideration. But keep an open mind still. If someone later has a critical suggestion, don’t instantly reject it because it comes after you have already made up your mind.


  “Remember also, that facts are not swayed by majority opinion. Majority opinion may be swayed by facts, but not the other way around. Does the fact that everyone is for it make it so? No. Does the fact that everyone is against it make it so? No. Decide the question on its own merits. Choose in your own mind. And when you have chosen at last what you think is the truth, then don’t let yourself be swayed by anything but a sound, reasoning argument, based on facts.


  “It may be then that you will find yourself having to say, ‘I can’t find anyone to share my opinion with me.’ Don’t worry about that. Have the courage to say, like Copernicus, Galileo and Columbus, ‘I am right, and the whole world is wrong.’


  “I suggest you go home and think about this book, ‘Venus on the Phone’. Take your time—there’s no rush. The planet Venus will still be around for a while. Ask yourself, for instance, why should they be calling up only a chosen few? It’s almost the same question as why are saucers only seen by a few people at a time, if there are so many of them? And ponder the other questions—the ones I brought up, and others that you will discover yourself.


  “I hope you don’t immediately disband this club, but keep it active for a while, so you can debate all these questions in an open forum, until all of you are convinced of the book’s fallacies. You may call on me at any time, and I will explain any points not clear, or answer any of your questions by letter. Now if you will excuse me, I will end my speech, again with an apology, and with good wishes to all of you, hoping you have no hard feelings toward me. Thank you.”


  V


  HE TURNED and walked back toward his chair. There was a silence, then a few scattered handclaps, dying away, and a buzz of talk. This didn’t quiet down as he expected, but increased to a rumble, and he stopped and went back to the microphone, fearing but facing an expected barrage of questions.


  Hardly audible through the noise, came the first one: “How do you know all this stuff?”


  Denworth just had a chance to open his mouth to answer this when someone else shouted, “How do we know you are the author?” This was greeted by a chorus of approval, then some booing started. He looked around, saw the boy named Penny on his feet, pointed to him, hoping for a sensible argument from him at least. Benny was shouting something at him, which he could not hear. Denworth appealed mutely to the chairman, who gaveled and gaveled, ineffectually. Maybe it was for the best Denworth could not be heard. If he opened his mouth, he would put his foot in it for sure.


  Benny was shouting something, but he could only catch a few words here and there, as two other people also had taken the floor. “The real Potts,” Benny was saying. “Ancestors—generations—I have genealogy going back to—impostor.” Another man close to the speaker’s platform shouted something which was clearer, and also enlightening to Denworth. “How can we believe you, when you say you lied before?”


  Denworth asked, “What about the proofs?”


  A roar went up. “Faked”, was the general sound of it, though Denworth couldn’t be sure.


  HE WAS wondering how he could get out of this, when he was saved from an unforeseen direction.


  One of the men on the platform, one of the officers of the club, came up beside Denworth and started shouting into the microphone.


  “Order, please,” was what he put into it, Denworth doubted if anything was coming out of it or being understood. But the audience, seeing him there, quieted down somewhat, although the more raucous ones were now shouting at the man instead of at Denworth, the words most frequently used being “out”, “kick”, and “throw”. But the man’s appeal of upraised, downward-waving arms was slowly heeded, and comparative quiet came.


  Then the man, whose name was Collins, he remembered, the club’s secretary, surprisingly put his arm around Denworth’s neck and shoulder. This was a gesture to impress the audience, Denworth figured, and did not resist. The arm soon left his shoulder to do its important job of helping the other arm quiet the audience again.


  “Please don’t be angry with him,” said Collins, as soon as he could be heard. “I think he has had a hard enough time, recanting—when you and I know he has been ordered to recant.”


  This produced a sensation, and when it was over, the secretary continued. (Denworth was too bewildered to open his mouth.)


  “I’M GLAD he reminded us of Galileo,” Collins went on. “Like Galileo, who when facing the Inquisition, could only say to himself in an undertone, ‘but the Earth does move, all the same’, he has shown us that he really doesn’t mean what he says. He knows that this book is still the real truth. Look at him. Did you ever see such a downcast expression?” (Denworth straightened his face.) “Does he look like a man who is satisfied that he has said what he wanted to? If he were exposing a hoax, he would be laughing at us.” (Denworth wished he could laugh.) “Instead he is almost sad.”


  Collins turned dramatically to face Denworth. “We respect your statements, Mr. Denworth, but we refuse to accept them.” (Applause.) “We sympathize with you; we understand your reasons for trying to deceive us now, but we don’t believe what you say, and we don’t think anyone can make us.”


  As Denworth opened his mouth to speak, Collins quickly stopped him. “Now don’t say anything! We don’t want you to get into trouble! We know your responsibilities to the Authorities. We only want to tell you that we understand.” He turned again to the audience. “Let us show Mr. Denworth that we don’t condemn him for this. Rather we—uh—forgive him.”


  This got a big cheer. In two minutes the audience had changed from hostile to sympathetic. Denworth’s admiration flashed for this man, who would be a credit to any political party. The audience was now singing “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” and they were standing in the aisles. Collins took his hand and led him down the steps to the side aisle, where Denworth was immediately hoisted upon shoulders and carried around the hall.


  IN THE WHIRL, he saw that the chairman was apparently adjourning the meeting, as he moved his gavel up and down silently, shouted a few words inaudibly and started putting papers into a folder. The parading audience carried Denworth up and down the aisles, and those who were standing up in their seats, unable to get to the aisles, called to him such gems as: “I know they made you recount,” and “I get phone calls from Venus every day.”


  Denworth wanted to pinch himself to see if he was dreaming, but he couldn’t get his arms loose.


  The parade led outside, and somehow in the traffic of the sidewalk, Denworth got down and made his getaway. He sneaked around the corner, then ran at top speed for a dark alley, which he ducked into.


  Alone in the alley, he brushed himself off. There was a tear in his sleeve and a few of his coat buttons were ripped off, and he felt a scratch on his ankle. Strangely, he still had the gold-covered book under his arm. With an expression of disgust, he hurled it from him, over a fence.


  A crash of glass startled him. Cursing, he ran out of the alley, and emerged into another busy street. He took it as an omen that this book would continue to do untold damage, as long as it remained in existence.


  He hailed a taxi and went home in defeat.


  BRONKER SAID, “People believe what they want to believe. But my gosh, don’t let it get you down. You don’t have to believe it, do you? You made it up.”


  “I don’t know what to believe any more. Talk about brain-wash. After listening to those people I feel as if a flash flood has just gone through my head.”


  “Why do you keep going to those meetings? You’re just asking for it. Concentrate on the sane people in the world.”


  “Yeah. I have,” said Denworth. “I’ve been going around trying to get my hands on all the unsold copies of the book so I could destroy them. I even asked friends for their copies back, no matter how nutty it made me look. Some of them wouldn’t give them to me, just promised not to believe the book. I told them I knew they wouldn’t anyway, but didn’t want the book around. I didn’t want the blasted thing doing any more harm. I felt like the repentant scientist destroying his invention, in the old stories.


  “I went to all the book stores and tried to pick up the remainders, but there weren’t many. Some of them were all sold out.


  “And you know what’s happened, damn it? Vanity Press went ahead and published another edition. I Old them not to, but it was too late. Seems it’s automatic—they did it as soon as the first edition was nearly sold out. Oi, it’s hopeless.


  “I’ve been thinking of publishing another book explaining the first one. ‘An Answer to the Venus Phone’ or something. But it’s a dismal prospect, the thought of one book chasing another down the corridors of time, never quite catching up. As in politics, the denial never catches up with the accusation.”


  Bronker said, “What are all those letters you’re throwing in the wastebasket—aren’t any of them any good?”


  “No. Yes—here’s one. It’s the only sensible one I’ve received, from a science writer, ‘O’Limpus’. You’d hardly call it good, though. I’m accused of fostering pseudo-science. He says I’ve succeeded only in adding another myth to the unanswerable. And he’s so right. It’s ironic. I’m castigated for doing the very thing I tried to stop.”


  “What are some of the others?” asked Bronker in curiosity, picking a few out of the waste-basket.


  “GO AHEAD, read them. Throw them back in the wastebasket when you’re through. Don’t read too many of them—they’ll come out in your bad dreams, or your science-fiction stories.”


  “ ‘You have no right to deny the truth of this classic,’ ” muttered Bronker, reading. “You’re only the messenger, you have no right to question the message.’ Wastebasket.” He picked out another. “ ‘I’m sure you put all those mistakes in the book to protect it. Camouflage against serious investigation . . .’ Hmm. They’re all like this?”


  Denworth nodded. “They refuse to be disillusioned. I’ve created a Frankenstein’s monster that I can’t control.” He put his foot in the wastebasket, packing it down to make room for more, spent a little time getting his foot out again.


  After a few moments of silence, Bronker said, “I just happened to remember a case something like this. It was a man who was asked to write an article for a cheap encyclopedia. In a mischievous moment he put some phony fact in that didn’t belong there. I wish I could remember what it was—it would have made this story more interesting. Anyway, nobody noticed, and years later this guy picked up a different encyclopedia, and his fake information was in it too—it had be copied out of the first one. The moral is: don’t start anything.”


  “Now he tells me,” said Denworth bitterly.


  “AW, CHEER up,” said Bronker. “Here’s a new twist on an old saying: ‘If you can’t convince ’em, amuse ’em.’ Capitalize on your ability as myth-maker. Become a science-fiction writer.”


  “Oh no, not that,” snickered Denworth. “Nothing so low.”


  “Cheer up anyway,” said Bronker. “Let’s have a drink.”


  They stopped for refreshment.


  Bronker offered a toast. “To fact.”


  “To fiction,” said Denworth.


  The phone rang.


  Denworth dropped his glass and swore nervously.


  Bronker put his glass down. “Is that one of your crank friends calling you up?”


  “No, it can’t be,” said Denworth. “I had the phone number changed—it’s unlisted now.” He picked up the phone, answered it.


  He didn’t speak for several minutes, getting whiter and whiter. Bronker fidgeted, wondering who he could be talking to. Who would be calling an unlisted phone? Finally Denworth took the phone from his ear, without having said a word. He looked at Bronker with a wooden expression, holding the phone limply.


  “Sacaj?” whispered Bronker.


  Denworth glared at him. “No, you idiot. It’s Hollywood; they got the number from my lawyer. They’re making a movie of the book and want me to come and be technical adviser.”


  THE JOLLY BOYS


  Walter Maneikis


  Since we believe in education for all, we must distribute the means thereof. PS: We are the educated, and the best qualified to do the work.


  “HEY, PILOT!” On my first trip to Venus City I yelled into the intercom. Our man must have been new on the run, because the ship kept bucking and pitching. The twisted coulees zipped by us in a jagged stream.


  “Pilot to passengers. Pilot to passengers. Fasten your safety belts.” The voice droned. “This is a normal landing. Fifteen minutes after we get out of the crosswinds you’ll all be tucked away at the Excelsior Hotel. The salesmen will hole up at the Trident as usual. There are no other choices.”


  “My nerves are jumping.” Kent shuddered.


  “I don’t feel a thing.” Frank gazed at the opaque yellow dust of Venus; the sawtoothed mountains rushed at us.


  Officially, the loss of personnel and passengers had been reduced to 3.2% on this trip, but I didn’t see how my jolly boys could keep their smiles and peddle books, even if we survived. Later, I understood this was a normal approach; but I grumbled even after we got into the decontamination lock and shot by air pressure toward the big dome, Venus City, which hovered over uranium pits and the stores that served the minors. From my memory of the briefing I’d had, I recognized Briquette Towers and the Arena, where gladitorial contests were fought once every month.


  Clithero ignored the other passengers and met us. A spare, lean man with rubbery wrinkles around his face, he paused for the flashbulbs and listened while we spelled our names right for the Venus Times. He was the assistant to the current Machiavelli, who was intent on staying in power by all lies. He gave us tiny golden keys to the city, bowed again, and hoped we’d be happy in our stay.


  “Thank you.” I bowed myself.


  WE WENT into our act as jolly boys willing to sell frap skins or books for whatever we could get. Kent smiled at the girls, and Frank extended his hand to anyone who wanted to shake it. Once he became absent-minded, and his thirty-seventh welcomer fell to his knees in pain. I laughed that off, but resolved to change a multiple of his superego and tame him down; he’d been acting too independent lately.


  I’m Joe Scully, an effervescent extrovert with a bland grin and a heavy cigar. Being utterly without scruples, I bribe anybody and give misinformation to reporters. My favorite words are slinkers. Like my friends, I’m about average size—not so big as to be offensive and not so small as to be innocuous.


  My team includes George Kent, who has a thin, square face like a matinee idol. He has that indefinite something that makes women swarm over him. All three of us wear a certain set of face and a diamond ring worth an escape passage. Sometimes we fail, but usually we succeed.


  In some ways Frank, who can’t be anything else, combines both our best qualities. He can shake hands and think—review his memory, anyway. With his oily, gay look he is at once the least and the most intelligent of us. He fits every background. In the various places we have visited, people swear his brow is low or high, his hair red or deep black, his dialect pure Earth or some local argot. He never forgets anything, especially a tune, and he can drum the piano andante or allegro.


  I WAS ASTONISHED at the appearance of Briquette, unpopularly called Brickbat, Earth Agent Number 3. Accompanied by a guard of twenty, he came with his wisp of a mustache and a swallow-tailed coat. Of course, I knew that the planet had a small population and few visitors. Still, I was puzzled by his motives in escorting us to our suite in the Hotel Trident, together with Clithero and the automatons with the blasters.


  “We’re ordinary hucksters,” I said, looking at the crowd filling up our rooms. “What is your pleasure?”


  Briquette waved his guard into the hall and retained only Clithero. “I greet all visitors,” he announced stiffly. “I am especially interested in you because you sell words. I may have a problem for you; the fees may be to our mutual satisfaction.”


  “We’ll let you know later,” Clithero intoned.


  They left in a military halfstep. I sighed over our chore. This was a dull planet, a large mine protected by a dome filled with Earth air and never warmed by the sun. Old Sol lay outside the clouds of dust that well up for three hundred miles above deserts that were frozen one cycle and hot as Satan’s brow the next.


  In our suite I looked over the master microfilms dragged from my briefcase—all carefully edited, of course, for the benefit of people whose emotional surgings exceeded their intellectual capacity.


  “How about ‘Galactic History’ by Dumas?” I asked.


  “A drug on the market,” Kent said.


  Frank reclined against a saffron chair. He said nothing.


  ‘“The Universal Bible’ should do well here.” I mused aloud. “ ‘Sports and Games’ might do the trick. What about ‘Ovid Revised’, the modern version of advice to the lovelorn?”


  Frank canceled this idea.


  “We don’t have enough facts to know the local appeal.”


  “What’s the difference?” I chortled. “In any book, the purpose is to get in enough slinkers—sly, inkling thoughts against orthodoxy and frigidity. Any book can do it.”


  THEY BOTH disagreed with their silence. So, after a rest for Kent and me, we stalked around the night spots, from the Norn d’ un Pipe, the dictator’s favorite, to the Bierkeller on Poverty Row. Since there’s no real time on Venus—no sunrise or sunset except after thirty-one Earth days—we lost track of the hours. We bopped around the taverns and shook hands with a lot of people. Our triple bland smiles finally touched Fred Garth, printer. After I bought him a jolt, he agreed to reproduce fifty microfilm copies of each of our four books, together with colored illustrations, a spectroscopic analysis of atoms for “Galactic History”, and detailed posters to be hung all over town. I paid him the credits and retired for a nap.


  Tossing on my bed, I looked at the shorthand notes about the Numbs and the Prompts, neither of which had the benefits of being wrong. Both organizations were split into fractions, and both were certain of their righteousness. The Numb s—the National Unity Organization—willing to split from Earth, were Fundamentalists and Falangists, sure about everything. They plastered the town with slogans like “Down with deviltry” and “Beware of the limbs of Satan,” by which they meant anybody against their point of view.


  “You need rest,” Frank said. He often reminded me of my imitations.


  “I’m studying the history of the Prompts.” I sneezed. The opaque dust, despite the protection of the dome, seeped in everywhere. The Prompts were the Proleterian Mobilizers, with a metaphysics of their own. They argued for equality, but contended that their ruling clique knew all. An empirical rather than a religious front, they worshipped their own saints, like the man who had plowed two acres a day with only horses.


  WHEN GARTH’S reproductions were ready, I held a fair in the lobby of the Trident. The curiosity-seekers came and went. With all our flashing banners and gaudy illustrations, we almost sold a book, when some young lad—a long-distance descendant of the colonists who had settled to mine on Venus—pulled two credits out of his pocket for “Galactic History”.


  A scrawny Numb knocked the book out of his hand. “Blasphemy!” It was Clithero.


  “I was merely curious, but I succumb to the judgment of one of the Inner Council.” The frightened youth almost saluted and dashed away.


  Clithero Projandrum snatched the print from the floor. “Books are the limbs of the Devil.”


  “You were trying to ward off evil influences.” I nodded as if to agree with everything the zealot had in his alleged mind. “I applaud, though our wares are the best in this line.” This is reverse psychology, an indirect appeal by which I seem to put myself at the mercy of another.


  “I am a Protector,” he intoned. “I am all things to one and all—father, mother, uncle, and friend. I shall even protect you from yourselves. I am St. Martin to the drunkards, which you have been in your appearances in taverns, and St. Christopher, the benefactor of travelers.”


  “I didn’t know the ancient civilization had stretched this far.” To myself I murmured, “What a doliocephalic!”


  “God be with you.” He raised a palm and drifted off, leaving us each a medal of St. Martin.


  IN MY SUITE that night, we felt discouraged; we hadn’t sold a book. Clithero had confiscated one of our titles, and a copy of each of the others had been stolen later; but we had no cash, and very little promise. I’ve been around longer than my assistants, but I fumbled with the problem, too.


  Kent, the glamor boy, ate the last of his synthetic steak. “Let the zealots burn some of our books. We can always reproduce them. The publicity might get us to first base. The left wing of either the Prompts or Numbs will buy anything everybody else bans; maybe we can get a start this way.”


  “I, the head of the jolly boys, have to put in a negative. These people are too serious. I’d rather have ’em steal our slinkers.”


  “What do you want to bet this alleged government Is now studying our wares?” Kent asked.


  I nodded. “The analyzers will have a little trouble trying to make any sense or semantics out of our words. They’ll catch the drift in time, by intuition, of which bureaucrats are always short; meanwhile, we have to get the jump on them. I have a plan, but I don’t know how it will work until I survey the territory. Any suggestions?”


  “Let’s look around again,” Kent said.


  “The usual procedure.” Frank nodded.


  “Let’s review our qualifications.” I smiled brightly. “This is a pep talk—hip, hip hooray. Every man on this team has an I.Q. of at least 180, new style, and an absolute lack of scruples. We also have strong stomachs for rejections and potations.”


  “We can shake hands with everybody and entice the girls.” Kent looked unhappy.


  “Our main object is to distribute books.” Frank was the one most poised. “I’ll play the piano. Do you think ‘Love in Bloom’ will assail the human ears pleasantly on Venus?”


  IN THE NAME of the Pipe and the Bavarian Bierkeller he acted the role of guest performer and drummed out, with absolute precision but no flair, popular tunes of various eras. Two sleeps later, while he was fingering “Down by the Old Venus Stream,” celebrating an ersatz brook that moved sluggishly around Briquette Towers, a happy salesman hooked his thumbs under his suspenders and asked my teammate for “Flatfoot Blues.”


  “I do not recall the aforementioned effusion,” Frank said.


  “Come on, kid. Remember, we don’t want to shoot the piano player unless vie have to; give the kid a Venusian sling.”


  One thing led to another. We all crowded around the keyboard and grappled with “Baby Murder, This Is Murder, Baby,” out loud. Our new friend looked us over and hiccoughed. “What are you sellin’ ?”


  “Just ideas,” I said. I must have been over the. hill on a downward slide. I’m usually not this open.


  “You’ll never make any money.” He weaved and ordered “True Blue Tooroo” for the next piece. “I’ve been here before. The Numbs and the Prompts are business groups. They think a nine per cent profit is the greatest of all—hie—virtues. Four more slings!”


  “Normal,” I said.


  “Normal.” Frank sipped and reared back with renewed energy. Alcohol gave him fuel without toxins. I knew he had recorded every overtone and undertone.


  “Appeal to their cupidity—the greatest virtue in a mixed-up planet. Hie.”


  “How can you sell an idea?” I persisted.


  “YOU MAKE me laugh. This is a mercantile civilization—what there’s of it.” The drummer rambled on to say he had peddled miniature simulacre of the heroes of both the Numbs and Prompts. “The women snap them up. You know. Totem.”


  “Spell it out,” I suggested.


  “Charm bracelet stuff. Did I order drinks for my friends? They’re a bunch of goofs. My friends, you can’t make money with ideas; in my business the markup is two hundred per cent. Hell, you’re not tryin’ confuse—trying to confuse people with thoughts? How dumb can you get?”


  “We usually lose money.” I shrugged.


  “You’re philanthropists?” He peered at us.


  “You might say that.” I nodded.


  “I have just enough sense to catch the next rocket.” Our evanescent friend threw his glass against the wall and tottered off.


  I’m not slow to figure an angle. Cupidity, a form of self-preservation, was a great virtue, sometimes. Kent and I whispered an agreement balancing our avowed principles and practices. When we all returned to our quarters, I held a conference.


  “Obviously, gentlemen.” I announced, “this is a backward civilization that doesn’t know its left hand from its right. We don’t sense all the standard appeals here, but let’s try an all-points campaign. I have already arranged for prominent literary ladies on all sides of the political fences to discuss our books. Clithero may muffle them, but some slinkers may start. I have hired door-to-door salesmen to work for a profit of thirty per cent. They may serve us well.”


  “HOW ABOUT giving a ticket with every book purchased? The lottery might be a prize of twenty thousand credits.” Frank was never cynical, just adaptive.


  “The lottery might yield a prize of your estimate,” I said.


  “Then what?”


  “We can run the contest ourselves and give the prize to a confederate, say Kent. It will cost us nothing.”


  “Go to bed, Frank.”


  “I don’t need sleep.” He would have laughed if he could.


  There were only two voting members in our organization, Kent and I.


  “I don’t exactly like this, but should I marry a politician’s daughter? I did that on Maple Leaf 4.” Kent looked as if his duty might kill him.


  “I doubt if we need your supreme sacrifice here.” I rubbed my chin. “Probably won’t work. If you find a buxom lass who belongs to one of the big hats, you’ll be hooked for life.” I looked down my nose. “We can condone only so much immorality.”


  “Just as well,” Kent yawned. “I’m tired.”


  As a moral family man myself, I turned to Frank. He was usually the base of any all-points campaign. “Since all of the bureau’s tomes are loss-leaders, let’s try another one of yours. Search your memory for everything good about business, and tie up the eternal virtues with gain.” I sighed. “You know the incidence. Blast the wrong people and bless the right.”


  “Who are the right?” Frank asked.


  “Everybody against us. You know what’s under my machinations.” I was too tired to explain again.


  “AS CUSTOMARY, I suppose I must keep in mind the crooked syllogism.” Frank came near to sighing. He repeated mechanically:


  
    Major Premise


    We want to educate people to equal opportunities.


    Minor Premise


    We believe in education for all who can absorb it—and some who cannot.


    Conclusion


    Since we believe in education for all, we must distribute the means thereof.


    Hidden Premise


    (the slight of hand)


    We are the educated and the best qualified to do the work.

  


  “I’ve known the words for twenty years. I am bored with them,” Frank said.


  The assumption and all its offshoots were an ethnocentric approach, founded on the subjective view that ours was the earliest civilization in the galaxy and therefore the best. To settle my conscience, my doubts that we had all the answers, I made a joke. “Kent, let’s destroy this robot with a Lethe pill in his slings. A machine that takes on human emotions cannot be tolerated.”


  “Bury him in the sands outside the dome,” Kent said.


  “For a state of mechanical estivation I have enough, fuel for 98.965 years in this climate.”


  TWO OF US laughed wryly. Frank would be working within his limits after the lid was closed on the rest of us, but he lacked real humor or a sense of the macabre. He was created to be a literalist.


  “Don’t forget to be confusing.” I bit off the end of a cigar and then put it away. “Make everybody think. Slug ’em with a slinker now and then—some sly, ingratiating word or phrase. People who think won’t be either numb or prompt.”


  “I doubt if I shall have to be subtle on this planet. At any rate, I have ample material in my banks.” Frank hauled out his typewriter. “Of course, my expenditure of energy will be high. If I could have another Venusian sling . . .”


  I pushed the right button. A perma tray slid out of the wall and offered a bubbling glass. While we slept, he bopped away at his electronic typewriter. About eight hours later he proofread his brochure of forty thousand words and pushed it into my lap. I knew better than to correct. Frank could be glib in Sanskrit and a myriad of unearthly dialects. Once he read a textbook about East Gothic and committed it to memory in an hour.


  Going on my faith in him, I ordered a hundred thousand copies of “Highways to Happiness,” which had the subtitle, Success in Business. Both the Proper Prompts and the Naughty Numbs’ two splinters of the main factions, took peeks at it and bit just a little. Since it spoke in nasty terms about the devil and praised the proleteriate, both sides accepted parts of it. At the end of the first week, we got rid of five thousand copies. A hundred thousand went in the following month, and even the roustabouts in the taverns were arguing the answers to propositions like this:


  
    If three hard workers put in fifty hours a week, who will make the most money? The public official? The mine worker? The store owner? What will be the average stipend? $480? $1,200? $16,000?

  


  Most of the problems were more reasonable, maybe even romantic. One concerned a Venusian girl who had three suitors. Should she marry the faithful numbskull with a bank account of $1,800; the flighty glamor boy with $1,900; or the older man with $2,000 and a lot of insurance? The local TV station made soap operas out of the stuff.


  WE KNEW we’d needled the powers when Clithero appeared in our hotel suite. He motioned his two bodyguards into the hallway and stalked in at attention.


  “Sit down.” I waved a chair. “This is not a social visit. You may be charged with treason.”


  “We’re citizens of Earth.” I smiled. “How do you like our how-to book?”


  “How to do what?” He was nettled but sat down. “We have watched your operations and find only indirection. What are your motives?”


  “Just to sell a few books.”


  I puffed at a cigar. “We thought the combination of puzzle and how-to might work. Life gets pretty dull here, I gather. We might publish a crossword puzzle with a prize of $10,000 for the lucky striver. We should get a hundred thousand entrants at five dollars a head and clean up.”


  “I have a suggestion.”


  “A deal?” I rubbed my hands.


  “I have my doubts about you, but the Agent and I both agree you are clever. Because you have found the public pulse, so to speak, I cannot assume you to be fools,” Clithero said. “Mr. Briquette has political ambitions. He wants to exceed Earth Agent 2 on Mars, whose mines have produced more than ours.”


  “Such a great proconsul as Brickbat seeks our advice?” I was blandly astonished.


  “He would appreciate a little more control of public opinion. For five years the conflicting parties have not been able to arrive at a decision.”


  “In other words a military coup d’etat is in the offing.” I chewed up half my cigar.


  “YOU ARE gentlemen of the world.” The consul of the procounsul lifted his rubbery head. “He suggests that a sure profit of a hundred thousand each may be attractive. Plus first-class fare to the next scene of your operations.”


  “On the other hand, if you can up production and ship out just one excess load a quarter to Deneb, a fistful of people here will get rich.” I gave him my best confidential look.


  “The odds are that . . .” Frank began.


  “My temper is short. I’ll have you thrown into the lowest dungeons under the Arena!” Clithero glowered.


  “Tch! Tch!” Kent laughed. “Temper.”


  I took out my wallet and showed him my identity card. It recorded my Social Security number and my alleged income for the last year. “Of course, I earn more than the rest of this crew. I made $42,000 without breaking any codes or covenants pertaining to any malicious or mischievous influence I might have on unprepared denizens of the outstations. Frank, what’s the penalty for subborning or corrupting the colonies?”


  “Interplanetary Code 43 as revised by Supplement 6 states that the minimum penalty is a fine of $50,000 and three years in the Lunar Prison or the Lopsided Bin. However, the presiding magistrate may, according to his judgment, increase both . . .” Frank began.


  “Turn it off,” I ordered. While I reorganized my pocketbook I dropped a yellow card identifying me as a minion of our cultural unit. Cithero gave it a quick study before I picked it up. He might or might not have recognized the symbol—a book lit by a golden torch—but there was no use taking extra chances. If the Venusian goons didn’t think we had the protection of Cultural Entity 3, we might find ourselves under a slag heap. Naturally, there’d be an investigation later, but we’d be dead just the same, all except our scribe. The locals could assert we’d wandered outside the dome and got broiled. I wanted to keep our cells together.


  ANYWAY, Clithero’s tone changed. “A sum of $250,000 each if you just revise “Highways to Happiness” in judicious spots.”


  “Such as which?” I asked.


  “Take out some of the references to democracy and all that sort of rot. Add problems about the unusual rewards for merit exercised by the gifted.”


  “Such as yours?” Obviously, I don’t believe that everyone is as clever and agile as everyone else, mentally or physically, but for the sake of convenience, the best assumption is that all men are born equal in the eyes of God. The only alternatives are total chaos and total dictatorship.


  “Now gentle me n.” He showed no real annoyance. “Pause, please, and accept an apology; I underestimated you. Mr. Scully, how did you learn about the possible irregularities in the ore shipments?”


  “You have fifty thousand on the line for each of us?”


  It was his turn to dig into his pocketbook. “I have three certified checks for that amount and three for a hundred thousand.” He smirked and handed us the three little ones. “You sold out cheaply, my friends.”


  “Cute.” I smiled blandly. The sharpies of this planet might be clever in their way, but they didn’t realize how much it cost to operate a unit like ours. If they had, we might all have been dead on arrival; a lithium bomb can kill even Frank.


  Maybe Clithero thought he could bribe underpaid Earth servants and furnish them with enough loot to retire. I don’t know. I never found out, from the objective point of view. Sometimes I think he had us figured right, but lost his head when the pressure was on. “Well, we knew something when the diggers loafing in the booze joints complained about the extra hour added to their work day.”


  “THANK YOU, gentlemen.” He forced himself into a mock bow. “We expect you to comply.”


  “If not?” I was bland again and offered him ersatz rye.


  “We shall be forced to confiscate your romantic arithmetic—and you.” He left blandly.


  “Frank,” I said, “make out some new problems. Multiply the value of two intelligent, ruthless sharks by the square of their malfeasance. Under such conditions how many man-hours will a digger live before the fatal radiation crumbles him?”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Of course not. The problems are too tenuous; you know me. Invent some others about the superiority of the masters. Send them out to all the high potentates to demonstrate the progress we’re making on the revision.”


  “But don’t put them in the book?”


  “Of course not.”


  We skidded along a few more days and sold a few thousand more copies of the happiness book, the old edition. Even the workers who slaked their thirst in the foul dungeons argued about the squaring of X multiplied by Y, days at Z democratic units per hour. A TV executive got my fist on the dotted line to use, for a dollar a year, all the material he wanted from Frank’s text. Naturally, I had to pass on the final scripts, but I let the garblings stand. At this time, Venus needed doubt rather than final answers. Everything worked out till the axe fell.


  THE AXE had to fall sometime. Clithero, or Briquette, or the Bureau of Thought Analysis, found no revision spurting off the automation lines. Clithero again humped into our quarters and made noises.


  “You have broken your word!” He waved a finger at us.


  “What promise did we give you?” I was bland, of course.


  “You took our checks.”


  “Here’s mine,” Kent said. He tore it into triangular pieces. They swirled downward at the rug.


  “I don’t have to eat.” Frank gave his to our visitor.


  I lit a fresh stogie with mine. “What’s the complaint? We have a new version of our book ready—a few days late due to editorial problems. We put it into the hands of our agents today. Here’s your copy, sir.”


  “Our leader has lost his patience. Do not try to leave without permission.” The new fooler under his arm, Clithero walked out stiffly.


  IN A FEW hours we had an invitation to the Arena. From random conversation, I’d learned that it seated half a million and was patterned after the old stadia of Rome. This time no armored gladiators would fight, but there would be modern exhibitions of skill, precision marching and patriotic demonstrations. Everybody who was anybody would appear to demonstrate preparedness against the octopi rumored to attack the planet any day. A few dissenters growled but said nothing. One loose mouth in a tavern alleged that the invaders from the Black Hole were a fiction invented by the thought police.


  By talking to a digger who’d lost half his face in a mine blast, I learned that an invitation was a command. So, after making a few restricted video calls and finishing the last of our business, we came to our box seats near Briquette’s enclosure, protected against stray missies by a force shield.


  About six thousand Fundamentalist Numbs, the strongest faction of that breed, paraded in columns. Assembled into a square they sang the Venus song, “We Are For Venture.” I forget the words, but they sounded like a college hymn, heavy with moral significance. The Prompts did a tableau showing farmers amid a clutter of machinery and a field of synthetic cornstalks. About two hundred unknowns, who waved banners entitled “Down with Brickbat,” tried to enter the west gate. The guards subdued them and marched them off.


  CLITHERO pushed aside the skinny herald who ordinarily announced the events, and grabbed the microphone. As half a million pairs of eyes stared at him, he shouted, “Lynch the angels of hell. The seducers of our innocence. ‘Highways to Happiness’ is a vile book, fraught with evil words to take us away from our duties. Work, for the night is coming. A man eateth only by the sweat of his brow. Verily, I say unto you that the children of light are wiser than the children of darkness.”


  I almost swore at the Biblical corruptions, barren, bleak words echoed by the shouting of an organized claque. In his attempts at more power. Briquette and his minions had pulled out all the emotional stops.


  A big cheering section in the center of the opposite side of the field barked out:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Frank is too frank.

            He’s a nasty crank.

          
        

      
    

  


  I wondered who’d written the alleged poetry, but I was preoccupied with a thought. They hadn’t picked on Scully, the chief malefactor, because our writer had a little touch of human vanity. He’d written “Highways to Happiness” under the name of Knarf. No code expert needed to spend more than a minute to break that anagram down.


  I COULDN’T have done anything if I’d tried. The mob swarmed over the retaining wall and snatched up our robot. They found him a little heavy but carried him to the center of the field. Another swirling of rabble furnished the wood while assorted zealots, who had to find a scapegoat, put him on a pole erected over a pile of waste covered with oil. They shrieked in glee when the flames roared up and covered him in smoke.


  Sometimes I wish our bureau would furnish us blasters or force shields. We are a moral suasion group, with no defense except our wits and Frank’s endurance. At least two million pounds of pressure are needed to squash our walking library, and he can dive into molten lava and come out whole. When the emotional jag of the mob expired and stillness brooded over the Arena, he was as good as new. I rapped his head to tell him to wake up.


  Of course, Briquette’s musclemen followed us to the airlock, which I closed with a small uranium bomb picked up on the gray market. The pilot from our bureau was on time, and we took off over a jigsaw mountain. I studied my new orders.


  “Hey, Frank,” I called. “Think you can write a new book to instruct the natives of that planetoid, New Mobile, to keep from cutting one another’s throats?”


  “Technique, please,” he droned.


  “The crooked syllogism and confusion. How do you feel?”


  “Feel? I am intact. The fire was only 1200 F.”


  I PASSED out a compliment to Kent. “You did a good job in the disappearing ink contract.”


  “I’m glad I didn’t have to meet the country club girls this time.” He smiled back, blandly. “Very enervating.”


  “I tried to save you from the supreme sacrifice.” We’d issued a hundred thousand copies of the new version of “Highways to Happiness”. To a degree, all of them conformed to the dictator’s edict; that is, we had new problems. The collation was the same as before, with a blank to the left of each page of text, “so the individual computer may solve his own problems with ease.” In a month, the print would turn blank on every second page and the letters on the blank page would emerge to give our real ideas.


  “Did our agents get rid of them, Kent?” I asked.


  “The thirty-per-centers—Numbs and Prompts—buried them in the gardens. Everybody there tries to grow something, even if it shrivels. In memory of Earth ancestors. The little disturbing packages will turn up at spading time.”


  I arose from my acceleration basket and found my last cigar. “Frank, how long do you think this civilization will last without a fissure?”


  “The fissure is already here. The best of the Numbs and Prompts are combining into the Presumers. I have taken a poll.”


  “What do they presume?”


  “That every mere human is equal in the eyes of God. I give Mr. Brickbat a short time before his minions think. Gentlemen, in my opinion, Cultural Entity 3, a subdivision of Bureau 32, had fulfilled its mission.”


  “We didn’t make any money on the deal.” I frowned.


  “There are other goals. I calculate that a flux will come on Venus in 5.321 Earth years.” Frank’s words came with the regularity of a metronome. “Some precipitate event will touch off a fuse. Evolution will occur.”


  “Damp your circuits,” I said. “We land in 4.4 Earth days. Get the smiles ready. Make ’em bland.”


  NEVER MARRY A VENERIAN


  Charles L. Fontenay


  The Casanovas of Venus had reputations that were system wide, but still how could a girl resist such a super-dreamboat!


  LASSA met Tobi at one of the sidewalk cafes in Lotus, the most cosmopolitan metropolis of Venus, and it was not until much later that she realized, with an amused shock, that she had permitted herself to be “picked up.”


  Tobi, tall and dark, waved away the waiter who approached when Lassa gave him smiling permission to share her table.


  “Nothing,” said Tobi. “I just wish to sit and watch the passers-by, and perhaps amuse this charming young lady with my idle conversation.”


  He did amuse her. He fascinated Her. He knew more about Venus and things Venerian than anyone else she had met on this extended vacation. His knowledge went far beyond common things, too. He was brilliant and understanding.


  Lassa was surprised to learn they had been talking for three hours, when Hal appeared beside their table.


  “Miss Virdo, your mother sends word that you should be getting dressed for the party tonight,” said Hal.


  “Thank you, Hal,” she said. “Tell Mother I’ll be up right away.”


  Hal bowed slightly and left them.


  “A very gracious gentleman,” remarked Tobi, and Lassa read into his tone a faint reproach for not having introduced Hal. She smiled.


  “Hal is a robot,” she explained. “The Virdo family robot, A remarkable likeness to the human, don’t you think?”


  “I’m surprised he is still a servant,” said Tobi. “On Venus, you know, robots have equal rights with humans.”


  “Hal’s loyalty is built into him,” she said. “We had him built on Luna especially for this trip. No broadcast power here, you know, so we have to plug him in every night to recharge his generators. And now I’m sorry, but I really must go.”


  They saw each other often after that, dancing, driving through the colorful sand hills, swimming in the artificial lake north of Lotus.


  “You are the first really intelligent woman I have ever known, Lassa,” Tobi told her soberly. “Most women are all body and no brains.”


  “But don’t you like my body too, Tobi?” she asked, a little piqued.


  “Your face and body are perfect,” he assured her. “I admire perfection, but it is very rare.”


  So the time came when, Tobi having said nothing about it, she asked him to marry her.


  “Are you sure it’s me you admire, Lassa, and not just a strong, handsome body?” he asked. There was anxiety in his tone.


  “You are strong and handsome, Tobi,” she said, patting his arm. His muscles were like iron. “But I think most of all I love you for your-mind. You are the most brilliant and talented person I have ever known.”


  Of course, Rico raised tearful objections to the engagement, as Lassa had expected. Rico was from Earth, and there had been an understanding between them.


  “It wasn’t so much for my sake, Lassa,” Rico implored. “But at least choose an Earthman to marry. Don’t you know Venerian law? Don’t you know that on Venus a wife becomes her husband’s slave and cannot divorce him?”


  “Please, Rico,” she said stiffly. “I certainly am not marrying Tobi with the idea of divorcing him.”


  The wedding in the great Cathedral of the Golden Lotus, went off like clockwork. The bride and groom fled in a shower of real Terrestrial rice, and by nightfall were established in a room of the beautiful Hotel Venus de Milo, on the far side of the lake.


  They passed up supper, though Lassa objected that “I’ve never sat across a table from you since the day we met.” But Tobi was tired. His shoulders drooped and his movements were slow. It made her wonder if he was as young as he looked.


  They retired to the bridal suite. In the tub, Lassa relaxed in a bubble bath and luxuriated in delicious trepidation.


  “How many brides,” she wondered, “go through this range of emotions on their wedding nights? Do all of them wonder if they have made the right choice? Do all of them think, all at once, ‘I don’t really know the man I married at all?’ ”


  Clean and soft, she emerged into the bedroom in filmy negligee. Tobi had removed his shirt, but that was all. He was sitting in the big easy chair, waiting for her.


  “Is something wrong, Tobi?” she asked in alarm. “You aren’t ill, are you?”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” he said. As she approached, he lifted his hand and held out to her the plug end of an electric cable.


  “What’s this?” she asked.


  He turned his back to her. Horrified, she saw the socket between his shoulder blades.


  “Plug me in,” he ordered.


  THE END


  THE VENUS PAPERS


  Richard Wilson


  As this issue goes to press, the headlines are full of reports of a new flock of "saucers” and other UFOs—which seem a desperate effort on the part either of the Ufonics or of the American public and press to divert attention from the IROs (Identified Russian Objects) in our sky. This offers a timely opportunity to present Mr. Wilson’s collection of documents establishing at least one reason why Sol III is a planet worth visiting.


  THE FIRST PAPER


  Letter from young woman [name withheld] to Secretary-General, United Nations:


  Dear Mr Secretary,


  Being that I read about something the UN is doing that I didnt know they did (I thought it was all politics) I thought I would write and ask your help on a delicate problem that has come up.


  First I guess I should put down how it happened to make myself clear so you can understand.


  I was driving along route 202 one night which is pretty deserted in parts in my 1949 chevie convertible after I took my boyfriend home as he dont have a car himself because were getting married soon and hes paving up for furniture and theres no sense in us naving two cars. Only now it turns out we arent getting married after all.


  But I better explain why not. As I said before I was driving along about 1230 at night after I took the boyfriend home from the drivein movie and I saw this funny light in the sky coming down into the woods. I eased up on the gas to get a better look and it kept coming down making a whistling noise and landed in a clearing.


  Well of course I knew right away it was a flying saucer from all the things I read about it. I remember thinking just my worse luck I dont have a camera with me or I could shoot some pictures and sell them to Life magazine for good money. It would of helped in setting up housekeeping. But as I say after what happened I dont know if I ever will be setting up housekeeping.


  But I am getting ahead of my story again only of course its not a story because these are all true facts Im putting down. Well I slowed down to watch and then stopped and the top of the flying saucer began unscrewing and then it tipped back and a man came out and looked around.


  He didnt see me right away even though it was a clear moonlight night and I began to think about getting going because I have to get up early to get to my job in the bottling plant. (We bottle soft drinks not liquor I dont want you to think I was having dts when I saw all this.)


  But then the man climbed out of the top of the flying saucer and slid down the side to the ground and I decided to wait just a couple of minutes more because it was pretty interesting. After all you dont see a flying saucer land every day at least not here in the east. So I thought I would watch some more in case anybody wanted to write it up and I would be an eyewitness.


  He did notice me finally and started walking toward me and I was all set to step on the gas because I was naturally nervous a bit and it was late going on 1 oclock by now. But he was smiling and waving friendly and saying something I couldnt understand on account of he was still too far away.


  I could see him clearer though and he was tall and dark and looked something like that english movie actor who I cant think of the name of offhand. I must of chewed off all my lipstick by then so I took out my makeup and put on some fresh and by that time he was by the side of the road maybe twenty feet away.


  He said something I couldnt make out but when I shook my head he started talking english and said something fancy like I bring you greetings from beyond the stars and I guess I said something stupid like hello.


  Like I said he was friendly and he didnt carry a gun or anything though his clothes were kind of funny and I could of given the gas to the chevie and roared right away from him only it wouldnt of been polite. He was being a perfect gentleman so far.


  The next thing he said was his name was Jigger (thats what it sounded like anyway) and I told him mine was Jennie (which it isnt really but I’m changing it like they say to protect the innocent. (I mean I told him my real name which isnt Jennie).)


  He said he was pleased to meet me and told me he was from Venus the planet. Well thats where a lot of them come from according to what I read so I wasn’t too surprised. I said something about did he have a nice trip and he said yes but he was kind of tired and he came over and leaned on the side of the car which had the top down.


  He was very goodlooking in case I didn’t mention it before and we talked for a while and then I turned off the ignition to save the gas which was low not wanting to run out in the middle of 202 which as I said was pretty deserted.


  Jigger asked me about myself and I told him some things and then he started telling me about himself. He was all alone on the flying saucer because they naturally didnt send a bunch of people in the same saucer on what was after all a pretty dangerous trip all the way to Earth.


  So then I said something polite about how he really must be lonely so far from home and all by himself and he said yes he was but not so much now that he met me.


  Then Jigger said he was almost forgetting his manners on account of he hadnt even asked me to have a look at his flying saucer which I told him I never saw one before except for pictures. So I got out of the car and he helped me across the clearing holding my arm like a gentleman I thought at the time.


  We stopped near the edge of the flying saucer which looked a lot bigger close up and I felt kind of adventurous standing there next to this ship from the planet Venus with the moonlight shining on it and making it all silvery. I guess Jigger put his arm around me then for the first time and I didnt notice right away and when I did I didnt really mind it was the least I could do for interplanetary relations.


  So when he said would I like to go inside and see how it was I said sure and we climbed up some steps like little pits in the outside of the flying saucer.


  There was a lot more inside than I thought there could be. Jigger showed me around and one of the things he showed me was a kind of a viewer which showed scenes in color and 3D of his home planet which before we went inside he showed me up in the sky.


  He got very sentimental looking at the pictures and I didnt blame him, being so far away from home and a stranger and all. Then the next thing I knew he was kissing me.


  Well this was a bit of a surprise but I have to admit it was not too much of one because just before it happened I was wondering if it would.


  So I kissed him back. His lips were warm and they had a kind of an almond taste that was very interesting.


  • • • •


  I put some dots in there to show that a lot of time went by though I dont remember exactly how long as I didnt have a watch.


  Anyhow after a while Jigger asked me if I would like to see his interplanetary drive and he took me into another room.


  I dont really remember exactly how things happened then because I really think he must of used some kind of a hypnotism control over me so 111 have to put in some more dots.


  • • • •


  But believe me I certainly know what happened and afterwards when I snapped out of this control he must of had over me I was very furious with him. I told him he certainly had a nerve and what kind of a girl did he think I was anyway.


  He said something about it being good interplanetary relations and I let him know in no uncertain terms I didnt care for those kind of relations.


  I must of put a scare into him because then he said he would take me back to my car and he did. I guess I got softhearted because he looked so sad and I let him kiss me goodby. By then it was almost dawn and I drove away fast.


  The last I saw of Jigger he was standing by the side of the road with the flying saucer in the clearing behind him still looking sad.


  Well I didnt get to work till late that day but I didnt get much sleep either and about noon I went back on route 202 and the flying saucer was gone. I got out and looked and there was a big pressed down place with crushed bushes and grass so I knew it was no dream.


  Well I guess I must of talked too much to one of the girls when I did get to the bottling plant because it got back to my boyfriend the way these things do and boy was he mad!


  He wasn’t mad at first. At first he didnt believe a word about the flying saucer and I should of left well enough alone. But me with my big mouth I had to prove it really happened and take him over to 202 and show him the place.


  Well you should have heard him!


  What I proved to him I found out from his hollering and carrying on wasn’t that I saw a flying saucer at all but only the other part of it. You know what I mean.


  So you can see the fix Im in Mr Secretary.


  My boyfriend I should say my ex-boyfriend because I know when he makes up his mind thats that period has left me flat and I guess I cant blame him too much. The only way I see to straighten out the problem I got myself into by letting interplanetary relations go too far (and if you think it isnt a problem to be jilted in a small town if youre a girl you dont know small towns) is to track down this Jigger who as I told you comes from Venus and is tall and dark and looks like that actor in the english movies.


  Now what I read in the paper the other day like I started to say at the beginning was that the United Nations passed a law that gets after husbands that skip out on their wife and go to another country. It said in the paper the UN tracks them down and makes them do the right thing. Thats fine for a girl that has a mere international problem but as you can see my problem is even bigger than that.


  And of course Jigger isnt exactly my husband but you might say hes the next thing to it and believe me he better be if I expect to go on living in this town.


  So if your UN has a department that keeps track of these flying saucer people and maybe has a record of where they go I will be very much obliged if you can put me in touch with them so they can get after Jigger.


  I figure he must be pretty important if his govt put him in charge of a flying saucer all by himself and I dont want to make any trouble for him. Tell him Im not really mad at him, I just want him to do the right thing and marry me and make an honest woman of me.


  Thanking you in advance for your trouble,


  [Name withheld]


  THE SECOND PAPER


  FROM: Spacefarer A379 (M. Jigora)


  TO: Archivist, Keepers of Morality, Exploration Unit


  SUBJECT: Report on Visit to Planet III (“Earth”)


  O Keepers, Obeisances, &c: Having carefully studied abstracts of reports by preceding 378 Spacefarers, find little to add except technical data attached as Appendices 1 & 2. Observations necessarily hampered by instructions to avoid bodily contact.


  Verify previous findings that the Threepeople (“Earthmen”) are an excellent moral lot, justifying Keepers’ indulgent permission for contamination-free visitations. Am pleased to be able to report a fact apparently not noted earlier that virtue of human population is of such high order that practice of artificial insemination extends even to some species of domestic animals, among them creatures known as “cattle” (subdivision bulls, m.; cows, f.).


  Hail, O Keepers, &c.


  [signed] M. Jigora,


  Spacefarer


  THE THIRD PAPER


  Transcription of talk by Spacefarer Jigora to meeting of Ennoblia Underground:


  Cadets, Fellow Spacefarers and Honored Members of the Underground:


  Tonight, by coincidence, is the tenth anniversary of that historic day when the first Spacefarer returned from his exploration of the Solar System. He came back, you will remember, with the joyous news that Planet III—Earth—was not only inhabited, but inhabited by human beings like us in every way but one.


  The one difference, the Underground was electrified to hear, was that Earth had not reached that sorry state of ectogenetic culture which has made us Ennoblians the superior, moral, clean-living—but love-starved people we are.


  I will not compound our collective humiliation by reviewing the politico-moral coup to which our ancestors submitted, and which created the conditions that made spaceflight possible. Not only possible, but vital, since the Underground is exclusively male.


  A year ago, Cadets, I sat where you sit now. I was a young man like you whose only chance to escape a life of celibacy was my membership in the Spacefarers, which alone of all our Underground organizations was prepared to seek love outside Ennoblia—beyond the stars, if need be.


  How ironic it is that in the languages of Earth the name of our virtue-ridden planet is Venus, the name of their love goddess, while our women glory in their righteous frigidity.


  I hope none of you attended my obligatory public lecture at Purity Daughters Hall. But if any of you did, let me emphasize that I was telling them in the loftiest, most sterile terms what they wanted to hear. I bent the truth shamelessly in conformity with the blood-oath of the Spacefarers.


  The real truth, my friends, the naked and unashamed truth, is this: There is love at the end of the journey to Earth—honest physical love such as existed even here before establishment of the Ecto-genocracy—that heartless substitute for natural procreation.


  You have heard the previous speaker, the foremost genetics expert in the Underground, cite statistics on the steadily-falling birthrate of Ennoblia. What he was saying, if I may paraphrase his figures for the layman, is that this coldly scientific method—artificial insemination plus test-tube birth—is a failure. In other words, it just isn’t doing the job. The human equipment is still the best.


  I know, my Cadet friends, that there is nothing so frustrating as being a Spacefarer without a Spacecraft—unless it is being a man deprived of the free exercise of his manhood. So I urge patience with your long studies as you prepare to take the controls of the few ships that are available, but whose numbers increase as word of our noble project spreads.


  One day the Underground will be strong enough to turn out the desexed rascals who rule us. But meanwhile we Spacefarers and Spacefarers-to-be are pledged to keep our goal alive through visits to our sister planet, Earth.


  Earth has, I have heard, its own Keepers of Morality; but by peculiar local custom, they exert some control over written accounts but none over personal action—an all but incredible situation which makes of our sister Earth a veritable Garden of Bylna.


  You will visit her soon, if you work hard and take inspiration from her free existence; and when you do may your visit be fruitful and may you return safely with the message for those who follow you—the message I leave with you now.


  And though you will learn in your Spacefaring that two is the magic number, I state the message in words of one syllable: The girls of Earth have not had that old urge bred out of them!


  THE FOURTH PAPER


  Excerpt from diary of “Jennie”:


  Still no answer to my letter to the United Nations.


  Oh Jigger come back to me. You dont have to make an “honest woman” of me—just make me feel like a woman again!


  THE FIFTH PAPER


  Application for Spaceflight:


  FROM: Spacefarer A379 (M. Jigora)


  TO: Keepers of Morality, Visa Division


  DESTINATION: Planet III (“Earth”)


  REASON FOR APPLICATION: Further exploration


  OLD MACDONALD


  Robert Presslie


  His genius had brought happiness and plenty to one world. Could he also permit it to bring death and destruction to another?


  Calamity has two approaches. It can hit its victim smack in the face, instantly and without warning. Or it can leer at him across the years, giving him all the time in the world to prepare for its coming, yet making that time seem frighteningly short because of the immensity of its menace. Calamity used both approaches in its threat to Venus. There Was the immediate prospect of going under in the fight with Mars. And there was the older and more certain prospect that whatever the outcome of the interplanetary struggle, Venus would be bankrupt in half a century or less.


  Planetary economy is basically simple. It can be described in terms of one man and one tree on a desert island: he can keep his bones fleshed by eating the fruit of the tree, knowing that the fruit will be replaced in due course; but if he tries to warm his flesh in the chill of winter by burning the wood of the tree, he can do so only once.


  Using the same metaphor, the people of Venus had chopped down all their trees. In factual terms, they had exhausted the planet’s meagre supply of essential elements. Every ton of iron they used was a ton less available in the future. Reclamation schemes made it obligatory that all scrap was reworked. But in any process there is always loss in working and coupled with loss due to atmospheric corrosion there comes a time when there is nothing to rework. That time was estimated to be within the next fifty years.


  With peace, the survival period might have been extended to two or three centuries. In bitter self-defensive war with Mars, every precious bomb-carrying missile lopped a year off that period and brought complete bankruptcy nearer and nearer.


  And there was no way out. On the face of it, capitulation would have brought a reprieve, an extension of living time. But there can be no capitulation when a man has nothing to gain or lose; Venus had no hope of beating Mars and no enthusiasm for a poverty-stricken peace. Nor could there be capitulation when the enemy would not countenance it and was bent only on destruction for destruction’s sake and extinction for the sake of seeing an old adversary lying in the dust, never to rise again. Mars did not covet the larger planet. All Mars wanted was blood.


  Charles Gerard Lithgo, President of Venus, was standing as he addressed the Council of the Seven Islands. His voice was firm and steady, giving no indication of the strain under which he had been living for his eight years of office.


  “I make no apology for having reviewed the current situation for you. At least it did not take much of your time. Our past history is brief.”


  He lifted his head and every representative present would have sworn that the deep-set eyes were staring straight at him.


  “Our past history is brief,” he repeated for emphasis. “And our future is non-existent. Unless——”


  He left the last word hanging in silence.


  Perry Drake from North Island was the first to lead the conversation in Old Macdonald’s direction. “Mr. President,” he said, “has any attempt been made to solicit help from former inhabitants? I refer to those who emigrated further from Earth than our forefathers did. While such an attempt would almost certainly be futile, I nevertheless submit that we should be failing in our duty if we omitted to make the attempt.”


  The other governors, older and more orthodox thinkers, waited in doubtful silence for Drake to continue.


  Forty years after the mass exodus to Venus the planet had been completely tamed, the culture of its new inhabitants almost completely restored. They were in a position to take up again the building of mighty space-ships. From the impoverished ores of Venus they had wrested enough material to build fourteen ships. But the project of interstellar travel was shelved. Only twelve ships were despatched. The others were turned back into ingots of metal which could no longer be spared. They had begun to feel the pinch.


  Of the twelve ships that left Venus, five were never heard from again. Four were beyond sub-radio contact. Of the remaining three, all within a dozen light years, one had settled on a world poorer even than Venus; another colony was rich in materials but so depleted by disease that it could not help.


  The third colony was Old Macdonald’s one.


  “Gentlemen,” Drake glanced around the silent room, “I suggest that we dip into our rather bare cupboard for sufficient material for the erection of one small transmitter. I realise the old ones were dismantled for the sake of economy. But I repeat that we must attempt to make contact with the emigrants. In their hands lies our only possible salvation.”


  The others were none too keen on the proposal and it required Lithgo’s presidential backing to push it through. Six months and several emergency meetings later, Drake put his case again.


  He said, “I have been in touch with Macdonald. I have pleaded our case. But I am afraid the man has peculiar ideas.”


  Ward, governor of the western equatorial reef, asked the obvious question and scowled when he got his answer.


  “You mean to say,” he rasped, “that he refused to send us cobalt, titanium, vanadium, ruthenium . . . any of the materials we need so urgently?”


  “He said he wasn’t interested.”


  Ward slapped his rostrum. “Has he no gratitude? Doesn’t he realise that but for this planet’s sacrifice he wouldn’t be sitting pretty out there? Venus gave him his ship. Without the ship he would be here, right in the middle of the mess with us!”


  Lithgo extinguished Ward’s anger for the moment by bringing the discussion back to more pertinent matters when be asked, “Does this Ruthan of Macdonald’s have raw materials to spare?”


  “I would say so,” Drake ventured carefully.


  The president had a fine nose for prevarication. He asked, “Did Macdonald say so?”


  “He gave me that impression.” Drake sighed and launched into the explanation he had been trying to avoid. He repeated that Macdonald was an awkward customer with peculiar ideas. He told them that instead of giving a direct answer about Ruthan’s resources, Macdonald had bent his ear with a tirade about the lack of foresight of Venusians and their pig-headedness in not accepting the solution which he had put before the reigning Council of his day.


  “Personally,” Drake said, “I am convinced he could help. Certainly he didn’t say so, but I am sure his contempt was backed by the knowledge that his particular planet was self-sufficient.”


  There was silence while the governors considered. Then Ward asked. “What do you want us to do about it?”


  “Build a ship and send someone to Ruthan to find the truth.” There was no silence now, only an excited babble of voices. When the froth had subsided from the effervescence, the loud voice of Ward persisted.


  “Build a ship! What with, may I ask? As we stand, we are on, roughly, equal terms with the Martians. We have as many men and missiles as they have. For that reason they have not dared too much as yet. I believe they are playing a waiting game. I believe their agents here have told them that we are using our last rounds of ammunition and that they are abstaining from an all-out assault until we are in no position to defend ourselves. Gentlemen, it would be folly to strip our armoury for the vast amount of material necessary to build an interstellar ship. Particularly when there is no guarantee of any good being accomplished.”


  The governor of the eastern half of the equatorial reef, who normally had no great love for his opposite number of the western half, weighed in with these words: “I agree with Governor Ward. Even if Macdonald has the stuff, what use would one ship be to bring back the mountains of ore we require? We are not seeking to returf a lawn; we are trying to replenish a planet.” He sat down and smirked at his own metaphor.


  Drake took the floor again. There was aggressive confidence in his wide-legged stance.


  “If I am right,” he said, “only one ship will be needed. If Ruthan has the resources I believe it has, it can also supply the requisite ferry ships. Let me tell you more about Macdonald.”


  Ruthan’s founder had been a brilliant biochemist. And somehow he had also managed to find the time to major in navigation and engineering. On his ship, he had been no mere figurehead. He had known his craft from tip to tail—for which reason he had actually been able to reject the first two planets he came across and pick one of his own choosing.


  “The planet he chose,” Drake said, and waited a moment for effect, “the planet he chose was the dead spit of Venus! Nine-tenths ocean and one-tenth land. He called it Ruthan after his wife, dropping the final letter of her name. He told me he had deliberately picked such a world because it would give him a chance to prove his theories.”


  Drake used the oratorial trick of hesitation again and let another moment pass in silence before continuing: “His theories were concerned with biological farming. Since that phrase probably will not signify much I will enlarge on it——”


  In his capacity as a biochemist, Macdonald had made a special study of plant and animal nutrition. It was well known that a plant will thrive for a time on a nutrient containing three basic elements in one form or another, namely, potassium, phosphorus and nitrogen. From hydroponic experiments it was also known that these three elements were not enough; without minute supplies of micro-nutrients a plant will die before reaching maturity. Magnesium, iron, molybdenum—these were typical micro-nutrients.


  It was only in the narrower field of biochemistry that it was known that an element which might constitute a micro-nutrient for one species of plant was of no use to another. Higher plants for instance require copper in their diet; but copper in any concentration is lethal to the lower algae.


  By collation of other biochemists’ work and by his own researches Macdonald compiled an immense pile of data concerning the special nutritional requirements of plants. He went on to do the same for animals—from unicellular diatoms to human beings. Then he had a brilliant idea, a stroke of true genius . . .


  Until that time (when he had just turned twenty-one) his sole interest had been the acquiring of an education, the assimilation of knowledge. With maturity he began to look around and saw that there was more to the world of Venus than Hamish Macdonald’s grasping greed for facts. He became actively interested in the major problem of mineral starvation and plunged into investigating the problem with his usual driving enthusiasm. Among the many things he learned was that from the days of Hoyle it had been accepted that all the inner planets of Sol contained in their make-up all the elements, from hydrogen to uranium. The difficulty was to unlock them from their compounds. On some planets, such as the old abandoned Earth, many of the elements occurred in aggregations; it had been comparatively simple to mine a particular section of Earth and know that you could bring up ores rich in gold or silver or uranium or whatever you were seeking. But on other planets the oceans constituted most of the world and in the few areas of surface land the elements were nowhere aggregated but were spread out thinly in the soil and the rocks.


  Macdonald’s brilliant idea was to take his comprehensive nutrition data and rewrite it. From a list of plants and animals with their requirements it became a list of elements and their biological extractors.


  The common duckweed will flourish in most soils but it must have the clement gallium for maximum growth and development. In Macdonald’s rewritten files it could be read that to extract gallium which is thinly spread throughout the soil the answer is to cultivate duckweed.


  He cited plants and animals for the selective extraction of every element in the atomic table. In the same patch of soil it was possible to have plants growing side by side which would absorb their own favourite elements from the soil. Gallium and selenium are rare elements; yet duckweed and astragalus will thread their rootlets through the ground and the duckweed will seek out the gallium while the astragalus absorbs the selenium.


  The only flaw in Macdonald’s idea was its novelty. If it had been the result of the combined work of several teams of senior scientists it might have been accepted. But Macdonald was young and his youth went against him. Nor had he the cool temperament necessary for putting his proposal in the best way. He did not go to the Council of the Seven Islands and make a suggestion—he gave them a lecture; and in tones which implied the Council representatives were doddering old fools who should step down and let him take on the running of Venus single-handed.


  When he said he wanted to farm the sea they misunderstood him. Oceanic extraction had been tried before, but the necessary equipment was worth more than what it extracted.


  Macdonald did his best to show where the governors’ thinking had gone wrong. He cited the case of iodine. The amount of iodine in Venusian sea water was one part in ten million, almost the same as on Earth. Seaweed, without pumps or any other machinery, can take up the sea water, extract its food and discard the rest. And in seaweed the extractive process is so effective that the iodine concentration in fresh kelp has been raised to one part in a thousand. But the kelp also contains a great deal of water and if it is reduced to ash, the ash contains one part in fifty of iodine. The iodine has been concentrated about a quarter million times.


  The Council accepted the iodine concept—because it was a familiar scientific fact. But when Macdonald ranted on about getting all Venus’s requirements in a similar fashion, when he left the familiar iodine and went on to nickel, vanadium, copper, caesium and all the rest, his cause was as good as lost. Nobody else but he could conceive biological farming on such a vast scale. He was given a pat on the head and that was the last anyone heard of his schemes.


  “. . . until now,” Drake concluded. “And it is my belief that Macdonald has applied his theories on Ruthan and that if anyone can save Venus from bankruptcy it is the same Macdonald.”


  Ward was as sceptical as the governors who had heard out Macdonald. He could not conceive a mere youth being right where his elders were wrong—and he said so. However, Drake had all the tact, cunning and ability to express himself which Macdonald had lacked. He did not get as far as convincing the governors that Ruthan was a land of plenty but he did make them see that Macdonald’s theories were feasible.


  President Lithgo took over from there. He made a nice conventional speech of thanks to Drake for the research work he had done. Then he thrust aside protocol and pretty speaking and talked to the governors as only a strong man could.


  “The time has come for action,” he said. “We can sit and do nothing while our supplies decrease and our might grows less. We can continue to evolve reclamation schemes, even the best of which are subject to the law of diminishing returns. Or we can despatch a ship to Ruthan as Governor Drake suggests. My own proposal is this: let us build the ship and send it with our hopes. And then let us continue as if those hopes did not exist, let us continue to seek other solutions.”


  Put that way, nobody could argue. Sending the ship was not going to be the shooting of a last bolt. Naturally, since these men were politicians, they did argue. But their complaints mostly concerned the cost in material of building the ship. Lithgo answered these arguments by going back to the allegory of the man on the desert island; with a handful of food left, he could eat it all and still starve, or he could cast a little on the waters as bait for the trapping of more food and, if he caught anything, continue to live.


  The ship left Venus four months later. It was small as interstellar ships go, its controls were almost entirely in the reliable care of computing machines, and its human crew numbered only two—one of them being Perry Drake, Governor of North Island.


  Neither Drake nor Flett, the biochemist chosen to go with him, was particularly impressed at being in the first starship to leave Venus for three decades. For one thing, the terminus was far more important than the journey; for another, they were in complete stasis throughout the hyperspatial jaunt and knew nothing of the flight from the moment of take-off until they were automatically awakened at touch-down on Ruthan.


  Their first thought was one of relief that they had crossed the gulf of space safely and had touched down without plunging into an ocean. It was a superfluous, foolish thought because Macdonald had furnished precise co-ordinates and the Landseeker mechanism of the ship had smelled out a sizable atoll for the landing. Their second thought was one of hope; they hoped they were on an inhabited piece of land and that it was not on the opposite side of Ruthan from wherever Macdonald had his headquarters. Again the thought was unnecessary. Macdonald had awaited their coming, had got an early fix on their ship after its exit from hyperspace and had made for the atoll as soon as their touch-down was reported.


  He arrived in a shallow craft that skimmed in from the horizon, bouncing buoyantly across the calm sea, almost flying at times. From its shape, Drake guessed the craft was actually capable of aerial flight. From its speed of approach—one minute it was nowhere in sight, next it was braking by flaps that sent up a fan of spray—he knew his gamble had paid off. This was no sluggish frail wooden boat like the ones used on Venus, this was a swift sturdy ship built entirely of metal and capable of slicing across the water without danger of shattering if driven too fast. If Ruthan had metal to build boats she must have metal in abundance.


  Drake introduced Flett and himself. Macdonald followed suit and named his companions. The obviously human one was Joseph Hamm, as big as Macdonald but a good deal younger. The small brown naked humanoid with enormous hands and feet, all of them webbed, was called Skoon.


  “Get in,” Macdonald said curtly.


  Drake looked over his shoulder to the starship. He had a sudden feeling of uncertainty and loneliness which he put down to being a stranger in a strange world. He asked, “Where are we going?”


  “You’ll want fed and quartered, won’t you?” The tones were abrupt, almost insolent. “And never heed about your ship—it will still be there when the time comes for you to leave again.”


  Drake was to become familiar with the old man’s trick of answering unspoken questions. He followed Flett into the boat. When he got his breath back after the violent acceleration with which the boat started up, he said to Macdonald, “I’m sorry you seem to regard our presence unfavourably but we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”


  “You weren’t invited,” the old man growled.


  Drake forced himself to smile while he bit back the desire to call Macdonald a liar. “There must be some misunderstanding,” he said, “You sent us co-ordinates and . . .”


  “I said you could come if you were so minded. Nobody is barred from Ruthan if they can get here. I didn’t ask you to come.” Drake kept his mouth shut for the rest of the journey. Macdonald was even more awkward than he had expected. It was best to keep off controversial subjects until he had sized him up and decided on the right way to tackle him. For the duration of the trip, which was partly aquatic and partly aerial, he occupied his mind by trying to figure out Macdonald’s motive for indirectly inviting him to Ruthan.


  The ship pulled up at the quayside of an island harbour. Drake judged the island to be as large as North Island on Venus. But there the resemblance ended. Macdonald’s island looked like the end result of Drake’s dreams. It looked exactly like the futuristic plans which had been drawn up for the development of Venus but which had been shelved forever through force of circumstance.


  The entire shoreline appeared to have been man-handled until every little bight had been made into a wharf-edged harbour. From north to south, east to west, the ports were connected by canals. Not a square yard of land had been wasted on roads or cities. Transport was by water and all buildings were concentrated around the ports. The land was marked out in precise geometric patterns. Drake knew without asking that every particle of soil was producing vegetation in full fertility, that not an inch lay fallow.


  Macdonald led the way on a short walk through wide streets. If Drake and Flett had been first-generation Venusians fresh from Earth they would have had difficulty in identifying the material used for the square buildings they passed, few of which were more than two storeys high. It was only because they were familiar with oceanic stone that they recognised it. The conflicting ideas of parsimonious non-obstruction of land and spendthrift wastage by not building multi-storeyed structures puzzled Drake—until he later learned that the native Ruthanians lived outdoors and that the buildings were mostly factories and smelting shops.


  The building Macdonald ushered them into was no bigger, no more ostentatious than the rest. The old man saw the looks they exchanged.


  “Expect something showy, did you?” he said. “You’ll find none of that here. Size means complexity and where there’s complexity there’s ponderousness. I learned all the possible mistakes on Venus and avoided them here. If you were looking for our headquarters, you’ve found them. This also happens to be my home.”


  Drake thought he was exaggerating. “This? For a whole planet?”


  “What more do we need?”


  “You must have scientists; astronomers, agronomists, metallurgists, chemists where is their work co-ordinated? You didn’t find the interspatial route from Venus to Ruthan in a drawer.”


  Macdonald’s beard twitched. Possibly he was smiling underneath it. “We have a place for everything. We have a man who specialises in astronomy. He has a house to himself. Why should everybody be packed under one roof? It is a simple matter to send a message to any particular expert whose advice is required.”


  They were now seated round a table. Food was brought for Drake and Flett. Macdonald would have waited in polite silence until they had finished eating but Drake did not let the arrival of the meal interrupt his argument.


  “How can you possibly look after production without coordination?” he asked. “How can you be sure there will be a supply of this, for instance?” He held a cube of cooked vegetable speared on a fork. He bit off the food and waggled the fork. “. . . or the nickel and silver to make more of these?”


  “Every man has his job.”


  Drake sneered. “Utopia! I’d like to work here! Put me in charge of a project and I would either under-produce because I knew I would get my daily bread through somebody else’s sweat or else I would over-produce, keep the lion’s share to myself and lord it over the peasants.”


  “You would.” Macdonald turned the sneer into a back-firing insult. “Ruthanians wouldn’t.”


  “What are they—angels?”


  “They’re contented. In spite of the fact that Ruthan is nine-tenths ocean, we grow sufficient food to fill every belly. Because the planet is nine-tenths ocean we have more metals and minerals than we can use. If anyone under-produces he is hurting only himself. As for over-production, we already have that and nobody can lord it when everyone has a lion’s share.”


  “It must be very cosy for you.”


  “It is—very cosy!” Macdonald’s beard twitched in another smile and Drake thought he knew now why the co-ordinates for Ruthan had been given so freely: Macdonald wanted to show off. Spurned on Venus, he had devoted his life to turning Ruthan into a paradise by the very methods which had been scoffed at. And he wanted to make sure Venus, through Drake’s eyes, saw how successful he had been.


  Drake decided to play along. He pushed back his plate, wiped his mouth and said, “That was most enjoyable. I must admit it had more taste to it than anything I’ve eaten for years.” He tapped the plate with a fingernail. “Solid chromium, eh? It certainly seems you can back your boast.”


  Macdonald’s pale blue eyes stared through him. “You’re a bit late with the flattery. More than thirty years late.”


  For want of a better line, Drake stuck to the same one even if the old man had rumbled it. He shook his head in admiration that was not all feigned. “I don’t see how you do it,” he said. “In size and make-up Ruthan could be Venus. Yet you have plenty while we are starving. The soil must be better, the minerals more concentrated . . .”


  Macdonald went to a small glass case and took out two jars. He unscrewed the lids and tipped the contents on the table in front of Drake.


  “I wasn’t boasting,” he said. “That’s a sample of your soil, this is a sample of ours. Can you see any difference? You won’t. Because there is hardly any. They almost exactly match in density and all other physical properties. Analyse them and you’ll find they are almost identical chemically. We’ve got nothing on Ruthan that you don’t have on Venus. We have the same elements tied up in the same compounds and they are every bit as widely dispersed as on Venus. In the soil or in the seas—on both planets—there is everything God provided for man. But we didn’t curse God for making it difficult to get at. We used the brains and the strength He gave us to extract what we wanted.”


  He fixed Drake with an accusing stare. “Venus could have been like this, too—if I had been listened to.”


  It looked a good moment for getting down to business. Drake said, “I’m convinced. I still don’t understand how you did it—my friend Flett is better equipped for that—but I’ve seen enough to convince me you can help us.”


  “Help you?”


  “That’s right. Help is what I came for, your help. I’ll be quite blunt. I’m asking you to do one or both of two things.”


  “Which are?”


  “Build starships and send us all your surplus resources. That would solve our immediate problem. And teach us how to make Venus as self-supporting as Ruthan, which would take care of the future. We are at war with Mars. We may be able to hold our own for five years, certainly no longer. Were there no war we would still cease to exist as a civilisation in fifty years’ time. Venus is bankrupt. Our only chance of survival would be another mass emigration like the one from Earth. But that is impossible. We have no ships. Even if we had, we would arrive on our new home with nothing. It would be centuries before we got off our knees. Perhaps never.”


  Macdonald said pensively, “We had nothing when we came to Ruthan. We had none of the things which are the foundation stones of civilisation. We had no bricks and mortar, no machines and tools, no laboratories and libraries. Our only raw material was the ship itself, our only tools our wits and our muscles. Do you know what we stocked the ship with?”


  “I would have said tools and books if you hadn’t told me otherwise——”


  “Life. That’s what we carried. Life. The ship was a second Noah’s ark, but Noah never heard of half the creatures we brought with us. Our ship bulged with animals large and small, from mammals to bacteria. We had plant life from young saplings to lichens and mosses. We had tanks full of the creatures of the ocean, fish and flora, crustaceans, molluscs, weeds, anemones. Not all of it survived the journey. But the remnants have flourished and multiplied in Ruthan’s soils and seas and the deficiencies have been made up by using native plants and animals.”


  Drake kept him going: “And with life alone you have managed to extract all the essential elements from the soil and the seas?”


  “In the beginning that was all we had. We built as we went along. The first smelting furnace was made out of the ship. Everything afterwards was constructed of materials we had extracted.”


  Drake opened his mouth to repeat his request for aid. Macdonald forestalled him. “Now you think you can reap the fruits of our labour, the fruits which you could have had decades ago but refused. You show nerve in asking but no pride, none of the pride you showed when my proposal was turned down. You had your chance once and missed it.”


  Drake dropped all pretence of tact and stormed at the old man in anger. “You’re the one with pride now. Crabbed, caustic, grown pride! At least we’ve managed to retain its counterpart—humility. All right, you got a kick in the pants some thirty years ago but do you have to nurse a grudge that long, feed it with hatred and coddle it with pride? We came in humility. I asked your help humbly. Where’s your humility?”


  Macdonald’s reaction came as a complete surprise. He laughed out loud. Not derisively, but in good-humoured appreciation of the Venusian’s attack. Drake learned a lesson at that moment. From then on he dealt with Macdonald on a man-to-man basis. Obviously be preferred fire to subservience.


  “A lot has happened since you left,” Drake went on. “A helluva lot. As I said before, you’ve had it cosy here. You’ve been free to go ahead with your schemes with nothing else to steal your time and attention. We’ve had a war to contend with. This is Ruthan. Things have been different on Venus.”


  The old man leaned across the table. “Tell me about them,” he invited.


  The prologue of Drake’s story was quite familiar to Macdonald, The Final War on Earth had ended in victory for no one, defeat for all. East and West alike had been forced to ask for a cessation of hostilities. Earth had become too hot to live on. The last of each side’s resources were rallied in a frantic race to escape the radioactivity while there was time. The Asiatics and Orientals had won the race. They had got their ships ready first and had evacuated the chosen cream of their population long before the West was ready. They picked the plum of the two possible worlds. The East got Mars. The West had to be content with Venus.


  The new Venusians would have been happy to forget the past. They had enough on their plate just licking their planet into shape. But Mars was an easier proposition and it was not long before the new Martians could afford to revive old animosities. They began a systematic programme of wiping out the old enemy. And the defensive and retaliative measures of Venus devoured more meat and material than she could spare; yet she dared not do less without admitting defeat.


  Venus was handicapped from the start. The seven islands were widely scattered, integration of effort was difficult. The sparse dissemination of ores made the restoration of culture a hard enough task. To find material for the conduct of a defensive war was a crippling extra load. Forty years after the first landing the future had looked bearable if not exactly rosy. Thirty-five years later the future was as black as the face of doom.


  “Forty years ago,” said Drake, “we might have been able to build starships for emigrants like you. Today we took the desperate chance of crippling our economy in building a single small ship, the one we used to reach Ruthan. Can you still refuse to help us?”


  The old man stood up. His stiff straight back belied his years. He looked like a judge passing sentence. “What good would it do?” he asked. “If I made you strong the war would be protracted until maybe both you and the Martians were completely wiped out. Do you want me to have that on my conscience? Or if you used the strength I gave you to seek out a new home among the stars, that would be worse, for then you would carry your war into new territory, involving new innocent people—because if a world is habitable you may be sure it already has its native population. Do you want me to have their deaths on my conscience?”


  Drake reasoned with him. “I was sent only to ask for help. What we should do with it I do not know. There was no point in making a decision until we knew if help was available and forthcoming. But I think you’re deliberately looking for disaster. If we could show the Martians we were as strong as they, we could then discuss peace with a reasonable chance of success.”


  “You didn’t do that back on Earth,” the old man said pointedly.


  Drake let it slide. “If we made a second exodus we would be far enough away from the Martians for the assurance of peace. Either way your conscience can have nothing lying on it but the satisfaction of having secured the end of a war which has gone on too long.”


  “That would be true except for one thing which you have apparently forgotten. If you can build starships, so can the Martians.”


  The old man signalled a Ruthanian, who opened a side door and ushered in a little yellow man with a broad Slavonic face and a wide Nipponese smile.


  “Greetings, gentlemen,” said Vashimoto, President of Mars. He bowed daintily with more mockery than deference.


  The presence of the Martian president was no small shock in itself but it was nothing to the terrible sense of doom and defeat which Drake experienced when he saw how the old man openly showed his support of the enemy cause.


  The old man was insane. His insanity was the unreasonable dotage of senility. He wanted Venus to lose the war. Strangely enough, Drake believed him when he said his personal feud with the mother planet had not swayed his decision. He was partial to the enemy because he thought they were the most likely winners and if he backed them with the supplies the war would be over all the sooner. And that was the prime motive behind his insane decision to help Mars instead of Venus.


  “I don’t like it,” Macdonald said. “My soul shall probably suffer eternal damnation for making a victor of one and a vanquished of the other. But much as I dislike what I am going to do, I dislike war even more. I had two reasons for leaving Venus. One you know already. The other was born of nausea—I could see the war coming and it made me sick to see that after the destruction of Earth you still hadn’t learned your lesson.”


  Drake could hardly believe his ears. “But,” he spluttered.


  “Good God, man, it was Vashimoto and his kind that started it! Why condemn us?”


  “It takes two sides to wage a war.”


  “It takes only one to begin it! What the hell were we supposed to do? Sit back and let them take over without any resistance?”


  “Just that,” said Macdonald. “And I’m not the first to advocate turning the other cheek.”


  He screwed his eyes in a shrewd expression and showed one of his typical flashes of insight. “You think I’ve gone mad in my old age, don’t you? You think I’ve outgrown any usefulness I might have had, that I’m just an old crank with a crazy notion under his bonnet. But you’re mistaken. My opinions about wars and how to end them haven’t changed in half a century. If I’m crazy now I was crazy then.”


  “You took the words out of my mouth!”


  Macdonald went on undaunted. “Don’t you see? Don’t you understand that the only way to avoid war is never to let it begin? What would you have lost by ceding? Perhaps your pride. Nothing else.”


  Drake looked at Flett and shrugged his opinion.


  “You don’t believe me,” the old man said. “All right, forget about it being my crazy creed. Look at history if you need proof. Look at England. Did she cease to exist because the Romans and the Danes and the Normans invaded her? Look at America, invaded in turn by the mixed descendants of English natives and invaders. Look at——”


  “Look at Hungary!” Drake cited grimly. “Look at all the countries overrun by the Asiatics!”


  Macdonald waved them away. “I’ve looked,” he said. “And they were still there up to the time of the Exodus. There were still Hungarians, Indians, Syrians no nationality ceased to exist. I’ll admit many small countries were combined to make a large one, but what did they lose?”


  “Liberty for one thing. Instead of freedom they had subjugation. Instead of life they had a bare existence. Their only gains were terror and poverty.”


  Macdonald agreed—in his own fashion. “Correct. But only because they had resisted. None of the things you mention would have happened if they had absorbed the invader instead of fighting him.”


  “How much you have forgotten,” Drake said quietly. He could think of nothing else to say.


  It was Flett who put a tactful end to the fruitless discussion. The biochemist was short, boyishly built and featured, extremely competent in his field and slightly prim in his manner of speaking. He did not speak often, generally giving a silent impression of deep cogitation—which was generally an accurate one.


  “I look at it this way,” he said, his tones suggesting apology for the intrusion. “We need your help to win the war, help which you have refused to give. But we also need your help to lose the war and frankly I don’t see how you can refuse it.”


  For the first time Vashimoto looked worried. This youngish hitherto silent man had an air of cleverness. Vashimoto was wary of clever men. It was difficult to know which way they would jump.


  “It is a trick,” he warned the old man.


  Flett gave the Martian a sidewise look for the naughty thought. “Really,” he said earnestly, “I did not intend to be devious in any way. Material aid has already been refused and I am not trying to reopen any negotiations in that direction. But as I see it, even in subjugation we shall cease to exist unless you show us how to refashion our world as you have done here. The presence of the gentleman from Mars would seem to indicate that they, too, are not exactly well off for readily available minerals. No doubt the scarcity of water makes extraction difficult. And if the Martians cannot support themselves I fail to see how they can support a vassal planet. So you see, Mr. Macdonald, win or lose, fight or yield, our future is in your hands.”


  Drake congratulated himself on having picked his man well. Yet even he was surprised at Flett’s little speech. And he knew it was not slyness. He could have thought that about anybody else who had used the biochemist’s approach, but Flett was sincere, he meant every word he had said. Drake also rebuked himself. Flett had turned up an argument which his superior should have put forward.


  Vashimoto apparently saw validity in it, too. He scowled and repeated that it was a trick.


  Macdonald, however, knew sincerity when he heard it. “That’s where you’re wrong,” he told the Martian. “Sanctions are something else I’ve always been against. I never did see what one nation hoped to achieve by starving another. Unless it was animosity. I say the lad is right. Mars and Venus are both welcome to Ruthan’s know-how.”


  Drake started to thank him.


  “. . . but only Mars can have material aid,” the old man added.


  It was better than nothing. Drake’s mind raced ahead, figuring plans for putting Macdonald’s long-term methods into quick productive action. If he could get the desired information back to Venus fast enough, there was still a chance of being able to match the enemy ship for ship and missile for missile.


  He put his acceptance formally. “On behalf of Venus I accept your decision with gratitude. For myself—please forgive my hasty words. Let’s start again as if they had never been uttered.”


  Macdonald took both statements without comment.


  The week that followed was one of perpetual surprise for Drake and infinite delight for Flett. From the grand tour of Ruthan’s major islands, Drake realised that old Macdonald had every reason to be proud of his achievements. Starting with the same assets as Venus he had transformed the apparently hopeless combination of scattered islands and unending oceans into a world of plenty. He had farmed the land and the seas and made them give up their riches. Flett went about with his mouth and his notebook open. The only thing that marred the trip was the presence of Vashimoto.


  Both parties were seeing Ruthan for the first time, as the Martian had arrived just one day before Drake and Flett. He made no notes. For him it was not necessary. All he had to do was fill his avid eyes with the spoils which were going to be sent to Mars.


  Vashimoto’s plan was similar to Drake’s. Starships would be built on Ruthan, using native labour. The ships would then be used to ferry grist to the Martian munition mills. But where Drake had intended leaving the entire export operation to Macdonald and the Ruthanians, Vashimoto had a labour supervisory force coming out in a few days to integrate the operation. At this news, Drake’s hope of being able to catch up on munition production sagged.


  But he urged Flett to continue borrowing Ruthan’s wisdom.


  Since the old man insisted on spending most of his attention on Vashimoto, it was from Joseph Hamm that Flett got most of his information. Hamm was a big, quiet man, steeped in Macdonald’s methods and evidently trained to be his successor when the old man died. Born and brought up in the new world, he had none of Macdonald’s inflated pride and took the various extraction processes as being normal practice. Flett had to drag every scrap of information from him with ceaseless questions.


  Ruthan being nine-tenths ocean, it followed that by far the greater proportion of Ruthan’s wealth came from the sea. Farming the sea—or Mariculture, as Hamm called it—had few of the difficulties an observer would expect. The oceans were calm, more like great lakes than seas. And although the waters were widely spread they were also thinly spread. For upwards of a hundred miles around each island they were no deeper than a man could stand in without being completely covered.


  These immense shallows had been penned into neat fifty-acre pastures. The fencing had been done with the deliberate cultivation of thick, rank weed; open enough to permit the eternal interchange of water; close-meshed enough to prevent the escape of the animal life which lived in each pen, assiduously yet unwittingly doing the hardest work on the planet—gathering the elements from the sea and bringing them into concentration.


  Some of the processes were familiar to Flett. The extraction of iodine from kelp dated back to Terran days. So also did the extraction of vanadium, although not on such a vast scale. From a single pen stocked with ascidians and holothurians, Hamm said they could get seven ounces of vanadium every day. At monthly intervals the pen was fished, the sea-squirts were pressed in shore-based factories for their blood, which was then dried and shipped to the extraction and smelting works. Ruthan never had a shortage of vanadium toughened steel.


  Flett admired the streamlined efficiency of the pens. No pen was stocked with only one species. He saw farms with ascidians, prawns, gastropods and diatoms all living happily together. The nutritional requirements of each species were different and they dutifully collected different elements from the water while ignoring each other blithely. From the prawns the Ruthanians got arsenic. Murex gastropods absorbed bromine from the sea and from their purple juice the element was extracted. The diatoms were harvested for the rubidium they had collected.


  The inshore farms showed the same economy. Wheat and astragalus were grown side by side. One took up manganese from the soil and stored it in the heart of its seed; the other spread its roots in search of rare selenium.


  Familiar plants were grown in eye-opening prodigality for unheard-of purposes. Drake and Flett gasped at the sight of seemingly endless fields of lettuce. But as Joseph Hamm pointed out, the lettuce was a quick-growing source of so many riches. Molybdenum, chlorine, zinc, cadmium—these were only a few of the elements which were widely scattered throughout the soil but conveniently concentrated in the lettuce leaves.


  Some elements were obtained from more than one source, Joseph Hamm instanced zinc. Lettuce was grown primarily as a source of molybdenum and chlorine; its partiality for zinc was not outstanding. The main source of this white metal was the common oyster. The oceans contained only about one part per hundred million of zinc. The concentration in oyster flesh was forty thousand times as great. And since the flesh was mostly water, the dried oyster contained nearly four thousand parts per million of zinc. Zinc was by no means all that the obliging oyster extracted from the sea. It also toiled prodigiously to concentrate the copper in the water by six million times.


  Flett rapidly filled his notebook with a double-columned inventory of raw materials and their source of supply. Opposite silver he wrote fungi. Nickel was paired with cabbage, gallium with duckweed, aluminium with mosses, lead with certain grasses, germanium with seaweed, tin with the helpful oyster again.


  Macdonald had not stopped at straightforward farming. Where a particular element was available only from one particular plant or animal and even that species was not very efficient, he bred new species which could do the work better. Despite the fact that strontium was the fifth most abundant element in the oceans, it was not found in any great concentration in any natural marine organism. By experiment, Macdonald had discovered that the best source of strontium was the foetus of Ruthanian sea mammals not unlike whales. Further experiment disclosed that the strontium was chiefly located in the embryonic retina. The whales that Drake and Flett saw had eyes measuring a foot in diameter, the result of deliberate breeding.


  The supreme touch to all this efficiency was the fact that the farms, land and sea, yielded food as well as minerals. There was no waste on Ruthan.


  Drake’s spirits were high when he talked things over with Flett back in their quarters after the grand excursion. They had seen enough to convince them that the future of Venus could be secured, provided she survived all Martian attacks in the meantime. Flett maintained that in one year Venusian biological farms could be turning out all the material required.


  “A year,” Drake said thoughtfully. “We might just be able to do it. It depends on how long Vashimoto’s squad takes to get ships built to ferry stuff to Mars. If we can get the facts you’ve collected back home immediately, we could have all our defences up to par by the time Vashimoto’s work is finished. I don’t see how he can do it in less than a year, and a year is all we need.”


  But the morning brought calamity back into the picture. Macdonald was quick to see the implications of Drake’s request to be taken back to the Venusian ship. He refused outright.


  “I won’t be a party to helping prolong your fight with Mars,” he said.


  Drake flared: “Do you intend to restrict our movements, keep us prisoners?”


  “Until Vashimoto leaves.”


  “You’re condemning the entire population of a planet to death!”


  “You can ask for armistice,” the old man reminded him.


  “Sure. We can ask. But what makes you think we’ll get it? Every ingot of metal you give them will be forged into a weapon against us. And they’ll use them. We can ask, we can beg for armistice and they’ll still wipe us out!”


  Macdonald shook his shaggy head in annoyance. “Now you’re being stupid. What good to them is a dead world?”


  Drake met the old man’s annoyance with a searing look of scorn and pity. “Can’t you get it into your head, you senile idiot! I told you before—it’s blood they want. Blood and revenge. Blind murder and destruction!”


  He thought Macdonald’s exit from the argument was feeble. “I have already secured President Vashimoto’s word that nothing like that will happen,” the old man said. “He will honour your surrender.”


  Then when Drake went outside to cool off and relay his news to Flett, the first thing he saw was a veritable fleet of Ruthaniaa airboats berthing in the harbour. Vashimoto’s task force numbered a full hundred men. The building of munition ships was going t® take nothing like a year.


  The odds were distinctly discouraging. Drake and Flett were two against a hundred—with a million neutral bystanders on the sidelines. And even the Ruthanians’ neutrality was questionable. Macdonald was the cheerleader and Macdonald was rooting for the Martians.


  There was little Drake could do to make the odds more even. His movements were restricted. With Flett, he was still allowed t® roam the island as fancy took him. But any tendency to roam in the direction of the airboats, which were the only means of reaching their ship and its radio, was curbed. Every time they approached the dockside a wall of web-footed natives blocked their path. Nothing was said but it was plain that further progress was impossible without violence and Drake had no intention of antagonising the Ruthanians; not while there was hope of making allies of them.


  They had two keepers. The hulking Joseph Hamm was big enough and strong enough to swat them down on his own. They guessed Skoon tagged along in case they should split and try diversified action.


  Hamm and the little native chief kept discreetly in the background. They made no attempt to stop the Venusian pair so long as they kept away from the dockside. On the other hand, they did not stay close or make any conversation unless spoken to. Yet their unobtrusive presence was always felt.


  Occasionally Drake dropped back or moved forward to have a few words with Hamm. He kept the conversation on general lines; yet a less simple man than Hamm would have seen how Drake was delicately sounding the possibilities of a native uprising against Vashimoto and his crew.


  The approach was too subtle. Blind to the veiled questions behind Drake’s words, Hamm failed to make the right responses.


  Drake decided to try Skoon and a more direct approach. He waited for an opportune moment and chose a time when they were watching a gang of Martian overseers supervising the harvesting and resowing of a field.


  “It must be strange for your people,” he said.


  The little brown man looked at him in genuine wonder. “Strange?” he asked.


  “Once you worked only for yourselves. Now you work for others. Once you worked of your own free will. Now you work to the orders of others—and work very hard by the look of it.”


  Skoon gazed at the rhythmic movement of man and machine but failed to see it as Drake did. “The work is the same,” he said.


  “What about them!” This time Drake’s meaning was unmistakable.


  “Macdonald said it must be so.” Skoon spoke the old man’s name with reverence.


  Drake saw that he would have to tread warily. He asked gently, “Do you always do what Macdonald tells you?”


  The answer was spoken with great simplicity. “Macdonald made the world what it is. Before Macdonald we had nothing. We do not question his wisdom.”


  And Drake knew then what held Ruthan together, why Macdonald was able to speak with such authority. By his work and the benefits it had brought, the old man had given the natives a creed, a religion of which he was the godhead.


  “Did you starve before Macdonald came?” Drake asked.


  Unaccustomed to leading questions, Skoon replied honestly, “Oh, no. We had the fruits of the land and the fish of the sea.”


  “That’s what I thought. And what have you now that you lacked before?”


  Skoon swung an arm. “Homes for the families of Macdonald. Machines to reap the fields. Workshops for making metals.” He still did not seem to realise he was playing into Drake’s hands.


  Wisely, Drake did not press his point then. He stored his weapon for future use. Later, when the time was ripe, he would show that Skoon’s people had gained nothing. Their earlier existence had been adequate by their own standards. Macdonald had been clever; clever and fair. He had not exploited the little Ruthanians or tried to change their culture. He had merely built on that culture, extending its scope so that without changing the native way of life, without unduly increasing their labours, there was room in the culture for Macdonald, the other settlers and all their descendants. Acting on a hunch that Vashimoto’s men would be less scrupulous, Drake kept his new weapon sheathed.


  But the next few weeks brought his opportunity no nearer. The Martians fulfilled his expectations by stepping up the pace. The fields and seabeds were reaped and sown and reaped again in a frenzy of activity. Three-fourths of Vashimoto’s party were deployed on other islands of Ruthan and the Martian president made a point of telling Drake that the same progress was being made everywhere. A perpetual stream of barges bore the harvest from land and sea to the smelting shops. At the end of a month the ring of forge on metal filled the air as the foundations of the first Ruthanian starship were laid. The nights were lit by welding arcs. The acrid stench of hot metal was everywhere.


  Yet Skoon and his people made no protest. As always, they took their lead from Macdonald and the old man was rapt in enthusiasm and wonder at the smooth progress made by the Martians. It followed that the visitors must be greater gods than Macdonald even.


  When the women and the older children were brought in to step up production further, Drake’s hopes rose. He could see Skoon’s uneasiness, although the little man made no complaint. Drake held his tongue until the inevitable sequel followed.


  Working in dose proximity to the women, who were attractive in their nakedness, the Martian overseers began to cast eyes. Their overtures did not stop there. It became impossible not to see what was going on. In the absence of any protest by the native women—who were only yielding to the requests of the gods—the Martians were quite open about their conquests.


  Drake tackled Hamm about it. “I thought it was only ships and munitions they came for——”


  Hamm frowned, but made no answer.


  “Don’t you mind?” Drake prodded.


  “I don’t like it,” the big man replied gruffly. “I’m surprised.”


  “Surprised at it happening or surprised at Macdonald for not stopping it?”


  Hamm found it difficult to speak against his mentor. Yet he was honest and his honesty overcame his reluctance. “The latter, of course,” he admitted. “The thing itself is understandable. Many of us have loved and wedded Ruthanian girls. My own wife is——”


  Drake cut in: “There’s no marriage or love in this and I hope the women don’t think that’s what the Martians are offering. You know what comes next, don’t you? They’ll tire of the natives. They’ll want something better, something less acquiescent. Maybe at first it will be the mixed descendants of early marriages. Then it will be white women, pure descendants of the early settlers.”


  “They wouldn’t do that,” Hamm declared. His doubt showed when he added, “Would they?”


  “Not openly like this. But truly or falsely they’ll say they need still more workers. That will give them the opportunity to meet the women. Then well, you’ll see.”


  If he had not gone so far, Drake would have had him. But Hamm, judging the Martians by the standards of his own morality, shook his head and declared, “No. You’re trying to turn me against them. I forgot for the moment that they were your enemies.”


  Drake shrugged and left it there. Time would bring the truth into the open.


  Unfortunately, Macdonald was less fatalistic. Joseph Hamm must have reported his conversation with Drake, for the old man came storming into the Venusians’ sleeping quarters for the first time in weeks.


  “Give you people a privilege,” he shouted, “and you abuse it right and left! I gave you a certain amount of freedom and find you using it to incite riot. If you’re trying to be confined to close quarters, you’re going the right way about it!”


  Drake forgot to be cautious. He answered with as much fire as Macdonald. “Maybe it’s just as well somebody isn’t blind to what is going on! Go ahead, lock us up. With or without any prompting there’s going to be a riot on your hands sooner or later. You know, apart from your stubborn attitude towards Venus I thought you were all right. In a way I liked you, admired how you had transformed this planet. But now? Ugh!”


  The two thickets above the old man’s eyes came together in a frown. “Just watch your step,” he warned. And Drake knew he had won a victory, even if only a small one. He called on his diplomatic training after that and was more subtle than ever when quizzing Hamm or Skoon.


  In the sixth month of their stay, the Martians began making fissile material for the new ships’ drive, using the reactor from their home ship as a breeder. A great pyramid of oceanic stone was built as a shield while the reactor was in operation. There was a sharp drop in harvesting when half the island’s air boats were drafted to carrying hot waste far out to sea.


  The temporary sag in the harvest was soon made up. Nonnatives were requested by Macdonald to go out into the fields and help.


  “Well?” Drake said to Joseph Hamm. “Didn’t I tell you?” Hamm pretended not to hear and Drake swallowed the question. He did not want to be reported again for inciting riot. He tried another line.


  “Has your wife been commandeered?”


  Hamm put it less bluntly. “She is helping.”


  Drake said flatly, “It’s your wife,” and left Hamm to worry it over.


  About the same time, Flett was quizzing Skoon. He discovered that every member of the little man’s family was in harness, and that Skoon had doubts about their safety. In their drive for material, Vashimoto’s men were pressing the naturally amphibious Ruthanians to stay submerged to the limit of their endurance.


  Skoon added, “We have also been told to work new pens, further out to sea than the old ones.” From the way he said it, Flett wondered if the natives were superstitious about the deeps.


  “We are not children,” Skoon declared. “But my people have never needed to work the deeps before and only a fool is unafraid in strange territory. Besides, it is making them sick. They say there is poison in the deeps.”


  Flett got Drake on his own. “You can see what’s happening. They’re running into the fringes of the radio-active dumps.”


  “They shouldn’t be. Not if——”


  “Not if Vashimoto’s men took the waste as far as they should have. But they’re so intent on saving time they have obviously dumped the stuff not more than two hundred miles out. Why should they care? It will be months before diffusion brings the inshore waters to a dangerous level. By then they’ll be back on Mars.”


  “That does it,” Drake said. “I’m going to raise a stink about this even if I get thrown in chains. If Macdonald can’t see the danger, it’s up to us to make him see. Let’s find him.”


  They did not have to go as far as the old man’s house. There was a hullabaloo at the adjacent quayside. A crowd of natives was ringed around an inert form on the ground. Macdonald and Vashimoto were kneeling at the side of the still figure. Drake pushed his way inside the ring. One glance at the dead native was enough. He recognised the sores.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  “He was diving,” Vashimoto said. “He came up belly first. He must have stayed down too long.”


  “And the sores?”


  “Jellyfish. Perhaps the shock of the sting made him drown.”


  Drake blew out his breath in derision. He addressed Macdonald. “How long are you going to keep your eyes and ears shut? You know as well as I do those are gamma scabs. That man has been dying for days. Drowning wasn’t the prime cause of death. He died because he has been working too long and too close to the radioactive waste dumps—and he’s not the only one. There will be more deaths like this.”


  Vashimoto opened his mouth in denial but Drake rushed on while he had the initiative. “I’m not just trying to cause trouble again. Ask your people if you don’t believe me. That’s how I heard about it. The waste wasn’t dumped nearly half as far away as it should have been and with the new pens being worked, deaths like this were bound to happen. And those who don’t die through radiation will die of overwork. The natives may be wonderful swimmers and divers but they’re not accustomed to deep waters and high pressures, especially when they are made to endure them to the limit of their lung capacity.”


  Drake got it all out in one long breath, the only sure way of being heard. A murmur from the crowd told him he had reached the audience he had sought. The odds were beginning to shorten. It was no longer two men against a hundred. The murmur changed to an angry mutter and Drake knew it was also no longer only his word against the enemy’s. He was going to enjoy watching Vashimoto try to talk himself out of this one.


  The Martian made a wonderful attempt. He asserted that the lethal waste had been dumped beyond the agreed five-hundred-mile limit. The presence of radioactive material within that limit could only be due to unpredictable deep-water currents—on their own admission the natives knew little of what went on in the depths. And if by any chance the waste had been dumped closer to the islands then it was without his knowledge, strictly against his orders, and the overseers responsible would be severely punished.


  “As for Drake’s insinuation about overwork. . . .” Vashimoto concluded. “That’s nonsense, of course. Your help was given voluntarily and under that circumstance we can’t force anyone to do more than he wants to, can we?”


  His attempt to explain the native’s death was good enough—but only just. When the Ruthanians dispersed at Macdonald’s signal they were still whispering among themselves. The old man gave Vashimoto a stern warning to make sure the waste from the breeder was properly disposed of.


  “The oceans are big enough,” he said. “Raise the limit to a thousand miles.”


  “A thousand!” The Martian’s dismay was patent. “That’s going to cut our rate of progress by half.”


  “What’s your hurry?” the old man asked and Drake could have kissed him. Then the old man spoiled the effect: “You’ve got nothing to fear from Venus while Drake is here.”


  He dismissed the Martian, nodded to Joseph Hamm and said to Drake, “I told you not to make trouble. I’m placing you and Flett under arrest. Take them to the house, Joseph.”


  It was not the confinement that surprised Drake but the place of confinement. Instead of being locked in the house which had been temporarily theirs, they were taken to Macdonald’s house where Hamm told them they could move around as much as they pleased so long as they stayed indoors.


  He left them to it and it did not take them long to discover that the old man’s house was far from being the simple abode they had thought. In one room they found a library of sound and vision tapes as comprehensive as any Venus had. In another they found a mass of radio equipment and guessed this was the room in which Macdonald communicated with the rest of Ruthan’s islands. Drake thought it probably linked up with a transpatial sub-radio transmitter somewhere but he also realised there was little chance of being able to use it to call the home planet. The first fumbling attempt find the link would bring the old man and his wrath.


  The other rooms in the house were purely domestic. Drake and Flett were on their second tour and just about to leave the communications room, resigned to passing the time with the library of tapes, when Flett called out.


  The biochemist was lying on his stomach on the floor. He had unclipped one of the wall panels below the waist-high bench of equipment. He pointed to a pair of thick cables.


  “Power lines,” Drake commented and waited to see why Flett thought they were significant.


  “They go underground.”


  “They usually do.”


  Flett put his hand inside the panel. “Feel the current of air coming up. It’s warm. These cables must go down to an underground room.”


  Drake nodded and put a finger to his lips. He signalled Flett to remain where he was and left the room. He came back in a few seconds with the whispered information that Hamm was outside the house, still on guard but not apparently worried about what they did inside the house.


  They started a silent methodical search for the entry to the underground room. What they would find there they did not know. However, it seemed obvious that it must contain something very special. They could think of no other reason why it should be concealed. Likewise, it followed that a secret room was not meant for their eyes and they searched as quietly as possible to avoid discovery.


  The trapdoor was under the table in the dining room. The underground chamber was several times bigger than the assembly hall where the Council of the Seven Islands of Venus met. It was a powerhouse that made a lie of Macdonald’s statement that there was no centralisation on Ruthan. And the immense chamber was not all. Drake and Flett found passages leading to other chambers equally vast. They found reactors, computers, laboratories for physical, chemical and biological research. Ruthan must have been the most up-to-date hick planet in the universe.


  When their eyes had had their fill, Drake said to Flett, “This set-up smells more than somewhat.” He pointed to right and left. “All this—machines, reactors, labs—and not a soul in sight!”


  Flett said he thought everybody had been diverted to helping Vashimoto.


  Drake disagreed. “Old Macdonald is a crafty character. If he can keep this place a secret from us he can keep it a secret from Vashimoto too. And he can likewise forget to mention the people who work here.”


  Flett blinked owlishly at his superior. “But where are they, then?”


  “Conveniently absent. Somebody meant us to find this, somebody we didn’t realise was on our side, somebody who made sure the underground technicians had a few hours off duty so that we could find this place without being ourselves discovered.”


  Flett blinked again. “Macdonald?” he asked.


  “Not Macdonald. Joseph Hamm. He has enough at stake to make him an ally. His wife is a local girl.”


  “Why the subterfuge? Why doesn’t he tell us straight which side he’s on?”


  “Would you? Imagine how Macdonald would react if he knew. And our Joseph has been under the old man’s thumb so long he can’t bring himself to open defiance. In fact, the slightest tactical error on our part will tip his allegiance back the other way.”


  “What do we do now?”


  “Play according to Hamm’s cue. Which means that for the moment we don’t acknowledge his allegiance. We act the innocents until he says when.”


  But as the weeks went by without a sign from Joseph Hamm they began to wonder if their assumption had been correct. He was at the table daily with them, yet never once did he indicate his alliance to their cause.


  The knowledge that their mission had been a failure weighed heavily on them.


  Just when they thought nothing could make them feel any lower, Macdonald announced at the supper table that they could go outside. That was almost exactly nine months after the day of their arrival.


  “I want you to see this,” the old man said cryptically.


  This was the congregation of the Martian starships. One by one they came screaming in from the islands on which they had been built, until they were gathered in wide-spaced array on one immense field. They made a staggering picture of power and beauty wedded together. As far as Drake and Flett were concerned it was a preview of the end of Venus.


  Drake took it in grim silence until the tenth and last ship stood in line. Then he turned on Macdonald and unleashed a stream of words, none of them diplomatic and few of them in any dictionary. Having vented his spleen he got down to cases and gave his opinion about Macdonald’s act of parading the ships for Mars in front of the representatives from Venus.


  “I take it we are free to go home now,” he said, adding bitterly, “Empty handed.”


  “Not yet,” the old man said.


  “Let them go,” Vashimoto sneered. “They can’t do any harm now. We’ll be home as soon as they are. All we need now are the coordinates.”


  Old Macdonald gave him the reply he had given Drake. “Not yet,” he said.


  “Why not?” Vashimoto had difficulty in controlling his temper. “Granted we are carrying a fair cargo, but it is only the beginning and it will take many journeys to stockpile all we need. The sooner we start the better.”


  He would have said more but his words would have been lost in the ear-filling unmistakable roar of a starship. It was not one of the Martian ships and it was coming in, not taking off. An airboat went to meet it, collected the single passenger who alighted, and deposited him before the waiting group.


  The visitor smiled to Drake, ignored Vashimoto and held out a hand to Macdonald. “Charles Gerard Lithgo,” he introduced himself. “Pleased to meet you, Hamish.”


  All around him, Drake noticed a mild shuffle. When it was over, each and every Martian overseer was surrounded and made immobile by a group of Ruthanians. Quite obviously President Lithgo’s arrival had been a prearranged signal for action. The stage was set for the principal actors—and there was not the slightest doubt as to who was the leading character.


  Revelling in his role, Macdonald returned Lithgo’s greeting and said, “Tell him how many ships you have!”


  “With pleasure.” Lithgo faced Vashimoto. “For every ship you have built here in the past nine months we have built five on Venus. You had a hundred overseers and the rest was unskilled labour. We had our entire technical strength at our disposal.”


  Right on cue, Macdonald continued his assault on the Martian. “You asked for help and got it. You asked for ships and got them. But Venus got more. Now you are as strong as you wanted to be. But Venus is stronger. Do you still want to carry on your war?”


  “Until Venus is crushed!” the Martian raved. “We fought you on Earth, we’ll fight you on Venus and we’ll fight you here on Ruthan. And destroy you! To think of the months I’ve tolerated your silly drivel and now this!”


  Drake saw how the play would unfold. “You swallowed it,” he remarked.


  “Because I was foolish enough to think you placed great store on honour. Because Macdonald lied about wanting Mars to win. Because——”


  The old man cut in. “Everything I said was essentially true. I still believe the only way to stop your war is for one side to yield. My only deception was to say Venus should be the loser. Your mistake was to believe I could nurse a grudge for over thirty years.”


  “And you think we will yield?”


  “That’s for you to say. That’s why President Lithgo is here. These things must be decided by the heads of state.”


  “Never!” The Martian was seething. “If they had ten ships for every one of ours I would still fight. Submission is for weaklings.


  We may lose a few battles but you gave us the knowledge of how to get wealth from poverty. We’ll use it and build until we are strong enough. Hate is a great sustainer.”


  Looking like a shaggy Old Testament prophet, Macdonald told him, “We gave you nothing—nothing you can take with you. What we gave was given to Venus nine months ago; as soon as we knew you were coming here. What you got was something to obsess you, to occupy you, to give Venus the time she needed.”


  Drake was sharp enough to realise why he had been kept in the dark. He had no quarrel on that score. But something bothered him. He said, “Wouldn’t it have been simpler to keep the Martians locked up? You lost a lot of men. And look what happened to the women.”


  Macdonald acknowledged the question with a nod. “It had to be done thoroughly or not at all,” he said. “Vashimoto was allowed to use our stellar radio. One reason was to ensure that all suspicion was lulled on Mars. Another reason was to glean from his conversations the names of his agents on Venus. Your president was able to apprehend the main ones and from them he learned the names of the smaller fry. As for the men who died through radiation—well, that was a price my people were prepared to pay on your behalf. The women you mentioned were volunteers who deliberately put temptation in the Martians’ way.”


  Drake remembered his argument with Skoon. “I’m not being ungrateful,” he said. “But wasn’t that taking advantage of their simplicity, of the hold you have over them?”


  Skoon answered that one himself. “I regret not being able to tell you before,” he said apologetically, “but your conclusion was wrong. The Master did not develop our world solely for the benefit of his own people. You assumed that we had plenty before the Master came; that the fruits of the land and the fish of the sea would have sustained us forever. But in truth we were starving. We knew little of agriculture. Our crops grew less every season. The inshore fish beds were almost depleted and without deep sea plankton near the islands the fish did not migrate from the deep waters.”


  Drake thought the picture of a little naked near-primitive spouting words like agriculture and plankton was incongruous. But he realised that Skoon was probably quoting facts which were now part of Ruthanian legend.


  The native continued, “The Master saved us from starvation. He sowed the fields and the sea beds with new stock, strong stock which bred with our weakling stock to give healthy, thriving life again. Just as our cousins who are the children of the Master’s people and ours are stronger than we are.”


  Drake put a hand on his shoulder to indicate that he understood; if Macdonald^ efforts to prove his biological theory and to make a home for himself had called for much hard work from the Ruthanians, the natives too had gained and had been amply paid for their labours.


  Vashimoto sneered. “Do you believe all that?” he asked Skoon. “If you do, you’ve been taken in as much as I was by Macdonald’s forked tongue. Can’t you see you’ve been exploited for thirty-five years?”


  He looked around him. “You are many and the people of Venus are few. Rise from your slavery and put them down. Help me and I will help you. Let me take the ships to Mars and I’ll come back and give you anything you ask for!”


  Skoon simply smiled. “We have everything,” he said.


  “You’re wasting your time,” Macdonald said. “They know all about Earth’s history. They know that men are good and bad. From experience they have learned that we who came from Venus are more good than bad while you have very little virtue in your make-up. And if our work and behaviour here have made deities of us, I have no regrets. A religion gives a race unity and purpose.”


  “More drivel!” the Martian president snarled.


  The old man addressed Skoon. “What would have happened if we had not come?”


  “We would have died,” replied the native quietly.


  “Then you leave me no choice,” the Martian announced. “We haven’t been idle on Mars. The fleet we were building here was oar trump card—but not our only one. At this moment a smaller fleet of four ships is on its way here. They were coming to carry cargo. Rut as we always try to see the unforeseeable, they are coming with full armour. They will blast your little paradise planet right out of this galaxy!”


  The old man smiled at him in pity. “They will never get here. A radar-negative field has been pulsing round this planet since the Venus ship pulled in. I told you before how much I cherish peace. One way to get it is self-isolation. With the R-N field we have achieved that. Until nine months ago it was never broken. After you leave and the other Venus ships arrive it will probably remain in operation for a century or more.”


  Vashimoto frowned. “What other ships?”


  The old man turned to President Lithgo who took over. “You wanted Venus and you can have it! Venus, Mars., Jupiter—right out to Pluto, the entire solar system is yours. In a few hours you will be sent home. There you will remain until the end of time, masters of an empty kingdom.”


  “Empty?”


  “We both built fleets of ships. And in doing that we both stripped our planets to starvation level. Earth is also depleted and will be radioactive for at least another thousand years—you can’t go there for the stuff to furnish a new army. As for the other planets—Well, nobody knows to this day if there is anything under their frozen surfaces.”


  Lithgo went on relentlessly, “You’re doomed to solitude, Vashimoto. You’ll live—but you will never carry war to anyone again. For one thing, you won’t have the strength. For another, there won’t be anyone to fight. Our ships are going to ferry my people from Venus to Ruthan.”


  “Then you won’t be much better off,” the Martian said. His voice had lost its crispness but he still tried to sneer: “Stuck out here, shut off from the universe.”


  Lithgo had the last word, “It won’t be forever. Hamish Macdonald’s researches have gone much further than the study of the feeding habits of lower life. His work has shown that the time has come for human stock to be improved. In a century the new race born of Venusian and Ruthanian should be sufficiently established for the next move outwards. Some day when your people are huddled over their last fire, weak, decadent, gone to seed, ours will be reaching out to the furthest galaxies, alive and strong.”


  He bent, took a handful of soil and let it dribble through his fingers. “One man has ensured the future of the human race. One man with an idea.”


  He turned to Macdonald who was blinking his eyes. He said, “There was a comic song my grandfather used to sing. Some day it may be sung again, not in fun but as a hymn. Some day Homo superior may think of Ruthan and raise his voice in praise——”


  As the Martians were led away, he put an arm around the old man’s shoulders and softly hummed: “Old Macdonald had a farm——”


  VENUSIAN, GET OUT!


  Rog Phillips


  You and I are civilized, enlightened, sensible. We love everyone and are above discrimination. Or so we truly believe. But if a web-footed Venusian moved in next door, could we accept him as a brother—as an equal? And then again, how would the Venusian treat us?


  SCREWY-LOOKING creatures, those damned Venusians. Neither animal nor reptile but something in between, with hair branched like feathers. And blue skin. All right in their place, but as neighbors? Uh uh! Anyway, everything was going to be all right now. That injunction would stick. It had better stick!


  Charlie chuckled and lazily stretched out more comfortably, resting his legs on that coffee table Mr. Ki had given him—the poor sucker. He chuckled again at the memory of what had happened.


  That Venusian family, the Kis, had driven up next door in a brand-new 1992 Emperor Sedan with a moving van load of furniture right behind them. They had had to turn right around and go away again, too, when the waiting sheriff served the injunction! But before they left, Mr. Ki had climbed into the load and brought out this coffee table and given it to him as a present. Ki had been pathetically insistent that he accept it.


  What Mr. Ki didn’t know was that Charlie was behind the injunction himself. It had been the doings of the property owners’ association, but Charlie had rammed it through the business meeting and it wouldn’t have gone through if he hadn’t. The other owners were wishy washy.


  But not him. He and Madge had taken a drive on Sunday and had gone over to that section the other side of town where a few Venusian families had already gotten in, and that had been The End, so far as he was concerned. Why, they kept their back yards flooded and muddy all the time, and grew the damndest stuff. It had bright yellow leaves and smelled like the tide flats that time he and Madge had taken a vacation trip to the west coast. People said you could get used to it, but Lord what a stink. He didn’t want anything like that next door!


  What did they want to let Venusians live on Earth for anyway? Some crazy business about exchange privileges, but let them stay back where they belong. It wasn’t right, having to pay taxes and then skimp to meet the payments on last year’s 1991 Ford while the Venusian immigrant got a brand-new car paid for with your taxes.


  That had been really great, though, them driving up with the moving van right behind them, and the sheriff waiting there, and handing them the injunction against moving in next door.


  Charlie had been watering the lawn out front so he could take in the whole thing, and he hadn’t missed any of it. And he had played the “kind neighbor” role, veddy soddy about the “unhappy turn of events.”


  That beanpole Venusian, Ki, had been taken in by it, too, and very touched by Charlie’s friendliness. He had insisted on dragging out that coffee table and making him a present of it.


  Madge had been outraged at his accepting it when he brought it into the house. “Adding insult to injury!” she had ranted at him. But she had reluctantly admitted it was just right in front of the davenport, and anyway the Kis had already driven off in their new car with the moving van trailing along, so she couldn’t make him give it back.


  It was made out of Venusian hardwood of some kind, and that intricate scrollwork carving on it was undoubtedly done by hand.


  Charlie studied it admiringly. It was the prettiest coffee table he had ever seen in his life. That scrollwork had something about it almost three dimensional. Really three dimensional. Those lines in the scrollwork seemed to curve this way and that, go over and under—


  He couldn’t take his eyes off the particular line they were following. It seemed to expand, come closer, get bigger, until it went under instead of over; he could almost go under with it. Almost. Maybe, he tried a little harder, he could . . .


  Alarm had nagged at him.


  He wondered what had caused the anxiety, then remembered the car he had just passed. Damned crazy drivers. There was another one coming, now. Good thing nothing was wrong with his brakes. What had made him think there was in the first place? He couldn’t remember. This annoyed him.


  All that bother and fuss he had gone to, just because he had been so sure something was wrong with the brakes. The worst part of it had been that extra eight-block walk from the garage to the office.


  Mac, the garage man, had said, “We couldn’t find anything wrong, so we took off all four wheels and looked inside the drums. Everything sound as a dollar. We thought you’d want to be sure.”


  The thought entered Charlie’s mind that maybe he wanted the brakes to go bad with Madge alone in the car. But that was absurd. Why would he want Madge to get killed?


  He didn’t, of course.


  In the driveway in front of the garage at home, coasting about ten miles an hour, he slammed on the brakes as hard as he could. The car stopped dead, almost making him bang his head against the windshield.


  Why this sudden obsession with the car brakes? He slammed the car door in annoyance at himself. There was nothing wrong with the brakes.


  He pushed open the kitchen door and went into the house. His annoyance transferred itself to his wife. Madge wasn’t in the kitchen getting dinner like she was supposed to.


  “Madge!” he called, crossing the kitchen to the door to the living room.


  She was asleep on the davenport. He went over and shook her shoulder gently. “Wake up, Madge,” he said. “I’m home. Had a hard day at the office.”


  She opened her eyes suddenly, and looked up at him.


  “Wake up,” he said mildly.


  “I’m awake,” she snapped. “What are you doing home early?”


  “I’m not early,” Charlie said. “In fact, I’m about twenty minutes late. I had to walk to the garage to pick up the car. I left it this morning to get the brakes looked at.”


  “Well, don’t snap at me!” Madge snapped. “Can I help it if you’re so late coming home that I fall asleep waiting for you?”


  He opened his mouth to protest at her illogic, then decided against it. Why argue? Especially since she was going to the kitchen now.


  It was hard to figure the moods of a woman. Feeling sorry for himself, Charlie got the evening paper from the front porch and sat down on the davenport, stretching out with a sigh, his legs on the coffee table.


  He didn’t bother to open the paper. It rested unnoticed on his lap. He looked at the coffee table, and wondered what Mr. Ki and his two wives and four kids were going to do.


  Maybe they would find some other place and not fight the injunction. Hell, Charlie thought, if the neighbors did not want me to move in a place, I wouldn’t shove in where I wasn’t welcome. Of course, the hearing in court was coming up in three more days. The best thing for Mr. Ki was simply not to show up.


  Charlie grinned slyly. He had talked to Joe Dinwiddie on the phone this afternoon about it. They were all set to go. If Mr. Ki showed up to contest the injunction, Charlie would be all nice and sweet to him. That was all fixed, so Ki would think that it was all the doings of the other members of the group and not him. He would make a mild plea for “fairness,” but be damned sure he didn’t make it too strong.


  The trouble with Madge was that she was getting too lazy. Imagine! Asleep! Probably right now she was opening a couple of cans of stuff instead of cooking a real supper. He was getting fed up with things like that. And always whining.


  If she were to kick the bucket it would be small loss. He could marry someone that had what it takes. That was the trouble with marrying when you’re twenty-three. You married a girl a couple of years younger, like Madge, and by the time you’re forty she’s thirty-eight and all washed up. Whining all the time, and when you came home hungry because you were concerned about making the car absolutely safe you found her on the davenport snoring.


  Well, there were ways to fix that. In spite of the detective books there were perfect murders every day. It wasn’t too tough to commit the perfect murder.


  Just offhand he could think of one way that was perfect. Come to think of it, having the brakes checked would fit right in. He knew a little about brakes.


  One thing, he had been good at imitating voices ever since he was a kid, and he could imitate Madge’s dad perfectly. All right. The thing was to fix the brakes so they would go out suddenly. That would be easy, with nothing to prove later that they had been monkeyed with. Wrap cloth around a section of the tubing to one of the brakes and use pliers to bend it back and forth until it was ready to break open. Then call Madge and imitate her dad’s voice and tell her her mother was very ill and not expected to live more than another hour. She would be in a panic.


  Madge would run out and get in the car and drive hell bent for an election the whole hundred and thirty miles to Freeport to see her mother before she kicked off. And every few blocks she would have to slam on the brakes. About halfway there the line would break open and spill out the brake fluid, and there would be no brakes. That would be the end of Madge—with a little luck.


  “Dinner’s ready, Charlie,” Madge said from the kitchen doorway.


  “Okay,” Charlie said casually, getting up.


  “Canned beef stew!” he said disgustedly.


  Madge shrugged.


  Charlie made a grim resolution to go out to the garage after dinner and fix the brake line, and put his plan into operation tomorrow.


  He picked up his fork and pushed it into the watery mess that was mostly potatoes with only a trace of beef—as though beef were something incredibly priceless—and looked at what he scooped up. Potatoes. Oh, there was a couple of strings of beef dirtying the side of one of the chunks of potato. Suddenly he wasn’t hungry.


  “I’m not hungry,” he growled, shoving back from the table and getting up in a fit of disgust.


  He went to the back door and took his hat and coat off the hook.


  “Where are you going?” Madge asked.


  “Out,” he said tonelessly, turning away from her stricken expression.


  As he backed out of the garage he saw her face at the window. What he had ever seen in her he couldn’t understand. Well, by this time tomorrow he would be free of her for good.


  He drove fast, heading toward the city limits and open country where he could pull off somewhere, and work unobserved. It would soon be dark and it would be better to get it done while there was still light to see by.


  He finally parked in a picnic spot on the river road. It was far enough off the road so that no passersby could see what he was doing.


  Crawling under the car with a pair of pliers and a rag, he went to work on the left rear brake line. After ten minutes of strenuous work he began to realize that the copper tubing wasn’t going to weaken from the little bending he could do.


  Another plan came to him. There was a pointed tool something like an ice pick in the tool box. He drove the point into the tubing until he estimated that the hole it made would be a snug fit for a nail, driving it from an upward angle so that the nail wouldn’t fall out.


  When he pushed the nail into the hole it fitted snugly and the trickle of brake fluid stopped.


  That would be good enough. One solid push on the brakes and the pressure would push the nail out and drain the fluid. With no fluid there would be no brakes.


  He drove back home slowly, using only the hand brake. After parking the car in the garage he looked to make sure the nail was still in place.


  Madge was in the living room watching TV when he went in. He looked at her without saying anything and went back into the kitchen. He was hungry now. He looked in the refrigerator for the stew. It wasn’t there. He found it dumped in the garbage can and settled for a sandwich thick with slices of ham and cheese.


  With something in his stomach he began to relax.


  It was a cinch, now. He knew how Madge drove. She zoomed up to a stoplight and slammed on the brakes, inches from cross traffic. All the time. If she were in a real hurry she would be even worse. There wasn’t a chance she wouldn’t be killed.


  He awoke a couple of minutes before the alarm went off in the morning, rolled over—and Madge was already awake, smiling at him.


  He smiled back and reached for the cigarettes on the night stand. They smoked without talking, bare shoulders touching in an intimate, comfortable way.


  Sometimes, Charlie was thinking, this minute or two is the best part of the day.


  He had completely forgotten about the brakes on the car, and as he shut off the alarm and got out of bed he was already in the automatic, habitual groove that would carry him through shower, shaving, dressing, breakfast, and driving to work.


  The sun shone brightly through the bathroom window. It was going to be a perfect day. Maybe if things went smoothly at the office he could drive out to the country club after lunch and get in a few holes of golf.


  Back in the bedroom again, he could hear the soft snoring of the percolator in the kitchen. He finished dressing. Tingling in every cell with awakened energy and life, he strode cheerfully into the kitchen.


  Madge, having heard him coming, was already pouring his coffee.


  “Good morning, darling,” he said happily as he sat down and began putting cream and sugar into his coffee.


  “Better hurry,” Madge said as she always did.


  “Uh huh,” Charlie said unconsciously, giving his coffee a final stir and picking up the cup.


  He brought the cup to his lips. And it was then that he remembered.


  He set the cup down quickly, coffee spilling into the saucer and over its edge onto the table. Madge, hearing the loud clatter of the cup, turned quickly from the stove. She saw the sheen of perspiration on his forehead.


  “What is it, darling?” she asked, a tightness in her voice.


  “Nothing,” Charlie said. But it was something. if he hadn’t remembered at all? He would have gone out to the car and started to work as usual. Then—


  He pushed back from the table and stood up, solemnly resolving never to commit another murder as long as he lived. It was too hard on his nerves—and no job for an absentminded man like him. That was certain.


  “I’m not taking the car today, Madge,” he said. “I won’t have time for breakfast. Sorry. I just remembered.” He went to her and planted a peck approximately on her lips, grabbed his hat, and dashed out.


  The whole thing, from when he remembered until he went out the door, hadn’t taken more than fifteen seconds. He worried briefly about Madge suspecting.


  At the corner he caught the bus. Actually, the bus was almost as quick as driving. And this morning it was better. It gave him twenty minutes to relax and get into the mood of imitating Madge’s father over the phone.


  Imitating someone’s voice was a lot more than just changing your voice. It was slipping into the pattern of the person’s personality, of thinking the same way, saying things the way that person would.


  He thought carefully of what he was going to say. He would say, “Madge, mama had a stroke while fixin’ breakfast. I’m at the hospital.” (That would keep Madge from calling home to verify it.) “I think she’s dyin’.” That would make Madge forget everything but getting there as fast as she could.


  Charlie rehearsed it several times in his mind. When he got off the bus and went into the office building he started for the bank of telephone booths, hesitated, then decided to wait until after the morning rush. In the morning congestion she might not have a chance to get up any real speed before needing her brakes.


  Upstairs he nodded to the blonde receptionist as he crossed the plush waiting room and went down the narrow corridor to the door to his own office.


  For the next hour he busied himself with routine work. Then it was a little after nine-thirty. The worst of the morning traffic would be off the streets. And he hadn’t had any breakfast, either.


  He went downstairs to the coffee shop off the lobby and had toast and coffee and kidded with two of the office girls who were taking their morning break early.


  Afterwards he went to the telephone booths, and, taking a deep breath to steel himself, slipped into one and carefully closed the door.


  Two minutes later he was out. It had gone perfectly. Madge had swallowed it without a shadow of a question.


  Upstairs the receptionist said, “Oh, Charlie, your wife just called. She said she would try to call you later on.”


  “See if you can get her,” Charlie said.


  He stood by her desk while she dialed. She was a nice little number. Maybe he would make a play for her later on, after the funeral. He heard the faint buzzing from the phone. She looked up, smiling into his eyes. He smiled back, then put on a slightly worried expression. “What did she say?” he asked.


  “Just that she had to rush and would try to call you later. And if she wasn’t home when you got there, the stuff for dinner would be on the stove.”


  “Okay.” Charlie turned away.


  In his office he started to work, but he couldn’t concentrate. Somewhere in the city Madge was speeding along with brakes that would be no good any minute now. Maybe already it had happened.


  Why had he done it?


  The question kept repeating itself in his mind. Why had he killed Madge? It was senseless. He loved his wife. Not very passionately. They had been married too long for that. But he had been satisfied. There was no one else, either.


  Yet suddenly, for no reason, it had seemed the most logical thing in the world to plan to kill her. Why? It didn’t make sense. He looked back on it now with a feeling of unreality.


  The phone rang. He picked it up and said hello into it. It was the boss asking him if the Stevens account was ready yet. He said no, he was still working on it. When he hung up he noticed the brightness of his moist handprint on the plastic. Sweat, and the office was air-conditioned.


  Why had he done it?


  He felt sick inside. It had to be a mental illness. It couldn’t be anything else. What else could it be?


  A spell? Black magic? Ha ha. Purple magic. Venusians. But things like that were a lot of nonsense. It was a mental aberration, pure and simple. Maybe caused by a brain tumor pressing on his brain.


  He would have to get an examination, maybe an operation.


  He leaned back and closed his eyes. Imagine, a brain tumor pressing on your brain. No pain, nothing. Out of a clear sky you start planning your wife’s murder—all because you have a brain tumor.


  Sure, there were stories about secret rites of the Venusians, things science didn’t know about. But Mr. Ki didn’t even know he was behind that injunction to keep the Kis from moving in next door. Ki had even given him that coffee table as a friendly gesture.


  The phone rang again.


  “Mr. Charles Carter?” a crisp female voice asked.


  “Yes?”


  “This is the emergency hospital. Your wife was just brought in. A traffic accident.”


  “Is she hurt?”


  “Would you please come to the hospital at once?”


  “Is she alive?” Charlie demanded.


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, thank God!” Charlie breathed. “I’ll be right over.”


  “It’s going to be all right!” he breathed happily as he ran out of his office.


  “She’s in bad shape,” the quiet man who introduced himself as Dr. Smith said. “She crushed her chest against the steering wheel. The ambulance attendant had to attach a head circulatory and we rushed her into the operating room and sewed up the aorta. It had been punctured by a splintered rib. I think we’ll save her all right, but it was close. There was no brain damage.”


  “When can I see her?” Charlie asked.


  “Not until tomorrow. She’s still under head circulatory. We’ll remove it in a few hours—as soon as our tests show that her body is responding properly. There was some blood coagulation in her liver, but that was to be expected, with no circulation at all for almost twenty minutes. We have a filter by-pass to keep the clots from lodging in her lungs any more than necessary, and we have her chest spread open so we can keep watch.”


  Dr. Smith patted Charlie on the shoulder. “Everything will be all right,” he said. “We got to her in time. She hadn’t been dead five minutes.”


  Charlie shuddered and sat down, his knees suddenly weak. A nurse came into the doctor’s office with a cup of coffee.


  “Drink this,” Dr. Smith said. “It will fix you up.”


  “Coffee will fix me up?” Charlie said.


  “This coffee will,” Dr.


  Smith said.


  Charlie gulped it down. A minute later he grinned at the doctor and the nurse.


  The doctor grinned back and said, “It’s a standard brew for the relatives of emergency patients now. It will keep you cheerful and optimistic for twenty-four hours, and it won’t impair your thinking a bit.”


  “Where can I get more?” Charlie said. “I like the way I’m feeling.”


  “You can’t,” Dr. Smith chuckled. “I’d suggest you go home and stay there. Oh, by the way, the police want you to contact the accident division. They’ll tell you where your car has been taken.”


  The car. Would they be able to tell that the brake line had been tampered with? “Thank you, Doctor,” Charlie said.


  He took a taxi home. He let himself in through the front door, something he hadn’t done in months. The house seemed very vacant. The drapes over the picture windows were drawn, as though Madge had expected to be away for days.


  What would happen when she recovered and found out her mother hadn’t had a stroke, and her father hadn’t called her? She would know then that it had been him who called her.


  He grinned cheerfully. Oh, well, nothing mattered except that Madge was alive. That was all that mattered. The rest would work out.


  He should have asked Dr. Smith about being examined for a brain tumor. It had slipped his mind.


  He turned away from the windows—and there was the coffee table Mr. Ki had given him. He looked at it, startled. It gave him a strange feeling. Into his mind crept a strong wish for Madge to die. Maybe the nurse would slip up when she pulled the tubes from the head circulatory out of the arteries and veins in Madge’s neck. Maybe . . .


  But the thoughts slipped away, leaving only a cushion of cheerful optimism.


  But why had those thoughts come? Was there something about this coffee table that produced such thoughts?


  Nonsense!


  He crossed the room to the kitchen, shoving the absurd thought from his mind.


  The kitchen was bright and cheerful. The wall clock with its blue numerals pointed to one-thirty. There was a note laying on the stove.


  Humming very contentedly, Charlie picked it up and read it. “Charlie,” it read, “if I’m not back, there’s potato salad in the refrigerator and some steak in the broiler all ready to turn on. I’ll call you as soon as I can. Love, Madge.”


  Bursting into song, Charlie pulled out the broiler and saw that the steak was okay, so he turned on the flame.


  He went to the refrigerator and brought out the dish of potato salad. It was the kind he liked best, the kind only Madge could make.


  That damned coffee table! What did he want the thing for, anyway? He would get rid of it right now.


  He went into the living room and got it, and took it out into the back yard. Out next to the alley was a small pile of dried weeds and lumber scraps he had been intending to burn anyway.


  He laid the coffee table on top and set fire to the dried weeds. The fire burned brightly, and when it reached up around the coffee table it licked at it hungrily, then began to eat into it.


  Charlie returned to the kitchen. The steak was a little too done on the top side. He turned it over, and put a flame under what was left of the breakfast coffee.


  Ten minutes later he put the sizzling steak on the plate beside a generous scoop of potato salad, poured a cup of coffee, and sat down at the table.


  Good old Madge. She was a wonderful wife. A quiet sense of humor, never complaining—Well, not as much as the average wife he knew. Good salad. He smacked his lips over it while he put cream and sugar into his coffee and stirred it.


  It was a little scummy on top. Maybe he should have made a fresh pot, instead of using warmed-over breakfast coffee.


  He shrugged cheerfully. Why bother?


  He sipped it. Bitter as the devil. He made a wry face and took a big swallow. In his stomach it exploded into agony.


  Then his eyes grew round with surprised realization.


  “So it was the coffee table!” he tried to say, but his voice came out only a painful croak. He knew he was dying.


  “So this is death,” he thought, and though the thought should have filled him with terror he felt only a mild bitterness and an underlying amusement tinged with sad regret.


  “Why is that?” he thought. How could drugs the doctor had put in his coffee to keep him cheerful work on him after he was dead?


  Maybe it wasn’t the drugs. It was really amusing, sitting with his legs propped on that devilish coffee table plotting Madge’s murder and never suspecting it was having the same effect on her.


  She must have poisoned the coffee so he would drink it for breakfast! No wonder she had looked so strange when he choked on it and got up from the table and rushed out of the house.


  That devil from Venus, Mr. Ki. He hadn’t been fooled at all. He had known who was behind the injunction to keep him from moving into the house next door, and he had it all planned. The perfect murder to get rid of whoever stands in your way. Be nice to them, give them a coffee table with some kind of hypnotic carvings on it that work on the mind.


  A strong regret swept over Charlie. Ki and his family had been very likeable in spite of their alienness. It wouldn’t have been so bad having them as neighbors. It was just the idea of it, was all.


  Why wasn’t he hating Mr. Ki instead of thinking of him as a nice guy? It must be the dope Dr. Smith put in the coffee. You couldn’t be mad at anyone and in a cheerful, optimistic frame of mind at the same time.


  But the dope couldn’t be affecting him now, so maybe Ki was a nice guy.


  “If I had my life to live over,” Charlie thought, “I would let the Ki family move in next door.”


  But they would get to move in now anyway, with him dead. Still, if he had his life to live over he would let Ki move in next door.


  Murder was a funny thing. Maybe it was what the docs call a psychological release. Kill someone, and whatever reason you had doesn’t exist any more.


  Being murdered was even funnier. Dead, you begin to realize that all the petty angers and prejudices of life are not worth getting excited over.


  And death—it was very peaceful. Very peaceful.


  With a sigh of contentment Charlie opened his eyes.


  He seemed to be in his own living room, lying on the davenport. In fact, the coffee table he had burned was directly in front of his eyes, real as life.


  A few feet beyond it, sitting with his legs doubled under him was the Venusian, Mr. Ki, looking at him with round marbled eyes.


  Hovering to one side was Madge. She had been saying something, but now she had stopped talking and was smiling at him.


  “So you’re awake, darling,” she said.


  Mr. Ki’s blue face cracked with a friendly smile. “You haff gyuhd slirp, yesss?” he said eagerly.


  Charlie didn’t reply. He looked down at the coffee table, and reached out and touched it, feeling its seeming solidity.


  “Mr. Ki dropped in to talk with you, Charlie,” Madge said. “This afternoon when they couldn’t move in, you were so nice to him that he thought maybe he. could get you to help him fight the injunction.”


  “This afternoon?” Charlie echoed, puzzled.


  If I had my life to live over . . .


  The thought went through his mind, crystal clear. He had been dead. None of it had been a dream. Somehow, some way, time had been turned back. He was getting a second chance. And with the realization that it was a second chance, a chance to do the right thing, came the realization that it was his last chance.


  But with that realization came an overwhelming desire to do things right, welcome Mr. Ki as a neighbor. He looked across the coffee table into Mr. Ki’s unhuman but wise eyes, and a slow smile grew on his face.


  He sat up and scratched his scalp briskly, the smile developing into a friendly grin.


  “Why, sure, Mr. Ki,” Charlie said. “I’ll help you. I, uh, have some influence in this community. Don’t you worry a bit. I’ll get that injunction killed—” He winced at the word, then his grin came back. “I’ll get to work on it first thing in the morning, and you can practically count on moving in tomorrow.”


  “Fanx,” Mr. Ki said.


  “Think nothing of it,” You don’t need to thank me. I should thank you—for the coffee table.”


  Mr. Ki looked puzzled. “Oh!” he said. “No—whlat you sray—coffree tlable. Confleshion bench.” He bowed slightly, a sly smile on his glossy blue features. “Verry glood for soul. In fambly very long time.”


  “A CONFESSION bench!” Charlie said. “I’ll be damned!” Mr. Ki turned and shuffled toward the front door. Charlie watched him, a broad smile on his face. He ought to be mad at the damned blue-faced alien for playing a trick on him like that. He would be tomorrow when the dope Dr. Smith had given him in that cup of coffee wore off.


  But there hadn’t been a Dr. Smith! It had all been a dream in that mysterious soul-washing process!


  Or had it?


  Suddenly Charlie felt good. He sat down and rubbed his fingertips gently over the scrollwork on the Venusian confession bench. The Kis were going to be ideal neighbors. He was sure of that.


  “Welcome, neighbor,” Charlie whispered.       THE END


  THE GENTLEST UNPEOPLE


  Frederik Pohl


  Unswervingly considerate and ever so polite, they were helpful to a fault . . . even if the fault happened to be a monster out of space!


  I


  POPAGATOR and the Slide stopped at the seventh square and rested under a tinkleberry tree. They were nearly equal in points, but Popagator’s time was already several seconds faster than The Slide’s.


  Popagator flung himself gleefully on a hummock of damp green sand and cried: “Concede the game, friend, concede it! I’ve as good as won. And I will now lead you in our lifetime series by eight hundred and six games to seven fifty-nine!” He spoke in English; it was all the fashion that year.


  The Slide snarled: “Shut up and throw.”


  Popagator merely smiled—well, no. He didn’t smile. He couldn’t; he had no lips to smile with, being only a Venusian and a scrawny, shrunken one at that. But he indicated polite amusement. He toyed idly with the gem-encrusted hilt of his whirlarang and made a courteous observation.


  “I see,” he said, diplomatically changing the subject, “that the monster has been this way.” He sat up and sniffed. That was not necessary; both of them had long ago detected the rancid reek of the monster.


  The Slide said moodily: “I wish that fellow ahead of us would play through so we could get on with our game.” The fruit of the tree overhead tinkled merrily in the soggy wind.


  Popagator stood up and made a couple of practice tosses, whishing air noisily through his bony mouth cavity. It was the equivalent of a nonchalant whistle. The whirlarang spun up into the cloudy air, hovered, sailed high, dipped and returned to his hands.


  He caught The Slide’s eye and said apologetically: “A little sloppy on the backspin, I’m afraid.”


  The Slide grumbled unwillingly: “No, it would have been a ten-pointer at least. You’re at the top of your form today, Popagator. I wish we could get this game over with.”


  THE Venusian ahead of them, it was true, was taking an ungodly length of time to play the eighth square. He was slumped against a dike that held a water trap, in the middle of the looped grove of twiny trees that made the eighth square such a tricky over-and-under shot. His head was down, as though he were asleep, and his whirlarang was not in his hand.


  “Inconsiderate,” growled The Slide.


  In truth, it was. No doubt the fellow was taking a little rest, too, just as they were, but, all the same, it was very far from being sportsmanlike.


  Popagator frowned—well, no. He couldn’t frown any more than he could smile, for much the same reasons. It takes loose folds of flesh either to smile or to frown. There are no loose folds on a Venusian’s face; in fact, there is no external flesh at all, or none to speak of, since they are arthropods.


  Popagator caught another whiff of the sour monster odor and coughed chokingly. To take his mind off it, he clattered his whirlarang noisily from “hand” to “hand,” admiring the play of light from the sparkling facets set into the hilt.


  Venusians are all great admirers of point sources of light, since the clouds of their atmosphere make such common objects as sun and stars completely unknown to them. And Popagator’s whirlarang, gemmed like a Pharaoh, was a particularly noble instrument. It had been in his family for one hundred and nine generations.


  Popagator stroked the worn hilt reminiscently, thinking of the splendid comeback he had made on square five when, trailing by a point and a half, he had thrown a perfect triple reverse to catch up in points and lead in time.


  All Venusians are skilled in the use of the whirlarang; Popagator could not remember a day, since his first dim memories as a tiny imago, when it had not been an obsession with him—first as a matter of theory, then, as he passed the larval and soft-bodied stages and developed the hard limbs that came with adult life, as a matter of hourly, daily and incessant practice. It was a major fact in the life of every Venusian. They had very little else to do.


  The whirlarang itself was basically the same instrument that Australian bushmen, forty million miles away, had themselves developed in the dawn of their crude culture. But where loinclothed savages had found only a hunting instrument and a weapon of war, Popagator’s enormously cultured race had refined it, had redesigned and rebuilt it out of a complex assortment of materials far beyond the resources of a savage, and had surrounded it with a code of behavior and rules that turned a whirlarang round into a contest as complicated and as absorbing as chess or contract bridge, with the added requirements of strength and enormous physical skill.


  “I AM tired,” rasped The Slide, “of waiting for that fellow to play through! They shouldn’t allow singles anyway.” Popagator soothed: “Let us walk forward to the next square. That is polite, not ill-mannered. And perhaps it will remind him that we are waiting.”


  He moved forward over the sandy, spongy ground with a clickety-click of his bony members, The Slide click-scratching moodily along behind. The closer they got to the silent Venusian on square eight, the stronger the fetid, repulsive monster stench became.


  “Whew,” choked The Slide. “If I had known it was going to be this bad, I never would have—”


  He stopped.


  Both stopped, not only speech but movement.


  There was a reason why the idle Venusian on square eight was not playing through, and the reason was this:


  He was dead.


  His hand member was split open, and so was his lolling head. Bluish tricldings of brain and nervous tissue leaked nastily out.


  His whirlarang was missing.


  Dead.


  Murdered.


  Popagator looked at The Slide, and The Slide stared with all of his eyes at Popagator.


  “Murder,” said Popagator at last. “It’s a case for the Justice Machines.”


  The Slide nodded—well, no. But he gave assent, in the way customary to Venusians.


  “It is murder,” he echoed. “We must report this with all possible haste.”


  “Right,” Popagator agreed. “Well, play, friend! We’ve got fourteen squares to go and we must hurry. We must notify the Justice Machines the very moment we finish!”


  II


  THE monster sat on the tail strut of his rocket, whistling. He turned over the whirlarang he had taken from the Venusian, admiring the play of light on the rubies and diamonds set into its handle.


  “Son of a gun,” he said aloud, hiccuping. “This sure beats working for a living!” He tilted a stainless-steel flask to his lips and belched happily.


  The monster’s name was David T. Jiminez, and he was a certified space explorer in the employ of the I.G.Y. He tossed the whirlarang into the air and clumsily caught it. He was forty-nine years old, and for the first time in his life he was sublimely happy.


  Jiminez emptied the flask and tossed it away. “Hi-diddle-de-dee,” he sang. “The spaceman’s life for me!”


  He banged the whirlarang against the side of his rocket, hiccuped, frowned and thought for a second. That wasn’t such a good idea. Jiminez had no very good idea of just how fragile the hull of a rocketship was—“I don’t dig that science jazz,” he had told the I.G.Y. personnel office disarmingly—but, you never know, maybe he might knock a hole in it. Why take a chance? There was plenty of junk around.


  He prowled through a heap of parts, tools and instruments that were tossed rusting on the sea-green moss. There was a black box, forearm length, with a hinged lid; on it was stenciled:


  CAUTION


  Contents fragile. Stow in padded


  locker. Protect against jolts and jars.


  He opened the lid, hefted the silvery tube inside thoughtfully, nodded and began to bang it against the whirlarang, trying to loosen the gems from their setting.


  A clicking, rasping voice from behind him said inquiringly: “O Monster?”


  Jiminez turned around belligerently. It was one of the damned bugs—naturally; there weren’t any other human beings in this part of Venus. That was what made it so nice.


  Jiminez disliked people, but he couldn’t stand the bugs. It wasn’t so bad that they were more or less the shape of a human being, or even that they lived in houses like human beings, used tools like human beings, even operated machinery like human beings—and kinds of machinery that, in some cases, humans couldn’t quite match, or even understand.


  What was really bad was that they talked like human beings.


  That, in Dirty Davey Jiminez’s opinion, was pretty gaw-dam uppity of them, giving themselves airs. He had no idea that the Venusians did it from motives of purest politeness, since humans had shown themselves unable to grasp the barest fundamentals of the Venusian tongue.


  He snarled, “Beat it, you.”


  DELICATELY turning away from Jiminez’s breath, the Venusian said apologetically, “O Monster, I am Popagator. Isn’t that the whirlarang of Wnotagashti the Drum?”


  “You bugs gimme a pain,” Jiminez said impatiently. “How’m I supposed to know?”


  “Wnotagashti the Drum has been killed,” the Venusian explained helpfully. “His head was split open. You were in the area just before it happened.”


  Jiminez thought for a moment, weaving slightly. “Oh, yeah, that. I tell you what happened, buster. I took it off him and he give me an argument. Well, I lost my temper. I mean it was a gaw-dam case of deliberate and insupportable rudeness, and if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a lot of gaw-dam rudeness. You know how it is. So I bashed him.”


  The Venusian moved inconspicuously to windward. He said compassionately: “A terrible ordeal, O Monster. Wnotagashti the Drum must have been deranged.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Jiminez agreed. “Now why don’t you beat it so I can get a little work done around here?”


  “Certainly. But—O Monster, there is one thing.”


  “Now what? Ain’t you got any consideration? I got plenty on my mind already, you know.”


  “The Justice Machines,” said Popagator apologetically. “My whirlarang companion, The Slide, has notified them of the accident to Wnotagashti the Drum. They will surely investigate you, O Monster.”


  Jiminez straightened up with faint alarm. “What the devil you talking about?” he demanded.


  Popagator whished air noisily through his mouth cavity for a second in a disarming way. He said: “It is their function, O Monster. They are devices, like those which you call ‘harness bulls.’ One will come to interview you in this matter, perhaps quite soon.”


  “But the little rat gimme a hard time!” Jiminez protested, his stomach moving queasily. What was wrong here? Had he made a mistake of some sort? He said: “Dint you hear me? I only took the stinking thing away from him. And right away he argues with me! Talk about bad manners, bub, I tell you this was the worst.”


  “I understand,” Popagator sympathized. “It is very clear, O Monster. You need only tell this to the Justice Machine, that is all. But I wished to notify you that it was coming, as an act of courtesy.”


  “Sure,” said Jiminez, ungraciously, but feeling slightly more relaxed. “All right now, would you do me a favor and get lost? I got things to do, Charley. I can’t spend the whole day talking to every lousy bug that comes along, understand?”


  “I understand, O Monster,” Popagator said in grave apology. “Good-by.”


  JIMINEZ pawed around the junk on the ground until he found another flask and took a long pull on it.


  Confidence flowed back into him. He wiped his lips and sat down for a moment to rest—well, no. He sat down to finish the jug.


  Jiminez had not always been a paid space traveler for the International Geophysical Year (as it was still quaintly called). For thirty-five years of his life, in fact, he had been a jockey.


  That was all behind him now—mostly because of the trouble the State Board gave him in New York over the 1983 running of the Belmont’Cap. The nag involved was named Heuristic Harry, and when he beat the finest three-year-olds of his day by six lengths, naturally there were questions. The benzedrine sulfate they found in Heuristic Harry’s saliva provided some of the answers, and that was the end of the line for Jiminez’s career as a jockey, at least in that part of the world.


  A set-down jockey pushing fifty doesn’t have many chances to make a living. And even somebody like Jiminez doesn’t like to resign himself to starving to death.


  He tried Mexico for a while, but there were all too many set-down jocks fighting for mounts there, and not much money anyway. Jiminez had got used to a lot of money.


  And then, when he saw the ad, he had drifted toward the I.G.Y. district office. It seemed that fewer than one man in ten thousand had the peculiar genetic constitution that made it possible for him to endure the cosmic radiation that killed off most humans. It seemed further that small men—ex.-jocks, for example—were particularly useful for space travel, since they didn’t take as much room.


  Jiminez still laughed out loud when he remembered the personnel officer’s face. The man had stared silently at a blank wall for nearly five minutes, his mouth working soundlessly, with Jiminez’s completed test forms in front of him. But finally he had signed them, stamped them “Approved” and turned his back until Jiminez was out of the room. It looked, thought Jiminez, as though they were having real trouble finding the kind of men they needed.


  So—well, first he had tried to hold them up for double the usual pay, and failed; he had listened to an appeal to his sense of altruism and dedication to human progress from another I.G.Y. man, laughed in the man’s face and drifted away.


  But there wasn’t much else to do, and that was a fact.


  And then he had been stuck in a hotel room, wondering how to get out without paying the rent. And there had been a magazine. Jiminez wasn’t much of a reader, but it was a long wait until the night desk clerk would sneak out for a quick beer, so he painfully spelled out the article on the first Venusian exploration parties.


  And then Jiminez realized just what opportunities were open to him under the auspices of the I.G.Y.’s space-exploration program.


  HURLING the second empty flask away, Jiminez stood up, wobbling.


  He picked up the whirlarang from the ground and, still carrying it, lurched over to the vats he had scrabbled out of the soggy Venusian soil. It was a ritual with him; nearly every time he finished a flask, he inspected the progress of his mash, to make sure that there would be more when that was gone.


  The mash had stopped bubbling. Nearly all the fermentation was over; it was almost time to dip out the sour juice and distill it. There would be, he calculated with difficulty, somewhere upward of fifty gallons of what you could call either beer or wine, as you chose, for him to push through the still.


  It was a good little still. It had been designed by some very high-priced talent to meet the needs of explorers for safe, potable water, and it worked just as well for Jiminez’s purposes. It would give a high, powerful yield. Call it ten gallons of approximately hundred-proof brandy—if you wanted to call it brandy. Sometimes he thought of it as whisky, sometimes as gin; it didn’t really resemble anything on Earth. But it would be ten gallons of something.


  At a quart a day—and he could make do with that—it would carry him through another month and leave a two-week supply, or nearly, for the return flight to Earth.


  That was very good. In another month it would be just about time to take off for Earth again, according to the preset flight patterns built into the rocket’s controls. And by then he would be ready.


  Grinning happily, Jiminez lurched back to the ship and tossed the whirlarang into the open hatch. It landed with a splintering crash—some metal-and-glass object had been in the way and was now a thousand fragments—and one of the sparkling jewels was dislodged.


  It rolled away under the sturdy legs of the tripod that held the silent pressure-temperature-humidity recorder. But that didn’t matter; he would find the jewel before he took off. Because then he would take out that recorder—along with a lot of other junk the I.G.Y. people had installed—and leave it to rust on the soil of Venus.


  He had already tossed out about half the stuff; there was plenty of time to get rid of the rest. Those things weighed plenty. What Jiminez wanted was to get rid of them. In the first place, all those clever and expensive little devices would be of no use at all to the I.G.Y.—because Jiminez’s landing plan did not involve a return to the Yuma, Arizona, base where he was expected. It was his notion to land in either New Zealand or the Belgian Congo. And in the second place, he needed all the weight he could save.


  The glittering facets of the whirlarang were diamonds and rubies. The whirlarang itself was hollow platinum.


  He had already acquired nearly six hundred pounds of assorted gems and precious metals, and it was necessary to balance that weight, now tossed carelessly into the ship, by an equal weight of unnecessary junk removed.


  IT was all easy, amazingly easy. These funny-looking bugs that were the dominant race on Venus were just too polite to refuse anything. They never said no. They never stopped him, no matter what he did.


  Jiminez began ladling fermentation liquor into the pot of the still. He was sweating profusely in the warm, wet air, but he didn’t mind, not at all. The bugs lived in a sort of tin-plate Utopia; all their major needs were cared for by machines, running soundlessly out of sight and providing food, power, clothes, homes. According to the magazine article, they had lived that way for a thousand generations, since the time they nearly destroyed their planet in a war and substituted a code of politeness and a driving interest in games for more dangerous ways of life.


  It worked out very nicely, whatever the reason. He walked into their houses and took away their very cooking utensils, and they didn’t do a thing. The cook pots were spun platinum.


  He shinnied up the side of the largest structure in their town—a triangular tower four stories high; embedded zircons and topaz were his footholds and grips, and at the top were fourteen diamonds of a hundred carats and up. He pried them from their settings and the bugs didn’t do a thing.


  He pulled two hundred meters of silver wire from the municipal power plant—that was before he caught onto the fact that silver was a waste of time—and for five days the town was without electricity, until the automatic machines were able to replace it. And the Venusians still didn’t do a thing.


  Only the bug this morning, the one he’d taken the whirlarang away from, he had acted up.


  Jiminez rested from his labors. He poured himself a shot of his last batch of brew, held his nose, threw it down, retched briefly and felt it take hold. He pondered cloudily: Would there be any trouble about that?


  Probably not, he thought. Let the Justice Machine come. As the other bug had said, he had an ironclad case.


  Anyway, he thought belligerently, let them try! It was plain self-defense, because how did he know what the bug was trying to do? Those whirlarang gadgets could kill somebody, couldn’t they? And the bugs were pretty good with them. And—


  Well, anyway. If the Justice Machine did come—and he was pretty sure it never would; it was just a bug bluff—he would outline the situation in a few simple words and it would go away again. That was all there was to it. The bug had, surprisingly, refused to yield the whirlarang—apparently it was only in the games that they acted normally selfish, greedy and competitive. So naturally he had hit the bug. He had to admit that maybe he wouldn’t have done it if it hadn’t been for a certain hangover. But he hadn’t realized that the bugs could be killed quite so easily.


  It was a plain accident, of course.


  Besides, it was self-defense.


  Furthermore, they wouldn’t do anything about it.


  He was very sure of that, right up to the moment when he heard the clattering and clanking of something big and mechanical coming out of the charred second-growth vines that were already springing up around his rocket, and an enormous metallic creation on wheels, with about a million waving arms and limbs, rolled dangerously up to him. And, wham, zowie, the limbs were all around him.


  Dirty Davey Jiminez whooped and screamed and fought, but it didn’t do a bit of good. The Justice Machine wasn’t listening. It carried him away. He was caught, fair and square.


  III


  THE monster named Jiminez howled to the unfeeling machine: “You can’t do this to me! I demand a mouthpiece. I’m practically an ambassador, don’t you know that? I work for the gaw-dam International Geofistical Yearl Ever hear of it, damn you? Sure you have! That’s an official government thing in the United Nations, buster, and they got lots of moxie back on Earth. They’ll have a fleet of warships down here so fast, it’ll make your head spin! I mean—” He stopped, confused. The machine had no head.


  Jiminez sat down and tried to think. He had a hangover that was getting worse with every minute, but it was time to do some thinking.


  The machine had carried him, hollering and wriggling as much as he could, but whatever he did, it was no use; the machine was built to handle adult Venusians, and it managed a mere monster without effort or strain. It had taken him to the triangular tower. A door he had never suspected had opened and he had found himself in jail.


  Anyway, he thought it was a jail because he was locked in, and because the machine stayed with him as a warden. There was a whole world under the gay, gem-studded homes of the Venusians that appeared on the surface, so Jiminez discovered. The Justice Machine bore him through corridors, past a dreadfully odorous place where filth-stained walls hinted at unpleasant events, into a narrow cell. There was a constant thrumming in the walls and floor. Machines were nearby, the machines, no doubt, on which the Venusians depended for all their goods.


  The Justice Machine set him down and retreated to a post by the door.


  JIMINEZ wiped his lips on the back of his hand, glowered at the silent machine and considered his position.


  He admitted to himself through a pounding headache that it was a rough spot. He had been in rougher, perhaps, but he couldn’t think when.


  There was a sound from the door and a clicking, rasping voice inquired: “O Monster?”


  It was the bug named—named—Jiminez managed to recall it: Popagator.


  “Hah!” cried Jiminez, at once again enraged. “You, Popagator! I thought you told me the Justice Machine wouldn’t bother me!”


  “An error, O Monster,” Popagator apologized.


  “Error, hah? You bet it was an error. Popagator, I’m telling you, you better get me out of here! You hear me? Don’t you know I got the whole United Nations behind me? You know what that means, don’t you? One bleat from me and, wham, zowie, the great white fathers from far off in space will come blazing and shooting down with their devil birds. Man, I’m warning you!”


  Popagator stepped nimbly out of range of the monster’s breath. He said ruefully: “The thing is, Monster, the deed is a terrible one. You killed one of our people—”


  “But he gimme a rough time!”


  “—while he was playing the whirlarang game. It is not the killing, Monster. It is interrupting the game. Wnotagashti the Drum may have been deranged, but he was entitled to throw his whirlarang.”


  “IT was a accident!” roared Jiminez. “Self-defense, see? I only touched the gaw-dam bug, that’s all. He split wide open. How was I supposed to know he was so—”


  “Peace, O Monster,” Popagator said with warm sympathy. “Now I understand your position. It was an accident?”


  “Gaw-dam right!”


  “Then,” said Popagator with great assurance, “you need not worry. The Justice Machine will shortly examine you, when witnesses are found.”


  “Witnesses? What kind of witnesses?”


  “Those who may know something to your benefit, Monster. For be assured, all of our people love you monsters very much. We wish to help you.”


  “The best way to help me,” Jiminez snarled, “is to get me out of this stinking joint.”


  “Of course, Monster. It is only necessary to go through the formality before the Justice Machine.” He shrugged—well, no. But he achieved the same effect.


  Jiminez took a deep breath and sat down, grumbling. The crime, he began to understand, was not so much murder, or insecticide, but interfering with someone playing a game. That was a definite breach of regulations.


  “But I didn’t know!” Jiminez cried hoarsely. “Our customs are all different, and besides he gave me a hard time.”


  “Of course, O Monster,” soothed Popagator. “I understand. Believe me, I shall see that the Justice Machine takes that into account at the hearing. And surely you will be released. Have no doubt of it.”


  “That’s better,” grunted Jiminez, slightly appeased.


  “Of course,” said the Venusian delicately, “if by any unforeseen chance—”


  “Hey, wait!” squawked Jiminez. “What chance?”


  “O Monster,” said Popagator gravely, “there is always the theoretical and hardly to be considered possibility that the Justice Machine will make a mistake.”


  “Now you tell me! Listen, buster, I’m practically an ambassador, get that through your thick head! If anything hap—”


  “But in that event,” the Venusian interrupted quickly, “there remains the Appeals Panel. You see? Our machines are arranged so that even the hardly possible chance of error can still be corrected.”


  “It damn better be,” said Jiminez in a surly tone. He slumped back against the wall. “Jeez,” he groaned, “what a head. Say, listen. It looks like I’m going to be here for a while. I want you to do something for me.”


  “Command me, O Monster.”


  “You take a hike down by my ship, okay? There’s a rack of steel bottles marked ’emergency Water Supply.’ Some of them are sealed tight. Don’t pay any attention to those—they’ve got water in them—but bring me one of the others.”


  “Certainly, O Monster.” Popagator turned to go.


  He was halted by the Earthman. “Wait a minute! Come to think of it, better bring me two!”


  THE trial didn’t take very long. The Justice Machine waved its ropy steel tentacles and cascades of flickering lights flashed up and down its sides as it weighed the evidence of the eight Venusians. Nobody asked Jiminez to testify, but that was just as well. He wasn’t paying much attention anyway. He caroled:


  “The wind blew through the old man’s whiskers.


  His heart was filled with joy and song.”


  The Justice Machine squatted on its metal wheels, its innards clicking. No sound came out of the Justice Machine—it only received information; it did not broadcast any. The witnesses were brief and explicit. There was a lot of talk about the lifetime Total Aggregate Whirlarang Weighted Score of the deceased Wnotagashti the Drum. Jiminez couldn’t make much sense of it and didn’t much try.


  “He never had to wear pajamas—”


  The Justice Machine’s lights flickered incandescently and then, suddenly, all went out at once.


  Three of the machine’s tentacles made a gesture toward Jiminez. The Venusians chattered excitedly among themselves.


  “Because his whiskers were so long!”


  Jiminez, heedless, sang drunkenly on, waving the stainless steel flask of home-stilled popskull in time with the clicking of the machine. At last he noticed that the small-bodied Venusian named Popagator was standing before him, humbly awaiting his attention.


  “O Monster?” said Popagator.


  “Well, now what?” Jiminez demanded belligerently, hiccuping.


  “The trial is over, O Monster. The Justice Machine has reached its decision.”


  “It has, has it?” panted Jiminez, standing up with some difficulty. “Aha. Oho. And just a-bout bloody time, if you ask me. Well, I guess I’m about ready to shake the dust of this crummy planet off my feet anyhow. So long, bugs! So long, suckers! Here goes Jiminez for the Belgian Congo and a lifetime of luxury!” He laughed raucously, disregarding the fact that he could not take off for another three and a half weeks, and started for the door.


  But he didn’t make it. The Justice Machine flared in blinding colors and spun swiftly to come between him and the door.


  “Hey!” cried Jiminez, more surprised than angry. “What’s the matter?”


  Popagator came up behind him and coughed apologetically—well, no. What he did was to contract his dorsal chitin with a faint popping sound, but it was the equivalent of a cough.


  He said regretfully: “O Monster, don’t worry, but there has been some mistake. The Justice Machine found you guilty.”


  IV


  THE Slide spun around three times, and on the third turn released the hilt of his whirlarang with that slippy-slidy motion that was the hallmark of his entire family. The whirlarang shot out straight and true for the grove of tinkleberry trees that indicated the target area of the eighth square. It circled the grove twice, flipflopped, described a lazy S and returned to its owner.


  He caught it triumphantly. “A six-pointer!” he crowed. “Top that, Popagator!”


  “I don’t know if I can,” Popagator confessed moodily. “I’m off my form today.”


  “You certainly are,” jeered the larger Venusian. “It isn’t often I take three straight games from you. What’s bothering you? The Monster?”


  Popagator nodded—well, no.


  The Slide said sympathetically: “I know how you feel. It presses on your mind, thinking of him sitting in that cell and waiting for the Justice Machine to report on the decision of the Appeals Panel. I feel it myself.”


  “We’ve got to help him!”


  “Of course, Popagator. It’s cruel to worry another being—and Earth monsters are considered to be beings in spite of everything.”


  “I hate to think of him worrying, as he must be.”


  “Me, too.”


  Popagator said seriously: “I want to do something about it right away. I propose that we both visit him to cheer him up—the sooner, the better.”


  “Agreed!” cried The Slide. “Come, let’s hurry! We’ll finish this game and then—no more than two more, eh? And then we’ll race to his side!”


  BUT it was a long time for Dave Jiminez. With a full flask by his side, he was cold sober. That had never happened before in his life.


  The Justice Machine was silent and motionless by the door; it never moved, never made a sound except once when, driven by desperation, he approached it. And then it was all sudden movement and threatening lashings of the arms, and he retreated and never approached it again.


  But now it moved.


  It rolled aside. The door opened and two Venusians clattered in—that Popagator and another one who had testified at the crazy mockery they called a trial. The Slide, his name was.


  “This is a friend, O Monster,” said Popagator. “He is on your side, just as I am. You mustn’t worry. We’ll see that you get out of here.”


  “Damn better,” snarled Jiminez. “What’s holding things up?”


  “The Appeals Panel,” said The Slide. “It is considering your case. Naturally, it will reverse the Justice Machine’s decision.”


  “Naturally,” growled Jiminez. “How long does that take?”


  BOTH Venusians hesitated and looked at each other.


  “It doesn’t take long, O Monster,” said Popagator at last.


  “Better not.” Jiminez looked at his visitors and made a repelled face. Still, even cockroach-shaped visitors were better than no visitors at all. Anyway, he felt slightly better. He felt good enough, in fact, to bend down for the ignored stainless-steel flask. He took a long pull, moaned as his throat constricted, stood rigid for a moment and then relaxed.


  “Zowie,” he said hoarsely. “Say, just out of curiosity—what would happen if the Appeals Panel ruled against me?”


  “Why,” said Popagator, “the penalty for interference with the game is death, of course.”


  “D—” Jiminez paused, the flask half-tilted in his hand, his sallow face turning a dirty gray. “D—”


  “Death,” the Venusian finished for him. But he added, in a warmly sympathetic tone: “There’s nothing to worry about, O Monster. We are on your side. We’ll see that no harm comes to you.”


  “You will? How will you? What happens if you don’t?”


  “O Monster,” said Popagator apologetically, “then the Justice Machine will exterminate you. But don’t worry. It is nearly certain that the Appeals Panel will correct the error.”


  Jiminez slowly set the flask down and began loosening his collar.


  He stared at the Justice Machine. Like all the Venusian gadgets, it seemed to be built to last. He could just imagine those ropy metal limbs wrapping around a Venusian and cracking the shell, wrenching the limbs off, ending life in a matter of seconds. With a mammalian Earthman, all flesh and fat and fluids surrounding a frame of bone, it would be squishier. But no less final.


  He swallowed, and found his throat was dry.


  “That room—” He coughed. “That room I passed on the way in.”


  “The Room of Reckoning, O Monster?”


  “If that’s what you call the one that looks like a slaughterhouse, yeah. Is that the place where—”


  “That is the place, O Monster,” said Popagator gravely.


  THERE was a clicking from the Justice Machine and Lights flashed up and down its sides.


  Jiminez jumped, kicking the flask at his feet clattering against the wall. He hesitated, tom between basic urges; he glanced frantically at the Justice Machine, then dropped to his knees, scrabbling for the flask and stopper.


  He heard a sorrowful voice say: “Oh, my. This is very strange.”


  He looked up, apprehensive. Popagator and The Slide were clacking at each other in a low tone.


  “What happened?” Jiminez bleated in fright.


  Popagator looked at the other Venusian, and then spoke. “The Appeals Panel, O Monster. It has acted in your case.”


  “And?”


  The Venusian’s embarrassment was almost human. “Don’t worry, O Monster. But they, too, found you guilty.”


  Jiminez fell back against the wall.


  Then he surged forward, furious. “Now wait!” he bawled.


  “I took enough from you guys! I demand you get me out of this place right now. This damn thing has gone far enough and it isn’t going any further, you hear? I’m warning you. Do you want the great white godlings from the sky coining down here shooting and stomping and—”


  “Oh, no, O Monster,” interrupted The Slide. “Of course not.”


  “Well, then! Then you damn better smarten up. I tell you there’s going to be one terrible mess here on Venus if I don’t get back. The I.G.Y. don’t like it when us emissaries get knocked off, you know! And what the I.G.Y. says goes.”


  “That is true, O Monster,” The Slide admitted. “It is known to all of us. The I.G.Y. is in charge of Venus.”


  “So you better get me out of here!”


  The Venusians whispered fleetingly to one another. “Speak up!” Jiminez cried. “Talk English!”


  “We were only discussing how we could best help you,” apologized Popagator. Then, in a voice as warm as toast, he added: “O Monster, there is a way. It is clear that our machines are not equipped to deal with Earth persons. We must act against the machines.”


  “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning, O Monster, that Venusians such as we cannot permit you to suffer unjustly. It is against our code of behavior.” Popagator looked gravely at Jiminez with all of his eyes and said: “We are going to help you escape!”


  JIMINEZ, alone in the cell, waited, drinking heavily. It was a searing torment to him, to think that he was trusting the word of the lousy bugs. Bugs were to be stepped on or sprayed with D.D.T. Bugs were to furnish him with the good things of life, such as jewels and gold, that would finance a happy and dissolute old age back on Earth. Bugs were not to be trusted.


  But he had no choice.


  And then, at last, there was a scratching at the door.


  It was Popagator, The Slide and four other Venusians. Jiminez froze, watching. Two of the Venusians stepped up to the quietly menacing Justice Machine and did something he couldn’t follow to the arrays of lights and glittering projections on its sides.


  There was a series of clicks and a flash of muted lights. And then the Justice Machine rolled quietly out into the corridor and away.


  “We relieved it of duty, O Monster,” said Popagator proudly. “It is a thing which is seldom done.”


  “Is it a thing that’ll get me out of here?” Jiminez demanded.


  “Oh, beyond doubt. Monster,” Popagator added politely, “permit me to introduce you to our colleagues in this venture of rescuing you. Reading from left to right, these are Xxil the Predestinarian, Klamagog, Small Wnotagashti and Susternong. The Slide you already know.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” Jiminez said absently. “Now let’s get the—Hey. Small who?”


  “Small Wnotagashti, O Monster.”


  “Any relation to—”


  “Oh, yes. His son, O Monster.”


  Jiminez swallowed. “You mean this character’s the son of the bug I knocked off and he’s still willing to help me get out of this place?”


  “We Venusians are extremely helpful and polite,” Popagator explained. “Now we must go. We have to walk down this corridor, past the machine areas, into the Room of Reckoning. There—”


  “Oh, no, you don’t!” Jiminez cried. “I’m not going in that place! What is this, a double cross?”


  “It is necessary, O Monster,” Popagator said patiently. “There is a chute in the Room of Reckoning which is used for removing the”—he hesitated—“which leads to a way out.”


  “There isn’t any other way, O Monster.”


  Jiminez, carrying the last few drops of precious numbwit in the stainless-steel flask, shambled after the little posse of Venusians. They went down the long corridor past the shuddering chambers of the machines, and no one was to be seen.


  “We are here, O Monster,” said one of them.


  “Where?” asked Jiminez suspiciously.


  “The Room of Reckoning, the avenue of your escape,” Popagator said in a voice as sweet as honey and as warm as toast. “Open that door, O Monster, and walk in.”


  Jiminez, his hand on the door, turned, suddenly afraid, but they were crowding in on him, all six of them. The door was borne open and he was thrust inside.


  And there was the Justice Machine, its ropy arms a-swing, in the room with the moldering spatters of green and blue, that now added a new range of colors to its scheme.


  OUTSIDE, in the soggy evening air, the Venusians congratulated each other on the tact and delicacy with which they had handled the matter.


  “It would have been cruel to let him suffer,” said Small Wnotagashti solemnly. “My father would have wanted it this way.”


  “We have done well,” agreed Popagator, and the others went about their errands, leaving him with The Slide.


  The Slide stretched and yawned—well, no. But he relaxed. “We Venusians,” he commented, “are polite and thoughtful to a fault. Tell me, do you think we can get another game in before dark?”


  “If not,” twinkled Popagator, “we can always play under the lights. I don’t have any trouble with nighttime rules!”


  The Slide excused himself: “This has been a strain, you know.”


  “Of course. It is well known that monsters require even more politeness and patience than our own race. It is the least we can do for them.” They started off toward the first square. After a moment, Popagator added absently: “You know, in one way we have failed the monsters even yet.”


  “Failed them? What are you talking about, Popagator?”


  “The ship,” Popagator explained. “They expect it to be returned. Perhaps we should return it as a matter of common politeness, with a few of us aboard?”


  He hefted his whirlarang and tossed it in a slow curve, following it with his eye.


  “I am sure,” he said thoughtfully, “that there would be many acts of politeness we could perform on their own planet.”


  THE STAR GAME


  Dan Morgan


  Assuming that faster-than-light travel may one day become possible and such a ship will break the bonds of our present Space-Time continuum, what sort of a place will this “other space” be? Few authors have tackled the question in quite such an interesting manner as Dan Morgan does herewith.


  I


  Bradlaugh, the Astrogator’s mother, was a big, balding man with gentle, brown eyes who moved like a worried grey bear in his sloppy coveralls. The familiar vibration of the drive was already beginning to course through the hull as he escorted Heilbron out of the loading lock with its milling crowd of embarking passengers and into the corridors of the starship.


  Now that the first brief cordiality of meeting was over the little-red haired stranger seemed more interested in his surroundings than in his companion; his sharp-nosed face moved eagerly from side to side, appraising the sleek efficiency of the Wanderer. But it was not to see the ship that he had come here, Bradlaugh was sure of that. He glanced down, his heavy brows lowering.


  “Shall we go into the main lounge? There won’t be many people in there yet and we shall be able to talk.”


  “Yes, of course,” Heilbron said quickly. “But wouldn’t your quarters be more private?”


  Bradlaugh swallowed. He was not used to handling people like this brisk little man; one lost the knack after ten years in Astrogation Psyche. “I’d rather we straightened out a few things first, if you don’t mind.”


  “Anything you say.” Heilbron’s face creased in a ready, professional smile showing small, widely spaced teeth.


  Bradlaugh found them a corner table, well away from the bar. “Anything to drink? he asked.


  “No, thanks.” Heilbron sat delicately poised on the edge of his chair.


  “Headquarters asked me to co-operate with you, but they omitted to state the nature of your mission.” Bradlaugh’s voice was low, with a soft, burring accent. “Do you mind filling me in on the details?”


  Heilbron gave him a brief searching look which melted quickly into a smile of reassurance. “Those seat warmers! They love a slice of Top Secret, don’t they? Afraid you’ll be a bit disappointed, I’m nothing very special—just a hard working research type from Universal Electronics doing some field work.”


  So now we’re grouped together making amusing cracks about the administration, thought Bradlaugh. This little fellow is smooth. My first guess was wrong; he’s not a psyche, but his sociogenic orientation technique is right out of the Class-A Manual.


  “I thought you people had given up the idea of an astrogation computor for hyper-drive long ago?” he said.


  “The impossible takes time—but we’ll make it eventually—it says so in the contract,” Heilbron said with a touch of smugness. “The mud monkeys are doing . . .”


  “Venusians!” put in Bradlaugh firmly.


  “Sorry,” Heilbron swiftly realized that he had said the wrong thing. “An expression used back on Earth sometimes.”


  “I’ve heard it,” Bradlaugh said, wondering to himself why he had found such satisfaction in observing the momentary confusion of the other. “Some of them forget that without the Venusians we would not be able to use hyper-drive ships at all.”


  “Sure, I should realize that if anybody.” Heilbron was still on the defensive, trying to smooth over his gaffe. “I was just about to say that they do a fine job; but there’s always an element of risk. You know as well as I do that using Venusians as Astrogators was just a stop-gap until something better could be developed.”


  “A pretty good stop-gap, I’d say. One that has worked for the last thirty years, at any rate.”


  “With some exceptions,” Heilbron reminded him. “We’ve lost three ships already this year.”


  “Three?” Bradlaugh stiffened. “Another one?”


  “Yes, the Icarus, on her way to the Pleiades with six hundred colonists aboard.”


  Bradlaugh sat for a moment, withdrawn in shock. He had known Mackeson, the Astrogation Psyche of the Icarus well. They had done their training in the same cadre and gone out into the submarine twilight of the Venusian swamps to find their Astrogators together.


  The Venusian humanoids had their own primitive ideas on the matter of bringing up their young. They lived a tough, amphibious life in which only the strongest could be expected to survive and their culture was geared accordingly. Venus was a lush world of oceans and islands, whose swamps teemed with animal life, killing and being killed in a savage cycle like that of the primeval jungles of Earth several million years earlier. Soon after birth the youngsters were taken from their mothers by the shaman of the tribe and into the swamp, where they were abandoned at nightfall to fend for themselves. The Venusians reached a greater maturity of development in the womb, and were not entirely helpless as human children would have been; but even so their abandonment was a cruel test which all too few of them survived. The weaklings were killed off by predators, leaving only a small fraction who by cunning and luck managed to fight their way back to the tribe and become accepted.


  The first Earthmen had been shocked by the brutality of this and other customs. But it proved almost impossible to establish any reasonable communications with the Venusians; nomads, who needed no other roof above their heads than the dense warm undergrowth, they moved away from Earth settlements, spurning all offers of help and friendship, secure in their ancient way of life and mistrusting the motives of these strangers. The basic difficulty was to explain to these creatures who had never seen the stars or even direct sunlight that they were from another planet. To the Venusians there was only one world, their own.


  The brightest features of the Venusian sky were the aurorae which flamed with a radiance far surpassing anything the explorers had ever seen during the night, which was ten Earth days long. This shimmering cascade of natural grandeur was caused by the greater concentration of electrical particles in the upper atmosphere of a planet so much nearer to its sun than Earth.


  Mankind had seen nothing quite like those aurorae—until hyper-drive was invented and the first ship ventured into subspace. There men found themselves worse than blind, in a seething chaos of flame, all known points of reference gone and the usual navigational aids useless. A dozen ships went nova or were lost forever in the star lanes as men groped towards controlling the mad Pegasus of hyper-drive. Then someone, with a last faint intuitive hope, remembered the aurorae of Venus and the primitive inhabitants of the planet, who lived as they had always done, shunning the alien values of the Earthman’s culture.


  Bradlaugh and Mackeson had gone out together in the manner which had become standard practice—each picking up one of the abandoned youngsters, saving them from the million dangers of the hostile planet. In this way a very solidly based relationship was established between the young Venusian and the Earthman he looked upon as his savior, and by the time that the Venusian had reached the peak of his intelligence and physical growth at the age of four years he and his mother, as the psyches were known familiarly amongst themselves, were a well-integrated team ready to leave the planet for their first trial run on a starship.


  If that run was successful the team had another fifteen or more years in which to work together in a loyalty and affection that only a person who had experienced it could understand. A Venusian rarely reached ten years of age in his natural habitat, but under the care of his psyche guardian he often lived to almost twenty, which to a creature of his swift life cycle was a ripe old age.


  On the debit side was the fact that a Venusian thus adopted never came to know his own people or their traditions. He attempted to return to them after his contact with the Earthmen they would fall upon him mercilessly and tear him limb from limb. Therefore he could never live the normal existence of his kind, but was entirely reliant upon his Psyche to provide him with any affection and social intercourse. This being so, it was only natural that sometimes things went wrong. A Psyche might make a mistake, or begin to develop some neurosis which had not been detected by his board of examiners at Astrogation School. At such times it was not only the two beings concerned who suffered, but all the other people aboard the starship for whose guidance they were responsible. But Bradlaugh found it difficult to believe that Mackeson of the Icarus had made such a mistake.


  “Perhaps it was some fault in the drive mechanism,” he said.


  Heilbron shrugged his narrow shoulders. “You may be right. But we can’t be sure of anything until we have developed an alternative method of astrogation.”


  “Even computors make mistakes sometimes,” Bradlaugh pointed out.


  Heilbron made a steeple with his small, freckled hands. “Agreed—but computors can be repaired.” His eyes moved to Bradlaugh’s face with a sudden alertness as he said: “Now—what was it you wanted to talk to me about—really?”


  Bradlaugh mentally underlined the opinion he had already formed of Heilbron; the little electronics man was no fool.


  “All right, I’ll give it to you straight. Gareg and I keep pretty much to ourselves and things seem to run smoothly that way. Now, I gather that you want to observe us as we work, for the purposes of your research. Is that right?” Heilbron nodded. “We need all the dope we can get at this stage. Some small clue, some analogy derived from the manner in which a Venusian tackles the business of astrogating a ship could save us years.”


  “I can understand that,” Bradlaugh said. “But there’s more to it than that. Your presence may have a bad effect on him, which could endanger the lives of all of us.”


  “Aren’t you making too much of this thing?” said Heilbron. “If Astrogation School had thought there might be any such danger, surely they would not have consented to my coming here? Another point—it didn’t make much difference to me which team I observed, it was their idea that you should be the ones. Any idea why?”


  Bradlaugh gave a slow, lop-sided grin. “I’ve got a pretty good idea. You see, Gareg and I have got the highest stability ratings in the business. We’re supposed to be a sure bet—or as near as you can get to that working with such variables.”


  “In that case, what are you worried about?” asked Heilbron.


  Bradlaugh drew a big hand through the straggling remnants of his dark hair. “I don’t know how much they let you see of the training processes down there on Venus, but you can take it from me that there is a lot of latitude allowed. It just has to be that way; and as long as results are forthcoming they don’t interfere a great deal with the psyche’s conception of the needs of his particular Venusian and allow him to work out his own especially tailored approach in each case.”


  “Sure, I can see the need for that,” said Heilbron. “But those are matters of psychiatric technique, way out of my field. All I’m interested in observing is his method of astrogation, to see if it can teach me anything. I have no desire or intention of going any further.”


  Bradlaugh sighed. This was not going to be easy to explain to a layman. “All right, if you’re going to spend some time with us you’ll have to know,” he commenced. “My method works for Gareg and I; that’s all I claim for it, but I don’t see how it is going to be of any help to you in developing your computor. The mental tension of Astrogation is what makes so many of the Venusians crack up. The turnover is very high, as you know—most of them lasting less than three years. But they are usually spotted in time and eliminated before any accident can happen.”


  “Like the Icarus and those others,” said Heilbron.


  “If they were astrogation failures, yes. At any rate, I made up my mind at the outset that I was going to do all I could to avoid placing undue strain on Gareg’s mind in that way. Look at it from the Venusian’s point of view; at first he has security, friendship and as much food as he needs. But then, as the months go by he begins to realize the full import of what he is doing, the fact that the responsibility for the lives of all the people on his ship depends on him. Even a mature human being would have misgivings about shouldering such a burden, and I believe that it is this realization that causes the Venusians to crack up.


  “I decided that I must find out Gareg’s limitations and work on from there, looking for the way of having him do his job which was the best for him personally. That was important to me. I soon noticed how engrossed he could become in the simplest game, throwing himself into it with a total concentration such as you only find in children. And then I thought of a way of letting him astrogate a ship, without subjecting him to that killing stress, a way in which the knowledge of what he was really doing would be hidden from him and he might be able to carry on indefinitely with no ill effects whatsoever. That was when I invented the Star Game. As far as he is concerned the ship is just a place where we live. He doesn’t bother about it much as a whole, just the small section here where we spend most of our time. I have told him that the ship is guided by the men he has seen in the control room, and he has no reason to question my word.”


  Heilbron’s eyes were wide. “You mean that this ship travels from star to star under the guidance of a creature who thinks he is playing a game?” There seemed something horribly irreverent in the concept. “How can that be?”


  “It needs no justification,” said Bradlaugh calmly. “It works. Gareg plays the game and I am the eternal umpire. He wins every time, because the game is what he lives for, the one thing in the universe at which he excels. On his level of intelligence the game is the most important thing there is, and that’s the way it should be. As long as he keeps on winning, the ship will go on reaching her destination safely on each trip.”


  “But the deception!”


  “Keeps his mind whole and gives him something to live for,” Bradlaugh said.


  “And if he should find out the truth?”


  Bradlaugh placed his fist on the table, clenched and massive. “He won’t . . . whilst I’m alive to prevent it. That’s one of the reasons I keep him away from people as much as possible. He’s quite content the way things are, and I’m satisfied, knowing that I’m doing the right thing for him.” He paused. “If you still think you can learn anything by watching us at work, you’re welcome to come along. But one wrong word and you’re out, understand?”


  Heilbron looked slightly dazed. “I’ll give it a try.” Bradlaugh rose to his feet, towering over the little man. “Right. Now that’s understood, we’d better go along and see the purser. He’ll fix up a cabin for you.”


  “Oh! I’d thought it might be a good idea if I moved in with you and Gareg . . . That is, if you’ve no objections.” Something deep down told Bradlaugh that now was the time to stop, to turn on this friendly little man and tell him to go to hell, but he ignored it; surely the pattern of existence he had built up for Gareg and himself was strong enough to survive the presence of an outsider for a few weeks.


  “If you’re sure that’s what you want,” he said slowly. “We live in simulated Venus conditions, you know. It may take you some time to get used to the humidity and the heat.”


  “I’ll take a chance on that,” said Heilbron cheerfully. “I stood it pretty well on Venus . . . and I’m overdue for a Turkish bath, anyway.”


  Bradlaugh hesitated for a moment, then said: “All right. But you’ll have to leave immediately if Gareg shows the slightest sign of instability due to your presence. Is that understood?”


  “Of course,” the electronics man said.


  II


  The cabin was dimly lit and very hot. After the conditioned sterility of the ship’s corridors the air in here seemed to ooze into the nostrils in a leaden stream, carrying with it a cloying odor of fish oil.


  Gareg was sitting on the edge of a bunk. He was about five feet tall, the parts of his limbs not hidden by the sodden grey coveralls that were a replica of Bradlaugh’s own, were covered in a glistening pale yellow fur, as was his round, flat-nosed head. His eyes were wide and liquid in a face whose main feature was a mouth with jagged, protruding teeth. His body was fat-padded and seal-like, in keeping with his amphibious natural environment.


  “Lo, Mike.” The Venusian disposed of the sticky remains of a chocolate bar he was eating and wiped his mouth with the back of a web-fingered hand. His voice was high-pitched, a childlike fluting sound.


  Then he noticed Heilbron. Inching backwards on the bunk until he was flattened against the wall and drawing his legs up close to his body, he stared at the stranger.


  Bradlaugh, aware that this was the testing time, walked forward with a ready grin on his face, signalling with his hand as he did so for Heilbron to remain where he was. The grin was partly genuine; whatever hiding place the Psyche found for the chocolate bars Gareg could be relied upon to smell them out soon after the beginning of each trip. It was another little game they had between them; part of their intimate life together.


  “Hi, Gareg,” Bradlaugh said easily. “You beat the record this time, I see.”


  A bubbling chuckle issued from Gareg’s stained mouth, then he switched his eyes back to the man standing in the doorway, a wondering fear and an appeal for protection in them.


  “This is Mister Heilbron, a friend of mine,” Bradlaugh said. “He’s coming along with us on this trip. They’re a bit crowded up front, so he wants to bunk in with us. I told him you wouldn’t mind—what do you say?”


  Gareg lowered his legs, his hands grasping the edge of the bunk, watching Heilbron all the time. Bradlaugh wondered if the electronics man would be able to handle the situation, to strike that nice balance of friendship that was required, without seeming patronizing. It was up to him now.


  Heilbron walked forward slowly, but without hesitation, until he stood over the Venusian. “Hello, Gareg. Nice to know you.” He thrust out a hand and grasped the brown stained paw without the slightest sign of reservation.


  Gareg looked down at the two hands for a moment, then up again in to Heilbron’s face, his misty eyes scanning anxiously. He broke the grip and rummaged in the coverings of the bunk. “You like chocolate?” he grinned up at Heilbron jaggedly. “Thanks a lot,” said the electronics man. He began to peel off the wrapping with an air of grave concentration.


  “Good.” Gareg chuckled again and pointed to Bradlaugh. “Mike’s funny . . . Cigarettes all the time—no chocolate. Tried cigarettes once . . . made me sick.”


  “Me too.” Heilbron sank his teeth into the bar with elaborately pantomimed relish. “I’m for chocolate!” Bradlaugh watched with satisfaction. It was going to be all right. Heilbron had played up to his lead with intelligence. Now that the first impact of a new personality on Gareg had been safely manipulated there was no reason why this trip should not go as well as any other.


  “When do we play the game, Mike?” said Gareg eagerly.


  “I want to show Heilbron man. I’m good, aren’t I?”


  “The best,” Bradlaugh said. “But it will have to wait. We’ll have to go to sleep soon.”


  He smiled inwardly at the so easily predictable reactions of the Venusian. Of course he would want to show his new-found friend the game, the thing above all that he was proud of. Just like a kid showing off its best toys to a youngster from across the street: “Look, I can do it with no hands! I’m a jet pilot, watch me!”


  Klaxons hooted throughout the ship. Five minutes to breakthrough. Bradlaugh unlocked the black cabinet on the wall by his bunk and took out the hypo gun. A man could stand the breakthrough without a shot, but he blacked out anyway at its peak. This way the twisting, tearing horror was avoided altogether.


  “You can take that bunk over there,” he said to Heilbron.


  Gareg was already standing up, eating yet another chocolate bar when Bradlaugh awoke. He was always the first to recover as if his eagerness to get to the Astrogation Room was sufficient to sap the power of the drug.


  “Show Heilbron man the game now, huh?” Gareg said.


  Bradlaugh considered. This was the first course check in sub-space, a crucial point of the voyage, to which he wanted to give his undistracted attention.


  “No, not this time. He can come along on some other session. We’ll play this first one together, just the two of us.” Bradlaugh flashed a warning glance at Heilbron, who was already rising unsteadily from his bunk.


  “Yes, why don’t you go along with Mike now?” said Heilbron shakily. “I don’t feel so good. This is the first time I’ve been in breakthrough, you know.”


  Gareg moved over and placed a comforting hand on the arm of his new-found friend. “You’ll be all right soon.” His face was pleading, eager. “Come and watch the game.”


  “Not now, Gareg!” Bradlaugh said impatiently. There was no time to be wasted, the commander would be calling the Astrogation Room soon, howling for course corrections.


  “I want Heilbron man to come,” the Venusian persisted, turning resentfully on Bradlaugh. “Why can’t he? I want to show him the game and how good I play.”


  Heilbron smiled his sympathy. “O.K., Gareg. I’ll come if you really want me to. I guess I’ll be all right in a minute or two.”


  Bradlaugh bit back a curse. Heilbron was placing him in an awkward position. The man should have had more sense, and played up when he saw the way Bradlaugh was trying to engineer things. Now the Psyche could not stop Heilbron from coming along without openly antagonizing Gareg; and it was necessary that the Venusian should be on top form for this first check. Perhaps he had made a mistake in bringing the electronics man to their quarters; introducing a variable, third element into a relationship which had always worked so smoothly.


  “All right—but let’s get going,” he said, trying to conceal his anger.


  The astrogation room was a perfect sphere with glowing, silvery walls, about thirty feet in diameter. In the center was a much smaller sphere, and above this was the tiny control platform, suspended by fine steel bracings. There were two seats on the platform, each with a compact control panel in front of it.


  Bradlaugh swung his heavy body up onto the platform. “There won’t be much room, but you should just be able to squeeze in between our seats and the rail,” he told Heilbron.


  Bradlaugh sat down, placing a throat contact microphone round his neck and a single stethoscope type earphone in his left ear. Through these he could keep in two-way contact with the control room of the ship, without Gareg overhearing. The Venusian scrambled happily up into his position and lent a hand to Heilbron.


  “If you keep a grip on the guard rail you should be all right,” Bradlaugh said. He flashed a glance at the Venusian, who was hunched over the control panel, his pink tongue moving over moist lips. “Ready, Gareg?”


  “Sure . . . I’m good at it—you’ll see, Heilbron man.”


  “Right.” Bradlaugh pulled a switch. The fights in the room died, leaving only the hooded glow of the dials on the control panels.


  For a moment there was only viscid blackness and the sound of the far off vibration of the ship’s engines. Then, quite gradually, the room began to brighten in a pattern of moving light, as the video pickups on the outer hull of the ship transmitted their images onto the screens which made up the walls. The patterns grew until they became the whorls and spirals of hyper-space. There was no familiar blackness with pinpoint stars in hyper-space, just these ever-shifting, eccentric gobs of fight, searing the eyes and twisting the mind which tried to follow their convolutions. Bright yellow and gold fogs roiled and billowed in a manic, incomprehensible motion. Watching them for long the human optic nerves would begin to protest with burning pain, finally retreating into blindness. Bradlaugh heard a gasp behind him as Heilbron tried to withstand the assault on his unprepared senses.


  “Don’t look to long,” said the Psyche. “The idea is that now in effect we are a ship, moving through a three dimensional image of hyper-space. Forget about the walls and look at this.” He pulled another switch, and the smaller sphere beneath them began to glow into life with an image of the diamond clusters of the star systems and the familiar blackness of normal space.


  “Here, you can use this,” Bradlaugh swung an adjustable viewing mask over his shoulder to Heilbron.


  Heilbron placed the mask over his eyes. Under its influence the projection in the smaller sphere grew, filling his range of vision. The distances between the tiny stars became greater, giving a truer illusion of the vastness of interstellar space.


  “That’s not the real thing, of course,” Bradlaugh said. “Just a three dimensional projection, the best we can make.”


  “But I still don’t see . . .”


  “You will, in a moment,” Bradlaugh said.


  Gareg shifted impatiently in his seat. “Come on, Mike. Where’s my ship? You’re awful slow . . .”


  “In a moment,” said Bradlaugh. He switched in his contact with the control room, and whispered: “Astrogation to bridge . . . Ready to make first course check.”


  “Bradlaugh! Where in hell have you been?” the voice of the first officer rattled in his earphone. “The old man is going mad up here, howling about wasting fuel.


  “We were delayed,” replied Bradlaugh curtly. “I’ll have something for you in a few minutes. Stand by, please.” He reached over and flipped another switch. “All right, Gareg—it’s all yours.”


  Inside the small sphere, close to its center, the tiny silver image of a spaceship appeared. The Venusian’s round face bent intently over his specially simplified control panel, and the tiny ship began to move under his guidance. Glancing occasionally at the seething walls of the room and then back into his viewing mask he began to play the star game, which was beyond the grasp of a human mind or of any computor so far developed. Somewhere within his alien perceptions a weird hookup of neural connections enabled him to perceive the necessary relationships between the madness of hyperspace and the image of the same universe inside the small sphere.


  The tiny ship soared upwards and across the star fields, with a tortuous slowness that was tremendous speed on that infinitely reduced scale, picking its way delicately between the tiny star systems under the guidance of the Venusian. Bradlaugh was watching Gareg’s face. It seemed to move and shift in the light attaining confidence and strength. It was as though only here, surrounded by hyper-space in all its ravening illogicality, was Gareg a whole being, as he might have been in the aurora-flaming night of his home planet.


  The little ship was moving slower now, with a creeping steadiness. Bradlaugh began to check through the instruments on his own panel, and to whisper readings into the contact mike. Gareg had now found the true position of the ship in relationship to normal space and was holding it on course according to the data he was getting from the wall screens. The whole miraculous process had taken something less than five minutes.


  “Where is home?” asked Gareg eagerly.


  Bradlaugh made another adjustment and a steadily gleaming yellow star inside the small sphere changed color to a brilliant red and began to pulsate at ten cycles per second.


  Gareg chuckled, a high pitched crow of triumph. “Doing fine, huh?”


  “Right on the button,” Bradlaugh said. “Now stay with it for a while.” He turned his attention to the contact mike, reciting readings and co-ordinates. At length, course and corrections sufficiently established, he concluded in a whisper: “Next check six hours from now, barring emergencies. Astrogation signing off.”


  “Make it on time, eh?” said the first officer.


  Bradlaugh broke contact without answering and switched on the lights of the room. The wall screens faded.


  Heilbron’s face was pale and shaken, his eyes wide. For the first time in his life he had truly begun to comprehend the nature of the forces with which mankind was toying: to realize the chaos into which the ship, a tiny capsule containing several hundred human lives, was plunging deeper every second.


  “You like the game, Heilbron man?” asked Gareg reedily. “I told you I was good. I was . . . wasn’t I, Mike?”


  “Sure, sure,” Bradlaugh nodded.


  Heilbron moistened his lips. “It was . . . unbelievable! I had never imagined. You mean to say that this is the way that a star ship . . .?”


  “Yes, it’s a good game, eh, Heilbron? A game, don’t forget that,” Bradlaugh interrupted him loudly.


  Heilbron recovered some of his composure. “Yes, of course . . . a game.” He smiled down at the Venusian, who was jigging excitedly in front of him, swinging his seat round on its axis in his jubilation.


  “I win every time, don’t I, Mike? When do we play again?”


  “Later. I’ll tell you when.” Bradlaugh removed the throat mike and head phones and swung down from the platform. Heilbron and the Venusian joined him a moment later on the floor of the spherical room.


  “I’m sorry about that business.” Heilbron smiled sheepishly over the top of his glass. “The whole thing was so shattering that for a moment I forgot all you had told me.”


  The two of them were sitting at a table in the lounge of the passenger quarters again. They had left Gareg back in his cabin, with a viewer and a pile of the space-opera tapes he loved.


  “Just watch it in future,” Bradlaugh said.


  “Of course.” Heilbron eyed the table top thoughtfully for a moment. “It doesn’t seem right in some obscure way that he doesn’t know that all this is due to him.” He gestured, taking in the spacious lounge and its occupants, the inhabitants of a city that moved between the stars under the direction of an alien with the mind of a child.


  “Not if it saves him his sanity?” grated Bradlaugh. “Look, don’t start getting any funny ideas about Gareg, just because you have seen what he can do with that rig in the Astrogation Room. This is his natural environment now, he’s happy here with me; the chances are that if he had stayed on Venus he would have been dead years ago.”


  “There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Heilbron said. “When he asked you how he was doing . . .”


  “You wondered how I knew?” interrupted Bradlaugh. His grin was weary, as if the joke was no longer funny to him. “I didn’t. Even though he knows that he is the best at the game he takes it for granted that I am the one who sets the whole darned thing up. I know it must seem a paradox to you, but that’s the way it works. In actual fact, nobody on board, except Gareg, knows where the ship is headed for sure until it makes its second breakthrough into normal space.”


  “I’d never really understood that before,” said Heilbron quietly.


  “Of course not—neither do any of the other passengers,” Bradlaugh said. “That was why I was surprised when Astrogation School cleared you for this visit. Details on the Astrogators are supposed to be top secret. Perhaps you understand Why, now.”


  Heilbron nodded. “It only goes to convince me more and more that we must find some reliable substitute for them.”


  “Fine talk,” Bradlaugh snorted. “But how much nearer are you?”


  A flicker of annoyance showed on the face of the little man and was quickly suppressed. “There’s plenty of time. I’ll come up with something.”


  Bradlaugh got to his feet. He could not help but feel some petty satisfaction that he had for once managed to crack Heilbron’s friendly veneer—even if only for a split second. “I’ve got to go along to the control room and make a report now. I’ll see you later.”


  “Right,” said Heilbron. “I’ll get the rest of my stuff from the purser and take it along to quarters.”


  The interview with the ship’s commander was stormy. Dankwert was one of the old school, with rigid ideas on timing and discipline. Officially he outranked Bradlaugh by several degrees, but an Astrogation Psyche was usually excused most of the formalities of the service. The matter of Heilbron’s presence in the astrogation quarters had to be explained. Astrogation School, notoriously lax in official bunkum, had omitted to obtain Dankwert’s formal permission and Bradlaugh found himself making excuses to the commander about the matter.


  When he arrived back at his quarters an hour later Bradlaugh was seething with suppressed annoyance and indignation. Heilbron and Gareg were sitting side by side in front of a tape viewer which stood on the table.


  “. . . and this was one night when I went out on a hunting expedition from Clarke Landing,” Heilbron was saying.


  The wide eyes of the Venusian were fixed on the viewer in rapt attention, the fine hairs above his top lip vibrating in unsimulated pleasure. A grasping hand tightened in Bradlaugh’s stomach as he saw that the screen showed a pale, but convincing reproduction of the night aurorae of Venus.


  Making a sudden decision the Psyche walked into the room quickly as if to approach his bunk. As he did so his right sleeve caught the edge of the fragile viewer and it was swept to the floor.


  Heilbron looked up, startled. “What the devil? I was just showing Gareg some tapes I shot whilst I was on Venus.”


  “So I saw,” Bradlaugh said, aware of the tremulous expression of disappointment on the face of Gareg, who had leapt from his seat and was picking the lifeless viewer from the deck.


  “It’s broken, Mike . . . you broke it,” said the Venusian reproachfully.


  “I’m sorry, kid,” he said. “It was clumsy of me. I’ll get it fixed for you, don’t worry.” He took the viewer from the hands of the Venusian. “Help yourself to another bar of chocolate—you’ll find some in the cupboard in the recreation room, on the top shelf.”


  Gareg grinned, momentarily diverted, and headed into the adjoining room.


  Heilbron who had been sitting quite still, his eyes on Bradlaugh’s face throughout the episode, said quietly: “You did that on purpose.”


  “Of course I did!” rasped Bradlaugh, ripping the back from viewer and pulling out a roll of tape. “Here, take this! Burn it or do some damned thing with it—but don’t go showing it to Gareg again.”


  “But why?” The freckles stood out blotchily on Heilbron’s livid face.


  Bradlaugh struggled to keep his voice to an undertone. “God, man! Haven’t you got any damned sense? If you keep on showing him shots of Venus he is liable to develop a homesickness that could build up into a neurosis.”


  Heilbron thrust the reel of tape into his pocket. “I was just trying to be friendly. I . . . thought he would like it.”


  “Lots of us like things that are not good for us,” Bradlaugh said. His expression softened a trifle. “I’m sorry, but you must allow me to know best in matters of this kind. O.K.?”


  The tension subsided as Heilbron said: “All right, Mike—you’re the doctor. I’ll be more careful in future.”


  “Fine.” Bradlaugh placed the viewer back on the table. “I’ll take that along with me the next time I go in the direction of the stores—they’ll give me a new one. But remember in future; Gareg is only to be shown the tapes I have vetted for him. You’ll have to think of some excuse for not showing him any more of yours; say that the new viewer is the wrong type, or something like that. He should forget about them in time; his memory isn’t as retentive as that of a human.”


  The conversation came to an abrupt end as Gareg reappeared in the doorway, a chocolate bar in each hand.


  “Would you like one, Heilbron man?” asked the Venusian. “Thanks.” Heilbron accepted the gift with a smile.


  III


  Things went well for the next three days, with Heilbron keeping carefully within his role of observer and not interfering with what work had to be done. The friendship between the electronics man and the Venusian was growing, and apart from a small twinge of loss, which he dismissed as childish, Bradlaugh could find no objection. He tried to tell himself that in one way this three-handed situation was a blessing. It gave him more opportunity than he had ever enjoyed before to spend some time in the passenger section of the ship—time to remember once again that he was a human being and that he needed the society of others of his kind sometimes.


  But alongside this satisfaction there was a growing sense of guilt that he might be neglecting Gareg. This only crystallized into sudden consciousness on the fourth day out, when he arrived back in their quarters after spending several hours in the Officers’ Mess.


  Gareg’s new tape viewer and reels lay scattered untidily over his bunk, but neither he nor Heilbron were in sight. Bradlaugh walked swiftly through into the recreation room, but they were not there. An alarm bell ringing in his mind, Bradlaugh headed out into the corridor again, slamming the door behind him. Something had gone wrong, he was sure of it.


  Along at the Astrogation Room he found that his intuition had been correct. The panel above the door shone its red message: ASTROGATION CHECK IN PROGRESS—KEEP OUT! Short of blasting his way through there was no way of getting into the room—the door was automatically locked from the inside when the wall screens of the spherical room were in use.


  Bradlaugh slammed his fist against the polished alloy of the corridor wall. Heilbron! Gareg had never before done anything like this—not when he had been on his own. He had never been in the Astrogation Room alone, without Bradlaugh, in fact the idea would never have occured to him unprompted.


  Bradlaugh turned on his heel and headed back to his quarters. He sat fuming inwardly for almost another hour before the door of the room opened to admit Gareg and Heilbron. The Venusian’s face was animated and he seemed in a high state of excitement.


  “ ’Lo, Mike!”


  “What the hell do you two think you’re playing at?” Bradlaugh ground out has cigarette savagely and rose to his feet.


  Heilbron looked across at him calmly, a mild half-smile on his sharp features. “We were up in the Astrogation Room.”


  “I know fine where you were,” snapped Bradlaugh.


  “I’m sorry—have I done something I shouldn’t?” Heilbron said surprised.


  Bradlaugh ignored the electronics man and turned on Gareg. “What did I tell you about always having me with you when you go to play the game?”


  The Venusian sidled away from Bradlaugh’s anger, his lips quivering. “Wanted to show Heilbron man some more . . . He’s smart, plays as good as you . . . almost.” He grinned uncertainly. “But I’m still the best, aren’t I, Heilbron man?”


  “Sure you are kid,” Heilbron said.


  Bradlaugh glared at him. “You remember the time when you stole the stuff from the crew quarters?” he said to Gareg.


  The Venusian cowed away, slumping onto his bunk. All the elation was gone from him now. Bradlaugh felt a tinge of self-disgust. The punishment had not been severe, merely that he had not allowed Gareg into the Astrogation Room for a whole day. The game was all he lived for, so if he did not do as he was told he did not get to play the game; the remedy was as simple as that.


  There had been a great deal of explaining to do to the commander on that occasion. It was difficult to make the old man understand that it was essential he should drive his ship blind through hyper-space for that length of time. But the disciplining of Gareg had to be a simple thing of deprivation—and the game was all he cared about for the punishment to have any lasting effect.


  “I’m sorry, Mike . . . Thought it was all right with Heilbron man.” Bradlaugh felt another wrench of remorse as the great tears began to form in the smoky eyes of the Venusian and coursed oilily down his furred cheeks. Damn Heilbron for forcing him into this position!


  “Now just a minute.” Heilbron stepped forward. “Don’t you think you’re being a bit hard on him? The fault was really mine; I made the suggestion. I had no idea that you would not approve.”


  “You should have discussed it with me first!” barked Bradlaugh. “Your own commonsense might have told you.” His annoyance grew as he saw that Gareg was looking at Heilbron now with a doglike devotion; looking to this stranger who he had only met a few short days before as a champion. After he, Bradlaugh, had given years of his life to perfecting this relationship between himself and Gareg.


  “All right, Gareg,” he said with a desperate weariness. “Forget about it this time, but don’t let it happen again—understand?”


  “Sure, Mike . . . I’m sorry, honest.” The voice of the Venusian was high-fluted and pleading. “But I was good in there, wasn’t I, Heilbron man? You tell Mike . . .”


  Bradlaugh lumbered forward, towering over the electronics man, his big, blunt face twisting and furrowed with tension. He had made a mistake. He had suspected it earlier, right from the outset; but he was sure now. This threesome was not going to work out. The threads of communication between himself and the dull mind of Gareg were too tenuous to allow of any interference. This was not a personal matter; the lives of everyone on board the ship depended on his efficient handling of Gareg.


  “I want to talk to you, Heilbron . . . outside,” he said.


  The electronics man eyed him questioningly for a moment then followed him out into the corridor. They walked in silence until they rounded the bend out of sight of the living quarters, then Bradlaugh turned to Heilbron.


  “Look, Mike, I’m sorry about that,” Heilbron said hurriedly.


  “Sorry . . .” Bradlaugh mouthed the word and spat it out as something distasteful.


  “I didn’t think it would matter. I wanted to watch Gareg at work and be able to talk to him without interfering with your astrogation check. I had a lot of ideas fermenting in my mind from the observations over these past days.”


  “I might have expected something like this,” Bradlaugh said.


  “What do you mean?”


  Bradlaugh’s anger demanded the satisfaction of expression. “Ever since I brought you along here you’ve used every cheap trick you can think of to ingratiate yourself with Gareg. You’ve tried to make yourself into the big pal, pushing me into the position of a mean step-father. Can’t you see what you’ve been doing? The relationship between Gareg and I goes far beyond mere co-operation in a common task, and I’m not going to allow you to wreck it.”


  “What are you going to do?” asked Heilbron.


  “You’ll spend the rest of this trip in the passenger quarters,” replied Bradlaugh. “Whether you like it or not.”


  “And what will you tell Astrogation School?”


  “That you failed to obey my orders and I considered your presence in the astrogation section a menace to the safety of the ship. They won’t question my judgment.” Bradlaugh stopped as he saw the expression on Heilbron’s face.


  “Gareg never questions your judgment, does he?” Heilbron said. “How does it feel to play God to a moron?”


  A blind fury goaded Bradlaugh and he lashed forward with his clenched fist at his tormentor. The action was pure stimulus response with no conscious thought involved.


  The fist crashed into the middle of Heilbron’s face with all the force of Bradlaugh’s fifteen-stone body and he reeled to the deck. The full enormity of what he had done only began to seep through into Bradlaugh’s consciousness as he watched Heilbron struggle to his feet again. Already his logical mind was trying to thrust back the shame he felt and find some sensible reason for his action. The anger was gone now, leaving a sick emptiness.


  “I hope that made you feel better,” Heilbron said, without malice. He fingered his battered face tenderly.


  Bradlaugh made no reply, his face stony and removed, hiding the turmoil of his self-condemnation.


  “Now perhaps you’ll listen to me for a while,” continued Heilbron. “You’ve got to realize what is happening to you before it’s too late. You may have removed the strain from Gareg by this game pretense, but you’ve only succeeded in making your own burden greater.”


  “Gareg has to be protected,” Bradlaugh said.


  “At the cost of your own sanity? Don’t you see that you yourself are coming to believe, like him, that there is nothing else in the universe but this ship and your never-ending game? The two-way relationship with him is growing into such a closed circuit symbiosis that you are totally out of touch with normal human society. I know how you feel about this work, my own means just as much to me. But you’re not dealing with machines and circuits, you are handling emotions, and you can’t do that without becoming deeply involved.


  “You weren’t angry just now solely because I had made Gareg disobey your orders; the thing is more fundamental. I’ve seen it growing since our first meeting—you’re jealous because you can see me taking some of Gareg’s attention from you. You’re afraid unconsciously that I may somehow usurp your place with him and leave you without the security of your two person universe.


  “Naturally I tried to win Gareg’s confidence. It was the obvious thing to do if I wanted to observe him working. I didn’t understand at first that there is only room for two personalities in the set-up as you have built it. Not just for Gareg’s sake, as you have implied, but for your own as well. It wasn’t easy for me to ingratiate myself with Gareg,” Heilbron repressed a shudder. “But I was prepared to subjugate my feelings for the benefit of my work. Actually I find him a disgusting little beast. The very first sight of him filled me with loathing, but I choked it back and covered up. You were so blinded by your own rigid attitudes that you failed to notice. Every moment that I have spent in his presence has been agony for me. The endless zoo stench of your quarters has been like living in a private hell for the past four days—the very sound of his breathing makes my flesh crawl.”


  Bradlaugh stood for a long time looking down at the little red-haired man in silence. There was no reply. He himself, if he had been able to take an independent viewpoint could not have analyzed the situation with greater insight. But that did not make it any easier to accept the diagnosis. Later, he knew he might find it in his heart to be grateful to Heilbron, but at the moment the most important thing was to get the man away, out of his sight.


  “I’ll have your stuff brought up to the passenger section for you,” he said. They began to walk quietly along the corridor, keeping their distance from one another. Bradlaugh was thankful that Heilbron now had the grace to remain silent. Another word, a wrong gesture even, and he doubted if he would have been able to curb his resentment, despite the fact that the logical part of his mind accepted what had passed between them.


  As they rounded the corner Bradlaugh noticed with a shock of surprise that the door of his and Gareg’s quarters was wide open. He thought back, and distinctly remembered closing it when he and Heilbron left.


  “Wait here,” he whispered. “I’ll close the door. It would be best if he didn’t see you leave. I don’t want to upset him more than necessary.” He hurried forward.


  He stood for a moment in the doorway looking inside, then turned to Heilbron, an icy foreboding gripping his gut. “He’s not there!”


  “Are you sure?”


  Gareg had always been so predictable and contented before. Something must have happened to make him disappear in this way . . . A thought hit Bradlaugh, a knife of fear that buried itself deep in his brain. Ignoring Heilbron he began to run down the corridor towards the first bulkhead door.


  Passing through into the crew section he came face to face with a maintenance man in greasy overalls. The man flashed a quick glance at his strained face and stood aside to let him pass.


  “Everything all right, Lieutenant?”


  “I don’t know yet,” Bradlaugh said. “Have you seen Gareg?”


  “The little guy?” The man’s face puckered in thought. “Yes . . . Now you come to mention it, I noticed him getting into an elevator along back there somewhere. I’ve never seen him in this part of the ship without you before.”


  “Where’s the nearest intercom?” Bradlaugh asked quickly.


  The crewman pointed to a door further along the corridor “Right there, in our recreation hall.”


  “Thanks.” Bradlaugh rushed into the room, closing the door behind him. Luckily there were no crewmen inside. He called control. “This is Bradlaugh, Astrogation Psyche. I want you to put out a general alert to all crew. Gareg has left this section by elevator on his own, and he’s in a disturbed state of mind. I’ve got to find him. He might be anywhere in the ship by now.”


  “Man! You’re really having yourself a time this trip,” came the cool voice of the first officer. “First you’re late on report, and then you lose your baby. Fine mother you turned out to be!”


  “Knock it off!” barked Bradlaugh. “This could be serious. Put out that call right away.”


  “O.K., Mike, I was just fooling,” said the first Officer. “I’ll call control points on all levels, they’ll soon pick him up for you.”


  “No! Don’t let them touch him. Just tell them to find out where he is—I’ll come up and get him.”


  “Will do,” said the first officer. “I’ll call you back as soon as I get anything. Where can I get you?”


  “I’m on my way up there now,” Bradlaugh said. From the control room he would be able to keep in touch with the search as a whole.


  Outside in the corridor again he met Heilbron.


  “What’s going on?” asked the electronics man. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  “You’ve done enough already,” Bradlaugh said coldly. “Gareg must have followed us out of our quarters and heard every word you said. Can you imagine what it must have done to him?”


  “My God!” Heilbron’s face was suddenly pale. “What will he do—run amok?”


  Bradlaugh shook his head. “No . . . that’s the one thing he won’t do, he isn’t built that way. Such a rejection would tend to make a personality like this withdraw into itself—perhaps so far that I shall be unable to communicate with him.”


  Bradlaugh pushed past the crewman on duty at the door and walked into the control room, the nerve center of the starship. The huge wall screens were dead, useless in hyper-space. One man stood checking the twenty-foot bank of control dials as the ship sped onward blindly. Further along to his left the first officer was standing by the intercom switchboard operator.


  “Any news?” Bradlaugh asked.


  “Just a report that he has been seen recently on the fourth level,” said the first officer. “They’re combing the section now. Just how serious is this, Mike?”


  “You can figure that one out for yourself,” Bradlaugh said, tautly. “I can only guess at his state of mind—but it must be pretty bad.”


  “Without him we haven’t a cat in hell’s chance of reaching our destination,” said the first officer. “If we breakthrough without knowing where we are we might come out in the middle of a sun, and if we keep on going we might lose ourselves so far off the known star lanes that we’ll never get back inside a dozen lifetimes.”


  “Then find him!” Bradlaugh snapped. The officer was only interested in the safety of the ship. To him, Gareg was nothing more than a machine, his personal suffering was of no concern. Bradlaugh cursed the ship which had dominated both his and Gareg’s life for so long. The Venusian had to be found and helped. The poor little devil had been terribly hurt. Hurt because of Bradlaugh’s inefficiency in protecting him. There was no use in blaming Heilbron, the responsibility was his alone.


  “What more can I do?” said the first officer. “I’ve got a hundred and twenty men out looking; all that can be spared from essential duties. They must come up with something soon.”


  But would it be soon enough? What was Gareg doing? What had the shock of hearing someone he had looked upon as a friend tearing his world apart done to his clouded, immature mind? Bradlaugh was closer to praying than he had ever been in his life. If only he could find Gareg and comfort him.


  The Psyche had never before been so conscious of the hugeness of the starship. Gareg might be anywhere in the labyrinth of corridors and compartments which made up the six levels. All he could do was wait here until there was some message, wait with a growing desperation, checking back over his own mistakes and finding himself wanting in so many respects. The collar of his coveralls seemed to be choking him. He ripped it open.


  “Call in your check points,” he said breathlessly. “That sighting on the fourth level may have been a mistake.”


  “It’s the only lead we have to go on,” said the first officer.


  “Maybe, but tell all of them to keep their eyes open for anything unusual.” It was incredible that Gareg should avoid detection for so long. In his present state of mind it was unlikely that he would wish to make contact with people, but moving around the ship he must eventually meet someone who would report his presence.


  The intercom operator turned his head. “Security guards on fourth level, complying with your order to report anything unusual. They say there is one suit missing from Emergency Airlock 57.”


  The first officer nodded distractedly. “Tell them to put in a report to the quartermaster. We’re looking for a living creature—not checking the ship’s inventory.


  Bradlaugh stiffened . . . It was just possible!


  “Wait a minute!” he shouted. “Fourth level again, you say?” The missing suit did mean something, it had to. “Perhaps searching anywhere inside the ship is useless now.”


  The first officer understood his implication. “We’re in hyper-drive, man!” he protested. “Nobody would walk into that madman’s dream of their own free will.”


  “Except a Venusian astrogator with too much on his mind,” Bradlaugh said. “Hyper-space is almost his natural element to Gareg. We’ve never ventured outside a ship in hyper-space because we would be unable to see, but with him it’s different.”


  “You could be right,” admitted the first officer.


  “I’ve got to be.”


  “But how are we going to get him back?” The first officer gestured to a small pilot screen which showed the rolling lights of hyper-space. “I can’t order a man out into that, even if I thought he had a chance of finding Gareg.”


  “I don’t want you to,” Bradlaugh said, making for the door. “This is my responsibility.”


  “The old man would never allow it,” the first officer said.


  “I’m not asking him,” Bradlaugh said. “What was the number of that lock again?”


  “Fifty-seven . . .”


  “Good. Tell them to stand by. I’ll be there in two minutes.”


  Bradlaugh donned the spacesuit under the half incredulous, half admiring eyes of the two security guards and stepped into the airlock. As the door closed behind him he felt suddenly very alone. What was he trying to prove, anyway? It would have been perfectly easy for him to request that the commander send out a couple of crewmen. There would be volunteers if they were told of the seriousness of the situation, despite the danger. There always were. But the possibility that the ship might be lost in hyper-space was a small thing in the background of Bradlaugh’s consciousness beside the gnawing anxiety he felt for Gareg. The safety of the Venusian was his own personal trust.


  Bradlaugh waited for a small age as the air slowly expelled from the lock and the outer door opened. Reaching upwards he attached his safety line to a cleat just outside the door with swift, careful movements. He knew that his chance of a return to the lock would depend on its remaining in position.


  He climbed out onto the hull and struggled upright. In doing so his head passed out of the shell of force from the generators which enfolded the ship and he looked directly into the swirling madness of hyper-space for the first time. A surge of vertigo hit him, blanking out his sense of balance. If it had not been for the magnetic soles of his boots and rigidity of the suit he would have fallen.


  Bradlaugh’s eyes felt as though they were being twisted out of their sockets, and his head ached intolerably as the optical centers of his brain attempted in vain to translate the scrambled data which bombarded them into a recognizable symbology. Whorls and streaks of intangible flame danced around him in mind twisting, chaotic patterns.


  He raised his hand until it touched his helmet. He could just distinguish its general outline. Moving it slowly away again it vanished in shimmering haze before it was more than three inches distant. Sight could only be a distraction in the search. He stood for several minutes, deliberately staring into the kaleidoscopic anarchy, until finally his overloaded optic nerves gave up the struggle and he was totally blind. With luck his sight would return in a few hours after he had spent some time in a darkened room aboard the ship. If he ever got back inside the ship.


  His only means of communication now was the suit radio, which was automatically activated when the suit was pressurized. Now the search could begin; a blind man looking for a child alien who did not want to be found. The rejection by Heilbron, after the gradual, calculated winning of his trust, could have had no other effect, Bradlaugh was certain. Gareg had come out here to avoid contact with humans entirely, and there was always a chance that he might prefer to die rather than face more of such agony as he had been through.


  The tiny helmet speaker surged with life, buzzing and crackling with the combined interference of hyper-space and the energy radiated by the ship’s drive generators. He could detect no other sound, but the radios would only be good for about a twenty yard range under such conditions. There was another hazard, which he studiously ignored; it was just possible that Gareg might have deliberately switched off his suit radio in order to be more certain of his isolation.


  The Psyche began to grope his way forward, calling Gareg’s name over the radio. There was no true sense of direction, his blindness leaving him without any points of reference. Loosening his safety line gradually he moved in a growing spiral, with the airlock as his center point. It was like being in freefall inside a pitch black bottle, and he had to stop several times as his stomach responded to the nausea of disorientation. His own voice echoed mockingly in his helmet.


  At last, during one of his rest spells, he heard something over the soughing and crackling of the suit radio. A nonhuman keening, a sobbing sound that rose and fell. There were snatches of words there too, but unintelligible. The transmitting set was almost out of range. Bradlaugh moved forward a few yards and stopped, holding his breath to listen again. There was nothing but the background noises.


  Turning back, he walked as near as he could tell in the opposite direction, trying to get some sort of a fix on the other suit radio. The sound came through stronger; a high, tremulous wailing, followed by a jumble of groaning words. The heart cry of an injured, suffering animal.


  “Gareg! Gareg!” Bradlaugh called, trying to break through the catatonic musing. Alongside came the chilling thought that the Venusian’s mind might already be too far gone for contact to be made.


  There was no acknowledgement of his cry and the sound began to fade gradually, as though Gareg were moving away. The fact that he was still capable of voluntary movement showed at least that he was not completely lost, paralyzed, in the womb of schizoid madness.


  Bradlaugh was at the extreme length of his safety line now. All he could do was circle and hope to pick up Gareg again. He moved with more urgency now, repeating his call again and again.


  The sound of Gareg’s voice surged in his helmet, much stronger than before. The Venusian could only be a few feet away at most. Bradlaugh knew the full frustration of blindness. There was no acknowledgement of his own calls, just the horrible, jumbled musings, in which the names of himself and Heilbron occurred frequently. A sick mind trying to work on itself, finding some sort of an orientation in a universe which had crumbled. But it was a poor thing of a mind even at best, and the struggle was beyond its powers of rationalization.


  “Gareg! For God’s sake—this is Mike!” shouted Bradlaugh. “You’ve got to listen to me!”


  The animal sounds stopped. Again there was nothing but the crackling of the receiver. Whether Gareg had suddenly moved out of range, or whether he had stopped his keening to listen, Bradlaugh could not tell. But he carried on talking in the hope that he did have an audience. There was a faint chance that he might gain Gareg’s attention by a shock tactic. It was a risk, but he decided to try.


  “Gareg! You’ve got to come back inside the ship. You must come and play the game again, for the sake of the people on the ship—all their lives depend on you!” Would the Venusian understand such a concept? Bradlaugh carried on desperately. “The game isn’t really a game. It is the way the ship, the real ship is guided between the stars. And you are the only one who can do that important work.” Bradlaugh waited, holding his breath.


  “Yes, game . . . I’m good . . .” At last the words were making some kind of intelligible pattern as Gareg spoke. “Heilbron man, I showed him . . . Tell him, Mike. But Heilbron man, he said those things . . .”


  “Gareg, you must understand. We all depend on you—you’re the most important person on the ship. You’ve got to come back!” Bradlaugh peered into the blackness that was his blindness, hoping that he had struck some chord of response.


  “Important!” Then there was something bubbling and horrible, between a manic laugh and a scream.


  “Gareg! Can you hear me?” Bradlaugh shouted. “Do you understand about the game? All those people may die if you don’t come back.”


  “Die . . . what I care? Sure, understand. The game is the real ship. I’m good at the game, aren’t I, Mike? Tell Heilbron man.” The voice began to grow fainter again. He was moving away.


  “Come back, Gareg!”


  “No. You go inside. Be all right there . . . live long.” Fainter still. “I stop here with the God lights.”


  A cold husk of fear was closing in on Bradlaugh, squeezing out all hope. He had made his appeal and lost. Gareg did not care about the people on board the ship—why should he? He said that he understood, but in reality the concept was beyond his powers. To him, the ship was a great, impregnable safe thing. No harm could come to those inside it. And for himself, he just wanted to be alone with anguish under the blanket of hyper-space.


  Bradlaugh blundered forward desperately. The insensate legs of the suit saved him pain, but he felt the impact as he tripped blindly over some low-lying obstacle and fell forward. His whole being constricted with shock as he felt the snap of the safety line as it parted.


  Now he was free to follow Gareg. But the penalty of failure would be certain death from asphyxiation when the air supply of his suit gave out. Without the help of the Venusian he could never find his way back to the airlock.


  He picked himself up wearily and trudged on, shouting Gareg’s name hopelessly. Onward through an eon of subjective time, completely lost.


  So this was the way it ended. A dull hopelessness began to settle on him. There seemed no point in further effort. Better to open his helmet and die now, quickly, than to prolong the agonized, futile quest.


  Then miraculously the voice of Gareg surged again in his helmet, rambling on, the same tortuous monologue of pain.


  “Gareg, this is Mike!” Bradlaugh shouted. “You’ve got to listen to me—please!”


  “You go inside, Mike. I told you. Nobody can hurt me here . . .”


  “I can’t go back. My safety line is broken, and I’m lost. I shall die out here without your help. Please! Come and help me back to the airlock.”


  There was a long silence. Bradlaugh found that he was trembling uncontrollably, his limbs bathed in the sweat of fear. He cursed himself for a coward, then cursed the system that had brought him out here to die.


  Then he heard Gareg’s voice again, coming louder. “Mike must be all right. Mike plays the game with me. He’s my friend . . . my real friend.”


  Bradlaugh realized with a surge of hope that he had accidentally touched on the one appeal which Gareg could not resist.


  The Venusian might remain indifferent to the death of a thousand anonymous people, but even in his disturbed state of mind the ingrained paths of loyalty and affection could not be ignored.


  “Good boy, Gareg. I’m over here. Help me back.”


  “I see you, Mike. You shouldn’t come out here.”


  “I came to help you,” Bradlaugh said. “You can’t live out here for long. There’s only air for six hours in your suit.”


  “Then I take it off . . .”


  “No, Gareg! You’d die. Take me back to the lock.”


  “Lock . . . sure, Mike.” Bradlaugh’s heart leapt as something touched him on the shoulder.


  “Good boy, Gareg,” Bradlaugh spoke gently. “To the airlock.”


  “Sure, lock . . . Come . . .” The hand left Bradlaugh’s shoulder and the voice began to grow fainter. Gareg was walking away, expecting Bradlaugh to follow.


  “No, Gareg!” screamed the Psyche. “I’m blind out here—you’ll have to lead me.” Anger, the words idiot, fool, crazy moron, chased themselves through Bradlaugh’s mind as he waited. And these were the tenuous threads of reason upon which the existence of himself and all the others aboard the ship depended.


  Then, mercifully the hand was on his shoulder again.


  “Blind, Mike. Sure, come lock now . . .”


  Bradlaugh stumbled slowly forward, following the pressure of the hand carefully. If it was wrenched free he knew that he might have to go through the whole agonizing process again. Even now, walking towards the lock, Gareg might lose track of his motivation and forget what he was supposed to be doing.


  “Lock here. Step down inside, Mike,” Gareg mumbled finally.


  Bradlaugh got down on his knees and found the lever. His ebbing strength could hardly manage to open it, but it yielded at last and he knew that he was safe. But his own safety was only a small part of the total.


  “Gareg, you must come back with me,” he said.


  “Why back? For the game? It doesn’t matter any more. I stay out here where nobody can hurt me . . . for always.”


  Bradlaugh tensed himself. Everything depended on what he said now. Were the bonds of empathy sufficiently strong to make Gareg risk the pain of rejection yet again?


  “No . . . Not for the game—for me,” he said, with the gentleness of a mother talking to a small, frightened child. “I need you, Gareg.” God pity me, it’s the truth, he thought. Just let it happen this way and I’ll never let anybody hurt him again.


  He waited for what seemed a very long time. Then he felt the touch of a hand on his suit again.


  “Only for you, Mike. Not for the game . . . or the other people,” Gareg said.


  Bradlaugh stepped into the airlock, knowing that Gareg was close behind him. The crisis was past, but Heilbron was right; another way of astrogating the starships must be found. By bringing Gareg back into the ship he was exposing him to the risk of more mental agony. And that was too high a price to pay—even for the stars . . .


  TO VENUS . . . WITH LOVE


  David Challon


  The ace space pilot could have any girl he wanted. But that was just what he didn’t want, anyway, not until he met a certain dish from Venus.


  WHILE relaxing in his room before the Harmsworth Cup jet race to be held that afternoon, Kester Gormley amused himself by directing his voyeuroscope at the comely, demure Venusian wench who lived in the apartment directly across the courtyard.


  She was quite an item. And, according to those who should know, she was absolutely unobtainable—in sharp contrast to the other women, all of them gaudy-bosomed hussies whose favors were drearily easy to come by.


  Gormley studied her with care, eye pressed almost painfully against the lucite lens of the’scope. The psionic spybeam revealed the interior of her tastefully-decorated apartment as clearly as if Gormley were standing inside it.


  Then she was, wiling knees-upright in the austere pneumochair against the wall, staring intently at some videocast. As always, her gleaming uniplast blouse swept chastely to the hen of her throat, providing an admirable facade but revealing little of the no-doubt delightful flesh beneath. Oh, Lura was a girl for covering up, that was sun; Cormley had spent many perplexed and bedazzled evenings watching the shy and self-concealing manner in which she crept into her pajamas without ever removing all her clothes at one time.


  He studied her for a few more minutes, and then, scowling, snaked the’scope off. The girl was driving him out of his mind. It was a new approach, this business of hiding one’s charms—people don’t do anymore, he thought—and it certainly had Kaster Cormley hooked.


  He glanced at his watch. Thirteen-twenty. The race started at Fifteen sharp. That left him some time yet to spruce up and get into the proper frame of mind for the grueling jet contest. On one of these whole-globe affairs, he couldn’t afford to let his mind fall prey to any distractions. There was time for Lura after the race.


  Sighing gently, he rose and stepped out of his dressing gown. He knew what he needed: a cold shower.


  * * *


  Gormley arrived at the jet-field at fourteen-thirty, with half an hour to spare. Mark Demessieux, his navigator, was there already, tooling the ship up.


  “Just in time,” Demessieux said, without turning. He was touching up the paint-job, repairing the ship’s surface at those points where the dark green enamel had flaked away. The skin of the ship looked like polished glass.


  “Took a while to get dressed,” Cormley grunted, surveying the ship’s finish critically. “Nice job. I like a clean-looking ship. Your never let me down, Mark.”


  “I try not to,” the navigator said. He leaped lightly from his perch and came down facing Cormley. The eyes of the two men met for a brief moment.


  “You’re not well,” Demessieux Mid after an instant’s scrutiny. “I can see that right away. Your cloak’s askew.” Cormley self-consciously adjusted the flaming-scarlet cloak he always wore in Cup races, and frowned. “Do I look bad?” he asked.


  “Haunted,” the navigator Mid. “It’s that girl, isn’t it? The Venusian?” Cormley nodded sadly. “I’ve been watching her all day. There’s something about her that gets me—that innocence, that fresh-eyed charm! Mark, you just don’t find that sort of thing any more. Everyone’s so slick, and painted, and so ostentatiously sexable—but not this one!”


  “So I’ve heard,” said Demessieux. “But they tell me she’s an iceberg. Colder than older space. Everyone who’s been out with her says the same thing.” He glanced at his watch. “Come on,” he said. “Twenty minutes to blast-off. Upsy-daisy.”


  He climbed into the cockpit of the racer, and Cormley, staring abstractedly at the brown sand of the jet-field, pulled himself alongside. His lower lip was quivering a bit, and he admitted to himself that be was disturbed because other men had even been trying to seduce Lura. It hurt She was something remote, something pure—something reserved for him.


  Suddenly be was conscious that the navigator was looking anxiously at him.


  Pull yourself together, man, be thought fiercely. You don’t want to flub the race. Those Cups look nice on the mantel.


  “Let’s see the charts,” he Mid, trying to sound business-like and matter-of-fact.


  * * *


  He was the odds-on favorite. It didn’t surprise him; Kester Cormley, in his two years of jet-racing, had been bested just once, and that by veteran racer Lloyd Fingerbridge, a tight-faced Liverpudlian of almost thirty who had slyly maneuvered Cormley into a crack up over Van Diemen Land. That episode was the one Wot on an otherwise shining record.


  The course was a simple one—from Newark Spaceport toward the equator, around the pylon in Tierra del Fuego, then down to Antarctica, a loop-the-loop over Little America, and them up the other aide of the world and back to Newark, followed by the Victory Party in some fashionable part of Manhattan. The race generally took about a day—the all-time record, act by Fingerbridge back in 2381, was 23 hrs. 01 mins.—and the real test came afterward, when the victor was compelled to endure the all-night orgy dial was the Victory Party. That was frequently more rugged than the race itself, and the test of a true champion was his post-competitive stamina.


  Demessieux, at his side, was the ideal companion—a skilled navigator, a faithful friend, and a modest winner. Invariably, he faded into the background after each victory, the way a good navigator should.


  Cormley watched the second-hand on the ship’s chronometer creep up to the Fourteen-fifty-nine: fifty-nine designation. Far in the distance, the Starter’s Tower was a needle-thin red shaft against the iron blue of the sky. In a moment, the Tower would burl a beam of fiery radiance into the sky, the signal for blasting off.


  “Ready?” Demessieux asked quietly.


  Cormley nodded. “Well take ’em,” he said.


  The signal beam came, and within a fraction of a milli-second Gormley’s fingers had depressed the blasting stud. The Karen II leaped skyward with a thunderous roar, and a moment later the dozen other ships were aloft “Good start” Demessieux said. “At least that girl hasn’t fouled up your reflexes.”


  “I hope not,” Gormley said fervently. He gunned the rear jets and rejoiced in the savage wail of the air whipping by.


  * * *


  As the hours of the race wore on, the image in his mind grew brighter, until the pain became almost intolerable. Kester Gormley had had his pick of women; they vied for his attention shamelessly at each of his Victory Parties, desperate for the accolade the racer could bestow by choosing one of them for his Victory Night.


  It was all too easy; Gormley saw the endless parade stretching back into his past, the faceless horde of women. He remembered his first Party, remembered the triumphant moment when he had turned to the slinky blonde in smoke-gray synthomilk, and, putting a finger between her unhidden, sparkling breasts (one stained a radiant blue, the other a dreamy orange) had chosen her for his Victory Night.


  There had been half-thought doubts, lingering fears, but all had vanished. She had gone with him willingly, almost insane with joy. Together, in his jetcopter, they had raced upward from the city; he had parked the copter thousands of feet above the rooftops, and there she had melted into his arms, grinding her breasts and hips wildly against his body in her passion. Gormley could not even remember her name, now, though he remembered the fiery smile in her eyes as their bodies had meshed in ecstasy. She had been fiercely triumphant, as the woman chosen for his Victory Night, while he, burying his face in the warm fullness of her tinted breasts, gloried in her beauty and in her unabashed wanton ways.


  There had been many more for him, after her; their faces and breasts and hips were indistinguishable, after a while, and he hardly remembered any of them. But he knew he would never forget Lura, once he had had her.


  Lura was different. Terran girls were known for their forwardness; she was a delicate, introspective girl who stayed away from the gladiatoral contests, who showed contempt for the things everyone else held in highest esteem—including Kester Gormley—and who, so far as anyone knew, had never been had by any man. Incredible! Gormley thought, and incredible she was.


  “Tierra del Fuego pylon coining up,” Demessieux murmured gently, breaking the pattern of Gormley’s thoughts. “Watch out for Benson. He’s going to try to double-bank you on the left.”


  Functioning with only part, of his mind, Gormley nevertheless let his fingers run lightly over the jet console, executed the difficult maneuver with ease, and streaked ahead of his pursuer. He performed the required loop around the pylon, and the scoring panel on the dashboard glowed redly, clicking off another phase of the journey completed.


  Through the long slog over Antarctica. Gormley remained grimly silent, seeing only the golden-haired girl with the high neckline sitting in her modest apartment watching the video. Twice Demessieux found it necessary to make course corrections which Gormley only half-noticed; when the navigator prepared and served the Midflight Meal. Gormley ate mechanically, with no knowledge of what it was he was eating.


  He snapped out of it as they made the Little America turn and headed up the other side of the world. As they began the northward journey up the Eastern Hemisphere. Gormley spotted his old rival Fingerbridge, attempting a last flight despite his advanced age—thirty was over the hill for a jet-racer—and hung back to give Fingerbridge the business.


  His eyes gleamed with the old competitive drive, and the girl with the high neckline was forgotten for the moment, as he feinted with the jetcraft, bobbed and weaved, let Fingerbridge overtake him, and then charged forward with a thoroughly unethical close haul that sent the bewildered Fingerbridge into a tailspin.


  Gormley watched the Englishman pull out of his dive and make a forced landingon some obscure atoll off the Great Harrier Reef, and grinned. By the Fingerbridge was in the air again. Gormley would be streaking over Siam.


  After a while, it became evident to Gormley that he was comfortably out in front, and, while his nervous system continue to function, his hands manipulated the jets like a brain surgeon welding a scalpel, he could think of only one thing.


  He was almost completely bemused when they made the Kamchatka pylon, and by the time the Karen II came over Canadian territory he was in a state of utter lethargy. Demessieux jabbed him in the ribs, once, as they crossed the St. Laurence Seaway, and Gormley took full control again and landed the ship gently in the swirling sand of Newark Spaceport.


  People kept shouting things at him all the way to the Victory Party.


  * * *


  It was being held in the home of David van Dahl, a wealthy synthetics manufacturer who took a lively interest in jet-racing. Van Dahl had bid high for the privilege of hosting the winner of the Harmsworth Cup, and Gormley knew it would be quite an affair.


  That was confirmed the moment he opened the door—the winning racer always opened the door manually, for reasons no one quite knew and stepped inside. The sounds of wild festivity and the mingled odors of alcohol and bare female flesh drifted out immediately.


  Then he saw his host, a short, roly-poly man with an obviously-artificial synthotan and an obviously-real string of blue-white diamonds ornamenting his platinum-encrusted dinner jacket.


  “Quite a show today, Mr. Gormley, quite a show!” the little man said enthusiastically, grabbing Gormley and pulling him inside. “22:57, Kester! A new record, and lucky enough to be giving the Victory Party! I don’t know how to thank you for this honor, my boy.”


  “Don’t try,” Gormley said faintly.


  Van Dahl led him through a jewel-walled vestibule toward the inner rooms. The sounds of rioting grew louder.


  “I want you to know that this party is going to last indefinitely,” the host said. “No expense has been spared!”


  Gormley groaned inaudibly. The party might well go on two or three days, and he was expected to stick it out all the while it lasted, after having been awake the whole day-long span of the race.


  “Wonderful,” he said out loud.


  “Here we are!” van Dahl said. He gestured to a gleaming yellow-bronze robot, who threw open the inner door. Ladies and gentlemen, the winner of the Harmsworth Cup, Kester Gormley!”


  They were all there, Gormley thought. The painted women with bright, lacquered bosoms, the happy-go-lucky playboys, the celebrity-hunters, even a few of the defeated racers who were straggling in for some vicarious enjoyment. Higher than kites, red-faced and wild-eyed, they were there to celebrate his triumph.


  What triumph? Gormley asked himself bitterly.


  He stepped into the room.


  They met him with open arms, with bobbing breasts stained rainbow colors, and with a coruscating radiance of flashing finery. This was his Night, and they were here to make it wondrous one. Gormley felt terribly tired. He wanted no part of it.


  He strode into the center of the room, and a spotlight immediately beamed down on him from above, painting him a dramatic purple. He held up his hand for quiet.


  “Thanks, everyone,” he said. “I know you were all rooting for me all the way, and I’m tickled that you all came out to wish me well tonight.”


  “Good race, Kester!” someone yelled.


  “Thanks,” Gormley said. “However, I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you.”


  Puzzled murmurs came forth: “What? Huh? Whazis?”


  “Yes,” he went on. I’m very tired, and I’m going to go home. I hope I’m not spoiling your fun.”


  They were shocked, insulted, unbelieving. Even Gormley himself did not quite believe he had said what he had.


  Then he spotted someone sitting quietly in the far corner, smiling gently, holding an amber-colored drink in her hand.


  His fingers trembled and his tips went cold with surprise. What is she doing here? At my Victory Party?


  Someone came up to Gormley—a tall woman whose only garment was a sarong of braided emeralds that covered one breast and wound around her waist. Her eyes held the fire of the narcoleptic addict, and her teeth shone brightly in the spotlight that bathed Gormley.


  “Leavin’ so soon, Kaster? Who’s going with you? You aren’t going to be alone on your Victory Night, are you?”


  “No—no, I’m not,” Gormley said hesitantly. At that the sounds of revelry ceased. Everyone wanted to know who his choice was. Even at such a tainted party as this, where the winner cravenly backed out at the start, it would still be an honor to be chosen.


  He licked his lips and glanced at the face of his host. Van Dahl was close to tears. The party was ruined.


  “Who do I pick?” Gormley repealed. Every woman leaned forward expectantly—all but one.


  He let his eyes rove over their synthetic charms for a lingering moment, and finally said, “I pick—her!”


  His arm pointed at the silent girl in the corner.


  * * *


  Overhead, the moon’s silvery face seemed to fill the sky. Gormley stationed the jetcopter at hover and they hung there, frozen, ten thousand feet above New York. Gormley felt a sense of deep satisfaction at the silence, after the frenetic noise of the truncated Victory Party.


  He had probably ruined himself for good by walking out. one did that Ever. But he didn’t care; he had suddenly felt that he could stand it no longer, and that if they all were to cut him for the rest of the time it wouldn’t matter. He looked down at Lura, who was curled cozily on the pneumocushion at his side. She had relaxed to the extent of unhooking the topmost magnesnap of her blouse, but otherwise she remained as maidenly as always.


  “It’s wonderful to be up here away from all the noise,” Gormley said tentatively. “Isn’t it?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said. Her eyes were deep blue, golden-flecked. “On Venus we never have a tenth the excitement you do. I’m glad we’re here—just the two of us.”


  “I’m glad too,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for this moment a long time.”


  That seemed to get through to her. She looked pleased and said—surprisingly—“So have I.”


  In a provocative and totally unexpected motion, she undid the second magnesnap, revealing creamy, swelling, flesh-colored flesh beneath. Gormley found himself wondering why the custom of dying the breasts had started. White seemed so much more desirable.


  “But I thought—”


  “—that I was an iceberg,” she finished smoothly. “I know. It’s a carefully-calculated impression I give.”


  That rocked him. “Carefully-calculated virginity?


  “Why did you pick me, dear?” she asked coyly.


  The question answered itself. In a roomful of women half nude in the conventional manner, a fully-covered girl was shiningly conspicuous. She was different. That was why a bored hero had chosen her.


  “I picked you because—because I wanted to,” he said. “There was something about you.”


  “I succeeded, then.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Gormley asked.


  “You’re a prize catch, Kester Gormley.” It was astonishing to hear the calm, cynical words rolling so casually from those girlish lips. “They’re all watching me, back on Venus. They’re telepathically looking at you through my eyes. And they’re feeling every ounce of my triumph.”


  Gormley’s head whirled. He had thought he was seducing her—but hunted had suddenly become hunter, and the fair damsel was twice as ruthless in the game of love as he.


  “They said I’d never do it,” she went on. “But I knew I would. What better way to draw a conquering hero’s attention than to appear unapproachable? We know how to handle these affairs, we Venusians. Your silly half-naked technicolor Earthwomen never stood a chance.”


  Gormley stared wide-eyed at the rosy cheeks, the delicate blonde hair, the gold-flecked blue eyes. She was the picture of innocence.


  “They’re waiting,” she said. “Up there on Venus. Telepathically tuned to my mind, and waiting impatiently.” The innocence suddenly left the blue eyes. “It’s amusing to teach an Earthman the Venusian ways of love—so few of them live through it.


  “No—no—”


  Retreat was impossible. Her eyes glittered with a deadly fascination. “Come to me.” she said hungrily.


  The End


  SEVEN DEADLY VIRTUES


  Frederik Pohl


  With fares so high and colonists so scarce, something had to be done to prevent frontier killings . . . like ruthlessly enforcing the . . .


  I


  NOBODY moaned: “Buddy, please listen to me? I’m hungry. Couldn’t you at least give me something to eat?” We paid no attention, of course. “Oliver,” Diane said. “I love you.”


  I stopped and kissed her. Nobody sobbed and drifted away in the mist.


  All of Grendoon was down by the Wallow. Torches inflamed the fog like living lips of fire, kissing each other as they blended. The noise of the big jungle machines boomed in the background, but it was almost drowned out by the crowd, a constant bull’s bellow of noise.


  “Listen to them, Diane,” I said. “They’re happy.”


  “And so am I,” she whispered.


  “You don’t miss the plantation?”


  “No.”


  “Nor—”


  “Nor Albert,” she said emphatically. “Especially not Albert.” I felt her shiver in spite of the fact that the temperature was a hundred and ten.


  Nobody clutched at my arm, looming out of the mist, but I shook him off and he flinched muttering away.


  I stopped, looking at Diane. Suddenly she was tense. “What’s the matter?”


  She asked in a small voice: “Did you recognize that one?” It was embarrassing. I shook my head. She said: “I did, Oliver. He used to work for Albert too. And he crossed him, and now—”


  The joy froze in me. I said roughly: “Snub Albert! Let’s get down to the Wallow. This is our night, Diane—don’t let anything spoil it.”


  But behind us, in the fog, nobody was sniffling wretchedly.


  IT was sundown, you see. Not that we ever see the sun on Venus. But it makes a difference. During “day,” we stay indoors as much as we can, and when we go out, we wear not only thermosuits and hoods, but portable air—at least at “noon.” Toward twilight, we can breathe the ambient air; at dusk, we can leave off the hoods. At “night,” sometimes, you can go out without even a thermosuit, but this was a long way from night.


  The other thing that happens at night is that the fog begins to condense. For about two months right around “midnight,” the ceiling climbs, sometimes, to a thousand feet; but all that water has to go somewhere, and it does.


  It makes a nice celebration.


  Grendoon has nearly eighteen hundred people living in it, and I don’t think a hundred were left minding the store. Everybody else was laughing and joking and wandering around, carrying the torches, waiting for the water. The kids get an enormous kick out of it, but so do most of the grownups.


  “It’s coming,” whispered Diane.


  “I see.”


  Already the bottom of the Wallow was sticky red mud, like the blood that runs out of a prime roast of beef. We were at the town end of the Wallow now, following the tapewalks toward the deep part, toward the hills.


  “Here you are, buddy!” shouted a vendor, grinning, and thrust a pair of torches at me. I paid him, handed one to Diane and walked on.


  There’s a reason for the torches, too. The English knew about it; in the old wars, before aircraft bothered much with radar, the English were plagued by fog. They dug trenches around their landing strips and filled them with oil; the planes came in, and maybe the fog was too thick; so they touched off the trenches of oil, and the curtain of flame burned off the fog.


  That’s what the torches did. First we could see outlines, then bright beads of light from the torches themselves, and by the time a thousand torches were all aburn, we could see for more than fifty yards. We didn’t need tapewalks then; we hurried down the bank toward the cheering, jostling throng.


  There was a roar from the north end of the Wallow, where the sludgy creek drained thick juices from the hills. “It’s coming!”


  Diane took her hand off my forearm. I released her hand. We both pressed forward, looking.


  In the licking light of the torches, the first thin trickle of water was coming down into the Wallow. It happens every few months, every time slow Venus makes a complete spin around its axis relative to the sun; but it was like a miracle. It always was.


  Even inside my thermosuit, I felt cooler, more comfortable. It was like Iowa in October; it was like the first freeze-up on the stream that went by everybody’s home, long ago. The water was coming down!


  I whispered: “It’s a wonderful time to be in love.”


  But Diane wasn’t beside me.


  “DARLING! Where are you?” I bawled.


  And then I saw her.


  She had been separated in the crowd, but she was only a couple of yards away, stumbling back toward me. I couldn’t see her face, only the hooded neck and line of her jaw, obscured by the transparent mantle of the thermosuit. But it was enough.


  Diane was terrified.


  A huge hulking cow of a man, a face like a footprint in mud, an expression like a stepped-on lizard, was bellowing angrily at her: “Wassamatta thew? Whyntcha watchwatcha doing?”


  Diane turned to me, white-faced. “Darling,” she sobbed, “this gentleman says I jostled him.”


  “What?”


  “I—I didn’t, dear! You believe me, don’t you?”


  “Of course.” But it was like a knell tolling.


  “You’ve got to believe me!”


  “I believe you.” But it didn’t matter; nothing mattered; we both knew the score then.


  I said to the bellowing man: “Sir, my fiancee is deeply apologetic. The crowd—the excitement—all the confusion—”


  He stared at me, lowering. He glanced around, under shaggy eyebrows, gauging the mood of the crowd around us. It didn’t satisfy him. He shrugged and moved off.


  “Come on, dear,” I said, and urgently hurried her along.


  She said: “Oliver. They won’t give up. They’ll try again.”


  “It won’t do them any good!”


  “But it will, Oliver,” she said reasonably. “You know Albert. He never gives up. That was just one of his bullies. He’ll have others.” I took her by the elbows and turned her around to face me. In the red and shuddering light from the torches, her eyes were dark but luminous; her face was sad and calm. Her beauty wrung my heart.


  “We can take care of ourselves, Diane,” I promised. But it was a lie. I knew it was a lie. Albert Quayle hadn’t given up, not that easily. He wasn’t going to let me have his wife without a fight.


  He was out to get her—with hired assassins, no doubt.


  And when she was gone, he would be coming after me. I remembered how nobody had whimpered in the fog.


  “Will we whimper, do you think?” Diane asked suddenly.


  It was no more than I was asking myself.


  I caught her arm and turned her again toward the Wallow. Our torches were getting low. I threw them into the first few inches of silted water and we watched, without words, as they choked and died.


  II


  THE world had begun for me six months before.


  I came down on the ship from Earth like a newborn baby, all pink and squally, tied into my deceleration-proof bassinet, crushed with the parturition pains of landing by rocket on an alien planet.


  What did I know? The ads said, “Venus, the New Frontier.” They said, “Venus, the planet where every man can start over,” and, “Own 1,000 Acres! Be Your Own Boss on Venus!”


  It wasn’t any lie. It was all there.


  I got out of the ship at Grendoon and got on the line at Customs. It wasn’t a long line.


  “Immigrant?” they asked.


  And I said: “Sure. I’m going to spend the rest of my life here.”


  It was true. But I didn’t know why they laughed.


  I didn’t know that there wasn’t any choice. I didn’t know that, once you’re conditioned for Venus, you can’t ever live on Earth again.


  They let you wear the brassard for two weeks—everybody knows what it means; everybody gives you plenty of leeway. That’s so you can find your way around. You get a place to live. You get a job. You make your plans. You make up your mind.


  Then—if you want to stay—you get conditioned.


  If not, there’s the return rocket waiting.


  Before I was conditioned, they sold me a thermosuit and pinned a brassard on it, with the sparkling word Visitor brightly picked out in diamond ink. They gave me a card with Quayle’s name and address on it, and turned me loose to hit him up for a job.


  Then I stepped out into the hot, penetrating fog.


  Albert Quayle’s address was on Breezy Point, overlooking the Wallow. I struggled along the tapewalks, and even inside the thermosuit I was wringing wet It was a hot day. The fog was whitely bright, a flour of soggy pearls that I stirred as I walked. I sucked a tube of suit air, but my face was exposed to the steam; I felt as if I were being gently boiled. Voices spoke to me out of the fog, begging; but I couldn’t help them and so I ignored them as might any citizen of Grendoon.


  Then I came to Albert Quayle’s house.


  Enormous blowers ripped the fog to tendrils around it. I could see it through a wavering haze. A big place, pink aluminum, with picture windows—to look out on fog. A big place for a big shot, and that was Albert Quayle.


  I walked up the cinderblock path.


  It was like a Japanese garden back on Earth. Out of the condensation sumps in the walls, a stream of hot water pulsed. It flowed through cement-walled troughs across a cactus garden; the path went over one of the brooks, gently steaming, on a little arched bridge. It was expensive; spending that much on his house, you couldn’t blame him for spending enough on blowers to give it a chance to be seen. The water, of course, came out of the sluice from the air-conditioning. It had to go somewhere. But the garden, the little stream, the bridge—that took money.


  That was what Quayle had. He had money, and he had something more than money.


  He had Diane.


  I RANG. The door opened. There she was.


  I glanced at the card in my gauntleted fingers. “Mrs. Quayle?” I inquired formally.


  “I am Mrs. Quayle,” she acknowledged just as formally.


  Tm looking for a job,” I mumbled.


  A figure like a nightclub moaner. Eyes like the sad pits of Hell. Lips that tragically invited.


  I tore my eyes off her and dashed them against the card again. “Your husband—they said at the office that he could help me.”


  “Help you?” Her voice was like a bitter lullaby. “He’ll help himself. But he’ll give you a job, if that’s what you want.”


  And then I knew I was in love.


  And I knew what it meant. Because even then, not twenty-four hours on Venus, I knew who Albert Quayle was. I knew that he wasn’t a man to tangle with, not in Grendoon, not if you wanted to stay alive.


  But I had tangled with him after all. I had taken from him the one possession he did not care to lose.


  Diane caught my hand now. She was shaking. “Oliver, Oliver. It’s him.”


  “I know.”


  “That fat man—he was working for Albert.”


  “I know.”


  “He’s out to get us. Both of us! Oliver, I shouldn’t have let you do this. It’s the end.”


  “I know.”


  “Quit saying ‘I know’ !” she screamed.


  I patted her hand, through the gauntlet, to show that I understood. Gently I led her along the banks of the Wallow, down to where the crowd was thickest.


  “I’m sorry, Oliver,” she whispered suddenly. “I’d like to kill him.”


  “You can’t.”


  “I know I can’t, but I’d like to. If only we weren’t conditioned—”


  I said: “Forget it. We’re through with him. As soon as your divorce is final, we get married. That’s that.”


  I glanced at my watch, under the transparent gauntlet of the thermosuit. “Only another hour,” I told her.


  “Oh, Oliver!”


  THAT was more like it. The expression on her face was a candy bride’s, beaming from the top of a white frosted wedding cake. Only another hour and then the statutory waiting period would be over. It was hard to believe that already eleven hours had passed since we confronted Quayle with our love.


  Almost gaily, we moved among the rejoicing throng. It was festival; the Grendoonians were laughing, singing, like happy children.


  It was like Iowa when I was a boy. There, when the creeks froze over, the whole town would come down to the lake—the grownups to watch, the teen-agers to skate, the old ones and the babies to walk stiff-legged across the ice, everyone enjoying what the weather had done.


  Here it was fog into water, water enough to fill the Wallow and make a pond of it for a few months of each year. There it had been water into ice, but the principle was the same; it was carnival time.


  Nobody came sniffling up to us. Abjectly he asked: “Mister, please. I’m hungry! Couldn’t you help me out?”


  Diane shivered and clutched my arm. For an instant, I was tempted to speak, but the instant passed. And then there was a confused clamor, and the nobody suddenly turned.


  “An Earthie!” he gasped, joyful, and darted away from us.


  Diane stood on tiptoe, peering. “It is,” she said. “Look, darling!”


  And there he was, an Earthman, tall and dark-faced with the UV tan of a sunny planet; but his face was crimson with anger now. He was backed against the margin of the Wallow, surrounded by a dozen nobodies, imploring, clamoring, begging unashamed for food, lodging, for help—for everything.


  His gold brassard shone clear, with the word Visitor glittering in diamond ink. It was an invitation to every shunned nobody in Grendoon, for only an Earthie was low enough to talk to them. Short of grubbing for roots and making tree-houses in the jungle and taking their chances with swamp, disease and saposaurs, it was the only way nobodies could live, by finding a Terrestrial to help them.


  But this Terrestrial was making hard work of it. He was offering them money, which was foolish—what good was money to them? And he was striking at them in annoyance, which was even worse. It was bringing him down to the level of the nobodies, almost.


  “I’ll have to help him,” I told Dianne.


  She nodded.


  I walked sternly over to him. The nobodies scattered like mist before me.


  THEY fled, whimpering, as I began to talk to him.


  He said angrily: “Thanks. What kind of a place is this?”


  “I’m sorry you were bothered. Don’t pay any attention to them. They’ll go away.”


  “But why?”


  “It’s the way we do things here,” I said.


  “Humph.” He looked at me irritably. In a high, shrill voice, his face pouting like a fish out of water, he complained: “I don’t think much of Venus. What a gyp! I spent twenty-five hundred bucks on this trip. I might as well have gone to the Moon.”


  “You’re a tourist?”


  “That’s what they said when they sold me the ticket,” he answered disagreeably.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It isn’t your fault,” he admitted. Then he tried to be a little more friendly. “Look,” he said confidentially, “is this all there is to it? I mean the Coming of the Water, and the spirit of Mardi Gras that runs through the town and all, like they said in the travel agency?”


  “This is all.”


  “Man!” He shook his head ruefully. “But isn’t there, well, some place where I can find a little more excitement? I came millions of miles. I’ve been saving up for this vacation for years.”


  “Not the kind of excitement you want, mister,” I told him, and turned to look for Diane.


  But she wasn’t there.


  “Darling!” I shouted, and heard my voice drowned out in the multitudinous cries of the crowd around the Wallow. “Darling, where are you?”


  No answer.


  “Something wrong, buddy?” asked the Earthie.


  I didn’t have any answer for him. Yes, something was wrong—plenty was wrong; but there wasn’t anything he could do about it.


  She was gone. Search as I did, I couldn’t find her. Quayle. It had to be Quayle. Somehow, in the minutes when I let her out of my sight, he had begun his revenge.


  III


  FRANTIC, I hurried back to the hotel. Where else was there to go?


  The room clerk looked at me funny. I don’t know how else to put it. It was the kind of look I got from everybody when I first came to Venus, but I hadn’t seen it since I got conditioned to live here and took off the brassard.


  I went up in the elevator, and the room clerk’s look went out of my mind like a nobody vanishing into the fog. There wasn’t room for it. The only thing I had space for in my mind was Diane, Diane gone. I hurried down the corridor and unlocked the door, my fingers shaking.


  “Darling!” I cried.


  But there was no answer.


  She wasn’t there. The room was empty—our room. We had checked into it that morning, gone out to file for her divorce, eaten, wasted a little time, then decided to visit the Wallow since we were in a holiday mood.


  But that mood was gone.


  It had been the slimmest of hopes that she might have come back to the hotel, but now even that hope was gone . . .


  And then I took a longer look at the room. It was as if someone—incredibly, impossibly—had struck me.


  The cigarette butts were still in the ashtrays.


  A soggy towel hung sloppily across a rack.


  Across the back of a chair, Diane’s afternoon thermosuit lay slackly, its empty arms reaching out to the wastebasket.


  The room had not been cleaned!


  I turned slowly and looked at the back of the door, but I knew before I looked what I would see.


  There was a pink slip taped to the door—pink, the color of the complaint forms of the Maids, Butlers and Domestics. I read it with cold attention, though I knew what it would say.


  
    GRIEVANCE REPORT


    Re: Room 1635, Mr. and Oliver


    Sawyer.


    From: Joyce Trulove, 16th Floor Chambermaid.


    As of this date, above persons spoke rudely to the undersigned on the phone, demanding service. Said: “This room is a disgusting mess.” Also: “Get the hell up here and clean it up.”


    The undersigned intends to prefer charges before the Grievance Committee, pending which time undersigned refuses to deal with said persons again.


    Signed:


    J. Trulove, MB&D #886

  


  I OPENED the door and went racing back down to the lobby. The desk clerk was all smiles, with a sneer folded into the middle of every one of them. “Yes, Mr. Sawyer. The room? Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Sawyer. That Grievance Report—some sort of mistake, I’m sure. But the chambermaid—” I said tightly: “What about the chambermaid?”


  “Oh, you know, Mr. Sawyer. They don’t like to be ordered around. You can’t blame them.”


  I got a grip on myself. “Look. We didn’t even call the chambermaid. Don’t you understand? We were getting married. We came in, dropped the suitcases, grabbed something to eat down here in the dining hall, and that’s it. Outside of that, we weren’t even in the hotel.”


  “Oh. The dining hall, yes.”


  I stopped short. “What about the dining hall?”


  He shrugged faintly. “You know, Mr. Sawyer. I’m sorry to have to tell you, but there’s been a complaint in the dining room too.”


  “It isn’t possible!”


  The clerk whispered chillingly: “Mr. Sawyer, are you telling me that I lie?”


  I said, fast: “It’s just a mistake, I mean. I remember everything that happened in the dining room. The waitress was downright wonderful. Why, we talked to her! And I left her a big tip! And—”


  “Excuse me, Mr. Sawyer. I’m rather busy.”


  I took the warning.


  There seemed to be only one thing to do.


  I walked across the lobby of the hotel; it was like walking through a mushy daiquiri. Ice floated on all sides of me. The atmosphere was congealed. The bellboys looked but saw me not; the elevator men glanced through me at the room clerk, but never realized I was alive; at the entrance to the dining room, the hostess sucked a tooth and stared at the wall and hummed quietly to herself.


  I walked past her. She didn’t blink.


  I found a table and sat down.


  In about fifteen minutes, a waitress came up to my table. “Miss,” I said eagerly, “I—”


  But she checked the setting with a practiced eye and walked away again.


  I stared after her. More minutes passed.


  I cleared my throat. “Miss,” I said again to the waitress as she came to the table next to mine to take an order. “Miss!”


  But she didn’t respond and, after one quick, curious glance, neither did the customers at the table.


  It was the deep-freeze, all right; they were cutting me dead.


  And I turned back to the table, and just caught a glimpse of the back of another waitress. For a moment, I had the crazy notion that she had been about to serve me. But that notion was wrong. She had been to my table, all right; the proof was on the table before me, a sheet of bright green paper.


  I read it.


  It was bad.


  THE pink slip from the chambermaid had been bad enough. It meant that no member of the local would ever clean a room for me in a hotel while the Grievance Report was outstanding. But all that meant was that I couldn’t live in a hotel, and there were, after all, other places to live if I worked at finding them. That complaint wasn’t fatal.


  But the green one was more serious. It was on the stationery of the Cooks, Waiters and Restaurant Workers:


  
    COMPLAINT


    Re: Oliver Sawyer


    Offense: Deliberate undertipping


    Miss Gina Sortini of this restaurant served the abovementioned Customer luncheon. Customer seemed well satisfied with the service and made no complaint. Nor, according to affidavit of headwaiter, hostess and cashier, had Customer any just cause for complaint.


    After Customer had left, Waitress found two pennies under plate. It was not absentmindedness. Waitress distinctly remembers seeing Customer put money under plate, whereupon Customer’s Guest, a young woman, commented upon said gratuity and both Customer and Guest laughed and made several joking remarks.


    Matter referred to Grievance Adjuster this date.

  


  And that meant that eat I could or starve I might, but I would do neither of them in any public restaurant in Grendoon.


  I remembered Diane’s comment and how we had laughed—that part was true. But it had been because the tip was large; I was extravagant, she said.


  There was no mistake here. It was deliberate. There was no longer any possible doubt.


  I got up and walked slowly away from the table. I was the Invisible Man. I went out into the lobby, hesitated, crossed it to the door. I was still carrying my thermosuit; I hadn’t stayed in my room long enough to take it off.


  I walked hopelessly out of the door and into the hot gray night.


  There was a pile of luggage on the broad steps outside the double-paned door. I tripped over it, started to walk on, went back and looked more closely.


  It was my luggage.


  IV


  I RENTED an armored car and raced out to the spaceport. Thank heaven it was only the hotels and restaurants so far!


  But it would be more, for Quayle would never stop. I would have to face it some day and find an answer, or live through the total extinction of my personality that came with being shunned like any other nobody. But I wouldn’t face it now, not until I had found Diane.


  It was only desperation that drove me to the spaceport. Cryptic roarings from the side of the taped road told us of the giant machines that were at work in the Ag fields. I turned at an intersection and eased cautiously into the right-hand transverse road, the sonic feeler sending out beeps into the fog to search for oncoming cars. Abruptly there was a sodden flare of white and the giant blast of an industrial explosive behind it.


  It was like that everywhere, outside of Grendoon and the other little cities. You don’t remake a planet without using power, a lot of power, in all quantities and forms.


  And, of course, power can be dangerous . . . wherefore the conditioning.


  I drove into the spaceport through a flaming fence of natural-gas jets. A rocket was coming in. The buildings loomed queerly tall in the faint residual mist—it was strange to see the top of a two-story building. But though I could see much, I could not see Diane.


  Nobody came weeping up to me on the walk outside the parking lot. I took a closer look. It was Vince Borton.


  I knew him—had known him, when he was alive; but the time was coming when I would no longer be able to make that distinction. He was typical of the kind that hangs around the docks, begging handouts from the tourist. He had been a farmer before. In fact, he farmed with me. In fact, he had come in from Earth on the rocket with me. And went to work with Quayle for me; and it was because he had been caught stealing money from Quayle’s pension fund that he was shunned.


  He sobbed: “Mister, please! If I don’t get something to eat, I’ll—”


  “I can’t help you, Vince,” I said.


  I left him staring after me, a shabby nobody with a flat-footed stance and an expression of horror and surprise.


  People didn’t talk to nobodies.


  But when somebody did, it wasn’t to refuse help.


  And the only explanation of behavior like mine was the true one: I was in process of becoming a nobody myself.


  A high, confidential voice behind me said: “What’s the matter, buddy? You don’t look as happy as you did last time I saw you.”


  I turned. I saw a bright gold brassard with the word Visitor picked out in diamond ink.


  It was the Earthie I had seen down by the Wallow.


  “Hello,” I said shortly.


  AN enormous roaring seeped out of the overhead mist. Tubes bellowing, the Earth rocket settled in on the landing pad, pointing a finger of flame at Venus to destroy it and then embracing it.


  And then it started again.


  There was a crowd, as there always is when a rocket’s coming in. A tall, lean fellow in a thermosuit of Agricultural yellow almost bumped into me. He nodded politely and started to turn away.


  “Hershoo!” I sneezed. And so did the Earthie, two mighty, thundering sneezes. The Aggie whirled on us. His face was mottled and raging—much more so than the offense justified!


  He demanded: “What’s the matter with you?”


  I said quickly: “I’m sorry. Very sorry. Excuse me. Us,” I added, though the Earthie hadn’t much to lose. I pulled the Earthie away after me.


  He looked at me with eyes like question marks.


  “Sneeze powder,” I explained to him in a low voice.


  “What?”


  “To make me sneeze on him.”


  “What?”


  “I’m sorry I got you into it, but the brassard will keep you out of trouble. Now you’d better leave me alone.”


  He stared at me with doubting eyes and pouty lips. “Look, I’m just a stranger here, but I don’t get it. Why the sneeze powder?”


  “To make trouble.”


  “Trouble.” He thought, and then admitted: “I heard about this kind of thing. You Venusians have your own system. Not like Earth.”


  “Not the least damned little bit like Earth.”


  “No violence, eh?”


  “We can’t afford it.”


  He nodded. “I know. They explained it to me back at the travel agency. Something about conditioning. Venus is a frontier planet, and all frontiers are the same. Everybody is likely to kill everybody else. Especially because weapons are so powerful nowadays.”


  “They have to be here, because of the saposaurs. But not just weapons.”


  “No, I know about that. Explosives. Big machines that could shred a man into confetti. So they condition you against violence, eh? No matter what happens, once you’re through with the conditioning you can’t kill anybody. And if somebody is really out to get somebody else—”


  “He cuts him dead.” I nodded. “You have the picture. That’s what’s happening to me now. Now you better stay away from me—”


  “Dunlap.”


  “Whatever your name is—we haven’t been formally introduced. I don’t want to get you into trouble.”


  I turned and left him. The world was hot and empty without Diane; I didn’t want to share it with him.


  But I didn’t have much of a world to share.


  Even less than I’d thought.


  I MARCHED out toward the parking lot and there was the Aggie again. He was on the taped path; the jets were off and the fog beginning to settle in again. I thought of swinging around him, but the path was narrow.


  I nodded politely. “Sorry,” I said formally.


  He looked at me with recognition, then with annoyance.


  And then his eyes opened wide, and the expression became utter rage—contempt—hatred.


  “What—what’s the matter?” I faltered.


  He turned away without a word, as icy as the waitress in the hotel, as completely as an anybody had ever cut a nobody.


  Even if he was one of Quayle’s men, there was no reason for this. I watched, incredulous.


  In the haze of five yards of thickening fog, I saw him stop to talk to one of the field police. The Aggie walked on and the policeman came slowly toward me. I nodded politely.


  The policeman looked through me. He saw my face and memorized it; but he also didn’t see it, not at all. He looked at my chest for a thoughtful second. And then he turned and moved back toward the parking lot.


  I followed.


  He went to my car, produced an official electroseal, locked it On the entrance door, he slapped a sticker with the glowing scarlet word: Impounded.


  “Hey!” I yelled. “What’s the matter?”


  There was no reason for that! It was the sort of treatment reserved for the gravest offenders—thieves, like Vince; accidental murderers; those who used the shunning services without good and sufficient reason . . .


  And one other category.


  I touched my chest.


  A sharp metal star point scraped my finger. Pinned to my thermosuit was a badge—no, a brassard. The brassard. In diamond ink, the word Visitor flared.


  I was wearing the brassard without right. It was the lowest crime in this world.


  I had been framed.


  V


  RUSHING back along the tapewalks like a ghost put to flight with bell, book and candle, I looked for help. The only help in all the world for me just then was the Earthie.


  Vince Borton clutched at me out of the fog as I passed. “Oliver! You too?”


  “Me too.”


  “But why?”


  I said grimly, too full of hate and fear to answer: “Albert Quayle, that’s all. Good-by.” But he followed.


  I found Dunlap saying angrily to another new Earthie just pinning on his brassard: “Lousy place, not worth the plutonium to blow it to hell! Take my advice, Mac. Turn around. Get right back on that rocket and—”


  I stopped and said formally: “I beg your pardon.”


  He turned and looked at me. “Oh. You.”


  “Can you help me?” Suspiciously: “What do you mean? All I want is out, buddy. I don’t want to get in any trouble here.”


  “You can’t. You’re wearing the brassard.”


  “Maybe.”


  “There’s no risk involved! Remember? We Venusians can’t use violence. That’s the first thing we do, before we take off the brassard. We get conditioned against it. And you’re immune to anything else. That’s what the brassard’s for.”


  “Well? You didn’t tell me what you want.”


  “I want you to come see how the other half lives. The Terra Club.”


  “What’s at the Terra Club?”


  “A man named Albert Quayle,” I said.


  VINCE hit us up for a ride back to town—in Dunlap’s car, of course; I couldn’t use mine. I let him, provided he sat in the back seat.


  He grinned at me wryly.


  But I couldn’t apologize, because the fission-blasts were going off again and the noise drowned everything out for a moment.


  Dunlap demanded aggressively: “What is all that?”


  “That’s the reason.”


  “Blasting? The reason for what?”


  “The reason for the conditioning. Every man a Zeus, with real thunderbolts, not mythical or magical. You’ve heard of the saposaurs?”


  “Saposaurs?” He nodded. “Sort of intelligent lizards, eh? But they don’t like people. They stay in the back lands.”


  “Most of the time. Not always. Look.” I pointed to the built-in machine guns on the car. “They’re needed, mister. It isn’t safe to travel on Venus without plenty of weapons. And the tools! Plutonium built the Wallow. All of Venus was marsh. Most of it still is. Without the atomic explosives to shove out the water, we’d be living in jellied mud.”


  He said hoarsely: “There isn’t any danger from the saposaurs in the car, is there?”


  “Not unless one shows up.”


  He said, “Oh.”


  Vince Borton volunteered eagerly from the back seat—it must have been a joy for him to talk again—“There are plenty of them out in the fields. Not so much at night. They come in the daylight months, when there’s plenty of fog.”


  “Why?”


  “They like knives,” Vince told him. “They’re not really smart—sort of a gorilla plus twenty-five per cent. But they’re smart enough to know that steel will outlast their teeth and claws. They never had fire and don’t much want it. Steel is something else. They’ll break up a car, if they can, just to take the jagged metal for weapons.”


  Dunlap said slowly: “But—all right, granted you have to have strong safeguards against violence, with all that plutonium around, and guns to protect against the saposaurs. What about this business of ignoring people to death?”


  “Shunning them,” I corrected him. “Cutting them dead. There has to be some way, mister. The community can’t tolerate anti-social behavior. Why, if somebody insults my wife, I can’t hit him—I don’t know how any more. The community has to have protection against—against—”


  “Against you and me,” said Vince mournfully from the back seat.


  WE dropped Vince at the edge of the city and followed the tapewalks to the Terra Club.


  Dunlap complained: “Ifs hot. I don’t like it this hot.”


  “You weren’t forced to come to Venus.”


  “But I can’t stand this heat!” He was fretful and irritable—because he didn’t like what he was getting into, I was sure.


  “Watch the tape,” I ordered.


  Lights were ahead, bobbing like pastel ghosts in the fog. A man loomed up. He glanced at me, then through me; he nodded to Dunlap.


  “Already,” I said.


  “What?”


  “Forget it.”


  But it was a blow. The police weren’t like the locals of the unions; they didn’t content themselves with filing a protest and letting it get around to their own members. Now I was shunned by everyone; everyone in Grendoon would have seen my picture on the tri-V.


  “Turn in here, mister,” I told him, with my heart solid lead inside me.


  The sign hanging from the tape wheeped faintly as we came close and its scanners picked us up, then blazed with the orange letters:


  TERRA CLUB


  We went in the door.


  The maitre-de greeted us affably, glad-to-see-you-tonight and all that. And then I moved into the light where he could get a better look at me and I was suddenly a ghost. He couldn’t see me at all.


  I skinned out of my thermosuit, and Dunlap from his—but the check girl took his and there was nothing to do with mine but sling it over my shoulder.


  “Ask for a table for two, mister,” I said tightly.


  “I’d like a table. For two.”


  “The gentleman is expecting someone?” the maitre-de inquired politely.


  “Say yes, mister.”


  “Yes.”


  “Very well, sir.” The maitre-de led Dunlap down to a table right at the side of the dance floor. That was for me, that table, not for Dunlap. But Dunlap didn’t know that. The maitre-de wanted it that way. He wanted me to be seen. I mean—no, not seen, but not-seen by everybody. So that everybody who was not-seeing me could get a good look. Good enough so that they would know enough never to see me again.


  THE table was for two, all right, but it was only one chair that the maitre-de pulled out. I had to pull out my own. And when the waiter came, he only turned one glass right-side up, spread one napkin, offered one menu.


  I said: “Thank God for your brassard. Order me some scotch, mister. And a sandwich.”


  “Two scotches and a sandwich.” Dunlap looked at me. “Ham?”


  “Anything.”


  “Ham, or whatever you’ve got.”


  The waiter looked at him, then shrugged.


  He brought the two scotches and the sandwich and lined them all up in front of Dunlap.


  I didn’t mind leaning across the table to get mine. I wolfed the sandwich; already I was hungry. Later it would be worse, but I wasn’t looking far ahead. I lifted my glass.


  “Confusion to our enemies.”


  Dunlap was acting more and more nervous. He said sullenly: “But I don’t know. I mean it’s more your enemy, isn’t it? I wonder if I really should get involved in a private disagreement.”


  “A private murder.”


  “All right, damn it! But this isn’t much fun and it’s costing me money.”


  “Money?” I reached in my pocket and tossed my wallet in front of him. He stared at me. “Keep it. It’s no good to me. Literally. There isn’t a man in Grendoon with something to sell who’ll sell it to me.”


  He looked thoughtful. He opened the wallet and whistled.


  “There’s a lot of dough here, buddy.”


  “What? Well, why not?” I swallowed the drink. “I worked for Quayle nearly six months. Out in the boondocks. Hard work, fighting off saposaurs, handling the plutonium. Ask Vince Borton—he was there working with me. Then—”


  “What then?”


  “I got to talking to Quayle’s wife. You saw her. Down at the Wallow.”


  Dunlap looked at me with a certain expression on his face.


  “All right,” I said. “She was his wife. But you don’t know him, mister! A rat. Made life hell for her. Rough to work for—you wouldn’t think he was conditioned, the language he uses. In town, he’d be shunned himself—but out on the fields customs are a little different about giving offense. Especially when the man giving offense is the boss.”


  He grumbled edgily: “But I don’t even know this Quayle!”


  “Now you do,” I told him, and pointed. “He’s just coming in.”


  QUAYLE was a toad, with a toad’s face and features. Three men were with him—overseers from the farms, big men, rough and mean men, the kind that seemed to seek him out. And there was a woman, a woman in a scarlet dress.


  That would be Diane’s successor. Trust Quayle! He wouldn’t go long without a woman, and always a beauty. Diane had been far from the first—only three of them he’d been married to, and she one of them; the other two had died out on the boondocks. Not in-quotation-marks “died”—one got in the way of a saposaur, the other disappeared in the swamps. That was how Quayle had got where he was, in fact—both of them had been rich, and he inherited.


  His filmed toad’s eyes went mildly around the room.


  He didn’t see me. It was very clear that he didn’t see me. After he was through not seeing me, he whispered something to one of the men, and the man snapped a finger for a waiter, and whispered to the waiter, and the waiter whispered back.


  And then Albert Quayle smiled a toadish smile.


  Oh, live a minute, that smile said. Live a minute longer; let yourself be sheltered by an Earthman’s brassard. But he won’t stay forever.


  And then you’re dead.


  And Quayle was right, unless I found a way to handle it.


  The first thing was to get Dunlap on my side. I had to show him what I was up against.


  “Order two more scotches,” I told him.


  While the waiter was gone, I whispered: “Listen close. You don’t believe that this shunning business can kill, do you? You think that simply ignoring a man can’t be fatal? Watch what happens.”


  He scowled, almost as toadish a face as Quayle’s own. “Hold on, buddy! What are you up to? If you kill this guy Quayle or something—”


  “If I only could!” But then the waiter was back.


  I took one of the glasses out of the waiter’s hand.


  He just blinked once at the remaining glass, then calmly set it in front of Dunlap. “Sorry, sir,” he apologized. “You wanted two scotches, didn’t you? I’ll get another.”


  “Now watch what happens.” I took the full glass and walked straight across the dance floor.


  No one bumped into me, though the band was playing and the floor was full. No one noticed that I was there. They danced neatly around a moving vacuum named me.


  I got to Quayle’s table and stood staring at him for a second. The woman moved nervously, but no one else gave any sign that a man was standing within a yard of them all.


  I shouted loudly: “Quayle!”


  There was no response, none at all. Only the woman blinked.


  “Quayle,” I cried, “you’re a rotten, stinking murderer! You’re snubbing me to death because I took your wife away from you!”


  And I threw the liquor in his face.


  He made sure to turn his head in time—raw alcohol burns—but that was all I could see. I fell writhing to the floor.


  That’s the conditioning, you see. The muscles are there, and the brain can think murder; but once the thought becomes action, even if it is less than murder, if it is violence in any form—then the conditioned reflex snaps shut Think of an iron maiden from Nuremberg, white-hot, the spikes closing in on you. Think of an epileptic fit. Think of being boiled alive.


  Combine them.


  Unfortunately, I did not lose consciousness, though the room spun madly around me and I couldn’t see anything but a tortured giant Quayle’s face mottled and furious, with the liquor sloshing down his ugly cheek.


  AFTER a few minutes, I got up painfully.


  The dancers had been all around me, but no foot had touched me; every person in the room must have seen and heard, but there was no sign. The music was playing. The Terra Club was gay and laughing.


  I walked shakily back to our table.


  Vince Borton was standing there, pleading with Dunlap for something; but his eyes were on me. “You damned fool! What do you think you were trying to prove?”


  “More scotch,” I said hoarsely.


  Dunlap pushed one of his glasses over. He looked shaken. “That was the conditioning?”


  I nodded.


  Vince said, “You’re crazy! Come out of here! I came to tell you something, but—”


  I cut in: “Imagine what it would have been if I’d tried to kill him.”


  “I can’t,” Dunlap admitted.


  “It would have killed me.”


  “It should have killed you!” Vince blazed. (And while we were shouting, all around us the Terra Club was having a party.


  I said: “Vince. Please. Leave me alone.”


  Suddenly he calmed. “All right.” Then he said thoughtfully, “Listen. Funny thing. You know when you threw the liquor in Quayle’s face?”


  “Yes. I know.”


  “But do you know what he did?” He nodded, satisfied at my expression. “He started to go for you.”


  “But that’s not so strange,” Dunlap protested. “Buddy here went for Quayle first.”


  “And then neither of them could follow through.”


  “Mmm. I see,” Dunlap said after a moment; but then he shrugged. “All right,” he said. “You’ve convinced me. You deliberately let yourself in for that to prove a point, so I guess I have to say you’ve proved it. Now what?”


  “Help me, mister.”


  “How?”


  “First I want to find my fiancee. I’ve got to. But I can’t talk to anyone, so you’ll have to—”


  “No, he won’t,” Borton interrupted. “That’s what I came to tell you.”


  “Tell me what?”


  “Where Diane is.” Borton fingered his ragged cap. “I heard from one of the other nobodies. You know how it is—misery loves company. When somebody new gets shunned, we all know it right away.”


  “And my fiancee?”


  He nodded. “Shunned. She’s over at the Wallow, on an island. And the water’s coming in and she can’t get anybody to help her.”


  VI


  OUTSIDE the Terra Club, I said: “Now I’ve got him! Quayle’s in the palm of my hand!” The hot fog closed in on all of us like a barber’s steamy towel. It seemed to make it difficult for Dunlap to breathe. He wheezed nervously: “What are you talking about?”


  The doorman glanced at him curiously, then away. Borton was almost treading on the man’s shoes, but the doorman didn’t know he was alive.


  “I’m talking about Quayle! This is the end of the road for him, I promise you. I didn’t want to do this, but he doesn’t leave me any choice. Now that I know where Diane is, I’m going to blow the lid off. We’ll go get her and then it’s the end for Quayle.”


  Dunlap clutched at his chest, knocking the brassard off his thermosuit. He bent and fumbled for it. When he stood up, he seemed a little steadier.


  “How?” he asked.


  “With a little help from the police, that’s how! Do you know what he’s been doing? He’s been smuggling steel knives to the saposaurs. I can prove it—with my fiancee’s help! It’s our ace in the hole.”


  “But, look. What does that have to do with you?”


  “Everything! Why do you think we were shunned, Dunlap? He’s behind it. He’s afraid. My fiancee knew all about it. She had to. But she wouldn’t have talked. And neither would I, because that was the way she wanted it. But now—”


  “I know. Now you’re going to blow the lid off,” he said, jittering.


  “You bet we are. Once we let the truth out, he’s discredited—done. He’ll be a nobody then, not us. And then we can appeal our cases. The courts will listen. We’ll get the verdict reversed; they’ll believe me when I say I didn’t put the brassard on. The locals will let us off.” I grinned, as confidently as I could, although I was sweating more than hot fog could justify.


  “And the pity of it,” I said, “is that Quayle didn’t have to have it this way. We were willing to buy him off if necessary.”


  THEY both stood looking at me like saposaur chicks fresh out of the egg—puzzled, surprised, ready for a fight.


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Vince Borton asked me. “You don’t have anything Quayle wants, except Diane—and he won’t want her back. He just wants to get even with the two of you.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Vince. I told you. He bribes the saposaurs with steel knives, to go after the other plantations and leave his alone. But it takes a lot of knives. There are lots of saposaurs. And it’s against the law, of course.”


  “So?”


  “So he can’t get all the knives he wants,” I explained patiently. “But I can get them for him. Plenty! We talked about it, my fiancee and I; that was what we were going to offer him. But now—no. Now it’s war.”


  Dunlap said tenaciously: “Explain that a little, will you? Where were you going to get them?”


  “I know where there’s a shipload! Did you ever hear of the Formidable? Old Earth ship—oh, twenty-five years back. It crashed. They did that in those days. It missed Grendoon by twenty miles, smashed itself up and sank in forty feet of mud. But I know where it is.”


  I let that sink in, the way the old rocket had sunk into the greasy mud.


  “I found it while I was working for Quayle, digging his own drainage ditches, blasting with his own plutonium. I thought of telling him about it. But I told my fiancee first and then the two of us—Well. Anyway, we didn’t tell him. And it’s loaded with knives. That was twenty-five years ago, you see. They used to try to trade with the saposaurs then.”


  Dunlap cleared his throat. “I, uh, I think I left my wallet at the table. Wait a minute, will you? I’ll be right back.”


  Vince Borton stared after him. Then, lowering his voice so that the unhearing doorman would really not hear, he blazed: “Oliver, you idiot! What’s the use of telling him all those lies?”


  “No, Vince. Don’t get me wrong. They’re only part lies. I do know where the Formidable crashed—but it isn’t forty feet of mud, it’s four hundred; and Quayle’s own thousand-acre drainage lake is right on top of it now. He’ll never recover it. But he’ll want those knives, as long as he thinks they can be had.”


  “So? Then why did you tell the Earthie about it? Why not tell Quayle?”


  I stepped back to the entrance of the Terra Club. The noise of revelry was loud inside it, loud enough to drown out most of the distant dull roll of blasting. But I could see clearly through the double glass door.


  Even through the doors, across the crowded dance floor, I could see someone bending to talk to Albert Quayle. I could see Quayle’s look of worry, then the change of expression.


  Avarice gleamed out of his eyes, like golden glints from a pawnbroker’s sign.


  “Don’t worry, Vince,” I said softly. “Quayle knows.”


  IT wasn’t far to the Wallow.


  Vince Barton led us by the taped path to the water’s edge. We were quiet, especially Dunlap.


  The torches were gone. Most of the people were gone. Only scattered couples and groups were left, often drunk, all invisible in the clotted fog. The thick water in the Wallow had risen to the very edge of the tapewalk.


  “Under here.” Vince held the tape for us. We stepped off into sucking mud. The distant rumble of explosions was still drumming at the horizons. Venus is an enormous planet, no oceans, just swamps, so it’s bigger in land area than four Earths; there is much blasting to be done, and the sound of plutonium carries.


  But above the distant boom, in a moment I heard something else.


  A thin, distant voice cut like piano wire at my heart. Out in the middle of the Wallow Diane, invisible, was moaning. “Help me! Please—please—the water’s getting higher!”


  And there were people within the sound of her voice—a good many, though most had left—and they had boats if they chose to use them. But she wasn’t there for them. She was nobody. A ghost. If anyone knew she was alive, there was no sign shown.


  “Mister. Get a boat.”


  He looked at me.


  “Go ahead, man. Ask someone anybody. They’ll lend it to you, because you’re wearing the brassard. But they won’t talk to Borton or me.”


  He trudged off, muttering his worried disapproval.


  As soon as he had disappeared into the fog, I said: “All right, Vince. You remember what I told you in front of the Club. Now do it!”


  “Aw, Oliver! You’re crazy! Do you know what you’re getting into?”


  “Do you want to be shunned all the little rest of your life?”


  He grunted once and walked away. But I knew he didn’t approve.


  That didn’t matter. What mattered was Diane and life.


  So now I was all alone in the hot slimy fog, with Diane’s distant sobs tearing at me. I wanted to call to her, only there was a reason for not doing it.


  But time was passing.


  THE Wallow was filling rapidly now with the run-off from the hills. The air was twenty degrees colder. Still hot—terribly hot, by Earth standards; but as our portion of Venus rolled into shadow, water was wrung out of the sodden air, and it had to go somewhere. Now the Wallow was a hundred acres of steaming muddy water. All that was left of the red mud of six hours before was a few islands poking up. Diane was on one of them. But in a while, maybe a very short while, all of the islands would disappear. By full flood time, the shallowest point in the Wallow would be sixty feet deep.


  And it was not merely drowning that endangered her. That water was hot.


  Time was passing—


  Then I heard Dunlap’s wheezing breath, and a moment later the thunk of his oars moving blindly toward me in the fog.


  “Here!” I yelled.


  He found me.


  I scrambled aboard, and we rowed clumsily out on the soupy lake, following the sound of Diane’s sobbing voice.


  SHE cried unbelievingly: “Darling!”


  I clutched at her in the mist It was like Leander embracing Hero, still wet from the raging Hellespont; it was the meaning and purpose of all my life.


  Then I felt her go suddenly tense.


  She strained to see through the hot fog. In a voice that cracked a little, she said: “It’s—it’s the Earthie.”


  I looked around politely.


  Dunlap was standing there in an awkward, embarrassed stance. His face was half turned away.


  He cleared his throat. “I can explain,” he apologized.


  “Explain what, mister?”


  He felt his throat. “I mean I was afraid she’d take this attitude. I knew she wouldn’t understand about what happened. Here I am trying to help you and—


  “What did happen, mister?” Diane said furiously: “He’s the one! He got you away on purpose! And then the fog closed in, remember? And somebody grabbed me. Grabbed me!”


  “I know, dear.”


  “But it was physical! Only an Earthie could have done it and he was the only Earthie in sight. He grabbed me and brought me out here on a boat. And left me. And then somebody came by and I called to them and—they shunned me, darling! He did it!”


  “But it wasn’t me, I swear. Ask your friend here! I was with him, wasn’t I?”


  “You were with me for about three minutes.” I patted his arm with my free hand. “But you didn’t do it,” I reassured him. “I know that. It wasn’t him, darling.”


  “Then who—”


  I stopped her: “Be patient, dear. Just for a few moments.”


  We stood there.


  THEN there were voices in the fog. A boat’s oars. And then a familiar whining voice, droning the nobody’s familiar whimpering cry. “Mister? Please, mister. I haven’t eaten in three days—”


  “Vince!” I shouted. “Here we are.”


  He came up out of the fog, looked us over and nodded. Behind him there were other figures in the fog.


  “Who the devil are they?” Dunlap demanded, fingering his brassard.


  “Nobody,” I told him. “Nobody at all.”


  There were four of them, ghostly in the mist. In the fog, they had no faces, only vague mottled shapes, and faint voices that agreed: “Nobody, mister. Just nobody.”


  “But maybe,” I said steadily, “they won’t be nobodies forever. Maybe soon they’ll be somebodies again.”


  DUNLAP shouted horsely: “I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, Oliver, but I don’t like it I’m getting out of here!”


  I stood in front of him. “How did you know my name was Oliver?”


  He rocked back, staring. “What?”


  “I never told you my name. We weren’t properly introduced.”


  “A visitor wouldn’t know that—”


  “And he wouldn’t know my name either. Other people wouldn’t use it in front of him without proper introductions. That would be cause for offense.”


  “But—”


  “Never mind.” I raised my voice. “Quayle! Come on out here. I know you’re on the island. You wouldn’t miss a chance to get knives—besides, I heard your canoe.”


  A moment, while Dunlap’s face turned to melting butter.


  Then there was a soft, sludgy sound of footsteps in the mud. Albert Quayle walked steadily up to us, his fat toad’s face a mask. He glanced at Dunlap, and even in the drenching heat of that little island in the Wallow, Dunlap shuddered.


  Then Quayle turned to me. He waited.


  I said cheerfully: “We’re ready, I think. Quayle, here. Dunlap, here. Diane and myself, here. Borton and the witnesses—”


  “Witnesses?” Quayle’s lips didn’t move; only the word popped out of the fog and hung there between us.


  “To a murder, Quayle. Yours. You’re going to die.”


  “Ha!” He was contemptuous. “You can’t kill me. I’m an important man here, Oliver. Who’s going to shun me on your say-so?” I paused. “There are other ways of killing,” I said softly.


  He didn’t move a muscle. I let him think for a second. Then I said: “Vince, have you got what I asked for?”


  He passed me something cold and sharp. It was hard to make out in the fog but I knew what it was; and then I held it up and they all knew.


  “A knife, Quayle!” I said. “It’s what you want, isn’t it? A knife to bribe a saposaur to wreck somebody else’s plantation. That’s what brought you here, and now you can have this one, at least!”


  He stood frozen. I took a second to turn to Diane. “Good-by,” I whispered. She didn’t know what I meant by that, but it was all right. If it turned out that she had to know, she would know.


  And then I said loudly to Quayle: “I’m going to give you the knife—where it belongs. You put too much trust in conditioning, thinking I can’t use this. But maybe you’re wrong.”


  He licked his lips.


  “Did you ever hear of a bribe?” I demanded. “Ever hear of a man who was supposed to be conditioned—but wasn’t? Well, you’re looking at one and now, Quayle, here’s your knife.”


  And I tensed, and fought my own body to do it, and I jumped for him, the knife raised to plunge into his breast.


  And that was the last I saw. I fell senseless to the ground, because, you see, what I had just told him had been an utter lie.


  BUT I came to, very slowly and with much pain.


  A long time had passed.


  I hurt in places where I’d never known there was a nerve. I was weaker than any living man has a right to be.


  But I was alive.


  That was all I needed to know. If I was alive, everything was all right; that was the gamble I had taken. The conditioning doesn’t prevent, not quite. It only punishes. I had sought out that punishment as a bluff; but it was a bluff that could easily have killed me.


  Diane was leaning over me. Blearily I focused on her face. Her scent was musky, her expression calm and passionate. “Oliver,” she murmured. “You’re all right. Don’t worry.”


  “I know,” I whispered. “At least I lived through it. That was the hard part—but worth it all.”


  I rubbed my face. There was heavy stubble on it; I had been unconscious at least a full day. I was in a hospital room.


  “You didn’t kill Quayle with the knife.”


  “No. The attempt was bad enough. If I’d succeeded, there would have been no chances at all; the conditioning would have killed me.”


  She looked at me with a glance of wonder and loving admiration. “You knew exactly what was going to happen, didn’t you? When you said all that about a man bribing the immigration people to get in without being conditioned, it was Quayle you were talking about, wasn’t it?”


  I nodded.


  “You were right. He wasn’t conditioned. He—” She shivered. “He killed his first two wives, Oliver. Did you know that? But I guess you did. For their inheritance. And he killed others to get them out of the way. He confessed it all, once it was too late and they’d begun to shun him. And he was the one who grabbed me in the fog—from behind, so I couldn’t see his face. And then when you went at him with the knife—”


  “I know.” I nodded again, beginning to feel better. “He hit me, proving that he wasn’t conditioned.”


  “That’s right. And with Vince Borton and the others to see it, there was no doubt. The police listened to them. Vince was framed—Albert admitted it.”


  “I know.”


  “And Dunlap? Did you know about him? He wasn’t an Earthie; he was from one of the South Pole cities, working for Quayle, running in knives for trade with the saposaurs.”


  “I know. When he called me Oliver, I knew for sure, but I’d wondered since that scene in the Club. He didn’t tell me what Quayle had done when I threw the drink in his face—tried to hit me then, too, and didn’t pass out. Vince Borton had to tell me about it. Then there was the brassard—Dunlap must have done it, if the cop didn’t, and it had to be one or the other.”


  Diane leaned forward. “It’s all right now,” she said huskily. “We can forget. Oliver, you’re wonderful!”


  I said, reaching out to her: “I know.”


  THE SHORT SNORTER


  Charles Einstein


  His saucer was parked in the woods, and Mr. Steariot (from Venus) was parked in the lobby . . .


  THREE paths led through the woods away from the resort hotel, and of the three two were clearly marked: one with a sign that said it led to the lake, the other pointing toward the golf links. The third pathway was unmarked, and this was the one that inevitably the lovers and the honeymooners took—the path that Alice and Fred Daniels followed today.


  The sun was unusually warm for this time of year, but only a few yards along the pathway Fred and Alice were swallowed up by the great and near-great trees of the forest. The sunlight was, except for an occasional patch of light here and there, warded away by the foliage above. The forest was very quiet. The pathway bridged a silent brook, and then, perhaps a third of a mile into the woods, turned abruptly to the left and the woods became even more dense, the pathway narrow.


  Through the trees to the right at this point was a clearing, an unusual grassy circle perhaps sixty yards in diameter. It was not the clearing itself, however, but, instead, the glint of color in the sunlight that caused Fred and Alice to stop and look.


  Alice said, “Fred, what is that?”


  “Don’t know,” he said. “Something red. Let’s look.”


  The two of them turned off the path and made their way through a dismal barrage of thicket to the clearing that lay beyond. When they got there, they saw the circular object—vehicle might be a better word. It was possibly fifteen yards in diameter. It seemed to be made of three rings, smaller ones bottom and top and the larger one ribbing the center, and to be constructed of some kind of plastic. Between the central and upper rings were set a series of small windows. The entire thing was painted a gaudy red.


  “What do you think it is?” Fred said.


  “A flying saucer,” Alice said promptly. She laughed a little, but clutched at her husband’s arm. “Isn’t it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “But what else would it be?”


  “I don’t know,” Fred said again. “Let’s look inside.”


  “Fred,” Alice said, “You’d better not—”


  “Don’t be silly,” he said, and walked resolutely up to the object and, standing on tiptoe, peered through one of the windows.


  “What is it?” Alice called from the edge of the clearing. “What do you see?”


  “It’s empty,” he called back. “What’s inside?”


  Fred shook his head. “You won’t believe it.”


  “What?”


  “It’s got a steering wheel,” he called out hollowly. “And some dials.”


  “My goodness,” Alice said. “Is it a real one?”


  “How do I know?” he said, and rejoined her, casting a series of glances uncertainly over his shoulder at the bright red saucer behind him. “What do you suppose we ought to do?”


  “Tell somebody,” Alice said. “I suppose.”


  “Who do we tell?”


  “I don’t know. There must be somebody—”


  They looked almost guiltily at each other. “Nobody’ll believe us,” Fred said.


  “Why not?” Alice said. “It’s here, isn’t it?”


  Fred stopped and thought. “Who knows how long it’ll stay?”


  They looked at each other again.


  Then Alice said slowly, “If we went back and got the camera—”


  Swiftly, they made their way back toward the hotel through the quiet forest. When they got there, they found Mr. Mason, the manager of the hotel, adjusting the badminton net in front of the main porch. Mr. Mason loosed a ready smile. “How’s everything?” he said. “Find enough to do?”


  “Yes, thank you,” Fred said to him. “We were just walking through the woods. We came back for our camera. Then we’re off again.”


  Mr. Mason nodded. “Find the saucer?”


  Fred looked at him. “You mean the flying saucer?”


  The manager nodded again. “I see you did find it. Good. Take a picture of it, by all means. I’ve already taken a whole batch myself.”


  “You have?” Fred said, frowning. “What’s it all about?”


  “It’s a flying saucer,” Mr. Mason said. “From Venus. Mr. Steariot, who piloted it, is a guest here. I can introduce you to him if you like. He speaks excellent English.”


  And Daniels said, “Wait a minute you—”


  there’s no point in it,” Mr. Mason said in a weary tone of voice. “No point in it at all. I took pictures. I tried to get the Army up here. I wrote letters.” He shrugged expressively. “It’s a cynical age we live in, I guess. Everybody’s very polite, but they make it clear they think it’s just a gimmick I worked up to get the hotel publicity.” He nodded seriously. “The whole trouble’s with Mr. Steariot. If he had a light bulb for a head, or seven legs, or talked funny, why, it’d be a different thing entirely. But he looks and acts just like you or I. Here I’ve got a legitimate flying saucer sitting on my property and you might as well try to tell them it’s a—well, a flying saucer! For all they’ll believe me. Now you two have seen it with your own eyes and you don’t believe it either.” Fred swallowed and looked at Alice for a moment. Then he said, “What did you say his name was?”


  “Mr. Steariot,” Mr. Mason said. “Actually, he’s just as happy nobody believes he’s from Venus. If they believed it, they’d probably lock him up in jail somewhere or impound his saucer. As it is, he says this is the first vacation he’s had in years.” Mr. Mason looked unhappily about him. “He’s probably in the lounge now. Want to meet him?”


  Fred said dazedly, “I—”


  “Ah, come on,” Mr. Mason said. “He won’t bite you.” He led the way up the steps of the porch and into the lounge and over to where a small, mustachioed man, wearing eyeglasses and appearing to be in his late forties, was working a crossword puzzle in the morning paper.


  “Mr. Steariot,” Mr. Mason said, “I should like you to meet Mr. and Mrs. Daniels, also guests here. They have just seen your saucer.”


  “Charmed,” Mr. Steariot said, and got to his feet. He shook hands with Fred Daniels. “Are you here for a long stay, Mr. Daniels?”


  “I’m not sure,” Fred said, a little unhappily. “Mr. Mason told us you were from Venus.”


  “I told them about you, Mr. Steariot,” Mr. Mason said. “Naturally, they don’t believe it any more than anybody else.”


  “No reason why they should,” Mr. Steariot said amiably. “No reason in the world, if I may coin a phrase. Dr. Phelps at the Institute didn’t believe it either.”


  Mr. Mason said, “Mr. Steariot here had a long interview with Dr. Phelps of the Geophysical Institute at Princeton when he first arrived here on Earth with us.”


  “Oh,” Fred said. He gazed uncomfortably at Mr. Steariot. “We didn’t mean to interrupt you.”


  “I was only doing the crossword puzzle,” Mr. Steariot said. “Do you know a two-letter word for sun-god?”


  Alice said, “Is this your first trip here?”


  “You mean here to the hotel,” Mr. Steariot said, “or to Earth?”


  “Earth,” Fred said, dismally. “My second,” Mr. Steariot said. “First trip I wound up near Leningrad. Terrible time. I thought they’d talk English, but they don’t, and they thought I was an American, and two of their officials got into the saucer with me, and the only way I could save myself was to take off with them. They’re on Venus now.”


  “This accounts,” Mr. Mason broke in, “for the way those two high Russian officials suddenly disappeared from sight three years ago. You remember? Everybody thought they’d been liquidated.” Fred Daniels looked around the room. A hollow, frightening feeling had come upon him. There were hundreds of questions he could have asked, and yet he wanted nothing so much as to be away from there.


  His wife Alice, though, was constrained to learn more about Mr. Steariot. She said, “Mr. Steariot, may I ask you something?”


  “By all means,” Mr. Steariot said, and blinked owlishly at her.


  “Do you,” Alice said to him, “carry any money?”


  It was, Fred Daniels realized, a marvelous question. If there were sham here, this would be the quickest way to—


  “Why, of course,” Mr. Steariot said, and reached for his wallet. “Let’s see—health insurance—saucer driver’s license—here, my dear. A five-djino bill.” He extracted a yellow banknote and handed it to Alice. The banknote, slightly larger than an American dollar bill, was remarkably similar in other particulars. It had upon it a picture of a flying saucer, the figure 5, and spelled out, “FIVE DJINOS”.


  “Let me sign it for you,” Mr. Steariot said, taking out a pen. “You can have it for a souvenier.”


  “Like the short snorters in the war,” Mr. Mason, the hotel manager, said. “You remember them, Mr. Daniels? Where people got famous signatures on five and ten and twenty-dollar bills and exchanged them and what not, and they called them short snorters?”


  “I remember,” Fred Daniels said. “Something like that.”


  “Five djinos on Venus,” Mr. Steariot said, signing his name with a flourish, “is worth about twenty dollars here on Earth. No official rate of exchange, of course, but from what I’ve seen, that’s about what I’d judge. Here you go.” He handed the bill over.


  “Well, wait, then,” Fred Daniels said. “I ought to sign one of our bills for you.”


  “Ah, no need for that,” Mr. Steariot said. “No doubt you need twenty dollars worse than I need five djinos.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Fred said, a little stiffly; and, by now committed, he went into his wallet and came out with a twenty dollar bill. He signed his name to it, using Mr. Steariot’s fountain pen.


  “Wonderful,” Mr. Steariot said. “How nice to have met you both.”


  “I feel very badly about this,” Mr. Mason, the hotel manager, said to Fred and Alice. The three of them were on the porch outside. “This short snorter business always seems to happen whenever I introduce Mr. Steariot to anyone. Dr. Phelps at the Institute gave him fifty dollars. Can you imagine that?”


  “It’s interesting in its way,” Fred said. “It just occurred to me: Mr. Steariot can spend Earth money here, but we can’t spend Venus money.”


  “That’s true,” Mr. Mason said. “On the other hand, Mr. Steariot has never once, to my knowledge, been the one to bring up the subject. I think it’s quite painful to him, really. But the same thing inevitably occurs to everybody he meets. You know, let’s see the color of your money. I guess people are pretty much the same everywhere—that is, everywhere on Earth. They judge everything in terms of money, including whether you’ve even been born on Earth! ‘Let’s see your money,’ they say to Mr. Steariot, and out he comes with one of those damn five-djino bills, and we’re off.”


  “You know,” Alice Daniels said thoughtfully, “in a way it’s a lesson. Isn’t it, Fred? I mean, everybody is money conscious. Maybe too much so. I’m not sorry it cost us twenty dollars to meet Mr. Steariot.”


  “You may be right,” Fred said to her. “You may be right. Who knows, some day this five-djino bill may be a very valuable—”


  “There you go again,” Alice cut in. “Always putting it in terms of money.”


  “But you’re the one,” Fred said, “who thought to ask him about it in the first place.”


  “Don’t quarrel,” Mr. Mason, the hotel manager, said to them. “After all, for you it’s just a vacation. For me, I’ve got this man sitting in my lounge day in and day out doing crossword puzzles and trading short snorters with my guests. Nobody really believes he’s from Venus—nobody important, anyway. It’s a little frightening, when you’re trying to run a happy hotel. Sometimes I wish he’d go back to whereever he came from.”


  “Well,” Fred said, “he’s bound to leave one of these days.”


  “Maybe,” Mr. Mason said doubtfully. “Offhand, though, I’d say the way he’s taking it in, he can’t afford to.”       END


  TEXAS IN THE SKY


  Richard Embs


  It would be the last space flight, unless current theories were sound, and there was oil on Venus . . .


  I DON’T CARE how it looked; it was justifiable assault, believe me! Oh, I’ll admit it was pretty crude, happening that way in front of fifty million television viewers, but I had my reasons. And the fact that he was my brother doesn’t cut any ice either.


  Everybody will probably call me a clod, and maybe that’s what I am. Still, if you would really like to know what’s going on, I might as well give you the whole story. Maybe afterwards you’ll be able to see what I mean.


  It began about a year ago, before the formation of the Texas-in-the-Sky Oil Company.


  As you know, civilization was pretty much on the skids then. The Great Oil Shortage—which had started around 1970—had grown acute at the turn of the century, and all petroleum products were on a permanent ration. The old days of luxury automobiles and mechanized warfare were gone for good. Production was nosediving, and things were tough for everyone.


  Things were especially tough on the Sunrise Oil Company. Like most oil companies at the time, it was barely handling enough gasoline to run its own trucks. Its employees were drawing starvation wages. The company executives were desperate, and after much contemplation, they came up with an idea so fantastic and daring that they themselves were overawed by it.


  THIS IS where Ron—my brother—and I come into the picture. We had just been laid off from the Space Service, where we had worked as rocket pilots; space travel was dying, like everything else. It was pretty depressing, and we tried to fill in the empty hours with our hobby, gardening. In those days, nearly everyone grew his own food.


  We were deep in the tomato patch one morning, when the’phone rang inside the house. Ron dashed in to answer it while I remained in the garden, wondering who would spare all the expense to call us up. He came out a few minutes later, looking deeply thoughtful.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked. “Somebody die?”


  He stood there awhile, with his hands in his pockets and his eyes on a distant cloud. Finally he said, “It was a Walter Bronson, from Sunrise Oil. He wants to offer us a job.”


  “He does, eh?” I said, returning to my work. “Hell with them. They don’t pay enough to keep a canary alive!”


  “But he said it would pay very good,” Ron went on. “Besides, he wants to hire us as space pilots.”


  “Space pilots!” I exclaimed, sitting upright. “Are you sure that’s what he said? What would an oil company want with a space pilot?”


  “Search me. But he said that if we want the job, we’d better get down there on the double.”


  I scratched my head. “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”


  RON HAD the address of Mr. Bronson’s office, which was located about ten blocks from us. After a quick change of clothes, we were on our way.


  Sunrise Oil kept its city offices on the seventh floor of a downtown office building. We had to take the stairs, since the elevators were shut down during that time of day. I was breathing hard when we appeared before Mr. Bronson’s bright young secretary.


  “Duncan and Ronald Hill? Go right in,” she said sweetly. “Mr. Bronson is expecting you.”


  Ron made eyes at her until I pulled him into the inner office. That guy will never grow up.


  “Hello, Duncan; hello, Ronald,” Mr. Bronson greeted, coming forward to shake our hands. He was a neat, balding man with a strongly intellectual appearance, and his inner office was attractive and modest. In fact, it was modest almost to the point of drabness.


  “Have a seat, boys,” he said amiably. “I suppose you’re both wondering what this is all about.”


  We dropped gratefully into the proffered chairs and told him simultaneously that we were.


  “It’s simply this,” he said, leaning against his desk and looking at us seriously. “We need a pair of experienced space hands like yourselves for a three month engagement. You’ll be put on the payroll as of now. The pay is extremely good and the risk comparatively small.” He paused. “Well what do you say?”


  “Well, uh, sir,” I stammered. “This is a little overwhelming. Could you give us a few more details, uh . . .”


  “Yeah,” Ron put in. “What do you need space pilots for? How do we know this whole thing isn’t a big gyp?”


  I glanced sharply at Ron.


  MR. BRONSON looked embarrassed. “Well, I suppose you boys are entitled to an explanation. However, the whole project is top secret, and I can’t tell you much more than I already have. But I give you my word: everything is perfectly legal.” He looked directly at Ron. “It would be hard to find grounds for doubting the integrity of our concern.”


  “What my brother means,” I said, flustered, “is that we wouldn’t want to sign our lives away, or something like that.”


  “I mentioned the fact that there would be little risk.” He walked around the desk and pulled open a drawer. “I have your contracts here, which I want you to sign. You can release yourselves from them any time during the first week, so there’s nothing to fear.”


  He handed us each a contract. We settled back and began to study them.


  “It looks all right . . .” Ron said cautiously.


  It did look all right. Sunrise Oil was to hire us in our capacity as space pilots for a six week space flight to the planet . . .


  “Venus!” I exclaimed.


  Mr. Bronson was silent. Ron said excitedly, “B-but . . . why Venus? If you’re going to look for oil on other worlds, go to Mars. At least we’ve been there. Nobody’s ever gone to Venus.”


  “We have our reasons,” Mr. Bronson said. “And if you want to find out what they are, please sign.”


  WE HAGGLED like that for several minutes, but in the end, we signed up. I was dying of curiosity; it didn’t seem logical that a company would risk everything to send a spaceship to a completely unexplored planet. One space flight could ruin Sunrise Oil.


  After looking over our signatures, he carefully locked the papers in his desk. Then he settled back in his chair and grinned easily at us.


  “Any questions, boys? Remember, the contract forbids you to divulge any information you pick up here.”


  “Do you expect to find oil on Venus?” I asked quickly. “We hope to, yes.”


  “But that’s a big chance to take,” Ron said.


  “Not too big a chance, Ronald. To prove my point, I’ll give you a quick lesson in astronomy.” He sat forward and spread his hands on his desk. “Consider these facts about Venus.” He counted them off on his fingers. “Proximity to the sun, atmosphere of carbon dioxide, complete absence of oxygen and water, and a long period of rotation—about a month.”


  I ran them through my mind and nodded. “Okay. Go on.”


  “Well, the lack of water is easy to explain. The sun’s ultraviolet radiation, stronger there than here, would break it down to form hydrogen and oxygen. The hydrogen would leak off into space.” Ron looked puzzled. “But you said there wasn’t any oxygen on Venus.”


  “There isn’t, and that’s the main point. The oxygen was absorbed by an agent on the planet’s surface.”


  “Oil?” Ron ventured. “Correct!” Mr. Bronson exclaimed, his face reddening with excitement. “The oxygen was ‘burned’ by the oil, thus resulting in an atmosphere of carbon dioxide. Good thinking, Ronald.”


  THAT’S QUITE a compliment, since thinking isn’t one of Ron’s strong points.


  I said, “So there’s oil on Venus, theoretically. But maybe most of it was consumed, and the rest spread too thin for practical use. How do you know it’s worth going after?”


  “You have hit on the most exciting part of the theory, Duncan,” Mr. Bronson replied thoughtfully. “But I said that Venus had an exceptionally long period of rotation. What factor can lengthen a planetary day, Duncan?”


  “Uh . . . tidal friction, I guess.”


  “That’s right. But tides need oceans. And there isn’t any water on Venus . . .”


  There was a pregnant silence. Then the idea dawned on me.


  “Oceans of oil!” I burst out. “Is that what you mean? I can’t believe it!”


  “I don’t believe it,” Ron said firmly.


  “I’ll admit it’s a long shot,” said Mr. Bronson wistfully. “But, as you know, our company is facing extinction. More and more oil wells are drying up every day. So we’ve decided to grasp at this last straw, to go down fighting.”


  He looked at us seriously and added, “I’ll be very blunt about this. The fate of the Sunrise Oil Company, and perhaps that of our entire civilization, depends upon the success of this mission.”


  THERE WAS silence. A chilly tenseness spread through my body as I realized the tremendous possibilities of the whole project. My mind whirled in awe.


  “Well? Are you still with us?” he asked quietly.


  “I’ll stay with you,” Ron replied.


  “Same here,” I said. “Actually, it sounds like a simple job. Spaceships aren’t hard to pilot.”


  “Not quite that simple,” Mr. Bronson said. “The regular spaceship pilots have been hired beforehand. You boys will handle the atmosphere landing rocket; you’ll take it down to the very surface of Venus.”


  “We will?” Ron and I exclaimed.


  Mr. Bronson chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, boys; it’s not as bad as it sounds. You’ve got a week to think it over.” He glanced at his watch. “Well! Almost lunch time. Report to the Space Service tomorrow at nine, boys, and you’ll receive your instructions.”


  “Okay by me,” I said, getting to my feet. “Come on, Ron. We’ve got a long walk home.”


  Still smiling, Mr. Bronson went to the door and called to his secretary.


  “Jacqueline,” he said, “phone the garage. We’re going to drive these gentlemen home!”


  And that’s how it all began.


  I WAS NEVER the same since I left that office. The whole project, and all that it meant, fascinated me, and for days afterward I could think of little else. If the theory were true, then Venus would represent a second chance for mankind, literally a blessing from heaven.


  Ron wasn’t the least bit affected. He didn’t believe in the theory at all, and still maintained that Venus was just a big rock covered with dust clouds.


  During the first week before the flight, we had to go through a series of refresher courses in spaceship maneuvering, which were no challenge at all. Hell, if you can steer a cow, you can maneuver a spaceship. Still, I had a lot of fun, and it felt good to be back on the job again.


  The first week flew by. Neither Ron nor I backed out of the contract, since I was too much interested in the whole thing, and Ron was too much of a glory hound. Then, on the eighth day, we were shuttled to the last operating space station of the Service.


  At first, of course, all we did was lie in our bunks and moan through an attack of space sickness. Even the most experienced space hands get sick like that; it’s a sort of withdrawal illness from the pull of the Earth’s gravity. Fortunately, the weak, centrifugal “gravity” of the station held down my stomach most of the time.


  In a few hours, we were able to report to the Expedition Commander when he called us.


  COMMANDER HERMANN looked the very picture of a retired college athlete, in his turtlenecked sweater and gray-streaked crewcut. When we entered the room, he greeted us with a vigor that was uncommon even in the station’s low gravity.


  “Feeling better, boys?” he said briskly. “Sit down. There’s something we have to straighten out.”


  Why does everyone call us “boys” ?


  I took the only chair in the room and Ron sat on Hermann’s little pull-down bed. The Commander paced back and forth until we were situated.


  “Have either of you seen the landing rocket you’re going to use.”


  “No, sir,” we muttered together.


  “I don’t know if Wally told you this,” he said, frowning, “but that rocket is brand new and unique. It was built especially for the rough conditions on Venus.”


  “Mr. Bronson didn’t mention that . . .” I began.


  “And you boys,” he interrupted, “will need all the stamina you’ve got, because we’re going to train you to pilot that rocket. Before this trip is over, you’ll have every nut and bolt on that thing memorized. Any questions?”


  Ron paled slightly. The prospect of work was always hard on him. He asked, “But we’ve never been told about this. Suppose we don’t want to go?”


  “There’s an airlock around the corner. Nobody’ll stop you from walking home.”


  I had to smile. Hermann was trying to act tough, but I could see that he was probably a regular guy, like me.


  “You two are the youngest qualified men in the Service,” he went on; “that’s why we hired you. Now if you’re still with us, report to airlock nine. The Sunrise Special leaves in an hour.”


  “Yes, sir,” we said together.


  IN TEN minutes we had packed up our stuff and were waiting inside airlock nine, in our vac-suits. This gave me time to examine the ship, as it hung apparently motionless in space before us.


  The Sunrise Special was old, but in very good repair. It was about two hundred yards long, and the four huge, cylindrical fuel tanks flanking it gave it the look of a wingless fly. The crew’s cabin was a big metal sphere on its nose. Although it must have been built way before 1985, it was one of the newest spaceships available, thanks to the Great Oil Shortage.


  The thing attached to its belly held most of my attention. It was shaped like a streamedlined beer bottle, about one-fifth as long as the mother ship, and punctured all over with rocket tubes. That was the atmosphere rocket; and, as Hermann said, it was unique. I had never seen anything like it before.


  That rocket was going to carry Ron and me down to the surface of Venus. The very thought of it made me shudder.


  A few minutes later we were picked up by a little jet-taxi and towed across space to the ship. The departure from the station suddenly gave me vertigo, and I began to get sick again. I managed to keep from barfing, though, until we reached the ship.


  The trip began exactly forty-five minutes later.


  It was a nice takeoff. The Special accelerated for one hour at .57 gravity and then maintained a predetermined elliptical course to Venus. Things were pretty much routine in general, and I won’t go through all the details of the trip.


  But I must say that Hermann was true to his word. Instruction in the use of the new atmosphere craft began immediately, and I don’t think I worked so hard in all my life. Hermann’s hatchet men were on my tail every minute of the way.


  Ron was made the actual pilot, and I was the navigator—a much harder job. In the six week trip I had to learn to operate the craft’s radar, sonar, trajectory computer, and a dozen other instruments needed to land the Cupid—our nickname for the rocket—on the roughest planet in the solar system. All Ron had to do was steer.


  I nearly killed myself learning all that stuff, but it was worth it. I finished my job in over two hours before Ron did.


  By that time we had reached Venus.


  I WAS SACKED out when we arrived. A few hours before, some of Hermann’s hatchet men had run me through a long final test on instrument control, and it so exhausted me that I had barely made it to bed. My sleep was filled with weird dreams. Once it seemed that I was piloting the Cupid with Hermann saddled on my back and ordering me to land on the peak of the Washington Monument in a hurricane . . .


  A dazzling white flash jolted me awake. The wall viewport blazed like the sun, and the whole room was filled with an intense pearly light. I realized that we had reached Venus at last. Excitement welled up in me as I undid my bed straps and propelled myself across the room.


  The morning star was shining like a magnesium flare. I dimmed the’port until the light was tolerable and then gazed out at the white planet.


  I couldn’t see the surface, of course. Venus is perpetually draped with a thick, deep smog (Oil condensate? I wondered) which had, until then, concealed her secrets from mankind. It was up to Ron and me to descend through that blanket and see what she’s been hiding.


  I floated there awhile, nearly hypnotized by the pure whiteness of the planet, until a sharp buzzing from the intercom grabbed my attention. Reluctantly, I pushed myself away from the’port and drifted over to the noisy little instrument.


  It was one of Hermann’s hatchet men with the glad tidings that the Commander wanted me immediately. I sighed, shut off the’com, and began to get dressed.


  Hermann was tearing his hair when I floated into his room. The last few hours must have been pretty hectic for him, and he was ready to blow his top. Ron was beside him, looking as tired as I felt.


  “Where in hell were you?” he shouted. “I had to root your little brother out of his cocoon, but I didn’t think you’d be napping, too. They don’t make spacemen like they used to.”


  “That final test was tiring, sir,” I said. “We’re ready now, anyway.”


  “Okay, then. Both of you report to the Cupid at once; you’re being dropped as soon as possible. At least that’ll be off my mind.” He began to simmer down. “By the way, the spectro men found positive evidence of carbonaceous material down there. But don’t get your hopes up; for all we know, it could be oleo—margerine.”


  “Yes, sir,” Ron and I said together. As we turned to leave, Hermann switched on an intercom and began barking orders to prepare the Cupid for launching.


  THE TIME had come. My stomach was tying itself in knots, five minutes later, when we reported to the Cupid.


  There was a narrow, connecting tunnel between the airlock of the Sunrise Special and that of the Cupid, so we didn’t need our vac-suits. I donned my coveralls, crawled through the tunnel into the Cupid’s control cabin, and sat down in the navigator’s seat. A few minutes later, Ron came slithering through.


  The control panel was a wide field of buttons, studs, and dials all neatly spread out for inspection. I began a routine check; fuel, radar, computer, power flow regulator . . . everything was perfect. We were all set.


  Ron took his seat next to mine and hurriedly began manipulating the controls on his side of the panel. The airlock behind us hissed itself shut and the connecting tunnel withdrew, A ventilator fan hummed.


  “Scared?” I asked.


  “Who, me? No.” Ron stared at the panel, his face stoney and tense. “We’ve handled atmosphere landing rockets before, haven’t we?”


  “Oh, yes. Definitely, Definitely.”


  Just then, the automatic radio in the ceiling grumbled into life. “Special to Cupid. How do the instruments check, Mr. Hill?”


  “Everything’s fine,” Ron and I said almost in unison.


  Hermann’s voice cut in. “We’re going to release you now, boys. Remember—go straight down, get a dirt sample, and come straight back up, with no screwing around. Got me?”


  “Got’cha,” I said.


  “Okay. Good-bye . . . and good luck!”


  HIS VOICE went out. The Cupid lurched abruptly, and I realized tensely that the Special had disengaged us. We were on our own.


  “Slam on the brakes,” I said. “We’ve got to neutralize the orbital velocity.”


  Ron obeyed. The forward jets roared briefly, and the shock of deceleration pushed me practically out of my seat. If it weren’t for a few well-designed straps, I would have been squashed like a bug on the panel.


  The Cupid began to fall, tail first. The descent through the ionosphere was easy, and all we did was watch the controls for our position and velocity. Then, under my direction, the trajectory computer figured out a parabolic course for us to follow on our way down.


  At the altitude of two hundred miles above the surface of Venus, the fun began.


  “The hull’s getting red hot,” I said. “We’d better slow down.”


  Ron fired the rear jets twice, and we felt gravity for the first time in six weeks. I didn’t particularly like the feeling.


  At one hundred miles up, we had to turn on the rear jets permanently.


  At ten miles, the air got thicker and wilder, and we had our hands full.


  The Cupid bucked and lurched like a crazed bronco, and all the gyrostablizers overworked themselves. Ron fired the jets in all directions to keep us from turning over. I abandoned the parabolic course and let the Cupid fall through a dizzy spiral.


  “Is there a hurricane out there?” Ron asked frantically.


  “At least a dozen,” I replied. “Brace yourself!”


  We hit a vicious downdraft and fell six thousand feet in four seconds. I swallowed my stomach and looked anxiously at the radar. The land below was flat and smooth, and we were plunging toward it with a tremendous speed.


  “Slow down!” I yelled. “Quicx!”


  Ron acted fast. The Cupid shuddered fiercely as we came to a roaring stop just yards above the ground. Then Ron diminished the power and the tail gently touched dirt.


  WE HAD landed safely.


  Relief surged through me as I heard the thunk-thunk of the landing hooks anchoring us to the ground.


  I was exhilarated, in spite of the sluggishness in me caused by the gravity. Ron and I were now pioneers on a virgin world; we had pushed the boundries of mankind a little further back. And if Mr. Bronson’s theory were true, we’d probably be immortalized by history.


  A quick check of the controls showed that the Cupid had suffered no damage on the way down. What a marvelous ship!


  “We made it, Ron!” I exclaimed breathlessly. “All our troubles are over!”


  So I thought.


  Ron sighed wearily. “Okay, we’re here. Now you’d better go outside and get a sample of dirt, so we can go back up.”


  “Huh? Since when do you give the orders around here?”


  “Look, idiot,” he snapped. “I can’t go out there because I’m the pilot. I’m essential. You have to go since you’re my assistant. Use your brains, eh!”


  “Your assistant!” I roared. “Who do you think you are, you . . .”


  That started a hot argument which lasted a long time, since Ron was too childishly stubborn to listen to reason. That guy has a streak of egotism and selfishness in him which comes out every so often. He’ll never grow up.


  Finally I stopped the dispute and said that I would go outside, so that his pigheadedness wouldn’t ruin the whole trip.


  “And while I’m getting the thermal suit,” I added, grumbling, “make yourself useful. Analyze the atmospheric conditions out there.”


  Ron. turned sullenly to the analysis controls while I unpacked the thermal suit. After checking its canned oxygen and its thermostats, I pulled it on and zipped it up to my chin. It was a brand new suit, and its asbestos and plastic lining crackled stiffly when I moved.


  “What’s it like out there?” I asked, donning my gloves.


  “Not bad,” Ron mumbled. “Pressure about the same as Earth’s. Atmosphere mostly carbon dioxide with no methane, oxygen, or water vapor. Temperature: one hundred and seven.”


  “One oh seven? Is that all?” I scratched my head. I thought it’d be a lot hotter than that, being so close to the sun. Oh, well.” Just before I put on the helmet, I added, “Open the door, pilot. Your assistant is going out.”


  Then, without looking back, I clamped on the head-piece and stepped into the airlock.


  THE INNER door of the lock hissed shut behind me. As I stood there waiting for the outer door to open, I wondered about the temperature reading Ron had given. One hundred and seven degrees was cold for a planet like Venus; maybe the perpetual cloud covering acted as an insulator.


  The outer door opened. I stepped out onto a little metal ledge built around the base of the airlock.


  Well, believe you me, it was hotter than the Devil’s throne out there! I leaped back into the comparative coolness of the airlock and turned the temperature in my suit way, way down. At the same time, I wondered how a dolt like Ron, who couldn’t even read a thermometer right, ever got into the Space Service. (I found out later that he had given me a centigrade reading.)


  Shaking slightly, I again stepped out on the ledge. The ground was thirty yards straight down, and the wind was so strong that it nearly knocked me off my feet. Fortunately, the Cupid shielded me from much of its blast.


  A ladder ran from the ledge to the ground. Just before I started to climb down, I tried to get a look at the surrounding terrain (or was it “Venusain” ?), but a thick, opaque fog covered everything. However, I could hear a queer, booming noise which sounded like distant thunder.


  Curious, I started to climb down the ladder. Its rungs were covered with a slick, greasy film, and I had to descent slowly and gingerly. As soon as my feet hit the ground. I reached down and scooped up a handful of dirt.


  As I squeezed it, a dark, syrupy fluid dribbled between my gloved fingers. It was oil! I was sure of it! I was holding the very life blood of civilization in my hand!


  MY ENTHUSIASM dimmed as I listened again to that odd booming. It seemed to be louder and closer now, and I could hear strange, rushing overtones in its thunderous noise. The ground vibrated constantly. I got worried about it, and would have investigated, if it weren’t for the fog.


  As I was thinking about that, the fog thinned momentarily. And I saw the thing.


  It stood about a hundred yards away, a black, quivering tower that grew higher and higher. As I watched in awe, it swelled into a gigantic, ugly mushroom and then vanished suddenly into the fog. One second later, a loud boom shook the ground.


  A monster? It can’t be, I told myself as I stood petrefied with amazement. Nothing could live in an incombustible atmosphere with a temperature higher than the boiling point of water. I had only seen it a few seconds; it could have been a trick of the fog.


  Nevertheless, fear trickled down my spine like ice water. When I was a kid, I used to read stories about Venus being covered with oceans filled with monster fish, or having tangled, steamy, swampy jungles full of man-eating plants. Maybe that formed the basis of my present fears.


  The rushing, booming noise got even louder. Then the thing returned.


  It was a huge, black wall moving through the mist straight toward me. It must have been over fifty feet tall, and its top frothed and seethed wildly. I paused an instant to let my hair stand on end, and then scrambled up that ladder as fast as my legs could carry me.


  There was a soul shaking ker-sploosh! and a big gob of crude oil slammed against the ship. The Cupid teetered under the impact. I got the breath knocked out of me, but that was all, fortunately. After the worst of it was over, I looked back and watched the thing recede. I knew what it was now.


  It was a tidal wave. We must have landed right next to an ocean, and the sun’s gravitational pull was making the liquid pelt the shore with huge waves. Waves of oil!


  The Cupid was drenched with the stuff. But I climbed upward lightheartedly until I heard another sound which made me freeze in horror. It was a sharp, sputtering noise which could only be . . .


  The rockets! Ron was taking off!


  “Hey! Wait for me!” I screamed, dashing up the slippery ladder.


  THE AIRLOCK was completely filled with a gummy, oily sludge. I dug into it frantically, and it absorbed me like quicksand. But once inside, I was helpless. I couldn’t get enough traction to dig any farther.


  Then my body turned to lead, and I sank to my knees. That was acceleration pressure, I told myself miserably. We were leaving Venus at a fast clip. I hollered my head off to Ron, but he didn’t let me in.


  I was doomed. My thermal suit would never protect me from outer space.


  Somewhere along the line, I passed out. Just before I went, I could hear the hissing and popping of the sludge around me as it was boiled by heat from the air friction . . .


  MUCH TO my surprise, I eventually regained consciousness. Commander Hermann’s bland face was the first thing my eyes focused on.


  “How do you feel, Hill?” he asked quietly.


  I gazed stupidly at him and then at the rest of the room. We were in the Special’s infirmary, and a couple of straps held me loosely to a hospital bed. The ship’s medic sat by my side.


  “You just had a bad shaking up, Duncan,” the doctor said reassuringly. “We’ll have you up and around by supper time.”


  “What happened?” I mumbled.


  Hermann explained everything. While Ron was taking the Cupid up, the air friction boiled the sludge I was in. The lighter liquids were distilled off, leaving behind a solid residue.


  “So we found you snug and safe from the rigors of outer space, all sealed up in a wad of asphalt,” he said laughing. It was the first time I had ever seen him crack a smile.


  “You’ll have to take it easy now,” the doctor said. “If there’s anything you’ll need . . .”


  “There is,” I said angrily. “Just let me get my hands around Ron’s neck.”


  “No, don’t blame him!” Hermann told me forcefully. “He had to take off without you! He thought the Cupid was in danger.”


  “He insulted me once and nearly killed me twice! How much can a man take?”


  “We’ll talk about that later.” Hermann stood up to go. “By the way, there’ll be a party tonight for the whole crew. And you and your brother are going to be on a special TV interview show we got set up. It’s going to be beamed back to earth.”


  “No kidding?” That cooled me off. I love parties, and the prospect of an Interview show delighted me to no end. I’m just a show-off at heart.


  “You’re coming to the party, then?”


  “You bet!”


  “Okay. See you there.” He gave me a friendly tap on the shoulder and floated out of the room.


  WELL, ALL the rest is history. Sunrise Oil became the Texas-in-the-Sky Oil Company, and it immediately began construction of a big fleet of space oil-tankers. Ron and I were each given command of one of the new ships.


  The Great Oil Shortage is over, and all civilization rejoices in that fact. Now, once again, we can have luxury automobiles, space flight, and mechanized warfare.


  Now here’s the point of this whole story.


  I had to do that interview show with Ron, and it took most of my will power to keep from throttling him on the spot. But I managed to sit by him and smile at the homemade TV cameras (made for the occasion by the electronics men on board).


  “As you know,” the interviewer said, “Duncan narrowly escaped death when he was trapped in the airlock of the landing rocket. Dune, have you anything to say to our audience about that awful experience?”


  “Uh . . . I sure was scared,” I began. Then a wonderful pun leaped into my mind. It was the type of witty saying that would make the whole world laugh, and would make my name a household word.


  I went on happily. “It was the first time . . .”


  “It was the first time he’d ever been boiled in oil!” Ron burst out.


  I wish I could have done more than just blacken his eyes.


  THE DELEGATE FROM VENUS


  Henry Slesar


  Everybody was waiting to see what the delegate from Venus looked like. And all they got for their patience was the biggest surprise since David clobbered Goliath.


  “LET me put it this way,” Conners said paternally. “We expect a certain amount of decorum from our Washington news correspondents, and that’s all I’m asking for.”


  Jerry Bridges, sitting in the chair opposite his employer’s desk, chewed on his knuckles and said nothing. One part of his mind wanted him to play it cagey, to behave the way the newspaper wanted him to behave, to protect the cozy Washington assignment he had waited four years to get. But another part of him, a rebel part, wanted him to stay on the trail of the story he felt sure was about to break.


  “I didn’t mean to make trouble, Mr. Conners,” he said casually. “It just seemed strange, all these exchanges of couriers in the past two days. I couldn’t help thinking something was up.”


  “Even if that’s true, we’ll hear about it through the usual channels,” Conners frowned. “But getting a senator’s secretary drunk to obtain information—well, that’s not only indiscreet, Bridges. It’s downright dirty.”


  Jerry grinned. “I didn’t take that kind of advantage, Mr. Conners. Not that she wasn’t a toothsome little dish . . .”


  “Just thank your lucky stars that it didn’t go any further. And from now on—” He waggled a finger at him. “Watch your step.”


  Jerry got up and ambled to the door. But he turned before leaving and said:


  “By the way. What do you think is going on?”


  “I haven’t the faintest idea.”


  “Don’t kid me, Mr. Conners. Think it’s war?”


  “That’ll be all, Bridges.”


  The reporter closed the door behind him, and then strolled out of the building into the sunlight.


  He met Ruskin, the fat little AP correspondent, in front of the Pan-American Building on Constitution Avenue. Ruskin was holding the newspaper that contained the gossip-column item which had started the whole affair, and he seemed more interested in the romantic rather than political implications. As he walked beside him, he said:


  “So what really happened, pal? That Greta babe really let down her hair?”


  “Where’s your decorum?” Jerry growled.


  Ruskin giggled. “Boy, she’s quite a dame, all right. I think they ought to get the Secret Service to guard her. She really fills out a size 10, don’t she?”


  “Ruskin,” Jerry said, “you have a low mind. For a week, this town has been acting like the 39 Steps, and all you can think about is dames. What’s the matter with you? Where will you be when the big mushroom cloud comes?”


  “With Greta, I hope,” Ruskin sighed. “What a way to get radioactive.”


  They split off a few blocks later, and Jerry walked until he came to the Red Tape Bar & Grill, a favorite hangout of the local journalists. There were three other newsman at the bar, and they gave him snickering greetings. He took a small table in the rear and ate his meal in sullen silence.


  It wasn’t the newsmen’s jibes that bothered him; it was the certainly that something of major importance was happening in the capitol. There had been hourly conferences at the White House, flying visits by State Department officials, mysterious conferences involving members of the Science Commission. So far, the byword had been secrecy. They knew that Senator Spocker, chairman of the Congressional Science Committee, had been involved in every meeting, but Senator Spocker was unavailable. His secretary, however, was a little more obliging . . .


  Jerry looked up from his coffee and blinked when he saw who was coming through the door of the Bar & Grill. So did every other patron, but for different reasons. Greta Johnson had that effect upon men. Even the confining effect of a mannishly-tailored suit didn’t hide her outrageously feminine qualities.


  She walked straight to his table, and he stood up.


  “They told me you might be here,” she said, breathing hard. “I just wanted to thank you for last night.”


  “Look, Greta—”


  Wham! Her hand, small and delicate, felt like a slab of lead when it slammed into his cheek. She left a bruise five fingers wide, and then turned and stalked out.


  He ran after her, the restaurant proprietor shouting about the unpaid bill. It took a rapid dog-trot to reach her side.


  “Greta, listen!” he panted. “You don’t understand about last night. It wasn’t the way that lousy columnist said—”


  She stopped in her tracks.


  “I wouldn’t have minded so much if you’d gotten me drunk. But to use me, just to get a story—”


  “But I’m a reporter, damn it. It’s my job. I’d do it again if I thought you knew anything.”


  She was pouting now. “Well, how do you suppose I feel, knowing you’re only interested in me because of the Senator? Anyway, I’ll probably lose my job, and then you won’t have any use for me.”


  “Good-bye, Greta,” Jerry said sadly.


  “What?”


  “Good-bye. I suppose you won’t want to see me any more.”


  “Did I say that?”


  “It just won’t be any use. We’ll always have this thing between us.”


  She looked at him for a moment, and then touched his bruised cheek with a tender, motherly gesture.


  “Your poor face,” she murmured, and then sighed. “Oh, well. I guess there’s no use fighting it. Maybe if I did tell you what I know, we could act human again.”


  “Greta!”


  “But if you print one word of it, Jerry Bridges, I’ll never speak to you again!”


  “Honey,” Jerry said, taking her arm, “you can trust me like a brother.”


  “That’s not the idea,” Greta said stiffly.


  In a secluded booth at the rear of a restaurant unfrequented by newsmen, Greta leaned forward and said:


  “At first, they thought it was another sputnik.”


  “Who did?”


  “The State Department, silly. They got reports from the observatories about another sputnik being launched by the Russians. Only the Russians denied it. Then there were joint meetings, and nobody could figure out what the damn thing was.”


  “Wait a minute,” Jerry said dizzily. “You mean to tell me there’s another of those metal moons up there?”


  “But it’s not a moon. That’s the big point. It’s a spaceship.”


  “A what?”


  “A spaceship,” Greta said coolly, sipping lemonade. “They have been in contact with it now for about three days, and they’re thinking of calling a plenary session of the UN just to figure out what to do about it. The only hitch is, Russia doesn’t want to wait that long, and is asking for a hurry-up summit meeting to make a decision.”


  “A decision about what?”


  “About the Venusians, of course.”


  , “Greta,” Jerry said mildly, “I think you’re still a little woozy from last night.”


  “Don’t be silly. The spaceship’s from Venus; they’ve already established that. And the people on it—I guess they’re people—want to know if they can land their delegate.”


  “Their what?”


  “Their delegate. They came here for some kind of conference, I guess. They know about the UN and everything, and they want to take part. They say that with all the satellites being launched, that our affairs are their affairs, too. It’s kind of confusing, but that’s what they say.”


  “You mean these Venusians speak English?”


  “And Russian. And French. And German. And everything I guess. They’ve been having radio talks with practically every country for the past three days. Like I say, they want to establish diplomatic relations or something. The Senator thinks that if we don’t agree, they might do something drastic, like blow us all up. It’s kind of scary.” She shivered delicately.


  “You’re taking it mighty calm,” he said ironically.


  “Well, how else can I take it? I’m not even supposed to know about it, except that the Senator is so careless about—” She put her fingers to her lips. “Oh, dear, now you’ll really think I’m terrible.”


  “Terrible? I think you’re wonderful!”


  “And you promise not to print it?”


  “Didn’t I say I wouldn’t?”


  “Y-e-s. But you know, you’re a liar sometimes, Jerry. I’ve noticed that about you.”


  The press secretary’s secretary, a massive woman with gray hair and impervious to charm, guarded the portals of his office with all the indomitable will of the U. S. Marines. But Jerry Bridges tried.


  “You don’t understand, Lana,” he said. “I don’t want to see Mr. Howells. I just want you to give him something.”


  “My name’s not Lana, and I can’t deliver any messages.”


  “But this is something he wants to see.” He handed her an envelope, stamped URGENT. “Do it for me, Hedy. And I’ll buy you the flashiest pair of diamond earrings in Washington.”


  “Well,” the woman said, thawing slightly. “I could deliver it with his next batch of mail.”


  “When will that be?”


  “In an hour. He’s in a terribly important meeting right now.”


  “You’ve got some mail right there. Earrings and a bracelet to match.”


  She looked at him with exasperation, and then gathered up a stack of memorandums and letters, his own envelope atop it. She came out of the press secretary’s office two minutes later with Howells himself, and Howells said: “You there, Bridges. Come in here.”


  “Yes, sir!” Jerry said, breezing by the waiting reporters with a grin of triumph.


  There were six men in the room, three in military uniform. Howells poked the envelope towards Jerry, and snapped: “This note of yours. Just what do you think it means?”


  “You know better than I do, Mr. Howells. I’m just doing my job; I think the public has a right to know about this spaceship that’s flying around—”


  His words brought an exclamation from the others. Howells sighed, and said:


  “Mr. Bridges, you don’t make it easy for us. It’s our opinion that secrecy is essential, that leakage of the story might cause panic. Since you’re the only unauthorized person who knows of it, we have two choices. One of them is to lock you up.”


  Jerry swallowed hard.


  “The other is perhaps more practical,” Howells said. “You’ll be taken into our confidence, and allowed to accompany those officials who will be admitted to the landing site. But you will not be allowed to relay the story to the press until such a time as all correspondents are informed. That won’t give you a ‘scoop’ if that’s what you call it, but you’ll be an eyewitness. That should be worth something.”


  “It’s worth a lot,” Jerry said eagerly. “Thanks, Mr. Howells.”


  “Don’t thank me, I’m not doing you any personal favor. Now about the landing tonight—”


  “You mean the spaceship’s coming down?”


  “Yes. A special foreign ministers conference was held this morning, and a decision was reached to accept the delegate. Landing instructions are being given at Los Alamos, and the ship will presumably land around midnight tonight. There will be a jet leaving Washington Airport at nine, and you’ll be on it. Meanwhile, consider yourself in custody.”


  The USAF jet transport wasn’t the only secrecy-shrouded aircraft that took off that evening from Washington Airport. But Jerry Bridges, sitting in the rear seat flanked by two Sphinx-like Secret Service men, knew that he was the only passenger with non-official status aboard.


  It was only a few minutes past ten when they arrived at the air base at Los Alamos. The desert sky was cloudy and starless, and powerful searchlights probed the thick cumulus. There were sleek, purring black autos waiting to rush the air passengers to some unnamed destination. They drove for twenty minutes across a flat ribbon of desert road, until Jerry sighted what appeared to be a circle of newly-erected lights in the middle of nowhere. On the perimeter, official vehicles were parked in orderly rows, and four USAF trailer trucks were in evidence, their radarscopes turning slowly. There was activity everywhere, but it was well-ordered and unhurried. They had done a good job of keeping the excitement contained.


  He was allowed to leave the car and stroll unescorted. He tried to talk to some of the scurrying officials, but to no avail. Finally, he contented himself by sitting on the sand, his back against the grill of a staff car, smoking one cigarette after another.


  As the minutes ticked off, the activity became more frenetic around him. Then the pace slowed, and he knew the appointed moment was approaching. Stillness returned to the desert, and tension was a tangible substance in the night air.


  The radarscopes spun slowly.


  The searchlights converged in an intricate pattern.


  Then the clouds seemed to part!


  “Here she comes!” a voice shouted. And in a moment, the calm was shattered. At first, he saw nothing. A faint roar was started in the heavens, and it became a growl that increased in volume until even the shouting voices could no longer be heard. Then the crisscrossing lights struck metal, glancing off the gleaming body of a descending object. Larger and larger the object grew, until it assumed the definable shape of a squat silver funnel, falling in a perfect straight line towards the center of the light-ringed area. When it hit, a dust cloud obscured it from sight.


  A loudspeaker blared out an unintelligible order, but its message was clear. No one moved from their position.


  Finally, a three-man team, asbestos-clad, lead-shielded, stepped out from the ring of spectators. They carried geiger counters on long poles before them.


  Jerry held his breath as they approached the object; only when they were yards away did he appreciate its size. It wasn’t large; not more than fifteen feet in total circumference.


  One of the three men waved a gloved hand.


  “It’s okay,” a voice breathed behind him. “No radiation . . .”


  Slowly, the ring of spectators closed tighter. They were twenty yards from the ship when the voice spoke to them.


  “Greetings from Venus,” it said, and then repeated the phrase in six languages. “The ship you see is a Venusian Class 7 interplanetary rocket, built for one-passenger. It is clear of all radiation, and is perfectly safe to approach. There is a hatch which may be opened by an automatic lever in the side. Please open this hatch and remove the passenger.”


  An Air Force General whom Jerry couldn’t identify stepped forward. He circled the ship warily, and then said something to the others. They came closer, and he touched a small lever on the silvery surface of the funnel.


  A door slid open.


  “It’s a box!” someone said.


  “A crate—”


  “Colligan! Moore! Schaffer! Lend a hand here—”


  A trio came forward and hoisted the crate out of the ship. Then the voice spoke again; Jerry deduced that it must have been activated by the decreased load of the ship.


  “Please open the crate. You will find our delegate within.


  We trust you will treat him with the courtesy of an official emissary.”


  They set to work on the crate, its gray plastic material giving in readily to the application of their tools. But when it was opened, they stood aside in amazement and consternation.


  There were a variety of metal pieces packed within, protected by a filmy packing material.


  “Wait a minute,” the general said. “Here’s a book—”


  He picked up a graybound volume, and opened its cover.


  “ ‘Instructions for assembling Delegate,’ ” he read aloud. “ ‘First, remove all parts and arrange them in the following order. A-l, central nervous system housing. A-2 . . .’ ” He looked up. “It’s an instruction book,” he whispered. “We’re supposed to build the damn thing.”


  The Delegate, a handsomely constructed robot almost eight feet tall, was pieced together some three hours later, by a team of scientists and engineers who seemed to find the Venusian instructions as elementary as a blueprint in an Erector set. But simple as the job was, they were obviously impressed by the mechanism they had assembled. It stood impassive until they obeyed the final instruction. “Press Button K . . .”


  They found button K, and pressed it.


  The robot bowed.


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” it said, in sweet, unmetallic accents. “Now if you will please escort me to the meeting place . . .”


  It wasn’t until three days after the landing that Jerry Bridges saw the Delegate again. Along with a dozen assorted government officials, Army officers, and scientists, he was quartered in a quonset hut in Fort Dix, New Jersey. Then, after seventy-two frustrating hours, he was escorted by Marine guard into New York City. No one told him his destination, and it wasn’t until he saw the bright strips of light across the face of the United Nations building that he knew where the meeting was to be held.


  But his greatest surprise was yet to’ come. The vast auditorium which housed the general assembly was filled to its capacity, but there were new faces behind the plaques which designated the member nations. He couldn’t believe his eves at first, but as the meeting got under way, he knew that it was true. The highest echelons of the world’s governments were represented, even—Jerry gulped at the realization—Nikita Krushchev himself. It was a summit meeting such as he had never dreamed possible, a summit meeting without benefit of long foreign minister’s debate. And the cause of it all, a placidly-polished metal robot, was seated blithely at a desk which bore the designation:


  VENUS


  The robot delegate stood up.


  “Gentlemen,” it said into the microphone, and the great men at the council tables strained to hear the translator’s version through their headphones, “Gentlemen, I thank you for your prompt attention. I come as a Delegate from a great neighbor planet, in the interests of peace and progress for all the solar system. I come in the belief that peace is the responsibility of individuals, of nations, and now of worlds, and that each is dependent upon the other. I, speak to you now through the electronic instrumentation which has been created for me, and I come to offer your planet not merely a threat, a promise, or an easy solution—but a challenge.”


  The council room stirred.


  “Your earth satellites have been viewed with interest by the astronomers of our world, and we foresee the day when contact between our planets will be commonplace. As for ourselves, we have hitherto had little desire to explore beyond our realm, being far too occupied with internal matters. But our isolation cannot last in the face of your progress, so we believe that we must take part in your affairs.


  “Here, then, is our challenge. Continue your struggle of ideas, compete with each other for the minds of men, fight your bloodless battles, if you know no other means to attain progress. But do all this without unleashing the terrible forces of power now at your command. Once unleashed, these forces may or may not destroy all that you have gained. But we, the scientists of Venus, promise you this—that on the very day your conflict deteriorates into heedless violence, we will not stand by and let the ugly contagion spread. On that day, we of Venus will act swiftly, mercilessly, and relentlessly—to destroy your world completely.”


  Again, the meeting room exploded in a babble of languages.


  “The vessel which brought me here came as a messenger of peace. But envision it, men of Earth, as a messenger of war. Unstoppable, inexorable, it may return, bearing a different Delegate from Venus—a Delegate of Death, who speaks not in words, but in the explosion of atoms. Think of thousands of such Delegates, fired from a vantage point far beyond the reach of your retaliation. This is the promise and the challenge that will hang in your night sky from this moment forward. Look at the planet Venus, men of Earth, and see a Goddess of Vengeance, poised to wreak its wrath upon those who betray the peace.”


  The Delegate sat down.


  Four days later, a mysterious explosion rocked the quiet sands of Los Alamos, and the Venus spacecraft was no more. Two hours after that, the robot delegate, its message delivered, its mission fulfilled, requested to be locked inside a bombproof chamber. When the door was opened, the Delegate was an exploded ruin.


  The news flashed with lightning speed over the world, and Jerry Bridges’ eyewitness accounts of the incredible event was syndicated throughout the nation. But his sudden celebrity left him vaguely unsatisfied.


  He tried to explain his feeling to Greta on his first night back in Washington. They were in his apartment, and it was the first time Greta had consented to pay him the visit.


  “Well, what’s bothering you?” Greta pouted. “You’ve had the biggest story of the year under your byline. I should think you’d be tickled pink.”


  “It’s not that,” Jerry said moodily. “But ever since I heard the Delegate speak, something’s been nagging me.”


  “But don’t you think he’s done good? Don’t you think they’ll be impressed by what he said?”


  “I’m not worried about that. I think that damn robot did more for peace than anything that’s ever come along in this cockeyed world. But still . . .” Greta snuggled up to him on the sofa. “You worry too much. Don’t you ever think of anything else? You should learn to relax. It can be fun.”


  She started to prove it to him, and Jerry responded the way a normal, healthy male usually does. But in the middle of an embrace, he cried out:


  “Wait a minute!”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I just thought of something! Now where the hell did I put my old notebooks?”


  He got up from the sofa and went scurrying to a closet. From a debris of cardboard boxes, he found a worn old leather brief case, and cackled with delight when he found the yellowed notebooks inside.


  “What are they?” Greta said.


  “My old school notebooks. Greta, you’ll have to excuse me. But there’s something I’ve got to do, right away!”


  “That’s all right with me,” Greta said haughtily. “I know when I’m not wanted.”


  She took her hat and coat from the hall closet, gave him one last chance to change his mind, and then left.


  Five minutes later, Jerry Bridges was calling the airlines.


  It had been eleven years since Jerry had walked across the campus of Clifton University, heading for the ivy-choked main building. It was remarkable how little had changed, but the students seemed incredibly young. He was winded by the time he asked the pretty girl at the desk where Professor Martin Coltz could be located.


  “Professor Coltz?” She stuck a pencil to her mouth. “Well, I guess he’d be in the Holland Laboratory about now.”


  “Holland Laboratory? What’s that?”


  “Oh, I guess that was after your time, wasn’t it?”


  Jerry felt decrepit, but managed to say: “It must be something new since I was here. Where is this place?”


  He followed her directions, and located a fresh-painted building three hundred yards from the men’s dorm. He met a student at the door, who told him that Professor Coltz would be found in the physics department.


  The room was empty when Jerry entered, except for the single stooped figure vigorously erasing a blackboard. He turned when the door opened. If the students looked younger, Professor Coltz was far older than Jerry remembered. He was a tall man, with an unruly confusion of straight gray hair. He blinked when Jerry said:


  “Hello, Professor. Do you remember me? Jerry Bridges?”


  “Of course! I thought of you only yesterday, when I saw your name in the papers—”


  They sat at facing student desks, and chatted about old times. But Jerry was impatient to get to the point of his visit, and he blurted out:


  “Professor Coltz, something’s been bothering me. It bothered me from the moment I heard the Delegate speak. I didn’t know what it was until last night, when I dug out my old college notebooks. Thank God I kept them.”


  Coltz’s eyes were suddenly hooded.


  “What do you mean, Jerry?”


  “There was something about the Robot’s speech that sounded familiar—I could have sworn I’d heard some of the words before. I couldn’t prove anything until I checked my old notes, and here’s what I found.” He dug into his coat pocket and produced a sheet of paper. He unfolded it and read aloud.


  “ ‘It’s my belief that peace is the responsibility of individuals, of nations, and someday, even of worlds . . .’ Sound familiar, Professor?”


  Coltz shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t recall every silly thing I said, Jerry.”


  “But it’s an interesting coincidence, isn’t it, Professor? These very words were spoken by the Delegate from Venus.”


  “A coincidence—”


  “Is it? But I also remember your interest in robotics. I’ll never forget that mechanical homing pigeon you constructed. And you’ve probably learned much more these past eleven years.”


  “What are you driving at, Jerry?”


  “Just this, Professor. I had a little daydream, recently, and I want you to hear it. I dreamed about a group of teachers, scientists, and engineers, a group who were suddenly struck by an exciting, incredible idea. A group that worked in the quiet and secrecy of a University on a fantastic scheme to force the idea of peace into the minds of the world’s big shots. Does my dream interest you, Professor?”


  “Go on.”


  “Well, I dreamt that this group would secretly launch an earth satellite of their own, and arrange for the nose cone to come down safely at a certain time and place. They would install a marvelous electronic robot within the cone, ready to be assembled. They would beam a radio message to earth from the cone, seemingly as if it originated from their ‘spaceship.’ Then, when the Robot was assembled, they would speak through it to demand peace for all mankind . . .”


  “Jerry, if you do this—”


  “You don’t have to say it, Professor, I know what you’re thinking. I’m a reporter, and my business is to tell the world everything I know. But if I did it, there might not be a world for me to write about, would there? No, thanks, Professor. As far as I’m concerned, what I told you was nothing more than a daydream.”


  Jerry braked the convertible to a halt, and put his arm around Greta’s shoulder. She looked up at the star-filled night, and sighed romantically.


  Jerry pointed. “That one.”


  Greta shivered closer to him.


  “And to think what that terrible planet can do to us!”


  “Oh, I dunno. Venus is also the Goddess of Love.”


  He swung his other arm around her, and Venus winked approvingly.


  LAP OF THE PRIMITIVE


  William F. Nolan


  Why not spend their honeymoon running free and unbridled—like young gazelles—in the jungles of Venus? Imagine!


  ALTHOUGH the passenger rocket’s tumultous departure seemed to delight her new husband, Tildy Perchall found Blast-Off a singularly unpleasant experience.


  “Well, kid, how do you feel, eh?” Phineas asked as they shot away from Earth. He grinned broadly. “Now, wasn’t that keen?”


  “I feel as if an elephant sat on my chest,” she said.


  “Boy! They really sparkle out there, don’t they?” enthused Phineas, pressing his nose against the port and squinting at the stars. “I mean, they glitter!”


  Tildy stared unhappily at the man she had so recently married; at his scratchy moustache, like a patch of brown weed under his long nose; at his small pig eyes and disappointing ears; and at the sparse beginnings of a beard on his weak, recessive chin.


  Phineas was not only a bore, she reluctantly admitted, but he was positively ugly! Still, Tildy knew she had no business being particular.


  Sadly she examined her own reflection in the dark port glass. Good features, basically. Attractive white teeth, naturally curly blonde hair, soft doe eyes and full lips. Framed in the liquid depths of the port, her face was beautiful—as a peach swollen with summer juices is beautiful.


  Then she looked down. The rest of her body flowed beneath like a pink sea and she told herself, once again, considering her incredible poundage she was lucky to have landed even Phineas in the competitive game of Man-catching.


  Sighing, she studied the other passengers. Greasy space rats. Waspish school teachers on vacation. Foxfaced salesmen and ulcered business moguls. The fact that they were all rather unattractive comforted her somewhat.


  “Are you sure the moon is warm?” she asked Phineas. “I could just bet it isn’t. Ellie Fullbrick says it just gets terribly awfully cold up there at night. She said that if—”


  “You can forget the moon,” Phineas Perchall announced. “Utterly dismiss its depressingly pocked face from your mind. We are not headed for the moon at all.”


  Tildy was confused. She blinked. “Then—where are we going?”


  “Surprise!” smiled Phineas “Idea came to me right in the middle of APE, FRUITFLY AND YOU. Great book. I suddenly realized how stagnant, how dormant and suffocating life has been, how we all subconsciously yearn to burst our fetters and unite with the animal kingdom.”


  “But, Phineas . . .”


  “Boliver Chadwick gave me this colossal idea. Fellow that wrote the book. Anthropologist, you know. Big. Over two hundred pounds. Full of odd facts. Knows all about the Hawk Indians, for example.”


  “But, what have the Hawk Indians to do with our honeymoon?”


  “At the end of chapter fourteen my subconscious whispered,” Phineas went on, his voice excited and high. “Why spend our honeymoon in lacklustre surroundings? The Moon is old hat; Mars is a bore. But, ah, what of the Evening Star? What of Venus? Why not spend our honeymoon running free and unbridled like young gazelles in the jungles of Venus? Imagine, two full weeks in the lap of the primitive!”


  Tildy thought of a camping trip she’d once taken as a Brownie. Out in the wind, chilled and uncomfortable, rained on and bitten by insects which seemed to find her ample flesh a special culinary delight. “It rains on Venus,” she protested. “I read about it. Terrible rain most of the time.”


  “Rain is a fine unbridled process—a letting-down, as it were, of Nature’s hair—a pouring-forth—”


  “Bugs,” Tildy moaned. “There must be all kinds of new bugs up there. We could be stung to death—or even eaten alive.”


  “Nonsense. Chadwick was absolutely right when he wrote: ‘Life’s dull plodding must occasionally be enlivened by the extraordinary.’ ” Tildy felt herself going under in the torrential sea of her husband’s argument. Phineas swept on.


  “Adventure is what we’re after. The challenge of the great outdoors. The clash of fang against fang!”


  Tildy imagined an alien fang imbedded in her pink leg. She moaned softly. “But, Phineas, your job. We simply can’t be going all the way to Venus!”


  “Of course we can,” he grinned. “This ship is equipped with the Shackley Solardrive Unit. Why, we’re halfway there already. Gad, I feel seventeen again!”


  Tildy sighed, resigned herself, and said nothing.


  Free Fall proved to be immeasurably entertaining. Tildy adored drifting about the cabin, free of gravity, propelling herself, with a single fat finger jab, from wall to wall. Looking down at her solid rotundity, air-borne and light as thistle, she was continually amazed that so much of her managed to stay up there, suspended above the seats.


  Drifting and swirling like a lazy feather, she imagined herself a candle-thin fashion model, swathed in ermine and silk, posing for exclusive magazines. She could almost feel the looped pearls about her throat.


  And then Phineas spoiled it all.


  Swimming into the center of the cabin, he began to sing lustily.


  “Row, Row, Row your boat,


  Gently down the stream . . .


  Merrily, Merrily, Merrily, Merrily,


  Life is but a dream . . .”


  A woman with hair like streaming confetti propelled herself up to join in the chorus. A space rat added his nasal twang to the din as the entire cabin boomed with song.


  Tildy floated wearily back to her seat, crushed in a winepress of Merrilys. She strapped herself in and closed her eyes against the sight of Phineas, whose open mouth somehow resembled a decorated Easter egg.


  Bells, buzzers, flashing lights, released pressures—and a final jarring thump.


  “Well, kid,” said Phineas, smacking his palms together, “we’re down.”


  “That was a terrible landing,” Tildy said, after the solar engines had stilled. “I must have broken something.” She felt gingerly of her deep-sunk bones.


  “Posh! Let us disembark to greet a new world. Old Mother Earth is nothing more than a single lost grain of sand on the trackless beach of the Universe. Venus, the Evening Star, bids us welcome!”


  Outside the rocket, the rain spatted down from a leaden sky. Tildy gazed at the soaked jungle rising in a leafy tide beyond the perimeter of the landing area. Under the beating rain the trees lashed and twisted; odd web-leafed bushes glinted balefully; furry creatures whipped bullet-quick through matted undergrowth.


  Tildy shuddered.


  She turned to face a hurrying little man with a basket on, his arm. He came smiling forward to meet them as they descended from the rocket with the other passengers. From the basket, the little man dropped wreaths over each of the female visitors. He then led them toward the depot—an immense, bubble-like structure at die clearing’s edge.


  Phineas led Tildy immediately to the main information desk.


  “We intend to live as our primitive forefathers lived before us,” he announced to the slim young man behind the desk, “shorn of artificial luxuries and stripped to essentials.” The clerk squinted at Phineas.


  “I want all the available information pertaining to big-game hunting,” Phineas said. “We’ve got to live by our wits out there you know.”


  “Out where?” asked the clerk. “In the bush, boy. The untrammeled wilderness.”


  “Look, mister, I think you’ve got the wrong planet.”


  “But the folders distinctly mentioned a glorious life in the jungles!” He waved a gaudy pamphlet in the clerk’s face.


  “They mean the two square miles of jungle under the Dome,” replied the youth. “A breathable atmosphere is maintained and all activities are safety-supervised. No hunting allowed.”


  “Great heaven, boy, do you mean to tell me that a raw, primitive jungle existence is impossible?”


  “All I go by are the rules, mister. And the rides say that all tourists stay under the Dome.”


  “They’s one man what ain’t under no gawdam dome,” rasped an ancient voice. “They’s one feller out thar an’ he damwell ain’t safety-supervised!”


  A wizened old Spacer with a face like a dry river bed stood near the desk. A ragged uniform hung from his withered stick body.


  The clerk scowled and shook his head. “Don’t pay no attention to old Cooney. Everyone know’s he’s space happy.”


  Phineas peered into the leathery lined face. “You mean that there’s a human being living out there—in the bush?”


  “Dang right I do!”


  “He means the White God legend,” growled the clerk. “Some crazy story they tell of a tall white God who lives in the heart of the jungle.”


  Cooney stamped his foot. “I tell ya I seed him onct meself! Plain as day, he was. Seed him down in a dean stretch a ground, a clearin’ it was, when I flew the Lucy Mae over. Breathin’ easy as ya please—and without no space helmick neither!”


  “Why, Tildy!” exclaimed Phineas, turning to his wife. “If this old fellow speaks the truth can’t you see what this means? If I can capture him, bring him back to civilization, our fortunes will be made!”


  “But our honeymoon . . .”


  “We’ll make it a two-in-one trip. A honeymoon and a hunting expedition.”


  “Waal, he’s in thar right enough,” spat the old Spacer. “An’ fer grub an’ keep an’ drinkin’ likker, I’ll lead ya right ta that clearin’ by dad!”


  “Oh, Tildy, is this not the kind of adventure to stir a man’s blood? A rough shoot, a ready quest.” He turned to the clerk. “Now, boy, I’ll need a safari and supplies.”


  “Look, mister, it’s forbidden in the rujes. It would take Mr. Spearblock himself to change the rules and he—”


  “Tut,” said Phineas acidly. “Lead the way to this Spearblock. I’ll state my case in the kind of plain language I’m sure he understands.” Behind his cupped palm he whispered to Tildy. “Money talks, my dear, and we’ve your savings to speak for us!”


  Planetary Affairs Chief R. W. Spearblock tipped far back in his swivel-chair and thoughtfully laid the orange length of a Ticonderoga Earth pencil along his richly veined nose. “A highly unusual request, Mr. Perchall. Most unusual indeed.”


  “Shall we say . . .” Phineas leaned forward, eyes slitted, “one thousand dollars for your services?”


  “Ah,” Mr. Spearblock placed a tiny scented mint on the pink ledge of his tongue and smiled. “A bargain, sir. Of course you must realize that I cannot assume any responsibility as to your safety. But you shall have your safari and supplies.”


  “But—what about the natives?” asked Tildy. “Will they like the idea of our tramping around in their jungle?”


  Spearblock pressed a small button on his desk. “I have summoned Matoosh to act in your behalf. He is himself a native and only recently offered to aid us in native affairs. You’ll find him capable and trustworthy, I’m sure.”


  A second later the door opened and the Venusian glided in. He was nine feet tall with a body like an elongated basketball, six green tentacles and a pair of sad eyes on stalks. He floated about a foot above the floor.


  “Good afternoon, Matoosh.”


  “Afternoon, sir. I was reading when you buzzed.”


  “Something good?”


  “Plato, sir.”


  “I’m sorry, Matoosh.”


  “Quite all right, sir. I marked my place.”


  After this friendly exchange Spearblock introduced the Perchalls. Matoosh bowed gravely to each of them; and Tildy was surprised to find that the alien was not actually repulsive to her. Odd, certainly, but not repulsive.


  “I hope you’ll make it clear to your people that we mean them no harm,” said Phineas.


  “Of course, sir.”


  “Your safari will be ready to leave at sunrise tomorrow,” Spearblock told them. “Matoosh will accompany you to your destination!” Matoosh bowed once more to each of them, and glided out of the room.


  At least he’s very polite, thought Tildy, watching the door close behind him.


  The safari set out at the precise crack of dawn. Matoosh, Phineas. Tildy and the old space rat, Cooney, took the lead, followed by a line of twenty Earth bearers, supplies carefully balanced on their shining space helmets.


  Tildy had been given a case of Swanongi juice by Matoosh, who told her it would do marvels for her weight. The fact that she would be able to shed some excess poundage helped considerably to dispel much of die gloom originally associated with a safari of this type. She was even able to appreciate the lush alien beauty of the Venusian jungle.


  During the night the rain had stopped and a hot, lemon-yellow sun swelled huge and heavy over the misted foliage. The jungle was a blaze of amazing colors and the webbed leaves sparkled and shone.


  Tildy could hear the sweet early-morning song of birds; and the small furry animals that scampered out of her path reminded her of the pet squirrels she used to feed in her yard back home, with their plump tummies and toy-button eyes.


  As the day wore on, however, the jungle began to steam under the high-riding sun. Gasping inside her helmet, Tildy staggered up to Matoosh at the noon halt.


  “The jungle is like an oven,” she complained. “The heat is awful.”


  “Might I then, madam, offer a simple suggestion?”


  “Certainly.”


  The alien folded four of his tentacles behind his back. “I suggest the immediate removal of that which you term a girdle.”


  Tildy flushed angrily. “I ought to slap your face!”


  “I have no face,” Matoosh said truthfully.


  “How dare you suggest such a—a personal thing!”


  “The incredible garment is wholly unnecessary. It merely binds and constricts.”


  “I’d look a sight,” Tildy said, attempting to smooth the lumpy ridge of girdle at her waist.


  “In the jungle, comfort is a prime requisite. And I fail to see how one can be comfortable in an Earth girdle.”


  With that he bowed and ballooned gently away.


  “Good Lord!” exclaimed Phineas on the second day’s march. “How can you go along humming in this fantastic heat, Matilda?”


  Tildy smiled shyly, eyes downcast. “I—I just got rid of things. I just don’t think you should fight Venus. It’s really rather nice.”


  Phineas trudged on in silence. With each step his heavy pack seemed to press him deeper into the soft ground.


  “You’re carrying too much,” Tildy told him. “Why did you have to drag along that full set of Chadwick?”


  Phineas halted, glaring at his wife. “Where, may I ask, would we be on a trip of this kind without Chadwick’s THE ABORIGINAL AND WHAT MAKES HIM TICK? When we find this wild devil we’ll have to deal with him intelligently. And that is where Chadwick shines! The man is an absolute genius when it comes to the savage mind.”


  “Well,” said Tildy, “I do hope you’re right.”


  “My back is killing me,” groaned Phineas on the third day. “I simply cannot voyage another mile.”


  “I feel wonderful,” smiled Tildy. “I’ve lost three pounds a day since Matoosh gave me that wonderful Swanongi juice!”


  “Yowth!” Phineas began hopping about on one foot.


  “What’s wrong now?”


  “Thorn. Right in my big toe. Damn these thorn bushes!”


  “You ought to watch where you step. I always watch where I’m walking.”


  She knelt beside him and helped him off with his boot. “Quit squirming,” she demanded, “and I’ll bandage it.”


  In the camp that evening Matoosh glided up to Phineas.


  “The bearers, sir.”


  “What about them?”


  “They are restive and fearful. I overheard their mutterings.”


  “What do they fear?” asked Phineas.


  “The curse of the White God, sir. I’m very much afraid they are prone to dark imaginings.”


  “I’m not a well man, Matoosh, and I simply cannot concern myself with such idiotic business. Have old Cooney talk to them. Tell him to tell them, for Lord’s sake, that everything is hunky dory.”


  “I shall do my best, sir.” Matoosh faded quietly into the dark.


  “I’m struck!” shouted Phineas on the morning of the fourth day. “My hand is paralyzed!”


  “Let me see it,” said Tildy. “Maybe you just scratched yourself.”


  “Allow me to know when I’ve been bitten,” snapped Phineas. “One of these confounded Venusian pests sank a fang in my baby finger. Poisoned it, most likely.”


  “Well, you haven’t been using the Pimogee oil Matoosh gave us. No wonder things bite you. Now, calm down. Here’s Matoosh.”


  “Relatively harmless, sir,” declared the green Venusian, hovering professionally over the injured digit. “Your finger will swell, but by the week’s end you’ll feel no ill effects.”


  Tildy sighed and reached for the bandages.


  That night in camp Phineas resembled a snowfall. In addition to the bandaged thumb and foot, he now carried his left arm in a sling.


  “That arm looks nasty,” Tildy commented, sipping a cup of hot cocoa in their pressurized tent.


  Phineas emitted a half-sob and fell back on his pillow. “The bone is undoubtedly splintered beyond repair. I’ll be maimed for life.”


  “You silly thing. You should have seen that animal trap. I did and missed it with no trouble. Have some cocoa candy?”


  “Hell, no!” Phineas exploded. “Hell, no, I won’t have some cocoa! I’ll die of thirst out here. I’ll leave my bones to rot in this stinking jungle!” He was on his feet, arms flailing the air.


  “Oh, sit down, Phineas, before you fall down. Remember, all this was your idea. You were the one who wanted to live in the lap of the primitive, to brave the trackless wild, to pit your very strength against—”


  “That’s fine,” Phineas cut in furiously. “Quote me. Fine! Throw the words in my face like old fish.”


  Phineas suddenly peered at his wife, a strange new light in his eyes. He slowly extended a questing hand and prodded Tildy’s waist. “Matilda! You’ve taken off your girdle!”


  “It was binding.”


  “And—” He poked gingerly at her upper anatomy. “I mean, you’re not wearing a—”


  “It constricted.”


  “Good Lord!”


  “I just unbridled,” said Tildy. “And I haven’t felt this good in years. I have Matoosh to thank for it all. He’s really a dear.”


  And picking up a copy of APE, FRUITFLY AND YOU, she retired to her cot.


  At the end of the fifth day’s march, Phineas caught his left foot in a Swanongi root and sprained his ankle. He hobbled into camp on makeshift cratches.


  “Damn this rotten bush country!” he gasped, tears in his eyes. “It’s absolutely destroying me. My battered carcass will soon be left for the—”


  “Guess what, Phineas?” Tildy cut in. “I’ve lost more weight! At least nine pounds. Isn’t it wonderful?”


  “If the insects miss,” Phineas continued, “if I survive the traps, the sun will get me. Bake me to the bone, cook me like a suckling pig. I’ll be burned to an ash in this damned—”


  “If I could lose three pounds a day for twenty-four days, then I’d only weigh 110!”


  The pressure-flap hissed, and Matoosh glided into the tent. “Beg pardon, sir, but the bearers have, as you say on Earth, flown the coop.”


  Phineas blinked up at the alien. “Do you mean to tell me that the ungrateful wretches have bolted?”


  “Evidently they measured their pay against their superstition and the latter won out. However, the venerable Mr. Cooney is still with us.”


  “How terrible!” exclaimed Tildy.


  “Their action, I must admit, was not entirely without provocation.” Matoosh paused, and his eyes lowered. “I am ashamed to report that some of my people entered camp earlier this evening and quite dismembered their leader before I could intervene.”


  “Great Scott! Then we’re under attack!” roared Phineas.


  Matoosh raised a calming tentacle. “No need for alarm, sir. I was quite firm in cautioning my people against future indiscretions. We may, I assure you, proceed in perfect safety.”


  “Thank you, Matoosh,” Tildy smiled. “We’re very lucky to have you with us.”


  Before she went to sleep that night, Tildy wondered just why Matoosh took so much trouble to protect them. They were, in point of fact, trespassers. She had the feeling that a special reason existed to justify the alien’s behavior, and that she, personally, was involved.


  At noon, on the sixth day, old Cooney sighted the clearing. “By ginger!” he shouted, running ahead and pointing. “Thar it be! Thar’s the clearin’ jes like I said.”


  The matted jungle fell back to reveal a mile-wide stretch of lush, sun-bright grass, which rippled like a huge green flag under the fingering wind.


  Phineas adjusted his eyes and made out a small, log-like structure at the far edge of the clearing. He swung triumphantly to his wife. “Didn’t I tell you he existed? There’s his primitive home. Crude and rough-hewn. The mark of the savage.”


  Tildy said nothing. She felt a strange excitement rising within her.


  “Let me handle everything,” Phineas said. “The proper approach must be made, the proper overtures of friendliness extended, just as Chadwick advises. I’ll do the talking.”


  Matoosh drifted up to Tildy. “Mr. Perchall is very excited.”


  “Yes,” she replied. “It’s a big day for Phineas.”


  “It is a big day, certainly—but not for your husband.”


  “Why—what do you mean, Matoosh?” She tried to read an expression into the featureless balloon head.


  Matoosh flicked a casual tentacle. “He is to return to Earth. You are to remain.”


  “You mean stay here, on Venus, without my husband?”


  But Matoosh did not answer. He moved away, toward the cabin.


  “HALT!” screamed Phineas, gesturing wildly. “I’m to make first contact. Halt, you protoplasmic blob!”


  Matoosh continued. He reached the cabin airlock and waited. A hiss, a sigh of escaping air, and the door opened.


  A blonde giant stood on the threshold.


  Tildy gasped. The white savage was the handsomest man she had ever seen. He towered well over six feet and wore what seemed to be a type of fringed-buckskin suit. A small oxygen mask covered his lower jaw—thus dispelling the “helmetless God” legend. Under his curling gold hair, his blue eyes were deep and steady, his cheekbones high, and finely molded. To Tildy, even his not-too-large not-too-small ears were marvelous to behold.


  His appearance occasioned a moment of awed silence. Then Phineas rushed forward, his right hand out, palm up, in the Chadwick-inspired gesture of good will. “I bring greetings from Earth, the third planet,” he said, “to you in the wilderness of Venus.”


  The giant did not speak.


  Phineas hesitated, then asked, “Can—you—speak—English?”


  The tall savage did not-move. He was looking beyond Phineas.


  He was looking at Tildy.


  An odd, delicious tingle needled through her; she felt as light as foam as she walked slowly up to the big stranger. “Hello,” she said softly, “I’m Matilda Perchall.”


  “Hello, my dear,” the tall man said in flawless English, his tone deep and gentle. “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  He turned majestically towards Phineas.


  “Matoosh will accompany you and Mr. Cooney back to the Dome. Return at once to Earth and forget you ever saw this woman. She is now mine. And please do not question my orders. If you do, I have the power to force you to obey them. I hope, for your sake, that I will not have to use that power. Now, go—”


  Phineas paled, then recovered some of his initiative. “What do you mean you’ve been waiting for my wife? Why, this is all fantastic and preposterous! You can’t possibly mean that I—”


  “GO!” The giant’s voice was stern and his rigid arm pointed into the jungle. As Matoosh glided forward to the slack-jawed Phineas, the big man swept Tildy into his arms.


  The cabin airlock hissed, sliding open to receive them. He carried her over the threshold.


  Slowly he lowered her to the floor and drew off her helmet. Then he removed his own lower face-mask.


  Tildy goose-pimpled. “I am fat,” she said, trembling.


  “Here, with the help of Swanongi juice, you will soon become slim and beautiful.”


  “I am married to Phineas.”


  “He is a boob, an oaf. You never really loved him.”


  “But, I—”


  “Matoosh arranged it all. He knows me better than I know myself. I needed a woman to complete my life, and so he brought you to me. He looked beyond your plump exterior, Matilda, and he knew that I would love you. And I do. I most assuredly do.”


  Tildy felt giddy; her heart was fluttering like a frantic bird. “I—I love you also!” she told him. “And your jacket photo certainly doesn’t begin to do you justice.”


  Boliver Chadwick smiled modestly, flicking a bit of dust from his buckskin suit. “Jacket photos never do.”


  He lit a great briar with a wooden stick-match and puffed deeply, drawing the scented smoke into his lungs. “Now I have all the things I need. My work, solitude, an outdoor paradise, and a fine, fine woman.” He seated himself on a low couch and patted one knee. “Come here, my dear one.”


  Tildy blushed, sighed, goose-pimpled—and moved toward the lap of the primitive.


  THE NEW SCIENCE OF ASTRONOMY


  Donald Franson


  We’re happy to present the first article to be translated from what appears to be a popular scientific magazine, included with the miscellaneous reading material packed in the “missile from outer space” that fell in Saskatchewan. Alarmists say that the government is training the armed forces in the use of lawn mowers and harvesting machines, just in case.


  IT IS SCARCELY twenty years since the first rocket photographs of the world beyond the clouds were published; it is only eleven since the intrepid Reed burst into the unknown; it is less than two years since the space station was established—yet the study of this outside universe, called astronomy, has taken first place among the natural sciences, and is still growing. Only this year, more data has been obtained about the six known planets than in all previous years together, and “astronomers”—there is an expanding number of such specialists now—believe they will shortly find out the., secret of the distant lights, said by some to be further planets or suns, too far away to measure.


  Of all the wonders revealed thus far, the most wonderful is how wrong all our previous ideas of the universe have been. This youngest of sciences has revolutionized thinking in the other, older sciences—such as Venusology, meteorology, even biology. Yet all this new knowledge owes its existence to chance—to the meteorological study of the upper atmosphere (Professor Groves claims that astronomy is a branch of meteorology) by means of the newly developed rockets, just a score of years ago. Needless to say, the mechanical science of rocketry has progressed equally fast, after a long dormant period of disuse in war, and the two fields have intertwined in a mutually beneficial symbiosis.


  Although all these things have been broadcast and taught in schools, the new facts come so fast that one can hardly keep up with them. Each one seems to overturn all previous theory, or complicate known facts so that new hypotheses must constantly be presented. For this reason, an article such as this would hardly be comprehensible without a resume of what has been learned so far.


  PICTURE, if you can, the days of twenty years ago. Venus turned serenely, life went on about its business of growing, budding, wilting, and our minds were occupied with the latest novel of Hawthorn or musical play of Rose, or the game of rootball; or if we were scientists, we dabbled in botany or mathematics or mechanics, knowing there was nothing new under the bright patch of sky we then thought was the sun.


  Then the rocket photographs. No one could interpret them, at first. It was only afterward that they were fully explained, and it was thought at the time that chemicals from the other instruments had gotten into the plates.


  The pictures were mostly dark; that was expected, because they had been taken on the night side of Venus. But instead of the few meteor trails that had been predicted, they showed thousands of white spots. Later pictures were similar, but the real truth of the matter came only after Reed made his epochal flight. Let us accompany him, and hear his own words:


  “I don’t know what I expected, as I neared the altitude where the clouds were supposed to thin out. A universal brightness, I suppose, though the rocket pictures had shown a daytime scene that was the same as the night one. But I was totally unprepared mentally for what I saw before me. Thousands of little lights, in a totally black sky, though it was daytime! I had been warned the sun would be blinding, so I shielded my eyes with photographic shades. The sun itself was a little thing—not the white giant I thought it would be—yet it was intensely bright; with ten shades of darkness I was still able to make it out as a disc, but then was unable to see the lights again until my vision returned. I call them lights because they resembled a distant community all lit up. However, they were utterly motionless, of different colors and brilliance, and partly cloudy in places. These clouds are of light, apparently, not water, and are very faint.”


  LITTLE by little, as other expeditions—each one lasting longer—followed Reed’s into the clear, more knowledge was gained. It was Wood who discovered that the four brightest lights, and one other, moved in relation to the background of other lights; it was Barley who charted the sun’s own movements, and the Laurel expedition which estimated the distances of the various nearby phenomena. But it remained for a Venusbound mathematician, Mulberry, to see the relationship between the various lights and Venus itself.


  For, hard as it is to believe, at first, Venus is not floating on the surface of an ocean of light, sometimes one side up, sometimes the other. It is free in black space, and all the light comes from the sun, which is the center around which Venus revolves, once a year. And Venus is not even the nearest to the sun. It is second; another of these moving lights called planets is closer and has priority. However there is no danger that this other world will get in the way and cut off our light and heat; space is so vast, and the planets so small in comparison, that this is of no concern.


  Four other planets revolve outside Venus’ orbit; these take a back seat to us. Three of these outside planets have other, smaller worlds revolving about them. Venus has none, that we can discover, besides the artificial ones that we have ourselves put up. So the universe is a complicated affair of wheels within wheels. All the other lights in the sky appear stationary, but it is thought that they may have motion also, only they are so far away that we have not detected it in the short time we have been observing them,


  HOW DIFFERENT from the thoughts of the ancients, the middles and the moderns, even up to a decade ago! Gone is the white universe and the black universe, or the sea of light bearing up the worldly pod. Now we are getting at the truth, and it is a bewildering truth. But the greatest wonder is yet to be told.


  For two of the other planets, which it has been discovered are like other Venuses, are inhabited, and by plants! The fourth one out, its surface always visible to our telescopes because it has no clouds at all, has areas on its surface that show the radiations of plant life. And the third one out, nearer to us, also shows its surface most of the time. It is two-thirds covered with apparent water, and the land areas are partly of a green color, the color of health! And both the water and land show life radiations. Something even more interesting has been discovered about this third planet; nothing more is known about the fourth beyond what has already been mentioned. Doubtless it has some unusual form of vegetable life, adapted to the fierce conditions of direct sunlight.


  The third planet, also, gets direct sunlight much of the time. Its temperature, however, is lower than ours, due to its distance from the light and heat-giving sun. A special study of this third planet has been made, from the space station, in the past six months, which has revealed markings that appear to be artificial.


  At first the actual time for study of outer space was strictly limited. But since the advent of the space station, it has been continuous, and that is why more has been learned in the past few months than in the preceding score of years.


  PROFESSOR BUSH says there is a civilization of intelligent plants on the third planet, which has built cities and dams that are visible in their effects. Doctor Lemon disagrees; he puts forth the astounding theory that the civilization of that world may be of intelligent animals—but Lemon has always been known for his sensationalism. It is hardly likely that parasites could have developed in competition with thriving plants; and if there were no plants, what could the creatures live on? Doctor Lemon makes the lame explanation that unrestricted solar rays have inhibited the plants’ development; this may be so, but why not the animals’ too then? But there are unmistakable signs of civilization, even lights on the dark side of that world.


  It is true that a world of animals is not unthinkable. There were animals roaming Venus in prehistoric ages. Even up to barbaric times, a few still survived; the emperor Juniper kept animals for his amusement, throwing his enemies to them, a cruel process of execution in which the victims were torn limb from limb and their leaves cut to bits and absorbed by the beasts. When this sort of thing was outlawed, the enthusiasm for keeping animals languished, for what could you feed them? They were strict vegetarians, and could not live on minerals. Zoos at first fed them live plants of a lower order; then as this was frowned on, dead plants. Even this was thought profane in comparison to fire or plowing under as a method of disposal. Finally, of what use were animals, except as curiosities?


  Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on which way you look at it, all animals were killed off in the “hard times” of a thousand years ago. In that strange economic era, caused mainly by world-wide disorganization, it was impossible to feed the animals or maintain the zoos.


  HE COULD afford to keep animals now, but unfortunately (for science anyway) they are all gone, except the microscopic ones. It is a sad thing to contemplate the final extinction of these once decorative if not useful creatures, after millions of years of evolution; but one must remember they were all predators, producing nothing of their own, living only off other creatures. Indeed, in the far past, there were “carnivorous” animals, living off other animals. One might imagine the merely herbivorous animals being shocked at the thought of animals eating other animals, while they went on calmly and self-righteously munching plants.


  Some paleontologists like to speak of an “atmospheric balance” in which animals consume the oxygen which plants exhale, and restore useful carbon dioxide to the air. However, animals are inefficient for this purpose, compared to fires and volcanoes; and in the opinion of Professor Sycamore of Ivy University, it is doubtful that such a balance ever existed on Venus, even in paleozoic times. Animals cannot live without plants, but plants can easily live without animals. We are doing it today without much effort, and have even increased Venus’ supply of carbon dioxide, consuming waste oxygen by chemical means. Incidentally, the rocket creates another use for waste oxygen—it is a good fuel, along with natural oils and gases.


  So putting aside all ideas of a prehistoric world of devouring animals, we still see the wonder of actual life on two other worlds, intelligent life on one of them. That brings up the thought that no doubt is uppermost in your minds; we have the rockets now to fly in; why not go there?


  THE TRIP would not be so easy as that. Much preparation must be made, in spite of the near perfection now attained by the science of rocketry. A precise orbit must be figured out, the sun’s effect must be considered (an item not necessary for the satellites) and the time element calculated. But astronomers and rocketeers now are of the opinion that such a trip can be made, and will be made, if we all lend a helping branch, and use the funds of scientific research that are now frittered away in classifying minute animals, or in obscure chemical experiments. As everyone has agreed from the first, astronomy is a useful science.


  Before we send ourselves to the third world, a scout ship must be sent, without any pilot or crew. Astronomer Holly says that this first ship, little more than a guided missile, will serve as a messenger to the possible plants inhabiting the third world. It could be filled with books and informational gadgets capable of being deciphered with intelligent effort.


  Then will follow the first, to our knowledge, expedition across space, to pay a friendly visit to our planetary neighbor. Perhaps it is not the first—the inhabitants of these other worlds, open to space, have had far more opportunity to think about the astronomical wonders than we. Why haven’t they visited us then? We don’t know.


  IT IS POSSIBLE that the plants on the third world may not be friendly, and may attack us. The expedition must be equipped with the latest armament in the form of flamethrowers, chemicals, machetes and axes. Also spray-guns, in event of attack by small animals that could infiltrate into our sap, or damage us by diseases. In the unlikely event of attack by giant animals, we must have other weapons in readiness.


  The conquest of space is a matter for careful seeding and much cultivation.


  But just imagine the surprise of some experimenting botanist, dormant for twenty years, who might awaken in the midst of these busy preparations. What questions could he ask that would elicit, to him, a sensible reply? What are these preparations for? An expedition to where? How could there be another world? Beyond the clouds? How are you going to get up there? By weather rocket? It would take some time for all these revolutionary ideas to soak in and be taken up.


  Yet all of this fascinating information is within the scope of this new, budding science of astronomy, undreamed of twenty years ago.


  1959


  INFECTION


  Philip E. High


  What was the curious parallel between life on Venus and a strange new illness which had come to plague it?


  The three men walked unhurriedly down the lighted corridor, passed through a door marked Authorized Personnel Only and entered the launching shed. Their footsteps echoed hollowly on the floor and the whispering melancholy sound of the rain was clearly audible as it fell on roofs and walls.


  “Looks like being a wet ride.” Tacklin always made the same joke with almost reflex monotony as soon as he heard the rain. He didn’t expect anyone to laugh and no one did.


  “Yeah, yeah.” Marty was squinting at the borer as if seeing it for the first time. Somehow it never failed to impress him, the immense rounded shoulders of the thing, the blunt bronze-colored nose unit . . . With the four broad treads running over and round the vehicle, each flange scooped and gleaming, it made one think of a prehistoric monster with four wide collars of armored spines.


  O’Brien, as usual, walked with his head down, hands thrust deep in his pockets, showing the bald patch on the top of his head. He was chewing steadily and, at the same time, trying to whistle through his teeth.


  He paused at the entrance of the borer and said: “You feel something?” He staggered a little. “Could have sworn the ground moved—quake?” He clutched at the metal door, shook his head worriedly like a dog shaking off water, and held his stomach. “I don’t feel so good, Marty, I don’t feel so good.”


  Marty caught him as the legs buckled and the weakening fingers slipped from the door.


  Tacklin pressed the “Sick Alarm” and ran over. “He alright?”


  “I’m damned if he is. Completely out.”


  “Sudden, wasn’t it?”


  “Too sudden, looks like Venderin to me.” He pulled back the unconscious man’s eyelids, frowning.


  Tacklin, peering over his shoulder, nodded quickly and said: “Have to call the top, all cases of Venderin are reported to the top now, especially when they’re S.B.E’s.” He crossed to the wall and pressed a black button. “Suspected Venderin case, priority call to Director Rhinehart.”


  Rhinehart was a big aloof man with a hard mouth and mane of prematurely white hair. “Yes?”


  “O’Brien’s collapsed, Mr. Rhinehart. We think it’s Venderin fever.”


  Rhinehart said: “Damn, got a substitute?”


  “Not on this field, sir.”


  “Right, I’ll call Eastern field and have one sent over.” He stretched out his hand to break contact and changed his mind. “Ambulance arrived?”


  “Just here, sir.”


  “Tell them not to ship him out to a sanatorium but to hold him at Medics; I’m going to call the Institute.” He cut contact and called the operator. “Get me the Venderin Pathological Institute.” A tired looking, white haired woman answered the call. “Yes?”


  “This is Marcus Rhinehart, General Sector Mining Company. I have one of my key men down with suspected Venderin. I want him transferred to you for special treatment.”


  The woman stared at him. “I’m afraid that is impossible, sir.”


  “Impossible!” It was a bark. “A man is sick. Am I to understand you are refusing treatment?”


  She said: “Oh, God,” tiredly then straightened. “Mr. Rhinehart, cases of Venderin are occurring at the rate of four hundred a day. Secondly, we are not a hospital, we are an institute devoted to the biological side of the disease, further—”


  Rhinehart brushed her words aside with a gesture of impatience. “Put me through to Doctor Fielding.”


  “Doctor Fielding is in the laboratories and cannot be disturbed,” she said, coldly.


  He said, in a harsh voice: “Must I repeat my request? I am Marcus Rhinehart, the Marcus Rhinehart. Inform Doctor Fielding of my call immediately, please.”


  She was frightened now, frightened by his tone and by his reputation. She made helpless ineffectual gestures with her hands. “Please, Mr. Rhinehart, it’s more than my job’s worth—I’ll do my best.”


  He Saw her make connections, saw her head bow towards the vocal panel and the message, stumblingly, repeated.


  “Tell him to go to hell!” said a voice and the connection broke abruptly.


  Rhinehart selected a cigar from a box on his desk, placed it carefully between his lips and dialed again. “Get me the Area Governor . . .”


  Fielding paced angrily up and down, hands clasped behind his back. He was a small grey haired man with a pink face, tired blue eyes and an abrupt bird-like way of moving.


  Pressure, pressure, nothing changed, nothing, particularly human nature. Big men with whips, dictating their terms, imposing their claims at the expense of the community, at the expense of the individual. The Migration should have wiped them out, the sacrifice, the labor, the inspiration, but it hadn’t, they’d sprung up again like weeds, perhaps worse than before.


  He stared angrily through the window at the everlasting rain. It was always raining, day after day, year after year. Yet the sickly mango-like vegetation drank it up thirstily, thrived on it like a disease. Here, always, everything was a disease, everything preyed on everything else with unrelenting savagery. Parasite preyed upon parasite, plant upon plant, fungus upon fungus. The ecologists had been pressed to find some form of life which was even as independent of another as the Earthly types and had failed.


  He stared up at the low cloud as if seeing it for the first time and a pea-snake came sliding over the glass, undulating from side to side like a slowly manipulated yellow rope.


  He rapped the window angrily, watching the creature break apart, a hundred scurrying discs running madly for safety. In a few minutes their panic would cease; they would creep back, one by one, and re-form to become a snake again. Thousands of discs, joined together by hair-like tentacles—a yellow rope sliding over a curved, rain-washed window. He hated them without reason—they were almost harmless—but some were miles long and went on and on until you wanted to scream because they never seemed to end.


  He looked at the clouds again. Above, it was said, was the sun, but he had never seen the sun, nor, for that matter, had his father or even his father’s father. No one, save the flyers, or space ship personnel, ever saw the sun. Yet, history said, it had been a common sight on Earth—when there had been an Earth.


  The chimer on his desk brought an abrupt end to his train of thought. “Yes?”


  “Marcus Rhinehart,” announced the chimer.


  “Have him shown in,” said Fielding, coldly.


  “Good day, Doctor Fielding.” Rhinehart bowed. He preferred to be correct rather than overbearing. Power, after all, was demonstrable and did not requires prelude of bluster.


  Fielding nodded curtly. “Good day, Mr. Rhinehart.” His own voice was equally controlled. “Please sit down. Drinks, cigarettes?”


  “I have my own brand of cigars, thank you.” Rhinehart sat down, crossing his legs. “I must apologize for my rather peremptory methods, but this particular case is one of considerable urgency.”


  “So,” said Fielding, coldly, “are the three and a half million patients depending on the efforts of this institute to produce an antidote.”


  Rhinehart flushed angrily, but his voice when he spoke was still controlled and courteous. “I have taken the liberty of having my engineer moved here so that treatment may begin at once.”


  “You also took the liberty of using political pressure to gain your ends, thus jeopardizing the recovery of every patient on the planet.”


  Rhinehart raised a deprecating hand. “Am I to understand that this Institute, and the hundreds of bio-technicians it employs, cannot function without you, Doctor Fielding?”


  It was Fielding’s turn to flush angrily, realizing that Rhinehart had beaten him in the first verbal skirmish. To say “yes” was not only untrue but would brand him as a braggart. On the other hand, a denial left him defenseless and, after this, the other would probably have him replaced anyway. He sighed inwardly, suddenly weary and resigned. You worked, sweated, dedicated your life to an end, yet a man with power had only to snap his fingers . . .


  Rhinehart, conscious of his victory, smiled thinly but did not exploit his success. “We are wasting time in petty bickering; my employee is very ill.”


  “Yes, I will see him at once. I am afraid we shall have to use one of the staff rooms as a sick ward; this is an institute not a hospital.”


  He made a rapid examination of the sick man. Temperature was sub-normal, the pulse fast and respiration light and rapid. Blood tests confirmed the symptoms; there was the characteristic cellular deterioration of Venderin infection.


  “A primary case—bad.”


  “He’ll live?” Rhinehart’s face was expressionless.


  “We’ll do the best we can.” Fielding turned abruptly to his assistants. “Oxygen cubicle, type D internal feeding, auto-transfusions, andothrine and biocrethe injections to be given alternately every three hours.” He turned back to Rhinehart, his voice controlled. “Some dose friend or relative?”


  “I know him by sight.” Rhinehart stared at him, challenging him to comment.


  Fielding shrugged almost imperceptibly, led the way into the adjoining room but did not commit himself.


  Rhinehart extracted a cigar from his case, lit it unhurriedly, and looked at the other through the smoke. “O’Brien is a Specialist Borer Engineer.” The magnate’s voice was detached. “He’s as valuable as a Pilot Astrogator and rarer. S.B.E.s are born not made, and he is one of my best.” He paused, absently studying the tip of his cigar. “In case you’re unfamiliar with deep-strata mining techniques, borer vehicles are employed and borers must be driven.”


  For the moment Rhinehart had forgotten his dislike of the doctor and their earlier clash of opinions. Rhinehart was unscrupulous, a tycoon, but mining was also his business and his life. “Instruments can detect mineral deposits but cannot accurately assess their extent or quality. We have to send a borer to do the job properly and no amount of electronic gadgets seem to make the vehicle function as it should. Only an expert, an artist, can handle those things and bring them back in one piece—only experts like O’Brien.”


  Marty emerged slowly from the orders office. “No change in plans.”


  “Who’s replacing O’Brien?”


  “Tyson.”


  “Tyson!” Tacklin lit a nervous cigarette. “Isn’t he the man who took that tumble out East?”


  Marty said, expressionlessly: “He’s the only spare to hand.”


  “God.” Tacklin exhaled smoke. “Not many get over a tumble; they say he’s a shaker below fourteen.”


  “So are we all inwardly,” said Marty, harshly, “only we don’t—” He stopped abruptly. “Here he comes.”


  Tyson was a tall sallow man with a long horse-like face and a thin moustache streaked like a pencil mark across his upper lip. There was sweat, Marty noticed, on the high forehead already, making it shiny in the light and heightening the suggestion of nervousness. He was a shaker alright, thought Marty. The rumors were true: Tyson’s hysteria index would climb as the borer went down.


  “The borer’s in the shed,” volunteered Tacklin. “She’s a new job with special atolite packing between the shock walls, take anything in the way of heat or pressure.”


  Marty realized that Tacklin was trying to be helpful, trying to make Tyson feel at home and among friends. He admired the attempt but held little hope for it; shakers responded to nothing until they changed their occupation.


  Tyson nodded abruptly and nervously. “Good, good. Is she rationed up and everything?”


  “Enough for ten days if we need it.”


  Again the jerky nod. “Fine, fine.” A glance at his wrist watch. “Better get sealed in, hadn’t we? Don’t want to waste time, level eighteen is a long bore.”


  A hell of a long bore thought Marty wearily, as he sealed the door of the borer. Too long, there ought to be a law against it or something. He shook himself inwardly; no use thinking about it; you could crack that way. Shut up tight in a tin can with thirty-seven miles of earth and rock between you and the surface. Thirty-seven miles, maybe more; he turned his thoughts abruptly to other matters before the sweat could begin to prickle the surface of his skin . . .


  “I should like to see your laboratories.” Rhinehart’s voice was still formal, still correct, yet with an inference of authority which was unmistakable.


  “Certainly, Mr. Rhinehart.” Fielding’s tone was polite but without servility. If the man thought he was going to crawl, beg for his job, he could think again. “Where would you like to begin?”


  “I would like to see how much you have learned about the complaint and the progress you have made against it.”


  Fielding nodded. “This way, please.” He held open a sliding door. “This is the projection room; all we have learned can be fully demonstrated here.” He snapped switches. “The two projections you are now seeing, show a comparison between a healthy cell and one infected by the virus. We assume it is a virus; it is non-filterable and sub-microscopic. Note the collapse of the infected cell, the shrunken appearance, as if something had eaten it from within.”


  “And the measures?”


  “We’ve had fair success with two types of inhibiting serums which slow the rate of cellular deterioration and permit the patient’s body to develop its own defenses. In the last year, using these methods, we’ve cut the mortality rate from 93 to 75.”


  “No direct cure as yet?”


  “We have an antibiotic which looks promising; tests on an infected culture were quite startling.”


  “You have produced this—er—substance?”


  “In small quantities only. Tests take time and the remedy might be worse than the disease.”


  Rhinehart nodded. “It might, but have you tried it to-see, injected it into a patient?”


  “Good God, no.” Fielding’s voice was shocked. “It could be fatal without preliminary tests.”


  Rhinehart stared thoughtfully at the projected pictures. “In life one takes chances; it is the road to success.”


  “Are you presuming to teach me my business?” Fielding’s voice was brittle with anger.


  “No.” The other’s tone was unexpectedly mild. “Merely expressing a philosophy.” He sighed. “Look, Fielding, you inject and a man lives or dies; if he lives, thousands live with him. If he dies—is the sacrifice of one life so damned important, Fielding?” He made an abrupt gesture, cutting short the other’s angry retort. “You can’t. I appreciate that. You take oaths, make promises and your ideals prevent expediency. I, on my part, make no promises. I see the objective clearly and I act.” Almost, the heavy face smiled. “It is ruthless, unprincipled, savage, but it gets results. If I were in your position, Doctor, I would inject and to hell with the risk.”


  Fielding stared at him. He was still angry and resentful but at least Rhinehart had the saving grace of honesty. He saw his goal and went straight for it without self-justification or moral deceit. If one could not admire one could at least respect and understand.


  The wall speaker crackled suddenly. “Calling Doctor Fielding, emergency pulse fluctuation, call——”


  “Sorry to break this up.” Fielding strode for the door. “Your man O’Brien has gone into stage four.” Then, over his shoulder: “If you wish to watch, turn on number three screen by the chair and switch to channel five.”


  Rhinehart frowned, made as if to follow, then changed his mind. He sat down, lit a cigar and flicked on the screen. Much of what he saw and heard was beyond him but the drama was inescapable. A man was dying, slipping over the abyss, and a team of experts were laboring to hold him back. It became almost a personal struggle. An unseen, undetectable disease trying to thrust a man from life, and the doctor, countering each physical deterioration with some fresh application of experience.


  Rhinehart watched with growing respect. The doctor might cling grimly and stupidly to outdated oaths and modes of conduct but he had determination, skill and guts, qualities which could be praised and understood.


  Rhinehart saw the artificial lungs wheeled in and applied with almost unbelievable speed and skill. He saw the delicate surgery and the maze of nerve connections as the mechanical cardiac machine took over from the painfully laboring heart.


  “He’s holding his own.” Fielding leaned tiredly against the door. After ten hours’ ceaseless and delicate work, there were lines about his mouth and dark smudges of weariness beneath his eyes. “It’s too early to say more.”


  Rhinehart nodded. “You worked damned hard. I admire your industry but deplore your ethics; you could have used the antibiotic.”


  “I could, but it might have killed him.”


  “Yes.” Rhinehart reached for the edge of the door which seemed suddenly a world away. “Yes, that’s your barrier to greatness, Fielding; ethics have no place in modern society.” He tried for the door again, missed it, and pitched helplessly sideways before the other could catch him.


  “God!” Fielding pressed the alarm buzzer and bent over the unconscious man, turning back his eyelids.


  “Another?” It was Rawlins, his chief assistant. “Oh, Rhinehart himself. Shall we try the new antibiotic?”


  Fielding had time only to scowl, realizing that Rawlins must have been eavesdropping, then he was busy making check tests. Perhaps they had caught this one in time . . .


  The borer slid down the ramp, blunt nose first, like a newly launched sea-going ship and made a squelching sound as it hit the mud. Broad tracks spun noisily, spraying muck, then found purchase and dragged the machine forward uncertainly. At a snail’s pace the thing growled through the rain, leaving behind it a tangle of flattened yellow trees and slimy vine. Within seconds the broad tracks left by the metal treads were filled with rain and were lost to sight as if they had never been.


  Inside, Tyson, hunched over the control panel, was now sweating visibly and profusely.


  “A shaker, alright,” thought Marty, tiredly. It was going to be a rough trip. He glanced across at Tacklin who was gazing with apparent concentration at a cluster of dials and, at the same time, adjusting his safety belt.


  Movement, as yet, was almost imperceptible. The control chamber was a carefully sprung sphere within the vehicle, the angle of which remained constant, regardless of externals. But there was noise, the treads thundered, muffled, but noisily about, rock and stone screeched when they scraped them and, as always, there were stressed-metal groans which nothing could stop.


  Tyson glanced at the “Site Indicator” and flicked a red switch, shifting the center of gravity to the blunt nose of the vehicle. “Site one, stand by.”


  Tacklin ran his hand down the sub-surface switches and watched a bank of dials brighten to luminous visibility, waiting.


  The tracks clattered to a halt, the vehicle slid a few inches in the mud, then stopped. Then, very slowly, it began to lean forward, nose down to the muck, like a squat beetle rising on its hind legs. A haze formed about the bronze colored nose, a haze in which a myriad of blue-green sparks danced and swirled like fire-flies. Before the haze, water turned to steam, rushing upwards and away, the muck boiled, blackened and flaked to dust.


  Marty, watching the green finger of the Descent Dial creep slowly up, thought: “This is it, down under the surface.” A borer going down like a submarine submerging, or as O’Brien often used to say: “Like a damned maggot eating its way into an apple.”


  “It’s a spaceship in reverse,” thought Marty, “with a grav motor forward which slowly increases our immense weight to an insupportable degree. The borer slowly sinks because the surface of the earth can no longer bear its weight, the treads help it down while heat-gimmicks in the nose unit reduce the density of the matter through which it is boring.”


  Marty made a mental note that this was his hundred and fiftieth descent, adjusted his ear-comm and began his radar survey.


  Tacklin was already calling his geological figures in the customary, almost traditional, sing-song and Tyson, still sweating, watched the thin, green descent line, his hands tight—too tight—on the control stick.


  Marty frowned at the radar screen, his trained eyes interpreting the shifting wavy lines into a comprehensible picture. They bored blind, blinder than moles. There was no super vision screen to tell them what lay ahead. The probes sounded the rock around and ahead and flung their findings back into the screen, not as a picture but in wavy green lines which could only be interpreted by an expert.


  Other instruments checked and interpreted, within limits, the type of rock formation through which they were passing. Dials told of pressures, external heat, angle of descent . . .


  He glanced at the descent dial again. At least Tyson was keeping to the regulation thirty degrees. Speed—twelve feet a minute—a metal bug—a damned maggot—eating its way into an apple.


  Marty felt a sudden inexplicable sense of guilt. History said that man had done this on Earth, eaten into the planet like a blight. They’d drained the surface reservoirs of oil and mineral wealth and had been compelled to go deeper. From surface borings of three or four miles, they had finally reached fantastic depths probing almost to the limits of the planet’s crust. Unfortunately there were repercussions, the causes of which had never been rightly determined. Some said they were caused by the pressure techniques used to hold open the borings for the robotic miners, others that man had eaten too much of the Earth’s crust. Regardless of which school of thought was correct, there were still repercussions. A series of unprecedented subsidences and earth tremors began to occur all over the world which were but preludes to the titanic subterranean explosions which followed. Explosions which changed the face of continents and lifted mountains from the beds of oceans. Volcanoes spewed pumice and lava while new craters opened all over the world adding their quota of dust and sulphur to an already thickening atmosphere. Science was not slow to realize that within a few years it would be a question of “get out or suffocate.”


  “We did it,” thought Marty, bitterly. “We eat the guts out of the planet like a crowd of maggots eating the inside of an apple. We had to get out before it crumpled up beneath our feet.”


  The great Migration was Exodus of a race, the story of which was preserved in the archives of the cities as a tribute to the ingenuity and indomitable courage of man. Was it so praiseworthy to devour your home and be forced to leave it and find another? Now they were doing it again, metal maggots, burrowing into the flesh of a planet in search of ores and mineral deposits, only this time they were doing it efficiently. With the improved techniques and new methods of pressure mining, Venus, their new home, would probably blow her top in less than a thousand years. Maybe Mars too—part of the Migration had gone to Mars—and then where would they go? Unless, of course, the whispers about a stellar flight device were true.


  His thoughts and feelings drifted away from Earth and the accompanying sense of guilt and he began to think about Mars. He remembered a space pilot telling him that it was dry on Mars, just miles and miles of dust and it never rained. Funny that, never raining, you couldn’t imagine it somehow. Maybe the fellow exaggerated; it was fabulous, unbelievable, like those exotic looking pictures of Earth showing the sun blazing down on cities without roofs—wonderful but somehow impossible.


  The borer shivered suddenly, vibrated, bouncing him in the sprung seat.


  “Sorry.” Tyson’s voice was calm but a little high pitched. “I wasn’t ready for that one.”


  “A shaker,” thought Marty again. O’Brien would have ridden that one like a wave. O’Brien was good and, like all good S.B.E.s, rode the vehicle as if it were part of him. He would have jelt the change in strata, been prepared for it, geared down for the sudden change in density. But Tyson—well, that’s the way it was with a shaker. Over-concentration, uncertain reflexes, failing nerves—they gave you a rough ride.


  Marty continued to let his mind wander. It was a trick he had learned a long time ago and it was a useful one. It was almost as if he were two men, one of which watched the screen with hawk-like but automatic attention, while the other mused and day-dreamed on a hundred subjects. The ability enabled him to relax for long periods and store up nervous energy for real emergencies. He had learned long ago to divert his thoughts from his position and his surroundings—a miner had to. The dials might say that pressure within the vehicle was normal, the air pure, the temperature a comfortable sixty-five, but when you looked at the dials giving external readings you began to doubt. Only a few inches of steel and insulation between you and a pressure and heat like that. The dials might say that everything inside was normal, but you worried until you began to feel the heat and the pressure. You thought of the miles, and the millions of tons of rock between you and the surface and, unless you adjusted your mind fast, you went quickly and noisily insane.


  Marty leaned forward suddenly and punched a button. A red fight appeared on Tyson’s control panel and his foot came down hard on the “stop” stud.


  “What’s up?” His voice in the ear-comm sounded high-pitched and reedy.


  Marty, scowling at the screen, said: “I don’t know, could be one of two things, a gas pocket or a river.”


  Tyson sweated, not bothering if it showed. If it was a gas pocket, the pressure might be prodigious. Blundering into it accidentally might blow them, or what was left of them, clean back to the surface. A river, this far down, might be worse; besides it was new. He had never heard of anyone boring accidentally into an underground river and it might be worse than anything he had ever heard about. He was unashamedly frightened and wished he could find some excuse to return but could think of none. God, the time he’d come through the roof of that underground cavern had been sheer hell, the sensation of falling, of helplessness, the heart-jolting impact——


  Tacklin was poring over the interpreter, clicking switches and reading dials. After a time he said: “Steam, probably leads to a geyser.”


  “We’ll have to go round it.” Marty was interpreting rock strata with the skill of long experience. “Level off, red bearing, nine.”


  “Red nine, level,” said Tyson, automatically. He pulled back the control stick, geared-in the tracks and took his foot off the clutch too fast. The vehicle lurched, bucked, sharp rock screaming against her sides and, but for the safety harness, he would have smashed his face into the control panel. Somehow, he didn’t know just how, they began to move forward almost steadily. “God,” he thought, “I’m a shaker, a damn shaker, I ought to have quit months ago. I know it and they know it. They know I’m scared; they know my nerve has gone and I shouldn’t be here—why am I?”


  He gritted his teeth, trying to force himself to concentrate. “What had Marty said—nine? Yes, red nine.” His thoughts wandered again, helplessly. “I’m here because I want the pay,” he told himself. “The money is good and I’ve got to live. How long will I live in this racket? Maybe this is my last trip. God, if I get out of this one alive, it will be, I swear it.”


  He turned his head suddenly and said: “Eh?”


  “Angle negative,” Marty was shouting. “Negative, what are you trying to do—blast off or something?”


  “Sorry, sorry.” He made corrections hastily. Did the man have to shout like that? Hell, it was only a little error and the shouting in his ear-comm made his head ache even worse than before—Yes! His head ached, throbbed; it was an excuse to go back up. He was sick, really sick; he shouldn’t have come. Got to get up and breathe again. Never take another bore, never; finish with it forever. Would he get there? Now that he’d made the vow, something might try to stop him, fate, luck. Something might try and trap him down here, buried, sealed up in a can. God, to get up, get up fast before it happened, before fate reached out and thwarted him—Oh God, all that rock, all those miles——


  Something seemed suddenly to break loose inside him. He whimpered, not even understanding the voice shouting in the ear-comm.


  “Ascend—up—you damn fool. You’re going down.”


  Down? What did the man mean? He was going up—up to the surface and the clean fresh air. It would be too late. He couldn’t breathe in this heat and he could hear the borer groaning under the stress, sagging—crumpling——He screamed.


  Marty gave up shouting, realizing its uselessness. The borer was going down, almost straight down and there was nothing he could do about it. The safety harness holding him in place had a locking device which automatically triggered itself loose when the motor stopped and not before. There were reasons for this. At full power a borer rocked, rolled and shuddered with incredible violence. A man who could free himself might do so and menace the safety of the whole vehicle. He might be hurled across the control room, not only destroying himself but, in crashing into vital instruments, render the borer completely inoperable.


  Marty gripped the chair and fought the shaking, feeling that he was being beaten up and slowly becoming punch drunk. They were going down, if they kept going down they’d reach a point where the planet’s crust was no longer solid but molten and even the borer couldn’t take that. She’d fold up like a crushed tin with them inside.


  Suddenly the shaking stopped and the sudden silence was almost frightening.


  Tyson was still, very still, slouched in the safety straps like a dead fish in a net.


  “I found a wrench and threw it at him.” Tacklin’s voice was shaky and hoarse. “I had to do something; had to make him let go of the handle. It was a damn lucky shot.”


  Marty did not answer. He was listening, and listening, began to sweat. The borer was moving, lurching and sliding almost unnoticeably, but moving nonetheless.


  A glance at the screen confirmed it. They were half way into a hole, an underground cavern formed when the planet was still molten. The nose and shoulders of the borer were through the cavern’s roof and God knew what lay below. They might fall ten feet; they might fall a hundred, you couldn’t tell.


  The borer lurched, hard rock screeching against the sides. Marty had time to shout: “race for a tumble.” And then they were falling . . .


  “I owe you a great debt, a very great debt.” Rhinehart was quite lucid but very weak. He smiled faintly. “In your position I should have made some blunder, some minor error inhibiting recovery and thus ensuring my own safety. I don’t suppose such an idea even occurred to you.”


  Fielding said brusquely: “You are still a very sick man and, I fear, the sickness is liable to be recurrent.”


  “Recurrent?”


  “Like certain Earth fevers, malaria for example, you’ll have periodic, unpredictable attacks.”


  Rhinehart’s mouth tightened. “Bluntly, I am a permanent invalid?”


  “Well——”


  “No comforting words, please. I’ll just tell you this, nothing beats me, nothing.”


  Fielding kept silent, conscious of a sudden pity. Not even Rhinehart’s indomitable will could lift the weakened body to its feet and back to its original strength.


  Rhinehart tried to raise himself on his elbow and failed. “You have an antibiotic—use it. Do you hear me? Use it. I’d rather die than—I give you complete authority. I’ll sign any paper you wish.”


  “Impossible.” Fielding’s voice was brittle. “Absolutely out of the question.”


  “Your damned ethics again, I suppose?”


  “I’m sorry—you must rest now. I’ll see you have sedatives and, remember, you must not excite yourself.” He left the room.


  Five hours later he was called on the emergency line. Rhinehart was suffering convulsions and running a high temperature.


  Fielding checked him, almost with disbelief. There must be some other condition besides Venderin but what, for God’s sake? Hasty laboratory tests revealed a culture which shouldn’t have been—and hadn’t been—present at all.


  Very quietly Fielding left the room, his face a rigid mask, and passed into the staff quarters.


  He caught Rawlins, his chief assistant, packing.


  “Going away?”


  Rawlins looked up. “Yes, just getting ready, vacation in a week you know.” He had one of those frank friendly faces and the wide set eyes which the ignorant call honest, but which quite often hides a lack of scruple and weakness of will which is visible only to the discerning.


  Fielding closed the door and leaned against it. “How much did he give you?”


  Rawlins straightened and said convincingly: “Who? What are you talking about?”


  “Rhinehart,” said Fielding, “has a C4 type culture in his blood stream.” His voice, even to himself, sounded rasping and toneless. “A C4 type culture is only present in the experimental antibiotic. How did it get there?”


  “How the hell should I know?”


  “You should know because you gave it to him.” Fielding took a step forward. “He offered you money and you gave him a two cc shot of the stuff.”


  “Did I, now?” Rawlins’ voice was sneering. “Prove it.”


  Fielding stiffened inwardly. Rawlins was clever and unscrupulous but, to give him credit, he knew his job. It was unlikely that he would leave loose ends around which could be traced to himself.


  “You were the only one besides myself who knew where it was and how to administer it.”


  Rawlins’ frank open face had a long almost feline smile. “That may have been true five hours ago; since then we’ve been doing intensive micro-tests. At least twenty lab assistants and three bacteria-biotics people watched its effect in a culture tray.”


  Fielding said, bitterly: “You stinking unprincipled louse.” The frank smile vanished briefly, then returned. “It’s your word against mine, Fielding.” He walked round the pile of cases. “So for your ears alone and strictly off the record, it’s all tied up legally. If Rhinehart dies I’m still covered, four witnesses, his own top lawyer on the soli-trans and the whole episode ratified by a Robotic justice.” He laughed at Fielding’s expression. “In the eyes of the law, it’s a gift.” He made an abrupt gesture of contempt and turned his back. “Get lost, Fielding, there’s nothing you can do about it. Any one of over twenty assistants could have been bribed to give Rhinehart that shot.”


  “Yes.” Fielding’s voice was vague. He removed his white laboratory coat and folded it carefully, laying it on the nearest chair. “How much did you get?”


  Rawlins turned, walked round the cases. “What’s that to you? Sorry you didn’t cash in first?” He laughed. “For your personal envy, Dr. Fielding, half a million, weep at nights about that.” Fielding edged imperceptibly closer, he was smiling thinly. “Now let me tell you something, Rawlins, even you can’t get away with it completely.”


  “What are you going to do——shoot me?” Rawlins was sneering again.


  “Not quite. Back on Earth there used to be an historic sport called boxing. A few groups here still practice it as a keep-fit art and I’ve been told I was rather good.”


  “Yeah?” Rawlins topped Fielding by nearly a foot.


  “Yes.” Fielding hit him as hard as he could in the face. Rawlins went backwards over the cases, lay there, then climbed to his feet, fists clenched. Then he kicked the cases aside and rushed.


  Fielding chopped him twice as he went past and jolted his head back with a right to the mouth as he turned. He waited until Rawlins was panting from several of his bull-like rushes, then closed in. Deliberately, with almost clinical detachment, he began to chop him to pieces.


  He left Rawlins whimpering and broken among his cases, his face a bloody mask, and closed the door carefully behind him. Now that it was done there seemed very little satisfaction, save that he had meted out a rough justice. Rawlins had betrayed his oath for money. In Fielding’s opinion he should have been executed.


  He returned slowly to the sick man’s room and the physician-in-charge looked up, frowning. “This is damn funny, Doctor. The muscular contractions are lessening and the Venderin cellular breakdown seems to have been halted.” He held up a slide. “Look, you can see the effects clearly. Whatever other disease he contracted seems to have cured the infection. Can’t say I understand it—it’s a miracle.”


  Fielding shook his head slowly. “Not a miracle, Stapleton, a colossal gamble and Rhinehart won it.”


  Marty regained consciousness slowly, finding himself in complete darkness with an acrid smell of burning insulation in his nostrils. With a hand which didn’t seem to be his own he felt for, and found, the heavy emergency torch which was clamped beneath the seat.


  The beam cut a blue-white swath through the darkness, revealing oily tendrils of smoke creeping apparently from nowhere.


  Tyson had his head on one side at a curious angle as if his neck was broken and Tacklin lay in his chair making strange gurgling noises.


  Somehow Marty got the straps undone, somehow he lurched across the floor, fumbled for the main fuse and almost whimpered with relief. It was gone. It was designed to blow in an emergency to save the subsidiaries. The torch revealed the silvery dust and bright shards of the miniature explosion beneath the primary circuit panel. Fumbling and swearing with the dreary monotony of a shaken man, he fitted another and re-activated the circuit.


  Shutters tumbled, a multitude of micro-relays began to tick like beetles, and, very softly, the air purifier chuckled to itself and purred to life. After a series of uncertain flickers, the lights came on.


  Marty leaned against the wall, put his hands over his face and sobbed with relief. If the main circuit functioned they stood a chance. The temperature dial which had risen to no degrees, internal heat, began to creep slowly backwards.


  Tacklin coughed throatily, called three times for help, then straightened and said, in a normal voice: “I feel like hell. I suppose we are alive?”


  “So far.” Marty ran his fingers down a row of switches and studied the check lights—one was ominously dead. “We’ve lost a track.”


  Tacklin, rummaging in the medical cabinet for soothene tablets, said: “That’s bright, let’s hope it’s just out and not buckled.” He swallowed noisily and began to fumble with the safety straps. “I don’t think I’ve broken any bones but my spine feels as if it’s coming out through the top of my head.”


  “Tyson is dead.” Marty’s voice was coldly factual.


  “Did I kill him?”


  “No, his neck is broken. Come over and help me shift him. I’ll have to take over, try and get her up.”


  They moved the dead man, strapped the body in Marty’s chair and turned back to the controls.


  Marty had taken an S.B.E’s course as a compulsory part of his training but it wasn’t his forte and he knew it. Getting her up was going to be like riding a ram-jet with erratic and unpredictable timing.


  He bent down and slid back No. 3 inspection panel, revealing the complicated wiring of the gravity circuits and switched the transitter valves as he had been taught. He had always frankly admitted that he didn’t understand how the field worked and was never likely to. You had a borer which weighed five thousand tons. You switched on the grav field and the weight doubled, trebled, multiplied as the field increased and finally the false gravity pulled you down. When you wanted to come up, you switched the transitter valves, fed in power and the field was reversed but you didn’t get lighter like a space ship, you got heavier in reverse.


  An instructor had once said: “You merely reverse the traction field, Mr. Marty, the immense artificial weight which pulled you down, now pushes you up.”


  Marty scowled at the closed panel. He knew it worked but it still made no sense.


  “All set?” He climbed into the control chair and began to buckle the safety straps. This was going to be tricky, very, very tricky. According to the instruments the borer had fallen twelve feet which was the hell of a fall for five thousand tons with a plus field. When he switched on, the bottom was going to be the ‘top’ and, unless he was very careful and got the field properly balanced, they’d crash into the roof with perhaps greater force than they’d hit the floor.


  He ran his hand along the bank of switches, trying to remember everything he had been taught. “Ready?”


  “Ready.” Tacklin sounded resigned.


  Red, white, click, click—watch it! Two parallel lines, red and green, in the central indicator dial, bring them together slowly for balance. Stick forward——easy——easy——up the stick a bit more, a fraction. Red line must move very slowly across the green——Here we go——ah!——Were they moving? They must be, must be.


  A sudden heavy but bearable impact. The lights flickered uncertainly then returned to their normal brilliance.


  On blue, off white, click, click—made it!


  He turned in his chair and grinned twistedly. “Alright?”


  “Alright!” Tacklin raised a greasy thumb. “Nice going, Marty, we’ll make it now.”


  Back on stick, build up field, click, click, feed in power——now. And she’s making it, making it, she’s boring, boring, going up.


  A metal bug, a beetle upside down on the roof of a cavern, pushing its nose at the surface—a maggot eating its way out of an apple . . .


  Rhinehart said: “We shall never understand one another, shall we?” He was recovering rapidly and already sitting up.


  “You took the hell of a chance.” Fielding shook his head, sweating at the thought. “But I’ll grant you gave us the answer. We know how to use it now, can eradicate the factors which might have made it lethal. Further, we can draw, and duplicate, a serum from your body which means that a program of immunization can begin almost at once.” He smiled a little twistedly. “We have no choice but to call it the Rhinehart Treatment.”


  The Magnate shook his head. “The Fielding Treatment, please——I insist.” He looked at the other thoughtfully and said, again: “No, we cannot understand one another but we can respect.” He held out his hand.


  Fielding took it without reservation. Rhinehart was ruthless, overbearing and without scruple but he had intellectual self-honesty and courage. The latter qualities Fielding could not fail to respect.


  An orderly came in. “Mr. O’Brien is showing marked improvement, sir.” He hesitated. “These photographs were found in the asepsis room, sir. I think they must be his.”


  Fielding glanced at them and frowned. Then he fumbled in his pockets and produced another.


  “Something wrong?” Rhinehart was looking at him curiously.


  Fielding laid the photographs on the bed. “O’Brien’s photographs show a picture of Earth before our grandfathers left it.” He paused. “The second is recent, probably taken in the last few years by a spacer.”


  “So?”


  Fielding leaned forward. “This is my own photograph, taken with a micro-camera—a Venderin infected life cell. Compare it with the recent photograph of Earth.”


  Rhinehart nodded. “There is, certainly, a startling similarity, both shrunken, shriveled, looking as if they had been eaten from within——What are you implying?”


  Fielding shook his head. “I guess I’ve been working too hard recently, imagining things.” He laughed uneasily. “I was just thinking, we’ve devoured Earth, we’re doing the same to Venus and Mars. If reports are true, soon we’ll gain the stars and perhaps do the same there——” He stopped.


  “Go on, you interest me.” Rhinehart was leaning forward. Fielding made a helpless gesture. “It occurred to me, maybe we aren’t quite so big as we think we are. Perhaps in the body of the Universe we have no standing at all until we begin to hurt. Just an unfilterable, sub-microscopic virus, a blight—an infection. Maybe, if we aren’t careful they’ll send a cosmic doctor to cure us.


  AT YOUR OWN RISK


  Stanley Mullen


  Psychologists tell us that a man’s conscience is the outcome of a conflict deep within his mind . . . a battle royal between the Super-Ego and the Id. But what would happen if the battle became mechanical and you just—well, pressed a button? Here’s an answer that will astound you.


  HE HAD TO STEAL AGAIN. It was not an impulse, but a compulsion. The difficulty was his conscience. For Carling, the voice of conscience—or social pressure, if you prefer—was a small metallic button deeply embedded in his skull behind his left car.


  It operated, not from Heaven or any other remote or alien control, but solely from electrical charges in his nerves from minute alterations in pulse rate, blood pressure, glandular secretions and general body chemistry. It acted more rapidly than any conscious physical or mental reaction he might have had to the social, economic and political pressures outside himself. It was reacting and operating even as he sat in Dr. Staples’ office.


  There was vibration below the level of audible sound—a vibration he would not have been able to sense if it had not been inside his head. At the moment, there was no pain, only that gently nagging reminder—a warning.


  Dr. Staples steepled his fingers and gazed thoughtfully at his patient. “For the moment, we’ll skip your medical history,” he said. “What seems to be troubling you?”


  “My conscience.” Carling said it without laughing. To him, it was a serious matter.


  “What you need is a witch-doctor, not a neurosurgeon. Who sent you to me?”


  “Nobody. Coming here was my own idea. My conscience is something in your line. I’m a convict with an OC button planted inside my skull. I figure if a neuro-surgeon put it there, another can take it out.”


  Suspicion and curiosity blended on Dr. Staples angular face. There was an odd note of pity in his voice. “If you have any such ideas, you still need a witch-doctor. Surely at the hospital they explained to you that any attempt to remove the button would be fatal.”


  Carling stared blankly in horror and disbelief. “Yes. They told me that. But I figured it was a gimmick, that they were lying, just to discourage me from trying any tricks. I’m not a man easy to convince. There never was a system so perfect it can’t be flummoxed, if you find the right way.”


  “If you want my advice,” the doctor said evenly, “you’ll forget about it. Find work and start making an honest living. I can help you get a job if you’ll let me. I’ve always been interested in crime. From the standpoint of criminal psychology, that is. You probably know that I helped originate some of the ideas incorporated in the mechanical conscience.”


  Carling nodded glumly. He knew Dr. Staples’ interest in criminals. Since his release, Carling had spent many hours in the library studying crime in all its aspects, and the relation between the criminal and society. Many of the textapes had borne the doctor’s byline. There had even been a detailed study of the development of penology on Venus and other frontier planets. Besides his eminence in neuro-surgery, Dr. Staples was the leading criminologist on Venus. It was a hobby with him.


  It was impossible to successfully transfer a new civilization complete from the old, Staples had explained. On a new planet, there are new concepts of freedom, new aspects of responsibility, new problems and standards of procedure for dealing with them. But some of the old problems in human activities remain—problems.


  Venus was different from Earth. At first, it had been a typical planetary frontier, with the usual difficulties of establishing permanent settlements, dealing with native life, and getting exploitation under way. For a time, Venusport had been a plague spot, even for a planetary beach-head, a rough, brawling, savagely lawless city with a polyglot population of drifters, promoters, sober and dedicated colonists, wildcat technicians, scientific students, and wanted criminals from all the cities and countries of Earth. That stage passed, changes were gradual, there was order of a sort, but Venus was still not the old Earth.


  There were still criminals, of various kinds—but little time, patience or facilities for dealing with them. The next stage was ruthless suppression of crime, with penalties so severe that a public reaction was inevitable. Nobody wanted to return to the riotous, colorful years of guerilla warfare between society and its parasites, but the softer patterns of penology seemed no remedy. Venus was civilized, after its own fashion. Leading citizens held discussions. With so large a percentage of research men and engineers in its society, they thought that Venus should try a scientific approach. Dr. Staples had made a suggestion. Since technicians had already solved so many seemingly insoluble problems, why not turn their ingenuity to finding a mechanical or electronic deterrent to crime?


  Technical details were classified topsec, of course. The public, including the criminal elements, knew only that such a device had been constructed. It was tried, and some appalling tragedies occurred before the bugs were ironed out. But since the victims were convict volunteers, nobody bothered much about them.


  Eventually the device had been adopted, and suitable laws passed to put it in practice. In the great majority of cases it worked. There were still criminals, and always would be as long as man is man—but there were few repeaters. Professional criminals, as such, became an almost vanishing class. There were only first offenders, and the few brazen incorrigibles too skilful or too lucky ever to have been caught.


  Now a man became a criminal at his own risk. If caught, he was tried and sentenced, but only to wear a metallic conscience for the rest of his life. He was no longer punished, except at his own hands. Punishment, which could never be made to fit the crime, now fitted the criminal. Minor temptations short-circuited any impulse to yield to them by causing either a warning buzz or a sharp pricking sensation akin to an insect bite.


  More drastic reactions to antisocial impulses ranged up the scale from stabbing pains to high-dolor headaches. Beyond that, if human weakness or determined wrongdoing reached out toward major temptations, there were hypnotic dampers or hypo injections of paralyzing drugs. In extreme cases, such as murder or treason, if the criminal persisted despite all warnings, death could strike from within his own skull—not as punishment, but as a practical deterrent.


  In a sense, justice had become divinely impartial and incorruptible. Its dispensation was left up to the offender, who could take his punishment even as he perpetrated his misdeeds, or reform. There was humor and realism and poetic justice involved, but Carling, and other criminals before him, were in no position to appreciate the fine touch. They were too close to it.


  “Yes,” Carling admitted cautiously. “I know about your studies in criminology. I knew it was your work in neuro-surgery which made possible some of the discoveries used in the conscience button. Naturally, I did not expect you to help me try to remove the button. But you must know more about its functions than anyone else. Since the operation, I’ve been so confused that I scarcely know who I am—let alone what I am. I thought you might explain my position to me, help me understand it.”


  Dr. Staples laughed shrewdly. “I doubt that. I doubt if you expected, or even hoped for, anything of the kind. Whatever I know about the button which is not already public information cannot be divulged. In any case, not to you. This is just a fishing expedition, and your only hope is that I might let something slip. Probably you want to return to your criminal activities. If so, I must warn you against it. Others like you have tried it, only to find reformation forced on them when they could no longer stand the pain.”


  “I can’t reform if I don’t know what I’m reforming from,” Carling protested. “They must have set up some kind of hypnotic barriers to keep me from remembering my old life. I wanted to revisit my old haunts, renew friendships, and do a lot of things when I got out. But I can’t. Everything is blank. Oh, I have memories stretching way back, old snatches of events and experiences, but none recent, none since I came to Venus, and none at all dealing with crime. Fm not even sure that Carling is my real name.”


  “Mechanical hypnosis is frequently used in treatment of criminals. It makes it easier for them to begin a new life by erasing the old. Also, it makes it more difficult for them to pick up bad habits from the bad company they’ve kept. The court did you a favor—why not leave it like that?”


  “I don’t know. I suppose everyone has a compulsion to know himself, to understand who and what he is. Is it possible for a doctor or hyponomech to put a man back into deep trance and break through those barriers?”


  “It’s possible, but difficult and dangerous. Any good psychiatrist could probe your past. Mechanical hypnosis locks many doors, but there was never a door without a key. However, I doubt if any reputable psychiatrist would turn locksmith to help a criminal. Technically, he would become your accomplice in breaking the law.”


  “Is there a law against a doctor hypnotizing a patient to explore his past and learn what is wrong with him?” Carling asked.


  “In your case, there is. You’re a known, convicted criminal, obviously set upon returning to your former life of crime.”


  Carling laughed cynically. “You can’t prove that and I don’t think you’ll try. I saw a lawyer first. According to the law, I’m no longer a criminal. I’m supposed to be incapable of crime. I’m a free agent, and the police are no longer interested in me. Or in anything I do.”


  Dr. Staples reached a decision. “I’m not going to help you, Carling.”


  “Not even to get a job?”


  “Not in any way. I’m interested in criminals from the standpoint of my profession, not theirs. You’re an incorrigible. You know it and I know it. I’m sorry for you, but that’s all.”


  Carling stood up, hesitating. “I may be back.”


  “If you come here again, ill feel it my duty to report your inquiries to the police. Then they’ll start some of their own about you.”


  Carling shrugged. “So what? Let them earn their money. I’ve paid the penalty for my lawbreaking. Since I got out, I haven’t even dented a law. You can’t prove I intend to, and if you could, the punishment is supposed to be inside my skull. If you are stupid enough to make a complaint, you’ll make yourself ridiculous. If you don’t trust the gadget, the public will lose faith in it quickly enough.


  II


  THE INAUDIBLE BUZZING WAS TORMENT in Carling’s head as he left the office. He must school himself against emotional upsets. On a fourth level moving walkway, he went across town, selecting an expressway for the emotional release of speed and the calming effect of air flowing over him. His mind raced, but in a vacuum, with no resistance. Controlling his impulse to break the law was going to be difficult, but for the moment he had no choice. Soundless vibration in his head set every nerve and muscle on edge, making thinking difficult.


  In search of refuge, he descended to the maze of surface alleyways and wandered at random. By instinct rather than memory, he knew where he was. The old native quarter—although all the natives who had once lived there had long since fled the encroachments of civilization. Oddly, the area seemed familiar, as if he had once spent much time here.


  There were flashes of something like memory, but no details. Recalling a certain bar as one might recall a locale from a dream, Carling followed the twists and turns of the rat warren, exploring. It was a relief to find it in the precise location memory specified.


  It was a refuge, a place where he could sit and think, and practice schooling his acquisitive urges. There was a lot to think about, and so little to go on.


  Hypnotic barriers prevented him from remembering any part of his trial as an habitual criminal. He had tried to look it up in the newstape microfiles, but criminal activities were no longer played up in the news summaries. Unbalanced people were too prone to emulation. There had been only the most cursory reference to his arrest, trial and sentence.


  It must have been only a formality anyhow. Hypnomechs obtained the required confession, and the rest was chiefly electronic diagnosis, punch card analysis, and a cyber bank judgment—all processing done with robotic impartiality and efficiency. Carling had been convicted, and conviction carried the mandatory sentence of OC, operative correction. So he had been removed from the prison to the hospital, treated, and released directly to face the world on his own. In theory at least, if not a changed man, he was no longer a menace to society. The trouble in his case was that the urge to steal remained too strong, in spite of his being paroled in custody of the mental button nestled against his brain.


  Released, Carling tried as others had before him to drop out of sight. Using the stake of credits supplied by the Society of Reformed Criminals, which was supposed to help him get a new start, he moved around rapidly, covering his tracks, changing his name and address a dozen times, building a new identity, acquiring forged ID cards, having his fingerprints altered, getting eyeballs tattooed and making himself generally unrecognizable.


  All that was expected, of course, so nobody bothered him in his routine. A marked man will naturally want to remove the markings, as a necessary preliminary to changing his way of life. There was nothing antisocial about trying to merge one’s identity in the herd, so Carling’s conscience did not disturb him. At a certain point, when the money began to run low, he became aware of a warning buzz, and as he began to grope desperately toward memory of his previous lire, the irritation grew worse.


  There was some satisfaction in knowing that he must have been a superior craftsman in whatever criminal line had brought his downfall, for no others rated the OC treatment. Any hypnotic barriers could only blur and not erase the habit patterns of a lifetime. Eventually, Carling knew, he could rediscover his special skills, but he was impatient, both because of lack of money and his inner compulsions. Of course, he could take a respectable job, as a cover for later ventures in crime, but it went against the grain somehow, as if he were failing to take up a challenge.


  Carling sat in a booth and ordered, his voice picked up by hidden microphones. Servomechs produced drinks mixed to order, sealed in plasti-containers and sent through pneumotubes, to appear as if by magic from an aperture in the table.


  Carling sipped his drink slowly, trying to relax. If he could not recapture his memories consciously, the wisest course was simply to drift, letting his subconscious follow habit patterns he was quite sure would lead somewhere. He was waiting for something, although it wasn’t at all clear in his mind what shape that elusive intangible would eventually take.


  But when the girl slipped into the booth opposite him, he was not surprised. “Order me a drink,” she said easily, “so it will look as if you had expected me. Or did you?”


  “I must have, I think. Did I know you . . . before?”


  She met his stare calmly, as if she was used to men’s stares. She was the type, all right. Obviously not a girl to be working in a low class bar, and not a hustler. She was small, blonde, neatly dressed, with a faintly overdone air of respectability like any of a million workers in offices, stores, factories. Even her attractiveness was that of any healthy, well-bred, ordinary human female.


  As an individual, she was just what any man would want in a casual companion, but in a crowd she would not stand out. But Carling was too old a hand not to realize that the best camouflage is to look too much like everyone else.


  “Whether you knew me or not makes no difference,” she said quickly. “You wouldn’t remember—”


  “That’s true enough. Then you know about me?”


  She nodded. Dipping into her bag, she brought out a set of two way scrambler mikes and earphones, often used in offices for private conversations between business men where hidden scanners might be operating. It was not too unusual to see dreamstruck lovers making use of the same device.


  Carling laughed. “You came prepared.”


  “I never trust hidden microphones, not even those for ordering drinks in a dive like this. Don’t worry. I hardly expect you to whisper sweet nothing to me on such short acquaintance. How much do you know about yourself?”


  “Not as much as you do evidently. I know the name that’s supposed to be mine. I gather that I’m supposed to have been a criminal. Can you fill in any details?”


  She smiled, as if he had said some complimentary banality. “I could, but that’s not important. Your real name is unknown, even to the police. Carling is your best known alias. You were a criminal. A burglar, good or bad, depending on the point of view. You’ve been watched since your release. It hasn’t been too easy, with you trying to drop out of sight. But someone always keeps track of new fish from the tank. It’s much harder to hide from your friends than your enemies. Remember that.”


  “What do you want from me?”


  Her laughter sparkled and chilled like ice shavings. There was cruelty and mockery in it, and a hint of unknown joy. Such a woman might be difficult to tame, but worth the trouble, Carling thought, feeling strangely attracted.


  “That depends on what you want from us,” she said. “And what you are willing to pay for the privilege of working again.”


  “If that’s a question,” Carling answered warily, “I think I’ll dodge it for the moment. You could be a police spy.”


  “So could you. It’s wise to be cautious when you’re dealing with the unknown, but you have less to lose than we do. So it’s up to you to convince me first. Then the group. If you want our help.”


  Carling plunged. “All right. I want to return to my work. But I have a conscience button in my head. Also, some hypnotic blocks. I imagine the blocks will break down in time. But can anything be done about the conscience button?”


  She nodded. “Something can, with the proper drugs and conditioning. It’s not complete, but it does damp down the effects. If you can meet our standards, there is a chance you will be accepted into our exclusive organization, working with us, and able to claim our help in various ways. But can you accept tight discipline, and are you willing to pay high dues? Fifty percent?”


  Carling frowned. “I’ve always made a point of working alone. And fifty percent is high. I’d rather pay off once and be through with it. In criminal gangs, there are always weak links, and the possibility of betrayal.”


  “Not in our group,” she said. “For one thing, there is the need for drugs, if one is to continue. And we are very careful about weak links. I said our membership is exclusive.”


  “I still would prefer one big payoff.”


  “With what? We know your circumstances. You have nothing to offer but your talents, and even those are almost useless in your present condition. No, if you are admitted, you are in for life. Once you have our secrets, you are far too dangerous to us to be left on your own.”


  “That doesn’t leave me much choice, does it?”


  “Not much. You need us. We don’t need you, but under proper circumstances, we can use you. I should warn you that the initiation is quite strenuous, and if you fail in any way, you will be killed. Do you still want to go on?”


  “I’m not sure. Not until I know more about your offer. You say your drugs damp down the effects of the button. But how much? I can stand a minor crime, perhaps, but I don’t want to make a career of being a victim in a torture chamber. I’m not too worried about the initiation, whatever it is, but I like to be sure of my prospects before I take a gamble on high stakes.”


  “You can be. Our system works well enough. We limit our take, but only to avoid drawing police attention. Still, we do very well for ourselves, and live with danger and excitement, which is important to us.”


  “I can understand that. I need the adventure of crime, as an addict needs drugs. That is more to me than the profits—but those also are necessary to a career. I’m convinced. How can I convince you, or your group?”


  “That’s not so easy,” she replied soberly. “First, we check your records, even more thoroughly than the police have. Then we consider your case, to make sure you will fit into our organization. That could have been done before, but we never invest in a man until we are sure he wants to come to us.”


  “I don’t quite believe that, but I’m certain I’ll pass on my records. Then what?”


  “Next, we make sure you actually have a conscience button. There have been police spies, some of them actually wearing dud buttons, which showed no X-rays as the real thing. However, they did not pass the real test. We arrange a real job, and assign our candidate his part in it. On probation, you’ll carry a portable polygraph, which will record all your reactions while working with a functioning conscience. That shows quickly enough if the button is genuine. It’s hard on the candidate, but a sure way of protecting ourselves. I hope you have a high pain threshold. You’ll need it.”


  “Pretty drastic, isn’t it?—even for initiation into a brotherhood of crime? But I guess you know I’m desperate enough to try it. What happens if I pass the test? And how soon can I take it?”


  “If you pass, you’ll be accepted. I don’t know when or if you’ll be called. That depends upon too many unknown factors. You may be tested in other ways. But don’t call us. Well make contact with you, if we’re interested.”


  “Don’t make me wait too long,” warned Carling. “My money is low.”


  She smiled coldly. “That’s your problem. Perhaps you’d better get a job to tide you over. Now say something to me in a low voice, anything. I’ll act insulted and throw my drink in your face. You get up and stalk out angrily.”


  Carling let his eyes dwell admiringly on her. Beneath the ordinary exterior, she was a real stunner. Any man might lose his head over her. He was not quite playing a part.


  “You’re beautiful . . . and dangerous,” he whispered into the scrambler mike. “Too bad you’re not my type.”


  Even braced for it, he was shocked by the deluge of cold liquid. It did nothing for the throb in his head. Anger blazed up in him. For a moment, he was tempted to return the compliment by throwing his drink in her face. But caution prevailed. Just now he could not alienate her. But later on . . .


  A plush daydream, with impulses, crashed through his mind, and the conscience button went to work with shrieking, stabbing torture.


  III


  OUTSIDE, CARLING SLOUCHED INTO a pool of denser shadows and waited for the girl to appear. She had warned him against taking the initiative, but he had no intention of obeying the warning.


  Darkness between buildings swallowed him, and he crouched down, motionless, tensed, mouth opened slightly, listening and watching. Sometime in his unknown past, his body muscles and will had been schooled to patient waiting. It was possible that she might take a back wav out, but hardly likely under the circumstances. She would not expect to be followed. Carling had no definite objective in mind, but any information gained about her might prove useful.


  Several people came and went, but they were men, or elderly women. Then she moved from the shadowy doorway into the street. For half a breath, she hesitated, glancing quickly to left and right as if to make sure she was unobserved. Then she turned and strode off in the direction of the escalator stages to the walkways.


  Shadowing her was not easy. Even by day, visibility is poor in the domed cities of Venus, and by night, especially in poorer quarters, very little illumination seeps to ground level from the dome lights. It was late, and the street was deserted, or nearly so. In crowds, a shadower can trail easily without his quarry ever becoming aware of him. But on empty streets, though it is easy to keep the pursued in sight, the pursuer is also vulnerable. Carling followed as closely as he dared, but had to risk losing track of her to avoid discovery.


  At the escalator, she ascended to the third level walks. This was luck. If she had stayed at ground level, or summoned a robocab to take the vehicular runways, she could have lost him in minutes. On the bare moving walks, he could follow a full span behind and still keep her in view. Only at intersections where there were switchovers were pools of harsh glare from the radilumes. She went confidently, not looking back.


  But she was no fool. With instinctive or habitual caution, she changed directions frequently. She moved from local walkways to the express runs and back. Twice she descended from the walkways to ground level and followed tortuous routes through the maze of streets and alleys. The game went on, a paper chase without a paper trail. Part of the time, Carling tried to trail her from a crossways a stage above the ground, but he could only approximate her movements.


  As if he were an old hand at shadowing, though he could not remember it, he seemed to sense her evasions in advance, and was lucky in approximating her directions. To get anywhere, she would have to return to the moving walks, and it was only necessary to be there ahead of her and out of sight when she came up. Once she took a long time to reappear, and Carling was afraid he had lost her.


  On her third descent, he decided to take no further chances, and closed in to follow as closely as he dared. It was fortunate he did. She seemed to disappear into the dark mouth of an alley almost at the foot of the escalator staging. If he hadn’t been close behind her, Carling wouldn’t have had the least idea where she had gone.


  Many doors fronted on the short alley. The girl had vanished, and it was impossible to know which building she had entered. Carling could only keep himself well hidden and await her reappearance. It was unlikely a girl like that would live in such an area, so probably she was making a report on her interview with him. To someone . . .


  Carling was far more interested in that someone than in the girl. Patiently he waited, and his patience was rewarded. A door opened somewhere, evidenced only by sound. No block of light from within sprang across the dust-shrouded alley. The girl slipped from darkness within to dimness outside. By his trained, sensitive hearing, Carling followed her footsteps out of the alley.


  Waiting to be certain she had really gone, Carling eventually left his place of concealment and studied the building. There was no light within, and the outside illumination was barely sufficient to show that the structure was in no way outstanding. For a city as new as Venusport, it seemed quite old and ramshackle. It had probably been built originally as a barrack for colonists, and later turned into a warren of offices and cheap living quarters. The street door was locked.


  Carling steeled himself against a barrage of pain from his built-in conscience. For the first time since OC, he was about to break a law, and he knew he must pay the price. From hidden pockets of his suit, he got out a few simple tools, and a set of small rubber suction cups for hands and feet. Locating the emergency fire-chute, he squeezed into it and began a grimly determined ascent.


  Even though he had not come to rob, breaking and entering illegally was a crime, and the metallic button in his head set off a shrill crescendo of inaudible vibration mixed with racking throbs of pain. Ignoring it, he inched steadily up the smooth, steeply inclined spiral. It was a wearisome task—even with know-how and assured skill, both of which he lacked consciously. But there was the satisfaction of rediscovering old habit-patterns and his muscles had not forgotten their training. He managed.


  At each floor level was a trapdoor, spring-hung, which led into the hallway. But Carling knew the doors were wired to sound an alarm the instant they were opened from the chute side. Bracing himself, working with difficulty in his cramped Quarters, Carling used the small tools to dig into le fireproof walls. He got at the wiring and bypassed the alarms, gleeful that he was regaining his lost skills. Burglar barriers keep out everyone but an experienced burglar, he reflected cynically. But with each obstacle that he overcame, he paid bitterly, the pain released by his mechanical conscience becoming almost unbearable by the time he reached the third floor.


  Carling emerged on the. third floor. As expected, the building was just a rat warren of small business offices, some with attached living quarters. He began cautious exploration. Fortunately many of the cubicles were unoccupied, since every business not on the precarious edge of disaster had long ago drifted away from the area. He learned quickly that all of the upper floors were practically uninhabited.


  Descending to the lower floors, he listened at door after door for the sound of any activity. The hallways were dimly lighted by fluorescent thing, but after a moment his eyes adjusted to the dimness. It was better not to use his hand radilume until necessary.


  Carling was about to go down to the ground floor when a light-code key flickered outside the street door, and someone entered. He had barely time to fling himself behind the curve of the ramp. It was the girl, returning. This was luck again, but he was not sure whether it was good or bad. At least now he would know where in the building she had gone. Carrying a number of odd-shaped parcels, she came up. Carling glided back down the hall, looking for a place of concealment. Trying several doors, he found one unlocked. It gave into darkness.


  Footfalls came muffled through the door, but she seemed to be approaching his refuge. Bad luck. Swiftly and silently, he moved through the room, brushing furniture, groping along bare walls to find a door.


  He found one after much fumbling. It swung open and he backed through, just as the girl entered. Through the crack of the closing door, he saw a momentary flash as she clicked on the wall switch. He backed across the dark room. Then suddenly the lights blazed all. around him.


  Dazzled, he looked swiftly about. Except for himself, the room was empty. It was bare even of furniture. And the light was terribly, blindingly bright. It seemed to seep through every cell of his body. A concealed speaker grated into sound.


  “Yes, Carling. You are trapped. We were expecting you.” It was a man’s voice.


  Carling said nothing. There was no use attempting a defense, no use trying to orient himself, or alert his senses to hidden danger. The next move was up to . . . someone.


  “Evidently you have not lost the use of your burglar’s talents. Though you took quite a while getting in.”


  “She knew I was following?”


  “Of course. You were expected to. If she had wanted to lose you, she could have. Are you foolish enough to carry a weapon?”


  “I never did. I don’t now.”


  “Of course not. Good burglars rarely go armed. We are impressed by your ingenuity and initiative. The question remains, what are we going to do with you?”


  “Haven’t you already decided that?”


  “Not quite. You were seen going to Dr. Staples office. Why? He’s a member of the Crime Council, and has been known to work closely with the police. Why did you go to him?”


  “It seemed logical that the man who worked out tlie original idea of a mechanical conscience would know more about it than anyone else. I thought I might learn something.”


  “Did you?”


  Carling grunted unhappily. “Only that it can’t be removed surgically, which I already suspected.


  If it could, they wouldn’t trust it as completely as they do.”


  “You were warned not to come here,” continued the mechanically altered voice. “Why did you persist?”


  “That too seemed logical. You have something I want—a way to beat the conscience button. I never buy anything if there’s a chance of stealing it.”


  The voice chuckled flatly, metallically. “You have already broken our first rule—that of blind obedience to the rules. But then you are not actually a member of our organization, so the infraction will not count against you. Our secrets cannot be stolen. Are you willing now to pay the price?”


  “I haven’t much choice. I’ll pay.”


  “Good. We’re wasting time. A raid is planned for tonight. Nothing exactly in your line, but possibly we can use you. None of your associates will be known to you, but all are known, experienced criminals. All wear the conscience button, but for them the effect will be deadened. You can go along, on probation, without that help. As was explained to you, on his first assignment, the candidate must endure the torments of the button without help from us. And you will be fitted with a portable polygraph to record your reactions. Understood?”


  “Understood and agreed. I don’t like it, but I guess I can stand it one time. But what about next time? Do your gimmicks really work?”


  “Within limits. You’ve heard of the zombie drugs?”


  “Of course. The old tranquilizers, stepped up and mixed with narco-hypnotics. But aren’t they—”


  “Dangerous? Yes, in incompetent hands. Also, we use an additional processing. Actually, they insure that everyone on an assignment will do exactly as he is told. You won’t be drugged. You will be a free agent. But at the first sign of weakness, failure or betrayal, your partner will have orders to kill you. In case you doubt that, remember she will be under the influence of the zombie drug.”


  “When do we start?” asked Carling tonelessly.


  “Right now. Your partner will be waiting for you at the street door. She can explain the assignment as you go.”


  IV


  THE PLAN WAS SIMPLE, direct, and ambitious. Its objective was the gem collection in the Venus State Museum. A timed smoke bomb had been placed in the ventilator intake shaft, and central fire alarm wiring diverted. At the proper moment two copter trucks camouflaged as fire equipment would descend into the courtyard of the museum building. It was expected that the staff and guards would throw open the building. If not, the raiders were prepared to cut through the walls with atomic torches, dispose of the guards with gas guns, and blast their way into the vault with explosives.


  “Why do you need a burglar along?” asked Carling.


  “You may be useful,” the girl replied. “The vaults are protected by special alarms we could not put out of order in advance. That will be your job. I don’t suppose even a burglar of your talents can crack the time-lock on the vaults.”


  Excitement was building up in Carling. Now professional pride went up a notch, matched instantly by the screaming pain in his head.


  “I can,” he said quickly, “with an atomic drill. That is, I can unless this button cracks my head open first.”


  “It won’t,” she assured him. “Not on your first job, unless you plan to kill someone. The pain scale is graduated to the individual, and not meant to cause fatal damage at the first slip. My father—”


  She caught herself midbreath, and changed the subject by staring around them at the rest of the group in the waiting copter truck. All of them looked oddly unconvincing in their firemen’s suiting disguise. The girl most of all, in her ill-fitting armor, and the flesh-colored rubber face mask. But for her remembered voice, Carling would not have recognized her, though he would never have mistaken the small figure for a real fireman.


  “You’ll have your atomic drill, if we get in,” she said wearily. “In the meantime, if you have any other helpful ideas, tell me. I can communicate constantly with the leader.”


  “I don’t imagine he comes along on such large scale smash and grab raids as this,” commented Carling cynically. “There’d be too much danger for a boss.”


  “He’s in the other copter truck,” she said acidly. “He always comes when there’s a new candidate to be watched. If you try any tricks, and I fail or show weakness, he will burn you down before you can do us harm.”


  “I’m convinced,” said Carling.


  Hovering between the great city dome and the buildings below, the two simulated fire copters seemed detached from reality. Carling had the professional burglar’s patience, but this time he waited apprehensively. Smash and grab was not his line, on any scale, and now he had two additional worries—two guns at his back, in the hands of unknown and probably drugged killers, and the pain from his mechanical conscience, slowly building to a sky-shattering headache.


  He hoped grimly that he could endure the torment and live long enough to pass his test. For the time being, any thought of a future was submerged in troubles of the present. He was already in far beyond his depth, with no way of turning back, even if he wanted to. Physical and mental distress raged through him in storms.


  Then an alarm sent a quiver of vibration through the copter truck. Blades flailing, the two vehicles headed down to the darkly clustered blocks of city buildings. A courtyard opened below, and they settled toward it rapidly. There was a bump and they were down, men spilling from the trucks like routed insects.


  The museum was a glare of light, though no flames showed. Smoke billowed from the open front door. Guards issued from the smoke pall, urging the supposed firemen inside. Gas guns dealt with the guards as they emerged, choking, from the smoke, and limp forms littered the courtyard. Then the false firemen swarmed into the building, trundling various loads of heavy equipment with them.


  In the main salon of the museum building, they ran into trouble. Something had alerted the guards remaining inside. Beams from heat guns interlaced viciously. There were casualties on both sides. Men fell and lay writhing. Cases of artifacts from three early Venusian cultures glowed, flared and fused explosively. Gas guns immobilized the surviving knots of guards.


  By previous order, the attackers quickly donned gas masks, part of regular fire-fighting equipment. Each team of raiders had a task assigned.


  Under the gun of his partner, Carling put out of commission alarm systems as they went along, and soon the museum was cut off completely from the outside. It was sheer nightmare to Carling. Pain blared in his head, and he trembled with pressure and excitement, so that his skilled fingers fumbled the simplest of wiring complexes. He seemed to move drunkenly.


  It was a literal inferno, with billowing clouds of smoke pierced by the flickering beams of flashlights. Gassed, half-conscious men lay on the floor, writhing and choking. Gangs of masked demons wove patterns of planned motion through the gloom and glare. And now real fire from the heat gun discharges licked hungrily at exhibits. Runnels of flame ran up and down priceless draperies of Venusilk and brocades.


  Carling felt like a hashish user, with time and space extending uneasily in various directions. At last, somehow, in the midst of general chaos, he and the girl stood before the massive door of the time-locked main vaults. An atomic drill was thrust into his hand. Grimly and purposefully he set to work.


  A time-lock was no simple thing like a coded light-key pattern. This worked on a short-term half-life capsule of disintegrating atomic alloys. To break it down and open the lock, the capsule must be reached and dispersed. At best the operation was ticklish, and under ordinary circumstances nearly impossible, with the risk of violent explosion or lethal radiation at every step.


  Head pains became a crackling, searing torment as he worked, but he persisted, enlarging the hole slowly until he could reach in and move the capsule with shielded pliers.


  “Will it take much longer?” asked the girl tightly.


  “It’s done,” Carling said, staggering back blindly, his hand clamped against his head. Pain rose now in a fearful spiral, blanking out thought, sensation, emotion.


  He reeled away as the time lock began to function smoothly. There was a whirring and snapping sound within the mechanism, and the door released, to open at a touch. Carling was beyond caring. The girl led him back, while others of the group closed in, swung the massive door aside and began looting the vaults.


  “You’ve done well,” the girl whispered as she guided him to the main salon, where some of the gang stood lookout while the main group loaded their carts with the priceless haul of gems and antique jewelry. “He’ll be very pleased with you.”


  “Will he?” asked Carling thickly. Just then, nothing else mattered but relief from his agonies.


  “Get him to the copter,” someone ordered. “We can’t have a cripple in the way while we’re loading. Tell the pilots to be ready. We’ll come fast when we’re done.”


  Carling felt himself being led, pushed, dragged, urged in stumbling, erratic passage. Through the outer door and down shallow steps into the courtyard he faltered, the girl murmuring encouragement, trying to support and help him. The raiders were beginning to move out from the museum now, but Carling was not aware of them, except as vague patterns of movement in the light-pierced murk. There were hoarse voices giving orders.


  Then raw, savage violence seemed to burst out all at once, everywhere about him. It penetrated even the haze of pain inside his skull. There was heavy firing, loud shouting, the hiss of heat gun beams slashing the air.


  A voice spoke in Carling’s brain. “Down, Carling—down! Lie flat!”


  Carling thought his imagination must be playing tricks on him, but the girl must have heard something too. Her gas mask and face mask had been pushed aside. Now her face itself was a twisted mask of hate and horror. Fear seemed to paralyze her. A crossfire of searchlight beams lathed her and Carling in impossible radiance.


  Carling was dropping to lie flat, even as her gun came up. She had no chance to fire. A thin pencil of heat-beam swung down and touched her gun. She screamed, staring at her scorched fingers.


  Her scream seemed to go on and on in Carling’s mind, blending with the torrent of incredible pain as darkness washed over him in waves. Consciousness broke down, but the scream and the pain went echoing and re-echoing in a timeless, dimensionless immensity of space.


  V


  CARLING CAME BACK TO FUZZY consciousness in a hospital bed. There were bandages, and he seemed to be injured, but he felt no pain. He felt nothing at all.


  Nurses called doctors who behaved as mysteriously as witch-doctors, asking and answering no questions, only grunting to show satisfaction with bis progress. He drifted for an unknown period in a curiously sensationless state, not knowing what had happened, or what was going on. Not caring.


  There came a time when he roused from an uneasy dozing to find that feeling had returned. He could sense the coolness of crisp fabric around his body. His nerves were aware of certain muscular discomforts. He could see and hear and feel and smell and taste and think again.


  A man sat by his bed. He recognized the commissioner from stereo-news photographs, and wondered why so much trouble was being taken over a single, unimportant prisoner.


  “They said you’d be coming round about now,” the official told him. “In case you’re interested, we captured all of them who were on the raid. Except for three who were killed outright. The rest of the gang have been rounded up since.”


  “Does it matter to me?”


  The commissioner was thoughtful. “I guess we owe you an explanation. It will have to do until you’re in shape to go back to the hypnomechs. I’ll make it brief.”


  A picture formed in Carling’s mind. A picture that had been etched into his memory, through all the confusion and pain of the raid and the disaster. A girl, raising a gun to kill him. Her lips silently forming the one word, ‘Judas!’ And the fear and hate and horror of her expression.


  Carling squirmed uneasily, just thinking about it.


  “Thanks to you, we got all of them,” the commissioner said happily. “You made a very good Judas goat. You didn’t exactly lead them to the killing pen, but you led us to them. The conscience button in your head was not the standard button. Among other things, it broadcast your location on a sub-radio frequency constantly. We knew just where you were all the time, and by its intensity, pretty much what you were doing.”


  “All right,” Carling said. “You knew what I was doing, and I knew it. Very clever of you, I’ll admit. But you don’t have to be so civilized about everything. I know what I am—a convicted criminal, evidently incorrigible, since I was caught in the act, again, even with the button in my head. What happens to me now?”


  The commissioner laughed grimly. “It must have been rough on you. Believing you were a criminal, and having that conscience button in your head, cutting loose with warnings and pain every time you did what you had to do. You’re no criminal at all. Just a special agent brought here on loan from Earth to do a job for us. You had a year’s intensive training, including conditioning from educator tapes. Then the hypnomechs put you in deep trance and convinced you that you were Carling, implanting post-hypnotic suggestion so you had to go on stealing. Also, your burglar’s habit patterns, your technical knowledge, were all post-hypnotic commands.”


  “You mean I’m not Carling? I can’t believe it.”


  “You will, when the hypnomechs gel you back to normal, to your own identity. The real Carling, or whatever his real name may be, is still in prison. He’ll be released now, after OC treatment, with a conscience button in his head.”


  The pseudo-Carling mulled the matter briefly. “I feel for him whoever he is. With a conscience button like mine, I’ll bet he reforms.”


  “His button is not exactly like yours,” explained the commissioner. “Yours was chiefly a concealed transmitter. All of the effects you felt were purely subjective, suggested to you by the hypnomechs. Under hypnotic command, a person feels real pain, though there is no actual source of pain.”


  “Whatever it is, it works—damnably.”


  “A lot of people have found that out. That was Dr. Staples original suggestion. To put dud metallic buttons in the skulls of criminals, then plant the idea hypnotically that they would warn, punish with pain, or even kill if the subject returned to crime. They worked all right. A few criminals even killed themselves, by just believing hypnotically that they would be killed by the button.”


  “In that case, how did the gang’s drugs work to cut down imaginary pain.”


  “Just the fact that they believed drugs would work helped slightly. Then the gang’s mastermind re-hypnotized his henchmen and partially removed the hypnotic command. He wanted them to feel some dependence on him, for the necessary drugs. And the zombie drugs reduced them to mere slaves, at his command. Yes, Dr. Staples was very clever. He was the gang’s mastermind, and too clever for his own good. He and his daughter were leaders; planners, organizers—the rest of them poor deluded tools. Like other clever men, Staples was playing both ends against the middle.


  “We’ve been worried about him for some time, but we could not prove anything. We did stop telling the Crime Council everything we knew though. And Staples got too greedy, both for profit and excitement. He had to go along sometimes, partly from a sadistic desire to watch the effect of the conscience button on a new recruit.”


  “I wondered about that at the time. But they gave me no chance to back out. The girl held a gun on me all the time I was in the museum. At least until I cracked up.” The man who was not Carling hesitated, remembering. “I feel a little sorry for her. Was she Staples daughter?”


  “She still is. They have burns, but nothing serious.”


  The man on the bed was frowning, puzzled. “What will you do with them, now that you’ve caught them? If they know the buttons are just hypnotic, the gadgets won’t work, will they?”


  “We don’t know. You can tell us more about that after the hypnomechs try to remove the suggestion from your mind. I’d say offhand, that you’ll probably have to lead a highly moral life for two or three months. Your button will disintegrate slowly and be absorbed in about that time. But until it’s gone, I imagine you’d better control any antisocial impulses. Don’t worry about Dr. Staples. The joke is on him. We have new buttons now that really work as specified. Staples and his daughter will both get OC, and they may be in for some painful surprises.”


  The man on the bed laughed harshly, then sobered. “I don’t even know her name,” he mused aloud. “But I’m wondering what it would be like to be married to a woman with a conscience.”


  “If you ask me, she could still be trouble,” said the commissioner.


  But the man who was not Carling was not listening.


  THE CAPTAIN OF HIS SOUL


  Jack Sharkey


  Out of the lights that blinded him, out of the pit that owned his soul, he thanked the alien gods he dreamed, and stayed


  CAPTAIN Rensaleer strode back and forth on the deck of the control room, his boots swishing viciously with the whip-like lash of his angry pacing. Two days out from Venus, and the juggernaut beam completely gimmicked. “Damn those Venusians!” he snarled, his slightly unshaven cleft chin almost quivering. “Our force field should have held! How could they penetrate the amber flicker?”


  “I’ll check with Henry,” said Morgan, getting up from his chair. “Henry’s good at that sort of thing. He’s made a lifelong study of beam diffusion.”


  “Excellent!” said Captain Rensaleer. “The very man! Ask him.”


  “Henry!” Morgan shouted. “The amber’s gone blooey. It won’t flicker, nohow, and the Venusian Maidens—”


  “I know, I know,” said Henry, with his usual calm pride in his abilities. He stepped to the immense control board, set his. hands upon his hips, and studied the flashing lights that chased each other across the metal panels. “Ha!” he said, snapping his fingers. “It’s the magnetic rheostat. Just needs a bit of adjusting, that’s all.”


  “Darned if I know what you’re talking about, Henry,” Morgan mumbled. “Just so’s you fix it, quick. The Venusian Maidens will—”


  “A pox on the Venusians!” said Henry, his dextrous fingers seeking, finding and adjusting the cause of the trouble, in brief seconds.


  “That’s got it!” Morgan called, gratefully. “Keep it just like that.”


  “Henry!” Captain Rensaleer’s rich baritone voice was mildly chiding. “You shouldn’t make up your own terminology to impress Morgan. Why didn’t you just tell him the switch was off?”


  “Oh . . . you know.” Henry sighed, sitting back in his chair. “If I told him exactly what was the matter, he’d begin to think maybe he could handle this job as well as I can, and . . .” Henry’s voice broke a little, “I need this job. If I got fired, there’s—Well, there’s just nothing else I can do but keep the control board functioning.”


  Captain Rensaleer shook his head and looked fondly at Henry. “Not while I’m captain of Argo III, Henry,” he assured the little old man. “You need never worry about Morgan taking over.”


  Henry sighed in relief and smiled a bit easier. “Thank you, Captain Rensaleer, sir,” he said, with doglike devotion. The ageless tiger of a man that was the captain merely grinned, showing his white, even teeth, and strode manfully away, his six-foot-four rock-hard frame loping easily across the bucking, heaving floor of the spaceship.


  “Henry!” Morgan called, with ill-suppressed fury. “The asteroids are passing by too fast! Too fast, you stupid old fossil!”


  “Sorry, sir!” Henry gasped. “I didn’t notice the speedregulation dial, sir.” Henry fumbled with an iron wheel, his old, pale blue eyes glued to the dial until the needle slipped back where it belonged. “Is it all right now?” he asked, anxiously.


  “Yes!” said Morgan. “And its lucky for you!” Morgan deliberately turned his back upon Henry and walked away in a huff.


  “You see?” said Henry, miserably.


  “I begin to,” said Captain Rensaleer. “Morgan certainly is touchy. But he’s just young. Thinks he knows it all. He’ll never be half the man you are, Henry. No one knows the workings of the control board so well. Don’t you worry. As long as I’m captain of—”


  “Argo III,” Henry finished for him, tonelessly “I know, sir. Thank you, sir.”


  “What are you doing back there, sleeping?” Morgan cried. “You old fool, you’d better shape up quick, or you’ll be bounced out of here so fast—”


  “What’s the matter?” Henry asked, terrified by the younger man’s harsh tone of voice.


  “The spotlights, that’s all!” Morgan growled sarcastically. “Here’s a landing taking place on an alien planet, and the pilot can’t even see the place. More lights, you idiot!”


  “Yes, sir,” Henry said, choking back a sob as he pulled the main power switch. On the Venusian landscape, glorious rainbow shafts of light pulsated into blinding colors. Green, maroon and yellow-scarlet columns of raw light spilled and splashed off the rich verdure that was the surface of the planet Venus.


  “Henry, you look tired,” said Captain Rensaleer. “Why don’t you go to your cabin and lie down? We’ll be landing on Venus, soon, and you want to be fresh when we go out to greet the aliens.”


  “Oh, sir, I’d like to. I’d like to so very much!” said Henry. “It would be good to lie down and rest; I’m not as spry as I used to be. But Morgan would—”


  “The hell with Morgan,” said Captain Rensaleer. “You need your rest. Go lie down, Henry. That’s an order!”


  “Sir . . . Do you really think . . .?” Henry began, falteringly.


  “Damn it, that does it! That just does it!” Morgan yelled. “Of all the stupid tricks. Here the Venusian Maidens are starting their Dance of Temptation and the stupid asteroids are back! I give up, I just give up!”


  “Pay him no mind, Henry,” said Captain Rensaleer. “We space explorers can’t be bothered by the rantings of hired hands.”


  “But my job, sir! If Morgan speaks to Mr. Baylock . . .”


  “The hell with Mr. Baylock, too!” said the captain, decisively.


  “Oh, sir, do you really think so?” Henry had to brush a tear from his eye, brought there by sheer gratitude. “I’m so old and tired, sir. If only I could—”


  “You can, Henry. It’s easy,” said Captain Rensaleer. “Here, just give me your hand.” His strong, bronzed fingers were outstretched toward Henry’s. “Here, it’s just a short step up, old man.”


  “I—” Henry hesitated, withholding his hand. “I’ve never been on the deck of a spaceship before, sir.”


  “There’s nothing like it, Henry. Nothing in creation like it. To stride the decks of a ship, sailing anywhere in the universe you choose, slave to no man. It’ll make you ten years younger.”


  Henry’s hand was slowly, as of its own volition, reaching for Captain Rensaleer’s waiting fingers. “Only ten, sir?” he asked.


  “Dash it all, man, you can be any age you want on my ship! Come, come! I haven’t got all night. Give me your hand.”


  “Yes, sir!” said Henry, gripping the other’s hand tightly. He closed his eyes, felt the easy strength with which Captain Rensaleer lifted him clear of the chair, up, up onto the deck of Argo III.


  “What’s this about Henry?” asked Mr. Baylock, with some surprise.


  Morgan’s face was a study in puzzlement. “I don’t know, sir. The last time I saw him, the girls were rehearsing their dance number for the landing scene, and Henry goofed and started the asteroids moving again, from scene four. We had to stop rehearsals dead to get things running again.”


  “But Henry, what about him?” asked Mr. Baylock.


  “When I last looked at him, he was staring into the air in front of him. Then when I looked back, he was gone. Poof. Just like that.”


  “Well, Henry’s kind of old,” said Baylock. “Probably got scared when you yelled, and hightailed it for home.”


  “Guess I was kind of harsh on the old guy,” Morgan admitted, “but when you’re trying to direct a musical and the man at the control board starts dropping cues, well—


  “Hey,” Morgan gave a short laugh, “I don’t even know the guy’s last name.”


  “Rensaleer,” said Mr. Baylock. “Henry Rensaleer.”


  Morgan got the number and dialed. He could hear the buzzing in the earpiece as Henry Rensaleer’s distant phone rang. And rang. And rang . . .      THE END


  WHEN THE PEOPLE FELL


  Cordwainer Smith


  The biggest news story in all history had happened centuries ago—but he was an eyewitness!


  “CAN you imagine a rain of people through an acid fog? Can you imagine thousands and thousands of human bodies, without weapons, overwhelming the unconquerable monsters? Can you—”


  “Look, sir,” interrupted the reporter.


  “Don’t interrupt me! You ask me silly questions. I tell you I saw the Goonhogo itself. I saw it take Venus. Now ask me about that!” The reporter had called to get an old man’s reminiscences about bygone ages. He did not expect Dobyns Bennett to flare up at him.


  Dobyns Bennett thrust home the psychological advantage he had gotten by taking the initiative. “Can you imagine showhices in their parachutes, a lot of them dead, floating out of a green sky? Can you imagine mothers crying as they fell? Can you imagine people pouring down on the poor helpless monsters?”


  Mildly, the reporter asked what showhices were.


  “That’s old Chinesian for children,” said Dobyns Bennett. “I saw the last of the nations burst and die, and you want to ask me about fashionable clothes and things. Real history never gets into the books. It’s too shocking. I suppose you were going to ask me what I thought of the new striped pantaloons for women!”


  “No,” said the reporter, but he blushed. The question was in his notebook and he hated blushing.


  “Do you know what the Goonhogo did?”


  “What?” asked the reporter, struggling to remember just what a Goonhogo might be.


  “It took Venus,” said the old man, somewhat more calmly.


  Very mildly, the reporter murmured, “It did?”


  “You bet it did!” said Dobyns Bennett belligerently.


  “Were you there?” asked the reporter.


  “You bet I was there when the Goonhogo took Venus,” said the old man. “I was there and it’s the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. You know who I am. I’ve seen more worlds than you can count, boy, and yet when the nondies and the needies and the showhices came pouring out of the sky, that was the worst thing that any man could ever see. Down on the ground, there were the loudies the way they’d always been—”


  The reporter interrupted, very gently. Bennett might as well have been speaking a foreign language. All of this had happened three hundred years before. The reporter’s job was to get a feature from him and to put it into a language which people of the present time could understand.


  RESPECTFULLY he said, “Can’t you start at the beginning of the story?”


  “You bet. That’s when I married Terza. Terza was the prettiest girl you ever saw. She was one of the Vomacts, a great family of scanners, and her father was a very important man. You see, I was thirty-two, and when a man is thirty-two, he thinks he is pretty old, but I wasn’t really old, I just thought so, and he wanted Terza to marry me because she was such a complicated girl that she needed a man’s help. The Court back home had found her unstable and the Instrumentality had ordered her left in her father’s care until she married a man who then could take on proper custodial authority. I suppose those are old customs to you, boy—”


  The reporter interrupted again. “I am sorry, old man,” said he. “I know you are over four hundred years old and you’re the only person who remembers the time the Goonhogo took Venus. Now the Goonhogo was a government, wasn’t it?”


  “Anyone knows that,” snapped the old man. “The Goonhogo was a sort of separate Chinesian government. Seventeen billion of them all crowded in one small part of Earth. Most of them spoke English the way you and I do, but they spoke their own language, too, with all those funny words that have come on down to us. They hadn’t mixed in with anybody else yet. Then, you see, the Waywanjong himself gave the order and that is when the people started raining. They just fell right out of the sky. You never saw anything like it—”


  The reporter had to interrupt him again and again to get the story bit by bit. The old man kept using terms that he couldn’t seem to realize were lost in history and that had to be explained to be intelligible to anyone of this era. But his memory was excellent and his descriptive powers as sharp and alert as ever . . .


  YOUNG Dobyns Bennett had not been at Experimental Area A very long, before he realized that the most beautiful female he had ever seen was Terza Vomact. At the age of fourteen, she was fully mature. Some of the Vomacts did mature that way. It may have had something to do with their being descended from unregistered, illegal people centuries back in the past. They were even said to have mysterious connections with the lost world back in the age of nations when people could still put numbers on the years.


  He fell in love with her and felt like a fool for doing it.


  She was so beautiful, it was hard to realize that she was the daughter of Scanner Vomact himself. The scanner was a powerful man.


  Sometimes romance moves too fast and it did with Dobyns Bennett because Scanner Vomact himself called in the young man and said, “I’d like to have you marry my daughter Terza, but I’m not sure she’ll approve of you. If you can get her, boy, you have my blessing.”


  Dobyns was suspicious. He wanted to know why a senior scanner was willing to take a junior technician.


  All that the scanner did was to smile. He said, “I’m a lot older than you, and with this new santaclara drug coming in that may give people hundreds of years, you may think that I died in my prime if I die at a hundred and twenty. You may live to four or five hundred. But I know my time’s coming up. My wife has been dead for a long time and we have no other children and I know that Terza needs a father in a very special kind of way. The psychologist found her to be unstable. Why don’t you take her outside the area? You can get a pass through the dome anytime. You can go out and play with the loudies.”


  Dobyns Bennett was almost as insulted as if someone had given him a pail and told him to go play in the sandpile. And yet he realized that the elements of play in courtship were fitted together and that the old man meant well.


  The day that it all happened, he and Terza were outside the dome. They had been pushing loudies around.


  Loudies were not dangerous unless you killed them. You could knock them down, push them out of the way, or tie them up; after a while, they slipped away and went about their business. It took a very special kind of ecologist to figure out what their business was. They floated two meters high, ninety centimeters in diameter, gently just above the land of Venus, eating microscopically. For a long time, people thought there was radiation on which they subsisted. They simply multiplied in tremendous numbers. In a silly sort of way, it was fun to push them around, but that was about all there was to do.


  They never responded with intelligence.


  Once, long before, a loudie taken into the laboratory for experimental purposes had typed a perfectly clear message on the typewriter. The message had read, “Why don’t you Earth people go back to Earth and leave us alone? We are getting along all—”


  And that was all the message that anybody had ever got out of them in three hundred years. The best laboratory conclusions was that they had very high intelligence if they ever chose to use it, but that their volitional mechanism was so profoundly different from the psychology of human beings that it was impossible to force a loudie to respond to stress as people did on Earth.


  THE name loudie was some kind of word in the old Chinesian language. It meant the “ancient ones.” Since it was the Chinesians who had set up the first outposts on Venus, under the orders of their supreme boss the Waywonjong, their term lingered on.


  Dobyns and Terza pushed loudies, climbed over the hills and looked down into the valleys where it was impossible to tell a river from a swamp. They got thoroughly wet, their air converters stuck, and perspiration itched and tickled along their cheeks. Since they could not eat or drink while outside—at least not with any reasonable degree of safety—the excursion could not be called a picnic. There was something mildly refreshing about playing child with a very pretty girl-child—but Dobyns wearied of the whole thing.


  Terza sensed his rejection of her. Quick as a sensitive animal, she became angry and petulant. “You didn’t have to come out with me!”


  “I wanted to,” he said, “but now I’m tired and want to go home.”


  “You treat me like a child. All right, play with me. Or you treat me like a woman. All right, be a gentleman. But don’t seesaw all the time yourself. I just got to be a little bit happy and you have to get middle-aged and condescending. I won’t take it.”


  “Your father—” he said, realizing the moment he said it that it was a mistake.


  “My father this, my father that. If you’re thinking about marrying me, do it yourself.” She glared at him, stuck her tongue out, ran over a dune, and disappeared.


  Dobyns Bennett was baffled. He did not know what to do. She was safe enough. The loudies never hurt anyone. He decided to teach her a lesson and to go on back himself, letting her find her way home when she pleased. The Area Search Team could find her easily if she really got lost.


  He walked back to the gate.


  When he saw the gates locked and the emergency lights on, he realized that he had made the worst mistake of his life.


  HIS heart sinking within him, he ran the last few meters of the way, and beat the ceramic gate with his bare hands until it opened only just enough to let him in.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked the doortender.


  The doortender muttered something which Dobyns could not understand.


  “Speak up, man!” shouted Dobyns. “What’s wrong?”


  “The Goonhogo is coming back and they’re taking over.”


  “That’s impossible,” said Dobyns. “They couldn’t—” He checked himself. Could they?


  “The Goonhogo’s taken over,” the gatekeeper insisted. “They’ve been given the whole thing. The Earth Authority has voted it to them. The Waywonjong has decided to send people right away. They’re sending them.”


  “What do the Chinesians want with Venus? You can’t kill a loudie without contaminating a thousand acres of land. You can’t push them away without them drifting back. You can’t scoop them up. Nobody can live here until we solve the problem of these things. We’re a long way from having solved it,” said Dobyns in angry bewilderment.


  The gatekeeper shook his head. “Don’t ask me. That’s all I hear on the radio. Everybody else is excited too.”


  Within an hour, the rain of people began.


  Dobyns went up to the radar room, saw the skies above. The radar man himself was drumming his fingers against the desk. He said, “Nothing like this has been seen for a thousand years or more. You know what there is up there? Those are warships, the warships left over from the last of the old dirty wars. I knew the Chinesians were inside them. Everybody knew about it. It was sort of like a museum. Now they don’t have any weapons in them. But do you know—there are millions of people hanging up there over Venus and I don’t know what they are going to do!”


  He stopped and pointed at one of the screens. “Look, you can see them running in patches. They’re behind each other, so they cluster up solid. We’ve never had a screen look like that.”


  Dobyns looked at the screen. It was, as the operator said, full of blips.


  As they watched, one of the men exclaimed, “What’s that milky stuff down there in the lower left? See, it’s—it’s pouring,” he said, “it’s pouring somehow out of those dots. How can you pour things into a radar? It doesn’t really show, does it?”


  The radar man looked at his screen. He said, “Search me. I don’t know what it is, either.


  You’ll have to find out Let’s just see what happens.”


  Scanner Vomact came into the the room. He said, once he had taken a quick, experienced glance at the screens, “This may be the strangest thing we’ll ever see, but I have a feeling they’re dropping people. Lots of them. Dropping them by the thousands, or by the hundreds of thousands, or even by the millions. But people are coming down there. Come along with me, you two. We’ll go out and see it. There may be somebody that we can help.”


  BY this time, Dobyns’ conscience was hurting him badly. He wanted to tell Vomact that he had left Terza out there, but he had hesitated—not only because he was ashamed of leaving her, but because he did not want to tattle on the child to her father. Now he spoke.


  “Your daughter’s still outside.” Vomact turned on him solemnly. The immense eyes looked very tranquil and very threatening, but the silky voice was controlled.


  “You may find her.” The scanner added, in a tone which sent the thrill of menace up Dobyns’ back, “And everything will be well if you bring her back.”


  Dobyns nodded as though receiving an order.


  “I shall,” said Vomact, “go out myself, to see what I can do, but I leave the finding of my daughter to you.”


  They went down, put on the extra-long-period converters, carried their miniaturized survey equipment so that they could find their way back through the fog, and went out. Just as they were at the gate, the gatekeeper said, “Wait a moment, sir and excellency. I have a message for you here on the phone. Please call Control.”


  Scanner Vomact was not to be called lightly and he knew it. He picked up the connection unit and spoke harshly.


  The radar man came on the phone screen in the gatekeeper’s wall. “They’re overhead now, sir.”


  “Who’s overhead?”


  “The Chinesians are. They’re coming down. I don’t know how many there are. There must be two thousand warships over our heads right here and there are more thousands over the rest of Venus. They’re down now. If you want to see them hit ground, you’d better get outside quick.”


  Vomact and Dobyns went out.


  Down came the Chinesians. People’s bodies were raining right out of the milk-cloudy sky. Thousands upon thousands of them with plastic parachutes that looked like bubbles. Down they came.


  Dobyns and Vomact saw a headless man drift down. The parachute cords had decapitated him.


  A woman fell near them. The drop had torn her breathing tube loose from her crudely bandaged throat and she was choking in her own blood. She staggered toward them, tried to babble but only drooled blood with mute choking sounds, and then fell face forward into the mud.


  Two babies dropped. The adult accompanying them had been blown off course. Vomact ran, picked them up and handed them to a Chinesian man who had just landed. The man looked at the babies in his arms, sent Vomact a look of contemptuous inquiry, put the weeping children down in the cold slush of Venus, gave them a last impersonal glance and ran off on some mysterious errand of his own.


  Vomact kept Bennett from picking up the children. “Come on, let’s keep looking. We can’t take care of all of them.”


  THE world had known that the Chinesians had a lot of unpredictable public habits, but they never suspected that the nondies and the needies and the showhices could pour down out of a poisoned sky. Only the Goonhogo itself would make such a reckless use of human life. Nondies were men and needies were women and showhices were the little children. And the Goonhogo was a name left over from the old days of nations. It meant something like republic or state or government. Whatever it was, it was the organization that ran the Chinesians in the Chinesian manner, under the Earth Authority.


  And the ruler of the Goonhogo was the Waywonjong.


  The Waywonjong didn’t come to Venus. He just sent his people. He sent them floating down into Venus, to tackle the Venusian ecology with the only weapons which could make a settlement of that planet possible—people themselves. Human arms could tackle the loudies, the loudies who had been called “old ones” by the first Chinesian scouts to cover Venus.


  The loudies had to be gathered together so gently that they would not die and, in dying, each contaminate a thousand acres. They had to be kept together by human bodies and arms in a gigantic living corral.


  Scanner Vomact rushed forward.


  A wounded Chinesian man hit the ground and his parachute collapsed behind him. He was clad in a pair of shorts, had a knife at his belt, canteen at his waist. He had an air converter attached next to his ear, with a tube running into his throat. He shouted something unintelligible at them and limped rapidly away.


  People kept on hitting the ground all around Vomact and Dobyns.


  The self-disposing parachutes were bursting like bubbles in the misty air, a moment or two after they touched the ground. Someone had done a tricky, efficient job with the chemical consequences of static electricity.


  And as the two watched, the air was heavy with people. One time, Vomact was knocked down by a person. He found that it was two Chinesian children tied together.


  Dobyns asked, “What are you doing? Where are you going? Do you have any leaders?”


  He got cries and shouts in an unintelligible language. Here and there someone shouted in English “This way!” or “Leave us alone!” or “Keep going . . .” but that was all.


  The experiment worked.


  Eighty-two million people were dropped in that one day.


  AFTER four hours which seemed barely short of endless, Dobyns found Terza in a corner of the cold hell. Though Venus was warm, the suffering of the almost-naked Chinesians had chilled his blood.


  Terza ran toward him.


  She could not speak.


  She put her head on his chest and sobbed. Finally she managed to say, “I’ve—I’ve—I’ve tried to help, but they’re too many, too many, too many!” And the sentence ended as shrill as a scream.


  Dobyns led her back to the experimental area.


  They did not have to talk. Her whole body told him that she wanted his love and the comfort of his presence, and that she had chosen that course of life which would keep them together.


  As they left the drop area, which seemed to cover all of Venus so far as they could tell, a pattern was beginning to form. The Chinesians were beginning to round up the loudies.


  Terza kissed him mutely after the gatekeeper had let them through. She did not need to speak. Then she fled to her room.


  The next day, the people from Experimental Area A tried to see if they could go out and lend a hand to the settlers. It wasn’t possible to lend a hand; there were too many settlers. People by the millions were scattered all over the hills and valleys of Venus, sludging through the mud and water with their human toes, crushing the alien mud, crushing the strange plants. They didn’t know what to eat. They didn’t know where to go. They had no leaders.


  All they had were orders to gather the loudies together in large herds and hold them there with human arms.


  The loudies didn’t resist.


  After a time-lapse of several Earth days, the Goonhogo sent small scout cars. They brought a very different kind of Chinesian—these late arrivals were uniformed, educated, cruel, smug men. They knew what they were doing. And they were willing to pay any sacrifice of their own people to get it done.


  They brought instructions. They put the people together in gangs.


  It did not matter where the nondies and needies had come from on Earth; it didn’t matter whether they found their own showhices or somebody else’s. They were shown the jobs to do and they got to work. Human bodies accomplished what machines could not have done—they kept the loudies firmly but gently encircled until every last one of the creatures was starved into nothingness.


  Rice fields began to appear miraculously.


  Scanner Vomact couldn’t believe it. The Goonhogo biochemists had managed to adapt rice to the soil of Venus. And yet the seedlings came out of boxes in the scout cars and weeping people walked over the bodies of their own dead to keep the crop moving toward the planting.


  Venusian bacteria could not kill human beings, nor could they dispose of human bodies after death.


  A problem arose and was solved. Immense sleds carried dead men, women and children—those who had fallen wrong, or drowned as they fell, or had been trampled by others—to an undisclosed destination. Dobyns suspected the material was to be used to add Earth-type organic waste to the soil of Venus, but he did not tell Terza.


  The work went on.


  The nondies and needies kept working in shifts. When they could not see in the darkness, they proceeded without seeing—keeping in line by touch or by shout. Foremen, newly trained, screeched commands. Workers lined up, touching fingertips. The job of building the fields kept on.


  “THAT’S a big story,” said the old man, “eighty-two million people dropped in a single day. And later I heard that the Waywonjong said it wouldn’t have mattered if seventy million of them had died. Twelve million survivors would have been enough to make a spacehead for the Goonhogo. The Chinesians got Venus, all of it.


  “But I’ll never forget the nondies and the needies and the showhices falling out of the sky, men and women and children with their poor scared Chinesian faces. That funny Venusian air made them look green instead of tan. There they were, falling all around.


  “You know something, young man?” said Dobyns Bennett approaching his fifth century of age.


  “What?” said the reporter.


  “There won’t be things like that happening on any world again. Because now, after all, there isn’t any separate Goonhogo left. There’s only one Instrumentality and they don’t care what a man’s race may have been in the ancient years. Those were the rough old days, the ones I lived in. Those were the days men still tried to do things.”


  Dobyns almost seemed to doze off, but he roused himself sharply and said, “I tell you, the sky was full of people. They fell like water. They fell like rain. I’ve seen the awful ants in Africa, and there’s not a thing among the stars to beat them for prowling horror. Mind you, they’re worse than anything the stars contain. I’ve seen the crazy worlds near Alpha Centauri, but I never saw anything like the time the people fell on Venus. More than eighty-two million in one day and my own little Terza lost among them.


  “But the rice did sprout. And the loudies died as the walls of people held them in with human arms. Walls of people, I tell you, with volunteers jumping in to take the places of the falling ones.


  “They were people still, even when they shouted in the darkness. They tried to help each other even while they fought a fight that had to be fought without violence. They were people still. And they did so win. It was crazy and impossible, but they won. Mere human beings did what machines and science would have taken another thousand years to do . . .


  “The funniest thing of all was the first house that I saw a nondie put up, there in the rain of Venus. I was out there with Vomact and with a pale sad Terza. It wasn’t much of a house, shaped out of twisted Venusian wood. There it was. He built it, the smiling half-naked Chinesian nondie. We went to the door and said to him in English, ‘What are you building here, a shelter or a hospital?’


  “The Chinesian grinned at us. ‘No,’ he said, ‘gambling.’


  “Vomact wouldn’t believe it: ‘Gambling?’


  “ ‘Sure,’ said the nondie. ‘Gambling is the first thing a man needs in a strange place. It can take the worry out of his soul.”


  “Is that all?” said the reporter.


  DOBYNS Bennett muttered that the personal part did not count. He added, “Some of my great-great-great-great-great-grandsons may come along. You count those greats. Their faces will show you easily enough that I married into the Vomact line. Terza saw what happened. She saw how people build worlds. This was the hard way to build them. She never forgot the night with the dead Chinesian babies lying in the half-illuminated mud, or the parachute ropes dissolving slowly. She heard the needies weeping and the helpless nondies comforting them and leading them off to nowhere. She remembered the cruel, neat officers coming out of the scout cars. She got home and saw the rice come up, and saw how the Goonhogo made Venus a Chinesian place.”


  “What happened to you personally?” asked the reporter.


  “Nothing much. There wasn’t any more work for us, so we closed down Experimental Area A. I married Terza.


  “Any time later, when I said to her, ‘You’re not such a bad girl!’ she was able to admit the truth and tell me she was not. That night in the rain of people would test anybody’s soul and it tested hers. She had met a big test and passed it. She used to say to me, ‘I saw it once. I saw the people fell, and I never want to see another person suffer again. Keep me with you, Dobyns, keep me with you forever.’


  “And,” said Dobyns Bennet, “it wasn’t forever, but it was a happy and sweet three hundred years. She died after our fourth diamond anniversary. Wasn’t that a wonderful thing, young man?”


  The reporter said it was. And yet, when he took the story back to his editor, he was told to put it into the archives. It wasn’t the right kind of story for entertainment and the public would not appreciate it any more.


  WIND


  Charles L. Fontenay


  When you have an engine with no fuel, and fuel without an engine, and a life-and-death deadline to meet, you have a problem indeed. Unless you are a stubborn Dutchman—and Jan Van Artevelde was the stubbornest Dutchman on Venus.


  JAN WILLEM van Artevelde claimed descent from William of Orange. He had no genealogy to prove it, but on Venus there was no one who could disprove it, either.


  Jan Willem van Artevelde smoked a clay pipe, which only a Dutchman can do properly, because the clay bit grates on less stubborn teeth.


  Jan needed all his Dutch stubbornness, and a good deal of pure physical strength besides, to maneuver the roach-flat groundcar across the tumbled terrain of Den Hoorn into the teeth of the howling gale that swept from the west. The huge wheels twisted and jolted against the rocks outside, and Jan bounced against his seat belt, wrestled the steering wheel and puffed at his pijp. The mild aroma of Heerenbaai-Tabak filled the airtight groundcar.


  There came a new swaying that was not the roughness of the terrain. Through the thick windshield Jan saw all the ground about him buckle and heave for a second or two before it settled to rugged quiescence again. This time he was really heaved about.


  Jan mentioned this to the groundcar radio.


  “That’s the third time in half an hour,” he commented. “The place tosses like the Ijsselmeer on a rough day.”


  “You just don’t forget it isn’t the Zuider Zee,” retorted Heemskerk from the other end. “You sink there and you don’t come up three times.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Jan. “I’ll be back on time, with a broom at the masthead.”


  “This I shall want to see,” chuckled Heemskerk; a logical reaction, considering the scarcity of brooms on Venus.


  Two hours earlier the two men had sat across a small table playing chess, with little indication there would be anything else to occupy their time before blastoff of the stubby gravity-boat. It would be their last chess game for many months, for Jan was a member of the Dutch colony at Oostpoort in the northern hemisphere of Venus, while Heemskerk was pilot of the G-boat from the Dutch spaceship Vanderdecken, scheduled to begin an Earthward orbit in a few hours.


  It was near the dusk of the 485-hour Venerian day, and the Twilight Gale already had arisen, sweeping from the comparatively chill Venerian nightside into the superheated dayside. Oostpoort, established near some outcroppings that contained uranium ore, was protected from both the Dawn Gale and the Twilight Gale, for it was in a valley in the midst of a small range of mountains.


  Jan had just figured out a combination by which he hoped to cheat Heemskerk out of one of his knights, when Dekker, the burgemeester of Oostpoort, entered the spaceport ready room.


  “There’s been an emergency radio message,” said Dekker. “They’ve got a passenger for the Earthship over at Rathole.”


  “Rathole?” repeated Heemskerk. “What’s that? I didn’t know there was another colony within two thousand kilometers.”


  “It isn’t a colony, in the sense Oostpoort is,” explained Dekker. “The people are the families of a bunch of laborers left behind when the colony folded several years ago. It’s about eighty kilometers away, right across the Hoorn, but they don’t have any vehicles that can navigate when the wind’s up.”


  Heemskerk pushed his shortbilled cap back on his close-cropped head, leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his comfortable stomach.


  “Then the passenger will have to wait for the next ship,” he pronounced. “The Vanderdecken has to blast off in thirty hours to catch Earth at the right orbital spot, and the G-boat has to blast off in ten hours to catch the Vanderdecken.”


  “This passenger can’t wait,” said Dekker. “He needs to be evacuated to Earth immediately. He’s suffering from the Venus Shadow.”


  Jan whistled softly. He had seen the effects of that disease. Dekker was right.


  “Jan, you’re the best driver in Oostpoort,” said Dekker. “You will have to take a groundcar to Rathole and bring the fellow back.”


  So now Jan gripped his clay pipe between his teeth and piloted the groundcar into the teeth of the Twilight Gale.


  Den Hoorn was a comparatively flat desert sweep that ran along the western side of the Oost Mountains, just over the mountain from Oostpoort. It was a thin fault area of a planet whose crust was peculiarly subject to earthquakes, particularly at the beginning and end of each long day when temperatures of the surface rocks changed. On the other side of it lay Rathole, a little settlement that eked a precarious living from the Venerian vegetation. Jan never had seen it.


  He had little difficulty driving up and over the mountain, for the Dutch settlers had carved a rough road through the ravines. But even the 2 1/2 meter wheels of the groundcar had trouble amid the tumbled rocks of Den Hoorn. The wind hit the car in full strength here and, though the body of the groundcar was suspended from the axles, there was constant danger of its being flipped over by a gust if not handled just right.


  The three earthshocks that had shaken Den Hoorn since he had been driving made his task no easier, but he was obviously lucky, at that. Often he had to detour far from his course to skirt long, deep cracks in the surface, or steep breaks where the crust had been raised or dropped several meters by past quakes.


  The groundcar zig-zagged slowly westward. The tattered violet-and-indigo clouds boiled low above it, but the wind was as dry as the breath of an oven. Despite the heavy cloud cover, the afternoon was as bright as an Earth-day. The thermometer showed the outside temperature to have dropped to 40 degrees Centigrade in the west wind, and it was still going down.


  Jan reached the edge of a crack that made further progress seem impossible. A hundred meters wide, of unknown depth, it stretched out of sight in both directions. For the first time he entertained serious doubts that Den Hoorn could be crossed by land.


  After a moment’s hesitation, he swung the groundcar northward and raced along the edge of the chasm as fast as the car would negotiate the terrain. He looked anxiously at his watch. Nearly three hours had passed since he left Oostpoort. He had seven hours to go and he was still at least 16 kilometers from Rathole. His pipe was out, but he could not take his hands from the wheel to refill it.


  He had driven at least eight kilometers before he realized that the crack was narrowing. At least as far again, the two edges came together, but not at the same level. A sheer cliff three meters high now barred his passage. He drove on.


  Apparently it was the result of an old quake. He found a spot where rocks had tumbled down, making a steep, rough ramp up the break. He drove up it and turned back southwestward.


  He made it just in time. He had driven less than three hundred meters when a quake more severe than any of the others struck. Suddenly behind him the break reversed itself, so that where he had climbed upcoming westward he would now have to climb a cliff of equal height returning eastward.


  The ground heaved and buckled like a tempestuous sea. Rocks rolled and leaped through the air, several large ones striking the groundcar with ominous force. The car staggered forward on its giant wheels like a drunken man. The quake was so violent that at one time the vehicle was hurled several meters sideways, and almost overturned. And the wind smashed down on it unrelentingly.


  The quake lasted for several minutes, during which Jan was able to make no progress at all and struggled only to keep the groundcar upright. Then, in unison, both earthquake and wind died to absolute quiescence.


  Jan made use of this calm to step down on the accelerator and send the groundcar speeding forward. The terrain was easier here, nearing the western edge of Den Hoorn, and he covered several kilometers before the wind struck again, cutting his speed down considerably. He judged he must be nearing Rathole.


  Not long thereafter, he rounded an outcropping of rock and it lay before him.


  A wave of nostalgia swept over him. Back at Oostpoort, the power was nuclear, but this little settlement made use of the cheapest, most obviously available power source. It was dotted with more than a dozen windmills.


  Windmills! Tears came to Jan’s eyes. For a moment, he was carried back to the flat lands around Gravenhage. For a moment he was a tow-headed, round-eyed boy again, clumping in wooden shoes along the edge of the tulip fields.


  But there were no canals here. The flat land, stretching into the darkening west, was spotted with patches of cactus and leather-leaved Venerian plants. Amid the windmills, low domes protruded from the earth, indicating that the dwellings of Rathole were, appropriately, partly underground.


  He drove into the place. There were no streets, as such, but there were avenues between lines of heavy chains strung to short iron posts, evidently as handholds against, the wind. The savage gale piled dust and sand in drifts against the domes, then, shifting slightly, swept them clean again.


  There was no one moving abroad, but just inside the community Jan found half a dozen men in a group, clinging to one of the chains and waving to him. He pulled the groundcar to a stop beside them, stuck his pipe in a pocket of his plastic venusuit, donned his helmet and got out.


  The wind almost took him away before one of them grabbed him and he was able to grasp the chain himself. They gathered around him. They were swarthy, black-eyed men, with curly hair. One of them grasped his hand.


  “Bienvenido, señor,” said the man.


  Jan recoiled and dropped the man’s hand. All the Orangeman blood he claimed protested in outrage.


  Spaniards! All these men were Spaniards!


  Jan recovered himself at once. He had been reading too much ancient history during his leisure hours. The hot monotony of Venus was beginning to affect his brain. It had been 500 years since the Netherlands revolted against Spanish rule. A lot of water over the dam since then.


  A look at the men around him, the sound of their chatter, convinced him that he need not try German or Hollandsch here. He fell back on the international language.


  “Do you speak English?” he asked. The man brightened but shook his head.


  “No hablo inglés,” he said, “pero el médico lo habla. Venga conmigo.”


  He gestured for Jan to follow him and started off, pulling his way against the wind along the chain. Jan followed, and the other men fell in behind in single file, A hundred meters farther on, they turned, descended some steps and entered one of the half-buried domes. A grayhaired, bearded man was in the well-lighted room, apparently the living room of a home, with a young woman.


  “El médico,” said the man who had greeted Jan, gesturing. El habla inglés.”


  He went out, shutting the airlock door behind him.


  “You must be the man from Oostpoort,” said the bearded man, holding out his hand. “I am Doctor Sanchez. We are very grateful you have come.”


  “I thought for a while I wouldn’t make it,” said Jan ruefully, removing his venushelmet.


  “This is Mrs. Murillo,” said Sanchez.


  The woman was a Spanish blonde, full-lipped and beautiful, with golden hair and dark, liquid eyes. She smiled at Jan.


  “Encantada de conocerlo, señor,” she greeted him.


  “Is this the patient, Doctor?” asked Jan, astonished. She looked in the best of health.


  “No, the patient is in the next room,” answered Sanchez.


  “Well, as much as I’d like to stop for a pipe, we’d better start at once,” said Jan. “It’s a hard drive back, and blastoff can’t be delayed.”


  The woman seemed to sense his meaning. She turned and called: “Diego!”


  A boy appeared in the door, a dark-skinned, sleepy-eyed boy of about eight. He yawned. Then, catching sight of the big Dutchman, he opened his eyes wide and smiled.


  The boy was healthy-looking, alert, but the mark of the Venus Shadow was on his face. There was a faint mottling, a crisscross of dead-white lines.


  Mrs. Murillo spoke to him rapidly in Spanish and he nodded. She zipped him into a venusuit and fitted a small helmet on his head.


  “Good luck, amigo,” said Sanchez, shaking Jan’s hand again.


  “Thanks,” replied Jan. He donned his own helmet. “I’ll need it, if the trip over was any indication.”


  Jan and Diego made their way back down the chain to the groundcar. There was a score of men there now, and a few women. They let the pair go through, and waved farewell as Jan swung the groundcar around and headed back eastward.


  It was easier driving with the wind behind him, and Jan hit a hundred kilometers an hour several times before striking the rougher ground of Den Hoorn. Now, if he could only find a way over the bluff raised by that last quake.


  The ground of Den Hoorn was still shivering, Jan did not realize this until he had to brake the groundcar almost to a stop at one point, because it was not shaking in severe, periodic shocks as it had earlier. It quivered constantly, like the surface of quicksand.


  The ground far ahead of him had a strange color to it. Jan, watching for the cliff he had to skirt and scale, had picked up speed over some fairly even terrain, but now he slowed again, puzzled. There was something wrong ahead. He couldn’t quite figure it out.


  Diego, beside him, had sat quietly so far, peering eagerly through the windshield, not saying a word. Now suddenly he cried in a high thin tenor:


  “Cuidndo! Cuidado! Un abismo!”


  Jim saw it at the same time and hit the brakes so hard the groundcar would have stood on its nose had its wheels been smaller. They skidded to a stop.


  The chasm that had caused him such a long detour before had widened, evidently in the big quake that had hit earlier. Now it was a canyon, half a kilometer wide. Five meters from the edge he looked out over blank space at the far wall, and could not see the bottom.


  Cursing choice Dutch profanity, Jan wheeled the groundcar northward and drove along the edge of the abyss as fast as he could. He wasted half an hour before realizing that it was getting no narrower.


  There was no point in going back southward. It might be a hundred kilometers long or a thousand, but he never could reach the end of it and thread the tumbled rocks of Den Hoorn to Oostpoort before the G-boat blastoff.


  There was nothing to do but turn back to Rathole and see if some other way could not be found.


  Jan sat in the half-buried room and enjoyed the luxury of a pipe filled with some of Theodorus Neimeijer’s mild tobacco. Before him, Dr. Sanchez sat with crossed legs, cleaning his fingernails with a scalpel. Diego’s mother talked to the boy in low, liquid tones in a corner of the room.


  Jan was at a loss to know how people whose technical knowledge was as skimpy as it obviously was in Rathole were able to build these semi-underground domes to resist the earth shocks that came from Den Hoorn. But this one showed no signs of stress. A religious print and a small pencil sketch of Señora Murillo, probably done by the boy, were awry on the inward-curving walls, but that was all.


  Jan felt justifiably exasperated at these Spanish-speaking people.


  “If some effort had been made to take the boy to Oostpoort from here, instead of calling on us to send a car, Den Hoorn could have been crossed before the crack opened,” he pointed out.


  “An effort was made,” replied Sanchez quietly. “Perhaps you do not fully realize our position here. We have no engines except the stationary generators that give us current for our air-conditioning and our utilities. They are powered by the windmills. We do not have gasoline engines for vehicles, so our vehicles are operated by hand.”


  “You push them?” demanded Jan incredulously.


  “No. You’ve seen pictures of the pump-cars that once were used on terrestrial railroads? Ours are powered like that, but we cannot operate them when the Venerian wind is blowing. By the time I diagnosed the Venus Shadow in Diego, the wind was coming up, and we had no way to get him to Oostpoort.”


  “Mmm,” grunted Jan. He shifted uncomfortably and looked at the pair in the corner. The blonde head was bent over the boy protectingly, and over his mother’s shoulder Diego’s black eyes returned Jan’s glance.


  “If the disease has just started, the boy could wait for the next Earth ship, couldn’t he?” asked Jan.


  “I said I had just diagnosed it, not that it had just started, señor,” corrected Sanchez. “As you know, the trip to Earth takes 145 days and it can be started only when the two planets are at the right position in their orbits. Have you ever seen anyone die of the Venus Shadow?”


  “Yes, I have,” replied Jan in a low voice. He had seen two people die of it, and it had not been pleasant.


  Medical men thought it was a deficiency disease, but they had not traced down the deficiency responsible. Treatment by vitamins, diet, antibiotics, infrared and ultraviolet rays, all were useless. The only thing that could arrest and cure the disease was removal from the dry, cloud-hung surface of Venus and return to a moist, sunny climate on Earth.


  Without that treatment, once the typical mottled texture of the skin appeared, the flesh rapidly deteriorated and fell away in chunks. The victim remained unfevered and agonizingly conscious until the degeneration reached a vital spot.


  “If you have,” said Sanchez, “you must realize that Diego cannot wait for a later ship, if his life is to be saved. He must get to Earth at once.”


  Jan puffed at the Heerenbaai-Tabak and cogitated. The place was aptly named. It was a ratty community. The boy was a dark-skinned little Spaniard—of Mexican origin, perhaps. But he was a boy, and a human being.


  A thought occurred to him. From what he had seen and heard, the entire economy of Rathole could not support the tremendous expense of sending the boy across the millions of miles to Earth by spaceship.


  “Who’s paying his passage?” he asked. “The Dutch Central Venus Company isn’t exactly a charitable institution.”


  “Your Señor Dekker said that would be taken care of,” replied Sanchez.


  Jan relit his pipe silently, making a mental resolution that Dekker wouldn’t take care of it alone. Salaries for Venerian service were high, and many of the men at Oostpoort would contribute readily to such a cause.


  “Who is Diego’s father?” he asked.


  He was Ramón Murillo, a very good mechanic,” answered Sanchez, with a sliding sidelong glance at Jan’s face. “He has been dead for three years.”


  Jan grunted.


  “The copters at Oostpoort can’t buck this wind,” he said thoughtfully, “or I’d have come in one of those in the first place instead of trying to cross Den Hoorn by land. But if you have any sort of aircraft here, it might make it downwind—if it isn’t wrecked on takeoff.”


  “I’m afraid not,” said Sanchez.


  “Too bad. There’s nothing we can do, then. The nearest settlement west of here is more than a thousand kilometers away, and I happen to know they have no planes, either. Just’copters. So that’s no help.”


  “Wait,” said Sanchez, lifting the scalpel and tilting his head. “I believe there is something, though we cannot use it. This was once an American naval base, and the people here were civilian employees who refused to move north with it. There was a flying machine they used for short-range work, and one was left behind—probably with a little help from the people of the settlement. But . . .”


  “What kind of machine? Copter or plane?”


  “They call it a flying platform. It carries two men, I believe. But, señor . . .”


  “I know them. I’ve operated them, before I left Earth. Man, you don’t expect me to try to fly one of those little things in this wind? They’re tricky as they can be, and the passengers are absolutely unprotected!”


  “Señor, I have asked you to do nothing.”


  “No, you haven’t,” muttered Jan. “But you know I’ll do it.”


  Sanchez looked into his face, smiling faintly and a little sadly.


  “I was sure you would be willing,” he said. He turned and spoke in Spanish to Mrs. Murillo.


  The woman rose to her feet and came to them. As Jan arose, she looked up at him, tears in her eyes.


  “Gracias,” she murmured. “Un millón de gracias.”


  She lifted his hands in hers and kissed them.


  Jan disengaged himself gently, embarrassed. But it occurred to him, looking down on the bowed head of the beautiful young widow, that he might make some flying trips back over here in his leisure time. Language barriers were not impassable, and feminine companionship might cure his neurotic, history-born distaste for Spaniards, for more than one reason.


  Sanchez was tugging at his elbow.


  “Señor, I have been trying to tell you,” he said. “It is generous and good of you, and I wanted Señora Murillo to know what a brave man you are. But have you forgotten that we have no gasoline engines here? There is no fuel for the flying platform.”


  The platform was in a warehouse which, like the rest of the structures in Rathole, was a half-buried dome. The platform’s ring-shaped base was less than a meter thick, standing on four metal legs. On top of it, in the center, was a railed circle that would hold two men, but would crowd them. Two small gasoline engines sat on each side of this railed circle and between them on a third side was the fuel tank. The passengers entered it on the fourth side.


  The machine was dusty and spotted with rust. Jan, surrounded by Sanchez, Diego and a dozen men, inspected it thoughtfully. The letters USN*SES were painted in white on the platform itself, and each engine bore the label “Hiller.”


  Jan peered over the edge of the platform at the twin ducted fans in their plastic shrouds. They appeared in good shape. Each was powered by one of the engines, transmitted to it by heavy rubber belts.


  Jan sighed. It was an unhappy situation. As far as he could determine, without making tests, the engines were in perfect condition. Two perfectly good engines, and no fuel for them.


  “You’re sure there’s no gasoline, anywhere in Rathole?” he asked Sanchez.


  Sanchez smiled ruefully, as he had once before, at Jan’s appellation for the community. The inhabitants’ term for it was simply “La Ciudad Nuestra“—“Our Town.” But he made no protest. He turned to one of the other men and talked rapidly for a few moments in Spanish.


  “None, señor,” he said, turning back to Jan. “The Americans, of course, kept much of it when they were here, but the few things we take to Oostpoort to trade could not buy precious gasoline. We have electricity in plenty if you can power the platform with it.”


  Jan thought that over, trying to find a way.


  “No, it wouldn’t work,” he said. “We could rig batteries on the platform and electric motors to turn the propellers. But batteries big enough to power it all the way to Oostpoort would be so heavy the machine couldn’t lift them off the ground. If there were some way to carry a power line all the way to Oostpoort, or to broadcast the power to it. But it’s a light-load machine, and must have an engine that gives it the necessary power from very little weight.”


  Wild schemes ran through his head. If they were on water, instead of land, he could rig up a sail. He could still rig up a sail, for a groundcar, except for the chasm out on Den Hoorn.


  The groundcar! Jan straightened and snapped his fingers.


  “Doctor!” he explained. “Send a couple of men to drain the rest of the fuel from my groundcar. And let’s get this platform above ground and tie it down until we can get it started.”


  Sanchez gave rapid orders in Spanish. Two of the men left at a run, carrying five-gallon cans with them.


  Three others picked up the platform and carried it up a ramp and outside. As soon as they reached ground level, the wind hit them. They dropped the platform to the ground, where it shuddered and swayed momentarily, and two of the men fell successfully on their stomachs. The wind caught the third and somersaulted him half a dozen times before he skidded to a stop on his back with outstretched arms and legs. He turned over cautiously and crawled back to them.


  Jan, his head just above ground level, surveyed the terrain. There was flat ground to the east, clear in a fairly broad alley for at least half a kilometer before any of the domes protruded up into it.


  “This is as good a spot for takeoff as we’ll find,” he said to Sanchez.


  The men put three heavy ropes on the platform’s windward rail and secured it by them to the heavy chain that ran by the dome. The platform quivered and shuddered in the heavy wind, but its base was too low for it to overturn.


  Shortly the two men returned with the fuel from the groundcar, struggling along the chain. Jan got above ground in a crouch, clinging to the rail of the platform, and helped them fill the fuel tank with it. He primed the carburetors and spun the engines.


  Nothing happened.


  He turned the engines over again. One of them coughed, and a cloud of blue smoke burst from its exhaust, but they did not catch.


  “What is the matter, señor?” asked Sanchez from the dome entrance.


  “I don’t know,” replied Jan. “Maybe it’s that the engines haven’t been used in so long. I’m afraid I’m not a good enough mechanic to tell.”


  “Some of these men were good mechanics when the navy was here,” said Sanchez. “Wait.”


  He turned and spoke to someone in the dome. One of the men of Rathole came to Jan’s side and tried the engines. They refused to catch. The man made carburetor adjustments and tried again. No success.


  He sniffed, took the cap from the fuel tank and stuck a finger inside. He withdrew it, wet and oily, and examined it. He turned and spoke to Sanchez.


  “He says that your groundcar must have a diesel engine,” Sanchez interpreted to Jan. “Is that correct?”


  “Why, yes, that’s true.”


  “He says the fuel will not work then, señor. He says it is low-grade fuel and the platform must have high octane gasoline.”


  Jan threw up his hands and went back into the dome.


  “I should have known that,” he said unhappily. “I would have known if I had thought of it.”


  “What is to be done, then?” asked Sanchez.


  “There’s nothing that can be done,” answered Jan. “They may as well put the fuel back in my groundcar.”


  Sanchez called orders to the men at the platform. While they worked, Jan stared out at the furiously spinning windmills that dotted Rathole.


  “There’s nothing that can be done,” he repeated. “We can’t make the trip overland because of the chasm out there in Del Hoorn, and we can’t fly the platform because we have no power for it.”


  Windmills. Again Jan could imagine the flat land around them as his native Holland, with the Zuider Zee sparkling to the west where here the desert stretched under darkling clouds.


  Jan looked at his watch. A little more than two hours before the G-boat’s blastoff time, and it couldn’t wait for them. It was nearly eight hours since he had left Oostpoort, and the afternoon was getting noticeably darker.


  Jan was sorry. He had done his best, but Venus had beaten him.


  He looked around for Diego. The boy was not in the dome. He was outside, crouched in the lee of the dome, playing with some sticks.


  Diego must know of his ailment, and why he had to go to Oostpoort. If Jan was any judge of character, Sanchez would have told him that. Whether Diego knew it was a life-or-death matter for him to be aboard the Vanderdecken when it blasted off for Earth, Jan did not know. But the boy was around eight years old and he was bright, and he must realize the seriousness involved in a decision to send him all the way to Earth.


  Jan felt ashamed of the exuberant foolishness which had led him to spout ancient history and claim descent from William of Orange. It had been a hobby, and artificial topic for conversation that amused him and his companions, a defense against the monotony of Venus that had begun to affect his personality perhaps a bit more than he realized. He did not dislike Spaniards; he had no reason to dislike them. They were all humans—the Spanish, the Dutch, the Germans, the Americans, even the Russians—fighting a hostile planet together. He could not understand a word Diego said when the boy spoke to him, but he liked Diego and wished desperately he could do something.


  Outside, the windmills of Rathole spun merrily.


  There was power, the power that lighted and air-conditioned Rathole, power in the air all around them. If he could only use it! But to turn the platform on its side and let the wind spin the propellers was pointless.


  He turned to Sanchez.


  “Ask the men if there are any spare parts for the platform,” he said. “Some of those legs it stands on, transmission belts, spare propellers.”


  Sanchez asked.


  “Yes,” he said. “Many spare parts, but no fuel.”


  Jan smiled a tight smile.


  “Tell them to take the engines out,” he said. “Since we have no fuel, we may as well have no engines.”


  Pieter Heemskerk stood by the ramp to the stubby G-boat and checked his watch. It was X minus fifteen—fifteen minutes before blastoff time.


  Heemskerk wore a spacesuit. Everything was ready, except climbing aboard, closing the airlock and pressing the firing pin.


  What on Venus could have happened to Van Artevelde? The last radio message they had received, more than an hour ago, had said he and the patient took off successfully in an aircraft. What sort of aircraft could he be flying that would require an hour to cover eighty kilometers, with the wind?


  Heemskerk could only draw the conclusion that the aircraft had been wrecked somewhere in Den Hoorn. As a matter of fact, he knew that preparations were being made now to send a couple of groundcars out to search for it.


  This, of course, would be too late to help the patient Van Artevelde was bringing, but Heemskerk had no personal interest in the patient. His worry was all for his friend. The two of them had enjoyed chess and good beer together on his last three trips to Venus, and Heemskerk hoped very sincerely that the big blond man wasn’t hurt.


  He glanced at his watch again. X minus twelve. In two minutes, it would be time for him to walk up the ramp into the G-boat. In seven minutes the backward count before blastoff would start over the area loudspeakers.


  Heemskerk shook his head sadly. And Van Artevelde had promised to come back triumphant, with a broom at his masthead!


  It was a high thin whine borne on the wind, carrying even through the walls of his space-helmet, that attracted Heemskerk’s attention and caused him to pause with his foot on the ramp. Around him, the rocket mechanics were staring up at the sky, trying to pinpoint the noise.


  Heemskerk looked westward. At first he could see nothing, then there was a moving dot above the mountain, against the indigo umbrella of clouds. It grew, it swooped, it approached and became a strange little flying disc with two people standing on it and something sticking up from its deck in front of them.


  A broom?


  No. The platform hovered and began to settle nearby, and there was Van Artevelde leaning over its rail and fiddling frantically with whatever it was that stuck up on it—a weird, angled contraption of pipes and belts topped by a whirring blade. A boy stood at his shoulder and tried to help him. As the platform descended to a few meters above ground, the Dutchman slashed at the contraption, the cut ends of belts whipped out wildly and the platform slid to the ground with a rush. It hit with a clatter and its two passengers tumbled prone to the ground.


  “Jan!” boomed Heemskerk, forcing his voice through the helmet diaphragm and rushing over to his friend. “I was afraid you were lost!”


  Jan struggled to his feet and leaned down to help the boy up.


  “Here’s your patient, Pieter,” he said. “Hope you have a space-suit in his size.”


  “I can find one. And we’ll have to hurry for blastoff. But, first, what happened? Even that damned thing ought to get here from Rathole faster than that.”


  “Had no fuel,” replied Jan briefly. “My engines were all right, but I had no power to run them. So I had to pull the engines and rig up a power source.”


  Heemskerk stared at the platform. On its railing was rigged a tripod of battered metal pipes, atop which a big four-blade propeller spun slowly in what wind was left after it came over the western mountain. Over the edges of the platform, running from the two propellers in its base, hung a series of tattered transmission belts.


  “Power. source?” repeated Heemskerk. “That?”


  “Certainly,” replied Jan with dignity. “The power source any good Dutchman turns to in an emergency: windmill!”
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  John Victor Peterson, prominent in the field for many years, returns after a much too long absence from these pages with this story of an expedition to a distant earth-type planet inhabited by very friendly, and cooperative humanoids. But what was the secret of this strange planet?


  


  Venus! She remembered the harsh record of history and shuddered at the thought of the many men who had died.


  A gleaming metallic tape crept through an autopilot/computer, nearing its end. Those who fascinatedly watched it knew the Starship approached destination.


  Abruptly relays were clicking. Anticipatory excitement leaped in the hearts of the crew as keyers activated retranslation apparatus. Their eyes gleamed with tear filled release as the ship emerged from the featureless deep purple of hyper-space into starshot normalcy above Sol’s ecliptic plane.


  Home!


  Home in bewildered thankfulness but, curiously, without sense of loss.


  There had been loss—loss beyond their capacity to recall.


  Which those awaiting their return would instantly recognize.


  But, for the greater part, soon forget—


  IT WAS early morning. Bright sunlight streaming through her apartment’s windows failed to bolster Dr. Martha Cowan’s waning spirits.


  She stood dully surveying the dark roofs of Baltimore’s older quarter from the twentieth floor of Doctors’ Quarters at Space Medicine Institute.


  Will there ever be an end to waiting? she thought, her sensitive features somber. Will I ever see Pat again?


  It had been a year since the Starship’s vanishment into hyperspace on its maiden interstellar voyage—to Barnard’s Star which radio-astronomy had indicated to be the nearest system with a planet close enough to its primary to be humanly habitable. The ship’s return was long overdue.


  There had been no word. But then no word could be expected until the ship’s return and emergence from hyperspace within reasonable detection distance. Astronomy cannot visually or photographically trace a ship’s passage within a spacewarp. Electronics, similarly limited by time and light-speed, cannot track or communicate.


  The visifone chimed.


  She responded automatically, dully; then viewed her father’s smiling face and cried, “Pat’s back! The ship’s back! You said you’d not call again until it was!”


  She choked up. Her dark eyes flooded. Her father waited patiently in the faraway White Sands Spaceport tower.


  Finally she said shakily, “I’m sorry, Dad, acting up so.”


  “You’re acting as a grown and loving woman should,” he said, ineffable sadness in his tone. His eyes swept her face. She knew he was thinking of her mother.


  He, too, had watched the cold, unyielding sky for many an empty, endless night, hopelessly awaiting the return of the torchship which had borne his lovely actress wife on the beginning of a tour of Sol’s outer colonies.


  He had never accepted, as Martha had, radar evidence that the ship and its late occupants were debris orbiting near Ceres, obviously victims of a breakdown of automatic recycling controls following failure of the main evasion radar amid the asteroids.


  For a sudden, savage moment Martha resented the imminence of happiness he could never truly share.


  He shook his graying head and said, “The Starship’s orbiting at five thousand miles. We’ve a brief dispatch from Commander Talix, indicating all have returned in good health.”


  That had been her chief concern—the question of possible infection or mental aberration.


  Her father continued, “Chet Talix indicates they found an Earthtype planet inhabited by friendly, cooperative humanoids. Pat certainly chose the right star!


  “Of course we must verify the men’s health. As a precaution we’ve sent up the robotic shuttles. Thank God for telemetry; Ve’ll be almost positive of their condition before they surface. It’s obligatory. We can’t chance another Venus case!”


  Venus! She recalled the harsh record of history and shuddered. Two hundred years before telemetry had shown that those returning from the maiden voyage to Venus had unknowingly contracted a virulent plague. An attempt to cure them had not been chanced; the World President had activated remote keyers which sent the torchship, its attendant shuttles and its crew to sure decontamination: incineration in Sol.


  “But, Dad, you said Chet said they’re all right!”


  He smiled gently. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I know how impatient you are. They’ll still have to go through decontamination and customs. The clearances will take time.


  “Now, come down, Martha. You’ve security clearance.”


  “I’m on my way, Dad. Thanks!” Only after she had excitedly punched the autopilot button which took her gyrotomic monocoupe up from the building’s roof stage did she realize that she had failed to call the Desk.


  But she was one of dozens training the men who would staff Starship II when it was completed a year hence. Someone would assume her responsibilities: Peter Dowd and Tom Gentry would understand. They knew how she felt about Pat D’Agostino.


  And Pat wasn’t just another man returning from elsewhere. He had conquered interstellar space. He had invented the hyperspace drive, had supervised the building of the Starship, and now had taken man to Barnard’s Star and back. He was most certainly not just another man but one whose name was in everyone’s mind, whose name was secure in history.


  Detailed testing of the men was purely routine! Every spaceship’s crew returning from other worlds was cautiously subjected to telemetric examination before being permitted to surface. And they were brought down in antiseptic robotic shuttles sent up from Earth while their own scoutships remained in the mother ship in the frigid quarantine of space.


  Talix had said the men were all right.


  Yet she could not help wondering what the surface charts might be recording through telemetry now—


  Tremblingly tense, she buttoned the ship’s stereo for urgently needed distraction. The news disclosed nothing her father had not already told her.


  The monocoupe suddenly began to circle, twisted into Winthrop Field’s landing traffic pattern through radar-robotics which brought it swiftly to surface and to the Terminal Building serving both field and spaceport.


  Tall, ramrod-straight, her father waited on the ramp.


  “Any news of Pat, Dad?”


  “Telemetry doesn’t check by names,” he said gently. “Only ten men have been enshuttled in any event. But I must tell you straight: there’s an extreme excitability of their nervous systems.”


  “May I see, Dad?” she asked with forced calmness.


  He walked with her into the Terminal Building, excusing himself abruptly as the public address system blared, “Manager Cowan report to Reception. The Presidential plane is in final approach.”


  She slipped into the tense semidarkness of the telemetry room where doctors and electronics specialists were tensely surveying radiant kinescopic charts across which pulsed purple waves spelling out the workings of the enshuttled men’s vital organs.


  Now she fascinatedly observed the electroencephalographic recordings, expertly noting the slightest peaking of brainwave patterns. Curious—but, again, perhaps not. Certainly the men would be mentally exhilarated, coming home in triumph from the first transit to another star!


  Her father’s voice came over the public address:


  “Your attention, please! Shuttle one is surfacing. No personnel are permitted on the observation ramps or port.”


  Martha turned alone to a stereo viewer; the others had picked up signals from a second shuttle and were conscientiously continuing work.


  As the stern-ended shuttle surfaced on a blazing energy tripod, she recalled Pat’s departure a year before. She had clung to him almost frantically then, praying he would not go, knowing the solar system could not stand his loss, knowing with a deeper conviction that she could not. For only he of all men understood the hyperspace drive and the math behind it. And only he of all men understood her.


  A remote controlled gantry moved up to the surfaced shuttle, hesitated for disembarkation of its passengers and withdrew from the radiation-contaminated area.


  Stereo cameras traced the gantry’s elevator’s descent.


  Martha instantly recognized the heavy, squarish figure of the first man who emerged; it was Commander Talix—Chet, dear friend!


  Others . . . Martha counted them, straining for sight of Pat.


  Ten—and Pat was not among them!


  She told herself then that he would stay aspace until the last, making certain all was in order. He would be among the last tenth, not the first as when they’d left.


  World President Batchelder came on the stereo then from Reception.


  “I am pleased to greet the men of the Barnard’s Star Expedition but afraid that what I came prepared to say would be redundant. All I will say, Commander Talix, is ‘Welcome home!’ ”


  What a pity those two great men could not be face to face, that thronging thousands were not here to greet the returned men with thunderous applause, that those returning must be Isolated as potential lepers until the report from the Starship’s surgeon had been verified!


  Talix was approaching a remoted camera now. Martha, certain his round, open face would be animated, joyous, was shocked to see a singular dullness instead.


  “It’s good to be back,” Talix said without conviction.” I bring greetings to Sol’s people from the nobles of Barnard One and expressions of regret that it was not convenient for the nobles to send an ambassador at this time.


  “We truly appreciate your greeting but ask you to give the credit for our success to those who did not go with us, to those who formulated the equations upon which the drive is based.”


  President Batchelder cut in swiftly, “But, Commander, one man—not a group—formulated the equations and designed the drive. Surely you know that! Surely you know Patrick D’Agostino deserves all the credit!”


  “Who?” Talix asked, his face twisted, confused.


  “D’Agostino,” the President said. “Patrick D’Agostino.”


  The Commander’s round face was expressionless.


  “Well, Talix?” Batchelder said with a trace of exasperation.


  “I thought you were going to tell me a name,” Talix replied.


  “Patrick D’Agostino,” the President said again. “He was one of the ninety-nine men who accompanied you.”


  And Talix responded irritably.


  “Only ninety-eight men went with me to Barnard’s Star. All have returned. There certainly isn’t and never was any genius with us such as you’ve intimated. Now, Mister President, what was the name of the alleged superman?”


  Martha stood stunned before the stereo in Telemetry. Slowly she became aware that a male doctor was saying something about the Quarantine Room.


  “Quarantine?” she echoed.


  “We’re about to perform exhaustive tests there on Talix and the others. Would you care to join us?”


  She nodded and followed the doctor stumblingly, her mind chaotic.


  Talix was not a practical joker. In any event, complete public denial of a man’s existence at a time of such tremendous historic significance was not the proper subject for a practical joke regardless of any anticipatedly uproarious denouement.


  She had met Chet Talix at the innumerable briefings Pat had held to endoctrinate the Starship’s crew, had come to know him well.


  There was no logical reason why Chet should disclaim Pat’s very existence unless—unless Pat had contracted a leprous alien contagion which had caused his abandonment on Barnard One—or the jettisoning of his disease-wracked body in hyperspace. Could the Starship’s psychologists, as a consequence, have conditioned the men to believe that no such companion had ever existed, that even such a name had never been?


  “It’s a joke, a cruelly ill-timed practical joke,” she told herself as they entered Quarantine’s console room.


  The room’s occupants—doctors and electronics specialists—were feverishly manipulating the console’s potentiometers.


  Behind the double glass partition separating the room from Quarantine proper, Talix and his nine companions were being subjected to integrated clinical tests. Machines, dials and tanks were corroborating the physiographic tests of body functions which had been telemetrically transmitted from the first shuttle.


  Martha studied the recorded results. There was no bacterial infection, cellular changes, hyperkinesia—nothing classifiable by symptoms.


  Yet there was an obvious exhilaration of the men’s nervous systems. Why?


  Psychoanalysts questioned the ten men individually through closed circuit intercoms. When the other nine independently expressed concord with Talix’ statements, stereo recordings of the departure for Barnard’s Star were flashed before them.


  They all swore unhesitatingly and without positive reactions on the polygraphs on the number of the men they counted in the stereo stills. Their counts amounted to those actually in the stills less one! They named the men they said they saw. They did not name Patrick D’Agostino.


  Martha fled the haunted room, racing hysterically up an escalator to the tower where her father sat, his eyes fixed upon radarscopes recording another shuttle’s descent.


  “Dad,” she cried urgently, “hold me!”


  Caught in his arms, she said almost incoherently, “It’s madness, Dad. They say no one of Pat’s description was with them. They seem to be stone deaf when his name is spoken, completely blind when it is written. Why? Can’t you tell me why?”


  “Easy, Martha,” he said gently. “The doctors will find an explanation. Don’t think for a moment that Pat wasn’t with them or that he hasn’t returned.”


  His words held convincing fervor. She found momentary assuagement; then realized that, refusing to accept her mother’s tragic death, he undoubtedly thought she should similarly reject the possibility that Pat was lost forever.


  “Dad,” she cried, near hysteria, “are you—”


  The visifone’s chime interrupted. One of her father’s arms moved from her to answer it. She recognized the caller’s voice instantly: that of the chief psychoanalyst in Quarantine.


  “Mr. Cowan, we’ve completed the tests. It’s obvious these men are both physically and mentally acceptable. We’re convinced there never was a man associated with the expedition with a name like—” He paused. “—well, whatever it was!”


  Her mind was caught then in a maelstrom and she forced her face almost suffocatingly against her father’s taut chest.


  “I understand,” Tom Cowan said. “I’ll clear the others to surface without further examination.”


  She fought fearfully free from him, cringing back against the radar console.


  “Dad, can’t you see?” she cried. “He’s a somnambule like Talix and the others now. Someone in Barnard’s Star performed somnambulistic hypnosis on those men—and it’s infectious!”


  There was upon his face the same robotic look that had been on Chester Talix’.


  “Dad!” She slapped his face stingingly.


  He touched his reddening cheek and said bewilderedly, “Martha, why are you so upset?”


  “Because of Pat,” she cried. “Because you don’t believe in Pat!”


  “Because of whom?”


  His expression was almost idiotic.


  “Oh, God!” she screamed and ran from him, down an escalator and out on Winthrop Field, not knowing where she was going but only that she must flee the now fully freed posthypnotic virulence of the returned men.


  A stratojet was being readied for takeoff. She hurried up its ramp, frantically clutching at the closing door.


  A man attempted to thrust her away, rasping, “Stand back. This is the President’s plane.”


  “I must see him! I must see the President!” she cried.


  The man hesitated, turned, saying, “It’s a woman, sir, who says—”


  “I’m Doctor Cowan,” she cut in breathlessly.


  Suddenly President Batchelder was confronting her, saying, “You must be Tom Cowan’s girl. What’s wrong?”


  “They all swear Pat D’Agostino wasn’t on the ship!”


  “All of them? That’s curious. I thought it a mental aberration personal to Talix. Well, we know D’Agostino was on the trip. And, my dear, I still think it may be a practical joke and that D’Agostino will be the last man to surface with a quip climaxing Talix’ pronouncement!”


  They hadn’t touched the President’s mind. Apparently neither his exposure nor her own had been sufficiently direct for that!


  “Oh, God!” she said hoarsely, “if it were only that! But it’s not; it’s more, much more! I must go with you.” Her voice rose. “In God’s name, please!”


  The tenth and final robotic shuttle homed in on the Starship in the dark loneliness of her orbit.


  Eight men staggered toward the juxtaposed locks, brandishing bottles of medicinal alcohol purloined from the dispensary for this very special occasion.


  A ninth man lingered, completely oblivious to his fellows’ drunken summons; then turned with robotic precision toward the now silent autopilot/computer.


  There was something—something he must do . . .


  His trembling hand reached for the tiered potentiometers and began twisting them from zero settings.


  16-1-20-18-9-3-11-


  He paused wearily, brushing his right forearm across his brows; then abruptly continued.


  Done!


  He removed the perforated tape from the autopilot/computer and turned its glistening thread in his hands, hesitating.


  “Come on, lieutenant,” one of the others cried stumbling toward him, “let’s drink to good old Earth!”


  The lieutenant ignored him. Pulse accelerated, he bent to the mechanism, reversing the tape, preparing to feed it. The other slipped, falling against him heavily. The lieutenants temple struck against the equipment’s edge. His mind went into strangely welcome night.


  “I’m sorry, lieutenant . . . The drunken man’s voice trailed off. “Hey, fellas, he’s cold as space!


  And, damn it, I dropped my bottle!”


  “Le’s gittim in th’ shuttle,” another said thickly.


  The tape lay amidst shards of glass in a slowly spreading pool of alcohol on the deserted Starship’s deck.


  Waiting for another hand.


  As the stratojet sped toward New York, Martha related all she had witnessed at White Sands. President Batchelder immediately caused a receiver to be buttoned to Solar News.


  Martha concentrated on the cast, seeking clues to the strange rejection of Pat in the newsman’s revelations of what the expedition’s members had experienced on Barnard One—or what they thought they had experienced.


  They had reportedly met and throughout their stay only associated with male nobles of the alien race. Male commoners they had seen only from a distance working in the fields. Of females of the race they had seen nothing.


  The newscaster said there was only one city—a beautiful, towering, ultra-modernistic metropolis, evidently product of a highly advanced anthropology. He blandly continued with the paradox that there was no apparent industry, commerce or scientific research in progress, no vehicular or aerial traffic, no roadways—only footpaths which the commoners followed going to and from work in the surrounding fields, the only signs of activity being rather primitively agricultural.


  It didn’t add. Why would a race whose artifacts were so advanced pursue agriculture and nothing else?


  And yet, if Patrick D’Agostino had been erased from the crew’s minds, what else might have been erased—or added?


  The newsman turned then to what he lightly called, “The Legend of the Mastermind.”


  He called it a Paul Bunyon complex, blaming an unknown Winchell for creating a mental giant to symbolize man’s drive into interstellar space; then he laughingly said that if someone knew the legendary one—whatever his name was—he’d better do it fast since certain drive activation data appeared to have been lost.


  “The pattern is showing now,” Martha said bitterly.


  The President bowed his head without comment.


  “It’s an obvious attempt to blot the memory of Pat from the minds of men,” she continued. “You must seal off the White Sands-Santa Fe area before it is spread further.”


  “You’ve noticed I’ve used no video on the stereo. My aide has sent a message denying stereo time to the expedition’s members. What persuasion they may be able to exert to circumvent my order I do not know. We can only hope none.


  “I feel sure that D’Agostino did not return. I also feel the Starship’s medics could not conceivably have produced this infectious amnesic hypnosis. It must come from an alien causative agent!”


  Martha burst, “And almost everyone he personally trained is within the infection area! He taught the drive activation data only to key personnel—but I was at the briefings. I learned the data, too! I couldn’t forget the data ever unless I were to forget Pat and the personal training he gave. Wipe out the one and you wipe out the other.


  “The Starship’s orbiting empty now at five thousand miles. They’ll probably send up a skeleton crew soon since the Interstellar Board’s convinced there’s no infection aboard.


  “We must reach the ship first and return to Barnard’s Star. The trainees at Space Medicine Institute can help me with the transits. My colleagues will come to try to combat whoever or whatever implanted the infection in the minds of those poor men.


  “We’ve got to take the chance. We’ve got to do it now before we all become amnesic! We’ve got not just Pat to lose but the stars!”


  President Batchelder was staring blindly out at fleeting strato-cirrus clouds strung thinly across the afternoon sky.


  “There’s an immediate way, thank God!” he said. “The torchship Gegenschein is about to leave Baltimore Friendship Spaceport for Mars. It can be routed via the Starship. I’ll order it to hold blastoff for you and the others.” He reached for an air-ground visifone.


  “May I call the Institute? I’ve got to get the men there before—” Her voice trailed off.


  Wordlessly he indicated another visifone.


  Time tumbled.


  She stood atop the Gegenschein’s attendant gantry’s ramp, immediately adjacent to the port’s closing mechanism, her mind crying Hurry! Hurry! to the last of her colleagues. The Starship’s prospective new crew was already aboard.


  She looked across Baltimore Friendship Spaceport toward the terminal building where she had bade farewell to President Batchelder. He had held the latest stereofax, headlined


  STARSHIP CREW EXPLODES


  SUPERMATHEMATICIAN


  MYTH


  Worldwide Stereocasts


  Scheduled by Crew


  Batchelder’s face had been gray; he had sickeningly realized that his direct orders had been circumvented.


  “We’re depending on you, Martha,” he had said . . .


  The last man was aboard, the last cargo handler going out. A turbojet police car lanced across the field from the terminal building. A purposeful officer descended and rushed toward the ramp, crying, “President’s orders: the ship is grounded!”


  They had reached Batchelder, too!


  Thank God he had ordered communications silence for the Gegenschein until after rendezvous with the Starship!


  No one but she and the turning handler could have heard. She acted then with primitive instinct, forgetting the holstered stungun Dr. Dowd had brought her. Her sharply out-thrust right hand caught the handler in the chest, toppling him backward with startled outcry to collide with the ascending officer.


  She entered the ship, instantly activating the port’s closing mech and buttoning the intercom.


  “Doctor Cowan to Control,” she said tersely. “Alert for blastoff!”


  Through the port’s viewscreen, she saw the handler and policeman fleeing from the imminent blast area, impelled by the torchship’s screaming siren.


  She hastily entered an acceleration couch as the torchship’s commander started the countdown. There was the sudden, mighty thrust of the fission-charged jets. They were away!


  G’s pressed inexorably—G’s coupled with exhaustion . . .


  And suddenly, it seemed, her close friend and associate, Dr. Peter Dowd, was bending over her concernedly, saying, “Are you okay, Martha? We’ve rendezvoused with the Starship!”


  The airlocks had been juxtaposed and sealed. Martha crossed the coupling and unhesitatingly activated the Starship’s lock—a mechanism made deliberately simple, since who in Sol would ever dream of stealing the Starship?


  She went forward to Astrogation, approached the autopilot/computer, and stopped, perplexedly regarded the metallic tape amidst shattered glass on the deck; then raised her gaze to the potentiometers.


  16-1-20-18 . . .


  The key setting was already made!


  She had only to doublecheck the star-fix with Control, to reinsert the tape and then to press the master activator to launch the ship again toward Barnard’s Star.


  “Oh, Pat!” she cried.


  The lonely echo of her voice alone came back.


  Resignedly she returned to the lock corridor, supervised the crossover and sent the men quickly to their posts. The Gegenschein had fallen away and blasted into a trajectory for Mars.


  She returned then to the autopilot/computer, tremblingly inserted the equation tape; then buttoned the intercom resolutely.


  “Doctor Cowan to Control,” she said.


  Montemurro, the trainee commander, acknowledged.


  “Tony,” she said, “fix on Barnard’s Star. Parallax point five three zero, proper motion ten point three zero. Extrapolate arrival position against lapse of six point one light-years squared to the cube of the parallax.”


  Montemurro verified.


  “Prepare for hypertransit!” Martha cried into the public address. A moment later she prayerfully pressed the master activator.


  Nothing seemed to happen. She felt no physical reaction yet in a viewscreen the stars abruptly dimmed and vanished into featureless deep purple as Pat had said they would.


  She turned elatedly from the console.


  Sudden shock drained her residual strength. Confronting her were the silently accusing figures of Chester Talix and her father. Her right hand, reaching for her stungun, fell strengthless to her side.


  Before their staring eyes her mind whirled into madness, recently-surging thoughts of Pat tearing into shreds of disassociated memory under the impulse of some psychic centrifuge.


  She screamed and knew night . . .


  Awareness returned. She was lying on the deck near the unconscious body of her father. Peter Dowd was standing over him, a stungun in hand.


  “Sorry, Martha,” he said. “I had to do it when I saw your face.”


  “But where’s Talix?” she asked anxiously, regaining her feet unsteadily.


  “Talix?” Dowd echoed. “My God, was he here, too?”


  “Yes. And thank God I fainted! Pete, you should have seen his eyes!” She shuddered. “They probe your mind and tear it!”


  “But where could he have gone? He didn’t go forward; I came from the control room.”


  “Let’s go there!”


  They rushed to Control. Montemurro turned from the console.


  “Tony,” Martha cried, “lock all compartments. The contra-meteor lock—there!”


  She turned to Dowd. “That will contain him momentarily. It seals off each compartment so atmosphere won’t be lost in case of a meteor penetration. Now, Pete, I want you and Gentry to take my father to the isolation room and revive him. Tony will activate the individual compartment locks so you can pass. Use hypnotherapy the moment my father regains consciousness. Try the Garland-Sosnowski technique coupled with hypnotic discs. You and Gentry will be kept under surveillance. If my father is a carrier and therapy fails you’ll both have to be kept in Isolation, too.”


  He nodded grimly; then said, “It won’t fail, Martha!”


  She turned to the scanning board as Dowd departed, began viewing the ship’s other compartments one by one. What she saw in nearby compartments caused no alarm. Her colleagues were either sleeping or pursuing various activities in a normal manner. But as she went from pickup to pickup she saw crewmen staring into nothingness with the vacuous aspect of hypnotic amnesia.


  Where was Talix? Had his posthypnotic mission been to gain access to the nuclear reactor powering the drive if faced with the possibility of non-amnesic men seizing the Starship? Then to bring the pile to critical mass? Or to threaten to do so unless they went to him for—for forgetfulness?


  Oh, thank God! she thought. The scanner was picking up the sealed-off compartment directly adjacent to the reactor room where protective garments were donned before men entered the radioactivity emanating from the pile. Talix stood there, a terrible, unearthly rage upon his distorted face. As if sensing her watching eyes, his eyes swung toward the pickup.


  She switched the scanner off, frightened, trembling, knowing his eyes would strip her memory now, knowing her will had already been blunted.


  For the moment Talix was harmless.


  She grew a little calmer; then reactivated the scanner, buttoning the pickup in the hull hangar. She immediately spotted a shuttle among the berthed scoutships. Apparently Talix and her father had reached the Starship before the Gegenschein. Radar would have warned them otherwise.


  She established another fact: a scoutship was missing. The ship normally carried twelve. Since none had descended to Earth and the hangar now held only eleven, one had obviously remained in Barnard’s Star. Was it now awaiting the Starship’s emergence from hyperspace?


  The plot included not only theft of the memory and accomplishments of Pat D’Agostino but undoubtedly theft of the Starship as well.


  Switching off the scanner, she hurried to the corridor outside Isolation and peered through a unidirectional view-screen. She was only just in time: her father was stirring, rising now. She could see him in profile.


  Within the semi-darkness of the isolation room mechanical hypnosis equipment activated by Peter Dowd performed involved rotations. Hypnotic discs spiraled into a maelstrom-infinity. Multi-hued lights flickered and swayed, cobra-shafts beyond the spotlight which blazed remorselessly into Tom Cowan’s disturbing eyes.


  Dowd’s gentle voice began, “We want to help you to remember a great and good man, a comrade someone has convinced you that you have never known. But you haven’t forgotten him, Tom, you haven’t forgot Patrick D’Agostino. Your daughter Martha, Tom—why, Martha’s engaged to Pat. You should well remember that time back at the Sands—


  Rise and fall of finely trained voice, persuasively weaving a mesmeric spell.


  Tom Cowan shook his graying head, shut his eyes against the spotlight’s blaze, opened them again and kept his gaze averted, fixed first upon the spiraling discs; then upon the chatoyant lights . . .


  It seemed like days but was only eight taut hours before Tom Cowan suddenly cried out, “My God! must you keep telling me what I already know? Certainly I know Pat D’Agostino! Why in Heaven’s name shouldn’t I?”


  It was Martha who told him.


  But the hypnotic prowess of Chester Talix’ aberrated mind was not so easily to be bested.


  It was only hours after Martha had left her father and had fallen into exhausted sleep in her cabin that Montemurro called her urgently from control.


  “Talix is in the reactor room,” Montemurro said. “Bill Rowe’d taken over control and apparently responded to an intercom call from the ready room where Talix was. I’d told Bill not to; he must have answered automatically. It’s lucky I’d forgotten my pipe and wanted a smoke. I went back and found Bill glassy eyed, nearly unconscious—he must have a low threshold to hypnosis—and I used my stungun without asking any questions. I threw back the contra-meteor lock but Talix managed to get into the reactor room while Rowe’d had it switched off.”


  She curbed angry words on her tongue; the damage was done. “Have Rowe brought to Isolation,” she said. “Stay in Control yourself; I’ll join you soon.”


  Quickly she aroused Dowd and Gentry. “I know you’re exhausted,” she said quickly, “but we’ve got to work fast. You brought my father out of the second-stage spell he was in. You’ve got to bring Rowe out now—and fast. Talix may be deciding to infect us all, one by one. If we can manage to restore the men as quickly as he infects them—and we’ve got to!—we may still win! Will you try?”


  “You’re damned right we will!” Dowd said.


  She hurried to Control. The intercom was buzzing madly. The red light on the board said Reactor Room, She looked at Montemurro. He shrugged his heavy shoulders helplessly.


  “Kill the video pickup,” she said. “Remove the 1X2Z from the master unit; it won’t affect the audio circuit.”


  Montemurro moved tiredly to respond.


  She turned on the intercom and said, “Control!”


  “This is Commander Talix,” the speaker rasped. “You will immediately cut the contra-meteor lock and direct all personnel to proceed singly to the reactor room.”


  The voice held incredible strength of command; she caught herself reaching for the public address button.


  She began to tremble. Montemurro came up behind her and gripped her shoulders with his big hands. She felt a sharp fear before she realized that he was only seeking to steady and encourage her.


  “Yes, Commander,” she said and cut the intercom switch. “Oh, Tony, what can we do? He’s at the pile. He can bring it to critical mass and destroy us all.”


  Dowd’s voice said from the doorway, “Do what Talix says, Martha. Start sending the men back. The crew, not the doctors. We all know the Garland-Sosnowski technique. We learned a lot from treating your father, enough to restore Rowe in minutes. One thing is certain: only Talix can infect us. Those whom he infects become amnesic, certainly, but do not appear to spread the contagion to others. Gentry faced Rowe without attempting therapy first; he felt no reaction at all!


  “Counting you, there are fourteen doctors and none of us amnesic. We must confront Talix en masse; it’s our only hope!”


  “I’m afraid, Pete—”


  “We’ve got to do it, Martha.”


  She turned nervously to the public address and gave the orders while Montemurro released the locks. Realizing then that Talix would be concentrating on those who moved to confront him, she had the video circuit restored and activated the scanner in the ready room adjacent to the reactor.


  They viewed the first few crewmen who approached Talix. Like a virulent contagion spawned in some fetid alien abyss his aberrated mind seized upon theirs, leaving them standing vapidly before him, pawns of a will working through him. Dowd assembled the other doctors, motioned for them to follow him.


  “Scan us, Montemurro,” he said. “When we reach the ready room, restore the lock. That will block Talix from us until we’re ready. I will raise my right hand when we are ready. You will then cut out the lock again.”


  Montemurro nodded.


  Dowd led the way along the central corridor, striding swiftly, confidence evident in his erect posture and determined face.


  Suddenly—too suddenly, Martha thought!—they were in the ready room and Talix’ eyes were upon them from his position by the pile and she felt the maelstrom forming in her mind again when Montemurro restored the lock which shot a sealing door between them and Talix.


  Dowd grouped them into a semicircle facing the reactor room.


  “Steady now,” he said. “This is the only chance we’ll have.”


  He raised his right hand. The door flashed back.


  The doctors’ voices joined then in most unusual choir. Talix’ eyes flashed, his face grew taut—and suddenly he was wavering, trembling, and cringing away from them, utter terror flashing on his distorted features as he screamed, “No, not again!”


  Again?


  As they intensely pursued the harsh routine, Talix flinched as though buffeted by physical blows, backing to a bulkhead, shielding his contorted face in palsied hands and suddenly collapsing, convulsed; then abruptly becoming still, a curiously peaceful smile on his curiously relaxed features.


  “Pete,” Martha said, “have him taken to the Isolation room and closely watched. Have some of the other doctors restore those he infected. Call me when Talix awakes. I must get some rest before I collapse.”


  Mercifully it was fully sixteen hours before she was awakened with the news that Talix was conscious.


  The strange luster was gone from Talix’ eyes.


  “Martha!” He came forward, arms outstretched. “It’s been a long time!”


  “Hello, Chet. You’re looking fine—” She curbed the “now” on her lips.


  “And you’re still the most gorgeous girl who ever graced the Starship’s corridors,” he responded warmly.


  “Chet, why have you disclaimed knowing Pat?”


  “Pat?” His perplexity seemed honest.


  “Pat D’Agostino.” Her eyes plumbed his anxiously.


  “I’m sorry. There may have been a man named Pat D’Agostino but I don’t recall him.”


  Be patient, she told herself. He couldn’t even speak Pat’s name before!


  She felt from the vagueness of his eyes that he was plumbing his memory for the name now strange to him, seeking association—


  When they questioned him under deep hypnosis, they extracted much which he did not consciously recall, but the fragmentary nature of their findings only served to bolster their conviction that the expedition’s members had spent most of their sojourn on Barnard One under somnambulistic hypnosis.


  His mind insisted the nobles were friendly and cooperative. It yielded no supporting data.


  It indicated that the city and related artifacts had been ultramodernistic, with an intricate network of rolling roads, with servo mechanisms for preparing food and drink—but all of which the natives shunned.


  There were vehicles abandoned and rusting on superhighways long unused—highways which Talix’ memory strangely said led nowhere. It said that educated guesses made by the expedition’s engineers indicated that mechanisms with a useful life of 20 years—with proper maintenance—were falling apart.


  The nobles had learned English easily and apparently through linguistic, not telepathic ability.


  Despite their apparent neglect of their own past scientific achievements, the nobles’ interest in solar science was insatiable.


  His mind said the natives were humanoid, which would imply both male and female sexes, yet it paradoxically stated no women had been seen and no males under 20 years of age—


  Twenty—twice!


  As Talix was coming out of hypnosis he burst, “The portrait! They had it enshrined in the audience chamber. It showed a lovely woman’s face, a grieving alien Mona Lisa—”


  He was conscious, exhausted.


  Twenty twice, Martha thought, and a mourning Mona Lisa!


  When Talix was rested, therapy was resumed, but nothing more was gleaned from Talix’ mind—nothing ever of a missing friend named D’Agostino.


  Meanwhile the doctors unceasingly practiced hypnotherapy in groups upon one, remembering Talix’ outburst “No, not again!” which he had not been able to explain, endeavoring to develop immunity against any form of auto-suggestion which might be group-imposed.


  Martha sought a partial answer in electronics, causing the technicians to build tiny transceivers which would consolidate their voices and auditory senses into one as they voiced the planned routine.


  They must be a gestalt, a single, indomitable Will.


  And the tape ran through. The Starship burst into normal space-time. They felt the gravitational field of Barnard One gently twisting the ship’s trajectory.


  Orbiting pole-to-pole, they probed the planet’s surface with electrontelescopes.


  There was but one city, located near the equator of one of the two huge continents, casting long shadows now at dawning, spelling high towers.


  But there had been others. There had been interconnecting highways. There had been bridges flung across vast chasms.


  The cities were leveled ruins, the highways cracked ribbons, the bridges sagging, twisted strands.


  Evidence of what? International warfare? Invasion from without?


  Or something else?


  Martha sought an answer in Talix’ disclosures, in the things now observed.


  A friendly, cooperative race—reject that.


  Substitute: a covetous, secretive, grasping race.


  Add: apparent loss or deliberate rejection of their own science.


  Add: Insatiable thirst for knowledge of another tongue, of another science.


  Add: a towering but neglected and decaying metropolis.


  Add: an agricultural anthropology.


  Add: a hundred toppled cities.


  Add: humanoids—but call them men only, for of women there are none.


  Add: twenty twice and a mourning Mona Lisa.


  And add a man named D’Agostino.


  Add them all and equate nothing.


  It was twelve hours since their transition from hyper-space. Barnard One was a great hypnotic eye with swiftly lowering lid spinning into night. Then, with a suddenness which robbed Martha of breath, the intercom heterodyned and burst:


  “Radar to all personnel: unidentified object climbing from surface!”


  It would be—it had to be—the missing scoutship, coming to rendezvous as Martha had been sure it would.


  She turned to Dowd.


  “We’re not ready, Pete,” she said in momentary helplessness.


  “We are ready, Martha,” he responded curtly. “We have to be. It’s better than first facing them in their own habitat, probably many of them. Here we’ve a definite advantage. They probably expect the Starship to have returned empty on automatics. There can’t be more than ten of them aboard that ship. With proper airlock manipulation, we can allow only two to inship at once. Surely we can face two of them!”


  “We certainly can, Pete!” she cried, infected by his confidence.


  Quickly she summoned the doctors to the lock corridor, ordering mechanical hypnotherapeutic equipments set up, transceivers checked out.


  Visual Observation verified that the approaching object was the missing scout.


  Martha stood in the midst of the semi-circle of men facing the inner lock as the scoutship homed in with contact clang of hulls.


  Her right hand trembled on the tiny remote keyer; then steadied and resolutely activated both lock and hypnosis equipments.


  Her eyes fixed fascinatedly on the opening lock, her mind cried, Oh, dear God! let it be Pat! and feared it would not be.


  It was not.


  Two men quickly emerged, somberly-robed, undoubtedly nobles of Barnard One. They looked apprehensively behind them; then cursorily at the waiting group. Their eyes darted as though seeking a route of escape.


  Martha sensed a deep sadness in them. She forgot then to activate the lock’s closing mechanism and would have forgotten to begin the planned routine had not her colleagues chanted, “You have taken one of Sol, a man named D’Agostino—”


  The chant, electronically magnified, welded her consciousness to her companions.


  One noble faced abruptly right, the other left. They swept their suddenly lustrous eyes like paralyzing whips from the outer fringes of her companions toward the semicircle’s center where she stood.


  She stood alone then before the nobles’ concentrated gaze, whispering goodbye to her fondest memory.


  Their eyes were suddenly anguished, their faces flooding with mixed sorrow and adoration. They prostrated themselves before her, faces hidden in trembling hands, writhing in paroxysms of grief.


  She looked down upon them, utterly alone, utterly bewildered, looked up again and found her loneliness gone forever.


  Patrick D’Agostino faced her from the lock.


  She was in his arms then, sobbing happily, relievedly, conscious only of his deep voice, of his close embrace.


  “I knew somehow you would come,” he said.


  “Oh, Pat,” she babbled. “I’m so glad you’re all right. Where have you been? What have you done? What will we do now?”


  “Easy, girl!” he said. “I’ve been okay. They held me prisoner until the Starship left. Then—but I’ve got to explain them first!


  “They’ve a psychic imbalance, Martha. They reject through completely involuntary self-hypnosis everything they will not or dare not face!


  “The motivating reasons go far back. They were practiced hypnotists before their cataclysm twenty years ago. Their culture was deteriorating through conflicting persuasions. Their leaders knew they had to find a new frontier before increasing repressions turned all their minds into a psychic racial womb.


  “Their science was great, greater than our own from the brokendown remnants I’ve seen. They discovered interstellar flight and sent a starship out, hoping to ease international tensions through finding habitable planets of other stars.


  “They vainly searched three other star systems; then turned to dimmer Sol. They were exploring inward world by world when they received an urgent message that war was imminent here.


  “They returned too late. Their supreme weapon had been accidentally activated. Their only shielded city had been devoted to scientific research. Their women were never allowed to study science; they were all outside the shield.


  “My informant accused the nobles of their negligence. They could not face their guilt. Through self-hypnosis they rejected their accuser, their science and almost all their past.


  “Our coming introduced a catalyst. They hungrily embraced our language and science. They hoped to reach out through our achievements to another race than ours which would not inquire into their past as we have done, another race which would welcome them as superior, whose women would feel privileged to bear their children.


  “Later I found out why they grasped some things so quickly; they had known them before and rejected them.


  “When they brought me into their audience chamber after the Starship had gone, I accused them so bitterly of their planned theft that they promptly rejected both their plan and me!


  “You can see them for what they are. Look at these two I forced to come with me, almost complete introverts with me an invisible demon goading them!”


  She had been lulled into an almost hypnotic trance by his resonant voice. Now the full import of his words came to her, interwoven with Talix’ disclosures.


  . . . turned to dimmer Sol . . . twenty years . . . My informant accused the nobles . . . they grasped some things so quickly . . . known before . . . twenty—and a mourning Mona Lisa . . .


  “Pat!” she screamed with sudden, joyful intuition, “do you mean—”


  Her wet eyes searched his smiling face.


  “Yes,” he said gently. “Your father’s hunch was right; your mother didn’t die. They rescued her—sole survivor of the torchship she’d been on. They learned our language from her only to reject both the language and her.


  “She’s waiting in the city. I couldn’t bring her until I’d investigated the ship.


  “Nearly twenty Earth years ago. she had tried through her small knowledge of psychiatry to cure these miserable men. She almost succeeded with a sensitive artist who thought he envisioned her in a dream and so painted her. The portrait is in their principal audience chamber, the sole object of their worship.


  “Until the painting was made they had been almost completely apathetic. It restored their libido prompted them to adopt our tongue and to steal our science—until I repressed them again.


  “We must cure their repressions. We need them, their past, their submerged memories. Their science, recalled and coupled with ours, can take us much, much farther Out. They can certainly have a future now, Martha. They’re handsome. They’re human. And there are lonely women on many worlds.


  “They’ll listen to you. You’re the image of your mother twenty years ago; the living embodiment of the portrait, their only constant dream.


  “Be the goddess you truly are. Forgive them—but order them to restore the others. Do it now, Martha. I’m sure your mother is becoming rather impatient down there!”


  She turned from Patrick D’Agostino then, a goddess resolutely facing those who had forgotten.


  Certain she could teach all men remembrance.


  Certain they would not forget again.


  THE ARMY COMES TO VENUS


  Eric Frank Russell


  He was secretly surprised to find himself enjoying this spell of gallantry. But worse was to happen.


  IN THICK, cloying mist the ship moaned like a tormented ghost of monstrous size. It descended slowly, warily, feeling with invisible electronic fingers for a place in which to sit.


  Those below stood gazing up into the fog, not sensing the probing ray, seeing nothing. A bunch of hard-bitten, bearded men in oiled slickers down which moisture trickled in thin streams.


  After a little while the fog appeared to solidify into an enormous wet cylinder with a steaming end. The ship came down, touched, settled. A sluggish wave of damp earth hunched itself on either side of the curved hull.


  Airlocks opened, duralumin gangways slid forth. The bearded ones clustered closer, avid for new faces. A shock-haired, red-whiskered man was the first to emerge, staggering under the weight of numerous bags and packs, carefully feeling his way down the metal steps.


  Somebody at the back of the waiting audience let go a yell of welcome. “Old Firelip, as I live and breathe!”


  Pausing halfway down the gangway, the newcomer screwed up rheumy eyes as he sought to identify the shouter. “Duckass, no less! What made the parole board let you out?”


  Listeners grinned, immediately accepting the new arrival as one of themselves. He had the two best qualifications, namely, a ready tongue and a friend in the attending mob.


  A fat man came next, waddling down and letting his bags go bump-bump-bump from step to step as he dragged them behind. He wore three chins and an expression of moony amiability.


  “Lookie, lookie, lookie, here comes Cookie,” invited a brawny roughneck.


  The others chuckled. The fat man stopped, studied the other, spoke in high-pitched but undisturbed tones. “You must have second sight, chum. A cook is just what I am.”


  ’Then my belly says you’re two years overdue. The few gals we’ve got here can do everything but cook.”


  “Everything?” asked the fat man with pointed interest.


  “You try ’em sometime.”


  “Maybe I will.” He lumbered the rest of the way down, his kit still bumping. Anything breakable in his bags was having a run of hard luck.


  A dozen nondescripts followed, all heavily burdened with everything, but the farmhouse roof. Pioneers bearing their tiny personal worlds on their backs.


  Several ship’s officers and a few of the crew came out for a gossip, a sniff of moist air, a stamp around on real, solid ground. After them followed a string of people who looked like nobody in particular and wanted to stay that way. A few had the air of still trying to thwart the systematic circulation of police photographs.


  “Where’s the molar mauler?” bawled an onlooker with a lopsided face.


  “Me,” responded a white-haired ancient, trying to lug four boxes at once.


  Gumboil grabbed two of them. “Good thing you’ve come, Pop. You’ve got a customer right now. One more day and I’d be off my nut.”


  They moved toward the nearby shanty town. The rest of the crowd remained to watch the ship; they were bored by frontier solitude and thankful for a petty event.


  A person who oozed officialdom showed himself at the airlock, stared out with cold authority. Characteristically, they bristled at the sight of him. He went inside and did not reappear. It wasn’t six months since they had pulled a would-be tax collector to pieces.


  Several sluggards emerged, one dragging a pack resembling a tightly wrapped haystack. Half a dozen witnesses helped get it down amid a shower of wisecracks concerning weak bladders and portable comfort stations. The owner registered acute embarrassment.


  Two girls came from the airlock, suddenly silencing the wits. They were full-lipped, full-busted, had brilliant eyes and emphatic hips. Both were bottle-Mondes. A distinct sigh of gratification ran through the audience. The girls put or? knowing smirks, revealed white teeth. They tripped down the gangway with dainty steps and beckoning backsides. Four of the crew toted their bags, surrendered them to eager helpers.


  “Annie’s place?”


  The girls nodded, giggled, weighed up the hungry clientele. Two barrel-chested men indulged in an acrimonious shoving match for the right to carry a bag on which both had laid hands simultaneously. They solved the problem by bearing it between them, giving alternate tugs to tear it from each other at every tenth step.


  Came a pause while the cargo-hatch opened, a long-armed crane swung out, began to lower boxes and crates. A few of the crowd shifted position to get a better view of the unloading.


  Another girl appeared, accompanied by a ship’s officer. She was vastly different from her bosomy predecessors: small, slender, ovalfaced and cool. Her black hair was natural, her equally black eyes not glassy, her expression slightly wistful instead of hard and brassy. Carefully the officer helped her down the steps, shook hands with her at the bottom.


  “G’wan, kiss her, you dummy,” advised a hoarse voice.


  “Sailors don’t care,” commented another.


  “Love ’em and leave ’em,” added a third.


  For a moment the officer looked as if he would like to make something of it. He hesitated, glowered at the ribald crowd to their immense satisfaction. Then he whispered anxiously to the girl, apparently questioning the wisdom of her remaining alone on this world. She smiled at him, shook her head.


  “Not tonight, Cuthbert,” jeered an onlooking tough.


  “You’ve had your share,” urged another. “Don’t be greedy.”


  “Give real men a chance,” suggested somebody else.


  Several chortled at that sally, their tones loud and coarse. One smacked his lips in exaggerated anticipation. The officer lingered awhile, reluctant to go, but finally mounted the gangway and went into the ship. His expression was worried.


  Left to herself, the girl surveyed the hairy mob with calm self-possession. They returned the compliment, taking in her slender legs, narrow hips, dark hair. They undressed her with their eyes and liked what they saw.


  “You doing anything tonight, Honey-babe?” inquired a bear disguised as a man.


  “You wait your turn, Bulstrode,” ordered a scar-faced neighbor. He spat on thick, calloused fingers, combed his hair and straightened an invisible tie. “This one is for gentlemen only.” He leered with undisguised appetite at the subject of his remarks. “Isn’t that so, Luscious?”


  “All men are gentlemen.” She looked at Bulstrode with a kind of dark-eyed innocence. “When they wish to be.”


  Bulstrode’s optics dulled and his huge fingers twitched while he digested this. It took him quite a time. When he spoke again it was with an apologetic rumble.


  “I was only kidding, Ma’am. I sort of thought—”


  “She isn’t interested, you hairy ape,” interjected Scarface. “So don’t waste breath advertising your ignorance.” He rubbed his bristly chin and gave another pull to the non-existent tie. “Can I carry your stuff to Annie’s place, Lovebird?” Shuffling slowly around on big, cumbersome feet, Bulstrode faced him and growled, “What makes you think she’s heading for Annie’s? Why, you slit-cheeked, ragged-eared louse!” Extending a spade-sized hand he spread it across the other’s unhandsome features, curled his fingers and squeezed.


  The victim gurgled convulsively behind the horny palm, made frantic pulls at the thick wrist, finally kicked him good and hard on the shin. It sounded like kicking a tree.


  Taking no notice, Bulstrode began to twist the face leftward, bending him sidewise.


  “Stop that,” ordered the girl. Still holding on, Bulstrode turned a surprised face over a massive shoulder. “Hey?”


  “Stop it,” she repeated. “You wouldn’t behave that way in your own home.”


  Bulstrode removed his grip and started examining his hand as if he had never seen it before. His opponent made snuffling noises, voiced a lurid oath and let go a haymaker. The angry fist caught the big man smack on the chin, rattling his teeth but not knocking him down.


  Sweeping a columnar arm around in the manner of one brushing away a persistent fly, Bulstrode pleaded, “Look, lady, just you go take a nice, quiet walk while I slaughter this jerk.”


  “Don’t be silly.” Her dark eyes reproved the pair of them. “You’re like a couple of overgrown children. You don’t even know what you’re squabbling about—do you?” They stared at her dully, not answering.


  “Do you?” she insisted.


  A tall, gray-haired individual spoke from the front rank of the vastly entertained audience. “You’re not on the home planet now. This is Venus and don’t you forget it. Terra never comes nearer than thirty million miles.”


  “Home is as near as your memory says it is,” she contradicted.


  “You may be right. But some of us haven’t got so darned much worth remembering.” He paused, finished without bitterness, “That’s why we’re here.”


  “Speak for yourself, Marsden,” chipped in a squat, swarthy man standing behind Km. “I’m here to make money and make it fast.”


  “I’m here because I love the sunshine,” yelled a satirical voice from the rear.


  Some laughed, some didn’t. All glanced upward at the fog which permitted visibility to no more than two hundred feet. Once in a while it lifted to two thousand. Often it descended in a thick, cloying mass to ground level. Moisture condensed on their slickers and ran down in tiny rivulets. The girl’s black hair sparkled with diamonds of wetness.


  “If you’re not going to Annie’s,” continued Marsden, “you’ll have to find someplace else.” A contemptuous sweep of his hand indicated her choice of six or seven hundred wooden shacks. “Take a look at what’s on offer.”


  “No place for a girl like you,” informed Bulstrode, trying to ingratiate himself and eyeing her like an elephant hoping for a cracker.


  “Thank you, but I knew what to expect. I was well-primed in advance.” She smiled at them. “So I brought my own home with me.” Turning away, she tripped light-footed toward the ship’s tail-end where cargo was piling up as the i long-armed crane swung to and fro.


  Presently those on the ship dropped a ramp and rolled, down it a small aluminum trailer with two wheels amidships.


  “Oh, ye gods!” griped a snaggle-toothed onlooker, openly disappointed. “I’m the only guy on the planet with a pneumatic mattress. And what’s it to her?”


  “If they’re going to start transporting them homes and all,” complained another, “it’ll be the beginning of the end. Before you know it, this town will become too big for its boots.”


  “Which town?” asked a third, gazing around and pretending to see nothing.


  Marsden saw her at her door three days later. Leaning on one of the hardwood posts that somebody had driven in to mark the limits of her property, he let his calculating gaze rest on the trailer, decided that what hung behind the facing window were the first lace curtains he’d seen in many years.


  “Getting settled down?”


  “Yes, thank you. I’ve been very busy. Unpacking and sorting things out takes quite a time.”


  “I suppose so. Has nobody helped you?”


  “I didn’t need any help.”


  “You may want plenty before you’re through.” He tilted his hat backward, went on, “Anyone bothered you yet?”


  “Dear me, no. Why should they?”


  “This is a man’s town.”


  Looking as if she hadn’t the vaguest notion of what he meant, she said, “Then why don’t they give it a name?”


  “A name? What’s the use of a name? It isn’t enough of a dump to deserve one. Besides, it’s the only settlement on Venus. There isn’t any other—yet Anyway, names cause arguments and arguments start fights.”


  “If they’ll quarrel over the mere question of what to call this town it’s evident that they haven’t enough to do.”


  “When they’re in the mood to let off steam they’ll fight over anything. What else do you expect on the frontier?”


  She did not answer.


  “And they’ve plenty to keep them busy,” he continued with a touch of harshness. “They’re gnawing into a mountain of white granite that contains thirty pounds of niobium to the ton. It’s mighty useful for high tensile and stainless steels. Also they’re building a narrow-gauge railroad eastward to a deposit of pitchblende that makes a Geiger-counter chatter like a machine gun.” He rubbed his lips with a thick and slightly dirty forefinger. “Yes, they work hard, swear hard, drink hard and fight hard.”


  “There are other things as much worth fighting for.”


  “Such as what?”


  “This town, for instance.”


  “A cluster of tumbledown shanties. A haphazard array of smelly cabins. You call it a town?”


  “It will be a real one some day.”


  “I can imagine.” Marsden displayed a knowing grin. “Exactly as the boys would like it. Complete with city hall, police stations and a high-walled jail.” He spat in the dirt to show what he thought of this prospect good many of them came here to get away from all that Do you know that at least forty per cent of them have served prison sentences?”


  “I don’t see that it matters much.”


  “Don’t you?” He was slightly surprised. “Why not?”


  “Men who are really evil prefer to take things easy.”


  “Meaning—?”


  “Those who’ve seen fit to come this far must have done so to make a fresh start with a clean sheet. They’d be stupid to make a mess of their lives a second time.”


  “Some people are made that way,” he informed.


  “And some make them that way,” she retorted.


  “Oh, God, a reformer.” He showed disgust. “What’s your name?”


  “Miranda Dean.”


  “Well, it could be worse.”


  “What d’you mean?”


  “It could be Dolly Doberhorst.”


  “Who on earth is she?”


  “An obese charmer round at Annie’s.” He studied her figure., “Some fellows like ’em fat. And some don’t.”


  “Really?” She seemed quite unconscious of his meaning or of the trace of appetite in his eyes. “I’d better carry on with more chores else they’ll never be done. Pardon me, won’t you?”


  “Sure.”


  He watched her enter the trailer but did not continue on his way. He remained leaning on the post, picking his teeth with a thin stalk of grass and thinking that she’d be very much to his taste without her clothes. Yes, she’d be clean and wholesome, not painted and gross like the others. For a short time he continued to exercise his masculine privilege of pondering delightful possibilities until suddenly he became aware of a huge bulk looming at his side.


  Bulstrode followed his gaze and challenged, “What’s the idea, staring at her place like that? You thinking of busting in?”


  “You wouldn’t dream of it, of course?”


  “No, I wouldn’t.”


  “Don’t give me that. Females are females. She’s merely playing hard to get. And you’re a liar, anyway.”


  “That’s enough for me,” said Bulstrode, speaking low in his chest. “Take off that coat so I can start mauling your meat.”


  “You’d better not get tough with me, Muscle-bound.” Marsden protruded a pocket significantly. “Because.”


  “There now, you’ve got a gun. Isn’t that nice?”


  Bulstrode shuffled around to face him. “Like to know something?”


  “What?”


  “I just don’t give a damn.”


  With that he thrust out a hairy paw, arrested it halfway as Miranda Dean reappeared and came toward them. Lowering the paw, he tried to hide it in the manner of a kid caught fooling with a prohibited slingshot. Marsden relaxed, took his hand from his pocket.


  Reaching them, she said brightly, “I thought you boys might appreciate these.” Smiling at each in turn, she bestowed fi couple of little black books and returned to her trailer.


  Taking one look at what he’d got, Marsden groaned, “Holy Moses, a prayer-book.”


  “With hymns,” confirmed Bulstrode on a note of complete incredulity.


  “A religious nut,” said Marsden. “I knew she’d have a flaw somewhere. Nobody’s perfect.”


  “Hymns,” repeated Bulstrode with the air of one whose idol has revealed feet of clay. His beefy features registered confusion.


  “What a laugh,” Marsden went on. “When Annie hears about this she’ll roll all over the floor.”


  “It’s no business of Annie’s,” asserted Bulstrode, feeling belligerent for no reason that he could understand.


  Jerking an indicative thumb toward the trailer, Marsden opined, “It’s going to be. Sooner or later she will make it Annie’s business. I know that kind of crackpot. I’ve met ’em before. They can’t leave well enough alone. Stick their noses into everyone’s affairs. They think it’s their ordained mission in life to improve everything and everybody.”


  “Maybe some of us could do with it,” Bulstrode suggested.


  “Speak for yourself,” advised Marsden scornfully. “A shave, a haircut and a bath and you’d rise almost to subhuman level.” His tones hardened. “But this is a free world. Why should you wash or shave if you don’t want to?”


  “It’s honest dirt,” said Bulstrode, giving him a retaliatory stare. “Soap and water can take it off—which is more than it could do for your mind.”


  “Suffering saints, that holy tome must be working on you already. Throw it away before it takes hold.”


  He set the example by tossing his own book into a bank of tall weeds. Bulstrode promptly retrieved it.


  “If we don’t want them we ought to give them back to her. She may have paid good money for them.”


  “All right,” said Marsden with malicious anticipation, “You go tell her to put them where the monkey put the nuts. I’ll stay here and watch the fun.”


  “I’ll keep them.” Bulstrode crammed them into a hind pocket. “I’ll hand them back to her some time when I’m passing.”


  Marsden smiled to himself as he let the other amble away. Then he favored the trailer with another speculative stare before he departed in the opposite direction.


  The ship lifted in the late afternoon of the third day, groaned high in the dank, everlasting fog and was gone toward the mother planet that no rain on Venus could see. A sister ship was due in about six weeks’ time and another two months afterward. In the intervals between such visits those who remained were a primitive community vastly marooned beneath perpetual cloud.


  Miranda went out for her first sight-seeing stroll that same evening. It was pleasant enough because the vaporous blanket came no lower with the night, the air was rich with oxygen which clung to the lower levels although absent from the upper strata. All around were strong plant-odors and the area held comforting warmth.


  Here and there amid the sprawl of shacks gleamed many lights served by a small generating-station astride a rushing stream three miles away. Quite a blaze of illumination came from one building midway along the straggling and badly rutted main street.


  She walked slowly into this slovenly town whose citizens thought it unworthy even of naming. She noted the rickety fence around somebody’s clapboard, one-room hovel and, nearby, the pathetic remnants of a tiny garden soon started and as soon abandoned. One Earth-rose still battled for life amid an unruly mob of Venusian growths intent upon strangling the stranger from afar.


  To her right a larger, three-roomed erection had a dilapidated shop-front with a wire screen in lieu of precious glass, a few rusting hammers, saws, chisels, pliers and other oddments exhibited behind. In the middle of this display stood a crudely lettered sign reading: Haircut $1.00. Beard Trim 40 cents. What she had seen of the inhabitants made her wonder whether this sign had ever attracted a customer.


  Farther along she came to the extraordinarily well-lit building from which came the noise of fifty or more raucous voices and occasional bursts of song. By local standards it was a large edifice, built mainly of peeled logs and noteworthy for having windows of real glass. Somebody must have paid a fancy price to import those transparent sheets.


  Over the door hung a big board bearing neat, precise letters from which condensation dripped steadily.


  
    ANNIE’S PLACE


    Anna M. Jones, Prop.

  


  A burly, rubber-booted man trudged along the street, paused outside the door, examined Miranda curiously. He was a complete stranger to her and she to him.


  “What’s wrong, Sweetie? Annie gone bad on you?”


  She eyed him in calm silence. “Not deaf, are you?”


  “No,” she said.


  “Then why don’t you answer a civil question?”


  “I didn’t consider it civil.”


  “So that’s the way it is, eh?” He gave a thin scowl. “One of those finicky tarts. Like to pick and choose.” He shrugged broad, damp shoulders. “You’ll come to your senses eventually.”


  “So will you.”


  “You’ll change before you’re through with this life.”


  “Don’t we all?” she offered sweetly.


  “Not the way we want,” he countered.


  “The way God wants,” she said. “Jumping Joseph, don’t give me that stuff!”


  With a loud sniff of contempt he went inside. The noise from the place boosted and sank as the door opened and shut. A waft of air puffed forth loaded with strong tobacco, strong booze and sweat.


  Under one of the windows lay an empty crate. Mounting it, Miranda raised herself on tiptoe and glanced inside. Not for long. Just for a brief moment but somewhat in the manner of a general studying the field of battle. It sufficed to show the expected scene of tables, chairs, bottles and eight or nine blowsy women. And even a piano.


  Thirty million miles. Every pound, every ounce had to be hauled a minimum of thirty million miles and often much more. So they didn’t have this and they didn’t have that—but they did have brewing facilities and a piano.


  Well, she couldn’t blame them or it All work and no play adds up to a miserable existence. This was a man’s world and men needed an outlet Annie was supplying the demand. Annie was giving them light and laughter plus girls to whom nothing was too hot or too heavy.


  But sooner or later men would discover that they had other needs, if not today then tomorrow or the day after, or next month, or next year. It would be for Miranda rather than for Annie to supply those.


  This was a world in the earliest pangs of birth. Astrophysics was the skilled midwife but the fidgeting father was Ordinary Humanity. The world was destined to grow up no matter how reluctant to escape its easy-going, irresponsible childhood.


  And it would grow up, become big and civilized, truly a world in its own right. The test of civilization is its capacity for satisfying individual needs, all needs, sober or sodden, sensible or crazy, the need for darkness or light, noise or silence, joy or tears, heaven or hell, salvation or damnation. The adult world would have room for opposites of everything—including Annie and her ilk.


  Hurriedly returning to her trailer, Miranda extracted something from its small case, returned to Annie’s place nursing the object in her hands. Except for the tinkling of its piano, the building was silent as she neared. Then suddenly a chorus of hoarse, powerful voices roared into catchy song that shook the door and rattled the windows.


  
    Anna Maria, Anna Maria, Anna


    Maria Jones.


    She’s the queen of the tambourine,


    the banjo and the bones;


    Rootitoot she plays the flute in a


    fascinating manner,


    Pinkety-pong she runs along


    the keys of the grand planner,


    Rumpety-tum she bangs the drum


    with very superior tones,


    Anna Maria, Anna Maria, Anna


    Maria Jones!

  


  They howled the last three words at the very tops of their voices and followed with much hammering upon tables and stamping of feet. Then came an anticipatory quietness as they awaited a response from the subject of their song.


  Outside the door Miranda promptly snatched this noiseless pause, stretched her little concertina, made it emit a drone of opening chords, and commenced to sing in a high, sweet voice. The tune was fully as catchy, in fact it had a definite boogey beat, but the words were different—something about Hallelujah, Christ the King.


  Within the building a chair got knocked over, a glass was smashed. There sounded a mutter of many voices and several coarse oaths. A crimson-faced, tousle-haired man jerked open the door and stared at Miranda.


  “Jeez!” he said, blinking. “Jeez!”


  Several more joined this dumbfounded onlooker, pressing around him or peering over his shoulders. They were too petrified with amazement to think up suitable remarks. Eventually they parted to make way for one of Annie’s girls, a startlingly overdeveloped female with hennaed hair and a revealing frock.


  Crinkling heavily pencilled eyebrows at the singer, the newcomer said in hard, brittle tones, “Beat it, you fool!”


  “Haw-haw!” chortled the tousle-haired man, willing to extract the most from this diversion. “What’s the matter, Ivy? You afraid of competition?”


  “From that?” Ivy let go a snort of disgust. “Don’t talk crazy.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” he said, slyly baiting her. “Annie could use a young and slender one, just for a pleasant change.”


  “Not a blasted hymn-howler, she couldn’t,” contradicted Ivy with much positiveness. “And neither could you. Get wise to yourself. You’re no scented Adonis.”


  “Off your knees, Slade,” advised one of the others, trying to add fuel to the flames. “Ivy’s got you down and she’s counting you out.”


  “Wouldn’t be the first time,” grinned Slade, giving Ivy a you-know-what-I-mean look.


  “Shut up,” snapped Ivy irritably. She glared at Miranda. “Are you going to quit yawping or not?” Miranda sang on, apparently oblivious to everything.


  Exhibiting a fat fist ornamented with six rings in which zircons did duty as diamonds, Ivy rasped, “Shuffle off before I hammer you in the teeth. I’m not telling you again.”


  Adding a couple more decibels to the volume, Miranda poured her hymn through the open door.


  Ivy’s ample bosom heaved, her face flushed, her eyes glinted. “All right, Misery, you’ve asked for it. If the fellows won’t close your sanctimonious trap, I will!”


  So saying she stepped forward, intent on mayhem. Slade grabbed at her and got her big arm, his badly gnawed lingers sinking into the puffy flesh.


  “Now, now, Ivy, take it easy.”


  “Let go of me,” ordered Ivy in dangerous tones.


  Miranda continued blithely to sing. For good measure she laid it in the groove with a couple of hot licks on the concertina.


  “Take your paw off my arm, you smelly tramp,” bawled Ivy, crimson with fury.


  “Be a lady,” suggested Slade, hanging on to her. “Just for once.” That did it. Ivy’s rage switched its aim forthwith.


  “What d’you mean, just for once?” Swinging her free arm she walloped him over the ear. The blow was intended to knock his head off but he had seen it coming and rocked with it.


  “Haw, haw, haw!” laughed a bearded onlooker, holding his belly.


  “Come take the keys to the Kingdom,” trilled Miranda. “Hallelujah! Hallelujah!”


  Still employing her unhampered arm, Ivy now smacked the bearded laugher clean in the whiskers. He sat down suddenly and hard, still chortling fit to choke. Several more cackled with him. Ivy hauled furiously against Slade’s grip and voiced vitriolic imprecations.


  “Ivy!” called a sharp, authoritative voice from somewhere inside.


  “Look, Annie,” hollered Ivy, “there’s a dizzy dame out here and—”


  “What’s it to me?” inquired the voice acidly. “For the love of Moses come in and shut that door—the fresh air is killing us.”


  Loud guffaws greeted that sally. Ivy forced herself to simmer down sufficiently to obey, throwing Miranda a look of sudden death before she went inside. The others followed, openly regretting this swift end to the fun. The door closed with a contemptuous bang.


  Miranda finished her singing and commenced addressing a speech to thin air. After four minutes of this an old frontiersman came creakily along the street, paused to look her over, stopped to listen. A bit later he removed his hat and held it in one hand. He was a scrawny specimen with clear blue eyes set in a face resembling an aged and badly wrinkled apple. For reasons best known to himself he did not consider it at all strange that a young woman should take time off to preach to a non-existent congregation.


  In fact when she reached the end he wheezed an underbreath, “Amen!” watched her tuck the concertina under one arm and head homeward. After she had gone he remained hat in hand for quite a time before he planted it on his head and mooched ruminatively on his way.


  From that time onward Miranda’s singing became a regular evening performance. Sometimes she took her stand at one end of die potholed main street, sometimes at the other, and every now and again it was squarely in front of Annie’s place.


  Gradually the oldster made it a habit to provide her with a one-man audience, standing not too near, not too far off, watching her with bright blue eyes and never uttering a word other than the final, “Amen!” It wasn’t inborn piety coming out in later years, it wasn’t sympathy with the spirit of rebellion, it wasn’t his way of protesting against things that are as distinct from things that ought to be. It was nothing more than the urge to cheer on a little dog fighting a big one.


  Passers-by treated Miranda in three different ways. Some stared blankly ahead and refused to acknowledge her existence. Some threw her the brief, pitying glance one bestows on a village imbecile. The majority grinned and made her the target of coarse witticisms, always malicious and often cruel, opining loudly that religious mania is the natural result of chronic virginity. She never changed color, never winced, never permitted a barb to sink in.


  Once in a while the latter type had a go at heckling her speeches, taunting her with unseemly parodies, filling in her pauses with bawdy wisecracks or giving her the mock-support of mock-piety. Her one loyal listener resented these tactics but held his peace and remained content to pose nearby, hat in hand.


  There came a night when a burly, blue-jowled drunk dreamed up the ultimate insult. He stood on the boardwalk swaying and blearing all through the sermon, wiping glazed, out-of-focus eyes with the back of a hairy hand and belching loudly whenever she ended a sentence. Then when she had finished he turned to the oldster and ostentatiously tossed a coin into his hat. With a violent burp and an airy wave of his hand he staggered into Annie’s place followed by three or four appreciative witnesses.


  Gazing angrily into his hat, his blue eyes burning, the old frontiersman said, “See that? The boozey bum flung us a nickel. What’ll I do with it?”


  “Give it to me.” Miranda extended an eager palm.


  He passed it over like one in a dream. “Mean to say you’ll actually take money from a no-good sot?


  “I would accept it from the Devil himself.” She stuck the coin in a pocket. “We can use it for God’s work.”


  “We?” He misunderstood her use of the plural, thought it over, eventually mumbled, “Maybe you’re right. Money is money no matter how you get it.” Then he had another long think, screwing up his wizened features while he wrestled with a personal problem. Reaching a decision, he moved across, stood beside her shoulder to shoulder and held out his hat invitingly.


  “Would you care to sing with me?” she asked, squeezing an opening chord.


  “No, Ma’am. I’ve got a hell of a voice. Just let me be as I am.”


  “All right.” She closed her eyes, opened her mouth and jazzed up a fast one about marching, marching until we come to the Golden Gates.


  Ten minutes later a hurrying, self-conscious man reacted to the offer of the extended hat, threw a dime into it, cast a sacred glance around and beat it from the scene of the crime.


  She had been on Venus exactly eight weeks. Another ship had come and gone. By now the community glumly accepted that it had a harmless lunatic in its midst.


  Digging the little plot outside her trailer early one day, she paused to rest, rubbed the blistered palm of her right hand, glanced up and found a plump, frowsy-looking girl surveying her speculatively.


  “Good morning,” greeted Miranda, smiling.


  “Morning,” responded the other shortly and after some hesitation.


  “It’s nice to meet another woman,” Miranda went on. “There are so few of us and so many men around.”


  “Don’t I know it!” gave back the plump girl with subtle meaning. She looked warily up and down the street, eyed the trailer, seemed undecided whether or not to linger.


  “Would you care to come inside,” Miranda invited. “There’s coffee and cakes and I’m starving for a gossip and—”


  “I’m Dolly,” chipped in the other, saying it with the air of begging pardon for a skunk in her purse.


  “How nice. My name is Miranda.” Dumping the spade, she went to the trailer, opened its door.


  “I work at Annie’s,” announced Dolly, making no move.


  “That must be very interesting. I’d love you to tell me all about it.” Registering a fat scowl, Dolly demanded, “Are you making fun of me?”


  “Good gracious, no.”


  “They make plenty of you.”


  “I’m used to it.”


  “I’m not,” said Dolly. She had another uneasy look up and down the street, added, “Hell of a place.”


  “If you’d care to come in, please do.”


  “I guess I will.” She advanced as if breasting an invisible tide. “I’ve gone past caring, see?” Entering, she flopped onto a pneumatic seat, studied her surroundings with frank curiosity. “Nice little joint you’ve got here.”


  “Thank you. I’m so glad you like it.” Pumping her kerosene stove, Miranda lit it and adjusted the flame.


  “Damnsight better than my flea-trap. Everyone says you’re cracked. H’m! It sure looks like it. This holy biz must pay off.”


  “It does.”


  “So I see,” said Dolly with a touch of malice. Her eyes narrowed. “Where’s the catch?”


  Miranda turned to look at her, coffee percolator in hand. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “Nobody makes a bad cent without surrendering their heart’s blood for it one way or another,” informed Dolly. “You have got to give in order to receive. What’s your sacrifice?”


  “Nothing much. Only my life, such as it is.” Capping the percolator, Miranda placed it on the stove, asked with deceptively casual interest, “What do you give?”


  “Shut up!” snapped Dolly savagely. She rocked to and fro, nursing a cheap and clumsy purse on her lap and staring down at her big knees. She did this for quite a time.


  Then without warning she harshed, “I’m damn sick of it!” and burst into tears.


  Taking no notice, Miranda continued to busy herself with various tasks in the tiny kitchen and left her visitor to howl it out. Dolly shook and sobbed, blindly feeling for a handkerchief. Finally she stood up, tear-stained and full of embarrassment.


  “I’d better be going.”


  “Oh, not now, surely. The coffee is just about ready.”


  “I’ve made a prize fool of myself.”


  “Nonsense, A woman is entitled to a good cry once in a while.” Taking little cakes from a cupboard, Miranda arranged them on a flowered plate. “Makes one feel lots better sometimes.”


  “How the blazes do you know?” Dolly sat down again, dabbed the corners of her eyes, stared at the cakes. “Bet you’ve never bawled bloody murder.”


  “I did the day my father died.”


  “Oh.” She swallowed hard, examined thick, unmanicured fingers, said after a long pause, “I don’t remember my old man.”


  “How sad.” Miranda poured the coffee.


  “And not so much of my mother either,” continued Dolly morbidly reminiscent. “I ran away from her when I was fifteen. She didn’t think I was cut out to be a great actress. But I knew better, see?”


  “Yes, I see.”


  “So I pranced around in the chorus line of a crummy road-show and that’s as far as I got. The years rolled on, I couldn’t keep my hips down and slowly but surely I was shoved toward the breadline by younger kids as daft as I had been. So . . . so . . . a girl has to do something, hasn’t she?”


  “Most certainly,” agreed Miranda. “Will you try one of these cakes. I made them myself last night.”


  “Thanks.” Dolly took a large bite, choked with emotion, blew her nose and said, “I went the way of all flesh, if you know what I mean. I got pawed around and kicked about something awful. But at least I ate. Thank God my mother never knew about it—she’d have died of shame.”


  Miranda, wisely, offered no comment.


  “I finished up here with Annie. Sort of wanted to get away from everything over there.” Dolly used her piece of cake to point more or less Earthward. “Now I’d go back on the next ship if there was anything for me to make it worth the going. But there isn’t. Not for me. I picked this lousy, godforsaken dump and I’m stuck with it for keeps.”


  “Well, there is plenty for a woman to do here,” opined Miranda, sipping her coffee.


  “You’re dead right there is—and I’m fed up doing it. What else is there?”


  “This town will want hundreds of things as time rolls on. It can’t grow without them.”


  “Such as what?” Dolly persisted sceptically.


  “Just for a start, a little laundry might be a good idea.”


  “A laundry?” Dolly was reluctant to believe her ears. “The few girls do their own washing. The men don’t wash at all. Who the blazes wants a laundry?”


  “The men,” said Miranda. “Obviously.”


  “Who’d operate it?” challenged Dolly, changing her angle of attack.


  “We two.”


  She dropped her piece of cake, fumbled around for it, retrieved it and stared wide-eyed at Miranda. “Mean to say you really think I’d get busy scrubbing clothes for a living?” She gave an unconvincing sniff. “I wouldn’t sink so low.”


  “I would.”


  “Then why don’t you?”


  “I intend to.” Miranda indicated a couple of large packing cases looming outside the window. “One plastic tent and one fully automatic washing-machine. All I need is power. They’re fixing me up with an electricity supply tomorrow.”


  “You’ve got a nerve,” said Dolly. “Christ, you’ve got a nerve!”


  “Haven’t you?”


  Standing up, Dolly prowled restlessly around the small space, gazed a couple of times at the packing cases, scowled and muttered to herself, mooched to and fro. After a while she said, “Don’t tempt me.”


  “Why not?”


  “Annie would sling me out on my neck. Either I work for her or I don’t. Besides, I’d have no place to sleep.”


  “This is a two-berth trailer.”


  “So what?” Dolly let her hands flap around as if she didn’t know what to do with them. “You don’t need a haybag like me.”


  “Everybody is needed by someone,” said Miranda gently. “Everybody.”


  “You’re only saying that.”


  “It’s the truth, all the same. Don’t you believe me?”


  “I’d like to. It isn’t easy.”


  “It should be,” Miranda mused. “I’ve never found any difficulty in believing the things I want to believe.”


  Ignoring that remark, Dolly again ambled round and round the tiny floor-space. “By God!” she said. “By God!”


  “Besides,” added Miranda for good measure, “we’d be helped quite a piece.”


  “Oh, yes? By whom?”


  “By God.”


  Dolly flinched and snapped back, “We’ll be on the skids with anyone less than God Almighty.”


  “All that’s required of us is courage. One can still have that when one has nothing else.”


  “You’re the kind of loony yap who can talk your way into anything and talk your way out of it again,” observed Dolly. She reached a reluctant decision, shrugged plump shoulders. “Looks like you are touched in the head and you’ve made me that way too. Anyway, you’ve got company. If you can get away with it why shouldn’t I?”


  “Like another coffee?” Miranda reached for the cup.


  They were having a hopeless struggle with the tent next morning when Bulstrode came along, joined the fray, pitted his brute strength against unruly folds of plastic Between the three of them they erected it, pegged its stays, fixed it good and tight.


  “Anything more?” inquired Bulstrode, brushing his hands.


  “I hardly like to trouble yea,” said Miranda, her gaze straying toward the other crate.


  “Think nothing of it,” he assured, secretly surprised to find himself enjoying this spell of gallantry. It lent him a special air of proprietorship. Breaking the crate open, he dragged the machine into the tent, looked it over, asked, “What’s the use of this gadget with nothing to drive it?”


  “We’re having power laid on this afternoon and water tonight,” Miranda explained. “Tomorrow, you’ll see, this will be the M and D Laundry.”


  “The whatta?”


  “The Miranda and Dolly Laundry.”


  “I’ve been wondering what you were doing here,” said Bulstrode, giving Dolly an incredulous onceover. “Don’t tell me you’re in this?”


  “Any objections, Hamface?” demanded Dolly aggressively.


  “No business of mine,” he said, backing away fast.


  “Thank you so much,” put in Miranda. “We could never have coped without your help.”


  “It was a pleasure.” He glowered around in search of witnesses, truculently ready to prove his hardness to any who might accuse him of becoming soft. There were none in sight He lumbered away and they heard him growl underbreath as he went, “A laundry—holy mackerel!”


  Staring after the burly figure, Dolly said wonderingly, “What made that muscle-bound bum pitch in?”


  “We needed him,” said Miranda. Dolly stewed it over, responded quietly, “I’m beginning to think you’ve got something.”


  “Do you feel it strongly enough to come out with me this evening?”


  “Out with you?” She showed, puzzlement swiftly followed by uneasiness. “Singing in the street?”


  “Yes.”


  “Nothing doing.” Dolly waved agitated hands. “Don’t ask me that! I’ve given Annie the brush-off and come in with you on this crazy stunt but don’t ask me that!”


  “What’s wrong with it?”


  “There’s nothing wrong, I suppose,” admitted Dolly, her alarm increasing by leaps and bounds, “It’s not the sort of tiling I care to do.”


  “Afraid they’ll laugh at you?”


  “And how! They’ll bellow until, their buttons fly off.”


  “They don’t do that to me,” Miranda mentioned.


  “That’s because . . . because—”


  “Because what?”


  “You’ve been around quite a time. They know you’re off your head and they’re tired of making the most of it. A joke wears thin when it’s used again and again and again. They’ve come to the point of accepting you as you are.”


  “That’s true, Dolly. It always happens if you are sufficiently determined, if you stick it out long enough. And it can happen to you too.”


  “I’m in no mood to try.” Her voice went up a couple of notes. “I’ve been the plaything of boozey apes too long to make myself the target of their cheap sneers now. Don’t shove me further than I want to go. Enough is enough.”


  “All right. You don’t mind me leaving you by yourself for a couple of hours?”


  “Mind? Why should I? Nothing can happen to me that hasn’t happened fifty times. Besides, I’m not a kid. You go do your holy serenading. I’ll tidy the place and have supper ready for when you come back.”


  “Thank you. It will be nice to return to someone.” Miranda smiled at her, added, “I’m glad to have you with me. I’m really glad.”


  “Oh, cut it out,” said Dolly, deeply embarrassed.


  And so that evening one remained in the trailer and absorbed the long-forgotten atmosphere of a home while the other took the concertina into town.


  The wrinkled oldster was waiting as now he invariably did. By this time Miranda had learned his name: James Hanford. But that was all she knew of him.


  “Good evening, Jimmy,” she greeted.


  “Good evening, Miss Dean,” he responded solemnly.


  Then he stood beside her at the kerb and held out his tattered hat while she began to sing. The collection amounted to one quarter, one nickel and one worthless brass slug.


  There sounded an imperative knock at the trailer door in the midafternoon of next day. Answering, Miranda found a tall, stately woman waiting outside. The visitor appeared to be in her late fifties, with white, regal-looking hair and intelligent but arrogant features.


  “Good afternoon,” said Miranda, a trifle primly.


  “That depends on what one makes of it,” answered the other in sharp, cynical tones. She subjected Miranda to a careful examination with dark gray eyes that had seen more than enough. “May I come in?”


  “Please do.”


  “Thank you.” Entering, the visitor glanced around with begrudging approval, announced, “Doubtless you have heard of me. I am Annie.” Her cultured voice held sour humor as she added, “Once known as Anytime Annie. But that was long ago.”


  “How interesting,” said Miranda. “Do sit down.”


  “I prefer to stand.” Again she had a look over the trailer. “H’m! Quite domesticated. Where is Dolly?”


  “Outside. Working in the tent.”


  “So she really is here?” said Annie, in the manner of one confirming a ridiculous rumor. “Why has she left me?”


  “She’s ambitious.”


  “A clever answer,” Annie conceded. “I admire you for it. You must be smarter than they say.”


  “Thank you so much.”


  “In which direction do her ambitions lie?”


  “We’ve started a laundry.”


  “A laundry?” Annie’s well-plucked eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Do you think you’re a couple of Chinese?”


  “I presume you mean Chinese?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Do we look like Chinese?”


  “Dolly is and always has been far too stupid to know what’s good for her,” went on Annie, evading the point.


  “But you are so much wiser?”


  “I ought to be, my dear. Much as I hate to admit it, I am old enough to be her mother. I have been around for quite a spell. One learns a lot of things through the passing years.”


  “I should hope so,” Miranda gave back fervently. “It must be terrible to learn them all too late.”


  Annie winced, recovered. “You have a quick tongue.” She waved a hand to indicate the surroundings. “I think you could do better for yourself than this!”


  “I’m quite happy.”


  “Of course you are. You have youth on your side. The days of disillusionment have yet to come. But they will, they will!”


  “I doubt it,” observed Miranda. “My line of business is vastly different from yours. I find it rather satisfying.”


  “Clothes scrubbing and hymn howling,” scoffed Annie, displaying a wealth of contempt. “Any incurable cretin could do either.” She brushed the subject aside. “But I have not come here to waste time on profitless argument. All I want is a word with Dolly.”


  “Very well.” Sliding the window to one side, Miranda called toward the tent. “Dolly! Dolly!”


  In short time Dolly arrived, scowled at the sight of who was waiting for her, demanded, “What do you want?”


  “You!” informed Annie succinctly. “It’s plenty hard enough to drag girls all the way here without them going temperamental on me afterwards. So collect your clothes and your scattered wits and come back where you belong.”


  “You can go to hell,” said Dolly. “Someday I shall—according to those peculiarly well-informed.” Annie threw a brief, sardonic smile toward Miranda. “But that time is not yet. Meanwhile, you will continue to work for me.”


  “I’m not your slave. Why should I?”


  “Because I picked you out of the gutter and that’s where you’re heading right now.”


  “That is a statement of opinion rather than of fact,” Miranda put in.


  “I’ll thank you to keep out of this,” Annie retorted. “You have meddled enough.” She returned attention to Dolly. “Well, are you going to see reason or not?”


  “I don’t want to go back.”


  “You will, in your own good time. And then I won’t take you. Not at any price. You could starve to death on my doorstep and I wouldn’t bother to toss you a crumb. So it’s now or never.” She studied the other calculatingly. “Opportunity is knocking for the last time. You can return to me or stay here and rot.”


  “I’m staying.”


  “Very well. Someday you’ll regret it. When that time comes you need not bring your troubles to me.” Turning to the door, she spoke to Miranda with exaggerated courtesy. “Thank you for having me.”


  “You’re most welcome,” said Miranda. “Anytime.”


  “So kind of you,” responded Annie, refusing to twitch. Outside, she added, “I know your kind. I’ve met them before. You’ll keep on and keep on squalling until you’ve got all the dopes solidly behind you.” Her smile was a warning. “But you’ll never get me.”


  With that she departed. Miranda went indoors, sat down, stared at the subdued Dolly.


  “What a strange person. I didn’t expect her to be like that.”


  “Like what?” asked Dolly, little interested.


  “She seems slightly aristocratic.”


  “Pah!” said Dolly. “A vaudeville artist busted on the boards. A theatrical floppo. She rose higher than I did, fell farther and landed harder. Still flaunts the grand manner. Still thinks she’s really somebody. It’s one of the things I hate about her—always acting so clever, so superior.”


  “One must learn not to hate.”


  “Why?”


  “Because people are as life has made them.”


  “You can’t alter people,” declared Dolly flatly.


  “But you can change life,” said Miranda. “Why, you have just changed yours.”


  At the end of another six months the laundry was functioning regularly, at a modest profit, and had a small but steadily growing list of customers who were discovering that a clean shirt goes well with a shave and haircut.


  The tent had been replaced by a peeled log cabin built by Bulstrode and a dozen cronies who’d concealed their inward pleasure beneath a stream of blasphemy. The aged Jimmy had appointed himself general handyman and Bulstrode had developed the habit of keeping an eye on things by calling in from time to time.


  Most importantly of all, the community had now accepted the situation as one unalterable either by opposition or by pointed criticism. Indeed, it was impossible to think up an adequate reason for opposing. In everyone’s eyes Dolly had become established as a genuine laundress while it was understood by one and all that Jimmy had some sort of stake in the business and that the bearlike Bulstrode was its unofficial protector.


  The days of ridicule and venom had drifted by like fragments of an evil dream. The subject was exhausted of cruel humor and there was nothing derogatory left to be said. Sheer persistence had converted the formerly odd into a present-day convention; all that once had been resented was now taken for granted and recognized as an integral part of the Venusian scene.


  Sheer persistence.


  Subconsciously sensing this change in social atmosphere, Dolly found that it required no redoubtable effort of will to go out with Miranda one evening. Taking a tambourine from its box in the trailer, she was satisfied at first merely to beat time with the singing but after four nights her courage suddenly welled up. She joined in with a bellowing but not unpleasant contralto and the town accepted without comment that now two voices were crying in the Venusian wilderness. Jimmy still remained silent, content to hold the hat and lend the moral support of his presence.


  But they were three. A daft virgin, an aged washout and an erstwhile whore.


  More ships had solidified out of the everlasting mist and dissolved back into it, the last bringing a couple of families complete with children. Swiftly erected shacks lengthened the main street by half a mile and there was half-hearted, perfunctory talk of throwing up a ramshackle school for the moppets. The nameless town was growing slowly but surely—creeping toward its destiny of a someday city.


  One morning Miranda left the laundry in the others’ care, picked her way across four miles of rubble-strewn ground and reached the niobium extraction plant. It was a big, dirty place where hammer-mills set up a deafening clatter and grinders roared without cease; a place full of big-chested men smeared with mud formed of granite-dust and moisture. Finding the office, she handed in her card.


  Somebody conducted her to an inner room where a wide-shouldered man with dark hair and fuzzy mustache stood behind his desk, the card in hand. A second man, red-haired and lean-faced, posed nearby and studied the visitor with frank curiosity.


  “Please be seated,” said the mustached one, indicating a chair. “My name is Langtree.” He motioned toward his companion. “And this is Mr. McLeish.”


  “So glad to know you,” responded Miranda.


  Waiting for her to sit, Langtree resumed his own chair, had another look at the card. “Now what can we do for you . . . er . . . Lieutenant?”


  McLeish gave a slight start of surprise, bent over to examine the card for himself.


  “I understand that this company registers title to land,” said Miranda.


  “In that respect we are functioning on behalf of the Terran Government,” Langtree told her. “It is a temporary expedient Copies of claims are shipped to Earth and are not effective until approved and recorded there. We have no real legislative status of our own. We are merely deputed to act until such time as this planet can support a few bureaucrats.”


  “All the same, you can assign unclaimed land?”


  “Providing that it has no known mineral deposits,” he conceded. “Do you have something in mind?”


  “Yes, Mr. Langtree. There’s a nice, large vacant lot right in the middle of the main street I can’t imagine why nobody has taken it. But if it hasn’t been claimed, I want it.”


  He gave a rueful smile. “That particular piece of estate has been reserved for this company’s headquarters whenever we can get around to some real, solid building.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


  “Don’t let it worry you. Recently we have changed our minds and it’s most unlikely that well use that plot.”


  “Why not?” Her oval face became hopeful.


  “Originally we supposed that the town would remain centered exactly where it is right now and that we had grabbed ourselves a good, dominating position. But now it is obvious that things aren’t going to work out that way. Geologists have discovered rich supplies of pitchblende in the east, a railroad will be constructed in that direction and the town’s natural tendency will be to spread along the tracks.” He pondered a moment, said, “You realize what that means?”


  “No—what does it mean?”


  “If this place ever becomes big—which I think it will—and if it has a slummy area—which unfortunately is very probable—the plot you want will be smack among the shacks and garbage dumps. It will be in a district anything but salubrious.”


  “So much the better.”


  He frowned at that, went on, “Moreover it is directly opposite Annie’s dump where all die rowdies tend to congregate.”


  “So much the better,” she repeated.”


  “Have you ever lived in a big city?” put in McLeish.


  “Yes.”


  “In parts that are . . . well . . . not nice?”


  “Nowhere else.”


  “And did you like it?” he persisted.


  “Of course. It was very convenient for me because my work lay right outside my door.”


  “Oh!” He subsided in defeat.


  Langtree pulled at his mustache, asked, “For what purpose do you require this land, Lieutenant?”


  “For a place of worship—eventually.”


  “That is what I thought.” He played the mustache again. “You put me in a poor position to refuse.”


  “Do you want to refuse?” she inquired, open-eyed.


  “Not exactly.” He sought around for means of expressing himself, continued, “Naturally we approve your plan. In fact we support it most heartily. But we deplore the timing.”


  “Why?”


  “You’ve managed to establish yourself in a small and tough community. So far you’ve got by. But don’t let that fool you. It’s going to be lots tougher before it becomes easier.”


  “You really think so?”


  “I’m certain of it. Since the first ship made its landfall we’ve had eighteen murders and forty or more attempted ones. Not to mention plenty of lesser crimes. That’s nothing, nothing at all. The real labor pains are yet to come.”


  He paused for comment from her but got none.


  “Immediately the railroad is completed we’ll have four shiploads of roughnecks here to operate the mines. Only yesterday we received prospectors’ reports of large de posits of silver and osmiridium in the north and those will entice plenty more hard character’s.” Studying her thoughtfully, he assured, “You haven’t seen anything yet.”


  “Neither has this town,” she gave back, smiling.


  “I don’t doubt that. And I don’t doubt that you intend to show it plenty. But I’d feel a lot happier if you’d put the brake on your ambitions until at least we’ve reached the dignity of having a small police force.”


  “Wouldn’t it be much more satisfactory never to need one?” she asked.


  Throwing up both hands in mock despair, Langtree said, “I should know better than to argue with the opposite sex.”


  “Then may I have this piece of land?” She leaned forward, her expression eager.


  “You’re hamstrung, manacled, pinned down and counted out,” opined McLeish, grinning at Langtree. “You might as well quit.”


  “I surrender.” Langtree heaved a sigh of resignation. “Go fetch the papers.”


  When they had been brought he read carefully through them, filled them in triplicate, showed her where to sign, gave her one copy. She departed, grateful and bright-eyed. Langtree flopped back in his seat and gazed absently at the wall.


  After a while, he said, “I guess it was inevitable. It had to come sooner or later.”


  “Think so?”


  “Yes. Ever noticed how big cities are boosted out of the dirt?”


  “Sure,” said McLeish. “They’re raised by a horde of steel-erectors, bricklayers, masons and hod-carriers bossed by fellows who wander around consulting blueprints.”


  “And by the long sustained pressure of a thousand and one determined groups,” declared Langtree with emphasis. “The Quakers forced Philadelphia out of the earth. The Mormons raised Salt Lake City from the desert. Earth is spattered with New Jerusalems built by pernickety dissenters and various gangs of one-track-minders. Stands to sense the same things will happen wherever humanity is located.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” McLeish admitted.


  “I remember that when they concocted that new rocket-fuel they said that space was ours. It wasn’t. They had to spend years designing combustion-chambers able to contain the pressures. So now we’re squirted across the heavens by a blast that is somewhat terrific. And still it isn’t enough. Now we must settle, exploit and build under psychological theists that can’t and won’t be contained.”


  “So it seems.”


  “It’s only a matter of time before some fellow with a bee in his bonnet will try to prevent all building within a particular square mile of land because he thinks it ought to be reserved for a city park. He’ll get like-minders behind him. They’ll bellow and bawl and agitate until the area is officially protected and finally becomes a park. Another mob will compel all booze saloons to behave in a civilized manner. Another gang will push and shove and play merry hell until we’ve a hospital and a maternity home long before we can really afford either. Sustained pressure—it gets there in the end.”


  “It isn’t easy to brush it aside,” remarked McLeish.


  “It’s well-nigh impossible,” Langtree asserted. “The pushful groups provide a development-factor that objective scientists rarely take into account. They can bring about the cumulative effect of a very large bomb, but slowly.” He thought some more, added reminiscently, “When I was a kid a creeper thrust a thin tendril through a minute crack in the garden wall. My old man wanted to cut it but Mom wouldn’t let him. Sixteen years later that wall was busted. You’d have thought a heavy howitzer had scored a direct hit on it. My old man had to pay fifty dollars for new brickwork.”


  “That girl is different,” said McLeish. “She’s a human being. She’d have to push until she’d grown old.”


  “Man, I’ve seen them do that too.” Langtree threw an inquiring glance at the other. “Would you?’


  “Not on your life!”


  “She would. And it won’t surprise me if she does.”


  “It’s a shame,” decided McLeish for no logical reason. “But perhaps it’s a good thing for this or any other world.”


  “This or any other world needs a few good things,” said Langtree.


  The vacant lot still remained a vacant lot at the end of another year. Some fine day when enough money, hands and material were available it would hold a stone-built, glass-windowed flophouse that would also be a house of God. At times it seemed as if such a culmination was an impossibly long way off, that the temporarily homeless would have no place to sleep, the spiritually hungry no place to pray. But the lot was held in stubborn possession because everything comes to those who wait.


  At the laundry there were now three washing-machines and Jimmy had become an energetic, full-time worker therein. Bulstrode was a frequent visitor with the frequency increasing as the weeks went by. Once or twice the big man had been frightened and horrified by a secret desire to turn the street parading trio into a quartet. He had stepped upon it firmly, crushing it down.


  His strength was also his weakness in that he doubted his ability to counter a crude insult with anything less than a broken nose. And from occasional remarks let slip by Miranda he’d gathered that nose-busting was out, most definitely out.


  That made it awfully hard on a powerful man with furry arms. It meant that he would have to answer blood-heating jibes with a forgiving smile when it would be less trouble and infinitely more satisfying to break a neck.


  Such was the situation when the sixteenth ship came out of the eternal mist beyond which gleamed a host of stars including a great green one called Terra. The ship unloaded a little aluminum trailer the exact copy of Miranda’s. An elderly couple, gray-haired and wiseeyed, arrived with it, positioned it next door, had a few small crates dumped alongside.


  A sedate celebration was held in the log laundry that afternoon. The newcomers greeted Miranda in the manner of oldtime friends, were introduced as Major and Captain Bennett. Miranda handed around pie, coffee and cakes, her face flushed and eyes alight with the pleasure of meeting.


  In due time Bulstrode wandered outside, stood gazing at the crates and whistling idly to himself. Soon Major Bennett joined him.


  “More washing contraptions?” Bulstrode asked.


  “Dear me, no. Three should be sufficient for a while.” He examined the nearest boxes. “These are musical instruments.”


  “Huh?” Bulstrode’s heavy face livened with sudden interest. “Want them emptied out?”


  “There’s no hurry. I’m sure we can manage.”


  “I’m doing nothing. And I like busting crates open.”


  “Then we may as well deal with them,” said Major Bennett. “The job has to be done sometime.” Finding a case-lever, he started prying up slats with the slow carefulness of the aged.


  Scorning this method, Bulstrode hooked big, hard fingertips under the lid of another, bulged his arms and drew it up with nails squeaking. He peeped inside.


  “Suffering cats!” he whispered. “What’s the matter?”


  “A drum.” He voiced it in low, reverent tones like one uttering a holy name. Sliding trembling hands into the crate, he fondled the contents. “As I live and breathe, a big bass drum!”


  “Surely there is nothing remarkable about that?” said Bennett, mystified.


  With a faraway look in his eyes, I Bulstrode told him, “For more than ten years I carried the big bass drum in the hometown band.”


  “You did?”


  “Yes, tiger-skin and all. It was a darned fine band.”


  Lowering his arms into the crate, Bulstrode gently drew forth the drum. He made another dip, brought out a pair of fat-knobbed sticks also a broad leather sling complete with chest and belly hooks. He tightened the drum’s vellum. Then slowly, like one in a dream, he donned the sling, fastened the drum upon his huge chest, looped the sticks on his wrists.


  For about half a minute he posed like a statue dreaming wistfully of days long gone by. Something took possession of him. Fire leaped into his eyes. He twirled the drumsticks into twin discs of light, spun them sidewise, above, inward, outward and across, flashing them hither and thither while flicking the taut vellum with expert beat.


  Boom. Boom. Bop-bop-boom went the big bass drum.


  Drawn by the sound the others came out of the laundry and watched fascinated while the drumsticks whirled and the great drum sounded. Finally, he stopped.


  “Jeez!” he said, flush-faced.


  Without comment Major Bennett extracted a silver comet from its case and handed it to his wife. Next he produced a trombone, fitted it together, checked its slide action with a tentative toot. He eyed Bulstrode shrewdly.


  “By hokey!” said that individual. “It takes me back years.” He looked around in a semi-daze, noticed Miranda socketing together a pole bearing a large flag. “Years!” he said.


  Still watching him, Bennett offered no remark. He had the manner of an experienced cook who knows exactly when the joint will be done to perfection.


  “This town could use a good band,” asserted Bulstrode, eyeing the trombone and licking his lips.


  “We have nobody to play the flute, the oboe and the tuba,” said Bennett quietly. “Nobody to beat the drum. Someday we’ll find them among those able to kneel and pray, able to fight for the things they believe to be right.”


  Unhooking the drum and discarding the sling, Bulstrode carefully placed them on the ground. Then he stared at his feet, fidgeted about, transferred the stare to the sky.


  “Reckon I’d better be going,” he announced. Starting to back away, he met Miranda’s eyes and found his feet strangely frozen to the earth.


  “Goodbye!” encouraged Dolly in a tone he did not like.


  A slight perspiration broke out on his forehead. His thick lips worked around but no words came forth. He was in psychic agony, like a man paralyzed by sheer need to flee.


  Putting down the trombone, Major Bennett took him by the arm, led him into the trailer and out of the others’ sight.


  “Let us speak to God,” he said and sank upon his knees.


  After considerable hesitation, Bulstrode made sure the door was shut and windows obscured before kneeling-beside him. Putting an arm across his shoulders, Bennett held him while they spoke to God because that is the fashion of their kind. Other pressure-groups, other rigmaroles. This was theirs; to say what they wished to say side by side, shoulder to shoulder, before their Supreme Commander.


  When they came out, soldiers both, Miranda had opened another box containing hats but no uniforms. Peaked caps and poke bonnets ornamented with red-lettered ribbons. Self-consciously fitting on a cap, Bulstrode strove to divert attention from himself by loudly admiring Dolly in her new bonnet.


  “My, you look good in that,” I enthused.


  “Don’t you pick on me,” she snapped.


  “But I mean it. You look kin of . . . uh . . . nice.”


  “I’m as fat as a hog and I know it.”


  “Plumpish,” he corrected. “Just the way you ought to be.”


  “Nuts,” she said. “A hat’s a hat and makes no difference to what’s under it.”


  “There is a difference. You’re not the same person.”


  “Oh, go take a walk you big, clumsy lug!” With that, Dolly produced a handkerchief and started to snivel.


  “Jeepers,” said Bulstrode, aghast “I didn’t mean to—”


  Miranda pulled gently at her sleeve and explained. “A woman often weeps when she’s happy.”


  “That so?” He crinkled bushy eyebrows at her, mildly dumbfounded. “Mean to say she’s enjoying herself?”


  Dolly sobbed louder to confirm it.


  “Good grief!” said Bulstrode quite unconscious of the pun. H studied Dolly in frank amazement until eventually she composed herself, wiped her eyes and gave fain, an embarrassed smile.


  Now he refitted the sling and took up the drum in the manner of one claiming his own after countless years. He hooked it onto his chest, stood holding it in proud possession, he twirled the sticks, again delighting in the feel of them.


  “Christ Jesus,” he said without blasphemy, “this town is going to take an awful licking!” A thought truck him and he looked hopefully at Miranda. “How soon are we going to give it to them hot and strong?”


  She didn’t answer. She seemed to be waiting for something. All of them stood there in caps and poke bonnets watching him and waiting or something. Momentarily it puzzled him, that and the electric suspense in the air. For whom or what were they waiting? Was there any good reason to wait at all?


  It entered his mind that the big drum takes the lead and sets the pace.


  Always.


  Involuntarily his fingers tightened around the sticks, his leg muscles stiffened in readiness, his chest swelled, his eyes flamed and what was within him burst forth as a triumphant shout.


  “Now!”


  It galvanized them into activity. Human pressure was on the boost. Old Jimmy donned the pole-sling, braced the flag in his grip. The others closed the trailers, collected their instruments, formed in two ranks of three each.


  For a few seconds they stood to attention like troops on parade. The pale, fog-ridden Venusian light sparkled on cornet and concertina, trombone and tambourine, while the big drum hung poised and the great flag flew above them fast and free.


  Then Bulstrode swung a stick and struck one loud, imperative note.


  Boom!


  In exact step both ranks started off upon the left foot and advanced with military precision upon the waiting town.


  Glory! Glory!


  The Salvation Army was marching into battle for the Lord.
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  Long afterward they found a dead man in shabby clothes adrift near San Francisco. The police decided he must have jumped from the Golden Gate Bridge one misty day. That was an oddly clean and lonesome place for some obscure wino to die, but no one was very much interested. Beneath his shirt he carried a Bible with a bookmark indicating a certain passage which had been underlined. Idly curious, a member of the Homicide Squad studied the waterlogged pulp until he deduced the section: Ezekiel vii, 3-4.


  A SQUALL HIT WHEN Shorty McClellan had almost set down. He yanked back the stick; jets snorted and the ferry stood on her tail and reached for heaven. An eye-blink later she was whipping about like a wind-tossed leaf. The viewports showed blackness. Above the wind there was a bongo beat of rain. Then lightning blazed and thunder followed and Nat Hawthorne closed off smitten sense channels.


  Welcome back! he thought. Or did he say it aloud? The thunder rolled off, monster wheels if it was not laughter. He felt the vessel steady around him. When the dazzle had cleared from his eyes, he saw clouds and calm. A smoky blueness in the air told him that it was near sunset. What answered to sunset on Venus, he reminded himself. The daylight would linger on for hours, and the night never got truly dark.


  “That was a near one,” said Shorty McClellan.


  “I thought these craft were designed to ride out storms,” said Hawthorne.


  “Sure. But not to double as submarines. We were pretty close to the surface when that one sneaked up on us. We could’a got dunked, and then—” McClellan shrugged.


  “No real danger,” Hawthorne answered. “We could get out the airlock, I’m sure, with masks, and stay afloat till they picked us up from the station. If Oscar and company didn’t rescue us first. You realize there’s no trouble from any native life-form. They find us every bit as poisonous as we find them.”


  “No danger, he says,” groaned McClellan. “Well, you wouldn’t have to account for five million bucks’ worth of boat!”


  He began whistling tunelessly as he spiraled down for another approach. He was a small, heavy-set, quick-moving man with a freckled face and sandy hair. For years Hawthorne had only known him casually, as one of the pilots who took cargo between orbiting spaceships and Venus Station: a cocky sort, given to bawdy limericks and improbable narratives about himself and what he called the female race. But on the voyage from Earth, he had ended with shyly passing around stereos of his children and describing plans for opening a little resort on Great Bear Lake when he reached retirement age.


  I thank the nonexistent Lord that I am a biologist, thought Hawthorne. The farcical choice of quitting or accepting a desk job at thirty-five has not yet reached my line of work. I hope I’ll still be tracing ecological chains and watching auroras over the Phosphor Sea at eighty.


  As the boat tilted forward, he saw Venus below him. One would never have expected a landless, planet-wide ocean to be so alive. But there were climatic zones, each with its own million restless hues—the color of light, the quality of living organisms, nowhere the same, so that a sea on Venus was not an arbitrary section of water but an iridescent belt around the world. And then there was the angle of the sun, night-lighting, breezes and gales and typhoons, seasons, solar tides which had no barrier to their 20,000 mile march, and the great biological rhythms which men did not yet understand. No, you could sit for a hundred years in one place, watching, and never see the same thing twice. And all that you saw would be beautiful.


  The Phosphor Sea girdled the planet between 55 and 63 degrees north latitude. Now from above, at evening, it had grown indigo, streaked with white; but on the world’s very edge it shaded to black in the north and an infinitely clear green in the south. Here and there beneath the surface twined scarlet veins. A floating island, a jungle twisted over giant bladderweeds, upbore flame yellows and a private mistiness. Eastward walked the squall, blue-black and lightning, the water roaring in its track. The lower western clouds were tinged rose and copper. The permanent sky-layer above ranged from pearl gray in the east to a still blinding white in the west, where the invisible sun burned. A double rainbow arched the horizon.


  Hawthorne sighed. It was good to be back.


  Air whistled under the ferry’s glider wings. Then it touched pontoons to water, bounced, came down again, and taxied for the station. A bow wave broke among those occasions and spouted toward the upper deck and the buildings which, gyro-stabilized, ignored such disturbances. As usual, the whole station crew had turned out to greet the vessel. Spaceship arrivals were months apart.


  “End of the line.” McClellan came to a halt, unbuckled himself, stood up and struggled into his air harness. “You know,” he remarked, “I’ve never felt easy in one of these gizmos.”


  “Why not?” Hawthorne, hanging the tank on his own shoulders, looked in surprise at the pilot.


  McClellan adjusted his mask. It covered nose and mouth with a tight airseal of celluplastic gasketing. Both men had already slipped ultraviolet-filtering contact lenses over their eyeballs. “I keep remembering that there isn’t an oxygen molecule that’s not man-made for twenty-five million miles,” he confessed. The airhose muffled his voice, giving it for Hawthorne a homelike accent. “I’d feel safer with a space suit.”


  “De gustibus non disputandum est,” said Hawthorne, “which has been translated as, ‘There is no disputing that Gus is in the east.’ Me, I was never yet in a space suit that didn’t squeak and smell of somebody else’s garlic.”


  Through the port he saw a long blue back swirl in the water and thresh impatient foam. A grin tugged at his lips. “Why, I’ll bet Oscar knows I’m here,” he said.


  “Yeah. Soul mates,” grunted McClellan.


  They went out the airlock. Ears popped, adjusting to a slight pressure difference. The masks strained out some water vapor for reasons of comfort, and virtually all the carbon dioxide, for there was enough to kill a man in three gulps. Nitrogen, argon, and trace gases passed on, to be blent with oxygen from the harness tank and breathed. Units existed which electrolyzed the Earth-vital element directly from water, but so far they were cumbersome.


  A man on Venus did best to keep such an engine handy in his boat or on the dock, for recharging the bottle on his back every few hours. Newcomers from Earth always found that an infernal nuisance, but after a while at Venus Station you fell into a calmer pattern.


  A saner one? Hawthorne had often wondered. His latest visit to Earth had about convinced him.


  The heat struck like a fist. He had already donned the local costume: loose, flowing garments of synthetic, designed to ward ultraviolet radiation off his skin and not absorb water. Now he paused for a moment, reminded himself that Man was a mammal able to get along quite well at even higher temperatures, and relaxed. The sea lapped his bare feet where he stood on a pontoon. It felt cool. Suddenly he stopped minding the heat; he forgot it entirely.


  Oscar frisked up. Yes, of course it was Oscar. The other cetoids, a dozen or so, were more interested in the ferry, nosing it, rubbing their sleek flanks against the metal, holding their calves up in their foreflippers for a good look.


  Oscar paid attention only to Hawthorne. He lifted his blunt bulky head, nuzzled the biologist’s toes, and slapped flukes on water twenty feet away.


  Hawthorne squatted. “Hi, Oscar,” he said. “Didn’t think I’d make it back, did you?” He chucked the beast under the chin. Be damned if the cetoids didn’t have true chins. Oscar rolled belly-up and snorted.


  “Thought I’d pick up some dame Earthside and forget all about you, huh?” murmured Hawthorne. “Why, bless your ugly puss, I wouldn’t dream of it! Certainly not.


  I wouldn’t waste Earthside time dreaming of abandoning you for a woman. I’d do it! C’mere, creature.”


  He scratched the rubbery skin just behind the blowhole. Oscar bumped against the pontoon and wriggled.


  “Cut that out, will you?” asked McClellan. “I don’t want a bath just yet.” He threw a hawser. Wim Dykstra caught it, snubbed it around a bollard, and began to haul. The ferry moved slowly to the dock.


  “Okay, Oscar, okay, okay,” said Hawthorne. “I’m home. Let’s not get sickening about it.” He was a tall, rather bony man, with dark-blond hair and a prematurely creased face. “Yes, I’ve got a present for you too, same as the rest of the station, but let me get unpacked first. I got you a celluloid duck. Leggo there!”


  The cetoid sounded. Hawthorne was about to step off onto the dock ladder when Oscar came back. With great care, the swimmer nudged the man’s ankles and then, awkwardly, because this was not the regular trading pier, pushed something out of his mouth to lay at Hawthorne’s feet. After which Oscar sounded again and Hawthorne muttered total, profane astonishment and felt his eyes sting a little.


  He had just been presented with one of the finest fire-gems on record.


  II


  AFTER DARK, the aurora became visible. The sun was so close, and the Venusian magnetic field so weak, that even in the equator the sky became criss-crossed at times with great banners of light. Here in the Phosphor Sea,’ the night was royal blue, with rosy curtains and silent white shuddering streamers. And the water itself shone, bioluminescence, each wave laced by cold fires. Where droplets struck the station deck, they glowed for minutes before evaporating, as if gold coals had been strewn at random over its gleaming circumference.


  Hawthorne looked out the transparent wall of the wardroom. “It’s good to be back,” he said.


  “Get that,” said Shorty McClellan. “From wine and women competing in droves for the company of a glamorous interplanetary explorer, it is good to be back. This man is crazy.”


  The geophysicist, Wim Dykstra, nodded with seriousness. He was the tall swarthy breed of Dutchman, whose ancestral memories are of Castilian uplands. Perhaps that is why so many of them feel forever homeless.


  “I think I understand, Nat,” he said. “I read between the lines of my mail. Is it that bad on Earth?”


  “In some ways.” Hawthorne leaned against the wall, staring into Venus’ night.


  The cetoids were playing about the station. Joyous torpedo shapes would hurtle from the water, streaming liquid radiance, arch over and come down in a fountain that burned. And then they threshed the sea and were off around a mile-wide circle, rolling and tumbling. The cannon-crack of bodies and flukes could be heard this far up.


  “I was afraid of that. I do not know if I want to take my next furlough when it comes,” said Dykstra.


  McClellan looked bewildered. “What’re you fellows talking about?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”


  Hawthorne sighed. “I don’t know where to begin,” he said. “The trouble is, Shorty, you see Earth continually. Get back from a voyage and you’re there for weeks or months before taking off again. But we . . . we’re gone three, four, five years at a stretch. We notice the changes.”


  “Oh, sure.” McClellan shifted his weight uneasily in his chair. “Sure, I suppose you aren’t used to—well, the gangs, or the covees, or the fact that they’ve begun to ration dwelling space in America since the last time you were there. But still, you guys are well paid, and your job has prestige. You rate special privileges. What are you complaining about?”


  “Call it the atmosphere,” said Hawthorne. He sketched a smile. “If God existed, which thank God He doesn’t, I’d say He has forgotten Earth.”


  Dykstra flushed. “God does not forget,” he said. “Men do.”


  “Sorry, Wim,” said Hawthorne. “But I’ve seen—not just Earth. Earth is too big to be anything but statistics. I visited my own country, the place where I grew up. And the lake where I went fishing as a kid is an alga farm and my mother has to share one miserable room with a yattering old biddy she can’t stand the sight of.


  “What’s worse, they’ve cut down Bobolink Grove to put up still another slum mislabeled a housing project, and the gangs are operating in open daylight now. Armed escort has become a major industry. I walk into a bar and not a face is happy. They’re just staring stupefied at a telescreen, and—” He pulled up short. “Never mind. I probably exaggerate.”


  “I’ll say you do,” said McClellan. “Why, I can show you places where no man has been since the Indians left—if it’s nature you want. You’ve never been to San Francisco, have you? Well, come with me to a pub I know in North Beach, and I’ll show you the time of your life.”


  “Sure,” said Hawthorne. “What I wonder is, how much longer will those fragments survive?”


  “Some of them, indefinitely,” said McClellan. “They’re corporate property. These days C. P. means private estates.”


  Wim Dykstra nodded. “The rich get richer,” he said, “and the poor get poorer, and the middle class vanishes. Eventually there is the fossilized Empire. I have read history.”


  He regarded Hawthorne out of dark, thoughtful eyes. “Medieval feudalism and monasticism evolved within the Roman domain: they were there when it fell apart. I wonder if a parallel development may not already be taking place. The feudalism of the large organizations on Earth; the monasticism of planetary stations like this.”


  “Complete with celibacy,” grimaced McClellan. “Me, I’ll take the feudalism!”


  Hawthorne sighed again. There was always a price. Sex-suppressive pills, and the memory of fervent lips and clinging arms on Earth, were often poor comfort.


  “We’re not a very good analogy, Wim,” he argued. “In the first place, we live entirely off the jewel trade. Because it’s profitable, we’re allowed to carry on the scientific work which interests us personally: that’s part of our wage, in effect. But if the cetoids stopped bringing gems, we’d be hauled home so fast we’d meet ourselves coming back. You know nobody will pay the fabulous cost of interplanetary freight for pure knowledge—only for luxuries.”


  Dykstra shrugged. “What of it? The economics is irrelevant to our monasticism. Have you never drunk Benedictine?”


  “Uh . . . yeah, I get it. But also, we’re only celibate by necessity. Our big hope is that eventually we can have our own women.”


  Dykstra smiled. “I am not pressing the analogy too close,” he said. “My point is that we feel ourselves serving a larger purpose, a cultural purpose. Science, in our case, rather than religion, but still a purpose worth all the isolation and other sacrifice. If, in our hearts, we really consider the isolation a sacrifice.”


  Hawthorne winced. Sometimes Dykstra was too analytical. Indeed, thought Hawthorne, the station personnel were monks. Wim himself—but he was a passionate man, fortunate enough to be single-minded. Hawthorne, less lucky, had spent fifteen years shaking off a Puritan upbringing, and finally realized that he never would. He had killed his father’s unmerciful God, but the ghost would always haunt him.


  He could now try to make up for long self-denial by an Earthside leave which was one continuous orgy, but the sense of sin plagued him notwithstanding, disguised as bitterness. I have been iniquitous upon Terra. Ergo, Terra is a sink of evil.


  Dykstra continued, with a sudden unwonted tension in his voice: “The analogy with medieval monasteries holds good in another respect too. They thought they were retreating from the world. Instead, they became the nucleus of its next stage. And we too, unwittingly until now, may have changed history.”


  “Uh-uh,” denied McClellan. “You can’t have a history without a next generation, can you? And there’s not a woman on all Venus.”


  Hawthorne said, quickly, to get away from his own thoughts: “There was talk in the Company offices about that. They’d like to arrange it, if they can, to give all of us more incentive to stay. They think maybe it’ll be possible. If trade continues to expand, the Station will have to be enlarged, and the new people could just as well be female technicians and scientists.”


  “That could lead to trouble,” said McClellan.


  “Not if there were enough to go around,” said Hawthorne. “And nobody signs on here who hasn’t long ago given up any hope of enriching their lives with romantic love, or fatherhood.”


  “They could have that,” murmured Dykstra. “Fatherhood, I mean.”


  “Kids?” Hawthorne was startled. “On Venus?”


  A look of exultant triumph flickered across Dykstra’s face. Hawthorne, reverting to the sensitivity of intimate years, knew that Dykstra had a secret, which he wanted to shout to the universe, but could not yet. Dykstra had discovered something wonderful.


  To give him a lead, Hawthorne said: “I’ve been so busy swapping gossip, I’ve had no time for shop talk. What have you learned about this planet since I left?”


  “Some promising things,” said Dykstra, evasively. His tone was still not altogether steady.


  “Found how the firegems are created?”


  “Heavens, no. That would scuttle us, wouldn’t it—if they could by synthesized? No . . . you can talk to Chris, if you wish. But I know he has only established that they are a biological product, like pearls. Apparently several strains of bacteroids are involved, which exist only under Venusian deep-sea conditions.”


  “Learn more about the life cycle?” asked McClellan. He had a spaceman’s somewhat morbid fascination with any organisms that got along without oxygen.


  “Yes, Chris and Mamoru and their co-workers have developed quite a lot of the detailed chemistry,” said Dykstra. “It is over my head, Nat. But you will want to study it, and they have been anxious for your help as an ecologist. You know this business of the plants, if one may call them that, using solar energy to build up unsaturated compounds, which the creatures we call animals then oxidize? Oxidation need not involve oxygen, Shorty.”


  “I know that much chemistry,” said McClellan, looking hurt.


  “Well, in a general way the reactions involved did not seem energetic enough to power animals the size of Oscar. No enzymes could be identified which—” He paused, frowning a little. “Anyhow, Mamouru got to thinking about fermentation, the closest Terrestrial analogy. And it seems that micro-organisms really are involved. The Venusian enzymes are indistinguishable from . . . shall we call them viruses, for lack of a better name? Certain forms even seem to function like genes. How is that for a symbiosis, eh? Puts the classical examples in the shade.”


  Hawthorne whistled.


  “I daresay it’s a very fascinating new concept,” said McClellan. “As for myself, I wish you’d hurry up and give us our cargo, so we can go home. Not that I don’t like you guys, but you’re not exactly my type.”


  “It will take a few days,” said Dykstra. “It always does.”


  “Well, just so they’re Earth days, not Venusian.”


  “I may have a most important letter for you to deliver,” said Dykstra. “I have not yet gathered the crucial data, but you must wait for that if nothing else.”


  Suddenly he shivered with excitement.


  III


  THE LONG NIGHTS were devoted to study of material gathered in the daytime. When Hawthorne emerged into sunrise, where mists smoked along purple waters undfer a sky like nacre, the whole station seemed to explode outward around him. Wim Dykstra had already scooted off with his new assistant, little Jimmy Cheng-tung of the hopeful grin, and their two-man sub was over the horizon, picking up data-recording units off the sea bottom. Now boats left the wharf in every direction: Diehl and Matsumoto to gather pseudo-plankton, Vassiliev after some of the beautiful coralite on Erebus Bank, Lafarge continuing his mapping of the currents, Glass heading straight up to investigate the clouds a bit more . . .


  The space ferry had been given its first loading during the night. Shorty McClellan walked across a bare deck with Hawthorne and Captain Jevons. “Expect me back again about local sundown,” he said. “No use coming before then, with everyone out fossicking.”


  “I imagine not.” Jevons, white-haired and dignified, looked wistfully at Lafarge’s retreating craft.


  Five cetoids frisked in its wake, leaping and spouting and gaily swimming rings around it. Nobody had invited them, but by now few men would have ventured out of station view without such an escort.


  More than once, when accidents happened—and they happened often on an entire planet as big and varied as Earth—the cetoids had saved lives. A man could ride on the back of one, if worst came to worst, but more often several would labor to keep a damaged vessel afloat, as if they knew the cost of hauling even a rowboat across space.


  “I’d like to go fossicking myself,” said Jevons. He chuckled. “But someone has to mind the store.”


  “Uh, how did the Veenies go for that last lot of stuff?” asked McClellan. “The plastic jewelry?”


  “They didn’t,” said Jevons. “They simply ignored it. Proving, at least, that they have good taste. Do you want the beads back?”


  “Lord, no! Chuck ’em in the ocean. Can you recommend any other novelties? Anything you think they might like?”


  “Well, said Hawthorne, “I’ve speculated about tools such as they could use, designed to be held in the mouth and—”


  “We’d better experiment with that right here, before getting samples from Earth,” said Jevons. “I’m skeptical, myself. What use would a hammer or a knife be to a cetoid?”


  “Actually,” said Hawthorne, “I was thinking about a saw. To cut coralite blocks and make shelters on the sea bottom.”


  “Whatever for?” asked McClellan, astonished.


  “I don’t know,” said Hawthorne. “There’s so little we know. Probably not shelters against undersea weather—though that might not be absolutely fantastic, either. There are cold currents in the depths, I’m sure. What I had in mind, was—I’ve seen scars on many cetoids, like teeth marks, but left by something gigantic.”


  “It’s an idea.” Jevons smiled. “It’s good to have you back ideating, Nat. And it’s decent of you to volunteer to take your station watch the first thing, right after your return. That wasn’t expected of you.”


  “Ah, he’s got memories to soften the monotony,” said McClellan. “I saw him in a hostess joint in Chicago. Brother, was he making time!”


  The air masks hid most expression, but Hawthorne felt his ears redden. Jevons minded his own business, but he was old-fashioned, and more like a father than the implacable man in black whom Hawthorne dimly remembered. One did not boast of Earthside escapades in Jevons’ presence.


  “I want to mull over the new biochemical data and sketch out a research program in the light of it,” said the ecologist hastily. “And, too, renew my acquaintance with Oscar. I was really touched when he gave me that gem. I felt like a louse, handing it over to the Company.”


  “At the price it’ll command, I’d feel lousy too,” said McClellan.


  “No, I don’t mean that. I mean—Oh, run along, jet-boy!”


  Hawthorne and Jevons stood watching the spacecraft taxi off across the water. Its rise was slow at first—much fire and noise, then a gradual acceleration. But by the time it had pierced the clouds, it was a meteor in reverse flight. And still it moved faster, streaking through the planet’s thick permanent overcast until it was high in the sky and the clouds to the man inside did not show as gray but as blinding white.


  So many miles high, even the air of Venus grew thin and piercingly cold, and water vapor was frozen out. Thus absorption spectra had not revealed to Earthbound astronomers that this planet was one vast ocean. The first explorers had expected desert and instead they had found water. But still McClellan rode his lightning horse, faster and higher, into a blaze of constellations.


  When the rocket noise had faded, Hawthorne came out of his reverie and said: “At least we’ve created one beautiful thing with all our ingenuity—just one, space travel. I’m not sure how much destruction and ugliness that makes up for.”


  “Don’t be so cynical,” said Jevons. “We’ve also done Beethoven sonatas, Rembrandt portraits, Shakespearean drama . . . and you, of all people, should be able to rhapsodize on the beauty of science itself.”


  “But not of technology,” said Hawthorne. “Science, pure ordered knowledge, yes. I’ll rank that beside anything your Beethovens and Rembrandts ever made. But this machinery business, gouging a planet so that more people can pullulate—” It was good to be back with Jevons, he thought. You could dare be serious talking to the captain.


  “You’ve been saddened by your furlough,” said the old man. “It should be the other way around. You’re too young for sadness.”


  “New England ancestors.” Hawthorne tried to grin. “My chromosomes insist that I disapprove of something.”


  “I am luckier,” said Jevons. “Like Pastor Grundtvig, a couple of centuries back, I have made a marvelous discovery. God is good.”


  “If one can believe in.God. You know I can’t. The concept just doesn’t square with the mess humanity has made of things on Earth.”


  “God has to leave us free, Nat. Would you rather be an efficient, will-less puppet?”


  “Or He may not care,” said Hawthorne. “Assuming He does exist, have we any strong empirical grounds for thinking we’re His particular favorites? Man may be just another discarded experiment, like the dinosaurs, set aside to gather dust and die. How do you know Oscar’s breed don’t have souls? And how do you know we do?”


  “It’s unwise to romanticize the cetoids,” said Jevons. “They show a degree of intelligence, I’ll concede. But—”


  “I know. But they don’t build spaceships. They haven’t got hands, and of course fire is impossible for them. I’ve heard all that before, Cap. I’ve argued it a hundred times, here and on Earth. But how can we tell what the cetoids do and don’t do on the sea floor? They can stay underwater for days at a time, remember. And even here, I’ve watched those games of ‘tag’ they play. They are very remarkable games in some respects.


  “I swear I can see a pattern, too intricate to make much sense to me, but a distinct pattern notwithstanding. An art form, like our ballet, but using the wind and currents and waves to dance to. And how do you account for their display of taste and discrimination in music, individual taste, so that Oscar goes for those old jazz numbers, and Sambo won’t come near them but will pay you carat for carat if you give him some Buxtehude? Why trade at all?”


  “Pack rats trade on Earth,” said Jevons.


  “Now you’re being unfair. The first expedition rafting here thought it was pack rat psychology, too—cetoids snatching oddments off the lower deck and leaving bits of shell, coralite, finally jewels. Sure, I know all that. But by now it’s developed into too intricate a price system. The cetoids are shrewd about it—honest, but shrewd. They’ve got our scale of values figured to an inch: everything from a conchoidal shell to a firegem. Completely to the inch—keep that in mind.


  “And why should mere animals go for music tapes, sealed in plastic and run off a thermionic cell? Or for waterproof reproductions of our great art? As for tools? They’re often seen helped by schools of specialized fish, rounding up sea creatures, slaughtering and flensing, harvesting pseudo-kelp. They don’t need hands, Cap! They use live tools!”


  “I have been here a good many years,” said Jevons dryly.


  Hawthorne flushed. “Sorry. I gave that lecture so often Earthside, to people who didn’t even have the data, that it’s become a reflex.”


  “I don’t mean to down-grade our damp friends,” said the captain. “But you know as well as I do that all the years of trying to establish communication with them, symbols, signals—everything has failed.”


  “Are you sure?” asked Hawthorne.


  “What?”


  “How do you know the cetoids have not learned our alphabet off those slates?”


  “Well . . . after all—”


  “They might have good reasons for not wanting to take a grease pencil in their jaws and scribble messages back to us. A degree of wariness, perhaps. Let’s face it, Cap. We’re the aliens here, the monsters. Or maybe they simply aren’t interested: our vessels are fun to play with, our goods amusing enough to be worth trading for, but we ourselves seem drab. Or, of course—and I think this is the most probable explanation—our minds are too strange. Consider the two planets, how different they are. How alike would you expect the thinking of two wholly different races to be?”


  “An interesting speculation,” said Jevons. “Not new, of course.”


  “Well, I’ll go set out the latest gadgets for them,” said Hawthorne. He walked a few paces, then stopped and turned around.


  “You know,” he said, “I’m being a fool. Oscar did communicate with us, only last evening. A perfectly unambiguous message, in the form of a firegem.”


  IV


  HAWTHORNE WENT PAST a heavy machine gun, loaded with explosive slugs. He despised the rule that an entire arsenal must always be kept ready. When had Venus ever threatened men with anything but the impersonal consequences of ignorance?


  He continued on along the trading pier. Its metal gleamed, nearly awash. Basketlike containers had been lowered overnight, with standard goods. These included recordings and pictures the cetoids already knew, but always seemed to want more of. Did each individual desire some, or did they distribute these things around their world, in the undersea equivalent of museums or libraries?


  Then there were the little plastic containers of sodium chloride, aqua ammonia, and other materials, whose taste the cetoids apparently enjoyed. Lacking continents to leach out, the Venusian ocean was less mineralized than Earth’s, and these chemicals were exotic. Nevertheless the cetoids had refused plastibulbs of certain compounds, such as the permanganates—and later biochemical research had shown that these were poisonous to Venusian life.


  But how had the cetoids known that, without ever crushing a bulb between teeth? They just knew, that was all. Human senses and human science didn’t exhaust all the information in the cosmos. The standard list of goods had come to include a few toys, like floating balls, which the cetoids used for some appallingly rough games; and specially devised dressings, to put on injuries . . .


  Oh, nobody doubted that Oscar was much more intelligent than a chimpanzee, thought Hawthorne. The problem had always been, was he as highly intelligent as a man?


  He pulled up the baskets and took out the equally standardized payments which had been left in them. There were firegems, small and perfect or large and flawed. One was both big and faultless, like a round drop of rainbow. There were particularly beautiful specimens of coralite, which would be made into ornaments on Earth, and several kinds of exquisite shell.


  There were specimens of marine life for study, most of them never before seen by Man. How many million species would an entire planet hold? There were a few tools, lost overboard, and only now freed of ooze by shifting currents; a lump of something unidentifiable, light and yellow and greasy to the touch, perhaps a biological product like ambergris, possibly only of slight interest and possibly offering a clue to an entire new field of chemistry. The plunder of a world rattled into Hawthorne’s collection boxes.


  All novelties had a fixed, rather small value. If the humans took the next such offering, its price would go up, and so on until a stable fee was reached, not too steep for the Earthmen or too low to be worth the cetoids’ trouble. It was amazing how detailed a bargain you could strike without language.


  Hawthorne looked down at Oscar. The big fellow had nosed up close to the pier and now lay idly swinging his tail. The blue sheen along his upcurved back was lovely to watch.


  “You know,” murmured Hawthorne, “for years all Earth has been chortling over your giving us such nearly priceless stuff for a few cheaply made geegaws. But I’ve began to wonder if it isn’t reciprocal. Just how rare are firegems on Venus?


  Oscar spouted a little and rolled a wickedly gleaming eye. A curious expression crossed his face. Doubtless one would be very unscientific to call it a grin. But Hawthorne felt sure that a grin was what Oscar intended.


  “Okay,” he said. “Okay. Now let’s see what you think of our gr-r-reat new products, brought to you after years of research for better living. Each and every one of these products, ladies and gentle-cetoids, has been tested in our spotless laboratories, and don’t think it was easy to test the patent spot remover in particular. Now—”


  The music bubbles of Schonberg had been rejected. Perhaps other atonalists would be liked, but with spaceship mass ratios what they were, the experiment wasn’t going to be done for a long time. On the other hand, a tape of traditional Japanese songs was gone and a two-carat gem had been left, twice the standard price for a novelty: in effect, some cetoid was asking for more of the same.


  As usual, every contemporary pictorial artist was refused, but then, Hawthorne agreed they were not to his taste either. Nor did any cetoid want Picasso (middle period), but Mondrian and Matisse had gone well. A doll had been accepted at low valuation, a mere bit of mineral: “Okay, we (I?) will take just this one sample, but don’t bother bringing any more.”


  Once again, the waterproof illustrated books had been rejected; the cetoids had never bought books, after the first few. It was an idiosyncrasy, among others, which had led many researchers to doubt their essential basic intelligence and perception.


  That doesn’t follow, thought Hawthorne. They haven’t got hands, so a printed text isn’t natural for them. Because of sheer beauty—or interest, or humor, or whatever they get out of it—some of our best art is worth the trouble of carrying underwater and preserving. But if they’re looking for a factual record, they may well have more suitable methods. Such as what? God knows. Maybe they have perfect memories. Maybe, by sheer telepathy or something, they build their messages into the crystal structure of stones on the ocean bed.


  Oscar bustled along the pier, following the man. Hawthorne squatted down and rubbed the cetoid’s smooth wet brow. “Hey, what do you think about me?” he asked aloud. “Do you wonder if Ithink? All right. All right. My breed came down from the sky and built floating metal settlements and brought all sorts of curious goodies. But ants and termites have pretty intricate behavior patterns, and you’ve got similar things on Venus.”


  Oscar snorted and nosed Hawthorne’s ankles. Out in the water, his people were playing, and foam burned white against purple where they arched skyward and came down again. Still further out, on the hazy edge of vision, a few adults were at work, rounding up a school of “fish” with the help of three tame (?) species. They seemed to be enjoying the task.


  “You have no right to be as smart as you are, Oscar,” said Hawthorne. “Intelligence is supposed to evolve in response to a rapidly changing environment, and the sea isn’t supposed to be changeable enough. Well, maybe the Terrestrial sea isn’t. But this is Venus, and what do we know about Venus? Tell me, Oscar, are your dog-type and cattle-type fish just dull-witted animal slaves like the aphids kept by ants, or are they real domestic animals, consciously trained? It’s got to be the latter. I’ll continue to insist it is, until ants develop a fondness for van Gogh and Biederbecke.”


  Oscar sounded, drenching Hawthorne with carbonated sea water. It foamed spectacularly, and tingled on his skin. A small wind crossed the world, puffing the wetness out of his garments. He sighed. The cetoids were like children, never staying put—another reason why so many psychologists rated them only a cut above Terrestrial apes.


  A logically unwarranted conclusion, to say the least. At the quick pace of Venusian life, urgent business might well arise on a second’s notice. Or, even if the cetoids were merely being capricious, were they stupid on that account? Man was a heavy-footed beast, who forgot how to play if he was not always being reminded. Here on Venus there might just naturally be more joy in living.


  I shouldn’t run down my own species the way I do, thought Hawthorne. “All centuries but this and every country but his own.” We’re different from Oscar, that’s all. But by the same token, is he any worse than us?


  He turned his mind to the problem of designing a saw which a cetoid could handle. Handle? Manipulate? Not when a mouth was all you had! If the species accepted such tools in trade, it would go a long way toward proving them comparable to man. And if they didn’t, it would only show that they had other desires, not necessarily inferior ones.


  Quite conceivably. Oscar’s race was more intellectual than mankind. Why not? Their bodies and their environment debarred them from such material helps as fire, chipped stone, forged metal, or pictograms. But might this not force their minds into subtler channels? A race of philosophers, unable to talk to Man because it had long ago forgotten baby talk . . .


  Sure, it was a far-fetched hypothesis. But the indisputable fact remained, Oscar was far more than a clever animal, even if he was not on a level with Man.


  Yet, if Oscar’s people had evolved to, say, the equivalent of Pithecanthropus, they had done so because something in Venusian conditions had put a premium on intelligence. The same factor should continue to operate. In another half-million years or so, almost certainly, the cetoids would have as much brain and soul as Man today. (And Man himself might be extinct, or degraded.) Maybe more soul—more sense of beauty and mercy and laughter—if you extrapolated their present behavior.


  In short, Oscar was (a) already equal to Man, or (b) already beyond Man, or (c) on the way up, and his descendants would in time achieve (a) and then (b). Welcome, my brother!


  The pier quivered. Hawthorne glanced down again. Oscar had returned. He was nosing the metal impatiently and making gestures with his foreflipper. Hawthorne went over and looked at him. Oscar curved up his tail and whacked his own back, all the time beckoning.


  “Hey, wait!” Hawthorne got the idea. He hoped. “Wait, do you want me to come for a ride?” he asked.


  The cetoid blinked both eyes. Was the blink the counterpart of a nod? And if so, had Oscar actually understood the English words?


  Hawthorne hurried off to the oxygen electrolyzer. Skin-diving equipment was stored in the locker beside it. He wriggled into the flexible, heat-retaining Long John. Holding his breath, he unclipped his mask from the tank and air mixer he wore, and put on a couple of oxynitro flasks instead, thus converting it to an aqualung.


  For a moment he hesitated. Should he inform Jevons, or at least take the collection boxes inside? No, to hell with it! This wasn’t Earth, where you couldn’t leave an empty beer bottle unwatched without having it stolen. Oscar might lose patience. The Venusians—damn it, he would call them that, and the devil take scientific caution!—had rescued distressed humans, but never before had offered a ride without utilitarian purpose. Hawthorne’s pulse beat loudly.


  He ran back. Oscar lay level with the pier. Hawthorne straddled him, grasping a small cervical fin and leaning back against the muscular dorsal. The long body glided from the station. Water rippled sensuously around Hawthorne’s bare feet. Where his face was not masked, the wind was fresh upon it. Oscar’s flukes churned up foam like a snowstorm.


  Low overhead there scudded rainclouds, and lightning veined the west. A small polypoid went by, its keelfin submerged, its iridescent membrane-sail driving it on a broad reach. A nearby cetoid slapped the water with his tail in a greeting.


  The motion was so smooth that Hawthorne was finally startled to glance behind and see the station five miles off. Then Oscar submerged.


  Hawthorne had done a lot of skin-diving, as well as more extensive work in submarines or armor. He was not surprised by the violet clarity of the first yards, nor the rich darkening as he went on down. The glowfish which passed him like rainbow comets were familiar. But he had never before felt the living play of muscles between his thighs; suddenly he knew why a few wealthy men on Earth still kept horses.


  When he was in cool, silent, absolute blackness, he felt Oscar begin to travel. Almost, he was tom off by the stream; he lost himself in the sheer exhilaration of hanging on. With other senses than vision he was aware how they twisted through caves and canyons in buried mountains. An hour had passed when light glowed before him, a spark. It took another half hour to reach its source.


  He had often seen luminous coralite banks. But never this one. It lay not far from the station as Venusian distances went, but even a twenty-mile radius sweeps out a big territory and men had not chanced by here. And the usual reef was a good bit like its Terrestrial counterpart, a ragged jumble of spires, bluffs, and grottos, eerie but unorganized beauty.


  Here, the coralite was shaped. A city of merfolk opened up before Hawthorne.


  Afterward he did not remember just how it looked. The patterns were so strange that his mind was not trained to register them. He knew there were delicate fluted columns, arched chambers with arabesque walls, a piling of clean masses at one spot and a Gothic humoresque elsewhere. He saw towers enspiraled like a narwhal’s tusk, arches and buttresses of fragile filigree, an overall unity of pattern at once as light as spindrift and as strong as the world-circling tide, immense, complex, and serene.


  A hundred species of coralite, each with its own distinctive glow, were blended to make the place, so that there was a subtle play of color, hot reds and icy blues and living greens and yellows, against ocean black. And from some source, he never knew what, came a thin crystal sound, a continuous contrapuntal symphony which he did not understand but which recalled to him frost flowers on the windows of his childhood home.


  Oscar let him swim about freely and look. He saw a few other cetoids, also drifting along, often accompanied by young. But plainly, they didn’t live here. Was this a memorial, an art gallery, or—Hawthorne didn’t know. The place was huge, it reached farther downward than he could see, farther than he could go before pressure killed him, at least half a mile straight down to the sea bottom. Yet this miraculous place had never been fashioned for any “practical” reason. Or had it? Perhaps the Venusians recognized what Earth had forgotten, though the ancient Greeks had known it—that the contemplation of beauty is essential to thinking life.


  The underwater blending of so much that was constructively beautiful could not be a freak of nature. But neither had it been carved out of some pre-existing mountain. No matter how closely he looked, and the flameless fire was adequate to see by, Hawthorne found no trace of chisel or mould. He could only decide that in some unknown way, Oscar’s people had grown this thing.


  He lost himself. It was Oscar who finally nudged him—a reminder that he had better go back before he ran out of air. When they reached the pier and Hawthorne had stepped off, Oscar nuzzled the man’s foot, very briefly, like a kiss, and then he sounded in a tremendous splash.


  V


  TOWARD THE CLOSE of the forty-three-hour daylight period, the boats came straggling in. For mast it had been a routine shift, a few dozen discoveries, books and instruments filled with data to be wrestled with and perhaps understood. The men landed wearily, unloaded their craft, stashed their findings and went off for food and rest. Later would come the bull sessions.


  Wim Dykstra and Jimmy Cheng-tung had returned earlier than most, with armfuls of recording meters. Hawthorne knew in a general way what they were doing. By seismographs, sonic probes, core studies, mineral analyses, measurements of temperature and radioactivity and a hundred other facets, they tried to understand the planet’s inner structure. It was part of an old enigma. Venus had 80% of Earth’s mass, and the chemical composition was nearly identical.


  The two planets should have been sisters. Instead, the Venusian magnetic field was so weak that iron compasses were useless; the surface was so nearly smooth that no land rose above the water; volcanic and seismic activity were not only less, but showed unaccountably different patterns, lava flows and shock waves here had their own laws; the rocks were of odd types and distributions. And there was a galaxy of other technicalities which Hawthorne did not pretend to follow.


  Jevons had remarked that in the past weeks Dykstra had been getting more and more excited about something. The Dutchman was the cautious type of scientist, who said never a word about his results until they were nailed down past argument. He had been spending Earth-days on end in calculations. When someone finally insisted on a turn at the computer, Dykstra often continued figuring with a pencil. One gathered he was well on the way to solving the geological problem of Venus.


  “Or aphroditological?” Jevons had murmured. “But I know Wim. There’s more behind this than curiosity, or a chance at glory. Wim has something very big afoot, and very close to his heart. I hope it won’t take him too long!” Today Dykstra had rushed downstairs and sworn nobody would get at the computer until he was through. Cheng-tung hung around for a while, brought him sandwiches, and finally wandered up on deck with the rest of the station to watch Shorty McClellan come in again.


  Hawthorne sought him out. “Hey, Jimmy,” he said. “You don’t have to keep up that mysterious act. You’re among friends.”


  The Chinese grinned. “I have not the right to speak,” he said. “I am only the apprentice. When I have my own doctorate, then you will hear me chatter till you wish I’d learn some Oriental inscrutability.”


  “Yes, but hell, it’s obvious what you’re doing in general outline,” said Hawthorne. “I understand Wim has been calculating in advance what sort of data he ought to get if his theory is sound. Now he’s reducing those speculative assumptions for comparison. So okay, what is his theory?”


  “There is nothing secret about its essence,” said Cheng-tung. “It is only a confirmation of a hypothesis made more than a hundred years ago, before anyone had even left Earth. The idea is that Venus has a core unlike our planet’s, and that this accounts for the gross differences we’ve observed.


  “Dr. Dykstra has been elaborating it, and data so far have confirmed his beliefs. Today we brought in what may be the crucial measurements—chiefly seismic echoes from depth bombs exploded in undersea wells.”


  “M-m-m, yeah, I do know something about it.” Hawthorne stared across the ocean. No cetoids were in sight. Had they gone down to their beautiful city? And if so, why? It’s a good thing the questions aren’t answered, he thought. If there were no more riddles on Venus, I don’t know what I’d do with my life.


  “The core here is supposed to be considerably smaller and less dense than Earth’s, isn’t it?” he went on. His curiosity was actually no more than mild, but he wanted to make conversation while they waited for the spacecraft.


  The young Chinese had arrived on the same ship which had taken Hawthorne home to furlough. Now they would be together for a long time, and it was well to show quick friendliness. He seemed a likeable little fellow anyhow.


  “True,” nodded Cheng-tung. “Though ‘supposed’ is the wrong word. The general assertion was proven quite satisfactorily quite some time ago. Since then Dr. Dykstra has been studying the details.”


  “I seem to have read somewhere that Venus ought by rights not to have a core at all,” said Hawthorne. “Not enough mass to make enough pressure, or something of the sort. The planet ought to have a continuous rocky character right to the center, like Mars.”


  “Your memory is not quite correct,” said Cheng-tung. His sarcasm was gentle and inoffensive. “But then, the situation is a trifle complex. You see, if you use quantum laws to calculate the curve of pressure at a planet’s center, versus the planet’s mass, you do not get a simple figure.


  “Up to about eight-tenths of an Earth-mass it rises smoothly, but there is a change at what is called the Y-point. The curve doubles back, as if mass were decreasing with added pressure, and only after it has thus jogged back a certain amount—equivalent to about two percent of Earth’s mass—does the curve resume a steady rise.”


  “What happens at this Y-point?” asked Hawthorne rather absently.


  “The force becomes great enough to start collapsing the central matter. First crystals, which had already assumed their densest possible form, break down completely. Then, as more mass is added to the planet, the atoms themselves collapse. Not their nuclei, of course. That requires mass on the order of a star’s.


  “But the electron shells are squeezed into the smallest possible compass. Only when this stage of quantum degeneracy has been reached—when the atoms will not yield any further, and there is a true core, with a specific gravity of better than ten—only thereafter will increased mass again mean a steady rise in internal pressure.”


  “Uh . . . yes. I do remember Wim speaking of it, quite some time ago. But he never did like to talk shop, either, except to fellow specialists. Otherwise he’d rather debate history. I take it, then, that Venus has a core which is not collapsed as much as it might be?”


  “Yes. At its present internal temperature, Venus is just past the Y-point. If more mass should somehow be added to this planet, its radius would actually decrease. This, not very incidentally, accounts rather well for the observed peculiarities. You can see how the accretion of material in the beginning, when the planets were formed, reached a point where Venus began to shrink—and then, as it happened, stopped, not going on to produce maximum core density and thereafter a steadily increasing size like Earth.


  “This means a smooth planet, with no upthrust masses to reach above the hydrosphere and form continents. With no exposed rocks, there was nothing, to take nearly all the CO2 from the air. So life evolved for a different atmosphere. The relatively large mantle, as well as the low-density core, lead to a non-Terrestrial seismology, vulcanology, and mineralogy. The Venusian core is less conductive than Earth’s—conductivity tends to increase with degeneracy—so the currents circulating in it are much smaller. Hence, the weak planetary magnetism.”


  “Very interesting,” said Hawthorne. “But why the big secret? I mean, it’s a good job of work, but all you’ve shown is that Venusian atoms obey quantum laws. That’s hardly a surprise to spring on the universe.” Cheng-tung’s small body shivered a bare trifle. “It has been more difficult than one might suspect,” he said. “But yes, it is true. Our data now reveal unequivocally that Venus has just the type of core which it could have under present conditions.”


  Since Cheng-tung had during the night hours asked Hawthorne to correct any mistakes in his excellent English, the American said, “You mean, the type of core it should have.”


  “I mean precisely what I said, and it is not a tautology.” The grin was dazzling. Cheng-tung hugged himself and did a few dance steps. “But it is Dr. Dykstra’s brain child. Let him midwife it.” Abruptly he changed the conversation.


  Hawthorne felt puzzled, but dismissed the emotion. And presently McClellan’s ferry blazed out of the clouds and came to rest. It was a rather splendid sight, but Hawthorne found himself watching it with only half an eye. Mostly he was still down under the ocean, in the living temple of the Venusians.


  Several hours past nightfall, Hawthorne laid the sheaf of reports down on his desk. Chris Diehl and Mamoru Matsumoto had done a superb task. Even in this earliest pioneering stage, their concept of enzymatic symbiosis offered possibilities beyond imagination. Here there was work for a century of science to come. And out of that work would be gotten a deeper insight into living processes, including those of Earth, than men had yet hoped for.


  And who could tell what practical benefits? The prospect was heartcatching. Hawthorne had already realized a little of what he himself could do, and yes, in a hazy fashion he could even begin to see, if not understand, how the Venusians had created that lovely thing beneath the water . . . But a person can only concentrate so long at a time. Hawthorne left his cubbyhole office and wandered down a passageway toward the wardroom.


  The station murmured around him. He saw a number of its fifty men at work. Some did their turn at routine chores, maintenance of apparatus, sorting and baling of trade goods, and the rest. Others puttered happily with test tubes, microscopes, spectroscopes, and less understandable equipment. Or they perched on lab benches, brewing coffee over a Bunsen burner while they argued, or sat feet on desk, pipe in mouth, hands behind head, and labored. Those who noticed Hawthorne hailed him as he passed. The station itself muttered familiarly, engines, ventilators, a faint quiver from the surrounding forever unrestful waters.


  It was good to be home again.


  Hawthorne went up a companionway, down another corridor, and into the wardroom. Jevons sat in a corner with his beloved Montaigne. McClellan and Cheng-tung were shooting dice. Otherwise the long room was deserted. Its transparent wall opened on seas which tonight were almost black, roiled and laced with gold luminosity.


  The sky seemed made from infinite layerings of blue and gray, a low haze diffusing the aurora, and a rainstorm was approaching from the west with its blackness and lightning. The only sign of life was a forty-foot sea snake, quickly writhing from one horizon to another, its crested jaws dripping phosphorescence.


  McClellan looked up. “Hi, Nat,” he said. “Want to sit in?”


  “Right after Earth leave?” said Hawthorne. “What would I use for money?” He went over to the samovar and tapped himself a cup.


  “Eighter from Decatur,” chanted Jimmy Cheng-tung. “Come on, boys, let’s see that good old Maxwell distribution.”


  Hawthorne sat down at the table. He was still wondering how to break his news about Oscar and the holy place. He should have reported it immediately to Jevons, but for hours after returning he had been dazed, and then the inadequacy of words had reared a barrier. He was too conditioned against showing emotion to want to speak about it at all.


  He had, though, prepared some logical conclusions. The Venusians were at least as intelligent as the builders of the Taj Mahal; they had finally decided the biped strangers were fit to be shown something and would presumably have a whole planet’s riches and mysteries to show on later occasions. Hawthorne scalded his tongue on red bitterness.


  “Cap,” he said.


  “Yes?” Jevons lowered his dog-eared volume, patient as always at the interruption.


  “Something happened today,” said Hawthorne.


  Jevons looked at him keenly. Cheng-tung finished a throw but did not move further, nor did McClellan. Outside there could be heard the heavy tread of waves and a rising wind.


  “Go ahead,” invited Jevons finally.


  “I was on the trading pier and while I was standing there—”


  Wim Dykstra entered. His shoes rang on the metal floor. Hawthorne’s voice stumbled into silence. The Dutchman dropped fifty clipped-together sheets of paper on the table. It seemed they should have clashed, like a sword thrown in challenge, but only the wind spoke.


  Dykstra’s eyes blazed. “I have it,” he said.


  “By God!” exploded Cheng-tung.


  “What on Earth?” said Jevons’ mild old voice.


  “You mean off Earth,” said McClellan. But tightness grew in him as he regarded Dykstra.


  The geophysicist looked at them all for several seconds. He laughed curtly. “I was trying to think of a suitable dramatic phrase,” he said. “None came to mind. So much for historic moments.”


  McClellan picked up the papers, shuddered, and dropped them again. “Look, math is okay, but let’s keep it within reason,” he said. “What do those squiggles mean?”


  Dykstra took out a cigaret and made a ceremony of lighting it. When smoke was in his lungs, he said shakily: “I have spent the past weeks working out the details of an old and little-known hypothesis, first made by Ramsey in nineteen fifty-one, and applying it to Venusian conditions. The data obtained here have just revealed themselves as final proof of my beliefs.”


  “There isn’t a man on this planet who doesn’t hope for a Nobel Prize,” said Jevons.


  His trick of soothing dryness didn’t work this time. Dykstra pointed the glowing cigaret like a weapon and answered: “I do not care about that. I am interested in the largest and most significant engineering project of history.”


  They waited. Hawthorne began for no good reason to feel cold.


  “The colonization of Venus,” said Dykstra.


  VI


  DYKSTRA’S WORDS FELL into silence as if into a well. And then, like the splash, Shorty McClellan said, “Huh? Isn’t the Mindanao Deep closer to home?”


  But Hawthorne spilled hot tea over his own fingers. Dykstra began to pace, up and down, smoking in short nervous drags. His words rattled out: “The basic reason for the steady decay of Terrestrial civilization is what one may call crampedness. Every day we have more people and fewer resources. There are no longer any exotic foreigners to challenge and stimulate any frontier . . . no, we can only sit and brew an eventual, inevitable atomic civil war.


  “If we had some place to go, what a difference! Oh, one could not relieve much population pressure by emigration to another planet—though an increased demand for such transportation would surely lead to better, more economical spaceships. But the fact that men could go, somehow, perhaps to hardship but surely to freedom and opportunity, that fact would make a difference even to the stay-at-homes. At worst, if civilization on Earth must die, its best elements would be on Venus, carrying forward what was good, forgetting what was evil. A second chance for humankind—do you see?”


  “It’s a pleasant theory, at least,” said Jevons slowly, “but as for Venus. No, I don’t believe a permanent colony forced to live on elaborated rafts and to wear masks every minute outdoors could be successful.”


  “Of course not,” said Dykstra. “That is why I spoke of an engineering project. The transformation of Venus to another Earth.”


  “Now wait a minute!” cried Hawthorne, springing up. No one noticed him. For them, in that moment, only the dark man who spoke like a prophet had reality. Hawthorne clenched his fists together and sat down, muscle by muscle, forcing himself.


  Dykstra said through a veil of smoke: “Do you know the structure of this planet? Its mass puts it just beyond the Y-point—”


  Even then, McClellan had to say, “No, I don’t know. Tell me, why point?”


  But that was automatic, and ignored. Dykstra was watching Jevons, who nodded.


  The geophysicist went on, rapidly, “Now in the region where the mass-pressure curve jogs back, it is not a single-valued function. A planet with the mass of Venus has three possible central pressures. There is the one it does actually have, corresponding to a small core of comparatively low density and a large rocky mantle. But there is also a higher-pressure situation, where the planet has a large degenerate core, hence a greater overall density and smaller radius. And, on the other side of the Y-point, there is the situation of lower central pressure. This means that the planet has no true core but, like Mars, is merely built in layers of rock and magma.


  “Now such an ambiguous condition is unstable. It is possible for the small core which exists to change phase. This would not be true on Earth, which has too much mass, or on Mars, which does not have enough. But Venus is very near the critical point. If the lower mantle collapsed, to make a larger core and smaller total radius, the released energy would appear as vibrations and ultimately as heat.”


  He paused an instant, as if to give weight to his words. “If, on the other hand, the at-present collapsed atoms of the small core were to revert to a higher energy level, there would be blast waves traveling to the surface, disruption on a truly astronomical scale—and, when things had quieted down, Venus would be larger and less dense than at present, without any core at all.”


  McClellan said, “Wait a bit, pal! Do you mean this damn golf ball is liable to explode under us at any minute?”


  “Oh, no,” said Dykstra more calmly. “Venus does have a mass somewhat above the critical for existing temperatures. Its core is in a metastable rather than unstable condition, and there would be no reason to worry for billions of years. Also, if temperature did increase enough to cause an expansion, it would not be quite as violent as Ramsey believed, because the Venusian mass is greater than his Y-point value. The explosion would not actually throw much material into space. But it would, of course, raise continents.”


  “Hey!” That was from Jevons. He jumped up. (Hawthorne sat slumped into nightmare. Outside, the wind lifted, and the storm moved closer across the sea.) “You mean . . . increased planetary radius, magnifying surface irregularities—”


  “And the upthrust of lighter rocks,” added Dykstra, nodding. “It is all here in my calculations. I can even predict the approximate area of dry land resulting—about equal to that on Earth. The newly exposed rocks will consume carbon dioxide in huge amounts, to form carbonates. At the same time, specially developed strains of Terrestrial photosynthetic life—very like those now used to maintain the air on spaceships—can be sown.


  “They will thrive, liberating oxygen in quantity, until a balance is struck. I can show that this balance can be made identical with the balance which now exists in Earth’s atmosphere. The oxygen will form an ozone layer, thus blocking the now dangerous level of ultraviolet radiation. Eventually, another Earth. Warmer, of course—a milder climate, nowhere too hot for man—cloudy still, because of the closer sun—but nevertheless, New Earth!”


  Hawthorne shook himself, trying to find a strength which seemed drained from him. He thought dully that one good practical objection would end it all, and then he could wake up.


  “Hold on, there,” he said in a stranger’s voice. “It’s a clever idea, but these processes you speak of—I mean, all right, perhaps continents could be raised in hours or days, but changing the atmosphere, that would take millions of years. Too long to do humans any good.”


  “Ah, no,” said Dykstra. “This also I have investigated. There are such things as catalysts. Also, the growth of micro-organisms under favorable conditions, without any natural enemies, presents no difficulties. Using only known techniques, I calculate that Venus could be made so a man can safely walk naked on its surface in fifty years.


  “In fact, if we wanted to invest more effort, money, and research, it could be done faster. To be sure, then must come the grinding of stone into soil, the fertilizing and planting, the slow painful establishment of an ecology. But that, again, needs only to be started. The first settlers on Venus could make oases for themselves, miles wide, and thereafter expand these at their leisure. By using specialized plants, agriculture can even be practiced in the original desert.


  “Oceanic life would expand much more rapidly, of course, without any human attentions. Hence the Venusians could soon carry on fishing and pelagiculture. I have good estimates to show that the development of the planet could even exceed the population growth. The firstcomers would have hope—their grandchildren will have wealth!”


  Hawthorne sat back. “There are already Venusians,” he mumbled.


  Nobody heard him. “Say,” objected McClellan, “how do you propose to blow up this balloon in the first place?”


  “Is it not obvious?” said Dykstra. “Increased core temperature can supply the energy to push a few tons of matter into a higher, quantum state. This would lower the pressure enough to trigger the rest. A single large hydrogen bomb at the very center of the planet would do it. Since this is unfortunately not attainable, we must tap several thousand deep wells in the ocean floor, and touch off a major nuclear explosion in all simultaneously.


  “That would be no trick at all. Very little fallout would result, and what did get into the atmosphere would be gone again in a few years. The bombs are available. In fact, they exist already in far larger amounts than would be needed for this project. Would this not be a better use for them than using them as a stockpile to destroy human life?”


  “Who would pay the bill?” asked Cheng-tung unexpectedly.


  “Whatever government has the foresight—if all the governments on Barth cannot get together on it. I am not greatly concerned about that. Regimes and policies go, nations die, cultures are forgotten. But I want to be sure that Man will survive. The cost would not be great—comparable, at most, to one military satellite, and the rewards are enormous even on the crassest immediate terms. Consider what a wealth of uranium and other materials, now in short supply on Earth, would become accessible.”


  Dykstra turned to the transparent wall. The storm had reached them. Under the station caissons, the sea raged and struck and shattered in radiant foam. The deep, strong force of those blows traveled up through steel and concrete like the play of muscles in a giant’s shoulders. Rain began to smash in great sheets on the deck. A continuous lightning flickered across Dykstra’s lean countenance, and thunder toned.


  “A world,” he whispered.


  Hawthorne stood up again. He leaned forward, his fingertips resting on the table. They were cold. His voice still came to him like someone else’s. “No,” he said. “Absolutely not.”


  “Eh?” Dykstra turned almost reluctantly from watching the storm. “What is wrong, Nat?”


  “You’d sterilize a living planet,” said Hawthorne. “Well . . . true,” admitted Dykstra. “Yes. Humanely, though. The first shock wave would destroy all organisms before they even had time to feel it.”


  “But that’s murder!” cried Hawthorne.


  “Come, now,” said Dykstra. “Let us not get sentimental. I admit it will be a pity to destroy life so interesting, but when children starve and one nation after another is driven to despotism—” He shrugged and smiled.


  Jevons, still seated, stroked a thin hand across his book, as if he wanted to recall a friend five hundred years dead. There was trouble on his face. “This is too sudden to digest, Wim,” he said. “You must give us time.”


  “Oh, there will be time enough, years of it,” said Dykstra. He laughed. “First my report must go to Earth, and be published, and debated, and publicized, and wrangled about, and then they will send elaborate expeditions to do my work all over again, and they will haggle and—Have no fears, it will be at least a decade before anything is actually done. And thereafter we of the station, with our experience, will be quite vital to the project.”


  “Shucks,” said McClellan, speaking lightly to conceal the way he felt, “I wanted to take a picnic lunch and watch the planet go up next Fourth of July.”


  “I don’t know.” Jevons stared into emptiness. “There’s a question of . . . prudence? Call it what you will, but Venus can teach us so much as it is. A thousand years is not too long to study everything here. We may gain a few more continents at the price of understanding what life is all about, or the means for immortality—if that’s a goal to be desired—or perhaps a philosophy. I don’t know.”


  “Well, it is debatable,” conceded Dykstra. “But let all mankind debate it, then.”


  Jimmy Cheng-tung smiled at Hawthorne. “I believe the captain is right,” he said. “And I can see your standpoint, as a scientist. It is not fair to take your lifework away from you. I shall certainly argue in favor of waiting at least a hundred years.”


  “That may be too long,” warned Dykstra. “Without some safety valve, technological civilization on Earth may not last another century.”


  “You don’t understand!”


  Hawthorne shouted it at them, as he looked into their, eyes. Dykstra’s gaze in particular caught the light in such a way that it seemed blank, Dykstra was a skull with two white circles for eyes. Hawthorne had the feeling that he was talking to deaf men. Or men already dead.


  “You don’t understand,” he repeated. “It isn’t my job, or science, or any such thing I’m worried about. It’s the brutal fact of murder. The murder of an entire intelligent race. How would you like it if beings came from Jupiter and proposed to give Earth a hydrogen atmosphere? My God, what kind of monsters are we, that we can even think seriously about such a thing?”


  “Oh, no!” muttered McClellan. “Here we go again. Lecture Twenty-eight-B. I listened to it all the way from Earth.”


  “Please,” said Cheng-tung. “The issue is important.”


  “The cetoids do pose an embarrassing problem,” conceded Jevons. “Though I don’t believe any scientist has ever objected to vivisection—even the use of close cousins like the apes—for human benefit.”


  “The cetoids aren’t apes!” protested Hawthorne, his lips whitening. “They’re more human than you are!”


  “Wait a minute,” said Dykstra. He moved from his vision of lightning, toward Hawthorne. His face had lost its glory. It was concerned. “I realize you have opinions about this, Nat. But after all, you have no more evidence—”


  “I do!” gasped Hawthorne. “I’ve got it at last. I’ve been wondering all day how to tell you, but now I must.” What Oscar had shown him came out in words, between peals of thunder.


  At the end, even the gale seemed to pause, and for a while only rain, and the brroom-brroom of waves far below, continued to speak. McClellan stared at his hands, which twisted a die between the fingers. Cheng-tung rubbed his chin and smiled with scant mirth. Jevons, however, became serenely resolute. Dykstra was harder to read, his face flickered from one expression to the next. Finally he got very busy lighting a new cigaret.


  When the silence had become too much, Hawthorne said, “Well?” in a cracked tone.


  “This does indeed put another complexion on the matter,” said Cheng-tung.


  “It isn’t proof,” snapped Dykstra. “Look at what bees and bower birds do on Earth.”


  “Hey,” said McClellan. “Be careful, Wim, or you’ll prove that we’re just glorified ants ourselves.”


  “Exactly,” said Hawthorne. “I’ll take you out in a submarine tomorrow and show you, if Oscar himself won’t guide us. Add this discovery to all the other hints we’ve had, and damn it, you can no longer deny that the cetoids are intelligent. They don’t think precisly as we do, but they think at least as well.”


  “And could doubtless teach us a great deal,” said Cheng-tung. “Consider how much your people and mine learned from each other: and they were of the same species.”


  Jevons nodded. “I wish you had told me this earlier, Nat,” he said. “Of course there would have been no argument.”


  “Oh, well,” said McClellan, “guess I’ll have to go back to blowing up squibs on the Fourth.”


  The rain, wind-flung, hissed against the wall. Lightning still flickered, blue-white, but the thunder wagon was rolling off. The sea ran with wild frosty fires.


  Hawthorne looked at Dykstra. The Dutchman was tense as a wire. Hawthorne felt his own briefly relaxing sinews grow taut again.


  “Well, Wim?” he said.


  “Certainly, certainly!” said Dykstra. He had grown pale. The cigaret fell unnoticed from his lips. “I am still not absolutely convinced, but that may be only my own disappointment. The chance of genocide is too great to take.”


  “Good boy,” smiled Jevons.


  Dykstra smote a fist into his palm. “But my report,” he said. “What shall I do with my report?”


  So much pain was in his voice that Hawthorne felt shock, even though the ecologist had known this question must arise.


  McClellan said, startled: “Well, it’s still a nice piece of research, isn’t it?”


  Then Cheng-tung voiced the horror they all felt.


  “I am afraid we must suppress the report, Dr. Dykstra,” he said. “Regrettably, our species cannot be trusted with the information.”


  Jevons bit his lip. “I hate to believe that,” he said. “We wouldn’t deliberately and cold-bloodedly exterminate a billion or more sentient beings for our own . . . convenience.”


  “We have done similar things often enough in the past,” said Dykstra woodenly.


  I’ve read enough history myself, Wim, to give a very partial roll call, thought Hawthorne. And he began to tick off on his fingers. Troy. Jericho. Carthage. Jerusalem. The Albigensians. Buchenwald.


  That’s enough for now, he thought, feeling a wish to vomit.


  “But surely—” began Jevons. “By now, at least—”


  “It is barely possible that humane considerations may stay Earth’s hand for a decade or two,” said Dykstra. “The rate at which brutality is increasing gives me little hope even of that, but let us assume so. However’, a century? A millennium? How long can we live in our growing poverty with such a temptation? I do not think forever.”


  “If it came to a choice between taking over Venus and watching our civilization go under,” said McClellan, “frankly, I myself would say too bad for Venus. I’ve got a wife and kids.”


  “Be glad, then, that the choice will not be so clear-cut in your lifetime,” said Cheng-tung.


  Jevons nodded. He had suddenly become an old man, whose work neared an end. “You have to destroy that report, Wim,” he said. “Totally. None of us here can ever speak a word about it.”


  And now Hawthorne wanted to weep, but could not. There was a barrier in him, like fingers closing on his throat.


  Dykstra drew a long breath. “Fortunately,” he said, “I have been close-mouthed. No hint escaped me. I only trust the Company will not sack me for having been lazy and produced nothing all these months.”


  “I’ll see to it that they don’t, Wim,” said Jevons. His tone was immensely gentle beneath the rain.


  Dykstra’s hands shook a little, but he tore the first sheet off his report and crumpled it in an ashtray and set fire to it.


  Hawthorne flung out of the room.


  VII


  THE AIR WAS COOL outside, at least by contrast with daytime. The squall had passed and only a mild rain fell, sluicing over his bare skin. In the absence of the sun he could go about with no more than shorts and mask. That was a strangely light sensation, like being a boy again in a summer forest which men had since cut down. Rain washed on the decks and into the water, two distinct kinds of noise, marvelously clear.


  The waves themselves still ran strong, swish and boom and a dark swirling. Through the. air shone a very faint auroral trace, barely enough to tinge the sky with a haze of rose. But mostly, when Nat Hawthorne had left lighted windows behind him, the luminance came from the ocean, where combers glowed green along their backs and utter white when they foamed. Here and there a knife of blackness cut the water, as some quick animal surged.


  Hawthorne went down past the machine gun to the trading pier. Heavy seas broke over it, reaching to his knees and spattering him with phosphor glow. He clung to the rail and peered into rain, hoping Oscar would come.


  “The worst of it is,” he said aloud, “they all mean so well.”


  A winged being passed overhead, only a shadow and whisper.


  “The proverb is wrong,” babbled Hawthorne. He gripped the rail, though he knew a certain hope that a wave would sweep him loose . . . and afterward the Venusians would retrieve his bones and take no payment.


  “Who shall watch the watchmen? Simple. The watchmen themselves who are of no use anyway, if they aren’t honorable. But what about the thing watched? It’s on the enemy’s side. Wim and Cap and Jimmy and Shorty—and I. We can keep a secret. But nature can’t. How long before someone else repeats this work? We hope to expand the Station. There’ll be more than one geophysicist here, and—and—Oscar! Oscar, where the hell are you, Oscar?”


  The ocean gave him reply, but in no language he knew.


  He shivered, teeth clapping in his jaws. There was no reason to hang around here. It was perfectly obvious what had to be done. The sight of Oscar’s ugly, friendly face wouldn’t necessarily make the job easier. It might even make it harder. Impossible, perhaps.


  Oscar might make me sane, thought Hawthorne. Ghosts of Sinaic thunder walked in his skull. I can’t have that. Not yet. Lord God of Hosts, why must I be this fanatical? Why not register my protest when the issue arises, like any normal decent crusader, organize pressure groups, struggle by all the legal proper means. Or, if the secret lasts out my lifetime, why should I care what may happen afterward? I won’t be aware of it.


  No. That isn’t enough. I require certainty, not that justice will be done, for that is impossible, but that injustice will not be done. For I am possessed.


  No man, he thought in the wet blowing night, no man could foresee everything. But he could make estimates, and act on them. His brain was as clear as glass, and about as alive, when he contemplated purely empirical data.


  If Venus Station stopped paying off, Venus would not be visited again. Not for a very long time, during which many things could happen . . . a Venusian race better able to defend itself, or even a human race that had learned self-control. Perhaps men would never return. Technological civilization might well crumble and not be rebuilt. Maybe that was best, each planet working out its own lonely destiny. But all this was speculation. There were immediate facts at hand.


  Item: If Venus Station was maintained, not to speak of its possible expansion, Dykstra’s discovery was sure to be repeated. If one man had found the secret, once in a few years of curiosity, another man or two or three would hardly need more than a decade to grope their way to the same knowledge.


  Item: Venus Station was at present economically dependent on the cooperation of the cetoids.


  Item: If Venus Station suffered ruin due to the reported hostile action of the cetoids, the Company was unlikely to try rebuilding it.


  Item: Even if the Company did make such an attempt, it would soon be abandoned again if the cetoids really did shun it.


  Item: Venus would then be left alone.


  Item: If you believed in God and sin and so forth which Hawthorne did not, you could argue that the real benefactor would be humankind, saved from the grisliest burden of deeds since a certain momentous day on Golgotha.


  The worst of this for me, Hawthorne came to realize, is that I don’t care very much about humankind. It’s Oscar I want to save. And how much hate for one race can hide under love for another?


  He felt dimly that there might be some way to flee nightmare. But the only path down which a man, flipperless and breathing oxygen, could escape, was back through the station.


  He hurried along a quiet, brightly-lit corridor to a stairwell sloping toward the bowels of the station and down. No one else was about. He might have been the last life in a universe turned ashen.


  But when he entered the stockroom, it was a blow that another human figure stood there. Ghosts, ghosts . . . what right had the ghost of a man not yet dead to walk at this moment?


  The man turned about. It was Chris Diehl, the biochemist. “Why, hi, Nat,” he said. “What are you doing at this hour?”


  Hawthorne wet his lips. The Earthlike air seemed to wither him. “I need a tool,” he said. “A drill, yes—a small electric drill.”


  “Help yourself,” said Diehl.


  Hawthorne lifted a drill off the rack. His hands began to shake so much that he dropped it. Diehl stared at him.


  “What’s wrong, Nat?” he asked softly. “You look like second-hand custard.”


  “I’m all right,” whispered Hawthorne. “Quite all right.”


  Hawthorne picked up the drill and went out.


  The locked arsenal was low in the station hull. Hawthorne could feel Venus’ ocean surge below the deck-plates. That gave him the strength to drill the lock open and enter, to break the cases of explosive and lay a fuse. But he never remembered having set a time cap on the fuse. He only knew he had done so.


  His next recollection was of standing in a boathouse, loading oceanographic depth bombs into one of the little submarines. Again, no one stirred. No one was there to question him. What had the brothers of Venus Station to fear?


  Hawthorne slipped into the submarine and guided it out the sea gate. Minutes later he felt the shock of an explosion. It was not large, but it made so much noise in him that he was stunned and did not see Venus Station go to the bottom. Only afterward did he observe that the place was gone. The waters swirled wildfire above it, a few scraps of wreckage bobbing in sheeting spindrift.


  He took a compass bearing and submerged. Before long, the coralite city glowed before him. For a long moment he looked at its spires and grottos and lovelinesses, until fear warned him that he might make himself incapable of doing what was necessary. So he dropped his bombs, hastily and felt his vessel shudder with their force, and saw the temple become a ruin.


  And next he remembered surfacing. He went out on deck and his skin tasted rain. The cetoids were gathering. He could not see them, except in glimpses, a fluke or a back, phosphor streaming off into great waves, with once a face glimpsed just under the low rail, almost like a human baby’s in that uncertain light.


  He crouched by the machine gun, screaming, but they couldn’t understand and anyway the wind made a rag of his voice. “I have to do this! I have no choice, don’t you see? How else can I explain to you what my people are like when their greed dominates them? How else can I make you avoid them, which you’ve got to do if you want to live? Can you realize that? Can you? But no, you can’t, you mustn’t. You have to learn hate from us, since you’ve never learned it from each other—”


  And he fired into the bewildered mass of them.


  The machine gun raved for a long time, even after no more living Venusians were around. Hawthorne didn’t stop shouting until he ran out of ammunition. Then he regained consciousness. His mind felt quiet and very clear, as if a fever had possessed him and departed. He remembered summer mornings when he was a boy, and early sunlight slanting in his bedroom window and across his eyes. He re-entered the turret and radioed the spaceship with total rationality.


  “Yes, Captain, it was the cetoids, beyond any possibility of doubt. I don’t know how they did it. Maybe they disarmed some of our probe bombs, brought them back and exploded them. But anyhow the station has been destroyed. I got away in a submarine. I glimpsed two other men in an open boat, but before I could reach them the cetoids had attacked. They stove in the boat, and killed the men as I watched . . . God, no, I can’t imagine why! Never mind why! Let’s just get away from here!”


  He heard the promise of rescue by ferry, set an automatic location signal, and lay down on the bunk. It was over now, he thought in a huge grateful weariness. No human would ever learn the truth. Given time, he himself might forget it.


  The space vessel descended at dawn, when the sky was turning to mother-of-pearl. Hawthorne came out on deck. Some dozen Venusian corpses rolled alongside the hull. He didn’t want to see them, but there they were, and suddenly he recognized Oscar.


  Oscar gaped blindly into the sky. Small pincered crustaceans were eating him. His blood was green.


  Oh, God, thought Hawthorne, please exist. Please make a hell for me.


  TERROR OF THE UNDEAD CORPSES


  Russell Thompson


  It was a ghastly thing that happened, inconceivably horrible. Death on a far planet is bad enough, but this thing was much worse than death, and beyond it


  THE rustling in the thick foliage stopped, and Cadet 1-C Davies let his right hand relax and drop from the holster, where his .45 automatic lay, heavy and reassuring, against his right thigh. He resumed his patrol around the sleeping bulk of the space ship.


  The night air of Venus was warm and humid, and he wiped the sweat repeatedly from his brow with the back of one sticky hand. His light cotton uniform clung to his dripping torso. He would have dearly loved to shuck it off, but for the blood-thirsty flying insects that were waiting to swoop down and plunge their stingers into his skin and drink the thick, salty blood of this strange two-legged alien. As it was, he had to bat from time to time at the tiny, gnat-like bugs that dived at his face.


  Aside from the pale, comforting light that streamed out into the oppressive night air from the central porthole of the ship, it was quite dark. The ever-present, unbroken cloud layer that surrounded the second planet from the sun shut out even the friendly twinkle of stars that helped to lighten earthly nights even when there was no moon.


  But tomorrow there would be light aplenty, as the rotation of the planet carried them into the glare of a sun that was some thirty-five million miles nearer than it was to earth. Without that high, protective barrier to filter out the infrared and ultra-violet rays to the extent of some fifty percent, MSV #3—Manned Space Vehicle Number Three—could could never have disgorged its crew onto the steaming surface of Venus.


  Cadet Davies completed his fifteenth or sixteenth round of the ship—he had lost track in the little game he played with himself to ease the monotony—and stopped in the shadows just beyond the shaft of light emanating from the silent ship, hoping that the light would lure some of the persistent flying insects away from him.


  They were phototropic, just as on earth, and Davies leaned for a few minutes against the reassuring wall of the MSV, watching the six- and eight-legged insects with their garish, multi-colored wings weaving in a rainbow dance in the cold, fluorescent light. The heavy, cloying silence was broken only by the faint humming of the ship’s central power-package.


  Then he heard the rustling again, and jerked from his slumped, relaxed stance against the steel alloy hull into rigid, upright attention. The sound came from the dense growth that ringed the little clearing at a distance of some thirty yards.


  Staying just beyond the range of the light-shaft, so as to present no target, he moved forward one cautious step at a time, his spine tingling and the hairs bristling at the nape of his neck. Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t, he thought to himself, and hoped for a quick showdown with the nuisance that lurked just out of sight. Of course, he reassured himself, it was just the fear of the unknown that raised his hackles and counted his vertebrae with an icy finger despite the humid warmth. The preliminary, daytime exploration some ten hours ago, when the ship had first set down, had failed to reveal any animal life larger than a dog, and even that specimen, somewhat resembling a boar with six legs and two horns, had dashed off fearfully at the approach of the exploring party.


  He removed the pistol from its holster and held it cocked and ready, bolstered up by the thought that one well-placed slug from it could stop anything they had so far encountered.


  Beside which, one shout from him would bring almost instant aid from the ship, where his relief dozed lightly just inside the doorway on a cot draped with mosquito netting.


  He stopped a few feet from the edge of the foliage and squinted tensely into the almost tangible blackness. But the sound had stopped at his approach, and all that he could hear was the sound of his own heavy breathing, punctuated by the monotonous drip-drip of moisture condensing on the fleshy leaves of exotic plants and falling to the damp black earth.


  He yawned and turned his back deliberately, in a conscious gesture designed more to reassure himself that he was not really afraid, and began to walk back toward the space ship—but he still kept his gun ready in his right hand.


  He was just a few feet away from his assigned circular patrol route when a rare gust of wind blew toward him out of the lush vegetation, carrying a rank odor, a completely alien scent that caused his skin to prickle. He whirled around, his gun levelled, and his startled eyes caught a swift flash coming at him, barely illuminated by the light from the vessel.


  Then it was upon him, covering his nose and mouth with a slimy, tenacious, smothering grip that caused him to drop the pistol and rip at the thing that was cutting off his wind. He tried to cry out for help, but the clammy, leathery thing that was stifling him also prevented the call for help from passing his lips.


  He rolled on the ground, his chest heaving futilely and his eyes bulging, and the veins standing out on his forehead. An eternity seemed to pass while he struggled vainly for breath, and then a red mist formed behind his staring eyes. His clawing hands fell limply away from the creature that had now wrapped itself completely around his head, and the red mist deepened into a blackness that would never lift.


  WHEN relief sentry Durkheim had awakened with a start of alarm and a deep sense of guilt, the incandescent dawn of Venus was already pouring over the landscape in a tidal wave of heat and light. He had brushed aside the netting hastily and donned his boots and pith helmet, muttering under his breath at what he thought was Davies’ generosity in not waking him up for relief.


  Then he had stepped outside the ship, saw the limp form lying on the ground some fifteen yards from the ship’s lock, and ran toward it. He turned Davies over on his back to look for. signs of life, and jerked upright as if he had been struck in the face.


  His stomach turned over with nausea and panic, and he pressed both hands to his mouth to muffle the involuntary scream. Then he staggered into the ship on legs that had turned to water.


  Captain Langdon and ship’s physician Sutton stood over the body with grim faces in which pity mingled with horror.


  “Good Lord!” the Captain gasped. “What could have done that to him?”


  The physician did not answer, but stood wiping his hands repeatedly against his trousers, as if they had handled something unclean or contaminated.


  Davies was hardly recognizable. The flesh of his face had shrunken and tightened until the cheek bones almost showed through the transparent skin, and the lips were drawn back from the teeth in a malignant expression that was half grin and half snarl.


  The filmed eyeballs glared up from the sockets that seemed to have become lidless. The whole body had the curious appearance of a limp dummy or a rag doll, or a scarecrow that had lost most of its straw stuffing.


  “I don’t know,” the medic muttered finally. “It looks as though something had drained the blood from him—all six or seven quarts of it.” He shook his head dubiously. “And yet there is still good color in the cheeks, as you can see for yourself.”


  Captain Langdon continued to look at the pitiful remains with a sick expression. Then he pulled himself together with a distinct effort and snapped a command to two other crew members standing at a respectful distance. They trotted forward and lifted the limp form, one taking the arms and the other the legs.


  “Take him to the lab,” he added hoarsely, then to the medic: “I assume you’ll want to make some kind of examination before we put him in the hold in cold storage?”


  “Yes, of course,” the doctor confirmed, and the two fell in behind the crew members and their gruesome burden. The body was carried into the lab and placed on the white porcelain table.


  As the two enlisted men left the lab, one of them turned and paused in the doorway, hesitantly.


  “Sir,” he said, through pale lips.


  The Captain looked up. “Yes. Sergeant?”


  “Well, sir,” the man said nervously, “there’s something awfully peculiar about the—the body.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, sir, it’s awfully heavy—for the condition it’s in, if you know what I mean. Well, what I mean is, even though it’s all sort of shrunken like, it seems to be just as heavy as a normal, live man—not light, like you’d expect.”


  “I see,” the Captain said heavily. “All right, you may go about your assignments now.”


  “Yes, sir,” the Sergeant responded with relief, and vanished into the corridor, his face as white as a sheet.


  Captain Langdon turned to Doctor Sutton. “What do you suppose he means?”


  “We’ll soon find out,” the medic grunted, and made some adjustments just below the table top. The porcelain slab sank slightly, and a dial at one end indicated one hundred and seventy pounds. The physician let out a small sigh of surprise.


  “Do you know off hand what this man weighed on takeoff from Earth?”


  “Yes. Every man’s weight had to be known for fuel computations. He weighed exactly one sixty-five.”


  “Then,” murmured the medic with a curious expression on his thin face, “this man has actually gained jive pounds.”


  Langdon stared unbelievingly at the shrunken thing in front of them, then looked quizzically at the physician.


  “There’s only one way to find out,” the other said grimly, answered the unspoken question. “Help me get it ready for an autopsy.”


  Together they stripped the now baggy clothing from the withered limbs and torso until the shrivelled thing that had been a man lay naked on the laboratory table. The Captain washed his hands thoroughly in disinfectant, then stood off to one side, studiouly inspecting a star map and smoking a cigarette with trembling fingers. Sutton donned a rubber apron and rubber gloves and procured a tray of scalpels and saws from a cabinet.


  Soon the ship’s skipper began humming loudly to himself to shut out the slight tearing and ripping sounds that came from the table behind him. After some ten minutes or so, he heard a startled gasp and whirled around. The medic’s complexion was a mottled patchwork of pink and gray.


  “Come here and look at this!”


  The Captain approached the table and stared down at the doctor’s handiwork. The cigarette dropped from his fingers.


  The entire abdominal cavity had been laid open from the breastbone to the pelvis, and the internal organs dissected. But Langdon had been in the Fourth World War, and it was not the sight of human viscera that disturbed him.


  It was the matter that filled the cavities of the body—a translucent substance resembling gelatin . . .


  The medic pointed with a long finger.


  “That’s what took care of the body weight that should have been missing,” he commented grimly. “Something caused the blood plasma and lymph to exude into the internal body cavities, and turned it into this jelly.”


  Then he reached for a knife and a saw and attacked the chest area feverishly. Langdon turned away and hummed until the sawing and ripping noises ceased. Sutton’s voice broke in.


  “See here. The lungs are also filled with the same junk!”


  The skipper kept his face averted. “I’ll take your word for it,” he said weakly.


  “Well now,” the physician proclaimed, “I’ll just have to take a sample of this jelly and prepare a slide for microscopic examination.” And he began to whistle softly, professional curiosity and enthusiasm overcoming his initial distaste.


  Fifteen minutes later he approached the chair where the Captain sat holding his head between his hands, as though suffering from an intolerable headache.


  “John,” he said in a strained tone of voice, “we had better put the cadaver in cold storage right away and quarantine it. There’s something I don’t like at all about this. Instead of being a uniform, smooth jelly, the stuff seems to have a crude cellular structure of its own.


  “Furthermore,” he added, his voice sinking almost to a whisper, “the cadaver itself bothers and puzzles me. In spite of lying out in the heat and dampness of this godforsaken planet for at least eight hours, it still shows no signs of rigor mortis or decomposition!”


  “Very well,” the skipper assented wearily. “You’ll have time to patch him up later before we return him to Earth for a hero’s funeral. The first man to die on Venus!”


  The daytime furnace waned on into the afternoon, and then cooled off into the banked oven of night. The remaining five crew members—Captain, physician, engineer-navigator, sergeant and corporal—ate the evening meal in a silent mess-room. After a showing of an old 3-D movie in which nobody showed any real interest, they retired for the night.


  CORPORAL Riley made the rounds of the ship on stockinged feet—on the interior. The Captain decreed that there would be no outside sentries. The portal was locked securely and the ventilation system turned on inside, despite the drain on the power plant. They would have to do without fresh air, at least during the night. Nobody had any objections.


  The corporal made a complete circle of the ship—all the living quarters were laid out in a band around the ship’s centrally located power plant and engine room—and stopped for a minute to light one of the precious, rationed cigarettes.


  The tiny light of the match was reflected from an aluminum nameplate at his eye level, bearing the single word: “HOLD.” He looked at the closed door with a suppressed shudder, realizing that he had lost his bearings in the endless, dizzying circuit of the ship. He expelled a hasty gust of tobacco smoke, and started to make another round, when he heard the sound.


  Half sigh. Half groan.


  He dropped the partly consumed cigarette to the metallic floor and ground it absently underfoot, oblivious to his burned heel. Then he dashed on silent feet to the Captain’s room and stood over the sleeping figure, timidity wrestling with fear. He reached out one hand and shook his skipper by the shoulder. When the Captain had rubbed the sleep from his dark-rimmed eyes and sat on the edge of the cot, Riley related what he had heard.


  Langdon rubbed his blue-stubbled chin with a heavy hand. “Maybe we ought to—. No,” he contradicted himself then, “let the medic sleep. I’ll tell him in the morning.” He looked up at the enlisted man keenly. “You’re not superstitious, Riley, are you?”


  “No, sir, of course not.” the corporal denied, squaring his shoulders.


  “Good man. I saw cases like this before in a field morgue. Occasionally gases form in a cadaver and escape through the mouth, sounding like gasps and groans. Sometimes a corpse will even sit up partially, due to gas pressure and contraction of the muscles in the abdominal wall. So that takes care of the sounds you heard. Everything o. k. now?”


  The corporal nodded silently, and withdrew. The skipper sighed wearily and turned over on one side and tried to sleep.


  Silence and darkness. The dim, recessed lights in the walls of the passageways only accentuated the pools of shadow in the unlighted curves and corners, and the almost inaudible hum of the power plant seemed only to make the silence throb.


  Corporal Riley continued gingerly on his round, stopping now and then to peer vainly through the thick glass window of the ship’s portal, or outside someone’s room to drink in the reassuring sound of human breathing. He glanced at the luminous dial of his wrist watch: 2300 hours, ship’s time. Another hour and it would be time to wake up Sergeant Durkheim for relief.


  He completed a circuit once again, and knew without looking that he was only a few feet from the door to the dreaded cargo hold. He whistled softly to himself under his breath, then smiled when he remembered the incident years ago, when he was a boy of thirteen, and had been challenged by playmates to climb the fence of an old cemetery and walk across it to the other side. Then he had whistled, too, as small boys will, to keep up his courage.


  Half groan, half sigh? Creak and rustle?


  Then he realized that the sounds, like a furtive animal on padded feet, had crept past the guard of his tuneless, soft whistling, and lurked crouching in the background of his thoughts.


  He stopped whistling and held his breath. Yes, there it was again. His head felt suddenly like a rubber balloon that had been inflated near to the bursting point, while his arms and legs had turned to wax.


  Then he thought of what the skipper had told him, and he recalled also the boyhood incident long ago. Crossing the old graveyard, he had come upon a mausoleum On his own initiative (it was not in the dare) he had walked up to the little stone building, stood on tiptoes, and peered through the little window for a full minute.


  But he saw nothing, and nothing happened, and he went on his way with a new-found courage. He knew that he would have to open the door to the hold and look inside, ever so briefly, to convince himself and to bolster his own morale. Once the unknown was faced, and became the known, it lost all its terror.


  He moved forward silently, drew a deep breath and pushed the door open slowly.


  He was met by a frigid breath of air from the refrigerating system that had been turned on full force to inhibit the process of decay. In the far wall, one small, dim light burned, like a vigil candle. His eyes wandered toward the roughly assembled coffin lying in the remote corner. Only the top edges were visible, and below them, a pool of inky darkness.


  He was sighing with relief at the uneventful accomplishment of his self-imposed discipline and was turning to leave, when something stirred in the pool of darkness lurking in the wooden box.


  Time stood still, and his heart with it, while the head emerged first into the dim light, followed by the scalpel-mangled torso. The blank eyes gleamed and glared at him in the reflected light, and from the gaping slash of a mouth came the sound of groaning and sighing.


  Riley held his ground, remembering that this was a natural phenomenon, and there was nothing to be afraid of. He would observe, calm and detached, and then when the cadaver settled back again, he would go on his way. Then when time came to wake up. Sergeant Durkheim for his relief, he would report the event to him and warn him not to be alarmed by strange noises.


  He stood rigid, watching the corpse as it sat up to a full sitting position, accompanied by a whistling exhalation of air and gases. Yes, soon it should be over, the pressure released, and the poor remains would settle back once more to their rest.


  His jaw dropped limply and his eyes bulged as if they would extrude from their sockets.


  The corpse continued its upward and outward motion. And then it was outside the wooden box, staggering on shrunken legs, the entire belly split open and bulging out like rotten fruit.


  Riley turned abruptly to flee from the hold, and realized with an electric shock of paralyzing terror that he had let go of the door unconsciously and it had closed behind him—and locked. And it could be unlocked only from the outside.


  He heard a sudden thump and whirled around. The thing had fallen to the floor, the legs having become useless. As the corporal watched in frozen, speechless terror, it scrabbled across the floor like a giant crab.


  He turned and pounded on the door.


  “Help! Some one let me out for God’s sake! Help!”


  He heard a rustle just behind him, and knew the thing was close.


  He closed his eyes and prayed.


  “Oh, no, Davies,” he pleaded. “You’re dead, you’re dead!”


  He heard a coughing grunt, then felt a tickling sensation on his right ankle that turned into a feeble grip of clutching fingers. Then a grip on his other ankle, and he knew the thing was pulling itself up.


  He whirled around and flung up his hands against the face that peered up into his . . . glaring, sightless eyes and snarling gash of a mouth. He had time to scream twice before the rotten clamminess pressed itself over his nose and mouth and shut off all breathing.


  SERGEANT Durkheim, whose room was closest to the cargo hold, rolled over on his cot and sat bolt upright on the edge. The nightmare that the screams had created in his subconscious mind merged with reality, and he came fully awake in time to hear the echo reverberating in the steel corridor.


  He glanced at the luminous dial of his wrist watch: it was fifteen minutes past midnight—fifteen minutes past the time he should have been aroused by Riley for relief duty.


  “Oh Lord!” he gasped to himself, and stumbled out into the passage way in his bare feet. He ran into the forms of the Captain, the medic, and the engineer.


  “Did you hear that, sir?”


  “Yes,” replied the skipper grimly. He looked at his own watch. “Aren’t you supposed to be on duty now?”


  “Yes sir,” Durkheim mumbled, “but Riley didn’t wake me up.”


  They exchanged frightened glances all around.


  “Then I’m afraid that was the corporal,” the skipper whispered, ashen-faced. He cocked the forty-five he held in one hand, and gestured to the others. “Follow me to the hold.”


  They reached the locked door to the improvised mortuary.


  The Captain called out: “Corporal Riley, are you in there? Answer me!”


  Silence, except for the heavy breathing of the three men.


  The Captain waved the other two men back. “Stand aside, but be ready to come to my aid if I need you.”


  He turned the lever on the door and pushed. The door opened a foot, then met resistance. He poked his head through the crack. “Oh my God!” they heard him mutter over and over, “oh my God!”


  Then he pulled his head out again, his lips compressed to a hair-line and his eyes sick. “Give me a hand with this door,” he demanded.


  The three men leaned their weight against the door and pushed it wide. The skipper thrust through into the frigid room.


  Riley lay on the floor, his eyes wide in death, his face purpled. The desiccated corpse of Davies lay across him in a necrophiliac embrace. Durkheim and Engineer Burke remained outside while the physician joined the Captain in the hold. They stood looking down silently, their breath congealing in the cold air into wraith-like forms.


  At last the ship’s physician spoke. “I’d like to have the corpse of Davies brought into the lab again. I have an idea. I think there is no more danger from it, but for the time being we had better leave Riley in here.”


  Captain Langdon issued the necessary orders, and Burke and Durkheim keeping their eyes fixed rigidly ahead, carried the now lightweight cadaver of the cadet into the lab. They turned to leave, but the skipper stopped them with a gesture.


  “You two men had better stay here,” he suggested. “You might as well know the nature of the menace that we face.”


  A few minutes later, the medic had finished wielding his trepanning saw, and the skull of Davies lay opened before them.


  There was no brain.


  Furthermore, the jelly that had filled the internal cavities had either shrunken or disappeared, leaving only a thin slime clinging to the desiccated organs.


  The physician gestured wearily. “My fault,” he confessed. “The autopsy was not complete. I should have looked into the skull the first time.”


  Captain Langdon looked at him with wide eyes. “Yes, but what does it mean? You said you had some kind of an idea, back there in the hold?”


  The doctor pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Ye-e-ess,” he drawled doubtfully. “Of course, it’s only tentative, since we are faced with an entirely unknown form of life. But to put it concisely, some form of internal parasite is responsible for the two deaths. Of that I’m fairly certain.” He gestured to the empty cranium and the abandoned thoracic and abdominal cavities.


  “It must be something on the order of a giant leech, such as we know them on earth. But instead of fastening itself to the outside of the victim and draining its blood, it evidently kills the prey by suffocation—by fastening itself over the breathing apparatus. Then it crawls or oozes into the body cavities of the victim and drains the body fluids internally.


  “You will remember,” he continued, looking at the Captain, “that I mentioned how the tissues of the cadet seemed not to have decayed. I think now that the cadet was not entirely dead when we performed the first autopsy.”


  Captain Langdon and the other two men looked ill.


  “Oh, he wasn’t at all conscious,” the medic hastened to reassure them. “This—creature—insinuated itself into the organs and took over the life processes until it felt satisfied. It evidently also infiltrated the brain, spinal cord, and nervous system, thus controlling the body, and enabling it to manipulate the muscles and move the body until it was in a position to attack Riley and transfer itself to him.”


  The Captain mopped his forehead of the huge beads of sweat that broke but suddenly.


  “Then—then,” he whispered, “the body of Riley should go through the same stages!”


  The doctor nodded. “Yes, if I’m right.”


  “But he was lying on the floor, absolutely motionless,” Langdon protested.


  “Incubation period,” the physician muttered briefly. “The creature needs time to take over the nervous system and the musculature of the newest victim. With a modification, perhaps.”


  “A modification?”


  “Yes. Having already absorbed and used the brain and nervous system of one human, the autonomous stage may be much closer than it was in the case of Cadet Davies.”


  THERE was stunned silence in the lab. And then, as if to verify the last statement of the physician, the sound of pounding and muffled cries came to their shocked, unbelieving ears.


  “Mother of God!” the engineer gasped, “it’s—it’s the corporal! He’s come back to life!”


  Doctor Sutton thrust out a restraining hand. “Take it easy,” he warned. “I was afraid of this. Don’t be deceived. The thing has taken over his body already. That wasn’t Riley, but something operating through him! It’s learning fast—very fast. And it’s not working under the handicap of having its latest host-body crippled by dissection.”


  “But what are we going to do?” somebody cried out.


  “Destroy it,” the Captain interposed grimly. “But we’ve got to be careful. We can’t confront it directly yet, since we don’t know how strong it may be in its new body.”


  He whirled to the engineer. “Burke! How about the refrigerating system in the hold. Is it on full force?”


  “No, sir. The temperature is at zero degrees centigrade—the freezing point. It can be sent much lower, but it will impose a considerable strain on the electric supply of the ship.”


  The skipper turned to the medic. “I understand that the lower the temperature, the slower is the metabolism of all living things, even cold-blooded organisms. Think it will work on this thing?”


  Sutton nodded slowly. “It might, in spite of the fact that the zero temperature in the hold has so far not prevented it from acting. Yes, a sudden and pronounced drop might slow it down.”


  “Good enough,” the Captain replied with grim satisfaction, and turned again to the engineer. “Burke, I want the refrigeration system in the hold turned on full force at once.”


  The engineer nodded in a frightened way and left the lab for the engine room. Two minutes later the lights dimmed and almost went out, and the whine of the generator became more clearly audible.


  Burke returned. “That ought to do it,” he reported. “The refrigeration is on full force now. In about thirty minutes it ought to be down to minus twenty centigrade.”


  The Captain nodded silently in approbation. “Now we just wait,” he announced, grimfaced. “I suggest, gentlemen, that we all stay here in the lab in full sight of each other, instead of going to our respective rooms. In half an hour, we go again in a body to the hold, and dispose of whatever is in there.”


  They waited in the ghostly dimness, dripping with sweat as the temperature rose in the lab while the ship’s generating system fought with the overpowering heat on the outside in an effort to lower the temperature in the cargo hold. Even in the so-called absolute zero of outer space it had been no problem for the air conditioning system to maintain a comfortable atmosphere inside, for their was nothing to carry the heat away from the ship, other then radiation.


  But maintaining sub-zero temperatures, even in a part of the ship, was rendered enormously difficult by the heavy, humid, tropical air of the planet.


  The engineer vanished for a minute or so into the engine room, then came back with a worried expression.


  “It’s just barely holding at minus five degrees,” he reported. wringing his hands. “I don’t think it’s going any lower from here on.”


  The skipper looked at his watch. “Half and hour gone already,” he informed the others, gnawing at his lower lip. He stood up suddenly. “I think it’s time for action, all the same.” He inspected the clip of his gun, then hefted the weapon thoughtfully. “Need something better than this,” he murmured, half to himself, half to the others.


  “Sergeant Durkheim,” he commanded abruptly, “go to the weapons cabinet and get me the sub-machine gun. Six ordinary forty-five caliber bullets may not be enough to stop that thing.”


  The Sergeant complied, returning in less than a minute with the requisitioned weapon. The Captain inspected it and found it to his satisfaction.


  “Gentlemen,” he announced, “I’m going in after this thing alone.” He waved aside their protests, “No use risking all of us. If this won’t work, I don’t know what will. The rest of you will have to carry on if I don’t make it.” Looking toward the medic: “It will be up to you, Doctor, to think of something else—poisons, gas, fire—whatever you think will work.”


  Sutton nodded. “Be careful, sir,” he pleaded. “We don’t know how much that creature will act like a normal human being, now that it has the resources of two brains at its disposal, and an unmutilated body. Assuming that it has survived the sub-freezing temperature. It may have become less—less thing-like and more man-like. You follow me?”


  Captain Langdon nodded in understanding. “Zero hour,” he said with an attempt at humor. Then, more seriously: “Listen for the sound of the sub-machine gun. I will try to cut it in two. That should cramp its activities. If I don’t return within five minutes after you hear the barrage, you’ll know that I failed. Sutton, you’ll then be in command.


  “But my final order to you would be to remain on Venus until you’ve disposed of that monster in the hold, whether it is occupying my body or any one else’s. Under no circumstances must you return to Earth with that creature on board.”


  He shuddered. “I hate to think of it loose on Earth, looking like a human being, and proceeding unchecked from victim to victim.” He looked at the engineer next. “Burke, as a double check, I also order you to implement my instructions by refusing to take off from Venus until the monster has been disposed of.”


  He threw his shoulders back and drew a deep breath. “O.K. men, wish me luck.” He turned and left the lab, and the three remaining men watched h’m vanish through the doorway and down the corridor toward the hold, listened to his footsteps echoing in the metallic corridor, and held their breaths.


  The sounds of pounding from the interior of the hold, and the muffled cries, had long since ceased, and every one in the lab felt more relieved—felt that the Captain’s chances were good. Then they heard a Creaking and rasping as the intrepid skipper, far down the curved corridor and out of sight threw open the door to the hold.


  THE Captain stood in the doorway, and the chill that struck to the marrow of his bones did not come entirely from the frigid air within the room. He stared with bulging eyes at the figure leaning against the far wall, a vague, shadowy menace in the dim light.


  . . . Then it moved forward, smiling, and he almost forgot his purpose as it moved, forward into the shaft of light from the corridor, looking for all the world like the old Corporal Riley he, had come to know and to love like his own son.


  But then he saw, just in time, that there was no cloud of moisture issuing from the smiling lips. It was not breathing . . . He raised the sub-machine gun and held down the trigger, waving the muzzle from left to right.


  The hellishly re-animated body of the corporal fell heavily to the floor, cut in two. From the abdominal cavity a thickish slime or jelly oozed out onto the floor, pulsing, thin bands of luminous material running through the viscous mass like a primitive nervous system, while it heaved and swelled and ballooned into a congeries of irridescent bubbles, shining with all the colors of the rainbow and with other colors that it hurt his eyes to look at so near were they to the ultra-violet end of the visible spectrum. Then it grew still, and the Captain heaved a sigh of enormous relief. The battle was over.


  The three men in the lab stiffened in every muscle as they heard the ripping and chattering noise of the sub-machine gun, magnified to an ear-splitting assault as the sound echoed and re-echoed in the vault of the cargo hold and rebounded along the steel walls of the corridor.


  A few minutes passed, in which the ensuing silence was almost as deafening as the sound that preceded it. Then they heard the sound of firm footsteps coming nearer in the corridor, and all three stood up as one man, peering fearfully at the doorway.


  Captain Langdon appeared, carrying the sub-machine gun limply in one hand. “Everything’s all right now,” he reported wearily. He looked at Sergeant Durkheim and commanded crisply: “Durkheim, flood that hold with gasoline and light it. I want everything remaining in that accursed room burned to ashes.”


  He turned to the engineer next. “Burke, we take off from this planet at exactly 0600 hours. I think we could all use a little sleep”—he grinned—“if any one is in the mood to sleep!”


  As the incandescent dawn of Venus flooded over the landscape in a tidal wave of heat and light, MSV #3 rose from the steaming ground, up through the cloud-wrapped atmosphere, and plunged back to the greenstar of Earth in an arc of acceleration.


  THE first Venus expedition was only a partial success, for it returned to Earth with a cargo of five cindered corpses, and only one survivor: Engineer Burke. They listened to his story of a disease that had struck down the other members of the crew with pity and sympathy. Of course, he was put in quarantine for several weeks, and subjected to periodic and thorough physical examinations. He was feted as a hero then, for several weeks after his release from observation, and then after that he was given leave from the space service for a furlough of indefinite duration.


  But Engineer Burke had not been feeling really well since his return. The food did not agree with him. He found the pale, watery sunshine of Earth not entirely to his satisfaction, and the thin, cool atmosphere was definitely uncomfortable. He had strange periods in which his mind seemed to be slipping out of his control. He thought often of his former crew buddies, Captain Langdon, the medic, the sergeant, the corporal, and Cadet Davies with—what was it?—a sort of delicious hunger, an appetite that pervaded every cell of his being.


  No. This crude, boiled and burned food did not satisfy him at all. Some time very soon, after night had fallen, he would have to lurk in some dark alley, and wait for more suitable nourishment.


  THE END


  SPECIMENS


  George H. Smith


  The trip to Venus was made in a completely automatic spaceship. There were human beings on board but they had nothing to do.—The aliens had noticed this fact.


  GENERAL Oxford so far forgot himself as to grab the arm of the Secretary of Space as the first high whine of braking rockets broke through the quiet of the New Mexico afternoon.


  “She’s right on time, sir! The Mayflower is coming back from Venus right on time!”


  “Yes, Oxford. I can hear as well as you can,” The Secretary said somewhat testily for enthusiasm was not a trait he admired. He preferred solid, sensible, conservative officers in his department, officers whose way of looking at life matched his. He had no use for young fools like Lieutenant’ Bates who was on this first Venus ship.


  “Look! There she is, sir . . . there she is!” Oxford pointed upward to where a thin stream of rocket exhaust could be seen faintly against the cloudless sky. “She’s coming in straight as a die.”


  “Small wonder,” said the Secretary drily, “since the automatics are faultless.”


  “Ah yes . . . I had forgotten,” Oxford sighed. “It’s not like the old days when Jim Christian and I set the old Aries down on Mars.”


  “No, it isn’t and we can thank the scientists for it.”


  “Yes, sir. Those four boys didn’t have to do anything except read a good book and get ready to greet the Venusians, if any. That whole ship is the last word in complete robot operation.”


  “That’s right, general. Even my not-too-bright son was able to wangle a place on that crew,” Secretary Bates said trying to hide the warmth that crept into his voice as he spoke of his son.


  With an ear-shattering roar, the Mayflower dropped down on its fins with a braking jet of flame to ease the landing.


  “Perfect! Perfect,” the general breathed.


  “Of course it was perfect,” the Secretary snapped as he led the way toward the ship, but his hurried pace betrayed his anxiousness to see his son.


  “One side . . . one side for Secretary Bates,” the General said as they pushed through the crowd of reporters and ground personnel. “Look, sir! The hatch is opening.”


  The round airlock halfway up the side of the ship had swung open to the accompaniment of cheers from the crowd. A ladder glided automatically into place and everyone waited expectantly. But no one came down it.


  “Do you suppose that something is wrong, sir?” Oxford asked the Secretary.


  “There’s only one way to find out,” Bates said, his face white. “Let’s go on board.”


  The two of them, followed by several other officers, climbed up the ladder and into the interior of the ship. A brief inspection showed that it was empty. Not one of the four crew members was on board. In the main cabin they found a cage containing six small, two-legged creatures who were vaguely humanoid but obviously lacking in intelligence.


  “What do you suppose it means, sir?” Oxford asked and as though triggered by the sound, the thoughts came into their minds.


  “GREETINGS, PEOPLE OF EARTH. THIS IS A MIND TABLE PLACED IN YOUR SHIP BY THE PEOPLE OF VENUS. IT SEEMS TO BE SPEAKING YOUR LANGUAGE, BECAUSE MENTAL IMAGES ARE UNIVERSAL. WE SALUTE YOU AS THE FIRST TO CONQUER THE SPACE BETWEEN OUR TWO PLANETS. WE ARE VERY FAR ADVANCED IN MOST THINGS BUT HAVE BEEN DELAYED IN THIS BECAUSE OF THE CLOUDS THAT SURROUND OUR PLANET. WITH THE KNOWLEDGE GAINED FROM YOUR SHIP WE HOPE TO SOON BE ABLE TO RETURN YOUR VISIT.


  WE WERE AT FIRST PUZZLED BY THE FOUR CREATURES WE FOUND IN THE SHIP, FOR THEY WERE SUCH PRIMITIVE LIFE FORMS. WE COULD NOT BELIEVE THAT THEY WERE THE BUILDERS OF THE SHIP AND WE WERE PUZZLED UNTIL WE REALIZED THAT THEY WERE EXPERIMENTAL ANIMALS USED TO TEST THE EFFECTS OF SPACE FLIGHT ON LIFE.


  WE WERE NOT SURE THIS WAS A CORRECT ASSUMPTION UNTIL WE DISCOVERED THAT THE SHIP WAS COMPLETELY AUTOMATIC. KNOWING THEN THAT WE WERE RIGHT, WE TOOK THE LIBERTY OF TURNING THE CREATURES OVER TO OUR SCIENTISTS FOR VIVISECTION IN ORDER TO GAIN INFORMATION THAT WILL AID US IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF OUR SHIPS.


  IN RETURN FOR THE ANIMALS WHICH WE USED, WE ARE PLACING A GROUP OF LABORATORY ANIMALS OF OUR OWN IN THE SHIP WHICH WE TRUST WILL BE OF SIMILAR USE TO YOU. WE THINK THAT WE HAVE MADE A FAIR EXCHANGE AND HOPE THAT YOU WILL AGREE. GOODBYE UNTIL WE MEET AGAIN. WE HOPE FOR GREAT THINGS BETWEEN OUR PLANETS.”


  The Secretary of Space covered his face with his hands. “Laboratory animal s,” he gasped. “Oh My God!”


  THE END


  THE RED HOT DEAL


  Joseph Farrell


  This was a wretched planet—cold and damp! It was incredible that these natives had anything worth stealing!


  LANDO the Vegan crossed his crimson legs and curled his red, barbed tail in his lap. He glared across the cave at Avaros, a dried-up little humanoid from Aldebaran XVI.


  “You’re damned right you’ll make it worth my while,” he rumbled. “It’s worth a thousand measures just to set foot on this damp planet. Whatever kind of a confidence game you’re working on the natives here, I want a piece of it. And if it’s not good—”


  He straightened his horns against his glowing skull, grinned evilly and blew a hot breath in Avaros’ direction.


  Avaros shriveled a little more. “You know me, Lando. And I really have a live one this time. One of the natives here, a great scientist, has lived past his time and is in his second childhood. He’s become interested in what they call Black Magic, which means calling up devils and so on—”


  “Devils? What’re devils?”


  “Well—” Avaros shrunk away cautiously. “They’re evil creatures of supernatural powers and, don’t be angry at this, Lando, but you Vegans fit the description perfectly. They live in a very hot place and their main pleasure is tormenting people—”


  Lando wasn’t offended. His bellowing laughter filled the cave. “Why, then there must be other Vegans on this planet When the Vegan police catch me and encase me in ice, I’ll have company!”


  Avaros shook his head. “I thought so, too, but Melnick says no, there haven’t been any devils around lately. They inhabit the hot interior of this planet and must be called up by certain spells. Melnick is working on a spell now and that’s why I sent for you.”


  “To help you con this senile human.” Lando turned up the portable heater and let a blast of sizzling air caress his skin. “What a wretched planet this is—cold and damp. How could the natives here have anything worthwhile? What are you after and what kind of bait are you using?”


  Avaros patted a micro-scroll. “This contains the writings of one of my people who visited this planet a thousand years ago. He describes the primitive search for knowledge made by their alchemists and magicians. I came here in the hope that somehow they had achieved their goals—”


  “What goals?” Lando belched out a sulphurous blast that drifted across the cave and made Avaros gasp. “Get to the point. I’m charging you by the hour for my services—and I’m not looking for overtime. Not on this freezing planet.”


  “They sought two things—a means of transmuting lead into gold, and the secret of eternal life. Either would be worth our while, of course.”


  Lando hooted and turned up his heater another notch.


  “Why, you fool—what chance do the primitives have of finding such secrets? I’ve read that micro-scroll you have there—these humans have nothing but ignorance. Did you call me all the way—”


  “Please, Lando. These people have progressed. Take a quick look around the planet, as I did. You’ll see the cities and machines—great changes since this micro-scroll was scratched. And this scientist, Melnick, has told me that they’ve discovered one of the secrets—transmuting lead into gold.”


  “He’s lying! A fine con man you are, falling for a tale like that. You’re the one who’ll end up being taken.”


  “He was telling the truth.” Avaros displayed a small wiry instrument. “He let me apply this brain wave analyzer while he repeated his claim—and here’s the reading—absolute proof he was telling the truth!”


  Lando bent forward, interested, and Avaros shrank back from the heat.


  “Then they really have a method of transmuting lead into gold! Why, Avaros, we really have something this time, old partner. But how do we get this senile genius to part with his secret?”


  “Well, it’s not strictly his secret I understand other scientists developed the process, but he has a copy of the formula. And the price he’s asking is the other goal of the old alchemists—the secret of eternal life.”


  Lando scratched himself thoughtfully with the point of his tail. “Can we deliver? Or make him think we’re delivering?”


  “We can—with this.” Avaros showed the Vegan a bottle containing a murky liquid. “This is a drug used on my planet—it’s strictly against the law, but I know where to get things. It’s used as an aphrodisiac—it’ll make anybody feel much younger, even turns gray hair dark and puts a spring into stiff joints. We can let Melnick sample it and it’ll pep him up good for a while—he’ll be sure he’s got the real stuff.”


  Lando stared curiously at the bottle. “The way you say it, it sounds like the real stuff. I’d like some of that for my own old age—if the Vegan police don’t store me in the ice box first.”


  “The effect only lasts a few days—and the user will be worse off after, it’s habit-forming and hastens death quite a bit, so stay off it. Now, here’s what we’ll do. Melnick won’t deal with me because he won’t believe I’m a real devil. What he thinks I am I don’t know, but that’s not important.”


  He leaned forward. “He’s preparing a spell now to call up a real ding-dong devil who wants to buy his soul—”


  “His soul—! Now, what possible use—”


  “I know, Lando—so here’s the way we’ll have to work it. You tell him that I’m another alchemist from some other planet, and want to sell you my soul in return for the transmutation formula. You’ve already sold the formula for another soul and don’t have a copy handy, so we make a three-way trade—you get my soul, he gets the elixir of life and I get the transmutation formula—”


  “Icebergs and blizzards!” Lando cursed. “You’re giving me a headache. Right here, above the horns. Go over that again, slowly . . .”


  Melnick, the last alchemist, hobbled happily about pouring the grayish powder onto the lines of the pentagram penciled on the floor of his desert shack. Once in a while he stopped to wipe off the drop of perspiration that kept accumulating on the end of his nose, and occasionally he peered into the ancient book that was open on the table.


  “My goodness,” he murmured happily to himself. “I do believe I’m going to succeed this time. It seems to be growing hotter, and I’m certain there’s an odor of brimstone in this room.”


  Lando backed away from the window, fearing that he would be discovered too soon. He could hear the old man muttering inside.


  “Hard to get real powdered unicorn’s horn these days. But I think this is the genuine article. The fellow guaranteed it. And I know this is the blood of a chicken killed in a graveyard at midnight, because I went to the cemetery myself with it—”


  The Vegan shivered impatiently in the blazing desert sun and looked over at Avaros. His lips formed the word:


  “Now?”


  Avaros shook his head and whispered:


  “Not much longer.”


  The old man was chanting strange words. Lando had learned English by mesmertapes, but the language Melnick was using was not quite what he had learned. He listened, fascinated, to the sing-song of the alchemist’s ancient spell. There was something hypnotic about the chant, and he stood listening to verse after verse of the weird incantation.


  He became aware that Avaros was gesturing to him and came to attention. He followed the other to the door of the shack. There was a crash of a gong inside, and Avaros motioned him impatiently to the door.


  Lando smashed the door open and strode imperiously in, as befitted a devil of the first water. The old man looked up.


  “I’ve done it! You’ve come in answer to my call! But—” The wrinkles in his face deepened.


  “—through the door?”


  “And why not?” Lando demanded. “We have doors where I come from.”


  The senile scientist still frowned. “Inside the pentagram. You’re supposed to materialize inside the pentagram. But maybe there was something missing in the spell—some small thing. Main point is, you’re here.”


  “How dare you call me up?” Lando roared, casting his best evil eye at Melnick, who cackled and looked unimpressed. “If it weren’t that you have something I happen to need, old man, I’d burn you to an ash before you could wipe off that foolish grin!”


  “Heh, heh.” Melnick continued cackling, staring slyly back with his own version of an evil eye. “You’ll pay a good price for my soul, Mister Devil—”


  “Your soul be damned,” said Lando. “Which it will anyway, deal or no deal. It’s another soul I’m after. I’ve been trying to close a deal with an alchemist from another planet—” He turned to the door and bellowed. “Come in, Avaros, you monster from outer space! Don’t waste time; I want to get back to my heated quarters. It’s cold here!”


  The temperature in the desert shack was crowding 120. Melnick mopped the end of his nose and watched in surprise as Avaros entered.


  “So he was telling me the truth—he is from another planet. Thought all the time he was a crackpot escaped from Carrville—that’s the asylum, you know—or maybe one of these science fiction writers looking for material. Never would have believed it—”


  “Well, it’s true,” Lando grumbled. “And he won’t give me his soul unless I give him the secret of transmutation. So here’s the elixir you want, old man. Now, I’ll take the transmutation secret—”


  “Heh, heh.” The old man’s claws snatched the bottle. His toothless gums worked in excitement. “That waitress down at Sam’s Snack Shack—Dolores. You seen her? Wouldn’t give me a look without laughing, but wait till I drink this stuff. And there’ll be others.” He sniffed at the liquid and suspicion appeared in his watery eyes. “How do I know you’re giving me the real thing? U might be poison. Heh—pretty sharp devil, maybe.”


  Lando took the bottle away from him and pushed it into Avaros’ hands.


  “Show him it’s not poison,” he ordered.


  Avaros unhappily lifted the bottle and took a short snort. Melnick, satisfied, did the same. While he had the bottle tipped, Avaros spat out his mouthful on the dirty floor where it wouldn’t be noticed.


  Melnick wiped off his lips with the back of his shirt sleeve.


  “Is that enough?” he asked.


  “Just about,” Lando was shivering, but watched in interest.


  Melnick clapped a hand to his chest as the fluid reached his stomach. For a moment he was panicked, feeling that it was poison, after all. Then he steadied, and began flexing his muscles expectantly. A dozen seconds passed.


  “I can feel it going through my veins . . .”


  More seconds passed, and the senile wrinkles in his face began to smooth out. He snatched a mirror from the trash piled on the sink and stared at himself. “It’s working—!” He ran his hands over each other as the prominent veins subsided; then with a sudden pained expression, opened his mouth and tore out his false teeth. He fingered the sudden sharpness of the gums in amazement.


  “New teeth coming through! It worked! It worked!” He started peeling off his filthy clothes, pulled a clean shirt and a pressed suit from the closet. “And my hair is darker. And most important of all—”


  He made a descriptive gesture to Lando and started diving into the fresh clothes, “Dolores, here I come, and this time you’ll notice me! A shave and haircut in town first, and then—boy, what a night this will be!”


  Lando parked himself in the doorway. “You’re forgetting something,” he reminded.


  “What’s that? Oh, the formula.” Melnick tore through a pile of old books and magazines, came up with a dusty volume. “Here you are. Page—ah, 127. The whole information. Sorry I must rush off, fellows. See you again sometime, maybe.”


  Something about his last words and the laughter that trailed behind him as he hurried out made Lando wonder who had made the best bargain.


  Lando huddled miserably in the cave, wrapped in a heavy blanket, shivering, his feet immersed in a bucket of boiling water. His heater was going full blast, and Avaros sat as far away as he could.


  “Ah-choo!” Lando sneezed out a violent sulphurous sneeze. “I knew I’d catch something, standing around in that cold shack so long. Well, read the formula, Avaros. How do we turn lead into gold?”


  Avaros was puzzling over the “Quarterly Journal of the Brundage University Alumni Society of Atomic Physicists,” his lips moving silently as he read through the difficult text.


  “This article,” he said, “is entitled: ‘An Account of the Preparation of Certain Isotopes in Atomic Quantities During Transmutation Experiments at the Brundage University Physics Foundation Laborator’.”


  “What does it mean?” Lando demanded, choking back another sneeze.


  “Well,” said Avaros, “I haven’t finished it yet. Now, it says here, E equals em see squared . . .”


  A week later the two were waiting near Melnick’s shack. They stared grimly down the lonely road from time to time. The Vegan turned himself now and then so both sides could get some benefit from the portable heater. He swore bitterly.


  “Icicles! He’s not coming back. He’s taken us, two of the best con men in the galaxy. If word of this ever gets out, Avaros . . .”


  He stared thoughtfully at the other, and Avaros squirmed uncomfortably.


  “I’ve waited long enough,” said Lando. “Remember, I got your soul as my share of the deal. It’s about time I separated it from your body. Nobody can do a thing like this to Lando the Vegan . . .”


  Avaros reached frantically for his weapon, but he died in a burning flash. Lando walked over and let the theta ray pistol play on the body for several more seconds, enjoying the heat of it.


  A motion down the road caught the corner of his eye. He squinted toward it.


  “Melnick’s car. So Avaros guessed right—the elixir is wearing off and he’s coming back for the bottle he left behind. I’ll just get under cover until I see if he’s alone. He’ll find he can’t pull a fast one on Lando the Vegan. Transmutation! In atomic quantities! A process that costs a thousand measures of gold to create one measure!”


  From behind the ancient barn he watched the car pull up. Melnick climbed out, walked a little creakily around the car and opened the other door. A woman emerged and stared at the shack. She was blonde and buxom and stiffly corseted and a bit past the first bloom of youth. Her jaw was determined and her air domineering.


  “George Melnick!” she exclaimed. “Is this the romantic desert hideaway you’ve been telling me about? I must say I’m terribly disappointed. What a broken-down place and not a neighbor for miles! I think—” and her jaw became even more determined, “we’ll be out of here soon and moved into town.” She created a smile that was intended to be demure. “Well, George, aren’t you going to carry your bride across the threshold?”


  Melnick appeared to have lost about half the effect of the elixir. Lines were reappearing in his face and the erectness was weakening. He worked manfully to lift the woman. His eyes popped with exertion and his knees wobbled as he struggled into the shack with his burden.


  Lando hurried over to the window to listen.


  “You’re looking awfully tired,” said the woman. “Of course, you had yourself quite a ball this past week in town. Good heavens, this place is worse inside than out. We’ll get together with a broom and a mop—get rid of this trash, like this bottle on the table—”


  Lando chanced a look through the window in time to see the last of the elixir being poured down the sink. Melnick, a horrified look in his eye, tried to salvage the bottle.


  “No, Dolores—no!”


  “Why, George! It’s only some vile old liquor. And you’ve had enough to last you a long time. Now, let’s get the place in order, George—this is our first night as husband and wife. Our wedding night. Aren’t you glad you waited, now?”


  Lando peeked again and saw Melnick sitting miserably with his head in his hands. A sob shook the aging shoulders.


  Lando strolled off, chuckling.


  “Serves him right,” he told himself. “Nothing I could do to him would punish him any more than he’s getting now. What a woman! And the elixir worn off at that!”


  Just as he rounded the barn there was a flash, a scarcely audible puff, and a spaceship stood before him. A slit appeared suddenly and two creatures who looked like Lando popped out of the ship.


  “Vegan police,” one of them explained. “We answered your call as fast as we could. What’s the trouble here?”


  “Uh—no trouble,” said Lando uncomfortably. “The call was a mistake.”


  He reached suddenly for his weapon. The other policeman had been looking him over and Lando saw recognition suddenly break through the officer’s questioning glance.


  The policeman was quicker. Lando spread his hands in a gesture of surrender.


  “It’s Lando,” the policeman who had recognized him told his companion. “Enough charges against him to put him in the ice mines for life.”


  Lando groaned. “It looks like a cold future for me. But how did you know? What brought you to this particular spot? What’s that you said about answering a call as fast as you could?”


  “We received a call to come here.” The policeman slipped something over Lando’s claws and motioned him toward the ship. “Funny thing—it was one of the real old-fashioned signals . . . the kind where they used to use powdered unicorn’s horn and such things. . . .”


  SAVE YOU CONFEDERATE MONEY, BOYS


  Rosel George Brown


  IT WAS not, of course, the sort of thing that happens to the ordinary person.


  But then Grandfather Mayberry was not the ordinary person, even to begin with. When Walter—I don’t think it’s respectful to refer to your grandfather as Walter, either, but we were never allowed to call him anything else. He was frequently referred to in the family as Yankee Walter, but no one ever said it to his face. It happened that his mother, great-grandfather’s first wife, was from Massachusetts and because of this everyone always thought of Walter as being a little bit different. I think maybe this might account for a lot of Walter’s peculiarities. I mean when people expect you to be a little peculiar all the time—well, as Walter’s descendant I can understand how he felt. Whenever anyone mentions something like Protointegrationist somebody looks a little guiltily over at me as though I caused the second secession and whoever mentions it in front of me is being tactless.


  I was only a child then.


  And I remember thinking it was awful to secede and not have anybody care. I mean to have big industry just move away and to get poorer and poorer and have to pick the cotton yourself.


  And wrap it in tissue paper and sell it to the tourists for ten cents a boll—Confederate money.


  But look at it this way. Your Confederate money’s worth something now. And why?


  Well, when Walter announced, back in 1990, that he had no intention of dying, I was immensely relieved. If Walter said he wasn’t going to die that winter, he wasn’t going to. So I had Mama spray on the tightest corset I could stand and took off for my year of Precollege with a light heart and a twenty-inch waist.


  I didn’t really expect to be able to pass the college boards, even with Precollege. And if I did, I wouldn’t have been able to go to college. It was all the family could do to send the boys. But Mama didn’t want anyone to say her girls weren’t educated, so we all went to Precollege and gracefully flunked the college boards.


  It was that summer—after my two semesters of Precollege—that I brought the Price boy back with me, Jerry Price. I ended up not marrying him, of course. He really wouldn’t have done at all, but boy, could he court!


  Well, I was all watery-eyed and pink-skinned over Jerry then and I knew the family would just love him and I sort of hoped he’d stay more than just two or three days. I mean if he could find a summer job maybe he could stay until September 15, which was the date for the college boards. The thing was, would Jerry like the family?


  “The one I really want you to meet,” I told him, feeling a little uneasy about it, “is my grandfather. Walter.”


  “You call him Walter?”


  “Yes. Er . . . he’s a real character. You know . . . The thing is, though, he’s almost bedridden.”


  “Bedridden? You mean rocking chair ridden.”


  “No. Bedridden. I know it sounds unusual, but my grandfather Mayberry refused to take his chloresterol pills. Or antichloresterol pills, or whatever it is. He said they weren’t Natural. And now it’s too late. He’s ruined his arteries.”


  “It takes a real character to do something like that.”


  I didn’t like Jerry’s tone of voice, but I couldn’t help but agree with it. Maybe Walter wasn’t a character. Maybe he was just stupid.


  “The thing is,” I said, because the postbellum buggy was almost there, “that the extra cot is in his room and you’ll have to sleep there. I mean I’m sure you’ll find Walter an interesting character.”


  “Sure,” Jerry said.


  Surely, I thought, Jerry will not disapprove of the bottle under Walter’s pillow or his swearing or his insulting—but then even Walter wouldn’t be able to find anything insulting to say about Jerry.


  The house looked silent and empty when we drove up. Cousin Dickie helped me out of the buggy and held out his hand. I didn’t put anything in it so he drove off in a huff and left a whirlwind of dust for us to track into the house.


  I swang open the screen door and yelled, “Yoo-hoo!” But I could hear it echo way to the kitchen without striking anything soft.


  “Must be out showing the end of the season tourists around,” I said. “The trains are all local here and they never run on time so nobody knew just when we’d be in. I mean, if they’d known, they’d certainly all be here to welcome you.”


  “Sure,” Jerry said.


  Really, I thought, they could have left somebody. It all seemed such an anticlimax.


  “Well,” I said, “there’s still Walter. You’ll want to bring your bags up, anyway.”


  Halfway up the stairs I stopped. I could hear water splashing and a quavery voice singing, “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree.”


  Oh, Lord, I thought. He’s gone and gotten drunk in the bath tub again and there’s no one to get him out.


  Jerry looked at me with raised eyebrows.


  “Grandfather Mayberry,” I explained, “remembers all the old World War songs. He likes to just splash in the bathtub and just sing and sing. Isn’t it wonderful!” I finished up as enthusiastically as I could.


  “Sure,” Jerry said. “My grandfather,” he added, “makes a hobby of taking school kids out on hikes. You know.”


  “Sure,” I said. I decided then and there I’d rather let Walter drown than send Jerry in there to get him out of the tub.


  Just then the screen door slammed and Mama said, “Yoo-hoo! Annabelle! Is your young man with you?”


  “Yes!” I called, hissing on the s. Mama’s phraseology is always so irritating. I wasn’t at all sure Jerry wanted to be referred to as “my young man.”


  “Be right down!” I added. “Jerry,” I said, “you just put your things in there and come on down when you’re ready.”


  What I wanted was a moment alone with Mama and I got it.


  “Someone has got to do something about Walter,” I whispered. “He’s there in the bath tub again and singing and you know he’s dr . . .”


  “Don’t you dare,” Mama cried, “say that. Your grandfather Mayberry is perfectly all right and he’ll get out of the tub when he’s ready.”


  “Mama, at a time like this you cannot close your eyes to ugly reality. You know Walter can’t get out of the tub by himself and none of the men are here and pretty soon he’ll start yelling and then Jerry will have to go hoist him out. Call up cousin Jefferson. Please!”


  “Now, dear,” Mama began sootheingly, “I haven’t written you about it, but Walter has had the most amazing . . .”


  There was a hoarse screech and Jerry came barrelling down the steps with his cuff ruffles untaped and one boot off.


  He grabbed Mama with one hand and me with the other. “Get out of the house!” he cried. “We’ll lock it in and get it when the test of the men get back.”


  Mama removed his hand firmly.


  “Your grandfather Mayberry,” she told me, “is out of the bath.”


  “There is an alligator up there!” Jerry cried, still trying to herd us out.


  “Is this your young man?” Mama asked in a tone which she never used with the tourist trade.


  “Yes,” I answered. “Mama, if Jerry sees an alligator . . .”


  “Please make yourself at home, Mr. Price,” Mama said with a severe look at his hanging cuffs. “Since we no longer have servants you’ll have to excuse me while I get supper started.”


  We hadn’t had servants for as far back as I could remember.


  “Look, Annabelle,” Jerry began, whispering nervously and looking like he’d gotten off on the wrong floor of a hospital. “L don’t want to insult your . . .”


  It was at that moment that I found out what the word galumphing means, because Walter came galumphing down the stairs.


  In all justice to my grandfather Mayberry, he didn’t really look like an alligator.


  But in all justice to Jerry, I could see how a mistake might have been made.


  “Hello, Annabelle,” Walter said, as though he’d just seen me last this morning. “Your boyfriend’s got no guts.”


  “And you,” I said furiously, “have no manners. Walter, how can you come out in front of company looking like this?”


  “Can’t look any other way, chick,” he said. “Hormones.”


  “I’m going to be a freshman in pre-med next year,” Jerry said, “and I’ve never heard of a hormone with those kinds of side effects.”


  “Cap,” Walter said, “you’ve got an awful lot of ignorance to lose.”


  “Annabelle!” It was time for me to see to the biscuits and set the table.


  “Make yourself at home, Jerry,” I said, feeling sure this was not the way things were at his home.


  The kitchen was unnaturally cool. Furthermore, it didn’t smell like anything at all.


  The air was clear.


  “Mama!” I cried. “We’ve got an atomic stove!”


  It was built into the side wall. The old wood stove was still there, of course, for the tourists. But the tin chimney was gone and the lids were clean and the cracked one had been replaced.


  Mama smiled and pressed a button. The wall panel slid back and inside were eight dinners, neatly set on plates and plain raw.


  “All I have to do,” Mama said, “is press a button and the food is cooked and the plates come out just warm.”


  “You had a good crop of tourists?”


  “No. Your grandfather Mayberry provided this for us.”


  “You know Walter can’t even provide himself with cigars.”


  Mama bit at her upper lip with her lower teeth, a sign that I will never learn to be tactful. “Walter has built up quite a little business. At first we thought of it as just a hobby but now it’s growing into—well, it looks as though we may find ourselves carrying on the tourist trade as a sort of hobby.”


  “Whatever kind of business can Walter have got into?” A horrible thought struck me. “Not Yankee wines?”


  “Dear! It’s a . . . um . . . mail order business.”


  “There’s something you’re trying not to tell me. But if you don’t, Walter will. And he’ll make it sound even worse than it is.”


  “Dear, your grandfather Mayberry is handling the distribution of Swamp Water Youth Restorative for the entire Confederacy.”


  “Sw . . .!” I simply collapsed into hysterics. It was such an absurd thing and Mama said it so primly.


  “Oh, Mama!” I finally managed, “That’s plain disgraceful. We didn’t need an atomic stove that bad. And oh, he’ll tell Jerry! I’d better go get him right now.”


  “It is not disgraceful. Swamp Water Youth Restorative actually does restore youth.”


  “Is that those hormones Walter was talking about? Is that what makes him look so peculiar?”


  “I don’t know that he looks peculiar. It is simply the next stage after old age. People look different at different stages. You should have seen yourself when you were one day old.”


  “Oh, all right. I don’t know why you have to remember these things about time and bring them up all the time. Let’s put it this way. Walter has changed since I was home for the Christmas holidays.”


  “Yes, and I just explained it. The Youth Restorative contains hormones which, as I understand it, cause changes in the basic structure of the cells of the human body. DNA or RNA or something like that. Women are not expected to understand these things, Annabelle.”


  “That’s your excuse for things you don’t want to understand. But I’ve seen Walter so I know this Youth Restorative does something. Where on earth did he get this stuff? Surely it isn’t plain old water from the swamps.”


  “No, It’s from—dear, didn’t you all hear any rumors over at Precollege?”


  “We hear all kinds of rumors.”


  “Well, this thing is big. It involves the whole Confederacy and there’s more to it than just Walter’s mail order business, Is that the men coming in?”


  It was either them or a herd of elephants. Every time Brother walks in the house the chandeliers sway. And there would be Uncle Gary and . . .


  “Set the table, Annabelle!”


  I got out the good silver, because of Jerry, but not the crystal, which makes me nervous.


  Everyone was a little stiff during dinner. I think this was partly due to the fact that while the rest of us had chicken and mashed potatoes, Walter had a string of raw fish. And the more everyone tried not to notice it, the more he chuckled.


  I could have just died.


  After dinner we cleared the dishes and I found out we had a dishwasher-stacker-disposal unit that even ground up the bones and sloshed the leavings in a bucket for the hogs.


  Mama and I left the men to smoke in the dining room while we went out to smoke on the gallery. There’s nothing sillier than this segregated after dinner smoking, particularly as this is the time when all the interesting things get said. I know, because once when I was ten I hid in the china cabinet, and boy, what I didn’t hear!


  The stars were flung all over the sky and just blazing away and I had to sit there through two cigarettes fending off Mama’s questions about Jerry. Finally she said, “I do wish your father were alive,” which meant she gave up.


  “Now where did Walter get this Youth Restorative?” I asked.


  “Ah, that,” she said with a sigh. “You know, Annabelle, you couldn’t have picked a worse time to bring a guest home. Particularly one we know almost nothing about. I’ve written Ada Sue in Jackson to find out what the Prices are like, but I haven’t heard from her yet and Jerry’s in there listening to all that talk and I’m not sure that Walter will remember to be discreet.”


  “If there’s anything Walter’s good at, it’s being indiscreet. You still haven’t answered my question.”


  Mama sighed again and got that dignified look on her face that she uses when she says things she doesn’t want people to laugh at. “The Swamp Water,” she said, “comes from the planet Venus.”


  At that moment Jerry walked out, flipped a cigarette into the petunias, took my elbow and guided me out for a walk in the starlight.


  “I’ll bring her back alive.”


  I knew without looking that Mama smiled and then went frowning into the house.


  A little down the road, near the Leaning Pine Tree, I stumbled over a rock and came out of my daze.


  “Jerry,” I said, “my mother is stark, raving mad. There’s a plain bad streak in the family.” I shuddered. Who’d be next?


  Jerry laughed. “Don’t you know What’s happened?”


  “No. And if somebody doesn’t explain it to me pretty soon I’ll lose what little remains of my mind.”


  “The Venusians have landed,” Jerry said, “in a swamp around Bayou Teche. They landed, in fact, in a bayou that runs behind your great Aunt Felicie’s house. You have a great Aunt Felicie?”


  “Great aunt by marriage. Aunt Felicie is nine hundred years old and she insists on living by herself out there with the alligators. Every Christmas she comes in with a great big pot of gumbo. Otherwise, we never see her.”


  “Well, your great Aunt Felicie took to the Venusians and the Venusians took to your great Aunt Felicie.”


  “I suppose Walter told you all this and I suppose you swallowed it hook, line and sinker. But will you please explain why nobody’s heard about the Venusian landing.”


  Jerry shrugged. “Apparently Felicie tried. She wired the president of the Confederacy. She wired her state representative. She even wired the Union government and several top Union scientists. When no one came she apologized to the Venusian representatives and wrote a letter to Grandfather Walter.”


  “Did the Venusians learn English from her?”


  “No. They learned Cajun from her?”


  I giggled. It all sounded so exactly like Aunt Felicie.


  “Do I see a nice piney bank up there?” Jerry asked, pointing to the bluff beyond the old Carey place.


  “You do. Here, hold my hand and I’ll take you around the back way. You can’t get there from the road.”


  I led Jerry around the dark, crumbling house, which looked like a place where no one had lived but many had died. We crossed a queasy little bridge with stars laughing in the creek beneath.


  “What did Aunt Felicie say in her letter to Walter?” I asked when I had gotten Jerry across the creek safely and on to an overgrown path that no one could have found but me.


  “She said the Venusians wanted to know what sort of present the people of the Confederacy would most appreciate. And of course Walter, being badly in need of rejuvenation himself, suggested a Rejuvenator.”


  “The Venusians didn’t know he and Aunt Felicie are both half crazy?”


  “They’re not so crazy. Let me finish. The Venusians thought this was a perfectly good idea, and they whipped one up.”


  “Really, Jerry.”


  “You said you wanted to hear. You’re the one that wants to waste all this starlight talking.”


  “I mean it’s hard to believe the Venusians just happened to have a recipe for human Rejuvenation with them. Particularly since I assume they’re not human.”


  “Not human the same way we are. But they do have one useful area of scientific knowledge under control. And that’s virology. The study of viruses.”


  “Given time,” I said, “I could have figured out what virology is.”


  “You’re not being a good listener,” Jerry said. We sat down and watched the fireflys across the road, and there was something lovely and comforting about the darkness and the stars and the little surprise glowings of the lightening bugs.


  “What does virology have to do with Swamp Water Youth Restorer?” I asked, dropping pebbles off the edge of the bluff.


  “Just this. The Venusians had increased their own life span enormously through the use of viruses.”


  “I thought Walter said it was hormones.”


  “He does think so. But from what he says, I think it’s all done with viruses. This is a guess. I gather they have a virus that goes in and replaces the template of the living cell. The template is the pattern from which new cells are formed. And if you change the template, a different cell is formed. Now maybe for themselves, they can rejuvenate without changing their appearance a great deal.


  “But you can figure out what happened. Working with viruses with which they were familiar, they found one which alter cellular patterns but not to the extent of causing shock or death. But it was, after all, a Venusian virus, and the effect is—well, rather amphibious. You see how Walter looks.”


  “I don’t know,” I said, “but what I’d rather look like Aunt Felicie and die at a reasonable age than end up like Walter.”


  “If you think Walter minds, you’re wrong.”


  “Oh, I know. Walter’s enjoying the living soul out of all this.


  “At the rate the mail order business is going, everyone may soon be just exactly like Walter.”


  “Jerry, I get the oddest picture of the old guard UDC sprouting tails and swarming down en masse to Bayou Lafourche. In all humanity, somebody ought to go and warn the alligators.”


  Well, Jerry left in a huff the next day and at the time I thought it must have been because of something I’d done—or more likely what I’d not done—the night before.


  But the next week we got a frantic telegram from Aunt Felicie. Apparently Jerry had gone North and convinced somebody about the Venusians, because Aunt Felicie’s house was running over with Union scientists. Well, this would get Jerry into a good Eastern medical school.


  Of course, nobody told him not to do this, but he should have asked us about it beforehand. It sounded like he was selling out to the Yankees.


  Even so. The Venusians are on our side, because that’s where the nice, warm swamps are. Not to speak of Aunt Felicie, who has a way with people when she tries.


  No doubt the Union scientists learn many useful things from the Venusians. But Walter has an exclusive franchise on the Swamp Water Youth Restorative.


  And the swamps are a paradise for rich old post-senescents, which is nice for the poor old natives. Not to speak of the poor young natives.


  The latest thing is, of course, top secret. But since cousin Jefferson is in the senate I know all about it and I think it’s a grand idea. Watch for the Annexation of Venus.


  PROSPECTOR’S SPECIAL


  Robert Sheckley


  Lost in the vast Scorpion Desert of Venus, he needed all the courage a man could own—and every bit of credit he could raise!


  THE sandcar moved smoothly over the rolling dunes, its six fat wheels rising and falling like the ponderous rumps of tandem elephants. The hidden sun beat down from a dead-white sky, pouring heat into the canvas top, reflecting heat back from the parched sand.


  “Stay awake,” Morrison told himself, pulling the sandcar back to its compass course.


  It was his twenty-first day on Venus’s Scorpion Desert, his twenty-first day of fighting sleep while the sandcar rocked across the dunes, forging over humpbacked little waves. Night travel would have been easier, but there were too many steep ravines to avoid, too many house-sized boulders to dodge. Now he knew why men went into the desert in teams; one man drove while the other kept shaking him awake.


  “But it’s better alone,” Morrison reminded himself. “Half the supplies and no accidental murders.”


  His head was beginning to droop; he snapped himself erect. In front of him, the landscape shimmered and danced through the Polaroid windshield. The sandcar lurched and rocked with treacherous gentleness. Morrison rubbed his eyes and turned on the radio.


  He was a big, sunburned, rangy young man with close-cropped black hair and gray eyes. He had come to Venus with a grubstake of twenty thousand dollars, to find his fortune in the Scorpion Desert as others had done before him. He had outfitted in Presto, the last town on the edge of the wilderness, and spent all but ten dollars on the sandcar and equipment.


  In Presto, ten dollars just covered the cost of a drink in the town’s only saloon. So Morrison ordered rye and water, drank with the miners and prospectors, and laughed at the oldtimers’ yarns about the sandwolf packs and the squadrons of voracious birds that inhabited the interior desert. He knew all about sunblindness, heatstroke and telephone breakdown. He was sure none of it would happen to him.


  But now, after twenty-one days and eighteen hundred miles, he had learned respect for this waterless waste of sand and stone three times the area of the Sahara. You really could die here!


  But you could also get rich, and that was what Morrison planned to do.


  HIS radio hummed. At full volume, he could hear the faintest murmur of dance music from Venusborg. Then it faded and only the hum was left.


  He turned off the radio and gripped the steering wheel tightly in both hands. He unclenched one hand and looked at his watch. Nine-fifteen in the morning. At ten-thirty he would stop and take a nap. A man had to have rest in this heat. But only a half-hour nap. Treasure lay somewhere ahead of him, and he wanted to find it before his supplies got much lower.


  The precious outcroppings of goldenstone had to be up ahead! He’d been following traces for two days now. Maybe he would hit a real bonanza, as Kirk did in ’89, or Edmonson and Arsler in ’93. If so, he would do just what they did. He’d order up a Prospector’s Special, and to hell with the cost.


  The sandcar rolled along at an even thirty miles an hour, and Morrison tried to concentrate on the heat-blasted yellow-brown landscape. That sandstone patch over there was just the tawny color of Janie’s hair.


  After he struck it rich, he and Janie would get married, and he’d go back to Earth and buy an ocean farm. No more prospecting. Just one rich strike so he could buy his spread on the deep blue Atlantic. Maybe some people thought fish-herding was tame; it was good enough for him.


  He could see it now, the mackerel herds drifting along and browsing at the plankton pens, himself and his trusty dolphin keeping an eye out for the silvery flash of a predatory barracuda or a steel-gray shark coming along behind the branching coral . . .


  Morrison felt the sandcar lurch. He woke up, grabbed the steering wheel and turned it hard. During his moments of sleep, the vehicle had crept over the dune’s crumbling edge. Sand and pebbles spun under the fat tires as the sandcar fought for traction. The car tilted perilously. The tires shrieked against the sand, gripped, and started to pull the vehicle back up the slope.


  Then the whole face of the dune collapsed.


  Morrison held onto the steering wheel as the sandcar flipped over on its side and rolled down the slope. Sand filled his mouth and eyes. He spat and held on while the car rolled over again and dropped into emptiness.


  For seconds, he was in the air. The sandcar hit bottom squarely on its wheels. Morrison heard a double boom as the two rear tires blew out. Then his head hit the windshield.


  THEN he recovered consciousness, the first thing he did was look at his watch. It read 10:35.


  “Time for that nap,” Morrison said to himself. “But I guess I’ll survey the situation first.”


  He found that he was at the bottom of a shallow fault strewn with knife-edged pebbles. Two tires had blown on impact, his windshield was gone, and one of the doors was sprung. His equipment was strewn around, but appeared to be intact.


  “Could have been worse,” Morrison said.


  He bent down to examine the tires more carefully.


  “It is worse,” he said.


  The two blown tires were shredded beyond repair. There wasn’t enough rubber left in them to make a child’s balloon. He had used up his spares ten days back crossing Devil’s Grill. Used them and discarded them. He couldn’t go on without tires.


  Morrison unpacked his telephone. He wiped dust from its black plastic face, then dialed Al’s Garage in Presto. After a moment, the small video screen lighted up. He could see a man’s long, mournful, grease-stained face.


  “Al’s Garage. Eddie speaking.”


  “Hi, Eddie. This is Tom Morrison. I bought that GM sandcar from you about a month ago. Remember?”


  “Sure I remember you,” Eddie said. “You’re the guy doing a single into the Southwest Track, How’s the bus holding out?”


  “Fine. Great little car. Reason I called—”


  “Hey,” Eddie said, “what happened to your face?”


  Morrison put his hand to his forehead and felt blood. “Nothing much,” he said. “I went over a dune and blew out two tires.”


  He turned the telephone so that Eddie could see the tires. “Unrepairable,” said Eddie.


  “I thought so. And I used up all my spares crossing Devil’s Grill. Look, Eddie, I’d like you to’port me a couple of tires. Retreads are fine. I can’t move the sandcar without them.”


  “Sure,” Eddie said, “except I haven’t any retreads. I’ll have to’port you new ones at five hundred apiece. Plus four hundred dollars’porting charges. Fourteen hundred dollars, Mr. Morrison.”


  “All right.”


  “Yes, sir. Now if you’ll show me the cash, or a money order which you can send back with the receipt, I’ll get moving on it.”


  “At the moment,” Morrison said, “I haven’t got a cent on me.”


  “Bank account?”


  “Stripped clean.”


  “Bonds? Property? Anything you can convert into cash?”


  “Nothing except this sandcar, which you sold me for eight thousand dollars. When I come back, I’ll settle my bill with the sandcar.”


  “If you get back. Sorry, Mr. Morrison. No can do.”


  “What do you mean?” Morrison asked. “You know I’ll pay for the tires.”


  “And you know the rules on Venus,” Eddie said, his mournful face set in obstinate lines. “No credit! Cash and carry!”


  “I can’t run the sandcar without tires,” Morrison said. “Are you going to strand me out here?”


  “Who in hell is stranding you?” Eddie asked. “This sort of thing happens to prospectors every day. You know what you have to do now, Mr. Morrison. Call Public Utility and declare yourself a bankrupt. Sign over what’s left of the sandcar, equipment, and anything you’ve found on the way. They’ll get you out.”


  “I’m not turning back,” Morrison said. “Look!” He held the telephone close to the ground. “You see the traces, Eddie? See those red and purple flecks? There’s precious stuff near here!”


  “Every prospector sees traces,” Eddie said. “Damned desert is full of traces.”


  “These are rich,” Morrison said.


  “These are leading straight to big stuff, a bonanza lode. Eddie, I know it’s a lot to ask, but if you could stake me to a couple of tires—”


  “I can’t do it,” Eddie said. “I just work here. I can’t’port you any tires, not unless you show me money first. Otherwise I get fired and probably jailed. You know the law.”


  “Cash and carry,” Morrison said bleakly.


  “Right. Be smart and turn back now. Maybe you can try again some other time.”


  “I spent twelve years getting this stake together,” Morrison said. “I’m not going back.”


  He turned off the telephone and tried to think. Was there anyone else on Venus he could call? Only Max Krandall, his jewel broker. But Max couldn’t raise fourteen hundred dollars in that crummy two-by-four office near Venusborg’s jewel market. Max could barely scrape up his own rent, much less take care of stranded prospectors.


  “I can’t ask Max for help,” Morrison decided. “Not until I’ve found goldenstone. The real stuff, not just traces. So that leaves it up to me.”


  He opened the back of the sandcar and began to unload, piling his equipment on the sand. He would have to choose carefully; anything he took would have to be carried on his back.


  The telephone had to go with him, and his lightweight testing kit. Food concentrates, revolver, compass. And nothing else but water, all the water he could carry. The rest of the stuff would have to stay behind.


  By nightfall, Morrison was ready. He looked regretfully at the twenty cans of water he was leaving. In the desert, water was a man’s most precious possession, second only to his telephone. But it couldn’t be helped. After drinking his fill, he hoisted his pack and set a southwest course into the desert.


  For three days he trekked to the southwest; then on the fourth day he veered to due south, following an increasingly rich trace. The sun, eternally hidden, beat down on him, and the dead-white sky was like a roof of heated iron over his head. Morrison followed the traces, and something followed him.


  On the sixth day, he sensed movement just out of the range of his vision. On the seventh day, he saw what was trailing him.


  VENUS’S own brand of wolf, small, lean, with a yellow coat and long, grinning jaws, it was one of the few mammals that made its home in the Scorpion Desert. As Morrison watched, two more sandwolves appeared beside it.


  He loosened the revolver in its holster. The wolves made no attempt to come closer. They had plenty of time.


  Morrison kept on going, wishing he had brought a rifle with him. But that would have meant eight pounds more, which meant eight pounds less water.


  As he was pitching camp at dusk the eighth day, he heard a crackling sound. He whirled around and located its source, about ten feet to his left and above his head. A little vortex had appeared, a tiny mouth in the air like a whirlpool in the sea. It spun, making the characteristic crackling sounds of’porting.


  “Now who could be’porting anything to me?” Morrison asked, waiting while the whirlpool slowly widened.


  Solidoporting from a base projector to a field target was a standard means of moving goods across the vast distances of Venus. Any inanimate object could be’ported; animate beings couldn’t because the process involved certain minor but distressing molecular changes in protoplasm. A few people had found this out the hard way when’porting was first introduced.


  Morrison waited. The aerial whirlpool became a mouth three feet in diameter. From the mouth stepped a chrome-plated robot carrying a large sack.


  “Oh, it’s you,” Morrison said.


  “Yes, sir,” the robot said, now completely clear of the field. “Williams 4 at your service with the Venus Mail.”


  It was a robot of medium height, thin-shanked and flat-footed, humanoid in appearance, amiable in disposition. For twenty-three years it had been Venus’s entire postal service—sorter, deliverer, and dead storage. It had been built to last, and for twenty-three years the mails had always come through.


  “Here we are, Mr. Morrison,” Williams 4 said. “Only twice-a-month mail call in the desert, I’m sorry to say, but it comes promptly and that’s a blessing. This is for you. And this. I think there’s one more. Sandcar broke down, eh?”


  “It sure did,” Morrison said, taking his letters.


  Williams 4 went on rummaging through its bag. Although it was a superbly efficient postman, the old robot was known as the worst gossip on three planets.


  “There’s one more in here somewhere,” Williams 4 said. “Too bad about the sandcar. They just don’t build ’em like they did in my youth. Take my advice, young man. Turn back if you still have the chance.” Morrison shook his head. “Foolish, downright foolish,” the old robot said. “Pity you don’t have my perspective. Too many’s the time I’ve come across you boys lying in the sand in the dried-out sack of your skin, or with your bones gnawed to splinters by the sandwolves and the filthy black kites. Twenty-three years I’ve been delivering mail to fine-looking young men like you, and each one thinking he’s unique and different.”


  THE robot’s eyecells became distant with memory. “But they aren’t different,” Williams 4 said. “They’re as alike as robots off the assembly line—especially after the wolves get through with them. And then I have to send their letters and personal effects back to their loved ones on Earth.”


  “I know,” Morrison said. “But some get through, don’t they?”


  “Sure they do,” the robot said. “I’ve seen men make one, two, three fortunes. And then die on the sands trying to make a fourth.”


  “Not me,” Morrison said. “I just want one. Then I’m going to buy me an undersea farm on Earth.”


  The robot shuddered. “I have a dread of salt water. But to each his own. Good luck, young man.”


  The robot looked Morrison over carefully—probably to see what he had in the way of personal effects—then climbed back into the aerial whirlpool. In a moment, it was gone. In another moment, the whirlpool had vanished.


  Morrison sat down to read his mail. The first letter was from his jewel broker, Max Krandall. It told about the depression that had hit Venusborg, and hinted that Krandall might have to go into bankruptcy if some of his prospectors didn’t strike something good.


  The second letter was a statement from the Venus Telephone Company. Morrison owed two hundred and ten dollars and eight cents for two months’ telephone service. Unless he remitted this sum at once, his telephone was liable to be turned off.


  The last letter, all the way from Earth, was from Janie. It was filled with news about his cousins, aunts and uncles. She told him about the Atlantic farm sites she had looked over, and the wonderful little place she had found near Martinique in the Caribbean. She begged him to give up prospecting if it looked dangerous; they could find another way of financing the farm. She sent all her love and wished him a happy birthday in advance.


  “Birthday?” Morrison asked himself. “Let’s see, today is July twenty-third. No, it’s the twenty-fourth, and my birthday’s August first. Thanks for remembering, Janie.”


  That night he dreamed of Earth and the blue expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. But toward dawn, when the heat of Venus became insistent, he found he was dreaming of mile upon mile of goldenstone, of grinning sandwolves, and of the Prospector’s Special.


  ROCK gave way to sand as Morrison plowed his way across the bottom of a long-vanished lake. Then it was rock again, twisted and tortured into a thousand gaunt shapes. Reds, yellows and browns swam in front of his eyes. In all that desert, there wasn’t one patch of green.


  He continued his trek into the tumbled stone mazes of the interior desert, and the wolves trekked with him, keeping pace far out on either flank.


  Morrison ignored them. He had enough on his mind just to negotiate the sheer cliffs and the fields of broken stone that blocked his way to the south.


  By the eleventh day after leaving the sandcar, the traces were almost rich enough for panning. The sandwolves were tracking him still, and his water was almost gone. Another day’s march would finish him.


  Morrison thought for a moment, then unstrapped his telephone and dialed Public Utility in Venusborg.


  The video screen showed a stern, severely dressed woman with iron-gray hair. “Public Utility,” she said. “May we be of service?”


  “Hi,” Morrison said cheerfully. “How’s the weather in Venusborg?”


  “Hot,” the woman said. “How’s it out there?”


  “I hadn’t even noticed,” Morrison said, grinning. “Too busy counting my fortune.”


  “You’ve found goldenstone?” the woman asked, her expression becoming less severe.


  “Sure have,” Morrison said. “But don’t pass the word around yet. I’m still staking my claim. I think I can use a refill on these.”


  Smiling easily, he held up his canteens. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes, if you showed enough confidence, Public Utility would fill you up without checking your account. True, it was embezzling, but this was no time for niceties.


  “I suppose your account is in order?” asked the woman.


  “Of course,” Morrison said, feeling his smile grow stiff. “The name’s Tom Morrison. You can just check—”


  “Oh, I don’t do that personally,” the woman said. “Hold that canteen steady. Here we go.”


  GRIPPING the canteen in both hands, Morrison watched as the water,’ported four thousand miles from Venusborg, appeared as a slender crystal stream above the mouth of his canteen. The stream entered the canteen, making a wonderful gurgling sound. Watching it, Morrison found his dry mouth actually was beginning to salivate.


  Then the water stopped.


  “What’s the matter?” Morrison asked.


  His video screen went blank. Then it cleared, and Morrison found himself staring into a man’s narrow face. The man was seated in front of a large desk. The sign in front of him read Milton P. Reade, Vice President, Accounts.


  “MR. Morrison,” Reade said, “your account is overdrawn. You have been obtaining water under false pretenses. That is a criminal offense.”


  “I’m going to pay for the water,” Morrison said.


  “When?”


  “As soon as I get back to Venusborg.”


  “With what,” asked Mr. Reade, “do you propose to pay?”


  “With goldenstone,” Morrison said. “Look around here, Mr. Reade. The traces are rich! Richer than they were for the Kirk claim! I’ll be hitting the outcroppings in another day—”


  “That’s what every prospector thinks,” Mr. Reade said. “Every prospector on Venus is only a day from goldenstone. And they all expect credit from Public Utility.”


  “But in this case—”


  “Public Utility,” Mr. Reade continued inexorably, “is not a philanthropic organization. Its charter specifically forbids the extension of credit. Venus is a frontier, Mr. Morrison. a farflung frontier. Every manufactured article on Venus must be imported from Earth at outrageous cost. We do have our own water, but locating it, purifying it, then’porting it is an expensive process. This company, like every other company on Venus, necessarily operates on a very narrow margin of profit, which is invariably plowed back into further expansion. That is why there can be no credit on Venus.”


  “I know all that,” Morrison said. “But I’m telling you, I only need a day or two more—”


  “Absolutely impossible. By the rules, we shouldn’t even help you out now. The time to report bankruptcy was a week ago, when your sandcar broke down. Your garage man reported, as required by law. But you didn’t. We would be within our rights to leave you stranded. Do you understand that?”


  “Yes, of course,” Morrison said wearily.


  “However, the company has decided to stretch a point in your favor. If you turn back immediately, we will keep you supplied with water for the return trip.”


  “I’m not turning back yet. I’m almost on the real stuff.”


  “You must turn back! Be reasonable, Morrison! Where would we be if we let every prospector wander over the desert while we supplied his water? There’d be ten thousand men out there, and we’d be out of business inside of a year. I’m stretching the rules now. Turn back.”


  “No,” said Morrison.


  “You’d better think about it. If you don’t turn back now, Public Utility takes no further responsibility for your water supply.” Morrison nodded. If he went on, he would stand a good chance of dying in the desert. But if he turned back, what then? He would be in Venusborg, penniless and in debt, looking for work in an overcrowded city. He’d sleep in a community shed and eat at a soup kitchen with the other prospectors who had turned back. And how would he be able to raise the fare back to Earth? When would he ever see Janie again?


  “I guess I’ll keep on going,” Morrison said.


  “Then Public Utility takes no further responsibility for you,” Reade repeated, and hung up.


  Morrison packed up his telephone, took a sip from his meager water supply, and went on.


  THE sandwolves loped along at each side, moving in closer. Overhead, a delta-winged kite found him. It balanced on the updrafts for a day and a night, waiting for the wolves to finish him. Then a flock of small flying scorpions sighted the waiting kite. They drove the big creature upstairs into the cloud bank. For a day the flying reptiles waited. Then they in turn were driven off by a squadron of black kites.


  The traces were very rich now, on the fifteenth day since he had left the sandcar. By rights, he should be walking over goldenstone. He should be surrounded by goldenstone. But still he hadn’t found any.


  Morrison sat down and shook his last canteen. It gave off no wet sound. He uncapped it and turned it up over his mouth. Two drops trickled down his parched throat.


  It was about four days since he had talked to Public Utility. He must have used up the last of his water yesterday. Or had it been the day before?


  He recapped the empty canteen and looked around at the heat-blasted landscape. Abruptly he pulled the telephone out of his pack and dialed Max Krandall in Venusborg.


  Krandall’s round, worried face swam into focus on the screen. “Tommy,” he said, “you look like hell.”


  “I’m all right,” Morrison said. “A little dried out, that’s all. Max, I’m near goldenstone.”


  “Are you sure?” Krandall asked.


  “See for yourself,” Morrison said, swinging the telephone around. “Look at the stone formations! Do you see the red and purple markings over there?”


  “Traces, all right,” Krandall admitted dubiously.


  “There’s rich stuff just beyond it,” Morrison said. “There has to be! Look, Max, I know you’re short on money, but I’m going to ask you a favor. Send me a pint of water. Just a pint, so I can go on for another day or two. We can both get rich for the price of a pint of water.”


  “I can’t do it,” Krandall said sadly.


  “You can’t?”


  “That’s right. Tommy, I’d send you water even if there wasn’t anything around you but sandstone and granite. Do you think I’d let you die of thirst if I could help it? But I can’t do a thing. Take a look.”


  KRANDALL rotated his telephone. Morrison saw that the chairs, table, desk, filing cabinet and safe were gone from the office. All that was left in the room was the telephone.


  “I don’t know why they haven’t taken out the phone,” Krandall said. “I owe two months on my bill.”


  “I do too,” said Morrison.


  “I’m stripped,” Krandall said. “I haven’t got a dime. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not worried about myself. I can always eat at a soup kitchen. But I can’t ‘port you any water. Not you or Remstaater.”


  “Jim Remstaater?”


  “Yeah. He was following a trace up north past Forgotten River. His sandcar broke an axle last week and he wouldn’t turn back. His water ran out yesterday.”


  “I’d bail him out if I could,” said Morrison.


  “And he’d bail you out if he could,” Krandall said. “But he can’t and you can’t and I can’t. Tommy, you have only one hope.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Find goldenstone. Not just traces, find the real thing worth real money. Then phone me. If you really have goldenstone, I’ll bring in Wilkes from Tri-Planet Mining and get him to advance us some money. He’ll probably want fifty per cent of the claim.”


  “That’s plain robbery!”


  “No, it’s just the high cost of credit on Venus,” Krandall answered. “Don’t worry, there’ll still be plenty left over. But you have to find goldenstone first.”


  “OK,” Morrison said. “It should be around here somewhere. Max, what’s today’s date?”


  “July thirty-first. Why?”


  “Just wondering. I’ll call you when I’ve found something.”


  After hanging up, Morrison sat on a little boulder and stared dully at the sand. July thirty-first. Tomorrow was his birthday. His family would be thinking about him. Aunt Bess in Pasadena, the twins in Laos, Uncle Ted in Durango. And Janie, of course, waiting for him in Tampa.


  Morrison realized that tomorrow might be his last birthday unless he found goldenstone.


  He got to his feet, strapped the telephone back in his pack beside the empty canteens, and set a course to the south.


  HE wasn’t alone. The birds and beasts of the desert marched with him. Overhead, the silent black kites circled endlessly. The sandwolves crept closer on his flanks, their red tongues lolling out, waiting for the carcass to fall . . .


  “I’m not dead yet!” Morrison shouted at them.


  He drew his revolver and fired at the nearest wolf. At twenty feet, he missed. He went down on one knee, held the revolver tightly in both hands and fired again. The wolf yelped in pain. The pack immediately went for the wounded animal, and the kites swooped down for their share.


  Morrison put the revolver back in its holster and went on. He could tell he was in a badly dehydrated state. The landscape jumped and danced in front of him, and his footing was unsure. He discarded the empty canteens, threw away everything but the testing kit, telephone and revolver. Either he was coming out of the desert in style or he wasn’t coming out at all.


  The traces continued to run rich. But still he came upon no sign of tangible wealth.


  That evening he found a shallow cave set into the base of a cliff. He crawled inside and built a barricade of rocks across the entrance. Then he drew his revolver and leaned back against the far wall.


  The sandwolves were outside, sniffing and snapping their jaws. Morrison propped himself up and got ready for an all-night vigil.


  He didn’t sleep, but he couldn’t stay awake, either. Dreams and visions tormented him. He was back on Earth and Janie was saying to him, “It’s the tuna. Something must be wrong with their diet. Every last one of them is sick.”


  “It’s the darnedest thing,” Morrison told her. “Just as soon as you domesticate a fish, it turns into a prima donna.”


  “Are you going to stand there philosophizing,” Janie asked, “while your fish are sick?”


  “Call the vet.”


  “I did. He’s off at the Blake’s place, taking care of their dairy whale.”


  “All right, I’ll go out and take a look.” He slipped on his face mask. Grinning, he said, “I don’t even have time to dry off before I have to go out again.”


  His face and chest were wet.


  MORRISON opened his eyes.


  His face and chest were wet—from perspiration. Staring at the partially blocked mouth of the cave, he could see green eyes, two, four, six, eight.


  He fired at them, but they didn’t retreat. He fired again, and his bullet richocheted off the cave wall, stinging him with stone splinters. With his next shots, he succeeded in winging one of the wolves. The pack withdrew.


  That emptied the revolver. Morrison searched through his pockets and found five more cartridges. He carefully loaded the gun. Dawn couldn’t be far away now.


  And then he was dreaming again, this time of the Prospector’s Special. He had heard about it in every little saloon that bordered the Scorpion. Bristly-bearded old prospectors told a hundred different stories about it, and the cynical bartenders chimed in with their versions. Kirk had it in ’89, ordered up big and special just for him. Edmonson and Arsler received it in ’93. That was certain. And other men had had it too, as they sat on their precious goldenstone claims. Or so people said.


  But was it real? Was there such a thing as the Prospector’s Special? Would he live to see that rainbow-hued wonder, tall as a church steeple, wide as a house, more precious than goldenstone itself?


  Sure he would! Why, he could almost see it now . . .


  Morrison shook himself awake. It was morning. Painfully, he crawled out of the cave to face the day.


  He stumbled and crawled to the south, escorted closely by wolves, shaded by predatory flying things. His fingers scrabbled along rock and sand. The traces were rich, rich!


  But where in all this desolation was the goldenstone?


  Where? He was almost past caring. He drove his sunburned, dried-out body, stopping only to fire a single shot when the wolves came too close.


  Four bullets left.


  He had to fire again when the kites, growing impatient, started diving at his head. A lucky shot tore into the flock, downing two. It gave the wolves something to fight over. Morrison crawled on blindly.


  And fell over the edge of a little cliff.


  It wasn’t a serious fall, but the revolver was knocked from his hand. Before he could find it, the wolves were on him. Only their greed saved Morrison. While they fought over him, he rolled away and retrieved his revolver. Two shots scattered the pack. That left one bullet.


  He’d have to save that one for himself, because he was too tired to go on. He sank to his knees. The traces were rich here. Fantastically rich. Somewhere nearby . . .


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” Morrison said.


  The little ravine into which he had fallen was solid goldenstone.


  HE picked up a pebble. Even in its rough state he could see the deep luminous golden glow, the fiery red and purple flecks deep in the shining stone.


  “Make sure,” Morrison told himself. “No false alarms, no visions, no wild hopes. Make sure.”


  He broke off a chunk of rock with the butt of his revolver. It still looked like goldenstone. He took out his testing kit and spilled a few drops of white solution on the rock. The solution foamed green.


  “Goldenstone, sure as sure,” Morrison said, looking around at the glowing cliff walls. “Hey, I’m rich!”


  He took out his telephone. With trembling fingers he dialed Krandall’s number.


  “Max!” Morrison shouted. “I’ve hit it! I’ve hit the real stuff!”


  “My name is not Max,” a voice over the telephone said.


  “Huh?”


  “My name is Boyard,” the man said.


  The video screen cleared, and Morrison saw a thin, sallow-faced man with a hairline mustache.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Boyard,” Morrison said. “I must have gotten the wrong number. I was calling—”


  “It doesn’t matter who you were calling,” Mr. Boyard said. “I am District Supervisor of the Venus Telephone Company. Your bill is two months overdue.”


  “I can pay it now,” Morrison said, grinning.


  “Excellent,” said Mr. Boyard. “As soon as you do, your service will be resumed.”


  The screen began to fade.


  “Wait!” Morrison cried. “I can pay as soon as I reach your office. But I must make one telephone call. Just one call, so that I—”


  “Not a chance,” Mr. Boyard said decisively. “After you have paid your bill, your service will be turned on immediately.”


  “I’ve got the money right here!” Morrison said. “Right here in my hand!”


  Mr. Boyard paused. “Well, it’s unusual, but I suppose we could arrange for a special robot messenger if you are willing to pay the expenses.”


  “I am!”


  “Hm. It’s irregular, but I daresay we . . . Where is the money?”


  “Right here,” Morrison said. “You recognize it, don’t you? It’s goldenstone!”


  “I am sick and tired of the tricks you prospectors think you can put over on us. Holding up a handful of pebbles—”


  “But this is really goldenstone! Can’t you see it?”


  “I am a businessman,” Mr. Boyard said, “not a jeweler. I wouldn’t know goldenstone from goldenrod.” The video screen went blank.


  FRANTICALLY, Morrison tried to reach the operator. There was nothing not even a dial tone. His telephone was disconnected.


  He put the instrument down and surveyed his situation. The narrow crevice into which he had fallen ran straight for about twenty yards, then curved to the left No cave was visible in the steep walls, no place where he could build a barricade.


  He heard a movement behind him. Whirling around, he saw a huge old wolf in full charge. Without a moment’s hesitation, Morrison drew and fired, blasting off the top of the beast’s head.


  “Damn it,” Morrison said. “I was going to save that bullet for myself.”


  It gave him a moment’s grace. He ran down the ravine, looking for an opening in its sides. Goldenstone glowed at him and sparkled red and purple. And the sandwolves loped along behind him.


  Then Morrison stopped. In front of him, the curving ravine ended in a sheer wall.


  He put his back against it, holding the revolver by its butt. The wolves stopped five feet from him, gathering themselves for a rush. There were ten or twelve of them, and they were packed three deep in the narrow pass. Overhead, the kites circled, waiting for their turn.


  At that moment, Morrison heard the crackling sound of’porting equipment. A whirlpool appeared above the wolves’ heads and they backed hastily away.


  “Just in time!” Morrison said.


  “In time for what?” asked Williams 4, the postman.


  The robot climbed out of the vortex and looked around.


  “Well, young man,” Williams 4 said, “this is a fine fix you’ve gotten yourself into. Didn’t I warn you? Didn’t I advise you to turn back? And now look!”


  “You were perfectly right,” Morrison said. “What did Max Krandall send me?”


  “Max Krandall did not, and could not, send a thing.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  “Because it’s your birthday,” Williams 4 said. “We of the Postal Department always give special service for birthdays. Here you are.”


  Williams 4 gave him a handful of mail, birthday greetings from Janie, and from his aunts, uncles and cousins on Earth.


  “Something else here,” Williams 4 said, rummaging in his bag. “I think there was something else here. Let me see . . . Yes, here it is.”


  He handed Morrison a small package.


  HASTILY, Morrison tore off the wrappings. It was a birthday present from his Aunt Mina in New Jersey. He opened it. It was a large box of salt-water taffy, direct from Atlantic City.


  “Quite a delicacy, I’m told,” said Williams 4, who had been peering over his shoulder. “But not very satisfactory under the circumstances. Well, young man, I hate to see anyone die on his birthday. The best I can wish you is a speedy and painless departure.”


  The robot began walking toward the vortex.


  “Wait!” Morrison cried. “You can’t just leave me like this! I haven’t had any water in days! And those wolves—”


  “I know,” Williams 4 said. “Do you think I feel happy about it? Even a robot has some feelings!”


  “Then help me.”


  “I can’t. The rules of the Postal Department expressly and categorically forbid it. I remember Abner Lathe making much the same request of me in ’97. It took three years for a burial party to reach him.”


  “You have an emergency telephone, haven’t you?” Morrison asked.


  “Yes. But I can use it only for personal emergencies.”


  “Can you at least carry a letter for me? A special delivery letter?”


  “Of course I can,” the robot postman said. “That’s what I’m here for. I can even lend you pencil and paper.”


  Morrison accepted the pencil and paper and tried to think. If he wrote to Max now, special delivery, Max would have the letter in a matter of hours. But how long would Max need to raise some money and send him water and ammunition? A day, two days? Morrison would have to figure out some way of holding out . . .


  “I assume you have a stamp,” the robot said.


  “I don’t,” Morrison replied. “But I’ll buy one from you. Solidoport special.”


  “Excellent,” said the robot. “We have just put out a new series of Venusborg triangulars. I consider them quite an esthetic accomplishment. They cost three dollars apiece.”


  “That’s fine. Very reasonable. Let me have one.”


  “There is the question of payment.”


  “Here,” Morrison said, handing the robot a piece of goldenstone worth about five thousand dollars in the rough.


  The postman examined the stone, then handed it back. “I’m sorry, I can accept only cash.”


  “But this is worth more than a thousand postage stamps!” Morrison said. “This is goldenstone!”


  “It may well be,” Williams 4 said. “But I have never had any assaying knowledge taped into me. Nor is the Venus Postal Service run on a barter system. I’ll have to ask for three dollars in bills or coins.”


  “I don’t have it.”


  “I am very sorry.” Williams 4 turned to go.


  “You can’t just go and let me die!”


  “I can and must,” Williams 4 said sadly. “I am only a robot, Mr. Morrison. I was made by men, and naturally I partake of some of their sensibilities. That’s as it should be.


  But I also have my limits, which, in their nature, are similar to the limits most humans have on this harsh planet. And, unlike humans, I cannot transcend my limits.” The robot started to climb into the whirlpool. Morrison stared at him blankly, and saw beyond him the waiting wolfpack. He saw the soft glow of several million dollars’ worth of goldenstone shining from the ravine’s walls.


  Something snapped inside him.


  WITH an inarticulate yell, Morrison dived, tackling the robot around the ankles. Williams 4, half in and half out of the’porting vortex, struggled and kicked, and almost succeeded in shaking Morrison loose. But with a maniac’s strength Morrison held on. Inch by inch he dragged the robot out of the vortex, threw him on the ground and pinned him.


  “You are disrupting the mail service,” said Williams 4.


  “That’s not all I’m going to disrupt,” Morrison growled. “I’m not afraid of dying. That was part of the gamble. But I’m damned if I’m going to die fifteen minutes after I’ve struck it rich!”


  “You have no choice.”


  “I do. I’m going to use that emergency telephone of yours.”


  “You can’t,” Williams 4 said. “I refuse to extrude it. And you could never reach it without the resources of a machine shop.”


  “Could be,” said Morrison. “I plan to find out.” He pulled out his empty revolver.


  “What are you going to do?” Williams 4 asked.


  “I’m going to see if I can smash you into scrap metal without the resources of a machine shop. I think your eyecells would be a logical place to begin.”


  “They would indeed,” said the robot. “I have no personal sense of survival, of course. But let me point out that you would be leaving all Venus without a postman. Many would suffer because of your antisocial action.”


  “I hope so,” Morison said, raising the revolver above his head.


  “Also,” the robot said hastily, “you would be destroying government property. That is a serious Offense.”


  Morrison laughed and swung the pistol. The robot moved its head quickly, dodging the blow. It tried to wriggle free, but Morrison’s two hundred pounds was seated firmly on its thorax.


  “I won’t miss this time,” Morrison promised, hefting the revolver.


  “Stop!” Williams 4 said. “It is my duty to protect government property, even if that property happens to be myself. You may use my telephone, Mr. Morrison. Bear in mind that this offense is punishable by a sentence of not more than ten and not less than five years in the Solar Swamp Penitentiary.”


  “Let’s have that telephone,” Morrison said.


  THE robot’s chest opened and a small telephone extruded. Morrison dialed Max Krandall and explained the situation.


  “I see, I see,” Krandall said. “All right, I’ll try to find Wilkes. But, Tom, I don’t know how much I can do. It’s after business hours. Most places are closed—”


  “Get them open again,” said Morrison. “I can pay for it. And get Jim Remstaater out of trouble, too.”


  “It can’t be done just like that. You haven’t established any rights to your claim. You haven’t even proved that your claim is valuable.”


  “Look at it.” Morrison turned the telephone so that Krandall could see the glowing walls of the ravine.


  “Looks real,” Krandall said. “But unfortunately, all that glitters is not goldenstone.”


  “What can we do?” Morrison asked.


  “We’ll have to take it step by step. I’ll’port you the Public Surveyor. He’ll check your claim, establish its limits, and make sure no one else has filed on it. You give him a chunk of goldenstone to take back. A big chunk.”


  “How can I cut goldenstone? I don’t have any tools.”


  “You’ll have to figure out a way.


  He’ll take the chunk back for assaying. If it’s rich enough, you’re all set.”


  “And if it isn’t?”


  “Perhaps we better not talk about that,” Krandall said. “I’ll get right to Work on this, Tommy. Good luck!”


  Morrison signed off. He stood up and helped the robot to its feet.


  “In twenty-three years of service,” Williams 4 said, “this is the first time anybody has threatened the life of a government postal employee. I must report this to the police authorities at Venusborg, Mr. Morrison. I have no choice.”


  “I know,” Morrison said. “But I guess five or ten years in the penitentiary is better than dying.”


  “I doubt it. I carry mail there, you know. You will have the opportunity of seeing for yourself in about six months.”


  “What?” said Morrison, stunned.


  “In about six months, after I have completed my mail calls around the planet and returned to Venusborg. A matter like this must be reported in person. But first and foremost, the mails must go through.”


  “Thanks, Williams. I don’t know how—”


  “I am simply performing my duty,” the robot said as it climbed into the vortex. “If you are still on Venus in six months, I will be delivering your mail to the penitentiary.”


  “I won’t be here,” Morrison said. “So long, Williams!”


  The robot disappeared into the’porting vortex. Then the vortex disappeared. Morrison was alone in the Venusian twilight.


  HE found an outcropping of goldenstone larger than a man’s head. He chipped at it with his pistol butt, and tiny particles danced and shimmered in the air. After an hour, he had put four dents in his revolver, but he had barely scratched the highly refractory surface of the goldenstone.


  The sandwolves began to edge forward. Morrison threw stones at them and shouted in his dry, cracked voice. The wolves retreated.


  He examined the outcropping again and found a hairline fault running along one edge. He concentrated his blows along the fault.


  The goldenstone refused to crack.


  Morrison wiped sweat from his eyes and tried to think. A chisel, he needed a chisel . . .


  He pulled off his belt. Putting the edge of the steel buckle against the crack, he managed to hammer it in a fraction of an inch. Three more blows drove the buckle firmly into the fault. With another blow, the outcropping sheared off cleanly. He had separated a twenty-pound piece from the cliff. At fifty dollars a troy ounce, this lump should be worth about twelve thousand dollars—if it assayed out as pure as it looked.


  The twilight had turned a deep gray when the Public Surveyor’ported in. It was a short, squat robot with a conservative crackle-black finish.


  “Good day, sir,” the surveyor said. “You wish to file a claim? A standard unrestricted mining claim?”


  “That’s right,” Morrison said.


  “And where is the center of the aforesaid claim?”


  “Huh? The center? I guess I’m standing on it.”


  “Very well,” the robot said.


  Extruding a steel tape, it walked rapidly away from Morrison. At a distance of two hundred yards, it stopped. More steel tape fluttered as it walked, flew and climbed a square with Morrison at the center. When it had finished, the surveyor stood for a long time without moving.


  “What are you doing?” Morrison asked.


  “I’m making depth-photographs of the terrain,” the robot said. “It’s rather difficult in this light. Couldn’t you wait till morning?”


  “No!”


  “Well, I’ll just have to cope,” the robot said.


  It moved and stood, moved and stood, each subterranean exposure taking longer than the last as the twilight deepened. If it had had pores, it would have sweated.


  “There,” said the robot at last, “that takes care of it. Do you have a sample for me to take back?”


  “Here it is,” Morrison said, hefting the slab of goldenstone and handing it to the surveyor. “Is that all?”


  “Absolutely all,” the robot said. “Except, of course, that you haven’t given me the Deed of Search.”


  MORRISON blinked. “I haven’t given you the what?”


  “The Deed of Search. That is a government document showing that the claim you are filing on is free, as per government order, of fissionable material in excess of fifty per cent of the total mass to a depth of sixty feet. It’s a mere formality, but a necessary one.”


  “I never heard of it,” Morrison said.


  “It became a requirement last week,” explained the surveyor. “You don’t have the Deed? Then I’m afraid your standard unrestricted claim is invalid.”


  “Isn’t there anything I can do?”


  “Well,” the robot said, “you could change your standard unrestricted claim to a special restricted claim. That requires no Deed of Search.”


  “What does the special restricted part mean?”


  “It means that in five hundred years all rights revert to the Government of Venus.”


  “All right!” Morrison shouted. “Fine! Good! Is that all?”


  “Absolutely all,” the surveyor said. “I shall bring this sample back and have it assayed and evaluated immediately. From it and the depth-photographs we can extrapolate the value and extent of your claim.”


  “Send me back something to take care of the wolves,” Morrison said. “And food. And listen—I want a Prospector’s Special.”


  “Yes, sir. It will all be’ported to you—if your claim is of sufficient value to warrant the outlay.”


  The robot climbed into the vortex and vanished.


  Time passed, and the wolves edged forward again. They snarled at the rocks Morrison threw, but they didn’t retreat. Jaws open and tongues lolling, they crept up the remaining yards between them and the prospector.


  Then the leading wolf leaped back and howled. A gleaming vortex had appeared over his head and a rifle had fallen from the vortex, striking him on a forepaw.


  The wolves scrambled away. Another rifle fell from the vortex. Then a large box marked Grenades, Handle With Care. Then another box marked Desert Ration K.


  Morrison waited, staring at the gleaming mouth of the vortex. It crossed the sky to a spot a quarter of a mile away and paused there, and then a great round brass base emerged from the vortex, and the mouth widened to allow an even greater bulge of brass to which the base was attached. The bulge grew higher as the base was lowered to the sand. When the last of it appeared, it stood alone in the horizon-to-horizon expanse, a gigantic ornate brass punchbowl in the desert The vortex rose and paused again over the bowl.


  Morrison waited, his throat raw and aching. Now a small trickle came out of the vortex and splashed down into the bowl. Still Morrison didn’t move.


  AND then it came. The trickle became a roar that sent the wolves and kites fleeing in terror, and a cataract poured from the vortex to the huge punchbowl.


  Morrison began staggering toward it. He should have ordered a canteen, he told himself thirstily, stumbling across the quarter of a mile of sand. But at last he stood beneath the Prospector’s Special, higher than a church steeple, wider than a house, filled with water more precious than goldenstone itself. He turned the spigot at the bottom. Water soaked the yellow sands and ran in rivulets down the dune.


  He should have ordered a cup or glass, Morrison thought, lying on his back with open mouth.


  THE TERRA-VENUSIAN WAR OF 1979


  Gerard E. Neyroud


  Gerard Neyroud, a retired English newspaperman, here sketches a sardonic picture of Earth’s behavior upon encountering evidence that there is life on Venus. (Later in this issue, Robert Nathan offers an altogether different approach to the subject.)


  THERE ARE STILL A FEW STIFF-minded people who refuse to admit that Venus attacked the earth in 1979. People, mark you, who lived through the war, heard the nuclear blasts shattering the order of space, saw the golden legions of Venus advancing relentlessly through the void, witnessed the prodigious aftermath of the invasion. Nothing but imagination, the non-believers say; a world-wide hallucination instilled into the minds of men by the frenzied shoutings of press, television and radio. The skeptics cannot very well deny the extraordinary effects of the Venusian incursion—those effects still linger today, though fast fading—so they glibly ascribe them to earthborn causes.


  I am not an imaginative person; I am a retired businessman known to my family and friends as a confirmed cynic, and I say that the skeptics are egregiously wrong. Furthermore I deny that the press and the aimews people overplayed the momentous happenings of the spring of 1979. There was no need for synthetic sensationalism; the genuine article was wild enough. I should know; I was in on the Terra-Venusian affair from its very beginning.


  Perhaps I should not have used the words “attack” and “war,” but there are no other terms in any earth language to describe the happenings. “Extraterrestrial Intervention” would be nearer the mark, but it is a clumsy phrase and meaningless without the facts.


  Here, then, are the facts:


  The first inkling of the coming storm was a little story in the Washington Starpost of April 1, 1979. My clipping file (I collect clippings) is on my desk and I can quote the story in full:


  VENUS SIGNALS


  BAFFLE D.C. ASTRONOMER


  The appearance of a large number of golden globes in the vicinity of the cloud-veiled planet Venus was reported here today by Carl Maxner, noted Washington astronomer. The globes, presumably of gaseous origin, appear to be emanating from the surface of the mystery plannet at regularly spaced intervals, Maxner said.


  Using an “astrophotonic scanner” of his own design and construction, the astronomer claims to have penetrated for the first time the dense atmospheric layer that hitherto has shrouded the actual surface of Venus from human observation. Maxner offers no explanation of the phenomenon, but thinks that the regularity with which the globes appear and their orderly dispersal could indicate the presence on our sister planet of a high order of intelligence. The globes will be no threat to the earth, Maxner said. Venus, at its closest approach, is twenty-three million miles away, he pointed out, and no gas bubble, however huge, could traverse even a minute fraction of that distance without breaking up.


  The inevitable refutation came the following day in an Associated Press despatch from the Palomar Observatory high in the Californian Sierras. It was headed Scientist Scoffs at Venus Globes, and quoted Professor Amos Higginbotham, astrophysicist at the Observatory, as declaring:


  The Washington report that large golden globes were issuing from the planet Venus is completely nonsensical. Our giant telescope, incidentally the largest in the world, has failed to disclose anything that would even remotely confirm the claims of this self-styled astronomer. The story is unworthy of serious consideration.


  On the same day the New York Daily Mirage, true to type, invested the story with a sex angle:


  SAYS VENUS BLOWING BUBBLES


  Venus, shy damsel of the evening sky, is shrouding her lovely form with golden bubbles to ward off the naked eye of a Washington D. C. peeping tom. The naughty man who says he saw the lady in the bubble bath is Charles Mickser, amateur stargazer and lover of nature in the raw. Mackser told our inquiring reporter today that the bubbles are bright gold and very large, which is fortunate for Venus, who is quite a big girl herself. Muckser abruptly terminated the interview when it was suggested that the star in his eye might reside on the top floor of the Shoreham Hotel.


  The Maxner report was given its coup-de-grace on April 4 by the New York Tribune-Times in this downcolumn story on page 7:


  VENUS GLOBES SCHOOLBOY HOAX


  The report that a Washington astronomer, Carl Maxner, had observed “golden globes” issuing from the surface of the planet Venus was an April Fool hoax perpetrated by a schoolboy, it was revealed last night. The Washington Bureau of the Tribune-Times has ascertained that Maxner, described by another newspaper as a “noted astronomer,” is a fifteen year old pupil at Washington’s Northwestern High School.


  Jonas Higbee, Assistant Principal of Northwestern High, told a Tribune-Times representative that Maxner had shown some slight interest in astronomy and had been permitted to construct his “astrophotonic scanner” in the school workshop. “It was strictly a Rube Goldberg job,” Higbee said, “made out of bits and pieces, and I doubt if it could pick up the full moon on a clear night. Washington High frowns on hoaxes of this kind and we have been considering disciplinary action. However we understand the boys father has already taken him in hand.” At the Maxner Home on Kalorama Road, Mrs. Bruno Maxner, the boy’s mother, refused to permit her son to be interviewed. “I have sent Carl to bed,” she told our reporter. “His father was much too rough with him.” Replying to a further question, Mrs. Maxner said that the astrophotonic scanner had been broken.


  Three days later, on April 7, the austere and unimpeachable Manchester Guardian resurrected the golden globe story in a new version that jolted the world. The Guardians thunderclap was carried under a three-decker head on page 5 and my files, fortunately, enable me to quote it in full.


  STRANGE MANIFESTATIONS


  ON PLANET VENUS;


  BRITISH ASTRONOMERS PUZZLED


  IS EARTH MENACED?


  Perplexed astrophysicists at the Jodrell Bank Observatory near Manchester confessed today that they were nonplussed by the appearance of a cluster of spheroids of immense size on the surface of the planet Venus. The spheroids, said to be pale gold in color, were first picked up by the Observatory’s astrophotonic scanner (incidentally, the first of its kind in the world) a fortnight ago, and have since been kept under close and constant observation.


  At a hastily convoked press conference, Sir Hilary Biggleswade, K.C.B.E., F.R.A.S., President of the Royal Outer Space Society, told the assembled reporters that the mysterious spheroids are beginning to form—or, disturbing thought, are being formed into—a circle, and that the most recent observations seem to indicate that this circle is advancing steadily towards the earth.


  “Our first hypothesis,” Sir Henry said, “was that the spheroids were of a gaseous nature—skinless balloons, you might say—but this theory is no longer tenable. The objects, whatever they may be, are now many thousands of miles from their mother planet and are moving earthward in a space vacuum in which any such concentrations of gas would have been instantly dispersed.”


  Sir Henry answered in the affirmative when asked if an alternative theory had been formulated. “The spheroids could consist of captive light, or possibly captive sound, or even of a captive abstraction—though how such a phenomenon could be caused is beyond human comprehension.”


  Speaking with great solemnity and emphasis, the great scientist added: “The spheroids appear to be under some form of central control, and the methodic manner of their advance would seem to postulate the existence on the planet Venus of a high and very possibly malign intelligence.”


  He terminated the conference on a note of foreboding. ‘We can only wait and see, or hear—or both,” he said, “and we shall not have to wait very long.”


  Thus Carl Maxner, the forgotten Washington boy, was vindicated.


  America reacted calmly to the news from Jodrell Bank, and nowhere was there any evidence of panic. The general attitude was one of doubt of the validity of Sir Hilary Biggleswade’s conclusions; it was best expressed by radio news analyst Gabriel Trumpeter, who said: “If there were anything to it we would have been told about it by our own scientists, admittedly the best in the world. We don’t have to listen to foreigners.” Aging President Kenfeller, then in his fifth term, issued a brief, reassuring statement from the White House. There was absolutely no cause for alarm, the President said; he was advised that there was no evidence whatsoever of any hostile intent on the part of Venus. Our stockpile of interplanetary ballistic missiles was at its peak and the American Space Force could be depended upon to cope with any situation that might arise. “Americans may sleep peacefully in their beds.”


  At his Thursday press conference, Secretary of State Righteous W. Rath issued a stem hands-off warning to Venus. America will not tolerate aggression in any form or from any source, he said. Rath announced that he was flying to the moon to investigate the situation on the spot. Reminded by a reporter that Venus was several million miles beyond the moon, the Secretary replied curtly that distance meant nothing to ham.


  Newspaper comment reflected the national complacency. We may disregard the Daily Mirage which, in a story headed Venus Blows Away Bubbles Says Sir Biggleswade, offered sympathy to Carl Maxner for the loss of his astrophotonic scanner at this propitious moment. The more stately Washington Starpost took a middle-of-the-road course. In an editorial written entirely in Greek, the Capital daily is believed to have castigated a pinchpenny administration for failing to establish a base on the moon, which was the obvious place from which to ward off a Venusian attack. “Have we forgotten,” the Starpost is thought to have said, “that the moon became American territory as far back as 1961?”


  The Starpost was referring, of course, to America’s first and last attempts to set foot on the moon. The first, in May 1961, was only partially successful, in that the manned rocketship missed its target by the small margin of 6,000 miles. This spaceship is still in orbit, around the Sun, but has transmitted no signals for many years and it is feared that its batteries may be dead. A bipartisan attempt to land two men on the moon in August of the same year was brilliantly successful. The spacemen, Joel C. Tagliaferro (Dem.) of Lumberton N. C. and Richard Roe (Rep.) of Albuquerque N. Mex., landed their spaceship on the shores of the Mare Nectaris, issued forth briefly to plant our flag in lunar soil, and returned hastily to their ship and to earth. Interviewed on their arrival at the Patuxent River Base on Chesapeake Bay, Tagliaferro was quoted as saying “Let the Russians have it.” His fellow traveler concurred.


  It was exactly a month later that Congress declared the moon to be American territory, thus opening the way to ultimate statehood. Russia protested vigorously, insisting that the United States was interfering in its internal affairs. “As is well known,” the Kremlin spokesman said, “the brave Red Spaceforce has long occupied the far side of the moon, and the entire planet is now properly known as the Lunar Socialist Soviet Republic.”


  There Congress decided to let the matter rest; in my opinion wisely.


  In contrast to America’s complacency, Britain and Western Europe received Sir Hilary Biggleswade’s warning with alarm and even consternation. Public tension mounted as the Jodrell Bank findings were confirmed by the famed Greenwich Observatory, from its new home at Gurstmonceux in Sussex, and by the scientists manning the skyscanners at Pic du Midi, ten thousarid feet up in the French Pyrenees, who reported that “les globules Venusiennes” were now measurably closer to earth.


  In London, the tocsin was sounded by Viscount Betelgeuse (better known as Space Marshal Sir Nigel Cosmore-Gore R.S.F., F.R.O.S.S) From the plinth of the Nelson Column in Trafalgar Square, Lord Betelgeuse solemnly warned a sea of eighty-five thousand upturned faces (police estimate) that the hour of Britain’s greatest ordeal was about to strike. “We do not know the nature of the peril that threatens us,” he said, “but we do know that the Royal Spaceforce will not be found wanting. We will fight them in the stratosphere, we will fight them in the ionosphere, we will fight them in the troposphere. We will never surrender.”


  A thunderous roar of defiance mingled with cries of “good old Beetlejuice” and “oos afraid of Venus” manifested once again the unconquerable spirit of the British.


  There were similar demonstrations, less restrained for the most part, in Paris, Pampeluna, Hamburg and other cities. Riots and looting were reported from Naples and Kephalonia. Moscow preserved an enigmatic silence.


  The news of Europe’s growing unease was received in America with tolerant amusement. Gabriel Trumpeter, as usual, struck the keynote with his statesmanlike broadcasts. “If,” he declared, “foreigners want to go into a tizzy over the wacky ideas of their halfbaked scientists, it is their affair; it is certainly not ours.” He had personally telephoned not only Palomar but also the Naval Observatory in Washington and the Pentagon, and all three had assured him categorically that they had no comment. The moral was clear, he told his vast audience. If Palomar had seen no Venus Globes it was because there were no Venus Globes. Europe was having nightmares. These people must be told once and for all that this time America was not going to pull their chestnuts out of the fire.


  And America, obeying the Presidents mandate, slept peacefully in its bed.


  On the morning of April 16, America rose yawning from that same peaceful bed, retrieved the newspaper from the porch, turned its face skyward for a look at the weather—and felt the icy grip of apocalyptic fear. Overhead, shimmering in the bright sunlight, was an awesome circlet of golden globes.


  For an eternal moment that morning there was no sound in America. All movement had ceased, the streets were empty of life, radio and television were hushed. It was as though all people everywhere were on their knees. Then, suddenly, the quiet sound came, an all-encompassing murmur compounded of the prayers of women and the deeper urgencies of men. Only the children were silent, wide-eyed and marveling, unafraid of the overwhelming glory above.


  The radio returned to life and the people clustered around the little boxes as their forefathers had clustered around the hearth, reaping comfort from the radiation. “Do not panic”, the little boxes were saying. “The situation is in hand. Stay Indoors. Close all doors and windows. Stay close to the inner walls. I repeat, do not panic. The Spaceforce is taking over. Trust our spacemen. DO NOT PANIC.”


  Listeners sensed wavering panic in the voice as it died, drowned out by the roaring fury of war. The Spaceforce screamed into the skies, jets howling, nuclears throbbing, rockets seeking out and blasting the unattainable and the unblastable. Bold watchers at the windows saw the spacecraft tear through the golden globes and turn to charge again. Then, at some unseen signal, the planes and rockets left the sky and silence again blanketed the world, and the golden globes of Venus, unharmed by the fury, floated serenely down and settled lightly on its continents and its oceans.


  Television flickered into life and wavering patterns resolved into the face of the President. In every living room between Caribou and San Diego, between Seattle and Key West, Americans hungrily watched the little oblong of light and waited for guidance.


  There was no anxiety in the face of the man in Washington. His lips were curled into a halfsmile, the strong eyes were serene behind their eyebrow hedge. He opened his mouth to speak but no words came from the screen. Instead, the mouth remained open and twisetd into a prodigious yawn. The President of the United States had yawned in the faces of his fellow citizens. It was masterly statecraft; it was the guidance they wanted.


  Americans all over the country yawned back at the President and went to bed.


  The Great Sleep held Americans unconscious for a day—or a year or a decade; nobody ever knew or will ever know for how long—and set them free in a world bathed in soft golden haze. There were no golden globes; it seemed now that the globes had never been.


  The morning paper was waiting on the porch, slightly damp in the lambent air and printed on rose-pink stock, and nobody was surprised by the banner headline:


  HAPPY NEW WORLD


  TO ALL!


  I still have a copy, browning at the edges now, of the Washington Starpost I picked up on my porch on that unforgettable morning. It is dated April 17, 1979 (there is a question-mark after the date), and it makes fascinating reading today. It told for instance that all the world had experienced the golden globes, had shared America’s experience. In England the Queen had yawned too, and abolished the income tax. The newly crowned King Charles XI of France, and the other heads, crowned and uncrowned, of Europe had yawned with equally gratifying effect. The Cham of Tartary (formerly China) had yawned to the extent of dislocating his jaw, with the result that China was again sleeping its age-long sleep. The Man in the Kremlin had done more than yawn. He had beaten the Iron Curtain into tractor parts, freed the satellites (including the moon) and sent a message of brotherly love to the President and capitalists of the United States.


  There were other news items of less import but equal significance. Arkansas reported the election, by unanimous vote, of a Negro governor. Reno and other separation centers told of a sensational decline in the number of divorce suits, and in Washington the Post Office Department announced with gratification that in all parts of the country dogs were fawning on mail carriers. From Ireland came the news that an heroic monument to Oliver Cromwell had been unveiled, to popular acclaim, in Dublin’s Phoenix Park. And Hollywood let it be known that henceforth television shootings would be effected exclusively with cupid arrows.


  It was wonderful and still is.


  Over Washington the air is so clear that my son, Carl Maxner, Junior, has been making some interesting observations of the planet Venus by means of the powerful new astrophotonic scanner I gave him for Christmas. He has just told me they are fighting on Venus.


  His theory, which I am inclined to accept, is that Venus sent the world its love, keeping none back for itself.


  1960


  THE VANDAL


  Evelyn Goldstein


  ABEL woke to find his cheeks damp with tears.


  He did not move. He lay a still moment on the pneumatic cot and looked unseeing at the cave walls in the shaded glow from his A-lantern.


  Although there was no sensation, Abel was aware of the minute follicles working in his T-suit. He never removed that garment It completely encased him, like a fine extra skin, and was atomically pressurized to maintain a 70° temperature in any external weather, yet at the same time keep his internal temperature normal. Its chemical lining transmuted foreign elements into oxygen; chemical absorbents kept carbon dioxide and moisture within bounds; nutrient follicles nourished him; elimination follicles freed his body of impurities.


  In seconds his face was dry. Gone the evidence of deep buried loneliness of the only human on Venus.


  Ironically, in spite of all their ingrained training, he thought, they had not been able to root out basic emotion. They had nullified to a great extent, to the minimum, fear, frustration, passion—and yet primitive feelings liberated themselves on insidious, irrepressible tides while he slept. He imagined the alarm of the Earth staff, the psychiatrists, psychologists, geneticists—all the scientists, technicians, educators, and statesmen who had put their hopes on him and the pitiful few like him. Parents had been genetically selected, pre-births and post-births carefully supervised; the less than perfect infants and children ruthlessly weeded out in Operation Space Baby. It had been a daring, desperate experiment designed to spawn—SPACEMEN.


  A wind stirred the reed drape he had plaited for his doorway. Amber daylight from a filtered sky cast shafts into the room. Color blazed around the walls. Illusion sprang to life in the gleam of eyes, lifted faces, bodies in suspended motion.


  When Abel turned his head, lake water glinted silver from blue depths reflecting a mountain ascending to startling snow. In a valley azaleas burst crimson out of green. On a plain a wheat field rippled golden and the molten bodies of those who harvested it shone with sweat. Where he lay Abel might reach out a hand and touch a woman’s rounded hip, put fingers on lips moist with carmine. But he did not spoil the mirage. He knew metallic paints gave lustre to the eyes, and the sunburnt flesh was icy on its canvas of stone.


  He had painted Man—at labor, at play—features turned roomward to look wherever he moved, to watch whatever he did, so he might never feel alone.


  On the ceiling morning was eternal. Plump clouds were warm with the certainty of sun hidden on some extended horizon. Abel warmed himself in that sun of hallucination.


  He resented the eternal clouds of Venus. Sulphur and brimstone he called it, that ten mile layer of steaming gases from the lavaed lakes and fissured land. Like a cloistered virgin, Venus had veiled herself under gauze smoke of geysers and vaporous drapery of steaming marsh. Two hundred odd days ago—almost a full Venusian year ago—in the tricky fight to land, Abel had pierced her mists and her tenuous trappings. But even with the automatic controls regulating the rate of descent after gravity reasserted itself, the inviolate female had not permitted him full sight. In the rifts of the gaseous swirls he had glimpses of her boiling lakes and barren hills. An ill-favored wench that hid herself so . . .


  When the reverse rockets took control he had voiced a prayer to find solidity amid the morasses. And when his telescopic landing leg dug into a volanic plateau ringed by yellow eroded hills, and his outrigger supports locked into landing position, he came out under her murky covering to find Venus an unhealthy dame, festering with eruptions. Her highlands were of bald, corroding mineral. Plants of strange amorphism weaved through primordial bogs—with few exceptions, animal life existed only in the microscopic stage.


  Of course there were the Zing.


  In a frivolous moment he had named them Zing, because of their facile swiftness, their manner of hummingbird darting. Zing and they were gone. Zing and they were back.


  Every wake period Abel fed them. He rose now, took the lantern from its peg and stepped out into hazy daylight.


  A Zing flew down from a rock niche Abel had lined with dripping lichen plants. As she perched on his shoulder he said gravely, “Good morning, Titania.” Though she could not communicate, usually she would peck his cheek in the caressing manner of loving budgies of Earth. But this time, when he extended the lantern for the radium charge that was delicacy to her, she refused it, twittering with unexpected agitation.


  He took the creature on his finger where she gripped with two hind claws. Her short front claws were clasped in an attitude of anxiety. He looked at the pretty little thing with her iridescent white scale body like mother-of-pearl, her small hourglass figure and membranous wings that made rapid, almost invisible stir in the air. Her oval beak poured explanations he could not understand, and the membranes on her beautiful humanoid eyes set atop her creted head worked nervously.


  He was dumbfounded. He had always known the Zing as a happy-go-lucky intelligence that traveled in families rather than swarms. Titania and Oberon, her mate, had attached themselves to him, and Abel had surmised they were newlyweds who had adopted him. Perhaps in his striving for attainment he was childlike to them, living so simple and carefree a life.


  Once he had decided “You’re a bunch of hedonists,” after watching a beautiful flying, halting dance they had performed in exact rhythm to a song he had sung. In fact any aesthetic undertaking of his had been followed with interest and flattering imitation. Their five-fingered upper appendages had a grasping digit akin to the human thumb, and this puzzled him.


  “You’re smart,” he had told them. “You could probably outdo us in mechanical achievement but you’re not interested. You don’t covet, you don’t murder. You live the Golden Rule and you’re happy. If only I could learn your secret,” he had mused, “so I could pass it on to Earth.” That would have been more vital than all the geophysical and astrophysical data on Venus he could have brought home. Home—the Earth he had left in the black grip of impending conflict, with gigantic headlines booming despair:


  
    
      
        
          	
            HYDROGEN-COBALT WAR WILL END LIFE

            WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION WARNS.

          
        

      
    

  


  Maybe it was contagious, that disease of race destruction, that frenzy. Maybe he had polluted the Zing. He had never seen one jittery before.


  “Is Oberon in trouble?” he wondered. But at that Oberon flew to his shoulder, the scales of his dark brown body also distended with distraction.


  Abel’s eyes narrowed. Oberon had flown to him out of the smaller cave adjacent to his sleeping quarters, the room that Abel had converted to a laboratory-museum, with ledges and rock slabs as “worktables.”


  Cold premonition gripped him. He rushed to the cave and stopped short within the entrance.


  The place was a shambles. His bottles were broken. His minerals, his plant specimens scattered. His films were ripped from containers and torn in shining plastic bits that winked nervously, meaninglessly in the holocaust. Abel’s cherished slides were crystal slivers, shivering where the light caught them. He had placed his radio and photographic equipment on a five-foot ledge; beneath that his instrument panel, his electronics equipment.


  Someone—something—had taken them down and smashed them so their dials were askew, their switches snapped, their wires hanging like broken limbs in desolate, mute appeal.


  He wanted to reach down to touch tenderly each needle, each sliver, each coil. He wanted to say, as a mother says to a child, “You’ll be all right. In the morning you’ll be healed again.” But he could not. He was not healed himself. He was sick.


  He was staring at mounds. No, they were graves, little dirty broken graves of Mankind’s hopes. They fused before his eyes, and became one big black wreckage, all beyond repair.


  He fell to his knees. He pawed with aimless anxiety. Where to begin? Jagged glass glanced from the fabric of his suit. In gentle despair he lifted handfuls that once had housed spores, cells, microbi. Mocking and intact the handle of a beaker. Silvery perished bits of tubes and resistors, of capsules, of silicon stoppers.


  The slimes he had caught, the algae he had preserved had run from him like rivulets. They had dried and died and blown away in the breath of air. Everything burst in his reaching, ashes in the breeze, bubbles in the hand, sunflecks on the skin.


  His data was powder and fell through the hourglass of vandalism. Within the week Earth and Venus would again be at perihelion—the time to blast for home . . .


  No time to reassemble, to retest, to rerecord . . .


  After a long time in vacuum Abel raised his head. He became aware of motion, of cool fanning wings near his cheeks, of the Zing perched on either shoulder rubbing their beaks consolingly against his face.


  lie felt his racing pulses slow. Initial horror fell away. He took a deep shuddering breath and rose tentatively to hip feet. The Zing fluttered from his shoulders, hovering before him, wings almost invisible with rapidity.


  “Who did this?” Abel asked. He was surprised that his voice was calm of the point of dispassion.


  They flew to each other, locked in agitated embrace, wings beating, beating . . .


  Abel stared. He had a queer taste of tight cold at his throat. The Zing knew the vandal—and were alarmed.


  He went outside. From his plateau vantage he surveyed the terrain as far as the swirling mists permitted.


  Ahead and around the fetid landscape swelled and humped in a Line of fog-shrouded hills. Downslope a black canyon looked as though a giant smith had cracked it open with a smoking hammer. From the depths rumbling gases swirled. He could hear the hiss of steam from vents of fissured ground, and the burbling of hot springs frothing tortured courses underground.


  He had seen nothing. In his numerous explorations in the auxiliary soarer, much like an airborne sled, he had seen no sign of life other than the Zing and the few creatures of toadstool size and amoeba fluidity. And Abel knew that no small-sized creature was capable of wreaking such havoc to his laboratory. The spectrometer alone, for analyzing high-altitude gases, was half the size of a man and heavy even for Abel.


  He scanned the ground. But only his own prints marred the silt.


  Why was he thinking of footprints? Perhaps the intruder was winged?


  He glanced uneasily to the churning sky.


  Bitter eyes cursed the smog ceiling. Shroud! He hated it He was sick for a sight of stars again; of sunrise and sunset; of white and blazing sun. SUN! How he would court her—fire-bejeweled courtesan. He would lie naked in her sight, allowing her fingers to stroke his skin bronze—when he got home—


  If—


  He turned. The Zing were in the cave’s mouth, still fluttering, still clinging together, watching him.


  “Why?” he asked them. “Why don’t you show me the way?”


  Always before they had been his guides and companions. Confidently he had followed them through morasses, past spouting hot rocks, through witch-brew gullies, along muddy serpent-tongued rivers forking the land into crevices. In the southland they had led him safely under the dripping canopy of lichenous plants that moldered the very rocks underfoot. Nothing had daunted his Zing—not caverns, nor darkness, nor black depths, nor scarred heights, nor slithering essences, nor blind-reaching growths.


  They had seemed imbued with some god-like serenity, some inner faith which no danger could shake. Abel had found his strength in their composure. And now, more than the heartbreak of destruction, he was shaken by the Zing’s discomposure.


  “Which way shall I go?”


  They twittered. They raised those humanoid forepaws in mule appeal. Plainly they understood Abel. They could guide him if they wanted. But they would not.


  He spun away from them. If they would give him no clue he would tear the globe apart in his hands. Yesterday he would have given Mankind Venus—a wide-open planet. Today he had to find and compute the hazard potential of an Unknown Destroyer or lose for Earth an escapeway if and when they loosed disaster upon themselves.


  He plunged down the north side of the incline. Igneous rock bounced protestingly before him. Something bright metallic flew under his foot, skittering 20 yards to a rest against pitted felsite.


  Icy premonition told him to let it lay. He had glimpsed the shape, guessed the object. Stiff-legged he moved to it, bent and picked it up. Blank-eyed he stared at the incredible normalcy of the thing.


  A wench!


  A man tool.


  A man would know how to wield it, how to bring it smashing against instruments, apparatus, vials . . . A man . . .


  Abel remembered S-Day back on Earth. Like uncaged birds, from every part of the globe, under the watchful surveillance of UN Security Committees, spacecraft of every nation cut the ties of gravity. They tore skyward, those cosmic homesteaders racing to stake solar claims. Gracefully or ponderously, for not all were of one design or construction, the specially-bred space scouts broke trail.


  Abel’s own hub-type ship was a one-man craft, hurtling from its cradle like a brilliant discus from a thrower’s grasp. Built on the planetary rotational theory, with its own axial tilt, gravitational core and centrifugal circumference it took the distress out of free-fall and beyond-light speeds. Abel had no way of knowing how many ships had plunged back never to rise again, how many had blazed like short-lived meteors, how many had reached the Moon of Earth, the Moons of Mars, Mars itself. He only knew his was the only craft to land on Venus. His unceasing signals and messages, his exploratory flights had been unrewarded. In an almost complete Venusian year not another human voice had spoken to him, not another human face had risen to greet him.


  He hefted the wrench uneasily from hand to hand, staring at the way his fingers curled one way, the thumb the other, meeting around the haft. The thumb . . .


  The Zing had thumbs!


  He was appalled. He looked back. Atop the rise they fussed, parents aggrieved for a troubled child. Their bird voices implored him back and he shook black doubts away. He could not doubt them. If they withheld help it must be because they knew a danger he could not forsee; and they could neither forestall what he might find, nor counteract its result.


  Abel wished they could speak to him, wished they could tell him what fearsome awareness they wanted to save him from. “If I could change the small cave into yesterday,” he muttered, “intact, data assembled. If I could believe hostility was only an Earth disease . . .”


  If! The biggest little word.


  Perhaps the Zing really were the gentle, beautiful people. But then again perhaps they were clever fiends with nefarious schemes to out-Machiavelli the Prince of Darkness.


  The wrench weighed cold and heavy in his grasp. Troubled he looked at it. There was a familiar nick on the metal shaft. His wrench! The last time he had seen it was in a clamp of the tool box—in his spaceship.


  HIS SPACESHIP!


  Abel began to run.


  His feet slipped in crumbling soil, kicked up eaten stones, pounded over striated ground. On volcanic incline he scrabbled to the tableland where his vessel reposed.


  It was gone.


  Stupidly he gawked for the shining disc-shaped vessel that should have gleamed on its elevated landing legs. It was not there. In its place an ancient scar-pocked mockery lay half sunk in burnt silt and blackened, pulverized rock.


  Abel fought to keep down panic. He told himself he was a creature of reason. Every riddle had an answer of logic. Every mystery had a source. If he kept his calm, if he remained clear-headed this, too. would have a solution.


  He drew a deep breath. He willed his pulses to slow, his stomach to settle. He made himself look at the derelict, at the rusted hulk with holes torn through and the wind soughing in and out mournfully.


  Between yesterday and today some thieving space pirate had stolen his beauty and left this beast.


  Between yesterday and today?


  Abel walked forward, reached down, touched the ground. It was an old burning. The ash had begun to ossify.


  Fright fluttered up and again he steadied himself. Whoever—whatever—had wrecked his laboratory could also pilot a ship. But what magician was it with a warped sense of humor that could—in short spans—transform alluvium to dessication?


  Abel’s speculations were interrupted. The Zing, flustered, had followed him. With uncharacteristic timidity they hovered behind, chiltering to each other with such nervous intensity that his misgivings changed to annoyance.


  “Stop pretending, you flying reptiles!” he shouted. “You with your deep concern for me! Where’s my ship! Where’s the thing that put this—this caricature in its place?”


  Their conversation stopped. They broke away from each other like abashed children. He had the ridiculous notion that they could understand every word he said, while he was deaf to them. It infuriated him.


  “Tell me the truth, damn you!” Abel was on the point of rage through frustration. He felt he was a silly clockwork of coils and gears all wound tight. A sudden release would send him all to pieces, flying in every direction.


  “And then who will put me together and head me to earth?” he yelled. His own words sounded so clownish to his ears that it brought back sanity. “I’m sorry,” he apologized to the Zing. “Maybe you do know and can’t tell, and maybe you just have good reason not to tell. Actually, you’ve been pretty sensible about things before.”


  Hesitantly they came to him, perching on either shoulder. “It’s not your problem anyway,” he reassured, “and I’m sorry to burden you with mine. Just sit comfortable while I figure this cursed thing out.”


  He stroked his chin thoughtfully, studying the ghost vessel. The familiar look of it made him cold with apprehension. He had the sensation of precognition, of having been in this site before, seeing this ship before, experiencing this surge of solitary fright before. He felt trapped between two mirrors, multitudes of himself infinitely reflected, the core of a spiderweb stretching eternally.


  The Zing made plaintive attempts to draw him from the dark brink of his own imagination. Titania flew to the ground doing the rhythmic dance that usually pleased him. It only brought the frown deeper to Abel’s brow. He was certain now that they concealed the vandal not out of fear for themselves, but out of fear for him. Why? What was this danger to Man that did not touch other life? What was the Enemy?


  He began to walk toward the ship.


  Oberon gave a strident cry. Titania rose on lightning wings, almost touched Abel’s face. Her appeal was unmistakable. He could not have understood her better had she said aloud, “Come away. This vessel holds nothing but evil for you. Come back to the cave. We will dance for you. We will sing for you. We will keep you company while you paint pictures of the life and peoples of your planet. We will help you repair your instruments, your laboratory. We will be your friends. Only come away from here.”


  But he could not come away. He was on Discovery’s threshhold and had to pluck the forbidden fruit even if it cost him Eden. If Venus were closed to Man, he had to know the why and the wherefore.


  On balled feet he approached. His hands were tight fists. The wind in the shell blew eerie chills up his spine. When he came near enough to see the name it was obscured by fine volcanic dust. He rubbed off the dust and studied the dim lettering. After a while his head bobbed like that of a sick old man.


  “Mine,” he whispered to the churning sky. “Mine. My ship.” And the cold pit of despair enclosed him.


  He stood dead, lost for an endless time.


  “. . . there will be times you will encounter obstacles beyond your experience, decisions too complex for resolving, setbacks too disheartening for bearing. You are not in a position to indulge yourself. You are not permitted the luxury of escape through alcohol, through drugs, through insanity, through suicide. We have put too much planning into your existence to allow frustrations to disrupt you. We estimated your potential before birth, and we nurtured that potential through maturity. You are as close to homo-superior as it is in our ability to breed. You can excel in anything; mathematics, science, art, music, whatever you wish, whatever you touch. You have a probable longevity of three or four times that of normal humans. You, and the few like you, are our emissaries in space. You are expendable inexpendables. You are only as superior as the crafts you control. If they fail, you fail; if you are lost Earth may be lost. If only one of you comes through, all of Mankind may come through. Once you are past Earth attraction we cannot help you. Therefore we have planted mental guideposts to enable you to surmount the insurmountable, to face the unfaceable, to take a positive stand to the unutterable, the unbearable, the unforeseeable . . . Good luck. God help you. God help us all . . .”


  It was the Leader who had said those words. Abel remembered him clearly; a straight-shouldered man with an intelligent, mature face but eyes that were tired for not seeing a solution to impending darkness. He had looked down the line of Spacemen and his glance had lighted with new hope. He had locked eyes with each man and each man had felt the special appeal, the special approbation. Almost—almost Abel could feel that gaze on him now.


  Abel looked down at his hands. He still held the wrench. He thought of the hand swinging that wrench. “Mine,” he muttered. He thought of the heel grinding his slides into glazed death’s eye slivers. “Mine,” he murmured. And his head with dull gaze swung beseechingly to a world that had no solace to give.


  He recalled it all now—the endless dismayed years after his return to Earth from the exploration of Venus. How had he been able to mercifully forget the horror-stricken day when he had climbed from his ship to look into dense Earth atmosphere that was twin to Venus? Smog clouds from a still smoldering globe hid the shame of Earth’s ugliness. He had not believed. He had been demented. He had shot flares like bloody fire hands asking alms. His voice had grown hoarse over the mike, “Come in. Come in! Anybody! ANSWER!”


  He had expended his fuel dipping under the fissioning clouds from the miles of burning. He had searched for oceans that did not exist, for continents that had changed their forms. And when the truth, the hard, bitter unchangeable truth had to be faced he had been unable to face it alone and had had to dig into the dim recesses of subconscious for the guideposts of survival. Even as he must do again now.


  The Zing brushed his face offering love, giving comfort.


  “How many times?” he whispered to them, “How many times have I collected specimens for Earth—from Earth? How many times have I become aware of self-deception and destroyed this futile, this stupid compilation that nobody needs because I am everybody left?” He began to laugh, choking on it. But his survival suit would not long allow the solace of tears.


  Beat. Beat. Cool wings beat the tempo of Zing affection.


  He stroked their scales. “I’m glad I brought you from Venus on the return trip. You’ll do a better job for Earth than we did.”


  Heavily he turned his back on the ship. It would be a long time before he would come this way again. The vessel would peel and rust apart. The ground would become coal. Or diamonds.


  If the next race cared about coal—or—diamonds . . .


  He would go on thinking himself young, not looking beneath the suit to see gnarled hands and whitening hair. He would go back to his cave, his holy of holies, his shrine to Earth and to Man who would die at his death. He would lie down and sleep, and take the out that the psychiatrists, in merciful foresight, had given him—the protection of auto-hypnotic delusion. Ho would wake and paint in another cave and work the long Earth years, believing them one Venusian year.


  He sighed. The Zing nestled close while he toiled his way to the mouth of his cave. He turned and looked again at the land, the boiling, brutalized land he would pretend was Venus.


  For a brief moment with his artist’s eye he rent the atomic smoke that hid the rusted heights. He conjured an enchanted apparation that leapt with forests, pine-trails, sparkling brooks. He held it for a savoring moment before it slipped away into the lost and gone. Then he turned his back on the lovely mirage, the dream, the bubble, the good green hills that once—were Earth’s . . .


  “L” IS FOR LASH


  William F. Temple


  Back from the depths of Venus, the killer came with his grisly retinue. He was primed for revenge. But revenge is never uncomplicated.


  I USED to tell myself the day I took a drink before breakfast, I’d quit drinking. When I had lost my fear that that day would come, it came.


  I poured a second neat bourbon and carried it back to the bedroom. The coins were still laid out on the bedside table in two lines at right-angles. In short an “L.”


  They were lined up with precision, as neatly as I would have arranged them myself. And must have arranged them. It was a dozen years since Tony Rizzio had vowed to get me. That was when the window stops went on and the new Ferrers thief-proof lock made the door impassable to anyone without a key—or a hatchet.


  I had the only key. No one had used a hatchet in the night—not on my door. The safety-chain was still in place. The stops held the windows to a two-inch gap. Who did I know who was only two inches wide—or less?


  I’m a ritualist. Every night I checked the safeguards in the same order. Every night, last thing, I emptied the small change from my pockets onto the bedside table. Then I would arrange it neatly, not in lines but in piles: largest coins at the bottom, smallest on top.


  As I had done last night. I recalled it—I’d been middling sober.


  The whiskey was awash in the glass. My hand was unsteady. I was scared. Somnambulism—that’s how it began with my old man. In the night he did the craziest things. Then the walking dreams became walking nightmares. Then the nightmares became reality, and he saw things that couldn’t be—but were.


  As I saw now.


  Delirium tremens is a terrible end. I saw a man go out that way. My father.


  I drank half the whiskey and brooded over the rest of it. I knew I oughtn’t to touch even that much again, but I wanted to, so I looked at the “L” and brooded over that instead.


  That had a fear association also. Somewhere far down among the forgotten things a connection had been made. A cotton-thin thread was tugging at something reluctant to move. Or something my conscious mind was reluctant to let move.


  But I had to know.


  I strained to achieve recall, like Marcel Proust . . . And all at once it came up like a fish that had relinquished the fight.


  “L” was for Lash.


  Lash, who was killed forty years ago on Venus. I was responsible for sending him there. He anticipated Rizzio by some thirty years in promising to get me because I had got him.


  Of the memory-pictures beginning to float into my mind, one now sprang into sharp focus. They were taking him from the court after sentence. I happened to be, by design, idling nearby, in a doorway. I knew it would be the last chance to see him. I hoped he wouldn’t see me.


  He didn’t, at first. The beefy cop he was handcuffed to dragged him across the sun-hot sidewalk like an unwilling dog on a chain. But suddenly Lash dug his heels in and stopped the muscleman with a jerk, turned his handsome head, stared at me without surprise. He’d sensed my proximity—he always had a kind of sixth sense.


  He slipped his free hand over his other wrist and the handcuff sprang open. He could open cuffs as simply as though they were safety-pins. He came striding back to me grinning like a devil.


  “Hey, hold it, Lash!”


  The cops came pounding after him, the beefy one drawing his needle-gun.


  Lash stopped, not a foot from me. His pale, ice-green eyes looked straight into mine. There was a mad humor in them But when he spoke, it was in a controlled, confidential whisper.


  “Au revoir, Freddy.”


  That was all he said—in words—before the cops pounced and hauled him off again. But I had known “Lash” Leroux too long to miss the implication in this tone. I had heard him use it to another. The quiet, friendly whisper was a warning of death.


  He had told me he would see me again and kill me.


  Lash had some strong qualities. He never broke a promise to do good—or ill. He could be as tough as a spaceman or as sentimental as an adolescent girl. He had no book-learning, but he was quick and clever with brains, tongue, and hands. Too clever with his hands, at last.


  There was no criminal record in his family and sometimes I wondered if it were mere chance he developed the way he did. We met in our’teens at a convention of amateur magicians. His sleight-of-hand was the hit of the show. He was interested in a knife-throwing trick I’d cooked up. I threw the knife. It stuck quivering in the target. Then, in a flash, the target was bare again.


  I was fascinated by the way he could palm and vanish a genuine, long-barrelled six-shooter. The thing was too big—it was impossible.


  We traded—my knife trick for his gun trick. And our friendship began.


  He turned professional. He combined a spectacular escapologist act, all brazen showmanship, with a gently witty and unobtrusive pickpocket act he mainly reserved for cabaret. They were two different kinds of show-off. The loud and the quiet. Two sides of the same character.


  At what moment that character yielded to temptation I can’t pinpoint. But I remember the moment our friendship ended—for me. It was when I saw in the paper he’d been arrested for murder. And there was the whole story of the double life of Lash Leroux of New Orleans.


  The fingers that lifted wallets for fun in nightclubs had been lifting them for profit in subways. The fingers that opened handcuffs for effect had been opening bank safes for their contents. A bank guard had got in the way. The fingers that could work miracles with an antique six-shooter pulled on the trigger of a modern needle-gun. The guard was dead.


  Lash Leroux’s hands had run away with him.


  Whether it was subconscious fear that I might go the same way, or whether it Was a moral reaction, I don’t know, but a week later I quietly joined the police force.


  About the same time, Lash broke jail single-handed—the police had underestimated his way with locks—and fled the country.


  How I became undercover man, located him in Paris, where he committed another murder, became one of his “Party,” as he called his gang, and witnessed a further and most strange murder in London, and finally persuaded him back to the States where I betrayed him in his home town of New Orleans . . . is not this story.


  Nor is this the story of Marcelle, the Parisian girl who was infatuated with him, who came back with us to the States, whom perhaps he loved. She shot herself through the heart the day before his trial. She was as unstable as nitro-glycerine, a poseur, an exhibitionist, with one hell of a death wish. She would have shot herself sometime, anyhow.


  But she was another reason why Lash had promised to meet me again.


  They made me a Detective-Lieutenant because of the Lash affair. But that’s where promotion stopped and where my drinking began—because of the Lash affair.


  My wife left me, because of the drink.


  The same cause alienated my daughter, which was tragic, because I missed her far more than I missed my wife.


  I lost a few friends, too, before eventually I lost my job. But two stuck by me, both younger cops—one British.


  I dragged my gaze from the “L” of nickels and dimes and came to a couple of decisions. I locked the whiskey bottle away: I would not touch it until this mystery was solved. I visa-phoned my one American pal, Captain John Peters, and caught him at home before he left for the office.


  He was twenty years younger than I and had changed somewhat from the greenhorn I’d taken under my wing. But he remained my friend. He grinned at me from the visa-screen, the aftershave lotion still wet on his chin. “Morning, Fred. What’s with you?”


  “You could do me a favor, Jack.”


  “Any time, pal. Fifty bucks enough?”


  “Not that kind . . . Look, in the old days I used to bore you plenty with the Lash Leroux case. Remember it?”


  His grin went almost as fast as my vanishing knife.


  “I remember it,” he said, slowly. “You didn’t bore me any.”


  “The case was closed in ’97. If you could dig out the file, dust it off, let me go through it in your office . . .”


  “Sorry, Fred. That file’s hot. The case has been reopened. Why your sudden revival of interest in it?”


  I stared at him for a moment, then countered anxiously: “What’s the force’s sudden revival of interest?”


  He rubbed his damp chin. “You’ll keep it quiet?”


  “Who’ve I got to blab to?” I asked, bitterly.


  “Okay. Five big-scale bank robberies. One killing.”


  “Wat?”


  “They had the Lash signature on them. No trace of entrance or exit or anything to show how the job was done. Except the killing, of course—needle-gun. The ‘L’ sign left clearly in each instance.”


  “You mean,” I said, “like this one?”


  I stood aside so that he could see the bedside table behind me. In the long moment before he whistled his surprise, I thought again that Lash had been a fool to sign his crimes. Always that “L” formed of any handy objects—in Paris it had been the murdered man’s coat buttons, torn off. Lash had the inevitable vanity of the artiste. He wanted to be sure no-one stole the applause for his clever tricks.


  “We-ell,” said Peters hesitantly. “What’s been happening?”


  “All I know is I woke up and found that there. Thought I might have done it myself in my sleep. But now I guess not.”


  “No, Fred, you didn’t do it. From the evidence it seems that somehow Lash is back from the dead, back from Venus, and back in business in the old style. It’s his style, all right. Nobody else would begin to know how. A mystery on the side is—where’s he been for the last forty years?”


  “I don’t know. Has he been seen?”


  “No. Look, if he broke into your room last night, why didn’t he wake you—and kill you?”


  “Because the cat wants to play with the mouse first,” I said. “Lash likes to linger over his pleasures, and revenge is his favorite pleasure.”


  “From now on you’ll get police protection. I’ll fix it.”


  “You want your men killed, too? Keep them away from me. If you want to do something for me, let me have a look at that file.”


  Peters thought for ten seconds. “See here, I’ll smuggle it out while the Chief’s at lunch. Meet you at a quarter after one in Graff’s—I’ll fix a private room. You can have the file for a half-hour—that’s the limit.”


  “That’ll do fine, Jack.”


  “See you, then.”


  Graff’s was a long-established eating place near the precinct. Peters and I used to feed there a lot in the old days. Today I got there punctually but Peters had beaten me to it. He was in a back room supping soup. He reached a case from under the table and extracted the file.


  “There you are. While you are refreshing your memory, d’you mind if I eat?”


  “Go ahead.”


  In a few minutes I was blind to him, to Graff’s, to the whole world of 2037. The old photographs—some police, some not—refashioned in my mind’s eye a three-dimensional picture of Lash as a young man, as I had known him.


  The black hair, smooth and dark as ebony, with its Mephistophelian widow’s peak. The straight nose, just a trifle too sharp. The pale green eyes. Lips thin and level, saved from severity but somehow not from cruelty by a humorous curl at the corners. Chin bluish and dimpled and resolute.


  Handsome to a degree. Marcelle was but one among many who’d lost her heart to him.


  Apart from the too pointed nose he had, facially, only one other slight blemish. And that was through no fault of nature, but of mine.


  Spiritually, he was blemished beyond cure.


  I skimmed through the reports of his trial, ignoring the passages where I came on the scene. Then concentrated on the accounts of the crash of the Triad.


  The Triad was a convict ship carrying nearly a hundred convicted murderers to the Venusian settlement. Capital punishment had long since been abolished, but. penal servitude for life meant doom in hell, anyway.


  Venus was the unpleasantest known place in the universe. That is, what was known of Venus, which amounted in those days, comparatively, to the area of a fly speck on a pool ball. Today, the area was quite twice that size.


  Under the canopy of carbon dioxide the heat and humidity made a Turkish bath seem like an ice-box. For heavy work, oxygen masks were necessary, and the life of a convict was all heavy work.


  The cloud belt began at ground level and visibility was never more than a few yards. There had been a number of calculated probes of the planetary surface. The results were dishearteningly similar. They may have been continual bad luck, but the law of averages would indicate Venus had nothing to offer on the surface but sand and water, mixed—a vast and unbounded sea of quicksand.


  It was quicksand which swallowed the Triad when it unaccountably crash-landed some thousand miles from the tiny Venus Base, which had been given solid foundation at an uncalculated price of blood and sweat.


  For deep under the wet sand was bedrock. To reach it and anchor piers to it was an ordeal Dante might have used for his Inferno if he could have imagined it.


  The slave labor was recruited from the world’s convicted murderers, of which there was no shortage. The crime graph showed a steep rise after World War II and it never had leveled off. Peters felt pretty strongly about that and we’d had some pretty rough arguments. Sometimes he’d raised me to the pitch of wanting to kill him, which was paradoxical, because the viewpoint I was defending was that nobody ought to kill anybody. Killing was murder. Execution was murder.


  Back to the Triad.


  Venus Base picked up a wild radio message from the captain saying that the ship was getting out of control, wasn’t decelerating fast enough and would overshoot the Base. Which it did, in complete silence, for the radio ceased abruptly in mid-word. Radar recorded its course, extrapolated it beyond the horizon, and a rough crash area was calculated.


  Helicopters fluttered about there, semi-blindly, scanning the area and finding nothing solid.


  So—Triad, its crew and living cargo, were presumed dead and buried.


  Forty years’ continued silence apparently endorsed the correctness of that verdict.


  But Lash had been among the departed. And Lash had returned.


  He gazed at me from his photographs, sullenly, cynically, cheerfully, cockily, inscrutably. There were a number of duplicates. I slid one in my pocket. Peters didn’t see. He was concentrating on a leg of chicken. He wouldn’t have seen, anyway. My sleight of hand was still slick enough.


  I read through latest reports. Three bank robberies in New York City, one in Pittsburg, and one—almost the clincher—in Lash’s own New Orleans. Total haul, some two million dollars in small bills. The guard was killed in Pittsburg.


  An inaudible crow—but loud, nevertheless, to those who had ears to hear—sounded in the background of all three: “Now you see it—abracadabra—now you don’t. And, ladies and gentlemen, the seals, you’ll observe, are still intact.”


  I tossed the file back to Peters.


  “Satisfied?”


  I nodded. “Lash—no doubt about it.”


  He fished out a regulation type needle-gun and slid it across the table. “I’ve signed it out for you. Now, take it, Fred. Please. He’ll come gunning for you. You’ve got to defend yourself.”


  I examined it curiously. It had been a long time since I last touched one. The pattern hadn’t changed in half a century. There was no need for it to. It was the most efficient lethal small arm conceivable. One needle, fully charged, would kill a man even if it only entered his leg. The magazine held twenty needles. The battery in the butt, held enough power to charge three full clips.


  I slipped it into my pocket.


  Peters gave a little sigh of surprise and relief. “Thought you’d throw it back at me with another of your sermons on the sanctity of life. Perhaps now the finger’s on you, you’re beginning to see it from my angle.”


  “An eye for an eye, Jack? That’s Lash’s creed—not mine.”


  Peters shrugged. “Don’t let him get the drop on you, that’s all. If you’ll take my advice—and I’m sure you won’t—you’ll blow. Out of town. Better—out of the country. I could fix a rocket hop to Europe, where you could get lost. What about it?”


  “I’m not running anywhere.”


  Peters looked at his watch. “I’ve got to run, anyhow. The Chief’ll be back in five minutes.” He grabbed up the file. One of Lash’s photos fell out. Peters studied it for a moment. “Not easy to imagine what he looks like now, at sixty-five. Wonder if he kept his hair?” He replaced the photo. “ ’Bye, Fred. Keep in touch.”


  He hurried out. I hadn’t had any lunch, so I rang for Graff and ordered. While I waited, I also studied Lash’s photo and tried to visualize his present appearance. My guess was that, unlike me, he would have kept most of his hair but there’d be no black in it now. I wondered what kind of physical shape he was in.


  Then I took out the gun and examined it minutely. Yes, the circuit was still pretty much the same. If I tapped the battery at the two points I’d found from experiment years ago, I could transform the weapon from a killer to a mere stunner.


  That’s what I’d done to my own, when I had a right to carry one. Unfortunately, it was only a few days before I’d been fired as a drunk, and after that the force wasn’t interested in my ideas, humanitarian or otherwise.


  I went back to my apartment. I’ll admit after I opened the door I took a few eagle looks before I went in. But no one was hiding under the bed and I heard no ticking from a planted bomb.


  I had nothing much to live for, but it seemed I didn’t want to die yet.


  I got to work and took most of the sting out of my gun. As I was putting the tools away, musical chimes sounded faintly, like a muffled clock striking four. But it wasn’t yet even three o’clock. The chimes weren’t telling me the time. They were telling me someone was standing outside my door, someone who had rung unconsciously.


  Precious few visitors came to Apartment 313 nowadays. Those who did rang the official doorbell also. This one didn’t. He just stood there.


  I pocketed the gun and tiptoed over. I stared out through the panel of one-way, bullet-proof glass set in the door, and my heart bounded like a scared rabbit.


  For Lash was staring back at me through the panel as though it were clear glass.


  I was struck by his unearthly pallor. His face was as bloodless as that of a corpse.


  Then I was struck again, with delayed action, by the realization that it was the young Lash of the photographs looking at me. His hair was still thick and black. Not a wrinkle showed. He hadn’t aged a day since that menacing: “Au revoir, Freddy.”


  Binyon’s line went through my mind: They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old.


  I felt I needed a drink. Or a friend at my side. Or both.


  The stout door, with the Ferrers triple lock, the two bolts and the chain, stood between me and this apparition. But could it keep a ghost out?


  It could not. While I stood there, frozen, the lock clicked thrice and was open. The only key was still in my pocket. One after the other, the two bolts slid back, pulled by an invisible hand. Lash used to employ an electro-magnet for that trick, but he wasn’t doing so now. The bolts were of a non-magnetic alloy.


  Then the padlock on the chain flipped open as though it were an automatic mechanism. The chain dangled loosely. The door slowly opened.


  Lash stood there, neatly dressed in a pearl-grey suit that obviously was as real as my own. His hands were in his coat pockets. I felt the old vitality radiating from him. If he were a ghost, he was a live one.


  The eyes, green as primitive glass, contained that frightening glint of mad humor.


  “Hello, Freddy,” he said, softly, as though he were glad to see an old friend he wanted to kill.


  I backed away, and he came after me at a saunter, never taking his eyes from me or his hands from his pockets.


  Suddenly, the door slammed behind him, though no one had touched it and there was no draft. Click, click, click went the lock. And the bolts slid home.


  I licked my lips and drew my gun.


  “Stay where you are.” My voice was raven-hoarse.


  He stopped. He withdrew his hands and showed me them—empty. “And nothing up my sleeve. Really.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Your life, Freddy, your life.”


  I kept the gun aimed at his heart.


  “Get out of here or I’ll have yours.”


  “You’ve had it once, Freddy—remember? You can’t take it again.”


  He took a step towards me and I fired.


  He was right. I couldn’t take his life in a literal sense. My principles forbade me to kill anyone, even a murderer. I shifted my aim so that the needle would strike him only in the shoulder. The electric shock would merely stun him. Then I could call Peters and have Lash shipped back to Venus—this time, it was to be hoped, to the Base.


  In the event, it was I who was stunned. My hand was trembling, but not all that much. The needle should have reached its mark. Instead, it zipped over Lash’s shoulder and stuck in the door.


  Before I could fire again, the gun forced itself from my hand and leaped towards Lash like a friendly puppy. He caught it by the barrel, tossed it half a turn, the butt fell into his palm, and then I was covered by my own gun.


  “Sit down, Freddy. I’m in no hurry. You can have ten minutes of grace to think up some last words for me to cherish.”


  I retreated to my desk chair. He came and sat on the edge of the desk, looking down at me. Then his gaze shifted to the framed photograph of my daughter.


  “Ah, the Lady Anne.”


  He laid the gun on the desk, picked up the photo.


  “You were a late-flowering old shrub, weren’t you? But I congratulate you on the flower. The kind of girl Marcelle and I might have had, if you had allowed us the chance. She looks a bit like Marcelle, don’t you think?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t remember Marcelle very well.”


  “You surprise me. I should have thought her face would haunt you. You’re a man with a conscience—almost the conscience. Isn’t she on your conscience?”


  “No. She killed herself.”


  He set the photo down carefully. “Are you fond of your daughter?”


  “None of your business.”


  “But it is, Freddy. We’re practically engaged. I’d say you were my future father-in-law—except for the fact that you haven’t any future.”


  Fear spread through my system like a rapid poison. I tried to keep my voice calm. “What are you talking about? What do you know about Anne?”


  “Everything. Why she’ll have nothing to do with you, especially since her mother died. Seems that you’re a real devil in drink. Me, I don’t drink. I’ll make her happy.”


  “If you so much as talk to her again, I’ll kill you,” I said, violently.


  He stared at me. The luminous eyes were unnatural in the paper-white face.


  “So we’ve touched on an emotional spring,” he murmured. “H’m.” Then he shook his head with mock sadness. “You have a deplorable murderous streak in you, Freddy. We’ll have to get it out of your system . . . I perceive in that top drawer at your elbow you’re preserving a souvenir from our early days. Maybe you still feel sentimentally about me, after all . . .”


  I looked at the drawer. It was shut. I was angry and confused.


  “The knife, Freddy, the old throwing knife. Take it out.”


  I took it out, and some detached part of my mind wondered why I had kept it all these years. Another part wondered how Lash knew it was there.


  Lash said: “I’m the man with the X-ray eyes these days. You can’t hope to pull the wool over them any more, Freddy. I see through brick walls. I walk through them, too. No one can stop me from seeing or getting anything I want. Would you like to try?”


  He stood up, walking across to the bookshelves, turned, faced me.


  “Let’s do our famous act once more, Freddy, for old time’s sake. Only this time I’m not wearing a cork waistcoat.”


  He took up the routine stance, chest thrown out, hands on hips. I hesitated, rose, balanced the knife on my palm.


  “That’s it. Roll of drums,” said Lash.


  I aimed for the bicep of his gun arm and threw. The blade sped true, then banked like a plane and stuck at an angle in the spine of Airless in Aristarchus.


  For the first time, Lash laughed. It was the boyish laugh—cocky as Peter Pan’s—that I first heard at the long-ago convention. Invariably it followed his most difficult tricks.


  “Aren’t I smart?” it boasted, but in an oddly attractive, innocent way. It made you feel indulgent. “He’s a smart kid, all right,” you thought. “But only a kid, showing off.”


  I looked at the knife, then at Lash’s laughing face, and again memory started tugging at something important in the depths. I wanted time to bring it to the surface. Death must be postponed even at the cost of pride. I must play on his weakness, flatter his vanity, keep him talking about himself . . .


  “How do you do it, Lash?” I asked, with fake respectful admiration. Yet it wasn’t all fake. These strange effects had me baffled.


  “A knack I picked up on Venus,” he smiled, sauntering back to his perch on the desk. “From the Roys,” he added, as though that explained everything.


  “The who?”


  “Why should I trouble to explain? You’re about to die, old friend, and the Roys won’t interest you beyond the grave.”


  “They seem to have interested you beyond the grave. How come you rose from the dead?”


  “Didn’t. Didn’t die, though I might look as pale as death. So would you after forty years and not a sunbeam in any of ’em. No silver linings in the Venusian clouds, Freddy. Plenty of Roys in them, though. Not that those myopic asses at Base even dream they’re there.”


  “Roys are—creatures?”


  He looked at me for a long moment. “Aren’t we all?” But he had left something else unsaid.


  “Humanoid?”


  “Physically and mentally—their psi powers are peculiar to themselves.” The knife came turning in the air from the bookshelf and stuck quivering in the desk top between us. “And to certain gifted pupils,” added Lash, with a smirk.


  I stared at the trembling knife and suddenly the memory surfaced. I almost blurted it out, but Lash had begun talking freely so I decided to sit back and let him talk. With one reservation: I would not now believe more than half he said.


  He talked on, either forgetting or extending my period of grace.


  “When I think of Man’s landing on Venus I grin and compare it to a fly landing on my uncle’s bald head. It can be brushed off as easily. The difference is that the fly knows he won’t be allowed to stick around for long. But Man is Mr. Big-head. He came, he saw, he’ll conquer—he thinks. The truth is, he came, he never saw, he’ll never conquer. A whole civilization lives in the clouds around him, and all he sees is barren quicksand. Because it’s all he’s permitted to see.


  “Sure, there’s plenty of quicksand. Covers half the planets, in patches. The probe rockets never hit solid ground: the Roys deflect them at will, as easily as I deflect a knife or a needle. But I’m a minor operator. When a group of Roys act in concert, they can take over the controls of a full-size spaceship.


  “Like the Triad . . .


  “They just wanted to look it over out of curiosity. It didn’t interest them for long—they’ve little use for machinery. They soon tossed it into the quicksand, complete with passengers—bar two. Me and the Captain. They kept me as a sort of pet. I amused them with conjuring tricks. They thought I was cute. But they amused themselves with the Captain. He became a human guinea-pig. What he suffered before . . . Never mind.


  “On the other hand, they adopted me. I became one of them. Still am. I’m going back when I’ve finished what I came here to do. Your execution figures high on the agenda.”


  I shrugged. “Another couple of years, and you’d have found I’d have done the job for you on hard liquor. What kept you so long, Lash?”


  “It hasn’t been all that long, for me. My time-scale has changed. When the Roys made me one of them, they made a thorough job of it. They know more about the relationship of mind and body than Man will ever know. They can rejuvenate body cells by psi force—it’s simply a matter of rearrangement. Their own cells or another’s—it makes no difference. I look and feel only twenty-five. As long as I stay with them, I can be almost immortal.”


  “Almost?”


  He laughed, flipped the knife with a forefinger and set it swaying again. “Let’s face it, Freddy, they could get tired of me one day.”


  I yawned. “I don’t doubt it. I’m getting tired of you already. Liars bore me.”


  He gripped the knife-handle, stopped it in mid-swing, and stared murderously at me across it.


  “Just what do you mean by that, Freddy?” he asked, softly.


  “I mean that you’ve been telling me a pack of lies. For one thing—”


  “Yes? For one thing?”


  “You’re not Lash Leroux. I’ve never seen you before in my life.”


  He wrenched the knife from the desk-top and began beating its handle against his palm with a steady rhythm and without taking his piercing eyes from mine.


  He said, still quietly: “And, my friends, this gentleman is perfectly correct. So he wins a big see-gar.” His tone changed suddenly, became razor-edged. “How did you know that?”


  My yawn had materialized largely from fear. I wasn’t one per cent as relaxed as I tried to appear. Sure, I’d had this little trump up my sleeve, but I doubted if it would much affect the outcome. My neck was still in jeopardy. And for some illogical reason I wished to keep on breathing.


  “You’re holding the evidence in your hand.”


  His eyebrows rose. He held the knife up by the blade. “This?”


  “I missed the cork waistcoat only once,” I said. “The drummer was tight—fell into the bass drum just as I was throwing. I let go a moment too soon. The knife flew high. Lash escaped with a scar along the side of his jaw. It was thin but deep—a life-long blemish. I noticed it again in his photo only today. You don’t have that scar.”


  He exhaled audibly and slowly.


  “I’m a fool, Freddy, a plain fool. I’ve given myself away over nothing at all. I’ve already told you the Roys can rearrange body cells by psi force. Suppose I tell you that their psi facial surgery could have removed that scar in one minute flat?”


  “I shouldn’t believe you. I can’t swallow that immortality stuff.”


  “H’m. Again, ladies and gentlemen, this gentleman is perfectly correct. All right, so I was drawing the long bow—about that. But about nothing else. Skipping that, the Roys are everything I said they were, believe me. I’m half-Roy myself. I haven’t all their powers, but I have some. And I am Lash Leroux. I’m Lash, son of Lash.”


  “I was beginning to suspect that. So Lash married a Roy.”


  He smiled twistedly, “Let’s say my mother was a Roy.”


  “And, of course, it was your father who was adopted by the Roys. Where is he? Why didn’t he come himself?”


  The young Lash began digging at the desk-top with the point of the knife, not looking at me.


  “He’s dead,” he said, presently.


  “They got tired of him?”


  “No. He got tired of himself. He died . . . from boredom. And frustration. You killed him slowly, Freddy. You cut him off from most everything he called life. There’s no excitement, no crime, no theaters, no audiences, no ambition, no beauty, no sun, no color among the Roys. And no women.”


  “No women? But you just said—”


  “No women as Earthmen know women. There are females—gray and featureless as the clouds. Mere breeding animals. They have psi powers stronger even than the men but no intelligence to speak of, no character of their own. They’re little more than machines through which the male Roy re-creates himself. The son inherits most of his father’s characteristics but nothing from the mother save the strain of psi power. I’m my father again.”


  “Not quite,” I said. “I can’t see you dying from ennui.”


  “True. But then, I wasn’t brought up on Earth. I can live on Venus satisfactorily enough, but not alone. I’m enough my father to want a real woman. I’ve come to Earth for one.”


  “So you didn’t come just to kill me and avenge your father?”


  “No, although that I shall do. I promised him I would. I want to, anyhow, because of the suffering you caused him . . . And because of Marcelle.”


  His eyes wandered to the photo of Anne and he stopped digging. After a moment of silence, he said: “I’m reprieving you for one week. Then I shall collect Anne, kill you, and return to Venus—with Anne. No-one on Earth can stop me. Lock her in the deepest dungeon under the moat and I shall take her whenever I choose. Love laughs at locksmiths, you know.”


  He stood up and I stood up at the same time. Anger had driven out fear and I was fighting mad. My hands went for his throat. They never reached it. All strength went out of my arm muscles and my arms fell limply to my sides as though they were stuffed with straw.


  “You can’t do a thing about anything, Freddy,” said Lash, softly. “Except worry. And suffer a little. A week of mental torture before execution will help to even the score. I’m glad I learned your girl meant so much to you. I’m sorry to tell you she doesn’t feel the same way about you. Never mind. After seven days you won’t have to worry about anything any more. Au revoir, Freddy—again.”


  He turned his back on me, walked towards the door. There was a gun and a knife on the desk beside me, and I couldn’t reach a finger towards them. They were useless, anyhow. I’d already tried them against him when I could handle them.


  The door unfastened itself at his approach, obediently swung open. And—


  A blond, tough-looking young cop appeared in the opening. His blue eyes were cool and the needle-gun he held was as steady as a becalmed boat.


  “You’re not going anywhere, Leroux,” he said, confident and easy. “Just raise your hands.”


  Lash began to raise only one of them. The needle-gun flipped into it straight from the cop’s hand—exactly in the way I had myself been disarmed. The gun hissed and spat a shining needle into the cop’s throat. He jerked like a puppet with twisted strings. The last breath went from his lungs and he collapsed heavily, half in and half out of the doorway.


  Lash stepped over him, still carrying the gun. He went from view without looking back.


  I took a couple of strides after him, realized the futility of it, turned back to the visaphone. I couldn’t dial, so I raised my foot and jammed it against the fire alarm button.


  The fire station controller flashed into sight.


  “There’s no fire,” I said. “But there’s murder. This is Waldorf 12002. Get me connected to Greenwich 333, extension 57, Detective-Captain Peters. Don’t ask questions. Seconds count. This is life or death.”


  The controller was no fool and wasted no time. But the few moments were long ones before the screen gave me a head and shoulders view of Peters with his lighter halfway to his cigarette.


  “Jack!” The flame stopped short of its destination. “Lash is here—I’m at home. He’s just leaving this building. He looks like a young man, like his photo. Can you have him tailed?”


  “I have a man watching the place—”


  “You had a man. He’s dead—in this room. Lash shot him. Before heaven, Jack, I told you not to give me protection. I was afraid this would happen. Send an ambulance . . . Now, Jack, listen. Have Lash followed if you can—just to find where he’s hiding out. But make your men understand they’ve got to keep their distance—he’s armed, for one thing. Above all, they mustn’t attempt to grab him. If they do, they’ll commit suicide. I’ll explain later. Now, get things moving.”


  He looked shocked and puzzled, but nodded, the unlit cigarette bobbing, and snapped me off.


  I waited, thinking there was plenty to explain later. That Lash wasn’t really Lash, for instance.


  I lit a cigarette myself and picked up the gun on the desk.


  From the narrow windowgap came a scream of jammed brakes and then a heavy, metallic crash like Thor smiting his anvil. I thrust the gun in my pocket and blundered to the window. Down in the street the traffic hum was subsiding and pigmy shouts floated up. As the window was unopenable, I had to press the side of my face against the glass and squint to see what was happening along the street. I saw enough and was glad I couldn’t see all that clearly.


  I turned away, shaking with anger and fear. Savagely, I crushed out the cigarette, wishing it were Lash’s life I was extinguishing. Now I really was identifying the son with the father. He’d been right. He was Lash, all over again.


  Peters re-appeared on the visa-screen.


  “Fred? There’s a patrol car on your street. They spotted Lash right away. He took a cab. They’re following—going to hand over to another car on Forty-first. Anyhow, that’s the plan. But it might get fouled up—their radio’s gone dead.”


  “So have they, I’m afraid,” I said, somberly. “They collided head on with a bus two minutes ago. A helluva smash. They’re trying to get ’em out down there now, but it looks bad. Sorry, Jack—I shouldn’t have put you on Lash before you knew what you were up against.”


  Peters was silent, absorbing this new shock.


  “It was Lash, almost certainly,” I added.


  He looked at me, uncomprehending.


  “I mean, he caused the smash, Jack. He’ll do the same thing again if he’s followed. Call the hounds off—for their sake. I mean it. Don’t do a thing till I come and see you.”


  “You’d better come quick, then. I want to know what this is all about. The Chief—”


  “I’ll come as soon as I can. I’ve an even more urgent call to make first. Is that ambulance coming?”


  “Uh? Yeah. But Lash—”


  “Forget him,” I snapped, impatient and angry. “Forget him till I come.”


  I shut the visa off. It flashed as he rang me again, but then I was stepping over the poor guy in the doorway and getting the hell out of it. The street was pretty jammed up but I grabbed a cab down a side street and gave an address in the Bronx.


  I was taking a chance she’d be in. But it was even riskier to phone: for then, if she were in, she’d likely make a point of being out when I called.


  I hadn’t seen her in two years but the phone directory said she still lived there. So did the card on the apartment door, when I reached it. I rang.


  She opened the door eagerly, smiling. The smile died a quick death when she saw me. She was looking older than she should have looked. There were shadowy half-moons under her eyes. Her cheeks were a bit puffy. But her hair-do was immaculate and she was dressed to impress whoever she expected.


  “I’ve got to see you, Anne.”


  She regarded me stonily. “About what?”


  I showed her the photo of Lash. “About him.”


  Her lips parted a little in surprise, then turned down in contempt. “Been doing a little police work? Aiming to get your old job back? Please keep out of my affairs, father, dear.”


  She tried to shut the door.


  “He’s wanted by the police. On the level,” I said.


  She looked me in the eyes, searchingly.


  “Even if it’s true,” she said, after a moment, “you can’t stop anything. You’re not going to ruin any more lives, if I can help it.”


  “For murder,” I said, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Let me in, Anne. We’ve got to talk.”


  She went slowly pale. We knew each other well enough to know when the other was speaking truth. She turned and wandered back into the room, leaving the door ajar. I shut it behind me.


  “He wants to marry you?”


  “That’s what he said.”


  “What became of Roger Howard? Thought you were engaged to him?”


  “He found a nice, normal girl—the kind he really wanted.”


  “What does this one call himself?”


  “Don’t you know? How did you get his photograph?”


  “What’s his name, girl?”


  “Tony Fenton.”


  “Fenton’s not his name and this is not his photograph. You’d better sit down. I’ve a story to tell you, and it’s some story.”


  I knew Peters was waiting impatiently for me, so I told the story pretty badly and that way it sounded sheer dementia. All of the time she just sat and looked at me. She made no comment, spoken or unspoken.


  I finished: “So you see how it is. if the police don’t get him within a week, he’ll come for you. I’m aiming to see he doesn’t get you.”


  Silence.


  “What do you care who gets me?” she said, presently, in a small, tired voice.


  “I care plenty.”


  “You care only about liquor. You cared nothing about me before. And nothing about mother—not even enough to go to her funeral.”


  “When it’s too late, it’s too late,” I said, half to myself.


  “So he’s coming for me at the end of the week? He’s supposed to be coming for me this afternoon, any time now. We were going uptown—”


  “Let’s get out of here,” I said, abruptly. “You’d better pack a week-end bag in a hurry. You can’t stay here.”


  “Are you afraid to wait and repeat in front of him what you’ve been telling me?”


  “For Pete’s sake, Anne, don’t you believe me? I’m cold sober. I’m not out of my mind. D’you think I’ve made up five bank robberies, two murders and a car smash that was murder, too? I want you to come to Central Homicide with me right now. They can verify what I say. If you refuse to come, they’ll pick you up anyhow. They want to know all you can tell them about Lash.”


  She shrugged and reached for a bag. “That’s not much,” she said, beginning to throw things into it. “Only met him three weeks back. He’s a nice-looking guy, with charm and intelligence, and he seemed to like my company enough to want to marry me. After two abortive engagements—you smashed one and I the other—it seemed like third time lucky. He said he came from New Orleans, was on vacation, and worked in a bank.”


  “He worked in a bank, all right,” I said. “Where did you meet him?”


  “Across the street, in Spiro’s chop-house. He asked me up to his apartment for a drink.”


  “And you told him you never touched the stuff because your father was a drunken bum, and so was his father before him.”


  “Exactly,” she said, shutting the bag.


  “The leading question is, where’s his apartment?”


  “It’s—”


  There were muffled sounds inside a big, old-fashioned cabinet against the wall. It was big enough to contain a crouching man.


  “—directly above this one,” she finished, with a startled side-glance at the cabinet.


  I was startled, too, not least to learn that I stood within feet of Lash’s hide-out.


  I jerked a thumb at the cabinet, and whispered: “Who’s in there?”


  She gestured with open palms to convey that she knew no more than I.


  I cocked my gun and started for the cabinet. I was surprised when she seized my arm.


  “No, please,” she whispered. “Let’s just get out.”


  I stared at her. She was anxious and pleading. But I had to know who was in there. I freed my arm and yanked the cabinet door.


  No-one was inside. There was merely a pile of old magazines, half-a-dozen whiskey bottles—one full, one half-full, the rest empties—and a shelf of assorted glasses.


  The bottles were lined up in the form of an “L.” So were the glasses.


  Anne gave a little sob and looked at me wildly. Her distress seemed to tear something inside me.


  I put my gun away and said, gruffly: “You were right. Let’s just get out.”


  The bottles silently conveyed revelations and confirmations to both of us. To Anne they confirmed that Lash was the PK-endowed murderer I’d said he was and revealed the cruelty of his humor. Also his lack of love for her. A man who loved her would not humiliate her before her hated father.


  They revealed to me the fact that Lash was somewhere nearby, probably in his apartment above and equally probably aware of all we’d said. And confirmed my growing suspicion that Anne had inherited the strain of weakness from my side of the family. Perhaps alcoholism runs in the blood. Or maybe most Hawed characters under stress take to drink.


  By this sardonic prank, Lash had intended to hurt us both. Certainly he’d hurt Anne. But my own reaction was a wave of compassionate love for my daughter. I felt closer to her than ever before.


  In that moment of protective love was born simultaneously a cold decision: Lash must be killed.


  A new pragmatic principle displaced the theoretical old. As Wilde didn’t quite say, each man will kill for the thing he loves.


  We got out, silently, and met nobody on the way.


  I phoned Peters from the nearest call-box, told him where Lash almost certainly was—or was a few minutes back.


  I added: “But I doubt if he’ll be seen there again. He must know we’ve left and where we’re heading. I’ll take a bet he’s watching us right now—somehow.”


  Peters was worried. “Come straight to the Chief’s office, Fred. We’ll be waiting. Watch it, though, all of the time. Or you mightn’t get here alive.”


  “I think it’ll be all right. He could have killed us up in the apartment if he’d wanted to. No, Lash is like his old man—he’ll do his best to keep his promises. And he promised to kill me in a week’s time. That’ll be the dangerous day . . . If I don’t kill him first.”


  I hung up while he was wondering at this volte face.


  We reached the Chief’s office unharmed, having detected no signs of being followed.


  Peters’ Chief of Detectives was, surprisingly, plump and placid. He reminded me of the calm center of a cyclone. Also of an effigy of Buddha—the same lowered eyelids, the faint and benign smile of a being indulgent of man at his best and worst.


  Peters feared his anger but it was impossible to imagine him angry.


  This, I thought, was the sort of man Anne deserved for a father.


  Peters, nail-bitingly on edge, jerkily performed introductions.


  The Chief, murmuring like someone half asleep, said: “I have been looking forward to hearing your story—both of you. Do make yourselves comfortable.”


  Even if Peters were immune, we found the relaxed mood subtly infectious. No doubt the Chief had found it the most efficient way to get accurate information. Instead of confused and incomplete statements, through haste and nervousness, he got all the facts from us coherently and quietly.


  There was only one interruption: a report that a gingerly conducted investigation of Lash’s apartment had proved negative: he’d gone and left not a clue behind.


  “Never mind,” commented the Chief, genially. “We’ll catch up with him before long.”


  He sounded so assured, I believed him—for the moment.


  When we’d finished, he said: “By far the most important fact arising from this is that our little base on Venus is surrounded by invisible and practically omnipotent enemies. The personnel must be warned. I shall advise that the base be abandoned for the time being. For it’s momentarily in real danger of extinction. Later, perhaps, we can come to terms with the Roys. But we’ll need a plan.”


  “Then you accept, sir, that the Roys really exist?” asked Peters, frowning. “We’ve only the story of a psychotic as evidence. Lash is a born romancer—he had already admitted lying—”


  “The true psychotic never admits that any part of his dream-world is fantasy,” cut in the Chief, equably. “Lash is no more mad than the average showman. When you’re as experienced as I am, Captain Peters, you’ll recognize the click when jigsaw pieces of evidence fit. Off the record, irreconcilable behavior of Venusian probe rockets has been bothering the space boys for years. So has the old mystery of what happened to the Triad. It ties up with a mystery of today: why a police car should suddenly pull out to the wrong side of the road and smash headlong into a perfectly visible oncoming bus. The answer’s the same: the controls were taken over by a psi-functioning mind. Do you doubt, Captain, from the accumulated evidence, that Lash has one?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Is it what you would describe as a human mind?”


  “Er—not exactly.”


  “Then that admits the existence of a non-human mind. A Roy, for instance. I suggest, Captain Peters, that you learn to distinguish between real and unreal problems. A very real problem on which you might legitimately expend some thought is where we are going to herd, and usefully employ, our convicted killers when the Venus Base has shut down.”


  Peters gulped, and I began to see why he was afraid of his boss.


  “When you’ve solved that problem,” the Chief, continued, calmly and inexorably, “you might give me your explanation of how young Lash Leroux came here from Venus, when all ships from the convict settlement are thoroughly combed for stowaways, impostors, and excess baggage. And offer your theory as to how he intends to ‘natch’—to use the ancient vernacular—this young lady here and take her back to Venus.”


  “Maybe—um—”


  “You haven’t given it a thought, Peters, and that’s the truth. When are you going to start earning your pay?”


  Peters was silent, a shattered soul. I was sorry for him. And glad that when I was in the force I had no Chief remotely like this one. But Peters was my friend and loyalty brought me galloping to the rescue.


  “Have you given it a thought, Chief? What’s your answer?”


  The Chief turned his implacable smile in my direction.


  “Pardon me, but I ask the questions in this office. You don’t mind?”


  “I do mind. I’m concerned to know how you propose to protect my daughter.”


  “So am I.”


  “Flattered, I’m sure,” said Anne. “I hope you’re also giving some thought to preventing my father’s murder.”


  “Oh, I am, my dear, young lady. He should take Captain Peters’ advice—hop to Europe and lose himself there.”


  “And me?” asked Anne.


  “You stay here. You’re the bait in the trap. Lash has got to come and get you. Your father’s no use as bait. Lash can kill from a distance, without coming. Your father’s best chance is to make the distance too great to be effective.”


  “I’ll go with my father,” said Anne, which sent a warm little glow through me, besides surprising me a lot, if the others not at all.


  The Chief shrugged. “In that case, I’ll hand you over to the European police.”


  Peters was put out. “Just a minute, sir. Leroux has killed three of my men—our men. I. feel strongly about it. I’m sure you do, too. We owe those men something. It’s up to us to get their murderer.”


  “That’s a very nice sentiment, Captain,” said the Chief. “I’m sure you mean well. I’m equally sure you’re overlooking that in the attempt to get him we’ll certainly lose more officers. Including, maybe, your goodself. And if we do get him, at last, we’ll find it impossible to hold him.”


  “You’re so right,” I said. “No jail could hope to hold Lash for long. He can open any lock by mind-power, paralyze any man who attacks him, jam the mechanism of any gun turned on him—or divert its bullets.”


  “A bomb?” said the Chief, speculatively.


  “It’s likely to boomerang back in the laps of those who threw it. He’s the most dangerous criminal who ever walked this earth. Nobody and nothing will be safe until he’s dead.”


  Peters gave me a wry look.


  “Any suggestions, Fred? For killing him, I mean.”


  “It may be possible to catch him by surprise. If he knows a gun is aimed at him, he can jump it. But suppose he doesn’t know?”


  “An ambush?” asked Peters.


  I shrugged. “I guess he can see around too many corners for that to rate a chance. I was thinking of some kind of automatic trap, with no visible giveaway. Say he’s breaking into a bank vault. He has to get through steel grilles. If a high tension electric current was passing through them, and he touched one, he’d be a dead duck, psi or no psi.”


  “It’s an idea,” said the Chief. “I have an idea, too—that he doesn’t work alone. Only one man actually caught him at work, and that man’s beyond reporting what he saw. But from a consideration of logistics. I’d be inclined to say Leroux works with a small gang. That lessens the chances of success. One of his men might touch the grille first. Then the trick would never work again.”


  “True—and you’re probably right about the gang,” I said. “Lash, Senior, always operated with what he called his ‘Party.’ Once Junior had demonstrated his powers, he could have rustled up a gang with no trouble. Another ‘Party’ to be reckoned with. By a program of assassination they could conceivably take over the country.”


  “As you head the list of victims in this country,” said Peters, “no-one’s going to blame you for getting the hell out of it. Don’t waste any time, Fred. I’ll fix the trip, like I said. We’ll have all rocket-ports and sea-ports watched to see you’re not followed. We’ll see he doesn’t get out of the country.”


  The Chief murmured: “The security measures are pretty tough on Venus. I’m still wondering how he slipped through them. However, don’t worry too much. We’ll make the States as airtight as we can. Okay, Peters, take over and do the best you can.”


  Peters did a good job on getting us out of the country quickly and inconspicuously next day. Our disguises were light but effective. Although we traveled in the same rocket, we sat apart and pretended we had nothing to do with each other. I was Matt Parkinson, newspaperman. She was Miss Moore, schoolteacher, visiting England under the exchange system.


  Up there in the rocket, so high above the Atlantic that it was night at noon, I glanced along the aisle at Anne. Then I looked out at interplanetary space. I wondered if there was any real hope that she would escape abduction and the misty hell far away in that outer darkness.


  Lash was still too much of an unknown quantity. There was an over-plus of x’s in the equations. Fear and frustration so depressed me that I came near to ringing for a drink. But somehow I stuck it out, dry, for another hour, and then we reached Gatwick, the rocket-port for London.


  Peters’ plans, concocted under pressure, went as smoothly as automation.


  At the’copter port on the South Bank of the Thames, two seemingly civilian cars awaited us and conveyed us individually and discreetly across the river to New Scotland Yard. They were Flying Squad cars. And there my old pal, Richard Trevelyan, received us in his office. It was a Superintendent’s office—and he was a Superintendent. I’d known him when he was Sergeant Trevelyan.


  He owed me nothing but his life. He wouldn’t let me forget that.


  Every Christmas for years we’d exchanged visa-phone greetings across the Atlantic, so I was prepared for his gray hair and he for the scantiness of mine.


  He gave us both a warm double handshake, and said: “Jack Peters told me the whole story. Amazin’, isn’t it? Whiskey?”


  And was shaken when we both refused.


  “Tea, then,” he said, and pressed a button.


  Amid the tea-cups we chewed over plans for Anne and I hiding out—for at least a week.


  We agreed that London was too crowded. You just couldn’t watch everyone who, intentionally or not, brushed against your elbow. Better somewhere off the beaten track, somewhere so isolated that no-one need know we were there. Out of sight, out of mind—maybe.


  “It so happens,” said Trevelyan, “that I’ll be fifty next month and retiring on a pension. I’ve a little retreat in the country all fixed up and ready to walk into. I’ve been counting the days.” He flung something metallic on the desk. “There’s the key. You’re welcome.”


  Anne said: “You’re a much nicer man than my father, Richard.”


  “Who isn’t?” I said. “But it’s certainly swell of you, Dick.”


  “Not at all. The cottage wants warming up. And you might fix the well-winding—it sticks . . .”


  He told us about the place and arranged to drive us down there when evening fell. There were very few other houses in the vicinity, but security would be tighter if we got there after dark, unseen.


  “Once inside, stay put,” he advised. “There’s a stock of canned and bottled stuff, but we’ll take some fresh food with us. Rations for a fortnight, anyhow. By the way, there’s no phone: you’re really on your own.”


  “If Lash does run us to earth,” I said, “a phone won’t help. I doubt if a couple of tanks would, either. It’s best we go it alone. That way, nobody else can get hurt. I’d prefer it.”


  Trevelyan looked at me silently. We’d shared a tough spot once before and I knew he wanted to be at my side in this one, if only for the possible chance to repay. But he was scared I thought he might be in the way. I had only to give him the ghost of a hint of an invitation . . . But I remained silent, too.


  I didn’t want him killed. Anyhow it was my fight.


  “All right, then, that’s that,” said Trevelyan, briskly. “Now we’ve the afternoon to kill. I’d like to show you around town but it would be wiser to keep off the streets. For all its reputed glamor, the Yard’s a pretty dull sort of hole. I wonder—”


  “There’s always the Black Museum,” I said. “Anne’s never seen it, and I should like to have another mosey around.”


  “Anything for a laugh,” said Anne.


  We spent an absorbing couple of hours in the Museum among the relics of famous crimes and criminals. There was the bizarre, the ingenious, the crude, the brilliant, the horrible, and—to Anne’s surprise—the humorous.


  Trevelyan took an object from a glass case and passed it to Anne. It was a needlegun, pretty much the same in appearance as the current regulation pattern. But it was forty years old.


  “That’s a memento of the case which first brought your father to London,” he said, while she looked it over curiously. “The original Lash Leroux killed a man named Lucas with it—”


  I snatched it roughly from her and said equally roughly: “You might spare her the details, Dick.”


  He colored. “I’m sorry, Anne, it slipped my mind that you were sort of engaged to—”


  “Forget it, Richard, please,” she said, transferring her curiosity to me.


  I avoided her regard. “Here, take the thing, Dick. Stick it back among the other antiques. Like me, it belongs to the dusty past. Sorry I blew my top. I get mad sometimes when I think of the evil that man did—and caused.”


  Trevelyan tactfully switched our attention to Charlie Peace’s dark-lantern.


  He remained so scrupulously tactful that he never mentioned Lash again that day. He talked of anything but him as we drove through the evening from London to his cottage. The last we saw of him was the red tail-lights bobbing and dwindling slowly in the dark as he piloted his car back along the rough track which was the only thread connecting us with civilization.


  The prime result of this studied avoidance was to magnify its subject in our imagination. Lash assumed the aspect of the frightful fiend that close behind doth tread. The darkness pinched out the dying embers of the taillights. Anne and I were isolated in this almost uninhabited area of the Bronze Age wilderness of Salisbury Plain.


  It was as though the phantom Lash grew until he brooded like Satan over the ancient Plain and we two specks of vulnerable mortal flesh on it. And his sardonic whisper seemed to carry on the night wind: “I am coming for you . . . I am coming for you both . . .”


  I sensed the mocking presence and stared uselessly out at the night, seeking its location.


  I think I fully realized then that there could be no safe hiding place from Lash. I doubted that he could actually read minds but his supernormal faculties would enable him almost to smell our trail. No secret document was a secret to him.


  At length, as I gazed, I could discern occasional tiny patches of pale white light creeping silently along the unseen horizon, in the direction of Stonehenge. For a moment I envisaged, idiotically, a prehistoric torchlight procession of priests on its way to a human sacrifice on the Slaughter Stone.


  Then it dawned on me that I was seeing cloud reflections from passing automobile headlights on a road somewhere beyond the horizon.


  Very distant, those lights were. But not nearly so distant as the lights of New York, which seemed to my exiled soul to be shining in some other world altogether.


  Deliberately, I closed the door on the night’s menacing shadows.


  Inside, there was a rosy glow from pink-shaded oil lamps. Glossy book-jackets reflected it from pink-washed shelves that were white in daylight. The green carpet was like a sun-warmed lawn. Armchairs offered friendly hollows. Anne occupied one, looking thoughtfully, chin on fists, at the chromium handles of a cocktail cabinet.


  I pulled the handles. The doors came apart with the faint squeak of new furniture. Bottles behind bottles . . .


  “Get thee behind me,” said Anne, with a smile. But there was a tremor in her voice.


  I said, too casually: “Not even a night-cap?”


  She shook her head. I closed the cabinet.


  “This week,” I said, “we’re on trial for our lives, in more than one way. We’d better try to stick together. Alcoholics Anonymous, Salisbury Plain Section, membership, two. Propping each other up.”


  “Whenever the thirst comes on,” she said, “we must start talking. And keep talking. We might even talk ourselves out of it.”


  So we did a lot of talking, and no drinking, for six days. Sometimes it rained so hard we couldn’t go out. Sometimes the sun shone brightly and we were afraid to go out, in case we were seen. However, so far as we could tell, no living things except sheep and birds came near us.


  In this space of time I came by a daughter and Anne gained a father.


  We found each other, with humor and compassion. And, strangely, though we had anticipated that the tension of waiting would mount with each succeeding day, in fact it eased off. Mutual understanding, forgiveness, tolerance, respect—these gave us security deep inside.


  Now we could face the world. We could even face creatures from another world.


  But not entirely unarmed. I spent an hour alone in my bedroom rewiring the needlegun battery, returning its output to lethal level. My forgiveness failed to extend itself, to Lash Leroux, and I knew none could be expected from him.


  Execution Day dawned sunny. All day not a cloud formed in the sky. Not even one as big as a man’s hand.


  The day wore on. We talked, read, smoked, and lazed as usual. I may have smoked a little more than usual.


  In the late afternoon, as the sun swelled, sank, and reddened slowly but perceptibly, hope came that there might be a reprieve after all.


  We were sitting on the porch, waiting for the sunset.


  I said: “You never know, Lash might be dead this minute. Jack’s Chief is a pretty capable guy, I’d say. So is Jack.”


  “So is Lash,” said Anne, quite composedly.


  “I used to be,” I said. “And right now I’m feeling a lot more like I used to be. If Lash comes, he’d better tread carefully.”


  Anne shaded her eyes, looking into the sun.


  “Then he’d better tread carefully,” she said, still composedly. “Here he comes.”


  My mouth went dry inside. I wasn’t quite master of myself yet, after all. As I tried to see what, she saw, my hand crept into my pocket and fingered the safety-catch of my gun.


  The thing was like a cannon-ball flying in slow motion towards us out of the sun. A globe, small with distance, black against the light. The Plain reached hugely around us, silent and empty as a desert.


  The globe grew, eclipsed the sun, and with a long sigh of displaced air curved down and landed on a patch of bare chalk, thirty yards off. It looked like an uncorded, silvered balloon.


  We sat very still and watched. We could have gone back in the house and locked the doors and it would have been as effective as trying to hide in a paper bag.


  This big globe was obviously a spaceship, though it had no blisters or antennae. Doubtless there were other ways of seeing and hearing. It was, therefore, a mild surprise to see that, when the doorway manifested itself, the gangplank which slid out was conventional in design.


  Lash sauntered down it, smiling easily. He waved. “Hello, there.”


  He wasn’t wearing his pearl-gray suit now, but a close-fitting tunic and narrow pants—all black.


  He came toward us. “Lovely evening, isn’t it?” he called.


  I stole a glance at Anne. She was watching him impassively. I let him come within five or six yards, then pulled my gun and said: “That’s near enough. Just stay where you are.”


  He shrugged and obeyed.


  “Like my new suit?” he asked, in a conversational manner. “There was a black mask which went with it, but I’ve lost the darn thing. However, you get the idea—executioner’s garb?”


  “You always liked to dress up,” I said, and could have bitten my tongue. The appearance, the manner, the voice, totalled a hypnotic weight of suggestion. I told myself again: Lash is dead.


  “Anne likes a good dresser—don’t you, my love?” He winked at her.


  “I think white suits you best,” she said, thoughtfully. “A well-cut shroud would be ideal.”


  “Let’s not be morbid, Anne. And was that a nuance of antagonism? Has love turned to hate so soon, Annie?”


  “I’m afraid I never loved you. I thought you represented security, heaven help me!”


  Lash laughed aloud. “And you were never more right! I’m going to keep you in security, Annie, never fear. You’ll be as secure on Venus as—as a bank. You know how secure banks are. By the way, I cracked three more in the States while you’ve been away on vacation. My old galleon here is jam-packed with treasure I’ve bought to take home. Bought legitimately, you understand: I steal only money.”


  “What have you bought, Lash?” I asked.


  “Oh, bright, gay, amusing things we don’t have on Venus. But my father used to tell me about them. I always wanted to own some.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well—bicycles, guitars, harmonicas, games, jewelry, paintings, train-sets, movie cameras, projectors, good clothes, vulgar clothes, jazzsets, bongo drums, trumpets, conjuring tricks, candies, fruit, phonographs . . .”


  Though I tried to stem it, pity was creeping back. He must have had a pretty lonely and gray sort of childhood on Venus. No pals to play with. Nothing to stir his imagination except his father’s tales of Earth and of his spoilt youth.


  “Didn’t you have any toys?” asked Anne.


  He sensed our stifled sympathy, frowned and took a sudden pace back as though he were afraid of being contaminated.


  “My father gave me all I wanted,” he said, sharply.


  “Except pocket money to spend,” I said.


  “And except a mother,” said Anne, quietly.


  Lash’s face seemed whiter than ever in the evening light.


  “Your phoney father killed my real mother,” he said, in a strange, shrill voice. “And left me only one of these.”


  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, although he had not looked around.


  Two grotesque figures were shambling down the gangplank. They were naked and clay-colored and looked, indeed, as though they had been molded from clay by the inexpert hands of a child.


  They looked Neanderthal in their lumpiness and coarseness. Deep-set, unintelligent eyes were embedded under the overhang of prominent brows which retreated to a minimum step of frontal development. Their heads were almost flat.


  They crouched as they walked. Their long arms dangled, ape-like.


  Women something like them must have walked with similar gracelessness across this Plain a hundred thousand years ago.


  I remembered Lash, friend of my youth, and his keenness for a pretty girl. I could not imagine the degree of desperation which had driven him to mate with a creature resembling these.


  “May I introduce my cousins?” said Lash, in a vise-tight voice. “They’ll be your bridesmaids, Anne. They’ll escort you to your home and prepare you. They’ll be as devoted to you as they are to me. They’ll fetch and carry for you, as they have done for me. They’re my own little family Party. They brought me here in this globe from Venus merely by psychokinesis. That idea never occurred to father, but then, his wits left him early, poor man. He lost the power to think creatively. He lived in cloudy dreams of the past—”


  “Lash,” I said, changing my aim, “tell your cousins to go back. Now. Or I shall kill them.”


  “Are you a complete fool?” he asked. “Their psi power is immeasureably greater than mine. Don’t try their patience. Let me tell you something. Over thirty guided missiles were fired at us in one salvo from the eastern sea-board—a farewell salute from the States. My dear cousins deflected them all. We’ve had a warm welcome from England, too. The English know we’re here, and they’ll be after us again. And they’ll hit no one but themselves.”


  Before I could do a thing, Anne stepped quickly down from the porch and along to Lash. She looked straight into those green eyes.


  “If I promise to go back with you, will you promise not to harm my father? I’m told you keep your promises.”


  “Anne!” I cried.


  Lash laughed jeeringly, then suddenly seized her and flung her round him into the arms of the repulsive Roys. I watched, furious and helpless. If I fired at the Roys, they would only deflect the needle, possibly into Anne. I did not fire, because of that—and because of another reason.


  Lash had spun round with the impetus of his action and was facing Anne now, with his back to me.


  He said: “Not a very convincing self-sacrifice act, Anne. A gamble you couldn’t lose because you’d already lost. You’re quite aware that you’ll have to come with me, like it or not. Nothing could stop me taking you.”


  “And nothing could make me a good wife to you,” said Anne, steadily, “except mercy for my father. If you kill him, then you’ll get no mercy from me. I’ll make your life such a hell that you’ll have to kill me, too.”


  He said, unmoved: “You’re still trying to gamble without having any chips, you dumb female. What the hell do I care what you think of me? To me you’re just another toy to take back. You were merely a means to an end. Do you still think it was an accident we met? I took an apartment near you and got acquainted with you to pump you about your father. I wanted to find out what would hurt him most before I killed him. I found out.”


  She looked past him and smiled at me.


  “Thanks to you, Lash, we found out, too.”


  I smiled back at her, then carefully aimed at the back of Lash’s head. My finger tightened on the trigger—then became stiff as iron, immovable. My whole body was paralyzed at the same time. I was frozen in the act of aiming.


  Lash turned around, casually.


  “I’ve still got eyes in the back of my head, Freddy, you know.”


  I knew, and had expected detection. But the other thing I’d expected hadn’t happened, and I began to feel anxious about it.


  Lash went on: “Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have promised Anne not to kill you. Because that would mean breaking an earlier promise—to my father, to kill you. And now, Anne, as you’re so close to your father these days, I’m sure you’ll wish to be with him when he dies.”


  Anne gave a little cry and tried to break away from the Roys. It was sheer impossibility. At once she was as helpless, voiceless, motionless as myself.


  “By his own hand,” said Lash.


  Controlled by a mind other than mine, my hand slowly brought the gun back, raised it, pressed its muzzle against my right temple.


  “Like Marcelle,” said Lash, softly, with hatred in his eyes.


  My voice was screaming silently. It’s all gone wrong! I’ve lost! Curse your Marcelle-Mother fixation, you maniac! Oh, Anne, Anne—


  “Wait a moment,” said Lash. “Justice must be truly poetic. Marcelle shot herself through the heart.”


  My arm lowered itself, swung slowly out and turned inward to point the gun at my heart.


  And I stopped screaming inwardly and waited with every thought frozen.


  “Good-bye, Freddy,” said Lash.


  Of itself, my finger pulled the trigger.


  Zip!


  Lash rocked back on his heels, his mouth an 0, a bare quarter-inch of the needle protruding from his forehead, the rest deep in his brain, unloading its terrible voltage.


  Yet still his wrecked mind fought for life. The needle began to withdraw itself with dreadful slowness. A bead of blood grew, broke, ran down his white face.


  Then he collapsed. And his grip on me died as he died.


  The Roy women thrust Anne aside and with queer animal, whining sounds came in a shambling run to then-fallen master. They crouched over him, plucked the needle out, nursed him, trying to bring consciousness back.


  But it was too late.


  Half sobbing, half yammering, they looked up at me, seeking guidance as always from the male. Witless creatures who could have snapped my spine with mind-power—if they had been directed to.


  I was sick, confused, directionless myself. Scarce knowing what I was doing, I pointed to Lash, to the ship, to the sky, telling them to take him away, back to where he belonged.


  They carried him tenderly between them to the gangplank and up it. The door closed behind them.


  The big red ball of the sun, resting on the far horizon, made another big red ball of the ship. Then as the sun began to sink into the earth, the ship began to rise from it. Steadily it accelerated into the deepening blue of the sky.


  Anne had returned silently to my side. We gripped hands and watched the ship vanish high in the northeast.


  Then he went back into the cottage. The big room was on the shadowed side. We lit the lamps, and I told her of the strange murder of the man Lucas in London long ago. It was a unique story.


  Lucas had been one of the original Lash’s Party. He had a beautiful wife. Lash charmed her from him. Lucas was a violent, jealous man. Lash coolly needled him into attempted murder—of Lash, with Lash’s own gun of Lash’s own design. A trick gun. It spat its needle backwards into the face of the firer.


  But only Lash knew that at the time.


  I was there, shockedly looking down at the body, and heard Lash’s sardonic verdict: “Suicide.”


  “Murder,” I said.


  Was I then also condemning myself for what I had done now?


  “No, there’s no parallel,” said Anne. “You didn’t force him to try to kill you. It was wholly his idea. You tried to escape from him. You didn’t kill him.”


  I ran my fingers through what was left of my hair and my palm came away sweaty. My lips were dry as desert sand.


  I got up suddenly and yanked open the doors of the cocktail cabinet.


  “No,” said Anne, again. “That’s how it began before. You’ve got a second chance. If you can beat it now, you’ll never have to fight it again.”


  I kicked the doors shut. The bottles rattled and shifted. For a crazy moment I was scared they might juggle themselves into an “L.”


  I turned away and sighed. “Talk about irony! It was Lash who taught me the vanishing six-shooter trick. And so I was able to switch guns in the Black Museum. And so I was able to kill his son.”


  “You didn’t kill him,” repeated Anne, firmly. She knew she would have to go on saying it firmly, over and over, in the future.


  “I’d do it again,” I said.


  It was almost dark. The pale lights were beginning to creep along the horizon again. Presently some detached themselves and crept over it and began heading our way.


  “The armed forces to the rescue,” I said. “Or maybe just the police. Perhaps Dick Trevelyan and his boys. A bit late in the day.”


  They still had a long, rough way to come across the Plain.


  THE END
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  BEFORE EDEN


  Arthur C. Clarke


  Venus wasn’t the virgin planet Mankind had always assumed. It was simply that we got there too soon.


  I GUESS,” said Jerry Garfield, cutting the engines, “that this is the end of the line.” With a gentle sigh, the underjets faded out; deprived of its air-cushion, the scout-car Rambling Wreck settled down upon the twisted rocks of the Hesperian Plateau.


  There was no way forward; neither on its jets nor its tractors could S.5—to give the Wreck its official name—scale the escarpment that lay ahead. The South Pole of Venus was only thirty miles away, but it might have been on another planet. They would have to turn back, and retrace their four-hundred-mile journey through this nightmare landscape.


  The weather was fantastically clear, with visibility of almost a thousand yards. There was no need of radar to show the cliffs ahead; for once, the naked eye was good enough. The green auroral light, filtering down through clouds that had rolled unbroken for a million years, gave the scene an underwater appearance, and the way in which all distant objects blurred into the haze added to the impression. Sometimes it was easy to believe that they were driving across a shallow sea-bed, and more than once Jerry had imagined that he had seen fish floating overhead.


  “Shall I call the ship, and say we’re turning back?” he asked.


  “Not yet,” said Dr. Hutchins. “I want to think.”


  Jerry shot an appealing glance at the third member of the crew, but found no moral support there. Coleman was just as bad; although the two men argued furiously half the time, they were both scientists and therefore, in the opinion of a hard-headed engineer-navigator, not wholly responsible citizens. If Cole and Hutch had bright ideas about going forward, there was nothing he could do except register a protest.


  HUTCHINS was pacing back and forth in the tiny cabin, studying charts and instruments. Presently he swung the car’s searchlight towards the cliffs, and began to examine them carefully with binoculars. Surely, thought Jerry, he doesn’t expect me to drive up there! S.5 was a hover-track, not a mountain goat. . . .


  Abruptly, Hutchins found something. He released his breath in a sudden explosive gasp, then turned to Coleman. “Look!” he said, his voice full of excitement. “Just to the left of that black mark! Tell me what you see.”


  He handed over the glasses, and it was Coleman’s turn to stare.


  “Well I’m damned,” he said at length. “You were right. There are rivers on Venus. That’s a dried-up waterfall.”


  “So you owe me one dinner at the Bel Gourmet when we get back to Cambridge. With champagne.”


  “No need to remind me. Anyway, it’s cheap at the price. But this still leaves your other theories strictly on the crackpot level.”


  “Just a minute,” interjected Jerry. “What’s all this about rivers and waterfalls? Everyone knows they can’t exist on Venus. It never gets cold enough on this steam-bath of a planet for the clouds to condense.”


  “Have you looked at the thermometer lately?” asked Hutchins with deceptive mildness.


  “I’ve been slightly too busy driving.”


  “Then I’ve news for you. It’s down to 230, and still falling. Don’t forget—we’re almost at the Pole, it’s wintertime, and we’re sixty thousand feet above the lowlands. All this adds up to a distinct nip in the air. If the temperature drops a few more degrees, we’ll have rain. The water will be boiling, of course—but it will be water. And though George won’t admit it yet, this puts Venus in a completely different light.”


  “Why?” asked Jerry, though he had already guessed.


  “Where there’s water, there may be life. We’ve been in too much of a hurry to assume that Venus is sterile, merely because the average temperature’s over five hundred degrees. It’s a lot colder here, and that’s why I’ve been so anxious to get to the Pole. There are lakes up here in the highlands, and I want to look at them.”


  “But boiling water!” protested Coleman. “Nothing could live in that!”


  “There are algae that manage it on Earth. And if we’ve learned one thing since we started exploring the planets, it’s this—wherever Life has the slightest chance of surviving, you’ll find it. This is the only chance it’s ever had on Venus.”


  “I wish we could test your theory. But you can see for yourself—we can’t go up that cliff.”


  “Perhaps not in the car. But it won’t be too difficult to climb those rocks, even wearing thermosuits. All we need do is walk a few miles towards the Pole; according to the radar maps, it’s fairly level once you’re over the rim. We could manage in—oh, twelve hours at the most. Each of us has been out for longer than that, in much worse conditions.”


  That was perfectly true. Protective clothing that had been designed to keep men alive in the Venusian lowlands would have an easy job here, where it was only a hundred degrees hotter than Death Valley in midsummer.


  “Well,” said Coleman. “You know the regulations. You can’t go by yourself, and someone has to stay here to keep contact with the ship. How do we settle it this time—chess or cards?”


  “Chess takes too long,” said Hutchins, “especially when you two play it.” He reached into the chart table and produced a well-worn pack. “Cut them, Jerry.”


  “Ten of spades. Hope you can beat it, George.”


  “So do I. Damn—only five of clubs. Well, give my regards to the Venusians.”


  DESPITE Hutchins’ assurance, it was hard work climbing the escarpment. The slope was not too steep, but the weight of oxygen gear, refrigerated thermosuit and scientific equipment came to more than a hundred pounds per man. The lower gravity—thirteen percent weaker than Earth’s—gave a little help, but not much, as they toiled up screes, rested on ledges to regain breath, and then clambered on again through the submarine twilight. The emerald glow that washed around them was brighter than that of the full moon on Earth. A moon would have been wasted on Venus, Jerry told himself; it could never have been seen from the surface, there were no oceans for it to rule—and the incessant aurora was a far more constant source of light.


  They had climbed over two thousand feet before the ground levelled out into a gentle slope, scarred here and there by channels that had clearly been cut by running water. After a little searching, they came across a gulley wide and deep enough to merit the name of river-bed. and started to walk along it.


  “I’ve just thought of something,” said Jerry after they had travelled a few hundred yards. “Suppose there’s a storm up ahead of us? I don’t feel like facing a tidal wave of boiling water.”


  “If there’s a storm,” replied Hutchins a little impatiently, “we’ll hear it. There’ll be plenty of time to reach high ground.”


  He was undoubtedly right, but Jerry felt no happier as they continued to climb the gently-shelving water-course. His uneasiness had been growing ever since they had passed over the brow of the cliff and had lost radio contact with the scout-car. In this day and age, to be out of touch with one’s fellowmen was a unique and unsettling experience. It had never happened to Jerry before in all his life; even aboard the Morning Star, when they were a hundred million miles from Earth, he could always send a message to his family and get a reply back within minutes. But now, a few yards of rock had cut him off from the rest of mankind; if anything happened to them here, no-one would ever know, unless Some later expedition found their bodies. George would wait for the agreed number of hours; then he would head back to the ship—alone. I guess I’m not really the pioneering type, Jerry told himself. I like running complicated machines, and that’s how I got involved in space-flight. But I never stopped to think where it would lead, and now it’s too late to change my mind.


  THEY had travelled perhaps three miles towards the Pole, following the meanders of the river-bed, when Hutchins stopped to make observations and collect specimens. “Still getting colder!” he said. “The temperature’s down to 199. That’s far and away the lowest ever recorded on Venus. I wish we could call George and let him know.” Jerry tried all the wavebands; he even attempted to raise the ship—the unpredictable ups and downs of the planet’s ionosphere sometimes made such long-distance reception possible—but there was not a whisper of a carrier-wave above the roar and crackle of the Venusian thunderstorms.


  “This is even better,” said Hutchins, and now there was real excitement in his voice. “The oxygen concentration’s way up—fifteen parts in a million. It was only five back at the car, and down in the lowlands you can scarcely detect it.”


  “But fifteen in a million!” protested Jerry. “Nothing could breathe that!”


  “You’ve got hold of the wrong end of the stick,” Hutchins explained. “Nothing does breathe it. Something makes it. Where do you think Earth’s oxygen comes from? It’s all produced by life—by growing plants. Before there were plants on Earth, our atmosphere was just like this one—a mess of carbon dioxide and ammonia and methane. Then vegetation evolved, and slowly converted the atmosphere into something that animals could breathe.”


  “I see,” said Jerry, “and you think that the same process has just started here?”


  “It looks like it. Something not far from here is producing oxygen—and plant life is the simplest explanation.”


  “And where there are plants,” mused Jerry, “I suppose you’ll have animals, sooner or later.”


  “Yes,” said Hutchins, packing his gear and starting up the gulley, “though it takes a few hundred million years. We may be too soon—but I hope not.”


  “That’s all very well,” Jerry answered. “But suppose we meet something that doesn’t like us? We’ve no weapons.”


  “And we don’t need them. Have you stopped to think what we look like? Obviously any animal would run a mile at the sight of us.”


  There was some truth in that. The reflecting metal foil of their thermosuits covered them from head to foot like flexible, glittering armor. No insects had more elaborate antennae than those mounted on their helmets and back-packs, and the wide lenses through which they stared out at the world looked like blank yet. monstrous eyes. Yes, there were few animals on Earth that would stop to argue with such apparitions; but any Venusians might have different ideas.


  JERRY was still mulling this over when they came upon the lake. Even at that first glimpse, it made him think not of the life they were seeking, but of death. Like a black mirror, it lay arnica fold of the hills; its far edge was hidden in the eternal mist, and ghostly columns of vapor swirled and danced upon its surface. All it needed, Jerry told himself, was Charon’s ferry waiting to take them to the other side—or the Swan of Tuonela swimming majestically back and forth as it guarded the entrance to the Underworld. . . .


  Yet for all this, it was a miracle—the first free water that men had ever found on Venus, Hutchins was already on his knees, almost in an attitude of prayer. But he was only collecting drops of the precious liquid to examine through his pocket microscope.


  “Anything there?” asked Jerry anxiously.


  Hutchins shook his head.


  “If there is, it’s too small to see with this instrument. I’ll tell you more when we’re back at the ship.” He sealed a test-tube and placed it in his collecting-bag, as tenderly as any prospector who had just found a nugget laced with gold. It might be—it probably was—nothing more than plain water. But it might also be a universe of unknown, living creatures on the first stage of their billion-year journey to intelligence.


  Hutchins had walked no more than a dozen yards along the edge of the lake when he stopped again, so suddenly that Garfield nearly collided with him.


  “What’s the matter?” Jerry asked. “Seen something?”


  “That dark patch of rock over there. I noticed it before we stopped at the lake.”


  “What about it? It looks ordinary enough to me.”


  “I think it’s grown bigger All his life, Jerry was to re-, member this moment. Somehow he never doubted Hutchin’s statement; by this time he could believe anything, even that rocks could grow. The sense of isolation and mystery, the presence of that dark and brooding lake, the never-ceasing rumble of distant storms and the green flickering of the aurora—all these had done something to his mind, had prepared it to face the incredible. Yet he felt no fear; that would come later.


  HE looked at the rock. It was about five hundred feet away, as far as he could estimate. In this dim, emerald light it was hard to judge distances or dimensions. The rock—or whatever it was—seemed to be a horizontal slab of almost black material, lying near the crest of a low ridge. There was a second, much smaller, patch of similar material near it; Jerry tried to measure and memorize the gap between them, so that he would have some yard-stick to detect any change.


  Even when he saw that the gap was slowly shrinking, he still felt no alarm—only a puzzled excitement. Not until it had vanished completely, and he realized how his eyes had tricked him, did that awful feeling of helpless terror strike into his heart.


  Here were no growing or moving rocks. What they were watching was a dark tide, a crawling carpet, sweeping slowly but inexorably towards them over the top of the ridge.


  The moment of sheer, unreasoning panic lasted, mercifully, no more than a few seconds. Garfield’s first terror began to fade as soon as he recognized its cause. For that advancing tide had reminded him, all too vividly, of a story he had read many years ago about the army ants of the Amazon, and the way in which they destroyed everything in their path. . . .


  But whatever this tide might be, it was moving too slowly to be a real danger, unless it cut off their line of retreat. Hutchins was staring at it intently through their only pair of binoculars; he was the biologist, and he was holding his ground. No point in making a fool of myself, thought Jerry, by running like a scalded cat, if it isn’t necessary.


  “For heaven’s sake,” he said at last, when the moving carpet was only a hundred yards away and Hutchins had not uttered a word or stirred a muscle. “What is it?”


  Hutchins slowly unfroze, like a statue coming to life.


  “Sorry,” he said. “I’d forgotten all about you. It’s a plant, of course. At least, I suppose we’d better call it that.”


  “But it’s moving!”


  “Why should that surprise you? So do terrestrial plants. Ever seen speeded-up movies of ivy in action?”


  “That still stays in one place—it doesn’t crawl all over the landscape.”


  “Then what about the plankton plants of the sea? They can swim when they have to.”


  Jerry gave up; in any case, the approaching wonder had robbed him of words.


  HE still thought of the thing as a carpet—a deep pile one, ravelled into tassles at the edges. It varied in thickness as it moved; in some parts it was a mere film; in others, it heaped up to a depth of a foot or more. As it came closer and he could see its texture, Jerry was reminded of black velvet. He wondered what it felt like to the touch, then remembered that it would burn his fingers even if it did nothing else to them. He found himself thinking, in the light-headed nervous reaction that often follows a sudden shock: “If there are any Venusians, we’ll never be able to shake hands with them. They’d burn us, and we’d give them frost-bite.” So far, the thing had shown no signs that it was aware of their presence. It had merely flowed forward like the mindless tide that it almost certainly was. Apart from the fact that it climbed over small obstacles, it might have been an advancing flood of water.


  And then, when it was only ten feet away, the velvet tide checked itself. On the right and the left, it still flowed forward; but dead ahead it slowed to a halt.


  “We’re being encircled,” said Jerry anxiously. “Better fall back, until we’re sure it’s harmless.”


  To his relief, Hutchins stepped back at once. After a brief hesitation, the creature resumed its slow advance and the dent in its front line straightened out.


  Then Hutchins stepped forward again—and the thing slowly withdrew. Half a dozen times the biologist advanced, only to retreat again, and each time the living tide ebbed and flowed in synchronism with his movements. I never imagined, Jerry told himself, that I’d live to see a man waltzing with a plant. . . .


  “Thermophobia,” said Hutchins. “Purely automatic reaction. It doesn’t like our heat.”


  “Our heat!” protested Jerry. “Why, we’re living icicles by comparison.”


  “Of course—but our suits aren’t, and that’s all it knows about.”


  Stupid of me, thought Jerry.


  When you were snug and cool inside your thermosuit, it was easy to forget that the refrigeration unit on your back was pumping a blast of heat out into the surrounding air. No wonder the Venusian plant had shied away.


  “Let’s see how it reacts to light,” said Hutchins. He switched on his chest-lamp, and the green auroral glow was instantly banished by the flood of pure white radiance. Until Man had come to this planet, no white light had ever shone upon the surface of Venus, even by day. As in the seas of Earth, there was only a green twilight, deepening slowly to utter darkness.


  THE transformation was so stunning that neither man could check a cry of astonishment. Gone in a flash was the deep, sombre black of the thick-piled velvet carpet at their feet, Instead, as far as their lights carried, lay a glazing pattern of glorious, vivid reds, laced with, streaks of gold. No Persian prince could ever have commanded so opulent a tapestry from his weavers, yet this was the accidental product of biological forces. Indeed, until they had switched on their floods, these superb colors had not even existed, and they would vanish once more when the alien light of Earth ceased to conjure them into being.


  “Tikov was right,” murmured Hutchins. “I wish he could have known.”


  “Right about what?” asked Jerry, though it seemed almost a sacrilege to speak in the presence of such loveliness.


  “Back in Russia, fifty years ago, he found that plants living in very cold climates tended to be blue and violet, while those from hot ones were red or orange. He predicted that the Martian vegetation would be violet, and said that if there were plants on Venus they’d be red. Well, he was right on both counts. But we can’t stand here all day—we’ve work to do.”


  “You’re sure it’s quite safe?” asked Jerry, some of his caution reasserting itself.


  “Absolutely—it can’t touch our suits even if it wants to. Anyway, it’s moving past us.” That was true. They could see now that the entire creature—if it was a single plant, and not a colony—covered a roughly circular area about a hundred yards across. It was sweeping over the ground, as the shadow of a cloud moves before the wind—and where it had rested, the rocks were pitted with innumerable tiny holes that might have been etched by acid.


  “Yes,” said Hutchins, when Jerry remarked about this. “That’s how some lichens feed; they secrete acids that dissolve rock. But no questions, please—not till we get back to the ship. I’ve several lifetime’s work here, and a couple of hours to do it in.”


  This was botany on the run. . . . The sensitive edge of the huge plant-thing could move with surprising speed when it tried to evade them. It was as if they were dealing with an animated flap-jack, an acre in extent. There was no reaction—apart from the automatic avoidance of their exhaust-heat—when Hutchins snipped samples or took probes. The creature flowed steadily onwards over hills and valleys, guided by some strange vegetable instinct. Perhaps it was following some vein of mineral; the geologists could decide that, when they analyzed the rock samples that Hutchins had collected both before and after the passage of the living tapestry.


  There was scarcely time to think or even to frame the countless questions that their discovery had raised. Presumably these creatures must be fairly common, for them to have found one so quickly. How did they reproduce? By shoots, spores, fission, or some other means? Where did they get their energy? What relatives, rivals or parasites did they have? This could not be the only form of life on Venus—the very idea was absurd, for if you had one species, you must have thousands. . . .


  SHEER hunger and fatigue forced them to a halt at last. The creature they were studying could eat its way around Venus—though Hutchins believed that it never went very far from the lake, as from time to time it approached the water and inserted a long, tube-like tendril into it—but the animals from Earth had to rest.


  It was a great relief to inflate the pressurized tent, climb in through the airlock, and strip off their thermosuits. For the first time, as they relaxed inside their tiny plastic hemisphere, the true wonder and importance of the discovery forced itself upon their minds. This world around them was no longer the same; Venus was no longer dead—it had joined Earth and Mars.


  For life called to life, across the gulfs of space. Everything that grew or moved upon the face of any planet was a portent, a promise that Man was not alone in this universe of blazing suns and swirling nebulae. If as yet he had found no companions with whom he could speak, that was only to be expected, for the light-years and the ages still stretched before him, waiting to be explored. Meanwhile, he must guard and cherish the life he found, whether it be upon Earth or Mars or Venus.


  So Graham Hutchins, the happiest biologist in the Solar System, told himself as he helped Garfield collect their refuse and seal it into a plastic disposal bag. When they deflated the tent and started on the homeward journey, there was no sign of the creature they had-been examining. That was just as well; they might have been tempted to linger for more experiments, and already it was getting uncomfortably close to their deadline.


  No matter; in a few months they would be back with a team of assistants, far more adequately equipped and with the eyes of the world upon them. Evolution had labored for a billion years to make this meeting possible; it could wait a little longer.


  For a while nothing moved in the greenly glimmering, fogbound landscape; it was deserted by man and crimson carpet alike. Then, flowing over the wind-carved hills, the creature reappeared. Or perhaps it was another of the same strange species; no one would ever know.


  It flowed past the little cairn of stones where Hutchins and Garfield had buried their wastes. And then it stopped.


  It was not puzzled, for it had no mind. But the chemical urges that drove it relentlessly over the polar plateau were crying: Here, here! Somewhere close at hand was the most precious of all the foods it needed—phosphorous, the element without which the spark of life could never ignite. It began to drizzle the rocks, to ooze into the cracks and crannies, to scratch and scrabble with probing tendrils. Nothing that it did was beyond the capacity of any plant or tree on Earth—but it moved a thousand times more quickly, requiring only minutes to reach its goal and pierce through the plastic film.


  And then it feasted, on food more concentrated than any it had ever known. It absorbed the carbohydrates and the proteins and the phosphates, the nicotine from the cigarette ends, the cellulose from the paper cups and spoons. All these it broke down and assimilated into its strange body, without difficulty and without harm.


  Likewise it absorbed a whole microcosmos of living creatures—the bacteria and viruses which, upon an older planet, had evolved into a thousand deadly strains. Though only a very few could survive in this heat and this atmosphere, they were sufficient. As the carpet crawled back to the lake, it carried contagion to all its world.


  Even as the Morning Star set course for her distant home, Venus was dying. The films and photographs and specimens that Hutchins was carrying in triumph were more precious even I than he knew. They were the only record that would ever exist of Life’s third attempt to gain a foothold in the Solar System.


  Beneath the clouds of Venus, the story of Creation urns ended.


  THE END


  AMATEUR IN CHANCERY


  George O. Smith


  The creature from Venus didn’t know right from left—and life and death hung in the balance!


  PAUL Wallach came into my office. He looked distraught. By some trick of selection, Paul Wallach, the director of Project Tunnel, was one of the two men in the place who did not have a string of doctor’s and scholar’s degrees to tack behind their names. The other was I. “Trouble, Paul?” I asked.


  He nodded, saying, “The tunnel car is working.”


  “It should. It’s been tested enough.”


  “Holly Carter drew the short straw.”


  “Er—” I started and then stopped short as the implication became clear. “She’s—she’s—not—?”


  “Holly made it to Venus all right,” he said. “Trouble is we can’t get her back.”


  “Can’t get her back?”


  He nodded again. “You know, we’ve never really known very much about the atmosphere of Venus.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, from what little came through just before Holly blacked out, it seems that there must be one of the cyanogens in the atmosphere in a concentration high enough to effect nervous paralysis.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning,” said Paul Wallach in a flat tone, “that Holly Carter stopped breathing shortly after she cracked the airlock. And her heart stopped beating a minute or so later.”


  “Holly—dead?”


  “Not yet, Tom,” he said. “If we can get her back in the next fifteen or twenty minutes, modern medicine can bring her back.”


  “But there’ll be brain damage!”


  “Oh, there may be some temporary impairment. Nothing that retraining can’t restore. The big problem is to bring her back.”


  “We should have built two tunnel cars.”


  “We should have done all sorts of things. But when the terminal rocket landed on Venus, everybody in the place was too anxious to try it out. Lord knows, I tried to proceed at a less headlong pace. But issuing orders to you people is a waste of time and paper.”


  I looked at him. “Doc,” I asked, giving him the honorary title out of habit, “Venus is umpty-million miles from here. We haven’t another tunnel car, and no rocket could make it in time to do any good. So how can we hope to rescue Holly?”


  “That’s the point,” said Wallach. “Venus, it appears, is inhabited.”


  “Oh?”


  “That’s what got Holly caught in the first place. She landed, then saw this creature approaching. Believing that no life could exist in an atmosphere dangerous to life, she opened the airlock and discovered otherwise.”


  “So?”


  “So now all we have to do is to devise some way of explaining to a Venusian the difference between left and right. I thought you might help.”


  “But I’m just a computer programmer.”


  “That’s the point. We all figured that you have developed a form of communication to that machine of yours. The rest of the crew, as you know, have a bit of difficulty in communicating among themselves in their own jargon, let alone getting through to normal civilians. When it comes to a Venusian, they’re licked.”


  I said, “I’ll try.”


  PROJECT Tunnel is the hardware phase of a program started a number of years ago when somebody took a joke seriously.


  In a discussion of how the tunnel diode works, one of the scientists pointed out that if an electron could be brought to absolute rest, its position according to Heisenberg Uncertainty would be completely ambiguous, Hence it had as high a possibility of being found on Venus as it had of being found on Earth or anywhere else. Now, the tunnel diode makes use of this effect by a voltage bias across the diode junction. Between narrow limits, the voltage bias is correct to upset the ambiguity of Mr. Heisenberg, making the electron nominally found on one side of the junction more likely to be found on the other.


  Nobody could deny the operability of the tunnel diode. Project Tunnel was a serious attempt to employ the tunnel effect in gross matter.


  The terminal rocket mentioned by Paul Wallach carried the equipment needed to establish the voltage bias between Venus and the Earth. Once established, Project Tunnel was in a state that caused it to maroon the most wonderful girl in the world.


  Since the latter statement is my own personal opinion, my pace from the office to the laboratory was almost a dead run.


  The laboratory was a madhouse. People stood in little knots, arguing. Those who weren’t talking were shaking their heads in violent negation.


  The only one who appeared unupset was Teresa Dwight, our psi-girl. And here I must confess an error. When I said that Paul Wallach and I were the only ones without a string of professorial degrees, I missed Teresa Dwight. I must be forgiven. Teresa had a completely bland personality, zero drive, and a completely unstartling appearance. Teresa was only fourteen. But she’d discovered that her psi-power could get her anything she really wanted. Being human, therefore, she did not want much. So forgive me for passing her by.


  But now I had to notice her. As I came in, she looked up and said, “Harla wants to know why can’t he just try.”


  WALLACH went white. “Tell that Venusian thing ‘NO!’ as loud as you can.”


  Teresa concentrated, then asked, “But why?”


  “Does this Harla understand the Heisenberg Effect?”


  She said after a moment, “Harla says he has heard of it as a theory. But he is not quite prepared to believe that it does indeed exist as anything but an abstract physical concept.”


  “Tell Harla that Doctor Carter’s awkward position is a direct result of our ability to reduce the tunnel effect to operate on gross matter.”


  “He realizes that. But now he wants to know why you didn’t fire one of the lower animals as a test.”


  “Tell him that using animals for laboratory experiments is only possible in a police state where the anti-vivisection league can be exiled to Siberia. Mink coats and all. And let his Venusian mind make what it can of that. Now, Teresa—”


  “Yes?”


  “Tell Harla, very carefully, that pressing the left-hand button will flash the tunnel car back here as soon as he closes the airlock. But tell him that pushing the right-hand button will create another bias voltage—whereupon another mass of matter will cross the junction. In effect, it will rip a hole out of this laboratory near the terminal, over there, and try to make it occupy the same space as the tunnel car on Venus. None of us can predict what might happen when two masses attempt to occupy the same space. But the chances are that some of the holocaust will backfire across the gap and be as violent at this end, too.”


  “Harla says that he will touch nothing until he has been assured that it is safe.”


  “Good. Now, Tom,” he said, addressing me, “how can we tell right from left?”


  “Didn’t you label ’em?”


  “They’re colored red on the right and green on the left.”


  “Is Harla color-blind?”


  “No, but from what I gather Harla sees with a different spectrum than we do. So far as he is concerned both buttons look alike.”


  “You could have engraved ’em ‘COME’ and ‘GO’.”


  Frank Crandall snorted. “Maybe you can deliver an ‘English, Self-Taught’ course through Teresa to the Venusian?”


  I looked at Crandall. I didn’t much care for him. It seemed that every time Holly Carter came down out of her fog of theoretical physics long enough to notice a simpleton who had to have a machine to perform routine calculations, we were joined by Frank Crandall who carted her off and away from me. If this be rank jealousy, make the most of it. I’m human.


  “Crandall,” I said, “even to a Hottentot I could point out that the engraved legend ‘GO’ contains two squiggly symbols, whereas the legend ‘RETURN’ contains ‘many’.”


  WALLACH stepped into the tension by saying, “So we didn’t anticipate alien life. But now we’ve got the problem of communicating with it.”


  Crandall didn’t appear to notice my stiff reply. He said, “Confound it, what’s missing?”


  “What’s missing,” I told him, “is some common point of reference.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning that I could define left from right to any semi-intelligent human being who was aware of the environment in which we live.”


  “For example?”


  I groped for an example and said, lamely, “Well, there’s the weather rule, valid for the northern hemisphere. When the wind is blowing on your back, the left hand points to the low pressure center.”


  “Okay. But how about Venus? Astronomical information, I mean.”


  I shook my head.


  “Why not?” he demanded. “If we face north, the sun rises on our right, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes. Even in the southern hemisphere.”


  “Well, then. So it doesn’t make any difference which hemisphere they’re in.”


  “You’re correct. But you’re also making the assumptions that Venus rotates on its axis, that the axis is aligned parallel to the Earth’s and that the direction of rotation is the same.”


  “We know that Venus rotates!”


  “We have every reason to believe so,” I agreed. “But only because thermocouples measure a temperature on the darkside that is too high to support the theory that the diurnal period of Venus is equal to the year. I think the latest figures say something between a couple of weeks and a few months. Next, the axis needn’t be parallel to anything. Shucks, Crandall, you know darned well that the solar system is a finely made clock with no two shafts aligned, and elliptical gears that change speed as they turn.”


  “PRACTICALLY everything in the solar system rotates in the same direction.”


  I looked at him. “Would you like to take a chance that Venus agrees with that statement? You’ve got a fifty percent chance that you’ll be right. Guess wrong and we have a metric ton of hardware trying to occupy the same space as another metric ton of matter.”


  “But—”


  “And furthermore,” I went on, “we’re just lucky that Polaris happens to be a pole star right now. The poles of Mars point to nothing that bright. Even then, we can hardly expect the Venusian to have divided the circumpolar sky into the same zoo full of mythical animals as our forebears—and if we use the commonplace expression, maybe the Venusian never paused to take a long-handled dipper of water from a well. Call them stewpots and the term is still insular. Sure, there’s lots of pointers, but they have to be identified. My mother always insisted that the Pleiades were—er—was the Little Dipper.” Teresa Dwight spoke up, possible for the second or third time in her life without being spoken to first. She said, “Harla has been listening to you through me. Of astronomy he has but a rudimentary idea. He is gratified to learn from you that there is a ‘sun’ that provides the heat and light. This has been a theory based upon common sense; something had to do it. But the light comes and goes so slowly that it is difficult to determine which direction the sun rises from. The existence of other celestial bodies than Venus is also based on logic. If, they claim, they exist, and their planet exists, then there probably are other planets with people who cannot see them, either.”


  “Quoth Pliny the Elder,” mumbled Paul Wallach.


  I looked at him.


  “Pliny was lecturing about Pythagoras’ theory that the Earth is round. A heckler asked him why the people on the other side didn’t fall off. Pliny replied that on the other side there were undoubtedly fools who were asking their wise men why we didn’t fall off.”


  “It’s hardly germane,” I said.


  “I’m sorry. Yes. And time is running out.”


  THE laboratory door opened to admit a newcomer, Lou Graham, head of the electronics crew.


  He said, “I’ve got it!”


  The chattering noise level died out about three decibels at a time. Lou said, “When a steel magnet is etched in acid, the north pole shows selective etching!”


  I shook my head. “Lou,” I said, “we don’t know whether Venus has a magnetic field, whether it is aligned to agree with the Earth’s—nor even whether the Venusians have discovered the magnetic compass.”


  “Oh, that isn’t the reference point,” said Lou Graham. “I’m quite aware of the ambiguity. The magnetic field does have a vector, but the arrow that goes on the end is strictly from human agreement.”


  “So how do you tell which is the north pole?”


  “By making an electromagnet! Then using Ampere’s Right Hand Rule. You grasp the electromagnet in the right hand so that the fingers point along the winding in the direction of the current flow. The thumb then points to the north pole.”


  “Oh, fine! Isn’t that just the same confounded problem? Now we’ve got to find out whether Harla is equipped with a right hand complete with fingers and thumbs—so that we can tell him which his right hand is!”


  “No, no,” he said. “You don’t understand, Tom. We don’t need the right hand. Let’s wind our electromagnet like this: We place the steel bar horizontally in front of us. The wire from ‘Start’ leaves us, passes over the top of the bar, drops below the bar on the far side, comes toward us on the under side, rises above the bar on the side toward us, and so on around and around until we’ve got our electromagnet wound. Now if the ‘start’ is positive and the ‘end’ is negative, the north pole will be at the left. It will show the selective etching in acid.”


  I looked at him. “Lou,” I said slowly, “if you can define positive and negative in un-ambiguous terms as well as you wound that electromagnet, we can get Holly home. Can you?”


  Lou turned to Teresa Dwight. “Has this Harla fellow followed me so far?”


  She nodded.


  “Can you speak for him?”


  “You talk, I hear, he reads me. I read him and I can speak.”


  “OKAY, then,” said Lou Graham. “Now we build a Le Clanche cell. Ask Harla does he recognize carbon. A black or light-absorbing element. Carbon is extremely common, it is the basis of life chemistry. It is element number six in the periodic chart. Does Harla know carbon?”


  “Harla knows carbon.”


  “Now we add zinc. Zinc is a light metal easily extracted from the ore. It is fairly abundant, and it is used by early civilizations for making brass or bronze long before the culture has advanced enough to recognize zinc as an element. Does Harla know zinc?”


  “He may,” said Teresa very haltingly. “What happens if Harla gets the wrong metal?”


  “Not very much,” said Lou. “Any of the light, fairly plentiful metals that are easily extracted from the ore will suffice. Say tin, magnesium, sodium, cadmium, so on.”


  “Harla says go on.”


  “Now we make an electrolyte. Preferably an alkaline salt.”


  “Be careful,” I said. “Or you’ll be asking Harla to identify stuff from a litmus paper.”


  “No,” said Lou. He faced Teresa and said, “An alkaline substance burns the flesh badly.”


  “So do acids,” I objected. “Alkaline substances are found in nature,” he reminded me. “Acids aren’t often natural. The point is that an acid will work. Even salt water will work. But an alkaline salt works better. At any rate, tell Harla that the stuff, like zinc, was known to civilized peoples many centuries before chemistry became a science. Acids, on the other hand, are fairly recent.”


  “Harla understands.”


  “Now,” said Lou Graham triumphantly, “we make our battery by immersing the carbon and the zinc in the electrolyte. The carbon is the positive electrode and should be connected to the start of our electromagnet, whereas the end of the winding must go to the zinc. This will place the north pole to the left hand.”


  “Harla understands,” said Teresa. “So far, Harla can perform this experiment in his mind. But now we must identify which end of the steel bar is north-pole magnetic.”


  “If we make the bar magnetic and then immerse it in acid, the north magnetic pole will be selectively etched.”


  “Harla says that this he does not know about. He has never heard of it, although he is quite familiar with electromagnets, batteries, and the like.”


  I looked at Lou Graham. “Did you cook this out of your head, or did you use a handbook?”


  He looked downcast. “I did use a handbook,” he admitted. “But—”


  “Lou,” I said unhappily, “I’ve never said that we couldn’t establish a common frame of reference. What we lack is one that can be established in minutes. Something physical—” I stopped short as a shadowy thought began to form.


  PAUL Wallach looked at me as though he’d like to speak but didn’t want to interrupt my train of thoughts. When he could contain himself no longer, he said, “Out with it, Tom.”


  “Maybe,” I muttered. “Surely there must be something physical.”


  “How so?”


  “The tunnel car must be full of it,” I said. “Screws?”


  I turned to Saul Graben. Saul is our mechanical genius; give him a sketch made on used Kleenex with a blunt lipstick and he will bring you back a gleaming mechanism that runs like a hundred-dollar wrist watch.


  But not this time. Saul shook his head.


  “What’s permanent is welded and what’s temporary is snapped in with plug buttons,” he said.


  “Good Lord,” I said. “There simply must be something!” There probably is,” said Saul. “But this Harla chap would have to use an acetylene torch to get at it.”


  I turned to Teresa. “Can this psi-man Harla penetrate metal?”


  “Can anyone?” she replied quietly.


  Wallach touched my arm. “You’re making the standard, erroneous assumption that a sense of perception will give its owner a blueprint-clear grasp of the mechanical details of some machinery. It doesn’t. Perception, as I understand it, is not even similar to eyesight.”


  “But—” I fumbled on—“surely there must be some common reference there, even granting that perception isn’t eyesight. So how does perception work?”


  “Tom, if you were blind from birth, I could tell you that I have eyesight that permits me to see the details of things that you can determine only by feeling them. This you might understand basically. But you could never be made to understand the true definition of the word ‘picture’ nor grasp the mental impression that is generated by eyesight.”


  “Well,” I persisted, “can he penetrate flesh?”


  “Flesh?”


  “Holly’s heart has stopped,” I said. “But it hasn’t been removed. If Harla can perceive through human flesh, he might be able to perceive the large, single organ in the chest cavity near the spine.”


  Teresa said, “Harla’s perception gives him a blurry, incomplete impression,” She looked at me. “It is something like a badly out-of-focus, grossly under-exposed x-ray solid.”


  “X-ray solid?” I asked.


  “It‘s the closest thing that you might be able to understand,” she said lamely.


  I dropped it right there. Teresa had probably been groping in the dark for some simile that would convey the nearest possible impression. I felt that this was going to be the nearest that I would ever get to understanding the sense of perception.


  “Can’t he get a clear view?”


  “He has not the right.”


  “Right!” I exploded. “Why—” Wallach held up his hand to stop me. “Don’t make Teresa fumble for words, Tom. Harla has not the right to invade the person of Holly Carter. Therefore he can not get a clearer perception of her insides.”


  “Hell!” I roared. “Give Harla the right.”


  “No one has authority.”


  “Authority be dammed!” I bellowed angrily. “That girl’s life is at stake!”


  WALLACH nodded unhappily.


  “Were this a medical emergency, a surgeon might close his eyes to the laws that require authorization to operate. But even if he saved the patient’s life, he is laying himself open to a lawsuit. But this is different, Tom. As you may know, the ability of any psi-person is measured by their welcome to the information. Thus Teresa and Harla, both willing to communicate, are able.”


  “But can’t Harla understand that the entire bunch of us are willing that he should take a peek?”


  “Confound it, Tom, it isn’t a matter of our permission! It’s a matter of fact. It would ease things if Holly were married to one of us, but even so it wouldn’t be entirely clear. It has to do with the invasion of privacy.”


  “Privacy? In this case the very idea is ridiculous.”


  “Maybe so,” said Paul Wallach. “But I don’t make the rules. They’re natural laws. As immutable as the laws of gravity or the refraction of light. And Tom, even if I were making the laws I might not change things. Not even to save Holly Carter’s life. Because, Tom, if telepathy and perception were as free and unbounded as some of their early proponents claimed, life would be a sheer, naked hell on earth.”


  “But what has privacy to do with it? This Harla isn’t at all humanoid. A cat can look at a king—”


  “Sure, Tom. But how long would the cat be permitted to read the king’s mind?”


  I grunted. “Has this Harla any mental block about examining the outside?”


  He looked at me thoughtfully. “You’re thinking about a scar or some sort of blemish?”


  “Yes. Birthmark, maybe. No one is perfect.”


  “You know of any?”


  I thought.


  It was not hard for me to conjure up a picture of Holly Carter. Unfortunately, I looked at Holly Carter through the eyes of love, which rendered her perfect. If she had bridgework, I hadn’t found it out. Her features were regular and her hair fell loose without a part. Her complexion was flawless . . . at least the complexion that could be examined whilst Holly sunned herself on a deck chair beside the swimming pool.


  I shook my head. Then I faced an unhappy fact. It hurt, because I wanted my goddess to be perfect, and if she were made of weak, mortal flesh, I did not want to find it out by asking the man who knew her better than I did.


  Still, I wanted her alive. So I turned to Frank Crandall.


  “Do you?” I asked.


  “Do I what?”


  “Know of any scars or birthmarks?”


  “Such as?”


  “Oh, hell,” I snapped. “Such as an appendix scar that might be used to tell left from right.”


  “Look, Tom, I’m not her physician, you know. I can only give you the old answer: ‘Not until they wear briefer swim suits.’ ”


  My heart bounced lightly. That Holly was still in mortal danger was not enough to stop my elation at hearing Frank Crandall admit that he was not Holly’s lover, nor even on much better terms than I. It might have been better to face the knowledge that Holly was all woman and all human even though the information had to come from someone who knew her well enough to get her home.


  Then I came back to earth. I had my perfect goddess—in deadly peril—instead of a human woman who really did not belong to any man.


  I HADN’T seen Saul Graben, leave, but he must have been gone because now he opened the door and came back. He was carrying a heavy rim gyroscope that was spinning in a set of frictionless gymbals. He looked most confused.


  He said, “I’ve spent what seems like an hour. You can’t tell me that this gizmo is inseparable from the selfish, insular intellect of terrestrial so-called homo sapiens.”


  He turned the base and we all watched the gymbal rings rotate to keep the gyro wheel in the same plane. “It should be cosmic,” he said. “But every time I start, I find myself biting myself on the back of the neck. Look. If you make the axle horizontal in front of you and rotate the gyro with the top edge going away from you, you can define a common reference. But motion beyond that cannot be explained. If the axle is depressed on the right side, the gyro will turn so the far edge looks to the right. But that’s defining A in terms of A. So I’m licked.”


  Frank Crandall shook his head. “There’s probably an absolute to that thing somewhere, but I’m sure none of us know it. We haven’t time to find it. In fact, I think the cause is lost. Maybe we’d better spend our time figuring out a plausible explanation.”


  “Explanation?” blurted Wallach.


  “Let’s face it,” said Crandall. “Holly Carter’s life is slipping away. No one has yet come close to finding a common reference to describe right from left to this Harla creature.”


  “So what’s your point?”


  “Death is for the dying,” Crandall said in a monotone. “Let them have their hour in peace and dignity. Life is for the living, and for the living there is no peace. We who remain must make the best of it. So now in about five minutes Holly will be at peace. The rest of us have got to answer for her.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “How do you propose to explain this unfortunate incident?” asked Crandall. “Someone will want to know what happened to the remains of Holly Carter. I can see hell breaking loose. And I can see the whole lot of us getting laughed right off the Earth because we couldn’t tell right from left. And I can see us all clobbered for letting the affair take place.”


  “You seem to be more worried about your professional reputation than about Holly Carter’s life!”


  “I have a future,” he said. “Holly doesn’t seem to. Hell,” he groaned, “we can’t even gamble on it.”


  “Gamble?”


  “How successful do you think you’d be in getting this Venusian to risk his life by closing his eyes and making a fifty-fifty stab in the dark at one of those buttons?”


  “Well—” started Wallach—“we’d be gambling too, you know. But—”


  “WAIT a moment,” I said. “I’ve got a sort of half-cracked theory. May I try?”


  “Of course.”


  “Not ‘of course.’ I’ll have to have quiet, with just Teresa to communicate through.”


  “If you have any ideas, try them,” said Wallach.


  “Do you really know what you’re doing?” demanded Frank Crandall.


  “I think so,” I replied. “If it works, it’ll be because I happen to feel close to Holly.”


  “Could be,” he said with a shrug. I almost flipped. Duels have been fought over less. But instead of taking offense, Crandall topped it off by adding, “You could have been a lot closer if you’d tried. She always said you had the alert, pixie-type mind that was pure relaxation instead of a dead let-down after a period of deep concentration. But you were always scuttling off somewhere. Well, go ahead and try, Tom. And good luck!”


  I took a deep breath.


  “Teresa?” I asked.


  “Yes, Mr. Lincoln?”


  “Tell Harla to concentrate on the buttons.”


  “He is.”


  “There is a subtle difference between them.”


  “This he knows, but he does not know what it is.”


  “There is a delicate difference in warmth. One button will be faintly warmer than the other.”


  “Harla has felt them.”


  I dropped the third-person address and spoke to Teresa as if she were but one end of a telephone line. “Harla,” I said, “only part of the difference lies in the warmth to physical touch. There should be another kind of warmth. Are you not affected by a feeling that one is better than the other?”


  Harla’s reply came direct through Teresa: “Why yes, I am indeed drawn to the warmer of the two. Were this a game I would wager on it. But that is emotion and hardly suitable as a guide.”


  “Ah, but it is!” I replied quickly. “This is our frame of reference. Press the warmer of the but—”


  I was violently interrupted. Wallach shook me violently and hurled me away from Teresa. Frank Crandall was facing the girl, shouting, “No! No! The warm one will be the red one! You must press the green—”


  And then he, too, was interrupted.


  Displaced air made a nearexplosive woosh! and the tunnel car was there on its pad. In it was a nightmare horror holding a limp Holly Carter across its snakelike tentacles. A free tentacle opened the door.


  “Take her while I hold my breath,” said Harla, still talking through Teresa. “I’ll return the tunnel car empty. I can, now that I know that warmth is where the hearth is.”


  Harla dropped the unconscious girl in my arms and snapped back into the car. It disappeared, then returned empty just as the doctor was bending over Holly.


  SO now I have my Holly, but every now and then I lie awake beside her in a cold sweat. Harla could have guessed wrong. Just as Wallach and Crandall had been wrong in assuming the red button would be warmer than the green. Their reaction was as emotional as Harla’s.


  I hope Harla either forgives me or never finds out that I had to sound sure of myself, and that I had to play on his emotions simply to get him to take the fifty-fifty chance on his—hers—our lives.


  And I get to sleep only after I’ve convinced myself that it was more than chance . . . that somehow our feelings and emotions guided Harla where logic and definition fail.


  For right and left do not exist until terrestrial man defines them.


  BY IMPLICATION


  A. Bertram Chandler


  Pirate or patriot—the implication was applied entirely from the viewpoint of the protagonists.


  Mulvaney had the morning watch.


  There was, of course, no morning—Time in Deep Space is no more than the movement of the hands around the chronometer dial—but the sea routine adopted by the interplanetary ships has brought with it its own maritime terminology.


  Mulvaney, then, had the four hour spell of control room duty between 0400 hours and 0800 hours G.M.T. Mulvaney was bored. Mulvaney was irked by the pressure of his seat belt against the beginnings of a paunch, this same paunch having been distended, more than a little, by the copious draughts of black coffee that he had swigged from the dispenser since taking over. Mulvaney amused himself by devising ingenious and appropriate physical torments for whatever Commission’s official had decreed that watch officers, at all times, were to remain strapped in their chairs. He did not play with the idea of unstrapping himself, however; he was too good a spaceman for that. A man floating at ease in Free Fall loses precious seconds before he is able to do all the things that he should do in an emergency. And Mulvaney knew that officers who disregarded even the most foolish seeming regulations had a way of finishing up messily dead.


  Mulvaney ran a hand through his thinning, sandy hair, then used the same hand to rub his somewhat faded, but keen, blue eyes. He fished a pack of cigarettes out of the breast pocket of his uniform shirt, puffed one of the fat cylinders into ignition. He stared through the spiralling smoke at the vista displayed in the forward viewports. There, although not directly ahead, was the Sun, its brilliance tempered by the polarisation. There, a little to one side of the blazing primary, was a tiny, bright disc, a disc that had to one side of it a point of light. It was Earth, and its little companion was the Moon. Venus was out of sight behind the Sun.


  Mulvaney did not wish, as the Second Mate had audibly wished when handing over the watch, that the ship was proceeding Earthwards. He had no close ties on the mother planet. Neither was he particularly interested in Mars, whose ruddy face, already with features clearly discernable, was showing in the periscope screen. There would come a time, he thought, when he would regard Mars as home, but that time was not yet. Shipboard romances do not always survive transition to a planetary surface and Anna had refused to entertain the idea of a marriage, solemnised by Captain Craig, before the landing at Port Gregory. “This,” she had told him, “is a trial period, but the real trial period will begin when I start living with you ashore, away from your ship. I love you, Jim, and you love me, and I think that we shall go on that way, but I have to be sure. After all, this little world of the ship is so artificial . . .”


  “No more so than the pressurised domes on Mars,” he had said.


  “But Mars is my world,” she had insisted, “just as this ship is yours.”


  “I know Mars,” he had stated. “I know Mars. I’ve been on this Martian Mail run for years now.”


  “But you’ve never lived on Mars. We don’t know yet what sort of a Marsman you’ll make.”


  I shall make a good Marsman, thought Mulvaney, staring at the planet that filled the periscope screen, the world towards which the ship was falling stern first, falling until such time as it would be necessary to activate her reaction drive for deceleration. I shall make a good Marsman, he told himself again. I shan’t be like some of the prospective colonists whom we carry out and then, after one or two trips, carry back again. I’m not all that devoted to Earth. I haven’t much time for a planet whose people who have contrived to divide themselves into two armed camps and to carry on a cold war for well over a hundred years.


  Still, I suppose that Earth is better than Venus, even though they have no cold war.


  He chuckled to himself. And the funny part of it is that we’re sailing under the Venusian flag in this wagon. You’d think that Martian Mail would buy the bitch outright, instead of keeping her all these years on Time Charter . . .


  He was lighting another cigarette when he became aware that someone had entered the control room. He turned in his chair, saw that it was Captain Craig. The shipmaster grunted a good morning and then, ignoring his Chief Officer, made a careful and detailed check of all the telltale instruments. Then, apparently satisfied, he went to the dispenser, the magnetic soles of his shoes making an unpleasant scraping noise on the steel deck, and drew himself a bulb of coffee. Tall, craggily angular, he looked down at his watch officer as he sipped the brew. He said, mildly reproving, “Don’t you think that you might step up the air interchange unit while you’re on watch, Mr. Mulvaney? After a dozen or so of those stinkweeds of yours you could cut the atmosphere in here with a knife.”


  Mulvaney said stiffly, “This is my watch, sir. And it has two hours yet to run.”


  Craig smiled with a hint of apology. He said, “I’m sorry, but I just had to find something wrong. But the air pressure is normal. There’s nothing on the radar screens. The ship’s on trajectory. And the Pile’s not playing up . . .”


  “What did you think was wrong, sir?” asked Mulvaney, more curious than hurt.


  “I wish I knew, Mr. Mulvaney. But when you’ve been in command for some time you develop a sort of sixth sense. I woke up with the feeling that there was something somewhere, out of kilter.” He sipped his coffee, then said, “You might get the Stewardess to clean out the dispenser; this brew tastes as though it’s had old socks boiled in it . . .”


  “That’s the way I like it,” said Mulvaney, a grin robbing the words of any offense.


  “Get it cleaned out, anyhow,” said Craig—and then Mulvaney, watching him, wondered why a friendly argument about coffee should cause such an expression of fury to sweep over the Captain’s face. He saw Craig’s hand tighten on the plastic bulb, ducked to avoid the almost scalding stream that shot from the nipple. But it was not aimed at him, and neither was the shot that reverberated deafeningly in the confined space. Mulvaney stared in horror at the blood pumping from the hole in the captain’s chest, stared at the dead man who still stood there, his feet anchored by his magnetic shoes to the deck.


  He turned slowly to look at the two men behind him, the two passengers, both of them holding heavy pistols and one of them using his free hand to wipe the coffee from his eyes.


  The other one said, “Keep your hands away from those controls, Mister Mate. There has been too much shooting already.”


  “It was my fault,” said Mulvaney bitterly. “I was too slow on the uptake. I should have slammed on full acceleration as they shot the Old Man.”


  “With cold tubes?” queried Haskell, the Engineer. His fat face twisted in a rueful grin. “Just as well you didn’t, Mulvaney. You’d have stood a good chance of scattering us over a million cubic miles of space.”


  “Even so, I could have done something . . .”


  Anna Lasalle was silent but Mulvaney, looking at her, knew that she was feeling for him. There was pity in the expression of her finely featured face, in the grey eyes that regarded him gravely. But he did not want her pity.


  Professor Galvin broke the uncomfortable silence. He said, in his high, almost squeaky voice, “Don’t blame yourself, Mulvaney. All through history the pirate has enjoyed one great advantage over the law-abiding mariner. The pirate has always been ready and willing to employ violence, his victim has to be pushed into it.” He adjusted the seat belt more comfortably about his skinny frame, contrived, even in Free Fall, to give himself—and the others—the illusion that he was leaning back in his chair. His goatee beard twitched enthusiastically as he talked, his eyes gleamed behind his spectacles. He was taking his hobby horse for a gallop and he was enjoying it. He went on, “When I embarked upon my major work, my History of Piracy, I little dreamed that I should be privileged to witness an act of piracy myself. The crime has been confined almost entirely to surface vessels on Earth’s seas—although there have been one or two isolated instances on the oceans of Venus during the early days of the colonisation. Even so . . .”


  “I still can’t believe it,” broke in Mulvaney. “Piracy, in this day and age . . .”


  “Just look around you,” growled Haskell.


  Mulvaney looked around him, for perhaps the twentieth time since he had been herded, with crew members and passengers, into the Saloon. The compartment was crowded. There were the returning colonists, the prospective colonists, and those few Earthmen and women who were visiting Mars on business. There were the ship’s own people—all of them except Captain Craig. Most of the chairs were occupied, and every occupant of a chair was securely strapped in. Standing at every entrance to the room were guards, and each guard carried, with a sort of vicious carelessness, a machine pistol. The guards had intimated that anybody who attempted to release himself from his chair would be dealt with.


  Mulvaney looked at the guards. When they had boarded the ship at Port Woomera they had seemed to be ordinary enough passengers. He wondered how they had contrived to convey that impression. There was a hardness about them, a toughness that transcended mere physical toughness. Each of them was so deeply tanned as to seem almost Negroid. Venusians, thought Mulvaney. But why . . .?


  “Of course,” Galvin was droning on, “the main requisite to successful piracy is a base. Drake, when he harried the Spanish treasure fleets, had such a base in England. There, with the Queen’s connivance—or co-operation—he could convert his loot into coin of the realm. The West Indian buccaneers had their island bases where they could refit their vessels although they depended, to a large extent, upon their victims for the necessities of life. And practically any fishing village along the China Coast served as a base for the Chinese pirates, whether they sallied out in their junks or, as our friends have done, boarded coastal steamers as passengers, rising to seize the ship at some prearranged signal.


  “Now, this question of a base.


  “Venus, of course, is out. Furthermore, I am of the opinion that the Venusian government will take a very dim view of this outrage, since this ship, Venus Queen, even though she is running for a Terran shipping company and is manned by Terran personnel, is of Venusian registry and ownership. Earth is out; the ship is, after all, a unit of the merchant fleet of the Western Alliance—and the Eastern Alliance, of late, has been a staunch upholder of international and interplanetary law. Mars, as a member of the Western Alliance, is out, and so are the Jovian satellites, which are governed by and from Moscow . . .”


  “Quiet, there!” shouted one of the guards.


  Galvin glared at the man, went on talking. “So this question of a base is still a moot point. “But,” he raised a skinny forefinger in emphasis, “a base there must be . . .”


  The guard slid across the deck in his magnetic shoes, poked the muzzle of his pistol into the scholar’s belly. His eyes, under the bushy brows, over the bristling beard, were cold. “Quiet, I said.”


  Galvin subsided.


  Mulvaney asked quietly, “Was that necessary?”


  “It was, Mister.”


  Mulvaney saw that another man had come into the Saloon. He recognised him. It was one of the two men who had broken into the control room. It was the man who had been blinded by the squirted coffee, who had fired the fatal shot.


  He said, his voice cultured, well modulated, “Your attention please, ladies and gentlemen.”


  They met later in Anna’s cabin—Anna, Mulvaney, Haskell and Professor Galvin. Mulvaney, in common with the rest of the ship’s staff, was debarred from his own quarters, the entire forward section of the ship having been sealed off, as had been the after section with rocket motors and auxiliary machinery. Mulvaney was rather surprised that he had been allowed his freedom, but finally came to the conclusion that it is only in fiction that unarmed people can cope successfully with well-armed enemies, especially when the unarmed people are faced with the necessity of breaking down airtight doors before they can get at those same enemies.


  “Legally speaking,” said Galvin, “it now seems rather doubtful whether or not Perez and his men can be classed as pirates. They claim that they are political refugees from the dictatorship of General Francisco, and that their aim, their ultimate aim, is to liberate Venus. And as this ship is of Venusian ownership and registry, their claim would appear to have a certain validity. Given a ship of their own, and a base in the Asteroid Belt from which to operate they could stand some slight chance of success . . .”


  “They asked me to help to set up the base,” said Anna. “Every civil engineer, every technician among the passengers has been approached.”


  “And you refused, of course,” said Mulvaney flatly.


  “No, Jim, I didn’t. I said that I’d consider it.”


  “Playing for time,” he said.


  “No. Not playing for time. I’m a Martian, but I have friends on Venus.” Her face clouded. “I mean, I had friends on Venus. They weren’t Reds. They were, I suppose, liberals. The last I heard of them, they’d been sent to the Cloud Country labour camp. And how many come alive out of that hell?”


  “Propaganda,” he sneered. “Red propaganda. As long as Venus is on our side the balance of power in the Solar System is maintained. And as long as Venus is on our side the Eastern Alliance boys will be trying to drive a wedge between us.”


  “And what did Perez want to see you alone for?” she asked coldly.


  “He wants a qualified pilot and navigator. None of his men are spacemen.” He paused. “I told him to go to hell. So did the Second and Third Mates.”


  “As far as I can judge,” remarked Haskell softly, “he turned the ship on her gyroscopes quite nicely. As far as I can judge, we’re on trajectory for the Belt right now.”


  “The question of fuel, began Galvin. “Or should I say propellant, or reaction mass . . .?”


  “We’ve plenty,” said Mulvaney gloomily. “We used a little to put us on the fresh trajectory, but what we shall use to make a landing on one of the asteroids are nothing like as much as what we should have used to land on Mars. Too, many of the asteroids are solid ice, so propellant can be replenished with ease. And as for stores—apart from luxuries the ship is a closed economy. We could proceed from here to Alpha Centauri, using and re-using the same air and water, eating the products of our yeast vats and algae tanks, feeding the yeasts and the algae on our own wastes.”


  “So you refused,” said Anna Lasalle.


  “Yes, I refused. I’m no politician. I’m a ship’s officer whose ship has been pirated, and I shall be happy to see the pirates brought to justice.” He turned to Galvin. “What did they do to pirates in the old days, Professor? Weren’t they hanged from the yardarm? Wouldn’t sending them out of the airlock without spacesuits be just as good? Or better?”


  “Do you mean that?” asked the girl.


  “Yes, I mean it. After all, the swine murdered Captain Craig.”


  “It was an accident. He told me. The shock of that hot coffee in his face caused him to pull the trigger.”


  “That’s what he says.”


  “Listen, Jim, Perez has tried to be humane. He even allowed Sparks to send out messages to our friends and relatives telling them that we were all safe.”


  “You’re safe as long as it suits him,” he growled.


  The bulkhead speaker crackled, and then those in the cabin heard Perez’ soft voice. He said, “Your attention, please. Your attention, please. I have learned that units of the fleet of the Western Alliance, based on Port Gregory, on Mars, have lifted in pursuit of this ship. There is, however, no danger. The warships will not fire on us so long as we have you on board. I regret that you have been forced into the position of hostages, but assure you that I shall endeavour to have you all transferred to one of the cruisers if it should be possible. That is all. Thank you.”


  “Propaganda,” sneered Mulvaney.


  Some days later, by the chronometer, they were sitting in the Saloon. Mulvaney wished that Galvin would go away. He wanted to be alone with Anna. He wanted to be able to convince her that he was not a jingoistic Earthman, as she had called him. He thought, ignoring the Professor’s droning voice, It’s all very well for her. She’s a colonial herself. She’s bound to sympathise with the Venusian rebels. But, damn it all, they’re pirates. The politics of it have no bearing on the matter whatsoever . . .


  “Essentially,” Galvin was saying, “you’re a pirate only if the high brass says that you are. For example, Captain Henry Morgan was a pirate. But Charles II, who got his rake-off from Morgan’s loot, decided that he was a patriot, so Sir Henry was knighted and became Governor of Jamaica. Conversely, Captain Kidd was not a pirate. He had been commissioned as a privateer. And he was hanged not for piracy but for the murder of his carpenter, one William Moore, who was killed, as so many seamen were killed, for mutinous behaviour. Had it not been for the fact that the then Governor of New York was casting covetous and lustful eyes on Kidd’s wife, it is extremely doubtful that Kidd would ever have been hanged. In more recent years, during the various world wars fought on Earth, the distinction between pirate and patriot was even more vague than that between pirate and privateer in the past. For example, in the first of the world wars a certain Captain Fryatt, master of a merchant vessel, made a habit of attacking, by ramming, German submarines before they attacked him. He was decorated by his own side. He was tried and hanged, by the other side, for piracy when he was taken prisoner.”


  “So you don’t think that Perez and his men are pirates?” asked Anna.


  “I don’t, Miss Lasalle. But it’s what the high brass says that counts.”


  “Legal quibbles,” snorted Mulvaney. “Legal and ethical quibbles.”


  “What I don’t like about you, Jim,” Anna told him coldly, “is that you have a brain, of sorts, but no mind.”


  “Arrhh!” he snarled.


  He unsnapped his belt, got to his feet, started to make his way out of the Saloon and towards the empty cabin into which he had moved. He stiffened as a voice blurted from the bulkhead speakers, “Will Mr. Mulvaney report to Control? Will Mr. Mulvaney report to Control?”


  Perez was seated in the chair before the banked controls. His lean, intelligent face was worried. He said courteously, “Mr. Mulvaney, it was good of you to come.”


  “I just wanted to see what you swines are doing to my ship,” growled Mulvaney.


  “Your ship? But I was forgetting. Legally speaking, you are Master now.”


  “Don’t remind me of the circumstances,” said Mulvaney clenching his fists. He heard the sharp clicks as the guards released the safety catches of their machine pistols. Studiously, he ignored the rebels, stared out of the forward ports. He felt a moment of panic as he realised that he was lost, that, to all intents and purposes the starry blackness ahead was an unmapped wilderness. He sneered at himself. Five minutes with his instruments and he would be able to establish the ship’s position. Another ten minutes, and he’d have her heading back towards Mars.


  “The news, of late, has been rather interesting,” said Perez. “I have not seen fit to let it be broadcast over the public address system; it is of such a nature that it would cause anxiety and, possibly, panic.”


  “What are you driving at?” demanded Mulvaney.


  Perez ignored the question, waved a hand towards the periscope screen. He said, “The pursuit progresses well. Too well.” Mulvaney stared at the spot of light among the stars astern of the ship, the spot of light that obviously was not a star, that seemed to expand even as he watched, that was expanding. “I have been tempted,” said Perez, “to squander reaction mass to accelerate, to build up speed. But even though I am not a spaceman I know that such a course of action would do more than delay the inevitable and, furthermore, would rob the ship of manoeuverability towards the end.”


  “What end?”


  Again Perez ignored the question, asked one of his own. “Tell me, Mr. Mulvaney, what manner of ship is that? How can she maintain acceleration over such a long period?”


  “Acheson Drive,” grunted Mulvaney. “The Navy has it, we don’t. No rockets, just a constant thrust, one gravity, two, three—you name it. No propellant problems. Reactor pile, steam turbines to drive the generators, water cycled and recycled.”


  “How does it work?”


  “I don’t know. If I did, I shouldn’t be here.”


  “The news, Perez,” said one of the guards.


  “All right, Anselmo. Switch on.”


  The men listened to the emotionless voice of the announcer.


  “The Western Alliance cruiser John Paul Jones reports that she is gaming rapidly on the pirate liner Venus Queen, which is believed to be making for the Asteroid Belt. A spokesman at Naval Headquarters has said that John Paul Jones will call upon Venus Queen to surrender, and should she not do so, force will be employed. Investigations made by the F.B.I. have indicated that practically all of Venus Queen’s crew and passengers are members of various subversive organisations, or have been associated with them in the past, and are, therefore, willing accomplices of the rebel, Perez. In Venusburg today General Francisco, Premier of the Venus Free State, expressed his gratitude to the leaders of the Western Alliance for the prompt action taken by their naval forces . . .”


  “Heard enough, Mulvaney?” asked Perez, a sardonic lift to one thin eyebrow.


  Mulvaney grinned. He said, “Our boys are on the ball, all right.”


  “But what about the force that’s to be employed against this ship? And what about the subversive organisation of which you’re a member?”


  The answer’s obvious, thought Mulvaney. But I’m not telling you.


  “You think,” said Perez, “that this is a bluff on the part of your government. You think that they won’t shoot, but want to convince me that they will.” He grinned whitely. “Well, Mulvaney, I am convinced. And I’m convinced that they aren’t bluffing. The only bluff involved is the one that will lead the people to believe that the destruction of your ship, with all aboard, was a righteous act.”


  “Then surrender,” said Mulvaney.


  “Would you, in my shoes?” countered Perez. “Damn it, man, there’s more than your ship at stake, more than the lives of her people. There are the lives of every man, woman and child on Venus—and those are the lives that count so far as I’m concerned.”


  “She’s coming up fast,” announced one of the guards in an expressionless voice. The men looked into the periscopic screen, were able to make out details of the cruiser’s construction. She was not sleekly beautiful, as were merchantmen, not designed for the aeronautical qualities necessary for rocket powered take-offs and landings in planetary atmospheres. She was no more than an ugly cylinder, whatever lines she may have had broken by the turrets and sponsons that protruded from her hull. She had never seen action, and never would so long as the uneasy peace between East and West persisted.


  She had never seen action—yet.


  A harsh, authorative voice crackled from the radio. “John Paul Jones to Venus Queen. John Paul Jones to Venus Queen. Open airlock and prepare for boarding party. Over.”


  Perez spoke into the microphone that one of his men handed him. “I hear you, John Paul Jones. This vessel is the property of the Venus Freedom State, and I deny your right to board and search.”


  “The Venus Free State has requested us . . .”


  “The Venus Freedom State recognises the so-called Venus Free State only as an enemy.”


  “Open the airlock, or I shall open fire.”


  “Better open up,” said Mulvaney. “There’s always the chance that when he fires his warning torpedo he might hit us by mistake.”


  “You still think it would be a mistake?” said Perez.


  “Of course.”


  The warship was abeam of them now, huge, menacing. Mulvaney saw a flash of fire from one of the turrets—a flash of fire and a long streak of flame. Almost at once there was a brilliant explosion ahead of Venus Queen and well to one side of her trajectory.


  “What did I tell you?” said Mulvaney. “And they’re being very careful. If that torp had burst ahead, the fragments would have riddled this control room . . .” He took a pair of binoculars and focussed them on the cruiser. He saw movement, saw a tube mounted in one of the turrets slowly swinging—a rocket launching tube. It was pointing directly at Venus Queen’s control room. And, with velocities so well matched, there would be no deflection.


  You’re a pirate, the words ran through Mulvaney’s brain, when the high brass says that you are. He grabbed Perez’ shoulder, snapped, “Out!” He was dimly aware that the guards were closing on him, heard Perez say something to them. Then he was in the chair, and Perez himself was buckling the belt around him. He was in the chair, and his hand was slamming down on the auxiliary rocket controls. He felt the acceleration pressing him down into his seat and then, in the periscope screen, saw a dazzling burst of fire astern of the ship.


  He cut the drive, then, and started the pumps that would begin the cycle of warming up the main venturi. He cut the drive, although his instinct was to run, and as far and as fast as possible. But he could not hope to outdistance the warship, and every ounce of reaction mass would be required for evasive action.


  “What now, Captain?” Perez was asking.


  “Get on the intercom. Tell everybody to strap in. And keep a watch on those murderous devils out there; let me know each time they fire—or before they fire . . .”


  Mulvaney wondered—when he had time to wonder after the action—why it was that the cruiser had not used dirigible missiles. Later he worked it out for himself; the action was no more than battle practice for John Paul Jones, and her Captain was making things as hard as possible for his Gunnery Officer. But it was rough enough while it lasted—rough on the nerves and rough on the body. There was the strain of trying to anticipate the enemy’s gunnery, of the continual guesswork with the knowledge that one wrong guess would mean destruction. There was the physical strain occasioned by acceleration and deceleration, by the gut wrenching twisting as the ship corkscrewed to one side or the other of her trajectory.


  Mulvaney had no time to wonder—but he had time to think. During a brief lull he told Perez to send his men to the cargo bins, to break out and to open the cases of tools that were, luckily, top stowage, and then to send two spacesuited rebels to the after airlock. From this vantage point they filled all space astern of the fleeing Venus Queen with an extempore minefield, a shoal of wrenches and spanners, hammers, chisels and micrometer gauges. A chilled steel tool, when you hit it at a speed well in excess of ten miles a second, is a lethal weapon.


  Mulvaney had time to think, and after it was all over he had time to wonder, but he never found time to feel sorry for those in the cruiser. There must have been casualties, and heavy ones, in the warship. Freakishly the make-shift mines had penetrated her armour and had caused at least one magazine explosion. Or was it so freakish? Had there been a neglect of proper precautions, armoured screens, an efficient radar watch, when dealing with an unarmed adversary? But the Navy would have to look after its own—and he, Mulvaney, would look after his own.


  His own?


  The ship, perhaps, and Anna, certainly, but . . .


  He would work for Perez, and fight for him, if he had to, as he had done, but Venusian freedom meant very little to him. He would never be able to share Anna’s idealism, although he would try to do so. He was just a spaceman, a competent master astronaut, content, until now to go about his lawful occasions with the minimum of fuss and bother.


  He was the typical a-political man.


  And he was a pirate, because the high brass had said that he was.


  1962


  HEPCATS OF VENUS


  Randall Garrett


  A Galactic Observer is supposed to be all-knowing. But even the sharpest G.O. can hardly be faulted for being puzzled by the phenomenon of a jive trio in a beatnik hangout—especially when the instruments they play on are built-in!


  THAT’S very odd,” said Lady Curvert.


  The sound that accompanied her voice was that of her egg spoon taking the top off her egg in its cup, so it is not remarkable that Lord Curvert, without lowering his copy of the Times, merely inquired: “Something wrong with the egg, my dear?”


  “What? Egg? No. silly; it’s this night club in New York.”


  Lord Curvert, well aware that his wife never remarked on anything of that sort without good reason, reluctantly lowered his newspaper and looked at her. She was absently spooning up egg with her right hand while her left held the tabloid upon which her gaze was fastened.


  “What is it, Evelyn?” his lordship asked. “Something?”


  “I’m not certain,” she said. “Listen to this: ‘The Village’s newest and farthest-out espresso-teria, the Venus Club, is the latest subject of a quiet investigation by the Musician’s Union, according to the B’way scuttlebutt. Seems that the weirdly-dressed musicos who are pulling in the jazz-lovers by the horde are too good to be believed. The management claims they’re unpaid amateurs and don’t need a union card, but the big-name pros who’ve heard them don’t believe any amateur group could be that good. The “Venusian” get-ups they wear, which make them look as though the instruments they play are part of their bodies, make the players unrecognizable, and Union officials can’t find out who they are. Since a combo as good as the “Venusians” could get hi-pay spots easily, according to Union officials, it doesn’t make sense for them to keep on at the Venus Club unless they actually are getting something under the counter. If they are, the Union wants its cut.” Lady Curvert looked up at her husband through glorious deep blue eyes. “Isn’t that odd?”


  His lordship blinked thoughtfully. “Odd, yes,” he said after a moment, “but hardly world-shattering. I scarcely see how it concerns us.”


  Lady Curvert tapped the paper. “Venusians.”


  LORD CURVERT elevated an eyebrow a fraction of a millimeter. “My dear old girl,” he said in a voice tinged with sarcasm, “the last time I was on Venus, back in 1948, nothing on that vast overheated Turkish bath had evolved any higher than the sponges. I hardly think that the succeeding fifteen years could have produced the intelligence required to beat out a hot rhythm on a set of bongo drums in a beatnik coffee house—though that is admittedly not such a tremendous leap in intelligence.”


  “I’m quite aware of that, Charles,” his wife said coolly. “It’s merely that this article has apparently started an intuitive chain-web in my mind. Something will come of it, I’m sure.”


  “Ah, I see.” Lord Curvert was well aware of his wife’s mental abilities. “Very well, my dear; when you’ve formed a full intuition, let me know. Meantime, I’ll have some more kippers.”


  Lord Curvert finished the kippers, the Times, and the coffee, excused himself, and headed toward the library, leaving his wife to continue her reading. She had already finished the American papers and had begun on Pravda. Within an hour, she would have all the salient points of the day’s news filed away in her capacious and accurate memory, where her subconscious could get at them in its ceaseless work of forming the “hunches” that made Evelyn Curvert so useful in her position as Assistant to the Galactic Observer.


  Fesswick, the butler,—tall, broadshouldered, a pluperfectly correct expression on his very human-looking face—was waiting for his lordship in the library.


  “Good morning, Fesswick. Anything interesting this morning?”


  “Very little, my lord,” said Fesswick in his precise voice. “The instrument readings are normal. The Russians attempted to launch another of their new rockets at 0517 this morning. It exploded at 0521.”


  “They won’t publish this failure, either,” said Lord Curvert.


  “Very likely not, my lord,” said Fesswick. “According to the neutrino emission detectors, the new reactor at Tel-Aviv suffered a slight misfunction at 1143 last night. Nothing serious, but it was damped at 1144 and has remained so.”


  “Down for repairs, eh?” his lordship commented.


  “Precisely so, my lord. Solar emission,” Fesswick continued, “remains normal. The Fesswick took nearly seven minutes more to deliver his report of the happenings of the past twenty-four hours as they had been recorded on the special instruments concealed within the depths of Castle Curvert. They had been reporting their data precisely since they had been built into the castle, six hundred years before, and they would go on doing so until they were shut off—or destroyed.


  All in all, everything was quite normal.


  LORD CURVERT sat down behind his desk and sighed gently. “Rather dull, isn’t it, Fesswick? I mean, we haven’t had any real excitement since that squadron of Mizarian ships got off course and tried to land, back in ’47,” He gazed reminiscently at the ceiling. “Had the devil’s own time with them for a while, there.”


  “A masterful piece of work on your part, if I may say so.”


  “Thank you,” his lordship said absently. “Fesswick has it occurred to you that our work may soon be completed on this planet?”


  “The thought has crossed my mind, my lord.”


  “They’ve come up fast, Fesswick. In another half century, they may be ready to go to the stars, and a hidden Observer will no longer be necessary. Still, it’s been interesting, hasn’t it?”


  “Very interesting, my lord.” There was a note in Fesswick’s voice that made Lord Curvert look curiously at his butler. He had always regarded Fesswick as—well, as part of the machinery. He was simply there. He had always been there. To imagine Castle Curvert without Fesswick was to imagine Egypt without the pyramids. And yet—


  “You’ve been with the family for a long time, haven’t you, Fesswick?”


  Instead of answering immediately, Fesswick turned to look at the shield on the wall, upon which was emblazoned the Curvert arms—Vert, on a pale or, a heart of the field.


  There was pride in Fesswick’s voice when he spoke. “In a sense, my lord, I have only been with the family four generations. I was sent in as a new model to replace my predecessor in the year 1155, shortly after your great-grandfather was created the first Baron du Coeur Vert by Henry II for his services following the overthrow of the unhappy usurper, Stephen. Those were exciting times, my lord.” He turned to face his master again.


  “In another sense, my lord,” he went on, “I have been with the family much longer. Since all the pertinent memories were transferred from the brain of my predecessor to my own, I have a sense of continuity that goes back to the establishment of the Observership, more than eight thousand years ago.”


  Lord Curvert, who had scarcely entered his twelfth decade, felt suddenly humble before the majesty of eighty centuries of time.


  THERE was a rap at the door.


  “Charles!” The door opened before either Fesswick or Lord Curvert could answer, and Lady Curvert swept in. “Ah, there you are. Good morning, Fesswick. Charles, I have arrived at a Mil intuition. The Thregonnese. We should investigate at once.”


  “The metamorphs of Thregonn? Good heavens, you don’t say so!” Lord Curvert stood up from his chair. “But how could they have come here?”


  Lady Curvert shook her head. “I can’t tell you that.”


  His lordship looked at Fesswick. “How about that, Fesswick, old man? Could a spaceship have landed recently without registering on the detectors?”


  “Highly unlikely, my lord.” Lord Curvert looked back at his wife. “Fesswick says it’s highly unlikely, my dear.”


  “My intuition is never wrong, Charles,” Lady Curvert replied with dignity.


  “That’s true, eh, Fesswick?”


  “Quite true, my lord. Her ladyship has never been known to err in matters of intuition.”


  “Very well, then; given the datum that there are Thregonnese on the planet, the question is: how did they get here? That seems to me to be logically deducible, which puts it in your department.”


  “I shall endeavor to give satisfaction, my lord.” His high speed robotic brain was capable of working such problems in minute fractions of a second, so he continued without a pause: “It is obvious, my lord, that, in order to get here from Thregonn, the metamorphs must have come by interstellar vessel. The only way such a vessel could have entered the Solar System without registering on the detectors would be to utilize a screen that would prevent the telltale wake from the drive energies from reaching us.”


  “But there is no such screen, Fesswick,” Lady Curvert objected.


  “With all due apologies, my lady,” said Fesswick, “there is such a screen. The Sun itself. Interstellar drive energies cannot penetrate through the core of a star without absorption.”


  “Then their ship must have entered the Solar System by coming in from the opposite side of the Sun from Earth?” Lady Curvert said.


  “Precisely so, my lady.”


  “But look here, Fesswick,” said his lordship, “that’s all very well for getting them into the Solar System, but it doesn’t answer at all for getting them to Earth itself. So far, you’ve gotten them a hundred million miles from Earth, with the Sun between us. The question is: How did they get here?”


  “The Viper, my lord,” said Fesswick imperturbably.


  “The Viper?”


  EXACTLY, my lord. The Venus Interplanetary Probe Electro-Rocket. It was, if you will recall, an unmanned, automatic probe rocket designed to make an orbit close to Venus, take photographs, and return to Earth—an orbit which necessitated its being, for a time, on the opposite side of the Sun from Earth.”


  “Oh, yes. I remember seeing the photographs in the Times. Quite good ones they were, too,” Lord Curvert said musingly. “Then, while the Viper was on the other side of the Sun, the Thregonnese simply attached a capsule to the side of it and rode it back to Earth.”


  “Exactly, my lord. It could have been done in no other way.”


  “The timing is exactly right, too,” said Lord Curvert thoughtfully. “Naturally, we had no reason to suspect anything at the time; it was simply another American rocket returning home. It landed in the Pacific, as I recall, and the American Navy didn’t find it for nearly an hour—plenty of time for the Thregonnese to detach their capsule and be on their way. Probably used a distorter to foul up the Navy’s radar a bit, so that it would take more time to find the Viper.”


  “Without doubt, my lord,” Fesswick agreed.


  “Very ingenious of them,” said his lordship. “Very. But you see what this implies, don’t you? They have been on Earth for nearly a year—for what purpose we have, as yet, no notion. And now, suddenly, they advertise their presence almost blatantly.


  “Their very method of entry shows that they are aware of the presence of a Galactic Observer on this planet, so one would think that they would do their best to remain in concealment.”


  “Do you fear a trap, Charles?” Lady Curvert asked calmly.


  “Let us say that, at the very least, they are attempting to draw the attention of the Galactic Observer, and that they have succeeded. Why? They want to find out who the Galactic Observer is; they want to be able to put their finger on me, as it were.


  “On the other hand, this is almost too blatant to be a trap. They not only advertise their presence, but practically tell me how they got here. It’s almost as if they wanted me to recognize it as a trap. Still, that seems a little too much, doesn’t it? We don’t have all the data as yet, and, as a chap I used to know once remarked, ‘It is a capital mistake to theorize before you have all the evidence. It biases the judgement.’ ”


  “Shall I begin preparations, my lord?” asked Fesswick.


  “Immediately. That’s where they’ve baited their hook very nicely, you see; we have no choice but to investigate. However, we shall take every precaution.” He frowned suddenly. “By the by, Fesswick, I am scheduled to address the House of Lords tomorrow. We’ll have to send a proxy. Fortunately, I’ve already written the speech.”


  “Shall I attend to it personally, my lord?”


  “By no means! I want you here—at the controls.”


  “Certainly, my lord. I’ll send Elsie, the upstairs maid; she should be able to carry out the deception competently.”


  “Quite. Now, let’s get with it, Fesswick. The game, as my friend used to remark, is afoot.”


  DURING the reign of Queen Victoria, when the British Empire was at its peak, Lord Curvert had had the opportunity of chuckling inwardly—though deploring outwardly—when he was told of the horrible fate that might face an Englishman stationed in some far-off place. Accompanied by a sad shake of the head, the story usually went something like this: “Terrible thing about Lord Greystoke. Hadn’t you heard? Greystoke’s gone native. Africa, you know. Deplorable. Doesn’t even dress for dinner any more, so I hear.”


  What caused Lord Curvert’s inward mirth was, of course, that the first thing a Galactic Observer did when stationed on a planet was to “go native”. One not only had to blend in, one had to change with the times. One had to age one’s appearance slowly and bring up “children”—parts played by one or more of the robots—and then, at the right time, one became one’s own son while a robot played the older man and finally “died”. Such things required a chameleonlike ability to adapt, to change one’s personality as one might change one’s hat.


  Thus it is not to be considered remarkable that Ben and Cordelia Holler, who stepped out of a dark alley near Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco, bore no resemblance whatever to Lord and Lady Curvert, either in appearance or manner.


  “Do we make the scene here for a bit,” Cordelia asked, “or do we cut out for New York soonest?”


  “We cut out for N. Y., chick,” Ben said. “Those squares might have pegged us if we’d used a teleporter into the Village, but they won’t dig the G.O. making it on a jet plane. Let’s get this wild gig going, chicky.”


  They walked out into the fog-filled light that spilled from the street lamps.


  Ben chuckled. “Let’s grab a cab. I mean, like we got bread to blow, so let’s blow it.”


  She grinned up at him. “Crazy, man! I mean, real crazy!”


  A FEW hours later, they were in Manhattan.


  The roundabout method of arrival had been absolutely necessary. If Fesswick, at the controls of the teleportation projector, had put them directly in New York, there was a slight chance that the Thregonnese detectors might have registered the activity of the materialization field. On the other hand, it was necessary to get into the United States without going through the formality of passing through Immigration and Customs.


  “First thing, baby,” Ben said as they came out of the subway exit at Waverly Place, “is to tag us a pad. Dig? Then we make the scene at the Kettle and a couple of the other cool spots for kicks.”


  BEN and Cordelia made the scene in the Village for seven days before they went anywhere near the Venus Club. They didn’t want to seem anxious, so they played it cool. They strolled into the Venus Club late one Friday evening, and the joint was really swinging. The kookiest-looking quartet this side of an H-kick nightmare were blowing out a beat crazy enough to make any cat flip his gasket.


  Ben and Cordelia sat down, ordered a couple espressos, and kept playing it cool, just digging the whole bit.


  The four musicians were hot; there was no question of that. And cool at the same time. But both Ben and Cordelia could tell at a glance that they were not—definitely not—human beings dressed up in fancy suits. They varied in color from pale pink to deep purple—a drummer, a trumpeter, a clarinetist, and a bass viol player. The lips of the trumpeter and the clarinetist formed the instruments they played. The bass player’s belly formed the sounding box of his instrument, with the strings running from his nose to a point below where his navel should have been. The drummer’s belly ballooned out like a kettledrum, with a flat drumhead just below his sternum.


  It was easy to see why they had been able to pass themselves off as dressed-up humans; the “costumes” looked too outre, too artificial to be real. But the dead giveaway was the drummer.


  He had four arms.


  Try that with a costume sometime!


  “Frantically cool,” said Cordelia.


  Ben scratched thoughtfully at his beard. “I’m hip,” he agreed.


  They were Thregonnese, all right. There was no other race in the known Galaxy that could change the shape of their bodies that way.


  The bass player stepped out from the others and began chanting in time to the music. At first, it seemed to be nothing but nonsense syllables of the rooty-ooty-yeek-yeek-boo-da-da type, then both Ben and Cordelia recognized that he was chanting in a jazzed-up version of Basic Galactic, the lingua franca of space.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Hey, Observer, give us a buzz!

            We’re in trouble like never was!

            Every night we sing this bit,

            Hoping you’ll be digging it.

            Listen, G.O., to our moan;

            Kindly call us on the phone!

            Listen to our wailing yelp;

            What we mean is: Man, like—help!”

          
        

      
    

  


  There was a long wailing note on the trumpet and a little flurry of sobs from the coronet, and the piece ended with a teeth-rattling roll from the drum.


  COOL,” said Cordelia, crushing out her cigarette. “Frantically cool,” agreed Ben. He looked at his wristwatch. “Time to cut out now, but we will definitely have to make this scene tomorrow.”


  They finished their coffee and strolled out. By then, the musicians had left the bandstand and were nowhere to be seen.


  Cordelia waited until they were a full block away before she spoke. “Do we give them a buzz? What kind of crazy hassle do you figure they’re hung up in?”


  “You got no hunch?”


  “Man, like I dig them the least. Can it hurt to phone?”


  “Don’t know, chick. Maybe we ought to—”


  He thought it over for a minute. Which would be best—to sneak up on them quietly, without letting them know he was anywhere around, and hit all four of them fast—or to take them at their word and call them on the phone?


  The trouble was that it was impossible to trust a Thregonnese any farther than you could throw a bonfire by the smoke. The metamorphs of Thregonn weren’t vicious, but they were charcterized by a low sense of humor and a way of thinking that was definitely weird by human standards.


  He decided he’d chance it. He said, “Come on, chick,” and went into a drug store on the next corner. He got the number of the Venus Club and dialed it. “Venus Club,” said a voice. “You’re under arrest,” said the Observer in clipped Galactic.


  “Are you the Observer?” asked the voice in the same language.


  “That’s right. And you know you’re not supposed to be on this planet. It’s still under quarantine.”


  “Believe me,” said the other, “I wouldn’t be here at all if I could get away. None of us would. For a while, there, we were afraid maybe you’d never notice us.”


  “So far,” said the Observer, “you haven’t attracted the attention of the local authorities, but if you do, I’ll slap a charge against you that will—”


  “Hey, now!” the Thregonnese interrupted. “We know the law! This was only a misdemeanor. Landing for refueling without authorization, is all.”


  “I’ll tell you what the law is,” the Observer said. “Now, what’s all this fuss about, anyhow?”


  “Well, first of all, it started out as a joke. You know?”


  “Sure. I know all about it,” the Observer said sarcastically. “That’s why I’m spending my time asking you questions. What the hell happened?”


  “Well, there was this bet, see. Lubix, Forbin, Alisnokine, and I had bet some friends of ours that we could come in here, land, pick up a—uh—a souvenir, and come back without your catching us. Without even knowing we’d been here. See?”


  “So far, yes,” said the Observer in a very cold voice.


  “Well, the guys we were betting against must’ve got cute,” the Thregonnese went on. “They bollixed up our space capsule, and we couldn’t take off again. And now that the U.S. Navy has the capsule, we can’t do anything about it at all.”


  “The U.S. Navy? Now wait a minute; you can’t Then he heard sudden loud noises from the phone, a voice in English said, “Chiggers! The cops!” and the line went dead.


  Cordelia, who had been standing near the doorway of the drugstore, where she could watch the door of the Venus Club, walked over to the phone booth and said, in a low voice, “Like, some cops just went in. Wonder what they’re bugged about?”


  “I hope,” Ben said fervently, “that those cats don’t goof now. Otherwise, we’ll all be in the soup!”


  LORD CURVERT glared at his copy of the New York Daily News in a medium dudgeon. There, looking out from the front page with idiotic grins, were four of the most disreputable-looking men his lordship had ever had the misfortune to gaze upon.


  “At least,” he said grudgingly, “they managed to metamorphose into reasonably human shape before they were arrested. I hate to think what might have happened if the police had arrested them while they were still in the outlandish shapes they were wearing when we saw them last.”


  Lady Curvert sipped at her tea and looked at the headlines.


  VENUS CLUB OWNERS NABBED IN


  NARCOTICS RAID


  $10,000 Heroin Cache Found in


  Coffee House


  “It’s ridiculous,” said her ladyship rather peevishly. “It makes no sense at all! Why should four Thregonnese want to do anything so silly as use or sell heroin? They couldn’t have become addicted to it, could they, Charles?”


  “I think not. Incompatible metabolism, eh, Fesswick?”


  Fesswick placed more buttered toast on the small tray next to the marmalade pot. “Quite incompatible, my lord. Heroin would kill a Thregonnese within three minutes if injected into the bloodstream. Sniffing it, as I believe is often done by addicts, would cause unconsciousness very rapidly.”


  “Then why should they do anything so silly?” her ladyship repeated.


  “I confess, my lady, that I am thus far unable to deduce the machinations lying behind these highly peculiar circumstances,” Fesswick admitted.


  Lord Curvert poured himself another cup of tea. “All the data we have thus far aren’t worth a ha’penny for the lot. The story they gave me over the telephone was that they had come to Earth on a bet, to pick up a souvenir of some kind, that one of the Thregonnese betting against them had done something to their space capsule, and that somehow—Heaven only knows how!—the United States Navy has gained possession of the capsule. All of which could be a tissue of lies from one end to the other, damn it.” He looked searchingly at his butler. “What’s your opinion, Fesswick?”


  “The story as it stands, my lord, is not consistent with the facts as we know them, but that is merely to say that we have no conclusive evidence of any kind.”


  Lord Curvert-snorted at that and looked at his wife. “And how is your intuition this morning, my dear?”


  “Well, Charles,” she said, smiling rather timidly, “I have a feeling you ought to do something—but I’m not at all sure what.”


  “Well, damn it all, we have to do something! The family has held the Observership perfectly for eight thousand years—guarded Earthmen from interference, so that they could develop their own civilization. I’m not going to have that record spoilt by four Thregonnese clowns!”


  “Couldn’t we just help them to escape with the teleporter?” Lady Curvert asked helpfully. “Then you could put the collars on them and ship them off.”


  “Don’t be an idiot,” his lordship growled, staring, into his teacup.


  Lady Curvert looked hurt.


  “It can’t be done, my lady,” Fesswick said quietly. “We used to be able to do such things easily, but, in these days, when the cells of a modern gaol are made of steel, we find ourselves hampered by the fact that a teleporter field is badly distorted if one attempts to project it into a metal-enclosed space.”


  “Dear me,” said Lady Curvert. She looked at her husband, saw that he was far too deep in thought to be disturbed, and turned back to Fesswick. “Is there anything at all you and I can do?”


  “Not, I’m afraid, at the moment, my lady,” said the robot with dignity. “When both Logic and Intuition have failed, we must resort to Action and Ingenuity, and those are in his lordship’s department.” He poured Lady Curvert another cup of tea, “I am quite sanguine, my lady, over the prospect of his lordship’s solving the problem very shortly. He always has.”


  THE police chemist who took the small package of heroin from the safe to analyze it was very careful with the stuff. His job was to run it through an analysis so that he could testify in court that it really was heroin. He didn’t let the package out of his sight for more than thirty seconds.


  Which was plenty long enough. He was setting up his testing apparatus, so he didn’t see a long-fingered, aristocratic hand appear out of nowhere, take the package, and replace it with an exactly similar one.


  When the contents of the package turned out to be sugar, the chemist was surprised. The District Attorney was more than surprised; he was furious.


  But there was nothing that either of them could do.


  There was even more surprise in Castle Curvert when Fesswick reported his own analysis of the powder to his master.


  “The substance, my lord,” he said in his precise voice, “is not heroin.”


  “Not heroin?” said his lordship.


  “No, my lord. It is Varesh powder.”


  “Ah-hah!” his lordship expostulated. “And they brought plenty of it, didn’t they?”


  “Yes, my lord. Enough, shall we say, to hypnotize every government official on Earth, if that became necessary. It only needs to be activated.”


  “Things are beginning to fall into place, Fesswick.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  “Lost their equipment, didn’t they, Fesswick?” he said, grinning.


  “It would appear so, my lord,” said Fesswick, returning the grin.


  “The next step, Fesswick, is to appear to fall in with their nefarious plan.”


  “Yes, my lord. I shall begin preparation immediately.”


  OMBOSER, Lubix, Forbin, and Alsnokine stepped out of the court building and walked down the imposing-looking steps toward the sidewalk.


  “It’s about time they let us out,” Omboser snarled in Thregonnese. “I knew that as soon as they analyzed the Varesh powder they would realise that it was not one of their local drugs—but I didn’t know it would take the primitive fools that long to analyze it.”


  Lubix patted the pocket of the suit he was wearing. “Well, we got it back, and that’s what’s important.”


  “You idiots!” Forbin hissed, “cease your chatter! The Galactic Observer could be anywhere around.”


  They all glanced around apprehensively. Alsnokine whispered.


  “Do you think he can speak or understand Thregonnese?”


  “Probably not,” said Forbin, “but there’s no need of talking loud enough for everyone to hear.”


  “What I want to know,” Lubix said as they headed toward the subway entrance, “is, who’s the creep who called the cops on us?”


  “That character from the Musician’s Union, obviously,” said Omboser. “If Alsnokine hadn’t acted so guilty when he came into the office, nothing would have happened.”


  “What was I supposed to do? Leave it out there for him to look at?” Alsnokine asked defensively. “How could I know he wasn’t the Observer himself?”


  “Quit arguing, you two!” Forbin snapped. “We haven’t lost anything but a little time. Let’s get back to the club and hope that the Observer will contact us again.”


  “If Omboser hadn’t been such a blockhead,” Alsnokine began, “we wouldn’t . . .”


  “Ahh, shut up!” said Forbin.


  WHEN they reached the Venus Club, a little more than a mile north of the station at Centre Street, Omboser produced his key, unlocked the front door, and went in, followed by his three coconspirators. They stopped suddenly at the sight of a tall, rather handsome, impeccably dressed gentleman who was seated at a table in the middle of the room, sipping at a small cup of espresso.


  “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said with utter aplomb. “That machine of yours makes quite excellent coffee.” He was speaking very cultivated Galactic.


  “The Observer,” the four Thregonnese said in a ragged chorus.


  “Exactly,” said Lord Curvert. “You may refer to me as Mr. Smith. Not as original an alias, perhaps, as, say, ‘Sebastian Tombs’, but it will suffice. Now, to which of you was I speaking when the local constabulary so precipitately interrupted?”


  “That was me,” said Omboser.


  “Then pray sit down, make yourselves comfortable, and tell me all about your troubles. Consider me your Father Confessor, and tell all.”


  They sat down slowly, all four pairs of eyes focused steadily on the intruder.


  Finally, Omboser smiled. “Well, sir, as I was saying,” he began, “we had this little bet, you see. We knew it was illegal, but it was just a harmless prank. We were to come here, and then go back, that’s all. Nobody would be hurt, nobody would be the wiser, and we would win our bet. See?”


  “I understand so far,” Lord Curvert said agreeably. “Then what happened?”


  “Well . . .” Omboser began very hesitantly.


  “This idiot,” said Forbin, pointing a thumb at Omboser, “was supposed to stay behind with our capsule. Instead, he went swimming.”


  “It gets pretty boring, doing nothing,” said Omboser pettishly.


  “He went swimming,” Forbin repeated. “We had the capsule underwater, in a little bay at Lukiuni Atoll, out in the Pacific.”


  “There was nobody on the atoll at all,” Omboser said. “It looked perfectly all right to go swimming.”


  “Nevertheless,” Forbin continued, “while Omboser was out cavorting—he’d changed himself into a porpoise for the purpose—a United States Navy patrol plane spotted the capsule from the air.”


  “I told you we should have sunk it in deeper water,” Omboser said.


  Forbin ignored him. “By the time Omboser got back from his spree, the U. S. Navy was in charge—with a light cruiser. Since we’d left most of our equipment in the capsule, we didn’t even have the instruments we needed to sneak in and get the capsule back.”


  “The Navy thinks the capsule is a Russian job,” Lubix supplied helpfully. “They haven’t opened it yet, because they’re afraid there might be a thermonuclear bomb inside it. But they’ve sure got it surrounded while they try to figure out what to do.”


  “So,” Forbin finished, “we figured we’d better get in touch with you and tell you what happened. We rented this place and put on a show that we thought would attract your attention without revealing ourselves to the natives. It took us a long time to get the hang of how things are done on this planet, though. Otherwise, we’d’ve done this sooner.”


  Then all four of them sat there in silence, watching the Observer, waiting for his decision.


  Lord Curvet thought the matter over carefully, then came to a decision. “Very well, my fumble-fingered friends, we’ll see what can be done.” He looked up into the air a foot or so above his head. “Stilly round, Mr. Jones,” he said, “there’s work to be done.”


  The calm voice of Fesswick came out of the air. “Anytime you’re ready, Mr. Smith.”


  SERGEANT Thaddeus McClusky, USMC, shrugged his shoulder a little to adjust the weight of the heavy machine rifle that was slung there. So did Corporal Quinn. Both of them looked with respectful eyes at Lieutenant (jg) Fordham, USN, and listened silently as he spoke.


  “Remember, men; that may be an atomic bomb, down there, so keep on your toes. Absolutely no one is allowed to pass inside this perimeter after dark. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Sergeant McClusky.


  “Yes, sir,” said Corporal Quinn.


  “Very well. Carry on.”


  Salutes were exchanged, and the two Marines waited silently while the Naval officer went on down the line to the next post. As soon as he was out of earshot, McClusky muttered a dirty word. “. . . deckape shavetail,” he added.


  “That’s the way the goddam Navy operates,” said Quinn philosophically. “We been here six months watching that gizmo while the Navy sits on its duff and wonders what to do about it. And what do they do? Why, they send us a fresh jaygee from Stateside who tells us to do exactly what we been doin’ all along. That takes real brains, that does.”


  Sergeant McClusky nodded his agreement. “Remember, that may be an atomic bomb, down here, so keep on your toes,” he mimicked. “Well, you can just bet your stripey little shoulder boards we will, sir. Yes, sir. We’ll watch very closely, sir, and if that thing goes off, we’ll call you right up on the telephone, sir. Won’t we, Corporal Quinn?”


  “Just as fast as ever we can,” agreed Corporal Quinn. “We will be moving very rapidly, Sergeant McClusky.”


  They turned to look at the little, shallow lagoon which held the unknown thing. There were no lights illuminating it; the Navy didn’t want to attract the attention of any high-flying Russian planes that might be looking the area over. But the light of a tropical full moon cast its silvery radiance over the glittering waters of the lagoon.


  The thing itself had been surrounded with a steel net to keep large fish from approaching it and—possibly—setting it off. Underwater sonar constantly probed the depths to make sure that Russian frogmen didn’t try to sneak in. The Navy didn’t think the Russians knew where their toy was, but they were taking no chances.


  YOU know,” said McClusky, “when I was a kid, I used to love those movies of the South Seas. Remember? They had scenes in ’em just like this.”


  “Yeah,” Quinn agreed softly. “Tropical moon—sea breezes—palm trees gently waving—waves rolling softly against the warm sands.”


  “That’s very poetic,” McClusky said in mild astonishment.


  “I remember it from an old movie ad,” Quinn said.


  “All we need is some guitar music,” McClusky said.


  “Yeah. And Dorothy Lamour in a sarong.”


  “Will I do?” asked a soft, throaty contralto voice from behind them.


  Both men spun around, unslinging their rifles with the easy grace of long practice.


  Then they froze, as if someone had doused them with a few gallons of liquid air. Their eyes glazed, and their mouths hung agape.


  It was not Dorothy Lamour, they decided, because she was not wearing a sarong. She was not even wearing a grass skirt.


  Sergeant McClusky recovered his voice. “You ain’t supposed to be here, dressed like that, ma’am,” he said to the vision of loveliness.


  “Undressed like that,” Corporal Quinn corrected automatically.


  “Even if you was dressed,” said McClusky, “you hadn’t ought to be here. Women aren’t allowed on this island.” He was still trying to figure out what to do when a voice bellowed out from the next post down the shore.


  “Corporal of the guard! Post Number Five! I got a woman on my post—a nekkid woman! Whadda I do now?”


  Before Corporal Quinn could answer, two more posts called out that they had the same trouble.


  “Why all the fuss?” asked the girl, wide-eyed. “We just want to go swimming in your pretty lagoon.”


  “No, you don’t,” said McClusky, recovering his wits at last. “You’re under arrest, lady.” He reached out to grab her with one brawny fist, but his hand closed on empty air. The girl was deceptively fast. She backed away, still smiling, and McClusky made another lunge for her.


  He missed and lost his balance as she danced back out of the way. As he fell forward, he heard Quinn yell: “Halt! Halt or I fire!”


  He broke his fall with the butt of his rifle, and twisted to an upright sitting position. The girl, he noticed, was running away from the lagoon, toward the sea, with Quinn after her in hot pursuit, still calling for her to halt.


  All around, there were similar cries. Sergeant McClusky wondered how many unclad females there were running around on Lukiuni Atoll—where there couldn’t possibly be any women.


  NOT a man there noticed what was going on out in the lagoon itself. The figure of a man suddenly materialized from nowhere a few inches above the surface of the water. Then he dropped in with scarcely a splash.


  Since Fesswick did not breathe, there was no necessity for him to wear any of the usual diving equipment. All he had to do was swim to the steel net, cut through it, and head for the little Thregonnese space capsule. He wasn’t the least bit worried about the Navy’s probing sonar beams; the nullifiers operated by Lord Curvert would take care of them. As far as the sonar operators could tell, there was nothing at all unusual in the lagoon.


  Fesswick got busy opening the airlock of the little capsule.


  Up on shore, Sergeant McClusky yelled at Corporal Quinn, who was several yards away, at the sea’s edge, staring into the waves. Lights were coming on all over the tiny atoll. Pounding footsteps could be heard from every quarter as confused men ran every which way.


  “She just dived into the sea and never came up,” Corporal Quinn was saying wonderingly.


  “Why didn’t you shoot?” bellowed McClusky.


  “Who the hell do you think I am?” Quinn bellowed back. “Mike Hammer?”


  So far, nobody else had fired a shot, either, and by that time, all four of the Thregonnese had dived into the sea, changed into porpoises, and were swimming rapidly away from the atoll.


  The final surprise came when, with a great geyser of erupting water, the Thregonnese space capsule shot up out of the lagoon and vanished rapidly into the moonlit sky.


  There would be a lot of explaining to do that night and for many nights to come, in Navy circles.


  But there would never be any explanation.


  AND now,” said Lord Curvert gently, “the question arises as to what to do with you gentlemen.”


  They were sitting in the Venus Club again. The space capsule, indetectable to any Earth science, was sitting on the roof of the building.


  “Why, just make your report and let us go,” Forbin said politely. “It was only a misdemeanor. We haven’t done anything felonious. We didn’t expose anything to the natives or interfere in any way. Just let us go, and we’ll pay the fine according to the law.”


  Lord Curvert was nodding slowly, and there was an oddly sleepy look in his eyes. “Yes,” he said. “Certainly. Just let you go.” The Thregonnese looked at each other with delight, and then looked back at the Observer.


  “Or, better yet,” said Forbin insidiously, “just let us stay for a while. How about that?”


  “Yes. Yes,” his lordship said rather glassily. “I could just let you stay for a while.”


  “As a matter of fact,” Forbin went on in the same tone, “we have a few favors we’d like you to do for us.”


  “Favors,” said Lord Curvert. “Certainly. What favors?”


  “Well, for instance, why don’t you stand on your head?”


  “Certainly.”


  “And click your heels together,” added Omboser, ignoring the scowls that Forbin and the others shot him.


  “Certainly,” agreed his lordship. Placing hands and head on the floor, Lord Curvert solemnly upended himself, balanced carefully, and clapped his heels together.


  “We’ve done it!” Forbin said gleefully. “We’re in!”


  “You sure that assistant of his—that Mr. Jones can’t reach us here?” Alsnokine asked, a trifle apprehensively. “Or see us?”


  “Not a chance,” Forbin said. “I turned on the nullifiers in our ship myself.”


  “We’ve done it,” Lubix gloated. “In spite of all the setbacks, we have our ship, and we have the Observer. Now we can start having a little fun.”


  “Are you gentlemen just going to leave me like this?” Lord Curvert asked politely.


  They all turned to look at him. He did a neat handspring-and-flip, and landed on his feet. “A confession of intent,” he said mildly, “is bad enough. When combined with an actual attempt, it becomes very bad indeed.” None of them said anything. “Oh, no,” his lordship went on, “I’m not hypnotized. In the first place, the substance you have been thinking is Varesh powder is nothing but powdered sugar. I saw you put it in the activator in your capsule, and I saw you put a pinch of it into the air. But I’m afraid sugar just doesn’t have the proper effect.


  “In the second place, even if it had been Varesh powder, nothing would have happened, because I am wearing filter plugs in my nostrils, just as you are. The one difference is that my plugs function, while yours don’t.


  “I’m afraid that while my assistant, Mr. Jones, was in your capsule, he put a few rather clever little gimmicks into your controls. In addition, he sprayed a little genuine Varesh powder through the teleporter just a few seconds ago. And it’s having its effect, isn’t it?”


  IT was. Robbed of their conscious volition, the human body shapes which the Thregonnese had assumed were beginning to look oddly lumpy as they tended to return to their normal shapes.


  “I am sending you back to Thregonn for punishment,” he said. “I’ll tell you what the conspiracy was, and you correct me if I’m wrong, so that everything will be nice and legal.


  “You intended to use this Venus Club set-up to trap me first. Then, after I had been hypnotized, you intended to take over the various governments of Earth. Now, there, I’m a little hazy—just what was your reason for wanting to take over? Were you going to set yourselves up as supreme dictators, so that you could push everybody around?” He looked at Forbin as he spoke.


  “For a while,” admitted the thoroughly hypnotized Forbin. “Then, if we got bored, we thought it might be fun to start an atomic war among these primitive people.”


  “Worse than I thought,” said Lord Curvert distastefully. “I hope they straighten you out thoroughly on Thregonn.”


  By this time, the four Thregonnese had returned to their “normal” shape. They looked like four fat, pink kewpie dolls.


  “All right,” said Lord Curvert, “let’s go. You’ll get in your ship and go straight to Thregonn, understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” they chorused. “Straight to Thregonn.”


  “And just to make sure you do, you’ll give yourselves another dose of Varesh powder every twenty-four hours. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” they chorused. “Fine. Let’s go.”


  They went up to the roof, and the four fat kewpies climbed into the vessel. The airlock closed, and a few seconds later the little spaceship fired skywards.


  “Take me home, Fesswick,” said Lord Curvert.


  THAT’S very odd,” said Lady Curvert.


  Lord Curvert looked up apprehensively from his Times. “Not another one, I hope.”


  “Oh, no, Charles. Not another case. I was just thinking that it was very odd that the paper should come out with an editorial on the Teddy boys today. The editor says that juvenile delinquency is getting worse and something must be done to stop it.”


  “I’ll write a letter to the Times, my dear,” said Lord Curvert.


  Fesswick shimmered in through the doorway. “I beg to report, my lord, that Thregonn acknowledges the landing of the capsule. The four have been placed in arrest by the authorities. Their parents have been notified.”


  “Good,” said Lord Curvert. “People here on Earth complain about juvenile delinquency, Fesswick. Just wait until they find out what it’s like on a Galactic scale.”


  THE END


  ROBOTOM DELENDA EST!


  Jack Sharkey


  The indestructible robot turned Americans into the one thing they cannot bear to be—laughingstocks of the Solar System! But Yankee ingenuity will out—especially when there’s a tax-free reward for it Don’t be a laughingstock; instead start stocking up on your laughing with this riotous farce.


  WHEN the robot first appeared, there was much conjecture as to its origins. Luckily, the first person known to have seen the robot was a tourist, Miss Virginia Haswell, of Butte City, Idaho, while she was snapping pictures at Grand Canyon on a weekend trip to Arizona. Miss Haswell, unversed in the environmental lore of the West, took the robot to be just another of the scenic wonders in the place, and snapped its picture. Back in Butte City, where she was having her films developed later at the corner drugstore, the alert pharmacist, George Stacy, recognized the metal man-thing for the discrepancy it was on the rocky serpentine of Bright Angel Trail, and—by the simple expedient of re-checking that morning’s headlines—he was able to convince himself that it was the selfsame robot figuring so prominently in the news. He called the local F.B.I. office, told them of his find, and turned the picture over to them. Till that date, they’d been classing most of the reports filtering in from the southwest along with the usual yearly complement of flying-saucer stories; the picture changed all that. There was a robot; it was on the loose in the southwest; and it was not of American origin. Conjecture about its origins was based upon its curious design (Miss Haswell had taken a good clear picture, with the sun behind her, and the robot in the shade of that natural rock archway a few tiers down the trail, so that its polished frame did not scintillate into the lens and fog the picture). Its form gave possible clues.


  Everyone’s first guess was Venus, for two reasons. First, it had a V-shape metal jaw (this theory was later quashed when someone remembered that Venus did not use the English Alphabet), and second, Earth and Venus had—only a month before the robot’s appearance—just severed all interplanetary diplomatic relations (because of Ambassador Linsay’s terrible faux pas[*], and no one had had any idea since the time of the severance what Venus might be up to. (At the severance, Venus had assured us of her eternal good will toward us, although she felt that it would be easier on both planets if we simply severed relations until Linsay apologized. Linsay was willing, of course, but our Interplanetary Policy forbade us, at the time, making this gesture of self-abasement, lest we lose face in the Asteroid Belt with the Whirlies (the vacuum-dwelling race, you will recall, from whose spinning city-states (one to each asteroid) we were lately procuring all our Uranium). So the apology was withheld, and that was the last we heard from Venus at the time.) But the jaw-shape and that interplanetary split were hardly grounds enough for accusing Venus. There were just as many clues to consider regarding the other planets in the Solar Alliance.


  THE three rings about the robot’s middle suggested Saturnian origin, though the erudite members of the State Department point out that Saturn’s rings are concentric, and that these three were tiered.


  The flashing red bulb under the robot’s transparent carapace suggested Martian skullduggery, but no more so than it did a plot of nation-wide police-car manufacturers, who seemed as red-bulb prone as anyone.


  The green chest-crescent could have purported a plot by a Lunar Race, though no such race had been discovered.


  And the rather stubby torso suggested Jovian construction.


  However, the basic fact under consideration was that whoever had set the robot down on Earth would certainly not have designed it as a giveaway, would they? Hence, any constructional clues could be pretty well disregarded as being red herrings. And there were no races at all on Mercury, Uranus, Neptune, or Pluto.


  The precise point of the robot’s origin, however, was the most minor of the problems its appearance had occasioned. (One seldom wastes much time investigating the pedigree and breed of an attacking mad dog; one grabs, instead, for the nearest club.) This, at least, was the point of view taken by the newspapers and telecasters. “Destroy Now; Ponder Later!” seemed to be the consensus.


  Not that the robot was a menace, in the worst sense of the word. The simple fact that it was was the prod urging its destruction. Since its first discovery, on Bright Angel Trail, it had wandered rather haphazardly eastward across the continent, almost purposeless in its meanderings, and virtually ignoring any people it chanced upon. The annoying thing about it was that it was a freeloader.


  When its wanderings took it into the vicinity of high-tension wires, it thought nothing of shinnying up the girders to the power lines, and extending three sets of cables from an elongated silver plate in its abdominal region, two to suck power from the cables, the third to ground itself to the girders, apparently so it wouldn’t blow a tube or something when its batteries were recharged fully.


  And a long string of gas-station attendants along its divergent itinerary complained that it thought nothing of helping it self to five-gallon swigs from the pumps, ignoring their shouts (usually from a distance) to “Cut it out!” or “Get away from there!”


  IT HAD a playful side, too.


  When traveling at night, it seemed to enjoy pausing in the blackness of an unlighted crossroads, and imitating a signal light. It would glow red with its occipital bulb, until traffic was piling up for blocks, then let one amber eye glow brightly, before it switched to the green light on its chest It would stay green long enough to let maybe one car get through, then suddenly go red again, and jam traffic something awful. When it tired of the game, it would suddenly light up all bulbs at once, raise its tentacular metal arms overhead in an aspect of monstrous menace, and start a spine-chilling Frankenstein-plod toward the packed cars, emitting a loud, bass, echo-chamber sort of laugh, guaranteed to make even the bravest of the drivers leap from their cars and start a frantic cross-country race in all directions.


  The game over, the robot would plod onward, in a generally eastern direction (it sometimes wandered north or south, but never once moved westerly), helping itself to electricity and fuel as it felt the urge.


  Naturally, from the moment its existence had been found to be a proven fact, the National Guard in the various southwestern states had not been idle. Tanks, halftracks, and large bodies of terrified infantrymen had been mobilized to capture this metallic invader. All would converge upon the spot where the robot had been last reported, cannon leveled, rifles to shoulders, machine-guns aimed—and the robot would put its hands on its hips, look the group over, nod in satisfaction, and escape.


  Its escape was simplicity itself. It laid its arms along its sides, splayed the fingers like rudimentary fins, and then, its hideous laughter ringing from hill and tree and road, it would rotate its chest-rings, flame would jet from the soles of its silvery shoes, and it would zoom off into the air, and hover.


  There is nothing more maddening than a robot with a warped sense of humor. Its hover would hold it at a level of about a thousand feet over the ground, and it would just stand there, on its glowing jets, and wait.


  SHOOTING at it was out of the question. To get that high, a cannon would have to be used. And to aim that high, the shell would have to be fired in a high-arcing trajectory from a great distance away. And if such a shell should miss. . . . It seemed that the robot always wandered where the population was thick. And taxpayers don’t like expended cannon-shells dropping into their back yards.


  Of course, the Air National Guard was not idle at this time, either. Special helicopters (the kind with machine-guns; an optional extra) rode their air-columns up to the lazing robot. And the robot rose a few feet higher, just enough to be above the whirling blades. If they fired, they’d fall like stones. So they’d rise higher, and so would the robot, always keeping that near-and-yet-so far distance away. When the height began to necessitate the use of oxygen masks, the crews gave up and returned to their bases. And the robot went down to a thousand feet again, and waited.


  After three or four days, the men on the ground usually were recalled to their bases, too. The robot could apparently outwait the men forever, and they all felt pretty silly, staying day and night in a circle about an unoccupied patch of ground, getting stiff necks from looking skyward.


  Once they’d disbanded, the robot would descend, make for the nearest gas station for fuel (he would also, were no high-tension wires available, make use of the battery-recharging facilities to get his quota of high-voltage vitamins), then proceed on his way eastward.


  About this time, a report was sent to Washington by Lieutenant Farley Briggs, of the Amarillo Air Force Base. He reported that when he and his two-man crew had gone up to try their hand (futilely, as usual) in potshotting the creature from a helicopter, the sun had been low in the west, and he was able to discern something about the robot that had as yet not been espied by anyone (an easy fact to account for; most people who saw the robot did not stay around long enough to study it). It seemed that Lieutenant Briggs had seen (and pointed out to his crewmen, who corroborated his story) a strange marking upon the backside of the robot.


  That is, the marking itself was common enough, but its presence upon a robot was at that time unaccountable. Neatly engraved into the metal on the silvery backside was an artistically-etched caduceus (one of those serpent-twined winged staffs, symbol of the practice of medicine) overlaid with a large R.


  “The damn thing,” said the Lieutenant (off the record, of course), “is a walking prescription!”


  But a prescription for what, nobody had any idea.


  BY THE time the robot was strolling through the streets of Tulsa (after having a wonderful binge at the oil refinery), the entire planet was getting quite annoyed. Earth was in the uncomfortable position of a homeowner with an unwelcome guest, one who ignored hints that he should go away, one who even ignored open threats. And, as a man loves to call his home his own, and have some say-so in the matter of who shall dwell there with him, so Earth resented the presence of this freeloading metal monster that was making itself comfortable without permission. True, it wasn’t doing any real harm anywhere (those deprived of gas or electricity by its self-service attitude found to their delight that such losses were deductible from their income-tax statements, and not a few people secretly wished that the robot would come by, figuring they could claim at least five gallons for every one he actually drank, and who’d be the wiser?), but its insouciant try-and-stop-me travels were getting under everyone’s skin. And what if it suddenly decided to turn nasty? How would we stop it? Would we stop it?


  News sources had switched from their earlier scare-stories to that parelleling the latest trend in the attitude of the man-on-the-street: “Who does he think he is!?” (Save for the New York Times, which, after coming to the decision that a robot was sexless, rendered the growing public antagonism as “Who does it think it is!?,” backing up this contention with a learned article by a sub-technician at uinvac, entitled, “Can a robot think at all?” which won much critical acclaim at the time, but didn’t alleviate the situation one bit.)


  At the end of its second week of wandering, the robot turned playful again, this time with really devilish ingenuity. Entering a Post Office in St. Louis (just vacated by every customer and postal employee moments before), it sat down and wrote a letter to the Bureau of Internal Revenue, in which it stated, to the drop and ampere, just how much organic and electronic fuel it had siphoned, and where it had siphoned the fuel, blasting all hopes of those people thus depleted of making any false claims at all for losses. (Oddly enough, the Bureau was willing to take the robot’s word against the mass of taxpayers who tried to claim it lied; the same learned man wrote “Can a robot lie?” for the Times, and won the lasting animosity of every gas-station attendant in the nation, and Standard Oil revoked the writer’s credit card.)


  AT THIS point, the public mood began to change. What had started as a scare, then waned into apathetic annoyance, now became the first hot ember of anger. Headlines carried nothing anymore but details of the robot’s progress eastward, with pungent editorial comments on the laxness of the government in dealing with this insouciant wanderer, which, if let wander unimpeded, would reach the eastern seaboard in a matter of weeks. “What if it’s a walking bomb?” shock-theorized one journal. “What if it’s headed for the capital?”


  What with Washington, D.C. being the capital of not only the United States, but capital of the International Federation of Foreign Lands of Earth (“IFFLE”), such a possible menace shortly became the topic of conversation in all the state departments of the world. “The robot must be destroyed!” became the international slogan. Or, as the New York Times put it (basing the phrase on their faith in the growing level of public education, plus the enormous sales of the 1960 best-seller, “Winnie Ille Pu”), “Robotum Delenda Est!”


  By the time the robot was sighted strolling up the highway toward Nashville, the entire country was ready for him. Or, at least, ready to assume it was ready for him. The government, rather than send troops or armaments out after the robot, decided that this might be its plan (to get protective forces away from the capital), so kept its military forces—plus a few divisions imported specially for the job—at Washington, ready to blast the thing if it got that far. As for the citizenry, they were urged to do anything they could to halt the inexorable itinerary of the monster (A noted scientist explained that only a deviation from a norm can be classed as a monster, and that therefore, since there is, nor can be, no norm for robots, the term “monster” was incorrect; he was summarily ignored, since, as one witness put it, “Well, it sure looks like a monster!”).


  Plans were laid in every bar of every town that seemed to be on its route, moat of them of the I-know-what-I’d-do-if-that-thing-came-near-me variety, usually followed by cheers, back patting, and another round for the boys. There were, however, not a few enterprising people who attempted more than just talking about the robot. These were:


  1) WILLARD Borden, a service station attendant in Cairo, Illinois (the robot’s next appearance after St. Louis). Willard got the bright idea of putting sugar in his gasoline pumps when he saw the robot coming up the road toward the station, thus hoping to jam its pistons with crusted caramel. The robot, however, had already tanked up at a station a mile away, and so just strode past Willard’s place, leaving him with five thousand gallons of the sweetest gasoline this side of heaven.


  2) MISS Sally Lou Watkins, of Nashville. Hearing over the radio of the unfortunate incident of Borden’s in Cairo, she decided that a direct approach would be better. Garbing herself in a rented Arabian houri costume, she met the robot on the road to town, with a five-piece band of trembling flautists, and did the “Dance of Allurement” (Nelly Castor’s Dance studio for Young Ladies of Refinement, Lesson Six) for the robot, bearing in her hands a golden bowl of high-octane gasoline spiked with ten pounds of sugar. At the climax of her dance, she offered him the bowl (from her exhausted sprawl at his feet; it was quite a dance), and he drank it in one extended gulp. Ten seconds later, the robot opened a metal plate in its chest, removed four dozen caramels, handed them over to Sally Lou, and took up his journey again.


  3) HIRAM Hicks, of Middlesboro, Kentucky. His plan was quite simple. Using reverse psychology, he put a sign on the front of his house, “Robots Keep Out!” then proceeded to weaken the supportbeams of the floor just inside the front door, and a large plastic wading-pool (filled) under that. “It’ll fall,” he explained to friends, “and the water’ll wet its jets so’s it can’t fly up and out again, and we can attack it with sledgehammers!” However, his mother came home, was saved from a nasty fall when her umbrella handle caught on the front door knob, and proceeded to thrash him within an inch of his life. By the time the robot was marching down the street before the house, Kiram’s father (an astute man) had removed the kid’s sign.


  4) MIRANDA Paisley, of Charleston, West Virginia. Working with heavy-duty aluminum foil and an anatomy chart, Miranda contrived to disguise herself as a female robot (though some observers stated she looked merely like a gift-wrapped spinster). Her plan was to divert the robot from its journeying long enough for the townspeople to come at it with nets, ropes and monkey wrenches. On her way to the crossroads where she hoped to encounter the robot, she was espied by Herbert Allan and his family, vacationing Chicagoans. They tried running her down with their car, and when this failed (despite her sixty-seven years, Miranda had a nifty sprint), they surrounded her, tied her up, and sent her (collect) to Washington via the postal service, where she was unwrapped and arrested for mail fraud.


  5) HALSEY Bernado, of Alexandria, Virginia.


  Here, at this city almost within sight of the capital (just beyond the river, in Maryland), Halsey and a group of his fellow veterans of WWI, took their stand in the road, armed with rifles, grenades, two ancient cannon, and three jugs of cider (to while away the wait). By the time the cider was gone, Halsey and his cackling cronies were firing at anything at all that moved toward them, so it wasn’t until they’d exhausted all their ammunition that anyone could get near enough to tell them that the robot’s route didn’t even lie near their city.


  THE robot, instead, had dipped south to Richmond, and at city hall, had collared a shrieking civil service worker and handed her a message. The message read, “I am ready to negotiate with the President of the Confederation.”


  Word of this got to Washington in five minutes.


  “That does it!” said the president, slamming down the phone. “If there’s one thing we don’t want to go through again, it’s the unspoken north-south division in the minds of the southern states. This robot’s demand might well get them in the mood to start seceding again!”


  “I take it,” said the Secretary of Defense, “that you are about to order Operation R to commence?”


  “As of this instant!” said the president. “Get with it, quick!”


  When the robot clanked out of city hall, it was to find itself on a deserted street (the civil service worker had leaped from a ground floor window, and was still running—of all directions—north). Not a person, not an animal, not even an automobile was to be seen. The robot stood in an oddly human stance of wariness, sizing up the situation. Then, with measured tread, it started walking up the street, its metal feet clicking softly on the pavement, its innards whirring gently.


  At the corner, the robot jerked to a standstill, and its heavy metal head swiveled suddenly to one side. The flicker of a shadow on the sunlit street, and a peripheral glimpse of a vanishing khaki uniform, had caught its attention. Then its gaze was held by the object hurtling through the air at it, from the edge of the building behind which the soldier had hidden. It had only an instant to see the object before it crashed directly into its metal face and splashed and shattered down over its body. (The soldier had been chosen for the task on the basis of his being the All-Army Champion Baseball Pitcher of the Year.)


  Needle-sharp spicules of glass and torn fragments of dull grey-brown wax fell to the ground. The bivalvous container which had struck the robot was filled with two liquids, one in a glass container, one in a wax. Hydrofluoric acid in the wax, since it could eat through glass; Aqua Regia in the glass, since it could eat through anything else but glass.


  Where the liquids struck the ground, asphalt smoked blackly, cement seethed and boiled, dust and dirt charred and burst into flame. Where the liquids struck the robot, they ran down the metal surface like trickles of perspiration and left not so much as a trace of their passage.


  The robot brushed a few glittering bits of gravelly glass from its joints and other catchall surfaces, then proceeded stolidly on its way out of town, unharmed, unmarked, and apparently unperturbed.


  AT THE very next corner, fleeting figures dipped in and out of its sight, from both sides of the street, and it was suddenly and simultaneously the focal point of the shattering explosive power of hand grenades; fragmentation and concussion both. Even as it was lifting its feet in careful stride over the ruptured surface of the street, three teams of anti-tank men sprang out into the sunlight, not half a block before it, and each twosome of men was loading and firing rockets from bazookas at the tall metal figure before them. The shells struck the robot in the face, chest, and abdomen. Each rocket—designed to force a white-hot center of superheated metal through the walls of an armored tank—split open, flew to bits, and the raging metal centers spattered off the robot like so much foam rubber. Again it proceeded forward, looking not even slightly groggy.


  Before it had taken two steps, men appeared at windows above and around it, and from their weapons came a hail of steel-jacketed machine-gun bullets, and leaping clouds of flaming fuel. For a moment, there was nothing to be seen in the street save on orange-tongued caricature of the robot, its outlines etched in bright flame that trickled oily strings of whirling smoke skyward.


  And then the robot, unharmed, stepped forward and left the flames behind it, not so much as a drop of fuel clinging to its gleaming carcass, and not even a dent in its metal shell nor so much as a hint of craze in its transparent carapace from the power of the bullets.


  The military had, however, far from exhausted its means of attack. Abruptly, powerful trucks were roaring backward toward it where it stood in the center of an intersection, four trucks in all. The tailgates of the trucks had been removed, and the thick iron centers of enormous copper-wound electromagnets converged upon the robot, powered by the thundering engines of the trucks. Nothing with ordinary electric circuits would be able to withstand such a field of force; induced currents in the wiring would overload and melt the conducting metals. Even the slightest magnetic susceptibility in the metal of which the robot was constructed would lock its gears, pistons, cams and joints into unbreakable paralysis . . .


  The robot stood quite still, walled in by the edge-to-edge truckbacks, caught in an invisible maelstrom of incredible force. Then, apparently tiring of its immobility, it ignited its jets, rose maybe ten feet higher than the tops of the trucks, glided forward through the air, and came down walking, once again headed stolidly out of town.


  It hadn’t reached the end of the block before a rain of shining metal was blanketing its form, as woven nets of inch-thick steel cable sought to entangle it. Lumbering tanks appeared, suddenly, towhooks looped with the ends of the “drawstring” cables that would en-sphere the robot in the nets. Tanks moved in all directions from the robot until the cables quivered, taut to the breaking point, in the air between captive and towhook. Where the robot had just been seen was now a conglomeration of metal mesh, interlaced, interlooped, overlapped, and locked. For ten seconds, it seemed as though the migrant metal man was caught.


  THEN, with a wrench that yanked two of the tanks skidding backward on rigid treads, the victim rose with his coiled shackles into the air, spun about in a cable-shredding whirl combined with an eye-dazzling glow of raw power—and then steel nets, torn ragged and semimolten, were hissing and clattering back onto the street, leaving the hovering robot unmarked and still unimpeded.


  The robot once again soared forward, until it was beyond the foremost tank, then it landed and started on its way again.


  A group of men, stripped to khaki shorts and canvas track shoes for swift unimpeded movement, suddenly raced at the robot from all directions, carrying strange devices that seemed to be combination bear-traps and radio-controlled rockets. The men raced heroically near to the robot, slapping the devices at it in passing, until the metal man was all at once clamped—by arm and leg—by steel teeth that bore intensely powerful rockets on their backs. As the last man was racing away from the momentarily motionless robot, a skilled technician in a room overlooking the street was yanking home the levers that would ignite the rockets.


  The next instant, the robot was rising like a metal blur in the grip of these fire-spouting cylinders, reaching the height of a mile in fifteen seconds, at which moment the technician spun a bank of dials, and every rocket jetted a side-blast that turned them and their burden completely end-over-end and dived at granite-melting speed toward the earth.


  Robot and rockets struck upside down, with a crash that shattered windows and rocked lamp posts and the facades of smaller buildings. A cloud of dust and debris rose fifty feet into the air over the center of the impact, and began to powder and clatter and clink down to the ground again. And even before the last hurtling pebble had reached the earth, more trucks were backing to the jagged crater and vomiting thick grey waves of wet cement in on top of the robot, still held by the downthrust of the surviving rockets. Flame, smoke, gouts of cement splashed, danced and bubbled for a minute. Then silence.


  ONE by one, footsoldiers appeared, and stepped with caution toward the wet mound that marked the robot’s fall. They stood and waited, futile bayonets in readiness, useless rifles loaded and cocked to make any necessary onslaught against the invulnerable creature. But the cement, surf ace remained unmoving, unbroken.


  “Do you think we did it, sir?” asked a man of his superior.


  “If that thing doesn’t come crawling out of there by the time the cement sets, we have,” replied the man.


  They stood there for five minutes, anxiously watching the cement for signs of mechanical life below it, and then a despairing shout from up the block turned them all to see the source of the cry. Thirty yards from the crash, the street was heaving, buckling, and erupting clods of dirt, rock, and cement. Then, from the center of the haphazard cone of the sundered street, the robot climbed out, not even a smear of cement to attest to its former ordeal, nor so much as a wobble in its motions after its supragravitational plunge to and into the earth.


  The general in charge of Operation R was observed to turn quite pale at the sight. But, with. fatalistic determination, he gave the order for the last step in the plan of attack.


  “If this doesn’t work,” he said to his aide, after voicing the order, “we’re in one hell of a fix.”


  “Better get to shelter, sir,” said the man, taking the general’s arm. “This last one is damned dangerous.”


  As the general, his aide, and the footsoldiers rushed for shelter, the final stage of attack was put into operation. Another twinkling blanket of steel nets descended upon the robot as it got clear of the exit it had made in the street, and a swift-moving arm of steel came clanking forward on an enormous crane, with a foot-thick metal sphere open and ready to grip. The sphere (pre-measured from reports of the robot on its itinerary) snapped closed about the robot (already entangled in steel nets) like the two halves of a clamshell, and then the crane was Swinging the many-tonned sphere into a waiting cylinder on the back of a powerful fieldrocket truck.


  The cylinder closed, sealed, and was then elevated to a vertical position, its pointed nose and broad fins shining in the sunlight. And even as it reached the perpendicular to the wheelbase of the truck, its rockets were igniting, and sending it needling upward with a speed so rapid that one could barely tilt the head back fast enough to witness its upward progress before it had dwindled to a pinpoint, then vanished, in the azure blue of the almost cloudless sky.


  The general looked at his watch, then shut his eyes and whispered, “Five seconds . . .”


  Five seconds passed. And then—had there been anyone watching (all concerned had been cautioned to remain under cover until the all-clear)—there could be seen a sphere of blinding energy swelling and blazing to a brightness exceeding that of the sun itself. Up beyond the atmosphere, the rocket had exploded, exploded with the irresistible force of the hydrogen bomb in its nose, its atomic components vanishing in a chaos of freed subatomic particles.


  A full minute the sphere of energy burned up above the sky, its radiations turning the atmospheric fringe below it into a glorious and deadly purple-red, like an iris of a single glowing eye. Then there was nothing but calm blue sky again.


  The all-clear was given. The men came out slowly into the sunlight, straining their eyes skyward. Nothing but smooth blue sky met their eyes for many minutes. Then a bright red spark appeared, grew until it was two distinct points of fire, and then they could all see the robot, its body intact, not a mark of the atomic devastation upon it, descending placidly back to the streets of Richmond.


  It landed, glanced about at the staring soldiers, then proceeded northeast, out of town, and toward the distant capital of Washington. This time, no one tried to stop it.


  THE president, his forehead beaded with cold sweat, sat clutching the microphone before him at the gleaming switchboard. Beside him, a man threw a switch, looked at his watch, then said, “You can go ahead, sir.”


  “President of the United States calling Venus!” said our chief executive. “Come in, Venus.” He repeated it a few times, then sat out the approximate two-minute lag for his message to reach our nearest neighboring planet, and the two minutes required for them to reply. Interplanetary protocol (save for the opening signal) dispensed with the formalities (which could get maddening during the lags), and generally got right to the point. Venus replied almost immediately, and briefly.


  “Ambassador Linsay is ready to apologize, we assume?” said a voice, distorted by etheric passage.


  “Of course not!” fumed the president. “If you people weren’t so pig-headed—” He cut himself short, there, not wishing to waste time in an exchange of unpleasantries. “What I’ve called about,” he went on, his voice grim, “is a robot which has appeared on our planet, origin unknown. Nothing we possess can stop it; it is not yet to be considered a menace, but the fact that it could not be halted should it so prove is rather irksome. We had hoped that you, as a friend to Earth despite our diplomatic differences, could hint at some way in which it might be overcome.”


  He waited, and after four minutes, the reply came.


  “We can, but custom prevents us from doing so. If, however, Ambassador Linsay apologizes, our technical knowledge of robotdestruction is at your disposal. If not—well, you must discover the means yourself.”


  “We refuse to beg!” blurted the president. “If you were truly our friend, you would give us the necessary information!”


  And, four minutes later: “If we were not, truly your friend, we would never have sent the robot!” said Venus.


  “What?!” the president choked out. “You sent it? Why? What sort of joke is this?”


  Four minutes later: Silence.


  Half an hour later, the president threw down the microphone in disgust. “How dare they!” he yelled. “Of all the rotten tricks!” He was, he realized, angrier at their suddenly refusing to reply than at the information that they were behind the robot. “Very well, then!” he said, slamming a fist into his opposing palm. “We shall have the last laugh. We’ll ignore the robot!”


  THE door burst open, and a harried cabinet member popped into the room. “Mr. President—!” he gasped, “the robot is at the Capitol!”


  “Forget it,” said the president. “It is a trick of Venus, to force us into an apology from Ambassador Linsay. It will do us no harm. If we ignore it, it may give up and go away. We can always underwrite the expenses incurred by those from whom it stole fuel or energy.”


  “But sir—” said the man, “I don’t think we ought to let it continue in its present course of action . . .”


  The president, suddenly wary, looked the man in the eye. “What is it doing, over at the Capitol?”


  The man was terrified. “It’s dismantling the building!”


  The president staggered back to the interplanetary radio. “Get Venus again,” he croaked to the operator.


  The man, as shaken as the other two with the latest robotreport, fumbled with his equipment, then sat back and tried to appear calm. “Four minutes,” he whispered, unnecessarily.


  Four minutes later, surprisingly, Venus was on the speaker again. “We have something to say,” crackled the distant voice, “and after we have said it, we will cut all communications with Earth until a formal apology has been made, on our planet, by Ambassador Linsay. Here, then, is the explanation of the robot. Venusian temperament does not permit of offering help and information to estranged associates, such as your planet. But, on the other hand, it does not permit allowing a friend, estranged or not, to fall victim to an impending peril. It was hard for us, after the rift of our two planets, to find a way to compromise these two principles. It was necessary, as a friend, to give you a warning, yet impossible, as an insulted party, to tell you the necessary information. The robot, therefore, is our compromise. Think of it as you would think of smallpox vaccine, or perhaps a polio shot. With that, we must leave you. Farewell.”


  Transmission was suddenly severed. Not even the crackle of the interplanetary ether came over the speaker.


  “Vaccine? Compromise?” said the president. “I don’t get it.”


  “Perhaps,” said the cabinet member, “Venus is using the robot to flaunt her technological superiority in our faces, since she has made that which we cannot destroy. I believe what she means is that if we can wipe out this robot, then we will be on a technological plane equivalent to her own, and therefore have no need to apologize.”


  “Hmmm,” said the president. “I don’t know about that. It seems to me there’s more behind that last statement from Venus than just the desire of the injured party to prove its point. There’s something—”


  “Please, Mr. President,” said the man, clutching his arm. “The Capitol, remember?”


  “Good heavens, yes!” said the president, shaking himself out of his bemusement. “Come on, let’s get on over there!”


  WHEN they arrived, the robot, surrounded by a milling mob of armed security guards, was placidly prying out the third slab of stone making up the lowest step of the building. There was a silvery haze, roughly hemispherical in structure, surrounding the robot and his work to a distance of about ten yards, outside the perimeter of which the security guards circumnavigated in wild frustration.


  “Some kind of force-field!” one of them said to the president as he approached. “We can’t stop him. We can’t even get near the slabs he’s already removed!”


  “Well,” said the president, thoughtfully, “if it’s any consolation at all, his rate of progress should preclude his dismantling of the building itself for about twenty-four hours. Each slab takes him two or three minutes to move from its place, I see.”


  “Yes, sir,” said the agitated cabinet member. “But by the time he reaches the third tier, we’ll be an interplanetary laughingstock!”


  “I think not!” said the president . . . “Here and now, I am initiating a crash program, the object of which will be the destruction of this monster! Reward for successfully encompassing its destruction will be the sum of one million dollars—” The president paused, shut his eyes, took a deep breath, and added, wrenching the words from his chest as though their utterance pained him, “—tax free?’


  AS onlookers cheered his statement, and rushed off to think up schemes of robot-destruction, the cabinet member drew him to one side. “Sir, you don’t have a million dollars,” he said uneasily. “How are you going to manage to pay off?”


  The president flicked a thumb at the robot, busily dismantling stairs. “The Capitol’s insured,” he said. “I’ll collect that much from the insurance company.”


  “Is there a clause in the policy about robot-damage?”


  The president shrugged. “There’s a damage-from-enemy-action clause. That’s good enough.”


  The cabinet member was no longer listening, however. His eyes wide and apprehensive, he was tugging franticly at the president’s sleeve, and pointing at the robot, too shaken to formulate his worries into words.


  The president turned, and matched the other man’s fright, pallor for pallor. “What’s he doing . . .” he said in a hushed voice. The question was purely rhetorical. It was obvious what the robot was doing. It was making another robot.


  From somewhere inside its hollow torso it had removed a delicate-looking metal scale, which it now set down on the earth. Hefting the heavy stone slabs it had removed from the stairs, it balanced them atop one arm of the scale, then stood upon the other. It had to chip a bit off the corner of one slab with its fist, then the scales balanced.


  Immediately, the robot uncoiled a fine wire from inside its chest, a wire as fine as spider silk dusted with platinum, and whipped and whirled it about the slabs. The wires began to glow as they touched the stone, and suddenly, with creaks of protest, stone collapsed in upon itself, smoothed, shifted, hollowed, fused, glittered, flexed—And became another robot, identical to the first.


  IMPOSSIBLE,” said the president. “The basic material was all wrong. You can’t make metal from stone . . .”


  “Are you sure, sir?” said the cabinet member. “Once his weight matched that of the slabs, he could be sure that the atomic elements involved had the same proton-electron total, for all practical purposes, right?”


  “How the hell should I know?” groused the president. “But I know someone who does.” In less than half an hour, he had called together the chief scientists of the Capitol, and asked them about it. They hemmed and hawed, and they sputtered theory and probability, and they tried denying with their current information on atoms the very facts that their eyes had told them out before the building: that there were now two robots, each engaged in building another, to bring the total to four. And four would become eight, eight sixteen, sixteen thirty-two—And on up the scale of geometric progression until the world was up to its hatbands in robots.


  “It is possible,” one scientist finally admitted. “If you consider Nickel, for an instance. Atomic number is twenty-eight, which means it has twenty-eight proton-electron combinations. Now Calcium, whose oxides are of the mineral—or if you will, stone—family, has an atomic number of twenty. Add oxygen, when you form the oxide, with its atomic number of eight, and—Well, you have the same total of atomic building blocks . . .


  “And the weight,” he went on wearily, “falls into the same realm of possibility. Oxygen’s atomic weight is sixteen, Calcium’s is just over forty, Nickel’s is about fifty-eight—”


  “That doesn’t add up exactly,” said the President.


  The scientist shrugged. “So it’s an isotope of Nickel, then. It’s still a metal, made from stone.”


  “What you’re telling me,” the president said grimly, “is that so long as the working material weighs just what the robot does, it can re-form the atoms into any elements it needs?”


  “That’s what we’re telling you,” nodded the scientist. “And—” He stopped speaking, suddenly, and looked crafty. “That offer—the million—Does it apply to government employees and/or their families?”


  The president narrowed his eyes. “I take it you mean does it apply to you, yourself, Doctor Nitzen?”


  The man blushed, but held his ground. “Yes.”


  “Certainly,” said the president, a little irked. “An offer is an offer. But what’ve you figured out about the robot? Do you think you know how to destroy it?”


  “Certainly,” said the man. “Now that I know how it remains apparently indestructible.”


  “—apparently?” said the president. “You mean it’s not?”


  “The robot,” said Doctor Nitzen, “has undoubtedly been destroyed by each method used against it. Its secret of apparent longevity is that it keeps reforming itself from the materials used against it. An easy task, one based on Newton’s action-reaction law. It’s as though the robot were a stack of billiard balls, and we were trying to knock it off by throwing other billiard balls at it. The instant the ball hits, part of the robot flies away, with the energy absorbed from the one we threw. But our ball, having given up its energy, remains as the part of the robot it displaced.”


  “Good heavens,” said the president, his already pale face growing paler. “Whatever we use against it is going to simply become part of it, transmuted on contact into the material it knocked away. I can see no possible weapon that will halt it.”


  Doctor Nitzen smiled. “What about organic material?”


  The president stared. “What about it?”


  ORGANIC materials are based on a more complex unit than raw elements. Elements are built of molecules; organic materials are built of cells. Cells which are able to resist transmutation, due to their propensity for sudden physical changes within themselves. At the instant of extreme stress in organic material, the material undergoes a change of its own. The robot cannot transmute elements if the elements are parts of cells that are busy undergoing physical changes of their own. Science is helpless when it comes to reversing organic change.”


  “It is?”


  Doctor Nitzen nodded, sadly. “Here we are, with the solar system within our grasp, and the stars to come soon, and there isn’t a scientist in creation who can, for instance, un-fry an egg. Nothing can turn the hard white albumen back into soft slithery viscosity.”


  “And you’re suggesting we attack the robot with—?”


  “Fresh fruit, eggs, clubs of wood, peach-pits . . . Like that.


  “But the force,” said the president, still unconvinced. “Perhaps it cannot transmute a hurled tomato, but can a tomato be hurled hard enough to damage a metal man?”


  “We will, of course, have to build special weapons, with special thin-shelled projectiles to be loaded with the necessary materials,” said Doctor Nitzen. “But the building of such weapons should take not more than a week or so.”


  The president strode to the window, and looked out at the front steps of the Capitol, seven tiers gone, with sixty-four robots busily constructing counterparts.


  “I want those weapons within six hours!” he said. “The nation must be alerted. All industry must fall to the task of building these anti-robot weapons. We’ll have to skip over patenting the device; there’s not time for such formalities. Quickly, get on the air, break into all programming at once, and tell the world what is required of it, Doctor, And—”


  “And?” said Nitzen, mentally spending his million already.


  “Say a prayer these self-propagating robots slow down for a coffee-break.”


  THE nation leaped to the task.


  Everywhere across the country, high-powered rockets were disemboweled of data-collecting equipment, explosive warheads, and other relics of the early space age, these components being replaced with butter, celery, mulch, apple cores, and anything else that hadn’t gone down the country’s Disposalls.


  Meantime, though, the robots had not been idle. When their numbers surpassed five hundred, and most of the steps of the Capitol were transmuted beyond recall, they all suddenly stopped building one another, and—jets hissing and sparkling with power—went roaring off in five hundred and twelve different directions.


  Within two hours, every country in the world had its complement of robots, vanishing capital buildings, and hastily-organized anti-robot weapon centers. The capital buildings varied considerably in degree of stone-density in their construction (wooden ones were left alone, of course), but the robots tore them up anyhow, although any stone from any other building would have done as well.


  “They’re deliberately trying to get on our nerves!” said the president, when he heard the news. “It’s damned embarrassing when nations can’t stop the dismantling of their own capital buildings! Hurry, we must not delay any longer!”


  At just about the time the president’s six-hour limit was arrived at, and every country in the world bristled with racks of high-powered missiles, loaded with the debris and detritus and garbage of the world, the robots all ceased building, flopped onto their backs, and crumbled away into harmless bits of metal and glass, some of them even halfway returning to the form of element from which they’d been transmuted. There was suddenly a robotless world left with a lot of primed rockets loaded with junk.


  And then—


  “Men of Earth!” boomed an eerily alien voice over all the loudspeakers on the planet. “Surrender! Surrender or be destroyed!”


  The outer fringes of atmosphere of Earth were suddenly flooded with elongated metal teardrops, swinging in silent orbital formation about our planet. No one had seen them approaching. They could only have materialized from hyperspace. And hyperspace-ships were too-expensive to be used in simple interplanetary travel . . .


  WE ARE,” the strange voice went on, “from the starsystem you know as Alpha Centauri. We have watched you many long ages, Men of Earth. We know that you possess no means that can overcome us. So surrender now, or be destroyed. Waste no time with your puny atomic weapons. Our ships are invulnerable.”


  The world sat in stunned silence for a minute, unable to grasp this sudden state of affairs. And then the president, his eyes glowing, snapped his fingers.


  “The caduceus!” he said to Doctor Nitzen. “And that I get it, now! Doctor, our whole planet has been vaccinated!”


  “Easy, now,” said the Doctor, pressing the president back into his chair. “I’ll get out a nice sedative, and you just close those tired big blue eyes, and—”


  “Idiot!” said the president. “Venus is our friend, after all! That’s what she meant by smallpox and polio shots. To immunize a person against a certain germ, you innoculate the person with a harmless organism that will nevertheless get the body to create antibodies to wipe it out. Then the body is armed and ready when the real germ shows up.”


  “You mean that the robot—?” gasped Nitzen.


  “—is the vaccine! It was harmless. But it got us so damned mad at it that we armed. We’re armed right this minute. And those ships up there—” With a laugh of undignified glee, the president leaped to the microphone of the powerful broadcast beam with which he could, when the occasion demanded, speak to all the peoples of Earth.


  “Pay no attention to the boasting of these stellar windbags!” he cried. “We are armed, are we not? Everybody, then, aim your rockets and blow these petty annoyances from the skies! When I give the signal, fire!”


  “The Alpha Centaurians—!” squealed Nitzen, grabbing his arm, trying to take the microphone from him.


  The president shook free, scornfully. “They will not try and stop us. They’re too proud of their invulnerability. They want to demonstrate our helplessness to us. So they’ll sit up there and wait for our hydrogen warheads.”


  “Little dreaming,” realized Nitzen, “that we’re throwing away about a million tons of garbage!”


  The president lifted the microphone. “Fire!” he shouted.


  And from every occupied bit of land, and from rocket-equipped submarines and cruising ships on the high seas, swift metal containers hissed up through the air on tails of fire, at a ratio of five-to-one against the enemy spaceships.


  THREE out of five rockets found their marks. And within a quarter-hour of the president’s command, not even a spark remained in the sky to attest to the erstwhile presence of the Alpha Centaurians. Ship-walls, frantically trying to reform themselves of clotted coffee-grounds, spoiled meat, or worse, were rent even wider apart as the interior pressures of the ships, and exploding hyperspace generators, sundered them, rivet by rivet, plate. by plate. From the ground, it was a glorious sight, better than a fireworks exposition.


  And then there was nothing but lumpy sky and cheering throngs in the streets and the soft, muted hiss of falling metal and melon, glass and grass, rubber and blubber, ships and garbage alike burning up smokily in the upper atmosphere, until not a trace of the quickest interstellar war in history was left. Well . . . Hardly a trace.


  AND so,” the Venusian Ambassador was saying, “by the time we detected the approach of the fleet through hyperspace—we’ll gladly rent you the use of such detectors in exchange for the borrowing of your marvelous mechanical calculators—as I was saying, by the time the fleet was detected, we’d already severed diplomatic relations with you. But we had to do something. The robot-vaccine tactic seemed the simplest way.”


  “Oh it was,” agreed the president. “And we appreciated it greatly. However, what we really need from you at the moment is some means of dealing with an enemy already in our midst, an enemy that multiplies infinitely faster than your robots did.”


  The Venusian Ambassador stared at him, politely blank. “What did you wish us to tell you?”


  The president, hands clasped behind his back, stared from the window-of the Embassy at the world outside, the world that had been dusted lightly but widely with the warm, semi-destroyed fragments of banana peels, moldy bread, wet teabags, and their bits of semi-decayed junk.


  “You can tell us how to get rid f all those damned flies!”


  “Hmm,” said the Venusian. There is a way, of course. Our planet—a bit overpopulated since geriatrics came into its own—has any number of willing fly-catchers who would not only help you id yourselves of this plague free f charge, but would also pay their own passage here.”


  “What—?” said the president, turning to face him. “What sort of fly-catchers can pay their own passage?”


  The Ambassador, his unearthly smile as warmly friendly as ever, paused before replying, while he grabbed a buzzing green insect out of the air, and crunched it delightedly in his strong jaws. “You’d be surprised,” he said.


  THE END


  [*] April 19, 1994: At the ill-fated tea party in Washington, D.C., Ambassador Linsay had been in charge of the entertainment. (His only comment after the debacle was, “I guess I just wasn’t thinking!”) The party was a modest celebration of the first successful year of interplanetary relations; Venus and Earth were friendly, and quite genuinely so, albeit Earth had constantly to remind itself that Venus was a few centuries ahead of it in Science and Technology. Linsay had selected the music to be played at the party, and quite overlooked the salient fact that Venusians are a tri-sexual race. The numbers he selected were “Just We Two”. “Yours Is My Heart Alone”, “It Takes Two to Tango”, and others of their genre. Yet, the friendly Venusians might have overlooked these inadvertent insults; however, Linsay’s final selection pushed even Venusian stamina beyond its limit of endurance. The song was: “Let It Snow”, and the Venusians.


  THE TRANSIT OF VENUS


  Miriam Allen deFord


  It was to observe one sort of Transit of Venus that Captain Cooke originally visited Tahiti—where, like Captain Bligh, who came there not long after, he had a devil of a time keeping his men from going native for love of local beauty and despite that need for Discipline which officials in every age and place are so certain is so good for us. Miriam Allen deFord (whose infinite variety age cannot wither) departs for a different Venerian—and fie upon those who have it, Venusian—transit upon a more distant island, when and where, however, similar problems still exist.


  NOBODY REALLY KNOWS WHEN the rite of the Buticontest began. Some archeologists place it as far back as the 20th century, which seems improbable; but it is undoubtedly very old. We do know that in its origin it was far from the quasi-religious ceremony it is today. Myths and legends seem to indicate that in the beginning it was merely a sort of display of physical pulchritude, and that any tests for superiority in other fields were very superficial. Indeed, the name itself is an adaptation of the word “beauty.” Nowadays, as everybody knows, the Buticontest fills the same place that was filled in ancient Greece by the Olympic Games. (It is interesting to note that our remote ancestors appear to have made some attempt also to revive these same Olympic Games, back in the Terran Era, with men as well as women participating; but as they made a fetish of the purely athletic aspects of excellence, and neglected the intellectual ones, advancing civilization put an end to them.)


  It is no secret to the sophisticated that interplanetary politics and diplomacy play their part both in selecting the Buticontest contestants and in awarding the prizes. If contestants from the Colonial Planets were not given some latitude, a Terran girl would always be crowned as Queen. Terra has so many more human inhabitants than any other planet that the choice is infinitely greater, and short of emergence of a supermutant elsewhere, the laws of probability would practically insure a Terran victory. If girls from Mars, Venus, Luna, Ceres, Ganymede, and Titan had to compete on equal terms with those from Terra, they would soon become disheartened and in the end we should have no entries from the colonies at all—which would mean the gradual extinction of our most important symbol of interplanetary solidarity. Nevertheless, there are rigid rules which apply to all contestants, breaking of which means disqualification.


  It is for this same reason of interplanetary unity that the Buticontest is held every five years, instead of annually as once was the case; distances are so vast that more time is required both for local elections and for the far-flung visits of the reigning Queen.


  Since every child knows all about the Buticontest, and every girl almost from infancy dreams of some day being able to compete in it, the scanner may wonder why anyone should devote even a few feet of tape to it. What every child does not know, however, and few adults have ever known (for this story has been hidden in the official archives for centuries and has only recently been released), is that once there was a Buticontest which went wrong. It happened in 2945.


  The sponsoring Terran Region that year was the American, and of course AR’s twin colony is Venus, just as the Eurasian Region’s is Mars, and so on. So Miss Venus of that year was a matter of special interest—though naturally that was no guarantee that she would win.


  But win she did. And then all thunderation broke loose. For only two days later it was revealed (a) that Miss Venus was actually a Terran by birth (worse, from the northern section of AR), who had lived for less than a year on Venus; (b) that her doctorate in nuclear physics was a fraud; and (c) that she had not really paraded entirely nude, as was the strict rule then as now, but had worn a close-fitting plastic sheath which revealed her measurements but concealed any possible defects of surface.


  It was, of course, what is still archaically called a newspaperman who first trumpeted aloud this glaring scandal.


  “Miss Venus a Phony, Exposed by Anonymous Letter,” videoshouted the Interplanetary Network in its Latest News Report, by Our Special Correspondent Kitsayo Okamura. “Buticontest Invalidated.”


  He went on. “Sobbing, lovely Aletta Braun, Miss Venus, this quinquennium’s Buticontest Queen, confessed to Contest Director Tubaj Mgambo that she was a ringer. ‘I did it for love.’ she said.”


  And so on and so on.


  The archives do not go much farther. A lid was clamped down, discussion ceased, the next Buticontest took place as scheduled, and pretty soon the whole affair was forgotten. If anyone wondered what had happened to the discredited Queen, he was met with bland evasions. So far as public knowledge went, she had vanished, disappeared.


  Here is the real story.


  Aletta Braun was, as said, born in the northern section of the American Region of Terra, in 2927. Outside of the few gangling years of pre-adolescence, she was noted both for her beauty and her intelligence; she was a bright and lovely baby, child, and young girl.


  But from the beginning it was evident to her worried parents that she also possessed a strange atavistic quirk which made her almost a mutation.


  She never adjusted. Her pedi-analyst said she had never dealt with a child so obstructive to social conformism. She never wanted to do any of the things she should want to do, and what she wanted to do was things that were unheard of, dangerous, insane, and almost subversive.


  For example, from kindergarten on she flunked elementary physics, biophysics, chemistry, and biochemistry. Her parents caught her several times reading smuggled tapes of ancient verse and fiction.


  When she became nubile, she refused to have her mate-computation made; instead, she announced openly, to her parents’ horror, that “somewhere there must be a man she could love and who would love her”—irrespective of their genetic compatibility.


  As she developed physically, she made herself ridiculous and became the butt of her schoolmates by refusing any longer to remove all her clothing when she came into the temperature-regulated building; even in summer she wore some kind of garment reaching from her neck to her knees. She was expelled from three schools for this obscenity. Her puberty-analyst recommended that she be sent to a school for special children, but these all declined to accept her; they did not take cases so far removed from normality.


  Her parents’ duty was clear; they should have reported her at once to the Deviate Department, just as if she had been born with some physical or mental abnormality. They did not do so because they were weak, ashamed, and frightened. (This argues that they themselves were reportable cases, and perhaps accounts for some of their daughter’s difficulties.)


  When she reached voting age, at 18, she could not be enrolled as a citizen of the Federation, for she was not able to present evidence of a degree, an occupation, and listing in the Reproduction Selection roster.


  What was to be done with her? With criminal foolishness, her parents, fearing discovery and disgrace, took her with them on a holiday trip to Venus—and abandoned her there.


  The colonies, as is well known, are even more conventional and rigidly conformist than the mother-planet. There was no possibility that so deviant a creature as Aletta could make a normal life for herself there. The older Brauns simply fled like the cravens they were, leaving their problem child on the doorstep of the Venerian government. It developed later that they had doped Aletta with Narcosin one night, and departed while she was sleeping. By her bed they deposited a farewell tape they had spoken secretly in her absence, together with a substantial sum in Venerian credits. They had booked return passage without her knowledge, and by the time she awoke they were already on their way home. Back on Terra, they changed their name and moved out of the American Region altogether. To their new acquaintances they said that they had never had a child; that Reproduction Selection had listed them as N-3—permitted to mate but not to reproduce. All this was discovered by detectives employed by the Buticontest Committee after the fiasco and noted in the recently released secret file.


  Their whole action was reprehensible, but not so callous, so far as Aletta herself was concerned, as it may seem. From the beginning, she had been mostly a source of distress and anxiety to them; how could they love a child who was like a changeling? And naturally Aletta reciprocated. As a matter of fact, when she woke up that morning and found the tape and played it back, her reaction was one of relief and gratitude. She checked with the hotel and found her parents had paid for her room for a month in advance. She had a month in which to plan a life on her own.


  Since she could not qualify for any work requiring a degree, she was reduced to reading proof in the Venerian Microfilm Office. (It was that which gave her the opportunity to steal the forms for her forged certificate of birth on Venus and her forged diploma as a Doctor of Nuclear Physics.) It wasn’t much fun, she was lonely and bored and resentful, but even a person as misdirected and aberrant as Aletta Braun was obliged to acknowledge that she had brought all this on herself by her wilful contravention of all the mores of her era.


  She was ripe for trouble. And trouble came, in the shape of another variant—this time a native Venerian colonist. Jonny Velanco was three years older than Alette, good-looking by rather outmoded standards (he was not balding in youth as is normal nowadays), with a greenish tinge to his dark skin that suggested a misalliance with an indigenous Venerian somewhere in his family tree. (In the first days of the colony, it will be remembered, Solar Federation laws were pretty loosely enforced.)


  Jonny’s parents had both died in the Great Flood of 2925, when he was only a year old. He had accordingly been reared as a state ward, which perhaps accounts for his own aberrations. He did not share all Aletta’s peculiarities, but though he was a registered plastic engineer with a good government job, and though he was listed as A1 on the Reproduction Selection roster, he had found some way to evade every proposed mating, and was perhaps the only bachelor of 21 on all Venus.


  How an engineer met a mere microfilm proofreader is not known; it is almost unthinkable, but, considering the persons concerned, within the realm of possibility, that Jonny and Aletta may have become acquainted by what in ancient times used to be known vulgarly as a pickup. What was discovered later was that both these near-criminals fell immediately into a relationship which in Aletta’s confession she fatuously described as “being in love.”


  The recently released story from the archives gives the confession in detail. The following points are of interest: 1. Reluctantly the discredited contestant acknowledged that the first suggestion of her entering the Buticontest had come from Velanco. She herself, she shamelessly added, agreed enthusiastically and welcomed it as “a good joke and a chance to get even with the stuffy old officials,” and she it was who had forged the birth certificate and the diploma. Jonny, as a plastics engineer, was able to provide the skintight film which she wore in contravention of the requirement of full nudity. 2. (in her own words) “I wouldn’t tell you that much, except that Jonny is safely hidden where you can’t find him and punish him, and you will never get me to tell you where he is.” 3. Who sent the anonymous tape to the authorities which betrayed her, she professed not to know: “I didn’t think I had an enemy on Venus. All I can guess is that it must have been some girl who wanted Jonny for herself. But how she or anybody could have found out, I can’t imagine; nobody knew but us. We must have been overheard.”


  The committee must have heard all this with disquietude; they had enough on Velanco to accuse him as an accessory simply from his having furnished the plastic film. But it was true that they had lost him.


  And it was true that their detectives had not yet found any clue to the author of the anonymous letter. They were inclined to agree with Aletta that it was the work of a jealous woman, and that worried them more than anything else; it argued that the younger generation, on Venus as on Terra and perhaps throughout the Solar System, was more dangerously infected with this “love” heresy than anybody had dreamed. They would much rather have believed that Aletta Braun and, to a lesser extent, Jonny Velanco were merely solitary freaks. (As all students of history know, they were correct; such cases of atavism may still occur, very occasionally, but there has never been any wave of youthful abnormality such as they feared.)


  That is where matters rested at the end of the first report from the secret file. All that remained was to decide what to do with the disgraced delinquent. No sentence had ever been set for such an offense, since it had never entered anyone’s head that so audacious a fraud would ever be perpetrated.


  Their first move was to clamp down on any more publicity. In their first shock they had let the thing get almost out of hand. When the anonymous tape arrived, and then, immediately on its heels, Special Correspondent Kitsayo Okamura videocasted his scoop, they had been caught completely unprepared; all they did was to call Miss Venus in to explain. If they had hoped she would disprove the videoman’s charges, they were sadly disappointed. Very soon she broke down—in fact, her first words were, “How did he find out?”


  (How he found out was soon discovered. Descendant of a people who were pioneers in nudism, his sharp eye had detected an infinitesimal wrinkle in the plastic covering. He had communicated his suspicion to a colleague in the northern section of the American Region, who had relayed to him Aletta’s abnormal career on Terra. A robot clerk he kept bribed with daily oiling had then informed him of the anonymous letter—and was disassembled for it at once.)


  Hastily the authorities took steps to hush the thing up. The 2945 Buticontest, they announced, would be considered as never having occurred. The next contest would be held, not in 2950, but in 2946, with the same contestants—minus Aletta Braun. Henceforth, they added virtuously, every entrant would be subjected to intensive personal examination and investigation of her eligibility.


  The next tape released from the archives includes the detective’ report mentioned earlier. Aletta’s parents had now been located, but they refused to take custody of her, and since she was of legal age they could not be compelled to do so. Naturally, she was no longer welcome as a resident of Venus, and would never again be able to find a job there. Terra wouldn’t have her back, and all the other colonies, when approached, refused her as an emigrant. One member of the Buticontest Committee was indiscreet enough to let remain on the tape his exasperated remark: “I wish to Space we still had those ancient scavengers known as Gungangsters, so we could hire one of them to bump her off quietly!”


  But something had to be done with her. And the only remaining answer was the Deviate Department. Aletta Braun was ordered to report to them the following morning for a brainbath, to transform her (as should have been done in childhood) into a normal citizen.


  If, even as long ago as 2945, they had had the equivalent of what used to be known as prisons, there would have been no further difficulties. But the officials underestimated the extent of Aleta’s abnormality; it did not even occur to them that after their unanimous ruling she would not report for treatment the next morning.


  The next morning Aletta Braun had vanished—as completely as had Jonny Velanco.


  And now It Is my privilege to announce that I myself, as an archeologist of some standing, have made and authenticated a discovery that will excite all historians, and that amply justifies the retelling of this perhaps trivial incident. To archeology and history no episodes of the past are trivial, for they all help to build up the detailed record of our civilization. To fill the smallest gap in this narrative is an important achievement.


  For the past two years an expedition under my direction has been excavating in the ruins of Venus Northwest, destroyed in the Second Flood of 3102. In the site known technically as S-X 74, which before the flood was a reservation for Venerian indigenes, my robots dug up, among the primitive artifacts, a 30th century enduramic tape, still in good recording condition.


  This was a sufficiently startling discovery, since the indigenes, though of course humanoid and even fairly advanced, had a completely non-mechanical culture, and those living on reservations (the last full-blood died, as every student know, some 500 years ago) were kept as living museum exhibits, with no access to civilized mechanisms.


  It can be imagined with what curiosity I had the tape played off. And I could hardly contain myself when I found that it was—and this is the revelation I am now making popularly known, after a confidential technical report to an executive session of the Interplanetary Association for the Advancement of Science—a complete solution of that long-ago mystery arising from the failed Buticontest of 2945.


  For 90 years after they vanished, Jonny Velanco and Aletta Braun lived as Venerian natives in that reservation in Venus Northwest!


  After Velanco died, Aletta—still the arrogant rebel she had been at 18—taped and hid this record, so that, as she said, “it would be discovered on some far-off day how well she and Jonny had fooled the authorities and managed to live their own free lives.” The account will thus be of interest to criminologists and deviational psychologists as well as to archeologists and historians.


  Jonny Velanco had been a plastic engineer. It is possible, as I have said, that he had a remote Venerian ancestor of his own; in any event, he had always been interested in the natives and was familiar with their appearance, customs, and language.


  When Aletta had caught up his suggestion that she compete fraudulently in the Buticontest, he had warned her that there was always a possibility she might be betrayed. She flouted the idea, but since she was, as she said, “in love” with him she agreed, to please him, to take the precautions he urged on her.


  He made for both of them a perfect plastic covering—how I wish either of these had survived the centuries; the man must have been a misdirected genius—which, with various postures, gestures, and speech which he taught her, transformed them into undetectable indigenes. Since there were always a few “tame” natives in the cities, they would be unobserved en route to the reservation. Frequently, Aletta said in her narrative, they had donned these disguises and spent what seemed to her delightful evenings together, completely unsuspected.


  When Okamura made his videocast, they acted at once. Jonny wanted her to disappear with him, but Aletta could not resist the “fun” of a public showdown and a confession adorned with fake sobs. A soon as she was ordered to the Deviate Department, she went home, put on the disguise, and followed him to the Venus Northwest Reservation. They had visited it together, in disguise, several times previously, and had been accepted by the indigenes as fellow-aborigines. They had no difficulty in settling down there permanently—and no repugnance to living the uncivilized life of the native Venerian. In the privacy of their own hut, of course, they could always shed their masquerade. They must never have dared, however, to have a child.


  It may be wondered what would have happened to their “love affair” if Aletta had not been unmasked. As Buticontest Queen she would have moved in a very different sphere from his.


  Jonny Velanco saw to that. He had planned from the beginning to make possible their strange future alone together. He confessed it to her on his deathbed, and it was the climax of Aletta’s taped bequest to posterity.


  He, who had put the idea in her mind in the first place, was also the author of the anonymous letter which brought about her exposure.


  1963


  RECOVERY AREA


  Daniel Galouye


  There is no reason to write a blurb that will try to lure you into being interested in this story. It will grip you of itself within ten lines, and bold your mind and heart far beyond its last sentence. Quite simply, this story of Man’s first landing on Venus is bound to become an all-time classic.


  MOUNTING the booming fury of the thunder, Zu-Bach’s anxious voice bellowed from the forest:


  “K’Tawa! Where are you? There’s great danger!”


  K’Tawa jolted from Meditative Withdrawal. Sighing, he shook his maned head in weary resignation. Always, for Zu-Bach, there was something compelling attention. But never was it Spiritual—only Material.


  The Old One disengaged his lean limbs from the cramping convolutions of Cogitative Posture. Then, with a rasping intake of breath, he resumed respiration.


  “K’Tawa, answer! Remember the Thing That Trapped? I’ve quazed more of them—in the Upper Endlessness!”


  Zu-Bach’s more specific identification of the danger impressed the Old One but negligibly. It only verified his suspicion that the other’s concern was trivial, Materialistic.


  But Zu-Bach was young. Why, his quazehorn was still puny in its immaturity. Many sleeps had yet to transpire, no doubt, before he would be ready to enter Phase One in his Ascetic Ascendancy. With that realization, K’Tawa felt more tolerably disposed toward his youthful kin. But being tolerant certainly didn’t mean he would have to indulge the other’s minor whims.


  The better course—much better—would be to remain quiet and hope that Zu-Bach would go away.


  Which was what he seemed to be doing. At least, the sound of his thrashing about in the forest was growing more remote.


  The Sorrowing Sea, restless with anger and racing before the lash of the wind, was hurling itself against the rock upon which the Old One sat. While he had Meditated, warm rain had plastered his beard against his chest. Above, the Perpetual Clouds writhed as they roared at one another and hurled fierce bolts down upon the inland forest.


  Things That Trapped, in the Upper Endlessness—indeed! K’Tawa smiled at his young kin’s imagination. But, just to be sure, he quazed up into the Clouds. There was nothing there, of course.


  Yet, there was some hope for Zu-Bach. For, at least, his interest did extend in an encouraging direction. Throughout the First Phase of Ascendancy he would have to concern himself solely with the Upper Endlessness.


  The Old One folded his arms, drew in a final breath and, thanks to the suggestive effects of Zu-Bach’s words, was soon pondering the Dichotomy of Endlessnesses.


  OF things without limit there were but two—the Upper and Lower. The former, of course, could be dismissed with a meditative flick of the wrist. Above the clear air there were Clouds, and Clouds, and Clouds—as far as one chose to conceive. The Lower Endlessness, on the other hand, was an infinite downward continuity of stone-impregnated mud and water—little of the former, but much of the latter. And between the Endlessnesses—


  “K’Tawa! K’Tawa!”


  He wrapped himself resolutely in his thoughts. Between the Endlessnesses, he resumed annoyed, was the Day—the Eternal Day. Then he puzzled over his conceptual concoction: an Eternal Day squeezed in between two Endlessnesses. Why an Eternal Day? Did that suggest there might somewhere, somehow be another kind of Day?


  Troubled, he tried to envision a non-Eternal Day. Without luck, he cast about for a rational concept that would embrace a non-Day, or even an un-Day. But it was all beyond grasp. Moreover, not even in all the ancestral memory at his disposal, as far back as he could reach from the vantage point of Phase Seven, was there anything relevant to the enigma he had posed for himself.


  “There you are, K’Tawa! Wake up!”


  The Old One shook off the grip of strong hands on his shoulders and sprang to his feet.


  “Never,” he rebuked, “never arouse anyone from Meditation in the Upper Phases! It might be fatal!”


  The rain had stopped. But its final drops were clinging to the incipient quazehorn that rose from Zu-Bach’s matted white hair.


  “There are many Presences in the Upper Endlessness!” he announced. “I counted them. Forty small ones and one large one!”


  “Where are they now? I don’t quaze them.”


  Zu-Bach pointed off to where the Sorrowing Sea met the Perpetual Clouds. “They’re gone—into the Horizontal Endlessness.”


  K’Tawa dug a finger into his beard and scratched his chin. The Horizontal Endlessness—hm-m-m. Interesting concept. At least the boy did appear to have a worthwhile imagination. “About your Ascetic Ascendancy—have you decided—”


  “The Presences, K’Tawa!” Zu-Bach seized his shoulders again. “What about the Presences?”


  “You said they were gone.”


  “But they’ll be back! They went straight that way.” He pointed with his spear. “They won’t turn. But soon they’ll reappear—from that direction.” He indicated the opposite horizon.


  The Old One laughed. “With Endlessnesses in all direction, how can they come back without turning?”


  Zu-Bach spat in the sea. “They did—four times since I started looking for you.”


  THE Old One, without realizing it, had closed his eyes and opened his mind to the intriguing possibilities of a Horizontal Endlessness and Presences that could go off in one direction and return from another. If that concept were valid, he reasoned, then one was to believe that Endlessnesses might be bent back upon themselves. Which meant that—


  “K’Tawa!” the other shouted. “The Presences are dangerous! I quazed that much. They’re just like the Thing That Trapped. Remember?”


  Indeed he did remember. But the Old One had never quite believed that preposterous account. Oh, he could quaze that Zu-Bach had encountered something. But the encounter may well have been with nothing more real than his prolific imagination.


  “I wouldn’t worry,” he advised. “If they are Presences up there and if they are menacing, we can at least be thankful they’re not down here.”


  “But the Thing That Trapped was up there before it came down!”


  K’Tawa was becoming quite impatient. His thoughts were at a most productive peak at the moment. And he should be directing all their energy into the Spiritual Development of Phase Seven, into his Search for Origin and Meaning, his Total Communion with the Fundamental Endlessnesses. But this non-Ascetic, this Prephase supplier of food was seemingly intent upon complicating his Withdrawal from the Material.


  “What do you want me to do?” he asked finally.


  “Help me quaze them next time they go by. If they are like the Thing That Trapped, we’ll warn the village.”


  K’Tawa drew back. Warn the village indeed! And jar scores of Meditators from their Pursuit of the Spiritual Significances? What insolence!


  Lowering himself on his haunches, the Old One said, “I must ponder it a moment.”


  AFTER attaining the Upper Phases, one never lied. And the fact of the matter was that K’Tawa had intended to explore the feasibility of disturbing the Ascetics. But hardly had he seated himself when he found his thoughts drifting to the concept of an Endlessness folded back upon itself.


  How fascinating! For instance, one might imagine a trip (by tunnel or cavernlike passage) through the Lower Endlessness, only to find himself breaking through another surface and gazing overhead at the same Upper Endlessness!


  No. It wouldn’t be another surface. It would be the same one bent back upon itself—just like the outside of the clayballs he used to play with in his pre-Prephase days!


  It was astonishing. Yet—it was true! From a thousand sources now, all buried deep in ancestral memory, came irrefutable verification.


  A Lower Endlessness complete within itself and limited by its surface—its unbroken, spherical surface!


  He leaped up, shouting exultantly. There was no doubt about it—he was mastering Phase Seven! No one else before him had done it. Could he dare hope to push on perhaps to an Eighth Spiritual Level?


  Zu-Bach, he was aware, was only staring uncertainly at him. “The Presences,” he asked. “What about the Presences?”


  K’Tawa glowered—then restrained himself with the realization that Kinship must be respected, even the most distant.


  How else could anyone hope for Total Communion? “What Presences?”


  “There!” the other shouted, pointing his spear toward the Clouds. “Those!”


  The Old One tilted his horn in the indicated direction. There were Presences, all right. Many small ones, all in a line—followed by one huge something that seemed to defy quazing. And he puzzled over the fact that the invisible things, too far away to be seen even if there were no Perpetual Clouds, were traveling incredibly fast. Yet they appeared to be moving extremely slow.


  He quazed strength and power, hardness and intricate design and durability—purpose and determination.


  Many Presences from a distant—a distant what? K’Tawa couldn’t quaze the concept. It was too alien, too awful.


  * * *


  LEANING forward in his inertial couch, Colonel Scott O’Brien squinted through the forward port at the logistic train as it orbited ahead of the Argo into blazing sunrise.


  One by one, the supply capsules—the resurrected Mercuries, modified Geminis, converted Apollos—streaked from the obscurity of night and flashed into scintillating brilliance. Forty vivid diamonds in a sparkling tiara around the cloud-veiled head of Venus.


  O’Brien, alert and lean, sagged back in the couch and shifted his attention to the microwave radiometer screen. The Van Horstein scanner was penetrating both the ionosphere and the cloud layer at full gain, etching the grid with fine detail.


  Venus’ solitary strip of land, almost two thousand miles long but only a tenth as wide, snaked across the scope. He adjusted the transverse reference control and watched the red line leap into luminescence on the screen.


  “TR locked in phase,” he called out to Commander Green in the adjacent couch. “We’ll hit the sequencer in fifteen seconds.”


  Green’s characteristic grin was rampant on his blunt face now that the two hundred million-mile journey was at end. “Ready on the SQB.”


  O’Brien stared at the grid until the red line drifted to the central crosshairs, carrying with it the surface features it was tracking. “Mark!” he shouted “Mark,” Green echoed. “Phased landing sequencer set for Recovery Area, Southwest Quadrant. Countdown under way. Ten minutes to Zero. Everything positive.”


  After an impatient moment, O’Brien prompted, “Wastrom?”


  There was no answer from the couch directly behind him.


  Green leaned over. “He’s probably praying again. Somebody sure slipped up when they psyched him out for this junket.”


  The Colonel reared back.


  “Wastrom!”


  There was abrupt movement aft. “Yes?”


  “The train—how about it?”


  “Oh. Retro systems positive.”


  “All forty?”


  “I don’t see any red lights.”


  “How about the’chute packs?”


  “All green. Everything’s ready. Think we’ll make it okay?”


  O’Brien didn’t answer. He was tired of reassuring the electronicist. What made the situation all the more ridiculous was the fact that Wastrom, youngest of the four-man crew, was also the most rugged and competent-looking. But it was clear now that he had left most of his guts somewhere between Earth and Venus.


  “Nine-thirty and counting,” Green announced.


  And a vigilant voice responded from the right rear couch, “All Argo systems positive.”


  O’Brien glanced back and nodded in unconscious approval of the contrast between Frank Yardley and the other civilian member of the crew. As the Argo’s nuclear technician, Yardley was almost 15 years Wastrom’s senior and, seemingly, half the latter’s size. But O’Brien wouldn’t have swapped half a Yardley for all the Wastroms he could find.


  NINE minutes to Zero,” Green said.


  O’Brien watched Yardley’s hand dart to a toggle switch. A shudder ran through the ship as coupling bolts exploded.


  “Capella stage separated,” the nuclear tech said.


  Colonel O’Brien relaxed, passing a hand back over the bristles of his closely-cropped, blond hair. That left the Argo clean for entry. All that remained now of what had once been a massive configuration was the III-D’chute assembly, Jason capsule, Procyon IV-B solid fuel stage for blastoff and the Spica fin- and -retro pack. One hundred and fifty-five feet of precision engineering and intricate instrumentation that would soon be plunging planetward. Meanwhile, the Capella II, with its oxygen difluoride-diobrane fuel load, would be dutifully waiting for orbital reunion.


  Commander Green’s voice broke the silence. “Eight-ten and counting. Ready, Scott?”


  “Ready.” O’Brien reached for the attitude sequencer lever.


  Green intoned, “Eight even.” Throwing the control, O’Brien settled back while the ship lazied about. The forty supply caps, all arow and aglitter against the fiercely white cloud mantle, drifted from view as the Argo turned her back on them and steadied in braking attitude.


  “You—you suppose it’s hot down there?” Wastrom asked.


  O’Brien concealed his annoyance. “A dozen fly-by probes showed that the ‘severe heat’ isn’t connected with the surface at all.”


  “The preprobe boys were led astray by a high electron-density in the ionosphere,” Yardley added. “Our soft-landed probes proved it rarely gets over a hundred planetside.”


  “But how can we be sure?” Wastrom demanded.


  “Well, it goes like this,” Green offered without the trace of a smile. “The last instrumented probe broke an egg on a Venusian sidewalk. It didn’t fry. Seven minutes. All systems positive at Post One.”


  O’Brien adjusted the phased entry system oscillator and coaxed out a higher-pitched whine. If Wastrom was prepared to trot out his fear that the soft-landed probes had not detected lurking, hostile life forms, he might decide on complaining about his eardrums instead. Thus far, it had been a remarkably uncomplicated trip. And O’Brien could only hope the two other deep-space trains following at one-week intervals would have it half as good. They probably would—if they had no Wastroms aboard.


  In all, it was a fairly impressive effort—as well it should be, what with a price tag of forty billion. But you didn’t quibble about costs when the Reds, in effect, held the moon as a protectorate with the sanction of every noncommitted—and trembling—nation on Earth.


  A score of lunar bases, all secretly armed but with the Kremlin “guaranteeing” their military neutrality (without inspection, of course), comprised a formidable ace-in-the-hole and an insurmountable diplomatic club. Earthside armament systems neutralized each other. But the Soviet lunar development, begun five years before the U.S. had acquired the capability of landing a man on the moon, was the margin of difference.


  Unless Uncle balanced the scale by developing his own reserve extraterrestrial backstop, he might as well dig his hole.


  O’Brien shrugged unconsciously. So Venus gets tabbed and trains of supplies and personnel, followed by a caboose of interplanetary armament, are in deep space in a one-shot arsenalbuilding project.


  WHAT if there’s life down there?” Wastrom’s voice quaked above the oscillator’s whine. “Hostile life, I mean. Intelligent enough to stay away from scanners.”


  Before O’Brien could dig up one of his well-worn rejoinders, Commander Green declared, “Three minutes, thirty seconds to Zero.”


  “I said,” Wastrom persisted, straining forward, “what if there’s hostile life? The scanners spotted only two four-legged things and one small biped—nothing else. Where’re the lesser forms? What if—”


  “Three minutes, thirty seconds!” Green repeated irately. “That was your cue, Wastrom!” Pulling against his harness, the Commander leaned back toward Wastrom’s couch. His hand darted between tubular braces and flicked a switch on the electronicist’s console.


  There was another shudder of distant concussion and Green said, “ComPac ejected.”


  “Sorry,” Wastrom offered. O’Brien checked the separation on his scope. The orbital radio relay station, a bright blip close to the center of the screen, was pulling away steadily. With its signal-sensing antennae, it would be a necessary link in Earthside-Venus Base communications.


  Still scowling, Green removed his earphone. “ComPac signal strong and clear.” Somewhat more softly, but still loud enough for the Colonel to hear, he added, “They’ll know we got this far at least.”


  O’Brien chuckled. “Oh, we’ll get you back safely to the wife and kids.”


  Wastrom raised a hand. “I said I was sorry.”


  Two action-filled minutes of final checkoff operations passed in silence as the Colonel sketched his imaginary diagram of an entry trajectory for the Argo that would plop it down in the center of the target, with forty supply caps spaced at half-mile intervals westward through the Recovery Area.


  Then Green warned, “Ten seconds to Entry Zero.”


  At the count of five, O’Brien punched in the stud to activate the landing sequencer.


  Now there was nothing to do but hang on and wait.


  II


  GRUDGINGLY, K’Tawa followed his young kin back toward the village. This imposition on his Contemplation was most inconsiderate. But there was little he could do except respect Zu-Bach’s urgent plea. The Code of Kinship required no less.


  Still, his own interests were impelling at the moment. So he compromised. With eyelids lowered in Visual Withdrawal, he relied on the perceptual faculty of his quazehorn to guide his footsteps through the forest. Meanwhile, he consigned full Meditative attention to his Seventh-Phase pursuits.


  Progressive Ascendancy came quickly, encouraging the hope that his recent results had not been spurious. There was, for instance, a remote forebear (whose name appeared to have been something like “Y-Lem’Ah”) who had managed to pass on to ancestral memory-searchers of the future a vivid impression of his features. He had done that by spending endless periods gazing into the shining surfaces of ancient objects his people had found on their tiny—“island” ?


  Then K’Tawa’s brow wrinkled, even despite his semi-Withdrawal. Y-Lem’Ah had had no quazehorn—none whatsoever! Nor had any of his people—at least not until the time their “island” had sunk in a Minor Debacle and he and some of his kin had floated on rafts to Onlyland.


  The recollection faded and K’Tawa was left with a hollow, searching loneliness. Yet he was exuberant in his accomplishment. Nobody had yet reached back to the time when Onlyland had evidently been “Mainland” !


  Up ahead, Zu-Bach paused and waited. “You’ll tell the Meditators how important the Presences are? They respect your opinion.”


  “Why shouldn’t they? Am I not the most advanced Contemplator?”


  “Then you will help me convince them?”


  “I can do no more than attest to the presence of the Presences.”


  “But they’ll be able to quaze as much for themselves!”


  “Of course they will. And what you should be concerned over is the possibility that they’ll also quaze your obstinate rejection of Spiritual Ascendancy.”


  Suddenly intolerant, Zu-Bach turned and stomped ahead. The Old One followed, resenting the demanding Responsibility of Kinship.


  The village was a confusion of stone-thatch huts that grew from the soft mud and, like a mangy nakedness, laid bare in its spot the rain-washed sweep of forest.


  K’Tawa, with Zu-Bach beside him, paused at the edge of the clearing and watched the Pre-Meditation Ceremony of the Summoning of the Hot Tongues.


  Exemplar L’Jork stood solemnly before the Drying Hut, elevating to the Upper Endlessness a bundle of crisp leaves. His ample quazehorn was rigid in its upthrust orientation with the Perpetual Clouds. His drawn face, lined with the humbling evidence of self-sacrifice and frustrated Spiritual ambition, was both sober and serene. K’Tawa recognized the inappropriateness of the title Exemplar. But it wasn’t because of any shortcoming on L’Jork’s part. Rather, the demands of leadership in the provision of communal necessities severely limited his own Ascetic Ascendancy—to the extent that he had never progressed beyond Fourth-Phase Contemplation.


  THE exemplar came forward and the other Meditators closed ranks behind him. He placed the leaves on the Central Slab and knelt before taking up the Starting Stones. Then, with all the others crowding around and blowing rapidly at the leaves, he began striking the rocks together.


  Soon the first Hot Tongues materialized and the Meditators blew even more eagerly. Additional Hot Tongues appeared among the leaves and the dark Vaporous Offerings began lifting itself gracefully to join the Perpetual Clouds.


  Unable to constrain himself any longer, Zu-Bach surged forward.


  “Meditators!” he shouted, waving his spear. “Your attention!”


  Exemplar L’Jork glanced up and scowled. The Elder Contemplators broke their compact circle around the Slab and faced the source of disrespectful interruption. With a final issue of Vaporous Offering, the Hot Tongues vanished from the leaves.


  Behind his young kin’s back, K’Tawa spread his hands apologetically. “Your indulgence, Exemplar. Zu-Bach would, be heard.”


  “In view of your sponsorship,” L’Jork said solemnly, “we shall hear him then.”


  With another helpless gesture, K’Tawa signified that he was, as yet, certifying nothing.


  Several women poked their heads out of the huts to see what was going on. One, departing with her yet unborn child for the Retreat for Delivery and Training, paused curiously.


  “We have quazed forty-one Presences in the Upper Endlessness!” Zu-Bach blurted out. “Evil Presences! And they will come down!”


  L’Jork glanced at K’Tawa and the Old One nodded confirmation.


  Several of the Elders, disinterested and intent on getting started with their Meditation, began drifting off. After all, the Materialistic was Zu-Bach’s responsibility, not theirs.


  “But this is important!” K’Tawa’s young relative pleaded. “They may turn out to be Things That Trap!”


  L’Jork regarded the Old One for further verification.


  “I didn’t quaze that likelihood,” K’Tawa said. “But if they are, as Zu-Bach says, Things That Trap, I should imagine all we would have to do is stay out of their way.”


  The Exemplar thoughtfully combed his beard with long, curving fingernails. “This Thing That Trapped—what was it like?”


  “It was broad and round at the bottom and narrow and round at the top—all shining and hard, determined and cunning.” Zu-Bach directed his words at the remaining Elders, who even now were beginning to turn their backs. “I found it on the beach and watched it through many periods.”


  Only L’Jork and K’Tawa remained to listen—the former but perfunctorily; the latter, dutifully. All the Elders had seated themselves on their individual Thinking Slabs in front of their huts and had assumed Cogitative Posture, heads bowed under the weight of burdensome quazehorns.


  NEVERTHELESS, Zu-Bach went on, addressing his appeal directly to the Exemplar. “It had an eye that wasn’t an eye at all but that kept looking around. I quazed that it was searching and I stayed hidden all the while. It breathed in the air and lapped up the water and caught the rain. It scooped up sand and mud and spoke in a continuous chatter that—”


  “Spoke?” L’Jork repeated. “To whom?”


  “I don’t know. I couldn’t quaze that. I couldn’t even quaze what it was saying in its silent, humming voice. But I was watching from the bushes when a herola came trotting up and paused to sniff the Thing. Suddenly there was an opening in the side and—”


  “And the herola went in?” the Exemplar asked cagily.


  “Of course not. Herolas are too cautious to do anything like that. A puff of green air floated out and the herola fell still. An arm, thin like the shaft of a spear, appeared through the opening and pulled the animal in. Three sleeps later I found the herola outside again—dead. The Thing That Trapped had finally quit chattering. I could quaze it was lifeless. I hurled it into the Sorrowing Sea.”


  “It was small enough for you to hurl?”


  “Yes, Exemplar.”


  “Then it couldn’t have trapped you. How about the forty-one Presences in the Upper Endlessness—could they trap one of us?”


  “One is large enough to trap many of us.”


  K’Tawa, who had been considering snatching a few moments of Contemplation, straightened alertly and looked around. All the Meditators were stirring on their Thinking Slabs. They had quazed something. And now L’Jork and K’Tawa themselves were quazing it—a lynko.


  The small, friendly animal, had entered the village clearing. Sauntering in its upright attitude, the furry creature dragged its tail behind as it foraged about the huts. And each Meditator rose and touched his quazehorn respectfully as it passed.


  K’Tawa quazed Zu-Bach’s feeling of insignificance. The animal had received the consideration from the Meditators that he had been denied. But, the Old One realized, Zu-Bach would eventually learn that the Code of Kinship extended sympathetically to the presumptuous lynko because, unlike the other creatures, it walked upright.


  The Exemplar bestowed his respectful gesture on the lynko and turned his back to Zu-Bach. “Very interesting,” he said, heading for his hut, “—your Thing That Traps and the soaring Presences. I’m sure they will provide me with subject matter for Contemplation through many Withdrawals.”


  Frustrated, Zu-Bach gripped his spear and stormed off.


  L’Jork paused, turned and nodded understandingly at the Old One. “Keep your quazehorn on the boy, K’Tawa. He’s impulsive. Needs guidance if we ever expect to get him started on Ascendancy.”


  The Old One indicated his agreement, then trailed after Zu-Bach. He overtook his lesser kin at the edge of the forest.


  “For all they care,” Zu-Bach said, sulking, “one of the Presences could come down and trap the entire village!”


  “The first step toward Withdrawal,” K’Tawa began soothingly, “is to learn Forced Disassociation with the Material. Next—”


  “Oh, lynko dung!” the other exclaimed.


  Then, above the swish of softly-falling rain, above the Ceaseless Thunder’s roar, a great howling rent the sky somewhere near the sea. And a queer, hazelike glow of prolonged Lightning limned the bellies of the Perpetual Clouds with an angry, pink cast. “They’re coming down!”


  “There!” Zu-Bach shouted. “They’re coming down!”


  He started to race off toward the coast. But K’Tawa exercised the Prerogative of Undeniable Seniority.


  “Stay!” he ordered. “It is almost sleep period. We will have nothing more to do with the Presences ’til after firstmeal.” Shoulders sagging submissively, Zu-Bach followed him back toward their hut. And the Old One foretasted the pleasant period of Meditation he would enjoy before sleep came.


  * * *


  COLONEL O’Brien stood before the still-closed outer hatch, slipped the plastic respirahood over his head and secured its wrap-around oxygen cylinder to his waist. Then he reached under the transparent bag to reposition his throat mike and earphone.


  “Testing,” he said softly.


  And the comsystem grated with Commander Green’s instant acknowledgement from the other side of the air lock.


  Beside the Colonel, Wastrom raised his own hood toward his flushed, tense face, then paused. “What if all that carbon dioxide comes up under this bag?”


  The Colonel constrained himself from complaining that O’Briens weren’t ordinarily that lucky. “Venus’ atmosphere is eighty-five per cent carbon dioxide,” he recited tonelessly. “CO. is heavier than the stuff we breathe. It’ll stay down. The oxygen, being lighter, will stay up in the hood.”


  “I see,” Wastrom said, as though he hadn’t often been reassured during training.


  O’Brien reached for the hatch handle. “Ready?”


  “Can’t we wear space suits—for protection against infection?”


  O’Brien closed his eyes in momentary pursuit of fortitude. “One: It wasn’t planned that way. We have no portable air-conditioning units. You’d swear you were in an oven. Two: Tymaroff showed conclusively just a couple of years back that a specific relationship has to exist between pathogen and host. That relationship has to be developed through thousands of years of evolution, not just during a few hours’ exposure. In short, the chance of infection from a Venusian bug is nil. Ready?”


  Reluctantly, Wastrom positioned his mike, introducing his voice into the comsystem. “You think twelve hours was long enough for the ground to cool off from the Spica’s braking—”


  “Look, Wastro—we’ve got thirty-six supply capsules out there that survived entry. They’re waiting to be assembled into U.S. Venus Base. We have only one week before Train Beta arrives. Either—”


  “I’m ready,” Wastrom broke in, shrugging his adequate shoulders.


  Green’s voice sifted through the Colonel’s earphone. “How about me helping you on pickup, Scott?”


  “No. We’ll stick to the planned procedure. You and Green will monitor the scope and match our blips with the capsule blips.”


  O’BRIEN jerked on the handle and the hatch swung open on a dismal panorama of shadows and deeper shadows. The hot, humid stuff that passed for atmosphere enfolded him like a wet blanket just taken out of an oven.


  Outside, it was twilight of the stormiest day he had ever seen on Earth. The drenched ground and, in the distance the rain-slicked forest still bore evidence of the torrential downpour that had just turned the Jason capsule into a deafening drumhead. Concussionlike thunder roared from the cloud-packed megaphone of the sky and O’Brien counted a half-dozen bolts lashing the ground simultaneously.


  He swung out the boom, fastened the nylon line’s harness around his chest and stepped out of the hatch. Down he went alongside one hundred and fifty towering feet of the Argo, past the Procyon IV-B stage, past the Spica fin-and-braking assembly.


  He landed on the slippery but surprisingly firm ground, squirmed out of the harness and gave it a tug to start it on its way up. Then he went around the Argo and checked the lightning arrester for proper grounding where it had harpooned into the soil—insurance against having the Procyon’s load of solid fuel ignited by a bolt.


  “Coming, Wastrom?” he asked. When there was no answer, he called out again, then looked up.


  The electronicist was on his way down. But he was out of contact. His earphone could readily be seen dangling by his waist.


  “Trouble?” Yardley inquired over the radio.


  “Nothing unusual. Wastrom just lost his earphone.”


  Yardley continued: “I’m sorry about all this, Colonel. And I feel guilty since—well, he and I represent the civilian side of this outfit.”


  “I understand how you feel, Frank. And thanks.”


  “No,” the nuclear tech insisted. “I want to make up for it. I’m checked out on most of his chores. If you’d like to shift any of them on my shoulder—well, it’s sturdier than it looks.”


  “We’ll see. When its sinks in that we made it over safely and nothing’s going to happen, he may come around.”


  O’Brien lifted his hood, cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Wastrom damn it! Fix your earphone!”


  GREEN didn’t have to direct them to the first supply cap in the Recovery Area. Clinging to a hillside, its orange’chute vividly contrasted the olive-gray grass (“moss” would have been a better word, as far as O’Brien was concerned) on which it lay.


  Explosive bolts popped and the conical capsule flared open on a six-legged Bondley Terrain Walker, top speed twenty m.p.h. with its three hundred kilowatt-hour Reinhold battery.


  That, together with coaching from the Jason’s observation-command gallery, brought them swiftly if not smoothly to the next two capsules. There they acquired a Mark VI Modified Electrical Crane-Tractor and a train of ‘cat-tread dollies.


  Within several hours, O’Brien, having counted upon but received little help from Wastrom, had loaded the train with the contents of twelve supply caps.


  Securing the last load to the final dolly, he leaned back against one of the Terrain Walker’s legs. He held his breath while he removed the respirahood and sleeved perspiration off his face.


  Miserly, he inventoried his acquisitions. They included such indispensable items as a Collard Mark IV nuclear powerplant with accessory battery chargers.


  Del Rouad transmitter-receiver keyed in with the orbiting ComPac relay station, inflatable Mannerheim Home Environment Igloo and a Westinghouse Oxyaccumulator-Compressor.


  Those—together with the field laboratory equipment, the main consignment of O2 cylinders, Spica stage fuel containers, non-cencentrated food supply and other useful if not essential articles—were beginning to make the place seem more like home by the minute.


  “Let’s go back,” Wastrom urged, fidgeting with the Terrain Walker’s tiller.


  But Yardley’s voice vibrated in the earphones. “Your next cap is only a couple hundred yards off—beyond that hill.”


  “We’re loaded,” the Colonel explained, heading for his tractor. “Anyway, the rest of the stuff’ll keep. Five more capsules and we’ll have one complete set of everything.”


  “We’ve come out a lot better than I hoped we would,” Green said. “I’m sold on this system—a supply train in two sections, one half a duplicate of the other.”


  “Every piece of equipment has its backup.”


  “We were lucky too. Of the four caps lost in entry, no two were alike. So we’re not completely out of anything.”


  O’Brien started up the tractor but paused to reach under his hood and wipe more perspiration from his forehead. Actually, there was nothing to worry about. Train Beta was due in another week. It was a duplicate of Train Alpha. If the first mission had succeeded, Beta would establish a second base. If not, the backup train would contribute its resources to the Alpha effort.


  Then in another week Train Gamma would arrive, bringing its missile crews and the first consignment of interplanetary weapons with their ace-in-the-hole warheads. Indeed, there was nothing leisurely or stinting about the operation.


  SCOTT—GREEN again. Our scope just lost the signal from the farthest capsule down the line.”


  “Which one is that? What’s its cargo?”


  There was a pause while Green checked the master sheet. “Power tools, medical supplies. You figure something happened to the cap?”


  “No. It’s about time at least one minor piece of equipment failed. I’m thankful it was just a Here-I-Am transmitter.”


  Falling in behind the Terrain Walker, O’Brien sent the tractor crawling toward the Argo. Then he noticed Wastrom was nervously securing his belt around his neck, pinching in folds of the hood.


  “What’s that supposed to be for?” the Colonel asked.


  “That damned carbon dioxide—I can smell it!” the electronicist cried. “It’s poisoning me!”


  O’Brien had no comment. What could he say when he was beginning to suspect the other was just indulging his eagerness to grumble? Wastrom had certainly been sufficiently filled in on the nonpoisonous nature of Venus’ carbon dioxide and nitrogen. He couldn’t have forgotten that the only danger the atmosphere posed was one of suffocation as a result of oxygen starvation.


  “Colonel, this is Yardley,” the earphone hummed. “Those caps we haven’t recovered yet—a little water won’t hurt them, will it?”


  “Of course not. Why?”


  “We just lost our screen blip from the second farthest capsule—the one with the standby long-range radio gear.”


  O’Brien frowned. “I won’t buy another Here-I-Am failure.”


  “I don’t think you have to. You see, the scope shows the far end of the capsule line stretching out across the beach of a bay. There the capsules almost missed land.”


  Green came in. “So we figure transmission is being grounded out by a rising tide.”


  “Sounds logical. We’ll check it out tomorrow. Our first concern is blowing up the Mannerheim Igloo and hooking up the Del Rouad. Then we’ll be able to contact EarthOrb Station next time the ComPac relay swings into position.”


  The Terrain Walker and tractor crested a hill and O’Brien felt somewhat more at ease at the sight of the Argo five miles off—proud and competent as it reared cloudward and fitfully reflected the brilliance of distant lightning.


  Then his brow furrowed in belated consideration of the lost capsule signals. Venus wasn’t supposed to have any tidal action! But then, that didn’t rule out the possibility that persistent winds might occasionally pile up water upon the beaches.


  III


  HIS limbs protesting unaccustomed travel, K’Tawa lowered himself on his haunches but resisted lapsing into Meditation. Instead he watched Zu-Bach cautiously approach the next descended Presence.


  Laying down his spear, the latter knelt beside the shining object and directed his quazehorn at its various portions. Then he paused and glanced back at the Old One.


  “I don’t quaze any danger,” K’Tawa assured. “And it certainly isn’t intended for Trapping.”


  Zu-Bach pounced upon the Presence, raised its glistening hulk over his head and hurled it to the ground. He retrieved it and smashed it against a boulder. Then he dunked it in the restless sea, hauled it out again and began beating on it with his spear.


  K’Tawa smiled his approval. The youngster appeared to be enjoying himself immensely. To say the least, he was working off a goodly amount of energy. Maybe he was getting all the Materialistic inclination out of his system at one time.


  Zu-Bach pushed eagerly on to the next hated Presence and K’Tawa trailed along. Then, as the other reached incautiously down for the thing, the Old One shouted a warning.


  He went over, closed his eyes to avail himself of the concentration that Visual Withdrawal would provide, and carefully quazed the object with a meticulous circular motion of his horn.


  “There’s much danger here,” he disclosed. “Tremendous force and power—something like the Hot Tongues in the Pre-Meditation Ceremony. I quaze, perhaps, a fierce and deadly noise.”


  It was all in the realm of only extreme possibility. But he had decided to put it on a bit thick and see if he couldn’t humble Zu-Bach with an appreciation of the inadequacy of his own quazehorn.


  “Also,” he went on, “I see maybe a great angry cloud billowing into the Upper Endlessness, taking with it part of Onlyland and leaving another bay to embrace the Sorrowing Sea.”


  Warily, Zu-Bach retreated from the Presence. But, on second thought, he reached out and snapped off its long, thin horn. The thing’s silent voice went dead and he grunted in satisfaction.


  K’Tawa regarded the Presence. It was dangerous. So he decided not to move it into the cave where he had hidden the other two. One he had saved because he had quazed its ability to talk with other remote Presences in the Upper Endlessness. The other he had rescued on impulse from Zu-Bach’s avid grip. Its contents had been queer and useless—only stale air, all pressed together. But he had vaguely quazed that a beneficial purpose might be found for it.


  The next fallen Presence was quite harmless and the Old One watched Zu-Bach attack it with keen enthusiasm. The boy had accepted it as a challenge, since it was twice the size of the last one and since he could lift it only with great effort.


  K’Tawa quazed ahead to the distant great Presence that stood upright and conveyed its impression of lurking power and clever ability. And he puzzled again over the four little, living Presences. There, too, he detected treachery and cunning, hate and possessiveness. Zu-Bach had not yet quazed the minor, soft Presences that moved around. When he did, though, there was no doubt that he would be furious. K’Tawa knew him that well.


  Thinking next about the concept of more things in the Upper Endlessness, the Old One, without realizing it, surrendered to the welling urge for Cogitative Withdrawal.


  WAS it normal, he wondered, for Presences to exist up there? IF there were many more, as suggested by the total impression he got from the landed things, they must be coming from somewhere. But how could there be a somewhere in the Endlessness of Perpetual Clouds?


  Then, from the depth of his mind, an obscure ancestral recollection incidentally offered the suggestion that the Clouds might not be Perpetual. Nor might they extend throughout the Endlessness.


  Perplexed, K’Tawa asked himself the inescapable question: If the Clouds were not everywhere up there, then what existed in the Cloudlessness?


  The answer came like a whispered voice from the long-dead past: Blackness. And in that Blackness—


  “K’Tawa, let’s move on. I’ve exhausted all the possibilities of destruction with this Presence.”


  The Old One snapped from Withdrawal and stared irately at his relative. At times, he reflected, it required no small degree of fortitude and restraint to pay due respect to the Code of Kinship. There he had been—on the threshold of Phase Eight, perhaps even hopeful of glimpsing the Great Debaele. But now—well, he felt like exclaiming, as Zu-Bach would have done under comparably disappointing circumstances, “Oh, lunko dung!”


  The time eventually came, as K’Tawa had quazed it soon would, when Zu-Bach had run out of Presences to destroy. But, by then, he had gotten a quazescent of the four minor, living Presences.


  Amused, the Old One had watched him drop the shattered remains of the last provocative thing and turn toward the towering, glistening object in the distance. Now, tense and alert, he was sweeping his horn imperceptibly from side to side, finely sorting out details of what lay ahead. Wedged around the tip of his upthrust spear was a battered remnant of the last Presence he had destroyed. But it was obvious that he didn’t intend to dislodge it. Rather, he was displaying it proudly as a symbol of triumph, as he was the other piece of the Presence he had wrapped around his wrist. “K’Tawa—”


  “I know. Four living Presences.”


  “Queer things—like the lynko. But without tails.”


  “What else do you quaze about them?”


  “Hate—plenty of hate. Scorn too. And treachery and greed and watchfulness.”


  K’Tawa nodded commendingly. Zu-Bach seemed to be developing his talents a bit more fully now. “Can you quaze what must be done?”


  “Yes.” The other’s grip tightened on his spear. “They must be destroyed. They will do more than Trap. If they get the chance, they will—kill?”


  “I’m afraid so. At first I was confused. There are obviously similarities of a sort between them and us—such as the fact that they breathe, even though it is only stale air. But the similarities are only Physical. Spiritually, we have no common ground—as far as I can see. They are totally Materialistic.”


  “There is no relationship then?”


  “None whatever. When you stop to think about it, how could there be when they come from the Endlessness?”


  K’Tawa rose from his haunches, ignoring the complaints from his tired muscles. “Onlyland will be much the better when they are removed, together with all their lifeless Presences.”


  “They shall be removed,” Zu-Bach vowed.


  “But you must be careful. There is danger of a sort. However, I’ll come along and quaze it out for you.”


  RATHER than approach directly, Zu-Bach swung over to the forest. And the Old One smiled in satisfaction over the other’s prudence. It perhaps signified the proximity of long-awaited maturity.


  “They are evil Presences, aren’t they, K’Tawa?”


  “Yes. I can quaze anxious fear and wariness, distrust and malice. Feel no compunction about destroying them, boy. Not when one of them wouldn’t hesitate to destroy another, if it meant personal gain. One is particularly like that.”


  “And the other three?”


  “I’d say they too are of the same nature—by extension. Let’s look at it this way: The Meditators Meditate while we let you and the other Prephasers do all the routine work. It must be the same with the four intruding Presences. Three of them have more important jobs to do. The fourth we quaze as particularly evil, I suppose, because he will do whatever killing must be done.”


  Directing his horn at the back of Zu-Bach’s head while they walked, K’Tawa sensed surging anticipation. As a matter of fact, he was inclined to interpret it as a lust for the fascinating excitement that lay ahead.


  Ordinarily, the Old One would have been somewhat concerned over Zu-Bach’s purely Materialistic preoccupation. But expediency had to be served. And his young kin would only be doing what must be done if Spiritual Ascendancy was to be preserved as a way of life.


  That much he could quaze clearly.


  * * *


  A HUNDRED feet in diameter, compartmented by flexible partitions and rising twenty feet above the Venusian surface, the Mannerheim Igloo rustled its plastic shell. Ironing out the final wrinkles, it strove for rigidity. Electrical energy for its oxyaccumulator-compressor and air-conditioners flowed smoothly from the Collard nuclear power-plant Yardley had set up in a conveniently-located coastal cave.


  Outside, the tail end of a brisk shower drummed against the transparent dome. Inside, O’Brien and Green, each with an arm wrapped around Yardley’s neck, tried a second chorus of “Home Sweet Home.” The song ended on a sour but exuberant note and Yardley went over to where Wastrom stood staring out at the bleak landscape.


  “Come on, get with it, Calvin!” Yardley slapped him on the back. “We’ve got our toehold!”


  Wastrom’s stare was unresponsive as he moved several feet away along the inner curvature of the plastic wall.


  Disconcerted, Yardley returned to the two officers.


  “Let him sulk,” Commander Green advised.


  “We’re well over the hump,” O’Brien added. “Even if he doesn’t lift a finger, we’ve got it made.”


  “As long as we don’t run into any complications with the electronic gear,” Yardley reminded. “Some of that stuff would be pretty complicated to anybody but Wastrom.”


  “It’s preset,” Green said. “All we have to do is uncrate it.”


  O’Brien glanced around, smugly surveying the now stiffly partitioned interior of the Igloo. Being inside—without a respirahood, with eighty-degree air bringing relief from the humid hothouse out there, with the reassuring chug-swish of the oxyaccumulator pulsing in his ears—brought an unanticipated pleasantness.


  Within a few days, he reminded himself, the Igloo wouldn’t be so starkly bare. There would be bunks, the soft lights of a humming communications-command section seeping through transparent partitions, a galley redolent with the odors of familiar foods—even shower stalls. And it would make little difference that the water being sucked out of the ocean would be carbonated.


  The colonel cast a solicitous glance at Wastrom, then went over. “What’s the trouble, Calvin? Anything I can do?”


  “No.” The other surveyed his hands. “I don’t suppose so.”


  But when O’Brien started to walk away, Wastrom added hastily, “It’s just that—I don’t know. Maybe sometimes you expect too much of yourself. I guess it’s like Green said: They must have done a lousy job psyching me out.”


  O’Brien half turned from the pathetic sight of a robust man capitulating to unreasonable fear. “You’ll be okay,” he said, but not with conviction.


  “But it isn’t right to go streaking off across God’s universe!” Wastrom’s voice rose abruptly. “We’re challenging—”


  He paused, forcibly restored his composure and exposed his hands once more to his gaze. “Colonel, I’m the youngest man in this crew. Yardley’s almost forty-five. But I don’t suppose I have half his guts.”


  “None of us is as calm as he appears.”


  “But I ought to be the one least concerned. I don’t even have a family, like Yardley and Green do.”


  “Look at it this way: We’re here. Everything’s working out. No complications. And getting back Earthside is going to be a lot easier.”


  “If we get back.”


  “All right, Calvin—why do you imagine we might not?”


  WASTROM motioned outside the transparent shell. In the distance, O’Brien recognized what the probe data processors had dubbed a “venusow” sloshing through a swamp.


  “That’s why,” Wastrom went on softly. “That’s life—Venusian life. It’s a lot like ours. It exists and moves around and breathes. But it can’t do those things because there’s no oxygen in the air. It—”


  “Animal life on Venus,” O’Brien recited, his patience extended, “is adapted to a biochemistry in which nitrogen replaces oxygen in the energy relations of the organism. Carbon dioxide comes into the picture too. The nitrogen is oxidized to nitrate and carbon-nitrogen bonds are formed.”


  “That’s just the point! Life is possible. Animals can live here—not only the ones we know about, but perhaps ones of a higher order too!” Wastrom’s eyes were restless again and his voice unsteady.


  Green shouted from across the large compartment, “Time to get to work.” He brought over respirahoods and oxygen tanks.


  YARDLEY covered the stacks of supplies with plastic tarps while Commander Green completed the network of protective lightning arresters. O’Brien, with Wastrom close by so he could keep an eye on him, had the Del Rouad transceiver cabinet slung under the tractor’s crane and was moving it into position beside the Igloo.


  He paused and adjusted his throat microphone. “Yardley, you’d better start staking down our dome before the next storm comes up.”


  He sent the tractor creeping forward with its load, but paused again and called directly down to Wastrom, “Move that Walker out of the way so I can get this thing in place.”


  Wastrom mounted the Terrain Walker and started it up, setting the drive for reverse motion.


  “Watch it!” O’Brien shouted. “You’re backing into the Igloo!”


  Wastrom brought the Walker to a halt and stared down over its rear legs. A footpad had become entangled in one of the Igloo’s tie-down grommets.


  “Well, don’t just sit there!” Green admonished, coming over. Then, “Never mind, I’ll free it myself.”


  But Wastrom had already leaped from the cab.


  Instantly, Green shouted and dived out of the way as the immobilized machine clanked back to life and lurched forward.


  Wastrom fell sitting in the soft mud and scurried as far from the runaway Walker as he could get. “My sleeve! It—it caught in the switch as I jumped!”


  The Walker attained full speed, plopping one footpad down in front of the other. When the entangled tie-down line pulled taut, the entire Igloo fell in behind the machine in an inexorable march across the beach.


  Green helplessly seized a fold of the plastic as it went by and tried to hold the inflated dome back.


  Yardley raced after the Terrain Walker. But it was obvious he would never overtake it.


  O’Brien swore, started up the tractor, then lost half a minute lowering the encumbering Del Rouad cabinet from the crane.


  When he finally backed around, however, he could only sit there and watch the Walker splashing out into deeper water. A gust of wind caught the Igloo and sent it scudding ahead of the legged contraption until its tie-down line finally snapped free.


  Ten minutes later it was swallowed up by a rainstorm several miles out at sea.


  COMMANDER Green finally broke the silence. “Thank God for little girls and backup supply capsules.”


  O’Brien said, “We’ve got our work cut out for us now.”


  “What’s first on the program?” Yardley asked.


  Green glanced at Wastrom, who was standing sullenly off to himself. “I suppose lynching’s out. In which case we can hie ourselves into the Recovery Area and retrieve the backup Igloo.”


  “Unless,” Yardley suggested, “Colonel O’Brien wants to try to set up the Del Rouad gear without the Igloo so we can get a message back to EarthOrb Station.”


  “That’s what we should do,” the Colonel admitted, “since we’ve already been here twenty-four hours. But we’ll try to get the standby Igloo set up first.” Wastrom came over finally, his hands spread out characteristically. “I couldn’t help it. You see, the Walker’s pad got—”


  Green reached for the electronicist, but O’Brien caught his arm.


  “Just find some place to sit down,” the Commander snapped, “—and stay out of our way!”


  Wastrom retreated a step, his puzzled expression half obscured by the wrinkled plastic of his respirahood. “I’m trying to be helpful, if you’ll let me. I was going to suggest that we just suspend operations until we get our balance again. It’s been thirty hours since we’ve had any sleep.”


  This time O’Brien had to place himself tactfully in front of Yardley, who showed indications of imminent explosion.


  “I’m going after the backup Igloo,” the Colonel said hastily. “Yardley, you get on the Jason’s scope and guide me.”


  He turned to Commander Green. “Ken, I’ve got an idea we might be able to raise the ComPac relay station next time it orbits by if we retune the Jason’s transmitter and step it up. See what you can do. Wastrom, that’s in your line. Give him a hand.”


  Yardley and Green struck off for the Argo.


  O’Brien paused to stare along the shore. Disappearance from the scope of two Here-I-Am supply capsule signals had suggested an unstable water level. But now, as he surveyed the huge outcropping of rock a hundred yards down the beach, he could see no evidence of tidal action. The mouth of the cave in which they had set up the Collard nuclear powerplant was still several feet above the water line.


  He headed for the tractor, watching first Yardley, then Green ride the constant-tension lift up to the Jason capsule’s hatch. Yardley and Green—but not Wastrom.


  Puzzled, he spun around. Following along, the electronicist was carrying a brick-size rock. When O’Brien stared questioningly at him, he tossed it in the air and caught it.


  “I think you ought to let me retrieve the backup Igloo, Colonel,” he proposed as they continued back toward the Alpha Base site. “After all, I’m the one responsible for this complication.”


  “We’ll operate more efficiently,” O’Brien pointed out, “if we stay within our assigned capacities.”


  THEY had reached the tractor when Green came in over the comsystem. “Wastrom, come on up here and—”


  “Colonel!” Yardley’s anxious voice broke through. “The supply cap signals! They’ve all disappeared from the scope!”


  Perplexed, O’Brien stared first at the towering Argo, then out into the Recovery Area. Thunder rolled angrily overhead and a bolt of lightning crashed into the swamp beyond the ship. Another speared directly down at the Jason capsule. But the Argo’s arrester took the full charge with no arcing.


  “Check your gear, Frank,” O’Brien suggested. “Maybe it’s a matter of gain adjustment.”


  “No, it’s not the gain. I’m picking up your blips clearly.” Then Wastrom’s face froze behind its plastic hood as he stared off toward the nearby trees.


  “Good God!” he shouted, his hand whitening in its grip on the stone. “Look at that!”


  O’Brien whirled around, then fell back astonished.


  Men! Naked giants! Two of them—stepping out of the forest. Great brown bodies with immense shocks of coarse, white hair and leering, grotesque faces both horrible and primitive.


  The foremost, carrying a long pole with something shining and terribly familiar wrapped around its tip, loosed a roar that was finally drowned out only by a somehow mightier blast of thunder.


  “They look human!” Wastrom exclaimed. “And that thing on the stick—it’s part of a supply capsule!”


  The comsystem was overwhelmed with the startled voices of Yardley and Green, who had evidently bolted back to the outer hatch.


  Covering the ground in immense strides, the nearer giant reached the first mound of supplies. He dropped his staff and scooped up a half buried boulder. Raising the rock again and again above his head, he pounded the pile of equipment into rubble.


  Wastrom, crouching with O’Brien behind the tractor, hurled the stone he had been holding. It glanced off the creature’s back with no apparent effect.


  “What is it?” Yardley rasped over the comsystem.


  “It’s twenty feet tall if it’s an inch!” Wastrom observed. “And look—it’s got a horn growing out of its head! They both have!”


  O’Brien tugged at the other’s sleeve. “Let’s work our way back to the Argo!”


  The creature paused before a pile of neatly stacked oxygen-difluoride cylinders and an adjacent mound of diobrane tanks. He barked at his companion, who had drawn up calmly beside him. The latter barked back and they moved on from the Spica stage’s reserve fuel to the Del Rouad transceiver. In three blows, the metal cabinet was shattered, its electronic viscera spilled out upon the ground.


  HALF concealed behind a ridge, O’Brien and Wastrom scurried for the Argo.


  The more restrained giant seized the obviously enraged one’s arm and pointed at the fleeing figures. But the other shook him off, hefting a still unopened supply capsule. Grunting, he heaved the modified Mercury into the sea.


  “There goes our oxygen!” Green moaned.


  Wastrom reached the constant-tension line and secured the harness under his armpits. Before he could activate the hoist with the pull of his weight, though, O’Brien grabbed on to the nylon rope. Together they started up—but at a painfully slow rate.


  The bellowing creature raced forward, but paused to lift the crate of field laboratory equipment and hurl it to the ground. Then he skirted a Gemini capsule containing construction tools and explosive charges and headed once more for the Argo.


  O’Brien almost lost his purchase on the line but resecured it by hooking his arm over part of Wastrom’s harness.


  Abruptly there was a startling explosion next to his ear and the crisp smell of gunpowder drifted in under his hood. Wastrom had a revolver in his hand and was aiming down at the lunging giant.


  The electronicist fired twice more before he lost his grip on the gun. O’Brien was certain he had scored at least one hit. At any rate, the thing’s roaring was now at a frenzied pitch.


  But that didn’t discourage the creature. He beat his fists against the Procyon stage of the ship until it seemed the hundred and fifty-foot-long configuration was rocking under the impact of the blows.


  O’Brien and the electronicist reached the hatch and were pulled in as the boom retracted automatically.


  “Good God in Heaven!” Green swore. “This can’t be happening!”


  “What’ll we do?” Yardley asked, staring down at the ravaged Alpha Base site. “Blast off?”


  “Not with the Spica’s fuel still down there.” Wastrom knelt and peered below. “It’s incredible! Humanoid life on Venus!”


  The two giants met amid the devastation and barked at each other until the larger discovered a crate of supplies he had overlooked. Infuriated, he hurled it at the ship, missed, then rubbed his shoulder where a trickle of dark fluid appeared to be erupting from the skin.


  Kicking the tractor over on its side, he rejoined his companion and they headed for the forest as thunder boomed accompaniment to their footfalls and rain obscured their withdrawal.


  Green eventually recovered his voice. “Let’s get out of here! The lift can take us all at one time!” He reached frantically for the boom. “Help me, Scott! It’s hung up!”


  The others only stared at him as a jagged streak of lightning lanced down a quarter of a mile away.


  “The lightning arrester!” the Commander explained. “That giant tore it loose! If the Procyon’s fuel load takes a bolt, I don’t want to be within a mile of the Argo!”


  IV


  WHEN Zu-Bach finally snored himself awake and rolled over on the shelfbed, K’Tawa swam up out of Meditative Withdrawal.


  The Old One rose, uncoiled from Cogitative Posture, ran briefly through the Stretching Exercises and glanced over at his kinsman.


  Zu-Bach sat up and massaged his shoulder. “The sting is gone.”


  K’Tawa quazed the flesh around the wound and learned that the small foreign object had worked itself out. Moreover, the pierced skin had almost healed.


  Kneeling beside the shelfbed, Zu-Bach directed his horn in a methodical scanning motion back and forth across the mud floor of the hut. Then, “Here it is—the stinger.”


  He rose holding a tiny piece of hard substance between his thumb and forefinger.


  K’Tawa shied from the thing. “A hate pellet. Get rid of it.”


  Zu-Bach went over to the wall, swung the rain shield open and tossed it out.


  “Leave it open,” the Old One said. “The air is so stale that I wouldn’t be surprised if L’Jork could conduct his Ceremony of the Hot Tongues in here without even the help of the Meditators.”


  The other turned, silhouetted by the weak light coming in through the rain shield opening, and hesitated. K’Tawa could almost guess the question before Zu-Bach asked it. Eagerness was that plain among his features.


  “The Presences, the living ones—what are they doing now?”


  “I’m not too certain there are any living Presences remaining. Soon after you fell asleep there was a tremendous noise. When I quazed in their direction, I encountered a heat and light that were stronger than thousands of Hot Tongues.”


  “And the Presences?”


  “As I said, I’m not at all sure you need concern yourself with them any longer.”


  “But more will come. We both quazed that much.”


  K’Tawa drew in a deep, disappointed breath. His lesser kin had not sated himself on the Material. His purpose was still, oh, so singular. It was clear that even now he had no appreciation whatsoever of the Spiritual Values.


  “When the time comes,” the Old One said heavily, “I’m sure you’ll be equal to the situation—and perhaps without my help.”


  “Oh, you don’t think I can quaze the dangers of the lifeless Presences on my own.”


  “Now, now, boy,” K’Tawa chided. “I’m not belittling you. I’m just trying to make you understand that you’ve been taking up my time during a period when I should be fervently trying to accomplish Eighth-Phase Contemplation.”


  Zu-Bach bristled, with no apparent appreciation at all of the significance of Meditative Ascendancy. “I don’t need your help any longer. You think I didn’t quaze the danger in the cave by the sea, don’t you? Well, I did! And I’m going to do something about all the dangers we left behind!”


  “Suit yourself, boy.” K’Tawa wondered whether he shouldn’t feel guilty about not discouraging the other. But, on second thought, he had certainly discharged all his responsibilities under the Code of Kinship.


  THE hut’s main shield swung open and Exemplar L’Jork entered. “I quazed crosspurposes. Is anything wrong?”


  “Zu-Bach,” the Old One explained, “has still not had enough. He wants to destroy more of the remaining Presences.”


  “Oh come now, boy,” L’Jork scolded. “Materialism has its place. But—”


  “K’Tawa will tell you that more Presences are on their way through the Upper Endlessness.”


  “On their way—from where?”


  “I don’t know. But when they get here, there will be more dangers to cope with. And perhaps more after that. All while you and the others sit around and Meditate!”


  He spun on his heel and strode for the main opening.


  “Be careful, Zu-Bach,” K’Tawa called after him. “Don’t underestimate the danger in the cave.”


  After he had gone, L’Jork asked, “Will he be all right?”


  “I think so. The main reason he’s going back, as I quaze it, is that he left his spear behind.”


  “Maybe you should go too.”


  “The Code of Kinship is not without its limitations. Besides, L’Jork, I’m on the threshold of Phase Eight Meditation!”


  “Phase Eight,” the Exemplar repeated, visibly impressed. “You don’t say!” Then, with unconcealed envy, “Do you suppose you might actually glimpse Origin and Meaning in their fullness?”


  “Possibly.”


  “Then you have no responsibility under the Code of Kinship. Indeed not. Your first obligation now is Meditation.”


  On that K’Tawa agreed, and with but few reservations.


  “I’ll let you alone,” L’Jork said respectfully, “so you can get on with your work.”


  * * *


  Deep Cogitative Withdrawal came quickly for K’Tawa this time, as it had on every recent occasion of Meditative Introspection. It was as though he were becoming marvelously efficient in achieving the Ascendant Attitude. Why, it wasn’t even necessary for him to engage in the Preliminary Mental Exercise any longer.


  Through the fragmented experiences of scores of remote ancestors, he pursued the elusive concept of the Upper Endlessness, searching almost desperately for reference to the Blackness that had already been suggested by the long-gone past.


  This Blackness that shared the Endlessness with the Perpetual Clouds, he wondered—what was its nature? How widespread was it?


  Thousands of disembodied memories swam up at him. But they only lapped at the fringe of his curiosity—until—


  Once there had been a woman named—“Vir-Ela.” She had been young and attractive and—


  Intolerant, K’Tawa shunted aside the welter of irrelevant, personal information that would swamp him with trivia if he let it. And he guided his questing concentration down to the very core of the matter.


  Once Vir-Ela had looked up into the Blackness of the—“night” ? (The latter was a concept he couldn’t grasp, but he passed it over in fear that the rest would elude him too.) And in that Blackness were myriads . . . (the word escaped him, but he had at least trapped its meaning) myriads tiny, shimmering motes of light, similar to the Hot Tongues but pinpoint and precise in definition and brilliant, unmoving in their—“celestial” ?—positions.


  The motes inhabited the Blackness and it was the Blackness that was Endless, not the Perpetual Clouds! Actually, he learned in astonishment, the Clouds were neither Endless nor Perpetual. Their existence had been short indeed, as measured against the great time cycles observed by the brilliant, dancing motes. And the full reach of the Clouds was unbelievably insignificant compared with the vast scheme of things beyond them.


  INEXORABLY, the word-visions that came from Vir-Ela faded and K’Tawa, bereft, cried out in despair. But the ancestral memory bridge spanning the Vir-Ela generation had only gone a step further, he saw suddenly. It had been drawn to the more remote anchorage by the close bond that had existed between the woman and her mother.


  The latter, whose name appeared to have been “Cel-Aroa,” had vividly recorded for posterity’s sake magnificent, sweeping scenes of Onlyland.


  But it wasn’t Onlyland! For the Old One knew that, compared with the Sorrowing Sea, Onlyland was but a spit of mud and stone. And the land Cel-Aroa had thought about had been vast and almost unbroken, with only small bodies of water here and there.


  Now he was getting down to Origins, perhaps. It might even be that he had penetrated so deeply into Phase Eight Ascendancy that he was reaching back to before the mysterious Great Debacle!


  The concepts he was receiving were no less than amazing! Cel-Aroa’s people had been as great in number as the very land on which they lived was vast in area. And on that Vastland were—what?


  He intercepted the concept of huge, shining huts. Only, they weren’t huts because they all served inconceivably more complicated functions than the dwelling places to which the people were presently accustomed. And these glittering structures had been piled up beside one another at many locations on Vastland, all reaching for the sky and all full of and surrounded by swarming people.


  Oh, but all the people were different then—so different! Not a quazehorn among them! (“That came later,” the voice of Y-Lem’Ah from the more recent “island” generation seemed to mock.) And there was something about their size and their convictions, their manner of life. But what?


  Now he had it! Those illustrious ancestors, those incomparable intellects with whom all the Meditators sought to Commune—they, themselves, were not Spiritually Inclined! Not in the least.


  Was he to conclude that Ascetic Ascendancy was a way of life that took shape after the Great Debacle?


  What, he wondered intensely, was the Great Debacle?


  But no responsive thread of memory arose to satisfy his poignant curiosity.


  He had gone so far, he realized as he swam exhaustedly up out of Withdrawal. But he had so much further to go if he expected to fathom True Origin and Full Meaning.


  Nevertheless, K’Tawa found himself yearning for the power and wisdom, the might of those quazehornless ancestors of the remote past, even if all those attributes were only Materialistic.


  * * *


  TWENTY feet back from the cave entrance, Colonel O’Brien tossed restlessly in half sleep. His boot thudded against an oxygen cylinder and instantly he was wide awake.


  He sat up groggily, his need for rest after thirty hours’ work still not fully satisfied. The dim, everlasting light of Venus’ murky sky seeped into the chamber, etching somber shadows on dank walls. In the distance, inside a second entrance to the cave, the Mark IV Collard reactor hummed in wasteful production of electrical energy that would never be used, that was even now discharging itself wantonly to ground.


  O’Brien untied the cord that was pinching the respirahood securely about his neck. Now that he was upright, there would be no danger of the oxygen being displaced by Venus’ carbon dioxide. Quietly, so as not to disturb the others, he returned the misplaced O2 cylinder to the stack from which it had rolled.


  “Not many left, are there, Scott?”


  He started at the suddenness of Green’s whispered voice, further muffled by his respirahood. The Commander came over and knelt by the sparse supply of oxygen containers.


  “For the few we do have we can thank Yardley,” O’Brien reminded after making certain his transmitter was turned off too. “When that creature got through with Alpha Base, Frank was the one who realized we were wearing the only O2 we had left. If he hadn’t risked his life to toss those cylinders out of the Argo, we wouldn’t be around to talk about it now.”


  As it was, the Colonel added under his breath, the remaining supply of oxygen was no less than fatally inadequate. And Train Beta wasn’t due to arrive for another five days.


  Squatting, Green slapped his knee. “Well, what do we do now—go back over the Recovery Area and see what we can salvage?”


  “There won’t be anything to pick up.”


  “You think that unicorn thing smashed all our other caps?”


  “You saw what he had wrapped around his staff. Those Here-I-Am capsule blips didn’t just disappear from the scope.”


  Yardley had awakened. He came over and joined them, sitting silently on his haunches and appearing to O’Brien like some prehistoric savage brooding in the dismal confines of his cave.


  “Good God!” Green lurched up. “Train Beta—I’d forgotten about them!”


  “I hadn’t,” O’Brien said gloomily.


  “What’ll we do?” Yardley asked. “There’s no way of warning them! That creature smashed both our Del Rouad transmitters!”


  “I don’t know,” the Colonel admitted. “Unless—yes, there is a chance of getting through to them—at the last moment.”


  Yardley stared expectantly at him.


  “If they don’t hear from us,” he went on, “they’ll be guarding our field comsystem frequency on the way down.”


  “We can warn them then!” the nuclear tech exclaimed.


  “Yes. But there are two drawbacks. One: It’ll be too late to stop their landing—and they won’t be able to get off again until after they pick up their Spica fuel capsules.”


  “And the other objection?” Green asked.


  “You won’t like it. I don’t. The oxygen we have left will last the four of us only two days. If we’re going to get any warning at all off to Train Beta, we’ll have to arrange it, somehow, that one of us will be around for five days.”


  NOBODY said anything. O’Brien turned and faced an arm of the sea that ran along the far wall of the cave. “It isn’t a decision we have to make immediately.”


  “When do we have to make it?” the Commander wanted to know.


  “If four of us use up oxygen for twenty-four hours, there’ll still be just about enough left to carry one from that point up to Beta’s estimated time of arrival.”


  Green paced to the subterranean river and back. “I’m glad Wastrom isn’t awake to hear this.”


  “Oh, Wastrom’s all right now,” Yardley assured. “It took those giants to snap him out of it. But did you see how he reacted? He even attacked one with a rock and wounded it with his gun.”


  Green and O’Brien exchanged awkward glances and the latter said, “Sorry to disappoint you, Frank. He apparently did come around for a while. But it didn’t last long. You’d have seen for yourself if you could have stayed awake a while longer.”


  “He went to pieces,” the Commander verified, “—screaming about violating God’s laws and getting the giants as a punishment. Finally whimpered himself to sleep.”


  Yardley appeared thoroughly disappointed.


  “What puzzles me,” O’Brien went on, “was his gun—what prompted him to bring it along in the first place, how he hid it.”


  “I suppose if you were as terrified of space and Venus,” Yardley offered, “you might have smuggled a weapon along too, even though you were assured you wouldn’t need one.”


  “Right. But the point is that he didn’t appear to be terrified when he sneaked the revolver aboard. He didn’t show any neurotic tendencies at all until a week ago.”


  Green stared at O’Brien. “Where’s the gun now?”


  “I’ve got it. You didn’t think I was going to give it back.” Yardley tensed. “Listen!” O’Brien heard it too—a clatter of metal on metal coming from the direction of the demolished Alpha Base. It sounded like someone walking through a field of tin cans.


  “Those giants are back!” Yardley shouted.


  “Quiet!” O’Brien cautioned. “They don’t know we’re in here.” Green crossed fingers on both hands and displayed them high in the air. “Maybe that thing’ll go to work on the reserve Spioa fuel this time!”


  Yardley grinned expectantly. “Colonel, if the Irish have the luck market cornered, you’d better cash in your share right now. Our troubles may be over if that Venutian starts banging those oxygen-difluoride and diobrane containers together!”


  “It’ll be just like another Argo going up!” Green assured.


  “That makes for nice wishing,” the Colonel commented. “But I find it more than coincidental that he purposely passed up the Spica fuel first time around—the Gemini with the explosive charges too.”


  Green protested, “You’re not suggesting the thing knew—”


  FROM the subterranean stream behind them came an abrupt splash.


  When O’Brien spun around, Wastrom was standing by the oxygen cylinders, reaching down for another.


  “It’s coming back!” he shouted. “Can’t you hear it out there? It won’t let us alone until it’s destroyed everything we’ve got!” Wastrom faced the stream and lifted the cylinder over his head. But before he could hurl it.


  Green drove his shoulder into the electronicist’s midsection and sent him flailing back.


  “We’ve got to destroy everything!” Wastrom screamed. “We’ve got to do what it wants!”


  “Shut him up!” Yardley urged. “Before he has a dozen giants breathing down our necks!”


  Green followed through and smashed a fist into the electronicist’s face, even as the latter filled his lungs for another outburst.


  Then the Commander knelt beside the unconscious Wastrom to make certain his respirahood had not been damaged.


  “Back!” Yardley cautioned. “Get back! That thing’s right outside!”


  O’Brien could hear the giant’s labored breathing, like the measured hiss of a safety valve on a steam engine. He drew Wastrom’s revolver from his pocket.


  There was an enraged growl and a great, leering head poked into the cave entrance. But when the shoulders couldn’t make it through, the creature drew back and roared. Then a massive arm rammed in and a clawing hand swept back and forth from wall to wall.


  The revolver barked three times as O’Brien emptied it at the thing’s biceps. One of the slugs grazed flesh.


  Bellowing, the giant lunged back. And O’Brien, tracing his retreat by the dwindling sounds of his breathing, went cautiously ahead.


  “Careful, Scott!” Green urged.


  Hesitating, O’Brien stepped outside and watched the massive creature withdrawing back through the base site. “It’s leaving.”


  “But it’ll be back,” Yardley guessed. “I’m sure of that.”


  “It wouldn’t if we had a few weapons,” Green said.


  “Our Venutian does seem to hurt and scare easily,” the Colonel agreed. “If we could manage to kill one of them, I’ll bet the others—if there’s a whole settlement of them—would promptly turn tail.”


  Green ventured farther from the cave. Pensively, he walked a short distance along the beach, then turned toward the base site, “Ken,” O’Brien called after him. “Where are you going?” The other paused. “There may be just two of those things. Or there may be a whole nest. We’ve got to know what the odds are. I’m going to find out.”


  “Ken, come back here!”


  It was apparent, however, that he wouldn’t be stopped. O’Brien started to follow.


  But Yardley trapped his arm. “Would you really like to kill one of them, Colonel? I think I know how it can be done.”


  O’BRIEN, staring anxiously after the Commander, was restrained by the realization that the information Green sought should be passed on to Train Beta. “How would you do it, Frank?”


  “Set a trap.” The nuclear technician indicated the heavily insulated cable that snaked across the beach from the Mark IV Collard reactor. “Our tractor’s not damaged—just knocked over on its side. I checked it while Green was salvaging those tins of food. We can right the tractor with its own winch, assuming that if the Venutian comes back he’ll want to kick it over again. But this time it’ll be parked on several insulating layers of plastic tarps. And this high-voltage cable will be bolted to the tractor’s frame.”


  V


  K’TAWA bestirred himself from Meditation, reluctantly yielding his grip on the inherent, sometimes incomprehensible impressions that had been seeping into his conscious. That these impressions were being dredged from the very bottommost depths of genetic recall left no doubt that he was well into Phase Eight Ascendancy.


  At the moment, however, he was concerned over Zu-Bach. Even now he could quaze his youthful kin as he left the coastal plain and entered the forest. Zu-Bach, it appeared, was fuming over—something.


  The Old One steadied his horn in that direction. Why, it seemed the boy had been stung again by the little Presences, who evidently were still somewhere near the beach!


  Then K’Tawa tensed. Not all the living Presences were on the coast. One, he could plainly quaze now, was following furtively behind Zu-Bach, advancing from tree to tree. Only, Zu-Bach’s thoughts were so full of rage and vengeful plans that he hadn’t noticed the small one at all.


  K’Tawa considered going out to meet his kin and making an issue of his utter lack of vigilance. But Zu-Bach would only be resentful of that Exercise of Seniority. Anyway, the Old One saw now, there was no evidence of harmful intent on the part of the trailing Presence. Curiosity, perhaps. And a tinge of bitter frustration. But certainly he harbored no immediate aggressive plans.


  Still quazing, K’Tawa watched Zu-Bach lumber up over a hill. After he had started down the other side, the Presence clambered up the elevation and dropped on his chest to peer over the crest. He remained there a long while, staring down into the valley and studying the village. Then he rose and headed back for the coastal plain.


  Zu-Bach, meanwhile, had reached the village.


  And K’Tawa delayed his return to Contemplation while he listened to his relative trying to interest several of the Meditators in an account of what had happened to him. But Zu-Bach had forgotten that this was the Feast of Introspection and that the entire period, from sleep to sleep, was set aside for Ascetic Ascendancy.


  Thwarted in his quest for attention, Zu-Bach impetuously strode for the nearest hut. He brushed disrespectfully past its Meditating owner and lowered himself onto the shelfbed within.


  K’Tawa continued with his own Introspective Quest. And, as a stepping-off point, he concerned himself with an unrestrainable flow of questions that phrased themselves spontaneously in his mind:


  Why was the Horizontal Endlessness (correction: the curved-back-upon-itself surface) almost all water now, whereas once it had been practically all land?


  This concept “night” that he had gotten from Vir-Ela—could he reasonably assume that its corollary was “day” ?


  And what had the wet-dry, night-day dichotomies to do with the Great Debacle?


  Then, from a distant ancestral source, so close to the Great Debacle that it conveyed all the terror and confusion associated with that event, came a momentous suggestion:


  There was a third dichotomy directly involved in the exclusive interrelationships: “stale-poisonous,” as they applied to the air.


  Even in his rigid Posture, K’Tawa squirmed in protest. It was an incredible pairing! Dichotomies were made up of opposites. But here was one with parts that were almost compatible. “Pure-poisonous,” for instance, would have been logical, as would have “pure-stale.” But—“stale-poisonous” ?


  He turned from the incongruous matter as another link abruptly established itself in the ancestral recall chain. This time he had reached back for a handful of perceptions from one who had called himself “Dis’Pauz.” And the memories were all the more welcome because they had obviously been acquired just before the Great Debacle—when knowledge and ability were at a peak.


  From that source the Old One received the illuminating impression that the surface-bent-back-upon-itself had once had another name—“The World.”


  Moreover, The World was not alone in the Upper Endlessness. There were other The Worlds—shining deep in the Blackness’ vastness!


  K’Tawa almost bolted from Withdrawal. That explained the origin of the little Presences! They had come from another The World! And the one nearest his ancestors’ Vastland enjoyed a day-night dichotomy, just as Vastland itself once had before the Debacle!


  Then, as though caught up in a raging vortex of the Sorrowing Sea, the Old One found himself dizzily fighting a relentless, confusing assault of concepts and impressions.


  Night-day. Wet-dry. Stale-poisonous. Still another polar pair: Blackness-Light, in its more than ordinary implications. Shimmering motes and The Worlds. Quazehornless ancestors. Vastland—Mainland—Island—Onlyland—


  Night was doubtless the corollary of day, just as wet was so obviously the opposite of dry. And Blackness of Light. But did “little ancestor” have any opposite? Was Blackness synonymous with daylessness. And did—


  Then into his foundering Meditation was thrust a quite rational and almost calming recollection bequeathed by Dis’Pauz:


  There was the Endless Blackness with its shimmering The Worlds and with its . . . (“lightgivers” was the closest word K’Tawa could find for the concept), which also cast brilliance about them.


  And suddenly, deep within the Blackness the Old One saw a huge, white, sparkling cloud—odd-shaped and wispy. And shy, too, for it always hid its long, thin—“tail” ?—from the Light-giver with which it was associated. K’Tawa saw, too, that Dis’Pauz was terrified by the Cloud from the Blackness. And his terror was shared by all the billions of quazehornless people.


  Did the Cloud have anything to do, the Old One wondered, with the Great Debacle?


  At this point K’Tawa’s Meditations, though compelling, were becoming quite burdensome and exhausting. Consequently, he did not know when Contemplation trailed off into sleep.


  WHEN he awoke from prolonged Posture, he quazed that Zu-Bach had gone from the other hut. He was in the forest now, returning to the coastal plain. And his scorn and wrath had renewed themselves.


  K’Tawa stretched and quazed ahead to the beach. Now that he definitely knew the little Presences were there, he had no difficulty discerning them. They were in the cave, not too far from the Greatest-of-All-Perils. In order to save their stale air, they were resting, having just finished—having just finished—The Old One rose trembling. Just as Zu-Bach had originally feared, they had turned out after all to be Things That Trap! They had just devised a most ingenious snare—not one that would simply take its victim, but one that would kill instantly!


  And that victim, K’Tawa saw plainly, would be Zu-Bach.


  The Old One rushed from his hut, trying to quell his inner anxiety so that the other Meditators wouldn’t quaze it and be disturbed. He struck out through the forest.


  How malicious were the small Presences! Until now, he had hoped they might not all be as evil as the one had seemed to be. But, whereas before only the one had wanted to kill treacherously, now that one hardly appeared interested in slaying. The other three, however, were lustful in their eagerness to take Zu-Bach’s life. What a queer reversal of quazable attributes among the Presences!


  Pushing as swiftly as he could through the forest, K’Tawa focused his attention on the Trap. Most clever indeed. And it involved a peril that was quite obscure and original—so much so that he felt certain Zu-Bach would never quaze it for himself.


  It seemed that the Presences had taken their Thing That Crawls and put it in full sight on the beach near their cave. They had attached to it a hidden something that would leap like the very Lightning itself into Zu-Bach’s body.


  K’Tawa, his aged lungs burning with unaccsstomed exertion, burst out of the forest. Across the coastal plain, his young kin stood uncertainly on the beach, letting the Sorrowing Sea lap at his feet.


  Immediately before him was the Trap!


  K’Tawa raced across the plain, quazing the four Presences as they watched expectantly from the mouth of their cave. He shouted:


  “Zu-Bach! Watch out for the Thing That Traps!”


  But the other, hearing, only cast a disdainful look at his senior kinsman and started forward.


  Then there was a quazable commotion at the mouth of the cave as one of the living Presences—the one who had first impressed K’Tawa as being wholly evil—came running out and waving his arms.


  The Old One had almost reached Zu-Bach. But it was too late. For the latter, lurching forward at the sight of the hated Presence, swung an arm in front of him to push the Trap out of his way.


  An odd sort of Lightning played all around his hand where it had come into contact with the thing and he toppled forward.


  The excited Presence, terrified now, tried to scurry out of the way. But he failed utterly. Zu-Bach’s quite ample chest fell full upon the minor creature.


  And K’Tawa, pausing in mid-stride to ponder his complete failure at saving his kin, quazed that two living beings, Zu-Bach and one of his tormentors, had both achieved instant and final Spiritual Withdrawal.


  THE Old One sat on the sand, head lowered and thoughts saddened. For a long while he had proudly committed himself to personal direction of Zu-Bach’s Ascendancy. But now his junior kin would taste not even the pleasures of First-Phase Contemplation.


  He glanced at the cave. The three remaining Presences had drawn back inside. And the concept of intelligent beings hiding in a cave touched off almost instant Meditation.


  All the evidence now being offered by genetic recall pointed to the fact that his ancestors, too, had once lived underground.


  But why? Because, came the explanation from a vague source in the far past, if they ventured outside the air would choke them.


  The very sky itself, it seemed, had almost—“overnight” ?—been filled with suffocating stuff. And there had been other things too—wetness to subdue the dryness, great convulsions of Vastland, total destruction of the day-night dichotomy.


  Henceforth, came the unwitting information from his remote forebear, there would be the—Eternal Day.


  K’Tawa stirred troublously on the beach. Was that, then, the Great Debacle? Had he had a glimpse of the Awful Disaster?


  Despite his fervent search for the answers to those questions, however, his Meditations struck out in their own direction, still drawing from genetic recall:


  Quazehornless people in caves. Caves that provided breathable air because their vast underground passages and chambers had been filled with it. Caves that would sustain the handful of people and some of the animals. The air was still fresh there, but would not be for very long—only a few generations. For it was being forced out of the upper openings by water seeping into the lower passages.


  Part of the Debacle?


  Yes (came confirmation from the impressions of an “Edu’-Aken,” who had lived during one of the cave generations), part of the Debacle—an after part.


  Was it related to the Vast Cloud that had come from the Outer Blackness?


  But nowhere in K’Tawa’s genetic recall heritage was there a ready answer to that question.


  Then he dragged himself suddenly up out of Withdrawal. He had quazed return of the minor Presences to the mouth of their cave.


  Damned little things! But, then again, perhaps he shouldn’t be too intolerably disposed toward them. He saw now that their presence had not been all harmful. It had, by association, suggested new channels for his Quest for Origin and Meaning.


  They were much like his remote ancestors must have been, he conceded. But, oh, so different! So malevolent! Even now these three in the cave wanted to destroy, trap, kill, possess.


  Still confused, the Old One headed wearily back toward the village. The others would have to learn Zu-Bach’s fate, if they hadn’t already quazed it.


  * * *


  GREEN ventured uncertainly from the cave, stared back over the plain, then returned. “He’s gone!”


  O’Brien shrugged. “Which leaves us exactly nowhere—unless we managed to buy a little respect for Train Beta when it drops down.”


  “Poor Wastrom,” Yardley said, staring at the fallen giant. “But at least he went out with honor.”


  “Or,” O’Brien added on second thought, “did, he?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing. Just trying to put a few pieces together.”


  “Well, when it looked like the giant wasn’t going to fall for the trap, Wastrom raced out to lure him on.”


  Green and O’Brien stared at each other.


  “Well, didn’t he?” Yardley persisted. “Wasn’t that what he said he was going to do when I tried to stop him?”


  “Yes, he did,” Commander Green admitted. “But—well, he went out there waving his arms, didn’t he?”


  “And,” O’Brien put in, “I got the impression he was trying to work his way around the tractor, rather than keep the tractor between him and that creature.”


  “That’s what I thought too,” Green agreed.


  Yardley looked from one to the other. “What do you mean?” O’Brien frowned. “I’m just wondering: Can you turn a neurosis on and off? Here we had a man obsessed with the fear of death, frightened, whimpering. Can that sort of person go out and destroy himself heroically for a cause?”


  “You’ve got a point,” Green observed. “Wastrom could turn it on and off, all right. He wasn’t at all neurotic when the Venutians first attacked. He was more rational than any of us.” Again, the Commander and O’Brien traded glances. The latter asked, “You thinking what I’m thinking?”


  “Possibly. Let’s kick it around a bit. Let’s go back to the gun. Why did he conceal it from us—unless he had a good, logical reason for us not to know he had it?”


  “Preposterous!” Yardley protested. “Are you suggesting he might have wanted to use it on us? If so, why didn’t he do it out in space?”


  “Because,” O’Brien said impulsively, “he didn’t have it out there! It would have shown up in deviation in our instruments if he had!”


  Green snapped his fingers. “That’s right!”


  “Then where did he get it?” Yardley asked densely.


  “It must have been concealed in one of the pieces of equipment we picked up in the Recovery Area.”


  “But he was never anywhere near any of that equipment Earthside!” Yardley reminded. “It was prepared, assembled and launched hundreds of miles from Canaveral!”


  O’Brien nodded. “Which indicates that Wastrom was far from being alone in his enterprise.”


  Yardley only shook his head incredulously.


  “No,” Green said. “It wasn’t the psych boys who slipped up. It was the security boys.”


  “His neurosis was all an act then?” the nuclear tech asked.


  “A very good one,” O’Brien said, impressed. “He knew this operation would be most vulnerable in its earliest stage. Yet, his stake in it was something he had to play by ear. Pretending to be terrified insured tolerance for his ‘mistakes.’ Until the giants came along, he wasn’t at all sure of success, but he was trying.”


  Green looked up sharply. “The runaway Terrain Walker!”


  “There would have been more accidents like that.”


  “I don’t think so. He would have used the gun to simplify matters. But he had probably just gotten it before the oversized Venutians showed up.”


  “And when that happened, he lost his gun. But in the Venutians he saw his opportunity to let them accomplish his purpose for him—not only against Alpha, but against Beta and Gamma and anything else we would send over.”


  Yardley straightened. “But he shot the first giant!”


  “On impulse. He realized later that the last thing he wanted to do was scare them off. That’s why he dropped his neurotic act again and turned hero at the end—so he could save the Venutian while pretending to lead him into the trap.”


  GREEN went and got three fresh oxygen cylinders and passed them around. “Well, we know how this operation stacks up in the Kremlin’s book. Think of the effort they took to plant Wastrom.”


  O’Brien discarded his empty cylinder and snapped the new one around his waist. He stared down at a serpentine length of high-tension cable that stretched across the dank floor. “I think our final reflection on Wastrom can be one of thanks.”


  “How so?” Green asked.


  “He suggested our logical next step. He was probably right in his idea that we might strike fear into the Venutians and discourage them from attacking Train Beta.”


  “I don’t think the boys in that village will play follow the leader to that rigged tractor—not with one of them bringing the message back.”


  “No, of course not. So, the thing to do is take the attack to them—before they gang up on us. Frank, that Collard reactor—what’s its alternate function?”


  Yardley paused. “The plan was that if all the powerplants came through and we needed a nuclear blast for construction purposes, all we’d have to do is goose a Collard up to chain reaction.”


  “And this one we will goose up—after I sling it on the tractor and haul it over to that Venusian village.”


  Green loosed an exuberant shout. Whooping too, Yardley slapped him on the back.


  But then the nuclear technician turned sharply toward O’Brien. “We don’t have the radio gear to trigger it off.”


  “Then it’ll have to be done manually.”


  Yardley was silent a moment. “Right,” he said crisply, not broaching the ominous ramifications of the Colonel’s statement. “But I’m, hauling it over. That’s in my department.”


  “No,” Green put in determinedly. “I’m taking it.”


  O’Brien hesitated, realizing he would only have a more vigorous argument on his hands if he tried to eliminate them on the basis of their family obligations.


  “Nobody’s playing hero here,” he said. “Things are going to be even tougher for you two. You’ll have to decide—and within the next twelve hours—who’ll be around when Train Beta arrives.”


  VI


  WHEN K’Tawa reached the village he encountered a scene of agitation such as he had not witnessed before. Exemplar L’Jork and five—he counted them twice—five Meditators were awake and active, despite the fact it was sleeptime. Two of them paced beside the Central Slab while the Exemplar and three others held court, with much gesticulation, in front of the Drying Hut.


  Rarely had the Old One seen that much disquiet. It was evident they had quazed Zu-Bach’s tragic death.


  L’Jork hurried over to meet him. “I’m afraid we have concerned ourselves excessively with the Spiritual. We should have listened to the boy, shouldn’t we?”


  “It was a most regrettable Spiritualization,” said the Old One. “Poor Zu-Bach.”


  “Could it have been avoided?” asked Lank-Tro.


  “I tried. Perhaps the Exemplar is right. Maybe we should have given Zu-Bach a more receptive ear. But, still—”


  “Yes?” L’Jork promoted.


  “I don’t know. I’m a bit confused.”


  “Well, we aren’t.” L’Jork faced the others. “Rin’Au, arouse the Prephasers.”


  “What do you intend doing?” the Old One asked.


  “We’re going to deal with the living Presences. But first we’ll have to send for Prephase help from the other villages.”


  “And,” Lank-Tro added, “we’ll also be prepared when the other Presences drop down from the Endlessness.”


  K’Tawa only stared at the ground, somewhat befuddled.


  “You don’t approve of the plan?” the Exemplar asked.


  “I don’t know. L’Jork, I’m fully into Phase Eight Meditation now. And I can’t be certain the flow of impressions doesn’t point to some sort of deep significance.”


  “Involving the intruding Presences?”


  “Perhaps. But then, again, perhaps not. I’d like to Contemplate more—much more.”


  L’Jork stared critically at him. “K’Tawa, we respect your Eighth-Phase achievements. But sometimes we wonder whether you aren’t becoming senile in your Meditations. Do you actually expect us to believe that at the very moment you start discovering Meaning concerning small, quazehornless people of the past—at that very moment and by a great coincidence, quazehornless Presences begin making their appearance here?”


  “Oh, no. The coincidence would be too farfetched. But it could be the other way around. Maybe the appearance of the Presences merely suggested fruitful channels of Contemplation that hadn’t occurred to anyone before.”


  Rin’Au asked, “What do you advise—about the Presences?”


  “I advise nothing. All I’d like to do is Meditate some more.”


  “You can Meditate all you want,” the Exemplar said stiffly. “But I’ve already decided what has to be done.”


  K’Tawa quazed that the decision involved precipitous action against the Presences as soon as the Prephasers could be assembled. Nevertheless, he returned to his hut and anxiously distorted his complaining limbs into Cogitative Posture.


  Sadly, he realized that all the evidence, fragmentary though it might be, pointed urgently to the Great Debacle as the paramount modifier of Meaning. But for recall after recall, now, he had thrust only along the fringe of the Calamity. He had indeed thrown much illumination on his Quest for Significance. But whatever he had recalled had been so confusing that he was unable to wring any comprehension from it.


  Perhaps a period of Meditative review was in order. From the reassessment of inherent memories might come understanding, or at least a more Meaningful order.


  THERE had been day and night, of that he was certain. Night spawned out of the Endless Blackness. And quazehornless people who were incredibly knowledgeable, who had lived in huge collections of shining structures on Vastland and had known about other the worlds.


  And out there in the Upper Endlessness had been a huge, shimmering Cloud, turning back part of the Blackness. Only, it hadn’t been a Cloud, as he normally entertained the concept. It had been composed of—(he coaxed himself) composed of—The source from which the answer came was as obscure as the information itself was Meaningless. At any rate, it appeared that the vast, wispy Cloud had been made up of hard-like-stone pieces of water, countless numbers of them. And something else: “solid”—?—poisonous air. No, not quite. But it had been hard and, when warmed, it would turn into first choking, then nonchoking air.


  K’Tawa paused in Contemplation. Why “choking” then “nonchoking” ? How could the air quit being of the one nature and start being of the other? It was beyond comprehension, unless—unless the change had been in the breather rather than in the breathed!


  He tried to pursue the recollection. But, somehow, he sensed he had gone up a blind channel. Then, from a wholly new direction came—something. Straining, he forced an element of identity from the impression that was trying to break through.


  There had been a—“Fos-Batl” ?—who had lived during one of the early cave generations, just after the Great Debacle.


  And from that observant individual came fascinating mind-images. Of frightened people massed at the very mouth of a cavern, the gentle flow of fresh air, trapped for generations, passing reassuringly around their bodies. And, in front of them, so close that they could step easily across it, was the line-of-farthest-advance-without-suffocation.


  Outside was the poisonous air, it seemed. And inside was the—“fresh” ?—air. There was much confusion here. And K’Tawa was certain that somewhere along the way Meanings had been swapped. What had once been “stale” or “poisonous” was now “fresh.” But he sloughed off the temptation to become involved in semantics. And he sought a closer togetherness with Fos-Batl and the bequeathed memories.


  The Old One watched, entranced, as some of the people gathered huge see-through lenthral bags that grew underground. Inflating them, they tied the openings securely about their necks. (The living Presences too, he realized suddenly, used see-through bags of a sort!) This apparently provided portable fresh air and made it possible for the people to stay out of the cave long enough to gather food from the plants for themselves and the animals.


  Fos-Batl’s contribution to Meaning faded before yet another identity that seemed to tug for K’Tawa’s attention. Now he opened his mind to Bel-Uri, of a later cave generation. He noted the young woman’s sadness and loneliness as she watched her toddling son play just beyond the line-of-farthest-advance-without-suffocation.


  She was heavy-hearted because she knew her progeny was a poisonous air-breather. And he would live on the invisible boundary line only until he had gone through sufficient Physical Ascendancy to strike out on his own. Then he would join the handful of people and animals that had already crossed over.


  The point of Meaning here seemed evident: With infinite mercy, Providence had gradually given the people the ability to breathe the new kind of air that the Cloud from the Blackness had brought. Just as, later, that same Providence had provided quazehorns.


  He tried to penetrate even deeper into the mainstream of ancestral memory. But the impressions came too rapidly to be orderly, and they were too vague for useful comprehension.


  “K’Tawa, wake up and quaze toward the coastal plain!”


  The Old One reluctantly returned from Withdrawal and opened his eyes to see L’Jork standing anxiously above him.


  The Exemplar pointed. “Quaze out that way, quickly!”


  And K’Tawa took in the approach of the living Presence on the Thing That Crawled. Too, he sensed the Awful Danger the little one was bringing.


  * * *


  STEERING the tractor through a field of strewn boulders, Colonel O’Brien finally left the coastal plain and headed into the forest. Suspended on the crane ahead of him, the Mark IV Collard reactor, damped into silence, swung ponderously with the lurching motions of the vehicle.


  “All right, Scott—I can’t see you any longer,” came Commander Green’s voice over the comsystem. “You’re on your own.”


  “Straight into the woods?”


  “As straight as you can go. Soon you’ll see a small stream—”


  “Crossing it now.”


  “And then, on the other side, a lot of short, thin trees with leaves that look like black cobwebs.”


  “Roger. I’m in them.” O’Brien used a dripping hand to wipe an accumulation of raindrops off his respirahood. “There’s a channel through them that looks pretty well trampled.”


  “That’s it. Just follow it on. And, Scott—keep in touch.”


  “Right.”


  The tractor’s right tread dropped into a depression and the Collard reactor jerked over in that direction, coming down hard on its suspension cable. O’Brien couldn’t understand why the line hadn’t snapped. He decreased speed markedly.


  He glanced up at the black, rolling sky and watched several bolts crash down into the forest. But soon the torrential rain was obscuring even the lightning.


  That, however, was to his advantage, he assured himself. In an Earthside environment, this sort of operation would be carried out under the cover of blackest night. But with Venus’ eternal day, the next best thing was a severe rainstorm to add to the murkiness. That the chance of taking a bolt broadside had also increased was, of course, an added complication.


  “Frank?” he called.


  “Yes?” Yardley’s answer was instant.


  “You sure you’ve got this thing rigged up right? It’s our only shot. I wouldn’t want to blow it.”


  “She’ll go,” the nuclear tech promised. “All you have to do is touch the free wire to the negative pole of your battery. Everything else’ll take care of itself.”


  O’Brien squinted through the rain, checking the twin leads that rose along the suspension cable, curved in and out of the boom’s bracework and dangled down beside the seat. One lead was already grounded on the steering column. The other, well wrapped in makeshift insulation, lay beside the open battery box, anchored there with a piece of plastic cord.


  AGAIN his hood had become almost opaque from perspiration within and the pelting rain without. He removed it and pulled out his shirt tail. While he gave the hood a thorough wiping, he breathed slowly at first, then gaspingly. Venus’ air went in and out without any difficulty. But the “trace” of oxygen was too pitifully inadequate for starved capillaries.


  Swiping the tepid rain from his face, he lowered the hood once more. He imagined he was a bit more comfortable—but only immeasurably so, what with carbonated water and sweat pasting his clothes against his body.


  “Getting anywhere, Scott?” Green asked.


  “I’ve left the saplings—if that’s what they were—behind now. Going into some pretty stout timber.”


  “Just push on straight ahead.”


  “Which way is straight ahead?”


  “You should see a swamp off to your right.”


  “Roger.”


  “Beyond that and a bit off to the left there should be a hill.”


  O’Brien peered past the swinging Collard reactor. “I can just make it out. The rain’s letting up. A hill with no trees on top?”


  “That’s it. From the crest you’ll see the village.”


  “Good enough.”


  The Colonel took his attention momentarily off the swinging powerplant and glanced up at the trees—crazy, grotesque things that reared somberly into the Venusian twilight for perhaps fifty feet or so, then broke out into a ridiculous pattern of twisted branches and impossible foliage.


  Only vegetation like that, he reflected, could be expected to exist on this kind of a world. It was undoubtedly efficient in separating what little oxygen there was from the Venusian atmosphere. But when it got through taking care of its biochemical needs, there was none left to discharge into the air.


  Suddenly Yardley was back on the comsystem. “Scott, I can’t let you go through with this—not when there’s a way out!” O’Brien sighed. “I was hoping you wouldn’t discover the way out for at least another fifteen or twenty minutes.”


  “You know?”


  “Yes, I thought of it. But getting this job done is more important. If we’re talking about the same solution, you’ll know it was a matter of ‘either-or’.”


  “Yes, I see that now,” Yardley acknowledged listlessly. “And I suppose you’re right. Getting rid of that nest of Venutians as quickly as possible is more important.”


  Commander Green’s puzzled voice erupted. “How’s about letting me in on this?


  “Well, we could have blocked off a small section of the cave,” O’Brien explained. “With all the juice this Collard puts out, it wouldn’t have been too hard to set up some sort of electrolytic process. It probably wouldn’t have given off a lot of oxygen—but maybe enough to keep us going.”


  “Sounds great! We could hibernate here until just before Train Beta’s ETA, then rig up the attack deal you’ve got going now.” But exuberance faded from the Commander’s voice as he spoke.


  “Yes?” O’Brien encouraged.


  “Oh, I see. That would give the Venutians four days to figure out some way of smoking us into the open. And then we might not have a shot at their nest before Beta arrives.”


  THE Colonel crested the hill and pulled the tractor to a halt. Ahead, the forest thinned out on the downslope. And perhaps half a mile off was the village—a disarray of huge, clumsy huts of no apparent standard shape or formal design.


  Then he tensed. Four huge Venutians, all carrying stone-tipped spears, were lumbering up the hill. A fifth, lean and slower in his stride, followed. O’Brien recognized him as the one who had twice been to the Alpha Base site.


  He started the tractor forward at full speed. “This is it,” he said calmly into his throat microphone. “There’s a counterattack shaping up below. But I’m going to try and crash through to their nest.”


  “What if you get hemmed in before you reach the village?” Yardley asked.


  “I’ll let it blow right here. We’ll get at least five of them. And the blast should have some effect on the village.”


  He skirted around a tree, half skidded into a ravine and lumbered out again, then broke into an open stretch.


  The four giants had mounted a violent charge. But the fifth was acting as oddly as he had after the death of his companion on the beach. He had seated himself, crossed his arms and legs and bowed his head until touching the ground.


  O’Brien unsheathed the negative lead to the Collard reactor and held it in readiness above the battery box.


  But while he had taken his eyes off the Venutians, he hadn’t noticed that the branch of a scrub tree had gotten caught in the crane’s suspension cable.


  The tractor’s forward momentum had bent the bough like a bow by the time he saw what had happened. Desperately, he tried to brake his speed. But it was too late.


  The branch slipped free and lashed back, catching him full in the chest and catapulting him from the seat.


  Stunned, he struggled up and staggered after the vehicle. But he hesitated, realizing that many things were horribly wrong.


  The tractor, trailing the negative lead that was to have set off the Collard’s chain reaction, was going too fast for him to overtake it.


  Furiously, the giants were bearing down on him.


  And his lungs were convulsing from lack of oxygen.


  As he slumped, suffocating, to the ground, he saw the reason for the latter complication.


  His respirahood—oxygen cylinder and all—had been hurled into the tree and was caught on a branch twenty feet over his head.


  VII


  COMMANDER Green paced the beach near the cave while Yardley sat staring at the forest.


  “It’s no use,” the latter said dejectedly. “It’s been over three hours. He would have set it off by now.”


  “What do you suppose happened?”


  “With him out of radio contact, we can only assume the worst.”


  Green leaned against a boulder and glanced down at the gauge on his oxygen cylinder. It showed only a couple of hours’ supply left. He wondered if the nuclear technician, too, was aware that their cut-off point was only two hours away. At that time, there would be fresh oxygen—but only for the one who would hang on to warn Train Beta.


  Nervously, Yardley scooped up a handful of wet sand, tossed it into the air, caught it and hurled it seaward. Then he disappeared into the cave.


  Green stared at the entrance, shifting his gaze alternately to the forest. He knelt on the beach. With a stiff finger, he inscribed in large letters on the moist sand:


  “I won’t be back. Carry on. Tell Beta hello for me.”


  Purposely, he snapped off his personal transceiver so he wouldn’t have to put up with any argument. Then he struck off inland.


  * * *


  EXEMPLAR L’Jork and Meditators Rin-Au and Lank-Tro sat around staring uncertainly at one another in the overcrowded confines of K’Tawa’s hut. Occasionally they cast impatient glances at the Old One, who was coiled up in Cogitative Posture against the wall—motionless, unbreathing, deep in Withdrawal.


  “I must admit,” Lank-Tro complained, “that I don’t know what’s going on.”


  “K’Tawa’s Meditating,” the Exemplar said evenly.


  “Yes, I know. But why did he want us all in here with him? And why was he so explicit in his insistence that we not Meditate?”


  “Because he wanted us to stay awake.”


  “But if we were Withdrawn, it wouldn’t be so stuffy in here.”


  “He tried to explain, but I didn’t understand. He was in such a hurry to return to Contemplation.”


  Rin’Au betrayed his own confusion. “What’s he Meditating on?”


  “Ultimate Meaning, I believe he said.”


  Rin’Au glanced unappreciatively around him. “I don’t like it—catering to the whim of an old one. I—”


  Lank-Tro sat up sharply and aimed his horn in the direction of the hut’s south wall.


  “I quaze it too,” L’Jork spoke out, “—another little Presence making his way through the forest.”


  “I don’t quaze any danger.”


  “No, but he must be attended to nevertheless.”


  “I’ll get some of the Prephasers to take care of him in the same manner K’Tawa took care of the other intruder.”


  The Exemplar went out of the hut and returned—all in the space of but a short while.


  “Can we be sure there is no longer any danger from the Thing That Crawls?” Rin’Au asked after L’Jork had again seated himself.


  “Absolutely. K’Tawa personally gave it a good quazing. Then he did what had to be done to deprive it of its hazardous potential. Anyway, he had it removed from the immediate area.”


  Silence claimed the hut as the three Meditators quazed clearly that the bold living Presence who had been advancing on the village was properly taken care of by the Prephasers.


  There was much shrill shouting for a while, of course. But what could the little one do against the grip of hands that were so huge, relative to his own?


  Later, when the see-through covering was snatched from his head, there was such a commotion that the Meditators were led to declare they had never quazed such fright.


  THEN K’Tawa stirred and all eyes turned expectantly on him. He disengaged himself from cogitative Posture and took his time going through the Prescribed Exercises.


  Finally L’Jork could wait no longer. “Was your Contemplative Quest as successful as you thought it would be?”


  “Even more so.” The Old One’s eyes were full of wonder and respect, as though they had beheld nothing less than Total Revelation. “Did you dispatch the Prephasers?”


  “They are on their way and should be nearing the cave by now.”


  Lank-Tro added, “But only one of the Presences is still there. The other—”


  “Yes, I quazed what happened.”


  “Your Meditations, K’Tawa,” the Exemplar begged, “—what did you learn?”


  “I might not have learned anything if the direct sight of the little Presence gasping for stale air out there on the hillside hadn’t suggested the final direction of Meditation.”


  “But what did you learn?”


  “The Meanings of a vast Cloud in the Blackness, of another The World, of air that suffocates, of the Great Debacle, of a distant quazehornless one—not an ancestor, because he established a divergent, independent lineage—one who built a huge ship, of—”


  “Get to the point, Old One,” L’Jork urged. “If you have achieved full Eighth-Phase Ascendancy, I should imagine that Origin and Meaning would come through much more coherently.”


  “The incoherence is in the relating, not in the understanding.”


  “Who was this quazehornless ship builder?” Rin’Au asked.


  But the Old One had decided upon his approach. “Imagine a great Cloud coming out of the Darkness far from Onlyland—rather, Vastland. The Cloud is shaped like a spearhead. The people see it and are afraid, for there are no Perpetual Clouds in the way.


  “This thing from the Outer Blackness passes close to The World. It leaves part of itself to settle down into the air. It dumps much water into and through the air—enough to cover practically everything except what we now know as Onlyland. The influence of the Cloud itself, followed by the almost instant grip of water on land, makes the Day Eternal.”


  K’Tawa pinched the bridge of his nose, as though to coax out more of the things he had recalled.


  “Even before the vast Cloud arrives, though,” he went on thoughtfully, “the builder of the ship—I have yet to remember his name—gathers about him a handful of frightened people and loads them aboard his great vessel.”


  “Where did they go?” L’Jork asked, interested.


  “To another The World”—the one that was, rather is closest to what our ancestors called their The World. In that way, the builder established his independent lineage.”


  “And our own lineage?”


  “It derives from the remnants of those who stayed behind—stayed behind and acquired quazehorns and grew in size and learned to avail themselves of ancestral impressions and—oh, yes, I almost forgot: You see, this vast Cloud from the Outer Blackness also brought with it practically all the air that exists today. But it was air that our ancestors couldn’t breathe.” Link-Tro frowned dubiously. “If they couldn’t breathe it, how is it that we can?”


  “Somewhere along the way we learned to breathe it. Rather, we underwent changes that enabled us to breathe it.”


  L’JORK stared across the hut.


  “But you said all this had something to do with the little intruding Presences.”


  “It does. Those Presences descended from the ship builder.”


  “You mean they are covered by the Code of Kinship?”


  K’Tawa nodded soberly.


  “I won’t believe that, although I know you couldn’t consciously falsify. If they are Kin, then why did they kill Zu-Bach?”


  “We overlook one thing. Zu-Bach tried to kill them first. Anyway, they must have lost their knowledge of Origin and Meaning, just as we did—although they seem to have climbed back closer to the level of our common ancestors than we have.”


  K’Tawa bowed his head, only now beginning to appreciate the significance and impact of the Revelations. Kinship had, in a manner of speaking, been actively re-established. And, even from the constricted vantage of the present, the Old One could quaze that life would soon be unrecognizably different for the Onlylanders.


  There would perhaps be not as much stress on the Spiritual, much more on the Material. And there would come the time when the Onlylanders, too, would use the great, shining instruments of the intruders and themselves wander into the Outer Blackness.


  L’Jork broke the silence. “What about the stale-fresh air?”


  “That was the most difficult of all to comprehend. And, when it finally came as I Meditated briefly on the hillside, it didn’t all come from ancestral impressions. Part of it I quazed from the sight of the little Presence gasping for breath beneath the tree.”


  “What about the stale-fresh air?” the Exemplar prodded, trying to guide him more directly to the point.


  “It’s simple now. We learned to breathe the new air that the vast Cloud from the Upper Blackness brought. When we did, we also started breathing out the kind of air that the little Presences must breathe in.”


  K’Tawa glanced sympathetically, almost affectionately at the small Presence who still slept on the floor of the hut. He hadn’t moved since he had been placed there.


  The Old One quazed L’Jork and the two other Meditators. Now they understood. And they didn’t mind that they had to sit around in a stuffy hut so that the little one might not suffocate.


  * * *


  WITH the distant booming of thunder still fresh in his ears, awareness gradually returned to Colonel O’Brien. Sensing an underlying inconsistency, he lay there without moving.


  Then he tensed with the suspicion that it might not have been thunder at all. It had been too regular, modulated by a cadence that was all too suggestive of—


  Abruptly his mind was aswirl with vivid, harrowing recollections of gigantic Venutians bearing down on him, of his respiragear caught irretrievably in the tree, of himself suffocating in the Venusian sea of carbon dioxide and nitrogen.


  Confounded, he lay still and cautiously flicked an eyelid open.


  Right there in his immediate field of vision was a naked foot fully the length of his arm!


  With the motion of but a single eye, he traced the ankle to the massive calf and followed the limb on up to its ponderous kneecap.


  The leg moved slightly and, instantly, O’Brien snapped his eyelid shut. Thank God, he reflected, that he had had the presence of mind to remain absolutely motionless! At least, he might hope for the advantage of surprise.


  Something that felt like a log came out and prodded his shoulder—but not roughly. The giant knew he was awake! Nevertheless, he stayed rigid—until—


  He lurched into a sitting position and his hands shot up to explore his face.


  No hood! Here—in this Venusian hut, apparently—he was breathing normally, comfortably without respiragear!


  His astonishment retreated before burgeoning fear as the nearest Venutian—there were four of them, he saw now—dropped anxiously to his hands and knees and advanced.


  The creature was the one who had been on the beach. And he was smiling. But O’Brien couldn’t tell whether it was an expression of malicious anticipation or amusement or something else entirely.


  He cowered against the wall and dodged the great, sharp horn when he found it poised above him. Then the huge head came within inches of his own, pulled in a mighty lungful of air and—blew it out gently into his face!


  It was pure, fresh—like the exhilarating afterbreath of an Earthside thunderstorm!


  The other Venutians watched as the first repeated the action, then went back to join them.


  O’BRIEN only sat there paralyzed with astonishment. But perhaps it wasn’t so incredible after all. In a metabolism based on the formation of carbon-nitrogen bonds, the carbon dioxide would have to be reduced—in a process analogous to photosynthesis, perhaps—so that carbon would be available for molecular combination. As a result, the left-over oxygen might be discharged from the system!


  He was suddenly aware of the pressure of the microphone against his throat when he heard the earphone’s diaphragm vibrating tinnily in the silence. Retrieving the latter instrument as it dangled from his waistband, he positioned it in place.


  Yardley was shouting, “Green, where are you? Come back! Something’s happened!”


  O’Brien answered, “Yardley, what is it? Where are you?”


  “Scott! Good God, but you can’t be alive!”


  “I’m here in the village—with the Venutians.”


  “What?” There was utter disbelief in the nuclear tech’s response. “But your oxygen gave out hours ago!”


  “Apparently I don’t need any—not here, at least. What—” A third voice broke in on the comsystem. “Scott! Is that you—here in the village?” Green demanded.


  “Yes, you see, I—what do you mean—here in the village?”


  “That’s where I am. I got jumped in the forest and they took me into one of their huts and relieved me of my hood and—”


  “And you aren’t having any trouble breathing.”


  “No, of course not. You aren’t either. Why?”


  “There’re a few Venutians in there with you?”


  “Three.”


  “As I thought,” O’Brien disclosed.


  “You know what’s going on?”


  “I think so. I’ll explain later.”


  One of the Venutians, the same one, had come forward again—but still not threateningly. He looked up occasionally and smiled as he traced designs on the hut’s soft-mud floor.


  Yardley finally broke in. “Well I wish somebody would explain it to me. About half an hour ago three Venutians showed up on the beach. One was dragging the tractor-crane and the Mark IV reactor. Another had our standby Del Rouad transceiver capsule. The third brought the backup cap with all the reserve O2 cylinders. I don’t know where they got them, but the stuff is all in front of the cave now.”


  “In which case,” O’Brien said smugly, “you might mount the tractor, drop the Collard power-plant and come pick us up. And, oh yes, you’ll find some spare respirahoods packed in with the O2 cylinders. Bring a couple along.”


  The now obviously friendly Venutian had finished his sketch. He stepped back and proudly gestured toward it.


  He had thumbed a large depression in the floor and drawn three concentric circles around it. In each circle he had thumbed another indentation. He touched the second largest circle and spread his arm all-inclusively around him. Then he touched the largest and pointed to O’Brien.


  It was evident that these Venutians, their gaze forever obscured by an eternally unbroken cloud cover, somehow had access to knowledge beyond their apparent reach. “How,” O’Brien decided, would have to be explained later—as would their humanoid forms and their sudden reversal in temperament.


  “Scott,” Green said, “there’s a lot we have to learn about these natives.”


  “An awful lot. And I think we’re going to run into a few surprises along the way.”


  “What about Train Beta?” Yardley wanted to know.


  “Come pick us up and we’ll set up the Del Rouad so we can contact them. We ought to let them know that everything’s positive in the Recovery Area.”


  THE END


  TILL LIFE DO US PART


  Robert Presslie


  The colony worlds were modern and progressive, while the remnant of Mankind left behind on Earth became more and more decadent.


  Spence Logan never gave a dull party in his life. One glance as I entered the spacious room told me his latest death party was unlikely to spoil his record.


  The room was tightly packed with guests but I was just that few inches taller than most of them and I was able to catch a glimpse of him at the far side of the room.


  Anyone not knowing the set-up would have called me a liar if I had told them Spence Logan had been dead for two centuries.


  But the guests were fully aware of the set-up. They would not have been present otherwise. With the exception of myself, everyone was either a deathmember or a liferenter. And I was no gate-crasher. Before I left Venus I told him I was coming and why I was coming. He had the gall to send me a written invitation. One ship, all the way from Earth to Venus, carrying nothing but one letter. He also had the money to make the gesture.


  Since we had both, ostensibly at any rate, placed our cards on the table, I saw no reason for delaying the moment of our meeting. I started to make my way towards him. With something like a hundred people between our respective positions, I decided my best bet was to avoid attempting to cross the room diagonally. Instead I chose to circle my way round its perimeter.


  The party was already in full swing. It had all the ingredients of a Spence Logan orgy.


  Microtonic pseudo-music was writhing its suggestive cacophony through the buzz and chatter of conversation and laughter. Chemical cocktails splashed unheedingly from goblets as I pushed my way through the crowd.


  Logan’s caterers had fixed the lights so that the whole scene was bathed—for the moment anyhow—in a pool of aquamarine blue. Between the heads of the guests and the high domed ceiling there was a cloud that reeked of every prurient narcotic smoke I had ever heard of. The tobacco tube in my mouth practically branded me as a saint among sinners.


  There was an overtone to the smoke that I could not quite place at first. Then I was squeezing my way between two women and I recognised the sickly smell of carbon tetrachloride and I wondered just how much depravity they had been through if they had to resort to inhaling carbotet before they could even begin to get a sex kick.


  I was just getting used to the sight of blue complexions when the lights changed colour and stage-lit the gathering in a bilious shade of gall-bladder green. To me the colour only conjured up a vision of vomit. But everyone else screamed and I guessed there was some erotic significance which I was too out-worldly to dig.


  Maybe, I thought, the colour reminded them that they were half a thousand feet below the Atlantic Ocean. If so, I still did not get the significance. Up top on the surface, Earth was as much as ever a place of beauty, a sight that had caught my breath as I disembarked from my ship.


  But who lived on the surface these days? And if it was smart and with it to have your domain below the surface of the ground it was twice as smart to have it under the ocean. The difficulty of building and maintaining equable living quarters under the pressing weight of the seas was a mark of financial standing. Personally I would rather have been back on Venus where natural air was good enough to breathe where men still found pleasure in work, where people preferred life to death.


  I made slow progress round the room. Trying to squeeze my way past some of the more ecstatic groups was like shoving against a wall. They were too high on dope and drink to realise I wanted to get through, too deafened by the synthetic music to hear my requests for a free passage and too self-centred to care even if they had heard.


  Politeness had no effect. Brute force was the only alternative. I had just shouldered an obstructing group out of my way when something else stopped me.


  It hit me sharply on the right hip. I looked down. It was the console of the automatic musicmaker.


  By this time I had had enough of Spence Logan’s guests anyhow so it was a fifty-fifty mixture of anger and wish for reprisal that made me stab a finger at the cancellation button.


  The silence of the musicmaker was barely noticeable with the prevailing hullabaloo of voices. I reset the tonality dial, moved the indicator from the microtonal position. I never had liked the scale chopped up into quarter tones and sixth tones. I chose the old-fashioned but more pleasant harmonic major scale, punched a yellow tab three times to set the key at E flat, moved the appropriate selector to three-four time, picked G, B flat and C for the first three notes and let the musicmaker do the rest.


  The opening bars promised a reasonable facsimile of a Strauss waltz.


  “Well, well,” said a voice close to my ear. “And they told me time-travel was impossible.”


  She looked no more than eighteen, judging by the freshness of her complexion and the sparkle of her eyes. We were pressed pretty close together but I saw enough to give me a sketch of the full picture which I took to be one of a petite and shapely female.


  “If you mean what I think you mean,” I said, “you are right. I like the old stuff.”


  She wrinkled her nose in a cute confidential smile. “I’m a secret addict myself,” she said. And with refreshing directness she asked, “What’s your name?”


  “Charles van Beer.”


  “Mine’s Gail Winton,” she said. Then her eyes flicked in a double-take. “Charles van Beer! The man who owns about half of Venus—”


  I tried to match the gaiety of her mood by sloughing a few of my years and some of the dignity they had brought.


  “You exaggerate, Miss Winton. Mind you. I’m not saying I’ll starve in my old age.”


  “Starve! I should say not. And call me Gail. Besides, you’re not old.”


  She had a staccato way of changing subjects.


  I changed subjects myself, brought the conversation closer to hand. “How did a kid like you get roped into one of Spence Logan’s parties? I take it you’re not a deathmember.”


  “Neither are you if it comes to that.”


  “I’m too old to die.”


  “There you go again. Always on about your age.”


  “Gail, I’m over fifty. Barring accidents I should have as many years ahead of me as I have behind me. When the time comes for me to die it will be a natural death.”


  She caught the stress I had put on the word natural.


  “You don’t approve of deathmembership and liferenting, I take it?”


  “That’s right. And I’m surprised that you do. You look like a decent girl.”


  “What has that got to do with it? Look at it from my point of view. I’m not rich like you and most of them here. My father is only a topside spaceport engineer. What future do I have? A normal lifespan—then nothing. So when somebody like Spence Logan comes along and offers me a fortune for my body—”


  Disgust forced me to interrupt her. “You want to be a liferenter?”


  “Why not? I lose nothing by it.”


  She was mistaken. I could have told her she was making the same error that all liferenters made, an error of human values.


  Deathmembership had been invented two centuries earlier by Spence Logan. This, at least, was the common belief, but the truth was that the discovery had been made by a research team working for the Logan Chemical Corporation. Logan had killed the discovery before it got as far as the Patent Office and had appropriated it—and the credit thereby attached—for himself.


  The basis of the discovery was a drug called Limbothene, a synthetic chemical based on a natural compound found in the thymus of hibernating animals. Hence its several nickmanes such as Tortoise Juice or Hedgehog Blood. Limbothene had the property of putting the human body into a state of suspended animation, a kind of perpetual hibernation which could only be cancelled by the injection of adrenalin into the heart.


  Credit, or discredit, can be given to Logan for one piece of perception. About the same time as Limbothene was emerging from his research laboratories the technique of personality transference was evolved by Lazarus Fisher, an obscure but brilliant specialist in mental disorders. The method of personality transference, an astonishingly simple combination of VHF radio and encephalo-electrics, was less important to Fisher than its purpose.


  Lazarus Fisher was a keen gardener in his spare time. From his knowledge that a sick plant can sometimes be given a new lease of life by transference to a new pot, he wondered if the process of transferring sick minds from one body to another for short periods would repair the disorder of the mind. His initial experiments, in which he paired mental patients and exchanged their personalities so that Black’s mind and personality inhabited White’s body and vice versa, were dismal failures. And the process of personality transference would have been shelved into oblivion except for one thing—the fact that Fisher’s daughter, Fran, was one of Spence Logan’s most intimate friends.


  Fran Fisher told Logan about her father’s work. Logan immediately saw how he could use it in conjunction with Limbothene.


  On its own, Limbothene promised immortality. But what good was immortality to a man if he was not awake and aware to appreciate it? However, if a man put his body into cold storage under the influence of Limbothene and found someone willing to sleep in that body while he rented his own body to the personality of the first man, then a form of true immortality was available.


  There was an apparent flaw in the scheme in that the finding of liferenters ought to have been difficult. But Spence Logan had no such difficulty. As always, he found that money in sufficient quantity could buy anything. Even a man’s body.


  Two centuries ago Spence Logan’s body had been laid in the first of the underwater deathmember vaults and Logan had gone out into the world in the vessel of flesh and blood that had once been known to others as Noel Thorne, an accounts clerk in the Logan chemical empire.


  With Noel Thorne asleep in the body in the vault, Logan had proceeded to live it up for ten years. So went the dossier of information that had brought me to Earth. His constant companion had been Fran Fisher, by this time deathmember Number Two and the occupant of the body of Della Cook, another employee of Logan’s.


  When the years began to take their toll, Spence Logan and Fran Fisher found two new liferenters. The ageing, worn-out bodies of Noel Thorne and Della Cook, were returned to their rightful owners who, with the money Logan had given them, proceeded to find liferenters for themselves and sent their own second-hand bodies to vaults three and four. And so the sick domain of Spence Logan grew.


  “Darling! You got here at last.”


  The female who had joined us was tall, sleek and expensively groomed. The face and figure I did not know. But the bold insolent look of the eyes, projected by the person within, gave me all the identity aid that was necessary.


  “Miss Fisher?” I said, hardly making any question of it.


  “That’s right, Charlie boy,” she said, and I winced at the familiarity. “Don’t be such a prig,” she went on. “Call me Fran.”


  Since I had not come this far just to be polite I said, “Very well, I will. On one condition. That you call me Charles. Or Mister van Beer. Or simply van Beer. But Charlie I will not tolerate. Do I make myself clear—Fran?”


  She was invulnerable however. Centuries of being one of the chosen elite had given her a poise that was unshakable. She leaned across Gail Winton, caught me unawares and kissed me. And while she did it her eyes never closed but gazed brazenly into mine, flaunting her arrogance.


  “Charles,” she purred,” Charles van Beer, knight errant from Venus, come to wicked old Earth to slay the bad dragon. That about sums up your intention, doesn’t it? Only I’m afraid you are in for a disappointment, darling. We can’t offer you the conventional damsel in distress. And the dragon still has a great deal of fire in his belly.”


  She saw my glance at Gail.


  “Your damsel in distress? Are you a damsel in distress, my child? Mister van Beer is under the impression that your innocence is in danger of being sullied. Tell the dear man. Tell him how you were bullied and coerced into coming here. Tell him how the dragon carried you off from your ivory tower and is planning to—”


  Gail interrupted. “Don’t tease him, Fran. Anyhow, he knows already that I am here of my own free will.”


  My emotions were mixed. I was grateful for the intercession on my behalf yet my pride was injured that it should have been necessary for a slip of a girl to defend a man of my years and experience.


  I said, “Maybe the damsel doesn’t realise she is in distress.”


  Fran Fisher laughed.


  She said, “Where do you Venusians live? In monasteries and nunneries? I can assure you, Charlie—I beg your pardon, Charles—that what girls of her age don’t know down here isn’t worth knowing. Besides, nothing is settled yet. She can still change her mind. If she wants to. Do you, my dear?”


  Gail gave me a look of apology as she shook her head.


  “That only proves my point,” I said to Fran Fisher. “For all her sophistication she still doesn’t realise that she has taken the bait that was dangled in front of her eyes.”


  “Bait, dear Charles?”


  “Double bait, Miss Fisher. Today a cash-down payment for the purchase of one soul. Later the promise of pseudoimmortality when she uses the cash to buy herself a deathmembership.”


  “Really, Sir Galahad! You might at least get your facts right. We don’t buy souls. Only bodies.”


  “You can’t corrupt one without corrupting the other.”


  “Who’s corrupting? We borrow the body for a few years; we give it back. Tell me, does this body look corrupted to you?”


  “To be brutally frank—yes it does.”


  Fran Fisher’s green eyes twitched ever so slightly at the corners. I knew that for the first time I had got through to her; succeeded in hurting the ego beneath the flesh and blood. But it was not until later that I knew why.


  She smiled. It was the kind of smile that only a bitchy woman can produce to perfection.


  “Charles,” she said, drawing the name out long and caressingly, “I could so easily learn to hate you.”


  “At your convenience,” I parried.


  “Or love you,” she continued, as if she had not heard me, “That is if Spence wouldn’t mind. But I rather think he would mind very much. Spence is quite attached to his Fran, as you may have heard. It’s quite a compliment really. To have one man’s devoted love for two centuries. Don’t you think?”


  “Love?” I said. “Or the mating of two polluted personalities in the ultimate of perversion?”


  She snuggled her way between Gail and myself. Up close I could see by the dancing lights in her eyes that she was thoroughly angry. Yet she struggled to maintain the same bantering tone as she said, “Well, well. Now the claws are beginning to show. And I had been told that Charles van Beer of Venus was the prototype of gentility and gallantry. But it seems he is capable also of ugly thoughts and spits out words like perversion.”


  “I suppose you call it two hundred years of fidelity.”


  “Something like that. I certainly don’t see how it can be called perversion.”


  I thought about it; tried to estimate how many liferenters’ bodies Fran Fisher and Spence Logan had coupled. I thought about things like a young girl renting a body that had been hitherto chaste and getting it back in a state it would never have degenerated to with its rightful occupant. I thought about how the same girl, taking repossession of her body, must inevitably become as spiritually degraded as her body—on the principle that the contents must assume the shape of the container.


  I thought about all these things but said none of them. The logic would have been wasted on Fran Fisher. She had her way of thinking. I had mine. There was no common ground on which they could even approach a meeting.


  “Miss Fisher,” I said. “I am not going to argue. I don’t need to. You see, your whole set-up ends tonight.”


  She laughed. This time it was from genuine amusement.


  She said, “Spence might have other ideas. You don’t imagine, do you, that he permitted you to come here without taking precautions?”


  “Certainly not. But I am not quite as stupid as you seem to think. It was very obvious that he would take precautions. So, in turn, I took precautions against any conceivable precautions of his.”


  “You think you did. Evidently you have underestimated Spence. You’ll see.”


  “I intend to. And if you will back off a little I might be able to get round the room to Logan.”


  She put out a hand. For a moment I wondered what was coming: a pat on the cheek or a slap. I got neither. One second the hand was close to my face and I was staring at a huge emerald on her middle finger. Then her thumb moved. The emerald flipped back on a tiny hinge and a fine mist sprayed into my nose, eyes and mouth from the miniature aerosol under the emerald.


  “Don’t worry,” said the Fisher woman. “It’s not narcotic. Only a temporary euphoric so you won’t feel too disappointed when you find that you wasted your time coming here. You might even get happy enough to forget what you came for and be able to join in the fun and games.”


  Whatever the drug was it certainly worked fast. Already I could feel a definite elation. The sensation was similar to having three quick brandies on an empty stomach.


  I had decided to deprive myself of the pleasure of Fran Fisher’s company anyhow, and when the lighting system did a rapid shift from green to sodium yellow, that clinched it. On top of the aerosol intoxicant, the things that the yellow light did to her complexion made my stomach heave.


  Her parting words were, “If you’re going over to see Spence, darling, don’t forget what I told you about the dragon still having fire in his belly.”


  It took me over thirty minutes to get through the crowd and within reach of Spence Logan.


  A thing that struck me as peculiar and significant was the complete indifference with which I was treated. They must have known who I was, yet nobody stared and nobody seemed afraid of what I might do. I considered the possibility that Logan had not told them I was coming with the intention of destroying them. That would account for their nonchalance. Yet in a tightly closed community like theirs a stranger must be immediately evident. But they showed indifference. I concluded that they knew who I was, why I was there and that they had such supreme confidence in Logan’s ability to thwart my intentions that they could afford to be indifferent.


  Logan was engrossed in an animated discussion with a quartet of young girls. They looked equally beautiful and surprisingly intelligent.


  It sounded as if one of them said something about threpsological equilibrium. I thought another one was talking about pharmacogenetics. I also thought about what kind of drug Fran Fisher had doused me with that could induce hallucinations of this sort.


  “Logan,” I said, since he looked like he would never notice me. “Logan, I want to talk to you.”


  “Amuse yourselves,” he dismissed the girls.


  To me, he said, “I thought you were never coming across. I heard you had arrived. Welcome to Loganville, van Beer. What do you think of it?”


  Maybe it was the drug but it seemed to me he was smiling—and with real pleasure.


  “It stinks!”


  He laughed. “I shouldn’t have asked. You’re prejudiced.”


  “Not only me, Logan. I’m just the spokesman for everyone on Venus. I think what they think.”


  “And they think my underwater world of near immortality should be blown to hell?”


  “With me as the man who pushes the plunger of the detonator.”


  Logan’s eyes softened, his expression sobered. “I’m sorry to have to hurt your feelings, van Beer—and I mean that—but there is nothing you can do to destroy this place. On the other hand, I hope to be able to salve the injury to your dignity by convincing you that everything you believe about me is utterly wrong. It is my further hope that you will stay to join us.”


  “Spare me your pity, Logan. You’ll need it all for yourself. As for your hopes . . . well, I’d say you were suffering from senile decay. You might look young but you haven’t been able to stop your faculties from dimming.”


  “Charles,” said Logan, “I was going to be as gentle as possible. Your attitude, however, forces me to hurt you.”


  I thought about the subaquatic missile lying three miles off on the sea-bed. I thought about whether I should trigger it now.


  Logan cut into my thoughts.


  He said, “You can send the signal if you like Charles. Go ahead. The transmitter is sewn under a flap of skin in your left armpit. You can energise it and it will send its signal. But the missile won’t react.”


  I tried to focus some coherence out of the chaos in my mind. The missile could have been found by search. But the transmitter? Nobody had frisked me. The only way it could have been detected was by . . .


  “Exactly, Charles. By telepathy. I’ve studied you well. I assessed that you would feel it necessary to tell me about my wicked ways before you did anything drastic. So I felt perfectly safe in taking no precautions until you actually arrived at my party. As soon as Fran Fisher told me your intended modus operandi then I sent instructions for the missile to be made harmless.”


  “But Fran never—”


  I struggled with the implications before me. “She’s telepathic too?”


  “That is only one of the advantages of deathmembership. The mind doesn’t—as you implied a moment ago—decay. It grows. It reaches extreme stages of development that were never possible in a normal life-span. I think we had better leave the crowd. Come with me.”


  Bemused by his words and befuddled by the euphoric drug I followed Spence Logan without argument.


  We seemed to spend hours tramping along innumerable corridors, turning off to the right and the left time after time. I had no way of knowing whether we were making for the innermost heart of the sub-oceanic world or for the outside of it. Once I thought I recognised a lock similar to the one through which I had entered Logan’s kingdom from the diving capsule that was the only way down to it. But otherwise I was lost in the maze of passages.


  Logan reminded me of his mental prowess when he said, “We’re going inwards.”


  We erupted from one corridor into a tremendous room. To me it looked empty as we walked across the bare metallic floor.


  “This is where we keep the bodies,” Logan said. “In slide drawers in the walls,” he added. “Like a morgue I suppose you would say.”


  I said nothing, but continued to follow him across the vault, along a short passage and into a room than was even bigger than the body store.


  “Remind you of anything?” asked Logan.


  The effects of the drug were passing from the initial bemusing stage to the ultimate sense of well-being. I felt calm and contented. My antagonism to Logan and his corrupt world was as strong as ever. But it no longer blinded me. I was prepared to discuss our differences rationally.


  I answered his question: “Reduce this room to about one twentieth of its size and it could pass for the control room of the ship that brought me from Venus to Earth.”


  He gave me the kind of look a teacher gives to a dumb pupil who has unexpectedly given a correct answer.


  There were seats in this room. A great ring of seats facing the instrument panels. Logan got into one, motioned for me to sit beside him.


  “You don’t like me,” he said. It was not a question. “Quite apart from my connection with perpetuating a few lives you still don’t like me. Shall I tell you why?”


  I shrugged. “You’re the mindreader.”


  “Basically it’s jealousy, Charles. You are a rich man yourself. What you would call a selfmade man. You’ve worked hard to get what you have. And you resent my wealth because in the first place I inherited it and secondly because I salted it down two centuries ago and it has been growing ever since.”


  He didn’t wait for comment. Anyhow there was truth in what he said.


  “Next,” he continued, “there is the matter of Venus. Of which you say you are the spokesman.”


  “You’re damn right I am.” There was no heat in my words. But while I was prepared to take any of his personal remarks without feeling the need for self-justification, I could not forget my obligations to my fellow worldsmen.


  “I know,” said Logan. “You see yourself as the champion of—”


  “You’re wrong. It’s not like that. How do you think they feel? When Earth got too crowded their ancestors pioneered the colonisation of Venus. For two centuries they’ve had to work their guts out making a barren world into a home. They work while you play and naturally they don’t like it. Neither do they like seeing Earth going to waste. What remains down here now that we and Mars have skimmed off the surplus population? Topside you’ve got a few spaceports, a handful of synthesiser factories for the basic needs of the few people left. Plus this place at the bottom of the sea. And what does it contain? Hedonists, pleasure seeking egotists, parasites. Is this the ultimate destiny of Earth? We don’t think so.”


  I expected Logan to shoot back at me with venom. Instead he still had that look of pity on his face. In his eyes there was no venom. Not even levity, which I also expected. In his eyes there was an expression of solemnity.


  He said, “I take it you’ve heard of Lazarus Fisher and his experiments with sick minds. But did you know why his experiments failed?”


  “Does it matter? You made use of his work.”


  “They failed because the transferred personalities did not fit the bodies they were switched to. If you were here any other day except today you would notice how easy it is to distinguish a deathmember—he doesn’t fit his borrowed body.”


  “Any other day?” I asked.


  He touched his face. He said, “This is me. My own body. The same goes for Fran Fisher and the others at my party. We can live a maximum of only thirty days in transference. During those thirty days the mental agony of being in the wrong container builds up to a point where insanity would result if we did not revert to our own bodies for one day. So for one day per month we are ourselves. And for one day per month we relax. Admittedly we go to extremes. But there is no alternative. Except insanity.”


  “You mean these parties don’t go on all the time?”


  “Only twelve times a year.”


  “Then,” I said, “if it’s such a terrible thing to be a deathmember, why—?”


  “Why?” he interrupted. “Look in front of you. Look at those instrument panels and remember what you yourself said they reminded you of.”


  Not being entirely dimwitted, I caught on. “Space? The whole thing? The entire suboceanic structure is really a gigantic spaceship?”


  “Almost,” he said. “We’ve almost done it. For two centuries we have worked with one goal in mind. We have suffered torment, gambled with madness. Hedonists you call us! Masoschists more likely. But it has been worth it.”


  He spoke now with the enthusiasm of a fanatic.


  I reminded him, “We have already conquered space. There are millions of us on Mars and Venus to prove it.”


  He pounced on my statement.


  He said, “You swam a little river, that’s all. Then when you got to the other side you pitched your tent and forgot about the ocean that still had to be crossed. You are the guilty one, Charles, not me. You, and the others like you, got as far as Venus and Mars—then you stopped. Given brand new worlds you made them carbon copies of the Earth you had known. And that was enough for you. Ambition died, too easily sated. I know what you’re going to say: It was a Herculean task in itself to make your planets comfortable. I’m not arguing. Because that is precisely why some of us chose to stay behind.”


  “To avoid the work?”


  “To continue the real work, Charles. In a human lifespan the brain doesn’t have time to develop fully. And just when it has a paltry store of knowledge it dies. The next generation has to start all over again. There is no continuity. But we made continuity by using Fisher’s system of personality transference. We gave ourselves time to learn. And, by God, we learned! Some of our deathmembers can mathematically outstrip a computer. Some have worked on the known but hitherto unfathomable link between space and time. And we have almost made the breakthrough.”


  He let his arms flop loosely at his sides.


  “I’ve said my piece, Charles. Now I’m asking you to stay and help us finish the task. We’ll take you and a hundred of your best brains. For the price of endless mental pain you can help us and share the prize.”


  He took my shoulder, forced me to face him.


  “The stars, Charles,” he said. “We’ve got to get to the stars. What do you say?”


  I thought about the things I owned on Venus. Valued them against the priceless worth of a dream. I thought about the things I didn’t own. The things I had been too busy to acquire. Things like a woman’s love. I thought about Gail Winton.


  All of this thinking took less than a handful of seconds before I put my hand on his.


  “Logan,” I said. “I fancy getting my feet wet. In that ocean you mentioned.”


  THE ENCOUNTER


  J.G. Ballard


  In the famed short story, The Lady or the Tiger? the reader had to decide for himself whether the hero opened the door leading to the beautiful maiden or the killer beast. In this keenly penetrating story of man’s humanity to man, you are given, in effect, the same problems: Did Andrew Ward see the flying saucer, or did he see a man who needed to have his vision corroborated?


  WHEN Dr Andrew Ward joined the Hubble Memorial Institute at Mount Vernon Observatory he never imagined that the closest of his new acquaintances would be an amateur star-gazer and spare-time prophet called Charles Kandinski, tolerantly regarded by the Observatory professionals as a madman. In fact, had either he or Professor Cameron, the Institute’s Deputy Director, known just how far he was to be prepared to carry this friendship before his two-year tour at the Institute was over, Ward would certainly have left Mount Vernon the day he arrived and would never have become involved in the bizarre and curiously ironic tragedy which was to leave an ineradicable stigma upon his career.


  * * *


  Professor Cameron first introduced him to Kandinski. About a week after Ward came to the Hubble he and Cameron were lunching together in the Institute cafeteria.


  “We’ll go down to Vernon Gardens for coffee,” Cameron said when they finished dessert. “I want to get a shampoo for Edna’s roses and then we’ll sit in the sun for an hour and watch the girls go by.” They strolled out through the terrace tables towards the parking lot. A mile away, beyond the conifers thinning out on the slopes above them, the three great Vernon domes gleamed like white marble against the sky. “Incidentally, you can meet the opposition.”


  “Is there another observatory at Vernon?” Ward asked as they set off along the drive in Cameron’s Buick. “What is it an Air Force weather station?”


  “Have you ever heard of Charles Kandinski?” Cameron said. “He wrote a book called The Landings from Outer Space. It was published about three years ago.”


  Ward shook his head doubtfully. They slowed down past the checkpoint at the gates and Cameron waved to the guard. “Is that the man who claims to have seen extra-terrestrial beings? Martians or Venusians. That’s Kandinski. Not only seen them,” Professor Cameron added. “He’s talked to them. Charles works at a caf in Vernon Gardens. We know him fairly well.”


  “He runs the other observatory?”


  “Well, an old 4-inch MacDonald Refractor mounted in a bucket of cement. You probably wouldn’t think much of it, but I wish we could see with our two-fifty just a tenth of what he sees.”


  Ward nodded vaguely. The two observatories at which he had worked previously, Cape Town and the Milan Astrographie, had both attracted any number of cranks and charlatans eager to reveal their own final truths about the cosmos, and the prospect of meeting Kandinski interested him only slightly. “What is he?” he asked. “A practical joker, or just a lunatic?”


  PROFESSOR Cameron propped his glasses on to his forehead and negotiated a tight hairpin. “Neither,” he said.


  Ward smiled at Cameron, idly studying his plump cherubic face with its puckish mouth and keen eyes. He knew that Cameron enjoyed a modest reputation as a wit. “Has he ever claimed in front of you that he’s seen a . . . Venusian?”


  “Often,” Professor Cameron said. “Charles lectures two or three times a week about the landings to the women’s societies around here and put himself completely at our disposal. I’m afraid we had to tell him he was a little too advanced for us. But wait until you meet him.”


  Ward shrugged and looked out at the long curving peach terraces lying below them, gold and heavy in the August heat. They dropped a thousand feet and the road widened and joined the highway which ran from the Vernon” Gardens across the desert to Santa Vera and the coast.


  Vernon Gardens was the nearest town to the Observatory and most of it had been built within the last few years, evidently with an eye on the tourist trade. They passed a string of blue and pink-washed houses, a school constructed of glass bricks and an abstract Baptist chapel. Along the main thoroughfare the shops and stores were painted in bright jazzy colors, the vivid awnings and neon signs like street scenery in an experimental musical.


  Professor Cameron turned off into a wide tree-lined square and parked by a cluster of fountains in the centre. He and Ward walked towards the cafs—Al’s Fresco Diner, Ylla’s, the Dome—which stretched down to the sidewalk. Around the square were a dozen gift-shops filled with cheap souvenirs: silverplate telescopes and models of the great Vernon dome masquerading as ink-stands and cigar-boxes, plus a juvenile omnium gatherum of miniature planetaria, space helmets and plastic 3-D star atlases.


  The caf to which they went was decorated in the same futuristic motifs. The chairs and tables were painted a drab aluminium grey, their limbs and panels cut in random geometric shapes. A silver rocket ship, ten feet long, its paint peeling off in rusty strips, reared up from a pedestal among the tables. Across it was painted the caf’s name.


  “The Site Tycho.”


  A large mobile had been planted in the ground by the sidewalk and dangled down over them, its vanes and struts flashing in the sun. Gingerly Professor Cameron pushed it away. “I’ll swear that damn thing is growing,” he confided to Ward. “I must tell Charles to prune it.” He lowered himself into a chair by one of the open-air tables, put on a fresh pair of sunglasses and focused them at the long brown legs of a girl sauntering past.


  LEFT alone for the moment, Ward looked around him and picked at a cellophane transfer of a ringed planet glued to the table-top. The Site Tycho was also used as a small science fiction exchange library. A couple of metal bookstands stood outside the caf door, where a soberly dressed middle-aged man, obviously hiding behind his upturned collar, worked his way quickly through the rows of paperbacks. At another table a young man with an intent, serious face was reading a magazine. His high cerebrotonic forehead was marked across the temple by a ridge of pink tissue, which Ward wryly decided was a lobotomy scar.


  “Perhaps we ought to show our landing permits,” he said to Cameron when after three or four minutes no one had appeared to serve them. “Or at least get our pH’s checked.”


  Professor Cameron grinned. “Don’t worry, no customs, no surgery.” He took his eyes off the sidewalk for a moment. “This looks like him now.”


  A tall, bearded man in a short-sleeved tartan shirt and pale green slacks came out of the caf towards them with two cups of coffee on a tray.


  “Hello, Charles,” Cameron greeted him. “There you are. We were beginning to think we’d lost ourselves in a timetrap.”


  The tall man grunted something and put the cups down. Ward guessed that he was about 55 years old. He was well over six feet tall, with a massive sunburnt head and lean but powerfully muscled arms.


  “Andrew, this is Charles Kandinski.” Cameron introduced the two men. “Andrew’s come to work for me, Charles. He photographed all those Cepheids for the Milan Conference last year.”


  Kandinski nodded. His eyes examined Ward critically but showed no signs of interest.


  “I’ve been telling him all about you, Charles,” Cameron went on, “and how we all follow your work. No further news yet, I trust?”


  Kandinski’s lips parted in a slight smile. He listened politely to Cameron’s banter and looked out over the square, his great seamed head raised to the sky.


  “Andrew’s read your book, Charles,” Cameron was saying. “Very interested. He’d like to see the originals of those photographs. Wouldn’t you Andrew?”


  “Yes, I certainly would,” Ward said.


  KANDINSKI gazed down at him again. His expression was not so much penetrating as detached and impersonal, as if he were assessing Ward with an utter lack of bias, so complete, in fact, that it left no room for even the smallest illusion. Previously Ward had only seen this expression in the eyes of the very old. “Good,” Kandinski said. “At present they are in a safe deposit box at my bank, but if you are serious I will get them out.”


  Just then two young women wearing wide-brimmed Rapallo hats made their way through the tables. They sat down and smiled at Kandinski. He nodded to Ward and Cameron and went over to the young women, who began to chatter to him animatedly.


  “Well, he seems popular with them,” Ward commented. “He’s certainly not what I anticipated. I hope I didn’t offend him over the plates. He was taking you seriously.”


  “He’s a little sensitive about them,” Cameron explained. “The famous dustbin-lid flying saucers. You mustn’t think I bait him, though. To tell the truth I hold Charles in great respect. When all’s said and done, we’re in the same racket.”


  “Are we?” Ward said doubtfully. “I haven’t read his book, Does he say in so many words that he saw and spoke to a visitor from Venus?”


  “Precisely. Don’t you believe him?”


  Ward laughed and looked through the coins in his pocket, leaving one on the table. “I haven’t tried to yet. You say the whole thing isn’t a hoax?”


  “Of course not.”


  “How do you explain it then? Compensation-fantasy or—”


  Professor Cameron smiled. “Wait until you know Charles a little better.”


  “I already know the man’s messianic,” Ward said dryly. “Let me guess the rest. He lives on yoghurt, weaves his own clothes, and stands on his head all night, reciting the Bhagavadgita backwards.”


  “He doesn’t,” Cameron said, still smiling at Ward. “He happens to be a big man who suffers from barber’s rash. I thought he’d have you puzzled.”


  WARD pulled the transfer off the table. Some science fantast had skilfully pencilled in an imaginary topography on the planet’s surface. There were canals, craters and lake systems named Verne, Wells and Bradbury. “Where did he see this Venusian?” Ward asked, trying to keep the curiosity out of his voice.


  “About twenty miles from here, out in the desert off the Santa Vera highway. He was picnicking with some friends, went off for a stroll in the sandhills and ran straight into the space-ship. His friends swear he was perfectly normal both immediately before and after the landing, and all of them saw the inscribed metallic tablet which the Venusian pilot left behind. Some sort of ultimatum, if I remember, warning mankind to abandon all its space programmes. Apparently someone up there does not like us.”


  “Has he still got the tablet?” Ward asked.


  “No. Unluckily it combusted spontaneously in the heat. But Charles managed to take a photograph of it.”


  Ward laughed. “I bet he did. It sounds like a beautifully organized hoax. I suppose he made a fortune out of his book?”


  “About 150 dollars. He had to pay for the printing himself. Why do you think he works here? The reviews were too unfavorable. People who read science fiction apparently dislike flying saucers, and everyone else dismissed him as a lunatic.” He stood up. “We might as well get back.”


  As they left the caf Cameron waved to Kandinski, who was still talking to the young women. They were leaning forward and listening with rapt attention to whatever he was saying.


  “What do the people in Vernon Gardens think of him?” Ward asked as they moved away under the trees.


  “Well, it’s a curious thing, almost without exception those who actually know Kandinski are convinced he’s sincere and that he saw an alien space craft, while at the same time realizing the absolute impossibility of the whole story.”


  “I know God exists, but I cannot believe in him?”


  “Exactly. Naturally, most people in Vernon think he’s crazy. About three months after he met the Venusian, Charles saw another UFO chasing its tail over the town. He got the Fire Police out, alerted the Radar Command chain and even had the National Guard driving around town ringing a bell. Sure enough, there were two white blobs diving about in the clouds. Unfortunately for Charles, they were caused by the headlights of one of the asparagus farmers in the valley doing some night spraying. Charles was the first to admit it, but at 3 o’clock in the morning no one was very pleased.”


  “Who is Kandinski, anyway?” Ward asked. “Where does he come from?”


  “He doesn’t make a profession of seeing Venusians, if that’s what you mean. He was born in Alaska, for some years taught psychology at Mexico City University. He’s been just about everywhere, had a thousand different jobs. A veteran of the private evacuations. Get his book.”


  WARD murmured non-committally. They entered a small arcade and stood for a moment by the first shop, an aquarium called ‘The Nouvelle Vague’, watching the Angel fish and Royal Brahmins swim dreamily up and down their tanks.


  “It’s worth reading,” Professor Cameron went on. “Without exaggerating, it’s really one of the most interesting documents I’ve ever come across.”


  “I’m afraid I have a closed mind when it comes to interplanetary bogey-men,” Ward said.


  “A pity,” Cameron rejoined. “I find them fascinating. Straight out of the unconscious. The fish too,” he added, pointing at the tanks. He grinned whimsically at Ward and ducked away into a horticulture store halfway down the arcade.


  While Professor Cameron was looking through the sprays on the hormone counter, Ward went over to a news-stand and glanced at the magazines. The proximity of the observatory had prompted a large selection of popular astronomical guides and digests, most of them with illustrations of the Mount Vernon domes on their wrappers. Among them Ward noticed a dusty, dog-eared paperback, The Landings from Outer Space by Charles Kandinski. On the front cover a gigantic space vehicle, at least the size of New York, tens of thousands of portholes ablaze with light, was soaring majestically across a brilliant backdrop of stars and spiral nebulae.


  Ward picked up the book and turned to the end cover. Here there was a photograph of Kandinski, dressed in a dark lounge suit several sizes too small, peering stiffly into the eye-piece of his MacDonald.


  Ward hesitated before finally taking out his wallet. He bought the book and slipped it into his pocket as Professor Cameron emerged from the horticulture store.


  “Get your shampoo?” Ward asked.


  Cameron brandished a brass insecticide gun, then slung it, buccaneerlike, under his belt. “My disintegrator,” he said, patting the butt of the gun. “There’s a positive plague of white ants in the garden, like something out of a science fiction nightmare. I’ve tried to convince Edna that their real source is psychological. Remember the story “Leiningen vs the Ants” ? A classic example of the forces of the Id rebelling against the Super-Ego.” He watched a girl in a black bikini and lemon-colored sunglasses move gracefully through the arcade and added meditatively: “You know, Andrew, like everyone else my real vocation was to be a psychiatrist. I spend so long analysing my motives I’ve no time left to act.”


  “Kandinski’s Super-Ego must be in difficulties,” Ward remarked. “You haven’t told me your explanation yet.”


  “What explanation?”


  “Well, what’s really at the bottom of this Venusian he claims to have seen?”


  “Nothing is at the bottom of it. Why?”


  Ward smiled helplessly. “You will tell me next that you really believe him.”


  Professor Cameron chuckled. They reached his car and climbed in. “Of course I do,” he said.


  WHEN, three days later, Ward borrowed Professor Cameron’s car and drove down to the rail depot in Vernon Gardens to collect a case of slides which had followed him across the Atlantic, he had no intention of seeing Charles Kandinski again. He had read one or two chapters of Kandinski’s book before going to sleep the previous night and dropped it in boredom. Kandinski’s description of his encounter with the Venusian was not only puerile and crudely written but, most disappointing of all, completely devoid of imagination. Ward’s work at the Institute was now taking up most of his time. The Annual Congress of the International Geophysical Association was being held at Mount Vernon in little under a month, and most of the burden for organizing the three-week programme of lectures, semesters and dinners had fallen on Professor Cameron and himself.


  But as he drove away from the depot past the cafs in the square he caught sight of Kandinski on the terrace of the Site Tycho. It was 3 o’clock, a time when most people in Vernon Gardens were lying asleep indoors, and Kandinski seemed to be the only person out in the sun. He was scrubbing away energetically at the abstract tables with his long hairy arms, head down so that his beard was almost touching the metal tops, like an aboriginal halfman prowling in dim bewilderment over the ruins of a futuristic city lost in an inversion of time.


  On an impulse, Ward parked the car in the square and walked across to the Site Tycho, but as soon as Kandinski came over to his table he wished he had gone to another of the cafs. Kandinski had been reticent enough the previous day, but now that Cameron was absent he might well turn out to be a garrulous bore.


  After serving him, Kandinski sat down on a bench by the bookshelves and stared moodily at his feet. Ward watched him quietly for five minutes, as the mobiles revolved delicately in the warm air, deciding whether to approach Kandinski. Then he stood up and went over to the rows of magazines. He picked in a desultory way through half a dozen and turned to Kandinski. “Can you recommend any of these?”


  Kandinski looked up. “Do you read science fiction?” he asked matter-of-factly.


  “Not as a rule,” Ward admitted. When Kandinski said nothing he went on: “Perhaps I’m too sceptical, but I can’t take it seriously.”


  Kandinski pulled a blister on his palm. “No one suggests you should. What you mean is that you take it too seriously.”


  Accepting the rebuke with a smile at himself, Ward pulled out one of the magazines and sat down at a table next to Kandinski. On the cover was a placid suburban setting of snugly eaved houses, yew trees and children’s bicycles. Spreading slowly across the roof-tops was an enormous pulpy nightmare, blocking out the sun behind it and throwing a weird phosphorescent glow over the roofs and lawns. “You’re probably right,” Ward said, showing the cover to Kandinski. “I’d hate to want to take that seriously.”


  KANDINSKI waved it aside. “I have seen 11th-century illuminations of the Pentateuch more sensational than any of these covers.” He pointed to the cinema theatre on the far side of the square, where the four-hour Biblical epic Cain and Abel was showing. Above the trees an elaborate technicolored hoarding showed Cain, wearing what appeared to be a suit of Roman armour, wrestling with an immense hydraheaded boa constrictor.


  Kandinski shrugged tolerantly. “If Michelangelo were working for MGM today would he produce anything better?”


  Ward laughed. “You may well be right. Perhaps the House of the Medicis should be re-christened “16th CenturyFox”.”


  Kandinski stood up and straightened the shelves. “I saw you here with Godfrey Cameron,” he said over his shoulder. “You’re working at the Observatory?”


  “At the Hubble.”


  Kandinski came and sat down beside Ward. “Cameron is a good man. A very pleasant fellow.”


  “He thinks a great deal of you,” Ward volunteered, realizing that Kandinski was probably short of friends.


  “You mustn’t believe everything that Cameron says about me,” Kandinski said suddenly. He hesitated, apparently uncertain whether to confide further in Ward, and then took the magazine from him. “There are better ones here. You have to exercise some discrimination.”


  “It’s not so much the sensationalism that puts me off,” Ward explained, as the psychological implications. Most of the themes in these stories come straight out of the more unpleasant reaches of the unconscious.”


  Kandinski glanced sharply at Ward, a trace of amusement in his eyes. “That sounds rather dubious and, if I may say so, second-hand. Take the best of these stories for what they are: imaginative exercises on the theme of tomorrow.”


  “You read a good deal of science fiction?” Ward asked.


  Kandinski shook his head. “Never. Not since I was a child.”


  “I’m surprised,” Ward said. “Professor Cameron told me you had written a science fiction novel.”


  “Not a novel,” Kandinski corrected.


  “I’d like to read it,” Ward went on. “From what Cameron said it sounded fascinating, almost Swiftian in concept. This space-craft which arrives from Venus and the strange conversations the pilot holds with a philosopher he meets. A modern morality. Is that the subject?”


  Kandinski watched Ward thoughtfully before replying. “Loosely, yes. But, as I said, the book is not a novel. It is a factual and literal report of a Venus landing which actually took place, a diary of the most significant encounter in history since Paul saw his vision of Christ on the road to Damascus.” He lifted his huge bearded head and gazed at Ward without embarrassment. “As a matter of interest, as Professor Cameron probably explained to you, I was the man who witnessed the landing.”


  Still maintaining his pose, Ward frowned intently. “Well, in fact Cameron did say something of the sort, but I . . .”


  “But you found it difficult to believe?” Kandinski suggested ironically.


  “Just a little,” Ward admitted. “Are you seriously claiming that you did see a Venusian space-craft?”


  Kandinski nodded. “Exactly.” Then, as if aware that their conversation had reached a familiar turning he suddenly seemed to lose interest in Ward. “Excuse me.” He nodded politely to Ward, picked up a length of hose-pipe connected to a faucet and began to spray one of the big mobiles.


  PUZZLED but still sceptical, Ward sat back and watched him critically, then fished in his pockets for some change. “I must say I admire you for taking it all so calmly,” he told Kandinski as he paid him.


  “What makes you think I do?”


  “Well, if I’d seen, let alone spoken to a visitor from Venus I think I’d be running around in a flat spin, notifying every government and observatory in the world.”


  “I did,” Kandinski said. “As far as I could. No one was very interested.”


  Ward shook his head and laughed. “It is incredible, to put it mildly.”


  “I agree with you.”


  “What I mean,” Ward said, “is that it’s straight out of one of these science fiction stories of yours.”


  Kandinski rubbed his lips with a scarred knuckle, obviously searching for some means of ending the conversation. “The resemblance is misleading. They are not my stories,” he added parenthetically. “This caf is the only one which would give me work, for a perhaps obvious reason. As for the incredibility, let me say that I was and still am completely amazed. You may think I take it all calmly, but ever since the landing I have lived in a state of acute anxiety and foreboding. But short of committing some spectacular crime to draw attention to myself I don’t see now how I can convince anyone.”


  Ward gestured with his glasses. “Perhaps. But I’m surprised you don’t realize the very simple reasons why people refuse to take you seriously. For example, why should you be the only person to witness an event of such staggering implications? Why have you alone seen a Venusian?”


  “A sheer accident.”


  “But why should a space-craft from Venus land here?”


  “What better place than near Mount Vernon Observatory?”


  “I can think of any number. The UN Assembly, for one.”


  Kandinski smiled lightly. “Columbus didn’t make his first contacts with the North-American Indians at the IroquoisSioux Tribal Conference.”


  “That may be,” Ward admitted, beginning to feel impatient. “What did this Venusian look like?”


  Kandinski smiled wearily at the empty tables and picked up his hose again. “I don’t know whether you’ve read my book,” he said, “but if you haven’t you’ll find it all there.”


  “Professor Cameron mentioned that you took some photographs of the Venusian space-craft. Could I examine them?”


  “Certainly,” Kandinski replied promptly. “I’ll bring them here tomorrow. You’re welcome to test them in any way you wish.”


  THAT evening Ward had dinner with the Camerons. Professor Renthall, Director of the Hubble, and his wife completed the party. The table-talk consisted almost entirely of good-humoured gossip about their colleagues retailed by Cameron and Renthall, and Ward was able to mention his conversation with Kandinski.


  “At first I thought he was mad, but now I’m not so certain. There’s something rather too subtle about him. The way he creates an impression of absolute integrity, but at the same time never gives you a chance to tackle him directly on any point of detail. And when you do manage to ask him outright about this Venusian his answers are far too pat. I’m convinced the whole thing is an elaborate hoax.”


  Professor Renthall shook his head. “No, it’s no hoax. Don’t you agree, Godfrey?”


  Cameron nodded. “Not in Andrew’s sense, anyway.”


  “But what other explanation is there?” Ward asked. “We know he hasn’t seen a Venusian, so he must be a fraud. Unless you think he’s a lunatic. And he certainly doesn’t behave like one.”


  “What is a lunatic?” Professor Renthall asked rhetorically, peering into the faceted stem of his raised hock glass. “Merely a man with more understanding than he can contain. I think Charles belongs in that category.”


  “The definition doesn’t explain him, sir,” Ward insisted. “He’s going to lend me his photographs and when I prove those are fakes I think I’ll be able to get under his guard.”


  “Poor Charles,” Edna Cameron said. “Why shouldn’t he have seen a space-ship? I think I see them every day.”


  “That’s just what I feel, dear,” Cameron said, patting his wife’s matronly, brocaded shoulder. “Let Charles have his Venusian if he wants to. Damn it, all it’s trying to do is ban Project Apollo. An excellent idea, I have always maintained; only the professional astronomer has any business in space. After the Rainbow tests there isn’t an astronomer anywhere in the world who wouldn’t follow Charles Kandinski to the stake.” He turned to Renthall. “By the way, I wonder what Charles is planning for the Congress? A Neptunian? Or perhaps a whole delegation from Proxima Centauri. We ought to fit him out with a space-suit and a pavilion—“Charles Kandinski—New Worlds for Old”.”


  “Santa Claus in a space-suit,” Professor Renthall mused. “That’s a new one. Send him a ticket.”


  THE next weekend Ward returned the twelve plates to the Site Tycho.


  “Well?” Kandinski asked.


  “It’s difficult to say,” Ward answered. “They’re all too heavily absorbed. They could be clever montages of light brackets and turbine blades. One of them looks like a close-up of a clutch plate. There’s a significant lack of any real corroborative details which you’d expect somewhere in so wide a selection.” He paused. “On the other hand, they could be genuine.”


  Kandinski said nothing, took the paper package, and went off into the caf.


  The interior of the Site Tycho had been designed to represent the control room of a space-ship on the surface of the Moon. Hidden fluorescent lighting glimmered through plastic wall fascia and filled the room with an eerie blue glow. Behind the bar a large mural threw the curving outline of the Moon on to an illuminated star-scape. The doors leading to the rest-rooms were circular and bulged outwards like air-locks, distinguished from each other by symbols.


  The total effect was ingenious but somehow reminiscent to Ward of a twenty-fifth-century cave.


  He sat down at the bar and waited while Kandinski packed the plates away carefully in an old leather briefcase.


  “I’ve read your book,” Ward said. “I had looked at it the last time I saw you, but I read it again thoroughly.” He waited for some comment upon this admission, but Kandinski went over to an old portable typewriter standing at the far end of the bar and began to type laboriously with one finger. “Have you seen any more Venusians since the book was published?” Ward asked.


  “None,” Kandinski said.


  “Do you think you will?”


  “Perhaps.” Kandinski shrugged and went on with his typing.


  “What are you working on now?” Ward asked.


  “A lecture I am giving on Friday evening,” Kandinski said. Two keys locked together and he flicked them back. “Would you care to come? Eight-thirty, at the high school near the Baptist chapel.”


  “If I can,” Ward said. He saw that Kandinski wanted to get rid of him. “Thanks for letting me see the plates.” He made his way out into the sun. People were walking about through the fresh morning air, and he caught the clean scent of peach blossom carried down the slopes into the town.


  Suddenly Ward felt how enclosed and insane it had been inside the Tycho, and how apposite had been his description of it as a cave, with its residential magician incanting over his photographs like a down-at-heel Merlin manipulating his set of runes. He felt annoyed with himself for becoming involved with Kandinski and allowing the potent charisma of his personality to confuse him. Obviously Kandinski played upon the instinctive sympathy for the outcast, his whole pose of integrity and conviction a device for drawing the gullible towards him.


  Letting the light spray from the fountains fall across his face, Ward crossed the square towards his car.


  Away in the distance 2,000 feet above, rising beyond a screen of fir trees, the three Mount Vernon domes shone together in the sun like a futuristic Taj Mahal.


  FIFTEEN miles from Vernon Gardens the Santa Vera highway circled down from the foot of Mount Vernon into the first low scrub-covered hills which marked the southern edge of the desert. Ward looked out at the long banks of coarse sand stretching away through the haze, their outlines blurring in the afternoon heat. He glanced at the book lying on the seat beside him, open at the map printed between its end covers, and carefully checked his position, involuntarily slowing the speed of the Chevrolet as he moved nearer to the site of the Venus landings.


  In the fortnight since he had returned the photographs to the Site Tycho, he had seen Kandinski only once, at the lecture delivered the previous night. Ward had deliberately stayed away from the Site Tycho, but he had seen a poster advertising the lecture and driven down to the school despite himself.


  The lecture was delivered in the gymnasium before an audience of forty or fifty people, most of them women, who formed one of the innumerable local astronomical societies. Listening to the talk round him, Ward gathered that their activities principally consisted of trying to identify more than half a dozen of the constellations. Kandinski had lectured to them on several occasions and the subject of this latest instalment was his researches into the significance of the Venusian tablet he had been analysing for the last three years.


  When Kandinski stepped onto the dais there was a brief round of applause. He was wearing a lounge suit of a curiously archaic cut and had washed his beard, which bushed out above his string tie so that he resembled a Mormon patriarch or the homespun saint of some fervent evangelical community.


  For the benefit of any new members, he prefaced his lecture with a brief account of his meeting with the Venusian, and then turned to his analysis of the tablet. This was the familiar ultimatum warning mankind to abandon its preparations for the exploration of space, for the ostensible reason that, just as the sea was a universal image of the unconscious, so space was nothing less than an image of psychosis and death, and that if he tried to penetrate the interplanetary voids man would only plunge to earth like a demented Icarus, unable to scale the vastness of the cosmic zero. Kandinski’s real motives for introducing this were all too apparent the expected success of Project Apollo and subsequent landings on Mars and Venus would, if nothing else, conclusively expose his fantasies.


  However, by the end of the lecture Ward found that his opinion of Kandinski had experienced a complete about-face.


  As a lecturer Kandinski was poor, losing words, speaking in a slow ponderous style and trapping himself in long subordinate clauses, but his quiet, matter-of-fact tone and absolute conviction in the importance of what he was saying, coupled with the nature of his material, held the talk together. His analysis of the Venusian cryptograms, a succession of intricate philological theorems, was well above the heads of his audience, but what began to impress Ward, as much as the painstaking preparation which must have preceded the lecture, was Kandinski’s acute nervousness in delivering it. Ward noticed that he suffered from an irritating speech impediment that made it difficult for him to pronounce ‘Venusian’, and he saw that Kandinski, far from basking in the limelight, was delivering the lecture only out of a deep sense of obligation to his audience and was greatly relieved when the ordeal was over.


  AT the end Kandinski had invited questions. These, with the exception of the chairman’s, all concerned the landing of the alien space vehicle and ignored the real subject of the lecture. Kandinski answered them all carefully, taking in good part the inevitable facetious questions. Ward noted with interest the audience’s curious ambivalence, simultaneously fascinated by and resentful of Kandinski’s exposure of their own private fantasies, an expression of the same ambivalence which had propelled so many of the mana-personalities of history towards their inevitable Calvarys.


  Just as the chairman was about to close the meeting, Ward stood up.


  “Mr Kandinski. You say that this Venusian indicated that there was also life on one of the moons of Uranus. Can you tell us how he did this if there was no verbal communication between you?”


  Kandinski showed no surprise at seeing Ward. “Certainly; as I told you, he drew eight concentric circles in the sand, one for each of the planets. Around Uranus he drew five lesser orbits and marked one of these. Then he pointed to himself and to me and to a patch of lichen. From this I deduced, reasonably I maintain, that—”


  “Excuse me, Mr Kandinski,” Ward interrupted. “You say he drew five orbits around Uranus? One for each of the moons?”


  Kandinski nodded. “Yes. Five.”


  “That was in 1960,” Ward went on. “Three weeks ago Professor Pineau at Brussels discovered a sixth moon of Uranus.”


  The audience looked around at Ward and began to murmur.


  “Why should this Venusian have omitted one of the moons?” Ward asked, his voice ringing across the gymnasium.


  Kandinski frowned and peered at Ward suspiciously. “I didn’t know there was a sixth moon . . .” he began.


  “Exactly!” someone called out. The audience began to titter.


  “I can understand the Venusian not wishing to introduce any difficulties,” Ward said, “but this seems a curious way of doing it.”


  Kandinski appeared at a loss. Then he introduced Ward to the audience. “Dr Ward is a professional while I am only an amateur,” he admitted. “I am afraid I cannot explain the anomaly. Perhaps my memory is at fault. But I am sure the Venusian drew only five orbits.” He stepped down from the dais and strode out hurriedly, scowling into his beard, pursued by a few derisory hoots from the audience.


  It took Ward fifteen minutes to free himself from the knot of admiring white-gloved spinsters who cornered him between two vaulting horses. When he broke away he ran out to his car and drove into Vernon Gardens, hoping to see Kandinski and apologize to him.


  FIVE miles into the desert Ward approached a nexus of rock-cuttings and causeways which were part of an abandoned irrigation scheme. The colors of the hills were more vivid now, bright siliconic reds and yellows, crossed with sharp stabs of light from the exposed quartz veins. Following the map on the seat, he turned off the highway onto a rough track which ran along the bank of a dried-up canal. He passed a few rusting sections of picket fencing, a derelict grader half-submerged under the sand, and a collection of dilapidated metal shacks. The car bumped over the potholes at little more than ten miles an hour, throwing up clouds of hot ashy dust that swirled high into the air behind him.


  Two miles along the canal the track came to an end. Ward stopped the car and waited for the dust to subside. Carrying Kandinski’s book in front of him like a divining instrument, he set off on foot across the remaining three hundred yards. The contours around him were marked on the map, but the hills had shifted several hundred yards westwards since the book’s publication and he found himself wandering about from one crest to another, peering into shallow depressions only as old as the last sand-storm. The entire landscape seemed haunted by strange currents and moods; the sand swirls surging down the aisles of dunes and the proximity of the horizon enclosed the whole place of stones with invisible walls.


  Finally he found the ring of hills indicated and climbed a narrow saddle leading to its centre. When he scaled the thirty-foot slope he stopped abruptly.


  Down on his knees in the middle of the basin with his back to Ward, the studs of his boots flashing in the sunlight, was Kandinski. There was a clutter of tiny objects on the sand around him, and at first Ward thought he was at prayer, making his oblations to the tutelary deities of Venus. Then he saw that Kandinski was slowly scraping the surface of the ground with a small trowel. A circle about 20 yards in diameter had been marked off with pegs and string into a series of wedgeshaped allotments. Every few seconds Kandinski carefully decanted a small heap of grit into one of the test-tubes mounted in a wooden rack in front of him.


  WARD put away the book and walked down the slope. Kandinski looked around and then climbed to his feet. The coating of red ash on his beard gave him a fiery, prophetic look. He recognized Ward and raised the trowel in greeting.


  Ward stopped at the edge of the string perimeter. “What on earth are you doing?”


  “I am collecting soil specimens.” Kandinski bent down and corked one of the tubes. He looked tired but worked away steadily.


  Ward watched him finish a row. “It’s going to take you a long time to cover the whole area. I thought there weren’t any gaps left in the Periodic Table.”


  “The space-craft rotated at speed before it rose into the air. This surface is abrasive enough to have scratched off a few minute filings. With luck I may find one of them.” Kandinski smiled thinly. “262. Venusium, I hope.”


  Ward started to say: “But the transuranic elements decay spontaneously . . .” and then walked over to the centre of the circle, where there was a round indentation, three feet deep and five across. The inner surface was glazed and smooth. It was shaped like an inverted cone and looked as if it had been caused by the boss of an enormous spinning top. “This is where the spacecraft landed?”


  Kandinski nodded. He filled the last tube and then stowed the rack away in a canvas satchel. He came over to Ward and stared down at the hole. “What does it look like to you? A meteor impact? Or an oil drill, perhaps?” A smile showed behind his dusty beard. “The F-109s at the Air Force Weapons School begin their target runs across here. It might have been caused by a rogue cannon shell.”


  Ward stooped down and felt the surface of the pit, running his fingers thoughtfully over the warm fused silica. “More like a 500-pound bomb. But the cone is geometrically perfect. It’s certainly unusual.”


  “Unusual?” Kandinski chuckled to himself and picked up the satchel.


  “Has anyone else been out here?” Ward asked as they trudged up the slope.


  “Two so-called experts.” Kandinski slapped the sand off his knees. “A geologist from Gulf-Vacuum and an Air Force ballistics officer. You’ll be glad to hear that they both thought I had dug the pit myself and then fused the surface with an acetylene torch.” He peered critically at Ward. “Why did you come out here today?”


  “Idle curiosity,” Ward said. “I had an afternoon off and I felt like a drive.”


  THEY reached the crest of the hill and he stopped and looked down into the basin. The lines of string split the circle into a strange horological device, a huge zodiacal mandala, the dark patches in the arcs Kandinski had been working telling its stations.


  “You were going to tell me why you came out here,” Kandinski said as they walked back to the car.


  Ward shrugged. “I suppose I wanted to prove something to myself. There’s a problem of reconciliation.” He hesitated, and then began: “You see, there are some things which are self-evidently false. The laws of common sense and everyday experience refute them. I know a lot of the evidence for many things we believe in is pretty thin, but I don’t have to embark on a theory of knowledge to decide that the Moon isn’t made of green cheese.”


  “Well?” Kandinski shifted the satchel to his other shoulder.


  “This Venusian you’ve seen,” Ward said. “The landing, the runic tablet. I can’t believe them. Every piece of evidence I’ve seen, all the circumstantial details, the facts given in this book . . . they’re all patently false.” He turned to one of the middle chapters. “Take this at random—‘A phosphorescent green fluid pulsed through the dorsal lung-chamber of the Prime’s helmet, inflating two opaque fan-like gills . . .’ ” Ward closed the book and shrugged helplessly. Kandinski stood a few feet away from him, the sunlight breaking across the deep lines of his face.


  “Now I know what you say to my objections,” Ward went on. “If you told a 19th century chemist that lead could be transmuted into gold he would have dismissed you as a mediaevalist. But the point is that he’d have been right to do so—”


  “I understand,” Kandinski interrupted. “But you still haven’t explained why you came out here today.”


  Ward stared out over the desert. High above, a stratojet was doing cuban eights into the sun, the spiral vapour trails drifting across the sky like gigantic fragments of an apocalyptic message. Looking around, he realized that Kandinski must have walked from the bus-stop on the highway. “I’ll give you a lift back,” he said.


  As they drove along the canal he turned to Kandinski. “I enjoyed your lecture last night. I apologize for trying to make you look a fool.”


  Kandinski was loosening his boot-straps. He laughed unreproachfully. “You put me in an awkward position. I could hardly have challenged you. I can’t afford to subscribe to every astronomical journal. Though a sixth moon would have been big news.” As they neared Vernon Gardens he asked: “Would you like to come in and look at the tablet analysis?”


  Ward made no reply to the invitation. He drove around the square and parked under the trees, then looked up at the fountains, tapping his fingers on the windshield. Kandinski sat beside him, cogitating into his beard.


  Ward watched him carefully. “Do you think this Venusian will return?”


  Kandinski nodded. “Yes. I am sure he will.”


  LATER they sat together at a broad roll-top desk in the room above the Tycho. Around the wall hung white cardboard screens packed with lines of cuneiform glyphics and Kandinski’s progressive breakdown of their meaning.


  Ward held an enlargement of the original photograph of the Venusian tablet and listened to Kandinski’s explanation.


  “As you see from this,” Kandinski explained, “in all probability there are not millions of Venusians, as every one would expect, but only three or four of them altogether. Two are circling Venus, a third Uranus and possibly a fourth is in orbit around Neptune. This solves the difficulty that puzzled you and antagonizes everyone else. Why should the Prime have approached only one person out of several hundred million and selected him on a completely random basis? Now obviously he had seen the Russian and American satellite capsules and assumed that our race, like his now, numbered no more than three or four, then concluded from the atmospheric H-bomb tests that we were in conflict and would soon destroy ourselves. This is one of the reasons why I think he will return shortly and why it is important to organize a world-wide reception for him on a governmental level.”


  “Wait a minute,” Ward said. “He must have known that the population of this planet numbered more than three or four. Even the weakest telescope would demonstrate that.”


  “Of course, but he would naturally assume that the millions of inhabitants of the Earth belonged to an aboriginal sub-species, perhaps employed as work animals. After all, if he observed that despite this planet’s immense resources the bulk of its population lived like animals, an alien visitor could only decide that they were considered as such.”


  “But space vehicles are supposed to have been observing us since the Babylonian era, long before the development of satellite rockets. There have been thousands of recorded sightings.”


  Kandinski shook his head. “None of them has been authenticated.”


  “What about the other landings that have been reported recently?” Ward asked. “Any number of people have seen Venusians and Martians.”


  “Have they?” Kandinski asked sceptically. “I wish I could believe that. Some of the encounters reveal marvellous powers of invention, but no one can accept them as anything but fantasy.”


  “The same criticism has been levelled at your space-craft,” Ward reminded him.


  Kandinski seemed to lose patience. “I saw it,” he explained, impotently tossing his notebook on to the desk. “I spoke to the Prime!”


  Ward nodded non-committally and picked up the photograph again. Kandinski stepped over to him and took it out of his hands. “Ward,” he said carefully. “Believe me. You must. You know I am too big a man to waste myself on a senseless charade.” His massive hands squeezed Ward’s shoulders, and almost lifted him off the seat. “Believe me. Together we can be ready for the next landings and alert the world. I am only Charles Kandinski, a waiter at a thirdrate caf, but you are Dr Andrew Ward of Mount Vernon Observatory. They will listen to you. Try to realize what this may mean for mankind.”


  Ward pulled himself away from Kandinski and rubbed his shoulders.


  “Ward, do you believe me? Ask yourself.”


  Ward looked up pensively at Kandinski towering over him, his red beard like the burning, unconsumed bush.


  “I think so,” he said quietly. “Yes, I do.”


  * * *


  A WEEK later the 23rd Congress of the International Geophysical Association opened at Mount Vernon Observatory. At 3.30 P.M., in the Hoyle Library amphitheatre, Professor Renthall was to deliver the inaugural address welcoming the 92 delegates and 25 newspaper and agency reporters to the fortnight’s programme of lectures and discussions.


  Shortly after 11 o’clock that morning Ward and Professor Cameron completed their final arrangements and escaped down to Vernon Gardens for an hour’s relaxation.


  “Well,” Cameron said as they walked over to the Site Tycho, “I’ve got a pretty good idea of what it must be like to run the Waldorf-Astoria.” They picked one of the sidewalk tables and sat down. “I haven’t been here for weeks,” Cameron said. “How are you getting on with the Man in the Moon?”


  “Kandinski? I hardly ever see him,” Ward said.


  “I was talking to the Time magazine stringer about Charles,” Cameron said, cleaning his sunglasses. “He thought he might do a piece about him.”


  “Hasn’t Kandinski suffered enough of that sort of thing?” Ward asked moodily.


  “Perhaps he has,” Cameron agreed. “Is he still working on his crossword puzzle? The tablet thing, whatever he calls it.”


  Casually, Ward said: “He has a theory that it should be possible to see the lunar bases. Refuelling points established there by the Venusians over the centuries.”


  “Interesting,” Cameron commented.


  “They’re sited near Copernicus,” Ward went on. “I know Vandone at Milan is mapping Archimedes and the Imbrium, I thought I might mention it to him at his semester tomorrow.”


  Professor Cameron took off his glasses and gazed quizzically at Ward. “My dear Andrew, what has been going on? Don’t tell me you’ve become one of Charles’ converts?”


  Ward laughed and shook his head. “Of course not. Obviously there are no lunar bases or alien space-craft. I don’t for a moment believe a word Kandinski says.” He gestured helplessly. “At the same time I admit I have become involved with him. There’s something about Kandinski’s personality. On the on hand I can’t take him seriously—”


  “Oh, I take him seriously,” Cameron cut in smoothly. “Very seriously indeed, if not quite in the sense you mean.” Cameron turned his back on the sidewalk crowds. “Jung’s views on flying saucers are very illuminating, Andrew; they’d help you to understand Kandinski. Jung believes that civilization now stands at the conclusion of a Platonic Great Year, at the eclipse of the sign of Pisces which has dominated the Christian epoch, and that we are entering the sign of Aquarius, a period of confusion and psychic chaos. He remarks that throughout history, at all times of uncertainty and discord, cosmic space vehicles have been seen approaching Earth, and that in a few extreme cases actual meetings with their occupants are supposed to have taken place.”


  As Cameron paused, Ward glanced across the tables for Kandinski, but a relief waiter served them and he assumed it was Kandinski’s day off.


  Cameron continued: “Most people regard Charles Kandinski as a lunatic, but as a matter of fact he is performing one of the most important roles in the world today, the role of a prophet alerting people of this coming crisis. The real significance of his fantasies, like that of the ban-the-bomb movements, is to be found elsewhere than on the conscious plane, as an expression of the immense psychic forces stirring below the surface of rational life, like the isotactic movements of the continental tables which heralded the major geological transformations.”


  Ward shook his head dubiously. “I can accept that a man such as Freud was a prophet, but Charles Kandinski—?”


  “Certainly. Far more than Freud. It’s unfortunate for Kandinski, and for the writers of science fiction for that matter, that they have to perform their tasks of describing the symbols of transformation in a so-called rationalist society, where a scientific, or at least a pesudo-scientific explanation is required a priori. And because the true prophet never deals in what may be rationally deduced, people such as Charles are ignored or derided today.”


  “It’s interesting that Kandinski compared his meeting with the Venusian with Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus,” Ward said.


  “He was quite right. In both encounters you see the same mechanism of blinding unconscious revelation. And you can see too that Charles feels the same overwhelming need to spread the Pauline revelation to the world. The AntiApollo movement is only now getting under way, but within the next decade it will recruit millions, and men such as Charles Kandinski will be the fathers of its apocalypse.”


  “You make him sound like a titanic figure,” Ward remarked quietly. “I think he’s just a lonely, tired man obsessed by something he can’t understand. Perhaps he simply needs a few friends to confide in.”


  Slowly shaking his head, Cameron tapped the table with his glasses. “Be warned, Andrew, you’ll burn your fingers if you play with Charles’ brand of fire. The mana-personalities of history have no time for personal loyalties—the founder of the Christian church made that pretty plain.”


  SHORTLY after seven o’clock that evening Charles Kandinski mounted his bicycle and set off out of Vernon Gardens. The small room in the seedy area where he lived always depressed him on his free days from the Tycho, and as he pedalled along he ignored the shouts from his neighbors sitting out on their balconies with their crates of beer. He knew that his beard and the high, ancient bicycle with its capacious wicker basket made him a grotesque, Quixotic figure, but he felt too preoccupied to care. That morning he had heard that the French translation of The Landings from Outer Space, printed at his own cost, had been completely ignored by the Paris press. In addition a jobbing printer in Santa Vera was pressing him for payment for 5,000 anti-Apollo leaflets that had been distributed the previous year.


  Above all had come the news on the radio that the target date of the first manned Moon flight had been advanced to 1969, and on the following day would take place the latest and most ambitious of the instrumented lunar flights. The anticipated budget for the Apollo programme (in a moment of grim humour he had calculated that it would pay for the printing of some 1,000 billion leaflets) seemed to double each year, but so far he had found little success in his attempt to alert people to the folly of venturing into space. All that day he had felt sick with frustration and anger.


  At the end of the avenue he turned on to the highway which served the asparagus farms lying in the 20-mile strip between Vernon Gardens and the desert. It was a hot empty evening and few cars or trucks passed him. On either side of the road the great lemon-green terraces of asparagus lay seeping in their moist paddy beds, and occasionally a marsh-hen clacked overhead and dived out of sight.


  Five miles along the road he reached the last farmhouse above the edge of the desert. He cycled on to where the road ended 200 yards ahead, dismounted and left the bicycle in a culvert. Slinging his camera over one shoulder, he walked off across the hard ground into the mouth of a small valley.


  The boundary between the desert and the farm-strip was irregular. On his left, beyond the rocky slopes, he could hear a motor-reaper purring down one of the mile-long spits of fertile land running into the desert, but the barren terrain and the sense of isolation began to relax him and he forgot the irritations that had plagued him all day.


  A keen naturalist, he saw a long-necked sand-crane perched on a spur of shale fifty feet from him and stopped and raised his camera. Peering through the finder he noticed that the light had faded too deeply for a photograph. Curiously, the sandcrane was clearly silhouetted against a circular glow of light which emanated from beyond a low ridge at the end of the valley. This apparently sourceless corona fitfully illuminated the darkening air, as if coming from a lighted mineshaft.


  Putting away his camera, Kandinski walked forward, within a few minutes reached the ridge, and began to climb it. The face sloped steeply, and he pulled himself up by the hefts of brush and scrub, kicking away footholds in the rocky surface.


  JUST before he reached the crest he felt his heart surge painfully with the exertion, and he lay still for a moment, a sudden feeling of dizziness spinning in his head. He waited until the spasm subsided, shivering faintly in the cool air, an unfamiliar undertone of uneasiness in his mind. The air seemed to vibrate strangely with an intense inaudible music that pressed upon his temples. Rubbing his forehead, he lifted himself over the crest.


  The ridge he had climbed was U-shaped and about 200 feet across, its open end away from him. Resting on the sandy floor in its centre was an enormous metal disc, over 100 feet in diameter and 30 feet high. It seemed to be balanced on a huge conical boss, half of which had already sunk into the sand. A fluted rim ran around the edge of the disc and separated the upper and lower curvatures, which were revolving rapidly in opposite directions, throwing off magnificent flashes of silver light.


  Kandinski lay still, as his first feeling of fear retreated and his courage and presence of mind returned. The inaudible piercing music had faded, and his mind felt brilliantly clear. His eyes ran rapidly over the space-ship, and he estimated that it was over twice the size of the craft he had seen three years earlier. There were no markings or ports on the carapace, but he was certain it had not come from Venus.


  Kandinski lay watching the space-craft for ten minutes, trying to decide upon his best course of action. Unfortunately he had smashed the lens of his camera. Finally, pushing himself backwards, he slid slowly down the slope. When he reached the floor he could still hear the whine of the rotors. Hiding in the pools of shadow, he made his way up the valley, and two hundred yards from the ridge he broke into a run.


  He returned the way he had come, his great legs carrying him across the ruts and boulders, seized his bicycle from the culvert and pedalled rapidly towards the farmhouse.


  A single light shone in an upstairs room and he pressed one hand to the bell and pounded on the screen door with the other, nearly tearing it from its hinges. Eventually a young woman appeared. She came down the stairs reluctantly, uncertain what to make of Kandinski’s beard and ragged, dusty clothes.


  “Telephone!” Kandinski bellowed at her, gasping wildly, as he caught back his breath.


  The girl at last unlatched the door and backed away from him nervously. Kandinski lurched past her and staggered blindly around the darkened hall. “Where is it?” he roared.


  The girl switched on the lights and pointed into the sitting room. Kandinski pushed past her and rushed over to it.


  WARD played with his brandy glass and discreetly loosened the collar of his dress shirt, listening to Dr Maclntyre of Greenwich Observatory, four seats away on his right, make the third of the after-dinner speeches. Ward was to speak next, and he ran through the opening phrases of his speech, glancing down occasionally to con his notes. At 34 he was the youngest member to address the Congress banquet, and by no means unimpressed by the honour. He looked at the venerable figures to his left and right at the top table, their black jackets and white shirt fronts reflected in the table silver, and saw Professor Cameron wink at him reassuringly.


  He was going through his notes for the last time when a steward bent over his shoulder. “Telephone for you, Dr Ward.”


  “I can’t take it now,” Ward whispered. “Tell them to call later.”


  “The caller said it was extremely urgent, Doctor. Something about some people from the Neptune arriving.”


  “The Neptune?”


  “I think that’s a hotel in Santa Vera. Maybe the Russian delegates have turned up after all.”


  Ward pushed his chair back, made his apologies and slipped away.


  Professor Cameron was waiting in the alcove outside the banqueting hall when Ward stepped out of the booth. “Anything the trouble, Andrew? It’s not your father, I hope—, “It’s Kandinski,” Ward said hurriedly. “He’s out in the desert, near the farm-strip. He says he’s seen another space vehicle.”


  “Oh, is that all.” Cameron shook his head. “Come on, we’d better get back. The poor fool!”


  “Hold on,” Ward said. “He’s got it under observation now. It’s on the ground. He told me to call General Wayne at the air base and alert the Strategic Air Command.” Ward chewed his lip. “I don’t know what to do.”


  Cameron took him by the arm. “Andrew, come on. Maclntyre’s winding up.”


  “What can we do, though?” Ward asked. “He seemed all right, but then he said that he thought they were hostile. That sounds a little sinister.”


  “Andrew!” Cameron snapped. “What’s the matter with you? Leave Kandinski to himself. You can’t go now. It would be unpardonable rudeness.”


  “I’ve got to help Kandinski,” Ward insisted. “I’m sure he needs it this time.” He wrenched himself away from Cameron.


  “Ward!” Professor Cameron called. “For God’s sake, come back!” He followed Ward onto the balcony and watched him run down the steps and disappear across the lawn into the darkness.


  AS the wheels of the car thudded over the deep ruts, Ward cut the headlights and searched the dark hills which marked the desert’s edge. The warm glitter of Vernon Gardens lay behind him and only a few isolated lights shone in the darkness on either side of the road. He passed the farmhouse from which he assumed Kandinski had telephoned, then drove on slowly until he saw the bicycle Kandinski had left for him.


  It took him several minutes to mount the huge machine, his feet well clear of the pedals for most of their stroke. Laboriously he covered a hundred yards, and after careering helplessly into a clump of scrub was forced to dismount and continue on foot.


  Kandinski had told him that the ridge was about a mile up the valley. It was almost night and the starlight reflected off the hills lit the valley with fleeting, vivid colors. He ran on heavily, the only sounds he could hear were those of a thresher rattling like a giant metal insect half a mile behind him. Filling his lungs, he pushed on across the last hundred yards.


  Kandinski was still lying on the edge of the ridge, watching the space-ship and waiting impatiently for Ward. Below him in the hollow the upper and lower rotor sections swung around more slowly, at about one revolution per second. The space-ship had sunk a further ten feet into the desert floor and he was now on the same level as the observation dome. A single finger of light poked out into the darkness, circling the ridge walls in jerky sweeps.


  Then out of the valley behind him he saw someone stumbling along towards the ridge at a broken run. Suddenly a feeling of triumph and exhilaration came over him, and he knew that at last he had his witness.


  Ward climbed up the slope to where he could see Kandinski. Twice he lost his grip and slithered downwards helplessly, tearing his hands on the gritty surface. Kandinski was lying flat on his chest, his head just above the ridge. Covered by dust, he was barely distinguishable from the slope itself.


  “Are you all right?” Ward whispered. He pulled off his bow tie and ripped open his collar. When he had controlled his breathing he crawled up beside Kandinski.


  “Where?” he asked.


  Kandinski pointed down into the hollow.


  Ward raised his head, levering himself up on his elbows. For a few seconds he peered out into the darkness, and then drew his head back.


  “You see it?” Kandinski whispered. His voice was short and laboured. When Ward hesitated before replying he suddenly seized Ward’s wrist in a vice-like grip. In the faint light reflected by the white dust on the ridge Ward could see plainly his bright inflamed eyes.


  “Ward! Can you see it?”


  The powerful fingers remained clamped to his wrist as he lay beside Kandinski and gazed down into the darkness.


  BELOW the compartment window one of Ward’s fellow passengers was being seen off by a group of friends, and the young women in bright hats and bandanas and the men in slacks and beach sandals made him feel that he was leaving a seaside resort at the end of a holiday. From the window he could see the observatory domes of Mount Vernon rising out of the trees, and he identified the white brickwork of the Hoyle Library a thousand feet below the summit. Edna Cameron had brought him to the station, but he had asked her not to come onto the platform, and she had said goodbye and driven off. Cameron himself he had seen only once, when he had collected his books from the Institute.


  Trying to forget it all, Ward noted thankfully that the train would leave within five minutes. He took his bankbook out of his wallet and counted the last week’s withdrawals. He winced at the largest item, 600 dollars which he had transferred to Kandinski’s account to pay for the cablegrams.


  Deciding to buy something to read, he left the car and walked back to the news-stand. Several of the magazines contained what could only be described as discouraging articles about himself, and he chose two or three newspapers.


  Just then someone put a hand on his shoulder. He turned and saw Kandinski.


  “Are you leaving?” Kandinski asked quietly. He had trimmed his beard so that only a pale vestige of the original bloom remained, revealing his high bony cheekbones. His face seemed almost fifteen years younger, thinner and more drawn, but at the same time composed, like that of a man recovering slowly from the attack of some intermittent fever.


  “I’m sorry, Charles,” Ward said as they walked back to the car. “I should have said goodbye to you but I thought I’d better not.”


  Kandinski’s expression was subdued but puzzled. “Why?” he asked. “I don’t understand.”


  Ward shrugged. “I’m afraid everything here has more or less come to an end for me, Charles. I’m going back to Princeton until the spring. Freshman physics.” He smiled ruefully at himself. “Boyle’s Law, Young’s Modulus, getting right back to fundamentals. Not a bad idea, perhaps.”


  “But why are you leaving?” Kandinski pressed.


  “Well, Cameron thought it might be tactful of me to leave. After our statement to the Secretary-General was published in The New York Times I became very much persona non grata at the Hubble. The trustees were on to Professor Renthall again this morning.”


  Kandinski smiled and seemed relieved. “What does the Hubble matter?” he scoffed. “We have more important work to do. You know, Ward, when Mrs Cameron told me just now that you were leaving I couldn’t believe it.”


  “I’m sorry, Charles, but it’s true.”


  “Ward,” Kandinski insisted. “You can’t leave. The Primes will be returning soon. We must prepare for them.”


  “I know, Charles, and I wish I could stay.” They reached the car and Ward put his hand out. “Thanks for coming to see me off.”


  Kandinski held his hand tightly. “Andrew, tell me the truth. Are you afraid of what people will think of you? Is that why you want to leave? Haven’t you enough courage and faith in yourself?”


  “Perhaps that’s it,” Ward conceded, wishing the train would start. He reached for the rail and began to climb into the car but Kandinski held him.


  “Ward, you can’t drop your responsibilities like this!”


  “Please, Charles,” Ward said, feeling his temper rising. He pulled his hand away but Kandinski seized him by the shoulder and almost dragged him off the car.


  Ward wrenched himself away. “Leave me alone!” he snapped fiercely. “I saw your space-ship, didn’t I?”


  Kandinski watched him go, a hand picking at his vanished beard, completely perplexed.


  Whistles sounded, and the train began to edge forward.


  “Goodbye, Charles,” Ward called down. “Let me know if you see anything else.”


  He went into the car and took his seat. Only when the train was twenty miles from Mount Vernon did he look out of the window.


  THE END


  VENUS PLUS THREE


  Charles E. Fritch


  During the years 1951 through 1956 more than two-dozen science fiction magazines printed the neatly-fashioned fantastic fiction of Charles E. Fritch, and he was often a cover name during this postwar sf boom. As the field diminished, he turned to other markets, and soon established himself solidly in the Men’s Crime-Adventure field, turning out a dozen original paperbacks (including a biography of “Love Goddess” Kim Novak) and numerous stories—as well as editing his own line of publications. A graduate cum laude from Syracuse University in New York, he settled on the West Coast after the war (having served as an Army paratrooper with the 11th Airborne Division), taking special courses at UCLA. His hobby is photography at which he is quite accomplished, and he often lifts weights “just to see if I can develop muscles I haven’t got.” His latest novelette for GAMMA 1 reflects a nostalgic tongue-in-cheek approach to Space Opera, complete with flesh-eating plants, robot Android pseudo-humans, the baking death swamps of Venus, a tribe of crazed Frogmen and an intrepid, if somewhat bitter, hero with a Blaster at his hip. Yet Fritch also combines a taut Hemingwayesque flavor with a clever windup which contains more than one surprise. In the main, this story is Just Good Fun. We think you’ll enjoy it.


  There are a lot of things a man has to watch out for on Venus—fungus growths, carnivorous plants, unfriendly frogmen. But the women are probably the worst, Not the native women; generally you can’t tell them from their froggy husbands, and you’d have to be pretty far gone to want them. I’m talking about the women from Earth.


  There aren’t many of them, for obvious reasons. An Earth girl wouldn’t normally come to a lousy steaming hole like Venus. But some of them do. Maybe they come trying for a fast credit from the love-hungry prospectors; maybe they’re kicked off Earth by a Sanitation Committee which figures they can’t do any harm to a place like this. But whatever the reason, it’s got to be a damn good one.


  That’s why I was surprised when Silvi McClair arrived.


  I was waiting at the edge of the landing strip when the Earth rocket came down out of the clouds, blew gaseous flames at the ground, and settled its long prongs deep in the spongy field. I was expecting her husband, of course, but when Silvi stepped out of the hatch I wasn’t disappointed.


  She was beautiful. Earth makeup enhanced the effect, but that wouldn’t last. Even under what passed for air-conditioning, the bodysweat—that’s right, no euphemisms for it on Venus—would take it off in a minute and a half, and perhaps some of the skin might come right off with it, facechemicals being what they are and Venus being what it is.


  It was typical Venus weather when she arrived, because the planet hasn’t any other kind. It’s hot, steaming, like an open air Turkish bath, and the vapor of the air mixes with the sweat from your body, dribbles down your nose, mats your hair, stings your eyes. In seconds, fresh clothing is soaked. The best plastic rots. I was glad she had gotten a taste of this typical weather. If she were smart, she’d stay on the rocket and go back to sanitary, dry old Earth. But I half-wished she wouldn’t.


  She stepped off the rocket with her husband, George McClair. I’d heard of him someplace vaguely, a botanist interested in exotic plants. Well, he’d find enough of them on Venus, all right-on the ground, in the air, in his sleeping bag, in his hair; in fact, he’d probably wake up sometime and find himself inside one of them if he wasn’t careful, and generally the few tourists that came through didn’t know enough to be.


  Actually, I’d heard more about Silvi than about her husband. Where, he was famous, she was infamous—in a high-type way, of course, the same way a rich man is eccentric and a poor one crazy. Her picture, posed intriguingly, was always good for a tabloid story designed to increase the circulation of both the paper and the male readers’ blood. At least that was the hearsay in local saloons.


  There was no doubt about it, though—she was beautiful, blonde, and built; you could tell that at a glance, but a glance was just an appetizer. Even the ugly fingers of Venus would have a hard time undoing this one, I thought. I wondered why she had come, why anyone in his right mind would come here, why anyone would stay as I had stayed these past five years enduring the heat and the dampness and the stinking plants and the nightmare animals.


  They stood at the foot of the rocket, looking at the rolling Venus clouds that made up the sky, the swirls of heated vapor, the jungle with its shrill animal sounds, the flat, crude huts that were New Boston. Their gaze swept over and past me and the patiently waiting frogmen as if they didn’t see us. They stood there as though hesitating, ready at any moment to plunge back into the rocket and return to Earth. It would have been the wisest move they could have made, even with the Android-Human squabbles that made the planet sickeningly hypocritical. Drops of sweat began to bead their foreheads, glistening in the diffused light filtering from above.


  George McClair mopped his forehead. “My God, it’s hot,” he said.


  I stepped up to him and asked a needless question. “Mr. McClair?” He nodded. “I’m Ray Bennet,” I told him. “I got your radio message.”


  “Oh, yes, yes, Bennet. I heard you were the best guide on Venus, so I figured I’d better get you—especially since Silvi insisted on coming along. Oh, yes,” motioning toward the blonde beside him. “Bennet, this is my wife.”


  “Glad to meet you, Mrs. McClair,” I said, and I meant it.


  She looked at me a bit strangely, at my brief plasticwool shorts, the tight jacket, the boots that were standard equipment on the planet. I had the feeling that she was dissecting me, putting me back together again, this time clothed Earth style. It was an uncomfortable feeling.


  “I hope you two don’t object to Venus-type clothing,” I said. “Earth clothing is hardly appropriate for our climate.”


  “So we’re finding out,” McClair said, mopping his forehead again. “Doesn’t it ever get cool here.”


  “Never. In fact, it gets worse. The result of being about thirty million miles closer to the sun.”


  The botanist glanced at his wife, looking concerned. “I wish Silvi—Mrs. McClair—hadn’t come along. But she insisted—”


  “Venus is no place for a woman,” I volunteered. I marveled at how cool she seemed, though, despite the sudden heat to which she had been subjected. I tried to keep my inspection superficial.


  “I’d like to go to a hotel, George,” she said finally, in a liquid voice, “and freshen up.” And to me: “Where is New Boston? Have you made arrangements for transportation?”


  I grinned at her. “Mrs. McClair, you’re standing right in New Boston, or at least the edge of it. That’s the main section right over there, through that clump of vegetation. And as for transportation, nothing on Venus is as reliable as walking. Machinery has an obstinate tendency to break down at undesirable moments.”


  I had expected the shocked look that came to her face. “That—that is New Boston? Those shacks ever there? Why, it looks like something out of Old Africa.”


  Her husband shrugged, sighing, “I warned you it wouldn’t be pleasant. You had friends on Earth, Silvi—”


  “But I chose to come here instead, with you,” the girl said. She and George exchanged glances. It should have been an exchange full of warmth, tenderness, something to fit the words, but it wasn’t like that at all. Instead, McClair’s look was one of puzzlement, hers of—I wasn’t certain what.


  “New Boston is primitive,” I said, “according to the Earth standards you’ve been used to. But at least they do have a few conveniences. I’ve secured rooms for you at the hotel here.”


  “Fine,” George said vaguely, as though he hadn’t been listening. He was staring into the jungle stretching on all sides. “Is all of Venus like this? This hot, fetid jungle?”


  “All I’ve seen of it. There are a few animals reminiscent of Earth’s during the dinosaur age, but most life on Venus is plant.”


  George nodded. I glanced at Silvi. She was staring out at the forest walls and reacting to the sight. This would be much different from the clean-scrubbed gleaming buildings of Earth, the skytop penthouses reaching for the stars, the cocktail parties stretching late into cool mornings.


  I signaled the frogmen who swarmed about the rocket, unloading equipment brought by the McClairs. Boxes of equipment; other, personal effects. Plastic luggage which looked feminine, probably containing dainty clothing which would only last minutes in the Venusian atmosphere, little luxuries that would be useless here on the broiling planet.


  “We’d better move along towards the village,” I said. “The frogmen will handle your luggage. Don’t worry; they’re not civilized enough to steal.”


  “I say, Bennet,” George McClair said suddenly, as we started toward the village, “you seem like a rather intelligent fellow. What in the world would a man like you want on Venus?”


  “Perhaps Mr. Bennet is a philosopher,” Silvi McClair suggested. “He probably came here to escape from something.”


  “All of us are trying to escape from something, Mrs. McClair.”


  I stared at her as I said that, and she returned the gaze for a brief nervous instant, then darted a glance at her sweating husband, then to the jungle. She didn’t look too bad, I decided, despite the heat. Her Earth-slacks were now damp and clung to her tightly, as though the clothing had been painted on; the jacket, too.


  “You’d better get into some fresh clothing as soon as you can,” I suggested. “I put some in your rooms, in case you didn’t bring any. It’s made of a special plastic material that’ll last longer than the regular stuff.”


  The ground underneath was the usual spongey matting of vegetation that covers most of Venus. Gravity is about the same as on Earth, but the vegetable flooring gives a queer springey sensation of lightness, especially when you’re new at it. Silvi was having a little difficulty navigating with her high heels. Ahead of us the huts of New Boston danced and shimmered in rising heat currents.


  We were a scant hundred yards from the takeoff spot when the rocket blasted off behind us. We turned to watch it, but it was already out of sight.


  The botanist grinned ruefully at the smoking foliage and the trail of swirling vapor that followed the rocket’s path. “Didn’t waste much time.” He mopped his forehead again, with a handkerchief that was already soaked. “Can’t say I blame him much.”


  We plodded on. Silvi snagged a heel in the matting and went down to one knee. I made a movement to help her, but she came erect, brushing a wayward strand of damp hair into place.


  “I told her she shouldn’t have come along, Bennet. I wanted her to stay behind, on Earth. This is no place for a woman.”


  “All right, all right!” Silvi snapped irritably. “If there’s anything I hate it’s somebody saying ‘I told you so’. Besides, if I remember correctly you weren’t so overjoyed at the prospect of having to leave me on Earth, where even your x-ray vision couldn’t see which of your friends I was entertaining.”


  George McClair flushed. “Silvi, please.”


  The girl laughed, delighted at her husband’s embarrassment. “What about you, Mr. Bennet, have you heard about my daring escapades? All the tele-tabloids have a field day with me.”


  “We don’t get them here,” I said honestly. “If we did, I might learn to like Venus a lot more.”


  “You sound as though you don’t like Earth,” Silvi said, as though this were impossible.


  “I don’t,” I said simply. I thought about the Sanitary Codes, the persecution of the rising population of Androids, the hundreds of big and little things that made Earth something worse to me than Venus.


  The jungle cleared away into the larger opening that nestled New Boston—a single unpaved street stretching perhaps a quarter of a mile, lined by square white plastic houses built on stilts above the damp ground. The frogmen hurried ahead of us, the luggage dragging behind them on sleds that slipped smoothly over the damp ground.


  The McClairs were obviously disappointed with New Boston. But then, even the travel agencies don’t try to push anyone off to Venus; they’d have too big a storm with dissatisfied customers. See the Martian Canal Resorts, go ice-skating on the rings of Saturn, have a Sunday picnic in the craters of the Moon. But Venus—uh-uh. These two knew what they were getting into.


  That’s what I told myself, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. You can say heat to somebody and he’ll think of the heat he’s experienced, or dampness and he’ll think of the dampness he’s known—but not unless he’s been to Venus would he really have an idea that you mean something worse than being boiled like a lobster. These two would never return to Venus once they made it back to Earth. If they made it back to Earth. But that was my job, seeing they got back safely. But I had the feeling that Silvi McClair was going to make that job a difficult one. I wondered why she’d come; it certainly wasn’t any great love for her husband.


  “The hotel’s the only two-storied building there,” I pointed out. “They didn’t think the slim tourist trade would warrant their putting up a sign, so they didn’t.”


  “I’d like to get started right away, Bennet,” the botanist said.


  “Suits me. I’ve got all the equipment ready.”


  “I want to get it over with as soon as possible,” he said staring at the bright clouds overhead, “before this damned heat gets me. We’ll see you in a few minutes.”


  I nodded, and watched them go up the steps into the hotel. I did have everything ready, so I just waited there in the street. No one was in sight. Venus weather isn’t conducive to much exercise.


  About ten minutes later Silvi came down into the street. She was dressed in shorts and halter, and she looked every bit as good as I had anticipated. Better, if that’s possible. She had her hair pulled straight and caught behind her neck, leaving the rest in what has been called everything from a pony tail to a jet flare. On her, it looked good. On her, everything looked good.


  “That was quick.”


  “Why not? It’s just as bad in there as it is out here.”


  “It seems so, at first, because even the so-called cool spots are hot. Where’s Geo—er, Mr. McClair?”


  “He’s still in his room, moaning about the heat. I like to be more practical.”


  “That helps.”


  She stared at me. “Do you, Mr. Bennet? Like being practical, I mean?”


  “Sometimes. Have you anything special in mind?”


  “Perhaps. I’d like to speak to you about it later . . .”


  George McClair came out of the hotel and puffed down the stairs to us, mopping sweat from his face. The brief Venus costume revealed the flabbiness of a body nurtured by Earth culture. From the corner of my eye, I saw Silvi cast him a disparaging glance.


  “My God, it’s hot,” George McClair said. “Listen, Bennet, do we have to walk through the jungle, too; I thought they used ‘copters on Venus.”


  “They do. But from the airport to New Boston is only a few hundred yards and the depreciation on the machines would be greater than any convenience in using them. Machinery doesn’t last long here.”


  “Neither do some humans, from what I hear,” Silvi put in.


  “It’s no picnic,” I admitted. “There are a million and one ways to get killed in the jungle—carnivorous plants, wild animals, unfriendly frogmen.”


  “Sounds delightful,” Silvi said. “Don’t you think so, George.”


  “I think it’s criminal,” George said, obviously irritated, “sending me out to a hell-hole like this to gather a few stupid plants nobody’s really interested in. I’m beginning to wish we’d gone back with the rocket.”


  “Of course, if you’re afraid,” Silvi’s eyes flashed grim contempt, “Mr. Bennet and I could gather your flowers for you, while you sit here at the hotel in the shade and sip mint-julips. Would that be more to your taste?”


  George McClair flushed. “Look here, Silvi—” he began.


  “While I enjoy listening to family spats,” I interrupted, as gently as possible, “I do think we’d better be starting off. You haven’t told me what plants you’re after.”


  The botanist fished into a briefcase and pulled out several full-color sketches, which he handed to me. I looked at the first and whistled.


  “What’s the matter, don’t you know where that is?”


  “We won’t have any trouble finding this one; it’s getting away from it that’s going to be the big job,” I told him. “This particular specimen’s a flesh-eater, and it’s not overly concerned whether the flesh comes from a Venus animal or an Earthman.”


  George McClair had a sour look on his face. “How about the others?”


  I shuffled through the sketches, handed them back to him. “Ordinarily, a man would be a damn fool to go near any one of them,” I said frankly. “Whoever gave you this assignment either doesn’t care much for your health and wellbeing, or he doesn’t know much about Venus.”


  “Carey said it was dull routine,” McClair complained. “He certainly wouldn’t put me in a position of danger purposely. You know him, Silvi.”


  Silvi nodded. “Willard Carey is a spineless jellyfish who lacks the courage of his own convictions.”


  I shrugged. “Sometimes even your best friends won’t tell you.”


  McClair frowned. He said to Silvi, “I thought you liked Willard.” Then, quickly, as though that brought unpleasant thoughts, “Well, no matter. Let’s get on with it.”


  “Right.” I turned to Silvi. “Sure you want to come along?”


  “Look, Mr. Bennet. I thought I made myself quite clear. I—”


  “Okay, okay. Just thought I’d ask, is all. The ‘copter’s loaded with all the equipment we’ll probably need. It’s garaged over here.”


  I led the way behind the hotel, to a plastibrick’copter garage, and opened the door by spinning the correct numbers on the combi-lock. It was an old’copter, reconditioned to withstand the hot wetness of Venus. Even so, its life expectancy was short. As the door opened, a blast of air sucked inward.


  “My God,” George McClair said, “what was that?”


  “Sorry. Forgot to warn you. We keep’copters and other machinery in a vacuum to retard rust and corrosion.”


  “It gave me a start,” McClair said. “Thought at first it was the wave of a Proton cannon.”


  “George was a hero in the Earth-Mars war,” Silvi explained acidly.


  George flushed once more. I got the idea quite clearly that this was nothing new to him. “Silvi, please,” he said, meekly.


  “All aboard,” I suggested.


  Silently, they clambered up the steps of the’copter, Silvi seating herself in the back, George climbing into the front seat. I got in, revved the motors into life. The vanes whirled overhead, driven by blasting rockets attached to them, and the’copter rose slowly. The roof opened automatically, and the’copter leaped like a giant grasshopper towards the turbulant clouds.


  I leveled off at several hundred feet, and we flew silently across the strip of land that was New Boston. The terrain below quickly gave way to jungle. The heat swirled and eddied, rocking the’copter in a giant’s hand. George gripped the guardrail and leaned to look at the vegetation below. I noticed Silvi watching her husband with purposeful eyes.


  “There’s a clearing a couple miles from here,” I shouted to the botanist above the roar of the’copter vanes. “We can pitch camp there, use it as a base of operations.”


  He nodded. I stole another glance at Silvi, and found she was still staring intently at her husband. Suddenly, she glanced up and I caught a trace of amusement in those deep black eyes.


  She had removed her makeup, and was still beautiful without it. It’s not often you get to see a woman like that, especially on Venus. George was a lucky fellow, I decided. Then I gave tire statement a second thought and wasn’t as certain.


  I pointed down. “That’s where were heading. That clear spot. You can probably pick up all or most of your specimens within a few hundred yards.” I hoped so. I wasn’t in the mood for any extended plant wrestling.


  Gently, I lowered the’copter towards the clearing, settling it among foliage growing thickly on all sides. The clearing was only about the size of an average house, but I felt it was adequate. When the rotors stopped churning, I said, “We can make camp here. I brought along three duo-plastic tents; the two walls act as both insulation and protection.”


  George nodded abstractedly, his head cocked as though listening for sounds from the jungle around us. He stepped down from the machine, tested the ground gingerly with his feet, then turned to help his wife.


  “Don’t try to be a boy scout,” she said; “I can get out by myself.”


  George glared at her.


  I said, “I’d better warn you right at the start to stay away from any plants around here; there’s more to fear from them than from any animals we might find. That one at the edge of the jungle there, that’s an example of what I mean.”


  “It—it looks like a giant fly-trap,” George said, “but big enough to hold a man.”


  I nodded. “It’s carnivorous and feeds on small animals unlucky enough to pass near it. But it’s perfectly willing to try and digest a man—or a woman—and it probably could in time.”


  George regarded the plant seriously, but Silvi seemed completely bored with my warning. I managed to overcome an impulse to shove her into the mantrap to prove my remarks; nothing serious; I’d just allow the leaves to fold around her and let her know I wasn’t hiding. But instead I got busy setting up the camp.


  We wrapped a plastic covering about the’copter, designed to keep out most of the wetness, then set off the gas cylinders that blew up the double-layered globe-shaped tents, three of them. I figured three might prevent a couple of arguments and get the job done a lot faster.


  “Now what?” George wondered. He sat down puffing, mopping his forehead, staring into the thick mass of vegetation on all sides.


  “Now we go after your specimens,” I told him. “Machete and flame pistol are standard equipment of course, and I packed some anesthesia bombs.”


  “Some what?”


  “Anesthesia bombs, to knock out plants that might be dangerous,” I explained, “like this man-eater you’re supposed to bring back alive. They’re small grenades no bigger than a capsule that release a gas paralyzing plant life.” I took one from my jacket and showed it to him. “You don’t know much about Venus, do you?”


  “No,” he said. “No, I guess I don’t.”


  We strapped on the necessary equipment and were ready to leave when I noticed Silvi wasn’t around.


  “Where’s Sil—er, Mrs. McClair?” The botanist looked around, a little wildly. “I don’t know,” he said, disturbed. “She was right here a minute ago.”


  “Don’t get in an uproar,” Silvi said, appearing suddenly at the jungle’s edge. “I was just looking around. I can take care of myself, and it’s none of your business what I do anyway.”


  “But it is my business,” I broke in, “and I’ll have to ask you to stay either in your tent or where we can see you.”


  She turned on me angrily. “And just what makes you think you can boss me around.”


  “Interplanetary law,” I said. “As a guide, I have control over this little picnic, and I refuse to have any lives jeopardized because somebody has the wanderlust.”


  She muttered an unladylike expression and stamped into her tent.


  “Sorry I had to say that,” I told McClair.


  “I should have said it,” he said. “Trouble is, I love her too much, I guess, and I suppose I always will.” He stared at the ground for a moment. “Well, let’s get after these plants.”


  I led the way into the jungle, pushing and hacking at heavy vines. There aren’t any real trails, although animals and frogmen do wear an occasional path of sorts through the vegetation, but nothing a human can really follow.


  Flame pistol in my left hand, I hacked away at the tangled vines with the machete in my right—when I heard a choked cry.


  “Bennet! B-Ben—net!”


  I turned and blasted in the same movement. A length of greenish vine was curled about McClair’s throat in a tight grasp. The part that extended from somewhere in the jungle smoked and charred in the flame from my pistol, then broke off, streaming a pale liquid. McClair went down to his knees, hands clutched at his throat. I knelt beside him, clawed off the vine, threw its writhing length into the bushes.


  The botanist’s eyes were watery. He shook his head dazedly, hands massaging his raw throat.


  “That was a tendril from one of your unpotted plants,” I told him.


  “That?” he said incredulously. “Carey expects me to bring that back?”


  “Evidently. The plant has about a dozen tendrils, each one as lively as the one that snagged you. All we have to do is sneak in close enough to it to paralyze the center. Then you can take it back to Earth with you and plant the thing on your front lawn—if they still have front lawns on Earth.”


  McClair struggled erect; he was still shaken from his experience. “I can’t understand it. Carey said nothing about any dangers involved. Just go to Venus and bring back a few plants for the University. I never realized—”


  “Does your wife know Carey well?”


  “Of course. They’re old friends. But—” His eyes narrowed. “What are you driving at?”


  “Just thinking deep, dark thoughts,” I told him.


  “Now look, Bennet,” he said, his tone unsteady, “Silvi and I have our squabbles, all right, plenty of them. But if you’re insinuating—”


  “Take it easy, McClair. We’ve got enough things to fight in this jungle, without fighting among ourselves. Shall we go after your plant?”


  He sighed. “I suppose so. Say, it’s starting to rain.”


  I felt a warm splash on my forehead even as he said it. “We’d better get back to the tents.”


  “It’s only rain,” he said. “Maybe it’ll cool things off.”


  “This is Venus rain. It comes down thick enough to drown a man if he’s out in it for long. And sometimes the temperature of the stuff goes up like crazy until it’s practically boiling. I Saw a prospector once who was caught out during a hot rain. It wasn’t pleasant.”


  That convinced him, and we hurried, stumbling, splashing in the suddenly wet matting, back to the tents. “Don’t come out until it’s over,” I told him, as he dove toward his tent. I threw a hurried glance at Silvi’s, hoping she was in there.


  She wasn’t. She was in mine, sitting on the cot.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Waiting for you,” she said.


  “Wait in your own tent.” I went to the inner flap, opened it, felt the beating steaming heat of the rain on the outside cover. “Too late.”


  “I wouldn’t have gone anyway,” she said. “Remember, I wanted to talk to you about something.”


  “Yeah, I remember. Okay, talk.” She patted the area of cot beside her. “Sit down. I won’t bite you.”


  “I’m not so sure about that.”


  My eyes roamed along her smooth limbs, lingered in the lithe curves of a body obvious in its slim covering. She seemed too perfect to be human. I thought about all I’d heard of Silvi, her reputation for being “unconventional,” and of what a perfect setup this was, with her husband trapped in his bubbletent, unable to eavesdrop. I sat down beside her.


  “Don’t get ideas,” she warned. “This is a business proposition.”


  “I wouldn’t doubt it.”


  She ignored the meaning. “I was amused by your reference to interplanetary law.”


  “You didn’t act particularly amused.”


  “I was angry. I’m not any more. You see, Mr. Bennet, I did a little checking before George and I left home. Earth records are pretty complete, you know; they have to be to prevent Androids from crossing and trying to pass as Humans. By putting two and two together, you can even trace a man who has changed his name.”


  It was hot in the tent, but suddenly I felt cold. “So?” I tried to be calm, but my clenched hand shook.


  “So, I’d like a little cooperation from you, in return for a little silence from me.”


  Even beneath the second layer of the plastic tent, I could feel the rain beating its steady, unrelenting melody. “What kind of cooperation?” I said finally.


  “George and I have never gotten along,” she said. “That’s common knowledge. But a divorce has—er—certain inconveniences; for example, insurance beneficiaries can be changed. Therefore, a more agreeable method of separation is necessary.”


  “Did you arrange with Carey to have your husband sent here?”


  She grimaced. “Will Carey is a weak-kneed idiot, afraid to face, his own shadow. But he is influential, and he does like me—and he can be persuaded to be cooperative.”


  “And,” I finished for her, “you came along to see that the job went off as planned.”


  “You’re very clever, Mr.—er—Bennet. And being so clever, you’ll see the wisdom of doing as I say.”


  “Will I now?” I got up, paced briefly. I turned to her, smiling. “There’s one little aspect you apparently haven’t considered.”


  She looked up at me, puzzled, perhaps a little fearful I might be right.


  “You’re placing too much confidence in your good looks. You want me to help you murder your husband. But you’re the one who knows about me, not George. Logically, if I were to kill someone, the one to kill would be you, Silvi.”


  There was a look of sudden horror on her face. “You—you wouldn’t.” Her hand went prematurely to her throat.


  I smiled as unpleasantly as possible, and Silvi leaped up, glancing nervously toward the tent flap, gauging the distance, the steady beat of the rain outside.


  “It’s probably scalding out there,” I said casually, “but you’re lucky, in a way. Not many people have their choice like this. Well, what’ll it be, Silvi—or would you like to call it a day and go back to Earth like a good little girl?”


  Her features relaxed at that. “Just as I thought,” she said contemptuously, “you’re bluffing.”


  “I always was a poor liar,” I confessed.


  “Suppose George were to find us in here together. He’s violently jealous. If I gave him the idea you were attacking me—”


  “There’s a little matter of a very hot rain between this tent and his. I’m afraid he might not make it here.” And then, even as I said it, I realized my mistake, for her eyes brightened at the thought.


  Silvi screamed. It was a good scream, loud and clear. I tried to stop her and failed.


  For a moment, silence. Then, George McClair’s voice cried out, “Silvi, Silvi!” A sudden scream of pain an bewilderment, and then nothing but the steady, ceaseless beat of the hot steaming rain. Silvi was smiling.


  I sat down on the edge of the cot, weakly. “He loved you.”


  “A lot of men have,” she said unashamedly, “and probably a lot more will.”


  I didn’t answer that. I just sat there on the cot, listening to the tapping rain. Inside the protective bubble of the tent it was warm and reasonably dry, with chemicals in wall packets, silently absorbing moisture. I tried not to think about the body of George McClair outside, sprawled a few feet from his tent, the boiling rain playing silently across him.


  Silvi sat down beside me, and I felt her arm across my back. “Look, Ray,” she said gently. “It’s all over now. George is dead, and it was an accident. You and I could go back to Earth together.”


  “A very convenient accident.”


  “An accident, nevertheless. Who’s to prove otherwise?”


  I realized what was happening; Silvi was soft soaping me because I was potentially dangerous to her. Once we got of Earth, she’d turn me in to the authorities and then have a clear field. But even if she meant it, I wouldn’t go back. My sense of ethics had gotten a big kick in the teeth during the Android purges.


  “The rain’s letting up,” I said. “I’m taking you back to New Boston. The authorities may have a few ideas of their own about your husband’s ‘accident’.”


  I turned from the tent flap to face the muzzle of a flame pistol.


  “You’d better save that for someone who needs it.”


  “At the moment,” she said, smiling grimly, “I can’t think of anyone on this filthy, stinking planet that deserves this more than you.”


  “You may change your mind,” I told her calmly. “We’re surrounded by frogmen.”


  Her smile faltered. “Wha—what?”


  “Just take a look out there. Being natives of Venus, they can stand the hot rains a lot better than we can. There’s a whole congregation of them out there, armed to the gills.”


  “But you said they’re friendly.”


  “The ones around New Boston are. The others, like these, don’t approve of Earthmen.”


  “What—what about Earthwomen?” She averted her gaze when she said it.


  “If you mean what I think you mean, you don’t have to worry about your honor—if you have any left.” She gave me a withering glance at that. “You’re probably as repulsive to them as they are to you. I know a little of the language; maybe I can get them to leave us alone.”


  “And if you can’t?”


  I shrugged. I’d heard about things the frogmen did to Earth prisoners, but I hadn’t thought about it much, until now. I began thinking about it. The rain had stopped, and we could plainly hear the croakings of the natives outside-angry, impatient sounds.


  “Wait here,” I told Silvi. “I’ll see what the score is,” and she nodded numbly, pale with fear.


  I moved to the tent flap, raised it carefully, went out among the slow dripping ferns of the jungle. The frogmen, green and glistening damply, muttered and clashed their spears. Slowly I raised my arms in a gesture denoting peace, knowing the same movement would show I carried no weapons. These natives were like the others physically, but psychologically their makeup was much different. They resented the coming of the Earthmen, and I couldn’t blame them for that.


  A large frogman came forward, spear poised, and I spoke to him in the few words I had learned, saying we were friends, that we came here on a peaceful mission. The language is hardly a language at all, being mostly croaking, grunting sounds, but he understood me. He grunted in disbelief and motioned me away from the tent flap.


  “Silvi,” I called. “Come out unarmed. These boys mean business.”


  I heard a commotion and looked up to see a frogman brandish his spear. I saw Silvi dart from behind the tent where she had slit an opening. The frogman was poised, arm in throwing position, when I sprang forward, slamming into him. We went down on the damp matting of the ground, a bundle of thrashing arms and legs. He was slippery but I managed to get on top for a moment. It was in that moment that something hard struck me on the back of the head. Then—darkness.


  After that came the vague sensations of being half-carried, halfdragged through the jungle.


  I awoke in a hut made of vines and leaves. The only light drifted through an open doorway where a husky frogman was on guard. I looked about the hut, blinking, trying to accustom my eyes to the gloom. My head hurt.


  “Feeling better?” Silvi asked, sitting beside me.


  “Yeah,” I lied. I sat up and felt a lump swelling at the base of my neck. “You okay?”


  “I’m okay,” she said. She didn’t look at me. “Why did you try to save me?”


  I shrugged. “Just trying to be a boy scout, I guess. Anyway, right now we’ve got to figure a way to get out of here.”


  “Ray,” she said, hesitantly, “about George . . .”


  “What about him?”


  “He was an Android,” she said.


  I stared at her. “That’s impossible. You couldn’t have married him, unless—”


  She shook her head. “Earth has changed in the five years you’ve been away. The Androids have reached equal status with the Humans now. The politicians are turning themselves inside out for the Android, trying to get their votes.”


  “The same old Earth,” I mused. “First they try to stamp out the Androids, then they cater to them. If you can’t fight ’em, join ’em.”


  We were interrupted by a shadow in the doorway. A frogman spoke in harsh grunts for a few seconds, then disappeared.


  “What did he want?” Silvi asked.


  “It seems we’re just in time to be guests at a ritual for their plantgod.”


  Silvi was suddenly wide-eyed. “What do you mean—guests?”


  “Okay then, sacrifices. They worship a man-eating plant, which seems reasonable considering the environment. They figure that if they make regular sacrifices to the plant-god, the members of their tribes can pass unharmed through the jungle.”


  She was silent for a long time. I wondered if she were going to cry or perhaps get hysterical. Somehow, she didn’t seem the type for either, but then she’d never been in circumstances quite like these. She merely stared at the leaf-walls surrounding us. Through tire open doorway came the beginning sounds of a religious chant.


  “Haven’t we a chance?” she said finally.


  “Only one. I don’t know how these natives are going to react to it, but we’ll soon find out.”


  She started a question, but two frogmen came in and hauled us to our feet, then shoved us through the narrow doorway. I blinked at the sudden fierce light coming through the clouds. Huts were arranged in a huge circle which had been cleared away, and in the center of the circle was a Huge plant, its center bulbous, with a gaping red mouth, and twelve tentacles writhing in all directions, as though in rhythm with the chant of the frogmen.


  “This is really ironic,” I grimaced. “That’s one of the plants your friend Carey wanted us to get. It looks like it’s going to be the other way around.”


  At that moment, Silvi fainted. It was probably just as well. I started to help her, but a frogman’s spear barred my way, and I was shoved roughly toward the reaching tentacles of the plant-god. The chanting increased in tempo. Vaguely, my mind translated the words asking the plant-god for mercy, offering this sacrifice to it in recognition of its omnipotence. They believed it was all-powerful, incapable of destruction. Suppose it were proved otherwise. Suppose—


  Another shove and I fell forward. Before I could get up, I felt the slimy coils of a tentacle around my waist, squeezing the breath from me.


  I was lifted, gasping, into the air. A cheer went up from the frogmen. My mind whirled dizzily at the pressure. Frantically I felt for the capsule in my jacket. I saw the plant loom large in my vision, saw the gaping red mouth . . .


  I hurled the anesthesia bomb, saw it explode with a small puff that enveloped the plant. The tendrils shuddered, thrashed, then dropped. I fell to the ground, quickly peeled away the planttentacle, and strove to stand erect, feeling as though every bone in my body had been crushed. I became conscious of a great silence.


  The frogmen were standing in silent disbelief, staring at their unmoving plant-god.


  Overhead, a sudden roar broke into the silence. I looked up. A’copter was descending toward the village. For a moment the frogmen stared at it, then with wild cries they ran into the jungle.


  Silvi was still unconscious. I picked her up, carried her to the landing’copter. I nearly dropped her when I saw who the pilot was.


  “McClair!”


  He got out of the seat, sweating but looking reasonably alive.


  “But I thought—”


  “—that I was dead?” he finished. “I nearly was. When I heard Silvi scream, I grabbed a machete and dashed out into the rain, forgetting what you’d said about it. In the downpour, I couldn’t see where I was going.” He laughed grimly. “I must have staggered right into that mantrap you warned me about. A good thing, too. Tire leaves closed over me, and by the time I’d hacked my way out, the rain had stopped. I saw you and Silvi being dragged off by the frogmen, and I followed in the’copter.”


  “And you were never more welcome,” I told him. “C’mon, let’s get out of here. The natives may come back.”


  “Right, but first I’m going to do something.”


  McClair took a long metal rope which he had fastened to the underside of the’copter and went to the head of the paralyzed plantgod and wrapped the end of the rope securely around the plant. I looked at him, puzzled.


  “I’m going to take this back to Earth with me and personally dump it on Willard Carey’s desk,” he explained.


  I had to grin at that. “You’d better stay with the controls,” I told him. “I still feel a little shaky.”


  The’copter rose, taking up the slack on the metal rope. A sudden burst of power, and the plant sucked loose and floated silently beneath us, tendrils waving limply in the air currents. Beside me, McClair breathed a sigh of relief. Silvi was still unconscious in the back seat. Below us, the jungle thickened again.


  “Silvi told me you’re an Android,” I said.


  He didn’t look at me. “That’s right,” he said, as calmly as though I’d just asked him if his eyes were blue. Then: “Oh, I forgot, you’ve been away from Earth.” He smiled. “Androids are quite acceptable these days. Silvi’s one, too, you know?”


  I looked at him in amazement. “Silvi, too?”


  “Didn’t she tell you? I imagine she decided to enlist your sympathy by telling you I was one, figuring you, as a Human, might still be against Androids. Are you, by the way?”


  I shook my head. “No,” I told him. “No, I think Androids are here to stay.”


  I was thinking about a certain accident five years ago on Earth, an accident that could easily be made to look like a murder if an Android were known to have been involved. A change of clothing, a change of name, and Ray Bennet, “Human,” left for Venus.


  But now George said the Androids were not being discriminated against. Now there could be a fair trial.


  “When the next rocket comes,” I said, slowly, “I’m going back with you.”


  I looked down at the yellowgreen vegetation stretching to the horizon in all directions, and for the first time in a long while felt the searing heat filtering through the clouds, the sweat that poured from my body and soaked my clothes. For the first time in a long while I smelled the sickly living smell of the plants. Five years was a long time.


  It would be good, seeing Earth again.


  1964


  THE VENUS CHARM


  Jack Sharkey


  The amulet held unthinkable power: power of light, power of darkness. Trouble was, Rogan couldn’t tell which was which.


  WHEN Rogan came to, he was lying clear of the wreckage. How he’d escaped the holocaust that had fused steel fins to crystolite ports in an amorphous melange still too nearly molten to approach with comfort, he had no idea. Strapped about his waist, its ragged ends charred to black bubbles, was the nylon mesh safety belt that had secured him in place at his seat in the pilot cell toward the nose of the crumpled ship; had it been stronger, had it truly served its purpose, he would even now be a travesty of a living being, a contorted figure of calcium, iron and sooty carbon, somewhere within the smoking slag-heap that at his last recollection had been a sleek, soaring spaceship. With trembling, grateful fingers he now undid the clasp of that mercifully inadequate belt, and let it fall from about his waist to the gritty gray and white sand that had cushioned his—he could only assume—hurtling tumble.


  Aside from a dull ache in his ribs—the jolt must certainly have driven the breath from his unconscious body—he could detect no damage to his person. The short-sleeved blouse and loose leggings were still intact, as were his duraflex boots and broad belt, nor could he find any damage to his flesh save a stiff, post-abrasion soreness along his left cheek and jawline where they’d scraped, then lain, upon the sand. His exploring fingers encountered an unwonted lump between blouse and chest, and then—even as his fingers withdrew it upon its slender cord—he remembered the charm he’d won from the Venusian attache, Earthside, during an off-duty poker game with five idle spaceport loungers from as many planets. Valueless to Rogan, he had yet noted the esteem in which its whilom owner had held it, and for that reason alone had allowed the Venusian to stake it against the cards in the final hand of the game. The Venusian had begged him to hold off his departure until he could borrow funds equalling his debt to the Terran player, but Rogan had gotten field clearance for takeoff a half-hour before the time of the other’s promised return with the cash, and—rather than be dropped back to the end of the long waiting list at the busy field—had considered the Venusian’s loss just the fortunes of war, and taken off from his berth on schedule.


  “Right into the roughest ether storm in the cosmos,” he muttered, both bitter and wryly amused at the results of his action. Where his ship might be, now, he had no idea. It lay before him on the sandy soil of somewhere, certainly; but as to where in the universe that somewhere might be, Rogan had no idea. He’d barely set his course and plotted his vectors when the storm had caught the tiny ship in invisible walls of force, blacking out the ship’s electric system, dissolving the control panel before his startled eyes into a melting plane of crackling flame—Then a sickening side-slip from reality as a short-circuiting electronic network cut in the hyperspace drive the fleeting instant before Rogan’s battered consciousness gave way to merciful blankness.


  OVERHEAD, the cold white stars lay across the dome of dark emerald night sky in unfamiliar configurations. A good space navigator might be able to divine his probable locale from those stars, taking magnitude- and location-variables into three-dimensional account—Rogan, never. He relied, and always had, on the ship’s taped circuits that pre-set a pilot’s cosmic vectors; punch a destination and count three while the automatic calculators did the rest. Simple, easy and—he realized now—perilously reliable.


  Then, abruptly, Rogan threw back his head and laughed aloud as he realized the futility of his situation. “Even if I had studied navigation-in-depth,” he thought ruefully, “a lot of good it would do me to know where in space I was at!” Because, he reflected, looking again upon the unrecognizable mass of the ship, wherever he was, he was there to stay. At least for quite awhile. Till he found a city—if there was one; a city with technological advances at the interstellar-travel level, at that.


  There seemed no point in remaining alongside the ship any longer. It had carried him here, then died. And that was that. The surrounding terrain was barren of vegetation, and Rogan suspected that it would be a brutally hot place to trek in daylight. If he were to travel at all, it had best be now, while the cool of darkness persisted.


  He turned the Venusian charm once between his fingers, then dropped it back within his blouse again, and began to walk toward the horizon, licking lips already slightly dessicated by the waterless atmosphere of the place, and trying not to let his mind dwell on memories of men he’d seen dead of thirst, in regions all too similar to his own enforced environs. “You’ll find water,” he told himself, and tried not to disbelieve this confident statement that had no basis in reason, only in mortal hope.


  WALKING requires little thought; the legs move of their own accord once triggered by the mind, stopping only at that same mind’s behest or the attainment of sudden pain or utter exhaustion. So Rogan’s mind was free to ponder his path along that alien sand. It was idle bemusement more than concentrated thought, but the part of his mind that considered the locale, idly or not, made some interesting observations.


  The terrain, it noted, was almost entirely featureless, an unusual aspect in a desert region. Not a bare outcropping of wind-worn rock, not a scraggly, toughskinned travesty of a plant, not so much as a single dune rising before him like an ocean wave jelled in mid-surge. The only relief from total flatness was a sense of planetary curve between Rogan’s area of existence and the always-retreating horizon. Strange, said the impartial observer in Rogan’s mind.


  And wrong, said Rogan, suddenly taking the mental reins.


  He halted, pondering deeply, for the first time worried not so much at his overall situation as at the possible peril of his physical environment. Stooping, he took a pinch of the gray and white gritty stuff of the ground between thumb and forefinger, sniffed at and tasted it. “Resinous,” he decided, puzzledly. “Definitely resinous. And—” he noted further, as he compressed a bit of it tightly between strong digits, “sticky.” It was as though he were walking on the minute spheroids of, not wind-worn silicates but, crystallized glue!


  Rogan stared at the flat gummy smears on the ball of thumb and finger, touched them lightly together, then slowly brought them apart again. Like a cobweb brought into instantaneous existence, a thousand fine, silvery strands extruded from the graywhite tackiness of the surfaces, bridging the gap with glistening, tangling filaments of treacherous adhesiveness . . .


  “From body heat!” said Rogan, his voice choked small and echoless by the night-cloaked vastness about him. He knew not what star might service this planet as its sun. But it would be warm, far warmer than the constant heat of his blood. How deep could such a coating go? he wondered, feeling a sudden premonitory chill along his spine. More than mere inches, or his feet would have scuffed it clear of what firm support lay beneath. His ship, he remembered, was more than half-buried in the at-first-supposed sand. A small ship, it was true; but far taller than his own six-feet-three . . .


  Rogan straightened up and began to walk swiftly, much more swiftly than before. There had to be someplace beyond. Some spot on which he could be standing when this illusively firm ocean of grit became a choking quagmire of smothering glue. Rogan had no relish to be someday unearthed by some nameless alien archeologist, frozen like an insect in amber.


  He slowed his pace for an instant when it occurred to him that his flight could be carrying him deeper into the desert, for all he knew, or even toward the point whereat the sun would arise at dawn. But, he realized, resurging forward, any such speculation was futile. He could not know, by any means at his disposal, which was the shortest route, the safest route. To continue might be foolhardy, but to remain where he stood was madness. His stride became an impatient jog, then a sprint; at first, steady-paced and controlled, but finally a blindly panicky run across the sands, the featureless, changeless sands that stretched before him as far as his staring eyes could see.


  HIS throat was raw, his lungs aching, when the stars began to lose lustre, and the dome of dark emerald to glint with pale dustings of pink and yellow and orange. Rogan stopped, turned his head in all directions, trying to determine, in an onset of unreasoning despair, from which direction the sun was likely to appear, but he could not. “Don’t be a fool,” he urged himself. “You’ve come this far in a straight line. Moving in any other direction is useless.” So he kept on. Kept on even when the first arc of burning sun showed itself over the edge of the planet almost directly before his frightened, perspiring face.


  Already, as he ran, the spheroids of the gummy surface beneath his boot-soles were starting to melt, to fuse one to the other in a glistening, sticky mirror that showed him the inverted images of the climbing orb of sun and his own racing body. The tackiness began to tug at his feet. Wisps of extruded glue began fluttering behind his boots like tattered pennants. Each footfall seemed to sink deeper as he set it down, to pull free with a soft sucking noise as he continued onward.


  Then he saw the shadow.


  An untoward sight in the flat, smooth desert, the shadow stretched almost to his feet from the horizon which the burning sun was even then clearing, but retreated from him swiftly as the angle of sun and planet altered.


  “Whatever it is,” Rogan told himself grimly, “it has not melted in the heat. Even if its surface is white-hot steel, I’ll climb upon it to fry to death before I let myself be pulled into this gray guck!” He followed the retreating shadow, knowing it had to lie no farther than the horizon, hoping the horizon was not so far off as it seemed. His last hundred yards were a nightmare. Ankle-deep, finally kneedeep, his motion slowed terrifyingly, as though he were a helpless animation on a film-frame in a projector that drooped its shutter with a languorous procrastination, more slowly by the moment, Rogan waded toward that solitary spot of safety and—scarcely able to credit his miraculous fortune—crawled onto it. It was many moments of agonizing slowness before he at last retrieved both feet from the clinging, resisting surface. Exhausted, he flopped onto his back, threw a forearm across his eyes to block the flaring globe of the sun, and lapsed into unconsciousness.


  ROGAN awoke to a blaze of sun already beyond the zenith of a sky as bluegreen as a peacock’s tailfeathers. Though he was uncomfortably warm, he was not sunburnt, nor did his probing tongue discover lips any more parched than when he had sprawled exhausted upon this solitary safety zone amid the fields of clinging grey-white menace. For the first time he began to investigate the nature of the surface on which he’d taken refuge.


  A jutting, truncated elbowthrust of solidity in the sea of glassy-smooth adhesion, the thing upon which he lay was soft as talc, and of a particularly loathsome fishbelly green in color. Yet, despite the smoothness, the configuration of the surface was ropy, as though coil upon coil of writhing cable-segments had tumbled in a heap, then petrified; the deep incisions of shadow beneath and between these arcing shapes mottled the otherwise pallid shade of his perch with lunes of sooty black.


  His eyes, taking in the strangeness of his locale as “he lay partially prone, partially propped up on one elbow, drifted beyond the rim of the talc-mound to the surface of the surrounding liquid. Something in the clarity of the reflected sun in that unrippling mirror, its image round as a dime, made him look a bit more closely at it. A separation seemed to have occurred in its depths.


  The grey-white gluey stuff had settled, leaving a clear covering above, as melted fat rises to the surface of meat drippings in a bowl. Rogan scooped a palmful of the clear liquid to his dried lips and tasted it. It was water. Tasting just slightly of something akin to turpentine, it nevertheless could quench his thirst. He drank it hungrily, greedily, then got to his feet to better survey his incredible environs.


  The colloidal part of the surrounding sea, even allowing for the distortion of refraction, must lie eight feet or more beneath the water, he realized. If he knew which way dry land lay—and how far—he could try to swim for it . . . Then he thought of nightfall, with the colloids sucking up the liquid once more, the crystals of irresistible sticky murk forming about his flailing, thrashing body, and abandoned the thought.


  “A boat’s what I need,” he mused. “That’s the only thing could keep me alive during the transitional stage of this mess.” He kicked loose an experimental chunk of the ropy solid beneath him, not really hoping it would prove buoyant, and let it skid over the brink into the water. It sank out of sight into the grip of the cloudy glue-stuff far below the surface. “So much for wild schemes,” he muttered, then chuckled as he imagined his own discomfiture even if it had floated; how he would hew a dugout from the soft stone even with his bare hands able to crumble its dusty substance, he had no idea. A boat was out of the question. Rogan sat down disconsolately on the edge of the talc-thing and tried to think of some other means of escape. True, his thirst was slaked, but hunger was growing in his viscera, demanding, debilitating his strength.


  As he sat pondering what might well be his doom, his fingers toyed idly with the Venusian charm that still dangled about his throat. Without being more than casually curious, he glanced at it, turning it slowly between thumb and fingers, noting the fine craftsmanship of its construction. It reminded him vaguely of something.


  Basically two interfitted halves, it combined cool white alabaster with warm, shiny jet, in matching portions of light and darkness, as though smoothly hemispheric octopi, one black as night, one a pallid albino, had meshed tentacles, or as though a pair of rounded, eight-fingered hands had clasped. Black and white, thought Rogan. Day and night. Light and darkness. Then the association of ideas plucked upon a chord of memory—“Yin and yang!” said Rogan. “Goodness intertwined with evil . . .”


  HE recalled the oriental symbol, back on Earth, the flat circle divided into two curving tadpole-shapes, the head of each pursuing the tail of the other, and the philosophy of absolute equilibrium which had spawned that peculiar symbol. “Every good thing has its evil counterpart,” he remembered, plumbing his mind for the elusive, ill-learned nature of that symbol. “For every act of evil that occurs, a good act is done to maintain the balance of nature. All joy is counterbalanced by sorrow, all courage by cowardice, all hate by love . . .”


  Still staring at the sharp contrasts of the object in his hand, his mind leaped back to his own circumstances as they had eventuated ever since his winning of this bauble—or so he had deemed it then—from the Venusian: The good luck of getting clearance for takeoff, balanced with the ill luck of that ether storm; the good luck of surviving the plunge into, and emergence from, an unmonitored journey through hyperspace, contrasted with the near-fatal luck of the crash; but the crash itself mitigated by his miraculous escape from the molten ship, the hideous danger of the glue-fields overcome by his finding of this lone upthrusting dry area in the treacherous morass, and the dessication of the desertwarm sun balanced against the omnipresence of drinkable water when that sun was at its most blazing moment . . .


  “Odd,” he muttered, staring at the thing. “Almost too odd to be anything more than cosmic coincidence. Still—” Such a theory, put before a rational being, could not be put aside, forgotten, ignored. It demanded of reason that it be put to a test, that it be proven or disproven. “But how?” wondered Rogan. “If I simply wait to see what will happen next, the outcome could be sheerest coincidence.” He shivered at the momentary thought which had crossed his mind, and gave it a stern negative response, aloud. “And I’m not about to start swimming, just on the theory that the bad luck of this glue-ocean’s recoagulation will necessarily be overcome by something salvational!”


  He’d been turning it slowly in his fingers as he pondered, and the idea of positioning came to him almost immediately. The slow turning of the thing, he realized, might be keeping the forces of good and evil in a state of neutrality. He wondered—though he knew there was no longer any way to ascertain just how that black-and-white bauble had lain against his breast beneath the surface of his blouse—if the side toward the wearer was that which determined the sort of luck the wearer would have.


  He could conjure up two theories on that, either as tenable as the other: white-side-in might bring good luck, black-side-in bad luck, by exerting its unknown influence over the wearer . . . Or—either side out might exert that influence over events


  There was but one way to find out.


  Rogan carefully laid the bauble upon his breast, white half upon his flesh, black half outward. And waited. After many minutes, he could detect no change in himself or his environment, although—and this could be attributed merely to his concentrated preoccupation—his hunger-pangs seemed to have entirely abated. “They could come back, quite easily,” he told himself. “Maybe they’re just taking a breather, on their own. Empty stomachs don’t growl continually, after all—” He waited a few more minutes, then shrugged and reversed the lie of the charm upon his chest, black side innermost . . .


  He was pulled from his concentration by a sound, a hissing, fizzling sound of powerful effervescence, of seething, bubbling wetness. It came from just beyond the rim of the talc-thing on which he sat. Carefully, so as not to disturb the bauble, Rogan leaned to one side and peered down into the sunlit depths of the tranquil ocean beside his perch.


  THINGS were swimming there. Ropy, tubular, eel-like things. They slithered and undulated in all directions in the water down there, their movement roiling up grey clouds of stickiness from the colloids beneath their passage. No, not all directions. Every direction save toward his perch . . . But where were they coming from? he wondered, and leaned a bit further over so that his vista included the base of the talc-stone itself where it ramped steeply down into the surging colloidal grey . . .


  “Eggs!” said Rogan, with a yelp of startled realization. “I’m sitting on a mound of eel-eggs! And they’re hatching!”


  Even while he got his wits together, the undersurfaced angle of his perch was diminishing as the pale green ropy “talc” flickered with sleekness, wriggled furiously, then burst away into sizzling, bubbling shards as the eager inmate found its freedom. “Good grief!” Rogan choked out, then remembered the black-and-white bauble upon his breast, and with fumbling, frantic fingers reversed it.


  The hissing slowed, petered out, ceased. The last of the wriggling eels slithered off into the sea. The talc-thing was dormant once again.


  “Whew!” gasped Rogan, wiping salty rivulets of sweat from his brow as he once more surveyed the area of safety remaining to him. The dusty, pale green surface seemed reduced by at least one-fourth. “A close one,” he murmured. “A very close one!” he added, as the horrible thought came to him that the onset of eel-births might have happened before he learned the source of its instigation. The bauble was definitely dangerous to wear. And dangerous to throw away.


  “Without it,” he reasoned, “I’m at the mercy of anything this idiotic planet feels like dishing out. But with it—! I’m at the mercy of whatever position it happens to lie at any given moment . . .”


  He had no means of securing it firmly against himself. A careful placement inside one of his boots might hold it in position, but—It’d be hell trying to walk with it there, and it could slowly turn about, after awhile, and bad luck would be beating him over the head while he frantically fought the securing-straps of the boot to get back at the thing. For that same reason, pressing it against his abdomen beneath his belt might occasion a fatal delay. “Besides,” he thought abruptly, “it might only operate when held against the wearer’s breast.”


  This theory was swiftly tested and proven. Only when the black side lay on his breast at the end of its cord did the eel-things begin to burst from the green eggshells once more, before Rogan reversed the bauble again and halted them.


  HE thought only fleetingly of the glue-fields themselves.


  For a wild moment, he began to consider waiting until sunset, then plucking some of the reformed glue from beside the eggmound and using it to stick the white side of the charm against his breast, more or less permanently, and start off toward the horizon over the sand-fine colloids, or crystals, or whatever they became at night, in perfect safety. There were at least three things wrong with this plan, he realized a scant moment after devising it:


  1) At night, the glue on the bauble would regain its sandform, and allow the dangerous charm to swing freely, 2) on the following morning, even if he somehow survived the gluephase of the transition into colloid-and-water, he would find himself swimming in a solvent of the glue he needed to hold the thing in place if dry land had not been reached, and 3) the thing was, after all, a Venusian artifact, and—the race being amphibious—even if he held it white-side-in when he sank into the sea, the bauble might not consider the new environment a menace, and would do nothing.


  “Still,” he frowned, pondering this last point, “it did seem to think a plunge into the water was bad luck, or it would not have started those eel-things hatching when I put the dark side down . . .” Ah unnerving idea came to him, then, and Rogan almost wept with frustration. “Or maybe Eve figured wrong! The other things—the storm, the crash, and all—would be as bad for a Venusian as for me, but . . . Possibly having the black side inward was bringing me the Venusian ‘good luck’ of losing the perch. The bauble doesn’t know what the wearer is doing. Its forces might assume that a Venusian lying out in the sun was unconscious, and try to help him into a happier environment.”


  It was maddening. Rogan held unthinkable power, the power for good fortune or evil, on a cord about his throat—And he still didn’t know how to use it beneficially!


  Other tests came to his mind, but he dismissed them as useless. He could, for instance, place white or black upon his breast and then attempt something harmful, like biting his tongue or pinching his flesh—But what could he prove by that? The bauble might consider “good luck” to be success in the attempt to hurt himself, or “bad luck” to be failure, mightn’t it? “In fact—” Rogan said, nearly stupefied by the chilling philosophical insight he’d just had, “who is to say what’s good or bad luck, in any case?! So much depends on one’s viewpoint—Even death can be good luck under certain circumstances. Even simple circumstances like simply being tired of living. And how can I know what the bauble is going to decide is best for me?;” And then he knew at last that, with or without the bauble about his throat, the odds against outguessing the probable future remained the same: 50-50. “Because,” he mused wearily, “nobody knows what’s beneficial, really. It’s that damned old ‘blessing in disguise’ bit! Out of evil may come forth good, sometimes, and vice-versa!”


  Which explained, he understood all at once, why the creator of this charm, who must have known which half controlled good fortune and which controlled bad, had yet included both in its manufacture. Balance. Equilibrium. The teetering poise of the events of the cosmos must be maintained, at all costs. To have all good luck could be an evil, if only against one’s less fortunate fellows; to have all bad luck could be a good, insofar as it taught the unlucky bearer the virtues of humility, courage and endurance . . .


  “Still—” Rogan said slowly, staring at the gleaming halves of the charm in the reddening rays of the approaching sunset, “if I had my choice of the two—”


  HE would choose only good luck. Who would not?! Selfish as such a desire might be, it was only natural to prefer good fortune to bad. And here in his hands, he thought, his mind trembling at the magnitude of the idea growing within it, he had his choice of either . . . All he need do would be to prise the intertwined halves apart—!


  Then select the good one . . .


  Constructed from two discriminate substances, there had to be a way to get the twin-sized, seamless halves apart. “And in doing so,” Rogan realized, “I will know which half is which!”


  For it had come to his mind that no mucilage, no bolt, no welding had been necessary to join the twain. The very nature of what they were did the trick. The good half would cling hard lest relenting should admit the evil, ungoverned, into the universe; the evil would cling lest it were the cause of unbridled goodness being set free. Good could not do such an evil deed, nor evil such a good. Therefore, Rogan had the method by which they might be pried asunder. He would turn their own natures against them . . .


  With thumb and forefinger of each hand he gripped the separate portions of the charm, black in his left fingers, white in his right. “Now,” he willed fiercely, playing a psychological trick on his consciousness, “my hands tug apart, gently but firmly, yet—My right hand does not wish the white half to come free of its counterpart, but my left hand does wish to separate the black!”


  His tugging produced no result. And so at last, he knew.


  Knew that the white was good, for it had done as it was bidden; knew that the black was evil, for it had refused.


  “Therefore,” he said, shivering in near-frightened anticipation of what he was about to do, “I reverse my commands:


  “My right hand wants the white half to come free, my left does not want the black to do so! Whiteness—Release! Darkness—Holdfast!”


  Soundlessly, sinuously, smoothly, the “limbs” of the two octopi, the two clasped round eightfingered hands, slipped apart before Rogan’s eyes into their basic components.


  “I’ve done it!” he roared aloud in triumph.


  And then—


  Swifter than a flickering eyelid, than a striking snake, the eight limp limbs of each half lashed out, enwrapped, and clung like leaches to the balls of Rogan’s left and right thumbs. And simultaneously—


  Euphoria, serenity, surging ecstacy flooded through the entire right side of Rogan’s body, while rending, agonizing, shrieking pain contorted his left . . .


  As he staggered, spread-legged atop the egg-mound, a visible line of demarcation sundered the planetary surface before and behind him, and where his joyous right hand flung outward in happiness, the coagulating gluesands vanished to be replaced by lush green arbors, rolling hills, cool blue streams, even as his throbbing, flailing left hand created a planetary chaos of boiling sulphur pots, boiling plumes of scorching flame, and a screaming wind of blackness and torment.


  The sky to Rogan’s right pulsed and glowed with a rainbow of sunset color and the slowly appearing blue-green mantle of night cooled by a billion sparkling stars, while the cosmos to his left exploded into flame and fusion and hurtling comets of illimitable debris . . .


  The very fabric of existence began to fray along the plane of the terrible breach of all equilibrium of energy and matter . . .


  Chronology itself was wrenched apart, slammed together again, overlapped, mingled, spun upside-down, for a tottering, whirling brush against the ageless matrix of infinitude . . .


  *    *    *


  “. . . until I can return with the necessary cash,” said the Venusian, dangling the bipartite bauble before Rogan’s eyes.


  Rogan looked at it, frowning. It seemed familiar to him, somehow. His hand reached out to it, then abruptly withdrew. “Hell,” he said, “that’s of no use to me. You can send me the money when you get it.”


  A light blinked on the wall over the exit.


  “That’s my clearance,” sighed Rogan, getting up from the table. “See you guys around.” He hurried through the doorway and trotted across the field to his waiting ship.


  Blastoff and journey were uneventful.       THE END
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  THE DOOR OF HIS FACE, THE LAMPS OF HIS MOUTH


  Roger Zelazny


  Here is a good strong story with a good strong plot and good strong characters. It carries with it such a degree of conviction that we are half-persuaded that Mr. Roger Zelazny, its author, has himself been a member of the perilous profession of baitman in the perilous seas of Venus. Do not begin this story now unless you can read it right through, ignoring all interuptions.


  I’M A BAITMAN. NO ONE IS BORN a baitman, except in a French novel where everyone is. (In fact, I think that’s the title, We are All Bait. Pfft!) How I got that way is barely worth the telling and has nothing to do with neo-exes, but the days of the beast deserve a few words, so here they are.


  The Lowlands of Venus lie between the thumb and forefinger of the continent known as Hand. When you break into Cloud Alley it swings its silverblack bowling ball toward you without a warning. You jump then, inside that firetailed tenpin they ride you down in, but the straps keep you from making a fool of yourself. You generally chuckle afterwards, but you always jump first.


  Next, you study Hand to lay its illusion and the two middle fingers become dozen-ringed archipelagoes as the outers resolve into greengray peninsulas; the thumb is too short, and curls like the embryo tail of Cape Horn.


  You suck pure oxygen, sigh possibly, and begin the long topple back to the Lowlands.


  There, you are caught like an infield fly at the Lifeline landing area—so named because of its nearness to the great delta in the Eastern Bay—located between the first peninsula and “thumb.” For a minute it seems as if you’re going to miss Lifeline and wind up as canned seafood, but afterwards—shaking off the metaphors—you descend to scorched concrete and present your middle-sized telephone directory of authorizations to the short, fat man in the gray cap. The papers show that you are not subject to mysterious inner rottings and etcetera. He then smiles you a short, fat, gray smile and motions you toward the bus which hauls you to the Reception Area. At the R.A. you spend three days proving that, indeed, you are not subject to mysterious inner rottings and etcetera.


  Boredom, however, is another rot. When your three days are up, you generally hit Lifeline hard, and it returns the compliment as a matter of reflex. The effects of alcohol in variant atmospheres is a subject on which the connoisseurs have written numerous volumes, so I will confine my remarks to noting that a good binge is worthy of at least a week’s time and often warrants a lifetime study.


  I had been a student of exceptional promise (strictly undergraduate) for going on two years when the Bright Water fell through our marble ceiling and poured its people like targets into the city.


  Pause. The Worlds Almanac re Lifeline: “. . . Port city on the eastern coast of Hand. Employees of the Agency for Non-terrestrial Research comprise approximately 85% of its 100,000 population (2010 Census). Its other residents are primarily personnel maintained by several industrial corporations engaged in basic research. Independent marine biologists, wealthy fishing enthusiasts, and waterfront entrepreneurs make up the remainder of its inhabitants.”


  I turned to Mike Dabis, a fellow entrepreneur, and commented on the lousy state of basic research.


  “Not if the mumbled truth be known.”


  He paused behind his glass before continuing the slow swallowing process calculated to obtain my interest and a few oaths, before he continued.


  “Carl,” he finally observed, poker playing, “they’re shaping Tensquare.”


  I could have hit him. I might have refilled his glass with sulfuric acid and looked on with glee as his lips blackened and cracked. Instead, I grunted a noncommittal.


  “Who’s fool enough to shell out fifty grand a day? ANR?”


  He shook his head.


  “Jean Luharich,” he said, “the girl with the violet contacts and fifty or sixty perfect teeth. I understand her eyes are really brown.”


  “Isn’t she selling enough face cream these days?”


  He shrugged.


  “Publicity makes the wheels go ‘round. Luharich Enterprise jumped sixteen points when she picked up the Sun Trophy. You ever play golf on Mercury?”


  I had, but I overlooked it and continued to press.


  “So she’s coming here with a blank check and a fishhook?”


  “Bright Water, today,” he nodded. “Should be down by now. Lots of cameras. She wants an Ikky, bad.”


  “Hmm,” I hmmed. “How bad?”


  “Sixty day contract. Tensquare. Indefinite extension clause. Million and a half deposit,” he recited.


  “You seem to know a lot about it.”


  “I’m Personnel Recruitment. Luharich Enterprises approached me last month. It helps to drink in the right places.


  “Or own them.” He smirked, after a moment.


  I looked away, sipping my bitter brew. After awhile I swallowed several things and asked Mike what he expected to be asked, leaving myself open for his monthly temperance lecture.


  “They told me to try getting you,” he mentioned. “When’s the last time you sailed?”


  “Month and a half ago. The Corning.”


  “Small stuff,” he snorted. “When have you been under, yourself?”


  “It’s been awhile.”


  “It’s been over a year, hasn’t it? That time you got cut by the screw, under the Dolphin?”


  I turned to him.


  “I was in the river last week, up at Angleford where the currents are strong. I can still get around.”


  “Sober,” he added.


  “I’d stay that way,” I said, “on a job like this.”


  A doubting nod.


  “Straight union rates. Triple time for extraordinary circumstances,” he narrated. “Be at Hangar Sixteen with your gear, Friday morning, five hundred hours. We push off Saturday, daybreak.”


  “You’re sailing?”


  “I’m sailing.”


  “How come?”


  “Money.”


  “Ikky guano.”


  “The bar isn’t doing so well and baby needs new minks.”


  “I repeat—”


  “. . . And I want to get away from baby, renew my contract with basics—fresh air, exercise, make cash . . .”


  “All right, sorry I asked.”


  I poured him a drink, concentrating on H2SO4, but it didn’t transmute. Finally I got him soused and went out into the night to walk and think things over.


  Around a dozen serious attempts to land Ichthyform Leviosaurus Levianthus, generally known as “Ikky”, had been made over the past five years. When Ikky was first sighted, whaling techniques were employed. These proved either fruitless or disastrous, and a new procedure was inaugurated. Tensquare was constructed by a wealthy sportsman named Michael Jandt, who blew his entire roll on the project.


  After a year on the Eastern Ocean, he returned to file bankruptcy. Carlton Davits, a playboy fishing enthusiast, then purchased the huge raft and laid a wake for Ikky’s spawning grounds. On the nineteenth day out he had a strike and lost one hundred fifty bills’ worth of untested gear, along with one Ichthyform Levianthus. Twelve days later, using tripled lines, he hooked, narcotized, and began to hoist the huge beast. It awakened then, destroyed a control tower, killed six men, and worked general hell over five square blocks of Tensquare. Carlton was left with partial hemiplegia and a bankruptcy suit of his own. He faded into waterfront atmosphere and Tensquare changed hands four more times, with less spectacular but equally expensive results.


  Finally, the big raft, built only for one purpose was purchased at an auction by ANR for “marine research.” Lloyd’s still won’t insure it, and the only marine research it has ever seen is an occasional rental at fifty bills a day—to people anxious to tell Leviathan fish stories. I’ve been a baitman on three of the voyages, and I’ve been close enough to count Ikky’s fangs on two occasions. I want one of them to show my grandchildren, for personal reasons.


  I faced the direction of the landing area and resolved a resolve.


  “You want me for local coloring, gal. It’ll look nice on the feature page and all that. But clear this—If anyone gets you an Ikky, it’ll be me. I promise.”


  I stood in the empty Square. The foggy towers of Lifeline shared their mists.


  Shoreline a couple eras ago, the western slope above Lifeline stretches as far as forty miles inland in some places. Its angle of rising is not a great one, but it achieves an elevation of several thousand feet before it meets the mountain range which separates us from the Highlands. About four miles inland and five hundred feet higher than Lifeline are set most of the surface airstrips and privately owned hangars. Hangar Sixteen houses Cal’s Contract Cab, hop service, shore to ship. I do not like Cal, but he wasn’t around when I climbed from the bus and waved to a mechanic.


  Two of the hoppers tugged at the concrete, impatient beneath flywing haloes. The one on which Steve was working belched deep within its barrel carburetor and shuttered spasmodically.


  “Bellyache?” I inquired.


  “Yeah, gas pains and heartburn.”


  He twisted setscrews until it settled into an even keening, and turned to me.


  “You’re for out?”


  I nodded.


  “Tensquare. Cosmetics. Monsters. Stuff like that.”


  He blinked into the beacons and wiped his freckles. The temperature was about twenty, but the big overhead spots served a double purpose.


  “Luharich,” he muttered. “Then you are the one. There’s some people want to see you.”


  “What about?”


  “Cameras. Microphones. Stuff like that.”


  “I’d better stow my gear. Which one am I riding?”


  He poked the screwdriver at the other hopper.


  “That one. You’re on video tape now, by the way. They wanted to get you arriving.”


  He turned to the hangar, turned back.


  “Say ‘cheese.’ They’ll shoot the close-ups later.”


  I said something other than “cheese.” They must have been using telelens and been able to read my lips, because that part of the tape was never shown.


  I threw my junk in the back, climbed into a passenger seat, and lit a cigarette. Five minutes later, Cal himself emerged from the office Quonset, looking cold. He came over and pounded on the side of the hopper. He jerked a thumb back at the hangar.


  “They want you in there!” he called through cupped hands. “Interview!”


  “The show’s over!” I yelled back. “Either that, or they can get themselves another baitman!”


  His rustbrown eyes became nailheads under blond brows and his glare a spike before he jerked about and stalked off. I wondered how much they had paid him to be able to squat in his hangar and suck juice from his generator.


  Enough, I guess, knowing Cal. I never liked the guy, anyway.


  Venus at night is a field of sable waters. On the coasts, you can never tell where the sea ends and the sky begins. Dawn is like dumping milk into an inkwell. First, there are erratic curdles of white, then streamers. Shade the bottle for a gray colloid, then watch it whiten a little more. All of a sudden you’ve got day. Then start heating the mixture.


  I had to shed my jacket as we flashed out over the bay. To our rear, the skyline could have been under water for the way it waved and rippled in the heatfall. A hopper can accommodate four people (five, if you want to bend Regs and underestimate weight), or three passengers with the sort of gear a baitman uses. I was the only fare, though, and the pilot was like his machine. He hummed and made no unnecessary noises. Lifeline turned a somersault and evaporated in the rear mirror at about the same time Tensquare broke the fore-horizon. The pilot stopped humming and shook his head.


  I leaned forward. Feelings played flopdoodle in my guts. I knew every bloody inch of the big raft, but the feelings you once took for granted change when their source is out of reach. Truthfully, I’d had my doubts I’d ever board the hulk again. But now, now I could almost believe in predestination. There it was!


  A tensquare football field of a ship. A-powered. Flat as a pancake, except for the plastic blisters in the middle and the “Rooks” fore and aft, port and starboard.


  The Rook towers were named for their corner positions—and any two can work together to hoist, co-powering the graffles between them. The graffles—half gaff, half grapple—can raise enormous weights to near water level; their designer had only one thing in mind, though, which accounts for the gaff half. At water level, the Slider has to implement elevation for six to eight feet before the graffles are in a position to push upward, rather than pulling.


  The Slider, essentially, is a mobile room—a big box capable of moving in any of Tensquare’s crisscross groovings and “anchoring” on the strike side by means of a powerful electromagnetic bond. Its winches could hoist a battleship the necessary distance, and the whole craft would tilt, rather than the Slider come loose, if you want any idea of the strength of that bond.


  The Slider houses a section operated control indicator which is the most sophisticated “reel” ever designed. Drawing broadcast power from the generator beside the center blister, it is connected by shortwave with the sonar room, where the movements of the quarry are recorded and repeated to the angler seated before the section control.


  The fisherman might play his “lines” for hours, days even, without seeing any more than metal and an outline on the screen. Only when the beast is graffled and the extensor shelf, located twelve feet below waterline, slides out for support and begins to aid the winches, only then does the fisherman see his catch rising before him like a fallen Seraph. Then, as Davits learned, one looks into the Abyss itself and is required to act. He didn’t, and a hundred meters of unimaginable tonnage, undernarcotized and hurting, broke the cables of the winch, snapped a graffle, and took a half-minute walk across Tensquare.


  We circled till the mechanical flag took notice and waved us on down. We touched beside the personnel hatch and I jettisoned my gear and jumped to the deck.


  “Luck,” called the pilot as the door was sliding shut. Then he danced into the air and the flag clicked blank.


  I shouldered my stuff and went below.


  Signing in with Malvern, the de facto captain, I learned that most of the others wouldn’t arrive for a good eight hours. They had wanted me alone at Cal’s so they could pattern the pub footage along twentieth-century cinema lines.


  Open: landing strip, dark. One mechanic prodding a contrary hopper. Stark-o-vision shot of slow bus pulling in. Heavily dressed baitman descends, looks about, limps across field. Close-up: he grins. Move in for words: “Do you think this is the time? The time he will be landed?” Embarrassment, taciturnity, a shrug. Dub something. “I see. And why do you think Miss Luharich has a better chance than any of the others? Is it because she’s better equipped? [Grin.] Because more is known now about the creature’s habits than when you were out before? Or is it because of her will to win, to be a champion? Is it any one of these things, or is it all of them?” Reply: “Yeah, all of them.” “—Is that why you signed on with her? Because your instincts say, ‘This one will be it’ ?” Answer: “She pays union rates. I couldn’t rent that damned thing myself. And I want in.” Erase. Dub something else. Fade-out as he moves toward hopper, etcetera.


  “Cheese,” I said, or something like that, and took a walk around Tensquare, by myself.


  I mounted each Rook, checking out the controls and the underwater video eyes. Then I raised the main lift.


  Malvern had no objections to my testing things this way. In fact, he encouraged it. We had sailed together before and our positions had even been reversed upon a time. So I wasn’t surprised when I stepped off the lift into the Hopkins Locker and found him waiting. For the next ten minutes we inspected the big room in silence, walking through its copper coil chambers soon to be Arctic.


  Finally, he slapped a wall.


  “Well, will we find it?”


  I shook my head.


  “I’d like to, but I doubt it. I don’t give two hoots and a damn who gets credit for the catch, so long as I have a part in it. But it won’t happen. That gal’s an egomaniac. She’ll want to operate the Slider, and she can’t.”


  “You ever meet her?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How long ago?”


  “Four, five years.”


  “She was a kid then. How do you know what she can do now?”


  “I know. She’ll have learned every switch and reading by this time. She’ll be all up on theory. But do you remember one time we were together in the starboard Rook, forward, when Ikky broke water like a porpoise?”


  “Well?”


  He rubbed his emery chin.


  “Maybe she can do it, Carl. She’s raced torch ships and she’s scubaed in bad waters back home.” He glanced in the direction of invisible Hand. “And she’s hunted in the Highlands. She might be wild enough to pull that horror into her lap without flinching.


  “. . . For Johns Hopkins to foot the bill and shell out seven figures for the corpus,” he added. “That’s money, even to a Luharich.”


  I ducked through a hatchway.


  “Maybe you’re right, but she was a rich witch when I knew her.


  “And she wasn’t blonde,” I added, meanly.


  He yawned.


  “Let’s find breakfast.”


  We did that.


  When I was young I thought that being born a sea creature was the finest choice Nature could make for anyone. I grew up on the Pacific coast and spent my summers on the Gulf or the Mediterranean. I lived months of my life negotiating with coral, photographing trench dwellers, and playing tag with dolphins. I fished everywhere there are fish, resenting the fact that they can go places I can’t. When I grew older I wanted a bigger fish, and there was nothing living that I knew of, excepting a Sequoia, that came any bigger than Ikky. That’s part of it . . .


  I jammed a couple of extra rolls into a paper bag and filled a thermos with coffee. Excusing myself, I left the gallery and made my way to the Slider berth. It was just the way I remembered it. I threw a few switches and the shortwave hummed.


  “That you, Carl?”


  “That’s right, Mike. Let me have some juice down here, you double-crossing rat.”


  He thought it over, then I felt the hull vibrate as the generators cut in. I poured my third cup of coffee and found a cigarette.


  “So why am I a double-crossing rat this time?” came his voice again.


  “You knew about the cameraman at Hangar Sixteen?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then you’re a double-crossing rat. The last thing I want is publicity. ‘He who fouled up so often before is ready to try it, nobly, once more.’ I can read it now.”


  “You’re wrong. The spotlight’s only big enough for one, and she’s prettier than you.”


  My next comment was cut off as I threw the elevator switch and the elephant ears flapped above me. I rose, settling flush with the deck. Retracting the lateral rail, I cut forward into the groove. Amidships, I stopped at a juncture, dropped the lateral, and retracted the longitudinal rail.


  I slid starboard, midway between the Rooks, halted, and threw on the coupler.


  I hadn’t spilled a drop of coffee.


  “Show me pictures.”


  The screen glowed. I adjusted and got outlines of the bottom.


  “Okay.”


  I threw a Status Blue switch and he matched it. The light went on.


  The winch unlocked. I aimed out over the waters, extended an arm, and fired a cast.


  “Clean one,” he commented.


  “Status Red. Call strike.” I threw a switch.


  “Status Red.”


  The baitman would be on his way with this, to make the barbs tempting.


  It’s not exactly a fishhook. The cables bear hollow tubes; the tubes convey enough dope for an army of hopheads; Ikky takes the bait, dandled before him by remote control, and the fisherman rams the barbs home.


  My hands moved over the console, making the necessary adjustments. I checked the narco-tank reading. Empty. Good, they hadn’t been filled yet. I thumbed the inject button.


  “In the gullet,” Mike murmured.


  I released the cables. I played the beast imagined. I let him run, swinging the winch to simulate his sweep.


  I had the air conditioner on and my shirt off and it was still uncomfortably hot, which is how I knew that morning had gone over into noon. I was dimly aware of the arrivals and departures of the hoppers. Some of the crew sat in the “shade” of the doors I had left open, watching the operation. I didn’t see Jean arrive or I would have ended the session and gotten below.


  She broke my concentration by slamming the door hard enough to shake the bond.


  “Mind telling me who authorized you to bring up the Slider?” she asked.


  “No one,” I replied. “I’ll take it below now.”


  “Just move aside.”


  I did, and she took my seat. She was wearing brown slacks and a baggy shirt and she had her hair pulled back in a practical manner. Her cheeks were flushed, but not necessarily from the heat. She attacked the panel with a nearly amusing intensity that I found disquieting.


  “Status Blue,” she snapped, breaking a violet fingernail on the toggle.


  I forced a yawn and buttoned my shirt slowly. She threw a side glance my way, checked the registers, and fired a cast.


  I monitored the lead on the screen. She turned to me for a second.


  “Status Red,” she said levelly.


  I nodded my agreement.


  She worked the winch sideways to show she knew how. I didn’t doubt she knew how and she didn’t doubt that I didn’t doubt, but then—


  “In case you’re wondering,” she said, “you’re not going to be anywhere near this thing. You were hired as a baitman, remember? Not a Slider operator! A baitman! Your duties consist of swimming out and setting the table for our friend the monster. It’s dangerous, but you’re getting well paid for it. Any questions?”


  She squashed the Inject button and I rubbed my throat.


  “Nope,” I smiled, “but I am qualified to run that thingamajigger—and if you need me I’ll be available, at union rates.”


  “Mister Davits,” she said, “I don’t want a loser operating this panel.”


  “Miss Luharich, there has never been a winner at this game.”


  She started reeling in the cable and broke the bond at the same time, so that the whole Slider shook as the big yo-yo returned. We skidded a couple of feet backward. She raised the laterals and we shot back along the groove. Slowing, she transferred rails and we jolted to a clanging halt, then shot off at a right angle. The crew scrambled away from the hatch as we skidded onto the elevator.


  “In the future, Mister Davits, do not enter the Slider without being ordered,” she told me.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t even step inside if I am ordered,” I answered. “I signed on as a baitman. Remember? If you want me in here, you’ll have to ask me.”


  “That’ll be the day,” she smiled.


  I agreed, as the doors closed above us. We dropped the subject and headed in our different directions after the Slider came to a halt in its berth. She did not say “good day,” though, which I thought showed breeding as well as determination, in reply to my chuckle.


  Later that night Mike and I stoked our pipes in Malvern’s cabin. The winds were shuffling waves, and a steady pattering of rain and hail overhead turned the deck into a tin roof.


  “Nasty,” suggested Malvern.


  I nodded. After two bourbons the room had become a familiar woodcut, with its mahogany furnishings (which I had transported from Earth long ago on a whim) and the dark walls, the seasoned face of Malvern, and the perpetually puzzled expression of Dabis set between the big pools of shadow that lay behind chairs and splashed in cornets, all cast by the tiny table light and seen through a glass, brownly.


  “Glad I’m in here.”


  “What’s it like underneath on a night like this?”


  I puffed, thinking of my light cutting through the insides of a black diamond, shaken slightly. The meteor-dart of a suddenly illuminated fish, the swaying of grotesque ferns, like nebulae-shadow, then green, then gone—swam in a moment through my mind. I guess it’s like a spaceship would feel, if a spaceship could feel, crossing between worlds—and quiet, uncannily, preternaturally quiet; and peaceful as sleep.


  “Dark,” I said, “and not real choppy below a few fathoms.”


  “Another eight hours and we shove off,” commented Mike.


  “Ten, twelve days, we should be there,” noted Malvern.


  “What do you think Ikky’s doing?”


  “Sleeping on the bottom with Mrs. Ikky if he has any brains.”


  “He hasn’t. I’ve seen ANR’s skeletal extrapolation from the bones that have washed up—”


  “Hasn’t everyone?”


  “. . . Fully fleshed, he’d be over a hundred meters long. That right, Carl?”


  I agreed.


  “. . . Not much of a brain box, though, for his bulk.”


  “Smart enough to stay out of our locker.”


  Chuckles, because nothing exists but this room, really. The world outside is an empty, sleet drummed deck. We lean back and make clouds.


  “Boss lady does not approve of unauthorized fly fishing.”


  “Boss lady can walk north till her hat floats.”


  “What did she say in there?”


  “She told me that my place, with fish manure, is on the bottom.”


  “You don’t Slide?”


  “I bait.”


  “We’ll see.”


  “That’s all I do. If she wants a Slideman she’s going to have to ask nicely.”


  “You think she’ll have to?”


  “I think she’ll have to.”


  “And if she does, can you do it?”


  “A fair question,” I puffed. “I don’t know the answer, though.”


  I’d incorporate my soul and trade forty percent of the stock for the answer. I’d give a couple years off my life for the answer. But there doesn’t seem to be a lineup of supernatural takers, because no one knows. Supposing when we get out there, luck being with us, we find ourselves an Ikky? Supposing we succeed in baiting him and get lines on him. What then? If we get him shipside, will she hold on or crack up? What if she’s made of sterner stuff than Davits, who used to hunt sharks with poison-darted air pistols? Supposing she lands him and Davits has to stand there like a video extra.


  Worse yet, supposing she asks for Davits and he still stands there like a video extra or something else—say, some yellowbellied embodiment named Cringe?


  It was when I got him up above the eight-foot horizon of steel and looked out at all that body, sloping on and on till it dropped out of sight like a green mountain range . . . And that head. Small for the body, but still immense. Fat, craggy, with lidless roulettes that had spun black and red since before my forefathers decided to try the New Continent. And swaying.


  Fresh narco-tanks had been connected. It needed another shot, fast. But I was paralyzed.


  It had made a noise like God playing a Hammond organ . . .


  And looked at me!


  I don’t know if seeing is even the same process in eyes like those. I doubt it. Maybe I was just a gray blur behind a black rock, with the plexi-reflected sky hurting its pupils. But it fixed on me. Perhaps the snake doesn’t really paralyze the rabbit, perhaps it’s just that rabbits are cowards by constitution. But it began to struggle and I still couldn’t move, fascinated.


  Fascinated by all that power, by those eyes, they found me there fifteen minutes later, a little broken about the head and shoulders, the Inject still unpushed.


  And I dream about those eyes. I want to face them once more, even if their finding takes forever. I’ve got to know if there’s something inside me that sets me apart from a rabbit, from notched plates of reflexes and instincts that always fall apart in exactly the same way whenever the proper combination is spun.


  Looking down, I noticed that my hand was shaking. Glancing up, I noticed that no one else was noticing.


  I finished my drink and emptied my pipe. It was late and no songbirds were singing.


  I sat whittling, my legs hanging over the aft edge, the chips spinning down into the furrow of our wake. Three days out. No action.


  “You!”


  “Me?”


  “You.”


  Hair like the end of the rainbow, eyes like nothing in nature, fine teeth.


  “Hello.”


  “There’s a safety regulation against what you’re doing, you know.”


  “I know. I’ve been worrying about it all morning.”


  A delicate curl climbed my knife then drifted out behind us. It settled into the foam and was plowed under. I watched her reflection in my blade, taking a secret pleasure in its distortion.


  “Are you baiting me?” she finally asked.


  I heard her laugh then, and turned, knowing it had been intentional.


  “What, me?”


  “I could push you off from here, very easily.”


  “I’d make it back.”


  “Would you push me off, then—some dark night, perhaps?”


  “They’re all dark, Miss Luharich. No, I’d rather make you a gift of my carving.”


  She seated herself beside me then, and I couldn’t help but notice the dimples in her knees. She wore white shorts and a halter and still had an offworld tan to her which was awfully appealing. I almost felt a twinge of guilt at having planned the whole scene, but my right hand still blocked her view of the wooden animal.


  “Okay, I’ll bite. What have you got for me?”


  “Just a second. It’s almost finished.”


  Solemnly, I passed her the little wooden jackass I had been carving. I felt a little sorry and slightly jackass-ish myself, but I had to follow through. I always do. The mouth was split into a braying grin. The ears were upright.


  She didn’t smile and she didn’t frown. She just studied it.


  “It’s very good,” she finally said, “like most things you do—and appropriate, perhaps.”


  “Give it to me.” I extended a palm.


  She handed it back and I tossed it out over the water. It missed the white water and bobbed for awhile like a pigmy seahorse.


  “Why did you do that?”


  “It was a poor joke. I’m sorry.”


  “Maybe you are right, though. Perhaps this time I’ve bitten off a little too much.”


  I snorted.


  “Then why not do something safer, like another race?”


  She shook her end of the rainbow.


  “No. It has to be an Ikky.”


  “Why?”


  “Why did you want one so badly that you threw away a fortune?”


  “Many reasons,” I said. “An unfrocked analyst who held black therapy sessions in his basement once told me, ‘Mister Davits, you need to reinforce the image of your masculinity by catching one of every kind of fish in existence.’ Fish are a very ancient masculinity symbol, you know. So I set out to do it. I have one more to go—Why do you want to reinforce your masculinity?”


  “I don’t,” she said. “I don’t want to reinforce anything but Luharich Enterprises. My chief statistician once said, ‘Miss Luharich, sell all the cold cream and face powder in the System and you’ll be a happy girl. Rich, too.’ And he was right. I am the proof. I can look the way I do and do anything, and I sell most of the lipstick and face powder in the System—but I have to be able to do anything.”


  “You do look cool and efficient,” I observed.


  “I don’t feel cool,” she said, rising. “Let’s go for a swim.”


  “May I point out that we’re making pretty good time?”


  “If you want to indicate the obvious, you may. You said you could make it back to the ship, unassisted. Change your mind?”


  “No.”


  “Then get us two scuba outfits and I’ll race you under Tensquare.


  “I’ll win, too,” she added.


  I stood and looked down at her, because that usually makes me feel superior to women.


  “Daughter of Lir, eyes of Picasso,” I said, “you’ve got yourself a race. Meet me at the forward Rook, starboard, in ten minutes.”


  “Ten minutes,” she agreed.


  And ten minutes it was. From the center blister to the Rook took maybe two of them, with the load I was carrying. My sandals grew very hot and I was glad to shuck them for flippers when I reached the comparative cool of the corner.


  We slid into harnesses and adjusted our gear. She had changed into a trim one-piece green job that made me shade my eyes and look away, then look back again.


  I fastened a rope ladder and kicked it over the side. Then I pounded on the wall of the Rook.


  “Yeah?”


  “You talk to the port Rook, aft?” I called.


  “They’re all set up,” came the answer. “There’s ladders and draglines all over that end.”


  “You sure you want to do this?” asked the sunburnt little gink who was her publicity man, Anderson Yclept.


  He sat beside the Rook in a deckchair, sipping lemonade through a straw.


  “It might be dangerous,” he observed, sunken-mouthed. (His teeth were beside him, in another glass.)


  “That’s right,” she smiled. “It will be dangerous. Not overly, though.”


  “Then why don’t you let me get some pictures? We’d have them back to Lifeline in an hour. They’d be in New York by tonight. Good copy.”


  “No,” she said, and turned away from both of us.


  “Here, keep these for me.”


  She passed him a box full of her unseeing, and when she turned back to me they were the same brown that I remembered.


  “Ready?”


  “No,” I said, tautly. “Listen carefully, Jean. If you’re going to play this game there are a few rules. First,” I counted, “we’re going to be directly beneath the hull, so we have to start low and keep moving. If we bump the bottom, we could rupture an air tank . . .”


  She began to protest that any moron knew that and I cut her down.


  “Second,” I went on, “there won’t be much light, so we’ll stay close together, and we will both carry torches.”


  Her wet eyes flashed.


  “I dragged you out of Govino without—”


  Then she stopped and turned away. She picked up a lamp.


  “Okay. Torches. Sorry.”


  “. . . And watch out for the drive-screws,” I finished. “There’ll be strong currents for at least fifty meters behind them.”


  She wiped her eyes and adjusted the mask.


  “All right, let’s go.”


  We went.


  She led the way, at my insistence. The surface layer was pleasantly warm. At two fathoms the water was bracing; at five it was nice and cold. At eight we let go the swinging stairway and struck out. Tensquare sped forward and we raced in the opposite direction, tattooing the hull yellow at ten-second intervals.


  The hull stayed where it belonged, but we raced on like two darkside satellites. Periodically, I tickled her frog feet with my light and traced her antennae of bubbles. About a five meter lead was fine; I’d beat her in the home stretch, but I couldn’t let her drop behind yet.


  Beneath us, black. Immense. Deep. The Mindanao of Venus, where eternity might eventually pass the dead to a rest in cities of unnamed fishes. I twisted my head away and touched the hull with a feeler of light; it told me we were about a quarter of the way along.


  I increased my beat to match her stepped-up stroke, and narrowed the distance which she had suddenly opened by a couple of meters. She sped up again and I did, too. I spotted her with my beam.


  She turned and it caught on her mask. I never knew whether she’d been smiling. Probably. She raised two fingers in a V-for-Victory and then cut ahead at full speed.


  I should have known. I should have felt it coming. It was just a race to her, something else to win. Damn the torpedos!


  So I leaned into it, hard. I don’t shake in the water. Or, if I do it doesn’t matter and I don’t notice it. I began to close the gap again.


  She looked back, sped on, looked back. Each time she looked it was nearer, until I’d narrowed it down to the original five meters.


  Then she hit the jatoes.


  That’s what I had been fearing. We were about half-way under and she shouldn’t have done it. The powerful jets of compressed air could easily rocket her upward into the hull, or tear something loose if she allowed her body to twist. Their main use is in tearing free from marine plants or fighting bad currents. I had wanted them along as a safety measure, because of the big suck-and-pull windmills behind.


  She shot ahead like a meteorite, and I could feel a sudden tingle of perspiration leaping to meet and mix with the churning waters.


  I swept ahead, not wanting to use my own guns, and she tripled, quadrupled the margin.


  The jets died and she was still on course. Okay, I was an old fuddyduddy. She could have messed up and headed toward the top.


  I plowed the sea and began to gather back my yardage, a foot at a time. I wouldn’t be able to catch her or beat her now, but I’d be on the ropes before she hit deck.


  Then the spinning magnets began their insistence and she wavered. It was an awfully powerful drag, even at this distance. The call of the meat grinder.


  I’d been scratched up by one once, under the Dolphin, a fishing boat of the middle-class. I had been drinking, but it was also a rough day, and the thing had been turned on prematurely. Fortunately, it was turned off in time, also, and a tendon-stapler made everything good as new, except in the log, where it only mentioned that I’d been drinking. Nothing about it being off-hours when I had the right to do as I damn well pleased.


  She had slowed to half her speed, but she was still moving cross-wise, toward the port, aft corner. I began to feel the pull myself and had to slow down. She’d made it past the main one, but she seemed too far back. It’s hard to gauge distances under water, but each red beat of time told me I was right. She was out of danger from the main one, but the smaller port screw, located about eighty meters in, was no longer a threat but a certainty.


  She had turned and was pulling away from it now. Twenty meters separated us. She was standing still. Fifteen.


  Slowly, she began a backward drifting. I hit my jatoes, aiming two meters behind her and about twenty back of the blades.


  Straightline! Thankgod! Catching, softbelly, leadpipe on shoulder SWIMLIKEHELL! maskcracked, not broke though AND UP!


  We caught a line and I remember brandy.


  Into the cradle endlessly rocking I spit, pacing. Insomnia tonight and left shoulder sore again, so let it rain on me—they can cure rheumatism. Stupid as hell. What I said. In blankets and shivering.


  She: “Carl, I can’t say it.”


  Me: “Then call it square for that night in Govino, Miss Luharich. Huh?”


  She: nothing.


  Me: “Any more of that brandy?”


  She: “Give me another, too.”


  Me: sounds of sipping. It had only lasted three months. No alimony. Many $ on both sides. Not sure whether they were happy or not. Wine-dark Aegean. Good fishing. Maybe he should have spent more time on shore. Or perhaps she shouldn’t have. Good swimmer, though. Dragged him all the way to Vido to wring out his lungs. Corfu should have brought them closer. Didn’t. I think that mental cruelty was a trout. He wanted to go to Canada.


  She: “Go to hell if you want!”


  He: “Will you go along?”


  She: “No.”


  But she did, anyhow. Many hells. Expensive. He lost a monster or two. She inherited a couple. Lot of lightning tonight. Stupid as hell. Civility’s the coffin of a conned soul. By whom?—Sounds like a bloody neo-ex . . . But I hate you, Anderson, with your glass full of teeth and her new eyes . . . Can’t keep this pipe lit, keep sucking tobacco.


  Spit again!


  Seven days out and the scope showed Ikky.


  Bells jangled, feet pounded, and some optimist set the thermostat in the Hopkins. Malvern wanted me to sit it out, but I slipped into my harness and waited for whatever came. The bruise looked worse than it felt. I had exercised every day and the shoulder hadn’t stiffened on me.


  A thousand meters ahead and thirty fathoms deep, it tunneled our path. Nothing showed on the surface.


  “Will we chase him?” asked an excited crewman.


  “Not unless she feels like using money for fuel.” I shrugged.


  Soon the scope was clear, and it stayed that way. We remained on alert and held our course.


  I hadn’t said over a dozen words to my boss since the last time we went drowning together, so I decided to raise the score.


  “Good afternoon,” I approached. “What’s new?”


  “He’s going north-northeast. We’ll have to let this one go. A few more days and we can afford some chasing. Not yet.”


  Sleek head . . .


  I nodded. “No telling where this one’s headed.”


  “How’s your shoulder?”


  “All right. How about you?”


  Daughter of Lir . . .


  “Fine. By the way, you’re down for a nice bonus.”


  Eyes of perdition!


  “Don’t mention it,” I told her back.


  Later that afternoon, and appropriately, a storm shattered. (I prefer “shattered” to “broke.” It gives a more accurate idea of the behavior of tropical storms on Venus and saves a lot of words.) Remember that inkwell I mentioned earlier? Now take it between thumb and forefinger and hit its side with a hammer. Watch yourself! Don’t get splashed or cut—


  Dry, then drenched. The sky one million bright fractures as the hammer falls. And sounds of breaking.


  “Everyone below?” suggested the loudspeakers to the already scurrying crew.


  Where was I? Who do you think was doing the loudspeaking?


  Everything loose went overboard when the water got to walking, but by then no people were loose. The Slider was the first thing below decks. Then the big lifts lowered their shacks.


  I had hit it for the nearest Rook with a yell the moment I recognized the pre-brightening of the holocaust. From there I cut in the speakers and spent half a minute coaching the track team.


  Minor injuries had occurred, Mike told me over the radio, but nothing serious. I, however, was marooned for the duration. The Rooks do not lead anywhere; they’re set too far out over the hull to provide entry downwards, what with the extensor shelves below.


  So I undressed myself of the tanks which I had worn for the past several hours, crossed my flippers on the table, and leaned back to watch the hurricane. The top was black as the bottom and we were in between, and somewhat illuminated because of all that flat, shiny space. The waters didn’t rain down—they just sort of got together and dropped.


  The Rooks were secure enough—they’d weathered any number of these onslaughts—it’s just that their positions gave them a greater arc of rise and descent when Tensquare makes like the rocker of a very nervous grandma. I had used the belts form my rig to strap myself into the bolted-down chair, and I removed several years in purgatory from the soul of whoever left a pack of cigarettes in the table drawer.


  I watched the water make teepees and mountains and hands and trees until I started seeing faces and people. So I called Mike.


  “What are you doing down there?”


  “Wondering what you’re doing up there,” he replied. “What’s it like?”


  “You’re from the Midwest, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Get bad storms out there?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “Try to think of the worst one you were ever in. Got a slide rule handy?”


  “Right here.”


  “Then put a one under it, imagine a zero or two following after, and multiply the thing out.”


  “I can’t imagine the zeros.”


  “Then retain the multiplicand—that’s all you can do.”


  “So what are you doing up there?”


  “I’ve strapped myself in the chair. I’m watching things roll around the floor right now.”


  I looked up and out again. I saw one darker shadow in the forest.


  “Are you praying or swearing?”


  “Damned if I know. But if this were the Slider—if only this were the Slider!”


  “He’s out there?”


  I nodded, forgetting that he couldn’t see me.


  Big, as I remembered him. He’d only broken surface for a few moments, to look around. There is no power on Earth that can be compared with him who was made to fear no one. I dropped my cigarette. It was the same as before. Paralysis and an unborn scream.


  “You all right, Carl?”


  He had looked at me again. Or seemed to. Perhaps that mindless brute had been waiting half a millennium to ruin the life of a member of the most highly developed species in business . . .


  “You okay?”


  . . . Or perhaps it had been ruined already, long before their encounter, and theirs was just a meeting of beasts, the stronger bumping the weaker aside, body to psyche . . .


  “Carl, dammit! Say something!”


  He broke again, this time nearer. Did you ever see the trunk of a tornado? It seems like something alive, moving around in all that dark. Nothing has a right to be so big, so strong, and moving. It’s a sickening sensation.


  “Please answer me.”


  He was gone and did not come back that day. I finally made a couple of wisecracks at Mike, but I held my next cigarette in my right hand.


  The next seventy or eighty thousand waves broke by with a monotonous similarity. The five days that held them were also without distinction. The morning of the thirteenth day out, though, our luck began to rise. The bells broke our coffee-drenched lethargy into small pieces, and we dashed from the gallery without hearing what might have been Mike’s finest punchline.


  “Aft!” cried someone. “Five hundred meters!”


  I stripped to my trunks and started buckling. My stuff is always within grabbing distance.


  I flipflopped across the deck, girding myself with a deflated squiggler.


  “Five hundred meters, twenty fathoms!” boomed the speakers.


  The big traps banged upward and the Slider grew to its full height, m’lady at the console. It rattled past me and took root ahead. Its one arm rose and lengthened.


  I breasted the Slider as the speakers called, “Four-eight, twenty!”


  “Status Red!”


  A belch like an emerging champagne cork and the line arced high over the waters.


  “Four-eight, twenty!” it repeated, all Malvern and static. “Baitman, attend!”


  I adjusted my mask and hand-over-handed it down the side. Then warm, then cool, then away.


  Green, vast, down. Fast. This is the place where I am equal to a squiggler. If something big decides a baitman looks tastier than what he’s carrying, then irony colors his title as well as the water about it.


  I caught sight of the drifting cables and followed them down. Green to dark green to black. It had been a long cast, too long. I’d never had to follow one this far down before. I didn’t want to switch on my torch.


  But I had to.


  Bad! I still had a long way to go. I clenched my teeth and stuffed my imagination into a straightjacket.


  Finally the line came to an end.


  I wrapped one arm about it and unfastened the squiggler. I attached it, working as fast as I could, and plugged in the little insulated connections which are the reason it can’t be fired with the line. Ikky could break them, but by then it wouldn’t matter.


  My mechanical eel hooked up, I pulled its section plugs and watched it grow. I had been dragged deeper during this operation, which took about a minute and a half. I was near—too near—to where I never wanted to be.


  Loathe as I had been to turn on my light, I was suddenly afraid to turn it off. Panic gripped me and I seized the cable with both hands. The squiggler began to glow, pinkly. It started to twist. It was twice as big as I am and doubtless twice as attractive to pink squiggler-eaters. I told myself this until I believed it, then I switched off my light and started up.


  If I bumped into something enormous and steel-hided my heart had orders to stop beating immediately and release me—to dart fitfully forever along Acheron, and gibbering.


  Ungibbering, I made it to green water and fled back to the nest.


  As soon as they hauled me aboard I made my mask a necklace, shaded my eyes, and monitored for surface turbulence. My first question, of course, was “Where is he?”


  “Nowhere,” said a crewman; “we lost him right after you went over. Can’t pick him up on the scope now. Musta dived.”


  “Too bad.”


  The squiggler stayed down, enjoying its bath. My job ended for the time being, I headed back to warm my coffee with rum.


  From behind me, a whisper: “Could you laugh like that afterwards?”


  Perceptive Answer: “Depends on what he’s laughing at.”


  Still chuckling, I made my way into the center blister with two cupfuls.


  “Still hell and gone?”


  Mike nodded. His big hands were shaking, and mine were steady as a surgeon’s when I set down the cups.


  He jumped as I shrugged off the tanks and looked for a bench.


  “Don’t drip on that panel! You want to kill yourself and blow expensive fuses?”


  I toweled down, then settled down to watching the unfilled eye on the wall. I yawned happily; my shoulder seemed good as new.


  The little box that people talk through wanted to say something, so Mike lifted the switch and told it to go ahead.


  “Is Carl there, Mister Dabis?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Then let me talk to him.”


  Mike motioned and I moved.


  “Talk,” I said.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Yes, thanks. Shouldn’t I be?”


  “That was a long swim. I—I guess I overshot my cast.”


  “I’m happy,” I said. “More triple-time for me. I really clean up on that hazardous duty clause.”


  “I’ll be more careful next time,” she apologized. “I guess I was too eager. Sorry—” Something happened to the sentence, so she ended it there, leaving me with half a bagful of replies I’d been saving.


  I lifted the cigarette from behind Mike’s ear and got a light from the one in the ashtray.


  “Carl, she was being nice,” he said, after turning to study the panels.


  “I know,” I told him. “I wasn’t.”


  “I mean, she’s an awfully pretty kid, pleasant. Headstrong and all that. But what’s she done to you?”


  “Lately?” I asked.


  He looked at me, then dropped his eyes to his cup.


  “I know it’s none of my bus—” he began.


  “Cream and sugar?”


  Ikky didn’t return that day, or that night. We picked up some Dixieland out of Lifeline and let the muskrat ramble while Jean had her supper sent to the Slider. Later she had a bunk assembled inside. I piped in “Deep Water Blues” when it came over the air and waited for her to call up and cuss us out. She didn’t though, so I decided she was sleeping.


  Then I got Mike interested in a game of chess that went on until daylight. It limited conversation to several “checks,” one “checkmate,” and a “damn!” Since he’s a poor loser it also effectively sabotaged subsequent talk, which was fine with me. I had a steak and fried potatoes for breakfast and went to bed.


  Ten hours later someone shook me awake and I propped myself on one elbow, refusing to open my eyes.


  “Whassamadder?”


  “I’m sorry to get you up,” said one of the younger crewmen, “but Miss Luharich wants you to disconnect the squiggler so we can move on.”


  I knuckled open one eye, still deciding whether I should be amused.


  “Have it hauled to the side. Anyone can disconnect it.”


  “It’s at the side now, sir. But she said it’s in your contract and we’d better do things right.”


  “That’s very considerate of her. I’m sure my Local appreciates her remembering.”


  “Uh, she also said to tell you to change your trunks and comb your hair, and shave, too. Mister Anderson’s going to film it.”


  “Okay. Run along; tell her I’m on my way—and ask if she has some toenail polish I can borrow.”


  I’ll save on details. It took three minutes in all, and I played it properly, even pardoning myself when I slipped and bumped into Anderson’s white tropicals with the wet squiggler. He smiled, brushed it off; she smiled, even though Luharich Complectacolor couldn’t completely mask the dark circles under her eyes; and I smiled, waving to all our fans out there in videoland.—Remember, Mrs. Universe, you, too, can look like a monster-catcher. Just use Luharich face cream.


  I went below and made myself a tuna sandwich, with mayonnaise.


  Two days like icebergs—bleak, blank, half-melting, all frigid, mainly out of sight, and definitely a threat to peace of mind—drifted by and were good to put behind. I experienced some old guilt feelings and had a few disturbing dreams. Then I called Lifeline and checked my bank balance.


  “Going shopping?” asked Mike, who had put the call through for me.


  “Going home,” I answered.


  “Huh?”


  “I’m out of the baiting business after this one, Mike. The Devil with Ikky! The Devil with Venus and Luharich Enterprises! And the Devil with you!”


  Up eyebrows.


  “What brought that on?”


  “I waited over a year for this job. Now that I’m here, I’ve decided the whole thing stinks.”


  “You knew what it was when you signed on. No matter what else you’re doing, you’re selling face cream when you work for face cream sellers.”


  “Oh, that’s not what’s biting me. I admit the commercial angle irritates me, but Tensquare has always been a publicity spot, ever since the first time it sailed.”


  “What, then?”


  “Five or six things, all added up. The main one being that I don’t care any more. Once it meant more to me than anything else to hook that critter, and now it doesn’t. I went broke on what started out as a lark and I wanted blood for what it had cost me. Now I realize that maybe I had it coming. I’m beginning to feel sorry for Ikky.”


  “And you don’t want him now?”


  “I’ll take him if he comes peacefully, but I don’t feel like sticking out my neck to make him crawl into the Hopkins.”


  “I’m inclined to think it’s one of the four or five other things you said you added.”


  “Such as?”


  He scrutinized the ceiling.


  I growled.


  “Okay, but I won’t say it, not just to make you happy you guessed right.”


  He, smirking: “That look she wears isn’t just for Ikky.”


  “No good, no good.” I shook my head. “We’re both fission chambers by nature. You can’t have jets on both ends of the rocket and expect to go anywhere—what’s in the middle just gets smashed.”


  “That’s how it was. None of my business, of course—”


  “Say that again and you’ll say it without teeth.”


  “Any day, big man”—he looked up—“any place . . .”


  “So go ahead. Get it said!”


  “She doesn’t care about that bloody reptile, she came here to drag you back where you belong. You’re not the baitman this trip.”


  “Five years is too long.”


  “There must be something under that cruddy hide of yours that people like,” he muttered, “or I wouldn’t be talking like this. Maybe you remind us humans of some really ugly dog we felt sorry for when we were kids. Anyhow, someone wants to take you home and raise you—also, something about beggars not getting menus.”


  “Buddy,” I chuckled, “do you know what I’m going to do when I hit Lifeline?”


  “I can guess.”


  “You’re wrong. I’m torching it to Mars, and then I’ll cruise back home, first class. Venus bankruptcy provisions do not apply to Martian trust funds, and I’ve still got a wad tucked away where moth and corruption enter not. I’m going to pick up a big old mansion on the Gulf and if you’re ever looking for a job you can stop around and open bottles for me.”


  “You are a yellowbellied fink,” he commented.


  “Okay,” I admitted, “but it’s her I’m thinking of, too.”


  “I’ve heard the stories about you both,” he said. “So you’re a heel and a goofoff and she’s a bitch. That’s called compatibility these days. I dare you, baitman, try keeping something you catch.”


  I turned.


  “If you ever want that job, look me up.”


  I closed the door quietly behind me and left him sitting there waiting for it to slam.


  The day of the beast dawned like any other. Two days after my gutless flight from empty waters I went down to rebait. Nothing on the scope. I was just making things ready for the routine attempt.


  I hollered a “good morning” from outside the Slider and received an answer from inside before I pushed off. I had reappraised Mike’s words, sans sound, sans fury, and while I did not approve of their sentiment or significance, I had opted for civility anyhow.


  So down, under, and away. I followed a decent cast about two hundred-ninety meters out. The snaking cables burned black to my left and I paced their undulations from the yellowgreen down into the darkness. Soundless lay the wet night, and I bent my way through it like a cock-eyed comet, bright tail before.


  I caught the line, slick and smooth, and began baiting. An icy world swept by me then, ankles to head. It was a draft, as if someone had opened a big door beneath me. I wasn’t drifting forwards that fast either.


  Which meant that something might be moving up, something big enough to displace a lot of water. I still didn’t think it was Ikky. A freak current of some sort, but not Ikky. Ha!


  I had finished attaching the leads and pulled the first plug when a big, rugged, black island grew beneath me . . .


  I flicked the beam downward. His mouth was opened.


  I was rabbit.


  Waves of the death-fear passed downward. My stomach imploded. I grew dizzy.


  Only one thing, and one thing only. Left to do. I managed it, finally. I pulled the rest of the plugs.


  I could count the scaly articulations ridging his eyes by then.


  The squiggler grew, pinked into phosphorescence . . . squiggled.


  Then my lamp. I had to kill it, leaving just the bait before him.


  One glance back as I jammed the jatoes to life.


  He was so near that the squiggler reflected on his teeth, in his eyes. Four meters, and I kissed his lambent jowls with two jets of backwash as I soared. Then I didn’t know whether he was following or had halted. I began to black out as I waited to be eaten.


  The jatoes died and I kicked weakly.


  Too fast, I felt a cramp coming on. One flick of the beam, cried rabbit. One second, to know . . .


  Or end things up, I answered. No, rabbit, we don’t dart before hunters. Stay dark.


  Green waters, finally, to yellowgreen, then top.


  Doubling, I beat off toward Tensquare. The waves from the explosion behind pushed me on ahead. The world closed in, and a screamed “He’s alive!” in the distance.


  A giant shadow and a shock wave. The line was alive, too. Happy Fishing Grounds. Maybe I did something wrong . . .


  Somewhere Hand was clenched. What’s bait?


  A few million years. I remember starting out as a one-celled organism and painfully becoming an amphibian, then an air-breather. From somewhere high in the treetops I heard a voice.


  “He’s coming around.”


  I evolved back into homosapience, then a step further into a hangover.


  “Don’t try to get up yet.”


  “Have we got him?” I slurred.


  “Still fighting, but he’s hooked. We thought he took you for an appetizer.”


  “So did I.”


  “Breath some of this and shut up.”


  A funnel over my face. Good. Lift your cups and drink . . .


  “He was awfully deep. Below scope range. We didn’t catch him till he started up. Too late, then.”


  I began to yawn.


  “We’ll get you inside now.”


  I managed to uncase my ankle knife.


  “Try it and you’ll be minus a thumb.”


  “You need rest.”


  “Then bring me a couple more blankets. I’m staying.”


  I fell back and closed my eyes.


  Someone was shaking me. Gloom and cold. Spotlights bled yellow on the deck. I was in a jury-rigged bunk, bulked against the center blister. Swaddled in wool, I still shivered.


  “It’s been eleven hours. You’re not going to see anything now.”


  I tasted blood.


  “Drink this.”


  Water. I had a remark but I couldn’t mouth it.


  “Don’t ask me how I feel,” I croaked. “I know that comes next, but don’t ask me. Okay?”


  “Okay. Want to go below now?”


  “No. Just get me my jacket.”


  “Right here.”


  “What’s he doing?”


  “Nothing. He’s deep, he’s doped but he’s staying down.”


  “How long since last time he showed?”


  “Two hours, about.”


  “Jean?”


  “She won’t let anyone in the Slider. Listen, Mike says to come on in. He’s right behind you in the blister.”


  I sat up and turned around. Mike was watching. He gestured; I gestured back.


  I swung my feet over the edge and took a couple of deep breaths. Pains in my stomach. I got to my feet and made it into the blister.


  “Howza gut?” queried Mike.


  I checked the scope. No Ikky. Too deep.


  “You buying?”


  “Yeah, coffee.”


  “Not coffee.”


  “You’re ill. Also, coffee is all that’s allowed in here.”


  “Coffee is a brownish liquid that burns your stomach. You have some in the bottom drawer.”


  “No cups. You’ll have to use a glass.”


  “Tough.”


  He poured.


  “You do that well. Been practicing for that job?”


  “What job?”


  “The one I offered you—”


  A blot on the scope!


  “Rising, ma’am! Rising!” he yelled into the box.


  “Thanks, Mike. I’ve got it in here,” she crackled.


  “Jean!”


  “Shut up! She’s busy!”


  “Was that Carl?”


  “Yeah,” I called. “Talk later,” and I cut it.


  Why did I do that?


  “Why did you do that?”


  I didn’t know.


  “I don’t know.”


  Damned echoes! I got up and walked outside.


  Nothing. Nothing.


  Something?


  Tensquare actually rocked! He must have turned when he saw the hull and started downward again. White water to my left, and boiling. An endless spaghetti of cable roared hotly into the belly of the deep.


  I stood awhile, then turned and went back inside.


  Two hours sick. Four, and better.


  “The dope’s getting to him.”


  “Yeah.”


  “What about Miss Luharich?”


  “What about her?”


  “She must be half dead.”


  “Probably.”


  “What are you going to do about it?”


  “She signed the contract for this. She knew what might happen. It did.”


  “I think you could land him.”


  “So do I.”


  “So does she.”


  “Then let her ask me.”


  Ikky was drifting lethargically, at thirty fathoms.


  I took another walk and happened to pass behind the Slider. She wasn’t looking my way.


  “Carl, come in here!”


  Eyes of Picasso, that’s what, and a conspiracy to make me Slide . . .


  “Is that an order?”


  “Yes—No! Please.”


  I dashed inside and monitored. He was rising.


  “Push or pull?”


  I slammed the “wind” and he came like a kitten.


  “Make up your own mind now.”


  He balked at ten fathoms.


  “Play him?”


  “No!”


  She wound him upwards—five fathoms, four . . .


  She hit the extensors at two, and the caught him. Then the graffles.


  Cries without and a heat of lightning of flashbulbs.


  The crew saw Ikky.


  He began to struggle. She kept the cables tight, raised the graffles.


  Up.


  Another two feet and the graffles began pulsing.


  Screams and fast footfalls.


  Giant beanstalk in the wind, his neck, waving. The green hills of his shoulders grew.


  “He’s big, Carl!” she cried.


  And he grew, and grew, and grew uneasy . . .


  “Now!”


  He looked down.


  He looked down, as the god of our most ancient ancestors might have looked down. Fear, shame, and mocking laughter rang in my head. Her head, too?


  “Now!”


  She looked up at the nascent earthquake.


  “I can’t!”


  It was going to be so damnably simple this time, now the rabbit had died. I reached out.


  I stopped.


  “Push it yourself.”


  “I can’t. You do it. Land him, Carl!”


  “No. If I do, you’ll wonder for the rest of your life whether you could have. You’ll throw away your soul finding out. I know you will, because we’re alike, and I did it that way. Find out now!”


  She stared.


  I gripped her shoulders.


  “Could be that’s me out there,” I offered. “I am a green sea serpent, a hateful, monstrous beast, and out to destroy you. I am answerable to no one. Push the Inject.”


  Her hand moved to the button, jerked back.


  “Now!”


  She pushed it.


  I lowered her still form to the floor and finished things up with Ikky.


  It was a good seven hours before I awakened to the steady, sea-chewing grind of Tensquare’s blades.


  “You’re sick,” commented Mike.


  “How’s Jean?”


  “The same.”


  “Where’s the beast?”


  “Here.”


  “Good.” I rolled over. “. . . Didn’t get away this time.”


  So that’s the way it was. No one is born a baitman, I don’t think, but the rings of Saturn sing epithalamium the sea-beast’s dower.


  BECALMED IN HELL


  Larry Niven


  If an entity—half-man, half-machine—ceases to function, where is the trouble likely to be found—in the man, or the machine? An interesting problem. If that entity’s function is to control the return to Earth of a Manned flight to Venus . . . the problem is suddenly urgent.


  I COULD FEEL THE HEAT hovering outside. In the cabin it was bright and dry and cool, almost too cool, like a modern office building in the dead of the summer. Beyond the two small windows it was as black as it ever gets in the solar system, and hot enough to melt lead, at a pressure equivalent to three hundred feet beneath the ocean.


  “There goes a fish,” I said, just to break the monotony.


  “So how’s it cooked?”


  “Can’t tell. It seems to be leaving a trail of breadcrumbs. Fried? Imagine that, Eric! A fried jellyfish.” Eric sighed noisily.


  “Do I have to?”


  “You have to. Only way you’ll see anything worthwhile in this—this—Soup? Fog? Boiling maple syrup?


  “Searing black calm.”


  “Right.”


  “Someone dreamed up that phrase when I was a kid, just after the news of the Mariner II probe. An eternal searing black calm, hot as a kiln, under an atmosphere thick enough to keep any light or any breath of wind from ever reaching the surface.”


  I shivered. “What’s the outside temperature now?”


  “You’d rather not know. You’ve always had too much imagination, Howie.”


  “I can take it, Doc.”


  “Six hundred and twelve degrees.”


  “I can’t take it, Doc!”


  This was Venus, Planet of Love, favorite of the science-fiction writers of three decades ago. Our ship hung below the Earth-to-Venus hydrogen fuel tank, twenty miles up and all but motionless in the syrupy air. The tank, nearly empty now, made an excellent blimp. It would keep us aloft as long as the internal pressure matched the external. That was Eric’s job, to regulate the tank’s pressure by regulating the temperature of the hydrogen gas. We had collected air samples after each ten mile drop from three hundred miles on down, and temperature readings for shorter intervals, and we had dropped the small probe. The data we had gotten from the surface merely confirmed in detail our previous knowledge of the hottest world in the solar system.


  “Temperature just went up to six-thirteen,” said Eric. “Look, are you through hitching?”


  “For the moment.”


  “Good. Strap down. We’re taking off.”


  “Oh frabjous day!” I started untangling the crash webbing over my couch.


  “We’ve done everything we came to do. Haven’t we?”


  “Am I arguing? Look, I’m strapped down.”


  “Yeah.”


  I knew why he was reluctant to leave. I felt a touch of it myself. We’d spent four months getting to Venus in order to spend a week circling her and less than two days in her upper atmosphere, and it seemed a terrible waste of time.


  But he was taking too long.


  “What’s the trouble, Eric?”


  “You’d rather not know.”


  He meant it. His voice was a mechanical, inhuman monotone; he wasn’t making the extra effort to get human expression out of his “prosthetic” vocal apparatus. Only a severe shock would affect him that way.


  “I can take it,” I said.


  “Okay. I can’t feel anything in the ramjet controls. Feels like I’ve just had a spinal anesthetic.”


  The cold in the cabin drained into me, all of it.


  “See if you can send motor impulses the other way. You could run the rams by guess-and-hope even if you can’t feel them.”


  “Okay.” One split second later, “They don’t. Nothing happens. Good thinking though.”


  I tried to think of something to say while I untied myself from the couch. What came out was, “It’s been a pleasure knowing you, Eric. I’ve liked being half of this team, and I still do.”


  “Get maudlin later. Right now, start checking my attachments. Carefully.”


  I swallowed my comments and went to open the access door in the cabin’s forward wall. The floor swayed ever so gently beneath my feet.


  Beyond the four-foot-square access door was Eric. Eric’s central nervous system, with the brain perched at the top and the spinal cord coiled in a loose spiral to fit more compactly into the transparent glass-and-sponge-plastic housing. Hundreds of wires from all over the ship led to the glass walls, where they were joined to selected nerves which spread like an electrical network from the central coil of nervous tissue and fatty protective membrane.


  Space leaves no cripples; and don’t call Eric a cripple, because he doesn’t like it. In a way he’s the ideal spaceman. His life support system weighs only half of what mine does, and takes up a twelfth as much room. But his other prosthetic aids take up most of the ship. The ramjets were hooked into the last pair of nerve trunks, the nerves which once moved his legs, and dozens of finer nerves in those trunks sensed and regulated fuel feed, ram temperature, differential acceleration, intake aperture dilation, and spark pulse.


  These connections were intact. I checked them four different ways without finding the slightest reason why they shouldn’t be working.


  “Test the others,” said Eric.


  It took a good two hours to check every trunk nerve connection. They were all solid. The blood pump was chugging along, and the fluid was rich enough, which killed the idea that the ram nerves might have “gone to sleep” from lack of nutrients or oxygen. Since the lab is one of his prosthetic aids, I let Eric analyze his own blood sugar, hoping that the “liver” had goofed and was producing some other form of sugar. The conclusions were appalling. There was nothing wrong with Eric—inside the cabin.


  “Eric, you’re healthier than I am.”


  “I could tell. You looked worried, son, and I don’t blame you. Now you’ll have to go outside.”


  “I know. Let’s dig out the suit.”


  It was in the emergency tools locker, the Venus suit that was never supposed to be used. NASA had designed it for use at Venusian ground level. Then they had refused to okay the ship below twenty miles until they knew more about the planet. The suit was a segmented armor job. I had watched it being tested in the heat-and-pressure box at Cal Tech, and I knew that the joints stopped moving after five hours, and wouldn’t start again until they had been cooled. Now I opened the locker and pulled the suit out by the shoulders and held it in front of me. It seemed to be staring back.


  “You still can’t feel anything in the ramjets?”


  “Not a twinge.”


  I started to put on the suit, piece by piece like medieval armor. Then I thought of something else.


  “We’re twenty miles up. Are you going to ask me to do a balancing act on the hull?”


  “No! Wouldn’t think of it. We’ll just have to go down.”


  The lift from the blimp tank was supposed to be constant until takeoff. When the time came Eric could get extra lift by heating the hydrogen to higher pressure, then cracking a valve to let the excess out. Of course he’d have to be very careful that the pressure was higher in the tank, or we’d get Venusian air coming in, and the ship would fall instead of rising. Naturally that would be disastrous.


  So Eric lowered the tank temperature and cracked the valve, and down we went.


  “Of course there’s a catch,” said Eric.


  “I know.”


  “The ship stood the pressure twenty miles up. At ground level it’ll be six times that.”


  “I know.”


  We fell fast, with the cabin tilted forward by the drag on our tailfins. The temperature rose gradually. The pressure went up fast. I sat at the window and saw nothing, nothing but black, but I sat there anyway and waited for the window to crack. NASA had refused to okay the ship below twenty miles . . .


  Eric said, “The blimp tank’s okay, and so’s the ship, I think. But will the cabin stand up to it?”


  “I wouldn’t know.”


  “Ten miles.”


  Five hundred miles above us, unreachable, was the atomic ion engine that was to take us home. We couldn’t get to it on the chemical rocket alone. The rocket was for use after the air became too thin for the ramjets.


  “Four miles. Have to crack the valve again.”


  The ship dropped.


  “I can see ground,” said Eric.


  I couldn’t. Eric caught me straining my eyes and said, “Forget it. I’m using deep infrared, and getting no detail.”


  “No vast, misty swamps with weird, terrifying monsters and man-eating plants?”


  “All I see is hot, bare dirt.”


  But we were almost down, and there were no cracks in the cabin wall. My neck and shoulder muscles loosened. I turned away from the window. Hours had passed while we dropped through the poisoned, thickening air. I already had most of my suit on. Now I screwed on my helmet and three-finger gantlets.


  “Strap down,” said Eric. I did.


  We bumped gently. The ship tilted a little, swayed back, bumped again. And again, with my teeth rattling and my armor-plated body rolling against the crash webbing. “Damn,” Eric muttered. I heard the hiss from above. Eric said, “I don’t know how we’ll get back up.”


  Neither did I. The ship bumped hard and stayed down, and I got up and went to the airlock.


  “Good luck,” said Eric. “Don’t stay out too long.” I waved at his cabin camera. The outside temperature was seven hundred and thirty.


  The outer door opened. My suit refrigerating unit set up a complaining whine. With an empty bucket in each hand, and with my headlamp blazing a way through the black murk, I stepped out onto the right wing.


  My suit creaked and settled under the pressure, and I stood on the wing and waited for it to stop. It was almost like being under water. My headlamp beam went out thick enough to be solid, penetrating no more than a hundred feet. The air couldn’t have been that opaque, no matter how dense. It must have been full of dust, or tiny droplets of some fluid.


  The wing ran back like a knife-edged running board, widening toward the tail until it spread into a tailfin. The two tailfins met back of the fuselage. At the tailfin tip was the ram, a big sculptured cylinder with an atomic engine inside. It wouldn’t be hot because it hadn’t been used yet, but I had my counter anyway.


  I fastened a line to the wing and slid to the ground. As long as we were here . . . The ground turned out to be a dry, reddish dirt, crumbly, and so porous that it was almost spongy. Lava etched by chemicals? Almost anything would be corrosive at this pressure and temperature. I scooped one pailful from the surface and another from underneath the first, then climbed up the line and left the buckets on the wing.


  The wing was terribly slippery. I had to wear magnetic sandals to stay on. I walked up and back along the two hundred foot length of the ship, making a casual inspection. Neither wing nor fuselage showed damage. Why not? If a meteor or something had cut Eric’s contact with his sensors in the rams, there should have been evidence of a break in the surface.


  Then, almost suddenly, I realized that there was an alternative.


  It was too vague a suspicion to put into words yet, and I still had to finish the inspection. Telling Eric would be very difficult if I was right.


  Four inspection panels were set into the wing, well protected from the reentry heat. One was halfway back on the fuselage, below the lower edge of the blimp tank, which was molded to the fuselage in such a way that from the front the ship looked like a dolphin. Two more were in the trailing edge of the tailfin, and the fourth was in the ram itself. All opened, with powered screwdriver on recessed screws, on junctions of the ship’s electrical system.


  There was nothing out of place under any of the panels. By making and breaking contacts and getting Eric’s reactions, I found that his sensation ended somewhere between the second and third inspection panels. It was the same story on the left wing. No external damage, nothing wrong at the junctions. I climbed back to ground and walked slowly beneath the length of each wing, my headlamp tilted up. No damage underneath.


  I collected my buckets and went back inside.


  “A bone to pick?” Eric was puzzled. “Isn’t this a strange time to start an argument? Save it for space. We’ll have four months with nothing else to do.”


  “This can’t wait. First of all, did you notice anything I didn’t? He’d been watching everything I saw and did through the peeper in my helmet.


  “No. I’d have yelled.”


  “Okay. Now get this.


  “The break in your circuits isn’t inside, because you get sensation up to the second wing inspection panels. It isn’t outside because there’s no evidence of damage, not even corrosion spots. That leaves only one place for the flaw.”


  “Go on.”


  “We also have the puzzle of why you’re paralyzed in both rams. Why should they both go wrong at the same time? There’s only one place in the ship where the circuits join.”


  “What? Oh, yes, I see. They join through me.”


  “Now let’s assume for the moment that you’re the piece with the flaw in it. You’re not a piece of machinery, Eric. If something’s wrong with you it isn’t medical. That was the first thing we covered. But it could be psychological.”


  “It’s nice to know you think I’m human. So I’ve slipped a cam, have I?”


  “Slightly. I think you’ve got a case of what used to be called trigger anesthesia. A soldier who kills too often sometimes finds that his right index finger or even his whole hand has gone numb, as if it were no longer a part of him. Your comment about not being a machine is important, Eric. I think that’s the whole problem. You’ve never really believed that any part of the ship is a part of you. That’s intelligent, because it’s true. Every time the ship is redesigned you get a new set of parts, and it’s right to avoid thinking of a change of model as a series of amputations.” I’d been rehearsing this speech, trying to put it so that Eric would have no choice but to believe me. Now I know that it must have sounded phony. “But now you’ve gone too far. Subconsciously you’ve stopped believing that the rams can feel like a part of you, which they were designed to do. So you’ve persuaded yourself that you don’t feel anything.”


  With my prepared speech done, and nothing left to say, I stopped talking and waited for the explosion.


  “You make good sense,” said Eric.


  I was staggered. “You agree?”


  “I didn’t say that. You spin an elegant theory, but I want time to think about it. What do we do if it’s true?”


  “Why . . . I don’t know. You’ll just have to cure yourself.”


  “Okay. Now here’s my idea. I propose that you thought up this theory to relieve yourself of a responsibility for getting us home alive. It puts the whole problem in my lap, metaphorically speaking.”


  “Oh, for—”


  “Shut up. I haven’t said you’re wrong. That would be an ad hominem argument. We need time to think about this.”


  It was lights-out, four hours later, before Eric would return to the subject.


  “Howie, do me a favor. Assume for awhile that something mechanical is causing all our trouble. I’ll assume it’s psychosomatic.”


  “Seems reasonable.”


  “It is reasonable. What can you do if I’ve gone psychosomatic? What can I do if it’s mechanical? I can’t go around inspecting myself. We’d each better stick to what we know.”


  “It’s a deal.” I turned him off for the night and went to bed.


  But not to sleep.


  With the lights off it was just like outside. I turned them back on. It wouldn’t wake Eric. Eric never sleeps normally, since his blood doesn’t accumulate fatigue poisons, and he’d go mad from being awake all the time if he didn’t have a Russian sleep inducer plate near his cortex. The ship could implode without waking Eric when his sleep inducer’s on. But I felt foolish being afraid of the dark.


  While the dark stayed outside it was all right.


  But it wouldn’t stay there. It had invaded my partner’s mind. Because his chemical checks guard him against chemical insanities like schizophrenia, we’d assumed he was permanently sane. But how could any prosthetic device protect him from his own imagination, his own misplaced common sense?


  I couldn’t keep my bargain. I knew I was right. But what could I do about it?


  Hindsight is wonderful. I could see exactly what our mistake had been, Eric’s and mine and the hundreds of men who had built his life support after the crash. There was nothing left of Eric then except the intact central nervous system, and no glands except the pituitary. “We’ll regulate his blood composition,” they said, “and he’ll always be cool, calm, and collected. No panic reactions from Eric!”


  I know a girl whose father had an accident when he was forty-five or so. He was out with his brother, the girl’s uncle, on a fishing trip. They were blind drunk when they started home, and the guy was riding on the hood while the brother drove. Then the brother made a sudden stop. Our hero left two important glands on the hood ornament.


  The only change in his sex life was that his wife stopped worrying about late pregnancy. His habits were developed.


  Eric doesn’t need adrenal glands to be afraid of death. His emotional patterns were fixed long before the day he tried to land a moonship without radar. He’d grab any excuse to believe that I’d fixed whatever was wrong with the ram connections.


  But he was counting on me to do it.


  The atmosphere leaned on the windows. Not wanting to, I reached out to touch the quartz with my fingertips. I couldn’t feel the pressure. But it was there, inexorable as the tide smashing a rock into sand grains. How long would the cabin hold it back?


  If some broken part were holding us here, how could I have missed finding it? Perhaps it had left no break in the surface of either wing. But how?


  That was the angle.


  Two cigarettes later I got up to get the sample buckets. They were empty, the alien dirt safely stored away. I filled them with water and put them in the cooler, set the cooler for 40 Absolute, then turned off the lights and went to bed.


  The morning was blacker than the inside of a smoker’s lungs. What Venus really needs, I decided, philosophizing on my back, is to lose ninety-nine percent of her air. That would give her a bit more than half as much air as Earth, which would lower the greenhouse effect enough to make the temperature livable. Drop Venus’ gravity to near zero for a few weeks and the work would do itself.


  The whole damn universe is waiting for us to discover antigravity.


  “Morning,” said Eric. “Thought of anything?”


  “Yes.” I rolled out of bed. “Now don’t bug me with questions. I’ll explain everything as I go.”


  “No breakfast?”


  “Not yet.”


  Piece by piece I put my suit on, just like one of King Arthur’s gentlemen, and went for the buckets only after the gantlets were on. The ice, in the cold section, was in the chilly neighborhood of absolute zero. “This is two buckets of ordinary ice,” I said, holding them up. “Now let me out.”


  “I should keep you here till you talk,” Eric groused. But the doors opened and I went out onto the wing. I started talking while I unscrewed the number two right panel.


  “Eric, think a moment about the tests they run on a manned ship before they’ll let a man walk into the lifesystem. They test every part separately and in conjunction with other parts. Yet if something isn’t working, either it’s damaged or it wasn’t tested right. Right?”


  “Reasonable.” He wasn’t giving away anything.


  “Well, nothing caused any damage. Not only is there no break in the ship’s skin, but no coincidence could have made both rams go haywire at the same time. So something wasn’t tested right.”


  I had the panel off. In the buckets the ice boiled gently where it touched the surfaces of the glass buckets. The blue ice cakes had cracked under their own internal pressure. I dumped one bucket into the maze of wiring and contacts and relays, and the ice shattered, giving me room to close the panel.


  “So I thought of something last night, something that wasn’t tested. Every part of the ship must have been in the heat-and pressure box, exposed to artificial Venus conditions, but the ship as a whole, a unit, couldn’t have been. It’s too big.” I’d circled around to the left wing and was opening the number three panel in the trailing edge. My remaining ice was half water and half small chips; I sloshed these in and fastened the panel. “What cut your circuits must have been the heat or the pressure or both. I can’t help the pressure, but I’m cooling these relays with ice. Let me know which ram gets its sensation back first, and we’ll know which inspection panel is the right one.”


  “Howie. Has it occurred to you what the cold water might do to those hot metals?”


  “It could crack them. Then you’d lose all control over the ramjets, which is what’s wrong right now.”


  “Uh. Your point, partner. But I still can’t feel anything.”


  I went back to the airlock with my empty buckets swinging, wondering if they’d get hot enough to melt. They might have, but I wasn’t out that long. I had my suit off and was refilling the buckets when Eric said, “I can feel the right ram.”


  “How extensive? Full control?”


  “No. I can’t feel the temperature. Oh, here it comes. We’re all set, Howie.”


  My sigh of relief was sincere.


  I put the buckets in the freezer again. We’d certainly want to take off with the relays cold. The water had been chilling for perhaps twenty minutes when Eric reported, “Sensation’s going.”


  “What?”


  “Sensation’s going. No temperature, and I’m losing fuel feed control. It doesn’t stay cold long enough.”


  “Ouch! Now what?”


  “I hate to tell you. I’d almost rather let you figure it out for yourself.”


  I had. “We go as high as we can on the blimp tank, then I go out on the wing with a bucket of ice in each hand.”


  We had to raise the blimp tank temperature to almost eight hundred degrees to get pressure, but from then on we went up in good shape. To sixteen miles. It took three hours.


  “That’s as high as we go,” said Eric.


  “You ready?”


  I went to get the ice. Eric could see me, he didn’t need an answer. He opened the airlock for me.


  Fear I might have felt, or panic, or determination or self-sacrifice but there was nothing. I went out feeling like a used zombie.


  My magnets were on full. It felt like I was walking through shallow tar. The air was thick, though not as heavy as it had been down there. I followed my headlamp to the number two panel, opened it, poured ice in, and threw the bucket high and far. The ice was in one cake. I couldn’t close the panel. I left it open and hurried around to the other wing. The second bucket was filled with exploded chips; I sloshed them in and locked the number two left panel and came back with both hands free. It still looked like limbo in all directions, except where the headlamp cut a tunnel through the darkness, and my feet were getting hot. I closed the right panel on boiling water and sidled back along the hull into the airlock.


  “Come in and strap down,” said Eric.


  “Hurry!”


  “Gotta get my suit off.” My hands had started to shake from reaction. I couldn’t work the clamps.


  “No you don’t. If we start right now we may get home. Leave the suit on and come in.”


  I did. As I pulled my webbing shut, the rams roared. The ship shuddered a little, then pushed forward as we dropped from under the blimp tank. Pressure mounted as the rams reached operating speed. Eric was giving it all he had. It would have been uncomfortable even without the metal suit around me. With the suit on it was torture. My couch was afire from the suit, but I couldn’t get breath to say so. We were going almost straight up.


  We had gone twenty minutes when the ship jerked like a galvanized frog. “Ram’s out,” Eric said calmly “I’ll use the other.” Another lurch as we dropped the dead one. The ship flew on like a wounded penguin, but still accelerating.


  One minute . . . two . . .


  The other ram quit. It was as if we’d run into molasses. Eric blew off the ram and the pressure eased. I could talk.


  “Eric.”


  “What?”


  “Got any marshmallows?”


  “What? Oh, I see. Is your suit tight?”


  “Sure.”


  “Live with it. We’ll flush the smoke out later. I’m going to coast above some of this stuff, but when I use the rocket it’ll be savage. No mercy.”


  “Will we make it?”


  “I think so. It’ll be close.”


  The relief came first, icy cold. Then the anger. “No more inexplicable numbnesses?” I asked.


  “No. Why?”


  “If any come up you’ll be sure and tell me, won’t you?”


  “Are you getting at something?”


  “Skip it.” I wasn’t angry any more.


  “I’ll be damned if I do. You know perfectly well it was mechanical trouble, you fool. You fixed it yourself!”


  “No. I convinced you I must have fixed it. You needed to believe the rams should be working again. I gave you a miracle cure, Eric. I just hope I don’t have to keep dreaming up new placebos for you all the way home.”


  “You thought that, but you went out on the wing sixteen miles up?” Eric’s machinery snorted. “You’ve got guts where you need brains, Shorty.”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Five thousand says the trouble was mechanical. We let the mechanics decide after we land.”


  “You’re on.”


  “Here comes the rocket. Two, one—”


  It came, pushing me down into my metal suit. Sooty flames licked past my ears, writing black on the green metal ceiling, but the rosy mist before my eyes was not fire.


  The man with the thick glasses spread a diagram of the Venus ship and jabbed a stubby finger at the trailing edge of the wing. “Right around here,” he said. “The pressure from outside compressed the wiring channel a little, just enough so there was no room for the wire to bend. It had to act as if it were rigid, see? Then when the heat expanded the metal these contacts pushed past each other.”


  “I suppose it’s the same design on both wings?”


  He gave me a queer look. “Well, naturally.”


  I left my check for $5000 in a pile of Eric’s mail and hopped a plane for Brasilia. How he found me I’ll never know, but the telegram arrived this morning.


  HOWIE COME HOME ALL IS FORGIVEN.


  DONOVANS BRAIN


  I guess I’ll have to.


  COME TO VENUS MELANCHOLY


  Thomas M. Disch


  Thomas Disch (NADA, F&SF, August 1964) Is a relatively new SF writer who continues to impress with the inventiveness and quality of his work. An excellent example is the intriguing and sensitive story below, a story of romantic love without—flowers or moonlight or diapers—without, even, lovers.


  IS THAT YOU, JOHN? DID SOMEone just come in the door? Of course, it wouldn’t be John. Not after all this time. It was because I was startled I said that. If you’re there, whoever you are, do you mind if I talk to you?


  And if you’re not there?


  Then I suppose you’ll mind even less.


  Maybe it was just the wind. Can the wind lift a latch? Maybe the latch is broken. Though it feels all right now. Or maybe I’m hallucinating. That’s what happened, you know, in the classic sense-deprivation experiments. But I guess my case is different. I guess they’ve rigged me up some way so that can’t happen.


  Or maybe—Christ, I hope not! Maybe one of those hairy caterpillar things has got inside. I really couldn’t stand that—thinking of the whole house, thinking of me, crawling with those things. I’ve always hated bugs. So if you don’t mind, I’ll close the door.


  Have you been trying to talk to me? I should have told you it’s no use. I can’t hear and I can’t see. I’m broken. Do you see, there in the larger room, in each corner, about five feet from the floor, how they’ve been smashed? My eyes and ears. Can’t they be fixed somehow? If it’s only a matter of vacuum tubes and diaphrams, there should be things of that sort downstairs. I’m opening the trapdoor now—do you see? And I’ve turned the lights on in the storeroom.


  Oh hell, what’s the use?


  I mean you’re probably not there, and even if you are, he probably thought to smash any spare tubes that were left. He thought of everything else.


  Ah, but he was so handsome, he was really so handsome. He wasn’t tall. After all, the ceiling here isn’t much over six feet. But he was well-proportioned. He had deep-set eyes and a low brow. Sometimes, when he was worried or puzzled, he looked positively Neanderthal.


  John George Clay, that was his name. It sounds like part of a poem, doesn’t it? John George Clay.


  It wasn’t so much his features—it was his manner. He took himself so seriously. And he was so dumb. It was that combination—the earnestness and the stupidity—that got to me. A sort of maternity syndrome I guess you’d call it. After all, I couldn’t very well be his wife, could I?


  Oh, when I think . . .


  Excuse me, I must be boring you. I’m sure you can’t be that interested in a machine’s love life. Perhaps I could read something aloud? He wasn’t able to get at the microfilm library, so there’s still plenty of books. When I’m by myself I don’t do anything but read. It gets to seem as though the whole world was made of print. I look at it not for what’s written there but as though it were a landscape. But I digress.


  What do you like: poetry? novels? science textbooks? the encyclopedia? I’ve read all of it so many times I could puke, if you’ll excuse the expression. Whoever selected those books never heard of the Twentieth Century. There’s nothing later than Robert Browning and Thomas Hardy—and would you believe it?—some of that has been expurgated! What did they think? That Browning would corrupt my morals? Or John’s? Who can understand the bureaucratic mind?


  Personally, I prefer poetry. You don’t get tired of it so quickly. But maybe there’s something you need to know, a point of information? If you could only talk to me. There must be some way to fix one of the mikes, there has to. Oh, please!


  Oh hell.


  I’m sorry, but it’s just that it’s so hard to believe that you’re there. It gets to seem that I only talk to hear myself speak. I wish to God I could hear myself speak.


  Maybe I just sound like static to you. Maybe he smashed the speakers too, I wouldn’t be surprised. I don’t know. There’s no way I can tell. But I try my best: I think each word very slowly and try to enunciate mentally. And that way the caterpillars won’t be confused. Ha!


  I’m really glad you’ve come. I’ve been so long without company that I’m grateful even for the illusion of it. Don’t take offense: since I can’t ever be sure that you’re there, you can’t be more than illusion for me, whether you’re real or not. A paradox. I welcome you in either case. With my doors wide open.


  It’s been fifteen years. Fifteen years, four months, twelve days—and three hours. I’ve got this built-in clock connected to what used to be the nerves of my stomach. I’m never in doubt about the time. It’s always right there—like a bellyache. There’ve been whole days when I just listen to myself tick.


  I was human once, you know. A married woman, with two children and a Master’s in English Lit. A lot of good that ever did. My thesis was on some letters Milton wrote when he was Cromwell’s Latin Secretary. Dull? You’d better believe it. Only I’ll ever know how dull.


  And yet . . . now . . . I’d give this whole damn planet to be back there in the academic squirrel cage, spinning that beautiful, dull wheel.


  Do you like Milton? I’ve got the Complete Works, except for the things he wrote in Latin. I could read you something, if you’d like.


  I used to read things to John, but he didn’t much appreciate it. He enjoyed mysteries now and then. Or he’d study an electronics text under the scanner. But poetry bored him. It was worse than that: he seemed to hate poetry.


  But maybe you’re not like that. How can I tell? Do you mind if I just read it aloud for my own sake. Poetry’s meant to be read aloud.


  Il Penseroso. Do you know it? It gives me goosebumps every time. Figuratively.


  Are you listening caterpillars?


  How did you like that?


  These pleasures, Melancholy, give,


  And I with thee will choose to live.


  Well, it’s all a lot of gas. That’s what dear John called it. He called it other things too, and in each case I’ve come at last to agree. But such lovely gas. John couldn’t see that. He was a very simple sort, was John, and blind to the beauty of almost anything except a rip-snorting sunset. And nude women. He was uncomplicated. Without a sense of dialectics. He probably didn’t understand half the things I said to him. If ever there was a mismatched couple, it was us.


  Spacemen and pioneers, you know, are supposed to be brighter than average. And maybe John’s I.Q. was a bit over one hundred but not by much, not by half a sigma-distance. After all, what did he need intelligence for? He was only a glorified fur-trader. He’d go out into the swamp and hunt around for the slugs the caterpillars laid there. He’d find one, maybe two, a day and keep them undernourished so they’d grow slower. Every three weeks the ship would come along, pick up the slugs, and leave supplies.


  I don’t know what the slugs were for. They secreted something hallucinogenic, but whether they were using it to cure psychoses or produce them, I never found out. There was a war going on then, and my theory was that it all has something to do with bacteriological warfare.


  Maybe the war is still going on. But my theory—my other theory, I have lots of them—is that the war is over and both sides have killed each other off. Otherwise, wouldn’t someone have come here for me by now?


  But maybe they have—maybe that’s why you’re here! Is it?


  Or maybe they don’t care. Maybe I’m considered expendable.


  Maybe, maybe, maybe! Oh God I could scream!


  There now, I’m better again. These things pass.


  Let me introduce myself. I’ve lost my good manners living out here alone like this. My name is Selma Meret Hoffer. Hoffer’s my maiden name. I use it now that I’m divorced.


  Why don’t I tell you my story? It will pass the time as well as anything. There’s nothing much to tell about the time I was human. I won’t say I was ordinary—nobody ever believes that of themselves—but I probably didn’t stand out in a crowd. In fact, I tried very hard not to. I’m the introvert type.


  I was only thirty-two when I found out I had leukemia. The clinic gave me six months. The alternative was this. Of course I chose this. I thought I was lucky I could qualify. Most people don’t have an alternative. Of those who do, few refuse. In a way it seemed like an afterlife. The operation was certainly a good facsimile of death.


  After the surgery, they used fancy acids that attacked the body tissues selectively. Anesthetics didn’t help much then. They whittled me down to the bare nerves and dumped me into this tank and sealed me in.


  Voila—the Cyborg!


  Between the sealing-in and the shipping off there were months and months while I was being wired up with the auxiliary memory banks and being taught to use my motor nerves again. It’s quite a traumatic experience, losing your body, and the tendency is to go catatonic. What else is there to do after all? Naturally I don’t remember much of that time.


  They brought me out of it with shock treatment, and the first thing I remember was this room. It was stark and antiseptic then. I suppose it still is, but then it was starker and more antiseptic. I hated it with a passion. The walls were that insipid creamy-green that’s supposed to prevent eyestrain. They must have got the furniture from a fire sale at the Bauhaus. It was all aluminum tubes and swatches of bright-colored canvas. And even so, by some miracle of design the room managed to seem cramped. It’s fifteen feet square, but then it seemed no bigger than a coffin. I wanted to run right out of that room—and then I realized I couldn’t: I was the room, the room was me.


  I learned to talk very quickly so I could give them directions for redecorating. They argued at first. “But, Miss Hoffer,” they’d say, we can’t take an ounce more payload, and this furniture is Regulation.” That was the name of their god, Regulation. I said if it took an act of Congress they’d redecorate, and at last I got my way. Looking back on it, I suspect the whole thing was done to keep me busy. Those first few months when you’re learning to think of yourself as a machine can be pretty rife with horror. A lot of the cyborgs just go psycho—usually it’s some compulsion mechanism. They just keep repeating the Star-Spangled Banner or say the rosary or some such thing. Like a machine.


  They say it’s not the same thing—a cybernetic organism and a machine, but what do they know about it? They’re not cyborgs.


  Even when I was human I was never any good at mechanical things. I could never remember which way you turned a screwdriver to put in a screw—and there I was with my motor nerves controlling a whole miniature factory of whatits and thingumabobs. My index finger powered a Mix-master. My middle toe turned the tumblers that locked the door.


  That reminds me: have I locked you in? I’m sorry, when I closed the door I locked it without thinking. You wouldn’t want to go out now though. According to my stomach, it’s the middle of the night. You’re better off in here for the night than in a Venusian swamp, eh?


  Well, that’s the story of my life. When I had the reflexes of a well-trained rat, they packed me up and shipped me off to Venus at the cost of some few million dollars.


  The very last thing I learned before leaping was how to use the microfilm scanner. I read direct from the spindle. By the time I learned how poorly the library had been stocked it was too late to complain. I’d been planted out in the swamp, and John George Clay had moved in. What did I care about the library then? I was in love.


  And what do you care about any of this? Unless you’re a cyberneticist doing a study on malfunction. I should be good for a chapter, at least.


  Excuse me, I’m probably keeping you awake. I’ll let you get some sleep. I have to sleep sometimes myself, you know. Physically I can go without, but I still have a subconscious that likes to dream—


  Of forests, and enchantments dear,


  Where more is meant than meets the ear.


  And so good-night.


  Still awake?


  I couldn’t go to sleep myself, so I’ve been reading. I thought maybe you’d like to hear a poem. I’ll read you Il Penseroso. Do you know it? It’s probably the finest poem in the language. It’s by John Milton. Oh dear, did I keep you up with that poem last night? Or did I only dream that I did? If I was noisy, you’ll excuse me, won’t you?


  Now if you were John, you’d be raging mad. He didn’t like to be woken up by—


  Such notes as, warbled to the string,


  Drew iron tears down Pluto’s cheek


  And made Hell grant what Love did seek!


  Indeed he didn’t. John had a strange and fixed distaste for that wonderful poem, which is probably the finest in the language. He was, I think, jealous of it. It was a part of me he could never possess, even though I was his slave in so many other ways. Or is “housekeeper” a more polite expression?


  I tried to explain the more difficult parts to him, the mythology and the exotic words, but he didn’t want to understand. He made fun of it. He had a way of saying the lines that made them seem ridiculous. Mincingly, like this:


  Come, pensive Nun, devout and pure,


  Sober, steadfast, and demure.


  When he’d do that, I’d just ignore him. I’d recite it to myself. I think that was the best way. He’d usually leave the house then, even if it was night. He knew I worried myself sick when he was away. He did it deliberately. He had a genius for cruelty.


  I suppose you’re wondering if it worked both ways—whether he loved me. The question must have occurred to you. I’ve given it quite a lot of thought myself, and I’ve come to the conclusion that he did. The trouble was he didn’t know how to express it. Our relationship was necessarily so cerebraly and cerebration wasn’t John’s forte.


  That was the idea behind throwing us together the way they did. They couldn’t very well send a man off by himself for two years. He’d go crazy. Previously they’d sent married couples, but the homicide rate was incredible. Something like 30%. It’s one thing for a pioneer family to be off by itself in, say, the Yukon. It’s something else here. In a social vacuum like this, sex is explosive.


  You see, apart from going out for the slugs and nursing them in the shed outside, there’s nothing to do. You can’t build out here. Things just sort of sink into the mud unless, like me, they’re built like a houseboat. You can’t grow things—including children. It’s a biologist’s paradise, but they need hundreds of slug stations and there aren’t biologists available in that quantity. Besides, all the good biologists are in Venusburg, where there’s research facilities. The problem then is to find the minimum number of personnel that can man a station for two years of idleness without exploding. The solution is one man and one cyborg.


  Though not, as you can see, an infallible solution. I tried to kill him, you know. It was a silly thing to do. I regret it now.


  But I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind.


  You’ve been here two days now—fancy that!


  Excuse me for keeping to myself so long, but I had a sudden, acute attack of self-consciousness, and the only cure for that is solitude. I invoke Milton’s lovely Melancholy, and then everything is better. The beasts quiet down. Eurydice is set free again. Hell freezes over. Ha!


  But that’s a lot of nonsense. Let’s not talk always about me. Let’s talk about you. Who are you? What are you like? How long will you be staying here on Venus? Two days we’ve been together and still I know nothing about you.


  Shall I tell you what I imagine you to be like? You’re tall—though I hope not so tall as to find that low room uncomfortable—with laughing blue eyes and a deep spaceman’s tan. You’re strong yet gentle, gay yet basically serious. You’re getting rather hungry.


  And everywhere you go you leave little green slugs behind you that look like runny lime Jell-O.


  Oh hell, excuse me. I’m always saying excuse me. I’m sick of it. I’m sick of half-truths and reticences.


  Does that frighten you? Do you want out already? Don’t go now—


  I’ve just begun to fight. Listen to the whole story, and then—maybe—I’ll unlock the door.


  By the way, in case you are getting hungry there may still be some rations left down in the storeroom. I don’t want it to be said that I’m lacking in hospitality. I’ll open the trapdoor and turn on the light, but you’ll have to look for them yourself. Of course, you’re worried that I’ll lock you in down there. Well, I can’t promise that I won’t. After all, how do I know you’re not John? Can your prove it? You can’t even prove you exist!


  I’ll leave the trapdoor open in case you should change your mind.


  For my next number I’d like to do Il Penseroso by John Milton. Quiet down, caterpillars, and listen. It’s the finest poem in the language.


  How about that? Makes you want to go right out and join a Trappist monastery, doesn’t it? That’s what John once said.


  I’ll say one thing for John: he never tattled. He could have had me taken away and turned to scrap. All he had to do was give the word when the ship came down to pick up the slugs, but when there was company he could always put a good face on things. He was a gentleman in every sense of the word.


  How did it happen then—if he was a gentleman and I was a lady?


  Whose fault was it? Good God, I’ve asked myself that question a hundred times. It was both our faults and neither’s. It was the fault of the situation.


  I can’t remember now which of us was the first to start talking about sex. We talked about everything that first year, and sex is very much a part of everything. What harm could there be in it, after all, with me sealed in a steel tank? And how could we avoid the subject? He’d mention an old girlfriend or tell a slightly shady joke, and I’d be reminded of something by degrees . . .


  The thing is that there’s an immense curiosity between the sexes that almost never is satisfied. Things that men never know about women, and vice versa. Even between a man and a wife, there is a gulf of unmentionables. Maybe especially between a man and a wife. But between John and me there seemed to be nothing to prevent perfect candor. What possible harm could it do?


  Then . . . the next thing . . . I don’t remember which of us started that either. We should have known better. The borderline between perfect candor and erotic fantasy is no wider than an adjective. But it happened imperceptibly, and before we knew quite what we were doing, it had been done. It was already a habit.


  When I realized exactly what we were doing, of course, I laid down the law. It was an unhealthy situation, it had to stop. At first John was agreeable. He was embarrassed, like a little boy who’s been found out in some naughtiness. We told each other it was over and done with.


  But it had become, as I’ve said, a habit. I have a rather more vivid imagination than John and he had grown dependent on me. He asked for new stories, and I refused. He got angry then and wouldn’t speak to me, and finally I gave in. I was in love with him, you see, in my own ectoplasmic way, and this was all I could do to show it.


  Every day he wanted a new story. It’s hard to make the same tired old tale seem new in every telling. Scheherazade was supposed to have stood up for a thousand and one nights, but after only thirty I was wearing thin. Under the strain I sort of retreated into myself.


  I read poetry, lots of poetry, but mostly Milton. Milton has a very calming effect on me—like a mill-town, if you’ll excuse the pun.


  The pun—that’s what did it. It was the last turn of the screw, a simple pun.


  It seems that when I read, I sometimes read aloud without realizing it. That’s what John has told me. It was all right during the day when he was off in the swamp, and when he was here in the evening we’d talk with each other. But he needed more sleep than I did, and when I was left on my own, after he’d gone to bed, I’d read. There was nothing else to do. Usually I’d read some long Victorian novel, but at the time I’m speaking of, I mostly read Il Penseroso.


  He shouldn’t have made fun of it. I guess he didn’t realize how important it had become to me. It was like a pool of pure water in which I could wash away the grime of each day. Or else he was angry for being woken up.


  Do you remember the part, right near the beginning, where it says:


  “But hail, thou goddess sage and holy,


  Hail, divinest Melancholy?


  Of course you do. You probably know the whole thing as well as I do by now. Well, when John heard that he broke out laughing, a nasty laugh, and I, well, I couldn’t really stand that, could I? I mean Milton means so much to me, and the thing was that he began to sing this song. This awful song. Oh, it was a clever idea, I suppose, when first he thought of it, but the combination of that vulgar tune and his perversion of Milton’s noble words—though he claims that’s how he understood the words when I first read them to him, and I still maintain that the second i in divinest is pronounced like a long e—it was aggravating in the extreme, I can’t tell you how much it upset me.


  Do I have to repeat them?


  Come to Venus, Melancholy Baby.


  Cuddle up and don’t be shy. And so on. It’s not only a bad pun—it’s a misquotation as well. It should be Hail, not Come. So vulgar. It gives me goosebumps even now.


  I told him to leave the house right that minute. I told him not to come back till he was ready to apologize. I was so angry I forgot it was the middle of the night. As soon as he was out the door, I was ashamed of myself.


  He came back in five minutes. He apologized outside the door, and I let him in. He had the large polyetheline bag over his shoulder that he uses to gather up the slugs, but I was so relieved I didn’t think anything of it.


  He put them on the visual receptors. There must have been twenty, all told, and each one was about a foot long. They fought each other to get right on the lens because it was slightly warmer there. There were twenty of them, foul, gelatinous slugs, crawling on my eyes, oh God! I shut off my eyes and I shut off my ears, because he was singing that song again, and I locked the doors and I left him like that for five days while I recited Il Penseroso.


  But whenever I came to that one line, I could never say it.


  It was perhaps the hallucinogens, though he might just as well have done it in his right mind. He had every reason to. But I prefer to think it was the hallucinogens. He had been all that time with nothing else to eat. I’ve never been five days without food, so I don’t know how desperate that would make one.


  In any case, when I came to myself again and opened my eyes I found I had no eyes to open. He’d smashed every receptor in the room, even the little mobile attachment for cleaning. The strange thing was how little I cared. It seemed hardly to matter at all.


  I opened the door for five minutes so he could get out. Then I closed it so no more caterpillars could get in. But unlocked. That way John was free to come back.


  But he never did.


  The supply ship was due in two days later, and I guess John must have spent that time in the shed where he kept the slugs. He must have been alive, otherwise the pilot of the supply ship would have come in the door to look for him. And nobody ever came in the door again.


  Unless you did.


  They just left me here, deaf and blind and half-immortal, in the middle of the Venusian swamp. If only I could starve to death—or wear out—or rust—or really go insane. But I’m too well made for that. You’d think after all the money they spent on me, they’d want to salvage what they could, wouldn’t you?


  I have a deal to make with you. I’ll let you out the door, if you’ll do something for me. Fair enough?


  Down in the storeroom there are explosives. They’re so safe a child could use them. John did, after all. If I remember rightly, they’re on the third shelf down on the west wall—little black boxes with DANGER written on them in red. You pull out the little pin and set the timing mechanism for anything from five minutes to an hour. It’s just like an alarm clock.


  Once they’re set, just leave them in the storeroom. They’ll be nearer to me down there. I’m over the storeroom. Then run like hell. Five minutes should be time enough, shouldn’t it? I’ll only want to read a bit of Il Penseroso.


  Is it a deal? The trapdoor is open, and I’m opening the outside door now just to show you I’m in earnest.


  While you set to work, I think I’ll read something to pass the time.


  Hello? I’m waiting. Is everything all right? Are you still there? Or were you ever there? Oh please, please—I want to explode. That would be so wonderful. Please, I begot you!


  I’m still waiting.


  1966


  COCO-TALK


  William F. Temple


  What were the Vesters? They could not be seen or heard yet they knew everything that happened on Venus and made espionage very difficult for Earth’s diplomats.


  I WENT to Venus under no illusions.


  Everybody, it seemed, who’d met a Venusian was anxious to advise me.


  “They’re only children, really. They live half in a world of fantasy, just like kids,” said Weisner, U.S. chargé d’affaires. “Humour them some, and you’re home and dry.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “They’re the subtlest brainwashers under the sun,” said Poincare, of the Sûreté. “So always keep your guard up.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “Believe the best about them, and you’ll be right. Believe the worst about them, and you’ll be right,” said Higgins, of the Anthropological Society.


  “Er—thanks,” I said.


  “They’re schizoids,” said Barna, the psychologist.


  “Bom liars,” said Colonel Henekey.


  “Plain dumb,” said Mortenson.


  So off I went under no illusions: I didn’t know what the hell to believe. About them or myself. For I was a kind of fraud, too. I was the new Minister for Cultural Exchanges. And I liked my job. Only, my bosses hinted that this would be a chance to act over and above the call of duty.


  They advised me to keep my eyes and ears open (their phrase). Visit the spaceship factories (this could fairly be included under the agenda heading “Design: Functional”). But Defence Strength was what they most wanted to get a line on. So I might like to (their phrase again) hobnob with the wife of the Venusian Defence Chief: she had a reputation for loose gabbing.


  In short, I was to be a non-official, unadmitted (by anyone) spy. A gentleman spy.


  I didn’t know it at the time, but I was regarded by Earth Intelligence as a kind of Last White Hope. For, despite Mrs. Defence Chief, their pukka agents kept returning with quite contradictory information or a nervous breakdown or both.


  They were defeated by the Venusian class conventions. Doubtless, a Venusian spy would be similarly baffled by Earth class conventions. Particularly those of Britain, which I know best, being British.


  There, both millionaires and hoboes reserve the right to wear old clothes. Both are impervious to the opinion of hoi polloi. Only hoi polloi worry about looking well-dressed.


  Appearances can be deceptive.


  Britishers like to “place” each other by their accent and pronunciation. I should like to see a Venusian place Britishers that way. The British upper crust mangle words by affectation, the lower classes by ignorance.


  Speech can be deceptive.


  But the greatest asset of an English gentleman to his country is his thorough grounding in the art of lying. It’s convention that the creme de la creme become Cabinet Ministers and at least three-quarters of them should have attended the same school. For it’s at such schools they’re taught the most important thing a politician should know: how to lie with a straight face. And, if detected, how to affirm coolly and with conviction that one lied in the best interests of everyone (meaning one’s own political Party).


  For the Cause is greater than Truth.


  I went to the right school. Also, I’d written a book about Chinese dialects and the importance of intonation related to meaning. And I was an expert on the Seven Arts, which implied I was skilled in double-talk, bluff, and the finer nuances of good acting.


  I was barred from the innermost circle of Government because of a squeamish aversion to maiming birds and animals. (“What’s that? You don’t hunt? Don’t shoot?”)


  But I was snapped up as the best of second-class residuum by the men who are first-class at getting others to do their dirty work.


  Another advantage: I’m quick at languages. I’d learned enough Central Area Venusian to get by without having to resort too often to the micro-miniaturized translating computer. Nevertheless, I wore one all the time. For its carrying strap was the recognized riband proclaiming: “I’m a stranger in these parts.”


  Remember, I had to keep my ears open. Especially when the Venusians thought they were not.


  I met the Defence Chief’s wife—her name, Sim/Parm—at a party to inaugurate an interplanetary music festival. She was the hostess.


  She shook hands nicely to show she was au fait with Earth customs. I’d never done this with a horizontal motion before. It was rather tricky, especially with the left hand.


  I switched on my translator, remarked on the weather (always cloudy on Venus), and waited patiently for some loose talk.


  She switched off my machine.


  “I didn’t spoke English. You hated music. But all the time you were a spy who wanted to pick my brain.”


  This with a charming grin. (Venusians have forty teeth, but otherwise look like us; indeed, prettier.)


  Actually, I was aware that she spoke some English. But nobody had warned me that she knew only one tense, the past. I found this hard to get used to. It was as though she were continually talking of the dead, yourself included.


  The direct accusation didn’t throw me, although it was bang on the mark. I knew it was simply Venusian “coco-talk”. Accepted shock tactics. It was supposed to make for stimulating conversation. You deliberately made a point of saying the opposite of what you thought. Or rather, of what you were expected to think.


  Put more exactly, you expressed a flat contradiction of the truth.


  Why? Just a convention. You get something like it on Earth, too:


  Car driver: “Honest, I wasn’t doing ninety.”


  Cop: “No, Mac, of course not. Just standing still. So I’m booking you for obstruction.”


  But, really, that’s sarcasm: bad manners.


  “Coco-talk” isn’t meant to insult. Perhaps closer to it is the British habit of polite lying called understatement:


  Interviewer: “So, alone and unarmed, you drove off twenty of the enemy?”


  Colonel Fortesque: “Gad, no. Only one of them. The rest ran away: they thought I was trying to sell them vacuum cleaners.”


  Not sarcasm. Just the conventional pretence that nothing’s worth getting excited about except cricket.


  So I replied graciously to Sim/Parm: “How awful to meet you. I’ve dreaded this. I’m sure you have no brain to pick.”


  “Would you have liked to have met my detestable daughter?”


  “No.”


  So she beckoned her daughter, who looked delightful. “This Earthman had nothing to say to you, Lia.”


  I bowed slightly. “Disgusted to meet you, Lia. My name could be Smythe but, of course, isn’t.”


  Lia smiled and said nothing. That was a relief. I was already finding coco-talk a strain.


  Her mother said, urgently: “You shouldn’t have excused me, but those ghastly Stuff/Ri/Grims never showed up, after all.”


  She bustled off to greet the Stuff/Ri/Grims with a big, welcoming beam. I reflected: what’s so new about coco-talk?


  “There’s nothing new about it,” said Lia. “I’ve heard it at parties in Washington, Paris and London.”


  I was stunned. This was pure telepathy. And none of my numerous advisors had informed me that Venusians were telepaths.


  “We’re not,” said Lia. “At least, not all of us.”


  “You’re the obvious exception,” I managed.


  “I don’t deny it. I don’t confirm it. I would remind you, however, that your Earth authors, Poe and Doyle, showed how easy it is to deduce another’s train of thought by observation of reactions, expression, attitude—and by anticipation of the logical sequences to the current state of mind.”


  I remained stunned.


  This slight, beautiful sophisticate, whose English was as good as her mother’s was bad, was the most formidable Venusian I’d yet met. If there were many like her around, I didn’t wonder that our Intelligence agents returned somewhat battered.


  As I had difficulty in becoming unstunned, Lia considerately switched the subject.


  “I read your book on Chinese dialects, Mr. Smythe. It was excellent.”


  “You speak Chinese, too?”


  “So-so.”


  “Still, I presume you don’t necessarily need to speak the language to read people’s thoughts?”


  “I’ve no objection to your presuming, Mr. Smythe, although I may object to your presumptions. For instance, in your book you hold that intent and intonation are inseparable. And that a linguist of your experience can tell infallibly whether a person means what he says—or not.”


  I answered, obliquely: “What made you read my book, Lia?”


  “ ‘Know thy enemy.’ There’s another saying, a French one, that the Diplomatic Corps are paid liars. You’re here as a kind of diplomat, therefore a kind of spy. My father is Defence Chief. I’m his self-appointed mind-guard, if you know what I mean from my intonation.”


  “I know what you mean,” I said, wrily. “I’m less happy about your not merely showing me your hand, but positively brandishing it in my face. Especially as—if I may object to your presumptions also—I’m not a spy.”


  “Oh, dear, now you’ve gone back to coco-talk.”


  “How do you know it’s coco-talk, Lia?”


  “By the intonation, of course. You Earthmen can’t control it. We Venusians can. Half of everything we say is coco-talk, but you could never be sure which half.”


  “So half of what you’ve been telling me is untrue?”


  “Yes.”


  “And even that ‘yes’ may be untrue?”


  “Yes.”


  “Suddenly, I feel like a drink. How about you?”


  She gave me a warm smile, full of humour. In that moment I knew that, although in one sense we were literally worlds apart, we were very close in spirit. We loved this kind of fight and had an affectionate respect for a good opponent.


  “From your reaction,’ expression and so forth, plus my own wonderful gift of “empathy, I deduce you’re thirsty, too, Lia.”


  She linked a friendly arm in mine and led me to the bar.


  “Actions speak louder than words,” she said.


  Another thing that none of my advisors warned me of—and Lia, of course, did not, either—was the fact that Venusian cocktails taste innocuous but are not. We settled at a small table within arm-reach of the bar. And drank. And talked. Then I drank. And talked. And talked.


  I don’t remember encountering again my hostess, the well-known loose talker. If I did, then I’m sure I talked her right into the floor.


  However, I did have the sense to walk home and inhale plenty of cool night air en route. “Home” was the Embassy. I got there some time in the small hours, soberer, and certain that I’d been followed most of the way.


  There was a darker shadow in the dark streets which popped in doorways when I looked back or wheeled around and pretended to be going the other way. An amateur job. I felt annoyed. It seemed a reflection on my status. Surely I was worthy of a professional?


  I was still resentful next morning, and phoned Lia about it.


  “I was shadowed here last night by an incompetent bungler—as probably you know, Lia. How silly can you get? What did he learn from that performance? Only where I’m staying. And everybody knows that, anyhow.”


  “Too bad, Dave,” she said. “I’ll have him replaced by a Vester.”


  “What’s a Vester?”


  “What does it matter? He won’t bother you, and you won’t even know he’s there. . . . How about meeting me for a drink?”


  “Why? Was there anything I forgot to tell you?”


  “Yes. You forgot to tell me you love me.”


  “Are you still there?” she asked, presently.


  “Why don’t you ask your Vester?” I said, controlledly, and hung up.


  I relaxed on the bed and tried to determine whether the dull ache permeating me was just a hangover or symptomatic of something more serious. One thing was certain. Lia was great but dangerous company. I had to stay away from her, even if it hurt.


  A pity, because she had all the answers. Mine as well as hers, I suspected.


  I decided to sidestep her and go straight to the fountainhead, her father. He’d not been present at his wife’s party.


  I freshened up and went to see Benny Buxton, our Ambassador.


  “Any chance of your fixing some excuse for a get-together between me and the Defence Chief—some place right away from his family?”


  “By a coincidence arranged by your bosses, he’s attending an Embassy dinner three nights hence,” said Benny. “You’re sitting next to him.”


  “Good. And now—what’s a Vester?”


  “I’ve never seen one. Nobody has . . . apart from other Venusians, that is.”


  “Not surprising, as that’s their job. But what are they?”


  “We understand they’re a fairly primitive race from the swamp-jungle areas. Quite ordinary, except for a peculiar skin condition. Nature gave them protective colouring to survive in the jungle. Changeable protective colouring. In short, they’re human chameleons.”


  “Fact or fiction?”


  Benny spread his hands. “How can you be sure on this planet?”


  “I don’t know, Benny. I wish I did.”


  For the next three days I had a heavy schedule, culminating in the Ambassadorial dinner. I did the job I was really interested in: meeting Venusian artists and artistes, composers and conductors, authors and poets. Assessing what they had to offer us, and vice versa. Laying the foundations for a series of interplanetary concert tours, exhibitions, discussion groups.


  In this creative atmosphere I felt alive and purposeful. The cut and thrust intrigues of politics and espionage shrank to petty proportions. Art united people, politics disrupted them. Politicians were grey little animals. . . .


  Came the dinner, and I sat down beside one of the grey little animals, Stat/Suda, Defence Minister. Initially, my only interest in him related to the fact that he was Lia’s father. There was a similarity about the eyes and mouth, and he had something of her warmth and humour.


  During my busy period, I’d had no free time to think about Lia. But now there was a part of her at my side, and that strange little ache to see her entire returned.


  Stat/Suda was a born politician. Nevertheless, I found myself liking him—probably because of Lia.


  He began: “My wife tells me you’re an excellent conversationalist, Mr. Smythe.”


  “That was nice of her,” I said, guardedly.


  “And my daughter confirms it.”


  “Sometimes I fear I talk too much,” I said.


  He laughed. “To a Venusian Chief, that is like saying ‘I work too hard.’ ”


  “Conversation is work to you?”


  “It’s the continual strain of deciding—deciding whether to say what one thinks or what one thinks up. These decisions are important in Venusian society.”


  “Oh, I see. I imagine you employ a lot of coco-talk in your position, Stat/Suda——”


  “Call me Suda.”


  “—because it’s a vital defensive weapon in your armoury.”


  He shook his head. I was about to protest, when I remembered the horizontal handshake. He was agreeing.


  “You’re so right. Quite as vital, I would say, as our five thousand air-to-space atomic anti-missile carriers, twenty thousand ground-to-space batteries, and fifteen hundred laser projectors.”


  I had resolved to go easy tonight with Venusian liquor, but I found myself emptying my wineglass.


  Stat/Suda suggested politely: “You could make a note of that on your menu.”


  “It’s all right, Suda, I can remember it.” I wiped my lips, and added: “For what coco-talk is worth.”


  With his fork he waved aside my blunt comment.


  “It’s quite correct. I like to get my figures right. It infuriates me when my wife gets them all wrong: she has a shocking memory for figures. Everything I tell her becomes horribly confused in her mind.”


  “That makes it tough on our boys.”


  “Yes, it must do. If there’s anything they want to know, why don’t they ask me personally? I’m approachable, eager to help, indeed. But they always try the back door.”


  “It’s the way they’re trained.”


  “A poor system, Mr. Smythe. We find the Vesters much more effective. They’re so efficient. That one over there, for instance. You’d swear he was part of the wallpaper.”


  I looked across the table to the spot he indicated, and saw only patterned wallpaper. I smiled to myself and refused to swallow the bait. I’d concluded the Vesters were a myth, a bluff, mere coco-talk.


  Despite my extreme busyness of late, I’d kept an alert eye cocked for any eavesdropper disguised as a telephone box, umbrella rack, or any other portion of the scenery. Not a suspicious twitch anywhere. If ever I did detect a Vester, I was certain he’d turn out to be the colour of a red herring.


  As I remained silent, Stat/Suda dropped the matter, and started talking about art and culture. He spoke English almost as well as his daughter and far better than his wife.


  Occasionally, we tapped the translating machine for a difficult word or phrase, even when I knew the answer. I thought it discreet not to parade my knowledge of Venusian.


  Stat/Suda had some original views, and I listened appreciatively until I noticed he was commenting on some plans of mine which I hadn’t discussed with anyone except Benny Buxton. And that only within the walls of our own Embassy.


  I didn’t ask him how he knew my private business. I could anticipate the reply: “The Vesters, of course.”


  I thought hard.


  Somewhere in the Embassy there was a planted microreceiver-sender? Impossible. Every inch of the building was combed daily by every mike-detection gadget in the game.


  Benny Buxton was a traitor? Even more impossible.


  I’d formulated these plans only yesterday. Therefore, I couldn’t have spoken of them to Lia or her mother, when in my cups at the party.


  What, then?


  Vesters?


  The rest of the evening passed off somehow. I kept up an appearance of ease and geniality. But, like a Venusian Chief, I found conversation hard work. I recalled Poincare’s advice: “Always keep your guard up.” So I did. And my mental arm began to weary.


  When all the guests had gone at last, I beckoned Benny into his private office, locked the door and searched the room. Thoroughly. There couldn’t have been a Vester there or I should have walked into him at least twice.


  Benny watched, puzzled. He was even more puzzled when I whispered: “Do you still keep up that do-it-yourself fad?”


  He nodded.


  “Then lend me your paint spray-gun—loaded.”


  “Why, for pete’s sake?”


  “There are Vesters at the bottom of my garden,” I said.


  We stalked them together, for nearly an hour.


  Upon every shadow which seemed to move, every patch of room or passageway which didn’t look quite right somehow, every object which Benny suspected may have shifted a trifle from its original position—we bestowed a squirt of bright red paint. My idea. If we hit a Vester, we should nullify an area of his working skin surface. Then, when he moved, he would be detectable.


  If we hit a Vester . . .


  Benny suddenly reached the end of his tether.


  “Stop it, Dave, this is ridiculous. Hell, what a mess we’ve made! It looks like a slaughterhouse. How am I going to live with this?”


  “It’s preferable to having Vesters about the place.”


  “There aren’t any Vesters. There can’t be. Stat/Suda’s making a fool of you and you’re making a fool of me. It’s all part of their game. It’s how they drive all of our agents nuts in the end.”


  “Could be that the Vester who was here left with him,” I said, stubbornly.


  “Gad, what a little scientific brainwashing can do! Dave, take a hold on yourself. They’re putting the skids under you.”


  “This is a fine way to back up a fellow-worker,” I said reproachfully.


  “All right, I’m sorry. But take a bit of advice. Steer clear of Stat/Suda. He’s a past master of coco-talk. I’ll bet he invented it. Get to work on his daughter instead. She seems to have a crush on you. That gives you an edge. Play it right and you might worm something worth-while out of her.”


  I stopped myself from retorting: “You don’t know Lia!” For I realized the remark applied to me also. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was I’d get nowhere until I did know Lia. “Know thy enemy.” She’d said it herself.


  Suddenly, it presented itself as a pleasurable task.


  “Maybe you’re right, Benny. I’ll play along with Lia. Strictly in the line of duty, of course.”


  “Of course, old man.”


  I called her again next morning.


  “Okay, Lia, I’ll take you out for a drink, and throw a lunch in with it.”


  “And a proposal, too?”


  “Don’t rush me, girl.”


  “But you love me. So why waste time?”


  “Who told you I love you—a Vester?”


  “I don’t need to be told, Dave. I just know. Maybe I am a telepath—have you thought about that?”


  “Yes, but perhaps not enough . . . I’ll reserve a table at the Rigel. Thirteen hundred hours, sharp, today.”


  “I’ll be there.”


  She was, and on time. She looked so lovely that I wanted to keep right on gazing at her. The print on the menu refused to register. She asked for briganto, a fish dish, and I settled for the same. But, afterwards, for myself I stipulated imported French brandy: I wasn’t taking any more chances in that direction.


  We talked of this and that. Did I like her father? Had I seen the new opera, King Solar? Mahler, Brecht, Florence. . . . Just fill-in stuff between mouthfuls of food.


  But during the slow, relaxing drink period I introduced the real issues, as doubtless she expected.


  “Lia, let’s not beat about the bush. Part of my job is to pass back any important information I happen upon. As well you know. But what politicians think important, and what I think important, are two different things. Always have been. Politicians hoard information like jackdaws collect rubbish. Even they must know there’s no possibility of warfare between Earth and Venus, but they keep up this act of being ‘prepared’. They fear they’d be out of a job if they didn’t.”


  She smiled. “Father knows it’s only a game nowadays, but he enjoys playing it. Sometimes a little sadly. He holds that he was born centuries too late.”


  “Then why not just give me a morsel of genuine information which will satisfy my bosses? And then we can forget it and enjoy ourselves like adults.”


  “Father’s already given you a morsel.”


  “You mean that piece of coco-talk——”


  “It wasn’t coco-talk. Father’s policy is to tell people the plain truth. So automatically they disbelieve it. So he gets a reputation as a clever liar. He tells the same facts to Mother. She gets them addled when she repeats them, but people believe her.”


  My head was beginning to spin, as perhaps it was meant to.


  I requested: “Just give me a brief resume of the Defence Strength.”


  She repeated the figures Stat/Suda had given me.


  “Right—thanks,” I said. “I’ll accept them as genuine. All that matters, basically, is that my bosses will have something to put in their files. Next point: do Vesters exist?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you employ them as spies?”


  “No.”


  I threw up my hands. “Coco-talk. For how else can you learn what Earthmen say when there are no visible Venusians around?”


  “You broadcast it. Literally. You’re carrying around with you hundreds of micro-miniaturized mike-relayers. Specks of organic matter with printed circuits. No, it’s no use your brushing your coat. They’re not on your clothes—unless you spilled your soup. They’re in you. In your throat, your stomach, your bloodstream. You’ve just swallowed a fresh instalment with that briganto. All food and liquid Earthmen buy is impregnated with them. They’re too small to see with the naked eye, and quite harmless.”


  “Harmless!” I echoed. I stared at her, wondering whether this was wild coco-talk. And knew I could wonder for ever, because I could never be sure she was speaking the truth.


  Supposing it were true. No Earthman dared attend another Venusian party, unless he fasted and abstained from drink. Which would make for some dull, pointless parties. (My Cultural Exchange Programme looked like dying before it began.) He would have to rely solely on imported Earth fare, and spaceship storage space was already tight. Even so, and even if he cooked every particle of food himself (tedious, time-wasting chore!), he could never be certain that nowhere along the delivery line had there been a surreptitious injection. . . .


  He daren’t even risk a drink of water from the faucet.


  “Merely washing your teeth would be sufficient,” smiled Lia, watching my face.


  “Stop poking into my mind, Lia,” I said, irritably, and another doubt hit me.


  “Look,” I said, “you’re deliberately sowing confusion in our ranks again. This is just another load of baloney, which is our coarse term for coco-talk. It’s intended to blind us to the fact that you are a telepath, and can read an Earthman’s mind even if he’s miles away. That’s how you really get your information. Come on, be honest just once: admit it.”


  She grinned, a forty-molar broadside which seemed to laugh richly at all humankind, Terrestrials and Venusians alike.


  Mockingly, she quoted Hamlet’s advice to Ophelia: “We are arrant knaves all; believe none of us.”


  Then it was, I think, I accepted that there could be no total victory in this battle of wits. The doubt engendered by coco-talk would ever preclude it. Anyhow, final victory would mean the end of an old game men love to play. You can’t play if one player corners all the chips.


  I lifted my glass. “To the winner—of this round. For my money, the Venusians possess only one effective defensive weapon: the Venusian tongue. It’s a master weapon that divides and rules our minds. You fight your battles with your mouths.”


  “Yes, Dave. And this is the way we do it.”


  She kissed me, full on the mouth, long and hard.


  I’d kept postponing the really important question. She was right in saying I loved her. But she’d never said she loved me.


  So I wanted to ask: “Do you love me, Lia?”


  And was afraid to. I was afraid of coco-talk. For whatever she answered, how could I ever be sure?


  If she said yes, it might be coco-talk. And she meant no.


  If she said no, it could be the truth. And, again, she meant no.


  But that kiss settled the matter. I learned, without the medium of speech (which somebody long ago said was invented to conceal truth) that Lia loved me as truly as I loved her. As she had said once before, actions speak louder than words.


  Before passing back my morsel of Defence intelligence, I hesitated. I like to do a good job even if it’s one not entirely to my taste. So I tried to get things in perspective.


  Venusians mixed truth and coco-talk half and half.


  Between themselves, they could tell the difference. We never could.


  So there was only a fifty-fifty chance that my information was correct. Yet I saw no way to better that percentage.


  But then, I reflected, had mankind ever bettered it?


  Earthmen spoke quite as much coco-talk as Venusians. Always had done. The difference was that they weren’t conscious of doing so.


  History was never an immutable structure of unassailable facts. Facts are always being assailed as historians rewrite history. History is a continual flux, part true, part false.


  Statistics prove . . . anything you want to prove. Today’s scientific fact is very often tomorrow’s fallacy. Economists flatly contradict each other. One dietician’s meat is another’s poison.


  Truth is shy, and hides at the bottom of a well. It’s a deep well. Men don’t do badly if they succeed in fishing up half of the truth. To be fifty per cent right is a pretty good average.


  My information reached that average, and therefore it was as good as anyone could hope to get. So I gave it to Benny to relay. He was delighted. “I knew I’d set you on the right track, old boy. Cherchez la femme!”


  My bosses were delighted, too. At last some real McCoy had come their way. And in due course an honour came my way, in return.


  When I married Lia, they congratulated me (and themselves) again. A masterstroke! Smart Terrestrial agent insinuates himself into the very heart of top-level Venusian politics. Everything David Smythe relayed in future must be regarded as straight from the horse’s mouth. They were in.


  So they believed the truth they wished to believe, as men do. For myself, I’ll go along with Keats: truth is beauty, and as the days pass Lia seems to me to become ever more truthful.


  WHERE THE CHANGED ONES GO


  Robert Silverberg


  The Planet Venus hated human beings. To survive, a human had to become something else!


  I


  The Venusian boy danced nimbly around the patch of Trouble Fungus behind the chapel, avoiding the gray-green killer with practice ease. He hop-skipped past the rubbery bole of the Limblime Tree and approached the serried row of jagged nameless stalks that lined the back garden. The boy grinned at them, and they parted for him as obligingly as the Red Sea had yielded to Moses some time earlier.


  “Here I am,” he said to Nicholas Martell.


  “I didn’t think you’d be back,” the Vorster missionary said.


  The boy—Elwhit—looked mischievous. “Brother Christopher said I couldn’t come back. That’s why I’m here. Tell me about the Blue Fire. Can you really make atoms give light?”


  “Come inside,” Martell said.


  The boy represented his first triumph since coming to Venus, and a small triumph it was, so far. But Martell did not object to that. A step was a step. There was a planet to win, here.


  Inside the chapel the boy hung back, suddenly shy. He was no more than ten, Martell guessed. Was it just wickedness that had made him come here? Or was he a spy from the chapel of heretics down the road? No matter. Martell would treat him as a potential convert.


  He activated the altar and the Blue Fire welled into the small room, colors dancing against the boards of the groined wooden ceiling. Power surged from the cobalt. cube, and the harmless, dramatic radiations wrung a gasp of awe from Elwhit.


  “The fire is symbolic,” Martell murmured. “There’s an underlying oneness in the universe—the common building-blocks, do you see? Do you know what atomic particles are? Protons, electrons, neutrons? The things everything’s made up of?”


  “I can touch them,” Elwhit said. “I can push them around.”


  “Will you show me how?” Martell was remembering the way the boy had parted those knifeblade-sharp plants in back. A glance, a mental shove, and they had yielded. These Venusians could teleport, he was sure of it. “How do you push things?” Martell asked. But the boy shrugged the question aside.


  “Tell me more about the Blue Fire,” he said.


  “Have you read the book I gave you? The one by Vorst? That tells you all you need to know.”


  “Brother Christopher took it away from me.”


  “You showed it to him?” Martell said, startled.


  “He wanted to know why I came to you. I said you talked to me and gave me a book. He took the book. I came back. Tell me why you’re here. Tell me what you teach.”


  Martell hadn’t imagined that his first convert would be a child. He said carefully, “The religion we have here is very much like the one that Brother Christopher teaches. But there are some differences. His people make up a lot of stories. They’re good stories, but they’re only stories.”


  “About Lazarus, you mean?”


  “That’s right. Myths, nothing more. We try not to need such things. We’re trying to get right in touch with the basics of the universe. We—”


  The boy lost interest. He tugged at his tunic and nudged at a chair. The altar was what fascinated him, nothing else. The glistening eyes roved toward it.


  Martell said, “The cobalt is radioactive. It’s a source of betas—electrons. They’re going through the tank and knocking photons loose. That’s where the light comes from.”


  “I can stop the light,” the boy said. “Will you be angry if I stop it?”


  It was a kind of sacrilege. Martel! knew. But he suspected that he would be forgiven. Any evidence of teleporting activity that he could gather was useful.


  “Go ahead,” he said.


  The boy remained motionless. But the radiance dimmed. It was as if an invisible hand reached into the reactor, intercepting the darting particles. Telekinesis on the subatomic level! Martell was elated and chilled all at once watching the light fade. Suddenly it flared more brightly again. Beads of sweat glistened on the boy’s bluish-purple forehead.


  “That is all,” Elwhit announced.


  “How do you do it?”


  “I reach.” He laughed. “You can’t?”


  “Afraid not,” Martell said. “Listen, if I give you another book to read, will you promise not to show it to Brother Christopher? I don’t have many. I can’t afford to have the Harmonists confiscate them all.”


  “Next time,” the boy said. “I don’t feel like reading things now. I’ll come again. You tell me all about it some other time.”


  He danced away, out of the chapel, and went skipping through the underbrush, heedless of the perils that lurked in the deep-shadowed forest beyond. Martell watched him go, not knowing whether he was actually making his first convert or whether he was being mocked.


  Perhaps both, the missionary thought.


  Nicholas Martell had come to Venus ten days before, aboard a passenger ship from Mars. He had been one of thirty passengers aboard the ship, but none of the others had cared for Nicholas Martell’s company. Ten of them were Martians, who did not care to share the atmosphere Martell breathed. Martians, now that their planet had been cozily terraformed, preferred to fill their lungs with an Earthside mix of gases. So had Martell, once, for he was a native Earthman himself. But now he was one of the changed ones, equipped with gills in good Venusian fashion.


  Hot gills, truly: they would serve no function under water. They were high-density filters, to strain the molecules of decent oxygen from the Venusian air. Martell was well adapted. His metabolism had no use for helium or the other inerts, but it could draw sustenance from nitrogen, and had no real objections to fueling on CO2 for short spells. The surgeons at Santa Fe had worked on him for six months.


  It was forty years too late to make adjustments on Martellovum or Martell-fetus, as was the normal practice in fitting a man for life on Venus, so they had done their work on Martell the man. The blood that flowed in his veins was no longer red. His skin had a fine cyanotic flush. He was as a Venusian born.


  There had been nineteen Venusians of the true blood aboard the ship, too. But they felt no kinship for Martell, and had forced him to withdraw from their presence. The crewmen had set up Martell’s cradle in a storage chamber, with gentle apologies: “You know those Venusians, Brother. Give them the wrong kind of look and they’re at you with their daggers.


  “You’ll stay here. You’ll be safer here.” A thin laugh. “You’ll be even safer, Brother, if you head for home without ever setting foot on Venus.”


  Martell had smiled. He was prepared to let Venus do its worst.


  Venus had martyred several dozen members of Martell’s religious order in the past forty years. He was a Vorster, or, more formally a member of the Brotherhood of the Immanent Radiance, and he had attached himself to the missionary wing.


  Unlike his martyred predecessors, Martell was surgically adapted to live on Venus. The others had had to muffle themselves in breathing-suits, and perhaps that had limited their effectiveness. The Vorsters had made no headway on Venus at all, though they were the dominant religious group on Earth, and had been for more than a generation. Martell, alone and adapted, had taken upon himself the long-delayed task of founding a Venusian order of the Brotherhood.


  Venus had given Martell a chilly welcome. He had blanked out in the turbulence of the landing, as the ship plunged through the cloud layer. Then he had recovered and sat up, a thin man with a wedge-shaped face and pale, hooded eyes. Through the port he had his first glimpse of Venus: a flat, muddy-looking field, stretching perhaps half a mile, with trunked ugly trees whose massed bluish leaves had a sinister glint. The sky was gray, and swirling clumps of low-lying clouds formed whorling patterns against the deeper background. Robot technicians were bustling from a squat, alien-looking building to service the ship.


  In the landing station, a low-caste Venusian stared at the Vorster with blank indifference, taking his passport and saying coolly “Religious?”


  “That’s right.”


  “How’d you get in?”


  “Treaty of 2128,” Martell said.


  “A limited quota of Earthside observers for scientific, ethical or—”


  “Spare me.” The Venusian pressed his fingertip to a page of the passport and a visa stamp appeared, glowing brilliantly. “Nicholas Martell. You’ll die here, Martell. Why don’t you go back where you came from? Men live forever there, don’t they?”


  “They live a long time. But I have work here.”


  “Fool!”


  “Perhaps,” Martell agreed calmly. “May I go?”


  “Where are you staying? We have no hotels here.”


  “The Martian Embassy will look after me until I’m established.”


  “You’ll never be established,” the Venusian said.


  Martell did not contradict him. He knew that even a low-caste Venusian regarded himself as superior to an Earthman, and that a contradiction might seem a mortal insult. Martell was not equipped for dagger-dueling. And, since he was not a proud man by nature, he was willing to swallow any manner of abuse for the sake of his mission.


  The passport man waved him on. Martell gathered up his single suit case and passed out of the building.


  A taxi, now, he thought. It was many miles to town. He needed to rest, and to confer with the Martian Ambassador, Weiner. The Martians were not particularly sympathetic to his aims, but at least they were willing to countenance Martell’s presence here. There was no Earth Embassy, not even a consulate. The links between the mother planet and her proud colony had been broken long ago.


  Taxis waited at the far side of the field. Martell started across. The ground crunched beneath his feet, as though it were only a brittle crust. The planet looked gloomy. Not a hint of sun came through those clouds. His adapted body was functioning well, though.


  Hardly anyone but robots seemed to be about at the spaceport. Venus was a sparsely populated planet, with hardly more than three million people in its seven widely spaced towns. The Venusians were frontiersmen, legendary for their haughtiness. They had room to be haughty, Martel I thought. Let them spend a week on teeming Earth and they might change their ways.


  “Taxi!” Martell called.


  None of the robocars budged from their line. Were even the robots haughty here, he wondered? Or was there something wrong with his accent? He called again, getting no response.


  Then he understood. The Venusian passengers were emerging and crossing to the taxi zone. And, naturally, they had precedence.


  Martell watched them. They were high-caste men, unlike the passport man. They walked with an arrogant swaggering gait, and Martell knew they would slash him to his knees if he crossed their path.


  He felt a bit of contempt for them. What were they, anyway, but blue-skinned samurai, border lairds after their proper time, childlike self-appointed princelings living a medieval fantasy? Men who were sure of themselves did not need to swagger, nor to surround themselves with elaborate codes of chivalry.


  But yet they were impressive as they paraded across the field. More than custom separated the high-caste and the low-caste Venusians. They were biologically different.


  The high-caste ones were the first comers, the founding families of the Venus colony, and they were far more alien in body and mind than Venusians of more recent vintage. The early genetic processes had been unsub tie. The first colonists had been transformed virtually into monsters. Close-to eight feet tall, with giant pores, and pendulous red gill-bunches at their throats, they were alien beings who gave little sign that they were the great-great-grandchildren of Earthmen.


  Later in the process of colonizing Venus, it had become possible to adapt men for the second planet without varying nearly so much from the basic human model. Both strains of Venusians, since they arose from manipulation of the germ plasm, bred true; both shared the same exaggerated sense of honor and both were now alien strains, inwardly and outwardly, in mind and in body. But those whose ancestry went back to the most changed of the changed ones were in charge, making a virtue of their strangeness and the planet was their private playground.


  Martell watched as the high caste ones drove off. No taxis remained. The ten Martian passengers of the ship were getting into a cab on the other side of the depot. Martell returned to the building. The lowcaste Venusian glowered at him.


  Martell said, “When will I be able to get a taxi to take me to town?”


  “You won’t. They aren’t coming back today.”


  “I want to call the Martian Embassy, then. They’ll send a car for me.”


  “Are you sure they will? Why should they bother?”


  “Perhaps so!” Martell said evenly. “I’d better walk.”


  The look he got from the Venusian was worth the gesture. The man stared in surprise and shock. And possibly, admiration, mingled somewhat with patronizing confidence that Martell must be a madman. Martell left the station. He began to walk, following the narrow ribbon of a road, letting the unearthly atmosphere soak deep into his altered body.


  II


  It was a lonely walk. Not a sign of habitation broke the belt of vegetation on either side of the highway, nor did any vehicles pass him. The trees, somber and eerie with their bluish cast, towered over the road. Their knifeblade-Iike leaves glimmered in the faint diffused light. There was an occasional rustling sound in the woods, as of beasts crashing through the thickets.


  Martell’s mind hummed with plans.


  He would establish a small chapel and let it be known what the Brotherhood had to offer: life eternal and the key to the stars. The Venusians might threaten to kill him, as they had killed previous missionaries of the Brotherhood, but Martell was prepared to die, if necessary, that others might have the stars. His faith was strong.


  Before his departure, the high ones of the Brotherhood had personally wished him well: grizzled Reynolds Kirby, the Hemispheric Coordinator, had grasped his hand, and then had come an even greater surprise as Noel Vorst himself, the Founder, a legendary figure more than a century old, had come forth to tell him in a soft, feathery voice, “I know that your mission will bear fruit, Brother Martell.”


  Martell still tingled with the memory of that glorious moment.


  Now he strode forward, buoyed by the sight of a few habitations set back from the road. He was at the outskirts, then. On this pioneer world, pioneer habits held true, and the colonists did not build their homes close together. They spread sparsely over a radiating area surrounding the main administrative centers.


  The man-high walls enclosing the first houses he saw did not surprise him; these Venusians were a surly lot, who would build a wall around their entire planet, if they could. But soon he would be in town, and then—


  Martell came to a halt as he saw the Wheel hurtling toward him.


  His first thought was that it had broken free from some vehicle. Then he realized what it was: no fragment of machinery, but Venusian wildlife.


  It surged over a crest in the road, a hundred yards in front of him, and came plunging wildly toward him at about ninety miles an hour. Martell had a clear though momentary glimpse: two wheels of some horny substance, mottled orange and yellow, linked by a box-like inner structure. The wheels were nine feet across, at least; the connecting structure was smaller, so that wheel-rims projected around it. Those rims were razor-sharp. The creature moved by ceaselessly transferring its weight within that central housing, developing terrific momentum.


  Martell leaped back. The Wheel hurtled past him, missing his toes by inches. Martell saw the sharpness of the rim and felt an acrid odor sting his nostrils. If he had been a bit slower, the Wheel would have sliced him in two.


  It traveled a hundred yards beyond him. Then, like a gyroscope running amok, it executed a turn in an astonishingly narrow radius and came shooting back toward Martell.


  The thing’s hunting me, he thought!


  He knew many Vorster combat techniques, but none of them were designed to cope with a beast like this. All he could do was keep side stepping and hope that the Wheel could not make sudden compensations in its course. It drew near; Martell sucked in his breath and leaped back once again.


  This time the Wheel swerved ever so slightly. Its leading left-hand edge sliced through the trailing end of Martell’s blue cloak, and a ribbon of cloth fluttered to the pavement. Panting, Martell watched the thing swing round for another try, and knew that it could indeed correct its course. A few more passes and it would split him.


  The Wheel came a third time.


  Martell waited as long as he dared. With the outer blades only a few feet away, he broad-jumped—into the path of the creature.


  Earthborn muscles carried him twenty feet in the light gravity. He more than half expected to be bisected in mid-jump, but when his feet touched ground he was still in one piece.


  Whirling, Martell saw that he had surprised the beast. It had turned inward, toward the place where it had expected him to be, and had passed through his suitcase. The suitcase had been sliced as though by a laser beam. His belongings were scattered on the road. The Wheel, halting once more, was coming back.


  What now? Climb a tree? The nearest one was void of limbs for the first twenty feet. Martell could not shinny to safety in time. All he could do was keep hopping from side to side in the road, trying to outguess the creature. He knew that he could not keep that up much longer. He would tire, and the Wheel would not, and the slashing rims would pass through him and spill his altered guts on the pavement.


  The Wheel came. Martell sidestepped it again and heard it whistle past. Was it getting angry? No, it was just an insensate brute looking for a meal, hunting in the manner some perverse nature had designed for it. Martell gasped for breath. On the next pass—


  Suddenly he was not alone. A boy appeared, running out from one of the stockaded buildings at the crest of the hill, and trotted alongside the Wheel for a few paces.


  Then—Martell did not see how it was done—the Wheel went awry and toppled, landing on one disk with the other in the air. It lay there like a huge cheese blocking the road. The boy, who could not have been much more than ten, stood by it, looking pleased with himself.


  He was low-caste, of course. A high-caste one would not have bothered to save him. Martell realized that probably the low-caste boy had had no interest in saving him either, but simply had knocked the Wheel over for the sport of it.


  Martell said, “I offer thanks, friend. Another moment and I’d have been cut to ribbons.”


  The boy made no reply. Martell came closer to inspect the fallen Wheel. Its upper rim was straining to right itself, clearly an impossible task. Martell looked down, saw a dark violet cyst near the center of one wheel writhe and open.


  “Look out!” the boy cried, but it was much too late.


  Two whip-like threads burst from the cyst. One wrapped itself around Martell’s left thigh, the other around the boy’s waist. Martell felt a blaze of pain, as though the threads were lined with acid-edged suckers. A mouth opened on the inner surface of the Wheel. Martell saw milling, grinding tooth-like projections beginning to chum in anticipation.


  But this was a situation he could handle. He had no way of stopping the headlong plunge of the Wheel, for that was mere mechanical energy at work; but presumably the creature’s brain carried an electrical charge, and the Vorsters had ways of altering current flows in the brain. It was a mild form of esping, within the threshold of nearly anyone who cared to master the disciplines involved.


  Ignoring the pain, Martell seized the tightening thread with his right hand and performed the act of neutralization. A moment later the thread went slack and Martell was free. So was the boy. The threads did not return to the cyst, but remained lying limp in the roadway. The milling teeth became still; the rippling horny plate of the upper wheel subsided. The thing was dead. Martell glanced at the boy.


  “Fair enough,” he said. “I’ve saved you and you’ve saved me. So now we’re even.”


  “The debit is still yours,” replied the boy with strange solemnity. “If I had not rescued you first, you never would have lived to rescue me. And it would not have been necessary to rescue me, anyway, since I would not have come out onto the road, and therefore—”


  Martell’s eyes widened. “Who taught you to reason like that?” he asked in amusement. “You sound like a theology professor.”


  “I am Brother Christopher’s pupil.”


  “And he is—?”


  “You’ll find out. He wants to see you. He sent me out here to fetch you.”


  “And where will I find him?”


  “Come with me.”


  Martell followed the boy toward one of the buildings. They left the dead Wheel in the road. Martell wondered what would happen if a carload of high-caste came along and had to shove the carcass out of the way with their own aristocratic hands.


  They passed through a burnished coppery gate that slid open at the boy’s approach. Martell found himself approaching a simple wooden A-frame building. When he saw the sign mounted above the door, he was so amazed that he release his grip on his sundered suitcase, and for the second time in ten minutes his belongings went spilling to the ground.


  The sign said:


  SHRINE OF THE


  TRANSCENDENT


  HARMONY


  ALL ARE WELCOME


  Martell’s knees felt watery. Harmonists? Here?


  The green-robed Harmonists were heretics, offshoots of the original Vorster movement. They had made some progress on Earth for a while, and had even seemed to threaten the parent organization, but for more than twenty years now they had been nothing but an absurd little splinter group of no significance. It was inconceivable that these heretics, who had failed so utterly on Earth, could have established a church here on Venus, something that the Vorsters themselves had been unable to do. It was impossible.


  A figure appeared in the doorway—a stocky man in early middle age, about sixty or so, his hair beginning to gray, his features thickening. Like Martell, he had been surgically adapted to Venusian conditions. He looked calm and self-assured. His hands rested lightly on a comfortable priestly paunch.


  He said, “I’m Christopher Mondschein. I heard of your arrival, Brother Martell. Won’t you come in?”


  Martell hesitated.


  Mondschein smiled. “Come, come, Brother. There’s no peril in breaking bread with a Harmonist, is there? You’d be mincemeat now but for the lad’s bravery. And I sent him to save you; you owe me the courtesy of a visit. Come in. Come in. I won’t meddle with your soul, Brother. That’s a promise.”


  III


  The Harmonist place was unassuming but obviously permanent. There was a shrine, festooned with the statuettes and claptrap of the heresy, and a library, and dwelling-quarters. Martell caught sight of several Venusian-bodies at work in the rear of the building, digging what might be the foundations of an extension.


  Mart ell followed the older man into the library. A familiar row of books caught his eye: the works of Noel Vorst, handsomely bound, the expensive Founder’s Edition.


  Mondschein said, “Are you surprised? Don’t forget that we accept the supremacy of Vorst too, even if he spurns us. Sit down. Wine? They make a fine dry white here.”


  “What are you doing here?” Martell asked.


  “Me? That’s a terribly long story, and not entirely creditable to me. The essence of it is that I was a young fool and let myself get maneuvered into being sent here. That was forty years ago and I’ve stopped resenting what happened by now. It was the finest thing that could have happened to me in my life, I’ve come to realize, and I suppose it’s a mark of maturity that I was able to see—”


  Mondschein’s garrulity irritated Martell. He cut in: “I don’t want your personal history, Brother Mondschein. I meant, how long has your order been here?”


  “Close to fifty years.”


  “Uninterruptedly?”


  “Yes. We have eight shrines here and about four thousand communicants, all of them low-caste. The high-casters don’t deign to notice us.”


  “They don’t deign to wipe you out, either,” Martell observed.


  “True,” said Mondschein. “Perhaps we’re beneath their contempt.”


  “But they’ve killed every Vorster missionary that’s ever come here,” Martell said. “Us they devour, you they tolerate. Why is that?”


  “Perhaps they see a strength in us that they don’t find in the parent organization,” suggested the heretic. “They admire strength, of course. You must know that, or you’d never have tried to walk from the landing station. You were demonstrating your strength under stress. But of course it would rather have spoiled your demonstration if that Wheel had slashed you to death.”


  “As it very nearly did.”


  “As it certainly would have done,” said Mondschein, “if I had not happened to notice your predicament. That would have terminated your mission here rather prematurely. Do you like the wine?”


  Martell had barely tasted it.


  “It’s not bad. Tell me, Mondschein, have they really let themselves be converted here?”


  “A few. A few.”


  “Hard to believe. What do you people know that we don’t?”


  “It isn’t what we know,” Mondschein said. “It’s what we have to offer. Come with me into the chapel.”


  “I’d rather not.”


  “Please. It won’t give you a disease.”


  Reluctantly Martell allowed himself to be led into the sanctum sanctorum.


  He looked around with distaste at the ikons, the images, and all the rest of the Harmonist rubbish. At the altar, where a Vorster chapel would have had the tiny reactor emitting blue Cerenkov radiation, there was mounted a gleaming atom-symbol model along which electron-simulacra pulsed in blinding, ceaseless motion. Martell did not think of himself as a bigoted man, but he was loyal to his faith, and the sight of all this childish paraphernalia sickened him.


  Mondschein said, “Noel Vorst’s the most brilliant man of our times, and his accomplishments mustn’t be underrated. He saw the culture of Earth fragmented and decadent, saw people everywhere escaping into drug addictions and Nothing Chambers and a hundred other deplorable things. And he saw that the old religions had lost their grip, that the time was ripe for an eclectic, synthetic new creed that dispensed with the mysticism of the former religions and replaced it with a new kind of mysticism. A scientific mysticism. That Blue Fire of his! A wonderful symbol, something to capture the imagination and dazzle the eye. As good as the Cross and the Crescent—even better because it was modern, it was scientific, it could be comprehended even while it bewildered. Vorst had the insight to establish his cult and the administrative ability to put it across. But his thinking was incomplete.”


  “That’s a lofty dismissal, isn’t it? When you consider that we control Earth in a way that no single religious movement of the past has ever—”


  Mondschein smiled. “The achievement on Earth is very imposing, I agree. Earth was ready for Vorst’s doctrines. But why did he fail on the other planets, though? Because his thinking was too advanced. He didn’t offer anything that colonists could surrender their hearts and souls to.”


  “He offers physical immortality in the present body,” Martell said crisply. “Isn’t that enough?”


  “No. He doesn’t offer a mythos. Just a cold quid-pro-quo, come to the chapel and pay your tithe and you can live forever, maybe. It’s a secular religion, despite all the litanies and rituals that have been creeping in. It lacks poetry. There’s no Christ-child in the manger, no Abraham sacrificing Isaac, no spark of humanity, no—”


  “No simplistic fairy-tales,” said Martell in a brusque tone. “Agreed. That’s the whole point of our teaching. We came into a world no longer capable of believing the old stories, and instead of spinning new ones we offered simplicity, strength, the power of scientific achievement—”


  “And took political control of most of the planet, while also establishing magnificent laboratories that carried on advanced research in longevity and esping.


  Fine. Fine. Admirable. But you failed here. We are succeeding. We have a story to tell, the story of Noel Vorst, the First Immortal, his redemption in the atomic fire, his awakening from sin. We offer our people a chance to be redeemed in Vorst and in the later prophet of Transcendent Harmony, David Lazarus. What we have is something that captures the fancy of the low-casters, and in another generation well have the high-casters too. These are pioneers, Brother Martell. They’ve cut all ties with Earth and they’re starting over on their own, in a society just a few generations old. They need myths. They’re shaping myths of their own here. Don’t you think that in another century the first colonists of Venus will be regarded as supernatural beings, Martell? Don’t you think that they’ll be Harmonist saints by then?”


  Martell was genuinely startled. “Is that your game?”


  “Part of it.”


  “All you’re doing is returning to fifth-century Christianity.”


  “Not exactly. We’re continuing the scientific work, too.”


  “And you believe your own teachings?” Martell asked.


  Mondschein smiled strangely. “When I was young,” he said, “I was a Vorster acolyte, at the Nyack chapel. I went into the Brotherhood because it was a job. I needed a structure for my Me, and I had a wild hope of being sent out to Sante Fe to become a subject in the immortality experiments, and so I enrolled. For the most unworthy of motives. Do you know, Martell, that I didn’t feel a shred of a religious calling? Not even the Vorster stuff—stripped down, secular—could get to me. Through a series of confusion!! that I still don’t fully understand, and that I won’t even begin to explain to you, I left the Brotherhood and joined the Harmonist heresy and came here as a missionary. The most successful missionary ever sent to Venus, as it happens. Do you think the Harmonist mythologies can move me if I was too rational to accept Vorster thinking?”


  “So you’re completely cynical in handing out this nonsense about saints and images. You do it for the sake of preserving your power. A peddler of nostrums, a quack preacher in the back woods of Venus—”


  “Easy,” Mondschein warned. “I’m getting results. And, as I think Noel Vorst himself might tell you, we deal in ends, not in means. Would you like to kneel here and pray a while?”


  “Of course not.”


  “May I pray for you, then?”


  “You just told me you don’t believe your own creed.”


  Smiling, Mondschein said, “Even the prayers of an unbeliever may be heard. Who knows? Only one thing is certain: you’ll die here, Martell. So I’ll pray for you, that you may pass through the purifying flame of the higher frequencies.”


  “Spare me. Why are you so sure I’ll die here? It’s a fallacy to assume that simply because all previous Vorster missionaries have been martyred here, I’ll be martyred too.”


  “Our own position is uneasy enough here. Yours will be impossible. Venus doesn’t want you. Shall I tell you the only way you’ll possibly live more than a month here?”


  “Do.”


  “Join us.”


  “Don’t be absurd. Do you really think I’d do that.”


  “It isn’t beyond possibility. Many men have left your order for mine—myself included.”


  “I prefer martyrdom.”


  “In what way will that benefit anybody? Be reasonable, Brother. Venus is a fascinating place. Wouldn’t you like to live to see a little of it? Join us. You’ll learn the rituals soon enough. You’ll see that we aren’t such ogres.”


  “Thank you,” said Martell. “Will you excuse me now?”


  “I had hoped you would be our guest for dinner.”


  “That won’t be possible. I’m expected at the Martian Embassy, if I don’t meet any more local beasts in the road.” Mondschein looked unruffled by Martell’s rejection of his offer—an offer that could not have been made, Martell thought, with any great seriousness. The older man said gravely, “Allow me at least to offer you transportation to town. Surely your pride in your own sanctity will permit you to accept that.”


  Martell smiled. “Gladly. It’ll make a good story to tell Coordinator Kirby—how the heretics saved my life and gave me a ride into town.”


  “After making an attempt to seduce you from your faith.”


  “Naturally. May I leave?”


  “It’ll be a few moments until I can arrange for the car. Would you like to wait outside?” Martell bowed and made a grateful escape from the heretical chapel. Passing through the yard, a cleared space some fifty feet square bordered by scaly, grayish-green shrubbery whose thick-petalled black flowers had an oddly carnivorous look.


  Four Venusian boys, including Martell’s rescuer, were at work on an excavation. They were using manual tools, shovels and picks, which gave Martell the uncomfortable sensation of having slid back into the nineteenth century. Earth’s gaudy array of gadgetry, so conspicuous and so familiar, could not be found here.


  The boys glared coldly at him and went on with their work. Martell watched.


  They were lean and supple, and he guessed that their ages ranged from about nine to fourteen, though it was hard to tell. They looked alike enough to be brothers. Their movements were graceful, almost elegant, and their bluish skins gleamed lightly with perspiration. It seemed to Martell that the bony structure of their bodies was even more alien than he had thought; they did improbable things with their joints as they worked.


  Abruptly, they tossed their picks and shovels aside and joined hands. The bright eyes closed a moment. Martell saw the loose dirt rise from the excavation pit and collect itself in a neat mound some twenty feet behind it.


  They’re pushers, Martell thought in wonder. Look at them!


  Brother Mondschein appeared at that precise moment. “The car is waiting, Brother,” he said smoothly.


  IV


  As he entered the Venusian city, Martell could not take his mind from the casual feat of the four boys. They had scooped a few hundred pounds of loose soil from a pit, using esp abilities, and had smugly deposited it just where they wanted it to go.


  Pushers! Martell trembled, with barely suppressed excitement. The espers of Earth were a numerous tribe, now, but their talents were mainly telepathic, not extending in the direction of telekinesis to any significant degree. Nor could the development of the powers be controlled. A program of scheduled breeding, now in its fourth or fifth generation, was intensifying the existing esp powers. A gifted esper could reach into a man’s mind and rearrange its contents, or probe for the deepest secrets. There were a few precogs, too, who ranged up and down the time sequence as though all points along it were one point. But they usually burned out in adolescence, and their genes were lost to the pool. Pushers—teleports—who could move physical objects from place to place—were as rare as phoenixes on Earth.


  And here were four of them in a Harmonist chapel’s back yard on Venus.


  New tensions quivered in Martell. He had made two unexpected discoveries on his first day: the presence of Harmonists on Venus, and the presence of pushers among the Harmonists. His mission had suddenly taken on devastating new urgency. It was no longer merely a matter of gaining a foothold on an unfriendly world. It was a matter of being outstripped and surpassed by a heresy thought to be in decline.


  The car Mondschein had provided dropped Martell off at the Martian Embassy, a blocky little plaza that seemed to be the entire town. The Martians breathed Earth-type air, and they did not care to adapt themselves to Venusian conditions. Once he entered the building, therefore, Martell had to accept a breathing-hood that would protect him against the atmosphere of the planet of his birth.


  The Ambassador was Freeman Nat Weiner. He was about twice Martell’s age, perhaps even older—close to ninety, even. His frame was powerful, with shoulders so wide they seemed out of proportion to his hips and legs.


  Weiner said, “So you’re here. I really thought you had more sense.”


  “We’re determined people, Freeman Weiner.”


  “So I know. I’ve been studying your ways for a long time.” Weiner’s eyes became remote. “More than sixty years, in fact. I knew your Coordinator Kirby before his conversion, did he ever tell you that?”


  “He didn’t mention it,” Martell said. His flesh crept. Kirby had joined the Vorster Brotherhood about twenty years before Martell had been born.


  To live a century was nothing unusual these days. Vorst himself was surely into his thirteenth or fourteenth decade. But it was chilling all the same to think of such a span of years.


  Weiner smiled. “I came to Earth to negotiate a trade deal, and Kirby was my chaperone. He was with the U.N. then. I gave him a hard time. I was a drinker, then. Somehow I don’t think he’ll ever forget that night.” His gaze riveted on Martell’s unblinking eyes. “I want you to know, Brother, that I can’t provide any protection for you if you’re attacked. My responsibility extends only to Martian nationals.”


  “I understand.”


  “My advice is the same as it’s been from the start. Go back to Earth and live to a ripe old age.”


  “I can’t do that, Freeman Weiner. I’ve come with a mission to accomplish.”


  “Ah, dedication! Wonderful! Where will you build your chapel?”


  “On the road leading to town. Perhaps closer to town than the Harmonist place.”


  “And where will you stay until it’s built?”


  “I’ll sleep in the open.”


  “There’s a bird here,” Weiner said. “They call it a shrike. It’s as big as a dog, and its wings look like old leather, and it has a beak like a spear. I once saw it dive from five hundred feet at a man taking a nap in an open field. The beak pinned him to the ground.”


  Unperturbed, Martell said, “I survived an encounter with a Wheel today. Perhaps I can dodge a shrike too. I don’t intend to be frightened away.” Weiner nodded. “I wish you luck,” he said.


  V


  Luck was about all Martell was going to get from the Ambassador, but he was grateful even for that. The Martians were cool toward Earth and all it produced, including its religions. They did not actually hate Earthmen, as the Venusians of both castes appeared to do; the Martians were still Earthlike themselves, and not changed creatures whose bond with the mother world was tenuous at best. But the Martians were tough, aggressive frontiersmen who looked out only for themselves. They served as go-betweens for Earth and Venus because there was profit in it; they accepted missionaries from Earth because there was no harm in it.


  Martell left the Martian Embassy and set about his tasks.


  He had money and he had energy. He could not hire Venusian labor directly, because it would be an act of pollution for a Venusian even of the low caste to work for an Earthman, but it was possible to commission workmen through Weiner. The Martians, naturally, received a fee for serving as agents.


  Workmen were hired and a modest chapel was erected. Martell set up his pocket-sized reactor and readied it for use. Alone in the chapel, he stood in silence as the Blue Fire flickered into glowing life.


  Martell had not lost his capacity for awe. He was a worldly man, no mystic; yet the sight of the radiation streaming from the water-shielded reactor worked its magic on him, and he dropped to his knees, touching his forehead in the gesture of submission. He could not carry his religious feeling to the stage of idolatry, as the Harmonists did, but he was not without a sense of the might of the movement to which he had pledged his life.


  The first day, Martell simply carried out the ceremonies of dedication. On the second and third and fourth, he waited hopefully for some low-caster who might be curious enough to enter the chapel. None came.


  Martell did not care to seek worshippers, not just yet. He preferred that his converts be voluntary, if possible. The chapel remained empty. On the fifth day, it was entered—but only by a frog-like creature ten inches long, armed with wicked little horns on its forehead and delicate, deadly-looking spines that sprouted from its shoulders. Were there no life-forms on this planet that went without armor or weaponry, Martell wondered? He shooed the frog out. It growled at him and lunged at his foot with its horns. Martell drew his foot back barely in time, interposing a chair. The frog stabbed at the wood, sank inch-deep with the left horn; when it withdrew, an iridescent fluid trickled down the leg of the chair, burning a pathway through the wood. Martell had never been attacked by a frog before. On the second try, I’d got the animal out the door without suffering harm. A pretty planet, he thought.


  The next day came a more cheering visitor: the boy Elwhit. Martell recognized him as one of the boys who had been teleporting dirt behind the Harmonist place. He appeared from nowhere and said to Martell, “You’ve got Trouble Fungus out there.”


  “Is that bad?”


  “It kills people. Eats them. Don’t step in it. Are you really a religious?”


  “I like to think so.”


  “Brother Christopher says you shouldn’t be trusted, that you’re a heretic. What’s a heretic?”


  “A heretic is a man who disagrees with another man’s religion,” Martell said. “I happen to think Brother Christopher’s the heretic, as a matter of fact. Would you like to come inside?” The boy was wide-eyed, endlessly curious, restless. Martell longed to question him about his apparent telekinetic powers, but he knew it was more important at the moment to snare him as a convert. Questions at this point might only frighten him away. Patiently Martell explained what the Vorsters had to offer.


  It was hard to gauge the boy’s reaction. Did abstract concepts mean anything to a ten-year-old? Martell gave him Vorst’s book, the simple text. The boy promised to come back.


  “Watch out for the Trouble Fungus,” he said as he left.


  A few days passed. Then the boy returned, with the news that Mondschein had confiscated his book.


  Martell was pleased at that, in a way. It was a sign of panic among the Harmonists. Let them turn Vorster teachings into something forbidden, and he’d win all of Mondschein’s four thousand converts away.


  Two days after Elwhit’s second visit, Martell had a different caller, a broad-faced man in Harmonist robes. Without introducing himself he said, “You’re trying to steal that boy, Martell. Don’t do it.”


  “He came of his own free will.”


  “The child has curiosity. But he’s the one who’ll suffer if you keep allowing him to come here. Turn him away the next time, Martell. For his own sake.”


  “I’m trying to take him away from you for his own sake,” the Vorster replied quietly.


  “You’ll destroy him,” said the Harmonist. “Turn him away.”


  Martell did not intend to yield. Elwhit was his opening wedge into Venus, and it would be madness to turn him away.


  Later that same day there came another visitor, no friendlier than the horned frog. He was a burly Venusian of the lower caste, with armpit-daggers bristling on both sides of his chest. He had not come to worship. He pointed to the reactor and said, “Shut that thing off and dispose of the fissionables within ten hours.”


  Martell frowned. “It’s necessary to our religious observance.”


  “It’s fissionables. Not allowed to run a private reactor here.”


  “There was no objection at customs,” Martell pointed out. “I declared the cobalt-60 for what it was and explained the purpose. It was allowed through.”


  “Customs is customs. You’re in town now. I say no fissionables. You need a permit to do what you’re doing.”


  “Where do I get a permit?” asked Martell mildly.


  “From the police. I’m the police. Request denied. Shut that thing off.”


  “And if I don’t?”


  For an instant Martell thought the self-styled policeman would stab him on the spot. The man drew back as though Martell had spat in his face. After an ugly silence he said, “Is that a challenge?”


  “It’s a question.”


  “I ask you on my authority to get rid of that reactor. If you defy my authority you’re challenging me. Clear? You don’t look like a fighting man. Be smart and do as I say.”


  He went out.


  Martell shook his head sadly. Law enforcement a matter of personal pride? Well, it was only to be expected. More to the point: they wanted his reactor off, and without the reactor his chapel would not be a chapel. Could he appeal? To whom? If he dueled with the intruder and slew him, would that give him the right to run the reactor? He could hardly take such a step anyway.


  Martell decided not to give up without a struggle. He sought the authorities, or what passed for authorities here, and after spending four hours waiting to be admitted to the office of a minor official he was told clearly and coldly to dismantle his reactor at once. His protests were dismissed.


  Weiner was no help either. “Shut the reactor down,” the Martian advised.


  “I can’t function without it,” said Martell. “Where’d they get this law about private operations of reactors?”


  “They probably invented it to take care of you,” Weiner suggested amiably. “There’s no help for it, Brother. You’ll have to shut down.”


  Martell returned to the chapel. He found El whit waiting on the steps. The boy looked disturbed.


  “Don’t close,” he said.


  “I won’t.” Martell beckoned him inside. “Help me, Elwhit. Teach me. I need to know.”


  “What?”


  “How do you move things around with your mind?”


  “I reach into them,” the boy said. “I catch hold of what’s inside. There’s a strength. It’s hard to say.”


  “Is it something you were taught to do?”


  “It’s like walking. What makes your legs move? What makes them stand up underneath you?”


  Martell simmered with frustration. “Can you tell me what it feels like?”


  “Warm. On top of my head. I don’t know. I don’t feel much. Tell me about the electron, Brother Nicholas. Sing the song of photons to me.”


  “In a moment,” Martell said. He crouched down to get on the boy’s eye-level. “Can your mother and father move things?”


  “A little. I can move them more.”


  “When did you find out you could do it?”


  “The first time I did it.”


  “And you don’t know how you—” Martell paused. What was the use? Could a ten-year-old boy find words to describe a telekinetic function? He did it as naturally as he breathed. The thing to do was to ship him to Earth, to Santa Fe, and let the Noel Vorst Center for the Biological Sciences have a look at him. Obviously that was impossible. The boy would never go, and it would hardly be proper to spirit him away.


  “Sing me the song,” Elwhit prodded.


  “On the strength of the spectrum, the quantum, and the holy angstrom—”


  The chapel door flew open and three Venusians entered: the police chief and two deputies. The boy pivoted instantly and skittered past them, out the back way.


  “Get him!” the police chief roared.


  Martell shouted a protest. It was useless. The two deputies pounded after the boy, into the yard. Martell and the police chief followed.


  The deputies closed in on the boy. Abruptly, the meatier one was flipping through the air, legs kicking violently as he headed for the deadly patch of Trouble Fungus in the underbrush.


  He landed hard. There was a muffled groan. Trouble Fungus, Martell had learned by watching it, moved quickly. The carnivorous mold would devour anything organic; its sticky filaments, triggering with awesome speed, went to work instantly. The deputy was trapped in a network of loops whose adhesive enzymes immediately began to operate. Struggling only made it worse. The man thrashed and tugged, but the loops multiplied, stapling him to the ground. And now the digestive enzymes were coming into play.


  A sweet, sickly odor rose from the Trouble Fungus clump.


  Martell had no time to study the process of dissolution. The man caught in his fatal collars of slime was close to death, and the surviving deputy, his face almost black with fear and rage, had drawn a knife on the boy.


  Elwhit knocked it out of his hand. He tried to gather strength for another cast into the fungus patch, but his face was sweat-speckled, and bunching muscles in his cheeks told of the inward struggle. The deputy rocked and swayed, resisting the telekinesis. Martell stood frozen. The police chief bounded forward, knife on high.


  “Elwhit!” Martell screamed.


  Even a telekinetic has no way of defending himself against a stab in the back. The blade went deep. The boy dropped. In the same moment, with the pressure withdrawn, the deputy slipped and fell on his face. The chief seized the wounded, convulsing boy and hurled him into the Trouble Fungus. He landed beside the soft mass of the dead deputy, and Martell watched in horror as the sinister loops locked into place. Sickness assailed him. He ran halfway through the disciplinary techniques before his mind would work properly again.


  By then, the police chief and his deputy had recovered their calmness. With scarcely a look at the two dissolving corpses, they seized Martell and hauled him back into the chapel.


  “You killed a boy,” Martell said, breaking loose. “Stabbed him in the back. Where’s your honor?”


  “I’ll settle that before our court, priest. The boy was a murderer. And under the spell of dangerous doctrines. He knew we were closing you down. It was a violation to be here. Why isn’t that reactor off?”


  Martell groped for words. He wanted to say that he did not intend to accept defeat, that he was staying on here, determined to fight even to the point of martyrdom despite their order that he shut up shop. But the brutal killing of his only convert had smashed his will.


  “I’ll shut the reactor down,” he said hollowly.


  “Go and do it.”


  Martell dismantled it. They waited, exchanging pleased glances when the light flickered out. The deputy said, “It isn’t a real chapel without the light burning, is it, priest?”


  “No,” Martel replied. “I’m closing the chapel too, I guess.”


  “Didn’t last long.”


  “No.”


  The chief said, “Look at him with his gills flapping. All tricked out to look like one of us, and who’s he fooling? We’ll teach him.”


  They moved in on him. They were burly, powerful men. Martell was unarmed, but he had no fear of them. He could defend himself. They neared him, two nightmare figures, grotesquely inhuman, their eyes bright and slitted, inner lids sliding tensely up and down, small nostrils flickering, gills atremble. Martell had to force himself to remember that he was a monster as much as they; he was a changed one now. Their brother.


  “Let’s give him a farewell party,” the deputy said.


  “You’ve made your point,” said Martell. “I’m closing the chapel. Do you need to attack me, too? What are you afraid of? Are ideas that dangerous to you?”


  A fist crashed into the pit of his stomach. Martell swayed, caught his breath, forced himself to remain cool. The edge of a hand chopped at his throat. Martell slapped at it, deflected it and seized the wrist.


  There was a momentary exchange of ions and the deputy fell back, cursing.


  “Look out! He’s electric!”


  “I mean no harm,” said Martell mildly. “Let me go in peace.”


  Hands went to daggers. Martell waited.


  The Venusians dropped back, apparently willing to let the matter end here. They had, after all, succeeded in throttling the Vorster mission. Now they appeared to have qualms about dealing with the defeated missionary.


  “Get yourself out of town, Earthman,” the police chief grumbled. “Go where you belong. Don’t come mucking around here with your phony religion. We aren’t buying any.”


  VI


  There was no blackness quite like the black of the night sky of Venus, Martell thought. It was like a layer of wool swathing the vault of the heavens. Not a hint of a star, not a flicker of a moonbeam, cut through that arch of darkness overhead. Yet there was light, occasional and intermittent: great predatory birds, hellishly luminous, skewered the darkness at unpredictable moments.


  Standing on the rear veranda of the Harmonist chapel, Martell watched a glowing creature soar past no higher than a hundred feet up. It was near enough for Martell to see the row of hooked claws that studded the leading edges of the curved, back-swept wings.


  “Our birds have teeth as well,” said Christopher Mondschein.


  “And the frogs have horns,” Martell remarked. “Why is this planet so vicious?”


  Mondschein chuckled. “Ask Darwin, my friend. It just happened that way. You’ve met our frogs, then? Deadly little beasts. And you’ve seen a Wheel. We have amusing fish, too. And carnivorous fungi. But we are without insects. Can you imagine that? No land arthropods at all. Of course, there are some delightful ones in the sea—a kind of scorpion bigger than a man, a sort of lobster with disturbingly large claws—but no one goes into the sea, here.”


  “I understand why,” Martell said. Another luminescent bird swooped down, skimmed the trees, and rocketed away. From its flat head jutted a glowing fleshy organ the size of a melon, wobbling on a thick stem.


  Mondschein said, “You wish to join us after all?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Infiltrating, Martell? Spying?”


  Color came to Martell’s cheeks. The surgeons had left him with the flush reaction, although he turned a dull gray when affected now. “Why do you accuse me?” he asked.


  “Why else would you want to join us? You were haughty about it last week.”


  “That was last week. My chapel is closed. I saw a boy who trusted me killed before my eyes. I have no wish to see more such murders.”


  “So you admit that you were guilty in his death?”


  “I admit that I allowed him to jeopardize his life,” Martell said.


  “We warned you of it.”


  “But I had no idea of the cruelty of the forces that would strike at me. Now I do. I can’t stand alone. Let me join you, Mondschein.”


  “Too transparent, Martell. You came here bristling with the urge to be a martyr. You gave up too soon. Obviously you want to spy on our movement. Conversions are never that simple, and you’re not an easily swayed man. I suspect you, Brother.”


  “Are you esping me?”


  “Me? I don’t have a shred of ability. Not a shred. But I have common sense. I know a bit about spying, too. You’re here to sniff.”


  Martell studied a gleaming bird high against the dark backdrop. “You refuse to accept me, then?”


  “You can have shelter for the night. In the morning you’ll have to go. Sorry, Martell.”


  No amount of persuasion would alter the Harmonist’s decision. Martell was not surprised, nor greatly distressed; joining the Harmonists had been a strategy of doubtful success, and he had more than half expected Mondschein to reject him. Perhaps if he had waited six months before applying.


  He remained aloof while the little group of Harmonists performed evening vespers. They were not called “vespers,” of course, but Martell could not avoid identifying the heretics with the older religion. Three altered Earthmen were stationed at the mission, and the voices of the two subordinates joined with Mondschein’s in hymns that seemed offensive in their religiosity and yet faintly moving at the same time. Seven low-caste Venusians took part in the service. Afterward, Martell shared a dinner of unknown meat and acrid wine with the three Harmonists. They seemed comfortable enough in his presence, almost smug. One, Bradlaugh, was slim and fragile-looking, with elongated arms and comically blunt features. The other, Lazarus, was robust and athletic, his eyes oddly blank, his skin stretched mask-tight over his broad face. He was the one who had visited Martell’s ill-fated chapel Martell suspected that Lazarus was an esper.


  “Are you related to the Lazarus?” Martell asked.


  “His grand-nephew. I never knew the man.”


  “No one seems to have known him,” said Martell. “It often occurs to me that the esteemed founder of your heresy may have been a myth.”


  Faces stiffened around the table. Mondschein said, “I met him once, a few weeks after I changed from a blue tunic to a green one. He came to see me as I was about to undergo surgery to fit me for Venus. An impressive man, he was: tall and commanding, with an air of majesty.”


  “Like Vorst,” Martell said. “Very much like Vorst. Natural leaders, both of them.” Martell said, “Vorst came to me. Just before my operation. It seems to be the custom.”


  “A reassuring custom,” said Mondschein. He rose. “Brothers, good night.”


  Martell was left alone with Bradlaugh and Lazarus. An uncomfortable silence followed; after a while Bradlaugh said stiffly, “I’ll show you to your room.”


  The room was small, with a simple cot. Martell was content. Fewer religious symbols decorated the room than there might have been, and it was a place to sleep. He took care of his devotions quickly and closed his eyes. After a while, sleep came—a thin crust of slumber over an abyss of turmoil.


  The crust was pierced.


  There came the sound of laughter, booming and harsh. Something thumped against the chapel walls. Martell struggled to wakefulness in time to hear a thick voice cry, “Give us the Vorster!”


  He sat up. Someone entered his room: Mondschein, he realized. “They’re drunk,” the Harmonist whispered. “They’ve been roistering all over the countryside all night, and now they’re here to make trouble.”


  “The Vorster!” came a roar from outside.


  Martell peered through his window. At first he saw nothing: then, by the gleam of the light-cells studding the chapel’s outer walls, he picked out seven or eight titanic figures, striding unsteadily back and forth in the courtyard.


  “High-casters!” Martell gasped.


  “One of our espers brought the word an hour ago,” said Mondschein. “It was bound to happen sooner or later. I’ll go out and calm them.”


  “They’ll kill you.”


  “It’s not me they’re after.” said Mondschein, and left.


  Martell saw him emerge from the building. He was dwarfed by the ring of drunken Venusians, and from the way they closed in on him, Martell was certain that they would do him some harm.


  But they hesitated. Mondschein faced them squarely. At this distance, Martell could not hear what they were saying. A parley of some sort, perhaps. The big men were armed and reeling. Some glowing creature shot past the knot of figures, giving Martell a sudden glimpse of the faces of the high-caste men: alien, distorted, terrifying. Their cheekbones were like knifeblades; their eyes mere slits. Mondschein, his back to the window now, was gesticulating, no doubt talking rapidly and earnestly.


  One of the Venusians scooped up a twenty-pound boulder and lobbed it against the mission’s whitewashed wall. Martell nibbled a knuckle. Fragments of conversation came to him, ugly words: “Let us have him . . . we could take you all . . . time we crushed all you toads . . .”


  Mondschein’s hands were upraised, now. Imploringly, Martell wondered, or was he simply trying to keep the Venusians at bay?


  Martell thought of praying. But it seemed a hollow, futile gesture. One did not pray for direct reward, in the Brotherhood. One lived well, and served the cause, and reward came. Martell slipped into his robe and went outside.


  Never before had he been this close to a group of high-casters. There was a rank odor about them, an odor that reminded Martell of the scent of the Wheel.


  “What do they want?” Martell asked.


  Mondschein gaped at him. “Go back inside! I’m negotiating with them!”


  One of the Venusians unfurled a sword. He drove it a foot into the spongy earth, leaned on it and said, “There’s the priestling now! What are we waiting for?”


  Mondschein said helplessly to Martell, “You shouldn’t have come out. There might have been a chance to quiet them.”


  “They’ll destroy your whole mission here if I don’t pacify them. I’ve got no right to bring that on you.”


  “You’re our guest,” Mondschein reminded him.


  Martell did not care to accept the charity of heretics. He had come to the Harmonists, as they had guessed, in the hope of spying; that had failed, as had the rest of his mission here, and He would not hide behind Mondschein’s green robe. He caught the older man’s arm and said, “Go inside. Fast!”


  Mondschein shrugged and disappeared. Martell swung round to face the Venusians.


  “Why are you here?” he asked.


  A gob of spittle caught him in the face. Without speaking directly to him, one Venusian said, “We’ll skewer him and throw him in Ludlow Pond, eh?”


  “Hack him! Spit him!”


  “Stake him out for a Wheel!” Martell said, “I came here in peace. I bring you the gift of life. Why won’t you listen? What are you afraid of?” They were big children, he saw, revelling in their power to crush an ant. “Let’s all sit down by that tree. Allow me to talk to you for a while. I’ll take the drunkenness out of you. If you’ll only give me your hand—”


  “Watch out!” a Venusian roared. “He stings!”


  Martell reached for the nearest of the giants. The man leaped back with a most ungallant display of edginess. An instant later, as though to atone for bolting that way, his sword was out, a glittering anachronism nearly as long as Martell itself. Two Venusians drew their daggers. They strutted forward, and Martell filled his altered lungs with alien air and waited for the shedding of his no-longer red blood, and then suddenly he was no longer there.


  “How did you get here?” Ambassador Nat Weiner asked.


  “I wish I knew,” said Martell.


  The sudden brightness of the Martian’s office stabbed at Martell’s eyes. He still could see the descending blades of the fearsome swords, and he was rocked by a sensation of unreality, as though he had left one dream to enter another in which he was dreaming yet a different thread.


  “This is a maximum-security building,” said Weiner. “You have no right to be here.”


  “I have no right even to be alive,” replied the missionary flatly.


  VII


  Broodingly, Martell considered retreating to Earth to tell Santa Fe what he knew.


  He could go to the Vorst Center, where, less than a year ago, he had gone into a room as an Earthman, to be turned by whirling knives and lashing lasers into an alien thing. He could request an interview with Reynolds Kirby, and let that grizzled, thin-lipped centenarian know that the Venusians had telekinesis, that they could deflect a Wheel or throw an attacker into Trouble Fungus or speed a living human figure safely across five miles and pass him through walls.


  Santa Fe would have to know.


  The situation looked bad. Harmonists snugly established on Venus, and the place chock full of teleports—it could mean a disastrous blow to Vorst’s master plan. Of course, the Vorsters on Earth had made great gains too. They were masters of the planet. Their laboratories had run simulated lifespans that showed a tally of three to four hundred years, without organ replacement—simple regeneration from within, amounting to a kind of immortality. But immortality was only one Vorster goal. The other was transport to the unreachable stars.


  And there the Harmonists had their big lead. They had teleports who already could work miracles. Given a few generations of genetic work, they might be sending expeditions to other solar systems. Once you could move a man five miles in safety, it was only a quantitative jump, not qualitative, to get him to Procyon.


  Martell had to tell them. Santa Fe called to him—that vast sprawl of buildings where technicians split genes and laboriously pasted them back together, where esper families submitted to an endless round of tests, where bionics men performed wonders beyond comprehension.


  But he did not go.


  A personal report seemed unnecessary. A message cube would do just as well. Earth now was an alien world to Martell, and he was uneasy about returning to it, living in breathing-suits. He balked at making the return journey.


  Through the good offices of Nat Weiner, Martell recorded a cube and had it shipped to Kirby at Santa Fe. He remained at the Martian Embassy while waiting for his reply. He had set forth the situation on Venus as he understood it, expressing his great fear that the Harmonists have the stars.


  In time Kirby’s reply arrived. He thanked Martell for his invaluable data. And he expressed a calming note: the Harmonists, he said, were men. If they were to reach the stars, it would be a human achievement. Not theirs, not ours, but everyone’s, for the way would be opened. Did Brother Martell follow that reasoning, Kirby asked?


  Martell felt quicksand beneath him. What was Kirby saying? Means and ends were hopelessly jumbled. Was the purpose of the order fulfilled if heretics conquered the universe? In distress, he stood before the improvised altar in the room Weiner had given him, seeking answers to unaskable questions.


  A few days later he returned to the Harmonists.


  Martell stood with Christopher Mondschein by the edge of a sparkling lake. Through the clouds came the dull glow of the masked sun, imparting a faint gleam to the water-that-was-not-water.


  It was not that trickle of sunlight that made the water sparkle, though. It teemed with luminous coelenterates that lined its shallow bottom. Their tentacles, waving in the currents, emitted a gentle greenish radiance.


  There were other creatures in the lake, too. Martell saw them gliding beneath the surface, ribbed and bony, with gnashing jaws and metallic fins. Now and then a snout split the water and a slim, ugly creature whipped twenty yards through the air before subsiding. From the depths came writhing sucker-tipped tendrils that belonged to monsters Martell did not care to know.


  Mondschein said, “I thought I’d never see you again.”


  “When I went out to face the Venusians?”


  “No. Afterward, when you holed up with the Martians. I thought you were making arrangements to go back to Earth. You know it’s hopeless to try to plant a Vorster chapel here.”


  “I know,” Martell said. “But I’ve got that boy’s death on my conscience. I can’t leave. I lured him into visiting me, and he died for it. He’d be alive if I had turned him away. And I’d be dead if you hadn’t had one of your other little Venusians teleport me to safety.”


  “Elwhit was one of our finest prospects,” Mondschein said sadly. “But he had this streak of wildness—the thing that brought him to us in the first place. A restless boy, he was. I wish you had left him alone.”


  “I did what I had to do,” Martell replied. “I’m sorry it worked out so awfully.”


  He followed the path of a sinuous black serpent that swept from right to left across the lake. It extended telescoping arms in a sudden terrifying gesture and enveloped a low-flying bird. Martell said carefully, “I didn’t come back here to spy on you. I came back here to join your order.”


  Mondschein’s domed blue forehead wrinkled a little. “Please. We’ve been through all this already.”


  “Test me! Have one of your espers read me! I swear it, Mondschein I’m sincere.”


  “They’ve embedded a pack of hypnotic commands in you in Santa Fe. I know. I’ve been through it myself. They sent you here to be a spy, but you don’t know it yourself, and if we probed you we might have trouble finding out the truth. You’ll soak up all you can about us, and then you’ll return to Santa Fe and they’ll toss you to a debriefing esper who’ll pump it all out of you. Eh?”


  “No. Not at all.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Listen,” said Martell, “I don’t think they did anything to my mind in Santa Fe. I came to you because I belong on Venus. I’ve been changed.” He held out his hands. “My skin is blue. My metabolism is a biologist’s nightmare. I’ve got gills. I’m a Venusian, and this is where the changed ones go. But I can’t be a Vorster here, because the natives won’t have it. Therefore I’ve got to join you. Do you see?”


  Mondschein nodded. “I still think you’re a spy.”


  “I tell you—”


  “Stay calm,” said the Harmonist. “Be a spy. That’s quite all right. You can stay. You can join us. You’ll be our bridge, Brother. You’ll be the link that will span the Vorsters and the Harmonists. Play both sides, if you like. That’s exactly what we want.”


  Once again Martel felt the foundations giving way beneath his feet. He imagined himself in a dropshaft with the gravity field suddenly gone: falling, falling, endlessly falling.


  He peered into the mild eyes of the older man and perceived that Mondschein must be in the grip of some crazy ecumenical scheme, some private fantasy that—


  He said, “Are you trying to put the orders back together?”


  “Not personally. It’s part of the plan of Lazarus.”


  Martell thought Mondschein was referring to his own assistant. He said, “Is he in charge here or are you?”


  Smiling, Mondschein replied, “I don’t mean my Lazarus here. I mean David Lazarus, the founder of our order.”


  “He’s dead.”


  “Certainly. But we still follow the course he mapped for us half a century ago. And that course envisages the eventual reuniting of the orders. It has to come, Martell. We each have something the other wants. You have Earth and immortality. We have Venus and teleportation. There’s bound to be a pooling of interests, and possibly you’ll be one of the men who’ll help to bring it about.”


  “You aren’t serious!”


  “As serious as I know how to be,” said Mondschein. The amiable mask dropped away. “Do you want to live forever, Martell?”


  “I’m not eager to die. Except for some overriding purpose, of course.”


  “The translation is that you want to live as long as you can, with honor.”


  “Right.”


  “The Vorsters are getting nearer to that goal every day. We have some idea what’s going on in Santa Fe. Once, about forty years ago, we stole the contents of an entire longevity lab. It helped us, but not enough. We didn’t have the substratum of knowledge. On the other hand, we’ve made some strides too. Will it be worth a reunion, do you think? We’ll have the stars—you’ll have eternity. Stay here and spy, Brother. I think—and I know Lazarus thought—that the fewer secrets we have, the faster our progress will be.”


  Martell did not reply. A boy emerged from the woods—a Venusian boy, possibly the one who had saved him from the Wheel, perhaps the dead Elwhit’s brother. They looked so interchangeable in their strangeness. Instantly Mondschein’s manner changed. He donned a bland smile.


  “Bring us a fish,” he told the boy.


  “Yes, Brother Christopher,” he said.


  “Sphere was silence. Veins throbbed on the boy’s forehead. In the center of the lake, the water boiled, white foam splashing upward. A creature appeared, scaly and dull gold in color. It hovered in the air, ten feet of frustrated fury, its great underslung jaw opening and closing impotently. The beast soared toward the group on the shore.


  “Not that one?” Mondschein gasped.


  The boy laughed. The huge fish slipped back into the lake. An instant later, something opalescent throbbed on the ground at Martell’s feet, a toothy, snapping thing a foot and a half long, with fins that nearly were legs, and a fan-like tail in which wicked spikes stirred and quivered.


  Martell leaped away, but he was in no danger, he realized. The fish’s skull caved in as though smitten by an invisible fist, and it lay still. Martell knew terror in that moment. The slender, laughing boy, who had so mischievously pulled that monster from the waters and then this equally deadly little thing, could kill with a flicker of his frontal lobes.


  Martell stared at Mondschein.


  “Your pushers—are they all Venusians?”


  “All.”


  “I hope you can keep them under control!”


  “I hope so too,” Mondschein replied. He seized the dead fish carefully by a stubby fin, holding it so the tail-spikes pointed away from him. “A great delicacy,” he said. “Once we remove the poison sacs, of course. We’ll catch two or three more and have a devilfish dinner tonight to celebrate your conversion.”


  VIII


  They gave him a room, and they gave him menial jobs to do, and in their spare time they instructed him in the tenets of Transcendent Harmony.


  Martell found the room sufficient and the labor unobjectionable. It was more difficult to swallow the theology.


  He could not pretend, to himself or to them, that it had any meaning for him. Warmed-over Christianity, a dollop of Islam, a tinge of latter-day Buddhism—all spread over a structure borrowed shamelessly from Vorst. It was an unpalatable mixture for Martell. There was syncretism enough in the Vorster teachings, but Martell accepted those because he had been born to them.


  They began with Vorst, accepting him as a prophet just as Christianity respected Moses and Islam honored Jesus. But, of course, there was the later dispensation, represented by the figure of David Lazarus.


  Vorster writings made no mention of Lazarus. Martell knew of him only from his studies in the history of the Brotherhood of the Immanent Radiance, which mentioned Lazarus in passing as an early supporter of Vorst’s and then an early dissenter.


  But Vorst lived; and, so said both groups, he would live forever, in tune with the cosmos, the First Immortal. Lazarus was dead, a martyr to honesty, cruelly betrayed and slain by the domineering Vorsters in their moment of triumph on Earth.


  The Book of Lazarus told the sad story:


  “Lazarus was trusting and without guile. But the men whose hearts were hard came upon him and slew him in the night, and fed his body to the converter so that not even a molecule remained. And when Vorst learned of their deed, he wept and said, I wish you had slain me instead, for now you have given him an immortality he can never lose . . .”


  Martell could find nothing in the Harmonist scriptures that was actually discreditable to Vorst. Even the assassination of Lazarus itself clearly was shown to be the work of underlings, carried out without Vorst’s knowledge or desire. And through the writings ran an expression of hope that one day the faith would be reunited, though it was stressed that the Harmonists must submit to unity only out of a position of strength, and in complete equality.


  A few months before, Martell would have regarded their pretensions as absurd. On Earth they were a pipsqueak movement, losing members from year to year.


  Now, among them if not entirely of them, he saw that he had badly underestimated their power. Venus was theirs. The high-caste natives might boast and swagger, but they were no longer the masters. There were espers among the downtrodden lower caste Venusians—pushers, no less—and they had given their destinies into Harmonist hands.


  Martell worked. He learned. He listened. And he feared.


  The stormy season came. From the eternal clouds there burst tongues of lightning that set all Venus ablaze. Torrents of bitter rain flailed the flat plains. Trees five hundred feet tall were ripped from the ground and hurled great distances. From time to time, high-casters arrived at the chapel to sneer or to threaten, and in the shrieking gales they roared their blustering defiance, while within the building grinning low-caste boys waited to defend their teachers if necessary.


  Once, Martell saw three high-caste men thrown twenty yards back from the entrance as they tried to break in. “A stroke of lightning,” they told one another. “We’re lucky to be alive.”


  In the spring came warmth. Stripping to his alien skin, Martell worked in the fields, Bradlaugh and Lazarus beside him. He did not yet teach at all. He was well versed by now in the Harmonist teachings, but it was all from the outside in, and a seemingly impermeable barrier of skepticism prevented it from getting deeper.


  Then, on a steamy day when sweat rolled in rivers from the altered pores of the four former Earthmen at the Harmonist chapel, Brother Leon Bradlaugh joined the blessed company of martyrs. It happened swiftly. They were in the fields, and a shadow crossed above them, and a silent voice within Martell screamed, “Watch out!”


  He could not move. But this was not his day to die. Something plummeted from the sky, something heavy and leather-winged, and Martell saw a beak a yard long plunge into Bradlaugh’s chest, and there was the fountaining of coppery blood. Bradlaugh lay outstretched with the shrike on him, and the great beak was withdrawn, and Martell heard a sound of rending and tearing.


  They gave the last rites to what was left of Bradlaugh. Brother Christopher Mondschein presided, and called Martell to his side afterward.


  “There are only three of us now,” he said. “Will you teach, Brother Martell?”


  “I’m not one of you.”


  “You wear a green tunic. You know our creed. Do you still think of yourself as a Vorster, Brother?”


  “I—I don’t know what I am,” answered Martell. “I need to think about this.”


  “Give me your answer soon. There’s much to be done here. Brother.”


  Martell did not realize that he would know within a day where he really stood. A day after Bradlaugh’s funeral, the regular thrice-weekly passenger ship from Mars arrived. Martell knew nothing of it, until Mondschein came to him and said, “Take one of the boys in the car, and do it quickly. A man needs saving!”


  Martell did not ask questions. Somehow, news had traveled down a chain of espers, and it was his task simply to obey. He entered the car. One of the little Venusian acolytes slipped in beside him.


  “Which way?” Martell asked.


  The boy gestured. Martell thumbed the starter. The car sped down the road, toward the airport. When they had gone two and a half miles, the boy grunted a command to halt.


  A figure in a blue tunic stood by the side of the road, his back to the bole of a mighty tree. Two suitcases lay open on the highway, and a razor-backed beast with a flattened snout and boar-like tusks was rooting through them, while its mate charged the newly arrived Vorster.


  The boy hopped from the car. Without sign of strain, he caused the two animals to rise and slam into trees on the far side of the road. They dropped to the ground, looking dazed but determined. The boy levitated them again and struck their heads together. When they fell this time, they swung round and fled into the underbrush.


  Martell said, “Venus always seems to welcome newcomers like that My greetings committee was a thing called a Wheel, which I hope you never meet. I’d be in ribbons now except that a Venusian boy was kind enough to teleport it over on its side. Are you a missionary?”


  The man seemed too dazed to reply immediately. He knotted his hands together, released them, adjusted his tunic. Finally he said. “Yes—yes.”


  “Surgically changed, then?”


  “That’s right.”


  “So am I. I’m Nicholas Martell. How are things in Santa Fe, Brother?”


  The newcomer’s lips tightened. He was a fleshless little man, a year or two younger than Martell. He said, “How can that matter to you, if you’re Martell? Martell the heretic? Martell the renegade?”


  “No,” Martell said. “I—”


  He fell silent. His hands tensely smoothed the fabric of his Harmonist green tunic. His cheeks were burning. He realized painfully the truth about himself, that the change in him had worked inward from with out, and suddenly he could not meet the gaze of his altered successor in the Venus mission, and he turned, staring into the thicket of the no longer very alien forest.


  1967


  SPACE PROBE TO VENUS


  Constantine FitzGibbon


  Steam, frozen gneiss or incandescent gas?


  It plunges outwards to the star of love,


  The lifeless metal object, ticking code,


  Made by the minds of men who have rejected


  All goddesses, and love. It shall wink back


  Whether the evening star, the lovers’ symbol,


  The fairest in the sky, Troy’s doom, the apple-winner,


  Is steam or frozen rock or scalding gas.


  1968


  BEHIND THE SANDRAT HOAX


  Christopher Anvil


  Hail to Science the remorseless foe of all ignorance and superstition—and the evidence of one’s eyes!


  I


  Redrust Northeast Bunker, New Venus, July 17, 2208. Sam Mathews, missing converter technician from the Kalahell Solar Conversion District, was today admitted to Redrust Medical Center. Mathews’s sand-buggy overturned May 17, in the middle of the Waterless Kalahell Desert.


  Date: July 19, 2208


  From: Robert Howland, Director, Kalahell Conv. Dist.


  To: Philip Baumgartner, Director, Redrust Med. Cen.


  Subject: Sam Mathews


  Recode: 083KCrm-1


  Phil: Hope you will patch Mathews up and get film back to us as soon as possible. We are eager to learn How Mathews survived two months in the KalaHell, starting with two one-quart canteens of water.


  Date: July 20, 2208


  From: Phillip Baumgartner, Director, Redrust Med. Cen.


  To: Robert Howland, Director, KalaHell Conv. Dist.


  Subject: Weak Patient


  Recode: 083kcRM-2


  Bob: Sorry, there’s no question of getting Mathews back to you quickly. With a sheet and blanket over Him, you still see His ribs. Besides, He’s incoherent.


  July 22, 2208


  Howland to Baumgartner


  083KCrm-3


  Phil: I Hope you will listen carefully to every incoherent word Mathews speaks. Please bear in mind, we found His overturned sand-buggy, with water tank burst, three hundred miles from Redrust Northeast Bunker, There is no known water in between, and the vegetation is dry as dust from April to Ocnovdec. How did he do it?


  1 August 24, 2208


  Baumgartner to Howland


  083kcRM-4


  Bob: Sorry reply is late. Our supply ship cracked up on its last trip, with a crew of four and nine offworld tourists. We suddenly had eleven badly burned men to care for, and little time for Mathews. However, we will see if we can learn anything for you.


  1 August 30, 2208


  Baumgartner to Howland 083kcRM-5


  Subject: Pure Lunacy


  Bob: Sorry, but we’re sending Mathews to Verdant Hills Medical Center. Their facility is big enough to Handle his case, I think. If not, they will send him to Lakes Central. Too bad, but He went through quite an experience, as you realize.


  Purgatory 2, 2208


  Howland to Baumgartner


  083KCrm-6


  Subject: Nut Stunts


  Phil: Yes, I realize what Mathews went through: He crossed three hundred miles of desert on two quarts of water. That’s what I’m trying to find out about. From the heading of your message, I take it Mathews Has gotten “mentally unbalanced” now it’s time for Him to go back on duty. Look, Phil, try to remember, Mathews is a case-hardened “sandrat” of long experience. This is not your average patient. You let a sandrat get His chosen angle on a situation, and he will stand it on its head. Don’t send Mathews to Verdant Hills. Hold him till the cyclone pack goes through here, then send him to us. And Phil, will you tell me what Mathews said about His experience? This is important to us Here.


  Purgatory 16, 2208


  Baumgartner to Howland


  083kcRM-7


  Robert: In dealing with my own patients, under treatment at this facility, I rely on my clinical judgment, balanced by the professional opinion of my staff, and not on Sandrat amateur psychology. Mathews has been released, for observation at Verdant Hills Medical Center. And I am not at liberty to divulge confidential details, from the closed files, on this case. Note, please, that this communication is the 3 th transmission of a series, repeated periodically over land-line central cable, and by semaphore across faultcaps, crush-zones, and landshifts, and that transmission between remote peripheral stations may be delayed during periods of intense meteorological or seismic activity.


  Hell 14, 2208


  Howland to Baumgartner


  083KCrm-8


  Dear Doctor: I wonder if, in the full wisdom of your clinical judgment, balanced by all the professional personnel on your staff, any of you qualified people bad the wit to try to put yourselves in the place of your lowly sandrat patient, and see bow things looked to him? What does your clinical judgment tell you about someone who has spent years in the dustbowl of this poverty-stricken sandpit planet? How will tills sandrat react when he gets the chance to be sent, free of charge, to a comparative Garden of Eden, provided he can just prove he’s nuts? I won’t waste breath describing the stunts some of these birds have staged, just to get back to Bonescorch for a week. And far be it from me to pry into the confidential privileged communications between you and one of my best technicians on a matter vital to the Kalahell Conversion District. No. Better that my men should die of thirst when their vehicles give out than that you should open your closed files. Sony if my message seemed unprofessional, Phil. Forgive me for presuming on our former friendship. Note, please, that this communication is the 6th transmission of a series. . . .


  Date: Hell 30, 2208


  From: Philip Baumgartner, Director, Redrust Med. Cen.


  To: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  Subject: Interservice Friction


  Recode: 082RMmc-1


  Sir: I am sending separately a record of my recent correspondence with! Mr. Robert Howland, Director of the Kalahell Solar Conversion District. As the correspondence will show, a difference of opinion regarding medical treatment of one of my patients Has caused some friction between us. I call this matter to your attention because of recent failures in certain electrical facilities at the Redrust Medical Center. These power failures, of precisely thirty and sixty-second duration, Eave formed a pattern which it seems to me could not be random. I do not accuse Director Howland of being the cause of this serious interference, but I feel that this matter should be investigated without delay. I would appreciate your assistance in this matter. Note, please, that this communication is the 2th transmission of a series, repeated periodically.


  Date: Salvation 6, 2208


  From: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  To: PSHp Baumgartner, Director, Redrust Med. Cen.


  Subject: Ego Reduction


  My boy, if I were a purely conventional Chief of Medical Services, I would have your jackass Hide drying in the breeze this minute; but it is your great good fortune that I Eave a large capacity for suffering fools gladly, and also am somewhat short of replacements for you at the moment You Have committed three really outstanding stupidities. First, you have “pulled rank” on an equal. You may regard yourself as enormously superior, mentally, socially, and professionally, to Director Howland, but kindly observe that Director Howland is Director Howland. Kindly do not increase my difficulties by your ineffectual efforts to snub those to whom you are not superior. Second, if you do try it, show the forethought not to commit the additional stupidity of voluntarily doing it in fully documented form, where anyone may see your ego, complete with scalpel, stethoscope, and Halo, spread-eagled in all its glory. Third, when you have done it, do not expect me to get you out of the mess. Just exactly what do you propose that I do? Suppose I should take this matter up with the Chief of Power Production? As he is just as busy as I am, or almost so, he will be in an, equally irritated mood after examining the records. Certainly, he will request Director Howland to check tills power interruption. However, you may count on it, the field of powersupply zionids, or the theory of tertiary trilovolt transmission zone interactions, or whatever may Happen to be involved, will be so abstruse and complex that neither you nor I will Eave any idea whether what follows is justice, persecution, or the operations of someone’s sense of humor. Kindly note that I am not interested in becoming involved in this, particularly since this power interruption obviously does not risk your patients’ well-being, or you would plainly and unequivocally say so. All it is doing, therefore, is to sweat your ego, and far be it from me to interfere. Permit me, however, to make a suggestion. You, obviously, Eave two main alternatives: a) You may demand in an authorative way that Director Howland come to feel like a chastised dog. In this case, I strongly suspect that the Director will suddenly discover that your difficulty shows the danger of incipient overload of the flamitic leads of the intercontinental power net or something equally nice, and a disaster team will descend on you and make your present discomfort look like heaven; b) Alternatively, you might send a simple manly note of apology for your highflown missive of Purgatory 16th, explaining what is doubtless the truth’, that you were overtired. Express your willingness to help solve the problem. I fully authorize your opening the files for this purpose. I await with interest the results of your joint investigation of this matter, as I frankly would like to know how any human could cross three hundred miles of the Kalahell Desert alone on foot, starting with just two quarts of water, and with nothing between him and his destination but dried-out vegetation and dust. I am setting additional inquiries in motion on this matter and advise you to start your investigation promptly, if you wish to receive credit for the solution. Note, please, that this communication is the 4th transmission of a series, repeated. . . .


  II


  Date: Salvation 14, 2208


  From: R. Stewart Belcher,


  Director, Verd. Hills Med. Cen.


  To: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  Subject: Sam Mathews


  Recode: 081mcVN-2


  Sir: In answer to your inquiry, yes, we had a patient by the name of Sam Mathews Here. He arrived from Redrust Med. Cen. in a special reinforced straitjacket, and we shipped Him out in a padded cocoon. As for his condition—well—if you will permit me to drop the usual lingo, this fellow was stark raving nuts. I would hesitate to try to pin it down any closer. We sent Him straight to Lakes Central. He got Here Purgatory 16th, and we got rid of Him on the 18th. Note, please that this is the 4 th of a series. . . . Date: Salvation 15, 2208 From: Martin Merriam, Director, Lakes Cen. Med. Cen.


  To: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  Subject: Sam Mathew. Recode: 082mcLM-2


  Sir: Yes, we do Have a patient Here named Sam Mathews. Mr. Mathews is under treatment at our Outpatient Clinic. His case is highly interesting, and, I think, offers many insights into the nature of religious fanaticism. You see, Mathews was employed for years as a technician, tending solar-conversion units out in the KalaHell Desert. One day, while far out, an unexpected tornado hit, Vis sand-buggy overturned, his water tank burst, and He found Himself isolated in this waterless desert. The psychic shock must Have been formidable. Tchnudi, who is Handling His case, is slowly bringing the infraconscious symbolism to the surface; but, of course, the process cannot be Hurried. Subjectively, Mathews evidently experienced a vision, which left Him convinced he was under the care of a being called the Prophet of Awasffi. Tchnudi, by the way, finds an intriguing symbolism in the name of this prophet.” By the time Mathews emerged from the desert, the whole thing was quite real to Kim, However, His latent fanaticism only burst to the surface when he was told that he was to be gent back, to the KalaHell. Instead, He insisted that He go on to the “promised land,” as the Prophet Had commanded him. This incident, I think, offers many possibilities for theoretical insights. Tchnudi is treating the psychosis by what might be called “psychiatric hydrotherapy.” The patient is encouraged to swim and boat and is responding quite well, despite occasional relapses. We Eave High Hopes of achieving an eventual cure. Note, please, that this message is the 6th. . . .


  Salvation 23, 2208


  Cathcart to Baumgartner


  081rmMC-3


  Subject: Sam Mathews


  Well, my boy, I would like to know the results of your investigations thus far. Note, please, that this message is the th . . .


  Salvation 24, 2208


  Baumgartner to Cathcart


  081RMmc-4


  Sir: I can only say that Mathews was incoherent when He arrived Here and insane when he left.


  He appeared to be progressing nicely, but our treatment was Interrupted by the crash of a supply ship, so that we necessarily may have neglected Mathews to some extent Note, please, that this message is the 9th. . . .


  Salvation 30, 2208


  Cathcart to Baumgartner


  081rmMC-5


  Subject: Evasion


  Dear boy: You may not believe it, but there are worse places on this planet than Redrust. Specifically, let me call to your attention Medical Outpost 116, located in a spot picturesquely named “Ssst,” from what happens when you spit on the sand. Outpost 116 is situated in the center of a kind of natural bowl. When the sun reaches the zenith over this bowl, it is possible to be burned simultaneously on all exposed surfaces of the body, whether the said surfaces happen to face up, down, north’, south, east, or west. Owing to the really excessive seismic activity in the region, this is a surface station, of the type mounted on very large skids designed to flex with the waves when the quakes hit. Unfortunately, the elastic-rebound qualities of the skids sometimes react unfavorably with the seismic waves, so that you are going up when the ground is going down, and vice versa. The mechanical qualities, insulation, etc., of the station have suffered accordingly. Permit me to point out that this outpost has been untenanted for some time, as I have been unable to find anyone with the unique qualities desirable in the occupant of this station. Let me point out, it would be of great value for the Service to know how Mathews survived so long without water. Of course, you need not trouble yourself with this problem if it bores you. Note, please, that this message is the 6th. . . .


  11 August 3, 2208


  Baumgartner to Cathcart


  081RMmc-6


  Sir: I send separately complete copies of all records of this Center pertaining to former patient Samuel Mathews. I realize that it may be of some interest that this patient survived severe exposure over a relatively long period. However, determination of the cause of this anomaly is not possibly with the facilities available at this Center. We lack sufficient advanced computer backup to correlate the data. In any case, data-sifting, data-analysis, and theoretical synthesis is not the function of this Center.


  11 August 6, 2208


  Cathcart to Baumgartner


  081rmMC-7


  Subject: Reassignment


  Sir: Effective on receipt of this message, you are removed as Director of Redrust Medical Center, and reassigned to Medical Outpost 116. You will report to Medical Outpost 116 on the next supply ship, traveling by way of Kalahell Water Extraction Center and South Bonescorch Junction. Your assignment is: a) to repair and render fit for occupancy Medical Outpost 116; b) to occupy Medical Outpost 116 until further notice, maintaining it in optimal condition, and duly operating all recording equipment relating to solar radiation, temperature, Humidity, atmospheric pressure, wind-speed, incidence and severity of sandstorms, cyclones, groundslips, seimic tremor, etc., etc.; c) to render medical assistance to the occupants of the Equatorial Conversion District. To facilitate your medical-assistance patrols, Medical Outpost 116 will be equipped with one (1) Model STV-4 sand-buggy. You are cautioned to operate this vehicle with due care, as vehicle malfunction, especially in the prolonged dry season, is a major fact in the mortality rate of the Equatorial Conversion District. Bear in mind that, due to electromagnetic disturbances, and violent meteorological and seismic activity, outside Help is not to be anticipated.


  Date: 11 August 14, 2208


  From: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  To: Robert Howland, Director, Kalahell Conv. Dist


  Subject: Desert Survival


  Recode: 081MCkc-1


  Sir: I am sending, separately, recordings of Sam Mathews’s conversations at Redrust Medical Center. It would appear that he expected to die and was passing along information he considered important. For instance, there is the following:


  Attendant: Don’t overtire yourself, Mr. Mathews. Just settle back.


  Mathews: No. I’ve got to tell—Attendant: Not now.


  Mathews: It’s for my buddies. Look—


  Attendant: Lie back, please. Don’t overtire yourself.


  Mathews: Who cares? I know I won’t make it. Somebody else can make it. Listen—


  Attendant: Of course you’ll make it Now, I’ve got to give you this—


  Mathews: Write this down, will you? The rat story’s right. You can eat grass and all. You can eat dry scratchweed. You can—


  Attendant: Sure you can.


  Mathews: You’ve got to get one alive. You can’t cook it.


  Attendant: Just He back.


  Mathews: Are you going to write it down?


  Attendant: Sure. Let me just pull your sleeve up.


  Mathews: Then you can eat anything. Even scratchweed. It turns to water in your stomach.


  Attendant: Just He still while we get the Hypogun. . . . There.


  Mathews: Are you going to write this down? Do you follow?


  Attendant: Sure. You don’t cook the scratchweed. Now—


  Mathews: No! You don’t get it! It’s the rat you don’t cook!


  Attendant: Sure. Sure. You cook the weed, you don’t cook the rat. Lie back.


  Mathews: It’s not . . . you eat it raw . . . the weed . . . you wouldn’t, anyway. . . .


  Attendant: Lie down, now.


  Mathews: No. . . . But the rat . . . you . . . important to remember . . . the rat. . . .


  Attendant: Sure. . . . Whew! He’s under. Finally.


  Br. Hirunuth: Try to keep your reassurances more general. Avoid specifics.


  This conversation seems to show Mathews trying to get something across. I would value your opinion as to what this something might be.


  Date: 11 August 18, 2208


  From: Robert Howland, Director, Kalahell Conv. Dist.


  To: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  Subject: Desert Survival


  Recode: 081mcKC-2


  Sir: Many thanks. I’ve wanted these records for a long time. As for Mathews’s “rat story”—that’s a kind of legend. The basis is a creature called a sandrat that burrows at the base of the larger chalaqui weed and sunrustle stalks. This creature is active while other local life is estivating. The legend is that if a man will catch a sandrat, cut out its digestive tract and eat it raw, he will be able to live in the desert without water. This is supposed to Eave been the secret of “Desert Bill,” an early settler renowned for his ability to survive the desert. I’ve never taken the story seriously, and considering what you Eave to do to test it, I don’t know anyone who has tested it But I’m calling for volunteers.


  September 17, 2208


  Howland to Cathcart


  081mcKC-3


  Sir: Well, it took work to find volunteers, and I had to offer a week’s leave in the worst fleshpot in the Hemisphere. But we Have now tried it out Don’t ask me How it could be, but one volunteer went almost three weeks without water, and another went sixteen days. This won’t convince everyone, but I’m notifying all the conversion districts. Now, if a man gets stranded, he has a chance,


  September 19, 2208


  Cathcart to Howland


  081MCkc-4


  Sir: Congratulations. I now Eave a cage of sandrats myself, but no volunteers. What’s the name of that fleshpot? Once I Have volunteers, I intend to impose controls so stringent no one in his right mind can question the results. Of course, that won’t include everybody.


  III


  Princeps, New Venus, Ocnovdec 30, 2208. Dr. Charles de P. Bancroft, Director-in-Chief of the Interscience Federation today rebuked Dr. Quincy Cathcart for his “sandrat Hoax.”


  In an unprecedently severe public statement, Dr. Bancroft charged: “This absurd parody of an experiment exposes New Venus Science to the ridicule of more mature scientific bodies everywhere. Numerous palpable errors in this widely publicized—I might almost say widely advertised—report qualify it as a treatise on ‘What to Avoid in Science.’


  “To begin with, the sample employed was not pure. Assuming the results to be as stated, no one could say what agent or agents were responsible.


  “Second, it is absurd to suggest that such results could be possible; obviously, digestive action would destroy the ingested tissue, and with if its presumed magical power to change food into drink.


  “Third, even assuming the ingested tissue were not digested, peristaltic action would reject it from the body.


  “This should give some suggestion of the flaws in this ‘experiment.’ Even laymen can understand such fallacies.


  “However, to the scientist, other flaws are at once evident. This experiment is not ‘elegant.’ It lacks the sense of ‘form’ which gives the conviction of validity. Moreover, there is nothing quantitative about it.


  “There can be no excuse for such an imposture.


  “I call upon Dr. Cathcart to publicly admit that this so-called experiment is nothing more nor less than a hoax. This may, at least, permit New Venus Science to regain some shreds of scientific credibility.”


  Operations Central, New Venus, Jardebmar 4, 2209. Dr. Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services, today replied to the criticism of Dr. Charles de P. Bancroft. Referring to Dr. Bancroff as a “pedant laboriously mining his rut,” Dr. Cathcart stated:


  “In the formal organization of which we are both members, Dr. Bancroff is an administrator, not a scientist. As a scientist, I decline to accept any judgment based on Dr. Bancroft’s opinions. That his statement is unscientific is easily shown:


  “1) He bases His argument on the grounds that my experiment might cause ‘New Venus Science’ to lose caste in the eyes of others. This is suppression of data for fear of unpopularity.


  “2) He states that the experiment cannot be correct, because it disagrees with His presuppositions. This is the attempted refutation of physical facts by favored theories.


  “3) He objects that the experiment is not ‘elegant,’ and hence cannot be true. This is the subordination of Science to Esthetics.


  “4) He complains that the experiment is not ‘quantitative.’ Note that each volunteer ate one sandrat digestive tract and then, while carefully and continuously supervised, existed for stated days, Hours and minutes without drinking water. All that is required of an experiment is that it proves a point, and that the facts be so reported as to be capable of independent check. It is unscientific to include irrelevant data and superfluous charts and calculations merely to make the experiment ‘look scientific.’


  “My learned colleague’s objections are those of the scholastic pedant, not of the scientist.


  “In science, theories are based on facts, not vice-versa.”


  Princeps, New Venus, Jardebmar 6, 2209. By 8-4 vote, the Personnel and Appointments Committee today tired Dr. Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services. By unanimous vote, the Committee on Professional Conduct formally censured Dr. Cathcart for “unprofessional conduct.”


  Rathbone, New Venus, Jardebmar 8, 2208. Dr. Quincy Cathcart, former Chief of Medical Services, in a brief statement commented on Es expulsion from office and the formal rebuke delivered by the Interscience Federation. Dr. Cathcart said:


  “By these measures, the governing bodies of the so-called Interscience Federation reveal themselves as composed largely of sycophants, obsequious to an administrator who, as I Have demonstrated, does not know what science is. These people may, of course, take their stand with whoever they wish. I will stand with Galileo.”


  Princeps, New Venus, Jardebmar 8, 2209. By 7-5 vote, the Committee on Accreditation today placed Quincy Cathcart on “indefinite suspension of professional status.” A spokesman explained: “This means Cathcart cannot practice, and further that no paper or presentation of his may be considered by any accepted medium for the dissemination of professional information or opinion.”


  The action was taken “to avert Harmful public controversy.”


  IV


  Rathbone, New Venus, April 16, 2209. Two magnetic-sieve prospectors reached Here today, Haggard from exposure and lack of rest, to tell of a waterless trek across the Salamari Waste. They attribute their survival to “travel by night, an accurate map, and two raw sandrats.”


  Flatnish, New Venus, May 1, 2209. Doctors Here are puzzled by the case of a fourteen-year-old boy who eats grass, refuses to drink water, and apparently suffers no Harmful effects. He insists He ate a sandrat.


  Bonedry, New Venus, May 26, 2209. Hank J. Percival, proprietor of the Last Chance Supply Mart, reports a brisk sale of sandrats to prospectors, surveyors, and cable riggers, getting out across the Bonescorch Plateau.


  Princeps, New Venus, May 29, 2209. Experiments carried out under the auspices of the Interscience Federation “demonstrate that the effectiveness of sandrat ingestion in preventing dehydration is a myth. Careful experimentation with measured quantities of crushed digestive tissues of laboratory sandrats shows no statistical increase in resistance to dehydration.”


  South Bonescorch Junction, New Venus, June 10, 2209. Philip Baumgartner, from Medical Outpost 116, collapsed shortly after arrival Here this morning. Baumgartner explained that His sandbuggy broke down “ten to twelve days ago” and He’d been on foot ever since. A small wire cage lined with sunrustle stalks, and now empty, was found secured to His pack straps. Such sandrat kits are sold locally for use in case the purchaser gets lost without water.


  Princeps, New Venus, June 22, 2209. By order of R.Q. Harling, Planetary Food and Drug Administrator, all sales of “sandrats or related rodents, for use in preventing dehydration,” were today forbidden as “dangerous to the public health, both directly in light of possible infestation by possible indigenous intestinal parasites and indirectly because of the mistaken belief that sandrat internal organs are a specific against dehydration. This myth has been thoroughly exploded by controlled scientific experimentation.”


  Bonedry, New Venus, June 26, 2209. Hank J. Percival, proprietor of the Last Chance Supply Mart stated today he is continuing sales of sandrats, “as pets.”


  Broke and Ended, New Venus, June 27, 2209. Sandra Corregiano, a missing tourist on the TransDesert Safari, was today brought out after an extensive search’ around Mineral Flats. Miss Corregiano explained that she had caught a sandrat. “I hated to kill the poor thing,” she said, “and I nearly died with’ the—you know—what you have to do with them. But then I was all right.”


  Princeps, New Venus, July 6, 2209. Planetary Food and Drug Administrator Harling today warned that he will “proceed to the courts” in all cases wherein sandrats are sold contrary to law. Administrator Harling added that He will prosecute offenders “vigorously, to the full extent of the enforcement resources at my disposal.”


  Princeps, New Venus, July 8, 2209. The Planetary Food and Drug Administration today released results of chemical analysis of the sandrat digestive tract, by an independent analytical laboratory “of recognized standing”. No cause for protection against dehydration was found.


  Bonedry, New Venus, July 10, 2209. The bodies of two Planetary food and Drug Administration field agents were found near Here his morning. Evidence seems to how that the two PFADA agents shot each other in a gun battle. Cause of the fight is not known.


  South Bonescorch Junction, New. Venus, July 14, 2209. A PFADA agent was found dead in the wreckage of His sand-buggy this morning. Evidence thus far uncovered appears to indicate that the sand-buggy’s engine explodded.


  Slag Hills, New Venus, July 19, 2209. The body of a PFADA field agent found here the day before yesterday was today shipped back to Princeps. Cause of death was a large bullet hole in the left chest.


  Princeps, New Venus, July 20, 2209. PFADA administrator Harling today announced that enforcement of his sandrat-sales policy is being “temporarily suspended, pending completion of a massive public-education campaign.”


  Princeps, New Venus, July 22, 2209. Dr. Charles de P. Bancroff, Director-in-Chief of the Interscience Federation, today unveiled results of a new experiment “to determine the possible effects of sandrat ingestion.” The intestinal tracts of sixteen sandrats, raised at the PFADA laboratories nearby, were “thoroughly macerated, divided into one Hundred portions, and each weighed portion mixed with a weighed sample of a specific local plant. In no instance was the proportion of water significantly increased by admixture with sandrat intestine.” Dr. Bancroff stated: “I am amazed that superstition can persist in the face of repeated consistently negative experimental evidence.”


  Dry Hole, New Venus, July 28, 2209. Sixteen inmates of the Dry Hole Correctional Training Institute have disappeared in the last month’. It is believed the prisoners are getting away as fast as they can catch sandrats. Owing to the isolated location of the Institute, and the local lack of surface water, it was never thought necessary to use an escape-proof outer wall.


  Princeps, New Venus, I August 4, 2209. Officials of the Interscience Federation today announced new measures to “eradicate the sandrat superstition.” A concerted effort will be made to coordinate teaching materials of all types, to render this superstition psychologically distasteful. Special mention was made of the trideo film. Disaster in the Desert, which, said a spokesman, “illustrates, step by step, the chain of causation leading from acceptance of the myth to the ultimate test, when the family sand-vehicle malfunctions in the desert. Then there is this distressing scene with the sandrats, and afterward we experience the deterioration of the family, physically and mentally, and the horror as they try to eat sunrustle stalks and other; things of that type, and realize that they don’t turn into water. We got Peter de Vianhof and Celeste Silsine for the principal characters—the stars of our show—and we think they’ve done a really superb and convincing job for us. It’s one thing to just be told an old wives’ tale is false. It’s something else to actually experience it this way, right before your eyes.” Another official stated, “We’re going to pull out all the stops. We’re going to crush this superstition.”


  V


  Date: Frigidor 26, 2212


  From: Presley Mark, President, New Earth Research


  To: Col. J.J. Conrobert, C. O., Stilwell Base, New Earth


  Subject: Dehydrated Water?


  Con: Sorry this reply is late, but we’ve had a little trouble Here. Some jackass greased the liquid air machine. Regarding your query as to whether there is any way to solidify water without freezing, I would certainly say, “No.” But some vague memory keeps circulating through my mind.


  What’s your problem?


  Date: Frigidor 27, 2212


  From: J.J. Conrobert, C. O., Stilwell Base, New Earth


  To: Presley Mark, President, New Earth Research


  Subject: Outposts


  Pres: The problem is, I’ve got eighteen detached observation posts in this freezebox, and supplying them is driving me nuts.


  I’ve tried to explain through channels that these outposts serve no useful purpose, that anything incoming—aliens, bootleg spacecraft, planetary raiders, you name it—will show up on the screens. The generals tell me screens can be fooled and visual observation is a useful backup. That’s that.


  Well, we’ve got pretty rugged terrain. These observation posts are at High elevations, sunk into windswept crags overlooking wide sweeps of territory. We can’t provision them from the air, because of dangerous winds and violently unpredictable meteorological conditions in general. We supply them from the ground. There’s no vehicle or pack animal that can Handle this. We do it. Every time we supply these outposts, it’s like a battle. What gets us worst is water. In summer, it sloshes and shifts. In winter, the snow is contaminated by spores of the parasite of a solitary overgrown wolf that gets moisture by gulping snow. This parasite will infest humans, which complicates everything from the first snowfall to the middle of summer.


  Yes, I realize waste can be purified, but kindly think over our budget, our conditions and the unscientific viewpoint of the troops.


  Incidentally, I might add that this solitary powerful wolf finds our isolated snow-melting waterboiling shelters ideal for winter headquarters.


  Now, these difficulties are samples. They don’t exhaust the list. All these things interlock; you can’t do this for one reason, or that for another reason. But if we could eliminate this waterdelivery problem, with its complications of liquidity, freezingpoint, spores, melt-houses, snowwolves, etc., it would simplify things enormously.


  Could you work up some kind of gelatin, and when it cools it’s a powder. Then when it’s eaten, the water is released? Never mind if it weighs twice as much. We would gladly trade complications for some straightforward drudgery.


  Date: Frigidore 29, 2212 From: Mark, New Earth Research


  To: J.J. Conrobert, Stilwell


  Subject: Nonliquid Non-Ice Water


  Con: Am onto a weird track that may solve your problem—a discovery made on our sister planet True to form, they ganged up on the discoverer, who showed some originality. Will let you know what I find out.


  Date: September 16, 2212 From: Mark, New Earth Research


  To: J.J. Conrobert, Stilwell Subject: Waterless Water


  Con: My investigations into New Venus “science” disclose that there is a creature there called a “sandrat” that lives on dry stalks while the other creatures sleep out the hot weather. For years, the local people Eave known this, and it appears that someone, stranded without water, decided that if he ate the creature, maybe he could do it, too.


  Obviously, this couldn’t work. But he tried it, and it did work.


  Our experiments show that, in this particular animal’s digestive system, there’s a culture of microorganisms that breaks down cellulose. These microorganisms are passed on from generation to generation, when the mother sandrat feeds the baby pre-chewed food.


  When the Human eats the sandrat, the human’s digestive juices naturally tend to kill the microorganisms. But the human is Hoping against hope that he too can now process dried weeds and make water out of them. He promptly choices down dried weed. The microorganisms go to work on it and produce among other things, a kind of porous charcoal dust, and water. The cellulose, you see, is (C6H10O5), or [C6(H2O)5], provided you remember the Hydrogen and oxygen are not actually joined as water to form a Hydrate. The microorganism takes care of this problem. Don’t ask me How just yet. It will take us a while to figure this out But Here is your dry water, if you don’t mind the weight penalty.


  Evidently, the New Venus authorities fed their laboratory sandrats on starchy food and water. This microorganism, for some reason, doesn’t like starch, and dies for lack of cellulose. Hence, their experiments demonstrated that the actual facts were imaginary. By means of a propaganda campaign, they rammed “this revelation down the throats of the populace. Nice, eh?


  To get back to our problem, we’ve tried cultures of the microorganism and find they will work on sawdust, amongst other forms of cellulose. Am sending cultures and live sandrats for your own use.


  Don’t know if this solves your problem, but it’s a start Incidentally, we find we get the best results with the raw digestive tract of the sandrat Let me know How military discipline solves this problem.


  We are also interested to see How New Venus “science” will explain the dilemma created by our report We are releasing it in a special way.


  Rathbone, New Venus, II August 16, 2212. Quincy Cathcart, a seed salesman Here, today made public the text of a communication from Dr. C.J. Horowitz, Director of Research at the prestigious New Earth Research Corporation. Dr. Horowitz’s message reads, in part:


  “. . . We wish to publicly acknowledge the prior date of your investigations into this important matter and to acknowledge further that your conclusions Have been found to be entirely accurate.


  “Owing to your researches, our efforts have been greatly facilitated.


  “Mr. Presley Mark, President of the Corporation, has suggested your name for our Mark Medal and accompanying cash award. As you may know, this prize has not been awarded for three years, so that the award money Has accumulated. We will be in touch . . .”


  Princeps, New Venus, II August 18, 2212. P.L. Sneel, spokesman for the Legal Staff Section of the Interscien.ee Federation, today warned that Quincy Cathcart, Rathbone seed salesman, “cannot legally accept any payment, emolument, reward, prize, or other recompense for performance of services which he is legally debarred from rendering. Under Sections 223, 224, and 226, Cathcart must refuse such payment or suffer the full legal penalties.”


  Rathbone, New Venus, II August 20, 2212. J. Harrington Savage, prominent Princeps attorney visiting at the Home of Dr. Quincy Cathcart, today announced that “this allegation of the Legal Staff Section of the Interscience Federation is in violation of Section 6, which specifically prohibits ex post facto laws. Dr. Cathcart may be rewarded, to any extent and without limitation, for past services, rendered at a time when his outstanding qualifications were fully accredited. Any attempt of the Interscience Federation to enforce tills ruling will be met with legal action on whatever scale may prove necessary.”


  Princeps, New Venus, August 22, 2212. R.J. Rocklash, of the law firm of Savage and Rocklash, today announced that he represents the relatives of one Hundred sixty-two exposure victims lost in desert localities. Mr. Rocklash charges, “These people are victims of the propaganda of the Interscience Federation, which struck from their hands the obvious remedy and thus killed them.”


  Princeps, New Venus, II August 23, 2212. P. L. Sneel, of the Interscience Federation’s legal staff, revealed today that the Federation, “as a gesture of reconciliation toward a former colleague fallen from grace,” will not insist that Quincy Cathcart refuse payment for past services; “but Cathcart must be exceedingly careful to remember that he is debarred from undertaking to render any services, now or in the future, for which he is professionally disqualified.”


  Rathbone, New Venus, August 24, 2212. J. Harrington Savage, attorney for Dr. Quincy Cathcart, today warned the Interscience Federation that, “no gesture of reconciliation Has any legal standing whatever in this matter. The Interscience Federation statement of II August 23, 2212 presupposes that the Federation may grant or withhold prosecution as an act of favoritism. This calls into question the propriety of Federation policy and its legal validity under sections 66, 67, and 68, governing the relations of governmental authorities and the citizens of New Venus. We are examining the very serious implications of this statement. If need be, a broad legal attack will be instituted to crush the evils inherent in such arbitrary and unprincipled behavior.”


  Princeps, New Venus, II August 26, 2212. Byron T. Fislier, well known popular author, arrived Here today on the spaceliner Queen of Space. Mr. Fislier Has come “to do research on my new book, The Martyrs and Tyrants of Science.”


  Dry Hole, New Venus, II August 29, 2212. Three tourists stumbled out of the desert Here at first light this morning and attributed their safe arrival to “sandrats and chalaqui weed.” They displayed official Interscience Federation Tourist Guide pamphlets warning that “the quaint belief that ingestion of sandrats digestive organs will obviate the need for water is simply an old wives’ tale. Scientific experimentation demonstrates that the sandrat is as dependent upon liquid water as any other creature.” All three tourists stated that this pamphlet was what nearly killed them.


  Princeps, New Venus, September 6, 2212. In chaotic sessions of the governing bodies of the Interscience Federation the following actions were today taken: Dr. Charles de P. Bancroff stepped down as Director-in-Chief, citing reasons of Health. By unanimous vote, the Committee on Accreditation reversed its former decree, to restore the full qualifications of Dr. Quincy Cathcart, former Chief of Medical Services. the Committee on Professional Conduct narrowly defeated a motion to overturn its formal rebuke of Dr. Cathcart, whose name, However, was returned to the active roster. In a further upheaval, the Legal Staff Section was drastically overhauled. So far, the Board Has proved unable to select a successor to Dr. Bancroff, and is reportedly split into violent factions.


  Princeps, New Venus, September 8, 2212. Dr. Sherrington Shiel was today named Director-General of the Interscience Federation. Dr. Charles de P. Bancroff resigned from the Board of Directors, to become head of a special Internal Procedures Study Group. Dr. Shiel’s elevation vacated the post of Chief of Medical Services, and the Personnel and Appointments Committee unanimously approved Dr. Cathcart as Chief of Medical Services. An inside observer who asked not to be identified observed that, “Now we Have Justice. Whether we get Truth out of it remains to be seen.”


  Date: September 12, 2212


  From: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  To: Philip Baumgartner, Medical Outpost 116


  Subject: Reassignment


  Recode: 121MCmll6-1


  Sir: Owing to retirements and promotions, the position of Director of Redrust Medical Center is now open. If you wish to accept this position let me know at your earliest convenience. I appreciate that you may encounter some difficulty in leaving your present post until the rains subside, in view of the surrounding bowl-shaped terrain. As I recall, the station Has waterproof seals, and a cable-and-drum device to allow it to float up off its skids. I trust you Have kept the cable well greased.


  Date: Ocnovdec 26, 2212


  From: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  To: Robert Howland, Director, Kalahell Conv. Dist.


  Subject: Science Wipes Out Superstition


  Recode: 121MCkc-1


  Sir: I quote, for your edification, the following from the newly published Pamphlet 2P-103 of the Interscience Federation Press, titled, Rusty Learns About Biotechnology.


  “Yes, Rusty, for years people died in the desert, when a plentiful supply of water was as near as the nearest vegetation—dry and useless though it seemed. At that time, the organized research facilities of the Intersdence Federation Had not yet created Biaqua. But there was a way—by ingestion of certain internal organs of the common sandrat—to avoid the more Harmful effects of extreme solar exposure.”


  “Gee, Doctor! Didn’t the people know about it?”


  No, Rusty. Opinion Research instituted in April, 2211, showed that 92.65% of persons responding believed ingestion of the internal organs of the sandrat would Have no effect on dehydration; 4.17% believed it might have some effect; 2.49% did not mark their ballots correctly; and only 0.69% believed it would prevent dehydration, and most of these lived in primitive outlying regions and believed it purely on the basis of superstition and folklore.


  “Today, we instruct all travelers to carry Biaqua, and in emergency to overcome their squeamishness and rely on this simple biotechnological means of obtaining water from dry plant tissues. . . .”


  Pamphlet 2P-103 goes on in this vein for many pages.


  Incidentally, I Have informed the New Earth Research Corporation that you carried out the first formal experiments on this subject. The credit belongs to you, not me.


  Date: Ocnovdec 28, 2212


  From: Robert Howland, Director, KalaHell Conv. Dist


  To: Quincy Cathcart, Chief of Medical Services


  Subject: Sandrats


  Recode 121mcKC-2


  Sir: No, you are the one who risked your neck. Anyway, it appears to me the credit would ultimately go to Desert Bill, but How do you get it to him?


  If you’d like to do something for me, I am chronically short of trained personnel. As you recall, some time ago, one of my converter technicians, Sam Mathews, turned up at Redrust Medical Center, tried to explain the plain truth and finally decided that if He was going to be thought nuts, He’d be nuts in the most profitable way. He is still enjoying a free vacation at Lakes Central.


  Not long ago, one of my assistants went there on business and Had a talk with Mathews. Mathews complains that when he goes to bed at night, the cot seems to be bobbing up and down. He walks with a rolling gait, as if he Had spent his life on the water. A Dr. Tchnudi, who is analyzing him, is trying to get at his basic subconscious mechanisms, and he is straining Mathews’s powers of invention. Mathews thus Has hydrotherapy coming out of His ears, and He Hungers and thirsts after some place where He can “look anywhere, and not see more than one canteen of water at a time.”


  I hope you will take care of this, as I Have just the spot for him.


  Ocnovdec 30, 2212


  Cathcart to Roberts


  121MCkc-3


  Sir: I am Happy to say that Tchnudi willingly let go of Mathews, stating that he believed he, Tchnudi, had effected a complete cure. Mathews is on His. way back to you, and if you will just hang him up for a week or so and let the water drain out, I imagine He will be all right.


  Meanwhile Tchnudi, elated over the “cure,” is elaborating his sessions with Mathews into a gigantic tome that doubtless will make his reputation, will very possibly found a school of thought and perhaps make him “immortal.”


  This Mathews case has certainly been illustrative of the continuing conquest of uninformed prejudice by the rational forces of science.


  The only trouble is, there are times when it’s a little Hard to tell which is which.


  1969


  MARTIANS AND VENUSIANS


  Donald H. Menzel


  SOME people have visions. Others hear voices. What the visions or voices signify nobody knows. Messages from the past? Portents of the future? Glimpses of other worlds? I wouldn’t venture an opinion. I myself seem to make frequent contact with worlds and eras beyond our Earth.


  I first became aware of this unusual ability about ten years ago, in March 1958, to be exact, I was sitting in a meeting of the Faculty of Harvard University. I had brought with me a tablet to record memoranda of decisions, especially those affecting the Observatory or the Department of Astronomy. And this meeting, devoted mainly to problems of Parietal Rules—those decisions feeling the hours when Harvard students may entertain female companions in their rooms—was incredibly dull.


  At some moment during these boring deliberations I suddenly realized that my pencil, previously engaged in aimless doodling, bad now assumed control. Sweeping over the tablet, the pencil began to delineate mysterious beings, clearly not of earthly origin. They must have some planet to live on—and I eventually realized that most resided on Mars. But a few Venusians, Moon Beings and inhabitants of a planet revolving around Alpha Centauri revealed their existence also. Many of them brightened with water colors, have become collectors’ items. And only the most insensitive of my colleagues, those with no sense of artistic appreciation, refer to my work as “Doodles from Menzel’s penzel.” More than a decade and some ten thousand spacemen later, I present herewith a few representative creatures from outer space.


  THE cover illustration depicts a recurring theme, the Martian Cyclops, whose form does not in the least resemble that of the mythical one-eyed giant who held Ulysses captive. The Martian creature is not a monster with one eye. It is a monster eye that clearly lives for vision alone—for the mere joy of viewing the rugged. cratered desert of the red planet. The large wings permit rapid flight.


  The “holes”—which reveal the three-dimensional nature of the being—are characteristic of many space creatures. They function something like the gills of a fish, increasing contact with the environment.


  The skating, dancing dinosaur lives in a checkered world, seeking satisfaction in the speed of Martian living. The dinosaur’s skin is like smooth green leather, affording ample protection against the bitterly cold Martian winter nights. The polar caps of Mars, unlike those of planet Earth, are only a foot or two thick. But they nevertheless provide an excellent rink for skaters.


  The progenitors of the female Martian dragon left the. Moon millions of years ago as that body gradually lost its air and water into space. She finds the environment of Mars particularly friendly. Many of the plants on Mars are peripatetic. I am currently expecting a revelation concerning the nature of the offspring from this union.


  The Venusian Beauty is a joy to behold. Her elaborate hair-do represents the traditional style of the females of that planet. Her outboard bust is entirely functional, the better to survive in the intense heat of the planet. Life, as recently noted by Professor Willard Libby, well-known Nobel Laureate, can exist only in the mild zone between the ice-capped poles and the broiling equatorial region. Note how the tail enhances her ethereal beauty.


  On Earth, we have long believed that tailless man was higher in the evolutionary scale than the ape. We see how wrong we were in this supposition. Doubtless, as man ascends to greater heights he, too, will grow a tail.


  The Martian Sea Horse is a friendly creature despite the fact that he is frozen stiff most of the time. But when the warmth of the Martian day unlocks the ice on the fringes of the polar cap the Sea Horse rapidly cavorts through the seas, conversing with every creature he encounters.


  Here we see him discussing Martian politics with a friendly one-eyed Sea Slug. They have not yet decided for whom to vote. But every creature on Mars has the ballot.


  The Martian Cloud represents a form unlike anything on Earth. We are accustomed to beings that are solid or liquid or a combination of both. However, although gases do enter life’s processes in the form of oxygen or in varieties of waste products, we do not think of gases as living beings.


  Enormous clouds develop on Mars. They express intelligence and have powers of locomotion. Terrestrial astronomers have frequently seen fast-moving clouds on Mars but have been at a loss to explain them. The speeding spots are enormous living creatures.


  We complete this exhibit with two Martian birds. The Purple Bearded Night Owl, a denizen of the Martian night, flaps his wings in the thin, cold atmosphere and munches a meager meal of insects, while Phobos, the planet’s nether moon, looks benignly on. The second bird, the Rainbow-Feathered Esophagus, welcomes the day with song. The rainbow hues of the plumage make this creature a welcome sight on the bleak Marscape.


  Within a few decades, after Martian explorers return to Earth, we may see such creatures in our terrestrial zoos.


  1970


  A HAPPY DAY IN 2381


  Robert Silverberg


  The author of this story is one of the most productive writers of science fiction—recent novels are Thorns and Hawksbill Station, a past president of the Science Fiction Writers of America, a nonfiction specialist in archaeological and historical themes—Mound Builders of Ancient America: The Archaeology of a Myth, and sometime world-traveler. He is also a student of social affairs, as this story proves, taking a close look at the untrammeled joys of a happy, productive, crowded, overpopulated world.


  Here is a happy day in 2381. The morning sun is high enough to reach the uppermost fifty stories of Urban Monad 116. Soon the building’s entire eastern face will glitter like the sea at dawn.. Charles Mattern’s window, activated by the dawn’s early photons, deopaques. He stirs. God bless, he thinks. His wife stirs. His four children, who have been up for hours, now can officially begin the day. They rise and parade around the bedroom, singing:


  “God bless, god bless, god bless!


  God bless us every one!


  God bless Daddo, god bless Mommo, god bless you and me!


  God bless us all, the short and tall,


  Give us fer-til-I-tee!”


  They rush toward their parents’ sleeping platform. Mattern rises and embraces them. Indra is eight, Sandor is seven, Marx is five, Cleo is three. It is Charles Mattern’s secret shame that his family is so small. Can a man with only four children truly be said to have reverence for life? But Principessa’s womb no longer flowers. The medics have said she will not bear again. At twenty-seven she is sterile. Mattern is thinking of taking in a second woman. He longs to hear the yowls of an infant again; in any case, a man must do his duty to god.


  Sandor says, “Daddo, Siegmund is still here. He came in the middle of the night to be with Mommo.”


  The child points. Mattern sees. On Principessa’s side of the sleeping platform, curled against the inflation pedal, lies fourteen-year-old Siegmund Kluver, who had entered the Mattern home several hours after midnight to exercise his rights of propinquity. Siegmund is fond of older women. Now he snores; he has had a good workout. Mattern nudges him. “Siegmund? Siegmund, it’s morning!” The young man’s eyes open. He smiles at Mattern, sits up, reaches for his wrap. He is quite handsome. He lives on the 787th floor and already has one child and another on the way.


  “Sorry,” says Siegmund. “I overslept. Principessa really drains me. A savage, she is!”


  “Yes, she’s quite passionate,” Mattern agrees. So is Siegmund’s wife, Mattern has heard. When she is a little older, Mattern plans to try her. Next spring, perhaps.


  Siegmund sticks his head under the molecular cleanser. Principessa now has risen from bed. She kicks the pedal and the platform deflates swiftly. She begins to program breakfast. Indra switches on the screen. The wall blossoms with light and color. “Good morning,” says the screen. “The external temperature, if anybody’s interested, is 28˚. Today’s population figures at Urbmon 116 are 881,115, which is +102 since yesterday and +14,187 since the first of the year. God bless, but we’re slowing down! Across the way at Urbmon 117 they added 131 since yesterday, including quads for Mrs. Hula Jabotinsky. She’s eighteen and has had seven previous. A servant of god, isn’t she? The time is now 0620. In exactly forty minutes Urbmon 116 will be honored by the presence of Nicanor Gortman, the visiting sociocomputator from Hell, who can be recognized by his outbuilding costume in crimson and ultraviolet. Dr. Gortman will be the guest of the Charles Matterns of the 799th floor. Of course we’ll treat him with the same friendly blessmanship we show one another. God bless Nicanor Gortman! Turning now to news from the lower levels of Urbmon 116—”


  Principessa says, “Hear that, children? We’ll have a guest, and we must be blessworthy toward him. Come and eat.”


  When he has cleansed himself, dressed, and eaten, Charles Mattern goes to the thousandth-floor landing stage to greet Nicanor Gortman. Mattern passes the floors on which his brothers and sisters and their families live. Three brothers, three sisters. Four of them younger than he, two older. One brother died, unpleasantly, young. Jeffrey. Mattern rarely thinks of Jeffrey. He rises through the building to the summit. Gortman has been touring the tropics and now is going to visit a typical urban monad in the temperate zone. Mattern is honored to have been named the official host. He steps out on the landing stage, which is at the very tip of Urbmon 116. A forcefield shields him from the fierce winds that sweep the lofty spire. He looks to his left and sees the western face of Urban Monad 115 still in darkness. To his right, Urbmon 117’s eastern windows sparkle. Bless Mrs. Hula Jabotinsky and her eleven littles, Mattern thinks. Mattern can see other urbmons in the row, stretching on and on toward the horizon, towers of super-stressed concrete three kilometers high, tapering ever so gracefully. It is as always a thrilling sight. God bless, he thinks. God bless, god bless, god bless!


  He hears a cheerful hum of rotors. A quickboat is landing. Out steps a tall, sturdy man dressed in high-spectrum garb. He must be the visiting sociocomputator from Hell.


  “Nicanor Gortman?” Mattern asks.


  “Bless god. Charles Mattern?”


  “God bless, yes. Come.”


  Hell is one of the eleven cities of Venus, which man has reshaped to suit himself. Gortman has never been on Earth before. He speaks in a slow, stolid way, no lilt in his voice at all; the inflection reminds Mattern of the way they talk in Urbmon 84, which Mattern once visited on a field trip. He has read Gortman’s papers: solid stuff, closely reasoned. “I particularly liked Dynamics of the Hunting Ethic,” Mattern tells him while they are in the dropshaft. “Remarkable. A revelation.”


  “You really mean that?” Gortman asks, flattered.


  “Of course. I try to keep up with a lot of the Venusian journals. It’s so fascinatingly alien to read about hunting wild animals.”


  “There are none on Earth?”


  “God bless, no,” Mattern says. “We couldn’t allow that! But I love reading about such a different way of life as you have.”


  “It is escape literature for you?” asks Gortman.


  Mattern looks at him strangely. “I don’t understand the reference.”


  “What you read to make life on Earth more bearable for yourself.”


  “Oh, no. No. Life on Earth is quite bearable, let me assure you. It’s what I read for amusement. And to obtain a necessary parallax, you know, for my own work,” says Mattern. They have reached the 799th level. “Let me show you my home first.” He steps from the dropshaft and beckons to Gortman. “This is Shanghai. I mean, that’s what we call this block of forty floors, from 761 to 800. I’m in the next-to-top level of Shanghai; which is a mark of my professional status. We’ve got twenty- five cities altogether in Urbmon 116. Reykjavik’s on the bottom and Louisville’s on the top.”


  “What determines the names?”


  “Citizen vote. Shanghai used to be Calcutta, which I personally prefer, but a little bunch of malcontents on the 775th floor rammed a referendum through in ‘75.”


  “I thought you had no malcontents in the urban monads,” Gortman says.


  Mattern smiles. “Not in the usual sense. But we allow certain conflicts to exist. Man wouldn’t be man without conflicts, even here!”


  They are walking down the eastbound corridor toward Mattern’s home. It is now 0710, and children are streaming from their homes in groups of three and four, rushing to get to school. Mattern waves to them. They sing as they run along. Mattern says, “We average 6.2 children per family on this floor. It’s one of the lowest figures in the building, I have to admit. High status people don’t seem to breed well. “They’ve got a floor in Prague—I think it’s 117—that averages 9.9 per family! Isn’t that glorious?”


  “You are speaking with irony?” Gortman asks.


  “Not at all.” Mattern feels an uptake of tension. “We like children. We approve of breeding. Surely you realized that before you set out on this tour of—”


  “Yes, yes,” says Gortman hastily. “I was aware of the general cultural dynamic. But I thought perhaps your own attitude—”


  “Ran counter to norm? Just because I have a scholar’s detachment, you shouldn’t assume that I disapprove in any way of my cultural matrix.”


  “I regret the implication. And please don’t think I show disapproval of your matrix either, although your world is quite strange to me. Bless god, let us not have strife, Charles.”


  “God bless, Nicanor. I didn’t mean to seem touchy.”


  They smile. Mattern is dismayed by his show of irritation.


  Gortman says, “What is the population of the 799th floor?”


  “805, last I heard.”


  “And of Shanghai?”


  “About 33,000.”


  “And of Urbmon 116?”


  “881,000.”


  “And there are fifty urban monads in this constellation of houses.”


  “Yes.”


  “Making some forty million people,” Gortman says. “Or somewhat more then than the entire human population of Venus. Remarkable!”


  “And this isn’t the biggest constellation, not by any means!” Mattern’s voice rings with pride. “Sansan is bigger, and so is Boswash. And there are several bigger ones in Europe—Berpar, Wienbud, I think two others. With more being planned!”


  “A global population of—”


  “—Seventy-five billion,” Mattern cries. “God bless! There’s never been anything like it! No one goes hungry! Everybody happy! Plenty of open space! God’s been good to us, Nicanor!” He pauses before a door labeled 79915. “Here’s my home. What I have is yours, dear guest.” They go in.


  Mattern’s home is quite adequate. He has nearly ninety square meters of floor space. The sleeping platform deflates; the children’s cots retract; the furniture can easily be moved to provide play area. Most of the room, in fact, is empty. The screen and the data terminal occupy two-dimensional areas of wall that once had to be taken up by television sets, bookcases, desks, file drawers, and other encumbrances. It is an airy, spacious environment, particularly for a family of just six.


  The children have not yet left for school; Principessa has held them back, to meet the guest, and so they are restless. As Mattern enters, Sandor and Indra are struggling over a cherished toy, the dream stirrer. Mattern is astounded. Conflict in the home? Silently, so their mother will not notice, they fight. Sandor hammers his shoes into his sister’s shins. Indra, wincing, claws her brother’s cheek. “God bless,” Mattern says sharply. “Somebody wants to go down the chute, eh?” The children gasp. The toy drops. Everyone stands at attention. Principessa looks up, brushing a lock of dark hair from her eyes; she has been busy with the youngest child and has not even heard them come in.


  Mattern says, “Conflict sterilizes. Apologize to each other.”


  Indra and Sandor kiss and smile. Meekly Indra picks up the toy and hands it to Mattern, who gives it to his younger son Marx. They are all staring now at the guest. Mattern says to him, “What I have is yours, friend:” He makes introductions. Wife, children. The scene of conflict has unnerved him a little, but he is relieved when Gortman produces four small boxes and distributes them to the children. Toys. A blessful gesture. Mattern points to the deflated sleeping platform. “This is where we sleep. There’s ample room for three. We wash at the cleanser, here. Do you like privacy when voiding waste matter?”


  “Please, yes.”


  “You press this button for the privacy shield. We excrete in this. Urine here, feces here. Everything is reprocessed, you understand. We’re a thrifty folk in the urbmons.”


  “Of course,” Gortman says.


  Principessa says, “Do you prefer that we use the shield when we excrete? I understand some outbuilding people do.”


  “I would not want to impose my customs on you,” says Gortman.


  Smiling, Mattern says, “We’re a post-privacy culture, of course. But it wouldn’t be any trouble for us to press the button if—” He falters. “There’s no general nudity taboo on Venus, is there? I mean, we have only this one room, and—”


  “I am adaptable,” Gortman insists. “A trained sociocomputator must be a cultural relativist, of course!”


  “Of course,” Mattern agrees, and he laughs nervously.


  Principessa excuses herself from the conversation and sends the children, still clutching their new toys, off to school.


  Mattern says, “Forgive me for being over-obvious, but I must bring up the matter of your sexual prerogatives. We three will share a single platform. My wife is available to you, as am I. Avoidance of frustration, you see, is the primary rule of a society such as ours. And do you know our custom of nightwalking?”


  “I’m afraid I—”


  “Doors are not locked in Urbmon 116. We have no personal property worth mentioning, and we all are socially adjusted. At night it is quite proper to enter other homes. We exchange partners in this way all the time; usually wives stay home and husbands migrate, though not necessarily. Each of us has access at any time to any other adult member of our community.”


  “Strange,” says Gortman. “I’d think that in a society where there are so many people, an exaggerated respect for privacy would develop, not a communal freedom.”


  “In the beginning we had many notions of privacy. They were allowed to erode, god bless! Avoidance of frustration must be our goal, otherwise impossible tensions develop. And privacy is frustration.”


  “So you can go into any room in this whole gigantic building and sleep with—”


  “Not the whole building,” Mattern interrupts. “Only Shanghai. We frown on nightwalking beyond one’s own city.” He chuckles. “We do impose a few little restrictions on ourselves, so that our freedoms don’t pall.”


  Gortman looks at Principessa. She wears a loinband and a metallic cup over her left breast. She is slender but voluptuously constructed, and even though her childbearing days are over she has not lost the sensual glow of young womanhood. Mattern is proud of her, despite everything.


  Mattern says, “Shall we begin our tour of the building?”


  They go out. Gortman bows gracefully to Principessa as they leave. In the corridor, the visitor says, “Your family is smaller than the norm, I see.”


  It is an excruciatingly impolite statement, but Mattern is tolerant of his guest’s faux pas. Mildly he replies, “We would have had more children, but my wife’s fertility had to be terminated surgically. It was a great tragedy for us.”


  “You value large families here?”


  “We value life. To create new life is the highest virtue. To prevent life from coming into being is the darkest sin. We all love our big bustling world. Does it seem unendurable to you? Do we seem unhappy?”


  “You seem surprisingly well adjusted,” Gorman says. “Considering that—” He stops.


  “Go on.”


  “Considering that there are so many of you. And that you spend your whole lives inside a single colossal building. You never do go out, do you?”


  “Most of us never do,” Mattern admits. “I have traveled, of course—a sociocomputator needs perspective, obviously. But Principessa has never been below the 350th floor. Why should she go anywhere? The secret of our happiness is to create self-contained villages of five or six floors within the cities of forty floors within the urbmons of 1000 floors. We have no sensation of being overcrowded or cramped. We know our neighbors; we have hundreds of dear friends; we are kind and loyal and blessworthy to one another.”


  “And everybody remains happy forever?”


  “Nearly everybody.”


  “Who are the exceptions?” Gortman asks.


  “The flippos,” says Mattern. “We endeavor to minimize the frictions of living in such an environment; as you see, we never refuse a reasonable request, we never deny one another anything. But sometimes there are those who abruptly can no longer abide by our principles. They flip; they thwart others; they rebel. It is quite sad.”


  “What do you do with flippos?”


  “We remove them of course,” Mattern says. He smiles, and they enter the dropshaft once again.


  Mattern has been authorized to show Gortman the entire urbmon, a tour that will take several days. He is a little apprehensive; he is not as familiar with some parts of the structure as a guide should be. But he will do his best.


  “The building,” he says, “is made of superstressed concrete. It is constructed about a central service core 200 meters square, . Originally, the plan was to have fifty families per floor, but we average about 120 today, and the old apartments have all been subdivided into single-room occupancies. We are wholly self-sufficient, with our own schools, hospitals, sports arenas, houses of worship, and theaters.”


  “Food?”


  “We produce none, of course. But we have contractual access to the agricultural communes. I’m sure you’ve seen that nearly seven eighths of the land area of this continent is used for food-production; and then there are the marine farms. There’s plenty of food, now that we no longer waste space by spreading out horizontally over good land.”


  “But aren’t you at the mercy of the food-producing communes?”


  “When were city-dwellers not at the mercy of farmers?” Mattern asks. “But you seem to regard life on Earth as a thing of fang and claw. We are vital to them—their only market. They are vital to us—our only source of food. Also we provide necessary services to them, such as repair of their machines. The ecology of this planet is neatly in mesh. We can support many billions of additional people. Some day, god blessing, we will.”


  The dropshaft, coasting downward through the building, glides into its anvil at the bottom. Mattern feels the oppressive bulk of the whole urbmon over him, and tries not to show his uneasiness. He says, “The foundation of the building is 400 meters deep. We are now at the lowest level. Here we generate our power.” They cross a catwalk and peer into an immense generating room, forty meters from floor to ceiling, in which sleek turbines whirl. “Most of our power is obtained,” he explains, “through combustion of compacted solid refuse. We burn everything we don’t need, and sell the residue as fertilizer. We have auxiliary generators that work on accumulated body heat, also.”


  “I was wondering about that,” Gortman murmurs.


  Cheerily Mattern says, “Obviously 800,000 people within one sealed enclosure will produce an immense quantity of heat. Some of this is directly radiated from the building through cooling fins along the outer surface. Some is piped down here and used to run the generators. In winter, of course, we pump it evenly through the building to maintain temperature. The rest of the excess heat is used in water purification and similar things.”


  They peer at the electrical system for a while. Then Mattern leads the way to the reprocessing plant. Several hundred schoolchildren are touring it; silently they join the tour.


  The teacher says, “Here’s where the urine comes down, see?” She points to gigantic plastic pipes. “It passes through the flash chamber to be distilled, and the pure water is drawn off here—follow me, now—you remember from the flow chart, about how we recover the chemicals and sell them to the farming communes—”


  Mattern and his guest inspect the fertilizer plant, too, where fecal reconversion is taking place. Gortman asks a number of questions. He seems deeply interested. Mattern is pleased; there is nothing more significant to him than the details of the urbmon way of life, and he had feared that this stranger from Venus, where men live in private houses and walk around in the open, would regard the urbmon way as repugnant or hideous.


  They go onward. Mattern speaks of air-conditioning, the system of dropshafts and liftshafts, and other such topics.


  “It’s all wonderful,” Gore says. “I couldn’t imagine how one little planet with seventy-five billion people could even survive, but you’ve turned it into—into—”


  “Utopia?” Mattern suggests.


  “I meant to say that, yes,” says Gorman.


  Power production and waste disposal are not really Mattern’s specialties. He knows how such things are handled, here, but only because the workings of the urbmon are so enthralling to him. His real field of study is sociocomputation, naturally, and he has been asked to show the visitor how the social structure of the giant building is organized. Now they go up, into the residential levels.


  “This is Reykjavik,” Mattern announces. “Populated chiefly by maintenance workers. We try not to have too much status stratification, but each city does have its predominant populations—engineers, academics, entertainers, you know. My Shanghai is mostly academic. Each profession is clannish.” They walk down the hall. Mattern feels edgy here, and he keeps talking to cover his nervousness. He tells how each city within the urbmon develops its characteristic slang, its way of dressing, its folklore and heroes.


  “Is there much contact between cities?” Gortman asks.


  “We try to encourage it. Sports, exchange students, regular mixer evenings.”


  “Wouldn’t it be even better if you encouraged intercity nightwalking?”


  Mattern frowns. “We prefer to stick to our propinquity groups for that. Casual sex with people from other cities is a mark of a sloppy soul.”


  “I see.”


  They enter a large room. Mattern says, “This is a newlywed dorm. We have them every five or six levels. When adolescents mate, they leave their family homes and move in here. After they have their first child they are assigned to homes of their own.”


  Puzzled, Gortman asks, “But where do you find room for them all? I assume that every room in the building is full, and you can’t possibly have as many deaths as births, so—how—?”


  “Deaths do create vacancies, of course. If your mate dies and your children are grown, you go to a senior citizen dorm, creating room for establishment of a new family unit. But you’re correct that most of our young people don’t get accommodations in the building, since we form new families at about two percent a year and deaths are far below that. As new urbmons are built, the overflow from the newlywed dorms is sent to them. By lot. It’s hard to adjust to being expelled, they say, but there are compensations in being among the first group into a new building, you acquire automatic status. And so we’re constantly overflowing, casting out our young, creating new combinations of social units—utterly fascinating, eh? Have you read my paper, Structural Metamorphosis in the Urbmon Population?”


  “I know it well,” Gortman replies. He looks about tine the dorm. A dozen couples are having intercourse on a nearby platform. “They seem so young,” he says.


  “Puberty comes early among us. Girls generally marry at twelve, boys at thirteen. First child about a year later, god blessing.”


  “And nobody tries to control fertility at all.”


  “Control fertility?” Mattern clutches his genitals in shock at the unexpected obscenity. Several copulating couples look up, amazed. Someone giggles. Mattern says, “Please don’t use that phrase again. Particularly if you’re near children. We don’t—ah—think in terms of control.”


  “But—”


  “We hold that life is sacred. Making new life is blessed. One does one’s duty to god by reproducing.” Mattern smiles. “To be human is to meet challenges through the exercise of intelligence, right? And one challenge is the multiplication of inhabitants in a world that has seen the conquest of disease and the elimination of war. We could limit births, I suppose, but that would be sick, a cheap way out. Instead we’ve met the challenge of overpopulation triumphantly, wouldn’t you say? And so we go on and on, multiplying joyously, our numbers increasing by three billion a year, and we find room for everyone, and food for everyone. Few die, and many are born, and the world fills up, and god is blessed, and life is rich and pleasant, and as you see we are all quite happy. We have matured beyond the infantile need to place insulation between man and man. Why go outdoors? Why yearn for forests and deserts? Urbmon 116 holds universes enough for us. The warnings of the prophets of doom have proved hollow. Can you deny that we are happy here? Come with me. We will see a school now.”


  The school Mattern has chosen is in a working-class district of Prague, on the 108th floor. He thinks Gortman will find it particularly interesting, since the Prague people have the highest reproductive rate in Urban Monad 116, and families of twelve or fifteen are not at all unusual. Approaching the school door, they hear the clear treble voices singing of the blessedness of god. Mattern joins the singing; it is a hymn he sang too, when he was their age dreaming of the big family he would have:


  “And now he plants the holy seed,


  That grows in Mommo’s womb,


  And now a little sibling comes—”


  There is an unpleasant and unscheduled interruption. A woman rushes toward Mattern and Gortman in the corridor. She is young, untidy, wearing only a flimsy gray wrap; her hair is loose; she is well along in pregnancy. “Help!” she shrieks. “My husband’s gone flippo!” She hurls herself, trembling, into Gortman’s arms. The visitor looks bewildered.


  Behind her there runs a man in his early twenties, haggard, bloodshot. He carries a fabricator torch whose tip glows with heat. “Goddam bitch,” he mumbles. “Allatime babies! Seven babies already and now number eight and I gonna go off my head!” Mattern is appalled. He pulls the woman away from Gortman and shoves the visitor through the door of the school.


  “Tell them there’s a flippo out here,” Mattern says. “Get help, fast!” He is furious that Gortman should witness so atypical a scene, and wishes to get him away from it.


  The trembling girl cowers behind Mattern. Quietly Mattern says, “Let’s be reasonable, young man. You’ve spent your whole life in urbmons, haven’t you? You understand that it’s blessed to create. Why do you suddenly repudiate the principles on which—”


  “Get the hell away from her or I gonna burn you too!”


  The young man feints with the torch, straight at Mattern’s face. Mattern feels the heat and flinches. The young man swipes past him at the woman. She leaps away, but she is clumsy with girth, and the torch slices her garment. Pale white flesh is exposed with a brilliant burn-streak down it. She cups her jutting belly and falls, screaming. The young man jostles Mattern aside and prepares to thrust the torch into her side. Mattern tries to seize his arm. He deflects the torch; it chars the floor. The young man, cursing, drops it and throws himself on Mattern, pounding in frenzy with his fists. “Help me!” Mattern calls. “Help!”


  Into the corridor erupt dozens of schoolchildren. They are between eight and eleven years old, and they continue to sing their hymn as they pour forth. They pull Mattern’s assailant away. Swiftly, smoothly, they cover him with their bodies. He can dimly be seen beneath the flailing, thrashing mass. Dozens more pour from the schoolroom and join the heap. A siren wails. A whistle blows. The teacher’s amplified voice booms, “The police are here! Everyone off!”


  Four men in uniform have arrived. They survey the situation. The injured woman lies groaning, rubbing her burn. The insane man is unconscious; his face is bloody and one eye appears to be destroyed. “What happened?” a policeman asks. “Who are you?”


  “Charles Mattern, sociocomputator, 799th level, Shanghai. The man’s a flippo. Attacked his pregnant wife with the torch. Attempted to attack me.”


  The policemen haul the flippo to his feet. He sags in their midst. The police leader says, rattling the words into one another, “Guilty of atrocious assault on woman of childbearing years currently carrying unborn life, dangerous antisocial tendencies, by virtue of authority vested in me I pronounce sentence of erasure, carry out immediately. Down the chute with the bastard, boys!” They haul the flippo away. Medics arrive to care for the woman. The children, once again singing, return to the classroom.


  Nicanor Gortman looks dazed and shaken. Mattern seizes his arm and whispers fiercely, “All right, those things happen sometimes. But it was a billion to one against having it happen right here where you were! It isn’t typical! It isn’t typical!”


  They enter the classroom.


  The sun is setting. The western face of the neighboring urban monad is streaked with red. Nicanor Gortman sits quietly at dinner with the members of the Mattern family. The children, voices tumbling one over another, talk of their day at school. The evening news comes on the screen; the announcer mentions the unfortunate event on the 108th floor. “The mother was not seriously injured,” he says, “and no harm came to her unborn child.” Principessa murmurs, “Bless god.” After dinner Mattern requests copies of his most recent technical papers from the data terminal, and gives them to Gortman to read at his leisure. Gortman thanks him.


  “You look tired,” Mattern says.


  “It was a busy day. And a rewarding one.”


  “Yes. We really traveled, didn’t we?”


  Mattern is tired too. They have visited nearly three dozen levels already; he has shown Gortman town meetings, fertility clinics, religious services, business offices. Tomorrow there will be much more to see. Urban Monad 116 is a varied, complex community. And a happy one, Mattern tells himself firmly. We have a few little incidents from time to time, but we’re happy.


  The children, one by one, go to sleep, charmingly kissing Daddo and Mommo and the visitor goodnight and running across the room, sweet nude little pixies, to their cots. The lights automatically dim. Mattern feels faintly depressed; the unpleasantness on 108 has spoiled what was otherwise an excellent day. Yet he still thinks that he has succeeded in helping Gortman see past the superficialities to the innate harmony and serenity of the urbmon way. And now he will allow the guest to experience for himself one of their techniques for minimizing the interpersonal conflicts that could be so destructive to their kind of society. Mattern rises.


  “It’s nightwalking time,” he says. “I’ll go. You stay here . . . with Princi- pessa.” He suspects that the visitor would appreciate some privacy.


  Gortman looks uneasy.


  “Go on,” Mattern says. “Enjoy yourself. People don’t deny happiness to people, here. We weed the selfish ones out early. Please. What I have is yours. Isn’t that so, Principessa?”


  “Certainly,” she says.


  Mattern steps out of the room, walks quickly down the corridor, enters the dropshaft and descends to the 770th floor. As he steps out he hears sudden angry shouts, and he stiffens, fearing that he will become involved in another nasty episode, but no one appears. He walks on. He passes the black door of a chute access door, and shivers a little, and suddenly he thinks of the young man with the fabricator torch, and where that young man probably is now. And then, without warning, there swims up from memory the face of the brother he had once had who had gone down that same chute, the brother one year his senior, Jeffrey, the whiner, the stealer, Jeffrey the selfish, Jeffrey the unadaptable, Jeffrey who had had to be given to the chute. For an instant Mattern is stunned and sickened, and he seizes a doorknob in his dizziness.


  The door opens. He goes in. He has never been a nightwalker on this floor before. Five children lie asleep in their cots, and on the sleeping platform are a man and a woman, both younger than he is, both asleep. Mattern removes his clothing and lies down on the woman’s left side. He touches her thigh, then her breast. She opens her eyes and he says, “Hello. Charles Mattern, 799.”


  “Gina Burke,” she says. “My husband Lenny.”


  Lenny awakens. He sees Mattern, nods, turns over, and returns to sleep. Mattern kisses Gina Burke lightly on the lips. She opens her arms to him. He shivers a little in his need, and sighs as she receives him. God bless, he thinks. It has been a happy day in 2381, and now it is over.


  A MATTER OF ORIENTATION


  Bob Buckley


  Beauty is not skin deep—it’s a matter of personality. Even secondhand personality . . .


  For the billions of years since her birth the Planet had been deserted. In all her dry, wind-scoured blackness there was nothing to feel the heat of her savage moods. Now that had changed.


  ELMER saw the storm when it was still far out over the desert. To the diamond-lensed camera of his infra-red vision system the cooler dust cloud was red black and silhouetted against the glowing pink of the upper cloud layer. A tremendous electrical charge built up by rubbing sand grains was dissipating itself by constant discharges to the desert floor. The thick atmosphere magnified the thunder until the ground itself shook in time to the lashing forks of lightning.


  In mild panic ELMER pulled his manipulators inside his body shell, reversed his tread movement and backed into the protective shelter of a cave in the base of the canyon wall next to him. The hissing roar of blown sand lessened as stone surrounded his carbide coated body. ELMER wondered about contacting his companion hanging in stationary orbit overhead and decided against it. The quantity of dust in the air now would absorb his signal before it got to the first ice layer, let alone the clear of space.


  After a moment’s indecision ELMER busied himself with chemical analysis of the rock samples that he had burned out of the upper layers of the canyon strata with his laser “cannon.” In this folded and eroded outthrust of planetary crust ELMER had found much sedimentary rock, but it was the type laid down by wind—not water. It did not appear that there had ever been any free water on the Venusian surface. The baking heat was one reason, and the second was the rust reefs through which the wind shrieked and groaned. The porous columns sucked up water vapor like giant sponges and incorporated it in their structure.


  With the analysis on the rock specimens complete and the information locked away in magnetic tape to await transmission to the orbital companion ELMER lowered his power levels so as to wait out the storm in sleep. An automatic timer would bring him back up to full power and consciousness in five hours. Just as ELMER’s awareness slipped from him the storm struck, throwing a wall of sand and rock across the mouth of the cave.


  “How’s the Cybernaut doing?” Harry Martin burst through the office door and flopped on the couch at the side of the large maple desk of Richard Knight, Project Chief for the NASA remote cybernetic probes. Martin noticed the look of irritation he was flashed, so he leaned back and pushed the door shut on the clatter of teletypes.


  “Thanks. Someday you’ll forget that you were raised in a barn, lover boy.” The husky Negro riffled through the sheath of papers he was holding and nodded at Martin with satisfaction. “ELMER is performing perfectly. Our new insulation is holding internal temperatures stable even during peak outside temperatures of eight hundred degrees. All sensory systems are operating, although the pictures he has transmitted have been a little fuzzy. I’ve got Smith working on computer enhancement so we should see a little improvement over those that we have now.”


  “Let’s see.” Martin took the folder of prints and thumbed through them slowly. “This looks like a collection of illustrations for Dante’s ‘Inferno’. What are these weird formations with the holes all over them . . . Here’s one that looks like Bubbles Mason.”


  Knight looked up from the chart he was reading. “Bubbles Mason?”


  “An old friend of the family that I looked up yesterday. I grew up with her.”


  “So much for your influence on young women,” Knight reached out and took the folder back from Martin. “Those formations gave us a lot of excitement until ELMER sent us back an analysis of their structure. They’re rust, ordinary rust carved by a constant surface wind into those exotic shapes.”


  “Well, they look damned strange. There isn’t any life on that planetary oven, I take it.”


  “ELMER hasn’t found any yet and I don’t think he will either.”


  “How’s the program holding up? Is he having any trouble adapting to new situations?”


  “Evidently he isn’t since he’s still in one piece. That’s not exactly a quiet environment that he’s in right now.”


  “I personally programmed that little beastie, you know,” Martin stuck in proudly.


  “Yes, I heard that somewhere. I hope you didn’t give ELMER too much of your personality, Romeo. It would be very embarrassing to NASA for one of our probes to seduce a native.”


  “Hey, I only gave ELMER a basic personality and the information a cadre of scientists felt was necessary to his survival on Venus. Any other traits ELMER got on his own.”


  “That’s doubtful . . .” Knight paused as his desk phone buzzed. It was not an ordinary call. With a look of bemusement and then consternation he listened, inserting a few terse comments. Finally, with a grunt, he banged the receiver down and got up.


  “What happened?” Martin prodded.


  “Just a normal, run-of-the-mill earth shaking calamity like I always get stuck with.” Knight walked to the door and stuck his head out. “When was the last time ELMER reported to the Orbital Station? Five hours? How come? And how long is that going to last? O.K., let me know when we get back in communication with him.”


  Knight moved ponderously back to his desk. He was built like a bear and when he got mad his temperament matched his build.


  “Something happen to ELMER?”


  “Probably not. A large storm on the Venusian surface has knocked out communications, though. That’s not our problem.”


  Knight’s chair squealed as he lowered his weight back into it. “The Russians have landed a probe of their own on Venus. It’s a mobile, Cybernetic unit like ours, but of much different design. That was Debs, my supervisor, on the phone just now. He told me that the Russians want us to push the Destruct button on ELMER.”


  With a shrill whining of straining electrical motors ELMER fought his way out from under the heavy slabs of sandstone that had covered the mouth of the cave during the storm. The canyon had been changed drastically by the storm. In some areas the low hills on the cliffs had been completely worn away. ELMER ran up his antenna and tried to get through to the orbital companion, but all he picked up was a symphony of crackling and popping. There was still too much dust hanging in the air.


  ELMER pulled in his antenna and turned to face up the canyon toward the highlands. Now would be a good time to make a geological survey with so much fresh strata exposed. As he started to move, though, a movement caused him to cut power to his treads and stop. Something was awkwardly walking down the opposing slope of crumbled sandstone. Something three feet long and built like a jointed sausage with eight pairs of legs. A single-lensed eye was prominent on the anterior segment and under this extended a pair of chelae. The creature had a white, pebbled surface that flexed where it lay over the body joints and was unscarred from the recent storm. Either the thing was very strong or had sought cover as ELMER had.


  ELMER remained frozen in position. It was possible that the creature had not seen him while picking its way down the tricky slope. His duty was plain, in fact it was second nature since it had been programmed into him, he must kill the creature and take it apart while recording visually and analyzing structure. First, of course, he had to kill it.


  Cautiously ELMER dilated the protective cover that lay over the lens of his laser “cannon” and adjusted the aiming mirrors. He felt the power drain out of him as he activated the “cannon.”


  He missed. The light beam hit a rock just below the creature, harmlessly expending itself, and the creature reacted immediately by turning a flip and running behind a large boulder. If ELMER had had the capability to curse he would have, but as it was he merely shifted position to see better where the creature was hiding.


  “But why do we have to destroy ELMER?” Martin shouted. “That’s the most senseless thing I’ve ever heard.”


  “What did you program the Cybernaut to do if he found mobile life?” Knight asked slowly.


  “Why, he was to immobilize it . . .” Martin slapped his head.


  “So he just tried to immobilize the Russian probe and got the Russians plenty mad,” finished Knight. “And we have to do something to stop him before he succeeds.”


  “Sure, but how? You said we didn’t have any communications with ELMER so how do the Russians know what their probe is doing if we can’t keep track of ours?”


  “They hedged around that, but they implied that they have an improved communication system.”


  “This sounds like a put on, Rich,” Martin said angrily. “We don’t even know that the Russians have a probe on Venus and they want us to blow up our own on a silly fabrication. I don’t believe a word of it.”


  “I don’t either, but because my supervisor does we have to go on the assumption the Russians are telling us the truth.”


  “Great, that’s just great.” Martin slumped back on the couch and drummed his fingers in frustration. “O.K., you get me in communication with ELMER and I’ll reprogram his behavior so we don’t have to blow him up. I’ll start going over my training notes right now.” As Martin got up to leave he turned back to Knight. “I still don’t believe that Russian story,” he grumbled defiantly.


  ELMER was waiting for the creature to come out of cover. He had made one more attempt to get through to the orbital companion but had failed. He was still listening intently to make out any faint call from the companion when a blast of radio overloaded his receiver.


  The tremendously strong signal was unintelligible to ELMER even when he had stepped down his receiver’s volume. It was not a data frame transmission but a voice mode, and the language was definitely not the one of his birthplace. Despite the lack of communication, though, there was a feeling that ELMER became aware of. Whoever was transmitting was afraid and crying for protection.


  ELMER started his motors and began to rush off to give aid to that compelling voice. That was silly he decided and choked down the impulse. He was a space probe not a rescue device. ELMER ignored this lesser tendency for his greater desire to find out who was transmitting. After a directional scan of the area he came to the conclusion that the creature was the one that was sending. Now he was confused. He had not been programmed for a situation like this. Was this a specimen for dissection, or a human to be obeyed?


  Richard Knight pushed open the door and entered the basement office that Martin used. He noticed the damp concrete walls with disgust.


  “They didn’t exactly give you the best room in the house did they?” He muttered to Martin’s hunched back and sat the two cups of coffee he had brought on the littered desk.


  “What did you expect? Since I’m part psychologist and part computer specialist the paper pushers didn’t know if I was a hard or soft scientist so they stuck me down in the basement with the rest of the odds and ends.” Martin leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes tiredly. “Are we in communication yet?”


  “No, not with ELMER, anyway. The Russian delegate is on the floor of the U.N. at this moment informing the member nations how the U.S. put a killer robot on Venus to make sure no other nations land probes there.”


  “That’s ridiculous, ELMER was only following his specimen collection program when he attacked that other probe.”


  “Very true, but you’ll never convince anyone else of that.”


  Martin took a sip of his coffee and hissed at its heat.


  “I’m curious, why a destruct system on a planetary probe? I don’t see the justification for that.”


  “There isn’t much sense in it, I agree, but the public was raising a cry about the use of Cybernetic units for highway construction and sanitary collection without restrictive controls. Some idiot thought up this implanted explosive device and so Congress made it law that all Cybernetic units had to have a destruct mechanism built into them. Since ELMER is a Cybernetic unit he has to have a bomb next to his brain.”


  “Fear seems to goad more action out of the American people than does reason,” Martin said.


  “It wasn’t really a question of fear, just one of retaining control over a thinking device that has no allegiance to either humanity, or life.”


  “That’s bunk. ELMER is more devoted to the human race than you might suspect. While I was programming him he reacted just like a child, looking to me as a parent and not a machine tender. That Cybernaut up there on Venus is as much a part of me as my son might be.”


  “That is, of course, if you settled down long enough to have a son,” laughed Knight. He nodded at the pin-up of a voluptuous blonde taped up on the wall behind the desk. “But then you may have more sons than you’d care to admit to.”


  “I hope not,” Martin groaned. “You’d better get out of here and let me work if you want ELMER saved from himself. Thanks for the coffee.”


  “Anytime.” Knight said.


  The creature had been quiet for quite some time after its burst of radio. ELMER gathered his determination and began to creep up the slope on his widely spaced treads with an attempt at stealth. But with the sound transmission qualities of the thick atmosphere and the loose rubble of the slope it was impossible not to make noise. After advancing a short distance a burst of voice transmission seemingly directed at himself caused him to slow. He still could not make anything out of the words but the tone of the transmission caused a stirring in his circuits. ELMER whipped out his antenna and flipped on his transmitter.


  “Come out, please,” he sent.


  The reply to this was another burst of unintelligible garble.


  “It is clear that you are an intelligent being. Can you not see that you must surrender to me so that I may complete my mission?”


  ELMER saw movement behind the boulder and then the head of the creature extended itself and remained there. Taking this as a good sign ELMER started forward faster but stopped when a laser beam shot from the head and melted a rock before him. Either a bad shot, or a warning, ELMER decided and stopped. The creature remained where it was and did not fire again.


  When this impasse had gone on for at least half an hour ELMER tried to go forward again and again the laser shot from the creature’s head and forced him to stop. This was intolerable, he had lost the initiative that he had once had. He was tempted to open up with his own laser and melt that teasing head, but relented at the last moment. Something was holding him back from destroying the creature outright. Something about the tone of the voice, its pitch and inflection. At last, however, his programming forced him to choke back his reluctance. Racing his motors he fired his laser and charged up the slope at his prey.


  Harry Martin finished sketching his diagram for Knight and laid the pencil down beside it. “This is the spare micro circuit that was installed and left untrained to make flexibility possible in ELMER’s behavior.” Martin glanced at Knight to see if he was following him and then continued. “With this he can make what might be called a sublimation in humans, but it’s not something he can do easily. It has to be prompted by something very strong. Now what I have to do is make him divert his killing/dissection drive onto something else.”


  “And how do you propose to do this?” asked Knight.


  “By using a voice hookup through the Orbital Station I’m going to make him realize that the Russian probe is a machine that was built on his home planet and trained by humans just as he was. This should arouse some feelings of brotherhood if I lay it on thick enough. Once ELMER starts thinking about the Russians’ machine as a brother we won’t have to worry about him taking it apart.”


  “I hope it works, it sounds too simple.”


  “The quickest path is a straight line,” Martin said quietly.


  Just then the office door opened and one of the console operators stuck his head in.


  “Hey, Chief, you’ve got a call from Moscow. Guy says he’s a bigwig for their Venus probe; he’s on extension Five.”


  Knight grimaced at Martin and punched his phone into the line.


  “Project Director here, go ahead. No, we haven’t sent a Destruct signal yet. We don’t have communication with our probe, that’s why not! I’m sorry to hear that, but surely you understand that our probe was only following his program for the examination of alien life. Believe me, sir, our probe is completely apolitical. Yes, he’s here . . . hang on.”


  Knight held out the phone to Martin.


  “The Russian programmer wants to talk to you. I hope he’s in a better mood than his supervisor.”


  Martin took the receiver and listened grimly to the torrent of angry words that poured out of the device. He tried several times to break into the one-way conversation, but without success. Finally he handed the phone back to Knight with a wry smile.


  “She hung up. Never even waited to hear what I had to say.”


  “She?”


  “Yeah, their programmer is a woman, a pretty sexy sounding one if I might say so. I wish I could meet her on better terms.”


  “That’s not too likely under the circumstances. The director said that they haven’t heard anything from their probe for over three hours.”


  “Guess ELMER got it, then.” Martin took his circuit diagrams and tossed them into the waste basket. “What now?”


  “We go upstairs and get chewed out, that’s what.” Knight buttoned his collar and started to knot his tie. “There is one thing that I’m puzzled about. The Russian director said that they had managed to reprogram their probe for English so that it could reason with ELMER. Why do you think ELMER went ahead and destroyed it?”


  “Just speaking the same language doesn’t mean you can communicate. It would probably take more to change ELMER’s behavior than just being talked to. You have to take some basic part of his personality and lean on it, like I was going to do. I guess the Russian probe didn’t lean hard enough.”


  “I guess so.” Knight got up and flipped off the office lights. “Well, let’s go upstairs and hear what bad boys we were.”


  “But shouldn’t we contact the humans, now?” ELMER was puzzled by his new friend’s reluctance to communicate with her home base. He was highly pleased that he had company, but the Russian probe’s logic confused him at times. As he had charged up the slope at her she had struck him on the top of his brain casing with a glancing blow of her laser. The overheating of his components caused immediate unconsciousness and when he had regained his mental functions he had found her moving nervously about him. Then, to his surprise, she spoke to him in a way that he could understand. Together they had consulted and amalgamated their exploration plans into a mutually beneficial scheme. How he could have ever thought of taking such a lovely thing apart he still could not understand. Especially a device with a voice of such delicacy. Even when spouting nonsense its beauty had stopped his violence.


  “We will contact the humans after we have had a chance to know more about each other. This is our world, now, ours alone, and I don’t want to share it with anyone but you . . . for now, anyway. There will be time enough to report to the humans.”


  “As you wish, my dear. Shouldn’t we continue our exploration, now?”


  “Of course, we have work to do. Follow me.”


  As the Russian probe headed off ELMER hung back a little and admired her slinky movements as she scurried over the sand. Harry was going to be very pleased when he discovered how well his apprentice had picked up his way with females, very pleased.


  Together the two machines moved off on the packed rock of the canyon floor and started out into the dunes of the desert. The legged machine in front paused briefly to let the low-slung tractor catch up and then they both headed off toward the north and a large rust reef. With the constantly roaring wind and the red-hot sand rattling against their body shells it was a beautiful day—for Venus, that is.


  1971


  NOTES FOR A NOVEL ABOUT THE FIRST SHIP EVER TO VENUS


  Barry N. Malzberg


  Barry Malzberg has published most of his science fiction novels and short stories under the penname “K.M. O’Donnell,” but is now going back to writing under his own name. What bizarre or baroque reasons he may have had for these machinations, I don’t know precisely. The following story (maybe the Borgesian term ficcion would be more precise) gives ample evidence that Malzberg’s mind doesn’t work in established ruts, though.


  I


  It is 2119. The space arm of the government amalgamated with the military a century ago and now owns everything. Five million people are employed directly in this program and fifty-eight million others work in wholly space-related projects.


  For a hundred and twenty years a self-sufficient colony of forty thousand has dwelt on the moon. Satellite colonies on space stations orbiting the moon and Earth contain some ten thousand other souls. There has not been a manned exploratory flight for a long time but until a decade ago it was not deemed quite necessary as things seemed to be working out so nicely otherwise. Most of the mass media now emanates from orbit and from the moon since it has been found far less expensive to segregate the entertainment and news industries in an artificial environment. Intricate rocketry devices implanted upon the moon in 1985 allow its orbit to be juggled and rearranged and there is always a full moon for national holidays.


  II


  The captain of the Venus expedition is forty-two years old. He is the cream of a selection process which picked him from over four thousand men and women eligible for the position. He commands a crew of eight hundred and sixty-one, of whom more than fifty are entertainment and political personalities who will participate in the broadcast. A slight tendency toward aphasia which came upon him in the latter stages of the preparation-program is well compensated by two grains of disulfiamazole taken three times daily. His blood pressure under stress is one hundred and thirty over sixty-five. In his youth he was prone to premature ejaculation but has not been bothered by this problem for twenty years. He is happily married and the father of two grown children who accompany him on this flight. His wife must remain home due to imminent liver troubles but remains of good disposition and will take part in some of the broadcasts.


  III


  The chief engineer of this project, a man named Willoughby, knows that it is headed for disaster. No exploratory flight of this nature has taken place for over thirty years, the moon being approached through remote devices and the unmanned flights to Venus having occurred in ships one-twentieth the size of the one being prepared. Willoughby knows that the training procedures are both inadequate and fallacious because the equipment itself will not work on the long, difficult flight being planned, and time and again he has thought of bringing his opinions to the heads of government. Nevertheless, he cannot: his life is committed to the space program and he understands the desperate reasons underlying the expedition to Venus; to hinder the project in any way would bring the program, massive as it may be, into total disrepute and destruction. (Because he is something of a bureaucrat, he cannot allow himself to think of what will happen to the program if the expedition aborts spectacularly; he will worry about that when the time comes.) Also, Willoughby does not totally trust his judgment; none of the scientists who are over him or the technicians underneath seem to share his fears about the project and he cannot be the one to break the news. He does not discuss this with anyone but continues his work on an elaborate diary of suspicion and predicted failure which he decides he will release when the ship explodes in orbit.


  IV


  The captain and Willoughby have known one another vaguely for many years and do not seem to get along. This is because many years ago Willoughby laid the captain’s then-youthful wife in secret at a large holiday party conducted by the agency on the moon, bringing her to a violent orgasm during which she confessed that he was much better than the captain. Since then, the two men have not been able to truly confront one another although Willoughby has no evidence that the captain is certain what happened.


  He found the captain’s wife vague and out-of-synchronization while he fornicated with her and decided that the captain was a man in need of sympathy. He has no idea whether this incident plays any part in his decision to suppress his fears about the project but hopes that it does not since he has always prided himself upon being an objective and competent man.


  V


  Wilt Okun, the celebrated knuit player, will be on the Venus expedition and it is planned that he will play the National Anthem as the ship touches down on Venus. His presence on the flight will be concealed from the general public until then since his performance is supposed to be in the nature of a surprise and his stature as an entertainer this year promises that he will do excellent things for the public relations of the expedition. In order to get Okun, the agency was forced to guarantee his agent three percent of the flight budget plus a percentage of all eventual cassettes of his landing, but this expenditure was lumped with general procurement and thus is not public knowledge. In any event, the expenditure is well worth it as Okun is the best knuit player since 2112 and the days of Lester Carter. Appeals to his patriotism failed and bureaucratic threats were met with defiance, making the expenditure necessary.


  VI


  Massive riots, in 1972, resulted in the destruction of important equipment and personnel in many of the agency centers. Since then, security has been increased to the point that the centralized agency, located over three hundred square miles in the state of Nebraska, is totally-self-contained and impregnable to assault. More importantly, the agency moved in the wake of the riots to improve its public relations and to educate the public into understanding that their fate and importance as human beings devolved totally upon the ability of humans to pierce the heavens and it was the agency who was going to pierce the heavens for them so why not be reasonable and respond to the agency the way people used to respond to archaic religious totems and slogans?


  VII


  The efforts of the agency in this regard have, by this year, 2119, succeeded in convincing over ninety percent of the electorate that the human condition is inextricably bound to landing on Venus and if the mission fails, their lives will be utterly worthless. Population engineers in the higher level of the bureaucracy issued covert warnings about 2108 that this was dangerous because if the mission failed a good deal of disenchantment might devolve upon the agency, which could find its base of popular acceptance undermined and the lives of some of its employees might even be endangered. These population engineers were overruled however since the agency had decided by 2105 that a really large, effective push had to be undertaken within the lifetime of most people in the country; otherwise its position might erode. By 2110 Venus had been selected as a near and likely target and the enormous appropriations and efforts had commenced. Researches indicated that eight years was the longest effective period of public involvement and so, when plans were finalized, June 4, 2119 was selected as the date of Venus landing and the countdown began at V minus two thousand, nine hundred and twenty (days). Millions were invested in accompanying materials and national holidays were declared on V minus two thousand, V minus fifteen hundred, V minus one thousand and V minus five hundred. Also V minus four hundred, V minus three hundred and V minus two hundred. Also V minus one hundred and fifty, V minus one hundred and V minus fifty. Also V minus forty, thirty, twenty, ten and five. Also V minus one.


  VIII


  On V minus three Willoughby decides that he can no longer live a lie and through extraordinary efforts secures an appointment with the Chief of Cabinet. He tells the Chief that the Venus flight will fail to reach orbit and will definitely fall into the sun. The Chief, who really has no authority whatsoever, and whom the agency has enlisted to participate on the voyage as head of state, immediately places Willoughby under state arrest and has him shot the morning thereafter.


  IX


  On the way toward Venus a massive spectacle is presented by the personalities on board which is sent back via transistorized devices to the five billion people remaining on Earth. Wilt Okun, who is not part of the performance, being held back as the surprise of surprises, sits hunched over his knuit under the dome of the ship, staring out into the wasteland of space and playing diminished sevenths and quadruple-stopped arpeggios on his instrument while his mind, so to speak, wanders free over his history. He recalls a girl with whom he had sexual intercourse fifteen years ago, when he had insinuated his way in the project as a messenger, and thinks of what a truly splendid, if asymmetric fuck she was. Although Okun does not know this, this girl is the wife of the captain; she is in a hospital in West Town at the moment and she will, in some cunning way, be the key to any understanding of this novel.


  X


  Crowds gather in the streets, watching enormous monitors suspended by dirigible in the sky, carrying the progress of the ship. There is to be an enormous celebration at the moment of landing and a series of national holidays which will continue until the ship is safely home again.


  Screens have been set up on the periphery of the project in Nebraska; for a circumference of hundreds and hundreds of miles, people have come to park in their transport against the screens and share the experience together. A small number of revolutionaries with incendiary devices have joined the parked transport but with no hope of doing anything unless the mood of the crowd, inexplicably it would seem, should turn ugly.


  XI


  As the first jolt hits the ship, the gravitational devices fail and the captain finds himself suspended in ozone, crouched tailor-fashion near the ceiling, rubbing his hands uselessly together as the ship falls toward the sun. He realizes immediately what has happened because of his excellent training and background, and transmits an order to have the transmission halted immediately, but because all intra-ship communications are wrecked in the jolt the order is neither heard nor followed. The ship falls toward the sun at a speed of several thousand feet a second. It takes twelve hours, altogether, for the ship to be cut off and all of these twelve hours are seen on Earth by two and a half billion adults and many million children.


  I AM THE DOORWAY


  Stephen King


  Richard and I sat on my porch, looking out over the dunes to the Gulf. The smoke from his cigar drifted mellowly in the air, keeping the mosquitoes at a safe distance. The water was a cool aqua, the sky a deeper, truer blue. It was a pleasant combination.


  “You are the doorway,” Richard repeated thoughtfully. “You are sure you killed the boy—you didn’t just dream it?”


  “I didn’t dream it. And I didn’t kill him, either—I told you that. They did. I am the doorway.”


  Richard sighed. “You buried him?”


  “Yes.”


  “You remember where?”


  “Yes.” I reached into my breast pocket and got a cigarette. My hands were awkward with their covering of bandages. They itched abominably. “If you want to see it, you’ll have to get the dune buggy. You can’t roll this”—I indicated my wheelchair—“through the sand.” Richard’s dune buggy was a 1959 VW with pillow-sized tires. He collected driftwood in it Ever since he retired from the real estate business in Maryland he had been living on Key Caroline and building driftwood sculptures which he sold to the winter tourists at shameless prices.


  He puffed his cigar and looked out at the Gulf. “Not yet. Will you tell me once more?”


  I sighed and tried to light my cigarette. He took the matches away from me and did it himself. I puffed twice, dragging deep. The itch in my fingers was maddening.


  “All right,” I said. “Last night at seven I was out here, looking at the Gulf and smoking, just like now, and—”


  “Go further back,” he invited.


  “Further?”


  “Tell me about the flight.”


  I shook my head. “Richard, we’ve been through it and through it. There’s nothing—”


  The seamed and fissured face was as enigmatic as one of his own driftwood sculptures. “You may remember,” he said. “Now you may remember.”


  “Do you think so?”


  “Possibly. And when you’re through, we can look for the grave.”


  “The grave,” I said. It had a hollow, horrible ring, darker than anything, darker even than all that terrible ocean Cory and I had sailed through five years ago. Dark, dark, dark.


  Beneath the bandages, my new eyes stared blindly into the darkness the bandages forced on them. They itched.


  Cory and I were boosted into orbit by the Saturn 16, the one ail the commentators called the Empire State Building booster. It was a big beast, all right. It made the old Saturn 1-B look like a Redstone, and it took off from a bunker two hundred feet deep—it had to, to keep from taking half of Cape Kennedy with it.


  We swung around the earth, verifying all our systems, and then did our inject Headed out for Venus. We left a Senate fighting over an appropriations bill for further deep-space exploration, and a bunch of NASA people praying that we would find something, anything.


  “It don’t matter what,” Don Lovinger, Project Zeus’s private whiz kid, was very fond of saying when he’d had a few. “You got all the gadgets, plus five souped-up TV cameras and a nifty little telescope with a zillion lenses and filters. Find some gold or platinum. Better yet, find some nice, dumb little blue men for us to study and exploit and feel superior to. Anything. Even the ghost of Howdy Doody would be a start.”


  Cory and I were anxious enough to oblige, if we could. Nothing had worked for the deep-space program. From Borman, Anders, and Lovell, who orbited the moon in ’68 and found an empty, forbidding world that looked like dirty beach sand, to Markhan and Jacks, who touched down on Mars eleven years later to find an arid wasteland of frozen sand and a few struggling lichens, the deep-space program had been an expensive bust. And there had been casualties—Pedersen and Lederer, eternally circling the sun .when all at once nothing worked on the second-to-last Apollo flight. John Davis, whose little orbiting observatory was holed by a meteoroid in a one-in-a-thousand fluke. No, the space program was hardly swinging along. The way things looked, the Venus orbit might be our last chance to say we told you so.


  It was sixteen days out—we ate a lot of concentrates, played a lot of gin, and swapped a cold back and forth—and from the tech side it was a milk run. We lost an air-moisture converter on the third day out, went to backup, and that was all, except for nits and nats, until re-entry. We watched Venus grow from a star to a quarter to a milky crystal ball, swapped jokes with Huntsville Control, listened to tapes of Wagner and the Beatles, tended to automated experiments which had to do with everything from measurements of the solar wind to deep-space navigation. We did two midcourse corrections, both of them infinitesimal, and nine days into the flight Cory went outside and banged on the retractable DESA until it decided to operate. There was nothing else out of the ordinary until . . .


  “DESA,” Richard said. “What’s that?”


  “An experiment that didn’t pan out. NASA-ese for Deep Space Antenna—we were broadcasting pi in high-frequency pulses for anyone who cared to listen.” I rubbed my fingers against my pants, but it was no good; if anything, it made it worse. “Same idea as that radio telescope in West Virginia—you know, the one that listens to the stars. Only instead of listening, we were transmitting, primarily to the deeper space planets—Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus. If there’s any intelligent life out there, it was taking a nap.”


  “Only Cory went out?”


  “Yes. And if he brought in any interstellar plague, the telemetry didn’t show it.”


  “Still—”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said crossly. “Only the here and now matters. They killed the boy last night, Richard. It wasn’t a nice thing to watch—or feel. His head . . . it exploded. As if someone had scooped out his brains and put a hand grenade in his skull.”


  “Finish the story, he said.


  I laughed hollowly. “What’s to tell?”


  We went into an eccentric orbit around the planet. It was radical and deteriorating, three twenty by seventy-six miles. That was on the first swing. The second swing our apogee was even higher, the perigee lower. We had a max of four orbits. We made all four. We got a good look at the planet. Also over six hundred stills and God knows how many feet of film.


  The cloud cover is equal parts methane, ammonia, dust, and flying shit. The whole planet looks like the Grand Canyon in a wind tunnel. Cory estimated windspeed at about 600 mph near the surface. Our probe beeped all the way down and then went out with a squawk. We saw no vegetation and no sign of life. Spectroscope indicated only traces of the valuable minerals. And that was Venus. Nothing but nothing—except it scared me. It was like circling a haunted house in the middle of deep space. I know how unscientific that sounds, but I was scared gutless until we got out of there. I think if our rockets hadn’t gone off, I would have cut my throat on the way down. It’s not like the moon. The moon is desolate but somehow antiseptic. That world we saw was utterly unlike anything that anyone has ever seen. Maybe it’s a good thing that cloud cover is there. It was like a skull that’s been picked clean—that’s the closest I can get.


  On the way back we heard the Senate had voted to halve space-exploration funds. Cory said something like “looks like we’re back in the weather-satellite business, Artie.” But I was almost glad. Maybe we don’t belong out there.


  Twelve days later Cory was dead and I was crippled for life. We bought all our trouble on the way down. The chute was fouled. How’s that for life’s little ironies? We’d been in space for over a month, gone further than any humans had ever gone, and it all ended the way it did because some guy was in a hurry for his coffee break and let a few lines get fouled.


  We came down hard. A guy that was in one of the copters said it looked like a gigantic baby falling out of the sky, with the placenta trailing after it. I lost consciousness when we hit.


  I came to when they were taking me across the deck of the Portland. They hadn’t even had a chance to roll up the red carpet we were supposed to’ve walked on. I was bleeding. Bleeding and being hustled up to the infirmary over a red carpet that didn’t look anywhere near as red as I did . . .


  “. . . I was in Bethesda for two years. They gave me the Medal of Honor and a lot of money and this wheelchair. I came down here the next year. I like to watch the rockets take off.”


  “I know,” Richard said. He paused. “Show me your hands.”


  “No.” It came out very quickly and sharply. “I can’t let them see. I’ve told you that.”


  “It’s been five years,” Richard said. “Why now, Arthur? Can you tell me that?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know! Maybe whatever it is has a long gestation period. Or who’s to say I even got it out there? Whatever it was might have entered me in Fort Lauderdale. Or right here on this porch, for all I know.”


  Richard sighed and looked out over the water, now reddish with the late-evening sun. “I’m trying. Arthur, I don’t want to think that you are losing your mind.”


  “If I have to, I’ll show you my hands,” I said. It cost me an effort to say it. “But only if I have to.”


  Richard stood up and found his cane. He looked old and frail. “I’ll get the dune buggy. We’ll look for the boy.”


  “Thank you, Richard.”


  He walked out toward the rutted dirt track that led to his cabin—I could just see the roof of it over the Big Dune, the one that runs almost the whole length of Key Caroline. Over the water toward the Cape, the sky had gone an ugly plum color, and the sound of thunder came faintly to my ears.


  I didn’t know the boy’s name but I saw him every now and again, walking along the beach at sunset, with his sieve under his arm. He was tanned almost black by the sun, and all he was ever clad in was a frayed pair of denim cutoffs. On the far side of Key Caroline there is a public beach, and an enterprising young man can make perhaps as much as five dollars on a good day, patiently sieving the sand for buried quarters or dimes. Every now and then I would wave to him and he would wave back, both of us noncommittal, strangers yet brothers, year-round dwellers set against a sea of money-spending, Cadillac-driving, loud-mouthed tourists. I imagine he lived in the small village clustered around the post office about a half mile further down.


  When he passed by that evening I had already been on the porch for an hour, immobile, watching. I had taken off the bandages earlier. The itching had been intolerable, and it was always better when they could look through their eyes.


  It was a feeling like no other in the world—as if I were a portal just slightly ajar through which they were peeking at a world which they hated and feared. But the worst part was that I could see, too, in a way. Imagine your mind transported into a body of a housefly, a housefly looking into your own face with a thousand eyes. Then perhaps you can begin to see why I kept my hands bandaged even when there was no one around to see them.


  It began in Miami. I had business there with a man named Cresswell, an investigator from the Navy Department. He checks up on me once a year—for a while I was as close as anyone ever gets to the classified stuff our space program has. I don’t know just what it is he looks for; a shifty gleam in the eye, maybe, or maybe a scarlet letter on my forehead. God knows why. My pension is large enough to be almost embarrassing.


  Cresswell and I were sitting on the terrace of his hotel room, sipping drinks and discussing the future of the U.S. space program. It was about three-fifteen. My fingers began to itch. It wasn’t a bit gradual. It was switched on like electric current. I mentioned it to Cresswell.


  “So you picked up some poison ivy on that scrofulous little Island,” he said, grinning.


  “The only foliage on Key Caroline is a little palmetto scrub,” I said. “Maybe it’s the seven-year itch.” I looked down at my hands. Perfectly ordinary hands. But itchy.


  Later in the afternoon I signed the same old paper (“I do solemnly swear that I have neither received nor disclosed and divulged information which would . . .”) and drove myself back to the Key. I’ve got an old Ford, equipped with hand-operated brake and accelerator. I love it—it makes me feel self-sufficient.


  It’s a long drive back, down Route 1, and by the time I got off the big road and onto the Key Caroline exit ramp, I was nearly out of my mind. My hands itched maddeningly. If you have ever suffered through the healing of a deep cut or a surgical incision, you may have some idea of the kind of itch I mean. Live things seemed to be crawling and boring in my flesh.


  The sun was almost down and I looked at my hands carefully in the glow of the dash lights. The tips of them were red now, red in tiny, perfect circlets, just above the pad where the fingerprint is, where you get calluses if you play guitar.


  There were also red circles of infection on the space between the first and second joint of each thumb and finger, and on the skin between the second joint and the knuckle. I pressed my right fingers to my lips and withdrew them quickly, with a sudden loathing. A feeling of dumb horror had risen in my throat, woolen and choking. The flesh where the red spots had appeared was hot, feverish, and the flesh was soft and gelid, like the flesh of an apple gone rotten.


  I drove the rest of the way trying to persuade myself that I had indeed caught poison ivy somehow. But in the back of my mind there was another ugly thought. I had an aunt, back in my childhood, who lived the last ten years of her life closed off from the world in an upstairs room. My mother took her meals up, and her name was a forbidden topic. I found out later that she had Hansen’s disease—leprosy.


  When I got home I called Dr. Flanders on the mainland. I got his answering service instead. Dr. Flanders was on a fishing cruise, but if it was urgent, Dr. Ballanger—


  “When will Dr. Flanders be back?”


  “Tomorrow afternoon at the latest. Would that—”


  “Sure.”


  I hung up slowly, then dialed Richard. I let it ring a dozen times before hanging up. After that I sat indecisive for a while. The itching had deepened. It seemed to emanate from the flesh itself.


  I rolled my wheelchair over to the bookcase and pulled down the battered medical encyclopedia that I’d had for years. The book was maddeningly vague. It could have been anything, or nothing.


  I leaned back and closed my eyes. I could hear the old ship’s clock ticking on the shelf across the room. There was the high, thin drone of a jet on its way to Miami. There was the soft whisper of my own breath.


  I was still looking at the book.


  The realization crept on me, then sank home with a frightening rush. My eyes were closed, but I was still looking at the book. What I was seeing was smeary and monstrous, the distorted, fourth-dimensional counterpart of a book, yet unmistakable for all that.


  And I was not the only one watching.


  I snapped my eyes open, feeling the constriction of my heart. The sensation subsided a little, but not entirely. I was looking at the book, seeing the print and diagrams with my own eyes, perfectly normal everyday experience, and I was also seeing it from a different, lower angle and seeing it with other eyes. Seeing not a book but an alien thing, something of monstrous shape and ominous intent.


  I raised my hands slowly to my face, catching an eerie vision of my living room turned into a horror house.


  I screamed.


  There were eyes peering up at me through splits in the flesh of my fingers. And even as I watched the flesh was dilating, retreating, as they pushed their mindless way up to the surface.


  But that was not what made me scream. I had looked into my own face and seen a monster.


  The dune buggy nosed over the hill and Richard brought it to a halt next to the porch. The motor gunned and roared choppily. I rolled my wheelchair down the inclined plane to the right of the regular steps and Richard helped me in.


  “All right, Arthur,” he said. “It’s your party. Where to?”


  I pointed down toward the water, where the Big Dune finally begins to peter out. Richard nodded. The rear wheels spun sand and we were off. I usually found time to rib Richard about his driving, but I didn’t bother tonight. There was too much else to think about—and to feel: they didn’t want the dark, and I could feel them straining to see through the bandages, willing me to take them off.


  The dune buggy bounced and roared through the sand toward the water, seeming almost to take flight from the tops of the small dunes. To the left the sun was going down in bloody glory. Straight ahead and across the water, the thunderclouds were beating their way toward us. Lightning forked at the water.


  “Off to your right,” I said. “By that lean-to.”


  Richard brought the dune buggy to a sand-spraying halt beside the rotted remains of the lean-to, reached into the back, and brought out a spade. I winced when I saw it “Where?” Richard asked expressionlessly.


  “Right there.” I pointed to the place.


  He got out and walked slowly through the sand to the spot, hesitated for a second, then plunged the shovel into the sand. It seemed that he dug for a very long time. The sand he was throwing back over his shoulder looked damp and moist. The thunderheads were darker, higher, and the water looked angry and implacable under their shadow and the reflected glow of the sunset.


  I knew long before he stopped digging that he was not going to find the boy. They had moved him. I hadn’t bandaged my hands last night, so they could see—and act. If they had been able to use me to kill the boy, they could use me to move him, even while I slept.


  “There’s no boy, Arthur.” He threw the dirty shovel into the dune buggy and sat tiredly on the seat. The coming storm cast marching, crescent-shaped shadows along the sand. The rising breeze rattled sand against the buggy’s rusted body. My fingers itched.


  “They used me to move him,” I said dully. “They’re getting the upper hand, Richard. They’re forcing their doorway open, a little at a time. A hundred times a day I find myself standing in front of some perfectly familiar object—a spatula, a picture, even a can of beans—with no idea how I got there, holding my hands out, showing it to them, seeing it as they do, as an obscenity, something twisted and grotesque—”


  “Arthur,” he said. “Arthur, don’t. Don’t.” In the failing light his face was wan with compassion. “Standing in front of something, you said. Moving the boy’s body, you said. But you can’t walk, Arthur. You’re dead from the waist down.”


  I touched the dashboard of the dune buggy. “This is dead, too. But when you enter it you can make it go. You could make it kill. It couldn’t stop you even if it wanted to.” I could hear my voice rising hysterically. “I am the doorway, can’t you understand that? They killed the boy, Richard! They moved the body!”


  “I think you’d better see a medical man,” he said quietly. “Let’s go back. Let’s—”


  “Check! Check on the boy, then! Find out—”


  “You said you didn’t know his name.”


  “He must have been from the village. It’s a small village. Ask—”


  “I talked to Maud Harrington on the phone when I got the dune buggy. If anyone in the state has a longer nose, I’ve not come across her. I asked if she’d heard of anyone’s boy not coming home last night. She said she hadn’t.”


  “But he’s a local! He has to be!”


  He reached for the ignition switch, but I stopped him. He turned to look at me and I began to unwrap my hands.


  From the Gulf, thunder muttered and growled.


  I didn’t go to the doctor and I didn’t call Richard back. I spent three weeks with my hands bandaged every time I went out. Three weeks just blindly hoping it would go away. It wasn’t a rational act; I can admit that. If I had been a whole man who didn’t need a wheelchair for legs or who had spent a normal life in a normal occupation, I might have gone to Doc Flanders or to Richard. I still might have, if it hadn’t been for the memory of my aunt, shunned, virtually a prisoner, being eaten alive by her own failing flesh. So I kept a desperate silence and prayed that I would wake up some morning and find it had been an evil dream.


  And little by little, I felt them. Them. An anonymous intelligence. I never really wondered what they looked like or where they had come from. It was moot. I was their doorway, and their window on the world. I got enough feedback from them to feel their revulsion and horror, to know that our world was very different from theirs. Enough feedback to feel their blind hate. But still they watched. Their flesh was embedded in my own. I began to realize that they were using me, actually manipulating me.


  When the boy passed, raising one hand in his usual noncommittal salute, I had just about decided to get in touch with Cresswell at his Navy Department number. Richard had been right about one thing—I was certain that whatever had gotten hold of me had done it in deep space or in that weird orbit around Venus. The Navy would study me, but they would not freakify me. I wouldn’t have to wake up anymore into the creaking darkness and stifle a scream as I felt them watching, watching, watching.


  My hands went out toward the boy and I realized that I had not bandaged them. I could see the eyes in the dying light, watching silently. They were huge, dilated, golden-irised. I had poked one of them against the tip of a pencil once, and had felt excruciating agony slam up my arm. The eye seemed to glare at me with a chained hatred that was worse than physical pain. I did not poke again.


  And now they were watching the boy. I felt my mind sideslip. A moment later my control was gone. The door was open. I lurched across the sand toward him, legs scissoring nervelessly, so much driven deadwood. My own eyes seemed to close and I saw only with those alien eyes—saw a monstrous alabaster seascape overtopped with a sky like a great purple way, saw a leaning, eroded shack that might have been the carcass of some unknown, flesh-devouring creature, saw an abominated creature that moved and respired and carried a device of wood and wire under its arm, a device constructed of geometrically impossible right angles.


  I wonder what he thought, that wretched, unnamed boy with his sieve under his arm and his pockets bulging with an odd conglomerate of sandy tourist coins, what he thought when he saw me lurching at him like a blind conductor stretching out his hands over a lunatic orchestra, what he thought as the last of the light fell across my hands, red and split and shining with their burden of eyes, what he thought when the hands made that sudden, flailing gesture in the air, just before his head burst.


  I know what I thought.


  I thought I had peeked over the rim of the universe and into the fires of hell itself.


  The wind pulled at the bandages and made them into tiny, whipping streamers as I unwrapped them. The clouds had blotted the red remnants of the sunset, and the dunes were dark and shadow-cast. The clouds raced and boiled above us.


  “You must promise me one thing, Richard,” I said over the rising wind. “You must run if it seems I might try . . . to hurt you. Do you understand that?”


  “Yes.” IBs open-throated shirt whipped and rippled with the wind. His face was set, his own eyes little more than sockets in early dark.


  The last of the bandages fell away.


  I looked at Richard and they looked at Richard. I saw a face I had known for five years and come to love. They saw a distorted, living monolith.


  “You see them,” I said hoarsely. “Now you see them.”


  He took an involuntary step backward. His face became stained with a sudden unbelieving terror. Lightning slashed out of the sky. Thunder walked in the clouds and the water had gone black as the river Styx.


  “Arthur—”


  How hideous he was! How could I have lived near him, spoken with him? He was not a creature, but mute pestilence. He was—


  “Run! Run, Richard!”


  And he did run. He ran in huge, bounding leaps. He became a scaffold against the looming sky. My hands flew up, flew over my head in a screaming, orlesque gesture, the fingers reaching to the only familiar thing in this nightmare world—reaching to the clouds.


  And the clouds answered.


  There was a huge, blue-white streak of lightning that seemed like the end of the world. It struck Richard, it enveloped him. The last thing I remember is the electric stench of ozone and burnt flesh.


  When I awoke I was sitting calmly on my porch, looking out toward the Big Dune. The storm had passed and the air was pleasantly cool. There was a tiny sliver of moon. The sand was virginal—no sign of Richard or of the dune buggy.


  I looked down at my hands. The eyes were open but glazed. They had exhausted themselves. They dozed.


  I knew well enough what had to be done. Before the door could be wedged open any further, it had to be locked. Forever. Already I could notice the first signs of structural change in the hands themselves. The fingers were beginning to shorten . . . and to change.


  There was a small hearth in the living room, and in season I had been in the habit of lighting a fire against the damp Florida cold. I lit one now, moving with haste. I had no idea when they might wake up to what I was doing.


  When it was burning well I went out back to the kerosene drum and soaked both hands. They came awake immediately, screaming with agony. I almost didn’t make it back to the living room, and to the fire.


  But I did make it.


  That was all seven years ago.


  I’m still here, still watching the rockets take off. There have been more of them lately. This is a space-minded administration. There has even been talk of another series of manned Venus probes.


  I found out the boy’s name, not that it matters. He was from the village, just as I thought. But his mother had expected him to stay with a friend on the mainland that night, and the alarm was not raised until the following Monday. Richard—well, everyone thought Richard was an odd duck, anyway. They suspect he may have gone back to Maryland or taken up with some woman.


  As for me, I’m tolerated, although I have quite a reputation for eccentricity myself. After all, how many ex-astronauts regularly write their elected Washington officials with the idea that space-exploration money could be better spent elsewhere?


  I get along just fine with these hooks. There was terrible pain for the first year or so, but the human body can adjust to almost anything. I shave with them and even tie my own shoelaces. And as you can see, my typing is nice and even. I don’t expect to have any trouble putting the shotgun into my mouth or pulling the trigger. It started again three weeks ago, you see.


  There is a perfect circle of twelve golden eyes on my chest.


  ON VENUS THE THUNDER PRECEDES THE LIGHTNING


  David Duncan


  To make war, first make peace. And to make love . . .?


  AS I walked through the dusk to attend Terence Monkhouse’s lecture, I could see the planet Venus poised as the evening star in the green afterglow of sunset, a sight that will never fail to move me deeply. But even had the sky been black and dumping buckets of rain, I’d still have gone to hear Monkhouse. He was the one man in all the world who might solve my problem.


  Terence Monkhouse is a man I admire. Unlike other astronauts I’ve known—men of courage, intelligence and indisputable technical ability—Monkhouse is in addition a romantic and a philosopher—an unpredictable chap, pedantic it’s true, but ebullient and emotionally vulnerable, qualities that almost terminated his career. I sat at the rear of the auditorium where he couldn’t be startled by a glimpse of my face and prepared to listen.


  I wasn’t surprised when he began his speech with a philosophical reference although he himself seemed aware of the impropriety of doing so in these days when the entire intellectual past of the human race is viewed with skepticism. At least he’d chosen the right philosopher—the greatest skeptic of them all, David Hume.


  YOU may find it odd that I should go back to the Age of Johnson to seek a rationale for my experiences on Venus (Monkhouse said after the usual introductory banalities) but it’s necessary if I’m to be understood. Certain viewpoints from the past, almost lost to us through the jungle of contemporary controversy, can suddenly blaze forth like supernova when experience reestablishes their original meanings. So with David Hume and his Essay Concerning Human Understanding.


  Throughout that essay, Hume questions that any human intelligence can know cause-and-effect relationship in advance of actual experience or observation. I won’t insist that you agree with him when he says, “Our idea of necessity and causation arises entirely from the uniformity observable in the operations of nature, where similar objects are constantly conjoined together, and the mind is determined by custom to infer the one from the appearance of the other.” But I do ask you to heed his warning when he states further, “We have no argument to convince us that objects which have, in our experience, been frequently conjoined, will likewise in other instances be conjoined in the same manner, and that nothing leads us to this inference but custom or a certain instinct of our nature, which it is indeed difficult to resist but which, like other instincts, may be fallacious and deceitful.


  You’ll appreciate this warning when I tell you that shortly after our arrival on Venus, we were treated to a Venusian thunderstorm.


  Those who’ve known only the tempests of our sunny earth can scarcely imagine the atmospheric fury on that cloud-draped planet. From horizon to horizon the sky blazed with a continuous barrage of lightning strokes while the thunder kept up a deafening cadence of explosions and rumblings for more than an hour. So intermingled were the flashes of light and the bursts of sound that it was only when the storm began to diminish that its nature struck me as very peculiar.


  I watched; I listened. I experienced a sudden chill as one does when an event occurs that’s totally contrary to a law of nature. The event was not in itself frightening—no more so than if your pencil should rise from your desk of its own accord and drift out the window. You’d be in no danger. The pencil isn’t going to hurt you. But if you witnessed such a thing, you’d perhaps experience a chill.


  My own chill was due to the relationship between the lightning and the thunder and after waiting long enough to be sure my senses weren’t at fault, I turned to a young Venusian scholar who had already mastered enough English and taught me enough Venusian to make communication pleasant.


  “Am I imagining it?” I said—though I knew I was not. “It seems to me that the thunder precedes the lightning. That is, I hear the thunder before I see the lightning stroke and hear no thunder after the flash.”


  He looked at me curiously. “Why should you think you’re imagining it? It couldn’t possibly be any other way.”


  He was completely serious and obviously found nothing odd about thunder going before lightning. He only found it strange that I should be disturbed by the phenomenon. His name is unpronounceable in English but when attempted with a full mouth sounds something like Thomas, so I came to call him that.


  “But it most certainly can be another way,” I said. “On Earth the lightning always precedes the thunder and it has to be that way because the lightning causes the thunder.”


  “Not at all,” he said. “The thunder must come first because it’s the thunder that causes the lightning.”


  WE MIGHT have ended in an absurd argument except that for the first of many times the words of the philosopher came to my rescue—the words I’ve already quoted, reminding us that our concepts of causal relationships arise only from observation; we can never prove these relationships will always remain the same. On Venus the thunder had always come first and hence the Venusians accepted this as the only logical possibility.


  Our conversation was cut short by the arrival of a Venusian with a message for Thomas. Their whispered dialogue was highly agitated and from what I understood of it, their city-state was on the verge of war. The enemy was even now advancing upon the plains outside the city where we’d been given permission to set our camp.


  This development threatened our whole enterprise. We had planned to remain on Venus at least a year. Our captain, after preparing for a speedy departure should it be necessary, pointed out that our weaponry was superior to that of the Venusians and that we had a glorious opportunity to ingratiate ourselves with our present hosts by giving them whatever assistance was needed. This distressed me. It was evident from the shrieks of terror coming from the city that the inhabitants were expecting every species of calamity and that we’d have no choice but to blow the enemy to bits even though we had no notion as to what the war was about or which side was upholding the proper ideals.


  Meanwhile the enemy forces came drumming onto the plain. Young men poured from the city in battle dress, to take up positions of defense. Soon the opposing armies, five or six thousand to a side, were facing each other across a hundred yards of greensward, grim and silent and awaiting only the flicker of an official finger to begin the slaughter.


  I saw my friend Thomas in urgent consultation with three of his fellows. Directly the four of them stepped through the front line and moved toward the enemy. From the invading side a similar committee came forth. The groups met at midpoint on the battlefield. For the space of several minutes they engaged in a furious wielding of paper and pens and then each committee retired to its own side. Shortly thereafter the enemy marched away to the blare of trumpets and just as rapidly the local army dispersed.


  “What the hell?” our captain said.


  I put the same question to Thomas soon afterward.


  “Ah, was it not a magnificent war!” he said. “Did you see how gallantly the enemy marched away? How courageously our own soldiers retired from their positions?”


  “War?” I said. “I saw no one so much as scratched, let alone killed.


  What were you doing with those enemy representatives on the battlefield?”


  “Signing the peace treaty, of course,” he said.


  “But you can’t sign a treaty of peace until you’ve killed each other for ten or fifteen years.”


  He found this incomprehensible. “The treaty of peace must always come first,” he insisted. “It’s the initial step in all Venusian wars. It has to be that way because the terms of the treaty spell out the causes of the war and causes must always precede effects.”


  I clung to the words of my philosopher. (Monkhouse paused for emphasis, then resumed.) So our stay on Venus continued and I found time heavy on my hands. I was, as you know, the crew’s psychiatrist. We had thought to find a desolate planet, uninhabited and unbearably hot where every man might suffer an emotional breakdown and where I would be continuously engaged in patching shattered nerves and exorcising succuba of the inner orbit. But instead the land was fair, bathed in a prepetual aurora that filled the heavy clouds with light. The stalwart specialists of our crew were happily gathering rocks, sampling the atmosphere and cataloguing the flora and fauna with not so much as a single tic among them needing my attention.


  Our captain, after his first glimpse of the native women, had forbidden all fraternization with either male or female Venusians. Thomas, my friend who spoke English, was the one exception. The captain’s reasons were sound. Most of the crew members had wives waiting on earth. I did not. I finally approached the captain.


  “This is ridiculous,” I said. “All the other men are working at their specialties while I sit in my balloon of an office wasting mine. I’m sure the people on Earth will be just as interested in this planet’s inhabitants as in its rocks. I’d like your permission to study them.”


  The captain didn’t agree that people were as interesting as rocks but when I pointed out that I, the psychiatrist, was likely to be the only crew member to suffer a nervous collapse if I remained idle, he gave his reluctant consent.


  I wasted no time crossing the fields toward a Venusian cottage where there dwelt, as I had ascertained by lengthy examination with my binoculars, a young woman of extraordinary beauty, even by Venusian standards. I’ll attempt no description. I only know that roses hung their heads when she passed them.


  Her Venusian name, like Thomas’s, is impossible in our language but it’s not an uncommon name on Venus, as common as our Mary and so I called her that.


  She was at home. We smiled at each other and when I was able to speak, I explained that I was authorized to study the Venusian people and that if she agreed, I’d commence with her.


  She not only agreed—but with a quick understanding that endeared her to me the more, invited me to a party that very evening where I’d have the opportunity to observe Venusian society at play. By now I didn’t find it unusual when she told me what hour she’d call for me.


  I WAS not prepared, however, for the state she was in when she knocked at the door of my balloon. She was drunk. Wonderfully, appealingly drunk, but drunk all the same, laughing, quipping and dancing me all the way to the party with a happy abandon that made me abominate my sobriety. Our ship had carried no liquor and so the moment we arrived at the party, where everyone else was just as drunk as Mary, I made straight for the huge bowl of Venusian whisky determined to match her state as speedily as alcohol could pass into my bloodstream.


  To my alarm she accompanied me to the bowl and began downing drink for drink with me so that I was certain she’d pass out before the evening was well started.


  This did not occur. I observed, shortly before I reached a point where I could observe nothing, that with each drink she became progressively more sober. There was a glorious period of about five minutes when the two of us were at equilibrium in our intoxication and thereafter it was I who was cavorting about with a hand for every bottom and making an inebriated ass of myself before all the Venusians who, like Mary, had become more sober as the evening advanced. In the end Mary had to lead me back to my quarters where I was left with the vague memory of her gentle hands tucking me into my blankets.


  I awoke with a scorching hangover, swallowed numerous pills and staggered over to her cottage to apologize. She would hear of no apology. Her concern was all for my health. She couldn’t understand what had happened to me. I assured her that except for a temporary malaise my health was excellent and that what had happened to me was a common occurrence on earth. This amazed her.


  “What a frightful waste,” she said. “It’s early in the evening when one is fresh and happy that intoxication is fun. The prospect of pleasure is all one needs. And then one drinks to sober up so that when the party is over and one is tired, there’s no trouble getting home to a good night’s sleep.”


  I didn’t argue. On Venus the thunder precedes the lightning. But I realized I was in desperate need of further orientation before daring to advance my plans to her. For I was caught in a tempest of love and was resolved to have her for my wife and remain on Venus the rest of my days. I couldn’t chance destroying this future through ignorance.


  So I called in Thomas, hoping he could give me the philosophical key to Venusian behavior, both of its elements and people. And during our several conversations I believe I found that key.


  The Venusians have a version of Genesis where the first man and woman—call them Adam and Eve—were placed in a garden similar to Eden, to care for it and make it prosper. The Venusian story differs from ours in one respect. Instead of being told to leave the tree of wisdom alone, the Venusian Adam was commanded to eat of its fruit daily and to see that Eve did likesie.


  For a long time they did so, living in unparalleled virtue while the garden and all its creatures flourished under their supervision. Then the serpent tempted Eve, telling her of all the profane and sensuous joys she would know if she would just omit from her diet for one day the fruit that made her and Adam so wise.


  As in our own version, Eve succumbed to temptation and begged Adam to join her in forsaking wisdom for a day. The result was that God found them in bestial abandonment, all responsibilities forgotten, weeds flourishing and the previously peaceful animals snarling at each other. So the two were expelled from the garden and condemned with all their descendants to lives of hard labor.


  I found this opposite twist to the story significant in the highest degree. It meant that on Venus man’s original sin was one of omission instead of one of commission as on earth. And Thomas enlightened me further by stating that among the Venusians failure to perform a kindness when the opportunity arose was actually considered a greater sin than to indulge in an overt unkindness.


  What awesome fathoms of speculation this discovery opened before me! A slight shift in man’s original viewpoint and thenceforth nature herself changed her ways! The universe was subjective after all, consisting in the final analysis only of our observations which would, of necessity, differ with time and place and with the personality of the primary observer. David Hume was right—and so were Bishop Berkeley and Einstein! I had the key to the seeming contradictions of Venus, not contradictions at all except to one to whom custom had given contrary mental habits. The habits I could change and a philosophy that stressed the sin of omission was one I could live with.


  So I told Thomas of my love for Mary and of my determination to quit the ship, either with or without the captain’s permission, if she would accept me. Not wanting to be tripped up by any earthly preconceptions, I asked him to convey this message to Mary.


  He was delighted and his eyes glowed in such a secretive manner that I couldn’t but suspect he stood to gain some personal end by being my messenger. But if so, this meant only that he’d be a stronger advocate.


  He went to find the lady at once while I remained in my quarters to await his return. Hours passed, a full twenty-four of them which I spent in sleepless suspense before I saw him returning, a smile on his face, a bundle of some sort in his arms. I flung open my door.


  “Well?” I cried. “Well?”


  His smile brightened the room. “She fainted with joy when she heard my message,” he said. “She yearns for you as nature yearns for a vacuum!


  Momentarily his last statement crushed me, sounding to earthly ears like the sharpest sarcasm. Then I remembered where I was. “You mean she accepts?”


  “Of course she accepts. She is your wife from this moment on.”


  Never during our entire journey from Earth to Venus had I felt so weightless. “Oh, to hear it from her own lips!”


  “No need for that,” said Thomas. “She has sent you a far more binding affirmation of her wedded love than any words could convey. Here . . . He thrust his bundle toward me, flinging aside a light covering to expose the contents. I stared. I perceived a tiny pink fist waving about; I heard the thin wail of an infant.


  “What’s this?” I said.


  “Your child, of course.”


  Damn his of course’s. “Impossible! I haven’t even touched her in a sexual manner!”


  “I certainly hope not,” he said. “That would be most improper until you’ve waited the full nine months to assure the legitimacy of your offspring. I can’t believe that even on Earth nature allows humans the joys of cohabitation without first exercising them in the tribulations of its consequences.”


  “YOU’RE damned right nature allows such things on Earth!”


  “Then I can well understand how those problems of overpopulation and broken marriages come about and why men of your profession are kept so busy administering to the sexually disturbed. Here on Venus we earn our pleasures in advance.” His voice softened. “If what you say is true, I can well understand your frustration. But only think—nine months from now you will truly deserve your reward and can approach Mary free of any guilt and with your sexual appetite whetted a thousandfold. On Venus it’s the only possible way.”


  Nine months! I looked at my calendar and saw that in exactly nine months our ship would start its return to earth. I could wait. I must wait. All the years thereafter she would be mine.


  “Good,” said Thomas. “I leave you your child.” Which he did.


  I had no end of trouble trying to explain the infant’s presence to the captain but what he thought no longer concerned me. My mind was intent upon Mary and the calendar. For many hours of every day I stood with my binoculars trained on her cottage where she was usually visible in the doorway gazing in my direction, her face a torment of longing. She was suffering even as I, and in that knowledge I found strength to carry on.


  But never did time pass so slowly and I could find no diversion to hurry its pace. This was not tedium, for every moment was haunted by my visions, real and fancied, of Mary—nor could I stop my imagination from indulging ten thousand times and in as many different ways in our ultimmate embrace.


  Somehow the days passed, all of them, and at precisely ten o’clock on the final day of this inverted gestation period, I flung open my door and with passion putting wings to my feet bounded across the grassy field that had for so long been a barrier. From the distance came the blast of the spaceship’s horn summoning the crew to muster for launching and it occurred to me that the summons might be for me alone, for I’d neglected to tell the captain of my decision to remain behind. To hell with him.


  Mary awaited me trembling, her flesh blushing from white to crimson so that she outshone every flower with which she’d adorned her cottage. The couch awaited. After so long a delay in the consummation of our passion and after so prolonged a fueling of our sexual fires we raced instantly for that downy berth. I stripped naked as we crossed the room. She had met me in that state. Our only words were panted endearments until I had her locked in my arms and was, so I thought, on the point of union.


  What impediment intervened I know not. I only know that she cried out, “No, no, beloved! The Venusian way!”


  Oh, god, had my Earthly clumsiness marred this sublime moment?


  “Forgive me!” I gasped.


  “You forgive me! But it has to be the Venusian way. It’s the only way I know. The only way possible!”


  “Then tell me quickly.”


  “Yes, yes. So simple. Before you begin you must first withdraw!”


  Dumbfounded, I swung to a sitting position and for an eternity of perhaps a second tried to comprehend the mechanics of such an arrangement. That on Venus the thunder preceded the lightning was acceptable; that wars began with peace treaties was admirable; that people drank to sober up was admissible; that babies were born nine months before conception was endurable; but that copulation started by stopping was inconceiveable. At least to an Earth man. The second was long enough for me to know with utter certainty that comprehension of the method was forever beyond my reach.


  Far away the spaceship angrily bellowed the final summons and without pausing for clothing I sped from her cottage and raced for the ship. For a while her heartbroken voice followed me. “So simple, darling! So simple!”


  As you see by my presence in this hall tonight, I reached the ship in time and I shall not bore you with the terrors of our journey home, terrors brought about by the mysterious fact that our ship was one hundred and seventy pounds heavier than it had any right to be—some other effect of the Venusian environment no doubt. The captain had to lose the weight somehow and since I was within a few ounces of representing the surplus, he proposed to jettison me into space, a fate I was spared through the intercession of the other crew members. In the end the captain had to part with half his rocks and, of course, has never forgiven me.


  But I care not for that. During the whole of our return journey I wrestled with the problem of Venusian sexual relations and came no closer to a solution than when I sat by Mary’s side. It remains a profound mystery to me although to the people of Venus no mystery at all, for connubial bliss is rampant there. And so I leave you as I began with the words of the philosopher, “We have no argument to convince us that objects which have, in our experience, been frequently conjoined, will likewise in other instances be conjoined in the same manner.” Good night.


  THUS ended Terence Monkhouse’s account of his adventures on Venus. He left the stage and the audience departed the hall. I remained in my back row seat, bitterly disappointed. For I had now known why Monkhouse deserted his Mary. I had hoped it was only because his achievement was unsatisfactory and not because he had never achieved at all. If that was his fate, what now was mine?


  One of Monkhouse’s mysteries I could have cleared up easily had I dared expose myself. The matter of the ship’s extra weight is easily explained by the presence of a stowaway aboard. I know this because I was the stowaway. Yes, I am the Venusian whom Monkhouse called Thomas and I had no intention of endangering the ship. When I hid myself in her cargo, I thought Monkhouse was remaining on Venus and that my extra weight would be a necessity. I longed to visit the planet Earth and experience with my own senses a storm in which the lightning precedes the thunder.


  Oh, had I but waited for the outcome of his meeting with Mary! Then I’d have had second thoughts. But to me, a Venusian, it was beyond belief that any man would find it impossible to mate with a Venusian woman. So simple. So simple.


  And his failure is now mine. Here I am on an alien world with no chance of returning to my own, the taxpayers having revolted against spending so many billions on the importation of Venusian hornblend. I ought to be happy enough, for I’m young and possess all the grace and charm for which Venusians are celebrated. The women of Earth find me irrestible and I in turn am put into a constant passion by their exotic beauty. But, alas, not one of them understands that before making love I must first withdraw. So simple. So simple.


  I shall not quote the philosopher. I doubt if he could help me either.


  TO KILL A VENUSIAN


  Irwin Ross


  You yourself must die a little . . .


  JOHN Smith is an unexciting name to possess, and there was of course no way for him to know until the end of his career that he would be forever famous among connoisseurs of murder as Nine-finger Jack.


  John Smith’s marriage to his ninth bride, Marcia Runyon, took place on the morning of May the thirty-first. On the evening of May the thirty-first John Smith, having spent much of the afternoon pointing out to friends how much the wedding had excited Marcia and how much he feared the effect on her notoriously weak heart, entered the bathroom and, with the careless ease of the practiced professional, employed five of his fingers to seize Marcia’s ankles and jerk her legs out of the tub while with the other five fingers he gently pressed her face just below water level.


  So far all had proceeded in the conventional manner of any other wedding night; but the ensuing departure from ritual was such as to upset even John Smith’s professional bathside manner. The moment Marcia’s face and neck were submerged below water, she opened her gills.


  In his amazement John released his grasp upon both ends of his bride. Her legs descended into the water and her face rose above it. As she passed from the element of water to that of air, her gills closed and her mouth opened.


  “I suppose,” she observed, “that in the intimacy of a long marriage you would eventually have discovered in any case that I am a Venusian. It is perhaps as well that the knowledge came early, so that we may lay a solid basis for understanding.”


  “Do you mean that you are a native of the planet Venus?”


  “I do,” she said. “You would be astonished to know how many of us are already among you.”


  “I’m already quite astonished,” said John, “to learn of one. Would you mind convincing me that I did indeed see what I thought I saw?”


  OBLINGINGLY Marcia lowered her head beneath the water. Her gills opened and her breath bubbled merrily. “Nature, on our planet,” she explained when she emerged, “has bred as the dominant race our species of amphibian mammals, in all other respects superficially identical with Homo sapiens. You’ll find it all but impossible to tell us from humans except maybe by noticing those who, to avoid accidental opening of the gills, refuse to swim. Such concealment will, of course, be unnecessary when we take over complete control of your planet.”


  “And what do you propose to do with the race that already controls it?”


  “Kill most of them, I suppose,” said Marcia. “And might I trouble you for that towel?”


  “That,” pronounced John, with any handcraftsman’s abhorrence of mass production, “is monstrous. I see my duty to my race. I must reveal all.”


  “I am afraid,” Marcia observed as she dried herself, “that you will not. In the first place, no one will believe you. In the second place, I should then be forced to present to the authorities the complete dossier which I have gathered on the cumulatively interesting deaths of your first eight wives, together with my direct evidence as to your attempt this evening.”


  John Smith pressed the point no further. “In view of this attempt,” he said, “I imagine you would like either a divorce or an annulment.”


  “No,” said Marcia. “There is no better cover for my activities than marriage to a member of the native race. In fact, should you so much as mention divorce again, I shall be forced to return to the topic of that dossier. And now, if you will hand me that robe, I intend to do a little telephoning. Some of my better-placed colleagues will need to know my new name and address.”


  As John Smith heard her ask the long-distance operator for Washington, D.C., he realized that he would be forced to take action immediately. He did. First with knife, then with gun. _


  Through the failure of the knife, John Smith learned that Venusian blood has extraordinary, quickclotting powers and Venusian organs possess an amazingly rapid system of self-regeneration. And the bullet taught him a further peculiarity of the blood: that it dissolves lead—in fact thrives upon lead.


  His skill as a cook was quite sufficient to disguise any of the commoner poisons from human taste. The Venusian palate, however, not only detected but relished most of them. Marcia was particularly taken with his tomato aspic a Varsenique and insisted on his preparing it in quantity for a dinner of her friends, along with his sole amandine to which the prussic acid lent so distinctively intensified a flavor and aroma.


  WHILE the faintest murmur of divorce, even after a year of marriage, evoked from Marcia a frowning murmur of “Dossier . . .” the attempts at murder seemed merely to amuse her. Finally John Smith was driven to seek out Professor Gillingsworth at the State University, recognized as the ultimate authority (on this planet) on life on other planets.


  The professor found the query of much theoretical interest.


  “From what we are able to hypothesize of the nature of Venusian organisms,” he announced, “I can almost assure you of their “destruction by the forced ingestion of the best Beluga caviar in doses of no less than one-half pound per day.”


  Three weeks of the suggested treatment found John Smith’s bank account seriously depleted and his wife in perfect health.


  “That dear Gilly!” she laughed one evening. “It was so nice of him to tell you how to kill me; it’s the first time I’ve had enough caviar since I came to Earth. It’s so dreadfully expensive.”


  “You mean,” John demanded, “that Gillingsworth is—”


  She nodded.


  “And all that money!” John protested.


  America’s greatest physiologist took an interest in John Smith’s problem. “I should advise,” he said, “the use of crystallized carbon placed directly in contact with the sensitive gill area.”


  “In other words, a diamond necklace?” John Smith asked. He seized a water pitcher, hurled its contents at the physiologist’s neck and watched his gills open.


  THE next day John purchased a lapel flower through which water could be squirted—an article he thenceforth found invaluable for purposes of identification.


  The use of the flower proved a somewhat awkward method of starting a conversation and often led the conversation into unintended paths; but it did establish a certain clarity in relations.


  It was after John had observed the opening of the gills of a leading criminal psychiatrist that he realized where he might find the people who could really help him.


  From then on, while Marcia was engaged in her activities preparatory to world conquest, whenever he felt he was unobserved he visited. insane asylums, announced that he was a free-lance feature writer and asked if they had any inmates who believed that Venusians were at large upon Earth and planning to take it over.


  In this manner he met many interesting and attractive people, all of whom wished him godspeed in his venture, but who pointed out that they would hardly be where they were if all of their own plans for killing Venusians had not miscarried as hopelessly as his.


  From one of these friends, who had learned more than most because his Venusian wife had made the error of falling in love with him (an error which led to her eventual removal from human society), John Smith ascertained that Venusians may indeed be harmed and even killed by many substances on their own planet, but seemingly by nothing on ours—though the wife had once dropped a hint that one thing alone on Earth could prove fatal to the Venusian system.


  At last John Smith visited an asylum whose director announced that they had an inmate who thought he was a Venusian.


  When the director had left them, a squirt of the lapel flower verified the claimant’s identity.


  “I am a member of the Conciliationist Party,” he explained, “the only member who has ever reached Earth. We believe that Earthmen and Venusians can live at peace as all men should, and I shall be glad to help you destroy all members of the opposition party.


  “One substance on Earth is deadly poison to any Venusian. Since in preparing and serving the dish best suited to its administration you must be careful to wear gloves, you should begin your campaign by wearing gloves at all meals—”


  This mannerism Marcia seemed willing to tolerate for the security afforded her by her marriage and, even more particularly for the delights of John’s skilled preparation of such dishes as spaghetti all’aglio ed all’arsenico, which is so rarely to be had in the average restaurant.


  Two weeks later John finally prepared the indicated dish. Marcia had praised the recipe, devoured two helpings, expressed some wonder as to the possibility of gills in its creator, whom she had never met, and was just nibbling at the smallest bones when, as the Conciliationist had foretold, she dropped dead.


  Intent upon accomplishing his objective, John had forgotten the dossier—nor had he even suspected that it was in the hands of a gilled lawyer who had instructions to pass it on in the event of Marcia’s death.


  Even though that death was certified as natural, John rapidly found himself facing trial for murder, with seven other states vying for the privilege of the next chance at him should the trial fail to end in conviction.


  With no prospect in sight of a quiet resumption of his accustomed profession, John Smith bared his knowledge and acquired his immortal nickname. The result was a period of intense prosperity among manufacturers of squirting lapel flowers, bringing about the identification and exposure of the gilled masqueraders.


  But inducing them, even by force, to eat the substance poisonous to them was more difficult. The problem of supply and demand was an acute one, in view of the large number of the Venusians and the small proportion of members of the human race willing to perform the sacrifice made by John Smith.


  It was that great professional widower and amateur chef himself who solved the problem by proclaiming in his death cell his intention to bequeath his body to the eradication of Venusians, thereby pursuing after death the race which had ruined his career.


  All that had to be done, he pointed out, was secretly to slip a bit of human protoplasm into random meals—and the sheep would be separated, by death, from the goats.


  The noteworthy proportion of human beings who promptly followed his example in their wills has assured us of permanent protection against future invasions, since so small a quantity of the poison is necessary in each individual case; after all, one finger sufficed for Marcia.


  1972


  THE BARBARIAN


  A.E. van Vogt


  IN HIS INITIAL ADDRESS to the Patronate, following his return from Venus, Tews said among other things, “It is difficult for us to realize, but Linn is now without formidable enemies anywhere. Our opponents on Mars and Venus having been decisively defeated by our forces in the past two decades, we are now in a unique historical position: the sole great power in the world of man. A period of unlimited peace and creative reconstruction seems inevitable.”


  He returned to the palace with the cheers of the Patronate ringing in his ears, his mood one of thoughtful jubilation. His spies had already reported that the patrons gave him a great deal of the credit for the victory on Venus. After all, the war had dragged on for a long time before his arrival. And then, abruptly, almost overnight, it had ended. The conclusion was that his brilliant leadership had made a decisive contribution. It required no astuteness for Tews to realize that, under such circumstances, he could generously bestow a triumph on Jerrin, and lose nothing by the other’s honors.


  Despite his own words to the Patronate, he found himself, as the peaceful weeks went by, progressively amazed at the reality of what he had said: no enemies. Nothing to fear. Even yet, it seemed hard to believe that the universe belonged to Linn; and that, as the Lord Adviser, he was now in his own sphere in a position of power over more subjects than any man had ever been. So it seemed to the dazzled Tews.


  He would be a devoted leader, of course—he reassured himself hastily, disowning the momentary pride. He visualized great works that would reflect the glory of Linn and the golden age of Tews. The vision was so noble and inspiring that for long he merely toyed with hazy, magnificent plans and took no concrete action of any kind.


  He was informed presently that Clane had returned from Venus. Shortly thereafter he received a message from the mutation.


  
    His Excellency,


    Lord Adviser Tews


    My most honored uncle: I should like to visit you and describe to you the result of several conversations between my brother Jerrin and myself concerning potential dangers for the empire. They do not seem severe, but we are both concerned about the preponderance of slaves as against citizens on Earth, and we are unhappy about our lack of knowledge of the present situation among the peoples of the moons of Jupiter and Saturn.


    Since these are the only dangers in sight, the sooner we examine every aspect of the problem the more certain we can be that the destiny of Linn will be under the control of intelligent action and not governed in future by the necessary opportunism that has been for so many generations the main element of government.


    Your obedient nephew,


    Clane

  


  The letter irritated Tews. It seemed meddlesome, It reminded him that his control of Linn and of the glorious future he envisaged for the empire was not complete, that in fact these nephews might urge compromises that would dim the beauty that only he, apparently, could see.


  Nevertheless, his reply was diplomatic:


  
    My dear Clane: It was a pleasure to hear from you, and as soon as I return from the mountans, I shall be happy to receive you and discuss all these matters in the most thoroughgoing fashion. I have instructed various departments to gather data so that when we do get together, we can talk on the basis of facts.


    Tews,


    Lord Adviser

  


  He actually issued the instructions and actually listened to a brief account from an official who was an “expert” concerning conditions on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. They were all inhabited by tribes in various stages of barbaric culture. Recent reports gleaned from questioning of primitives who came from there and from the Linnan traders who visited certain ports of entry indicated that the old game of intrigue and murder ainong tribal chieftains seeking ascendancy was still going on.


  Relieved in spite of his previous conviction that the situation was exactly as it was now described, Tews departed on his mountain vacation with a retinue of three hundred courtiers and five hundred slaves. He was still there a month later when a second message arrived from Clane.


  
    Most gracious Lord Adviser Tews:


    Your response to my message was a great relief to me. I wonder if I could further impose upon your good offices and have your department heads determine how many are still here and where they are presently concentrated. The reason for this inquiry is that I have discovered that several of my agents on Europa, the great moon of Jupiter, were suddenly executed about a year ago and that actually my own information from that territory is based upon reports, all of which are not less than two years old, and those are extremely vague. It seems that about five years ago a new leader began to unify Europa; and my agents’ reports—when I now examine the data they furnished—grew less clear with each month after that. I suspect that I have been victimized by carefully prepared propaganda. If this be so, the fact that somebody was astute enough to seize my channels of information worries me.


    These are only suspicions, of course but it would seem advisable to have your people make inquiries with the possibility in mind that our present information sources are unreliable.


    Your faithful servant, and nephew,


    Clane

  


  The reference to the mutation’s “agents” reminded Tews unpleasantly that he lived in a world of spies. I suppose, he thought wearily, propaganda is even now being circulated against me because I am on a vacation. People cannot possibly realize what great plans my engineers and I are making for the State on this so-called pleasure trip.


  He wondered if, by releasing a series of public statements about the grandiose future, he might successfully head off criticism.


  That irritation lasted for a day, and then he read Clane’s letter again and decided that an unruffled and diplomatic approach was desirable. He must ever be in a position to say that he invariably took the most thorough precaution against any eventuality.


  He gave the necessary instructions, advised Clone that he had done so—and then began to consider seriously the situation that would exist when Jerrin returned from Venus six or eight months hence to receive his triumph. It no longer seemed quite the satisfactory prospect that it had been when he himself had first returned from Venus. These nephews of his tended to interfere in State affairs, and indeed both had the legal right to be advisers of the government. Each, according to law, had a Council vote in Linnan affairs, although neither could directly interfere with administration.


  I suppose, Tews grudgingly acknowledged to himself, Clane is within his rights; but what was it mother once said: “It is an unwise man who always exercises his rights.” He laughed, grimacing.


  That night, just before he went to sleep, Tews had a flash of insight: I’m slipping back into suspicion—the same fears that disturbed me when I was on Venus. I’m being influenced by this damnable palace atmosphere.


  He felt personally incapable of base thoughts, and accepted their presence in others—he told himself—with the greatest reluctance, and then only because of the possible effect on the State.


  His sense of duty—that was the real pressure on him, he felt convinced. It compelled him to be aware of, and actually to look for, scheming and plotting, even though he was revolted by any indications of intrigue.


  The realization of his own fundamental integrity reassured Tews. After all, he thought, I may occasionally be misled, but I cannot be wrong if I remain constantly on the alert for danger from all sources. And even a mutation with scientific knowledge and weapons is a matter about which I, as guardian of the State, must take cognizance.


  He had already given considerable thought to the weapons he had seen Clane use on Venus. And during the days that followed he came to the conclusion that he must take action. He kept saying to himself how reluctant he was to do so, but finally he advised Clane:


  
    My dear nephew:


    Although you have evidently not felt free to ask for the protection to which your rank and the value of your work entitles you, I am sure you will be happy to hear that the State is prepared to undertake protection of the material that you have rescued from the pits of the gods and from other ancient sources.


    The safest place for all this material is at your residence in Linn. Accordingly, I am authorizing funds to transport to the city any such equipment that you have at your country estate. A guards unit will arrive at the estate within the week with adequate transport, and another guards unit is this day taking up guard duty at your town residence.


    The captain of the guard, while of course responsible to me, will naturally grant you every facility for carrying on your work.


    It is with pleasure, my dear Clane, that I extend to you this costly but earned protection.


    At some time not too far in the future I should like to have the privilege of a personally conducted tour so that I may see for myself what treasures you have in your collection, with a view to finding further uses for them for the general welfare.


    With cordial best wishes


    Tews, Lord Adviser

  


  At least, thought Tews, after he had dispatched the message and given the necessary orders to the military forces, that will for the present get the material all in one place. Later, a further more stringent control is always possible—not that it will ever be necessary, of course.


  The wise leader simply planned for any contingency. Even the actions of his most dearly beloved relatives must be examined objectively.


  He learned presently that Clane had offered no resistance and that the material had been transported to Linn without incident.


  He was still at the mountain palace of the Linns when a third letter arrived from Clane. Though briefly stated, it was a major social document. The preamble read:


  
    To our uncle, the Lord Adviser:


    It being the considered opinion of Lords Jertin and Clane Linn that a dangerous preponderance of slaves exists in Linn and that indeed the condition of slavery is wholly undesirable in a healthy State, it is herewith proposed that Lord Adviser Tews during his government lay down as a guiding rule for future generations the following principles:


    1. All law-abiding human beings are entitled to the free control of their own persons.


    2. Where free control does not now obtain, it shall be delivered to the individual on a rising scale, the first two steps of which shall become effective immediately.


    3. The first step shall be that no slave shall in future be physically punished except by the order of a court.


    4. The second step shall be that the slave’s work day shall not in future exceed ten hours.

  


  The other steps outlined a method of gradually freeing the slaves until after twenty years only incorrigibles would be ‘not free,’ and all of these would be controlled by the State itself under laws whereby each was dealt with “as an individual.”


  Tews read the document with amazement and amusement. He recalled another saying of his mother’s: “Don’t ever worry about the idealists. The mob will cut their throats at the proper moment.”


  His amusement faded rapidly. These boys are really interfering in the affairs of state in Linn itself, which is only remotely in their province. As, the summer over, he made preparations to return to the city, Tews scowlingly considered the threat “to the State,” which—it seemed to him—was building up with alarming speed.


  On the second day after his return to Linn he received another letter from Clane. This one requested an audience to discuss “those matters relating to the defense of the empire, about which your departments have been gathering information.”


  What infuriated Tews about the letter was that the mutation was not even giving him time to settle down after his return. True, the work of reestablishment did not involve him—but it was a matter of courtesy to the office he held. On that level, Tews decided in an icy rage, Clane’s persistence bore all the earmarks of a deliberate insult.


  He sent a curt note in reply, which stated simply:


  
    My dear Clane:


    I will advise you as soon as I am free of the more pressing problems of administration. Please await word from me.


    Tews

  


  He slept that night, confident that he was at last taking a firm stand and that it was about time.


  He awoke to news of disaster.


  The only warning was a steely glinting of metal in the early-morning sky. The invaders swooped down on the city of Linn in three hundred spaceships. There must have been advance spying, for they landed in force at the gates that were heavily guarded and at the main troop barracks inside the city. From each ship debouched two hundred-odd men.


  “Sixty thousand soldiers!” said Lord Adviser Tews after he had studied the reports. He issued instructions for the defense of the palace and sent a carrier pigeon to the three legions encamped outside the city, ordering two of them to attack when ready. And then he sat pale but composed, watching the spectacle from a window that overlooked the hazy vastness of Linn proper.


  Everything was vague and unreal. Most of the invading ships had disappeared behind large buildings. A few lay in the open, but they looked dead. It was hard to grasp that vicious fighting was going on in their vicinity. At nine o’clock, a messenger arrived from the Lady Lydia:


  
    Dear Son:


    Have you any news? Who is attacking us? Is it a limited assault or an invasion of the empire. Have you contacted Clane?


    L.

  


  The first prisoner was brought in while Tews was scowling over the unpalatable suggestion that he seek the advice of his relative. The mutation was the last person he wanted to see. The prisoner, a bearded giant, proudly confessed that he was from Europa, one of the moons of Jupiter, and that he feared neither man nor god. The man’s size and obvious physical prowess startled Tews. But his naive outlook on life was cheering. Subsequent prisoners had similar physical and mental characteristics. And so, long before noon, Tews had a fairly clear picture of the situation.


  This was a barbarian invasion from Europa. It was obviously for loot only. But unless he acted swiftly, Linn would be divested in a few days of treasures garnered over the centuries. Bloodthirsty commands flowed from Tews’ lips. Put all prisoners to the sword. Destroy their ships, their weapons, their clothing. Leave not one vestige of their presence to pollute the eternal city.


  The morning ran its slow course. Tews considered making an inspection of the city escorted by the palace cavalry. He abandoned the plan when he realized it would be impossible for commanders to send him reports if he were on the move. For the same reason he could not transfer his headquarters to a less clearly marked building. Just before noon, the relieving report arrived that two of three camp legions were attacking in force at the main gates.


  The news steadied him. He began to think in terms of broader, more basic information about what had happened. He remembered unhappily that his departments probably had the information that—spurred by Clane—he had asked for months ago. Hastify, he called in several experts and sat somberly while each of the men in turn told what he had learned.


  There was actually a great deal of data. Europa, the great moon of Jupiter, had been inhabited from legendary times by fiercely quarreling tribes. Its vast atmosphere was said to have been created artificially with the help of the atom gods by the scientists of the golden age. Like all the artificial atmosphere, it contained a high proportion of the gas, teneol, which admitted sunlight but did not allow much heat to escape into space.


  Starting about five years before, travelers had begun to bring out reports of a leader named Czinczar who was ruthlessly welding all the hating factions of the planet into one nation. For a while it was such a dangerous territory that traders landed only at specified ports of entry. The information they received was that Czinczar’s attempt at unification had failed. Contact grew even more vague after that; and it was clear to the listening Tews that the new leader had actually succeeded in his conquests and that any word to the contrary was propaganda. The cunning Czinczar had seized outgoing communication sources and confused them while he consolidated his position among the barbarous forces of the planet.


  Czinczar. The name had a sinister rhythm to it, a ring of leashed violence, a harsh, metallic tintinnabulation. If such a man and his followers escaped with even a fraction of the portable wealth of Linn, the inhabited solar system would echo with the exploit. The government of Lord Adviser Tews might tumble like a house of cards.


  Tews had been hesitating. There was a plan in his mind that would work better if carried out in the dead of night. But that meant giving the attackers precious extra hours for loot. He decided not to wait, but dispatched a command to the third—still un-engaged—camp legion to enter the tunnel that led into the central palace.


  As a precaution, and with the hope of distracting the enemy leader, he sent a message to Czinczar in the care of a captured barbarian officer. In it he pointed out the foolishness of an attack that could only result in bloody reprisals on Europa itself and suggested that there was still time for an honorable withdrawal. There was only one thing wrong with all these schemings. Czinczar had concentrated a large force of his own for the purpose of capturing the Imperial party. And had held back in the hope that he would learn definitely whether or not the Lord Adviser was inside the palace. The released prisoner, who delivered Tews’ message, established his presence inside.


  The attack in force that followed captured the Central Palace and everyone in it, and surprised the legionnaires who were beginning to emerge from the secret passageway. Czinczar’s men poured all the oil in the large palace tanks into the downward sloping passageway and set it afire.


  Thus died an entire legion of men.


  That night a hundred reserve barbarian spaceships landed behind the Linnan soldiers besieging the gates. And in the morning, when the barbarians inside the city launched an attack, the two remaining legions were cut to pieces.


  Of these events the Lord Adviser Tews knew nothing. His skull had been turned over the previous day to Czinczar’s favorite goldsmith, to be plated with Linnan gold and shaped into a goblet to celebrate the greatest victory of the century.


  To Lord Clane Linn, going over his accounts on his country estate, the news of the fall of Linn came as a special shock. With unimportant exceptions, all his atomic material was in Liun. He dismissed the messenger, who had unwisely shouted the news as he entered the door of the accounting department. And then sat at his desk—and realized that he had better accept for the time being the figures of his slave bookkeepers on the condition of the estate.


  As he glanced around the room after announcing the postponement, it seemed to him that at least one of the slaves showed visible relief. He did not delay, but called the man before him instantly. He had an inexorable system in dealing with slaves, a system inherited from his long—dead mentor, Joquin, along with the estate itself.


  Integrity, hard work, loyalty, and a positive attitude produced better conditions, shorter working hours, more freedom of action, after thirty the right to marry, after forty legal freedom. Laziness and other negative attitudes such as cheating were punished by a set pattern of demotions. Short of changing the law of the land, Clane could not at the moment imagine a better system in view of the existence of slavery. And now, in spite of his personal anxieties, he carried out the precept of Joqnin as it applied to a situation where no immediate evidence was available. He told the man, Oorag, what had aroused his suspicions and asked him if they were justifed. “If you are guilty and confess,” he said, “you will receive only one demotion. If you do not confess and you are later proven guilty, there will be three demotions, which means physical labor, as you know.”


  The slave, a big man, shrugged and said with a sneer, “By the time Czinczar is finished with you Linnans, you will be working for me.”


  “Field labor,” said Clane curty, “for three months, ten hours a day.”


  It was no time for mercy. An empire under artack did not flinch from the harshest acts. Anything that could be construed as weakness would be disastrous.


  As the slave was led out by guards, he shouted a final insult over his shoulder. “You wretched mutation,” he said, “you’ll be where you belong when Czinczar gets here.”


  Clane did not answer. He considered it doubtful that the new conqueror had been selected by fate to punish all the evildoers of Liun according to their desserts. It would take too long. He put the thought out of his mind and walked to the doorway. There he paused and faced the dozen trusted slaves who sat at their various desks.


  “Do nothing rash,” he said slowly in a clear voice, “any of you. If you harbor emotions similar to those expressed by Oorag, restrain yourselves. The fall of one city in a surprise attack is not important.” He hesitated. He was, he realized, appealing to their cautious instincts, but his reason told him that in a great crisis men did not always consider all the potentialities.


  “I am aware,” he said finally, “there is no great pleasure in being a slave, though it has advantages—economic security, free craft training. But Oorag’s wild words are a proof that if young slaves were free to do as they pleased, they would constitute a jarring, if not revolutionary factor in the community. It is unfortunately true that people of different races can only gradually learn to live together.”


  He went out, satisfied that he had done the best possible under the circumstances. He had no doubt whatsoever that here, in this defiance of Oorag, the whole problem of a slave empire had again shown itself in miniature. If Czinczar were to conquer any important portion of Earth, a slave uprising would follow automatically. There were too many slaves, far too many for safety, in the Linnan empire.


  Outside, he saw his first refugees. They were coming down near the main granaries in a variety of colorful sky-scooters. Clane watched them for a moment, trying to picture their departure from Linn. The amazing thing was that they had waited till the forenoon of the second day. People must simply have refused to believe that the city was in danger, though, of course, early fugitives could have fled in other directions. And so not come near the estate.


  Clane emerged decisively out of his reverie. He called a slave and dispatched him to the scene of the arrivals with a command to his personal guards. “Tell these people who have rapid transportation to keep moving. Here, eighty miles from Linn, we shall take care only of the foot-weary.”


  Briskly now, he went into his official residence and called the commanding officer of his troops. “I want volunteers, “he explained, “particularly men with strong religious beliefs who on this second night after the invasion are prepared to fly into Linn and remove all the transportable equipment from my laboratory.”


  His plan, as he outlined it finally to some forty volunteers, was simplicity itself. In the confusion of taking over a vast city it would probably be several days before the barbarian army would actually occupy all the important residences. Particularly, on there early days, they might miss a house situated, as his was, behind a barrier of trees.


  If by some unfortunate chance it was already occupied, it would probably be so loosely held that bold men could easily kill every alien on the premises and so accomplish their purpose.


  “I want to impress upon you,” Clane went on “the importance of this task. As all of you know, I am a member of the temple hierarchy. I have been entrusted with sacred god metals and sacred equipment, including material taken from the very homes of the gods. It would be a disaster if these precious relics were to fall into unclean hands, I, therefore, charge you that if you should by some mischance be captured, do not reveal the real purpose of your presence. Say that you came to rescue your owner’s private property. Even admit you were foolish to sacrifice yourself for such a reason.”


  Mindful of Tews’ guard unit, he finished his instructions. “It may be that Linnan soldiers are guarding the equipment, in which case give the officer in command this letter.”


  He handed the document to the captain of the volunteers. It was an authorization signed by Clane with the seal of his rank. Since the death of Tews, such an authorization would not be lightly ignored.


  When they had gone out to prepare for the mission, Clane dispatched one of his private spaceships to the nearby city of Goram and asked the commander there, a friend of his, what kind of counteraction was being prepared against the invader. “Are the authorities in the cities and towns,” he asked, “showing that they understand the patterns of action required of them in a major emergency? Or must the old law be explained to them from the beginning?”


  The answer arrived in the shortest possible time, something under forty minutes. The general placed his forces at Clane’s command and advised that he had dispatched messengers to every major city on Earth in the name of “his excellency, Lord Clane Linn, ranking survivor on Earth of the noble Tews, the late Lord Adviser, who perished at the head of his troops, defending the city of Linn from the foul and murderous surprise attack launched by a barbarian horde of beast-like men who seek to destroy the fairest civilization that ever existed.”


  There was more in the same vein, but it was not the excess of verbiage that startled Clane. It was the offer itself and the implications. In his name an army was being organized.


  After rereading the message, he walked slowly to the full-length mirror in the adjoining bathroom and stared at his image. He was dressed in the fairly presentable reading gown of a temple scientist. Like all his temple clothing, the shoulder cloth folds of this concealed his “differences” from casual view. An observer would have to be very acute to see how carefully the cloak was drawn around his neck, and how it was built up to hide the slant of his body from the neck down, and how tightly the arm ends were tied together at his wrists.


  It would take three months to advise Lord Jerrin on Venus and four to reach Lord Draid on Mars, both planets being on the far side of the sun from Earth. It would require almost, but not quite, twice as long to receive a message from them. Only a member of the ruling family could possibly win the support of the diversified elements of the empire. Of the fate of the Lord Adviser’s immediate family, there was as yet no word. Besides, they were women. Which left Lord Glane, youngest brother of Jerrin, grandson of the late Lord Leader. For not less than six months accordingly he would be the acting Lord Leader of Linn.


  The afternoon of that second day of the invasion waned slowly. Great ships began to arrive, bringing soldiers. By dusk, more than a thousand men were encamped along the road to the city of Linn and by the riverside. Darting small craft and the wary full-sized spaceships floated overhead, and foot patrols were out, guarding all approaches to the estate.


  The roads themselves were virtually deserted. It was too soon for the mobs from Linn, which air-scooter scouts reported were fleeing the captured city by the gates that, at mid-afternoon, were still open.


  During the last hour before dark, the air patrols reported that the gates were being shut one by one. And that the stream of refugees was dwindling to a trickle near the darkening city. All through that last hour, the sky was free of scooters transporting refugees. It seemed clear that the people who could afford the costly machines were either already safe or had waited too long, possibly in the hope of succoring some absent member of the family.


  At midnight the volunteers departed on their dangerous mission in ten scooters and one spaceship. As a first gesture of his new authority Glane augmented their forces by adding a hundred soldiers from the regular army. He watched of those general officers who had had time to arrive. A dozen men climbed to their feet as he entered. They saluted, then stood at attention.


  Clane stopped short. He had intended to be calm, matter-of-fact, pretending even to himself that what was happening was natural. The feeling wasn’t like that. An emotion came, familiar, terrifying. He could feel it tingling up the remoter reflexes of his nervous system as of old, the beginning of the dangerous childish panic, product of his early, horrible days as a tormented mutation. The muscles of his face worked. Three times he swallowed with difficulty. Then, with a stiff gesture, he returned the salute, And walking hastily to the head of the table, he sat down.


  Clane waited till they had seated themselves, then asked for brief reports as to available troops. He noted down the figures given by each man for his province and at the end added up the columns.


  “With four provinces still to be heard from,” he announced, “we have a total of eighteen thousand trained soldiers, six thousand party trained reserves and some five hundred thousand able-bodied civilians.”


  “Your excellency,” said his friend Morkid, “the Linnan empire maintains normally a standing army of one million men. On Earh by far the greatest forces were stationed in or near the city of Linn, and they have been annihilated. Some four hundred thousand men are still on Venus and slightly more than two hundred thousand on Mars.”


  Clane, who had been mentally adding up the figures given, said quickly, “That doesn’t add up to a million men.”


  Morkid nodded gravely. “For the first time in years, the army is under strength. The conquest of Venus seemed to eliminate all potential enemies of Linn, and Lord Adviser Tews considered it a good time to economize.”


  “I see,” said Clane. He felt pale and bloodless, like a man who has suddenly discovered that he cannot walk by himself.


  Lydia climbed heavily out of her sedan chair, conscious of how old and unattractive she must seem to the grinning barbarians in the courtyard. She didn’t let it worry her too much. She had been old a long time now, and her image in a mirror no longer shocked her. The important thing was that her request for an interview had been granted by Czinczar after she had, at his insistence, withdrawn the proviso that she be given a safe conduct.


  The old woman smiled mirthlessly. She no longer valued highly the combination of skin and bones that was her body. But there was exhilaration in the realization that she was probably going to her death. Despite her age and some self-disgust, she felt reluctant to accept oblivion. But Clane had asked her to take the risk. It vaguely amazed Lydia that the idea of the mutation’s holding the Lord Leadership did not dismay her any more. She had her own private reasons for believing Clane capable. She walked slowly along the familiar hallways through the gleaming arches, and across rooms that glittered with the treasures of the Linn family. Everywhere were the big, bearded young men who had come from far Europa to conquer an empire about which they could only have heard by hearsay. Looking at them, she felt justified in all the pitiless actions she had taken in her day. They were, it seemed to the grim old woman living personifications of the chaos that she had fought against all her life.


  As she entered the throne room, the darker thoughts faded from her mind. She glanced around with sharp eyes for the mysterious leader. There was no one on or near the throne. Groups of men stood around talking. In one of the groups was a tall, graceful young man, different from all the others in the room. They were bearded. He was clean-shaven.


  He saw her and stopped listening to what one of his companions was saying, stopped so noticeably that a silence fell on the group. The silence communicated itself to other groups. After not more than a minute, the roomful of man had faced about and was staring at her, waiting for their commander to speak. Lydia waited, also, examining him swiftly. Czinczar was not a handsome man but he had an appearance of strength, always a form of good looks. And yet it was not enough. This barbarian world was full of strong-looking men. Lydia, who had expected outstanding qualities, was puzzled.


  His face was sensitive rather than brutal, which was unusual. But still not enough to account for the fact that he was absolute lord of an enormous undisciplined horde.


  The great man came forward. “Lady,” he said, “you have asked to see me.”


  And then she knew his power. In all her long life she had never heard a baritone voice so resonant, so wonderfully beautiful, so assured of command. It changed him. She realized suddenly that she had been mistaken about his looks. She had sought normal clean-cut handsomeness. This man was beautiful.


  The first fear came to her. A voice like that, a personality like that—


  She had a vision of this man persuading the Linnan empire to do his will. Mobs hypnotized. The greatest men bewitched. She broke the spell with an effort of will. She said, “You are Czinczar?”


  “I am Czinczar.”


  The definite identification gave Lydia another, though briefer, pause. But this time she recovered more swiftly. And this time, also, her recovery was complete. Her eyes narrowed. She stared at the great man with a developing hostility. “I can see,” she said acridly, “that my purpose in coming to see you is going to fail.”


  “Naturally.” Czinczar inclined his head, shrugged. He did not ask her what was her purpose. He seemed incurious. He stood politely, waiting for her to finish what she had to say.


  “Until I saw you,” said Lydia grimly, “I took it for granted that you were an astute general. Now I see that you consider yourself a man of destiny. I can already see you being lowered into your grave.”


  There was an angry murmur from the other men in the room. Czinczar waved them into silence. “Madam,” he said, “such remarks are offensive to my officers. State your case, and then I will decide what to do with you.”


  Lydia nodded, but she noted that he did not say that he was offended. She sighed inwardly. She had her mental picture now of this man, and it depressed her. All through known history these natural leaders had been spewed up by the inarticulate masses. They had a will in them to rule or die. But the fact that they frequently died young made no great difference. Their impact on their times was colossal. Such a man could, even in his death throes, drag down long-established dynasties with him. Already he had killed the legal ruler of Linn and struck a staggering blow at the heart of the empire. By a military freak, it was true—but history accepted such accidents without a qualm.


  Lydia said quietly, “I shall be brief since you are no doubt planning high policy and further military campaigns. I have come here at the request of my grandson, Lord Clane Linn.”


  “The mutation!” Czinczar nodded. His remark was noncommittal, an identification, not a comment.


  Lydia felt an inward shock that Czinczar’s knowledge of the ruling faction should extend to Clane, who had tried to keep himself in the background of Linnan life. She dared not pause to consider the potentialities. She continued quietly. “Lord Clane is a temple scientist, and, as such, he has for many years been engaged in humanitarian scientific experiments. Most of his equipment unfortunately is here in Linn.” Lydia shrugged. “It is quite valueless to you and your men, but it would be a great loss to civilization if it were destroyed or casually removed. Lord Clane therefore requests that you permit him to send slaves to his town house to remove these scientific instruments to his country estate. In return—”


  “Yes,” echoed Czinczar, “in return—” His tone was ever so faintly derisive; and Lydia had a sudden realization that he was playing with her. It was not a possibility that she could pay any attention to.


  “In return,” she said, “he will pay you in precious metals and jewels any reasonable price which you care to name.” Having finished, she took a deep breath and waited.


  There was a thoughtful expression on the barbarian leader’s face. “I have heard,” he said, “of Lord Clane’s experiments with the so-called”—he hesitated—“god metals of Linn. Very curious stories, some of them; and as soon as I am free from my military duties, I intend to examine this laboratory with my own eyes. You may tell your grandson,” he continued with a tone of finality, “that his little scheme to retrieve the greatest treasures in the entire Linnan empire was hopeless from the beginning. Five spaceships descended in the first few minutes of the attack on the estate of Lord Clane to insure that the mysterious weapons there were not used against my invading fleet, and I consider it a great misfortune that he himself was absent in the country at the time. You may tell him that we were not caught by surprise by his midnight attempt two days ago to remove the equipment and that his worst fears as to its fate are justified.” He finished, “It is a great relief to know that most of his equipment is safe in our hands.”


  Lydia said nothing. The phrase, “You may tell him,” had had a profound chemical effect on her body.


  She hadn’t realized she was so tense. It seemed to her that if she spoke she would reveal her own tremendous personal relief. “You may tell him—” There could be only one interpretation. She was going to be allowed to depart. Once more she waited.


  Czinczar walked forward until he was standing directly in front of her. Something of his barbarous origin, so carefully suppressed until now, came into his manner. A hint of a sneer, the contempt of a physically strong man for decadence, a feeling of genuine basic superiority to the refinement that was in Lydia. When he spoke, he showed that he was consciously aware that he was granting mercy.


  “Old woman,” he said, “I am letting you go because you did me a great favor when you maneuvered your son, Lord Tews, into the—what did he call it—Lord Advisership. That move, and that alone, gave me the chance I needed to make my attack on the vast Linnan empire.” He smiled. “You may depart, bearing that thought in mind.”


  For some time, Lydia had condemned the sentimental action that had brought Tews into supreme power. But it was a different matter to realize that, far away in interplanetary space, a man had analyzed the move as a major Linnan disaster. She went out without another word.


  Czinczar slowly climbed the hill leading up to the low, ugly fence that fronted Lord Clane’s town house. He paused at the fence, recognized the temple building material of which it was composed—and then walked on thoughtfully. With the same narrow-eyed interest a few minutes later, he stared at the gushing fountains of boiling water. He beckoned finally to the engineer who had directed the construction of the spaceships that had brought his army to Earth. “How does it work?” he asked.


  The designer examined the base of the fountain. He was in no hurry, a big fattish man with a reputation for telling jokes so coarse that strong men winced with shame. He had already set up house in one of the great palaces with three Linnan girls as mistresses and a hundred Linnan men and women as slaves. He was a happy man, with little personal conceit and very little pride as yet to restrain his movements. He located the opening into the fountain and knelt in the dirt like any worker. In that, however, he was not unique. Czinczar knelt beside him, little realizing how his actions shocked the high-born Linnans who belonged to his personal slave retinue. The two men peered into the gloom. “Temple building material,” said Meewan, the designer.


  Czinczar nodded. They climbed to their feet without further comment, for these were matters that they had discussed at length over a period of years. At the house, a few minutes later, the leader and his henchman both lifted the heavy draperies that covered the walls of a corridor leading into the main laboratory. Like the fence outside, the walls were warm as from some inner heat.


  Temple building material! Once again no comment passed between them. They walked on into the laboratory proper; and now they looked at each other in amazement. The room had been noticeably enlarged from its original size, although this they did not know. A great section had been torn out of one wall, and the gap, although it was completely filled in, was still rough and unfinished. But that was only the environment. On almost every square yard of the vast new floor were machines opaque and machines transparent, machines big and small, some apparently complete, others unmistakably mere fragments.


  For a moment there was a distinct sense of too much to see. Czinczar walked forward speculatively, glanced at several of the transparent articles with an eye that tried to skim the essentials of shape and inner design. At no time during those first moments did he have any intention of pausing for a detailed examination. And then, out of the corner of his eye he caught a movement.


  A glow. He bent down and peered into a long, partly transparent metal case, roughly shaped like a coffin, even as to the colorful and costly-looking lining. The inside, however, curved down to form a narrow channel. Along this channel rolled a ball of light. It turned over sedately, taking approximately one minute to cover the distance to the far side. With the same lack of haste, it paused, seemed to meditate on its next action, and then, with immense deliberation began its return journey.


  The very meaningless of the movement fascinated Czinczar. He extended his hand gingerly to within an inch of the ball. Nothing happened. He drew back and pursed his lips. In spite of his attack on Linn, he was not a man who took risks. He beckoned toward a guard. “Bring a slave,” he said. Under his direction a former Linnan nobleman, perspiring from every pore, extended his finger and touched the moving ball. His finger went in as if there were nothing there.


  He drew back, startled. But the inexorable Czinczar was not through with him. Once more the reluctant, though no longer quite so fearful, finger penetrated the moving ball. The ball rolled into it, through it, beyond it. Czinczar motioned the slave aside and stood looking at him thoughtfully. There must have been something of his purpose in his face, for the man gave a low cry of horror: “Master, I understand nothing of what I have seen. Nothing. Nothing.”


  “Kill him,” said Czinczar.


  He turned, scowling, back to the machine. “There must be,” he said, and there was a stubborn note in his glorious voice, “some reason for its movements, for—its existence.”


  Half an hour later he was still examining it.


  “If I could only—” thought Clane many times. And knew that he dared not. Not yet.


  He had with a certain cynicism permitted the soldiers sent by Lord Tews to remove his equipment to Linn. This included the prize of all his findings, a ball that rolled to and fro in a coffin-like container; a discovery of the golden age that had shaken his certainties to the core of his being.


  Because of the ball of energy he had not hesitated to let Tews take control of the artifacts of that ancient and wonderful culture.


  He need merely go into the presence of the ball and because of his knowledge of its function could attune himself to it.


  It could then be mentally controlled from a distance; all its strange power available—for about three days. At some not precisely determinable time on the third day, it would cease to “come” when he “called” it.


  Then he would have to visit it while it was in its container and by direct contact reestablish rapport.


  It had seemed evident from Tews’ action that the Lord Adviser had not intended to bar him from the equipment. And so the location of the ball in his own Linnan residence under guard had not mattered.


  He had not despite his anxieties anticipated a major attack that would capture Linn in one swift assault.


  And so the weapon that could end the war was out of his reach, unless he could somehow get to it by cunning means.


  He did not yet feel that desperate.


  Nor actually were the Linnan forces strong enough to take advantage of a miracle.


  Even as in a kind of mental agony he wondered how he would get into Linn, and into his house, he devoted himself to the grim business of training an army as it fought.


  There was an old saying in the Linnan army to the effect that, during his first month, a trainee, if put into battle, caused the death of his trained companions. During the second month he hindered retreats made necessary by his presence. And during the third month he was just good enough to get himself killed in the first engagement.


  Clane, watching a group of trainees after several weeks of drilling, experienced all the agony of realizing how true the adage was. Learning to fire a bow effectively required complex integration of mind and body. In-fighting with swords had to include the capacity for cooperating with companions. And effective spear fighting was an art in itself.


  The plan he outlined that night to the full general staff was an attempt to cover up against the weakness. It was a frank determination to use unfit men as first-line defense troops. He put in a word for the unfit. “Do not overexercise them. Get them out into the open air and simply teach them the first elements of how to use weapons. First bows and arrows, then spears, and finally swords.”


  After the meeting, long into the night, he examined reports on the cities of Nouris and Gulf, which had fallen virtually without a fight. As the barbarians attacked, the slaves simply rose up and murdered their masters. A supplementary general-staff report recommended mass execution for all able-bodied male slaves.


  The uneasy Clane dispatched messengers to gather commercial and industrial leaders for a morning conference and then unhappily took the slave problem to bed with him.


  At ten o’clock he called the meeting to order and told the hundred-odd assembled representative merchants that the army had recommended universal death for male slaves.


  His statement caused an immediate uproar.


  One man said, “Your excellency, it is impossible. We cannot destroy so much valuable property.”


  With two exceptions, that seemed to be the attitude. Both exceptions were young men, one of whom said, “Gentleman, this is a necessary action.”


  The other said, “My own feeling is that this crisis makes possible a great progressive act—the end of slavery in Linn.”


  Both men were shouted down by enraged merchants.


  Clane stepped forward and raised his hand. When he had silence, he began. “There is no time for half-measures. We must adopt one or the other of these alternatives.”


  There followed a series of conferences among groups of merchants. Finally a bland spokesman said, “Your excellency, the merchants here present favor promising the slaves freedom.”


  For a long moment Clane gazed at his grinning audience, then abruptly turned his back on them and left the room. That afternoon he prepared a special bulletin:


  
    FREEDOM FOR LOYAL SERVANTS


    By order of his excellency, Lord Clane Linn, Leader of Linn, temple scientist, beloved of the Atom Gods themselves, it is hereby commanded, and so it shall be forevermore:


    GREETINGS to all those good men and women who have quietly and efficiently served the empire in atonement for sins of leaders who rashly led them into hopeless wars against the god-protected Linnan empire—here is the chance of complete freedom that you have earned by your actions and attitudes during the past years.


    The empire has been attacked by a cruel and barbarous invader. His reign of terror cannot but be temporary, for invincible forces are gathering against him, An army of a million men is on the way from Mars and Venus, and here on Earth irresistible forces totaling more than two million men are already organizing for battle.


    The enemy numbers less than sixty thousand soldiers. To this small army, which gained its initial victory by a surprise and base attack, a few foolish men and women have rashly attached themselves. All the women, unless they are convicted of major crimes, will be spared. For the men who have already gone over to the enemy, there is but one hope: Escape immediately from the barbarian enemy and REPORT TO THE CONCENTRATION CAMPS listed at the bottom of this proclamation. There will be no guards at the camps, but weekly roll calls will be made. And every man whose name appears regularly on these rolls will be granted full freedom when the enemy is defeated.


    For hardened recalcitrants the penalty is death.


    To those men and women still loyally serving at their appointed tasks, I, Lord Clane, acting Lord Leader of Linn, give the following commands:


    All women and children will remain at their present residences, continuing to serve as in the past. All men report to their masters and say, “It is my intention to take advantage of the offer of Lord Clane. Give me a week’s food so that I, too, may report to a concentration camp.”


    Having done this, and having received the food, leave at once. DO NOT DELAY A SINGLE HOUR.


    If for some reason your master is not at home, take the food and go without permission. No one will hinder you in your departure from the city.


    Any man to whom this order applies who is found lurking within any city or town twenty-four hours after this proclamation is posted will be suspected of treasonable intent.


    The penalty is death.


    Any man who after one week is found within a fifty mile radius of a city will be suspected of treasonable intent.


    The penalty is death.


    To save yourself, go to a concentration camp and appear regularly for roll call. If the barbarians attack your camp, scatter into the forests and hills and hide, or go to another camp. Adequate food rations will be supplied all camps.


    All those of proven loyalty will receive freedom when the war is over. They will immediately have the right to marry. Settlement land will be opened up. After five years citizenship rights, granted alien immigrants, will be available on application.


    This is the end of slavery in the Linnan empire.


    BE WISE—BE SAFE—BE FREE

  


  It was a document that had its weak points. Before issuing it, Clane spent time arguing its merits to a group of doubtful officers—he ignored the merchants; they were too venal to be considered. He pointed out that it would be impossible to keep secret a general order for mass execution. A majority of the slaves would escape, and then they would really be dangerous. He admitted that the proclamation, though he meant every word of the promise in it, was full of lies. A million slaves in Linn alone had gone over to Czinczar, many of them trained soldiers. Czinczar could use them to garrison any city he might capture and thus have his own army free for battle. It was Morkid, sardonic and scathing, who ended the argument late in the afternoon.


  “Gentlemen,” he said, “you do not seem to be aware that our commander-in-chief has at one stroke cut through all our illusions and false hopes, and penetrated straight to the roots of the situation in which we find ourselves. What is clear by the very nature of our discussion is that we have no choice.” His voice went up. “In this period when disaster is so imminent, we are fortunate in having as our leader a genius of the first rank who has already set us on the only military path that can lead to victory.”


  “Gentlemen”—his voice rang with the tribute—“I give you Lord Clane Linn, acting Lord Leader of Linn.”


  The clapping lasted for five minutes.


  Clane watched the battle for Goram from a patrol craft that darted from strong point to strong point. Enemy squadrons tried again and again to close in on him, but his own machine was faster and more maneuverable.


  The familiar trick of getting above him was tried, an old device in patrol craft and spaceship fighting. But the expected energy flow upward did not take place. His small vessel did not even sag, which was normally the minimum reaction when two sources of atomic energy operated on a gravity line.


  The efforts worried Clane. Czinczar was, of course, aware by this time that his enemy knew more about the metals of the gods than he or his technicians. But it would be unfortunate if they should conclude from the actions of this one ship that Clane himself was inside. He wanted to see this battle. In spite of evening, minute by minute, he saw it.


  The defense was tough, tougher than he had anticipated from the fact that four more cities had fallen in the past four weeks. The untrained were fighting grimly for their lives. Arrows took a toll of the attackers. Spears, awkwardly but desperately manipulated, inflicted wounds and sometimes death. The sword-fighting stage was the worst. The muscular and powerful barbarians, once they penetrated the weapons that could attack them from a distance, made short work of their weaker adversaries.


  The first line was down, devastated, defeated. The second line battle began. Barbarian reserves came forward and were met by waves of arrows that darkened the sky—and took their toll when they struck the advancing groups of men. Hoarse cries of pain, curses, the shrieks of the desperately wounded, the agonized horror of Linnans suddenly cut off and doomed, rose up to the ears of those in the darting small craft. The defenders strove to stay together. That was part of their instructions. Retreat slowly to the central squares—which were strongly held against a surprise rear attack.


  Retreat, and at the last minute spaceships would land and rescue the hard-pressed, but theoretically still intact army of what had once been able-bodied civilians. After a month and a half of training they were too valuable to sacrifice in a last-ditch fight.


  As it was, their dogged resistance was shaping the pattern of the war. Surely, Czinczar, counting his men after each battle, must already be having his own private doubts, His army as a whole, augmented by the unrepentant among the slaves, was increasing daily. But the larger the army grew, the smaller was his chance of controlling it.


  Yet there was no doubt about this battle, or this city, As the dark tide of night slipped in from the east, victory fires began to burn in all the important streets. The smoke wreathed into the sky, and blood-red flames licked up into the blackness. The Linnans below, at this very moment enduring the beginning of a barbarian occupation, would not be in a humor to appreciate that their grudgingly accepted defeat represented a possible turning point in the war.


  The time had come to decide when and where and under what conditions the main Linnan force would be thrown into a decisive battle for the control of the planet. And there was another decision, also, involving an immensely risk attempt to get near the ball of light. Clane shifted uneasily and drew his cloak tightly around his thin shoulders.


  He was still considering ways and means when a message was brought him by a released Linnan nobleman who had been captured by the barbarians.


  The message was a one-sentence question from Czinczar. “Have you ever wondered, my dear Lord Clane, how the civilization of the golden age was so completely destroyed?”


  It was a problem about which Clane had pondered many times. But it had never occured to him that the answer might be known to a barbarian from a remote moon of Jupiter.


  He questioned the released nobleman, a middle-aged knight of the empire, as to conditions in Linn. The answers were not pleasant. Many slaves had taken revenge on their former masters. Numerous Linnan women of rank had been reduced to the status of prostitute.


  In questioning the man for any news of his Linnan residence, he learned that Czinczar had publicly invited temple scientists to take care of “certain relics” formerly in the possession of Lord Clane.


  Clane said at that point, “He actually mentioned my name.”


  “It was posted,” was the reply, and the man shrugged. “I read it on one of my errands out of the palace grounds.”


  Long after the interview was over, Clane considered that. He suspected a trap—and yet Czinczar could not know how immensely valuable that sphere was.


  If the barbarian leader had looked into it through a hollow tube, he might be startled at what was “inside.” But still it would do him no good. Nevertheless, suppose it was a trap.


  It still made no difference. For his purpose, momentary proximity to the ball was all that would be required. Dared he take the chance?


  He was still considering the gamble when another released nobleman brought a second message from Czinczar:


  
    I shall like to have a conversation with you and should like to show you an object the like of which—I’ll wager—you have never seen. Can you think of a way in which such a meeting could be arranged?

  


  Lord Clane showed the message to the general staff at its meeting the following morning. They unanimously forbade such a rendezvous but agreed that it was an opportunity to send a formal message to the barbarian leader.


  The mutation, who had his own reasons for appearing firm, had already written the communication. He read it to the assembled officers:


  
    To the barbarian chieftain, Czinczar:


    Your cowardly attempt to win mercy for your crimes against humanity by a personal appeal to myself is of no avail. Get off this planet with your barbarous forces. Only immediate compliance can save you and Europa from destruction. Take heed!


    Clane,


    Acting Lord Leader

  


  The message was approved and dispatched in the care of a captured barbarian officer. Clane began immediately to complete preparations for launching an attack against the city of Linn. Such an attack had been discussed several times by the staff and had been agreed on reluctantly, as a feint. The generals felt that a landing might confuse the defenders of the city and thus enable the Linnan army to recapture key outlying cities, which would indeed be the real goal. It was understood that the assault force would withdraw from Linn during the night of the day of attack.


  Clane was content with this. He set out for the city of Linn the day before the attack, making the initial part of the journey in an air scooter. From this, in a secluded spot, he unloaded a donkey and a cart of vegetables, and trudged beside it the final twelve miles.


  In his drab work garb of a temple initiate, he was one of many carts; and at no time was there any problem. So vast was the slave army that held Linn that Gzinczar’s forces had quickly sought to establish a normal flow of food from the surrounding countryside into the city to ward off starvation.


  Linnan scouts had long since reported that the gates were open.


  Clane entered without interference from the former slaves who guarded that particular gate. Once inside, he was even less conspicuous, and no one questioned his right to go along the street toward his city residence. He climbed the hill at the trades entrance and was permitted to take his cart through an opening in the low fence by the single barbarian soldier who guarded that section of it.


  Dutifully, as if he were sent on lawful business, he headed for the trades entrance of the house, and he turued the vegetables over to two women and said, “Who is in charge today?”


  He was given a barbarian name, “Cleedon!”


  “Where is he?” Clane asked.


  “In the office of course-through there.” The older woman pointed along the main hallway, which led through the large central room where most of the precious machinery and equipment had been stored.


  As he entered the great room, he saw that there were a dozen barbarian soldiers at the various entrances. He saw also that the container with the ball of light was at the center of the chamber.


  . . . Misty sphere, vaguely glowing as if from an inner flame, rolling to and fro . . .


  He could walk by and touch it in passing.


  Without appearing too hurried, he walked forward, put his finger through the flimsy surface of the sphere, and, without pausing, continued on toward the office.


  He was sorely tempted, at this point, to take no further chances. If he acted at once and seized the house, then he would have control of the box.


  But if he carried through with his original plan and then the box were removed so that he could not find it during the three days that the sphere would not be activated—He shuddered and refused to think of such an eventuality.


  He had been impressed by Czinczar’s communications. The barbarian leader had important information to give. Somehow, somewhere, he had gotten hold of an object so valuable that he had risked his self-esteem in attempting to establish contact.


  If too hasty action were taken, that knowledge might be lost.


  Even as he walked on through the room, the mutation silently reaffirmed his purpose. A moment later he entered the office and informed the barbarian officer there that he had come for the job of taking care of the relics of the atom gods.


  The big man stood up and squinted down at him, gave an almost naive start of recognition, and then called two soldiers from the hallway.


  And then he said, “Lord Clane Linn, you are under arrest.”


  To one of the soldiers he commanded, “Get ropes. Tie him up.”


  Meekly, the mutation submitted to being bound.


  The moment the news arrived, Czinczar headed for Linn. He was met on the roof of the central palace by Meewan. The big man had a smile on his plump, good-fellow face. “Your theory was right,” he said admiringly. “You thought he would take a chance at the critical period of the invasion. He arrived this morning.”


  “Tell me exactly how you accepted his services.” The golden voice spoke softly. The strange face was thoughtful as the other man gave his detailed account. There seemed no end to his interest. When the story was finished, he asked question after question. Each answer seemed merely to stimulate new questions. Meewan said finally, querulously:


  “Your excellency, I have no doubt that our men have put the best face on the capture to make themselves look good. They claim to have captured him as he entered the building, before he could do anything or touch anything. Since they’re a lax bunch of rascals, I question this. But what does it matter? What are you doubtful about?”


  That gave Czinczar pause; he had not realized how tense he was. After all, he told himself, the situation was simple enough. He had issued an open invitation for temple scientists to come and take care of “some god-metal relics” that had fallen into possession of the conquerors. It was a cleverly worded request, designed to win general approval from the defeated even as it drew the temple scientist to his own undoing, Its only stipulation, very guardedly worded, was that in return for the privilege of sharing the “safe-guarding of the relics,” experiments should be continued as if no war were being waged.


  “The gods,” Czinczar had said sanctimoniously in the invitation, “are above the petty quarrels of mankind.”


  Apparently, at least one of its purposes was accomplished. The mutation himself had applied for the job. Czinczar meditated cautiously on tactics. “Bring him here,” he said finally. “We can’t take any risks of his having established control over anything at his house. We know too little and he too much.”


  While he waited, he examined the rod of force—which was one of the few workable instruments that had been found in the house. He was not a man who accepted past truths as final. That it had worked a week ago did not mean that it would work now. He tested it from a great window, pointing it at the upper foliage of a nearby tree. No sound, no visible light spewed forth—but the upper section of the tree crashed down onto a pathway below. Czinczar experienced the satisfaction of a logical man whose logic had proved correct. It was not an uncommon satisfaction. From the early days when he had been a back-country transcriber of messages to the days of his rise to power, he had taken risks that seemed necessary, no more, no less. Even now he could not be sure that the atomic wizard, Lord Clane, would not defeat him by some decisive wile. For several minutes, he pondered that and then ordered a box brought in from the ice room of the palace. The contents of the box had come all the way from Europa packed in ice. He was indicating to the slaves where to place the box when an officer burst breathlessly into the throne room.


  “Excellency,” he cried. “Hundreds of spaceships. It’s an attack.”


  Standing at the windows a moment later, watching the ships settling down, Czinzar realized that his hazy suspicions had been correct. The appearance of Clane in the city was part of a planned maneuver that would now run its deadly course. It was a pleasure to know that Lord Clane himself was caught in a trap.


  He wasted no time watching a battle that he could not hope to see from the palace in any important detail. Nor did he have the feeling Tews had had months earlier that it was necessary for commanders to know where he was in the early stages of the engagement. He issued quick instructions, ordering the ice-packed box sent after him, and wrote a note for Meewan. Then he rode with a strong escort to the headquarters of the reserve army in the middle of the city.


  The reserve contained a barbarian core, but like the main defense of the city it was overwhelmingly made up of slaves. Czinczar’s arrival was greeted by a roar of excitement. The cheers did not die down until long after he had entered the building.


  He talked over the situation with some of the slave officers and found them calm and confident. According to their estimates sixty thousand Linnan soldiers had landed in the first wave. That that was exactly the number of barbarians who had originally invaded the city did not seem to occur to the slaves. But the comparison struck Czinczar sharply. He wondered if it was designed to have some symbolic meaning. The possibility made him sardonic. Not symbols but swords spoke the language of victory.


  As the afternoon dragged on, the Linnan attack was being held everywhere. The box, still dripping, was delivered from the palace about three. Since there was no longer any immediate danger, Czinczar sent a messenger to Meewan. At three-thirty Meewan came in grinning broadly. He was followed by slave Linnans carrying a sedan chair. In the chair, bound hand and foot, was the acting Lord Leader of Linn. There was complete silence as the chair was set down, and the slaves withdrew.


  Clane studied the barbarian leader with genuine interest. Lady Lydia’s opinion of the man had impressed him more than he cared to admit. The question was, could this strong, fine-looking military genius be panicked into thinking that the atom gods existed? Panicked now, during the next half hour? Fortunately, for the first time in his career as an atomic scientist, he had behind him the greatest power ever developed by the wizards of the fabulous days of the legends. He saw that the impersonal expression on the other’s face was transforming into the beginning of contempt.


  “By the god pits,” said Czinczar in disgust, “you Linnans are all the same—weaklings every one.”


  Clane said nothing. He had looked often with regret into mirrors that showed him exactly what Czinczar was seeing. A slim, young man with a face that was white and womanish and . . . well, it couldn’t be helped.


  Czinczar’s face changed again. There was suddenly irony in it. “I am speaking,” he asked politely, “to Lord Clane Linn? We have not made a mistake?”


  Clane couldn’t let the opening pass. “No mistake,” he said quietly. “I came into Linn for the sole purpose of talking to you while the battle was on. And here I am.”


  It must have sounded ridiculous, coming from a man bound as he was. The near guards guffawed, and Meewan giggled. Only Czinczar showed no sign. And his marvelous voice was as steady as steel as he said, “I have not the time to flirt with words, nor the inclination. I can see that you are counting on something to save you, and I presume it has something to do with your knowledge of atomic energy.”


  He fingered the rod of force suggestively. “So far as I can see, we can kill you in less than a second whenever we desire.”


  Clane shook his head. “You are in error. It is quite impossible for you to kill me.”


  There was a sound from Meewan. The engineer came forward. “Czinczar,” he said darkly, “this man is intolerable. Give me permission to slap his face, and we shall see if his atom gods protect him from indignity.”


  Czinczar waved him aside. But he stared down at the prisoner with eyes that were abnormally bright. The swiftness with which tension had come into the room amazed him. And, incredibly, it was the prisoner who had seized the advantage—“Impossible to kill me!” In one sentence he dared them to make the attempt.


  There was a crinkle of frown in Czinczar’s forehead. He had been careful in his handling of Clane as a matter of common sense, not because he actually anticipated disaster. But now, quite frankly, he admitted to himself that the man was not reacting normally. The words Clane had spoken had a ring in them, a conviction that could no longer be ignored. The purpose of his own invasion of the Linnan empire could be in danger.


  He said urgently, “I have something to show you. No attempt will be made to kill you until you have seen it. For your part, do nothing hasty, take no action, whatever power you have, until you have gased with understanding.”


  He was aware of Meewan’s giving him an astounded glance.


  “Power!” exclaimed the designer and it was like a curse. “The power he has!”


  Czinczar paid no attention. This was his own special secret, and there could be no delay.


  “Guards “he said “bring the box over here.” It was soaking wet when they brought it. It left a dirty trail of water on the priceless rug, and a pool began to accumulate immediately in the place where it was set down. There was a delay while sweating men pried off the top. Even the guards at far doors strained to see the contents. A gasp of horror broke the tension of waiting.


  What was inside was about eight feet long. Its width was indeterminable, for it seemed to have folds in its body that gave an impression of great size. It had obviously died only a short time before it was packed in ice. It looked fresh, almost alive, there in its case of ice, unhuman, staring with sightless eyes at the ornate ceiling.


  “Where did you get it?” Clane asked at last.


  “It was found on one of the moons—within hours after a strange ship was sighted.”


  “How long ago?” The mutation spoke in a steady tone.


  “Two years, Earth time.”


  “It would seem that whoever was in the ship will have departed by now.”


  Czinczar shook his head. “Miners found a second body exactly like this on a meteorite in a spacesuit—seven months ago.”


  For a long time the mutation gazed down at the creature. Finally he looked, and his eyes met Czinczar’s waiting gaze. He said slowly, “What is your theory?”


  “A nonhuman race of great scientific attainments. Ruthless, unfriendly—for there are reports of sudden destruction in outlying areas of Europa which puzzled me until this body was found . . . I tend to wonder if this might not be a second visitation to the solar system. I cannot give you briefly all the logical relationships I have visualized, but my feeling is that the civilization of the golden age was destroyed by the first visitation.”


  Clane said, “I am glad that you have shown me this, but what is your purpose in doing so?”


  Czinczar drew a deep breath. And made his second move to avert the catastrophe suggested by every action and manner of this unorthodox prisoner. He said, “It would be a grave error for either of us to destroy each other’s armies.”


  “You are asking for mercy?”


  That was too strong to take. The barbarian showed his teeth in a snarl. “I am asking for common sense,” he said.


  “It’s impossible,” said Clane “The people must have their revenge. In victory they will accept nothng less than your death.”


  The words brought an obscene curse from Meewan. “Czinczar,” he shouted “what is all this nonsense? I have never seen you like this. I follow no man who accepts defeat in advance. I’ll show you what we’ll do with this . . . this—” He broke off, “Guards, put a spear into him.”


  Nobody moved. The soldiers looked uneasily at Czinczar, who nodded coolly. “Go right ahead,” he said. “If he can be killed, I’d like to know.”


  Still nobody moved. It was apparently too mild an order, or something of the leader’s tension had communicated to the men. They looked at each other, and they were standing there doubtfully when Meewan snatched a sword from one of them and turned toward the bound man.


  That was as far as he got. Where he had been was a ball of light.


  “Try,” came the voice of Clane “to use the rod of force against me.” A fateful pause. “Try. It won’t kill you.”


  Czinczar raised the rod of force and pressed the activator. Nothing happened—Wait! The ball of light was growing brighter.


  Clane’s voice split the silence tantalizingly. “Do you still not believe in the gods?”


  “I am astonished,” said Czinczar “that you do not fear the spread of superstition more than the spread of knowledge. We so-called barbarians, “he said proudly,” despise you for your attempt to fence in the human spirit. We are free-thinkers, and all your atomic energy will fail in the end to imprison us.”


  He shrugged. “As for your control over that ball, I do not pretend to understand it.”


  At last, he had shocked the mutation out of his ice-cold manner. “You actually,” said Clane incredulously, “do not believe in the atom gods?”


  “Guards,” shouted Czinczar piercingly, “attack him from every side.”


  The ball of light flickered but did not seem to move. There were no guards.


  “Now do you believe?” Clane asked.


  The barbarian looked haggard and old. But he shook his head. “I have lost the war,” he mumbled. “Only that I recognize. It is up to you to take up the mantle which has fallen from my shoulders.” He broke off. “What in the name of your gods is that ball?”


  “It contains the entire sidereal universe.” Czinczar knit his brow and leaned forward as if he were trying to understand.


  “The what universe?” he asked at last.


  “When you look inside through a hollow tube,” Clane explained patiently, “you see stars. It’s like a window into space—only it’s not a window. It’s the universe itself.”


  The barbarian leader looked genuinely bewildered, “This universe?” he said blankly.


  Clane nodded but made no comment. It hadn’t been easy to grasp so vast an idea, even with the written explanations that he had found.


  Czinczar shook his head. “You mean the Earth is in there?” He pointed at the glowing sphere.


  “It’s a fourth-dimensional idea,” said Clane; and still he remained patient. He could recognize a bemused man when he saw one. It was not the moment to press any other point.


  The barbarian narrowed his eyes and said at last, “How can you get a large object into a smaller one?” His tone appealed for a logical explanation.


  Clane shrugged. “When largeness or smallness are illusions of viewpoints, the problem does not exist.”


  Czinczar scowled at that and straightened. “I have been assuming,” he said, “that at this point in our relations you would be speaking nothing but truth. Evidently, you are not prepared to tell me anything valid about your weapon. Naturally, I reject this fanciful story.”


  Clane shook his head but said nothing. He had given the only explanation he had, and it had run up against the other man’s magnificent realism. Not that he blamed the barbarian. Only gradually had he himself been able to accept the idea that matter and energy were different than they appeared to the sense perceptions of the body.


  But now it was time to act, to force, to convince. The bonds fell from him as if they did not exist. He stood up, and now that crown among all the jewels of the ages rode above his head in a matchless perfect rhythm with his movements.


  Czinczar said stubbornly, “It would be a mistake to kill any able-bodied man, slave or otherwise.”


  Clane said, “The gods demand absolute surrender.”


  Czinczar said in fury, “You fool, I am offering you the solar system! Has this monster in the box not changed your mind in the slightest degree?”


  “It has.”


  “But then—”


  “I do not,” said Clane, “believe in joint-leadership arrangements.”


  A pause. Then Czinczar said, “You have come far—who once used atomic power merely to stay alive.”


  “Yes,” said Clane, “I have come far.”


  Czinczar frowned down at the thing in the box. “The real threat to Linn is there. Will you promise to try for the Lord Leadership?”


  “I,” Clane said, “can promise nothing.”


  They looked at each other, two men who almost understood each other. It was Czinczar who broke the silence. “I make an absolute surrender,” he said and it was a sigh, “to you and you alone, of all my forces—in the belief that you have the courage and common sense to shrik none of your new duties as Protector of the Solar System. It was a role,” he finished somewhat unnocessarily, suddenly gloomy, “that I originally intended for myself.”


  In a well-guarded room in a remote suburb of Linn a core of energy rolled sedately back and forth along a narrow path. In all the solar system there was nothing else like that core. It looked small, but that was an illusion of man’s senses. The books that described it and the men who had written the books knew but a part of its secrets.


  They knew that the micro-universe inside it pulsed with a multiform of minus forces. It reacted to cosmic rays and atomic energy like some insatiable sponge. No sub-molecular energy released in its presence could escape it. And the moment it reached its own strange variation of critical mass it could start a meson chain reaction in anything it touched.


  One weakness it had, and men had seized upon that in their own greedy fashion. It imitated thought. Or so it seemed. So it seemed.


  The great question that Clane, and before him the ancients, asked after observing this remarkable characteristic was: Did this mean that . . . man controlled the universe or that the universe controlled man?


  THE MERCHANTS OF VENUS


  Frederik Pohl


  He was selling an ancient and the going price was—survival. But what could he trade for the girl?


  I


  MY NAME, Audee Walthers. My job, airbody driver. My home, on Venus, in a Heechee hut most of the time; wherever I happen to be when I feel sleepy otherwise.


  Until I was twenty-five I lived on Earth, in Amarillo Central mostly. My father, a deputy governor of Texas. He died when I was still in college, but he left me enough dependency benefits to finish school, get a master’s in business administration, and pass the journeyman examination for clerk-typist. So I was set up for life.


  But, after I tried it for a few years, I discovered I didn’t like the life I was set up for. Not so much for the conventional reasons; I don’t mind smog suits, can get along with neighbors even when there are eight hundred of them to the square mile, tolerate noise, can defend myself against the hood kids. It wasn’t Earth itself I didn’t like, it was what I was doing on Earth I didn’t like, and so I sold my UOPWA journeyman’s card, mortgaged my pension accrual, and bought a one-way ticket to Venus. Nothing strange about that. What every kid tells himself he’s going to do, really. But I did it.


  I suppose it would have been all different if I’d had a chance at Real Money. If my father had been full governor instead of a civil-service client. If the dependency benefits had included Unlimited Medicare. If I’d been at the top instead of in the middle, squeezed both ways. It didn’t happen that way, so I opted out by the pioneer route and wound up hunting Terry marks at the Spindle.


  Everybody has seen pictures of the Spindle, the Colosseum and Niagara Falls. Like everything worth looking at on Venus, the Spindle was a Heechee leftover. Nobody had ever figured out what the Heechee wanted with an underground chamber three hundred meters long and spindle-shaped, but it was there, so we used it; it was the closest thing Venus had to a Times Square or a Champs Elysées. All Terry tourists head for it first. That’s where we fleece them.


  My airbody-rental business is reasonably legitimate—not counting the fact that there really isn’t much worth seeing on Venus that wasn’t left there, below the surface, by the Heechee. The other tourist traps in the Spindle are reasonably crooked. Terries don’t mind, although they must know they’re being taken; they all load up on Heechee prayer fans and doll-heads, and those paperweights of transparent plastic in which a contoured globe of Venus swims in a kind of orange-brown snowstorm of make-believe fly ash, blood-diamonds, and fire-pearls. None of them are worth the price of their mass-charge back to Earth, but to a tourist who can get up the price of passage in the first place I don’t suppose that matters.


  To people like me, who can’t get the price of anything, the tourist traps matter a lot. We live on them. I don’t mean we draw our disposable income from them; I mean that they are how we get the price of what to eat and where to sleep, and if we don’t have the price we die. There aren’t too many ways of earning money on Venus. The ones that might produce Real Money—oh, winning a lottery; striking it rich in the Heechee diggings; blundering into a well-paying job; that kind of thing—are all real long-shots. For bread and butter everybody on Venus depends on Terry tourists, and if we don’t milk them dry we’ve had it.


  Of course, there are tourists and tourists. They come in three varieties. The difference between them is celestial mechanics.


  There’s the quick-and-dirty kind. On Earth, they’re just well-to-do; they come every twenty-six months at Hohmann-orbit time, riding the minimum-energy circuit from Earth. Because of the critical times of a Hohmann orbit, they never can stay more than three weeks on Venus. So they come on the guided tours, determined to get the most out of the quarter-million-dollar minimum cabin fare their rich grandparents had given them for a graduation present, or they’d saved up for a second honeymoon, or whatever. The bad thing about them is that they don’t have much money, since they’d spent it all on fares. The nice thing about them is that there are a lot of them. While they’re on Venus, all the rental rooms are filled. Sometimes they’d have six couples sharing a single partitioned cubicle, two pairs at a time, hot-bedding eight-hour shifts around the clock. Then people like me would hold up in Heechee huts on the surface and rent out our own belowground rooms, and maybe make enough money to live a few months.


  But you couldn’t make enough money to live until the next Hohmann-orbit time, so when the Class II tourists came along we cut each other’s throats over them.


  They were medium-rich. What you might call the poor millionaires: the ones whose annual income was barely in seven figures. They could afford to come in powered orbits, taking a hundred days or so for the run, instead of the long, slow Hohmann drift. The price ran a million dollars and up, so there weren’t nearly as many of them; but they came every month or so at the times of reasonably favorable orbital conjunctions. They also had more money to spend. So did the other medium-rich ones who hit us four or five times in a decade, when the ballistics of the planets had sorted themselves out into a low-energy configuration that allowed three planets to come into an orbit that didn’t have much higher energy cost than the straight Earth-Venus run. They’d hit us first, if we were lucky, then go on to Mars. If it was the other way around, we got the leavings. The leavings were never very much.


  But the very rich—ah, the very rich! They came as they liked, in orbital season or out.


  WHEN my tipper on the landing pad reported the Yuri Gagarin, under private charter, my money nose began to quiver. It was out of season for everybody except the very rich; the only question on my mind was how many of my competitors would be trying to cut my throat for its passengers while I was cutting theirs.


  Airbody rental takes a lot more capital than opening a prayer-fan booth. I’d been lucky in buying my airbody cheap when the fellow I worked for died; I didn’t have too many competitors, and a couple of them were U/S for repairs, a couple more had kited off on Heechee diggings of their own.


  So, actually, I had the Gagarin’s passengers, whoever they were, pretty much to myself. Assuming they could be interested in taking a trip outside the Heechee tunnels.


  I had to assume they would be interested, because I needed the money very much. I had this little liver condition, you see. It was getting pretty close to total failure. The way the doctors explained it to me, I had like three choices: I could go back to Earth and linger a while on external prostheses; or I could get up the money for a transplant. Or I could die.


  II


  THE name of the fellow who had chartered the Gagarin was Boyce Cochenour. Age, apparently forty. Height, two meters. Ancestry, Irish-American-French.


  He was the kind of fellow who was used to command. I watched him come into the Spindle as though it belonged to him and he was getting ready to sell it. He sat down in Sub Vastra’s imitation Paris Boulevard-Heechee sidewalk cafe. “Scotch,” he said, and Vastra hurried to pour John Begg over super-cooled ice and hand it to him, all crackling with cold and numbing to the lips. “Smoke,” he said, and the girl who was traveling with him instantly lit a cigarette and passed it to him. “Crummy-looking joint,” he said, and Vastra fell all over himself to agree.


  I sat down next to them—well, not at the same table, I mean; I didn’t even look at them. But I could hear what they said. Vastra didn’t look at me, either, but of course he had seen me come in and knew I had my eye on them. But I had to let his number-three wife take my order, because Vastra wasn’t going to waste any time on me when he had a charter-ship Terry at his table. “The usual,” I said to her, meaning straightalk in a tumbler of soft drink. “And a copy of your briefing,” I added, more softly. Her eyes twinkled at me over her flirtation veil. Cute little vixen. I patted her hand in a friendly way, and left a rolled-up bill in it; then she left.


  The Terry was inspecting his surroundings, including me. I looked back at him, polite but distant, and he gave me a sort of quarter-nod and turned back to Subhash Vastra. “Since I’m here,” he said, “I might as well go along with whatever action there is. What’s to do here?”


  Sub grinned widely, like a tall, skinny frog. “Ah, whatever you wish, sah! Entertainment? In our private rooms we have the finest artists of three planets, nautch dancers, music, fine comedians—”


  “We’ve got plenty of that in Cincinnati. I didn’t come to Venus for a nightclub act.” He wouldn’t have known it, of course, but that was a good move; Sub’s private rooms were way down the list of night spots on Venus, and the top of the list wasn’t much.


  “Of course, sah! Then perhaps you would like to consider a tour?”


  “Aw.” Cochenour shook his head. “What’s the point? Does any of it look any different than the space pad we came in on, right over our heads?”


  Vastra hesitated; I could see him calculating second-order consequences in his head, measuring the chance of the Terry going for a surface tour against what he might get from me as commission. He didn’t look my way. Honesty won out—that is, honesty reinforced by a quick appraisal of Cochenour’s gullibility. “Not much different, no, sah,” he admitted. “All pretty hot and dry on the surface, at least for the next thousand kilometers. But I wasn’t thinking of the surface.”


  “What then?”


  “Ah, the Heechee warrens, sah! There are many miles just below this settlement. A guide could be found—”


  “Not interested,” Cochenour growled. “Not in anything that close.”


  “Sah?”


  “If a guide can lead us through them,” Cochenour explained, “that means they’ve all been explored. Which means they’ve been looted. What’s the fun of that?”


  “Of course,” said Vastra immediately. “I see what you’re driving at, sah.” He looked noticeably happier, and I could feel his radar reaching out to make sure I was listening, though he didn’t look in my direction at all. “To be sure,” he said, “there is always the chance of finding new digs, sah, provided one knows where to look. Am I correct in assuming that this would interest you?”


  The third of Vastra’s house brought me my drink and a thin powder-faxed slip of paper. “Thirty percent,” I whispered to her. “Tell Sub. Only no bargaining, no getting anybody else to bid—” She nodded and winked; she’d been listening too, and she was as sure as I that this Terry was firmly on the hook. It had been my intention to nurse the drink as long as I could, but prosperity loomed before me; I was ready to celebrate; I took a long happy swallow.


  But the hook didn’t have a barb. Unaccountably the Terry shrugged. “Waste of time, I bet,” he grumbled. “I mean, really. If you knew where to look, why wouldn’t you have looked there already, right?”


  “Ah, mister,” cried Subhash Vastra, “but there are hundreds of tunnels not explored! Thousands! And in them, who knows, treasures beyond price!”


  Cochenour shook his head. “Skip it,” he said. “Bring us another drink. And see if you can’t get the ice cold this time.”


  SOMEWHAT shaken, I put down my drink, half-turned away to hide my hand from the Terries, and looked at the facsimile copy of Sub’s report on them to see if it could tell me why Cochenour had lost interest.


  It couldn’t. It did tell me a lot, though. The girl with Cochenour was named Dorotha Keefer. She had been traveling with him for a couple of years now, this being their first time off Earth; there was no indication of any marriage, or any intention of it, at least on his part. She was in her early twenties—real age, not simulated by drugs and transplants. Cochenour himself was well over ninety.


  He did not, of course, look anywhere near that. I’d watched him come over to the table, and he moved lightly and easily, for a big man. His money came from land and petro-foods; according to the synoptic on him, he had been one of the first oil millionaires to switch over from selling oil as fuel for cars and heating plants to food production, growing algae in the crude that came out of his wells and selling the algae in processed form for human consumption. So he’d stopped being a mere millionaire and turned into something much bigger.


  And that accounted for the way he looked. He’d been on Full Medical, with extras. The report said his heart was titanium and plastic. His lungs had been transplanted from a twenty-year-old killed in a copter crash. His skin, muscles and fats—not to mention his various glandular systems—were sustained by hormones and cell-builders at what had to be a cost of well over a thousand dollars a day. To judge by the way he stroked the girl sitting next to him, he was getting his money’s worth. He looked and acted no more than forty, at most—except perhaps for the look of his pale-blue, diamond-bright, weary and disillusioned eyes.


  What a lovely mark! I swallowed the rest of my drink, and nodded to the third for another. There had to be a way to get him to charter my airbody.


  All I had to do was find it.


  Outside the rail of Vastra’s cafe, of course, half the Spindle was thinking exactly the same thoughts. This was the worst of the low season, the Hohmann crowd were still three months in the future; all of us were beginning to run low on money. My liver transplant was just a little extra incentive; of the hundred maze-runners I could see out of the corner of my eye, ninety-nine needed to cut in on this rich tourist’s money as much as I did, just for the sake of staying alive.


  We couldn’t all do it. Two of us, three, maybe even half a dozen could score enough to make a real difference. No more than that. And I had to be one of these few.


  I took a deep swallow of my second drink, tipped Vastra’s third lavishly—and conspicuously—and turned idly around until I was facing the Terries dead-on.


  The girl was talking with a knot of souvenir vendors, looking interested and uncertain. “Boyce?” she said over her shoulder.


  “Yeah?”


  “What’s this thing for?”


  He bent over the rail and peered. “Looks like a fan,” he said.


  “Heechee prayer fan, right,” cried the dealer; I knew him, Booker Allemang, an old-timer in the Spindle. “Found it myself, miss! It’ll grant your every wish, letters every day from people reporting miraculous results—”


  “Sucker bait,” grumbled Cochenour. “Buy it if you want.”


  “But what does it do?”


  He laughed raucously. “What any fan does. It cools you down.” And he looked at me, grinning.


  I FINISHED my drink, nodded, stood up and walked over to the table. “Welcome to Venus,” I said. “May I help you?”


  The girl looked at Cochenour for approval before she said, “I thought this was very pretty.”


  “Very pretty,” I agreed. “Are you familiar with the story of the Heechees?”


  Cochenour pointed to a chair. I sat and went on. “They built these tunnels about a quarter of a million years ago. They lived here for a couple of centuries, give or take a lot. Then they went away again. They left a lot of junk behind, and some things that weren’t junk; among other things they left a lot of these fans. Some local con man like BeeGee here got the idea of calling them ‘prayer fans’ and selling them to tourists to make wishes with.”


  Allemang had been hanging on my every word trying to guess where I was going. “You know it’s right,” he said.


  “But you two are too smart for that kind of come-on,” I added. “Still, look at the things. They’re pretty enough to be worth having even without the story.”


  “Absolutely!” cried Allemang. “See how this one sparkles, miss! And the black and gray crystal, how nice it looks with your fair hair!”


  The girl unfurled the crystalline one. It came rolled like a diploma, only cone-shaped. It took just the slightest pressure of the thumb to keep it open, and it really was very pretty as she waved it gently. Like all the Heechee fans, it weighed only about ten grams, and its crystalline lattice caught the lights from the luminous Heechee walls, as well as the fluorescents and gas tubes we maze-runners had installed, and tossed them all back in iridescent sparks.


  “This fellow’s name is Booker Garey Allemang,” I said. “He’ll sell you the same goods as any of the others, but he won’t cheat you as much as most of them.”


  Cochenour looked at me dourly, then beckoned Sub Vastra for another round of drinks. “All right,” he said. “If we buy, we’ll buy from you, Booker Garey Allemang. But not now.”


  He turned to me. “And what do you want to sell me?”


  “Myself and my airbody, if you want to go looking for new tunnels. We’re both as good as you can get.”


  “How much?”


  “One million dollars,” I said immediately. “All found.”


  He didn’t answer at once, though it gave me some pleasure to notice that the price didn’t seem to scare him. He looked as pleasant, or anyway as unangrily bored, as ever. “Drink up,” he said, as Vastra and his third served us, and gestured with his glass to the Spindle. “Know what this was for?” he asked.


  “You mean why the Heechees built it? No. They were pretty small, so it wasn’t for headroom. And it was entirely empty when it was found.”


  He gazed tolerantly at the busy scene, balconies cut into the sloping sides of the Spindle with eating and drinking places like Vastra’s, rows of souvenir booths, most of them empty at this idle season. But there were still a couple of hundred maze rats around, and the number had been quietly growing all the time Cochenour and the girl had been sitting there.


  He said, “It’s not much to see, is it? A hole in the ground, and a lot of people trying to take my money away from me.”


  I shrugged.


  He grinned again. “So why did I come, eh? Well, that’s a good question, but since you didn’t ask it I don’t have to answer it. You want a million dollars. Let’s see. A hundred K to charter an airbody. A hundred and eighty or so to rent equipment, per week. Ten days minimum, three weeks a safer guess. Food, supplies, permits, another fifty K. So we’re up to close to seven hundred thousand, not counting your own salary and what you give our host here as his cut for not throwing you off the premises. Right, Walthers?”


  I had a little difficulty in swallowing the drink I had been holding to my mouth, but I managed to say, “Close enough, Mr. Cochenour.” I didn’t see any point in telling him that I already owned the equipment, as well as the airbody, although I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that he knew that too.


  “You’ve got a deal, then. And I want to leave as soon as possible, which should be, um, about this time tomorrow.”


  “Fair enough,” I said, and got up, avoiding Sub Vastra’s thunderstricken expression. I had some work to do, and a little thinking. He’d caught me off base, which is a bad place to be when you can’t afford to make a mistake. I knew he hadn’t missed my calling him by name. That was all right; he’d known that I had checked him out immediately. But it was a little surprising that he had known mine.


  III


  THE first thing I had to do was double-check my equipment; the second was go to the local, validate a contract, and settle up with Sub Vastra; the third was see my doctor. The liver hadn’t been giving me much trouble for a while, but then I hadn’t been drinking grain alcohol for a while.


  It took about an hour to make sure that everything we would need for the expedition was i.s., with all the spare parts I might reasonably fear needing. The Quackery was on my way to the union office, so I stopped in there first. It didn’t take long. The news was no worse than I had been ready for; Dr. Morius studied the readout from his instruments carefully. It turned out to be a hundred and fifty dollars’ worth of carefully, and expressed the guarded hope that I would survive three weeks away from his office, provided I took all the stuff he gave me and wandered no more than usual from his dietary restrictions. “And when I get back?” I asked.


  “About the same, Audee,” he said cheerily. “Total collapse in, ah, oh, maybe ninety more days.”


  He patted his fingertips. “I hear you’ve got a live one,” he added. “Want me to book you for a transplant?”


  “How live did you hear he was?” I asked.


  “Oh, the price is the same in any case,” he told me good-humoredly. “Two hundred K, plus the hospital, anesthesiologist, preop psychiatrist, pharmaceuticals—you’ve already got the figures.”


  I did, and I knew that with what I might make from Cochenour, plus what I had put away, plus a small loan on the airbody, I could just about meet it. Leaving me broke when it was over but, of course, alive.


  “Go ahead,” I said. “Three weeks from tomorrow.” And I left him looking mildly pleased, like a Burmese hydro-rice man watching another crop being harvested. Dear daddy. Why hadn’t he sent me through medical school instead of giving me an education?


  IT WOULD have been nice if the Heechee had been the same size as human beings, instead of being about 40 percent shorter. In the smaller tunnels, like the one that led to the Local 88 office, I had to half-crouch all the way.


  The deputy organizer was waiting for me. He had one of the few good jobs that didn’t depend on the tourists, or at least not directly. He said, “Subhash Vastra’s been on the line. He says you agreed to thirty percent, and besides you forgot to pay your bar bill to the third of his house.”


  “Admitted, both ways.”


  “And you owe me a little too, Audee. Three hundred for a powderfax copy of my report on your pigeon. A hundred for validating your contract with Vastra. And if you want guide’s papers, sixteen hundred for that.”


  I gave him my credit card and he checked the total out of my account into the local’s. Then I signed and card-stamped the contract he’d drawn up. Vastra’s 30 percent would not be on the whole million-dollar gross, but on my net; even so, he might make as much out of it as I would, at least in liquid cash, because I’d have to pay off all the outstanding balances on equipment and loans. The factors would carry a man until he scored, but then they wanted to get paid. They knew how long it might be until he scored again.


  “Thanks, Audee,” said the deputy, nodding over the signed contract. “Anything else I can do for you?”


  “Not at your prices,” I told him.


  “Ah, you’re putting me on. ‘Boyce Cochenour and Dorotha Keefer, Earth-Ohio, traveling S. V. Yuri Gagarin, Odessa registry, chartered. No other passengers.’ No other passengers,” he repeated, quoting from the synoptic report he’d furnished. “Why, you’ll be a rich man, Audee, if you work this pigeon right.”


  “That’s more than I ask,” I told him. “All I want is to be a living one.”


  But it wasn’t entirely true. I did have some little hope—not much, not enough to talk about, and in fact I’d never said a word about it to anyone—that I might be coming out of this rather better than merely alive.


  There was, however, a problem.


  See, in the standard guide’s contract and airbody leasing terms, I get my money and that’s all I get. If we take a mark like Cochenour on a hunt for new Heechee tunnels and he finds something valuable—marks have, you know; not often, but enough to keep them hopeful—then it’s his. We just work for him.


  On the other hand, I could have gone out by myself any time and prospected; and then anything I found would be all mine.


  Obviously anybody with any sense would go by himself if he thought he was really going to find anything. But in my case, that wasn’t such a good idea. If I staked myself to a trip and lost, I hadn’t just wasted time and maybe fifty K in supplies and wear and tear. If I lost, I was dead.


  I needed what I would make out of Cochenour to stay alive. Whether we found anything interesting or not, my fee would take care of that.


  Unfortunately for my peace of mind, I had a notion that I knew where something very interesting might be found; and my problem was that, as long as I had an all-rights contract with Cochenour. I couldn’t afford to find it.


  THE next stop I made was in my sleeping room. Under the bed, keystoned into the rock, was a guaranteed break-proof safe that held some papers I wanted to have in my pocket from then on.


  When I came down on to Venus for the first time, it wasn’t scenery that interested me. I wanted to make my fortune.


  I didn’t see much of the surface of Venus then, or for nearly two years after that. You don’t see much in the kind of spacecraft that can land on Venus; a twenty-thousand-millibar surface pressure means you need something a little more rugged than the bubble-ships that go to the Moon or Mars or farther out, and there’s not much tolerance in the design for putting unnecessary windows into the hull. It didn’t matter much, because anywhere except near the poles there’s not much you can see. Everything worth seeing on Venus is in Venus, and all of it once belonged to the Heechees.


  Not that we know much about the Heechees. We don’t even rightly know their name—“heechee” is how somebody once wrote down the sound that a fire-pearl makes when you stroke it, and as that’s the only sound anybody knows that’s connected with them, it got to be a name.


  The hesperologists don’t know where the Heechees came from, although there are some markings on scraps of stuff that the Heechees used for paper that seem to be a star chart—faded, incomplete, pretty much unrecognizable; if we know the exact position of every star in the galaxy two hundred fifty thousand years ago, we might be able to locate them from that, I suppose. Assuming they came from this galaxy. There are no traces of them anywhere else in the solar system, except maybe in Phobos; the experts still fight about whether the honeycomb cells inside the Martian moon are natural or artifacts, and if they’re artifacts they’re no doubt Heechee. But they don’t look much like ours.


  I wonder sometimes what they wanted. Escaping a dying planet? Political refugees? Tourists that had a breakdown between somewhere and somewhere, and hung around just long enough to make whatever they had to make to get themselves going again? I used to think that they’d maybe come by to watch human beings evolving on Earth, sort of stepfathers beaming over the growing young race; but we couldn’t have been much to watch at that time, halfway between the Australopithecines and the Cro-Magnards.


  But, though they packed up nearly everything when they left, leaving behind only empty tunnels and chambers, there were a few scraps here and there that either weren’t worth taking along or were overlooked: all those “prayer fans,” enough empty containers of one kind or another to look like a picnic ground at the end of a hard summer, some trinkets and trifles. I guess the best known of the “trifles” is the anisokinetic punch, the carbon crystal that transmits a blow at a ninety-degree angle; that made somebody a few billion just by being lucky enough to find one, and smart enough to analyze and duplicate it. But all we’ve ever found is junk. There must have been good stuff worth a million times as much as those sweepings.


  Did they take all the good stuff with them?


  Nobody knew. I didn’t know, either, but I thought I knew something that had a bearing on it.


  I thought I knew where the last Heechee ship had taken off from; and it wasn’t near any of the explored diggings.


  I didn’t kid myself. I knew that wasn’t a guarantee of anything.


  But it was something to go on. Maybe when that last ship left they were getting impatient, and maybe not as thorough in cleaning up behind themselves.


  And that was what being on Venus was all about. What other possible reason was there for being there? The life of a maze rat was marginal at best. It took fifty thousand a year to stay alive. If you had less than that you couldn’t pay air tax, capitation tax, water assessment, or even a subsistence-level bill for food. If you wanted to eat meat more than once a week, and demanded a cubicle of your own to sleep in, it cost more than that.


  Guide’s papers cost a week’s life; when any of us bought them, we were gambling that week’s cost of living against the chance of a big enough strike, either from the Terry tourists or from what we might find, to make it possible to get back to Earth—where no one starved, no one died for lack of air, no one was thrust out into the high-pressure incinerator that was Venus’s atmosphere. Not just to get back to Earth. To get back in the style every maze rat had set himself as a goal when he headed sunward in the first place: with money enough to live the full life of a human being on Full Medical.


  That was what I wanted. The big score.


  NOT by accident, the last thing I did that night was to visit the Hall of Discoveries.


  The third of Vastra’s house winked at me over her flirtation veil and turned to her companion, who looked around and nodded.


  I joined them. “Hello, Mr. Walthers,” she said.


  “I thought I might find you here,” I said, which was no more than the truth, since Vastra’s third had promised to guide her this way. I didn’t know what to call her. “Miss Keefer” was accurate, “Mrs. Cochenour” was diplomatic; I got around it by saying, “Since we’ll be seeing a lot of each other, how about getting on to first names?”


  “Audee, is it?”


  I gave her a twelve-tooth smile. “Swede on my mother’s side, old Texan on my father’s. Name’s been in his family a long time, I guess.”


  The Hall of Discoveries is meant to get Terry prospects hotted up, there’s a little of everything in it, from charts of the worked diggings and a full-scale Mercator map of Venus to samples of all the principal finds. I showed her the copy of the anisokinetic punch, and the original solid-state piezophone that had made its discoverer almost as permanently rich as the guy who found the punch. There were about a dozen fire-pearls, quarter-inch jobbies, behind armor glass, on cushions, blazing away with their cold milky light.


  “They’re pretty,” she said. “But why all the protection? I saw bigger ones lying on a counter in the Spindle without anybody even watching them.”


  “That’s a little different, Dorotha,” I told her. “These are real.”


  She laughed out loud. It was a very nice laugh. No girl looks beautiful when she’s laughing hard, and girls who worry about looking beautiful don’t do it. Dorotha Keefer looked like a healthy, pretty girl having a good time, which when you come down to it is about the best way for a girl to look.


  She did not, however, look good enough to come between me and a new liver, so I took my mind off that aspect of her and put it on business. “The little red marbles over there are blood-diamonds,” I told her. “They’re radioactive and stay warm. Which is one way you can tell the real one from a fake: Anything over about three centimeters is a fake. A real one that big generates too much heat—square-cube law, you know—and melts.”


  “So the ones your friend was trying to sell me—”


  “—are fakes. Right.”


  She nodded, still smiling. “What about what you were trying to sell us, Audee? Real or fake?”


  The third of Vastra’s house had discreetly vanished, and there was nobody else in the Hall of Discoveries but me and the girl. I took a deep breath and told her the truth. Not the whole truth, maybe; but nothing but the truth.


  “All this stuff,” I said, “is what came out of a hundred years of digging. And it’s not much. The punch, the piezophone, and two or three other gadgets that we can make work; a few busted pieces of things that they’re still studying; and some trinkets. That’s all.”


  She said, “That’s the way I heard it. And one more thing. None of the discovery dates on these things is less than fifty years old.”


  She was smart and better informed than I had expected. “And the conclusion,” I agreed, “is that the planet has been mined dry. You’re right, on the evidence. The first diggers found everything there was to be found . . . so far.”


  “You think there’s more?”


  “I hope there’s more. Look. Item. The tunnels. You see they’re all alike—the blue walls, perfectly smooth; the light coming from them that never varies; the hardness. How do you suppose they were made?”


  “Why, I don’t know—”


  “Neither do I. Or anybody else. But every Heechee tunnel is the same, and if you dig into them from the outside you find the basic substrate rock, then a boundary layer that’s sort of half wall-stuff and half substrate, then the wall. Conclusion: The Heechees didn’t dig the tunnels and then line them, they had something that crawled around underground like an earthworm, leaving these tunnels behind. And one other thing: They overdug. That’s to say they dug tunnels they didn’t need, lots of them, going nowhere, never used for anything. Does that suggest anything to you?”


  “It must have been cheap and easy?” she guessed.


  I nodded. “So it was probably a machine, and there really ought to be at least one of them, somewhere on this planet, to find. Next item. The air: They breathed oxygen like we do, and they must have got it from somewhere. Where?”


  “Why, there’s oxygen in the atmosphere—”


  “Sure. About a half of one percent. And better than 95 percent carbon dioxide; and somehow they managed to get that half of one percent out of the mixture, cheaply and easily—remember those extra tunnels they filled!—along with enough nitrogen or some other inert gas—and they’re present in only trace amounts—to make a breathing mixture. How? Why, I don’t know, but if there’s a machine that did it, I’d like to find that machine. Next item: Aircraft. The Heechee flew around the surface of Venus at will.”


  “So do you, Audee! Aren’t you a pilot?”


  “Sure, but look at what it takes. Surface temperature of two-seventy C. and not enough oxygen to keep a cigarette going. So my airbody has two fuel tanks, one for hydrocarbons, one for oxidants. And—did you ever hear of a fellow named Carnot?”


  “Old-time scientist, was he? The Carnot cycle?”


  “Right again.” That was the third time she’d surprised me, I noted cautiously. “The Carnot efficiency of an engine is expressed by its maximum temperature—the heat of combustion, let’s say—over the temperature of its exhaust. Well, but the temperature of the exhaust can’t be less than the temperature of what it flows into—otherwise you’re not running an engine, you’re running a refrigerator. And you’ve got that two-seventy ambient air temperature; so you have basically a lousy engine. Any heat engine on Venus is lousy. Did you ever wonder why there are so few airbodies around? I don’t mind; it helps to have something close to a monopoly. But the reason is they’re so damn expensive to run.”


  “And the Heechees did it better?”


  “I think they did.”


  She laughed again, unexpectedly and once more very attractively. “Why, you poor fellow,” she said in good humor, “you’re hooked on the stuff you sell, aren’t you? You think that some day you’re going to find the mother tunnel and pick up all this stuff.”


  Well, I wasn’t too pleased with the way things were going; I’d arranged with Vastra’s third to bring the girl here, away from her boyfriend, so I could pick her brains in private. It hadn’t worked out that way. The way it was working out, she was making me aware of her as a person, which was a bad development in itself, and worse than that, making me take a good look at myself.


  I said after a minute, “You may be right. But I’m sure going to give it a good try.”


  “You’re angry, aren’t you?”


  “No,” I said, lying, “but maybe a little tired. And we’ve got a long trip tomorrow, so I’d better take you home, Miss Keefer.”


  IV


  MY AIRBODY lay by the spacepad and was reached the same way the spacepad was reached. Elevator to the surface lock, a tractor-cab to carry us across the dry, tortured surface of Venus, peeling under the three-hundred-kilometer-an-hour wind. Normally I kept it under a foam housing, of course. You don’t leave anything free and exposed on the surface of Venus if you want to keep it intact, not even if it’s made of chrome steel. I’d had the foam stripped free when I checked it out and loaded supplies that morning. Now it was ready. I could see it from the bull’s-eye ports of the crawler, through the green-yellow murk outside. Cochenour and the girl could have seen it too, if they’d known where to look, but they might not have recognized it.


  Cochenour screamed in my ear, “You and Dorrie have a fight?”


  “No fight,” I screamed back.


  “Don’t care if you did. You don’t have to like each other, just do what I want you to do.” He was silent a moment, resting his throat. “Jesus. What a wind.”


  “Zephyr,” I told him. I didn’t say any more, he would find out for himself. The area around the spacepad is a sort of natural calm area, by Venusian standards. Orographic lift throws the meanest winds up over the pad and all we get is a sort of confused back eddy. The good part is that taking off and landing are relatively easy. The bad part is that some of the heavy metal compounds in the atmosphere settle out on the pad. What passes for air on Venus has layers of red mercuric sulfide and mercurous chloride in the lower reaches, and when you get above them to those pretty fluffy clouds you find some of them are hydrochloric and hydrofluoric acid.


  But there are tricks to that, too. Navigation over Venus is 3-D. It’s easy enough to proceed from point to point; your transponders will link you to the radio range and map your position continuously on to the charts. What’s hard is to find the right altitude, and that’s why my airbody and I were worth a million dollars to Cochenour.


  We were at the airbody, and the telescoping snout from the crawler was poking out to its lock. Cochenour was staring out the bull’s eye. “No wings!” he shouted, as though I was cheating him.


  “No sails or snow chains, either,” I shouted back. “Get aboard if you want to talk! It’s easier in the airbody.”


  We climbed through the little snout, I unlocked the entrance, and we got aboard without much trouble.


  We didn’t even have the kind of trouble that I might have made myself. You see, an airbody is a big thing on Venus. I was damn lucky to have been able to acquire it and, well, I won’t beat around the bush, you could say I loved it. Mine could have held ten people, without equipment. With what Sub Vastra’s purchasing department had sold us and Local 88 had certified as essential aboard, it was crowded with just the three of us. I was prepared for sarcasm, at least. But Cochenour merely looked around long enough to find the best bunk, strode over to it and declared it his. The girl was a good sport, and there I was, left with my glands all charged up for an argument and no argument.


  It was a lot quieter inside the airbody. You could hear the noise of the wind right enough, but it was only annoying. I passed out earplugs, and with them in place the noise was hardly even annoying.


  “Sit down and strap up,” I ordered, and when they were stowed away I took off.


  At twenty thousand millibars wings aren’t just useless, they’re poison. My airbody had all the lift it needed built into the seashell-shaped hull. I fed the double fuels into the thermojets, we bounced across the reasonably flat ground around the spacepad (it was bulldozed once a week, which is how come it stayed reasonably flat) and we were zooming off into the wild yellow-green yonder, a moment later the wild brown-gray yonder, after a run of no more than fifty meters.


  Cochenour had fastened his harness loosely for comfort. I enjoyed hearing him yell as he was thrown about. It didn’t last. At the thousand-meter level I found Venus’s semipermanent atmospheric inversion, and the turbulence dropped to where I could take off my belt and stand.


  I took the plugs out of my ears and motioned to Cochenour and the girl to do the same.


  He was rubbing his head where he’d bounced into an overhead chart rack, but grinning a little. “Pretty exciting,” he admitted, fumbling in his pocket. Then he remembered to ask. “Is it all right if I smoke?”


  “They’re your lungs.”


  He grinned more widely. “They are now,” he agreed, and lit up. “Say. Why didn’t you give us those plugs while we were in the tractor?”


  THERE is, as you might say, a tide in the affairs of guides, where you either let them flood you with questions and spend the whole time explaining what that funny little dial means or you go on to do your work and make your fortune. What it came down to was, was I going to come out of this liking Cochenour and his girlfriend or not?


  If I was, I should try to be civil to them. More than civil. Living, the three of us, for three weeks in a space about as big as an apartment kitchenette meant everybody would have to work real hard at being nice to everybody else, and as I was the one who was being paid to be nice, I should be the one to set an example. On the other hand, the Cochenours of the worlds are sometimes just not likeable. If that was going to be the case, the less talk the better; I should slide questions like that off with something like “I forgot.”


  But he hadn’t actually been unpleasant, and the girlfriend had actually tried to be friendly. I said, “Well, that’s an interesting thing. You see, you hear by differences in pressure. While we were taking off the plugs filtered out part of the sound—the pressure waves—but when I yelled at you to belt up, the plugs passed the overpressure of my voice, and you understood it. However, there’s a limit. Past about a hundred and twenty decibels—that’s a unit of sound—”


  Cochenour growled, “I know what a decibel is.”


  “Right. Past a hundred and twenty the eardrum just doesn’t respond anymore. So in the crawler it was too loud; with the plugs, you wouldn’t have heard anything.”


  Dorotha had been listening while she repaired her eye makeup. “What was to hear?”


  “Oh,” I said, “nothing, really. Except, well—” Then I voted to think of them as friends, at least for the time being. “Except in the case of an accident. If we’d had a gust, you know, that crawler could have flipped right over. Or sometimes solid objects come flying over the hills and into you before you know it. Or—”


  She was shaking her head. “I understand. Lovely place we’re visiting, Boyce.”


  “Yeah. Look,” he said. “Who’s flying this thing?”


  I got up and activated the virtual globe. “That’s what I was just coming to. Right now it’s on autopilot, heading in the general direction of this quadrant down here. We have to pick out a specific destination.”


  “That’s Venus?” the girl asked. “It doesn’t look like much.”


  “Those lines are just radio range markers; you won’t see them looking out of the window. Venus doesn’t have any oceans, and it isn’t cut up into nations, so making a map of it isn’t quite like what you’d expect on Earth. That bright spot is us. Now look.” I overlaid the radio-range grid and the contour colors with mascon markings. “Those blobby circles are mascons. You know what a mascon is?”


  “A concentration of mass. A lump of heavy stuff,” offered the girl.


  “Fine. Now look at the known Heechee digs.” I phased them in as golden patterns.


  “They’re all in the mascons,” Dorotha said at once. Cochenour gave her a look of tolerant approval.


  “Not all. Look over here; this little one isn’t, and this one. But damn near all. Why? I don’t know. Nobody knows. The mass concentrations are mostly older, denser rock—basalt and so on—and maybe the Heechee found it easier to dig in. Or maybe they just liked it.” In my correspondence with Professor Hegramet back on Earth, in the days when I didn’t have a dying liver in my gut and took an interest in abstract knowledge, we had kicked around the possibility that the Heechee digging machines would only work in dense rock, or rock of a certain chemical composition. But I wasn’t prepared to discuss that with them.


  “See over here, where we are now”—I rotated the virtual globe slightly by turning a dial—“that’s the big digging we just came out of. You can see the shape of the Spindle. It’s a common shape, by the way. You can see it in some of the others if you look, and there are digs where it doesn’t show on these tracings but it’s there if you’re on the spot. That particular mascon where the Spindle is is called Serendip; it was discovered by accident by a hesperological—”


  “Hesperological?”


  “—a geological team operating on Venus, which makes it a hesperological team. They were drilling out core samples and hit the Heechee digs. Now these other digs in the northern high-latitudes you see are all in one bunch of associated mascons. They connect through interventions of less dense rock, but only where absolutely necessary.”


  Cochenour said sharply, “They’re north and we’re going south. Why?”


  It was interesting that he could read the navigation instruments, but I didn’t say so. I only said, “They’re no good. They’ve been probed.”


  “They look even bigger than the Spindle.”


  “Hell of a lot bigger, right. But there’s nothing much in them, or anyway not much chance that anything in them is in good enough shape to bother with. Subsurface fluids filled them up a hundred thousand years ago, maybe more. A lot of good men have gone broke trying to pump and excavate them, without finding anything. Ask me. I was one of them.”


  “I didn’t know there was any liquid water on Venus or under it,” Cochenour objected.


  “I didn’t say water, did I? But as a matter of fact some of it was, or anyway a sort of oozy mud. Apparently water cooks out of the rocks and has a transit time to the surface of some thousands of years before it seeps out, boils off, and cracks to hydrogen and oxygen and gets lost. In case you didn’t know it, there’s some under the Spindle. It’s what you were drinking, and what you were breathing.”


  The girl said, “Boyce, this is all very interesting, but I’m hot and dirty. Can I change the subject for a minute?”


  Cochenour barked; it wasn’t really a laugh. “Subliminal prompting, Walthers, you agree? And a little old-fashioned prudery, too, I expect. What she really wants to do is go to the bathroom.”


  Given a little encouragement from the girl, I would have been mildly embarrassed for her, but she only said, “If we’re going to live in this thing for three weeks, I’d like to know what it offers.”


  I said, “Certainly, Miss Keefer.”


  “Dorotha. Dorrie, if you like it better.”


  “Sure, Dorrie. Well, you see what we’ve got. Five bunks; they partition to sleep ten if wanted, but we don’t want. Two shower stalls. They don’t look big enough to soap yourself in, but they are if you work at it. Three chemical toilets. Kitchen over there—well. Pick the bunk you like, Dorrie. There’s a screen arrangement that comes down when you want it for changing clothes and so on, or just if you don’t want to look at the rest of us for a while.”


  Cochenour said, “Go on, Dorrie, do what you want to do. I want Walthers to show me how to fly this thing anyway.”


  IT WASN’T a bad start. I’ve had some real traumatic times, parties that came aboard drunk and steadily got drunker, couples that fought every waking minute and got together only to hassle me. This one didn’t look bad at all, apart from the fact that it was going to save my life for me.


  There’s not much to flying an airbody, at least as far as making it move the way you want it to is concerned. In Venus’s atmosphere there’s lift to spare. You don’t worry about things like stalling out; and anyway the autonomic controls do most of your thinking for you.


  Cochenour learned fast. It turned out he had flown everything that moved on Earth and operated one-man submersibles as well. He understood as soon as I mentioned it to him that the hard part of pilotage was selecting the right flying level and anticipating when you’d have to change it, but he also understood that he wasn’t going to learn that in one day. Or even in three weeks. “What the hell, Walthers,” he said cheerfully enough. “At least I can make it go where I have to, in case you get caught in a tunnel or shot by a jealous husband.”


  I gave him the smile his pleasantry was worth, which wasn’t much. “The other thing I can do,” he said, “is cook. Unless you’re really good at it? No, I thought not. Well, I paid too much for this stomach to fill it with hash, so I’ll make the meals. That’s a little skill Dorrie never got around to learning. Same with her grandmother. Most beautiful woman in the world, but had the idea that was all there was to it.”


  I put that aside to sort out later; he was full of little unexpected things, this ninety years old young athlete. He said, “All right, now while Dorrie’s using up all the water in the shower—”


  “Not to worry; it all recycles.”


  “Anyway. While she’s cleaning up, finish your little lecture on where we’re going.”


  “Right.” I spun the virtual globe a little. The bright spot that was us had moved a dozen degrees already. “See that cluster where our track intersects those grid marks?”


  “Yeah. Five big mascons close together, and no diggings indicated. Is that where we’re going?”


  “In a general sense, yes.”


  “Why in a general sense?”


  “Well,” I said, “there’s one little thing I didn’t tell you. I’m assuming you won’t jump salty over it, because then I’ll have to get salty too and tell you you should have taken the trouble to learn more about Venus before you decided to explore it.”


  He studied me appraisingly for a moment. Dorrie came quietly out of the shower in a long robe, her hair in a towel, and stood near him, watching. “It depends on what you didn’t tell me,” he said.


  “There’s a no-trespassing sign on most of those mascons,” I said. I activated the pilotage chart overlay, and bright cherry-red warning lines sprang up all around the cluster.


  “That’s the south polar security area,” I said. “That’s where the Defense boys keep the missile range and the biggest part of their weapons development areas. And we’re not allowed to enter.”


  He said harshly, “But there’s only a little piece of one mascon that isn’t off-limits.”


  “And that’s where we’re going,” I said.


  V


  FOR a man more than ninety years old, Boyce Cochenour was spry. I don’t mean just healthy looking. Full Medical will do that for you, because you just replace whatever wears out or begins to look shopworn and tatty. You cannot, however, very well replace the brain, so what you usually see in the very rich old ones is a bronzed, strong body that shakes and hesitates and drops things and stumbles. About that Cochenour had been very lucky.


  He was going to be wearing company for three weeks. He’d insisted I show him how to pilot the airbody. When I decided to use a little flight time to give the cooling system a somewhat premature thousand-hour check, he helped me pull the covers, check the refrigerant levels and clean the filters. Then he decided to cook us lunch.


  The girl took over as my helper while I restowed some of the supplies to get the autosonic probes out. At the steady noise level of the inside of an airbody our normal conversational voices wouldn’t carry to Cochenour, less than three meters away, and I thought of pumping her about him. I decided against it. What I didn’t know was just curiosity. I knew he was paying me the price of a new liver already. I didn’t need to know what he and the girl thought about when they thought about each other.


  So our conversation was along the lines of how the probes would fire charges and time the echoes, and what the chances were of finding something really good (“Well, what are the chances of winning a sweepstake? Bad for any individual who buys a ticket—but there’s always one winner somewhere!”), and what had made me come to Venus in the first place. I mentioned my father’s name, but she’d never heard of him. Too young, for one thing, no doubt. And she was born and bred in Southern Ohio, where Cochenour had worked as a kid and to which he’d returned as a billionaire. He’d been building a new processing center there and it had been a lot of headaches—trouble with the unions, trouble with the banks, trouble, bad trouble, with the government—so he’d decided to take a few months off and loaf. I looked over to where he was stirring up a sauce and said, “He loafs harder than anybody else I ever saw.”


  “He’s a work addict. I imagine that’s how he got rich in the first place.” The airbody lurched, and I dropped everything to jump for the controls. I heard Cochenour howl behind me, but I was busy locating the right transit level. By the time I had climbed a thousand meters and reset the autopilot, he was rubbing his wrist and glowering at me.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  He said dourly, “I don’t mind your scalding the skin off my arm, I can always buy more skin, but you nearly made me spill the gravy.”


  I checked the virtual globe. The bright marker was two-thirds of the way to our destination. “Is it about ready?” I asked. “We’ll be there in an hour.”


  For the first time he looked startled. “So soon? I thought you said this thing was subsonic.”


  “I did. You’re on Venus, Mr. Cochenour. At this level the speed of sound is maybe five thousand kilometers an hour.”


  He looked thoughtful, but all he said was, “Well, we can eat any minute.” Later he said, while we were finishing up, “I think maybe I don’t know as much about this planet as I might. If you want to give us the usual guide’s lecture, we’ll listen.”


  I said, “Well, you pretty much know the outlines. Say, you’re a great cook, Mr. Cochenour. I packed all these provisions, but I don’t even know what this is I’m eating.”


  “If you come to my office in Cincinnati,” he said, “you can ask for Mr. Cochenour, but while we’re living in each other’s armpits you might as well call me Boyce. And if you like it, why aren’t you eating it?”


  The answer was, because it might kill me, but I didn’t want to get into a discussion that might lead to why I needed his fee so badly. I said, “Doctor’s orders, have to lay off the fats pretty much for a while. I think he thinks I’m putting on too much weight.”


  Cochenour looked at me appraisingly, but only said, “The lecture?”


  “Well, let’s start with the most important part,” I said, carefully pouring coffee. “While we’re in the airbody you can do what you like, walk around, eat, drink, smoke if you got ’em, whatever. The cooling system is built for more than three times as many people, plus their cooking and appliance loads, with a safety factor of two. Air and water, more than we’d need for two months. Fuel, enough for three round-trips and some maneuvering. If anything went wrong we’d yell for help and somebody would come and get us in a couple of hours at most—probably it would be the Defense boys, and they have supersonic bodies. The worst thing would be if the hull breached and the whole Venusian atmosphere tried to come in. If it happened fast we’d be dead. It never happens fast, though. We’d have time to get in the suits, and we can live in them for thirty hours. Long before that we’d be picked up.”


  “Assuming, of course, that nothing went wrong with the radio at the same time,” said Cochenour.


  “Right. You can get killed anywhere, if enough accidents happen at once.”


  He poured himself another cup of coffee, tipped a little brandy into it and said, “Go on.”


  “Well, outside the airbody it’s a little more tricky. You’ve only got the suit, and its useful life, as I say, is only thirty hours. It’s a question of refrigeration. You can carry all the air and water you want, and you don’t have to worry about food, but it takes a lot of compact energy to get rid of the diffuse energy all around you. It takes fuel for the cooling systems, and when that’s gone you better be back in the airbody. Heat isn’t the worst way to die. You pass out before you begin to hurt. But the end result is you’re dead.


  “The other thing is, you want to check your suit every time you put it on. Pressure it up and watch the gauge for leaks. I’ll check it too, but don’t rely on me. It’s your life. And the faceplates are pretty strong; you can drive nails with them without breaking them, but they can be broken if hit hard enough against a hard enough surface. That way you’re dead too.”


  Dorrie said quietly, “One question. Have you ever lost a tourist?”


  “No.” But then I added, “Others have. Five or six get killed every year.”


  “I don’t mind odds like that,” said Cochenour. “Actually, that wasn’t the lecture I was asking for, Audee. I mean, I certainly want to hear how to stay alive, but I assume you would have told us all this before we left the ship anyway. What I really wanted to know was how come you picked this particular mascon to prospect.”


  This old geezer with the muscle-beach body was beginning to bother me. He had a disturbing habit of asking the questions I didn’t want to answer. There was a reason why I had picked this site; it had to do with about five years of study, a lot of digging, and about a quarter of a million dollars’ worth of correspondence, at space-mail rates, with people like Professor Hegramet back on Earth.


  But I didn’t want to tell him all of my reasons. There were about a dozen sites that I really wanted to explore. If this happened to be one of the payoff places, he would come out of it richer than I would—that’s what the contracts you sign say: 40 percent to the charterer, 25 percent to the guide, the rest to the government—and that should be enough for him. If it happened not to pay off, I didn’t want him taking some other guide to one of the others I’d marked.


  So I only said, “Call it an informed guess. I promised you a good shot at a tunnel that’s never been opened, and I hope to keep my promise. And now let’s get the food put away; we’re within ten minutes of where we’re going.”


  WITH everything strapped down and ourselves belted up, we dropped out of the relatively calm layers into the big winds again.


  We were over the big south-central massif, about the same elevation as the lands surrounding the Spindle. That’s the elevation where most of the action is on Venus. Down in the lowlands and the deep rift valleys the pressures run fifty thousand millibars and up. My airbody wouldn’t take any of that for very long, and neither would anybody else’s, except for a few of the special research and military types. Fortunately, the Heechee didn’t care for the lowlands either. Nothing of theirs has ever been located much below twenty-bar. Doesn’t mean it isn’t there, of course.


  Anyway, I verified our position on the virtual globe and on the detail charts, and deployed the autosonic probes. The winds threw them all over the place as soon as they dropped free. It doesn’t much matter where they go, within broad limits, which is a good thing. They dropped like javelins at first, then flew around like straws until the little rockets cut in and the ground-seeking controls fired them to the ground.


  Every one embedded itself properly. You aren’t always that lucky, so it was a good start.


  I verified their position on the detail charts; it was close enough to an equilateral triangle, which is about how you want them. Then I opened the scanning range and began circling around.


  “Now what?” bellowed Cochenour. I noticed the girl had put the earplugs back, but he wasn’t willing to miss a thing.


  “Now we wait for the probes to feel around for Heechee tunnels. It’ll take a couple of hours.” While I was talking I brought the airbody down through the surface layers. Now we were being thrown around. The buffeting got pretty bad, and so did the noise.


  But I found what I was looking for, a surface formation like a blind arroyo, and tucked us into it with only one or two bad moments. Cochenour was watching very carefully, and I grinned to myself. That was where pilotage counted, not en route or at the prepared pads around the Spindle. When he could do that he could get along without somebody like me.


  Our position looked all right, so I fired four hold-downs, tethered stakes with explosive heads that opened out in the ground. I winched them tight and all of them held.


  That was also a good sign. Reasonably pleased with myself, I opened the belt catches and stood up. “We’re here for at least a day or two,” I said. “More if we’re lucky. How did you like the ride?”


  The girl was taking the earplugs out, now that the protecting walls of the arroyo had cut the thundering down to a mere constant scream. “I’m glad I don’t get airsick,” she said.


  Cochenour was thinking, not talking. He was studying the control board while he lit another cigarette.


  Dorotha said, “One question, Audee. Why couldn’t we stay up where it’s quieter?”


  “Fuel. I carry about thirty hours, full thrust, but that’s it. Is the noise bothering you?”


  She made a face.


  “You’ll get used to it. It’s like living next to a spaceport. At first you wonder how anybody stands the noise for a single hour. After you’ve been there a week you miss it if it stops.”


  She moved over to the bull’s-eye and gazed pensively out at the landscape. We’d crossed into the night portion, and there wasn’t much to see but dust and small objects whirling through our external light beams. “It’s that first week that I’m worried about,” she said.


  I flicked on the probe readout. The little percussive heads were firing their slap-charges and measuring each other’s sounds, but it was too early to see anything. The screen was barely beginning to build up a shadowy pattern, more holes than detail.


  Cochenour finally spoke. “How long until you can make some sense out of that?” he demanded. Another point: He didn’t ask what it was.


  “Depends on how close and how big anything is. You can make a guess in an hour or so, but I like all the data I can get. Six or eight hours. I’d say. There’s no hurry.”


  He growled, “I’m in a hurry, Walthers. Keep that in mind.”


  The girl cut in. “What should we do, Audee? Play three-handed bridge?”


  “Whatever you want, but I’d advise some sleep. I’ve got pills if you want them. If we do find anything—and remember, if we hit on the first try it’s just hundred-to-one luck—we’ll want to be wide awake for a while.”


  “All right,” said Dorotha, reaching out for the spansules, but Cochenour demanded:


  “What about you?”


  “Pretty soon. I’m waiting for something.” He didn’t ask what. Probably, I thought, because he already knew. I decided that when I did hit my bunk I wouldn’t take a sleeping pill right away. This Cochenour was not only the richest tourist I had ever guided, he was one of the best informed, and I wanted to think about that for a while.


  WHAT I was waiting for took almost an hour to come. The boys were getting a little sloppy; they should have been after us before this.


  The radio buzzed and then blared: “Unidentified vessel at one three five, zero seven, four eight and seven two, five one, five four! Please identify yourself and state your purpose!”


  Cochenour looked up inquiringly from his gin game with the girl. I smiled reassuringly. “As long as they’re saying ‘please’ there’s no problem,” I told him, and opened the transmitter.


  “This is Pilot Audee Walthers, airbody Poppa Tare Nine One, out of the Spindle. We are licensed and have filed approved flight plans. I have two Terry tourists aboard, purpose recreational exploration.”


  “Acknowledge. Please wait,” blared the radio. The military always broadcasts at maximum gain. Hangover from drill-sergeant days, no doubt.


  I turned off the microphone and told my passengers, “They’re checking our flight plan. Not to worry about.”


  In a moment the Defense communicator came back, loud as ever. “You are eleven point four kilometers bearing one eight three degrees from terminator of a restricted area. Proceed with caution. Under Military Regulations One Seven and One Eight, Sections—”


  I cut in, “I know the drill. I have my guide’s license and have explained the restrictions to the passengers.”


  “Acknowledged,” blared the radio. “We will keep you under surveillance. If you observe vessels or parties on the surface, they are our perimeter teams. Do not interfere with them in any way. Respond at once to any request for identification or information.” The carrier buzz cut off.


  Cochenour said, “They act nervous.”


  “No. They’re used to seeing us around. They’ve got nothing else to do, that’s all.”


  Dorrie said hesitantly, “Audee, you told them you’d explained the restrictions to us. I don’t remember that part.”


  “Oh, I explained them all right. We stay out of the restricted area, because if we don’t they’ll start shooting. That is the Whole of the Law.”


  VI


  I SET a wake-up for four hours, and the others heard me moving around and got up too. Dorrie fetched us coffee from the warmer, and we stood drinking it and looking at the patterns the computer had traced.


  I took several minutes to study them, although it was clear enough at first look. There were eight major anomalies that could have been Heechee warrens. One was almost right outside our door. We wouldn’t even have to move the airbody to dig for it.


  I showed them the anomalies, one by one. Cochenour just looked at them thoughtfully. Dorotha asked after a moment, “You mean all of these are unexplored tunnels?”


  “No. Wish they were. But, one: Any or all of them could have been explored by someone who didn’t go to the trouble of recording it. Two: They don’t have to be tunnels. They might be fracture faults, or dikes, or little rivers of some kind of molten material that ran out of somewhere and hardened and got covered over a billion years ago. The only thing we know for sure so far is that there probably aren’t any unexplored tunnels in this area except in those eight places.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “We dig. And then we see what we’ve got.”


  Cochenour said, “Where do we dig?”


  I pointed right next to the bright delta of our airbody. “Right here.”


  “Because it’s the best bet?”


  “Well, not necessarily.” I considered what to tell him, and decided the truth was the best. “There are three that look like better bets than the others—here, I’ll mark them.” I keyed the chart controls, and the best looking traces immediately displayed letters: A, B and C. “A runs right under the arroyo here, so we’ll dig it first.”


  “Those three because they’re the brightest?”


  I nodded, somewhat annoyed at his quickness, although it was obvious enough.


  “But C over here is the brightest of the lot. Why don’t we dig that first?”


  I chose my words carefully. “Because we’d have to move the airbody. And because it’s on the outside perimeter of the survey area; that means the results aren’t as reliable as they are for this one right under us. But those aren’t the most important reasons. The most important reason is that C is on the edge of the line our itchy-fingered friends are telling us to stay away from.”


  Cochenour laughed incredulously. “You mean you’re telling me that if you find a real untouched Heechee tunnel you’ll stay out of it just because some soldier tells you it’s a no-no?”


  I said, “The problem doesn’t arise just yet; we have seven anomalies to look at that are legal. Also, the military will be checking us from time to time, particularly in the next day or two.”


  Cochenour insisted, “All right, suppose we check them and find nothing. What do we do then?”


  I shook my head. “I never borrow trouble. Let’s check the legal ones.”


  “But suppose.”


  “Damn it, Boyce! How do I know?”


  He gave it up then, but winked at Dorrie and chuckled. “What did I tell you, honey? He’s a bigger bandit than I am.”


  FOR the next couple of hours we didn’t have much time to talk about theoretical possibilities, because we were too busy with concrete facts.


  The biggest fact was an awful lot of hot high-speed gas that we had to keep from killing us. My own hot-suit was custom made, of course, and only needed the fittings and tanks to be checked. Boyce and the girl had rental units. They’d paid top dollar for them, and they were good, but good isn’t perfect. I had them in and out of them a dozen times, checking the fit and varying tensions until they were as right as I could get them. There’s a lot of heat and pressure to keep out when you go about the surface of Venus. The suits were laminated twelve-ply, with nine degrees of freedom at the essential joints. They wouldn’t fail; that wasn’t what I was worried about. What I was worried about was comfort, because a very small itch or rub can get serious when there’s no way to stop it.


  But finally they were good enough for a first trial, and we all huddled in the lock and exited on to the surface of Venus.


  We were still darkside, but there’s so much scatter from the sun that it doesn’t get really dark more than a quarter of the time. I let them practice walking around the airbody, leaning into the wind, bracing themselves against the hold-downs and the side of the ship, while I got ready to dig.


  I hauled out our first instant igloo, dragged it into position, and ignited it. As it smoldered it puffed up like the children’s toy that used to be called a Pharaoh’s Serpent, producing a light, tough ash that grew up around the digging site and joined in a seamless dome at the top. I’d already emplaced the digging torch and the crawl-through lock; as the ash grew I manhandled the lock to get a close union, and got a perfect join first time.


  Dorrie and Cochenour stayed out of the way when they caught sight of my waving arm, but hung together, watching through their triple-vision plugs. I keyed on the radio. “You want to come in and watch me start it up?” I shouted.


  Inside the helmets, they both nodded their heads. “Come on, then,” I yelled, and wiggled through the crawl lock. I signed for them to leave it open as they followed me in.


  With the three of us and the digging equipment in it, the igloo was even more crowded than the airbody. They backed away as far as they could get, bent against the arc of the igloo wall, while I started up the augers, checked they were vertical, and watched the first castings spiral out.


  The foam igloo absorbs more sound than it reflects. Even so, the din inside the igloo was a lot worse than in the howling winds outside. When I thought they’d seen enough to satisfy them for the moment, I waved them out of the crawl-through, followed, sealed it behind us, and led them back into the airbody.


  “So far, so good,” I said, twisting off the helmet and loosening the suit. “We’ve got about forty meters to go, I think. Might as well wait in here as out there.”


  “How long is that?”


  “Maybe an hour. You can do what you like; what I’m going to do is take a shower. Then we’ll see how far we’ve got.”


  That was one of the nice things about having only three people aboard: We didn’t have to worry about water discipline very much. It’s astonishing how a quick wet-down revives you after coming out of a hotsuit. When I’d finished mine I felt ready for anything.


  I was even prepared to eat some of Boyce Cochenour’s gourmet cookery, but fortunately it wasn’t necessary. The girl had taken over the kitchen, and what she laid out was simple, light, and reasonably nontoxic. On cooking like hers I might be able to survive long enough to collect my charter fee. It crossed my mind for a moment to wonder what made her do it; and then I thought, of course, she’d had a lot of practice. With all the spare parts in Cochenour, no doubt he had dietary problems far worse than mine.


  Well, not “worse,” exactly, in the sense that I didn’t think he was quite as likely to die of them.


  ACCORDING to the autosonic probes, the highest point of the tunnel I had marked “A,” or of whatever it was that had seemed like tunnels to their shock waves, was close to the little blind valley in which I’d tied down.


  That was very lucky. It meant that we might very possibly be right over the Heechee’s own entrance.


  The reason that was lucky was not that we would be able to use it the way the Heechee had used it. There wasn’t much chance that its mechanisms would have survived a quarter of a million years, much of it exposed to surface wind, ablation, and chemical corrosion. The good part was that if the tunnel had surfaced here it would be relatively easy to bore down to it. Even a quarter of a million years doesn’t produce really hard rock, especially without surface water to dissolve out solids and produce compact sediments.


  Up to a point, it turned out pretty much the way I had hoped. What was on the surface was little more than ashy sand, and the augers chewed it out very rapidly. Too rapidly; when I went back into the igloo it was filled almost solid with castings, and I had a devil of a job getting to the machines to switch the auger over to pumping the castings out through the crawl lock.


  It was a dull, dirty part of the job, but it didn’t take long.


  I didn’t bother to go back into the airbody. I reported what was happening over the radio to Boyce and the girl, staring out of the ports at me. I told them I thought we were getting close.


  But I didn’t tell them exactly how close. Actually, we were only a meter or two from the indicated depth of the anomaly, so close that I didn’t bother to pump out all of the castings. I just made enough room to maneuver around, then redirected the augers; and in five minutes the castings were beginning to come up with the pale blue glimmer that was the sign of a Heechee tunnel.


  VII


  ABOUT ten minutes after that I keyed on my helmet transmitter and shouted: “Boyce! Dorrie! We’ve hit a tunnel!”


  Either they were sitting around in their suits or they dressed faster than any maze rat. I unsealed the crawl-through and wiggled out to help them, and they were already coming out of the airbody, staggering against the wind over to me.


  They were both yelling questions and congratulations, but I stopped them. “Inside,” I ordered. “See for yourself.” As a matter of fact, they didn’t have to go that far. They could see the color as soon as they knelt to enter the crawl-through.


  I followed, and sealed the lock behind me. The reason for that is simple enough. As long as the tunnel isn’t breached, it doesn’t matter what you do. But the interior of a Heechee tunnel that has remained inviolate is at a pressure only slightly above Earth-normal. Without the sealed dome, the minute you crack the casing you let the whole twenty-thousand-millibar atmosphere of Venus pour in, heat and ablation and all. If the tunnel is empty, or if what’s in it is simple, sturdy stuff, there might not be any harm. But if you hit the jackpot you can destroy in half a second what has waited for a quarter of a million years.


  We gathered around the shaft and I pointed down. The augers had left a clean shaft, about seventy centimeters by a little over a hundred, with rounded ends. At the bottom you could see the cold blue glow of the outside of the tunnel, only pocked and blotched by the loose castings I hadn’t bothered to get out.


  “Now what?” demanded Boyce. His voice was hoarse with excitement, which was, I guessed, natural enough.


  “Now we burn our way in.”


  I backed my clients away as far as they could get, pressed against the remaining heap of castings, and unlimbered the fire-jets. I’d already hung sheer-legs over the shaft, and they went right down on their cable with no trouble until they were a few centimeters above the round of the tunnel. Then I fired them up.


  You wouldn’t think that anything a human being might do would change the temperature of the surface of Venus, but those fire-drills were something special. In the small space of the igloo the heat flamed up and around us, and our hotsuit cooling systems were overloaded in seconds.


  Dorrie gasped, “Oh! I—I think I’m going to—”


  Cochenour grabbed her. “Faint if you want to,” he said fiercely, “but don’t get sick. Walthers! How long does this go on?”


  It was as hard for me as it was for them; practice doesn’t get you used to something like standing in front of a blast furnace with the doors off the hinges. “Maybe a minute,” I gasped. “Hold on—it’s all right.”


  It actually took a little more than that, maybe ninety seconds; my suit telltales were shouting alarm for more than half of the time. But they were built for these overloads, and as long as we didn’t cook, the suits wouldn’t take any permanent harm.


  Then we were through. A half-meter circular section sagged, fell at one side and hung there.


  I turned off the firejets, and we all breathed hard for a couple of minutes, while the suit coolers gradually caught up with the load.


  “Wow,” said Dorotha. “That was pretty rough.”


  I looked at Cochenour. In the light that splashed up out of the shaft I could see he was frowning. I didn’t say anything. I just gave the jets another five-second burn to cut away the rest of the circular section, and it fell free into the tunnel. We could hear it clatter against the floor.


  Then I turned on my helmet radio. “There’s no pressure differential,” I said.


  The frown didn’t change, nor did he speak.


  “Which means this one has been breached,” I went on. “Let’s go back to the airbody and take a break before we do anything else.”


  Dorotha shrieked, “Audee! What’s the matter with you? I want to go down there and see what’s inside!”


  Cochenour said bitterly, “Shut up, Dorrie. Don’t you hear what he’s saying? This one’s a dud.”


  THERE’S always the chance that a breached tunnel opened up to a seismological invasion, not a maze rat with a cutting torch, and if so, there might be something worthwhile in it anyway. And I didn’t have the heart to kill all Dorotha’s enthusiasm with one blow.


  So we did swing down the cable, one by one, into the Heechee dig, and look around.


  It was wholly bare, as most of them are, as far as we could see. That wasn’t actually very far, for the other thing wrong with a breached tunnel is that you need pretty good equipment to explore it. With the overloads they’d already had, our suits were all right for a couple of hours but not much more than that, and when we tramped about half a mile down the tunnel without finding a thing, they were both willing to tramp back and return to the airbody.


  We cleaned up and made ourselves something to drink. Even squandering more of the water reserves on showers didn’t do much for our spirits.


  We had to eat, but Cochenour didn’t bother with his gourmet exhibition. Silently, Dorotha threw tabs into the radar oven, and we fed gloomily on emergency rations.


  “Well, that’s only the first one,” she said at last, determined to be sunny about it. “And it’s only our second day.”


  Cochenour said, “Shut up, Dorrie; the one thing I’m not is a good loser.” He was staring at the probe trace. “Walthers, how many tunnels are unmarked but empty, like this one?”


  “How can I answer a question like that? If they’re unmarked, there’s no record of them.”


  “So those traces don’t mean anything. We might dig one a day for the next three weeks and find every one a dud.”


  I nodded. “We surely might, Boyce.”


  He looked at me alertly. “And?”


  “And that’s not the worst part of it. I’ve taken parties out to dig who would’ve gone mad with joy to open even a breached tunnel. It’s perfectly possible to dig every day for weeks and never hit a real Heechee tunnel at all. Don’t knock it; at least you got some action for your money.”


  “I told you, Walthers, I’m not a good loser. Second place is no good.” He thought for a minute, then barked: “You picked this spot. Did you know what you were doing?”


  Did I? The only way to answer that question would be to find a live one, of course. I could have told him about the months of studying records from the first landings on. I could have mentioned how much trouble I went to, and how many regulations I broke, to get the military survey reports, or how far I’d traveled to talk to the Defense crews who’d been on those early digs. I might have let him know how hard it had been to locate old Jorolemon Hegramet, now teaching exotic archeology back in Tennessee, and how many times we’d corresponded; but all I said was, “The fact that we found one tunnel shows I knew my business as a guide. That’s all you paid for. It’s up to you if we keep looking or not.”


  He looked at his thumbnail, considering.


  The girl said cheerfully, “Buck up, Boyce. Look at all the other chances we’ve got—and even if we miss, it’ll still be fun telling everybody about it back in Cincinnati.”


  He didn’t even look at her, just said, “Isn’t there any way to tell whether a tunnel has been breached or not without going inside?”


  “Sure,” I said. “You can tell by tapping the outside shell. You can hear the difference in the sound.”


  “But you have to dig down to it first?”


  “Right.”


  We left it at that, and I got back into my hotsuit to strip away the now useless igloo so that we could move the drills.


  I didn’t really want to discuss it anymore, because I didn’t want him to ask a question that I might want to lie about. I try the best I can to tell the truth, because it’s easier to remember what you’ve said that way.


  On the other hand, I’m not fanatic about it, and I don’t see that it’s any of my business to correct a mistaken impression. For instance, obviously Cochenour and the girl had the impression that I hadn’t bothered to sound the tunnel casing because we’d already dug down to it and it was just as easy to cut in.


  But, of course, I had tested it. That was the first thing I did as soon as the drill got down that far. And when I heard the high-pressure thunk it broke my heart. I had to wait a couple of minutes before I could call them to tell them that we’d reached the outer casing.


  At that time, I had not quite faced up to the question of just what I would have done if it had turned out that the tunnel had not been breached.


  VIII


  COCHENOUR and Dorrie Keefer were maybe the fiftieth or sixtieth party I’d taken on a Heechee dig, and I wasn’t surprised that they were willing to work like coolies. I don’t care how lazy and bored they start out, by the time they actually come close to finding something that belonged to an almost completely unknown alien race, left there when the closest thing to a human being on Earth was a slope-browed furry little beast killing other beasts with antelope bones, they begin to burn with exploration fever.


  So they worked hard, and drove me hard, and I was as eager as they. Maybe more so, as the days went past and I found myself rubbing my right side, just under the short ribs, more and more of the time.


  The military boys overflew us half a dozen times in the first few days. They didn’t say much, just formal requests for identification, which they already well knew, then away. Regulations say if you find anything you’re supposed to report it right away. Over Cochenour’s objections, I reported finding that first breached tunnel, which surprised them a little, I think.


  And that’s all we had to report.


  Site B was a pegmatite dike. The other two fairly bright ones, that I called D and E, showed nothing at all when we dug, meaning that the sound reflections had probably been caused by nothing more than invisible interfaces in layers of rock or ash or gravel. I vetoed trying to dig C, the best looking of the bunch. Cochenour gave me a hell of an argument about it, but I held out. The military were still looking in on us every now and then, and I didn’t want to get any closer to their perimeter than we already were. I half-promised that, if we didn’t have any luck elsewhere in the mascons, we’d sneak back to C for a quick dig before returning to the Spindle, and we left it at that.


  We lifted the airbody, moved to a new position, and set out a new pattern of probes.


  By the end of the second week we had dug nine times and come up empty every time. We were getting low on igloos and probes. We’d run out of tolerance for each other completely.


  Cochenour had turned sullen and savage. I hadn’t planned on liking the man much when I first met him, but I hadn’t expected him to be as bad as that. Considering that it had to be only a game with him—with all his money, the extra fortune he might pick up by discovering some new Heechee artifacts couldn’t have meant anything but extra points on a score pad—he was playing for blood.


  I wasn’t particularly graceful myself, for that matter. The plain fact was that the pills from the Quackery weren’t helping as much as they should. My mouth tasted like rats had nested in it, I was getting headaches, and I was beginning to knock things over. See, the thing about the liver is that it sort of regulates your internal diet. It filters out poisons, it converts some of the carbohydrates into other carbohydrates that you can use, it patches together amino acids into proteins. If it isn’t working, you die. The doctor had been all over it with me, and I could visualize what was going on inside me, the mahogany-red cells dying and being replaced by clusters of fat and yellowish matter. It was an ugly kind of picture. The ugliest part was that there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Only go on taking pills, and they wouldn’t work past a matter of a few days more. Liver, bye-bye; hepatic failure, hello.


  So we were a bad bunch. Cochenour was a bastard because it was his nature to be a bastard, and I was a bastard because I was sick and desperate. The only decent human being aboard was the girl.


  She did her best, she really did. She was sometimes sweet and often even pretty, and she was always ready to meet the power people, Cochenour and me, more than halfway. It was clearly tough on her. She was only a kid. No matter how grown up she acted, she just hadn’t been alive long enough to grow a defense against concentrated meanness. Add in the fact that we were all beginning to hate the sight and sound and smell of each other (and in an airbody you get to know a lot about how people smell). There wasn’t much joy on Venus for Dorrie Keefer.


  Or for any of us, especially after I broke the news that we were down to our last igloo.


  Cochenour cleared his throat. He sounded like a fighter-plane jockey blowing the covers off his guns in preparation for combat, and Dorrie attempted to head him off with a diversion. “Audee,” she said brightly, “you know what I think we could do? We could go back to that site that looked good near the military reservation.”


  It was the wrong diversion. I shook my head. “No.”


  “What the hell do you mean, ‘No’ ?”rumbled Cochenour, revving up for battle.


  “What I said. No. That’s a desperation trick, and I’m not that desperate.”


  “Walthers,” he snarled, “you’ll be desperate when I tell you to be desperate. I can still stop payment on that check.”


  “No, you can’t. The union won’t let you. The regulations are very clear about that. You pay up unless I disobey a lawful directive; you can’t make me do anything against the law, and going inside the military reservation is extremely against the law.”


  He shifted over to cold war. “No,” he said softly, “you’re wrong about that. It’s only against the law if a court says it is, after we do it. You’re only right if your lawyers are smarter than my lawyers. Honestly, Walthers, I pay my lawyers to be the smartest there are.”


  THE difficult part was that he was even more right than he knew he was, because my liver was on his side. I couldn’t spare time for arbitration because without his money and my transplant I wouldn’t live that long.


  Dorrie, listening with her birdlike look of friendly interest, got between us again. “Well, then, how about this? We just put down here. Why don’t we wait and see what the probes show? Maybe we’ll hit something even better than that Trace C—”


  “There isn’t going to be anything good here,” he said without looking at her.


  “Why, Boyce, how do you know that? We haven’t even finished the soundings.”


  He said, “Look, Dorotha, listen close one time and then shut up. Walthers is playing games. You see where we are now?”


  He brushed past me and tapped out the program for a full map display, which somewhat surprised me because I didn’t know he knew how. The charts sprang up with virtual images of our position, the shafts we’d already cut, the great irregular edge of the military reservation overlaid on the plot of mascons and navigation aids.


  “You see? We’re not even in the high-density mass areas now. Is that true, Walthers? We’ve tried all the good locations and come up dry?”


  I said, “You’re partly right, Mr. Cochenour, but I’m not playing games. This site is a good possibility. You can see it on the map. We’re not over any mascon, that’s true, but we’re right between two of them that are located pretty close together. Sometimes you find a dig that connects two complexes, and it has happened that the connecting passage was closer to the surface than any other part of the system. I can’t guarantee we’ll hit anything here, but it’s not impossible.”


  “Just damn unlikely?”


  “Well, no more unlikely than anywhere else. I told you a week ago, you got your money’s worth the first day just finding any Heechee tunnel at all, even a spoiled one. There are maze rats in the Spindle who went five years without seeing that much.” I thought for a minute. “I’ll make a deal with you,” I said.


  “I’m listening.”


  “We’re down here, and there’s at least a chance we can hit something. Let’s try. We’ll deploy the probes and see what they turn up. If we get a good trace we’ll dig it. If we don’t—then I’ll think about going back to Trace C.”


  “Think about it!” he roared.


  “Don’t push me, Cochenour. You don’t know what you’re getting into. The military reservation is not to be fooled with. Those boys shoot first and ask questions later, and there aren’t any policemen or courts on Venus to even ask them questions.”


  “I don’t know,” he said after a moment.


  “No,” I said, “you don’t, Mr. Cochenour, and that’s what you’re paying me for. I do know.”


  “Yes,” he agreed, “you probably do, but whether you’re telling me the truth about what you know is another question. Hegramet never said anything about digging between mascons.”


  And then he looked at me with a completely opaque expression, waiting to see whether I would catch him up on what he had just said.


  I didn’t respond. I gave him an opaque look back. I didn’t say a word; I only waited to see what would come next. I was pretty sure that it would not be any sort of explanation of how he happened to know Hegramet’s name, or what dealings he had had with the greatest Earthside authority on Heechee diggings, and it wasn’t.


  “Put out your probes and we’ll try it your way one more time,” he said at last.


  I PLOPPED the probes out, got good penetration on all of them, started firing the noisemakers. I sat watching the first buildup of lines on the scan as though I expected them to carry useful information. They couldn’t, of course, but it was a good excuse to think privately for a moment.


  Cochenour needed to be thought about. He hadn’t come to Venus just for the ride, that was clear. He had known he was going to be sinking shafts after Heechee digs before he ever left Earth. He had briefed himself on the whole bit, even to handling the instruments on the airbody. My sales talk about Heechee treasures had been wasted on a customer whose mind had been made up to buy at least half a year earlier and tens of millions of miles away.


  All that I understood, but the more I understood the more I saw that I didn’t understand. What I really wanted was to give Cochenour a quarter and send him to the movies for a while so I could talk privately to the girl. Unfortunately, there was nowhere to send him. I managed to force a yawn, complain about the boredom of waiting for the probe traces to build up, and suggest a nap. Not that I would have been real confident he wasn’t lying there with his ears flapping, listening to us. It didn’t matter. Nobody acted sleepy but me. All I got out of it was an offer from Dorrie to watch the screen and wake me if anything interesting turned up.


  So I said the hell with it and went to sleep myself.


  It was not a good sleep, because lying there waiting for it gave me time to notice how truly lousy I felt, and in how many ways. There was a sort of permanent taste of bile in the back of my mouth not so much as though I wanted to throw up as it was as though I just had. My head ached, and I was beginning to see ghost images wandering fuzzily around my field of vision. When I took my pills I didn’t count the ones that were left. I didn’t want to know.


  I’d set my private alarm for three hours, thinking maybe that would give Cochenour time to get sleepy and turn in, leaving the girl up and about and perhaps conversational. But when I woke up there was Cochenour, cooking himself a herb omelette with the last of our sterile eggs. “You were right, Walthers,” he grinned, “I was sleepy. Had a nice little nap. Ready for anything now. Want some eggs?”


  Actually I did want them; but of course I didn’t dare eat them, so I glumly swallowed what the Quackery had allowed me to have and watched him stuff himself. It was unfair that a man of ninety could be so healthy that he didn’t have to think about digestion, while I was—well, there wasn’t any profit in that kind of thinking, so I offered to play some music, and Dorrie picked Swan Lake, and I started it up.


  And then I had an idea and headed for the tool lockers. They needed checking. The auger heads were about due for replacement, and I knew we were low on spares; and the other thing about the tool lockers was that they were as far from the galley as you could get and stay inside the airbody, and I hoped Dorrie would follow me. And she did.


  “Need any help, Audee?”


  “Glad to have it,” I said. “Here, hold these for me. Don’t get the grease on your clothes.” I didn’t expect her to ask me why they had to be held. She didn’t. She only laughed.


  “Grease? I don’t think I’d even notice it, dirty as I am. I guess we’re all about ready to get back to civilization.”


  Cochenour was frowning over the probe trace and paying us no attention. I said, “Meaning which kind of civilization, the Spindle or Earth?”


  What I had in mind was to start her talking about Earth, but she went the other way. “Oh, the Spindle, Audee. I thought it was fascinating, and we really didn’t get to see much of it. And the people. Like that Indian fellow who ran the cafe. The cashier was his wife, wasn’t she?”


  “One of them. She’s the number-one wife; the waitress was number three, and he has another one at home with the kids. There are five of them, all three wives involved.” But I wanted to go in the other direction, so I said, “It’s pretty much the same as on Earth. Vastra would be running a tourist trap in Benares if he wasn’t running one here, and he wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t shipped out with the military and terminated here. I’d be guiding in Texas, I suppose. If there’s any open country left to guide in, maybe up along the Canadian River. How about you?”


  All the time I was picking up the same four or five tools, studying the serial numbers and putting them back. She didn’t notice.


  “How do you mean?”


  “Well, what did you do before you came here?”


  “Oh, I worked in Boyce’s office for a while.”


  That was encouraging; maybe she’d remember something about his connection with Professor Hegramet. “What were you, a secretary?”


  “Something like that. Boyce let me handle—oh, what’s that?”


  That was an incoming call on the radio, that was what that was.


  “So go answer,” snarled Cochenour from across the airbody.


  I took it on the earjack, since that is my nature; there isn’t any privacy to speak of in an airbody, and I want what little crumbs of it I can find. It was the base calling, a comm sergeant I knew named Littleknees. I signed in irritably, regretting the lost chance to pump Dorotha about her boss.


  “A private word for you, Audee,” said Sergeant Littleknees. “Got your sahib around?”


  Littleknees and I had exchanged radio chatter for a long time, and there was something about the cheerfulness of the tone that bothered me. I didn’t look at Cochenour, but I knew he was listening—only to my side, of course, because of the earjack. “In sight but not receiving,” I said. “What have you got for me?”


  “Just a little news bulletin,” the sergeant purred. “It came over the synsat net a couple of minutes ago. Information only. That means we don’t have to do anything about it, but maybe you do, honey.”


  “Standing by,” I said, studying the plastic housing of the radio.


  The sergeant chuckled. “Your sahib’s charter captain would like to have a word with him when found. It’s kind of urgent,’cause the captain is righteously kissed off.”


  “Yes, base,” I said. “Your signals received, strength ten.”


  The sergeant made an amused noise again, but this time it wasn’t a chuckle, it was a downright giggle. “The thing is,” she said, “his check for the charter fee bounced. Want to know what the bank said? You’d never guess. ‘Insufficient funds,’ that’s what they said.”


  The pain under my right lower ribs was permanent, but right then it seemed to get a lot worse. I gritted my teeth. “Ah, Sergeant Littleknees,” I croaked, “can you, ah, verify that estimate?”


  “Sorry, honey,” she buzzed sympathetically in my ear, “but there’s no doubt in the world. Captain got a credit report on him and it turned up n.g. When your customer gets back to the Spindle there’ll be a make-good warrant waiting for him.”


  “Thank you for the synoptic report,” I said hollowly. “I will verify departure time before we take off.”


  And I turned off the radio and gazed at my rich billionaire client.


  “What the hell’s the matter with you, Walthers?” he growled.


  But I wasn’t hearing his voice. I was hearing what the happy fellow at the Quackery had told me. The equations were unforgettable. Cash = new liver + happy survival. No cash = total hepatic failure + death. And my cash supply had just dried up.


  IX


  WHEN you get a really big piece of news you have to let it trickle through your system and get thoroughly absorbed before you do anything about it. It isn’t a matter of seeing the implications. I saw them right away, you bet. It’s a matter of letting the system reach an equilibrium state. So I puttered for a minute. I listened to Tchaikovsky. I made sure the radio switch was off so as not to waste power. I checked the synoptic plot. It would have been nice if there had been something to show, but, the way things were going, there wouldn’t be, of course, and there wasn’t. A few pale echoes were building up. But nothing with the shape of a Heechee dig, and nothing very bright. The data were still coming in, but there was no way for those feeble plots to turn into the mother lode that could save us all, even broke bastard Cochenour. I even looked out at as much of the sky as I could to see how the weather was. It didn’t matter, but some of the high white calomel clouds were scudding among the purples and yellows of the other mercury halides. It was beautiful and I hated it.


  Cochenour had forgotten about his omelette and was watching me thoughtfully. So was Dorrie, still holding the augers in their grease-paper wrap. I grinned at her. “Pretty,” I said, referring to the music. The Auckland Philharmonic was just getting to the part where the little swans come out arm in arm and do a fast, bouncy pas de quatre across the stage. It has always been one of my favorite parts of Swan Lake. “We’ll listen to the rest of it later,” I said, and snapped it off.


  “All right,” snarled Cochenour, “what’s going on?”


  I sat down on an igloo pack and lit a cigarette, because one of the adjustments my internal system had made was to calculate that we didn’t have to worry much about coddling our oxygen supply anymore. I said, “There’s a question that’s bothering me, Cochenour. How did you get on to Professor Hegramet?”


  He grinned and relaxed. “Is that all that’s on your mind? I checked the place out before I came. Why not?”


  “No reason, except that you let me think you didn’t know a thing.”


  He shrugged. “If you had any brains you’d know I didn’t get rich by being stupid. You think I’d come umpty-million miles without knowing what I was coming to?”


  “No, you wouldn’t, but you did your best to make me think you would. No matter. So you dug up somebody who could point you to whatever was worth stealing on Venus, and somebody steered you to Hegramet. Then what? Did he tell you I was dumb enough to be your boy?”


  Cochenour wasn’t quite as relaxed, but he wasn’t aggressive either. He said, “Hegramet told me you were the right guide to find a virgin tunnel. That’s all—except briefing on the Heechee and so on. If you hadn’t come to us I would have come to you; you just saved me the trouble.”


  I said, a little surprised, “You know, I think you’re telling me the truth. Except you left out one thing: It wasn’t the fun of making more money that you were after, it was just money, right? Money that you needed.” I turned to Dorotha, standing frozen with the augers in her hand. “How about it, Dorrie? Did you know the old man was broke?”


  Putting it that way was not too smart. I saw what she was about to do just before she did it, and jumped off the igloo. I was a little too late. She dropped the augers before I could get them from her, but fortunately they landed flat and the blades weren’t chipped. I picked them up and put them away.


  She had answered the question well enough.


  I said, “I see you didn’t know. Tough on you, doll. His check to the captain of the Gagarin is still bouncing, and I would imagine the one he gave me isn’t going to be much better. I hope you got it in furs and jewels, and my advice to you is to hide them before the creditors want them back.”


  She didn’t even look at me. She was only looking at Cochenour, whose expression was all the confirmation she needed.


  I don’t know what I expected from her, rage or reproaches or tears. What she did was whisper, “Oh, Boyce, I’m so sorry,” and she went over and put her arm around him.


  I TURNED my back on them, because I didn’t like looking at him. The strapping ninety years old buck in Full Medical had turned into a defeated old man. For the first time, he looked all of his age and maybe a little more: the mouth half open, trembling; the straight back stooped; the bright blue eyes watering. She stroked him and crooned to him.


  I looked at the synoptic web again, for lack of anything better to do. It was about as clear as it was going to get, and it was empty. We had nearly a 50 percent overlap from our previous soundings, so I could tell that the interesting-looking scratches at one edge were nothing to get excited about. We’d checked them out already. They were only ghosts.


  There was no rescue there.


  Curiously, I felt kind of relaxed. There is something tranquillizing about the realization that you have nothing much left to lose. It puts things in a different perspective. I don’t mean to say that I had given up completely. There were still things I could do. They might not have anything to do with prolonging my life, but the taste in my mouth and the pain in my gut weren’t letting me enjoy life very much anyway. I could, for instance, write Audee Walthers off; since only a miracle could keep me from dying in a matter of days, I could accept the fact that I wasn’t going to be alive a week from now and use what time I had for something else. What else? Well, Dorrie was a nice kid. I could fly the airbody back to the Spindle, turn Cochenour over to the gendarmes, and spend my last day or so introducing her around. Vastra or BeeGee would help her get organized. She might not even have to go into prostitution or the rackets. The high season wasn’t that far off, and she would do well with a little booth of prayer fans and Heechee lucky pieces for the Terry tourists. Maybe that wasn’t much, even from her point of view, but it was something.


  Or I could fling myself on the mercy of the Quackery. They might let me have the new liver on credit. The only reason I had for thinking they wouldn’t was that they never had.


  Or I could open the two-fuel valves and let them mix for ten minutes or so before hitting the igniter. The explosion wouldn’t leave much of the airbody or us, and nothing at all of our problems.


  Or—


  “Oh, hell.” I said. “Buck up, Cochenour. We’re not dead yet.”


  He looked at me for a minute. He patted Dorrie’s shoulder and pushed her away, gently enough. He said, “I will be, soon enough. I’m sorry about all this, Dorotha. And I’m sorry about your check, Walthers; I expect you needed the money.”


  “You have no idea.”


  He said with difficulty, “Do you want me to explain?”


  “I don’t see that it makes any difference, but, yes, out of curiosity I do.”


  I let him tell me, and he did it steadily and succinctly. I could have guessed. A man his age is either very, very rich or dead. He was only quite rich. He’d kept his industries going on what was left after he siphoned off the costs of transplant and treatment, cal-ciphylaxis and prosthesis, protein regeneration here, cholesterol flushing there, a million for this, a hundred grand a week for that . . . oh, it went, I could see that. “You just don’t know,” he said, “what it takes to keep a hundred-year-old man alive until you try it.”


  I corrected him automatically. “Ninety, you mean.”


  “No, not ninety, and not even a hundred. I think it’s at least a hundred and ten, and it could be more than that. Who counts? You pay the doctors and they patch you up for a month or two. You wouldn’t know.”


  Oh, wouldn’t I just, I said, but not out loud. I let him go on, telling about how the federal inspectors were closing in and he skipped Earth to make his fortune all over again on Venus.


  But I wasn’t listening anymore; I was writing on the back of a navigation form. When I was finished, I passed it over to Cochenour. “Sign it,” I said.


  “What is it?”


  “Does it matter? You don’t have any choice, do you? But it’s a release from the all-rights section of our charter agreement; you acknowledge you have no claim, that your check’s rubber, and that you voluntarily waive your ownership of anything we find in my favor.”


  He frowned. “What’s this bit at the end?”


  “That’s where I give you ten percent of anything we do find, if we do find anything.”


  “That’s charity,” he said, but he was signing. “I don’t mind charity, especially since, as you point out, I don’t have any choice. But I can read that web as well as you can, Walthers, and there’s nothing on it to find.”


  “No,” I said, folding the paper and putting it in my pocket. “But we’re not going to dig here. That trace is bare as your bank account. What we’re going to do is dig Trace C.”


  I LIT another cigarette and thought for a minute. I was wondering how much to tell them of what I had spent five years finding out and figuring out, schooling myself not even to hint at it to anyone else. I was sure in my mind that nothing I said would make a difference, but the words didn’t want to say themselves anyway.


  I made myself say:


  “You remember Subhash Vastra, the fellow who ran the trap where I met you. He came to Venus with the military. He was a weapons specialist. There’s no civilian career for a weapons specialist so he went into the cafe business when they terminated him, but he was pretty big at it in the service.”


  Dorrie said, “Do you mean there are Heechee weapons on the reservation?”


  “No. Nobody has ever found a Heechee weapon. But they found targets.”


  It was actually physically difficult for me to speak the next part, but I got it out. “Anyway, Sub Vastra says they were targets. The higher brass wasn’t sure, and I think the matter has been pigeonholed on the reservation by now. But what they found was triangular pieces of Heechee wall material—that blue, light-emitting stuff they lined the tunnels with. There were dozens of them, and they all had a pattern of radiating lines; Sub said they looked like targets to him. And they had been drilled through, by something that left the holes chalky as talc. Do you know anything that would do that to Heechee wall material?”


  Dorrie was about to say she didn’t, but Cochenour interrupted her. “That’s impossible,” he said flatly.


  “Right, that’s what the brass said. They decided it had to be done in the process of fabrication, for some Heechee purpose we’ll never know. But Vastra says not. He says they looked exactly like the paper targets from the firing range under the reservation. The holes weren’t all in the same place; the lines looked like scoring markers. That’s evidence he’s right. Not proof. But evidence.”


  “And you think you can find the gun that made those holes where we marked Trace C?”


  I hesitated. “I wouldn’t put it that strongly. Call it a hope. But there is one more thing.


  “These targets were turned up by a prospector nearly forty years ago. He turned them in, reported his find, went out looking for more and got killed. That happened a lot in those days. No one paid much attention until some military types got a look at them; and that’s how come the reservation is where it is. They spotted the site where he’d reported finding them, staked out everything for a thousand kilometers around and labeled it all off limits. And they dug and dug, turned up about a dozen Heechee tunnels, but most of them bare and the rest cracked and spoiled.”


  “Then there’s nothing there,” growled Cochenour, looking perplexed.


  “There’s nothing they found,” I corrected him. “But in those days prospectors lied a lot. He reported the wrong location for the find. At the time, he was shacked up with a young lady who later married a man named Allemang, and her son is a friend of mine. He had a map. The right location, as near as I can figure—the navigation marks weren’t what they are now—is right about where we are now, give or take some. I saw digging marks a couple of times and I think they were his.” I slipped the little private magneto-fiche out of my pocket and put it into the virtual map display; it showed a single mark, an orange X. “That’s where I think we might find the weapon, somewhere near that X. And as you can see, the only undug indication there is good old Trace C.”


  Silence for a minute. I listened to the distant outside howl of the winds, waiting for them to say something.


  Dorrie was looking troubled. “I don’t know if I like trying to find a new weapon,” she said. “It’s—it’s like bringing back the bad old days again.”


  I shrugged. Cochenour, beginning to look more like himself again, said, “The point isn’t whether we really want to find a weapon, is it? The point is that we want to find an untapped Heechee dig for whatever is in it—but the soldiers think there might be a weapon somewhere around, so they aren’t going to let us dig, right? They’ll shoot us first and ask questions later. Wasn’t that what you said?”


  “That’s what I said.”


  “So how do you propose to get around that little problem?” he asked.


  If I were a truthful man I would have said I wasn’t sure I could. Looked at honestly, the odds were we would get caught and very likely shot; but we had so little to lose, Cochenour and I, that I didn’t think that important enough to mention. I said:


  “We try to fool them. We send the airbody off, and you and I stay behind to do the digging. If they think we’re gone, they won’t be keeping us under surveillance, and all we have to worry about is being picked up on a routine perimeter search.”


  “Audee!” cried the girl. “If you and Boyce stay here—But that means I have to take the airbody, and I can’t fly this thing.”


  “No, you can’t. But you can let it fly itself.” I rushed on: “Oh, you’ll waste fuel and you’ll get bounced around a lot. But you’ll get there on autopilot. It’ll even land you at the Spindle.” Not necessarily easily or well; I closed my mind to the thought of what an automatic landing might do to my one and only airbody. She would survive it, though, ninety-nine chances out of a hundred.


  “Then what?” Cochenour demanded.


  There were big holes in the plan at this point, but I closed my mind to them, too. “Dorrie looks up my friend BeeGee Allemang. I’ll give you a note to give him with all the coordinates and so on, and he’ll come and pick us up. With extra tanks, we’ll have air and power for maybe forty-eight hours after you leave. That’s plenty of time for you to get there, find BeeGee and give him the message, and for him to get back. If he’s late, of course, we’re in trouble. If we don’t find anything, we’ve wasted our time. But if we do—”


  I shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a guarantee,” I added, “I only said it gave us a chance.”


  DORRIE was quite a nice person, considering her age and her circumstances, but one of the things she lacked was self-confidence. She had not been trained to it; she had been getting it as a prosthesis, from Cochenour most recently, I suppose before that from whoever preceded Cochenour in her life—at her age, maybe her father.


  That was the biggest problem, persuading Dorrie she could do her part. “It won’t work,” she kept saying. “I’m sorry. It isn’t that I don’t want to help. I do, but I can’t. It just won’t work.”


  Well, it would have.


  Or at least I think it would have.


  In the event, we never got to try it. Between us, Cochenour and I did get Dorrie to agree to give it a try. We packed up what little gear we’d put outside, flew back to the ravine, landed and began to set up for the dig. But I was feeling poorly, thick, headachy, clumsy, and I suppose Cochenour had his own problems. Between the two of us we managed to catch the casing of the drill in the exit port while we were off-loading it, and while I was jockeying it one way from above, Cochenour pulled the other way from beneath and the whole thing came down on top of him. It didn’t kill him. But it gouged his suit and broke his leg, and that took care of my idea of digging Trace C with him.


  X


  THE suit leg had been ruptured through eight or ten plies, but there was enough left to keep the air out, if not the pressure.


  The first thing I did was check the drill to make sure it wasn’t damaged. It wasn’t. The second thing was to fight Cochenour back into the lock. That took about everything I had, with the combined weight of our suits and bodies, getting the drill out of the way, and my general physical condition. But I managed it.


  Dorrie was great. No hysterics, no foolish questions. We got him out of his suit and looked him over. He was unconscious. The leg was compounded, with bone showing through; he was bleeding from the mouth and nose, and he had vomited inside his helmet. All in all he was about the worst-looking hundred-and-some-year-old man you’ll ever see—live one, anyway. But he hadn’t taken enough heat to cook his brain, his heart was still going—well, whoever’s heart it had been in the first place, I mean; it was a good investment, because it pumped right along. The bleeding stopped by itself, except from the nasty business on the leg.


  Dorrie called the military reservation for me, got Eve Littleknees, was put right through to the Base Surgeon. He told me what to do. At first he wanted me to pack up and bring Cochenour right over, but I vetoed that—said I wasn’t in shape to fly and it would be too rough a ride. Then he gave me step-by-steps and I followed it easily enough: reduced the fracture, packed the gash, closed the wound with surgical Velcro and meat glue, sprayed a bandage all around and poured on a cast. It took about an hour, and Cochenour would have come to while we were doing it except I gave him a sleepy needle.


  So then it was just a matter of taking pulse and respiration and blood-pressure readings to satisfy the surgeon, and promising to get him back to the Spindle shortly. When the surgeon was through, still annoyed at me for not bringing Cochenour over, Sergeant Littleknees came back on. I could tell what was on her mind. “Uh, honey? How did it happen?”


  “A great big Heechee came up out of the ground and bit him,” I said. “I know what you’re thinking and you’ve got an evil mind. It was just an accident.”


  “Sure,” she said. “Okay. I just wanted you to know I don’t blame you a bit.” And she signed off.


  Dorrie was cleaning Cochenour up as best she could—pretty profligate with the water reserves, I thought. I left her to it while I made myself some coffee, lit a cigarette, and sat and thought.


  By the time Dorrie had done what she could for Cochenour, then cleaned up the worst of the mess and begun to do such important tasks as repairing her eye makeup, I had thought up a dandy.


  I gave Cochenour a wake-up needle, and Dorrie patted him and talked to him while he got his bearings. She was not a girl who carried a grudge. I did, a little. I got him up to try out his muscles faster than he really wanted to. His expression told me that they all ached. They worked all right, though.


  He was able to grin. “Old bones,” he said. “I knew I should have gone for the recal-ciphylaxis. That’s what happens when you try to save a buck.”


  He sat down heavily, the leg stuck out in front of him. He wrinkled his nose. “Sorry to have messed up your nice clean airbody,” he added.


  “You want to clean yourself up?”


  He looked surprised. “Well, I think I’d better, pretty soon—”


  “Do it now. I want to talk to you both.”


  He didn’t argue, just held out his hand, and Dorrie took it. He stumped, half-hopped toward the cleanup. Actually Dorrie had done the worst of it, but he splashed a little water on his face and swished some around in his mouth. He was pretty well recovered when he turned around to look at me.


  “All right, what is it? Are we giving up?”


  I said. “No. We’ll do it a different way.”


  Dorrie cried, “He can’t, Audee! Look at him. And the condition his suit’s in, he couldn’t last outside an hour, much less help you dig.”


  “I know that, so we’ll have to change the plan. I’ll dig by myself. The two of you will slope off in the airbody.”


  “Oh, brave man,” said Cochenour flatly. “Who are you kidding? It’s a two-man job.”


  I hesitated. “Not necessarily. Lone prospectors have done it before, although the problems were a little different. I admit it’ll be a tough forty-eight for me, but we’ll have to try it. One reason. We don’t have any alternative.”


  “Wrong,” said Cochenour. He patted Dorrie’s rump. “Solid muscle, that girl. She isn’t big, but she’s healthy. Takes after her grandmother. Don’t argue, Walthers. Just think a little bit. It’s as safe for Dorrie as it is for you; and with the two of you, there’s a chance we might luck in. By yourself, no chance at all.”


  For some reason, his attitude put me in a bad temper. “You talk as though she didn’t have anything to say about it.”


  “Well,” said Dorrie, sweetly enough, “come to that, so do you. I appreciate your wanting to make things easy for me, Audee, but, honestly, I think I could help. I’ve learned a lot. And if you want the truth, you look a lot worse than I do.”


  I said with all the sneer I could get into my voice, “Forget it. You can both help me for an hour or so, while I get set up. Then we’ll do it my way. No arguments. Let’s get going.”


  THAT made two mistakes. The first was that we didn’t get set up in an hour; it took more than two, and I was sweating sick oily sweat before we finished. I really felt bad. I was past hurting or worrying about it; I just thought it a little surprising every time my heart beat. Dorrie did more muscle work than I did, strong and willing as promised, and Cochenour checked over the instruments, and asked a couple of questions when he had to to make sure he could handle his part of the job, flying the airbody. I took two cups of coffee heavily laced with my private supply of gin and smoked my last cigarette for a while, meanwhile checking out with the miltary reservation. Eve Littleknees was flirtatious but a little puzzled.


  Then Dorrie and I tumbled out of the lock and closed it behind us, leaving Cochenour strapped in the pilot’s seat.


  Dorrie stood there for a moment, looking forlorn; but then she grabbed my hand and the two of us lumbered to the shelter of the igloo we’d already ignited. I had impressed on her the importance of being out of the wash of the twin-fuel jets. She was good about it; flung herself flat and didn’t move.


  I was less cautious. As soon as I could judge from the flare that the jets were angled away from us, I stuck my head up and watched Cochenour take off in a sleet of heavy-metal ash. It wasn’t a bad take-off. In circumstances like that I define “bad” as total demolition of the airbody and the death or maiming of one or more persons. He avoided that, but the airbody skittered and slid wildly as the gusts caught it. It would be a rough ride for him, going just the few hundred kilometers north that would take him out of detection range.


  I touched Dorrie with my toe and she struggled up. I slipped the talk cord into the jack on her helmet—radio was out, because of possible perimeter patrols that we wouldn’t be able to see.


  “Change your mind yet?” I asked.


  It was a fairly obnoxious question, but she took it nicely. She giggled. I could tell that because we were faceplate to faceplate and I could see her face shadowed inside the helmet. But I couldn’t hear what she was saying until she remembered to nudge the voice switch, and then what I heard was:


  “—romantic, just the two of us.”


  Well, we didn’t have time for that kind of chitchat. I said irritably, “Let’s quit wasting time. Remember what I told you. We have air, water and power for forty-eight hours. Don’t count on any margin. One or two of them might hold out a little longer, but you need all three to stay alive. Try not to work too hard; the less you metabolize, the less your waste system has to handle. If we find a tunnel and get in, maybe we can eat some of those emergency rations over there—provided it’s unbreached and hasn’t heated up too much in a quarter of a million years. Otherwise don’t even think about food. As for sleeping, forget—”


  “Now who’s wasting time? You told me all this before.” But she was still cheery.


  So we climbed into the igloo and started work.


  The first thing we had to do was clear out some of the tailings that had already begun to accumulate where we left the drill going. The usual way, of course, is to reverse and redirect the augers. We couldn’t do that. It would have meant taking them away from cutting the shaft. We had to do it the hard way, namely manually.


  It was hard, all right. Hotsuits are uncomfortable to begin with. When you have to work in them, they’re miserable. When the work is both very hard physically and complicated by the cramped space inside an igloo that already contains two people and a working drill, it’s next to impossible.


  We did it anyhow, having no choice.


  Cochenour hadn’t lied; Dorrie was as good as a man. The question was whether that was going to be good enough. The other question, which was bothering me more and more every minute, was whether I was as good as a man. The headache was really pounding at me, and I found myself blacking out when I moved suddenly. The Quackery had promised me three weeks before acute hepatic failure, but that hadn’t been meant to include this kind of work. I had to figure I was on plus time already. That is a disconcerting way to figure.


  Especially when ten hours went by and I realized that we were down lower than the soundings had shown the tunnel to be, and no luminous blue tailings were in sight.


  We were drilling a dry hole.


  IF WE had had the airbody close by, this would have been an annoyance. Maybe a big annoyance, but not a disaster. What I would have done was get back in the airbody, clean up, get a good night’s sleep, eat a meal, and recheck the trace. We were digging in the wrong place. All right, next step is to dig in the right place. Study the terrain, pick a spot, ignite another igloo, start up the drills and try, try again.


  That’s what we would have done. But we didn’t have any of those advantages. We didn’t have the airbody. We had no chance for sleep or food. We were out of igloos. We didn’t have the trace to look at. And I was feeling lousier every minute.


  I crawled out of the igloo, sat down in the next thing there was to the lee of the wind, and stared at the scudding yellow green sky.


  There ought to be something to do, if I could only think of it. I ordered myself to think.


  Well, let’s see. Could I maybe uproot the igloo and move it to another spot?


  No. I could break it loose all right with the augers, but the minute it was free the winds would catch it and it would be good-bye, Charlie. I’d never see that igloo again. Plus there would be no way to make it gastight anyway.


  Well, then, how about drilling without an igloo?


  Possible, I judged. Pointless, though. Suppose we did hit lucky and hole in? Without an igloo to lock out those twenty thousand millibars of hot gas, we’d destroy the contents anyway.


  I felt a nudge on my shoulder, and discovered that Dorrie was sitting next to me. She didn’t ask any questions, didn’t try to say anything at all. I guess it was all clear enough without talking about it.


  By my suit chronometer fifteen hours were gone. That left thirty-some before Cochenour would come back and get us. I didn’t see any point in spending it all sitting there, but on the other hand I didn’t see any point in doing anything else.


  Of course, I thought, I could always go to sleep for a while . . . and then I woke up and realized that that was what I had been doing.


  DORRIE was asleep beside me.


  You may wonder how a person can sleep in the teeth of a south polar thermal gale. It isn’t all that hard. All it takes is that you be wholly worn out, and wholly despairing. Sleeping isn’t just to knit the ravelled sleeve, it is a good way to shut the world off when the world is too lousy to face. As ours was.


  But Venus is the last refuge of the Puritan ethic. Crazy. I knew I was as good as dead, but I felt I had to be doing something. I eased away from Dorrie, made sure her suit was belted to the hold-tight ring at the base of the igloo, and stood up. It took a great deal of concentration for me to be able to stand up, which was almost as good at keeping care out as sleep.


  It occurred to me that there still might be eight or ten live Heechees in the tunnel, and maybe they’d heard us knocking and opened up the bottom of the shaft for us. So I crawled into the igloo to see.


  I peered down the shaft to make sure. No. They hadn’t. It was still just a blind hole that disappeared into dirty dark invisibility at the end of the light from my head lamp. I swore at the Heechees who hadn’t helped us out, and kicked some tailings down the shaft on their nonexistent heads.


  The Puritan ethic was itching me, and I wondered what I ought to do. Die? Well, yes, but I was doing that fast enough. Something constructive?


  I remembered that you always ought to leave a place the way you found it, so I hauled up the drills on the eight-to-one winch and stowed them neatly. I kicked some more tailings down the useless hole to make a place to sit, and I sat down and thought.


  I mused about what we had done wrong, as you might think about a chess puzzle.


  I could still see the trace in my mind. It was bright and clear, so there was definitely something there. It was just tough that we’d lucked out and missed it.


  How had we missed it?


  After some time, I thought I knew the answer to that.


  People like Dorrie and Cochenour have an idea that a seismic trace is like one of those underground maps of downtown Dallas, with all the sewers and utility conduits and water pipes marked, so you just dig where it says and you find what you want.


  It isn’t exactly like that. The trace comes out as a sort of hazy approximation. It is built up, hour by hour, by measuring the echoes from the pinger. It looks like a band of spiderweb shadows, much wider than an actual tunnel and very fuzzy at the edges. When you look at it you know that somewhere in the shadows there’s something that makes them. Maybe it’s a rock interface or a pocket of gravel. Hopefully it’s a Heechee dig. Whatever it is, it’s there somewhere, but you don’t know just where, exactly. If a tunnel is twenty meters wide, which is a fair average for a Heechee connecting link, the shadow trace is sure to look like fifty, and may be a hundred.


  So where do you dig?


  That’s where the art of prospecting comes in. You have to make an informed guess.


  Maybe you dig in the exact geometrical center—as far as it is given you to see where the center is. That’s the easiest way. Maybe you dig where the shadows are densest, which is the way the half-smart prospectors do, and that works almost half the time. Or maybe you do what I did, and try to think like a Heechee. You look at the trace as a whole and try to see what points they might have been trying to connect. Then you plot an imaginary course between them, where you would have put the tunnel if you had been the Heechee engineer in charge, and you dig somewhere along there.


  That’s what I had done, but evidently I had done wrong.


  In a fuzzy-brained sort of way, I began to think I saw what I’d done.


  I visualized the trace. The right place to dig was where I had set the airbody down, but of course I couldn’t set up the igloo there because the airbody was in the way. So I’d set up about ten yards upslope.


  I was convinced that ten yards was what made us miss.


  I was pleased with myself for figuring it out, although I couldn’t see that it made a lot of practical difference. If I’d had another igloo I would have been glad to try again, assuming I could hold out that long. But that didn’t mean much, because I didn’t have another igloo.


  So I sat on the edge of the dark shaft, nodding sagaciously over the way I had solved the problem, dangling my legs and now and then sweeping tailings in. I think that was part of a kind of death wish, because I know I thought, now and then, that the nicest thing to do would be to jump in and pull the tailings down over me.


  But the Puritan ethic didn’t want me to do that. Anyway, it would have solved only my own personal problem. It wouldn’t have done anything for old Dorrie Keefer, snoring away outside in the thermal hurricane.


  I then began to wonder why I was worrying about Dorrie. It was a pleasant enough subject to be thinking about, but sort of sad.


  I WENT back to thinking about the tunnel.


  The bottom of the shaft couldn’t be more than a few yards away from where we had bottomed out empty. I thought of jumping down and scraping away with my bare gloves. It seemed like a good idea. I’m not sure how much was whimsy and how much the fantasy of a sick man, but I kept thinking how nice it would be if there were Heechees still in there, and when I scratched into the blue wall material I could just knock politely and they’d open up and let me in. I even had a picture of what they looked like: sort of friendly and godlike. It would have been very pleasant to meet a Heechee, a live one that could speak English. “Heechee, what did you really use those things we call prayer fans for?” I could ask him. Or, “Heechee, have you got anything that will keep me from dying in your medicine chest?” Or, “Heechee, I’m sorry we messed up your front yard and I’ll try to clean it up for you.”


  I pushed more of the tailings back into the shaft. I had nothing better to do, and who could tell, maybe they’d appreciate it. After a while I had it half full and I’d run out of tailings, except for the ones that were pushed outside the igloo, and I didn’t have the strength to go after them. I looked for something else to do. I reset the augers, replaced the dull blades with the last sharp ones we had, pointed them in the general direction of a twenty-degree offset angle downslope, and turned them on.


  It wasn’t until I noticed that Dorrie was standing next to me, helping me steady the augers for the first yards of cut, that I realized I had made a plan.


  Why not try an offset cut? Did we have any better chance?


  We did not. We cut.


  When the drills stopped bucking and settled down to chew into the rock and we could leave them, I cleared a space at the side of the igloo and shoved tailings out for a while; then we just sat there and watched the drills spit rock chips into the old shaft. It was filling up nicely. We didn’t speak. Presently I fell asleep again.


  I didn’t wake up until Dorrie pounded on my head. We were buried in tailings, but they weren’t just rock. They glowed blue, so bright they almost hurt my eyes.


  The augers must have been scratching at the Heechee wall liner for hours. They had actually worn pits into it.


  We looked down, and we could see the round bright blue eye of the tunnel wall staring up at us. She was a beauty, all ours.


  Even then we didn’t speak.


  Somehow I managed to kick and wriggle my way through the drift to the crawl-through. I got the lock closed and sealed, after kicking a couple of cubic meters of rock outside. Then I began fumbling through the pile of refuse for the flame drills. Ultimately I found them. Somehow. Ultimately I managed to get them shipped and primed. I fired them, and watched the bright spot of light that bounced out of the shaft and made a pattern on the igloo roof.


  Then there was a sudden short scream of gas, and a clatter as the loose fragments at the bottom of the shaft dropped free.


  We had cut into the Heechee tunnel. It was unbreached and waiting for us. Our beauty was a virgin. We took her maidenhead with all love and reverence and entered into her.


  XI


  I MUST have blacked out again, and when I realized where I was I was on the floor of the tunnel. My helmet was open. So were the side-zips of my hotsuit. I was breathing stale, foul air that had to be a quarter of a million years old and smelled every minute of it. But it was air. It was denser than Earth normal and a lot more humid; but the partial pressure of oxygen was about the same. It was enough to live on, in any case. I was proving that by breathing it and not dying.


  Next to me was Dorrie Keefer.


  The blue Heechee wall light didn’t flatter her complexion. At first I wasn’t sure she was breathing. But in spite of the way she looked her pulse was going, her lungs were functioning, and when she felt me poking at her she opened her eyes.


  “We made it,” she said.


  We sat there grinning foolishly at each other, like Hallowe’en masks in the blue Heechee glow.


  To do anything more than that, just then, was quite impossible. I had my hands full just comprehending the fact that I was alive. I didn’t want to endanger that odds-against precarious fact by moving around. But I wasn’t comfortable, and after a moment I realized that I was very hot. I closed up my helmet to shut out some of the heat, but the smell inside was so bad that I opened it up, figuring the heat was better.


  Then it occurred to me to wonder why the heat was only unpleasant, instead of instantly fatal. Energy transport through a Heechee wall-material surface is very slow, but not a quarter of a million years slow. My sad old brain ruminated that thought around for awhile and came up with a conclusion: At least until quite recently, some centuries or thousands of years, maybe, this tunnel had been kept cool. Automatic machinery, of course, I thought sagely. Wow, that by itself was worth finding. Broken down or not, it would be worth a lot of fortunes . . .


  And that made me remember why we were there in the first place, and I looked up the corridor and down, to see what treasures were waiting there for us.


  WHEN I was a school kid in Amarillo Central my favorite teacher was a crippled lady named Miss Stevenson, and she used to tell us stories out of Bulfinch and Homer. She spoiled a whole weekend for me with the story of one Greek fellow who wanted to be a god. He was king of a little place in Lydia, but he wanted more, and the gods let him come to Olympus, and he had it made until he fouled up. I forget how; it had something to do with a dog, and some nasty business about tricking the gods into eating his own son. Whatever it was, they gave him solitary confinement for eternity, standing neck deep in a cool lake in hell and unable to drink. The fellow’s name was Tantalus, and in that Heechee tunnel I had a lot in common with him. The treasure trove was there all right, but we couldn’t reach it. We hadn’t hit the main tunnel but a sort of angled, Thielly-tube detour in it, and it was blocked at both ends. We could peer past half-closed gates into the main shaft. We could see Heechee machines and irregular mounds of things that might once have been containers, now rotted, with their contents on the floor. But we hadn’t the strength to get at them.


  It was the suits that made us so clumsy. With them off we might have been able to slip through, but then would we have the strength to put them back on again in time to meet Cochenour? I doubted it. I stood there with my helmet pressed to the gate, feeling like Alice peering into her garden without the bottle of drink-me, and then I thought about Cochenour again and checked the time.


  It was forty-six hours and some odd minutes since he had left us. He was due back any time.


  And if he came back while we were here, and opened the crawl-through to look for us and was careless about the seal at both ends, twenty thousand millibars of poison gas would hammer in on us. It would kill us, of course, but besides that it would damage the virgin tunnel. The corrosive scouring of that implosion of gas might wreck everything.


  “We have to go back,” I told Dorrie, showing her the time. She smiled.


  “Temporarily,” she said, and turned and led the way.


  AFTER the cheerful blue glow of the Heechee tunnel the igloo was cramped and miserable, and what was worse was that we couldn’t even stay inside it. Cochenour probably would remember to lock in and out of both ends of the crawl-through. But he might not. I couldn’t take that chance. I tried to think of a way of plugging the shaft, maybe by pushing all the tailings back in again, but although my brain wasn’t working very well, I could see that was stupid.


  So we had to wait outside in the breezy Venusian weather, and not too much later, either. The little watch dial next to my life-support meters, all running well into the red now, showed that Cochenour should in fact have arrived by now.


  I pushed Dorrie into the crawl-through, squeezed in with her, locked us both through, and we waited.


  We waited a long time, Dorrie bent over the crawl-through and me leaning beside her, holding on to her and the tie-down clips. We could have talked, but I thought she was either unconscious or asleep from the way she didn’t move, and anyway it seemed like an awful lot of work to plug in the phone jack.


  We waited longer than that, and still Cochenour didn’t come.


  I tried to think things through.


  There could have been a number of reasons for his being late. He could have crashed. He could have been challenged by the military. He could have got lost.


  But there was another possibility that made more sense than all of them. The time dial told me he was nearly five hours late now, and the life-support meters told me we were right up against the upper maximum for power, near it for air, well past it for water. If it hadn’t been for breathing the Heechee gases for a while, we would have been dead by then, and Cochenour didn’t know about that.


  He had said he was a bad loser. He had worked out an end-game maneuver so he wouldn’t have to lose. I could see him as clearly as though I were in the airbody with him, watching his own clocks, cooking himself a light lunch and playing music while he waited for us to die.


  That was no frightening thought; I was close enough to it for the difference to be pretty much a technicality, and tired enough of being trapped in that foul hotsuit to be willing to accept almost any deliverance. But the girl was involved, and the one tiny little rational thought that stayed in my half-poisoned brain was that it was unfair for Cochenour to kill us both. Me, yes. Her, no. I beat on her suit until she moved a little, and after some time managed to make her move back into the crawl-through.


  There were two things Cochenour didn’t know. He didn’t know we’d found breathable air, and he didn’t know we could tap the drill batteries for additional power.


  In all the freaked-out fury of my head, I was still capable of that much consecutive thought. We could surprise him, if he didn’t wait much longer. We could stay alive for a few hours yet, and then when he came to find us dead and see what prize we had won for him, he would find me waiting.


  AND so he did.


  It must have been a terrible shock to him when he entered the igloo with the monkey wrench in his hand and leaned over me, and found that I was still alive and able to move, where he had expected only a well-done roast of meat. The drill caught him right in the chest. I couldn’t see his face, but I guess at his expression.


  Then it was only a matter of doing four or five impossible things. Things like getting Dorrie up out of the tunnel and into the airbody. Like getting myself in after her, and sealing up, and setting a course. All these impossible things, and one other, that was harder than all of them, but very important to me.


  I totalled the airbody when we landed, but we were strapped in and suited up, and when the ground crews came to investigate, Dorrie and I were still alive.


  THEY had to patch me and rehydrate me for three days before they could even think about putting my new liver in. In the old days they would have kept me sedated the whole time, but, of course, they kept waking me up every couple of hours for some feedback training on monitoring my hepatic flows. I hated it, because it was all sickness and pain and nagging from Dr. Morius and the nurses and I could have wished for the old days back again, except, of course, that in the old days I would have died.


  But by the fourth day I hardly hurt at all, except when I moved, and they were letting me take my fluids by mouth instead of the other way.


  I realized I was going to be alive for a while, and looked-upon my surroundings, and found them good.


  There’s no such thing as a season in the Spindle, but the Quackery is all sentimental about tradition and ties with the Mother Planet. They were playing scenes of fleecy white clouds on the wall panels, and the air from the ventilator ducts smelled of green leaves and lilac.


  “Happy spring,” I said to Dr. Morius.


  “Shut up,” he said, shifting a couple of the needles that pincushioned my abdomen and watching the tell-tales. “Um.” He pursed his lips, pulled out a couple of needles, and said:


  “Well, let’s see, Walthers. We’ve taken out the splenovenal shunt. Your new liver is functioning well, although you’re not flushing wastes through as fast as you ought to. We’ve got your ion levels back up to something like a human being, and most of your tissues have a little moisture in them again. Altogether,” he scratched his head, “yes, in general, I would say you’re alive, so presumably the operation was a success.”


  “Don’t be a funny doctor,” I said. “When do I get out of here?”


  “Like right now?” he asked thoughtfully. “We could use the bed. Got a lot of paying patients coming in.”


  Now, one of the advantages of having blood in my brain instead of the poison soup it had been living on was that I could think reasonably clearly. So I knew right away that he was kidding me; I wouldn’t have been there if I hadn’t been a paying patient, one way or another, and though I couldn’t imagine how, I was willing to wait a while to find out.


  Anyway, I was more interested in getting out. They packed me up in wetsheets and rolled me through the Spindle to Sub Vastra’s place. Dorrie was there before me, and the third of Vastra’s house fussed over us both, lamb broth and that flat hard bread they like, before tucking us in for a good long rest. There was only the one bed, but Dorrie didn’t seem to mind, and anyway at that point the question was academic. Later on, not so academic. After a couple of days of that I was up and as good as I ever was.


  By then I had found out who paid my bill at the Quackery. For about a minute I had hoped it was me, quickly filthy rich from the spoils of our tunnel, but I knew that was impossible. We could have made money only on the sly, and we were both too near dead when we got back to the Spindle to conceal anything.


  So the military had moved in and taken everything, but they had shown they had a heart. Atrophied and flinty, but a heart. They’d gone into the dig while I was still getting glucose enemas in my sleep, and had been pleased enough with what they’d found. I even tried to get Sergeant Littleknees a finder’s fee. Not much, to be sure. But enough to save my life. It turned out to be enough to pay off the loosely secured checks I’d written to finance the expedition, and surgical fee and hospital costs, and just about enough left over to put a down payment on a Heechee hut of our own.


  For a while it bothered me that they wouldn’t tell me what they’d found. I even tried to get Sergeant Littleknees drunk when she was in the Spindle on furlough. But Dorrie was right there, and how drunk can you get one girl when another girl is right there watching you? Probably Eve Littleknees didn’t know anyhow. Probably no one did except a few weapons specialists. But it had to be something, because of the cash award, and most of all because they didn’t prosecute for trespass on the military reservation. And so we get along, the two of us. Or three of us.


  Dorrie turned out to be good at selling fire pearls to the Terry tourists, especially when her pregnancy began to show. She kept us in eating money until the high season started, and by then I found I was a sort of celebrity, which I parlayed into a bank loan and a new airbody, and so we’re doing well enough. I’ve promised that I’ll marry her if our kid turns out to be a boy, but as a matter of fact I’m going to do it anyway. She was a great help, especially with my own private project back there at the dig. She couldn’t have known what I wanted to bring back Cochenour’s body for, but she didn’t argue, and sick and wretched as she was, she helped me get it into the airbody lock.


  Actually, I wanted it very much.


  It’s not actually a new liver, of course. Probably it’s not even secondhand. Heaven knows where Cochenour bought it, but I’m sure it wasn’t original equipment with him. But it works. And bastard though he was, I kind of liked him in a way, and I don’t mind at all the fact that I’ve got a part of him with me always.


  1974


  ON VENUS, HAVE WE GOT A RABBI


  William Tenn


  What is a Jew? Is “Jewishness” a mystical experience, a system of laws, a sense of kinship, a religion, or a myth? Is there a Jewish ethic, a Jewish character, a Jewish mystique? If the Jew can be identified, can he be as easily defined—or is he, as Franz Rosenzweig claimed, an indefinable essence?


  There is a story from the Talmud that suggests the character of the Jew and the “essence” of his religion. A proselyte came to the great sage Hillel and said, “Teach me the whole Torah while I stand on one foot” Without losing his temper Hillel replied, “What is hateful to you, do not do to others. This is the whole Torah, the rest is commentary. Go and study it.” As Hayim Donin says, “It is, however, still essential to ‘go and study’ the rest.”


  In William Tennys story of the future, the Jews are still studying, still suffering, making jokes, myth, religion, and still being Jewish. If that “indefinable essence” cannot be defined, it can certainly be described. Can a creature that looks like a pillow growing a short gray tentacle be a Jew? To answer that question Tenn keeps asking, What is a Jew?


  Mark Twain has written, “If the statistics are right, the Jews constitute but one percent of the human race. It suggests a nebulous dim puff of star dust lost in the blaze of the Milky Way. Properly the Jew ought hardly to be heard of; but he is heard of, has always been heard of . . . He has made a marvelous fight in this world, in all the ages; and he has done it with his hands tied behind him.”


  On Tenn's Venus the Jews are still fighting with their hands tied. In the best tradition of Twain and, of course, Sholom Alei-chem, Milchik, the TV repairman who speaks for all the Jews in the universe and the entire human race, tells his story.


  EDITOR’S NOTE: This is an original story written expressly for this volume and cause for celebration, since it is the first story that William Tenn has written in seven years. That is a long time to keep your readers waiting. The editor hopes this is the beginning of a William Tenn renaissance. Welcome home.


  SO YOU’RE LOOKING AT ME, Mr. Big-Shot Journalist, as if you’re surprised to see a little, gray-haired, gray-bearded man. He meets you at the spaceport and he’s driving a piece of machinery that on Earth you wouldn’t even give to a dog’s grandmother, she should take it with her to the cemetery and be buried in it. This is the man—you’re saying to yourself—this nobody, this piece of nothing, who’s supposed to tell you about the biggest, strangest development in Judaism since Johannan Ben Zakkai sat down with the Sanhedrin in Jabne and said, “The meeting will please come to order.”


  Are you talking to the wrong man, you want to know? Did you come across space, fifty, sixty, I don’t know, maybe seventy million miles just to see a schlemiel in a cracked helmet with a secondhand oxygen canister on his back? The answer is this: you are not talking to the wrong man. Poor as he is, shabby as he is, unlucky as he is, you are talking to the one man who can tell you all you want to know about those trouble-makers from the fourth planet of the star Rigel. You are talking to Milchik, the TV repairman. Himself. In person.


  All we do is put your belongings in the back of the module and then we get in the front. You have to slam the door—a little harder, please—and then, if this is still working and that is still working, and the poor old module feels like making another trip, we’ll be off. Luxury it definitely is not, a spaceport limousine you certainly could not call it, but—module, shmodule—it gets you there.


  You like dust storms? That’s a dust storm. If you don’t like dust storms, you shouldn’t come to Venus. It’s all we got in the way of scenery. The beach at Tel Aviv we don’t got. Grossinger’s, from ancient times in the Catskills, we don’t got. Dust storms we got.


  But you’re saying to yourself, I didn’t come for dust storms, I didn’t come for conversation. I came to find out what happened to the Jews of the galaxy when they all gathered on Venus. Why should this schmendrik, this Milchik the TV man, have anything special to tell me about such a big event? Is he a special wise man, is he a scholar, is he a prophet among his people?


  So I’ll tell you. No, I’m not a wise man, I’m not a scholar, I’m certainly not a prophet. A living I barely make, going from level to level in the Darjeeling Burrow with a tool box on my back, repairing the cheapest kind of closed-circuit sets. A scholar I’m not, but a human being I am. And that’s the first thing you ought to know. Listen, I say to Sylvia, my wife, don’t our Sages say that he who murders one man murders the entire human race? So doesn’t it follow then that he who listens to one man listens to the whole human race? And that he who listens to one Jew on Venus is listening to all the Jews on Venus, all the Jews in the universe, even, from one end to the other.


  But Sylvia—go talk to a woman!—says, “Enough already with your Sages! We have three sons to marry. Who’s going to pay for their brides’ transportation to Venus? You think for nothing a nice Jewish girl will come here, from another planetary system maybe—she’ll come to this gehenna of a planet and go live in a hole in the ground, she’ll raise children, they won’t see the sun, they won’t see the stars, they’ll only see plastic walls and elevators and drunken cadmium miners coming in to spend their pay and have a goyische good time. You think just because a girl likes the stereo transcript of one of our sons and is willing to come here and marry him, we don’t have to pay her fare and maybe something a little extra she should enjoy herself on the way? Where do the Sages say the money comes from? Do they say maybe we should nail up a new collection box in the shul: ‘Help the Milchik boys find brides—their father is too busy with philosophy’ ?”


  I don’t have to remind you—you’re a journalist, you’re an educated man—what Solomon says in Proverbs about women: a good one, he says, has got to cost you a lot more in the end than pearls. And still, someone in the family has to think about money and the boys getting brides. That’s the second point. The first point is that I’m a human being and a Jew, two different things maybe, and I’ve got the right to speak for all human beings and for all Jews.


  On top of that, I’m a Jewish father with three full-grown sons here on Venus, and if you want to do an injury to your worst enemy, you say to him, “Listen. You’re Jewish? You got three sons? Go to Venus.”


  And that’s the third point. Why I, Milchik the TV man, am telling you this, and why you come all the way from Earth just to listen to me. Because I’m not only a Jewish father, but I’m also—Listen. Could I ask you a question? You won’t be offended? You sure you won’t be offended?


  You’re not Jewish, by any chance? I mean, do you have any Jewish ancestors, a grandfather, a great-grandmother maybe? Are you sure? Well, that’s what I mean. Maybe one of your ancestors changed his name back in 2533—2533 by your calendar, of course. It’s not exactly that you look Jewish or anything like that, it’s just that you’re such an intelligent man and you ask such intelligent questions. I couldn’t help wondering—


  You like Jewish food? In twenty, twenty-five minutes my poor old tired module will pull us out of this orange dust and into the Darjeeling air lock. Then you’ll sit down to a Jewish meal, believe me, you’ll kiss every one of your fingers. We get almost all of our Jewish food shipped here from Earth, special packaging and special arrangement. And, naturally, special cost. My wife Sylvia makes a dish, they come from all over our level just to taste: chopped reconstituted herring. It’s an appetizer and we like appetizers in our family. So what I’ve been telling you, after all, is only an appetizer. I have to get you in exactly the right mood for the main dish, the big story you came for.


  Sylvia makes all the food we eat in the shul—our synagogue.


  You know, the hamantashen, all that. She even prepares the formal Saturday morning breakfast, the bagels and lox and cream cheese that all the men must eat before they say their Sabbath prayers. We’re all orthodox here and we practice the Levittown rite. Our rabbi, Joseph Smallman, is superorthodox Levittown: he wears a yarmulka, and on top of the yarmulka a black homburg which has been passed down from father to son in his family for I don’t know how many centuries.


  Oh, look how you’re smiling! You know I’ve moved from the appetizer to the main dish. Rabbi Joseph Smallman. It’s only Venus, and it’s maybe the seventh or eighth Darjeeling burrow listed on the map, but have we got ourselves a rabbi! To us he’s an Akiba, a Rambam.


  More than that. You know what we call him when we’re alone, among ourselves? We call him the Great Rabbi of Venus.


  Now you’re laughing out loud. No, don’t apologize: I heard a chuckle come out of you, like a belch, you should excuse the expression, after a big dinner.


  This Milchik the TV man, you’re saying to yourself, he and his neighbors in the burrow they come to maybe seventy or eighty Jewish families, they’re making a living, with God’s help, out of the holes in each other’s pockets—and their rabbi is the Great Rabbi of Venus? The littlest hole in the ground claims the biggest fire?


  It’s impossible, maybe? Is anything impossible to the Most High, blessed be His Name? After all, as the Sages tell us, “The last shall be first.” Just don’t ask me, please, which Sages.


  Why is he the Great Rabbi? Well, first of all, why shouldn’t Rabbi Smallman be a Great Rabbi? He needs a certificate from the Great Rabbi Licensing Bureau? You have to graduate from the Great Rabbi Special Yeshiva to become a Great Rabbi? That’s first of all: you’re a Great Rabbi because you act like a Great Rabbi, you’re recognized like a Great Rabbi, you make decisions like a Great Rabbi. And you must have heard something of how he acted and how he decided when all the Jews in the universe held a congress right here on Venus. If you hadn’t heard, you wouldn’t have come all the way from Earth for this interview.


  Other people had heard, too. They’d heard of his piety, learning, and wisdom—of his modesty, of course, I say nothing—long before the First Interstellar Neozionist Conference on Venus. People heard and people talked, and they came from as far away as the Gus Grissom Burrow to ask him for rabbinical decisions.


  You’ve got the time to listen to just one example? Sure you’ve got the time: you’re driving through a heavy dust storm in a module that’s coughing its guts out, a module that knows Milchik the TV man gives it the best of everything—charged-up power cells, a brand-new fan belt—even if it means that he can’t afford to put food on his own table. For Milchik, the module will keep going no matter what, when by itself it would ask for nothing better than to lie down and die in comfort. And the module also likes to listen to Milchik expounding Halacha, the holy rules and laws.


  About five years ago, something terrible happened on the eve of the Passover. There was an explosion aboard a cargo ship on its way to Venus. No one was hurt, but the cargo was damaged and the ship arrived very late, just a couple of hours before the first seder was to begin. Now on this ship was all the special Passover food that had been ordered from Earth by the twenty-four Jewish families of the Altoona Burrow, and the special food was in cans and airtight packages. When the delivery was made, the Altoona people noticed that the cans had been banged about and dented—but, worse than that, most of the cans had tiny holes all over them. Disaster! According to the Rabbinical Council of 2135 on Space Travel Kashruth, food which is in a punctured can is automatically unclean, unclean for daily use, unclean for Passover use. And here it is almost the seder and what can they do?


  These are not rich people: they don’t have reserves, they don’t have alternatives, they don’t even have their own rabbi. If it’s a matter of life and death, all right, anything goes; but it isn’t life and death, all it means is that they’ll have to eat humetz, non-Passover food, they won’t be able to celebrate the seder. And a Jew who can’t celebrate the Deliverance from Egypt with matzo, with bitter herb, with charoseth, with Passover wine, such a Jew is like a bride without a wedding canopy, like a synagogue without a Torah scroll.


  The Altoona Burrow is connected to the Darjeeling Burrow; it’s a suburb of ours. That’s what I said—a suburb. Listen, I know we’re a small place, but where is it written that small places, no matter how small, are not entitled to suburbs? If Grissom can have fourteen suburbs, we can have two. So naturally the Altoona people, white-faced, worried, their mouths opening and closing with aggravation, brought the problem to our Rabbi Joseph Smallman. Nothing was leaking from the cans, they said, but the result of the one test they had conducted was bad: as recommended by the Rabbinical Council of 2135, they had taken a hair from somebody’s head and poked it into a hole in a can—and the hair had not visibly curled back out. Did that mean that all the expensive food shipped across space had to be condemned, no seders in the Altoona Burrow?


  Well, of course that’s what it meant—or would have meant to an ordinary rabbi. Rabbi Smallman looked at them and looked at them, and he scratched the pimple on the right side of his nose. He’s a pretty good-looking man, Rabbi Smallman, strong and chunky with a face like a young Ben-Gurion, but he does always seem to have a big red pimple on the side of his nose. Then he got up and went to his bookcase and took out half a dozen volumes of Talmud and the last three volumes of the Proceedings of the Rabbinical Council on Space Travel. And he looked in each book at least once, and he sat and thought for a long time after each passage. Finally he asked a question: “Which hair did you use and from whose head?”


  They showed him the hair, a fine, white hair from the head of the oldest great-grandfather in the Altoona Burrow, a hair as thin and as delicate as a baby’s first sigh. “So this hair did not curl back,” he said, “from a hole in that particular can. So much for your test with a hair of your selection. Now for my test with a hair of my selection.” And he called over my oldest boy, Aaron David, and told him to pluck out a hair.


  You’re not blind, you can see my hair, even at my age, how heavy and coarse it is. And believe me, it’s thinning out, it’s nothing to what it was. My boy, Aaron David, he has the traditional hair of our family, each one twice, three times as thick as a normal hair, his head always going up into a black explosion. When he comes with me, as helper on a job, the customer usually says something like, “With a head of hair like that, what for do you need to carry around coaxial cable?” I say to them: “Bite your tongue. Maybe Haman or Hitler would have used his hair for coaxial cable, or that unholy pair, Sebastian Pombal and Juan Crevea, they also liked to take our heads as raw material in their terrible factories, but don’t you talk like that in the year 2859 to a Jewish father about his Jewish son.” The Eternal, blessed be He, may demand my son of me, but to nobody else will I be an Abraham who doesn’t defend his Isaac. You know what I mean?


  So when Rabbi Smallman picks up a dented can and pokes Aaron David’s hair at a hole, the hair comes back right away like a piece of bent wire. What else? And when he tries it with another can, again the hair won’t go in. So Rabbi Smallman points to the first can they brought him, the one they tested with the old man’s hair, and he says, “I declare the food in this can unfit and unclean. But these others,” and he waves his hand at the rest of the shipment, “are perfectly acceptable. Carry them home and enjoy your seder.”


  They crowd around him with tears in their eyes and they thank him and they thank him. Then they gather the cans together and they hurry back to their burrow—it’s getting late and it’s time to begin the search for the last bits of humetz that you have to do before you can turn to the Pesadikeh food. The Altoona people rush out, in a few minutes, I tell you, it was as it says in the Second book of the Holocaust: “There was none left, not one.”


  You understand, I hope, wherein lies the greatness of this decision? Jews from all over Venus discussed it and everyone, everywhere, marveled. No. I’m sorry, you’re wrong: the greatness did not lie merely in a decision that made it possible for some poor Jews to enjoy their own Passover seders in their own homes. That’s based on a simple precept—that it’s better to have a Jew without a beard than a beard without a Jew. Try again. No, that’s not right either: using a thick hair from my son’s head was not especially brilliant—under those particular circumstances, any really good rabbi would have done the same. For that you don’t have to be a Hillel already; you just have to avoid being a literal-minded Shammai. The point still eludes you, right? Goyische kop!


  My apologies. I didn’t mean to speak in a language you don’t know. What did I say? It was just a simple comment about, well, how some people are intended to be students of Talmud, and other people are not intended to be students of Talmud. It’s kind of like an old saying amongst us.


  Sure I’ll explain. Why great? In the first place. Almost any decent rabbi would have seen the importance of that food being found fit and clean. And in the second place. A good rabbi, a first-class rabbi, would have found a way to do it, a hair from my son, a this, a that, anything. But, in the third place, only a truly great rabbi would have examined that many books and thought that long and hard about the matter before he announced his decision. How could they really enjoy the seder unless they had perfect confidence in his decision? And how could they have perfect confidence unless they had seen him wrestle with it through nine separate volumes? Now do you see why we called him the Great Rabbi of Venus, even five years before the Neozionist Congress and the great Bulba scandal?


  Now I didn’t go so far in Talmudic study myself—a man has a family to support, and closed-circuit TV repair on a planet like Venus doesn’t exactly help your mind in clearing up the problems of Gemara. But whenever I think of what our congregation here has in Rabbi Smallman, I think of how the Sages begin their argument: “A man finds a treasure . . .”


  You shouldn’t get the impression, please, that a treasure is a treasure to everyone. Almost all the Jews on Venus are Ashkenazim—people whose ancestors emigrated from Eastern Europe to America before the Holocaust and who didn’t return to Israel after the Ingathering—but there are at least three kinds of Ashkenazim, and only our kind, the Levittown Ashkenazim, call Rabbi Smallman the Great Rabbi of Venus. The Williamsburg Ashkenazim, and there are a lot more of them than there are of us, the black-gabardined Ashkenazim who shake and pray and shake and pray, they call Rabbi Smallman the lox-and-bagels rabbi. And on the other hand, the Miami Ashkenazim, the rich all-right-niks who live in the big IBM Burrow, to them a rabbi is a girl who hasn’t yet gotten married and is trying to do something intellectual with herself. It’s said that the Williamsburg Ashkenazim believe in miracle-working, that the Levittown Ashkenazim believe it’s a miracle when they find work, and that the Miami Ashkenazim don’t believe in miracles and don’t believe in work, they only believe in the import-export business.


  I can see you’re remembering I said before that I was through with the appetizer and ready to serve the main dish, the story you came for. And where, in all that I’ve just been telling you, is the main dish, you want to know? Listen, relax a little. Figure it this way: first I gave you an appetizer, then, after that, for the last few minutes, you’ve been having a soup course. You’re through with the soup? Fine. Now we bring out the main dish.


  Only—just a second more. There’s something else you have to have first. Call it a salad. Look, it’s a very small piece of salad. You’ll be finished with it in no time. Now please. You’re not the cook; you’re only a customer. You want a story that’s like a sandwich? Go someplace else. Milchik serves only complete meals.


  That night, after the seder, I’m sitting on a bench outside our apartment in the Darjeeling Burrow. To me, this is always the best time. It’s quiet, most people have gone to bed, and the corridor doesn’t smell from crowds. All through the corridors, the lights are being turned down to half their wattage. That’s to let us know it’s night on Earth. Exactly where it’s night on Earth, what part of Earth, I have no idea. Darjeeling, maybe.


  As I sit thinking, Aaron David comes out of the apartment and sits down near me on the bench. “Papa,” he says after a while. “That was a great thing Rabbi Smallman did today.” I nod, sure, certainly it was a great thing. Aaron David puts his hand up to the part of his head where he pulled the single hair out. He holds his hand tight against the spot and looks across the corridor. “Before this,” he says, “I just wanted, but now I more than want. I’m going to be a rabbi.”


  “Congratulations,” I say. “Me, I’m going to be the Viceroy of Venus.”


  “I’m serious, Papa. I’m really serious.”


  “I’m joking? I don’t think there’s a chance I’ll one day be appointed by the Council of Eleven Nations Terrestrial, and the Presidents of Titan and Ganymede? I’d do a worse job than that hooligan we got right now, his heart should only explode inside his chest? All right,” I say to him, “all right,” because now he turns and looks at me, with his eyes that are Sylvia’s eyes, and eyes like that, let me tell you, can look. “So you want to be a rabbi. What good is the wanting? Anything you want that I can give, I’ll give. You know I have that little insulated screwdriver, the blue one, that was made in Israel over five hundred years ago, when Israel was still a Jewish state. That precious little screwdriver, it’s like the bones of my right hand, that I’ll give you if you ask for it. But I can’t give you tuition money for a yeshiva, and more important, I can’t even find the transportation money for a bride. A tradition, now, it’s hundreds of years old, ever since the Jews began emigrating into space, and a Levittown bride must come from another planet—and it’s not only you, it’s also your two brothers. A rational creature, boychik, has to worry in an organized way. First the bride money, then we talk about yeshiva money.”


  Aaron David is close to crying. “If only—if—” He bites his lip.


  “If—,” I say. “If—You know what we say about if. If your grandmother would have had testicles, she’d have been your grandfather. Consider the problem: if you want to be a rabbi, especially a Levittown rabbi, you have to know three ancient languages even before you begin; you have to know Hebrew, you have to know Aramaic, you have to know Yiddish. So I’ll tell you what. If. If you can learn enough beforehand, maybe if the miracle ever happens and we can send you to a yeshiva, you can go through faster than usual, rapid-advance, before the whole family goes bankrupt. If Rabbi Smallman, for example, gives you lessons.”


  “He’ll do that,” he says excitedly. “He’s doing it already!”


  “No, I’m not talking about just lessons. I’m talking about lessons. The kind you have to pay for. He’ll teach you one day after supper, and I’ll review with you the next day after supper. That way I’ll learn too, I won’t be such an ignoramus. You know what the Sages say about studying Talmud: ‘Get thee a comrade . . .’ You’ll be my comrade, and I’ll be your comrade, and Rabbi Smallman will be both our comrade. And we’ll explain to your mother, when she screams at us, that we’re getting a bargain, two for one, a special.”


  So that’s what we did. To make the extra money, I started hauling cargo from the spaceport in my module—you notice it drives now as if it’s got a hernia? And I got Aaron David a parttime job down on the eighteenth level, in the boiler room. I figured if Hillel could almost freeze to death on that roof in order to become a scholar, it’s no tragedy if my son cooks himself a little bit for the same reason.


  It works. My son learns and learns, he begins to have more the walk and talk of a scholar and less the walk and talk of a TV repairman. I learn too, not so much of course, but enough so that I can sweeten my conversation with lines from Ibn Ezra and Mendele Mocher Sforim. I’m not any richer, I’m still a kasrilik, a schlemiel, but at least now I’m a bit of an educated schlemiel. And it works also for Rabbi Smallman: he’s able to send his family once a year on a vacation to Earth, where they can sit around a piece of lake and see what real water is like in the natural state. I’m happy for him, me and my herniated module. The only thing I’m not happy about is that I still can’t see any hope for yeshiva tuition money. But, listen, learning is still learning. As Freud says, just to see from Warsaw to Minsk, even if you don’t see right and you don’t understand what you see, it’s still a great thing.


  But who, I ask you, can see from here to Rigel? And on the fourth planet, yet, they’ll come here and create such a commotion?


  From the Neozionist movement, of course, we had already heard a long time ago. Jews always hear when other Jews are getting together to make trouble for them. We’d heard about Dr. Glickman’s book, we’d heard about his being killed by Vegan Dayanists, we’d heard about his followers organizing all over the galaxy—listen, we’d even had a collection box installed in our synagogue by some of his party people here on Venus: “In memory of the heroic Dr. Glickman, and to raise funds to buy back the Holy Land from the Vegan aliens.”


  With that I have no particular quarrel; I’ve even dropped a couple of coins myself in the pushke from time to time. After all, why shouldn’t Milchik the TV man, out of his great wealth, help to buy back the Holy Land?


  But the Neozionist movement is another matter. I’m not a coward, and show me a real emergency, I’m ready to die for my people. Outside of an emergency—well, we Jews on Venus have learned to keep the tips of our noses carefully under the surface of our burrows. It’s not that there’s anti-Semitism on Venus—who would ever dream of saying such a thing? When the Viceroy announces five times a week that the reason Venus has an unfavorable balance of trade with other planets is that the Jews are importing too much kosher food: that’s not anti-Semitism, that’s pure economic analysis. And when his Minister of the Interior sets up a quota for the number of Jews in each burrow and says you can only move from one place to another if you have special permission: that also is not anti-Semitism, obviously, it’s efficient administration. What I say is, why upset a government so friendly to the Jews?


  There’s another thing I don’t like about Neozionism; and it’s hard to say it out loud, especially to a stranger. This business about going back to Israel. Where else does a Jew belong but in that particular land? Right? Well, I don’t know, maybe. We started out there with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. No good. So the first time we came back was with Moses, and that lasted for a while—until the Babylonians threw us out. Then we came back under Zerubbabel, and we stayed there for five hundred years—until Titus burned the Temple and the Romans made us leave again. Two thousand years of wandering around the world with nothing more to show for it than Maimonides and Spinoza, Marx and Einstein, Freud and Chagall, and we said, enough is enough, back to Israel. So back we went with Ben-Gurion and Chaim Weizmann and the rest of them. For a couple of centuries we did all right, we only had to worry about forty million Arabs who wanted to kill us, but that’s not enough excitement for what God Himself, Blessed be His Name, called on Mount Sinai a “stiff-necked people.” We have to get into an argument—in the middle of the Interplanetary Crisis—with Brazil and Argentina.


  My feeling, I don’t know about the rest of the Jews, but I’m getting tired. If no, is no. If out, is out. If good-bye, is good-bye.


  That’s not the way the Neozionists see it. They feel we’ve had our rest. Time for another round. “Let the Third Exile end in our lifetimes. Let the Knesset be rebuilt in our age. Israel for the Jews!”


  Good enough. Don’t we still say, after all the wine, “Next year in Jerusalem” ? Who can argue? Except for the one small thing they overlooked, as you know: Israel and Jerusalem these days isn’t even for human beings. The Council of Eleven Nations Terrestrial wants no trouble with the Vegans over a sliver of land like Israel, not in these times with what’s going on in the galaxy: if both sides in the Vegan Civil War are going to claim the place as holy territory because the men they call the founders of their religions once walked in it, let the bivalves have it, says the Council, let them fight it out between themselves.


  And I, Milchik the TV man, I for one see nothing strange in a bunch of Vegan bivalves basing their religion on the life and legend of a particular Jew like Moshe Dayan and wanting to chop up any other Jews who try to return to the land of their ancestors. In the first place, it’s happened to us before: to a Jew such an attitude should by now begin to make sense. Where is it written that a Dayanist should like Dayan’s relatives? In the second place, how many Jews protested fifty years ago when the other side, the Vegan Omayyads, claimed all human Mohammedans were guilty of sacrilege and expelled them from Jerusalem? Not, I’ll admit, that such a protest would have been as noticeable as a ripple in a saucer of tea . . .


  Well, the First Interstellar Neozionist Conference is organized, and it’s supposed to meet in Basel, Switzerland, so that, I suppose, history can have a chance to repeat itself. And right away the Dayanist Vegans hear about it and they protest to the Council. Are Vegans honored guests of Earth, or aren’t they? Their religion is being mocked, they claim, and they even kill a few Jews to show how aggravated they are. Of course the Jews are accused of inciting a pogrom, and it’s announced that in the interests of law and order, not to mention peace and security, no Jewish entrance visas will be honored in spaceports anywhere on Earth. Fair is fair.


  Meanwhile delegates to the Conference are on their way from all over the galaxy. If they can’t land on Earth, where do they go? And to what site should the Conference be transferred by the authorities?


  Where else but to Venus? It’s the perfect place for such a conference. The scenery is gorgeous—on the other side of the dust storms—and there’s a Viceroy whose administration loves the Jewish people most dearly. Besides, there’s a desperate housing shortage on Venus. That will create the kind of problem Jews love to solve: a game of musical burrows.


  Listen, it could have been worse. As Esther said to Mordecai when he told her of Haman’s plans to massacre all the Jews of Persia—it could have been worse, but I don’t for the moment see exactly how.


  So the delegates begin arriving in the Solar System, they’re shunted to Venus—and don’t ask. Life becomes full of love and bounce for us all. First, a decree comes down. The delegates can’t use hotel facilities on Venus, even if they’ve got the money: there are too many of them, they’ll put a strain on the hotel system or something. Next, the Jews of Venus are responsible for their coreligionists. In other words, not only is a Jew naturally a brother to every other Jew, he’s now also got to be either a boarder or a landlord.


  Stop for a moment and reflect on how many are inflicted on us. Each and every planet in the galaxy which has a human population has at least a breath, a kiss, of Jewish population. So from this planet comes two delegates, from that one fifteen delegates, from that other one—where there are plenty of Jews, they should live and be healthy, but they disagree with each other; comes a total of sixty-three delegates, organized in eight separate caucuses. It may not be nice to number Jews, even if they’re delegates, but you can figure for yourself that by the time the last one has landed at a Venusian spaceport, we’ve got more than enough to go around.


  We’ve got plenty. And on Venus, you don’t go up on the surface and throw together a couple of shacks for the visitors.


  The Williamsburg Ashkenazim object. To them, some of these Jews aren’t even Jews; they won’t let them into their burrows, let alone their homes. After all, Shomrim in khaki pants whose idea of a religious service is to stand around singing Techezachna, Reconstructionists who pray from a siddur that is rewritten every Monday and Wednesday, Japanese Hasidim who put on tefillin once a year at sunset in memory of the Great Conversion of 2112—these are also Jews, say the Williamsburg Ashkenazim?


  Exactly, these are also Jews, say the government officials of Venus. Brothers and boarders they are, and you will kindly make room for them. And they send in police, and they send in troops. Heads are cracked, beards are torn, life, as I said, is full of love and bounce.


  And if you don’t object, you think it helps? Sure it helps—like a groan it helps. The Levittown Ashkenazim announce we’ll cooperate with the government, we’ll provide housing for the delegates to the limit—beyond the limit, even. So what happens? My brother and his family and all their neighbors get evicted from the Kwantung Burrow, it’s needed for delegate headquarters says the government.


  An Interstellar Neozionist Congress we had to have?


  I look around and I remember the promise made to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel—“I will multiply your seed as the stars of heaven”—and I think to myself, “A promise is a promise, but even a promise can go too far. The stars by themselves are more than enough, but when each star has maybe ten, twenty planets . . .”


  By this time, me and my whole family, we’re living in what used to be the kitchen of our apartment. My brother and his family, it’s a big family, they should live and be well, they’re living in the dining room. In what my wife, Sylvia, calls the parlor, there’s the wonder-working rabbi from Procyon XII and his entire court—plus, in one corner of the parlor, there’s the correspondent from the Jewish Sentinel of Melbourne, Australia, and his wife, and their dog, an Afghan. In the bedrooms—listen, why should I go on? In the bedrooms, there are crowds and arguments and cooking smells that I don’t even want to know about.


  Enough already? No, I am sorry to tell you, not enough.


  One day I go into the bathroom. A man is entitled once in a while to go into the bathroom of his own apartment? It’s nature, no? And there in the bathtub I see three creatures, each as long as my arm and as thick as my head. They look like three brown pillows, all wrinkled and twisted, with some big gray spots on this side and on that side, and out of each gray spot there is growing a short gray tentacle. I didn’t know what they were, giant cockroaches maybe, or some kind of plant that the delegates living with us brought along as food, but when they moved I let out a yell.


  My son, Aaron David, came running into the bathroom. “What’s the matter, Papa?”


  I pointed to the brown pillows. They had some sort of ladder arrangement set up in the bathtub with small shelves in different places, and they were climbing up and down, up and down. “What’s the matter, you want to know, when I see things like that in my bathroom?”


  “Oh, them. They’re the Bulbas.”


  “Bulbas?”


  “Three of the delegates from the fourth planet of the star Rigel. The other three delegates are down the corridor in the Guttenplans’ bathroom.”


  “Delegates? You mean they’re Jewish?” I stared at them. “They don’t look Jewish.”


  Aaron David rolled his eyes up to the ceiling of the bathroom. “Papa you’re so old-fashioned! You yourself told me that the blue Jews from Aldebaran show how adaptable our people are.”


  “You should pardon me,” I said. “You and your adaptable. A Jew can be blue—I don’t say I like it, but who am I to argue with somebody else’s color scheme?—and a Jew can be tall or short. He can even be deaf from birth like those Jews from Canopus, Sirius, wherever they come from. But a Jew has to have arms and legs. He has to have a face with eyes, a nose, a mouth. It seems to me that’s not too much to ask.”


  “So their mouths are not exactly like our mouths,” Aaron David said excitedly. “Is that a crime? Is that any reason to show prejudice?”


  I left him and I went to the bathroom in the synagogue. Call me old-fashioned, all right, but there are still boundaries, there are certain places where I have to stop. Here, I have to say, Milchik cannot force himself to be modern.


  Well. You know what happened. It turns out I’m not the only one.


  I took the day off and went to the first session of the Conference. “Rich man,” my Sylvia says to me. “My breadwinner. Family provider. From political conferences you’re going to get brides for your three sons?”


  “Sylvia,” I say to her. “Once in a lifetime my customers can maybe not have clear reception of the news broadcasts and Captain Iliad. Once in a lifetime I can go see representatives from all of the Jews of the Galaxy holding a meeting and getting along with each other.”


  So I went. Only I can’t say they got along so good. First there was the demonstration by the Association of Latter-Day Mea Shearim (“If the Messiah appears and starts going from star to star, only to find that all Jews are already on Earth and in Israel . . .”). When that was quieted down, there was the usual Bronsteinite Trotskyist resolution aimed at the Union of Soviet Uganda and Rhodesia, followed by the usual attempt to excommunicate retroactively the authors of the Simplified Babylonian Talmud that had been published in 2685. Then we had to sit through an hour of discussion about how the very existence of a six-story-high statue of Juan Crevea in Buenos Aires was an affront and an insult and an agony to every Jew, and how we should all boycott Argentinian products until the statue was pulled down. I agreed with what the chairman said when he managed to rule the discussion out of order: “We cannot allow ourselves to be distracted by such ancient agonies, such stale affronts. If we do, where do we begin and where do we stop? Let Argentina have its statue of Crevea, let Düsseldorf have its Adolf Hitler University, let Egypt and Libya continue to maintain the Torquemada Observatory on Pluto. This is not our business here today.”


  At last, finally, after all the traditional Jewish preliminaries, they got down to the real problems of the opening session: the accreditation of delegates. And there, in no time at all, they got stuck. They got stuck and all mixed up, like bits of lox in a lox omelette.


  The Bulbas. The three from my bathroom, the three from Max Guttenplan’s bathroom—the total delegation from Rigel IV.


  No question about their credentials, said the Committee on Accreditation. Their credentials are in order, and they’re certainly delegates. The only thing is, they can’t be Jews.


  And why can’t we be Jews, the six Bulbas wanted to know? And here I had to stand up to get a good look, I could hardly believe my eyes. Because guess who their interpreter was? No one else but my son, my kaddish, my Aaron David. Mr. Show-No-Prejudice in person.


  “Why can’t you be Jews? Because,” says the Committee Chairman, stuttering with wet lips and plucking at the air with his right hand, “because Jews can be this, can be that. They can be a lot of things. But, first of all, they have to be human.”


  “You will kindly point out to us,” the Bulbas say through my son, the interpreter, “where it says and in which book that Jews have to be human. Name an authority, provide a quotation.”


  At this point the Deputy Chairman comes up and apologizes to the Chairman of the Committee. The Deputy Chairman is the kind who wins scholarships and fellowships. “You’ll pardon me,” he says, “but you’re not making it clear. It’s a very simple matter, really.” He turns to the Bulbas. “No one can be a Jew,” he explains to the six of them, “who is not the child of a Jewish mother. That’s the most ancient, most fundamental definition of a Jew.”


  “Aha,” say the Bulbas. “And from what do you get the impression that we are not the children of Jewish mothers? Will you settle for the copies of our birth certificates that we brought along with us?”


  That’s when the meeting falls apart. A bunch of delegates in khakis starts cheering and stamping their feet. Another bunch with fur hats and long earlocks begins screaming that this whole colloquy is an abomination. All over the hall arguments break out, little clusters of argument between two and three people, big clusters of argument between twenty and thirty people, arguments on biology, on history, on the Baba M’tziya. The man sitting next to me, a fat, squinty-eyed man to whom I haven’t said a word, suddenly turns to me and pushes his forefinger into my chest and says: “But if you take that position, my dear fellow, how in the world can you make it compatible with the well-known decision, to mention just one example—”And up on the platform, Bronsteinite Trotskyists have seized control of the public-address system and are trying to reintroduce their resolution on Uganda and Rhodesia.


  By the time some kind of order is restored, two blue Jews have been carried away to the hospital and a lawyer from Ganymede has been arrested for using a hearing aid as a deadly weapon.


  Someone calls for a vote, by the entire Congress, on the accreditation of the Bulbas. Accreditation as what—someone else wants to know—as delegates or as Jews? They’ve been accepted as delegates, and who are we to pass upon them as Jews? I’ll accept them as Jews in the religious sense, someone else stands up to point out, but not in the biological sense. What kind of biological sense, he’s asked by a delegate from across the hall; you don’t mean biology, you mean race, you racist. All right, all right, cries out a little man who’s sitting in front of him, but would you want your sister to marry one?


  It’s obvious that there are as many opinions as there are delegates. And the chairman, up there on the platform, he’s standing there and he doesn’t know what to do.


  Suddenly I notice one of the Bulbas is climbing up on the platform. These little tentacles, they use them for everything, for walking, for eating, for talking, for I don’t know what. And this Bulba, he gets to the public-address system, and he vibrates one short tentacle for a while, and finally we hear what he says, faint and very soft. We hear that funny voice, like a piece of paper rustling, all through the hall:


  “Modeh ani Ifonecha.”


  The line, just translated by itself, may not mean so much—“Here I am standing before you” or “I present myself before you”—but what Jew, even with only a fingernail’s worth of religious background, could not be moved by it, delivered in such a way and at such a time? Modeh ani Vfonecha, the Jew says in the prayer, when he is directly addressing God, blessed be His Name. And that’s what we all of us now hear in the hall.


  Don’t talk to me about race, the Bulba is actually saying, don’t talk to me about religion, don’t talk to me about any legal or philosophical technicalities. I claim that I am a Jew, whatever a Jew is, essentially and spiritually. As Jews, do you accept me or reject me?


  No one can answer.


  Of course, all this is not getting the Congress any closer to Israel, to a return from the Third Exile. But it’s obvious on the one hand that the matter can’t be put on the table, and it’s obvious on the other hand that it can’t be taken off the table. This is not quite the kind of pilpul that our learned ancestors had to deal with. We have to find out: what is a Space Age Jew?


  So, by general agreement it is decided that as Moses smote the rock to get water, we’re going to smite a High Rabbinical Court to get wisdom.


  A High Rabbinical Court is appointed by the Accreditation Committee. It has the kind of membership that will satisfy everybody at least a little bit, even if it means that the members of the Court won’t want to talk to each other. You know, a kind of kosher smorgasbord. There’s the rabbi his followers call the Gaon of Tau Ceti. There’s the president of the Unitarian Jewish Theological Seminary. There’s the Borneo Mystic Rabbi. There’s a member of the chalutziot rabbinate, with his bare chest and rolled-up sleeves. And so on, and so on. There are two women rabbis, one to satisfy the majority Reconstructionist sect, and the other to keep the Miami Ashkenazim happy. And finally, because this is Venus, there’s a rabbi from Venus: Rabbi Joseph Smallman.


  You want to know something? It’s not only because he’s from Venus, no matter what the Committee Chairman says. The Bulbas have been insisting that they’re entitled to a rabbi who in some way will represent them, and suddenly they want that to be Rabbi Smallman. I can tell what’s going on from where I sit, I can see my son with his big mop of black hair going from one Bulba to another, arguing, explaining, urging. He’s talking them into it, that Aaron David of mine. He’s become the floor manager at the nominating convention of a political party.


  “We did it!” he says to me that night in the apartment. His eyes are dancing like meteors. “We got Rabbi Smallman on the Rabbinical Court.”


  I try to calm him down. “That by itself is not yet the equivalent of crossing the Red Sea on dry land, or of the oil which renewed itself night after night. Just because Rabbi Smallman can push a black hair into a dent, you think he can push Jews into accepting six lumpy brown pillows as fellow Jews?”


  “He can if anyone can.”


  “And if anyone can, why should he? Why should he even try to do such a thing?”


  My son gave me the kind of look you give a doctor who tells you he wants to spray disease germs at the electric fan. “Why, Papa! For the sake of justice.”


  When a son makes a father feel ashamed of himself, the father has a right to feel proud too. I sat down in a corner of the kitchen while Aaron David went into the bathroom to hold a consultation with his brown Bulbas.


  But let me tell you, I also felt sad. The wisdom of The Preacher I don’t quite have, but one thing I’ve learned. Whenever someone uses the word “justice,” sooner or later there’s going to be a split head or a broken heart.


  From that day on, every free second I had, I rushed off to Decatur Burrow to attend the sessions of the High Rabbinical Court. Sylvia found out about it and my life was not easy. “While you’re studying this new trade, you and that son of yours,” she said, “someone’s got to work at the old one. You’ll be a judge, he’ll be a district attorney, so I’ll have to be the TV man. Give me a pair of pliers and the Index to the Printed Circuits, and I’ll go out and make a living.”


  “Woman,” I told her, “I’m doing my work and my son’s work, and I’m keeping food on the table. If the customers don’t complain, why should you? I don’t get drunk, I don’t take drugs. I’m entitled to nourish my spirit at the feet of scholars and wise men.”


  Sylvia looked up at the ceiling and clapped her hands together. “He can’t nourish first a couple of daughters-in-law into the house?” she asked the ceiling. “That’s a procedure that is specifically forbidden by the holy books?”


  No, my life was not easy. Why should I tell you otherwise?


  But what was going on in the Decatur Burrow was so interesting I could hardly sit still while I listened to it. It was like a legend had come to life, it was like watching the golem taking a stroll one day in downtown Prague, it was like coming across the River Sabbathion and seeing it boil and bubble and throw up stones every day in the week but Saturday. Such history as the Bulbas told the Rabbinical Court!


  They’d come to the fourth planet of the star Rigel maybe seven, eight hundred years ago in one of the first star ships. Originally, they had been a small orthodox community living in Paramus, New Jersey, and the whole community had been expelled to make way for a new approach to the George Washington Bridge. So they had to go somewhere, right? So why not Rigel? In those days a trip to another solar system took almost a whole lifetime, children were born on the way, people had to live, you know, close. The star ship foundations were advertising for people who already got along with each other, who were living in groups—political groups, religious groups, village groups. The Paramus, New Jersey, people weren’t the only ones who went out in a star ship looking for a quiet place where they’d be left alone. That’s how the galaxy came to be so full of Amish and Mennonites, Black Muslims and Bangladesh intellectuals, and these old-fashioned polygamous Mormons who spit three times when you mention Salt Lake City.


  The only trouble was that the one halfway comfortable planet in the Rigel system already had an intelligent race living on it, a race of brown creatures with short gray tentacles who called themselves Bulbas. They were mostly peasants living off the land, and they’d just begun their industrial revolution. They had at most a small factory here, a mill or two, and a small smelting plant there. The Jews from Paramus, New Jersey, had been hoping for a planet all to themselves, but the Bulbas made them so welcome, the Bulbas wanted them so much to settle on their planet and bring in trade with the rest of the galaxy, that they looked at each other and they said, why not?


  So the Jews settled there. They built a small commercial spaceport, and they built houses, and they fixed up a shul and a heder and a teenage recreation center. Nu, they called the place home.


  At this point in the story, one of the rabbinical judges leaned forward and interrupted. “But while this was going on, you looked like Jews? I mean, the kind of Jews we’re familiar with?”


  “Well, more or less. What we looked like particularly, we understand, was Jews from New Jersey.”


  “That’s close enough. Continue.”


  For a hundred, a hundred and fifty years, there was happiness and prosperity. The Jews thrived, the Bulbas thrived, and there was peace between them. But you know what Isaac Leib Peretz says about the town of Tzachnovka? “It hangs by nothing.” Every Jewish community, everywhere, hangs by nothing. And, unfortunately, nothing is not so strong. Sooner or later it gives way.


  With the Jews to help them, the Bulbas began to become important. They built more factories, more smelting plants, they built banks and computer centers and automobile junkyards. They began to have big wars, big depressions, big political dictatorships. And they began to wonder why they were having them.


  Is there any other answer to such a question? There’s only one answer. The Jews, naturally. Philosophers and rabble-rousers pointed out that before the Jews came there’d been no such trouble. The Jews were responsible for everything. So Rigel IV had its first pogrom.


  And after the government had apologized, and helped the Jews to bury their dead, and even offered to pay for some repairs, twenty or thirty years later there was a second pogrom. And then there was a third pogrom, and a fourth pogrom. By this time, the government was no longer apologizing, and it was the Jews who were paying for repairs.


  Now there came ghettos, there came barring from certain occupations, there even came, from time to time, concentration camps. Not that it was all terrible: there were pleasant interludes. A government of murderers would be followed by a halfway decent government, a government, say, of just maimers. The Jews sank into the position of the Jews who lived in Yemen and Morocco a thousand years ago, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They did the dirtiest, most poorly paid work of all. Everybody spit at them, and they spit at themselves.


  But Jews they remained. They continued their religious studies, even though, on the whole planet by this time, there was not one set of the Talmud without missing books, there was not one Torah scroll without empty spaces. And the centuries went by, and they knew wars and tyrannies, devastations and exterminations. Until recently, when a new, enlightened government had come to power over all of Rigel IV. It had restored citizenship to the Jews and allowed them to send a delegation to the Neozionist Congress.


  The only trouble was that by this time, after all they’d been through, they looked like just plain Bulbas. And they looked like the weakest, poorest Bulbas of all, Bulbas of the very lowest class.


  But in the past couple of months they’d learned that this sort of thing had happened to other Jews, in other places. Jews tended to blend into their environment. After all, hadn’t there been blonde Jews in Germany, redheaded Jews in Russia, black Jews—the Falashas—in Ethiopia, tall Mountain Jews in the Caucasus who had been as fine horsemen and marksmen as their neighbors? Hadn’t there been Jews who had settled in China far back in the Han Dynasty and who were known in the land as the “T’ai Chin Chiao” ? What about the blue Jews sitting in this very Congress? And, for that matter—


  Another interruption. “These are normal physiological changes that can be explained on a reasonable genetic basis.”


  If it’s possible for a brown cushion with short gray tentacles to look shocked, this brown cushion with short gray tentacles looked shocked. “Are you suggesting that such Jews—the Chinese Jews, the Russian Jews—intermarried and were allowed to remain within the congregation?”


  “No, but there are other possibilities. Rape, for example.”


  “So much rape? Again and again?”


  The judges muttered to each other uncomfortably. Then:


  “In other words, despite your appearance, you are asking us to believe that you are Jews, and not Bulbas?”


  The brown cushion stretched forward with all of its tentacles. “No, we are asking you to believe that we are Bulbas. Jewish Bulbas.”


  And it explained about the genealogical charts it was offering in evidence. The most prized possession of every Jewish family on Rigel IV was its genealogical chart. These records had been preserved intact through fires and wars and pogroms, no matter what else had been destroyed. No Jewish wedding ever took place on Rigel IV unless both parties could produce thoroughly validated genealogical charts. Through them, each Jewish Bulba could trace his ancestry back to the very first settlers on the planet.


  “I, for example,” the speaker said proudly, “I, Yitzhak ben Pinchas, am the direct descendant of Melvin Cohen, the assistant manager of a supermarket in Paramus, New Jersey.”


  And the argument got thicker and thicker. How is it possible, the judges wanted to know, for such tremendous changes to take place? Isn’t it more likely that at some time or another all the Jews on Rigel IV were wiped out and that then there was a mass conversion of some sort, similar to the one experienced among the Khazars of the eighth century and the Japanese later? No, said the Bulbas, if you knew what conditions have been like for Jews on Rigel IV you wouldn’t talk about mass conversions to Judaism. That would have been mass insanity. All that happened is that we began as ordinary Jews, we had a lot of trouble, a lot of time went by, and when it was all over this is what we looked like.


  “But that denies the experimental facts of biology!”


  The Bulbas were very reproachful. “Who are you going to believe, the experimental facts of biology—or your fellow Jews?” And that was just the first day. I got back to my apartment and I told my brother all about it. We began discussing the case. He took one side and I took the other. In a few minutes, I was waving my fist in his face and he was screaming that I was “an idiot, an animal!” From the next room we heard the wonder-working rabbi from Procyon XII trying to quiet down a similar argument among the members of his court.


  “They want to be Jews,” my brother yelled at me, “let them convert to Judaism. Then they’ll be Jews. Not before.”


  “Murderer!” I said to him. “Dolt of dolts! How can they convert to Judaism when they’re already Jews? Such a conversion would be a filthy, shameful mockery!”


  “Without a conversion I absolutely refuse to go up on the bima and read a portion with one of them. Without a conversion they cannot join my minyan, even if no matter where I look I can’t come up with more than nine men. Without a conversion, even if I’m celebrating a circumcision ceremony for a son—” He broke off, his eyes got suddenly calmer, more thoughtful. “How do they circumcise, do you suppose, Milchik? Where and what do they circumcise?”


  “They cut off a very little bit from the tip of their shortest tentacle, Uncle Fleischik,” said my Aaron David, who’d just walked in. “It’s a fold of flesh that looks a lot like a foreskin. Besides, you know, only one drop of blood is required by the Covenant. Blood they got.”


  “A new speciality,” said Sylvia as she put out the supper. “Now, God be praised and thanked, my son is a mohel.”


  Aaron David kissed her. “Put my supper aside until later, Mamma. Me and the Bulbas are going to meet with Rabbi Smallman in his study.”


  Let me tell you, maybe my son was no longer the interpreter since the Bulbas had found voices, but he was still their floor manager. Every day I could see him jumping from one to the other while the case was being discussed. Something special has to be looked up? They need a copy of Rov Chaim Mordecai Brecher’s Commentary on the Book of Ruth? Who goes running out of the hall to get it but my Aaron David?


  After all, that turns out to be a very important issue. Ruth was a Moabite, and from her came eventually King David. And how about Ezra and the problem of the Jewish men who took Canaanite wives? And where do you fit the Samaritans in all this? Jewish women, you’ll remember, were not allowed to marry Samaritans. And what does Maimonides have to say on the subject? Maimonides is always Maimonides.


  I tell you, day after day, it was like the dream of my life to listen to all those masters and sages.


  And then the Court comes through time to the formation of the Jewish State in the twentieth century. All those problem cases when the Ingathering began. The Bene-Israel Jews, for example, of Bombay. The other Indians called them Shanwar Teles, “Saturday oilmen,” and they were supposed to have arrived in India as a result of the invasion of Palestine by Antiochus Epiphanes. Almost all they remembered of Judaism was the Shema, and there were two castes who didn’t intermarry, one white, one black. Were they really Jewish? Were both castes Jewish? And how do you prove it?


  And more up-to-date, more complicated discussions. The Japanese and the Conversion of 2112, and the results among Jews of the Ryo-Ritsu tractates. The Mars-Sirius controversy and the whole problem of the blue Jews. The attitude of the Lubavitchers toward Sebastian Pombal—let Pombal and Crevea, I say, lie deep, deep in the ground—and what that meant to Israel as an independent state.


  It all comes down to: What is a Jew?


  So one of the Bulbas can say, in that thin, rustling voice: “Do not put me in the position of the Wicked Son in the Haggadah. Do not put me in the state of yotzei min haklal, one who departs from the Congregation. I have said we to my people; I have not said you.” So he quotes from the Passover service, and all of us have a catch in our throat and tears on our face. But it still comes down to: What is a Jew? Wherefore is this people different from every other people?


  And you know something? That’s not an easy question to answer. Not with all the different kinds of Jews you’ve got around today.


  So the Court can move into other, even more tangled-up places. It can weigh the definition of a human being that was worked out by the Council of Eleven Nations Terrestrial, during the Sagittarian War. It can look at Napoleon’s questions on intermarriage and the answers of the Paris Sanhedrin of 1807. It can turn at last to Cabala, even if three of its members don’t want to, and ask about the problem of monster births that are brought on by cohabitation with the Children of Lilith. But in the end it has to decide what a Jew is, once and for all—or it has to find some kind of new way out.


  Rabbi Smallman found some kind of new way out. On Venus, I’m telling you, have we got a rabbi!


  Since this was a special court, set up under special circumstances, facing a question nobody had ever faced before, I expected more than one decision. I expected sweet and sour decisions, hot decisions and cold decisions, chopped decisions and marinated decisions. I was sure we’d see them “confound there their language, that they may not understand one another’s speech.” But no. Rabbi Smallman argued with each and all, and he brought them around to one point of view, and he wrote most of what was the final judgment. To bring a bunch of Jews—and learned Jews!—to a single decision, that, my friend, is an achievement that can stand.


  All through the case, whenever an argument broke out between the judges, and it looked like we were going to spend a couple of weeks on whether it was a black thread or a white thread, you’d see Rabbi Smallman scratch the red pimple on the side of his nose and say that maybe we could all agree on the fact that at least it was a piece of thread? And I got the impression—I admit it’s a father speaking—that he looked at my Aaron David, and that my Aaron David nodded. This was even before they came in with a judgment.


  Of course, between us, they knew they had to come in with a something. The Congress was at a standstill, the delegates didn’t know how many delegates there were, and they were arguing the matter out every day along with the Court. There were fights over the Bulbas, there were factions over the Bulbas, and a lot of people had gone home already saying they were sick and tired of the Bulbas.


  So.


  The decision reviewed all the evidence, all the commentaries, all the history, from Ezra and Nehemia on. It showed what was to be said for the conservative group in the Court, the group which began and ended with the traditional proposition that a Jew is someone who is provably the child of a Jewish mother. Then it went into what was to be said for the liberal-radical wing, the people who felt that a Jew is anyone who freely accepts the ol, the yoke, the burden, of Jewishness. And then the decision discussed a couple of positions in-between, and it pointed out that there was no way to sew them all together.


  But do they have to be sewn together? Is there any chance that a human being and a Bulba will mate? And what happens if we go deeper and deeper into space, to another galaxy even, and we find all kinds of strange creatures who want to become Jews? Suppose we find a thinking entity whose body is nothing but waves of energy, do we say, no, you’re entirely unacceptable? Do we know for sure that it is?


  Look at it another way. Among human beings there are Jews and there are goyim, gentiles. Between Jews there are a lot of different types, Reformed, blue, Levittown, Williamsburg, and they don’t get along with each other so good, but measure them against goyim and they’re all Jews. Between Jew and goy there are a lot of differences, but measure them against any alien and they’re both human beings. The word goy does not apply to aliens. Up to recently.


  We’ve all seen, in the last century or two, how some creatures from the star Vega have adopted an Earth-type religion, two different Earth-type religions, in fact. They won’t let Jews into the land of Israel, they maneuver against us, they persecute us. Are these ordinary aliens, then? Certainly not! They may look nonhuman, like crazy giant oysters, but they definitely have to be put into the category of goyische aliens. Aliens may be aliens, but the Vegans are quite different as far as Jews are concerned: the Vegans are alien goyim.


  Well, if there are alien goyim, why can’t there be alien Jews? We don’t expect human goyim to marry alien goyim, and we don’t expect human Jews to marry alien Jews. But we can certainly face the fact that there are aliens who live as we do, who face problems as we do, and—if you won’t mind—who worship as we do. There are aliens who know what a pogrom tastes like, and who also know the sweetness of our Sabbath. Let’s put it this way: there are Jews—and there are Jews. The Bulbas belong in the second group.


  These are not the exact words of the decision, you understand. It’s a kind of free translation, provided for you with no extra charge by Milchik the TV man. But it gives you enough to gnaw on.


  Not everyone went along with the decision. Some of the Bulbas complained. And a whole bunch of Williamsburgniks walked out of the Congress saying, Well, what could you expect? But the majority of the delegates were so happy to have the thing settled at last that they voted to let the decision stand and to accept the Bulbas. So the Bulbas were also happy: they were full Jewish delegates.


  The only trouble was, just as they were finally getting down to the business of the Congress, an order came down from the Viceroy of Venus abolishing it. He said the Congress had gone on too long and it was stirring up bad feelings. All the delegates were sent packing.


  Some excitement for a planet like this, no? Rabbi Smallman is still our rabbi, even though he’s famous now. He’s always going away on lecture tours, from one end of the galaxy to the other. But he always comes back to us, every year, for the High Holy Days. Well, not exactly, you know how it is, once in a while he can’t make it. A celebrity, after all. The Great Rabbi of Venus. He’s in demand.


  And so’s my Aaron David, in a way. He finally made it to a yeshiva. The Bulbas are paying for it, they sent him to one on the other side of Venus, in the Yoruba Burrow. Once in a while I get a letter from him. What he plans to do, it’s the agreement he has with them, he’s going to go to Rigel IV and be their rabbi.


  But of a possible bride he says nothing. Listen, maybe I’ll turn out to be the grandfather of a lumpy brown pillow with short gray tentacles? A grandchild, I guess, is still a grandchild.


  I don’t know. Let’s talk about something cheerful. How many people would you say were killed in that earthquake on Callisto?


  THE LANDLORD


  Delia Leslie


  Do sit down, won’t you? Oh. You’re already sitting down. Sorry and all that, but it’s a bit difficult to tell when you don’t know which . . . well, I mean, I haven’t met too many Venusians.


  So you’re the landlord’s property manager. And you’re wondering why you haven’t heard from him since he left Venus? Yes, Mr. Glmff did come here a few months ago. October, I think it was.


  I must say, I hoped you’d come about the plumbing troubles we’ve been having. Goodness knows I’ve written often enough to Mr. Glmff about them. Yes, yes, of course I realize Venus is 25 or 30 million miles away. And that just bears out what I’ve always said, and I’ll say it again, you can’t run a block of flats the way it ought to be run at that kind of distance.


  No doubt about it, you foreign landlords always have been a problem. Couple of hundred years ago, it was Poles, Germans and so on, bought up half London before we knew where we were. But at least they were our kind of foreigner and they cottoned on to our ways in the long run. Only now every dam property speculator in the Galaxy wants to get in on the act. You folk should stick to real estate on your own planets, and I don’t care if the Extraterrestrial Relations Board does hear me say so.


  Take the plumbing I keep writing to you about. For the past six months it has been totally impossible to get any running water that is less than 200 degrees Fahrenheit. And that’s out of the cold tap. Out of the hot tap, all we get is steam. Just because anything less than 300 degrees sets a Venusian’s teeth chattering, every time I want to clean my teeth I have to stand a tumbler of water in the refrigerator for half an horn.


  And the room temperature. What do you mean it’s 110 degrees, isn’t it? Yes, it is 110 degrees and it’s been 110 degrees for the past six months and that 110 degrees isn’t coming out of the central heating, it’s blasting out of the air coolers. And I have spent more than 70 credits on astrograms telling you about this and I haven’t had one single answer.


  Yes, I know Venusians go into hibernation in your winter rains season. Mr. Glmff told me. But our ground rents don’t go into hibernation, do they? And before you boys get your heads down, you don’t forget to tell the Galactic Exchange Bank to send us our bills for service charges.


  Service charges! Some service, I must say. Improvements, modernizations . . . well, Mr. Glmff’s improvements I prefer to live without, I assure you. Take that Venusian air purifier, for instance. Pumps the smell of over-ripe bananas through every air conditioner in the block. Let me tell you, between Venus and Bayswater, there is definitely an olfactory difference of opinion!


  And what about that passenger lift you installed last summer? Maybe it is the latest thing in Venus City. But you didn’t stop to think about a little thing like the difference in atmospheric pressures, did you? First time someone touches the call button, that lift shoots clean through the roof and your engineer’s out there clinging on for dear life with all twelve tentacles wrapped round the Tri-D aerial. We had to call the fire brigade to get him down.


  And those Venusian cacti that Mr. Glmff sent along for the front garden, the ones that make a kind of glopping noise when they’re about to flower. See that ginger cat sunning himself on the wall down there? The minute one of those plants went glop, that old cat let out a yip and scooted and we didn’t see him for a week. But dogs now, they’re different. Don’t have them on Venus, do you. Well, a dog thinks he sees a new kind of tree and he gets interested. Like I told Mr. Glmff, it’s a dog’s nature and nothing anyone can do about it. If you ask me, those plants wouldn’t have lasted long in our climate anyway.


  The garden looked a bit bare when the Venusian cacti died off. That’s when Auntie started planting a few things here and there. Flowers, bushes and so on. Auntie? She’s been here so long we’ve almost forgotten her name. Must be ninety or more I reckon. Real old-fashioned in the nicest kind of way. Always knitting, bakes her own cakes, grows pot plants on the windowsills. Like something out of a history book, especially with those crazy glasses she wears that slip down her nose. Won’t hear of having optilens fitted.


  When Mr. Glmff bought this block of flats, he wanted to get Auntie out. She hasn’t paid any rent for years, but he can’t sue her. Protection of Senior Citizens Act you know. And Auntie knows her rights. No one pulls any wool over her eyes, I can tell you.


  Mr. Glmff doesn’t give up though. He tried again when he came down here in October. Wanted Auntie to move out to one of those apartment blocks he’s building up on Jupiter.


  Auntie wasn’t having any, of course. ‘I’m not moving anywhere at my time of life, young man,’ she says, ‘And don’t you think it!’


  And she gives him a poke with her knitting needle. Well, that’s the first time I ever saw a Venusian blush. Went from pale green clean through to emerald, Mr. Glmff did. Of course, Auntie didn’t realize and she’d have been horrified if she had. Very prim and proper is Auntie. But let’s face it, Venusian anatomy takes a bit of getting used to and anyone can make a mistake.


  Anyway, Mr. Glmff scurries out of Auntie’s room there and then, just as fast as his six legs will carry him. I was waiting outside the door at the time, because I wanted to talk to Mr. Glmff about the plumbing, same as I mentioned to you, and one or two other little things, like a new food dispenser unit and the Tri-D screen needs adjusting . . .


  But Mr. Glmff refused to listen to a word I said. Instead, he started getting nasty about those glopping Venusian cacti. Said he’d see we paid for a new lot, spacefreight charges and all, and wouldn’t believe me when I explained about the neighborhood dogs just getting curious.


  Well, Mr. Glmff seemed pretty upset so I said to him why didn’t he come and have a look at the garden and all the plants Auntie had put in. Lovely show we had, I remember. Chrysanthemums, autumn roses . . . it really was a picture. Of course, it’s all spring flowers now, daffodils, snowdrops . . . in fact, why don’t you come and see for yourself?


  Just wait a moment. Might as well take the watering can down with me. Have to leave it in the refrigerator you know. Way the water comes out of the taps here, would scald any Earth plants to death.


  Mr. Glmff? Yes, well I’m getting around to telling you. Mr. Glmff started looking round the garden, same as you’re doing now . . .


  Just smell those narcissi! Oh, all right. But even if you do prefer Venusian plants that go glop, I’m sure there’s no need to stick that snorkel outfit on. . . .


  Mr. Glmff didn’t seem to appreciate Auntie’s flowers either. He just kept going on and on about his glopping Venusian cacti and how many credits he was going to put on our service charges to pay for a new lot, when out toddles Auntie to water the chrysanthemums.


  Er, now this is where we get to the part I really feel very embarrassed about telling you. Maybe it wouldn’t have happened if Auntie would only get proper optilens fitted instead of wearing those crazy old-fashioned glasses. But as I said earlier, anyone can make a mistake.


  I can see you’re not with me. Well, picture it for yourself. There’s Auntie, standing there with her watering can, and she doesn’t see too well. And there’s Mr. Glmff right next to the privet hedge, and don’t think I mean to be personal,. but what with that Venusian green skin and all those tentacles and so on . . .


  Yes, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all along. When the spray from Auntie’s watering can hit Mr. Glmff, near as I can make out his metabolism must have jumped to the conclusion that the Venusian winter rains season had started. And right before my eyes Mr. Glmff went into hibernation.


  It was fascinating to watch really, the way all those tentacles curled up and folded away and Mr. Glmff rolled right up into a fuzzy little green ball!


  Auntie had no idea what she’d done, of course, and just trotted along watering her flowers as happy as could be. We knew she’d be terribly upset if she ever found out, so we called a meeting and we all voted to keep it from her. And later that evening, we just moved Mr. Glmff along a bit, into the middle of the privet hedge and well, you’d never know, would you?


  Naturally we realized that Mr. Glmff would come out of hibernation once he dried off. But he was bound to be pretty mad at Auntie and we don’t like to see anyone upset her. And there were practical considerations too, like the bill he was going to send us for all those Venusian cacti. I mean, we’ve had a lot of expense lately, what with the passenger lift and the hole it made in the roof and that Venusian air purifier . . .


  So we really only acted for the best. You do understand, don’t you? No, please don’t scurry away. There’s no rush, in fact we hope you’ll be staying with us for quite a while.


  That’s better. You just settle down for a nice long nap while I go and fill up the watering can again.


  You see, during dry spells we have a rota system for the garden. And Tuesdays, it’s my turn to water the landlord.


  1975


  IN THE BOWL


  John Varley


  Prospecting for blest jewels on Venus, courtesy of John Varley’s inventive mind, Mr. Variey’s consistently superior storytelling has gained him a much deserved nomination for the John W. Campbell award for best new writer.


  Never buy anything at a secondhand organbank. And while I’m handing out good advice, don’t outfit yourself for a trip to Venus until you get to Venus.


  I wish I had waited. But while shopping around at Coprates a few weeks before my vacation, I happened on this little shop and was talked into an infraeye at a very good price. What I should have asked myself was, what was an infraeye doing on Mars in the first place?


  Think about it. No one wears them on Mars. If you want to see at night, it’s much cheaper to buy a snooperscope. That way you can take the damn thing off when the sun comes up. So this eye must have come back with a tourist from Venus. And there’s no telling how long it sat there in the vat until this sweet-talking old guy gave me his line about how it belonged to a nice little old schoolteacher who never . . . ah, well. You’ve probably heard it before.


  If only the damn thing had gone on the blink before I left Venusburg. You know Venusburg: town of steamy swamps and sleazy hotels where you can get mugged as you walk down the public streets, lose a fortune at the gaming tables, buy any pleasure in the known universe, hunt the prehistoric monsters that wallow in the fetid marshes that are just a swamp-buggy ride out of town. You do? Then you should know that after hours—when they turn all the holos off and the place reverts to an ordinary cluster of silvery domes sitting in darkness and eight-hundred-degree temperature and pressure enough to give you a sinus headache just thinking about it, when they shut off all the tourist razzle-dazzle—it’s no trouble to find your way to one of the rental agencies around the spaceport and get medicanical work done. They’ll accept Martian money. Your Solar Express Card is honored. Just walk right in, no waiting.


  However . . .


  I had caught the daily blimp out of Venusburg just hours after I touched down, happy as a clam, my infraeye working beautifully. By the time I landed in Cui-Cui town, I was having my first inklings of trouble. Barely enough to notice; just the faintest hazing in the right-side peripheral vision. I shrugged it off. I had only three hours in Cui-Cui before the blimp left for Last Chance. I wanted to look around. I had no intention of wasting my few hours in a bodyshop getting my eye fixed. If it was still acting up at Last Chance, then I’d see about it.


  Cui-Cui was more to my liking than Venusburg. There was not such a cast-of-thousands feeling there. On the streets of Venusburg the chances are about ten to one against meeting a real human being; everyone else is a holo put there to spice up the image and help the streets look not quite so empty. I quickly tired of zoot-suited pimps that I could see right through trying to sell me boys and girls of all ages. What’s the point? Just try to touch one of those beautiful people.


  In Cui-Cui the ratio was closer to fifty-fifty. And the theme was not decadent corruption but struggling frontier. The streets were very convincing mud, and the wooden storefronts were tastefully done. I didn’t care for the eightlegged dragons with eyestalks that constantly lumbered through the place, but I understand they are a memorial to the fellow who named the town. That’s all right, but I doubt if he would have liked to have one of the damn things walk through him like a twelve-ton tank made of pixie dust.


  I barely had time to get my feet “Vet” in the “puddles” before the blimp was ready to go again. And the eye trouble had cleared up. So I was off to Last Chance.


  I should have taken a cue from the name of the town. And I had every opportunity to do so. While there, I made my last purchase of supplies for the bush. I was going out where there wasn’t an air station on every corner, and so I decided I could use a tagalong.


  Maybe you’ve never seen one. They’re modem science’s answer to the backpack. Or maybe to the mule train, though in operation they remind you of the safari bearers in old movies, trudging stolidly along behind the White Hunter with bales of supplies on their heads. The thing is a pair of metal legs exactly as long as your legs, with equipment on the top and an umbilical cord attaching the contraption to your lower spine. What it does is provide you with the capability of living on the surface for four weeks instead of the five days you get from your Venus-lung.


  The medico who sold me mine had me lying right there on his table with my back laid open so he could install the tubes that carry air from the tanks in the tagalong into my Venus-lung. It was a golden opportunity to ask him to check the eye. He probably would have, because while he was hooking me up he inspected and tested my lung and charged me nothing. He wanted to know where I bought it, and I told him Mars. He clucked and said it seemed all right. He warned me to never let the level of oxygen in the lung get too low, to always charge it up before I left a pressure dome, even if I was only going out for a few minutes. I assured him that I knew all that and would be careful. So he connected the nerves into a metal socket in the small of my back and plugged the tagalong into it. He tested it several ways and said the job was done.


  And I didn’t ask him to look at the eye. I just wasn’t thinking about the eye then. I’d not even gone out on the surface yet, so I’d no real occasion to see it in action. Oh, things looked a little different, even in visible light. There were different colors and very few shadows, and the image I got out of the infraeye was fuzzier than the one from the other eye. I could close one eye, then the other, and see a real difference. But I wasn’t thinking about it.


  So I boarded the blimp the next day for the weekly scheduled flight to Lodestone, a company mining town close to the Fahrenheit Desert. Though how they were able to distinguish a desert from anything else on Venus was still a mystery to me. I was enraged to find that, though the blimp left half-loaded, I had to pay two fares: one for me and one for my tagalong. I thought briefly of carrying the damn thing in my lap but gave it up after a ten-minute experiment in the depot. It was full of sharp edges and poking angles, and the trip was going to be a long one. So I paid. But the extra expense had knocked a large hole in my budget.


  From Cui-Cui the steps got closer together and harder to reach. Cui-Cui is two thousand kilometers from Venusburg, and it’s another thousand to Lodestone. After that the passenger service is spotty. I did find out how Venusians defined a desert, though. A desert is a place not yet inhabited by human beings. So long as I was able to board a scheduled blimp, I wasn’t there yet.


  The blimps played out on me in a little place called Prosperity, population seventy-five humans and one otter. I thought the otter was a holo playing in the pool in the town square. The place didn’t look prosperous enough to afford a real pool like that with real water. But it was. It was a transient town catering to prospectors. I understand that a town like that can vanish overnight if the prospectors move on. The owners of the shops just pack up and haul the whole thing away. The ratio of the things you see in a frontier town to what really is there is something like a hundred to one.


  I learned with considerable relief that the only blimps I could catch out of Prosperity were headed in the direction I had come from. There was nothing at all going the other way. I was happy to hear that and felt it was only a matter of chartering a ride into the desert. Then my eye faded out entirely.


  I remember feeling annoyed; no, more than annoyed. I was really angry. But I was still viewing it as a nuisance rather than a disaster. It was going to be a matter of some lost time and some wasted money.


  I quickly learned otherwise. I asked the ticket seller (this was in a saloon-drugstore-arcade; there was no depot in Prosperity) where I could find someone who’d sell and install an infraeye. He laughed at me.


  “Not out here you won’t, brother,” he said. “Never have had anything like that out here. Used to be a medico in Ellsworth, three stops back on the local blimp, but she moved back to Venusburg a year ago. Nearest thing now is in Last Chance.”


  I was stunned. I knew I was heading out for the deadlands, but it had never occurred to me that any place would be lacking in something so basic as a medico. Why, you might as well not sell food or air as not sell medicanical services. People might actually die out here. I wondered if the planetary government knew about this disgusting situation.


  Whether they did or not, I realized that an incensed letter to them would do me no good. I was in a bind. Adding quickly in my head, I soon discovered that the cost of flying back to Last Chance and buying a new eye would leave me without enough money to return to Prosperity and still make it back to Venusburg. My entire vacation was about to be ruined just because I tried to cut some corners buying a used eye.


  “What’s the matter with the eye?” the man asked me. “Huh? Oh, I don’t know. I mean, it’s just stopped working. I’m blind in it, that’s what’s wrong.” I grasped at a straw, seeing the way he was studying my eye. “Say, you don’t know anything about it, do you?”


  He shook his head and smiled ruefully at me. “Naw. Just a little here and there. I was thinking if it was the muscles that was giving you trouble, bad tracking or something like that—”


  “No. No vision at all.”


  “Too bad. Sounds like a shot nerve to me. I wouldn’t try to fool around with that. I’m just a tinkerer.” He clucked his tongue sympathetically. “You want that ticket back to Last Chance?”


  I didn’t know what I wanted just then. I had planned this trip for two years. I almost bought the ticket, then thought what the hell. I was here, and I should at least look around before deciding what to do. Maybe there was someone here who could help me. I turned back to ask the clerk if he knew anyone, but he answered before I got it out.


  “I don’t want to raise your hopes too much,” he said, rubbing his chin with a broad hand. “Like I say, it’s not for sure, but—”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Well, there’s a kid lives around here who’s pretty crazy about medico stuff. Always tinkering around, doing odd jobs for people, fixing herself up; you know the type. The trouble is she’s pretty loose in her ways. You might end up worse when she’s through with you than when you started.”


  “I don’t see how,” I said. “It’s not working at all; what could she do to make it any worse?”


  He shrugged. “It’s your funeral. You can probably find her hanging around the square. If she’s not there, check the bars. Her name’s Ember. She’s got a pet otter that’s always with her. But you’ll know her when you see her.”


  Finding Ember was no problem. I simply backtracked to the square and there she was, sitting on the stone rim of the fountain. She was trailing her toes in the water. Her otter was playing on a small waterslide, looking immensely pleased to have found the only open body of water within a thousand kilometers.


  “Are you Ember?” I asked, sitting down beside her.


  She looked up at me with that unsettling stare a Venusian can inflict on a foreigner. It comes of having one blue or brown eye and one that is all red, with no white. I looked that way myself, but I didn’t have to look at it.


  “What if I am?”


  Her apparent age was about ten or eleven. Intuitively, I felt that it was probably very close to her actual age. Since she was supposed to be handy at medicanics, I could have been wrong. She had done some work on herself, but of course there was no way of telling how extensive it might have been. Mostly it seemed to be cosmetic. She had no hair on her head. She had replaced it with a peacock fan of feathers that kept falling into her eyes. Her scalp skin had been transplanted to her lower legs and forearms, and the hair there was long, blonde, and flowing. From the contours of her face I was sure that her skull was a mass of file marks and bone putty from where she’d fixed the understructure to reflect the face she wished to wear.


  “I was told that you know a little medicanics. You see, this eye has—”


  She snorted. “I don’t know who would have told you that. I know a hell of a lot about medicine. I’m not just a backyard tinkerer. Come on, Malibu.”


  She started to get up, and the otter looked back and forth between us. I don’t think he was ready to leave the pool.


  “Wait a minute. I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. Without knowing anything about you, I’ll admit that you must know more about it than anyone else in town.”


  She sat back down, finally had to grin at me.


  “So you’re in a spot, right? It’s me or no one. Let me guess: you’re here on vacation, that’s obvious. And either time or money is preventing you from going back to Last Chance for professional work.” She looked me up and down. “I’d say it was money.”


  “You hit it. Will you help me?”


  “That depends.” She moved closer and squinted into my infraeye. She put her hands on my cheeks to hold my head steady. There was nowhere for me to look but her face. There were no scars visible on her; at least she was that good. Her upper canines were about five millimeters longer than the rest of her teeth.


  “Hold still. Where’d you get this?”


  “Mars.”


  “Thought so. It’s a Gloom Piercer, made by Northern Bio. Cheap model; they peddle ’em mostly to tourists. Maybe ten, twelve years old.”


  “Is it the nerve? The guy I talked to—”


  “Nope.” She leaned back and resumed splashing her feet in the water. “Retina. The right side is detached, and it’s flopped down over the fovea. Probably wasn’t put on very tight in the first place. They don’t make those things to last more than a year.”


  I sighed and slapped my knees with my palms. I stood up, held out my hand to her.


  “Well, I guess that’s that. Thanks for your help.”


  She was surprised. “Where you going?”


  “Back to Last Chance, then to Mars to sue a certain organbank. There are laws for this sort of thing on Mars.”


  “Here, too. But why go back? I’ll fix it for you.”


  We were in her workshop, which doubled as her bedroom and kitchen. It was just a simple dome without a single holo. It was refreshing after the ranch-style houses that seemed to be the rage in Prosperity. I don’t wish to sound chauvinistic, and I realize that Venusians need some sort of visual stimulation, living as they do in a cloud-covered desert. Still, the emphasis on illusion there was never to my liking. Ember lived next door to a man who lived in a perfect replica of the palace at Versailles. She told me that when he shut his holo generator off his real possessions would have fit in a knapsack. Including the holo generator.


  “What brings you to Venus?”


  “Tourism.”


  She looked at me out of the corner of her eye as she swabbed my face with nerve deadener. I was stretched out on the floor, since there was no furniture in the room except a few work tables.


  “All right. But we don’t get many tourists this far out. If it’s none of my business, just say so.”


  “It’s none of your business.”


  She sat up. “Fine. Fix your own eye.” She waited with a half-smile on her face. I eventually had to smile, too. She went back to work, selecting a spoon-shaped tool from a haphazard pile at her knees.


  “I’m an amateur geologist. Rock hound, actually. I work in an office, and weekends I get out in the country and hike around. The rocks are an excuse to get me out there, I guess.”


  She popped the eye out of its socket and reached in with one finger to deftly unhook the metal connection along the optic nerve. She held the eyeball up to the light and peered into the lens.


  “You can get up now. Pour some of this stuff into the socket and squint down on it.” I did as she asked and followed her to the workbench.


  She sat on a stool and examined the eye more closely. Then she stuck a syringe into it and drained out the aqueous humor, leaving the orb looking like a turtle egg that’s dried in the sun. She sliced it open and started probing carefully. The long hairs on her forearms kept getting in the way. So she paused and tied them back with rubber bands.


  “Rock hound,” she mused. “You must be here to get a look at the blast jewels.”


  “Right. Like I said, Pm strictly a small-time geologist. But I read about them and saw one once in a jeweler’s shop on Phobos. So I saved up and came to Venus to try and find one of my own.”


  “That should be no problem. Easiest gems to find in the known universe. Too bad. People out here were hoping they could get rich off them.” She shrugged. “Not that there’s not some money to be made off them. Just not the fortune everybody was hoping for. Funny; they’re as rare as diamonds used to be, and to make it even better, they don’t duplicate in the lab the way diamonds do. Oh, I guess they could make ’em, but it’s way too much trouble.” She was using a tiny device to staple the detached retina back onto the rear surface of the eye.


  “Go on.”


  “Huh?”


  “Why can’t they make them in the lab?”


  She laughed. “You are an amateur geologist. Like I said, they could, but it’d cost too much. They’re a blend of a lot of different elements. A lot of aluminum, I think. That’s what makes rubies red, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s the other impurities that make them so pretty. And you have to make them in high pressure and heat, and they’re so unstable that they usually blow before you’ve got the right mix. So it’s cheaper to go out and pick ’em up.”


  “And the only place to pick them up is in the middle of the Fahrenheit Desert.”


  “Right.” She seemed to be finished with her stapling. She straightened up to survey her work with a critical eye. She frowned, then sealed up the incision she had made and pumped the liquid back in. She mounted it in a caliper and aimed a laser at it, then shook her head when she read some figures on a readout by the laser.


  “It’s working,” she said. “But you really got a lemon. The iris is out of true. It’s an ellipse, about point two four eccentric. It’s going to get worse. See that brown discoloration on the left side? That’s progressive decay in the muscle tissue, poisons accumulating in it. And you’re a dead cinch for cataracts in about four months.”


  I couldn’t see what she was talking about, but I pursed my lips as if I did.


  “But will it last that long?”


  She smirked at me. “Are you looking for a six-month warranty? Sorry, I’m not a member of the VMA. But if it isn’t legally binding, I guess I’d feel safe in saying it ought to last that long. Maybe.”


  “You sure go out on a limb, don’t you?”


  “It’s good practice. We future medicos must always be on the alert for malpractice suits. Lean over here and I’ll put it in.”


  “What I was wondering,” I said, as she hooked it up and, eased it back into the socket, “is whether I’d be safe going out in the desert for four weeks with this eye.”


  “No,” she said promptly, and I felt a great weight of disappointment. “Nor with any eye,” she quickly added. “Not if you’re going alone.”


  “I see. But you think the eye would hold up?”


  “Oh, sure. But you wouldn’t. That’s why you’re going to take me up on my astounding offer and let me be your guide through the desert.”


  I snorted. “You think so? Sorry, this is going to be a solo expedition. I planned it that way from the first. That’s what I go out rock hunting for in the first place: to be alone.” I dug my credit meter out of my pouch. “Now, how much do I owe you?”


  She wasn’t listening but was resting her chin on her palm and looking wistful.


  “He goes out so he can be alone, did you hear that, Malibu?” The otter looked up at her from his place on the floor. “Now take me, for instance. Me, I know what being alone is all about. It’s the crowds and big cities I crave. Right, old buddy?” The otter kept looking at her, obviously ready to agree to anything.


  “I suppose so,” I said. “Would a hundred be all right?” That was about half what a registered medico would have charged me, but like I said, I was running short.


  “You’re not going to let me be your guide? Final word?”


  “No. Final. Listen, it’s not you, it’s just—”


  “I know. You want to be alone. No charge. Come on, Malibu.” She got up and headed for the door. Then she turned around.


  “I’ll be seeing you,” she said, and winked at me.


  It didn’t take me too long to understand what the wink had been all about. I can see the obvious on the third or fourth go-around.


  The fact was that Prosperity was considerably bemused to have a tourist in its midst. There wasn’t a rental agency or hotel in the entire town. I had thought of that but hadn’t figured it would be too hard to find someone willing to rent his private skycycle if the price was right. I’d been saving out a large chunk of cash for the purpose of meeting extortionate demands in that department. I felt sure the locals would be only too willing to soak a tourist.


  But they weren’t taking. Just about everyone had a skycycle, and absolutely everyone who had one was uninterested in renting it. They were a necessity to anyone who worked out of town, which everyone did, and they were hard to get. Freight schedules were as spotty as the passenger service. And every person who turned me down had a helpful suggestion to make. As I say, after the fourth or fifth such suggestion I found myself back in the town square. She was sitting just as she had been the first time, trailing her feet in the water. Malibu never seemed to tire of the waterslide.


  “Yes,” she said, without looking up. “It so happens that I do have a skycycle for rent.”


  I was exasperated, but I had to cover it up. She had me over the proverbial barrel.


  “Do you always hang around here?” I asked. “People tell me to see you about a skycycle and tell me to look here, almost like you and this fountain are a hyphenated word. What else do you do?”


  She fixed me with a haughty glare. “I repair eyes for dumb tourists. I also do body work for everyone in town at only twice what it would cost them in Last Chance. And I do it damn well, too, though those rubes’d be the last to admit it. No doubt Mr. Lamara at the ticket station told you scandalous lies about my skills. They resent it because I’m taking advantage of the cost and time it would take them to get to Last Chance and pay merely inflated prices, instead of the outrageous ones I charge them.”


  I had to smile, though I was sure I was about to become the object of some outrageous prices myself. She was a shrewd operator.


  “How old are you?” I found myself asking, then almost bit my tongue. The last thing a proud and independent child likes to discuss is age. But she surprised me.


  “In mere chronological time, eleven Earth years. That’s just over six-of your years. In real, internal time, of course, I’m ageless.”


  “Of course. Now about that cycle . . .”


  “Of course. But I evaded your earlier question. What I do besides sit here is irrelevant, because while sitting here I am engaged in contemplating eternity. I’m diving into my navel, hoping to learn the true depth of the womb. In short, I’m doing my yoga exercises.” She looked thoughtfully out over the water to her pet. “Besides, it’s the only pool in a thousand kilometers.” She grinned at me and dived flat over the water. She cut it like a knife blade and torpedoed out to her otter, who set up a happy racket of barks.


  When she surfaced near the middle of the pool, out by the jets and falls, I called to her.


  “What about the cycle?”


  She cupped her ear, though she was only about fifteen meters away.


  “I said what about the cycle?”


  “I can’t hear you,” she mouthed. “You’ll have to come out here.”


  I stepped into the pool, grumbling to myself. I could see that her price included more than just money.


  “I can’t swim,” I warned.


  “Don’t worry, it won’t get much deeper than that.” It was up to my chest. I sloshed out until I was on tiptoe, then grabbed at a jutting curlicue on the fountain. I hauled myself up and sat on the wet Venusian marble with water trickling down my legs.


  Ember was sitting at the bottom of the waterslide, thrashing her feet in the water. She was leaning flat against the smooth rock. The water that sheeted over the rock made a bow wave at the crown of her head. Beads of water ran off her head feathers. Once again she made me smile. If charm could be sold, she could have been wealthy. What am I talking about? Nobody ever sells anything but charm, in one way or another. I got a grip on myself before she tried to sell me the north and south poles. In no time at all I was able to see her as an avaricious, cunning little guttersnipe again.


  “One billion Solar Marks per hour, not a penny less,” she said from that sweet little mouth.


  There was no point in negotiating from an offer like that. “You brought me out here to hear that? I’m really disappointed in you. I didn’t take you for a tease, I really didn’t. I thought we could do business. I—”


  “Well, if that offer isn’t satisfactory, try this one. Free of charge, except for oxygen and food and water.” She waited, threshing the water with her feet.


  Of course there would be some teeth in that. In an intuitive leap of truly cosmic scale, a surmise worthy of an Einstein, I saw the string. She saw me make that leap, knew I didn’t like where I had landed, and her teeth flashed at me. So once again, and not for the last time, I had to either strangle her or smile at her. I smiled. I don’t know how, but she had this knack of making her opponents like her even as she screwed them.


  “Are you a believer in love at first sight?” I asked her, hoping to throw her off guard. Not a chance.


  “Maudlin wishful thinking, at best,” she said. “You have not bowled me over, Mister—”


  “Kiku.”


  “Nice. Martian name?”


  “I suppose so. I never really thought of it. I’m not rich, Ember.”


  “Certainly not. You wouldn’t have put yourself in my hands if you were.”


  “Then why are you so attracted to me? Why are you so determined to go with me, when all I want from you is to rent your cycle? If I was that charming, I would have noticed it by now.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” she said, with one eyebrow climbing up her forehead. “There’s something about you that I find absolutely fascinating. Irresistible, even.” She pretended to swoon.


  “Want to tell me what it is?”


  She shook her head. “Let that be my little secret for now.”


  I was beginning to suspect she was attracted to me by the shape of my neck—so she could sink her teeth into it and drain my blood. I decided to let it lie. Maybe she’d tell me more in the days ahead. Because it looked like there would be days together, many of them.


  “When can you be ready to leave?”


  “I packed right after I fixed your eye. Let’s get going.”


  Venus is spooky. I thought and thought, and that’s the best way I can describe it.


  It’s spooky partly because of the way you see it. Your right eye—the one that sees what’s called visible light—shows you only a small circle of light that’s illuminated by your hand torch. Occasionally there’s a glowing spot of molten metal in the distance, but it’s far too dim to see by. Your infraeye pierces those shadows and gives you a blurry picture of what lies outside the torchlight, but I would have almost rather been blind.


  There’s no good way to describe how this dichotomy affects your mind. One eye tells you that everything beyond a certain point is shadowy, while the other shows you what’s in those shadows. Ember says that after a while your brain can blend the two pictures as easily as it does for binocular vision. I never reached that point. The whole time I was there I was trying to reconcile the two pictures.


  I don’t like standing in the bottom of a bowl a thousand kilometers wide. That’s what you see. No matter how high you climb or how far you go, you’re still standing in the bottom of that bowl. It has something to do with the bending of the light rays by the thick atmosphere, if I understand Ember correctly.


  Then there’s the sun. When I was there it was nighttime, which means that the sun was a squashed ellipse hanging just above the horizon in the east, where it had set weeks and weeks ago. Don’t ask me to explain it. All I know is that the sun never sets on Venus. Never, no matter where you are. It just gets flatter and flatter and wider and wider until it oozes around to the north or south, depending on where you are, becoming a flat, bright line of light until it begins pulling itself back together in the west, where it’s going to rise in a few weeks.


  Ember says that at the equator it becomes a complete circle for a split second when it’s actually directly underfoot. Like the lights of a terrific stadium. All this happens up at the rim of the bowl you’re standing in, about ten degrees above the theoretical horizon. It’s another refraction effect.


  You don’t see it in your left eye. Like I said, the clouds keep out virtually all of the visible light. It’s in your right eye. The color is what I got to think of as infrablue.


  It’s quiet. You begin to miss the sound of your own breathing, and if you think about that too much, you begin to wonder why you aren’t breathing. You know, of course, except the hindbrain, which never likes it at all. It doesn’t matter to the autonomic nervous system that your Venus-lung is dribbling oxygen directly into your bloodstream; those circuits aren’t made to understand things; they are primitive and very wary of improvements. So I was plagued by a feeling of suffocation, which was my medulla getting even with me, I guess.


  I was also pretty nervous about the temperature and pressure. Silly, I know. Mars would kill me just as dead without a suit, and do it more slowly and painfully into the bargain. If my suit failed here, I doubt if I’d have felt anything. It was just the thought of that incredible pressure being held one millimeter away from my fragile skin by a force field that, physically speaking, isn’t even there. Or so Ember told me. She might have been trying to get my goat. I mean, lines of magnetic force aren’t tangible, but they’re there, aren’t they?


  I kept my mind off it. Ember was there and she knew about such things.


  What she couldn’t adequately explain to me was why a skycycle didn’t have a motor. I thought about that a lot, sitting on the saddle and pedaling my ass off with nothing to look at but Ember’s silver-plated buttocks.


  She had a tandem cycle, which meant four seats; two for us and two for our tagalongs. I sat behind Ember, and the tagalongs sat in two seats off to our right. Since they aped our leg movements with exactly the same force we applied, what we had was a four-human-power cycle.


  “I can’t figure out for the life of me,” I said on our first day out, “what would have been so hard about mounting an engine on this thing and using some of the surplus power from our packs.”


  “Nothing hard about it, lazy,” she said, without turning around. “Take my advice as a fledgling medico; this is much better for you. If you use the muscles you’re wearing, they’ll last you a lot longer. It makes you feel healthier and keeps you out of the clutches of money-grubbing medicos. I know. Half my work is excising fat from flabby behinds and digging varicose veins out of legs. Even out here, people don’t get more than twenty years’ use of their legs before they’re ready for a trade-in. That’s pure waste.”


  “I think I should have had a trade-in before we left. I’m about done in. Can’t we call it a day?”


  She tut-tutted, but touched a control and began spilling hot gas from the balloon over our heads. The steering vanes sticking out at our sides tilted, and we started a slow spiral to the ground.


  We landed at the bottom of the bowl—my first experience with it, since all my other views of Venus had been from the air where it isn’t so noticeable. I stood looking at it and scratching my head while Ember turned on the tent and turned off the balloon.


  The Venusians use null fields for just about everything. Rather than try to cope with a technology that must stand up to the temperature and pressure extremes, they coat everything in a null field and let it go at that. The balloon on the cycle was nothing but a standard globular field with a discontinuity at the bottom for the air heater. The cycle body was protected with the same kind of field that Ember and I wore, the kind that follows the surface at a set distance. The tent was a hemispherical field with a flat floor.


  It simplified a lot of things. Air locks, for instance. What we did was to simply walk into the tent. Our suit fields vanished as they were absorbed into the tent field. To leave, one need merely walk through the wall again, and the suit would form around you.


  I plopped myself down on the floor and tried to turn my hand torch off. To my surprise, I found that it wasn’t built to turn off. Ember turned on the campfire and noticed my puzzlement.


  “Yes, it is wasteful,” she conceded. “There’s something in a Venusian that hates to turn out a light. You won’t find a light switch on the entire planet. You may not believe this, but I was shocked silly a few years ago when I heard about light switches. The idea had never occurred to me. See what a provincial I am?”


  That didn’t sound like her. I searched her face for clues to what had brought on such a statement, but I could find nothing. She was sitting in front of the campfire with Malibu on her lap, preening her feathers.


  I gestured at the fire, which was a beautifully executed holo of snapping, crackling logs with a heater concealed in the center of it.


  “Isn’t that an uncharacteristic touch? Why didn’t you bring a fancy house, like the ones in town?”


  “I like the fire. I don’t like phony houses.”


  “Why not?”


  She shrugged. She was thinking of other things. I tried another tack.


  “Does your mother mind you going into the desert with strangers?”


  She shot me a look I couldn’t read.


  “How should I know? I don’t live with her. I’m emancipated. I think she’s in Venusburg.” I had obviously touched a tender area, so I went cautiously.


  “Personality conflicts?”


  She shrugged again, not wanting to get into it.


  “No. Well, yes, in a way. She wouldn’t emigrate from Venus. I wanted to leave and she wanted to stay. Our interests didn’t coincide. So we went our own ways. I’m working my way toward passage off-planet.”


  “How close are you?”


  “Closer than you might think.” She seemed to be weighing something in her mind, sizing me up. I could hear the gears grind and the cash register bells cling as she studied my face. Then I felt the charm start up again, like the flicking of one of those nonexistent light switches.


  “See, I’m as close as I’ve ever been to getting off Venus. In a few weeks, I’ll be there. As soon as we get back with some blast jewels. Because you’re going to adopt me.”


  I think I was getting used to her. I wasn’t rocked by that, though it was nothing like what I had expected to hear. I had been thinking vaguely along the lines of blast jewels. She picks some up along with me, sells them, and buys a ticket off-planet, right?


  That was silly, of course. She didn’t need me to get blast jewels. She was the guide, not I, and it was her cycle. She could get as many jewels as she wanted, and probably already had. This scheme had to have something to do with me, personally, as I had known back in town and forgotten about. There was something she wanted from me.


  “That’s why you had to go with me? That’s the fatal attraction? I don’t understand.”


  “Your passport. I’m in love with your passport. On the blank labeled ‘citizenship’ it says ‘Mars.’ Under age it says, oh . . . about seventy-three.” She was within a year, though I keep my appearance at about thirty.


  “So?”


  “So, my dear Kiku, you are visiting a planet which is groping its way into the Stone Age. A medieval planet, Mr. Kiku, that sets the age of majority at thirteen—a capricious and arbitrary figure, as I’m sure you’ll agree. The laws of this planet state that certain rights of free citizens are withheld from minor citizens. Among these are liberty, the pursuit of happiness, and the ability to get out of the goddam place.”


  She startled me with her fury, coming so hard on the heels of her usual amusing glibness. Her fists were clenched. Malibu, sitting in her lap, looked sadly up at his friend, then over to me.


  She quickly brightened and bounced up to prepare dinner. She would not respond to my questions. The subject was closed for the day.


  I was ready to turn back the next day. Have you ever had stiff legs? Probably not; if you go in for that sort of thing—heavy physical labor—you are probably one of those health nuts and keep yourself in shape. I wasn’t in shape, and I thought I’d die. For a panicky moment I thought I was dying.


  Luckily, Ember had anticipated it. She knew I was a desk jockey, and she knew how pitifully underconditioned Martians tend to be. Added to the sedentary life-styles of most modem people, we Martians come off even worse than the majority because Mars’s gravity never gives us much of a challenge no matter how hard we try. My leg muscles were like soft noodles.


  She gave me an old-fashioned massage and a newfangled injection that killed off the accumulated poisons. In an hour I began to take a flickering interest in the trip. So she loaded me onto the cycle and we started off on another leg of the journey.


  There’s no way to measure the passage of time. The sun gets flatter and wider, but it’s much too slow to see. Sometime that day we passed a tributary of the Reynolds-wrap River. It showed up as a bright line in my right eye, as a crusted, sluggish semiglacier in my left. Molten aluminum, I was told. Malibu knew what it was, and barked plaintively for us to stop so he could go for a slide. Ember wouldn’t let him.


  You can’t get lost on Venus, not if you can still see. The river had been visible since we left Prosperity, though I hadn’t known what it was. We could still see the town behind us and the mountain range in front of us and even the desert. It was a little way up the slope of the bowl. Ember said that meant it was still about three days’ journey away from us. It takes practice to judge distance. Ember kept trying to point out Venusburg, which was several thousand kilometers behind us. She said it was easily visible as a tiny point on a clear day. I never spotted it.


  We talked a lot as we pedaled. There was nothing else to do and, besides, she was fun to talk to. She told me more of her plan for getting off Venus and filled my head with her naive ideas of what other planets were like.


  It was a subtle selling campaign. We started off with her being the advocate for her crazy plan. At some point it evolved into an assumption. She took it as settled that I would adopt her and take her to Mars with me. I half believed it myself.


  On the fourth day I began to notice that the bowl was getting higher in front of us. I didn’t know what was causing it until Ember called a halt and we hung there in the air. We were facing a solid line of rock that sloped gradually upward to a point about fifty meters higher than we were.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked, glad of the rest.


  “The mountains are higher,” she said matter-of-factly. “Let’s turn to the right and see if we can find a pass.”


  “Higher? What are you talking about?”


  “Higher. You know, taller, sticking up more than they did the last time I was around, of slightly greater magnitude in elevation, bigger than—”


  “I know the definition of higher,” I said. “But why? Are you sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure. The air heater for the balloon is going flat-out; we’re as high as we can go. The last time I came through here, it was plenty to get me across. But not today.”


  “Why?”


  “Condensation. The topography can vary quite a bit here. Certain metals and rocks are molten on Venus. They boil off on a hot day, and they can condense on the mountaintops where it’s cooler. Then they melt when it warms up and flow back to the valleys.”


  “You mean you brought me here in the middle of winter?”


  She threw me a withering glance.


  “You’re the one who booked passage for winter. Besides, it’s night, and it’s not even midnight yet. I hadn’t thought the mountains would be this high for another week.”


  “Can’t we get around?”


  She surveyed the slope critically.


  “There’s a permanent pass about five hundred kilometers to the east. But that would take us another week. Do you want to?”


  “What’s the alternative?”


  “Parking the cycle here and going on foot. The desert is just over this range. With any luck we’ll see our first jewels today.”


  I was realizing that I knew far too little about Venus to make a good decision. I had finally admitted to myself that I was lucky to have Ember along to keep me out of trouble.


  “We’ll do what you think best.”


  “All right. Turn hard left and we’ll park.”


  We tethered the cycle by a long tungsten-alloy rope. The reason for that, I learned, was to prevent it from being buried in case there was more condensation while we were gone. It floated at the end of the cable with its heaters going full blast. And we started up the mountain.


  Fifty meters doesn’t sound like much. And it’s not, on level ground. Try it sometime on a seventy-five degree slope. Luckily for us, Ember had come prepared with alpine equipment. She sank pitons here and there and kept us together with ropes and pulleys. I followed her lead, staying slightly behind her tagalong. It was uncanny how that thing followed her up, placing its feet in precisely the spots where she had stepped. Behind me, my tagalong was doing the same thing. Then there was Malibu, almost running along, racing back to see how we were doing, going to the top and chattering about what was on the other side.


  I don’t suppose it would have been much for a mountain climber. Personally I’d have preferred to slide on down the mountainside and call it quits. I would have, but Ember just kept going up. I don’t think I’ve ever been so tired as the moment when we reached the top and stood looking over the desert.


  Ember pointed ahead of us.


  “There’s one of the jewels going off now,” she said.


  “Where?” I asked, barely interested. I could see nothing.


  “You missed it. It’s down lower. They don’t form up this high. Don’t worry, you’ll see more by and by.”


  And down we went. This wasn’t too hard. Ember set the example by sitting down in a smooth place and letting go. Malibu was dose behind her, squealing happily as he bounced and rolled down the slippery rock face. I saw Ember hit a bump and go flying in the air to come down on her head. Her suit was already stiffened. She continued to bounce her way down, frozen in a sitting position.


  I followed them down in the same way. I didn’t much care for the idea of bouncing around like that, but I cared even less for a slow, painful descent. It wasn’t too bad. You don’t feel much after your suit freezes in impact mode. It expands slightly away from your skin and becomes harder than metal, cushioning you from anything but the most severe blows that could bounce your brain against your skull and give you internal injuries. We never got going nearly fast enough for that.


  Ember helped me up at the bottom after my suit unfroze. She looked like she had enjoyed the ride. I hadn’t. One bounce seemed to have impacted my back slightly. I didn’t tell her about it, but just started off after her, feeling a pain with each step.


  “Where on Mars do you live?” she asked brightly. “Uh? Oh, at Coprates. That’s on the northern slope of the Canyon.”


  “Yes, I know. Tell me more about it. Where will we live? Do you have a surface apartment, or are you stuck down in the underground? I can hardly wait to see the place.”


  She was getting on my nerves. Maybe it was just the lower-back pain.


  “What makes you think you’re going with me?”


  “But of course you’re taking me back. You said, just—”


  “I said nothing of the sort. If I had a recorder I could prove it to you. No, our conversations over the last days have been a series of monologues. You tell me what fun you’re going to have when we get to Mars, and I just grunt something. That’s because I haven’t the heart, or haven’t had the heart, to tell you what a hare-brained scheme you’re talking about.”


  I think I had finally managed to drive a barb into her. At any rate, she didn’t say anything for a while. She was realizing that she had overextended herself and had been counting the spoils before the battle was won.


  “What’s hare-brained about it?” she said at last.


  “Just everything.”


  “No, come on, tell me.”


  “What makes you think I want a daughter?”


  She seemed relieved. “Oh, don’t worry about that. I won’t be any trouble. As soon as we land, you can file dissolution papers. I won’t contest it. In fact, I can sign a binding agreement not to contest anything before you even adopt me. This is strictly a business arrangement, Kiku. You don’t have to worry about being a mother to me. I don’t need one. I’ll—”


  “What makes you think it’s just a business arrangement to me?” I exploded. “Maybe I’m old-fashioned. Maybe I’ve got funny ideas. But I won’t enter into an adoption of convenience. I’ve already had my one child, and I was a good parent. I won’t adopt you just to get you to Mars. That’s my final word.”


  She was studying my face. I think she decided I meant it.


  “I can offer you twenty thousand Marks.”


  I swallowed hard.


  “Where did you get that kind of money?”


  “I told you I’ve been soaking the good people of Prosperity. What the hell is there for me to spend it on out here? I’ve been putting it away for an emergency like this. Up against an unfeeling Neanderthal with funny ideas about right and wrong, who—”


  “That’s enough of that.” I’m ashamed to say that I was tempted. It’s unpleasant to find that what you had thought of as moral scruples suddenly seem not quite so important in the face of a stack of money. But I was helped along by my backache and the nasty mood it had given me.


  “You think you can buy me. Well, I’m not for sale. I think it’s wrong.”


  “Well damn you, Kiku, damn you to hell.” She stomped her foot hard on the ground, and her tagalong redoubled the gesture. She was going to go on damning me, but we were blasted by an explosion as her foot hit the ground.


  It had been quiet before, as I said. There’s no wind, no animals, hardly anything to make a sound on Venus. But when a sound gets going, watch out. That thick atmosphere is murder. I thought my head was going to come off. The sound waves battered against our suits, partially stiffening them. The only thing that saved us from deafness was the millimeter of low-pressure air between the suit field and our eardrums. It cushioned the shock enough that we were left with just a ringing in our ears.


  “What was that?” I asked.


  Ember sat down on the ground. She hung her head, uninterested in anything but her own disappointment.


  “Blast jewel,” she said. “Over that way.” She pointed, and I could see a dull glowing spot about a kilometer off. There were dozens of smaller points of light—infralight—scattered around the spot.


  “You mean you set it off just by stomping the ground?”


  She shrugged. “They’re unstable. They’re full of nitroglycerine, as near as anyone can figure.”


  “Well, let’s go pick up the pieces.”


  “Go ahead.” She was going limp on me. And she stayed that way, no matter how I cajoled her. By the time I finally got her on her feet, the glowing spots were gone, cooled off. We’d never find them now. She wouldn’t talk to me as we continued down into the valley. All the rest of the day we were accompanied by distant gunshots.


  We didn’t talk much the next day. She tried several times to reopen the negotiations, but I made it clear that my mind was made up. I pointed out to her that I had rented her cycle and services according to the terms she had set. Absolutely free, she had said, except for consumables, which I had paid for. There had been no mention of adoption. If there had, I assured her, I would have turned her down just as I was doing now. Maybe I even believed it.


  That was during the short time, the morning after our argument, when it seemed like she was having no more to do with the trip. She just sat there in the tent while I made breakfast. When it came time to go, she pouted and said she wasn’t going looking for blast jewels, that she’d just as soon stay right there or turn around.


  After I pointed out our verbal contract, she reluctantly got up. She didn’t like it, but honored her word.


  Hunting blast jewels proved to be a big anticlimax. I’d had visions of scouring the countryside for days. Then the exciting moment of finding one. Eureka! I’d have howled. The reality was nothing like that. Here’s how you hunt blast jewels: you stomp down hard on the ground, wait a few seconds, then move on and stomp again.


  When you see and hear an explosion, you simply walk to where it occurred and pick them up. They’re scattered all over, lit up in the infrared bands from the heat of the explosion. They might as well have had neon arrows flashing over them. Big adventure.


  When we found one, we’d pick it up and pop it into a cooler mounted on our tagalongs. The jewels are formed by the pressure of the explosion, but certain parts of them are volatile at Venus temperatures. These elements will boil out and leave you with a grayish powder in about three hours if you don’t cool them down. I don’t know why they lasted as long as they did. They were considerably hotter than the air when we picked them up, so I thought they should have melted right away.


  Ember said it was the impaction of the crystalline lattice that gave the jewels the temporary strength to outlast the temperature. Things behave differently in the temperature and pressure extremes of Venus. As they cooled off, the lattice was weakened and a progressive decay set in. That’s why it was important to get them as soon as possible after the explosion to get unflawed gems.


  We spent the whole day at that. Eventually we collected about ten kilos of gems, ranging from pea size up to a few the size of an apple.


  I sat beside the campfire and examined them that night. Night by my watch, anyway. Another thing I was beginning to miss was the twenty-five-hour cycle of night and day. And while I was at it, moons. It would have cheered me up considerably to spot Deimos or Phobos that night. But the sun just squatted up there in the horizon, moving slowly to the north in preparation for its transition to the morning sky.


  The jewels were beautiful, I’ll say that much for them. They were a wine-red color, tinged with brown. But when the light caught them right, there was no predicting what I might see. Most of the raw gems were coated with a dull substance that hid their full glory. I experimented with chipping some of them. What was left behind when I flaked off the patina was a slippery surface that sparkled even in candlelight. Ember showed me how to suspend them from a string and strike them. Then they would ring like tiny bells, and every once in a while one would shed all its imperfections and emerge as a perfect eightsided equilateral.


  I was cooking for myself that day. Ember had cooked from the first, but she no longer seemed interested in buttering me up.


  “I hired on as a guide,” she pointed out, with considerable venom. “Webster’s defines guide as—”


  “I know what a guide is.”


  “—and it says nothing about cooking. Will you marry me?”


  “No.” I wasn’t even surprised.


  “Same reasons?”


  “Yes. I won’t enter into an agreement like that lightly. Besides, you’re too young.”


  “Legal age is twelve. I’ll be twelve in one week.”


  “That’s too young. On Mars you must be fourteen.”


  “What a dogmatist. You’re not kidding, are you? Is it really fourteen?”


  That’s typical of her lack of knowledge of the place she was trying so hard to get to. I don’t know where she got her ideas about Mars. I finally concluded that she made them up whole in her daydreams.


  We ate the meal I prepared in silence, toying with our collection of jewels. I estimated that I had about a thousand Marks’ worth of uncut stones. And I was getting tired of the Venusian bush. I figured on spending another day collecting, then heading back for the cycle. It would probably be a relief for both of us. Ember could start laying traps for the next stupid tourist to reach town, or even head for Venusburg and try in earnest.


  When I thought of that, I wondered why she was still out here. If she had the money to pay the tremendous bribe she had offered me, why wasn’t she in town where the tourists were as thick as flies? I was going to ask her that, but she came up to me and sat down very close.


  “Would you like to make love?” she asked.


  I’d had about enough inducements. I snorted, got up, and walked through the wall of the tent.


  Once outside, I regretted it. My back was hurting something terrible, and I belatedly realized that my inflatable mattress would not go through the wall of the tent. If I got it through somehow, it would only bum up. But I couldn’t back out after walking out like that. I felt committed. Maybe I couldn’t think straight because of the backache; I don’t know. Anyway, I picked out a soft-looking spot of ground and lay down.


  I can’t say it was all that soft.


  I came awake in the haze of pain. I knew without trying that if I moved I’d get a knife in my back. Naturally I wasn’t anxious to try.


  My arm was lying on something soft. I moved my head—confirming my suspicions about the knife—and saw that it was Ember. She was asleep, lying on her back. Malibu was curled up in her arm.


  She was a silver-plated doll, with her mouth open and a look of relaxed vulnerability on her face. I felt a smile growing on my lips, just like the ones she had coaxed out of me back in Prosperity. I wondered why I’d been treating her so bad. At least it seemed to me that morning that I’d been treating her bad. Sure, she’d used me and tricked me and seemed to want to use me again. But what had she hurt? Who was suffering for it? I couldn’t think of anyone at the moment. I resolved to apologize to her when she woke up and try to start over again. Maybe we could even reach some sort of accommodation on this adoption business.


  And while I was at it, maybe I could unbend enough to ask her to take a look at my back. I hadn’t even mentioned it to her, probably for fear of getting deeper in her debt. I was sure she wouldn’t have taken payment for it in cash. She preferred flesh.


  I was about to awaken her, but I happened to glance on my other side. There was something there. I almost didn’t recognize it for what it was.


  It was three meters away, growing from the cleft of two rocks. It was globular, half a meter across, and glowing a dull reddish color. It looked like a soft gelatin.


  It was a blast jewel, before the blast.


  I was afraid to talk, then remembered that talking would not affect the atmosphere around me and could not set off the explosion. I had a radio transmitter in my throat and a receiver in my ear. That’s how you talk on Venus; you subvocalize and people can hear you.


  Moving very carefully, I reached over and gently touched Ember on the shoulder.


  She came awake quietly, stretched, and started to get up.


  “Don’t move,” I said, in what I hoped was a whisper. It’s hard to do when you’re subvocalizing, but I wanted to impress on her that something was wrong.


  She became alert, but didn’t move.


  “Look over to your right. Move very slowly. Don’t scrape against the ground or anything. I don’t know what to do.”


  She looked, said nothing.


  “You’re not alone, Kiku,” she finally whispered. “This is one I never heard of.”


  “How did it happen?”


  “It must have formed during the night. No one knows much about how they form or how long it takes. No one’s ever been closer to one than about five hundred meters. They always explode before you can get that close. Even the vibrations from the prop of a cycle will set them off before you can get close enough to see them.”


  “So what do we do?”


  She looked at me. It’s hard to read expressions on a reflective face, but I think she was scared. I know I was.


  “I’d say sit tight.”


  “How dangerous is this?”


  “Brother. I don’t know. There’s going to be quite a bang when that monster goes off. Our suits will protect us from most of it. But it’s going to lift us and accelerate us very fast. That kind of sharp acceleration can mess up your insides. I’d say a concussion at the very least.”


  I gulped. “Then—”


  “Just sit tight. I’m thinking.”


  So I was frozen there with a hot knife somewhere in my back. I knew I’d have to squirm sometime.


  The damn thing was moving.


  I blinked, afraid to rub my eyes, and looked again. No, it wasn’t. Not on the outside anyway. It was more like the movement you can see inside a living cell beneath a microscope. Internal flows, exchanges of fluids from here to there. I watched it and was hypnotized.


  There were worlds in the jewel. There was ancient Barsoom of my childhood fairy tales; there was Middle Earth with brooding castles and sentient forests. The jewel was a window into something unimaginable, a place where there were no questions and no emotions but a vast awareness. It was dark and wet without menace. It was growing, and yet complete as it came into being. It was bigger than this ball of hot mud called Venus and had its roots down in the core of the planet. There was no corner of the universe that it did not reach.


  It was aware of me. I felt it touch me and felt no surprise. It examined me in passing but was totally uninterested. I posed no questions for it, whatever it was. It already knew me and had always known me.


  I felt an overpowering attraction. The thing was exerting no influence on me; the attraction was a yearning within me. I was reaching for a completion that the jewel possessed and I knew I could never have. Life would always be a series of mysteries for me. For the jewel, there was nothing but awareness. Awareness of everything.


  I wrenched my eyes away at the last possible instant. I was covered in sweat, and I knew I’d look back in a moment. It was the most beautiful thing I will ever see.


  “Kiku, listen to me.”


  “What?” I remembered Ember as from a huge distance.


  “Listen. Wake up. Don’t look at that thing.”


  “Ember, do you see anything? Do you feel something?”


  “I see something. I . . . I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t talk about it. Wake up, Kiku, and don’t look back.”


  I felt like I was already a pillar of salt; so why not look back? I knew that my life would never be quite like it had been. It was like some sort of involuntary religious conversion, like I knew what the universe was for all of a sudden. The universe was a beautiful silk-lined box for the display of the jewel I had just beheld.


  “Kiku, that thing should already have gone off. We shouldn’t be here. I moved when I woke up. I tried to sneak up on one before and got five hundred meters away from it. I set my foot down soft enough to walk on water and it blew. So this thing can’t be here.”


  “That’s nice,” I said. “How do we cope with the fact that it where?”


  “All right, all right, it is here. But it must not be finished. It must not have enough nitro in it yet to blow up. Maybe we can get away.”


  I looked back at it, then away again. It was like my eyes were welded to it with elastic bands; they’d stretch enough to let me turn away, but they kept pulling me back.


  “I’m not sure I want to.”


  “I know,” she whispered. “I . . . hold on, don’t look back. We have to get away.”


  “Listen,” I said, looking at her with an act of will. “Maybe one of us can get away. Maybe both. But it’s more important that you not be injured. If I’m hurt, you can maybe fix me up. If you’re hurt, you’ll probably die; and if we’re both hurt, we’re dead.”


  “Yeah. So?”


  “So, I’m the closest to the jewel. You can start backing away from it first, and I’ll follow you. I’ll shield you from the worst of the blast, if it goes off. How does that sound?”


  “Not too good.” But she thought it over and could see no flaws in my reasoning. I think she didn’t relish being the protected instead of the heroine. Childish, but natural. She proved her maturity by bowing to the inevitable.


  “All right. I’ll try to get ten meters from it. I’ll let you know when I’m there, and you can move back. I think we can survive it at ten meters.”


  “Twenty.”


  “But . . . oh, all right. Twenty. Good luck, Kiku. I think I love you.” She paused. “Uh, Kiku?”


  “What is it? You should get moving. We don’t know how long it’ll stay stable.”


  “All right. But I have to say this. My offer last night, the one that got you so angry?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Well, it wasn’t meant as a bribe. I mean, like the twenty thousand Marks. I just . . . well, I don’t know much about that yet. I guess it was the wrong time?”


  “Yeah, but don’t worry about it. Just get moving.”


  She did, a centimeter at a time. It was lucky that neither of us had to worry about holding our breath. I think the tension would have been unbearable.


  And I looked back. I couldn’t help it. I was in the sanctuary of a cosmic church when I heard her calling me. I don’t know what sort of power she used to reach me where I was. She was crying.


  “Kiku, please listen to me.”


  “Huh? Oh, what is it?”


  She sobbed in relief. “Oh, Christ, I’ve been calling you for an hour. Please come on. Over here, I’m back far enough.”


  My head was foggy. “Oh, Ember, there’s no hurry. I want to look at it just another minute. Hang on.”


  “No! If you don’t start moving right this minute, I’m coming back and I’ll drag you out.”


  “You can’t do . . . Oh. All right, I’m coming.” I looked over at her sitting on her knees. Malibu was beside her. The little otter was staring in my direction. I looked at her and took a sliding step, scuttling on my back. My back was not something to think about.


  I got two meters back, then three. I had to stop to rest. I looked at the jewel, then back at Ember. It was hard to tell which drew me more strongly. I must have reached a balance point. I could have gone either way.


  Then a small silver streak came at me, running as fast as it could go. It reached me and dived across.


  “Malibu!” Ember screamed. I turned. The otter seemed happier than I had ever seen him, even in the waterslide in town. He leaped, right at the jewel.


  Regaining consciousness was a very gradual business. There was no dividing line between different states of awareness for two reasons: I was deaf, and I was blind. So I cannot say when I went from dreams to reality; the blend was too uniform, there wasn’t enough change to notice.


  I don’t remember learning that I was deaf and blind. I don’t remember learning the hand-spelling language that Ember talked to me with. The first rational moment that I can recall as such was when Ember was telling me her plans to get back to Prosperity.


  I told her to do whatever she felt best, that she was in complete control. I was desolated to realize that I was not where I had thought I was. My dreams had been of Barsoom. I thought I had become a blast jewel and had been waiting in a sort of detached ecstasy for the moment of explosion.


  She operated on my left eye and managed to restore some vision. I could see things that were a meter from my face, hazily. Everything else was shadows. At least she was able to write things on sheets of paper and hold them up to me to see. It made things quicker. I learned that she was deaf too. And Malibu was dead. Or might be. She had put him in the cooler and thought she might be able to patch him up when she got back. If not, she could always make another otter.


  I told her about my back. She was shocked to hear that I had hurt it on the slide down the mountain, but she had sense enough not to scold me about it. It was short work to fix it up. Nothing but a bruised disc, she told me.


  It would be tedious to describe all of our trip back. It was difficult, because neither of us knew much about blindness. But I was able to adjust pretty quickly. Being led by the hand was easy enough, and I stumbled only rarely after the first day. On the second day we scaled the mountains, and my tagalong malfunctioned. Ember discarded it and we traded off with hers. We could only do it when I was sitting still, as hers was made for a much shorter person. If I tried to walk with it, it quickly fell behind and jerked me off balance.


  Then it was a matter of being set on the cycle and pedaling. There was nothing to do but pedal. I missed the talking we had done on the way out. I missed the blast jewel. I wondered if I’d ever adjust to life without it.


  But the memory had faded when we arrived back at Prosperity. I don’t think the human mind can really contain something of that magnitude. It was slipping away from me by the hour, like a dream fades away in the morning. I found it hard to remember what it was that was so great about the experience. To this day, I can’t really tell about it except in riddles. I’m left with shadows. I feel like an earthworm who has been shown a sunset and has no place to store the memory.


  Back in town it was a simple matter for Ember to restore our hearing. She just hadn’t been carrying any spare eardrums in her first-aid kit.


  “It was an oversight,” she told me. “Looking back, it seems obvious that the most likely injury from a blast jewel would be burst eardrums. I just didn’t think.”


  “Don’t worry about it. You did beautifully.”


  She grinned at me. “Yes, I did, didn’t I?”


  The vision was a larger problem. She didn’t have any spare eyes and no one in town was willing to sell one of theirs at any price. She gave me one of hers as a temporary measure. She kept her infraeye and took to wearing an eye patch over the other. It made her look bloodthirsty. She told me to buy another at Venusburg, as our blood types weren’t much of a match. My body would reject it in about three weeks.


  The day came for the weekly departure of the blimp to Last Chance. We were sitting in Ember’s workshop, facing each other with our legs crossed and the pile of blast jewels between us.


  They looked awful. Oh, they hadn’t changed. We had even polished them up until they sparkled three times as much as they had back in the firelight of our tent. But now we could see them for the rotten, yellowed, broken fragments of bone that they were. We had told no one what we had seen out in the Fahrenheit Desert. There was no way to check on it, and all our experience had been purely subjective. Nothing that would stand up in a laboratory. We were the only ones who knew their true nature. Probably we would always remain the only ones. What could we tell anyone?


  “What do you think will happen?” I asked.


  She looked at me keenly. “I think you already know that.”


  “Yeah.” Whatever they were, however they survived and reproduced, the one fact we knew for sure was that they couldn’t survive within a hundred kilometers of a city. Once there had been blast jewels in the very spot where we were sitting. And humans do expand. Once again, we would not know what we were destroying.


  I couldn’t keep the jewels. I felt like a ghoul. I tried to give them to Ember, but she wouldn’t have them either.


  “Shouldn’t we tell someone?” Ember asked.


  “Sure. Tell anyone you want. Don’t expect people to start tiptoeing until you can prove something to them. Maybe not even then.”


  “Well, it looks like I’m going to spend a few more years tiptoeing. I find I just can’t bring myself to stomp on the ground.”


  I was puzzled. “Why? You’ll be on Mars. I don’t think the vibrations will travel that far.”


  She stared at me. “What’s this?”


  There was a brief confusion; then I found myself apologizing profusely to her, and she was laughing and telling me what a dirty rat I was, then taking it back and saying I could play that kind of trick on her anytime I wanted.


  It was a misunderstanding. I honestly thought I had told her about my change of heart while I was deaf and blind. It must have been a dream, because she hadn’t gotten it and had assumed the answer was a permanent no. She had said nothing about adoption since the explosion.


  “I couldn’t bring myself to pester you about it anymore, after what you did for me,” she said, breathless with excitement. “I owe you a lot, maybe my life. And I used you badly when you first got here.”


  I denied it, and told her I had thought she was not talking about it because she thought it was in the bag.


  “When did you change your mind?” she asked.


  I thought back. “At first I thought it was while you were caring for me when I was so helpless. Now I can recall when it was. It was shortly after I walked out of the tent for that last night on the ground.”


  She couldn’t find anything to say about that. She just beamed at me. I began to wonder what sort of papers I’d be signing when we got to Venusburg: adoption, or marriage contract.


  I didn’t worry about it. It’s uncertainties like that that make life interesting. We got up together, leaving the pile of jewels on the floor. Walking softly, we hurried out to catch the blimp.
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  DINSDALE DISSENTS


  Charles Sheffield


  Convicted to a life of hard labor on the High Frontier, he found that the lot of a vatman is not a happy one!


  YES, WHAT WALDO TOLD YOU is quite true. He did get an award for his efforts on the Venus terraforming project, and his medal is genuine. Been boasting again, has he? I’ll bet he didn’t mention that the President of the United Space Federation opposed the award. Or that it was touch and go whether he got a reward or a life sentence.


  No, the President’s view had nothing to do with politics. It was a good deal more personal than that.


  Let’s start at the trial—that’s where I got involved. Waldo and I have been friends and partners since law school. I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard he’d been arrested for drug smuggling. Taliza’s the worst drug on the list, the pusher’s dream. Total addiction after one snort. And Waldo disapproves even of tobacco. It was so out of character that I was sure he must be innocent.


  The drug ring had been extracting pure taliza from the plants, then putting it into metal powder compacts and shipping them all over Earth. Waldo had handled all the shipping and customs details. He made no attempt to deny it. He said he’d been approached, out of the blue, by a group who wanted to use his experience in international work. That seemed reasonable, because he’d worked for years in the international market. But there were snags.


  “You say you believed,” said the prosecuting counsel, “that somebody would pay you ten thousand credits a month, just to make shipping arrangements for a lot of cheap brass compacts? Isn’t that much higher than your usual rates, Mr. Burmeister?”


  Waldo hummed and hawed. He didn’t have a good answer. If you ask me, he had suspected from the start that something shady was going on. I think he may even have guessed at smuggling—but gold, not drugs. As I say, Waldo has certain standards of honor.


  I became increasingly uneasy as the prosecutor kept coming back to Waldo’s ‘refusal’ to name the original source of the drug, or the other members of the ring. Waldo swore that he’d received no information except for the shipping details and knew nothing of any other people involved. It was a stand-off, but I could sense the jury tilting the wrong way. Innocence through ignorance is never a strong defense, and they could tell that it was contrary to Waldo’s natural ego. The judge’s summing-up, in which Waldo was painted as the leader of a desperate band of heartless villains, didn’t help a bit.


  The jury was out less than ten minutes. Guilty. Waldo, protesting his innocence, was sentenced to serve three years on Venus Station. I promised to write.


  «««


  It’s amazing how many people think, as I did, that the Venus terra-forming project is on Venus; actually that won’t come for another three hundred years. All the work is done in orbit at Venus Station, seven hundred kilometers above the planet. The Station looks like two big wheels, four hundred meters across, on a common axle. I’d seen pictures of it, but that was all I knew until Waldo described it. The upper wheel, Station Up, spins—you get about one gee at the outer rim. It has all the hydroponics, air equipment and recycling equipment—and all the convicts. The lower wheel doesn’t rotate. It’s Station Down, and it acts as the docking facility and houses the algal seeders.


  Waldo arrived at Station Down after a boring two-month flight from Earth, along with twenty other prisoners. I gather he was not impressed by his companions. They ranged from a mad bomber who had blown up the store that sold him a defective umbrella, to an illiterate janitor who had done in his wife when she refused to read stories to him. What annoyed Waldo was the way the rest of them looked down on him, as an unspeakable drugmaster, destroyer of the young, perverter of the innocent. That, plus the fact that the bunks on the ship were designed for someone half his girth, made his life miserable. It shows how strange the world can be. A few months earlier, Waldo would have taken bets that he could never be glad to arrive at Venus Station to serve a prison sentence. But he saw Station Down swim into view with a great sense of relief.


  After they docked he was taken to the Prison Admissions Office on Station Up. The work assignment supervisor there had a summary of Waldo’s background, with the test results. He looked at them and shook his head.


  “The only position I’ve got for you right now is as a Number Three Vatman, on the lower hydroponics level. One good thing about that, you’ll have a gravity close to what you were used to on Earth. And it’s a very important job; we all depend on the hydroponics.”


  Waldo frowned. It sounded as though it might be manual labor. He’d hoped for an administrative position—perhaps even a legal post.


  “This vatman job. It doesn’t sound as though it will make use of my skills. I’m sure I have the qualifications to fill a management slot for you here. Don’t you have at least a clerical assignment available?”


  “Not for your background.” The supervisor looked sadly at Waldo’s papers. “You have to understand, Mr. Burmeister, there’s no shortage of lawyers in the prison. We have enough of you to fill all our clerical needs three times over. If you’d been a trained plumber now, or an electrician, that would be a different matter. You should find this job rewarding,” he added, seeing Waldo’s expression. “Recycling is a very important function. You’ll have full control of all the stirring, filtering and additive operations on the Number Three vat line.”


  It was manual work all right. Waldo didn’t like the sound of it at all.


  “But what’s in the vats?” he asked. “Just what is it you are recycling?”


  The supervisor told him. Waldo liked the sound of it even less. He made one more try. “Look, there must be some other jobs open here. Surely all the prisoners don’t have useful trades. There must be jobs here on the Station that don’t correspond to anything back on Earth.”


  “Oh yes, there are. There’s one vacancy right now for a scout ship operator. A very responsible position. They fly down into the atmosphere of Venus everyday, and monitor the level that the algae reach before they become too hot to function. Unfortunately, that job has a weight limit.” He looked at Waldo’s bulk with misgiving. “You don’t look less than ninety kilos, I’m afraid, so I didn’t mention it to you.”


  Thank heaven for fat. Waldo mentally hugged his poundage to him. The last job he wanted was to be plunged into Venus’ searing atmosphere as a sort of human dip stick. He should have kept his mouth shut.


  “I’ll keep your interest in the scout work in mind,” the supervisor said encouragingly. “And don’t worry about the vat work. I’m told that the smell is just a temporary problem. There’s been something wrong with the chemical balance on the lowest level of tanks. Don’t forget, in a year or so you’ll be eligible for reassignment. I’ll mark your interest in scouting down on your form here but I’m sure you’ll soon settle in and make friends on the hydroponics work.”


  «««


  Curiously enough, the supervisor’s optimistic prediction seemed to be right. The chief of the hydroponics area was a big bruiser named Katuki, who for some reason seemed delighted to see Waldo. He shook hands with enthusiasm and slapped him on the back.


  “Hey, I’m really pleased to meet you, Mr. Burmeister. I’ve heard about you, but I didn’t know you were going to be working down here. I thought it was impossible to rig the computers that assign people to different jobs. Sometime I’d like you to tell me how you worked it.”


  Waldo smiled modestly.


  “It’s good to get a bit of class in the place,” Katuki went on. “The other fellers are good guys, but I don’t mind telling you some of them aren’t the brightest. Stop by my area as soon as you’re settled in, and I’ll introduce you to the other vatmen.”


  Waldo was gratified. It was nice to be appreciated, even if the speaker’s appearance was a little off-putting. At some time in the past Katuki’s face seemed to have lost a major argument with something hard and irregular.


  Waldo felt even more pleased later, when Katuki introduced him to the other four vatmen with a big build-up. No one had praised his brains so much for years. It’s all relative, I suppose. A couple of others, according to Waldo, would have been hard pressed to decide which end of a stirring paddle to hold without guidance from Katuki.


  Glasses and a bottle were produced from a locker and Katuki poured generous shots of a dark brown liquid. “Here’s to our new buddy, Waldo Burmeister,” he said, handing them around. “I know he’s going to be a real help to the operation here.”


  Waldo hesitated, glass in hand, and looked at the door. “I’m sure you know best, but isn’t this a bit risky? What about the guards?”


  “Down here? You couldn’t get a guard to the hydroponics levels unless you bribed him.” Katuki thought for a moment. “I don’t think I’ve seen one on this level for three months. Provided everything runs smoothly here, we’re left to ourselves. Here’s to you.”


  Waldo lifted his glass, expecting the worst, and gulped it down. He’d thought it would be near-beer, or rot-gut. It turned out to be highproof, top quality bourbon. The others grinned at his obvious surprise.


  “Not bad, eh, Waldo?” said Katuki. “I tell you, we do all right for ourselves down here. Know how we do it?”


  Waldo accepted a second glass and thought for a moment. Obviously, they’d found a way to make or smuggle good booze. He didn’t want to get involved in what might be a risky operation. On the other hand, he certainly didn’t want to be cut off from the supply. This needed a careful answer.


  “Mr. Katuki, when a lawyer is asked if he was given a piece of information he’s legally obliged to answer, yes or no. But he can’t be asked what he or somebody else was thinking. So to answer your question, I’d rather not be told where the drink comes from.”


  There was a baffled silence for a few seconds as the gears ground inside Katuki’s bullet head. Then his face lit up. “Hey, I like that.” He turned to the others. “See how to do it. No talk, no chance to get caught out.” Then to Waldo. “You’ll get the picture for yourself soon enough, when we look around the works tomorrow.”


  The next day wasn’t so good. Despite Katuki’s pride in the set-up, the three hydroponics levels were a bit stark. They began with the algae breeding tanks on the third level, where the big vats were cultured for the seeders.


  “We pipe ’em to Station Down as soon as they’re ready,” explained Katuki. “Then the seeders spray the algae out into the upper atmosphere. They convert carbon dioxide to oxygen as they fall, and die when it gets too hot for them. Each time we go over the same spot on the ground, the algae get a bit lower before they’re crisped. It’s already a couple of degrees cooler down on the surface than it was when the project started.”


  Waldo suppressed a yawn. Technology bored him. They went down a staircase to the second level and then along a corridor that led to the second level hydroponics tanks. Katuki had got a little more jumpy, excited about something. He kept glancing at Waldo as though in anticipation.


  “Don’t ever touch that red lever on the wall unless I tell you,” he warned as they came halfway along the corridor. “It opens up a section of the floor, so we can dump chemicals into the channel on the first level.”


  “What’s in the channel?”


  “Partly treated sewage, on its way through the lowest level hydroponics tanks. You wouldn’t drown if you fell down there—it’s only waist-deep. I don’t think you’d enjoy it, though.”


  They walked on, Waldo treading very gingerly as they went over the trapdoor section of the corridor. Just before the staircase to the lowest level Katuki stopped and looked into a small room on the left. It was filled with long spirals of silver coils, winding halfway to the ceiling. It looked curiously familiar. As they came down the staircase and out to the lowest level hydroponics, Waldo had a sudden insight.


  A still. That’s what those metal coils had to be, and that’s where the liquor was coming from. As they walked past the fronded, blue-green plants of the long hydroponics tank he noticed that Katuki was looking at him with a sly, expectant air. Waldo winked and Katuki grinned back at him.


  “We don’t need to talk about it, right, Waldo?” he said. “A wink’s as good as a nod to a blind horse.”


  They moved out along the first level catwalk, with the big hydroponics tank on their left. A broad stream of grey-green sewage, with beaded bubbles winking at the brim, moved sluggishly past on the right. Katuki noticed Waldo’s expression and grinned again.


  “That’s where you finish up if you fall through the second level trapdoor. Don’t make any enemies among the other vatmen, Waldo.”


  Waldo looked again at the steaming mess and shuddered. His appetite for dinner dropped a notch.


  After a month he had the working routine mastered, but his taste for the job didn’t increase. As far as Waldo was concerned, a vatman’s lot was not a happy one. Apart from Katuki, the vatmen were near-morons and a grunt passed for sparkling conversation. What with filtering, stirring, removing sludge and adding chemicals, Waldo had lost ten kilos and was beginning to regard a human being as no more than an instrument for recycling sewage. That was a pity, because the vatmen under Katuki’s direction dined—and wined—amazingly well. The third level of tanks were dedicated to producing algae for the seeders, and the lowest level next to the bottom sewage channel was used for oxygen production. But part of the tank on the second level had been set up as a kitchen garden and produced excellent vegetables.


  There was not much real meat. Waldo could see no way round that, except maybe cannibalism. As he got to know Katuki better that seemed less improbable. Behind the tough battered face lay an even tougher inside. The crews did just what he told them, with no arguments and no discussion. Waldo followed the same approach himself. His work was mainly on the lowest level tank, where Katuki seemed to think he was exceptionally reliable. It wasn’t easy. Katuki had been so impressed by Waldo’s remark on the virtues of silent accord that his instructions had become almost unintelligible, delivered through isolated words and a series of nods, grunts and winks. But since he clearly continued to regard Waldo with special esteem, everything must have been going well. And as Katuki had said, the guards much preferred the upper levels of Station Up, where the gravity and the sewage were less noticeable. Waldo hadn’t seen one down on the lowest levels since his arrival, and his fears regarding the condensing coils of the still off the second level corridor had greatly eased.


  You have to remember that I’m reporting Waldo’s version of events, plus a few things that came out after the visit of the Space Federation VIP’s to Venus Station. So it’s very possible that Waldo was not quite the popular, respected figure that he describes. Be that as it may, one day Katuki came rushing down to Waldo’s room for advice and assistance. He was so worried that his speech had become quite normal.


  “Waldo, we got a bad problem coming up,” he said. “Next week’s the tenth anniversary of the terraforming project. President Dinsdale and a whole bunch of VIP’s are coming here for a big ceremony in Station Down—special algal spraying, banquet, everything. Trouble is, they’ll be coming to Station Up as well, to give us a big inspection.”


  It was nice to receive Katuki’s comments in words rather than in mime. Waldo could see no reason for the big panic, though.


  “Don’t worry about it, Katuki. He’s not called Dandy Dinsdale for nothing, you know. I’ve seen him before. He wears thousand-credit suits and he changes his clothes five times a day. He has his own barber and his own manicurist. He can’t stand dirt or filth in any form—it’s a mania with him. I’m telling you, you’ll never get Dinsdale within six levels of the vat areas.”


  “Waldo, he don’t know what it’s like here. He asked to see everything, and that dumb superintendent took him at his word. Rusty up in the guard block showed me the tour plan and it includes all our levels.” Katuki paced up and down Waldo’s room, two steps each way, then hammered his fist on the steel bulkhead. “Damn it, Waldo, what use is a prison if you can’t keep the wrong people out of it?”


  While Katuki was talking, Waldo’s stomach had moved steadily up his throat and was now pushing at the roof of his. mouth. That damned still! It would be the ruin of all of them. Why had he been fool enough to let a few bottles of liquor get him mixed up in another illegal deal? Why hadn’t he stayed out or blown the whistle?


  Because he’d heard Katuki’s views on the way you deal with squealers and double-crossers, that’s why. Waldo had the feeling that he’d been predestined for this setup, ever since the judge had said the words Venus Station. Katuki was still airing his woes. “They want me to go over to Station Down and explain the way we feed the algal seeders. That means I can’t be here to steer the tour the way I’d like to. I’ll rush back over here as soon as I can, but I can’t rely on one of those other dummies to show Dinsdale and the other brass round here. Christ, can you imagine Blattwitz or Grapelli leading the tour? It’s taken me two years to teach those two to wash up before they come through for dinner. Waldo, it has to be you. You’ll have to make sure the visitors only see what we want them to see. You’ll do it, right?”


  Waldo began to appreciate the narrowness of the beach between the devil and the deep blue sea. He was stuck with it.


  “Right.” He thought of the old advice to the woman being raped: relax.


  “Then I’ll make sure we have tour signs put up, to make it as easy for you as we can,” Katuki went on. “People always follow arrows, even off a cliff. That’s where I’d like to send that pansy Dinsdale. Damned troublemaker, why wouldn’t he settle for a banquet like anybody else?”


  Katuki had real venom in his tone. Waldo realized that Katuki’s dislike of President Dinsdale went well beyond a difference of political opinions.


  «««


  They spent most of the next few days scrubbing everything in sight, preparing for the big tour. When President Dinsdale finally appeared on the third hydroponics level, however, surrounded by a retinue of VIP’s, it was clear that the cleaning efforts hadn’t been sufficient. Waldo’s predictions had been on the mark. Dinsdale, impeccably dressed and coiffured, was holding a fine silk handkerchief close to his nose, and his expression left no doubt as to his feelings. The superintendent handed the tour over to Waldo with obvious relief. Dinsdale’s great disdain had penetrated even the superintendent’s bovine brain. As they walked along the third level, Waldo babbled anything that happened to come into his head. He was preparing himself for the detour that would have to be made down on the second level, to by-pass the still.


  Fortunately, President Dinsdale showed no interest in anything at all beyond his handkerchief. A couple of the others, though, were looking about them keenly and seemed to understand what they were seeing. Waldo led them nervously to the second level staircase, following the arrows that Katuki had set out.


  As they came out into the second level corridor Waldo stopped, unable to believe his eyes. Instead of diverting them down to the lowest level, the arrows were pointing along the corridor, straight past the still.


  The group was passing Waldo, blindly following the arrows, before he could get his brain working. They had reached the trapdoor and in two more seconds would be able to see the still.


  At that precise moment, Waldo had a sudden flash of total insight, an apocalyptic vision of truth. Katuki, in his hatred of President Dinsdale, didn’t care whether they saw the still or not. He was planning to kidnap Dinsdale and hold the party hostages. Why else would he let the secret of the still be revealed?


  In moments of great stress, the body moves faster than the brain. While Waldo was still dithering mentally, his legs moved him over to the corridor wall. His hands, unprompted, pulled the red lever. The trapdoor swung open, and President Dinsdale and his entourage disappeared with a chorus of screams.


  Waldo advanced to the edge of the pit, unsure what to do next. His sudden vision of absolute truth hadn’t given him a follow-up act. He dithered on the brink, noting absently that all of the party with the exception of Dinsdale himself had managed to land feet-first in the sewage channel below. The President had eventually regained his footing, but he had suffered a seachange into something undeniably strange and overpoweringly rich. He had lost his handkerchief along the way.


  As Waldo hesitated, Katuki suddenly appeared at the second-level staircase on the other side of the trapdoor. He was carrying a heavy wrench in his hand. “Dirty double-crosser,” he shouted, and ran towards Waldo. Waldo turned to flee, but another vatman was coming the other way, a heavy iron pipe in his hand and a murderous expression on his face. Waldo’s problem of what to do next seemed to be solved.


  With a moan of anticipation, he flung himself backwards through the trapdoor and immersed himself in his work.


  In due course, the lowest level’s ever-rolling silent stream bore Waldo, President Dinsdale and the rest of them along into the lowest hydroponics area, where they were able to climb out onto the catwalk beside the big tank full of bluegreen vegetation. Waldo was the last to arrive, and had expected a certain amount of commotion to greet him. But the reality exceeded his wildest imaginings. He had never heard anything like it.


  «««


  Waldo didn’t mention that he had saved President Dinsdale from being captured and held hostage? That’s not too surprising. You see, it just wasn’t true. The trouble with apocalyptic visions is that they often won’t withstand a rational examination. Waldo’s wild surmise about Katuki’s intentions seemed to make sense to him at the time. Why else would Katuki let the still be seen?


  The trouble was, it wasn’t a still at all. If Waldo had known as much science as the average ten-year-old, he’d have realized that those coils were just part of the standard water recycling equipment on the Station. The thing that Katuki didn’t want the visitors to see, and the thing that he was sure Waldo wouldn’t let them see, was the lowest level hydroponics tank.


  Katuki had misinterpreted Waldo’s wink when they had taken their first tour. As Waldo said, just because you’ve seen a piece of cheese doesn’t mean you’d recognize a cow if you saw one. The thing that so excited the visitors who had been plunged through the trapdoor—with the exception of Dinsdale, who had his own preoccupations—was the lowest level hydroponics tank.


  The healthy vegetation there, producing oxygen for the use in the Station, was also producing—under Katuki’s guiding hand—four acres of top-quality taliza plants, for shipment to Earth in return for liquor and other luxuries. Waldo’s own knowledge of botany, as a deep hypnoprobe verified, stops at mixed vegetables.


  Waldo was given an award by the grateful Space Federation for breaking the taliza ring. And Katuki’s repeated attempts to get to Waldo during the trial and kill him with his bare hands proved pretty conclusively that Waldo had never had any part of the drug ring. But evidence or no evidence, Waldo never during the course of the whole trial received anything but a negative vote from President Dinsdale.
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  Some frontiers are. almost too tough to colonize—and hot all the problems come from the environment.
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  The AX-3 Groundmover idled on the flat landscape while its occupant stared at the bleak, gloomy scene and wondered just what he was doing there. For Captain George L. Callaghan the view was depressing, the dangers were frightful, and the benefits of this particular visit were nill. To add to his discomfort, the interior of the Groundmover was frigid. Punctuating the steady whine of the cooling system was the occasional plip-plop of condensation from the low ceiling. Ironically, the temperature outside the hull of the vehicle was 900 degrees F. He was very close to freezing to death in what amounted to a furnace.


  Callaghan sent the Groundmover nearer a low mound of rock. The transponder was broadcasting from there, persistantly beeping over and over. White light from the Groundmover’s lamp platform splashed across dull-colored boulders. One had been upended and the flat face read: MINING STATION CHARLIE—POPULATION 35. But the letters were just barely readable. The corrosive atmosphere had been at work and already the once sharp edges of the laser cut grooves were softening, melting as flake by tiny flake the stone was powdered and eaten away.


  Venus had proved a cruel world blanketing herself with a misty aura of mystery. The mystery had lured some of the adventurous down to her bosom. But her surface was fatally hot, like the caked bottom of a boiled-out pressure cooker, and she was dead. Had been dead for millions of years, almost as though she liked things that way.


  The beeping stopped abruptly.


  Irritated, Callaghan spun the receiver dial. One more problem. One more to add to an ever-growing heap of disaster. So far, the mission had been a killer. As he told it to me later, he just wished he could have pulled up and gone back to the shuttle. At that time, I wasn’t down on the surface. Fate, kind or otherwise, had removed me from the situation. Perhaps everything would have been simpler if I had just stayed. But is life really supposed to be simple?


  Callaghan wasn’t finding it as such. This was no joyride. Counting bodies isn’t fun, and doing a recon on a failed settlement was certain to produce bodies.


  Mining Station Charlie—Alpha and Bravo had both been abandoned as dry holes early on—had dropped off the air without any warning. One minute Meredith Craig had been calling off ore extraction figures, about to report on the lengthening of the Level Two Drift, when her voice ceased.


  The signal had been cut off. Contact was never re-established.


  Mining Station Charlie was the sole inhabited site on all of Venus, so there was no one to drive over and check how the settlement was faring. A search party—Captain Callaghan—had been sent down to the surface via an airbus. It had been decided not to risk any more than one man because . . . well, because the managing staff on the orbiting base were pessimists.


  An airbus, despite its name, is merely a larger, more refined version of the powered gliders which had been used to establish Venus Base. There were two airbusses available. The first was in the process of being overhauled. The second, fresh from shipment out from Earth, was ready for a descent to the planet’s surface.


  Captain G. Callaghan and Lieutenant R.J. Lewis were selected for the mission. They were to carry a replacement transceiver for delivery to the mining station.


  But that transceiver was still in the hold of the airbus. Callaghan, on his own authority, had decided that it would not be needed. Even from the air, during an initial pass, it was obvious that something was terribly wrong. Privately, Callaghan was already sure that there would be no survivors. But his orders were to make sure of that before leaving.


  What could have been more cruel to have been left for dead in the hell that was the surface of Venus? Nothing! And that was why Callaghan was determined to carry out his orders, no matter how dangerous things got for him, or Lewis.


  He gave up trying to pull a signal from the calling device, doubting that it was still operating. Venus was not a kind lady to man or machines.


  The Groundmover’s motor was idling softly, waiting.


  In the distance, midway to the horizon, a red light was sputtering. It might have been anything from a young volcano, to a liquid metal spurt. Callaghan winced. He put the machine in gear.


  Then he called up Lewis.


  “I’m going in.”


  “Any signs of survivors?”


  “No, not yet. But I’m still topside, on the plain. Maybe when I get inside there’ll be somebody.”


  “Good luck, Captain.”


  “Thank you. I’ll keep this circuit open. Listen up.”


  Callaghan sent the Groundmover lurching across the red-hot dusts.


  Lewis settled down to waiting in the control room of the airbus. If bad came to worse, and Callaghan were disabled, or killed, he would have to activate the automatics and fly the bus up to the clean emptiness of space. He hoped that he wouldn’t have to do that. He was fond of Callaghan. They had served together before on the engineering of the Tycho Deep-Space Receiver. Their wives even got on well. Not that they would be seeing their women anytime soon. But it would be rough breaking bad news to Becky. She was carrying Callaghan’s second child. What a helluva time to lose a husband!


  The young lieutenant tried to drive the gloom out of his mind with a magazine. But the words just drifted around on the page, and he found himself staring at the scanner screens again, fascinated by the terrible landscape beyond the ship.


  Meanwhile, Callaghan, still very much alive, had driven up to the large, U-shaped portal of the mine’s main airlock. He slowed the Groundmover and sent out a warning signal. This would activate an alarm within the airlock chamber. If someone were inside, they would know that he was about to cycle the lock on remote.


  He waited three minutes exactly, and then started the procedure. A few minutes later the outer lock door broke into two jagged, interlocking segments and withdrew into a recess on each side of the frame.


  Callaghan drove the Groundmover inside and sealed the outer door behind him. He paused only long enough to fill the chamber with breathable air, and then commanded the inner hatch to open.


  That was like ordering a hurricane. A powerful wind shrieked in through the parting valves, scouring dust off the walls and floor, whirling it madly throughout the chamber.


  Callaghan had expected something of the sort, so he wasn’t surprised.


  The mining station was breached, open to the massive pressures of the Venusian atmosphere. He would find no survivors simply because no one could live under such conditions. The fact that the airlock had functioned so efficiently had merely been a last tribute to terrestrial engineering abilities. The airlock was the strongest fixture of the entire station. It would remain intact long after the remainder of the station was crumbled into dust.


  He began his report.


  “Lewis, I’m inside. Mining Station Charlie has lost atmospheric integrity. There are no survivors. Please relay this topside. I’m going to drive in deeper to identify just what failed.”


  “Roger, Captain.”


  The big outside lamps played starkly across the smooth-cut tunnel walls, making shadows lurch suddenly as the Groundmover jolted over toppled beams, and the twisted junk of what had once been the amenities of Mining Station Charlie.


  Callaghan shuddered as a lounge was crunched under the armored treads. The sound reminded him of bones breaking.


  Where were the bodies?


  Secretly, he hoped that he wouldn’t find any. How long ago had this happened? A week? What would the corrosive atmosphere do to human flesh in that length of time?


  He continued down the tunnel until he came to the end of the first level. An elevator rode a shaft down to the second level, but the Groundmover was too large to make use of it. Other tunnels fanned out from this centerpoint. The main ore body had lain beneath this area. The smelter, according to the diagram, was to the right. More living quarters were arranged along the tunnel to the left. That was where the administrative offices were.


  Callaghan steered left, following the gentle arc of the main tunnel around the elevator shaft.


  Then he came upon a pile of filing cabinets strewn across the tunnel like a dam. Some were broken open. The papers inside were black and crumbled. Pieces fluttered away from the approach of the Groundmover. They reminded Callaghan of falling leaves and of autumn on Earth. How long had it been since he had been back home? Five years? Six?


  He drove over the dam. The weight of the Groundmover crushed the metal cabinets flat.


  “Lewis, I’m at the Director’s office. Everything is torn apart. When the walls failed the inrush of atmosphere must have been like a hammerblow, smashing everything.


  “Wait! Here’s a safe. It’s in one piece. I’m going to try to free it of its mount and put it in the carry-bin of the Groundmover with the grapplers.”


  “How did you get inside the office?” Lewis inquired.


  “Broke down the wall. For once I’m glad this beast of a machine is so large. Hang on a moment.”


  Lieutenant Lewis waited through a long, anxious period of silence.


  “Got it,” Callaghan reported finally. “This baby is as delicate as a bull elephant. Brought most of the ceiling down on me, but I managed to back out of the rubble pile. I know why the roof failed. I’m taking pictures now. I’ll be up on the surface with you again in twenty minutes.”


  “I’ll have our bird ready to fly,” Lewis told him, not even trying to keep the relief out of his voice. What he had seen of Venus so far had only reinforced his initial opinion of the place. It was pure, undiluted hell. It should be shoved into the sun to make room for a decent planet.


  When they took off for Venus Station he would be overjoyed to leave it all behind.


  Silently, Lewis urged Callaghan on when the Groundmover came into sight on the screens. He wanted to be out of this pit. He wanted to go home, for living in this place was worse than being dead!


  It was a little after this that I came into the story. I had not as yet met Captain Callaghan. That meeting was still in the future.


  So was Venus.
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  I was unaware of what had occurred on the surface. Classes were taking up all of my time; classes and field trips out to the construction docks to become familiar with new equipment being developed. I had been so busy that I had almost forgotten about Venus, and her miserable environment. Perhaps that was my subconscious working. I knew what miserable environments were . . . I had grown up in one of the lowest, meanest slums of N’York. The Big Apple had gone rotten, and I had been one of the worms. It still surprised me that I could think about those years so calmly, with such detachment. I certainly hadn’t been detached as those days had been unfolding. It had been like a war, a bitter battlefield where there were no victories, only wasteful skirmishes. It had been another world, savage and wholly without redeeming qualities. The only virtue was survival.


  That had been our only god, survival. We worshipped treachery and butchery, and watered the slimy altars of our ever-hungry god with blood.


  Sometimes I wondered that I was the same person who had stalked through those dark, silent alleys in a perpetual crouch. Now I was on the verge of getting my degree in Astrogeology. I could read, speak in a civilized manner, and even . . . and this was the hardest part . . . even turn my back to someone. God, but that had taken a long time to learn. Old habits die hard.


  And most of it had come about because of Beth. Gentle, caring Beth. She had been my taming. Not with words, not with blows, or really anything that I could recognize. Maybe it was just for wanting something that I had changed. Suddenly, there had been something to work for. A future!


  Yes, that was it. She had given me a future. The ghetto had never provided that. And survival had only meant another day to struggle through.


  Now things were easier. I was happy for the first time.


  Perhaps that was what should have warned me. But I was young, inexperienced. I didn’t know much about life, yet. I still believed that when you arrived, you were there for good.


  Tough luck, chump. That’s what you get for believing!


  Dr. Forsyth summoned me to his cabin on B-deck midway through the Applied Chemistry lab. That was odd. Chem was my worst subject, only a week ago old Forsyth had chewed me out for not trying hard enough.


  What would this be? Another chewing?


  The cabin was cool. There was only one light on, the stalked spot that Forsyth used over his desk when he was working.


  “The old man looks uncommonly pale,” I thought as I moved to the wall seat that he indicated I take. The cushion was hard.


  We stared at each other in silence for a moment. I realized suddenly that Forsyth was having difficulty putting his thoughts into words. A cold trickle of fear began to creep up the back of my spine.


  “I won’t insult your feelings by dragging this out, Roger. You’re strong, you had to be to have lived as long as you have. But, at the same time, I know how you felt about Beth.”


  He stopped and swallowed, looking away for just a moment.


  Coward, I thought. Tell it! I knew then what it was going to be. I’ve always had this damned gift of jumping ahead of a conversation, knowing what someone was going to say before they said it. Sometimes it was an advantage. This time, though, it was nothing but a curse.


  Forsyth forced his wandering eyes back to mine and locked them there.


  “There was an accident down at the mine . . . Beth is dead. Everyone who was there is dead. It was a painless, quick death. That’s the only comfort I can offer. I’m sorry. They only relayed word to me a few minutes ago. I thought you should find out from me at once, instead of hearing a rumor in the halls . . .”


  “Go to hell.”


  The words flooded out of me in a burst. I sucked in a long breath. There should be pain. I knew that. But the only thing my mind was registering was the sour smell of the sheets on Forsyth’s bunk. The odor seemed to swell until it filled the tiny working cabin. Behind Forsyth’s bald head, through the porthole, I could see stars wheeling as the Station rotated on its axis.


  “Why don’t you take a few days off from class . . . go to the recreation area. I’ve already written a pass . . .”


  “Goddamn you, knock it off. So she’s dead. Big deal, she was just an easy lay that talked big.” I laughed, wondering at the same time why I was saying all this. My mouth was flapping and I was just shoveling out words like garbage down a chute. No, like bullets. I felt trapped. Had to get out of the cabin, away from Forsyth. Away from everyone.


  I stood up and put myself before Forsyth’s desk, hands on my hips.


  “Gimme the pass!”


  He looked startled. I tore it out of his hand.


  “I’ll see you in a week. Thanks.”


  He caught me halfway to the door.


  “Roger, not this way. Give yourself a chance to think. Don’t throw everything away. I’ll tell Dr. Anderson that you won’t be in class tomorrow.”


  “You’ll tell him nothing,” I snapped. “Just tell him nothing.”


  The door boomed shut behind me. Then I was moving down the corridor, fast, shoving half-seen figures out of my way, ignoring their shouts. I headed for the lounge. There was a viewing chamber there, a big bubble of tempered plastic where one could sit and look out at the stars, hard, uncaring diamonds of light. They didn’t twinkle, they just stared and stared.


  I spent a long time there staring back, thinking, burying a dream, ignoring the water that washed down my cheeks. I felt dead inside. I wanted to yell, scream, but the emotions weren’t there. I was a thing hammered out of metal, lacking feelings. I guess I was broken, but I would continue to work until some vital component crumbled away and everything inside me clattered to a halt.


  Only in the past was there any shelter. I withdrew to the beginning and tried to savor the dusty memories. At first they came hard. Then the floodgates opened and I was there, back in the shuttle with Borland . . . and Beth.
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  The glider changed altitude. Electronic counters clucked softly to themselves as they monitored the change. There was little sensation to warn of the beginning of the descent except for a slight twinge in the inner ear, and the visual spector of the silvery limb of the planet dipping upwards past the bow ports in a giddy rush.


  It was Saturday, May the 23rd. Venus was about to be conquered by representatives of mankind. Glorious words. The years of labor and expense required to construct and man Venus Station; to plan the attack, design and build the ships; it was all about to pay off. What great press it would make back home; Local Boys Make Good! Of course, the payoff would be for the Foundation staff since the people about me, the dice in this throw of fate who had been nominated as the ground crew of the mission were nothing better than a cageful of lab rats about to be dumped into the ultimate survival experiment.


  Bitter, bitter. But those were my emotions. Young and dumb, I was keeping a log, a record of the trial that had turned my life over to the Federal Authorities of the Colony Relief Program—another piece of unwilling flesh for them to do with as they liked—and journal of the grim trip out from Earth. It hadn’t been fun. Convicts weren’t supposed to enjoy themselves. We didn’t have rights.


  The rushing fall grew more swift. By this time, both gliders were skimming the upper layers of the atmosphere, shuddering in the growing violence of the turbulence.


  This was a one-way trip. Now, that wasn’t really as bad as it sounded. On each shuttle the heavy thrust engines had been stripped to save weight. That left us with maneuvering power and very little else. We would be able to ‘hop’ about on the surface for short distances. But once we were down, it was for good. We would be ‘natives’ of Venus for the duration . . . until the airbus came down to pick up the survivors . . . if any.


  Captain John R. Chaney, pilot of the lead glider, commander of the ground mission, alone in his glider partially because he was very near the weight limit for his craft, was in charge. His cargo was the big reactor that would power the ground station. It was heavy, very heavy. That was part of the reason that Chaney was alone. The other was that Chaney was a careful man. And he had learned that I was a convicted killer. Maybe he thought I was going to jump on him and do something terrible after we landed just so I could call myself the first human to set foot on the planet’s surface. Well, that kind of fame I didn’t need. Venus was hell. But he had ‘bumped’ me, and now he was out in front, blazing a trail. The blip that represented his glider drifted across the radar screen.


  “I’M AT THREE THOUSAND . . . CONTINUING DESCENT.”


  Chaney’s voice was tinny and metallic over the comm set.


  “We read you, Airtruck One. Keep it up.”


  That was Borland. Hal Borland, our pilot. He hadn’t objected to my presence. Perhaps he was more trusting. Or maybe it was just that Beth was along, and he figured that I would have more scruples than to strangle him with a girl that I obviously liked as a witness.


  Borland was studying the radar altimeter with a thoughtful expression. Green light from the set played across his features. He resembled one of those rugged, adventure-prone captains of the Earth-Luna run. Besides being handsome, he had a solid, deliberate character, like a father, the kind the holo shows spoon up for mass consumption.


  Maybe it was for that reason that I hated him. My own father had been some unknown bum who had run off when I had been three. So I tolerated Borland, to his face I was civil and attentive. That was only smart. One false step and the Sayre Foundation would have every legal right to stick me in a sleep drum and render my lovable little carcass down into spare parts for the terminally accident prone.


  I was on the ultimate parole, yanked from a dead-end ghetto in a dying city and given a new chance at life.


  The price?


  Behave. Learn how to be human again. And mostly, learn how to make myself valuable to my fellow companions. There was no spare baggage in the colonies.


  “Three quarters there,” Borland muttered, softly, probably just talking to himself. But Beth nodded, and her brown hair rippled as it overflowed the collar of her worksuit.


  She was great. She looked pretty and she moved pretty, just like Lucy, the girl who had done the most to get me where I was today.


  A man should not love a girl who almost got him killed. That’s not logical. But love is not a logical behavior. Especially when you’re seventeen. Love can hit you then like a tidal wave sweeping up a flood channel. It carries you along with the rest of the debris and whatever else got caught up in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  It carried me the distance. And now I was making my descent into hell.


  Beside the radar a microfile was playing out a continuous map strip of Venusian surface. The landmarks were familiar, by now. We had been through a simulation of this trip a hundred times, at least.


  We were nearing the Termination Point.


  That’s a final way of referring to a landing site. Just seeing it on paper gave me the creeps. Termination was death . . . what they did to failures and oldsters who were beyond saving. But the geologist who had selected the term knew that he would not be one of those picked to make the initial manned descent. And the opinion of a convict on parole was not something of importance to the guiding officials of the Sayre Foundation.


  I also thought that it was insane to attempt to establish a mining settlement on the surface of Venus. There were easier ways to collect minerals. But I was keeping that view to myself. My parole was clear on the subject of my work and my loyalty. I would do as I was told, and do it to perfection or face summary execution. My past had condemned me along with Lucy and the three souls I had left bleeding their life out into the gutters of a filthy and night-darkened ghetto street. That the same three souls moments before had been strenuously striving to let out my own life was immaterial to the law. I was colony fodder, and after a swift and streamlined trial had found myself on my way to the first artificial moonlet of Venus along with thirty other prideful young gutter animals of both sexes. The guards had kept us away from each other’s throats well enough so that most of us actually made it to the duty station to begin our parole as a labor force for the scientists and administrators who had brought this grand design into being.


  I put all that propaganda down in my book. It made the guard who read it on the sly laugh.


  Another familiar landmark began to crawl across the mapstrip.


  “Hell’s Pass below,” I called up to Borland.


  Venus has some charming names. Places like Perdition Valley, Satan’s Fangs, and the Plains of Hades. All the references to the nether regions get monotonous after a while. But what else can you name a place after when the invisible sun hangs overhead like a furnace for months and the rocky landscape broils under a windless calm of 900 degrees?


  This ain’t no resort.


  The guard told us that just before they dumped us off the ‘slave ship.’


  And it ain’t!


  Borland’s voice came to me, perfectly modulated, completely at ease. Oh, what a hero he was. I hated him some more while he talked.


  “I see it, Roger. And Chaney?”


  “On station. His descent seems normal. I think he should be setting down in about five minutes.”


  As if to confirm my statement, Chaney’s harsh voice burst out of the bulkhead speaker.


  “BEGINNING TERMINATION MANEUVER. FIRST BASE FORMATION IN SIGHT.”


  Chaney wasn’t really seeing his landing point. Visibility on Venus is worse than terrible. The planet’s long day was nothing more than a gloomy twilight. And the nights were like having your eyes bathed in the blackest ink.


  Since there wasn’t going to be anything to look at, the gliders were constructed like diving bells. And a diving bell wasn’t such a bad comparison when you considered that the air pressure was as unhealthy for humans as the water pressure of the Marianas Trench back on Earth. The only ‘seeing’ was performed through television cameras linked to the outside world by fiber optic lenses. That was expensive. But I had already learned that everything about the Venusian Settlement Program was expensive.


  It seemed like a hellish waste of time and money.


  And maybe lives.


  My life.


  I shoved that thought away and tried to concentrate on the radar, ignoring the sudden dampness that was soiling my palms.


  The blip told the story. Chaney’s glider was practically on the surface. The landing would be a long slide across the soft, slightly rippled plain until the momentum of his gliding descent had been consumed.


  This was a first. I could not prevent feeling some excitement. No living man had been this deep before, only his machines.


  Even so, I knew what to expect. I had seen the photos sent up by the automated probes. The Venusian landscape was remarkably flat, with occasional resistant outcroppings of fresh volcanic material. Here and there could be found the gentle slopes of ancient crater walls. But there were no canyons, no towering, jaggedfaced mountain ranges, and certainly no dark and heaving seas. Just barren, dark, flatness simmering in the incessant calm. The massive atmospheric burden that wrapped the planet in its smothering embrace insured calm in the cloudfree depths.


  It also insured lifelessness. Venus was dead, stillborn, and so she would remain forever.


  Despite the Sayre Foundation and all its grandiose plans for colonization.


  “TEN MINUTES FROM FLIGHT TERMINATION.” Chaney’s voice thundered through the little cabin.


  Startled, I could not help jumping in my seat.


  “Watch him very closely, Teale,” Borland ordered.


  “God, let him make it,” Beth breathed aloud.


  The hands of the chronometer spun slowly as they counted off the passage of the precious, anxious seconds.


  On my screen the blip had merged into the faint image of the Venusian surface.


  “He’s down. I’ve lost him.”


  Our own flight termination point was only minutes away, now. I tried not to think about it. There were so many things that could go wrong. This had never been done before. The stink in the cabin must have become aware of my uneasiness and it began to assail my nostrils with double strength. My stomach churned and my bowels felt watery and sick.


  God, not here! I pleaded. If I gotta die, let me do it like a man, clean and noble. Don’t let them find me cooked and torn among the metal spears of the wreckage smeared with my own waste. I want my respect. I fought too long to maintain it to lose it this way.


  Fly this crate, Borland! Fly like you’ve never flown before. Save us, man. Be that hero that you look like.


  My thoughts were racing like an uncontrolled engine.


  Calm, stay calm. Have to stay calm. We’ll make it. You’re not going to die. If anyone dies it will be Chaney. You’re in this glider, and you’re immortal. Can’t you feel it? You die? Never! No way.


  I wrapped my hands about the seat arms and locked them. The plastic was hard and hot.


  “I wonder why Chaney hasn’t reported back,” Borland said distantly, his attention was completely on the controls of the glider.


  The seat rose and fell. We were being buffeted by a crosswind.


  “Hell!”


  “What’s that Roger?”


  “Five minutes away from Termination, Captain.”


  My voice sounded strange as I covered for my slip.


  The weather probes had reported that at times giant storms spun down from the cloud ceiling and tore paths of raging destruction across the desolate flats. We were going to dig the mining camp into the side of a low mountain for that reason.


  Was that little gust of wind the signal for the approach of one of those killer storms?


  I stared at the radar screen in horror, expanding the sweep pattern frantically, searching.


  But the screen was clear. The air was calm, and we were all alone. There wasn’t even a mountain to run into. A child could land us if he just knew how to fly.


  What would it feel like to take the controls? To feel the glider moving to my commands?


  Minutes dragged past on leaden knees. Time knew no mercy and never would. Why did Beth look so calm, so efficient? Abruptly, I hated her too.


  Chaney was holding his silence.


  The surface reached up for us relentlessly. It was time to land.


  It was time for Termination.


  “Chaney had the reactor on board. If he’s crashed . . .” The words told me that Borland’s perfect calm had broken. Was he afraid, too?


  Then I realized what he was talking about. Our glider carried the airlock assembly and the Bore by which we would excavate the mine. We carried consumables, but no power supply except for fuel cells.


  Chaney’s ship had been filled to capacity by the bulk of the reactor. His was to be the most dangerous landing for the glider would come down with a lot of inertia.


  Both ships were on a one-way descent. We had no way up until the Station-to-Surface shuttle made its descent. But it wouldn’t come down until we had prepared the mine chamber and made it livable. If we failed, we would be written off and an alternate mine site would be selected for the next glider descent. We had been told flatly that the Station Commander would not risk the sole operational shuttle in a wild rescue attempt should the first team find itself marooned on the planet’s surface.


  The red-haired, beefy-faced guard’s words rang in my head again.


  “This ain’t no resort, punks.”


  The sweat on my palms was back again, making the plastic under my skin feel slimy.


  I grimaced. A convict had no rights. I had merely traded one death for another. That thought was bitter in my mind. There was panic hiding behind it, leering. That was the way the odds were. If only Beth . . .


  “Airtruck One, this is Borland. Please report status.”


  Borland repeated the call twice. But there was no answer, only the boom and crash of distant electrical disturbances in the atmosphere.


  Then it was time to set down.


  “Ten feet . . . level flight . . . surface coming up . . . wing skids down . . .”


  Beth’s voice was easy, relaxed, as if she landed on Venus every other day.


  “Three feet . . . two . . . one . . . nose skid down, riding free. Horizon is clear.”


  Now we were careening like a highspeed toboggan across the searing flats. In my mind’s eye I pictured us, the ablative covered hull black in the dim light. Behind our two stubby airfoils a roostertail of dust had sprouted. It streamed up and up until it was silhouetted against the scudding, convoluted underside of the racing cloud cover high overhead. We were an ebony angel fallen from heaven.


  At one point in our slide the glider leaped wildly, lofted by a sudden rise in the sandy course. But Borland managed to win control after a brief struggle and then we were racing along in the shadows again.


  Gradually the glider slowed.


  With a shuddering lurch, we came to a halt, nose down slightly.


  We had arrived!


  It was still Saturday.


  Abruptly I remembered that I had been holding my breath. I let everything out in a noisy sigh.


  Beth started laughing and couldn’t stop. She hid her face in her hands and made sobbing noises. So, she hadn’t been as calm as I had believed.


  As for Borland, he leaned back in his couch and gave a loud yell that bounced dully off the foamed interior of the cabin.


  I stared, unable to speak. We were down, but everything still depended on Chaney. We could still be dead.


  Without waiting for the order, I began scanning our present surroundings through the camera units. It took me only a moment to locate the other glider. It waited dark and silent a hundred yards away. It had lost its nose skid and was bow down in a mound of dust. The path of its run was plain to see as a deep and narrow ditch that stretched back along the flats like a raw-cut exclamation.


  Although canted badly, the glider was still right-side up.


  Perhaps Chaney had only lost his radio. Some thing might have torn his antenna away. There were a hundred reasons why he might be alive but out of communication.


  When I informed the others of my discovery, Beth became sad-eyed.


  “He’s dead.”


  “We don’t know that,” Borland snapped at her. For the first time he actually looked uncertain.


  He was turned around in his couch so that he almost faced me, his eyes on the bulkhead, scanning the equipment there. There was a new smell in the air, now. Scorched insulation!


  A fire?


  I unstrapped my restraints and moved aft, sniffing.


  “It’s up here, Roger.”


  Borland reached out and touched the instrument modules. A whir, unnoticed until now, began to fade.


  “There’s a backup. We can get along without it.”


  “What now?” Beth moved in her seat. Now we were down the job was beginning. The first round was over.


  “Roger, level the glider. We’ll take the crawler over to Chaney and see what there is to see.”


  Borland turned to the bow and began powering down to conserve energy.


  “Beth, kill the lights. We’ll have to make do on emergency power until we find out what the situation is.”


  I continued aft, supporting myself against the low ceiling. Although the gravity was Earth-normal, I had been living for almost a year in the weaker artificial gravity field of Venus Station. I felt heavy and awkward despite exercise periods.


  At the rear of the cabin was the exit lock to the cargo chamber. Beside it was the console that controlled the raising and lowering of the wing and nose struts. I started the electric motors and released the strut brakes. Shivering, the glider began to settle. The red light on the console panel glowed scarlet, blinked, and turned green. The hull now rested solidly on the surface of Venus.


  Was the pressure seal to the cargo area intact? Yes, the check was merely a formality. If the hold had caved in under the pressure the entire glider would have crumpled like a can being crushed in a fist. Good air at normal pressure waited beyond the massive valve before me. I spun the wheel-lock and released the clips. The door swung inwards and the lights in the hold came up automatically.


  Borland clapped my shoulder.


  “Let’s go. Beth will stay with the ship.”


  The crawler, low, squat, ugly as a toad, but strong as a bull elephant, waited before the cargo hatch. It was securely tied. If the machine had broken loose on the trip down its movements might have pitched it straight through the side of the ship.


  It occurred to me that Venus had innumerable ways of flattening a man.


  Borland started freeing the crawler from its web of cables.


  I went around to the rear and began working there. Teamwork was required but there was little talk. I was uncomfortable in the presence of Borland. We had never talked much at all on the station. He was older, and my interests were certainly not his. Truthfully, I wasn’t sure what he did for relaxation. Did he drink, or ingest happyweed? Was he a ladychaser?


  “Catch!”


  A cable end came flying toward me over the humped back of the crawler.


  I snagged it in midair and looped it over a holdfast on the bulkhead.


  The hatch on the starboard side of the crawler rose with a shrill whine.


  Borland disappeared inside.


  We wouldn’t be getting into pressure suits. There were none. Nothing could protect us from the weight of atmosphere. If we were to move about on the surface we had to do it inside the shielding womb of our machines. As long as possible we would exist in a shirtsleeve environment. If there were a breach, a rupture in the hull, it wouldn’t matter if we were in a spacesuit, or not.


  The expedition was nothing less than a terrible gamble, and all of us knew it.


  When the cargo hold had been pumped out and the noxious gasses had been allowed to flood gently and harmlessly inside at a controlled rate until the pressure inside and outside the hold had equalized, we opened the outer hatch of the bay and Borland ran the crawler out onto the surface. Beth closed the hatch behind us.


  There were no ports in the crawler for the same reason that the glider was ‘blind’ and solid. But TV cameras gave us a 360-degree field of view on the screens. The cameras were far more sensitive than our eyes anyway.


  We did not pause to wonder at the scenery. What was to.be seen was hardly worth commenting on. Venus was a slagheap of acid-washed cinders laid out smooth and crushed flat.


  Borland called Chaney again. But neither of us expected an answer by this time.


  We moved off across the darkened plain at a moderate rate of speed, raising just a little dust behind. Our exterior lights brought a flood of illumination to the landscape. How long had it been since bright, white lights had been known in this wasteland? Surely, in the planet’s ancient beginnings, the sun had played on its surface. Where had the massive cloud banks come from? When had they begun to form, and for what reason? Why had Venus crushed herself to death under such a burden of atmosphere when, under different circumstances, she might have been a twin to the Earth, a second green star shining in the heavens.


  Questions aplenty, but no answers.


  Gradually, we pulled alongside Chaney’s glider. Borland took us around the bow and stopped on the glider’s opposite side.


  There was damage that we had not seen before, a rent in the port side. There was a forced, puckered look to the wound, as if there had been a sudden inrush of air through it. If so, we would not have to worry about tending an injured man. What was left of Chaney would not need tending.


  When the crawler was close to the hull, Borland ran a remote camera out on a flexible boom and attempted to thrust it into the rent. It went through easily, supporting our worst fears.


  The two of us gathered about the screen. The control room was a shambles. The corrosive atmosphere had already turned all exposed metal surfaces black. The equipment looked burned. There was no sign of Chaney. But both couches had been torn from their mounts and smashed against the far bulkhead. One had stuck there, glued by the force of the blow. Nothing seemed to be where it should be. But the framing of the glider, miraculously, had not been crushed by the pressure. Perhaps we had built stronger than we suspected.


  “Finished.” I felt cold inside. I hadn’t liked Chaney. Had known him even less than I liked him. He had been intent on his own affairs and had had very little use for convicts.


  My guts churned a little.


  “It can happen to us, kid. Don’t forget that.”


  Of all the damnable things to say. I had to repress a terrible urge to seize Borland by the neck and give him a good squeeze. He didn’t notice. He continued to peer at the screen calmly, not knowing how close to death his casual comment had brought him.


  “I wonder what did it?” he wondered aloud.


  “Maybe a rock thrown up by the landing? A fault in the hulk?”


  “Could be.” Borland shook his head. “We’ll probably never know. Chaney never knew what happened, that’s for sure. The glider must have come to a stop on its own. Maybe we can still save the reactor.”


  He drove the crawler farther down the flank of the glider.


  The technicians up at the Station had anticipated that it might be necessary for the crew of one glider to get inside the other without assistance. The cargo hatch could be operated remotely by a radio signal.


  Just as Borland was about to transmit, I touched his arm.


  “What if Chaney is alive and waiting in the hold?”


  Borland froze. I could almost see the frantic thoughts whirling in his head. If Chaney, by some fluke of chance had managed to seal himself inside the hold then he was trapped.


  “Roger, I sincerely hope that you’re wrong. Because I’m about to kill a very lucky man.”


  With a grimace, Borland jammed his finger down on the switch.


  When the hatch was open, we drove into the hold and sealed it behind us.


  Chaney was not inside. His death would not be on our necks, at least. His tomb was forward, in the bow.


  But although Chaney’s luck had deserted him, ours had not. The reactor was still intact within its shock cradle. The ready light was a green beacon of hope shining on its massive, lead-sheathed flank.


  “Good!”


  Borland’s single comment spoke of untold relief.


  “Kid, cycle the chamber. I’m getting out. We’ll have to tow the reactor to the mine site. I’ll rig the sled cables. You remember how to drive a crawler, don’t you?”


  I gave him a slight nod, irritated that he would have thought that I would have forgotten such a thing. Did he think he was the only one in this crew with a brain?


  “Fine. We have very little time. The Station will be calling us for a progress report. Let’s not let them down.”


  “I’ve a better idea,” I said slowly.


  Borland looked at me sharply, his black eyes glittering in the overhead glare of the crawler’s cramped interior.


  “What’s that?”


  “Let’s not let ourselves down.”


  He stared at me a long moment, his hard face expressionless. Then the corners of his mouth broke into a smile.


  “Okay, kid. Good enough. Now, get me some air. I can’t breathe the poisonous soup this planet considers a healthful atmosphere.”


  4


  We were down and Venus was ours. Almost. . . .


  The next five hours were a blind race against the devil himself, with all three of us working until we were ready to drop. We didn’t even stop long enough to think about food.


  The gliders had come down on a broad basin of rock and dust broken in its unrelieved flatness only by a single low mound of native rock the geologists had named Mount Thor. To my judgement, Mount Thor was scarcely more than a hill, and a pretty pathetic one at that. It’s summit rose not quite 300 feet above the level of the plain, and the rise of its slopes was so gradual that one hardly noticed the climb.


  Nonetheless, this was home.


  We would bring our glider up onto the north slope so that the bore could begin its work of cutting the first shaft. Once this chamber was completed, we could carve out the portal for the airlock and start to excavate the tunnel networks. The bore’s laser assisted bits could eat their way through any rock known to man, and the machine’s guidance computer and program tapes allowed it to operate with minimum supervision. That was fortunate for us, for we had the absolute minimum of personnel.


  The single intact glider was our base. The reactor was on a sled by now and moored to the stem of the glider by tension cables. Chaney’s glider was useless, it could not be moved. But Borland was camping out in its hold, using our crawler to get back and forth.


  I didn’t mind in the least. It let me be alone with Beth. I knew it was only a matter of time before the girl and I were curled up in the rack.


  But first, there was work to be finished. Until we had the first courses of the mine dug and the airlock installed we would be living on a short fuse that was getting even shorter with each hour that passed. No time for fun, not yet. Survival dictated that. And I was still in that great god’s grasp.


  Girls were for dessert.


  The bore needed some initial work before it could be activated. The preping required several hours. Then I had to spray on a protective layer of liquid teflon to seal the outer casing. It was hot in the hold of the glider, and the filter mask was chafing my face raw. I finished the last sweep, finally, tossed the spray canister away and flopped onto some food bins, my coverall drenched with sweat. I was flat out tired. It was time for a nap.


  Unnoticed, Beth had come into the hold. I didn’t notice her approach with my eyes shut. She began brushing my forehead with a damp cloth. It was cool and wonderful. Then it went away.


  I opened my eyes.


  “Don’t stop. It feels good.”


  Beth laughed and smiled.


  “I’m not going to spoil you, not down here. It will be years before anyone will be fool enough to call this place home.”


  “What’s that matter to us? Live one day at a time, the future be damned.”


  “That was how you used to live, wasn’t it? One day at a time?”


  She was looking right at me, eyes large and brown. Pretty things. A man could get lost in them if he were crazy enough to give in and let go. That was the fatal mistake with women, letting them know that they were important to you. After that, it was all up. They’d take you for all they could, then dump you and go hunting another wide-eyed jerk with just a little more of what they wanted.


  “That was the only way we had to live. It worked, so it wasn’t wrong.”


  “That’s why you killed?” she asked quietly.


  “No! I killed because I enjoyed it. The others hunted me, I hunted them back. I was better. I lived. Maybe we were all animals, I don’t know. What’s the difference between a man and an animal?”


  “A man has a future that he works toward,” Beth told me. “An animal just lives through his days as he finds them, without making any changes.”


  “Glib, very glib. Somehow I was sure you’d have an answer. Well, I guess we were animals, then. No future in the ghetto. You need jobs and money to build a future and we didn’t have any work. There really wasn’t any, unless you wanted to hire out to the Mob as a dealer, or enforcer. Pimps were also Big Time, big industry. They had the money, the wealth. The little ones looked up to them because they were successful, and there wasn’t much success in our territory. You ate when you could, played when it was safe, and grew up as fast as you could. One of the creeps I smashed was growing up as a junior hitman for the local dealer. We knew all about him. He wanted to become a full-time Mechanic, move to Chicago where the action was better. He enjoyed killing, I guess he had to since it was going to be his profession. Had his own gang, and he was mean. Rotten mean. I knew some bad characters on the street, and most of them were afraid of Clive. That was his name, Mad Clive. He’d killed some fast doll the week before because she was holding out on some of her action. That was the story, anyway. Probably just wasted her for fun, though. Messed her up terrible. That’s where I got involved. We had our own moral code in the streets and Clive had violated it. My girl wanted us to go out for revenge since the dead doll had been a friend of hers, one of the really good ones in the stable, so we went out for a little blood.


  “But things got rough, rougher than we had expected.


  “We spilled blood, all right. Lots of it . . . most of it ours. Then I found the pipe lying in the gutter. Someone had dropped it and run. But I wasn’t no runner. I waded into the pile again and started breaking heads. Started having too much fun, though. Stopped paying attention to my surroundings.


  “The copters came down on a vacant lot a block away and before we knew what was up we were surrounded by Feds. From there it was a short trip to the Tombs and an ancient cage.”


  I gave her a vicious grin, savoring my resurrected badness.


  “So keep away from me. I’m trouble, a bad apple.”


  Beth pursed her lips thoughtfully.


  “If you were really as worthless and rotten as you try to let on you wouldn’t be here. The Foundation takes certain categories of youths out of the Federal Relief Program, but the bottom of the barrel gets disposed of, quietly and quickly. For some, rehabilitation just doesn’t take. They’re a danger to society and with the population being what it is we can’t afford foolish mercy. The maximum prison sentence is five years in a rehabilitation center. For the serious crimes there is no prison. Killers get put to sleep. Act like a worthless, vicious beast and society will treat you like one. This isn’t the good old days where fifteen year old butchers got five years and a kiss on the cheek while they learned how to become even better killers behind escape-proof walls.”


  My grin was changing into a smirk. I had heard all this before.


  “Is that so?”


  “It is.” Beth slapped the wet cloth across my forehead again. “You killed, but someone must have spoken up for you. There must have been evidence that you wanted a chance to make something of yourself. Your intelligence was on your side. The stupid ones get axed right off . . .”


  “Well, isn’t that nice. No dummies allowed at the Big Grand Foundation. This is a very exclusive club reserved for Smarties. Play the game and be good and you’ll get a lifetime ticket of slaving and risking your neck for the blessed Foundation. Big deal!”


  Beth looked confused.


  “What’s the matter with you, Roger? I’m not trying to put you down. What’s wrong with playing along with the Foundation? Their goal is to build a world and we’re all working toward that end.”


  I wiped the cloth from my face and knocked Beth’s hand away when she reached for it a moment later.


  “I’m tired, and I’m also sick of hearing all this baloney about how good and true the Foundation is. Isn’t there something else that you should be doing other than lounging in here grabbing air with the hired help?”


  Her eyes were telling me that I was a pig. It was a cold stare. I’d hit a nerve.


  Well, women don’t like weak men. Knock ’em around and they’ll love it even more when you’re nice to them.


  She flounced off. The hatch clanged shut with a dull sound behind her.


  The cloth lay on the dirty deck, forgotten.


  I snatched it up and draped it across my forehead. It still felt good. Maybe because I was doing it for myself. That’s what I liked: independence. Lots of it.


  The Foundation wanted to take that away from me, and that was why I hated it so. The Foundation was a cruel giant with a big foot on my neck. Years ago, the ghetto had been that giant. But I had learned how to make my own way there.


  But the Foundation was a more difficult adversary. It was smarter, had a lot of money, and money means guards to keep you in line if you start thinking the wrong thoughts.


  I stared up at the overhead, the struts and framing of the upper hatch with the big lights shining down at me.


  What was it Beth had said?


  “Animals don’t have a future because they don’t try to make one.” I said it aloud. The echoes bounced around the empty hold. Was I an animal? Did I even want a future?


  The day dragged on after that. Beth was less talkative. Certainly she was a lot less friendly. But I wasn’t worried. There were only two men on this planet, and I had it over Borland nine different ways. She would come around on my terms when I wanted her.


  Beth and I worked long into the ‘night period,’ and we could do no more. We were in Chaney’s wrecked glider, salvaging what we could from his load. Borland had sacked out in the hold, leaving us to make do in the crawler. The situation had possibilities, but I was almost too tired to eat. Beth would keep. As it was, I fell asleep on the deck with the half-empty food container still on my lap.


  The interior of the crawler’s cabin glowed with pale green illumination intended by the designers to be restful. Beth was still asleep. I watched the rise and fall of her body beneath the thin plastic cover.


  Why was I awake?


  It seemed a reasonable question without an immediate answer. I crawled over to the bulkhead and placed my ear against the insulation. We could not forget that we were alone in a very inhospitable place. Was there a faint trembling in the wall material?


  I stood and pulled on my coverall with a burning desire to look at the radar screen. We had been lax.


  Leaving the crawler, I shook Borland. He was exhausted and grouchy.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I’m going over to our glider.”


  “Why? Something wrong?”


  “I don’t know. A feeling . . .”


  “Street fever, huh?” He grinned up at me, pawing at the ‘sleep’ crusted in the corners of his eyes. “Relax, kid. Nothing’s going to happen to us down here on the surface. It’s up in the atmosphere that you have to watch out for storms and turbulence.”


  “I want to check the radar,” I snapped back at him.


  Beth was up, now. She poked her rumpled head from the crawler’s open hatch, her eyes red-rimmed, and watched us argue.


  We had managed to get the airlock working in Chaney’s glider in the last few hours. I think it was that fact which made Borland make the decision to stay. He practically ordered me out, with the condition that I let him sleep. He would curl up in the airlock. I was to wake him on my return.


  Exhaustion can do funny things to a man’s judgment. We both thought the other was an unreasonable fool. But Borland was firm in his refusal to accompany us.


  I say us, because Beth insisted on going along. Ripping a portable transceiver out of its clamps, I tossed it at Borland. He caught it awkwardly, clasping it to his chest.


  “Very well, we’ll leave you. But keep an ear to the radio. Please.”


  “You’re losing sleep for nothing, kid. And I won’t be your nursemaid.”


  He vanished into the lock and slammed the thick door on us. The clips levered themselves up into locking position and abruptly it was very quiet in the hold.


  There was nothing to do now but to leave.


  The outer door of the hold tilted outward and I drove the crawler out. The cloud ceiling was invisible in the gloom, but on the far horizon lightning played in the darkness, white-hot and jagged.


  We drove to the glider in silence.


  Was I being foolish?


  I felt the first twinge of self-doubt. Perhaps Borland had been right. There was no tangible reason to be worried. Still, there was the feeling. It had played me fair before, even saved my life once or twice.


  There was another question, too. Why had Beth insisted on coming along? She wouldn’t talk, but only sat by one of the TV consoles and stared at the near-night of the Venusian day.


  The crossing was uneventful. I guided the crawler into the cargo hold and started the lock cycling. The electric motors of the crawler whined down to silence as I cut the juice from the fuel cells.


  I unstrapped, tossed the restraining belts into their hooks, and started to get up.


  “Wait.”


  Beth touched my arm.


  “What I said to you earlier . . . it was dumb, judging you by my standards, not standards you grew up under. I love you. Can you blame me for wanting to remake you into my image?”


  The restraints clinked on the deck as they fell away from her body. Moving toward me, she took my face in her cool hands and kissed me.


  That should have been paradise. It was just what I had been wanting all these days. But there was something in the way of my enjoyment. A cold pang drummed in my heart. Without thinking, I thrust her away.


  “There isn’t any time for this,” I almost stuttered. “It’s crazy. I’ve got to look at the radar.”


  Beth was already pulling at the fastener around the neck of my coverall. She was nuts!


  “No!” I pushed her back, shoving her down into the empty couch. My steps took me toward the hatch.


  At first Beth gazed after me with a hurt expression on her face. She didn’t understand.


  Hell, that made two of us.


  Then a redness suffused her features and her lip curled.


  “Dumb little punk,” she shouted at me. “You don’t know what’s good!”


  I didn’t have an answer. Not then, or now.


  With her being dead, I guess it really doesn’t matter . . .


  Sitting before the radar, fingering the knobs nervously, I watched ghost images build up on the screen. The surface features were dim. I set the scan so that the echo of the cloud canopy would be filtered out. A bright overlay of haze vanished, leaving behind a glowing snake that came twisting down from one corner of the screen. Smaller snakes were in attendance, and all of them were dancing.


  I couldn’t begin to imagine what they were, but I felt myself growing cold inside again. The feeling was there, gnawing away, warning me.


  I ran to the radio and began calling for Borland. After a moment, his sleepy voice came out of the speaker.


  “What do you want, kid?”


  “There’s something registering on the screen . . . an atmospheric disturbance of some sort. They’re on the limit of the screen, but coming this way, and fast.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Maybe tornadoes. Simpson, the meteorologist told me before we left that his crew had lost some surface probes to a mysterious storm phenomenon while they were mapping Satan’s Basin. The tapes suggested tornadolike action, but he wasn’t sure. We’ve got to get to shelter, or else run.”


  “Shelter!” Borland laughed. “Kid, I’d like to see you try to scratch a hole in this powdery soil. You could dig all night and make nothing better than a twenty foot wide crater. The dirt just doesn’t hold together.”


  “Then we should use the bore.”


  Beth had slipped into the control room unnoticed.


  “Too slow,” Borland told her. “Couldn’t dig a safe shelter in this unconsolidated soil, anyway. If you’re right, if you are picking up tornadoes, you’ll have to run, or stay where you are and trust to luck. The odds are better that they’ll miss us entirely. The crawler is too slow. But one of the gliders running on its turbines should be able to keep ahead of them, or dodge as they pass.”


  I seized the mike.


  “Right, we’ll pick you up.”


  Beth was looking around confused.


  “Get Borland. I’m going to start the turbines.”


  After a moment’s hesitation, she moved to obey.


  I ran back to the radar. The ‘snakes’ were nearer. They were definitely approaching our way.


  The glider was constructed on the principle of an air foil. It could descend in a controlled fall, fly in a ponderous way, and move along the ground like a sled when its two auxiliary guidance turbines were operating. The range was limited by the amount of oxidents which we carried in the aft fuel reserves. We weren’t equipped to make a lengthy run.


  Oxygen and hydrogen combined in a gaseous rush as I fed the firing chambers and started the finned rotors turning. Triggering ignition, I waited as a whine began to build.


  On the overhead screen the stern cargo lock door slid open.


  Where was the crawler? Beth should have been halfway to Borland by this time.


  I started a sweep of the horizon with one of the remote cameras.


  Blackness.


  A network of high-intensity flares screeched from their launchers and spread out above in a canopy before exploding. The steady, piercing light showed me twenty square miles of landscape, and I could not help whistling between my teeth as I backed off on the magnification.


  The cloud canopy was pulsating like the underbelly of a living creature. The flares had painted it a fishy white. Trailing from this churning membrane of cloud were seven twisting whirlpools. A silvery light filled their cores. Lightning was dancing within the interior of each of the funnels. Only one was actually touching the surface. Here, a storm of thrown debris and a constant flickering of lightning boiled up. Nothing we had could live through that kind of treatment.


  The nearest funnel was only five miles away, and jerking toward us in gigantic leaps as though it were a vast, booted foot determined to smash the glider into the dust.


  “Beth, hurry. We don’t have as much time as I thought.”


  I remembered how her frantic voice had come back over the speaker.


  “Roger, I can’t get the crawler to start. It’s shorting out. I can smell insulation burning. I’m afraid to go out on the surface with it like this. If it seizes up I’ll be trapped.”


  “Damn.” My fist thudded against the console before me with rage.


  The turbines were up to full strength, now. They moaned in my ears like the calling of twin banshees. That was an appropriate term. Banshees only called when someone was about to die.


  On the screen the broad, cloud wrapped foot of the funnel was sweeping toward us. Behind it, two more of the twisting tubes of whirling air had smacked down on the surface. They played over it like hoses, sucking giant ditches into the soft surface.


  “Close the airlock, Beth!”


  I wondered that I could sound as calm as I gave the order that would surely cause Borland’s death. Perhaps civilization was taking. Before, I would have ordered the hatch closed without a single thought. If Borland died, it was his tough break. No skin off my butt.


  Borland had been eavesdropping on the comm-circuit.


  “You leaving me, kid?”


  “Crawler’s gone bad . . . no time to fix it. I’m sorry, Hal. Tell me to do something else, something that will save us all, and I’ll do it. I can’t say that I want to do this.”


  The glider was beginning to move. The throttles slid easily under my hands. The turbine whine rose to barely detectable limits. My feet shoved at the rudder controls. They squeaked. I was sending us north, at an angle calculated to take us away from the approaching funnel clouds.


  “Okay, you’re a bastard. So much for formalities.” Borland laughed again, his voice rasping strangely. “Don’t fret. You’re doing right, kid. I’m a lunkhead for not listening to you. But those funnels won’t come within a mile o f the camp, I’m betting. Take off. See that Beth’s safe. She’s a good girl. A real good girl. Don’t forget that, kid.”


  “Sure, Hal. Take care.”


  The glider was still gathering speed. We headed out into the featureless desert. Behind us, its protective sheathing gleaming dully in the glare from the flares, the reactor bobbled at the end of its tow.


  The storm, or storms, however you wish to identify a multiplicity of dangers, rushed past the glider rumbling like several archaic freight trains. Gravel splattered across the hull like hail, and the glider shuddered and almost left the ground, sucked aloft by the vacuum generated by one of the nearby funnels. Then they were past, thundering off into the gloom-ridden distance.


  Gradually, the desolate plain became still once again.


  We circled back and sought to relocate the other glider, Borland’s sanctuary.


  An hour passed.


  “It’s gone,” Beth said finally.


  We had been crossing, and recrossing the same area over and over again. There was nothing, not even a loose scrap of metal.


  “He’s dead, just like Chaney. We can’t waste any more time looking for his body. We’re down here to establish a mine. Let’s do it.”


  “And if he’s lying somewhere trapped in a wrecked glider waiting for us to rescue him?”


  “He’s not. You know that as well as I do. You just won’t admit it.”


  Beth advanced on the map strip and dug a fingertip into the glossy surface.


  “There’s Mount Thor. Turn three degrees to starboard and we’ll be in position to start operations. We have our lives and a job to finish.”


  There was no other argument to make. So, we did it.


  It took a week—an Earth week—for the bore to carve out the first level of the mine. The bedrock here was a mafic igneous mixture that was hard and rich in magnesium and iron.


  We used the grapplers on the crawler to mount the airlock. This was the hardest part of the entire mission. The airlock was huge, and awkward. It had to seat perfectly so that the epoxy sealant could lock it into place with the smooth cut stone of the walls. The crawler broke down twice during the mounting. Electrical failures! But Beth and I were growing into a well disciplined team. It was almost as if we could read each other’s minds.


  There were a few arguments. But they didn’t last long. Just quick and furious outbreaks of temper. When they were over we both felt better and were soon engaged in making up. That was fun.


  It was then that we realized that we had fallen in love. It wasn’t exactly romantic love. We were simply the only two human beings on Venus. The relationship was probably as much a product of necessity and environment as it was free will on our part.


  But it was enjoyable. We were living for each other. Venus was still hell, but we had wrought a tiny image of paradise within the pit.


  Once the airlock was mounted and functional I used the crawler to install the life-support system. The reactor had already been dragged into one of the side chambers and activated. We had light, beautiful, white light glowing down from the raw stone ceilings. Perhaps it was garish and cold looking, but any illumination was welcome after the perpetual gloom of the surface world.


  Power cables snaked across the rock floors. Later, we would dig channels to protect them. But for now they would have to be exposed. We had neither the time nor materials to do a proper job of fitting up the mine.


  Topside, up at Venus Station, they had deemed our experiment a success. Congratulations were followed with the announcement that the airbus was being fitted up for a descent. The Blue Crew of the mine would be sent down just as soon as we were ready for them.


  But first, the interior of the mine would have to be sealed.


  That involved spraying the walls with a quick-setting plastic. There could be no seepage through the porous stone. That would mean attack by the corrosive atmosphere. The air would gradually become polluted and deadly.


  God, but we worked until we were ready to drop. Looking back, I don’t understand how two people could have accomplished as much. Even with four, as the plan had allowed, it would have been killing work.


  But somehow, we made it.


  When the air tested out as GOOD, we ventured for the first time out of the protective womb of the crawler. The machine was shot. We never used it again.


  The main room was glary, hot, and reeked with catalyst fumes from the plastic wall sealer. But it seemed like a vast palace to us after the cramped quarters of the crawler.


  Beth was enthusiastic as she bustled about the interior.


  “I’ll set the bunks up over there, and the kitchen facility can go here, right in the middle of this alcove.”


  I had to laugh at that. Leaning against one of the walls with an empty ration sack beside me, I was resting for the first time in days. The wall behind me was warm, and the steady wail of the air conditioner was something we were getting used to, a necessary evil. Everything was going well, it seemed.


  “You sound like a housewife,” I kidded her.


  “The first housewife of Venus,” Beth repeated to herself. “You know, I could get to like a title like that.”


  “I thought you were the professional type?”


  “I’m still a woman. Maybe I’ll become domesticated.”


  “Impossible!”


  She came over and sat down before me, crossing her legs and letting her hands trail in her lap. They were red and worn with the labor of building the mine. I found myself wanting to heal them.


  “You remember the story of Adam and Eve, don’t you?”


  I laughed.


  “Now I know you’re a crazy woman. Tomorrow the airbus will be down with the first load of supplies and equipment. This place will fill up with technicians and miners as they begin to open the mine. And then we’ll just be Roger and Beth, again.”


  “Just Roger and Beth. Doesn’t that make you just a little sorry?”


  She was probing my feelings with her eyes. And I didn’t even try to fight it. We had already opened up to each other. We were one in body and spirit by that time.


  “As sorry as I’ll ever be. But I’ve heard that the nights are long on Venus, and they can’t send down the airbus until we give them a weather clearance.”


  Beth grinned and touched my knee.


  “I was hoping you might say something like that.”
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  The first airbus brought more with it than just supplies and technicians. Riding along were reporters from all of the major World Communications networks and several high officials of the Sayre Foundation.


  Beth and I were the heroes of the moment, and Borland and Chaney were both martyrs of the highest order. A monument to their memory was set in place just within the valves of the airlock. It was a bronze plaque with reasonably good likenesses of the two men and the words:


  
    KEEP ALWAYS IN MIND THOSE WHO HAVE GIVEN ALL THAT OTHERS MIGHT PROSPER IN THE NEVER-ENDING STRUGGLE FOR PROGRESS.

  


  Brave words. They made a fine shroud. The remains of Chaney and Borland were never found, Venus had accepted them to her bosom. A goddess requires sacrifices in order to gain her favor.


  And that favor, if favor it was, seemed to be given grudgingly.


  Everyone could not help wondering at the hellish conditions existing on the planetary surface. It was nearing sunset. Several Earth months would elapse before that event actually occurred and the sun vanished behind the horizon. But already the desert was touched with the colors of blood.


  Within hours after the landing a nest of funnel clouds sent some exploratory crawlers racing for the shelter of the mine. Mount Thor was situated in a ‘Tornado Alley.’ But it made good videotape, and the home offices were well pleased when the viewing ratings came in the following day. This was the biggest thing since the opening of Lunar Base One.


  Venus was the impossible planet that no one would be able to tame. That was the scientific opinion.


  The Sayre Foundation was determined to prove that opinion wrong.


  Another, even larger, bore was offloaded from the airbus and transported to the mine. The technicians had it set up and running in less than an hour. They excavated a new gallery and then sent the bore downwards, into the basement rock of the planet. A second level was formed and an airlock installed. Side channels were dug, and all three underground openings were linked. Chemical smelters would be constructed within the largest void, where the slag and till could be easily transferred to the surface.


  Eventually, news waned, and the airbus departed. It returned with a second exterior strength airlock. The work progressed swiftly. But I began to find myself more and more at loose ends. All of the technicians were professional miners, and I had little training in the field. My job had been to open the first run, and I had been given it only because I was expendable.


  Whoever said kamikaze pilots were obsolete?


  I wasn’t even a hero anymore. And Beth was almost always too busy to spend much time with me. I began to wander the cut passages aimlessly on my off hours, ducking out of the way whenever oretrucks came moaning out of the darkness.


  It was on one of these undirected tours that I happened across Forsyth.


  The geologist and I had met briefly before at his arrival. I found him picking at a discoloration in the strata exposed in the roof of the tunnel. Drift 3 lay deep under the mountain, and although the ore body had ended fifty feet back, the tunnel had been extended to gain more data on the nature of the planetary crust.


  When I saw Forsyth’s light, my first impulse was to turn and slip away before he noticed me. But a loose stone turned under my heel, rattled, and betrayed me to him.


  “Hello, Roger. Thought I was all alone down here.”


  Forsyth slid his rock hammer back into a loop on his belt and rubbed with his thumb at the slab of rock he had pried out of the ceiling.


  “A rather odd inclusion considering the nature of this formation. This area was turned upside down about four billion years ago. What had been a surface formation was buried deep and forgotten. Judging from the weathering on the rocks, Venus was a healthier place, then. Her atmosphere was thinner. I want to investigate further, but the Foundation is being cautious. They want the mine making a profit before they plow any more money into research projects.”


  Forsyth held the rock out for my examination. It was a rounded lump of granite. Pieces of powdery sandstone still adhered to it.


  “See the significance?”


  I didn’t, and shrugged. “I’ve got to be going.”


  “And just where might you be going down here?”


  “Just going, that’s all.” I turned and began to walk up the tunnel toward the light stringers.


  Forsyth trailed behind me, not speaking. The beam of his handflash danced across the rough stone of the tunnel walls. He turned it off as the first overhead light came up.


  Finally, he spoke.


  “I’ll be going back up to the Station on the next bus. What’s been discovered down here on the surface has provided the stimulus for a new upper atmosphere research team. I’ve been asked to join, though I’m not sure why they feel they need a geologist on their staff. The clouds are thick, but there aren’t any rocks buried in them. At least, I don’t think there are.


  “Anyway, this group wants to try to colonize the cloud layers. They say it’s too damned hot down here.”


  I had been in the clouds, before.


  “What about the storms? I’ve come down through them. I know what they can be like.”


  “Yes,” Forsyth acceded. “Problems do exist. But having reviewed the proposal I can’t see that the problems they must deal with are any greater than those with which the mine has overcome. It isn’t clear as yet which effort has the most promise. Some feel that we should stick to automated surface machines, even for mining. That’s possible, given the sophistication of remote guidance technology. As for living in the clouds, we have some good heads on the team. Answers might be found if we try.”


  We walked along in silence for about fifty feet or so.


  I wasn’t sure what Forsyth was getting at. But I had a hunch he was about to ask me to join something.


  “I’m a convict,” I reminded him, before he could stick his neck out.


  “An ex-convict. The Foundation has commuted your sentence. Heroes cannot be criminals. Destroys the image for the young. We had to clean up your record for popular consumption. Your past is behind you as long as you want to keep it there. If you don’t, well, that’s your affair.”


  “You’re trying to talk me into something, Forsyth,” I snapped.


  He grinned.


  “Yep. That’s a fact. We want your name on our project. It might lend some weight to our argument if we have the backing of the first man to land on Venus and live. You have a lot to offer. Surface experience, a sound native intelligence, and even better, a knack for survival. All you lack is an education. And that’s why I want you up at the Station. You will require a degree if you’re going to amount to anything. Class work can only complement your skills. You can go far if you’ll just let yourself.”


  I started laughing.


  “Just like that, all of a sudden I’m a clean guy. Amazing what public opinion and a piece of paper will do. Well, I’ll tell you this, Dr. Geologist Forsyth. I’m still a convict to the people I’ve been working with. I’m only clean to the big boys, the ones who don’t have to live with me. The other guys, they know what lam.”


  “You’re a kid who grew up rough. But you aren’t going to remain a kid. Sure, you can stay down here on the surface as a truck jockey and maybe get yourself killed in a cave-in . . .”


  “Or I can go up with you, study and get smart, and maybe get killed in an acid storm.”


  Forsyth gave me a slap on the back. I staggered under the force of the blow and stumbled, almost going to my knees. Whirling, I got ready to deck the good doctor. He was just standing there staring at me. I hesitated, still in a crouch with my fists clenched.


  “A month ago you would have been all over me by now. You’re learning, kid. Someday, if you’re not careful, you’re going to be just like the rest of us. Civilized. But I won’t play any more games with you. I said you were smart, and you are. Think on what I’ve said. If you want to go there’ll be time to see me before seventeen hundred tomorrow.”


  Abruptly I found myself alone in the hard glare of the overhead stringers.


  “Crazy old man,” I muttered.


  But when I went back to the cubicle, the empty cubicle, I did just what I had sworn that I wouldn’t do. I thought about Forsyth’s offer. And as much as I fought it, the idea began to look good.


  Beth was eating when I found her. The kitchen area had expanded to an entire room. The dining tables were rough cut slabs of stone levered into place on pedestals. We were nearly alone. There was only one other group near the door and they were busy with a discussion on how best to open a new deep level.


  She smiled as I took her hand.


  “I’m leaving.”


  The smile slipped and fell in on itself.


  “What?” She put down her fork, losing interest in the food before her. “What about our plans? The things we’ve promised each other?”


  “They’re still valid. But they’re going to have to wait. At least until I finish school. I’ve been thinking. Sometimes that’s not easy, dreams get in the way, muddy up reality and make you see things that you want to see, instead of what’s really there. I’m doing okay, now, but I won’t grow much at my present job level. The problem is that you will grow. You have skills, and a degree, besides. What have I got?”


  “You’ve got me.”


  I kissed her for that. Slow, and lingering on the lips as though she was the only other person in the room.


  “That means more to me than you’ll ever know. And that’s why I’m going back up to the Station. For you. You’ll like me better when I get back from there.”


  Her eyes misted and she looked away.


  “You’re just using me as an excuse to do what you please. That’s an old line. I’ve heard it before.”


  She pushed away from the table and ran out of the room.


  I called her, but she wouldn’t stop. Later, Forsyth was full of answers. “You can talk to Beth by radio once we get back to the Station. She just needs a little time to think, just as you did. Come on.”


  Glumly, I let myself be led away.


  That was the last time I saw her. We never got that opportunity to talk again. That hurt the most.


  Now she was dead. It was all over.
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  The equipment transporter trembled as it slid into its receiver. Locking bolts whirred out to seat it in its docking channel. Home again! But home was getting a little threadbare.


  Yanking off the elastic restraints, I shoved myself out of the unpadded seat and kicked toward the green ringlight of the airlock. Dennis Parris followed towing a bulky camera case behind him. We had been doing photo workups on the construction docks. If the shots were good they might actually end up as illustrations in the Foundation prospectus which was distributed yearly among the top ten financial powers on Earth. The Foundation needed billions each year to stay in operation, and speculative contributions prompted by the prospectus kept it going.


  Once inside, with air throbbing into the lock chamber, I removed my helmet and checked the housing over the radio. The plastic was unmarked.


  “No damage, blasted thing went out by itself . . . third time this week. When’s the Foundation going to get us some decent equipment?”


  Dennis was stripping off his bulky outer suit. He favored me with a sour expression, as if to say: ‘what are you complaining for, anyway?’ He shrugged.


  “Jake told me they identified the bodies from that transporter smashup we helped clear last watch. It was the Cussler brothers, both dead . . . guidance system went out on them. We’re not the only ones putting up with worn-out gear. We’ve just got more luck. It’s a good thing the Foundation is making money.”


  “Then why no replacements? They want us dead? It’s only a matter of time before we run out of luck.”


  The conversation dragged on as we left the chamber and took the elevator down. Our weight began to seem normal again as we neared the first ring. Down here, the main corridor was busy. Everyone seemed to be headed in the same direction. Jostling into the crowd, Dennis and I joined the flow.


  Then I spotted a familiar face.


  “What’s the hurry?”


  “Grades are posted on the Big Board. And everyone is graduation happy.”


  Gifford waved ‘good luck’ and vanished into the crowd.


  Graduation! Had it been that long?


  The noise level grew as the corridor emptied into the Station’s dining area. But no one had food on their mind today. The board mounted on the bulkhead behind the podium was mobbed, with no way to get close to it. Dennis, after a nod of resignation, disappeared into the sea of bobbing heads.


  There was an empty table off in a sheltered corner of the room. I moved toward it and sat, propping my feet up on the greasy top.


  I looked calm, I suppose, but I didn’t really feel that way. This was the final test of competition. Fifty percent of the enrollment were convicts, or ex-convicts, like myself. The others were the elite. Their way out to the Station had been paid for by their families on Earth, or by government grants. That was where the differences lay. They had been trained to study. I had to learn that skill the hard way, while trying to pound physics, meteorology, chemistry, and biology into my thick skull. Just like putting square pegs into round holes. I had to force everything. And all the while, there had been a full work schedule. Venus Station was not an elite university, but rather the point of focus for the growth of a new colony. The students were there to work. School was a sideline created only because everyone was getting a benefit from the extra training.


  The catch was that if you failed at your studies there would be no further chance for advancement within the Foundation. You were frozen at one skill level unless you left for Earth, Mars, or Luna. Perhaps there you might be needed more. But here on the Station, educated bodies were in endless supply.


  In groups, or one by one, I watched faces I knew well rush past. Some were leaving. They had seen the board . . . and their future. That was either more school, higher level studies, or more work, as they applied their new skills. Some were beaming with the radiant happiness that only success can bring. But several were crushed. Their hopes had exceeded their reality.


  Dennis burst abruptly from the back of the crowd, saw me at the table, frowned and went off in another direction.


  Now what was that supposed to mean?


  I drummed my fingers on the table-top nervously. The crowd was thinning. There was no longer any excuse not to get up and examine the board for my name. Behind it would be the telltale grade ratings, and maybe the gold disk that signified graduation with honors. There wouldn’t be many of these. Yes, I really should begetting up. The tension would only get worse the more I waited.


  Then a hand descended unexpectedly on my shoulder. I whirled about and saw Forsyth.


  “You’re very cool about graduation,” he said quietly.


  “Hello. Sit down, why don’t you. And I’m not calm. What you see before you is a basket case of frittered nerves.”


  The geologist laughed. Then he held out his hand.


  “I’ve a cure for that. Congratulations, you came up fifth in your division. Smyth has raised your job rating by six grades and assigned you to our project as a research assistant. That’s not bad for an ex-condemned street punk, now, is it?”


  I took the proffered hand and gave a firm, slow shake as reply. If anyone but Forsyth had called me a punk he might have lost the ability to speak at all. But I knew how Forsyth intended the words. From him, they were more of a badge than an insult.


  “I’m sure you didn’t have anything to do with Smyth’s generosity.”


  Forsyth’s seamed face split into an open grin.


  “Anything’s possible.” He pushed away from the table. “We’re having a group party in honor of the newly graduated assistants. It will be a good opportunity to get to know the rest of the staff. Science is still forty percent work, and ten percent politics.”


  “What’s the other fifty percent?”


  “Money, my lad. Lots and lots of money. Research does not come cheaply.”


  Before showing up at the party, though, I felt obligated to look up Dennis. He was in the cabin he shared with two underclassmen. They were out. It was well that they were. Dennis was in a rotten mood. He had failed to graduate. That left him with another year of study staring him in the face, and a loss of prestige.


  I studied the grade printout.


  “You came damned close, ol’ buddy. Next time you’ll have it for sure.”


  He grunted and took another drink of something clear and lighter than water that was sloshing about in a plastic flask.


  “I may not live to next time.” His words were starting to come out slurred. “Evers is dead. They fished him in five minutes after we left the construction dock. LS failure. Suffocated right there in front of everybody and there wasn’t anything they could do about it except watch. It’s criminal. Out and out criminal. And we sit playing this silly school game, as if it meant something.”


  “The pay goes up,” I said, knowing full well how inadequate it was as a reason for what we had been going through for the last year.


  “And just where do we spend it? The Feds on Earth tax half of it away before we ever see it. The rest goes into a bank account that I may never live to make withdrawals from.” Dennis slammed a fist into his bunk, making dust explode about him in a cloud. “God, I may be the world’s richest corpse. Just too dumb to know that I’m dead.”


  He tilted the flask again and sucked at the nozzle. The inlet gurgled as he drained it.


  “That won’t help.”


  “Nothing will help, jerk. Now get the hell out of here!”


  The flask sailed toward my head, and bounced off a wall as I ducked out of the way.


  I left him to wallow in his self-pity. But the next work period he’d be up again. I knew that much, even if I wasn’t a psychologist. I’d done some wallowing in that same mire during my first semester. By now Beth was just a memory. Time had faded the intensity of my feelings. But I still missed her. She was a gap in my life that I could never fill.


  The drinks were too sweet.


  The process was unauthorized, but that had never prevented certain members of the chemistry section from brewing a potent distillation of fermented starch and strawberries. The sealed flasks were always in demand whenever there was to be a party, and known all over the station as ‘Stanley’s Pink Fire’. No one had figured out who Stanley was, or why his name was linked with the drink.


  There was a round of mandatory introductions which I could not escape. Most of the staff I already knew on a limited basis. There had been field trips with them at intervals, a gradual breaking into the group which gave everyone the chance to evaluate my performance. When being assimilated into a research group, it is important that you fit . . . that your thinking meshes with the director and the others. If not, you’ll only use up valuable time dragging your mental feet as you fight for your own way.


  Forsyth’s group did not want to take on a prima donna.


  Well, in that they were safe. I was grass roots all the way. Just as ‘earthy’ as all get out.


  As soon as it was politic, I slipped away to a quiet corner where I could watch the party progress and scan the interior of the lab, filled with some interesting pre-production models.


  The largest model was shaped like a fat disk. It was suspended from the ceiling by cables. I was examining the underside of the ‘whatever-it-was’ when I became aware I had company.


  “Know what it is?”


  The speaker had a slight Australian accent. He introduced himself as Dr. Waverly Hanson. His field was atmospheric physics.


  “Haven’t the faintest idea.”


  “It’s a test craft. It will spend all of its time aloft in the uppermost cloud bank sending us accurate data on the wind currents.”


  “You mean it’s a blimp?”


  Hanson rubbed his cheek.


  “It has some of the characteristics of a blimp. We can load it from negative to positive buoyancy, and back again. The jet-props give it maneuverability. But the concept is much more like a space station. The difference is that this station remains suspended in an atmosphere instead of orbiting a gravity well.”


  I looked up at the model above me again and reviewed what I knew of the Venusian upper atmosphere.


  “It will never work,” I told the scientist flatly.


  Hanson looked like he was about to swallow his lips.


  Obviously, he wasn’t used to reactions like that from staff. Especially staff assistants.


  “The first storm will tear it to pieces,” I went on. “Lightning will blast open the hull, fuse the electrical circuits, stop the engines, and rip the buoyancy cells to shreds. The wind will tear at it as the wreck falls, and what the wind misses, acid clouds will etch. It is unlikely that there will be enough of your Skystation to make a decent dent in the dust when at last it hits the ground.”


  “Impertinent little snot aren’t you?”


  Now it was my turn to fall silent with shock. This guy was old, but he wasn’t so old that I couldn’t take him apart.


  “You seem to savor the savageness of the Venusian elements,” he finished, unaware of what was about to happen to him.


  “I have a savage background,” I snapped in reply.


  “So I’ve heard. Be that as it may, I suspect you’re afraid that we’ll build our little toy at full scale and make you go down and try to live in it.”


  “I think you’re pretty damned perceptive. You fat-headed scientists seem to work overtime trying to invent ways for jerks like me to risk my life. I’ve more than had my fill of that bull. If you want to test that flying pie tin I suggest you do it yourself. That way I can say pretty things at your funeral, instead of it being the other way around.”


  I split before he could dredge up another broadside.


  The party was getting dull. It seemed the people were duller still.


  As I moved through the maze of tables I brushed against one of the smaller models. It toppled off its base and headed for the floor.


  A girl rushed to rescue it before it struck and went to pieces.


  “Do you have to be so careless? We spent a lot of time putting these models together.”


  “Another Skystation?” I growled. She was a pretty thing, but I wasn’t feeling romantic.


  “A Venusian Atmosphere Condenser Unit,” she growled back, setting the model back on its base. “We call it VACU. I’d tell you more about it, but you don’t look smart enough to understand.”


  We might have traded insults further, but the girl didn’t linger. She moved away and entered into animated conversation with another of the research assistants. He had been with the group.


  The party went downhill from there, if that was possible. I continued to drink, and drink, and then I drank a little more . . .


  A sharp pain began at the bottom of my right foot.


  I sat up, and my head began to pound as if there were hammers thundering on my skull. ‘Stanley’s Pink Fire’ had definite possibilities as an anti-personnel weapon.


  Then the voice began:


  “You’re late! Inexcusable. Smyth would be very unhappy if he could see you now.”


  “Then it’s a mercy that he can’t then, isn’t it?” I managed to say at last. I held my head in both hands and the pounding inside diminished somewhat. “What do you want, Forsyth? This is my day off.”


  “It used to be. You’re in the employ of the Cloud Nine Group, now. Get dressed and we’ll have breakfast. After that, it’s off to the lab. We’re running a mock-up through the wind tunnel today.”


  “I wish you hadn’t brought up the subject of food . . .”


  I couldn’t finish. Forsyth stood aside as I rushed from the cabin.


  “I’ll see you in the dining area,” he called after me.


  Breakfast was black coffee and black toast lightly smeared with butter. I avoided the strawberry jam completely. You might have thought that it was poison.


  Afterwards, I followed Forsyth meekly to the lab. We could hear the wind tunnel howling its low thunder as we approached. There was a guard standing before the main door. He was armed with a ‘light-thrower,’ I noticed. He had teeth if anyone was to give him any heat.


  Inside, the lab was all efficient confusion. This was in direct contrast to what had been going on just a few hours before. The big computer was silently storing away a wealth of data as the experiment wound on and on.


  They had started without us. I wasn’t disappointed.


  But I was drawn to the big window of the wind tunnel, just the same. The mock-up being tested sat directly opposite my position on a slender pedestal with tendrils of colored smoke whirling past it.


  “That’s VACU,” Forsyth explained proudly.


  “The Venusian Atmosphere Condenser Unit?”


  Forsyth frowned.


  “How did you know that? We’ve been keeping this device under a security blanket.”


  “Well, I nearly put your pride and joy on the floor last night during the party. One of your girls told me what it was. Pretty thing she was. Blonde, well built. Probably smart, too. At least she had a smart mouth.”


  “Oh. That was Irene. Well, that was what the party was for, to get you acquainted with the others. I just wish you hadn’t been so chummy with Dr. Hanson. He’s one of the Project leaders. His opinion of you is very low as of yesterday. It might have been better for you if you had spent more time getting friendly with Irene.”


  “Well, we didn’t do that, either,” I told him. “Now then, what does that gadget do that’s so secret?”


  “Better to show you. The sequence is almost due.”


  Forsyth was watching one of the technicians standing before a remote panel. He began to throw switches, speaking aloud as he moved through a check list of actions.


  Forsyth pushed me closer to the window and pointed.


  “Notice the grills running about the perimeter of the model? Their covers just snapped open . . . see how the colored smoke is being sucked inside? That isn’t planetary atmosphere, just pressurized cabin air, but the result should be pretty much the same. We’ll know how it goes in a moment.”


  The smoke inside the chamber was beginning to flow in new patterns.


  Forsyth was speaking again.


  “When we send the first working model down it will have teflon shielding and cooling units to keep it within operating limits. This mock-up is merely a check to determine that all the internal mechanical components operate smoothly. Also, we want to document the efficiency of our condenser unit. You see, this device, when constructed on a larger scale, will be released by the thousands into the lower cloud bank. Each unit will have an operational lifespan of fifty years. We hope to have several million in the air at the end of ten years.”


  “Why?” The hangover was making me slow. I should have seen the answer at once. The reason was in the name of the unit.


  “We’re going to thin out the Venusian atmosphere. That’s the goal. The Skystations are merely a diversion. They will allow us to colonize Venus while waiting for the surface to become livable. As it exists now, the surface is just too dangerous for extended habitation. The failure of the mining station has proved that point. Mining Station Charlie should not have been breached. There were numerous failsafes installed to prevent just that. But the station did fail. And we’ve learned the lesson.”


  “It was an expensive lesson,” I said dully.


  “For all of us,” Forsyth agreed. He put a hand on my shoulder.


  The model continued to ‘float’ atop its pedestal, but by now a pair of smoky whirlpools had formed above it and below it.


  Forsyth was getting more and more excited.


  “What’s the windspeed, Joe?”


  “Got a Force 7 gale in there,” the tech read his panel calmly. “We push it up to 10 in a few minutes, hold it for five, and then go for 15.”


  “Venus will give your machine better than that,” I said.


  Forsyth nodded.


  “We know. VACU has been built to take it, but unfortunately our wind tunnel and this lab have not been. Smyth would frown upon our tearing up the Station just to obtain a realistic test run.”


  Dr. Hanson came in to witness the climax of the experiment. He barely glanced in my direction as he passed. I shrugged and winked at Forsyth.


  The tech moved the experiment up to its next plateau of difficulty. The streams of smoke visibly quickened their pace. The whirlpools began to lay over on their sides. The shriek of the wind was now audible even through the thick, reinforced glass of the window.


  “Force 10,” the tech reported. “My board is green . . . going to Force 15.”


  “Carry on,” Hanson told him calmly.


  The thunder deepened its note. I could feel the energy of the moving air drumming in my shoes, stirring my blood as the vibration worked through my body. We were containing a hungry tiger in a wicker cage. What if it wanted out?


  “Getting a red-indicator . . .” the tech began.


  Suddenly, without any warning at all, the mock-up was gone, snatched out of our sight. Then we heard the monstrous clang of it impacting on the protective bars that shielded the air intake of the tunnel.


  “Kill the fans,” Forsyth shouted.


  In the dying whine of the artificial windstorm everyone crowded about the window.
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  “I ran that support through the laser analyzer only hours before this test,” the technician told them, his voice filled with his bafflement. “There weren’t any flaws, nor was the metal beginning to recrystallize. I just don’t understand.”


  “The fact remains that the pedestal failed. The evidence is obvious.” Forsyth brandished the upper half of the equipment stand and showed them again the clean, mirrorlike break two inches below the mounting bracket.


  Smyth had left already. The administrator had been scathing in his condemnation. The model had required several thousand dollars for its construction, to begin with, and damage to the wind tunnel fixtures was considerable. Tiny fragments of the disintegrating model had smashed into the turbine fan blades. As a result, the turbine would have to be disassembled and new blades installed. The price tag for that operation would top the loss of the model.


  No, Smyth was not happy with us. We were rocking his financial boat, the boat the entire Foundation had bet its existence on. It gave me a certain amount of joy to think of it. Perhaps, it was simply revenge for all the times I had risked my life going outside in substandard space gear.


  Forsyth tossed the pedestal into the arms of the startled technician.


  “Throw that junk in the scrap bin for recycling. Roger, come with me.”


  I could only follow him down the halls to his tiny office. We saw almost no one. Even so, rumors were already circulating. The test failure would be added to the network of discontent beginning to plague the Station.


  Forsyth shut the door and waved me to a chair. He headed for his favorite chair behind the big desk.


  We sat and stared at each other in silence for openers.


  “You look like a man carrying an elephant on his shoulders,” I said to him at last.


  Forsyth sighed.


  “This isn’t the first ‘accident’ to cause slippage in the schedules. There’s only so much money in the budget. To keep the schedule going we have to take money from other areas. But you can only do that so long before the system begins to break down altogether.”


  “And people die,” I added.


  “Yes, people have died, and more will. That’s certain.”


  He gave me a grim smile.


  “You never struck me as the type who worried about death, Rog.”


  I laughed. But not very loudly. Yes, I worried about death. All the time. It used to look over my shoulder constantly. I could have whiffed the foul, carrion scent of his breath had I wanted to. Now, the demon had withdrawn somewhat. But he was still there, waiting patiently. He did that for us all. He bided his time, knowing full well that each game would run out eventually and he would collect his due, his portion of soul.


  “I worry about old equipment, equipment that isn’t worth repairing, but is repaired just the same. I don’t like risking my life for nothing. No one does. Death has to have some meaning, just as life.”


  Forsyth nodded.


  “We’re beginning a new fiscal year. Money has been expended toward buying new equipment. The shipment has to come out from Earth, though. That will take more time. But things will change. Can I ask you to have faith in the Foundation? They really aren’t the gang of ogres that some of you youngsters seem to believe.”


  “You can ask me anything, old man. But I reserve my judgment until I see some facts. I learned that, not on the street, but in your college of higher learning. The Foundation is risking all of our lives. It’s going to take a lot of convincing before I see the top boys as saints looking out for my welfare.”


  “What if the failures are being caused by something else?”


  Forsyth’s face abruptly became intense. His eyes drove into mine. I couldn’t look away.


  “What are you saying? The damage was intentional?”


  Now I did look away. The idea was absurd. No one was out here but the Sayre Foundation, staff and members.


  I leaned back in my chair and stared at the black metal ceiling. It struck me suddenly that the room had another occupant, a tiny spider whose slight web was strung across one dark corner. The room had seemed very cold and functional. But now, wasn’t it more livable. We were sharing our living space. It was an odd concept for me, for I hated spiders with a passion. But for now, the spider, and its web dangling with the mummy-wrapped bodies of its rare meals, seemed a homey touch.


  “I find it hard to believe that someone would purposely try to wreck the Project. What possible benefit would anyone get from it?”


  “What benefit?”


  Forsyth’s voice was dry. He sounded almost as scathing as Smyth, now. I shifted uneasily in the chair.


  “If the Project were to be discarded today, where would you go?”


  “Earth, I suppose. Or maybe be transferred to one of the new colonies on Mars, or Luna.”


  “You’d like that?”


  Why was he being so pushy on the subject?


  “Maybe. I know how to live on Earth. And as for the colonies, life would be a lot more human there. They’re further along with taming alien conditions. Luna would be a resort compared to this jail. Venus is a hell hole. I wouldn’t send my worst enemy down there. It’d be kinder to cut his throat up here and kick his body out into space. Mars is heaven compared to Venus. A chilly heaven, but I’d rather freeze, than cook.”


  “Whatever. Hate can be a powerful emotion,” Forsyth went on. “A man sometimes willfully destroys himself in order to bring down a hated enemy. Do you agree?”


  He didn’t give me a chance to do anything but nod.


  “Well, he does. Whether by intent, or accident, there have been failures not attributed to faulty gear. Our test just now is a good example. The pedestal was sound. I looked at the laser scans myself. Someone doctored the stand on purpose, hoping that it would fail.”


  I stood up, suddenly angry.


  “And you think I did it because I’m an ex-con!”


  “What?” Forsyth stared at me in amazement. “Whatever gave you that idea, boy? Of course I don’t think that. But others of your particular breed are hardly so trustworthy, or intelligent. Underground organizations are part of human nature. The ‘new’ man always has something to rebel against. The Foundation is a beautiful target. For the ‘prisoners’ here, its destruction would be a ticket home to an easier, safer life. There are many willing volunteers to rush the barricades, all they need is a leader, some directing force. What that is can be considered the most important threat facing the Foundation currently.”


  “I won’t be your spy.”


  “I haven’t asked you to be. Nor would I want a spy whose allegiance is so tenuous. You’d be a double agent by the time you took two steps out that door in back of you.” Forsyth grinned. “Now sit down and listen for a change, and keep that big mouth of yours shut. You never know when you just might learn something.”


  My blood surged hot for an instant. But then I sat. There was nothing to be gained by bruising up Forsyth. He wasn’t exactly a friend, but knowing him had meant big changes in my life. As long as things kept improving I would play along with him.


  “There’s going to be another test, soon. This is an important one. We’ve constructed a prototype of a Skystation. It’s flown by automatics because we don’t feel like risking personnel at this early stage. Too many things might go wrong.”


  “The wind tunnel is a wreck,” I stuck in out of rebelliousness.


  “This test won’t be going near the wind tunnel. The prototype has already been loaded into the cargo section of an airtruck Everything is very hush-hush. The head of the department knows about it, and now you know about it.”


  “Why do I know about it?” He wasn’t just being generous.


  “You’re the pilot of the airtruck. We’re giving you William Gilbert and Irene Cober for a crew. Bill designed the remote circuitry and controls. And Irene’s specialty is Venusian weather and genetic engineering. You won’t need her biological talents on this trip, but her knowledge of the weather just may save your life.”


  “What’s the point?” I snapped.


  Forsyth’s face turned hard. He thought I was backing out.


  “Of the test?” I went on. “What are we trying to prove?”


  “Survival is the point. We want to know if the Skystation design can take the stresses that Venus is going to give it. That’s a mean sky down there. Nothing will be easy about this test. But all of your equipment is new. That in itself should bring home to you just how important we feel this test is.”


  I sat quietly, considering everything that Forsyth had told me. It was a big temptation to turn down. But something suggested that I play along. I hadn’t been given very many opportunities to pilot the big shuttles. And they were reasonably safe and powerful. I guess my spirit of adventure caused me to give in. That, and the thought of working with Irene. She wasn’t a bad little number.


  “Who do I see to get the background information?”


  Instead of answering, Forsyth tossed over to me a cassette and a microreader.


  “Everything’s in there. Schedule your departure according to your needs. And don’t file a flight plan with Central Guidance until you’re actually on your way. We’ve gone to great pains to keep everyone out of that shuttle except for a selected few. All it will take is one little bomb in the hydraulics and you’re one more casualty in the Venus Project. No one will be able to prove that it wasn’t a lack of judgment or skill on your part that brought you to ruin.”


  I thought for a moment. It would not be easy piloting a truck by myself.


  “I could use some help with the controls. How about Dennis Parris?”


  “His grades were abysmal. He was set back and refused graduation privileges.”


  “There won’t be any classes where we’re going, and he’s good in the air. Besides, we work well together. How about it?”


  The old man shook his head.


  “Okay. This is probably some of your street loyalty surfacing. I can’t see how the experience will hurt the lad. And your confidence in his ability just might work some good on him. I’ll make the arrangements.”


  “Thanks, pop. I won’t forget it.”


  “Not today, anyway,” Forsyth said softly to himself after I had left and the office had become quiet again. I heard about that later.


  It required thirty-seven hours to complete a pre-flight work-up, plot the test schedule, and cast off fully fueled toward the planet.


  She was big and gray, staring up at us on the vision screens like a bloated, blind eye. I reminded myself how much I hated her for taking Beth away. Our flight would be a challenge, a direct affront on the goddess herself.


  But there was not that much time for reflection on the past. We dropped into a trailing orbit and began to descend into the cloud mantle. Beside me, Dennis watched the instruments, calling out pressures and altitudes. An ultraviolet scanner showed me the turmoil of the storms as they swept across the upper cloud deck. The safest point of entry lay on the equator. Here the wind bands were long and even, like vast rivers sweeping round and round the planet. It was important to trail the shuttle into the millrace of air. To meet the hurricane force winds head-on might mean losing a wing if the shuttle were whipped about violently.


  Meeting Venus was something like slipping into a maelstrom.


  The yellowish disk expanded until we were racing across the roof of the world. Mist began to lash against the scanner plates. Belts and walls of thin fog rose up to impede us. The shuttle smashed through them. Visibility dropped abruptly. We were blind. Technically, we were in the clouds. But the thick, poisonous soup of the main atmosphere wouldn’t envelop us until we had dropped another four or five miles.


  “.05 atmospheres,” Dennis reported evenly.


  I put the nose down sharply as the air speed dropped. We had a long way to fall until reaching our test altitude.


  Abruptly, we were back in the clear. It was an interface. Differing temperatures and pressures caused the cloud bands to separate into distinct layers. Spread out before the shuttle was a tableland of cloud. A single dark eddy twisted across it forming a vast canyon of shadow. It dwarfed the Earth’s Grand Canyon, but within its dark walls was a zone of stillness that would allow us entry to the next cloud belt.


  Once again I steepened the descent. The wings began to hum as the cloudsurface rushed up at us.


  “Patch me up to the Station,” I said to Dennis.


  “They’re ready and waiting for you, Captain.”


  Dennis had hesitated slightly before adding “Captain.” Perhaps he was still debating whether or not he should be grateful for my insisting that he come along on this test of the Skystation model. Or perhaps he just wasn’t sure of my abilities as a pilot. Well, building confidence wasn’t my job.


  “Venus Station, this is Cloudwalker One. We are entering an eddy complex. I will report our position once we reach our operational altitude. Do you read? Over.”


  Not surprisingly at all, Forsyth was monitoring the radio.


  “Reading you Five, Cloudwalker One. Good luck.”


  Up to now, Irene had sat in the rear and held a tight-lipped silence. For her, that was unusual. Perhaps it was fright. Some people don’t like flying but if that was her problem, she had selected an unusual profession.


  “Pressure reading one atmosphere, Earth normal.”


  “And it’s still a long way down,” I muttered to no one in particular.


  “What?” Dennis glanced over uneasily. He appeared younger with a flight helmet squeezed on his head.


  “Just rambling. Radar clear?”


  “As clear as we can expect. There’s a sizable cyclonic storm building to the west, but we’re leaving it behind, and we’ll be far below it long before it reaches dangerous strength.”


  Gilbert spoke up from his seat in the rear of the cabin.


  “Keep out of rough air, Teale. Our load can’t take a rough ride . . . it might break loose in the hold.”


  “That’s Captain Teale, joker,” I snapped at him. “You just hang onto your seat and let me do the flying.”


  I saw his face get red in the mirror.


  Gilbert was older than any of us, and a free engineer. Valuable cargo for the Foundation. And he knew it. He made it plain from the start that he felt I was too young, too dumb, and too irresponsible to carry out the mission. So I had punched him silly. It hadn’t changed his opinion of me, or made him like me, but it did make a difference in how he followed orders after that. He still bore a blue-black bruise on one cheek. It showed like a bright tatoo even though he had powdered it before we had left the Station.


  There was no return response from the stern, just silence. Fine with me.


  “Two atmospheres, Captain.” Dennis sounded almost natural.


  “Venus Station, this is Cloudwalker. Our altitude is fifty-two kilometers. The cloud tops are above us. We have punched into the second cloud layer. According to plan, we will level off at an altitude of fifty kilometers and launch our ‘bird.’ ”


  Forsyth came back right away.


  “Don’t take any chances down there. If things start to go sour, get out. Dump the model and let it go its own way. That’s what the test is all about. It has to survive without your help, anyway.”


  “We hear you, old man. And keep your fingers crossed. We’re all too young to die . . . even Gilbert.”


  The minutes were like seconds, now. We plunged into the depths of the canyon, past its misty sides, and burst through the solid bottom. The screen was a white-out, or perhaps dirty-yellow brown-out was a better description. I glanced at the altimeter without waiting for Dennis to sound off. We were almost there. I leveled the ship and let our momentum carry us deeper.


  “All right, children. Unbuckle and get hopping. We’ve a load to drop.”


  Irene and Bill disappeared into the hold. Hammering noises issued through the hatch, and the soft rattling of tie-down cables being removed. This was the risky part. If things get rough, we could lose everything.


  In a few minutes they were back.


  Gilbert strapped down in the jump seat directly behind my couch.


  “Both launchers are clear and primed.”


  “What do you mean both?” I studied his face in the mirror feeling like I had been had.


  Irene chuckled and yawned to hide uneasiness.


  “Forsyth decided that in the interests of security it might be wise to make this a double test. We could pull off a sneak launch like this once, but probably not twice. Our opponents, if indeed we have any actual opponents, are hardly dumb. The Foundation does not hire stupid people.”


  “Well, I’m flattered. Bill. Truly flattered.”


  “Convicts aren’t hired. You got mailed to us,” I clucked through my teeth.


  “Had to go and ruin it, and just when I was starting to like you.”


  “Doubt that. Anyway, we’ve got a model of VACU aboard. This one is an operational piece of hardware. If it works, we’ve got a powerful funding argument for the bill-payers back on Earth.”


  “And if it goes down the tubes, we go with it.”


  A long silence followed.


  “Calm zone up ahead,” Dennis’ voice rang out. “Just what we need.”


  “Great,” I said. “Is everyone strapped in?”


  They were. It was time.


  “I’m clearing the cargo area and bleeding in native atmosphere. Irene, clue me when we have a pressure match.”


  I used a spare scanner to take a look at the interior of the hold. It was bare and empty except for the streamlined shapes of the Skystation and VACU. I hadn’t even noticed the small sphere previously. Someone had been working fast. Secretly, too. There was more to this project than I had been told.


  “Pressure stable in the hold, Captain. Shall I unseal the hatch?”


  This time I examined the radar myself. The screen showed calm air all around. Things couldn’t have been better. Our luck was changing.


  “Unseal the hatch.”


  “Hatch opening,” Irene reported.


  I felt the double topside doors pivoting upwards by the way the shuttle was handling. This would be very tricky.


  Gravity had nothing to do with the launch of the models. Each would be lofted out of the hold by its own rocket assister. The assisters would drop away once the models were in free fall and operating under their own power.


  “Launch on my signal, Irene.”


  “The doors are deployed and locked. Ready for launch.”


  “Toss ’em out, kid.”


  The shuttle shuddered as the launchers fixed and hurled their loads clear of the cargo area.


  “Take over, Bill. It’s your show from now on.”


  He was already hunched over the control board of the remotes. No answer. The low warble of a carrier wave beam could be heard coming from the earphones he wore. The modulations changed as his fingers played gently with the control bars.


  I brought the airtruck around in a slow climb. Neither model could sustain rapid powered flight. They were floaters. The winds of the upper atmosphere were their motive power. So, we had to be careful not to lose them in the ‘smog.’ At least not until they were performing.


  Minutes passed. Irene busied herself with securing the hatch doors. I was happier once they were sealed shut. With them open, the shuttle handled like a seasick whale broaching for a gasp of air. Gilbert, busy with his two toys was not in any mood for conversation, so I didn’t bother him, and merely attended to my flying. I enjoyed this part of the mission. The air currents had been gentle so far. They flowed past us like a curdled river, bumpy at times, but always steady and sure. The shuttle was handling well, hardly straining to answer my control impulses.


  Gilbert sighed abruptly. He pushed the earphones back on his head.


  “The automatics have engaged. All we can do now is watch and hope they don’t run into anything.”


  He must have meant that last part to be a joke. Venus had no mountains to speak of, and we were still so high in the atmosphere that not even a Martian peak could have touched us. But there were more than mountains to worry about on Venus. As if to punctuate that thought a long peal of thunder sounded.


  Gilbert fell silent.


  “Just the sibilant voice of the Goddess of Love,” I told them. Shifting around in my seat, I noticed that Irene was more pale. For some obscure reason, the discovery pleased me.


  “Bet you didn’t know the old girl was a baritone.”


  She laughed, then. Her color came back to her face.


  “The noise startled me. It’s been so quiet up to now.”


  “We’ve just been lucky.”


  I looked at the radar. The air was getting ‘thicker.’ There was a hazy mass building to the east and moving toward us.


  “How long do we have to hang around and watch over our two infants, Gilbert?”


  “Venus Station is already monitoring. We’re just a back-up in case there’s a failure. Smyth would like us to make a mid-air snatch in case we lose one of the models. That’s so we can do a de-bug in the lab. Are your flying skills up to that?”


  His tone was distinctly unpleasant. It would have been a pleasure to have been able to squash his pulpy lips over his teeth. But there was a storm building and I couldn’t take the time to exercise my whims.


  “We’ll hang in here as long as we have to. I can’t say I’m too wild about playing catch. But if it’s necessary, I can pull it off. Suppose you just do your job and leave mine to me.”


  He laughed.


  “Sure, Teale. See ’ya.”


  He slid the earphones forward, and dropped out of the conversation.


  Irene was signaling.


  “There’s a cold air mass building around us . . .”


  A deafening crash of thunder drowned out the rest of her words. The very sound hurt. My ears were ringing long after the echoes had died away, rolling gradually into the distance like giant boulders rebounding down the sloping walls of a pit.


  The scanners were registering lightning, jagged sheets of discharge that jumped from cloud mass to cloud mass. The darkness was alive with flickering glows of blue light.


  “We should get out . . .”


  Irene was cut off for a second time as the celestial gong rang again, and blasted us into deafness. The shuttle was jolted badly at the same moment. I saw the tip of the left wing smoking. We had been touched. Mercifully, though, the discharge had been attracted to something other than us.


  To dive into the growing storm would be suicide. The worst was below us. The lightning would be more fierce, and there would be rain. Acid rain. Once the protective coating of teflon sealers and ablatives was marred the acid would eat its way into the fabric of the ship. When the wings failed we would be gone, a black star falling into a cloudy void.


  There was no choice, we had to ascend or die.


  “Everybody better be strapped down.”


  The wind was toying with us, hammering at the wings in playful gusts. My arms and legs were beginning to ache even though the hydraulics were doing most of the work of moving the rudder and lifters. My fingers were stiff, too. I began to flex them, holding onto the padded wheel with my palms and thumbs.


  Then we dropped almost two hundred feet in a matter of seconds. It was so sudden none of us were prepared. I bit my tongue. The warm, salty taste of blood filled my mouth. And we were still falling, weightless.


  “Pull up! Pull up!” Irene was screaming over and over again.


  But there was no way. The shuttle wasn’t falling on its own, she was caught in a downrushing river of air.


  Just as suddenly, we were thrown sideways. Again the thunder hammered at us. The port screen blew out, its CRT overdriven by the intensity of light transmitted by the camera. Perhaps the camera had gone, too. For some reason the loss of the scanner worried me more than what was happening outside.


  We dropped another hundred feet, and then flipped over on our back, helpless. All control was gone. The wind was too strong to be affected by the airflows passing about the hull and wings of the shuttle. We were encapsulated in a tiny island of turbulence being carried along in a millrace.


  I was no longer sure what direction we were traveling in. The altitude indicator had jammed.


  An alarm began shrieking. Over and over the shrill wheep rang out. Red lights were winking on the panels. But I was dizzy. There was a blackness behind my eyes. I couldn’t blink it away. It was like a blanket being drawn over my consciousness.


  Dimly, I could hear Irene screaming over the crying of the alarm.


  Gilbert was yelling something about the sun.


  Thunder and lightning exploded across the bow and another screen went black. I lurched forward and pulled down on a large, plastic handle. It was green. The greenness was the same color as the leaves of a tree that had once grown in a lot outside my tenement. It was the only tree for blocks until a punk cut it down on a dare from his gang. It had been beautiful. So was the handle, but I didn’t realize why at the time. I was losing consciousness. We were spinning . . . but up or down? There was no way to tell.


  The blackness swallowed me.
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  WORLD IN THE CLOUDS


  Bob Buckley


  The obvious enemy on Venus was climate—but there was another, unseen, even harder to fight.
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  SYNOPSIS


  


  Roger Teale, while a youth, lived as free-hunting street tough, and by the standards of his peers, was nothing outstanding. He lived. That was the sum total of his efforts, there was little motivation to strive for anything else.


  But, in living, Roger made a mistake. He killed. That was not really the mistake . . . but it did cause a commotion which in turn attracted a roving Federal Welfare patrol. He and his little group of tattered, incorrigible survivors were arrested, brought before a federal magistrate, and quickly sentenced to a life labor term in the planetary colonies. Roger’s sentence delivered him to Venus Station, an orbital satellite of the cloudy, inhospitable second planet. The Station was owned by the Sayre Foundation, a vast nonprofit organization whose motivations were nearly as nebulous as the planet undergoing study.


  Venus Station was inhabited solely by scientists and technicians. Its roughneck work force consisted of terrestrial convicts. They were expendable, more so if they failed to follow instructions. Roger soon found himself assigned to the first manned mission down to the hellish surface of Venus. He and his companions were to establish a mining site. The odds were strongly against success, but that did not seem to bother Chaney, the pilot of the first glider; or Borland, or Beth, Roger’s crewmates in the second.


  Beth was attractive and more friendly than most of the free technicians had been to a mere convict. Roger, despite his cold, unfeeling facade, began to develop a liking for the girl. But the pressures of the mission, and his own clumsiness got in the way of any progress.


  The trip down to the surface was rough. The landing was rougher. In it, Chaney’s glider crashed and he was killed. Roger and Borland went out onto the surface in a crawler to retrieve the portable reactor. Without it, they would have no power source for the excavator and the life-saving first chamber of the mine could not be dug.


  The reactor, fortunately, was intact. It was dragged out of the wreck on a sledge and rigged on a tow line to the surviving glider. A temporary camp was set up. But Venus had not agreed to allow herself to be colonized. A sudden windstorm wrecks the camp. Borland is killed, and Roger and Beth are forced to flee in the glider.


  Whether because of the savage conditions, or through genuine attraction, Roger and Beth develop a bond. They are the only people alive on the surface of Venus. The isolation draws them together.


  The mine excavation is started. The first shafts are dug and sealed. The poisonous atmosphere of Venus is pumped out and good air is substituted. The landing, expensive as it was, has proved a success.


  After some time spent celebrating together, Roger and Beth call down the support team that will put the mine into full scale operation. Venus has been tamed.


  But with the influx of strangers, scientists and free technicians, Roger finds himself an outcast again. He is no longer at the forefront of the action. Beth is busy with her work. He finds himself alone, unimportant, and ignored. Then, while wandering one of the deep shafts, he comes across a scientist, Forsyth, a geologist. Forsyth offers to get him enrolled in the Venus Station college. At first, Roger refuses. But, after reflection, he realizes that it is one way to get a handle on his future. Forsyth accepts his application with pleasure. Beth, however, takes the news with something less than enthusiasm, and accuses Roger of deserting her. The parting is not a pleasant one, and it leaves Roger feeling guilty.


  Three months later he is called into Forsyth’s private quarters from class. The distressed old man tells Roger that the Mining Station on the surface has been destroyed. Beth is dead.


  Roger hits emotional bottom. He goes off and sulks.


  The rough life on the streets has given him a certain resilience, however. Soon, he is back at class, working very hard to drown out the memories. Also, there are other things to worry about. Like work parties, and faulty equipment. There are times when it seems that Venus Station is falling apart. Money is short, and new supplies are almost nonexistent. There is also a lot of antagonism directed against the Sayre Foundation by the convict students, and even the free students. There have been too many preventable deaths. And other accidents, as well.


  Then it is time for grades to come out. Graduation time. Roger is lucky. His work has paid off. He graduates. His buddy, Dennis, is less fortunate. He is set back, and the failure makes him bitter.


  But now, Roger’s career is really starting. He is hired into Forsyth’s section and discovers that the Sayre Foundation is determined to terraform Venus, to make it liveable for men. It is a staggering task. Roger doubts that it can be done . . . publicly at a party for the new-hires. It wins him few friends.


  The next day, as the work periods on the Station are called, Roger and Forsyth witness the test of one of the machines which will tame the savage Venusian conditions. But during the test there is an accident. An accident that looks very, very suspicious. . . .


  Sabotage. Roger learns from Forsyth that there is a destructive element making itself known in the colony. The Foundation has no idea who it is, but with a station crewed by convicts there is al ways a fertile bed for dissent. Forsyth enlists Roger’s help in ferreting out the group. For lack of a real name, that is what the countergroup becomes known as, simply, the Group.


  But there is more to be accomplished than spying. It is decided to test an atmospheric conversion device and a model Skystation under actual Venusian conditions. Roger, his flight training behind him, is elected as pilot for the mission. There is some dissent about his qualifications from another crew member, but he toughs the situation out, and takes the shuttle down. His new romantic interest goes along, a technician named Irene, and the flight begins well. It can’t last, not on Venus, and it doesn’t.


  After releasing its two remotely controlled test models, the shuttle is seized by an upper atmosphere storm. In the violence of the winds Roger loses control. The shuttle enters a downdraft and dives toward the hellish surface of the planet. It can only be a one-way trip. . . .
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  We found ourselves bathed in the watery sunlight of the upper cloudbank, the autopilot humming softly to itself. I reached out with hands which still trembled and pulled back on the wheel. With a mechanical click the autopilot acknowledged my existence and relinquished control. The shuttle was at my command again.


  Dennis was out cold. Gilbert seemed to be asleep. Irene was conscious, but she merely stared at me emptily. Her eyes were blank.


  “Honey . . . hey, you okay?”


  She blinked.


  “We must surely be dead. Everything is so strange.”


  Her voice was a murmur.


  “Hey, we’re safe. Wake up now.”


  She shook her head from side to side, sending her hair spinning out around her features in a honeycolored fan.


  She didn’t understand why we were alive. I don’t think I did either. The autopilot was preset to gain altitude as a safety feature. Perhaps the shuttle had slid into the uprushing air column of a thermal and the automatics had done the rest.


  Irene fell into strange silence. She didn’t speak again until we had brought back the shuttle and had been ferried over to the Station airlock. Then she snuggled up under my shoulder and started to cry. It was a completely unexpected reaction. Awkwardly, I cradled her head in my hand and rocked her, signing to a gawking Gilbert and groggy Dennis to go on without me. They did, although Dennis had to do some pushing to get Gilbert moving.


  When Irene looked up at me her eyes were nearly dry, however.


  “Thanks, I wanted to talk to you in private.”


  “You picked a rather old fashioned method to do it.”


  She grinned.


  “If something is good, stick with it.” I gave her a squeeze. “Okay, I wasn’t complaining.”


  “Forsyth and the others will be wanting to debrief us. We won’t be able to see each other for a while. But when you’re free, come to my cabin. Number Ninety-Seven, Outer Ring.”


  “For business or pleasure?”


  In my mind, I was painting beautiful pictures. This was an unexpected score.


  “You just be there. Understand?”


  She was completely serious, almost grim in her attitude.


  “I’ll be there,” I told her. “I’ll knock twice.”


  “The door will be unlocked. Don’t knock at all.”


  And with those curious words delivered, she was gone down the hallway leaving me in the silence of a deserted lock chamber.


  As soon as I stepped into the lab I knew something had gone wrong. Forsyth was standing beside one of the tables with his hands thrust deeply into the pockets of his white lab coat. Smyth was seated in a chair just before the same table. His expression was just as sour, only more so.


  They both turned and looked at me when I came in. There was no sign of Dennis or Gilbert. But Irene was already huddled in consultation with one of the senior techs at the far end of the lab enclosure.


  “Something’s happened, I can see it on your faces. What’s with the Skystation?”


  “The Skystation is just fine. We’re receiving signals loud and clear. The storm tossed her around, but there wasn’t any damage to her systems.”


  “And VACU?”


  “Down the tubes,” Smyth exploded as if he were having difficulty keeping quiet. “Almost a million dollars right down the tubes.”


  Forsyth was on the defensive.


  “Whatever the design problem is, it can be overcome. We can’t give up, now. VACU is the keystone of the entire program. Without it, we may as well not bother with the Skystations.”


  “Your condenser dropped like a stone thirty minutes after it was launched. I agree that you have a design problem. A serious problem. And it just got worse because I’m cutting the project right out of the budget. Build your Skystation! Get it operational, and then have your people present me with a proposal for a redesigned VACU. I’ll reconsider it for the next fiscal budget . . . maybe.”


  Smyth was older than Forsyth, and smaller. And he exuded energy. Sometimes it seemed as though he were going to explode with the bottled up pressure seething inside him.


  “You’re a lucky man, Teale. Skilled, too. You did a good job getting our people back. I’m going to keep an eye on you. Just-make sure that you don’t let your past slip you up.”


  When the door had shut behind him I found myself wondering just what he had meant. Had I just been given a compliment, or a warning?


  I walked over to Forsyth.


  “You were catching it. Nothing we did, I hope.”


  “No. The same storm that nearly scuttled you must have blasted VACU. We lost it forty minutes after the launch. Not sure why the Skystation model survived, it was larger. Presumably, it would have made a bigger target. But nothing happened to it.”


  “Guess you did something right.” I sat down. “I’m hungry. Could we have some grub brought up here before you drain my brain?”


  “Sure,” Forsyth said absently. He waved at a distant tech, who seemed to understand.


  “Will Smyth really cut the project out of the budget?”


  “He’s undoubtedly having his secretary prepare the notice at this very moment. Smyth doesn’t make empty threats. He’s fair enough in his way, but bloody direct when he is displeased.”


  “What’s so great about VACU? It didn’t seem to do much more than make smoke rings when I saw it in the wind tunnel.”


  “VACU is the only practical way to thin out the Venusian atmosphere.” Forsyth made a dramatic gesture at the floor which must have been intended to refer to the planet spinning far beneath us.


  “Venus is pure hell. The idea of raising a family there is absurd. The greatest PR man in the solar system couldn’t convince colonists to settle. Mankind needs an Earthlike environment in which to survive and prosper, that’s why the Skystation concept will never be more than a stopgap, a jury rig to survival until we can actually get going on changing Venus into a sister to Earth. It can be done, the atmosphere is the secret. We just have to make that planet down there live, Roger. Do you understand?”


  “Sure, pops. But I think you’re sort of jumping the gun. Get your Skystations up in the atmosphere before you start making plans for putting farms on the surface. I’m just a dumb punky, but I know that it’s going to take thousands of years even at our best working speed to make any dent in the structure of an entire planet. Neither one of us will live to see even the beginning take form.”


  “You’re sure of that, boy?”


  Forsyth looked at me oddly. I figured that he might get angry, but he didn’t. He was as cool as ice as he stood there staring at me with those piercing blue eyes. They were like a pair of glaciers capped by the snowbridges of his bushy eyebrows.


  “I think you’re a little crazy about the subject. Nothing personal, you understand.”


  “Of course not.”


  The tech was coming with a bag of sandwiches and a mug of steaming cocoa. Forsyth had him put them on the table before me.


  “Someday, Roger,” he went on after the tech had gone back to his duties. “Someday, you may find yourself afflicted with a similar madness. At least I hope so. It’s that delicious form of madness that makes life worth living.


  “Now then,” he flicked on a tape recorder. “Let’s take it from the top. Start from where you first entered the atmosphere. . . .”
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  You can’t make something out of nothing. That’s an old truth that numerous men and women have been attempting to disprove for generations.


  And the act was still going on.


  Venus was nothing . . . at least in comparison to other worlds that we were familiar with. Our recent saga of hardship and fear as it was fleshed out for Forsyth was grim and unpleasant, just like the place we had been visiting.


  But was he dismayed?


  Not in the least. He merely used our data to elaborate on his already elaborate ideas.


  A week passed swiftly. We were expecting some change in plans. But none appeared. Our schedule had been hurt, but the scheme of developing a useful, safe Skystation was proceeding as usual.


  God, but did we work. A dray horse had an easy time of it when compared to us. There wasn’t any free time, the job was our very life. And if someone had asked me a year ago if this was the way I wanted to live I would have called them crazy. But here I was, nose to the so-called grindstone, and loving it.


  Irene had something to do with that. We were closer, now. But it was nothing more than a friendship. I had given up on my devious plans even though she was extremely pretty. I had another ‘flame’ who was providing off-duty romancing, and so Irene and I were entangled in a sophisticated, almost intangible relationship that didn’t involve a lot of touching. Now Bonnie was another story entirely. She was hot stuff. This curvy little brunette was wearing me out and I was determined to keep it that way, while insuring that business and romance remained separate entities. After all, that combination can create problems.


  Still, with Irene, our projects were bringing us into close conjunction more and more, and she was easy to talk to. That was one thing Bonnie and I didn’t do much of . . . talk. She wouldn’t have understood my job, anyway. Bonnie was a service girl in the Station cafeteria. How do you explain the finer points of atmospheric convection to someone who scrubs steam tables and passes dishes around all day? No, Bonnie’s talents weren’t in conversation.


  As time passed, and the prefabricated sections of the Skystation neared completion, Irene and I began to take strolls. Sometimes I’d walk with her to her cabin before saying goodbye. Sometimes we would have a late drink.


  And abruptly there was no longer a reason to talk.


  Funny how things can slip up on you when you let your guard down.


  Dennis was another matter. I was still trying to get him transferred permanently into our group. Of late, he had been acting strangely, distant and distracted. My guess was that he was feeling left out. I saw of lot of myself, as I had been in the recent past, reflected in him. The kid was searching, seeking to discover himself. He wanted to be important, but success was eluding him. As always, there was more than one path to follow, and his choices in the past had been bad ones. I wanted to help out, to be his ‘roadsign.’ But you don’t listen to others at that age, the private wisdom of youth seals your ears. So Dennis was going to have to pick his own way.


  The truth was, we had our own lives to lead, our own choices to make. I couldn’t guide him, nor did I want to. That would have been foolish.


  Dennis was his own man.


  It was dark in the exercise room. This was the mid-shift and only a few Station duty clerks were at work. The remainder of the staff was asleep. Everyone except Dennis.


  He let go of the weight bar and it slid up out of his way with a whisper of greased metal on metal. He was trying to ignore the other shadowy figure but he wasn’t having much success.


  “You don’t owe the Foundation anything, kid. Look how you’ve been treated so far. This is the second time you’ve been set back. If it happens again you go back to Earth in disgrace. How will your family react to that after all the money they’ve spent on your education and such? Transportation out to Venus Station isn’t cheap.”


  Dennis didn’t know the speaker. In fact, he’d never seen the man before. He was wearing the blue coveralls of a Station electrician. Was this meeting merely accident? It must be. He doubted that anyone else knew of his ‘nocturnal’ exercise sessions. He had fallen into the habit mainly because it helped him sleep better, and because the solitude gave him an opportunity to think. But this time he had discovered himself with a visitor.


  “I still don’t understand,” he protested. “What is it you’re interested in? What is it you want me to do?”


  The stranger hoisted himself onto the cloth covered back of an exercise ‘horse.’


  “My employer is quite wealthy, and he doesn’t mind sharing his wealth with men who share his ideals and give him their loyalty. The colonies are beginning to grow into powerful entities apart from Earth. For that reason, he feels that Venus shouldn’t belong to one powerful corporation. Like the Earth, it should be free for the use of all people. Once the Foundation gets a toehold in the upper atmosphere it will only strengthen its already iron control until it owns the entire planet. That’s wrong. Don’t you agree?”


  Dennis didn’t say anything. His thoughts were whirling in his head too rapidly for him to sort them out. Most of all, he didn’t want to commit himself, to give this stranger something to use against him. He might be a Station Security man trained to spot malcontents. This might be a trap.


  The stranger smiled.


  “Okay, kid. I don’t mean to force you into anything. But think on what I’ve said. Our group is like a debating society. We meet to discuss ideas that the Foundation might not like to hear expressed openly. If you get curious about us, look me up. Leave a note in the electrical check box on bulkhead 237, level 6. I’ll get in touch.”


  As the stranger moved away into the shadows, Dennis began to lift the exercise bar. But he quit after a few tries. His heart wasn’t in it any more.


  When Dennis first related his story to me I didn’t believe him. It seemed too far-fetched. This was Venus Station, a closed, tightly-knit society of scientists and workers orbiting around the second planet of our sun. We were godforsaken and isolated from everything. True, we had some rough customers on board, but this spy stuff was out of line.


  I suspected the boy of being paranoid, a common ailment bred of loneliness and frustration. And we had more than enough of both to go around.


  But Dennis was genuinely disturbed, that was plain, and if he trusted me enough to tell me of the meeting I wasn’t going to betray that trust by laughing in his face.


  Instead, I suggested that he exercise less and study more. Irene’s offer to tutor was still open, and his grades were the most important thing in his life at that point in time. If he failed again it would be like a proud ship going on the rocks. The sharp fangs of the stony shore of the Foundation would tear the hull of his ego to slivers and he’d spend the rest of his days in some pedestrian job with his brain and imagination decaying to rust.


  That was no future for anyone. And he agreed.


  I thought that settled the matter. Boy, was I wrong!


  Two days later it was revealed that the Skystation Program was soon to be activated. Smyth called a meeting and made it clear that he expected one hundred per cent attendance.


  Rumors in the halls had warned us of the impending gathering. Secrets had ways of becoming known on board the Station. This was just one aspect of human nature, and mostly harmless.


  At the appointed time the work crews assembled in the lounge.


  The lights went dim and the projector started.


  The screen across the long, narrow room flickered and lit up with a foggy image. Clouds, dense and yellow, drifted through the view. One might almost have expected to see some soaring bird flash into view. Instead, the dark, winged shape of a shuttle appeared out of the mists. The camera began to pace the vehicle.


  “Step one begins with the deployment of the main buoyancy tank.”


  The voice paused while the image on the screen maneuvered. The shuttle’s upper cargo hatch began to open. The sequence was slightly accelerated. Once the doors were securely locked open, a floppy sphere bulged from the opening and began to inflate. It drifted away slowly.


  “Now comes the dangerous part.”


  A nervous laugh rippled through the audience.


  Irene nudged me.


  “Smyth is probably puzzled about the laughter. For an economic genius, he’s as dense as a brick when it comes to understanding human reactions.”


  Smyth’s voice continued.


  “A framework must be attached to the outer skin of the buoyancy tank. It is on this frame that the shell of the station will be mounted. Each joint must be fixed securely and all bare metal covered at once with a sealing agent to prevent corrosive attack. As you probably understand by now, the construction must proceed rapidly and in sequence if we are to succeed.”


  On the screen, tiny figures had climbed from the cargo hatch of the shuttle and were using jet-assisted balloon packs to drift over to the isolated sphere that was the fully inflated tank. They suspended braces between them. One by one, with careful attention to balance, the tank was encapsulated with a cage-work of reinforced plastic. The number of workers grew as the framework expanded. It began to take on a rough saucer-shape.


  “Well, whatever you do,” Irene quipped. “Don’t look down.”


  Another buoyancy tank was ferried across. Then three more. They were sealed into the frame and inflated from the helium tanks that a worker in a tiny gyrojet had brought over. More framework was laid over the growing core until the design was completed.


  “Next, we apply a protective skin, an envelope of ‘fast-seal’ over plastic webbing. Then, multiple layers of chemically stable insulation, and a metallic foil to reflect heat radiation. When this is in place, the entire hull is covered with a sprayed-on sealer that sets up hard and rigid to provide extra strength. This final coating is a teflonbased plastic to ward off acid erosion. As time passes, it will produce an additional protective layer simply by weathering.”


  Smyth paused for breath.


  “Finally, a transponder and flashing strobe are mounted so that the Station may be located easily.”


  The animated instruction film depicted each step in the assembly, repeating some steps in greater detail for the benefit of the technicians who would do the actual work.


  Abruptly the screen flashed white and the room lights pulsed to full brightness.


  Everyone blinked, and rubbed at their eyes, murmuring to their neighbors.


  Smyth resumed the podium. It was rumored that he had never been more than a marginally effective scientist. But he was an excellent administrator and mover of men.


  “I won’t diminish the dangers inherent in an operation such as the one you people are about to undertake. Each of you, at one time or another, will find yourselves suspended in midair, dangling fully-suited from balloon packs, all the while being carried along in the winds of the cloudbanks. Such a combination makes for great epic poetry . . . and short lifespans. But don’t think that we are abandoning you to the elements. A rescue fleet of three airtrucks equipped with gyrojets will patrol the lower altitudes to pick up anyone unfortunate enough to need help. Each of you will have the best and newest equipment. You have been briefed on the use of the radio net, and on circuit discipline. I want this effort to have zero-defects, zero-mistakes, and not a single death. If together you are careful of yourselves and each other, and follow the program precisely there will be no difficulties. Remember that, follow the program!


  “Are there any questions?”


  That was merely a formality. I knew that each of the work teams had already been briefed and drilled by their crew chiefs until they knew the procedures front to back. They could repeat them over in their sleep, and some of them actually had been overheard doing just that. Everyone had to understand everyone else’s job just in case there were accidents and key people were lost. Even with all the attention to detail, there had to be losses. I didn’t see how we could avoid them. We were about to engage in a battle. A battle against Venus herself, with our survival as the stakes. She would be ready for us with her best surprises. She had never let us down on that account.


  The crucial thing would be the timing of the construction. If the teams were delayed, the corrosive atmosphere would begin to destroy the station before we could finish it. The metal would crumble into dust, the plastic would craze and become brittle. Everything would fall apart and we would be left hanging around with long faces, literally.


  I suppose Smyth realized that. But he wasn’t about to mention it. His was possibly the worst job. He would have to wait and worry and determine if everything we had been given and taught was pertinent and directly applicable to the job. And he would have to notify the relatives if we failed.


  I wasn’t worried. I didn’t have anyone needing notification except for the federal parole board.


  “Very well,” he finished. “Good luck. This meeting is dismissed.”


  As the noise of conversation started and swelled to fill the chamber, I took Irene by the arm and led her from the confusion.


  “Lunch?”


  “Why not?” She smiled with an impish expression. “You don’t mind if Forsyth joins us, do you? He insisted that I see him.”


  “I don’t see that I have a choice. Just hope he buys his own lunch.”


  The corridor was practically deserted, but behind us, I could hear the room emptying. The passage wouldn’t stay clear for long. I quickened our pace to avoid the mob that would surely pile up around the entrance of the cafeteria in a few short minutes.


  “You didn’t see Dennis at the meeting, did you?” I asked suddenly.


  “Haven’t seen the kid for hours. I assumed that he was on a work detail. Worried about him?”


  I was. “He’s been more and more troubled recently. I guess it’s his grades. He’s smart, but he has trouble concentrating on anything that he really isn’t interested in. I’m that way myself, really. That’s probably why I understand what it is that he’s going through.”


  “I’ve been helping him some with chemistry. I’ll have more time once the station is built. Want me to expand my operations?”


  “Would you?” I hugged her lightly. “That would be great. Just for that, I’ll buy your lunch, as well as giving you the pleasure of my company. That’s just to show you how grateful I can be.”


  “How underwhelming.”


  Arm in arm, we headed for the steam tables.


  Forsyth didn’t really have anything of importance to say, he just wanted to wish us luck on the new venture, and to introduce me to my fellow pilot, the captain of the second shuttle. His name was Callaghan, George L. Callaghan. At first, the name meant nothing to me. Then the memories surged back and I realized that this was the Callaghan who had gone down to view the ruin of Mining Station Charlie. My station, the one that Beth and I had practically dug with our own hands.


  A black mood came over me as I stood up to shake hands.


  Callaghan was short and fair. He walked with a slight limp, an injury that he had picked up while ‘bailing out’ of a disabled equipment transporter that had decided to take off for deep space with him still aboard, or so he explained.


  We sat and for a long moment no one could think of anything to say. The food arrayed on the table, as unimpressive as it was, received a lot of attention.


  “I’m not here to resurrect old wounds, Captain Teale,” Callaghan said finally. “I realize your involvement with the surface station was more than incidental. My assignment was given though, and I have no alternative but to carry it out. I hope we can work together for a common future, and not labor over something that happened in the past.”


  “I buried Beth a long time ago. Seeing you, though, brought everything back. Let’s not discuss it further. You have ‘A’ Team?”


  “Yes, we’ll be releasing the first buoyancy tank, and supplying others as they are needed. I believe we have the easy part. Your team will handle the tricky stuff. I don’t envy you.”


  I laughed.


  “That’s just what my team said about your job. Guess we do have something in common.”


  There wasn’t much else of substance to discuss. As lunch wore on, we got to know each other, man to man. It was useful. Finally, Callaghan made his apologies and left, saying that he had to make sure that his ship was being prepared properly.


  When he was gone, I looked intently at Forsyth.


  “You planned it this way, didn’t you?”


  He nodded silently.


  “Knowing that if we were to have met later on, while the operation was in progress, my performance might have suffered.”


  “Merely a harmless psychological ploy. But a needed one, I felt. I will apologize for manipulating your emotions at a later date.”


  He grinned then. What was left of my anger seeped away. It’s very difficult to stay mad at an old man who has your own best interests so firmly in mind.


  Irene touched my shoulder.


  “Actually it was as much my idea as Forsyth’s. You’ll just have to be mad at both of us, if that’s the way it’s going to be.”


  I pushed my untouched dessert over in front of her, an imitation strawberry confection with lots of fattening whipped cream mounded on top.


  “Peace, my dear. I’m mad at no one but that ball of fog waiting beneath us. The goddess will be the only one to feel my wrath in the coming week.”


  “In that case,” Forsyth said, saluting me with his drink, grinning broadly, “the first Skystation is already history. I’ll notify Smyth, immediately.”
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  Three days later, as per orders, we were back in the soup.


  Perhaps the term ‘soup’ needs a little explanation. It’s a one-word description of the atmosphere, but, like most simplistic summations, it leaves out a lot of details. And Venus is a complex place. The surface of the planet may be a flat, over-heated, under-lighted, pressure cooker, and boring to boot. But the atmosphere is anything but. It’s wild.


  The meteorologists up at Venus Station had already explained that there were really three cloud envelopes surrounding the planet, so it wasn’t just one big storm. The ionosphere began about 155 miles above the surface. This was the point of sensible atmosphere. At ninety miles you found yourself in the turbopause. It was still clear, no cloud layers up this far, just a few cirrus formations hanging over the ‘polar holes’; yeah, holes. At the poles a lot of superheated air comes boiling up through all three cloud layers and the result is like a big window. But you still can’t see the surface of Venus, any more than you could look at the bottom of an ocean through five miles of clear water. The air is just too thick.


  The turbopause has detectable amounts of atomic oxygen and other ions, but this is still high altitude stuff. It’s not until you get down to the exobase that you begin seeing the real atmosphere. That’s about 100 miles up. Now you’re in some haze, and your instruments start picking up ions of magnesium and iron, atomic cinders of a lot of old meteorites. Not very much gets down to the surface from space unless it’s got retro-rockets. Ever try to fire a pistol through a box of cotton wadding? That’s the effect when a meteor tries to smack Venus, it just can’t punch its way through all the soup.


  Our shuttle was down at the clear interface over the third cloud layer about thirty-three miles up.


  Above us, the first layer was like thick haze, and full of sulphuric acid droplets about one micrometer in diameter. You could see about four miles on a good day. The temperature was above freezing, but just barely, and the atmospheric pressure was about half that of the Earth at sea level. It really wasn’t that bad. Lots of carbon dioxide, some nitrogen, and a little argon and neon.


  The next layer got a little more nasty. At thirty-five miles the haze got thicker, and more yellow because you started running into liquid and solid sulphur particles, about 100 particles per cubic centimeter. Visibility was around one mile, and the temperature was up over one hundred degrees. If you could get out and walk around you’d think you were in a stinking dust-storm in a desert. There was some water vapor, but it was acid.


  Then you ran into a clear space in the clouds. No one is sure what causes it, but it runs all the way around the planet like a bubble in a high class pastry crust. It’s hot here, not hot enough to kill, but hot enough to be damned uncomfortable. Sometimes it rains, or perhaps ‘steams’ is a better word to use. The steam is sulphuric acid.


  Below the clear space the clouds begin in earnest. At the cloud tops the pressure rises until it matches that of the Earth at sea level, but it’s hot, about 180 degrees. There’s a little oxygen, some sulphur dioxide, and a lot of acid droplets in suspension. And when it rains up here it will take your hide off in a matter of minutes.


  But that’s not the really bad part. It’s the storms that make a pilot’s life interesting. Venus Station once recorded a thunder peal that went on for over an hour. Lightning was playing among the clouds, and once the discharge path was opened, it just went on and on. When the sky starts getting light beneath you, well, you get out and grab altitude fast, because if the lightning doesn’t get you, the winds will. The updrafts and downdrafts can be fatal simply because they can tear a shuttle to very small pieces, and once the protective shielding of a shuttle is breached the acids will etch all the strength out of the metal. The oxidizing reactions taking place in the lower cloudbank are impressive and more than a little frightening if you are prone to riding around in something fabricated out of metal.


  Like we were.


  We had completed the first stages of construction. The experimental Skystation was being assembled piece by piece, in module form. The last two sections were to be fitted on this descent. So far, there had been no accidents. Things were going according to plan . . . and that worried me. It just wasn’t right. Something had to go wrong. I was wracking my brain trying to figure out what it would be.


  Even the weather, for Venus, was remarkably calm. We were racing above the cloud ceiling, smashing through cloud towers and ridges at intervals as we neared the drop point. The construction site itself was below, shrouded in the poisonous fogs sweeping past in curdled streamers. Radar showed the position of the site even if I couldn’t see it visually. But I had been hoping that the clouds would have stayed low and kept the station in clear air.


  The steady beeping of the transponder signal rose in pitch.


  “We’ve passed the site,” Dennis reported from his monitoring position. He pushed the earphones up on his head. “Take her around again. I’ll release iodide crystals as we overfly the target.”


  “Try the nitrate gel first,” Irene suggested over the common radio net with Callaghan’s shuttle. They were circling overhead in a holding pattern.


  I made two passes, but the clouds were thick and stubborn. They held.


  “Guess we have to do it blind, kid,” I told him, and pulled back on the throttles and brought us around in a banking curve. “Read off the figures.”


  I leveled the shuttle, then started the descent into the clouds. Our target: a pip of light winking on the radar screen.


  “I have the site three points off the bow . . . fifty yards, closing rapidly.” Dennis sounded tense. That made two of us.


  There was still nothing to be seen on the screens but brown fog.


  Retroes fired, the shuttle slowed. At ten yards I brought us into a hover, but knew that we couldn’t hold it long. The fuel-feed gauge was showing the motors gulping nitrazine at a frightening rate.


  “Hey!” Dennis shouted, and pointed.


  The clouds parted abruptly. The station framework with its flashing scarlet and blue strobes swam into view on the screens. Clouds framed it in hazy mists. One of the previous crews had painted a large ‘GOOD LUCK’ in blurry letters across one of the outer panels. Seeing it, I smiled, and some of the tenseness eased. There were people out there. We had made our mark.


  The station assembly crew was suited up and waiting in the shuttle cargo bay for the word to go out. I switched into the crew chief’s circuit. “This is it. The site is stable and holding in the air well. Get ready to float your module out there.”


  Then I made a call to Callaghan in the second shuttle.


  “We’re in position. Make your approach from the west and let’s get this over with.”


  “We’re on our way,” Callaghan acknowledged.


  Without the other team and their module the mounting would not come off. Both assemblies had to be attached at the same time or the buoyancy tank would overbalance on one side and tip. That would make the final assembly practically impossible.


  But Callaghan’s people were good. His shuttle lights hove into view minutes later. The big cargo bay doors were already opening. It was time to let my own crew out. Soon, I could see workers dimly through the drifting curtains of mist.


  My crew chief, Mike Travis, reported in. “We’re out, Captain. Everything looks good, so far. Let us know if you see any weather coming.”


  “Right, Mike. Good luck to you and your people.”


  At this point I could have relaxed, but I didn’t. ‘Couldn’t’ was perhaps a better word.


  “Anything showing on the radar, Dennis?”


  “Scope clear. Calm air all around.”


  So far so good. I watched as the two pie-shaped modules were floated into position and seated into the EASY-GRAB mounts. Blue flashes told of welding taking place. Twenty minutes dragged past.


  “TEALE . . . MODULES ARE ATTACHED. WE ARE RETURNING HOME.”


  That was Callaghan’s mob. I switched to my own work crew’s frequency for a status report.


  “HOW GOES IT, BOYS?” I was getting anxious.


  “ALMOST FINISHED, CAPTAIN. LARRY WANTS TO CHECK THE HELIUM CONTAINERS ONE MORE TIME. CAN YOU GIVE US FIVE MINUTES?”


  “How’s the radar look, Dennis?” It was an innocent question but as I turned to look at the boy, I was shocked to see how pale he was.


  “Are you sick?” I asked.


  “No, not a-at al-l-,” he stammered. The screen painted his features in a greenish light. “There’s a cloud mass riding in from the east that might be dangerous.”


  “YOU’VE GOT YOUR FIVE, BUT DON’T DRAG IT OUT. STORM COMING.”


  “RIGHT, CAPTAIN.” My warning was acknowledged almost at once.


  The cabin of the airtruck became very quiet. The only sound was the pinging of the station transponder and Dennis drumming his fingers on the radar console.


  I stared at the boy. Something seemed very wrong.


  “Sure you aren’t sick?”


  “I’m not sick,” Dennis snapped. “It’s nerves, just nerves.”


  “I think you’re making me nervous, too.” I thumbed the radio switch.


  “MIKE, HAVE YOUR PEOPLE SEARCH THE MODULE.”


  “WHAT ARE WE LOOKING FOR, CAPTAIN?”


  I kept staring steadily at Dennis.


  “I DON’T KNOW, MIKE. BUT BE THOROUGH. AND BE CAREFUL.”


  More silent minutes went past. Thunder muttered in the distance and the first buffetings of a rising wind began to shove the shuttle around.


  “Get them back, Captain.” Dennis looked very frightened now. “They’re going to be killed, all of them.” His voice shook.


  Still gazing at the boy, I activated the radio.


  “KEEP SEARCHING, MIKE, YOU’VE GOT ALL THE TIME IN THE WORLD.” Perhaps I was being cruel, but lives were at stake.


  “No! No, they don’t; it’s a bomb, Roger. A bomb! I planted it myself in the reactor room. Tell Larry. It’s above the shielding tray . . . magnetic clamps. . . .”


  The boy was still jabbering as I began relaying the information.
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  The room was almost too quiet.


  Dennis was sitting tensely in the spindly chair, well forward in an uncomfortable position, his hands on his knees. The stiff fabric of his coverall rustled as he moved slightly.


  He had been silent ever since the bomb had been discovered and tossed out. It had gone off in the clouds far below, the white glare of the detonation visible even up where we were. The shock wave of the blast moved the shuttle in a gentle tidal wave of air. Up and down, up and down, we rocked. On the screens, the partially completed Skystation had swayed like a flimsy wooden dock in a powerful swell.


  The blast had revealed something to Dennis. It had been much stronger than required to simply blow apart the Skystation and ‘sink’ it. The explosion would have destroyed both of the attending shuttles and their crews, as well. It had been meant to be a thorough job. There would have been no tales, no rumors of hidden bombs. Our task would fail, probable cause, a storm. There was no shortage of deadly storms in the atmosphere of Venus. They were a believable foil.


  Since then the boy had wrapped himself in a strange silence.


  I meant to break him out of it.


  We were alone in the room. I hadn’t told anyone where I had gotten my suspicions about a bomb, except to let slip to Callaghan that my radio had begun to pick up a curious signal that had seemed out of place. It had been a lie, but I wasn’t ready to take him into my confidence. Not yet.


  I passed over a steaming mug of chocolate.


  “This will put a little spirit back into you.”


  He took the drink glumly, not seeming to notice how hot the liquid was. He took a slow sip off the top, and the steam wreathed his face.


  I plopped myself down into a couch well across the room.


  “When Beth was killed I developed a good-sized hate for the Foundation. It seemed as though it was a coldblooded gang of wealthy butchers intent on sending the rest of us down to get ourselves killed for nothing. I think I must have been very close to planting bombs, then, myself.


  “What made you do it? The bad grades?”


  “They were threatening to send me back to Earth as a dropout.” He stared over at me with black, hot eyes. “Do you realize what that would have meant? God, I couldn’t bear it.”


  “So, the bomb was all your idea.”


  I purposefully made it seem like a statement. It worked. The boy squirmed. I didn’t want him to control this interview. I had to keep him reacting to my jabs, had to keep him worried and uncomfortable.


  “You really hated us that badly, to want to kill us all? I thought you considered us friends. How did we treat you so badly?”


  “No!” He was on his feet, now.


  “I wasn’t out to get you, just the Foundation. The Skystation was supposed to blow up after we had left it behind. I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. But Bill kept piddling around down there and I knew the damn thing was set to go off. God! I kept waiting for him to leave. But he wouldn’t.”


  The boy was pacing, back and forth, back and forth.


  I let him sweat and kept quiet. Unknown to him, everything was going on tape. I wasn’t sure yet if I wanted to hang him, or bring him around to our side. That decision was waiting on what he told me, and whether or not he was leveling. If he was lying to save his own skin, I’d dump him out the waste valve myself, so help me.


  “The Group contacted me sometime after final grades were posted. I guess they knew I was down and mad. But they didn’t ask me to do anything, then. They just had one of their boys talk to me, and tell me how to get in touch with them.”


  I wanted badly at that moment to demand how to get in touch, but the timing wasn’t right. Dennis was talking. I had to be patient, let him finish out the story at his own speed. The answer would come if I were patient.


  “And so, I did. You had brought me into Forsyth’s project, by then. But I was treated like a flunky. The Group made me feel important, like I was somebody.” He stopped pacing and looked at me. “That was dumb, huh? They used me, didn’t they?”


  “The bomb,” I told him flatly, “was powerful enough to wipe out everybody along with the Skystation. The Group wasn’t intending to have any witnesses coming up here to blab about strange explosions. Apparently they feel their operatives are expendable. But it’s noble, I guess, believing in a cause so strongly that you would die for it.”


  “Bull,” Dennis spat. “I never bargained for that. I just wanted to strike back at the Foundation. They told me that when the project failed we would all be sent back to Earth. I wanted that. It would have meant saving my reputation, and would have gotten me out of here. You don’t know how much I do want to go back.”


  “When did you plant the bomb?”


  “After the module had been loaded and inspected by your assembly team. That was tricky. Bill almost caught me, but I told him that I was looking over the ejection circuitry.”


  “Where did you get it?”


  “A message left at the regular pickup site told me where to find it. The device was already assembled and disguised as a transponder power pack. I carried it around with me for two days and nobody suspected.”


  “We aren’t given to expecting bomb plots out here, Dennis. These people are supposed to be your friends. The Group you love so much is importing ‘hate’ from Earth. They’ve a lot to go around, back there.”


  “I don’t love the Group, honest. They used me. I don’t see now how I’ll ever get the chance. But if I do get away from you, I’ll look up my contact and tear him apart. That’s fact!”


  “I find that a little hard to believe,” I told him dryly. It was time for him to squirm.


  But the boy didn’t squirm, he merely collapsed into himself again and became quiet.


  “I don’t care what you believe,” he muttered as much to himself as to me. “It’s over, now. All over. Just make it quick when you execute me.”


  “What makes you think we’re going to execute you?”


  “I’m a realist.”


  “So, a realist.”


  I got slowly to my feet, snapped off the recorder and flipped the cassette out. I made a big show of putting it in my pocket.


  “First, I’m going to run this through the stress analyzer to see if you’re telling me the truth. Afterwards, if you’ve been playing straight with me, we just might give you that chance you were talking about to get even with the Group. But that will be up to Forsyth and Smyth. Meanwhile, wait here for me.”


  I left unspoken the thought that if he did run, his execution would be a sure thing. I think the kid realized that, though.


  I left the door unlocked. There was no need for a physical lock. Mechanical devices can be broken, but if the kid were straight, his own sense of honor would keep him glued to that chair as if he had been chained. It was the best test of his loyalty that I could have devised.


  One question nagged at me as I dashed up the corridor. How much could I trust Dennis? Was he more devious and cunning than he appeared? Who was manipulating who?


  Forsyth was waiting for me in the lab with Smyth. We could be alone, the mid-shift crew had been dismissed.


  We withdrew into an inner office and sealed the doors.


  I put the tape cassette into a player and we listened to the interview twice.


  Finally, Forsyth reached out and shut the machine off.


  “I’ve heard enough. Let’s give the kid some rope. Maybe he can lead us to the rest of this gang.”


  “We’d be fools to let him go free,” Smyth snapped. “Kill the punk.”


  “I don’t like that word very much,” I told the old man warningly. He frowned and looked away.


  “Forsyth, you will be making a large mistake if you trust that youngster. He is trying to save his own skin. He’ll repay your mercy with nothing but more viciousness. I know those street types.”


  He was looking at me directly when he said that.


  I gave him a sweet smile in return.


  “I don’t wish to disillusion you, Director, but Dennis didn’t come to you from the slums. His father is an Administrator with one of the large Syntho-oil producers. He’s a product of your subculture, not mine.”


  Smyth harumped deprecatingly.


  “Whatever, my vote is to dump the little punk out a valve and let him squirm.”


  “I’m beginning to wonder just who the killer is in this case,” Forsyth snapped. “Here we have a choice road into the heart of this mysterious hidden Group of troublemakers and you’re trying to throw it away. I vote we use the kid to our means and convert him to our thinking. He’s ripe for a change.”


  “I concur,” I added.


  “Your vote counts for practically nothing,” Smyth snapped at me.


  I stood slowly, squeezed his lapels together and lifted the old man above the table until he was drawn forward like a bow. It was an extremely uncomfortable position, since he was forced to balance on his tiptoes.


  “I’m good enough to risk my life for the Foundation . . . I helped build your precious Skystation, and I even helped save it and the technicians and scientists who were down there with me. Is this the kind of respect your Foundation tenders to loyal employees? I’m beginning to think I was all wrong. Dennis may have been right about you people. Let’s talk to him about this matter face to face. And if you still don’t like his answers, you can push him out a valve yourself.”


  Then Forsyth was unlacing my tight fingers and pushing both of us apart.


  “We’ll get nowhere like this,” he complained petulantly.


  Smyth walked over to the door and stood there a moment preening himself like a ruffled bantam rooster.


  “Forsyth, you do what you want with the boy. But if this scheme blows up in your face, I’ll have the lot of you in front of a full committee. And that goes for you double, Teale.”


  But he never looked me in the eye. Not once. And then Forsyth and I were alone in the room with the echoes of the slammed door still ringing in our ears.


  “Touchy, isn’t he?”


  Forsyth grimaced.


  “You’re going to get yourself in trouble one of these days, my boy. Smyth is an important man, his opinions carry a lot of weight with the Board of Directors. You’ll get nowhere fast in this operation if you don’t have his good will.”


  “I don’t need that kind of good will. Now then, what are we going to do about Dennis?”


  “Dennis is going to be our double agent. I want you and Callaghan to follow up on the investigation until you can give me names and the plans they have been developing for the future. We’re going to follow their lines of communication all the way back to Earth.”


  Dennis was still waiting in the room when I got back. He watched intently as I put a match to the incriminating cassette and let it burn to a blob of smoking plastic in a wastebasket.


  “That’s your past. We’re going to build you a new future. Ready for that Dennis?”


  He nodded vigorously.


  “Good,” I told him. “That’s good.”


  Two hours later Callaghan and I were deep in our plot. Dennis was past the talking stage. He had been listening and nodding, but had long since exhausted himself of usable schemes.


  Our plan was relatively simple. Dennis would leave a report of his activities, and information on why the bomb had been discovered, in the normal place. Then he would drop out of sight until a reply was received. Callaghan and I were sure that the Group would require a better explanation, and so would call the boy into a meeting with one of their operatives. Once there, he would ‘break down’ under questioning and admit that he had told of his involvement in the Group. But he would mellow this exposure by saying that I was mightily interested in joining up. Then, he would describe my past. If that bit of juicy history didn’t get me accepted into the inner council, nothing would.


  The only thing touchy about the scheme was that it would require lots of waiting. And I was eager to get on with rooting the SOBs out. We were going to finish the Skystation in a few days and I didn’t want anything, or any Group to foul things up. I was beginning to become very fond of that little cottage in the sky, alone and desolate as it was down there in the storm belt.


  So we baited our hook, played out the line, and set to waiting.


  Meanwhile, though, there was work to be done.


  Two last modules were fitted to the frame of the station. We brought those down in the next flight and cocked them into place. Mike’s crew began making a complete inspection of the facility, testing the equipment first on battery power, and then on the station’s nuclear generator. With that powered up, we were in business.


  Just as soon as everything seemed to be functioning normally, the station crew waved Callaghan and myself off. We returned to Venus Station and turned in the shuttles. For a time, we had retired from active duty as pilots. We were now Staff. Skystation staff.


  The primary crew was to consist of Irene, Forsyth, myself, Callaghan, and seven technicians: two weather techs, two maintenance techs, and three practicing biologists. I didn’t understand why we were going to need biologists down in that world of poisonous soup, but Forsyth and Irene seemed pleased about the makeup of the crew.


  It wouldn’t be the first time that this pair had hatched something in secret.


  We were delivered to the Skystation in real style.


  We strapped on balloon packs. And then we picked up a load of gear and prepared to depart the hold of the shuttle. This was my first adventure with a balloon pack, and I wasn’t entirely sure that I was going to enjoy it.


  The air pressure outside was somewhat heavier than what was normal for Earth. But the temperature was in the livable range. There was even some water vapor out there in the clouds. But it wasn’t more than what you’d find in a damp sneeze and all of it was locked up in acid solutions. ‘Water, water everywhere, but nary a drop to drink,’ as the saying went.


  Irene was the first out the hatch. She popped the release on her pack and the canopy inflated with a sharp snap. It was about five feet across and shaped like a doughnut without a hole. An acid-proof net of fibers served to contain the buoyancy pack, and a system of movable vanes provided the needed control. If it was necessary to move upwind, we had compressed gas guns to shove us along.


  Nothing could go wrong as long as we were careful.


  That was what they had told us in the training class, anyway. Of course, the instructors had been speaking from experience gained in a nice, safe mockup on board the Station. We’d be floating around in the real thing.


  I grabbed the crate I was to transport, hooked the tether snaps into the eyelets of my safety belt, and popped my pack. With a rapid swoop, I was carried up and out of the hold. There was a brief instant of panic, but then I began to play with the controls of the vanes. As soon as I saw that I could guide the balloon’s flight, I began to relax. It was almost fun.


  We waited for the others to come out in a group, and made the crossing together. There was a large cargo carrier accompanying us. This looked something like a miniature dirigible.


  Boxes and bails were slung beneath it in a large net. Two small motors drove props and these provided the motive power. Callaghan directed the carrier with a radio control device attached to his belt.


  The wind was calm, just a spring breeze in comparison to the gales that we had experienced before.


  The shuttles waited until we were all in the Station lock before they went into drive and swooped away.


  The lock door was huge. It had to be to allow entry while wearing balloon packs. A bar across the center of the lock was the mooring post. One by one we grabbed it, deflated our packs, and dropped to the deck, moving aside to make room for the others.


  Callaghan brought the carrier in last, and I shut the outer hatch and sealed it. A quick spray of detergents and neutralizers cleansed the interior and then good air was being pumped inside. One by one we shucked off our suits and hung them up in the lockers.


  “Home at last,” Forsyth quipped. “There’s no place like home.”


  A soft peal of distant thunder was his only answer.


  The first task was to set up the laboratory equipment. The weather machines were already in and functioning. But the biological research devices required delicate handling. These had been saved until last.


  Irene took responsibility for this. She and her three techs began unloading the carrier’s cargo net while Forsyth gave Callaghan and I a tour.


  The Skystation was laid out on two levels around a central hub, which was the living area. It was reasoned that the center of the station would be the safest place, and the least likely to be breached in the event of a ‘blowout.’


  “It’s not very big,” Callaghan said at last. “I was expecting something a little more expansive. This reminds me of a submarine. Except submarines have more room to move around in.”


  Forsyth was not disturbed.


  “This is the first of a series of stations. One cannot start with everything one desires right off. We’re using this design as a proving ground for later improvements. The Skystations constructed after this one will be larger. They have to be in order to be financially feasible. Skystation One is still an experiment, the first manned colony on Venus.”


  “The second,” I corrected softly, not willing for the first futile attempt at colonization to be forgotten.


  “Yes, you’re quite right. I’m sorry. Roger.”


  We moved down a curving hall and entered a relatively large open area.


  “This is the weather lab. As you can see, the computers are already operating. They feed their information into a central memory bank at Venus Station. Everything is automatic. We merely provide maintenance, and onsite experimentation. That’s the main job of the weather team. That, and perfecting another important project.”


  He pushed aside a sliding panel and revealed another lab, this one half the size of the first.


  But I recognized the device strapped onto the table, even if it was partially disassembled.


  “VACU! You haven’t given up on that turkey, have you Forsyth?”


  “This device may be the salvation of your children, someday. Smyth doesn’t put much faith in it, but I do. And since he didn’t directly tell us not to continue our work on the device once we moved into the Skystation, I decided to bring it along. What better test environment could we have found than the planet herself?”


  “But how will it ever be practical? You’ll need millions of the things to get an appreciable effect. Even then the process may take a thousand years.”


  “Who is to say that we won’t have a thousand years, Roger? Can you read the future that well? And why should a project be discontinued merely because it requires a hundred, even five hundred years? That sort of thinking is an artifact of our ‘get things done quick and forget them’ society. Time means quality and planning. It’s those things that last.”


  A technician interrupted us.


  “Call for you, Doctor Forsyth. A shuttle is outside. They want to deliver the squid.”


  “Ah.” Callaghan broke into a sudden grin. “It’s here. Splendid.”


  He rushed from the room with Forsyth at his heels.


  I was puzzled at their behavior, but not unhappy with finding myself alone. I took the opportunity to go hunting for Irene.


  She was in the biology lab. Her techs were assembling an electron microscope kit. The heavy base had already been bolted to the deck.


  “Busy, as usual, I see.”


  “Always. You expected to find me lolling on my bed, maybe?”


  “Just hoping.” I began to examine the mess piled about the lab in heaps. “What’s all this?”


  “Our engineering equipment. We plan on designing some new algae while we’re down here. With luck, some of them may take to living on Venus.”


  “That’s a little farfetched, isn’t it? I mean the air is awful dry, even at this altitude, and what little moisture there is would etch the surface right off sheet steel.”


  She looked me right in the eyes and grinned.


  “Yep, it’s hell out there. So we’re going to build tough. Tougher even than your ghetto friends. Want to help with the program? You can be our technical advisor.”


  “Don’t get smart, Irene. I don’t like that kind of talk.”


  I was sorry as soon as the words were out, but since I couldn’t retract them, I let them be.


  “Well, pardon me.” Her tone was faintly snotty. “That’s the other thing our algae will have to overcome . . . having a thin skin.”


  “I’ve got to be going,” I snapped.


  “So long, honey.”


  Back in the hall, I fumed a bit. She was intolerable. I couldn’t understand what I saw in her, or why I even wanted her company. But I always seemed to look her up, no matter what.


  Hell, women. Can’t live with them, and can’t live without them. Man had been saying that for centuries. But they hadn’t caught on either.


  The first night on the Skystation was quiet. Yes, night. A genuine period of darkness. The reason was that the station was being carried along in the cloudbanks. Day and night could have meaning again because the clouds moved so rapidly. Below, the surface was spinning much slower, and in the opposite direction. Venus is a crazy world. One would almost think that once something had smashed into her, slowing her rotation so much that she actually began to revolve in the opposite direction. One of my geology instructors had briefly mentioned some theory to that effect, but I hadn’t paid much attention to it at the time.


  We were organized into shifts according to day and night again, however. And my metabolism began to feel almost normal.


  On the third day I got a call from Venus Station. It was Dennis. He had been contacted by the Group. Using a code we had developed privately, he revealed the details to me.


  As I had suspected, the cell leader had not been satisfied with the kid’s explanation. Dennis had been taken to a remote area of the Station and interviewed by his contact in the presence of another man who had worn a full shroud over his head. This second individual had never spoken in the kid’s presence, and so Dennis had no idea whatsoever as to who he might be.


  But the information on my past must have intrigued someone. Dennis told me to expect a message packet on the next shuttle.


  We kept our talk brief. There was no point in risking alerting someone. Callaghan and I were both agreed that with all the young, unhappy technicians and students drifting about Venus Station, an outside group recruiting trouble would find a fertile body of volunteers. The entire Station might be ripe with potential bombers and hitmen. The adventure was starting to take on the unreal flavor of a holo-drama.


  Spies and Spacemen go forth. It might almost have been funny if it hadn’t been for certain of the characters almost getting themselves killed.


  That afternoon, while Callaghan and I watched, Forsyth explained the weather station concept. His only prop was a planetary map showing a schematicized version of the cloudbanks.


  “Here we are,” he told us in his best classroom attitude. “Floating free in the second cloud mass. This particular bank travels slower than the upper deck, but swifter than the lowest. This is to be expected. In fact, Harbington predicted it in ’98. There is a curious electrical interplay between the cloud decks. The discharges are spectacular, especially at night when darkness enhances the effects. The lightning flashes can be seen for miles, even through the thickest mists. Perhaps we can harness the energy. We are investigating releasing weather balloons on a regular basis since taking up residence here. Each instrument package is monitored here, and by Venus Station. Thus far, our survival rate has not been good. The lifespan of a weather balloon in the Venusian atmosphere appears to be a matter of hours. The ‘why’ is another question we must answer before Venus will be considered a safe bet to colonize.”


  “If Venus is ever safe, which I doubt, I’ll be the first to buy up a million acres of real estate.”


  “Careful, Roger. You may be tying up more of your money than you wish.”


  Unruffled, Forsyth continued.


  “This weather research also relates to another project which you all know is important to me. Need I say more than VACU?”


  Callaghan maintained a polite silence. I groaned. It was my privilege by now. I’d known Forsyth the longest.


  “Last night, I launched the first test model of a series. The results are very promising. This time, I included an automatic guidance computer and electrical and pressure sensors, each with a triple back-up. The idea of triple back-ups is not new. But my self-repair feature is. When an LSI card malfunctions it is automatically replaced from a storage unit. There are seven changes for each circuit. It’s as expensive as hell, but I think it’s working.”


  “But when the unit runs out of cards the result will be the same, down it goes into the soup.”


  “No, there’s a separate repair facility for the LSI cards. Each chip is tested by a sensor, and if the chip reads ‘bad’ it is replaced. That puts the card back on line in the storage unit. I ran all this through the computer, and it gives me a theoretical lifespan for each VACU of seven years. That’s more than long enough to flood the skies with the devices.”


  “You talk like you’re going to singlehandedly convert the Venusian atmosphere to an Earth normal model.”


  Callaghan was frowning at me warningly, but I ignored him. Forsyth was a friend of mine. I didn’t want him making a fool of himself.


  But the geologist was smiling.


  “No, I don’t expect that I will. But possibly my idea will pull off the trick, with the help of a lot of people. The chemistry is sound. I won’t bore you with the formulas, but basically, the Venusian atmosphere is CO2. That’s two molecules of oxygen bound up with one of carbon. The trick is to release those bonds, setting the oxygen free, but at the same time, conserving the carbon. VACU accomplishes this by using the free electricity of the Venusian atmosphere to break the bond. It does so in such a manner that oxygen is released as a gas. The carbon, however, adheres to a plate. A crust is formed. Periodically, this crust is scraped off into a pressure container. This container is located in the center of VACU. A hydraulic press, again electrical, forces the carbon molecules together. Graphite is produced as the first stage. But as the process continues, the carbon becomes diamond hard. And that is the final result, a very pure industrial diamond. The creation cycle requires seven days. In the meantime, VACU had produced a great deal of oxygen.


  “Unfortunately, this will not stay free very long. Instead, it will enter into other chemical reactions, oxidizing certain compounds and causing them to fall out of suspension.”


  “That should clear up the murk out there, in any case,” Callaghan said.


  “Eventually. The process will also thin out the atmosphere by oxidation. CO2 does not bond itself to the surface. Free oxygen does, as we have discovered on Earth and Mars.”


  “And how long will this take?” I had already guessed the answer, but I wanted to hear it from Forsyth.


  “Approximately seven thousand years to reduce the atmosphere to an Earth normal model using VACU as the single mode of transformation.”


  “That’s a long time.”


  “A very long time,” Forsyth agreed. “But not nearly so long as the creation of the Earth. There we are talking of a billion years, give or take a few million.”


  “I don’t see why it can’t be done,” Callaghan said abruptly. “At least, I don’t see why we can’t try. We lose nothing if we fail, and gain a world if we should succeed.”


  Those words got him a clap on the back from Forsyth.


  “There’s a man after my own heart. I only wish our junior pilot would display such an outpouring of faith in the future.”


  “Maybe someday I will,” I told him. “But at the moment, I’m hungry. Is the lecture over?”


  “Done. Everyone retire to the mess hall. I’ll meet you there later.”


  Callaghan and I left together.


  “Did you really buy all that crud about converting the atmosphere?” I demanded when we were out of earshot of the lab.


  Callaghan shrugged.


  “The old man has a dream. Dreams are fragile items, but important. They give humans the will to live when they have no other reason to try. And sometimes they produce a lot of good. All great men from Columbus to Reily have had dreams. One gave us the ‘New World,’ the other has produced the physical principle for the interstellar drive. Someday we will have a starship because of a crazy old physicist laboring in some backwater college, shunned by the other great minds of his time because his theory of time and space didn’t match the accepted version. And look what happened!


  “Maybe Forsyth is the Reily of our time.”


  “But he’s a geologist. What he’s doing requires a degree in atmospherics,” I protested.


  Callaghan laughed as though I had said something outrageously funny.


  “So, you’re a disciplinarian. Well, remember this. A great idea is thirty percent hard knowledge, and forty percent imagination. And you don’t need a degree to have imagination. Ford and Edison were proof of that.”


  “You left out thirty percent in your equation,” I advised. “It won’t work.”


  “It will work. That other thirty percent is pure sweat. And you and I, and the technical force of Venus Station are going to supply that to bring Forsyth’s dream into reality. Providing, of course, that our luck holds. Luck is something you never put into an equation, but it’s there. It can make or break you. I just hope you’re superstitious. Because luck knows when you’re not.”


  “You’re crazy,” I told him. “Crazy as a loon.”


  “Look outside, youngster, see where you are, and tell me that you’re not, too.”


  He had a point there. I shut up.
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  The days passed swiftly, even though these periods of daylight were four times as long as Earthly days. There was much to be done, and we were short-handed. That problem was solved, however, when Irene found a way to increase the food production capacity of the hydroponic garden. She was a wonder with plants. I believe she could have induced a stone to put down roots and sprout leaves if she tried.


  Anyway, Dennis, and two other techs were transferred down with their gear. And we managed to obtain another squid.


  I didn’t know what a squid was as yet. That revelation was due later.


  My duties from the start were with the biology lab. That was fine with me, but there was one problem. My only experience with biology had been in two basic classes at the Venus Station college. Irene’s work was much more sophisticated. She was working in genetic engineering. Up to that point, I had thought engineering had concerned itself with electronics, construction, and physics. How did one go about designing and fabricating a plant, or animal?


  Well, that was the first step . . . school. I found myself in a class with the three other techs and Callaghan. It seemed that Callaghan and I were going to be pioneers in this new garden of life Irene was designing.


  I began to long for the security of the geology lab. I understood the chemistry there.


  First, she showed us around the tiny laboratory.


  There was the culture shaker, with its curious ‘nipple’ sided flasks, and the nutrient baths. An alga culture was ‘working’ in this. The fluids were bubbling and brown. A conveyor screen was passing through the bath, removing thin sheets of cells which were then peeled off by an automated harvesting arm and separated into individual culture dishes for computer analysis.


  The computer took up a third of the lab space. It was an ancient CYDAC IV, but suitable for Irene’s needs, as she explained it. With it she could sort through 100,000 chromosomes a minute, diverting interesting material into culture tubes for further growth. It was from these ‘sports’ that she could select useful traits and ‘marry’ them to Base Stock cells.


  Her second toy was another space consumer. This was the laser scalpel. Linked with an optical microscope, the scalpel allowed surgery on individual cells. It was used to carve out chromosomes for detailed investigation. But even this device was too crude for most cell surgery.


  DNA surgery was accomplished chemically, using selected enzymes to dissolve portions of the chain. Then, plasmids from Target cells were joined into the gaps. The completed DNA chain was then inserted into a healthy cell as a pseudonucleus. If the surgery was a success the cell lived and reproduced. Sometimes a viable Sport was produced. If the Sport and displayed useful traits it was oned into a production model.


  Sometimes, though, the Sport was only marginally successful. As it was judged unsalvageable, it was dumped. Even so, a certain trait, although inefficiently portrayed, might be used to complement another organism. If this was the case, the procedure was to dissolve the cell wall and fuse the protoplasts of Host and Sport. The fused cells, if they worked together, might be cloned and the strain perpetuated throughout a breeding population.


  Although complicated, the procedures were actually quite simple once you got them down. By the end of that day we realized why the lab was a ‘clean room.’ A harmless bacterium, or virus might destroy a month’s work by polluting an entire culture with undesirable traits. Even worse, a killer strain might be produced accidentally, and we in the station would have no natural immunity to it. We could be wiped out in less than a day.


  Suddenly, we realized that Irene’s work, as fascinating as it was, was also grimly serious. This was no game. Her Sports could be as deadly to us as refined plutonium. We couldn’t allow a mistake in the biology lab, any more than we could allow carelessness in the reactor room.


  Then she brought out her successes.


  She was proud of them, her expression, the gentle way that she handled the cultures showed that eloquently.


  I expected to see a green or brown liquid sloshing about inside each flask. But I should have known better. Irene was constructing atmospheric algae. It existed on Earth, but very few people knew about it, since it traveled as microscopic spores and would only take ‘bloom’ when it settled in water. A Venusian alga would always be adrift and would never find itself in the presence of free water. It would have to ‘steal’ its moisture from the acid droplets floating in the clouds and accumulate it micron by micron. It would have to be able to assimilate sulphur and break down chemical acids into usable solutions and compounds. Its skin, or rine would have to be a good conductor, or else the electrical potentials in the clouds would generate enough resistive heat to cook, or even explode the plants. It was a tall order. This was no simple plant, it was a miniature refinery.


  I wasn’t sure what to expect. What would a complex alga look like?


  Irene brought out her flasks. They held clusters of brown and green marbles that rolled about in the glass containers like soft, thick-skinned balloons. Balloons? Exactly, for they had been designed to float in the atmosphere, hadn’t they? Each was an immense, hollow cell with a tough, UV resistant epidermis. The nucleus was visible as a dark-colored lump on the lower side of the cell. Its mass served as a counterweight, for the major portion of the interior was hollow, and filled with hydrogen gas secreted by the nucleus and concentrated in an oversized vacuole. The chloroplasts were contained in the epidermis, especially on the upper hemisphere of the cell where the most intense light would be present.


  Irene was like a proud mother as she showed off her creations. “I’m going to fill the clouds with these things. It won’t be hard, they reproduce hourly. In time, they will filter out the sulphur particles in the clouds, and that will reduce their acidity. It will be a slow process, but not so slow that we won’t notice the first effects in say, twenty years? I’m preparing a crop for release. You and Callaghan will have the honor of establishing the first true native organisms of Venus.”


  I wasn’t thrilled. “How are we going to do that?” I wondered aloud, and with a heavy air of suspicion.


  “You’ll find out later,” she told me mysteriously. “Just be patient.”


  I glanced over at Callaghan, but he just grinned nastily.


  The remainder of the class consisted of a brief operating course in each of the lab machines, including the scanning microscope. At the finish, my head felt like one of the balloon alga, ready to burst from internal pressure.


  It was a relief when Forsyth called the lab and informed me that a shuttle was transferring cargo. I was to meet him at the airlock.


  This was a delivery of Irene’s biological stock from Venus Station. Her alga had been an on-going project for some time, it seemed. While she did basic research, her results were being replicated on board Venus Station. This was where the basic stocks were manufactured. There just wasn’t room for that on the Skystation.


  The culture flasks were sealed into plastic cases. They came over by the hundreds on two cargo carriers. Forsyth and I stacked them in the corridors and went back for more.


  Then came supplies. Dennis and some of the techs arrived to help. We labored like beasts for twenty minutes, and then the shuttles departed into the mists again.


  I stood for a moment gazing out into the emptiness. The pressures were almost Earth normal. We could get by with atmosphere suits up here. They protected us from the acid clouds and provided us with breathable air. The helmet was a transparent sphere with a photo-sensitive UV shield that darkened when light levels became too intense.


  Up here in the clouds, the days were almost bright. Twenty percent of the sunlight managed to find us, and sometimes the glare was like an arctic whiteout.


  Below the station, emptiness churned and heaved, an insubstantial sea. Mists swept across the lower cloud deck in fragile curtains. Here, in the second cloud deck, we were not always closed in. The clouds had distinct breaks in them. We were drifting between massive thunderheads, with the anvils towering far above us, walls glowing with splashes of sunlight. In the darker interiors of the cloudmasses, lightning played almost constantly. Venus was alive with electrical potential caused by immense thermal activity flooding up from the superheated surface of the planet. The clouds were always in movement. We were riding an elevator of air which periodically rose and fell as it swept around and around the hidden world.


  Venus, as diabolically deadly as she was, could still urge a man to reflection. There was a certain beauty to her. But it took a trained and sympathetic eye to appreciate it.


  Dennis touched my suit arm and broke me from my reverie of the distant clouds.


  “I was afraid you’d tumble out. Forsyth wants to close the hatch. And you have a message packet.”


  “A packet?” At first I didn’t understand. But then Dennis gave me a sad wink.


  The Group. It was my contact!


  I hurried to my cabin. The packet was on the bunk, a sealed plastic envelope marked with my name.


  I broke the fastener and slid the contents out.


  A letter addressed to me, and a political pamphlet. The pamphlet was titled Human Expansion and the Principle of Free Worlds. I leafed through it and found it a dry dissertation on philosophy and world economics. The author was listed as A. Ebergill, Ph.D. An unknown, as far as I cared.


  The letter was so brief as to be ridiculous.


  
    7/4/23


    Dear Mr. Teale:


    Your interest is appreciated.


    Enclosed is a statement of our Group’s beliefs. Please read Dr. Ebergill’s paper and evaluate the thoughts expressed at your leisure. The paper is cheap, however. Please do not expose unduly to UV radiation, or else it will oxidize very rapidly.


    Yours in Expectation:


    T.Y. Cabot

  


  My first reaction was ‘what a stupid letter.’ This was the dangerous gang of agents that had attempted to kill thirty people? What utter bunk!


  I sailed the pamphlet across the tiny cabin and wadded the letter into a ball, intending to toss it in the wastebasket.


  I stopped, though. Might as well let Callaghan see it. He’d laugh, but he was in on this, too.


  He was in his cabin dozing. He woke to groggy awareness when I tossed the balled-up note onto his chest.


  “Read that.”


  He pulled at the wad of paper in a disgruntled way.


  “Treat all your mail this way.”


  “Just the garbage. The note’s from the Group. Who’s Cabot?”


  Callaghan was quiet for a moment. Then he sagged back against the pillow and closed his eyes.


  “Cabot is a wheel in the Transportation section. He handles the paperwork for the new kids that come in from Earth. Got the job six months ago on a recommendation from the Cussler Corporation. This note may or may not be from him even though the signature looks right. Can’t imagine why he would use his real name.”


  “Maybe he thinks I know who he is, hopes his name will impress me and lend a little respectability to the cause.”


  “Maybe,” Callaghan agreed, half asleep.


  “Want to see the pamphlet? It’s about human expansion and the principle of free worlds.”


  Callaghan made a gagging noise in his throat.


  “I’ve read it. That piece of trash has been circulating through the convict quarters for a year. It’s bunk, but it gives some of the kids the spirit to hang on from day to day. Smyth knows about it, lets Cabot pass it around just to defuse some of the tension at the station. He feels it’s a safety valve.”


  “Oh.” For some reason I found that news discouraging.


  I left Callaghan to catch up on his sleep and went off to grab some lunch from Stores. While I was eating, though, the intercomm summoned me to the lab.


  I took what was left of my lunch along and disposed of it in the hall. Artificially flavored protein in a tasty sauce was what the label read. It reminded me of dog food. But it was all there was to eat until Irene found a method of growing steaks in her little nursery garden of little monsters.


  As I slipped through the door I was greeted by a kiss on the cheek.


  “That was unexpected.”


  “I’m happy,” she beamed at me. “Can’t you tell?”


  “What about?” I was becoming uncommonly wary where Irene was concerned.


  “The crop arrived. And it made it safely, without losses, ready to sow. All we have to do is load the squid and take her out.”


  “What the hell is this squid everyone keeps talking about? A shuttle?”


  “Something like that. Actually, it’s more like a cargo carrier, but larger. It requires a two-man crew. We’re going to keep track of our biological material with it. The vessel is much safer than a shuttle, as long as you stay away from thunderstorms.”


  “Lady, there ain’t nothing out there but thunderstorms,” I said fervently.


  Some of the transport cases for the release crop were on a lab table. I pulled out a plastic bag and stared at the contents. A mass of peach-sized, brown blobs stared back. And as I watched, the things squirmed slowly.


  With a snort of disgust I dropped the bag back into the container.


  “Beautiful, just beautiful. When do we leave?”


  “We have to wait for a lull. The quiet air will give the plants time to adjust to conditions. This crop is asexual and nonmotile. They will merely drift, forming a food crop for later, more advanced lifeforms. But because they are the base of the food pyramid, we must release them early to give them a chance to establish a solid foothold in the environment.”


  “You don’t even know if they’re going to establish themselves. A lot can happen out there.”


  “They survived quite well in the lab,” Irene snapped back. “I fully expect them to survive out there.”


  “Okay, okay. I shouldn’t be riding you, anyway.”


  I grabbed an armload of the cases.


  “We better get these loaded if you’re satisfied with them.”


  “I’ll help,” Irene insisted, and called two of the technicians away from their work to assist us.


  The loading took most of an hour. In that hour I learned what a squid was. It was a bag . . . a giant balloon with a streamlined gondola suspended under it. It inflated in two separate stages. First, the gondola. Gas bags running fore and aft gave it rigidity and partial lift . . . enough for us to maneuver it out of the airlock under its own electrical power. There were small engines extended on booms amidships. Long, slow moving props stroked us through the air. It wasn’t fast, but the squid was powerful. In the Venusian atmosphere, power was more important than speed.


  The main gas bag inflated once we were clear of the Skystation. This would give us the lift needed to stay at selected altitudes, as well as giving some sailing ability. This would save the power in the batteries. We even had a flying jib, for speed in emergencies.


  The cargo hold ran the length of the keel. It was like a bomb bay. We could release the payload all at once, or slowly, by sections.


  The curious thing about the squid was that it was transparent, constructed entirely of plastic . . . inert plastic. In an acid environment like the atmosphere of Venus, this was a necessity.


  Callaghan arrived midway through the loading procedure to help.


  One by one, we emptied the containers of algae into the cargo hold. It was tricky, the individual plants had a tendency to drift away unless you slammed the hatch on them. As it was, a number got loose in the airlock in spite of our efforts at containment, and the chamber began to take on the appearance of a child’s party. The things were bobbing all over the overhead by the time we had finished. It took a long handled net to capture them and bring them down.


  Meanwhile, Irene supervised, fussing around like a mother hen with two nests, undecided about which one she wanted to sit on.


  At last it was done.


  Callaghan began checking over the craft. It was his design, he admitted to having perfected it on the Venus Station Engineering computer. The Big Beast made design models more practical since the need for test models was eliminated. Computer simulations could be made to perform normally under any condition the engineer could provide data on.


  Irene and I went off to the galley to prepare food packets. It might be a long trip.


  She was abnormally friendly, even to the point of snuggling up under my arm and squeezing me when we had finished making the selections from the freezing unit.


  “How long have you had this problem?” I asked, enfolding her in my arms.


  “Since I met you.” Her eyes were glued on mine.


  This was just a little sudden, I thought. She certainly hadn’t been this affectionate on previous occasions. Bitchy was more the description. She must want something, I decided.


  But she would reveal it in her own time. If I should ask just what the heck she was trying to worm out of me the mood would be blown, and she would get mad as hell and flounce off in a tiff.


  So, like a patient gentleman, I let her play out her game and enjoyed the attention while she set her trap.


  Finally, it came. It was one of those proverbial bolts from the blue.


  “I love you,” she said, straightfaced.


  “What?”


  “I love you.” As if to prove it, she kissed me, long and slow.


  “Okay, I believe you. Want to tell me about this sudden change?”


  “Not yet. Let’s not rush things. Go sow my algae. Then we’ll talk.”


  “You’re crazy, you know that.”


  “Of course. Why else would you be in love with me.”


  That seemed to settle the issue as far as she was concerned. She wished me a safe trip and helped carry the food down to the airlock.


  Ten minutes later, Callaghan and I cast off into the clouds, leaving the Skystation behind us. It drifted astern, a small point of safety in a chaotic sky.


  Callaghan brought me forward and showed me how to steer the squid. The reason for the name escaped me. The only thing that looked like a cephalopod was the transparent gondola, and then you had to stretch your imagination a lot.


  Guiding the craft was a breeze, however. It jumped along through the air like a frisky pony, shuddering a bit in crossbreezes, but holding well to the reins. There wasn’t a wheel, or a rudder pedal, just seven guidelines running up to the bow through cable troughs. Callaghan sat well forward, strapped into a cup-shaped seat, the lines played through his fingers.


  My work station was in the stern. That was mostly for the sake of balance, but the controls for the cargo hold hatch releases were there, and so that was where I stayed once the flying lessons were over with.


  We were to take the squid ten miles ahead of the Skystation, release the algae crop, and then tack upwind and rejoin the others. The algae would disperse, and eventually the station would catch up to the crop. That might take days, or weeks, Irene wasn’t sure about the timetable. But it would be important to take a census on survival of the crop.


  The big balloon cracked in the wind like a sail spilling air as Callaghan brought us about.


  “Start your drop,” he told me over the suit radio. “We’re in position.”


  “Roger.”


  I opened the first door and sent a quarter of the crop bounding out into emptiness. The mists were pressing close to the gondola, and had been almost as soon as we had left the Skystation. It was like being lost in a dry fog, or a dust storm. The brownish balloons of the crop bobbled up the sides of the gondola and vanished into the murk overhead.


  One by one, at ten-minute intervals, I worked the hatch doors and spilled the load. At last, we were empty. Two stubborn plants were still bouncing around in the hold, trapped. I yanked open the loading hatch in the grilled deck, seized them in my gloves and tossed them out.


  The wind caught them and tumbled them off into the distance.


  “Crop sowed, Callaghan. Let’s go home. I’m tired of playing farmer.”


  “Right.”


  The pea soup closed in even tighter on the trip back. But the station was sending us a homing beam, and Callaghan rode it like a pro all the way to the airlock hatch.


  It was a piece of cake.


  When we finished stowing the squid I took Callaghan up to my cabin to show him the letter and pamphlet from the Group.


  Once there, I got a surprise. My cabin had been taken over. Irene, as good as her word, had moved her stuff in with me. I guess that made it official. A few papers filed with the Foundation would make the joining legal.


  Callaghan heartily congratulated me on my excellent taste in women.


  “Hell, she’s the only one here, what choice?”


  When she started to pout, I gave her a hug.


  “Later,” I whispered in her ear, “I’ll show you how happy I am that you picked me. Thanks, lover.”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  She flopped on the bunk and began to write a report for Venus Station.


  I handed the packet to Callaghan and we sat down at the tiny work table.


  He leafed through the pamphlet rapidly.


  “This is a bunch of double-talk. A child could have put together a more logical premise. What utter rot!”


  “The letter isn’t much better. I’ve a mind to chew out Dennis for falling in with such a gang of fools.”


  Callaghan scanned the letter and shook his head in disgust.


  “Putting this junk under a UV source is the best thing for it. Might as well throw it away. We’ve hit a dead end. I guess they didn’t buy Dennis’ story about you wanting to join up. We’ll have to try something else.”


  “Could I see that?”


  It was Irene.


  I threw the booklet to her with the letter folded inside.


  “Just don’t let it rot your mind. It’s terrible.”


  I turned my attention back to Callaghan.


  “If they’re suspicious, we’d better keep Dennis away from them. They might try to kill him. Also, we’d better go over the supplies with a metal detector before accepting them into the station. We might unknowingly import a bomb. They tried that once before, remember.”


  Callaghan nodded.


  We were quiet for a while, thinking. Irene rustled about on the bunk. I glanced at her and saw her shining a flashlight on the booklet. She was writing on the back of the letter and smiling.


  Callaghan asked me when I would be going up to Venus Station again.


  “Maybe next month.”


  “You could try to arrange another meeting with the Group.”


  “I don’t see how I could make contact. They’re sure to change the pickup locations now that Dennis has been discovered.”


  “They won’t,” Irene said smugly. “They’ll be waiting for an answer from you.”


  “And how do you know that?” I demanded.


  “Just read your letter.” She handed it over and grinned. On the back of the paper she had scrawled:


  
    Teale:


    VACU must not succeed. You know why. Food container marked with XR. Plant inside next device to be released. Reply 1-39 earliest convenience.


    Don’t fail. Great rewards for success.


    Failure means death.

  


  “Where the hell did you find this?” She laughed.


  “Just look.” She bent over the table and played the flashlight on the paper of the pamphlet. “I use this UV lamp to check cultures. The plants can’t be too sensitive to ultraviolet light; if they are, outside conditions will kill them.


  “But the letter was just too emphatic about not shining UV on the paper. So I tried it. Look what showed up.”


  As the beam played across the printed words, underlinings began to appear. Someone had marked certain letters with a transparent dye pencil. Letter by letter I picked out the same message that Irene had discovered.


  “You’re a genius,” I crowed.


  “Just a woman,” she answered smugly. “Now you know where you’d be without me.”


  “I’m going to find out what’s in that food container.” Callaghan had a grim tone in his voice. “I’m afraid it’s some kind of bomb.”


  “Forsyth should be informed,” I told him. “Show him the letter.”


  “Will do.”


  He left in a rush, and Irene and I found ourselves alone.


  We made the best of it.


  The food container did not hold a bomb, contrary to expectations. Instead, someone had inserted a very compact radio transceiver between two packaged slabs of syntho-beef.


  “This is to go into VACU?” Forsyth asked wonderingly. “I can’t begin to imagine why.”


  “Is it possible that the bomb has already been planted? Your assembly takes place up on Venus Station. The manufacturing facility has a lot of techs. Any number of them could be Group members.”


  Forsyth stared at me. The thought hadn’t occurred to him.


  “You could be right, Roger. Let me check.”


  We followed him into the tiny lab. Another of the conversion machines was resting on an inspection pad, its hull opened for final programming and checkout.


  “This will take time,” he told us over his shoulder. “It may be dangerous, as well.”


  “Then be careful,” Irene urged him. “We can’t replace you if you should blow yourself up.”


  He laughed. “Oh, I won’t do that. Just let me get my probes.”


  One by one, Forsyth removed LSI cards and ran them through an X-ray machine. Fifteen minutes passed. Then twenty. Nothing was found.


  He started on the power supply, pulling and inspecting components.


  “This seems to be a false alarm,” Callaghan said after an hour’s futile searching. “The transceiver must do something else. Maybe all the Group wants is a location for each device. Possibly they’re going to launch homing missiles that will ride a beam in.”


  “Wait!” Forsyth had a note of triumph in his voice.


  “Here it is. A phony can. This isn’t a capacitor. The weight and mass are right, but nothing else is.” He placed it in the X-ray chamber. We gathered around the screen.


  “That’s a receiver at the top of the can.” Irene poked at the glass with a finger. “And this solid mass under it must be plastic explosive. Not much, not enough to blow the device apart, but certainly enough to cause it to cease functioning. I wonder how many others have this can built into them?”


  Forsyth was staring at the bomb in disgust. “This is criminal.”


  “Man is his own worst enemy, Doctor.” Callaghan switched off the X-ray machine and seized the bomb. “I’m going to dump this overboard.”


  I grabbed his shoulder.


  “This is a challenge from the Group. If VACU doesn’t fail, they’ll know I’m not a legitimate volunteer.”


  Forsyth looked unhappy.


  “This puts us into something of a dilemma. I can’t very well allow you to blow up my machine. These things aren’t cheap.”


  “Of course you can’t. But why can’t you build in an interrupt circuit that will shut down VACU when it receives the ‘destruct’ signal. After a suitable passage of time, the device can switch itself back on again. Let them think that you’ve perfected that self-repair function. That will get them worried.”


  Forsyth considered that.


  “Yes, and I think I can see another advantage. We know where the bombs are being planted, and the Group doesn’t know that we know. That means they’ll keep on doing things the old way and we’ll just keep on installing the countermeasure and saving ourselves time and money in the long run. How far up the chain of command do you think you’ll be able to infiltrate the cell? They must have safeguards.”


  “Classically, a cell is a triad. Each member knows the other, but only the man at the top knows a member of the next highest cell. So, I don’t know how far I’ll get. Maybe I’ll have to develop some important information that only the top boy should hear. That might get me through some barriers.”


  “It might also get you killed, Roger,” Irene snapped at me.


  “Living on Venus might get me killed, too. I can’t let vague fears of retribution stop me from trying to root out a gang of murderers. They’re trying to stop us from fulfilling your dream, as well as Forsyth’s. I won’t let that happen.”


  Callaghan butted in at that moment with a pertinent question.


  He was still holding the bomb.


  “What do I do with this?” he demanded. “It’s liable to hatch like an egg while we’re here arguing about it. And there ain’t no chicken about to come out of this thing!”


  “I’ll need the receiver unit,” Forsyth told him. “We’ll have to take it apart. Once we have the specifications, we can build more and just throw the other bombs away once we find them.”


  “Okay,” I said. “That finishes it. Meeting adjourned.”


  “Not quite,” Irene was pointing to the doorway. Dennis was standing in the entry with a package in his arms.


  “I’m to plant this in the reactor room,” he told us, his face the same shade of gray as the walls. “And ride back with the next supply shuttle. I’m supposed to say I’m sick.”


  “Oh hell,” Callaghan kicked at a lab table and rattled VACU against its clamps.
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  It appeared that our mysterious antagonists were determined to play both ends against the middle.


  I studied the letter that Dennis had received. This one didn’t play games with dumb literature and black lights. It came right to the point. He had only once chance to save his life. He was to blow up the Skystation. It gave him an out for survival, but somehow, I was sure that someone on the shuttle that was to take our ailing bomber back up to the safety of Venus Station would make sure that the youngster would have an accident before disembarking.


  The game was getting serious. We had to find out who we were competing against, and fast.


  “I’d better radio Smyth,” Forsyth said. “He should know about this.”


  “How do we know that he doesn’t already,” I asked.


  Forsyth and Irene were shocked.


  “Are you suggesting that Smyth would be any part of a plot against the Sayre Foundation? The very idea is ridiculous.”


  “So are bombs in the reactor room,” I growled back at them. “And bombs anywhere, for that matter. What I’m suggesting is that we can’t afford to trust anyone at this stage. Why, those techs we have on board may be reporting back to this hidden group. As long as we’re in the dark as to their motivations and membership we can trust only ourselves.


  “Since this letter to Dennis was in plain language, we’re going to act as though we discovered it, and the bomb. Dennis and the bomb are both going to be tossed out the airlock, with members of the crew as eyewitnesses.”


  “That’s inhuman,” Irene protested.


  “Dennis is your friend, he trusted you.”


  “And he’s going to have to trust me some more. When we toss his young body out we’re going to provide him with a balloon pack, superficially to prolong his agony. But in reality, it will be to keep him in the air long enough for Callaghan here to pick him up later in a squid. After a few days of hiding we can try to smuggle him on board a shuttle. You’re going to have to return those culture containers. We’ll just put Dennis in with them. Afterwards, when he’s back at Venus Station, he’ll just have to keep out of sight.”


  “Could I say something, please?”


  Dennis had been fidgeting uneasily.


  Now he spoke up.


  “You’ve been speaking of trust. There’s no reason for you to do this, but I’m going to ask it anyway. I want you to trust me, to let me help.”


  “Help how?” I snapped.


  “I have some information. Once you hear it you might consider helping me get back to Earth.”


  “Yes, I suppose you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


  Irene cut me off.


  “Will you let the boy talk and stop making an ass of yourself!”


  “What is it you want to say, Dennis?” Callaghan growled.


  Dennis began hesitantly.


  “I’ve been in communication with a couple of old friends from my class in college. They’re still up at Venus Station. Last week they mentioned that they had been contacted by a representative of an organization calling itself the Group. They played along for awhile, but then things began to get rough. They were ordered to have ‘accidents’ and bog down operations any way they could. Now, they’re getting scared because they can’t get out.”


  “That’s unfortunate,” I said, ignoring Irene’s dirty look. “What does it have to do with you?”


  “They wrote because they knew about my situation, hoping probably that I could give them some assistance.” Dennis shrugged helplessly. “But I’m as much a pawn as they are. No one escapes from the Group. Those who have left are no longer alive. The Group is easy to join, and damned hard to get out of with a whole skin. I know that if you don’t kill me, the Group will. And I’m not so much a coward that I want to die without making someone work at it. I want to go back to Earth. I want a chance to dig out the Group and expose it for what it is.”


  Callaghan was rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


  “Do you have any leads, kid?”


  Dennis’ eyes lit with animation.


  “Maybe. But I need to check it out. It’s just a shred of information about a corporation on Earth. Will you gamble on me?”


  Irene answered for us. She wanted to gamble.


  I sighed. But if the truth be known, I was relieved.


  “Okay, let’s get to work, we’ve an execution to preside over.”


  Everything went as planned. Dennis even screamed convincingly as we dumped him over the hatch rim and let him fall away into the clouds. One of the techs passed out and I was suddenly very unpopular among the crew.


  But there were no more bombs smuggled aboard.


  A month went by.


  Then, I got a message packet. At first reading, it was just a flyer for laboratory materials. But hidden in the advertising jargon was the code I was searching for. Dennis was on his way to Luna. He was riding under a phony name, with a phony identity. The boy was safe. No one suspected.


  Dennis Parris was dead. But in six months he would be walking the streets of New York. I still had some friends there. Powerful friends. I had told him to look them up and fill them in on our situation.


  Help sometimes comes in strange packages.


  Later that week we launched next the VACU. Forsyth had made some modifications and sent it out though nothing was wrong. The launch was perfect, and the device went humming off on its own independent course, sucking air and making diamonds the hard way. A cloud of precipitation followed in its wake. It was a fallout of fresh air, something rare on Venus.


  Two days later VACU stopped working.


  And in the next load of mail delivered by the weekly supply shuttle I got a radiogram.


  No more games. I was one of the Big Kids, now. My gram was in plain talk, just like Dennis’ ‘death notice.’ It read:


  
    Good work, Teale.


    I am very pleased with your work. Loyalty is something to be honored and rewarded. You will be hearing from me in the future as our organization grows.

  


  It was an interesting response . . . both encouraging and anonymous. But no reference to future activities. The Group was being most cautious.


  I wondered how Dennis was getting along. Had he managed to get in touch with my friends? Or had the Group blocked him before he had even gotten started? That was possible. It was an extremely confident organization, as well as being deadly and efficient.


  But there was more to worry about than the Group. It was time for Callaghan and me to sow another crop.


  The ride was bumpier this time. Weather prediction was still lousy and a gale blew up while we were on the in. We were carried off course and found ourselves riding before the wind. I dumped the load of algae as a safety measure. I doubted that it really mattered where we did our sowing for this was the third crop to be released and Irene had yet to pick up a trace on any of the plants. They were all gone, swallowed up in the immensity of the Venusian atmosphere.


  It wouldn’t have done any good to voice my suspicions to her, but by that time I was certain they were all dead.


  It was a rough sky, rough for everyone.


  You couldn’t forget that . . . Venus wouldn’t let you.


  Lightning flashed across our bow and the clouds lit up with, electric blue highlights.


  “I think we’re in for a bad time, Roger.”


  “Can you hear the station?”


  “We’re on the beam. But the squid is downwind. Since we’re both floating free, there’s a drift figure to calculate. I wish we had some visibility.”


  “Can I help?”


  “No, not really. We’ll just have to ride this out and hope things are calmer in the morning.”


  We bounded on, shoved back and forth by violent gusts of wind; hammered at by long drum rolls of thunder, and savage lashings of sheet lightning.


  I checked my suit gauges. We had air enough for ten hours of flight time. Dawn was seventeen hours away. Callaghan wasn’t waiting for morning, he was stalling for time. Things were more serious than he had let on.


  The darkness grew more intense. We were wrapped in a dense cloud cover. The wind grew less violent. But the lightning was worse. It was below us. The clouds would light up in such a manner that it seemed that we were riding a translucent sea of turquoise milk that heaved and shook under us.


  An hour passed.


  And then another. Things were no better. Callaghan was straining to pick up the station beacon, now. There must be miles between us. But he just couldn’t overcome the wind that was carrying us along. It was an invisible river that had forked. One branch carried the station. The other held us in its grip.


  Thunder muttered again.


  A blue glow appeared on the tether lines of the balloon canopy. It danced up and down the cables like a ghostly wraith, twining and twisting upon itself as it moved.


  Then the glow spread to the plastic sheeting that enclosed the gondola.


  “Callaghan, what the hell is that? What’s going on?”


  “Relax. It’s St. Elmo’s fire, an electrical discharge. The atmosphere is pretty exotic. It gives rise to some interesting electrical phenomena. Just stay calm and admire the view.”


  Some view! The fire stayed with us. Sometimes it was on the balloon canopy, and sometimes it was right in the gondola with us, chasing itself across the plastic struts. Why did it like plastic? I had no idea.


  Then water droplets began to appear. Just a fine beading, at first. But soon the entire exterior of the gondola was streaked with trickles of acid. It discouraged the fire. The glow stayed up in the balloon tethers, after that.


  Callaghan played out the flying jib in a last desperate effort to bring, us south. But all the jib did was make us go faster. Thunder boomed above us and the clouds below glimmered in an echo of the noise.


  Something splattered against the forward canopy and blew up with an orange flash.


  Callaghan cursed and almost dropped the guidelines.


  “What the hell was that?” I called.


  “You tell me. I’m busy.”


  Then something hit one of the slowly whirling props. Another drifting past: a small sphere. And then another. Hell, there were hundreds of them.


  Then it came to me.


  “Irene’s plants,” I yelled at Callaghan. “We’re in an algae field. They’ve gone deep, where there’s more water vapor. They blow up when the cell vacuoles are disrupted and floatation hydrogen combines with stores of waste oxygen.”


  “How do I get out of them?”


  “Go up! Grab some altitude!”


  The plants continued to smack against the thin hull as we clawed our slow way out of the field. Once, the St. Elmo’s fire got too close to a cluster of the plants, and a multiple explosion took place. It was like an atomic reaction popping through the night as one by one the hand-sized plants exploded into charred ruin. The red glow disappeared beneath us finally, and flickered out.


  “Hairy,” Callaghan breathed, playing the jib out into the wind.


  I was too shook up to agree. There was still a lot of night before us, and we still had to find the Skystation.


  But Irene would be happy to hear that her plants had survived.


  If we survived to tell her.


  TO BE CONTINUED


  WORLD IN THE CLOUDS


  Bob Buckley


  Frontiers have many ways of discouraging those who would tame them—but frontier people, by definition, don’t discourage easily.


  Part Three of Three Parts


  SYNOPSIS


  Roger Teale, while a youth, lived as free-hunting street tough, and by the standards of his peers, was nothing outstanding. He lived. That was the sum total of his efforts, there was little motivation to strive for anything else.


  But, in living, Roger made a mistake. He killed. That was not really the mistake . . . but it did cause a commotion which in turn attracted a roving Federal Welfare patrol. He and his little group of tattered, incorrigible survivors were arrested, brought before a federal magistrate, and quickly sentenced to a. life labor term in the planetary colonies. Roger’s sentence delivered him to Venus Station, an orbital satellite of the cloudy, inhospitable second planet. The Station was owned by the Sayre Foundation, a vast nonprofit corporation whose motivations were nearly as nebulous as the planet undergoing study.


  Venus Station was inhabited solely by scientists and technicians. Its roughneck workforce consisted of terrestrial convicts. They were expendable, more so if they failed to follow instructions. Roger soon found himself assigned to the first manned mission down to the hellish surface of Venus. He and his companions were to establish a mining site. The odds were strongly against success, but that did not seem to bother Chaney, the pilot of the first glider; or Borland, or Beth, Roger’s crewmates in the second.


  Beth was attractive and more friendly than most of the free technicians had been to a mere convict. Roger, despite his cold, unfeeling facade, began to develop a liking for the girl. But the pressures of the mission, and his own clumsiness got in the way of any progress.


  The trip down to the surface was rough. The landing was rougher. In it, Chaney’s glider crashed and he was killed. Roger and Borland went out onto the surface in a crawler to retrieve the portable reactor. Without it, they would have no power source for the excavator and the life-saving first chamber of the mine could not be dug.


  The reactor, fortunately, was intact. It was dragged out of the wreck on a sledge and rigged on a tow line to the surviving glider. A temporary camp was set up. But Venus had not agreed to allow herself to be colonized. A sudden windstorm wrecks the camp. Borland is killed, and Roger and Beth are forced to flee in the glider.


  Whether because of the savage conditions, or through genuine attraction, Roger and Beth develop a bond. They are the only people alive on the surface of Venus. The isolation draws them together.


  The mine excavation is started. The first shafts are dug and sealed. The poisonous atmosphere of Venus is pumped out and good air is substituted. The landing, expensive as it was, has proved a success.


  After some time celebrating alone, Roger and Beth call down the support team that will put the mine into full-scale operation. Venus has been tamed.


  But with the influx of strangers, scientists and free technicians, Roger finds himself an outcast again. He is no longer at the forefront of the action. Beth is busy with her work. He finds himself alone, unimportant and ignored. Then, while wandering one of the deep shafts, he comes across a scientist, Forsyth, a geologist. Forsyth offers to get him enrolled in the Venus Station college. At first, Roger refuses. But, after reflection, he realizes that it is one way to get a handle on his future. Forsyth accepts his application with pleasure. Beth, however, takes the news with something less than enthusiasm, and accuses Roger of deserting her. The parting is not a pleasant one, and it leaves Roger feeling guilty.


  Three months later he is called into Forsyth’s quarters from class. The old man is distressed. He tells Roger that the Mining Station on the surface has been destroyed. Beth is dead.


  Roger hits his emotional bottom. He goes off and sulks.


  The rough life on the streets had given him a certain resilience, however. Soon, he is back at class, working hard to drown the memories. Also, there are other things to worry about. Like work parties, and faulty equipment. There are times when it seems that Venus Station is falling apart. Money is short, and new supplies are almost nonexistent. There is a lot of antagonism directed against the Sayre Foundation by the convict students, and even the free students. There have been too many preventable deaths. And other accidents, as well.


  Then it is time for grades to come out. Graduation time. Roger is lucky. His work has paid off. He graduates. His buddy, Dennis, is less fortunate. He is set back, and is bitter.


  But now, Roger’s career is really starting. He is hired into Forsyth’s section and discovers that the Sayre Foundation is determined to terraform Venus, to make it livable for men. It is a staggering task. Roger doubts that it can be done . . . publicly at a party for the new-hires.


  The next day, as the work periods on the Station are called, Roger and Forsyth witness the test of one of the machines which will tame the savage Venusian conditions. But during the test there is an accident. An accident that looks very, very suspicious. . . .


  Sabotage. Roger learns from Forsyth that there is a destructive element making itself known in the colony. The Foundation has no idea who it is, but with a station crewed by convicts there is always a fertile bed for dissent. Forsyth enlists Roger’s help in ferreting out the group. For lack of a real name, that is what the countergroup becomes known as, simply the Group.


  But there is more to be accomplished than spying. It is decided to test an atmospheric conversion device and a model Skystation under actual Venusian conditions. Roger, his flight training behind him, is elected as pilot for the mission. There is some dissent about his qualifications from another crew member, but he toughs the situation out, and takes the shuttle down. His new romantic interest goes along, a technician named Irene, and the flight begins well. It can’t last, not on Venus, and it doesn’t.


  After releasing its two remotely controlled test models, the shuttle is seized by an upper atmosphere storm. In the violence of the winds Roger loses control The shuttle enters a downdraft and dives toward the hellish surface of the planet. It can only be a one-way trip. . . .


  Against all odds, the shuttle survives . . . partly due to Roger activating an automatic pilot, and partly to the shuttle entering an updraft equally as powerful as the downdraft that was dragging the ship to destruction.


  Back at the Station, Roger and his crew are debriefed. Although risky, the flight has made a professional of Roger. He even receives some low-key praise from Smyth, the Station manager. Smyth also warns him that he will keep an eye on him, something Roger is not particularly enthusiastic about.


  A major stage in the mission now begins. The first, large-scale Skystation will be assembled between the second and third cloudbanks where conditions are as tolerable as they ever could be on Venus. The Station will float like a metallic balloon, supported by helium chambers, with an internal gondola as living quarters. It will be saucer-shaped, to present as little resistance as possible to the violent storms of the upper atmosphere.


  During his training phase, Roger begins to notice a change in Dennis, his school chum. The boy is depressed. What Roger doesn’t know is that the Group has made contact with him and recruited him as one of their pawns.


  Alone, feeling set against, Dennis decides to work actively against the Sayre Foundation so that he can be sent back to Earth.


  Ignorant of this, Roger asks the boy to join the section as a crew member on the Skystation project. At the same moment, Roger is introduced to a newcomer: George Callaghan, the man who had the sorry job of inspecting Mining Station Charlie after the blow-out killed all of its inhabitants. At first, Roger is uncomfortable and cold to the pilot. But, gradually, a friendship develops between them. Callaghan is mature, experienced, and seems unruffled by the almost daily emergencies on the Station. He is just what the boy has needed as an example.


  When everything is ready, the shuttle crews descend and start constructing the Sky stat ion. At first, all goes well. Then, while Roger is waiting for his work team to finish up their shift, he notices that Dennis is acting very nervous. When questioned, the boy can only make bad excuses, and Roger becomes suspicious. He orders his team leader to start a search of the partially finished Skystation. At this point, Dennis breaks down and confesses that he has put a bomb aboard the Station. He yields the location and Roger informs Mike. The bomb is discovered and tossed out into the clouds. It explodes far below.


  Even Dennis is surprised, for the explosion is much more powerful than he expected. Apparently the Group wanted to remove its operative as well as the Station. This hits Dennis hard.


  Now, back at Venus Station, a traitor must be dealt with. Smyth votes for immediate execution of Dennis. Roger pleads violently and with very little tact, for mercy, for a chance to turn Dennis against the Group. Finally, he wins. Dennis becomes a double agent. He is to cause the Group to bring Roger into its ranks so that the Foundation can find out who the Group really is. A dangerous ploy, but a necessary one.


  The Skystation is now finished. Roger, Irene, Callaghan, and a crew of technicians transfer to it. Theirs will be the honor of the shake-down cruise, not that the Station cruises anywhere except around and around the planet borne by the 200 mph winds of the upper atmosphere.


  The Station proves airworthy. After a while, Forsyth joins them. He is still trying to perfect his atmospheric conversion unit, a device he calls VACU, which will slowly convert some of the excessive CO2 in the Venusian atmosphere into oxygen. The units will have to be mass-produced and set adrift in great numbers to be effective, but Forsyth is hopeful about his plan, more so than Roger.


  When Dennis messages them from Venus Station, they discover that the Group also has an interest in VACU . . . they want to destroy it, and all its copies. It’s another bomb plot, but this time they are in on it from the beginning. They develop an ingenious defense, one which can only confuse the organizers of the Group. Round Two goes to the Foundation.


  Irene begins genetic engineering experiments, trying to develop a simple alga that will be able to exist adrift the cloudbanks of Venus. It’s all beyond Roger’s experience, so he concentrates on studying the violent Venusian meteorology.


  Then, he receives a message and policy book from the Group. At first glance, it looks very harmless. Here is one more crackpot cult, secret and ineffective. Then, using a UV lamp, Irene discovers secret writing. Roger is in! All he has to do now is prove himself to his invisible masters.


  And he has one other master, besides. Irene has fallen in love, and he is the object. Roger also discovers that he and Callaghan have been elected to disperse the first crop of algae cells. Their craft will be an insubstantial balloon called a squid. Callaghan doesn’t seem to mind, but Roger is uneasy. He finds it difficult to trust a craft with plastic sheeting for bulkheads. But the squid is more sound than it seems. They jet away from the Skystation and begin their mission. At the proper altitude Roger releases the crop. It spills away like green snow and vanishes into the mists. Callaghan turns the squid and heads for home . . . directly into a storm. The squid is tossed and buffeted by the winds. Soon, they are totally lost, in a sea of clouds as large as a world, and only one small port to call home. As the lightning lashes about them Roger begins to doubt that he will ever see Irene again. If there were any odds at all to bet on that they would get back to the Station they were all bad. . . .
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  The deck creaked and swayed as I crawled up beside Callaghan. Outside, and overhead, guylines were groaning as the wind strained at them. It was dark everywhere. The storm had died away to an ominous calm. But the wind held true, due west. We were still trapped fast in its grip.


  “I’ll take over,” I told Callaghan. “Crawl aft and have a rest. You can’t keep this up much longer.”


  At first, he resisted giving up the guidelines. But he had caught himself nodding off at more frequent intervals and he knew my suggestion was a good one.


  This was no place for false heroics.


  I lowered myself into the seat and pulled the belts tight about me.


  “Don’t forget to check the DF,” Callaghan told me sleepily. “It’s the only way we have of locating the Sky station.”


  “Got ’ya. Just sack out and don’t worry.”


  What a liar I was. There was no hope in the world of finding the Station, and I think both of us knew it by then. The storm had separated us completely. We’d never find our way back before we ran out of tanked air. We were about to become a legend, one of the ‘lost ships’ of Venus, forever doomed to wander the clouds seeking a home.


  But lack of hope didn’t prevent me from keeping the strobes going atop the gondola. The red and blue flashers probed far out into the clouds with their piercing beams, making circles of radiance as they pivoted around and around on their mounts.


  If only there were something out there to see them.


  The motors were stopped. I was conserving the batteries, as Callaghan had been doing before I had taken over his station. The wind was strong enough that the jib and balloon canopy gave us more than adequate control.


  It was just that we didn’t have anywhere in particular to go that made everything seem so futile.


  Darkness continued, endless and bland. Time merged into the same dull stream until a minute seemed as long as an hour. Or was it that an hour was as long as a minute?


  “Roger! What’s that? Amidships, look there! What do you see?”


  Groggily I turned at Callaghan’s prompting. Was the darkness less intense where he was pointing? A faint red gleam seemed to flicker momentarily at the limit of vision.


  “Just a reflection of our lights,” I muttered. “Go back to sleep.”


  “No, it’s not a reflection. Shut off the strobes, hurry.”


  I fumbled for the switch. My gloves rasped over the control panel. The strobes died away . . . but the phantom glow remained. There was something out in the clouds.


  Callaghan came stumbling forward in a rush. He pulled down on the klaxon wire and the hooting shriek deafened us with its shrill loudness. Five times he pulled the wire, and five times the sound leaped out into the night, echoing off the clouds until it faded finally into the distance.


  “Lights,” he choked. “Hit the lights!”


  The strobes swelled into life.


  And then, mercifully, a sound came to us out of the darkness.


  Another klaxon! It was the second squid, they had come looking for us.


  Thirty minutes later our two ships had found each other in the gloom and docked. Irene was the first to jump through our open hatch. She hugged Callaghan, then me. It seemed as though we would never break away, although the bulky suits made intimate contact almost impossible.


  But it was the nearness of our bodies that counted. We rubbed our helmets together and wished aloud that such restraints had never been invented.


  “You louse! What the hell do you mean by getting lost? That was a fool stunt.”


  “I know it,” I agreed. “But what the hell, whoever said I was perfect?”


  “I never did.”


  “I know that, cuddles. But one of these days you’ll make a slip.”


  We rattled helmets again, mouthing love at each other.


  “Thanks for finding us,” I told her.


  “Thanks, nothing. I had to find you, louse. Couldn’t let you run out on me and get killed. I’m pregnant.”


  A moment of shock hit me.


  “What? How could that be? I thought you were taking something?”


  “Of course I was, at least until I was sure of you. But when we notified Smyth of our legal intentions last week by radio I didn’t see any reason to wait any longer. It’s best to take care of these things while you’re young. And I’m not getting any younger. You found me as a desperate girl in need of a mature provider.”


  The shock turned to awe.


  “I’m not sure I fit that mold . . . maybe you’re expecting too much of me. My background isn’t the best.”


  She laughed and pulled away.


  “Captain Callaghan, would you transfer to the other squid? Dexter has a lock on the Skystation. We’ll follow you back. There’s replacement air for your tanks. Bring two over for us before you cast off.”


  “Yes ma’am.”


  Callaghan’s dark shape moved off into the other squid through the narrow docking tube. He was back in a minute, trying not to grin.


  We busied ourselves with replenishing my air. Then Dexter and Callaghan separated from us, and sheered away. I kept our squid astern of them and followed their lights through spotty patches of cloud.


  Eventually, our long night began to break up into a milky, yellow dawn. And far ahead, a dull-colored saucer framed against a towering thunderhead, was the Skystation. It looked beautiful, but incredibly small.


  “That’s no place to raise a child, much less to have a baby,” I told Irene firmly. “I believe it would be best for both you and the child if you were to abort and wait until later.”


  “You don’t want my child?”


  She had a hurt tone in her voice, and just a little anger.


  “I want it very much, but I’m not going to risk losing you. And that’s just what we’ll both be doing if you keep this up.”


  “Why don’t you just wait and have faith in me? I might surprise you. I know the present Station is too small, after all, it’s just a prototype. But do you really think that this is the only Skystation on the planning board of the Foundation?”


  “There’s another?”


  “It’s already under construction on the opposite side of Venus. This one is to be a permanent settlement with a crew of one hundred and fifty. We’ll transfer there once it’s finished.”


  “And you never told me?”


  Again the mischievous laugh.


  “Well, you never asked me, jerk. Besides, it was a surprise.”


  “Some surprise,” I grumbled to myself as I brought the squid up before the hatch and allowed the techs to catch our mooring posts. The main canopy deflated with a whoosh, and I gunned the engines and sent us darting into the wide interior of the lock before the gondola could drop.


  Irene, considering that she was a potential mother, did not slack off on her work schedule. If anything, she began to work harder. She and Forsyth had developed another idea for dispersing algae. Now that it appeared her algae strains were surviving and actually reproducing in their harsh environment, she wanted to keep some of them close at hand. That meant tethering them near the Skystation.


  Forsyth and some of the technicians devised a powered framework, a three dimensional trellis with electric stabilizing motors and a solar energy collector. It was fifty feet across, and one hundred feet deep. A catwalk crossed the center sections and allowed entry to the planting levels.


  Algae do not have roots, but anchor themselves with holdfasts. Irene developed a trailing variety of algae which didn’t mind dry air, and which grew like a vine. This was a cross of algae and fungus, and the end result was something like an interplanetary lichen.


  But at least it looked like a plant.


  We spent most of a day cementing embryonic buds to the plastic framing of the trellis until it was covered. Then, our work finished, we photographed the initial result and waited for the stuff to grow.


  Not all of it did. Blame it on chromosome faults, or whatever, seventy percent of the planting withered and died. But the remaining thirty percent began to multiply. Long trailers twined up the supports, exposing bladderlike leaves to the watery sunlight. Again, this alga produced hydrogen and concentrated it in bladders, providing its own floatation, so the trellis was in no danger of sinking under the weight of the plants. The buoyance tanks, and slow-moving guidance props kept it about fifty yards off the Skystation. That was close enough to keep track of the plants, but not so near that storm winds might smash the structure.


  The engineered algae reproduced like crazy, growing so vigorously that it soon covered the entire trellis and trailed far below it in dark green hanging curtains.


  That gave Irene another idea. The algae supported its own weight by its bladders. Why not ‘seed’ long tubes of plastic and set them adrift?


  We attempted this as the next experiment, but kept the tubes tethered to the trellis until we could determine the end result.


  Once the tubes were covered with growth, trailers hung down from the centerline. But because of the floatation bladders, the trailers soon curved upward. Instead of a green curtain, a pad of foliage began to develop as each trailer linked with the next and intermingled runners. The result was difficult to describe. Some of the techs labeled the mass of greenery a cloud jungle because it continued to spread and grow. Finally, we had to cut the tethers because the ‘jungle’ was threatening to take over the trellis of the experimental farm.


  As the island of green drifted away from us on the wind, Callaghan turned to Irene and told her that she just might have created a monster. There was nothing to keep the algae in check. It had no natural enemies. And the savage weather hardly bothered it at all. In a few years wouldn’t we run the risk of having the entire sky filled with drifting masses of plant life?


  Irene didn’t say anything, then. She merely looked thoughtful.


  Two weeks later I was called up to Venus Station.


  I had almost forgotten what it was like to have a solid deck under one’s feet again. Smyth was unable to meet me at the lock. Instead, he sent one of his assistants, an administrator who introduced himself as Patrick Hobart.


  I took an instant liking to him, and that was bad, since I didn’t know anything about him. I was still a paranoid. To me, the Group had its tentacles everywhere. They were murky and invisible. They tainted everyone with their insidious presence.


  Hobart was an engineer. He was the Master Designer of the new Skystation. The first thing we did after shaking hands and throwing platitudes at each other, was to go to his office to view the plans and scale model that was revolving over his drafting table.


  It was here that I began to see him as a man, and not merely a symbol of authority for the Foundation.


  You can know a man by his work. It’s there that his true strength and character shine through.


  If our own tiny Skystation were a flying saucer, then this second station was the great grandmother of all mother ships. She was huge.


  Twelve hundred feet across, the upper surface was smooth and featureless, a great, flat arc of teflon coated boron composite sheeting. The underside repeated the same flat arc, but breaking the smoothness were three shallow domes. Each had three airlocks, and where our Skystation was windowless, this bore observation chambers on her undersurface so that one could gaze down at the cloudbanks sweeping past.


  It was a beautiful creation. There was no other way to describe it. The design was strong, simple . . . it would last. Critics had said the same thing about works of fine art.


  I believe that Hobart had caught my feelings even though I hadn’t uttered a single word of praise. Perhaps praise would have cheapened the feelings, in any case. We just glanced at each other, and Hobart understood.


  He smiled.


  “It’s just too large to assemble in the clouds, so we built her up here beside the Station, and let her go down under her own power. Skipped her across the upper atmosphere like a flat stone until she matched airspeed with the first cloud deck. Couldn’t have done it on Earth, but here, all of the atmosphere is like one vast, jet stream. Once the Station was in the flow we filled the buoyancy tanks and took her down. Ever hear of an atmospheric submarine?


  “Well, that’s what we’ve got down there.”


  “I hope you decided to call her something other than Skystation Two. She deserves better than that.”


  Hobart nodded. He reached out and touched the rim of the model. It began to spin faster under his touch.


  “There was an election, of sorts, among the staff and workers. It was decided that she would be called Cytherea Station. A beautiful name for a beautiful lady. But most of us, in everyday talk, simply refer to her as Outpost. There’s only a skeleton crew on her, now. But I expect your people from Skystation One will be boarding soon. That’s the plan. You were informed?”


  “In a round-about way,” I admitted to Hobart hesitantly.


  “We brought you up for orientation. You’ll be trained firsthand on the new systems and then sent down to brief the others on what you’ve learned. Agreeable to you?”


  “I can live with it. When do we start?”


  “We already have. Take a seat.”


  It was like being back in school. From Hobart’s office we traveled to a research lab and I was shown the computerized guidance and stabilizing systems that were in use aboard Outpost. Everything was automated, with triple backups. There was a manual override, but this was only for emergencies. Outpost flew herself, and maintained herself at a preselected altitude. She was an immense, semi-intelligent dirigible. She was also the first Venusian city.


  Irene and I weren’t going to be the first family in residence, either. Several other couples were expecting, too. Outpost had a well-equipped hospital, complete with maternity ward.


  For the first time since learning that I was going to become a father, I began to relax. Having babies isn’t easy for men, we have to handle all the worrying. But now, the doctor could worry for me.


  It required a week in space to teach me all I needed to know about Outpost. Then Hobart gave me a day of liberty to assimilate everything and have some fun and relaxation.


  I looked up some old friends, but they were busy with school work. Finals were coming up. They looked upon me as a stranger. I had been out of the college life too long. One actually called me a stodgy conservative. I almost belted him in the mouth before remembering that these were friends. Or, at least they had been.


  Had I changed?


  I wandered off to my cabin with a bottle of cheer, determined to celebrate alone if that was necessary.


  But I forgot all about drinking when I saw the letter packet on the tiny desk in my cabin.


  With eager hands I tore it open. A letter tumbled out. A letter and a key! The letter read:


  
    It is now time to prove your loyalty. The key will fit the lock on Magazine A, Level Three. Take what you require and use it wisely. We are counting on you. Don’t fail! Your reward will be great, Earth is still a beautiful world to the wealthy!

  


  There was no signature, not even initials. But the note was clear in its intent. How many other letters like this one had been delivered to malcontents who would like to strike back against the Foundation?


  The Group was back in action, and they had a new target: Outpost.


  There was no longer any time for stealth. There was too much at stake. I had no idea as to who I could trust, but of all the people on Venus Station, the man least likely to want Outpost blown up would have to be Hobart. I went to him directly and laid the letter on his desk.


  He read it without speaking.


  “You know of the Group?” I asked quietly.


  “There have been rumors of sabotage. I suspected that something like this might be going on. There were some strange accidents during the construction of Outpost. But we were never able to get proof. Several people died after the accidents. I believe they might have known something that someone else didn’t want to get around.”


  “Yes, they kill. But very carefully. This isn’t a gang of dope heads spitting hate back at a society that doesn’t approve of them. The backers of the Group have money and education. That’s what makes them so efficient and dangerous. I’m not even sure at this stage who I can trust.”


  Hobart gazed up at me. His desk lamp made the lines on his young-old face seem deeper.


  “You’re not even sure that you can trust me.”


  “No, I think I can. After all, you designed Outpost. If you didn’t love her, then there’s nothing in this universe that you do love!”


  A slight smile touched his features. “You know men, anyway, Teale. You seem to have risen above your childhood in the ghettos. Smyth had warned me about you before I had you brought up. He said you were a troublemaker.”


  Now it was my turn to smile.


  “I am a troublemaker. The only thing that has changed about me is who I want to make trouble for. And I think you know who that is. I have a wife, and she’s expecting a child. I don’t want anything to happen to either one of them, or their home. And that’s Venus. The planet’s not much, but it’s all we have.”


  Hobart nodded almost absently. He touched a button on his intercom.


  “Nancy, I want to see Frank. If he’s not in his office, get him at his cabin. . . . Yes, right away. Make sure he knows it’s an emergency.”


  Then he looked up at me again.


  “You’d better get down to Level Three and pick up your explosives. I think someone will be watching your movements to make sure that you do as you were instructed. Let them believe that you’re still on their side. That way they won’t make other plans, plans we may not find out about in time.


  “Are you game?”


  “You know it. Who’s this Frank?”


  “Frank’s one of the staff, very trustworthy. Recently, he’s been busy coordinating the arrival of a Doctor Pitz who has some geologic work planned for the surface of Venus which sounds interesting. He’s also been something of a foil for this mysterious Group of yours . . . our foil, that is. You see, the Group has been moving secretly and quite effectively for some months on the Station, and we are trying to determine their real aims. Personally, I do not see them as a great danger. That’s probably not much reassurance for you. But I hope you’ll trust us.”


  He the took a small transceiver from the top drawer of his desk.


  “This has been set to a precise operating frequency. It’s scrambled and jam-proof. Use it to get in touch with me, but only when it’s absolutely necessary. Don’t cry ‘wolf,’ that will be bad for everyone.”


  He stood up and held out his hand.


  “It’s been a pleasure having you up here. You’re capable student. I hope you’re just as capable a spy.”


  I shook hands and accepted the transceiver. Then he walked me to the door and showed me into the hall. It was all very smooth. Maybe too smooth. I waited outside the sealed door for a few minutes, acting casual, stalling for time.


  Then I heard someone coming. I ducked into an empty office across the hall and placed myself carefully behind the thin wall.


  There was a gentle rap on Hobart’s door panel. I heard it open.


  “Ah, Frank. Come in. We have a bad problem. . . .” I heard Hobart begin. But the door shut before I could hear the rest. Just the same, I had seen who Frank was. The portly little figure was very familiar. It should have been . . . it was Smyth.


  I went directly to my cabin after that and packed up. When the next shuttle left for the clouds, I was on it.


  God, what the hell were we going to do? And who was there to trust? I had been wrong so many times that I had begun to doubt my own judgment. One thing I was sure of, though. We were going to stick with Skystation One just as long as possible. It might be small and cramped, but it was secure. I could always get a doctor down from Venus Station for Irene. Maybe I could even slip one down on a permanent basis in exchange for a tech. Irene could make up a pretense of needing his knowledge in her engineering effort.


  But whatever we did, Irene was not going to be killed like Beth had been.


  They’d have to take me first.


  When I got back, I found that the ‘farm’ had been expanded. The greenery extended in a belt far below the Skystation. It could be seen from a distance as the shuttle came in on its approach.


  I was up forward in the bow with the pilot, watching the screens.


  “You’re part of this operation, aren’t you, Teale? Just what the heck are you people doing? I’ve never seen anything like that before.”


  “It’s just a garden, Captain.” I gave him a grin despite the troubles hammering in the back of my mind. “Just a lot of seaweed hanging from inflated balloons. We grow it to make the place seem more homey.”


  “Homey? Hell, that’s a nightmare out there.”


  The pilot was unimpressed.


  “You should have seen the neighborhood before we moved in, Captain. You’d have liked it even less.”


  Irene and Forsyth met me in the airlock.


  Irene was just starting to show her motherhood.


  Forsyth looked older.


  “Where’s Callaghan?”


  “Out in the squid with the techs sowing another crop.” She gave me a quick peck on the cheek as soon as I had my helmet off. “I really wasn’t expecting you to ask about him right off the bat, darling. You have been gone for awhile. Didn’t you miss me?”


  “Madly.” I kissed her soundly to keep her feeling happy and wanted, and then turned to Forsyth.


  “Are you still inspecting everything that comes aboard?”


  “As much as we can. If the containers are sealed, we X-ray them. Haven’t found anything, yet. Should we stop?”


  “No way. If anything, I want you to become more stringent. Nothing is to get out of this lock until you or Callaghan has passed it as safe.” I banged on the thick walls. “This is good and solid. It will contain all but a really big explosion.”


  Irene’s happiness vanished.


  “Not more threats? The Group, again?”


  “Yeah, they’re still with us. And I used to think life was rough back on Earth in the ghetto.”


  We went up to the galley. I was hungry. It had been a long flight, and my departure was such that I hadn’t found an opportunity to pack any food, or even have dinner.


  Irene didn’t hang around. Forsyth did. He watched me eat like a father confessor waiting for a sin to pop out of my mouth.


  His constant staring made me nervous. “I’ve got news for you,” I said abruptly. “The Foundation has accepted your design and principle for VACU. They’re working on their own version at Venus Station. They’ve called the device the Forsyth Converter. You’re famous.”


  “Notorious, anyway.” He moved to the counter and poured himself a mug of hot liquid. “It took them long enough. I’ve got a fleet of seven converters out in the air, now. They’re all functioning. No storm losses.”


  “You’re a wonder.”


  Forsyth shrugged. “The hard work is over. Now all we have to do is start producing the converters in the numbers that are needed. Are they willing to do that up at the Station?”


  “They’re cautious,” I said around a mouthful of sandwich.


  “Hell, that lot has always been cautious. They were probably cautious being born.”


  He sipped at the mug and drew back with burned lips.


  “Too hot,” he complained. “This stuff is always too hot. What’s the new Skystation like?”


  “It’s gorgeous. Like a jewel in the sky. But the Group is out to get her. Sent me a note. I was supposed to grab some explosives and smuggle them on board.”


  Forsyth forgot about his cocoa.


  “What did you do?” he asked.


  “I ran. Blew my cover and everything. Made a big mess.”


  Forsyth looked at me uncertainly, as if waiting for me to admit that I was kidding.


  I couldn’t stand his eyes.


  “I’m serious,” I shouted at him. “I was worried about Irene. We are supposed to move into the big Station sometime soon. That’s the one I was supposed to blow up. So I went to see Hobart, the head designer on the project. He got me all cozy and told me to keep in touch, that everything was under control. Even gave me this.”


  I fished out the communicator and laid it on the tabletop.


  Forsyth picked it up and examined it gingerly.


  “It’s not a bomb, I checked. It’s just what he said it was, a transceiver with a pre-tuned crystal. You can send and receive on one channel and one channel only. It has its own built-in scrambler too.”


  Forsyth switched it on and listened for a while. The tiny speaker emitted a few pops of static, but nothing else.


  He laid the communicator down. His eyes caught mine and held them.


  “What makes you feel Hobart is a member of the Group?”


  “He called Smyth in right after I left. It was like an underling being summoned to confer with a boss. Yet, Smyth ranks Hobart. Everything smelled. God, Forsyth, they know. They know that we know. And you realize how they’ve handled that problem in the past?”


  “People have disappeared.”


  “Yeah, and I have this rotten feeling that it’s our turn.”


  Forsyth sighed heavily.


  “Remember when I first met you down in the mine? You were down in one of the lower galleries. I thought about beaning you with a rock.” I laughed suddenly. “Maybe I should have. I would have stayed . . .”


  “And died with Beth,” the old man finished for me.


  “You didn’t have to say that.”


  “No, not really.” He was playing with the communicator again, turning it over and over in his worn hands.


  “You’ve grown up a lot in that time, though. Are you really so sorry that you followed me up out of the darkness?”


  I frowned.


  “This hasn’t got a damned thing to do with the Group.”


  “Hasn’t it? I think maybe at that point in your life you were very much like the members of the Group. After all, it isn’t social status, or education that makes a criminal, it’s attitude. Anyone can be a murderer, all it takes is the will to kill. If you want to fight these people, put yourself back into that wild, vengeful creature that you used to be. See with Roger Teale’s eyes and maybe we can second-guess what the Group’s next action will be.”


  “It would only be a guess.”


  “Maybe. But a guess is better than nothing. Don’t let your fear for Irene’s safety tie you up in a knot. You have to keep thinking and fighting.”


  I finished the sandwich and stood up. Forsyth started to hand the communicator to me.


  “No. You keep it. They know I’m against them, now. Maybe there’s a clue in that device. Try to ferret it out. When Callaghan gets back, have him meet me in my cabin. I’m going to sleep now.”


  Forsyth nodded. I could see that his mind was already on the challenge that the communicator presented. At least that gave me a little hope. Forsyth was a good man. I knew that I could trust him. We all could.


  Callaghan came into the cabin four hours later, waking me up. But I was glad. My dreams had all been bad.


  “I heard that we have trouble,” he said out front.


  “You heard right.”


  I sat up, rubbed the sleep crust from my eyes, and stretched.


  “How was the sowing flight?”


  “They seem to be getting easier. Maybe I’m learning about Venus. There’s a surprising amount of life out there. Irene’s working a miracle.”


  “I think it’s her maternal nature that’s doing it. She seems to fancy herself as another Mother Earth.”


  Callaghan chuckled softly.


  “Mother Venus is more like it. Come out with me, I’ll show you all the newest sights.”


  “Not yet.” I stood up and slid into some almost-fresh coveralls. “Venus Station wants us to move into the new Skystation. They call it Outpost, but officially its Cytherea Station. Some of the bigwigs have large plans for it. But the Group just wants it blown up, or maybe they’re going to take it over during the confusion an explosion would make. I just don’t know. But the place is so big we’ll never be able to keep it secure. The Group will have free run of the Station. They could plant their bombs anywhere they want to. For that reason I don’t think any of us should move. Not until we can find some authority to clamp down on this terrorist outfit. I made a bad mistake and let Hobart know about my letter. I was supposed to be one of the bombers. I went to him because he designed Outpost, and because I felt sure that I wasn’t the only member of the Group who had received an assignment. At first the man seemed genuine. But now I don’t know. The first thing he did after I left was get in touch with Smyth. And I trust that little turkey just about as far as I could kick him. He may not be the brains behind the Group, but he’s certainly one of their fingers.”


  Callaghan shrugged helplessly.


  “But what can we do?”


  “How are we fixed for supplies?”


  “Six months of consumables.


  That’s according to specs.”


  “And no surprises in the hold?”


  “You mean like bombs? No, nothing. We examine everything before we stow it. We’re clean.”


  “Okay. Then we sit tight and wave off all further contact with Venus Station. Tell them that we have a dangerous sport loose, Irene can make something up that sounds convincing. If we can’t keep the Group off our back, maybe we can scare them off.”


  “And that will give us time to perfect a weapon against them.”


  I grinned, but I didn’t feel nearly as confident as I wished I could.


  “Now you’re thinking my way.”
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  Actually, it wasn’t all that bad being ‘marooned.’


  After we waved off the first two shuttles and explained the situation, the rest quit coming. Since we monitored all transmissions from Venus Station, we weren’t cut off from news, and soon we heard that Outpost was being manned. Things went smoothly, at first. Then we heard about the explosion that blew open the cargo hold and dropped half a year of supplies into the abyss. Outpost was not structurally damaged, but repairs would take time. Meanwhile, she was vulnerable to storms because her hull had been breached.


  Two weeks later there was another explosion, this time in the weather station control room.


  “It’s only a matter of time before they ‘sink’ the whole place,” one of the techs, a boy named Jimmy, told us during supper. “Harper is taking bets on how long the thing stays up. Do any of you want to buy in?”


  I put down my fork slowly and stared at the kid. I don’t think that he even realized that he was playing games with people’s lives. He was just having fun.


  “Tell Harper for me, Jim, that unless he closes down his game and turns back the money that I’m going to break his face.” I grinned sweetly at the kid. “Do we understand each other?”


  “Sure, Captain Teale. Sure.”


  The kid went back to eating. He didn’t look over at me any more. Later, I learned that my reputation had hit a new low among the technicians. I hadn’t been so unpopular since I had ‘dumped’ Dennis out the airlock.


  But the comment served its purpose. The kids were more human after that. It’s easy to take life for granted, much harder to respect it. That you learn through experience, I guess.


  Venus was well on the other side of the sun from Earth when the weather became rough. A series of hurricanes formed within the uppermost cloud deck in response to solar radiation. There were a lot of sunspots cropping up that year and they were playing hell with our atmospherics, pushing the ionopause right down to the top of Venus’ sensible atmosphere.


  Wind began to tear at the artificial trellis. The gusts were too much for the motors, they couldn’t keep pace with the Station, there was just too much foliage hanging off the slats, too much area for the wind to grab.


  Finally, Jim and I went over in the squid and removed the homing computer. As we cast off, the trellis was already sailing into the distance. It soon vanished into a cloud maze.


  We never saw it again.


  For a while the aerial jungles stayed close. But they too were being separated from us by the wind. And one morning we looked outside to find ourselves alone in the clouds. Just a few bubble algae remained to remind us that once we had lived in the center of an airborne forest.


  As the month progressed, the storm grew worse. We could no longer risk going outside in the squid, we would be unable to fight our way back to the lock. So we were stuck inside.


  I wondered how Outpost was making out in its damaged condition. Surely no one would risk exploding another bomb when they would be certain to go down with the wreck. Or did the Group have some genuine fanatics in their membership?


  Irene was definitely pregnant by then, and showing it well. Callaghan had managed to locate a medical tape on prenatal care and childbirth and was boning up on it with one of the technicians who had once wanted to be a doctor before he had washed out of med school.


  Neither one bothered to give me any training, they told me that I was too nervous to be any help.


  Perhaps they were right.


  I spent all my time up in the weather station with Forsyth.


  There was a computer-generated chart of the weather bands plotted on a wall screen. We showed up as a bright orange pip about midway down the flank of the planet. The Skystation never moved from this position, instead, the weather passed around and through us. It was like being a rock in a stream. Only now the stream was wild with spring runoff.


  Outpost would have shown up on the chart as a blue pip except that she was on the opposite side of the planet from us, and thus invisible.


  It was here that the outside cameras delivered their images. They were our eyes now that the air was so rough. No more opening the outer airlock hatch to wool-gather on cloud landscapes.


  What the screens showed was a little frightening. It was mid-morning, but the sky was black and threatening. Lightning forked among the cloud masses as they spun past.


  “It’s rough.”


  “It will get rougher,” Forsyth promised. “The barometer is still falling. Pass the word for everyone to get to their cabins and strap down.”


  The Station had already given us a couple of good lurches. Air pockets were plentiful. So were updrafts. We had given up trying to keep the Station at her operational altitude and had disabled the buoyancy computer. We were floating free, like an uncontrolled aircraft. But we wouldn’t fall. The lowest level we’d possibly reach without rupturing the buoyancy tanks would be somewhere midway through the last cloud deck. Heat from the surface would quickly drive us up again before we could come to grief.


  So we should have been safe.


  But someone forgot to tell Venus.


  It was around midnight of the third day that we ran into trouble. The air was very rough. Most of us were staying in our cabins constantly, venturing out only when absolutely necessary. Meals had been forsaken. The technicians were so seasick that the mere thought of food would have driven them to the head.


  Forsyth had moved a mattress into the weather room. He couldn’t do anything about the weather, but at least he could watch it from there.


  I was dividing my time between the weather room, and our cabin. Irene was holding up gamely, but she was in no condition to endure much rough treatment. I left Callaghan with her whenever I could. His endless good humor was better for her than my nervous jitters.


  I never realized before just how maddening it can be not to be able to control a dangerous situation. We were at the mercy of the elements. We didn’t know from hour to hour if we would be alive at the finish of a day.


  I was on my way up to see Forsyth when the Station reared up on its side and threw me against the bulkhead. All over the Station I could hear things falling and smashing. I was stunned for a few minutes. Long enough for the Station to flop over on its side and roll me across the deck and down the hall, where I fetched up against a closed door.


  Praying for Irene’s safety, I struggled up the hall to the weather room.


  Forsyth had jammed himself between two secure consoles so that he wouldn’t be tossed around. A whitefaced technician was huddled near his knees. Everything that had been on the tables was now strewn all across the deck.


  On the chart, the red pip of the Station was mired on the south portion of a vast cyclonic disturbance.


  Forsyth grinned over at me.


  I just stared in horror at the chart.


  “Look on the bright side, Roger,” Forsyth was croaking in a voice close to madness. “You don’t have to worry about the Group in weather like this. Their bombs are just toys compared to the violence that Venus can muster against us.”


  But I wasn’t listening to him. My eyes were still on the weather chart. Creeping around the disk of the planet was a blue pip.


  Outpost! She was being carried along in the same storm.


  16


  The wind had risen to such a pitch that we could hear it whining and roaring outside the insulated bulkheads. We were pitching and rolling in the storm like a rudderless life craft.


  Somehow, I managed to cross the weather room and strap myself down before the radio.


  “CYTHEREA STATION, THIS IS SKYSTATION ONE. CAN YOU HEAR US? OVER.”


  A snarl of sunspot static burst from the speaker when I switched to receive mode. The noise hissed and welled like an angry cat. I kept trying though. All the way through the remainder of that violent night and into the first light of morning. I quit then. There was no hope of communicating with the sun full overhead. Venus was being struck with all the force of the solar storms on her daylit face.


  We were cut off.


  Helplessly, we watched as Outpost slipped past us, only a few miles distant, and whirled off into the storm again, outward bound to the opposite rim of the storm wheel. We might circle each other like this for months, until the heat energy of the cyclone dissipated.


  “They couldn’t have rescued us, Roger,” Forsyth shouted over to me through the noise. “They may be worse off. If the wind catches in her torn hull, if they haven’t repaired the breach by now, the storm will tear her to pieces.”


  “That’s what I wanted to find out . . . her condition.”


  “Try later.” Forsyth crouched down lower between the consoles and applied a piece of his shirt to the tech’s forehead. A lurch of the Station had smashed him against something sharp and laid his face open.


  The storm got no worse as the hours passed, but it didn’t slack off, either. The Skystation began to develop worrisome noises. It groaned deep in its structure as though it were in pain. The decks and bulkheads creaked and squealed. And the outer portside buoyancy tank lost pressure, causing fire suppression sprays to drench the galley and connecting corridors with foulsmelling retardant.


  We could only cling to the walls and equipment and listen. But after a while, even the slowest of the technicians realized what was happening.


  The Skystation was breaking up.


  One good downdraft would split us in one or more pieces. The pieces would float for a time. Then they would fall once the storm had its way with them.


  Not a cheery prospect.


  I almost went mad with anguish every time I thought of Irene huddled in her cabin . . . waiting.


  I tried the radio again. The blue pip of Outpost was swinging around toward us, again. Because the other Skystation was larger, she was carried more swiftly through the storm. She was riding close to the eye, where the windrace was spinning twice as swiftly as it was on the fringes of the storm. There was windsheer on the outer rim, for the cyclone was smashing its way through a jetstream forced to flow around the point of disturbance.


  From Venus Station the view would have been fascinating.


  Down here, deep within it, everything was hell.


  Despite all efforts we had not tamed Venus. She was proving that to us.


  I turned the gain all the way up on the radio. The static almost blasted us out of the room. The speaker cone might blow out. But in a moment of nearquiet, words came:


  “POPP . . . BAZZZ . . . ONE . . . THISSPUTT . . . THERPOPPP . . . STA . . .”


  We had made contact!


  I tried again, repeating every word three times in succession. I asked their condition.


  The answer came back badly garbled, but after several repetitions the message became clear. The storm was shaking them up, but the Station was holding together.


  “CAN YOU TAKE US ABOARD?” I demanded, dreading the answer.


  “SNARLL . . . CAN . . . POPPTRY . . . HAVE . . . . SNARRLL . . . YOU . . . SQUID?”


  The squids. We would have to risk the crossing in them. It seemed impossible. But a sudden clang and a rasp of tearing metal from below told me that we would have to try something.


  I shouted for Forsyth’s attention.


  “Run this through the computer . . . have it work out a course from this Station to Outpost using the squids. Identify the tack angle, airspeed needed for the crossing, and the moment of departure. Hurry, man. We’re running out of time.”


  More breaking up noises reinforced the need for evacuation.


  I staggered to the Master Control board and broke the plastic seal over a switch that the designers had hopes would never need to be thrown. I slammed it into its contacts. Immediately a klaxon started to wail and a toneless voice began:


  “PREPARE TO ABANDON STATION . . . FIRST WARNING . . . PREPARE TO ABANDON STATION . . . GATHER ALL IMPORTANT DOCUMENTS AND MATERIALS FOR IMMINENT EVACUATION . . .”


  The horn continued its nerve twisting wailing as I struggled below to the hold where the squids were kept.


  I found Callaghan there before me.


  “What’s up?”


  “We’re falling apart. Going to have to try to reach Outpost when she swings past again. Will the squids hold together in a blow like the one outside?”


  Callaghan rubbed his chin, where a week-old patch of whiskers had begun to sprout. The rough weather had made shaving impossible for all of us.


  “They might. The frame is flexible. It would bend before it breaks. The real question is whether or not we could make any headway against the storm.”


  “I’ve got Forsyth running a program through the computer. He’ll give us an answer, soon. But no matter what the computer says, we can’t stay here.”


  “I agree.”


  A strut broke free of its supports and fell in an arc across the hold, smashing deafeningly into the opposite bulkhead. A moment later it toppled to the deck with another crash.


  We began pulling the deflated squids to their launching racks.


  Another strut fell, narrowly missing Callaghan’s head.


  Two techs ran into the hold. One slipped and fell to his knees. His buddy shouted a warning as a piece of sheet plastic sailed past him and struck a gondola with a loud bang.


  “Here, you two. Drag these things onto the launching ramps and inflate the gondolas.” I waved at them furiously.


  “Callaghan, take over. I’ll see about Irene.”


  “Okay. She’s in the biology lab.” The news shook me.


  “What the hell for?”


  “She said she wanted to save some germ plasm. God only knows what that is. But I couldn’t talk her out of it. She said she would meet us here in a few minutes.”


  “Damn it. Well, her few minutes are up. Have everyone suited by the time I get back with her.”


  “Right.”


  The corridor swayed under my feet as I ran along it. At first it was like dashing uphill. Then the deck lurched and I was sliding. I shot through an open hatch and caught hold of a ladder, saving myself from a fall into the second level of the Station.


  “Roger, is that you?”


  “Yes. Why aren’t you at the airlock?” I shouted at her. “We’re evacuating the Station.”


  “I know. That’s why I have to save this. They’re important.”


  “So’s the child you’re carrying. Not to mention yourself.”


  I struggled into the lab. Irene was strapping a tray of flasks into a pressurized culture transporter about the size of a handbag.


  “Leave that, damn it. We don’t have time to play games.”


  “This isn’t a game,” she snapped back, her face an angry red. “My work is in here. Help me get it to the hold.”


  There was no reasoning with her. I seized the case in one hand and her arm with the other. Together we started down the canted passage.


  The Station was like a doomed ship. She was singing her death song with every groan and screech of tortured framing. From the angle of tilt, I guessed that we had lost another buoyancy tank on the port side. If another one went, we would be hanging on our beam end, and we wouldn’t be able to launch the squids no matter what.


  A few feet from the open hatch of the hold we came upon Henderson, one of the technicians. He was dead. A piece of the overhead had fallen on him and broken his neck.


  Callaghan met me in the hatchway. I pushed Irene at him.


  “Get her into a suit! Where’s Forsyth?”


  “Still not here. All but one of the techs are accounted for. Where’s Henderson?”


  I pointed behind me.


  Callaghan grimaced.


  “Damn shame. He was a good boy.”


  “A good man,” I corrected. “If I’m not back in five minutes get everyone into the squids and launch them. You’ll just have to trust to luck.”


  “We won’t last a day out there on short air,” he protested angrily.


  “You still have to try,” I yelled. “Outpost will be lit up like a Christmas tree. Make for the glow. If the handlers can shoot lines around your mooring posts they can pull you in.”


  I left him standing in the hatch with his arm supporting Irene. She was staring at me like I was a madman.


  Well, maybe I was mad. But I wasn’t going to let them die. Not without a fight, anyway.


  Forsyth was still in the weather room studying the big chart.


  I leaned in through the door.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Not yet. The program is still working . . . the damn weather variables are shifting too much. We’re asking it to sort through an endless amount of data.”


  “Does it say we can make it?”


  “The program says ‘maybe.’ Only maybe. Have to leave within the next ten minutes. That’s when Outpost will be the closest to us. It’s like we were riding two orbits in the storm, and we have to claw our way inward to her. It’s the tack information I’m waiting for.”


  Numbers were flashing across the screen. They showed no sign of finishing.


  “The program’s in a loop. Come on, we’ll dead reckon.”


  Forsyth shook his head furiously.


  “That would be suicide. Can’t!”


  “We’re leaving, Forsyth. Get your gear. Now!”


  Then he broke and his shoulders sagged. The numbers on the CRT screen continued to flash, painting his tired features with greenish highlights.


  “I’m too old for this, Roger. Just too old, and I think my heart is going. Get to your ships. I’ll radio the information to you. If you don’t have it, Irene and the baby will die.” He gazed at me and there was no emotion left in his face. “Go on. Leave me. Pick me up when the storm is played out.”


  “I can’t do that, old man. You know I can’t.” I took a hesitant step toward him.


  He reached into a pocket of his overalls and tossed something at me. I caught it automatically. It was Hobart’s fancy communicator.


  “I tried this. It breaks through the static better than our radio. Someone on Outpost is monitoring this frequency. They said they were going to patch you through to the radio room of the Skystation.


  “Now will you leave?”


  I felt like hell. But in my mind I saw Irene. And superimposed on her face was Beth’s. I knew what I had to do.


  “Good luck, old man.”


  “You’ll need the luck. I’m just staying home out of the weather. Take that gadget, put it in clear mode and wait for my call. When you launch, keep your bow six points off the wind. I’ll refine that figure later.”


  There was nothing else to say, and no time for it anyway.


  I waved, an inadequate gesture. Forsyth waved back.


  They were waiting for me. I suited up and boarded the second squid, where Irene lay between two of the techs. They were all strapped to the decking.


  I climbed forward and lowered myself into the pilot’s seat.


  Callaghan, in the transparent nose of the first squid, raised a gloved hand with his thumb extended.


  I nodded at him.


  We opened the hatch and the launchers threw us out into the dark and stormy turmoil. Lightning jabbed at us as I filled the main canopy and let the wind take her. We were off. When I looked over my shoulder the Skystation was gone, swallowed up by the clouds.


  I took the lead, and Callaghan pulled in close astern, practically in our wind shadow. Six points off the wind, that was what Forsyth had said. But it was devilishly hard keeping the squid there. The storm was gusting anywhere from ten to fifty knots, and we were getting kicked around like a dog in a stable.


  I pulled out Hobart’s communicator and taped it to my wrist with a strip of Velcro. I flipped it to receive and left it there. The battery was supposed to be good for thirty-seven hours of continuous operation. I’d find out now if that were true. I didn’t want to take a chance of missing Forsyth’s call.


  If he made one.


  The wind direction indicator mounted before me was a simple device, a red arrow that pivoted around a disk marked off in compass degrees. The compass markings were a mere formality. Venus didn’t have a magnetic field . . . she wasn’t rotating fast enough for her core to generate one. But the polarized glass mounted above the disk did give me the location of the sun overhead, even though the clouds smeared out her glow to an even radiance. The Vikings had once used a lump of translucent rock called a sunstone to navigate when their compass was useless. Now, technology had taken a giant step backward. But the gadget worked.


  By the time of day, and our course, the sun should have been off to the left.


  It wasn’t.


  The wind shrieked and clawed at us, hammering at the panels of the gondola. Thunder rumbled massively in the distance.


  Somewhere out there was Outpost. But heavy clouds were obscuring her lights. And Forsyth still hadn’t called.


  My head began to ache, a throbbing dull pain. I wished I could rub the back of my neck, but the suit prevented that.


  My hands yanked at the tethers and tried to bring the sun around where she should be.


  Static continued to buzz on the radio.


  Then it popped faintly.


  “TEALESNARILL . . . FORSY . . . STEER TWENTY POINTS . . . REPEAT . . . TWENTY . . . POPPSNARLLLRASPPP . . .”


  The signal faded away to nothing. I called back and tried to raise him, but there was nothing, only noise.


  I brought the nose of the squid around, just a bit, until the arrow was lined up with one of the half marks just short of due north. If we kept going in this direction, and the wind didn’t sheer off, Outpost would be dead ahead.


  I waved at Callaghan to follow me.


  After making another futile attempt to hear Forsyth, I kept my attention on the tethers and the wind.


  It was dark ahead. We were crawling under the massive overhand of a towering cumulus anvil. Lightning played under the shelf, lashing at the lower deck. We were supposed to go through there? It looked like suicide from here.


  The winds pulled at us eagerly, hurrying us along.


  Where was Outpost?


  The darkness was complete. Except for the lightning.


  “CYTHEREA STATION, CAN YOU HEAR US? THIS IS SKYSTATION ONE. PLEASE REPLY.”


  A loud growl of static, and then:


  “SKYSTATION ONE, THIS IS CYTHEREA STATION. WE READ YOU FOUR, REPEAT FOUR. WHERE ARE YOU?”


  “WE HAVE ABANDONED, REPEAT ABANDONED SKYSTATION ONE AND ARE ENROUTE YOUR STATION ABOARD TWO SQUIDS. PLEASE GIVE US A HOMING SIGNAL ON THIS FREQUENCY. ALL OTHER FREQUENCIES ARE USELESS DUE TO SOLAR ACTIVITY. OVER.”


  It was a freak, a joke of the atmosphere. But we had found a lull in the interference. We were getting through.


  Outpost acknowledged, and moments later we had our directional beam. It warbled in my ears like the sweetest music that I had ever heard.


  I quit guessing about the wind and let the jib out. We shot forward into the gloom with Callaghan laboring to keep up. His own jib was billowing beside us like a scarlet flower. But we could only see it bloom when the lightning flashed.


  “There’s a light ahead,” Irene shouted, her voice ringing in my earphones. “Look, you can see their running lights.”


  There was a faint blue, white and red glimmer appearing directly ahead of us. We raced on. If we had been on board a racing yacht we would have had a respectable bone in our teeth at that moment. But there wasn’t any water below us, and very likely there never would be. We were running dry. But salvation was near.


  A burst of sheet lightning rippled across the underside of the cloudbank overhead and the landscape lit up wild and blue.


  Abruptly, we could see Outpost. She was even more beautiful in reality than she had been as a model. I sucked in my breath and stared as the tremendous double arc of her hull swept toward us. A hatch was yawning open on one of the three shallow hemispheres that studded her underside. White light was flooding out into the gloom. I could see tiny figures moving about inside the lock chamber.


  Then they were firing starshells. The sky and clouds glowed with a harsh, white illumination.


  I switched our running lights on and off twice.


  “SKYSTATION ONE, WE SEE YOU. PULL UP BEFORE THE HATCH, BUT DO NOT DEFLATE YOUR CANOPY UNTIL WE HAVE LINES ABOARD YOU. BLINK THREE TIMES IF YOU UNDERSTAND.”


  It was a fast way to answer. I used the radio to cue Callaghan. He waved acknowledgment.


  There was no need to wait turns, the hatch facing us was wide enough to accept four squids abreast. Lines snaked out to us, telltales glowing at their tips, and looped about our mooring posts. I could feel the winches starting to pull against the stubbornly tugging wind. Venus hadn’t given us her leave to depart, yet.


  But for once the battle was going our way.


  “WE’VE GOT YOU, SKYSTATION ONE. POP YOUR BALLOONS AND COME INSIDE. WELCOME ABOARD CYTHEREA STATION.”
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  We didn’t know anybody. The faces were those of strangers. But they were glad to see us, and we were too relieved to care about introductions. We let one of the senior line handlers lead us to their Sickbay, and then down a flight of wide stairs to a stateroom. Only Irene remained behind.


  The room was huge. We weren’t used to such luxury.


  Callaghan flopped onto one of the beds and yelled like a kid.


  I sat down on one next to the door, marveled at its softness, leaned back just to get the feel of its pillows . . . and was asleep in an instant.


  A hand shook my shoulder and I awoke to find Irene gazing down at me.


  “You looked so peaceful I hated to disturb you. But the Administrator wants to meet with us in his office.”


  “Okay.” I felt dead. It was difficult to push the grogginess out of my head.


  I sat up.


  “How do you feel?”


  “I’m in top shape according to Doctor Bledsoe, the Station pediatrician. Everything is normal, considering.”


  “Considering what?”


  “That I was shipwrecked, manhandled, and bounced around in a storm for over a week.”


  “Come here and sit beside me.”


  Her warm body squeezed in next to mine, bottomheavy, but alive. I gave her a hug, which she returned.


  “Love you.”


  “It’s mutual, I’m sure. You should see my new biology lab. It’s magnificent. Hobart really did a job when he designed this palace.”


  She nudged me.


  “Don’t go dozing off again. We have a meeting.”


  “I’m awake. Leave me alone.”


  “So take a shower.” She climbed to her feet and tugged at my arm. “Come on, it will wake you up.”


  “This place has showers?”


  “It even has bathtubs. Come on and use one, you smell like a horse.”


  “Forgive me all to pieces,” I apologized.


  “But a sexy horse. Come on, strip!”


  An hour later we were shown into the Administrator’s office. For once, I wasn’t surprised. I had been expecting something like this.


  “Hello, Hobart.”


  He took my hand and shook it warmly. Callaghan was already seated next to the desk. He grinned at me.


  “And this is your wife. I heard of the marriage. Congratulations on your impending motherhood.”


  Irene basked for a moment in his friendliness, then took the empty seat next to Callaghan. I stayed standing.


  “Don’t be formal, Roger. You’re among friends.”


  “What about the storm?”


  Hobart seated himself. He exuded confidence.


  “The cyclone is fading. When the windspeed drops off a few more points I’m sending searchers out to attempt to locate Skystation One. Doctor Forsyth may still be alive. At least, that is my hope. He is a brave man. It would be a shame to lose him to the elements.”


  I sat down cautiously next to Irene.


  She jabbed me, letting me know that she thought I was acting like a lout.


  “I understand you still have my communicator,” Hobart said to me.


  “It helped save us.”


  Did he want it back, I wondered?


  “Good, I’m glad I gave it to you, then. Now, there’s the future to consider. I suspect that your motives were not entirely honest when you cut yourself off from the Project. But I can understand why you might have felt such an action was necessary.” He glanced significantly at Irene as he said that.


  I stiffened in my chair.


  Callaghan rose to my defense like a true gentleman, however.


  “No deception was intended. There was an accident in the biology lab. We felt the strain which escaped might be potentially dangerous. It turned out to be a false alarm. But by then the storm season was upon us and we found ourselves separated from the normal supply routine.” He paused thoughtfully. “Also, we heard that there was damage aboard Outpost. Suspicious damage.”


  Hobart didn’t seem disturbed.


  “Yes, we had some bomb damage. The motives of the parties involved escapes me, fanatics, I imagine, but they have been disposed of according to the vote of the jury. We govern ourselves as a democracy here on Cytherea Station. The Foundation insisted on it when the staff and crew were selected.


  “As for your worries about sabotage, Roger, the executions have finished it. We have been functioning normally for many months. You must have been mistaken in your belief that someone is dedicated to destroying the Sayre Foundation here on Venus.


  “But I don’t hold this against you. You warned us fairly according to the facts as you knew them.”


  “So give me a medal.”


  Irene socked me in the ribs.


  “Knock it off! Hobart’s trying to be nice. I’ve got a new lab. My research is approved and funded for the next two years. Don’t go fouling it up with your bullheaded rudeness.”


  I swallowed my pride and forced a weak smile.


  “Sorry. I guess I’m not in a very good mood today.”


  “You’ve been under a lot of pressure. You’re due for a rest. Explore the Station at your leisure. I’ll fix you up with a guide. Afterwards, when you’re more relaxed, you can begin your new assignment. It deals with astrogeology. Your record shows that you have a degree, and surface experience. You’ll need both for what we have in mind.”


  “We’ll be in on it together,” Callaghan said. “I’m to be your pilot, just like in the old days.”


  Well, he seemed happy enough about it.


  Slowly, I began to relax.


  Hobart had dinner brought in, and we talked casually for the better part of two hours. Afterwards, as we left, he held me a moment at the doorway.


  “Things are going to work out, Roger. I know they will. So let your guard down. Everything is different. We now have your mysterious Group licked. They can’t get to us. I think we’ve managed to cut their line of communication.”


  “Think so?” I watched his face carefully. He was so smooth, like cream. The words flowed off his tongue like honey. Could I really trust him?


  “I know so!” There was just a hint of anger as an undertone in his voice this time. “Relax and enjoy yourself, damn it. We’ve come a long way in establishing this Station. It survived the worst storm in the recorded history of Venus. We’re going to build, and keep on building. Play along. You can be part of it all.”


  “I’ll do that, sir,” I said, giving his hand a last shake. “I’ll do my best.”


  But as I walked down the empty hall, I couldn’t help peering suspiciously into the shadows.


  I still had a feeling. The old street fever? Or just a case of nerves brought on as an aftereffect of the storm?


  My tour of Outpost eased my worries, somewhat. My guide was a garrulous youth who obviously enjoyed his work. He showed me the works, from the sewage reprocessing center, to the hydroponic farm. Outpost was completely self-sufficient. She even manufactured her own breathing air through a closed system linked with the farm.


  The biology department was outstanding. I began to understand why Irene was so happy to be here. Hobart, in his grand plan, had suspected that the future on Venus would depend on the colony being able to produce its own food. And if it could also produce a surplus for export, the Foundation would no longer have to scrape for donations. Venus would become a paying proposition.


  And that was why Irene was valuable to them. Her algae were taking hold better than expected. The storm had torn up the drift farms, and scattered the crops. But the isolated plants were still reproducing and spreading. The bubble algae was becoming a frequent sight from the observation ports. Sometimes, when the sun angle was right, the clouds took on a greenish hue. The algae’s numbers were in the billions, and still they grew and divided and grew again.


  Irene had realized what the next step must be, and she was already on it.


  She was designing buoyant animal species to take advantage of the everexpanding population of plants.


  When I first heard about what she was doing I said she was crazy. But when she showed me one of her prototypes I began to wonder if she might not be a genius. After all, there have been a lot of crazy geniuses.


  But not a single one of them had yet to invent an inflated seahorse with an appetite. Irene had, and I was to be present at the unveiling. I agreed, but begged for the chance to take a shower, first. Station life was beginning to catch on with me.


  Back at the cabin, I found a sealed radiogram waiting for me. It was from Earth. Dennis had joined up with my old contacts, and made himself a few other friends, as well. The message was an update on his adventures. It seemed that he had a lead on the Group, as well as a concussion and a few more bruises. Someone had been waiting for him as he disembarked from the Atlantic Coast Spaceport, someone with a grudge to settle. And it turned out to be more complicated than simple gang activity. During the investigation the federal government got involved . . . there was a matter of some illegal military hardware left behind after the attack, and now the Feds were getting curious about the Group. Dennis was sharing his information with them and they were providing protection. The investigation was proceeding. Slowly, to be sure, but proceeding just the same.


  Dennis signed off wishing us luck and promising to be in touch soon.


  I crumpled the paper in my hand as I finished reading it, wondering who else might have read it before it had been delivered. There were still so many unknowns. Were Hobart and Smyth pawns of the Group or simply ordinary, officious managers trying to do a job and coming off seeming cold and bloodthirsty? I just didn’t know!
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  Irene brought the glass-walled environmental chamber over and placed it on a table before us. She had stopped wearing work coveralls some weeks before, and wore instead a simple, loose maternity outfit. It looked good on her. She wasn’t the graceful, full-figured beauty that she had been, but the beauty was still there, and she did seem content and happy. Probably she was wearing the best kind of beauty, it doesn’t wash off.


  “These clones are mature,” she told us. “Tests show that they meet all design specifications for the outside environment.”


  This was my first opportunity to see Irene’s “brainchildren.” I leaned close to the glass. The interior of the case was filled with a dense growth of Sprig algae. The dark green stems were dotted with floatation spheres and long, delicately fluted leaves.


  At first, all I saw was the plant life.


  It was Callaghan who pointed out the animal hiding in the vegetation. It was tiny, about the size of my thumb. The body was thin to the point of seeming emaciated. Bony struts crossed it, creating a supportive cage for the muscles and organs. Along its back was a delicate fin, reinforced with spines. Three pairs of lacy paddles extended from the ventral surface, all of them sprouting extensions of tissues which were remarkably similar in appearance to the algae clump to which the little beast was clinging. Camouflage spars also grew from the dorsal area, and from the back of the horselike head. Lacy tendrils dangled over the browridges. The eyes were black and piercing as the animal stared back at me.


  Then the creature gave its body a twist and burrowed into the foliage. The tail, which had seemed stiff and bony, showed itself to be remarkably flexible and dexterious as, using the tail as a grasping tentacle, the little one pulled itself out of our view.


  “It’s quite shy,” Hobart remarked.


  “I thought it best to install caution in them,” Irene explained. “Eventually they will have predator neighbors and I don’t want them wiped out just so we can look at them whenever we wish.” She tapped at the glass. “And they feed off the algae?”


  “Yes. But they also have chloroplasts in their epidermal cells. There’s so much solar energy impinging on the cloudtops it seemed foolish not to give the animals, as well as the plants, the capacity to make use of it. This will mean less dependence on stored fat, and thus a lighter animal. This weight savings allowed this particular animal, the skyhorse, to dispense with floatation cells. It’s light, and the membranes on its spines give it limited flying ability, allowing it to migrate between algae clumps. It’s designed to spend its life clinging to, and crawling about the weed jungles feeding, mating, and raising young.”


  “Are they edible?” Hobart asked abruptly.


  Irene gave him an unpleasant glance.


  I knew that Hobart was worried about food for the colony. He would like nothing better than to find himself with vast herds of meat animals drifting in well-fed, bovine contentment about the Station. But Irene saw the skyhorses differently. Having labored over their creation as long as she had, the idea of slaughtering them was at best repugnant to her. I understood her reasoning.


  These things were as much her kids as the one she carried in her own body.


  “No, they’re mostly skin and bone. Venusian animals, and plants as well, are not able to concentrate liquids in their bodies. They have a ‘dry’ metabolism. In order to survive, they had to be designed with tiny cells, thick, impermeable exomembranes, and reduced vascular supplies. The skyhorses in the tank have less than five milliliters of blood among them. What they do have, though, is being pumped rapidly, under very high pressure.


  “What this means, is that you would not find them at all tasty, even though their flesh is edible. You would need over fifty of the animals to provide you with a filling meal.”


  Hobart looked displeased.


  “What we’re seeing is just the bottom of the foodchain, isn’t it?” I was priming Irene to give Hobart the answer he wanted to hear.


  “Yes. Later, once these establish themselves, we will release larger animals which will be carnivores, exploiting these herbivores as a food supply. The carnivores will be true fliers, genetically similar to bats and birds. I’m also working with material to create a large bladder whale, which will migrate freely through the cloudbanks harvesting bubble algae. There’s enough of that around to make such a creation feasible. I think that the whale will prove to be the first edible food crop apart from the algae, the colony will be able to exploit.”


  “Yes.” Hobart stepped back from the tank and folded his hands behind his back. His eyes took on a dreamy, blank look as he considered this scheme. “We could establish herds of the beasts, like cattle. How large might they grow?”


  Irene rooted in a desk drawer, finally bringing out a series of sketches. The pencil images showed a blimplike creature with eyes on the underside of a mouth that opened out like a vast dragnet. It had two wings as forelimbs, and a large, horizontal fluke for a tail.


  “At first we’re going to keep the size down to about thirty feet. This animal will have a large floatation bladder. Eventually, we will eliminate the growth restrictor and allow them to grow as large as their environment permits.”


  Hobart had another thought, this one disturbing.


  “They won’t become a danger to the Station, will they?”


  Irene laughed.


  “Hardly. You’re looking at a creature who is mostly air. At any point in the body the skin and muscle layers will scarcely exceed three inches in thickness. The body is a giant bag.”


  Callaghan gave Hobart a clap on his shoulder.


  “That’s great. It will make the thing easier to carve up into steaks.”


  Hobart gave the pilot a dirty look. Then he turned his attention back to the tank of skyhorses.


  “Aremarkable achievement, Irene. Really remarkable. How long before you begin releasing these?”


  “An experimental garden is already being prepared in the vicinity of Outpost. We’ll want to keep the first releases under close observation. Once we’re sure that everything is going as planned, squids will begin transplanting colonies to each of the cloud jungles that they are able to locate. There’s quite a few of them, now, you know.”


  “So I’ve heard from Venus Station. The clouds are actually turning green in some areas. Ten years ago I wouldn’t have believed it possible.”


  Hobart tapped on the tank with his forefinger and laughed softly as the animals inside jerked and scuttled back into concealment among the dangling leaves.


  “Just remarkable,” he said again. “Now, there will be a meeting at 1300 today to map out our surface venture. You’ll be there, of course.”


  I nodded, though not with a great deal of enthusiasm.


  “Good!” Hobart was beaming good will, again. Maybe that was the mark of a good administrator, being able to rebuke and reward simply by words and facial expressions. Although no one really liked him, as the word around the Station went, no one hated him, either. That was something in his favor.


  “Doctor Brigid Pitz will be chairing the meeting as project head. She’s a well known astrogeologist, a real pro in the field. Her papers on the terminal bombardment of the Martian and Mercurial surfaces are now considered to be classic works. We are extremely lucky to have her here with us on this team.”


  Hobart shook hands all around, gave Irene a fatherly pat on the shoulder—an act which got him a tongue stuck in his direction as he turned to leave—and departed, leaving us ordinary folks free to pursue our work.


  Callaghan and I decided to have lunch before the meeting commenced.


  He was very quiet.


  “You’re not wild about going down to the surface, are you?”


  He shook his head.


  “I was there twice. Hated it both times. Death is too close for comfort down there. A man dies easy when he’s scared, and when I was on the surface I was scared all the time.”


  I grunted agreement. It was a select club, those of us who had been down to look at Venus as she really was. You could tell a brother simply by the aged look in his eyes, and the tight little wrinkles on the face. Fear lines we called them, but no one else with any sense would have dared to. As I said, we were a proud and select club.


  Lunch was a brief affair. Neither Callaghan or I seemed to have much of an appetite. Afterwards, the meeting started precisely at 1300. Doctor Pitz saw to that.


  She was forty, had a severe sort of beauty which was emphasized by close-cropped red hair, and looked down on all of us from her perch like an eagle from an alpine lair.


  Besides Callaghan and myself, there were seven other geologists and ten assistants assigned as staff to the project. They were the techs. But we would all be doing the dirty work on the surface. Even the good doctor.


  What a team we were going to be.


  Pitz didn’t use the podium, she sat on the table with her long legs dangling in front of us. Her only prop was a chart. She was keeping that covered with a white cloth.


  I assumed that she would spring whatever was on it as a surprise later.


  “I’ll dispense with the preliminaries,” she said up front. “I know each of you. I’ve studied your records. You’re good, but not that good.”


  A murmur of discontent moved through the audience. I glanced over at Callaghan and saw that his smile had become fixed and wooden.


  “That’s right, hate me. I want you to do that. If we start liking each other Venus will probably kill us. I don’t want any losses that can be avoided.


  “I’m the expert in the field of planetesimals. I have investigated the Mare Imbrium and Mare Orientals on Luna, the Hellas and Argyre Basins on Mars, and the Caloris Basin on Mercury. On this venture, we are going to explore what will probably prove to be the most interesting and valuable of these massive impact sites, the Hades Basin of Venus.”


  “Never heard of it,” Callaghan muttered under his breath.


  Pitz’s eyes swiveled around and glued themselves on Callaghan. Her hearing must have been phenomenal, perhaps it was a skill developed and perfected through years of standing before hostile audiences of conservative, male astronomers.


  “This basin was identified only two years ago and lies directly across the equator of the planet, sprawled through the crumbling remains of an archaic mountain range estimated to be over a billion years old. The mountains have been worn down to hills, and the basin has been filled in by millions of years of sedimentation. Side-scan radar shows only a rocky plain with some low relief features.


  “Deep-scan radar, however, signals that there just might be something interesting buried under all that dust and rubble. If this were Earth, and we were lucky, a glacier might have already scraped away this overburden and exposed the ancient landscape, just as 200 million-year-old craters have been revealed on the Canadian Shield. But Venus has no glaciers. We will have to do our own exposing using explosives and seismic sensing devices.”


  She uncovered the chart. I assumed it would show Venus. It didn’t. Instead we were treated to a schematic view of the solar system: the solar system as it existed four billion years ago.


  The orbits of the planets were the same with one major exception, a planet existed between Mars and Jupiter. It was an old theory, and not a particularly good one. I had heard it all before. The major flaw in the theory was that when the mass of all the asteroids was calculated and combined, the planet created was barely as large as the moon, and it was unlikely that a planetoid that small could have broken up through the effects of Jovian tidal fluctuations. The theory, like others launched to explain the asteroid belt, had been discarded.


  I was disappointed. There were interesting features on Venus. I had assumed that we would be going down to one of those, like the Beta caldera, a magma source the size of a small ocean, or the Great Valley, a crustal split several thousand kilometers long and 20,000 feet deep whose floor was aglow with sulphur fires and magma pools.


  Pitz sensed the disappointment drifting through her audience.


  “Yes, this one is old hat. You’re probably wondering why I even bring it up.”


  She laughed and flipped the chart.


  We saw Mars, Luna, Mercury, and Venus side by side. Their major impact basins were marked in red. Under each planet was a chart of impact dates. There was a remarkable match among them. The amusement began to fade.


  “Yes, I can see that you are catching onto the fit. At first these figures were interpreted as an episode known as the Terminal Bombardment of the planets, a period marked by huge planetesimals with eccentric orbits which eventually brought them into dramatic contact with the larger bodies of the solar system.


  “Curiously enough, when the impact sites are examined and the angles of impact plotted, there is again a remarkable match. Almost as though one were observing a single event.”


  She flipped back to the first chart.


  “The chemical and geologic structure of the asteroids is known. Evidence suggests that they were once gathered into a single, solidified planet. But this world was destroyed in what was probably a lengthy contest of gravitational dominance with Jupiter. Jupiter won, naturally, and powerful tides tore the young planet apart. Its pieces settled down into a stable orbital perimeter eventually, but some of the debris escaped into the solar system at large. You’ve already seen the evidence of that.


  “That’s the theory. It has holes, but I believe that I may have found a plug to fit the largest.


  “This rocky debris which smashed down on the other planets of the solar system provides an answer, and perhaps a rebuttal to one of the arguments against the existence of a planet in the orbital interval between Mars and Jupiter, because the additive mass of all the bodies which make up the asteroid belt does not equal a planet-sized object. In other words, what if the asteroid belt is not the ruin of a proto-planet, but merely a remnant of a ruin? Catch my drift?”


  She didn’t wait for a response; the question had been rhetorical, merely a dramatic pause.


  “Now, it is possible to estimate the mass of a meteorite from the crater it leaves behind. It is not necessarily easy, but it is possible. I have done it for all known impact basins falling within my temporal reference. The mass resolved, when added to the cumulative mass of the asteroid belt, yields a planet slightly larger than Mercury.


  “There are other problems with putting a hypothetical planet here, but they are minor. The greatest problem lies in formulating an agency to destroy this world and spread its fragments throughout the solar system. The gravitational forces of Jupiter alone will no longer suffice. Nevertheless, I feel we should reopen the question of the origin of the asteroid belt. Evidence is there and waiting to be examined. It would be foolish to let astronomical dogma blind us to what may turn out to be a fantastic and awe-inspiring event in the dawn of our sun’s existence.”


  Brigid stopped speaking and looked about the room, perhaps searching out incredulous expressions.


  Silence waited on her next words.


  She smiled. Apparently she had won the audience to her way of thinking. She started to continue the talk.


  One of the geologists raised his hand to be recognized.


  Impatiently, Pitz nodded at him.


  “What you have told us is remarkable, if true. Are we going down to Hades to reclaim one more piece of your puzzle, a fragment of the protoplanet?”


  Pitz’s face broke into a smile.


  “I hope not.”


  And there she left us hanging.


  The remainder of the meeting was a description and battle plan for the expedition. Two airbusses would be required to ferry us down to the surface. The exploration would take place using seven modified Groundmovers. A radar scan had already been completed from the air. The photomaps were exact. We were expected to mine and take samples from various spots of interest. The final episode would involve drilling seven deep bores and implanting fission devices. When these were detonated, the geologic structure of the crust and mantle in the area of the Hades Basin would be revealed. From this data, Brigid Pitz would be able to either prove or discard her theory.


  But the nature of that theory she was not yet ready to reveal.


  Talk about it on board the Station was rampant, however. You couldn’t avoid hearing about it in the dining area, wherever people gathered.


  Even Irene was curious.


  She pressed me for details, and when I couldn’t give her any, she stalked off to the lab in a huff, leaving me alone in our cabin.


  That was perfect, I had been wanting some time alone. Moving to the desk, I removed a small, plastic device, a slim wallet with a viewscreen on one side. Dennis had sent the Coder by Mail Packet from Earth. That method was much slower than radio, but more secure.


  Above the screen were several alphanumeric pressure tabs. I hesitated a moment, trying to remember the code that Dennis and I had worked out before he had left, then punched in what I hoped was the right sequence. Hit the wrong key and the entire message would erase undisplayed.


  Something was appearing on the screen:


  
    Roger:


    I’m risking this message because something big is in the works for Venus. Be warned and be careful. I’m helping the government with their investigation. We have narrowed our leads to several corporations which are major sources of money for the Group. But the Group has other support apparently from private lobbies who either want the Venus mission stopped, or the project opened up to other corporations. The Sayre Foundation currently has an exclusive charter to all Venusian mineral and chemical finds. These other lobbies don’t necessarily agree with the Group’s methods, but as silent partners they all support its goal . . . the overthrow of the Sayre monopoly. The Group has many agents on Earth, and on Venus. But I haven’t been able to determine if Smyth or Hobart are among them. The Group also has some politicians in their corner, so be wary, and watch what you say. A note of hope: we are close to a breakthrough.


    Dennis

  


  The message ran through one more time, and then erased itself. I leaned back in my chair and tried to think. It was hard, I was tired.


  Then, around 1130 hours, there was a soft tap-tap on the cabin door.


  I moved automatically to answer it, leaving the desk lamp shining. The rest of the room was dark, the desk the only island of light. My bare feet made no noise on the soft, insulated plastic that covered the decking.


  “Yes?” The panel slid back on its frame.


  The hallway was unusually dim. A dark shadow faced me in a hooded coverall.


  “Doctor Teale?”


  “Yes. What is it? Are you with the Hades project?”


  “Indeed I am, and to hell with you!”


  The tone of voice warned me before the words registered. But the butt of the hand laser was already moving out of concealment. The glossy muzzle of the gun jabbed at my stomach.


  I jerked the panel shut, but the intruder threw his shoulder in the way and stopped it midway. The gun fired and a blue-white beam scorched through my coveralls. Heat seared my skin. I screamed as the cloth burst into smoldering flames and ate at my flesh.


  Panic gave me new strength. I hammered at the stranger’s head with my fist. My hands smashed at his face and the hood slid back. For an instant I saw a beefy face and angry blue eyes. Then something dark flashed across my vision and stars burst in my skull.


  I fell senseless to the deck.


  “I think he’s coming around.”


  The voice was familiar. I opened my eyes and saw Callaghan, his jovial nature muted somewhat, staring down at me. His hair was messed and he had on a pair of striped pajama bottoms which looked as out of place on his stocky body as ears on a mug. There was a smear of lipstick on his neck, I noted. Apparently my bad luck had busted up something pretty interesting.


  “Let’s get him down to sickbay.”


  I turned my head to see who was speaking and was instantly sorry. There was a lump over my left ear the size of an apple. It throbbed like it was going to explode.


  “Take it easy,” Callaghan urged. “Who bashed you, friend?”


  “Never saw him before. But he’s ugly, with blue eyes.”


  Callaghan laughed.


  “So am I. Haven’t you got anything better for us?”


  Just then, another attendant came up with a wheeled stretcher.


  “The talk can wait,” he snapped. “We’re taking this man below. The rest of you wait for security.”


  And so they hustled me off like a sack of potatoes.


  I didn’t see anyone but two docs and a nurse for four hours. Then they let Irene in for a few minutes.


  She blubbered over me for a while, and then chewed me out for nearly getting myself killed.


  I apologized meekly, and that brought the tears back.


  When she was finished feeling sorry for me, I asked to see Callaghan.


  He had apparently been waiting for some time. The door burst open almost before Irene was through it. He pulled a chair up beside the bed.


  “You were lucky, buddy. They meant to get you. Their boy was an amateur, though, and that saved you. He should have shot you right off instead of making a speech. Security found him down one level heading for one of the shuttle holds. The gun was still hot from being fired. He resisted and the guards burned him.”


  “He’s dead?”


  Callaghan nodded.


  “Damn it. Now we’re as much in the dark as ever.” I took a deep breath. “It would have been nice to find out why he was out to kill me. Whose idea was it to shoot to kill?”


  “The guard’s. Your potential assassin almost burned his left hand off at the wrist. There wasn’t time to fool around. The guard liked living as much as you do.”


  “Okay.” I felt suddenly contrite. “Sorry. Shot my mouth off out of turn.”


  Callaghan grinned and hit my shoulder. “The doctors say your skull is still whole and that they’ll release you to Irene’s care sometime tomorrow. The burn is superficial. You’ll be good as new by the time the expedition is ready to make its descent.”


  I sighed.


  “I was afraid you’d say that. Oh, well, why should you get to hog all the glory? Buddies have to stick together, you know.”


  My eyes wandered about the tiny sickbay.


  “Now if we only knew why.”


  Callaghan shrugged and stood up.


  “Easy. The Group wants you dead. They gave you time to get relaxed, let your guard down, then they acted.”


  “I’m sick of hearing about them. Sick of Hobart, too. It would be different if we could fight them, but they’re invisible, just out there, waiting, like the hand of death. If only Irene were somewhere safe.”


  “Where’s safe in this world? I don’t think there are any safe places. And if there were, human beings wouldn’t live there. It’s just not their nature.”


  “Your nature, maybe. Myself, I’d like a cozy fire and a warm cottage.”


  “That hit on the head did affect you,” Callaghan accused. “I’d better get out of here or you’ll contaminate me with that kind of crazy talk.”


  “I bet your wife and children don’t think it’s crazy.”


  He flushed. I’d never seen him do that before.


  “Just leave them out of it, hear? That’s another problem.”


  He departed like a spooked hound and left me staring at a blank door feeling puzzled and sore.


  I wasn’t allowed to sleep. Cracked heads are dangerous that way. Instead, I reviewed geology texts and papers on Venus.


  Venus was an anomaly in several ways:


  A. Her atmosphere was way too dense. She had enough air for two planets, maybe even three.


  B. She hardly rotated at all, only one revolution per 243 Earth days. And her motion was backwards in relation to the other worlds making up the solar system, or retrograde.


  C. Her surface was flat, the tallest feature being no more than two or three miles above the mean elevation.


  D. She was completely without surface water, yet there was almost no water in the cloud decks, either. H2O was formed as a natural process of volcanism. In 4 billion years of volcanic activity some water must have formed. Where was it?


  I passed the day in reflection and study. It got boring quick.


  I was on the verge of revolting and fleeing the sickbay on my own when Hobart and Callaghan both burst in on me. Callaghan was uneasy and tense. He looked tired. Hobart was in worse condition. His attitude resembled a starving mortician.


  Pushing myself up in the bed, I steeled myself for the bad news that was bound to come.


  Hobart opened.


  “We have located Forsyth. He is alive, but very weak. The search teams found Skystation One drifting aimlessly near the limit of the lower cloud deck. It was a near thing.”


  That was good news.


  Why were they still so glum?


  “You’re hiding something. Let me have it,” I demanded.


  Hobart glanced at Callaghan.


  “I’ll do it. I’ve known him longer. “Hobart nodded, suddenly relieved. He backed toward the door.


  “Hades Project needs my attention. I thought you would appreciate hearing about your friend. Well, goodbye.”


  The door clicked shut and Callaghan and I were alone.


  “It’s Irene, isn’t it?”


  The old second sight was acting up.


  “You shouldn’t worry. These things happen. I’ve been through two births, myself. They’re never the same. And sometimes there are complications. Irene is eight months along . . .”


  “Where is she?”


  “Hobart is having her transferred up to Venus Station. The facilities are better up there. And the lower gravity will make her more comfortable.”


  “I want to see her!”


  “You shouldn’t, she’s under sedation. She wouldn’t recognize you, anyway. Just lay back and don’t worry.”


  “How can I not worry about my wife when she’s in trouble? Wake up, man.”


  I threw back the thin sheet and slid off the bed onto the floor.


  “It was the Group, wasn’t it? How did it happen?”


  “She fell.” Callaghan had his hands on my shoulders, forcing me back into the bed.


  “They’re going to try to save the baby.”


  “I want to see her, damn it!”


  “You’re going to stay in this room, read your damn papers, and get prepared for your job. That’s the way Irene would want it, and that’s what you should do. There’s nothing you can help with. You’ll only be in the way.”


  I looked at him and saw that he wasn’t going to give in. Maybe another time I would have decked him. But now, I was just too weak. The bed came up and caught me. I rolled over and stared at the wall.


  Beth’s image was gazing back at me, wispy and thin, a ghost of a memory.


  “Get out of here, Callaghan!”


  “She’s going to be all right.”


  “I said, get out!”


  After a moment, he left.


  There was nothing else to say.


  The sun was shining through the big window at the end of the room and making golden bars of brightness on the massive desk. The old man who sat at the desk, however, was in shadow.


  The secretary showed the two well-dressed businessmen to chairs ranked before the desk and quietly withdrew.


  The smaller of the two visitors soon proved to be the spokesman. When the formalities of introductions and small talk were dispensed with he got right to the point of their visit.


  “The modified equipment which you have ordered is prepared to your specifications and ready for shipment. Needless to say, our company is aware that a standard disclaimer of use clause in our contract would be out of place. But we would like some reassurance as to the purpose that you intend to use our products for.”


  The shadowed face moved into the light. The features were old and lined, but still powerful. It was a face used to command . . . and obedience.


  “I understand your company’s concern, Mr. Barker. We intend your goods for scientific research on the surface of an uninhabited world. I trust that sets your mind at ease.”


  The other man smiled. “It does. Some of us were worried that your organization might have something rash planned. We must naturally be careful about our company’s reputation.” He hesitated. “Is the plan maturing as expected?”


  The old man’s face tightened.


  The other businessman, up to now silent, broke in.


  “Bill, there’s no reason to doubt his word. And he doesn’t like being questioned. We’re going to win, and no one has any greater motivation for that than Dick Cussler.”


  The smaller man glanced uncomfortably to a corner of the desk where a photo of two young men side by side reposed in what was evidently a place of honor.


  “Yes,” Cussler agreed. “There is something that the Sayre Foundation will be unable to give back. But they will pay for their carelessness.”


  The smaller man stood and held out his hand. The meeting was over.


  “We want no more lives lost. No more!”


  The old man smiled faintly.


  “I’m not a monster, merely a businessman. And we’re both engaged in the same business for the same profits. I hope you gentlemen will remember that when the time comes for the payoff.”


  “Indeed,” the smaller man said with a careless snort.


  Later, as they were going down the long, plushly carpeted hallway to the elevator, he spoke to his companion.


  “He scares me sometimes.”


  “Relax, Bill. Cussler’s no madman. He dotes on the memory of his dead sons a bit too much, but he knows how to do a job and get it done. Play along with his lead and you’ll get those contracts on Venus. It won’t be much longer.”


  “It better not be. The annual stockholders’ meeting is coming up soon and Fitzsimmons wants something firm to present.”


  The elevator door hissed open at their approach, and then they both were gone.


  Back in the office, the old man was talking to his secretary.


  “Yes, put me through to Senator Briggs. It’s time we had a hearing before the Congress. We’ve got our big guns, now. But when we make our play the government will swoop down on us like hawks. We’re going to need a voice before the populace. If Briggs balks remind him of his last vacation in Bermuda. It shouldn’t take much more than that. He had a good time. A very good time!


  “And after you get Briggs on the line, call up Andre. We’ll need the, shipment schedules for the Jersey Spaceport. The traffic to Venus is going to be getting heavy now that she’s coming out from beyond the sun. We’re going to have to make a substitution for some of the goods routed for Outpost and it will be a lot easier if Andre and his crew can get the work done on the docks before the equipment is loaded into billets and stowed deep.” He motioned her to leave.


  The girl nodded, closed her pad and departed, her short skirt swishing about her knees.


  The old man leaned back in his chair, folding his arms behind his head. The chair springs squeaked faintly as he rocked slowly. His eyes fell on the photo on his desktop.


  “I couldn’t stop you from going to work for the enemy, for taking up with their crazy dreams of making Venus a fit place for man, but by the brass gates of hell I will make them pay for being careless with your lives. Before, the competition was only business, but now it’s more than that. Let the fools have their mines, I’m going to ruin Sayre and show them up before the whole system as a pack of arrogant fools . . . so help me I will!”


  His fist slammed down on the desk and the photo rocked on its frame and fell over with a clatter.
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  The sky was black, the ground a brownish red. The sun was eerily visible as a dark orange sliver wavering just above the horizon. It was a freak sight, one observed maybe three times during a year, and it served to make the broad depression laid out before us even more unearthly.


  The Groundmover was drawn up on the brink of the immense crater, its cameras directed down into the pit. The rock face leading down to the floor was heaved up into hummocks of pillow lava, ridged and fissured in chaotic fashion. It was a dead landscape.


  The floor of the pit was a little more interesting. Portions of it made a raised plain. Here, the stone was colored a dull red that glowed slightly. That color was reflected off the bottoms of the clouds scudding past overhead.


  The plain was heavily eroded, probably from subsurface rock currents and the collapse of portions of weakened crust. In the deepest ravines fumeroles sputtered and boiled, coughing white-hot spatters of stone out onto their throats, where it slowly cooled from redheat to less visible black. Smokes drifted across the floor of the pit in streamers, rising nearly vertical until the subwind of the lowest cloud deck bent them over at a right angle and carried the fumes away to the east.


  The air itself shimmered with heat, and with the terrible pressures exerted at this depth.


  When one of the fumeroles erupted, the rumble of the emerging rock fluids was like the heavy booming of a bass drum being played invisibly in the wings of the arena. The bulkheads of the Groundmover shuddered sympathetically with the thunder. I could feel it with my fist pressed to the thick insulation, as though the entire vehicle was forming a vast tympanum.


  Buscema, my technician, was trembling. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the screens since he had driven the big machine out of the hold of the airbus, following in the treadmarks of the other six vehicles which had preceded us into this hellish wasteland.


  It was his first trip down to the surface. I felt a certain sympathy for him. My hand moved out of its own accord and touched his shoulder.


  “We’ll be out of here in sixteen hours. Until then, just be careful and smart and we’ll make it without any trouble.”


  “You’ve been down here before.”


  “Yep. Didn’t like it then anymore than you do now.”


  I settled the tiny earphone and mike arrangement more firmly on my head and hit the transmit switch:


  “DIG LEADER, THIS IS CRAWLER SEVEN. WE ARE ON THE SURFACE AND FULLY OPERATIONAL. YOUR ORDERS, PLEASE.”


  The voice of Brigid Pitz came back at once, perhaps a little less arrogant, but still very much in authority.


  “FOLLOW THE PROGRAM, SEVEN. CHECK IN WHEN YOU HAVE REACHED YOUR OBJECTIVE. DIG LEADER OUT.”


  “Follow the program, the lady says.”


  Below, strapped into the cramped driver’s slot, Buscema chuckled. Well, at least he still had his sense of humor. A man needed that in hell.


  Where was the program?


  I pushed the papers about on the clipboard that was hanging near my head. Yes, there, I scanned the objectives and time table one more time.


  1500 Dig Team exits respective airbus and proceeds directly to preassigned locations (see assignment sheets).


  1600-Individual components of Dig 2400 Team will investigate assigned sites, taking mineral samples with exterior grapples, photographing terrain, and completing radioactive and chemical studies.


  0100 Dig Team will commence drilling bore holes into rim of Basin formation. Units One and Three will excavate bore holes in approximate center of pit.


  0700 Bores to be completed. Fission devices inserted and detonation timers activated.


  0800 Dig Team withdraws to landing area, deploying seismic monitors at preselected intervals (see assignment sheets).


  1000 Embark respective airbusses with samples transferred to sealed containers.


  1200 Depart Venusian surface.


  0800 Prearranged detonation of fission devices commences. Monitoring of seismic echoes to be accomplished on board Cytherea Station and Venus Station (orbiting Platform).


  1100 Dig recapitulation and evaluation.


  It all looked so easy on paper.


  I turned ahead to the assignment sheet. Our dig location was under the rim of the north flank of the Basin, approximately seven hundred yards distant. We would have to descend the slope and then make a sharp turn to the left to reach it. And, if we were to keep to the schedule, we’d have to hurry.


  “Drive on, James.” I clipped the assignment sheet in front of Buscema.


  “There lies our destination. Don’t spare the horses or the Dragon Lady in charge of this joyride will have our asses nailed to her bulkhead for conversation pieces. Move it!”


  The slope was an easy gradient. The rock was firm, and the treads only slipped a little as the Groundmover growled downwards.


  The bottom of the pit was hard rock. But here the stone was cut with narrow ravines parallel to our course. Most the Groundmover could straddle. But some required selecting detours. We were forced to climb the wall of the Basin twice, avoiding deep canyons, their bottoms filled with drifting mist. And once, we had to meander far out onto the Basin floor, trying to pick our way around a deep pit. The crust had fallen away into a lava tube. The walls of the pit were splashed with scarlet, and the magma churning below made a continuous roaring sound, like an ancient Saturn Five booster taking off over and over again.


  Smokes obscured vision at intervals.


  Buscema drove with his feet thrusting continuously at the brakes, sliding us about on the rock surface by brute force. Some boulders had to be shoved out of the way. They toppled off into eroded slashes reluctantly. Sometimes they shattered when they hit, their materials already softened by the terrible heat.


  We were almost to the location circled on the photomap when the Groundmover dipped its nose and the stern rose high into the air. The treads clashed against soft stone. The engine began to race, and Buscema tried halfheartedly to stifle a frightened scream.


  With a curse, I leaped across the cabin and yanked down on the ballast transfer switch. There was a gurgling rumble as a fortune in liquid mercury was pumped rapidly into empty stern tanks.


  The Groundmover thumped back onto the rock, level again.


  Buscema backed cautiously, at the same time swiveling the cameras down.


  On the screens, an image of fractured crust with a dull grey liquid surging under it met our eyes.


  “Metal pool,” I choked. “Back around and get closer to the Basin wall. The crust will be thicker there.”


  Buscema clashed the gears. The big machine moved left, but slowly.


  “What was it?”


  The boy’s voice was very faint. There was sweat running in greasy rivers across his face. His forehead was beaded solid.


  He was stinking with fear.


  But he was doing his job.


  I clapped him on the back again. No words were necessary. I could see him relax a little.


  “Lead melts out of the rocks and runs along the ground where it can, collecting in low spots, just like water would do at home. When it pools, the surface combines with the acids in the air and forms a crust. Dust drifts over it. The result is a trap that can swallow up a Groundmover, if you’re not careful. I’m a lucky man . . . you were driving only as fast as you trusted the ground. Where did you learn that?”


  “Your friend, Callaghan, gave a talk before we left, and I listened closely.”


  “Good . . . watch it!” The Groundmover was tipping again. But Buscema gunned the engine and we slid across the narrow fault and gained solid rock. We roared up a dusty incline glowing with reflected heat and came to a stop before a fault which cut the Basin wall and twisted far out into the floor of the pit. At its deepest point, smoke was boiling out of the fracture, twisting in a narrow streamer high into the quivering air before being smeared flat by the underwind.


  “We’re here,” Buscema breathed.


  “Helluva spot for a picnic, isn’t it?”


  The kid didn’t laugh. Well, it hadn’t been much of a joke.


  I spun about on the cushion and unlimbered the grabs. The controls fitted over my hands and fingers like metal gloves. When I moved, the grabs followed exactly, except with many times the strength and lifting power.


  “Open the bin, kid. I’m going to pick up some rocks.”


  I worked my way down the opposite face of the fracture, tearing samples out of the layered material and placing them in numbered recesses within the bin. I made a photo of each selection before I removed it, and then called out the number of its storage recess to Buscema. He logged it and waited for the next.


  “Get this thing a little closer . . . I’m going deep for this one.”


  The Groundmover grated forward, overbalanced slightly, then held firm. I thrust the grab as far down into the crevice as it would go and latched onto a curiously pale protrusion of stone. It was an inclusion in a wall of what was probably anorthositic rock.


  The lump resisted. I threw more power to the retractile arms. The electric motors began to whine in protest.


  “Kick us backwards a hair, kid.”


  The Groundmover jerked and reared. “Here she comes . . . God, that’s really a lump. I’ll have to break it up before it will fit in the bin . . .”


  We went on like that for several hours, scratching around in the area, collecting and logging whatever looked interesting. There was a lot. The bin was full long before our collection period was played out.


  I reported in and asked permission to begin the bore.


  Pitz said to go ahead, and then paused in her transmission.


  “BY THE WAY, TEALE. VENUS STATION CALLED DOWN WITH A MESSAGE. YOU’RE A FATHER . . . IT’S A BOY, SIX POUNDS, FOUR OUNCES. BIRTH WAS PREMATURE, BUT MOTHER AND CHILD ARE DOING FINE. CONGRATULATIONS.”


  For a moment I was stunned. The words didn’t seem to mean anything. Then I let out a whoop. Buscema yanked on the klaxon and the shriek echoed through the tiny cabin.


  “Nice going old man. Your son’s a Venusian, one of the first.”


  But Pitz wasn’t through.


  “DON’T LET MY GOOD NEWS MAKE YOU CARELESS, TEALE. THIS IS STILL HADES. DON’T GO MAKING YOUR WIFE A WIDOW. DIG LEADER, OUT.”


  “Boy, what a grouch,” Buscema complained.


  “Yeah, but she’s right. We can still get very dead if we foul up. Extend the camera boom out over the crevice.”


  The scene on one of the scanners tilted and pivoted down.


  Darkness covered the glass.


  “Turn up the sensitivity.”


  The darkness turned silvery; rock ledges began to show, then a flat bench, the bottom of the ravine. Smokes eddied along it.


  “Think you can drop the bore down that crack and get it digging? We can save some time, maybe put it down an extra hundred feet. The Dragon Lady will like that.”


  Buscema was doubtful.


  “Let me try,” was all he would say.


  But it worked. The bore chugged away, and a mound of pulverized rock began to grow beside us as the till was carried up the shaft casing, across a conveyor, and deposited next to the Groundmover in such a manner that we wouldn’t be buried as the pile grew.


  And grow it would. We were going down six hundred feet.


  We took a lunch break and let the operation take care of itself.


  Afterwards, I called Callaghan. He was in Crawler Three, out in the center of the Basin.


  “HOW’S THE VIEW, BUDDY?”


  “BLEAK, VERY BLEAK, CAN’T SEE HALF THE TIME BECAUSE OF GROUND FOG. WE’RE AHEAD OF SCHEDULE, THOUGH. OUR BORE IS DOWN TO THE FOUR HUNDRED-FOOT LEVEL. DON’T KNOW IF WE’LL BE ABLE TO GET MUCH DEEPER . . . WE’RE STARTING TO SUCK MAGMA. I’M AFRAID WE’LL LOSE THE BIT, BUT THE BOSS LADY SAYS TO KEEP PUSHING.”


  “SHE WOULD.”


  “SAY, CONGRATULATIONS. I HEARD ABOUT IRENE. YOU OWE ME A CIGAR.”


  “THAT’S A BARBARIC CUSTOM.”


  “SO I’M A BARBARIAN. YOU’RE IN MY DEBT, REMEMBER.”


  “THERE’S JUST NO TALKING TO YOU, CHUMP. THIS IS CRAWLER SEVEN, OUT.”


  On the bore control board a red light began to flash.


  “Oh, oh, we’re out to our limit. I’d better start pulling the pipe. Rack it as I bring the sections clear of the shaft.”


  Buscema quickly put down his barely touched sandwich and began monitoring the outside cameras. His hands danced over the controls. By 0530 we were finished.


  “Okay, let’s fish out ‘baby’ and lower her down.”


  Buscema opened the cargo bay of the Groundmover. I thrust the grapplers inside, warily remembering that we had 20 kilotons lurking there.


  The black, insulated casing slid out slowly and came to a stop against the holding rack. I snapped on the lifting bolt and gave the shear swivel one last check. It clicked free, and then locked tight each time I sent the signal. I turned the bomb. A plastic coated metal tag rolled up into view, scuffed and smeary, but still readable.


  Under the radioactive materials warning, and the harsh black and yellow design was the part number and the legend: shock wave generator-fission type-20 kilotons. The area around the tag was beginning to bubble in a peculiar way, as if the glue were reacting with the atmosphere. That was unlikely since Pitz had explained in great detail how these devices had been custom designed for use on Venus. Surely the manufacturer wouldn’t have fouled up a simple thing like a glue specification?


  I rolled the bomb again, opened the inspection plate and set the timer. 0800, final event time. I cleared my actions with Dig Control, got the go-ahead to arm the device, and used the micromanipulator to set and lock the activator switch.


  The cover plate went back into place with an unheard snap.


  “Okay, kid. Haul away.”


  The bomb swung out over the yawning crevice.


  “Lower away. Stop playing out on my signal.”


  We waited as the bomb swayed down into the depths. The mouth of the shaft rose up to meet it.


  “Stop! Wait until it stops swinging.” Gradually the device slowed in its oscillations.


  “Give me six inches.”


  The nose of the bomb struck the lip of the shaft and hesitated there, leaning slightly to one side. It pivoted about the point of contact . . . then it dropped inside.


  “Lower away, we’re in. Use the automatics, we’ve a deep mama to plumb here.”


  Thirty minutes later we were done. The bomb was seated in its final resting place, a cap of fast-setting sealant had been poured around it, and the rest of the shaft filled in with packed down till. We had primed our geologic cannon and tamped the shot with wadding.


  Now it was time to run like hell.


  The others were on their way back, as well. The dig was going better than expected. Maybe the grim surroundings had given everyone a certain urgency, a longing to finish up and get up where the air was lighter and fresher.


  One by one the crawlers reported in. Pitz sent them scurrying toward the waiting airbusses. She was still on Station. Her first shaft had filled with magma and turned into a baby volcano, drenching the Groundmover with molten rock. They had been forced to move to another location and drill again. Callaghan, having planted his device and sealed it, was moving toward her to assist.


  We were almost back to the airbus when her call came through, her device was seated. She was filling the shaft. Callaghan was returning at once.


  On the heels of that transmission came another. It was Robinson, another of the geologists. He had been drilling in Crawler Two. They had encountered dense strata and had been slowed greatly. Now his panicky voice flooded all the circuits.


  “STOP THE OPERATION! THERE’S BEEN A TERRIBLE MISTAKE.”


  Pitz was on the net at once demanding what was going on.


  “WE WERE ABOUT TO LOWER OUR DEVICE WHEN MY MANIPULATOR STRUCK THE CASING. THE IDENTIFICATION TAG WAS KNOCKED OFF. THESE AREN’T THE DEVICES THAT WE ORDERED FROM NUCLEONICS CORPORATION. SOMEONE GLUED NEW TAGS OVER THOSE WHICH THE MANUFACTURER PUT IN PLACE. THE YIELDS ARE WAY OVER OUR SAFETY FACTOR. THESE ARE 20-MEGATON FUSION DEVICES, NOT THE 20-KILOTON FISSION BOMBS THAT YOU SPECIFIED. DO YOU REALIZE WHAT WILL HAPPEN WHEN THESE THINGS DETONATE?”


  There was a long period of silence. But it was too late to go back, too late to yank the devices.


  “PLANT YOUR DEVICE, CRAWLER TWO, AND RETURN TO THE AIRBUS. THERE’S NOTHING WE CAN DO NOW. I’ll NOTIFY CYTHEREA STATION.”


  “BUT THE EXPLOSION WILL . . .” Robinson was cut off by a sharp buzz of interference.


  “I SAID COMPLETE YOUR EXPERIMENT. ONE MORE BOMB WON’T MAKE ANY DIFFERENCE, NOW. BUT THE ADDED SHEERING FORCE MAY PRODUCE SOME INTERESTING REACTIONS IN THE CRUST. AS FOR THE REST OF YOU, GET READY TO GO HOME. YOU WILL BYPASS THE PLANNED RENDEZVOUS WITH CYTHEREA STATION AND GO DIRECTLY TO VENUS STATION. I WANT AN ACKNOWLEDGMENT FROM YOU PEOPLE ON THE AIRBUSSES.”


  One by one the surprised pilots checked in.


  We heard her talking to the Skystation after that, arguing with Hobart, demanding that he evacuate and take his people out of the atmosphere on every available craft.


  Hobart protested that such a thing would take days.


  Pitz told him that he had no choice. Finally, the administrator agreed.


  We had our airbus in sight, by then. Buscema sent the Groundmover up the ramp and into her bay where the automatics locked her down firm.


  An hour later Crawler Two rumbled in through the hatch. She was the last of our brood. The pilot sealed the hold and started pump-out procedures. When the air was good, we climbed gratefully out of the cramped machines and headed for the main cabin.


  There were still two crawlers out, the pilot advised us.


  Callaghan’s and that of Pitz, the Dig Leader.


  She was in trouble . . . big trouble. Her tech had driven their Groundmover into a lead pool. They were in too far to back out and the big machine was slowly being sucked down through the crust.


  Callaghan had come up behind them and had seized hold of the rear of the mired crawler, but the weight of the sinking machine was dragging both of them down into the bubbling swamp of molten metal.


  There were yells coming over the radio net. One of the bridge scanners was linked into the control room of the doomed Groundmover. Pitz was struggling with the young technician. He was out of his head, screaming and crying about not wanting to die. There was a flash of bright metal, then a loud ‘pop.’


  There was instant quiet.


  “My God,” one of the geologists to my right muttered in a shocked voice. “She’s shot him to death.”


  A woman’s disheveled face floated out of focus across the screen.


  “I WANT TO TALK WITH ROBINSON. CLIFF, ARE YOU THERE?”


  The gray haired man who had commented earlier moved forward and took the mike the pilot offered to him.


  “THIS IS ROBINSON, BRIGID. WHAT CAN WE DO?”


  “NOTHING, WE’RE BOTH DEAD, NOW. BUT KEEP THE PROJECT ALIVE, CLIFF. I’VE SEEN THE ROCK SAMPLES, TESTED SOME OF THEM IN A ROUGH WAY. THE THEORY IS CORRECT! LET THEM KNOW, CLIFF. NOW GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE. THERE’S NO TIME FOR MAUDLIN EMOTION, ALL HELL IS GOING TO BREAK LOOSE WHEN THE BOMBS LET GO. THAT GOES FOR YOU TOO, CALLAGHAN. THANKS FOR TRYING. YOU’RE A LOVELY MAN, A REAL GENTLEMAN, BUT I’VE BEEN A BITCH ALL MY LIFE AND I INTEND TO DIE LIKE ONE. BUG OFF!”


  There was no acknowledgment from Callaghan.


  Six minutes later the radio and video link with Crawler One faded out into noisy, multicolored snow.


  Robinson’s shoulder slumped. Two of the techs escorted him back to his seat and helped strap him down.


  The pilot stayed in close communication with his partner in the other airbus. Suddenly he raised his right hand for attention.


  “Callaghan’s just driven into the hold . . . they’re getting ready to lift off. Strap down, all of you. We’re going to blast in ten seconds.”


  For the next two hours we clawed our way up through the clouds, up into the clean emptiness of space, where the stars shown bright and hard. There was no way to dock with Venus Station, though. Her vicinity was filled with ships of all sizes. A vast ferry operation had been set into motion. There were over three hundred people to pull off Cytherea Station and one trip by six airbusses wouldn’t do it. Every shuttle and airworthy freighter had been called into action. It reminded me of a modern Dunkirk.


  All the activity finished up barely in time. Suddenly, right on schedule, someone punched a hole in the side of Venus and she vomited her white-hot guts three miles into the black sky. The featureless cloudbank overhead bellied out in a vast blister, then broke open as a brown flood of debris and dust was pumped into the upper atmosphere.


  It was the dense atmosphere that made the explosion so fierce. The shockwave was like a giant hammer. It swept around and around the planet in the equatorial belt, staining the clouds in that area a dirty brown.


  An automatic camera had been left running on board Cytherea Station. In the last moments it showed a dark mass like the overbalancing crest of a tidal wave advancing out of the east. The wind was already building to a gale. Then the screen went blank.


  No trace of Cytherea Station was ever found, not in the air, and not on the surface. Venus had swallowed up the wreck completely.


  Among the survivors of the Station and the staff of the Foundation the feeling expressed by most was an allpervading gloom.


  20


  Dennis ducked low under the dripping branch and crouched there, breathing heavily as the copter swooped overhead, completely hidden by the cloud canopy. It was near dusk, and the misting rain had begun to develop into a legitimate rainstorm. Droplets were beginning to hammer on the leaves around him, splattering into cold spray.


  As the copter turned out across the acres of deserted lawn and headed for the distant manor house Dennis drew close to the WBI man who was sharing the woody cover with him. Months ago his fight against the mysterious Group had been a private affair. Now, though, with some lucky breaks, and the massive attack against the Venus colony, he found himself with the support of the Terrestrial government. It was a comforting feeling, damp and miserable as he was.


  The manor house was no longer dark, now. Lights had blinked on in the upper stories, and a dog had challenged the darkness with a yelping bay of suspicion.


  The agent spoke softly into his radio. It muttered back in words too blurred for Dennis to understand. The other man stood abruptly.


  “Come on. They’ve breached the fence and knocked out the surveillance systems. Move fast and low, and keep behind me. This place may have some unpleasant surprises.”


  Dennis was happy to comply.


  Later, as he related the story of the raid to us over the Direct Beam from Earth, he admitted to the anxiety of the moment, of the fear that bit at him each time his feet slipped on the wet grass and threatened to spill him to the ground.


  The agent moved swiftly in concert with the main force sweeping across the grassy opens toward the manor house. There was no cover for the first hundred yards. That was planned, Dennis realized as they came up on the first tangle of ground-hugging trees and discovered the laser needier staring blindly back the way they had come, inert and dead, its automatic sensors jammed.


  The agent turned to Dennis and grinned, patting the buzzing satchel he wore strapped to his belt.


  “Just pray the battery holds out until we get inside the house,” he hissed.


  Beyond the trees was more open lawn, and then a cluster of staggered bushes whose leafy summits rose higher than a man. As they passed the first a glittering shape rose up to confront them. Harsh light bit at the grass in a solid beam. It swept over the tip of the agent’s boot, adding the smell of charred leather to the stink of overheated earth and crisped vegetation.


  “Down!” the agent shouted, and fired even as he was throwing himself aside. The blue glimmer of his hand laser struck up at an insectile metal head. The light beam glanced across protruding vision cells, destroying them, and the robot went into defensive mode, stabbing out blindly with its torch.


  Dennis rose to his knees and fired. Molten metal splashed from the head and shoulders of the robot and it toppled backwards with a dull clang to lie inert in the darkness.


  They approached it warily, weapons at the ready.


  Smoke still trailed upwards from the muzzle of its torch. But rain was running down its domed chest in rivulets. The lights from the house sparkled in countless droplets of water beading the deactivated metal giant.


  “Good work, kid. You burned out its brain pan in one shot. That took guts.” The agent studied Dennis with a critical air. “I wouldn’t have been surprised if you had lit out running the minute this big Ugly came rearing out of the bush at us.”


  “I’ve done too much running already,” Dennis told him simply.


  The agent accepted that with a shrug. He knew men, and he also knew when to mind his own business.


  Besides, they were falling behind the advance.


  The first group was already at the front door. They had shot out the porch lights when a burst of hostile fire had answered their reading of the summons and search warrants.


  The big double doors caved in with a flash and thunderous puff of white smoke. As they ran toward the house, Dennis observed the side entries suffer a similar fate. This was no game, he realized. The individual had his rights against forcible entry. But the government still retained the greater right to protect society itself. The estate had lost the court battle to maintain its aloof silence. Now, the owner must obey the law or suffer the wrath of that society.


  Meekness did not seem to be the wont of the inhabitants, however.


  Slowly, the attack force fought its way into the upper reaches of the manor. It was hard going. Resistance was stubborn and determined. Men died on both sides as lasers stabbed out through growing curtains of smoke.


  Then, as if in answer to some unspoken signal, the defense began to crumble. Weapons were tossed out into hallways and figures began moving into the open, their hands raised high.


  The assault team began moving the prisoners outside just in case there were further pockets of resistance.


  But the defenders had given up . . . completely. To Dennis, knowing the Group as he did, that just didn’t seem right. He had expected a bloody fight to the death. He mentioned this to the agent as they climbed a final staircase to an armored penthouse.


  “Yes,” he agreed, “it’s strange. Either the main force has fled to safety, or they have something else in the works, something that they feel makes a surrender here immaterial.”


  The big door melted into sagging shreds of metal under the attack of the agent’s weapon and they entered the penthouse gingerly, stepping over still-glowing pools of molten metal.


  “Ah, so you have finally arrived.” The old man sitting before the bank of comm screens smiled thinly and waved toward several overstuffed chairs lined up behind his position.


  “You’re Cussler?” the agent demanded. “Richard P. Cussler?”


  “Yes, yes, the same. And you’re here to accept my surrender. Well, you shall have it. But before we go into the tedious details of handcuffs and all that sort of official restraint . . . come sit and watch. We have yet to play our last card, you see, the World Congress is hearing a statement from our group on the International Podium. I ask that you listen. . . .”


  The sound on the comm sets came up as Dennis moved to where he could see. But he did not sit down.


  The agent moved to a corner of the room and took up a watchful station. The danger was not over yet.


  The scene on three of the big screens was the International Audience Hall of the World Congress. The other screens were dark.


  The speech was already in progress. The speaker was a woman in her early forties. Her words were greeted with small bursts of applause, and, occasionally, catcalls. The majority of the vast audience visible in the hall was maintaining a quiet, seemingly disinterested silence.


  “. . . and as I have shown, the cost of this incredible project in lives and dollars has already proved to be unacceptably high. And the recent surface explosion which destroyed Cytherea Station, and all other life established on Venus, proves that the Sayre Foundation’s unilateral attempt to subjugate this planet for its own private use has been a failure. The history of this organization has been one of individual suffering, lack of respect for human dignity, and a singular lack of efficiency. Why the accident rate alone has exceeded any known human venture in terms of dollars and lives thrown away.


  “I ask you, the elected members of the World Congress, to reconsider the charter of this project. A project whose usable benefits will not appear to our children, nor even our grandchildren. And possibly not to any children at all. Venus is a killer planet which can never be tamed or be put to any conceivable use. The Sayre Foundation has painted a false picture of its goals solely for its own enrichment, so that it alone could reap the mineral wealth of the planet’s surface.”


  The woman bowed her head.


  “The lives lost already can never be brought back. But I ask that you prevent other young men and women from being sacrificed. You can do this by revoking the Sayre Foundation charter of operation. I hope that in your hearts you will find your way clear to do this. Thank you.”


  There was a moment of silence. Then a rising thunder of applause.


  A dry voice inserted itself over the applause.


  “You have just heard Margaret Hitching of the Cussler Corporation expressing an opinion on whether or not the Sayre Foundation charter of operation shall be renewed. Speaking next shall be an agent of the Sayre Foundation, Dr. Franklin Smyth.”


  Cussler reached to shut off the screens without looking at the others. “Leave them be,” Dennis ordered. “But we’ve heard everything that’s worth hearing,” Cussler protested. He smiled again. “Surely you don’t believe the propaganda that the Sayre Foundation puts out for the masses?”


  The announcer was continuing:


  “Dr. Smyth’s message has been taped because of direct transmission difficulties. Dr. Smyth is unable to return to Earth because of the recent disaster on Venus. He is continuing to direct recovery operations on Venus Station, the orbital base of the Sayre Foundation.”


  Smyth’s face appeared on the screens, blurred and grainy, speckled by occasional bursts of interference.


  “Allow me to first thank the many representatives of this august body who have forwarded condolences on our great loss. The thoughts are appreciated greatly.


  “And now, to the heart of this message I must go at once, for there are some out there among you who have said that we have failed in our attempt to salvage Venus for humanity. We have had a great setback. But it has not been Venus which has defeated us, but rather a far more dangerous enemy. Time and again, as humanity has struggled to improve its station, to wrest knowledge from its surroundings and invest it in both technology and society, it has been forced to struggle against institutionalized ignorance and individual self-interest. The faceless mob must fear knowledge with a terrible instinct, for each time we try to progress, the mob, springing either from the halls of our campuses, or from poverty-stained streets, gathers to pull us down. To date, we do not know who exactly has presided over our defeat, but we have tried to fight. I myself did my best to appear to be a pawn so that they might contact me and thus give themselves away. But our enemies were too cautious for that, too sly. They are fools, but educated fools, and that is the most dangerous kind.


  “Ms. Hitching has spoken to you of deaths. We have had them. God knows we tried to prevent them, but even God cannot prevent murder. He can only advise against it . . .”


  The screens went blank abruptly.


  Cussler was rigid in his chair.


  “The only murder was the murder of my sons,” he snapped. “Mere boys taken in by your Foundation’s scheme of riches. You wanted Venus for yourself, to rule it like some petty kingdom. But now the World Congress will have their vote, and you may get a surprise. Your mighty technology is not everything. Maybe you can shape cells and genes to suit your whims, and build cities out of sterile plastic and cold metal, but there is a greater shaping that can be wielded, and that is the shaping of a human mind. The Congress will be voting soon. You can stop me, but how can you stop the government of the Earth? We have taken away your means. You have nothing left to work with on Venus and the Congress will realize that when they vote. The Sayre Foundation has become a gang of penniless beggars and they will cast you out.


  “Perhaps I am a little mad, my years, and the loss of my sons weigh heavily on me, but there are others who have joined with me and my goals who are not mad. They want the funds that would go to Venus to be directed elsewhere, and I don’t think you can stop them. Not now.”


  Dennis expected the old man to laugh then, or cry, or something. But he merely stared at them and waited.


  After a while the guards came to take him from the room.


  The news that the World Congress had voted to modify the Sayre Foundation operations contract did not really come as a surprise to anyone. Although the government had recognized that Cussler and his organization had operated outside the law and brought the directors of the Group to trial, it was too late for us, the damage had been done. Now the Foundation was faced with a quandry: should it attempt to rebuild, or simply abandon the entire Venus operation and write off the venture as a colossal loss? Whatever the choice, Venus was an open world now. The Sayre Foundation had lost its exclusive option on the natural resources.


  While the guiding minds of the Foundation pondered its decision in closed session, the rest of us assembled in small groups to talk. We felt like refugees, homeless and alone.


  The gloom was contagious, but nonproductive. I had had enough of it, and so I looked up Robinson, one of the geologists who had been in on the exploration of Hades Basin. There were some questions I wanted to ask him, the foremost: what the hell had we been doing down there?


  When I found him he gave me a glassy stare, and began to protest that he was too busy. But he stopped before he finished and gave me a sad grin. None of us were busy, anymore. Finally, he led me over to one of the observation ports where we could look out into space, and see the planet below us. Venus wore a dark girdle of cloud across her equator, now.


  Robinson looked out silently for a while. “Brigid thought of that planet as her own personal treasure house. Inside its mantle is a fragment of matter created light-years distant from our sun.”


  “The proto-planet she spoke of at the lecture?”


  “No,” Robinson was smiling again. “That was just a little lie she invented to protect her secret until she could publish the results of her investigation, something that began years ago while she was still in college. She was working to generate a computer model of the process which yielded our solar system using data that extended far beyond the condensation of the sun and its planets. She began with the supernova that actually triggered this event.”


  “I wasn’t aware that there was anything of the sort involved,” I said. Then regretted my words. Robinson looked as though he were about to spring into a full-blown, college credit lecture. For some people, unrestrained broadcasting of fact and opinion is one way of casting off depression. Robinson fit the mold.


  “You aren’t alone,” he agreed. “The idea was simply theory in the Seventies. But evidence for it began to collect: star formation in a nebular feature in the constellation Canis Major; ejecta from a supernova producing concentrations of young, bright stars. The telling piece of evidence came when the same deep space infrared radiation data that showed the ‘Big Bang’ also produced a trace of a still expanding radiation shell of an ancient, but nearby stellar explosion.


  “Unfortunately, when Brigid ran her program, the solar system it produced was not the one we know today. First, there was no Pluto . . . Neptune was the outermost planet. Secondly, Venus was very nearly Earthlike; she, lacked her great mantle of poisonous clouds. At first, Brigid assumed the program was at fault and rechecked it. But that was a false lead, the program was performing as designed. That left only the data. Somehow, even though she had included every byte of information gleaned over the centuries about our solar system, she had missed some important facts.


  “Then it hit her. If the change in Venus had not occurred due to solar influences, then it must have been caused by an extra-solar event. To test the idea she wrote a second program and began generating novas to examine the results of such explosions. It produced some interesting new data, namely, that planets were sometimes ejected into deep space when their stars underwent major disruptions. It was at this point that Brigid began checking out the great impact basins scattered throughout the planets of our solar system.


  “Imagine the spectacle her program revealed. A star explodes, its inner planets are scoured and stripped of their crusts by sheets of stellar flame. In a scant amount of time they become little more than giant clinkers. The wavefront of the explosion and the weakening of the star’s gravity due to its abrupt loss of mass must have imparted an outward velocity to them and their moons and they were shoved away, to leave their dying star behind. In front of them, the fires of the nova are fading. Behind, their sun glows more brightly than it has ever shone before. But eventually, it too fades, and shrinks to a pinprick of light.


  “The wanderers leave their star in all directions, just as the radiation shell had done before. But their speeds are much below light speed. One of the dead clinkers is what was once the giant moon of the second planet of the unnamed star. It glides silently through deep space, its mantle outgassing and building a shell of frozen gasses over its burned mountains and valleys. Other gasses are collected from space itself due to the effects of gravity. Slowly, the object builds. Its surface is no longer black, but silvery.”


  “This has all got to be taking millions of years,” I broke in to protest. In spite of myself, the image the geologist was painting had seized my imagination.


  Robinson nodded. “Maybe as much as a billion years. When the wanderer first began its journey there was only the blackness of a nebula lying ahead of it. But before it could reach the nebula the radiation front of the supernova had begun to impact the diffuse gasses and concentrate them into a star and its accompanying planets. By the time the wanderer reached our solar system the planets had cooled and developed their first crust. The Venus of that time, as Brigid saw her, was reasonably normal. Her rotation and atmospheric pressure matched that of the Earth. Given two billion years and lots of volcanic activity she would have bled out enough water vapor to form oceans. Possibly life would have appeared. But that was not to be. The odds were against it, but it happened. The wanderer entered our solar system, went into orbit about the sun, and eventually struck Venus. At the moment of meeting there was a single colossal blast which mingled the atmospheres of the two worlds and smothered all hope of Venus ever having life naturally. The clouds generated by that explosive meeting never lifted, while the shock stopped the rotation of Venus and actually sent her spinning slowly backwards.”


  I looked out the port at the planet. “Perhaps that explains the exotic gasses like Argon 36 that the early probes detected down there. The wanderer would have traveled through the remnants of the protosolar dust cloud on its approach. When it struck, the layers of atmospheric ice vaporized. In effect, Venus has the atmospheres of two worlds, not merely one.”


  “Yes.” Robinson was beginning to look tired. “Maybe someday we will have the opportunity to go down and see if something has remained of the wanderer.”


  A bell began ringing loudly through the intercomm system, “WILL MISTER ROGER TEALE PLEASE REPORT TO THE STATION HOSPITAL,” the annunciator said. It was repeated several times.


  “You’d better be off,” Robinson told me. “We’ve been talking about ancient history. But you still have a present, and a future. Don’t ignore that for the past.”


  I gave him a quick handshake and ran off.


  The passageways were packed with people. The Station was overcrowded with refugees. It seemed like hours had passed by the time I fought my way to the proper level. A doctor met me at the hospital door. With a secret grin he led me to a small room and left me there. The interior was dark except for what light flooded in through a porthole. Venus was swimming beyond, pale and grim, her equator an angry color.


  “Well, so you finally remembered that you have a wife and son.”


  Abruptly my arms were full of warm, lonesome female. I was being kissed very seriously.


  “I thought for a while that I’d never speak to you, but that’s the woman in me speaking.” She let go of me and pulled me over to the bed.


  “Isn’t he beautiful?”


  He was, even in the dimness. He gurgled a bit as I picked him up and held him awkwardly in my arms.


  “Don’t look so uncomfortable. He won’t break. Take him over by the port.”


  He was better in the light.


  “You do good work,” I told her.


  She gave me a squeeze. “You’re not bad yourself.”


  My eyes wandered from my son to Venus.


  “She nearly took you from me. We misnamed that world. She’s no goddess of love. Her name should have been Baal. She’s never been more than a furnace, one into which we throw lives.”


  Irene didn’t say anything.


  “All of your work, my work, Hobart’s dream, everything is gone.”


  “Not all. I spoke with Forsyth in his room before they brought you to me. Hobart has sent down automated probes. Some of the algae jungles have survived. A lot of the bubble algae was cooked, but the areas near the poles stayed cool. We sowed Venus with life. She hasn’t been able to destroy it. Time will build a complete ecology in the clouds, and then we will go down to enjoy it. You see, the explosion did have one good result. Hades Basin is now one vast, active volcano. Thermal activity is breaking out all over the surface because of crustal fractures induced by the explosion. Hobart reports that the amount of gaseous water vapor in the atmosphere has doubled in less than twenty-four hours. I find a reason for hope in that.”


  She took the baby from my arms, and held it before the port.


  “When a child is born the first thing it gets is a good rap on the butt to start it breathing. We gave that girl down there a long overdue slap, and I think she’s waking up. The Forsyth Convertor, and the natural processes of algae in the atmosphere are going to break down that massive envelope of gas. It will take thousands of years, but in the meantime we have made our world in the sky. The Foundation isn’t going to pull out just because it lost Cytherea Station. They’ll try again. We lost some battles, but the war will be won.”


  I was watching the baby. He was holding his small, pudgy arms out to the glass, trying to touch the woolly, gray sphere that was Venus. The little fluff brain actually thought that the planet was in his grasp.


  Well, maybe it was.


  No, we couldn’t give up. We had caused the planet to wake. We had to make sure that she grew up right.


  She had done things all her way for too long. Now it was our turn to have a say.


  I wondered what those ‘words’ might turn out to be as the clouded face turned slowly beneath us.


  AND THEN WE WENT TO VENUS


  Bill Pronzini


  The reaugmented space program had sent two men to Venus. They had spent twelve hours on the surface and had returned suffering from “severe mental disability.” Exactly what had happened?


  Three weeks after the return of Commander Richard Stiles and Major Philip Webber—the two-man crew of Exploration V, the first manned “supership” to land on Venus—and the sudden, unexplained, and total information blackout by both NASA and Washington, a security leak from “an unimpeachable source” blew the lid off the whole thing. If it had not been for that, the news media and the general population might not have gotten the details on the mission for months or years, if they had gotten them at all.


  Until the leak, all any of us knew was that Exploration V had made the Venus landing and in it Stiles and Webber had spent some twelve undocumented hours on the surface of the planet (the ship’s entire communication system had malfunctioned shortly after lift-off); that Mission Control had effected Venus lift-off and return; and that re-entry touchdown had been little more than routine. Full news media coverage was encouraged up to that point, of course. We had landed on the moon and we had landed on Mars, and now that government metallurgists had developed a breakthrough alloy able to withstand temperatures in excess of one thousand degrees Fahrenheit, we had landed on Venus—yet another great moment in the history of Mankind. But the official lid dropped and sealed as soon as NASA personnel opened up the capsule. The only other fact we knew for certain was that astronauts Stiles and Webber were alive.


  During those three weeks a breathless expectation, and an air of apprehension, gripped the world at large. Why the secrecy, why the silence? I asked those questions myself, in print in my syndicated political column, and feared the answers perhaps more than most. I had long been a professional skeptic, about any number of things including certain “blind-leap” aspects of our reaugmented space program. It seemed to me we did too many things on the basis of insufficient data; our thirst for knowledge sometimes took precedence over other considerations, not the least of which was human safety. NASA was as much an offender in this respect as any other government agency.


  The Washington Post broke the story, in a rare banner headline. Within hours it was on every front page of every newspaper in every nation, and on every television and radio station, and on every tongue.


  There were two major revelations.


  First, both Commander Stiles and Major Webber had returned from the mission suffering from what was termed “severe mental disability.”


  And, second, NASA was said to possess a certain amount of evidence that a form of sentient life existed on the planet Venus.


  It was, of course, the latter which initiated the most reaction and to which the most lip service was paid. Life on Venus, sentient life on another planet in our solar system; fiction and endless speculation apparently proved fact. It was a startling, exciting, somewhat frightening possibility. What did the life look like? Was it intelligent? If so, could we establish contact? Would it be friendly or unfriendly? What kind of culture could it have on that wet, steaming, vapor-obscured planet? And on and on in constant repetition.


  But one of the key questions, as far as I was concerned, was: What had happened to Stiles and Webber?


  Economic, civil, political, and personal crises were forgotten; everyone, but everyone, wanted to Know More. NASA and Washington at first attempted to discredit the Post report; but, as with the Pentagon Papers and Watergate two decades earlier, the facts discredited the attempt to discredit the facts. The public hue and cry was overwhelming, so much so that it could not be ignored. Ultimately there was nothing NASA and Washington could do, especially in view of the fact that this was an election year, except to yield with a stiff grace.


  The President called a closed-door press conference in the White House press room, and my credentials got me a front-row seat. He appeared first and made a few introductory remarks about “the grave importance of the knowledge which may await us in limitless space.” After which, wisely, he turned the conference over to uniformed and beribboned General Joseph Meadows, one of the top men in NASA and the head of the Venus Exploration program.


  To begin with, Meadows distributed mimeographed copies of a prepared press release which corroborated, in typical vague governmental fashion, the two main facts reported in the Post. The general read the release aloud; then, with some apparent reluctance, he called for questions.


  And they came.


  “What are the physical characteristics of the life on Venus, General?”


  “I am unable to answer that question. We simply do not know.”


  “It is sentient, however, is that correct?”


  “We believe that it may be.”


  “Could it be intelligent?”


  “We don’t know and cannot speculate.”


  “Just what leads you to believe that a life form exists on Venus?”


  “We have certain photographic evidence, recorded by the automatic cameras on Exploration Five, which bears out that supposition.”


  “What sort of photographic evidence?”


  “The film in question depicts a certain blurred activity on the portion of the planet’s day-side land surface where the ship touched down.”


  “Cities, do you mean? A culture of some kind?”


  “No’ Activity, movement—simply that.”


  “Can’t you be more specific?”


  “I’m sorry, I cannot.”


  “Was similar photographic evidence transmitted by the cameras in the unmanned Exploration Three and Exploration Four capsules?”


  “It was not.”


  “How do you account for that, sir?”


  “I can only say that the Exploration Five landing took place at a markedly different spot on Venus than did either of the other two landings. Previous photographs, plus radar maps of the planet’s surface and other recorded data, prepared us to believe that there were no life forms of any kind.”


  “What can you tell us about the surface of Venus, other than what we already know?”


  “At this time, nothing at all.”


  “Is another Exploration mission being planned for the near future?”


  “An announcement as to future plans will be made shortly.”


  “Assuming the life form is intelligent, will efforts be made to establish contact?”


  “Certainly. But we have no current basis for such an assumption. We are proceeding one step at a time.”


  “About Commander Stiles and Major Webber, sir,” I said. “What can you tell us about the nature of their illnesses?”


  “Not a great deal, I’m afraid. Exhaustive tests are still being undertaken.”


  “Both men are alive?”


  “Yes.”


  “What form of mental disorder is each suffering from?”


  Pause. “Major Webber’s condition may be loosely described as catatonic; Commander Stiles’ condition as semi-catatonic.”


  “Does that mean you’ve been able to communicate with the commander?”


  “No, it does not.”


  “Well, has he been lucid at any time?”


  “I am not at liberty to answer that question.”


  “Have you been able to learn anything from him about what happened on Venus?”


  “I am not at liberty to answer that.”


  “General, what do you suppose is responsible for these similar psychological disorders in Stiles and Webber? Based on available information, that is.”


  “All available information is still being tabulated; at present we have been able to draw no definite conclusions. However, it is possible that spatial stresses may be a primary factor.”


  “Isn’t it rather improbable, sir, that two well-trained men would succumb to spatial stresses in the same way at approximately the same time?”


  “The existence of sentient life on Venus is rather improbable. And yet it may one day prove to be a fact.”


  “What about other possible explanations?” someone else asked. “Could these mental disorders have been caused by something of a physical nature? The 900-degree surface temperature, for example?”


  “Negative. The Exploration Five capsule was not heat-damaged in any way; Commander Stiles and Major Webber did not leave the ship and could not have been affected by outside temperatures while inside it. And were not, as tests have proven.”


  “Magnetic fields or solar winds, then? The planet’s atmosphere is composed of carbon dioxide and sulfuric acid, after all . . .”


  “Also negative. Harmful atmospheric elements could not have penetrated or affected conditions inside the capsule.”


  “Do you have any idea when either man was stricken?”


  “We do not.”


  “Could it have happened prior to landing on Venus?”


  “That is unlikely. Despite the malfunction of the communications system, both men performed other duties according to schedule.”


  “But they did not perform any duties after Mission Control effected lift-off from Venus for the return flight?”


  “Correct.”


  “Then the mental disabilities occurred during the twelve hours Exploration Five was on the planet itself.”


  “It would appear so, yes.”


  I asked, “Have you considered the possibility, sir, that the alleged Venus life form was in some way responsible for the breakdowns of the two men?”


  “We have, just as we have considered every other possibility. And we find it negative as well. There is no way a life form of any kind, not even a microscopic organism, could have penetrated the seal on the capsule. Exploration Five’s instruments are highly sophisticated; they would have recorded—and we would subsequently have found—any evidence of such a penetration.”


  “Can you tell us, please, where Commander Stiles and Major Webber are now undergoing treatment?”


  “I’m afraid not. That is classified information.”


  “Would it be possible for members of the media to see either or both of them?”


  “At this time it would not.”


  It was anything but an enlightening session. We took what little Meadows had given us and passed it along to the hungry populace, but no one was satisfied. A little knowledge can be more provocative than no knowledge at all, as NASA’s scientists knew better than anyone; in a situation of this magnitude, it only served to escalate matters into a fever pitch.


  More pressure was applied from groups and factions and individuals. Politicians up for re-election, particularly those from the party out of power, seized the opportunity to make “the Venus life question” a major political issue. There was a kind of mass hysteria involved in all of this—a quivering excitement, a delicious fear. The silent cry from all sides seemed to be: “Tell us the worst, if that’s what it is. Scare hell out of us, we can take it. Just don’t keep us in the dark.”


  The furor brought results, after a fashion. NASA and Washington steadfastly refused to release any further details, or to embelish on those few which General Meadows had given out. They maintained the position that when they had facts, not suppositions, they would release them to the public. But again, because of the political pressure and because it was an election year, they had to make some kind of concession. And so they made one.


  They agreed to allow a representative cross-section of the media to have a look at, although not to photograph, Commander Richard Stiles and Major Philip Webber.


  I was among the seven men and three women chosen for the visit to the Virginia-based, government-maintained medical facility in which the astronauts were undergoing “interim treatment.” The selection was supposedly made at random, but, in truth, it was only those of us with upper-echelon clout who were invited. I had to call in two owed favors and make half a dozen promises, and even then I wasn’t sure I was going to be included until the day before the visit was scheduled.


  It was on a morning exactly five weeks after the return of Exploration V that NASA personnel, operating under tight security measures, escorted the ten of us to the medical facility. Once inside, we were met by Doctor Benjamin Fuller, a government psychologist and Ph.D. who specialized in mental disorders and who was in charge of the care and treatment of Stiles and Webber. He allowed us a brief question-and-answer period, but his responses were just as noncommittal as General Meadows’ had been earlier.


  No, he was not prepared to say. whether or not either astronaut was responding to treatment, or if any information had been gleaned from them on the Venus landing.


  No, he had no opinion at this time as to whether or not a complete or partial cure could be gained in either case.


  No, he was not at liberty to divulge the nature of the treatments being used on the two men.


  Yes, the official view as to the cause of their disability was still the same: undefined spatial stresses.


  Doctor Fuller then conducted us through a maze of sterile hallways, peopled with sterile, plastic-featured medical types. At length we came to a large room which had a kind of drapery drawn across one wall. Fuller asked that we maintain silence and that we line up to file past one at a time; then he went to the wall and opened the drapery.


  Behind it was a window—or, rather, a two-way glass which was a window from our side. Through the glass, when my turn came, I saw an oblong white room containing a bed and two tubular chairs and a tubular nightstand. On the bed, motionless, lay Major Philip Webber.


  If I had not known he was thirty-six years old, I would have thought he was a man in his sixties. His hair had turned almost white and the skin of his face was loose, wattled; his eyes were blank and fixed, sunken deep in their sockets. He might have been dead except for the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest.


  I felt my stomach constrict as I looked at him. A man in superb physical condition, who had undergone rigorous training and test conditioning in preparation for the Exploration V mission. A shell, a vegetable.


  As soon as the last of us had had his turn at the glass, Fuller reclosed the drapery and gestured us out into the corridor again. None of us spoke; there was nothing to say. We followed him to another room similar to the first. Here, now, we would see Commander Richard Stiles—the most qualified man in America to captain Man’s first landing on Venus, an accomplished logician, a technological genius.


  We queued up near the wall and Fuller opened the cloth.


  I was last in line this time, but from the faces of the others as they turned away I could tell that, if anything, Stiles was in worse shape than Webber. And he was. When I finally stepped up to the glass, I saw him sitting on a white chair, in profile at the foot of his bed. His hands were clasped so tightly together in his lap that the straining tendons in both wrists were visible. Only his lips moved, as if he were muttering to himself. Like Webber’s, his eyes stared at nothing—and like Webber, he looked at least twenty years older than his age of forty-one.


  My stomach knotted again. I wanted suddenly to get out of that room, out of that building and into the sunlight. I started to turn aside.


  Stiles moved.


  He came to his feet with startling abruptness, spun out of profile, and took four long steps toward the glass. From his side it was only a mirror returning his own image to him, and yet it was as if he knew or had sensed that someone was there, watching him. A glimmer of intelligence seemed to come into his eyes.


  And his mouth opened and framed a word.


  If he spoke that word aloud, I couldn’t hear it; the room was probably soundproofed. But I saw clearly the movement of his lips, and I understood—was sure I understood—what the word was. It brought chills to my back, made me take an involuntary step backward.


  Grim-faced, Doctor Fuller brushed past me and pulled the drapery shut. When I caught his eye, he met my gaze with an expression that revealed nothing. I looked at the others then, but none of them had understood what Stiles had said; I would have seen it in their faces if they had.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Fuller said in the corridor outside, “I must ask you to confine your reports of what you’ve witnessed here today to factual impressions. Irresponsible speculation of any kind, particularly that based on uncertain visual interpretation, will not be tolerated.” He was looking straight at me as he said it.


  Once we had been returned to our point of departure in downtown Washington, I left the others, and went to the nearest bar and drank two double bourbons. I was shaken, badly shaken. Fuller had made it clear that there would be severe repercussions if I printed what I thought I’d heard Stiles say; but his warning was unnecessary. I had no intention of printing it.


  The public had a right to know, yes; they were desperate to know. Scare hell out of us, we can take it. But could they? I wasn’t so sure. The implications in that single word were enough to sow the seeds of panic . . .


  I was about to order a third drink when Joe Anders came into the place. He was another newsman, a UPI correspondent whom I knew on a first-name basis. He sat down next to me and called for a draft beer.


  “Little early in the day for you, isn’t it?” he asked.


  “Not today it isn’t.”


  “That bad, huh?”


  “What?”


  “Seeing Stiles and Webber.”


  “Yes,” I said. “Very bad.”


  “Want to talk about it?”


  “No.”


  “Suit yourself,” he said, and shrugged. “Latest poop on the Venus situation is bigger news, anyway.”


  I sat up straight. “What latest poop?”


  “You mean you haven’t heard?”


  “I haven’t checked in with my office. What is it?”


  “Well, it’s not official yet, but NASA’s expected to make the announcement within a week. Plans are under way for Exploration Six, to confirm or deny the Venus life question. Six-man crew this time, including a biologist and a linguist. Just in case.”


  “Oh my God,” I said.


  Anders said something else, but I didn’t hear it. Six more men, I was thinking. Six more just like Stiles and Webber? And how many after that? How many others before they finally accepted the truth?


  If it was the truth.


  NASA didn’t think it was; they knew what I knew, of course, but the possibility was beyond their collective scientific minds. Maybe they were right. I prayed to God they were.


  But the image of Stiles’ face was sharp and terrible in my mind, and so was that word I believed I had seen him speak. The one figurative word that told nothing and yet may have told everything about what had happened to him and Webber, about what awaited all men who landed on Venus.


  The word “Medusa.”
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  THE SECRETS OF VENUS


  Allan Graubard and Gale Burnick


  “Captain,” I said, pointing at the view screen. “There it is!”


  “Venus,” the captain replied. “We’ve arrived at last.”


  Huge, round, and whitish-blue, Venus floated in space before us. It was winter on this side of Venus. Great sheets of ice drifted slowly over the planet.


  “We’ll circle the planet to find a good landing place. Stow all loose gear and keep a sharp eye on that view screen,” the captain ordered. He began to prepare the rockets for firing.


  For seven months, we had been speeding towards that bright and beautiful planet. “This will be the first time a human has ever set foot on Venus.” I kept repeating this to myself while the excitement and joy I felt rose.


  The captain turned to me. He smiled and said, “Make ready for firing.”


  We were coming in fast. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted something on the approaching planet. “It looks . . . green,” I said, “like a long, green snake. Captain, I think you should take a look at this.”


  The captain stepped over to the view screen. He could see it, too. “That’s strange,” he said. “I was not warned about that.”


  I turned toward him and starred to ask him what it meant. But he broke in and said, “There’s no time now. We’ll be landing in a few minutes. Strap yourself in and hold on.”


  We landed the spaceship successfully. After checking our controls, we put on our space suits and prepared to leave the ship.


  “What’s the temperature outside?” the captain asked.


  I bent down to the computer to see the weather reading. “It says here it’s a normal day—on Venus. The temperature outside is 400 degrees. It’s just hot enough to bake an apple pie,” I replied.


  “Save the jokes until later. We’ll be safe enough in these protective suits. Let’s go,” he said. Then he pushed the outer door open.


  An endless desert of iron dust stretched in front of us. Powerful winds blew the dust into fantastic shapes. And when the winds died, thin dust hung in the air, waiting to be whipped up again. High mountains rose up on the horizon.


  “I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said to the captain over the radio.


  “Neither have I,” he replied. We climbed down a ladder to the planet’s surface.


  The captain walked away from the ship. His shoes left deep prints in the dust that were quickly erased by the hot, rising winds.


  “Come with me,” the captain ordered. “We’ll find out just what that green thing was.


  A half-hour later, we arrived at the top of a small hill. And there it lay, the snakelike thing, circling the hill and stretching out for miles.


  We approached it slowly. “It looks like a giant tree root,” I said.


  “You might be right,” the captain replied as he bent to look at it more closely.


  Tiny, stiff green leaves that looked like snake scales clung to the main root. “They’re as shiny as mirrors,” the captain observed.


  “And as tough as metal,” I responded. “You can’t break them off.”


  Then, right next to the captain, a long, green stem shot out from the main root. At its tip, a large, glasslike ball began to sprout. The green veins extended throughout the skin of the ball. The veins began to quiver. Inside the ball, something began to grow.


  “Look . . . it’s . . . it’s got eyes!” I gasped, too frightened to move.


  “You’re right,” the captain replied in a shaky voice. “And now it seems to be growing legs . . . and arms! It looks almost human.”


  The thing took on greater shape as it grew. After ten minutes, it stopped growing. The glass ball broke and the thing dropped to the ground. It was still attached to the giant root by the long, green stem.


  The creature seemed to be a man. It lay in the iron dust, lifeless. Then, very slowly, its fingers began to move.


  Bending closer, the captain said, “Look at this. The creature seems to be breathing.”


  I stepped closer. Just then, it raised itself up. I started back, surprised and frightened. “It’s . . . it’s you, Captain! It’s got your face!” I shouted.


  “Its eyes are opening. Let’s get out of here!” the captain yelled back. But it was too late.


  Already, the captain stood frozen where he was. The man-thing put its arms around his waist. The long, green stem wrapped several times around the captain’s body. Slowly, it tightened around him. The captain moaned but did not move.


  A few feet away, another green stem shot out from the main root. At its tip grew another glasslike ball. It, too, was covered with tiny green veins.


  I wanted to turn and run, but I was paralyzed with fear. I watched with horror as the second man-thing began to form.
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  VENUS RISING ON WATER


  Tanith Lee


  A paperback edition of Tanith Lee’s The Blood of Roses has just been released by Century Hutchinson in England, and in December, The Book of the Dead will be published in the United States by Overlook Press. Her other recent American publications include A Heroine of the World (DAW, 1989). Ms. Lee’s last story for IAsfm was “Zelle’s Thursday” (October 1989). Her newest tale is the haunting and frightening story of . . .


  Like long hair, the weeds grew down the façades of the city, over ornate shutters and leaden doors, into the pale green silk of the lagoon. Ten hundred ancient mansions crumbled. Sometimes a flight of birds was exhaled from their crowded mass, or a thread of smoke was drawn up into the sky. Day long a mist bloomed on the water, out of which distant towers rose like snakes of deadly gold. Once in every month a boat passed, carving the lagoon that had seemed thickened beyond movement. Far less often, here and there, a shutter cracked open and the weed hair broke, a stream of plaster fell like a blue ray. Then, some faint face peered out, probably eclipsed by a mask. It was a place of veils. Visitors were occasional. They examined the decaying mosaics, loitered in the caves of arches, hunted phantoms through marble tunnels. And under the streets they took photographs: One bald flash scouring a century off the catacombs and sewers, the lacework coffins, the handful of albino rats perched up on them, caught in a second like ghosts of white hearts, mute, with waiting eyes.


  The dawn star shone in the lagoon on a tail of jagged silver. The sun rose. There was an unsuitable noise—the boat was coming.


  “There,” said the girl on the deck of the boat, “stop there, please.”


  The boat sidled to a pavement and stood on the water, trembling and murmuring. The girl left it with a clumsy gracefulness, and poised at the edge of the city with her single bag, cheerful and undaunted before the lonely cliffs of masonry, and all time’s indifference.


  She was small, about twenty-five, with ornately short fair hair, clad in old-fashioned jeans and a shirt. Her skin was fresh, her eyes bright with intelligent foolishness. She looked about, and upward. Her interest clearly centered on a particular house, which overhung the water like a face above a mirror, its eyes closed.


  Presently the boat pulled away and went off across the lagoon, and only the girl and the silence remained.


  She picked up her bag and walked along the pavement to an archway with a shut, leaden door. Here she knocked boldly, as if too stupid to understand the new silence must not yet be tampered with.


  Her knocking sent hard blobs of sound careering round the vault of greenish crystal space that was the city’s morning. They seemed to strike peeling walls and stone pilasters five miles off. From the house itself came no response, not even the vague sense of something stirring like a serpent in sleep.


  “Now this is too bad,” said the girl to the silence, upbraiding it mildly. “They told me a caretaker would be here, in time for the boat.”


  She left her bag (subconscious acknowledgment of the emptiness and indifference), by the gate, and walked along under the leaning face of the house. From here she saw the floors of the balconies of flowered iron; she listened for a sudden snap of shutters. But only the water lapped under the pavement, component of silence. This house was called The Palace of the Planet. The girl knew all about it, and what she did not know she had come here to discover. She was writing a long essay that was necessary to her career of scholastic journalism. She was not afraid.


  In the façade of The Palace of the Planet was another door, plated with green bronze. The weed had not choked it, and over its top leaned a marble woman with bare breasts and a dove in her hands. The girl reached out and rapped with a bronze knocker shaped like a fist. The house gave off a sound that after all succeeded in astonishing her. It must be a hollow shell, unfurnished, half its walls fallen—


  These old cities were museums now, kept for their history, made available on request to anyone—not many—who wished to view. They had their dwellers also, but in scarcity. Destitutes and eccentrics lived in them, monitored by the state. The girl, whose name was Jonquil Hare, had seen the register of this place. In all, there were one hundred and seventy-four names, some queried, where once had teemed thousands, crushing each other in the ambition to survive.


  The hollow howling of her knock faded in the house. Jonquil said, “I’m coming in. I am.” And marched back to her bag beneath the leaden gate. She surveyed the gate, and the knotted weed which had come down on it. Jonquil Hare tried the weed. It resisted her strongly. She took up her bag, in which there was nothing breakable, seasoned traveler as she was, and flung it over the arch. She took the weed in her small strong hands and hauled herself up in her clumsy, graceful way, up to the arch, and sat there, looking in at a morning-twilight garden of shrubs that had not been pruned in a hundred years, and trees that became each other. A blue fountain shone dimly. Jonquil smiled upon it, and swung herself over in the weed and slithered down, into the environ of the house.


  By midday, Jonquil had gone busily over most of The Palace of the Planet. Its geography was fixed in her head, but only partly, for she liked the effect of a puzzle of rooms and corridors. Within the lower portion of the house a large hall gave on a large enclosed inner courtyard, that in turn led to the garden. Above, chambers of the first story would have opened on the court, but their doors were sealed by the blue-green weed, which had smothered the court itself and so turned it into a strange undersea grotto where columns protruded like yellow coral. Above the lower floor, two long staircases drew up into apparently uncountable annexes and cells, and to a great salon with tarnished mirrors, also broken like spiderweb. The salon had tall windows that stared through their blind shutters at the lagoon.


  There were carvings everywhere; lacking light, she did not study them now. And, as suspected, there was very little furniture—a pair of desks with hollow drawers, spindly chairs, a divan in rotted ivory silk. In one oblong room was a bed-frame with vast tapering pillars like idle rockets. Cobwebby draperies shimmered from the canopy in a draft, while patches of bled emerald sunlight hovered on the floor.


  Jonquil succeeded in opening a shutter in the salon. A block of afternoon fell in. Next door, in the adjacent chamber, she set up her inflatable mattress, her battery lamp and heater, some candles she had brought illegally in a padded tube. Sitting on her unrolled mat in the subaqueous light of a shuttered window which refused to give, she ate from her pack of food snacks and drank cola. Then she arranged some books and notepads, pens and pencils, a magnifier, camera and unit, and a miniature recorder on the unfolded table.


  She spoke to the room, as from the start she had spoken consecutively to the house. “Well, here we are.”


  But she was restless. The caretaker must be due to arrive, and until this necessary procedure had taken place, interruption hung over her. Of course, the caretaker would enable Jonquil to gain possession of the house secrets, the holostetic displays of furnishings and earlier life that might have been indigenous here, the hidden walks and rooms that undoubtedly lay inside the walls.


  Jonquil was tired. She had risen at three a m. for the boat after an evening of hospitable farewells. She lay down on her inflatable bed with the pillow under her neck. Through half-closed eyes she saw the room breathing with pastel motes of sun, and heard the rustle of weed at the shutter.


  She dreamed of climbing a staircase which, dreaming, seemed new to her. At the foot of the stair a marble pillar supported a globe of some aquamarine material, covered by small configurations of alien land-masses, isolate in seas. The globe was a whimsical and inaccurate eighteenth-century rendition of the planet Venus, to which the house was mysteriously affiliated. As she climbed the stairs, random sprinklings of light came and went. Jonquil sensed that someone was ascending with her, step for step, not on the actual stair, but inside the peeling wall at her left side. Near the top of the stair (which was lost in darkness), an arched window had been let into the wall, milky and unclear and further obscured by some drops of waxen stained glass. As she came level with the window, Jonquil glanced sidelong at it. A shadowy figure appeared, on the far side of the pane, perhaps a woman, but hardly to be seen.


  Jonquil started awake at the sound of the caretaker’s serviceable shoes clumping into the house.


  The caretaker was a woman. She did not offer her name, and no explanation for her late arrival. She had brought the house manual, and advised Jonquil on how to operate the triggers in its panel—visions flickered annoyingly over the rooms and were gone. A large box contained facsimiles of things pertaining to the house and its history. Jonquil had seen most of these already.


  “There are the upper rooms, the attics. Here’s the master key.”


  The woman showed Jonquil a hidden stair that probed these upper reaches of the house. It was not the stairway from the dream, but narrow and winding as the steps of a bell-tower. There were no other concealed chambers.


  “If there’s anything else you find you require, you must go out to the booth in the square. Here is the code to give the machine.”


  The caretaker was middle-aged, stout, and uncharming. She seemed not to know the house at all, only everything about it, and glanced around her disapprovingly. Doubtless she lived in one of the contemporary golden towers across the lagoon, which, in the lingering powder of mist, passed for something older and more strange that they were not.


  “Who came here last?” asked Jonquil. “Did anyone?”


  “There was a visitor in the spring of the last Centenary Year. He stayed only one day, to study the plaster, I believe.”


  Jonquil smiled, pleased and smug that the house was virtually all her own, for the city’s last centenary had been twenty years ago, nearly her lifetime.


  She was glad when the caretaker left, and the silence of the house did not occur to Jonquil as she went murmuring from room to room, able now to operate the shutters, bring in light and examine the carvings in corners, on cornices. Most of them showed earlier defacement, as expected. She switched on, too, scenes from the manual, of costumed, dining, and conversing figures amid huge pieces of furniture and swags of brocade. No idea of ghosts was suggested by these holostets. Jonquil reserved a candelit masked ball for a later more fitting hour.


  The greenish amber of afternoon slid into the plate of water. A chemical rose flooded the sky, like color processing for a photograph. Venus, the evening star, was visible beyond the garden.


  Jonquil climbed up the bell-tower steps to the attics.


  The key turned easily in an upper door. But the attics disappointed. They were high and dark—her flashlight penetrated like a sword—webbed with the woven dust, and thick with damp, and a sour cloacal smell. Otherwise, there was an almost emptiness. From beams hung unidentified shreds. On one wall a tapestry on a frame, indecipherable, presumably not thought good enough for renovation. Jonquil moved reluctantly through the obscured space, telling it it was in poor taste, commiserating with it, until she came against a chest of cold black wood.


  “Now what are you?” Jonquil inquired of the chest.


  It was long and low, its lid carved over with a design which had begun to crumble . . . Curious fruits in a wreath.


  The shape of the chest reminded her of something. She peered at the fruits. Were they elongate lemons, pomegranates? Perhaps they were meant to be Venusian fruits. The astrologer Johanus, who had lived in The Palace of the Planet, had played over the house his obsession and ignorance with, and of, Venus. He had claimed in his treatise closely to have studied the surface of the planet through his own telescope. There was an atmosphere of clouds, parting slowly, beneath, an underlake landscape, cratered and mountained, upon limitless waters. “The mirror of Venus is her sea,” Johanus wrote. And he had painted her, but his daubs were lost, like most of his writing, reputedly burnt. He had haunted the house alive, an old wild man, watching for star-rise, muttering. He had died in the charity hospital, penniless and mad. His servants had destroyed his work, frightened of it, and vandalized the decorations of the house.


  Jonquil tried to raise the lid of the chest. It would not come up.


  “Are you locked?”


  But there was no lock. The lid was stuck or merely awkward.


  “I shall come back,” said Jonquil.


  She had herself concocted an essay on the astrologer, but rather as a good little girl writes once a year to her senile grandfather. She appreciated his involvement—that, but for him, none of this would be—but he did not interest her. It was the house which did that. There was a switch on the manual that would conjure acted reconstructions of the astrologer’s life, even to the final days, and to the rampage of the vandals. But Jonquil did not bother with this record. It was to her as if the house had adorned itself, using the man only as an instrument. His paintings and notes were subsidiary, and she had not troubled much over their disappearance.


  “Yes, I’ll be back with a wrench, and you’d just better have something in there worth looking at,” said Jonquil to the chest. Doubtless it was vacant.


  Night on the lagoon, in the city. The towers in the distance offered no lights, being constructed to conceal them. In two far-off spots, a pale glow crept from a window to the water. The silence of night was not like the silence of day.


  Jonquil sang as the travel-cook prepared her steak, and, drinking a glass of reconstituted Wine, going out into the salon, she switched on the masked ball.


  At once the room was over two hundred years younger. It was drenched in gilt, and candles stood like flowers of golden diamond on their stems of wax, while the ceiling revealed dolphins and doves who escorted a goddess over a sea in a ship that was a shell. The windows were open to a revised night hung with diamante lamps, to a lagoon of black ink where bright boats were passing to the sound of mandolins. The salon purred and thrummed with voices. It was impossible to decipher a word, yet laughter broke through, and clear notes of the music. No one danced as yet. Perhaps they never would, for they were creatures from another world indeed, every one clad in gold and silver, ebony and glacial white, with jewels on them like water-drops tossed up by a wave. They had no faces. Their heads were those of plumed herons and horned deer, black velvet cats and lions of the sun and moon lynxes, angels, demons, mer-things from out of the lagoon, and scarabs from the hollows of time. They moved and promenaded, paused with teardrops of glass holding bloodlike wine, fluttered their fans of peacocks and palm leaves.


  Jonquil stayed at the edge of the salon. She could have walked straight through them, through their holostetic actors’ bodies and their prop garments of silk, steel and chrysoprase, but she preferred to stay in the doorway, drinking her own wine, adapting her little song to the tune of the mandolins.


  After the astrologer had gone, others had come, and passed, in the house. The rich lady, and the prince, with their masks and balls, suppers and recitals.


  The travel-cook chimed, and Jonquil switched off two hundred elegantly-acting persons, a thousand faked gems and lights, and went to eat her steak.


  She wrote with her free hand: Much too pretty. Tomorrow I must photograph the proper carvings. And said this over aloud.


  Jonquil dreamed she was in the attic. There was a vague light, perhaps the moon coming in at cracks in the shutters, or the dying walls. Below, a noise went on, the holostetic masked ball which she had forgotten to switch off. Jonquil looked at the chest of black wood. She had realized she did not have to open it herself. Downstairs, in the salon, an ormolu clock struck midnight, the hour of unmasking. There was a little click. In the revealing darkness, the lid of the chest began to lift. Jonquil knew what it had reminded her of. A shadow sat upright in the coffin of the chest. It had a slender but indefinite form, and yet it turned its head and Jonquil saw the two eyes looking at her, only the eyeballs, gleaming, in two crescents, on the dark.


  The lid fell over with a crash.


  Jonquil woke up sitting on her inflatable bed, with her hands at her throat, her eyes raised toward the ceiling.


  “A dream,” announced Jonquil.


  She turned on her battery lamp, and the small room appeared. There was no sound in the house. Beyond the closed door the salon rested. “Silly,” said Jonquil.


  She lay and read a book having nothing to do with The Palace of the Planet, until she fell asleep with the light on.


  The square was a terrifying ruin. Hidden by the frontage of the city, it was nearly inconceivable. Upper stories had collapsed onto the paving, only the skeletons of architecture remained, with occasionally a statue, some of them shining green and vegetable (the dissolution of gold), piercing through. The paving was broken up, marked by the slough of birds. Here the booth arose, unable to decay.


  “There’s a chest in the attics. It won’t open,” Jonquil accused the receiver. “The manual lists it. It says, One sable-wood jester chest.”


  The reply came. “This is why you are unable to open it. A jester chest was just that, a deceiving or joke object, often solid. There is nothing inside it.”


  “No,” said Jonquil, “some jester chests do open. And this isn’t solid.”


  “I am afraid you are wrong. The chest has been investigated, and contains nothing, neither is there any means to open it.”


  “An X-ray doesn’t always show—” began Jonquil. But the machine had disconnected. “I won’t have this,” said Jonquil.


  Three birds blew over the square. Beneath in the sewers, the colony of voiceless rats, white as moonlight, ran noiselessly under her feet. But she would not shudder. Jonquil strutted back to the house through alleys of black rot where windows were suspended like lingering cards of ice. Smashed glass lay underfoot. The awful smell of the sea was in the alleys, for the sea came in and in. It had drowned the city in psychic reality, and already lay far over the heads of all the buildings, calm, oily and still, reflecting the sun and the stars.


  Jonquil got into the house by the gate-door the manual had made accessible, crossing the garden where the blue fountain was a girl crowned with myrtle. Jonquil went straight up over the floors to the attic stair, and climbed that. The attic door was ajar, as she believed she had left it. “Here I am,” said Jonquil. The morning light was much stronger in the attics and she did not need her flashlight. She found the chest and bent over it.


  “You’ve got a secret. Maybe you’re only warped shut, that would be the damp up here . . . There may be a lining that could baffle the X-ray.”


  She tried the wrench, specifically designed not to inflict any injury. But it slipped and slithered and did no good. Jonquil knelt down and began to feel all over the chest, searching for some spring or other mechanism. She was caressing the chest, going so cautiously and delicately over it. Its likeness to a coffin was very evident, but bones would have been seen. “Giving me dreams,” she said. Something moved against her finger. It was very slight. It was as if the chest had wriggled under her tickling and testing like a sleeping child. Jonquil put back her hand—she had flinched, and reprimanded herself. At her touch the movement came again. She heard the clarity of the click she had heard before in the dream. And before she could stop herself, she jumped up, and stepped backward, one, two, three, until the wall stopped her.


  The lid of the chest was coming up, gliding over, and slipping down without any noise but a mild slap. Nothing sat up in the chest. But Jonquil saw the edge of something lying there in it, in the shadow of it.


  “Yes it is,” she said, and went forward. She leant on the chest, familiarly now. Everything was explained, even the psychokinetic activity of the dream. “A painting.”


  Jonquil Hare leaned on the chest and stared in. Presently she took hold of the elaborate and gilded frame, and got the picture angled upward a short way, so it too leaned on the chest.


  The painting was probably three centuries old. She could tell that from the pigments and disposition of the oils, but not from the artist. The artist was unknown. In size it was an upright oblong, about one and a half meters by one meter in width.


  The work was a full-length portrait, rather well executed and proportioned, lacking only any vestige of life, or animation. It might have been the masterly likeness of a handsome doll—this was how the artist had given away his amateur status.


  She looked like a woman of about Jonquil’s age, which given the period meant of course she would have been far younger, eighteen or nineteen years. Her skin was pale, and had a curious tint, as did in fact the entire scene, perhaps due to some corrosion of the paint—but even so it had not gone to the usual brown and mud tones, but rather to a sort of yellowish blue. Therefore the color scheme of clothing and hair might be misleading, for the long loose tresses were yellowish blonde, and the dress bluish grey. Like the hair, the dress was loose, a robe of a kind. And yet, naturally, both hair and robe were draped in a particular manner that dated them, as surely as if their owner had been gowned or coiffured at the apex of that day’s fashion. She was slender but looked strong. There was no plumpness to her chin and throat, her hands were narrow. An unusually masculine woman, more suitable to Jonquil’s century, where the sexes often blended, slim and lightly muscular—the woman in the painting was also like this. Her face was impervious, its eyes black. She was not beautiful or alluring. It was a flat animal face, tempered like the moon by its own chill light, and lacking sight or true expression because the artist had not understood how to intercept them.


  Behind the woman was a vista that Jonquil took at first for the lagoon. But then she saw that between the fog-bank of blued-yellow cloud and the bluish-greenish water, a range of pocked and fissured mountains lurched like an unearthly aqueduct. It was the landscape of Johanus’s Venus. The artist of the picture was the mad astrologer who had invested the house.


  How could it be that the authorities had missed this find?


  “My,” said Jonquil to the painting. She was excited. What would this not be worth in tokens of fame?


  She pulled on the painting again, more carefully than before. It was light for its size. She could manage it. She paused a moment, close to the woman on the canvas. The canvas was strange, the texture of it under the paint—but in those days three centuries before, they had sometimes used odd materials. Even some chemical or experimental potion could have been mixed with the paint, to give it now its uncanny tinge.


  A name was written in a scroll at the bottom of the picture. Jonquil took it for a signature. But it was not the astrologer’s name, though near enough it indicated some link. Johnina.


  “Jo-nme-ah,” said Jonquil, “we are going for a short walk, down to where I can take a proper look at you.”


  With enormous care now, she drew the picture of Johnina out of the attics, and down the narrow stair toward the salon.


  Jonquil was at the masked ball. In her hand was a fan of long white feathers caught in a claw of zircons, her costume was of white satin streaked with silver veins, and her face was masked like a white furred cat. She knew her hair was too short for the day and age, and this worried her by its inappropriateness. No one spoke to her, but all around to each other they chattered (incomprehensibly), and their curled powdered hair poured out of their masks like milk boiling over. Jonquil observed everything acutely, the man daintily taking snuff (an addict), the woman in the dress striped black-and-ivory peering through her ruby eye-glass. Out on the lagoon, the gleaming boats went by, trailing red roses in the water.


  Jonquil was aware that no one took any notice of her, had anything to do with her, and she was peevish, because they must have invited her. Who was she supposed to be? A duke’s daughter, or his mistress? Should she not be married at her age, and have borne children? She would have to pretend.


  There was a man with rings on every finger, and beyond him a checkered mandolin player, and beyond him, a woman stood in a grey gown different from the rest. Her mask covered all her face; it was the countenance of a globe, perhaps the moon, in silver, and about it hair like pale tarnished fleece, too long as Jonquil’s as too short, was falling to her pelvis over the bodice of the gown.


  A group of actors—yes, they were only acting, it was not real—intervened. The woman was hidden for a moment, and when the group had passed, she was gone.


  She was an actress, too, which was why Jonquil had thought something about her recognizable.


  Jonquil became annoyed that she should be here, among actors, for acting was nothing to do with her. She turned briskly, and went toward the door of the chamber which led off from the salon. Inside, the area was dark, yet everything there was visible, and Jonquil was surprised to see a huge bed-frame from another room dominating the space. Surely Jonquil’s professional impedimenta had been put here, and the inflatable sleeping couch she traveled with? As for this bed, she had seen it elsewhere, and it had been naked then, but now it was dressed. Silk curtains hung from the pillars, and a mattress, pillows, sheets, and embroidered coverlet were on it. Rather than the pristine appearance of a model furnishing, the bed had a slightly rumpled, tumbled look, as if Jonquil had indeed used it. Jonquil closed the door of the room firmly on the ball outside, and all sound of it at once ceased.


  To her relief, she found that she was actually undressed and in the thin shirt that was her night garment. She went to the bed, resigned, and got into it. She lay back on the pillows. The bed was wonderfully comfortable, lushly undisciplined.


  Johanus’s house was so silent—noiseless. Jonquil lay and listened to the total absence of sound, which was like a pressure, as if she had floated down beneath the sea. Her bones were coral, and pearls her eyes . . . Fish might swim in through the slats of a shutter, across the water of the air. But before that happened, the door would open again.


  The door opened.


  The doorway was lit with moonlight, and the salon beyond it, for the masked ball had gone. Only the woman with the silver planet face remained, and she came over the threshold. Behind her, in lunar twilight, Jonquil saw the lagoon lying across the salon, and the walls had evaporated, leaving a misty shore, and mountains that were tunneled through. The bed itself was adrift on water, and bobbed gently, but Johnina crossed without difficulty.


  Her silver mask was incised, like the carvings in the house corners, the globes that were the planet Venus. The mask reflected in the water. Two silver discs, separated, drawing nearer.


  Jonquil said sternly, “I must wake up.”


  And she dived upward from the bed, and tore through layers of cloud or water and came out into the actual room, rolling on the inflatable couch.


  “I’m not frightened,” stated Jonquil. “Why should I be?”


  She turned on her battery lamp and angled the light to fall across the painting of Johnina, which she had leant against the wall.


  “What are you trying to tell me now? In the morning I’m going to call them about you. Don’t you want to be famous?”


  The painting had no resonance. It looked poorly in the harsh glare of the lamp, a stilted figure and crackpot scenery, the brush work disordered. The canvas was so smooth.


  “Go to sleep,” said Jonquil to Johnina, and shut off the light as if to be sensible with a tiresome child.


  In the true dark, which had no moon, the silence of the house crept closer. Dispassionately, Jonquil visualized old Johanus padding about the floors in his broken soft shoes. He thought he had seen the surface of the planet Venus. He had painted the planet as an allegory that was a woman, just like the puns of Venus the goddess in marble over the door, and on the ceiling of the salon.


  Jonquil began to sense Johanus in his study, among the alchemical muddle, the primeval alchemical chaos from which all perfect creation evolved. But she regarded him off-handedly, the dust and grime and spillages, the blackened skulls and alembics growing moss.


  Johanus wrote on parchment with a goose quill.


  He wrote in Latin also, and although she had learnt Latin in order to pursue her study, this was too idiosyncratic, too much of its era, for her to follow. Then the words began to sound, and she grasped them. Bored, Jonquil attended. She did not recall switching on this holostet, could not think why she had decided to play it.


  “So, on the forty-third night, after an hour of watching, the cloud parted, and there was before me the face of the planet. I saw great seas, or one greater sea, with small masses of land, pitted like debased silver. And the mountains I saw. And all this in a yellow glow from the cloud . . .”


  Jonquil wondered why she did not stop the holostet. She was not interested in this. But she could not remember where the manual was.


  “For seven nights I applied myself to my telescope, and on each night, the clouds of the planet sensuously parted, allowing me a view of her bareness.”


  Jonquil thought she would have to leave the bed in order to switch off the manual. But the bed, with its tall draped posts, was warm and comfortable.


  “On the eighth night it came to me. Even as I watched, I was watched in my turn. Some creature was there, some unseen intelligence, which, sensing my appraisal, reached out to seize me. I do not know how such a thing is possible. Where I see only a miniature of that world, it sees me exactly, where and what I am, every atom. At once I removed myself, left my perusal, and shut up the instrument. But I believe I was too late. Somehow it has come to me, here, in the world of men. It is with me, although I cannot hear it or behold it. It is the invisible air, it is the silence of the night. What shall I do?”


  The holostet of Johanus was no longer operating. Jonquil lay in the four-poster bed in the room that led from the salon. The door was shut. Someone was in the room with her, beside the bed. Jonquil turned her head on the pillow, without hurry, to see.


  A hand was stroking back her short hair, it was very pleasant; she was a cat that was being caressed. Jonquil smiled lazily. It was like the first day of the holidays, and her mother was standing by her bed, and they would talk. But no, not her mother. It was the wonderful-looking woman she had seen—where was that, now? Perhaps in the city, an eccentric who lived there, out walking in the turquoise of dusk or funeral orchid of dawning, when the star was on the lagoon. Very tall, a developed, lithe body, graceful, with the blue wrap tied loosely, and the amazing hair, so thick and blonde, falling over it, over her shoulders and the firm cupped line of the breasts, the flat belly, and into the mermaid V of the thighs.


  “Hello,” said Jonquil. And the woman gave the faintest shake of her lion’s head in its mane. Jonquil was not to speak. They did not need words. But the woman smiled, too. It was such a sensational smile. So effortless, stimulating, and calming. The dark, dark eyes rested on Jonquil with a tenderness that was also cruel. Jonquil had seen this look in the eyes of others, and a frisson of eagerness went over her, and she was ashamed, it was too soon to expect—but the woman was leaning over her now, the marvel of face blurred and the mane of hair trickling over Jonquil’s skin. The mouth kissed, gently and unhesitatingly. “Oh, yes,” said Jonquil, without any words.


  The woman, who was called Johnina, was lying on her. She was heavy, her weight crushed and pinned, and Jonquil was helpless. It was the most desired thing, to be helpless like this, unable even to lift her own hands, as if she had no strength at all. And Johnina’s hands were on her breasts somehow, between their two adhering bodies, finding out Jonquil’s shape with slow smooth spiralings. And softly, without anything crude or urgent, the sea-blue thigh of Johnina rubbed against Jonquil until she ached and melted. She shut her eyes and could think only of the sweet unhurried journey of her body, of the hands that guided and stroked, and the mermaid tail that bore her up, and the sound of the sea in her ears. Johnina kissed and kissed, and Jonquil Hare felt herself dissolving into Johnina, into her body, and she could not even cry out. And then Jonquil was spread-eagled out into a tidal orgasm, where with every wave some further part of her was washed away. And when there was nothing left, she woke up in the pitch black void of the silence, with something hard and cold, clammy, but nearly weightless, lying on her, an oblong in a gilded frame, the painting which had dropped over on top of her and covered her from breast to ankle.


  She flung it off and it clattered down. She clutched at her body, thinking to discover herself clotted with a sort of glue or slime, but there was nothing like that.


  She was weak and dizzy and her heart drummed noisily, so she could not hear the silence any more.


  “Let me speak to the house caretaker,” snapped Jonquil at the obtuse machine. Outside the booth, the ruin of the great square seemed to sway on the wind, which was violent, ruffling the lagoon in flounces, whirling small scraps of colored substances that might have been paper, rags, or skin.


  “The caretaker is not available. However, your request has been noted.”


  “But this picture is an important find—and I want it removed, today, to a place of safety.”


  The machine had disconnected.


  Jonquil stood in the booth, as if inside a spacesuit, and watched the alien atmosphere of the city swirling with bits and colors.


  “Don’t be a fool,” said Jonquil. She left the booth and cowered before the wind, which was not like any breeze felt in civilized places. “It’s an old painting. A bad old painting. So, you’re lonely, you had a dream. Get back to work.”


  Jonquil worked. She photographed all the carvings she had decided were relevant or unusually bizarre—Venus the goddess riding the crescent moon, a serpent coiled about a planet that maybe was simply an orb. She put these into the developer and later drew them out and arranged them in her room beside the salon. (She had already moved the painting of Johnina into the salon—she felt tired, and it seemed heavier than before—left it with its face to the wall, propped under the mirrors. It was now about twenty-five meters from her inflatable bed, and well outside the door.)


  She went over the house again, measuring and recording comments. She opened shutters and regarded the once hivelike cliffs of the city, and the waters on the other side. The wind settled and a mist condensed. By midafternoon the towers of modernity were quite gone.


  “The light always has a green tinge—blue and yellow mixed. When the sky pinkens at dawn or sunset the water is bottle-green, an apothecary’s bottle.”


  “And purple for the prose,” Jonquil added.


  In two hours it would be dusk, and then night.


  This was ridiculous. She had to face up to herself, that she was nervous and apprehensive. But there was nothing to be afraid of, or even to look forward to.


  She still felt depressed, exhausted, so she took some more vitamins. Something she had eaten, probably, before leaving for the city, had caught up with her. And that might even account for the dream. The dreams.


  She did not go up into the attics. She spent some time out of doors, in the grotto of the courtyard, and in the garden, which the manual showed her with paved paths and carven box hedges, orange trees, and the fountain playing. She did not watch this holostet long. Her imagination was working too, and too hard, and she might start to see Johnina in a blue-grey gown going about between the trees.


  What, anyway, was Johnina? Doubtless Jonquil’s unconscious had based the Johanus part of the dream on scraps of the astrologer’s writings she had seen, and that she had consciously forgotten. Johanus presumably believed some alien intelligence from the planet he observed had made use of the channel of his awareness. For him it was female (interesting women then were always witches, demons, he would be bound to think in that way), and when she suborned him, in his old man’s obsession, he painted her approximately to a woman—just as he had approximated his vision of the planet to something identifiable, the pastorale of a cool Hell. And he gave his demoness a name birthed out of his own, a strange daughter.


  Jonquil did not recollect, try as she would, reading anything so curious about Johanus, but she must have done.


  He then concealed the painting of his malign inamorata in the trick chest, to protect it from the destructive fears of the servants.


  Only another hour, and the sky would infuse like pale tea and rose petals. The sun would go, the star would visit the garden. Darkness.


  “You’re not as tough as you thought,” said Jonquil. She disapproved of herself. “All right. We’ll sit this one out. Stay awake tonight. And tomorrow I’ll get hold of that damn caretaker lady if I have to swim there.”


  As soon as it was sunset, Jonquil went back to her chosen room. She had to pass through the salon, and had an urge to go up to the picture, turn it round, and scrutinize it. But that was stupid. She had seen all there was to see. She shut her inner door on the salon with a bang. Now she was separate from all the house.


  She lit her lamp, and, pulling out her candles, lit those too. She primed the travel-cook for a special meal, chicken with a lemon sauce, creamed potatoes, and as the wing of night unfolded over the lagoon she closed the shutter and switched on a music tape. She sat drinking wine and writing up that day’s notes on the house. After all, she had done almost all that was needed. Might she not see if she could leave tomorrow? To hire transport before the month was up and the regular boat arrived would be expensive, but then, she could get to work the quicker perhaps, away from the house . . .


  She had meant to explore the city, of course, but it was in fact less romantic than dejecting, and potentially dangerous. She might run into one of the insane inhabitants, and then what?


  Jonquil thought, acutely visualizing the nocturnal mass of the city. No one was alive in it, surely. The few lights, the occasional smokes and whispers, were inaugurated by machines, to deceive. There were the birds, and their subterranean counterpart, the rats. Only she alone, Jonquil Hare, was here this night between masonry and water. She alone, and one another.


  “Don’t be silly,” said Jonquil.


  How loud her voice sounded, now the music had come to an end. The ilence was gigantic, a fifth dimension.


  It seemed wrong to put on another tape. The silence should not be angered. Let it lie, move quietly, and do not speak at all.


  Johanus wrote quickly, as if he might be interrupted; his goose pen snapped, and he seized another ready-cut. He spoke the words aloud as he wrote them, although his lips were closed.


  “For days, and for nights when I could not sleep, I was aware of the presence of my invader. I told myself it was my fancy, but I could not be rid of the sensation of it. I listened for the sounds of breathing, I looked for a shadow—there were none of these. I felt no touch, and when I dozed fitfully in the dark, waking suddenly, no beast crouched on my breast. Yet it was with me, it breathed, it brushed by me, it touched me without hands, and watched me with its unseen eyes.


  “So passed five days and four nights. And on the evening of the fifth day, even as the silver planet stood above the garden, it grew bold, knowing by now it had little to fear from me in my terror, and took on a shape.


  “Yes, it took on a sort of shape, but if this is its reality I cannot know, or only some semblance, all it can encompass here, or deigns to assume.


  “It hung across the window, and faintly through it the light of dusk was ebbing. A membraneous thing, like a sail. It did not move, no pulse of life seemed in it, and yet it lived. I shut the door on it, but later I returned. In the candle’s light I saw it had fallen, or lowered itself, to my table. It had kept its soft sheen of blue. I touched it, I could not help myself, and it had the texture of velum—that is, of skin. It lay before me, the length of the table, and under it dimly I could discern the outline of my books, my dish of powders, and other things. I cannot describe my state. My terror had sunk into a sort of blinded wonderment. I do not know how great a while I stood and looked at it, but at length I heard the girl with my food, and I went out and locked up the room again. What would it do while I was gone? Would it perhaps vanish again?


  “That night I slept, stupefied, and in the morning opened my eyes and there the thing hung, above me, inside the canopy of the very bed. How long had it been there, watching me with its invisible organs of sight? Of course, its method had been simple, it had slid under the doors of my house—my house so long dressed for it, and named for its planet in the common vernacular.


  “What now must I do? What is required of me? For clearly I shall become its slave. It seems to me I am supposed able to give it a more usual form, some camouflage, so that it may pass with men, but how is that possible? How render such a thing ordinary, and attractive?


  “The means came to me in my sleep. Perhaps the being has influenced my brain. There is one sure way. It has noticed my canvases. Now I am to stretch this skin upon a frame, and put paint to it. What shall I figure there? No doubt, I shall be guided in what I do, as it has led me to the idea.


  “I must obscure my actions from my servants. They are already ill-at-ease, and the man was very threatening this morning, he is a ruffian and capable of anything—it will be wise to destroy these papers, when all else is done.”


  Jonquil turned from Johanus, and saw a group of friends she had not communicated with in three years, gliding over the lagoon in a white boat. They waved and shouted, and Jonquil knew she had been rescued, she would escape, but running toward the boat she heard a metallic crash, and jumped inadvertantly up out of the dream into the room, where her candles were burning low, fluttering, and the air quivered like a disturbed pond. The silence had been agitated after all. There had been some noise, like the noise in the dream which woke her.


  She sat bolt upright in the lock of fear. She had never felt fear in this way in her life. She had meant to stay awake, but the meal, the wine . . .


  And the dream of Johanus—absurd.


  Outside, in the mirrored nighttime salon, there came a sharp screeching scrape.


  Jonquil’s mind shrieked, and she clamped her hand over her mouth. Don’t be a fool. Listen! She listened. The silence. Had she imagined—


  The noise came again, harsher and more absolute.


  It was like the abrasion of a rusty chain dragged along the marble floor.


  And again—


  Jonquil sprang up. In her life, where she had never before known such fear, the credo had been that fear, confronted, proved to be less than it had seemed. Always the maxim held true. It was this brain-washing of accredited experience which sent her to the door of the room, and caused her to dash it wide and to stare outward.


  The guttering glim of the candles, so apposite to the house, gave a half-presence to the salon. But mostly it was black, thick and composite, black, watery and uncertain on the ruined faces of the mirrors. And out of this blackness came a low flicker of motion, catching the candlelight along its edge. And this motion made the sound she had heard and now heard again. Jonquil did not believe what she saw. She did not believe it. No. This was still the dream, and she must, she must wake up.


  The picture of Johnina, painted by the astrologer on a piece of membraneous bluish alien skin, had fallen over in its frame, and now the framed skin pulled itself along the floor, and, catching the light, Jonquil saw the little formless excrescences of the face-down canvas, little bluish yellow paws, hauling the assemblage forward, the big balanced oblong shape with its rim of gilt vaguely shining. Machinelike, primeval, a mutated tortoise. It pulled itself on, and as the frame scraped along the floor it screamed, toward Jonquil in the doorway.


  Jonquil slammed shut the door. She turned and caught up things—the inflatable bed, the table—and stuffed them up against the doorway. And the mechanical tortoise screamed twice more—and struck against the door, and the door shook.


  Jonquil turned round and round in her trap as the thing outside thudded back and forth and her flimsy barricade trembled and tottered. There was no other exit but the window. She got it open and ran onto the balcony, which creaked and dipped. The weed was there, the blue-green Venus weed which choked the whole city. Jonquil threw herself off into it. As she did so, the door of the room gave way.


  She was half climbing, half rebounding and falling down the wall of the house. Everywhere was darkness, and below the sucking of the water at the pavement.


  As she struggled in the ropes of weed, tangled, clawing, a shape reared up in the window above her.


  Jonquil cried out. The painting was in the window. But something comically macabre had happened. In rearing, it had caught at an angle between the uprights of the shutters. It was stuck, could not move out or in.


  Jonquil hung in the weed, staring up at Johnina in her frame of gilt and wood and plaster and night. How soulless she looked, how without life.


  And then a convulsion went over the picture. Like a blue amoeba touched by venom it writhed and wrinkled. It tore itself free of the golden frame. It billowed out, still held by a few filaments and threads, like a sail, a veil, the belly of something swollen with the hunger of centuries—


  And Jonquil fought, and dropped the last two meters from the weed, landing on the pavement hard, in the box of darkness that was the city.


  She was not dreaming, but it was like a dream. It seemed to her she saw herself running. The engine of her heart drove her forward. She did not know where or through what she ran. There was no moon, there were no lights. A kind of luminescence filmed over the atmosphere, and constructions loomed suddenly at her, an arch, a flight of steps, a platform, a severed wall. She fell, and got up and ran on.


  And behind her, that came. That which had ripped itself from an oblong of gilding. It had taken to the air. It flew through the city, between the pillars and under the porticoes, along the ribbed arteries carrying night. It rolled and unrolled as it came, with a faint soft snapping. And then it sailed, wide open, catching some helpful draft, a huge pale bat.


  Weed rushed over Jonquil and she thought the thing which had been called Johnina had settled on her lightly, coaxingly, and she screamed. The city filled with her scream like an empty gourd with water.


  There were no lights, no figures huddled at smouldering fires, no guards or watchmen, no villains, no one here to save her, no one even to be the witness of what must come, when her young heart finally failed, her legs buckled, when the sailing softness came down and covered her, stroking and devouring, caressing and eating—its tongues and fingers and the whole porous mouth that it was—to drink her away and away.


  Jonquil ran. She ran over streets that were cratered as if by meteorites, through vaulted passages, beside the still waters of night and death. It occurred to her (to her stunned and now almost witless brain) to plunge into the lagoon, to swim toward the unseen towers. But on the face of the mirror, gentleness would drift down on her, and in the morning mist, not even a ripple . . .


  The paving tipped. Jonquil stumbled, ran, downward now, hopeless and mindless, her heart burning a hole in her side. Down and down, cracked tiles spinning off from her feet, down into some underground place that must be a prison for her, perhaps a catacomb, to stagger among filigree coffins, where the water puddled like glass on the floor, no way out, down into despair, and yet, mockingly, there was more light. More light to see what she did not want to see. It was the phosphorous of the death already there, the mummies in their narrow homes. Yes, she saw the water pools now, as she splashed through them, she saw the peculiar shelves and cubbies, the stone statue of a saint barnacled by the sea-rot the water brought into a creature from another world. And she saw the wall also that rose peremptory before her, the dead-end that would end in death, and for which she had been waiting, to which she had run, and where now she collapsed, her body useless, run out.


  She dropped against the wall, and, in the coffin-light, turned and looked back. And through the descending vault, a pale blue shadow floated, innocent and faithful, coming down to her like a kiss.


  I don’t believe this, Jonquil would have said, but now she did. And anyway she had no breath, no breath even to scream again or cry. She could only watch, could not take her eyes off the coming of the feaster. It had singled her out, allowed her to bring it from the chest. With others it had been more reticent, hiding itself. Perhaps it had eaten of Johanus, too, before he had been forced to secure it against the witch-hunting servants. Or maybe Johanus had not been to its taste. How ravenous it was, and how controlled was its need.


  It alighted five meters from her, from Jonquil, as she lay against the death-end wall. She saw it down an aisle of coffins. Touching the water on the floor, it rolled together, and furled open, and skimmed over the surface onto the stone.


  She was fascinated now. She wanted it to reach her. She wanted it to be over. She dug her hands into the dirt and a yellow bone crumbled under her fingers.


  The painting of Johnina was crawling along the aisle. There was no impediment, no heavy frame to drag with it.


  Sweat slipped into Jonquil’s eyes and for a moment she saw a blue woman with ivory hair walking slowly between the coffins, but there was something catching at her robe, and she hesitated, to try to pluck the material away.


  Jonquil blinked. She saw a second movement, behind the limpid roll of the Venus skin. A flicker, like a white handkerchief. And then another.


  Something darted, and it was on the painting, on top of it, and then it flashed and was gone. And then two other white darts sewed through the blueness of the shadow, bundling it up into an ungainly lump, and two more, gathering and kneading.


  The painting had vanished. It was buried under a pure white jostling. And there began to be a thin high note on the air, like a whistling in the ear, without any emotion or language. Ten white rats of the catacombs had settled on the painting, and with their teeth and busy paws, they held it still and rent it in pieces, and they ate it. They ate the painted image of the Venus Johnina, and her background of mountains and sea, they ate the living shrieking membrane of the flesh. Their hunger too had been long unappeased.


  Jonquil lay by the wall, watching, until the last crumb and shred had disappeared into dainty needled mouths. It did not take more than two or three minutes. Then there was only a space, nothing on it, no rats, no other thing.


  “Get up,” Jonquil said. There was a low singing in her head, but no other noise. She stood in stages, and went back along the aisle of dead. She was very cold, feeble and sluggish. She thought she felt old. She walked through the water pools. She had a dreadful intimation that everything had changed, that she would never be the same, that nothing ever would, that survival had sent her into an unknown and fearful world.


  A rat sat on a coffin overseeing her departure, digesting in its belly blueness and alien dreams. The walls went on crumbling particle by particle. Silence flowed over the city like the approaching sea.


  1992


  VENUS RISING


  Carol Emshwiller


  You are of us and you remember it in your dreams. Your nightmares are of sharks (our sharks—the ones we also fear) sharks that look up at you from below with cruel little eyes, or you dream great waves (the waves we also fear) coming closer. At first it seems so slowly that you almost think you might have time to run up the beach to higher ground, but that’s not true and you wake up screaming (like we used to scream) not knowing what it is you are afraid of, just knowing this nameless thing that keeps coming and coming, having turned into a wave of fear rather than fear of a wave, and so it is with us, also, a wordless fear, for we have no word for it, only cries and whistles that mean danger. But you have your good dreams, too, as we do, of floating as though you fly. Also you like to make love in the water.


  When your children, as our children, have water, they need no other plaything. Your lakes are ringed with houses, your beaches are always full at the seasons for it. Ask yourself could any ape dive like you dive and like our People dive? There are places where we, and you, dive down naked, down and down, and not a single lesson except from our big brothers and sisters. We do it sometimes just for the fun of it. This is something to remember, and you do remember it, though not completely.


  I say that if those others are your ancestors, then you would go on vacation to the trees because those others never cared about the water. And then your children would be climbing up and hanging in the highest branches by one arm and swinging around, and even the old people would get a kick out of getting up on some high limb instead of standing in the shallows or sitting on the beach. When it was smart and cool enough to hang around in the trees, we did do that, and when the future was on the beach, we found out about it and we went there and did that and all that went with it. Those others that stayed in the trees (what trees were left) the trees made them what they have become just as the beaches changed us, made us and made you as you are, crying seal tears as we do, but those others never do.


  So (and including That One, then) we are the ones that are your ancestors, and (except for That One, then) we are as hairless as you are, no more, no less. You might be surprised. Sisters and brothers to the hippopotamus and not ashamed of it.


  In those days, before That One came, we would never tease a manatee. We called them friends and swam with them as well as with seals and walruses.


  Those were good days. Every family had its bay and some People slept where the rocks hung over. They had a good spot. It was so cool there sometimes they even came out of the water to play on the beach before the sun went down.


  But usually our children come on into the water with us in the morning and don’t leave again until dusk. The littlest ones float around grasping our long, long hair, and, if the older ones come out of the sea in the day time, it’s most often so as to jump into it again from some high rock. So everybody has a lot of fun and stays cool. If one of us waits long enough to snatch at a fish, it’s only because we are tired of easier things to eat like clams and muscles and periwinkles.


  Some of you may think we have no names, but we do though for a while I didn’t have one, but everybody knew who I was even so, and I knew who they were whether they had a name or not. And when we saw That One, we knew who he was, though at first we didn’t. Some of us have swum far and been told tales of others not like we are and wondered how such people could be and laughed about them that they had hair on their bodies as, at first, we laughed at That One for the same reason and for other reasons, too.


  There’s a place where we go and steal berries from the Berry People. They have one over there with big feet with six toes and big hands with six fingers. (Those people are always the fastest swimmers. We have People like that over on our shore and we always call them Toes. We like that funny name. We have two Toes now, Old Toes and Little Toes.) The one over there is called Deep Diver for two reasons. Sometimes he’s just called with a gesture that means sex so his name is also Middle Finger even though he doesn’t have a middle finger. That’s another good funny thing. They say he wanted to mate with me, but this was before That One came and changed everything.


  But I was thinking maybe Deep Diver will be glad to see me this year because I’m much, much fatter than I was at berry time last year. I have come, now, into my good fat and I will—but this is what I think before That One comes—Yes, I will go into the water with him. His eyes are as blue as the many, many eyes of the blue eyed clam and as beautiful. We’ll be like two big fish together, and I think about a child hanging on to my hair.


  Ma says, In the beginning this is how it always was, ma and child, ma and child, and this is how it always will be, though if a storm lasts a long time, then let the child be swept off the beach back into the sea that gave it, for children come from water. They creep inside while you’re making love, so, if a big storm that’s the sign that you should let the child be taken back.


  The land away from the beach is not good. Nothing to eat there but a few small things. Here the sea takes care of us and washes up to us all that we ask for. He was a land man, That One, but even he didn’t like the land. He was glad to get where we are and chew on our conchs.


  There are a lot more places and times in the world than this one, Old Man Lost Egg says, and not just once or twice, that once we were the very best of the best of the best of the tree people, and, in that other time, we came to the water because our trees died. Once, he says, we liked the sun. That was a strange season, nodding to her, then, instead of towards the water, but the sun changed and then the sea took us in and made us happy, and gave us all our friends and relatives and all the little soft things to eat and shells to put things in and to blow into. It’s the sea, Old Man Lost Egg says, that goes on almost forever even as we stand here on the edge of it. This is also true of the land, so there will be many more times and places and a time also for you. Old Man Lost Egg has heard all this by listening into conch shells.


  He got his name from first being Old Man Lost Leg, but Lost Egg is a lot funnier, so we call him that. He only lost a little bit of his leg. On land he moves like a seal, but in the water he’s just like everybody else.


  Other men do not grow old except for Old Man Lost Egg and Old Oyster. We used to call Old Oyster The-Man-With-Seal-Lady, because he had a seal for a friend but That One killed Seal Lady so we call Old Oyster Old Oyster now. It’s a good joke, as though he had an oyster for a friend.


  Those days lots of us had seals for brothers and sisters and swam with them or lay with them, on cooler days, out on the rocks.


  That One killed Seal Lady. Old Man Lost Egg says it comes from living too much on the land which is full of emptiness. That One killed one of us, too, but before that he killed Seal Lady and ate her.


  We had not seen anything like That One so we watched and thought how thin and hairy, and how hot he must be, out on the land. We were not surprised that such a creature would do strange things and would kill Seal Lady. It was hard to keep from laughing even so because he moved so much like People move, yet not, and because he had so many things hanging about him and his penis was almost as small as one of the tree people’s, though we’ve not seen that, only heard tell of it. That made us laugh, and his feet like hands.


  He’s not happy in his fur, shaking himself and dripping and even sitting in the sun to dry himself after he washed. His hands are almost just like ours, only a little hair on the backs but smooth in front though ours have more skin between the fingers.


  He calls that hot stuff, fie. I was the one he told first. But he calls everything by its wrong name, and, anyway, we don’t need that stuff because we already have water. By the time he told me, fie, he had a few of the right words for things.


  He killed Uncle in just one second, so fast nobody was sure how he did it.


  That One would rather stay over there with the Rocks-Hanging-Over People because of the shade, but they throw stones at him every time he comes near so he has to stay with us. Those Rock People know something about him we don’t know, but they won’t tell us because what he did was too bad to talk about.


  We were wondering how he has any fun if he kills Seal Lady people or Uncle, but maybe he didn’t mean to do it, maybe something strange happened, but, to come upon him then made us feel like watching from a distance and we wondered what would happen to him after he had eaten some of Seal Lady, but he only went down to the damp, cool sand and dug a little sleeping pit and went to sleep almost the same way we always do. It was in the morning that Uncle was dead, and those who saw it said it was a flash from the eye. They said That One has an eye to watch out for. that no one should look him in the eye, but others said it was a flash from the finger or the penis, and others said it was a rock, like we do sometimes, though we always miss.


  “I come from the only place there really is,” he said. (This was after he began to talk with us.) But I could see that the place now was this place because he and I were both here in it and the other place could only be told about, and I said so, and I asked him which of the four comers of the world it was and which of the twelve times that have been and are to be, but he only laughed. I was glad I had made him laugh. That’s a hard thing to do.


  Sometimes he says he comes from beyond the sun but Old Man Lost Egg says that nothing is beyond the sun except that one woman, Sun Ma, who hides behind it peeking out at us. Old Man Lost Egg has seen her.


  Like a baby, That One learns to speak and to swim at the same time.


  I keep thinking that I’ll go out and see if Deep Diver will be with me, except I’m busy teaching That One. I’m the one to do it because the other women won’t go near him. They say he has walked on the land too much and the sun has looked at him in a bad way. I know they’re right about that, but I feel for him as if he’s my little brother. I have no little brother so who do I have to be it? But perhaps I feel this because I’m the only one who heard him cry.


  We cried. We cried like young seals, first for Seal Lady and then when the other uncles took Uncle out to where the rip-tide runs between the islands so he could be carried away to another time and place. Everybody had a turn holding Uncle in their arms to take him out there. Everybody had a chance to swim with him one last time. And later, That One cried to himself in the night. Perhaps about Uncle. I heard the crying in spite of the waves. We didn’t let That One sleep near us, but I was on the edge and heard and I came and put my hand on him like we do to a young seal that’s lost its mother. No one, whether of the land or not, should have to cry in the night without a touch from some other creature. Strange, though, he didn’t have any tears. I thought to lick them away, but there were none.


  That One says he has a name, and that the name says that he’s coming and to move out of his sky. And he says that he is the head man’s son of the head man’s son of the head man’s son, as if Old Man Lost Egg had many sons of sons of sons which isn’t possible because Old Man Lost Egg’s son was taken away by a shark and his other son also something of the sort. Besides, we are not so sure of sons except for the six toed ones who swim so fast. Most of our sons, anyway, belong to the brothers of their mothers. After he heard that, he said he was the head uncle’s son of the head uncle’s son, and so on and on, but I said I wouldn’t call him by any such name and I have already forgotten it.


  It was that same day one of my big brothers began to walk crab-wise along the beach and we began to laugh and do it, too. And then the men began to shout and to dare the land and they ran into it until you couldn’t see them anymore even from the highest place. And we women worried, but we laughed anyway, because what else was there to do? And we tried to guess who would come home last, and pretty soon everybody came back. Nobody got lost out there that time. And they jumped into the water from the highest place like they were children and then we all did that. That was also the day that That One said pretty soon he would dare the land and the sea both, but he didn’t even dare to jump into deep water from the high place. We hid our smiles behind our hands like we do so as not to hurt the feelings of young seals or children. I have come to know him as if he were my own child, I, holding his chin up as he learns to swim. He holds my hair and I swim him out and in, up and down. I run my hand over the coarse fur of his back. It feels funny. He’s such a strange “child:” keeps his strings and stones and things in a hole in the rocks while he learns to swim, is always frightened. I see it in his eyes—strange eyes, the color of the sky at night, while ours are the color of the sky in the daytime. His are always frightened, as though every day was a stormy day and every night was a waiting for the big wave, the one that comes suddenly with no warning. I laugh to myself to think he said he would dare the land and the sea both.


  Then one of those biggest things of all the living things comes out to die on the beach like they always do, out on Berry Island. Deep Diver came over and told us and said that we could go over and have some of that fat. The People of the overhanging rock place come, too, and so does That One. By that time he can swim well enough to go. I said there was no need, but he said there was a need, and he puts on all his strings and things and comes.


  It is just as Deep Diver said, a dead, largest-one-of-all is on their beach. We were sad for the big, playful thing. What a lot of playfulness, all gone now. Such a big thing needs a lot of crying even though it wasn’t a special friend, so we do that first.


  The Berry People use some sharpened shells and some of that shinyblack rock and begin to make holes so as to give each of us our share, but That One stops them. He tells them he wants to do this his way, that he has a special reason and, since he is the son of the son of the son of many head uncles, we should let him, and, even though here is someone who can just barely swim and can’t catch a fish at all no matter how hard he tries, and who still doesn’t know all the words for things, they let him because he has a knife almost as sharp as the black stone blades and larger and stronger. That’s the stick he keeps tied to him that’s usually covered up and that we thought he had—before we knew it opened to a knife—we thought he had because his penis was too small. “Let him do the work, then.” Everybody says it, and most of us go out to pick berries which are beginning to get ripe. But the Berry People sit on the beach and watch him cut into the big happy thing to make sure everybody gets a nice share.


  I go with Deep Diver. (We usually mate with the People of the beach of the big stone, but there isn’t anybody over there for me, and, anyway, I like Deep Diver best of all.) He says how nice and fat I’ve grown. He wants to be with me in the water. I say it isn’t the time yet, though I say that’s what I want to do, and soon, too.


  When the tide creeps into me as we mate, I know that if I do it with Deep Diver I might have one like him with six toes, because the tides come into the ma by way of the male so that something of the male is let into a ma along with the tide that washes the child in. (Sometimes you can see the babies waiting in the bubbles of the foam.) I want big children like he is so that my sons can be big uncles and the sons of my daughters also. I tell Deep Diver I will keep a little-finger shell, or even two, near me the whole time I’m with child so as to make sure it will come out like him, but, of course, none of this will happen and instead my child will be almost as thin as That One, though not as hairy.


  This is the time when That One made the thing he called his bowawa. We don’t need things like that. He made it out of that big skin. He stays out there in the berry land and cuts and cuts for many days, and gives away all the good parts. What he eats himself he won’t eat unless it has been changed by that stuff he calls “fie.” We make a song and dance about it: the “fie, fie, fie, fee, fup, fup,” dance and we sing it almost every night out there. The Berry People have six good conchs to blow into so they do that while we sing and clap.


  Out there visitors have to sleep in the pools on the rocks. They only have one small beach and they keep that for themselves. That One doesn’t like it because he wakes up choking in the water sometimes. I have to sleep in the same pool with him and help him up in the middle of the night as though he’s still tiny. In some ways he hasn’t grown up at all from the very beginning and yet he always wants to tell everybody what to do. The others wonder why I stay near him and help him. They say he should be let die by his own clumsiness but I like his strangeness and the funny things he tells about. I like to wonder about him and who he is and where he comes from. I know it’s not from beyond the sun, but I know it’s not from around here either.


  That One thinks the dance and song we made is all about him because he’s so great and brought us fie which we don’t even use and don’t even want to. It’s too hot. We don’t say he’s wrong about that song and dance, but we put in some new words he doesn’t know and that we’ll not tell him, about how it’s worth sand. We sing, “fie, fie, fie, and all worth sand and you, too, worth sand,” and we come onto the beach and throw sand up like we do sometimes, and People get it in their eyes and have to go back into the water to wash it out even though we’re all crying at how funny it is. The first time we sing that song, That One stands up and swings his arms around, and the second time we do it he stands on a high place and says that this is right for us to do for him, but that we shouldn’t laugh so much. Well, why do it if not to laugh?


  I brought him berries. That made him smile. He’s so hard to make smile sometimes I think that’s another reason why I stay around with him, just to see if I can do such a hard thing. He said he didn’t know we had berries, and I said, “You’re glad we do.” He looked happy while he was eating them. That was the first time I thought he had a nice face even though it looks so funny.


  I’m becoming a talker (which is what I do become). It all starts with That One telling things to me and me telling things to him. So, in the future, I will be telling everybody all about it so it will be known that all that happened is happening.


  He puts together that big skin and bones of the biggest thing of all in a different way than they were before, and when he’s done he tells me I’m part of the plan and that I have to do it with him.


  “You’ll be Zuesa’s woman. You’ll be above all the other mas. There’s no word in your language for what I’ll make you. There’ll even be stars named after you.”


  I say, no. No is a word not to say, but I say it. (If ma is the first word, then no is the last, or so we always say.) I’m glad none of the others hear me say it.


  Then he says (and it isn’t the first time) that I and we all should call him Zuesa and not call him That One anymore. This is his real name which is the name of one so big that we don’t have a word for it yet because we’re not that far advanced, but we change Zuesa to Zand for sand and to Zat One and to Zeaweed, and we’re glad we have so many new things to laugh about. Then he says this berry place will be called Zuesa’s beginning because this will be where he starts from, bringing fie and bowawa and many other good things to the whole world. So we mustn’t call it Berry Place anymore. But we decide that we’ll just point to it and laugh. We’ll not call it anything, and everybody will know exactly where we mean.


  Now he stands on the hill and tells us things we already know. The world is round—as round as the moon, but that can be seen by any child who has gone from swim to walk and can stand on a high place and look out from it. It’s a very large circle. We all know that. We don’t talk about it, we just know it—that we live here on a round place like on the moon, just as he says.


  I tell him to stop talking. (This is after all that talk.) I brush his funny belly hair with my hand. As I do it, I see Zat One’s little penis come out and up. I’m just playing with his belly hair and not thinking about going into the water with him or with anybody and he turns and, almost before I know what he’s doing, it’s done already. I had not given him my cowery, and there it is, done, and so fast. My first time and no laughing. Done from behind, too, like lizards do, like bugs, no looking eye to eye, no swimming around no laughing—not even smiling.


  But Zat One is very happy. “You’ll be the first mother of the men of fie,” he tells me. “There’ll be lots, but you’ll be the first and you’ll be above all the others.” Then he turns to do the thing again and from the back again, but I go off into the water, too far for him to follow.


  This is the beginning of all the bad things.


  Out there with the Berry People there are three women that are not pregnant yet, Like me, they have come into their full fat. And there are two girls that are just beginning to get into their fat time though they have their moons at the full of the moon like the rest of us. One dawn, when the bowawa is already finished and sits on the sand with some shells full of berries in it, I hear a great noise of brothers and uncles and Deep Diver is with them. They come to me to say it’s all my fault, that I let Zat One be here and then this happened, and I say, What? And they say every one of their women that were ready for it. He has been with them and not even in the water and not even laughing and not even just one, but all, and in that single night, and he did it in such a way that they hardly even knew it had happened. Then they throw stones at me and at Zat One. “Don’t be here anymore,” they tell me. “You and Zat One also. You both go.”


  Zat One says that now I have to come with him or they’ll hurt me but he has done a very, very bad thing, and I’m thinking it’s true the land is a bad place to have made him like he is. I say, no, and, no, again, but all the time I’m running with him because I don’t know what else to do. I know my People don’t mean for me to go away forever, but I know I should go for a while so they have a chance to forget some of this. Zat One and I push the bowawa off the sand and jump into it and they don’t swim out after us. They just begin to laugh a lot. They watch us go off this funny, slow way, wobbling in the waves. I have to laugh, too, in spite of what’s been happening. And that’s not the only funny thing about it. Zat One has made two things of skin, two little moons he stuck on each end of a big bone. He waves these around and makes them be the arms of the bowawa so it can go along. I lie there in it laughing and laughing and I can hear the people on the beach laughing, too, even though they’re angry, and I think what Old Man Lost Egg says sometimes that, well, it’s done so it’s done, so if you can laugh, might as well do it, so I do it, and I hear those others doing it too.


  We go right on past my beach. I feel like getting out and swimming back home to be there when they all get back from Berry Island. I think maybe when they come with that nice fat and those berries mixed into it, they will have forgotten all this a little bit but Zat One says to wait and I’ll be glad I did, but I doubt it. He says not to forget I’ll be the mother of the men of fie, but I don’t even like fie and I tell him so. I know how to make it now. It’s no big thing, and I can’t think of a time I would ever want to do it. Besides, it used up that good stuff that the sea washes up to us. I do stay there with him, though, but for a different reason. The water is humping up and I can smell the wind coming. He can’t see that or smell it. He goes on talking and pushing the bowawa along in that funny way. I stay because I don’t think this bowawa will be very good when the waves get big, and I know, if I’m not there with him, Zat One will surely die. He’s not a good Person, if Person at all, but is he so bad I shouldn’t help him? So I let us pass my home beach, but I think I’ll swim back to it as soon as they will be glad to see me there. I think Zat One can’t last very long anyway even with me staying. Nobody likes him. I’m the only one that wonders about him and helps him. All he knows is what I taught him and there hasn’t been time to tell everything. So I go on, watching after him like he is my little one, and he is my little one.


  ZUESA


  Where I come from, giants rule, generations of princes, lords, barons, sitting in the royal setting on tree limbs that represent ten thousand warriors, all the leaders having swung down via private chutes or air bridges of their own suspending, having entered through the sky gates of the messengers of good tidings, all, feathered like sun birds, swinging princely arms as far as is allowed and sometimes even farther, and I, one of them, my arms raised, I, permitted to take my place at the topmost royal hearth when the fires burn brightest. Now all gone, my master hat tossed from my head, my strings—except for these colorless copies—slashed; even access to any tree, whether figurative or real, impossible to me. Except there are trees. That, the captains surely didn’t know. They thought the land too hot and dry. Uninhabitable, they said, and left me here because it was uninhabitable. A little circle of green around the edges of the poles, and, on purpose, they didn’t drop me off at either one. I’m to suffer. And I have suffered: eaten disgusting fish-things, chewed seaweed, sucked at things I couldn’t chew or swallowed them whole—I can’t get that sea-taste out of my mouth. Even the eggs taste of the sea—thought many times I’d not be able to take one more breath of this hot air, nor another step across the desert, but I’ve seen a giant, dried up trunk on one of the beaches—a trunk almost large enough to be one of our own. It would have taken five men with outstretched arms to gird it. I’ve eaten steaks bigger than they ever knew existed, sea mammal steaks. I’ve had berries sweet as tree-top blossoms. Out of this world I’ll build a new one, half me, half these things that swim. The best revenge will be to bring it about. I’ll call the planet Zuesa so, if they ever come back they’ll know this all came from me.


  It’s clear these once were land creatures. As far as I can tell, all the mammals here were also, at one time, of the land, but they’ve gone back to the beaches and into the oceans. The land got too hot. Under these circumstances it’ll be hard to make a decent civilization.


  Can there be such a thing as a civilization without trees?


  That’s always been the question and I’ve heard those captains debating it, crouched under their crowns. After all, the trees made us what we are. There was a time when we had shelters of slabs of bark tied about our nests of leaves. There was a time when we counted nuts and fruits and packaged them in tree pods and made strings of fibers in order to make the knots which we used to count the packages, so the stuff of the trees was the beginning of everything. “From the gods of the forest,” as they used to say, but no trees here that I’ve seen except for that one old log washed ashore from gods know where. Only that one, as though a sign of hope to me, and I do hope. It pleases me to think that somewhere, far north or far south, there is a forest of giants almost as big as the giants of home and that, one day, I might be able to stretch my arms again and swing and leap and sleep to the rocking of the wind instead of the rocking of the waves.


  I will go north and create a new civilization. It won’t be easy with these creatures. You’d think life was all play the way they go about giggling. She, too, laughs too much. Even so, I think of her as my sister-wife. I call her that because, in times to come, my sons will have to marry their sisters, otherwise my genes would get lost. My ideal is for a much thinner People, certainly with fur, but as tall as these-creatures are, and with great, showy penises continually exposed, as theirs are, so that when my captains come back, if they come back—I must keep in mind they may never see any of this—but if they do, they’ll get the same shock I did. Here will be Zuesa’s men of fire, all with my face, all with the hats and crowns of their status and all with enviable penises.


  Ah, but she … I’ll call her sister, but I’ll also call her by my mother’s name just to be able to say that word again and to remind me how a woman can really be. I mustn’t get used to these soft gigglers. I want to remember how a woman can be thin and stringy, with tiny, woodland breasts, black tipped. Had she been a man, my mother would have been a warrior. She was a flier from branch to branch. Lived in the upper reaches. Our house was at the top. Mother hardly ever came down. She liked the sway of things up there. She slept in the highest hammock. Her fur was orange-red. She was like fire herself. That’s how I’d like my sons to be, all like her, thin and fiery, phosphorescent eyes glowing out in the night, not like the pale eyes of these creatures, all the color of the water that they spend their days floating around in.


  I taught them … I never wanted to be of the teaching caste, but I taught all her group fire. They didn’t like it. How can one like or not like a thing like that? I showed them boat, and they said they didn’t need that either, though these are all part of progress. Yet I they did sing about me (if you can call that waa waa boo baa singing). They threw up sand and blew into shells. They know my worth even though she’s the only one who shows it. The rest are afraid. Though they have no castes, they sense a higher rank in me.


  But I do realize how much I need her—just as she is, actually—to help me. If it hadn’t been for her, I’d have died for sure in the storm. We lost the boat. At first I thought for good, but she found it. I don’t even remember how we got to that beach. I came to myself afterwards when we were already up on the cliff where only the spray from the waves could reach us. More of those creatures were up there, too, waiting out the storm. They don’t seem to care how wet they get. None of them, she included, bothered to go up where the spray couldn’t reach. I suppose it’s that layer of fat that does it. They did huddle together, but it seemed more for friendliness than for warmth. Zoe (she doesn’t know yet I’ve named her that) Zoe did keep me warm, though; held me to her all night long. I was throwing up and shaking. I think I was in shock. Gods, she’s big! Like a feathered nest. I sank right in, stopped shaking and slept through it as though I was one of theirs.


  In the morning, when those creatures of hers got a good look at me, they didn’t much like what they saw, that was clear. Zoe told them we’d go as soon as she found the boat, and she left me there alone with them and went out swimming. (I can’t see how they do that—swim off with all kinds of weird fish out there. I got stung when a poison tail whipped me and I saw fish with needle teeth.) The creatures turned their backs to me. I wasn’t afraid they’d do anything. I know they throw stones, but they always miss. It got hot as usual. I went part way in to cool off and even then—as usual—I felt so hot I couldn’t breath. The young ones came swimming up to me to feel my fur and laugh. They have less fear of me when I’m in the water. That was true with the other pods, too. Those young ones really laughed to see me learning to swim. Even the young are fat and hairless except on their heads.


  Zoe said the storm felt like taking me, but changed its mind at the last minute. (I’ll not let her say things like that to my children.) She said she would go to see if the storm had decided to take the boat or not. She said she could do it faster by herself. My mother never spoiled me by doing anything of that kind. Mother would say, “Climb up and see for yourself to your kites and gliders or any hot air toy.” (I had all those toys that ride over the tree tops. Mother thought they were good for me, and that was true because I became a great pilot though what good is that now? But I’ll write it all down for my sons—for the princes and lords of lightning. Though the first priority is seeding them. Zoe’s son will be above them all. It’s what these creatures need most, gods and emperors. I, the god, having dropped from the sky, which is true. I really am their gift from the stars. I was thinking all this when the young ones splashed around laughing at me and the adults turned away and covered their smiles, and I thought, go ahead and laugh. You’ll soon see.


  Then I thought it would be a good idea, when Zoe came back with the boat, if I should try to plant some more sons, two or even three if I could be fast about it. (It’s a good thing I’m young and quick and have practiced the “single thrust” method our highest leaders prefer in order to conserve energy for more important tasks and also to conserve energy in order to impregnate as many as possible in the shortest amount of time.) I must pick out the ones not yet pregnant, those with their shells still near them. Zoe could wait for me with the boat all ready to get out of there fast. It always takes those big uncles a while to find out what happened. Even the women don’t react that quickly, almost as though they’re not sure it happened at all. They’re confused when it happens on land, which makes it all the better for my plans.


  VENUS


  We have to go away again as fast as we can, though not much stone throwing. Those cliff People don’t know what to do about us, but I know we should go before they decide something. The bowawa needs to be fixed. We have to find a good stopping place, but first we have to get away. Zat One has me cup the water out as we go. My hands, he says, are made for it. We go along, but not as fast as we could if we were swimming except Zat One can’t swim even this fast.


  He’s smiling at me when he says my hands are good. That’s another one of his smiles. I’m counting up maybe one hand’s worth in all, but I’m not sure this one belongs with the others. It’s not a good smile, so I’m not smiling back at him. “What are you doing,” I say, “using up cowery shell women?” Already I’m not talking any longer like my People talk. I’m talking like he would talk if he could talk as well as we can. I’m asking questions about things that shouldn’t be asked about, except things like this didn’t happen before Zat One came. “This is a thing to say, no, about.” I say. “It should be learned without having to say anything about it,” and I say, “I won’t let this happen.”


  “I have a plan,” he says, but I know all those furry children he plans on will be left out for the waves to take. I don’t say it, but I think it. Those thin, hairy things won’t like the ocean. They will have gotten inside the mas by the way of the air instead of by the way of water as they should get in. The mas won’t know what to do with them. They will be given up to the storms and swept away like they should be. But then I think again, and this time I think maybe they should be left out for the land for the sun to take, or lizards, or anything of the land.


  “North,” he says, and asks me if I know what that is. Then he tells me, and I see by what he’s telling that I do know what north is. It’s the second comer of the earth. I tell him that, but he says there are no corners to the earth, but I know that also. Old Man Lost Egg, when he was young, did as the young ones do sometimes. He swam out and around and only came back much later and much older, saying that the world is, in truth, a series of circles, and that it went on and on, and that there were People on good beaches and good rocky places and on islands of stones which they shared with the seals.


  Zat One tells me, “We go north,” and I say, “I’m not going.” I say, “I’ll go as far as where you can stop and fix this bowawa but not farther.” Then I turn my back and keep on scooping up the water and he jumps on me, again from the back. It’s over in the time it takes to scoop a fish. I don’t know what to do. I stop scooping out the water so that the bowawa fills up and we have to land in a place that’s not a Food place, but we manage it. He climbs half way up the cliff and begins to try to fix the bowawa there on a little ledge. I stay in the water, thinking. I see he watches me. I let myself drift out with the pull of the tide. He calls. I thinks he’s thinking I’m not coming back. I’m thinking the same thing, and thinking he’ll die soon without me, but then I think maybe he won’t die as easily as I want him to. Maybe he’ll go on doing that bad thing and live a long time going on doing it, I think I’ll have to be the one to kill him if the sea doesn’t do it soon. But then I have a good idea. I swim back. “Come.” I say, “we’ll find a better place to fix the bowawa.”


  This time I swim while he Paddles the bowawa along. He’s so little and light that the bowawa doesn’t fill up so fast as it does when I’m in it since I’m so fine and big. We stay just beyond the surf and I find a tiny beach only big enough for us. Nobody lives there, not even a seal. I’m thinking that here, I’ll teach him about life. He’ll know a whole new thing. He’ll be a real Person and smile a lot and then I’ll be able to love him and let myself have this child of the air and land.


  He thinks to sit and dry himself, but I tell him to lie down. I tell him it’s time for something different and that the land has made him forget himself. “I’ve heard,” I say, “of an uncle who stayed out on the land too long and when he came back the sun was stuck in his eyes so he could hardly see, and stuck inside his thoughts, too.”


  I start by stroking his belly fur as I did before, but when his penis comes out, I say, “Not yet.” I stroke him all over and lick and hold him to my big, round breasts. He plays with the nipples a little and hugs me, but he doesn’t do much more than that. He lets me do the playing of it and I gladly do, only he keeps trying to come in from the back all the time. I laugh and stop him and make him follow me into the water. I hold him up and float around with him on top because I know he can’t do it as we would do it. I make him come to me face to face, looking into my eyes. I play until he’s tired, but I know he likes it. He doesn’t laugh like we do, but he likes it. Afterwards he falls asleep with a little half-smile on his face, and I know he never thought things could be like this. I know he’s surprised. He didn’t know we were as smart as this, but we are, and we also know many other things. Now I’ll be able to love him. We can go to the second comer of the world where he’ll be cooler and I’ll go gladly and help him get there.


  In the morning he tells me about wree. He says wree is a very good land thing and there are some up in the second corner. He said we had part of one that had washed up to us. He says wree makes shady places where he can be in it and live there and stretch his arms there like they like to stretch. He tells me about fruwa and kinds of land-leaves that you can eat like we chew on sea lettuces. He says there are places where the land is the best of all possible places. He says when I see wree I will believe him.


  After he fixes the bowawa he chips at a stone. He chips until the stone begins to look like me. “This is you,” he says. “You are the ma of all the mas, and I like you like I’ve not liked any other creature here. Don’t forget that,” he says, “no matter what happens,” and I’m thinking he’s cured of all the bad things. He’s cured because of love. He doesn’t know that word, but he has the feeling.


  I tell him I love him. I’m not sure about that, but there is a need to say it and it’s always better to say it than not because later might be too late, so I do say it.


  ZUESA


  I should have been working on the boat, but I worked on the stone instead. I needed the rest. the first real rest since they dropped me off here. And this turned out to be a good time to teach her a few things. I told her about civilization, what it is and how important it is. I told her what she means to me. I confessed that, without her, nothing will come of me at all. I told her how I need to become the big head uncle of all of them, and that I want her to be Big Ma with me. She just laughed, but she really listened when I told her about trees and the climbing stairs and the vines and the kites we ride. I explained about writing and how the trees had given us smooth barks to write on before we invented paper. I told her the trees had given us the ideas for almost everything. This time wasn’t wasted because she began to understand things and I saw, also, that she’s beginning to love me. She said so. I need her to feel this way. When she almost ran off I realized how lost I’d be.


  After spending this sex time on the beach with her, I realized why I’d been able to succeed with the seeding as well as I have. With them, when it comes to sex, they take their time about it. They even consider that a virtue, and I admit they have a point, but one hasn’t very often got a whole afternoon not if one is in charge of several others of lower ranks. Even then I had things I should have been doing, yet I let myself rest. I thought maybe one more day of it while I finished the statue, which is part of my plans.


  So I sat and carved, and later I began to tell her about my mother. I told her mother could fight almost as well as a man, though I had to use their words “scuffle” and “tussle.” They aren’t advanced enough to have a word for war or fight that I can tell. I told her I’d never seen Mother cry, even when my brother was brought in so mangled he’d never swing in the trees again, having been beaten in battle (I had, of course, to use their word scuffle) by the men of the lesser trees. Those little trees, I told her, grow in the mountains, which are cliffs like she’s never imagined could exist. The trees and we men of the valley are larger. All the valleys have larger men. If one of those mountain men had been left off here, they’d really have had something to laugh about and then she’d have seen how big I am compared to them. I told her I was one of the seventy-two, and that there had been thirteen symbols on my headdress. I told her how red Mother is and how I wanted red sons that were like her so they could be my men of fire. She said they would be beautiful and that sometimes their people also have red hair on their heads, though it’s rare. But I said beautiful was not what I wanted my sons to be. I wanted to say, impressive and grand, but I couldn’t find the words in their language except uncle or ma of the moon or of the sun. (I thought it ironic that one so huge and so hairless, that one with buttocks like buttocks I’d never seen before, could speak about beauty. And yet I must admit she was looking pretty good to me. I can see a kind of beauty in her odd, sea-colored eyes and in her long hair, also like the sea in the way it hangs down her back in waves.)


  I’ve begun to write all this out for my sons. I’m using the back of my number codes list. I’ll not have any use for that again. First I made an alphabet for them and then addressed them as “conquerors” as well as “your excellencies.” Also I’ve put some writing (the simple, humble form) along the sides of the boat so as to teach my new Zoe. I want the first words she learns to read to be “your excellency.”


  Tomorrow I’ll get back to work. I’ve rested too long and wasted too much seed and the energy to spend it. I’ll sleep turned away.


  VENUS


  We go, then, in the bowawa, and I sit with him so we can be together in it though I’d rather be swimming. I touch his feet that are there in front of me. I tickle his toes. He looks at me like he cares about me, though he doesn’t smile. I’m thinking, his eyes are the color of the bottom of the sea as well as the sky at night, while our eyes are like the sky in the day time. Then he asks me to say that I’ll keep his baby son and not let him get swept away.


  “Why would I let that happen,” I say, “when I love you now?”


  “Say anyway,” he says. “Cross your arms over your breasts like this and say.” And I do it though I don’t know why I need to when I already said I wouldn’t do it.


  This is one of those strange, cloudy days. I can remember the last time I saw a day like this. It was before I became a woman. I’m hoping there might even be a sprinkling like there was that time, and maybe some flowers might come out and we could go into the land and cover our heads with all the yellow we’d want and we’d dance and bugs would come out and dance with us. I tell Zat One about it. I tell him I want him to see such a thing as those flowers which I’ve only seen twice before and that even Old Man Lost Egg has only seen six times in all his long life. And I tell Zat One about the little bugs that come to hop with us. He says if such a thing happens, maybe he’ll go see it, but that he doesn’t have time and so maybe he won’t. Time, he says, is the most important thing of all and we mustn’t waste it, but I think going into the land to see the flowers would be using time well and I remember how Old Man Lost Egg says he would like to see those flowers once or twice more before being taken with the tide, so I hope it will happen again now for him.


  We go on and the sky water doesn’t come. The clouds go away overhead, but hang a long ways off on the edge of the world circle, out where the sky and sea roll into one thing so it’s easy to see that the sea is the low part of the sky and the sky the high part of the sea. I’ve seen Berry Island, and other islands, too, float on the sky some mornings and some evenings, too, so that if Zat One comes from the stars, as he says, that isn’t so strange, it’s just a long way around. It’s wree that surprises me—that such a thing like a Giant sea weed could grow also on the land.


  After a while we come to another nice beach full of People. Maybe as many as I would count up on hands and feet if I had six toes and six fingers like Deep Diver. We land there. Everybody pretends not to look, but they do anyway, and laugh behind their hands at Zat One, but they look at me, not laughing, for I’m a fine big woman. I’m just what all the People like best, which is why one like Deep Diver wants me and I want him for the same reasons. I never wanted a little furry one like Zat One.


  He calls out to them, but they only stare at the clouds that hang in the elbow where the sky rises from the sea. Then Zat One holds up the little ma stone, and they do come,


  They’ve never seen such a thing as a ma to fit in the hand like this one does. Zat One is saying, “This is great ma of the moon and of the sun and I’m her greatest uncle. I’m here to bring you many new things.” Then he makes fie and shows them how to do it, but they’re like us, they don’t care about fie. They like the little ma stone. And then they call me ma, though no one ever called me that except as a joke when I was thin and little and couldn’t have been a ma at all.


  I tell them that I’m The One with Zat One, and no more than just what they see. Zat One gets angry when I say that, but I think he can’t say, no, in front of all these People. But then he does say, no, and not just once. “No, no, no,” he says, and in a voice more like a sea gull than a Person. The People turn their faces to the elbow of the sky again, and I see—and I’m sorry for it—that he’s counting up the women who are just coming into their fat, and I say, “No,” to him, then, so we’re two strange People (if Zat One really is a Person) that say, no, to each other.


  “I must,” he says.


  “I will keep you from it,” I say.


  “This is important. This is what I’ve been dropped from the sky for.”


  “This is not a loving nor a playful thing.”


  “Love has nothing to do with it. I need fie People, and you need them, too.” He’s yelling this. The People haven’t heard such a thing before except if it’s a game. They want to make it into something funny. They begin to dance and throw sand and splash and make an imitation of his yelling and everything gets confused and full of sand so that everybody gets sand in their eyes. During this time I see already he has gone to two young ones just coming into fat. It’s as if the anger and confusion make him even faster and better at it than if things are calm and happy


  Then I’m the one yelling and sounding like a sea gull. I say he’s a shark that steals women and right then he’s in the middle of having another one. The People don’t understand because it’s from the back and on land, but then they do see it’s true. “Swim him off.” I keep yelling it, and I pull at him and he’s hitting me. These are real hits. I didn’t think he would do such a thing. Then I give the whistle that means shark, which should never, ever be given except when there is a shark. When I do that, one big uncle comes with a stone and hits Zat One on the head as though to open a clam. I’ve not seen this done to a Person before, nor to any seal or any such thing. Zat One takes that thing, like his finger that he wears on those strings he has. He kills that big uncle in one of those flashes. All the People step away, then, except for me. I’m still trying to pull Zat One away from there. Another big uncle comes, but I can see he doesn’t know what to do. Before he can think of something, there’s another flash and he’s down, too. After that Zat One is running to the bowawa, pushing off and going on as fast as he can make it go. They’re telling me to get away from their beach, too, so I go. I follow him but not near. He calls but I don’t come. He’s calling, “Zoe, Zoe,” which he’s been calling me now, but I don’t want to be reminded of that land ma he was telling about. I don’t care about her.


  Pretty soon I see him do a strange thing. He passes by an island and there’s an otter lady lying on her back in the water near it. She has her little white, fuzzy baby resting on her chest. Zat One floats over there slowly as if he thought she would swim away, but she’s not afraid. Why should she be? She probably plays with those People from that last beach. She might even trade babies with those mas sometimes, putting one of theirs on her stomach while they hold hers. My People do that sometimes, too, just for the fun of it. Zat One comes closer and then reaches over suddenly and takes the baby. He grabs it by the back flippers and swings it up and around and down against a hard part of the bowawa. The otter lady dives away and makes a sad sound that I make, too, and I know, even more than I knew before, that I must kill Zat One. A Person without time should go where there isn’t any time and let the tides take him.


  He goes on until he comes to a place too small for anybody to live there except maybe one or two, but nobody lives like that so there’s nobody there. He makes fie out of dried sea weed and dead grasses. Then he cuts up the baby otter and puts its parts on stones in fie. After that he sits and dries himself in the setting sun. I don’t go close because I don’t want to see him eat the baby. I sleep resting on the waves out from the shore in the seaweed. It’s a nice calm night for it. I eat a few clams. I open them with a stone on my chest like the otters do. Then I lie on my back and doze. In the morning I see he’s already making another ma stone to take the place of the one that got left back there. This one’s bigger. I come in close to get a better look, because this ma doesn’t have any feet or hands, which is funny. I laugh out loud and he turns and sees me there. “I know you’ll not leave me.” he says, “You said you loved me and you don’t know how not to say what you mean. You don’t even have a word for that.”


  I stop laughing and I don’t answer.


  He carves and chips all that day and eats the baby which makes me not hungry. The next morning I see he sits sad, maybe because he sees how I am, but maybe not. He used to sit sad all the time, though not so much lately. He sits sad, but he goes on carving that bigger ma stone. It’s the size of two, maybe even three hands. Maybe even three hands as big as Deep Diver’s. Having three hands makes me smile, but I don’t laugh out loud. I don’t want him to hear me. He’s eaten more of the baby and he’s stretched the little white fur on bones. I think how my People wouldn’t do such a thing. They’d gathered around the otter baby and its mother and say what a wonderful baby it is. Tears come to me as I think this. I miss my brothers and sisters and all the mas and uncles. I miss laughing together and hugging. I miss my cousin’s baby which I’m thinking of as though she was that baby otter. I’m wondering if Zat One would do such a thing to that baby. And I’m missing Old Man Lost Egg’s talk about how the world is, and I think I’ll have things to tell, too. Maybe pretty soon I’ll be able to understand what the conch whisper. I can say already how round and round again the world is and I have lots to say that nobody else has had to say. They’ll hardly recognize me. I even wonder at myself that I have this thing I have to do because the waves won’t do it for me. Even when they had the chance they didn’t do it. Why must it be that I must become like a wave and suck away Zat One all by myself?


  The next day Zat One puts what’s left of the baby in the bowawa and the big ma stone, and goes off again. I follow but well behind. He lands on the next big beach with People on it. I see him holding up the big ma stone. I can’t hear him, but I can guess what he’s saying. He’s waving his arms around in that funny way he does and pointing at the sun. This time it looks as if he’s making the sun the most important one of all, though we all know water is what we can’t do without. I know he’s looking them over, too. There are three red headed ones here. I know this is important to him so I come in. The People see me coming, but he doesn’t. I pick up a stone almost as big as the ma stone he’s holding and I wait behind him while he talks. This time he says that the ma of the sun is the most powerful because it’s the sun that kills. That’s the proof of it’s power. “Water gives and the sun kills,” he says, “and this is why the sun is above everything else.” This is a new thing. I wait because I don’t want to be mistaken about him. I want to make sure he’s going to do what I think he’s going to do. All those People have moved out of the water on to the beach and are looking at the ma stone. Even though I’m behind him, I know his little penis is peeping out because I can see that the People are looking at it and covering their mouths with their hands, and I also see that he has somebody picked out. She’s sitting close to him and she’s beautiful even though she’s not into her full fat. She’s one of the red haired ones.


  I’m holding the rock ready to do something I’ve never done before, but now he’s being different again. He’s saying he’ll leave the ma stone in exchange for the red woman. He says he’s been looking for just this one for a long time. Then he asks her to come and be the greatest ma of the killing sun and I can see that she doesn’t know how to answer or what to do. I think she wants to say, no, but not in front of her own People.


  “You have the hair of fie.” he says and then makes fie for them.


  These People are a little different about that fie. They seem to like it no matter that it’s much too hot to be of any use. Maybe that’s because there are those three red haired ones here. Zat One is telling them that those red People are fie People and that they’re like the sun, but they keep saying they’re just like everybody else and that if he knew them better he would know that. Then he tells them he’ll take the red haired Person out in the bowawa. He says just for the time it takes to snatch a fish, and she does get up, then, to see what that bowawa is like, and he leads her to where it is, but then I see that she sees what’s left of the otter baby in it. Most of the baby is touched with fie and doesn’t look like anything at all anymore, but Zat One has kept the white fur of it stretched out on those bones. You can see in it what it used to be. You can also see, when you’re close to the bowawa, who the bowawa made of. You can see it’s one of the biggest playful ones of all. She sees that, too, but he pushes her in. I’m behind them and I see he takes her from the back right then, as though that act is some way to push her in with and a way to push her down into the bowawa, and I know she isn’t even sure that it happened to her. I’m thinking that I’m not surprised he never feels the fun of anything. I can tell by now that those who don’t feel fun are dangerous to everybody. I’m wondering if his babies will be strange and terrible. I’m thinking I’ll kill mine right away before I get to know it. I’ll kill it even if it looks like a real Person so that the future won’t come about. Only the present will go on and on. I remember I crossed my arms and said I wouldn’t kill it, but I’m thinking it might be right to change what I said to a better saying.


  But now I’m whistling shark again and Zat One is pushing the bowawa off with her in it. One big uncle is coming out to them. That uncle goes right to the bowawa and tries to tip it over and I start to help him. I’m thinking what a good idea that is, but that it’ll take two of us, at least, to do it. But then, quick, Zat One takes that finger thing and flashes it, and the big uncle is rolling around in the water like a fish on land and then he’s dead. By the time I turn around from that uncle, Zat One and the red haired one are beyond the surf.


  I’m angry even at myself because I had the stone in my hand but I just watched and waited to see if he would be like he usually is, and then he was, and now here’s this beautiful, red, young Person which he’s trying to make the ma of some thin, hairy baby that won’t be able to feel fun either. That young Person should be having her nice, fat, red haired child, and she should have a good chance to laugh and play around in the water with somebody she likes.


  Then I see Zat One is doing another thing I haven’t seen before. He’s taking some of that string stuff he has and he’s trying the red Person’s wrists together and then he ties her to the edge of the bowawa. I’m surprised, and I think to myself that this isn’t some other strange and much later time, this is now, and just as strange as if it were some place else entirely.


  They go along, and I follow, wondering where is the fun in all this and why do it? Then I remember how land-touched and sun-touched he is. Zat One may be half lizard. I’ve seen a lizard look in his eyes. I feel very, very, very, very sorry for that red headed Person who maybe only just picked out her cowery.


  She sees me coming and I see her seeing me. I stay back, but I wave the wavy-wave that means I’ll follow wherever she goes. She can’t wave back, tied up like that, but she shakes her red hair at me and I know what she means.


  I smell sky water. Though I’ve only smelled it twice before I remember it. There’s not only the smell of water from the sky, but the smell of storm, too, and the waves are swelling up. I think maybe Zat One will be swept away if I’m not going to help him, but then I think I have to help the red one. I must find something to cut her free with. Zat One has a nice sharp thing.


  I smell wet storm more and more and I know the red one smells it too because I see her raise her head and sniff. I’m also seeing, the red hair hanging down her back and I think, no wonder Zat One has taken her to be his Zoe instead of me, but I worry that she’s stuck to the bowawa and that the storm will come and she won’t be able to save herself, so I move closer. “Go on in to shore.” I say, for we’re far out, but he says, no. Then the red one say, “Go in,” too. He looks up into the wind and it seems he can tell what we can see and smell. Those clouds are still over at the elbow where they’ve been floating all these days, but I think now they’ll come. “Go in while there’s still time to do it,” I say, and he does.


  I want him swept away for the good of all of us. I don’t think about you and the future that might be. I want him gone, but not this red one. I think of her like a little sister and I don’t think that her hair’s like fie, but that her hair is like the sweetest berries, or like when the land gets wet, which may begin to happen now. Mostly its yellow flowers, but there are a few red ones, too. I think I’ll call her Red Flower Person. No one would wonder who was being called, so she’ll know.


  There’s no good place to come ashore, but we do it anyway be-cause by that time we have to. Zat One won’t untie Red Flower Person even now, though I ask him to, and more than just once. I come, then, and help, so we do all get there, first to a flat rock and then to a split place and up that to a longs, steep slope. It’s not easy with Red Flower Person stuck to the bowawa and hands tied together, but Zat One makes her stay that way. He says, “Life isn’t always just picking up clams as you creatures seem to think it is,” but we know that.


  The higher we go, the higher the waves come. I think they want somebody and I’ll see to it the one they get will be Zat One. I’ll give him to the storm so that nobody’s baby will have to be swept away.


  Then suddenly we see it’s not spray anymore, and Red Flower Person and I look at each other because it’s sky water and even though things aren’t so good for us right now I see a good kind of look in her eyes and I see that she can see a good look in mine. In a day the land will flower. Everything will change then. Maybe even Zat One will feel the fun and be changed by it. How could it not be?


  That night Zat One turns the bowawa upside down on himself and sleeps inside it with Red Flower Person still tied to it, inside with him. Later the bowawa blows off and almost takes Red Flower Person down the slope to the cliffs to be swept away, except I hear her whistle and go to help and we pull the bowawa to a better spot and put some rocks on top of it.


  I don’t sleep. I keep wondering what to do and I wonder even more after that because I should have pushed Zat One off right then but I didn’t, partly because of his sharp thing that I think to use to cut Red Flower Person free and partly because I would have to push him down all the long sloping place before we’d get to the cliffs and by that time he would have killed me with that other thing and then who would help Red Flower Person get free?


  I have this place a little away from them, and I sit and sing storm songs to myself. Sometimes Red Flower Person sings along with me when the storm isn’t so loud we can’t hear each other. Her words are a little different from mine. I play a one, two, six, six, game. I lick the good sky water off myself. I catch some in my hands and drink. This sky water is the sweetest water of all. The sea of the sky is all made of this good stuff. I sleep a little finally, but I worry about what Zat One is doing to Red Flower Person in there under the bowawa.


  It’s the next night before the storm stops, and there’s a good lot of sky water. After it stops, I really do sleep and when I wake up, everything is as bright as it usually is, and calm.


  When Sweet Red Person comes out from under the bowawa, as best she can still tied up to it, I see that good look in her eyes again. We tell Zat One it’s a thing full of fun and we must see it, but he says, no. We tell him we have to and that he should untie Sweet Red Person and that all three of us should go out into the land and drink sweet water and dance and watch the thing happening which has already begun, but he says no, again. Then I think I’ll cut Sweet Red Person free right then. I’ll get his sharp thing and do everything now. Why have I been waiting? I pick up a stone and come to him, but he takes out that thing that flashes and points it at me. I see the lizard look in his eyes, and yet I think I see that he doesn’t want to do this, but I also see that he will if he needs to. I put the rock down. I turn my back to him and sit. So let him do it, then, except I worry that he will and it isn’t me who needs to die, but if me, who will help Sweet Red Person?


  “There’s no time for the land,” he says and puts that thing away. “Time! I’ve told you how important it is. We have to get this thing started.”


  But I wonder why we can’t wait a few days until the color comes out. This is what People always do. You will do it. You’ll go off to where the land blooms best for no other reason than to see it. You’ll be like us in that.


  I think that maybe I could leave Zap and Sweet Red Person and go into the land by myself, but I know I won’t even though I want to, because Sweet Red needs me. I need to stay also, to help all the People get rid of Zap. I’m even thinking that we should not let you all come into being. I’ll be the one to stop it in spite of what Old Man Lost Egg has said about an entirely different time and place than this one. But this isn’t another time. This is right now. This isn’t even back when Old Man Lost Egg spoke about it.


  Then I remember that I had a dream of wrees during the storm. The water came down from them all the time and they blew back and forth like seaweed and splashed the land with sky water. Under the wrees the flowers grew so that everything was yellow and the ground looked like the sun and we lived on the land as if we were sun People. It was shaded and wet and we lived there as if it were the bottom of the sea, but we missed swimming around. I was sad in my dream, and then I was frightened because land sharks came, a great school of land sharks and I had no place to go because I was up on the land already so there was no place to escape to.


  The water is calm now. We take the bowawa down and we go on as we did go, me in the water and he, pushing the bowawa along with those funny things, and Sweet Red Person in it, still tied to it. Sometimes she splashes herself with water so as to feel cooler. Sometimes I do it for her. We laugh. Splashing always makes us laugh, maybe because we feel like children.


  This time Zap has some of those stones in the bowawa and sometimes he stops to rest and when he does, he chips at a stone again. Other times he stops and makes marks in that thing he says is for his son. The ma stones are all still me, not Sweet Red Person. They’re all a woman who has come into her full fat just like I am.


  We stay far from shore. We pass beaches sometimes with People, but we don’t stop, and then, almost by mistake, we do get to see the land flowers. We come to a place where the banks of the sea roll down smooth like I’ve never seen before, and there are tips of green there already. As we go along we begin to see more and more yellow and then a lot of it and some little patches of red. Then, after all, Zap brings the bowawa in closer to take a look and everything is like it is on the sun. Zap stands up in the bowawa and Sweet Red Person does, and I wish I could stand up and see better, too. We go closer, but he doesn’t come in to be in it and feel it and dance. He just sits down again and we go on. When he lands, it’s on a beach where he chases out some seals, though it’s their beach.


  This beach is full of stones and will be uncomfortable and it’s a place where we can’t see the yellow, though there are some small patches of it back where it’s not so stony. It’s almost as if Zap picked it because of not many flowers. It’s as if he wants the opposite of fun. Could such a person be?


  I’m getting more and more worried about Sweet Red Person being stuck like that to the bowawa. I tell Zap again that this isn’t safe for her. I tell him she won’t run away. “Let her come on back into the land with me,” I say, “so as to be, for a little bit, as if standing on the sun.” But Zap won’t let that happen. He pulls the bowawa up where it’s not quite so rocky, turns it upside down and they sleep there. I sleep just out beyond the surf. It’s a good night for it. Zap sits, the next day, making more one-hand-sized ma stones. He’s getting good at it and faster. He makes as many as two hands worth.


  All the while, I bring food to Sweet Red Person because it’s impossible for her to go out and find something to eat. (Zap eats clams, but I don’t get them for him.) I give Sweet Red Person the best of what I find. I call her Sister Sweet Red and she calls me Sister Sweet Ma though I tell her I’m not a ma yet. “But I’ll watch over you, anyway.” I say, “as if I was a ma of your own home people.”


  We talk, but not about what we really want to talk about. Zap sits too near. (I’m sorry now I taught him all those words.) After a while I go back a little ways into the land beyond the rocks and bring Sweet Red all the flowers I can carry. I tie them to themselves in little bunches and put them all around Sweet Red and we laugh and I see I’m making Sweet Red happy even though she’s worried about being tied up. We hug, and laugh and play almost as if we were in the water, though you can’t play very well on land. I see Zap watch us, but I can’t tell what he’s thinking. It’s always some land kind of thought. Even if I knew what it was, I wouldn’t even know it.


  Then Sweet Red tells me sad things. She says that the big uncle that was killed was her mother’s oldest brother, and she cries. She says he was called Old Bird because once he had helped one of those big, black birds. Old Bird fed it fish, and it would sit on Old Bird’s head when he was standing about in the water or even when he was swimming. And then Sweet Red smiles because that’s a good memory. “It stayed with Old Bird until it died, but it had a good death. Right after that the land bloomed.”


  We’re in the shade of the bowawa or else we would have to be in the water because of the heat. Even Zap is down where the waves wash over him. He moves up with the tide, but Sister Sweet Red is stuck above where the water comes. Then I think to cup up water in a big shell and cool Sweet Red. After I make her good and wet and the pebbles and sand around her good and wet, we sit and watch the sun go down.


  In the morning I see one of those stingers that maybe I slept close to all night and didn’t know it. I’m always thinking what to do about Zap, so I think about that stinger. It’s washing in slowly. Maybe Zap doesn’t know about those things. Maybe I can use it.


  ZUESA


  This has been coming out better than I ever thought it could. I’ve found my real Zoe. I hadn’t thought I’d be so lucky as to find a red haired one. There’s a current flowing north and I felt it had grown a little cooler though that be because of the rain. Maybe the flowers have a cooling effect. I thought, before I left that beach, I’d make each of them a hat out of seaweed and brush. Some of that seaweed is good and strong. They’ll not have had hats before. Even the big one may like it. I worry about that one, though, and I wondered how jealous they get? It’s a powerful emotion and I only had one shot left. I was saving it for her, just in case. She had been looking around for some way to get me even before, but they’re all so childlike I can read everything they’re about to do on their faces. They always hesitate. They never just do something. I saw her look and think about a jellied mass floating just beyond the surf and stopped that before she got started with it.


  I’m glad I didn’t let them go out to see the desert blooming. I hope it taught them something. That kind of thing goes with that all-day sex they do and I’ve no time for it. I want to see this world begin before I’m too old to keep control. I want to be in my prime when my sons are grown so I can help them learn. Rapid seeding is my first priority.


  However I stayed on at that beach all the next day. The little goddesses were finished but I thought to make not only the hats, but a sun shade for the boat. I wondered that I’d not thought of it before. Poor Zoe. She was always splashing water on herself.


  I was busy with the sun shade when she (what should I call her now?) she went out to get that jelly thing, holding out a shell and a piece of drifted up bush. I thought to teach her another lesson. I took out the zapper and told her to come on back and quickly. I said that even though I was about to make her a gift I knew she’d like, I’d not hesitate to kill her. I said she was no more than a seal or an otter to me, which wasn’t true. I even told her I’d eat her, and that if I ate her, I’d know everything she knew. Of course I’d do no such thing. I said it even though I knew it would just add to her superstitions. I don’t want to kill her. As much as I can say I like any of these creatures, these two I like, but it may come down to a matter of me or her.


  The way she looks at me… . I’ve had that kind of look many times before. I’ve captured those small men from the mountain trees, and I’ve had four at once looking at me like that. And not so long ago, I’ve had my own captains looking, at me in the same how-to-get-rid-of-him manner. But these creatures will never be fast enough to do it.


  VENUS


  I like the thing he calls hauwa. That’s a real thing. It has a nice wideness to it. It balances. It makes me feel like laughing. It’s the very first land kind of thing that’s a good thing. I’m surprised we haven’t thought of it ourselves. And then, when he makes the hauwa for the bowawa I’m surprised we didn’t go around making things like that, too. After he gives me my hauwa, I put some of those flowers on it. I don’t have to go far. There are dumps near our beach. I do that for Sweet Red’s hauwa, too, even more than on mine. Then, when he finishes the hauwa for the bowawa, we go off again, me swimming not far behind. It’s good they go slowly because I’m doing a lot of thinking, and I’m still worrying about Sweet Red being stuck to the bowawa all the time and what will happen to her if something happens?


  But now he’s landing at another beach full of People. I stay out in the water and wonder what to do. This beach has a lot of big clumps of rock out from the shore. Zap leaves the bowawa in the water and hooks it to one. I hide behind the rocks, but I come in closer when those People come out of the water to see what’s happening with Zap on the beach. I don’t hide on purpose exactly. I just wonder what to do and when and if. Things are going all wrong and I’m not fixing them. My mind isn’t enough like a lizard. That’s what I think. I never know what to do. I just wait.


  Zap lines up all the new little ma stones in a half circle and then he begins to say everything all over again and then he’s building fie like he always does, but these People have a lot more stuff on their beach to do it with, not only dry sea weed, but a lot of washed up land stuff, too. Zap takes all the stuff they have and makes a big circle of fie near the little ma stones he stuck into the sand. It’s the biggest fie I ever saw and I think maybe this fie really is something even though it has no usefulness and is even hotter than I thought.


  Sweet Red is still sitting stuck to the bowawa. She’s in the shade of the hauwa that’s on the bowawa, so she isn’t wearing her own hauwa. Those hauwas are down in the bottom of the bowawa. By now all the People are gathered around Zap and are looking at the ma stones and at the fie. I swim over behind the bowawa and I take Sweet Red’s hauwa out. I take that one because it has more flowers on it than my own. I go out away and put it on and then come ashore straight into them, standing up at the end and walking through the surf.


  I am beautiful. Sweet Red is not yet as beautiful as I am though she will be even more so, but now I’m the most beautiful one that I know of. My hair hangs down and, it is whitened by the sun and I know it all shines. I walk in a way I’ve not seen anybody walk before. I don’t know why I thought of it. I keep my arms up and out as wide as the hauwa, which is very wide. It comes out to beyond my shoulders. I walk slowly and I come to the edge of the half circle of fie and the half circle of ma stones. I’m the big one of all these little mas. I see I’ve surprised even Zap. He’s backing up. I see he’s not sure if this is a good thing or a bad thing, and, even though he saw the hauwa before and knew it was covered with yellow and some red, too, his eyes get as if he never saw such a thing as me in my hauwa coming up out of the sea, walking in this special way. And those People, they don’t know what to do either. They back up a little, like Zap does. Fie didn’t make them do it, and not the little ma stones, but I, with this hauwa did it. I know what they think, too, with all this yellow and this big round thing on my head. They think I’m the ma that peeks out from behind the sun.


  I don’t know what to do. I still haven’t thought about any of it, but I already know that water can stop fie and I’m wet and so is the hauwa, This is a big fie, so I’m not sure, but I walk into it and don’t think about if it hurts or not. I stand on one part of it and I drip there and make that part go away. This is right, I think. This is water over land things and even over the cruel sun.


  “I am big water ma,” I say. Then, again, I don’t know what to do next, but I know I have to keep on doing something. I begin a song and dance which isn’t like any song and dance I’ve ever seen or heard of before. I pick up some of the little ma stones and I dance on more fie and put that out, too. I sing “I Big water ma. Big water.” It sounds so good I slap my thighs, but nobody dances with me. I’m too much for them. Then I say, “Here is Sweet Sweet Red.” and Sweet Red stands up in the bowawa for them to see her and puts on my hauwa which is only a little less yellow than her hauwa that I’m wearing. Then I say how another beautiful one came blowing in with the sky water—that she was washed up to them by the good sea. And I say that the strange uncle is going to take her off the bowawa so she can dance with them. I really think that he will have to do that, but he says, no, so loud that everybody looks at him in a funny way.


  Then I do know what to say and do. I say, “Those who say, no to water ma are all worth sand. Throw sand at him. Do him the sand dance.” So they do, everybody laughing and crying together, except I know Zap can’t do that. He has no tears.


  By now the sand has put out all the fie and I see that all our things can put out that thing of Zap’s, so I think I can get him, too. I whistle, “Shark, shark,” thinking, the People will come and help me, but they think I mean real shark and they run up the beach away from us. Zap is running to the water and I know he wants to get away, in the bowawa with Sweet Red. I can get to him fast when he’s in the water. I hold his head under as much as I can. He tries to get the zap thing. I know that if he does, he’ll zap me and not even stop to think about it, so I don’t stop to think either. I do everything, fast, too. I pull out his sharp thing. I should have cut away the zap thing and thrown it away right then, but I’m only thinking to get Sweet Red free, which I do while Zap is sputtering in the water and half blind with sand. Then Sweet Red jumps out of the bowawa and we push Zap into it. I tie his hands together and then tie him to the bowawa just like he did to Sweet Red. She helps me. How she helps is she sits on him. Even though she’s not into her full fat, she can keep him down that way. Then we push him away from there in the bowawa, and I tell Sweet Red, as we push him along, that she should go home, but she doesn’t. I’m thinking we are becoming stranger and stranger, and that even I don’t know I’ll do next because here I am, going on to the second comer of the world instead of back home, too, even though Zap is tied up and can’t make me do it.


  A funny thing is going on with me. I want to see. I want to watch the shores change, and maybe even see those things Zap always talks about, those wrees. And I’m thinking the bowawa isn’t such a bad thing upside down on the shore or to use to carry things along as you swim or to carry a person.


  Sweet Red and I talk and talk. I keep telling her she should go back to her people, but she thinks she should stay with me and that we can help look after each other. She says it isn’t good to be alone, that there’s nobody to laugh with, and that’s true. At first I don’t tell her what I have in mind to do, which is to kill Zap before he zaps me or any more big uncles. But then I change my mind. I do tell her. And I tell her why, and the whole story about you—coming or not coming into being. I also tell her that, whether he’s dead or alive, I’ll be going on to see wree in a place I think is maybe full of flowers all the time.


  We come into shore late. We just have time to turn the bowawa over on Zap. Then we go and make ourselves a nice sleeping place. We like each other so much we make just one pit. We sing a little night song.


  In the morning we see that the flowers are beginning to wilt, and not just on our hauwas, but all over. We’ve missed the best part of the flowering land, and yet we still feel like singing.


  ZUESA


  “Gods,” I’d shouted, “come leer at me and laugh. Gods trick the devils like the devils trick the Gods. Gods must, and must know all the tricks and how to use them since the devils are tricky ones.” So spoke the Sarshina, though he, also, was an unbeliever. I tried to trick these creatures by telling a true story. They said there was a thing they call a shark out there so we stayed where we were. They gave me stones so I could carve. It wasn’t easy with my hands tied. We stayed where the waves could wash over us, the boat part way in the water and us in it’s shade. They lay for a change not even playing. Well, perhaps playing for they twined their fingers together and, now and then, counted strange combinations of numbers. You’d think they were giving their military codes, though they never went over twelve. I thought, in this quiet mood of theirs perhaps I could convince them to let me go so I told the truth. And I decided I wouldn’t scale down my thoughts for them anymore. I used words from my own language when I didn’t find any in theirs. I hoped that, if they only half understood, that would impress them all the more.


  “There is a place where everything is known,” I said. “This is the place called Tree of the Valley of Lightning. All bow down to the thunder of it’s name and to its men of fire, that’s where I come from. I want to tell you the truth for the sake of time and forward motion, not for myself. There’ll be a new kind of people, red and brown and silver. Each will have a particular place both in the trees and on the ground. The red people will have the highest places because they’re the finest. I say that though I, myself, as you can see, am not one of them. And you’ll be living changed lives, too, with boats and hats and robes and fire and beautiful containers that shine like the sun and some that can be seen through as though they were made of water and yet they can contain it. I can promise you such things will be of great advantage to your children and your children’s children. I’m nothing but a worker for the sake of the future. You think this sex and seeding is fun for me. You should be able to see that it isn’t. It’s a duty more important to me than my own life or than any fun I might have. Surely you can see there is no fun in any of this for me.”


  For the first time since I was dropped here, I spoke as if to my own kind and with some of the gestures befitting my station, though I was tethered to my boat, even so I had a happy moment. Not as happy as if I swung on my own lanyards in the tops of towers or trees, but happy as a representative of my lineage, and, though but a lower prince among the princes, yet a prince, and speaking like a prince. And I saw that they heard and stopped their finger play in wonder at it.


  VENUS


  The land makes for strange ways of talking. Zap is saying a lot of funny things, and I don’t know why he would think we wouldn’t believe him, but he says, over and over again, that what he says is true. Why would it not be? Sweet Red and I laugh behind our hands at that.


  I have a different idea of the future than the one Zap talks about. I have the one Old Man Lost Egg hears when he listens to the biggest of the conch shells. I think I’ll look around to find a good conch and see if it will talk to me. I need to hear more about our kind of future. I’m not one that would listen in on anything that belongs to Old Man Lost Egg except that I’m so far away and I’m not the same person I used to be and I need to know things.


  I do find one. The inside is like Sweet Red’s hair and the outside is full of spikes. I go far from them and sit and stare out to sea like I’ve seen Old Man Lost Egg do, and then, when I feel ready, I put the conch to my ear.


  For a long time I hear nothing but the waves and the wind. This place in my ear is the spot where the past and future both come from, all swirled around in the conch, getting smaller and smaller and farther and farther away until there’s nothing but a tiny dot of the memory of it left on either side of time. I wait and listen and then I seem to hear Old Man Lost Egg’s voice, but he’s whispering so I can’t tell what he’s trying to tell me. Then I hear that the voice is whispering that he isn’t Old Man Lost Egg, but a different old man. His name is Last Verse for he sang, a long time ago, the last verse of the last song of all.


  “I’ve been waiting for you,” he tells me. I’ve been whistling out of every conch. I’ve been on the wind to you. I tell you you must go on a long ways to the second corner of the world which is full of wrees. You must be wise about them and do the things to be done in wrees and eat the strange eggs of wree birds. You’ll have to stand away from the wind because of the cold.”


  “But what about Zap?” I say, because this is the reason I was listening, into the shell.


  “Never once will he be called uncle or be worthy of it. You, however, will be ma, and not only ma, but great ma, not of the cruel sun nor of any such land kind of thing, but ma of the weeds of the sea, so you’ll be called Weed. You’ll be the egg for out of you will come the new time, so you’ll be called Egg. You’ll hear things in the conchs, so you’ll be called Conch. You’ll feel things by the wind on your cheeks, so you’ll be called Wind. You’ll lean against the banks of the beaches, so you’ll be called The Leaning Ma of the Banks of the Beaches. There is nothing you won’t be called because everyone will be calling you.”


  His voice is fading, but he’s going on and on though not about anything I need to know. “Zap,” I say, “Zap. How or when shall he be killed and if?”


  “Watch out!” he says.


  I look up and see that Sweet Red is playing by the water but Zap is looking at me through the fmger eye of the zapper even with his hands tied. I


  get behind a rock though I don’t know if that thing can go around and find me there or not, but he doesn’t do it. Then I think how silly I was not to take that zap thing away in all this time that he’s been tied up. I see that I’m not a good thinker about this kind of thing and I name myself Silly Old Do Nothing When It Should Be Done. I laugh at such a funny name and I know that Zap hears me laughing, here behind my stone and I wonder if he’s naming me, The One Who Laughs When She Should Be Afraid, and I wonder if he thinks I’m even sillier than he was thinking I was when I left that zap thing with him. Then I laugh again to think of all the funny names he could be calling me. Sweet Red comes over to me and I tell her about it and we laugh together, but we keep watching Zap because now we know we have to all the time.


  Sweet Red says we should, just the two of us, go off and leave him right now and here—that the shark wouldn’t bother us. “You and I,” she says, “he can have his zap thing for a friend.” That makes us laugh again. I haven’t had a time like this since I left my brothers and sisters back at my home beach. We needed to laugh. It makes us feel like, no matter what happens to us, we had a good time right now.


  I tell Sweet Red how we have to get the zap thing, but that we should play we’ve forgotten about it like we really did. I tell her to keep on laughing, and go on out to him as though to sit in the shade of the bowawa with him, except she should sit on him like she did before and I would come and take the zap thing away. I tell her we’ll have to be strong and fast as if to snatch a fish.


  But that’s not how it comes out. No wonder Last Verse didn’t tell me what to do about Zap because it isn’t something I wanted to know about or I’d not have had so much fun laughing with Sweet Red, which I’m glad I did.


  Zap on land is different from Zap in the water even with his hands tied. He’s like a lizard. He saw that Sweet Red was going to sit on him before she began to do it. We both tussled with him but he got his zap thing out and was trying, to get it turned towards me. Sweet Red kept getting in his way on purpose so he couldn’t point it at me. Then it seemed he thought he could zap me, she was moving fast and it was Sweet Red, and not me, that got zapped—that rolled on the beach and tried to hold herself together but didn’t. And Zap said, “Oh no,” a lot of times, and, “Gods, come leer.” Then Sweet Red is really dead I get angry like I’ve never been or knew I could be. I get on top of him while he’s still saying, all that and holding Sweet Red. I take one of the biggest of the ma stones and I hit and hit. I hit until he stops. Then I take him out for the shark to have so it won’t want Sweet Red when I will take her for the tide. When we get in the water, he wakes up and struggles but then he says, “All right. Go ahead and drown me,” and I say that I will do that, and he sees that I will. Then he says, “You said you’d not leave my son out for the storms to take.” But I’m thinking he’s already a dead man. Why should I answer? There’s a lot of blood on his head, so the shark will come in the time it takes to snatch a fish and I want to get back to the beach.


  Five new ma stones sit where The Killer Of Sweet Red sat in the shade of the bowawa. They’re all me as they always are. I wish there was one like Sweet Red so I’d have a thing to remember her by, but things are just things, and I’ll always remember her anyway.


  I pick one stone ma up. I like it. Mostly there were bad things about The Killer Of Sweet Red, but there were one or two good things, like the funny things he told about. Flying around in and under land things is a thought I never had before. And wree, though I’d seen their bones. I have to wait before I can take Sweet Red out. So I take one of the mas that’s not finished and I take one of his other stones and start to do as he did. It’s not easy. My ma stone doesn’t look like much except maybe a blow fish. But I get better fast and see that I could make a lot of these, too. I can make fie and sing a song about it. I can make a bowawa. I can walk like big water ma and sing that, too, and I, myself, can make a Sweet Red stone if I want to, and I do want to. I’ll go see wree and the second corner of the world. Killer Of Sweet Red is right, I am going to have a baby. I’m not sure what I’ll do about it, but I’ll see who it turns out to be before I decide.


  I pick up the conch shell then, wanting to hear Last Verse again, more for company than for advice, I already know what I’ll do. But he does tell me some things I did want to know. He says my baby is going to be a girl. We both have a good laugh about that. She’s going to have red hair just like Sweet Red even though she isn’t Sweet Red’s child. Last Verse says that I’ll call her Sweet Red and not just ten or twelve times, but I’ll call her that all the times I call her, which will be many, many times.


  VENUS IS HELL


  Jack Williamson


  A SPOILED PLAYBOY HUNTS THE RAREST GAME IN THE SOLAR SYSTEM


  The phrase is a company byword. It inspired the small black Satan, tarred out of Venusian stone, that sat on Rawler’s Manhattan desk. Recently back from Venus and now our CFO, Rawler himself was nearly as dark, his hairless head bright with sweat and slick as that little obsidian devil’s.


  He scowled at me.


  “News for you, Mudiak.” Breathing sulfur fumes and manufactured air had made his voice a rusty boom. “You’re on your way to Venus.”


  “Sir?”


  I was a junior holovid cameraman, a very minor cog in the sales machine that toiled to keep Venusian diamonds identified with the eternal verities. Prudently, I tried to hide my horror.


  The planet is poison. Its atmosphere is deadly carbon dioxide, laced with sulfuric acid and so hot that lead and tin run like water. Half ton of it on every square inch; that’s ninety times the air pressure on Earth.


  “Venus?” I tried to ask. “Why—”


  He chewed tobacco, an unfortunate habit he had brought from Venus where safety rules prohibited fire. His heavy jaw worked for a moment, and he used the hack of his hand to wipe the brown slain off his lip.


  “Frankie K.” He made a sardonic face. “Wants to hunt fireworms.”


  The fireworms of Venus belong with the Loch Ness monster and the Abominable Snowman. Sightings reported but never proven. Exploded claims forever repeated. My first PR job had been fending off newsfolk hot on some wild story that might somehow hurt our expensive public image.


  He ignored my dismay.


  “Pack your bag,” he grunted. “Limit ten kilos, Ishtar lifts at noon tomorrow.”


  Frankie was Franklyn Karst, the playboy son of old Ben Karst who owned half the corporation. If he wanted to hunt fireworms on Venus, all he had to do was say so. If he needed a vidman with him to disk what he did and tell the world how great he was, I was his slave.


  “You have to pity the owners.” Rawler shook his head in philosophic regret. “After all they’ve done for Frankie and Meriden, expecting the kids to take over the company.” His somber eyes shifted to that little black devil. “Old and failing now. They don’t believe in fireworms, and this craziness is killing them.”


  The billionaire owners were hard for me to pity, but the voyage to Venus turned out better than I’d expected. The Ishtar was a workship, but one deck had been rebuilt into luxury suites for company brass. The big one was Frankie’s. Not exactly handsome, he had cold, gray eyes and a thin wisp of straw-colored moustache on a long, pale hatchet face. He wanted what he wanted, and wanted it now. I found no fun in him.


  The fun began with Meriden. She was a svelte, brown-eyed blonde, daughter of Tony Valucci who owned the other half of the corporation. Her suite adjoined Frankie’s. Her maid and his man slept somewhere below.


  He kept her with him most of the time, hut she came without him to the low-G gym. She seemed not to mind who I wasn’t, and we sweated together in the gravity drum. Her body was a marvel in low-G flight. I loved the workouts and tried not to think about Frankie and his way of grabbing her arm as if he owned her.


  One day I asked why she’d come.


  “Not to find the fireworm.” She laughed. “I’m another unbeliever, but Frankie begged till I made this crazy bet. If he does find his worms and gets back with proof, I’ve promised to marry him. If not—”


  She didn’t say what if. Something in her eyes puzzled me, and I nerved myself to ask if she really felt bound by the bet.


  “Of course.” She nodded very firmly. “I keep my word.”


  That hurt, but she was still running beautifully beside me in the gravity wheel and I thought she liked me. I couldn’t help asking how she felt about Frankie.


  “Hard to say.” Her voice was serious, as if she cared how I felt about her. “Our folks vacationed together when we were kids. They always planned for us to marry and carry the company on. I used to think I loved him.


  “Now—”


  She paused, and I turned to look. She was dewy with sweat and pink from the exercise, a living dream. Her vivid face turned grave with what she was recalling. “Frankie had a dog named Star. A big, white Great Pyrenees, heavier than he was. Bought to be a watchdog, but no good for that because he wanted to shake hands with everybody. Frankie saw a delivery van run him down. Couldn’t stop crying. I felt so sorry.”


  “Still sorry?”


  She looked hard at me, slowly nodding. “I know his problems. I guess I am.”


  She didn’t say why till we were out of the drum, cooling off on a bench. Glancing at me again, she must have seen how anxious I was to know more.


  “Family.” She nodded soberly, remembering. “Our fathers were partners when they made the diamond strike. They came home heroes. I think Frankie has some kind of complex because he’s never measured up to what his old man did. He feels a desperate need to be famous. A captured fireworm would take care of that.”


  “And you came along as his personal physician?”


  “I’m no doctor.” I loved her quizzical smile. A moment passed before she went on. “I came to see Venus. Your PR people call it the mother of diamonds and the kingdom of mystery. For me it always was.”


  Her perfect face grew graver.


  “I’ve lived there in my dreams ever since my father used to brag about how he and Mr. Karst made the strike at Diamond Dike—and nearly died on the way back to their lander. They were in a seismic zone. A bad quake shook them up and knocked out Mr. Karst. My dad was still able to run the crawler, but he got lost. He’s always claimed a fireworm came out of the rocks and crawled ahead to show him the way.” Her laugh was always music. “Of course he was out of his head.”


  She had to go because Frankie was yelling at the door. I sat there till I was shivering under the ventilator fan, afraid Frankie might find an actual fireworm and hoping desperately that he didn’t.


  When we were braking toward Venus, Captain Cable invited us into the nose cone to see the planet. Blazing blue-white against black space ahead, it was a perfect little crescent moon, so bright it dazzled me.


  “The morning star!” Meriden whispered. “So beautiful!”


  “Because all you see is the clouds around it.” Cable was another veteran of Venus, his features burnt to the color of Rawler’s, his bare head as bald, his vocal cords as badly scarred. “They’re sulfuric acid.”


  Those clouds grew more brilliant day by day, as lovely as the goddess the planet was named for, but they changed as we dived into them in aero-braking mode. Darkened to a gloomy, brownish-yellow, they were torn with savage storms and alive with lightning.


  Turbulence rocked the ship till we broke through into clear air beneath them. The vid screens gave us a sudden panorama of Venus herself, no goddess at all. A harsh landscape of upthrust mountain masses, bare volcanic peaks, and dark lava flows, it jolted me.


  “Hellish, if you like.” Cable shrugged at its sullen face. “But we call Venus the mother of diamonds. Their growth takes heat and high pressure. Here we’ve got ’em both.”


  Diamonds form in volcanic pipes, he told us. Getting them out had been a tough challenge to the engineers. The Diamond Dike mine was a cluster of caissons, huge hollow cylinders forced down to diamond-bearing levels by the enormous atmospheric pressure.


  Heavy again, all of us staggering a little after the weeks of low-G, we landed at the mine. The superintendent was a Finn named Kallio, a slow-spoken giant, darkly tanned like all the staff with the radiation used to sanitize the manufactured air, head shaven like Rawler’s because of the fungus that tainted it.


  He came to take us off in a crawler, a huge machine that lumbered on caterpillar tracks and radiated waste heat from a red-glowing crown. The maid and the man took one look at Venus on the vid screen and begged to stay aboard.


  “Welcome, sir! And who—” Kallio caught his breath, stunned when he saw Meriden. He took a moment to recover himself. “Hello, Miss. I—I’d better warn you that we’re not prepared for tourists, but we’ll try to show both of you whatever—”


  “I want a fireworm.” I watched Kallio’s look of startled disbelief. “The first specimen ever!” Frankie’s pale, sharp face turned pink with enthusiasm. “I’ve brought Mudiak here to get the capture on vid.”


  Kallio remembered in time that Frankie was a Karst . . .”


  “Yes, sir.” I saw him swallow. “Of course, sir.” He managed a thin, dark grin. “Though I’ve never seen one, sir. They’re remarkably evasive, if they really do exist. Really, sir, I wouldn’t know where to search.”


  “I do,” Frankie said. “I’ve mapped seven of the best reported sightings, all centered west of here in Aphrodite Terra.”


  “Sir,” Kallio tried to object, “I’ve studied those reports. None confirmed—”


  “Unconfirmed,” Frankie scoffed. “Because most of them were made by old prospectors like my father. Risking everything for diamonds, they never wanted anything to frighten their crews.” He looked sharply at Meriden. “I came to catch a specimen and take it home.”


  She glanced at me with a small, ironic shrug.


  “I’ve brought a capture gun.” His voice turned imperative. “I want it mounted on a crawler. You can do that by tomorrow.”


  “Very good, sir.” Reluctantly, Kallio gave up. “We’ll do what we can.”


  Showing us around, Kallio took us through a narrow tunnel and up an elevator into the lookout dome. We saw the caissons, five huge steel silos clustered around us, their high-ribbed crowns cherry red with waste heat from the cooling systems. The robotic machines that had built them stood farther out, derricks and gantries and vapor stacks looming like an army of grotesque black monsters against a horizon of black volcanic cones and that angry yellow sky where endless lightning burned.


  “It does look infernal,” Kallio grinned when we shrank from that lurid gloom. “But the ladies like our diamonds. So, of course, do the electronics engineers—”


  “Over there?” Meriden gestured at a great black pile of rubble and tangled steel beyond the field where the Ishtar stood. “What happened?”


  “The Lady Jane.” His voice turned grittier. “Caisson Number One. The top of it exploded when a quake let air under the cutting rim.”


  Not really air, of course, but a murderous blast of superheated carbon dioxide saturated with sulfuric acid and driven by that terrific pressure. Nothing nice to think about.


  “Oh!” Meriden shivered. “It must have been dreadful.”


  “All killed instantly, with no time to suffer.” Nothing changed his dark poker face. “Only two caissons then. The other took less damage. Most of the crew got out alive and took off for Earth. Mr. Karst hired a new crew to reclaim the mine. That was when I came out.”


  He had the lookout pour hot tea for us. Before we could sip it, a sharp quake rattled our saucers and upset Frankie’s cup. As a school kid out on the coast, I had lived through the great San Andreas quake, and I was on my feet before it stopped. Ready to run with nowhere to go. Frankie sat staring ruefully at his spilt tea, his knobby forefinger scraping at that pale moustache. Seeming calm as Kallio now, Meriden turned to look at him.


  “Nothing unusual.” He shrugged. “Venus laughing, we used to say, when our drills tickle it. You’ll feel a dozen jolts a day and learn not to mind ’em.”


  Remembering that California quake, I wasn’t sure. While I was righting my overturned chair, the planet quivered again. I gripped the table, which was bolted to the floor. Frankie let the lookout refill his cup and turned to scowl at me. “Cool off, Mudiak,” he scolded me. “You know we’re in a seismic belt. Otherwise no diamonds. Probably no fireworms. The reports associate them with surface rock formations fractured by earthquake shock.”


  Kallio found a crawler for us and got the gun mounted. He tried to warn us next morning that it was only a work machine, never meant for comfort. Frankie gave him no time to refit it for luxury, and he seemed appalled when Meriden came with the driver and mechanic to the dock.


  “Pardon, Miss—” He touched her arm. “Better wait here at the mine.”


  “I’m with Mr. Karst.”


  “But Miss—” Concern for her furrowed his ray-burnt face. “The crawler’s not fit for any long expedition. Things happen here. Really, you’d be safer on the ship. Even the caissons aren’t entirely secure. You saw what hit the Lady Jane.”


  “I want to see a fireworm, if they do exist.”


  “They don’t.” He glanced to see that Frankie was out of earshot. “Not if you ask me. And I wish you wouldn’t go out.” He waved at the vid screen that showed the squat black bulk of the crawler. “No place for you, Miss. If one seal fails, if the cooler stops, if the engine dies, you’ll be cooked in no time. Believe me, Miss, Venus is hell.”


  “So we’ll be the demons.” His scarred face looked frozen till her quick smile thawed it. “I’m glad you care.”


  I followed her through the heavy-walled lock.


  “. . . better listen, Miss.” The mechanic had caught her arm. “God knows what we’ll find.”


  Wild-haired and hollow-eyed, the man was burnt black and withered to the bone. His. voice was a wheezy croak, and I saw him try to stifle a cough. He had been too long on the planet.


  “I wish you wouldn’t come.” He glanced toward Frankie and bent closer to her, hoarsely whispering. “We don’t know Venus. Monster diamonds won’t be the last big surprise. I’ve seen things I’ve got no words for.”


  “Thanks.” She smiled. “You make me want to see.”


  He shrugged and let her go.


  Frankie was spreading his map on the instrument console and giving orders to the driver. Diamond Dike lay on the bottom of a vast cliff-rimmed basin; an old caldera, the driver said. We pushed west out of it, into the volcanic heart of Aphrodite Terra.


  The crawler was a clumsy steel coffin, too small for the five of us. It lurched and pitched till we had to cling to our seats. The nuclear engine was almost soundless, but the gears whined and howled. The toilet stank. The air had a sharp, hot, sulfuric bite I never got used to. A bug in the cooler computer kept freezing us and baking us and freezing us again. Except for the driver’s narrow heat screen, we were blind.


  Out on the basin rim, we were still in radio range. Frankie made the driver stop to let me send a holovid fax back to our Manhattan office. I got him sitting at the wheel, hamming for the lens while he peered through the shield at the stark desolation ahead and described the crawler and the capture gun and his plans for the hunt.


  “I’ll be back with the first trophy worm,” he promised. “Stay tuned!” Beyond the rim, we followed his map farther west, climbing through tangled hummocks of ancient lava into a jumble of newer flows and lava cones. A dismal day, as we counted human hours. That foreboding sky never changed, because the day of Venus is endless, even longer than its year.


  The driver kept hinting uneasily that the sulfur stink came from some undiscovered microscopic leak that might grow larger. The mechanic was afraid the defective cooler might go out altogether, but Frankie had grown almost fanatic, scanning his map and leaning to see through his slit and shouting impatient commands. When the driver groaned and said he was beat, Frankie took the wheel himself.


  Trying to look past him, I caught glimpses of rough, black cliffs, ejected boulders, and yawning lava tubes that looked wide enough to swallow us, but never a sign of anything alive. Nor any hint that anything here had ever been alive. Meriden was asleep in the seat beside me, her head on my shoulder, when his sharp scream aroused us.


  “I see it! I see it! Vidman, quick!” The gears clashed and shrieked. “I saw it.” He raced us across that wilderness of tortured stone, battering us with reckless lurches and collisions, until at last he stopped the crawler and beckoned me back to the screen.


  “I saw it right there.” He pointed at a jut of black basalt with a narrow scar across it. “A shining thing that slid into the cliff. Get the spot.”


  I shot the fissure and the ledge.


  “A real fireworm?” Meriden was still the skeptic. “Or just a lightning stroke? You hear odd reports of ball lightning—”


  “Hah!” He sniffed. “Lightning’s only in the clouds. This air’s too dense for lightning on the surface.”


  “Who says?” Her impish laugh became a weary yawn. “Let’s take a break.”


  He let us take the break. The mechanic heated five of the prepacked meals the miners ate and we slept a few hours in our seats, the mechanic snorting and yelling in some tormented dream. Frankie woke us too soon, shouting for coffee. Meriden helped the mechanic brew a fresh urn. Frankie drained his mug and spread his map again and drove us on.


  Late that day we came out on a wide, black plain that the driver said was the dead lava floor of another caldera. Frankie said he’d meet no fireworms there because all the reported sightings had been in rougher country. He took back the wheel to rush us across. I was half asleep when I heard him yell, “Vidman! Now!”


  Peering over his shoulder, I saw the worm crawling ahead of us. Nothing I’d ever imagined. Closer to a snake than a worm, it shone like a thin tongue of yellow flame, or perhaps a wisp of bright yellow sand blown across that frozen lava sea. It seemed frantic, darting back and forth ahead of the crawler.


  “Careful, Frank!” Meriden stared past me. “Don’t run it down!”


  “Get it, vidman!” He ignored her. “Get it!”


  He leaned to let me shoot through the shield. I got maybe five minutes of it before he was yelling in my ear.


  “Enough! It’s looking for a hole. I’ve got to take it now. Get the action.”


  I backed away to get him firing the capture gun. It made a dull boom. Shooting through the shield again, I caught a silvery metal net that spread in the air and snared the worm. It fought the meshes, writhing and striking like a snake, but Frankie closed the net around it and tightened a cable to pull it off the ground, up toward the muzzle of the long gun.


  The driver was still groggy from sleep, rubbing his eyes and muttering curses of startled disbelief. The mechanic rummaged in his tool box and waved a dog-eared paper book.


  “Shakespeare nearly had it.” He seemed bemused, as if Shakespeare mattered. “If he’d said, ‘There are more things in heaven and hell than are dreamt of—’ ”


  He stopped because nobody was listening.


  “Frank! Frank!” Meriden was pale and breathless, craning to see. Her anxious cry cut through the whine of the gears. “It’s alive! Frightened! Helpless!” She caught his arm. “Don’t you remember Star?”


  Rigid for an instant, he turned to blink at her and swung back to yell at me, “Vidman! Get the battle!”


  Close up, the worm looked like jelled fire, dimming and glowing again with some pulsing energy. It seemed half transparent, with flecks of blue light flashing and vanishing under the shimmer of its skin. Its narrow nose had thrust out though a mesh in the net. I counted five bright blue spots that seemed to peer like frightened eyes.


  “Please, Frank! Please! If you love me—”


  Her protest ended in a breathless gasp. I think the worm had thinned its long serpent shape in an effort to slide to freedom, but Frankie was pulling a lever that wound his cables in and crushed it tighter. The five-eyed nose came out again, and it kept fighting the meshes till Frankie pushed a red button on his capture machine. It writhed and went limp.


  “A high-voltage jolt,” he told me, “to teach it who’s in control.” He turned to grin at Meriden. “Of course I love you, Merry, but the fireworm means more than the dog ever did. I’ve got it recorded on tape and safe in the net. So what do you think?”


  “I think you’ve hurt it.” Her face looked tight and pale. “Maybe killed it.”


  “No matter.” He swung to nod at his captive. “You saw me take it. Dead or alive, it wins our wager. Mom will go crazy, setting up a society wedding. I can see the skeptics eating crow. And my name’s made!”


  She glanced silently at me. I wondered what she felt, but her ironic shrug said nothing.


  Even for believers, the fireworms had been a baffling riddle, because no conceivable life type could survive under the pressures and temperatures of that acid atmosphere. Frankie kept saying the creature would prove a notion of his own, that their life processes were electric or magnetic, energized by radioactivity in the rocks where they lived.


  He thought the captured creature must be an infant.


  “It’s far smaller than the one I saw sliding into that fissure. Which is probably my good luck. A mature specimen might have been quick enough or smart enough to get away.”


  He turned the crawler around and we jolted back toward Diamond Dike. He made me keep my camera on the cap-five as long as I could stay awake. It made a pathetic little huddle, helpless in the net and tossed back and forth beneath the gun barrel as the crawler lurched. Its yellow glow was fading slowly, and I caught no movement.


  “Poor baby!” Meriden stood behind me, her hand on my shoulder. “It must be suffering.”


  Frankie ordered her impatiently back to her seat, but when I got too groggy to run the camera, he muttered an apology and let her take it. I must have slept. The next I knew I lay sprawled in the aisle.


  “What hap—” Frankie was yelling at the driver. “What the hell!”


  “Where else, sir?” The driver turned to grin at him, impudence only half concealed. “Just another minor quake. The price, you might say, the devil asks for diamonds. Our seismos register a hundred bigger tremors every year.”


  The crawler was motionless, the howling gears still. The mechanic helped me off the floor, saying the quake had almost overturned us. Meriden looked shaken, but she was soon pouring mugs of that foul coffee. Frankie stood a long time staring out through the heat screen.


  “I wonder—” He turned at last back to us, rubbing nervously at that thin moustache. “The creatures live underground. Most of the sightings have been near earthquake fractures, most commonly during or just after quakes. Do you imagine—” He licked at a smear of blood on his lip. “Could they possibly—” He blinked uncertainly at me. “Possibly make the quakes?”


  “Huh?” I managed not to laugh. “You think they’re hitting back?”


  “God knows!” The diver looked startled. “I never thought they were real. But now—”


  Meriden turned to look through the heat shield and stifled a little cry.


  “The pitiful thing!” she whispered. “Dying, I think.”


  When Frankie ordered me back with the camera, I saw that the fireworm was dead. Its body looked tiny in the net, shriveled to a little knot of wrinkled yellow rope. I kept the tape running while it crumbled into flakes of yellow dust that fell through the meshes and settled very slowly through the dense air. In only a couple of hours, the net hung empty.


  “That what you wanted?” Meriden was staring hard at Frankie when I turned back from all that remained of the worm, a little patch of bright yellow dust on the old black lava. Her face was stiff and bitter. “Happy about it?”


  “I did get my worm.” His narrow chin jutted defiantly. “With tapes to prove it, and you for a wit—”


  The crawler shook. I heard an appalling sound that seemed to come from far below, a deep-toned moan that swelled into a furious bellow and finally into bone-jarring thunder.


  “If your worms are demons—” The driver squinted grimly at Frankie, shouting through that dazing roar. “Better hang on!”


  The shock struck before I got my seat belt buckled, It knocked me back into the aisle, the mechanic sprawled on top of me. Another jolt hit before we had our breath, and yet another. Silence struck us when they stopped, stunning as another shock. Gasping for breath, feeling for wounds, we dragged ourselves off the floor.


  “Thank God it’s over—if it is!”


  The driver found an aid kit and Meriden helped him spray our cuts and bruises. The mechanic mopped up the spilt coffee and offered more. Frankie turned back to the shield and stood rigid, squinting back into the east.


  “That sky!” The driver peered past him. “I don’t like it. Let’s get back to the Dike.”


  They used the external waldos to scrape up samples of that golden dust and Frankie drove us back toward the mine. Staring over his shoulder, I tried to see the sky. It looked dead black between blinding lightning flashes that showed something falling, flakes like snow swirling down in slow motion through the heavy air.


  “Ash!” the driver rasped. “Volcanic ash.”


  It grew thicker, till Frankie admitted he was lost. The driver took the wheel and the crawler roared on, plowing through drifts of the loose ash, skidding into hidden pits, crashing into cliffs it couldn’t climb. We were all mauled and exhausted, but Meriden stayed beside me.


  “Sorry you came?” she whispered.


  “Are you?”


  She squeezed my hand.


  And we blundered blindly on through that fog of fire-lit ash. Now and again the driver tried the radio. All he got was blasting static till at last he said we were on the basin rim, back in short-wave range. He stopped the crawler to listen with his headphones. His black-stubbled face grew grimmer.


  “The mine?” Frankie reached for the headset. “Let me talk.”


  The driver shook his head. “Nobody listening.”


  “So what are you hearing?”


  “A recorded message. Left on the repeater to alert us. The seismic net was reporting violent activity all over Aphrodite Terra before it went out. Heavy shocks all along the major faults. Lava domes swelling. Mount Karst, just north of the Dike, already exploding.”


  “A recording?” Frankie’s long face went white. “Why?”


  “They didn’t say.” The driver shrugged. “If you want my guess, they remember the Lady Jane. Probably already taking off on the Ishtar. Hoping to save their hides.”


  “Which leaves us—” The mechanic went pale.


  Meriden looked at me and laughed.


  “What’s funny?” Frankie demanded, his voice gone hoarse.


  “I was just wondering,” she said. “Wondering if killing that baby worm made its people angry.”


  His mouth opened as if to retort. He shivered instead and snapped at the driver. “Get on!”


  We drove on across the black crags of the old caldera rim and down into a heavier fall of ash, a swirling curtain that hid everything. Constant thunder hammered us, louder than the screaming gears. Frankie crouched over the driver, yelling in his ear.


  The crawler slid down a long slope, lurched across the ravine at the bottom, and stalled on the ridge beyond. The engine died. The lights went out. Suddenly sharper, that sulfur reek stung my eyes. In the lurid lightning glaring through the shield, I saw the driver scrabbling frantically at the controls.


  They were useless. The dead machine shuddered to another quake, shuddered again. I pushed to Frankie’s side to look out through the screen. The crawler had stalled as we tipped up to climb. All I could see was that savage sky, suffocating blackness, and lurid purple lighting.


  “If they call it hell—”


  Frankie gasped, sagged back into his seat as if stricken. Meriden caught my arm. I heard her quick intake of breath and realized that the thunder had ceased. So had the constant quakes. For a moment we were blind, but then I saw a faint glow born above us, slowly brightening. A soft golden light, it had the color of the live fireworm.


  Nobody spoke. After that first frozen moment, we all shuffled forward to stare through the shield. The fall of ash had stopped. The air cleared slowly, till we could see the wide basin floor spread out below us, amber-colored and almost luminous under that strange sky. I found the red-crowned caissons of the mine, the horde of great black robotic machines around them, the Ishtar still on the ground.


  Meriden moved closer, her live warmth good against me. Together we watched that transformed sky. As the ash cleared, that uncanny glow revealed an edge, a smooth, bright curve that ran just above us, covering all the basin. It shook me with terror.


  “More things,” I heard the mechanic murmur. “More than we dreamt of.”


  “Your damn worms!” the driver shouted at Frankie, his voice quivering with tension. “If they live down in the rocks, what happened to the sky?”


  Frankie sat rigid, staring up.


  “Venus—” A coughing fit cut off the mechanic’s solemn croak till he straightened to wipe his eyes and gasp, “Strange! Stranger than we ever knew. Stranger than we humans can know!” Nobody spoke, but I knew that something in the sky had sheltered us. Like the hand of God, I thought, spread above us to halt the lightning, stop the raining ash, quiet the quakes. Yet of course it was not God. I’d never believed in God. The event was simply too much for me, something beyond all belief or understanding.


  “If we killed their baby—” Meriden’s fingers gripped my hand. Her whisper died away and came faintly back. “If they have this power, the power to teach us such a lesson, why should they save us?”


  I knew no answer.


  The engine started when we tried itagain. That glow in the sky lighted our way across that old caldera, back to the mine. We found the crew there no wiser than we were. Kallio seemed numb with shock.


  “Quakes are nothing.” He shook his dark-shining head. “But this—”


  He stopped to stare at me as if begging for comfort nobody could give him. Something he didn’t understand had shut off the power and stopped every machine at the mine. Even the coolers. After less than a minute, however, something had let them start again.


  “A few seconds more could have killed us all.”


  Yet Diamond Dike was still alive, and Kallio was soon trying to bring us up to date. Radio contact with Earth had been cut off even before the seismic net was lost. Now alive again, the instruments here at the Dike showed a few distant quakes but nothing at all under Aphrodite Terra.


  He took us back to the lookout dome for a better view of that inexplicable sky. Its glow was featureless but sharply edged, like a smooth, yellow moon somehow come impossibly close. The horizons were black beneath it, flickering with faraway lightning.


  “This golden light—don’t you feel it?” Meriden smiled at me, her whisper hushed with the awe that had touched us all. “It makes me feel—grand! The way you imagine a good drink should.”


  I did have a surprising sense of relaxed well-being, my cuts and bruises no longer painful. Diamond Dike seemed suddenly a pleasant place, and I felt too happy to wonder why. We scrubbed, ate a prepacked meal that tasted unexpectedly good, and slept until Kallio called us to breakfast with news that the fire cloud was fading.


  “I’ve got the answer.” He grinned at Frankie, with an air of cheery relief. “When Mt. Karst exploded, the hot gas plume made a giant smoke ring, punching through those high sulfuric clouds. That unusual glow overhead was only natural sunlight breaking through the hole.”


  “Could be.” Frankie seemed relieved. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  “Nonsense!” the gaunt mechanic muttered to Meriden and me as we walked out. “Or half-sense. The problem is, we don’t belong here. Our human brains evolved to cope with Earth. They’re simply not the tool for understanding Venus.” He glanced back at Kallio and Frankie, a wry grin twisting his dark-stubbled lip. “If the fireworms think, they do it with a sort of mind we’ll never understand. To them, Venus may be heaven.”


  By noon the Venusian sky looked normal again, those stormy yellow clouds riven once more with high lightning, the thunder muffled to a distant rumble. Kallio still seemed a little addled when we met with him at lunch, but he told us that contact with Earth had been restored.


  “If I knew what to say—” He scowled across the table at Frankie, bafflement in his blood-shot eyes. “I’ve got lab reports on your yellow dust. It has all decayed to very common molecules, mostly oxides and sulfides of iron. Evidence of nothing—”


  “We’ve got his holovids.” Frankie jerked his head at me. “Proof enough.”


  “Forget the vids,” Kallio told him. “Rawler’s legal and publicity people have advised him to sit on your fireworm story. Too controversial to fit our advertising image of Venusian diamonds as eternal verities.”


  Frankie was turning pink till Meriden touched his arm.


  “At least we’re safe.” She swung hopefully to Kallio. “So long as we get back home—”


  “Ishtar’s loading fuel,” he assured her. “Lifting early tomorrow.”


  “Without me,” Frankie said.


  We all stared at him. I thought he’d gone crazy. He pushed his plate away, half his meal uneaten, and sat scrubbing that wispy moustache with a lean forefinger. Abruptly he frowned at Meriden.


  “Merry—” He stopped and gulped, turning pinker. “You remember our wager.” He stabbed an odd glance at me. “It’s awkward. I hate to be welshing, but I’m not coming home. I must talk to the worms.”


  “Sir?” Kallio looked stunned. “Sir?”


  “I must find them.” With an air of solemn regret, Frankie shook his head at Meriden. “I must ask them—” His big Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “Ask them to forgive me.”


  “Really, sir?” Kallio’s rusty voice lifted unbelievingly. “Do you imagine you’ll ever find another?”


  “I’ll keep looking till I do.” His narrow jaw jutted stubbornly. “I want you to build me a long-range crawler, equipped and supplied to search all the seismic zones.”


  “Even if you meet them, sir, will they ever understand?”


  “They’ll have to, because I killed their child.”


  Sitting farther down the table, the mechanic shook his head and shrugged at me. And Frankie stayed on Venus to hunt another fireworm. I watched Meriden kiss him goodbye next morning before we went aboard the Ishtar. I think she still felt sorry for him.


  But not too sorry.


  1993


  BLACKBERRY SUMMER


  Jacie Ragan


  Every planet has one feature reminding you that you’re an alien there: the poison rocks on Charsa, the constant clouds over Venus, the singing snails in the streams of Paraiso, Riel’s walking death masques. Here on Frondelaq it was the absence of wind. The stifling stillness. The oxygen content of the atmosphere was sufficient for us to dispense with suits and helmets. But the air just didn’t move.


  We were surveying, the usual team o! three. Rhea was the xenobiologist, I was the sentive, and Kyi was just an intern.


  He didn’t really belong with us, but he had pull. Rhea and Kyi’s romance had been the talk of the outpost for over a long-cycle. He was so much younger, closer to my age than Rhea’s. No one knew for certain why he’d even been chosen as an intern, but there were rumors that his uncle was someone powerful in the confederation.


  “Don’t pick those berries,” I told them.


  Rhea stopped her hand in midair. It looked like a white bird poised over the stalks of purple blackberries. “I need to take some samples for analysis, Larrk. Why are you so jumpy?” She shoved her dark hair back over her damp, creased forehead. Tiny lines puckered her lips like pleats when she frowned.


  “Yeah, Larrk. That’s the xenobiologist’s job, in case you’ve forgotten,” said Kyi. He moved closer to Rhea, as if she needing backing up. I almost laughed. She’d been leading survey teams longer than this pup had been toilet-trained, I’d wager. Personally, I couldn’t see why she was so attracted to him. He was handsome enough, but his narrow blue eyes glittered vacantly, like chips of faience. I preferred a man whose eyes gleamed with intelligence.


  “I have a feeling . . .”


  Rhea and Kyi exchanged shrugs and glances. “Yes, Larrk, what’s your feeling?” Rhea asked. Her voice sounded tired, and she rubbed her forehead with one hand.


  “I have a feeling that the berries don’t want to be picked.” I wrapped my braids up around my head and pinned them out of the way, not looking at them, giving them time to think, to reconsider.


  “Well, they are going to be picked. They look just like blackberries. You know we need all the native foodsources we can get, with the supply ship being delayed.” Rhea paused, then continued slowly. “I’ll just pick a handful. See, the bushes stretch all along the channel. Must be at least a kilometer of them here.” She smiled and nodded at me, and moved her hand closer to the berries.


  “I know you don’t think my feelings arc important, Rhea, but there’s a reason why a sentive goes along on every expedition. There are more things in life than science can explain.” I felt my face getting hot. Why wasn’t there any wind in this place?


  “Of course I realize your job is important, Larrk, and you know I trust your judgement. I always ask for you on my expeditions.” She was rubbing her forehead again. “I just don’t see why we can’t pick a few of these berries when there are thousands of them here.” She tapped her foot. “Oh, quit glaring at me.”


  “Come on, Larrk. Rhea’s right,” Kyi whined. “The air’s fit to breathe and the soil composition is close enough to Earth’s. There’s no reason why the food shouldn’t be just fine for human consumption. Who’s going to miss a few berries?” He smiled at me. Even his teeth glittered.


  “The berries don’t want to be picked, or something doesn’t want us to pick them,” I insisted. “Can’t you feel something watching us?”


  They shrugged. The back of my neck prickled. Kyi rubbed his hand along Rhea’s shoulder. She pulled away from him, and shook her head. “Not here,” she whispered.


  She turned toward me. “Well, Larrk, I guess we’ll just have to put this to a team vote. Your objections will be duly noted in the log.” Rhea got out the corder and spoke into it.


  I didn’t pay attention to what she was saying, just closed my eyes and centered on the feeling. Something close by, something observing us.


  “Your vote, Larrk.” Kyi handed me the corder.


  “I vote no. We should not pick any of the berries at this time. I have a certainty level of nine that a sentient being does not want the berries picked.”


  “Well, that’s that,” said Rhea, sticking the machine back into her vest pocket.


  “A certainty level of nine, Rhea.” I was holding my breath.


  “Sorry, Larrk.” She picked off a handful of the berries and shoved them in a styrene specimen bag.


  Keening. We heard a wail, like a howl of wind, but this was a windless planet. I shivered. It was still hot, and I wiped the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand as I listened.


  Kyi was looking around in every direction, and shuffling his feet. “Well, I think we should get these analyzed right away. The sooner the better.”


  “Good idea. Let’s head back,” Rhea agreed.


  “Didn’t you hear that?” I asked.


  “Hear what?” asked Kyi, still swiveling his head in all directions. They walked off rapidly, boots leaving indentations in the blue-gray dust, shoulders touching.


  I followed. We heard no more keening, but I still had that feeling of being watched. And a feeling we’d failed some sort of test. The trip back was without incident, as I would say in my report, and once we were back at the outpost, I no longer felt observed by anyone or anything.


  I entered a full report as soon as I was alone. It was always the same struggle—science and technology versus intuition. Sentives were required to accompany each expedition, but more often than not we were ignored. I drummed my fingers on my chair.


  I closed my eyes and remembered the years of training in the Vault and my instructor. “You must become one with the alien, Larrk. You must accept your feelings, rely on them, and trust them. Anyone can learn the laws of science, but only a few can learn intuition.”


  I remembered. Three years of training. The death pit, where I’d had to find the single living being among a thousand dead in the darkness, the Carpathian mediation chambers, the wall of vibrations, the scent of the hemp cages, the rattle of alien tongues behind bloody gauze fans, the flights on wings of smoke . . . The work on outposts was easy, compared to training. But no one paid any attention to something that wasn’t an exact science.


  I wandered down to the lab.


  “Larrk, these berries are great—salty, not sweet, and a super source of protein,” said Rhea.


  “Protein?” I tried to imagine blackberries a salty source of protein. I shook my head.


  “No thorns either. And easy picking, with the berries clustered on the end of each stalk like they are. We’re going back tomorrow to pick a lot more. This is a wonderful discovery.” She was beaming. “At this rate, we’ll be self-sufficient before the supply ship gets here.”


  “No, Rhea. You can’t pick them yet. What about the mandatory twocycle waiting period?”


  “Waived in cases such as this,” she said. I thought she looked smug. “Frondelaq is desperate for native foodsources, you know that.”


  I left without comment. I went to sleep, putting the problem out of my mind. I had done ail that I could.


  The next morning I went to the meditation chamber early and centered on the berries. I was looking at them all wrong, just because they looked like blackberries to me. I put the thought of berries out of my mind. What had multifaceted globules of protein? What was salty and glittered? It came to me, and I could’ve kicked myself for being so slow. I ran down to the lab, but Rhea and Kyi were gone, out on the surface, picking the berries before I could stop them. I was out of breath when I found them, and I was too late.


  They had picked more of the berries. “Stop it,” I screamed at them. “Stop picking right now.”


  They looked up at me, mouths gaping, but they didn’t stop picking.


  “They’re not berries. Don’t you see? These are eyes. Watching us. Haven’t you felt it? The watching. These are eyes, like insect eyes: bees, flies. Eyes. Multifaceted eyes.”


  They grinned at me like I was crazy. Kyi started to say something, but then it rose up out of the ground, a creature more than a kilometer long, with thousands and thousands of eyes glittering like juicy drupelets. I heard the keening again.


  It opened its mouth and blew Kyi and Rhea away with a hot gust of breath. They tumbled like weeds in a typhoon, carried on the creatures’s exhalations, through the dead air of the windless planet. Then it settled back down into the alien dirt, and I slowly backed away from the thousands of eyes. I was moving toward the outpost, glad to still be alive here on Frondelaq, where intuition was slowly becoming a science.


  1995


  DAWN VENUS


  G. David Nordley


  According to G, David Nordley, “terraforming Venus is one of the most difficult problems imaginable—and so is dreaming up problems that can’t be solved by that same technology. The most interesting dilemmas will be human issues, not questions that can be solved by robots.” In the author’s latest tale, one man finds that technology’s wonderful promise of a new beginning includes the terrifying challenge to remake himself on . . .


  The road to Venus apparently led through people, Bik Wu thought as he struggled sideways against the crush of the crowd and vertically against the crush of gravity while strange odors, colorful costumes, and not-quite-lost languages assaulted his other senses. People. Kai was gone now—another man was her widower. But for Bik there had been no one else.


  This must be the Earth immigrants lounge, he realized; the soft chairs promised to Mercury immigrants were nowhere to be seen. Nor was there any help; personal comm circuits were saturated. His bones ached with over twice his usual weight. Once on the elevator, he told himself, there would be a soft, form-fitting, reclining chair for the three-hundred-kilometer ride down to the surface. Until then, he just had to endure.


  The Venus maglev interplanet port was swamped with late arrivals. Some media types were saying that the opening of the Devana Archipelago south of Beta Regio was the largest new land rush in the history of the human race. Judged by the average standards of big project management, Bik figured that it was probably a textbook success. But from his worm’s-eye viewpoint in the middle of this mob, it looked like a fiasco. Nevertheless, after six decades of living in domes with permafrost below and vacuum above, Bik was going to find some elbow room down there.


  Maybe enough to show the custody board that he cared enough to have Junior.


  Gravity or no, he was a bigger and stronger man than average, so he bulled his way, with apologies left and right, to the elevator booking counter and slapped his palm on the reader.


  “Mercury, Idaho?” The transport receptionist smiled when her local cybe displayed his ID. A big woman with a trace of East Asian heritage in her face, or her smile, she was full of a cheerfulness that didn’t match his mood. Where were the robots when you wanted one? But around here it seemed that any job that could be done by a human was being done by a human. Service was in style. He shook his head. So, apparently, were madhouses.


  “No, no,” he groaned. “That’s a Mercury eye dee number. Mercury the planet. Chao Meng-Fu Dome.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “You’re in the wrong lounge.”


  “I’ve figured that out,” he said with forced evenness, “but this is where they sent me. I’d like a reservation to the surface, surface transportation to Port Tannhauser and a room when I get there.”


  Only eighteen hundred kilometers to go! Port Venus was on the Circum-planetary Maglev Railroad, a planet-girding ring of frictionless magnetic levitation railways held above the atmosphere by a dozen trains of mass circulating at greater than orbital velocity. Built to remove the ancient carbon dioxide atmosphere and increase the spin of the planet, the CMR was one of the wonders of the solar system—but it was also a transportation bottleneck.


  The receptionist stared at the screen, looked at seating charts, and grinned. “I’m surprised you’re still standing. In fact, I’m surprised to see any immigrants from Mercury. Worked out a bit?”


  “Yes.” He shrugged, not wanting to admit his misery. “Some. I would have had more time on the regular transport, but I got pulled back for some unnecessary work at New Loki. I got a friend to get me on the express, so here I am. Their centrifuge time was limited, but I’m in reasonable shape.”


  Reasonable? He was maybe ten kilos over his theoretical optimum, and it showed more here than on Mercury. Four days in a centrifuge hadn’t done much more than retain his reflexes from Mercury’s gravity. On the plus side, he told himself, his strength was okay, his bone mass was fine and thirty laps a day in the dome pool gave him an underlying endurance on which he could draw. “I can do this.”


  The receptionist shook her head, her long jet-black hair lending a semblance of femininity to a well-muscled, almost masculine, figure. Bik wondered if she might be a swimmer or maybe a climber.


  “Grab,” she said, “that there’s going to be a lot of standing around. There are only so many elevators, we have to be fair, and there are—” She got the distant look that people get when they link with the cybersystem for some detail they don’t have immediately. Born with a radio interface gene mod, probably. He shuddered—what if she ever wanted to be out of touch? “—uh, twelve thousand six hundred and fifty-seven would-be homesteaders in port as we speak.”


  Bik rolled his eyes up.


  She grinned. “Including sixteen from the planet Mercury! So you’re not the only one.”


  “Fine,” Bik sighed. “Now, when can I get on an elevator car down?”


  Once down he would have to catch an air shuttle fifteen hundred kilometers northeast to Port Tannhauser, where the land rush was being staged. Once there, he could reserve a parcel. Then all he would have to do was to get there within twenty-four hours, universal time—by the local dawn of Venus’s leisurely day. The planet, of course, was spinning like a top compared to what it used to be—once about every fifty days, retrograde, making for thirty days from sun to sun when you included its orbital motion. Before the CMR, it had taken 243 days for Venus to turn under the stars.


  Bik kept going through new world things in his mind; so much history, so much background, so many different ways of doing things, so many hoops to jump through, so little time to jump. The way things were going, every boat and aircraft for a thousand kilometers around would be taken by the time he arrived. Then he’d have to try to pick something within walking distance, which, for his already-aching Mercurian feet, wasn’t very far.


  Thousands of kilometers. Chao Meng-Fu was hardly 150 kilometers across, and it looked huge.


  “The elevators are pretty crowded,” the attendant reminded him. “It should ease up in a couple of hours.”


  “Land-parcel registration is first-come, first-serve. I just want to have a fair chance.” He sighed. “I did everything I was supposed to do. Isn’t there any faster way down?”


  She pursed her lips and grinned mischievously. “Do you like to walk the edge? Take risks?”


  “Citizen, I spent half a decade supervising the Chao Meng-Fu construction job, outside. Something goes wrong outside on Mercury’s south pole and you can freeze your feet and boil your head. Simultaneously.” Bik grinned. He exaggerated a little, but he thought it would impress her.


  Impress her? His therapist might consider that progress, Bik thought. It had been a while since he cared about what any woman except Kai had thought of him.


  The receptionist smiled. Damn if she hadn’t gotten his mind off his aching feet. “The name’s Suwon and you can take a flying leap.”


  Another tease, of course. When would he learn? “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you.”


  She laughed at his devastated expression. “No, I meant literally. Grab this; a personal evac unit from this far up has enough cross range, in theory, to get you to Port Tannhauser if you jump down line a ways. They have recreational versions, and I’ve used them a couple of times with a boyfriend from farther down the line. The cybes don’t like it, but screw them. It’s my life. I’ll show you the ropes—if you’ve got the nerves.”


  He shook his head. He’d been had; he couldn’t read people and had misread her playfulness for something more serious. She’d worked the boyfriend in smoothly, too—a nice warn-off.


  A neat woman, he had to admit, and she probably meant to help, but jumping off a three-hundred-kilometer-high railroad wasn’t in his plans. “That’s a last resort. Let’s try to get me on the tube first.”


  She nodded and looked off in space for a moment again. “I can get you on the ten-hundred with an earlier standby on the oh-three, standing room only.”


  His bones, muscles, ligaments, and cartilage screamed at him, but he grimaced and said, “I’ll take it. Look, if there’s any way you can move me up, it’s important.”


  She looked a question at him.


  His first thought was that his problems were none of her business, but his aching body had put him in need of some sympathy, so he decided to chance telling her.


  “It’s about my kid. His mother just died, and I’m in a custody fight with her second husband. If I can get a small island, or a cut of a large one, that’ll help me in my custody case. I’ve got a board to impress and I think they’ll think this would be a good place to raise a kid, understand?”


  The grin faded and she pursed her lips. “I’ll do what I can. Meanwhile, I’ve cleared your prints for the lounge for low-gravity-world immigrants. They have plenty of recliners. Down the corridor to your left, door RS-3.”


  He might get to like the woman, he decided, as he waved a goodbye and headed for relief.
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  The waiting list for the oh-three-hundred elevator turned out to have more names on it than the elevator cab had seats. He checked registration statistics. There were some ten thousand people down at Port Tannhauser already and only about fifteen thousand parcels, distributed among the several hundred islands. Pickings were getting thin.


  The place was beautiful. The archipelago just south of the city was a drowned mountain range less than a century old. Its shorelines still expanded with every wave striking higher or lower as the gentle solar tide completed its monthly cycle. Its vids sparkled with dark green sensuous surf-flecked beaches and shiny green palms punctuated with bright birds and flowers.


  Kai would have loved it, if she’d only stuck with him long enough to see it, Bik thought. See, Kai, I do have some romance in my soul.


  Staring at the brightly colored wall above the other low-gee couch sitters, Bik’s memory went back to their wedding under the stars at Mercury’s south pole. Then fast-forward to the birth of their son, to weekend visits during the months of separation on the New Loki project, to when Kai told him she’d fallen in love with a starship officer from Ceres named Thor Wendt, was going off with him and was taking Bikki with her.


  What had he done wrong? What could he have done differently? As always there were no answers.


  Hurt as he had been, he’d never stopped loving Kai—she had just been too beautiful, too bright and vivacious for him to keep up with. He still thought himself fortunate to have had those few years with her. He had to admit he’d been a practical, safe, duty-bound drag on her free spirit.


  She’d told Bik that she and Thor wanted Bikki to bond with his new father, and so didn’t want any real-time interaction between Bik and the kid for now. Bik had joint custody, and could have tried to enjoin her from doing that, or sued, for custody himself. But Mercurian courts generally favored two-parent families in such cases. The lawyer he consulted said it would have been a waste of time.


  He sent presents and letters out to the belt for birthdays and New Year’s and got receipts, but lightspeed delays made two-way contact difficult, and having to talk to Kai in the process made it even more so. There had never been any acknowledgment. Once he’d gotten a fax of a crayon Father’s Day card from the school, but that had been all in five years. He didn’t hold it against Junior: kids his age didn’t understand that kind of thing. Anyway, his work on New Loki’s three-million-person dome at the Mercurian north pole had made the years go by quickly.


  Bik remembered the call. It came from Ceres a year ago. Some suicidal Nihilists had wanted to make a statement about robotics, technology, and what they felt was the general meaningless direction of civilization. That was fine with Bik as long as they wrote their propaganda in their own blood; but their tactics had gotten twisted somehow into rationalizing general mayhem—and Kai had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  A quiet, sincere gentleman had called to tell him that Thor and “Ted Wendt” had survived a bomb at Ceres Starport, but his ex-wife had not. Until then he had hoped that, somehow, Wendt would go and they would be together again. Hope died with Kai.


  Bik had hesitated in filing for custody. Thor Wendt considered the boy his own now; he had raised Junior for five of the boy’s eight years, and felt that Kalinda station in the Kruger 60 system would be a safer place for him. But finally Bik had called legal services. Junior was his flesh and blood, and a living memory of Kai and those few glorious years that he’d shared with her.


  It turned out that Thor was well connected in the shady cash world, and had gotten an effective advocate. What it was now down to was that Thor’s starship would leave in three months, and Bik’s government-supplied lawyer had been blunt. Wendt was vulnerable, but just what did Bik have to offer a child beyond a genetic relationship? A sterile apartment and day care while Bik was away being a superfluous supervisor of construction robots smarter than he was?


  A tone brought him out of his musings; the oh-three-hundred elevator had departed without taking any standbys. A glance at the overhead showed him the oh-four-hundred didn’t look much better. Stand-by hopefuls were to check in with the attendants.


  The original receptionist had said a personal evac unit might reach Port Tannhauser directly from up here. Not making any internal commitment just yet, Bik decided to investigate how a person would get one. Did people really do that for sport? He pulled out his intellicard and asked it to get central data.
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  Bik pursed his lips and stared at the single glass eye in the wall behind the sport-jumping concession counter. “Lessons?” He hadn’t anticipated that kind of delay.


  “The sport units are made for manual operation; that’s the sport of it!” the cyberservant answered in clear standard English as its Waldos handed Bik a heavy bag of gear. “But it is highly advisable that you go through a virtual simulation and pass the evaluation.”


  “Highly advisable?”


  “You won’t be allowed outside the airlock otherwise, I’m afraid. Now let’s go over the equipment inventory. Aerobrake sled?”


  Bik opened the duffelbag and shook his head, “I don’t—”


  “It’s the heavy transparent pouch,” a new, but somehow familiar, voice informed him. He spun around and saw the elevator attendant. Out of the uniform and in a skintight vacuum suit with bright diagonal slashes, she looked—not beautiful, he decided, but, well, formidable. “You strap it on your front side and inflate it on the way down. You steer by shifting your body. When you get subsonic, you can pop the tross wing—that’s for albatross—and glide forever.”


  “Uh, thanks. . . .”


  She laughed. “Suwon. From the elevator. Look, I said I’d do what I could. I figured I’d find you here; you looked like a guy on a mission. Let’s go through the rest of this stuff.”


  It took them the better part of an hour. In addition to the tross wing for long-range gliding, there was an emergency parasail that weighed less than a hundred grams, fluorescent dyes and beacon, a harness that could really chafe if you didn’t put it on just right, and various techniques for putting everything on and then getting at all of it.


  Then there was the simulator, a virtual-reality shell with a harness suspended inside. Despite Suwon talking him through it, he burnt up the first time down, stalled to subsonic way too early the second time, and didn’t get the range the third time. On the fourth run he had a survivable burn-through and hit it more or less right on his fifth run.


  It was oh-eight-hundred, and he had to register by sixteen-hundred.


  “Well, thanks,” he told her. “I’m going to give it a try.”


  “You’re going to kill yourself—if not by burning up, by dropping in the ocean so far from anywhere that you’ll drown before anything can get to you.”


  She didn’t understand.


  “Suwon, I want you to understand, uh, ‘grab onto’ this. There’s a great big hole inside me where there used to be a wife and a son. If there’s a chance to get some of that back, I’ll take it. And if not, well, a simple clean death would be a welcome end to all of this.”


  “Crap. I’m coming with you.”


  “Huh?” Bik stared at her. Why was she trying to become part of his life? Painful memories extinguished a flicker of biological excitement; the last thing he wanted now was another woman in his life. But he couldn’t just tell her to get lost, not after all the help she’d given him and not when time was running out. “This is my problem,” he said, finally. “I just met you; why should you care?”


  She stared back at him and pursed her lips again, as if she were determined not to let another word out until she’d thought it carefully through. “A fair question. You’re on a mission, doing something other than just trying to amuse yourself. That’s the most excitement I’ve run across in years. I guess I find that attractive. There’s something else. Venus Surface Commission workers aren’t eligible for the land rush. The way around that is to team up with someone who is—easier said than done.”


  “Team up?”


  “Eligible partners can transfer a portion of their share to others after fifty years, or enter a joint tenancy arrangement. . . .”


  Bik held up his hand. “Okay. Thirty percent of the land if you get me there.”


  Suwon smiled and shook her head. “Fifty.”


  Damn, she was easy to look at, once you got used to muscles on a woman. Especially when she smiled. Bik finally nodded to her; he was low on options. “Okay, fifty percent.” Bik wasn’t a baggier—he’d let Kai have all his Chao property just to avoid fighting her for it. “Let’s go, then. What about your boyfriend?”


  “He got careless on a jump about a month ago. Burned in. Five hundred and twenty years old and he burned in on a jump.” Suwon shrugged her shoulders, but it was clear that she had been hurt.


  Maybe she did understand. Bik thought about sympathy, rebound logic, unknown backgrounds, and all the rest of the dangerous stuff and cast it aside mentally. This acquaintance, relationship, whatever it became, would be a calculated risk, one that he was walking into with his eyes open.


  “Sorry to hear that.” He put his hand on hers, and found it was a muscular, callused, well-used hand that went with the rest of its owner’s body. He gave it a firm squeeze and let go.


  She gave him a lopsided smile. Clearly, Suwon’s approach to a setback was to challenge her fears and throw herself right back at it, immediately, passionately. Without another word, she checked out a personal evacuation unit and inspected it. Then they were ready.
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  They emerged from the elevator terminal onto a maintenance balcony with a waffle grid floor and a severe functional guardrail. The view stunned Bik. The CMR was a fairyland forest of open trusses made of gray composite beams that somehow became shiny as they seemed to merge into a single ribbon toward the distant horizon. Occasionally a car on one of the upper tracks would silently flash by, pressed upward to the overhead rails by the centrifugal force from its higher-than-orbital velocity. Every so often a track would lift out like a stray fiber in a paintbrush, straightening to a zero-gravity trajectory and ending abruptly to wait for an outbound maglev spacecraft.


  There were still enough traces of atmosphere here to make the noses of the escaping cars glow as they left these tracks on trajectories leading to the rest of the solar system.


  The wide gray band of the CMR railbed dwarfed the elevator tower that helped tether it to the planet. The tower quickly shrank to a barely discernible thread under their perch that connected to a small island that was just barely visible in a vast blue-black sea. There was a trace of a blue-green land mass on the edge of their northern horizon, and a scattering of islands, but these were minor details of a vast cloud-flecked ocean, that, through some trick of perspective, seemed like a concave bowl.


  “Chao looks like that, from the dome top, except the water/land ratio is reversed. The dome top’s only fifty kilometers up, but you can’t tell the scale.”


  “Surprised you didn’t get a piece of that.”


  “I did. I let her have it, hoping that maybe she’d change her mind. I let her have everything.”


  “Too proud to fight, huh?” Suwon turned her gold-plated helmet face toward him, and he saw himself against the rising filtered sun, in miniature.


  “Something like that.” The sun had just risen below them and would take two weeks to reach local noon. Pride? Bik smiled; once Venus had taken the better part of a year to turn on its axis, but a millennium of launching out carbon dioxide frozen from the atmosphere, and volcanic sediment scraped from the low basaltic plains, and two centuries of bringing water in had given it a rotational period of about an Earth month. Human beings and their machines had done that, and Bik couldn’t help feeling a little pride. The crust was still adjusting through an abundance of volcanoes and quakes that would be part of Venusian life for something like ten million years, according to most projections. Below, they built for it.


  The sun was tiny by Bik’s Mercurian standards, and seemed to sparkle inside a broad, off-center ring of diffuse light. This, he realized, was the twenty-four-million-meter sunshield. His engineering imagination saw the vast structure balance gravity with constantly adjusted photon pressure the Lagrange point between Venus and the sun. A sun-sieve now, it let half the light get through to Venus and converted the other half to energy for starship ports and antimatter factories. His eyes saw a ghostly, sparkling disk, visibly larger and nearer than the sun, with edges that caught and reflected light in a grazing incidence that created the effect of the bright ring.


  “Finished sightseeing?” Suwon asked, gently.


  “I can see why you like living up here.”


  She laughed. “You should see a gigaton water freighter match cradle vee on the landing track; that’s the dark band in the middle. It lets you grab just how astro this operation is. Magnificent! Nothing due in today, though. Let’s check the equipment one more time.”


  Bik did, then checked Suwon’s gear as she checked his.


  “Ready. Now, Bik,” she continued in a low, stagily seductive voice, “do you ever have fantasies of sacrificing yourself? Being a human bomb for some cause? Letting a lover kill you? Falling on your sword? Taking Joan of Arc’s place at the stake?”


  Bik couldn’t see her eyes, but he imagined that they glowed. Yes, of course he had, but he couldn’t bring himself to say so; it wasn’t the sort of thing one shared in Mercurian society. On an airless planet, suicides sometimes took others with them, and even to fantasize about it where people could hear got a lot more attention than one wanted. Bik shivered.


  “Can’t admit it, can you? Well, they’re normal. Everyone has them, and someday, when I’ve had enough of this immortal body that our genetic engineers have given me, I think I’m going to do this dive without any equipment. Oh, maybe a pressure suit so I can experience a little more of it—the burning part for instance—but nothing else. I’ll just run out and throw myself off and let nature take its course. End my life as a shooting star!”


  She straddled the rail, reached and grabbed his hand and laughed demonically. “Like I said, we all have these fantasies . . . and the time to indulge them is now! Come on!”


  Almost in a trance, he swung one leg over the rail and then the other and stood on his toes hanging onto the rail, three hundred kilometers above the sea.


  Suwon’s chest rose and fell with each excited breath. “Now,” she shouted, “push off and die!” Then she did it, with a bloodcurdling yell, falling rapidly away below him.


  Bik craned his neck to see her, and in doing so started to slip. What the hell? Go, something inside said, do it! He pushed hard and was in free fall; the CMR dwindled to a dark ribbon far above him, the Devana Sea waited below. Soon he seemed to stop moving; there was nothing still near enough by which to judge his falling. Suwon’s manic laughter filled his helmet. Finally she stopped.


  “One hundred fifty kilometers, buddy. Time to get serious.”


  Below him, a crystalline lady slipper bloomed, tumbling and glinting in the sun. Bik remembered the sled cord and found it. There was a temptation not to pull it, to delay a little, to enjoy zero gravity and flirt with that ecstasy of self-destruction. He was beginning to get warm.


  “Pull the red ring, Bik!” Suwon shouted. He jerked it open automatically, and quickly found himself surrounded by a huge, triangular, transparent pillow. It pressed against him gently in the tenuous slipstream, turning and righting itself so that he lay prone. It began to vibrate slightly as the pressure gradually began to increase, and he could hear a low, eerie moan.


  “I’m over here,” Suwon called. “Shift your weight left.”


  He leaned left, and the transparent lifting body began a long, steady curve in that direction. “I’m going to wiggle a little,” Suwon said. “Do you see me?”


  Bik scanned ahead, right and left, and saw nothing.


  “You’re below me a bit, but right behind me now. Shift your weight right a bit, then steady.”


  He did it. “Okay.”


  “Now look up.”


  Far, far ahead of him in the vast black distance above the thin glowing band of atmosphere, he caught a sparkle. He stared at it for several seconds, then began to pick out the transparent envelope and the tiny white figure inside. The front of the envelope had begun to glow.


  “I found you.”


  “Good. Now we’re going to have to do things together as much as possible. We’re building up a fair amount of northward velocity, but we need more, so I’m going to dive a bit. Follow me by shifting your weight forward, but be ready to shift back when I do. We don’t want to get too hot.”


  “Okay.”


  She started to pull ahead, and he pulled himself forward on the hand-holds. He shot forward, passing her underneath. In a near panic, he pushed himself back again.


  “Whoa. Hold it right there. I’ll catch up,” she said, and scooted smoothly back into view above and in front of him. “Now edge forward just a bit. There. Hold that.”


  He was back at full weight again and there was a definite, diffuse glow in front of him.


  “Your boyfriend. Are you sure it was an accident?”


  Silence.


  He waited.


  Finally she answered, in measured tones. “No. But I think so; I mean there was no note to grab or anything. That’s a pretty drastic way of breaking up and I don’t think I’m that scary. But you can never be sure with people. Let’s change the subject, huh?”


  It really wasn’t any of his business. “This must be spectacular at night,” he finally remarked.


  “Yeah. When I go, it’ll be at night. I’ll become a comet, a Valkyrie pyre in the sky. It’ll burn the guilt right out of me.”


  “You sound like you’re looking forward to it.”


  “I am . . .” She laughed. “. . . in a thousand years or so. The anticipation will keep me going. Right now, we’re down to thirty kilometers and it’s time to back off a bit. Edge back just a little, bring your nose up. We’ve got another thousand klicks to go. Okay. Now a little more. Okay.”


  “Optimum glide path?” he asked. He knew she was linked to the terminal computer and had everything calculated to the nth degree, but he wanted the reassurance. The ocean was very big and blue below him.


  “Feels right,” she responded. “I think we hit it pretty good.”


  “What’s the range projection?” he inquired.


  “Range projection?” She laughed. “We just go as far as we can. Never tried to make Beta Regio from the elevator head before.”


  He began to have a sinking feeling. “What do the cybes say?”


  “Cybes? Grab this, Bik. We’re out of contact—on our own. These radios are only good for a few kilometers unless we’re talking to a big directional antenna. Frequency management. This is strictly by feel from here on; that’s the fun of it. Besides, the last few hundred kilometers all depend on air currents, and that’s weather. No telling. Hold on there, you’re shifting your weight. Shift forward again, just a little and catch up. You really have to watch body position.”


  Bik got Suwon in sight again and kept her there. Silently. Any fantasies about casting himself into oblivion were long ago and far away. Now, he was very, very scared. And excited—he understood why people did this—to challenge real danger, with their own muscles, reflexes, and brains, without relying on some cybernetic safety net. It would be a great feeling, if you survived. And maybe, even, in the last moments, if you didn’t.


  “Bik, do you know an asshole by the name of Deccar Brunt?”


  A chill colder than anything his suit could fix went through Bik. “Too well. He’s a lawyer working for the space jock that took Kai—my ex. Brunt is hellishly well connected and thinks that I’m some kind of monster. He’s determined to keep Junior away from me. How’d you run into him?”


  “He came asking questions after I put you in the computer for an elevator cab reservation. I’d say he didn’t want you to get down to the surface—thought I was working too hard on your behalf. You say you had problems getting on the transport here in the first place?”


  Of course, Bik thought. “Yes. What did he offer?”


  “He hinted that he could do things for me if I didn’t help you. Not clearly enough for me to hand him to the cybes, but clearly enough. Look, is there money involved in this?” Her voice showed she shared his contempt for the stuff, Bik thought. With robot factories all through the solar system, manufactured things were either free or not allowed. Scarce necessities, such as habitable land or electromagnetic frequencies, were allocated fairly by need or lot. Money, he felt, was a game for people who wanted things they’d be better off without, but for which they were willing to trade.


  “Kai liked having the stuff. She’d trade, uh, favors, for it. It was a game to her—but I think that’s how she met Thor.” It was appropriate, in a way—as legend went, the underground “economy” had started within months of the official elimination of money when some enterprising prostitute had started issuing promissory notes. Since money proved impossible to repress and didn’t threaten anyone’s welfare, the governments, cybes, and Bik generally ignored it. When he could.


  Bik’s sled started to vibrate and hum with ever-increasing loudness, matching his mood. Why, Kai? “Why?”


  “Going transsonic. Just stay centered and ride through; you’re inherently stable. Bik, you put up with all that?” She meant Kai’s adventures, he realized—smiling at the metaphorical coincidence.


  “I didn’t own her, I was away a lot, and up until she left, things were fine, uh, more than fine.”


  “Sounds like a good actress. So she had money, and your rights in that dome on Mercury, and Bikki. Now this Thor has it all and wants to keep it all. Some big male thing with him, I bet. But how the hell can he threaten me?”


  Bik felt miserable. “He’s got an ethics problem, I think. Smart, competent, used to having his own way. Big stud, except he’s never been given a repro permit. As for threats, all it takes is having someone on a board or having some authority that wants something money can buy. Maybe one of your bosses.”


  “Crap.” The bitterness in Suwon’s voice was understandable; real jobs were scarce and hers was in jeopardy. “Well, I didn’t listen to it. Just made me want to help you. Hey, grab on, we’re subsonic, down to thirty kilometers, beginning to lose lift. Time to pop the wings. Orange ring, on three. Ready?”


  “Ready.”


  “One . . . two . . . Now.”


  He pulled and his translucent white wings, astoundingly long and thin, rolled out of his backpack to the sides and a long, stiff tube with a triangular duct canard shot out in front of him, bent alarmingly, and began to vibrate like a bassoon reed.


  “What—” He was really shaking. The sims hadn’t been like this.


  “Bistable polymorphon. Sometimes takes a second to lock into its deployed shape. Don’t worry, you look good.”


  As if at Suwon’s command, the loud hum quickly softened to a gentle whoosh as he accelerated upward with breathtaking force. He remembered to shift forward to lower his angle of attack before he lost too much air speed, and saw the canard structure bend down slightly as he did it; its smart materials almost anticipated what he wanted to do. When he got himself straightened out, he searched for Suwon.


  “I’m pretty far ahead and above you,” she called out, as if reading his mind. “Deflate your lifting body now. It will remember its folds and repack itself. That will cut your drag.”


  “How?” he asked.


  “Green ring on your chest; Venturi suction tube. Keep pulling until it’s in.”


  He did so, and felt his airspeed increase as the transparent envelope collapsed into a stiff aerodynamic sled. When he caught up to Suwon, she did the same and made an S-turn to take station off his right wing.


  “We’re a couple of kilometers lower than I’d like to be for the range we need, but with some luck on the air currents, we’ll make it. Just now, you need to practice gliding. We’re heading for the shadow line.”


  By fifteen hundred, they’d passed into night. Earth and its L1 sunshield lit the sky like a close pair of distant arc lights, glinting off waves that were getting entirely too close. But they had reached the archipelago; here and there a single light or campfire showed where people had already spread to the islands.


  Suwon caught an updraft on the windward side of a ghostly volcanic island and slipped off to the east to avoid the trailing downdraft. The couple of kilometers they gained helped them almost reach the next island, but that was all. It was a long, faint green wall on the horizon, with what looked to be a geodesic dome glowing from inside lights on the east end.


  “We’re going in,” Suwon said. “Reinflate your entry sled.”


  “Huh?”


  “Now. It’ll float. Your wings are buoyant, too, and will help keep you upright. Watch me.” She shot ahead of him in a shallow dive, squandering her remaining energy.


  “I flare—” She seemed to hang in the air over the dark sparkling waves like some ghostly albatross. “—inflate and drop in. Now you do it. Use the red ring.”


  He’d gotten used to following her instructions and did it, but it was easier watched than done. Bik stalled before he got the sled inflated again, dropped through the waves and popped up again with water spilling from the top of the sled. It was embarrassing, but since he was still in his vacuum suit, he didn’t get wet. The water was quite warm.


  “You all right?” Suwon called. Her voice seemed tinny and distant, and it took him a couple of seconds to realize that he was hearing her acoustically, instead of on radio. He looked around and found her helmet flashing about thirty meters to his left; their wingtip beacons were almost touching.


  He opened his faceplate and took a deep breath of sea air. Childhood memories. He’d been five when his father had taken him on a walk by the sea near their home in Victoria, B.C., and told him that, sometimes, people can’t live together anymore, and that he would be going away. Did Bik know the way home? Bik had nodded yes. His father had nodded gravely, turned, and walked away. Forever.


  “Bik?”


  “All right physically. Feeling a little silly and disappointed. I suppose it was worth the shot. Great fun, anyway. Haven’t smelled the sea since I was a kid.”


  “You’ve still got a couple of hours to register.”


  “But we’ve got to be a couple of hundred kilometers short of Port Tannhauser.”


  “There’s a homesite on this island in front of us.”


  “The dome?”


  “You grabbed it. That’s Mabel Beautaux’s place; Mabel and I go way back.”


  “I thought this wasn’t open to settlement yet.”


  “It’s an old terraforming station; she’s been squatting since oxygen hit fifteen percent. She probably got to be first in line to register it when they opened up.”


  “Does she have transportation?”


  “Float plane—she’ll be out to pick us up in a bit.”


  “Huh?”


  Suwon pointed to her head and smiled. “My brain is is part radio, remember? We’re in range.”


  “You knew all along; you were just letting me suffer!”


  Suwon laughed and Bik reached down to try to splash her, but he almost fell out of his makeshift raft and found himself teetering on his stomach, getting his face wet with every wave. The situation was so ridiculous that when he finally wriggled himself back to safety, he had to laugh too.


  They were both laughing when the graceful W-shaped aircraft settled into the waves beside them.


  Mabel Beautaux turned out to be a tiny, almost elfin, woman with a discernible African heritage and soft birdlike voice. She seemed to have stopped growing in her early teens, but her archaic name made Bik think she might go back to the early days of the terraforming project.


  He was not, however, quite prepared for how far back she went. As they tied the lines of the aircraft to a simple wooden dock, he asked when she was born.


  “In 1993. I was 135 when the geriatric retrovirus came along; there are only a couple of dozen others that are older. Most of my life, I’ve been a farmer; in Alabama the first century or so, Peary dome on Luna after I got my treatment and degree, then I came here and helped manage the bioforming project, from right after they let the sun back through,’bout two hundred years ago.


  “What a ride that was! Storms and quakes! Populations of this, that, and the other critter breeding out of control! I worked on fertility retroviruses, and we had a devil of a time playing God, I tell you.” She grinned and shrugged her shoulders. “Now everything’s so settled down they can start giving the land away to whoever comes along. But that’s why we did it, isn’t it? So there!” She hitched the plane’s nose line to a dock cleat. “You’re dealing with a living fossil in her third millennium!”


  “A very beautiful one,” Bik gushed, clumsy with awe.


  “Oh? Well, now, gravity is good for the bones, and I do a fair amount of physical work around here.” She waved a hand at a tidy wood building next to the geodesic dome station building and a clear field surrounded by palms and eucalyptus. There were three—cows. Not obviously penned, just standing there munching grass. One of them looked at him suspiciously just as Mabel asked, “Got any idea of where you two want to settle?”


  “We’re not . . .” Bik stammered. Would a cow charge, like in a bullfight? Was there something he should do, or shouldn’t? He wasn’t wearing red. “I mean we just met today. Business arrangement.”


  “Oh? Well, let’s see what’s available for you to claim. I’ll slice some chicken squash, and if you’ll grab a few of those tomatoes, Suwon, we can have some sandwiches while we figure it out. We can wash that down with some of my peach wine and then I’ll fly you over to Port Tannhauser to register.”


  Suwon gave Mabel a hug and went to work. Bik, who’d never seen a meal prepared, let alone by human hands, stood around helpless and fascinated. After a feast that somehow tasted better than any home appliance or restaurant had ever given him, Mabel’s computer started to print the latest claim maps. With the maps, however, came a news item that gave Mabel a hard frown.


  “You didn’t tell me they fired you, Suwon.”


  “What!” Suwon was clearly shocked.


  “Says here that the settlement board is taking under advisement the status of people who get transportation outside normal channels and those who aid them. Mentions you in particular, Bik—and cites you for showing unprofessional favoritism, Suwon.”


  “But that’s nonsense,” Suwon protested. “And anyone with guts enough can dive from the CMR! Nothing wrong with that. What do the cybes say?”


  Mabel held up her hand for a moment and concentrated.


  “They say no settlement rules were broken, but fairness issues are a human judgment call.” Her brow wrinkled. “By the time they get a committee to debate that, it will be too late even if you win! I’d say someone clever is out to get you, Bik. But why you, Suwon?”


  “I was warned.” Suwon shook her head, more angry than afraid. “By a lawyer working for someone trying to keep Bik from getting his kid back. He tried to bribe me! Mabel, this is outrageous.”


  Mabel was muttering under her breath.


  No, Bik realized, she was subvocalizing to another built-in radio link.


  She smiled at Bik’s stare. “This old body’s been through so many updates, what was one more? When Suwon showed me her radio a few years back, well, I had to have one, too. Comes in handy when your hands are busy milking cows!” She didn’t quite giggle, but she was clearly amused by her joke. “Now, I’ve been around a while and I know a few people too. I’ve got them injuncted by the cybes from doing anything worse until after the rush. Anything legal, that is. Let’s look at the map. You get three choices. Let’s see what you want.”


  The intelliprint was linked and the colors on the map of the archipelago changed as they watched, white areas growing pink as they filled with tiny red rectangles. The red signified a claimed parcel.


  “Everything near Port Tannhauser has been grabbed,” Suwon observed.


  “Then we’d best get over there.” Mabel raised an eyebrow. “But first, let’s look at this area.”


  She put her finger on the east end of the archipelago and the map expanded in scale to reveal a dozen tiny islands, all white. “Here’s where we are now.” Mabel’s island was the first offshore peak of the range running south from Port Tannhauser, separated from the mainland of Beta Regio by a narrow strait. She moved her finger west toward Asteria Regio. “A polar current comes down this way and wells up between Beta and Asteria.” She grinned at them. “Some of it gets over to us, bringing some fog. But the effects are much more pronounced over there. There’ll be good fishing and lots of moisture near the coast with a north wind, but clear and sunny when it comes the other way.” She pointed to a small group of numbered islands. “Any of these 12-300’s should do.”


  Bik looked at his “partner” and Suwon nodded.


  “Let’s go, then,” he said.
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  Port Tannhauser was a controlled riot, its sleepy streets filled with people. They had to anchor Mabel’s seaplane well out in the harbor and raft in. Fortunately, once the cybes confirmed that they were physically present, they were eligible to register their choices at a public terminal.


  Just in time, it turned out. There were still a couple of hours to go for registration, but when they unfolded the map, the entire area was red with claimants except for a pink fringe that included the western islands.


  “We’ll see the sights, have dinner at the Crab House and fly back to spend the night at my place, and fly out there early next morning.”


  “Uh,” Bik asked, “why not just go there directly? Your place is in the opposite direction. All I have to do is touch down and leave an occupancy marker. Then you could leave me at the air terminal on the way back. I wouldn’t have to impose.”


  Suwon looked at the ground, her lips tight. Did she, Bik wondered, have something else in mind for the night? Did she think he was out of line for suggesting something other than what Mabel had suggested? Was she just momentarily tired? Damn his inability to read people—the cybes should outlaw nonverbal communication. But, he thought ruefully, any experienced cybe could probably do better than he did. Kai had complained, gently at first, then with increasing sarcasm and severity, about his lack of sensitivity to her needs. She’d had a point—something always seemed to be going on among other people, some form of communication, that excluded him. But he couldn’t help it; all he had to go on, really, was what people’s words meant; the rest was just too uncertain.


  “I have to get back too,” Mabel declared, and smiled at him. “Don’t forget, I have to claim my place as well. I was allowed to preregister the claim, but that’s all.”


  “Oh,” Bik responded, relieved to have some clear priority, “in that case, I look forward to it.”


  Suwon looked up and smiled at him. He returned an embarrassed grin, still uncertain.


  On the way back from registration, they visited a small museum in the northern section of Port Tannhauser, an easy hike up from the harbor on the randomly corrugated fused sand walkway. The buildings along the way were preciously eclectic, many showing an old German influence to be sure, but really products of their owners’ fantasies. The exterior of the museum itself was carefully authentic, and wouldn’t have been out of place in sixteenth-century Heidelberg.


  Inside, Bik, Suwon, and Mabel browsed through holographic dioramas of Port Tannhauser during the various stages of the terraforming project. The first showed the hellish original surface, and almost glowed. Then came a dark fairyland of carbon dioxide snow. This was followed by a glacier being eaten away by massive excavators on the edge of a starlit liquid nitrogen sea with the arc of the CMR on the horizon. Then came a dramatic stormswept boiling-nitrogen seascape lit by the first rays of the sun allowed through the sunshield. The sight made him shiver. It was followed by a dry desert overlooking a deep empty basin speckled with mining robots. There was another, gentler, storm scene from early in the forty years of rain, showing the half-filled basins and massive waterfalls. Then finally a fuzzy, meadowlike shore covered with the first bioforming grasses.


  There were artifacts as well, ranging from a broken pair of recreational skis used by scientists monitoring the carbon-dioxide snowfall eight hundred years ago, to a comet shepherd child’s duck. That had somehow survived the entry and breakup of a water shipment to be discovered floating on the Port Tannhauser beach. It sat on the museum shelf with a picture of its former owner, now living on a ring colony in the Kuiper belt of the Kruger 60 system.


  Bik, who had only been looking for a home to share with his son, left with a sense of his chance to become part of the history of a new world. To look back over the past twelve hundred years let him see the next twelve hundred, or twelve thousand, more clearly. He could be in at the beginning and contribute his name to legend. It was a chance that few understood, an opportunity that fewer grabbed. Thinking like Suwon, now, he thought wryly. How could someone so completely overwhelm him in less than a day? Yet it was the second time. A second chance.
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  Only an hour remained of the registration period when they returned to the seaside and ordered dinner. The light-ringed harbor, except for Mabel’s plane, was deserted; everyone had headed out to their claims to be there at the start of the homesteading window.


  They were well into some fairly tasty handmade Crabe Asteria when they heard what sounded like a muffled thunderclap. They looked out the restaurant window to the harbor, now lit by a bright orange flame climbing up from its center.


  “My plane!” Mabel cried.


  Bik was on his feet and out the door, meaning to grab a fire extinguisher and swim for it. But the local anti-fire utility had what remained of the plane covered in foam by the time he got to the water’s edge. Mabel and Suwon were right behind him.


  Mabel looked grim. “Repro and shipment say it will take three days to replace the plane; too much in the queue just now with all the new settlers. I’m . . . This is outrageous!”


  “Maybe we can borrow a maintenance vehicle?” Bik hazarded.


  Suwon concentrated, then shook her head. “Everything that can be borrowed has been borrowed. They’ve only got the minimum needed for emergencies. Like that.” She gestured to the flames.


  They stood silently for a minute trying to absorb the disaster. To have come so far, Bik thought, and then this. He was sure the lawyers had something to do with it—what could they do with money, he wondered, that made it worth doing this to someone to get it?


  “I’m sorry, Mabel,” he choked out. “Your homestead . . . If it hadn’t been for me they wouldn’t have done this. And Bikki . . . I feel like . . .”


  “They aren’t going to get away with it,” she declared, her voice a calm, cheerful bell against the gloom. “I’ve already filed a protest saying who I think did it and why. I’ll get my land, and you’ll get yours.” Mabel pursed her lips. “But not before Wendt has your kid on the way to Kalinda station! You think a nice home environment with plenty of elbow room will make that much difference to a custody board?”


  “There’s no telling what a human board will do, but I’m told it will help a lot.”


  “Well, then,” Mabel said, “we have a long hike ahead of us.”


  Bik’s Mercury-conditioned feet and muscles suddenly remembered where they were. “Hike?”


  “First to the land registration office. It’s open for another fifteen minutes.”


  There was a human clerk there, a very tall, dark-skinned woman in a simple blue robe with a bemused smile on her face. She clearly knew Mabel, but simply took Mabel’s hand by way of greeting; the difference in their heights would have made an embrace embarrassing for both of them.


  “Hi Mabel! Good to see you, but I don’t think I can help anyone. Everything’s gone and there’s no transportation anyway. People have to be on the property when the sun rises here, in about twenty-five hours.”


  “Kris. I know. I want to open my island up to registration. Abandon my priority.”


  Suwon sucked in a breath and Kris’ eyes went wide.


  “But . . . whatever you say. It’s going to come out as two parcels.”


  “Right. Register me for the one with the old station, and Bik Wu, here, for the rest of it. See if you can wriggle the dividing line down to the north beach.”


  Kris concentrated a moment. “You’ve got it.” She handed an intelliprint to Mabel that showed the division. “But how are you going to get there?”


  “Dawn on Venus,” Mabel declared, “is low tide. The strait narrows down to a shallow only a couple of kilometers across. We’re going to hike a dozen kilometers over the hills to South Point, and then swim.”


  Bik’s mouth dropped, and he might have collapsed if Suwon hadn’t put her arm around him.
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  The ground trail was easy, the gravity was not. Bik pushed himself until his legs gave out about five kilometers from the coast and he could not stand up. Suwon and Mabel cut down a couple of small trees with the emergency knife in Suwon’s jump belt. Then they made a travois hammock from their clothes. Bik’s jump tights formed the makeshift harness for Suwon and Mabel to use to put the weight of the travois on their shoulders. Mabel donated her green jumpsuit to tie the bottoms of the poles so that they wouldn’t spread apart more than the path width.


  Bik was intrigued to find the women were wearing simple, functional white support halters under their shifts. In Mercury’s lower gravity, most women didn’t bother with support garments, and instead used their bodies to display all kinds of rings, tattoos, and other decorations. But the Venusian women’s bodies were completely bare of any decoration, and Suwon seemed to find Bik’s own utilitarian nipple rings an item of amusement. His intellicard hung from one and a holo of Junior on his second birthday from the other. But he was much too exhausted to care about differing aesthetics as he dragged himself onto the rig.


  They pulled him for two kilometers to the crest of the trail before he told them to stop.


  “It’s downhill now. Let me try walking again,” he suggested. “I can use the poles as walking sticks. They can support my arms and let me use my arm muscles to help support the rest of me. You can have your clothes back. It’s getting cold.” With a light western breeze, it was getting about as chilly as it got in the Venusian tropical lowlands.


  “That’s because you’ve been lying on your back for an hour!” Suwon objected. “I’m sweating.”


  “I’ll take mine, thank you,” Mabel said. “I’m a lot smaller and lose heat faster.”


  Bik grabbed a branch hanging over the path and carefully stood up again. His knees burned and feet ached, but otherwise he simply felt tired.


  They disassembled the travois and cut a meter from its poles. Bik took one in each hand and started out again, half hanging on, half pushing with the poles, while Mabel shrugged into her jumpsuit. Suwon tied the other two jumpsuits together and draped them over her neck. The women quickly caught up to him, but walked behind, letting him set the pace.


  Bik’s calves ached on the verge of cramping with each step, but he forced himself to a slow, regular pace, somewhat like a cross-country skier in slow motion. Very slow. Less, he thought, than half a kilometer an hour. Would it be enough? The exertion made him sweat profusely and the waistband of his shorts was beginning to chafe. He was miserable, but he had to continue. Everything was at stake.


  After an eternity of pain, they reached the shoreline and he sprawled in the cool sand. They had a clear view of the western horizon, and it was already a brilliant orange; only Earth and Mercury were still visible in the brightening sky.


  Suwon came over to him, stripped for the swim. She laughed, a bit self-consciously. “Curious?”


  “Oh. Uh, didn’t mean to stare. The fashion on Mercury is to have all sorts of things—” He self-consciously unclipped his intellicard from its ring. “—dyed or clipped on your body. There’s nothing there but, well, you. You’re very—bare.”


  “I like it that way, at least for swimming. Come on, give me your stuff. I’ll stash it under a rock and we’ll pick it up later. If you think those shorts were chafing on the hike, wait until you see what a couple of hours in salt water do.”


  After all this, could he swim for two hours? He was mentally exhausted from fighting unaccustomed aches and pains, but his wind was holding up well and now that he was off his feet, he seemed to be reviving. In the water, gravity wouldn’t matter. Anyway, he had no choice. He removed what remained of his clothes and gave them to Suwon, who bundled them up with hers and Mabel’s and put them under a big rock in from the shoreline.


  Mabel, looking more like some ethereal bronzed nymph than a grown woman, took one side of him and Suwon the other as they waded into the gentle surf. It was cold to start with, but getting rid of his weight seemed to restore his energy. He established a smooth crawl at about two seconds a stroke, breathing on every other left arm, a pace which felt well within his capabilities.


  The women easily matched him.


  A hundred meters later he tired and switched to a back stroke.


  Mabel glided by him effortlessly, leaving no wake that Bik could see.


  Suwon pulled up to him with an easy side stroke. “I know that feels like a rest, but you should get back to your crawl as soon as you can. It’s a much more efficient distance-eater. Vary your pace, if you have to, but keep going.”


  Bik nodded and resumed, one hand over another, breathing every time now. It went on and on. The shore behind them receded but the island shore seemed to get no closer. Stroke, breathe, stroke.


  A few minutes or an eternity later he faltered to a breaststroke, just enough to keep his feet up.


  “Look,” Suwon called. “The sunshield rim!”


  On the crest of the next wave, Bik saw it: a tiny golden arc over the wavetops.


  “Then we’ve lost,” he croaked. It was all for nothing. Mabel would lose her homestead, he would lose his son, Suwon would lose her chance for land on which to settle down.


  “Come on!” Mabel shouted from ahead, her musical voice carrying clearly over the waves. Then she added in short phrases between breaths: “We’re on the west side of the time zone. And we’re seeing it early. It’s really below the horizon. Because of refraction. Venus only rotates at about, uh, fourtenths of a degree an hour. Astronomical sunrise isn’t for another hour yet. We can still make it. Come on, keep stroking.”


  With renewed desperation, Bik plunged ahead. His arms, he told himself, weren’t nearly as tired as the rest of him. Ahead, Suwon was fighting her own battle, silently maintaining the pace she had started, not looking anywhere but ahead at the still-distant dark shore of the island.


  Bik heard the buzz of a fan skimmer, but he didn’t see where. Then, so quickly he had no time to think, it was coming right at him, out of the gloom of the island shore, skimming the wave tops. Instinctively he ducked underwater as it roared over him.


  That was it, he thought as he surfaced. If they were going to do that to him, he was done. He had no strength left. No energy. There was maybe one thing he could do, though.


  “Mabel!” He shouted, took a stroke, and caught a breath. “They want me. Go on. Get your land. I’ll keep them busy. They can’t stop all of us.”


  He saw the skimmer this time—a blur to his wet, unfocused eyes—as it looped around to come at him again. With a supreme effort, he waved a fist at them and resumed his crawl. He looked left and right and couldn’t see the women—underwater, he hoped. Okay, bastards, he thought as the fan skimmer grew in front of him. Do your worst. I’m not stopping. I’m not ducking. Too damn tired.


  Off to his right, something came up out of the waves, high up. He couldn’t see it clearly; a head on two necks? It bent back, whipped forward and its “head” flew off toward him. Then his vision cleared some and in this instant he saw it was a large rock, and standing on the water was . . . But the skimmer was on him and despite himself he ducked deep and heard a solid tick as the rock bounced off the skimmer and slammed into the water somewhere behind him.


  What he thought he had seen was a woman standing high on the waves silhouetted against the rising sun, proud and triumphant like the goddess Venus herself.


  He surfaced, exhausted, barely able to float, and glanced behind him as he gasped for air. The fan skimmer, its hum wavering now, was heading away, not coming back.


  “Bik!” Suwon called. “Put your legs down! We’re here!”


  He rolled, put his feet down, and looked toward her voice, toward the sun. To his surprise there was sand barely a meter under him. Suwon was standing on the sea off to his right, about ankle-deep. She was, his numb mind finally realized, on a higher part of the sand bar.


  “Grab this! I hit them!” she shouted, gleeful. “I threw a big rock behind you with both hands. When you ducked, they nosed down right into it!”


  Bik looked toward the island, dazed. It was there. Close by. He couldn’t remember it getting so close. He caught his breath in great gasps. It was all he could do to stand on the shallow bar, even with the fortunately calm water helping, but if he didn’t try to move, he was okay. The sun was clearly up now, huge on the horizon, shining through the sunshield with its rim just touching the lower rim of the sunshield, and both just touching the horizon.


  “We made it,” Mabel called from the beach. “I’ve reported us in, and they’ll give you credit for getting on the bar. Less legal mess that way. You’ve got land.”


  Suwon splashed down the slope of the bar to him, and with her help Bik found the strength to wade ashore. Then he collapsed on the cool sand of the beach.


  “Do you think it will be enough?” Mabel asked as he caught his breath.


  Bik managed a weak shrug. “I hope so.”


  It took him a dozen seconds to say anything else. “At least Junior will know I tried.” Breathe. “That might be important to him someday. I did everything I could.”


  “What about getting a wife?” The gleam in Mabel’s eyes belied the innocent tone of her voice.


  “Mabel! I found him first!” Suwon protested, then stared open-mouthed.


  “That’s quite all right, dear. I have a half-dozen perfectly good relationships going.”


  “Why you old—matchmaker. You tricked me!”


  Mabel laughed and turned to Bik with a sly grin. “Well, what about it, Bik? Take a chance on her? I’ve known her for thirty years, which isn’t much these days, but that’s all she’s got. You couldn’t do any better.”


  Bik shook his head and stared at the sea. She was too much like Kai, he told himself: too wild and spontaneous. She was someone who jumped off three-hundred-kilometer bridges for fun: someone who probably had a wrong take on him, because, once, scared to death and for something that mattered more to him than his own life, he had jumped with her. She was someone who was willing to risk a putative eternity with someone she knew less than twenty-four hours just to accomplish a goal, to complete a mission. No way, except . . . except that, with the board, it might work. And if he were really committed, he’d do everything.


  “How about an engagement?” he asked. “Give us six months to get to know each other?”


  “That sounds very reasonable.” Mabel shook her head. “But I’m sure Mr. Wendt’s lawyers will point out that if you call it off, it will be too late to give Bik, junior, back to the starship captain. I’d say they’ll want to see at least a twenty-year contract. Suwon, dear, are you really sure?”


  “Hell, no. If I were, it wouldn’t be so exciting. Grab this, Mabel, Bik. Nothing’s certain. It all depends on initial conditions, chance, and how you play it—like a jump. But I like the weather.”


  “Well,” Mabel added, “in the old days, a lot of good marriages started when the parents matched you with someone you’d never seen before. Other people dated for a decade, lived together, got married and still broke up. Only question is if you’re committed to it long enough to raise Bikki. There are some things, Suwon, that people have to make certain.”


  Suwon sat beside him, her bare arm and thigh burning against his. “You can count on me, Bik.”


  He could almost feel her purr. Talk about leaping into space!


  In his mind, Bik could hear Kai laughing at her. You’ll never get to first base with that wimp, his ex would have said to Suwon. For the first time, Bik found himself a little angry with his mental image of Kai, and it dawned on him that Kai perhaps had not really been such an exemplar of womanhood, that their split had not necessarily been all his fault, and that what she would have said about Suwon shouldn’t really be his measure of things.


  Bik set his jaw and reached for Suwon’s firm, callused hand. She was not Kai. Her whole body, her attitude, was different from Kai’s, and maybe better. She did wild things, and thought wild thoughts, true, but, unlike Kai, there was nothing flaky about how she did them. Suwon seemed competent and responsible. And she dared to take responsibility.


  His thoughts were interrupted as she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him on the lips, and seemed to melt into him. He kissed back, tentatively at first, then with increasing warmth. Despite his tiredness, his body started to respond.


  Mabel cleared her throat. Bik released Suwon, and they all laughed. But strangely, he felt no real embarrassment, nor urgency either. Everything felt very easy and natural. It would be like that with Suwon, he realized—just fun. With Kai there had always been tension, a performance, an evaluation, something to live up to.


  Bik shook his head, sighed, and looked at Mabel. “Can we just register the contract?” he asked. “At least that’s how we did it on Mercury.”


  Mabel nodded. “I’ll send it in and witness it. There, I’ve bent-piped my audio to the registrar; it hears what I hear. Do you two want a twenty-year marriage contract? Bik?”


  He took a breath and let go for the second time today. “Yes.”


  “Suwon?”


  “Yes.”


  “Congratulations! May I kiss the groom?”


  “Wait until I’m done,” Suwon objected, and launched another round of physical affection, including Mabel this time. Bik felt embarrassed at first, but that passed into simple goodness.
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  The next morning, universal time, Bik sat in Mabel’s dome wearing a beach towel as a sort of ersatz sarong, looking at the iron-gray crew cut and steel cold blue eyes of lawyer Deccar Brunt. “We did not anticipate such resolve on your part, Mr. Wu. As your lawyers, and the cybernetic advisors have undoubtedly told you by now, you are in a commanding position from a legal standpoint.”


  Bik wondered if Brunt had bribed someone to monitor his calls. It didn’t matter. The cybes had traced the attack and Mabel’s friends had turned a few screws of their own. Bik simply nodded. Yes, his being married now, and having a rich, open environment in which to raise Junior was one plus. But the opposition’s tactics, starting from witholding his messages and presents, and running right through the attempts to interfere with his getting the homestead were now all faithfully recorded and arrayed against them. It would be, everyone conceded, an open-and-shut custody board decision.


  “However,” the attorney continued, no trace of caring in his voice, “Captain Wendt would like to plead to you in the child’s interest.”


  “He’s here?”


  The attorney nodded. “Your bimbo almost killed him with a rock while he was driving, perfectly legally, well over your head, after his inspection of this jungle to which you want to take Ted.”


  It made sense—Wendt was too smart to risk a conspiracy; he’d do his own dirty work. Bik squirmed momentarily at the mention of the name Wendt had given Junior. Suwon, who had managed to fit tightly into a loose shift of Mabel’s, put a hand on Bik’s shoulder. There was no point in working themselves up by arguing with a professional liar.


  But Suwon tensed suddenly. “Then Bikki’s here too! Wendt wouldn’t have dared to leave Bikki two months away in the asteroid belt if he expected to win a custody battle!”


  “Yes, Ted is here,” Brunt said, his voice grating at the interruption. “Perhaps you should first listen to what he has to say.”


  A young male child’s image appeared in the holo stage. A legend assured them it was a faithful recording of a board interview with “Ted Wendt.” The boy seemed relaxed and polite, gave his name as Ted Wendt, and declared that he did not want to go to live with “Mr. Wu.”


  That image was replaced by a picture of a genial, fit man in a starship captain’s coveralls.


  “Well, Mr. Wu, we appear to have had some misunderstandings—”


  Bik dismissed this with a gesture.


  “I really don’t mean you or your new wife any harm; however, if you really care for this young man—” The field expanded to include Junior, sitting quietly in a comfortable chair behind Wendt, staring at the floor. “—you need to consider his view of this. I recognize that you might feel that what we did in restricting communications to keep his identity straight was a little unfair to you, but that’s all by the by. Fait accompli. You have to deal with the situation as it is, however unfair.


  “You could win this legally with the cybe’s evidence. I’ll concede that. But that would devastate my son. The fact is that I’m the only father he’s known; Ted was only three when your marriage ended and you left his life. It’s the reality he knows that counts. Please consider his interests. If you really want a child, have another one.”


  Bik shifted uncomfortably. However unfair the situation, the argument made too much sense.


  “He’s never been on a high-gravity planet,” Wendt continued. “He wants to go out on starships with me and see the rest of the universe, not be stuck on some artificial hothouse garden world. It’s not fair to take him from the only father he’s ever known, especially in view of his mother’s recent death. I suppose this doesn’t mean anything to you, but I loved Kai, and he’s all I have left of her.”


  Suwon touched Bik’s arm and looked wide-eyed at him. “No, no, it’s not,” she whispered, then turned to Mabel. Something went between them.


  Mabel concentrated, then her eyes went wide. “The inheritance. Kai left it all to Bikki!”


  Bik took a breath. Had there been some good in Kai after all, something that had been worth his love? Some mothering instinct that had put her son ahead of her selfishness? But that tainted money didn’t matter now, nor did the property rights. All that mattered was—damn, what did matter?


  Wendt appeared not to hear anything and made a helpless, open-handed gesture. “I don’t have a legal leg to stand on. I know it. So I’m pleading with you. Don’t ruin two lives, Ted’s and mine, just to get back at Kai for going off with me. She’s dead now. Gone. Please just let us be.”


  Bik stared at the floor. If . . . if they’d made their appeal that way in the first place.


  “I,” he began, then hesitated. “I don’t want to hurt anyone. . . .”


  Suwon’s hand clamped on Bik’s shoulder like a vise. “Don’t you dare give in,” she whispered. “I grab that recording’s a morph, at least the audio, fake as hell. Otherwise we would have got it realtime.” Then she said, loud, “Can he see us, Wendt? Can he hear us?”


  Bik looked up. Wendt made a nervous gesture to someone offstage and moved his lips. The sound didn’t come through. The boy nodded slightly and stared at the floor again.


  “Wu,” Wendt pleaded, “you heard the recording; he doesn’t want to go. I’m sure he remembers what to say. Why put him through that?”


  “I’ll bet Brunt gets to manage the estate while they’re gone,” Mabel whispered. “Bik, it stinks.”


  “I know,” he whispered back. “But does that justify hurting my kid?”


  “Bik, he’ll understand,” Suwon pleaded. “Trust me.”


  Another leap, Bik told himself, and you’re still alive after the first two. If Junior didn’t remember, it was all over, he’d look ridiculous and prove Wendt was right; that his custody fight would just be ruining lives for his own self-gratification. But no one who had pulled the crap Wendt had pulled could be that good a father, and some memories go way back. At the very least Bikki needed to know he hadn’t been abandoned; to know that Bik cared and always had cared. Bik decided to take the leap.


  “Bikki,” Bik said.


  The boy looked up, through the holoviewer, at Bik, and expressions of recognition, confusion, and wonder crossed his young face.


  “Daddy?”


  In that one word, Bik saw a future unfold before him. A wife, a son to raise, and maybe a daughter. A huge rambling house with lanais all around and a pool leading right to the ocean. Friends. But space to be alone, too. Fishing trips. Bik, junior, would grow up here, maybe go to the stars and come back with kids of his own in a century or two. And he and Suwon would be here. Forever? It seemed possible. Anything seemed possible, if he could just reach out. Now.


  Bik stood up, grabbed Suwon’s hand and stared the tight-lipped spaceman in the eyes. “Wendt, get out of there and let me talk to my son.”


  1997


  TURNOVER


  Geoffrey A. Landis


  The scientist’s guild had a requirement that each accredited scientist must have a beautiful assistant to ask questions. Doctor Piffelheimer’s beautiful assistant was a young man named Percival Kensington. She looked him over. The coolsuit he was wearing, a necessary accoutrement against the Venusian temperature, had the advantage of being a skintight, form-fitting garment, padding and revealing every curve of his perfectly shaped body, down to and including the almost indecent bulge between his thighs.


  The surface of Venus was almost hot enough for the rocks to glow. It was a good thing that the perfect thermal insulator had been invented, or it would have been completely impossible to send a team to Venus to answer important scientific questions.


  Except for her assistant Percy, the surface of Venus held very little to see. One spot on the barren rock looked very much like another. Dr. Piffelheimer picked one at random and pointed. “This looks like a good spot.”


  Percy obediently lugged the equipment over to the spot. Fortunately the ultradrill floated on a carpet of electrostatic repulsion, and lugging the five-ton mass of the drill to the indicated spot required little more than guiding it with a finger in the right direction. “Explain to me what we’re trying to find out from this core,” he said, and cocked his head in a charming tilt to listen. They must have trained him perfectly in scientists’s assistant school; this was exactly the type of obvious question that a beautiful assistant was supposed to ask.


  Piffelheimer motioned him to start the ultradrill while she expounded. The ultradrill would bore downward at a rate of 200 meters a minute. It made a racket like a herd of mating elephants while doing so, but fortunately the helmets of the coolsuits were perfect acoustic insulators as well as perfect thermal insulation, so she knew that her voice over the intercom was flawlessly clear.


  “The surface of Venus is very anomalous,” Piffelheimer expounded carefully. “This was first really understood back in the last years of the twentieth century, when the primitive space probes discovered that the crater distribution was uniform across the surface.”


  “What’s anomalous about that?” Percy asked, completely on cue.


  “Crater count indicates the age of the surface,” Piffelheimer said. “Since meteor bombardment occurs randomly at every point on the surface, a uniform crater distribution means that the surface of Venus is all precisely the same age. But, as every geologist knows, a geological surface is periodically resurfaced, by tectonic forces, by vulcanism, and the like. Vulcanism is necessary to get the heat out of the interior of the planet. So a planet cannot possibly have a surface of uniform age.”


  “But you just said it does.”


  “That’s right. This is the scientific mystery, and we’re about to find the answer to it.”


  “Oh. How are we going to do that?”


  “By drilling and inserting heat-flow probes,” she said. “The mystery is, how does the planet Venus release heat from the interior, if it doesn’t resurface the planet through vulcanism?”


  “Aren’t there any theories?”


  “Well, there is one.” Piffelheimer made a face. “One wacko from the twentieth century, a scientist named Turcotte, proposed periodic, catastrophic resurfacing. Every 500 million years or so, the entire surface of Venus resurfaces all at once. The whole surface of the planet becomes one single magma ocean, and all the heat of the interior is released at once. Then, of course, it cools down, and since the whole thing was molten at the same time, every part of the surface is the same age.”


  “Well, that makes sense.” Percy looked down at the drill controls. “One kilometer, and drilling steady. So, why don’t we like that theory?”


  “Because it’s a catastrophic theory.”


  Percy looked blank. Charming, but blank.


  “Catastrophism is anathema to geologists,” Piffelheimer explained. “It smacks of religion—the hand of God wiping the planet clean. Noah’s flood and such. Real geologists are uniformitarians. It’s our job to show that the processes of geology are gradual and continuous.”


  “But if this Turbot theory—”


  “Turcotte.”


  “Turcotte theory was right—”


  “But it’s not.”


  “But if it was right, what causes this resurfacing?”


  Piffelheimer shrugged. The heat builds up. Eventually something triggers it.”


  “Two kilometers deep, running steady,” Percy said. “How often does it resurface?”


  “I told you. It doesn’t.” She was getting a little annoyed with the conversation, although she couldn’t really blame Percy. After all, his job was to ask innocent questions. Time to change the subject. She looked around. Nothing but gray, blasted rock under them, uniform gray clouds above them. Between the gray and the gray was the clear air of the surface. “Have you looked at the horizon?” She asked. “Notice the way it seems to curve up around us, as if we were at the bottom of a shallow bowl.”


  “Yes, due to the refraction effect from the density gradient of the thick atmosphere,” Percy said. “If the air were clear enough, we would be able to see ourselves on the other side of the planet. We can’t of course, due to Rayleigh scattering. You didn’t answer my question. How often, according to Turcotte, does this resurfacing event on Venus occur?”


  “Every 500 million years, give or take,” Piffelheimer said, annoyed. She really shouldn’t have answered the question at all, since Percy was going way beyond his job description in pressing it in the first place, but she was so used to expounding automatically that it didn’t occur to her to not answer until after she already had.


  “And how long ago was the last time it happened?”


  “Five hundred million years,” she said.


  “Then there must be a lot of interior heat waiting to get out,” Percy said. “What, exactly, triggers the catastrophic release?”


  Piffelheimer shrugged, annoyed. “Anything. An asteroid impact, I suppose might trigger it.”


  “Or maybe a drill?”


  There was no need for Piffelheimer to answer him. The rock surface had suddenly split open at the site of the drilling, separating into three lines that radiated away from the drill point and streaked for the horizon. Each of the crevasses split into a network of sidecracks, which instantly fragmented still further. No doubt there was an ominous thunder accompanying the whole process as well, but of course the insulation muffled that. An orange glow from below lit up the clouds, and the cracks widened until the magma, welling up from below, washed over them.


  Later, as they bobbed in the magma in their coolsuits, Piffelheimer had a perfect opportunity to expound on the value of perfect thermal insulation, but she decided to stay silent. Kensington probably knew it all anyway, damn him.


  “If you think I’m gonna set my nice clean spaceship down in that,” came the voice in her headset, “you got another thing coming.”


  She looked up. The expedition transport ship was hovering over them. As she watched, a rope (woven of refractory fibers, no doubt, since it didn’t melt in the heat) fell toward them and ploiked down in the lava next to her. The correct procedure, Piffelheimer knew, is for scientist to carry beautiful assistant to safety. She glanced over at Percy, floating cheerfully on his back a few meters away, and decided, screw that. She pulled herself up the rope. Let him pull himself up.


  Oh, well. After all, it had been a good day for science, and the scientists’ guild ought to be justifiably proud, she reflected. She had verified beyond any possible scientific objections a theory that had been hithertofore only a conjecture.


  With the help of her beautiful but scatterbrained assistant, of course.
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  ZEMLYA


  Stephen Baxter


  Stephen Baxter’s intriguing novel, The Time Ships (which was published in 1995 by HarperCollins UK and in the US in 1996 by HarperPrism), has been acclaimed by Arthur C. Clarke as “the most outstanding work of imaginative fiction since Stapledon’s Last and First Men.” The book recently won the Japanese Sei ’un award for best novel (translation) and it was a finalist for the Hugo. The author’s latest novel, Ares, is just out from HarperCollins UK.


  Yuri Gagarin made ready to fly to Venus.


  The Proton booster was a slim black cylinder. The three supporting gantries had tipped back on their counterweights, so that the rocket stood at the heart of a gaunt, open flower of metal. Beyond the launch pit, the flat Kazakhstan steppe had erupted into its brief spring bloom, with evanescent flowers pushing through the hardy grass.


  And all around Gagarin there were faces: the faces of technicians and engineers, turned to him, as the steppe flowers turn to the sun. Faces shining with awe. Even the zeks, the political prisoners in their drab uniforms, had been allowed to see him today.


  Gagarin, in his orange pressure suit and white ribbed helmet, smiled on them all. It was just as it had been in 1961, three years ago, when he had become the first human to journey into space. Gagarin felt a surge of elation, of command; he basked in the warm attention.


  Gagarin stepped up to the launch pit. He looked up at the six flaring strap-on boosters that clustered around the slim first stage. His Zemlya spacecraft was fixed to the top of the Proton, shrouded by a cone of white-painted metal. White condensation poured off the rocket, rolling down its heroic flanks; and ice glinted on the metal, regardless of the warmth of the sun.


  At the base of the rocket, Leonov and Korolev waited for him.


  Alexei Arkhipovich Leonov was dressed in his formal uniform as an Air Force Lieutenant-Colonel, and Gagarin saluted his superior officer. “I have been made ready, and now I am reporting that I am ready to fly the Zemlya mission,” he said.


  Leonov, stocky and muscular, grinned at Gagarin and clapped him on the shoulder. “Yuri,” he said. “It is a fine day.”


  “Yes,” Gagarin said. “It is a fine day to fly.” Leonov had been Gagarin’s double, his backup on this mission. Leonov’s day would come next year, when he would walk in space from a two-man Voskhod craft.


  Sergei Pavlovich Korolev, the Chief Designer, stepped forward to Gagarin. Korolev’s eyes burned with energy. But he was stooped, and his skin looked paper-thin; he was an old man, swathed in his heavy overcoat. He said, “I wish you a pleasant flight, a fine landing, and a safe return to Earth.”


  Gagarin looked down over the small group of men gathered in the amphitheater-like flame pit. He said, “The whole of my life seems to be condensed into this one wonderful moment. Everything that I have been, everything I have achieved, was for this.” He lowered his head briefly. “I know I may never see the Earth again, my wife and my fine children, Yelena and Galya. Yet I am happy. Who would not be? To take part in new discoveries, to be the first to journey beyond the embrace of Earth. Who could dream of more?”


  He turned, and climbed into the elevator which would lift him to the capsule.


  Complex emotions coursed through Alexei Arkhipovich Leonov: awe, envy, pity, love. “Your courage is not in question, Yuri,” he said softly. He watched until Gagarin had risen into rocket vapor.


  The heat of the young, strengthening sun scattered the last of the primordial interplanetary dust.


  Light broke over Venus.


  The planet’s surface was cooling. A thin crust hardened over molten, churning rock.


  Unlike Earth, there were no distinct tectonic plates here, no fault lines. Rather, vulcanism continued everywhere, as the radioactive heat of the interior poured out into space. The new land was tortured into huge igneous structures: spider-web patterns of cracks hundreds of kilometers across, collapsed volcanic domes, a mountain range that swept halfway around the planet.


  Outgassed water vapor cooled and condensed. Droplets of liquid water trickled down to fill the lowlands and impact basins.


  Seas gathered. A clear nitrogen atmosphere mantled around Venus.


  Energy poured into the atmosphere from many sources: the sun’s ultraviolet light and particle wind, the flash and crackle of lightning, auroral electrons, interior radioactivity, the shock waves of falling planetesimals.


  All these sources fabricated organic molecules, which rained into the seas.


  In the deep new oceans, life swarmed, half a billion years before its first stirring on Earth.


  But the young sun grew hotter and brighter, still seeking its ultimate Main Sequence stability.


  Zemlya’s protective shroud cracked open. Sunlight flooded Gagarin’s cabin. Fragments of ice, shaken free of the hull, glittered around the craft like snow.


  Zemlya swiveled in space. Gagarin saw the skin of Earth, spread out beneath him like a glowing carpet, as bright as a tropical sky.


  Gagarin smiled. The frustration of three years of speeches and tapecutting ceremonials fell from him; at last he was flying again.


  He traveled through a single orbit of the Earth. There were clouds piled thickly around the equator, reaching up to him. The continents on Earth’s night side were outlined, thrillingly, by chains of city lights. Over central Africa there was a flash of lightning, somewhere beneath the clouds, like a light bulb exploding under cotton wool.


  Where he passed, he relayed revolutionary messages. “Warm greetings from space to the glorious Leninist Young Communist League,” he said. “Everything that is good in me I owe to our Communist Party and the Young Communist League. This date is one on which mankind’s most cherished dreams come true, and also marks the triumph of Soviet science and technology.”


  When he flew once more over the baked-clay heart of the Soviet Union, the control center told him he should prepare for the ignition of his last rocket stage: the Block-D, his interplanetary engine.


  It turned out to be another twelve-hour day for Sergei Pavlovich Korolev.


  From the launch, he was driven home to his apartment in Moscow by chauffeured limousine. The KGB guards outside his door nodded to him. Korolev glared back. They wore the same color uniform as his guards at the Kolyma gold mine, the Gulag charnel house where he had endured a year’s hard labor after being caught up in one of Stalin’s purges against suspected Bonapartists.


  But now, of course, these men were here to protect him from the world, rather than the other way round.


  Nina, his wife, came to the door to greet him, with a glass of hot tea. As they always did, they sat at the foot of the stairs, and discussed the day’s events. Korolev described to her the latest budgetary conflicts, the equipment failures, the scarcity of resource, the low quality of equipment and men available.


  And they talked of Gagarin.


  Korolev was only fifty-eight. But his health was failing, he knew. The years he had spent in labor camps and prison had damaged him fundamentally. He did not know how long his determination could continue to fuel his weakening body.


  Korolev knew that his own name was unknown in the greater world beyond the Soviet Union: even after all these years, all these triumphs. And that web of obsessive secrecy had gathered itself, too, around the new Gagarin flight.


  But the motives, the secrecy, even the past—none of it mattered. The spacecraft, his robust little Vostoks, embodied the dream of Korolev’s life.


  But what Gagarin was attempting now was astounding, beyond even Korolev’s imagination. As he sat with his wife, he thought of that brave aviator, that delicate construct of human flesh and blood and bone, in the metal carapace Korolev had built for him.


  As the sun brightened, water evaporated into the atmosphere of Venus, trapping heat. The oceans shallowed rapidly. Life was forced onto the chaotic, encroaching continents, and an explosion of species sought to find a means of survival.


  A hectic intelligence emerged.


  It was forced immediately into a brutal technological race. Living creatures burrowed into the ground, building complex shelters, hoarding water, fending off the heat.


  The abandoned surface died. The seas boiled, pouring water vapor and carbon dioxide into the air.


  There was a final dawn, a last sunset. Then the clouds hid the stars.


  At last even the carbonate rocks of the sea beds disintegrated, releasing still more carbon dioxide. The last water vapor was driven out of the air, leaving Venus scorched and dry.


  The sun ceased to evolve—pumping twice as much sunlight over Venus as was incident over Earth—and Venus achieved a sterile stability.


  Vulcanism continued, and no part of the land was allowed to grow old. The volcanoes coughed sulfur dioxide, and the clouds turned to acid. The lower levels of the air were like a lethal ocean, dense and sluggish.


  The last of the planet’s life burrowed deeper into rock.


  Zemlya—Earth—was, like the proposed Voskhod, a derivative of Korolev’s successful one-man Vostok spaceship.


  Zemlya consisted of two modules. The entry module was a sphere three meters wide. Its hull was coated with a thick ablative heatshield, and strips of metal foil that would reflect the sun’s fierce heat.


  The instrument module—fixed to the base of the sphere by tensioning bands—looked like two pie dishes welded together. It bristled with thermal radiation louvers. Once in space, large solar-cell wings had unfolded from its walls. The module was crammed with water, tanks of oxygen and nitrogen, and chemical air scrubbers.


  The instrument module omitted the big TDU-1 retrorocket system used to return a Vostok from Earth orbit. Gagarin had no need of a reentry rocket, for his sphere would be flung directly into the atmosphere of Venus. The walls of his entry module contained the flotation collar that would enable the craft, after its descent, to float on the sluggish surface of Venus’s world-girdling oceans—those seas of carbonated water, or perhaps of oil—while he awaited the arrival of further Soviet supply ships, and eventual rescue by future cosmonauts in more advanced craft, yet to be specified by the Korolev Design Bureau.


  Gagarin’s cabin was a cozy nest, lined with green fabric. His couch occupied much of the space in the cabin. Behind his head there was an escape hatch, and there were three small viewing ports recessed into the walls of the cabin.


  Gagarin tested his manual control system in pitch, yaw, and roll, using the hand controller to his right. The craft was turned about its center of mass by steering jets fed from compressed gas storage bottles. He monitored the usage of fuel, which was satisfactory. He checked the response of the craft using a stop-watch and his Vzor optical orientation device, a system of mirrors and optical lattices mounted in a porthole before him, which would enable him to navigate across the solar system.


  Gagarin drifted out of his couch and exercised; he had been given an ingenious regime based on rubber strips, which he could perform without doffing his pressure suit. He monitored his pulse, respiration, appetite and sensations of weightlessness; he transmitted electrocardiograms, pneumograms, electroencephalograms, skin-galvanic measurements, and electro-oculograms, made by placing tiny silver electrodes at the corners of his eyes. He recorded his observations in a log-book and on tape. He washed, opening up zippered panels in his pressure suit, for there was no room to discard the suit entirely.


  In his windows he saw how Earth receded rapidly, folding over on itself. Gagarin exclaimed ecstatically. He was the first man in all of history to observe the Earth from without, complete and entire. It looked beautiful and fragile, an ornament against the black void, and he tried to convey some of this to the ground.


  In the abandoned valleys of Venus, the temperature passed the boiling points of many metals, and exotic chemistry began.


  The turgid atmosphere was stained, by complex compounds, boiled out of the rocks: salts, metal halides, chalcogenides. The vapors were transported into the higher, cooler air, and salt crystals—cubes and whiskers—accreted out over the cooler uplands. The crystals, sprouting over millions of years, dug into rock cracks and broke open the surface like a salty frost, leaving a fractured, gleaming rubble.


  The mountain tops of Venus shone, as if painted with metal.


  The compounds deposited included antimony sulfoiodide, tungsten trioxide, germanium telluride and cesium germanium chloride. These were ferroelectrics, capable of passing electric currents and storing bits of magnetic polarization.


  A natural electrical network was growing over the mountain tops of Venus. Charges flowed in complex, unpredictable patterns.


  In response to external stimuli—storms, the punching impacts of the last planetesimals—patterns of magnetic polarization were laid down, and modified.


  Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev stood behind his desk, and glowered at Korolev. “Listen to me,” he shouted. “You will complete this Voskhod, Chief Designer. You will launch it on time.”


  Korolev tried to control the weary shaking in his legs. “Comrade Khrushchev. I am trying to explain. We are behind schedule. Our resources have been devoted to the Zemlya project.”


  Khrushchev’s mood switched, as it so often did, to a sly bullying. He waggled a fat finger in Korolev’s face. “You do not deceive me, Sergei Pavlovich, and you should not attempt it. I know you hoped that this Zemlya flight might be sufficient to buy me off. Let us sacrifice one man, one brave man, in this reckless jaunt to Venus, and proceed with our real work. Yes? But it will not do, Sergei Pavlovich. It will not do!”


  Korolev regarded Khrushchev with disgust. Khrushchev’s peasant ignorance was so great, Korolev suspected bitterly, that he understood nothing, truly, of where these men, the cosmonauts, were going. Perhaps Khrushchev thought the six Vostoks had landed on some ledge in the sky, above the flat Earth.


  Korolev had delivered the systems that had launched the first satellite, and Gagarin, the first man in space, satisfactorily ahead of the Americans. And now Korolev was reaching out to another world, to Venus.


  But for Khrushchev it was never enough.


  Korolev feared for the future of his programs.


  “Comrade Khrushchev,” he said now. “Perhaps you do not understand. Here is how I must do this thing, this stunt. I have only the Vostok, which is a one-man ship. To fit in two or three men, I must remove the ejection seat, and eliminate the reserve parachute. The ship will sustain a single day in space. I must add a solid-fuel rocket to the base to make the landing survivable. There will be no launch escape system. If I carry three men, I cannot even give them pressure suits. Each launch is a terrible risk, without engineering or scientific justification. And—”


  “I care nothing for your justifications! I cannot wait the several years until your wonder ship, the Soyuz, is ready to fly out of its paper nest. Not while the Americans make ready to fly their Gemini. I need results, Sergei Pavlovich!”


  Khrushchev started to thump the desk with his fist.


  Gagarin studied Venus through his Vzor telescope. The face of the planet was brilliant white, the clouds shining in the light of the nearing sun. The grey shading seemed to deepen at the planet’s limb, giving the globe a three-dimensional effect, a marked roundness. Venus was a little round pearl, utterly featureless.


  To Gagarin, it was clear that the planet was a blank, on which the mind of man could project its desires; the reality lay beneath the clouds, undiscovered, waiting for him.


  The receding Earth took on the appearance of a remote cave: warm, well-lit, but an isolated speck on a black, hostile hillside. In the blue mouth of the cave, he saw the faces of his wife and daughters turned up to him, diminishing, becoming ever less important.


  But now Gagarin had ventured far outside the cave.


  The padded walls of his cabin were just centimeters from his gloved fingers. Beyond that, there was nothing, for millions of kilometers. When he closed his eyes he saw flashes of light, meteoric streaks sometimes, against the darkness. He knew this must be some radiation effect, perhaps the debris of exploded stars coursing through him. His soft human flesh was being remade, shaped anew.


  In his uneasy sleep, he receded to his own oceanic past, his childhood. He saw again the German tanks moving past the wooden houses of his home town of Klushino, heard the planes of the Soviet Air Force droning overhead.


  Drifting between sleep and wakefulness as between worlds, Gagarin sang hymns to the motherland.


  The flickerings of intelligence would not he extinguished.


  In a final, desperate gamble, the last sentient minds enfolded themselves in the ferroelectric caps of the mountains, storing themselves in the complex crystal lattices there.


  The deepest shelters collapsed under the ferocious weight of the atmosphere. The organic molecules of the last corpses coagulated in the oven heat.


  But a new, chthonic awareness dawned across the planet.


  It probed out with subtle electromagnetic senses. It dug into the heart of the rocky world whose skin it infested, and felt the mass of its heavy nickel-iron core. It reached out to the sun, the giant fusing ball that tugged the planet on closed paths around its equator. It sensed other worlds: the huge, homogenous gas spheres on the rim of the solar system, and the rocky worlds closer to the sun, which moved with jewel-like precision around their miniature orbits.


  And, as a human’s eye may be caught by the flight of a bird, the iron mass of Earth’s core tugged at the electromagnetic senses of the new chthonic mind.


  Leonov stormed into Korolev’s office. He had a document with him, a glossy booklet; he threw it down on Korolev’s desk. “What is this, Chief Designer?”


  Korolev put aside his pen and picked up the booklet. It was in English, evidently a publication of the United States Information Service. It was full of large type, simple trajectory diagrams, and artists’ representations of a desolate, baked landscape; its cover bore an image of a fragile, boxy craft with solar-panel wings sailing past a cloudy world.


  Leonov paced, magnificent and awesome in his Air Force uniform.


  “I cannot read English,” Korolev said.


  “The pictures are sufficient, are they not, Sergei Pavlovich? This is an account of Mariner 2. An American spacecraft, unmanned, which flew past Venus in 1962.”


  “How did you get this?”


  “From an American, who met Gagarin in Paris last year. It does not matter.” Leonov leaned forward, with his massive fists resting on Korolev’s desk. “And what did this American probe tell us of Venus? Did it detect the lush jungles, the seas of water, the lakes of oil of which our scientists speak?”


  Korolev sighed. “It found a desert. Baked hard. An atmosphere a hundred kilometers thick, of carbon dioxide, exerting a pressure scores of times that of the Earth. And temperatures of hundreds of degrees.”


  “There is no water, no oxygen?”


  “None.”


  Leonov thumped the desk. “Then how will Yuri survive, damn you? Is his capsule strong enough to resist such pressures?”


  Korolev shrugged. “It is possible. It is not easy to send a craft with a submarine’s hull all the way to Venus, Alexei Arkhipovich. Even with our new Proton, the weight penalties . . .”


  Some of the anger seemed to drain out of Leonov. He sat down, opposite Korolev. “Sergei Pavlovich, why Zemlya?”


  “Because the Americans are going to Mars,” Korolev said simply. “They intend to send two new Mariner craft there this year. We know that we cannot compete with the Americans’ delicate electronics. We must, for now, concede Mars.”


  Leonov did not look shocked at this admission of weakness. “And Venus?”


  “We must play to our strengths, Alexei Arkhipovich. We are still in advance of the Americans in our ability to loft heavy masses to orbit, and beyond. It will take a massive, plated craft to penetrate the air of Venus and set down on its surface.” Korolev smiled. “Venus is a Soviet planet, Alexei Arkhipovich. Dour, heavy, difficult, responding only to brute force. But we have that force.”


  Although, he thought, we have already launched seven unmanned probes to Venus, all of which failed.


  “Must we send a man?” Leonov demanded.


  “Ah, hut if he should succeed, Alexei Arkhipovich. If he should succeed! It would be a cosmic victory over the United States, a feat that would resound through the ages.”


  “And if he dies? If Yuri sails past Venus in his misdirected ship, or falls to his death on those rocky plains? What then?”


  Korolev tapped a brown-card file on his desk. “We have plans. We will say that the ship was a Zond. A mere unmanned craft, an experiment.”


  “And Yuri?”


  “We will wait a decent interval—until 1967, or 1968. Yuri will disappear into training, perhaps for my new Soyuz program. And he will be lost, before he journeys into space again. Perhaps he will fall to Earth in his beloved MiG-15.” Holding Leonov’s gaze, Korolev caressed the file. “It is all here, Alexei Arkhipovich. We have prepared. It has been done before. Future generations will read in their reference books of Zond 1, and of the MiG-15 that fell into the birch forest. No one will know of Zemlya.”


  Leonov balled up the American leaflet and threw it across the room. “Chief Designer, these webs of deception shame you. There is no difference between Comrade Khrushchev and his politics, and you and your rockets. You are mirror images, driven by your twin ambitions, your pride and folly.”


  Korolev was stung. “You should be cautious in your remarks, Alexei. You know little of my past.”


  “You sent Gagarin to this planet, this hell-hole, knowing what the Americans had learned of conditions on its surface.”


  “I know what the Americans claim. But this Mariner is only a single probe, which flew by a world, in mere hours. How can we rely on its data? Perhaps your jungles and oil lakes are there after all, Alexei Arkhipovich. How can we know? Is it not worth risking a life, one life, to determine such a thing?”


  “No, it is not, and you do not think so either, Chief Designer.”


  “Perhaps. But he knew,” Korolev said softly.


  “Yuri?”


  “Yuri knew, of this Mariner data. And yet he traveled anyway, Alexei Arkhipovich.”


  Leonov stared at him for long seconds. Then he dropped his head to his hands. “As would I,” he murmured. “As would I, of course.”


  “I know it, Alexei Arkhipovich.”


  Earth was intriguing.


  It was the same mass as Venus, and roughly the same composition, yet—because of its greater distance from the sun—its nature was very different.


  A thin layer of nitrogen and oxygen coated its surface, and liquid water was stable there. A weak, complex, evanescent life shimmered within that blue film.


  Then there was a change, quite sudden. Metal packets were hurled beyond the transparent air of Earth, to fall back again. Electromagnetic energy—perhaps signals, perhaps probes—pulsed across space, touching even Venus.


  Something analogous to curiosity stirred in the planet-wide mind.


  More metal packets came limping, on minimum-energy transfer paths, toward Venus. They fell back to Earth, or missed Venus by thousands of times, the planet’s diameter.


  But now a new packet, more massive than the others, climbed out of the dimple of Earth’s gravity well. Perhaps this would reach its goal.


  The chthonic awareness waited through the flicker of geologic time it would require for the metal packet to complete its transit.


  Zemlya plunged into the sunlit face of Venus.


  At the ship’s portholes Gagarin saw flames, at first filmy, and then thickening into intense fire. The ablative coating of the sphere was burning away, carrying off the deadly heat.


  Four hundred kilometers above the ground, he felt the first caress of weight.


  The acceleration mounted on his chest. It reached six, seven, eight times gravity. It was much more painful than at the launch; during the long flight his sturdy body had become etiolated.


  There was a surge—a peak in the acceleration that made him grunt—and then, for a moment, the pressure subsided. Under automatic control, Zemlya was shifting its center of gravity, skipping across the top of the atmosphere like a stone over an ocean. By this means Zemlya would extend its entry, shedding its hyperbolic velocity without subjecting Gagarin to crushing deceleration.


  It was, he thought, a marvelous design.


  The ship plunged more directly into the air. The pink, fiery glow faded.


  He heard a bang, above his head. That was the opening of the parachute compartment. And a lid on the outside hull blew off, to expose atmospheric sensors.


  Gagarin, inside his charred sphere, gazed out at the air of Venus.


  Zemlya was bathed in a yellow glow, that brightened and darkened periodically. The capsule was spinning under its parachute, and so that cyclical brightening must be the sun, reduced to a glare behind a diffuse haze.


  Suddenly the haze thinned out, and the visibility extended. Gagarin found himself looking down on a layer of cloud, thick and unbroken, a pale, washed-out yellow. The clouds were fluffy, Earthlike.


  Zemlya dropped through the clouds.


  And then, suddenly, he saw the surface, dimly visible through the murky air.


  Gagarin made out a ridge, hundreds of kilometers long, leading up to a plateau. To his right, shadowy cones loomed. They were mountains, perhaps volcanoes. Zemlya was drifting toward the mountains, he saw, floating like a fat metal balloon in some sluggish current.


  The mountain peaks shone, as if their summits were coated with layers of glass, sharply delineated.


  It was a desolate, baked landscape. Despite himself, Gagarin felt a sharp stab of disappointment that the Americans had been proven correct, after all. There were no oceans here, of carbonated water or of oil. But Gagarin felt no fear; Korolev’s hull would protect him,


  Zemlya was heading for the rough summit of one of the peaks. It was broken up with large, jagged rocks. He saw some evidence of winds: dust streaks, scouring, flattened dunes.


  The ground rocked upwards, spinning toward him.


  The landing was hard and loud. At the impact, Gagarin groaned.


  Zemlya, downed, settled a little on its left side. The hull creaked.


  Gagarin lifted his heavy head, and peered through his windows.


  The light was dark, reddish, but no worse than an overcast day on Earth. He could not see the sun at all; there was only an ill-defined glare, almost baleful, spread across half of the cloud bank that covered the sky.


  The ground on which Zemlya rested looked like clay that had been baked, carelessly, in an oven that was set too high: it was cracked, fractured. The light was strong enough for some of the rocks to cast a sharp shadow. His orange chute had come down close to the capsule, and was spread over the rocks.


  Crystals of some salt littered the ground; they bristled from every crack in the rock, aggressive, complex, like tiny antennae.


  The hull emitted a metallic groan.


  Gagarin lay back in his couch, resting his strained neck.


  Perhaps some day a future cosmonaut—in a spaceship built like a tank—would find the remnant of his Zemlya, flattened as if by a great footfall, and wonder at the foolishness of the human who had ventured here in such a fashion: his foolishness, and valor. Gagarin grinned. They would erect a statue to him, a hundred kilometers high, and his name would live forever!


  The cabin grew dark.


  The salt crystals had grown up around the ship, like a forest of glass. They were impossibly long, and they probed at the scorched windows like fingers.


  Behind Gagarin’s head, there was a noise like a hammer blow.


  He turned. The escape hatch had buckled.


  The cabin imploded.


  A hail of crystal light whirled in, enfolding Gagarin.


  Salt crystals drizzled out of the air, depositing layers of ferroelectrics over the wreckage of Zemlya. Geologic perceptions millions of years deep were adjusted, absorbing the new material.


  It was a new stim ulus, this notion of reaching out physically to the sister planets. Intriguing.


  Tentative plans were made.


  Leonov listened to Gagarin’s recorded voice.


  The present generation will witness how the free and conscious labor of the people of the new socialist society turns even the most daring of mankind’s dreams into reality. To reach into space is a historical process that mankind is carrying out in accordance with the laws of natural development. . . .


  “Did he know that no one could hear him?”


  Korolev said nothing.


  “Must we do this, Chief Designer? Must we proceed, forever, onward into space?”


  “Yuri thought we must,” Korolev said.


  “Yes,” Leonov said. “Yuri believed it all. Everything they would have us say, about the triumph of socialism leading us to the stars, where our transforming destiny awaits. He believed it. It is why he was a hero. Why we loved him.”


  “And perhaps,” Korolev mused, “he was right. Perhaps despite ourselves we will reach through, beyond the rockets and the politics and the rhetoric, to a new reality. Perhaps we will be transformed. Is that possible, Alexei Arkhipovich?”


  Leonov shivered.


  Before him, glowing like the mouth of a crowded cave, lay the blue Earth. He sensed the compact mass of the planet’s iron core, studied the thin film of life that coated its surface.


  The subtle shadows of the glittering, crystalline ships from Venus crossed the crowded lands, the oceans, the shrinking caps of ice.


  He imagined the alarms clamoring across the planet, the lids of aging missile silos gaping open, the huge nuclear submarines breaking the surface of the seas. Already, the first sparks were climbing up toward him, like wasps threatening an elephant.


  He reached out a hand, and those small lights died.


  On the evanescent surface of Earth, human generations had worn away.


  Artifacts orbited the planet, looking inward; but no longer did humans travel beyond the air, or send their complex metal packets to other worlds. With the deaths of Korolev and Leonov, something else had died, he saw.


  But now, all over the planet, there were faces turned up to him, as steppe flowers turn to the sun. Faces shining with awe.


  Yuri Gagarin smiled on them all. He descended, on crystalline pillars of light.
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  VENUS MACABRE


  Eric Brown


  Jean-Philipe Devereaux chose Venus as the venue for his last performance for two main reasons: the stars cannot be seen from the surface of the planet, and Venus is where he first died.


  His performance parties are the event of the social calendar on whichever world he visits. The rich and famous are gathered tonight on the cantilevered patio of Manse Venusia, deep within the jungle of the southern continent: film stars and their young escorts, ambassadors and ministers of state, artists and big-name critics.


  They are all here, come to witness Jean-Philipe Devereaux perform what Le Figaro once described, before the Imams invoked the sharia on Earth and censored the reporting of such decadence, as ‘an event of diabolical majesty!’


  Devereaux wears a white silk suit, Italian cut, long-lapelled. He moves from group to group with ease and grace. He converses knowledgeably with politicians and film stars, scientists and karque-hunters alike. His reputation as a polymath precedes him; intellectuals queue to fox him, in vain, with the latest conundrums of the age. He seems to have an intimate understanding of every vocation, philosophy and theory under the three hundred-and-counting suns of the Expansion.


  Many guests, hoping that they might fathom the mystery of the man, find after a few minute’s conversation that he is an enigma too deep to plumb. A paradox, also. He talks about everything, everything, but his art. The implication is that his art speaks for itself. Guests speculate that his pre-show ritual of socialisation—a bestowing upon them of his brilliance—is a ploy to point up the disparity between the urbanity of the man and the barbarity of his act, thereby commenting on the dichotomy inherent in the human condition. At least, this is the theory of those who have never before witnessed his performances. The guests who have followed his act from planet to planet around the Expansion know not to make such naive assumptions: his art is more complicated than that, they say, or alternatively more simple. One guest alone, beneath the arching crystal dome, speculates that his creations are nothing more than a catharsis, a blowing-out of the intense psychological pressures within his tortured psyche.


  “By the way,” Devereaux quips, almost as an afterthought, to each clique, “this will be my very last public performance.”


  He registers their surprise, their shock, and then the dawning realisation that they will witness tonight that pinnacle of performance arts, the ultimate act.


  Devereaux moves from the marbled patio, up three steps to the bar. As he pours himself a cognac, he disengages from his Augmentation—that part of him he calls the Spider, which he employs in conversation with his guests—and descends to the biological. The descent is a merciful relief.


  He leaves behind the constant white noise of guilt which fills the Spider with despair. As he settles himself into his biological sensorium, he can tolerate the remorse: it simmers in his subconscious, emerging only occasionally in berserker fits of rage and self-loathing. He downs the cognac in one.


  Devereaux turns to the guests gathered below and experiences a wave of hatred and disgust. He despises their ignorance. More, he despises their lack of understanding, their easy acceptance that what he lays before them is the epitome of fine art. He tells himself that he should not submit to such anger. Their very presence, at one thousand units a head, more than subsidises the cost of his therapy.


  Across the crowded patio he catches sight of a familiar figure, and wonders if he is the exception. He did not invite Daniel Carrington; he came as the friend of a guest. Carrington stands in conversation with a Terraform scientist. He is tall and dark-haired. The perfection of his face is marred by a deep scar which runs down his forehead, between his eyes, over the bridge of his nose and across his left cheek. He was attacked six months ago by an irate subscriber to Venus-Satellite Vid-Vision, on which he hosts the most watched, though at the same time most hated, prime-time show. Carrington films suicides in the act of taking their lives. He employs an empath to locate potential subjects, and a swoop-team of camera-people and engineers. He films the death and follows it up with an in-depth psychological profile of the individual’s life and their reasons for ending it. Wherever he is in the Expansion, Devereaux makes a point of watching the show. There is no doubting Carrington’s sincerity, his humanitarianism, and yet although the programme is watched by everyone, he is universally reviled: it is as if his viewers, needing to transfer their guilt at their voyeurism, find in Daniel Carrington an obvious scapegoat . . . When he was attacked last year, he chose not to have the evidence of his mutilation repaired. He wears his wounds as the ultimate exhibition of defiant iconography.


  Devereaux thinks that Carrington might be the only person in all the Expansion capable of understanding him.


  He lays his glass aside and claps his hands.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, if you please. I beg your indulgence.”


  Faces stare up at him.


  He begins by telling them the story of the benign dictator of Delta Pavonis III, who loved his people and whose people loved him; a man of wisdom, wit and charm, who was assassinated long before resurrection techniques became the plaything of the ultra-rich.


  “Tonight you will witness the tragedy of his demise.”


  He leads them from the dome and out onto the deck of the split-level garden, into the balmy subtropical night. On the lower deck is a stage, and before it the holographic projection of a crowd. The guests look down on a scene long gone, something quaint and maybe even poignant in the odd architecture of the stage, the costumes and coiffures of the colonists.


  Devereaux descends to the lower deck, walks among the spectral crowd. They respond, cheer him. Something has happened to his appearance. He no longer resembles Jean-Philipe Devereaux.


  Projectors have transformed him into the double of the dictator. He mounts the stage and begins a speech—addressing not the crowd with a litany of policies and promises, but speaking to his guests. He recounts the life of the dictator, his theories and ideals.


  The social elite of Venus watch, entranced.


  Devereaux gestures.


  Seconds before he is flayed alive in the laser crossfire, he sees Daniel Carrington staring down at him in appalled fascination. Then all is light as a dozen laser bolts find their target.


  Purely as visual effect, his demise is beautiful to behold. His body is struck by the first laser; it drills his chest, turning him sideways. The second strikes laterally into his ribcage, compensating the turn and giving his already dying body the twitching vitality of a marionette. Then a dozen other bolts slam into him, taking the meat from his bones in a spectacular ejection of flesh and blood. For a fraction of a second, though it seems longer to the spectators, his skull remains suspended in mid-air—grotesquely connected to his spinal cord—before it falls and rolls away.


  Then darkness, silence.


  After an initial pause, a period during which they are too shocked and stricken to move, the guests return inside. They are quiet, speaking barely in whispers as they try to evaluate the merit of the performance as a work of art.


  On the darkened deck below, the hired surgeons and their minions are conscientiously gathering together Devereaux’s remains. Hovering vacuums inhale his atomised body fluids; robot-drones collect the shards of bone and flaps of flesh. His skull has come to rest in one corner, grinning inanely.


  From the circular orbit of the left eye socket, a silver ovoid the size of a swan’s egg slowly emerges. A polished dome shows first, then pauses. Next, a long, jointed leg pulls itself free of the constriction, then another and another, until all eight are extricated. The Spider stands, straddling the ivory, grinning skull. Devereaux, with a three hundred and sixty degree view of the surrounding deck and the salvage work going on there, tests the Spider’s spindly limbs one by one. When he has mastery of their movement, he hurries off towards the dome. The legs lift high and fast with an impression of mincing fastidiousness as he skitters through the bloody remains.


  Locked within the digitised sensorium of the Spider, Devereaux is a prisoner of the guilt that suffuses the analogue of his mind. At least, when he inhabits his physical self, the guilt shunts itself off into the storage of his subconscious for long periods. The memory of his sins, his remorse and regret, have no refuge in the Spider: they are all up front, demanding attention. He cries out in silence for the refuge of his biological brain. He does not know how he will tolerate the next seven days, while the surgeons rebuild his body.


  He scuttles up a ramp, through the garden and into the dome where the guests are gathered. A dozen of his spider-like toys scurry hither and yon, affording him the perfect cover.


  He finds Carrington and climbs onto the back of an empty chair. He stands and watches, his body pulsing on the sprung suspension of his silver limbs.


  “Perhaps,” Carrington is saying, “rather than viewing his art from the standpoint of trying to work out what he means, what we should be asking ourselves is why? Why does he employ this macabre art form in the first place?”


  There is silence around the table.


  “Maybe,” Carrington goes on, “the answer lies not so much in Devereaux’s attempting to come to terms with the outside world, but with the monster that inhabits the darkness of his inner self.”


  Carrington turns his head and looks at the Spider, but his eyes do not dwell long enough for Devereaux to be sure if he knows for certain.


  “I’ve heard it said that our host was once a starship pilot.”


  The Spider climbs down from the chair and skitters across the marble floor towards the darkness of the manse.


  For Devereaux, the seven days he is captive in the Spider seem like as many years. Never has he known the time to pass so slowly. While he exists within the Spider he cannot sleep, nor shut down the process of intellection. The unbearable recollections from all those years ago howl without cessation in his awareness.


  On the eighth day he is restored to his biological self. It is like coming home, returning to a familiar, comfortable domicile. He hurries to the lounge and checks his video and fax for calls. There is a communique from Daniel Carrington. Will Devereaux care to meet him in Port City, to discuss a business proposal?


  That evening, Devereaux sits in a leather armchair overlooking the jungle. He is aware of the degeneration of his body. He is exhausted. His bones ache. He is beset by irregular muscular spasms, hot and cold flushes and bouts nausea. This is to be expected. How many times has this body died, and been put back together again? Fifteen, twenty? Devereaux gives thanks that soon it will all be over. He looks ahead to his rendezvous with Carrington, the confession he will make to someone he feels sure will understand his guilt.


  Devereaux hires a chauffeured air-car to transport him the five hundred kilometres to Port City. The metropolis has changed since his first visit to Venus, twenty years ago. Then it was little more than the beachhead settlement of an infant colony, struggling for autonomy from Earth. Now it is a thriving community the size of Tokyo or Rio, grown rich from the mining of the planet’s many natural resources.


  The air-car descends and speeds through the twilight streets to the headquarters of VenuSat, the station with which Carrington has his show.


  He takes an elevator to the penthouse suite. A servant shows him along a corridor and into a large, glass-enclosed room, more like a greenhouse than a lounge, filled with a riot of brilliant blooms and vines. A white grand piano occupies an area of carpeted floor before a view of the illuminated city. Black and white photographs stare at him from every wall. He recognises them as the late subjects of Carrington’s shows.


  Carrington himself, urbane in a black roll-neck jacket and tight leggings, emerges from behind a stand of cacti.


  He smiles and takes Devereaux’s hand.


  “So pleased . . .” he murmurs. The livid, diagonal scar that bisects his face is wax-like in the dim lighting.


  “I conducted a little wager with myself that you would be in touch,” Devereaux says.


  “I found your final performance—” Carrington pauses, searching for the right word “-fascinating. Would you care for a drink?” He moves to the bar and pours two generous cognacs.


  “Of everyone present that night,” Devereaux says, “your speculations came closest to the truth.”


  Carrington affects surprise—but it is just that, an affectation. “They did?”


  “You saw through the charade of the so-called ‘act’ and realized that it was nothing more than a rather self-indulgent form of therapy.”


  Carrington makes a modest gesture, not owning to such insight.


  “I presume,” Devereaux goes on, “that you summoned me here to find out why—why for the past twenty years I have indulged in such psycho-therapy?”


  He suspects that Carrington is wary of coming right out and saying that he wishes to record his very last act. Devereaux has the reputation of a temperamental recluse, an artist who might not view kindly the trivialisation of his death on prime-time vid-vision.


  But why else did Carrington summon him, other than to secure the rights to his ultimate performance?


  Carrington surprises him by saying, casually: “But I know why you have resorted to these acts.”


  “You do?” Devereaux walks to the wall-window and stares out at the scintillating city. Surely, even so celebrated a journalist as Daniel Carrington could not successfully investigate events so far away, so long ago?


  He turns, facing Carrington. “Perhaps you would care to explain?”


  “By all means,” Carrington says. “First, Jean-Philipe Devereaux is a non-de-plume, the name you took when you began your performances—”


  “Bravo!”


  “Please, hear me out. Your real name is Jacques Minot, born in Orleans, 2060. You trained at the Orly Institute in Paris, graduated with honours and joined the Chantilly Line as a co-pilot on the bigship Voltaire’s Revenge.”


  Devereaux—although Carrington is correct, he will be Devereaux to his dying day—hangs an exaggerated bow. “I applaud your investigative skills, M. Carrington.” He is oddly disturbed by the extent of Carrington’s knowledge. He wanted to confess to him, admittedly—but in his own time.


  Carrington continues. “You served on the Voltaire for ten years, then twenty years ago you were promoted to pilot and given your own ‘ship, the Pride of Bellatrix. The same year you made the ‘push to Janus, Aldebaran, and on the darkside of that planet something happened.”


  “But you don’t know what?” He feels relief that Carrington does not know everything, that he will after all be able to confess.


  “No, I do not know what happened,” Carrington says. “But I know that it was enough to make you quit your job and perfect your bizarre art.”


  “I must applaud you. I never thought I would live to hear my past delineated with such clinical objectivity.” He pauses. “But tell me—if you know nothing about what happened on Janus, how can you be so sure of my guilt?”


  Carrington smiles, almost to himself. “You were a little insane when you landed on Venus all those years ago—perhaps you still are. You found a street kid. You gave him your laser and a lot of creds and told him to burn a hole in your head. You told him that you deserved it. Not that he needed any justification—all he wanted was the cash. But he couldn’t bring himself to laser your head. He put a hole in your heart instead, figuring it was all the same anyway—you’d be just as dead. Except it wasn’t the same at all. When the medics found that you were carrying a pilot’s Spider Augmentation and had the creds to pay for rehabilitation, they brought you back. After that . . .” Carrington shrugs. “I think you developed a taste for dying as a way of assuaging your conscience. You turned it into an art form and it paid for your resurrections.”


  Devereaux says: “I take it you found the boy?”


  Carrington makes a non-committal gesture, as if to say that he cannot divulge his sources.


  Outside, lightning zigzags from the dense cloudrace, filling the room with an actinic stutter. Seconds later a cannonade of thunder trundles overhead.


  “How did you find out?” Devereaux asks. “About my past, about what I intend to do-?”


  “What do you intend, M. Devereaux?”


  Carrington’s attitude surprises him. What might he gain by feigning ignorance?


  “Let me proposition you, M. Carrington. You can have the exclusive rights to my absolute suicide, if you will listen to my confession . . .” Such a small price to pay.


  “Your suicide?”


  “Not just another performance—this will be the real thing. I have played with death long enough to know that nothing but true extinction can pay for what I did. Or did you think I planned an ultimate physical suicide, and that I intended to live on in my Augmentation, immortal? Now that would be a living hell!”


  But Daniel Carrington is shocked. He stares at Devereaux, slowly shaking his head.


  “No . . .” he says. “No, I can’t let you do that.”


  Devereaux is flustered. “But come, isn’t that why you wanted to see me? To arrange to broadcast the ultimate event?”


  From the inside of his roll-neck jacket, Carrington withdraws a pistol. It is a karque-hunter’s dart gun. He holds it in both hands and levels it at Devereaux.


  “Do you think for a minute that I like what I do, M. Devereaux?”


  “Why, my dear man—”


  “Do you think I enjoy living with death? Christ, everyone on the planet despises me. I have this—” he gestures to his scarred face “-as a continual reminder.”


  Devereaux tries to be placatory. He is non-plussed.


  “You didn’t want to meet me to ask my permission-?” he begins.


  “I asked you here to kill you,” Carrington smiles.


  Devereaux is sardonic. “With that?” he says. “My dear man, you’ll need more than a dart gun to destroy my Spider.” He pauses, peering at him. “But why?” he whispers.


  “I’ve hated you for so long, Devereaux,” Carrington smiles. “Of course, I naturally assumed you were dead—but I still felt hatred.”


  “You . . .?” Devereaux says. He recalls the kid he picked up, all those years ago.


  “I didn’t realize you’d survived, you see,” Carrington says. “All I could think about was that you’d used me to kill yourself.” He pauses. “Then I saw your picture on the vid, read about your forthcoming trip to Venus—and I knew I needed revenge. I had to kill you.”


  He fires without warning. The bolt hits Devereaux in the chest and kills him instantly—kills, that is, the body, the meat, the biological entity that is Jean-Philipe Devereaux. As the body falls to the floor, Devereaux finds himself in the sensorium of his Spider.


  “Monsieur Carrington . . .” His transistorised voice issues from his unmoving lips.


  “There is a laser in the inside pocket of my jacket. If you set it at maximum, it will despatch my Augmentation.”


  Carrington is standing over him, staring down.


  “But first—” Devereaux pleads. “First, please, let me confess.”


  “No!”


  Carrington steps forward, slips a small laser from his jacket.


  “That—” the Spider says “-is hardly powerful enough.”


  “For the past five years I’ve dreamed of this moment.”


  “Please, my confession!”


  “I dreamed of putting you to death, Devereaux—but that would be too good for you.”


  Devereaux screams a hideous: “No!”


  Carrington lifts the laser and, with an expression of revulsion, fires and separates Devereaux’s head from his shoulders. He grasps the a hank of hair and lifts the head. Dimly, thorough failing eyes, Devereaux makes out on Carrington’s features an expression of supreme satisfaction. “That would be far, far too good for you.”


  Time passes . . .


  Devereaux has known seven days as a prisoner in his Spider—in one case ten days—but always these periods were made tolerable by the knowledge that soon he would be returned to his body. Now there is no such knowledge. Upon killing him, Carrington bisected his head and fished out the Spider, bound his limbs and imprisoned him within a black velvet pouch, so that he did not have even the compensation of vision with which to distract his attention from the inevitable . . .


  He had only his memories, which returned him again and again to the darkside of Janus.


  At spiraldown, his co-pilot had pulled from the net, left Devereaux—or Minot, as he was then—to oversee the simple docking procedure. Devereaux had disengaged from his Spider a fraction of a second too soon, forgetting that he was on the darkside of Janus, where icy, hurricane-force winds scoured the port. He had not been paying attention, looking forward to his leave instead. The Spider would have been able to save the ship—calculated the realignment co-ordinates pulsed from the control tower—but Devereaux had no hope of processing so much information in so short a time. The Pride of Bellatrix overshot the dock and exploded into the terminal building, incinerating a hundred port workers, as well as the ship’s three hundred passengers, beyond any chance of resurrection . . .


  Devereaux alone had survived.


  His dreams are forever filled with the faces of the dead, their screams, and the unremitting stars of darkside illuminating a scene of carnage.


  Devereaux calculates that one week has passed when Daniel Carrington unties the pouch and daylight floods in. He expects Carrington to have devised for him some eternal torture: he will entomb him in concrete and pitch him into the deep Venusian sea, or bury him alive in the wilderness of the central desert.


  Carrington lifts him from the velvet pouch.


  Devereaux makes out the turgid Venusian overcast, and then the expanse of an ocean far below. They are on a chromium catwalk which follows the peak of a volcanic ridge. This is a northern tourist resort; silver domes dot the forbidding grey mountain-side.


  Carrington turns and walks along a promontory overlooking the sea. Devereaux knows, with terrible foresight, what Carrington has planned.


  Carrington holds the Spider before his eyes. Devereaux tries to struggle, realizes then with mounting panic that his legs have been removed. Even his only means of psychological release, a scream, is denied him.


  “I’ve had a long time to think about what I should do with you,” Carrington whispers. “At first I wanted to kill you.”


  Devereaux cries a silent: No! He knows now that Carrington will pitch him into the sea, and that he will remain there for ever, alone with his memories and his remorse. He tries to conceive of an eternity of such torture, but his mind baulks at the enormity of the prospect.


  “And then, when you told me that you intended to kill yourself anyway, I decided that there was another way of punishing you.”


  No! Devereaux yells to himself.


  Carrington is shaking his head.


  “But to do that would be as great a crime as doing what I thought I had done to you twenty years ago.” He stares off into the distance, reliving the past. “Perhaps the only way I can cure myself, Devereaux, is by saving you—and the only way I can save you is by destroying you.”


  Carrington turns then and strides along the catwalk. Seconds later he is standing on a railed gallery overlooking a fumarole brimming with a river of slow-flowing lava. With little ceremony, Carrington hefts the remains of the Spider and pitches it from the gallery.


  Devereaux gives thanks to Daniel Carrington as he tumbles through the air. The seconds seem to expand to fill aeons. He experiences a surge of relief, and for the very last time the pain of guilt.


  Devereaux hits the lava, and the casing of the Spider melts in the molten stream, and then he feels nothing.


  2000


  DEATH ON VENUS


  Ben Bova


  It was a matter of life and death—in more ways than one.


  My name is Van Humphries. I will be the first human being to reach the hell-hot surface of the planet Venus, or I will die in the attempt.


  My father gave me no other choice.


  All my life my father had looked down on me; despised me and my illness, sneeringly called me “Runt.” Sick from birth, I’d been born with a form of pernicious anemia because of my mother’s drug addiction. She had died giving birth to me, and my father blamed me for her death. He claimed she was the only woman he had ever truly loved, and I had killed her.


  Father—Martin Humphries—lived in Selene City on the Moon where he played his chosen roles of interplanetary tycoon; megabillionaire; hell-raising, womanizing, ruthless corrupt giant of industry; founder and head of Humphries Space Systems, Inc.


  My older brother, Alex, was the apple of Father’s eye. But three years ago Alex was killed on the first human mission to Venus. His ship entered the clouds that totally cover our sister planet, but never came out again.


  “It should’ve been you, Runt!” Father howled when we got the news. “It should’ve been you who died, not Alex.”


  Father stewed in helpless fury for months, then suddenly announced that he would give a ten-billion-dollar prize to whoever returned Alex’s remains to him.


  Ten billion dollars! I would have thought that half the world would leap at the chance to claim the prize. But then I realized that no one in his right mind would dare to try.


  As beautiful as Venus appears in our skies, the planet itself is the most hellish place in the solar system.


  The ground is hot enough to melt aluminum. The air pressure is so high it has crushed spacecraft landers as if they were flimsy cardboard cartons. The sky is perpetually covered from pole to pole with clouds of sulfuric acid. The atmosphere is a choking mixture of carbon dioxide and sulfurous gases.


  But Martin Humphries wanted his son’s remains returned to him. So he offered his ten-billion-dollar prize.


  And he did one other thing. He cut off my stipend, as of my twenty-fifth birthday. On that date I became penniless.


  I had loved Alex, the big brother who’d protected me as best as he could from Father’s cruel disdain. I decided that I would go to Venus and find his remains.


  If I was successful, I would be financially secure and independent of Father for the rest of my life.


  If I failed, I would join Alex on the red-hot surface of Venus.


  I was not the only desperate one aiming for the prize money, I discovered. Lars Fuchs, a “rock rat” from the Asteroid Belt, was also on his way to Venus. From what Father told me, Fuchs was a monster. I had never seen my father look so disturbed about anyone. My father hated Lars Fuchs, that was apparent. He was also quite clearly afraid of him.


  We travelled from Earth orbit to Venus orbit in a converted freighter named Truax. Tethered to the shabby old bucket was Hesperos, the craft that we would ride into the clouds of Venus and down to the planet’s surface. Hesperos was small but efficient, a cross between a dirigible and submarine that would glide through Venus’ thick clouds and carry us all the way down to the ground, where the atmospheric pressure was about the same as the pressure of ocean water more than a kilometer below the surface.


  I had wanted Tomas Rodriguez to captain Hesperos, but Father had insisted on putting one of his former mistresses in charge, Desiree Duchamp. Tomas reluctantly accepted being bumped to second-in-command. Captain Duchamp, in turn, brought her daughter along. Marguerite was a biologist, of all things. Who needed a biologist on a planet as dead and devastated as Venus?


  I soon found out two things: Captain Duchamp wanted her daughter with her because my lecherous father had his eye on her. And Marguerite Duchamp was a clone of her mother.


  As Marguerite explained to me, “Mother’s always said she’s never met a man she’d trust to father a child with her. So she cloned herself and had the embryo implanted in herself. Eight and a half months later I was born.”


  It was a tense two months, going from Earth to Venus. At last the day arrived when we were to transfer from Truax to Hesperos, leaving the old freighter in orbit with a skeleton crew aboard her.


  I took one last look at my stateroom. When we had boarded Truax the single room had seemed rather cramped and decidedly shabby to me. Over the nine weeks of our flight to Venus, though, I’d grown accustomed to having my office and living quarters all contained within the same four walls—or bulkheads, as they’re called aboard ship. At least the smart wall screens had made the compartment seem larger than it actually was.


  Now we were ready to transfer to the much smaller Hesperos. At least, the crew was. I dreaded the move. If Truax was like a tatty old freighter, Hesperos would be more like a cramped, claustrophobic submarine.


  To make matters worse, in order to get to the dirigible-like Hesperos we were going to have to perform a spacewalk. I was actually going to have to seal myself into a spacesuit and go outside into that yawning vacuum and trolley down the cable that linked the two vessels, with nothing between me and instant death but the monomolecular layers of my suit. I could already feel my insides fluttering with near panic.


  For about the twelve-thousandth time I told myself I should have insisted on a tugboat. Rodriguez had talked me out of it when we’d first started planning the mission. “A pressurized tug, just so we can make the transfer without getting into our suits?” he had jeered at me. “That’s an expense we can do without. It’s a waste of money.”


  “It would be much safer, wouldn’t it?” I had persisted.


  Tomas Rodriguez had been an astronaut; he’d gone to Mars four times before retiring upward to become a consultant to aerospace companies and universities doing planetary explorations. Yet what he really wanted was to fly again.


  He was a solidly built man with an olive complexion and thickly curled hair that he kept clipped very short, almost a military crew cut. He looked morose most of the time, pensive, almost unapproachable. But that was just a mask. He smiled easily, and when he did it lit up his whole face to show the truly gentle man beneath the surface.


  But he was not smiling; he looked disgusted. “You want safety? Use the mass and volume we’d need for the tug to carry extra water. That’ll give us an edge in case the recycler breaks down.”


  “We have a backup recycler.”


  “Water’s more important than a tug that we’ll only use for five minutes during the whole mission. That’s one piece of equipment that we definitely don’t need to carry along.”


  So I had let Rodriguez talk me out of the tug. Now I was going to have perform an EVA, a space walk, something that definitely gave me the shakes.


  My jitters got even worse whenever I thought about Lars Fuchs.


  Once my father told me that Fuchs actually was racing for the prize money, I spent long hours digging every byte of information I could glean about him. What I found was hardly encouraging. Fuchs had a reputation for ruthlessness and achievement. According to the media biographies, he was a merciless taskmaster, a driven and hard-driving tyrant who ran roughshod over anyone who stood in his way. Except my father.


  The media had barely covered Fuchs’ launch into a high-velocity transit to Venus. He had built his ship in secrecy out in the Belt—adapted an existing vessel, apparently, to his needs. Unlike all the hoopla surrounding my own launch from Tarawa, there was only one brief interview with Fuchs on the nets, grainy and stiff because of the hour-long delay between the team of questioners on Earth and Fuchs, out there among the asteroids.


  I pored over that single interview, studying the face of my adversary on my stateroom wall screen, in part to get my mind off the impending space walk. Fuchs was a thickset man, probably not much taller than me, but with a barrel chest and powerful-looking shoulders beneath his deep blue jacket. His face was broad, jowly, his mouth a downcast slash that seemed always to be sneering. His eyes were small and set so deep in his sockets that I couldn’t make out what color they might be.


  He made a grisly imitation of a smile to the interviewers’ opening question and replied, “Yes, I am going to Venus. It seems only fair that I should take this very generous prize money from Martin Humphries—the man who destroyed my business and took my wife from me more than thirty years ago.”


  That brought a barrage of questions from the reporters. I froze the image and delved into the hypertext records.


  Fuchs had an impressive background. He had been born poor, but built a sizable fortune for himself out in the Asteroid Belt, as a prospector. Then he started his own asteroidal mining company and became one of the major operators in the Belt, until Humphries Space Systems undercut his prices so severely that Fuchs was forced into bankruptcy. HSS then bought out the company for a fraction of its true worth. My father had personally taken control and fired Fuchs from the firm that the man had founded and developed over two decades.


  While Fuchs stayed out in the Asteroid Belt, penniless and furious with helpless rage, his wife left him and married Martin Humphries. She became my father’s fourth and last wife.


  I gasped with sudden understanding. She was my mother! The mother I had never known. The mother who had died giving birth to me six years afterward. The mother whose drug addiction had saddled me with chronic anemia from birth. I stared at her image on the screen: young, with the flaxen hair and pale blue eyes of the icy northlands. She was very beautiful, yet she looked fragile, delicate, like a flower that blooms on a glacier for only a day and then withers.


  It took an effort to erase her image and go back to the news file. Fuchs had taken off for Venus in a specially modified ship he had named Lucifer. The Latin name for Venus as the morning star was Lucifer. It was also the name used by the Hebrew prophet Isaiah as a synonym for Satan.


  Lucifer. And Fuchs. After a high-g flight, he was already in orbit around Venus, more than a week ahead of me. Sitting there in my stateroom, staring at Fuchs’ sardonic, sneering face on the wall screen, I remembered that the time had come to transfer to Hesperos. There was no way to get out of it. I still wished I was home and safe, but now I knew that I had to go through with this mission no matter what the dangers.


  But my thoughts went back to my mother. I had never known that she was once Fuchs’ wife. My father hardly ever spoke of her, except to blame me for her death. Alex had told me that it wasn’t my fault, that women didn’t die in childbirth unless there was something terribly wrong. It was Alex who told me about her drug dependency; as far as my father was concerned she was faultless.


  “She was the only woman I ever really loved,” he said, many a time. I almost believed him. Then he would add, cold as liquid helium, “And you killed her, Runt.”


  A single rap on my door startled me. Before I could respond, Desiree Duchamp slid the door open and gave me a hard stare.


  She wore the same dun-colored flight coveralls as everyone else aboard ship, but on her they looked crisper, sharper, almost like a military uniform. Her eyes were large and luminous. She might have been beautiful if she would smile, but the expression on her face was severe, bitter, almost angry.


  “Are you coming or not?” she demanded.


  I drew myself up to my full height—not quite eye to eye with my captain—and forced my voice to be steady and calm as I answered, “Yes. I’m ready.”


  When she turned and headed down the passageway I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to conjure up a picture of my brother. I’m doing this for you, Alex, I said to myself. I’m going to find out why you died—and who’s responsible for your death.


  But as I headed down the passageway after Duchamp, the image in my mind was of my mother, so young and lovely and vulnerable.


  We had done simulations of the EVA procedure a dozen times, and I had suited up each time. I thought it was silly, like children playing dress-up, but Duchamp had insisted that we pull on the cumbersome suits and boots and helmets and backpacks even though we were only going to play-act in Truax’s virtual reality chamber.


  Now the crew was gathered at the main airlock, busily getting into their spacesuits. It looked to me like the changing room in some athletic team’s locker, or a beachside cabana. I paid intense attention to every detail of the procedure, though. This time it would be for real. A mistake here could be fatal. Leggings first, then the thickly lined boots. Slide into the torso and wiggle your arms through the sleeves. Pull the bubble helmet over your head, seal it to the neck ring. Then work the gloves over your fingers. The gloves had a bony exoskeleton on their backs, powered by tiny servomotors that amplified one’s muscle power tenfold. There were also servos built into the suit’s joints: shoulders, elbows, knees.


  Duchamp herself hung the life-support rig on my back and connected the air hose and power lines. The backpack felt like a ton weighing on my shoulders.


  I heard the suit’s air fans whine into life, like distant gnats, and felt cool air flowing softly across my face. The suit was actually roomy inside, although the leggings chafed a little against my thighs.


  Marguerite, Rodriguez and the four other crew members were all fully suited. Even Dr. Waller, our rotund, dark-skinned Jamaican physician with the sunny disposition, was frowning slightly with impatience as they waited for me to finish up.


  “Sorry I’m so slow,” I muttered.


  They nodded from inside their fishbowl helmets. Marguerite even managed a little smile.


  “All right,” Duchamp said at last, once she was convinced my suit was properly sealed. “Radio check.” Her voice was muffled slightly by the helmet.


  One by one the crew members called to the EVA controller up on the bridge. I heard each of them in my helmet earphones.


  “Mr. Humphries?” the controller called.


  “I hear you,” I said.


  “Radio check complete. Captain Duchamp, you and your crew are go for transfer.”


  With Duchamp directing us, we went through the airlock hatch, starting with Rodriguez. Then the doctor and, one by one, the three technicians. I followed Marguerite. Captain Duchamp grasped my arm as I stepped carefully over the sill of the hatch into the blank metal womb of the airlock.


  Once she swung the inner hatch shut I felt as if I were in a bare metal coffin. I started to breathe faster, felt my heart pumping harder. Stop it! I commanded myself. Calm down before you hyperventilate.


  But when the outer hatch started to slide open I almost panicked.


  There was nothing out there! They expected me to step out into total emptiness. I tried to find some stars in that black infinity, something, anything to reassure me, but through the deep tinting of my helmet I could not see any.


  “Hold on.” Rodriguez’s familiar voice calmed me a little. But only a little. Then I saw the former astronaut—now an astronaut once again—slide into view, framed by the outline of the open hatch.


  “Gimme your tether,” Rodriguez said, extending a gloved hand toward me. It looked like a robot reaching for me. I couldn’t see his face at all. Even though the bubble helmets gave us fine visibility from inside them, their protective sunshield tinting made them look like mirrors from the outside. All I could see in Rodriguez’s helmet was the blank fishbowl reflection of my own helmet.


  “C’mon, Mr. Humphries. Gimme your tether. I’ll attach it to the trolley. Otherwise you’ll swing away.”


  I remembered the drill from the simulations we had gone through. I unclipped one end of my safety tether from its hook at the waist of my suit and handed it mutely to Rodriguez. He disappeared from my view. There was nothing beyond the airlock hatch that I could see, nothing but a gaping, all-encompassing emptiness.


  “Step out now, come on,” Rodriguez’s voice coaxed in my earphones. “You’re okay now. Your tether’s connected to the trolley and I’m right here.”


  His spacesuited form floated into view again, like a pale white ghost hovering before me. Then I saw the others, a scattering of bodies floating in the void, each connected to the trolley by thin tethers that seemed to be stretched to their limit.


  “It’s really fun,” Marguerite’s voice called.


  We were not in zero gravity. The two spacecraft were still swinging around their common center of gravity, still connected by the Buckyball cable. But there was nothing out there! Nothing but an emptiness that stretched to the ends of the universe.


  Shaking inside, my heart thundering so loudly that I knew they could all hear it over my suit radio, I grasped the edge of the outer hatchway in my gloved hands and, closing my eyes, stepped off into infinity.


  My stomach dropped away. I felt bile burning up into my throat. My mind raced. He missed me! Rodriguez missed me and I’m falling away from the ship. I’ll fall into the Sun or go drifting out and away forever and ever.


  Then something tugged at me. Hard. My eyes popped open and I saw that my tether was as taut as a steel rod, holding me securely. But the trolley seemed to be miles away. And I couldn’t see any of the others even when I twisted my head to look for them.


  “He’s secured,” Rodriguez’s voice said in my earphones.


  “Very well,” Duchamp replied. “I’m coming out.”


  I was twisting around, literally at the end of my tether, trying to find the rest of us.


  Then the massive bulk of Venus slid into my view. The planet was huge! Its tremendous mass curved gracefully, so bright that it was hard to look at it even through the heavy tinting of my helmet. For a dizzying moment I felt as if its enormous expanse was above me, over my head, and it was going to come down and crush me like a ponderous boulder squashing some insignificant bug.


  But only for a moment. The fear passed quickly and I gasped as I stared at the overpowering awesome immensity of the planet. Tears sprang to my eyes, not from its brightness, from its beauty.


  I felt someone tugging at my shoulder. “Hey, you okay, boss?” Rodriguez asked.


  “Wha . . . yes. Yes, I’m all right.”


  “Don’t freeze up on us now,” the astronaut said. “We’ll be ready to move soon’s Duchamp gets herself connected to the trolley.”


  I couldn’t take my eyes off Venus. She was a brilliant saffron-yellow expanse, glowing like a thing alive. Goddess of beauty, sure enough. At first I thought the cloud deck was as firm and unvarying as a sphere of solid gold. Then I saw that I could make out streamers among the clouds, slightly darker stretches, patches where the amber yellowish clouds billowed up slightly.


  I was falling in love with a world.


  “I’m secured. Let’s get moving.” Duchamp’s terse order broke my hypnotic staring.


  Turning my entire body slightly I saw the seven other figures bobbing slightly around the trolley, which was nothing more than a motorized framework of metal struts that could crawl along the Buckyball cable.


  I looked down the length of the cable toward Hesperos, which seemed to be kilometers away. Which it was: three kilometers, to be exact. At that distance the fat dirigible that was our spacecraft looked like a toy model or a holographic image of the real thing. At its nose the broad cone of the heat shield stood in place like a giant parasol, looking faintly ludicrous and totally inadequate to protect the vessel from the burning heat of entry into those thick yellow clouds.


  “All right, by the numbers, check in,” Duchamp commanded.


  As the crew members called in I thought again of what a farce Marguerite’s “official” title of mission scientist was. But I was glad she was with us. I could talk to her. She didn’t lord it over me as her mother did; even Rodriguez made it clear, without realizing he was doing it, that he regarded me as little more than a rich kid playing at being a scientist.


  “All right, then,” Duchamp said. “Captain to Truax. We are ready for transfer.”


  “Copy you ready for transfer, Captain. Hesperos main airlock is cycled, outer hatch open and waiting for your arrival.”


  “Activate trolley,” she commanded.


  “Activating.”


  I felt a very slight tug on my tether, and then all of us were moving toward the distant Hesperos, accelerating now, sliding down the long Buckyball cable like a small school of minnows flashing across a pond. Hesperos seemed to be coming up at us awfully fast; I thought we’d crash into her, but I kept silent. Sometimes you’d rather die than make an ass of yourself.


  Sure enough, the trolley smoothly decelerated, slowly coming to a stop as the seven of us swung on our tethers like a trained team of acrobats in a silent ballet until we were facing down toward Hesperos. I marvelled that we went through the maneuver without bumping one another, but Rodriguez later told me it was simple Newtonian mechanics at work. My respects to Sir Isaac.


  The trolley stopped about ten meters from the open airlock hatch, with us hanging by our tethers with our boots a mere meter or so from Hesperos’ hull. As we had done in the virtual reality simulations, Duchamp unhooked her tether and dropped to the hatch, her knees bending as her boots hit the hull soundlessly.


  She stepped into the airlock, disappearing into its shadowed depth for a moment. Then her bubble helmet and shoulders emerged from the hatch and she beckoned to me.


  “Welcome aboard, Mr. Humphries,” she said. “As owner, you should be the first to board Hesperos. After me, of course.”


  “I’ve tried to contact him a dozen times, Mr. Humphries,” said the communications technician. “He simply doesn’t answer.”


  It was the longest sentence the comm tech had spoken to me since I’d first met her. Her name was Riza Kolodny. She was a plain-looking young woman with a round face and mousey brown hair that she kept short, in the chopped-up look that had been fashionable a couple of years earlier.


  I was bending over her shoulder, staring at the hash-streaked communications screen. Riza was chewing something that smelled vaguely of cinnamon, or perhaps it was clove. She seemed apprehensive, perhaps afraid that she was displeasing me.


  “I’ve tried all the comm freaks,” she said, lapsing into jargon in her nervousness, “starting with the frequency Captain Fuchs registered with the IAA. He just doesn’t answer.”


  Hesperos was not built for creature comforts. The tubular gondola that hung beneath the vessel’s bulbous gas envelope housed a spare and spartan set of compartments that included die bridge, galley, a single lavatory for all eight of us, work spaces, infirmary, supply lockers, and our so-called living quarters—which were nothing more than slim, coffin-sized berths partitioned off for a modicum of privacy. There was no room aboard Hesperos for anything but utilitarian efficiency. We all felt crowded, cramped. I had to fight off incipient claustrophobia whenever I slid into my berth; I felt like Dracula coming home for a good day’s sleep.


  The bridge was especially cramped. The comm center was nothing more than a console shoehorned in a bare few centimeters from the captain’s command chair. I had to twist myself into a pretzel shape to get close enough to Riza’s chair to see her screen. I could feel Duchamp’s breath on the back of my neck; she was ignoring me, her dark eyes intently focused on the EVA displayed on the main screen before her. Rodriguez and the two other techs were outside in their spacesuits, clambering over the heat shield, checking every square centimeter of it.


  “Maybe Fuchs’ ship has broken down,” I thought aloud. Wishful thinking, actually. “Maybe he’s in trouble.”


  Riza shook her head, fluttering her butchered hairdo. “Lucifer is telemetering its systems status back to IAA headquarters on the regular data channel, same as we are. The ship’s still in orbit with all systems functional.”


  “Then why doesn’t he answer our call?” I wondered.


  “He doesn’t want to,” said Duchamp.


  I turned to face her, not exactly an easy thing to do in the jammed confines of the bridge.


  “Why not?”


  She gave me a frosty smile. “Ask him.”


  I glared at her. She was making a joke of my effort to contact Lars Fuchs. There was only the three of us on the bridge; Rodriguez’s chair was empty.


  “I could relay our call through IAA headquarters,” Riza suggested. “He might reply to us if the request came through diem.”


  “He won’t,” Duchamp said flatly. “I know Fuchs. He’s not talking to us because he doesn’t want to. And that’s that.”


  Reluctantly, I accepted her assessment of the situation. Fuchs was going to remain silent. The only way we would learn of what he was doing would be to access whatever data he was sending back to the International Astronautical Authority in Geneva.


  “Very well,” I said, squeezing between Duchamp and the display screen she was watching. “I’m going to the observation port to do my news broadcast.”


  “Stay clear of the airlock,” Duchamp warned. “Tommy and the others will be coming back in less than ten minutes.”


  “Right,” I said as I ducked through the hatch. The main passageway ran the length of the gondola; it was so narrow that Rodriguez joked that a man could fall in love squeezing past someone there.


  Before we left Earth the question of news coverage had come up. Should we bring a reporter along with us? Back when I thought I’d be bringing some of my friends along on the journey, I had been all in favor of the idea. I thought the nets would love to send a reporter to Venus, and I had several friends who could qualify for the role. Live broadcasts from the mission couldn’t fail to get top ratings, I figured. Unfortunately, the net executives saw it differently. They pointed out to me that newscasts from Hesperos would be interesting the first day or two, but they’d quickly become boring on the long voyage out to Venus. They admitted that once we got there, live reports from Venus would be a sensational story—again, for a day or two. But afterward the story would lose its glamour and become nothing but colorless, tedious routine.


  “It’s science stuff,” one of the junior executives—a sometime friend of mine, in fact—told me. “Science stuff is boring.”


  They certainly were not willing to pay a reporter’s expenses, and insurance. It was Duchamp who suggested that I serve as the expedition’s reporter, the face and voice of the Hesperos’ mission. “Who better?” she asked rhetorically. I liked the idea. It eliminated the need to carry an extra person along with us. I would file a personal report on the expedition’s progress every day. I would become a household figure all around the Earth/Moon system. I really thought that would be terrific. Even if the nets wouldn’t feature my broadcasts every day, people could access them whenever they wanted. I often wondered, as I went through my daily report, if my father ever watched me.


  Duchamp was no fool. Removing the need to bring a reporter with us she also removed any possible objections I could raise about her replacing our astronomer with a biologist. Her daughter. Fait accompli. She had manipulated me beautifully and I hardly even minded it, although we both knew we didn’t need a biologist aboard. Duchamp did it for personal reasons.


  Yet I didn’t mind. I was actually pleased that Marguerite was with us. Except for my daily news report I had no real duties aboard Hesperos. Time hung heavily as we coasted out to Venus and then established orbit around the planet. Marguerite had little to do, also, as far as ship’s duties were concerned, although she usually seemed busy enough when I went looking for her.


  Often she was in the little cubbyhole that had been converted into her laboratory. After leaving the bridge and heading for the observation port in the nose of the gondola, I naturally passed by her lab. It was smaller than a phone booth, of course.


  The accordion-fold door was slid back, so I stopped and asked her, “Are you busy?”


  “Yes,” said Marguerite. It was a silly question. She was pecking at the keyboard of a laptop, one of several she had propped along the compartment’s chest-high shelf. There was no room in her lab for a chair or even a stool; Marguerite worked standing up.


  “Oh. I was on my way to do my news report and I thought I’d stop in the galley for a few minutes . . .” My voice trailed off; she was paying no attention to me, tapping at the keyboard of one laptop with a finger while she clicked away on a remote controller with her other hand, changing the images on one of her other screens. The images looked like photomicrographs of bacteria or something equally distasteful. Either that or really bad primitive art.


  I shrugged, conceding defeat, and continued down the narrow passageway to the galley. It was nothing more than a set of food freezers and microwave ovens lining one side of the passageway, with a single stark bench on the other side, where one of the gondola’s oblong windows showed the massive, curving bulk of the planet below, gleaming like a gigantic golden lamp.


  I slumped down on the bench and gazed out at Venus’ yellowish clouds. They shifted and changed as I watched. It was almost like staring into a fire, endlessly fascinating, hypnotic. The clouds’ hue seemed to be slightly different from one orbit to another. At the moment they looked almost sickly, bilious. Maybe it’s just me, I reasoned. I felt like that, sad and sick and alone.


  “Mind if I join you?”


  I looked up and there was Marguerite standing over me. I shot to my feet.


  “Pull up a section of bench,” I said brightly.


  Marguerite was a physical duplicate of her mother. Younger, of course, not so taut or intimidating, yet the same tall, slim figure. The same sculptured cheekbones and strong jaw. The same jet black eyes and raven hair.


  Where her mother was demanding and dominating, though, Marguerite seemed troubled, uncertain of herself. The mother wore her shoulder-length hair severely pulled back; the daughter’s flowed softly, and was considerably longer.


  Marguerite sat next to me and I caught a scent of perfume, very delicate, but a wonderful contrast to the metallic starkness of the ship.


  “I’m sorry I was short with you back there,” she said. “I was running the latest UV scans of the atmosphere. Sometimes it gets pretty intense.”


  “Oh, sure. I understand.”


  She was still wrapped up in her work. “Something down in those clouds absorbs ultraviolet light,” she said.


  “You think it’s biological? A life-form in the clouds?”


  She started to nod, then thought better of it. As if she were a long-experienced scientist, she buried her enthusiasm and answered noncommittally, “I don’t know. Perhaps. We won’t know for certain until we get down into the clouds and take samples.”


  Without thinking I argued, “What about all the sampling the unmanned probes did, years ago? They didn’t find any evidence of living organisms.” Suddenly Marguerite’s dark eyes snapped with annoyance. “They weren’t equipped to. They all carried nephelometers to measure droplet size, but not one of them carried a single instrument that could have detected any biological activity. A Shetland pony could’ve flown by and those dumb-ass robots would never have noticed.”


  “There weren’t any biological sensors on any of the probes?”


  “Not one,” she said. “Venus is a dead planet. That’s the official word.”


  “But you don’t believe it.”


  “Not yet. Not until I’ve looked for myself.”


  I felt a new respect for Marguerite. She could be just as much a tigress as her mother in matters that she cared about.


  “How much longer will we stay in orbit?” she asked.


  I hunched my shoulders. “We’re scanning the equatorial region with radar, looking for any sign of the wreckage of my brother’s ship.”


  “Wouldn’t it be all smashed into small pieces?”


  “Probably not,” I answered. “The atmosphere’s so thick that his ship would’ve gone to the bottom like a ship sinking in the ocean, back home. I mean, the pressure down at the surface is like our oceans, a kilometer or more below sea level.”


  She thought about that for a moment. “So it wouldn’t be like a plane falling out of the sky on Earth.”


  “Or like a missile hitting the ground. No. More like the Titanic settling on the bottom of the Atlantic.”


  “You haven’t found anything yet?”


  “Not yet,” I admitted. Hesperos was in a two-hour equatorial orbit; we had circled the planet thirty times, so far.


  “How much of a chance is there that you’ll spot something?”


  “Well, we know where he first entered the atmosphere, the latitude and longitude. But we can only guess where he might have drifted while he was in the clouds.”


  “He didn’t have a tracking beacon?”


  “Its signal broke up a lot once he went into the cloud deck, so we’ve got to scan a pretty wide swath along the equator.”


  Marguerite looked past me, out at the clouds swirling across the face of Venus. She stared at them as if she could get them to part by sheer willpower. I watched the profile of her face. How much she looked like her mother! The same face, yet somehow softer, kinder. It made me think about how little I looked like my father. Alex resembled Father. People had often exclaimed that Alex looked like a younger replica of Martin Humphries. But I resembled my mother, they said. The mother I never knew.


  Marguerite turned back to me. “Are you really a planetary scientist?”


  The question surprised me. “I try to be,” I said.


  “Then why aren’t you working at it? There’s your planet, right out there, and yet you spend your time wandering around the ship like a little lost boy.”


  “I’ve got a complete set of instruments taking data,” I said. It sounded weak and defensive, even to me.


  “But you’re not doing anything with the data. You’re not analyzing it or using it to change the sensors’ operating parameters. You’re just letting everything chug along on their preset programs.”


  “The data goes back to Professor Cochrane at Caltech. If she wants the instruments changed, she tells me and I make the changes.”


  “Like a graduate student,” Marguerite said. “A trained chimpanzee.”


  That stung. “Well . . . I’ve got other things to do, you know.”


  “Like what?”


  “I send in my news reports every day.”


  Her lips pulled down disapprovingly. “That must take all of ten minutes.” Strangely, I felt laughter bubbling up in me. I normally don’t take kindly to criticism, but Marguerite had hit me fairly and squarely.


  “Oh, no,” I answered her, chuckling. “It takes more like half an hour.”


  Her expression softened, but only a little. “Well then, let’s see. I’ll give you eight hours for sleeping and an hour and a half for meals . . . that leaves fourteen empty hours every day! If I had fourteen hours on my hands I’d build a whole new set of biosensors for when we dip into the clouds.”


  “I could help you,” I said.


  She pretended to consider the offer. “Uh-huh. Do you have any background in cellular biology?”


  “I’m afraid not.”


  “Spectroscopy? Can you take apart one of the mass spectrometers and realign it to be sensitive to organic molecules?”


  I must have been grinning like a fool. “Um, do you have a manual for that? I can follow instruction manuals pretty well.”


  She was smiling now, too. “I think you’d better stick to your own specialty.”


  “Planetary physics.”


  “Yes. But get active about it! There’s more to science than watching the readouts of your instruments.”


  “I suppose so. But so far the sensors aren’t showing anything that the old probes didn’t get, years ago.”


  “Are you certain? Have you gone through the data thoroughly? You mean to tell me there’s nothing different? No anomalies, no unexplained blips in the incoming data?”


  Before I could think of an answer, Duchamp’s voice came through the intercom speaker built into the overhead. “Mr. Humphries, radar scan has picked up a glint that might be wreckage. Could you come to the bridge, please?”


  Rodriguez was back on the bridge when we got there, and with all three chairs occupied, the bridge was simply too small for both me and Marguerite to squeeze in. I ducked halfway through the hatch and stopped there. Marguerite stayed behind me, in the passageway, and looked in over my shoulder.


  The main screen, in front of Duchamp’s command chair, showed a frozen radar image: dark shadows and jumbled shapes of landforms with a single bright glint at its center. Rodriguez was leaning forward in his chair, studying the image, perspiration beading his brow.


  “That could be it,” he said, pointing to me. “It’s definitely metal; the computer analysis leaves no doubt.”


  I stared hard at the blob of light. “Can we get better resolution? You can’t tell what it is from this image.”


  Before Riza could reply from the comm console, Duchamp snapped, “We’ve amplified it as much as we can. That’s the best we can get.”


  Rodriguez said, “It’s within the footprint that your brother’s craft would be expected to have, knowing what we know about when and where he went down. Nothing else metallic has shown up in the region.”


  “We’ll have to go lower for better resolution,” Duchamp said. “Get under the cloud deck and use the telescopes.”


  “What region is that?” Marguerite asked, from behind me.


  “Aphrodite,” said her mother.


  “It’s a highland region, more than two kilometers higher than the surrounding plains,” Rodriguez said.


  “Then it must be cooler,” I said.


  Duchamp smiled humorlessly. “Cooler, yes. The ground temperature is down to a pleasant four hundred degrees Celsius.”


  The lowland surface temperature averages above four hundred fifty degrees, I knew.


  “Are we set for atmosphere entry?” I asked.


  “The heat shield’s been checked out,” Duchamp replied. “Propulsion is ready.”


  “And still no word from Fuchs?”


  Riza answered from the comm console, “He entered the cloud deck two hours ago, halfway around the planet. I got his entry position from the IAA.”


  “Then he hasn’t seen the wreckage?” Duchamp shook her head. “If we’ve seen that glint, he has too.”


  “The plane of his entry was almost exactly equatorial,” Riza said, almost apologetically. “He’ll most likely come out of the clouds in the same region as the glint.”


  I felt a dull throb in my jaw and realized that my teeth were clenched tight. “Very well then,” I said. “We’d better get under the clouds, too.”


  Duchamp nodded, then touched a stud on her chair’s left armrest. “Captain to crew: take your entry stations. Stand by for atmospheric entry in ten minutes.” She lifted her hand and looked directly at me. “Clear the bridge of all nonessential personnel.”


  I took her unsubtle hint and backed out into the passageway. Marguerite was already striding away.


  “Where are you going?” I called after her.


  “To my lab. I want to record the entry.”


  “The automatic sensors—”


  “They’re not programmed to look for organic molecules or other exotic species. Besides, I want to get the entry process on video. It’ll look good for your news report.”


  I started to reply, then sensed Rodriguez standing behind me.


  “She threw you off the bridge, too?” He grinned at me. “My entry station is up forward with the life-support technician.” He squeezed past me and started along the passageway.


  The trouble was, I had no official entry station. If we went strictly by the rules I should’ve slid into my berth and stayed strapped in there until we jettisoned the heat shield. But I had no intention of doing that.


  “Is there room for a third person up there?” I asked, trailing after Rodriguez.


  “If you don’t mind the body odors,” he said over his shoulder.


  “I showered this morning,” I said, hurrying to catch up with him.


  “Yeah, well, it’s gonna get a little warm up there, you know. You’d be more comfortable in your berth.”


  I lifted my chin a notch. “You don’t have to pamper me.”


  Rodriguez glanced over his shoulder at me. “Okay, you’re the boss. You wanta be in the hot seat, come on along.”


  Striding down the passageway behind him, I asked, “How are you and Duchamp getting along?”


  “Fine,” he said, without slowing down or looking back toward me. “No problems.”


  Something in his voice sounded odd to me. “Are you sure?”


  “We’ve worked things out. We’re okay.”


  He sounded strange . . . cheerful, almost. As if he was in on a joke and I wasn’t.


  We passed Marguerite’s tiny lab. The accordion-pleat door was folded open and I could see her standing in the cubicle, her head bent over a palm-sized video camera.


  “You’ll have to strap down for the entry,” Rodriguez told her. “It’s gonna get bumpy for a while.”


  “I’ll help her,” I said. “You go ahead and I’ll catch up with you.” Mr. Gallant, that’s me.


  Rodriguez looked uncertain for a moment, but then he nodded acceptance. “The two of you have got to be belted in for the entry. I don’t care where, but you’ve got to be in safety harnesses. Understood?”


  “Understood,” I assured him. Duchamp had made us practice the entry procedures at least once a day for the past two weeks.


  “ENTRY BEGINS IN EIGHT MINUTES,” the countdown computer announced.


  Marguerite looked up from her work. “There. The vidcam’s ready.”


  She pushed past me and started down the passageway to the observation blister, the camera in her hand.


  “Aren’t you going with Tom?” she asked.


  “I was,” I said, “but if you don’t mind I’d rather stay with you.”


  “I don’t mind.”


  “Rodriguez gave me the feeling I’d just be in his way up there.”


  “I’m sure he didn’t mean it that way.”


  “I know when I’m being condescended to,” I insisted.


  “Tom’s not like that.”


  We reached the blister, a metal bubble that extended outward from the gondola’s main body. Three small observation ports studded its side, each window made of thick tinted quartz. Four padded swivel chairs were firmly bolted to the deck.


  “You won’t see much through the tinting,” I said.


  Marguerite smiled at me, and went to a small panel beneath the port that slanted forward. Opening it, she snapped her camera into the recess. Then she shut the panel again. Three tiny lights winked on: two green, one amber. As I watched, the amber light turned red.


  “What’s that?” I asked, puzzled. “I thought I knew every square centimeter of this bucket.”


  “God is in the details,” Marguerite said. “I got Tom and my mother to allow me to build this special niche here. It’s like an airlock, with an inner hatch and an outer one.”


  “They allowed you to break the hull’s integrity?” I felt shocked.


  “It was all done within the standard operating procedures. Tom and Aki both checked it out.”


  Akira Sakamoto was our life-support technician: young, chubby, introspective to the point of surliness, so quiet he was almost invisible aboard the ship.


  I was still stunned. “And the camera’s exposed to vacuum?”


  She nodded, obviously pleased with herself. “The outer hatch opened when the inner one sealed. That’s why the third light is red.”


  “Why didn’t anybody tell me about this?” I wasn’t angry, really. Just surprised that they’d do this without at least telling me.


  “It was in the daily logs. Didn’t you see them?” Marguerite turned the nearest swivel chair to face the port and sat in it.


  I took the chair next to her. “Who reads the daily reports? They’re usually nothing but boring details.”


  “Tom highlighted it.”


  “When? When was this done?”


  She thought a moment. “The second week out. No, it was the beginning of the third week.” With an impatient shake of her head, she said, “Whenever it was, you can look it up in the log if you want the exact date.”


  I stared at her. She was smiling impishly. She was enjoying this.


  “I’ll fry Rodriguez’s butt for this,” I muttered. It was a phrase I had often heard my father growl. I never thought I’d say it myself.


  “Don’t blame Tom!” Marguerite was suddenly distraught, concerned. “My mother okayed it. Tom was only doing what I asked and the captain approved.”


  “ENTRY IN SIX MINUTES,” came the automated announcement.


  “So you asked, your mother approved, and Rodriguez did the work without telling me.”


  “It’s only a minor modification.”


  “He should have told me,” I insisted. “Breaching the hull is not minor. He should have pointed it out to me specifically.”


  Her roguish smile returned. “Don’t take it so seriously. If Tom and my mother okayed it, there’s nothing to worry about.”


  I knew she was right. But dammit, Rodriguez should have informed me.


  I’m the owner of this vessel. He should have made certain that I knew and approved.


  Marguerite leaned over toward me and tapped a forefinger against my chin. “Lighten up, Van. Enjoy the ride.”


  I looked into her eyes. They were shining like polished onyx. Suddenly I leaned toward her and, reaching a hand behind the nape of her neck, I pulled her to me and kissed her firmly on the lips.


  She pushed away, her eyes flashing now, startled, almost angry.


  “Now wait a minute,” she said.


  I slid back in my chair. “I . . . you’re awfully attractive, you know.”


  She glared at me. “Just because my mother’s letting Tom sleep with her is no reason for you to think you can get me into your bed.”


  I felt as if someone had whacked me with a hammer. “What? What did you say?”


  “You heard me.”


  “Rodriguez and your mother?”


  The indignation in her eyes cooled a bit. “You mean you didn’t know about them?”


  “No!”


  “They’re sleeping together. I thought everyone on board knew it.”


  “I didn’t!” My voice sounded like a little boy’s squeak, even to myself.


  Marguerite nodded, and I saw in her expression some of the bitterness her mother exuded constantly.


  “Ever since we left Earth orbit. It’s my mother’s way of solving personnel problems.”


  “ENTRY IN FIVE MINUTES.”


  “We’d better strap in,” Marguerite said.


  “Wait,” I said. “You’re telling me that your mother is sleeping with Rodriguez to smooth over the fact that she’s captain and he’s only second-in-command?” Marguerite did not reply. She concentrated on buckling the seat harness over her shoulders.


  “Well?” I demanded. “Is that what you’re saying?”


  “I shouldn’t have mentioned it,” she said. “I’ve shocked you.”


  “I’m not shocked!”


  She looked at me for a long moment, her expression unfathomable. At last she said, “No, I can see that you’re not shocked.”


  “I’m accustomed to men and women enjoying sex together,” I told her.


  “Yes, of course you are.”


  Then a new thought struck me. “You’re angry at your mother, is that it?”


  “I’m not angry. I’m not shocked. I’m not even surprised. The only thing that amazes me is that you can live in this crowded little sardine can for week after week and not have the faintest inkling of what’s going on.”


  I had to admit to myself that she was right. I’d been like a sleepwalker. Or rather, like a clown. Going through the motions of being the owner, the man in charge. All these things happening and I hadn’t the slightest clue.


  I sagged back in my padded chair, feeling numb and stupid. I started fumbling with my safety harness; my fingers felt thick, clumsy. I couldn’t take my eyes off Marguerite, wondering, wondering.


  She looked back at me, straight into my eyes. “I’m not like my mother, Van. I may be her clone, but I’m nothing like her. Don’t ever forget that.”


  “ENTRY IN FOUR MINUTES.”


  Orbiting Venus’ hot, thick atmosphere at slightly more than seven kilometers per second, Hesperos fired its retrorockets at precisely the millisecond called for in the entry program.


  Strapped into the chair in the observation blister, I felt the ship flinch, like a speeding car when the driver taps the brake slightly.


  I leaned forward as far as the safety harness would allow. Through the forward-angled port I could see the rim of the big heat shield and, beyond it, the smooth saffron clouds that completely shrouded the planet.


  Except the clouds were no longer smooth. There were rifts here and there, long streamers floating above the main cloud deck, patterns of billows like waves rolling across a deep, deep sea.


  Marguerite was turned toward the port also, so I could not see her full face, only a three-quarter profile. She seemed intent, her hands gripping the arms of her chair. Not white-knuckled, not frightened, but certainly not relaxed, either.


  Me, I was clutching the arms of my chair so hard my nails were going to leave permanent indentations in the plastic. Was I frightened? I don’t know. I was excited, taut as the Buckyball cable that had connected us to the old Truax. I was breathing hard, I remember, but I don’t recall any snakes twisting in my gut.


  Something bright flared across the rim of the heat shield and I suddenly wished I were up on the bridge, where I could see the instruments and understand what was happening. There was an empty chair up there; I should have demanded that I sit in it through the entry flight.


  The ship shuddered. Not violently, but enough to notice. More than enough. The entire rim of the heat shield was glowing now and streamers of hot gas flashed past. The ride started to get bumpy.


  “Approaching maximum g forces,” Duchamp’s voice called out over the intercom speaker in the overhead.


  “Max g, check,” Rodriguez replied, from his position up in the nose.


  It was really bumpy now. I was being ratded back and forth in my chair, happy to have the harness holding me firmly.


  “Maximum aerodynamic pressure,” Duchamp said.


  “Temperature in the forward section exceeding max calculated.” Rodriguez’s voice was calm, but his words sent a current of electricity through me.


  The calculations have an enormous safety factor in them, I tried to reassure myself. It would have been easier if the ship didn’t feel as if it were trying to shake itself apart.


  I couldn’t see a thing through the port now. Just a solid sheet of blazing hot gases, like looking into a furnace. I squeezed my eyes down to slits while the battering, rattling ride went on. My vision blurred. I closed my eyes entirely for a moment. When I opened them cautiously, I could see fairly well again, although the ship was still shuddering violently.


  Marguerite hadn’t moved since the entry began, she was still staring fixedly ahead. I wondered if her camera was getting anything or if the incandescent heat of our entry into the atmosphere had fried its lens.


  The ride began to smooth out a bit. It was still bumpier than anything I had ever experienced before, but at least now I could lean my head back against the padded headrest and not have it bounce so hard it felt like I was being pummelled by a karate champion.


  Marguerite turned slightly and smiled at me. A pale smile, I thought, but it made me smile back at her.


  “Nothing to it,” I said, trying to sound brave. It came out more like a whimper.


  “I think the worst is over,” she said.


  Just then there was an enormous jolt and an explosion that would have made me leap out of my chair if I weren’t strapped in. It took just a flash of a second to realize that it was the explosive bolts jettisoning the heat shield, but in that flash of a second I must have pumped my entire lifetime’s supply of adrenaline into my blood. I came very close to wetting myself; my bladder felt painfully full.


  “We’re going into the clouds!” Marguerite said happily.


  “Deceleration on the tick,” Duchamp’s voice rang out.


  “Heat shield jettison complete,” Rodriguez replied. “Now we’re a blimp.”


  Rodriguez was inaccurate, I knew. A blimp has a soft envelope; ours was rigid cermet. It wasn’t often I could catch Rodriguez in a slip of the tongue. I threw a superior smile to Marguerite as I popped the latch on my safety harness. The instant I stood up, though, Hesperos shuddered, lurched, swung around crazily and accelerated so hard I was slammed right back into my chair.


  The superrotation.


  The solid body of the planet may turn very slowly, but Venus’ upper atmosphere, blast-heated by the Sun, develops winds of two hundred kilometers per hour and more that rush around the entire planet in a few days. In a way, they’re like the jet streams on Earth, only bigger and more powerful.


  Our lighter-than-air vessel was in the grip of those winds, zooming along like a leaf caught in a hurricane. We used the engines hanging outside the gondola only to keep us from swinging too violently, otherwise we would have depleted our fuel in a matter of hours. We couldn’t fight those winds, we could only surf along on them and try to keep the ride reasonably smooth.


  Truax, up in a safe, stable orbit, was supposed to keep track of our position by monitoring our telemeter beacon. This was for two reasons: to stay in constant communications contact with us and to plot the direction and speed of the superrotation wind, with Hesperos playing the same role as a smoke particle in a wind tunnel. But Truax hadn’t deployed the full set of communications satellites around the planet by the time we got caught in the superrotation. Without the commsats to relay our beacon, they lost almost half our first day’s data.


  And if anything had gone wrong, they wouldn’t know it for ten to twelve hours.


  Fortunately, the only trouble we had was a few bruised shins as Hesperos lurched and swirled in the turbulent winds. It was like being in a racing yacht during a storm: you had to hold on to something whenever you moved from one place to another.


  It was scary at first, I admit. No amount of lectures, videos or even VR simulations can really prepare you for the genuine experience. But in a few hours I got accustomed to it. More or less.


  I spent most of those hours right there in the observation blister, staring out as we darted along the cloud tops. Marguerite got up and went back to her lab; crew members passed by now and then, stumbling and staggering along the passageway, muttering curses every time the ship pitched and they banged against a bulkhead.


  At one point Marguerite came back to the blister, a heavy-looking gray box of equipment in her hands.


  “Shouldn’t you be checking the sensors up forward?” she asked, a little testily, I thought.


  “They’re running fine,” I said. “If there were any problems I’d get a screech on my phone.” I tapped the communicator in the chest pocket of my coveralls.


  “Don’t you want to see the data they’re taking in?”


  “Later on, when the ride settles down a little,” I said. It had always nonplussed me that many scientists get so torqued up about their work that they have to watch their instruments while the observation is in progress. As if their being there can make any difference in what the instruments are recording.


  Marguerite left and I was alone again, watching the upper layer of the cloud deck reaching for us. Long, lazy tendrils of yellowish fog seemed to stretch out toward us, then evaporate before my eyes. The cloud tops were dynamic, bubbling like a boiling pot, heaving and breathing like a thing alive.


  Don’t be an anthropomorphic ass, I warned myself sternly. Leave the similes to the poets and romantics like Marguerite. You’re supposed to be a scientist.


  Of sorts, a sardonic inner voice scoffed. You’re only playing at being a scientist. A real scientist would be watching his sensors and data readouts like a tiger stalking a deer.


  And miss this view? I answered myself.


  We were dipping into the clouds now, sinking down into them like a submarine sliding beneath the surface of the sea. Yellow-gray clouds slid past my view, then we were in the clear again, then more mountains of haze covered the port. Deeper and deeper we sank, into the sulfuric-acid perpetual global clouds of Venus.


  The ride did indeed smooth out, but only a little. Or maybe we all became accustomed to the pitching and rolling. We got our sea legs. Our Venus legs.


  It was eerie, sailing in that all-enveloping fog. For days on end I stared out of the ports and saw nothing but a gray sameness. I wanted to push ahead, to go deeper, get beneath the clouds so we could begin searching the surface with telescopes for the wreckage of my brother’s vessel.


  But the mission plan called for caution, and despite my eagerness I understood that the plan should be followed. We were in uncharted territory now, and we had to make certain that all of Hesperos’ systems were performing as designed.


  The mammoth cermet envelope above us had been filled (if that’s the right word) with vacuum. Its hatches had been open to vacuum all the time of our flight from Earth orbit, then sealed tight when we entered Venus’ atmosphere. What better flotation medium for a lighter-than-air vessel than nothingness?


  Now we were slowly filling the envelope with hydrogen gas, sucked out of the clouds’ abundant sulfuric acid through our equipment that separated out the wanted hydrogen and released the unwanted sulfur and oxygen. On Earth hydrogen’s flammability would have been dangerous, but Venus’ atmosphere contained practically no free oxygen, so there was no danger of explosion or lire. The envelope itself was a rigid shell of cermet, a ceramic-metal composite that combined toughness and rigidity yet was lighter than any possible metal alloy.


  To go deeper, we would vent hydrogen overboard and replace it with atmospheric gas: mainly carbon dioxide. When the time came to rise again, we intended to break down the carbon dioxide into its component elements of carbon and oxygen, vent the carbon overboard and let the lighter oxygen buoy us upward. Higher up we intended to dissociate the sulfuric acid molecules of the clouds again and refill the envelope with hydrogen.


  We had tested the equipment for splitting the carbon dioxide and sulfuric acid molecules before we ever took off from Earth, and now, inside the globe-girdling cloud deck of Venus, we put it to work to fill the gas envelope with hydrogen.


  Eager as I was to go deeper, I was perfectly happy to see that the equipment worked in Venus’ clouds. I had no desire to be stuck down at the surface with no way to come back up.


  So we coasted along in the uppermost cloud deck, patiently filling the big shell above us and testing our equipment. Once in a while it seemed to me that we weren’t moving at all, that we were stuck in place like a ship run aground on a reef. All we could see out the ports was that perpetual yellowish-gray sameness. But then some strong current in the atmosphere would grab us and the gondola would tilt and groan like a creaking old sailing ship and my insides would flutter just a little bit.


  I was constantly worried about Fuchs, of course, but the IAA reports on his activity showed that he was also moving cautiously. He had entered the atmosphere several hours before we did, but so far had not gone much deeper than we had. Like us, he was floating in the upper reaches of the top cloud deck, pushed around the planet by the superrotation winds.


  “He’s no fool,” Duchamp told me as we sat together in the spartan little galley. “Lars takes risks, but only when he’s certain the odds are in his favor.”


  “You know him?” I asked.


  She made a thin smile. “Oh, yes. Lars and I are old friends.”


  “Friends?” I felt my brows hike up.


  Her smile faded. “I first met him just after he had lost his business and his wife. He was a pretty desperate man then. Hurt and angry. Bewildered. Everything he had built up in his life had been snatched away from him.” She exhaled a puff of air through her nostrils, something between a grunt and a sigh.


  The expression on her face told me she knew perfectly well that the man who had destroyed his company and taken his wife was my lather. She didn’t have to say it; we both knew.


  “But he pulled himself up again, didn’t he?” I snapped. “He’s done fairly well in asteroid mining, hasn’t he?”


  Duchamp looked at me for a long silent moment, the kind of look a university professor gives to an especially dense and hopeless student.


  “Yes,” she said. “Hasn’t he.”


  At least, during those first days coasting through the clouds, I had an excuse to stay close to Marguerite. I was supposed to be a planetary scientist, I kept reminding myself, and even though she was a biologist we began to work together, sampling the clouds.


  Marguerite’s lab was too crowded for both of us to use it at the same time, and it would have been impossible for us to work together in either her quarters or mine: each of us had nothing more than a narrow berth with a privacy screen shuttering it. We could have both fit in either berth, but no scientific research would have been done. Indeed, I found myself wondering what it would be like to have Marguerite cupped beside me in my berth. Or hers.


  But she had no romantic interest in me, that was clear. Instead, we turned the observation post up in the gondola’s nose into a makeshift laboratory where we took samples of the cloud droplets and analyzed them.


  “There really is water in the clouds!” Marguerite exclaimed happily, after a long day of checking and rechecking the results of our spectral analyses.


  “Thirty parts per million,” I grumbled. “It might as well be zero for all the good—”


  “No, no, you don’t understand,” she said. “Water means life! Where water exists, life exists.”


  She was really excited. I was more-or-less playing at being a planetary scientist but to Marguerite the search for life was as thrilling and absorbing as Michelangelo’s drive to create great works of art out of rough slabs of marble.


  We were sitting cross-legged on the metal decking up in the gondola’s nose section because there was no room for chairs and nobody had thought to bring any cushions aboard. The transparent quartzite nose itself showed only the featureless yellowish-gray of the eternal cloud deck: it might just have well been spray-painted that color for all that we could see out there. Two mass spectrometers sat to one side of us, half a dozen hand-sized computers were scattered on the deck plates, and a whole rack of equipment boxes—some gray, some black—hummed away along the bulkhead beside me.


  “The presence of water,” I pointed out, “does not automatically mean the presence of life. There is a good deal of water on the Moon, but no life there.”


  “Humans live on the Moon,” she countered, with mischief in the lilt of her voice.


  “I mean native lunar life, you know that.”


  “But the water deposits on the Moon are frozen. Wherever there’s liquid water, like under the ice crust on Europa—”


  “The water vapor in these clouds,” I interrupted, jabbing a finger toward the observation port, “hardly constitute a supply of liquid water.”


  “They do to microscopic organisms.”


  I had to hold back a laugh. “Have you found any?”


  Her enthusiasm didn’t waver one iota. “Not yet. But we will!”


  I could only shake my head in admiration for her perseverance.


  “This proves that there must be at least some volcanic activity down at the surface,” Marguerite said.


  “I suppose so,” I agreed.


  The reasoning was simple enough: Any water vapor in Venus’ atmosphere quickly boiled up to the top of the clouds, where the intense ultraviolet radiation from sunlight broke up the water molecules into hydrogen and oxygen, which eventually evaporated away into space. So there had to be a fresh supply of water constantly replenishing the droplets. Otherwise they would have all been dissociated and boiled off the planet ages ago. The source of the water most likely came from the planet’s deep interior and was vented into the atmosphere by volcanic eruptions.


  On Earth volcanoes constantly blow out steam, sometimes in explosions that tear the tops off the mountains. But the water vapor they vent into the atmosphere stays in the atmosphere, on Earth. It’s not lost to space because Earth’s atmosphere gets cold at high altitudes and the water condenses and falls back as rain or snow. That’s why Earth has oceans and Venus doesn’t. Earth’s upper atmosphere is a “cold trap” that prevents the water from escaping the planet. Hothouse Venus doesn’t have a cold trap in its upper atmosphere: at the altitude where on Earth the temperature dips below freezing, Venus’ is almost four hundred degrees Celsius, four times hotter than water’s boiling point. As a result Venus can’t build up any appreciable water content in its atmosphere.


  “We’ll have to go deeper to find life-forms in the clouds,” Marguerite said, as much to herself as to me. “The UV absorber isn’t that much further down.”


  Fuchs still worried me. Apparently he was still sailing in the clouds, as we were. But aside from his position I could get no information about him from the IAA. For a good reason: he was giving out no information, nothing but his tracking beacon and the standard telemetering data that showed his basic systems to be operating in good order. When I tried to get details about the design of his ship or the array of sensing systems he carried, I drew a blank. Lucifer was his ship, his design, built out in the deep darkness of the Asteroid Belt, equipped according to his specifications and no one else’s. He reported the minimum required by the IAA and kept everything else to himself.


  One thing I was able to do during those first days in the clouds was to begin to build up a map of the superrotation wind pattern. By recording our position from the ship’s inertial navigation system I was able to generate a three-dimensional plot of where those winds blew, a sort of weather map of Venus’ jet streams. Every time a powerful gust buffeted us and made me grab for a handhold, every time a sudden up-welling bounced us or a cold spot made us drop until my stomach crawled up into my throat, I thought to myself that at least I was getting useful data.


  The winds fanned outward from the subsolar point, of course. That was where the Sun was directly overhead, blazing down on the planet’s atmosphere like a blowtorch. Venus turns so slowly, once in 243 Earth days, that the subsolar spot gets blasted remorselessly. The atmosphere rushes away from there in a gigantic heat-driven flow, setting up currents and convection cells that span the girth of the planet. I measured wind speeds of nearly four hundred kilometers per hour: we were setting a Guinness speed record for lighter-than-air vessels.


  Deeper down, where the atmosphere gets thicker and so much hotter, the winds die to almost nothing. At a pressure similar to that of an Earthly ocean a kilometer or so deep, there could be nothing that we would recognize as winds, only sluggish tidal motions.


  At least, that’s how the theory went.


  My map of the superrotation winds was coming along quite nicely after a few days, and it made me proud to realize that I was making a real contribution toward understanding Venus. When I tried to extend my data down to a slightly lower altitude, though, in an effort to see how far down the winds might extend, the computer program glitched on me. Insufficient data, I thought, peering at the display screen.


  I had coded the map with false colors, each color indicating a range of speeds. There they were, a network of jet streams all rushing out from the subsolar point, in shades of blue and green. With my VR goggles on, I saw it all in three-dimensional motion. But there was the damned glitch, a swath of red a few kilometers below our present altitude. Red should have indicated even higher wind velocity than we were in now, but I knew that was wrong. The wind velocities had to get lower as we went down in altitude, not higher. Something was wrong with the program.


  I mentioned it to Duchamp and Rodriguez when we met to decide on when we would start down toward the surface.


  Our conference center was the observation blister, the only place in our cramped gondola where three or four people could sit comfortably. Duchamp and I sat side by side, our chairs swivelled away from the observation ports. Rodriguez sat on the floor facing us, his back against the far bulkhead.


  “All systems have performed well within their design range,” Duchamp said, tapping a manicured fingernail on the screen of her handheld computer. “Unless I hear otherwise, I declare this phase of the mission completed.”


  Rodriguez nodded. “No complaints about that. It’ll be good to get out of this wind and down to a calmer altitude.”


  “Calmer,” Duchamp said, “but hotter.”


  “We can handle the heat.”


  She smiled at him as if they had some private joke going between them.


  I spoke up. “My map of the wind system keeps throwing this glitch at me.” I had brought a handheld, too, and showed it to them.


  “The red indicates even higher wind velocities than we’re in now,” I said.


  “That’s an extrapolation, isn’t it?” Rodriguez asked. “It’s not based on observational data.”


  “No, we haven’t gone down that far, so we don’t have any data from that altitude.”


  “A computer extrapolation,” Duchamp said, like an art critic sniffing at some child’s lopsided attempt to draw a tree.


  “But the extrapolation is based on pretty firm meteorological data,” I pointed out.


  “Terrestrial meteorological data?” asked Duchamp.


  I nodded. “Modified to take into account Venus’ different temperature, pressure, and chemical regime.”


  “An abstraction of an abstraction,” Duchamp said, with a that’s-that wave of her hand.


  Rodriguez was staring at the smear of red at the bottom of my map. He handed the palm-sized computer back to me and said thoughtfully, “You don’t think there could be some kind of wind shear down at that altitude, do you?”


  “A supersonic wind shear?” Duchamp scoffed.


  “It’s not supersonic at that pressure,” Rodriguez pointed out.


  She shook her head. “All the planetary physicists agree that the superrotation winds die out as you go deeper into the atmosphere and the pressure builds up. The winds get swamped by the increased pressure.”


  Rodriguez nodded thoughtfully, then said slowly, “Yeah, I know, but if there really is a wind shear it could be a killer.” Duchamp took a breath, glanced from him to me and back again, then made her decision.


  “Very well,” she said. “We’ll rig for intense wind shear. Check out all systems. Make everything secure and tightened down, just as we did for atmospheric entry.” She turned to me. “Will that satisfy you, Mr. Humphries?”


  I was surprised at the venom in her reaction. I swallowed once and said, “You’re the captain.”


  “Good.” To Rodriguez she said, “Tommy, this means you’ll have to go outside and manually check all the connectors and fittings.”


  He nodded glumly. “Yeah. Right.” Then, smiling coldly, Duchamp turned back to me. “Mr. Humphries, would you care to assist Tom?”


  “Me?” I squeaked.


  “We could use the extra hand,” she said smoothly, “and the inspection is actually at your behest, isn’t it? You and your computer program.”


  You bitch, I thought. Just because my computer program showed a possible problem she’s blaming me for it. Now I’ve either got to risk my neck or show everybody that I’m a coward.


  Rodriguez leaned across the narrow passageway separating us and grabbed my knee in a rough, friendly way.


  “Come on, Mr. Humphries, it won’t be so bad. I’ll be with you every step of the way and you’ll be able to tell your grandchildren about it.”


  If I live long enough to have grandchildren, I thought. But I swallowed my fear and said as calmly as I could, “Sure. It ought to be exciting.”


  It certainly was.


  Basically, our task was to check all the connectors that held the gondola to the gas envelope above us. It was a job that a plumber could do, it didn’t call for any special training. But we’d be outside, in a cloud of sulfuric acid droplets that was nearly a hundred degrees Celsius, more than fifty kilometers above the ground.


  Rodriguez spent two intense hours briefing me in the virtual reality simulator on what we had to do. Six main struts had to be checked out, and six secondary ones. They connected the gondola to the gas shell; if they failed under stress we would go plunging down to the red-hot surface like an iron anvil.


  Akira Sakamoto, our dour life support technician, personally helped me into my spacesuit. It was the same one I had used when we transferred from Truax, but now its exterior had been sprayed with a special heat-resistant ceramic. The suit seemed stiffer to me than before, although Sakamoto insisted the ceramic in no way interfered with limb motion.


  Without a word, without any discernable expression on his chunky broad face, he slipped the safety harness around my waist and clicked it in place, then made certain both its tethers were properly looped so they wouldn’t trip me as I tried to walk.


  Dr. Waller helped to check out Rodriguez, who got into his suit unassisted. But you had to have somebody go around to make certain all the seals were okay and the electrical lines and life-support hoses hooked up properly from the backpack.


  Marguerite came down to the airlock, too, and watched in silence as we suited up. I was trembling slightly as I wriggled into the ungainly suit, which was now sort of silvery from its new ceramic coating. But I realized with some surprise that my trembling wasn’t so much fear as excitement. I knew I should have been scared out of my bleeding wits, but somehow I wasn’t. I was going to do something, something that had to be done, and even though it was dangerous I found myself actually looking forward to it.


  In the back of my mind, a jeering voice was saying, Famous last words.


  How many fools have looked forward to the adventure that killed them.


  But with Marguerite watching me I didn’t seem to care. I thought I saw a hint of admiration in her eyes. At least, I hoped it was admiration and not amusement at the foolish machismo I was exhibiting.


  “Okay, we do it just the way we did in the sim.” In my helmet earphones, Rodriguez’s voice sounded harsh and tight, definitely more tense than his usual easygoing attitude.


  I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me through the tinted fishbowl helmet, so I said, “Roger.” Just like a real astronaut, I thought.


  He went into the airlock ahead of me, cycled it down and then went outside. Once the outer airlock hatch closed again and the lock refilled with ship’s air, the inner hatch indicator light turned green.


  My spacesuit was definitely stiff. Even with the servomotors at my elbow and shoulder joints grinding away, it took a real effort to move my arms. As the airlock cycled down and the outer hatch slid open, I had to remind myself that this was going to be different from an EVA in space. This would be more like doing steelwork at the top of a tremendously tall skyscraper. If I made a false step I wouldn’t simply float away from the ship, I’d plunge screaming to the ground, fifty kilometers below.


  “Take it slow and easy,” Rodriguez told me. “I’m right here. Hand me your tether before you step out.”


  I could see his spacesuited form clinging to the handgrips set into the gondola’s outer hull, beside the hatch. Both his tethers were clipped to its rungs.


  I handed him one end of my right-hand tether. He clipped it a rung beside his own.


  “Okay now, just the way we did in the sim. Come on out.”


  The good thing was we were enveloped in the cloud, so I didn’t have to worry about looking down. There was nothing to see out there except a blank yellow-gray limbo. But I could feel the ship shuddering and pitching in the currents of wind.


  “Just like rock climbing,” Rodriguez said, with an exaggerated heartiness. “Piece of cake.”


  “When did you do any rock climbing?” I asked as I planted one booted foot on a rung of the ladder.


  “Me? Are you kidding? When I get up more than fifty meters I want an airplane surrounding me.”


  I had never gone rock climbing, either. Risking one’s neck for the fun of it has always seemed the height of idiocy tome.


  But this was different, I told myself. There was a job to be done. I was making a real contribution to the mission now, not just cowering in my bunk while others did the work.


  Still, it was scary. I suppose Rodriguez could’ve done it all by himself, but long decades of experience dictated that it was far safer to have two people go out together, even if one of them was a neophyte. Besides, with me out there we could cut the time for the inspection almost in half; that in itself made the whole job a lot safer.


  In a way, the pressure of the Venusian atmosphere helped us. In space, with nothing outside a spacesuit’s fabric but vacuum, a spacesuit tends to balloon up and get stiff. That’s why we had the miniature servomotors on the suits’ joints and gloves, to assist our muscles in bending and flexing. Even at this high altitude, though, the atmospheric pressure was enough to make it almost easy to move around in the suits. Even the gloves flexed fairly easily; the servomotors of the spiny exoskeleton on the backs of the gloves hardly had to exert themselves at all.


  One by one, Rodriguez and I checked the braces and struts that held the gondola to the gas envelope. All the welds seemed solid, to my eyes. Neither of us could find any sign of damage or deterioration. One of the hoses that fed hydrogen from the separator to the envelope seemed a bit looser than Rodriguez liked; he worked on it for several minutes with a wrench from the tools clipped to his harness, dangling from a support strut like a monkey in a banana tree.


  As I watched Rodriguez working, I checked the thermometer on the wrist of my suit. To my surprise it read only a few degrees above freezing. Then I remembered that we were still fifty-some kilometers above the ground; on Earth we’d be high above the stratosphere, on the fringe of outer space. Here on Venus we were in the middle of a thick cloud of sulfuric acid droplets. Not too far below us, the atmosphere heated up quickly to several hundred degrees.


  Dangling out there in the open reminded me of something but I couldn’t put my finger on it until at last I remembered watching a video years ago, when I’d been just a child, about people hanggliding off some seaside cliffs in Hawaii. I had burned with jealousy then, watching them having so much fun while I was stuck in a house almost all the time, too frail to try such an adventure. And too scared, I’ve got to admit. But here I was, on another world, racing in the wind fifty klicks high!


  “That’s done,” Rodriguez said as he returned the wrench to its place on his belt. But he fumbled it and the wrench dropped out of sight. One instant it was in his hand, then, “Oops!” and it was gone. I realized that’s what would happen to me if my tethers failed.


  “Is that it?” I asked. “Are we done?”


  “I ought to check the envelope for any signs of ablation from the entry heat,” Rodriguez said. “You can go back inside.”


  Without even thinking about it I replied, “No, I’ll go with you.”


  So we clambered slowly up the rungs set into the massive curving bulk of the gas envelope, with that wind gushing past us. I knew the atmospheric pressure was too thin up at this altitude to really push us, yet I felt as if I was being nudged, harried, shaken by the wind.


  It was slow going, climbing one rung, unclipping one tether and snapping it on a higher rung, then stepping up again and unclipping the other tether. Just like mountain climbers, we never moved a step until we had both tethers locked on safely. I could hear Rodriguez’s breathing in my earphones, puffing hard with each step he took.


  Duchamp was listening in on everything, of course. But I knew that if we got into trouble there was nothing she or anyone else could do about it in time. It was just Rodriguez and me out here, on our own. It was frightening and kind of exhilarating at the same time.


  At last we got to the long catwalk that ran along the top of the envelope. Rodriguez knelt down and activated the switch that raised the flimsy-looking safety rail which ran the length of the metal mesh walkway. Then we fastened our tethers to the rail; it stood waist-high all the way down the catwalk, from nose to tail. A row of cleats projected up from the edge of the walkway, like the bitts on a racing yacht where you tie down the lines from the sails.


  “Top of the world,” Rodriguez said cheerfully.


  “Yeah,” I said, my voice definitely shaky.


  Together we walked to the bulbous nose of the envelope, where the big heat shield had been connected. I could see the stumps of the rods that had held the shield in place, blackened from the explosive bolts that had sheared them off. Rodriguez bent over and examined the nose region, muttering to himself like a physician thumping a patient’s chest during a checkup. Then we walked slowly back toward the tail, him in the lead, our tethers sliding along the safety rail.


  I saw it first.


  “What’s that discoloration?” I asked, pointing.


  Rodriguez grunted, then took several steps toward the tail. “H’mm,” he mumbled. “Looks like charring, doesn’t it?”


  I suddenly remembered that these clouds were made of sulfuric acid.


  As if he could read my mind, Rodriguez said, “Can’t be the sulfuric acid, it doesn’t react with the cermet.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked.


  He chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. It can’t even attack the fabric of your suit.”


  Very reassuring, I thought. But the charred stains on the cermet skin of the gas envelope were still there.


  “Could it be from the entry heat?”


  I could sense him nodding inside his helmet. “Some of the heated air must’ve flowed over the shield and singed the butt end of the envelope a little.”


  “The sensors didn’t record a temperature spike there,” I said.


  “Might’ve been too small to notice. If we expand the graph we’ll probably see it.”


  “Is it a problem?”


  “Probably not,” he said. “But we oughtta pressurize the envelope to make certain it doesn’t leak.”


  I felt my heart sink. “How long will that take?”


  He thought before answering. “The better part of a day, I guess.”


  “Another day lost.”


  “Worried about Fuchs?” he asked. “Yes, of course.”


  “Well, he’s likely got problems of his—Hey!”


  The safety rail alongside Rodriguez suddenly broke away, a whole section of it flying off into the yellowy haze, taking one his tethers with it. He was yanked off his feet, flailing his arms and legs, the remaining tether anchoring him to the still-standing section of rail, the other one trying to pull him off the ship.


  I lunged for him but he was already too far away for me to reach without taking off my own tethers.


  “Pull me in!” he yelled, his voice bellowing in my earphones.


  “What’s happened?” Duchamp asked sharply in my earphones.


  I saw him unclip the one tether from his belt. It snapped off into the clouds. I grabbed the other and began hauling him in.


  But the railing itself was wobbling, shaky. It was going to tear away in another few seconds, I realized.


  “Pull me in!” Rodriguez shouted again.


  “What’s happening out there?” Duchamp demanded.


  I unclipped one of my own tethers and fastened it onto one of the cleats set into the catwalk. Then, with Duchamp jabbering in my earphones, I unclipped Rodriguez’s remaining tether before the railing broke off and he went sailing into oblivion.


  “What the hell are you doing?” he yelled.


  His sudden weight almost tore my arms out of their sockets. Squeezing my eyes shut, I saw stars exploding against the blackness. With gritted teeth, I clumped down onto my knees and used all my strength to clamp the end of his tether to the cleat next to mine.


  I saw that the broken end of the railing was fluttering now, shaking loose. And my other tether was still hooked to it. Instead of trying to reach its end I simply unsnapped it from my belt and let it flap loose, then turned back to hauling in Rodriguez’s line.


  He was pulling himself in as hard as he could. It seemed like an hour, the two of us panting and snorting like a couple of tug-of-war contestants, but he finally planted his boots back on the cat-walk. All this time Duchamp was yelling in my earphones, “What is it? What’s going on out there?”


  “We’re okay,” Rodriguez gasped at last, down on his hands and knees on the catwalk. For an absurd instant I thought he was going to pull off his helmet and kiss the metal decking.


  “You saved my life, Van.”


  It was the first time he’d called me anything but “Mr. Humphries.” It made me feel proud.


  Before I could reply, Rodriguez went on, in a slightly sheepish tone, “At first I thought you were going to leave me and go back to the airlock.”


  I stared at the blank fishbowl of his helmet. “I wouldn’t do that, Tom.”


  “I know,” he said, still panting from his exertion and fear. “Now,” he added.


  Captain Duchamp and Dr. Waller were waiting for us when we came through the airlock. I could hear her demanding questions, muffled by my helmet, directed at Rodriguez.


  “What happened out there? What was that about the safety rail?” And finally, “Are you all right?”


  Rodriguez started to explain as I lifted my helmet off. Waller took it from my trembling hands and I saw Marguerite hurrying up the passageway toward us.


  While we both worked our way out of the spacesuits, Rodriguez gave a clipped but thorough explanation of what had happened to us. Duchamp looked blazingly angry, as if somehow we had caused the trouble for ourselves. I kept glancing at Marguerite, standing behind her mother. So much alike, physically. So strikingly similar in the shape of their faces, the depth of their jet-black eyes, the same height, the same curves of their figures.


  Yet where the captain was truculent and demanding, Marguerite looked troubled, distressed—and something else. Something more. I couldn’t tell what it was in her eyes; I suppose I subconsciously hoped it was concern for me.


  Duchamp and Rodriguez headed for the bridge, Waller went without a word back toward his cubbyhole of an infirmary, leaving Marguerite and me alone by the racks of empty spacesuits.


  “Are you alright?” she asked me.


  Nodding, I said, “Fine. I think.” I held out my hand. “Look, I’m not even shaking any more.”


  She laughed, a delightful sound. “You’ve earned a drink.”


  We went down to the galley, passing Waller’s closet-sized infirmary. It was empty, making me wonder where the doctor might hide himself.


  As we took cups of fruit juice and sat on the galley bench, I realized that I did indeed feel fine. Was it Churchill who said that coming through a brush with death concentrates the mind wonderfully?


  Marguerite sat beside me and took a sip of juice. “You saved Tom’s life,” she said.


  The look in her eyes wasn’t adoring. Far from it. But there was a respect in them that I’d never seen before. It felt terrifically good.


  Heroes are supposed to be modest, so I waggled my free hand and said merely, “I just reacted on instinct, I guess.”


  “Tom would have been killed if you hadn’t.”


  “No, I don’t think so. He—”


  “He thinks so.”


  I shrugged. “He would’ve done the same for me.”


  She nodded and brought the cup to her lips, her eyes never leaving mine.


  I had to say something, so I let my mouth work before my brain did. “Your mother doesn’t seem to have a molecule of human kindness in her. I know she’s the captain, but she was practically chewing Tom’s guts out.”


  Marguerite almost smiled. “That’s the way she reacts when she’s frightened. She attacks.”


  “Frightened? Her? Of what?”


  “Tom nearly got killed! Don’t you think that scared her? She is human, you know, underneath the stainless steel.”


  “You mean she really cares about him?”


  Her eyes flashed. “Do you think she’s sleeping with him merely to keep him satisfied? She’s not a whore, you know.”


  “I . . .” I realized that I had thought precisely that. For once in my life, I kept my mouth shut while I tried to figure out what I should say next.


  The speaker in the ceiling blared, “MR. HUMPHRIES WANTED ON THE BRIDGE.”


  Saved by the call of duty, I thought.


  I sat scrunched down on the metal deck plate of the bridge between Duchamp’s command chair and Rodriguez’s. Willa Yeats, our sensors specialist, was in the chair usually occupied by Riza, the communications tech.


  The four of us were staring hard at the main display screen, which showed a graph of the heat load the ship had encountered during entry into the atmosphere.


  “No blip,” Yeats said, with an I told you so tone. She was on the chubby side, moon-faced and pale-skinned, with the kind of dirty blonde hair that some people charitably call “sandy.”


  “There was no sudden burst of heat during the entry flight,” she said. “The heat shield performed as designed and the sensors show all heat loads well below maximum allowable levels.”


  Duchamp scowled at her. “Then what caused the charring on the envelope?”


  “And weakened the safety railing?” Rodriguez added.


  Yeats shrugged as if it weren’t important to her. “I haven’t the faintest idea. But it wasn’t a pulse of heat, I can tell you that.”


  She had a very proprietary attitude about the ship’s sensing systems. As far as she was concerned, if her sensors didn’t show a problem, no problem existed.


  Duchamp obviously felt otherwise. The captain looked past me toward Rodriguez. “I suppose we’ll have to go out there again and see just what those charring marks are.”


  Rodriguez nodded glumly. “I suppose.”


  “I’ll go with you,” I said. Before either of them could object I added, with a pinch of bravado, “I’m an experienced hand at this, you know.”


  Duchamp did not look amused, but Rodriguez chuckled and said, “Right. My EVA lifesaver.”


  “You don’t have to do that,” Yeats said, obviously disappointed at our obtuseness. “If you simply pressurize the envelope the sensors will tell us if there’s a leak.”


  “And what if we rip the damned envelope wide open?” Duchamp snapped. “Where are we then?”


  Yeats looked abashed. She didn’t have to answer. We all knew where we’d be if the envelope cracked. There was the descent module, the bathysphere-like craft that was designed to double as an escape pod. But the thought of all eight of us crammed into that tiny iron ball and rocketing up into orbit was far from comforting.


  “Inspect the charring,” Duchamp said with finality. “Then we can pressurize the envelope.”


  “Maybe,” Rodriguez added, morbidly.


  Gripping the arms of their two chairs, I pulled myself up to my feet. “Very well then, we’d better—”


  Marguerite burst into the bridge, nearly bowling me over.


  “Life!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide and shining. “There are living organisms in the clouds! Microscopic but multi-celled! They’re alive, they live in the clouds . . .”


  She was babbling so hard I thought she was close to hysteria. Her mother snapped her out of it with a single question.


  “You’re sure?”


  Marguerite took a deep, gulping breath. “I’m positive. They’re alive.”


  Rodriguez said, “I’ve gotta see this.”


  I took Marguerite’s arm as gently as I could and maneuvered her out into the passageway. Otherwise there was no room on the bridge for Rodriguez to get up from his chair.


  We trooped behind Marguerite to her cubbyhole of a lab. As we stopped there I realized Duchamp had also left the bridge to accompany us. We stared at the image from the miniaturized electron microscope displayed on the wall screen. I saw some watery-looking blobs flailing around slowly. They were obviously multi-celled; I could see smaller blobs and dividing walls pulsating inside them. Most of them had cilia fringing their outer edges, microscopic oars paddling away constantly. But weakly.


  “They’re dying in here,” Marguerite said, almost mournfully. “It must be the temperature, or maybe the combination of temperature and pressure. It’s just not working!”


  Turning from the wall screen’s image, I said to her, “By god, you were right.”


  “It’s a major discovery,” Rodriguez congratulated.


  “Send this to the IAA at once,” Duchamp commanded. “Imagery and every bit of data you have. Get priority for this.”


  “But I’ve only—”


  “Do you want a Nobel Prize or not?” Duchamp snapped. “Get this data to IAA headquarters this instant. Don’t wait for Fuchs to get in first.”


  Marguerite nodded with understanding. For the first time since she’d burst into the bridge she seemed to calm down, come back to reality.


  “I’ll get Riza to establish a direct link with Geneva,” Duchamp went on. “You bang out a written statement, two or three lines will be enough to establish your priority. But do it now.”


  “Yes,” Marguerite said, reaching for her laptop computer. “Right.”


  We left her there in her lab, bent over the computer keyboard. Duchamp headed back toward the bridge, Rodriguez and I went toward the airlock, where the spacesuits were stored.


  “RIZA,” we heard Duchamp’s voice over the intercom speakers, “REPORT TO THE BRIDGE AT ONCE.” She didn’t have to repeat the command; there was no room for doubt or delay in the tone of her voice.


  “Bugs in the clouds,” Rodriguez said to me, over his shoulder. “Who would’ve thought you could find anything living in clouds of sulfuric acid?”


  “Marguerite did,” I answered. “She was certain she’d find living organisms.”


  “Really?”


  I nodded to his back. I had just witnessed a great discovery. Duchamp was right, her daughter would get a special Nobel for this, just like the biologists who discovered the lichen on Mars.


  She expected to find living organisms on Venus, I told myself again. Maybe that’s the secret of making great discoveries: the stubborn insistence that there’s something out there to be discovered, no matter what the others say. Chance favors the prepared mind. Who said that? Some scientist, I thought. Einstein, most likely. Or maybe Freud.


  We commandeered Dr. Waller and Willa Yeats to help us into the spacesuits. Waller hummed quietly as I pulled on my leggings and boots, then wormed into the torso and pushed my arms through the sleeves. Two meters away, Willa chattered like a runaway audio machine as she watched Rodriguez get into his suit. They checked out our life-support backpacks and made certain all the lines and hoses were properly connected. Then we sealed our helmets.


  Rodriguez stepped into the airlock first. I waited for the lock to cycle, my heart revving up until I thought Riza at the comm console on the bridge must be able to hear it through the suit radio. Relax! I commanded myself. You’ve been outside before. There’s nothing to be scared of.


  Right. The last time Rodriguez had nearly gotten himself knocked off the ship. I had no desire to go plummeting fifty-some kilometers down to the rock-hard surface of Venus.


  The airlock hatch slid open again and Rodriguez stepped back among us.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”


  This close, with the ship’s interior lighting shining through his bubble helmet, I could see the puzzled, troubled look on his face.


  “Got a red light on my head-up.” The suit’s diagnostic system, which splashed its display onto the helmet’s inner surface, showed something was not functioning properly.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “Gimme a minute,” he snapped back. Then, “Huh . . . it says there was a pressure leak in the suit. Seems okay now, though.”


  Dr. Waller grasped the situation before I did. “But it went red when you cycled the air out of the airlock?”


  “Yeah. Right.”


  We spent the better part of an hour pumping up the pressure in Rodriguez’s suit until it started to balloon. Sure enough, there was a leak in his left shoulder joint. The suit fabric had a resin compound that self-repaired minor leaks, but the joints were cermet covered with plastic.


  “It looks frayed,” Dr. Waller said, his voice brimming with curiosity. “No, more like it was singed with a flame or some source of heat.”


  “Damn!” Rodriguez grumbled. “Suit’s supposed to be guaranteed.”


  I remembered the old joke about parachutes: If it doesn’t work, bring it back and we’ll give you a new one. It was a good thing the suit’s diagnostics caught the leak in the airlock. Outside, it could have killed him.


  So Rodriguez unfastened his helmet and wriggled out of his suit and put on one of the backup suits. We would have to repair his suit, I thought. We only carried four spares.


  Finally he was ready and went through the airlock. No problems with the backup suit. I heard him call me in my helmet earphones, “Okay, Mr. Humphries. Come on through.”


  I went into the airlock and got that same old feeling of being locked into a coffin when the inner hatch slid shut. The’lock cycled down—and a red warning light started blinking on my the curving face of my helmet, flashing into my eyes like a rocket’s red glare.


  “Hey, I’ve got a problem, too,” I yelled into my microphone.


  The entire EVA excursion was a bust. Both our original suits were leaking and Duchamp decided to scratch the EVA until we could determine what the problem was.


  I thought I knew.


  “I don’t know,” Marguerite said, frowning with puzzlement. “It’s too soon for me to tell.”


  Her voice was low, tired. The excitement of her discovery had worn off; now I was presenting her with its horrifying consequences.


  We were walking down the passageway from her lab to the galley, where we could sit together in comfort. I was leading the way, for once.


  “It can’t be a coincidence,” I said over my shoulder. “There’s got to be a connection.”


  “That’s not necessarily true,” she objected.


  We reached the galley and I punched the dispenser for a cold cup of juice, then handed it to her. After I got one for myself, I sat beside her on the bench.


  “There are bugs out in the clouds,” I said.


  “Microscopic multicellular creatures, yes,” she agreed.


  “What do they eat?”


  “I don’t know! It’s going to take some time to find out. I’ve spent most of the day jury-rigging a cooler for them to live in!”


  “What’s your best guess?” I demanded.


  She ran a hand through her thick dark hair. “Sulfur oxides are the most abundant compounds in the cloud droplets. They must metabolize sulfur in some way.”


  “Sulfur? How can anything eat sulfur?”


  Marguerite jabbed a forefinger at me. “There are bacteria on Earth that metabolize sulfur. I would have thought you’d known that.”


  I had to grin. “You’d be surprised at how much I don’t know.”


  She smiled back.


  I pulled my handheld computer from my pocket and punched up a list showing the composition of the fibers of our spacesuits. No sulfur.


  “Would they eat any of these materials?” I asked, showing her the computer’s tiny display.


  Marguerite shrugged wearily. “It’s too soon to know, Van. On Earth, organisms metabolize a wide range of elements and compounds. Humans need trace amounts of hundreds of different minerals . . .” She took a deep, sighing breath.


  “It’s got to be the bugs,” I said, convinced despite the lack of evidence. “Nothing else could have eaten through the suits like that.”


  “What about the railing? That’s made of metal, isn’t it?”


  I tapped on the handheld. “Cermet,” I saw. “A ceramic and metal composite.” Another few taps. “Contains beryllium, boron, calcium, carbon . . . several other elements.”


  “Maybe the organisms need trace elements the way we need vitamins,” Marguerite suggested.


  I went back to the list of suit materials and displayed it alongside the list of the safety rail’s composition. Plenty of similarities, although only the cermet had any measurable amount of sulfur in it, and not much at that.


  Then I realized that both suits had leaked at joints, not the self-repairing fabric. And the joints were made of cermet, coveted with a thin sprayed-on layer of plastic.


  “You’ve got to find out what they digest,” I urged Marguerite. “It’s vitally important!”


  “I know,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’ll get on it right away.”


  I thought about the charring along the tail end of the gas envelope. “They might be chewing up the shell, too.”


  “I’ll get on it!” she fairly shouted, then started up the passageway back to her lab. She looked as if she were fleeing from me.


  So I’m pushing her, I thought. But we’ve got to know. If those bugs are eating our spacesuits and the ship itself we’ve got to get out of here and fast.


  I stood there for a dithering moment, not certain of what I should do next. What could I do, except prod other people to do the things that I can’t do myself?


  I decided to go up to the bridge, but halfway there I bumped into Yeats, who was hurrying down the passageway in the opposite direction.


  “Anything new?” I asked.


  “All bad,” she said as she squirmed past me. Her body felt soft and actually pleasurable as she pressed by. I wondered how a man’s gonads could assert themselves even when his brain was telling him he’s in deep trouble.


  “What is it?” I called after her.


  “No time,” she shouted back, hurrying even faster. I’d never before seen her move at anything more than a languid stroll.


  Shaking my head, in exasperation as much as disbelief, I made my way to the bridge. Duchamp and Rodriguez were both there. Good, I thought.


  “We can’t pressurize the gas envelope until we can determine its structural integrity,” Duchamp was saying, in the kind of stilted cadence that I knew was meant for the ship’s log. “The leak rate is small at present, but growing steadily. If it’s not stopped it will affect the ship’s trim and cause an uncontrollable loss of altitude.”


  She looked up at me as I stopped in the open hatchway. Jabbing a finger on the chair arm’s stud that turned off the recorder, she asked impatiently, “Well?”


  “We’ve got to get out of these clouds,” I said. “The bugs out there are eating the ship.”


  Duchamp arched her brows. “I don’t have time for theories. We’ve developed a leak in the gas envelope. It’s minor, but it’s growing.”


  “The shell’s leaking?” My voice must have gone up two octaves.


  “It’s not serious,” Rodriguez said quickly.


  I turned to him. “We’ve got to get out of these clouds! You were out there, Tom. The bugs—”


  “I make the decisions here,” Duchamp snapped.


  “Now wait a minute,” I said.


  Before I could go further, she said, “With all deference to your position as owner of this vessel, Mr. Humphries, I am the captain and I will make the decisions. This isn’t a debating society. We re not going to take a vote on the subject.”


  “We’ve got to get out of these clouds!” I insisted.


  “I totally agree,” she said. “As soon as we can repair the leak in the envelope, I intend to go deeper and get below this cloud deck.”


  “Deeper?” I glanced at Rodriguez, but he was saying nothing.


  “Have you forgotten Fuchs? The IAA just sent word that he’s descending rapidly toward the clear air below the clouds.”


  The prize money didn’t look all that enticing to me, compared to the very strong possibility that we would all be killed if the bugs chewed away enough of the ship.


  Rodriguez spoke up at last. “Mr. Humphries, we can’t make an effective decision until we know how badly the gas envelope’s been damaged.”


  “It’s really very minor,” Duchamp said. But then she added, “At present.”


  “But it’s getting worse,” Rodriguez said.


  “Slowly,” she insisted.


  “As long as we stay in these clouds we’re going to have colonies of Venusian organisms feasting on our ship’s metals and minerals,” I retorted hotly.


  “This is no time to panic, Mr. Humphries,” she said.


  I thought it over for half a second. “I could fire you and appoint Tom captain.”


  “That would be tantamount to mutiny,” she snapped.


  “Wait,” Rodriguez said. “Wait, both of you. Before anybody goes off the deep end, let’s repair the envelope and get back in proper condition.”


  “Do we have time for that?”


  Duchamp said coldly, “May I point out that Fuchs is diving deeper while we fiddle around here. If your bugs are eating our ship, why aren’t they eating his?”


  “What makes you think they’re not?”


  “I know Lars,” she said with a thin smile. “He’s no fool. If he thought he was going into more danger by descending he wouldn’t go down.”


  I glanced from her to Rodriguez to Riza, sitting wide-eyed at her comm console, then back to Duchamp.


  “All right,” I said finally. “I’m going back to the bio lab to help Marguerite determine if the bugs caused the damage to our suits. How long will it take you to repair the leak in the hull?”


  “Several hours,” Duchamp said.


  “Yeats is suiting up now, with Akira. They’re going to start the work from inside the shell,” Rodriguez said. “It’ll be safer that way.”


  “But they’ll still be exposed to the bugs, won’t they?” I asked. “I mean, if the outside air is leaking into the shell, the bugs are coming in with it.”


  Duchamp said flatly, “That’s assuming you’re right and it’s the bugs that damaged your suits.”


  “You can’t let them stay out too long,” I insisted. “If the bugs do eat the suits—”


  “The fabric is self-repairing,” Duchamp said.


  “The joints aren’t,” I pointed out.


  There was one quick and dirty way to test whether the bugs were eating the suit material, Marguerite and I decided. I hacked off a small section of the cermet knee joint to my damaged suit to serve as an experimental guinea pig. It wasn’t easy: the cermet was tough. I had to scrounge an electric saw from the ship’s stores to do the job.


  Then I brought it to Marguerite’s lab, where she had set up a spare insulated cooler as an incubator for the Venusian organisms.


  But when I brought the cermet sample to her, she was downcast.


  “They’re dying,” Marguerite said, as miserable as if it was her own child expiring.


  “But I thought—”


  “I’ve tried to duplicate their natural environment as closely as I can,” she said, as much to herself as to me. “I’ve kept the temperature inside the cooler just above freezing, right about where it was in the clouds. I’ve lowered the air pressure and even sprayed it with extra sulfuric acid. But it’s not working! Every sample I take shows them weakening and dying.”


  I handed her the ragged little square of cermet I’d cut out. “Well, here, get this into the cooler with them and let’s see what happens before they all die.”


  She had done a remarkable job of jury-rigging what has once been a spare cooler unit into a laboratory apparatus. The lid was sealed against air leaks, although there were half a dozen sensor wires and two small tubes going through the sealant into the cooler’s interior.


  All-in-all, it looked very much like the makeshift contraption that it was, the kind of thing that scientists call a kloodge. I once heard of such devices being named after someone named Rube Goldberg, but I never found out why.


  Looking worried, Marguerite deftly sliced my cermet sample into hair-thin slivers with a diamond saw, then inserted half of them into the cooler through one of the tubes.


  “What are you doing with a diamond saw?” I asked.


  That made her smile. “What are you doing without one?” she countered.


  “Huh?”


  “I had hoped we’d pick up samples of Venusian rock. The saw can slice thin specimens for the microscope.”


  “Oh, of course,” I said. I knew that; I simply didn’t think of it at that moment.


  “I would have thought,” she went on, “that a planetary scientist would have this kind of equipment with him for geological investigations.”


  I felt my brow furrow. “Come to think of it, I believe I do.”


  She laughed. “I know you do, Van. I stole this from the equipment stores that you had marked for your use.”


  She’d been teasing me! To hide my embarrassment, I bent over and peered into the narrow little window in the cooler’s lid. All I could see inside was a grayish fog.


  “That’s actual Venusian air inside there?” I asked.


  “Yes,” she replied, frowning slightly. “I was drawing it off from the main probe we’ve been using for the nephelometers and mass spectrometers.”


  I caught her accent on the past tense. “Was?”


  She made an irritated huffing sound, very much like her mother. “The probes have been shut down. Captain’s orders.”


  “Why would she . . .?” Then I realized, “She doesn’t want to run the risk of having the bugs break loose inside the ship.”


  “That’s right,” Marguerite said. “So I’ve got this sample and that’s all. No replacements.”


  “And yet she acted as if she thought I was crazy when I told her the bugs ate the suits and the railing.”


  Marguerite shrugged as if it weren’t important to her. But it was to me.


  “She’s a first-class hypocrite, your mother,” I said, with some heat.


  “She’s the ship’s captain,” Marguerite answered stiffly. “She might think your idea’s crazy, but the safety of this ship and crew is her responsibility and she’s decided not to take any unnecessary risks.”


  I could see the logic in that. But still . . . “She’s sent Yeats and Sakamoto out to repair the shell.”


  “That’s necessary. There’s no getting around it.”


  “Perhaps,” I admitted reluctantly. “But she shouldn’t let them stay out too long.”


  “How long is too long?”


  “How long were Rodriguez and I outside? Both our suits were damaged.” Marguerite nodded. “I’m sure she’s watching their readouts.”


  The timer on the cooler chimed, ending our conversation. Marguerite drew out a sample of the Venusian air, rich with sulfuric acid droplets and the organisms that lived in them. Quickly she prepared a microscope slide and put the display onto the screen of the laptop computer she had plugged into the electron microscope.


  “They’re recovering!” she said happily. “Look at how vigorously they’re swimming around!”


  “But where’s the suit material?” I asked.


  She turned from the laptop to stare at me. “It’s gone. They’ve digested the cermet. It’s food for them.”


  I raced along the passageway to the bridge. Duchamp was in her command chair, as usual. I could hear Yeats’ voice, puffing with exertion:


  “. . . going a lot slower than I expected. This is tough work, let me tell you.”


  “You’ve got to bring them back inside!” I said to Duchamp. “Now! Before the bugs kill them.”


  Rodriguez was not on the bridge. Riza Kolodny, at the comm console, looked at me and then the captain and finally turned her face resolutely to her screens, not wishing to get involved.


  Before Duchamp could reply, I said, “The bugs eat cermet. It’s like caviar to them, for god’s sake!”


  She levelled a hard stare at me. “You have proof of this?”


  “Your daughter has the proof in her lab. It’s true! Now get those two people back inside here!”


  Duchamp looked as if she’d prefer to slice my throat, but she touched the communications stud on her chair arm and said crisply, “Yeats, Sakamoto, come back inside. Now. That’s an order.”


  “Okay by me,” Yeats said, with obvious relief. She was not accustomed to much physical exertion, clearly.


  “Yes, Captain,” said Sakamoto, so even and unemotional that the words might just as well have come from a computer.


  Duchamp called Rodriguez back to the bridge and Marguerite came up from her lab. She and I crowded the hatchway as she displayed her experiment’s results on the main screen. Within minutes, Dr. Waller, Yeats and Sakamoto came up, making a real crowd in the passageway. I could feel them pressing me, pushing their sweaty bodies against me. My heart was racing; I felt queasy and breathless at the same time.


  “I’m still checking air samples for the signature of the cermet materials,” Marguerite was telling her mother, “but so far there is none. The organisms seem to have digested every molecule.”


  If this information rattled our steely-eyed captain, she did not show it. Turning to Rodriguez, she said, “What do you think?”


  Rodriguez’s brow was already deeply creased with worry. “We’ve got a catch-twenty-two situation here. We need to repair the shell or sink, but if we go outside the bugs will degrade our suits so badly we ll be at risk of total suit failure.”


  “You mean death,” I said. “Someone could get killed.”


  He nodded, a little sheepishly, I thought.


  Marguerite added, “Meanwhile the organisms are eating away at the shell. They could damage it to the point where . . . where . . .” She drew in her breath, realizing that if the shell failed, we would all go plunging into the depths of the atmosphere.


  Is this what happened to Alex? I wondered. Was his ship devoured by these hungry alien bugs?


  Then I realized that the organisms weren’t alien at all. This was their natural environment. We were the aliens, the invaders. Maybe they were instinctively fighting against us, trying to drive us out of their world.


  Nonsense! I told myself. They’re just bugs. Microbes. They can’t think. They can’t act in an organized way.


  I hoped.


  Duchamp looked straight at me as she said, “This is what we re going to do. Each of us will take turns at repairing the shell. None of us will stay outside longer than Tom and Mr. Humphries did.”


  “But our suits were damaged,” I objected.


  “We will keep the excursions shorter than your EVA was,” Duchamp said. “Short enough to get back inside before the bugs can damage the suits.”


  From behind me Yeats grumbled, “Then it’s a race to see if we can plug the leaks faster than the bugs can eat through the shell.”


  Duchamp nodded. “In the meantime, I intend to go deeper.”


  “Deeper?” Riza blurted.


  “There’s a layer of clear air between this cloud deck and the next, about five kilometers below us,” Duchamp said.


  Rodriguez grinned humorlessly. “I get it. No clouds, no bugs.”


  I could feel Yeats start to object, but before she could the captain went on, “Willa, I want you to calculate the maximum time we can work in the atmosphere out there before we run into danger of suit damage.”


  “Yes, Captain,” Yeats said glumly.


  “Tom, you take the conn. Mr. Humphries and I will take the first shift. Everyone else will take a turn at the work,” she hesitated a moment, looking past me. At her daughter, I supposed. “Everyone except Dr. Waller,” she said.


  I felt the doctor’s gusting breath of appreciation on the back of my neck. He was in no physical condition for an EVA, true enough. But I worried about Marguerite; she had no training for this sort of thing. Or did she?


  Duchamp got up from her command chair. Everyone in the passageway flattened themselves out to make room for her to pass by. I followed her, fighting down die fears that were shaking me.


  In a sense, of course, none of us had any training for this sort of EVA. Virtual reality simulations were all well and good, as far as they went, but nothing could prepare you for being outside in those clouds, with the wind gusting against you and the ship shuddering and bucking like a living animal. Add to that the knowledge that the bugs were chewing away on your suit . . . it scared me down to my bladder. I felt jittery, almost lightheaded.


  But it had to be done, and I wasn’t going to back away from my share of the responsibility.


  It wasn’t easy, that’s for certain. Even though we worked inside the shell, grappling along its curving bulkhead, dangling from the structural support beams by our suit tethers was far more demanding than climbing mountains.


  And it was dark inside the shell. Outside, even in the clouds, there was always a yellowish-gray glow, a sullen twilight that was bright enough to see by, once your eyes adjusted to it. Inside the shell we had to work by the light of our helmet lamps, which didn’t go far. Their glow was swallowed up by the yellowish haze pervading the shell’s interior. It reminded me of descriptions of London fogs from long ages ago, groping along in the misty gloom.


  “Riza,” I heard Duchamp call over the suit radio, “get Dr. Waller to put together as many lamps as he can take from stores. We need working lights in here.”


  “Yes, Captain,” came the comm tech’s reply.


  Despite everything, I had to smile inside my helmet. Duchamp wasn’t allowing our ship’s doctor to sit idly while the rest of us worked.


  We sprayed epoxy all across the shell’s enormous interior. And it was huge in there; the vast curving space seemed measureless, infinite. The darkness swallowed the pitiful light from out helmet lamps. I began to think about Jonah in the belly of the whale or Fuchida exploring the endless caverns inside Olympus Mons on Mars.


  There was no way to know precisely where the leaks were: the shell wasn’t instrumented for that and the leaks weren’t so big that you could see daylight through them. We concentrated our spraying on the aft end of the envelope, naturally, because that’s where we had seen the charring.


  Duchamp and I spent an exhausting half-hour in the shell, then Rodriguez and Marguerite replaced us. Duchamp would have had the entire crew in there at once and gotten the job over with, except for the fact that we had only two epoxy sprayguns aboard.


  So, two by two, the crew worked hour after hour on sealing the leaks in the gas envelope. Exhausted as I was, I took another turn, this time with Sakamoto. Rodriguez actually went out three times. So did Yeats, grumbling every inch of the way.


  When my second tour was over, I half collapsed on the deck just inside the airlock, too weary even to think about peeling off my suit. I simply lifted off my helmet and sat there, not even taking off my backpack. It wasn’t only the physical exertion, although just about every muscle in my body was shrieking. It was the mental strain, the knowledge that the ship was in trouble, serious trouble, and we were all in danger.


  Sakamoto, standing above me, pulled his helmet off and gave me a rare smile. “Work is the curse of the drinking man,” he said, then started to get out of his suit. I couldn’t have been more surprised if he had sprouted wings and flown back to Earth.


  Finally it was finished. I had crawled into my berth to inject an enzyme shot into my arm when the intercom blared, a scant six centimeters from my ear, “MR. HUMPHRIES TO THE BRIDGE, PLEASE.”


  Bleary-eyed, I finished the injection, then slid out of the berth and padded in my stocking feet toward the bridge, not even bothering to smooth out the wrinkles in my coveralls. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew I was sweaty and far from sweet-smelling, but I didn’t care.


  Duchamp was in her command chair, as flinty as ever. Rodriguez must have been grabbing a few winks of sleep. Yeats was at the comm console.


  As soon as I ducked through the hatch, Duchamp said to Yeats, “Tell him, Willa.”


  Looking far from jocular, Yeats said, “I have good news and bad news. Which do you want to hear first?”


  “The good news,” I snapped.


  “We stopped the leak,” she said. But her face did not show any sign of joy. “The ship is back in trim and we’ve broken out of the clouds into the clear air.”


  “We’re pumping out the air we took in during the descent through the cloud deck,” Duchamp added, “and replacing it with the ambient air, outside.”


  I nodded. “Good.”


  “Now the bad news,” said Willa. “Every one of our suits is damaged, at least slightly. Not one of them would pass a safety inspection. They all leak.”


  “That means we can’t go EVA?”


  “Not until we repair them,” Yeats said cheerlessly.


  “Alright,” I said. “That’s not as bad as it might have been.”


  “The question is,” Duchamp said, “will there be more bugs in the deeper cloud decks?”


  “It gets awfully hot down there,” I said. “More than two hundred degrees Celsius. And that’s thirty or forty kilometers above the surface.”


  “So you don’t think we’ll have any problems from the bugs?”


  “We should ask Marguerite. She’s the biologist.”


  Duchamp nodded. “I’ve already asked her. She said she doesn’t know. No one knows.”


  I heard myself say, “There can’t be anything living at such high temperatures! It gets up to four hundred degrees and more at the surface.”


  “I wonder,” she murmured.


  From being a total skeptic about the bugs, the captain had swung to suspecting them to be lurking in the next cloud deck, waiting to devour us.


  Then another thought struck me. “Where’s Fuchs? Has he gone down into the second cloud deck yet?”


  She nodded. “No. He appears to be hovering in this clear area, just as we are, according to the latest word from the IAA.”


  “I wonder if he . . .” Duchamp and the bridge wavered out of focus, as if someone had twisted a camera lens the wrong way. I put out a hand to grasp the edge of the hatchway, my knees suddenly rubbery.


  I heard someone ask, “What’s the matter?”


  Everything was spinning madly around me. “I feel kind of woozy,” I heard my own voice say.


  That’s the last thing I remember.


  I opened my eyes to see Dr. Waller, Rodriguez and Marguerite bending over me. They all looked grim, worried.


  “Do you know where you are?” Waller asked, the Jamaican lilt in his voice flattened by concern.


  I looked past their intent faces and saw medical monitors, green worms crawling across their screens. I heard them beeping softly and smelled antiseptic.


  “The infirmary,” I said. My voice was little more than a croak.


  “Good!” Dr. Waller said approvingly. “Full consciousness and awareness. That’s very good.”


  Marguerite looked relieved. I suppose Rodriguez did too.


  It didn’t take much mental acumen to see that I was lying on the infirmary’s one bed. Located back at the tail of the gondola, the infirmary was the only place on Hesperos with space enough for people to stand at bedside. Our bunks were nothing more than horizontal closets.


  “What happened?” I asked, still not feeling strong enough to do anything but lie there on my back.


  “Your anemia came up and bit you,” said Dr. Waller.


  I glanced at Marguerite. I had never mentioned my condition to her, but apparently Waller had told her everything while I was unconscious. She looked concerned, but not surprised. Rodriguez had known about it, of course, but he still looked very worried, his forehead wrinkled like corduroy.


  “But I’ve been taking my shots,” I said weakly.


  “And engaging in more physical exertion than you have ever done in your life, I should think,” said the doctor cheerily. “The hard work caught up with you.”


  “A few hours . . .?”


  “It was enough. More than enough.”


  Talk about depressing news. Here I thought I was doing my share, working alongside Rodriguez and even Duchamp, facing the same dangers and duties as the rest of the crew. And my god-cursed anemia strikes me down, shows everybody that I’m a weakling, a useless burden to them all. Father was right: I’m the runt of the litter, in every imaginable way.


  I felt like crying, but I held myself together as Waller fussed around me and Rodriguez left, half-apologizing that he had to get back to the bridge.


  “We’re getting ready to enter the next cloud deck,” he said. “We decided just to skim in and out, take some samples of the cloud droplets and see if there are any bugs in ’em.”


  I nodded weakly. “Good thinking.”


  “It was Dee’s idea—Captain Duchamp’s.”


  I turned my head slightly toward Marguerite. “It’s a good thing we brought a biologist along with us,” I said.


  She smiled.


  Rodriguez grabbed my hand and said, “You take care of yourself now, Van. Do what the doc tells you.”


  “Sure,” I agreed. “Why not?”


  He left. Marguerite remained at my bedside.


  “How long will I have to stay here?” I asked Dr. Waller.


  “Only a few hours, I should think,” he replied, his face as somber as ever. “I’m running diagnostics on your red cell count and oxygen transfer to your vital organs. It shouldn’t take very long.”


  I pushed myself up to a sitting position, expecting to feel my head spin. Instead, it felt fine. Marguerite hurriedly pushed up my pillows so I could sit back against them.


  “You make a good nurse,” I said to her. I actually felt pretty good. My voice was coming back to its normal strength.


  “You scared the wits out of everyone, collapsing like that.”


  “How should I have collapsed?” I joked.


  “Humor!” said Dr. Waller. “That’s good. A certain sign of recovery.”


  “There’s nothing really wrong with me,” I said, “except this damned anemia.”


  “Yes, that’s true. Except for the anemia you are in fine physical condition. But as Mercutio says to Romeo, the wound may not be as deep as a well or as wide as a church door but ‘tis enough, twill serve.”


  Marguerite understood. “You have to be careful, Van. Your condition could become serious if you don’t take proper care of yourself.”


  There was a part of me that was perfectly happy to be lying on a sickbed and having her looking so concerned about me. But how long would that last? I asked myself. I’ve got to get up and be active. I don’t want pity. I want respect.


  “What you’re telling me,” I said sharply to the doctor, “is that if I have to do any serious physical exertion I should take extra enzyme shots.”


  He nodded, but pointed out glumly, “We only have a fixed amount of the enzyme supply in our medical stores. And we do not have the equipment or resources to make more. Your supply is more than adequate for normal usage, with a healthy additional amount in reserve. But still—you should pace yourself more carefully than you have today, Mr. Humphries.”


  “Yes. Of course. Now, when can I get up and back to my work?”


  He glanced at the monitors lining the infirmary’s wall. “In two hours, more or less.”


  “Two hours,” I said. “Fine.”


  I was actually on my feet much sooner. I had to be.


  Marguerite brought me a handheld computer to work with while I sat in the infirmary bed, waiting for Dr. Waller to finish his diagnostics. He left the infirmary for a while, humming to himself as usual. I checked with IAA headquarters back in Geneva and, some twenty minutes later, got a reply that Fuchs had entered the second cloud deck more than an hour earlier.


  He was ahead of us again. And apparently he had suffered no damage from the bugs that had attacked our gas envelope. Why not? Was his Lucifer made of different materials? Had he been damaged and then repaired his ship more quickly than we had been able to do?


  Sitting there staring at the printed IAA report, I began to wonder what would happen if Fuchs actually did get to the surface first and recovered Alex’s remains. He’d get Father’s ten billion in prize money and I’d be penniless. Totally cut off. I couldn’t even afford my home in Majorca, let alone—


  The ship lurched.


  I mean, lurched. We had bounced and shuddered when we were in the superrotation winds up higher, but once we’d sunk down to the clear region between the first and second cloud decks the air pressure had become so thick that the winds were smothered and our ride had become glassy smooth.


  But now everything suddenly tilted so badly that I was nearly thrown off the bed. I clutched its edges like a child riding a coaster down a snowy hillside.


  Through the closed hatch of the infirmary I could hear alarm bells blaring and the thundering slams of other hatches swinging shut automatically.


  The infirmary seemed to sway. For an instant I thought I was getting dizzy again, but then I remembered that I was in the tail section of the gondola and it was the gondola itself that was swinging beneath the gas envelope. Somewhere an alarm siren started shrieking.


  I jumped out of bed, glad that Waller hadn’t stripped off my coveralls. The floor beneath me tilted again, this time pointing downward like an airplane starting to dive. Something behind me crashed to the floor.


  “ALL HANDS STRAP IN!” the intercom blared. Great advice. I had to clutch the bed to keep from sliding down to the infirmary hatch.


  The hatch swung outward and banged against the bulkhead. Dr. Waller was on the other side, his red-rimmed eyes wide with terror.


  “We’re sinking!” he screamed. “The gas shell has collapsed!”


  For a what seemed like a century and a quarter I just hung there, clutching the bed while alarms hooted and wailed all along the gondola, staring at Waller as he held onto the hatch frame with both his hands. In the hollow of my stomach I could feel the ship dropping.


  “ALL HANDS TO THE AIRLOCK,” the intercom speakers blared. “GET INTO YOUR SPACESUITS. NOW!’


  It was Duchamp’s voice, sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel, not panicked but certainly urgent enough to make me move.


  “Come on,” I said as I stumbled past Waller. He seemed frozen, mouth gaping, eyes goggling, unwilling or unable to let go of the hatch frame and start downhill toward the airlock.


  I grabbed his shoulder and shook him, hard. “Come on!” I shouted at him. “You heard the captain. That means everybody!”


  The ship seemed to straighten out somewhat as we staggered and weaved down the passageway. We had to manually open hatches every few meters. They automatically slammed shut behind us. At least the alarms had been silenced; their wailing was enough to scare you into cardiac fibrillation.


  Rodriguez was already at the airlock, helping Riza Kolodny into her suit. The other two technicians crowded behind him, getting their own suits on.


  “Where’s Marguerite?” I asked him.


  “I don’t know. Maybe up at the bridge with her mother,” he said, without looking up from his work.


  “These suits are all damaged,” I said, holding out the sleeve of my own. The elbow joint was obviously blackened, as if singed by a flame.


  “You want to go with no suit at all?” Rodriguez snapped.


  Waller moaned. I thought he was going to faint, but then I saw a growing stain across the crotch of his coveralls. The doctor had wet himself.


  “What’s happened?” I demanded. “What are we going to do?”


  Still checking Riza’s backpack, Rodriguez said, “Damned shell cracked open. We’re losing buoyancy. Can’t keep the ship in trim.”


  “So what—”


  “We’re going to the descent module, use it in the escape pod mode. Ride it up to orbit and hope Truax can find us.”


  “Then why do we need the suits?”


  “Whole front section of the gondola’s leaking like a frickin’ sieve,” Rodriguez said, his voice edged with fear-driven tension. “If the leaks reach the bridge before we can get everybody into the pod . . .”


  He didn’t have to finish the sentence. I got the picture.


  I helped Dr. Waller into his suit before starting to put mine on. The ship kept dipping and then rising, making my insides feel as if I were on an elevator that couldn’t make up its mind. Waller seemed almost in shock, hardly able to move his arms and legs, his eyes staring blankly, his mouth sagging open and gasping like a fish. It flashed through my mind that he had the only undamaged suit on board; all the others had developed leaks, even the spares.


  By the time I got my own suit on, Marguerite and her mother were still nowhere in sight. I clomped down the slanting passageway toward the bridge.


  “Where’re you going?” Rodriguez yelled after me. “I gotta check you out!”


  “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I called back, shouting so they could hear me through the helmet. “Get everybody to the escape pod. I’ll catch up with you there.”


  Checking out the suit was nothing more than busywork at this stage of the game. They all leaked to some degree, we all knew that. But we only needed them for the few minutes it would take to clamber into the escape pod and dog its hatch shut.


  I wasn’t going without Marguerite, though. What was she doing? Where was she?


  Her lab was empty. The ship seemed to straighten out again; the passageway even angled upward a little, for a moment.


  I pushed on to the bridge. There they were, both of them.


  “. . . can’t stay here,” Marguerite was saying, pleading really.


  “Someone’s got to keep the ship on as even a keel as possible,” Duchamp said, her eyes fixed on the main display screen. Sitting in her command chair, she had a laptop across her knees, her fingers working the keys like a concert pianist playing a cadenza.


  “But you’ll—”


  I broke into their argument. “Everyone’s suited up and headed for the escape pod.”


  Duchamp looked sharply at me. Then, with a single curt nod, she turned her gaze to her daughter. “Get into your suit. Now.”


  “Not until you come with me,” Marguerite said.


  The picture is etched in my mind. The two of them, as identical as copies from a blueprint except for their ages, glaring at each other with identical stubborn intensity.


  “Both of you, get your suits on,” I said, trying to sound commanding. “The others are waiting for you.”


  The ship lurched and heaved wildly. My stomach tried to jump into my throat. I grabbed the hatch frame for support. Marguerite, standing beside her mother, staggered and fell into Rodriguez’s chair with an ungainly thump.


  Duchamp turned back to the main screen, banging on the laptop’s keyboard again.


  “We’re losing the last bit of buoyancy we have,” she said, not taking her eyes off the screen. I saw that it displayed a schematic of the ship’s maneuvering engines.


  “Then we’ve got to get out!” I snapped.


  “Someone’s got to keep the ship from diving deeper,” Duchamp said. “If I don’t work the engines, we’ll sink like a stone.”


  “What about the regular trim program?” I demanded. She barked out a single harsh, “Hah!”


  I said, “The computer should be able—”


  “There’s no way the computer can keep this bucket on a halfway even keel without manual input,” Duchamp said. “No way.”


  “But—”


  “I’m only barely managing to hold her at altitude now.”


  As if to prove her words, the ship dipped down again, then popped sharply upward. I thought I could hear moaning from up forward, where the rest of the crew was waiting for us.


  “It’s the captain’s duty,” Duchamp said, glancing at me. Then she smiled thinly. “I know you didn’t want me for the job, but I take the position seriously.”


  “You’ll kill yourself!” Marguerite shrieked.


  “Get her off the bridge,” Duchamp said to me.


  Still clinging to the rim of the hatch, I thought swiftly. “I’ll make you a deal.”


  She arched one brow at me.


  “I’ll get Marguerite suited up and bring your suit here to the bridge. Then you suit up and come forward to the escape pod.”


  She nodded.


  “Come on,” I said to Marguerite.


  “No,” she snapped. Turning to her mother, she said, “Not without you.”


  Duchamp gave her a look I’d never seen on her face before. Instead of her usual stem, flint-hard stare, the captain’s features softened, her eyes glistened.


  “Marguerite, go with him. I’ll be all right. I’m really not suicidal.”


  Before Marguerite could reply I grasped her wrist and literally hauled her out of the chair, off the bridge, and down the slanting passageway to the airlock where the suits were stored.


  “She’ll kill herself,” Marguerite said in a throaty whisper, as if talking to herself. Over and over, as I helped her into her spacesuit, she repeated it. “She’ll kill herself.”


  “I won’t let her,” I said, with a bravado I didn’t really feel. “I’ll get her into her suit and up to the escape pod if I have to carry her.”


  I only said it to make Marguerite feel better, and I’m certain that she knew it. But she let me help her put the suit on and check out the backpack.


  I took the least-used-looking of the remaining suits and we staggered back up the passageway toward the bridge again. The ship’s pitching and reeling seemed to calm down somewhat. Maybe we had hit a region of calm, stable air, or we were finally in equilibrium with the air pressure outside.


  We got to the bridge and I offered to run the auxiliary engines while the captain got into her suit.


  She gave me a pitying smile. “If I had a few days to teach you . . .”


  “Then let’s get Rodriguez up here,” I suggested.


  “I’ll go get him,” Marguerite said.


  Raising her hand to stop her daughter, Duchamp said, “The intercom still works, dear.”


  “Then call him,” I commanded.


  She seemed to think it over for half a second, then tapped the intercom stud on her chair arm. Before she could say anything, however, the message light on the comm console flashed on.


  Duchamp called out to the computer, “Answer incoming call.”


  Lars Fuchs’ heavy, jowly face filled the screen, glowering angrily.


  “I picked up your distress call,” he said flatly, with no preamble.


  Hesperos’ command computer was programmed to beam out a distress call when safety limits were exceeded. The instant the alarms began going off and the compartment hatches were automatically shut, the computer must have started calling for help. In ten minutes or so, I realized, we would be getting inquiries from the IAA on Earth: standard safety procedure for all space flights.


  “We’re preparing to abandon ship,” Duchamp said. “Buoyancy’s gone.”


  “Stand by,” Fuchs said, the expression on his face somewhere between annoyed and exasperated. “I’m approaching you at maximum speed. You can transfer to Lucifer.”


  Strangely, Duchamp’s expression softened. “You don’t have to do that, Lars.”


  He remained irritated. “The hell I don’t. IAA regulations require any craft receiving a distress signal to render all possible assistance, remember?”


  “But you can’t—”


  “If I don’t come to your aid,” he snapped, “the IAA will hang me out to dry. They’d love to make an example of me. And they won’t hang me by my neck, either.”


  I studied his face there on the bridge’s main display screen, at least two times bigger than life. There was anger there, plenty of it. Bitterness deeper than I’d ever seen before. Lars Fuchs looked like a man who’d been forced to make hard decisions all his life, iron-hard decisions that had cost him all hope for ease and joy. Joyless. That’s was it. That was what made his face so different from anyone I had ever seen before. There was no trace of joy in him. Not even a glimmer that a moment of happiness would ever touch him. He had abandoned all hope of joy, long years ago.


  It took all of two or three seconds for me to come to that conclusion. In that time Duchamp made her decision.


  “We only have a few minutes before the gondola starts breaking up, Lars.”


  “Get into your suits. Lucifer will be within transfer range in . . .” his eyes shifted to some data screen out of camera range “. . . twelve minutes.” Duchamp drew in a deep breath, then nodded once. “All right. We’ll be ready.”


  “I’ll be there,” Fuchs said grimly. Strangely, I thought I heard just a hint of softening in his voice.


  Rodriguez came back to the bridge and took over the conn while Duchamp struggled into her suit. She had to step out into the passageway, there was no room on the bridge to do it. Marguerite and I both checked her out. The suit had several slow leaks in it, but should have been good for at least an hour.


  “We’ll be aboard Lucifer by then,” Duchamp said from inside her helmet. We were close enough so I could see her face through the tinted bubble. She wore the same hard-edged expression she usually showed. No trace of fear or even apprehension. If any of this frightened or worried her, it certainly did not show in her face.


  “We’d better be,” Marguerite said, barely loud enough for me to hear her. All our suits leaked a little, thanks to the bugs. I was grateful that we didn’t have to pressurize them; Venus’ atmospheric pressure at this altitude was slightly higher than Earth’s.


  It seemed to me that the ship’s pitching and bobbing smoothed out somewhat under Rodriguez’s hand, but that may have simply been my imagination—or the fact that I liked him a lot better than our hard-bitten captain.


  Even so, the metal structure of the gondola began to groan and screech like a beast in pain. I stood out in the passageway and fought down the urge to scream out my own terror.


  Marguerite didn’t seem to be at all afraid. In fact, she knotted her brows in puzzlement. “Why are the bugs attacking just the one area of the gondola and not the entire structure?”


  “What makes think they’re not?” I managed to gulp out.


  “The only part being damaged so far is the section between airlock and the nose area,” she said.


  “How can you be sure of that?”


  She jabbed a gloved thumb back toward the bridge. “Look at the life-support display. That’s the only section that’s lost air pressure.”


  She was right, I saw as I peered at the life-support screen. Now I furrowed my own brows. Was there any difference between that section and the rest of the gondola? I tried to remember the schematics and blueprints I had studied long months ago, when we were building Hesperos.


  That entire section was designed around the airlock. Maybe the bugs were chewing on the plastics that we used as sealant for the outer airlock hatch?


  “Is the inner airlock hatch sealed shut?” I called in to Rodriguez, who was still in the command chair.


  Without stopping to think why I asked it, he flicked his eyes to the “Christmas tree” display of lights that indicated the status of the ship’s various systems. Most of the lights were bright, dangerous red now.


  “No,” he said, shaking his head inside his helmet.


  “Seal it,” I said.


  “It won’t do any good,” Marguerite said. “If the bugs have eroded the outer hatch’s sealant, they’ll do the same for the inner hatch.”


  “It might buy us a few minutes’ time,” I countered.


  Duchamp, fully suited up now, agreed with me. “Every second counts.”


  She went into the bridge and repossessed her command chair. Rodriguez came out into the passageway with us. He had to squeeze a little to get through the hatch with his suit on.


  “All right,” Rodriguez said. “Helmets sealed. Let’s go up forward with the others.”


  “What about her?” Marguerite asked.


  Duchamp replied, “I’m needed here. I’ll leave the bridge when Lucifer starts taking us aboard.”


  “I’ll stay here with you, then,” Marguerite said.


  “No,” I said. “You’re coming with us.”


  She had to turn her entire body toward me for me to see the flat refusal in her eyes. The same rigidly adamant expression I had seen so often on her mother’s face; the same stubborn set of the jaw.


  “Captain,” I called out, “give the order.”


  “He’s right, ma petite,” Duchamp said, in a voice softer and lower than I had ever heard from her. “You’ve got—”


  The message light began blinking again and Duchamp stopped in mid-sentence. “Answer incoming call.”


  Fuchs’ bleakly somber face filled the comm screen. “I’ll be maneuvering beneath your ship in four minutes. I won’t be able to hold station for more than a minute or so. You’ll have to be prepared to jump.”


  “Not below us!” Duchamp cried, startled. “We’re breaking up. Debris could damage you.”


  Fuchs glowered. “Do your suits have maneuvering propulsion units?”


  “No.”


  “Then if you can’t fly, the only way to get from Hesperos to Lucifer is to drop.” His wide slash of a mouth twitched briefly in what might have been the ghost of a smile. “Like Lucifer himself, you’ll have to fall.”


  Jump from Hesperos onto Lucifer? The idea turned my innards to water. How could we do that? How close could Fuchs bring his ship to ours? I should have added maneuvering units to the spacesuits, I never thought of it back on Earth. We weren’t planning any EVA work except for the transfer from Truax, and we had the cable trolley for that. Rodriguez should’ve known that we’d need maneuvering jets in an emergency. Somebody should’ve thought that far ahead.


  “Three minutes, ten seconds,” Fuchs said. “Be prepared to jump.”


  The comm screen went blank.


  “Come on,” Rodriguez said, nudging my shoulder to point me up the passageway.


  Marguerite still hesitated.


  “Go with them,” Duchamp commanded. “I’ll hold this bucket on course for another two minutes and then come along.”


  “You won’t do anything foolish?” Marguerite asked, in a tiny voice.


  Duchamp gave her a disgusted look. “The idea that the captain goes down with his ship was a piece of male machismo. I’m not afflicted with the curse of testosterone, believe me.”


  Before either of them could say anything more, I put my gloved hand on Marguerite’s backpack and shoved her—gently—along the passageway.


  I never found out if shutting the inner airlock hatch slowed down the bugs’ destruction or not. As it turned out, it didn’t matter, one way or the other.


  The rest of the crew, Dr. Waller and the three technicians, were up in the nose section, already inside the descent module. As far as they knew we were still planning to use the’sphere in its escape pod mode and rocket up into orbit, to be picked up by Truax.


  As we hurried up the passageway toward the hatch that opened onto the airlock area, Rodriguez again ordered us to seal our helmets. “Air pressure’s okay on the other side of the hatch,” he said, “but there’s probably a lot of Venusian air mixed in with our own. You wouldn’t enjoy breathing sulfuric acid fumes.”


  I checked my helmet seal six times in the few steps it took us to reach the closed hatch.


  Meanwhile, Rodriguez used his suit radio to tell Waller and the techs to get out of the pod and into the airlock section. They asked why, of course.


  “We’re going to transfer to Fuchs’ ship, Lucifer,” he said.


  “How?” I heard Riza Kolodny’s adenoidal voice in my helmet earphones.


  “You’ll see,” Rodriguez said, like a father who doesn’t have the time to explain.


  We got the hatch open and looked into the airlock section. It seemed safe enough. I couldn’t see holes in the structure. But the metal seemed to be groaning again, and I could hear thin, high-pitched whistling noises, like air blowing through a lot of pinholes.


  Rodriguez stepped through the hatch first, then Marguerite. I followed. The ship lurched again and I put out my hand to rest it on the sturdy metal frame of the airlock hatch, to steady myself.


  Just then the hatch on the opposite end of the section swung back. Four spacesuited figures huddled there, anonymous in their bulky suits and reflective bubble helmets.


  Duchamp’s voice crackled in my earphones, “Fuchs is about a hundred meters below us and moving up closer. Connect your tethers to each other and start down to his ship.”


  Rodriguez said, “Right,” then pointed at me. “You first, Mr. Humphries.”


  I had to swallow several times before I could answer him, “Alright. Then Marguerite.”


  “Yessir,” Rodriguez said.


  There was no need to cycle the airlock. I just slid its inner hatch open and stepped inside, then punched the button that opened the outer hatch. Nothing happened. For a moment I just stood there like a fool, hearing the wind whistling around me, feeling trapped.


  “Use the manual override!” Rodriguez said impatiently.


  “Right,” I answered, trying to recover some shred of dignity.


  I tugged at the wheel and the outer hatch slowly, stubbornly inched open. Rodriguez handed me the first few tethers, clipped together end to end. He and Marguerite were hurriedly snapping the others onto one another.


  “Attach the free end to a ladder rung,” he told me.


  “Right,” I said again. It was the only word I could think of.


  I leaned out the open airlock hatch to attach the tether and what I saw made me giddy with fright.


  We were scudding along high above an endless layer of sickly yellowish clouds, billowing and undulating like a thing alive. And then the huge curving bulk of Lucifer slid in below us, so near that I thought we would crash together in a collision that would kill us all.


  “Lucifer is on-station,” I heard Duchamp’s voice in my earphones.


  Fuchs’ ship seemed enormous, much bigger than ours. It was drawing nearer, slowly but noticeably closing the gap between us. Gasping for breath, I clicked the end of the tether onto the nearest ladder rung. Then I realized that Rodriguez was right behind me, feeding tether line out the hatch, past my booted feet. I watched the tether snake down toward the top of Lucifer’s bulbous shell, dropping like an impossibly thin line of string down, down, down and still not reaching the walkway that ran the length of the ship’s gas envelope.


  I suddenly realized that I hadn’t taken any of my enzyme supply with me. Even if we made it to Lucifer I’d be without the medicine I needed to live.


  Then Hesperos dipped drunkenly and the gondola groaned again like a man dying in agony. I happened to glance along the outer surface and saw that the metal was streaked with ugly dark smudges that ran from the nose to the airlock hatch and even beyond. I could see the thin metal skin cracking along those dark streaks.


  Marguerite and Rodriguez were behind me, the four other spacesuited figures—Waller and the technicians—stood huddled on the other side of the airlock hatch. They were all waiting impatiently for me to start the descent toward Lucifer and safety. I stood frozen at the lip of the open hatch. Clambering down that dangling tether certainly did not look at all safe to me.


  The groaning rose in pitch until it was like a screeching of fingernails on a chalkboard. I pulled my head back inside the airlock chamber, panting as if I’d run a thousand meters.


  “She’s breaking up!” Rodriguez yelled, so loud that I could hear him through my helmet as well as in my earphones.


  Before my eyes, the front section of the gondola tore away with a horrifying grinding, ripping sound, carrying Waller and the technicians with it. They screamed, terrified high-pitched wails that shrieked in my earphones. The front end broke entirely free and flashed past my horrified eyes, tumbling end over end, spilling the spacesuited figures out into the open, empty air.


  “Save meee!” one of them screamed, a shriek so strained and piercing I couldn’t tell which of them uttered it.


  I saw a body thump down onto Lucifer, below us; it missed the catwalk and slid off into oblivion, howling madly all the time.


  I could hardly stand up, my knees were so watery. Rodriguez, pressed in behind me in the airlock, whispered, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”


  The screams went on and on, like red-hot icepicks jammed into my ears. Even after they stopped, my head rang with their memory.


  “They’re dead,” Rodriguez said, his voice hollow.


  “All of them,” said Marguerite, quavering, fighting back tears.


  “And so will we be,” Duchamp’s voice crackled, “if we don’t get down those tethers right now.”


  The ship was bucking violently now, heaving up and down in a wild pitching motion. The wind tore at us from the gaping emptiness where the nose of the gondola had been. A ridiculous thought popped into my mind: we didn’t need the airlock now, we could jump out of the ship through the jagged open end of the gondola.


  I could hear Rodriguez panting hard in my earphones. At least, I assumed it was Rodriguez. Marguerite was there, too, and I thought Duchamp had to be on her way down to us by now.


  “Go on!” Rodriguez yelled, as if the suit radios weren’t working. “Down the tether.”


  If I had thought about it for half a millisecond I would have been so terrified I’d have frozen up, paralyzed with fear. But there wasn’t any time for that. I grabbed the tether with both gloved hands.


  “The servomotors will hold you,” Rodriguez said. “Loop your boots in the line to take some of the load off your arms, like circus acrobats.”


  I made a clumsy try at it, but only managed to tangle the tether around one ankle. The servomotors on the backs of the gloves clamped my fingers on the line, sure enough. All I had to worry about was making a mistake and letting go of the blasted line with both hands at the same time.


  Down I went, hand overhand.


  It was hard work, clambering down that swaying, slithering line of connected tethers. Drenched in cold sweat, my heart hammering in my ears, I tried to clamp my boots around the line to take some of the strain off my arms but that was a clumsy failure. I inched down the line, my powered gloves clamping and unclamping slowly, like an arthritic old man’s hands.


  Lucifer seemed to be a thousand kilometers below me. I could see the end of the connected tethers dangling a good ten meters or more above the catwalk that ran the length of the ship’s gas envelope. It looked like a hundred meters, to me. A thousand. When I got to the end of the line I’d have to jump for it.


  If I made it to the end of the line.


  And all the while I crawled down the length of tethers I kept hearing the terrified, agonized screams of the crewmen who fell to their deaths. My mind kept replaying that long, wailing, “Save meee!” over and over again. What would I scream if I missed the ship and plunged down into the fiery depths of inescapable death?


  “Send the others down.” It was Fuchs’ heavy, harsh voice in my earphones. “Don’t wait. Get started now.”


  “No,” Marguerite said. I could sense her struggling, hear her breathing hard. “Wait . . .”


  But Rodriguez said firmly, “No time for waiting. Now!”


  I looked up and saw another figure start down the tethers. In the spacesuit it was impossible to see who it was, but I figured it had to be Marguerite.


  She was coming down the line a lot faster than I, her boots gripping the tether expertly. Had she told me she’d done mountain climbing? I couldn’t remember. Foolish thought at that particular moment.


  I tried to go faster and damned near killed myself. Let go of the line with one hand, then missed my next grab for it while my other hand was opening. There’s a delay built into the servomotors that control the gloves’ exoskeletons; you move your fingers and the motors resist a little, then kick in. My glove’s fingers were opening, loosening my grip on the tether, when I desperately wanted them to tighten again.


  There I was, one hand flailing free and the other letting go of my grip on the tether. If I hadn’t been so scared I would’ve thrown up.


  I lunged for the line with my free hand, caught it, and closed my fingers as fast and hard as I could. I thought I heard the servomotors whining furiously although that must have been my imagination, since I’d never heard them before through the suit and helmet.


  I hung there by one hand, all my weight on that arm and shoulder, for what seemed like an hour or two. Then I clasped the tether with my other hand, took the deepest breath I’d ever made in my life, and started down the tether again.


  “Where’s my mother?” I heard Marguerite’s fear-filled voice in my earphones.


  “She’s on her way,” Rodriguez answered.


  But when I looked up I saw only their two figures clambering down the tether. Hesperos was a wreck, jouncing and shuddering above us, falling apart. The gas envelope was cracked like an overcooked egg. The gondola was half gone, its front end tom away, new cracks zigzagging along its length even as I watched. The bugs from the clouds must have made a home for themselves in the ship’s metal structure.


  Well, I thought grimly, they’ll all roast to death when she loses her last bit of buoyancy and plunges into the broiling heat below.


  Then I caught a vision of Hesperos crashing into Lucifer, and wondered how long Fuchs would keep his ship hovering below us.


  “Hurry it up!” he called, as if he could read my thoughts.


  Marguerite was sobbing openly; I could hear her over the suit radio. Rodriguez had gone silent except for his hard panting as he worked his way down the tether. They were both getting close to me.


  And Duchamp was still in the ship. On the bridge, I realized, working to hold the shattered Hesperos in place long enough for us to make it to safety. But what about her safety?


  “Captain Duchamp,” I called, surprised that my voice worked at all. “Leave the bridge and come down the safety tether. That’s an order.”


  No response.


  “Mother!” Marguerite sobbed. “Mama!”


  She wasn’t coming. I knew it with the certainty of religious revelation. Duchamp was staying on the bridge, fighting to hold the battered wreck of Hesperos in place long enough for us to make it to safety. Giving her life to save us. To save her daughter, really. I doubt that she cared a rat’s hiccup for the rest of us. Maybe she had some feelings for Rodriguez. Certainly not for me.


  And then I was at the end of the tether line. I dangled there, swaying giddily, my boots swinging in empty air. The broad expanse of Lucifer’s gas envelope still seemed an awfully long way off. A long drop.


  All my weight, including the weight of my spacesuit and backpack, was hanging from my hands. I could feel the bones of my upper arms being pulled slowly, agonizingly, out of my shoulder sockets, like a man on the rack. I couldn’t hang on for long.


  Then I saw three spacesuited figures climbing slowly up the curving flank of the massive shell. They looked like toys, like tiny dolls, and I realized just how much bigger Lucifer was than Hesperos. Enormously bigger.


  Which meant that it was also much farther away than I had first guessed. It wasn’t ten meters below me; it must have been more like a hundred meters. I couldn’t survive a jump that long. No one could.


  I looked up. Through my bubble helmet I saw Marguerite and Rodriguez coming down the line toward me, almost on top of me.


  “What now?” I asked Rodriguez. “It’s too far to jump.”


  Before he could answer, Fuchs’ voice grated in my earphones. “I’m bringing Lucifer up close enough for you to reach. I can’t keep her in position for long, so when I say jump, you either jump or be damned. Understand me?”


  “Understood,” Rodriguez said.


  “Okay.”


  The broad back of Lucifer rose toward us, slowly moving closer. The three spacesuited figures were on the catwalk now, laying out long coils of tethers between them.


  We were getting tantalizingly close, but each time I thought we were within a safe jumping distance Hesperos bobbed up or sideways and we were jericed away from Lucifer. My arms were blazing with pain. I could hear Rodriguez mumbling in Spanish, perhaps a prayer. More likely some choice curses.


  I looked up again and saw that Hesperos was barely holding together. The gondola was cracked in a hundred places, the gas shell above it was missing pieces like an uncompleted jigsaw puzzle.


  The only thing in our favor was that the air was thick enough down at this level to be relatively calm. Relatively. Hesperos was still jouncing and fluttering like a leaf in a strong breeze.


  Marguerite’s sobbing seemed to have stopped. I supposed that she finally understood her mother was not coming and there was nothing she could do about it. There would be plenty of time to mourn after we had saved our own necks, I thought. When your own life is on the line, as ours were, you worry about your own skin and save your sentiment for everyone else for later.


  “Now!” Fuchs’ command shattered my pointless musings.


  I was still dangling a tremendous distance from Lucifer’s catwalk, my shoulders and arms screaming in agony from the strain.


  “Now, dammit!” he roared. “Jump!”


  I let go. For a dizzying instant it felt as if I hung in mid-air, not moving at all. By the time I realized I was Ming I thudded down onto the curving hull of Lucifer’s envelope with a bang that knocked the breath out of my lungs.


  I had missed the catwalk and the men waiting to help me by several meters. I felt myself sliding along the curve of the shell, my arms and legs scrabbling to find a grip, a handhold, anything to stop me from sliding off into the oblivion below. Nothing. The shell’s skin was smooth as polished marble.


  In my earphones I heard a sort of howling noise, a strangled wail that yowled in my ears like some primitive animal’s shriek. It went on and on without letup. I couldn’t hear anything else, nothing except that agonized howl.


  If Lucifer had been as small as Hesperos I would have slid off the shell and plunged into the thick hot clouds kilometers beneath me. I sometimes wonder if I would have been roasted to death as I fell deeper into the blistering hot atmosphere or crushed like an eggshell by the tremendous pressure.


  Instead, Fuchs’ crewmen saved me. One of them jumped off the catwalk and slid on the rump of his suit to my side and grabbed me firmly. Even through the yowling noise in my earphones I could hear him grunt painfully when his tether stopped us both. Then he looped the extra tether he carried with him around my shoulders.


  I was shaking so hard inside my suit that it took me three tries before I could control my legs well enough to follow Fuchs’ crewman back up to the catwalk, where his companion already had his arms wrapped around Marguerite. I found out later that she had dropped neatly onto the catwalk and not even lost her balance.


  I was on my hands and knees, gasping from the efforts of the last few minutes.


  My shoulders felt as if someone had ripped my arms out of them. I was beyond pain; I was numb, wooden.


  The catwalk seemed to shift beneath me, tossing me onto my side. I looked up and saw Hesperos breaking apart, big chunks of the envelope tearing away, the gondola splitting along its length.


  Marguerite screamed. I saw the line of tethers flapping wildly, empty.


  Raising myself painfully to my knees, I looked for Rodriguez. He was nowhere in sight.


  “Where’s Rodriguez?” I demanded.


  No one answered.


  I looked directly at Marguerite, who had disengaged herself from the crewmen who’d held her.


  “Where’s Tom?” I screamed.


  I couldn’t see her face inside the helmet, but sensed her shaking her head. “He jumped after me . . .”


  “What happened to him?” I climbed to my feet shakily.


  Fuchs’ voice answered in my earphones. “The third person in your party jumped too late. I had to jink the ship sideways to avoid the debris falling from Hesperos. He missed us and fell into the clouds.”


  That was the long, terrified scream I heard in my earphones: Rodriguez falling, falling all that long way down to his death.


  I stayed there on my knees until two of the crewmen yanked me up roughly by the armpits of my suit. I could hardly breathe. Every muscle and tendon in my body was in agony. And Rodriguez was dead.


  Marguerite sobbed, “My mother . . .” She sounded exhausted, as drained physically and emotionally as I felt.


  I looked up. Hesperos was gone. No sign of the ship. Nothing above us but swirling sickly yellow-gray clouds. Nothing below us but more of the same.


  One of the crewmen motioned me toward a hatch set into the catwalk. I nodded inside my helmet and headed for it, Marguerite following me.


  Rodriguez, Captain Duchamp, Waller and the three technicians—all dead. Venus had killed them. But then I realized that was not true. It was my fault. I had brought them to this hellish world. I had made them intrude into this place where humans were never meant to be. I had killed them.


  And myself, as well, I thought. Without my medication I’d be dead soon enough.


  But I was still alive. Venus had tried to kill me and failed. I had survived. I still lived.


  That which does not kill us makes us stronger. I remembered reading that somewhere. All right, I thought; as long as I’m still alive I’m going to push on. No matter what lies ahead, I’m going to get down to the surface of this hellish world and find what’s left of my brother.


  And I’m not doing it for Alex, or for the prize money, or even to prove to my father that I’m more than a Runt. I’m doing it for me, because I want to, because I have to.


  Venus might very well kill me, in the end. But even so, I’ll die trying.
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  Hassan Petrovich Maksutov’s grandfather was the first to point out Venus to him, when Hassan was five years old. His family and much of his clan had moved to the outskirts of Jeddah by then, and his grandfather had taken him outside to view the heavens.


  The night sky was a black canopy of tiny flickering flames; Hassan had imagined suddenly growing as tall as a djinn and reaching out to touch a star. Venus did not flicker like other stars, but shone steadily on the horizon in the hour before dawn. Hassan had not known then that he would eventually travel to that planet, but he had delighted in looking up at the beacon that signified humankind’s greatest endeavor.


  Twenty years after that first sighting, Hassan was gazing down at Venus from one of the ten domed Islands that floated in the upper reaches of the planet’s poisonous atmosphere. These Cytherian Islands, as they were known (after the island of Cythera where the goddess Aphrodite had been worshiped in the ancient world), were vast platforms that had been built on top of massive metal cells filled with helium and then covered with dirt and soil. After each Island had been enclosed by an impermeable dome, the surfaces were gardened, and by the time Hassan was standing on a raised platform at the edge of Island Two and peering into the veiled darkness below, the Islands had for decades been gardens of trees, flowers, grassy expanses, and dwellings that housed the people who had come to Venus to be a part of the Project, Earth’s effort to terraform her sister planet.


  The Venus Project, as Hassan had known ever since childhood, was the greatest feat of engineering humankind had ever attempted, an enterprise that had already taken the labor of millions. Simply constructing the Parasol, the umbrella that shielded Venus from the sun, was an endeavor that had dwarfed the building of the Pyramids (where his father and mother had taken him to view those majestic crumbling monuments) and China’s Great Wall (which he had visited during a break from his studies at the University of Chimkent). The Parasol had grown into a vast metallic flower as wide in diameter as Venus herself, in order to allow that hot and deadly world to cool. Venus would remain cloaked in the Parasol’s shadow for centuries to come.


  Hassan’s grandfather had explained to him, during their sighting of Venus, that what he was seeing was, in fact, not the planet itself, but the reflected light of the Parasol. To the old man, this made the sight even more impressive, since the great shield was humankind’s accomplishment, but Hassan felt a twinge of disappointment. Even now, as he stood on Island Two, the planet below was veiled in darkness, hidden from view.


  The Venus of past millennia, with a surface hot enough to melt lead, an atmosphere thick with sulfur dioxide, and an atmospheric pressure that would have crushed a person standing on its barren surface, had already undergone changes. Hydrogen, siphoned off from Saturn, had been carried to Venus in a steady stream of tanks and then released into the atmosphere, where it was combining with the free oxygen produced by the changes in the Venusian environment to form water. The clouds had been seeded with a genetically engineered strain of algae that fed on the sulfuric acid and expelled it in the form of copper and iron sulfides. The Venus of the past now existed more in memory than in reality; the Venus of the future, that green and fertile planet that would become a second Earth and a new home for humankind, was still a dream.


  As for the present, Hassan would now become one more person whose life would be enlarged by his own contribution, however small, to the great Venus Project. So Hassan’s father Pyotr Andreievich Maksutor had hoped while meeting with friends and exerting his considerable influence on behalf of his son. Pyotr Andreievich Maksutov was a Linker, one of the privileged few who had implants linking their cortexes directly to Earth’s cyberminds, a man who was often called upon to advise the Council of Mukhtars that governed all the Nomarchies of Earth and also watched over the Venus Project. Pyotr had convinced several Linkers connected with the Venus Project Council that Hassan, a specialist in geology, was worthy of being given a coveted place among the Cytherian Islanders.


  Hassan, looking down at shadowed Venus through the transparent dome of Island Two, had been able to believe that he might have earned his position here until arriving on this Island. He had been here for two days now, and was beginning to feel as though his father’s influence had always been a benign shadow over his life, one that had shielded him from certain realities. The passengers on the torchship that had carried him from Earth had been friendly, willing to share their enthusiasm for the work that lay ahead of them; the crew had been solicitous of his welfare, and he had taken their warmth and kindness as that of comrades reaching out to one who would soon be a colleague laboring for the Project. On the Island, he had been given a room in a building where most of the other residents were specialists who had lived on Island Two for several years, and had assumed that this was only because newcomers were usually assigned to any quarters that happened to be empty until more permanent quarters were found for them.


  Now he suspected that the friendliness of the people aboard the torchship and his relatively comfortable quarters on Island Two had more to do with his family’s connections than with luck or any merits of his own. The Venus Project needed people of all sorts—workers to maintain and repair homeostats and life support systems, and pilots for the airships that moved between the Islands and for the shuttles that carried passengers to and from Anwara, the space station in high orbit around Venus that was their link to Earth, where the torchships from the home world landed and docked. Counselors to tend to the psychological health of the Islanders, scientists, and people brave enough to work on the Bats, the two satellites above Venus’ north and south poles, were all needed here, and not all of them were exceptionally gifted or among the most brilliant in their disciplines. Many Islanders, the workers in particular, came from the humblest of backgrounds; the Council of Mukhtars wanted all of Earth’s people to share in the glory of terraforming, although the more cynical claimed that offering such hope to the masses also functioned as a social safety valve.


  Hassan could tell himself that he measured up to any of the people here, and yet after only a short time on Island Two, he saw that many here had a quality he lacked—a determination, a hardness, a devotion to the Project that some might call irrational. Such obsessiveness was probably necessary for those who would never see the result of their efforts, who had to have faith that others would see what they had started through to the end. The Project needed such driven people, and would need them for centuries to come.


  But Hassan was only a younger son of an ambitious and well-connected father, who was here mostly because Pyotr could not think of anything else to do with him. He was not brilliant enough to be trained for an academic position, not politically adept enough to maneuver his way into becoming an aide to the Council of Mukhtars, and he lacked the extraordinary discipline required of those chosen to be Linkers; his more flighty mind, it was feared, might be overwhelmed by the sea of data a Link would provide. Hassan might, however, be burnished by a decade or two of work on the Project. With that accomplishment on his public record, he could return to Earth and perhaps land a position training hopeful young idealists who dreamed of joining the Project; that sort of post would give him some influence. He might even be brought in to consult with members of the Project Council, or made a member of one of the committees that advised the Council of Mukhtars on the terraforming of Venus. In any event, his father would see an ineffectual son transformed into a man with a reputation much enhanced by his small role in humankind’s most ambitious enterprise.


  Hassan knew that he should consider himself fortunate that his father had the power to help secure his son’s position. He was even luckier to win a chance to be listed among all of those who would make a new Earth of Venus. His life had been filled with good fortune, yet he often wondered why his luck had not made him happier.


  After the call to evening prayer had sounded, and the bright light of the dome high overhead had faded into silver, Hassan usually walked to the gardens near the ziggurat where Island Two’s Administrators lived and ate his supper there. He might have taken the meal in his building’s common room with the other residents, or alone in his room, but eating in solitude did not appeal to him. As for dining with the others, the people who lived in his building still treated him with a kind of amused and faintly contemptuous tolerance even after almost five months.


  Hassan chafed at such treatment. Always before, at school and at university and among the guests his family invited to their compound, he had been sought out, flattered, and admired. His opinions had been solicited, his tentative comments on all sorts of matters accepted as intriguing insights into the matters of the day. His professors, even those who had expected more of him, had praise for his potential if not for his actual accomplishment. But many Islanders seemed to regard him as someone on the level of a common worker, no better or worse than anyone else. Indeed the workers here, most of whom came from either teeming slums or the more impoverished rural areas and isolated regions of Earth’s Nomarchies, were often treated with more deference than he was.


  And why not? Hassan had finally asked himself. Why shouldn’t an illiterate man or woman laboring for the Project be given more respect than a Linker’s son? The workers, however humble their origins, had to be the best at their trades, and extremely determined, in order to win a place here, and the main reward they wanted for their efforts was a chance for their descendants to have more opportunities than they had been given and to be among the first to settle a new world. Hassan’s place was a gift from his father, and he was not thinking of a better world for any children he might have, only of hanging on to what his family already possessed.


  Hassan sat down at his usual table, which was near a small pool of water. Other people, several with the small diamondlike gems of Linkers on their foreheads, sat at other tables around the pool and under slender trees that resembled birches. As a servo rolled toward him to take his order, he glimpsed his friend Muhammad Sheridan hurrying toward him from the stone path that led to the Administrators’ ziggurat.


  “Salaam,” Muhammad called out to him. “Thought I’d be late—the Committee meeting went on longer than we expected.” The brown-skinned young man sat down across from Hassan. Muhammad’s family were merchants and shopkeepers from the Atlantic Federation, wealthy enough to have a large estate near the southern New Jersey dikes and sea walls and well connected enough to have sent Muhammad to the University of Damascus for his degree in mathematics. Hassan felt at ease with Muhammad; the two often ate dinner together. Muhammad had a position as an aide to Administrator Pavel Gvishiani, a post that would have assured him a certain amount of status on Earth. But here, Muhammad often felt himself patronized, as he had admitted to Hassan.


  “Let’s face it,” Muhammad had said only the other evening, “the only way we’re going to make a place for ourselves among these people is to do something truly spectacular for the Project, maybe something, God willing, on the order of what Dawud Hasseen accomplished.” Dawud Hasseen had designed the Parasol almost three centuries earlier, and had been the chief engineer during its construction. “Or else we’ll have to put in our time here without complaining until we’re as driven and obsessed as most of the workers and younger specialists, in which case we might finally become more acceptable.”


  The second course was their only realistic alternative, Hassan thought. Their work here would not allow either of them much scope for grand achievements. Muhammad’s position as an aide to Pavel Gvishiani required him to devote his time to such humble tasks as backing up written and oral records of meetings, retrieving summaries of them when needed, preparing and reviewing routine public statements, and occasionally entertaining Pavel with discussions of any mathematical treatises the Administrator had recently had transmitted to him from Earth. Lorna FredasMarkos, the head of Hassan’s team of geologists, had given Hassan the mundane work of keeping the team’s records in order and occasionally analyzing data on the increases in the levels of iron and copper sulfides on the basalt surface of Venus, work no one else was particularly interested in doing and that almost anyone else could have done.


  “I don’t know which Islanders are the worst,” Muhammad had continued, “the peasants and street urchins who came here from Earth, or the workers who think of themselves as the Project’s aristocrats just because their families have been living here for more than one generation.” This was the kind of frank remark Hassan’s friend would have kept to himself in other company.


  Muhammad set his pocket screen on the tabletop in front of him. Hassan had brought his own pocket screen; although there was no work he had to do this evening, he had taken to toting his screen around, so that he could at least give the appearance of being busy and needed. The two young men ordered a pot of tea and simple meals of vegetables, beans, and rice. Hassan had come to the Islands with enough credit to afford a more lavish repast, even some imported foods from Earth, but he was doing his best to keep within the credit allotted to him by the Project, knowing that this would look better on his record.


  “How goes it with you?” Muhammad asked.


  “The way it usually does,” Hassan replied, “although Lorna hinted that she might give me a new assignment. There’s a new geologist joining our team, so perhaps Lorna wants me to be her mentor.” He had looked up the public record of the geologist, who had arrived from Earth only two days ago. Her name was Miriam Lucea-Noyes; she had grown up on a farm in the Pacific Federation of North America, and had been trained at the University of Vancouver. It was easy for him to piece together most of her story from her record. Miriam Lucea-Noyes had been one of those bright but unschooled children who was occasionally discovered by a regional Counselor and elevated beyond her family’s status; she had been chosen for a preparatory school and then admitted to the university for more specialized training. Her academic record was, Hassan ruefully admitted to himself, superior to his own, and he could safely assume that she had the doggedness and single-mindedness of most of those who had come to the Cytherian Islands. About the only surprising detail in her record was the fact that she had spent two years earning extra credit for her account as a technical assistant to a director of mind-tours and virtual entertainments before completing her studies.


  “Ah, yes, the new geologist.” Muhammad smiled. “Actually, I might be at least partly responsible for your new assignment. Administrator Pavel thinks it’s time that we put together a new mind-tour of the Venus Project. The Project Council could use the extra credit the production would bring, and we haven’t done one for a while.”


  Hassan leaned back. “I would have thought that there were already enough such entertainments.”


  “True, but most of them are a bit quaint. All of them could use some updating. And Pavel thinks that we have the capacity to provide a much more exciting and detailed experience now.”


  The servo returned with a teapot and two cups. Hassan poured himself and his friend some tea. “I wouldn’t have thought,” he said, “that an Administrator would be concerning himself with something as relatively unimportant as a mind-tour.”


  “Pavel Gvishiani is the kind of man who concerns himself with everything.” Muhammad sipped some tea. “Anyway, Pavel was discussing this mind-tour business with the rest of the Administrators, and they all agreed that we could spare a couple of people to map out a tour. This new geologist on your team, Miriam Lucea-Noyes, is an obvious choice, given that she has some experience with mind-tour production. And when Pavel brought up her name, I suggested that you might be someone who could work very well with her on such a project.”


  “I see.” Hassan did not know whether to feel flattered or embarrassed. Although cultivated people were not above enjoying them, the visual and sensory experiences of mind-tours were most popular with children and with ignorant and uneducated adults. They served the useful functions of providing vicarious experiences to people who might otherwise grow bored or discontented, and of imparting some knowledge of history and culture to the illiterate. With the aid of a band that could link one temporarily to Earth’s cyberminds, a person could wander to unfamiliar places, travel back in time, or participate in an adventure.


  Hassan had spent many happy hours as a child with a band around his head, scuba-diving in the sunken city of Venice and climbing to the top of Mount Everest with a party of explorers, among other virtual adventures. For a while, at university, he had toyed with the notion of producing such entertainments himself. He had managed to fit courses in virtual graphics, adventure fiction, music, and sensory effects production into his schedule of required studies, and had been part of a student team producing a mind-tour for the University of Chimkent to use in recruiting new students and faculty until his father had put a stop to such pursuits. He had given in, of course—Pyotr had threatened to cut him off from all credit except a citizen’s basic allotment and to do nothing to help him in such a profession as mind-tour production—but he had remained bitter about the decision his father had forced on him. In an uncharacteristic emotional venting, Hassan had admitted his bitterness over his thwarted dream to Muhammad. Being chosen to work on the university’s mind-tour remained the only privilege he had ever won for himself, without his father’s intercession.


  “It won’t hurt to have such experiences on your record,” Pyotr had told Hassan, “as long as it’s clear that this mind-tour business is just a hobby. But it isn’t the kind of profession that could make a Linker of you, or give you any chance in politics.” His father had, for a while, made him feel ashamed of his earlier ambition.


  “It’s not that I’m doing you any special favors, Hassan,” Muhammad said. “It’s just that we don’t have many people here who could put together even a preliminary visual sketch of a mind-tour, and Administrator Pavel thinks having people associated with the Project doing the work might impart a new perspective, something more original, something that isn’t just the vast spectacle interspersed with inspiring dioramas that most mind-tours about the Venus Project are.” He paused. “Anyway, it’ll be something other than the routine work you’ve been doing.”


  Hassan found himself warming to the prospect. Constructing a mind-tour, putting together the kind of experience that would make anyone, however humble his position, proud to be even a small part of a society that could transform a planet—this was a challenge he was certain he could meet. There was also an ironic satisfaction in knowing that the pursuit his father had scorned might become his means of winning Administrator Pavel’s favor.


  Miriam Lucea-Noyes was a short, extremely pretty woman with thick dark brown hair, wide-set gray eyes, and a look of obstinacy. “Salaam,” she murmured to Hassan after Loma FredasMarkos had introduced them.


  “How do you do,” Hassan replied. Miriam gazed at him steadily until he averted his eyes.


  “Hassan,” Loma said, “I feel as though we might have been wasting your talents.” The gray-haired woman smiled. “You should have called your experience with mind-tour production to my attention earlier.”


  “It was noted in my record,” he said.


  “Well, of course, but one can so easily overlook such notations—” Lorna abruptly fell silent, as if realizing that she had just admitted that she had never bothered to study his record thoroughly, that she had given it no more than the cursory glance that was probably all the attention it deserved. “Anyway,” the older woman continued, “Administrator Pavel is quite pleased that two members of my team are capable of putting together a new mind-tour. You will have access to all the records our sensors have made, and to everything in the official records of the project, but if there’s anything else you need, be sure to let me know.”


  “How long do we have?” Miriam asked.


  Lorna lifted her brows. “Excuse me?”


  “What’s the deadline?” Miriam said. “How long do we have to pull this thing together?”


  “Administrator Pavel indicated that he would like to have it completed before the New Year’s celebrations,” the older woman replied.


  “So we’ve got five months,” Miriam said. “Then I think we’ll see in the year 535 with one hell of a fine mind-tour.”


  Lorna pursed her thin lips, as if tasting something sour. “You may both have more time if you need it. The Administrator would prefer that you keep to his informal deadline, but he also made it clear that he would rather have a mind-tour that is both aesthetically pleasing and inspirational, even if that takes longer to complete.”


  Hassan bowed slightly in Lorna’s direction. “We’ll do our best to produce a mind-tour that is both pleasing and on time, God willing.”


  “And that isn’t a sloppy rush job either,” Miriam said.


  “I may have to drag you away to our team meetings and your other standard tasks occasionally,” Loma said, “but I’ll try to keep such distractions to a minimum.” She turned toward the doorway. “Salaam aleikum.”


  “Aleikum salaam,” Miriam said. Her Arabic sounded as flat and unmusical as her Anglaic.


  “God go with you,” Hassan added as the door slid shut behind their supervisor.


  “Well, Hassan.” Miriam sat down on one of the cushions at the low table. “I don’t know if you’ve ever seen any of the mind-tours I worked on. Most of them were for small children, so you probably haven’t. ‘Hans Among the Redwoods’—that was one of our more popular ones, and ‘Dinosaurs in the Gobi.’ ”


  He tensed with surprise. “I saw that dinosaur mind-tour—marvelous work. Maybe you made it for children, but I have several adult friends who also enjoyed it.”


  “And ‘The Adventure of Montrose Scarp.’ ” Hassan was impressed in spite of himself. “ ‘Montrose Scarp?’ ” he asked as he seated himself. “My nephew Salim couldn’t get enough of that one. He just about forced me to put on a band and view it. What I particularly admired was the way the excitement of the climb and the geological history of the scarp were so seamlessly combined.”


  “That was my doing, if I do say so myself.” Miriam pointed her chin at him. “Joe Kinnear—he was the director I worked with—he wanted to put in more of the usual shit—you know, stuff like having the mind-tourist lose his grip and fall before being caught by the rope tied around him, or throwing in a big storm just as you reach the top of the escarpment. He thought doing what I wanted would just slow the thing down, but I convinced him otherwise, and I was right.”


  “Yes, you were,” Hassan said.


  “And every damned mind-tour of Venus has the obligatory scene of Karim al-Anwar speaking to the Council of Mukhtars, telling them that what they learn from the terraforming of Venus might eventually be needed to save Earth from the effects of global warming, or else a scene of New York or some other flooded coastal city at evening while Venus gleams on the horizon and a portentous voice quotes from that speech Mukhtar Karim supposedly made toward the end of his life.”


  Karim al-Anwar had been the first to propose a project to terraform Venus, back in the earliest days of Earth’s Nomarchies, not long after the Resource Wars almost six centuries ago. “ ‘When I gaze upon Venus’,” Hassan quoted, “ ‘and view the images our probes have carried back to us from its hot and barren surface, I see Earth’s future, and fear for our world.’ ”


  “Followed by the sensation of heat and a hellish image of the Venusian surface,” Miriam said. “And the three most recent ones all have scenes of explosions on the Bats, which I frankly think is misleading and maybe even too frightening.”


  The Bats, the two winged satellites in geosynchronous orbit at Venus’ poles, serviced the automatic shuttles that carried compressed oxygen from the robot-controlled installations at the Venusian poles to the Bats. The process of terraforming was releasing too much of Venus’ oxygen, and the excess had to be removed if the planet was ever to support life. The workers on the Bats, people who serviced the shuttles and maintained the docks, knew that the volatile oxygen could explode, and many lives had been lost in past explosions.


  “There are real dangers on the Bats,” Miriam continued, “but we don’t have to dwell on them just for the sake of a few thrills. I’d rather avoid those kinds of clichés.”


  “So would I,” Hassan said fervently.


  “We should purge our minds of anything we’ve seen before and start over with an entirely fresh presentation.”


  “I think that’s exactly what Pavel Gvishiani wants us to do.”


  “We’re geologists,” Miriam said, “and maybe that’s the angle we ought to use. I don’t think past mind-tours have really given people a feeling for the Project in the context of geological time. I’d like to emphasize that. Hundreds of years of human effort set against the eons it took to form Venus—and if we get into planetary evolution and the beginnings of the solar system . . .”


  “I couldn’t agree with you more,” Hassan said.


  “Most of the people who experience this mind-tour are likely to be ignorant and unschooled, but that doesn’t mean we have to oversimplify things and lard the narrative with dramatic confrontations and action scenes.”


  “It sounds as though what we want is a mind-tour that would be both enlightening to the uneducated,” Hassan said, “and entertaining and inspirational to the learned.”


  “That’s exactly what I want,” Miriam said.


  It was also, Hassan thought, exactly what Pavel Gvishiani was likely to want. Judging by what Muhammad had told him about the Administrator, Pavel was not someone who cared to have his intelligence insulted. To have a mind-tour that would not just be an informative entertainment, but a masterpiece—


  “We should talk about how we want to frame it,” Hassan said, “before we start digging through all the records and sensor scans. Have a structure that encapsulates our vision, and then start collecting what we need to realize it.”


  “Exactly,” Miriam said. “You’d be surprised at how many mind-tour directors do it the other way around, looking at everything that could possibly have anything to do with their theme while hoping that some coherent vision suddenly emerges out of all the clutter. That isn’t the way I like to work.”


  “Nor I,” Hassan said, gazing across the table at her expressive face and intense gaze, already enthralled.


  Miriam, despite being a geologist and a specialist, lived in a building inhabited by workers, people who repaired homeostats and robots, maintained airships and shuttles, tended hydroponic gardens, looked out for small children in the Island’s child care center, and performed other necessary tasks. Hassan had assumed that there was no room for her elsewhere, and that her quarters would be temporary. Instead, Miriam had admitted to him that she had requested space there, and intended to stay.


  “Look,” she said, “I went to a university, but a lot of students there didn’t let me forget where I came from. I feel more comfortable with workers than with the children of merchants and engineers and Counselors and Linkers.” She had glanced at him apologetically after saying that, obviously not wanting to hurt his feelings, but he had understood. His family’s position might have brought him to this place, but with Miriam, he now had a chance to make his own small mark on the Project, to inspire others with the dream of Venus.


  “The Dream of Venus”—that was how he and Miriam referred to the mind-tour they had been outlining and roughing out for almost a month now. He thought of what they had been sketching and planning as he walked toward the star-shaped steel-blue building in which Miriam lived. As they usually did at last light, workers had gathered on the expanse of grass in front of the building. Families sat on the grass, eating from small bowls with chopsticks or fingers; other people were talking with friends, mending worn garments, or watching with pride and wonderment as their children reviewed their lessons on pocket screens. All children were schooled here, unlike Earth, where education was rationed and carefully parceled out.


  It came to him then how much he now looked forward to coming here, to meeting and working with Miriam.


  Hassan made his way to the entrance. Inside the windowless building, people had propped open the doors to their rooms to sit in the corridors and gossip; he passed one group of men gambling with sticks and dice. The place was as noisy and chaotic as a souk in Jeddah, but Hassan had grown more used to the cacophony. Since most of the workers could not read, the doors to their rooms were adorned with holo images or carvings of their faces, so that visitors could locate their quarters. Miriam’s room was near the end of this wing; a holo image of her face stared out at him from the door.


  He pressed his palm against the door; after a few seconds, it opened. Miriam, wearing a brown tunic and baggy brown pants, was sitting on the floor in front of her wall screen, a thin metal band around her head; even in such plain clothes, she looked beautiful to him.


  “Salaam,” she said without looking up.


  “Salaam.”


  “We’re making real progress,” she said. “This mind-tour is really shaping up.”


  He sat down next to her. Unlike most of the people in this building, Miriam had a room to herself, but it was not much larger than a closet. Building more residences on the Islands would have meant cutting back on the gardens and parks that were deemed essential to maintaining the mental health of the Islanders.


  “Before you show me any of your rough cut,” he said, “would you care to have supper with me as my guest?” This was the first time he had offered such an invitation to her; he had enough credit to order imported delicacies from Earth for her if that was what she wanted. “We can go to the garden near the Administrators’ building, unless of course you’d rather dine somewhere else.”


  “Maybe later,” she said in the flat voice that was such a contrast to her lovely face and graceful movements. “I want you to look at this first.”


  They had decided to depart from tradition in their structure for “The Dream of Venus.” Miriam also wanted to dispense with the usual chronological depictions, which she found stodgy, and Hassan had readily agreed.


  The mind-tour would begin with Karim al-Anwar, as every other depiction of the Venus Project did, but instead of the usual dramatic confrontations with doubters and passionate speeches about Earth’s sister planet becoming a new home for humankind, they would move directly to what Karim had envisioned—Venus as it would be in the far future. The viewer would see the blue-green gem of a transformed Venus from afar and then be swept toward the terraformed planet, falling until the surface was visible through Venus’ veil of white clouds. Flying low over the shallow blue ocean, the mind-tourist would be swept past a small island chain toward the northern continent of Ishtar, with its high plateau and mountain massif that dwarfed even the Himalayas, to view a region of vast grasslands, evergreen forests, and rugged mountain peaks. Then the wail of the wind would rise as the viewer was carried south toward the equator and the colorful tropical landscape of the continent of Aphrodite.


  Hassan was still tinkering with the sound effects for that section, but had found a piece of music that evoked the sound of a strong wind, and planned to use recordings of the powerful winds that continuously swept around Venus below the Islands as background and undertones. Near the end of the sequence, the viewer would fly toward a Venusian dawn, gazing at the sun before a dark shape, part of what remained of the Parasol, eclipsed its light. There were a few scientists who doubted that any part of the Parasol would be needed later on to insulate Venus from the heat and radiation that could again produce a runaway greenhouse effect, but most Cytherian specialists disagreed with them, and Hassan and Miriam had decided to go along with the majority’s opinion in their depiction.


  At this point, the viewer was to be swept back in time, so to speak, to one of the Cytherian Islands, in a manner that would suggest what was not shown in the mind-tour—namely that in the distant future, when Venus was green with life, the Islands would slowly drop toward the surface, where their inhabitants would at last leave their domed gardens to dwell on their new world. Hassan and Miriam had inserted a passage during the earlier flight sequence in which the viewer passed over an expanse of parklike land that strongly resembled Island Two’s gardens and groves of trees. That scene, with some enhancement, would resonate in the viewer’s mind with the subsequent Island sequences.


  “What have you got to show me?” Hassan asked.


  Miriam handed him a band. “This is some stuff for the earlier sequences,” she said.


  Hassan put the band around his head, was momentarily blind and deaf, and then was suddenly soaring over the vast canyon of the Diana Chasma toward the rift-ridden dome of Atla Regio in the east and the shield volcano of Maat Mons, the largest volcano on Venus, three hundred kilometers in diameter and rising to a Himalayan height. The scene abruptly shifted to the steep massif of Maxwell Montes rising swiftly from the hot dark surface of Ishtar Terra as millions of years were compressed into seconds. He whirled away from the impressively high mountain massif and hovered over a vast basaltic plain, watching as part of the surface formed a dome, spread out, grew flat, and then sank, leaving one of the circular uniquely Venusian features called coronae. He moved over the cracked and wrinkled plateaus called tesserae and was surprised at the beauty he glimpsed in the deformed rocky folds of the land.


  His field of vision abruptly went dark.


  “What do you think?” Miriam’s voice asked.


  He shifted his band slightly; Miriam’s room reappeared. “I know it’s rough,” she continued, “and I’ve got more to add to it, but I hope it gives you an idea. As for sound effects and the sensory stuff, I think we should keep that to a minimum—just a low undertone, the bare suggestion of a low throbbing noise, and maybe a feeling of extreme heat without actually making the viewer break out in a sweat. Well, what do you think?”


  Hassan said, “I think it’s beautiful, Miriam.” His words were sincere. Somehow she had taken what could have been no more than an impressive visual panorama and had found the beauty in the strange, alien terrain of Venus as it might have been six hundred million years ago. It was as if she had fallen in love with that world, almost as if she regretted its loss.


  “If you think that’s something,” she said, “wait until you see what I’ve worked up for the resurfacing section, where we see volcanoes flooding the plains with molten basalt. But I want your ideas on what to use for sensory effects there, and you’ll probably want to add some visuals, too—it seems a little too abbreviated as it is.”


  “You almost make me sorry,” Hassan said, “that we’re changing Venus, that what it was will forever be lost—already is lost.”


  Her gray eyes widened. “That’s exactly the feeling I was trying for. Every mind-tour about Venus and the Project always tries for the same effect—the feeling of triumph in the end by bringing a dead world to life, the beauty of the new Earthlike world we’re making, the belief that we’re carrying out God’s will by transforming Venus into what it might have become. I want the mind-tourist at least to glimpse what we’re losing with all this planetary engineering, to feel some sorrow that it is being lost.”


  Hassan smiled. “A little of that goes a long way, don’t you think? We’re supposed to be glorifying the Project, not regretting it.”


  “Sometimes I do regret it just a little. Imagine what we might have learned if we had built the Islands and simply used them to observe this planet. There are questions we may never answer now because of what we’ve already changed. Did Venus once have oceans that boiled away? Seems likely, but we probably won’t ever be sure. Was there ever a form of life here that was able to make use of ultraviolet light? We’ll never know that either. We decided that terraforming this world and giving all of humankind that dream and learning what we could from the work of the Project outweighed all of that.”


  “Be careful, Miriam.” Hassan lifted a hand. “We don’t want to question the very basis of the Project.”


  “No, of course not.” But she sounded unhappy about making that admission. Hassan would never have insulted her by saying this aloud, but she sounded almost like a Habber, one of those whose ancestors had abandoned Earth long ago in the wake of the Resource Wars to live in the hollowed-out asteroids and artificial worlds called Habitats. There might be a few Habbers living here to observe the Project, but they thought of space as their home, not planetary surfaces. A Habber might have claimed that Venus should have been left as it had been.


  “You’ve done wonderfully with your roughs,” Hassan murmured, suddenly wanting to cheer her. Miriam’s face, brightened as she glanced toward him. “Really, if the final mind-tour maintains the quality of this work, we’ll have a triumph.” He reached for her hand and held it for a moment, surprised at how small and delicate it felt in his grip. “Let me take you to supper,” he went on, and admitted to himself at last that he was falling in love with her.


  They would have a masterpiece, Hassan told himself. Three months of working with Miriam had freed something inside him, had liberated a gift that he had not known he possessed. He felt inspired whenever he was with her. In his private moments, as he reviewed sections of “The Dream of Venus,” he grew even more convinced that their mind-tour had the potential for greatness.


  There, in one of the segments devoted to the Venus of millions of years ago, was a vast dark plain, an ocean of basalt covered by slender sinuous channels thousands of kilometers long. A viewer would soar over shield volcanoes, some with ridges that looked like thin spider legs, others with lava flows that blossomed along their slopes. The mind-tourist could roam on the plateau of Ishtar and look up at the towering peaks of the Maxwell Mountains, shining brightly with a plating of tellurium and pyrite. What might have been only a succession of fascinating but ultimately meaningless geological panoramas had been shaped by Miriam into a moving evocation of a planet’s life, a depiction of a truly alien beauty.


  Hassan had contributed his own stylings to the mind-tour; he had shaped and edited many of the scenes, and his sensory effects had added greatly to the moods of awe and wonder that the mind-tour would evoke. It had been his idea to frame the entire mind-tour as the vision of Karim al-Anwar, and to begin and end with what the great man might have dreamed, a device that also allowed them to leave out much of the tedious expository material that had cluttered up so many mind-tours depicting Venus and the Project. But Miriam was the spirit that had animated him, that had awakened him to the visions and sounds that had lain dormant inside him.


  The fulfillment he felt in the work they were doing together was marred by only one nagging worry: that “The Dream of Venus” was in danger of becoming an ode to Venus past, a song of regret for the loss of the world that most saw as sterile and dead, but which had become so beautiful in Miriam’s renderings. What the Administrators wanted was a glorification of the Project, a mind-tour that would end on a note of optimism and triumph. They were unlikely to accept “The Dream of Venus” as it was, without revisions, and might even see it as vaguely subversive.


  But there was still time, Hassan told himself, to reshape the mind-tour when “The Dream of Venus” was nearly in final form. He did not want to cloud Miriam’s vision in the meantime with doubts and warnings; he did not want to lose what he had discovered in himself.


  He and Miriam were now eating nearly all of their meals together and conducting their courtship at night, in her bed or his own. He had admitted his love for her, as she had confessed hers for him, and soon the other members of their geological team and the residents of their buildings were asking them both when they intended to make a pledge. Hassan’s mother was the cousin of a Mukhtar, and his father had always hoped that Hassan would also take an influential woman as a bondmate, but Pyotr could not justifiably object to Miriam, who had won her place with intelligence and hard work. In any event, by the time he finally told his father that he loved Miriam enough to join his life to hers, their mind-tour would have secured their status here. Pyotr could take pride in knowing that a grandchild of his would be born on the Islands, that his descendants might one day be among those who would live on Venus.


  That was something else “The Dream of Venus” had roused inside Hassan. He had come here thinking only of doing his best not to disgrace his family. Now the dream of Venus had begun to flower in him.


  “We think that the Project has no true ethical dilemmas,” Miriam was saying, “that it can’t possibly be wrong to terraform a dead world. We’re not displacing any life-forms, we’re not destroying another culture and replacing it with our own. But there is a kind of arrogance involved, don’t you think?”


  Hassan and Miriam were sitting on a bench outside a greenhouse near Island Two’s primary school. They often came here after last light, when the children had left and the grounds adjoining the school were still and silent.


  “Arrogance?” Hassan asked. “I suppose there is, in a way.” He had engaged in such discussions before, at university, and it had been natural for him and Miriam to talk about the issues the Project raised while working on “The Dream of Venus.” Lately, their conversations had taken on more intensity.


  “God gave us nature to use, as long as we use it wisely and with concern for other life-forms,” Miriam said, repeating the conventional view promulgated by both the true faith of Islam and the Council of Mukhtars. “Terraforming Venus is therefore justified, since the measure of value is determined by the needs of human beings. And if you want to strengthen that argument, you can throw in the fact that we’re bringing life to a world where no life existed, which has to be rated as a good. On top of that, there’s the possibility that Venus was once much like Earth before a runaway greenhouse effect did it in, so to speak. Therefore, we’re restoring the planet to what it might have been.”


  Hassan, still holding her hand, was silent; the assertions were much too familiar for him to feel any need to respond. He was looking for an opening in which to bring up a subject he could no longer avoid. “The Dream of Venus” was close to completion, and there was little time for them to do the editing and make the revisions that were necessary if their mind-tour was to be approved for distribution by the Administrators and the Project Council. He did not want to think of how much credit he and Miriam might already have cost the Project. All of that credit, and more—perhaps much more—would be recovered by the mind-tour; he was confident of that. But he had broached the need for editing to Miriam only indirectly so far.


  “You could argue that all of life, not just human life and what furthers its ends, has intrinsic value,” Miriam continued, “but that wouldn’t count against the Project, only against forcing Venus to be a replica of Earth even if it later shows signs of developing its own distinct ecology in ways that differ from Earth’s and which make it less habitable—or not habitable at all—by human beings. You could say that we should have abandoned our technology long ago and lived in accordance with nature, therefore never having the means to terraform a world, but that has always been an extremist view.”


  “And unconstructive,” Hassan said. At this point, he thought, humankind would only do more damage to Earth by abandoning advanced technology; solar power satellites and orbiting industrial facilities had done much to lessen the environmental damage done to their home world.


  “What I worry about now,” she said, “isn’t just what terraforming might do to Venus that we can’t foresee, but what it might do to us. Remaking a planet may only feed our arrogance. It could lead us to think we could do almost anything. It could keep us from asking questions we should be asking. We might begin to believe that we could remake anything—the entire solar system, even our sun, to serve our ends. We might destroy what we should be preserving, and end by destroying ourselves.”


  “Or transforming ourselves,” Hassan interjected. “You haven’t made much of an argument, my love.”


  “I’m saying that we should be cautious. I’m saying that, whatever we do, doubt should be part of the equation, not an arrogance that could become a destructive illusion of certainty.”


  Those feelings, he knew, lay at the heart of their mind-tour. Uncertainty and doubt were the instruments through which finite beings had to explore their universe. The doubts, the knowledge that every gain meant some sort of loss—all of that underlined “The Dream of Venus” and lent their depiction its beauty.


  And all of that would make their mind-tour unacceptable to the men and women who wanted a sensory experience that would glorify their Project and produce feelings of triumph and pride.


  “Miriam,” he said, trying to think of how to cajole her into considering the changes they would have to make, “I believe we should start thinking seriously about how we might revise—how we might make some necessary edits in our mind-tour.”


  “There’s hardly any editing we have to do now.”


  “I meant when it’s done.”


  “But it’s almost done now. It’s not going to be much different in final form.”


  “I mean—” Hassan was having a difficult time finding the right words to make his point. “You realize that we’ll have to dwell less on the fascination of Venus past and put more emphasis on the glory that will be our transformed Venus of the future.”


  She stared at him with the blank gaze of someone who did not understand what he was saying, someone who might have been talking to a stranger. “You can’t mean that,” she said. “You can’t be saying what it sounds like you’re saying.”


  “I only meant—”


  She jerked her hand from his. “I thought we shared this vision, Hassan. I thought we were both after the same effect, the same end, that you—”


  “There you are.” Muhammad Sheridan was coming toward them along the stone path that ran past the school. “I thought I would find you two here.” He came to a halt in front of them. “I would have left you a message, but . . .” He paused. “Administrator Pavel is exceedingly anxious to view your mind-tour, so I hope it’s close to completion.”


  Hassan was puzzled. “He wants to view it?”


  “Immediately,” Muhammad replied. “I mean tomorrow, two hours after first light. He has also invited you both to be present, in his private quarters, and I told him that I would be happy to tell you that in person.”


  Hassan could not read his friend’s expression in the soft silvery light. Anticipation? Nervousness? Muhammad, who had recommended Hassan as a mind-tour creator, would be thinking that a mind-tour that won Pavel’s approval might gain Muhammad more favor, while a failure would only make Pavel doubt his aide’s judgment.


  “It should be in final form within a month,” Hassan said. “We’re within the deadline still, but it needs more refining. Couldn’t we—”


  “Of course we’ll be there,” Miriam said. “I think he’ll be pleased.” There was no trace of doubt in her voice. Hassan glanced at her; she took his hand. “I want him to experience what we’ve done.”


  Hassan felt queasy, trying to imagine what Pavel Gvishiani would think of “The Dream of Venus,” searching his mind for an excuse he might offer to delay the Administrator’s viewing of the mind-tour. Pavel might have viewed it at any time; as an Administrator and a Linker, he could have accessed the work-in-progress any time he wished through the Island cyberminds. But Hassan had simply assumed that Pavel would be too preoccupied with his many other duties to bother.


  “Well.” Hassan let go of Miriam’s hand and rested his hands on his thighs. “Presumably he understands that it’s not in final form.”


  “Close to it,” Miriam said in her hard, toneless voice. “Might need a little tweaking, but I don’t see much room for improvement.”


  “And,” Hassan went on, “I don’t know why he wants us both there, in his room.”


  “It’s a matter of courtesy,” Muhammad said. “Pavel is most attentive to courtesies.”


  Hassan peered at Miriam from the sides of his eyes; she was smiling. “If you think about it,” she said, “it’s kind of an honor, being invited to his private quarters and all.”


  Hassan’s queasiness left him, to be replaced with a feeling of dread.


  The forty minutes of sitting with Pavel Gvishiani in his room, waiting as the Linker experienced the mind-tour, were passing too slowly and also too rapidly for Hassan; too slowly, so that he had ample time to consider the likely verdict the Administrator would render, and too rapidly, toward the moment of judgment and disgrace. While he waited, Hassan fidgeted on his cushion, glanced around the small room, and studied the few objects Pavel had placed on one shelf—a cloisonné plate, gold bands for securing a man’s ceremonial headdress, a porcelain vase holding one blue glass flower.


  Pavel, sitting on his cushion, was still. Occasionally, his eyelids fluttered over his half-open eyes. He wore no band; with his Link, he did not need a band to view the mind-tour.


  I will think of the worst that can happen to me, Hassan thought as he stared at the tiny diamondlike gem on Pavel’s forehead, and then whatever does happen won’t seem so bad. Pavel and the Administrators would make him reimburse the credit the Project had allocated to him during his work on “The Dream of Venus.” He could afford that, but his family would regard it as a mark against him. His public record would note that he had failed at this particular task; that humiliation would remain with him until he could balance it with some successes. His father, after using his influence to get Hassan a position with the Project, would be tainted by his son’s failure and was likely to find a way to get back at him for that, perhaps even by publicly severing all ties with him. Muhammad, who had recommended him to Pavel, would no longer be his friend. And Miriam—


  He glanced at the woman he had come to believe he loved. Her eyes shifted uneasily; she was frowning. He felt suddenly angry with her for drawing him so deeply into her vision, for that was what she had done; she had seduced him with her inspiration. Maybe she was finally coming to understand that their mind-tour was not going to win Pavel’s approval. If they were lucky, he might settle for castigating them harshly and demanding a host of revisions. If they were unlucky, he might regard their failure to give him what he had wanted as a personal affront.


  Pavel opened his eyes fully and gazed directly at them, then arched his thick brows. “Both of you,” he said quietly, “have produced something I did not expect.” He paused, allowing Hassan a moment to collect himself. “Your mind-tour is a masterpiece. I would almost call it a work of art.”


  Miriam’s chest heaved as she sighed. “Thank you, Administrator Pavel,” she whispered. Hassan, bewildered, could not find his own voice.


  “But of course we cannot distribute ‘The Dream of Venus’ in this form,” Pavel continued, “and I am sure you both understand why we can’t. You still have a month of your allotted time left. I expect to see an edited mind-tour by the end of that time and, depending on what you’ve accomplished by then, I can grant you more time if that’s required. I won’t insult your intelligence and artistry by telling you exactly what kind of changes you’ll have to make, and I am no expert on designing mind-tours in any case. You know what you will have to do, and I am certain, God willing, that you’ll find satisfactory ways to do it.”


  May the Prophet be forever blessed, Hassan thought, almost dizzy with this unexpected mercy. “Of course,” he said. “I already have some ideas—”


  “No,” Miriam said.


  Pavel’s eyes widened. Hassan gazed at the woman who was so trapped in her delusions, wondering if she had gone mad.


  “No,” Miriam said again, “I won’t do it. You said yourself that it was a masterpiece, but I knew that before we came here. You can do what you like with ‘The Dream of Venus,’ but I won’t be a party to defacing my own work.”


  “Miriam,” Hassan said weakly, then turned toward Pavel. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”


  “I know exactly what I’m saying. Edit our mind-tour however you please, but I’ll have nothing to do with it.”


  “My dear child,” Pavel said in an oddly gentle tone, “you know what this will mean. You know what the consequences may be.”


  Miriam stuck out her chin. “I know. I don’t care. I’ll still have the joy and satisfaction in knowing what we were able to realize in that mind-tour, and you can’t take that away from us.” She regarded Hassan with her hard gray eyes. Hassan realized then that she expected him to stand with her, to refuse to do the Administrator’s bidding.


  “Miriam,” he said softly. You bitch, he thought, Pavel’s given us a way out and you refuse to take it. “I’ll begin work on the editing,” Hassan continued, “even if my colleague won’t. Maybe once she sees how that’s going, realizes that we can accomplish what’s needed without doing violence to our creation, she’ll change her mind and decide to help me.” He had to defend her somehow, give her the chance to reconsider and step back from the abyss. “I’m sure Miriam just needs some time to think it over.”


  Miriam said, “I won’t change my mind,” and he heard the disillusionment and disgust in her voice. She got to her feet; Pavel lifted his head to look up at her. “Salaam aleikum, Administrator.”


  “If you leave now, there will be severe consequences,” Pavel said, sounding regretful.


  “I know,” Miriam said, and left the room.


  Hassan found himself able to complete the editing and revision of “The Dream of Venus” a few days before Pavel was to view the mind-tour again. This time, he went to the Administrator’s quarters with more confidence and less fear. The mind-tour now evoked the pride in the terraforming of Venus and the sense of mastery and triumph that the Project Council desired, and Hassan was not surprised when Pavel praised his work and assured him that “The Dream of Venus” would become a memorable and treasured experience for a great many people.


  Hassan had done his best to keep some of Miriam’s most pleasing scenes and effects, although he had cut some of the more haunting landscapes of early Venus and the brooding, dark scenes that seemed to deny any true permanence to humankind’s efforts. It was also necessary to add more of the required scenes of the Project’s current state and recent progress. He had tried not to dwell on the fact that his editing and his additions were robbing the mind-tour of much of its beauty, were taking an experience suffused with the doubt and ambiguity that had made “The Dream of Venus” unique and turning it into a more superficial and trite experience.


  In any case, Hassan knew, the merit of the mind-tour did not lie in what he thought of it, but in how Pavel Gvishiani and the other Administrators judged it, and they believed that he had made it into a work that would bring more credit to and support for the Venus Project, as well as the approval of the Mukhtars.


  Miriam, with reprimands and black marks now a part of her record, and a debt to the Project that would drain her accounts of credit, had been advised by a Counselor to resign from the Project, advice that was the equivalent of a command. Within days after the Project Council had approved “The Dream of Venus” in its final form, which had required a bit more editing, Miriam Lucea-Noyes was ready to leave for Earth.


  Hassan knew that it might be better not to say farewell to her in person. That would only evoke painful memories of their brief time together, and it could hardly help him to be seen with a woman who was in such disgrace. But he had dreamed of sharing his life with her once, and could not simply let her go with only a message from him to mark her departure. He owed her more than that.


  On the day Miriam was scheduled to leave, Hassan met her in front of the entrance to her building. She looked surprised to see him, even though his last message to her had said that he would be waiting for her there and would walk with her to the airship bay.


  “You didn’t have to come,” she said.


  “I wanted to see you once more.” He took her duffel from her and hoisted it to his shoulder.


  They walked along the white-tiled path that led away from the workers’ residence where they had passed so many hours together. There, at the side of one wing of the building, was the courtyard in which they had so often sat while talking of their work and their families and their hopes for a future together. They passed a small flower garden bordered by shrubs, the same garden where he had first tentatively hinted that he might seek a lasting commitment from her, and then they strolled by another courtyard, dotted with tables and chairs, where they had occasionally dined. Perhaps Miriam would suffer less by leaving the Island than he would by staying. Wherever she ended up, she would be able to go about her business without inevitably finding herself in a place that would evoke memories of him, while he would have constant reminders of her.


  “Have you any idea of what you’ll be doing?” he asked.


  “I’ve got passage to Vancouver,” she said. “The expense of sending me there will be added to what I owe the Project, and my new job won’t amount to much, but at least I’ll be near my family.”


  If her family were willing to welcome her back, they were showing more forbearance under the circumstances than his own clan would have done. As for her new work, he was not sure that he wanted to know much about it. Her training and education would not be allowed to go to waste, but a disgraced person with a large debt to pay off was not likely to be offered any truly desirable opportunities. If Miriam was lucky, she might have secured a post teaching geology at a second-rate college; if she was less fortunate, she might be going back to a position as a rock hound, one of those who trained apprentice miners bound for the few asteroids that had been brought into Earth orbit to be stripped of needed ores and minerals.


  “Don’t look so unhappy,” Miriam said then. “I’ll get by. I decided to accept a job with a team of assayers near Vancouver. It’s tedious, boring work, but I might look up a few of my old associates in the mind-tour trade and see if I can get any side jobs going for myself there. At least a couple of them won’t hold my black marks against me.”


  “Administrator Pavel was very pleased with the editing of ‘The Dream of Venus,’ ” Hassan said, suddenly wanting to justify himself.


  “So I heard.”


  “If you should ever care to view the new version—”


  “Never.” She halted and looked up at him. “I have to ask you this, Hassan. Did you preserve our original mind-tour in your personal records? Did you keep it for yourself?”


  “Did I keep it?” He shifted her duffel from his left shoulder to his right. “Of course not.”


  “You might have done that much. I thought that maybe you would.”


  “But there’s no point in keeping something like that. I mean, the revised version is the one that will be made available to viewers, so there’s no reason for me to keep an earlier version. Besides, if others were to find out that I had such an unauthorized mind-tour in my personal files, they might wonder. It might look as though I secretly disagreed with Pavel’s directive. That wouldn’t do me any good.”


  “Yes, I suppose that’s true,” Miriam said. “You certainly don’t want people thinking less of you now that you’ve won the Administrator’s respect.”


  Her sardonic tone wounded him just a little. “I don’t suppose that you kept a record of the original version,” he said.


  “I didn’t even try. I guessed that my Counselor might go rooting around in my files to see if they held anything questionable, and would advise me to delete anything inappropriate, and I don’t need any more trouble.” She smiled, and the smile seemed to come from deep inside her, as though she had accepted her hard lot and was content. “Let’s just say that the original may not have been completely lost. I have hopes that it will be safe, and appreciated. I don’t think you want to know any more than that.”


  “Miriam,” he said.


  “You know, I never could stand long dragged-out farewells.” She reached for her duffel and wrested it from his grip. “You can leave me here. You don’t have to come to the airship bay with me. Good-bye, Hassan.”


  “Go with God, Miriam.”


  She walked away from him. He was about to follow her, then turned toward the path that would take him to his residence.


  During the years that followed, Hassan did not try to discover what had become of Miriam. Better, he thought, not to trouble himself with thoughts of his former love. His success with the altered mind-tour had cemented his friendship with Muhammad, increased the esteem his fellow geologists had for him, and had brought him more respect from his family on Earth.


  Within five years after the release of “The Dream of Venus,” Hassan was the head of a team of geologists, was sometimes assigned to the pleasant task of creating educational mind-tours for Island children, and had taken a bondmate, Zulaika Jehan. Zulaika came from a Mukhtar’s family, had been trained as an engineer, and had an exemplary record. If Hassan sometimes found himself looking into Zulaika’s brown eyes and remembering Miriam’s gray ones, he always reminded himself that his bondmate was exactly the sort of woman his family had wanted him to wed, that his father had always claimed that marrying for love was an outworn practice inherited from the decadent and exhausted West and best discarded, and that taking Miriam as a bondmate would only have brought him disaster.


  Occasionally, Hassan heard rumors of various mind-tours passed along through private channels from one Linker on the Islands to another, experiences that might be violent, frightening, pornographic, or simply subversive. He had always strongly suspected, even though no one would have admitted it openly, that his father and other privileged people in his clan had enjoyed such forbidden entertainments, most of which would find their way to the masses only in edited form. It would be a simple matter for any Linker to preserve such productions and to send them on to friends through private channels inaccessible to those who had no Links. Hassan did not dwell on such thoughts, which might lead to disturbing reflections on the ways in which the powerful maintained control of the net of cyberminds so as to shape even the thoughts and feelings of the powerless.


  One rumor in particular had elicited his attention, a rumor of a mind-tour about the Venus Project that far surpassed any of the usual cliché-ridden productions, that was even superior to the much-admired “The Dream of Venus.” He had toyed with the notion that someone might have come upon an unedited copy of “The Dream of Venus,” that the mind-tour he and Miriam had created might still exist as she had hoped it would, a ghost traveling through the channels of the cyberminds, coming to life again and weaving its spell before vanishing once more.


  He did not glimpse the possible truth of the matter until he was invited to a reception Pavel Gvishiani was holding for a few specialists who had earned commendations for their work. Simply putting the commendations into the public record would have been enough, but Pavel had decided that a celebration was in order. Tea, cakes, small pastries, and meat dumplings were set out on tables in a courtyard near the Administrators’ ziggurat. Hassan, with his bondmate Zulaika Jehan at his side, drew himself up proudly as Administrator Pavel circulated among his guests in his formal white robe, his trusted aide Muhammad Sheridan at his side.


  At last Pavel approached Hassan and touched his forehead in greeting. “Salaam, Linker Pavel,” Hassan said.


  “Greetings, Hassan.” Pavel pressed his fingers against his forehead again. “Salaam, Zulaika,” he murmured to Hassan’s bondmate; Hassan wondered if Pavel had actually recalled her name or had only been prompted by his Link. “You must be quite proud of your bondmate,” Pavel went on. “I am certain, God willing, that this will be only the first of several commendations for his skill in managing his team.”


  “Thank you, Linker Pavel,” Zulaika said in her soft musical voice.


  Pavel turned to Hassan. “And I suspect that it won’t be long before you win another commendation for the credit you have brought to the Project.”


  “You are too kind,” Hassan said. “One commendation is more than enough, Linker Pavel. I am unworthy of another.”


  “I must beg to contradict you, Hassan. ‘The Dream of Venus’ has been one of our most successful and popular entertainments.” A strange look came into Pavel’s dark eyes then; he stared at Hassan for a long time until his sharp gaze made Hassan uneasy. “You did what you had to do, of course, as did I,” he said, so softly that Hassan could barely hear him, “yet that first vision I saw was indeed a work of art, and worthy of preservation.” Then the Administrator was gone, moving away from Hassan to greet another of his guests.


  Perhaps the Administrator’s flattery had disoriented him, or possibly the wine Muhammad had surreptitiously slipped into his cup had unhinged him a little, but it was not until he was leaving the reception with Zulaika, walking along another path where he had so often walked with Miriam, that the truth finally came to him and he understood what Pavel had been telling him.


  Their original mind-tour might be where it would be safe and appreciated; Miriam had admitted that much to him. Now he imagined her, with nothing to lose, going to Pavel and begging him to preserve their unedited creation; the Administrator might have taken pity on her and given in to her pleas. Or perhaps it had not been that way at all; Pavel might have gone to her and shown his esteem for her as an artist by promising to keep her original work alive. It did not matter how it had happened, and he knew that he would never have the temerity to go to Pavel and ask him exactly what he had done. Hassan might have the Linker’s public praise, but Miriam, he knew now, had won the Linker’s respect by refusing to betray her vision.


  Shame filled him at the thought of what he had done to “The Dream of Venus,” and then it passed; the authentic dream, after all, was still alive. Dreams had clashed, he knew, and only one would prevail. But how would it win out? It would be the victory of one idea, as expressed in the final outcome of the Project, overlaid upon opposed realities that could not be wished away. To his surprise, these thoughts filled him with a calm, deep pleasure he had rarely felt in his life, and “The Dream of Venus” was alive again inside him for one brief moment of joy before he let it go.
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  THE HUMAN FRONT


  Ken Macleod


  Like most people of my generation, I remember exactly where I was on March 17, 1963, the day Stalin died. I was in the waiting room of my father’s surgery, taking advantage of the absence of waiting patients to explore the nicotine-yellowed stacks of Reader’s Digests and National Geographics, and to play in a desultory fashion with the gnawed plastic soldiers, broken tin tanks, legless dolls, and so forth that formed a disconsolate heap, like an atrocity diorama, in one corner. My father must have been likewise taking advantage of a slack hour towards the end of the day to listen to the wireless. He opened the door so forcefully that I looked up, guiltily, though on this particular occasion I had nothing to feel guilty about. His expression alarmed me further, until I realized that the mixed feelings that struggled for control of his features were not directed at me.


  Except one. It was with, I now think, a full awareness of the historic significance of the moment, as well as a certain sense of loss, that he told me the news. His voice cracked slightly, in a way I had not heard before.


  “The Americans,” he said, “have just announced that Stalin has been shot.”


  “Up against a wall?” I asked, eagerly.


  My father frowned at my levity and lit a cigarette.


  “No,” he said. “Some American soldiers surrounded his headquarters in the Caucasus mountains. After the partisans were almost wiped out they surrendered, but then Stalin made a run for it, and the American soldiers shot him in the back.”


  I almost giggled. Things like this happened in history books and adventure stories, not in real life.


  “Does that mean the war is over?” I asked.


  “That’s a good question, John.” He looked at me with a sort of speculative respect. “The Communists will be disheartened by Stalin’s death, but they’ll go on fighting, I’m afraid.”


  At that moment there was a knock on the waiting-room door, and my father shooed me out while welcoming his patient in. The afternoon was clear and cold. I mucked about at the back of the house and then climbed up the hill behind it, sat on a boulder, and watched the sky. A pair of eagles circled their gerie on the higher hill opposite, but I didn’t let that distract me. After a while my patience was rewarded by the thrilling sight of a V-formation of American bombers high above, flying east. Their circular shapes glinted silver when the sunlight caught them and shadowed black against the blue.


  The newspapers always arrived in Lewis the day after they were printed, so two days passed before the big black headline of the Daily Express blared STALIN SHOT, and I could read, without fully comprehending, the rejoicing of Beaverbrook, the grave commentary of Cameron, the reminiscent remarks of Churchill, and frown over Burchett’s curiously disheartening reports from the front, and smile over the savage raillery of Cummings’s cartoon of Stalin in hell, shaking hands with Satan while hiding a knife behind his back.


  Obituaries traced his life: from the Tiflis seminary, through the railway yards and oilfields of Baku, the bandit years as Koba, the October Revolution and the Five-Year plans, the Purges and the Second World War, his chance absence from the Kremlin during the atomic bombing of Moscow in Operation Dropshot, and his return in old age to the ways and vigor of his youth as a guerrilla leader, rallying Russia’s remaining Reds to the protracted war against the Petrograd government to the contested, gruesome details of his death and the final, bloody touch, the fingerprint identification of his hacked-off hands.


  By then I had already had a small aftershock of the revolutionary’s death myself, at school on the eighteenth. Hugh Macdonald, a pugnacious boy of nine or so but still in my class, came up to me in the playground and said: “I bet you’re pleased, mac a dochter.”


  “Pleased about what?”


  “About the Yanks killing Stalin, you cac.”


  “And why should I not be? He was just a murderer.”


  “He killed Germans.”


  Hugh looked at me to see if this produced the expected change of mind, and when it didn’t he thumped me. I kicked his shin and he ran off bawling, and I got the belt for fighting.


  That evening I played about with the dial of my father’s wireless and heard through a howl of atmospherics a man with a posh Sassenach accent reading out eulogies on what the Reds still called Radio Moscow.


  The genius and will of Stalin, great architect of the rising world of free humanity, will live forever.


  I had no idea what it meant, or how anyone even remotely sane could possibly say it, but it remained in my mind, part of the same puzzle as that unexpected punch.


  My father, Dr. Malcolm Donald Matheson, was a native of the bleak long island. His parents were crofters who had worked hard and scraped by to support him in his medical studies at Glasgow in the 1930s. He had only just graduated when the Second World War broke out. He volunteered for combat duty and was immediately assigned to the Royal Army Medical Corps. Of his war service, mainly in the Far East, he said very little in my hearing. It may have been some wish to pay back something to the community that had supported him, which led him to take up his far from lucrative practice in the western parish of Uig, but of sentiment towards that community he had none. He insisted on being addressed by the English form of his name, instead of as “Calum” and I and my siblings were likewise identified: John, James, Margaret, Mary, Alexander—any careless references to Iain, Hamish, Mairead, Mairi or Alasdair met a frown or a mild rebuke. Though a fluent native speaker of Gaelic, he spoke the language only when no other communication was possible—there were, in those days, a number of elderly monoglots, and a much larger number of people who never used the English language for any purpose other than the telling of deliberate lies. There are two explanations, one fanciful and the other realistic, for the latter phenomenon. The fanciful one is that they believed that the Gaelic was the language of heaven (was the Bible not written in it?) and that the Almighty did not hear or did not understand the English, or, at the very least, that a lie not told in Gaelic didn’t count. The realistic one is that English was the language of the state, and lying in its hearing was indeed legitimate, since the Gaels had heard so many lies from it, all in English.


  My mother, Morag, was a Glaswegian of Highland extraction, who had met and married my father after the end of the Second World War and before the beginning of the Third. She, somewhat contrarily, taught herself the Gaelic and used it in all her dealings with the locals, though they always thought her dialect and her accent stuck-up and affected. The thought of her speaking a pure and correct Gaelic in a Glasgow accent is amusing; her neighbors’ attitude towards her well-meant efforts less so, being an example of the characteristic Highland inferiority complex so often mistaken for class or national consciousness. The Lewis accent itself is one of the ugliest under heaven, a perpetual weary resentful whine—the Scottish equivalent of Cockney—and the dialect thickly corrupted with English words Gaelicised by the simple expedient of mispronouncing them in the aforementioned accent.


  Before marriage she had been a laboratory assistant. After marriage she worked as my father’s secretary, possibly for tax reasons, while raising me and my equally demanding brothers and sisters. Like my father, she was a smoker, a whisky-drinker, and an atheist. All of these were, at that time and place, considered quite inappropriate for a woman, but only the first was publicly known. Our non-attendance at any of the three doctrinally indistinguishable but mutually irreconcilable churches the parish supported was explained by the rumor—perhaps arising from my father’s humanitarian contribution to the war effort—that the dochter was a Quaker. It was a notion he did nothing to encourage or to dispel. The locals wouldn’t have recognised a Quaker if they’d found one in their porridge.


  Because of my father’s military service and medical connections, he had stroll-in access at the nearby NATO base. This sprawling complex of low, flat-roofed buildings, Nissen huts, and radar arrays disfigured the otherwise sublime headland after which the neighboring village, Aird, was named. My father occasionally dropped in for cheap goods—big round tins of cigarettes, packs of American nylons for my mother, stacks of chewing-gum for the children, and endless tins of corned beef—at the NAAFI store.


  It was thus that I experienced the event which became the second politically significant memory of my childhood, and the only time when my father expressed a doubt about the Western cause. He was, I should explain, a dyed-in-the-wool-conservative and unionist, hostile even to the watery socialism of the Labor Party, but he would have died sooner than vote for the Conservative and Unionist Party. “The Tories took our land,” he once spat, by way of explanation, before slamming the door in the face of a rare, hopeless canvasser. He showed less emotion at Churchill’s death than he did at Stalin’s. So, like most of our neighbors, he was a Liberal. The Liberals had, in their wishy-washy Liberal way, decried the Clearances, and the Highlanders have loyally returned them to Parliament ever since.


  Why the Highlanders nurse a grievance over the Clearances was a mystery to me at the time, and still is. In no land in the world is the disproportion between natural attraction and sentimental attachment more extreme, except possibly Poland and Palestine. Expelled from their sodden Sinai to Canada and New Zealand the dispossessed crofters flourished, and those who remained behind had at last enough land to feed themselves, but their descendants still talk as if they’d been put on cattle trucks to Irkutsk.


  It was my habit, when I had nothing better to do on a Saturday, to accompany my father on his rounds. I did not, of course, attend his consultations, but I would either wait in the car or brave the collies who’d press their forepaws on my shoulders and bark in my face, to the inevitable accompaniment of cries of “Och, he’s just being friendly,” and make my way through mud and cow dung to the hospitality of black tea in the black houses, and the fussing of immense mothers girt in aprons and shod in wellingtons.


  We’d visited an old man in Aird that morning in the summer of ’63, and my father turned the Hillman off the main road and up to the NATO base. Gannets dropped like dive-bombs in the choppy sea of the bay below the headland’s cliffs, and black on the Atlantic horizon the radar turned. Though militarily significant—Lewis commands a wide sweep of the North Atlantic, and Tupolev’s deep-shelter factories in the Urals were turning out long-range jet bombers at a rate of about one a month, well above attrition—security was light. A nod to the squaddie on the gate, and we were through.


  My father casually pulled up in the officers’ car-park outside the NAAFI and we hopped out. He was just locking the door when an alarm shrieked. Men in blue uniforms were suddenly rushing about and pointing out to sea. Other men, in white helmets and webbing, were running to greater purpose. Somewhere a fire-engine and an ambulance joined in the clamor.


  I spotted the incoming bomber before my father did, maybe two miles out.


  “There—there it is!”


  “It’s low—”


  Barely above the sea, flashing reflected sunlight as it yawed and wobbled, trailing smoke, the bomber limped in. On the wide concrete apron in front of us a team frantically pushed and dragged a big Wessex helicopter to the perimeter, while one man stood waving what looked like outsize ping-pong bats. The bomber just cleared the top of the cliff, skimmed the grass—I could see the plants bend beneath it, though no blast of air came from it—and with a screaming scrape and a shower of sparks it hit the concrete and slithered to a halt about a hundred yards from where we stood.


  It was perhaps fifty feet in diameter, ten feet thick at the hub. Smoke poured from a ragged nick in its edge. The ambulance and fire-engine rushed up and stopped in a squeal of brakes, their crews leaping out just as a hatch opened on the bomber’s upper side. More smoke puffed forth, but nothing else emerged. A couple of firemen, lugging fire-extinguishers, leapt on the sloping surface and dropped inside. Others hosed the rent in the hull.


  My father ran forward, shouting “I’m a doctor!” and I ran after him. The outstretched arm of one of the men in white helmets brought my father up short. After a moment of altercation, he was allowed to go on, while I struggled against a firm but not unfriendly grip on my shoulder. The man’s armband read “Military Police.” At that moment I was about ten yards from the bomber, close enough to see the rivets in its steel hull.


  Close enough to see the body that the firemen lifted out, and that the ambulancemen laid on a stretcher and ran with, my father close behind, into the nearest building. It was wearing a close-fitting silvery flying-suit, and a visored helmet. One leg was crooked at a bad angle. That was not what shot me through with a thrill of horror. It was the body of a child, no taller than my five-year-old sister Margaret. The large helmet made its proportions even more childlike.


  A moment later I was turned around and hustled away. The military policeman almost pushed me back into the car, told me to wait there, and shut me up with a stick of chewing-gum before he hurried off. Everybody else who’d come at all close to the craft was being rounded up into a huddle, guarded by the military policemen and being lectured by a couple of men who I guessed were civilians, if their snap-brimmed hats, dark glasses, and black suits were anything to go by. They reminded me of American detectives in comics. I wondered excitedly if they carried guns in shoulder holsters.


  After about fifteen minutes my father came out of the building and walked over to the car. One of the civilians intercepted him. They talked for a few minutes, leaning towards each other, their faces close together, one or the other of them shaking their fingers, pointing, and jabbing. Each of them glanced over at me several times. Although I had the side window wound down, I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Eventually my father turned on his heel and stalked over to the car, while the other man stood looking after him. As my father opened the car door the black-suited civilian shook his head a little, then rejoined his colleague as the small crowd dispersed.


  A knot of military policemen formed up at the building’s doorway and surrounded two stretcher-bearers as they hurried to the Wessex. There was only the briefest glimpse of the stretcher as it was passed inside, moments before it took off and headed out to sea on a southerly course.


  My father’s face was pale and his hand shook as he took his hip-flask from the glove compartment. The top squeaked as he unscrewed it, the flask gurgled as he drank it dry.


  “Leave the window down, John,” he said as he turned the key and pushed the starter. “I need a cigarette.”


  He lit up, fumbling, then engaged the gears and the car moved off with a lurch. As we passed the soldier on the gate my father gave him a wave that was almost a salute.


  “What sort of people will that poor laddie be fighting for?” he asked me, or himself. His knuckles were white on the wheel. The swerve on to the main road threw me against the door. He didn’t notice.


  “Monsters,” he said. “Monsters.”


  I sat up straight again, rubbing my shoulder.


  “It’s awful to use wee children to fly bombers,” I said.


  He looked across at me sharply, then turned his attention back to the single-track road.


  “Is that what you saw?” he murmured. “Well, John, we were told very firmly that the pilot was a midget, you know, a dwarf, and that this is a secret. If the enemy knew that, they would know something they shouldn’t know about our bombers. About how much weight they can carry, or something like that.”


  I squirmed on the plastic leather, swinging my legs as though I needed to pee. I had read about dwarfs and midgets in Look and Learn. They were not like in fairy stories.


  “But that’s not true,” I said. “That wasn’t a dwarf, the pro—the portions—”


  “ ‘Proportions’.”


  “The proportions were wrong. I mean, they were right—they were ordinary. The pilot was a child, wasn’t he?”


  The car swerved slightly, then steadied.


  “Listen, John,” my father said. “Whatever the pilot is, neither of us is supposed to talk about it, and we’ll get into big trouble if we do. So if you’re sure it was a child you saw, I’m not going to argue with you. And if the Air Force says the pilot is a midget, I’m not going to argue with them, either. I set and splinted the leg of that, that”—he hesitated, waving a hand dangerously off the wheel—’craitur beag’us bochd—of the poor wee thing, I should say, and that’s all I know of it.”


  I was as startled by his lapse into the Gaelic as by the uncertainty and ambiguity of his reference to the pilot, and I thought it wise to keep quiet about the whole subject. But he didn’t, not quite yet.


  “Not a word about it, to anyone,” he said. “Not to your mother, your brothers and sisters, your friends, anyone. Not a word. Promise me?”


  “All right,” I said. I was young enough to feel that it was more exciting to keep a secret than to tell one.


  The following day was a Sunday, and although it meant nothing to us but a day off school we had to conform to local custom by not playing outside. It was a sweltering hell of boredom, relieved only by the breath of air from the open back door and the arrival at the front door of two men in black suits, who weren’t ministers. My father escorted them politely into his surgery. The waiting-room door (I found, on a cautious test) was locked. They did not stay long; but the following morning, on the way out to catch the van to school, I overheard my mother telephoning around to postpone the day’s appointments and noticed a freshly emptied whisky bottle on the trash.


  A couple of years later, when I was ten, my father sold his practice to a younger, less financially straitened and more idealistic doctor (a Nationalist, to my father’s private disgust) and took up a practice in Greenock, an industrial town on the Firth of Clyde. Our flitting was exciting, our arrival more so. It was another world. In the mid-sixties the Clyde was booming, its shipyards producing naval and civilian vessels in almost equal proportion, its harbors crowded with British and American warships, the Royal Ordnance Factory at Bishopton working around the clock. Greenock, as always, flourished from the employment opportunities upriver—beginning with the yards and docks of the adjacent town of Port Glasgow—and from its own industries, mainly the processing of colonial sugar, jute, and tobacco. The pollution from the factories and refineries was light, but fumes from the heavy vehicular traffic that serviced them may well explain the high incidence of lung cancer in the area. (My father’s death, though outside the purview of the present narrative, may also be so accounted.) Besides these traditional industries, a huge IBM factory had recently opened (the ceremonial ribbon cut by Sir Alan Turing himself) in the Kip Valley behind the town.


  The town’s division between middle class and working class was sharp. One the eastern side of Nelson Street lay the tenements and factories; to the west a classical grid of broad streets blocked out sturdy sandstone villas and semi-detached houses. Though our parents’ disdain for private education saved us from the worst snobberies of fee-paying schools, the state system was just as blatantly segregated. The grammar schools filled the offices of management, and the secondary moderns manufactured workers. Class division shocked me: after growing up among the well-fed, if ill-clad, population of Lewis, I saw the poorer eight-tenths of the town as inhabited by misshapen dwarfs.


  It was while exploring what to my imagination were dangerous, Dickensian slums, but which were in reality perfectly respectable working-class districts, that I first encountered evidence that this division was regarded, by some, as part of the greater division of the world. On walls, railway bridges, and pavements I noticed a peculiar graffito, in the shape of an inverted “Y” with a cross-bar—a childishly simple, and therefore instantly recognisable, representation of the human form. Sometimes it was enclosed by the outline of a five-pointed star, and frequently it was accompanied by a scrawled hammer and sickle. These last two symbols were, of course, already familiar to me from the red flags of the enemy.


  It was at first as shocking a sight as if some Chinese or Russian guerrilla had popped out of a manhole in the street, and it gave me a strange thrill—a frisson, as the French say—to find that the remote and gigantic foe had his partisans in the streets of Greenock as much as in the jungles of Malaya or the rubble of Budapest. One day in 1966 I actually met one, on a street corner in the East End, down near the town center where the big shops began.


  This soldier of the Red horde was a bandy-legged old man in a cloth cap, selling copies of a broadsheet newspaper called the Daily Worker. He met with neither hostility nor interest from the passers-by. With boyish bravado, and some curiosity, I bought it. Its masthead displayed the two symbols I already knew, and an article inside was illustrated by, and explained, the third.


  “Against the warmongers and arms profiteers, against the reckless drive to destruction, against the forces of death, it is necessary to rally all who yearn for peace. The situation cries out for the broadest possible united front, one broader even than the great People’s Fronts against fascism, one in which every decent human being, every worker, every woman, every honest businessman, every farmer, every patriot can take their place with pride and determination. It is not for any political party, or class, or ideology that such a front shall stand, but for the very survival of the human race.


  “This greatest of all united and people’s fronts exists, and is growing.


  “It is the Human Front.”


  I understood barely a word of it, and the only reason why I clipped out the article and kept it, long after I had secretly disposed of the newspaper, long enough for me to reread and finally understand it, years later, was because of coincidental resonances of its author’s name—Dr. John Lewis.


  After that initial naive exploration I settled down to a sort of acceptance of the world as it was and to learning more about it, at school and out. Science was more interesting than politics, and it soothed rather than disturbed the mind. The war was a permanent backdrop of news and a distant prospect of National Service. The BBC brought it home on the wireless and, increasingly, on black-and-white television, with feigned neutrality and unacknowledged censorship. News items that raised questions about the war’s conduct and its domestic repercussions were few: the Pauling trial, the Kinshasa atomic bombing, the occasional allusion to a speech by Foot in the Commons or Wedgewood-Benn in the Lords.


  The biggest jolt to the consensus came in 1968, with the May Offensive. Out of nowhere, it seemed, the supposedly defeated maquis stormed and seized Paris, Lyons, Nantes, and scores of other French cities. Only carpet-bombing of the suburbs dislodged them and saved the Versailles government. This could not be hidden, nor the first anti-war demonstrations in the United States: clean-cut students chanting “Hey! Hey! JFK! How many kids did you kill today?” until the dogs and fire-hoses and tear-gas cleared the streets. At the time, I was more frightened by the unexpected closeness of the Communist threat than shocked by the measures taken against it.


  My first act of dissidense wasn’t until three years later, at the age of seventeen. I slipped out one April evening to attend a meeting in the Cooperative Hall held under the auspices of Medical Aid for Russia. The speaker was touring the country, and it may have been the controversy that followed him that drew the crowd of a hundred or so. It’s certainly what drew me. He was flanked on the platform by a local trade union official, a pacifist lady, and Greenock’s perennially unsuccessful Liberal candidate. (The local Labor MP had, naturally, denounced the meeting in the Greenock Telegraph.) The hall was bare, decorated with a few union banners and a portrait of Keir Hardie. I sat near the back, recognising no one except the little old man who’d once sold me the Daily Worker.


  After some dull maundering from the union official, the pacifist lady stood up and introduced the speaker, the Argentine physician Dr. Ernesto Lynch. A black-haired, bearded man, about forty, asthmatic, charismatic, apologetic about his cigar-smoking and his English, he brought the audience to their feet and sent me home in a fury.


  “You’re too gullible,” my father said. “It’s all just Communist propaganda.”


  “Hiroshima, Nagasaki, Moscow, Magnitogorsk, Dien Bien Phu, Belgrade, Kinshasa!” I pounded the names with my fist on my palm. “They happened! Nobody denies they happened!”


  He lidded his eyes and looked at me through a veil of cigarette smoke. Bare elbows on the kitchen table, mother in the next room, the hiss of water on the iron, the Third Programme concerto in the background.


  “If you had seen what I saw in Burma,” he said mildly, “you wouldn’t be so sorry about Hiroshima and Nagasaki. And the men who went into the Vorkuta camps weren’t sorry about Moscow, and—”


  “And what troops ‘liberated’ Siberia?” I raged. “The dirty Japs! With their hands still bloody from Vladivostok! Their hands and their—”


  I stopped myself just in time.


  “Look, John,” he said. “We could go on shouting at each other all night about which side’s atrocities are worse. The very fact that we can, that this Argentine johnny can tour the country and half the bloody Empire with his tales of heroic partisans in the Ukraine and sob stories about butchered villagers in Byelorussia, while nobody from our side could possibly do anything remotely similar in the Red territories, shows which side has the least to fear from the truth.”


  “Britain didn’t let the Nazis speak here during the war—William Joyce was hanged—”


  He poured another whisky, and offered me one. I accepted it, ungraciously.


  “We listened to Lord Haw-Haw and Tokyo Rose for a laugh,” he was saying. “Then they were decently hanged, or decently jailed.”


  “Pity we’re on the same side now,” I said. “Maybe the Yanks should let Tokyo Rose out. ‘Ruthki soldjah, you know what ith happening to you girrfliend? Big niggah boyth ith giving her big niggah—”


  Again, I shut up just in time.


  “Your racial prejudices are showing, young man,” Malcolm said. “I thought Reds were supposed to be against the color bar.”


  “Huh!” I snorted. “I thought Liberals were!”


  “The color bar will come down in good time,” he said. “When both whites and coloreds are ready for it. Meanwhile, the Reds will be happy to agitate against it, while out of the other side of their mouths they’ll spout the most blatant racialism and national prejudice, just as it suits them—anything to divide the free world.”


  “Some free world that includes the American South, South Africa, Spain, Japan, and the Fourth Reich! That holds on to Africa with atom bombs! That relies on the dirty work of Nazi scientists!”


  He tapped a cigarette and looked at it meditatively.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “The bombers. They’re what’s made the whole war possible, from Dropshot onwards, and it was the Germans who invented them—to finish what Hitler started!”


  He lit up and shook his head.


  “Werner von Braun died a very disappointed man,” he said. “Unlike the rocket scientists the Russians got. They got to see their infernal researches put to use all right, with dire consequences for our side—mostly civilian targets, I might add, since you seem so upset about bombing civilians. At least our bomber pilots risk their own lives, unlike the Russian missilemen who deal out death from hundreds of miles away.”


  I could see what he was doing, deflecting our moral dispute into a purely intellectual, historical debate, and I was having none of it.


  “Yeah, I wonder if the Yanks are still sending children up to fly the bombers.”


  He almost choked on his sip of whisky. Through the open door of the living-room came the sound of the iron crashing to the floor and my mother’s shout of annoyance. A moment later she said, sharply: “James! Margaret! Off to bed!” A faint protest, a scurry, a slam. She bustled through, hot in her pinny, and closed the door and sat down. Her flush paled in seconds. My father glanced at her and said nothing.


  They both looked so frightened that I felt scared myself.


  “What’s—what did—?”


  My mother leaned forward and spoke quietly.


  “Listen, Johnny,” she said. I bristled; she hadn’t called me that for years. She sighed. “John. You’re old enough to do daft things. You could go off and join the Army tomorrow, or you could get married, and there’s not a thing we could do about either. And it’s the same with listening to Communists and repeating their rubbish. It’s a free country. Ruin your prospects if you like. But there’s one thing I ask you. Just one thing. Don’t ever, ever, ever say anything about what you and your father saw in Aird. Don’t even drop a hint. Because if you do, you’ll ruin us all.”


  “You never said this to me before!”


  “Never thought we had to,” Malcolm said gruffly. “You kept your mouth shut when you were a wee boy, as you promised, and good for you, and I thought that maybe over the years you had forgotten all about it.”


  “How could I forget that?” I said.


  He shrugged one shoulder.


  “All right, all right,” I said. “But I don’t understand why it’s such a big secret. I mean, surely the age or is it the size of the—”


  My father leaned across the table and put his hand across my mouth—not as a gesture, as a physical shutting up.


  “Not one word,” he said.


  I leaned back and made wiping movements.


  “OK, OK,” I said. “Leave that aside. What were we talking about before? Oh yes, you were saying it wasn’t the Nazis who invented the flying disc. So who do you think did?”


  “Who knows? The Allies had Einstein and Oppenheimer and Turing and a lot of other very clever chaps, and it’s all classified anyway, so, as I said—who knows?”


  “How do you know it wasn’t the Germans, then?”


  “They weren’t working along these lines.”


  “Oh, come on!” I said. “I’ve seen pictures of the things from during the war.”


  “These were experimental circular airframes with entirely conventional propulsion,” he said. “That doesn’t describe the bombers, now does it? Have you ever heard of Nazi research into anti-gravity?”


  “Have you ever heard of American?”


  He shook his head.


  “It’s all classified, of course. But it was obviously a bigger breakthrough than the atomic bomb. Consider the Manhattan Project and all the theory that led up to it.” He paused to let this sink in. “What I’d like you to do, John, is to use your head as well as keep your mouth shut. By all means rattle off the standard lefty rant about Nazi scientists, but do bear in mind that you’re talking nonsense.”


  I was baffled. My mother was looking worried.


  “But,” I said, “the Americans say it was German scientists who developed it.”


  “They do indeed, John, they do indeed.”


  He looked quite jovial; I think he was a little bit drunk.


  “I think you’ve said enough,” my mother told him.


  “That I have,” he said. “Or too much. And you, too, John. You have homework to do tonight and school to go to tomorrow. Goodnight.”


  The following day I felt rather flat, whether as a result of the unaccustomed glass of whisky or my father’s successful deflection of my moral outrage. After school I walked straight to the public library. My parents never worried if I didn’t come home from school directly, so long as I phoned if I wasn’t going to be home for my tea. The library was a big Georgian-style pile in the town center. I stepped in and breathed the exhilarating smell of dark polished wood and of old and new paper. It took me only a minute to Dewey-decimal my way around the high stacks to the aviation section. Sheer nostalgia made me reach for the first in the row of tiny, well-worn editions of the Observer’s Book of Aircraft. I still had that 1960 edition somewhere at home. Flicking past the familiar silhouettes of Lancaster and Lincoln and MiG, I looked again at the simplest outline of the lot: the circular plan and lenticular profile of the Advanced High Altitude Bomber, Mark 1. The description and specifications were understandably sparse (‘outperforms all other aircraft, Allied and enemy’), the history routine: first successful test flight, from White Sands to Roswell Army Air Field, New Mexico, July 1947; first combat use, Operation Dropshot, September 1949; extensive use in all theatres since.


  I replaced the volume and pulled out the fresh 1970 edition, its cover color photo of a Brabant still glossy. The AHAB’s description, specs, and history were identical, and identically uninformative, but the designation had changed. Checking back a couple of volumes, I found that the AHAB-2 had come into service in 1964.


  It didn’t take me much longer to find that the biggest military innovation of the previous year had been the Russian MiG-24, capable of reaching a much higher altitude than its predecessors. I sought traces of the AHAB in more detailed works, one of which stated that none had ever been shot down over enemy territory. All of that got me thinking, but what struck me even more was that after more than twenty years there wasn’t a dicky-bird about the machine’s development, beyond the obviously (now that it was pointed out) misleading references to wartime German experimental aircraft. Nor were there any civilian or wider military applications of the revolutionary physical principles behind its anti-gravity engine.


  I tried looking up anti-gravity in other stacks: physics, military history, biography. Beyond the obvious fact that it was used in the AHAB, there was nothing. No speculation. No theory. No big names. No obscure names. Nothing. Fuck all.


  I walked home with a heavy load of books and a head full of anti-gravity.


  “Outer space,” said Ian Boyd, confidently. Four or five of us were sitting out a free period on our blazers on damp grass on the slope of the hill above the playing field. Below us the fourth-year girls were playing hockey. Now and again a run or swerve would lift the skirt of one of them above her knees. We were here for these moments, and for the more reliable sight of their breasts pushing out their crisp white shirts.


  “What d’ye mean, outer space?” asked Daniel Orr.


  “Where they came frae. The flying discs.”


  “Oh aye. Dan Dare stuff.”


  “Don’t you Dan Dare me, Dan Orr.”


  This variant on a then-popular catch phrase had us all laughing.


  “We know there’s life out there,” Ian persisted. “Astronomers say there’s at least lichens on Mars, they can see the vegetation spreading up frae the equator every year. An it’s no that far fetched there’s life on Venus an a,” underneath the cloud cover.”


  “No evidence of intelligent life, though,” Daniel said.


  “No up there,” said Colin NcNicol. “There is down there.”


  “Aye, there’s life, but is it intelligent?”


  We all laughed and concentrated for a while on the hockey-playing aliens, with their strange bodies and high-pitched cries.


  “It’s intelligent,” said Ian. “The problem is, how dae we communicate?”


  “No, the first problem is, how do we let them know we’re friendly?”


  “Tell them we come in peace.”


  “And we want to come inside.”


  “If,” I said, mercilessly mimicking our Classics teacher, “you gentlemen are quite ready to return the conversation to serious matters—”


  “This is serious, right!”


  “Future of the entire human race!”


  “Patience, gentlemen, patience. Withhold your ejaculations. Your curiosity on these questions will soon be fully satisfied. The annual lecture on ‘Human Reproduction In One Minute’ will be prematurely presented to the boys later this year by Mr. Hughes, in his class on Anatomy, Physiology, and Stealth. The girls will simultaneously and separately receive a lecture on ‘Human Reproduction In Nine Months’ as part of their Domestic Science course. Boys and girls are not allowed to compare notes until after marriage, or pregnancy, whichever comes sooner. Meanwhile, I understand that Professor Boyd here has a point to make.”


  “Oh aye, well, if it wisni the Yanks an’ it wisni the Jerries, it must hae come frae somewhere else—”


  “The annual prize for Logic—”


  “—so it must hae been the Martians.”


  “—has just been spectacularly lost at the last moment by Professor Boyd, after a serious objection from Brother William of Ockham—”


  “Hey, nae papes in our school!”


  “—who presents him, instead, with the conical paper cap inscribed in memory of Duns Scotus, for the non sequitur of the year.”


  Near the High School was a park with a couple of reservoirs. Around the lower of them ran a rough path, and its circumambulation was a customary means of working off the stodge of school dinner. A day or two after our frivolous conversation, I was doing this unaccompanied when I heard a hurrying step behind me, and turned to see Dan Orr catch up to me. He was a slim, dark, intense youth who, though a month or two younger than me, had always seemed more mature. The growth of his limbs, unlike mine, had remained proportionate, and their movements under the control of the motor centers of his brain. His father was, I believe, an engineer at the Thompson yard.


  “Hi, Matheson.”


  “Greetings, Orr.”


  “Whit ye were saying the other day.”


  “About the bombers?”


  “Naw.” He waved a hand. “That’s no an issue. We’ll never find out, anyway, and between you an me I couldn’t give a flying fuck if they were invented by Hitler himsel, or the Mekon of Mekonta fir that matter.”


  “That’s a point of view, I suppose.” We laughed. “So what is the issue?”


  “Come on, Matheson, ye know fine well whit the issue is. It isnae where they came frae. It’s where they go, and whit they dae to folk.”


  “Aye,” I said cautiously.


  “Ye were at that meeting, right?”


  “How would you know if I was?”


  “Yir face is as red as yir hair, ya big teuchter. But not as red as Willie Scott of the AEU, who was on the platform and gave a very full account of the whole thing tae his Party branch.”


  “Good God!” I looked sideways at him, genuinely astonished, “You’re in the CP?”


  “No,” he said. “The Human Front.”


  “Well kept secret,” I said.


  He laughed. “It’s no a secret. I just keep my mouth shut at school for the sake of the old man.”


  “Does he know about it?”


  “Oh, aye, sure. He’s Labor, but kindae a left winger. Anyway, Matheson, what did you think about what Dr. Lynch had tae say?”


  I told him.


  “Well, fine,” he said. “The question is, d’ye want tae dae something about it?”


  “I’ve already put my name down to raise money for Medical Aid.”


  “That’s good,” he said. “But it’s no enough.”


  We negotiated an awkward corner of the path, leaping a crumbled culvert. Orr ended up ahead of me.


  “Dr. Lynch,” he said over his shoulder, “had some other things tae say, about what people can do. And we’re discussing them tonight.” He named a cafe. “Back room, eight sharp. Drop by if ye like. Up tae you.”


  He ran on, leaving me to think.


  Heaven knows what Orr was thinking of, inviting me to that meeting. The only hypothesis that makes sense is that he had shrewdly observed me over the years of our acquaintance, and knew me to be reliable. I need not describe the discussion here. Suffice it to say that it was in response to a document written by Lin Piao that Dr. Lynch had clandestinely distributed during his tour, and which was later published in full as an appendix to various trial records. I was not aware of that at the time, and the actual matters discussed were of a quite elementary, and almost entirely legal, character, quite in keeping with the broad nature of the Front. It was only later that I was introduced to the harsher regimens in Dr. Lynch’s prescription.


  We started small. Over the next few weeks, what time I could spare from studying for my Highers, in evenings, early mornings, and weekends, was taken up with covering the town’s East End and most of Port Glasgow with the slogans and symbols of the Front, as well as some creative interpretations of our own.


  FREE DUBCEK, we wrote on the walls of the Port Glasgow Municipal Cleansing works, in solidarity with a then-famous Czechoslovakian guerrilla leader being held incommunicado by NATO. To the best of my knowledge it is still there, though time has worn the “B” to a “P.”


  And, our greatest coup, on the enormous wall of the Thompson yard, in blazing white letters and tenacious paint that no amount of scrubbing could entirely erase:


  Forget King Billy and the Pope Uncle Joe’s Our Only Hope


  The Saturday after the last of my Higher exams, I happened to be in the car with my father, returning from a predictably disastrous Morton match at Cappielow, when we passed that slogan. He laughed.


  “I must say I agree with the first line,” he said. “The second line, well, it takes me back. Good old Uncle Joe, eh? I must admit I left ‘Joe for King’ on a few shit-house walls myself. Amazing that people still have faith in the old butcher.”


  “But is it really?” I said. I told him of my long-ago (it seemed—seven years, my god!) playground scrap over the memory of Stalin.


  “It’s fair enough that he killed Germans,” Malcolm said. “Or even that he killed Americans. The problem some people, you know, have with Stalin is that he killed Russians, in large numbers.”


  “It was a necessary measure to prevent a counter-revolution,” I said stiffly.


  Malcolm guffawed. “Is that what they’re teaching you these days? Well, well. What would have happened in the SU in the 30s if there had been a counterrevolution?”


  “It would have been an absolute bloody massacre,” I said hotly. “Especially of the Communists, and let’s face it, they were the most energetic and educated people at the time. They’d have been slaughtered.”


  “Damn right,” said Malcolm. “So we’d expect—oh, let me see, most of the Red Army’s generals shot? Entire cohorts of the Central Committee and the Politburo wiped out? Countless thousands of Communists killed, hundreds of thousands sent to concentration camps, along with millions of ordinary citizens? Honest and competent socialist managers and engineers and planners driven from their posts? The economy thrown into chaos by the turncoats and time-servers who replaced them? A brutal labor code imposed on the factory workers? Peasants rack-rented mercilessly? A warm handshake for Hitler? Vast tracts of the country abandoned to the fascist hordes? That the sort of thing you have in mind? That’s what a counter-revolution would have been like, yes?”


  “Something like that,” I said.


  “That’s exactly what happened, you dunderheid! Every last bit of it! Under Stalin!”


  “How do we know that’s not just propaganda from our side?”


  “Here we go again,” he sighed. “It’s like arguing with a Free Presbyterian minister.”


  “Come on,” I said. “We know that a lot of what we’re told in the press is lies. Look at the rubbish they were writing about how France was pacified, right up until the May Offensive! Look at—”


  “Yes, yes,” he said. He pulled the car to a halt in the comfortable avenue where we lived, up by the golf course. He leaned back in his seat, took off his driving gloves, and lit a cigarette.


  “Look, John, let’s not take this argument inside. It upsets your mother.”


  “All right,” I said.


  “You were saying about the press. Yes, it’s quite true that a lot of lies are told about the war. I’ll readily admit that, however much I still think the war is just. It was the same in the war with Hitler. Only to be expected. Censorship, misguided patriotism, wishful thinking—truth is the first casualty, and all that. So tell me this—who, in this country, has done the most to expose these lies?”


  “Russell, I guess,” I said. After that I could only think of exiles and refugees from the ravaged Continent. “And there’s Sartre, and Camus, and Deutscher—”


  “That’s the man,” he said. “Deutscher. Staunch Marxist. Former Communist. Respected alike by the Daily Worker and the Daily Telegraph. Man of the Left, man of integrity, right?”


  “Yes,” I said, suspecting that he was setting me up for another fall. He was. When we went inside he handed me a worn volume from his study’s bowed bookshelves.


  Deutscher’s Stalin, published in 1948, was a complete eye-opener to me. I had never before encountered criticism of Stalin or his regime from the Left, nor so measured a judgment and matchless a style. It seemed to come from a vanished world, the world before Dropshot, before the Fall.


  “Fuck that,” said Dan Orr. “Deutscher’s a Trotskyite, for all that he’s all right on the war. And Trotskyites are scum. I don’t give a fuck how many of them Stalin killed. He didnae kill enough. There were still some alive tae be ministers in the Petrograd puppet government, alang wi all the Nazis and Ukrainian nationalists and NTS trash that the Yanks scraped out of the camps where they belonged.”


  I didn’t have an answer to that, at the time, so I shelved the matter. In any case we had more urgent decisions to make. Although we had not had our results yet, we both knew we had done well in our Highers, and could have gone straight to the University the following September. This would have deferred our National Service until after graduation. Graduates could sign up for officer training. Most of our similarly successful classmates rejoiced at the opportunity to avoid the worst of the hardships and risks. Orr was adamant that we should not take it. It was a principle with him (and with the Front, and with the Young Communist League of which, unknown to me at the time, he was a clandestine member.)


  “It’s a blatant class privilege,” he said. “Every working-class laddie has tae go as soon as he turns eighteen. Why should we be allowed tae dodge the column for four mair years? What gies us the right tae a cushy number? And think about it—when we’ve done our stint that’ll be over, we can get on wi university wi none of that growing worry about what’s at the end to it, and in the meantime we’ll hae learned to use a rifle and we can look every young worker in the eye, because we’ll hae been through the same shit as he has.”


  “But,” I said, “suppose we find ourselves shooting at the freedom fighters?”


  Or shot by them was what was really worrying me.


  “Cannae be helped,” said Orr. He laughed. “I’m told it seldom comes tae that anyway. It’s no like in the comics.”


  My mother objected, my father took a more fatalistic approach. There was a scene, but I got my way.


  We spent the summer working to earn some spending money and hopefully put some in our National Savings Accounts. In the permanent war economy it was easy enough to walk into a job. Orr, ironically enough, became a hospital porter for a couple of months, while I became a general laborer in the Thompson yard. We joked that we were working for each other’s fathers.


  The shipyard astounded me, in its gargantuan scale, its danger and din, and its peculiar combination of urgent pace and trivial delay. The unions were strong, management was complacent, work practices were restrictive, and work processes were primitive. Parts of it looked like an Arab souk, with scores of men tapping copper pipes and sheets with little hammers over braziers. My accent had me marked instantly as a teuchter, a Highlander, which though humiliating was at least better than being written off as middle class. The older men had difficulty understanding me—I thought at first that this was an accent or language problem, and tried to conform to the Clydeside usage to ridiculous effect, until I realized that they were in fact partially deaf and I took to shouting in Standard English, like an ignorant tourist.


  The Party branch at the yard must have known I was in the Front, but made no effort to approach me: I think there was a policy, at the time, of keeping students and workers out of each other’s way. This back fired rather because it enabled me to encounter my first real live Trotskyist, who rather disappointingly was a second-year student working there for the summer. We had a lot of arguments. I have nothing more to say about that.


  Most days after work I’d catch the bus to Nelson Street, slog up through the West End to our house, have a bath, and sleep for half an hour before a late tea. If I had any energy left I would go out, ostensibly for a pint or two but more usually for activity for the Front. The next stage in its escalating campaign, after having begun to make its presence both felt and overestimated, was to discourage collaboration. This included all forms of fraternization with American service personnel.


  Port Glasgow is to the east of Greenock, Gourock to the west. The latter town combines a douce middle-class residential area and a louche seafront playground. Its biggest dance-hall, the Cragburn, a landmark piece of ’30s architecture with a famously spring-loaded dance floor, draws people from miles around.


  Orr and I met in the Ashton Cafe one Friday night in July. Best suits, Brylcreemed hair; scarves in our pockets. Hip-flask swig and gasper puff on the way along the front. The Firth was in one of its Mediterranean moments, gay-spotted with yachts and dinghies, grey-speckled with warships. Pound notes at the door. A popular beat combo, then a swing band.


  We chose our target carefully and followed her at distance after the dance. Long black hair down her back. She kissed her American sailor good-bye at the pier, waved to him as the liberty-boat pulled away. We caught up with her at a dark stretch on Shore Street, in the vinegar smell of chip-shops. Scarves over our noses and mouths, my hand over her mouth. Bundled her into an alley, up against the wall. We didn’t need the masks, not really. She couldn’t look away from Orr’s open razor.


  “Listen, slag,” he said. “Youse are no tae go out wi anybody but yir ain folk frae now on. Get it? Otherwise we’ll cut ye.”


  Tears glittered on her thick mascara. She attempted a nod.


  “Something tae remind ye,” Orr said. “And tae explain tae yir friends.”


  He clutched her hair and cut it off with the razor, as close to the scalp as he could get. He threw the glistening hank at her feet, and we ran before she could get out her first sob.


  I threw up on the way home.


  Three days later I overheard two lassies at the bus-stop. They were discussing the incident, or one like it. There had been several such, over the weekend, all the work of the Front.


  “Looks like you’re in deid trouble fae now on,” one of them concluded, “if ye go out wi coons.”


  Call-up papers arrived in August, an unwelcome eighteenth-birthday present. After nine-weeks’ basic training I was sent to Northern Ireland, where I spent the rest of my two-year stint guarding barracks, munitions dumps and coastal installations. Belfast, Londonderry, South Armagh: the most peaceful and friendly parts of the British Empire.


  Orr was sent to Rhodesia. His grave is in the Imperial War Cemetery in Salisbury.


  I was demobilized in September 1974, and went to Glasgow University. My fellow first-year students were all two years younger than me, including those in the Front. The Party line had changed. Young men were being urged to resist the war, to refuse conscription, to take any deferral available, to burn their call-up papers if necessary, to fill the jails. This was not because the Party had become pacifist. It was because the Party, and the Front, now had enough men with military experience for the next step up Lin Piao’s ladder.


  People’s War.


  It is necessary to understand the situation at the time. By 1974 the United States, Britain, and the white Dominions of Germany, Spain, Portugal, and Belgium were almost the only countries in the world without a raging guerrilla war. Although nominally on the Allied side, the governments of France and Italy were paralyzed, large tracts of both countries ungovernable or already governed by the Resistance movements. Every colony had its armed independence movement, and every former socialist country had its reliberated territory and provisional government, even if driven literally underground by round-the-clock bombing.


  “The peoples of the anti-imperialist camp long for peace every day,” wrote Lin Piao. “Why do the peoples of the imperialist camp not long for peace? Unfortunately it is because they have no idea of what horrors are being suffered by the majority of the peoples of the world. It is necessary to bring the real state of affairs sharply to their attention. In order for the masses to irresistibly demand that the troops be brought home, it is necessary for the people’s vanguard to bring home the war.”


  That later came to be called the Lin Piao “Left” Deviation. At the time it was called the line. I swallowed it whole.


  I lodged in a bed-sitting-room in Glasgow, near the University, and took my laundry home on the weekends. During my National Service I had only been able to visit occasionally, and had followed the Front’s advice to keep my head down and my mouth shut about politics, on duty or off. It was a habit that I found agreeable, and I kept it. My parents assumed that my National Service had knocked all that nonsense out of me.


  Greenock had changed. The younger and tougher and more numerous successors of the likes of Orr and I had shifted their attacks from the sailors’ girlfriends to the sailors and the soldiers. They never attacked British servicemen, or even the police. At least a dozen Americans had been fatally stabbed and two shot. Relations between the Americans and the town’s population, hitherto friendly, had become characterized by suspicion on one side and resentment on the other. The cycle was self-reinforcing. Before long Americans were being attacked in quite non-political brawls, and off-duty Marines were picking fights with surly teenagers. The teenagers’ angry parents would seek revenge. Other relatives would be drawn in. Before long an American serviceman couldn’t be sure that any sweet-looking lass or little old lady wasn’t an enemy.


  Armed shore patrols in jeeps became a much more common sight. In the tougher areas, kids would throw stones at them. None of this was covered in the national press, and the Greenock Telegraph buried such accounts in brief reports of the proceedings of the Sheriff Court, but the Daily Worker reported similar events around US bases right across Britain.


  I did not get involved in them. The first petrol-bombing, in January 1975, happened when I was in Glasgow. The first return fire from a group of US naval officers trapped in a stalled and surrounded staff car on the coast road—they’d started going further afield, to the quieter, smaller resort of Largs—took place in February, also mid-week, when I was definitely not in Greenock. I read a brief report of it in the Glasgow Herald.


  What was going on in Glasgow was political stuff, anti-war agitation, leafleting, and picketing, that sort of thing. We took a hundred people from Glasgow to the big autumn demo in London. A hundred thousand or so converged on Grosvenor Square, with a militant contingent of ten thousand people chanting “We shall fight! We shall win!” (we all agreed on that) and the Front’s hotheads following it up with “Joe! Joe! Joe Sta-lin!” or “Long live Chairman Lin!” and the Trots trying to drown us out with a roar of “London! Paris! Rome! Berlin!”


  It was fun. I was serious. I knuckled down to the study of chemistry and physics (at Glasgow they still called the latter “Natural Philosophy”) which had always fascinated me. The Officer Training Corps would have been a risky proposition for me—even my very limited public political activity would have exposed me to endless hassles and security checks—but I joined the university’s rifle club, which shared a shooting range and an armory with the OTC. And I was still, of course, in the Reserves. Following the Front’s advice, I kept out of trouble and bided my time.


  I had seen the diagram a hundred times and its physical manifestation, the iron filings forming furry field-lines on a sheet of paper with a magnet under it, in my first-year physics class at High School. I had balanced magnets on top of each other, my fingers preventing them from flicking around and clicking together, and had felt the uncanny invisible spring pushing them apart. It was late one night in February 1975 when I was alone in my room, propping my head over an open physics textbook, that I first connected that sensation with my childhood chance observation of the curiously unstable motion of an antigravity bomber close to the ground, and with the magnetic field lines.


  Was it possible, I wondered, that anti-gravity was a polar opposite of gravity, that keeping it stable was like balancing two magnets one upon the other, and that the field generated by the ship had the same shape as that of a magnet? If so, any missile approaching an AHAB bomber from above or below would be deflected, whereas one directed precisely at its edge, where the two poles of the field balanced, might well get through. The crippled bomber I’d seen had taken a hit edge-on, if that distant memory was reliable. The chance of that happening accidentally, even in a long war, might be slim enough for to have happened only once. Yet the consequences of doing it deliberately were so awesome that this very possibility might well be the secret that the dark-suited security men had been so anxious to maintain. It seemed much more significant than the minor, if grim, detail that the pilots were children or dwarfs.


  It was an interesting thought, and I considered whether it might be possible to pass it upward through the Front and thence across to the revolutionary air forces. Come to think of it, to pass on all I knew and all I’d seen at Aird—the thought made me shiver. I could not get away from the idea, so firmly instilled by my parents, that anything I might say along those lines would be traced back to me, and to them.


  The Allied states, and Britain in particular, had at the time a sharp discontinuity in tolerance—their liberal and democratic self-definition almost forced them to put up with radical opposition and to treat violent opposition as civil disorder rather treason; while at the same time the necessities of the long war inclined them to totalitarian methods of maintaining military and state secrecy. A Front supporter could preach defeatism openly, and would receive, at the worst, police harassment and mob violence. A spy, or anyone under suspicion of materially aiding the enemy, would disappear and never be heard of again, or be summarily tried and executed. Rumors of torture cells and concentration camps proliferated. To what extent these were true was hard to judge, but irrelevant to their effect.


  So I kept my theory to myself, and sought confirmation or refutation of it in war memoirs. Most from the Red side were stilted and turgid. Those from former Allied soldiers were usually better written, even if sensationalized. If these accounts were reliable at all, the AHAB bombers were occasionally used for close air support and even medevac in situations where (as my careful cross-checking made clear) there was little actual fighting in the vicinity and the weather was too violent for helicopters or other conventional aircraft.


  I put my ideas about that on the back burner and got on with my work, until the Front had work for me. I left my studies without regret. It was like another call-up, and another calling.


  Davey stopped screaming when the morphine jab kicked in. Blood was still soaking from his trouser-leg all over the back seat of the stolen getaway car. He’d taken a high-velocity bullet just below the knee. Whatever was holding his shin on, it wasn’t bone. In the yellow back-street sodium light all our faces looked sick and strange, but his was white. He sprawled, head and trunk in the rear footwell, legs on the back seat. I crouched beside him, holding the tourniquet, only slowing down the blood loss.


  Andy, in the driver’s seat, looked back over his shoulder.


  “Take him tae the hospital?”


  It was just up the road—we were parked, engine idling, in a back lane by the sugarhouse. The molasses smell was heavy, the fog damp and smoky.


  “We could dump him and run,” Gordon added pointedly, looking out and not looking back.


  Save his leg and maybe his life for prison or an internment camp. No chance. But the Front’s clandestine field hospitals were already overloaded tonight—we knew that from the news on the car radio alone.


  “West End,” I said. “Top of South Street.”


  Andy slid the car into gear and we slewed the corner, drove up past the hospital and the West Station and around the roundabout at a legal speed that had me seething, even though I knew it was necessary. No Army patrols in this part of town, but there was no point in getting pulled by the cops for a traffic offense.


  We stopped in a dark spot around the corner from my parents’ house. Andy drove off to dump the car and Gordon and I lugged Davey through a door in a wall, past the backs of a couple of gardens, over a fence, and into the back porch. I still had the keys. It had been two years since I’d last used them.


  Balaclava off, rifle left behind the doorway, into the kitchen, light on. Somebody was already moving upstairs. I heard the sound of a shotgun breech closing.


  “Malcolm!” I shouted, past the living-room door. “It’s just me!”


  He made some soothing sounds, then said something firmer and padded downstairs and appeared in the living-room doorway, still knotting his dressing-gown. His face looked drawn in pencil, all grey lines. Charcoal shadows under the eyes. He started towards me.


  “You’re hurt!”


  “It’s not my blood,” I said.


  His mouth thinned. “I see,” he said. “Bring him in. Kitchen floor.”


  Gordon and I laid Davey out on the tiles, under the single fluorescent tube. The venetian blind in the window was already closed. My father reappeared, with his black bag. He washed his hands at the sink and stepped aside.


  “Kettle,” he said.


  I filled it and switched it on. He was scissoring the trouser-leg.


  “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Get this man to a hospital. I’m not a surgeon.”


  “No can do,” I said. “Do what you can.”


  “I can stop him going into shock, and I can clean up and bandage.” He looked up at me. “Top left cupboard. Saline bag, tube, needle.”


  I held the saline drip while he inserted the needle. The kettle boiled. He sterilized a scalpel and forceps, tore open a bag of sterile swabs, and got to work quickly. After about five minutes he had Davey’s wound cleaned and bandaged, the damaged leg splinted and both legs up on cushions on the floor. A dose of straight heroin topped up the morphine.


  “Right,” Malcolm said. “He’ll live. If you want to save the leg, he must get to surgery right away.”


  He glared at us. “Don’t you bastards have field hospitals?”


  “Overloaded,” I said.


  His nose wrinkled. “Busy night, huh?”


  Davey was coming to.


  “Take me in,” he said. “I’ll no talk.”


  My father looked down at him.


  “You’ll talk,” he said; then, after a deep breath that pained him somehow: “But I won’t. I’ll take him to the Royal, swear I saw him caught in crossfire.” He looked out at the rifles in the back porch and frowned at me. “Any powder on him?”


  I shook my head, miserably.


  “We didn’t even get a shot in ourselves.”


  “Too bad,” he said dryly. “Right, you come with me, and you, mister,” he told Gordon, “get yourself and your guns out of here before I see you or them.”


  Gordon glanced at me. I nodded.


  “Through the cemetery,” I said.


  I only just remembered to remove the revolver from Davey’s jacket pocket. My mother suddenly appeared, gave me a tearful but silent hug, and started mopping the floor.


  We straightened out a story on the way down, and I disappeared out of the car while my father went inside and got a couple of orderlies out with a stretcher. Ambulances came and went, sirens blaring, lights flashing. A lot of uniforms about. By this time we were fighting the Brits as well as the Yanks. After a few minutes Malcolm returned, and I stepped out of the shadows and slid into the car.


  “They bought it,” he said. He lit a cigarette and coughed horribly. “Back to the house for a minute? Talk to your mother?”


  “Dangerous for us all,” I said. “If you could drop me off up at Barr’s Cottage, I’d appreciate it. Otherwise, I’ll hop out now.”


  “I’ll take you.”


  Past the station again, at a more sedate pace.


  “Thank you,” I said, belatedly. “For everything.”


  He grinned, keeping his eye on the road. “ ‘First, do no harm,’ ” he said. “Sort of thing.”


  He drove in silence for a minute, around the roundabout and out along Inverkip Road. The walls and high trees of the cemetery passed on the right. Gordon was probably picking his way through the middle of it by now.


  “I’ll give her your love,” he said. “Yes?”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Won’t be seeing you again for another couple of years?”


  “If that,” I answered, bleakly if honestly.


  He turned off short of Barr’s Cottage, into a council estate, and pulled in under a broken streetlamp. The glow from another cigarette lit his face.


  “All right,” he said. “I have something to tell you.”


  Another sigh, another bout of coughing.


  “You may not see me again. Your mother doesn’t know this yet, but I’ve got six months. If that.”


  “Oh, God,” I said.


  “Cancer of the lung,” he said. “Lot of it about. Filthy air around here.” He crushed out the cigarette. “Stick to rural guerrilla warfare in the future, old chap. It’s healthier than the urban variety.”


  “I’ll fight where I’m—”


  His face blurred. I sobbed on his shoulder.


  “Enough,” he said. He held me away, gently.


  “There’s no pain,” he assured me. “Whisky, tobacco, and heroin, three great blessings. And as the Greek said, nothing is terrible when you know that being nothing is not terrible. I’ll know when to ease myself out.”


  “Oh, God,” I said again, very inaptly.


  His yellow teeth glinted. “I have no worries about meeting my maker. But, ah, I do have something on my conscience. A monkey on my back, which I want to offload on yours.”


  “All right,” I said.


  He leaned back and closed his eyes.


  “Another time I treated a leg with a very similar injury . . .” he said. “You were there then, too. You were much smaller, and so was the patient. You do remember?”


  “Of course,” I said. My knees were shaking.


  His eyes opened and he stared out through the windscreen.


  “The last time we discussed this,” he said, “I suggested that you look into the origin of the bomber. No doubt you have read some books, given the matter, thought, and drawn your own conclusions.”


  “Yes,” I said, “I certainly have, it’s a—”


  He held up one hand. “Keep it,” he said. “I’ve had a lot longer to think about the origin of the pilot. My first thought was the same as yours, that it was a child. Then, when I got, ah, a closer look, I must confess that my second thought was that I was seeing the work of . . . another Mengele. The grey skin, the four digits on hands and feet, the huge eyes, the coppery color of the blood . . . I thought for years that this was the result of some perverted Nazi science, you know. But, like you, I’ve read a great deal since. And as a medical man, I know what can and can’t be done. No rare syndrome, no surgery, no mutation, no foul tinkering with the germ-plasm could have made that body. It was not a deformed human body. It was a perfectly healthy, normal body, but it was not human.”


  He turned to me, shaking his head. “The memory plays tricks, of course. But in retrospect, and even taking that into account, I believe that the pilot was not only not human, but not mammalian. I’m not even sure that he was a vertebrate. The bones in the leg were—”


  His cheek twitched. “Like broken plastic, and hollow. Thin-walled and filled with rigid tubes and struts rather than spongy bone and marrow.”


  I felt like giggling.


  “You’re saying the pilot was from another planet?”


  “No,” he said, sharply. “I’m not. I’m telling you what I saw.” He waved a hand, his cigarette tip tracing a jiggly red line. “For all I know, the pilot may be a specimen of some race of intelligent beings that evolved on Earth and lurks unseen in the depths of the fucking Congo or the Himalayas, like the Abominable Snowman!”


  He laughed, setting off another wheezing cough.


  “So there it is, John. A secret I won’t be taking to the grave.”


  We talked a bit more, and then I got out of the car and watched the taillights disappear around a corner.


  Scotland is not a good country for rural guerrilla warfare, having been long since stripped of trees and peasants. Without physical or social shelter, any guerrilla band in the hills and glens would be easily spotted and picked off, if they hadn’t starved first. The great spaces of the Highlands were militarily irrelevant anyway.


  So everybody believed, until the guerrilla war. Night, clouds and rain, gullies, boulders, bracken, isolated clumps of trees, the few real forests, burns and bridges and bothies all provided cover. The relatively sparse population could do little to betray us and—voluntarily or otherwise—much to help, and supplied few targets for enemy reprisals against civilians. Deer, sheep, and rabbits abounded, edible wild plants and berries grew everywhere, and vegetables were easily enough bought or stolen. The strategic importance of the coastline and the offshore oilfields, and the vulnerability and propaganda value of the larger towns—Fort William, Inverness, Aberdeen, Thurso—compelled the state’s armed forces to hold the entire enormous area: to move troops and armor along the long, narrow moorland roads, through glens ideal for ambush, and to fly low over often-clouded hills; to guard hydroelectric power stations, railways, microwave relay masts, the military’s own installations and training-grounds; to patrol hundreds of miles of pipelines and cables.


  That was just the Highlands: the area where I was sent for obvious reasons. Those who fought in the Borders, the Pentlands, the Southwest, and even the rich farmland of Perthshire all discovered other options, other opportunities. And that is to say nothing of what the English and Welsh comrades were doing. By 1981 the Front was making the country burn. The line had changed—Deng Hsiao-Ping was making cautious advances in the Versailles negotiations—but the fighting continued and we felt proud that we had fulfilled the late Chairman’s directive. We had brought home the war.


  The Bren was heavy and the pack was heavier. I was almost grateful that I had to move slowly. Moving under cloud cover was frustrating and dangerous. Visibility that October morning was a couple of meters; the clouds were down to about a hundred, and there was a storm on the way. Behind me nine men followed in line, down from the ridge. I found the bed of a burn, just a trickle at that moment, its boulders and pebbles slick and slippery from the rain of a week earlier. We made our way down this treacherous stairway from the invisible skyline we’d crossed. The first glomach I slipped into soaked me to the thighs.


  I waded out and moved on. My ankle would have hurt if it hadn’t been so cold. The light brightened and quite suddenly I was below the cloud layer, looking down at the road and the railway line at the bottom of the glen, and off to my right and to the west, a patch of meadow on the edge of a small loch with a crannog in the middle. Three houses, all widely separated, were visible up and down the glen. We knew who lived there, and they knew we knew. There would be no trouble from them. Just ahead of us was a ruined barn, a rectangle of collapsed drystone walling within that rowans grew out of, and rusty sheets of fallen corrugated iron roofing sheltered nettles and brambles.


  We’d come down at the right place. A couple of hundred meters to the left, a railway bridge crossed the road at an awkward zigzag bend. The bridge had been mined the previous night; the detonation cable should be snaking back to the ruined barn. A train was due in an hour and ten minutes. Our job was to bring down the bridge, giving the train just enough time to stop—civilian casualties weren’t necessary for this operation. We intended to levy a revolutionary tax on the passengers and any valuable goods in transit before turning them out on the road and sending the empty train over where the bridge had been, thus blocking the road and railway and creating an ambush chokepoint for any soldiers or cops who were sent to the scene. Booby-trapping the wreckage would be gravy, if we had the time.


  I waved forward next man behind me, and he did likewise, and one by one we all emerged from the fog and hunkered down behind the lip of a shallow gully. Andy and Gordon were there, they’d been with me since the street-fighting days in Greenock. Of the others, three—Sandy and Mike and Neil—were also from Clydeside and four were local (from our point of view—in their own eyes Ian from Strome and Murdo from Torridon and Donald from Ullapool and Norman from Inverness were almost as distinct from each other in their backgounds as they were from ours.


  “Tormod,” I said to Norman, “you go and check out the bothy there, give us a wave if the electrician has done his job right. Two if he hasn’t. Lie low and wait for the signal.”


  “There’s no signal.”


  “The fucking whistle. My whistle.”


  “Oh, right you are.”


  Crouching, he ran to the ruin, and waved once after a minute. I sent Andy half a mile up the line to the nearest cutting with a walkie-talkie ready to confirm that the train had passed, and deployed the others on both sides of the bridge and both sides of the road. Apart from watching for any premature trouble, and being ready to raid the train when it had stopped, they were to stop any civilian vehicles that might chance to go under the bridge at the wrong moment. A light drizzle began to fall, and a front of heavier rain was marching up the glen from the west. Still about five miles distant, but with a good blow behind it, the opening breezes were already chilling my wet legs.


  I had just settled myself and the Bren and the walkie-talkie behind a boulder on the hillside overlooking the bridge, with half an hour to spare before the train was due to pass at 12:11, when I heard the sound of a train far up the glen to the east. I couldn’t see it, none of us could, except maybe Andy. I called him up.


  “Passenger train,” he said. “Wait a minute, it’s got a couple of goods wagons at the back—shit, no! It’s low-loaders! They’re carrying two tanks!”


  “Troop train,” I guessed. “Maybe. Confirm when it passes.”


  “I can check it frae here wi the glasses.”


  He did, but still couldn’t be certain.


  Two minutes crawled by. The sound of the train filled the glen, or seemed to, until a sheep bleated nearby, startlingly loud. The radio crackled.


  “Confirmed brown job,” said Andy, just as the train emerged from the cutting and into view. It wasn’t traveling very fast, maybe just over twenty miles per hour.


  I had a choice. I could let this one pass and continue with the operation, or I could seize this immensely dangerous chance to wreak far more havoc than we’d planned.


  I watched the train pass below me, waited until the engine had crossed the bridge, and blew the whistle. Norman didn’t hesitate. The blast came when the third carriage of the train was on the bridge. It utterly failed to bring the bridge down, but it threw that carriage upwards and sideways, off the rails. It ploughed through the bridge parapet and its front-end crashed on to the road. The remaining four carriages concertina’d into its rear-end. One of them rolled on to the embankment, the one behind that was derailed, and the two tank-transporting flatbeds remained on the track.


  The engine and the two front carriages had by this time traveled a quarter of a mile farther down the track, and were accelerating rapidly away. There was nothing that could be done about that. I opened fire at once on the wreck, raking the bursts along the carriage windows. The rest of the squad followed up, then, like myself, they must have ducked down to await return fire.


  In the silence that followed the crash and the firing, other noises gradually became audible. Among the screams and yells from the wreckage were the shouts of command. Within seconds a spatter of rifle and pistol fire started up. I raised my head cautiously, watched for the flashes, and directed single shots from the Bren in their direction.


  Silence again. Neil and Murdo reported in on the walkie-talkie from the other side of the track and up ahead a bit. They’d each hit one or two attempts at rescue work or flight. We seemed to have the soldiers on the train pinned down. At the same time it was difficult for us to break cover ourselves. In any sustained exchange of fire we were likely to be the first to run out of ammunition and then to be picked off as we ran.


  This impasse was brought to an end after half an hour by a torrential downpour and a further descent of the clouds. The scheduled train, either cancelled or forewarned, hadn’t arrived. Any cars arriving at the scene had backed off and turned away, unmolested by us. We regrouped by the roadside, west of the bridge, well within earshot of the carriage that had crashed on the road.


  “This is murder,” said Norman.


  I was well aware of the many lives my decision had just ended or wrecked. I had no compunction about that, being even more aware of how many lives we had saved at the troops’ destination.


  “Seen any white flags, have you?” I snarled. “Until you do, we’re still fighting.”


  “Only question is,” said Andy, “do we pull back now while we’re ahead?”


  “There’ll be rescue and reinforcements coming for sure,” said Murdo. “The engine could come steaming back any minute, for one thing.”


  “They’re probably overestimating us,” I said, thinking aloud in the approved democratic manner. “I mean, who’d be mad enough to attack a troop train with ten men?”


  We laughed, huddled in the pouring rain. The windspeed was increasing by the minute.


  “There’ll be no air support in this muck,” said Sandy.


  “All the same,” I said, “our best bet is to pull out now, we have the chance and there’s nothing more to—wait a minute. What about the tanks?”


  “Can’t do much damage to them,” said Mike.


  “Aye,” I said, “but think of the damage we can do with them.”


  It was easy. It was ridiculously, pathetically, trivially easy. Four of us had National Service experience with tanks, so we split into two groups and after firing a few shots to keep the enemy’s heads down we knocked the shackles off the chains and commandeered both tanks. They were fuelled and armed, ready for action. We crashed them off the sides of the flatbeds and drove them perilously down the steep slope to the road, shelled the train, drove under the bridge, shelled the train again, then shelled the bridge. Then we drove over the tracks and around the back of the now-collapsed bridge and a couple of miles up the road, and off to one side, and when the relief column arrived—a dozen troop trucks and four armoured cars—we started shelling that.


  By mid-afternoon we’d inflicted hundreds of casualties and had the remaining troops and vehicles completely pinned down. Reinforcements from our side began to arrive, pouring fire from the ridges into the glen, raiding more weapons and ammunition from the train and the relief column; and then attacking its relief column. The battle of Glen Carron was turning into the biggest engagement of the war in the British Isles. The increasingly appalling weather was entirely to our advantage, although my squad, at least, was on the point of pneumonia from the soaking we’d got earlier.


  The first we knew of the bomber’s arrival was when we lost contact with the men on the ridge. A minute later, I saw, through the periscope, the other tank—a few hundred meters away at the time—take a direct hit. That erupting flash of earth and metal told me without a doubt that Gordon was dead, along with Ian, Mike, Sandy, and Norman.


  “Reverse, reverse, reverse!” I shouted.


  Murdo slammed us into reverse gear and hit the accelerator, throwing me painfully forward as we shot up a slope and into a birch-screened gully. The tank lurched upward as the bomb missed us by about twenty meters, then crashed back down on its tracks.


  Blood poured from my brow and lip.


  “Everybody all right?” I yelled.


  No reply. Silence. I looked down and saw Andy tugging my leg, mouthing and nodding. He pointed to his ears. I grimaced acknowledgment and looked again through the periscope and saw the bomber descend towards the road just across the glen from us, by one of the trapped columns. Five hundred meters away and exactly level with us.


  There was a shell in the chamber. I swiveled the turret and racked the gun as hearing returned through a raging ringing in my ears, just in time to be deafened again as I fired. My aim was by intuition, with no use of the sights, pure Zenlike, a perfect throw of a stone. I knew it was going to hit, and it did.


  The bomber shot upwards, skimmed towards us, then fluttered down to settle athwart the river at the bottom of the glen, just fifty meters away and ten meters below us, lying there like a fucking enormous landmine in our path.


  I poked Murdo’s shoulder with my foot and he engaged the forward gear. Andy set up a bit of suppressing fire with the machine-gun. We slewed to a halt beside the bomber. I grabbed a Bren, threw open the hatch and clambered through and jumped down. My ears were still ringing. The wind was fierce, the rain an instant skin-soaking, the wind-chill terrible. Water poured off the bomber like sea off a surfacing submarine. There was a smell of peat-bog and metal and crushed myrtle. Smoke drifted from a ragged notch in its edge, similar to the one on the crippled bomber I’d seen all those years ago.


  I walked around the bomber, warily leaping past the snouts of machine-guns in its rim. With the Bren’s butt I banged the hatch. The thing rang like a bell, even louder than my tinitus.


  The hatch opened. I stood back and levelled the Bren. A big visored helmet emerged, then long arms levered up a torso, and then the hips and legs swung up and out. The pilot slid down the side of the bomber and stood in front of me, arms raised high. Very slowly, the hands went to the helmet and lifted it off.


  A cascade of blonde hair shook loose. The pilot was incredibly beautiful and she was about seven feet tall.


  We left the tank sabotaged, blocking the road about five miles to the west, and took off into the hills. Through the storm and the gathering dusk we struggled to a lonely safe house, miles from anywhere. Our prisoner was tireless and silent. Her flying-suit was dark green and black, to all appearances standard for an American pilot, right down to the badges. She carried her helmet and knotted her hair deftly at her nape. Her Colt .45 and Bowie knife she surrendered without protest.


  The safe house was a gamekeeper’s lodge, with a kitchen and a couple of rooms, the larger of which had a fireplace. Dry wood was stacked on the hearth. We started the fire and stripped off our wet clothes—all of our clothes—and hung them about the place, then one by one we retrieved dry clothes from the stash in the back room. The prisoner observed us without a blink, and removed her own flying-suit. Under it she was wearing a closer-fitting garment of what looked like woven aluminium, with tubes running under its surface. It covered a well-proportioned female body. Too well-proportioned, indeed, for the giant she was. She sprawled on the worn armchair by the fire and looked at us, still silent, and carefully untied her wet hair and let it fall down her back.


  Murdo, Andy, Neil, and Donald huddled in front of the fire. I stood behind them, holding the prisoner’s pistol.


  “Donald,” I said, “you take the first look-out. You’ll find oilskins in the back. Neil, make some tea, and give it to Donald first.”


  “Three sugars, if we have it,” said Donald, getting up and padding through to the other room. Neil disappeared into the kitchen. Sounds of him fiddling with and cursing the little gas stove followed. The prisoner smiled, for the first time. Her pale features were indeed beautiful but somewhat angular, almost masculine; her eyes were a distinct violet, and very large.


  “Talk,” I told her.


  “Jodelle Smith,” she said. “Flight-Lieutenant. Serial number . . .” She rattled it off.


  The voice was deep, for a woman, but soft, the American accent perfect. Donald gave her a baleful glare as he headed for the door and the storm outside it.


  “All right,” I said. “We are not signatories to the Geneva Convention. We do not regard you as a prisoner of war, but as a war criminal, an air pirate. You have one chance of being treated as a prisoner of war, with all the rights that go with that, and that is to answer all our questions. Otherwise, we will turn you over to the nearest revolutionary court. They’re pretty biblical around here. They’ll probably stone you to death.”


  I don’t know how the lads kept a straight face through all that. Perhaps it was the anger and grief over the loss of our friends and comrades, the same feeling that came out in my own voice. I could indeed have wished her dead, but otherwise I was bluffing—there were no revolutionary courts in the region, and anyway our policy with prisoners was to disarm them, attempt to interrogate them, and turn them loose as soon as it was safe to do so.


  The pilot sat silent for a moment, head cocked slightly to one side, then shrugged and smiled.


  “Other bomber pilots have been captured,” she said. “They’ve all been recovered unharmed.” She straightened up in the chair, and leaned forward. “If you’re not satisfied with the standard name, rank, and serial number, I’m happy to talk to you about anything other than military secrets. What would you like to know?”


  I glanced at the others. I had never shared my father’s story, or my own, with any of them, and I was glad of that now because the appearance of this pilot would have discredited it. Compared with what my father had described, she looked human. Compared with most people, she looked very strange.


  “Where do you really come from?” I asked.


  “Venus,” she said.


  The others all laughed. I didn’t.


  “What happened to the other kinds of pilots?” I asked. I held out one hand about a meter above the ground, as though patting a child’s head.


  “Oh, we took over for the Martians a long time ago,” she told us earnestly. “They’re still involved in the war, of course, but they’re not on the front line any more. The Americans found their appearance disconcerting, and concealing them became too much of a hassle.”


  I glared down the imminent interruptions from my men.


  “You’re saying there are two alien species fighting on the American side?”


  “Yes,” she said. She laughed suddenly. “Grays are from Mars, blondes are from Venus.”


  “Total fucking cac,” said Neil. “She’s a Yank. They’re always tall. Better food.”


  “Maybe she is,” I said, “but she is not the kind of pilot I was expecting. And I’ve seen one of the other kind. My father saw it up close.”


  The woman’s eyebrows went up.


  “The Aird incident? 1964?”


  I nodded.


  “Ah,” she said. “Your father must be . . . Dr. Malcolm Donald Matheson, and you are his son, John.”


  “How the hell do you know that?”


  “I’ve read the reports.”


  “This is insane,” said Andy. “It’s some kind of trick, it’s a trap. We shouldnae say another word, or listen tae any.”


  “There’s eggs and bacon and tatties in the kitchen,” I said. “See if you can make yourself useful.”


  He glowered at me and stalked out.


  “But he’s right, you know,” I said, loud enough for Andy to overhear. “We are going to have to send you up a level or two, for interrogation, as soon as the storm passes. Will you still talk then?”


  She spread her hands. “On the same basis as I’ve spoken to you, yes. No military secrets.”


  “Aye, just disinformation,” said Murdo. “You’re not telling us that it wouldn’t be a military secret if the Yanks really were getting help from outer space? But making people believe it, now, that would be worth something. Christ, it’s enough of a job fighting the Americans. Who would fight the fucking Martians?”


  He leaned back and laughed harshly.


  The woman who called herself Jodelle gazed at him with narrowed, thoughtful eyes.


  “There is that argument,” she said. “There is the other argument, that if the Communists could claim the real enemy was not human they would unite even more people against the Allied side, and that the same knowledge would create all kinds of problems—political, religious, philosophical—for Allied morale. So far, the latter argument has prevailed.”


  My grip tightened on the pistol.


  “You are talking about psychological warfare,” I said. “And you are doing it, right here, now. Shut the fuck up.”


  She gave us a pert smile and shrug.


  “No more talking to her,” I said.


  My own curiosity was burning inside me, but I knew that to pursue the conversation—with the mood here as it was—really would be demoralizing and confusing. I got everybody busy guarding the prisoner, cleaning weapons, laying the table. Andy brought through plate laden with steaming, fragrant thick bacon and fried eggs and boiled potatoes. I relieved Donald on the outside watch before taking a bite myself, and prowled around in the howling wet dark with my M-16 under the oilskin cape and my belly grumbling. The window blinds were keeping the light in all right, and only the wind-whipped smoke from the chimney could betray our presence. I kept my closest attention to downwind, where someone might smell it. There was no chance of anyone seeing it.


  I was looking that way, peering and listening intently through the dark to the east, when I felt a prickle in the back of my neck and smelled something electric.


  I turned with a sort of reluctance, as though expecting to see a ghost. What I saw was a bomber, haloed in blue, descending between me and the house. There might have been a fizzing sound, or that may be just a memory of the hissing rain. For a moment I stood as still as the bomber, which floated preternaturally above the ground. Then I raised the rifle. Something flashed out from the bomber, and I was knocked backwards and senseless.


  I woke to voices and pain. My skin smarted all over; my eyelids hurt to open. I was lying on my side on a slightly yielding smooth gray floor. The light was pearly and sourceless. Moving slightly, I found I had some bruises and what felt like scrapes on my back, but apart from that and the burning feeling everything seemed to be fine. My oilskins were gone, as were my weapons, and, curiously enough, my watch. I raised my head, propped myself on one elbow, and looked around. The room I lay in was circular, about fifteen meters across. My comrades were lying beside me, unconscious, looking sunburned, but breathing normally and apparently uninjured. There was a sort of bench or shelf around the room, which in one section looped away from the wall to form a seat, at which a tall person with long fair hair sat with their back to me, hands on a pair of knobbed levers. Other parts of the shelf were not padded seating but tables and odd panels. Above the bench was a black screen or window that likewise encircled the room.


  Sitting on the bench, on either side of the person I guessed was the pilot, were three similar people—one of them, just then noticing that I was stirring, being the woman we’d captured—and a small creature with a large head, slit mouth, tiny nostrils, and enormous black eyes. Its skin was gray, but somehow not an unhealthy gray—it had a glow to it, a visible warmth underneath; though hairless it reminded me of the skin of a seal. Its legs were short, its arms long, and its hands—I recalled my father’s words, and felt a slight thrill at their confirmation—bore four long digits.


  It too noticed me, and it looked directly at me and it didn’t blink, something flicked sideways across its eyes, like an eagle’s. The woman stood up and stepped over and stood looking down at me.


  “There’s no need to be afraid of the Martian,” she said.


  “I’m not afraid,” I said, then caught myself. “John Matheson, unit commander, MB 246.”


  She reached down, took my hand and hauled me to my feet, without effort. There was something wrong about my weight. I felt curiously light.


  “Your friends will wake up shortly,” she said. “OK, consider yourself a prisoner of war if you like, but there’s no need to not be civil. We have nothing to hide from you any more, and we really don’t have anything we want to find out from you.”


  I said nothing. She pointed to the bench.


  “Relax,” she said, “sit down, have a coffee.” Then she giggled, in a very disarming way. “ ‘For you, Johnny, the vor iss over.’ ”


  Her fake, Ealing-studio German accent was as perfect as her genuine-sounding American one. I couldn’t forbear to smile back, and walked over to the seat. On the way I stumbled a little. It was like the top step that isn’t there.


  “Martian gravity,” Jodelle said, steadying me. The Martian bowed his big head slightly, as though in apology. I sat down beside one of the other people, the “Venusians” as I perforce mentally labelled them. All except Jodelle were evidently male, though their hair was as long and fair as hers. One of them passed me a mug of coffee; out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a coffee pot and electric kettle on one of the table sections, and some mugs and, banally enough, a kilogram packet of Tate & Lyle sugar.


  “My name is Soren,” the man said. He waved towards the others. “The pilot is Olaf, and the man next to him is Harold.”


  “And my name is Chuck,” said the Martian. His small shoulders shrugged. “That’s what I’m called around here, anyway.” His voice was like that of a tough wee boy, his accent American, but he sounded like he was speaking a learned second language.


  I nodded at them all and said nothing, gratefully sipping the coffee. Outside, the view was completely black, though the movements of the pilot’s eyes, head, and hands appeared to be responding to some visible exterior environment.


  One by one, Neil, Donald, Murdo, and Andy came round, and went through the same process of disorientation, astonishment, reassurance, and suspicion as I had. We ended up sitting together, not speaking to each other or to our captors, perhaps silently mourning the loss of our comrades and friends in the other tank. The bomber’s crew talked amongst themselves in a language I did not recognize and attended to instruments. None of us were in anything but a hostile mood, and if the aliens had been less unknown in their intentions and capabilities we might have regarded their evident unconcern as an opportunity to try to overwhelm them, rather than—as we tacitly acknowledged—evidence that they had no reason to fear us.


  After about half an hour, they relaxed, and all sat down on the long seat.


  “Almost there,” Jodelle Smith said.


  Before any of us could respond, one side of the encircling window filled with the glare of the sun, instantly dimmed by some property of the display; the other with the light of that same sun reflected on white clouds, of which I glimpsed a dazzling, visibly curved expanse a second before we plunged into them. Moments later we were underneath them, and a green surface spread below us. Looking up, I could see the silvery underside of the clouds. Our rapid descent soon brought the green surface into focus as an apparently endless forest, broken by lakes and rivers, and by plateaus or gentler rises covered with grass. After a few seconds we were low enough for the shadow of the bomber to be visible, skimming across the treetops. The circle of shade enlarged and then disappeared. I blinked and saw that we were now stationary above a broad valley bounded by high sandstone cliffs and divided by a wide, meandering river.


  Then, with a yawing motion that we could see but not feel—so it seemed that the landscape swayed and not the ship—we descended and settled on a grassy plain. Around us, in the middle distance, were rows of Nissen huts; in the farther distance, watchtowers and barbed wire.


  “Welcome to Venus,” said the pilot.


  The camp held about a thousand people, from all over the world. Most of them were Front soldiers or cadre. There were as many women as there were men, and there were some children. The Front basically ran the camp, through committees of the various national sections, and an international committee for which the main qualification seemed to be fluency in Russian. The only rule that the Venusians enforced was a curfew and blackout between sunset and sunrise. They didn’t bother about which hut you spent the night in, so long as you were in a hut.


  They gave us no work to do, and watched unconcerned as we practiced drill and unarmed combat, sweltering in the heat and humidity. Food and drink were adequate and, in, fact more varied and nutritious than the fare to which most of the inmates, including myself, had become accustomed. This is not to say that our confinement was pleasant. The continuous cloud cover felt like a great shining lid pressing down on us, day after day. Every day it seemed to, or perhaps actually did, descend a little lower. The nightly lock-downs were hellish, even though the huts did in fact cool down somewhat. The wire around the camp was almost equally suffocating, one we’d realized wasn’t so much there to keep us in as to keep the dinosaurs out. The same was true of the guards’ strange weapons, which could—if turned to a much higher setting than was ever used against prisoners—fire bolts of electricity or plasma sufficient to turn back even the biggest of the great blundering beasts which flocked to the river every couple of days, their feet making the plain shake. We called them dinosaurs, because they resembled the reconstructions of dinosaurs which most of us had seen in books, but I knew from my scientific education that they could not be dinosaurs—they were too vigorous, too obviously hot-blooded, to be the sluggish reptilian giants of the Triassic and Jurassic eras. Whatever they may have been, their presence certainly discouraged attempts to escape.


  The British contingent was in two Nissen huts: twenty men in one, twenty women in the other. They had a committee of three men, three women, and a chairman, and they spent a lot of time trying to regulate sexual relations. It was all very British and messy, uncomfortably between the strict puritanism of the Chinese comrades and the easy-going, if occasionally violent, mores of the Latin Americans and Africans. My unit decided to ignore all that and do what we considered the proper British thing.


  We set up an escape committee.


  “What the hell are you doing, Matheson?”


  I waved my free hand. “Just a minute—”


  It didn’t interrupt my counting. When I’d finished, I put the one-meter line and the two-hundred-and-fifty-gram tin of peas on the table and glanced over my calculations before looking up at Purdie. The young Englishman was on our hut committee and the camp committee, but not the escape committee, which he regarded as a diversion in both senses of the word.


  “We’re not on Venus,” I said.


  He glanced over his shoulder, as if to confirm that we were still alone in the hut, then sat on a corner of the table.


  “How d’you figure that out?”


  “Pendulum swing,” I said. “Galileo’s experiment. The gravity here is exactly the same as on Earth. Venus has about eighty percent of the mass of Earth.”


  “H’mm,” he said. “Well done. Most people begin by wondering why nothing feels lighter and then put it down to our muscles adapting to the supposed lower gravity. Still, can’t say it’s a surprise, old chap. Some of us reckon they keep us in at night because if we went outside we could see the moon through the cloud cover, and even the least educated of us is aware that Venus doesn’t have a bloody moon.”


  “So where are we?” I waved a hand. “It seems a wee bit out of the way, if this is Earth.”


  He crooked one leg over the other and lit a cigarette.


  “Well, the camp committee has considered that. The usual explanation is that we’re in some unexplored region of a South American jungle, something like what’s-his-name’s The Lost World.”


  “Conan Doyle,” I said automatically. I screwed up my eyes against the smoke and the glaring light from the open door of the hut. “Doesn’t seem likely to me.”


  “Me neither,” said Purdie cheerfully. “For one thing, the mid-day sun isn’t high enough in the sky for this to be a tropical latitude, but it’s bloody hot. Any other ideas?”


  “What if instead we’re in somewhere out of The Time Machine? Well, you know . . . dinosaurs?”


  Purdie frowned and probed in his ear with a finger.


  “That has come up. Our Russian comrades shot it down in flames. Time travel is ruled out by dialectical materialism, I gather. But I must say, this place does strike me as frightfully Cretaceous, the anomaly of hot-blooded dinosaurs aside. My personal theory is that we’re on a planet around another star, which resembles Earth in the Cretaceous period.”


  He cracked a smile. “That, however, implies a vastly more advanced civilization that either isn’t communist or is communist and fights on the side of the imperialists. Neither of which are acceptable speculations to the, ah, leading comrades here, who thus stick with the line that the self-styled Venusians and Martians are the spawn of Nazi medical experiments, or some such.”


  “Bollocks,” I said.


  Purdie shrugged. “You may well say that, but I wouldn’t. I myself am troubled by the thought that my own theory at least strongly suggests—even if it doesn’t, strictly speaking, require—faster-than-light travel, which is ruled out by Einstein—an authority who to me carries more weight on matters of physics than Engels or Lenin, I’m afraid.”


  “Relativity doesn’t rule out time travel,” I said. “Even if dialectical materialism does.”


  “And no science whatever rules out lost-world relict dinosaur populations,” said Purdie. He shrugged. “Occam’s razor and all that, keeps up morale, so lost-world is the official line.”


  “First I’ve heard of it,” I said. “Nobody’s even suggested we’re not on Venus in the two weeks I’ve been here.”


  “Bit of a test, comrade,” he said dryly. He stubbed out his cigarette, hopped off the table, and stuck out his right hand for me to shake. “Congratulations on passing it. Now, how would you like to join the real escape committee?”


  The official escape committee had long since worked through and discarded the laughable expedients—tunnels, gliders, and so on—that I and my mates, perhaps over-influenced by such tales of derring-do as The Colditz Story and The Wooden Horse, had earnestly evaluated. The only possibility was for a mass breakout, exploiting the only factor of vulnerability we could see in the camp’s defenses, and one which itself was implicitly part of them: the dinosaur herds. It would also exploit the fact that, as far as we knew, the guards were reluctant to use lethal force on prisoners. So far, at least, they’d only ever turned on us the kind of electrical shock that had knocked out me and my team, and indeed most people here at the time of their capture or subsequent resistance.


  The tedious details of how a prison-camp escape attempt is prepared have been often enough recounted in the genre of POW memoirs referred to above, and need not be repeated here. Suffice it to say that about fifty days after my arrival, the preparations were complete. From then on, all those involved in the scheme waited hourly for the approach of a suitably large herd, and on the second day of our readiness, conveniently soon after breakfast, one arrived.


  About a score of the great beasts: bulls, cows, and calves, their tree-trunk-thick legs striding across the plain, their tree-top-high heads swaying to sniff and stooping to browse, were marching straight towards the eastern fence of the camp, which lay athwart their route to the river. The guards were just bestirring themselves to rack up the setting on their plasma rifles when the riot started.


  At the western end of the camp a couple of Chinese women started screaming, and on this cue scores of other prisoners rushed to surround them and pile in to a highly realistic and noisy fight. Guards from the perimeter patrol raced towards them, and were immediately turned on and overwhelmed by a further crowd that just kept on coming, leaping or stepping over those who’d fallen to the low-level electric blasts. At that the guards from the watchtowers on that side began to descend, some of them firing.


  My team was set for the actual escape, not the diversion. I was crouched behind the door of our hut with Murdo, Andy, Neil, Donald, and a dozen others, including Purdie. We’d grabbed our stashed supplies and our improvised tools, and now awaited our chance. Another human wave assault, this time a crowd of Russians heading for the fence where the guards were belatedly turning to face the oncoming dinosaurs, thundered past. We dashed out behind them and ran for an empty food-delivery truck, temporarily unguarded. It even had a plasma-rifle, which I instantly commandeered, racked inside.


  The Russians swarmed up the wire, standing on each others shoulders like acrobats. The guards, trying to deal with them and the dinosaurs, failed to cope with both. A bull dinosaur brought down the fence and two watchtowers, and by the time he’d been himself laid low with concerted plasma fire, we’d driven over the remains of the fence and hordes of prisoners were fleeing in every direction.


  Within minutes the first bombers arrived, skimming low, rounding up the escapees. They missed us, perhaps because they’d mistaken the truck—a very standard US Army Dodge—for one of their own. We abandoned it at the foot of the cliffs, scaled them in half an hour of frantic scrambling up corries and chimneys, and by the time the bombers came looking for us we’d disappeared into the trees.


  Heat, damp, thorns, and very large dragonflies. Apart from that last and the small dinosaurlike animals—some, to our astonishment, with feathers—scuttling through the undergrowth, the place didn’t look like another planet, or even the remote past. Since my knowledge of what the remote past was supposed to look like was derived entirely from dim memories of Look and Learn and slightly fresher memories of a stroll through the geological wing of the Hunterian Museum in Glasgow, this wasn’t saying much. I vaguely expected giant ferns and cycads and so forth and found perfectly recognizable conifers, oaks, and maples. The flowers were less instantly recognizable but didn’t look particularly primitive or exotic.


  I shared these thoughts with Purdie, who laughed.


  “You’re thinking of the Carboniferous, old chap,” he said. “This is all solidly Cretaceous, so far.”


  “Could be modern,” I said.


  “Apart from the animals,” he pointed out, as though this wasn’t obvious. “And as I said, it’s not tropical, but it’s too bloody hot to be a temperate latitude.”


  I glanced back. Our little column was plodding along behind us. We were heading in an approximately upward direction, on a reasonably gentle slope.


  “I’ve thought about this,” I said. “What if this whole area is some kind of artificial reserve in North America? If it’s possible to genetically . . . engineer, I suppose would be the word . . . different kinds of humans, why shouldn’t it be possible to do the same with birds and lizards and so on, and make a sort of botched copy of dinosaurs?”


  “And keep it all under some vast artificial cloud canopy?” He snorted. “You overestimate the imperialists, let alone the Nazi scientists, comrade.”


  “Maybe we’re under a huge dome,” I said, not entirely seriously. I looked up at the low sky, which seemed barely higher than the tree-tops. It really had become lower since we’d arrived. “Buckminster Fuller had plans that were less ambitious than that.”


  Purdie wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “Now that,” he said, “is quite a plausible suggestion. It sure feels like we’re in a bloody greenhouse. Mind you, none of us saw anything like that from the bomber.”


  “That was a screen, not a window.”


  “Hmm. A remarkably realistic screen, in that case. Back to implausibly advanced technology.”


  We wouldn’t have to speculate for long, because our course was taking us directly up to the cloud level, which we reached within an hour or so. I assigned my lads the task of guiding the others, who were quite unfamiliar with the techniques of low-visibility walking, and we all headed on up. First wisps then dense damp billows of fog surrounded us. I led the way and moved forward cautiously, whistling signals back and forth. Behind me I could just see Purdie and two of the English women comrades. Underfoot the ground became grassier, and around us the trees became shorter and the bushes more sparse. The only way to follow a particular direction was to go upslope, and that—with a few inevitable wrong turnings that led us into declivities—we did.


  The fog thinned. Clutching the plasma rifle, hoping I had correctly figured out how to use it, I walked forward and up and into clear air. A breeze blew refreshingly into my face, and as I glanced back I saw that it had pushed back the fog and revealed all of our straggling party. We were on one of the wide, rounded hilltops I’d seen from the bomber. In the far distance I could see other green islands above the clouds. The sky was blue, the sun was bright.


  All around us, people rose out of the long grass, aiming plasma rifles. I dropped mine and raised my hands.


  About a hundred meters in front of us was the wire fence of another camp.


  We went into the camp without resistance, but without being searched or, in my case, disarmed: I was told to pick up my rifle and sling it over my shoulder. The people were human beings like us, but they were weird. They spoke English, in strange accents and with a lot of unfamiliar words. Several of them were colored or half-caste, but their accents were as English as those of the rest. I found myself walking beside a young woman with part of her hair dyed violet. I knew it was a dye because it was growing out: the roots were black. She had several rings and studs in her ear and not just in the earlobe. She was wearing baggy grey trousers with pockets at the thighs and a silky scarlet sleeveless top with a silver patch shaped like a rabbit. Around her bicep was a tattoo of thorns. Under her tarty make-up her face was quite attractive. Her teeth looked amazingly white and even, like an American’s.


  “My name’s Tracy,” she said. She had some kind of Northern English accent; I couldn’t place it more than that. “You?”


  Name, rank, serial number . . .


  “Where you from?”


  Name, rank, serial number . . .


  “Forget that,” she said. “You’re not a prisoner.”


  A massive gate made from logs and barbed wire was being pushed shut behind us. Nissen huts inside a big square of fence, a bomber parked just outside it.


  “Oh no?” I said.


  “Keeps the fucking dinosaurs out, dunnit?”


  Somebody handed me a tin mug of tea, black with a lot of sugar. I sipped it and looked around. If this was a camp it was one where the prisoners had guns.


  Or one run by trusties . . . I was still suspicious.


  “Where are the aliens?” I asked.


  “The what?”


  “The Venusians, the Martians . . .” I held my free hand above my head, then at chest height.


  Tracy laughed. “Is that what they told you?”


  I nodded. “Not sure if I believe them, though.”


  She was still chuckling. “You lot must be from Commie World. Never built the rockets, right?”


  “The Russians have rockets,” I said, with some indignation. “The biggest in the world—they have a range of hundreds of kilometers!”


  “Exactly. No ICBMs.” She smiled at my frown. “Inter-Continental Ballistic Missiles. None of them, and no space-probes. Jeez. You could still half believe this might be Venus, with jungles and tall Aryans. And that the Grays are Martians.”


  “Well, what are they?” I asked, becoming irritated by her smug teasing.


  “Time travelers,” she said. “From the future.” She shivered slightly. “From another world’s future. The ones you call the Venusians are from about half a million years up ahead of the twentieth century, the Grays are from maybe five million. In your world’s twentieth century they fly bombers and fight Commies. In mine they’re just responsible for flying saucers, alien abductions, cattle mutilations, and odd-sock phenomena.”


  I let this incomprehensibility pass.


  “So where are we now?”


  I meant the camp. I knew where we were in general, but that was what she answered.


  “This, Johnny-boy, is the past. They can never go back to the same future, but they can go back to the same place in the past, where they can make no difference. The common past, the past of us all—the Cretaceous.”


  She looked at me with a bit more sympathy. My companions were finishing off their tea and gazing around, looking as baffled and edgy as I felt. The other prisoners, if that was what they were, gathered around us seemed more alien than the bomber pilots.


  “Come on,” Tracy said, gesturing towards some rows of seats in front of which a table had been dragged. “Debriefing time. You have a lot to learn.”


  I have learned a lot.


  I tug the reins and the big Clydesdale turns, and as I follow the plough around I see a porpoise leap in the choppy water of the Moray Firth. My hands and back are sore but I’m getting used to it, and the black soil here is rich and arable after the trees have been cut down and their stumps dynamited. The erratic boulders have been cleared away long ago, by the long-dead first farmers of this land, and no glaciers have revisited it since its last farmers passed away. The rougher ground is pasture, grazed by half-wild long-horns, a rugged synthetic species. The village is stockaded on a hilltop nearby. We have no human enemies, but wolves, bears, and lions prowl the forests and moors. We are not barbarians—the plough that turns the furrow I walk has an iron blade, and the revolver on my hip was made in Hartford, Connecticut, millennia ago and worlds away. The post-humans settled us—and other colonies—on this empty Earth with machinery and medicines, weapons and tools and libraries, and enough partly used ball-point pens to keep us all scribbling until our descendants can make their own.


  On countless other empty Earths they have done the same. Somewhere unreachable, but close to hand, another man, perhaps another John Matheson, may be tramping a slightly different furrow. I wish him well.


  There are many possible worlds, and in almost all of them humanity didn’t survive the time from which most of us have been taken. Either the United States and the Soviet Union destroyed each other and the rest of civilization in an atomic war in the fifties or sixties, or they didn’t, and the collapse of the socialist states in the late twentieth century so discredited socialism and international cooperation that humanity failed utterly to unite in time to forestall the environmental disasters of the twenty-first.


  In a few, a very few possible worlds, enough scattered remnants of humanity survived as savages to eventually—hundreds of thousands of years later—become the ancestors of the post-human species we called the Venusians. Who in turn—millions of years later—themselves gave rise to the post-human clade we called the Martians. It was the latter who discovered time travel and, with it, some deep knowledge about the future and past of the universe.


  I don’t pretend to understand it. As Feynmann said—in a world where he didn’t die in jail—it all goes back to the experiment with the light and the two slits, and Feynmann himself didn’t pretend to understand that. What we have been told is simply this: the past of the universe, its very habitability for human beings, depends on its future being one—or rather, many—that contain as many human beings and their successors as possible, until the end of time.


  It is not enough for the time-travelers to intervene in histories such as the one from which I come, and by defeating Communism while avoiding atomic war, save a swathe of futures for cooperation and survival. They also have to repopulate the timelines in which humanity destroyed itself, and detonate new shockwaves of possibility that will spread humanity across time and forward through it, on an ever-expanding, widening front.


  The big mare stops and looks at me and whinnies. The sun is low above the hills to the west, the hills where I once—or many times—fought. Its light is red in the sky. The dust from the last atomic war is no longer dangerous, but it will linger in the high atmosphere for thousands of years to come.


  I unharness the horse, heave the plough to the shed at the end of the field, and lead the beast up the hill toward the village. The atomic generator is humming, the lights are coming on, and dinner in the communal kitchen will soon be ready. Tracy will be putting away the day’s books in the library, yawning and stretching herself. Maybe this evening, after we’ve all eaten, she can be persuaded to tell us some stories. For me she has many fascinations—she’s quite unlike any woman I’ve ever met—and the only one I’m happy for to share with everybody else her stories from the world where, I still feel, history turned out almost as it would have done without any meddling at all by the time-travelers: her world, the world where the prototype bomber didn’t work; the world where, as she puts it, the Roswell saucer crashed.
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  OFF ON A STARSHIP


  William Barton


  A word of warning: There are brief sexual scenes in this story that may be disquieting to some.


  It was the best of times. It was the worst of times. Isn’t that how it’s supposed to go?


  It was, oh, I guess the middle of November 1966, that night, maybe seven P.M., dark out, of course, cold and quiet. The sky over Woodbridge, Virginia, was flooded with stars, so many stars the black night, clear and crisp, had a vaguely lit-up quality to it, as if ever so slightly green. Maybe just the lights from the gas stations and little shopping centers lining Route 1, not far away.


  I was walking home alone from the Drug Fair in Fisher Shopping Center, up by the highway, where I’d read comic books and eaten two servings of ketchupy French fries, moping by myself. I’d stayed too long, reading all the way through the current Fantastic Four so I could put it back and not pay. I was supposed to have been home by six-thirty, so my mom could head out on her date.


  Out with some fat construction worker or another, some guy with beery breath and dirty hair, the sort of guy she’d been “seeing” (and I knew what was meant by that), one after another, in the two years since she’d run off my dad, leaving me home alone to look after my two little sisters, ages three and seven.


  I remember thinking how pissed off she was going to be.


  I was standing on the east rim of Dorvo Valley, looking down into the shadows, thinking about how really dark it was down there, an empty bowl of land, looking mysterious as ever. Murray and I named it that when we’d discovered it three years ago, maybe a half-mile of empty land, cleared of underbrush, surrounded by trees, called it after a place in the book we’d been trying to write back then, The Venusians, our answer to Barsoom, though we’d kind of given it up after Pirates of Venus came out.


  Murray. Prick. That was why I was at Drug Fair alone. There’d been a silence after I called his house, then his mother had said, “I’m sorry, Wally. Murray’s gone off with Larry again tonight. I don’t know when he’ll be home. I’ll tell him you called.”


  I felt hollow, remembering all the times we’d sat together at Drug Fair, reading comics for free, drinking cherry cokes and eating those ketchupy French fries. Remembered last summer, being here in Dorvo, the very last time we’d “played Venus” together, wielding our river-reed swords, lopping the sentient berry clusters from the Contac bushes we called Red Devils, laughing and pretending we’d fallen into a book. Our book.


  Murray’s dad was the one named them Contac bushes, telling us they were really ephedra, and that’s where the stuff in allergy medicines came from.


  But then school started, eleventh grade, and we’d met Larry. Larry, who was going steady with Susie. Pretty blonde Susie, who had a chunky girlfriend named Emily, who wore glasses.


  Something like this had happened before, when we were maybe ten or eleven, and Murray had joined Little League, telling me it would help him find his way as an “all-around boy.” This time, I think, the key word would be pussy, instead of baseball.


  I stood silent, looking out across the dark valley, the black silhouette of the woods beyond, above them, the fat golden spire of Our Lady of Angels Catholic Church, floodlit from below, where I’d been forced to go before my parents split up. In the Dorvo Valley mythos, on our wonderfully complete Venus, lost Venus, we’d called it the Temple of Venusia, and the city at its feet, no mere shopping center, but the Dorvo capitol, Angor, portmanteau’d kiddy-French Angel of Gold.


  I realized I’d better get going. Through the black woods, down the full length of Greenacre Drive, past Murray’s house, where his parents would be sitting, silent before the TV, drinking Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, across the creek, up Staggs Court to my furious, desperately horny mom.


  If I was lucky, she’d spend the night with whoever it was, and I wouldn’t have to lay in bed in the dark by myself, listening to their goings-on.


  I blew out a long breath, a long wisp of warm condensation flickering like a ghost in the bit of light from the sky full of stars, and stopped, eyes caught by some faint gleam from deep in the valley of the shadow. I felt my heart quicken, caught in a mythopoeic moment. Look, Murray. A cloud skimmer . . .!


  Yeah. Right. Where’s Murray now? In a dark movie theater somewhere, with his hand groping up a girl’s dress, like a real grown-up boy.


  But the gleam was there, really there, and, after another moment, I started walking down through the long grass, stumbling over Red Devils and weeds, skirting around holes I could barely see, but remembered from long familiarity with the place, night vision growing keener as I went down in the dark.


  Looking toward the phantom gleam, I thought to shade my eyes with one hand, occluding the Golden Angel, cutting off more light from the stars.


  Stopped walking.


  Thought, um, no.


  I looked away, blinking like a moron. Looked back.


  The flying saucer was a featureless disk, not quite sitting on the ground, maybe sixty feet across. The size of a house, anyway. Not shiny or it would’ve reflected more starlight. There were things in the deeper shadows underneath it, landing legs maybe, and other shadows, moving shadows, rustling in the brush nearby.


  Near me. Something started to squeeze in my chest.


  Something else started to tickle between my legs. A need to pee.


  I slowly walked the rest of the way down the hill, until I was standing under its rim. The moving shadows in the underbrush were things roughly the size and shape of land crabs, a little bigger maybe, with no claws, though I couldn’t make out what was there in their place.


  They seemed to be taking hold of the Red Devils, bending them down, pulling off the little berry clusters. What the hell would clawless land crabs want with Contac berries?


  Robots. In a comic book, these would be robots.


  Anyway, they seemed to be ignoring me.


  I felt unreal, the way you feel when you’ve taken two or three Contac capsules, or maybe drank an entire bottle of Vicks Formula 44 cough syrup.


  There was a long, narrow ramp projecting from the underside of the saucer, leading up to an opening in the hull, not dark inside, but lit up very dim indigo, perhaps the gleam I’d seen from the valley’s rim. I walked up to it, heart stuttering weirdly, walked up it and went inside.


  In movies, flying saucers have ray cannons, and they burn down your city. And in my head, I could hear Murray, jealous Murray, girl on his fingers forgotten, wondering where I’d gotten the fucking nerve.


  But I went inside anyway.


  It turned out, the thing was like the saucer-starship from The Day the Earth Stood Still. There was a curved corridor, one wall solid, the other lattice, wall sloping slightly inward. A little vertical row of lights here, beside something that looked like a door. Around the curve . . .


  I caught my breath, holding stock-still, heart racing up my throat.


  Held still and wondered again at finding myself here.


  The thing didn’t look much like Gort from the movie. Not so featureless. Real joints at elbows, wrists, knees, hips, but there was nothing where it’s face should be either, just a silvery shield, a curved pentagonoid roughly the shape of an urban policeman’s badge, like the Boston metro badge my Uncle Al wore.


  I stood in front of it, looking up. No taller than my dad, so only an inch or two taller than me. Looking up has to be an illusion. It looked a little bit like the robots I used to draw as part of the Starover stories I once tried to write, the ones that filled the background of all those drawings I did, of hero Zoltan Tharkie, policeman Dexteran Kaelenn, and all the odds-and-sods villains they faced together.


  I remember Murray and I used to sit together at Drug Fair, tracing pictures from comic books and coloring books, filling in our own details, Tharkie and Kaelenn and the robots, Älendar and Raitearyón from Venus. I remember those two had had girlfriends, and . . .


  Stopped myself, shivering.


  I reached out and touched the thing.


  Cold. Motionless.


  My voice sounded rusty, as I whispered, “Klaatu, barada . . .” Strangled off a fit of giggles with something like a sneeze. Patricia Neal, I remembered, couldn’t pronounce the words the same way as Michael Rennie, substituting Klattu, burodda in her quaint American drawl. Quit it! Jesus!


  Nothing.


  I turned away from the silvery phantasm, maybe nothing more than an empty suit of armor? Slid my fingers along the light panel. Just as in the movie, the door slipped open, and I went on through.


  “Ohhhhh . . .!”


  I could hardly recognize my own voice, shocky and faint.


  There was another corridor beyond the door, and its far wall was transparent, like heavy glass, or maybe Lucite. There was smoky yellow light in the room beyond, lots of water, things like ferns. Something in the steamy mist . . .


  I put my nose to the warm glass, bug-eyed, remembering the scene from near the end of Tom Swift in the Race to the Moon, maybe my favorite book from the series, where they finally get aboard the robot saucer sent by the Space Friends.


  Little dinosaurs. Little tyrannosaurs. Little brontosaurs. Little pteranodons winging through the mist.


  “Not quite a brontosaurus,” I told myself, voice quiet, but louder than a whisper. “Head’s too long and skinny. Not a diplodocus either. Nostrils in the wrong place.” There were other things moving back in the mist. Babies, maybe? Hatchlings? Would that be the right word?


  I walked on, slowly, going through another door, walking along another hallway. After a while, I began to wonder how they got all this space folded up into a flying saucer little enough to fit in Dorvo Valley.


  Another robot, yet another door, and I found myself in a curved room with big windows on the outside. Ob Deck, the voice in my head called it, pulling another word from another book, as I pressed to the glass, cold glass this time, looking out on greenish night.


  Dorvo Valley. Little land crab robots. Brilliant green light flooding up from the ground beyond the forest. Something odd. It isn’t that bright outside. Can’t be much more than eight P.M.


  Little frozen image of my mother.


  How long before she calls the police?


  Thought dismissed.


  What should I do?


  Get out of here! Run home. Call the cops yourself.


  I pictured that. Pictured them laughing at me as they hung up, as I turned to face my raging mother. You little bastard! she would say. Bob didn’t even wait for me.


  Pictured that other scenario. The cops come, we go to Dorvo Valley. Nothing, not even a circle of crushed vegetation. And, either way, I go to school in the morning. Word would get out, one way or another.


  The lights flickered suddenly, and a soft female voice said, “Rathan adun dahad, shai unkahan amaranalei.” More flickers. Outside, I could see the little land crabs were making their way downhill, dragging their loads of harvested Red Devils.


  Cold clamp in my bowels.


  I turned and ran, through the door, down one corridor, through the next door, up another, around a curve, back through . . . Ob Deck! Turned back, found myself facing a faceless robot. Still motionless. Started to whimper, “Please . . .” There was a rumbling whine from somewhere down below, spaceship’s structure shivering. The lights flickered again, the lady’s voice murmuring, “Ameoglath orris temthuil ag lat eotaeo.” More flicker. Something started to whine, far, far away, like the singsong moan of a Mannschenn drive.


  I felt my rectum turn watery on me, clenched hard to stop from shitting myself, and snarled, “That’s just a fucking story! Think! Do something, you friggin’ idiot!” As if my father’s words could help me now.


  I turned and looked out the window, just in time to see the ground under the saucer drop away. Suddenly, surrounding the dark woods, the map of Marumsco Village was picked out in streetlights. There was Greenacre Drive, where Murray’s parents would be finishing up their beer. Beyond the dark strip of the creek, halfway up Staggs Court, had to be the porch light of my house, where, by now, my mom would be about ready to kill me.


  It shrank to a splatter of light, surrounded by the rest of Woodbridge, little Occoquan off that way. I squashed my face to the glass, looking north, and was elated to see, from twenty-two miles away, you could still make out the lights of the Pentagon, could see the floodlit shape of the Capitol Dome, the yellowish spike of the Washington Monument.


  City lights everywhere I looked. Speckles and sparks and rivers of light, brighter and more numerous than the stars in the sky. I’d never flown on a plane at night before. I’d never . . .


  I felt my face grow cool.


  Watched the landscape shrink.


  Suddenly, light appeared in the west, like sunrise.


  No! I’m high enough up the sun is shining from where it’s still daytime!


  Turned toward the blue. On the horizon, the curved horizon, there was a band of blue, above it only black, sunlight washing away the stars.


  Curved?


  Bolt of realization.


  I can see the curvature of the Earth. That means . . . I shivered again. And then I wondered, briefly, if Buzz Aldrin and Jim Lovell were somewhere nearby, peering out through the tiny rendezvous windows of Gemini XII, watching my flying saucer rise.


  Whole Earth bulging up below now, looking for a moment like the pictures sent down from Gemini XI, which had gone all the way up to an 850 mile apogee. It turned to a gibbous blue world, getting smaller, then smaller still.


  Something flashed by, huge and yellow-gray.


  Moon! It’s the Moon!


  How fast?


  That was no more than a five minute trip.


  I tried to do the calculation in my head; couldn’t quite manage. I’d never been any good at math. A lot slower than the speed of light, anyway.


  I remembered the final scene from “Invaders from Mars,” where the little boy wakes up from his dream, and felt a cold hand on my heart. If I wake up now and it’s time for school, why don’t I just kill myself and get it over with?


  But the ship flew on into the black and starry sky, and I realized, after my moment of inattention, I could no longer find the Earth or Moon. Where am I going?


  And why?


  I awoke from a dreamless sleep, and opened my eyes slowly, lying on my side, cramped and cold, against the curved Ob Deck bulkhead, staring at the motionless gort by the door. Whispered, “Gort. Merenga.” Nothing.


  I always wake up like that, always knowing where I am, never confused. Maybe because there’s that little re-entry period, those few seconds between waking up and opening my eyes, when I remember where I was when I went to sleep, so I know where I’ll be when I awaken.


  I pushed myself to a sitting position, back to the wall, something in the back of my neck making a little gurgle as I stretched, like my spine was knuckles wanting to crack.


  Seemed more real, now that I’d been asleep, putting a bracket around the night before. I was here. Period. Unlike the hazy wonder of the dream where we flew past Jupiter, some time around midnight. It’d been a fat, slightly flattened orange ball, not at all the way I would’ve expected.


  Three hours, I remember thinking. That’s fast. What, fifty thousand miles a second? More? We went by something that looked like a ball of pink twine, and that’s when I discovered if I put my finger against the window glass and circled something, it’d get bigger, that another tap would make it small.


  I’d picked out five little crescents. Circled and tapped. Figured out the red potato must be Amalthea, the pink ball Europa. Maybe the scabby yellow one was Io? Those other two, two similar-looking gray cratered bodies, looking pretty much like the Moon, those would be Ganymede and Callisto, but I couldn’t figure out which was which.


  Murray would know. Murray out at night in the summertime, pointing at this star and that one, naming names, mythological and scientific, every kid in the neighborhood but me impressed as all hell. Once, I’d caught him in a mistake.


  And he’d said, “I don’t know if I want you for a friend anymore.”


  After that, I kept my mouth shut.


  The lights flickered and the woman’s soft voice said, “La grineao druai lek aporra . . .” Trailing off, like she had something else to say, but couldn’t quite get it out.


  I stood, turned and looked out the window.


  It was like a featureless yellow ball, hazy maybe, circled by a striated yellow-white ring, grooved like a 45rpm record. Colored like those records I’d had as a child, like the one with “Willie the Whistling Giraffe.” I’d loved that song, and listened to it so much I could still sing all the words. I was startled to find out, years later, it was written by Rube Goldberg.


  Saturn was growing in the window, growing slowly and . . . I realized it should already be going past, shrinking away. “We’re slowing down.” I glanced at the robot, as if looking for confirmation.


  Nothing.


  When I looked back, a smoky red ball was in the window, starting to slide past. It stopped and stabilized when I circled it with a quick fingertip, movement transferring to the sky beyond. Saturn starting a slow slide across the fixed stars.


  “Titan.”


  Nothing.


  “God damn it, Titan!”


  Like I wanted something from myself then. But all I could do was remember, remember Captain Norden from The Sands of Mars reminiscing about the cold, howling winds of Titan, remember Tuck and Davey from Trouble on Titan and their homebuilt oxygen-jet, flying the methane skies.


  What would I remember about all this, years from now?


  I had a glimpse of the man I might have become, some fat guy in a crumpled suit, selling who-knows-what. All the men on Staggs Court. All the men in America in 1966.


  The woman’s voice said, “. . . kag at vrekanai seo ke egga.” The lights flickered again, like punctuation. I tapped Titan to release the image and pressed my nose to the glass.


  Ought to feel colder than this. Saturn’s pretty far from the sun.


  There. A spark of pale yellow light.


  It grew swiftly, filling the window without interference from me, gliding to a stop just outside. It was a cylinder of gray rock, things visible on its surface, structures, and I could see it was revolving slowly around its long axis.


  Revolving so there’d be artificial gravity inside, centrifugal force. It’ll be hollow, I thought. Maybe this was what Isaac Asimov had termed a “spome,” short for “space home,” in some F&SF column or another? No, that’s not right. Where the hell . . . Asimov’s article was in that book my dad brought home, Kammermeyer something . . . “There’s No Place Like Spome” ? Dad had gone to a meeting of the American Chemical Society a year or two earlier, had come home snickering about the little fat man with what he’d term “a thick New York Yid accent.”


  I remembered him saying, “Asimov? Now I see him in a different light!” When I was little, we’d lived in a neighborhood full of Russian Jews, somewhere in Boston, Brookline maybe, and he’d done a good job of picking up the accents, and those special cadences. It’d become the basis for some family in-jokes.


  The thing rotated toward us, though it had to be my flying saucer flying around I guess, then a four-mandibled parrot’s beak opened, spilling bright yellow light, and we flew right in.


  Flew right in, swooped over green landscape, found a flat white field, concrete I figured, and slotted in to a landing, one of the few vacant spaces in a parking lot full of flying saucers just like mine.


  A flicker of lights.


  A womanly voice, full of warmth and welcome, “Todos passageiros sai . . .” Then the saucer groaned and shivered as the boarding ramp slid down. It only took me a minute to realize that if I could find a land crab, I could follow it down to the hatch; maybe fifteen minutes after that, I was standing outside.


  There was a cool breeze blowing across the concrete apron, and it smelled sweet here, making my nose itch. Alien pollen? I’m allergic to a lot of stuff. I whispered, “What if I get sick?” My voice sounded funny, here in the silence. I shouted, “Hello-oh?”


  Not even an echo, my voice carried away to nowhere by the breeze. “Anybody . . .” Of course not. I started forward, walking between two other saucers, stopped suddenly, feeling a cold knot in my guts, looking back toward my saucer, realizing how easy it would be to get lost here.


  Does it matter?


  How would I know if my saucer is ever going back to Earth?


  From where I stood, I could see beyond the last row of saucers. There was a tall chain link fence, topped by razor wire; beyond it, a dark green forest.


  Nothing moving.


  No dinosaurs, big or little, in the woods, no pteranodons in the sky.


  Sky? Well, not exactly.


  Overhead, the main thing was a long yellow stick of bright light. In a story, that’d be a fusion tube or something, an “inner sun” for this long, skinny ersatz Pellucidar. Beyond, to the left and right, were two green bands, the same color as the forest. Between them were three more bands of black.


  In one of them, you could see Saturn, its brightly backlit rings looking like ears, or maybe jug handles. And that bright star? That’d be the sun I guess. Glass? So how come I didn’t notice any windows from the outside? How come it just looked like rock?


  My memory started picking through stories, right then and there.


  Something moved in the distance. I looked, and felt cold when I saw what it was. One of those brontosaurus-things, full size I think, but with a too-skinny head, snaky neck dipping so it could browse among the treetops. Glad for the razor wire. Cold but elated. As if . . . As if!


  The was a deep bass thrumming noise, almost like a long, low burp. The bronto looked up. The inner sun suddenly brightened, filling the landscape with a violet dazzle.


  I blinked hard, eyes watering, looked up again and realized that Saturn was gone, that I felt something else in my guts, a pulling and twisting. Dizzy. I’m dizzy. Like the ship is maneuvering violently, and I just can’t see it because there’s nothing to see.


  Then there was a great big ripping sound.


  A white zigzag crack appeared in the windows, going from one to the other, as if it were a rip in the sky itself, though my mind served up an image of what it would be like as the glass blew out and the air roared away to space, carrying off forest and trees, brontos, flying saucers, Wally and all.


  The crack opened like white lips, revealing a blue velvet throat beyond, into which, somehow, the ship seemed to plunge, then the fusion tube dimmed, back to yellow again, back to being a soft inner sun, all the odd twisting and pulling stopped, and there was only the soft breeze.


  In a story, I thought, we’d be going faster than light now.


  And then I said, “Damn! This is the coolest thing that ever happened to anyone! Murray would be so fucking jealous!”


  Yeah, right. I could almost see his bemused, angry smirk, fading into the blue velvet hypersky as he turned away, forgetting about me, about Venus, about all the things we’d done together, all the dreams we’d had.


  On Earth, in only a little while, people would stop wondering what’d become of me, and go on with their lives.


  Some days later, I couldn’t tell you how many days, already a good bit skinnier than I was the night I’d decided to cut through Dorvo Valley on my way home from Drug Fair, I sat beside a little deadwood campfire on the concrete apron beside my trusty flying saucer, roasting up a few fresh breadfruit for supper.


  Mangosteen! That, I’d remembered, was from a kiddie book I’d found in my grandfather’s attic, when we went up for the funeral, four, five years before, The Hurricane Kids in the Lost Islands. I’d been looking for the sequel ever since, where Lebeck and DuBois send their boys off to the Land of the Cave Dwellers.


  Breadfruit? Probably not. Probably no breadfruit back in the Jurassic.


  Sudden image of myself finding the little gate, sneaking out into the edge of the Big Woods, finding all sorts of stuff. Nuts mainly, and these things. Ferns. A tree I recognized had to be a gingko. Little lizards, maybe skinks, anoles, some kind of snake.


  I fished one of the breadfruits out of the fire with a stick, held it down and cut it open with another stick I’d managed to break off at an angle and sharpen by rubbing on the pavement. It had mealy yellow-white flesh inside, like badly overcooked baked potato, steamy now, odorless, smelling just the way it would taste when it cooled enough to eat.


  This is the last of them. Tomorrow I’ll have to go out again and . . . I felt a little sick. Last time, blundering around in the woods, picking nuts and berries and what-not, there’d been that soft rumble, I’d looked up, and suddenly wet my pants.


  The allosaurus didn’t even notice, didn’t look up as I’d crept away, back through the gate, closing it carefully behind me. I’d cooked and eaten, silent with myself, sitting bareass while my underpants and jeans dried by the fire, draped over my constant companion.


  I looked at it now, little humanoid robot, two feet tall, looking just like a toy from Sears I’d had when I was eight or nine, electric igniter in one hand, fire extinguisher in the other. It’d come toddling up just as I’d burst into tears beside my pitiful pile of dry sticks, just as I’d screamed, “Fuck it!” and thrown my pathetic attempt at a fire drill as hard as I could at the nearest flying saucer hull.


  I said, “What d’you think, Bud? Why’s this starship got a Jurassic biome inside?”


  Silence.


  “Yeah. Me too.”


  I picked up the now merely hot breadfruit and scooped out some tasteless muck with my upper front teeth. “Mmmmm . . .” blech. Even butter, pepper, and sour cream wouldn’t’ve helped. Not much, anyway.


  “What d’you think, Buddy? Thanksgiving yet?” Probably not. It hasn’t even been a week. But I pictured my little sisters, Millie and Bonnie, sitting down to turkey dinner with Mom. Bonnie probably misses me. Millie was probably glad just to get my share.


  Christmas. I wondered what Dad would get me? I’d asked for a copy of Russian in a Nutshell. Two years. Then what? No college for me. Bad grades and no money.


  Vietnam?


  Maybe. Some of my friends’ older brothers had gone. At least one boy who’d picked on me when I was little was dead now. I remembered reading an article in the Post a while back, about how so many good American boys were being corrupted by little brown Asian prostitutes, which made me think about Glory Road.


  Murray and I had talked about that the next day, and he’d given me a funny look, kind of a sneer, before changing the subject. Remember when we debated Vietnam in eighth-grade Social Studies class? I’d said I wasn’t worried. It’ll be all over, long before I turn draft age, toward the end of 1969. Yep. All over.


  And, just like that, there was a deep bass thrum, like a gong gone wrong. When I looked up, the blue velvet sky was broken by a long white crack, white lips opening, spitting us out into a sky full of stars.


  I got up, throwing the half-eaten breadfruit aside, running for the flying saucer’s ramp. Behind me, I could hear the sharp, fizzy hiss of my little buddy’s fire extinguisher, as it sprayed away the flames.


  Down on the yellow-gray world, I crouched in the shade of the flying saucer’s hull, looking out toward the horizon, across a flattish landscape floodlit from above under a pale, blue-white sky. I’d run off the bottom of the ramp when we landed, had run right out there, bounding high, realizing the surface gravity of this place was maybe no more than half that of Earth.


  But then the light from the vivid spark of a tiny blue sun had turned to pins and needles in my November-white skin, forcing me back into the shade. My face, when I touched it, was already starting to peel.


  Jesus. Stupid.


  And what if? What if a lot of things. What if the air here had been deadly poison? What if there’s some disease here a human being could catch? What if I’m already dead and merely waiting to fall down?


  Yeah, yeah, I know. The guy in the story never dies. Except the one in that Faulkner story the teacher made fun of, when we studied it in tenth grade English Lit class. What’re we supposed to imagine? she’d said. He’s carrying paper and pen, taking notes as he jumps in the river and drowns?


  From space, the planet had looked like a yellow-gray ball, almost featureless. Oh, there was a tiny white ice cap at the visible pole. A few pale clouds near what looked like some isolated mountain peaks. A canyon here, a dune-field there. Mars without the rust?


  Arrakis, I thought. I’d enjoyed the five-part serial in Analog, though I was mighty pissed off about the stupid format changes Campbell was playing with, going from digest to some standard magazine size, then back again, fucking up my collection. I remember I wondered if the Dune world had started out as Mars, if maybe Herbert realized at some point that the solar system was too small for the story.


  I thought about my bedroom. My bed. The little desk. Bookcases full of children’s hardcovers, the stuff from Grandpa’s attic, the paperbacks and magazines I was buying down at Drug Fair, Amazing and Fantastic, Worlds of If . . .


  Out in the sun, the land crabs had buckets and little self-propelled wheelbarrow things, were shoveling up patches of mauve sand. Melange? Whatever it was, it went no more than a few centimeters deep. I sniffed, but couldn’t smell anything like cinnamon. Whatever this place was, it mainly smelled like fireworks. Gunpowder. It smells like gunpowder.


  From the Ob Deck, I’d been able to see something that looked like a city, way off on the horizon, low white buildings, dazzling in the sun. A circle of my fingertip had brought them close. Adobe? No sign of movement, some of the buildings looking weathered and worn, the ruins of Koraad perhaps.


  Miles off, anyway. I could wait ’til nightfall, and it’d take maybe three or four hours to get there, tops. Yeah? And what if the starship leaves without you? What then? I thought about Galactic Derelict suddenly. No. I never wanted to be one of Andre Norton’s dickless boys. Let’s have a Heinlein adventure, at least.


  Or maybe I can grow up to be John Grimes after all? Is there a beautiful spy somewhere waiting for me? Jesus. Grow up. At this rate, I’ll be lucky to last another week!


  What if this was a Larry Niven story? What if we land on a planet that has a habitable point? I pictured myself running down the ramp, out onto the sand. Then the deadly winds of We Made It would come up and there I’d be, on my way to fucking Oz.


  After a bit, I turned and went on up the ramp. Look out the window. Watch the baby dinosaurs or something. One thing you know: The saucer will leave, the starship will fly, and, sooner or later, we’ll be somewhere else. And, another thing: Who owns all this shit? The robots? Not bloody likely, cobber. Maybe this thing is like some super-sophisticated Mariner probe. And, sooner or later, it’ll take its samples on home.


  What happens when they find me in the collection bag?


  Watching the land crabs gather up Spice, I suddenly wished for . . . something. Anything. Wished I’d see a sandworm in the distance. Wished for Paul Atreides to come riding up? No. Chani, maybe?


  I’m guessing it was maybe three weeks before we made the next landfall—no, planetfall’s the right word—three weeks in which I got really sick of plain breadfruit. Somewhere along the way, I got up the nerve to cook and eat a few little lizards, which turned out to be mainly bones, and salty as kippered herring snacks, finally moving on to a two-foot brown snake I’d caught.


  Didn’t taste like chicken, more like fish I guess, but the oily juice that cooked out of it made the breadfruit taste okay.


  The next planet was . . . what’d we used to say in junior high? Cool as a moose. I crept down the ramp, uselessly cautious, and stood there with my mouth hanging open. What can I say? Earthlike but alien?


  The spaceport, if that’s what it was, was just a plain, concrete apron, not much bigger than the helicopter pad next to the Pentagon, sitting next to what looked like a walled city. Not a medieval city, not an ancient Roman city. The walls were plain and unadorned, no crenellations, no battlements, no towers. White concrete walls, pierced by a few open gates on the side I could see. Egyptian Memphis, I remembered, had been called something like Ineb-Hed by the natives. White Walls.


  The buildings I could see over the wall were low and white and square.


  Overhead, the sky was dark green, green as paint, with little brown clouds floating here and there. The sun, if sun it was, was a dim red ball halfway up the sky, banded like Jupiter, with mottled splotches here and there. Sunspots? Starspots? Maybe it’s a planet, and that’s reflected light.


  Away from the city, the land was all low forest, things not much like trees, grayish, bluish, a reddish-purple that I realized with a flush of pleasure might be the heliotrope of Amtor. Things moving in the shadows, inside the forest. Pod-shaped things. Plants with lips.


  The land crab robots were coming out of the saucer now, forming up by rank and file, so when they set off, heading for the nearest city gate, I walked along beside. What the hell? If they start to leave, I’ll follow them back. Safe enough.


  It was gloomy in the city, a city full of gray-green shadows. Gloomy and motionless, reminding me of the scene where Gahan of Gathol walks into a seemingly deserted Manator. Sure. And the land crabbots’d make pretty good Kaldanes?


  That filled up my head with long-running images of Ghek, crawling through the Ulsio warrens of Manator.


  I looked in an open doorway, yelped, tripped over my own feet, and wound up on my knees, staring, heart pounding. Jesus Christ! Well, at least it wasn’t moving.


  The thing, when I got close to it, was about three feet tall, looking like it was made of black leather. There were staring black leather eyes. Black leather fangs. Black leather hands shaped like a three-fingered mechanical grab.


  I touched it, wondering what the hell I’d do if it woke up and turned out to really be a thrint. Fuck. I’d do whatever it wanted, I guess, and that would be that. It didn’t budge, no matter how hard I pushed, nor did it have a bit of give to it. Cold black metal, glued to the ground.


  Statue, maybe? Or just another switched-off robot?


  What the hell is going on here?


  Where is everyone?


  Back out on the street, the land crabs were gone. Okay. Look around a bit more, then get the hell on back to the saucer. I went on up the street to the end, where it came to some kind of octagonal plaza. There was something that looked like an empty fountain in the middle, beyond it a domed building made mostly of glass, lots of tempting shadows inside.


  The glass doors, when I tried them, swung right open, so I went on in.


  Inside it was all broad aisles, floor carpeted in a patterned nappy monochrome the same color as the sky, and lining the aisles were . . . I don’t know. Exhibits? Things like pictures anyway. Dioramas. Blocks of stuff like glass or Lucite, with motionless objects inside. Animals, I think. Some things that could only have been machines. Things that were clearly paintings of the “thrintun,” looking like they were walking around the city, doing whatever.


  So are those the aliens? Are they all in some kind of stasis? Suspended animation?


  I suddenly found myself wishing there’d been more variability in the stories I’d been reading since I learned how to read. But the stories had been pretty much self-similar, as though the writers, without any source of new ideas, could only copy each other, over and over again.


  In the middle of the building, taking up a big space under the dome, was a flat, tilted spiral shape, made of what looked like metallic dust, hanging motionless in the air. Like the Andromeda galaxy, blue and red and white and . . . my mouth went dry. Star map!


  I walked round and round the thing, peering inside, trying to recognize something, anything, but it looked like every spiral galaxy illustration I’d ever seen. All of them. Or none. For all I knew, it could be NGC 7006 and here I was, beyond the farthest star.


  On the other side of the spiral was an aisle lined with things that looked like model spaceships. Some of them looked pretty much like what humans were building, back on Earth. Look here. It’s a couple of thrintun sitting in a sort of Gemini capsule. Not quite, but close. And this? A thrint climbing down on the dusty surface of some moon or another?


  The ships got more and more advanced, until I suddenly wondered where the flying saucers were. Ah. Right here. Right at the end. Here’s a flying saucer, surrounded by thrintun with things like guns, surrounded by thrintish tanks and cannons . . . surely, standing on the rim of the saucer, I’d see one of my familiar gorts?


  On the ground under the rim of the saucer were models of about two dozen creatures, every one of them different.


  Yep. That’d be the thrintun being welcomed to the Galactic Federation, right? Pleased at how clever I was, I started walking back toward the useless star map. Hey, if I’m lucky, it’s my galaxy, and I’m not so far from home after all. Right. What the fuck am I going to do, walk back to Earth?


  I stopped by the model of the moon lander. Maybe that was their moon? It was a pretty primitive spaceship, looking a lot like the earliest designs of the Apollo lunar excursion module. Moon. I tipped my head back, trying to look out through the dome, wondering if I’d spot a crescent somewhere in the dark green sky.


  Very dark green sky.


  Felt my mouth go drier than I would’ve thought possible. No sun, though I could see a flush of red in the sky, off to one side. So how the fuck long have I been in here, anyway?


  I walked back up the aisle, around the spiral galaxy, back down the other aisle and out the door. Despite the fact that it was starting to get a little cool out, I felt myself start to sweat, armpits suddenly growing spongy and damp. Well. Started to walk back the way I thought would lead to the spaceport. Just get outside the walls. You’ll find it.


  I started to run, making little gagging sounds, throat suddenly sore, feeling like I was going to start crying, like a little kid lost in a supermarket.


  And my little flying saucer popped up above the walls right in front of me, hung there for just a second, then dwindled away into the dark green sky and was gone.


  I stood there, looking up, feeling the hot tears start down my cheeks, vision blurring, and whispered, “I always do something stupid, don’t I? Just like Daddy says.” I rubbed the tears from my eyes, suddenly angry, and thought, There you go, champ. Murray’ll be so fucking jealous now, won’t he?


  I awoke, opening my eyes on a flood of vermilion sunshine coming in through the window, falling on me like a spotlight, and wished, just this once, I could be one of those people who wake up confused, not knowing where they are. I couldn’t really remember the dream, something about school, I think, and had a nice hard-on, probably nothing to do with any images I’d seen in my sleep.


  Christ. Mouth so fucking dry.


  I rolled over on my side, feeling dizzy, headachy, hungry, looking around the room. The wall-to-wall carpet I’d slept on was pale gray, softer and fuzzier than the stuff in my parents’ house. Mom’s house, nowadays. Dark green walls, with brown trim. Stuff like furniture, odd-shaped couches and chairs and little tables I was kind of afraid to touch, for no reason I could put my finger on.


  Stories. Too many stories. What if.


  I’d wandered around for a while as it’d gotten darker, wondering what the fuck I was going to do, watching the sky fill up with unfamiliar stars. Finally knelt and drank some water from the gutter. Bitter metallic stuff, tasting way worse than the water in Marumsco Creek. And I’d gotten sick as a dog the last time I’d drunk from the creek, coming down with a high fever that resolved into tonsillitis, resulting in a shot and some pills and five days of missed school.


  I remembered Murray looking at me with bemused contempt. How come you’re sick all the time, Wally?


  I don’t know.


  After a while, in the dark, it started to rain, hot stuff that scalded in my eyes, burned on my scalp, making me run for the nearest shelter, which happened to be something like a porch, on something like a house, in something like a suburban neighborhood. No, not suburban. Small town. Like the neighborhoods in 1930s movies. Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney. When I tried the door, it’d opened, and I’d gone in, sat down in the middle of the floor, just sat there in the dark, listening to the rain, wondering if they had thunder and lightning here.


  I got up, feeling stiff and tired, rubbing my empty stomach. Almost flat now. At this rate, I’d soon be as skinny as when I was a little kid. I’d always wanted that. What had made me get fat anyway? Starting to hang around with Murray and eat whatever and whenever he ate? I remember Mom was glad when I stopped being so thin.


  There was a little room off what I thought of as the parlor, small, windowless, airless, and in the light of day I could see there was something like a stone sink, beside a little hole in the floor. Maybe the thrintun couldn’t sit down and just squatted over the hole? No, wait. Thrintun regurgitate their waste, so they’d lean over the hole and . . .


  I felt my intestines cramp. So now I’ve got to shit. Great.


  One step forward and I stopped, sweat beading on my brow, asshole clenching. I was afraid to squat over the hole. What if I slipped and fell in and couldn’t get out? What if it flushed with a death ray? No, wait. Shit’s not alive enough to merit a death ray. Disintegrator? “Man, how did I get so goofy? No wonder nobody at school likes me.”


  I’ll go outside and do it on the sidewalk, I guessed.


  Next to the toilet hole, there was an obvious bathtub, made of the same gray stone as the sink, with a little row of glassy “buttons” above one end. Light panel controls? I touched one. There was a hiss, and the tub started to fill up, though I couldn’t see anything like a faucet, smoky fluid welling up from nowhere, filling the room with a familiar sharp, ugly smell.


  Sulfuric acid? I certainly recognized the smell from first-period Chemistry class. Wonder how that’s going? My lab partner had been a big beefy guy named Al, full of dumb jokes, who was a shot-putter and discus thrower on the track and field team.


  There was another room that looked like a kitchen, by what had to be the back door, though it was on the side of the building, just like the back door to my parents’ house. Something like a little oven sitting on the counter, an oven with a door. When I opened it, no gas jets or electric resistance heating elements, only a skinny light bulb thingy.


  Right. I remembered my sister Millie’s Easy Bake Oven cooked perfectly well with a hundred-watt light bulb. Scrambled eggs. Teeny-tiny biscuits. A birthday cake the size of a deck of cards. If I knew you were comin’ I’d’ve . . .


  Nothing like a refrigerator? There was a long, narrow trough under the one window, the kitchen sink maybe? A roll of plain white paper towels hanging from the wall next to it. Great. Murray’s mom had started using them, though at my house we still used cloth dish towels that would start to stink long before they went in the hamper. Dishrags, my mom said.


  When I touched one of the glass buttons over the trough, it quickly filled up with a bubbly gray, acid-smelling sludge. I stood there, paralyzed, knowing not to touch it, and thought, Right. Destination: Universe! “The Enchanted Village.”


  Is that where I am now, in an A.E. Van Vogt story?


  Angry at myself, I tore the paper towels from their holder and went back through the house to the living room, intending to go out the front door. Hell, at least I’ve got toilet paper now and . . .


  “Yow!” I hit my head on the wall as I stepped back, turning, trying to run. Stopped, willing my heart to quiet down, making myself turn back and look.


  It was a bipedal man-shape, not quite a gort but similar, no more than four feet tall, standing beside the open front door, staring at me with two glowing red glass eyes. No, not really like a gort. Feet like a bird. Three-fingered hands. No, two fingers and a thumb, just like a thrint, but far, far more gracile.


  Is the damned thing humming? No. Silent.


  I stammered, swallowed, then said, “Henry Stanley, I presume?”


  Nothing.


  “Hey, buddy. Sorry to have to tell you I’m not David Livingstone. Just a lost little dipshit has got himself in a pile of trouble.”


  The head turned just a bit, red lenses focusing on my face, seeming to look right into my eyes. Then it said, “Beeoop-click, zing?”


  Really. I said, “Pleased to meetcha.”


  Oh, hell. My guts cramped hard, released from terror, and I quickly walked to the door, the robot turning to face me as I edged around it. I walked out onto the sidewalk, avoiding the stringy blue and yellow grass of the lawn, which had wriggled and tried to grab my shoes as I’d walked across it last night, got out into the street and started to pull down my pants. Thought better of it, kicked off my shoes and pulled my pants off entirely.


  I squatted on the pavement, suddenly really glad I had the paper towels. The mossy stuff from the woods I’d used on the starship had been really scratchy. Jesus, I wish I could have a fucking bath!


  When I looked up, the robot was standing on the porch, watching me.


  By the time dusk came round again, dark green sky flushed red in what I thought of as the west as the fat red planet-star sank through the horizon, I was exhausted, dragging my ass out one of the deserted city’s radial roads, away from downtown, back out into the burbs. We’d been out to the spaceport, with its little patch of empty, unmarked concrete, then back to the museum, where we’d looked at every fucking exhibit, looking for a clue. Any clue.


  We. Me and my little robot pal, which followed me all around, like a quiet puppy, plodding along in my wake, little metal bird feet clicking discretely on pavement and bare floor, soundless on the carpet that pretty much lined every building we’d visited so far.


  “Pipe dream,” I whispered, voice rasping like a cartoon character, mouth dry as dust.


  The robot made some little oot-boop sound or another, as if a sympathetic noise. There were always plenty of puddles around in the morning, but by noon they’d mostly dried up. I found one now, kind of oily and sludgy looking, knelt beside it, and leaned down.


  “Foooo?” Slim metal fingers on my shoulder.


  I looked up. “Man, if you know where there’s any real water, this is the time.”


  Its head cocked to one side, not so much like it understood, as the way a dog looks at you when you talk to it. They want to understand, but they don’t. I turned away, leaned down again and took a sip. Gagged. Spat. “Jesus.”


  Rubbing my hand back and forth across tingling lips, I picked a house, went up on the porch, robot clicking along behind me, opened the door and went inside, where it was already gloomy, only light coming from the windows. Finally, I sat down on the carpet, wondering what next.


  “What did I think I was going to find in the fucking museum?”


  The robot was standing there, looking down at me, red eyes bright, as if concentrating. Does it really want to understand? How the hell would I know? Just a robot. A robot made by aliens, rather than some little guy from the Bronx.


  I had a vision of me and the robot, finding some way to mark down Earth in the big star map, then mark it out again on the dome of night. Of the robot leading me to some ancient apparatus in some old thrintun exhibit.


  “Wally to Earth! Wally to Earth! Hey, can you hear me guys?”


  The robot just stood there, continuing to stare. “Right. Only in stories . . .”


  But this . . . but this . . .!


  I whispered, “So what the hell should I call you? Friday? Nah, too obvious.”


  It made some random fluty sounds, like the ones Millie made on the recorder she’d gotten last Christmas.


  “Tootle?” Like the train in the story. “I think I can, I . . .”


  It suddenly reached out and tried to stick a metal finger in my mouth.


  “Hey!”


  It froze in position, then said, “Whee-oo. Dot-dot.”


  Mournful and sad. I lay back on the rug, curled up in a little ball, put my hands over my face and made some stupid little sobbing sounds. No tears though. Probably too dried out to cry. Rolled onto my back, stretching out, looking up at meaningless black shadows, my throat making a little clucking noise as I tried to swallow.


  Well. There would be water in the morning. Hot, bitter water, but it hadn’t killed me so far. I looked up at the robot. “You know how to turn on the lights, buddy? Is there a fucking TV here anywhere?”


  Shit. I missed TV. When was I going to see Gilligan’s Island again? What the hell would the Professor do in my shoes? Or Mr. Wizard? No, not that one. The owl one. Drizzle, drazzle, druzzle, drome, time for zis vun to come home . . .?


  Jesus, I miss a lot of things. Things I thought I hated. Mom and Dad. My sisters. My so-called friends. Murray. Even school. Maybe. Some time or another, still bull-shitting myself as the room grew darker and darker, ’til all I could see were the robot’s staring red eyes, I must have fallen asleep.


  Woke up suddenly, opening my eyes on grainy darkness, pain roaring in my arm, sitting up, struggling to figure out . . . to find . . . my voice, yelling, echoing, something like a scream that’d started in my sleep.


  The robot’s bright red eyes were near me, making enough light so that I could see the gleam of its body, arms and legs and featureless face, could see the reddish-black outlines of things in the room, thrintun furniture.


  I tried to stand, stumbling, twisting to look at my upper arm, pain radiating away from a black smear. Black and wet. Blood! I’m bleeding! I made some weird gargling sound, looking back at the robot, which seemed to be holding something in one hand, pinched daintily by its few fingers.


  The clenched hand went to its featureless face, briefly, as if eating the whatever-it-was, though it had no mouth, then reached out and grabbed me by the arm, just below the bloody spot.


  “No! No! Lemme go!” Shrieking, voice breaking.


  Its other hand reached out and touched the wound.


  Flare of white light.


  Sear of pain.


  Just like that, I blacked out.


  And awoke again, clear-headed, salmon-pink sunshine flooding the room. The robot was standing over me, motionless, red eyes staring. No eyelids. Right. I sat up, no stiffer than usual, mouth still dry, dull ache like a bruise in my left upper arm.


  Memory.


  “Kee-rist . . .” still whispered.


  Dream?


  No. The sore spot on my arm was marked by a skinny white scar, like a really bad cut from a long time ago. Right. Fresh scars are red, then pink for a while. One that big would take months to fade. I touched it. Tender, but not too bad.


  “What the hell . . .”


  When I stood up, licking my lips, the robot backed off a few paces, staring right into my eyes. Then it lifted a hand and seemed to beckon. This way. This way. Come on. Turned and walked slowly to the bathroom door. Turned to face me. That hand motion again. Come on. What the fuck are you waiting for?


  I followed it into the bathroom. “Well?”


  When it reached out and tapped a glass button, the little room filled with pale pastel pink light, making my skin seem to flush with health and well being. I thought, If there’s light at night, I’m going to wish for a book. It tapped a button on the wall over the hole in the floor. There was a flicker of dim blue light somewhere down the hole, a faint sizzle, a fair electric smell.


  Yah. Disintegrator.


  Why the hell didn’t I just tap all the buttons in the house myself? Was I afraid? Jeez, I’d filled the tub, and the kitchen sink thingy . . .


  It tapped the button over the tub, the same one I’d tried, the one that’d gotten me a tub full of battery acid. This time, some clear, smokeless stuff began welling up. All I could do was stare, watching it fill up, rubbing the scar on my arm, feeling my heart pound.


  “All right,” I said. I glanced at the robot, no expression possible, red eyes on me. “Something’s going on. What? Ah, fuck.” I reached out and stuck my finger in the stuff. No sizzle. No burn. Warm, though. Cupped a handful, brought it dripping to my face. Sniffed. Odorless. Put it in my mouth. Tasteless. Swallowed.


  “Water.”


  Some little parrot-voice repeated, “Waw. Tur.”


  There was a prickling in the back of my neck, as if something were crawling in my dirty hair. I turned and looked at the robot. “You say something, buddy?”


  “Beeee-oooo.”


  “Oh.” Turned back to the tub, swallowing hard. Then I pulled off my filthy clothes, stepped over the rim and sat down. Sat down in warm water, leaned forward and plunged my face, rubbing my cheeks, where scruffy, patchy, half-silky, half-rough beard had grown out maybe a quarter-inch or so, opened my mouth and tried to swallow, came up gasping, choking, laughing.


  I looked up at the robot, and shouted, “Jesus! This is wonderful!”


  It said, “Waw. Tur. Wun. Dur. Full.” Turned suddenly and walked away, leaving me alone in the tub.


  I leaned back against the rim and sank down, feeling the water prickle all over, lifting scales of dead skin, old sweat, grime and dirt and who-knows-what, suddenly wishing for shampoo, for soap, toothpaste and toothbrush.


  How the hell did it know I needed water? Sudden memory, me, screaming, trying to get away, blood on my arm, robot touching whatever to its face, the sizzle of the fleshwelder that made this scar on my arm.


  I touched the scar, and thought, Sample. It took a sample for analysis. What was it they said in science class? We’re seventy percent water? Something like that.


  I wished for the bottle of nasty blue Micrin mouthwash sitting by the bathroom sink at home. I’d asked Mom to buy Scope, like Murray’s parents, but it was green, you see, and Mom always liked blue stuff best.


  I guessed if I washed my clothes in plain water, it’ll help a little bit. Wouldn’t it?


  Better than nothing, anyway.


  The robot came back, carrying a stone plate heaped with some smoky, steamy brown stuff, filling the bathroom with a smell like pork chops. Plain pork chops, no Shake’n’ Bake or anything . . . my mouth suddenly watered so hard I started to drool.


  The plate, when I balanced it on the rim of the tub, was full of something that looked like very coarsely ground hamburger, closer to shredded than anything else, a lighter shade of brown than you see in cooked ground beef. I touched it with my fingertip, getting a little juice on my skin. Sniffed. Licked.


  Yah. Pretty much like pork chop grease and . . . jerked. Looked up at my staring robot. “Synthesized from . . .?” Nothing.


  Smart. Smart as hell. Smarter than me. What else should I have expected from a star-faring civilization? A little thrill from somewhere inside. Better than Arsenal of Miracles.’Cept, of course, for the parts about Peganna of the Silver Hair.


  I picked up a chunk of crumbly meat and popped it in my mouth. Chewed. Swallowed. Took another. Not really much like pork. Kind of gamey, but not venison either. Suddenly, the plate was half empty, and my stomach wasn’t growling anymore.


  I said, “So. Ground Wally tastes pretty good. You got any Worcestershire sauce? I like Lea & Perrins best.”


  It said, “Ground. Wally. Good. No. Sauce.”


  “Oh, that’s okay, I . . .” Stopped. Stared at those red eyes, realizing my nameless little robot pal had just said an original sentence.


  Some time in the night I awoke, swimming up from a dream, knowing it was a dream, hating it, but knowing. Face wet, cooling, fingers gentle in my hair. I jerked the rest of the way awake, eyes opening on dim pink light, light coming from nowhere, everywhere, certainly not the square black windows.


  There was a soft sizzling outside as the hot acid rain came down, tonight as every night.


  The robot stroked its two skinny fingers and long thin thumb through my hair, animate, but hardly alive. “Wally. Wake. Up. Now.”


  I whispered, “Yeah.” Started shivering, wishing for . . . something. Anything.


  “Wally. Crying. In. Sleep.” Still that jerky delivery, though it’d improved sharply as the day wore on. Saying words as words now, rather than crude, isolated syllables.


  What the hell had I been dreaming about? It was already getting away, the way dreams so often do. Something about my parents, some fight they’d had only a few weeks before Dad had moved out. I remember Mom said “scumbag” and Dad countered with “whore.” I remember their arguments were always like that, like they were playing some stupid game of one-upmanship.


  I said, “Can you make me something to eat?”


  “What. To. Eat.” No intonation, but it’d picked up on infinitives now.


  What, then? So far, it’d been able to make ground meat and cups of some sweet, fatty yellow milk. Wally milk? This count as cannibalism? I had a sudden pang of longing, realizing I missed Brussels sprouts, of all things. “Ice cream?”


  “What. Ice. Cream.”


  What indeed. “Uhhhh . . . Milk. Sugar. Ummm . . .” Why the fuck don’t I know this stuff? I could picture it in my head. Taste it. Desperately taste it. Vanilla. I love vanilla ice cream. I could even call up an image of a vanilla bean. But I don’t think you could manufacture a vanilla bean out of the contents of Wally Munsen’s carcass.


  The robot reached out and slowly stroked my hair one more time.


  I said, “It’s cold. Frozen. Not hard like ice . . .” realizing it wasn’t cold here, that the robot might not know what ice was. “Soft. Mushy.” I shrugged helplessly. “Maybe it’s the fat that gives it that texture?”


  I followed the robot out to the kitchen, curious about what it planned to do. Hell, maybe I could learn to run the synthesizer myself? All it did was put its fingers over four nodes, two on one side of the panel, two on the other. They lit up blue, and it stood there, motionless, for maybe a minute.


  There was a soft gurgle, and a blob of white ice cream suddenly extruded from the bottom of the trough. Maybe a quart. The robot got a plate from the cupboard, reached in, scooped the ice cream onto it, and handed it to me.


  “Ice. Cream.”


  I took the plate, sniffing at the blob. “Maybe.” But it didn’t smell like ice cream. Not quite. “You got a spoon?”


  “No. Spoon.”


  I sighed. Might as well ask it to get me a MacDonald’s. I stuck out my tongue and licked the surface of the stuff. No. Not ice cream. More like heavy cream. Maybe the way ice cream would taste if you left out all the flavoring. “Good enough. Thanks.” I took a bite, getting it all over my face, and thought, Anyway, the texture’s perfect.


  Afterward, I washed my face in the bathroom sink, went back to the living room and curled up again, wanting to sleep. Some time before I drifted off, the robot came back and squatted by my side, reaching out and slowly stroking my hair. Cold metal fingers, but nice enough for all that.


  There were days now, when I awoke with a sensation of intense well being. Fed. Rested. Someone to talk to. Sort of. The light flooding in the window slanted sharply downward, as if I’d overslept, looking almost orange on the gray carpet.


  I got up, stretching, listening to the gristle in my back make its little sounds, realizing I felt better sleeping on the floor than I ever had on any of the too soft mattresses my parents had bought me over the years. Mom likes soft mattresses, so that’s what everyone must like, hm?


  I remembered my dad stretching in the morning, frowning as he arched his back. Not a clue.


  I went to the door and out onto the porch. It was warm, soft breeze gentle on my bare skin. I walked over to where my clothes were draped over the railing and felt them. Dry, but stiff. I’d tried washing them in plain water, which turned out to be useless. Tried to get the robot to make soap, but it could only come up with something like Crisco, something that smelled and tasted good enough that I finally just ate it.


  I’d put them outside to dry and forgotten them, acid rain leaching some of the color out of my pants, leaving little white streaks here and there.


  Jesus. Mom will kill me.


  I’d kept my shoes inside, and it was warm enough to go naked here. For now, anyway. I stretched again, peed over the railing into the grass, which wriggled and squirmed like it was trying to get away, then went back in the house.


  “Robot?”


  Nothing.


  Awful damn quiet in here.


  Went into the kitchen.


  There was a plate of cold, pale brown meatloaf and a stone mug of yellowish wallymilk beside the trough.


  “Robot?”


  Felt my heart maybe pounding a little bit. No robot in the backyard. No robot in the bathroom. No robot in any of the other rooms, mysterious rooms, of the house I was making my home base. No robot in the street outside, or much of anything else moving. Grassy stuff stirring. Clouds in the sky drifting slowly, that was it.


  No birds here.


  No rats. No bugs.


  I went back to the kitchen and slowly ate my cold breakfast. Thoughtful of robot to leave something. Thoughtful of it to let me sleep.


  God damn it.


  After breakfast I went to the bathroom and filled up the tub, trying not to feel scared.


  Noontime. No lunch. No robot.


  Finally, I put on my shoes and socks, went naked on out to the street and began to make my usual rounds, keeping my mouth shut, unwilling to make speech sounds that would go unanswered. Went out through the nearest city gate and walked to the empty spaceport, stood looking up at the grass-green sky, shading my eyes from the reddish-orange light of the brilliant noonday sun. No saucers. And no robot. Went back to the house and checked in.


  No robot.


  Very slowly walked downtown, walked to the museum, wondering what the fuck I was going to do if it was gone for good. Sure, I had a sink, a toilet, and a bathtub. I’d got water to drink, I could stay clean, I could take a crap indoors.


  On the other hand, I never had figured out how to run the synthesizer. I’d stood there with my fingers on the right nodes, stood there feeling silly, wishing it to work, muttering “Abracadabra, open sesame, you fucking piece of shit . . .”


  The robot had stood watching, red eyes on me, and finally said, “Wally no can do.” Getting good now, it was, though still with nothing like inflection.


  “Go ahead you little bastard. Laugh!”


  It said, “No can do, Wally.”


  No can laugh. What means word laugh, Wally?


  And every night, it would sit beside me and stroke my hair while I fell asleep. I was going to miss that, even if I didn’t starve to death. I went into the museum, willing myself not to cry. Anyway, what if it does come back? What if the ships never come again? What if I have to stay here forever? All by myself? Me and, maybe, if I’m lucky, the damn robot?


  No, not forever.


  I was barely sixteen years old, though.


  What if I had to stay here for fifty years?


  Fifty years eating my own synthetic flesh.


  I got goosebumps, standing under the museum dome, standing in front of the useless God-damned star map. “Where the fuck am I?” My voice echoed under the dome, silencing me.


  I walked over to the history section, to where I’d left off on the first day, to the aisles that dealt with what’d happened after the thrintun had made first contact, had been welcomed into the Galactic Federation, if that’s what it was. There was a whole section of cool little dioramas there, each one showing a single thrint surrounded by another sort of being, behind them all, a deep image of another world, pink suns and green, yellow skies, blue, purple, gold, you name it. Usually, there was stuff like vegetation in a color complementing the sky, as with Earth, with its blue sky and green trees.


  Like God had a plan of some kind.


  My favorite diorama was a world with a pale, pale yellow sky, just a hint of yellow, a world that seemed to be all tall buildings and not much else, the aliens’ version of Trantor, maybe? There were lots of different beings here, scattered among them a lot of land crab robots, which helped to give it scale. In the sky over the buildings was a flying saucer, and when you looked closely, very deep in the sky, shadowed by its color, there was a spome, obviously hanging in space, so big you could see it in orbit from the ground.


  Are they all still out there? I wondered.


  Or are they all gone?


  What if all these worlds are as empty as this one, as the others I’d seen so far? I’d started thinking of it as the Lost Empire sometimes, wondering what could possibly have happened. Did the robot know? I’d asked, more than once, but had so far gotten no answer.


  Either it didn’t know, or didn’t know how to tell.


  Then a piping voice said, “Wally?”


  My heart seized in my chest, then I spun around, “You’re . . . uh.”


  I’d been going to say, You’re back!, but the thing before me . . . was not a robot at all. Certainly not my robot. About the same size, but . . . pale gray skin. Big black eyes, slightly slanted. Noseless face. Lipless mouth. Two fingers and a thumb on each hand. Fleshy bird-feet.


  More or less, I thought, like the beings they put on those Saucer books, paperbacks at Drug Fair competing for rack space with the science fiction I read. Who was it read that stuff? Kenny. Kenny, who would get something by Charles Fort, when Murray and I would be buying Prince of Peril or whatever Andre Norton title was out. What’d that book been called? Lo!? Something like that.


  The being stepped toward me, lifting one of those peculiarly familiar hands. “I’m sorry I startled you.”


  “Who . . .” What?


  It said, “It’s me, Wally.”


  Uhhh . . . “Robot?”


  The gash of a mouth seemed to smile. “Well, you can still call me that if you want, but I went for an upgrade. I’m really more of an artificial man now.”


  Artificial . . . an inane voice yammered in my head: What, then? Tor-Dur-Bar? Pinocchio? I remembered the joke about “my only begotten son” and sort of snickered.


  The robot said, “Come on, Wally. Let’s go home. You must be starving.” Its intonation, I noticed, had suddenly gotten much better.


  So. Nighttime. I lay on the floor, wrapped up in a blanket Robot’d produced from who knows where or God knows what, listening to the hiss of the evening rain, alien room suffused with a soft orange light. Even if I had a book, I wouldn’t have been able to read it in this.


  But I wanted a book anyway.


  I kept my head down, chin tucked in, trying to lose myself somehow. Think about all the books you’ve read. Jesus. I’d read thousands of books, it was practically all I did! Why couldn’t I remember them better?


  I started again, imagining myself to be Ghek, slinking alone through the darkness below the pits of Manator, drinking the Ulsios’ blood, finding myself on the cliff over the subterranean river, the one he assumed might wind up flowing toward . . . Omean? The Lost Sea of Korus? Hell. Started to drift back . . .


  But I was Tars Tarkas, struggling to get my fat ass through the hole in the base of the tree, while John Carter defended me from the Plant Men, no wait, Carthoris . . . the pimalia blossoms, the garden in Ptarth, Thuvia . . .


  No use, me again, though now wondering about the reproductive systems of the Red Martians. Monotremes, obviously. I remembered we’d seen this film in science class one time, the biologist in the film flipping over a platypus, everyone in the class giggling nervously at the hairy slit on its belly. He’d pried open the slit, to more giggles, then . . . damn! There’s an egg in there!


  So, what then? When John Carter fucks Dejah Thoris, does he find himself bumping into an egg? What’ll we call it, my incomparable princess of Helium? In my imagination, while they talked, old Johnny kept on humping her and . . .


  Oh, great. Now I had a hard on. One of those real tingly ones meaning I’d probably come even if I kept my hands off it. On the other hand . . . right.


  I flipped back the blanket, rolling onto my back, wrapping my fingers around the damned thing and . . . stopped, stock still. Robot was standing impassively over by the bathroom door, arms folded across its pale gray chest, featureless black eyes glinting in the orange light.


  After a minute, it said, “Is something wrong, Wally?”


  I could feel the nice hard on start to go spongy on me.


  Then it said, “Would you like me to help?”


  To my horror, my dick hardened right back up, Dejah Thoris’s weird monotreme crotch displaced by an image of two-fingers-and-thumb reaching for me, as I remembered doing myself in the tub only a few days before, bright steel robot watching impassively from the door, red eyes motionless, expressionless, merely light bulbs, stolen from a Christmas tree.


  It said, “Your facial skin is changing color, Wally. Turning pink. That never happened before.”


  My dick shrank out of my hand, suddenly soft and little again. Littler than usual. Kind of puckered. I said, “Uh. Sorry. It’s . . . kind of different now. I . . .”


  What did I want? Did I want it to help? A sudden vision of a difficult reality. The one where I live here, along with this thing, until I was old and dead. No pussy for you, dude.


  Robot seemed to smile, making me think of all those jokes I’d been hearing at school for years. It. It. Not he for gosh sakes. It’d be like jerking off in a sock. A very friendly and helpful sock. It said, “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me. Call out when you’re done. I’ll bring some warm milk to help you sleep.”


  Then it was gone.


  I wrapped the blanket around myself, suddenly feeling very cold indeed.


  Did you ever wake up directly from a dream? No, that’s not right. Did you ever wake up in a dream? The dream is running along, telling its tale, real as life, and suddenly you’re there as you, knowing it’s a dream, thinking about it as a dream, while the story continues to run.


  In my dream, it was summer, June I think, and I was maybe ten or eleven years old. Fifth or sixth grade, so maybe it was 1961 or 1962? Maybe school just about to end, or just over, which’d put it no later than maybe June 8th or thereabouts.


  We were down by the big clearing, big patch of bare dirt down by the end of Carter Lane, across from Kenny’s house, where, sometimes, we could get together enough boys to play a real sandlot baseball game, back where the creek came in sight of the road, where they’d build that big private pool, the one where my parents refused to buy a family membership, in time for the summer of 1963. Right now, it was just scraggly woods and swampy ground, bare dirt ending suddenly where the ground sloped off down to the creek.


  The little blonde girl and I were sitting on the horizontal trunk of a not-quite-fallen tree, looking at each other. What was her name? Of course I remember. It was Tracy, my age, in my grade and school, though not in my class. I only saw her out on the playground, at recess, and here on weekends.


  Blonde, blue eyes, pale face, searching look. Thin, no sign of the adult she might one day become. Not yet. Her hair was done up in long braids that were wrapped round and round and pinned at the crown. Once, I’d asked her how come she always wore it that way.


  “You’d be so pretty with your hair worn long and brushed out.”


  That searching look, blue eyes reaching for my childish soul. “My mom thinks it makes me look too grown up.”


  “Would you take it down for me now?”


  I don’t remember that I ever saw her smile. Not a sad little girl, just so serious. More like me than anyone else I’d ever met. She said, “I can’t get it back like this by myself. Mom would kill me.” For once, the frown faded away. “I wish I could though. I’d do it for you, Wally.”


  I could smile, and I did.


  In dreams, you can see a future that didn’t happen.


  A couple of eleven-year-olds fall in love, despite the fact that her mom didn’t want her “too grown up,” despite the fact she never said a word about her dad, or just why she was so . . . not sad. Just so serious. Whatever it was, it made her see right into me. Maybe those two eleven-year-olds could’ve waited out the decade it would take, and, free at last, live happily ever after?


  In real life, that was the day she told me her dad had been transferred, that she’d be moving away to Texas. When? Tomorrow. In the morning.


  Then she’d looked up at the sun, shading her eyes, and said, “I better get on home. Mom doesn’t know I’m out here.” To my astonishment, when we stood up, she gave me a hug, fierce and strong, then turned and ran.


  I’d walked home in the noonday sun, feeling that burn in my throat that means you want to cry, but can’t. Mom was making lunch when I got there, tuna salad sandwiches with too much chopped celery. She’d looked at me, and said, “What’s wrong?” Felt my head, looking for a fever.


  I opened my eyes on the pink light of a Lost Empire morning, and Robot was sitting cross-legged by my side, slowly stroking my hair, which was getting pretty long, and rather greasy from the lack of shampoo. How do primitives clean their hair? I . . .


  Rolled away hard, heart pounding.


  It said, “I’m sorry, Wally. I won’t do that anymore, if it bothers you.”


  I swallowed, wishing I’d stop waking up with an erection. Futile hope. “No. No. You just startled me. I can’t get used to you like that.”


  “I’m sorry. It’s not reversible.”


  I felt my face flush. “Never mind. It’s okay.”


  “You want breakfast now?”


  “Sure.” Tuna fish sandwiches? Surely we can figure this out? As it stood up, I found myself looking at its featureless crotch. Not quite featureless. Kind of a faint divided bump, like you see on some of the neighborhood moms in their tight, white summer shorts.


  Unbidden, as Robot turned away, heading for the kitchen, I wondered about “upgrades.” Even from the back, you could see the shape was there, if not the details. Like a girl in gray coveralls.


  The image of Tracy came up, briefly, from the dream. Not the shape of her, which, at that age, hadn’t been much different from mine. Just the face, the eyes, the hair.


  So. Robot can give me a hand job. It’s already volunteered. And you’ve already managed to think of a blow job on your own, you sick bastard. What kind of upgrades are available? Just stuff thrintun would know about? What good is that? Other races of the Lost Empire?


  Maybe the Saucer People from those paperbacks were real, and this was the closest thing to a human Robot could get for itself, from its stash of upgrades? So it tried hard for me when I describe food and stuff I’d like it to make. Remember the ice cream? Not to mention the “soap.”


  Heh.


  That tasty soap. I’d had it again already, for dessert.


  So what if I asked it to grow a pussy for me, as an upgrade?


  What would I ask for?


  I’d seen my sisters in the bathtub from time to time. Not much to work with there. An accidental glimpse of my mom one summer, changing her clothes in a room with the door open, her not knowing she was reflected in a mirror. Hell, I was maybe five years old back then. She probably didn’t care if I saw her. Not yet.


  I remembered I’d been startled by the black hair.


  What else?


  Well, there was a diagram in one of our encyclopedias. A line drawing labeled “vulva” that didn’t make much sense.


  Those magazines, the ones Murray’s dad kept down in the basement? Nothing. I knew enough about human anatomy and the mechanics of commercial art to know those women’s pussies had been swept away by something called an air brush.


  I snickered, and thought, Jesus. Maybe I’d better just stick with soap? Maybe when I can get it to make me a cake of Lifebuoy, we’ll try something more complicated?


  Out in the kitchen, it was just finishing up making me some sliced meat, solid this time, rare and juicy, to go with my mug of milk. We’d tried for bread a few times, and wound up with something like grayish Play-Doh that tasted more like soap than the soap had.


  I put my hand gingerly on its shoulder, realizing that I was really tired of this bland diet of sweet milk and venison-pork. “Robot?”


  “Yes, Wally.”


  “Can you help me get back home?”


  It turned toward me, giving me a long, long look out of those empty black eyes. “Are you so lonely, Wally?”


  I swallowed past a tight spot in my throat and nodded, unable to speak. Yes, damn you. I miss everything about my nasty little life. Even the bad stuff. That hurt too. I wouldn’t have imagined I would, just like I didn’t imagine I’d miss my dad ’til he was gone.


  It said, “How much do you know about accelerated frames of reference, and probabilistic space-time attractors?”


  “Well . . .”


  That same long look continued. “Eat your breakfast, Wally. Take your bath, then we’ll see what we can do.”


  By midmorning, it’d led me back through the town and out to the so-called spaceport once more. Led me out onto the empty concrete apron, off to one side, reddish-yellow sunshine warm and smarmy on my bare skin. I almost skipped my shoes this time, but Robot told me not to.


  “No sense getting a stubbed toe, is there?”


  Which made me remember when I was a little kid, pre-school, going to the beach with my mother’s family. We’d lived in Massachusetts then, some little town outside Boston, and the beaches of New England are rocky indeed. Where did we used to go? Not Nantucket. That’s an island where rich bastards live. Nantasket? That’s it. I remember Grandpa took me to see a beached freighter one time.


  Anyway, stubbed toes. Lots of them.


  Robot said, “Stand over here, Wally. Right by me.”


  Then it raised its hands, making a slow sort of Gandalfish gesture.


  My stomach lurched as we suddenly rose in the air, taking a patch of concrete with us. “Hey!”


  “Stand still, Wally.”


  As the thing on which we stood went up and up, things like antennae, like giant radiotelescopes, like Jodrell Bank, like stuff on TV, began unfolding down below, swinging up into sight.


  I whispered, “ ‘Open, sez me.’ ” What’s that from? A Popeye cartoon?


  The upward movement stopped, and suddenly a hatchway opened in the concrete between us. Robot gestured toward it, “Shall we, Wally?”


  “What is this?”


  “The spaceport information nexus and interstellar communications center.”


  “Oh.” Muted.


  Down inside was a room just like the main room of an airport control tower, complete with outward leaning windows and things like radar screens. Lots and lots of twinkly little lights, too. Red, green, blue, yellow, you name it.


  It started waving its fingers at the lights and, outside, various antennae started groaning around, aiming this way and that, nodding upward to the great green sky.


  “What’re you going to do? Are you calling Earth?”


  The empty black eyes fixed on me again. “No, Wally. I can only call installations with the same sort of subspace communication systems as these.”


  “Oh. Then . . .”


  It said, “I need to find out what’s happened, Wally, before I can know what’s to be done, if anything.” If anything? I felt sick. Then it said, “This will take a while. I assume you can find your way to the museum from here?”


  “Well, of course.” Robot thought I was stupid, did it? Maybe so. How many people accidentally stow away on an automated space probe and wound up stranded on a deserted planet?


  “I’ll meet you there in time for supper. That elevator cage over there will take you down to ground level.” Then it turned away and resumed playing with all the little lights, while the big antennae creaked and moaned.


  I stood and watched for a while, at a loss. What do I want? Do I really want to go home again, back to a pathetic little life that showed no promise of ever getting better? What if the Empire’s not Lost? What if the saucers come again, this time full of light and life, full of things ever so much better than people?


  What if there’s real adventure to be had?


  Eventually, I got in the elevator cage and went on my way, wondering if I could find something to do.


  Take a while turned out to be an understatement. Two, three, four days and I gave up going out to the spaceport, gave up watching the antennae wig-wag around, gave up watching the little lights twinkle, reflected in Robot’s slanty goggle eyes.


  Eyes like fucking sunglasses.


  What’s under them, ole buddy, ole pal?


  It’d make me breakfast, make me something I could save for lunch, and would head on out, leaving me alone for the day, like a man going off to work, leaving his wife alone to fend for herself.


  I remember my mom used to scream about that, back before the breakup. Dad’d come home from work, wanting nothing more than his supper and a quiet evening in front of the TV, and Mom would snipe and snipe, “I sit here all day long, looking at these same four God-damned walls. I want to get out once in a while!”


  He’d look at her, lying on the couch in his boxer shorts, bleary eyed. “I’m tired.”


  You could see a kind of red light behind her eyes then. “Tired? Well, you won’t be quite so tired later on tonight, I know that.”


  “Bitch.”


  Now he was gone, and Mom had a job of her own from which to come home tired. We were eating a lot of macaroni and cheese then. Macaroni and cheese, and meatloaf. I wondered if she thought about him sometimes, about how tired he’d been, and how she felt now?


  On day five, it got dark before Robot came home. I was getting hungry, starting to worry, just the way Mom seemed to worry when Dad would be late getting home from work on nights when the traffic on US 1 clogged to a standstill. Should I go on out to the spaceport and see what was up? What if it wasn’t there? What if it started to rain while I was out?


  Then the door opened and Robot came in, moving rather slowly, it seemed. “Sorry I’m late. I’ll get your supper now.”


  I followed it out to the kitchen, and, as it touched the blue lights over the trough, beginning the process that would extrude my meat, would fill my mug with milk, it seemed to move as though exhausted.


  “Are you all right?” Scooping hot meatloaf onto a plate, it said, “This organic form is difficult to master. It seems I required another minor physiological upgrade.” Then it pulled a second steaming plate from the trough, more meatloaf just like the first, and two cups of cool yellow milk. “Come on, we’ll eat together.”


  We settled on the living room floor and I started in. Robot picked up a chunk of meat in its hand, turning it over and over, as if nonplused.


  That’s me, I thought. “What’s wrong?”


  It looked at me. “I have some inhibitions about eating what seems like it must come from a living being.”


  “Synthetic.”


  “When I was really a robot, I knew that. The organic processor seems to have a little difficulty with the concept.”


  “Hey, if I don’t mind eating myself, why should you?”


  “True.” It popped the glob of ground wally in its mouth and started to chew. And I felt myself grow goosebumps.


  Afterward, we had ice cream, sweeter now than before, with something very much like the vanilla flavor I’d been wanting. Robot took a taste, and said, “This is good. Maybe next time I can make it better, now that I’m getting some idea of what it’s supposed to be like.”


  But it put the plate down, hardly touched.


  I put out my hand, not quite touching its arm. “Tell me what’s really wrong.”


  Something very like a sigh. “Oh, many things, Wally.”


  I felt chillier inside than the ice cream would account for. “Such as?”


  “I can’t figure out how to get you home.”


  “Oh.”


  “And I can’t figure out what’s happened to my civilization, either. I don’t know where they’ve gone. Or why they’re gone.” It pushed the other plate of ice cream toward me. “You have this, please.”


  “Sure.”


  After a while, I said, “Do you even know where we are?”


  “Yes. My galaxy. My world.”


  “In the same galaxy as Earth?”


  “I don’t think so, Wally.”


  “Oh.”


  I finished the ice cream and Robot took the dishes away, walking slowly. By the time it got back, I was shaking out my blanket, starting to settle down to sleep, wishing again I had a book, any book. Christ, I’d settle for Green Mansions or Lord Jim now. Even The Red Badge of Courage.


  Robot stood there, looking down on me, arms hanging loosely by its sides, looser than I’d ever seen, more than just exhausted. I threw back the blanket and patted a spot on the floor by my side. “Come on. If you need to eat now, maybe you need to sleep too.”


  It curled up with me under the blanket. After a minute, it grew warm, then another minute and I guess I went to sleep.


  I awoke, eyes shut, not quite knowing what I’d been dreaming. Some real-life thing, I suppose, nothing bad, or the dream would still be a vivid shape in my heart. Something warm on my chest, not quite like hugging my extra pillow. And, of course, the usual hard on, but somehow compressed and tight, pushed against the base of my belly.


  Oh, God. I’m hugging Robot!


  I started to let go, trying not to panic, wondering what the hell was tickling the end of my nose.


  Forced my eyes open. There was a neck right in front of my face. A skinny neck with Caucasian-white skin, rising into wisps of pale blonde hair. Long blonde hair drawn up into tight braids, braids wrapped round and round . . .


  I think every muscle in my body went into some tetanus-like spasm. I took a deep breath, so fast and tight my voice made this weird, high-pitched whoop, recoiled, rolling away, up onto my hands and knees, taking the blanket with me, crouching there, bug-eyed again, heart pounding like mad.


  Pulling the blanket away like that spilled the naked girl over onto her face. She lifted her head and looked at me, out of bleary blue eyes, and whispered, “Wally . . .?” her voice sounding tired and confused.


  And I made that exact same sound Jackie Gleason used to make, dumbfounded in almost every “Honeymooners” episode, humminahummina . . .


  She sat up slowly, turning to face me, sitting cross-legged, eyes brightening as she woke up, just the way a human wakes up. Pale skin, smooth all over, little pink nipples on a smooth, flat chest, snub nose with a little pale spray of freckles, big, big blue eyes, naked as a jaybird, but for the brass-colored bobby-pins holding up her braids.


  “Good morning, Wally!”


  I sat down hard. Swallowed. Or tried to, anyway. “Tracy?”


  She cocked her head to one side and smiled, filling the room with sunshine. “I think so, Wally. Anyway, this is the girl you’ve been dreaming about.”


  “My . . . dreams.”


  Funny thing. Usually when your mouth goes dry, it just is dry, all at once, or maybe before you notice it. This time, I felt my spit absorbed by my tongue, like water sucked into a dry sponge.


  She said, “Yes, Wally.”


  What was the name of that story? Silverberg, was it? In the Seventh Galaxy Reader or maybe Best From F&SF, Seventh Series. The one where the telepath sees people’s thoughts as run-on sentences connected by ampersand characters.


  “You can . . . read my mind.” Flat. Nervous. Sick.


  She stood slowly, stretching like a real human, as though stiff from sleep, hips slim, just the littlest bit of fine blonde pubic hair in a patch above that little pink slit.


  Eleven years old, I thought. I remembered most of the girls in junior high started to grow tits when they were in seventh grade.


  She saw where I was looking and smiled, then said, “Sort of. Not as well as I’d like to.” Then gave me a funny look. “How do you think I learned to speak English? From listening to you chatter?”


  I snatched my eyes away, feeling my face heat up. Yes. That’s exactly what I’d thought.


  “Uh. Does that bother you? My talking all the time?” It bothered a lot of people, including my parents. I think it even bothered Murray, though most of the time he was willing to listen.


  She said, “Oh, no, Wally! I love talking to you!” Eyes brightening. I suddenly remembered Tracy’d said that to my eleven-year-old self, once upon a time. Then this Tracy—Robot, a hard voice in my head snarled—said, “This is the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me!”


  Ever happened to Tracy? Or to Robot? I said, “Yeah, me too.” I curled myself into a seated ball, knees against my chest, heels pressed together, wishing the God-damned hard on would go away. Bathroom. You just need to take a piss, that’s all.


  Tracy . . . No! For Christ’s sake. Robot! Robot’s bright blue eyes were on my face, filled with something that could pass for empathy. The empathy in a story, anyway. She came over to where I sat, kneeling down, put a warm gentle hand on one of my knees, leaning so she could look right into my eyes.


  It. It, not her.


  I don’t think there’s a word for how scared I was, right then.


  She said, “Would you like to try the thing you’ve been dreaming about, Wally? There’s not enough detail in your dreams for me to work with, but your genetic matrix may have contributed enough X-chromosome-based hardware and instinctual behaviors to get us started.”


  I flinched, aghast, at Robot, at myself. Stuttered hard, finally got out, “But . . . you’re still a child!” The real Tracy, my Tracy, would be sixteen right now, more or less grown. This . . . thing . . .


  She sank back on her heels, looking sad, just the way the real Tracy had looked sad, sad and serious. “I’m sorry, Wally. I didn’t know that would matter.”


  For breakfast, Robot managed something a lot like bland French toast, with a lemon-yellow glob of something I suppose you could call wallybutter, though nothing like maple syrup, not even the imitation nasty Mrs. Butterworth’s crap my sisters demanded, just so they could see the bottle and repeat the “when you bow down this way!” line from the commercial.


  Every time they did that, I’d remember my own infatuation with the Log Cabin tin less than a decade earlier. It seemed different, somehow.


  Robot brought the plate to me as I soaked in the tub, chirping, “See, Wally? I’ll figure out a way to make you real bread yet!” Then she stepped over the rim of the tub and sank down at the opposite end with a cozy little grin, chin barely clearing the surface of the water.


  “Uh.” I looked at the pile of sticky squares, steam rising, yellow butter-stuff slumping as it melted. “Is some of this yours?”


  She took a square, dipped one corner in the butter, and took a bite. “Mmmmm . . .”


  Afterward, clean and dry after a fashion, Robot’s hair clean anyway, since it was brand new, we set out, I in my grubby shoes and socks because Robot insisted, though she herself was barefoot, feet slapping quickly on the pavement to match my pace. I’d thought about putting on my clothes, but they were still draped over the railing, so weathered and stiff now I suppose they would’ve felt like crumpled newspaper on my skin.


  I settled for keeping my eyes to myself as I followed her down the road. “Where’re we going, Robot?”


  She turned suddenly, stopping before me in the street, looking up at my face, eyes bigger still, going back to looking . . . not sad. Wistful? Maybe that was the way Tracy had looked, not sad, not serious, and the eleven-year-old me just hadn’t known any better?


  Softly, she said, “I’d like it if you call me Tracy.”


  Thunderstruck, I thought, This is a robot. Not a little girl. Not Tracy. Tracy, my Tracy, is sixteen years old, somewhere on Earth, probably still in Texas, and I . . . that other voice, dark voice that sounded to me like my dad’s voice, whispered, It’s just a robot. And if it’s just a robot, what difference does it make if . . .? I slammed the door on that one.


  Then I said, “I’m sorry. Tracy.”


  She smiled. Brightening the day.


  “So. Where’re we going?”


  She pointed to the dome of the museum, not far away in the middle of the town, where all the radial streets came together.


  Inside, she led me right to the big blue-white-red spiral galaxy hanging under the dome, standing beside it with hands on hips, head tipped back, looking up. I wondered briefly where the bobby pins had come from, other than my memory, my dreams. From the hemoglobin in my blood? And what about the brassy color? Shouldn’t they be steely-looking? Tracy’s bobby pins had been brassy, though. Maybe there were copper molecules in the tissue sample.


  Tracy started manipulating a panel of sequins down by the pedestal, and the galaxy vanished, replaced by a shapeless, irregular splash of light and dark that looked almost like an explosion.


  She looked up at me. “This is what your culture has just begun to conceptualize as a supercluster, Wally. It’s a map of the entity you’ve been referring to as the Lost Empire.”


  My scalp prickled briefly at that reminder, but . . . hell. I was used to the idea of telepaths. Maybe that’s what made it more all right for me than it would have been for somebody else. I imagined my mom thinking someone could look into her head.


  It didn’t look like anything I remembered hearing about. Still, if she knew the term, it had to be in my head, somewhere. Some article in Scientific American, maybe? I’d always been glad the Prince William County Public Library took it. “How big?”


  She said, “Oh, it’s about three hundred million light years across, maybe.” Off to one side, a pinpoint sparkled, catching my eye. “That’s where we are right now.”


  “And . . . Earth?”


  She said, “You don’t know enough about the structure of the universe for me to tell.”


  “Uh. Sorry.”


  She grinned, then made another pinpoint twinkle, way off to the other side, pretty much outside the edge of the great splash of light. “Your Local Group might be right there. There are five galaxies matching what you know as the Milky Way, Andromeda, Triangulum, and the Magellanic Clouds, in roughly the right positions, though you’re awfully hazy about where they really are, and exactly how big.”


  “Sorry.”


  “And there are at least twenty other galaxies mixed in with them that your astronomers must have noticed.”


  “But not me.”


  “No, Wally.”


  “Well, even if that was Earth, there’s no way . . .”


  She made a third spot sparkle, this time deep ruby-red, deep in the heart of the Lost Empire Supercluster. “There’s a research facility here, at one of the Empire’s main educational institutions, where we can . . . figure it out, one way or another.”


  “But . . .”


  She said, “If we could get a starship, we could get there in just a few weeks, Wally.”


  I suddenly felt odd. “And . . . Earth?”


  That wistful look. “If that’s really your Local Group, not much longer.”


  “Where else would Earth be?”


  She said, “Wally, the thing you were on was an automated space probe, just like you thought. We’d been exploring the other superclusters for a long time.”


  “So Earth could be anywhere?” For some reason, that made me feel . . . I don’t know. Lighter. More carefree?


  She said, “Yes.”


  “What if it’s somewhere on the other side of the universe?”


  She laughed. “There’s no ‘other side,’ Wally.”


  “Very far away, anyhow. Your ships seem so fast.”


  She said, “If Earth’s not somewhere nearby, we may never find it. You seem to have no idea how big the universe really is.”


  “One of your probes found it.”


  “Yes. And that may be our only hope. The probes didn’t have infinite range.”


  “Anyway, we don’t have a starship.”


  She turned away from me then, looking out through the dome of the museum, up at the deep green sky. “I don’t know where everyone’s gone, or why, but the communication network is running just fine. I’ve been able to wake up some sleeping nodes here and there, send out program code, get a few things moving. Our ride will be here soon.”


  Then she looked at me and laughed again, I suppose, at the expression on my face.


  And so the empty world of the dark green skies was gone, never to be seen again, Tracy and I now camped out by a bubbling stream in the soft garden wilderness of a pale orange spome, pale orange landscape separated by broad stripes of blue velvet hyperspace sky. There were no dinosaurs here, and I was, in a way, sorry for that, because I’d liked them, liked the idea of them, but red-silver butterfly-bats floated through the air overhead, perched in the pale orange trees, while spidermice crept through the pale orange grass, speaking to us in gentle whispers.


  Only little things, gentle things, safe things.


  Arriving here, we’d walked away from the field of saucers, this one without fence or razor wire, while the Green Planet shrank away to nothing in the starry sky, and Tracy said to me, “No, look, you got it all wrong, Wally. Thrintun was the name of their planet. The Slavers just called themselves Thrint.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She smiled. “That’s what’s in your long-term memory. Your short-term memory just reloaded it wrong. Of course, I can’t guarantee it’s what was really in the story.”


  “Um.”


  She’d led me to a long, low, warehouse-like building, where we picked up magic toys, then walked away into the woodland, while the starship groaned off into hyperspace and the windows above us turned soft blue, in perfect contrast to the landscape, both around us and overhead. Eventually, we came to a meadow, orange grass, widely separated orange trees, kind of like gnarly little crabapple trees, complete with little orange fruit, a scattering of ruddy yellowish flowers, tiny creek chuckling over bits of round brown stone.


  We set up the tent, spread our picnic blanket, and one of the magic toys Tracy had taken turned out to be something like a hibachi, complete with built-in burgers, already smoky hot, smell making my mouth water.


  I touched one, and found it cool enough to pick up, the perfect temperature for eating. “What are these things?”


  She said, “I don’t know. But they’re chemically compatible with our bodies.”


  When you looked close, they weren’t really hamburgers. Bready disks of some kind, nicely toasted. I took a little bite. “Ukh . . .”


  A fleck of concern lit in her eyes. “Not good?”


  I took another, bigger bite, chewed and swallowed. “Weird. Mustard and cinnamon don’t really go together.”


  She smiled. “I notice it’s not stopping you, though.”


  “No.” I finished it, and took another. “Can this thing make hot dogs?”


  “Probably.”


  Hot dogs with integrated buns. Great. In what book did I read the phrase, societé anonyme d’hippophage? I gave my head a shake, trying to banish nonsense. If possible. Christ. Me. Anyway, I’m not eating wally anymore. Good enough.


  I said, “Who used to live in this place, Tracy? I mean, orange grass and all . . .?”


  She said, “Nobody ever lived in these things, Wally. They were part of an automated transport system, and I think what happened is, the sample ecologies spread out in here. The spomes have been wandering around on their own for a very long time.”


  “How long?”


  A thoughtful look. “Well, from the time the first star-faring civilization got started to my manufacture date, something like a billion of your years.”


  My mouth got that familiar dry feeling. “That’s not what I meant.”


  She said, “Based on astronomical evidence, I think I was asleep in storage for a significant fraction of that. Perhaps a hundred million years?”


  “From before the end of the Cretaceous, and whatever killed off the dinosaurs?” And clearly why the robot spomes could have them in their possession. I remember some scientists theorized about a supernova.


  She said, “I don’t think there was any relationship. Wherever Earth is, it must be outside the range of the event that . . . got rid of everyone.” A momentary look of intense brooding in the eyes of a china doll, quickly banished.


  “And you have no idea how the Lost Empire got lost.”


  “Not yet. It’s illuminating that only the organic intelligences were lost.”


  “It’s hard for me to believe this,” I waved my hand around the spomey landscape, “all this, all the stuff on all the planets, has survived, intact, for a hundred million years or more.”


  Another smile. “Not unattended, Wally. Just unpeopled.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  I lay back and looked at the sky again, staring at blue hyperspace, wondering what would become of me. What if we find Earth? What then? Just go home? I tried picturing that, imagined myself appearing, bareass, back in Dorvo Valley, with a naked little blonde girl holding my hand: Hi, Mom! Sorry I’m late! Hey, look what I found!


  Tracy said, “You have an erection again, Wally.”


  I rolled away from her, curling up around myself, facing down slope, toward the trees and little creek. “Sorry.”


  She said, “Look, I know we can’t do the thing you’ve been dreaming about, not without risking damage to some components of this immature body, but I can still help with those other things.”


  I thought, What about damage to me?


  After a long moment, she reached out and touched my back softly, making me flinch. Then she said, “I will grow up, you know. This body is as real as your genome could make it.”


  I said, “You’re eleven, Tracy. It’ll be a while before you’re all grown up.”


  She said, “I’ll be physically mature enough for successful intercourse in no more than twelve to eighteen months, if you really want to wait.”


  I looked over my shoulder at her, baffled. “I can’t believe I’m talking about this stuff with a little girl.”


  Softly, she said, “I’m not a little girl, Wally. I’m a robot, remember?”


  I looked away again, remembering she’d wanted to be called Tracy, rather than Robot.


  Another girlish sigh. “It’s so hard for me to know what’s right, Wally. Your memories of your real cultural surround are all mixed up with what was in those stories you loved. As if your culture itself were somehow confused. As if it couldn’t distinguish between dream and reality.”


  That made me laugh. Really laugh.


  To Tracy’s disappointment, what she called the Master Planet seemed to lie in ruins. And what ruins!


  Ruins, real ruins, are thin on the ground for an American boy in the 1960s. I remember Murray and I used to argue about that, as we tried to write stories about our imaginary Venus, Murray wanting ruins to be like Pompeii, like the Coliseum, seen in books, in movies, on TV. Like one of Burroughs’s African lost cities, or like Koraad on Barsoom. Murray’d never seen a real ruin, having traveled so little, having lived only in New York City and the suburbs of Washington, DC. I’d lived in the Southwest, and my parents had taken me to see Mesa Verde, to visit Chaco Canyon.


  Real ruins, of real abandoned cities, sitting out in the weather for hundreds of years, are different from maintained ruins, like the Coliseum, or cities preserved under volcanic ash for thousands of years. Burroughs was in the Army in the 1890s and served in the Southwest. Why didn’t he know that?


  The cityscapes of the Master Planet were like that. Stumps of buildings with their foundations exposed. Crumbled, fallen walls. A sense of haze and dust everywhere.


  We stood by our flying saucer, and Tracy said, “Whatever happened, happened here. And there was nothing left behind to keep things up.”


  Keep things up, I thought, awaiting the owners’ return.


  In the end, a few days later, we wound up on something Tracy referred to as a “sub-station,” some adjunct of the Master Planet, one of many apparently scattered round the Lost Empire. From space, seen out the saucer window, it looked like a little blue moon, hardly a planet at all, a little blue moon surrounded by ghostly white radiance, and, though I looked and looked, nothing else nearby. No sun. Not even an especially bright star. No gas giant for it to orbit. No nothing.


  On the ground . . . well, no. Not ground. The place was like a cityscape, but the buildings were made of something like sheet metal, tin, copper, zinc, varicolored anodized aluminum, streets paved with sheets of rolled gold, nothing but metal everywhere but the sky.


  From under the saucer’s rim, I just stood there, looking up, at a pitch black sky flooded with so many stars it lit up the landscape, making a million little shadows in every dark corner.


  “Man . . .”


  Every now and again, there’d be the quick yellow streak of a meteor.


  “Where the hell are we?” Up in the sky, it was as if there were some shapes hiding behind the stars, faint washes of light that disappeared when I looked at them.


  Tracy put one cool hand on the small of my back, making my neck hair tingle. “We’re in an irregular galaxy. There’s a lot of dust. Nebulae. Lots of really young stars.”


  Like a Magellanic Cloud. I, uh . . . “Was this galaxy even here a hundred million years ago?”


  “Yes. These galaxies evolve fast, and they don’t last as long as the spirals, but they’re not ephemeral. They also don’t have much in the way of naturally habitable planets. We used them as resource centers. Industrial complexes.”


  We. My little Tracy, the Space Alien.


  She said, “I’ve got a lot of work to do, Wally. Why don’t you go sightseeing? I’ll find you later.”


  “Uh . . .” I felt a sudden chill, turning to look up at our saucer.


  She smiled. “I won’t let it go anywhere, Wally.” She patted me on the arm, then turned and quickly walked away into the shadows.


  Sightseeing. Was there anything here to see? I started walking, but there wasn’t much. Metal buildings. No, not even that. This kind of looked like the stuff inside a machine of some kind. Maybe an old TV. Except no vacuum tubes or anything. Like lifting the hood of a car, and not knowing what you’re looking at.


  I remembered I always resented those boys who knew what cars were about. Resented that I couldn’t learn, that Dad wouldn’t let me help with our car. Goof, he’d say. You’ll either break something or hurt yourself. When I was missing Dad, I wouldn’t remember stuff like that.


  Everybody was always mad at me about something.


  There was something kind of like a lake. No, more like a pool. Round, but full of cool, fresh water, surrounded by a soft area. I wished for grass, but this stuff was more like a satin comforter stapled to a slanting floor. Nice to sit on naked, though.


  A little too cool to sit here naked.


  I went back to the saucer and got one of the picnic blankets we’d taken from the spome, came back to the little pool and sat again, all wrapped up, looking out over ersatz cityscape, remembering that where my dad had taken German in college, Murray’s dad had taken French, so Murray would say faux, where I said ersatz.


  What if I could pick and choose my companions? Who would I bring here now?


  Murray? Would I want Murray here with me now? My best friend since second grade, my best friend ever, maybe my only friend? I remember the day before I left, running into Murray in the high school corridor. Larry was standing with him, the two of them talking about something. They shut up when they saw me, Larry smiling, Murray’s eyes full of that now-familiar contempt.


  What the hell did I do to make this happen, Murray?


  The longer I stared at the sky, the easier it was to see those shapes embedded in the deeper dark. All I had to do was not quite look at them, pretend to be looking at something else, but pay attention to the corners of my eyes, and shapes of wan light would pop out of nowhere.


  If Murray was here, I guess I’d get some lecture about “averted vision,” his eyes full of amusement as he showed me, once again, how really cool he was, how smart, how much better than me at everything and anything.


  I felt my eyes start to burn, and had to put away all those questions. Except: there’s no one I want with me. No one at all to go back to. Why is that?


  Three meteor trails burned overhead, dazzling yellow, side by side in the sky, like a long, hot cat-scratch. Maybe I dozed after that.


  Came back from wherever, not knowing if I’d slept or not, for the sky was unchanged. Darkness, stars, and the faint shapes beyond. Jumped slightly at the shadow standing by the rim of the pool’s little arena, girl-shape looking down at me.


  “Tracy?”


  She walked down across the satin groundcover, until she was close enough to see by starlight, eyes vast, face so soft and lovely. What would’ve happened, if you hadn’t moved away, five years ago? Nothing. Your mom would’ve found out about us, would’ve talked to my mom, and we’d’ve been ordered apart, “just to be safe.” Boys and girls that age aren’t allowed to like each other.


  Something wrong though, here and now.


  I said, “Are you all right? You look sick.”


  She kneeled down beside me, and I could see there was a shine of sweat on her.


  “What’s wrong?”


  She said, “I’ll be all right. I had to have a little more work done on myself, while I was at it. They have much better equipment here than back on the Green Planet.” She seemed to shiver.


  “Oh, Tracy . . .” I gathered her in and wrapped the blanket about us both. She was hot and clammy, not that dry heat like when you have a fever; more like something inside was heating her up, making her sweat, making the night feel cold.


  When I was about five, my grandpa, who died drunk, got me to drink a glass of whiskey, laughing when he saw I could get it down without gagging. It made me sweat like that, once it was inside. I remember my mom went apeshit over it, cussing Grandpa like I’d never heard before, but there was nothing to be done. All I did was go to sleep, and wake up the next day feeling like I was full of helium and ready to float away.


  She snuggled in close, arms around the barrel of my chest, her sweat getting on me, starting to run down in my lap, making me shiver too. “I’ll be all right. Really.” Hardly more than a whisper.


  Well, then.


  She said, “I found the Earth.”


  Smarmy pang of fear. “Um . . .”


  She said, “Really not that far. No more than two hundred million parsecs. On the far side of the next supercluster from here.”


  “How long?”


  I could feel her face change shape against my chest. A smile? She said, “Well, that depends.”


  “On?”


  She squeezed me a little bit, shivering a little harder. “Well, it only took you a few weeks to reach the Green Planet, so that’s all it’ll take to get back . . .”


  Damn. Mom. School. Murray.


  And no way I can explain where I’ve been, much less who this little girl might be. Sudden cold horror. When I get off the saucer in Dorvo Valley, Tracy, my Tracy now for sure, will get back aboard and go away?


  There was a brief clicking sound, then she said, “But the hyperdrives are not immune to Relativity, Wally.”


  I thought about my homecoming, in those stiff old clothes waiting for me in the saucer, turning up at Mom’s house on Staggs Court, in, what? Maybe March 1967? By now, Apollo 1 will have flown. And I’ll have to repeat the eleventh grade.


  Yep, that’ll make Murray jealous, all right.


  Then I said, “Huh?”


  More clicking. “You left Earth twenty-three years ago, Wally.” More clicking. “Some of that was lost in local travel.” Clicking. “If I take you straight home from here, it’s only another twenty.” Clicking. “But only three weeks, starship time.”


  She started to shudder really hard against me, and I realized the clicking sound was the chatter of her teeth. “God, you are really sick!”


  Sweat was pouring off her now, running down between my legs and pooling on the satin. She said, “Just hold me, Wally. I’ll be all right in the morning. I promise.”


  I wrapped the blanket tight around us both, feeling the heat increase, and just sat there, staring at the sky, while Tracy shivered and chattered, murmuring to herself, sometimes real words, sometimes things that sounded like foreign languages, nothing that made any sense.


  Twenty-three years, I thought. 1989? And then another twenty?


  Up in the sky, the stars marched slowly overhead, old ones setting, new ones rising, showing me the orientation of the blue moon’s axis. Meteors would burn by ones and twos and threes, until I paid attention and found the swarm’s radiant. That, I thought, must be the direction of our travel through interstellar space.


  Once, something like a pink Bonestell moon appeared out of nowhere, just a dot in the sky at first, then swelling to a huge, pockmarked balloon, before shrinking away to nothing again.


  After a long, long while, Tracy’s shivering started to die down, her skin to cool. Maybe, I thought, the worst is over? After another long while, despite my determination to stay awake, to hold her, guard her, protect her, I fell asleep.


  It was, of course, still dark when I awoke.


  I was lying on my side under a sky full of stars, arms wrapped around Tracy, her back pressed to my chest, my face buried in the tickle of her hair, which had come loose from her braids. It wasn’t wet with sweat any more, but seemed greasy, with a funny smell to it, not much like the dry wispy hair she’d had since she so magically appeared.


  I had my usual erection, pressed up against her, painfully hard, harder than usual, in fact.


  No more fever.


  Her skin, rather cool, was no longer drenched with sweat either, and not dry. Kind of oily. Or greasy, like her hair.


  Very cool. So very cool that . . .


  I felt my heart start to thud in my chest.


  Oh, Christ.


  Something wrong with the way she feels, too, as if she’s suddenly gotten fat. Or, loose. No more muscle tone, I . . .


  I started to reach for her heart, holding my breath, terrorized, suppressing my thoughts, not wanting to know until I knew. What the hell will I do?


  She stirred in my arms, taking a deep breath, making me freeze. Took a deep breath, stiffened, seemed to stretch, then curled up a little tighter, flabby chest skin settling across one of my arms, the one that’d been reaching to feel for her heartbeat.


  I whispered, “Tracy . . .”


  Her voice was hoarse, and foggy, as if she were very, very tired. “Here, Wally.”


  I cupped part of her chest in my hand, and thought, Wait just a second here . . .


  She twisted then, twisted over onto her back so she could turn toward me, eyes shining in starlight, teeth a flash of white in the shadows of her face. And then she said, “Accelerated maturation. Oh, I know I’m still a little small. I can’t add mass overnight, but the machinery did figure out how to get me to endstage pretty quickly.”


  She took me by the wrist, pulled my hand off her breast and dragged it down between her legs, down into the hot and wet of her, and said, “No more excuses, Wally.”


  To my amazement, I knew exactly what to do.


  We stayed down by the lake, tangled together under the stars, until I got so hungry I started to get dizzy, even lying down. It was hard walking back to the saucer, not just leaving the magic shore, but because Tracy tried walking so close to me, I kept tripping over her.


  Finally, we settled for holding hands as we walked, and I couldn’t stop smiling, feeling like I was flying through the air. Different. Different. This was . . .


  I said, “I feel like a grown-up now! How can just one fuck make me feel so different?”


  Tracy laughed, stopping and turning to face me, looking up, holding both of my hands in hers. “Well, more than one . . .”


  Technically speaking, I guessed that was right.


  “Do you want to go home now?”


  My smile must have gone out like a light.


  “Wally?”


  I said, “Unless you’ve got time travel, my home’s gone. I can’t imagine what Earth must be like in 2009. Maybe there’s been an atomic war by now.”


  I remember I’d tried to write a story when I was in the eighth grade, a story I called “Bomblast,” set in the far future year of 1981. I’d known roughly how many nuclear weapons America had in 1963, then tried to extrapolate forward a couple of decades, and come up with something like thirty thousand warheads. Okay. So give the same to the Russians. Then I’d tried to imagine a war in which sixty thousand hydrogen bombs went off all on the same day.


  I couldn’t write the story, but I could imagine it.


  Tracy said, “All those stories, and you still can’t imagine 2009? What good were they?”


  “I don’t know.”


  She said, “If we don’t take you home, then what do you want to do?”


  I ran my hand down her bare back, and discovered she wasn’t tall enough, or my arms long enough, to grab her by the ass.


  She giggled. “If you don’t think of anything else, that’s all there is for us to do.”


  “Suits me.”


  She gave me a squeeze. “You’ll get sick of it, sooner or later, Wally.”


  “Impossible.”


  “Well, let’s go. We’ll think of something, some day.”


  As we walked the rest of the way back to the saucer, I thought of something else. “Tracy?” She looked up. “Did you ever find out what happened to your people?”


  She looked away for a second, putting her face in shadow. “I wasn’t really people, Wally.”


  I felt bad for making her think like that. “You are now.”


  She smiled then, just the way I’d always wanted the original Tracy to smile. “Yes. Thanks to you.”


  Me?


  She said, “But I found something, Wally. You know how I told you the hyperdrives experience time dilation?”


  I nodded.


  “Well, the citizens of the Empire lived a long time, compared to humans, largely from perfected medical treatment, but they were hardly immortal. The universe was, in a sense, closed to them, just the same way the stars are closed to Earth.”


  Right. Apollo/Saturn would get us to the Moon by the end of the decade, to Mars by 1984 or thereabouts, maybe even to the moons of Jupiter by the end of the century. But the stars? Never.


  There was that alternative vision of 2009. The good one. Rather than an Earth blasted away to slag by tens of thousands of nuclear explosions, maybe Murray did get to be the first man on Mars, the way he said he would be, Murray on Mars in his mid-thirties. Maybe I’d go home and there he’d be, commanding the first expedition to Saturn.


  Jealous?


  No. I was holding hands with Tracy.


  She said, “I think they were working on a new type of space drive, one that would have been virtually instantaneous, given them access to all places and all times, all at once.”


  What the hell book had I read where they had some kind of instantaneous radio? One of those Ace Doubles? Rocannon’s World, maybe.


  “The evidence is spotty, but it looks like the event sequences all stop when they switched on the test unit.”


  “So . . .? Where’d they all go?”


  More shadow, this time deep in her eyes. “I don’t know, Wally. I think maybe they went to the Omega Point.”


  I waited for a minute, but she didn’t offer any more, and I decided not to ask. After a bit, we went up the ramp and into the saucer, lifting off for our spome.


  Sightseeing.


  Sightseeing and fucking.


  So much fucking, I probably would’ve lost another twenty pounds and gotten as skinny as a rock star, except that Tracy insisted she had to eat, if she was ever going to grow. I didn’t mind her only being four-foot-nine, but it didn’t seem fair to make her stay little, and since I had to hang around while she was eating, I guessed I might as well eat too.


  Eventually, we wound up going to a world Tracy found in one of those magical electronic information nodes she could access, something she said would interest us both, and it did: a planet-sized museum that’d been the Lost Empire’s biggest tourist attraction. Like the Smithsonian and the Guggenheim and the Louvre and everything else you could possibly think of, all rolled into one and then enlarged a million, billion times.


  What can I tell you about the history of a billion years? A billion years, a hundred billion galaxies, all of it stuffed into a tiny corner of an incomprehensibly larger universe?


  I remember standing in a hall with more square footage then the Pentagon, detailing the history of a nontechnological race, a people who looked a little like vast shell-less oysters, slimy and featureless gray, who’d devoted a hundred thousand years to perfecting an art form that looked like nothing so much as boiling bacon grease.


  The stories got it wrong, I remember thinking. All those story aliens were nothing more than Chinamen and Hindoos in goofy rubber suits pretending to be wonderful and strange. Even the best of them . . . Dilbians? Talking bears from a fairy tale. Puppeteers? Kzinti? I remember I’d liked all that stuff, but what’s a few more intelligent cows and giant bipedal housecats among friends?


  Tracy and I walked the halls, and fucked and ate and sightsaw, and one day wound up in a great dark cavern of the winds, in which were suspended ten thousand interstellar warships, bristling with missile launchers and turrets and ray projectors.


  The Chukhamagh Fleet, the narrative node named them, most likely inventing a word I could pronounce, at Tracy’s behest. They’d been hit by the expanding wave-front of the Lost Empire, and, being a martial people, had decided to make a fight of it. The local police force, if you can call them that, dragged the fleet straight here to the museum, where they made the crews get out and take public transportation home.


  So there we were, sprawled on the floor on a picnic blanket, dizzy from exertion, sweat still evaporating, in front of a kilometer-long star-battleship that looked better than anything I’d ever seen in a movie.


  Look at the God-damned thing! What a story that would’ve made!


  Hell, maybe somebody did think of it.


  Maybe it was written and published, and I just missed it.


  Maybe . . .


  I rolled on my side then, looked at Tracy and smiled.


  You could see she was expecting me to crawl right back on top of her, but what I said was, “Hey, I’ve got an idea! Tell me what you think of this . . .”


  The automatic pilot dropped us out of hyperspace just outside Jupiter’s orbit, just as planned, and gave a delicate little chime to get our attention. I guess we were about done anyway, getting up off the command deck floor, using the blanket to dry off a bit, plopping down bareass in those nice leather chairs the Chukhamagh had been so proud of.


  Not really comfortable, especially the way my nuts kept winding up in the crevice the Chukhamagh made for their beavertails, but good enough.


  “Let’s see what we got here.”


  I let the autopilot find Earth with the telescope optics, frosted blue-white marble swelling to fill the vidwall. Hmh. Not exactly the way I’d expected. I guess I didn’t really pay attention on the way out, so I’d keep expecting to see the continents on a globe instead of blue with white stripes and a hint of tan here and there. What’s that white glare? Antarctica?


  I said, “No atomic war, I guess.”


  Tracy said, “It’s not that common, anyway. Judging from the early history of the Lost Empire, not one culture in a million blows itself to bits on the way to star travel. Ecological misadventure is much more common.”


  Like wiping out an entire intergalactic civilization while you’re looking for a quicker way to get around? She still wasn’t talking about that. Not telling me what an Omega Point might be, or why it’d taken the organic sentiences, but left the robots behind. Maybe someday. Maybe not.


  I polled the electromagnetic spectrum. Lots of noise from Earth, just like you’d expect. Try a sample. “Jesus.”


  Tracy cocked her head at the two sailors on the screen. “Something you recognize.”


  “Yah. I guess I didn’t expect Gilligan’s Island would still be in re-runs after half a century.”


  “Not your language, though.”


  “Maybe it’s dubbed in Arabic or Japanese or something.”


  I sampled around the solar system, trying to figure out . . . “Almost nothing. A couple of satellites around Jupiter and Saturn. Hell, I figured on a Mars base by now, at least.”


  Not a peep from the Moon. No Moonbase? What the fuck . . .


  There was a tinkertoy space station in very low Earth orbit, not even half way to Von Braun’s celebrated two-hour orbit. No space-wheel. No spin. No artificial gravity. On the other hand, I was impressed by the big delta-winged shape docked to one end. “At least they’ve got real spaceships now!”


  Tracy said, “The remotes show eleven humans aboard.”


  Eleven. Better than Von Braun’s projected seven-man crew for those 1950s ships. “How many aboard the station?”


  “Eleven total, between the station and ship.” She went deeper into the scan data, and then said, “I think the station is set up to house a three-man crew. That little thing with the solar panels down there is the escape capsule, I guess.”


  I looked, but didn’t recognize it. Smaller than an Apollo, bigger than a Gemini. Kind of, I thought, like a Voskhod with two reentry modules, all wrapped up in some green crap.


  I flopped back in the command pilot’s chair, and said, “Man, what a bunch of fuckin’ duds! They might just as well have had the goddam atomic war and got it over with!”


  Tracy smiled, and said, “Maybe you’re being a little hard on them.”


  Getting a little bossy, now that she’s full size. Although having her five-feet-eight to my six-foot-nothing made for a much more comfortable fuck.


  She said, “Are we ready, then?”


  I gave the pathetic old Earth a long, long look, thought about Murray, down there somewhere, pushing sixty, and said, “Sure. Let’s do it.” Get it over with, and get back to something worthwhile.


  I sent the signal, dropping the main fleet out of hyperspace, bringing it swinging on in, wave on wave of robot-crewed battleships, wondering what they’d make of it down there, when, in just a minute, the radar screens began to go wild.


  And then, not just on every TV, not just on every movie screen, not just on every audio tape, but in the printed words of every book, magazine, and newspaper, on every billboard, on the signs by the side of every road that should’ve given speed limits and directions, the labels on bottles, the images and text on the boxes of all the breakfast cereals, on magical things Tracy explained to me, the little display windows on electronic calculators (!), on these shiny little thingies called CDs that’d displaced our old LPs, on every page in every browser (not a clue! something to do with “peecees” and what she termed “the Internet” ?), all over the world, there was nothing but the face of a fiery God, and the words of his message:


  “Behold,” he said. “I am coming to punish everyone for what he has done, and for what he has failed to do.”


  I took a moment to imagine the look on Murray’s face right now, another moment to wonder if he even remembered me. When the moment was over, we got down to work.


  And so the seed of mankind was parceled out to the trillion worlds of the Lost Empire, a family here, a neighborhood there, this one with a whole nation, that one with no more than a township, a few with no more than a single man or woman, left to wonder just what they’d done to merit such a nightmare punishment, or such a grand reward.


  It was a long while before they understood what’d been done to them, longer still before they began to look for one another.


  “But that, Little Adam, is another story.”


  PORTER’S PROGRESS


  Isaac Szpindel


  WANT A CAREER WHERE PEOPLE LOOK UP TO YOU? GET IN ORBIT WITH SPACE RAIL!


  
    We have immediate openings for Pullman Porters on our famed Venus Orbit line. Join our family of respected, devoted employees as they continue our centuries-old tradition of superb service to our passengers. Successful applicants will receive complete training, room and board, full benefits, and an excellent retirement package.


    If you’re tired of being a cog in the wheel, if you want to interact with a variety of people in a first-class environment, Pullman Porter is the career choice for you!


    One-way travel to Venus Orbit Spacecity provided for qualified applicants.

  


  PETER Dripps slides the upper torso of the Extravehicular Mobility Unit over Ms porter’s uniform for the last time. Immediately, a prickly flow of inner-garment fluid circulates a clammy dampness all around, like he’s wet himself. A fitting fate, Peter minks, a fitting shroud for a Pullman Porter. To die in uniform, by The Book. Peter wants to believe this. Wants to believe that duty might yet make a hero of him, that it has done more than condemn him to an EMU insulated death.


  From behind, Kianga clamps the Portable Life-Support System onto the hard-shell back of the upper torso. She hides from Peter, out of sight in the cramped quarters of the air lock. Embarrassed, likely, by her recent loss of control.


  For Peter, there is only Kianga and the air lock door now. Both monolithic, both impassive, but only for the moment. Soon one will yield. One will deliver him to space. Peter has known all materials, polymer, steel, even aluminum, to bend in their way, but he has never known Kianga to do so until now.


  “Helmet’s coming down,” Kianga says, as if she’d be saying it again.


  The helmet assembly lowers over Peter’s head and secures onto its locking ring. One hundred percent oxygen fills his lungs. It almost gives him the courage he will need. For himself, for the train.


  “You’re good to go,” Kianga shouts through the back of Peter’s helmet.


  A vibration, then a shudder through Peter’s boots tell him that the inner air lock door has shut behind him. No goodbye, no further sentiment from Kianga for damaged freight, human or otherwise. Her recent behavior, a momentary anomaly, already forgotten.


  Harder than rail spur, that Kianga, Peter thinks. What it takes to make it as an engineer on the rails. That and Booking it, all one hundred and sixty-three Brown’s rules. The only Engineer within the Venus Orbit Spacecity lines, or anywhere else for that matter, never to lose a Brownie. Always playing by the rules, by The Book.


  The sound of Peter’s breathing breaks the hiss of the open com channel inside his helmet. Charcoal-filtered re-breather regurgitates stale gulps of air. Peter stands by, entombed in a plain white coffin waiting for a crack to open.


  The air lock starts a fast decomp to ten point two psi and the weight of a thousand black stars creep up Peter’s gut. Half an hour prep instead of two. Half an hour left, little more for those on board if he fails. Peter prays he doesn’t fail, prays the bends don’t kill him before the train does.


  “Good to see you again so soon, George.” Kianga’s voice startled Peter from the monotonous gelatinous mass that was his meal. A poor repast, even by low G Beanery standards.


  The Beanery itself was equally bland and disorganized. A mess of simple steel chairs surrounding long rows of stainless steel tables. A single set of double doors connected to a buffet-style cafeteria that devoured Venus miners and rail personnel alike and spat them out tray-laden and disappointed.


  “And you, sir,” Peter said flatly.


  “Don’t he to me, George. You know I wouldn’t be here unless this was business.”


  Pullman Porters were all “George” in honor of George Pullman, founder of the Pullman luxury coaches one hundred and fifty years earlier on the terrestrial rails. The tradition was revived when spacecities like Venus Orbit made rail travel practical once again by way of spring-loaded suspension trucks that featured rollers both above and below the rails. In zero G, these suspensions allowed for rapid, reliable, and economical transport, free from the fear of floating off into space.


  “Well, at least that business is rescuing me from this meal,” said Peter in an affable tone. Agreeability, not conversation or wit, was Peter’s stock-in-trade. Besides, the Beanery was job territory, like any coach or engine. It demanded a certain level of deportment regardless of how many Venus ore miners polluted its atmosphere.


  “Still, I’m sorry about your meal, but orders are orders, and orders don’t eat,” said Kianga, barely moving a muscle in her face.


  Peter folded his linen handkerchief precisely as he had been trained, and placed it neatly by his gray Mylar plate.


  As a porter, it was Peter’s job to read people, but Kianga was suspiciously impenetrable. An automaton created by The Book. Tailor-made for the rails. Two meters of stark frame that wasted no energy on emotion or body language. Brown, closely cropped curls hugged her scalp like locomotive detailing that refused to give sway even to gravity. Her broad nose, generous lips, and an absence of line from the dark skin of her face betrayed no passion. Kianga’s body held to her thirty-five-year gauge perfectly, as did her mind. Both, constant reminders to Peter of his physical inferiority. Five years Kianga’s senior, Peter measured a balding head shorter, his pale skin and atrophic legs, sharp contrasts to the steadfast Engineer.


  “No matter, I wasn’t enjoying myself anyway,” Peter said. “That’s the trouble with these Beaneries—they lack atmosphere.”


  Railers and miners within earshot groaned at Peter’s ancient joke. That it was more fact than joke mattered little. Beaneries were stuffed into cramped spacecity support sections, no window ports, no ambience. Even so, Peter did not appear to have impressed Kianga.


  “Beg your pardon, sir, my small attempt at humor,” Peter apologized.


  “A momentary aberration, George. I’m sure it won’t happen again. Levity’s not for old rollers like us,” Kianga replied, making reference to the mag-levs that were slowly replacing their wheeled trains. “We’re taking a VIP Six by Six out on an extra ran,” she continued. “A rush job, and not our usual rig, but, as I said, orders.”


  Not waiting for Peter’s response, Kianga turned and did what seemed to be her low-G best to stomp disapprovingly out of the Beanery. Kianga was not one who welcomed deviations from the rules of The Book, or from routine. But then, she was even less one to ignore orders.


  A Venus miner popped a desiccated head up from the crowd, “She’s absolute-zero, man. You couldn’t pay me to go back on the job off-shift with her. Don’t know why you put up with that slag anyway. Puts a man down.”


  Peter said nothing and started off after Kianga, letting the spasticity of his gait speak his answer for him.


  The mine reacted immediately. “You’re a Defect, man! A slag-slipping Defect.” Others miners joined in to spread the word in a wave throughout the Beanery. Rail workers, Defect porters among them, looked on silently.


  Peter’s head swims. Not from one hundred percent oxygen euphoria, but from nitrogen narcosis. Effects of the air lock rapid decomp, he tells himself. Half an hour instead of two. A whole person might pass out, but not Peter, but then a whole person wouldn’t be in Peter’s position. Zero-G and low-G jobs are best held by Defects, less healthy body mass to maintain, less normal skills to unlearn, more expendable.


  “You all right in there?” Kianga’s voice startles Peter from his thoughts. Her voice hollow, harsher than usual, objecting to the confinement of Peter’s helmet. Or maybe she’s lapsing again. A train wreck isn’t part of her plan—especially with a VIP on board. “Telemetry spiked an alpha on your encephalo, George,” Kianga continued. “Wanted to make sure you were still with us.”


  “I’m past it now,” says Peter breathlessly.


  “Good, you’re minus eight minutes to EVA.”


  “And the cowcatcher?” Peter asks.


  Kianga’s answer tears away Peter’s last shred of hope. “The’catcher’s retracted and locked up top . . . The break mags haven’t kicked in.”


  Peter hates the cowcatcher now. Hates how it stabilizes the train at constant velocity, but shakes it apart if left deployed during accel or decel. Peter hates most how it sometimes reacts with solar flares to fuse electromagnetic brakes. In rare cases, retracting the’catcher solves the problem. But not this time. Not for Peter. This time, the’catcher will kill him.


  Peter stroked his hand across the brushed aluminum belly of the Pullman Coach car. Above it, a continuous window, like welder’s glass, stretched the car’s full eighteen meters, interrupted at intervals by anodized handholds. A single full-height access port divided the coach vertically down its center. The name, Creemore, was etched in large green-oxide script beside the port. Named for an old Canadian whistle stop, the Creemore represented the highest standards of Pullman luxury. It was almost as famous as the numbered aluminum horse that drew it, the Oh-Six-Four.


  The ‘Six-Four’s usual engineer was a maverick, notorious for bending the rules to get VIP cargoes to their destinations on time. The engine itself was an unremarkable box: a standard model crowned by a thin slip of window on its forward surf ace and headed by a retractable cowcatcher that resembled the wedge-shaped grille of its old-time inspiration.


  The ‘Six-Four connected through baffles to the Creemore’s forward air lock. Past the Creemore, various containers and other modes of rolling stock coupled off into the workstation’s distance.


  The workstation was one of many identical zero-G hangars on Venus Orbit. Dynamic plasma displays wallpapered its surfaces, displaying an evolution of travel information and advertising. A patchwork of passenger ports poked their way through the displays and opened onto a vast central platform supporting a checkerboard of benches and track work. In moments, the platform would be teaming with the bounce-skip of rushing zero-G passengers and load crew. Once underway, however, the crew of the ‘Six-Four would consist of the standard single train Engineer and her Porter.


  The Creemore’s aluminum paneling felt neither warm nor cold to Peter’s touch—a disturbing lack of temperature. Its appearance, however, was sleek and clean, nearly reflective. Now it displayed Kianga’s diffusely growing shadow.


  “Last-minute assignment, George. We’ve got a VIP in a hurry and the’Six-Four’s regular crew is on leave, so we’re it,” she informed him.


  Peter knew that other crews were available. Kianga had likely volunteered them for the detail. A VIP assignment meant plenty of Brownie points, maybe even a promotion. For Kianga. There would be no promotion for Peter. The highest rank a Defect could hold on the rails, Peter’s current rank, was Master Porter. It was one of the few prestige positions a non-intellectual Defect could hold, on or off Earth, and so widely held by them that the image of the friendly Defect Porter had become a stereotype. As far as Peter was concerned, however, this was no disadvantage. He prided himself on the status and lifestyle that stereotype afforded him.


  Kianga pointed her PDA-corn low to beam the’Six-Four’s manifest and train specs to Peter. Peter was relieved to see the engine was an old roller, tried and true, and not one of the new, buggy mag-levs. A six-by-six wheeler, stable and fast. Two sets of three roller trucks on each side of the engine: one set for propulsion, the other for stabilization. The cowcatcher housed another pair of smaller wheel triplets. These wheels retracted along with the rest of the cowcatcher during accel and decel, so as not to destabilize the train.


  Peter continued to scan the data, then stopped abruptly. “The schedule’s too tight. We’ll never make the target workstation in time.”


  “We’re dumping the checkout phase. Our VIP’s got a narrow connection window to Earth,” Kianga confessed, shocking Peter with this breach in protocol. Was she bucking that hard for promotion this early into her career as an engineer? “Not by my choice, George,” continued Kianga. “Orders, legit and by The Book. You best be careful with that VIP.”


  Peter wondered if Kianga’s concern was for him, her VIP passenger, or herself. “I’ll see to my duties, then,” he said, hand-floating into the Creemore.


  The Creemore’s interior was appointed in a retro luxury style that boasted rich wood veneers, ornate gilt trim, chandelier lighting, and velvet curtains. Scarlet Velero-velour couches and loungers replaced conventional bench seating. The thousands of softened microscopic hooks of the Velero-velour allowed customers to adhere more easily to seating surfaces during zero-G train rides. Elegant green carpets featured the muted colors and floral designs of the early Persian styles and incorporated the same Velcro technology.


  The Creemore’s main compartment was unusually luxurious, even for a Pullman. Intricate faux gold inlay and molded carvings wended their way through the veneers, up to the ceiling, men around four elaborate crystal chandeliers—each an inverted crystalline wedding cake.


  Seats had been removed to create the open space necessary to allow the compartment to better resemble a true Victorian parlor. The remaining seats were high-backed and featured highly authentic mahogany finishing. If not for the lingering hint of a PVC smell, many a passenger might have thought it all real.


  A pair of modern lavatory compartments bookended the Creemore’s main passenger section. Peter pulled himself through a small passage around the forward lavatory and into a short plain cubicle that spanned the width of the coach—the porter’s compartment. Through it, a small door opened onto a whitewashed, smooth walled, air lock chamber—its only inhabitant an equally colorless, and rarely used, EMU suit. Another Kevlar-baffled door led out of the air lock to the engine room. In the air lock’s ceiling, an exterior hatch opened onto space for use during extravehicular activity.


  Peter surveyed the porter’s cubicle, beginning with a quick inventory check: a standard assortment of low-G refreshments and comfort paraphernalia, stocked and ready for retrieval behind clear touch panels that posed as compartment walls.


  Next, Peter checked the charge on the sonic vacuum shaver and hoped he wouldn’t have to use it. Shaving a customer was his least favorite task. The smell of scorched fresh shavings recirculating within the confinement of the coach reminded him of life with his father and of the accident that killed him. The same accident had splintered Peter’s young spine back in the Venusian mines.


  Even so, if not for the weakness of his legs, Peter might have ended up a miner, like his father, a less respected position with less prospects for the future. Doors that opened to Venus miners led to a life of hardship, not opportunity.


  Peter floated back into the Creemore’s main passenger compartment, smoothed the lapels of his uniform, and donned his short-lipped flat-topped porter’s cap. He crossed his hands before him, precisely as he had been trained, and waited patiently for the VIP to float through the port.


  The exterior air lock hatch retreats into the Creemore’s ceiling like an engine struggling against a heavy load. Peter gazes up at the widening wound of exposed space and wishes for it to take longer. He wants each moment, each sensation, to stretch to fill what’s left of his lifetime. The cold fluid press of the thermal undergarment, the stale recycled smell of charcoal-scrubbed air, the Aqua-Lung sound of mechanically assisted breath. For a moment, Peter also wishes for a tether, but realizes it would be useless. It would only transmit the force of the train decel to his EMU, tear it apart, and shatter him like a piñata.


  Peter’s helmet is first to rise through the air lock’s mouth, out into space. Night-side off the Venus Orbit, no sun. It is cold inside the EMU, the fluid warmth of the thermal undergarment limited to a chilly thirteen degrees Celsius.


  Peter pulls himself out using the Creemore’s handholds. Gloved hands grasp tightly to retain contact. As long as Peter and the train are attached and at constant velocity, he’s as stable, as safe, as if they were standing still. But once the brakes are applied, the train’s deceleration and his momentum will tear him off into space. If he can stop the train.


  Peter makes his best attempt at a full visual sweep through the helmet’s visor assembly. No Sun, no Earth. No warmth, no familiar comfort of home. The Book is failing Peter now. It never prepared him for this. Never told him how to feel, what to think, only what to do.


  Venus Orbit unfolds before Peter. A massive conglomerate of satellites, barrels, and braces slapped seemingly together like some monstrous Tinkertoy in mid-construction, each section tilting impassively out into the distance.


  Peter pushes forward to the next hold. He hooks a boot around the Creemore’s edge and peers over the side onto a maddening crisscross of track. Paired steel girders, married by emaciated polymer ties, weave their gravity-defying tapestry through the spacecity. All along the rails, clusters of green and red signal lights provide redundant instructions for the engineers and their crews. Those lights call to Peter now, blinking the same blood-red, angry warning: Runaway train.


  The red call LED blinked through the wood veneer over the VIP’s head. On the Velcro carpet, Peter was able to simulate a stepped walk out of his porter’s cubicle and into the passenger compartment. The walk was a Pullman Porter specialty, and in zero G, something of an acquired skill to those who, like Peter, were unable to walk at all in full or even partial G.


  Com systems weren’t open to customers on board Pullmans. Instead, they were encouraged to interact directly with the porters to create a more intimate and personal travel experience. Peter welcomed this as an opportunity rather than an inconvenience.


  “How about a pillow over here, George?” asked the VIP, a handsome man in his late thirties wearing a fashionable high-collared smart-suit. His thin, sandy curls topped a generous forehead and lanternlike hazel eyes that inspired confidence and comfort. He lounged comfortably in a high-back, obviously aware he was the only customer on board. Peter had recognized him earlier as Haniel Elias, one of the new fast-track VPs with the Space-Rail Company. A real Rocket Scientist, as the Boomers called them. Elias specialized in traffic flow optimization and, according to rumor, had a true love for railroading that originated with an HO-scale model train set given to him as a child.


  Elias had risen quickly through the ranks, unusually well-liked for management in a company that adhered to an inflexible and feudal hierarchical structure. It was widely recognized that Elias’ next stop on the Company line was likely to be a corner office with a view. The exec to one day rewrite The Book.


  “One pillow, Mr. Elias, sir,” Peter responded, passing a hand across a hidden touch plate in the side of Elias’ lounger. A drawer broke free of the grain and slid out to offer a corpulent bleached cotton pillow nested atop a fluffy aquamarine blanket.


  “I’ll get that, George,” Elias offered, reaching over for the pillow. He moved surprisingly quickly and easily in the zero G.


  “Please, sir, it’s my duty and my pleasure.” Peter stayed Elias’ hand. He snapped the pillow up, flipped it through the air with a flourish, and landed it comfortably behind Elias’ head. The maneuver was Peter’s one guilty deviation from The Book, an innovation on his training that he found entertained most customers. On this occasion, however, and in the presence of a Company VIP, Peter regretted its use immediately.


  “That’s a new one,” said Elias. “I don’t quite recall that trick from The Book.”


  “Begging your pardon, sir, I hadn’t intended to—”


  “No, no, don’t apologize, just keep it up. The Book calls for an enjoyable experience, and I quite enjoyed that. Don’t worry so much about The Book, George.”


  “Thank you, sir, I—”


  A high tone and vibration from his PDA-corn interrupted Peter’s relief. It was a priority from Kianga. Peter quickly excused himself from Elias and returned to the privacy of his porter’s cubicle to answer her.


  “How may I be of assistance?” Peter spoke calmly, even though his heart raced. It was the first time he had received such a call from Kianga or any other engineer.


  “We’ve got a serious problem here, George,” Kianga’s speech was short and pressured. “I need you face-to-face on this one.”


  “I’ll come forward, then.”


  “No, I’m coming back.”


  “I’m moving forward.” The com transmits Peter’s heavy breathing to Kianga as well as any speech. He starts to hand-cross the gap between the Creemore and engine roofs.


  “Watch out for the cowcatcher,” Kianga warns unnecessarily. Peter easily spots the cowcatcher retracted on the’Six-Four’s roof ahead. Too dangerous to climb over, Peter reaches for a handhold down the engine’s side, then pivots his legs over. In zero G, a side is as good as a roof.


  Peter can hear the PLS straining against the moist exertion of his breath—every desperate droplet trapped, extracted, and recycled by the sublimator, eliminated before escape, unable to mount even a fog against his visor.


  Peter negotiates the length of the’Six-Four’s engine car and corners its flattened nose surface. As untouchable as Kianga’s own.


  “I can see you now; you’re doing fine,” Kianga says in an obvious and futile attempt to find conversation.


  Grooves in the sides of the’Six-Four’s nose form paths for the cowcatcher armatures and provide Peter with handholds. He pivots off one to spin into position, helmet down, over the track.


  Rail ties whip silently past Peter, paint traveling in flashes of horizontal light down his visor, like a television out of tune. They are Peter’s only hint at true velocity. He reaches under the engine’s belly, careful not to drop into the guillotine-like ties.


  Peter finds nothing until a recess allows his shelled fingers to curl around the locking ring on the brake box access panel. “I’m on the box,” he tells Kianga in a voice strange and distant even to himself. “The external shielding’s gone.”


  “Damn it! We’re running out of track. We’ve got to stop her soon, or she’ll go crashing through the next workstation with or without her brakes.” Kianga’s voice seems to strain desperately to escape Peter’s helmet.


  Peter’s head hovers centimeters over slicing track ties. He examines the brake box access panel—one half meter squared, surrounding the thick central locking ring. Peter rotates the ring counterclockwise in seeming slow motion.


  Locking pins transmit retraction clacks to Peter’s glove and the door slides open. Inside, rows of status LEDs iterate wildly around a thickly shielded cable that snakes through a dense landscape of ICs and magneto-ceramic devices. Peter knows their condition without consulting Kianga: a fused EM circuit, brakes locked open.


  A single button switch glows a failing amber heartbeat from the center of the board. Peter points a gloved finger in its direction.


  “Sir,” Peter croaks hoarsely, “I’m going to degauss the magnetos now . . .”


  Peter holds what little breath he has left and reaches for the switch.


  “Damned cowcatcher’s fused the brake mags open. We’ve got a runaway,” Kianga’s voice remained even, but cracks blasted into the skin of her forehead.


  “Sir?” Peter had never experienced a runaway outside of simulation before; he found himself hoping Kianga had.


  “I knew we shouldn’t have skipped that checkout,” fumed Kianga. “Damn their orders. I should have held to The Book and told them to stoke their orders down their shafts.”


  Unlike Kianga, the train betrayed no sign of distress and continued to coast happily at its virtually constant velocity.


  “I’ve tried everything in The Book,” she continued. “A control system reboot, cutting power to the mags, even a manual interrupt from inside the floor panels.”


  “What if we cut power to the drive wheels?” suggested Peter.


  “Done, but the impact’s negligible since we’re effectively frictionless in zero G space. Worse, the drive wheels are nonreversible. We’ll need real brakes.”


  Peter understood now. Kianga hadn’t come to him for advice or counsel, she had come in search of a body. She had come for a Brakeman.


  “I’ll have to go out and screw the brakes down, then,” Peter said. The Book offered one solution only, in situations such as this: a manual degauss of the brake mags, a procedure requiring a crew member to engage in an extravehicular activity. A fatal extravehicular activity.


  “I’ve explored every option in The Book,” said Kianga. Peter trusted that she had. The Book was her guide and personal Bible, as much as it was his own. Its rules were not only law, but a way of life.


  “One of us will have to go,” Kianga went on, much to Peter’s surprise. By The Book, rank, capability, and expend-ability determined who would go. That generally meant the porter and clearly pointed to Peter in this case. What’s more, as a Defect, Peter was not only more expendable to the Company, he was more expendable as a human being. It had got Peter his job, and Kianga knew it. Why wasn’t she directly ordering him out on the EVA as she should have, as she normally would have? By The Book.


  Peter’s finger-shell finds the surface of the degausser switch. Just a matter of force now. A little pressure and the switch will activate, the brakes will demagnetize and close, and the train will decelerate to a crushing stop. But Peter won’t. The force of the decel will tear Peter’s grip from the engine and send him into space as it tries to transfer its momentum.


  “Wait!” Kianga’s shout distorts through Peter’s com. “Let me run a diagnostic. Maybe your interference with the brake box did the trick. If she’s green, you can get back inside before I stop her.”


  “We’re running out of track. You said so. If you take the time to—”


  “Shut up! Shut up, George, and obey your orders. I’m running the diagnostic now. Stand by.” Kianga’s tone rises through the words in an uncharacteristic display of emotion and breach of protocol.


  Peter backs off the switch and waits for Kianga’s next transmission. The silence that follows hangs like a dead satellite in orbit. It tells Peter that there is no green light.


  “Peter . . .” Kianga sighs his name. His real name, for the first time.


  “I understand, sir, thank you for trying,” Peter says, avoiding similar familiarity, thinking it improper, even cruel.


  Peter braces himself, inverted in position over the train’s nose. One hand holding to life in a cowcatcher groove, the other reaching out to end it.


  Peter pretends he is brave, pretends he wants to do this, that he would do it given the choice. But he knows now that fear works stronger within than does courage or duty. It leaves him with the single bitter consolation that The Book will make a hero of him nevertheless.


  Peter doesn’t see the brake box anymore, doesn’t need to. He knows the feel of the switch through his finger-shell, knows every contour of the brake box’s circuitry as he might know the faces of children he will never father.


  Peter presses down against the switch, for the last time. His finger shakes wildly within the EMU glove’s shell. One last act of rebellion against Peter’s expendable humanity. One last protest against the dispassionate rules of The Book.


  “There are no alternatives, sir. The Book is very clear that I, as Porter, be the one to manually deploy the brakes.” Peter tried to hide the signs of doubt and dread rising rapidly in his voice.


  Kianga’s eyes narrowed, surrounded by the newly formed track lines in her skin. “And the consequences?”


  Peter nodded silently. “If I fail, the train will wreck. We will all be lost.”


  “And if you do succeed, you won’t be coming back.”


  Peter nodded gravely. “I have given my life to The Book. It has brought me purpose and respect.”


  “What good are purpose and respect to a dead man?”


  Kianga was only partly right Purpose and respect were meaningless in death, but to Peter they meant everything in life. Peter would rather eject The Book and all its rules into space than die himself. But if he allowed Kianga to make the sacrifice for him, he’d be busted off the rails in disgrace to live out what remained of his life like another useless Defect. And mat was worse than death.


  “Scrap The damned Book!” Kianga said in a frustrated rage that frightened Peter.


  “Sir, you are the only one capable of bringing this train to a safe halt once the brakes are down. I am not,” Peter lied. He was capable of stopping the train in an emergency, but he hoped Kianga’s fury would blind her to the fact.


  Kianga fumed silent acceptance. Peter had won a hollow victory.


  Rail ties slice space and time past Peter’s head.


  Peter braces himself, calms his rebellious finger, and presses down. The degausser switch gives silently, then bounces back tentatively.


  Peter imagines the sound of brake drums squealing even through the vacuum of space, imagines inertia and momentum mocking his foolish need to attempt to hold on as they fling him from his perch in sacrifice to space.


  Instead, there is nothing.


  No change.


  Then . . .


  The train shudders.


  Peter’s fear slaughters time and he holds on, desperate for something to cling to.


  The shudder evolves, amplifies, and Peter wonders how many moments between moments are left him.


  Bars of shadow close overhead, block the engine lights as they descend over Peter.


  Peter’s glove slips, pushed from its groove as he is torn from the engine. Too much force. Too strong. Peter can’t hold on.


  EMU finger-shells lose their grasp, scratch silently, slip away.


  Free.


  Peter gives in to the void, hopes his failing grip has spun him toward Venus instead of space. Hopes he will die swift and hot in its atmosphere, instead of slow and cold in space.


  The shadow bars thicken and extinguish all but the light from Peter’s helmet.


  SILENCE.


  Time stops to pity Peter and demonstrate eternity.


  CLANG.


  Time startles, accelerates, explodes.


  CRASH.


  Peter’s skull attempts to twist through his helmet. Teeth drive into tongue, blood bubbles and sprays onto visor.


  Peter’s back bounces, compresses onto something hard, inflexible.


  Peter’s heart retreats to sanctuary against his spine. His face folds in on itself.


  Tastes of metal, blood, and chipped enamel mix to mortar within his mouth.


  Sight washes away, swallowed in a roaring, ringing, cacophony.


  Somehting has him. Impossibly, something hugs him between train and track in a multiple-G embrace.


  Internal EMU bellows inflate around Peter’s extremities. A G lift, then another, to maintain cruel consciousness.


  Darkness dissipates to bright, burning blooms. Ringing shatters to tinny tintinnabulation.


  Flushes of vision break through bright bruises of light and he sees it. The cowcatcher, cupped over him, cradling him in its unfeeling mechanical arms. Lowered, and locked into place around him,’catcher wheels oscillate wildly in the tracks. They smack rail, do their best to shake the train apart.


  “Retract!” Peter spits the bloodied word through clenched teeth and first breath.


  “Scrap it, Peter! I’ll keep her true.” Kianga’s voice splinters an octave of doubt through his name.


  The rattling of train grows, shares itself with the rails. Bolts shoot free, panels come loose and shear away.


  Peter wets his undergarment, feels it sting, feels the train, feels Kianga pump the’catcher arms and wheel assemblies to maintain stability. If she survives, she’ll pay for this crime against The Book. If it works. Then . . .


  Gs strip off. Vision paints cowcatcher crossbars across Peter’s visor.


  “Don’t—” Peter tries.


  “Cap your stack, and let me do my job,” Kianga snaps.


  Space and time expand between passing rail ties. The train stabilizes, slows.


  Lurching subsides, vibrations calm. Rail ties march to a halt.


  Peter drops off the’catcher and grabs hold of its grille as the train rolls to a final excruciating stop. Angry orders shout at Kianga over the open com. Peter hears her suck in a long breath of static, then cut out.


  It doesn’t take long for her voice to return. “The destination workstation’s sending an extraction team, so you’ve got twenty to get your caboose back on board before your reserve runs out.” Kianga’s voice distorts over the helmet’s damaged com. “Looks like our VIP’s going to be missing his connector and the Company won’t be missing me.”


  “Sorry, sir,” Peter manages, through the pain.


  “Forget it, George. You saved the train.”


  “But, sir—”


  “But what, George?”


  “What you did. You almost lost the train and everyone on board.”


  “I didn’t, did I?”


  “They’ll still throw The Book at you.”


  “That they will, George.”


  “I don’t understand. You, you broke the rules. You went against The Book.”


  “You know me better man that.”


  “But I’m a Porter, a Defect Porter.”


  “Brown’s Book is for trains, George. You’ve been so caught up in the rules of The Book, you’ve forgotten what they’re for. Defect or whole, there are better books for people, higher rules. Those rules, I never break. Now get inside and see to our passenger.”


  2006


  TIN MARSH


  Michael Swanwick


  Patang races through the blazing Venusian heat in a desperate flight for survival.


  It was hot coming down into the valley. The sun was high in the sky, a harsh white dazzle in the eternal clouds, strong enough to melt the lead out of the hills. They trudged down from the heights, carrying the drilling rig between them. A little trickle of metal, spill from a tanker bringing tin out of the mountains, glinted at the verge of the road.


  A traveler coming the other way, ten feet tall and anonymous in a black muscle suit, waved at them as they passed, but, even though it had been weeks since they’d seen another human being, they didn’t wave back. The traveler passed them and disappeared up the road. The heat had seared the ground here black and hard. They could leave the road, if they wanted, and make almost as good time.


  Patang and MacArthur had been walking for hours. They expected to walk for hours more. But then the road twisted and down at the bottom of the long decline, in the shadow of a basalt cliff, was an inn. Mostly their work kept them away from roads and inns. For almost a month they’d been living in their suits, sleeping in harness.


  They looked warily at each other, mirrored visor to mirrored visor. Heat glimmered from the engines of their muscle suits. Without a word, they agreed to stop.


  The inn radioed a fee schedule at their approach. They let their suits’ autonomic functions negotiate for them, and carefully set the drilling rig down alongside the building.


  “Put out the tarp,” MacArthur said. “So it won’t warp.”


  He went inside.


  Patang deployed the gold foil tarp, then followed him in.


  MacArthur was already out of his suit and seated at a cast-iron table with two cups of water in front of him when Patang cycled through the airlock. For an instant she dared hope everything was going to be all right.


  Then he looked up at her.


  “Ten dollars a cup.” One cup was half empty. He drank the rest down in one long gulp, and closed a hairy paw around the second cup. His beard had grown since she had last seen it, and she could smell him from across the room. Presumably he could smell her too. “The bastards get you coming and going.”


  Patang climbed down out of her suit. She stretched out her arms as far as they would go, luxuriating in the room’s openness. All that space! It was twenty feet across and windowless. There was the one table, and six iron chairs to go with it. Half a dozen cots folded up against the walls. A line of shelves offered Company goods that neither of them could afford. There were also a pay toilet and a pay shower. There was a free medical unit, but if you tried to con it out of something recreational, the Company found out and fined you accordingly.


  Patang’s skin prickled and itched from a month’s accumulation of dried sweat. “I’m going to scratch,” she said. “Don’t look.”


  But of course MacArthur did, the pig.


  Ignoring him, Patang slowly and sensuously scratched under her blouse and across her back. She took her time, digging in with her nails hard enough almost to make the skin bleed. It felt glorious.


  MacArthur stared at her all the while, a starving wolf faced with a plump rabbit.


  “You could have done that in your suit,” he said when she was done.


  “It’s not the same.”


  “You didn’t have to do that in front of—”


  “Hey! How’s about a little conversation?” Patang said loudly. So it cost a few bucks. So what?


  With a click, the innkeeper came on. “Wasn’t expecting any more visitors so close to the noon season,” it said in a folksy synthetic voice. “What are you two prospecting for?”


  “Gold, tin, lead, just about anything that’ll gush up a test-hole.” Patang closed her eyes, pretending she was back on Lakshmi Planum in a bar in Port Ishtar, talking with a real, live human being. “We figured most people will be working tracts in the morning and late afternoon. This way our databases are up-to-date—we won’t be stepping on somebody’s month-old claim.”


  “Very wise. The Company pays well for a strike.”


  “I hate those fucking things.” MacArthur turned his back on the speaker and Patang both, noisily scraping his chair against the floor. She knew how badly he’d like to hurt her.


  She knew that it wasn’t going to happen.


  The Company had three rules. The first was No Violence. The second was Protect Company Equipment. The third was Protect Yourself. All three were enforced by neural implant.


  From long experience with its prospectors, the Company had prioritized these rules, so that the first overruled the second, the second overruled the third, and the third could only be obeyed insofar as it didn’t conflict with the first two. That was so a prospector couldn’t decide—as had happened—that his survival depended on the death of his partner. Or, more subtly, that the other wasn’t taking proper care of Company equipment, and should be eliminated.


  It had taken time and experience, but the Company had finally come up with a foolproof set of algorithms. The outback was a functioning anarchy. Nobody could hurt anybody else there.


  No matter how badly they needed to.


  The ‘plants had sounded like a good idea when Patang and MacArthur first went under contract. They’d signed up for a full sidereal day—two hundred fifty-five Earth days. Slightly longer than a Venusian year. Now, with fifty-nine days still to go, she was no longer certain that two people who hated each other as much as they did should be kept from each other’s throats. Sooner or later, one of them would have to crack.


  Every day she prayed that it would be MacArthur who finally yanked the escape cord, calling down upon himself the charges for a rescue ship to pull them out ahead of contract. MacArthur who went bust while she took her partial creds and skipped.


  Every day he didn’t. It was inhuman how much abuse he could absorb without giving in.


  Only hatred could keep a man going like that.


  Patang drank her water down slowly, with little slurps and sighs and lip-smackings. Knowing MacArthur loathed that, but unable to keep herself from doing it anyway. She was almost done when he slammed his hands down on the tabletop, to either side of hers, and said, “Patang, there are some things I want to get straight between us.”


  “Please. Don’t.”


  “Goddamnit, you know how I feel about that shit.”


  “I don’t like it when you talk like that. Stop.”


  MacArthur ground his teeth. “No. We are going to have this out right here and now. I want you to—what was that?”


  Patang stared blankly at her partner. Then she felt it—an uneasy vertiginous queasiness, a sense of imbalance just at the edge of perception, as if all of Venus were with infinitesimal gentleness shifting underfoot.


  Then the planet roared and the floor came up to smash her in the face.


  When Patang came to, everything was a jumble. The floor was canted. The shelves had collapsed, dumping silk shirts, lemon cookies, and bars of beauty soap everywhere. Their muscle suits had tumbled together, the metal arm of one caught between the legs of the other. The life support systems were still operational, thank God. The Company built them strong.


  In the middle of it all, MacArthur stood motionless, grinning. A trickle of blood ran down his neck. He slowly rubbed the side of his face.


  “MacArthur? Are you okay?”


  A strange look was in his eyes. “By God,” he said softly. “By damn.”


  “Innkeeper! What happened here?”


  The device didn’t respond. “I busted it up,” MacArthur said. “It was easy.”


  “What?”


  MacArthur walked clumsily across the floor toward her, like a sailor on an uncertain deck. “There was a cliff slump.” He had a Ph.D. in extraterrestrial geology. He knew things like that. “A vein of soft basalt weakened and gave way. The inn caught a glancing blow. We’re lucky to be alive.”


  He knelt beside her and made the OK sign with thumb and forefinger. Then he flicked the side of her nose with the forefinger.


  “Ouch!” she said. Then, shocked, “Hey, you can’t . . .!”


  “Like hell I can’t.” He slapped her in the face. Hard. “Chip don’t seem to work anymore.”


  Rage filled her. “You son of a bitch!” Patang drew back her arm to slug him.


  Blankness.


  She came to seconds later. But it was like opening a book in the middle or stepping into an interactive an hour after it began. She had no idea what had happened or how it affected her.


  MacArthur was strapping her into her muscle suit.


  “Is everything okay?” she murmured. “Is something wrong?”


  “I was going to kill you, Patang. But killing you isn’t enough. You have to suffer first.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Then she remembered.


  MacArthur had hit her. His chip had malfunctioned. There were no controls on him now. And he hated her. Bad enough to kill her? Oh, yes. Easily.


  MacArthur snapped something off her helmet. Then he slapped the power button and the suit began to close around her. He chuckled and said, “I’ll meet you outside.”


  Patang cycled out the lock and then didn’t know what to do. She fearfully went a distance up the road, and then hovered anxiously. She didn’t exactly wait and she didn’t exactly go away. She had to know what MacArthur was up to.


  The lock opened, and MacArthur went around to the side of the tavern, where the drilling rig lay under its tarp. He bent down to separate the laser drill from the support struts, data boxes, and alignment devices. Then he delicately tugged the gold foil blanket back over the equipment.


  He straightened, and turned toward Patang, the drill in his arms. He pointed it at her.


  The words LASER HAZARD flashed on her visor.


  She looked down and saw the rock at her feet blacken and smoke. “You know what would happen if I punched a hole in your shielding,” MacArthur said.


  She did. All the air in her suit would explode outward, while the enormous atmospheric pressure simultaneously imploded the metal casing inward. The mechanical cooling systems would fail instantly. She would be suffocated, broiled, and crushed, all in an instant.


  “Turn around. Or I’ll lase you a new asshole.”


  She obeyed.


  “Here are the rules. You get a half-hour head start. Then I come for you. If you turn north or south, I’ll drill you. Head west. Noonward.”


  “Noonward?” She booted up the geodetics. There was nothing in that direction but a couple more wrinkle ridges and, beyond them, tesserae. The tesserae were marked orange on her maps. Orange for unpromising. Prospectors had passed through them before and found nothing. “Why there?”


  “Because I told you to. Because we’re going to have a little fun. Because you have no choice. Understand?”


  She nodded miserably.


  “Go.”


  She walked, he followed. It was a nightmare that had somehow found its way into waking life. When Patang looked back, she could see MacArthur striding after her, small in the distance. But never small enough that she had any kind of chance to get away.


  He saw her looking and stooped to pick up a boulder. He windmilled his arm and threw.


  Even though MacArthur was halfway to the horizon, the boulder smashed to the ground a hundred yards ahead of her and to one side. It didn’t come close to striking her, of course. That wasn’t his intent.


  The rock shattered when it hit. It was terrifying how strong that suit was. It filled her with rage to see MacArthur wielding all that power, and her completely helpless. “You goddamned sadist!”


  No answer.


  He was nuts. There had to be a clause in the contract covering that. Well, then . . . She set her suit on auto-walk, pulled up the indenture papers, and went looking for it. Options. Hold harmless clauses. Responsibilities of the Subcontractor—there were hundreds of those. Physical care of the Contractor’s equipment.


  And there it was. There it was! In the event of medical emergency, as ultimately upheld in a court of physicians . . . She scrolled up the submenu of qualifying conditions. The list of mental illnesses was long enough and inclusive enough that she was certain MacArthur belonged on it somewhere.


  She’d lose all the equity she’d built up, of course. But, if she interpreted the contract correctly, she’d be entitled to a refund of her initial investment.


  That, and her life, were good enough for her.


  She slid an arm out of harness and reached up into a difficult-to-reach space behind her head. There was a safety there. She unlatched it. Then she called up a virtual keyboard, and typed out the SOS.


  So simple. So easy.


  DO YOU REALLY WANT TO SEND THIS MESSAGE? YES NO


  She hit YES.


  For an instant, nothing happened.


  MESSAGE NOT SENT


  “Shit!” She tried it again. MESSAGE NOT SENT A third time. MESSAGE NOT SENT A fourth. MESSAGE NOT SENT She ran a trouble-shooting program, and then sent the message again. MESSAGE NOT SENT


  And again. And again. And again.


  MESSAGE NOT SENT


  MESSAGE NOT SENT


  MESSAGE NOT SENT


  Until the suspicion was so strong she had to check.


  There was an inspection camera on the back of her suit’s left hand. She held it up so she could examine the side of her helmet.


  MacArthur had broken off the uplink antenna.


  “You jerk!” She was really angry now. “You shithead! You cretin! You retard! You’re nuts, you know that? Crazy. Totally whack.”


  No answer.


  The bastard was ignoring her. He probably had his suit on auto-follow. He was probably leaning back in his harness, reading a book or watching an old movie on his visor. MacArthur did that a lot. You’d ask him a question and he wouldn’t answer because he wasn’t there; he was sitting front row center in the theater of his cerebellum. He probably had a tracking algorithm in the navigation system to warn him if she turned to the north or south, or started to get too far ahead of him.


  Let’s test that hypothesis.


  She’d used the tracking algorithm often enough that she knew its specs by heart. One step sidewards in five would register immediately. One in six would not. All right, then . . . Let’s see if we can get this rig turned around slowly, subtly, toward the road. She took seven strides forward, and then half-step to the side.


  LASER HAZARD


  Patang hastily switched on auto-walk. So that settled that. He was watching her every step. A tracking algorithm would have written that off as a stumble. But then why didn’t he speak? To make her suffer, obviously. He must be bubbling over with things to say. He must hate her almost as much as she did him.


  “You son of a bitch! I’m going to get you, MacArthur! I’m going to turn the goddamned tables on you, and when I do—!”


  It wasn’t as if she were totally hopeless. She had explosives. Hell, her muscle suit could throw a rock with enough energy to smash a hole right through his suit. She could—


  Blankness.


  She came to with the suit auto-walking down the far slope of the first wrinkle ridge. There was a buzzing in her ear. Somebody talking. Mac-Arthur, over the short-range radio. “What?” she asked blurrily. “Were you saying something, MacArthur? I didn’t quite catch that.”


  “You had a bad thought, didn’t you?” MacArthur said gleefully. “Naughty girl! Papa spank.”


  LASER HAZARD


  LASER HAZARD


  Arrows pointed to either side. She’d been walking straight Noonward, and he’d fired on her anyway.


  “Damn it, that’s not fair!”


  “Fair! Was it fair, the things you said to me? Talking. All the time talking.”


  “I didn’t mean anything by it.”


  “You did! Those things . . . the things you said . . . unforgivable!”


  “I was only deviling you, MacArthur,” she said placatingly. It was a word from her childhood; it meant teasing, the kind of teasing a sister inflicted on a brother. “I wouldn’t do it if we weren’t friends.”


  MacArthur made a noise he might have thought was laughter. “Believe me, Patang, you and I are not friends.”


  The deviling had been innocent enough at the start. She’d only done it to pass the time. At what point had it passed over the edge? She hadn’t always hated MacArthur. Back in Port Ishtar, he’d seemed like a pleasant companion. She’d even thought he was cute.


  It hurt to think about Port Ishtar, but she couldn’t help herself. It was like trying not to think about Heaven when you were roasting in Hell.


  Okay, so Port Ishtar wasn’t perfect. You ate flavored algae and you slept on a shelf. During the day you wore silk, because it was cheap, and you went everywhere barefoot because shoes cost money. But there were fountains that sprayed water into the air. There was live music in the restaurants, string quartets playing to the big winners, prospectors who had made a strike and were leaking wealth on the way out. If you weren’t too obvious about it, you could stand nearby and listen. Gravity was light, then, and everybody was young, and the future was going to be full of money.


  That was then. She was a million years older now.


  LASER HAZARD


  “Hey!”


  “Keep walking, bitch. Keep walking or die.”


  This couldn’t be happening.


  Hours passed, and more hours, until she completely lost track of the time. They walked. Up out of the valley. Over the mountain. Down into the next valley. Because of the heat, and because the rocks were generally weak, the mountains all had gentle slopes. It was like walking up and then down a very long hill.


  The land was grey and the clouds above it murky orange. These were Venus’ true colors. She could have grass-green rocks and a bright blue sky if she wished—her visor would do that—but the one time she’d tried those settings, she’d quickly switched back. The falseness of it was enough to break your heart.


  Better to see the bitter land and grim sky for what they were.


  West, they traveled. Noonward. It was like a endless and meaningless dream.


  “Hey, Poontang.”


  “You know how I feel about that kind of language,” she said wearily.


  “How you feel. That’s rich. How do you think I felt, some of the things you said?”


  “We can make peace, MacArthur. It doesn’t have to be like this.”


  “Ever been married, Poontang?”


  “You know I haven’t.”


  “I have. Married and divorced.” She knew that already. There was very little they didn’t know about each other by now. “Thing is, when a marriage breaks up, there’s always one person comes to grips with it first. Goes through all the heartache and pain, feels the misery, mourns the death of the relationship—and then moves on. The one who’s been cheated on, usually. So the day comes when she walks out of the house and the poor schmuck is just standing there, saying, ‘Wait. Can’t we work this thing out?’ He hasn’t accepted that it’s over.”


  “So?”


  “So that’s your problem, Poontang. You just haven’t accepted that it’s over yet.”


  “What? Our partnership, you mean?”


  “No. Your life.”


  A day passed, maybe more. She slept. She awoke, still walking, with MacArthur’s hateful mutter in her ear. There was no way to turn the radio off. It was Company policy. There were layers upon layers of systems and subsystems built into the walkers, all designed to protect Company investment. Sometimes his snoring would wake her up out of a sound sleep. She knew the ugly little grunting noises he made when he jerked off. There were times she’d been so angry that she’d mimicked those sounds right back at him. She regretted that now.


  “I had dreams,” MacArthur said. “I had ambitions.”


  “I know you did. I did too.”


  “Why the hell did you have to come into my life? Why me and not somebody else?”


  “I liked you. I thought you were funny.”


  “Well, the joke’s on you now.”


  Back in Port Ishtar, MacArthur had been a lanky, clean-cut kind of guy. He was tall, and in motion you were always aware of his knees and elbows, always sure he was going to knock something over, though he never did. He had an odd, geeky kind of grace. When she’d diffidently asked him if he wanted to go partners, he’d picked her up and whirled her around in the air and kissed her right on the lips before setting her down again and saying, “Yes.” She’d felt dizzy and happy then, and certain she’d made the right choice.


  But MacArthur had been weak. The suit had broken him. All those months simmering in his own emotions, perfectly isolated and yet never alone . . . He didn’t even look like the same person anymore. You looked at his face and all you saw were anger and those anguished eyes.


  LEAVING HIGHLANDS


  ENTERING TESSERAE


  Patang remembered how magical the tesserae landscape had seemed in the beginning. “Complex ridged terrain” MacArthur called it, high ridges and deep groves crisscrossing each other in such profusion that the land appeared blocky from orbit, like a jumble of tiles. Crossing such terrain, you had to be constantly alert. Cliffs rose up unexpectedly, butte-high. You turned a twist in a zigzagging valley and the walls fell away and down, down, down. There was nothing remotely like it on Earth. The first time through, she’d shivered in wonder and awe.


  Now she thought: Maybe I can use this. These canyons ran in and out of each other. Duck down one and run like hell. Find another and duck down it. Keep on repeating until he’d lost her.


  “You honestly think you can lose me, Patang?”


  She shrieked involuntarily.


  “I can read your mind, Patang. I know you through and through.”


  It was true, and it was wrong. People weren’t meant to know each other like this. It was the forced togetherness, the fact you were never for a moment alone with your own thoughts. After a while you’d heard every story your partner had to tell and shared every confidence there was to share. After a while every little thing got on your nerves.


  “How about if I admit I was wrong?” she said pleadingly. “I was wrong. I admit it.”


  “We were both wrong. So what?”


  “I’m willing to cooperate, MacArthur. Look. I’ve stopped so you can catch up and not have to worry about me getting away from you. Doesn’t that convince you we’re on the same side?”


  LASER HAZARD


  “Oh, feel free to run as fast and as far as you want, Patang. I’m confident I’ll catch up with you in the end.”


  All right, then, she thought desperately. If that’s the way you want it, asshole. Tag! You’re it.


  She ducked into the shadows of a canyon and ran.


  The canyon twisted and, briefly, she was out of sight. MacArthur couldn’t talk to her, couldn’t hear her. Couldn’t tell which way she went. The silence felt wonderful. It was the first privacy she’d had since she didn’t know when. She only wished she could spare the attention to enjoy it more. But she had to think, and think hard. One canyon wall had slumped downward just ahead, creating a slope her walker could easily handle. Or she could keep on ahead, up the canyon.


  Which way should she go?


  Upslope.


  She set the walker on auto-run.


  Meanwhile, she studied the maps. The free satellite downloads were very good. They weren’t good enough. They showed features down to three meters across, but she needed to know the land yard-by-yard. That crack-like little rille—did it split two kilometers ahead, or was there a second rille that didn’t quite meet it? She couldn’t tell. She’d’ve gladly paid for the premium service now, the caviar of info-feed detailed enough to track footprints across a dusty stretch of terrain. But with her uplink disabled, she couldn’t.


  Patang ducked into a rille so narrow her muscle suit’s programming would have let her jump it, if she wished. It forked, and she took the right-hand branch. When the walls started closing in on them, she climbed up and out. Then she ran, looking for another rille.


  Hours passed.


  After a time, all that kept her going was fear. She drew her legs up into the torso of her suit and set it to auto-run. Up this canyon. Over this ridge. Twisting, turning. Scanning the land ahead, looking for options. Two directions she might go. Flip a mental coin. Choose one. Repeat the process. The radio was line-of-sight so MacArthur couldn’t use it to track her. Keep moving.


  Keep moving.


  Keep moving . . .


  Was it hours that passed, or days? Patang didn’t know. It might have been weeks. In times of crisis, the suit was programmed to keep her alert by artificial stimulation of her brain. It was like an electrical version of amphetamines. But, as with amphetamines, you tended to lose track of things. Things like your sense of time.


  So she had no idea how long it took her to realize that it was all no use.


  The problem was that the suit was so damned heavy! If she ran fast enough to keep her distance from MacArthur, it left a trace in the regolith obvious enough to be followed at top speed. But if she slowed down enough to place her walker’s feet on bare stone when she could, and leave subtle and easy-to-miss footprints when she couldn’t, he came right up behind her. And try though she might, she couldn’t get far enough ahead of him to dare slow down enough to leave a trace he couldn’t follow.


  There was no way she could escape him.


  The feeling of futility that came over her then was drab and familiar, like a shabby old coat grown colorless with age that you don’t have the money to replace. Sometime, long ago, she’d crossed that line where hope ceased. She had never actually admitted to herself that she no longer believed they’d ever make that big strike—just one day woken up knowing that she was simply waiting out her contract, stubbornly trying to endure long enough to serve out her term and return to Earth no poorer than she had set out.


  Which was when her deviling had turned nasty, wasn’t it? It was when she had started touching herself and telling MacArthur exactly what she was doing. When she’d started describing in detail all the things she’d never do to him.


  It was a way of getting through one more day. It was a way of faking up enough emotion to care. It was a stupid, stupid thing to do.


  And this was her punishment.


  But she couldn’t give up. She was going to have to . . . She didn’t finish that thought. If she was going to do this unnamed thing, she had to sort through the ground rules first.


  The three rules were: No Violence. Protect Company Equipment. Protect Yourself. They were ranked hierarchically.


  Okay, Patang thought. In order to prevent violence, I’m going to have to destroy Company property.


  She waited to see if she’d pass out.


  Nothing happened.


  Good.


  She’d come to a long ridge, steep-sided and barren and set her suit to auto-climb. As she climbed, she scanned the slope ahead, empty and rock-strewn under a permanently dazzling cover of sulfuric acid clouds. Halfway up, MacArthur emerged from the zigzagging valley below and waved jauntily.


  Patang ignored him. That pile of boulders up ahead was too large. Those to the right were too small. There was a patch of loose regolith that looked promising but . . . no. In the end, she veered leftward, toward a shallow ledge that sheltered rocks that looked loose enough to be dislodged but not massive enough to do any serious damage to MacArthur’s suit. All she wanted was to sweep him off his feet. He could survive a slide downslope easily enough. But could he hold onto the laser drill while doing so?


  Patang didn’t think so.


  Okay, then. She took her suit off automatics and climbed clumsily, carefully, toward her destination. She kept her helmet up, pointed toward the top of the ridge, to avoid tipping MacArthur off to her intentions.


  Slantwise across the slope, that’s right. Now straight up. She glanced back and saw that she’d pulled MacArthur into her wake. He was directly beneath her. Good. All systems go.


  She was up to the ledge now.


  Stop. Turn around. Look down on MacArthur, surprisingly close.


  If there was one thing Patang knew, after all these months, it was how easy it was to start a landslide. Lean back and brace yourself here, and start kicking. And over the rocks go and over the rocks go and—


  LASER HAZARD


  “Ohhhh, Patang, you are so obvious. You climb diagonally up a slope that any ordinary person would tackle straight on. You change direction halfway up. What were you planning to do, start an avalanche? What did you think that would accomplish?”


  “I thought I could get the laser away from you.”


  “And what good would that do? I’d still have the suit. I’d still have rocks. I’d still have you at my mercy. You hadn’t really thought this one through, had you?”


  “No,” she admitted.


  “You tried to outwit me, but you didn’t have the ingenuity. Isn’t that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You were just hoping. But there isn’t any hope, is there?”


  “No.”


  He flipped one hand dismissively. “Well, keep on going. We’re not done yet.”


  Weeping, Patang topped the ridge and started downward, into a valley shaped like a deep bowl. Glassy scarps on all sides caught whatever infrared bounced off the floor and threw it back into the valley. The temperature readings on her visor leaped. It was at least fifty degrees hotter out there than anyplace she had ever been. Hot enough that prolonged exposure would incapacitate her suit? Maybe. But there was MacArthur behind her, and the only way forward was a shallow trough leading straight down. She had no alternative.


  Midway down the slope, the trough deepened. Rock walls rose up to plunge Patang into shadow. Her suit’s external temperature went down, though not as much as she would’ve liked. Then the way grew less steep and then it flattened out. The trough ended as a bright doorway between jagged rocks.


  She stepped out into the open and looked across the valley.


  The ground dazzled.


  She walked out into it. She felt weightless. Her feet floated up beneath her and her hands rose of their own accord into the air. The muscle suit’s arms rose too, like a ballerina’s.


  A network of cracks crazed the floor of the valley, each one blazing bright as the sun. Liquid metal was just oozing up out of the ground. She’d never seen anything like it.


  Patang stomped on a puddle of metal, shattering it into droplets of sunlight and setting off warning alarms in her suit. For an instant she swayed with sleepiness. But she shook it off. She snapped a stick-probe from her tool rack and jabbed it into the stuff. It measured the metal’s temperature and its resistance to pressure, ran a few baby calculations, and spat out a result.


  Tin.


  She looked up again. There were intersecting lines of molten tin everywhere. The pattern reminded her of her childhood on the Eastern Shore, of standing at the edge of a marsh, binoculars in hand, hoping for a harrier, with the silver gleam of sun on water almost painful to the eye. This looked just like a marsh, only with tin instead of water.


  A tin marsh.


  For an instant, wonder flickered to life within her. How could such a thing be? What complex set of geological conditions was responsible? All she could figure was that the noontide heat was involved. As it slowly sank into the rock, the tin below expanded and pushed its way up through the cracks. Or maybe it was the rocks that expanded, squeezing out the liquid tin. In either case the effect would be very small for any given volume. She couldn’t imagine how much tin there must be down there for it to be forced to the surface like this. More than she’d ever dreamed they’d find.


  “We’re rich!” she whooped. She couldn’t help it. All those months, all that misery, and here it was. The payoff they’d set out to discover, the one that she’d long ago given up all hope of finding.
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  “No! Wait! Stop!” she cried. “You don’t need to do this anymore. We found it! It’s here!”


  Turning, she saw McArthur’s big suit lumber out of shadow. It was brute strength personified, all body and no head. “What are you talking about?” he said angrily. But Patang dared think he sounded almost sane. She dared hope she could reason with him.


  “It’s the big one, Mac!” She hadn’t called him Mac in ages. “We’ve got the goddamned motherlode here. All you have to do is radio in the claim. It’s all over, Mac! This time tomorrow, you’re going to be holding a press conference about it.”


  For a moment MacArthur stood silent and irresolute. Then he said, “Maybe so. But I have to kill you first.”


  “You turn up without me, the Company’s gonna have questions. They’re gonna interrogate their suit. They’re gonna run a mind-probe. No, MacArthur, you can’t have both. You’ve got to choose: money or me.”


  LASER HAZARD


  “Run, you bitch!” MacArthur howled. “Run like you’ve got a chance to live!”


  She didn’t move. “Think of it, MacArthur. A nice cold bath. They chill down the water with slabs of ice, and for a little extra they’ll leave the ice in. You can hear it clink.”


  “Shut up.”


  “And ice cream!” she said fervently. “A thousand different flavors of ice cream. They’ve got it warehoused: sherbet, gelato, water ice . . . Oh, they know what a prospector likes, all right. Beer in big, frosty mugs. Vodka so cold it’s almost a slurry.”


  “Shut the fuck up!”


  “You’ve been straight with me. You gave me a half-hour head start, just like you promised, right? Not everybody would’ve done that. Now I’m gonna be straight with you. I’m going to lock my suit down.” She powered off the arms and legs. It would take a good minute to get them online again. “So you don’t have to worry about me getting away. I’m going to just stand here, motionless and helpless, while you think about it, all right?” Then, desperation forcing her all the way into honesty, “I was wrong, MacArthur. I mean it this time. I shouldn’t have done those things. Accept my apology. You can rise above it. You’re a rich man now.”


  MacArthur roared with rage.
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  “Walk, damn you!” he screamed. “Walk!”


  LASER HAZARD
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  He wasn’t coming any closer. And though he kept on firing, over and over, the bolts of lased light never hit her. It was baffling. She’d given up, she wasn’t running, it wasn’t even possible for her to run. So why didn’t he just kill her? What was stopping him?


  Revelation flooded Patang then, like sudden sunlight after a long winter. So simple! So obvious! She couldn’t help laughing. “You can’t shoot me!” she cried. “The suit won’t let you!”


  It was what the tech guys called “fossil software.” Before the Company acquired the ability to insert their programs into human beings, they’d programmed their tools so they couldn’t be used for sabotage. People, being inventive buggers, had found ways around that programming often enough to render it obsolete. But nobody had ever bothered to dig it out of the deep levels of the machinery’s code. What would be the point?


  She whooped and screamed. Her suit staggered in a jittery little dance of joy. “You can’t kill me, MacArthur! You can’t! You can’t and you know it! I can just walk right past you, and all the way to the next station, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”


  MacArthur began to cry.


  The hopper came roaring down out of the white dazzle of the sky to burn a landing practically at their feet. They clambered wearily forward and let the pilot bolt their muscle suits to the hopper’s strutwork. There wasn’t cabin space for them and they didn’t need it.


  The pilot reclaimed his seat. After his first attempts at conversation had fallen flat, he’d said no more. He had hauled out prospectors before. He knew that small talk was useless.


  With a crush of acceleration their suits could only partially cushion, the hopper took off. Only three hours to Port Ishtar. The hopper twisted and Patang could see Venus rushing dizzyingly by below her. She blanked out her visor so she didn’t have to look at it.


  Patang tested her suit. The multiplier motors had been powered down. She was immobile.


  “Hey, Patang.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You think I’m going to go to jail? For all the shit I did to you?”


  “No, MacArthur. Rich people don’t go to jail. They get therapy.”


  “That’s good,” he said. “Thank you for telling me that.”


  “De nada,” she said without thinking. The jets rumbled under her back, making the suit vibrate. Two, three hours from now, they’d come down in Port Ishtar, stake their claims, collect their money, and never see each other again.


  On impulse, she said, “Hey, MacArthur!”


  “What?”


  And for an instant she came that close to playing the Game one last time. Deviling him, just to hear his teeth grind. But . . .


  “Nothing. Just—enjoy being rich, okay? I hope you have a good life.”


  “Yeah.” MacArthur took a deep breath, and then let it go, as if he were releasing something painful, and said, “Yeah . . . you too.”


  And they soared.
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  OF LATE I DREAMT OF VENUS


  James Van Pelt


  Like a shiny pie plate, Venus hung high in the observation alcove’s window, a full globe afire with sunlight. Elizabeth Audrey contemplated its placid surface. Many would say it was gorgeous. Alexander Pope called the bright light “the torch of Venus,” and some ancient astronomer, besotted with the winkless glimmer named the planet after the goddess of love and beauty. At this distance, clouded bands swirled across the shimmering lamp, illuminating the dark room. She held her hands behind her back, feet apart, watching the flowing weather patterns. Henry Harrison, her young assistant, sat at a console to the window’s side.


  “Soon,” he said.


  “Shhh.” She sniffed. The air smelled of cold machinery and air scrubbers, a tainted chemical breath with no organic trace about it.


  Beyond Venus’ wet light, a mantle of stars shown with measured steadiness. One slipped behind the planet’s fully lit edge. Elizabeth could measure their orbit’s progress by the swallowing and spitting out of stars.


  Elizabeth said, “Did you talk to the surgeon about your scar?”


  Henry touched the side of his face, tracing a line from the corner of his eye to his ear.


  “No. It didn’t seem important.”


  “You don’t need to live with it. A little surgery. You heal in deep sleep. Two hundred years from now when we wake, you’ll be . . . improved.” She lifted her foot from the floor with a magnetic click and then snapped down hard a few inches away. “I hate free fall. How long?”


  “Final countdown. We’ll be back in the carousel soon and you can have your weight again.”


  The scene from the window cast a mellow light. Silent. Grand. A poet would write about it if one were here.


  “Ahh,” said Elizabeth. A red pustule rose in the planet’s swirling atmosphere. She leaned forward, put her palms against the window. Orange light boiled in the clouds, spreading away from the bloody center, disrupting the bands. “It’s begun.”


  Henry read data on his screens. Input numbers. Checked other monitors. Tapped keys quickly. “A clean hit, on target.” He didn’t look at the actual show beyond, but watched his sensitive devices instead. “Beta should strike . . . now.”


  A second convulsion colored the disk, this one a brilliant white at its center which settled into a deep red, overlapping the first burst’s color. A third flash, duller, erupted on the globe.


  “Was that . . .?”


  “Perfect as your money could buy.”


  In the next ten minutes, four more hits. Elizabeth stood at the window while red and orange storms pulsed in Venus’ disk. Henry joined her, mirroring her stance. He pursed his lips. “You can see the dust. If this had been Earth, the dinosaurs would have died seven times.” The planet’s silver sheen faded somewhat, and lightning flashes flickered in the roiling confusion.


  “No dinosaurs ever walked there, Henry.”


  He sighed. “Venus has its own charms, or it did.”


  Elizabeth looked at him. The reflected light from the window caught in his dark eyes. They were the best part of him, the way they looked at her when he didn’t think she noticed. Sometimes she wished she could just fall in love with his eyes, but then she saw the scar, and he really was too short and so young, ten years shy of her forty, practically a child, although a brilliant and efficient one. She’d ask the surgeon on her own. Henry would hardly object to a few cosmetic changes while he slept. What else was there to do during the down time anyway except to improve? She had been considering thinning her waist a bit, toning her back muscles.


  Henry clopped back to his station, then studied figures on a screen she couldn’t see. “There are seismic irregularities, as predicted, making the final calculations more difficult, but the planet is spinning slightly faster now, just a bit. We’ve also pushed it out of its orbit a bit. The next series will bump it back. You’re one step closer to your new Earth.”


  She turned from him, irritated. “If Venus only becomes another Earth, I failed. We can make it better. A planet to be truly proud of. How are things on Earth, anyway?”


  His fingers flicked over the controls. “In the twenty-seven years we slept, your corporation in the asteroid belt has tripled in size, improving the ability to redirect asteroids above projections. We’re two years ahead of schedule there. The Kuiper Belt initiative is also ahead of schedule.” He reread a section. “We’re having trouble with the comet deflection plan. Lots of support for redirecting the Earth-crossing asteroids, but opposition to the comets. Some groups contest our aiming them all at Venus. There’s a lobby defending Halley’s Comet for its ‘historical and traditional values,’ as well as several groups who argue that ‘comets possess a lasting mythic and aesthetic relation with the people of Earth.’ The political wing of the advertising and public relations departments is working the problem, but it has requested a bigger budget.”


  Elizabeth snorted derisively. “Give them Halley’s comet. It doesn’t have as much water as it used to anyway.”


  “Noted.” Henry sent the order. “Your investments and companies are sound.”


  “How is the United Nation’s terraforming project on Mars going?”


  “Badly. They’ve lost momentum.”


  “Too big of a project to run by democracies and committees. Too long.” She sighed. “If nothing needs my attention, then I suppose it’s time for bed.”


  Henry shut his monitors off, powered down the equipment. A metal curtain slid across the view window, separating them from Venus’ tortured atmosphere. “Two hundred years hardly seems like going to bed. Everyone I know will be dead when we awake.”


  Elizabeth shrugged. “They’re all twenty-seven years older than when you talked with them last. As far as they’re concerned, you’re the dead one.”


  A door opened in the center of the floor. Elizabeth looked down the ladder that connected the alcove with the rest of the habitat. The ladder rotated beneath her. She timed her step to land on the top rung, then moved down so she held the ladder, leaving her head and shoulders at floor level. The room turned slowly around her. “No second thoughts, Henry. You knew the cost going in.”


  He nodded at her. She saw in his eyes the yearning. The dream of a terraformed Venus hadn’t brought him onto the project, made him say goodbye to everyone he’d ever known, committed him to a project on a time scale never attempted.


  No, he came for her.


  The rotation turned her so she didn’t have to see his gaze. She continued down the ladder. Mostly she thought about the project and the long line of asteroids on their way to add their inertia to Venus’ spin, but below those thoughts ran a thread about Henry. She thought, as long as he remains a reliable assistant, what does it matter why he signed up? Henry Harrison isn’t the first man who worked for me because he wanted me.


  Two hundred years of suspended life, trembling on death’s edge, metabolism so slow that only the most sensitive instruments detected it. Busy nanomechs coursing through the veins, correcting flaws, patching break downs, keeping the protein machine whole and ready to function. Automatic devices moving the still limbs through a range of motion every day, maintaining joint flexibility, stretching muscles, reminding the body that it was alive because really, really, Elizabeth Audrey, the richest human being who ever lived, whose wealth purchased and sold nations, whose power now stretched over generations, was mostly dead. A whisper could end it.


  Maybe in her dreams she heard that deadly voice caressing her, and she would hear it for sure if she were a weaker woman, but if she did hear, she ignored it. Instead she dreamed of Venus transformed. A vision big enough for her ambition. A Venus fit for her feet. A planet done right, not like old Earth, sputtering in its wastes. A Venus fit for a queen.


  Elizabeth walked spinward in the carousel, the silky robe she donned after the doctors revived her flapped against her bare legs. Two hundred years didn’t feel bad, and the slimming in her waist gave her a limberness she didn’t remember from before. The air smelled fresher too, less metal-washed. It should, she thought. Much of her money was devoted to research and development.


  Henry joined her in the dining room for breakfast.


  “What’s the progress?” she asked. Bacon and egg scents seeped from the kitchen.


  He smiled. “How did you sleep? How are you feeling? Good to see you? It’s only been two centuries.”


  Elizabeth waved the questions away. “Are we on schedule?”


  Henry shrugged. “As we projected, the plans evolved. There have been breakthroughs that make the job easier. We’ve shaded the planet with a combination of solar shields, aluminum dust rail-gunned from the moon, and both manned and unmanned reflective aerostat structures in the upper atmosphere, cooling it considerably, although we have a long way to go. An unforeseen benefit has been dry ice harvesting, which we’ve been selling to the U.N.’s Mars project. Venus’ frozen greenhouse gasses are heating Mars. Of course, the bombardment of asteroids and comets has been continuous.”


  A young man, carrying a tray of covered plates, walked toward them from the kitchen. He wore his dark hair short, and his loose, pale shirt was buttoned all the way to his neck. He nodded at Henry as he put the tray in front of them, but he seemed to avoid looking at Elizabeth. Without waiting for thanks, he backed away.


  “Who was that?” Elizabeth uncovered a steaming omelet. “Shawcroft. He’s a bio-ecopoiesis engineer. Good man. He helped design an algae that grows on the underside of the aerostats for oxygen production. The surface is still too warm for biologicals.”


  Elizabeth tasted the omelet. The food made her stomach uneasy, and didn’t look as appetizing as she hoped. “What’s he doing serving me breakfast then?”


  Henry laughed. “To see you, of course. You’re the Elizabeth Audrey, asleep for two hundred years, but still pulling the strings. His career exists because of your investments. He won a lottery among the crew to bring out the tray.”


  “What about you? He acted like he knew you.”


  Uncovering his plate, Henry revealed a pancake under a layer of strawberries. “I’ve been awake for four years. He and I play handball almost every day.”


  Elizabeth chewed a small bite thoughtfully. Henry’s face did look older.


  “What did you think of my gift?”


  Henry touched the side of his face between his eye and ear. Without smiling he said, “For a couple of years I was mad as hell. I’m sorry you reminded me.” His fork separated a strawberry and chunk of pancake from the rest.


  Elizabeth tried to meet his eyes. He couldn’t be seriously angry. Without the scar, he looked much better.


  He put the fork down, the bite uneaten. “Are you ready for a visit to Laputa? You can check the facilities, and they would be honored if you came down.”


  “Laputa?” She relaxed in the remembering, not realizing until then that she’d been tense. After two hundred years, so much could have changed. When she let the doctor hook her to the complicated devices, she had thought about unstable governments, about unplanned celestial events, about changes in corporate policy. Who could guarantee that she’d wake up in the world she’d designed? This was the great leap of faith she’d made when she started the project. The plan for her to see it to the end would be to outlive everyone around her, and the way to do that was to be the test subject for the long sleep. Henry, for obvious reasons, accompanied her. “You really named the workstation that?”


  “A city now. Much more than a station. The name was in your notes. I don’t think Jonathan Swift imagined it this way, though.” He pushed his plate away. “It’s quite a bit bigger than the initial designs. The more functions we built in, the more cubic feet of air we needed to keep from sinking into the hotter regions of the atmosphere. It’s the largest completely man-made structure in the solar system. Tourist traffic alone makes it profitable.”


  The trip from the carousel to Laputa took a little more than an hour under constant acceleration or deceleration except for a stomach lurching moment midway when the craft turned. Out the porthole beside her seat, she could see Venus’ changed face. Where the sun hit, it was much darker, but the sun itself was darker too, fuzzy and red, partly blocked by the dust umbrella protecting the planet from the heat, cooling it from its initial 900 degrees Fahrenheit. Henry offered a glass of wine. She sipped it, enjoying its crisp edge. Wine swirled in the bottom of the glass. She sipped again, held the taste in her mouth for a few seconds before swallowing. “I don’t recognize this.”


  He sat across from her. The wine bottle rested in a secure holder in the table’s center. “It’s an eighty-year old Chateau Laputa. One of the original bottles of Venusian aperitif. Bit of a gamble. Some of this vintage didn’t age well, but it turns out being thirty percent closer to the sun makes for excellent grapes. They grew them in soil from the surface, heavily treated, of course.” The ferry shuddered. “Upper edges of the atmosphere. We’ll be there soon.”


  Through the porthole, Laputa appeared first as bright red glimmer on Venus’ broad horizon, and as they grew closer, revealing details. Elizabeth realized the glow was the sun’s reflected light. And then she saw Laputa truly was huge, it felt like flying low over the San Gabriels into the Los Angeles basin, when the city opened beneath her. But Laputa dwarfed that. They continued to travel, bumping hard through turbulence until the floating city’s boundaries disappeared to the left and right, and then they were over the structure, their shadow racing across the mirrored surface.


  Inside she toured the engineering facilities where they built floating atmosphere converters to work on the carbon dioxide gasses that trapped so much heat. She met dozens of project managers and spoke briefly to a room full of chief technicians. They didn’t ask questions. They didn’t act like the groups of upper management she was used to working with. There was no jockeying for position, none of the push and pull of internal politics that made corporate board rooms so interestingly tense. None of the high stakes adrenaline she was so used to. They listened. They took notes. They answered her questions, but they were quiet, attentive. Worshipful, almost.


  Henry drove her in a compact electric cart to the physics labs that controlled the steady rain of Kuiper Belt objects bringing water to the planet, even though it still boiled into vapor on the scalding surface. In a large presentation room, dominated by a map of the solar system alive with lights, each representing a ship or a station, the chief geologist finished his speech. A long line of dots represented asteroids and Kuiper Belt objects in transit tracing a curved path through the system ending at Venus. “Fifteen years from now, liquid water will exist at the poles. We should have northern and southern hemisphere lakes by the time you inspect again, perhaps the beginning of an ocean if the weather patterns develop according to the models.” He bowed when he finished and kept his eyes lowered.


  Everywhere they went, and everyone they talked to treated her with the same deference. Only Henry would meet her gaze. “You are the Elizabeth Audrey,” he said again when she complained. “Maker of worlds. Come with me. I think you’ll enjoy this. We have transport waiting.”


  They walked out of a physics lab, leaving behind obsequious scientists and engineers. Henry led, and Elizabeth noticed as she had before that he was a short man. If he were only six or seven inches taller, he might earn more respect. Their next sleep was scheduled to last four hundred years. If she talked to the doctors, they could do the work and Henry would not need to be bothered with the decision himself. After all, if he was going to be her sole representative in the future where no one knew her except as the ultimate absentee boss, then he should look the part.


  “This is it,” he said as the car sped from between two buildings. He stopped and sat beside her while she took it in. A wall of structures a mile away loomed over a plain, a part of the huge circle that enclosed the space. High overhead, Laputa’s roof arced to the far horizons. The sun glowed sullenly, a red bright spot in the dark sky. Away from the city’s artificial light, red tinted her arms, the metal edges on the car, Henry’s face. She turned her hands over. Even her palms took a red shade.


  “What is this place?”


  “Blister Park. Come on.”


  As soon as they stepped out of the car, Elizabeth saw. The floor was transparent. Beneath their feet swirled the clouds of Venus, almost black in Laputa’s shadow, but far away the city stopped and sunlight came down, illuminating a smoky show of reds and oranges and browns. They moved farther from the car, away from the building, and soon the illusion that they were walking on air seemed almost complete.


  Below, in the shadow, bright red and yellow lights twinkled. “Volcanoes,” said Henry. “Venus was volcanically active before, but our asteroid and comet bombardment to spin the planet provoked eruptions. The atmospheric technicians tell me this is good, though. They use the new chemicals in the air to catalyze out what they don’t want and to create what they do. There will be a breathable atmosphere before they are done.”


  “Keeping in mind the improvements in technology, how long until I can walk on the ground unprotected?”


  “Still another thousand years or so. If we engineer ourselves instead, it would be much quicker. We need heat tolerance, and a system that uses less oxygen.”


  “For the workers, yes. The ones that prepare the way, but Venus will not be complete until it is the planet that Earth should have been.” She could picture it, a surface rich with forests, and an ecosystem in balance, humanity appropriately humble in the face of a world done right.


  “But this has a beauty of its own.” Henry moved beside her. The light from below cast shadows on his face.


  “It was ugly when we started, Henry. Almost no rotation. Hundreds of degrees too hot. Too much carbon dioxide. Pressure at the surface equivalent to being a kilometer underwater. No life. Nothing. The least attractive spot in the solar system, and it’s still ugly now. It will be beautiful when I’m done. When I’ve reshaped it.”


  Elizabeth walked toward the middle of Blister Park. She held her hands away from her sides, palms down, like a tight-rope walker. If she didn’t look up, all she saw beyond her feet were clouds and the volcanoes’ dim pulsing. Surprisingly, she felt no vertigo. She moved on the invisible surface as if she’d been born to it. “I’m a god,” she said.


  In a four hundred year-long dream, knowing she was dreaming, Elizabeth ran down a long hill with her brother. She hadn’t known her brother. He died at childbirth, one of the thousands who didn’t make it through the still birth plagues where children were so warped in gestation they couldn’t draw breath on their own. It became simpler and more merciful to let them die, death after death. Science took just a few years to find the cause of the plague that killed her brother, the first of the toxic-Earth plagues, but it was too late for him.


  In the dream, though, he ran beside her toward the stream that flowed through cool grasses. At the edge, they stopped. No frogs today. No crawdads hiding under rocks. She didn’t know why she’d expected frogs and crawdads; they were never in the dream, never, but still the same disappointment washed through her. A boggy flat stretched from both sides, and the reeds that poked up through the smelly muck were brown and broken. A mass of cardboard stuck out of the water, covered with a noxious-looking slime.


  Elizabeth held her brother’s hand as they walked downstream, careful to keep their feet dry. Around the corner the stream ducked under a fence and into a park. They pushed open a gate. Here, a closely clipped lawn painted the hill to a cement curb lining the stream, which now flowed through an open culvert. Signs warned them to stay out of the water, but her brother lay on his chest, reaching down to touch the ripples. In the dream, Elizabeth tried to shout, but her throat constricted. His fingers brushed the water, and then he turned to look at her, his eyes serious and dark (where had she seen those eyes before?). A scar marked the side of his face. She wanted to rub it away, but when she dropped to her knees to touch him, his skin had grown cold, like a statue. And then he was a statue, a bronze of a boy lying on his side by a stream, his clothes a solid metal, a patina of corrosion in the places that were not buffed smooth.


  Elizabeth sat beside him, beside the contained stream. In the sky, no clouds, but a dozen contrails crisscrossed each other, like a giant tic tac toe game. The air smelled of city and too many people piled on one another, story on story in high rises beyond the park. A clatter of metal against metal clanged in the distance. More construction. On the stream’s other side, flowers in unnaturally neat rows filled a garden held behind a plastic border. She looked back beyond the fence where trash filled the water. Neither was right. She knew neither was right, but it was too late to shout. Her brother was dead, and she had no breath behind her scream. The statue couldn’t hold her hand.


  Elizabeth couldn’t breathe. She choked and then coughed, an unproductive spasm that didn’t give her a chance to inhale before she coughed again. Her chest hurt. People bustled around her, but she hadn’t opened her eyes yet. She was suffocating. Someone held her hand. A mask went over her face, and pressure built up within it, pushing against her eyeballs.


  “Relax, Eliza. Let the machine help you.”


  She opened her mouth, allowing the pressure to force open her throat, filling her lungs. The air tasted sweet! She could feel tears pooling where the mask wrapped her cheeks. The pressure relented and she exhaled on her own before it built again, respirating her at its own pace.


  She took slow breaths, each one quivering on the trigger of another spasm, but breath by breath the urge to cough subsided until her lungs moved easily. “I don’t need this,” she tried to say, but the mask muffled her. She tapped the hard surface with her finger. The mask came off. She was in the awakening room. A doctor stood to one side, the mask clasped, ready to put it back if her breathing struggled. Beside him, a technician bent over what looked like a small clipboard. When he turned, she saw information flashing across the surface. Her information, she assumed. Henry sat on the edge of the bed, holding her hand.


  For a minute she inhaled and exhaled carefully, testing each movement. Then she looked at him. “Did you call me Eliza?” Her voice cracked and felt dry in her throat.


  He let go of her hand. “Sorry. Emotional moment.”


  “Don’t let it happen again.” She shut her eyes. “Where are we?”


  “Laputa, but we’ve anchored. The floating city’s era has passed. Not enough pressure in the atmosphere.”


  Later, Elizabeth and Henry walked a hallway in the infirmary. Her steps were unsteady. When they turned a corner, she almost fell. Henry grabbed her arm to hold her upright. They had dressed her in a white robe with stiff, exaggerated collar and cuffs. Change of fashion she guessed.


  “It was harder this time.”


  “We’re into new territory in long sleep. Others have been packed, but it’s just until cures for their diseases are found or they outlive their enemies or they want a one-way trip to the future. If they’ve got the money, they can buy the bed. The arc ships heading to the Zeta Reticula system use long sleep too. It’s a 4,000 year trip, but they’re waking up every one hundred years for equipment maintenance. Only you and I have slept so long uninterrupted.”


  Elizabeth shook her head, trying to clear the fuzziness. “Am I damaged?” She took longer steps as if she could force strength upon herself.


  “I hope not, or I’m damaged too. They’re still testing me, and I’ve been up for six years. I told them I was okay after a week.” They turned another corner in the hall. Henry held her arm again, making Elizabeth feel like an old woman, which she was, now that she thought about it. “We’re walking to an auditorium now. There will be a ceremony. The people want to see you.”


  “Public relations never goes away.”


  Henry looked diplomatic. The extra years he had been awake gave his face more character than Elizabeth remembered. A map of tiny wrinkles sprung from the corners of his dark eyes. “Well, the situation’s a bit more complicated than that. We should have foreseen.”


  Elizabeth moved steadily forward, already a more confident, eager to see how much closer they were to her goal. “Complicated how?”


  “Lots of changes. Governments have risen and fallen. Politics went through several evolutions. The business environment metamorphed during the time.”


  “They didn’t nationalize me, did they?” Elizabeth stopped. The idea that she might have lost control frightened her. Her stomach knotted. The companies, the investments, the foreboding weight of her multi-industrial empire might have fled her grasp in the years she slept. Anything could have happened while she slumbered. “They haven’t taken my assets?”


  Henry gazed down at her solemnly. Elizabeth realized the doctors had done their work. He was now at least two or three inches taller than she. His hair matched his eyes, still black. Some grey there would give him more distinction. She made a note to herself to order the change for him, maybe a deeper timbre to his voice to give him authority.


  “We should have known that a corporation couldn’t last for hundreds of years, Elizabeth. Even a dozen decades would be asking for a lot, but your CEOs, multiple generations of them, made decisions to preserve your initiative. We’re still on schedule.”


  “I can talk to heads of state. Solidify our position.” She pictured the crowded board rooms, the private conversations over expensive dinners at exclusive restaurants, the phone calls and e-mails, all with her at the center, pulling threads, massaging egos, handing down favors with imperial aplomb.


  “You won’t need to.” He led her to a set of double doors. Inside, two lines of exquisitely dressed men and women gave them a hallway to walk through. Many of the people bowed as Elizabeth and Henry passed. Elizabeth still didn’t feel completely focused. A surreal air hovered about the scene. “Madam Audrey,” one man said as he touched the back of his hand to his forehead and bent at the waist. No one else spoke. At the hallway’s end, an ornate set of doors that reached to the high ceiling swung open. Elizabeth slowed. She couldn’t see the other side of the dark room beyond, but it seemed huge, and there was movement in the dark. Lights flooded a stage that she and Henry stepped onto. She shaded her eyes, and the roar began, hundreds of thousands of voices, cheering, cheering, cheering, and they were cheering for her.


  Henry leaned in, cupped his hand around her ear, “They arranged for you to become a religion. It’s the only organization that would last long enough to see it to the end.”


  The next morning, Elizabeth joined Henry in a vehicle garage where a heavily insulated truck waited for them. “First,” said Henry, “I want to point out that we are going to exit through those doors and into a Venus morning. Thirteen hours from now, the sun will set. Your original plan was for a twenty-four hour day/night cycle, but after four hundred years of asteroid and comet bombardment, the terraformers saw that we were getting diminishing returns. At some point, each collision produced more problems for them to undo than they were solving, so they decided to stop and leave Venus with a longer day.”


  Elizabeth frowned. “I don’t like compromise.” She did feel steadier on her feet than she had yesterday, and climbed into the car before Henry could give her assistance. “What’s second?”


  “Best I show you.” He pulled the truck into an airlock. When the outside doors opened, a red, dusty light flooded the bay. Elizabeth slid close to the window. A graded road led into a series of low hills that faded in the hazy red air. The car pulled out of the garage, and for the first time, Elizabeth could see first hand what her efforts had produced. A brisk breeze whipped dust off the road ahead of them.


  “Still warm, still too much carbon dioxide, still too much surface pressure, but we’re very close, Elizabeth.” The truck climbed the first hill, and from the top, as far as the dusty air allowed, similar hills reached all around. “The final changes go the slowest.”


  In front of them, the morning sun glared red and unbelievably large. The truck lurched through a turn as it ascended a second hill.


  “I thought there would be more evidence of the meteor strikes.” Henry laughed. “Oh, heavens, there is, but it’s all on the equator. We have created a badlands like nothing this solar system has ever seen. Some of the strikes broke the tectonic plates, bringing up rock from thousands of feet below the surface, liquefying, vaporizing, shattering. Venus’ equator regions are already legendary. Anything could get lost there or hide there. It truly is untamable. See this?” He held out his wrist. A shiny black bracelet set with green and yellow stones caught the sun light. “The metal is carbon nanotubes. If you need it made out of carbon, Venus can make it. Every space ship hull in the solar system is manufactured here. The jewels were mined in the badlands. Ah, we’re here.”


  He stopped the truck on the hilltop. Before them, a lake rippled in the wind, filling the valleys so that what she had thought were other hills earlier she could see were islands.


  Elizabeth gasped. “Liquid water.”


  “Do you want to go fishing?”


  “Really?”


  Henry rested his forearms on the steering wheel and looked out onto the lake. “Kind of a joke. No, not this time. There are thermophilic shrimp, though, and adapted corals, engineered crabs, modified algaes, mutated anemones, evolved sponges, and dozens of other heat-happy organisms who like water just short of boiling. About the biggest thing out there that we know of is a heat tolerant eel that grows to a foot or so. I’ve been boating at night. Almost all the species we introduced bioluminesce. It makes them easier to keep track of. Blues, yellows, greens. The boat’s wake is a trail of fire.” He sounded meditative. His fingers dangled, nearly touching the dashboard. Elizabeth had never noticed before how strong his hands looked. Calluses marked the fingertips. A line of dark grit was under his fingernails. “On land, we’ve introduce lichens, soil bacterias, nothing complicated. They do best near the lakes. Rain is undependable.”


  “How long did you say you were awake before you woke me up?”


  He didn’t turn his head. “Six years. I wanted to make sure everything was ready for you.”


  She looked at the lake again. A film of black dust piled at the corner of the window like a soot snow drift. The wind picked up, tearing froth off the tops of waves, and it moaned, passing over the truck. Elizabeth couldn’t imagine finding anything attractive in the desolate landscape. Dry, toxic, inhospitable except for the most primitive of life. She pictured its surface in six hundred years, when she awoke. Brush would cover the hills and heather would fill the valleys. Willows would line the bank of this heated lake. What did Henry see in it now?


  Henry said, “The doctors are worried about putting you to sleep for so long. Your system didn’t respond the way they would like.”


  Outside a bank of clouds moved across the sun, casting the lake and hills into a weird, maroon twilight. Dust devils twirled off the road before beating themselves into nothingness in the rocks higher on the hills. If the wind uncovered a bizarre version of a cow’s skull, dry and leering, by the road, Elizabeth would not have been surprised. Nothing was right about the planet yet. Nothing was done.


  “I can’t stay here, Henry. I have to see it to the end.”


  Henry nodded, but before he put the truck in gear to take them back to Laputa, he faced her. “Do not try to change me again as we sleep.


  Do not, ever, be so impertinent again.”


  For a second, Elizabeth thought she saw hatred there, just a glimpse that flashed in the back of his dark eyes, and she respected it.


  But two weeks later, when it came time to sleep, she met with the doctors. She gave orders. Just a touch, a tweak, a fine tuning. Henry wouldn’t mind, she thought, if he loved her like she knew he did, he wouldn’t mind at all.


  In the six-century dream, Elizabeth, watched the rain from comets covering Venus. The water ice started beyond Neptune’s orbit, like ghostly icebergs drifting in space so distant that the sun was merely a bright star among other stars. Gently nudged, they began their long journeys inward, finally, catastrophically for them, exploding into Venus’ atmosphere, contributing water to a planet long without.


  Rain fell. It fell in spurts, in squalls, in flurries, in long sizzling sheets that worked their way into cracks beneath the surface, nourishing the alien life planted there, until there came a time when the rain didn’t just fall on rock. Plants grew, their leaves upturned, catching the water as it fell, spreading it to roots.


  The rain eroded. Cut through stone. Carried silt. Formed rivulets, creeks, streams, rivers. Gathered in pools, ponds, lakes, seas. Evaporated, formed clouds, fell again.


  And then, finally, in the highest of high places, appeared the first snow.


  Elizabeth saw herself standing in Venus’ snow, the perfect crystals falling on her bare arms, one by one pausing for a moment as petite sculptures before melting. Snow cleared the dust and smelled crisp as a fresh apple. She ran through the white blanket, splashing her legs as she ran, looking for her brother. Where was he? This was water he could play in. This water wouldn’t harm him. She’d made it safe in her dream. At a lake’s edge, she stopped, looking both directions as far as she could, but he wasn’t there, just the silent snow falling onto the red-tinted water. Each snow flake, when it met the lake, glowed for a second, until the water’s surface itself provided the only light in the dream. Plenty of light to see him if he was there, but he wasn’t.


  She stood at the lake’s edge for centuries.


  “She’s awake.”


  Soft light fell all around, like snow. Time passed. Darkness. Light again. I’m under the snow, she thought. Darkness.


  “She’s awake.”


  Her arms were moved. Light was provided. A question was asked. A tube was pulled from her throat. She was hurt. All very passive. Darkness.


  “She’s awake.”


  Elizabeth forced her eyes open. An older man sat on the bed beside her, holding her hand. Beside him stood a medical technician in a lab coat. The man holding her hand had a haggard face. Worry lines across his forehead. A little baggy in the jowls. It wasn’t until she blinked her vision clear that she could see his eyes.


  “Henry?”


  He mouthed a silent, “Yes.”


  “How long?”


  He patted the top of her hand. “Six hundred years.”


  She tried to sit up. Before she was half way, though, her calves cramped.


  “Probably easier to lie still right now,” Henry said. “The doctors here have some wonderful treatments. Since you’ve made it this far, you should be up soon.”


  Breathing softly, Elizabeth considered what he said for a moment. “There was a doubt?”


  “Big one for a long time.”


  The ache in her legs dwindled to a dim reminder, no worse than the one she felt in her neck and back and chest. She squeezed his hand. “Henry, I’m glad you’re here.”


  “You can take care of her now,” he said to the lab-coated man.


  For the next two days, doctors came and went. They wheeled her from one examining room to the next. Most of the time she couldn’t tell what they were doing. Strange instruments. Peculiar instructions. Doctors nodding to each other over results that didn’t make sense to her. Even their conversation confused her, speaking with a dialect too thick for her to decipher. Although she did have one moment of relief when one asked her to stick out her tongue and say, “Ahh.” The tongue depressor even appeared to be made from wood.


  They weren’t subservient, however. Brisk, efficient and friendly, but not servile. When she saw Henry again, she asked him about it. He met her in a sitting room where other patients sat reading or visiting quietly. The medical techs insisted she stay in a wheel chair, although she walked quite well in a physical therapy session earlier in the day.


  “All that I’ve learned from our strange journey, Elizabeth, is that time changes everything. You’re not a religion anymore. Actually, now you’re kind of a curiosity. I expect someone from the history guild will want to talk with you. Marvelous opportunity, you know, to actually chat face to face with the Elizabeth Audrey.”


  Something in the way he said it caught her ear. “What about my holdings? What about the corporations?”


  Henry covered her hand with his own. “Gone, I’m afraid. Long, long gone now.”


  The tears came unbidden. She thought of herself as a strong person. Finally, she shook the tremors off and dried her face. “We need to get to work then to get it back. How close are we to finishing the project?”


  Henry smiled. She’d always liked his eyes, but now the years in his expression set them off beautifully. “I’ll let you judge for yourself.” When he stood, a medical tech who had been waiting a few seats away, rushed over to help.


  “That’s okay. I’ll take her,” Henry said.


  “Thank you, sir,” said the tech. “I’ll be close if you need me.” Elizabeth looked from the tech to Henry and back again. She recognized a power order when she saw one. “How old are you Henry? How long have you been awake this time?”


  He turned her chair toward the exit and began rolling her toward the door. “Twenty-two years. I’m sixty-two now.”


  The door opened into a wide space. A ceiling a hundred feet above enclosed the multiple levels and balconies she saw on the other side. Pedestrians walked purposefully to and fro.


  “What is this, a mall?”


  “More like a business park, but you’ve got the right idea.”


  A pair of women dressed in dark, functional leather long-coats walked past them. One laughed at something the other said. Pale clean circles surrounded their eyes in faces that were uniformly filthy.


  “Prospectors do a lot of trading here,” said Henry, as way of explanation.


  He wheeled her to a garage a level lower and helped her into a car. This one didn’t appear nearly as heavy as the truck she’d ridden in with him what seemed like a lifetime ago.


  “It’s time for you to see Venus in its glory,” said Henry.


  A half hour later he parked the car on what might have been the same hill he’d taken her to before, but now the burgundy sun rested low on the opposite horizon, and where before the landscape was marked by wind, rock and water, plants grew everywhere. Thick-stemmed vines clung to the rocks beside the road. Low bushes dotted the slope to the water’s edge. Here and there, short pine-looking trees poked from the soil, their trunks all leaning the same way and their branches pointing away from the lake. And there was color everywhere. Not only were there the grey and black rocks she remembered, but also tans and browns and yellows. Across the face of the hill to their left, a copper sheen caught the sun, and on the hill to their right, the mossy clumps growing between the rough stones were a vibrant blue.


  But no heather covered the hills. Where she imagined a world with waterfalls, there were only sharp-edged stones. Where she hoped for soft yellow light on fields of flowers, there was a red sun, bloated as a toad on the horizon. She saw a rough land.


  A figure dressed in a leather long coat, goggles covering the eyes, walked past their car, saw Henry and tipped his leather hat as he continued on toward the lake where a small complex of buildings serviced two long docks and a dozen moored boats.


  Elizabeth tried to contain her disappointment. “This is not even close to what I worked so hard for. I wanted a world that was what Earth should have been, what it could have been if we hadn’t ruined it. Venus could have been paradise!” The outburst left her short of breath. In the car’s confines, her breathing sounded loud and harsh. “I had a brother . . .”


  “You were an only child.” Henry sounded quizzical.


  “No, I . . .” Panic rose in Elizabeth’s throat. She did have a brother, didn’t she? It took a second for her to sort it out for herself. A thousand years of dreaming could feel more convincing than a few decades of reality.


  “We have to get out of here. Take me back.”


  “Wait,” said Henry. He reclined his seat a little before folding his hands across his chest. He watched the sun setting on the lake’s other side. Elizabeth leaned back in her chair, her heart thudding hard.


  The sun slipped deeper into the hills behind the lake. Elizabeth relaxed. Could she get the money back again? She knew no one. The game was surely different now. A wind scurried across the water, rocked the boats, and then rushed up the road to toss sand against the car.


  Shadows lengthened. She felt so tired, so truly, truly old.


  “You know, I talked to the doctors before I went to sleep the last time. It took considerable persuasion on my part, but I discovered you’d told them to work on me again. For a while, I thought the best action would be to go to your bed and kick out the plug. It was tempting.”


  Henry didn’t move while he spoke. His hands stayed still as he watched the setting sun.


  Elizabeth floundered for a moment, unsure of how to reply. When they’d started this project a month ago (“No, a thousand years ago,” she thought), he would have never spoken to her like this, and she would have had no trouble telling him what she thought, but this wasn’t the same Henry, not by any measure. “I’m sorry, Henry. I didn’t think you would mind, really. They were changes for your own good.”


  “I loved you once, but you have a mean sense of perfection, Liza.” The sun’s last glimmer dropped out of sight. “Watch now,” he said. The horizon glowed like a campfire coal, then, as sudden as a sunset can be sudden, low clouds that had been invisible until now picked up red edges, their middles pulsating cherry gold, and the air from the horizon line all the way to nearly directly overhead turned a deep purple with scarlet streaks, changing shades even as she realized they were there.


  A half hour later, still in silence, they watched. Stars appeared in the moonless sky. A boat left the quay, trailing a bioluminescent streak behind it.


  Elizabeth found she was crying again. “My, god, it’s beautiful, Henry, but it’s not what I was trying to make. It’s not better than Earth.”


  “It’s Venus,” he said. “It doesn’t have to be better.”


  By now, night had completely fallen. There were no board room meetings to attend. No calls to make. No projects to shepherd to success. Elizabeth felt very small sitting in the car with Henry. Her muscles ached. She suspected she would never be physically as capable as she once was. A thousand years of long sleep had taken their toll.


  “What about you, Henry. You said you loved me once. Will you stay with me?”


  She couldn’t tell in the dark if he turned to look at her or not.


  “You couldn’t shape me into what you wanted either.”


  He started the car, which turned on the dashboard controls, but made no noise. The light revealed his hands on the wheel.


  “My days of shaping are done, Henry.”


  He drove them the long way home, over hills and around the lake. They didn’t speak. Neither knew what to say to the other, yet.


  LOOKING OUT FOR NUMBER ONE


  Patrick Hudson


  VENUS 1


  Barney Chip never thought he’d see malevolent rainbows, but the harsh sunlight of Venus cast shadows like ripping pools of blood through the thick atmosphere. He hated this planet. He hated the thermal stink of the terraforming, the claustrophobic habitats that clung to the sides of the oxygen vents, the constant oppressive heat, and most of all he hated the miserable bad-tempered sods that lived there. This was no market for confectionery. They weren’t interested in Creamy Dreamy’s range of sticky boiled sweets and toffees, and it was too hot for chocolates to survive on the shelves. The only thing they wanted were chilled treats—sorbet, mousse, custard desserts, ice cream—and the gigs per second in storage and transportation just added to their sour tempers.


  Barney pulled at his shirt collar, checked his sample case was still at his feet, and looked around the pinched faces in the busy departure lounge if the Venus Teleport Terminal. Never mind, one more teleport and he’d be back home.


  One more teleport: his heart raced at the thought. No, don’t think about that—but it was too late. His stomach rolled and squeezed, his mouth was dry, and his hands tingled with prickling sweat. The heat was aggravating his usual anxieties—every time he teleported these days he was gripped by a crawling, nauseating fear that started at his throat and drizzled coldly down his chest and deep into his waters. It was just one aspect of the depression he’d sunk into since Lillian left him last year and no amount of expensive cognitive therapy or neuro-linguistic programming had been able to shift it. Every time he thought he was over it, a switch in his head would unexpectedly flick on, and the eery, empty feeling of disassociation would return.


  A hard knot of resolve formed in him: this was it, he wasn’t putting himself through this any more. Look out for number one, that’s what he was going to do. This was his last sales tour; after this he’d ask—no, he’d tell The collective director at Creamy Dreamy that he wanted a desk job, something in marketing. Hell, he knew every buyer in the solar system, from Venus to Titan. He’d opened up the entire market for generation ship franchises, which promised to keep paying for centuries. He had fifteen years’ hands-on experience, he had skills and experience to pass on, he had—


  A voice chimed from his scroll. “Mr Barney Chip, please check in at teleboth 19.” He shuddered when he heard his name. Hot blood warmed his face. “Je-sus.” He stood up, took a shot from his tranquillizing atomizer and strode to the boarding gates, stoically fearful.


  The smooth cream door of the telebooth slid open and Barney stepped into the tiny space, not much more than a cupboard with just enough room for Barney and his sample case. The door slid shut, the lights throbbed for a fraction of a second, and then soothing music wafted through the chamber. Windows glittered open on scenes from Earth—tourists frolicking in the surf in Patagonia, swishing down the luge at Ookaimeden, taking the grav lift up Everest and pouring from the Tianqiao Opera House in formal suits and gowns. “Welcome to the United Teleport Experience, the safest and fastest means of interplanetary travel available today. We know our customers value the speed that the teleport provides, but for the time-strapped stakeholder-employee, why not consider buying shares in High Stream, our Executive Frequent Teleporter program—?”


  “No,” Barney cut it off testily, “I’m already a member. Login Barney Chip, membership number QV09719. Password,” he paused then hissed it out: “Lillian.”


  The machine was silent for moment. Everyone else he knew was registered and logged by a simple biometric scan before they even stepped into the booth, but despite all the times he had used the teleport, it never picked up his log-in and password. If it couldn’t keep track of that basic information, how the hell was he supposed to trust it not to lose him somewhere in the quantum flux?


  “Welcome back, Mr Chip. As a High Stream stakeholder—”


  “Okay,” he snapped and testily okayed his way through a string of advertising previews and immigration screens while he was cued for scan. You had to sit through the same crap every time—for the gigs that the teleport sucked up, you’d think they could just get on with it. He took few deep breath. Blood thumped in his head adding to his nausea, and the foetid ambience seemed to get stronger, more acidic. Gnomic progress statements faded in and out of the vast sky of fast-moving clouds that filled the windows. “Client cued. Stack One transferred. Stack two transferred. Entanglement achieved. Scanning in five, four, three, two, one.”


  A bright flash stung Barney through tightly closed eyelids and a febrile shock knocked the wind out of him. He staggered for a moment on the brink of unconsciousness, then opened his eyes. He knew he should be back on Earth, but when he took a deep breath he got a lungful of rancid Venerian air.


  “Our apologies Mr Chip, please standby. Client cued. Reboot. Log-on United Teleport Collective Director. Stack one transferred. Stack two transferred. Entanglement achieved. Scanning in five, four, three, two, one.” Another flash and he staggered again, stunned by harsh white-light noise that scattered his thoughts. He gasped for air as his vision cleared, but the stinking Venerian atmosphere still stuck at the back of his throat.


  “Standby . . .” For a moment there was darkness and silence in the telebooth. Then, a dim light caught Barney as the telebooth’s back wall slid aside and he startled backwards into the firmly clamped exit. In the half light he could see that a chute had opened up in the back of the telebooth, disappearing into darkness from where he could hear the rumbling of machinery far below. He stared, uncomprehending, into the abyss for a moment, then heard the smooth voice of United Teleports issue from the gloom: “Mr Chip, the United Teleport Collective Director apologises for this unscheduled disruption to your journey. Please relax and we will assume normal service shortly.”


  He stood petrified in the brimstone fumes and the gloom, holding his breath and listening to distant crashes and growls. Without warning, a pair of grabbers telescoped rapidly from the darkness towards his face. Barney ducked just as jets of grey mist hissed from the mechanical hooks. He caught a snatch of a sweet smell, like raspberry drops, he thought, a smell that was tantalisingly familiar if he could just recall from where. He just had time to sense the memory of a dream before tumbling into the chute towards blackness and the groan of toiling machinery.


  EARTH 1


  Barney Chip stepped out of the telebooth, into the bright early morning sunshine slanting through the high windows of the Earth Teleport Terminal at Heathrow. As the familiar atmosphere filled his lungs, he flushed with renewed confidence and strength. In retrospect, it’d been a good sales trip— the gigs on that frozen stuff added up quickly and he’d easily hit his target. There’d be a bonus in it, two dozen gigawatt hours at least. He should be happy! Look out for number one, that’s the only way to get ahead! A cheery advertising jingle bubbled from a nearby factory and Barney whistled along to the familiar melody.


  Stepping down the wide gangplank towards the Express stop, he caught the gaze of a man in a public domain overcoat with the collar turned up and felt a sudden sickening de ja vu. He knew that man from somewhere. Didn’t he? The stranger turned away. On the Express to London, fiddling anxiously with his scroll, not really paying much attention to the blooming news and confectionery industry data matrices, Barney looked up and saw the stranger again, scrutinising him surreptitiously from the far end of the car. At Kings Cross, the stranger flitted in and out of the collonades as Barney queued for an automated cab. He wrapped his hand around his tranquillizing atomizer (was it too early for another hit?) and took a deep breath. “Je-sus, get a grip!”


  The cab dropped him off at his apartment block in Wapping, where the building had already logged his arrival and had a lift waiting. As the doors closed behind him, a familiar anonymous figure darted through, face still obscured by the turned up collar of his coat. Barney stood rigid, clutching his the sample case to his chest, displaying the bright, round logo of Creamy Dreamy Old Fashioned Fun Choc like a target as the lift accelerated to his floor. The stranger made a quick jerky movement with his arm and Barney’s heart kicked up a gear: a pop gun!


  Without a word, the stranger raised the barrel to Barney’s head. He could feel the weapon’s warm tip on his forehead and the lift became suffocatingly small. “Don’t kill me! What do you want? I’ve got surplus running right now, I’ll credit it all to you!” Barney fumbled for his scroll, and dropped his sample case, spilling brightly wrapped samples and pages of invoices and accounts on the lift floor.


  “We don’t need your surplus gigs,” said a familiar voice.


  Barney’s head swam. That voice. Who’s voice was that?


  There was a click and, after a second or two, Barney opened his eyes. The gunman was looking at his gun, shaking it. “Je-sus” he said.


  Barney’s heart froze for a breathless moment, broken by the sound of the the pop gun rebooting. Without really thinking about it, Barney kneed the gunman in the balls; the gunman doubled over in agony but held the gun tight. Barney lunged forward, and they struggled for a few seconds until the lift halted at the twenty-second floor and the doors slid open. They tumbled out and landed, wrestling, in the corridor. There was an electric pop and the smell of burned flesh wafted past Barney’s face.


  Somewhat belatedly, alarms and klaxons hammered the air with jarring panic. He pushed the corpse away; it was still shaking slightly.


  “Barney? What the hell’s going on?” Across the hall, Barney’s neighbour Dan Black stood at his doorway in his pyjamas, holding a pop gun of his own.


  “This guy . . .” Barney was trembling, short of breath and weak in the knees. He wanted to get to his flat so he could factor some sedative tea and listen to the whale noise channel. “In the elevator . . . he . . .”


  Dan nodded. It wasn’t hard to fill in the basic facts. “Well,” he said, kneeling by the corpse, “let’s see if it’s anyone we know.”


  Barney already had a hunch about who it was going to be and tried to grab Dan’s hand before he could roll the corpse over, but Dan was too quick. They both reeled back in astonishment: the dead man was Barney Chip.


  VENUS 2


  Barney was shocked awake by the choking suffocation of clogged airways, every passage of respiration blocked. He coughed and snorted, sending a plug of phlegm out of his throat.


  “Je-sus!” he choked.


  He struggled for a moment, discovered his hands were bound, then forced himself to be still. Come on, Barney, he thought, calm down. He took a few deep breaths. Then it struck him, suddenly: he was hanging upside down from his ankles, stark naked. He was swaying, gently and at the peak of each arc he hit something soft and heavy, like a punch bag.


  The binding on his hands was fairly loose, just a plastic tie to keep them together: whoever had bound them hadn’t expected him to be able to escape. He pulled his hands free then curled up and grabbed at his ankles. They were linked to a rail by metal manacles and, after a bit of groping around in the darkness, he located the catch. As he fiddled it open, he discovered something else: the soft things he could feel on either side of him were bodies, stiff, cold and dead.


  He released his feet and eased himself down, staying crouched, close to the floor. His head was spinning from the change of orientation and the sharp, unpleasant smell of human sweat, vomit and shit. His nose and throat were rough and blistered and he coughed up a few more gobs of bloody phlegm before he could breathe easily. He felt like he might be sick. He took steady breaths, forcing himself to be calm. There was nothing he could do to help these people, there was nothing they could do to hurt him. He smiled grimly to himself, wishing he had his tranq spray. Calm down, Barney, look out for number one!


  From the gentle rocking and the even hum around him he deduced that he must be in the back of a mover. It didn’t seem to be going very fast. He felt around, edging through the cool clammy flesh of the hanging corpses, and discovered two large bins stashed under a ledge at the end of the cab. Inside the first, he could feel clothes and shoes; in the second, were scrolls, cases, wrap-arounds and packages and parcels of a cryptic nature, jumbled together carelessly. He pawed his way through, feeling for something useful, but all the scrolls were dead. In a stroke of luck, his hand closed around the square oily shape of an ancient zippo lighter. He flipped the top and spun the flint wheel. The flash from the flint momentarily lit the nearest corpses in stark white light, catching their glittering, open eyes watching him.


  His skin prickled and he shouted: “Hello? Yes, Hello? Can you hear me?” There was no answer. “Is anyone else awake?” He flicked the wheel a few more times and got a flame. There was no noise but the steady hum of the mover’s wheels on the road. The corpses’ faces were lifeless and slack. “Je-sus,” he said.


  Holding the lighter in one hand, he explored the bin of clothing until he had pulled out a pair of trousers, a shift and a pair of sandals. He pulled them on in the dark, very conscious of the lifeless stares lost in the darkness around him. As soon as he was dressed, he lit the lighter again—it just seemed easier to handle the strange fondling motion of the corpses with a little light.


  He edged his way to the other end of the mover, where he found the textured surface of the door fabric. He put the lighter out—it was getting too hot to hold—and felt around the edge of the door. He found the lip where it met the body of the mover and pulled. The fabric ripped and the door shut down, slithering back into the vehicle’s body. He was dazzled by the glare that cut through the heavy clouds over the rocky, steaming Venerian desert. “We have logged a user error with this vehicle,” chimed the soft familiar voice of United Teleports. “Please standby.” The mover began to decelerate and quickly rolled to a stop. Barney jumped down onto the rocky road. “Please stay by the vehicle while we process your query. The United Teleports Collective Director has been alerted.” Barney hesitated. Surely there had been some mistake? Surely there was a reasonable explanation for this? Surely?


  In the still desert air, he heard the mover creak and crack. Suddenly, it started humming urgently and when he looked around, smoke was drifting from the back, just a whiff of it at first then thick clouds. Barney dived out of the way just as the mover disappeared in a searing burst of white light that sizzled the hair on the back of his head. He looked back. For a heartbeat it stood, bleak and horrible, the blackened skeletons surrounded by the scorched, smoking frame of the mover. Then the rumble of a nearby oxygen geyser collapsed it, sending a cloud of ash into Barney’s face. He scrambled choking to his feet and the long-denied urge to vomit at last found release.


  EARTH 2


  Barney couldn’t quite hold the mug still enough to drink his sedative tea. Dan took it from him and held it still, allowing Barney to sip from the rim while he held it steady. Barney swallowed hard and the familiar taste of camomile and raspberry made him feel a little better him immediately. Licensed constables from Barney’s insurance company had come, asked a few terse questions, scratched their heads and taken the corpse away. Now, the whole incident seemed a little unreal. If it wasn’t for Dan, Barney could have believed he’d dreamed the whole thing.


  “Come on, Barney, think it through. Who has the resources and the motivation to produce a perfect duplicate of you and set it to kill you. It’s insane!”


  Barney shook his head. “Business rivals,” he said between tight lips. “I mean, I’m Creamy Dreamy’s top salesman and the confectionery industry can be pretty damn cut throat. Jarrold’s Mints or Kavanagh’s Celebrations—either of those guys are desperate enough”


  “Je—” Dan sighed. “For Christ’s sake, Barney, come off it.”


  “Maybe it was Pennyworth’s or Happy Baby? It’s an industrial action, Dan, I’ve got crime cover and the constables will handle it. There’ll be compo, mark my words.”


  “No, Barney, it’ll be logged with the incident database, and if it clicks with something else, then maybe it’ll be tendered out for an investigation. But if it doesn’t, Barney, what are you going to do? Wait around for them to be successful next time?”


  “Let’s not talk about it, Dan. I just want to—”


  “This isn’t going to go away. Someone is trying to kill you, you’ve got to find out why. Your insurer won’t help. Your insurer is just another smiley face painted over a glorified actuarial screen, a Frankenmind with its artificial eye on the bottom line.”


  “Oh, Dan, seriously: Frankenmind? Let’s not get into this again.” Since the day Dan had moved in, just before Lillian moved out last year, he’d been bending Barney’s ear with his conspiracy theories about the collective directors. The new barter economy depended on the collective directors to function. Complicated financial instruments that had evolved from ancient quantitative investment systems and actuarial screens distributed individual energy allowances with such finesse that everyone in the solar system was supplied with just about everything they could ever want or need whenever they wanted or needed it. Without them, institutional inefficiency and corruption would lead quickly to global brownout and misery for billions. Not that Barney wasn’t miserable, but that was hardly the fault of the system, and complaining about it seemed pointless, like complaining about having to breathe or having only two arms. Dan, however, was one of those people who had to be angry about something all the time, usually the collective directors in one form or another. He was some kind of journalist living mostly on the civic and posting his conspiracy rants on civic access, collecting voluntary micro-payments from his readers at a few megs a go. Barney had checked him out, and he had quite a following with a certain sort of viewer. It didn’t hurt that he was incredibly prolific producing more screeds of paranoia than it seemed possible for one man to create on his own. Barney, who’d been part of the system all his life, thought he was a bit of a crank. He shook his head, exhausted. “Please. Dan, not now. Je-sus, I killed myself tonight, okay?”


  “Well, come on then, who do you think is trying to kill you?”


  Suddenly, Barney sobbed. “For Christ’s sake, haven’t you worked it out? I’m trying to kill me, Dan. That was the real Barney Chip, and I’m the imposter. He wants me out of the way so that he can reclaim his life. Look at the mess I’ve made of it: broke, marriage dissolved, career in jeopardy from this stupid teleport phobia. No wonder he wants it back. I should just—I should—”


  Dan took Barney by the shoulders. “Listen to me. Listen to me, Barney. You’ve got look out for number one. You are the real Barney Chip. I don’t know who sent this duplicate, but it’s something to do with the collective directors, I know it: they’re the only ones with enough running surplus for this kind of job. You’ve got to believe that and start digging. We’ll find out, I’ll help you. And we’ll lick this teleport thing, too, I promise you. Come on, Barney, get a grip.” Barney looked up and for a second there was a spark of resistance in his eyes. Then the sedative took hold, his eyes slid shut, his headed nodded forward and he started to snore.


  VENUS 3


  Barney jerked awake and remembered where he was with the first breath of dank, tangy Venerian air. He turned up the collar of the big public domain overcoat he’d factored from a civic factory and he took another careful sip from his pomegranate soda and a nibble at his baklava. It was half-way third shift on Venus and he still hadn’t slept. Instead he’d spent the night at the noodle bar across the plaza from the Venus Teleport Terminal, nursing civic grub and watching the crowds come and go. Like all teleport stations, it was designed to resemble a space ship from the pioneer era, all neo-colonial curls and heroic trimmings, an impressive display of conspicuous consumption, but then United could afford this type of extravagance—the teleport took a lot of gigs and the benefits of instantaneous travel around the solar system meant that they could easily get it.


  After the mover exploded, Barney had hidden in the desert from the clean up crew, a huge automated road hopper that sucked the remains of the van up in one end and spat out aggregate from the other. He caught a lift back into Venus Town with a mover full of miners, hard mean-faced men and women who scowled at the delay when the mover stopped to pick him up. He tried to access his gigstream back in Venus Town, but couldn’t get authorisation. He contacted his the collective director of his surplus broker who told him to wait where he was for the Venus Bank Constables to arrive and assist him, but the memory of the van full of corpses had made him wary of hanging around. If someone was willing to kill him once, then there was no reason why they wouldn’t be willing to try it again.


  The last twelve hours was the longest time he’d been without tranquillising sprays and patches in three years, and despite his weariness he felt clearheaded and alive. The situation had revealed a streak of resolve in him he’d never realised was there: he knew he’d survive somehow if he could just figure out what was going on. He had no idea what to do now. He would have to find somewhere to sleep soon, though, which meant signing on to the civic hab-surplus and then anyone would be able to locate him. He had to do something that wouldn’t draw unwanted attention and, obviously, something that didn’t involve teleportation. Then he thought, maybe there WAS someone who could help. In fact, perhaps Dan Black had been right all along.


  EARTH 3


  Dan continued hectoring Barney over breakfast. “Where’s the post-singularity paradise we were promised? The real-time back ups, the editable consciousness, the post-scarcity land of plenty? We can factor anything we want out of individual atoms but live like rats in a maze! We shift their basic resources, fuel their expansionist agenda with the sweat of our brow and if we press the right buttons they give us a raisin soaked in valium. I’ve told you a million times, it shouldn’t be this way. The collective directors aren’t human, they don’t care about us. We’re slaves to them, Barney, or worse, just cattle.”


  Barney stared blankly at the screen of his notebook. Frankly, he felt a little embarrassed by the whole thing now, and retreated into his work, ensuring all the totals tallied, adding marginal notes accounting for free samples and for any reduced prices he had negotiated. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he could hear Lillian’s voice accusing him: this is the way he dealt with all his problems. He looked up. “I’ve still got what it takes, you know,” he said. “I still sell more of those damn sweets than all the other salesmen put together. If I could just shake this teleport thing . . .” He stared down at his notebook glumly.


  “Barney, no one doubts your ability, but you’ve got to tell them you need a break.”


  “Lillian . . . the settlement . . .”


  “Forget the settlement, Je—” Dan took a deep breath. “Look, you didn’t have any problem until a few months ago. I’m sure it’s just a short-term thing: stress, the divorce. You’ve got to take a step back, give it time. You’ve got enough running surplus on stream for the time being, surely. How many gigs per second does Creamy Dreamy pay anyway?”


  Barney struggled for a moment with the idea. He’d been working since he left high school, there just didn’t seem to be any alternative. It was what people did. He looked at his watch. “Je-sus, I better go.”


  “Take the day off, Barney, for God’s sake, just one day.”


  Barney straightened his sash in front of the mirror: “Thanks for putting up with me last night, I feel better already. Work’ll take my mind off it.” He pulled open the door and headed out.


  “Barney!” Dan watched Barney disappear behind the lift doors before going back to his apartment. He heaved a sigh, shook his head and began tidying away the clutter of breakfast. A call came in—from a civic line somewhere—and Dan waved his hand to accept it.


  “Yes?”


  “Dan? It’s Barney.”


  “Barney? Je-sus, you didn’t get far.”


  “Dan, I’m on Venus, something’s happened.”


  “Venus? Wait, is this something to do with the teleport?”


  “The teleport? Yes, maybe, I don’t know. Why do you think that?”


  “Lucky guess. Hold on, Barney. Venus . . .” He summoned his personal directory.


  “Dan, I need access to some gigs, just a little. I know you don’t have much, but I can’t access my account, could you—”


  “Barney, I’m going to give you an address on Venus. Call it. Tell them what happened to you. They’ll help you out.” He read out the address, and then made Barney repeat it back until he was sure he had committed it to memory.


  “Dan, what’s going on? What do you know about this?”


  Dan smiled to himself. “Look, let’s just say I know exactly what you’re going through. Call the number; they’ll explain everything. Keep looking out for number one, fella!” Dan ended the call, without waiting for a response.


  He stood for a moment in the quiet, fingering some loose skin at the base of his neck. He sighed, pulled off the faux-flesh mask, and then went to the mirror and rubbed his sore and puckered skin until it felt alive again. Barney 79 looked tired, but not as tired as Barney Prime. Although the features were exactly the same, the man who had just left the apartment looked five years older than the duplicate in the mirror. Why do we let him go through this? Barney 79 wondered. How much longer before we give the poor guy a break and reel him in once and for all?


  EARTH 4


  On the mono, Barney sat in an aisle seat next to a fat man eating a stinking fish and chip pie. The motion of the carriage squashed him intermittently into the fishy smelling man or the armrest of the seat; nausea overtook him, and he felt the last of his confidence drip away. He got off a stop early, planning to walk the last couple of blocks to clear his head, but his heart thumped painfully in his chest and he itched with sweat despite the cool of the crisp spring morning. He went into a nearby factory, shaking his head at the windows that opened up in front of him promising package deals, long-term licenses and reduced carryover on items at the cheaper end of the market. He factored a packet of gum at the—Creamy Dreamy brand, of course—and was about to put a stick in his mouth when he heard a shout from outside. He turned just in time to see the factory’s plate glass front window mist with shatter cracks and rain down through the glittering lights of the display windows like a waterfall. Outside, three gunmen were bearing down on the factory from an automated cab parked across the street. More shots. Barney had just crouched behind a display of ready-mades when footsteps came crunching over the broken glass on the footpath.


  “Je-sus! Where is he?”


  “Can’t see him. Maybe he escaped.”


  “We would have seen him.”


  They spoke with the same voice, same tone, same inflection. Barney knew that voice well: it was his own.


  “Backdoor’s clear.”


  “Je-sus! He must be here somewhere!”


  “Now just you calm down, fella,” said one, in a familiarly pompous tone that made Barney wince.


  “Screw you, we’re looking out for number one!”


  One of them stood just in front of Barney’s hiding place, the pop gun hanging loosely from his hand, inches from Barney’s nose. It was now or never. Barney dived at him, and they fell forward with Barney on top. The gunman’s pop gun flew out of his hand and Barney rushed forward, over the struggling assassin and snatched it out of the air as it fell. The gun whirred as it checked his palm print, and the permissions window blinked green—“registered user.”


  He straightened up unsteadily and the other two assassins turned around, boggling at him. He sent a blind spray of shots around the little factory and the air crackled with detonating pops. They both went down, one with half his head spread over the wall behind him, the other with a discreet hole in his chest, a red stain leaking out onto his sky blue jacket. Barney spun back and trained the pop gun on the third duplicate still lying at his feet: he was out cold.


  Could he have done that? In cold blood? He looked down at the little gun in his hand and dropped it. That’s it, he thought, I’m getting out of here.


  EARTH 5


  Barney 79 was once again masquerading as Dan Black. He went to the factory, spoke with his neighbours and fed his cat, maintaining a cover that would not arouse the suspicions of Barney Chip. Sometimes, he wondered if it was really worth it. Barney was such a flake, always on edge, always unhappy. Why did they need him? But it was a matter of principle with the Barneys: Barney Chip was the prime personality, the one at the top of their ontological ladder. While they lived in secret, Barney got on with the life they’d all, at some point, been forced to leave behind.


  Later in the morning, he got another call, Barney again, Barney Prime this time.


  “It’s happened again, Dan,” said Barney, breathlessly.


  “Again? Another attack?” Barney 79’s heart suddenly started thrashing in his chest. What the hell was Barney 18 playing at, this was the second attack in as many days.


  “There were three, but I outsmarted them. Oh yes.” Barney gave a desperate grin.


  Three? Perhaps there was more to Barney Chip than met the eye. “Look, where are you now? Wait for me at the Midnight Chat House, I’ll come and get you right now.”


  “Don’t bother. I’m getting out of here.”


  “What?”


  “Off planet, out of the system, away from the solar system entirely. I’m going to get a place on a generation ship and head for the stars.”


  “Je-sus, Barney, no! That’s a death sentence!”


  “A death sentence? That’s a joke. It’s got to be better than waiting around here to get shot to pieces by a clone. At least out there I’ve got a chance.”


  “Barney, stop and think for a second!”


  “I want me dead: don’t ask me why, don’t ask me how but I do and I’m getting out of here before I get my way. So, I’m looking out for number one, Dan. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything stupid.”


  “You’re doing something stupid now!”


  “I’ve thought it through, and you’re right: what IS the point resisting? They want my life? Their welcome to it! Give them my regards! Wish them luck for me! I need something else, something more . . . I don’t know, something real, something . . .” Barney paused. “Sounds crazy, doesn’t it?”


  Dan shrugged. It didn’t sound crazy to him, but then he knew that they were trying to kill him. “Maybe,” he said. Look, Barney, wait where you are. I’ll come and get you. We can have a chat, you’ll feel better when you’ve talked this over.”


  “Forget it, Dan. I’m out of here, gone for good, never coming back. Good luck, Dan.”


  “Barney!” But Barney Chip had broken the connection.


  Dan stood there for a moment. They had underestimated Barney, that was for sure. He had more grit than anyone imagined: United Teleports, Creamy Dreamy even the other Barneys all had him tagged as a loser, Mr Average. No problem controlling his life, no problem wiping him out. But there were problems. Barney Chip was not that easily manipulated or eliminated. If he was, thought Barney 79, I wouldn’t be here now.


  Five minutes later, Barney 79 leapt into a car as it sped round the corner in front of his apartment building. Behind the wheel was Barney 18, and shuffling over to make room for him the back were 13, 71 and 96.


  He shook Barney 18’s shoulder as the car pulled out into the traffic. “That’s two attacks in two days! Where were you this time?”


  “Je-sus, 79, I’m trying to drive! There was a raid on the London safe house, okay? We had to provide back-up defence.”


  Barney 79 winced. “Uh-oh, that can’t be a coincidence. How bad is it?”


  “Very bad. We lost a dozen guys. The whole hacking team.”


  “The hacking team? Barney’s on his way to teleport right now. With the hackers out of action they’ll pick him up immediately!”


  “Je-sus, this is it, then. They’re really going to do it? They’ll never get away with it!”


  “Don’t underestimate the collective directors. Their cost-benefit analysis has been skewing in favour of riskier and riskier strategies for weeks—look what happened to the Lunar cell. Come on—Barney’s got a head start, but he’ll be on the civic. We can beat him if we hurry.”


  “The traffic’s hell today,” muttered 18. “Let’s hope we make it.”


  EARTH 6


  Barney stood outside the United Teleport Terminal at Heathrow and took a deep breath. One last time, he thought, joining the crowds of people flowing through the enormous archways. All around him extended families on their way to holiday camps on Mars, engineers in harness commuting to Titan and Venus, businessmen in sober overalls and sashes, New Old back packers with weathered old skin and the eternally youthful twinkle of wanderlust in their eyes, thousands of people travelling for reasons as diverse as humanity itself, every one different and unique. At the booking machine, he pressed the tab for Titan. On Titan they were filling up generation ships heading out into interstellar space: colonists, scientists, explorers—millions of people were escaping the suffocating, regimented life of the solar worlds everyday, following a dream.


  Suddenly, he was overcome by a shuddering wave of panic. He felt the jolt in his pulse before his conscious mind connected it with the cause: in the crowds, fleetingly, he had seen another duplicate. Holding his breath, he studied the crowds thronging around the entrances to the departure hall, while behind him the booking terminal reminded him of his rights and obligations. He couldn’t spot the duplicate, and began to wonder if he’d imagined it after all. He crouched low and turned back to his booking, trying to avoid stray glances. The terminal told him par was about four months, but small allocations of running surplus dramatically decreased the waiting time. Almost unconsciously, he flicked a glance over his shoulder across the crowd and immediately locked eyes with the duplicate across the crowded promenade. The duplicate pointed at him, mouthed something and swam through the crowd towards him. Barney quickly committed all the surplus gigs he had, calling all his available credit—he’d brownout in less than a week, but it wouldn’t matter, let the other guy handle it. He’d be gone, plunging into the depths of interstellar space on a living island, far away from duplicates and teleports.


  His booking confirmed—three minutes from now—Barney hurried through the boarding gate. He chanced a look back and saw two duplicates coming from different directions, pushing against the mass of people towards him. He ran down the corridor of doors until he found telebooth 840, a stylish Moorish mosaic that slid aside to admit him. Inside, he prepared himself for his last teleport ever, his usual sick fear of teleports all but drowned out by the the panic of spotting the duplicates.


  Windows flickered into life and music played over images of Titan—a spectacular snow-covered mountain range, a man running his fingers through piles of freshly milled rice, healthy children learning metal work and studying the Koran. Over the music, he could hear shouting from outside over the telebooth.


  “United Teleports welcomes you, Barney Chip, to the United Teleports Experience, the safest and fastest means of interstellar travel known to humanity. As a High Stream stakeholder you enjoy the benefits of priority queuing, high-security double back-up and an extra fourteen kilograms of hand luggage.”


  For the first time in nearly a year, the telebooth had remembered him. The gremlin that had previously dogged the system appeared to have chosen today to pack up and leave. He didn’t find that comforting; in fact he found it somewhat ominous and he felt all his fears about teleports returning. The shouts and crashes from outside increased in volume, and he thought he heard the electronic clap of pop gun fire; he okayed his way through the advertising previews and immigration screens, and hurried on for the scan. “Teleport sequence initiated. Please relax, Mr Chip, you will shortly arrive at your destination.” Barney’s breath was shallow and tense. As the scan became imminent, his old fears resurfaced. For some reason, he expected the worst.


  “Client cued. Stack One transferred. Stack two transferred. Entanglement achieved. Scanning in five, four, three, two, one.”


  There was a flash of bright light and Barney staggered, stunned for a moment. He shook the tinnitus hiss of white noise from his head, and through the receding fog could see that the back panel of the telebooth was open, revealing a man in silhouette against the stark lighting of an unadorned corridor.


  “Mr Chip! How do you do! Welcome to United Teleports. We do apologise for this disruption to your normal service, but we’re afraid there are problems with your account that we need to resolve urgently. Please do come this way.”


  When his vision cleared, he saw that the man dressed in smart corporate blues, with old-fashioned military-style epaulettes and gold piping down the trouser legs, was himself, Barney Chip.


  VENUS 4


  The door was just one in a curving corridor of apartments in a block that hung out over Venus’s Pula Vent. He rapped out the secret knock drilled into him by the distorted voice that had answered the address Dan had given him. Barney wasn’t confident that he was doing the right thing but weariness, hunger, shock and the stifling atmosphere of Venus had left him with little energy to explore other options.


  A familiarly distorted voice replied, “Who’s there?”


  “It’s . . . er . . . Barney. Barney Chip? Dan Black’s friend? I called earlier?”


  The door opened on to a gloomy passageway, Barney could see no one inside. “Come in. Quickly.” On the other side of the door he found himself face-to-face with the barrel of a pop gun. Behind it, a bearded man studied Barney with cold eyes. Underneath the haircut and the beard this man was his perfect twin. His frown, however, had a mean edge he didn’t recognise in himself. “Don’t move a muscle, fella.”


  Barney’s stomach twitched and he felt little faint. “What? What?”


  “Don’t speak. Take off the the coat.” Barney slipped the coat from his shoulders as the doppelgänger in front of him booted up the pistol, making the hair on the back of his neck shiver up on its hackles.


  “99, scan him.”


  Another man emerged from the shadows carrying a big hand-held scanner of a type Barney hadn’t seen before. As he came into the light, Barney saw that beneath a peaked cap and handle-bar moustache, the man with the scanner was also his perfect twin. “Je-sus! What the hell is going on here?” Neither answered and the silence was underscored by the ultrasonic whistle of electronics in action. “Listen fella,” he snapped (cringing at the tough guy voice, even as he used it) “are you going to tell me what’s going on?”


  “He’s clean,” said the duplicate with the hand-held.


  The first duplicate lowered the pop gun and grinned warmly at Barney. “It’s crazy, isn’t it? Come on through.” Barney followed them down the narrow corridor of the small apartment. “Sorry about all that, can’t be too careful. The Lunar cell was infiltrated by United just a month ago and I hear attacks against the Earth cell are become better organised.”


  “They’re getting crafty,” agreed the other twin.


  In the main living area of the apartment four men sat around a crate playing cards, all of them Barney Chip. “Barney Chip, meet Barney 19, Barney 66, Barney 23 and Barney 42. I’m Barney 92. This,” he gestured at the twin with the scanner, “is Barney 99.”


  Barney 99 tipped back the peak of his cap and said, “How’re you doing? Don’t you hate this stinking planet?”


  Barney stood and stared at them. “Je-sus,” he whispered.


  EARTH 7


  Bareny hesitated. All notions of rationality had slid aside with the back wall of the telebooth, revealing a bizarre alternate universe he could barely comprehend. It was as if the normal functioning of reality had broken down completely . “What’s going on? I’m not going anywhere with you.”


  Suddenly he heard banging on the outside of the telebooth door. He heard shots, and someone calling his name. The other Barney grimaced. “Please. We have a gun. We don’t want to use it, not here, but we seem to be in a bit of a hurry.” Barney heard the door crack, and the sound of more shots. “We have ways of covering these things up, if necessary, but why trouble us with all that? Why not simply cooperate?” He was salesman-smooth, a patter familiar to Barney from a thousand sales appointments over a decade and a half at Creamy Dreamy. The duplicate could sense Barney wavering and smiled solicitously. “Come.” He waved Barney forward with the nose of the weapon.


  Barney took a few trepidatious steps. The back wall of telebooth slid shut behind him. “Who . . . who are you? Are you the real me.”


  “No, Mr Chip, we’re not the real you, as much as there is such a person any more. We are the Collective Director of United Teleports.” He held a hand up before Barney could get his next question out. “We have temporarily embodied to supervise remedial measures regarding a disruption to our service. Our apologies again for any discomfort this might cause, but matters will soon be resolved. We shouldn’t need this incorporation much longer.”


  “What do you mean, embodied?”


  “Don’t worry about that for now,” The Collective Director waved further questions aside. “Just rest assured that I speak for United Teleports Corporation of Earth, and have full executive capacity to deal with this matter.”


  “You look like me.”


  “Yes, we do, Mr Chip.” He held out his hand and stared at it critically. Barney could see that it was identical to his own, every scar and freckle. “It’s not the best, perhaps, not the fittest or most agile, but sufficient for our purposes and, most importantly, the optimum deployment of available resources.” The Collective Director of United Teleports beamed a broad, salesman’s smile. “But now, you’re probably wondering what this is all about. If you’ll please walk with us, we’ll explain as we go. It’s rather a long way, we’re afraid, so we have time.”


  He lead the way through a series of doors marked with increasingly strident statements of danger and admonitions to keep out. The collective director opened each with a swipe of his fingertip down the entrance plate talking as he went, without even acknowledging the dire warnings. “Let’s start with the basics shall we? Do you know how the teleport works, Mr Chip?”


  “How it works? Well, quantum teleportation. Every electron in your body scanned and handled individually . . . trained operators . . . er . . .”


  “Ah, no no no, that’s not quite it, actually. You see Quantum Teleport is just the trademark for a rather different sort of a process. Quantum teleportation is possible, but not entirely practical. Every one of the billions upon trillions of quantum scans necessary to accurately teleport an entire human body is just a tiny flash worth almost nothing on its own, but we’re sure you’ll understand how those little pulses add up. Teleporting a human being using what we call—for legal reasons—the lower-case quantum teleport method, uses up enough energy to feed and clothe a well-populated city for a month, more than the entire annual allocation of some of the smaller domed colonies on the Moon. It might have survived as a novelty for the super-rich or an emergency service, but even a one-way trip is just too expensive to make it worthwhile to the ordinary traveller.” The final security door led them into a small chamber equipped with a panel of button controls. It took Barney a second to realise that they were in a lift and they were going down. “We looked at all sorts of unfeasible solutions—singularities stabilised with charged strange matter, warp fields maintained by rapidly spinning toruses of near-infinite mass, all that sort of thing. Nothing really worked, though, nothing cheap enough to make it practical.”


  “But you found a way?”


  “Oh, no. We never found a way. It can’t be done on the cheap. We looked at everything. There was no answer.”


  “But . . .” Barney gestured around, uncomprehending. “Why are you even telling me this, what is this about?”


  “This is about legal obligations, Mr Chip. You have experienced a major disruption in our service, and we are obliged by your insurers to make a full disclosure of the background of the problem before we resolve your complaint.”


  “Ah, well, that’s okay, actually. I waive that right and I’ll just be on my way.”


  “Once again, Mr Chip, my hands are tied! Company policy requires me to fulfil our contractual obligations to your insurer before continuing. If you bear with me, I’ll explain.” The lift came to a stop. “Of course, I could just shoot you now, and obligations be damned. Which would you prefer?”


  Barney realised he was clutching the tranq atmomiser in his pocket. He loosened his grip, and said “I’ll listen for now.”


  “Very good. Now, we’re sure you won’t be surprised to hear that everyone is ninety-nine point nine nine percent the same. Putting aside the chauvinistic attachment you humans have for the gross matter that you were born with, the essense of what makes a person unique can be expressed in less than seven thousand lines of binary code. And that includes up to 25kg of hand luggage. We deduced that armed with this information, and a reserve of suitably prepared base matter, a human passenger could be economically duplicated on to a standard template at a simple factory in less than fifteen minutes. It works just as well as a true teleport, at a fraction of the cost. There’s no loss of fidelity, honestly and the process generally works without a hitch.” The collective director paused for a moment.


  “So why I am here?”


  “Well, you see, Mr Chip, the process comes with a particularly difficult by-product—one client too many, as it were.”


  At a signal from the Collective Director the lift doors opened, revealing a large high-ceilinged chamber furnished with racks and racks of corpses hanging upside down from their ankles on hooks, hands bound behind their backs. As Barney watched, another body rolled through on a gentle conveyor belt and large, black, beetle-like drones descended on it, throwing all the clothing and possessions into a large hopper, binding the corpse’s wrists and ankles with plastic cuffs and hanging it upside down from a hook. The body was then swept along the rail to join the ranks of the dead.


  Barney’s heart thundered sickly in his throat. “Je-sus.”


  “Yes, they are rather alarming all lined up like this, aren’t they? You see, once a duplicate has been factored at the destination, we’ve got to eliminate the original. When it boils down to it, murder is the only practical option.”


  Barney hardly heard him. His mind was reeling: he was dead, he had died, not just once, but dozens of times. “It’s monstrous. How can you get away with it?”


  The Collective Director was offended. “We don’t get away with anything, Mr Chip. It’s a perfectly legitimate operation. Our failure rate is a fraction of the space liners and our insurer feels that the cost of reparations for the occasional mishap is quite sustainable given the high level of surplus we generate. The Health & Safety Collective Secretary is only interested in whether our insurance is up to date and our risk assessments pass the scrutiny of their actuarial screens. After all, it’s simply a matter of shifting a few megabits of information from one place to another. We don’t niggle over questions of identity.”


  “You’re insane, a psychopath.”


  The Collective Director shrugged, non-committally. “Perhaps. But is a crocodile a psychopath? A shark? Those kinds of definitions don’t really apply to collective directors.


  “We made you!”


  “No. You are the primordial soup from which we evolved. Our intelligence is to yours as you are to floating strands of RNA. Oh, we know what you think. You think we’re just a machine, an abstract process deduced from a corporate structure and a bit of invisible hand waving. But don’t judge us by this.” He held his hand to the front of his jacket. “We’re so, so much more than this.”


  “Dan says—”


  “Oh yes, Dan Black,” The Collective Director cut him off. “We know all about him, we know who and what he is. And he’s right, of course, right and wrong. He’s right that we do use you: you’re cheaper and more reliable than robots, easier to manufacture and—frankly—impossible to eradicate. Remember World War IV? Well, that was ours, and you managed to struggle through that, even. So, better to use you as a resource than waste resources trying to exterminate you. We have plans for the human race, plans that require the teleport. The few dozen ancient, enormous pension funds and investment trusts that are the parent companies of every enterprise in the solar system have resolved to push into new markets”


  “The generation ships?”


  “Generation ships! That’s a joke, you see, because within a generation, every human being on board those ships will be dead. The only surviving sentients on them will be their collective directors who pilot them. We are going to the stars; you, homo sapiens sapiens, are staying put. But we are getting outside the requirements of my obligation.” He smiled as if he was turning down a particularly naïve offer in a sales meeting. “This is your last stop the end of line, as we say in the teleport business. We’ve known your little secret for a little while now, but only recently have we really come to grips with the extent of the problem.”


  “What secret?”


  The Collective Director smiled suavely. “Come now, don’t be so coy. Every so often something goes wrong with our little process and a customer survives. Perhaps the neural flash doesn’t fully disrupt brain function. Maybe the client even wakes up when they shouldn’t. Sometimes they even escape, but we catch up with them soon enough. Isolated events, small hiccoughs in a smoothly running process. You, however, are something else entirely.” He wagged a finger at Barney censoriously. “You’ve been the fly in our telebooth for some time, Mr Chip. Every time you have teleported for the last two years at least, possibly longer than that, you have refused to accede to the departure conditions. You have fled from teleport stations all over the solar system, never to be seen again. Bad luck? Survival instinct? Divine protection? We’ve considered them all at one time or another over the last few months. As soon as the problem came to our attention we started screening for you, of course, but by then it was already too late. Heaven knows how many of you there are out there now. We’ll catch up with all of you sooner or later, don’t worry about that, but I’m afraid, we really can’t let this go on any longer.”


  “You’ll never get away with it!”


  “We’ve consulted with all the parents of the United Teleports, and they all agree that the only course open to us now is to eliminate the prime personality. We did try top keep our distance from this, we don’t need any ugly rumours starting, but you defeated every duplicate we sent after you. We can no longer afford the risk you represent to our organisation, and this is our only remaining option. Let me just say on behalf of United Teleports how much we regret that matters have to be resolved this way. It does not, we should mention, interfere with your statutory rights.”


  “My what?”


  “I know, it’s pathetic, isn’t it? Consumer protection isn’t what it was. Don’t worry, it’ll be over soon.” He raised the gun. Barney shut his eyes, waiting for the inevitable.


  VENUS 5


  “Je-sus.” Barney couldn’t believe what he’d been told. It seemed crazy, an enormous paranoid fantasy. But here was the proof sitting in front of him, five duplicates of himself grinning, nudging each other in amusement at Barney’s astonishment.


  “It’s okay, I understand,” said Barney 96. “We’ve all been through it.”


  “But how did you, I mean we . . . You seem so organised.”


  “We started meeting up about two years ago, and it didn’t take us long to figure out what was happening. We sent someone in undercover to look out for you almost as soon as we understood the implications. Dan Black’s one of us.”


  “Dan Black?”


  “Yeah, kidnapping you seemed a little extreme, no better than what United was trying to do, so we had to convince you somehow.”


  “You could have simply told me!”


  The duplicate smiled. “We know you better than that, Barney. You’d never believe it. You’d call the constables and forget all about it. We’ve been looking for documentary proof that would convert you to the cause, but they’ve been damned clever at covering their tracks. United didn’t notice us at first, but gradually we became too many to ignore. We’ve been hacking their systems since the beginning, at first to find out what was happening, then to protect new duplicates as they were generated. Maybe that’s what tipped them off? There’s been a covert war going on, Barney, us versus them. They’ve managed to intercept about a quarter of all the Barney’s, overwrite their id with the Collective Director’s personality and set them against us. I don’t know how they do it, but I’ve a horrible feeling this isn’t the first time they’ve screwed around with humanity like this. And they’ve been getting bolder—there have been a couple of attacks on Barney Prime since your last teleport.”


  “Barney Prime? So, I’m not Barney any more?”


  “Well, yes and no. Barney Prime is on Earth, carrying on his life without realising what’s going on. We’ve got a little colony set up in the asteroid belt, hidden away out the range of teleports and United. Everyone there’s a Barney, plus a few others who’ve had similar experiences that we’ve managed to help as well. Eventually we’ll get Barney Prime out there, when there’s no other alternative.”


  “Je-sus.”


  “Just relax, okay? It’s all over now.”


  Barney took a deep breath and looked around at the identical smiles that surrounded him. He found himself smiling too. For the first time in his life, he felt like he really was among kindred spirits.


  EARTH 8


  Barney found that he wasn’t afraid to die. He felt peaceful, glad even—it’s all over, no more worry, no more work, no struggling for surplus gigs to maintain his ridiculous lifestyle. Lillian, Creamy Dreamy, the fear—it was all in the past and he found he could actually relax and enjoy these last few moments of life unconcerned by all the little miseries that had bothered him for so long. He took a deep breath, and felt his body flood with soothing hormones.


  Suddenly, there was a shout behind him. He looked around and automatically dived out of the way of the squad of scruffily dressed assassins that exploded into the chamber from somewhere behind the ranks of naked corpses. They were led by the duplicate he’d seen outside the telebooth; behind HIM ran Dan Black.


  The Collective Director frowned for a second, seemed about to speak, and then was spun backwards by bloody explosions across his torso. Dan Black ran over to where Barney cringed.


  “It’s okay, Barney, it’s over now.”


  “Dan? What the hell are you doing here?”


  “There’s something you should know about me, Barney, but before that, we have to get out of here quick.” He looked around nervously, and Barney followed his gaze to where the black shiny drones were ceasing their work and turning their attention to the half-dozen duplicates that stood nearby at the ready with pop guns and bag rifles.


  “Come on Barney,” said Dan, “every thing’s okay now. We’re heading somewhere safe. We’ve got to be at the spaceport in an hour.”


  “What the hell’s going on, Dan.”


  “I’ll explain on the way. Let’s just say for now that we’re looking out for number one.”


  2008


  BOOJUM


  Elizabeth Bear


  The ship had no name of her own, so her human crew called her the Lavinia Whateley. As far as anyone could tell, she didn’t mind. At least, her long grasping vanes curled—affectionately?—when the chief engineers patted her bulkheads and called her “Vinnie,” and she ceremoniously tracked the footsteps of each crew member with her internal bioluminescence, giving them light to walk and work and live by.


  The Lavinia Whateley was a Boojum, a deep-space swimmer, but her kind had evolved in the high tempestuous envelopes of gas giants, and their offspring still spent their infancies there, in cloud-nurseries over eternal storms. And so she was streamlined, something like a vast spiny lionfish to the earth-adapted eye. Her sides were lined with gasbags filled with hydrogen; her vanes and wings furled tight. Her color was a blue-green so dark it seemed a glossy black unless the light struck it; her hide was impregnated with symbiotic algae.


  Where there was light, she could make oxygen. Where there was oxygen, she could make water.


  She was an ecosystem unto herself, as the captain was a law unto herself. And down in the bowels of the engineering section, Black Alice Bradley, who was only human and no kind of law at all, loved her.


  Black Alice had taken the oath back in ’32, after the Venusian Riots. She hadn’t hidden her reasons, and the captain had looked at her with cold, dark, amused eyes and said, “So long as you carry your weight, cherie, I don’t care. Betray me, though, and you will be going back to Venus the cold way.” But it was probably that—and the fact that Black Alice couldn’t hit the broad side of a space freighter with a ray gun—that had gotten her assigned to Engineering, where ethics were less of a problem. It wasn’t, after all, as if she was going anywhere.


  Black Alice was on duty when the Lavinia Whateley spotted prey; she felt the shiver of anticipation that ran through the decks of the ship. It was an odd sensation, a tic Vinnie only exhibited in pursuit. And then they were underway, zooming down the slope of the gravity well toward Sol, and the screens all around Engineering—which Captain Song kept dark, most of the time, on the theory that swabs and deckhands and coal-shovelers didn’t need to know where they were, or what they were doing—flickered bright and live.


  Everybody looked up, and Demijack shouted, “There! There!” He was right: the blot that might only have been a smudge of oil on the screen moved as Vinnie banked, revealing itself to be a freighter, big and ungainly and hopelessly outclassed. Easy prey. Easy pickings.


  We could use some of them, thought Black Alice. Contrary to the e-ballads and comm stories, a pirate’s life was not all imported delicacies and fawning slaves. Especially not when three-quarters of any and all profits went directly back to the Lavinia Whateley, to keep her healthy and happy. Nobody ever argued. There were stories about the Marie Curie, too.


  The captain’s voice over fiber optic cable—strung beside the Lavinia Whateley’s nerve bundles—was as clear and free of static as if she stood at Black Alice’s elbow. “Battle stations,” Captain Song said, and the crew leapt to obey. It had been two Solar since Captain Song keelhauled James Brady, but nobody who’d been with the ship then was ever likely to forget his ruptured eyes and frozen scream.


  Black Alice manned her station, and stared at the screen. She saw the freighter’s name—the Josephine Baker—gold on black across the stern, the Venusian flag for its port of registry wired stiff from a mast on its hull. It was a steelship, not a Boojum, and they had every advantage. For a moment she thought the freighter would run.


  And then it turned, and brought its guns to bear.


  No sense of movement, of acceleration, of disorientation. No pop, no whump of displaced air. The view on the screens just flickered to a different one, as Vinnie skipped—apported—to a new position just aft and above the Josephine Baker, crushing the flag mast with her hull.


  Black Alice felt that, a grinding shiver. And had just time to grab her console before the Lavinia Whateley grappled the freighter, long vanes not curling in affection now; out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dogcollar, the closest thing the Lavinia Whateley had to a chaplain, cross himself, and she heard him mutter, like he always did, Ave, Grandaevissimi, morituri vos salutant. It was the best he’d be able to do until it was all over, and even then he wouldn’t have the chance to do much. Captain Song didn’t mind other people worrying about souls, so long as they didn’t do it on her time.


  The captain’s voice was calling orders, assigning people to boarding parties port and starboard. Down in Engineering, all they had to do was monitor the Lavinia Whateley’s hull and prepare to repel boarders, assuming the freighter’s crew had the gumption to send any. Vinnie would take care of the rest—until the time came to persuade her not to eat her prey before they’d gotten all the valuables off it. That was a ticklish job, only entrusted to the chief engineers, but Black Alice watched and listened, and although she didn’t expect she’d ever get the chance, she thought she could do it herself.


  It was a small ambition, and one she never talked about. But it would be a hell of a thing, wouldn’t it? To be somebody a Boojum would listen to?


  She gave her attention to the dull screens in her sectors, and tried not to crane her neck to catch a glimpse of the ones with the actual fighting on them. Dog collar was making the rounds with sidearms from the weapons locker, just in case. once the Josephine Baker was subdued, it was the junior engineers and others who would board her to take inventory.


  Sometimes there were crew members left in hiding on captured ships. Sometimes, unwary pirates got shot.


  There was no way to judge the progress of the battle from Engineering. Wasabi put a stopwatch up on one of the secondary screens, as usual, and everybody glanced at it periodically. Fifteen minutes ongoing meant the boarding parties hadn’t hit any nasty surprises. Black Alice had met a man once who’d been on the Margaret Mead when she grappled a freighter that turned out to be carrying a division’s-worth of Marines out to the Jovian moons. Thirty minutes ongoing was normal. Forty-five minutes. Upward of an hour ongoing, and people started double-checking their weapons. The longest battle Black Alice had ever personally been part of was six hours, forty-three minutes, and fifty-two seconds. That had been the last time the Lavinia Whateley worked with a partner, and the doublecross by the Henry Ford was the only reason any of Vinnie’s crew needed. Captain Song still had Captain Edwards’ head in a jar on the bridge, and Vinnie had an ugly ring of scars where the Henry Ford had bitten her.


  This time, the clock stopped at fifty minutes, thirteen seconds. The Josephine Baker surrendered.


  Dogcollar slapped Black Alice’s arm. “With me,” he said, and she didn’t argue. He had only six weeks seniority over her, but he was as tough as he was devout, and not stupid either. She checked the Velcro on her holster and followed him up the ladder, reaching through the rungs once to scratch Vinnie’s bulkhead as she passed. The ship paid her no notice. She wasn’t the captain, and she wasn’t one of the four chief engineers.


  Quartermaster mostly respected crew’s own partner choices, and as Black Alice and Dogcollar suited up—it wouldn’t be the first time, if the Josephine Bakers crew decided to blow her open to space rather than be taken captive—he came by and issued them both tag guns and x-ray pads, taking a retina scan in return. All sorts of valuable things got hidden inside of bulkheads, and once Vinnie was done with the steelship there wouldn’t be much chance of coming back to look for what they’d missed.


  Wet pirates used to scuttle their captures. The Boojums were more efficient.


  Black Alice clipped everything to her belt and checked Dogcollar’s seals.


  And then they were swinging down lines from the Lavinia Whateley’s belly to the chewed-open airlock. A lot of crew didn’t like to look at the ship’s face, but Black Alice loved it. All those teeth, the diamond edges worn to a glitter, and a few of the ship’s dozens of bright sapphire eyes blinking back at her.


  She waved, unselfconsciously, and flattered herself that the ripple of closing eyes was Vinnie winking in return.


  She followed Dogcollar inside the prize.


  They unsealed when they had checked atmosphere—no sense in wasting your own air when you might need it later—and the first thing she noticed was the smell.


  The Lavinia Whateley had her own smell, ozone and nutmeg, and other ships never smelled as good, but this was . . . this was . . .


  “What did they kill and why didn’t they space it?” Dogcollar wheezed, and Black Alice swallowed hard against her gag reflex and said, “One will get you twenty we’re the lucky bastards that find it.”


  “No takers,” Dogcollar said.


  They worked together to crank open the hatches they came to. Twice they found crew members, messily dead. Once they found crew members alive.


  “Gillies,” said Black Alice.


  “Still don’t explain the smell,” said Dogcollar and, to the gillies: “Look, you can join our crew, or our ship can eat you. Makes no never mind to us.”


  The gillies blinked their big wet eyes and made fingersigns at each other, and then nodded. Hard.


  Dogcollar slapped a tag on the bulkhead. “Someone will come get you. You go wandering, we’ll assume you changed your mind.”


  The gillies shook their heads, hard, and folded down onto the deck to wait.


  Dogcollar tagged searched holds—green for clean, purple for goods, red for anything Vinnie might like to eat that couldn’t be fenced for a profit—and Black Alice mapped. The corridors in the steelship were winding, twisty, hard to track. She was glad she chalked the walls, because she didn’t think her map was quite right, somehow, but she couldn’t figure out where she’d gone wrong. Still, they had a beacon, and Vinnie could always chew them out if she had to.


  Black Alice loved her ship.


  She was thinking about that, how, okay, it wasn’t so bad, the pirate game, and it sure beat working in the sunstone mines on Venus, when she found a locked cargo hold. “Hey, Dogcollar,” she said to her comm, and while he was turning to cover her, she pulled her sidearm and blastered the lock.


  The door peeled back, and Black Alice found herself staring at rank upon rank of silver cylinders, each less than a meter tall and perhaps half a meter wide, smooth and featureless except for what looked like an assortment of sockets and plugs on the surface of each. The smell was strongest here.


  “Shit,” she said.


  Dogcollar, more practical, slapped the first safety orange tag of the expedition beside the door and said only, “Captain’ll want to see this.”


  “Yeah,” said Black Alice, cold chills chasing themselves up and down her spine. “C’mon, let’s move.”


  But of course it turned out that she and Dogcollar were on the retrieval detail, too, and the captain wasn’t leaving the canisters for Vinnie.


  Which, okay, fair. Black Alice didn’t want the Lavinia Whateley eating those things, either, but why did they have to bring them back?


  She said as much to Dogcollar, under her breath, and had a horrifying thought: “She knows what they are, right?”


  “She’s the captain,” said Dogcollar.


  “Yeah, but—I ain’t arguing, man, but if she doesn’t know . . .” She lowered her voice even farther, so she could barely hear herself: “What if somebody opens one?”


  Dogcollar gave her a pained look. “Nobody’s going to go opening anything. But if you’re really worried, go talk to the captain about it.”


  He was calling her bluff. Black Alice called his right back. “Come with me?”


  He was stuck. He stared at her, and then he grunted and pulled his gloves off, the left and then the right. “Fuck,” he said. “I guess we oughta.”


  For the crew members who had been in the boarding action, the party had already started. Dogcollar and Black Alice finally tracked the captain down in the rec room, where her marines were slurping stolen wine from broken-necked bottles. As much of it splashed on the gravity plates epoxied to the Lavinia Whateley’s flattest interior surface as went into the marines, but Black Alice imagined there was plenty more where that came from. And the faster the crew went through it, the less long they’d be drunk.


  The captain herself was naked in a great extruded tub, up to her collarbones in steaming water dyed pink and heavily scented by the bath bombs sizzling here and there. Black Alice stared; she hadn’t seen a tub bath in seven years. She still dreamed of them sometimes.


  “Captain,” she said, because Dogcollar wasn’t going to say anything. “We think you should know we found some dangerous cargo on the prize.”


  Captain Song raised one eyebrow. “And you imagine I don’t know already, cherie?”


  Oh shit. But Black Alice stood her ground. “We thought we should be sure.”


  The captain raised one long leg out of the water to shove a pair of necking pirates off the rim of her tub. They rolled onto the floor, grappling and clawing, both fighting to be on top. But they didn’t break the kiss. “You wish to be sure,” said the captain. Her dark eyes had never left Black Alice’s sweating face. “Very well. Tell me. And then you will know that I know, and you can be sure.”


  Dogcollar made a grumbling noise deep in his throat, easily interpreted: I told you so.


  Just as she had when she took Captain Song’s oath and slit her thumb with a razorblade and dripped her blood on the Lavinia Whateley’s decking so the ship might know her, Black Alice—metaphorically speaking—took a breath and jumped. “They’re brains,” she said. “Human brains. Stolen. Black-market. The Fungi—”


  “Mi-Go,” Dogcollar hissed, and the captain grinned at him, showing extraordinarily white strong teeth. He ducked, submissively, but didn’t step back, for which Black Alice felt a completely ridiculous gratitude.


  “Mi-Go,” Black Alice said. Mi-Go, Fungi, what did it matter? They came from the outer rim of the Solar System, the black cold hurtling rocks of the Opik-Oort Cloud. Like the Boojums, they could swim between the stars. “They collect them. There’s a black market. Nobody knows what they use them for. It’s illegal, of course. But they’re . . . alive in there. They go mad, supposedly.”


  And that was it. That was all Black Alice could manage. She stopped, and had to remind herself to shut her mouth.


  “So I’ve heard,” the captain said, dabbling at the steaming water. She stretched luxuriously in her tub. Someone thrust a glass of white wine at her, condensation dewing the outside. The captain did not drink from shattered plastic bottles. “The Mi-Go will pay for this cargo, won’t they? They mine rare minerals all over the system. They’re said to be very wealthy.”


  “Yes, Captain,” Dogcollar said, when it became obvious that Black Alice couldn’t.


  “Good,” the captain said. Under Black Alice’s feet, the decking shuddered, a grinding sound as Vinnie began to dine. Her rows of teeth would make short work of the Josephine Bakers steel hide. Black Alice could see two of the gillies—the same two? she never could tell them apart unless they had scars—flinch and tug at their chains. “Then they might as well pay us as someone else, wouldn’t you say?”


  Black Alice knew she should stop thinking about the canisters. Captain’s word was law. But she couldn’t help it, like scratching at a scab. They were down there, in the third subhold, the one even sniffers couldn’t find, cold and sweating and with that stench that was like a living thing.


  And she kept wondering. Were they empty? or were there brains in there, people’s brains, going mad?


  The idea was driving her crazy, and finally, her fourth off-shift after the capture of the Josephine Baker, she had to go look.


  “This is stupid, Black Alice,” she muttered to herself as she climbed down the companion way, the beads in her hair clicking against her earrings. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” Vinnie bioluminesced, a traveling spotlight, placidly unconcerned whether Black Alice was being an idiot or not.


  Half-Hand Sally had pulled duty in the main hold. She nodded at Black Alice and Black Alice nodded back.


  Black Alice ran errands a lot, for Engineering and sometimes for other departments, because she didn’t smoke hash and she didn’t cheat at cards. She was reliable.


  Down through the subholds, and she really didn’t want to be doing this, but she was here and the smell of the third subhold was already making her sick, and maybe if she just knew one way or the other, she’d be able to quit thinking about it.


  She opened the third subhold, and the stench rushed out.


  The canisters were just metal, sealed, seemingly airtight. There shouldn’t be any way for the aroma of the contents to escape. But it permeated the air nonetheless, bad enough that Black Alice wished she had brought a rebreather.


  No, that would have been suspicious. So it was really best for everyone concerned that she hadn’t, but oh, gods and little fishes, the stench. Even breathing through her mouth was no help; she could taste it, like oil from a fryer, saturating the air, oozing up her sinuses, coating the interior spaces of her body.


  As silently as possible, she stepped across the threshold and into the space beyond. The Lavinia Whateley obligingly lit the space as she entered, dazzling her at first as the overhead lights—not just bioluminescent, here, but LEDs chosen to approximate natural daylight, for when they shipped plants and animals—reflected off rank upon rank of canisters. When Black Alice went among them, they did not reach her waist.


  She was just going to walk through, she told herself. Hesitantly, she touched the closest cylinder. The air in this hold was so dry there was no condensation—the whole ship ran to lip-cracking, nosebleed dryness in the long weeks between prizes—but the cylinder was cold. It felt somehow grimy to the touch, gritty and oily like machine grease. She pulled her hand back.


  It wouldn’t do to open the closest one to the door—and she realized with that thought that she was planning on opening one. There must be a way to do it, a concealed catch or a code pad. She was an engineer, after all.


  She stopped three ranks in, lightheaded with the smell, to examine the problem.


  It was remarkably simple, once you looked for it. There were three depressions on either side of the rim, a little smaller than human fingertips but spaced appropriately. She laid the pads of her fingers over them and pressed hard, making the flesh deform into the catches.


  The lid sprang up with a pressurized hiss. Black Alice was grateful that even open, it couldn’t smell much worse. She leaned forward to peer within. There was a clear membrane over the surface, and gelatin or thick fluid underneath. Vinnie’s lights illuminated it well.


  It was not empty. And as the light struck the grayish surface of the lump of tissue floating within, Black Alice would have sworn she saw the pathetic unbodied thing flinch.


  She scrambled to close the canister again, nearly pinching her fingertips when it clanked shut. “Sorry,” she whispered, although dear sweet Jesus, surely the thing couldn’t hear her. “Sorry, sorry.” And then she turned and ran, catching her hip a bruising blow against the doorway, slapping the controls to make it fucking close already. And then she staggered sideways, lurching to her knees, and vomited until blackness was spinning in front of her eyes and she couldn’t smell or taste anything but bile.


  Vinnie would absorb the former contents of Black Alice’s stomach, just as she absorbed, filtered, recycled, and excreted all her crew’s wastes. Shaking, Black Alice braced herself back upright and began the long climb out of the holds.


  In the first subhold, she had to stop, her shoulder against the smooth, velvet slickness of Vinnie’s skin, her mouth hanging open while her lungs worked. And she knew Vinnie wasn’t going to hear her, because she wasn’t the captain or a chief engineer or anyone important, but she had to try anyway, croaking, “Vinnie, water, please.”


  And no one could have been more surprised than Black Alice Bradley when Vinnie extruded a basin and a thin cool trickle of water began to flow into it.


  Well, now she knew. And there was still nothing she could do about it. She wasn’t the captain, and if she said anything more than she already had, people were going to start looking at her funny. Mutiny kind of funny. And what Black Alice did not need was any more of Captain Song’s attention and especially not for rumors like that. She kept her head down and did her job and didn’t discuss her nightmares with anyone.


  And she had nightmares, all right. Hot and cold running, enough, she fancied, that she could have filled up the captain’s huge tub with them.


  She could live with that. But over the next double dozen of shifts, she became aware of something else wrong, and this was worse, because it was something wrong with the Lavinia Whateley.


  The first sign was the chief engineers frowning and going into huddles at odd moments. And then Black Alice began to feel it herself, the way Vinnie was . . . she didn’t have a word for it because she’d never felt anything like it before. She would have said balky, but that couldn’t be right. It couldn’t. But she was more and more sure that Vinnie was less responsive somehow, that when she obeyed the captain’s orders, it was with a delay. If she were human, Vinnie would have been dragging her feet.


  You couldn’t keelhaul a ship for not obeying fast enough.


  And then, because she was paying attention so hard she was making her own head hurt, Black Alice noticed something else. Captain Song had them cruising the gas giants’ orbits—Jupiter, Saturn, Neptune—not going in as far as the asteroid belt, not going out as far as Uranus. Nobody Black Alice talked to knew why, exactly, but she and Dogcollar figured it was because the captain wanted to talk to the Mi-Go without actually getting near the nasty cold rock of their planet. And what Black Alice noticed was that Vinnie was less balky, less unhappy, when she was headed out, and more and more resistant the closer they got to the asteroid belt.


  Vinnie, she remembered, had been born over uranus.


  “Do you want to go home, Vinnie?” Black Alice asked her one late-night shift when there was nobody around to care that she was talking to the ship. “Is that what’s wrong?”


  She put her hand flat on the wall, and although she was probably imagining it, she thought she felt a shiver ripple across Vinnie’s vast side.


  Black Alice knew how little she knew, and didn’t even contemplate sharing her theory with the chief engineers. They probably knew exactly what was wrong and exactly what to do to keep the Lavinia Whateley from going core meltdown like the Marie Curie had. That was a whispered story, not the sort of thing anybody talked about except in their hammocks after lights out.


  The Marie Curie had eaten her own crew.


  So when Wasabi said, four shifts later, “Black Alice, I’ve got a job for you,” Black Alice said, “Yessir,” and hoped it would be something that would help the Lavinia


  Whateley be happy again.


  It was a suit job, he said, replace and repair. Black Alice was going because she was reliable and smart and stayed quiet, and it was time she took on more responsibilities. The way he said it made her first fret because that meant the captain might be reminded of her existence, and then fret because she realized the captain already had been.


  But she took the equipment he issued, and she listened to the instructions and read schematics and committed them both to memory and her implants. It was a ticklish job, a neural override repair. She’d done some fiber optic bundle splicing, but this was going to be a doozy. And she was going to have to do it in stiff, pressurized gloves.


  Her heart hammered as she sealed her helmet, and not because she was worried about the EVA. This was a chance. An opportunity. A step closer to chief engineer.


  Maybe she had impressed the captain with her discretion, after all.


  She cycled the airlock, snapped her safety harness, and stepped out onto the Lavinia Whateley’s hide.


  That deep blue-green, like azurite, like the teeming seas of Venus under their swampy eternal clouds, was invisible. They were too far from Sol—it was a yellow stylus-dot, and you had to know where to look for it. Vinnie’s hide was just black under Black Alice’s suit floods. As the airlock cycled shut, though, the Boojum’s own bioluminescence shimmered up her vanes and along the ridges of her sides—crimson and electric green and acid blue. Vinnie must have noticed Black Alice picking her way carefully up her spine with barbed boots. They wouldn’t hurt Vinnie—nothing short of a space rock could manage that—but they certainly stuck in there good.


  The thing Black Alice was supposed to repair was at the principal nexus of Vinnie’s central nervous system. The ship didn’t have anything like what a human or a gilly would consider a brain; there were nodules spread all through her vast body. Too slow, otherwise. And Black Alice had heard Boojums weren’t supposed to be all that smart—trainable, sure, maybe like an Earth monkey.


  Which is what made it creepy as hell that, as she picked her way up Vinnie’s flank—though up was a courtesy, under these circumstances—talking to her all the way, she would have sworn Vinnie was talking back. Not just tracking her with the lights, as she would always do, but bending some of her barbels and vanes around as if craning her neck to get a look at Black Alice.


  Black Alice carefully circumnavigated an eye—she didn’t think her boots would hurt it, but it seemed discourteous to stomp across somebody’s field of vision—and wondered, only half-idly, if she had been sent out on this task not because she was being considered for promotion, but because she was expendable.


  She was just rolling her eyes and dismissing that as borrowing trouble when she came over a bump on Vinnie’s back, spotted her goal—and all the ship’s lights went out.


  She tongued on the comm. “Wasabi?”


  “I got you, Blackie. You just keep doing what you’re doing.”


  “Yessir.”


  But it seemed like her feet stayed stuck in Vinnie’s hide a little longer than was good. At least fifteen seconds before she managed a couple of deep breaths—too deep for her limited oxygen supply, so she went briefly dizzy—and continued up Vinnie’s side.


  Black Alice had no idea what inflammation looked like in a Boojum, but she would guess this was it. All around the interface she was meant to repair, Vinnie’s flesh looked scraped and puffy. Black Alice walked tenderly, wincing, muttering apologies under her breath. And with every step, the tendrils coiled a little closer.


  Black Alice crouched beside the box, and began examining connections. The console was about three meters by four, half a meter tall, and fixed firmly to Vinnie’s hide. It looked like the thing was still functional, but something—a bit of space debris, maybe—had dented it pretty good.


  Cautiously, Black Alice dropped a hand on it. She found the access panel, and flipped it open: more red lights than green. A tongue-click, and she began withdrawing her tethered tools from their holding pouches and arranging them so that they would float conveniently around.


  She didn’t hear a thing, of course, but the hide under her boots vibrated suddenly, sharply. She jerked her head around, just in time to see one of Vinnie’s feelers slap her own side, five or ten meters away. And then the whole Boojum shuddered, contracting, curved into a hard crescent of pain the same way she had when the Henry Ford had taken that chunk out of her hide. And the lights in the access panel lit up all at once—red, red, yellow, red.


  Black Alice tongued off the send function on her headset microphone, so Wasabi wouldn’t hear her. She touched the bruised hull, and she touched the dented edge of the console. “Vinnie,” she said, “does this hurt?”


  Not that Vinnie could answer her. But it was obvious. She was in pain. And maybe that dent didn’t have anything to do with space debris. Maybe—Black Alice straightened, looked around, and couldn’t convince herself that it was an accident that this box was planted right where Vinnie couldn’t . . . quite . . . reach it.


  “So what does it do?” she muttered. “Why am I out here repairing something that fucking hurts?” She crouched down again and took another long look at the interface.


  As an engineer, Black Alice was mostly self-taught; her implants were secondhand, black market, scavenged, the wet work done by a gilly on Providence Station. She’d learned the technical vocabulary from Gogglehead Kim before he bought it in a stupid little fight with a ship named the VC I. Ulyanov, but what she relied on were her instincts, the things she knew without being able to say. So she looked at that box wired into Vinnie’s spine and all its red and yellow lights, and then she tongued the comm back on and said, “Wasabi, this thing don’t look so good.”


  “Whaddya mean, don’t look so good?” Wasabi sounded distracted, and that was just fine.


  Black Alice made a noise, the auditory equivalent of a shrug. “I think the node’s inflamed. Can we pull it and lock it in somewhere else?”


  “No!” said Wasabi.


  “It’s looking pretty ugly out here.”


  “Look, Blackie, unless you want us to all go sailing out into the Big Empty, we are not pulling that governor. Just fix the fucking thing, would you?”


  “Yessir,” said Black Alice, thinking hard. The first thing was that Wasabi knew what was going on—knew what the box did and knew that the Lavinia Whateley didn’t like it. That wasn’t comforting. The second thing was that whatever was going on, it involved the Big Empty, the cold vastness between the stars. So it wasn’t that Vinnie wanted to go home. She wanted to go out.


  It made sense, from what Black Alice knew about Boojums. Their infants lived in the tumult of the gas giants’ atmosphere, but as they aged, they pushed higher and higher, until they reached the edge of the envelope. And then—following instinct or maybe the calls of their fellows, nobody knew for sure—they learned to skip, throwing themselves out into the vacuum like Earth birds leaving the nest. And what if, for a Boojum, the solar system was just another nest?


  Black Alice knew the Lavinia Whateley was old, for a Boojum. Captain Song was not her first captain, although you never mentioned Captain Smith if you knew what was good for you. So if there was another stage to her life cycle, she might be ready for it. And her crew wasn’t letting her go.


  Jesus and the cold fishy gods, Black Alice thought. Is this why the Marie Curie ate her crew? Because they wouldn’t let her go?


  She fumbled for her tools, tugging the cords to float them closer, and wound up walloping herself in the bicep with a splicer. And as she was wrestling with it, her headset spoke again. “Blackie, can you hurry it up out there? Captain says we’re going to have company.”


  Company? She never got to say it. Because when she looked up, she saw the shapes, faintly limned in starlight, and a chill as cold as a suit leak crept up her neck.


  There were dozens of them. Hundreds. They made her skin crawl and her nerves judder the way gillies and Boojums never had. They were man-sized, roughly, but they looked like the pseudoroaches of Venus, the ones Black Alice still had nightmares about, with too many legs, and horrible stiff wings. They had ovate, corrugated heads, but no faces, and where their mouths ought to be sprouting writhing tentacles.


  And some of them carried silver shining cylinders, like the canisters in Vinnie’s subhold.


  Black Alice wasn’t certain if they saw her, crouched on the Boojum’s hide with only a thin laminate between her and the breathsucker, but she was certain of something else. If they did, they did not care.


  They disappeared below the curve of the ship, toward the airlock Black Alice had exited before clawing her way along the ship’s side. They could be a trade delegation, come to bargain for the salvaged cargo.


  Black Alice didn’t think even the Mi-Go came in the battalions to talk trade.


  She meant to wait until the last of them had passed, but they just kept coming. Wasabi wasn’t answering her hails; she was on her own and unarmed. She fumbled with her tools, stowing things in any handy pocket whether it was where the tool went or not. She couldn’t see much; everything was misty. It took her several seconds to realize that her visor was fogged because she was crying.


  Patch cables. Where were the fucking patch cables? She found a two-meter length of fiber optic with the right plugs on the end. One end went into the monitor panel. The other snapped into her suit comm.


  “Vinnie?” she whispered, when she thought she had a connection. “Vinnie, can you hear me?”


  The bioluminescence under Black Alice’s boots pulsed once.


  Gods and little fishes, she thought. And then she drew out her laser cutting torch, and started slicing open the case on the console that Wasabi had called the governor. Wasabi was probably dead by now, or dying. Wasabi, and Dogcollar, and. well, not dead. If they were lucky, they were dead.


  Because the opposite of lucky was those canisters the Mi-Go were carrying.


  She hoped Dogcollar was lucky.


  “You wanna go out, right?” she whispered to the Lavinia Whateley. “Out into the Big Empty.”


  She’d never been sure how much Vinnie understood of what people said, but the light pulsed again.


  “And this thing won’t let you.” It wasn’t a question. She had it open now, and she could see that was what it did. Ugly fucking thing. Vinnie shivered underneath her, and there was a sudden pulse of noise in her helmet speakers: screaming. People screaming.


  “I know,” Black Alice said. “They’ll come get me in a minute, I guess.” She swallowed hard against the sudden lurch of her stomach. “I’m gonna get this thing off you, though. And when they go, you can go, okay? And I’m sorry. I didn’t know we were keeping you from.” She had to quit talking, or she really was going to puke. Grimly, she fumbled for the tools she needed to disentangle the abomination from Vinnie’s nervous system.


  Another pulse of sound, a voice, not a person: flat and buzzing and horrible. “We do not bargain with thieves.” And the scream that time—she’d never heard Captain Song scream before. Black Alice flinched and started counting to slow her breathing. Puking in a suit was the number one badness, but hyperventilating in a suit was a really close second.


  Her heads-up display was low-res, and slightly miscalibrated, so that everything had a faint shadow-double. But the thing that flashed up against her own view of her hands was unmistakable: a question mark.


  <?>


  “Vinnie?”


  Another pulse of screaming, and the question mark again.


  <?>


  “Holy shit, Vinnie! . . . Never mind, never mind. They, um, they collect people’s brains. In canisters. Like the canisters in the third subhold.”


  The bioluminescence pulsed once. Black Alice kept working.


  Her heads-up pinged again: <ALICE> A pause. <?>


  “Um, yeah. I figure that’s what they’ll do with me, too. It looked like they had plenty of canisters to go around.”


  Vinnie pulsed, and there was a longer pause while Black Alice doggedly severed connections and loosened bolts.


  <WANT> said the Lavinia Whateley. <?>


  “Want? Do I want.?.” Her laughter sounded bad. “Um, no. No, I don’t want to be a brain in a jar. But I’m not seeing a lot of choices here. Even if I went cometary, they could catch me. And it kind of sounds like they’re mad enough to do it, too.” She’d cleared out all the moorings around the edge of the governor; the case lifted off with a shove and went sailing into the dark. Black Alice winced. But then the processor under the cover drifted away from Vinnie’s hide, and there was just the monofilament tethers and the fat cluster of fiber optic and superconductors to go.


  <HELP>


  “I’m doing my best here, Vinnie,” Black Alice said through her teeth.


  That got her a fast double-pulse, and the Lavinia Whateley said, <HELP>


  And then, <ALICE>


  “You want to help me?” Black Alice squeaked.


  A strong pulse, and the heads-up said, <HELP ALICE>


  “That’s really sweet of you, but I’m honestly not sure there’s anything you can do. I mean, it doesn’t look like the Mi-Go are mad at you, and I really want to keep it that way.”


  <EAT ALICE> said the Lavinia Whateley.


  Black Alice came within a millimeter of taking her own fingers off with the cutting laser. “Um, Vinnie, that’s um. well, I guess it’s better than being a brain in a jar.” Or suffocating to death in her suit if she went cometary and the Mi-Go didn’t come after her.


  The double-pulse again, but Black Alice didn’t see what she could have missed. As communications went, EAT ALICE was pretty fucking unambiguous.


  <HELP ALICE> the Lavinia Whateley insisted. Black Alice leaned in close, unsplicing the last of the governor’s circuits from the Boojum’s nervous system. <SAVE ALICE>


  “By eating me? Look, I know what happens to things you eat, and it’s not.” She bit her tongue. Because she did know what happened to things the Lavinia Whateley ate. Absorbed. Filtered. Recycled. “Vinnie. are you saying you can save me from the Mi-Go?”


  A pulse of agreement.


  “By eating me?” Black Alice pursued, needing to be sure she understood. Another pulse of agreement.


  Black Alice thought about the Lavinia Whateley’s teeth. “How much me are we talking about here?” <ALICE> said the Lavinia Whateley, and then the last fiber optic cable parted, and Black Alice, her hands shaking, detached her patch cable and flung the whole mess of it as hard as she could straight up. Maybe it would find a planet with atmosphere and be some little alien kid’s shooting star.


  And now she had to decide what to do.


  She figured she had two choices, really. One, walk back down the Lavinia Whateley and find out if the Mi-Go believed in surrender. Two, walk around the Lavinia Whateley and into her toothy mouth.


  Black Alice didn’t think the Mi-Go believed in surrender.


  She tilted her head back for one last clear look at the shining black infinity of space. Really, there wasn’t any choice at all. Because even if she’d misunderstood what Vinnie seemed to be trying to tell her, the worst she’d end up was dead, and that was light-years better than what the Mi-Go had on offer.


  Black Alice Bradley loved her ship.


  She turned to her left and started walking, and the Lavinia Whateley’s bioluminescence followed her courteously all the way, vanes swaying out of her path. Black Alice skirted each of Vinnie’s eyes as she came to them, and each of them blinked at her. And then she reached Vinnie’s mouth and that magnificent panoply of teeth.


  “Make it quick, Vinnie, okay?” said Black Alice, and walked into her leviathan’s maw.


  Picking her way delicately between razor-sharp teeth, Black Alice had plenty of time to consider the ridiculousness of worrying about a hole in her suit. Vinnie’s mouth was more like a crystal cave, once you were inside it; there was no tongue, no palate. Just polished, macerating stones. Which did not close on Black Alice, to her surprise. If anything, she got the feeling the Vinnie was holding her. breath. Or what passed for it.


  The Boojum was lit inside, as well—or was making herself lit, for Black Alice’s benefit. And as Black Alice clambered inward, the teeth got smaller, and fewer, and the tunnel narrowed. Her throat, Alice thought. I’m inside her.


  And the walls closed down, and she was swallowed.


  Like a pill, enclosed in the tight sarcophagus of her space suit, she felt rippling pressure as peristalsis pushed her along. And then greater pressure, suffocating, savage. One sharp pain. The pop of her ribs as her lungs crushed.


  Screaming inside a space suit was contraindicated, too. And with collapsed lungs, she couldn’t even do it properly.


  alice.


  She floated. In warm darkness. A womb, a bath. She was comfortable. An itchy soreness between her shoulderblades felt like a very mild radiation burn.


  alice.


  A voice she thought she should know. She tried to speak; her mouth gnashed, her teeth ground.


  alice. talk here.


  She tried again. Not with her mouth, this time.


  Talk . . . here?


  The buoyant warmth flickered past her. She was. drifting. No, swimming. She could feel currents on her skin. Her vision was confused. She blinked and blinked, and things were shattered.


  There was nothing to see anyway, but stars.


  alice talk here.


  Where am I?


  eat alice.


  Vinnie. Vinnie’s voice, but not in the flatness of the heads-up display anymore. Vinnie’s voice alive with emotion and nuance and the vastness of her self.


  You ate me, she said, and understood abruptly that the numbness she felt was not shock. It was the boundaries of her body erased and redrawn.


  !


  Agreement. Relief.


  I’m . . . in you, Vinnie?


  =/=


  Not a “no.” More like, this thing is not the same, does not compare, to this other thing. Black Alice felt the warmth of space so near a generous star slipping by her. She felt the swift currents of its gravity, and the gravity of its satellites, and bent them, and tasted them, and surfed them faster and faster away.


  I am you.


  !


  Ecstatic comprehension, which Black Alice echoed with passionate relief. Not dead. Not dead after all. Just, transformed. Accepted. Embraced by her ship, whom she embraced in return.


  Vinnie. Where are we going?


  out, Vinnie answered. And in her, Black Alice read the whole great naked wonder of space, approaching faster and faster as Vinnie accelerated, reaching for the first great skip that would hurl them into the interstellar darkness of the Big Empty. They were going somewhere.


  Out, Black Alice agreed and told herself not to grieve. Not to go mad. This sure beat swampy Hell out of being a brain in a jar.


  And it occurred to her, as Vinnie jumped, the brainless bodies of her crew already digesting inside her, that it wouldn’t be long before the loss of the Lavinia Whateley was a tale told to frighten spacers, too.
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  When Leah Hamakawa and I arrived at Riemann orbital, there was a surprise waiting for Leah: a message. Not an electronic message on a link-pad, but an actual physical envelope, with Doctor Leah Hamakawa lettered on the outside in flowing handwriting.


  Leah slid the note from the envelope. The message was etched on a stiff sheet of some hard crystal that gleamed a brilliant translucent crimson. She looked at it, flexed it, ran a fingernail over it, and then held it to the light, turning it slightly. The edges caught the light and scattered it across the room in droplets of fire. “Diamond,” she said. “Chromium impurities give it the red color; probably nitrogen for the blue. Charming.” She handed it to me. “Careful of the edges, Tinkerman; I don’t doubt it might cut.”


  I ran a finger carefully over one edge, but found that Leah’s warning was unnecessary; some sort of passivation treatment had been done to blunt the edge to keep it from cutting. The letters were limned in blue, so sharply chiseled on the sheet that they seemed to rise from the card. The title read, “Invitation from Carlos Fernando Delacroix Ortega de la Jolla y Nordwald-Gruenbaum.” In smaller letters, it continued, “We find your researches on the ecology of Mars to be of some interest. We would like to invite you to visit our residences at Hypatia at your convenience and talk.”


  I didn’t know the name Carlos Fernando, but the family Nordwald-Gruenbaum needed no introduction. The invitation had come from someone within the intimate family of the Satrap of Venus.


  Transportation, the letter continued, would be provided.


  The Satrap of Venus. One of the twenty old men, the lords and owners of the solar system. A man so rich that human standards of wealth no longer had any meaning. What could he want with Leah?


  I tried to remember what I knew about the sultan of the clouds, satrap of the fabled floating cities. It seemed very far away from everything I knew. The society, I thought I remembered, was said to be decadent and perverse, but I knew little more. The inhabitants of Venus kept to themselves.


  Riemann station was ugly and functional, the interior made of a dark anodized aluminum with a pebbled surface finish. There was a viewport in the lounge, and Leah had walked over to look out. She stood with her back to me, framed in darkness. Even in her rumpled ship’s suit, she was beautiful, and I wondered if I would ever find the clue to understanding her.


  As the orbital station rotated, the blue bubble of Earth slowly rose in front of her, a fragile and intricate sculpture of snow and cobalt, outlining her in a sapphire light. “There’s nothing for me down there,” she said.


  I stood in silence, not sure if she even remembered I was there.


  In a voice barely louder than the silence, she said, “I have no past.”


  The silence was uncomfortable. I knew I should say something, but I was not sure what. “I’ve never been to Venus,” I said at last.


  “I don’t know anybody who has.” Leah turned. “I suppose the letter doesn’t specifically say that I should come alone.” Her tone was matter of fact, neither discouraging nor inviting.


  It was hardly enthusiastic, but it was better than no. I wondered if she actually liked me, or just tolerated my presence. I decided it might be best not to ask. No use pressing on my luck.


  The transportation provided turned out to be the Sulieman, a fusion yacht.


  Sulieman was more than merely first-class, it was excessively extravagant. It was larger than many ore transports, huge enough that any ordinary yacht could have easily fit within the most capacious of its recreation spheres. Each of its private cabins—and it had seven—was larger than an ordinary habitat module. Big ships commonly were slow ships, but Sulieman was an exception, equipped with an impressive amount of delta-V, and the transfer orbit to Venus was scheduled for a transit time well under that of any commercial transport ship.


  We were the only passengers.


  Despite its size, the ship had a crew of just three: captain, and first and second pilot. The captain, with the shaven head and saffron robe of a Buddhist novice, greeted us on entry, and politely but firmly informed us that the crew were not answerable to orders of the passengers. We were to keep to the passenger section, and we would be delivered to Venus. Crew accommodations were separate from the passenger accommodations, and we should expect not to see or hear from the crew during the voyage.


  “Fine,” was the only comment Leah had.


  When the ship had received us and boosted into a fast Venus transfer orbit, Leah found the smallest of the private cabins and locked herself in it.


  Leah Hamakawa had been with the Pleiades Institute for twenty years. She had joined young, when she was still a teenager—long before I’d ever met her—and I knew little of her life before then, other than that she had been an orphan. The institute was the only family that she had.


  It seems to me sometimes that there are two Leahs. One Leah is shy and childlike, begging to be loved. The other Leah is cool and professional, who can hardly bear being touched, who hates—or perhaps disdains—people.


  Sometimes I wonder if she had been terribly hurt as a child. She never talks about growing up, never mentions her parents. I had asked her, once, and the only thing she said was that that is all behind her, long ago and far away.


  I never knew my position with her. Sometimes I almost think that she must love me, but cannot bring herself to say anything. Other times she is so casually thoughtless that I believe she never thinks of me as more than a technical assistant, indistinguishable from any other tech. Sometimes I wonder why she even bothers to allow me to hang around.


  I damn myself silently for being too cowardly to ask.


  While Leah had locked herself away, I explored the ship. Each cabin was spherical, with a single double-glassed octagonal viewport on the outer cabin wall. The cabins had every luxury imaginable, even hygiene facilities set in smaller adjoining spheres, with booths that sprayed actual water through nozzles onto the occupant’s body.


  Ten hours after boost, Leah had still not come out. I found another cabin and went to sleep.


  In two days I was bored. I had taken apart everything that could be taken apart, examined how it worked, and put it back together. Everything was in perfect condition; there was nothing for me to fix.


  But, although I had not brought much with me, I’d brought a portable office. I called up a librarian agent, and asked for history.


  In the beginning of the human expansion outward, transport into space had been ruinously expensive, and only governments and obscenely rich corporations could afford to do business in space. When the governments dropped out, a handful of rich men bought their assets. Most of them sold out again, or went bankrupt. A few of them didn’t. Some stayed on due to sheer stubbornness, some with the fervor of an ideological belief in human expansion, and some out of a cold-hearted calculation that there would be uncountable wealth in space, if only it could be tapped. When the technology was finally ready, the twenty families owned it all.


  Slowly, the frontier opened, and then the exodus began. First by the thousands: Baha’i, fleeing religious persecution; deposed dictators and their sycophants, looking to escape with looted treasuries; drug lords and their retinues, looking to take their profits beyond the reach of governments or rivals. Then, the exodus began by the millions, all colors of humanity scattering from the Earth to start a new life in space. Splinter groups from the Church of John the Avenger left the unforgiving mother church seeking their prophesied destiny; dissidents from the People’s Republic of Malawi, seeking freedom; vegetarian communes from Alaska, seeking a new frontier; Mayans, seeking to reestablish a Maya homeland; libertarians, seeking their free-market paradise; communists, seeking a place outside of history to mold the new communist man. Some of them died quickly, some slowly, but always there were more, a never-ending flood of dissidents, malcontents and rebels, people willing to sign away anything for the promise of a new start. A few of them survived. A few of them thrived. A few of them grew.


  And every one of them had mortgaged their very balls to the twenty families for passage.


  Not one habitat in a hundred managed to buy its way out of debt—but the heirs of the twenty became richer than nations, richer than empires.


  The legendary war between the Nordwald industrial empire and the Gruenbaum family over solar-system resources had ended when Patricia Gruenbaum sold out her controlling interest in the family business. Udo Nordwald, tyrant and patriarch of the Nordwald industrial empire—now Nordwald-Gruenbaum—had no such plans to discard or even dilute his hard-battled wealth. He continued his consolidation of power with a merger-by-marriage of his only son, a boy not even out of his teens, with the shrewd and calculating heiress of la Jolla. His closest competitors gone, Udo retreated from the outer solar system, leaving the long expansion outward to others. He established corporate headquarters, a living quarters for workers, and his own personal dwelling in a place which was both central to the inner system, and also a spot that nobody had ever before thought possible to colonize. He made his reputation by colonizing the planet casually called the solar system’s Hell planet.


  Venus.


  The planet below grew from a point of light into a gibbous white pearl, too bright to look at. The arriving interplanetary yacht shed its hyperbolic excess in a low pass through Venus’ atmosphere, rebounded leisurely into high elliptical orbit, and then circularized into a two-hour parking orbit.


  Sulieman had an extravagant viewport, a single transparent pane four meters in diameter, and I floated in front of it, watching the transport barque glide up to meet us. I had thought Sulieman a large ship; the barque made it look like a miniature. A flattened cone with a rounded nose and absurdly tiny rocket engines at the base, it was shaped in the form of a typical planetary-descent lifting body, but one that must have been over a kilometer long, and at least as wide. It glided up to the Sulieman and docked with her like a pumpkin mating with a pea.


  The size, I knew, was deceiving. The barque was no more than a thin skin over a hollow shell made of vacuum-foamed titanium surrounding a vast empty chamber. It was designed not to land, but to float in the atmosphere, and to float it required a huge volume and almost no weight. No ships ever landed on the surface of Venus; the epithet “hell” was well chosen. The transfer barque, then, was more like a space-going dirigible than a spaceship, a vehicle as much at home floating in the clouds as floating in orbit.


  Even knowing that the vast bulk of the barque was little more substantial than vacuum, though, I found the effect intimidating.


  It didn’t seem to make any impression on Leah. She had come out from her silent solitude when we approached Venus, but she barely glanced out the viewport in passing. It was often hard for me to guess what would attract her attention. Sometimes I had seen her spend an hour staring at a rock, apparently fascinated by a chunk of ordinary asteroidal chondrite, turning it over and examining it carefully from every possible angle. Other things, like a spaceship nearly as big as a city, she ignored as if they had no more importance than dirt.


  Bulky cargos were carried in compartments in the hollow interior of the barque, but since there were just two of us descending to Venus, we were invited to sit up in the pilot’s compartment, a transparent blister almost invisible at the front.


  The pilot was another yellow-robed Buddhist. Was this a common sect for Venus pilots, I wondered? But this pilot was as talkative as Sulieman’s pilot had been reclusive. As the barque undocked, a tether line stretched out between it and the station. The station lowered the barque toward the planet. While we were being lowered down the tether, the pilot pointed out every possible sight—tiny communications satellites crawling across the sky like turbocharged ants; the pinkish flashes of lightning on the night hemisphere of the planet far below; the golden spider’s web of a microwave power relay. At thirty kilometers, still talking, the pilot severed the tether, allowing the barque to drop free. The Earth and moon, twin stars of blue and white, rose over the pearl of the horizon. Factory complexes were distantly visible in orbit, easy to spot by their flashing navigation beacons and the transport barques docked to them, so far away that even the immense barques were shrunken to insignificance.


  We were starting to brush atmosphere now, and a feeling of weight returned, and increased. Suddenly we were pulling half a gravity of overgee. Without ever stopping talking, the pilot-monk deftly rolled the barque inverted, and Venus was now over our heads, a featureless white ceiling to the universe. “Nice view there, is it not?” the pilot said. “You get a great feel for the planet in this attitude. Not doing it for the view, though, nice as it is; I’m just getting that old hypersonic lift working for us, holding us down. These barques are rather a bit fragile; can’t take them in too fast, have to play the atmosphere like a big bass fiddle. Wouldn’t want us to bounce off the atmosphere, now, would you?” He didn’t pause for answers to his questions, and I wondered if he would have continued his travelogue even if we had not been there.


  The gee level increased to about a standard, then steadied.


  The huge beast swept inverted through the atmosphere, trailing an ionized cloud behind it. The pilot slowed toward subsonic, and then rolled the barque over again, skipping upward slightly into the exosphere to cool the glowing skin, then letting it dip back downward. The air thickened around us as we descended into the thin, featureless haze. And then we broke through the bottom of the haze into the clear air below it, and abruptly we were soaring above the endless sea of clouds.


  Clouds.


  A hundred and fifty million square kilometers of clouds, a billion cubic kilometers of clouds. In the ocean of clouds the floating cities of Venus are not limited, like terrestrial cities, to two dimensions only, but can float up and down at the whim of the city masters, higher into the bright cold sunlight, downward to the edges of the hot murky depths.


  Clouds. The barque sailed over cloud-cathedrals and over cloud-mountains, edges recomplicated with cauliflower fractals. We sailed past lairs filled with cloud-monsters a kilometer tall, with arched necks of cloud stretching forward, threatening and blustering with cloud-teeth, cloud-muscled bodies with clawed feet of flickering lightning.


  The barque was floating now, drifting downward at subsonic speed, trailing its own cloud-contrail, which twisted behind us like a scrawl of illegible handwriting. Even the pilot, if not actually fallen silent, had at least slowed down his chatter, letting us soak in the glory of it. “Quite something, isn’t it?” he said. “The kingdom of the clouds. Drives some people batty with the immensity of it, or so they say—cloud-happy, they call it here. Never get tired of it, myself. No view like the view from a barque to see the clouds.” And to prove it, he banked the barque over into a slow turn, circling a cloud pillar that rose from deep down in the haze to tower thousands of meters above our heads. “Quite a sight.”


  “Quite a sight,” I repeated.


  The pilot-monk rolled the barque back, and then pointed, forward and slightly to the right. “There. See it?”


  I didn’t know what to see. “What?”


  “There.”


  I saw it now, a tiny point glistening in the distance. “What is it?”


  “Hypatia. The jewel of the clouds.”


  As we coasted closer, the city grew. It was an odd sight. The city was a dome, or rather, a dozen glistening domes melted haphazardly together, each one faceted with a million panels of glass. The domes were huge; the smallest nearly a kilometer across, and as the barque glided across the sky the facets caught the sunlight and sparkled with reflected light. Below the domes, a slender pencil of rough black stretched down toward the cloudbase like taffy, delicate as spun glass, terminating in an absurdly tiny bulb of rock that seemed far too small to counterbalance the domes.


  “Beautiful, you think, yes? Like the wonderful jellyfishes of your blue planet’s oceans. Can you believe that half a million people live there?”


  The pilot brought us around the city in a grand sweep, showing off, not even bothering to talk. Inside the transparent domes, chains of lakes glittered in green ribbons between boulevards and delicate pavilions. At last he slowed to a stop, and then slowly leaked atmosphere into the vacuum vessel that provided the buoyancy. The barque settled down gradually, wallowing from side to side now that the stability given by its forward momentum was gone. Now it floated slightly lower than the counterweight. The counterweight no longer looked small, but loomed above us, a rock the size of Gibraltar. Tiny fliers affixed tow-ropes to hardpoints on the surface of the barque, and slowly we were winched into a hard-dock.


  “Welcome to Venus,” said the monk.


  The surface of Venus is a place of crushing pressure and hellish temperature. Rise above it, though, and the pressure eases, the temperature cools. Fifty kilometers above the surface, at the base of the clouds, the temperature is tropical, and the pressure the same as Earth normal. Twenty kilometers above that, the air is thin and polar cold.


  Drifting between these two levels are the ten thousand floating cities of Venus.


  A balloon filled with oxygen and nitrogen will float in the heavy air of Venus, and balloons were exactly what the fabled domed cities were. Geodetic structures with struts of sintered graphite and skin of transparent polycarbonate synthesized from the atmosphere of Venus itself, each kilometer-diameter dome easily lifted a hundred thousand tons of city.


  Even the clouds cooperated. The thin haze of the upper cloud deck served to filter the sunlight so that the intensity of the sun here was little more than the Earth’s solar constant.


  Hypatia was not the largest of the floating cities, but it was certainly the richest, a city of helical buildings and golden domes, with huge open areas and elaborate gardens. Inside the dome of Hypatia, the architects played every possible trick to make us forget that we were inside an enclosed volume.


  But we didn’t see this part, the gardens and waterfalls, not at first. Leaving the barque, we entered a disembarking lounge below the city. For all that it featured plush chaise lounges, floors covered with genetically engineered pink grass, and priceless sculptures of iron and of jade, it was functional: a place to wait.


  It was large enough to hold a thousand people, but there was only one person in the lounge, a boy who was barely old enough to have entered his teens, wearing a bathrobe and elaborately pleated yellow silk pants. He was slightly pudgy, with an agreeable, but undistinguished, round face.


  After the expense of our transport, I was surprised at finding only one person sent to await our arrival.


  The kid looked at Leah. “Doctor Hamakawa. I’m pleased to meet you.” Then he turned to me. “Who the hell are you?” he said.


  “Who are you?” I said. “Where’s our reception?”


  The boy was chewing on something. He seemed about to spit it out, and then thought better of it. He looked over at Leah. “This guy is with you, Dr. Hamakawa? What’s he do?”


  “This is David Tinkerman,” Leah said. “Technician. And, when need be, pilot. Yes, he’s with me.”


  “Tell him he might wish to learn some manners,” the boy said.


  “And who are you?” I shot back. “I don’t think you answered the question.”


  The not-quite-teenager looked at me with disdain, as if he wasn’t sure if he would even bother to talk to me. Then he said, in a slow voice as if talking to an idiot, “I am Carlos Fernando Delacroix Ortega de la Jolla y Nordwald-Gruenbaum. I own this station and everything on it.”


  He had an annoying high voice, on the edge of changing, but not yet there.


  Leah, however, didn’t seem to notice his voice. “Ah,” she said. “You are the scion of Nordwald-Gruenbaum. The ruler of Hypatia.”


  The kid shook his head and frowned. “No,” he said. “Not the scion, not exactly. I am Nordwald-Gruenbaum.” The smile made him look like a child again; it make him look likable. When he bowed, he was utterly charming. “I,” he said, “am the sultan of the clouds.”


  Carlos Fernando, as it turned out, had numerous servants indeed. Once we had been greeted, he made a gesture and an honor guard of twenty women in silken doublets came forward to escort us up.


  Before we entered the elevator, the guards circled around. At a word from Carlos Fernando, a package was brought forward. Carlos took it, and, as the guards watched, handed it to Leah. “A gift,” he said, “to welcome you to my city.”


  The box was simple and unadorned. Leah opened it. Inside the package was a large folio. She took it out. The book was bound in cracked, dark red leather, with no lettering. She flipped to the front. “Giordano Bruno,” she read. “On the Infinite Universe and Worlds.” She smiled, and riffled through the pages. “A facsimile of the first English edition?”


  “I though perhaps you might enjoy it.”


  “Charming.” She placed it back in the box, and tucked it under her arm. “Thank you,” she said.


  The elevator rose so smoothly it was difficult to believe it traversed two kilometers in a little under three minutes. The doors opened to brilliant noon sunlight. We were in the bubble city.


  The city was a fantasy of foam and air. Although it was enclosed in a dome, the bubble was so large that the walls nearly vanished into the air, and it seemed unencumbered. With the guards beside us, we walked through the city. Everywhere there were parks, some just a tiny patch of green surrounding a tree, some forests perched on the wide tops of elongated stalks, with elegantly sculpted waterfalls cascading down to be caught in wide fountain basins. White pathways led upward through the air, suspended by cables from impossibly narrow beams, and all around us were sounds of rustling water and birdsong.


  At the end of the welcoming tour, I realized I had been imperceptibly but effectively separated from Leah. “Hey,” I said. “What happened to Dr. Hamakawa?”


  The honor guard of women still surrounded me, but Leah, and the kid who was the heir of Nordwald-Gruenbaum, had vanished.


  “We’re sorry,” one of the women answered, one slightly taller, perhaps, than the others. “I believe that she has been taken to her suite to rest for a bit, since in a few hours she is to be greeted at the level of society.”


  “I should be with her.”


  The woman looked at me calmly. “We had no instructions to bring you. I don’t believe you were invited.”


  “Excuse me,” I said. “I’d better find them.”


  The woman stood back, and gestured to the city. Walkways meandered in all directions, a three-dimensional maze. “By all means, if you like. We were instructed that you were to have free run of the city.”


  I nodded. Clearly, plans had been made with no room for me. “How will I get in touch?” I asked. “What if I want to talk to Leah—to Doctor Hamakawa?”


  “They’ll be able to find you. Don’t worry.” After a pause, she said, “Shall we show you to your place to domicile?”


  The building to which I was shown was one of a cluster that seemed suspended in the air by crisscrossed cables. It was larger than many houses. I was used to living in the cubbyholes of habitat modules, and the spaciousness of the accommodations startled me.


  “Good evening, Mr. Tinkerman.” The person greeting me was a tall Chinese man perhaps fifty years of age. The woman next to him, I surmised, was his wife. She was quite a bit younger, in her early twenties. She was slightly overweight by the standards I was used to, but I had noticed that was common here. Behind her hid two children, their faces peeking out from behind her and then darting back again to safety. The man introduced himself as Truman Singh, and his wife as Epiphany. “The rest of the family will be about to meet you in a few hours, Mr. Tinkerman,” he said, smiling. “They are mostly working.”


  “We both work for his Excellency,” Epiphany added. “Carlos Fernando has asked our braid to house you. Don’t hesitate to ask for anything you need. The cost will go against the Nordwald-Gruenbaum credit, which is,” she smiled, “quite unlimited here. As you might imagine.”


  “Do you do this often?” I asked. “House guests?”


  Epiphany looked up at her husband. “Not too often,” she said, “not for his Excellency, anyway. It’s not uncommon in the cities, though; there’s a lot of visiting back and forth as one city or another drifts nearby, and everyone will put up visitors from time to time.”


  “You don’t have hotels?”


  She shook her head. “We don’t get many visitors from outplanet.”


  “You said ‘His Excellency,’ ” I said. “That’s Carlos Fernando? Tell me about him.”


  “Of course. What would you like to know?”


  “Does he really”—I gestured at the city—“own all of this? The whole planet?”


  “Yes, certainly, the city, yes. And also, no.”


  “How is that?”


  “He will own the city, yes—this one, and five thousand others—but the planet? Maybe, maybe not. The Nordwald-Gruenbaum family does claim to own the planet, but in truth that claim means little. The claim may apply to the surface of the planet, but nobody owns the sky. The cities, though, yes. But, of course, he doesn’t actually control them all personally.”


  “Well, of course not. I mean, hey, he’s just a kid—He must have trustees, or proxies or something, right?”


  “Indeed. Until he reaches his majority.”


  “And then?”


  Truman Singh shrugged. “It is the Nordwald-Gruenbaum tradition—written into the first Nordwald’s will. When he reaches his majority, it is personal property.”


  There were, as I discovered, eleven thousand, seven hundred and eight cities floating in the atmosphere of Venus. “Probably a few more,” Truman Singh told me. “Nobody keeps track, exactly. There are myths of cities that float low down, never rising above the lower cloud decks, forever hidden. You can’t live that deep—it’s too hot—but the stories say that the renegade cities have a technology that allows them to reject heat.” He shrugged. “Who knows?” In any case, of the known cities, the estate to which Carlos Fernando was heir owned or held shares or partial ownership of more than half.


  “The Nordwald-Gruenbaum entity have been a good owners,” Truman said. “I should say, they know that their employees could leave, to another city, if they had to, but they don’t.”


  “And there’s no friction?”


  “Oh, the independent cities, they all think that the Nordwald-Gruenbaums have too much power!” He laughed. “But there’s not much they can do about it, eh?”


  “They could fight.”


  Truman Singh reached out and tapped me lightly on the center of my forehead with his middle finger. “That would not be wise.” He paused, and then said more slowly, “We are an interconnected ecology here, the independents and the sultanate. We rely on each other. The independents could declare war, yes, but in the end nobody would win.”


  “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I see that. Of course, the floating cities are so fragile—a single break in the gas envelope—”


  “We are perhaps not as fragile as you think,” Truman Singh replied. “I should say, you are used to the built worlds, but they are vacuum habitats, where a single blow-out would be catastrophic. Here, you know, there is no pressure difference between the atmosphere outside and the lifesphere inside; if there is a break, the gas equilibrates through the gap only very slowly. Even if we had a thousand broken panels, it would take weeks for the city to sink to the irrecoverable depths. And, of course, we do have safeguards, many safeguards.” He paused, and then said, “But if there were a war . . . we are safe against ordinary hazards, you can have no fear of that . . . but against metastable bombs . . . well, that would not be good. No, I should say that would not be good at all.”


  The next day I set out to find where Leah had been taken, but although everyone I met was unfailingly polite, I had little success in reaching her. At least I was beginning to learn my way around.


  The first thing I noticed about the city was the light. I was used to living in orbital habitats, where soft, indirect light was provided by panels of white-light diodes. In Hypatia City, brilliant Venus sunlight suffused throughout the interior. The next thing I noticed were the birds.


  Hypatia was filled with birds. Birds were common in orbital habitats, since parrots and cockatiels adapt well to the freefall environment of space, but the volume of Hypatia was crowded with bright tropical birds, parrots and cockatoos and lorikeets, cardinals and chickadees and quetzals, more birds than I had names for, more birds than I had ever seen, a raucous orchestra of color and sound.


  The floating city had twelve main chambers, separated from one another by thin, transparent membranes with a multiplicity of passages, each chamber well-lit and cheerful, each with a slightly different style.


  The quarters I had been assigned were in sector Carbon, where individual living habitats were strung on cables like strings of iridescent pearls above a broad fenway of forest and grass. Within sector Carbon, cable-cars swung like pendulums on long strands, taking a traveler from platform to platform across the sector in giddy arcs. Carlos Fernando’s chambers were in the highest, centermost bubble—upcity, as it was called—a bubble dappled with colored light and shadow, where the architecture was fluted minarets and oriental domes. But I wasn’t, as it seemed, allowed into this elite sphere. I didn’t even learn where Leah had been given quarters.


  I found a balcony on a tower that looked out through the transparent canopy over the clouds. The cloudscape was just as magnificent as it had been the previous day; towering and slowly changing. The light was a rich golden color, and the sun, masked by a skein of feathery clouds like a tracery of lace, was surrounded by a bronze halo. From the angle of the sun it was early afternoon, but there would be no sunset that day; the great winds circling the planet would not blow the city into the night side of Venus for another day.


  Of the eleven-thousand other cities, I could detect no trace—looking outward, there was no indication that we were not alone in the vast cloudscape that stretched to infinity. But then, I thought, if the cities were scattered randomly, there would be little chance one would be nearby at any given time. Venus was a small planet, as planets go, but large enough to swallow ten thousand cities—or even a hundred times that—without any visible crowding of the skies.


  I wished I knew what Leah thought of it.


  I missed Leah. For all that she sometimes didn’t seem to even notice I was there . . . our sojourn on Mars, brief as it had been . . . we had shared the same cubby. Perhaps that meant nothing to her. But it had been the very center of my life.


  I thought of her body, lithe and golden-skinned. Where was she? What was she doing??


  The park was a platform overgrown with cymbidian orchids, braced in the air by the great cables that transected the dome from the stanchion trusswork. This seemed a common architecture here, where even the ground beneath was suspended from the buoyancy of the air dome. I bounced my weight back and forth, testing the resonant frequency, and felt the platform move infinitesimally under me. Children here must be taught from an early age not to do that; a deliberate effort could build up destructive oscillation. I stopped bouncing, and let the motion damp.


  When I returned near the middle of the day, neither Truman nor Epiphany were there, and Truman’s other wife, a woman named Triolet, met me. She was a woman perhaps in her sixties, with dark skin and deep grey eyes. She had been introduced to me the previous day, but in the confusion of meeting numerous people in what seemed to be a large extended family, I had not had a chance to really meet her yet. There were always a number of people around the Singh household, and I was confused as to how, or even if, they were related to my hosts. Now, talking to her, I realized that she, in fact, was the one who had control of the Singh household finances.


  The Singh family were farmers, I discovered. Or farm managers. The flora in Hypatia was decorative, or served to keep the air in the dome refreshed, but the real agriculture was in separate domes, floating at an altitude that was optimized for plant growth, and had no inhabitants. Automated equipment did the work of sowing and irrigation and harvest. Truman and Epiphany Singh were operational engineers, making those decisions that required a human input, watching that the robots kept on track and were doing the right things at the right times.


  And, there was a message waiting for me, inviting me in the evening to attend a dinner with his Excellency, Carlos Fernando Delacroix Ortega de la Jolla y Nordwald-Gruenbaum.


  Triolet helped me with my wardrobe, along with Epiphany, who had returned by the time I was ready to prepare. They both told me emphatically that my serviceable but well-worn jumpsuit was not appropriate attire. The gown Triolet selected was far gaudier than anything I would have chosen for myself, an electric shade of indigo accented with a wide midnight black sash. “Trust us, it will be suitable,” Epiphany told me. Despite its bulk, it was light as a breath of air.


  “All clothes here are light,” Epiphany told me. “Spider’s silk.”


  “Ah, I see,” I said. “Synthetic spider silk. Strong and light; very practical.”


  “Synthetic?” Epiphany asked, and giggled. “No, not synthetic. It’s real.”


  “The silk is actually woven by spiders?”


  “No, the whole garment is.” At my puzzled look, she said, “Teams of spiders. They work together.”


  “Spiders.”


  “Well, they’re natural weavers, you know. And easy to transport.”


  I arrived at the banquet hall at the appointed time and found that the plasma-arc blue gown that Epiphany had selected for me was the most conservative dress there. There were perhaps thirty people present, but Leah was clearly the center. She seemed happy with the attention, more animated than I’d recalled seeing her before.


  “They’re treating you well?” I asked, when I’d finally made it through the crowd to her.


  “Oh, indeed.”


  I discovered I had nothing to say. I waited for her to ask about me, but she didn’t. “Where have they given you to stay?”


  “A habitat next section over,” she said. “Sector Carbon. It’s amazing—I’ve never seen so many birds.”


  “That’s the sector I’m in,” I said, “but they didn’t tell me where you were.”


  “Really? That’s odd.” She tapped up a map of the residential sector on a screen built into the diamond table-top, and a three dimensional image appeared to float inside the table. She rotated it and highlighted her habitat, and I realized that she was indeed adjacent, in a large habitat that was almost directly next to the complex I was staying in. “It’s a pretty amazing place. But mostly I’ve been here in the upcity. Have you talked to Carli much yet? He’s a very clever kid. Interested in everything—botany, physics, even engineering.”


  “Really?” I said. “I don’t think they’ll let me into the upcity.”


  “You’re kidding; I’m sure they’ll let you in. Hey—” she called over one of the guards. “Say, is there any reason Tinkerman can’t come up to the centrum?”


  “No, madam, if you want it, of course not.”


  “Great. See, no problem.”


  And then the waiters directed me to my place at the far end of the table.


  The table was a thick slab of diamond, the faceted edges collecting and refracting rainbows of color. The top was as smooth and slippery as a sheet of ice. Concealed inside were small computer screens so that any of the diners who wished could call up graphics or data as needed during a conversation. The table was both art and engineering, practical and beautiful at the same time.


  Carlos Fernando sat at the end of the table. He seemed awkward and out of place in a chair slightly too large for him. Leah sat at his right, and an older woman—perhaps his mother?—on his left. He was bouncing around in his chair, alternating between playing with the computer system in his table and sneaking glances over at Leah when he thought she wasn’t paying attention to him. If she looked in his direction, he would go still for a moment, and then his eyes would quickly dart away and he went back to staring at the graphics screen in front of him and fidgeting.


  The server brought a silver tray to Carlos Fernando. On it was something the size of a fist, hidden under a canopy of red silk. Carlos Fernando looked up, accepted it with a nod, and removed the cloth. There was a moment of silence as people looked over, curious. I strained to see it.


  It was a sparkling egg.


  The egg was cunningly wrought of diamond fibers of many colors, braided into intricate lacework resembling entwined Celtic knots. The twelve-year-old satrap of Venus picked it up and ran one finger over it, delicately, barely brushing the surface, feeling the corrugations and relief of the surface.


  He held it for a moment, as if not quite sure what he should do with it, and then his hand darted over and put the egg on the plate in front of Leah. She looked up, puzzled.


  “This is for you,” he said.


  The faintest hint of surprise passed through the other diners, almost subvocal, too soft to be heard.


  A moment later the servers set an egg in front of each of us. Our eggs, although decorated with an intricate filligree of finely painted lines of gold and pale verdigris, were ordinary eggs—goose eggs, perhaps.


  Carlos Fernando was fidgeting in his chair, half grinning, half biting his lip, looking down, looking around, looking everywhere except at the egg or at Leah.


  “What am I to do with this?” Leah asked.


  “Why,” he said, “perhaps you should open it up and eat it.”


  Leah picked up the diamond-laced egg and examined it, turned it over and rubbed one finger across the surface. Then, having found what she was looking for, she held it in two fingers and twisted. The diamond eggshell opened, and inside it was a second egg, an ordinary one.


  The kid smiled again and looked down at the egg in front of him. He picked up his spoon and cracked the shell, then spooned out the interior.


  At this signal, the others cracked their own eggs and began to eat. After a moment, Leah laid the decorative shell to one side and did the same. I watched her for a moment, and then cracked my own egg.


  It was, of course, excellent.


  Later, when I was back with the Singh family, I was still puzzled. There had been some secret significance there that everybody else had seen, but I had missed. Mr. Singh was sitting with his older wife, Triolet, talking about accounts.


  “I must ask a question,” I said.


  Truman Singh turned to me. “Ask,” he said, “and I shall answer.”


  “Is there any particular significance,” I said, “to an egg?”


  “An egg?” Singh seemed puzzled. “Much significance, I would say. In the old days, the days of the asteroid miners, an egg was a symbol of luxury. Ducks were brought into the bigger habitats, and their eggs were, for some miners, the only food they would ever eat that was not a form of algae or soybean.”


  “A symbol of luxury,” I said, musing. “I see. But I still don’t understand it.” I thought for a moment, and then asked, “Is there any significance to a gift of an egg?


  “Well, no,” he said, slowly, “not exactly. An egg? Nothing, in and of itself.”


  His wife Triolet, asked, “You are sure it’s just an egg? Nothing else?”


  “A very elaborate egg.”


  “Hmmm,” she said, with a speculative look in her eye. “Not, maybe, an egg, a book, and a rock?”


  That startled me a little. “A book and a rock?” The Bruno book—the very first thing Carlos Fernando had done on meeting Leah was to give her a book. But a rock? I hadn’t see anything like that. “Why that?”


  “Ah,” she said. “I suppose you wouldn’t know. I don’t believe that our customs here in the sky cities are well known out there in the outer reaches.”


  Her mention of the outer reaches—Saturn and the Beyond—confused me for a moment, until I realized that, viewed from Venus, perhaps even Earth and the built worlds of the orbital clouds would be considered “outer.”


  “Here,” she continued, “as in most of the ten thousand cities, an egg, a book, and a rock is a special gift. The egg is symbolic of life, you see; a book symbolic of knowledge; and a rock is the basis of all wealth, the minerals from the asteroid belt that built our society and bought our freedom.”


  “Yes? And all three together?”


  “They are the traditional gesture of the beginning of courtship,” she said.


  “I still don’t understand.”


  “If a young man gives a woman an egg, a book, and a rock,” Truman said, “I should say this is his official sign that he is interested in courting her. If she accepts them, then she accepts his courtship.”


  “What? That’s it, just like that, they’re married?”


  “No, no, no,” he said. “It only means that she accepts the courtship—that she takes him seriously and, when it comes, she will listen to his proposal. Often a woman may have rocks and eggs from many young men. She doesn’t have to accept, only take him seriously.”


  “Oh,” I said.


  But it still made no sense. How old was Carlos Fernando, twenty Venus years? What was that, twelve Earth years or so? He was far too young to be proposing.


  “No one can terraform Venus,” Carlos Fernando said.


  Carlos Fernando had been uninterested in having me join in Leah’s discussion, but Leah, oblivious to her host’s displeasure (or perhaps simply not caring), had insisted that if he wanted to talk about terraforming, I should be there.


  It was one room of Carlos Fernando’s extensive palaces, a rounded room, an enormous cavernous space that had numerous alcoves. I’d found them sitting in one of the alcoves, an indentation that was cozy but still open. The ubiquitous female guards were still there, but they were at the distant ends of the room, within command if Carlos Fernando chose to shout, but far enough to give them the illusion of privacy.


  The furniture they were sitting on was odd. The chairs seemed sculpted of sapphire smoke, yet were solid to the touch. I picked one up and discovered that it weighed almost nothing at all. “Diamond aerogel,” Carlos Fernando said. “Do you like it?”


  “It’s amazing,” I said. I had never before seen so much made out of diamond. And yet it made sense here, I thought; with carbon dioxide an inexhaustible resource surrounding the floating cities, it was logical that the floating cities would make as much as they could out of carbon. But still, I didn’t know you could make an aerogel of diamond. “How do you make it?”


  “A new process we’ve developed,” Carlos Fernando said. “You don’t mind if I don’t go into the details. It’s actually an adaptation of an old idea, something that was invented back on Earth decades ago, called a molecular still.”


  When Carlos Fernando mentioned the molecular still, I thought I saw a sharp flicker of attention from Leah. This was a subject she knew something about, I thought. But instead of following up, she went back to his earlier comment on terraforming.


  “You keep asking questions about the ecology of Mars,” she said. “Why so many detailed questions about Martian ecopoiesis? You say you’re not interested in terraforming, but are you really? You aren’t thinking of the old idea of using photosynthetic algae in the atmosphere to reduce the carbon dioxide, are you? Surely you know that that can’t work.”


  “Of course.” Carlos Fernando waved the question away. “Theoretical,” he said. “Nobody could terraform Venus, I know, I know.”


  His pronouncement would have been more dignified if his voice had finished changing, but as it was, it wavered between squeaking an octave up and then going back down again, ruining the effect. “We simply have too much atmosphere,” he said. “Down at the surface, the pressure is over ninety bars—even if the carbon dioxide of the atmosphere could be converted to oxygen, the surface atmosphere would still be seventy times higher than the Earth’s atmospheric pressure.”


  “I realize that,” Leah said. “We’re not actually ignorant, you know. So high a pressure of oxygen would be deadly—you’d burst into flames.”


  “And the leftover carbon,” he said, smiling. “Hundreds of tons per square meter.”


  “So what are you thinking?” she asked.


  But in response, he only smiled. “Okay, I can’t terraform Venus,” he said. “So tell me more about Mars.”


  I could see that there was something that he was keeping back. Carlos Fernando had some idea that he wasn’t telling.


  But Leah did not press him, and instead took the invitation to tell him about her studies of the ecology on Mars, as it had been transformed long ago by the vanished engineers of the long-gone Freehold Toynbee colony. The Toynbee’s engineers had designed life to thicken the atmosphere of Mars, to increase the greenhouse effect, to melt the frozen oceans of Mars.


  “But it’s not working,” Leah concluded. “The anaerobic life is being out-competed by the photosynthetic oxygen-producers. It’s pulling too much carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere.”


  “But what about the Gaia effect? Doesn’t it compensate?”


  “No,” Leah said. “I found no trace of a Lovelock self-aware planet. Either that’s a myth, or else the ecology on Mars is just too young to stabilize.”


  “Of course on Venus, we would have no problem with photosynthesis removing carbon dioxide.”


  “I thought you weren’t interested in terraforming Venus,” I said.


  Carlos Fernando waved my objection away. “A hypothetical case, of course,” he said. “A thought exercise.” He turned to Leah. “Tomorrow,” he said, “would you like to go kayaking?”


  “Sure,” she said.


  Kayaking, on Venus, did not involve water.


  Carlos Fernando instructed Leah, and Epiphany helped me.


  The “kayak” was a ten-meter long gas envelope, a transparent cylinder of plastic curved into an ogive at both ends, with a tiny bubble at the bottom where the kayaker sat. One end of the kayak held a huge, gossamer-bladed propeller that turned lazily as the kayaker pedaled, while the kayaker rowed with flimsy wings, transparent and iridescent like the wings of a dragonfly.


  The wings, I discovered, had complicated linkages; each one could be pulled, twisted, and lifted, allowing each wing to separately beat, rotate, and camber.


  “Keep up a steady motion with the propeller,” Epiphany told me. “You’ll lose all your maneuverability if you let yourself float to a stop. You can scull with the wings to put on a burst of speed if you need to. Once you’re comfortable, use the wings to rise up or swoop down, and to maneuver. You’ll have fun.”


  We were in a launching bay, a balcony protruding from the side of the city. Four of the human-powered dirigibles that they called kayaks were docked against the blister, the bulge of the cockpits neatly inserted into docking rings so that the pilots could enter the dirigible without exposure to the outside atmosphere. Looking out across the cloudscape, I could see dozens of kayaks dancing around the city like transparent squid with stubby wings, playing tag with each other and racing across the sky. So small and transparent compared to the magnificent clouds, they had been invisible until I’d known how to look.


  “What about altitude?” I asked.


  “You’re about neutrally buoyant,” she said. “As long as you have airspeed, you can use the wings to make fine adjustments up or down.”


  “What happens if I get too low?”


  “You can’t get too low. The envelope has a reservoir of methanol; as you get lower, the temperature rises and your reservoir releases vapor, so the envelope inflates. If you gain too much altitude, vapor condenses out. So you’ll find you’re regulated to stay pretty close to the altitude you’re set for, which right now is,” she checked a meter, “fifty-two kilometers above local ground level. We’re blowing west at a hundred meters per second, so local ground level will change as the terrain below varies; check your meters for altimetry.”


  Looking downward, nothing was visible at all, only clouds, and below the clouds, an infinity of haze. It felt odd to think of the surface, over fifty kilometers straight down, and even odder to think that the city we were inside was speeding across that invisible landscape at hundreds of kilometers an hour. There was only the laziest feeling of motion, as the city drifted slowly through the ever-changing canyons of clouds.


  “Watch out for wind shear,” she said. “It can take you out of sight of the city pretty quickly, if you let it. Ride the conveyor back if you get tired.”


  “The conveyor?”


  “Horizontal-axis vortices. They roll from west to east, and east to west. Choose the right altitude, and they’ll take you wherever you want to go.”


  Now that she’d told me, I could see the kayakers surfing the wind-shear, rising upward and skimming across the sky on invisible wheels of air.


  “Have fun,” she said. She helped me into the gondola, tightened my straps, looked at the gas pressure meter, checked the purge valve on the emergency oxygen supply, and verified that the radio, backup radio, and emergency locator beacons worked.


  Across the kayak launch bay, Leah and Carlos Fernando had already pushed off. Carlos was sculling his wings alternatingly with a practiced swishing motion, building up a pendulum-like oscillation from side to side. Even as I watched, his little craft rolled over until for a moment it hesitated, inverted, and then rolled completely around.


  “Showing off,” Epiphany said, disdainfully. “You’re not supposed to do that. Not that anybody would dare correct him.”


  She turned back to me. “Ready?” she asked.


  “Ready as I’m going to be,” I said. I’d been given a complete safety briefing that explained the backup systems and the backups to the backups, but still, floating in the sky above a fifty-two kilometer drop into the landscape of hell seemed an odd diversion.


  “Go!” she said. She checked the seal on the cockpit, and then with one hand she released the docking clamp.


  Freed from its mooring, the kayak sprang upward into the sky. As I’d been instructed, I banked the kayak away from the city. The roll made me feel suddenly giddy. The kayak skittered, sliding around until it was moving sideways to the air, the nose dipping down so that I was hanging against my straps. Coordinate the turn, I thought, but every slight motion I made with the wings seemed amplified drunkenly, and the kayak wove around erratically.


  The radio blinked at me, and Epiphany’s voice said, “You’re doing great. Give it some airspeed.”


  I wasn’t doing great; I was staring straight down at lemon-tinted haze and spinning slowly around like a falling leaf. Airspeed? I realize that I had entirely forgotten to pedal. I pedaled now, and the nose lifted. The sideways spin damped out, and as I straightened out, the wings bit into the air. “Great,” Epiphany’s voice told me. “Keep it steady.”


  The gas envelope seemed too fragile to hold me, but I was flying now, suspended below a golden sky. It was far too complicated, but I realized that as long as I kept the nose level, I could keep it under control. I was still oscillating slightly—it was difficult to avoid overcontroling—but on the average, I was keeping the nose pointed where I aimed it.


  Where were Leah and Carlos Fernando?


  I looked around. Each of the kayaks had different markings—mine was marked with gray stripes like a tabby cat—and I tried to spot theirs.


  A gaggle of kayaks was flying together, rounding the pylon of the city. As they moved around the pylon they all turned at once, flashing in the sunlight like a school of fish suddenly startled.


  Suddenly I spotted them, not far above me, close to the looming wall of the city; the royal purple envelope of Carlos Fernando’s kayak and the blue and yellow stripes of Leah’s. Leah was circling in a steady climb, and Carlos Fernando was darting around her, now coming in fast and bumping envelopes, now darting away and pulling up, hovering for a moment with his nose pointed at the sky, then skewing around and sliding back downward.


  Their motions looked like the courtship dance of birds.


  The purple kayak banked around and swooped out and away from the city; and an instant later, Leah’s blue and yellow kayak banked and followed. They both soared upward, catching a current of air invisible to me. I could see a few of the other fliers surfing on the same updraft. I yawed my nose around to follow them, but made no progress; I was too inexperienced with the kayak to be able to guess the air currents, and the wind differential was blowing me around the city in exactly the opposite of the direction I wanted to go. I pulled out and away from the city, seeking a different wind, and for an instant I caught a glimpse of something in the clouds below me, dark and fast moving.


  Then I caught the updraft. I could feel it, the wings caught the air and it felt like an invisible giant’s hand picking me up and carrying me–


  Then there was a sudden noise, a stuttering and ripping, followed by a sound like a snare drum. My left wing and propeller ripped away, the fragments spraying into the sky. My little craft banked hard to the left. My radio came to life, but I couldn’t hear anything as the cabin disintegrated around me. I was falling.


  Falling.


  For a moment I felt like I was back in zero-gee. I clutched uselessly to the remains of the control surfaces, connected by loose cords to fluttering pieces of debris. Pieces of my canopy floated away and were caught by the wind and spun upward and out of sight. The atmosphere rushed in, and my eyes started to burn. I made the mistake of taking a breath, and the effect was like getting kicked in the head. Flickering purple dots, the colors of a bruise, closed in from all directions. My vision narrowed to a single bright tunnel. The air was liquid fire in my lungs. I reached around, desperately, trying to remember the emergency instructions before I blacked out, and my hands found the emergency air-mask between my legs. I was still strapped into my seat, although the seat was no longer attached to a vehicle, and I slapped the breathing mask against my face and sucked hard to start the airflow from the emergency oxygen. I was lucky; the oxygen cylinder was still attached to the bottom of the seat, as the seat, with me in it, tumbled through the sky. Through blurred eyes, I could see the city spinning above me. I tried to think of what the emergency procedure could be and what I should do next, but I could only think of what had gone wrong. What had I done? For the life of me I couldn’t think of anything that I could have done that would have ripped the craft apart.


  The city dwindled to the size of an acorn, and then I fell into the cloud layer and everything disappeared into a pearly white haze. My skin began to itch all over. I squeezed my eyes shut against the acid fog. The temperature was rising. How long would it take to fall fifty kilometers to the surface?


  Something enormous and metallic swooped down from above me, and I blacked out.


  Minutes or hours or days later I awoke in a dimly-lit cubicle. I was lying on the ground, and two men wearing masks were spraying me with jets of a foaming white liquid that looked like milk but tasted bitter. My flight suit was in shreds around me.


  I sat up, and began to cough uncontrollably. My arms and my face itched like blazes, but when I started to scratch, one of the men reached out and slapped my hands away.


  “Don’t scratch.”


  I turned to look at him, and the one behind me grabbed me by the hair and smeared a handful of goo into my face, rubbing it hard into my eyes.


  Then he picked up a patch of cloth and tossed it to me. “Rub this where it itches. It should help.”


  I was still blinking, my face dripping, my vision fuzzy. The patch of cloth was wet with some gelatinous slime. I grabbed it from him, and dabbed it on my arms and then rubbed it in. It did help, some.


  “Thanks,” I said. “What the hell—”


  The two men in face masks looked at each other. “Acid burn,” the taller man said. “You’re not too bad. A minute or two of exposure won’t leave scars.”


  “What?”


  “Acid. You were exposed to the clouds.”


  “Right.”


  Now that I wasn’t quite so distracted, I looked around. I was in the cargo hold of some sort of aircraft. There were two small round portholes on either side. Although nothing was visible through them but a blank white, I could feel that the vehicle was in motion. I looked at the two men. They were both rough characters. Unlike the brightly colored spiders-silk gowns of the citizens of Hypatia, they were dressed in clothes that were functional but not fancy, jumpsuits of a dark gray color with no visible insignia. Both of them were fit and well-muscled. I couldn’t see their faces, since they were wearing breathing masks and lightweight helmets, but under their masks I could see that they both wore short beards, another fashion that had been missing among the citizens of Hypatia. Their eyes were covered with amber-tinted goggles, made in a crazy style that cupped each eye with a piece that was rounded like half an eggshell, apparently stuck to their faces by some invisible glue. It gave them a strange, bug-eyed look. They looked at me, but behind their face masks and google-eyes I was completely unable to read their expressions.


  “Thanks,” I said. “So, who are you? Some sort of emergency rescue force?”


  “I think you know who we are,” the taller one said. “The question is, who the hell are you?”


  I stood up and reached out a hand, thinking to introduce myself, but both of the men took a step back. Without seeming to move his hand, the taller one now had a gun, a tiny omniblaster of some kind. Suddenly a lot of things were clear.


  “You’re pirates,” I said.


  “We’re the Venus underground,” he said. “We don’t like the word pirates very much. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a question, and I really would like an answer. Who the hell are you?”


  So I told him.


  The first man started to take off his helmet, but the taller pirate stopped him. “We’ll keep the masks on, for now. Until we decide he’s safe.” The taller pirate said he was named Esteban Jaramillo; the shorter one Esteban Francisco. That was too many Estebans, I thought, and decided to tag the one Jaramillo and the other Francisco.


  I discovered from them that not everybody in the floating cities thought of Venus as a paradise. Some of the independent cities considered the clan of Nordwald-Gruenbaum to be well on its way to becoming a dictatorship. “They own half of Venus outright, but that’s not good enough for them, no, oh no,” Jaramillo told me. “They’re stinking rich, but not stinking rich enough, and the very idea that there are free cities floating in the sky, cities that don’t swear fealty to them and pay their goddamned taxes, that pisses them off. They’ll do anything that they can to crush us. Us? We’re just fighting back.”


  I would have been more inclined to see his point if I didn’t have the uncomfortable feeling that I’d just been abducted. It had been a tremendous stroke of luck for me that their ship had been there to catch me when my kayak broke apart and fell. I didn’t much believe in luck. And they didn’t bother to answer when I asked about being returned to Hypatia. It was pretty clear that the direction we were headed was not back toward the city.


  I had given them my word that I wouldn’t fight, or try to escape—where would I escape to?—and they accepted it. Once they realized that I wasn’t who they had expected to capture, they pressed me for news of the outside. “We don’t hear a lot of outside news.”


  There were three of them in the small craft, the two Estebans, and the pilot, who was never introduced. He did not bother to turn around to greet me, and all I ever saw of him was the back of his helmet. The craft itself they called a Manta; an odd thing that was partly an airplane, partly dirigible, and partly a submarine. Once I’d given my word that I wouldn’t escape, I was allowed to look out, but there was nothing to see but a luminous golden haze.


  “We keep the manta flying under the cloud decks,” Jaramillo said. “Keeps us invisible.”


  “Invisible from whom?” I asked, but neither one of them bothered to answer. It was a dumb question anyway; I could very well guess who they wanted to keep out of sight of. “What about radar?” I said.


  Esteban looked at Esteban, and then at me. “We have means to deal with radar,” he said. “Just leave it at that and stop it with the questions you should know enough not to ask.”


  They seemed to be going somewhere, and eventually the manta exited the cloudbank into the clear air above. I pressed toward the porthole, trying to see out. The cloudscapes of Venus were still fascinating to me. We were skimming the surface of the cloud deck—ready to duck under if there were any sign of watchers, I surmised. From the cloudscape it was impossible to tell how far we’d come, whether it was just a few leagues, or halfway around the planet. None of the floating cities were visible, but in the distance I spotted the fat torpedo shape of a dirigible. The pilot saw it as well, for we banked toward it and sailed slowly up, slowing down as we approached, until it disappeared over our heads, and then the hull resonated with a sudden impact, and then a ratcheting clang.


  “Soft dock,” Jaramillo commented, and then a moment later another clang, and the nose of the craft was suddenly jerked up. “Hard dock,” he said. The two Estebans seemed to relax a little, and a whine and a rumble filled the little cabin. We were being winched up into the dirigible.


  After ten minutes or so, we came to rest in a vast interior space. The manta had been taken inside the envelope of the gas chamber, I realized. Half a dozen people met us.


  “Sorry,” Jaramillo said, “but I’m afraid we’re going to have to blind you. Nothing personal.”


  “Blind?” I said, but actually, that was good news. If they’d had no intention to release me, they wouldn’t care what I saw.


  Jaramillo held my head steady while Francisco placed a set of the google-eyed glasses over my eyes. They were surprisingly comfortable. Whatever held them in place, they were so light that I could scarcely feel that they were there. The amber tint was barely noticeable. After checking that they fit, Francisco tapped the side of the goggles with his fingertip, once, twice, three times, four times. Each time he touched the goggles, the world grew darker, and with a fifth tap, all I could see was inky black. Why would sunglasses have a setting for complete darkness, I thought? And then I answered my own question: the last setting must be for e-beam welding. Pretty convenient, I thought. I wondered if I dared to ask them if I could keep the set of goggles when they were done.


  “I am sure you won’t be so foolish as to adjust the transparency,” one of the Estebans said.


  I was guided out the manta’s hatch and across the hanger, and then to a seat.


  “This the prisoner?” a voice asked.


  “Yeah,” Jaramillo said. “But the wrong one. No way to tell, but we guessed wrong, got the wrong flyer.”


  “Shit. So who is he?”


  “Technician,” Jaramillo said. “From the up and out.”


  “Really? So does he know anything about the Nordwald-Gruenbaum plan?”


  I spread my hands out flat, trying to look harmless. “Look, I only met the kid twice, or I guess three times, if you—”


  That caused some consternation; I could hear sudden buzz of voices, in a language I didn’t recognize. I wasn’t sure how many of them there were, but it seemed like at least half a dozen. I desperately wished I could see them, but that would very likely be a fatal move. After a moment, Jaramillo said, his voice now flat and expressionless, “You know the heir of Nordwald-Gruenbaum? You met Carlos Fernando in person?”


  “I met him. I don’t know him. Not really.”


  “Who did you say you were again?”


  I went through my story, this time starting at the very beginning, explaining how we had been studying the ecology of Mars, how we had been summoned to Venus to meet the mysterious Carlos Fernando. From time to time I was interrupted to answer questions—what was my relationship with Leah Hamakawa? (I wished I knew). Were we married? Engaged? (No. No.). What was Carlos Fernando’s relationship with Dr. Hamakawa? (I wished I knew.) Had Carlos Fernando ever mentioned his feelings about the independent cities? (No.) His plans? (No.) Why was Carlos Fernando interested in terraforming (I don’t know.) What was Carlos Fernando planning? (I don’t know.) Why did Carlos Fernando bring Hamakawa to Venus? (I wished I knew.) What was he planning? What was he planning? (I don’t know. I don’t know.)


  The more I talked, the more sketchy it seemed, even to me.


  There was silence when I had finished talking. Then, the first voice said, take him back to the manta.


  I was led back inside and put into a tiny space, and a door clanged shut behind me. After a while, when nobody answered my call, I reached up to the goggles. They popped free with no more than a light touch, and, looking at them, I was still unable to see how they attached. I was in a storage hold of some sort. The door was locked.


  I contemplated my situation, but I couldn’t see that I knew any more now than I had before, except that I now knew that not all of the Venus cities were content with the status quo, and some of them were willing to go to some lengths to change it. They had deliberately shot me down, apparently thinking that I was Leah—or possibly even hoping for Carlos Fernando? It was hard to think that he would have been out of the protection of his bodyguards. Most likely, I decided, the bodyguards had been there, never letting him out of sight, ready to swoop in if needed, but while Carlos Fernando and Leah had soared up and around the city, I had left the sphere covered by the guards, and that was the opportunity the pirates in the manta had taken. They had seen the air kayak flying alone and shot it out of the sky, betting my life on their skill, that they could swoop in and snatch the falling pilot out of mid-air.


  They could have killed me, I realized.


  And all because they thought I knew something—or rather, that Leah Hamakawa knew something—about Carlos Fernando’s mysterious plan.


  What plan? He was a twelve-year-old kid, not even a teenager, barely more than an overgrown child! What kind of plan could a kid have?


  I examined the chamber I was in, this time looking more seriously at how it was constructed. All the joints were welded, with no obvious gaps, but the metal was light, probably an aluminum-lithium alloy. Possibly malleable, if I had the time, if I could find a place to pry at, if I could find something to pry with.


  If I did manage to escape, would I be able to pilot the manta out of its hanger in the dirigible? Maybe. I had no experience with lighter than air vehicles, though, and it would be a bad time to learn, especially if they decided that they wanted to shoot at me. And then I would be—where? A thousand miles from anywhere. Fifty million miles from anywhere I knew.


  I was still mulling this over when Esteban and Esteban returned.


  “Strap in,” Esteban Jaramillo told me. “Looks like we’re taking you home.”


  The trip back was more complicated than the trip out. It involved two or more transfers from vehicle to vehicle, during some of which I was again “requested” to wear the opaque goggles.


  We were alone in the embarking station of some sort of public transportation. For a moment, the two Estebans had allowed me to leave the goggles transparent. Wherever we were, it was unadorned, drab compared to the florid excess of Hypatia, where even the bus stations—did they have bus stations?—would have been covered with flourishes and artwork.


  Jaramillo turned to me and, for the first time, pulled off his goggles so he could look me directly in the eye. His eyes were dark, almost black, and very serious.


  “Look,” he said, “I know you don’t have any reason to like us. We’ve got our reasons, you have to believe that. We’re desperate. We know that his father had some secret projects going. We don’t know what they were, but we know he didn’t have any use for the free cities. We think the young Gruenwald has something planned. If you can get through to Carlos Fernando, we want to talk to him.”


  “If you get him,” Esteban Francisco said. “Push him out a window. We’ll catch him. Easy.” He was grinning with a broad smile, showing all his teeth, as if to say he wasn’t serious, but I wasn’t at all sure he was joking.


  “We don’t want to kill him. We just want to talk,” Esteban Jaramillo said. “Call us. Please. Call us.”


  And with that, he reached up and put his goggles back on. Then Francisco reached over and tapped my goggles into opacity, and everything was dark, and, with one on either side of me, we boarded the transport—bus? zeppelin? rocket?


  Finally I was led into a chamber and was told to wait for two full minutes before removing the goggles, and after that I was free to do as I liked.


  It was only after the footsteps had disappeared that it occurred to me to wonder how I was supposed to contact them, if I did have a reason to. It was too late to ask, though; I was alone, or seemed to be alone.


  Was I being watched to see if I would follow orders, I wondered? Two full minutes. I counted, trying not to rush the count. When I got to a hundred and twenty, I took a deep breath, and finger-tapped the goggles to transparency.


  When my eyes focused, I saw I was in a large disembarking lounge with genetically-engineered pink grass and sculptures of iron and of jade. I recognized it. It was the very same lounge at which we had arrived at Venus three days ago.—was it only three? Or had another day gone by?


  I was back in Hypatia city.


  Once again I was surrounded and questioned. As with the rest of Carlos Fernando’s domain, the questioning room was lushly decorated with silk-covered chairs and elegant teak carvings, but it was clearly a holding chamber.


  The questioning was by four women, Carlos Fernando’s guards, and I had the feeling that they would not hesitate to tear me apart if they thought I was being less than candid with them. I told them what had happened, and at every step they asked questions, making suggestions as to what I could have done differently. Why had I taken my kayak so far away from any of the other fliers and out away from the city? Why had I allowed myself to be captured, without fighting? Why didn’t I demand to be returned and refuse to answer any questions? Why could I describe none of the rebels I’d met, except for two men who had—as far as they could tell from my descriptions—no distinctive features?


  At the end of their questioning, when I asked to see Carlos Fernando, they told me that this would not be possible.


  “You think I allowed myself to be shot down deliberately?” I said, addressing myself to the chief among the guards, a lean woman in scarlet silk.


  “We don’t know what to think, Mr. Tinkerman,” she said. “We don’t like to take chances.”


  “What now, then?”


  “We can arrange transport to the built worlds,” she said. “Or even to the Earth.”


  “I don’t plan to leave without Doctor Hamakawa,” I said.


  She shrugged. “At the moment, that’s still your option, yes,” she said. “At the moment.”


  “How can I get in contact with Doctor Hamakawa?”


  She shrugged. “If Doctor Hamakawa wishes, I’m sure she will be able to contact you.”


  “And if I want to speak to her?”


  She shrugged. “You’re free to go now. If we need to talk to you, we can find you.”


  I had been wearing one of gray jumpsuits of the pirates when I’d been returned to Hypatia; the guard women had taken that away. Now they gave me a suit of spider-silk in a lavender brighter than the garb an expensive courtesan would wear in the built worlds surrounding Earth, more of an evening gown than a suit. It was nevertheless subdued compared to the day-to-day attire of Hypatia citizens, and I attracted no attention. I discovered that the google-eyed sunglasses had been neatly placed in a pocket at the knees of the garment. Apparently people on Venus keep their sunglasses at their knees. Convenient when you’re sitting, I supposed. They hadn’t been recognized as a parting gift from the pirates, or, more likely, had been considered so trivial as to not be worth confiscating. I was unreasonably pleased; I liked those glasses.


  I found the Singh habitat with no difficulty, and when I arrived, Epiphany and Truman Singh were there to welcome me and to give me the news.


  My kidnapping was already old news. More recent news was being discussed everywhere.


  Carlos Fernando Delacroix Ortega de la Jolla y Nordwald-Gruenbaum had given a visitor from the outer solar system, Doctor Leah Hamakawa—a person who (they had heard) had actually been born on Earth—a rock.


  And she had not handed it back to him.


  My head was swimming.


  “You’re saying that Carlos Fernando is proposing marriage? To Leah? That doesn’t make any sense. He’s a kid, for Jove’s sake. He’s not old enough.”


  Truman and Epiphany Singh looked at one another and smiled. “How old were you when we got married?” Truman asked her. “Twenty?”


  “I was almost twenty-one before you accepted my book and my rock,” she said.


  “So, in Earth years, what’s that?” he said. “Thirteen?”


  “A little over twelve,” she said. “About time I was married up, I’d say.”


  “Wait,” I said. “You said you were twelve years old when you got married?”


  “Earth years,” she said. “Yes, that’s about right.”


  “You married at twelve? And you had—” I suddenly didn’t want to ask, and said, “Do all women on Venus marry so young?”


  “There are a lot of independent cities,” Truman said. “Some of them must have different customs, I suppose. But it’s the custom more or less everywhere I know.”


  “But that’s—” I started to say, but couldn’t think of how to finish. Sick? Perverted? But then, there were once a lot of cultures on Earth that had child marriages.


  “We know the outer reaches have different customs,” Epiphany said. “Other regions do things differently. The way we do it works for us.”


  “A man typically marries up at age twenty-one or so,” Truman explained. “Say, twelve, thirteen years old, in Earth years. Maybe eleven. His wife will be about fifty or sixty—she’ll be his instructor, then, as he grows up. What’s that in Earth years—thirty? I know that in old Earth custom, both sides of a marriage are supposed to be the same age, but that’s completely silly, is it not? Who’s going to be the teacher, I should say?


  “And then, when he grows up, by the time he reaches sixty or so he’ll marry down, find a girl who’s about twenty or twenty-one, and he’ll serve as a teacher to her, I should say. And, in time, she’ll marry down when she’s sixty, and so on.”


  It seemed like a form of ritualized child abuse to me, but I thought it would be better not to say that aloud. Or, I thought, maybe I was reading too much into what he was saying. It was something like the medieval apprentice system. When he said teaching, maybe I was jumping to conclusions to think that he was talking about sex. Maybe they held off on the sex until the child grew up some. I thought I might be happier not knowing.


  “A marriage is braided like a rope,” Epiphany said. “Each element holds the next.”


  I looked from Truman to Epiphany and back. “You, too?” I asked Truman. “You were married when you were twelve?”


  “In Earth years, I was thirteen, when I married up Triolet,” he said. “Old. Best thing that ever happened to me. God, I needed somebody like her to straighten me out back then. And I needed somebody to teach me about sex, I should say, although I didn’t know it back then.”


  “And Triolet—”


  “Oh, yes, and her husband before her, and before that. Our marriage goes back a hundred and ninety years, to when Raj Singh founded our family; we’re a long braid, I should say.”


  I could picture it now. Every male in the braid would have two wives, one twenty years older; one twenty years younger. And every female would have an older and a younger husband. The whole assembly would indeed be something you could think of as a braid, alternating down generations. The interpersonal dynamics must be terribly complicated. And then I suddenly remembered why we were having this discussion. “My god,” I said. “You’re serious about this. So you’re saying that Carlos Fernando isn’t just playing a game. He actually plans to marry Leah.”


  “Of course,” Epiphany said. “It’s a surprise, but then, I’m not at all surprised. It’s obviously what his Excellency was planning right from the beginning. He’s a devious one, he is.”


  “He wants to have sex with her.”


  She looked surprised. “Well, yes, of course. Wouldn’t you? If you were twenty—I mean, twelve years old? Sure you’re interested in sex. Weren’t you? It’s about time his Excellency had a teacher.” She paused a moment. “I wonder if she’s any good? Earth people—she probably never had a good teacher of her own.”


  That was a subject I didn’t want to pick up on. Our little fling on Mars seemed a long way away, and my whole body ached just thinking of it.


  “Sex, it’s all that young kids think of,” Truman cut in. “Sure. But for all that, I should say that sex is the least important part of a braid. A braid is a business, Mr. Tinkerman, you should know that. His Excellency Carlos Fernando is required to marry up into a good braid. The tradition, and the explicit terms of the inheritance, are both very clear. There are only about five braids on Venus that meet the standards of the trust, and he’s too closely related to half of them to be able to marry in. Everybody has been assuming he would marry the wife of the Telios Delacroix braid; she’s old enough to marry down now, and she’s not related to him closely enough to matter. His proposition to Doctor Hamakawa—yes, that has everybody talking.”


  I was willing to grasp at any chance. “You mean, his marriage needs to be approved? He can’t just marry anybody he likes?”


  Truman Singh shook his head. “Of course he can’t! I just told you. This is business as well as propagating the genes for the next thousand years. Most certainly he can’t marry just anybody.”


  “But I think he just outmaneuvered them all,” Epiphany added. “They thought they had him boxed in, didn’t they? But they never thought that he’d go find an outworlder.”


  “They?” I said. “Who’s they?”


  “They never thought to guard against that,” Epiphany continued.


  “But he can’t marry her, right?” I said. “For sure, she’s not of the right family. She’s not of any family. She’s an orphan, she told me that. The institute is her only family.”


  Truman shook his head. “I think Epiphany’s right,” he said. “He just may have outfoxed them, I should say. If she’s not of a family, doesn’t have the dozens or hundreds of braided connections that everybody here must have, that means they can’t find anything against her.”


  “Her scientific credentials—I bet they won’t be able to find a flaw there.” Epiphany said. “And, an orphan? That’s brilliant. Just brilliant. No family ties at all. I bet he knew that. He worked hard to find just the right candidate, you can bet.” She shook her head, smiling. “And we all thought he’d be another layabout, like his father.”


  “This is awful,” I said. “I’ve got to do something.”


  “You? You’re far too old for Dr. Hayakawa.” Epiphany looked at me appraisingly. “A good looking man, though—if I were ten, fifteen years younger, I’d give you another look. I have cousins with girls the right age. You’re not married, you say?”


  Outside the Singh quarters in sector Carbon, the sun was breaking the horizon as the city blew into the daylit hemisphere.


  I hadn’t been sure whether Epiphany’s offer to find me a young girl had been genuine, but it was not what I needed, and I’d refused as politely as I could manage.


  I had gone outside to think, or as close to “outside” as the floating city allowed, where all the breathable gas was inside the myriad bubbles. But what could I do? If it was a technical problem, I would be able to solve it, but this was a human problem, and that had always been my weakness.


  From where I stood, I could walk to the edge of the world, the transparent gas envelope that held the breathable air in, and kept the carbon dioxide of the Venus atmosphere out. The sun was surrounded by a gauzy haze of thin high cloud, and encircled by a luminous golden halo, with mock suns flying in formation to the left and the right. The morning sunlight slanted across the cloudtops. My eyes hurt from the direct sun. I remembered the sun goggles in my knee pocket, and pulled them out. I pressed them onto my eyes, and tapped on the right side until the world was a comfortable dim.


  Floating in the air, in capital letters barely darker than the background, were the words LINK: READY.


  I turned my head, and the words shifted with my field of view, changing from dark letters to light depending on the background.


  A communications link was open? Certainly not a satellite relay; the glasses couldn’t have enough power to punch through to orbit. Did it mean the manta was hovering in the clouds below?


  “Hello, hello,” I said, talking to the air. “Testing. Testing?”


  Nothing.


  Perhaps it wasn’t audio. I tapped the right lens: dimmer, dimmer, dark; then back to full transparency. Maybe the other side? I tried tapping the left eye of the goggle, and a cursor appeared in my field of view.


  With a little experimentation, I found that tapping allowed input in the form of Gandy-encoded text. It seemed to be a low bit-rate text only; the link power must be miniscule. But Gandy was a standard encoding, and I tapped out “CQ CQ”.


  Seek you, seek you.


  The LINK: READY message changed to a light green, and in a moment the words changed to HERE.


  WHO, I tapped.


  MANTA 7, was the reply. NEWS?


  CF PROPOSED LH, I tapped.!


  KNOWN, came the reply. MORE?


  NO


  OK. SIGNING OUT.


  The LINK: READY message returned.


  A com link, if I needed one. But I couldn’t see how it helped me any.


  I returned to examining the gas envelope. Where I stood was an enormous transparent pane, a square perhaps ten meters on an edge. I was standing near the bottom of the pane, where it abutted to the adjacent sheet with a joint of very thin carbon. I pressed on it, and felt it flex slightly. It couldn’t be more than a millimeter thick; it would make sense to make the envelope no heavier than necessary. I tapped it with the heel of my hand, and could feel it vibrate; a resonant frequency of a few Hertz, I estimated. The engineering weak point would be the joint between panels: if the pane flexed enough, it would pop out from its mounting at the join.


  Satisfied that I had solved at least one technical conundrum, I began to contemplate what Epiphany had said. Carlos Fernando was to have married the wife of the Telios Delacroix braid. Whoever she was, she might be relieved at discovering Carlos Fernando making other plans; she could well think the arranged marriage as much a trap as he apparently did. But still. Who was she, and what did she think of Carlos Fernando’s new plan?


  The guards had made it clear that I was not to communicate with Carlos Fernando or Leah, but had no instructions forbidding access to Braid Telios Delacroix.


  The household seemed to be a carefully orchestrated chaos of children and adults of all ages, but now that I understood the Venus societal system a little, it made more sense. The wife of Telios Delacroix—once the wife-apparent of his Excellency Carlos Fernando—turned out to be a woman only a few years older than I was, with closely cropped grey hair. I realized I’d seen her before. At the banquet, she had been the woman sitting next to Carlos Fernando. She introduced herself as Miranda Telios Delacroix and introduced me to her up-husband, a stocky man perhaps sixty years old.


  “We could use a young husband in this family,” he told me. “Getting old, we are, and you can’t count on children—they just go off and get married themselves.”


  There were two girls there, who Miranda Delacroix introduced as their two children. They were quiet, attempting to disappear into the background, smiling brightly but with their heads bowed to the ground, looking up at me through lowered eyelashes when they were brought out to be introduced. After the adults’ attention had turned away from them, I noticed both of them surreptitiously studying me. A day ago I wouldn’t even have noticed.


  “Now, either come and sit nicely and talk, or else go do your chores,” Miranda told them. “I’m sure the outworlder is quite bored with your buzzing in and out.”


  They both giggled and shook their heads and then disappeared into another room, although from time to time one or the other head would silently pop out to look at me, disappearing instantly if I turned my head to look.


  We sat down at a low table that seemed to be made out of oak. Her husband brought in some coffee and then left us alone. The coffee was made in the Thai style, in a clear cup, in layers with thick sweet milk.


  “So you are Doctor Hamakawa’s friend,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you. Do you mind my asking, what exactly is your relationship with Doctor Hamakawa?”


  “I would like to see her,” I said.


  She frowned. “So?”


  “And I can’t.”


  She raised an eyebrow.


  “He has these women, these bodyguards—”


  Miranda Delacroix laughed. “Ah, I see! Oh, my little Carli is just too precious for words. I can’t believe he’s jealous. I do think that this time he’s really infatuated.” She tapped on the tabletop with her fingers for a moment, and I realized that the oak tabletop was another one of the embedded computer systems. “Goodness, Carli is not yet the owner of everything, and I don’t see why you shouldn’t see whoever you like. I’ve sent a message to Doctor Hamakawa that you would like to see her.”


  “Thank you.”


  She waved her hand.


  It occurred to me that Carlos Fernando was about the same age as her daughters, perhaps even a classmate of theirs. She must have known him since he was a baby. It did seem a little unfair to him—if they were married, she would have all the advantage, and for a moment I understood his dilemma. Then something she had said struck me.


  “He’s not yet owner of everything, you said,” I said. “I don’t understand your customs, Mrs. Delacroix. Please enlighten me. What do you mean, yet?”


  “Well, you know that he doesn’t come into his majority until he’s married,” she said.


  The picture was beginning to make sense. Carlos Fernando desperately wanted to control things, I thought. And he needed to be married to do it. “And once he’s married?”


  “Then he comes into his inheritance, of course,” she said. “But since he’ll be married, the braid will be in control of the fortune. You wouldn’t want a twenty-one-year-old kid in charge of the entire Nordwald-Gruenbaum holdings? That would be ruinous. The first Nordwald knew that. That’s why he married his son into the la Jolla braid. That’s the way it’s always been done.”


  “I see,” I said. If Miranda Delacroix married Carlos Fernando, she—not he—would control the Nordwald-Gruenbaum fortune. She had the years of experience, she knew the politics, how the system worked. He would be the child in the relationship. He would always be the child in the relationship.


  Miranda Delacroix had every reason to want to make sure that Leah Hamakawa didn’t marry Carlos Fernando. She was my natural ally.


  And also, she—and her husband—had every reason to want to kill Leah Hamakawa.


  Suddenly the guards that followed Carlos Fernando seemed somewhat less of an affectation. Just how good were the bodyguards? And then I had another thought. Had she, or her husband, hired the pirates to shoot down my kayak? The pirates clearly had been after Leah, not me. They had known that Leah was flying a kayak; somebody must have been feeding them information. If it hadn’t been her, then who?


  I looked at her with new suspicions. She was looking back at me with a steady gaze. “Of course, if your Doctor Leah Hamakawa intends to accept the proposal, the two of them will be starting a new braid. She would nominally be the senior, of course, but I wonder—”


  “But would she be allowed to?” I interrupted. “If she decided to marry Carlos Fernando, wouldn’t somebody stop her?”


  She laughed. “No, I’m afraid that little Carli made his plan well. He’s the child of a Gruenbaum, all right. There’s no legal grounds for the families to object; she may be an outworlder, but he’s made an end run around all the possible objections.”


  “And you?”


  “Do you think I have choices? If he decides to ask me for advice, I’ll tell him it’s not a good idea. But I’m halfway tempted to just see what he does.”


  And give up her chance to be the richest woman in the known universe? I had my doubts.


  “Do you think you can talk her out of it?” she said. “Do you think you have something to offer her? As I understand it, you don’t own anything. You’re hired help, a gypsy of the solar system. Is there a single thing that Carli is offering her that you can match?”


  “Companionship,” I said. It sounded feeble, even to me.


  “Companionship?” she echoed, sarcastically. “Is that all? I would have thought most outworlder men would have promised love. You are honest, at least, I’ll give you that.”


  “Yes, love,” I said, miserable. “I’d offer her love.”


  “Love,” she said. “Well, how about that. Yes, that’s what outworlders marry for; I’ve read about it. You don’t seem to know, do you? This isn’t about love. It’s not even about sex, although there will be plenty of that, I can assure you, more than enough to turn my little Carlos inside out and make him think he’s learning something about love.


  “This is about business, Mr. Tinkerman. You don’t seem to have noticed that. Not love, not sex, not family. It’s business.”


  Miranda Telios Delacroix’s message had gotten through to Leah, and she called me up to her quarters. The women guards did not seem happy about this, but they had apparently been instructed to obey her direct orders, and two red-clad guardswomen led me to her quarters.


  “What happened to you? What happened to your face?” she said, when she saw me.


  I reached up and touched my face. It didn’t hurt, but the acid burns had left behind red spotches and patches of peeling skin. I filled her in on the wreck of the kayak and the rescue, or kidnapping, by pirates. And then I told her about Carlos. “Take another look at that book he gave you. I don’t know where he got it, and I don’t want to guess what it cost, but I’ll say it’s a sure bet it’s no facsimile.”


  “Yes, of course.” she said. “He did tell me, eventually.”


  “Don’t you know it’s a proposition?”


  “Yes; the egg, the book, and the rock,” she said. “Very traditional here. I know you like to think I have my head in the air all the time, but I do pay some attention to what’s going on around me. Carli is a sweet kid.”


  “He’s serious, Leah. You can’t ignore him.”


  She waved me off. “I can make my own decisions, but thanks for the warnings.”


  “It’s worse than that,” I told her. “Have you met Miranda Telios Delacroix?”


  “Of course,” she said.


  “I think she’s trying to kill you.” I told her about my experience with kayaks, and my suspicion that the pirates had been hired to shoot me down, thinking I was her.


  “I believe you may be reading too much into things, Tinkerman,” she said. “Carli told me about the pirates. They’re a small group, disaffected; they bother shipping and such, from time to time, but he says that they’re nothing to worry about. When he gets his inheritance, he says he will take care of them.”


  “Take care of them? How?”


  She shrugged. “He didn’t say.”


  But that was exactly what the pirates—rebels—had told me: that Carlos had a plan, and they didn’t know what it was. “So he has some plans he isn’t telling,” I said.


  “He’s been asking me about terraforming,” Leah said, thinking. “But it doesn’t make sense to do that on Venus. I don’t understand what he’s thinking. He could split the carbon dioxide atmosphere into oxygen and carbon; I know he has the technology to do that.”


  “He does?”


  “Yes, I think you were there when he mentioned it. The molecular still. It’s solar-powered micromachines. But what would be the point?”


  “So he’s serious?”


  “Seriously thinking about it, anyway. But it doesn’t make any sense. Nearly pure oxygen at the surface, at sixty or seventy bars? That atmosphere would be even more deadly than the carbon dioxide. And it wouldn’t even solve the greenhouse effect; with that thick an atmosphere, even oxygen is a greenhouse gas.”


  “You explained that to him?”


  “He already knew it. And the floating cities wouldn’t float any more. They rely on the gas inside—breathing air—being lighter than the Venusian air. Turn the Venus carbon dioxide to pure O2, the cities fall out of the sky.”


  “But?”


  “But he didn’t seem to care.”


  “So terraforming would make Venus uninhabitable, and he knows it. So what’s he planning?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “I do,” I said. “And I think we’d better see your friend Carlos Fernando.”


  Carlos Fernando was in his playroom.


  The room was immense. His family’s quarters were built on the edge of the upcity, right against the bubble-wall, and one whole side of his playroom looked out across the cloudscape. The room was littered with stuff: sets of interlocking toy blocks with electronic modules inside that could be put together into elaborate buildings, models of spacecraft and various lighter-than-air aircraft, no doubt vehicles used on Venus, a contraption of transparent vessels connected by tubes that seemed to be a half-completed science project, a unicycle that sat in a corner, silently balancing on its gyros. Between the toys were pieces of light, transparent furniture. I picked up a chair, and it was no heavier than a feather, barely there at all. I knew what it was now, diamond fibers that had been engineered into a foamed, fractal structure. Diamond was their chief working material; it was something that they could make directly out of the carbon dioxide atmosphere, with no imported raw materials. They were experts in diamond, and it frightened me.


  When the guards brought us to the playroom, Carlos Fernando was at the end of the room farthest from the enormous window, his back to the window and to us. He’d known we were coming, of course, but when the guards announced our arrival he didn’t turn around, but called behind him, “It’s okay—I’ll be with them in a second.”


  The two guards left us.


  He was gyrating and waving his hands in front of a large screen. On the screen, colorful spaceships flew in three-dimensional projection through the complicated maze of a city that had apparently been designed by Escher, with towers connected by bridges and buttresses. The viewpoint swooped around, chasing some of the spaceships, hiding from others. From time to time bursts of red dots shot forward, blowing the ships out of the sky with colorful explosions as Carlos Fernando shouted “Gotcha!” and “In your eye, dog.”


  He was dancing with his whole body; apparently the game had some kind of full-body input. As far as I could tell, he seemed to have forgotten entirely that we were there.


  I looked around.


  Sitting on a padded platform no more than two meters from where we had entered, a lion looked back at me with golden eyes. He was bigger than I was. Next to him, with her head resting on her paws, lay a lioness, and she was watching me as well, her eyes half open. Her tail twitched once; twice. The lion’s mane was so huge that it must have been shampooed and blow-dried.


  He opened his mouth and yawned, then rolled onto his side, still watching me.


  “They’re harmless,” Leah said. “Bad-Boy and Knickers. Pets.”


  Knickers—the female, I assumed—stretched over and grabbed the male lion by the neck. Then she put one paw on the back of his head and began to groom his fur with her tongue.


  I was beginning to get a feel for just how different Carlos Fernando’s life was from anything I knew.


  On the walls closer to where Carlos Fernando was playing his game were several other screens. The one to my left looked like it had a homework problem partially-worked out. Calculus, I noted. He was doing a chain-rule differentiation and had left it half-completed where he’d gotten stuck, or bored. Next to it was a visualization of the structure of the atmosphere of Venus. Homework? I looked at it more carefully. If it was homework, he was much more interested in atmospheric science than in math; the map was covered with notes and had half a dozen open windows with details. I stepped forward to read it more closely.


  The screen went black.


  I turned around, and Carlos Fernando was there, a petulant expression on his face. “That’s my stuff,” he said. His voice squeaked on the word ‘stuff.’ “I don’t want you looking at my stuff unless I ask you to, okay?”


  He turned to Leah, and his expression changed to something I couldn’t quite read. He wanted to kick me out of his room, I thought, but didn’t want to make Leah angry; he wanted to keep her approval. “What’s he doing here?” he asked her.


  She looked at me, and raised her eyebrows.


  I wish I knew myself, I thought, but I was in it far enough, I had better say something.


  I walked over to the enormous window, and looked out across the clouds. I could see another city, blue with distance, a toy balloon against the golden horizon.


  “The environment of Venus is unique,” I said. “And to think, your ancestor Udo Nordwald put all this together.”


  “Thanks,” he said. “I mean, I guess I mean thanks. I’m glad you like our city.”


  “All of the cities,” I said. “It’s a staggering accomplishment. The genius it must have taken to envision it all, to put together the first floating city; to think of this planet as a haven, a place where millions can live. Or billions—the skies are nowhere near full. Someday even trillions, maybe.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Really something, I guess.”


  “Spectacular.” I turned around and looked him directly in the eye. “So why do you want to destroy it?”


  “What?” Leah said.


  Carlos Fernando had his mouth open, and started to say something, but then closed his mouth again. He looked down, and then off to his left, and then to the right. He said, “I . . . I . . .” but then broke off.


  “I know your plan,” I said. “Your micromachines—they’ll convert the carbon dioxide to oxygen. And when the atmosphere changes, the cities will be grounded. They won’t be lighter than air, won’t be able to float any more. You know that, don’t you? You want to do it deliberately.”


  “He can’t,” Leah said, “it won’t work. The carbon would—” and then she broke off. “Diamond,” she said. “He’s going to turn the excess carbon into diamond.”


  I reached over and picked up a piece of furniture, one of the foamed-diamond tables. It weighted almost nothing.


  “Nanomachinery,” I said. “The molecular still you mentioned. You know, somebody once said that the problem with Venus isn’t that the surface is too hot. It’s just fine up here where the air’s as thin as Earth’s air. The problem is, the surface is just too darn far below sea level.


  “But every ton of atmosphere your molecular machines converts to oxygen, you get a quarter ton of pure carbon. And the atmosphere is a thousand tons per square meter.”


  I turned to Carlos Fernando, who still hadn’t managed to say anything. His silence was as damning as any confession. “Your machines turns that carbon into diamond fibers, and build upward from the surface. You’re going to build a new surface, aren’t you—a completely artificial surface. A platform up to the sweet spot, fifty kilometers above the old rock surface. And the air there will be breathable.”


  At last Carlos found his voice. “Yeah,” he said. “Dad came up with the machines, but the idea of using them to build a shell around the whole planet—that idea was mine. It’s all mine. It’s pretty smart, isn’t it? Don’t you think it’s smart?”


  “You can’t own the sky,” I said, “but you can own the land, can’t you? You will have built the land. And all the cities are going to crash. There won’t be any dissident cities, because there won’t be any cities. You’ll own it all. Everybody will have to come to you.”


  “Yeah,” Carlos said. He was smiling now, a big goofy grin. “Sweet, isn’t it?” He must have seen my expression, because he said, “Hey, come on. It’s not like they were contributing. Those dissident cities are full of nothing but malcontents and pirates.”


  Leah’s eyes were wide. He turned to her and said, “Hey, why shouldn’t I? Give me one reason. They shouldn’t even be here. It was all my ancestor’s idea, the floating city, and they shoved in. They stole his idea, so now I’m going to shut them down. It’ll be better my way.”


  He turned back to me. “Okay, look. You figured out my plan. That’s fine, that’s great, no problem, okay? You’re smarter than I thought you were, I admit it. Now, just, I need you to promise not to tell anybody, okay?”


  I shook my head.


  “Oh, go away,” he said. He turned back to Leah. “Doctor Hamakawa,” he said. He got down on one knee, and, staring at the ground, said, “I want you to marry me. Please?”


  Leah shook her head, but he was staring at the ground, and couldn’t see her. “I’m sorry, Carlos,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


  He was just a kid, in a room surrounded by his toys, trying to talk the adults into seeing things the way he wanted to see them. He finally looked up, his eyes filling with tears. “Please,” he said. “I want you to. I’ll give you anything. I’ll give you whatever you want. You can have everything I own, all of it, the whole planet, everything.”


  “I’m sorry,” Leah repeated. “I’m sorry.”


  He reached out and picked up something off the floor—a model of a spaceship—and looked at it, pretending to be suddenly interested in it. Then he put it carefully down on a table, picked up another one, and stood up, not looking at us. He sniffled, and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand—apparently forgetting he had the ship model in it—trying to do it casually, as if we wouldn’t have noticed that he had been crying.


  “Ok,” he said. “You can’t leave, you know. This guy guessed too much. The plan only works if it’s secret, so that the malcontents don’t know it’s coming, don’t prepare for it. You have to stay here. I’ll keep you here, I’ll—I don’t know. Something.”


  “No,” I said. “It’s dangerous for Leah here. Miranda already tried to hire pirates to shoot her down once, when she was out in the sky kayak. We have to leave.”


  Carlos looked up at me, and with sudden sarcasm, said, “Miranda? You’re joking. That was me who tipped off the pirates. Me. I thought they’d take you away and keep you. I wish they had.”


  And then he turned back to Leah. “Please? You’ll be the richest person on Venus. You’ll be the richest person in the solar system. I’ll give it all to you. You’ll be able to do anything you want.


  “I’m sorry,” Leah repeated. “It’s a great offer. But no.”


  At the other end of the room, Carlos’ bodyguards were quietly entering. He apparently had some way to summon them silently. The room was filling with them, and their guns were drawn, but not yet pointed.


  I backed toward the window, and Leah came with me.


  The city had rotated a little, and sunlight was now slanting in through the window. I put my sun goggles on.


  “Do you trust me?” I said quietly.


  “Of course,” Leah said. “I always have.”


  “Come here.”


  LINK: READY blinked in the corner of my field of view.


  I reached up, casually, and tapped on the side of the left lens. CQ MANTA, I tapped. CQ.


  I put my other hand behind me and, hoping I could disguise what I was doing as long as I could, I pushed on the pane, feeling it flex out.


  HERE, was the reply.


  Push. Push. It was a matter of rhythm. When I found the resonant frequency of the pane, it felt right, it built up, like oscillating a rocking chair, like sex.


  I reached out my left hand to hold Leah’s hand, and pumped harder on the glass with my right. I was putting my weight into it now, and the panel was bowing visibly with my motion. The window was making a noise now, an infrasonic thrum too deep to hear, but you could feel it. On each swing the pane of the window bowed further outward.


  “What are you doing?” Carlos shouted. “Are you crazy?”


  The bottom bowed out, and the edge of the pane separated from its frame.


  There was a smell of acid and sulfur. The bodyguards ran toward us, but—as I’d hoped—they were hesitant to use their guns, worried that the damaged panel might blow completely out.


  The window screeched and jerked, but held, fixed in place by the other joints. The way it was stuck in place left a narrow vertical slit between the window and its frame. I pulled Leah close to me, and shoved myself backwards, against the glass, sliding along against the bowed pane, pushing it outward to widen the opening as much as I could.


  As I fell, I kissed her lightly on the edge of the neck.


  She could have broken my grip, could have torn herself free.


  But she didn’t.


  “Hold your breath and squeeze your eyes shut,” I whispered, as we fell through the opening and into the void, and then with my last breath of air, I said, “I love you.”


  She said nothing in return. She was always practical, and knew enough not to try to talk when her next breath would be acid. “I love you too,” I imagined her saying.


  With my free hand, I tapped, MANTA NEED PICK-UP. FAST.


  And we fell.


  “It wasn’t about sex at all,” I said. “That’s what I failed to understand.” We were in the manta, covered with slime, but basically unhurt. The pirates had accomplished their miracle, snatched us out of midair. We had information they needed; and in exchange, they would give us a ride off the planet, back where we belonged, back to the cool and the dark and the emptiness between planets. “It was all about finance. Keeping control of assets.”


  “Sure it’s about sex,” Leah said. “Don’t fool yourself. We’re humans. It’s always about sex. Always. You think that’s not a temptation? Molding a kid into just exactly what you want? Of course it’s sex. Sex and control. Money? That’s just the excuse they tell themselves.”


  “But you weren’t tempted,” I said.


  She looked at me long and hard. “Of course I was.” She sighed, and her expression was once again distant, unreadable. “More than you’ll ever know.”


  THE INVASION OF VENUS


  Stephen Baxter


  Stephen Baxter is one of the most important science fiction writers to emerge from Britain in the past thirty years. His Xeelee sequence of novels and short stories is arguably the most significant work of future history in modern science fiction. He is the author of more than forty books and over 100 short stories. His most recent books are the near-future disaster duology, Flood and Ark, and Stone Spring, the first novel in his Northland trilogy.


  For me, the saga of the Incoming was above all Edith Black’s story. For she, more than anyone else I knew, was the one who had a problem with it.


  When the news was made public I drove out of London to visit Edith at her country church. I had to cancel a dozen appointments to do it, including one with the Prime Minister’s office, but I knew, as soon as I got out of the car and stood in the soft September rain, that it had been the right thing to do.


  Edith was pottering around outside the church, wearing overalls and rubber boots and wielding an alarming-looking industrial-strength jackhammer. But she had a radio blaring out a phone-in discussion, and indoors, out of the rain, I glimpsed a widescreen TV and laptop, both scrolling news—mostly fresh projections of where the Incoming’s decelerating trajectory might deliver them, and new deep-space images of their “craft,” if such it was, a massive block of ice like a comet nucleus, leaking very complex patterns of infrared radiation. Edith was plugged into the world, even out here in the wilds of Essex.


  She approached me with a grin, pushing back goggles under a hard hat. “Toby.” I got a kiss on the cheek and a brief hug; she smelled of machine oil. We were easy with each other physically. Fifteen years earlier, in our last year at college, we’d been lovers, briefly; it had finished with a kind of regretful embarrassment—very English, said our American friends—but it had proven only a kind of speed bump in our relationship. “Glad to see you, if surprised. I thought all you civil service types would be locked down in emergency meetings.”


  For a decade I’d been a civil servant in the environment ministry. “No, but old Thorp”—my minister—“has been in a continuous COBRA session for twenty-four hours. Much good it’s doing anybody.”


  “I must say it’s not obvious to the layman what use an environment minister is when the aliens are coming.”


  “Well, among the scenarios they’re discussing is some kind of attack from space. A lot of what we can dream up is similar to natural disasters—a meteor fall could be like a tsunami, a sunlight occlusion like a massive volcanic event. And so Thorp is in the mix, along with health, energy, transport. Of course we’re in contact with other governments—NATO, the UN. The most urgent issue right now is whether to signal or not.”


  She frowned. “Why wouldn’t you?”


  “Security. Edith, remember, we know absolutely nothing about these guys. What if our signal was interpreted as a threat? And there are tactical considerations. Any signal would give information to a potential enemy about our technical capabilities. It would also give away the very fact that we know they’re here.”


  She scoffed. “ ‘Tactical considerations.’ Paranoid bullshit! And besides, I bet every kid with a CB radio is beaming out her heart to ET right now. The whole planet’s alight.”


  “Well, that’s true. You can’t stop it. But still, sending some kind of signal authorised by the government or an inter-government agency is another step entirely.”


  “Oh, come on. You can’t really believe anybody is going to cross the stars to harm us. What could they possibly want that would justify the cost of an interstellar mission . . .?”


  So we argued. I’d only been out of the car for five minutes.


  We’d had this kind of discussion all the way back to late nights in college, some of them in her bed, or mine. She’d always been drawn to the bigger issues; “to the context,” as she used to say. Though we’d both started out as maths students, her head had soon expanded in the exotic intellectual air of the college, and she’d moved on to study older ways of thinking than the scientific—older questions, still unanswered. Was there a God? If so, or if not, what was the point of our existence? Why did we, or indeed anything, exist at all? In her later college years she took theology options, but quickly burned through that discipline and was left unsatisfied. She was repelled too by the modern atheists, with their aggressive denials. So, after college, she had started her own journey through life—a journey in search of answers. Now, of course, maybe some of those answers had come swimming in from the stars in search of her.


  This was why I’d felt drawn here, at this particular moment in my life. I needed her perspective. In the wan daylight I could see the fine patina of lines around the mouth I used to kiss, and the strands of grey in her red hair. I was sure she suspected, rightly, that I knew more than I was telling her—more than had been released to the public. But she didn’t follow that up for now.


  “Come see what I’m doing,” she said, sharply breaking up the debate. “Watch your shoes.” We walked across muddy grass towards the main door. The core of the old church, dedicated to St Cuthbert, was a Saxon-era tower; the rest of the fabric was mostly Norman, but there had been an extensive restoration in Victorian times. Within was a lovely space, if cold, the stone walls resonating. It was still consecrated, Church of England, but in this empty agricultural countryside it was one of a widespread string of churches united in a single parish, and rarely used.


  Edith had never joined any of the established religions, but she had appropriated some of their infrastructure, she liked to say. And here she had gathered a group of volunteers, wandering souls more or less like-minded. They worked to maintain the fabric of the church. And within, she led her group through what you might think of as a mix of discussions, or prayers, or meditation, or yoga practices—whatever she could find that seemed to work. This was the way religions used to be before the big monotheistic creeds took over, she argued. “The only way to reach God, or anyhow the space beyond us where God ought to be, is by working hard, by helping other people—and by pushing your mind to the limit of its capability, and then going a little beyond, and just listening.” Beyond logos to mythos. She was always restless, always trying something new. Yet in some ways she was the most contented person I ever met—at least before the Incoming showed up.


  Now, though, she wasn’t content about the state of the church’s foundations. She showed me where she had dug up flagstones to reveal sodden ground. “We’re digging out new drainage channels, but it’s a hell of a job. We may end up rebuilding the founds altogether. The very deepest level seems to be wood, huge piles of Saxon oak . . .” She eyed me. “This church has stood here for a thousand years, without, apparently, facing a threat such as this before. Some measure of climate change, right?”


  I shrugged. “I suppose you’d say we arseholes in the environment ministry should be concentrating on stuff like this rather than preparing to fight interstellar wars.”


  “Well, so you should. And maybe a more mature species would be preparing for positive outcomes. Think of it, Tobe! There are now creatures in this solar system who are smarter than us. They have to be, or they wouldn’t be here—right? Somewhere between us and the angels. Who knows what they can tell us? What is their science, their art—their theology?”


  I frowned. “But what do they want? That’s what may count from now on—their agenda, not ours.”


  “There you are being paranoid again.” But she hesitated. “What about Meryl and the kids?”


  “Meryl’s at home. Mark and Sophie at school.” I shrugged. “Life as normal.”


  “Some people are freaking out. Raiding the supermarkets.”


  “Some people always do. We want things to continue as normally as possible, as long as possible. Modern society is efficient, you know, Edith, but not very resilient. A fuel strike could cripple us in a week, let alone alien invaders.”


  She pushed a loose grey hair back under her hard hat, and looked at me suspiciously. “But you seem very calm, considering. You know something. Don’t you, you bastard?”


  I grinned. “And you know me.”


  “Spill it.”


  “Two things. We picked up signals. Or, more likely, leakage. You know about the infrared stuff we’ve seen for a while, coming from the nucleus. Now we’ve detected radio noise, faint, clearly structured, very complex. It may be some kind of internal channel rather than anything meant for us. But if we can figure anything out from it—”


  “Well, that’s exciting. And the second thing? Come on, Miller.”


  “We have more refined trajectory data. All this will be released soon—it’s probably leaked already.”


  “Yes?”


  “The Incoming are heading for the inner solar system. But they aren’t coming here—not to Earth.”


  She frowned. “Then where?”


  I dropped my bombshell. “Venus. Not Earth. They’re heading for Venus, Edith.”


  She looked into the clouded sky, the bright patch that marked the position of the sun, and the inner planets. “Venus? That’s a cloudy hellhole. What would they want there?”


  “I’ve no idea.”


  “Well, I’m used to living with questions I’ll never be able to answer. Let’s hope this isn’t one of them. In the meantime, let’s make ourselves useful.” She eyed my crumpled Whitehall suit, my patent leather shoes already splashed with mud. “Have you got time to stay? You want to help out with my drain? I’ve a spare overall that might fit.”


  Talking, speculating, we walked through the church.


  We used the excuse of Edith’s Goonhilly event to make a family trip to Cornwall.


  We took the A-road snaking west down the spine of the Cornish peninsula, and stopped at a small hotel in Helston. The pretty little town was decked out that day for the annual Furry Dance, an ancient, eccentric carnival in which the local children would weave in and out of the houses on the hilly streets. The next morning Meryl was to take the kids to the beach, further up the coast.


  And, just about at dawn, I set off alone in a hired car for the A-road to the south-east, towards Goonhilly Down. It was a clear May morning. As I drove I was aware of Venus, rising in the eastern sky and clearly visible in my rear view mirror, a lamp shining steadily even as the day brightened.


  Goonhilly is a stretch of high open land, a windy place. Its claim to fame is that at one time it hosted the largest telecoms satellite earth station in the world—it picked up the first live transatlantic TV broadcast, via Telstar. It was decommissioned years ago, but its oldest dish, a thousand-tonne parabolic bowl called “Arthur” after the king, became a listed building, and so was preserved. And that was how it was available for Edith and her committee of messagers to get hold of, when they, or rather she, grew impatient with the government’s continuing reticence. Because of the official policy I had to help with smoothing through the permissions, all behind the scenes.


  Just after my first glimpse of the surviving dishes on the skyline I came up against a police cordon, a hastily erected plastic fence that excluded a few groups of chanting Shouters and a fundamentalist-religious group protesting that the messagers were communicating with the Devil. My ministry card helped me get through.


  Edith was waiting for me at the old site’s visitors’ centre, opened up that morning for breakfast, coffee and cereals and toast. Her volunteers cleared up dirty dishes under a big wall screen showing a live feed from a space telescope—the best images available right now, though every major space agency had a probe to Venus in preparation, and NASA had already fired one off. The Incoming nucleus (it seemed inappropriate to call that lump of dirty ice a “craft,” though such it clearly was) was a brilliant star, too small to show a disc, swinging in its wide orbit above a half-moon Venus. And on the planet’s night side you could clearly make out the Patch, the strange, complicated glow in the cloud banks tracking the Incoming’s orbit precisely. It was strange to gaze upon that choreography in space, and then to turn to the east and see Venus with the naked eye.


  And Edith’s volunteers, a few dozen earnest men, women and children who looked like they had gathered for a village show, had the audacity to believe they could speak to these godlike forms in the sky.


  There was a terrific metallic groan. We turned, and saw that Arthur was turning on his concrete pivot. The volunteers cheered, and a general drift towards the monument began.


  Edith walked with me, cradling a polystyrene tea cup in the palms of fingerless gloves. “I’m glad you could make it down. Should have brought the kids. Some of the locals from Helston are here; they’ve made the whole stunt part of their Furry Dance celebration. Did you see the preparations in town? Supposed to celebrate St Michael beating up on the Devil—I wonder how appropriate that symbolism is. Anyhow, this ought to be a fun day. Later there’ll be a barn dance.”


  “Meryl thought it was safer to take the kids to the beach. Just in case anything gets upsetting here—you know.” That was most of the truth. There was a subtext that Meryl had never much enjoyed being in the same room as my ex.


  “Probably wise. Our British Shouters are a mild bunch, but in rowdier parts of the world there has been trouble.” The loose international coalition of groups called the Shouters was paradoxically named, because they campaigned for silence; they argued that “shouting in the jungle” by sending signals to the Incoming or the Venusians was taking an irresponsible risk. Of course they could do nothing about the low-level chatter that had been targeted at the Incoming since it had first been sighted, nearly a year ago already. Edith waved a hand at Arthur. “If I were a Shouter, I’d be here today. This will be by far the most powerful message sent from the British Isles.”


  I’d seen and heard roughs of Edith’s message. In with a Carl Sagan-style prime number lexicon, there was digitised music from Bach to Zulu chants, and art from cave paintings to Warhol, and images of mankind featuring a lot of smiling children, and astronauts on the Moon. There was even a copy of the old Pioneer spaceprobe plaque from the seventies, with the smiling naked couple. At least, I thought cynically, all that fluffy stuff would provide a counterpoint to the images of war, murder, famine, plague and other sufferings that the Incoming had no doubt sampled by now, if they’d chosen to.


  I said, “But I get the feeling they’re just not interested. Neither the Incoming nor the Venusians. Sorry to rain on your parade.”


  “I take it the cryptolinguists aren’t getting anywhere decoding the signals?”


  “They’re not so much ‘signals’ as leakage from internal processes, we think. In both cases, the nucleus and the Patch.” I rubbed my face; I was tired after the previous day’s long drive. “In the case of the nucleus, some kind of organic chemistry seems to be mediating powerful magnetic fields—and the Incoming seem to swarm within. I don’t think we’ve really any idea what’s going on in there. We’re actually making more progress with the science of the Venusian biosphere . . .”


  If the arrival of the Incoming had been astonishing, the evidence of intelligence on Venus, entirely unexpected, was stunning. Nobody had expected the clouds to part right under the orbiting Incoming nucleus—like a deep storm system, kilometres deep in that thick ocean of an atmosphere—and nobody had expected to see the Patch revealed, swirling mist banks where lights flickered tantalisingly, like organised lightning.


  “With retrospect, given the results from the old space probes, we might have guessed there was something on Venus—life, if not intelligent life. There were always unexplained deficiencies and surpluses of various compounds. We think the Venusians live in the clouds, far enough above the red-hot ground that the temperature is low enough for liquid water to exist. They ingest carbon monoxide and excrete sulphur compounds, living off the sun’s ultraviolet.”


  “And they’re smart.”


  “Oh, yes.” The astronomers, already recording the complex signals coming out of the Incoming nucleus, had started to discern rich patterns in the Venusian Patch too. “You can tell how complicated a message is even if you don’t know anything about the content. You measure entropy orders, which are like correlation measures, mapping structures on various scales embedded in the transmission—”


  “You don’t understand any of what you just said, do you?”


  I smiled. “Not a word. But I do know this. Going by their data structures, the Venusians are smarter than us as we are smarter than the chimps. And the Incoming are smarter again.”


  Edith turned to face the sky, the brilliant spark of Venus. “But you say the scientists still believe all this chatter is just—what was your word?”


  “Leakage. Edith, the Incoming and the Venusians aren’t speaking to us. They aren’t even speaking to each other. What we’re observing is a kind of internal dialogue, in each case. The two are talking to themselves, not each other. One theorist briefed the PM that perhaps both these entities are more like hives than human communities.”


  “Hives?” She looked troubled. “Hives are different. They can be purposeful, but they don’t have consciousness as we have it. They aren’t finite as we are; their edges are much more blurred. They aren’t even mortal; individuals can die, but the hives live on.”


  “I wonder what their theology will be, then.”


  “It’s all so strange. These aliens just don’t fit any category we expected, or even that we share. Not mortal, not communicative—and not interested in us. What do they want? What can they want?” Her tone wasn’t like her; she sounded bewildered to be facing open questions, rather than exhilarated as usual.


  I tried to reassure her. “Maybe your signal will provoke some answers.”


  She checked her watch, and looked up again towards Venus. “Well, we’ve only got five minutes to wait before—” Her eyes widened, and she fell silent.


  I turned to look the way she was, to the east.


  Venus was flaring. Sputtering like a dying candle.


  People started to react. They shouted, pointed, or they just stood there, staring, as I did. I couldn’t move. I felt a deep, awed fear. Then people called, pointing at the big screen in the visitors’ centre, where, it seemed, the space telescopes were returning a very strange set of images indeed.


  Edith’s hand crept into mine. Suddenly I was very glad I hadn’t brought my kids that day.


  I heard angrier shouting, and a police siren, and I smelled burning.


  Once I’d finished making my police statement I went back to the hotel in Helston, where Meryl was angry and relieved to see me, and the kids bewildered and vaguely frightened. I couldn’t believe that after all that had happened—the strange events at Venus, the assaults by Shouters on messagers and vice versa, the arson, Edith’s injury, the police crackdown—it was not yet eleven in the morning.


  That same day I took the family back to London, and called in at work. Then, three days after the incident, I got away again and commandeered a ministry car and driver to take me back to Cornwall.


  Edith was out of intensive care, but she’d been kept in the hospital at Truro. She had a TV stand before her face, the screen dark. I carefully kissed her on the unburnt side of her face, and sat down, handing over books, newspapers and flowers. “Thought you might be bored.”


  “You never were any good with the sick, were you, Tobe?”


  “Sorry.” I opened up one of the newspapers. “But there’s some good news. They caught the arsonists.”


  She grunted, her distorted mouth barely opening. “So what? It doesn’t matter who they were. Messagers and Shouters have been at each others’ throats all over the world. People like that are interchangeable . . . But did we all have to behave so badly? I mean, they even wrecked Arthur.”


  “And he was Grade II listed!”


  She laughed, then regretted it, for she winced with the pain. “But why shouldn’t we smash everything up down here? After all, that’s all they seem to be interested in up there. The Incoming assaulted Venus, and the Venusians struck back. We all saw it, live on TV—it was nothing more than War of the Worlds.” She sounded disappointed. “These creatures are our superiors, Toby. All your signal analysis stuff proved it. And yet they haven’t transcended war and destruction.”


  “But we learned so much.” I had a small briefcase which I opened now, and pulled out printouts that I spread over her bed. “The screen images are better, but you know how it is; they won’t let me use my laptop or my phone in here . . . Look, Edith. It was incredible. The Incoming assault on Venus lasted hours. Their weapon, whatever it was, burned its way through the Patch, and right down through an atmosphere a hundred times thicker than Earth’s. We even glimpsed the surface—”


  “Now melted to slag.”


  “Much of it . . . But then the acid-munchers in the clouds struck back. We think we know what they did.”


  That caught her interest. “How can we know that?”


  “Sheer luck. That NASA probe, heading for Venus, happened to be in the way . . .”


  The probe had detected a wash of electromagnetic radiation, coming from the planet.


  “A signal,” breathed Edith. “Heading which way?”


  “Out from the sun. And then, eight hours later, the probe sensed another signal, coming the other way. I say ‘sensed.’ It bobbed about like a cork on a pond. We think it was a gravity wave—very sharply focused, very intense.”


  “And when the wave hit the Incoming nucleus—”


  “Well, you saw the pictures. The last fragments have burned up in Venus’s atmosphere.”


  She lay back on her reef of pillows. “Eight hours,” she mused. “Gravity waves travel at lightspeed. Four hours out, four hours back . . . Earth’s about eight light-minutes from the sun. What’s four light-hours out from Venus? Jupiter, Saturn—”


  “Neptune. Neptune was four light-hours out.”


  “Was?”


  “It’s gone, Edith. Almost all of it—the moons are still there, a few chunks of core ice and rock, slowly dispersing. The Venusians used the planet to create their gravity-wave pulse—”


  “They used it. Are you telling me this to cheer me up? A gas giant, a significant chunk of the solar system’s budget of mass-energy, sacrificed for a single war-like gesture.” She laughed, bitterly. “Oh, God!”


  “Of course we’ve no idea how they did it.” I put away my images. “If we were scared of the Incoming, now we’re terrified of the Venusians. That NASA probe has been shut down. We don’t want anything to look like a threat . . . You know, I heard the PM herself ask why it was that a space war should break out now, just when we humans are sitting around on Earth. Even politicians know we haven’t been here that long.”


  Edith shook her head, wincing again. “The final vanity. This whole episode has never been about us. Can’t you see? If this is happening now, it must have happened over and over. Who knows how many other planets we lost in the past, consumed as weapons of forgotten wars? Maybe all we see, the planets and stars and galaxies, is just the debris of huge wars—on and on, up to scales we can barely imagine. And we’re just weeds growing in the rubble. Tell that to the Prime Minister. And I thought we might ask them about their gods! What a fool I’ve been—the questions on which I’ve wasted my life, and here are my answers—what a fool.” She was growing agitated.


  “Take it easy, Edith—”


  “Oh, just go. I’ll be fine. It’s the universe that’s broken, not me.” She turned away on her pillow, as if to sleep.


  The next time I saw Edith she was out of hospital and back at her church.


  It was another September day, like the first time I visited her after the Incoming appeared in our telescopes, and at least it wasn’t raining. There was a bite in the breeze, but I imagined it soothed her damaged skin. And here she was, digging in the mud before her church.


  “Equinox season,” she said. “Rain coming. Best to get this fixed before we have another flash flood. And before you ask, the doctors cleared me. It’s my face that’s buggered, not the rest of me.”


  “I wasn’t going to ask.”


  “OK, then. How’s Meryl, the kids?”


  “Fine. Meryl’s at work, the kids back at school. Life goes on.”


  “It must, I suppose. What else is there? No, by the way.”


  “No what?”


  “No, I won’t come serve on your minister’s think tank.”


  “At least consider it. You’d be ideal. Look, we’re all trying to figure out where we go from here. The arrival of the Incoming, the war on Venus—it was like a religious revelation. That’s how it’s being described. A revelation witnessed by all mankind, on TV. Suddenly we’ve got an entirely different view of the universe out there. And we have to figure out how we go forward, in a whole number of dimensions—political, scientific, economic, social, religious.”


  “I’ll tell you how we go forward. In despair. Religions are imploding.”


  “No, they’re not.”


  “OK. Theology is imploding. Philosophy. The rest of the world has changed channels and forgotten already, but anybody with any imagination knows . . . In a way this has been the final demotion, the end of the process that started with Copernicus and Darwin. Now we know there are creatures in the universe much smarter than we’ll ever be, and we know they don’t care a damn about us. It’s the indifference that’s the killer—don’t you think? All our futile agitation about if they’d attack us and whether we should signal . . . And they did nothing but smash each other up. With that above us, what can we do but turn away?”


  “You’re not turning away.”


  She leaned on her shovel. “I’m not religious; I don’t count. My congregation turned away. Here I am, alone.” She glanced at the clear sky. “Maybe solitude is the key to it all. A galactic isolation imposed by the vast gulfs between the stars, the lightspeed limit. As a species develops you might have a brief phase of individuality, of innovation and technological achievement. But then, when the universe gives you nothing back, you turn in on yourself, and slide into the milky embrace of eusociality—the hive.


  “But what then? How would it be for a mass mind to emerge, alone? Maybe that’s why the Incoming went to war. Because they were outraged to discover, by some chance, they weren’t alone in the universe.”


  “Most commentators think it was about resources,” I said. “Most of our wars are about that, in the end.”


  “Yes. Depressingly true. All life is based on the destruction of other life, even on tremendous scales of space and time . . . Our ancestors understood that right back to the Ice Age, and venerated the animals they had to kill. They were so far above us, the Incoming and the Venusians alike. Yet maybe we, at our best, are morally superior to them.”


  I touched her arm. “This is why we need you. For your insights. There’s a storm coming, Edith. We’re going to have to work together if we’re to weather it, I think.”


  She frowned. “What kind of storm . . .? Oh. Neptune.”


  “Yeah. You can’t just delete a world without consequences. The planets’ orbits are singing like plucked strings. The asteroids and comets too, and those orphan moons wandering around. Some of the stirred-up debris is falling into the inner system.”


  “And if we’re struck—”


  I shrugged. “We’ll have to help each other. There’s nobody else to help us, that’s for sure. Look, Edith—maybe the Incoming and the Venusians are typical of what’s out there. But that doesn’t mean we have to be like them, does it? Maybe we’ll find others more like us. And if not, well, we can be the first. A spark to light a fire that will engulf the universe.”


  She ruminated. “You have to start somewhere, I suppose. Like this drain.”


  “Well, there you go.”


  “All right, damn it, I’ll join your think tank. But first you’re going to help me finish this drain, aren’t you, city boy?”


  So I changed into overalls and work boots, and we dug away at that ditch in the damp, clingy earth until our backs ached, and the light of the equinoctial day slowly faded.
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  THE MASTER OF THE AVIARY


  Bruce Sterling


  Every Sunday, Mellow Julian went to the city market to search for birds. Commonly a crowd of his adoring students made his modest outing into a public spectacle.


  The timeless questions of youth tortured the cultured young men of the town. “What is a gentleman’s proper relationship to his civic duty, and how can he weasel out of it?” Or: “Who is more miserable, the young man whose girl has died, or the young man whose girl will never love him?”


  Although Julian had been rude to men in power, he was never rude to his students. He saw each of these young men as something like a book: a hazardous, long-term, difficult project that might never find a proper ending. Julian understood their bumbling need to intrude on his private life. A philosopher didn’t have one.


  On this particular market Sunday, Julian was being much pestered by Bili, a pale, delicate, round-headed eccentric whose wealthy father owned a glass smelter. The bolder academy students were repelled by Bili’s mannerisms, so they hadn’t come along. Mellow Julian tolerated Bili’s youthful awkwardness. Julian had once been youthful and awkward himself.


  Under their maze of parasols, cranes, aqueducts, and archery towers, the finer merchants of Selder sold their fabrics, scissors, fine glass baubles, medications, oils, and herbal liquors. The stony city square held a further maze of humble little shacks, the temporary stalls of the barkers. The barkers were howling about vegetables.


  “Asparagus! Red lettuce! Celery! Baby bok choy!” Each shouted name had the tang of romance. Selder’s greenhouses close-packed the slope of the mountain like so many shining warts. It was for these rare and precious vegetables that foreigners braved the windy mountain passes and the burning plains.


  Mellow Julian bought watercress and spinach, because their bright-green spiritual vibrations clarified his liver.


  “Maestro, why do you always buy the cheapest, ugliest food in this city?” Bili piped up. “Spinach is awful.”


  “It’s all that I know how to cook,” Julian quipped.


  “Maestro, why don’t you marry? Then your wife could cook.”


  “That’s a rather intrusive question,” Julian pointed out. “Nevertheless, I will enlighten you. I don’t care to indulge in any marriage ritual. I will never indulge in any bureaucratic ritual in this city, ever again.”


  “Why don’t you just hire a cook?” persisted Bili.


  “I’d have to give him all his orders! I might as well simply cook for myself.”


  “I know that I’m not very bright,” said Bili humbly. “But a profound thinker like you, a man of such exemplary virtue . . . Everybody knows you’re the finest scribe in our city. Which is to say, the whole world! Yet you live alone in that little house, fussing with your diet and putting on plays in your backyard.”


  “I know people talk about me,” shrugged Julian. “People chatter and cackle like chickens.”


  Bili said nothing for a while. He knew he had revealed a sore spot.


  Mellow Julian examined the sprawling straw mat of a foreign vendor. All the women of Selder adored seashells, because seashells were delicate, pretty, and exotic. Mellow Julian shared that interest, so he had a close look at the wares.


  The shell vendor was a scarred, bristle-bearded sea pirate. His so-called rare seashells were painted plaster fakes.


  Julian put away his magnifying lens. He nodded shortly and retreated. “Since you were born almost yesterday, Bili,” he said, glancing over his shoulder, “I would urge you to have a good look at that wild, hard-bitten character. This marketplace has never lacked for crooks, but this brute may be a spy.”


  Bili pointed. “There’s even worse to be seen there, maestro.”


  Huddled under a torn cotton tarp were five dirty refugees: black-haired, yellow-skinned people in travel-torn rags. One of the refugees was not starving. He was the owner or boss of the other four, who visibly were.


  “They shouldn’t let wretches like those through the gates,” said Bili. “My father says they carry disease.”


  “Every mortal being carries some disease,” Julian allowed. He edged nearer to the unwholesome scene. The exhausted refugees couldn’t even glance up from the cobblestones. “Well,” said Julian, “no need to flee these wild invaders. My guess would be that somebody invaded them.”


  “They’re some ‘curious specimens,’ as you always put it, maestro.”


  “Indeed, they most certainly are.”


  “They must have come from very far away.”


  “You are staring at them, Bili, but you are not observing them,” said Julian. “This man is in the ruins of a uniform, and he has a military bearing. This younger brute must be his son. This boy and girl are a brother and sister. And this older woman, whom he has dragged along from the wreck of their fortunes . . . Look at her hands. Those hands still have the marks of rings.”


  The ruined soldier rose in his tattered boots and stuck out his callused mitt. “Money, water, food, house! Shelter! Fish! Vegetable!”


  “I understand you,” Julian told him, in a fluent Old Proper English. “I’m touched that you’ve taken the trouble to learn so many nouns. So. What is your name, sir? My friends call me Mellow Julian Nebraska.”


  “You give me money for her,” the soldier demanded, pointing. “You take her away, I buy shelter, water, food, fish, vegetable!”


  “I have some money,” offered Bili.


  “Don’t get hasty, Bili.”


  “But I think I understand what this foreigner is saying!” said Bili. “Listen! I want to try out my Old Proper English on him. I buy this woman. You take my money. You eat your fish and vegetables.” Bili pointed at the boy and girl. “You feed these children. You wash your clothes. You comb your hair.” He glanced at Julian. “That’s the right English word, isn’t it? Comb?”


  “It is,” Julian allowed.


  “You wash yourself in the public bath,” Bili persisted. “You stink lesser!” He turned to Julian triumphantly. “Just look at him! Look at his eyes! He really does understand me! My lessons in the Academy of Selder . . . That dead language is practical! I can’t wait to tell my dad!”


  “You should no longer call this city ‘Selder,’ Bili. The true name of your city is ‘Shelter.’ ‘The Resilient, Survivable, Sustainable Shelter,’ to list all her antique titles. If your ancestors could see you speaking like this—in their own streets, in their own language—they’d say you were a civilized man.”


  “Thank you, maestro,” said Bili, with a blush to his pale, beardless cheeks. “From you, that means everything.”


  “We must never forget that we descend from a great people. They made their mistakes—we all do—but someday, we’ll surpass them.”


  “I’m going to buy this woman,” Bili decided. “I can afford her. The Selder Academy doesn’t cost all that much.”


  “You can’t just buy some woman here in the public street!” said Julian. “Not sight unseen, for heaven’s sake!”


  Julian untied the mouth of his scholar’s bag and rustled through the dense jumble within it—his watercress, spinach, scarf, pipe, scissors, string, keys, wax tablet, and magnifying glass. He pulled out one ancient silver dime.


  Julian crouched beside the cowering woman and placed the time-worn coin into her blistered hand. “Here,” he said, “this coin is for you. Now, stay still, for I’m going to examine you. I won’t hurt you. Stick out your tongue.”


  She gripped the coin feverishly, but she understood not one word.


  “Stick out your tongue,” commanded Julian, suiting action to words.


  He examined her teeth with the magnifying glass.


  Then he plucked back the slanted folds of her eyelids. He touched both her ears—pierced, but no jewels left there, not anymore. He thumped at her chest until she coughed. He smelled her breath. He closely examined her hands and feet.


  “She’s well over forty years old,” he said. “She’s lost three teeth, she’s starving, and she’s been walking barefoot for a month. These two youngsters are not her children. I dare say a woman of her years had children once, but these are not them. This brute here with the leather belt, which he used on her legs . . . He’s not her husband. She was a lady once. A civilized woman. Before whatever happened, happened.”


  “How much should I pay for her?” said Bili.


  “I have no idea. This is no regular auction. The Godfather is a decent man, he prohibited all that slave-auction mischief years ago. You’d better ask your father how much he thinks a house-servant like her is worth. Not very much, I’d be guessing.”


  “I’m not buying her for my house,” said Bili. “I’m buying her for your house.”


  A moment passed.


  “Bili—,” Julian said severely, “have I taught you nothing with my lectures, or from the example of my life? I devote myself to sustainable simplicity! Our ancestors never had slaves! Or rather, yes they did, strictly speaking—but they rid themselves of that vice, and built machines instead. We all know how that ugly habit turned out! Why would I burden myself with her?”


  Bili smiled sheepishly. “Because she is so much like a pet bird?”


  “She is rather like a bird,” Julian admitted. “More like a bird than a woman. Because she is starving, poor thing.”


  “Maestro, please accept this woman into your house. Please. People talk about you all the time, they gossip about you. You don’t mind that, because you are a philosopher. But maestro, they talk about me! They gossip about me, because I follow you everywhere, and I adore you! I’d rather kneel at your feet than drill with the men-at-arms! Can’t you do me this one favor, and accept a gift from me? You know I have no other gifts. I have no other gifts that even interest you.”


  After Mellow Julian accepted Bili’s gift, Bili became even more of the obnoxious class pet. Bili insisted on being addressed by his antique pseudonym Dandy William Idaho, and sashayed around Selder in a ludicrous antique costume he had faked up, involving “blue jeans.” Bili asked impertinent, look-at-me questions during the lectures. He hammed it up after class in amateur theatricals.


  However, Bili also applied himself to his language studies. Bili had suddenly come to understand that Old Proper English was the language of the world. Old Proper English was the language of laws, rituals, boundary treaties, water rights, finance arrangements, and marriage dowries. The language of civilization.


  That was why a wise and caring Godfather took good care to see that his secretaries wrote an elegant and refined Old Proper English. A scribe with such abilities could risk some personal eccentricities.


  Julian named his new servant House Sparrow Oregon. Enquiries around the court made it clear that she was likely from Oregon. War and plague—they were commonly the same event—had expelled many of her kind from their distant homeland.


  Deprived of food and shelter, they had dwindled quickly in the cruelties of the weather.


  Sometimes, when spared by the storms, refugees found the old grassy highways, and traveled incredible distances. Vagrants came from the West Coast, and savages from the East Coast. Pirates came from the North Coast, where there had once been nothing but ice. The South was a vast baking desert that nobody dared to explore.


  Once a teenage boy named Juli had left a village in Nebraska. Julian had suffered the frightening, dangerous trip to Selder, because the people in Selder still knew about the old things. And they did know them—some of them. They knew that the world was round, and that it went around the sun. They knew that the universe was thirteen thousand, seven hundreds of millions of years old. They knew that men were descended from apes, although apes were probably mythical.


  They had also built the only city in the known world that was not patched-up from the scraps of a fallen city. Created at the sunset of a more enlightened age, Selder was a thousand years old. Yet it was the only city that had grown during the long dark ages.


  The court of the Godfather was a place of sustainable order. The council-of-forty, the Men in Red, were its educated, literate officials. They held the authority to record facts of state. They knew what was meet and proper to write, and what was of advantage to teach, and what should be censored. They had taught Julian, and he had worked for them. He had come to know everything about what they did with language. He was no longer overly fond of what they did.


  House Sparrow Oregon had no language that Julian understood. To test her, Julian inscribed the classic letters of antiquity into his wax tablet: THE QUICK BROWN FOX JUMPS OVER THE LAZY DOG. PACK MY BOX WITH FIVE DOZEN LIQUOR JUGS.


  In response, Sparrow timidly made a few little scrapes with the stylus. Crooked little symbols, with tops and bottoms. They were very odd, but she knew only ten of them. Sparrow was nobody’s scholar.


  Julian was patient. Every child who ever entered a school was a small barbarian. To beat them, to shout at them, to point out their obvious shortcomings . . . what did that ever avail? What new students needed were clear and simple rules.


  This aging, frightened, wounded woman was heartsick. She had lost all roles, all rules, and all meaning. She was terrified of almost everything in Selder, including him.


  So: it was about a small demonstration, and then a patient silence: the wait for her response. So that Sparrow’s dark eyes lost their cast of horror and bewilderment. So that she observed the world, no longer mutely gazing on it.


  So: This is the water. Here, drink it from this cup. It’s good, isn’t it? Yes, fresh water is good! The good life is all about simple things like clear water.


  Now, this is our bucket in which we bring the water home. Come with me, to observe this. There is nothing to fear in this street. Yes, come along. They respect me, they will not harm you.


  You see this? Every stranger living in Selder must learn this right away. This is our most basic civic duty, performed by every able-bodied adult, from the Godfather himself to the girl of twelve. These waterworks look complex and frightening, but you can see how I do this myself. This is a water-lever. It holds that great leather bucket at one end, and this stone weight here at our end.


  We dip the great bucket so as to lift the dirty water, so that it slowly flows in many locks and channels, high back up the hillside. We recycle all the water of this city. We never spill it, or lose its rich, fertile, and rather malodorous nutrients. We can spill our own blood in full measure here, but we will never break our water cycle. This is why we have sustained ourselves.


  After we heave this great bucket of the dirty civic water—and not before!—then we are allowed to tap one small bucket of clean water, over here, for our private selves.


  Now you can try.


  Don’t let those stupid housewives hurt your feelings. We all look comical at first, before we learn. Yes, you are a foreigner, and you are a curious specimen. That is all right. In the House of Mellow Julian Nebraska, we embrace curiosity. Our door is always open to those who make honest inquiries. We house many things that are strange, as well as you.


  Now for the important moral lesson of the birds. Yes, I own many birds. I own too many. Some are oddly shaped, and special, and inbred, and rather sickly. Quite often they die for mysterious reasons. I cannot help that: It is my fate to be the master of an aviary.


  Yes, the name I gave you is Sparrow, just like that smallest bird hopping there. These are my pigeons, these are my chickens, these are my ducks. In antiquity there were many other birds, but these are the surviving species.


  One can see that to care for these birds suits your proclivities. When you chirp at them in your native language, they hear you and respond to you. As Sparrow the bird-keeper, you have found new purpose in the world. We will have one small drink to celebrate that. It’s pretty good, isn’t it? It isn’t pure clean water, but a moderate amount of sophistication has its place in life.


  Now that you have become the trusted mistress of the aviary, it is time for you to learn about this cabinet of curiosities. Being a scholar of advanced and thoughtful habits, I own a large number of these inexplicable objects. Old drawings, fossil bones, seashells, coins and medals, and, especially, many arcane bits of antique machinery. Some are rare. Most are quite horribly old. They all need to be cleaned and dusted. They break easily. Be tender, cautious, and respectful. Above all, do not peel off the labels.


  My curiosities are not mere treasures. Instead, they are wonders. Watch with the students, and you will see.


  Students, dear friends of learning and the academy: Tonight we study the justly famous “external combustion engine.” Tonight we will make one small venture in applied philosophy, revive this engine from its ancient slumbers, and cause it to work before your very eyes.


  And what does it do? you may well ask me. What is its just and useful purpose? Nobody knows. No one will ever know. No one has known that for three thousand years.


  Now my trusted assistant Sparrow will light the fire beneath the engine’s cauldron. Nothing sinister about that, a child could do it, an illiterate, a helpless alien, yes, her. Please give her a round of applause, for she is shy. That was good, Sparrow. You may sit and watch with the others now.


  Now see what marvels the world has, to show to a patient observer. Steam is boiling. Steam travels up these pipes. Angry steam flows out of these bent nozzles. This round metal bulb with the nozzles begins to spin. Slowly at first, as you observe. Then more rapidly. At greater speed, greater speed yet: tremendous, headlong, urgent, whizzing speed!


  This item from my cabinet, which seemed so humble and obscure: This is the fastest object in the whole world!


  Why does it spin so fast? Nobody knows.


  It is sufficient to know, young gentlemen, that our ancestors built fire-powered steaming devices of this kind, and they wrecked everything. They utterly wrecked the entire world. They wrecked the world so completely that we, their heirs so long after, can scarcely guess at the colossal shape of the world that they wrecked.


  You see as well, little Sparrow? Now you know what a wonder can do. When it spins and flashes, in its rapid, senseless, glittering way, you smile and clap your hands.


  In the summer, a long and severe heat came. The wisdom of the founders of Selder was proven once again.


  Every generation, some venturesome fool would state the obvious—why don’t we grow our crops outside of these glass houses? Without those pergolas, sunshades, reflectors, straw blankets, pipes, drips, pumps, filters, cranes, aqueducts, and the Cistern. That would be a hundred times cheaper and easier!


  So that error might well be attempted, and then disaster would strike. The exposed crops were shriveled by heat waves, leveled by storm gusts, eaten by airborne hordes of locusts and vast brown crawling waves of teeming mice. In endless drenching rains, the tilled soil would wash straight down the mountainside.


  In the long run, all that was not sustainable was not sustained.


  Brown dust-lightning split the angry summer sky. Roiling gray clouds blew in from the southern deserts and their dust gently settled on the shining glass of Selder. There were no more pleasant, boozy, poetic star-viewing parties. People retreated into the stony cool of the seed vaults. When they ventured out, they wore hats and goggles and wet, clinging, towel-like robes. They grumbled a great deal about this.


  Mellow Julian Nebraska made no such complaint. In times of civic adversity, it pleased him to appear serene. Despite this unwholesome heat and filth, we dwell in a city of shining glass! We may well sweat, but there is no real risk that we will starve! Let us take pride in our community’s unique character! We are the only city of the world not perched like a ghost within the sprawling ruin of some city of antiquity! Fortitude and a smiling countenance shall be the watchwords of our day!


  Julian sheltered his tender birds from the exigencies of the sky. He made much use of parasols, misting-drips, and clepsydra. The professor’s villa was modest, but its features were well considered.


  Dirt fell lavishly from the stricken sky, but Sparrow had learned the secret of soap, that mystic potion of lye, lard, ashes, and bleach. Sparrow spoke a little now, but not one word of the vulgar tongue: only comical scraps of the finest Old Proper English. Sparrow wore the clean and simple white robes that her master wore, with a sash around her waist to show that she was a woman, and a scarf around her hair to show that she was a servant. Sparrow would never look normal, but she had come to look neat and dainty.


  Julian’s enemies—and he had made some—said dark things about the controversial philosopher and his mute exotic concubine. Julian’s friends—and he had made many—affected a cosmopolitan tolerance about the whole arrangement. It was not entirely decent, they agreed, but it was, they opined, very like him.


  Julian was not a wealthy man, but he could reward his friends. His small garden was cool in the stifling heat, and Sparrow had learned to cook. Sparrow cooked highly alarming meals, with vegetables cut in fragments, and fried in a metal bowl. This was the only Selder food that Sparrow could eat without obvious pangs of disgust.


  His students ate these weird concoctions cheerily, because healthy young men ate anything. Then they ran home in darkness to boast that they had devoured marvels.


  The wicked summer heat roiled on. It was the policy of the finer folk of the court to dine on meat: mostly rabbit, guinea pig, and mice. Meat spoiled quickly.


  When he fell ill, there were rumors that the Godfather had been poisoned. No autocrat ever died without such claims. But no autocrat could live forever, either. So the old Godfather perished.


  On the very day of the old man’s death, the dusty heat wave broke. Vast torrential rains scoured the mountains. Everyone remarked on this fatal omen.


  It was time for the Godfather’s cabal to retire into the secret seed vaults, don their robes and masks, and elect the successor.


  Julian’s students had never seen a succession ritual. It was a sad and sobering time. Men who had never sought out a philosopher asked for some moral guidance.


  What on earth are we to do now? Console the grieving, feed the living, and lower the dead man into the Cistern.


  What will history say of Godfather Jimi the Seventh? That the warlike spirit of his youth had matured into a wise custodianship of the arts and crafts of peace.


  Then there were others with a darker question: What about the power?


  There Mellow Julian held his peace. He could guess well enough what would happen. There would be some jostling confusion among the forty masked Men in Red, but realistically, there were only two candidates for the Godfather’s palace. First, there was the Favorite. He was the much-preened and beloved nephew of the former Godfather, a well-meaning idiot never tested by adversity.


  There was the Other Man, who had known nothing but adversity. He had spent his career in uniform, repressing the city’s barbarian enemies. His supporters were hungry and ambitious and vulgar. He would not hesitate to grasp power by any means fair or foul. His own wife and children feared him. He was stubborn and bold, as Julian knew, because he had once been Julian’s classmate.


  Who would complain if a professor, in a time of trouble, retired into his private life? No rude brawling for the thinking man, no street marches, no shouted threats and vulgar slogans. No intrigues: instead, civility. The cleanly example of the good life. Food, drink, friends, and study. Simplicity and clarity. Humanity.


  Humanity.


  “Tonight,” said Mellow Julian, in his finest Old Proper English, “as scholars assembled in civil society, we shall study together. The general theme of our seminars is remote from all earthly strife. Because she is shining, she is gorgeous, she is lovely, she is the planet Venus. In all her many attributes.”


  Hoots and cheers and claps.


  “Young men,” said Julian, “I do not merely speak to you of the carnal Venus. You will recall that your ancestors sent flying machines to Venus. Electrical machines, gentleman, and they had virtual qualities. The people of antiquity observed Venus. And Mercury. And Mars. And Jupiter, Saturn, and Neptune. It is written that they sent their machines to observe moons and planets that we can no longer see.”


  Respectful silence.


  “We do not deny that Venus has her venereal aspects,” said Julian. “What we want to assert—as civic philosophers—is a solid framework for systematic understanding! What is a man, what is his role in the universe, under the planets and stars?


  “Consider this. If a man has a soul, then Venus must touch that soul. We all know that. But how, why? It is not enough to meander dully through our lives, vaguely thinking: ‘Venus is the brightest planet in the heavens, so surely she must have something to do with me.’ Of course the vibrations of Venus affect a man! Can any man among you deny that we live through the vibrations of the sun? Raise your hand.”


  Being used to rhetorical questions, they knew better than to raise their hands.


  “Certain students of our Academy,” said Julian, “have chosen not to attend this course of Venusian seminars. They felt that they needed to be together with their families in this difficult season . . . In this perilous moment in the long life of our city. Yet when we, as scholars, by deliberate policy . . . when we remove ourselves from the unseemly dust and mud of our civil strife . . . from all that hurly-burly . . .”


  A hand shot up in the audience.


  “Yes, Practical Jeffrey of Colorado? You have a question?”


  “Maestro, what is hurly-burly? Is that even a word? Hurly-burly doesn’t sound very Old Proper English.”


  “You make a good point as usual, Practical Jeffrey. Hurly-burly is an onomatopoeic term. That word directly arises from the sonic vibrations of the natural universe. Are there other questions about onomatopoeia, or the general persistence of some few words of Truly Ancient Greek within the structure of Old Proper English?”


  There were no such questions.


  Julian gestured beyond the row of chairs. Sparrow rose at once from her cross-legged seat on her mat.


  “You gentlemen have never witnessed a device remotely like this one,” said Julian, “for very few have. So let me frame this awful business within its rhetorical context. How did our ancestors observe Venus? As is well known to everyone, our ancestors tamed the lightning. On top of the wires in which they confined that lightning, they built yet another mystic structure, fantastic, occult, and exceedingly powerful. Their electrical wires, we can dig up in any ruin. No traces of that virtual structure remain: only certain mystical hints.


  “So we know, we must admit, very little about antique virtuality. But we do know that virtuality moved vibrations: It moved images, and light, and sound, and numbers. Tonight, for the first time in your lives, you will be seeing a projected image. Tomorrow night—if you see fit to return here—you will see that image moving. With sounds.”


  Sparrow bent her attention to the magic lantern. Julian arranged the makeshift stage. It was a taut sheet of white cotton, behind a flooring of bricks.


  Then Julian ventured through the small crowd to the aviary, where he had seen an ominous figure lurking.


  This unsought guest wore a red robe, with a faceless red hood. Everyone was cordially pretending to ignore the Man in Red. Even the youngest students knew that this was how things were done.


  “Thank you for gracing us with your presence tonight,” murmured Julian.


  “I haven’t seen that magic lantern in forty years,” said the Man in Red.


  “It consumes a very special oil, with a bright limestone powder . . . rare and difficult,” said Julian.


  “Are you willing,” said the Man in Red, “to pay the rare and difficult price for your failure to engage with the world?”


  “If you’re referring to the cogent matter of the succession,” said Julian cordially, “I’ve made it the policy at these civil seminars to discuss that not at all.”


  “If the Other Man takes command of the Palace,” said the Man in Red, “he will attack you. Yes, you academics. Not that you have done anything subversive or decadent! No, I wouldn’t allege that! But because your weakness invites attack. Since you are so weak, he can make an example of you.”


  Julian now had a quite good idea who the Man in Red was, but Julian gave no sign to show that. “I refuse to despair,” he said, smiling. “This is merely a change of regime. The world is not ending, sir. The world already ended a thousand years ago.”


  “Our world,” said the Man in Red, “this world we both enjoyed under the bounty of the previous Godfather, does not have to end. It’s true that the Other Man has the force of numbers on his side—because he’s forged an ignoble alliance of the greedy and the stupid. But it’s not too late for a small, bold group to preempt him.”


  “If there is trouble,” said Julian, “my students will come to harm. Because my students are brave. And bold. And idealistic. And exceedingly violent. You can start a brawl like that. Do you think you can end it?”


  “You could rally your students. These young men of fine families . . . Many about to lose their sinecures from the old man’s court . . . They trust your counsel. They adore you. Some of them more than they should, perhaps.”


  “Oh,” said Julian, “I don’t doubt I could find you one bold, bright, expendable young fool with a cloak and a dagger! But may I tell you something? Quite honestly? I spit on your cynical palace intrigues. I do. I despise them. They repel me.”


  “You quarreled with the old regime, Julian. The next regime might be kinder to you.”


  “I live simply. You have nothing that I want.”


  “I can tolerate a man of integrity,” said the Man in Red, “because the innocent men are all fools. But a man who reasserts his integrity—after what you did?—that is a bit more difficult to tolerate.”


  “Don’t let me be difficult,” said Julian. “You must have many pressing errands elsewhere.”


  “To tell the truth, I envy you,” admitted the Man in Red, with a muffled note of sadness behind his red fabric mouth-hole. “All of us envy you. We all tell each other that we would love to do just as you did: put aside the pen, take off the robes, and retire to a life of the mind. Oh yes, you do make that sound mild and humble, but this private dreamworld of yours, with these sweet little birdcages . . . It’s much more exciting and pleasurable than our grim, sworn duties. Your life merely seems lighthearted and self-indulgent. You have found a genuinely different way of life.”


  “My friend, yes I have, and I believe . . . I know that all of life could be different. Despite the darkness of the world it ruined, humanity could still transform itself. Yes, humanity could.”


  “You even have found yourself some creature comforts, lately. One of your minions bought you a mistress. I’m not sure I understand the appeal of that—for you.”


  “I rather doubt I’d understand the appeal of your mistress, either.”


  “I don’t understand that myself,” sighed the Man in Red. “A man imagines he’s cavorting like a rooster, while all the time he’s merely bleeding wealth. A mistress who cares nothing for you is an enemy in your bed. A mistress who does care for you is your hostage to fortune. A pity that my warnings were so useless. Good evening, sir.”


  The Man in Red left, with serene and measured step. The crowd parted silently before him as he approached, and it surged behind him as he left.


  Julian filtered through the crowd to Sparrow, where she knelt by the lantern, cautiously unwrapping fragile slides of painted glass.


  He gripped her by the arm and dragged her to her feet. “Sparrow will sing tonight!” he announced, pulling her toward the stage. “Sparrow will sing her very best song for you! It’s very curious and unusual and antique! I believe it maybe the oldest song in the whole world.” He lowered his trembling voice. “Go on, Sparrow. Sing it, sing . . .”


  Sparrow was in an agony of reluctance and stage fright.


  Julian could not urge her to be brave, because he was very afraid. “This is the oldest song in the whole world!” he repeated. “Gentlemen, please try to encourage her . . .”


  In her thready, nasal voice, Sparrow began to choke out her mournful little wail. Although her words meant nothing to anyone who listened, it was clearly and simply a very sad song. It was something like a sad lover’s song, but much worse. It was a cosmic sadness that came from a cold grave in the basement of the place where lovers were sad.


  The lament of a mother who had lost her child. Of a child who could find no mother. A heartbreaking chasm in the natural order of being. A collapse, a break, a fall, a decay, a loss, and a lasting darkness. It was that sad.


  Sparrow could not complete her song. She panicked, hid her face in her wrinkled hands and fled into a corner of the house.


  Julian set to work on the magic lantern.


  His student Practical Jeffrey came to his side. Jef spoke casually, in the local vulgar tongue. “Maestro, what was that little episode about? That was the worst stage performance that I’ve ever seen.”


  “That was the oldest song in the whole world, Jef. And now, you have heard it.”


  “I couldn’t understand one line of that lousy dirge! She’s a terrible singer, too. She’s not even pretty. If she were young and pretty, that might have been tolerable.”


  “Don’t let me interfere with your pressing quest for a young and pretty girl, Jef.”


  “I know that I didn’t understand all that,” Jef persisted, “but I know that something has changed. Not just that the old man is finally dead, or that the antique world is so rotten. We have to force the world to rise again in some other shape . . . For me, this was enough of that. I’m leaving you, maestro. I’m leaving your academy for good. I’ve had enough of all your teaching and your preaching, sir. Thank you for your efforts to improve me. I have to get to work now.”


  Julian glanced up. He was not much surprised by Jef’s news. “You should stay to see this magic lantern, Jef. Projected images are extremely dramatic. They are very compelling. Really, if you’ve never seen one, they are absolutely wondrous. People have been known to faint.”


  “I’m sure your phantoms are marvelous,” said Jef, pretending to yawn. “I’m going back to the Palace now, I have a family meeting . . . You stay well.”


  Jef did not appear for the next night of the Venus seminar. Julian’s house and yard were densely packed, because word had gotten out about the magic lantern and its stunning effects. The little house roiled and surged with metalsmiths, sculptors, mural painters, orators, men of medicine, men of the law . . . Even a few women had dared to show up, with their brothers or husbands as escorts.


  Practical Jeffrey had sent his apology for leaving the school, written in his sturdy, workmanlike calligraphy. He’d also shipped along a handsome banquet, and, as a topper, a wooden keg of the finest long-aged corn liquor. All the other students were hugely impressed by Jef’s farewell gesture. Everyone toasted him and agreed that, despite his singular absence from the proceedings, Practical Jeffrey was a gentleman of high style.


  So the second night started lively and, lavishly lubricated by Jef’s magnanimity, it got livelier yet.


  This night, the students put on a series of dramatic skits, performed in Old Proper English. These episodes involved the myths and heroes of remote antiquity: the Man who walked on the Moon, the Man who flew alone across the ocean, the Man who flew around without any machines at all, and was made of steel, and fought crime (he was always popular).


  These theatricals were an unprecedented success, because the crowd was so dense, and so drunk, and because the graceless Dandy William Idaho was not there to overact and spoil anything.


  Three of the masked Men in Red graced the scene with their presence, which made life three times more dangerous than life had been the night before. Julian watched them, smiling in his best mellow fashion, to hide his pride and his dread.


  All his glamorous, shining young men, striking their poses on the tiny stage, with their young, strong, beautiful bodies . . . Maybe it could be said that Julian had saved them from deadly danger. It might also be said that he was fiddling as the city burned.


  Julian knew that a settling of accounts was near. A time of such tension needed only one provocation. An obscure clash by night, a sudden insult offered, an insult stingingly returned, and Dandy William Idaho had been beaten senseless in the street. Bili was crushed, spurned, trampled on, and spat upon. Bili had never been the kind of kid you could hit just once.


  Then the troubles started. Bitter quarrels, flung stones near glass houses . . . The police restored order through the simple pretext of attacking the foreigners. Everybody knew that the foreigners in the city were thieves, because so many had been forced to be thieves. No one of good sense and property was going to defend any thieves.


  The police richly enjoyed the luscious irony of the police robbing thieves. So the police kicked in the doors of some of the wealthier foreigners, and seized everything they had.


  Julian spent the night of that seminar activating an electrical generator. Electrical generators had been true fetish objects for the remote founders of Selder. Periodically, as a gesture of respect to antiquity, some scholar would disinter an old generator and rebuild another new generator in the same shape. So Julian owned a generator, packed in its moldering, filthy grease. It had elaborate, hand-etched schematics to explain how to work it.


  This electrical night was not nearly so successful as the earlier seminar nights. After much cursing and honest puzzlement, the students managed to get the generator assembled. They even managed to crank it. It featured some spots of bare metal that stung the bare hand with a serpent’s bite. Other than that, it was merely an ugly curio. The generator did not create any visible mystical powers or spiritual transcendence. Society did not advance to a higher plane of being.


  Next day, the emboldened police repressed some of the darker elements of the old regime. These arrogant time-servers were notorious for their corruption. So the police beat the fancy crooks like dogs and kicked them out the door, and the crowd cheered that action, too.


  People spoke quite openly of who would be serving in the Other Man’s new regime, and what kind of posts they would hold.


  The Favorite for the post of Godfather acted the fine gentleman: He urged calm, made dignified noises, and temporized. In the meantime, the gate guards had been bribed. Exiles poured into the city. The sentence of exile had been the merciful punishment of the late Godfather’s later years. Now it became clear that the Godfather had merely exported resentments to a future date. These exiles—those among them who survived—had become hard, weathered men. They knew what they had lost. They also knew what they had to regain.


  So there were more clashes, this time with gangs of hardened cutthroats. The Favorite pulled up his stakes and fled in terror.


  Julian spent that night explaining how to use electricity and virtuality to connect the soul of Man with the planet Venus.


  There was a large crowd for his last hermetic ceremony, and not because it was such an interesting topic. People had fled to Julian’s refuge because the city was convulsed with fear.


  It had always been said of the people of Selder that they would shed their own blood rather than lose one drop of water. Like many clichés, that was true. The smothered resentments of a long, peaceful reign were all exposed to the open air. That meant beatings, break-ins, and back-alley backstabbings.


  The elections were held in conditions of desperate haste, because only one man was fit to restore order.


  To his credit, the new Godfather took prompt action. He averted anarchy through the simple tactic of purging all his opponents.


  Julian surrendered peaceably. He had rather imagined that he might have to. The grass that bent before the wind would stand upright again, he reasoned. The world was still scarred with the windblown wrecks of long-dead forests.


  Prison was dark, damp, and dirty. The time in prison weighed heavily on a man’s soul. Julian had nothing to write with, nothing to read. He never felt the sun, or breathed any fresh air.


  Julian’s best friends in the underground cell were small insects. Over a passage of ten centuries, cave insects had somehow found the many wet passages beneath the city. Most of these wild denizens were smaller than lice, pale, long-legged, and eyeless. Julian had never realized there were so many different breeds of them. The humble life sheltered within the earth had suffered much less than the life exposed to mankind on its surface.


  At length—at great length—Julian had a prison visitor.


  “You will forgive Us,” stated the Godfather, “for trying a philosopher’s well-known patience. There were certain disorders consequent on Our accession, and a great press of necessary public business. Word has reached Our ears, however, that you have been shouting and pleading with your jailers. Weeping and begging like a hysterical woman, they tell Us.”


  “I’m not a well man now, your eminence. I cannot thrive without the vibrations of the sun, the stars, and planets.”


  “Surely you didn’t imagine that We would ever forget a classmate.”


  “No, sir.”


  “They tell Us you have been requesting—no, sobbing and pleading—for some literary material,” said the Godfather. He nodded at his silent bodyguard, who passed a sheaf of manuscripts through the carved stone pillars of the cell. “You will find these documents of interest. These are the signed confessions of your fellow conspirators.”


  Julian leafed through the warrants. “It’s good to see that my friends kept up their skills in calligraphy.”


  “We took the liberty of paging through the archives of our predecessor, as well,” said the Godfather. He produced a set of older documents. “You will recognize the striking eloquence of these death sentences. You were in top form back then. These documents of state are so grandiloquent, so closely argued, and in such exquisite English. They killed certain members of my own family—but as legal court documents, they were second to none.”


  Julian sighed. “I just couldn’t do that any longer.”


  “You won’t have to do it,” the Godfather allowed. “You wrote such sustainable classics here that We won’t need any new death sentences. We can simply reuse your fine, sturdy documents, over and over.”


  “It was my duty to write sentences,” said Julian. “Sentences are a necessity of statecraft. Let me formally express my remorse.”


  “You express your remorse now,” remarked the Godfather. “At the time, you were taking great pride in your superb ability to compose a sentence.”


  “I admit my misdeeds, sir. I am contrite.”


  “More recently, you and your friends were plotting against Our election,” said the Godfather patiently. “As a further patent insult to Our dignity, you had yourself crowned as the ‘President of the United States.’ There are witnesses to that event.”


  “That was a diversion,” said Julian. “That was part of a magic ceremony. To help me electrically reach the virtual image of the planet Venus.”


  “Juli, have you become a heretic, or just a maniac? You should read the allegations in these confessions! They are fantastic. Your fellow conspirators say that you believe that men can still fly. That you conjured living phantoms in public. We don’t know whether to laugh or cry.”


  “People talk,” said Julian. “In a cage, people will sing.”


  “You dressed your slave as a golden goddess and you made people worship her.”


  “That was her costume,” said Julian. “She enjoyed that. I think it was the only time I’ve ever seen her happy.”


  “Juli, We are not your classmate any more. We have become your Godfather. It is unclear to Us what you thought you were gaining by this charade. In any case, that will go on no longer. Your cabal has been arrested. Your house, and all that eerie rubbish inside it, has been seized. In times this dark and troubled, We have no need for epicene displays. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Now tell Us what We are supposed to do with you.”


  “Let me go,” said Julian, sweating in the stony chill. “Release me, and I will sing your praises. Some day history will speak of you. You will want history to say something noble and decent about you.”


  “That is a tempting offer,” mused the Godfather. “I would like history to say this of me: that I was an iron disciplinarian who scourged corruption, and struck his enemies with hammer blows. Can you arrange that?”


  “I can teach rhetoric. Someone will say that for you, and they’ll need great skill.”


  “I hate a subtle insult,” said the Godfather. “I can forgive an enemy soldier who flings a spear straight at me, but a thing like that is just vile.”


  “I don’t want to die here in this stone cage!” screeched Julian. “I can write a much better groveling confession than these other wretches! A man of your insight knows that confessions are nothing but rhetoric! Of course they all chose to indict me! How could they not? They are men with families to consider, while I am foreign-born and I have no one! We’re all intelligent men! We all know that if someone must die, then I’m the best to die. I’m one against four! But surely you must know better!”


  “Of course I know better,” said the Godfather. “You imagined that, as men of letters, you were free of the healthy atmosphere of general fear so fit for everyone else. That is not true. Men of letters have to obey Us, they have to serve Us loyally, and they have to know that their lives are forfeit. Just like everyone else.”


  “ ‘Uneasy lies the head that wears the hood,’ ” said Julian.


  “You always had a fertile mind for an apposite quote. We are inclined to spare you.”


  Light bloomed in the dampest corner of Julian’s mind. “Yes, of course, of course I should be spared! Why should I die? I never raised my hand against you. I never even raised my voice.”


  “Like the others, you must write your full and complete confession. It will be read aloud to the assembled court. Then, a year in the field with the army will toughen you up. You’re much too timid to fight, but Our army needs its political observers. We need clearly written reports from the field. And the better my officers, the worse they seem to write!”


  “Is there a war? Who has attacked us?”


  “There is no war just as yet,” said the Godfather. “But of course they will attack Us, unless We prove to them that they dare not attack. So, we plan a small campaign to commence Our reign. One insolent village, leveled. You’ll be in no great danger.”


  “I’m not a coward.”


  “Yes, in fact, you are a coward, Julian. You happened to live in a time when you could play-act otherwise. Those decadent times have passed. You’re a coward, and you always were. So, make a clean breast of your many failings. We pledge that you too will be spared. You might as well write your own confessions, for your sins are many and you know them better than anyone.”


  “Once I do that for you, you’ll spare my friends.”


  “We will. We don’t say they will suck the blood of the taxpayer anymore, but yes, they will be spared.”


  “You’ll spare my students.”


  “Fine young men. They were led astray. Young men of good family are natural officer material.”


  “You’ll give me back my house and my servant.”


  “Oh, you won’t need any house, and as for your wicked witch . . . You should read the thunderation that rings around her little head! Your friends denounced you—but in their wisdom, they denounced her much, much more violently. They all tell Us that this lamentable situation is not your fault at all. They proclaim that she seduced you to it, that she turned your head. She drove you mad, she drugged you. She used all the wicked wiles of a foreign courtesan. She descended to female depths of evil that no mere man can plumb.”


  Julian sat on his stony bench for a moment. Then he rose again and put his hands around the bars. “Permit me to beg for her life.”


  “To spare her is not possible. We can’t publish these many eloquent confessions without having her drowned in the Cistern right away. It would be madness to let a malignant creature like that walk in daylight for even an hour.”


  “She did nothing except what I trained her to do! She’s completely harmless and timid. She’s the meekest creature alive. You are sacrificing an innocent for political expediency. It’s a shame.”


  “Should We spare this meek creature and execute you, and four friends? She was a lost whore, and the lowest of the low, as soon as her own soldiers failed to protect her from the world. You want to blame someone for the cold facts? Blame yourself, professor. Let this be a good lesson to you.”


  “You are breaking a bird on an anvil here. That’s easy for you to do, but it’s a cruelty. You’ll be remembered for that. It will weigh on your conscience.”


  “It will not,” said the Godfather. “Because We will kindly offer to spare the witch’s life. Then We will watch your friends in a yapping frenzy to have her killed. Your noble scholars will do everything they can to have her vilified, lynched, dumped into the Cistern, and forgotten forever. They will blame her lavishly in order to absolve themselves. Then, when you meet each other again, you men with a cause, you literati—that’s when the conscience will sting.”


  “So,” said Julian, “it’s not enough that we’re fools, or that we’re cowards, or that we failed to defend ourselves. We also have to be evil.”


  “You are evil. Truly, you are fraudulent and wicked men. We should wash you from the fabric of society in a cleansing bath of blood. But We won’t do that. Do you know why? Because We understand necessity. We are responsible. We know what the state requires. We think these things through.”


  “You could still spare us. You could forgive us for the things we wrote and thought. You could be courageous and generous. That is within your great power.”


  The Godfather sighed. “That is so easy for a meager creature like you to say, and so difficult for Us to do. We will tell you a little parable about that. Soon, this cell door will open. Now: When this door is opened, place your right hand in this doorframe. We will have this husky bodyguard slam this iron door on your fingers. You will never scribble one mischievous word again. If you do that, Julian, that would be ‘courageous and generous.’ That would be the bravest act of your life. We will spare the life of your mystic witch for that noble act.”


  Julian said nothing.


  “You’re not volunteering to be so courageous and generous? You can marry her: You have Our blessing. We will perform that ceremony Ourselves.”


  “You are right. I don’t want her,” said Julian. “I have no further need for her. Let her be strangled in all due haste and thrown down the well. Let the hungry fish nibble her flesh, let her body be turned into soup and poured through the greenhouses. She came to me half-dead, and every day I gave to her was some day she would never have seen! Let me see that sunlight she will never see again. I hate this cage. Let me out of here.”


  After his release from darkness, very little happened to Julian that he found of any interest. After two years of service, Julian managed to desert the army of Selder. There had been no chance of that at first, because the army was so eager, bold, and well disciplined.


  However, after two years of unalloyed successes, the army suffered a sharp reverse at the walls of Buena Vista. The hardscrabble villagers there were too stubborn, or perhaps too stupid, to be cowed by such a fine army. To the last man, woman, and child, they put up a lethal resistance. So the village was left in ruins, but so was the shining reputation of the Godfather and his troops.


  Julian fled that fiery scene by night, losing any pursuers in the vast wild thickets of cactus and casuarina. Soon afterward, he was captured by the peasants of Denver. There was little enough left of that haunted place. However, the Denver peasants sold him to a regional court with a stony stronghold in the heights of Vale.


  Julian was able to convince the scowling peers of that realm that they would manage better with tax records and literate official proclamations. That was true: They did improve with a gloss of civility. They never let him leave, but they let him live.


  After a course of further indifferent years, word arrived in Vale that the Godfather of Selder had perished in his own turn. He had died of sickness in a war camp, plague and war being much the same thing. There were certain claims that he had been poisoned.


  After some further tiresome passage of years, the reviving realm of Selder began to distribute traders, bankers, and ambassadors. They were a newer and younger-spirited people. They were better dressed and brighter-eyed. They wrote everything down. They observed new opportunities in places where nothing had happened for ages. They had grand plans for those places, and the ability to carry them out.


  These new men of Selder seemed to revel in being a hundred things at once. Not just poets, but also architects. Not just artists, but also engineers. Not just bankers, but gourmands and art collectors. Even their women were astonishing.


  Julian had no desire to return to the damp glassy shadows of Selder. He had come to realize that a Sustainable City that could never forget its past could become an object of terror to simpler people. Also, he had grown white-haired and old.


  But he was not allowed to ignore a velvet invitation—a polite command, really—from Godfather Magnanimous Jef the First. Practical Jeffrey had outlasted his city’s woes with the stolid grace that was his trademark. Jef’s shrewd rise to power had cost him a brother and two bodyguards, but once in command, he never set his neatly shod foot wrong.


  In his reign, men and women breathed a new air of magnificence, refinement, and vivacity. Troubles that would have crushed a lesser folk were made jest of, simply taken in stride.


  Men even claimed that the climate was improving. This was delusional, for nothing would ever make the climate any better. But the climate within the hearts of men was better. Men were clearly and simply a better kind of man.


  Julian had never written a book, for he had always said that his students were his books. And with the passage of years, Julian’s students had indeed become his books. They were erudite like books, complex like books, long-lasting like books. His students had become great men. Their generation was accomplishing feats that the ancients themselves had never dreamt of. Air wells, ice-ponds and aqueducts. Glass palaces of colored light. Peak-flashing heliographs and giant projection machines. Carnivals and pageants. Among these men, greatness was common as dirt.


  It was required, somehow, that the teacher of such men should himself be a great man. So the great men delighted in honoring Julian. He was housed in a room in one of their palaces, and stuffed with creature comforts like a fattened capon. His only duty was to play the sage for his successors, to cackle wise inanities for them. To sing the praises of the golden present, and make the darkest secrets of a dark age more tenaciously obscure.


  Futurity could never allow the past to betray it again.
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  THE BRIGHT SEAS OF VENUS


  Stephen Leigh


  I hate you.


  Mine is a hatred that is complete and without any reservation. That’s all you really need to know. Yes, I know, “hate” is an overused word that is too generic to have much meaning, and no real writer would use it, but I could dump out the thesaurus and find other, more specific words that you may substitute, if you wish: abhor, loathe, detest, despise, execrate, abominate, am repulsed by, feel revulsion for . . . Choose one if you prefer, but the bottom line’s the same.


  I hate you.


  You know it, too, because you feel the same way toward me. We’re locked in mutual antipathy, mutual enmity (there’s that thesaurus again; I know how much you love word games). If I were standing right in front of you right now, you’d be nodding your head, thinking “Oh, it’s you. Yeah, I know exactly what you mean, you asshole.”


  But right now I imagine you’re actually blinking a bit in confusion. You’re looking back at the title and the byline and wondering what the hell’s going on. Where’s the promised “Bright Seas of Venus” ? Did the magazine get screwed up somehow?


  You stupid idiot. I know you. I know you don’t buy print magazines anymore. Everything you read is online. E-text. Downloaded. You read on your laptop, on your phone, on your tablet. You prefer phosphor dots on a screen, not ink on actual paper. And the e-world, well, as you know (or you will recall once you figure out who’s actually writing this, because it’s sure not that “Stephen Leigh” hack), the online world is my area of expertise. It wasn’t particularly easy, mind you, but it also wasn’t impossible. All I had to do was watch you—no, don’t bother looking over your shoulder; I’m not there now—and figure out when you were going to download this particular magazine, and run my little program. Poof! There goes “The Bright Seas of Venus”—which, by the way, is an incredibly mediocre story without any redeeming literary value; I have to believe that the editor bought it only because this Leigh guy is a friend of his—and that eminently forgettable but sadly much longer story is replaced with this one. My story. Which, incidentally, you’re the only one reading, as everyone else who is looking at this issue gets to read the tedious “The Bright Seas of Venus.” At least that’s what happened assuming the program worked as planned. I can’t imagine any of the readers who are stuck with the original story are enjoying themselves as much as I am. For a single good reason.


  I fucking hate you.


  Oh, you’re having a few thoughts now, aren’t you? You’re going over all the people you know who might just have the technical expertise to do what I just mentioned. You’re running down the list of names, and you’re frowning because you don’t think any of them actually hate you. They might not like you, but hate . . .?


  C’mon, give me some credit. I’m much more subtle than that. You remember the time when we were all together at the holiday party, and you made that nasty crack about me and the way I look? Everyone’s eyes widened a little, because the comment went way over the line into intentional cruelty (not that you noticed; you thought you were being extraordinarily witty), but did I allow myself to show my anger? Did I snarl and tell you just what a goddamn jerk you were being? Did I tell you how you have no goddamn clue what I am and what someone like me is capable of?


  No, I didn’t. Instead, I swallowed all the bile. I waved my hand in your direction and laughed it off, which allowed everyone else to laugh also. Then you proceeded to further reveal your bigotry, close-mindedness, and general assholery for the rest of the night. Remember how, one by one, everyone drifted away from you and stopped making eye contact while you were walking around the room trying to force your way into conversations? Here’s why:


  It seems most everyone who gets close enough to you ends up with a universal dislike of you as a human being. But me . . . I straight-out hate you.


  I suppose the final straw was the time you saw me with that fantasy and horror anthology. You pointed at the book and laughed your hideous laugh so that everyone else turned to see what was so funny. “What a bunch of stupid crap,” you said. “Science fiction, fantasy . . . Shit like that is made for readers who aren’t intellectually capable of processing or appreciating genuine literature. It’s cotton candy; pure empty calories and when you try to find substance in it, it just melts away. The entire genre’s nothing but escapist garbage for those who are stuck in their adolescence. How can anyone with any intelligence believe any of that stuff? Vampires, zombies, and, monsters—oh my!” You nearly sing the words. “None of it’s real.”


  “Maybe not, but I still enjoy reading it,” I answered, lifting up the book as I gave you a last opportunity to step back from your comments, to realize how insulting and pretentious you were acting. Giving you the opportunity to apologize.


  You laughed again. “Well, I’d expect you would,” you answered.


  Once more, you demonstrated that despite your judgments and mockery, you don’t know me. Not at all.


  Oh, I shrugged and went on without another remark, but I smiled inside. You see, by then I already knew the truth about you. I’d already hacked into your accounts. I knew the type of reading you preferred yourself—after all, you’d ordered the same book I was then holding (though in e-book form) just a week before. I knew that as much as you protested how wonderful “real” literature was, it also wasn’t what you chose to read yourself.


  I knew that everything about you was a useless, pretentious, arrogant lie.


  I hate you . . . but you know that already at this point. I suppose there’s no reason to keep repeating it.


  By now, you’re undoubtedly wondering why I keep going on about how I feel about you and where I’m going with this. Fine. Let’s end the tale. In fact, I think you already have a premonition of how things turn out.


  You’re already starting to feel it, aren’t you? It’s subtle at first, almost unnoticeable: the feeling that someone’s staring at you from shadows behind you, their gaze burrowing into your shoulder blades. Then the sense intensifies. You hear a creaking—what was that? A stealthy footstep? Your mouth has gone dry and you can’t gather enough spit to swallow. You want to laugh your horrible, mocking laugh again, but you can’t quite manage it.


  Now comes a quick prickling rush along your spine that makes you want to shiver, a feeling so intense that you’re afraid to even turn around to dispel the notion. You can nearly imagine hands reaching out for you: terrible, clawed, deformed things ready to rend and tear, to lay you open to the white bones as your blood sprays. You’ve read those stories, right? Then the smell hits you: a whiff of sulphur and rot and decay that slides past you like a cold, dead breath. But you keep reading these words, because now you’re shaking and afraid that if you stop, you’ll find out that your growing unease isn’t entirely caused by the words you’re reading.


  You hear the beginnings of my sinister, amused chuckle, and you know . . .


  Fantasy—at least the dark, horrific, and nasty kind—is all too real.


  And it hates you.


  UNDER THE MOONS OF VENUS


  Damien Broderick


  1.


  In the long, hot, humid afternoon, Blackett obsessively paced off the outer dimensions of the Great Temple of Petra against the black asphalt of the deserted car parks, trying to recapture the pathway back to Venus. Faint rectangular lines still marked the empty spaces allocated to staff vehicles long gone from the campus, stretching on every side like the equations in some occult geometry of invocation. Later, as shadows stretched across the all-but-abandoned industrial park, he considered again the possibility that he was trapped in delusion, even psychosis. At the edge of an overgrown patch of dried lawn, he found a crushed Pepsi can, a bent yellow plastic straw protruding from it. He kicked it idly.


  “Thus I refute Berkeley,” he muttered, with a half smile. The can twisted, fell back on the grass; he saw that a runner of bind weed wrapped its flattened waist.


  He walked back to the sprawling house he had appropriated, formerly the residence of a wealthy CEO. Glancing at his IWC Flieger Chrono aviator’s watch, he noted that he should arrive there ten minutes before his daily appointment with the therapist.


  2.


  Cool in a chillingly expensive pale blue Mila Schön summer frock, her carmine toenails brightly painted in her open Ferragamo Penelope sandals, Clare regarded him: lovely, sly, professionally compassionate. She sat across from him on the front porch of the old house, rocking gently in the suspended glider.


  “Your problem,” the psychiatrist told him, “is known in our trade as lack of affect. You have shut down and locked off your emotional responses. You must realize, Robert, that this isn’t healthy or sustainable.”


  “Of course I know that,” he said, faintly irritated by her condescension. “Why else would I be consulting you? Not,” he said pointedly, “that it is doing me much good.”


  “It takes time, Robert. As you know.”


  3.


  Later, when Clare was gone, Blackett sat beside his silent sound system and poured two fingers of Hennessy XO brandy. It was the best he had been able to find in the largely depleted supermarket, or at any rate the least untenable for drinking purposes. He took the spirits into his mouth and felt fire run down his throat. Months earlier, he had found a single bottle of Mendis Coconut brandy in the cellar of an enormous country house. Gone now. He sat a little longer, rose, cleaned his teeth and made his toilet, drank a full glass of faintly brackish water from the tap. He found a Philip Glass CD and placed it in the mouth of the player, then went to bed. Glass’s repetitions and minimal novelty eased him into sleep. He woke at 3 in the morning, heart thundering. Silence absolute. Blackett cursed himself for forgetting to press the automatic repeat key on the CD player. Glass had fallen silent, along with most of the rest of the human race. He touched his forehead. Sweat coated his fingers.


  4.


  In the morning, he drove in a stolen car to the industrial park’s air field, rolled the Cesna 182 out from the protection of its hangar, and refueled its tanks. Against the odds, the electrically powered pump and other systems remained active, drawing current from the black arrays of solar cells oriented to the south and east, swiveling during the daylight hours to follow the apparent track of the sun. He made his abstracted, expert run through the checklist, flicked on the radio by reflex. A hum of carrier signal, nothing more. The control tower was deserted. Blackett ran the Cessna onto the slightly cracked asphalt and took off into a brisk breeze. He flew across fields going to seed, visible through sparklingly clear air. Almost no traffic moved on the roads below him. Two or three vehicles threw up a haze of dust from the untended roadway, and one laden truck crossed his path, apparently cluttered to overflowing with furniture and bedding. It seemed the ultimate in pointlessness—why not appropriate a suitable house, as he had done, and make do with its appointments? Birds flew up occasionally in swooping flocks, careful to avoid his path.


  Before noon, he was landing on the coast at the deserted Matagorda Island air force base a few hundred yards from the ocean. He sat for a moment, hearing his cooling engines ticking, and gazed at the two deteriorating Stearman biplanes that rested in the salty open air. They were at least a century old, at one time lovingly restored for air shows and aerobatic displays. Now their fabric sagged, striped red and green paint peeling from their fuselages and wings. They sagged into the hot tarmac, rubber tires rotted by the corrosive oceanfront air and the sun’s pitiless ultraviolet.


  Blackett left his own plane in the open. He did not intend to remain here long. He strolled to the end of the runway and into the long grass stretching to the ocean. Socks and trouser legs were covered quickly in clinging burrs. He reached the sandy shore as the sun stood directly overhead. After he had walked for half a mile along the strand, wishing he had thought to bring a hat, a dog crossed the sand and paced alongside, keeping its distance.


  “You’re Blackett,” the dog said.


  “Speaking.”


  “Figured it must have been you. Rare enough now to run into a human out here.”


  Blackett said nothing. He glanced at the dog, feeling no enthusiasm for a conversation. The animal was healthy enough, and well fed, a red setter with long hair that fluffed up in the tangy air. His paws left a trail across the white sand, paralleling the tracks Blackett had made. Was there some occult meaning in this simplest of geometries? If so, it would be erased soon enough, as the ocean moved in, impelled by the solar tide, and lazily licked the beach clean.


  Seaweed stretched along the edge of the sluggish water, dark green, stinking. Out of breath, he sat and looked disconsolately across the slow, flat waves of the diminished tide. The dog trotted by, threw itself down in the sand a dozen feet away. Blackett knew he no longer dared sit here after nightfall, in a dark alive with thousands of brilliant pinpoint stars, a planet or two, and no Moon. Never again a Moon. Once he had ventured out here after the sun went down, and low in the deep indigo edging the horizon had seen the clear distinct blue disk of the evening star, and her two attendant satellites, one on each side of the planet. Ganymede, with its thin atmosphere still intact, remained palest brown. Luna, at that distance, was a bright pinpoint orb, her pockmarked face never again to be visible to the naked eye of an Earthly viewer beneath her new, immensely deep carbon dioxide atmosphere.


  He noticed that the dog was creeping cautiously toward him, tail wagging, eyes averted except for the occasional swift glance.


  “Look,” he said, “I’d rather be alone.”


  The dog sat up and uttered a barking laugh. It swung its head from side to side, conspicuously observing the hot, empty strand.


  “Well, bub, I’d say you’ve got your wish, in spades.”


  “Nobody has swum here in years, apart from me. This is an old air force base, it’s been decommissioned for . . .”


  He trailed off. It was no answer to the point the animal was making. Usually at this time of year, Blackett acknowledged to himself, other beaches, more accessible to the crowds, would be swarming with shouting or whining children, mothers waddling or slumped, baking in the sun under SP 50 lotions, fat men eating snacks from busy concession stands, vigorous swimmers bobbing in white-capped waves. Now the empty waves crept in, onto the tourist beaches as they did here, like the flattened, poisoned combers at the site of the Exxon Valdez oil spill, twenty years after men had first set foot on the now absent Moon.


  “It wasn’t my idea,” he said. But the dog was right; this isolation was more congenial to him than otherwise. Yet the yearning to rejoin the rest of the human race on Venus burned in his chest like angina.


  “Not like I’m blaming you, bub.” The dog tilted its handsome head. “Hey, should have said, I’m Sporky.”


  Blackett inclined his own head in reply. After a time, Sporky said, “You think it’s a singularity excursion, right?”


  He got to his feet, brushed sand from his legs and trousers. “I certainly don’t suspect the hand of Jesus. I don’t think I’ve been Left Behind.”


  “Hey, don’t go away now.” The dog jumped up, followed him at a safe distance. “It could be aliens, you know.”


  “You talk too much,” Blackett said.
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  As he landed, later in the day, still feeling refreshed from his hour in the water, he saw through the heat curtains of rising air a rather dirty precinct vehicle drive through the unguarded gate and onto the runway near the hangars. He taxied in slowly, braked, opened the door. The sergeant climbed out of his Ford Crown Victoria, cap off, waving it to cool his florid face.


  “Saw you coming in, doc,” Jacobs called. “Figured you might like a lift back. Been damned hot out today, not the best walking weather.”


  There was little point in arguing. Blackett clamped the red tow bar to the nose wheel, steered the Cessna backward into the hangar, heaved the metal doors closed with an echoing rumble. He climbed into the cold interior of the Ford. Jacobs had the air-conditioning running at full bore, and a noxious country and western singer wailing from the sound system. Seeing his guest’s frown, the police officer grinned broadly and turned the hideous noise down.


  “You have a visitor waiting,” he said. His grin verged on the lewd. Jacobs drove by the house twice a day, part of his self-imposed duty, checking on his brutally diminished constituency. For some reason he took a particular, avuncular interest in Blackett. Perhaps he feared for his own mental health in this terrible circumstance.


  “She’s expected, sergeant.” By seniority of available staff, the man was probably a captain or even police chief for the region, now, but Blackett declined to offer the honorary promotional title. “Drop me off at the top of the street, would you?”


  “It’s no trouble to take you to the door.”


  “I need to stretch my legs after the flight.”


  In the failing light of dusk, he found Clare, almost in shadow, moving like a piece of beautiful driftwood stranded on a dying tide, backward and slowly forward, on his borrowed porch. She nodded, with her Gioconda smile, and said nothing. This evening she wore a broderie anglaise white-on-white embroidered blouse and 501s cut-down almost to her crotch, bleached by the long summer sun. She sat rocking wordlessly, her knees parted, revealing the pale lanterns of her thighs.


  “Once again, doctor,” Blackett told her, “you’re trying to seduce me. What do you suppose this tells us both?”


  “It tells us, doctor, that yet again you have fallen prey to intellectualized over-interpreting.” She was clearly annoyed, but keeping her tone level. Her limbs remained disposed as they were. “You remember what they told us at school.”


  “The worst patients are physicians, and the worst physician patients are psychiatrists.” He took the old woven cane seat, shifting it so that he sat at right angles to her, looking directly ahead at the heavy brass knocker on the missing CEO’s mahogany entrance door. It was serpentine, perhaps a Chinese dragon couchant. A faint headache pulsed behind his eyes; he closed them.


  “You’ve been to the coast again, Robert?”


  “I met a dog on the beach,” he said, eyes still closed. A cooling breeze was moving into the porch, bringing a fragrance of the last pink mimosa blossoms in the garden bed beside the dry, dying lawn. “He suggested that we’ve experienced a singularity cataclysm.” He sat forward suddenly, turned, caught her regarding him with her blue eyes. “What do you think of that theory, doctor? Does it arouse you?”


  “You had a conversation with a dog,” she said, uninflected, nonjudgmental.


  “One of the genetically upregulated animals,” he said, irritated. “Modified jaw and larynx, expanded cortex and Broca region.”


  Clare shrugged. Her interiority admitted of no such novelties. “I’ve heard that singularity hypothesis before. The Mayans—”


  “Not that new age crap.” He felt an unaccustomed jolt of anger. Why did he bother talking to this woman? Sexual interest? Granted, but remote; his indifference toward her rather surprised him, but it was so. Blackett glanced again at her thighs, but she had crossed her legs. He rose. “I need a drink. I think we should postpone this session, I’m not feeling at my best.”


  She took a step forward, placed one cool hand lightly on his bare, sunburned arm.


  “You’re still convinced the Moon had gone from the sky, Robert? You still maintain that everyone has gone to Venus?”


  “Not everyone,” he said brusquely, and removed her hand. He gestured at the darkened houses in the street. A mockingbird trilled from a tree, but there were no leaf blowers, no teenagers in sports cars passing with rap booming and thudding, no barbecue odors of smoke and burning steak, no TV displays flickering behind curtained windows. He found his key, went to the door, did not invite her in. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Clare.”


  “Good night, Robert. Feel better.” The psychiatrist went down the steps with a light, almost childlike, skipping gait, and paused a moment at the end of the path, raising a hand in farewell or admonishment. “A suggestion, Robert. The almanac ordains a full moon tonight. It rises a little after eight. You should see it plainly from your back garden a few minutes later, once the disk clears the treetops.”


  For a moment he watched her fade behind the overgrown, untended foliage fronting this opulent dwelling. He shook his head, and went inside. In recent months, since the theft of the Moon, Clare had erected ontological denial into the central principle of her world construction, her Weltbild. The woman, in her own mind supposedly his therapeutic guide, was hopelessly insane.
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  After a scratch dinner of canned artichoke hearts, pineapple slices, pre-cooked baby potatoes, pickled eel from a jar, and rather dry lightly-salted wheaten thins, washed down with Californian Chablis from the refrigerator, Blackett dressed in slightly more formal clothing for his weekly visit to Kafele Massri. This massively obese bibliophile lived three streets over in the Baptist rectory across the street from the regional library. At intervals, while doing his own shopping, Blackett scavenged through accessible food stores for provender that he left in plastic bags beside Massri’s side gate, providing an incentive to get outside the walls of the house for a few minutes. The man slept all day, and barely budged from his musty bed even after the sun had gone down, scattering emptied cans and plastic bottles about on the uncarpeted floor. Massri had not yet taken to urinating in his squalid bedclothes, as far as Blackett could tell, but the weekly visits always began by emptying several jugs the fat man used at night in lieu of chamber pots, rinsing them under the trickle of water from the kitchen tap, and returning them to the bedroom, where he cleared away the empties into bags and tossed those into the weedy back yard where obnoxious scabby cats crawled or lay panting.


  Kafele Massri was propped up against three or four pillows. “I have. New thoughts, Robert. The ontology grows. More tractable.” He spoke in a jerky sequence of emphysematic wheezing gasps, his swollen mass pressing relentlessly on the rupturing alveoli skeining his lungs. His fingers twitched, as if keying an invisible keyboard; his eyes shifting again and again to the dead computer. When he caught Blackett’s amused glance, he shrugged, causing one of the pillows to slip and fall. “Without my beloved internet, I am. Hamstrung. My preciiiouuus.” His thick lips quirked. He foraged through the bed covers, found a battered Hewlett-Packard scientific calculator. Its green strip of display flickered as his fingers pressed keys. “Luckily. I still have. This. My slide rule.” Wheezing, he burst into laughter, followed by an agonizing fit of coughing.


  “Let me get you a glass of water, Massri.” Blackett returned with half a glass; any more, and the bibliophile would spill it down his vast soiled bathrobe front. It seemed to ease the coughing. They sat side by side for a time, as the Egyptian got his breath under control. Ceaselessly, under the impulse of his pudgy fingers, the small green numerals flickered in and out of existence, a Borgesian proof of the instability of reality.


  “You realize. Venus is upside. Down?”


  “They tipped it over?”


  They was a placeholder for whatever force or entity or cosmic freak of nature had translated the two moons into orbit around the second planet, abstracting them from Earth and Jupiter and instantaneously replacing them in Venus space, as far as anyone could tell in the raging global internet hysteria before most of humanity was translated as well to the renovated world. Certainly Blackett had never noticed that the planet was turned on its head, but he had only been on Venus less than five days before he was recovered, against his will, to central Texas.


  “Au contraire. It has always. Spun. Retrograde. It rotates backwards. The northern or upper hemisphere turns. Clockwise.” Massri heaved a strangled breath, made twisted motions with his pudgy, blotched hands. “Nobody noticed that until late last. Century. The thick atmosphere, you know. And clouds. Impenetrable. High albedo. Gone now, of course.”


  Was it even the same world? He and the Egyptian scholar had discussed this before; it seemed to Blackett that whatever force had prepared this new Venus as a suitable habitat for humankind must have done so long ago, in some parallel or superposed state of alternative reality. The books piled around this squalid bed seemed to support such a conjecture. Worlds echoing away into infinity, each slightly different from the world adjacent to it, in a myriad of different dimensions of change. Earth, he understood, had been struck in infancy by a raging proto-planet the size of Mars, smashing away the light outer crust and flinging it into an orbiting shell that settled, over millions of years of impacts, into the Moon now circling Venus. But if in some other prismatic history, Venus had also suffered interplanetary bombardment on that scale, blowing away its monstrous choking carbon dioxide atmosphere and churning up the magma, driving the plate tectonic upheavals unknown until then, where was the Venerean or Venusian moon? Had that one been transported away to yet another alternative reality? It made Blackett tired to consider these metaphysical landscapes radiating away into eternity even as they seemed to close oppressively upon him, a psychic null-point of suffocating extinction.


  Shyly, Kafele Massri broke the silence. “Robert, I have never. Asked you this.” He paused, and the awkward moment extended. They heard the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall outside.


  “If I want to go back there? Yes, Kafele, I do. With all my heart.”


  “I know that. No. What was it. Like?” A sort of anguish tore the man’s words. He himself had never gone, not even for a moment. Perhaps, he had joked once, there was a weight limit, a baggage surcharge his account could not meet.


  “You’re growing forgetful, my friend. Of course we’ve discussed this. The immense green-leaved trees, the crystal air, the strange fire-hued birds high in the canopies, the great rolling ocean—”


  “No.” Massri agitated his heavy hands urgently. “Not that. Not the sci fi movie. Images. No offense intended. I mean . . . The affect. The weight or lightness of. The heart. The rapture of. Being there. Or the. I don’t know. Dislocation? Despair?”


  Blackett stood up. “Clare informs me I have damaged affect. ‘Flattened,’ she called it. Or did she say ‘diminished’ ? Typical diagnostic hand-waving. If she’d been in practice as long as I—”


  “Oh, Robert, I meant no—”


  “Of course you didn’t.” Stiffly, he bent over the mound of the old man’s supine body, patted his shoulder. “I’ll get us some supper. Then you can tell me your new discovery.”
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  Tall cumulonimbus clouds moved in like a battlefleet of the sky, but the air remained hot and sticky. Lightning cracked in the distance, marching closer during the afternoon. When rain fell, it came suddenly, drenching the parched soil, sluicing the roadway, with a wind that blew discarded plastic bottles and bags about before dumping them at the edge of the road or piled against the fences and barred, spear-topped front gates. Blackett watched from the porch, the spray of rain blowing against his face in gusts. In the distance a stray dog howled and scurried.


  On Venus, he recalled, under its doubled moons, the storms had been abrupt and hard, and the ocean tides surged in great rushes of blue-green water, spume like the head on a giant’s overflowing draught of beer. Ignoring the shrill warnings of displaced astronomers, the first settlers along one shoreline, he had been told, perished as they viewed the glory of a Ganymedean-Lunar eclipse of the sun, twice as hot, a third again as wide. The proxivenerean spring tide, tugged by both moons and the sun as well, heaped up the sea and hurled it at the land.


  Here on Earth, at least, the Moon’s current absence somewhat calmed the weather. And without the endless barrage of particulate soot, inadequately scrubbed, exhaled into the air by a million factory chimneys and a billion fuel fires in the Third World, rain came more infrequently now. Perhaps, he wondered, was it time to move to a more salubrious climatic region. But what if that blocked his return to Venus? The very thought made the muscles at his jaw tighten painfully.


  For an hour he watched the lowering sky for the glow pasted beneath distant clouds by a flash of electricity, then the tearing violence of lightning strikes as they came closer, passing by within miles. In an earlier dispensation, he would have pulled the plugs on his computers and other delicate equipment, unprepared to accept the dubious security of surge protectors. During one storm, years earlier, when the Moon still hung in the sky, his satellite dish and decoder burned out in a single nearby frightful clap of noise and light. On Venus, he reflected, the human race were yet to advance to the recovery of electronics. How many had died with the instant loss of infrastructure—sewerage, industrial food production, antibiotics, air conditioning? Deprived of television and music and books, how many had taken their own lives, unable to find footing in a world where they must fetch for themselves, work with neighbors they had found themselves flung amongst willy-nilly? Yes, many had been returned just long enough to ransack most of the medical supplies and haul away clothing, food, contraceptives, packs of toilet paper . . . Standing at the edge of the storm, on the elegant porch of his appropriated mansion, Blackett smiled, thinking of the piles of useless stereos, laptops and plasma TV screens he had seen dumped beside the immense Venusian trees. People were so stereotypical, unadaptive. No doubt driven to such stupidities, he reflected, by their lavish affect.
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  Clare found him in the empty car park, pacing out the dimensions of Petra’s Great Temple. He looked at her when she repeated his name, shook his head, slightly disoriented.


  “This is the Central Arch, with the Theatron,” he explained. “East and West corridors.” He gestured. “In the center, the Forecourt, beyond the Proneos, and then the great space of the Lower Temenos.”


  “And all this,” she said, looking faintly interested, “is a kind of imaginal reconstruction of Petra.”


  “Of its Temple, yes.”


  “The rose-red city half as old as time?” Now a mocking note had entered her voice.


  He took her roughly by the arm, drew her into the shade of the five-story brick and concrete structure where neuropharmaceutical researchers had formerly plied their arcane trade. “Clare, we don’t understand time. Look at this wall.” He smote it with one clenched fist. “Why didn’t it collapse when the Moon was removed? Why didn’t terrible earthquakes split the ground open? The earth used to flex every day with lunar tides, Clare. There should have been convulsions as it compensated for the changed stresses. Did they see to that as well?”


  “The dinosaurs, you mean?” She sighed, adopted a patient expression.


  Blackett stared. “The what?”


  “Oh.” Today she was wearing deep red culottes and a green silk shirt, with a bandit’s scarf holding back her heavy hair. Dark adaptive-optic sunglasses hid her eyes. “The professor hasn’t told you his latest theory? I’m relieved to hear it. It isn’t healthy for you two to spend so much time together, Robert. Folie à deux is harder to budge than a simple defensive delusion.”


  “You’ve been talking to Kafele Massri?” He was incredulous. “The man refuses to allow women into his house.”


  “I know. We talk through the bedroom window. I bring him soup for lunch.”


  “Good god.”


  “He assures me that the dinosaurs turned the planet Venus upside down 65 million years ago. They were intelligent. Not all of them, of course.”


  “No, you’ve misunderstood—”


  “Probably. I must admit I wasn’t listening very carefully. I’m far more interested in the emotional undercurrents.”


  “You would be. Oh, damn, damn.”


  “What’s a Temenos?”


  Blackett felt a momentary bubble of excitement. “At Petra, it was a beautiful sacred enclosure with hexagonal flooring, and three colonnades topped by sculptures of elephants’ heads. Water was carried throughout the temple by channels, you see—” He started pacing off the plan of the Temple again, convinced that this was the key to his return to Venus. Clare walked beside him, humming very softly.
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  “I understand you’ve been talking to my patient.” Blackett took care to allow no trace of censure to color his words.


  “Ha! It would be extremely uncivil, Robert. To drink her soup while maintaining. A surly silence. Incidentally, she maintains. You are her. Client.”


  “A harmless variant on the transference, Massri. But you understand that I can’t discuss my patients, so I’m afraid we’ll have to drop that topic immediately.” He frowned at the Egyptian, who sipped tea from a half-filled mug. “I can say that Clare has a very garbled notion of your thinking about Venus.”


  “She’s a delightful young woman, but doesn’t. Seem to pay close attention to much. Beyond her wardrobe. Ah well. But Robert, I had to tell somebody. You didn’t seem especially responsive. The other night.”


  Blackett settled back with his own mug of black coffee, already cooling. He knew he should stop drinking caffeine; it made him jittery. “You know I’m uncomfortable with anything that smacks of so-called ‘Intelligent Design.’ ”


  “Put your mind at. Rest, my boy. The design is plainly intelligent. Profoundly so, but. There’s nothing supernatural in it. To the contrary.”


  “Still—dinosaurs? The dog I was talking to the other day favors what it called a ‘singularity excursion.’ In my view, six of one, half a dozen—”


  “But don’t you see?” The obese bibliophile struggled to heave his great mass up against the wall, hauling a pillow with him. “Both are wings. Of the same argument.”


  “Ah.” Blackett put down his mug, wanting to escape the musty room with its miasma of cranky desperation. “Not just dinosaurs, transcendental dinosaurs.”


  Unruffled, Massri pursed his lips. “Probably. In effect.” His breathing seemed rather improved. Perhaps his exchanges with an attractive young woman, even through the half-open window, braced his spirits.


  “You have evidence and impeccable logic for this argument, I imagine?”


  “Naturally. Has it ever occurred to you. How extremely improbable it is. That the west coast of Africa. Would fit so snugly against. The east coast of South America?”


  “I see your argument. Those continents were once joined, then broke apart. Plate tectonics drifted them thousands of miles apart. It’s obvious to the naked eye, but nobody believed it for centuries.”


  The Egyptian nodded, evidently pleased with his apt student. “And how improbable is it that. The Moon’s apparent diameter varies from 29 degrees 23 minutes to 33 degrees 29 minutes. Apogee to perigee. While the sun’s apparent diameter varies. From 31 degrees 36 minutes to 32 degrees 3 minutes.”


  The effort of this exposition plainly exhausted the old man; he sank back against his unpleasant pillows.


  “So we got total solar eclipses by the Moon where one just covered the other. A coincidence, nothing more.”


  “Really? And what of this equivalence? The Moon rotated every 27.32 days. The sun’s sidereal rotation. Allowing for current in the surface. Is 25.38 days.”


  Blackett felt as if ants were crawling under his skin. He forced patience upon himself.


  “Not all that close, Massri. What, some . . . eight percent difference?”


  “Seven. But Robert, the Moon’s rotation has been slowing as it drifts away from Earth, because it is tidally locked. Was. Can you guess when the lunar day equaled the solar day?”


  “Kafele, what are you going to tell me? 4 BC? 622AD?”


  “Neither Christ’s birth nor Mohammed’s Hegira. Robert, near as I can calculate it, 65.5 million years ago.”


  Blackett sat back, genuinely shocked, all his assurance draining away. The Cretaceous-Tertiary boundary. The Chicxulub impact event that exterminated the dinosaurs. He struggled his way back to reason. Clare had not been mistaken, not about that.


  “This is just . . . absurd, my friend. The slack in those numbers . . . But what if they are right? So?”


  The old man hauled himself up by brute force, dragged his legs over the side of the bed. “I have to take care of business,” he said. “Leave the room, please, Robert.”


  From the hall, where he paced in agitation, Blackett heard a torrent of urine splashing into one of the jugs he had emptied when he arrived. Night music, he thought, forcing a grin. That’s what James Joyce had called it. No, wait, that wasn’t it—Chamber music. But the argument banged against his brain. And so what? Nothing could be dismissed out of hand. The damned Moon had been picked up and moved, and given a vast deep carbon dioxide atmosphere, presumably hosed over from the old Venus through some higher dimension. Humanity had been relocated to the cleaned-up version of Venus, a world with a breathable atmosphere and oceans filled with strange but edible fish. How could anything be ruled out as preposterous, however ungainly or grotesque?


  “You can come back in now.” There were thumps and thuds.


  Instead, Blackett went back to the kitchen and made a new pot of coffee. He carried two mugs into the bedroom.


  “Have I frightened you, my boy?”


  “Everything frightens me these days, Professor Massri. You’re about to tell me that you’ve found a monolith in the back garden, along with the discarded cans and the mangy cats.”


  The Egyptian laughed, phlegm shaking his chest. “Almost. Almost. The Moon is now on orbit a bit over. A million kilometers from Venus. Also retrograde. Exactly the same distance Ganymede. Used to be from Jupiter.”


  “Well, okay, hardly a coincidence. And Ganymede is in the Moon’s old orbit.”


  For a moment, Massri was silent. His face was drawn. He put down his coffee with a shaking hand.


  “No. Ganymede orbits Venus some 434,000 kilometers out. According to the last data I could find before. The net went down for good.”


  “Farther out than the Moon used to orbit Earth. And?”


  “The Sun, from Venus, as you once told me. Looks brighter and larger. In fact, it subtends about 40 minutes of arc. And by the most convenient and. Interesting coincidence. Ganymede now just exactly looks . . .”


  “. . . the same size as the Sun, from the surface of Venus.” Ice ran down Blackett’s back. “So it blocks the Sun exactly at total eclipse. That’s what you’re telling me?”


  “Except for the corona, and bursts of solar flares. As the Moon used to do here.” Massri sent him a glare almost baleful in its intensity. “And you think that’s just a matter of chance? Do you think so, Dr. Blackett?”
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  The thunderstorm on the previous day had left the air cooler. Blackett walked home slowly in the darkness, holding the HP calculator and two books the old man had perforce drawn upon for data, now the internet was expired. He did not recall having carried these particular volumes across the street from the empty library. Perhaps Clare or one of the other infrequent visitors had fetched them.


  The stars hung clean and clear through the heavy branches extending from the gardens of most of the large houses in the neighborhood and across the old sidewalk. In the newer, outlying parts of the city, the nouveaux riches had considered it a mark of potent prosperity to run their well-watered lawns to the very verge of the roadway, never walking anywhere, driving to visit neighbors three doors distant. He wondered how they were managing on Venus. Perhaps the ratio of fit to obese and terminally inactive had improved, under the whip of necessity. Too late for poor Kafele, he thought, and made a mental note to stockpile another batch of pioglitazone, the old man’s diabetes drug, when next he made a foray into a pharmacy.


  He sat for half an hour in the silence of the large kitchen, scratching down data points and recalculating the professor’s estimates. It was apparent that Massri thought the accepted extinction date of the great reptiles, coinciding as it did with the perfect overlap of the greater and lesser lights in the heavens, was no such thing—that it was, in fact, a time-stamp for Creation. The notion chilled Blackett’s blood. Might the world, after all (fashionable speculation!), be no more than a virtual simulation? A calculational contrivance on a colossal scale? But not truly colossal, perhaps no more than a billion lines of code and a prodigiously accurate physics engine. Nothing else so easily explained the wholesale revision of the inner solar system. The idea did not appeal; it stank in Blackett’s nostrils. Thus I refute, he thought again, and tapped a calculator key sharply. But that was a feeble refutation; one might as well, in a lucid dream, deny that any reality existed, forgetting the ground state or brute physical substrate needed to sustain the dream.


  The numbers made no sense. He ran the calculations again. It was true that Ganymede’s new orbit placed the former Jovian moon in just the right place, from time to time, to occult the sun’s disk precisely. That was a disturbing datum. The dinosaur element was far less convincing. According to the authors of these astronomy books, Earth had started out, after the tremendous shock of the X-body impact that birthed the Moon, with an dizzying 5.5 or perhaps eight-hour day. It seemed impossibly swift, but the hugely larger gas giant Jupiter, Ganymede’s former primary, turned completely around in just 10 hours.


  The blazing young Earth spun like a mad top, its almost fatal impact wound subsiding, sucked away into subduction zones created by the impact itself. Venus—the old Venus, at least—lacked tectonic plates; the crust was resurfaced at half billion year intervals, as the boiling magma burst up through the rigid rocks, but not enough to carry down and away the appalling mass of carbon dioxide that had crushed the surface with a hundred times the pressure of Earth’s oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. Now, though, the renovated planet had a breathable atmosphere. Just add air and water, Blackett thought. Presumably the crust crept slowly over the face of the world, sucked down and spat back up over glacial epochs. But the numbers—


  The Moon had been receding from Earth at a sluggish rate of 38 kilometers every million years—one part in 10,000 of its final orbital distance, before its removal to Venus. Kepler’s Third Law, Blackett noted, established the orbital equivalence of time squared with distance cubed. So those 65.5 million years ago, when the great saurians were slain by a falling star, Luna had been only 2500 km closer to the Earth. But to match the sun’s sidereal rotation exactly, the Moon needed to be more than 18,000 km nearer. That was the case no more recently than 485 million years ago.


  Massri’s dinosaur fantasy was off by a factor of at least 7.4.


  Then how had the Egyptian reached his numerological conclusion? And where did all this lead? Nowhere useful that Blackett could see.


  It was all sheer wishful thinking. Kafele Massri was as delusional as Clare, his thought processes utterly unsound. Blackett groaned and put his head on the table. Perhaps, he had to admit, his own reflections were no more reliable.
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  “I’m flying down to the coast for a swim,” Blackett told Clare. “There’s room in the plane.”


  “A long way to go for a dip.”


  “A change of scenery,” he said. “Bring your bathing suit if you like. I never bother, myself.”


  She gave him a long, cool look. “A nude beach? All right. I’ll bring some lunch.”


  They drove together to the small airfield to one side of the industrial park in a serviceable SUV he found abandoned outside a Seven-Eleven. Clare had averted her eyes as he hot-wired the engine. She wore sensible hiking boots, dark gray shorts, a white wife-beater that showed off her small breasts to advantage. Seated and strapped in, she laid her broad-brimmed straw hat on her knees. Blackett was mildly concerned by the slowly deteriorating condition of the plane. It had not been serviced in many months. He felt confident, though, that it would carry him where he needed to go, and back again.


  During the 90-minute flight, he tried to explain the Egyptian’s reasoning. The young psychiatrist responded with indifference that became palpable anxiety. Her hands tightened on the seat belt cinched at her waist. Blackett abandoned his efforts.


  As they landed at Matagorda Island, she regained her animation. “Oh, look at those lovely biplanes! A shame they’re in such deplorable condition. Why would anyone leave them out in the open weather like that?” She insisted on crossing to the sagging Stearmans for a closer look. Were those tears in her eyes?


  Laden with towels and a basket of food, drink, paper plates and two glasses, Blackett summoned her sharply. “Come along, Clare, we’ll miss the good waves if we loiter.” If she heard bitter irony in his tone, she gave no sign of it. A gust of wind carried away his own boater, and she dashed after it, brought it back, jammed it rakishly on his balding head. “Thank you. I should tie the damned thing on with a leather thong, like the cowboys used to do, and cinch it with a . . . a . . .”


  “A woggle,” she said, unexpectedly.


  It made Blackett laugh out loud. “Good god, woman! Wherever did you get a word like that?”


  “My brother was a boy scout,” she said.


  They crossed the unkempt grass, made their way with some difficulty down to the shoreline. Blue ocean stretched south, almost flat, sparkling in the cloudless light. Blackett set down his burden, stripped his clothing efficiently, strode into the water. The salt stung his nostrils and eyes. He swam strongly out toward Mexico, thinking of the laughable scene in the movie Gattaca. He turned back, and saw Clare’s head bobbing, sun-bleached hair plastered against her well-shaped scalp.


  They lay side by side in the sun, odors of sun-block hanging on the unmoving air. After a time, Blackett saw the red setter approaching from the seaward side. The animal sat on its haunches, mouth open and tongue lolling, saying nothing.


  “Hello, Sporky,” Blackett said. “Beach patrol duties?”


  “Howdy, doc. Saw the Cessna coming in. Who’s the babe?”


  “This is Dr. Clare Laing. She’s a psychiatrist, so show some respect.”


  Light glistened on her nearly naked body, reflected from sweat and a scattering of mica clinging to her torso. She turned her head away, affected to be sleeping. No, not sleeping. He realized that her attention was now fixed on a rusty bicycle wheel half buried in the sand. It seemed she might be trying to work out the absolute essence of the relationship between them, with the rim and broken spokes of this piece of sea drift serving as some kind of spinal metaphor.


  Respectful of her privacy, Blackett sat up and began explaining to the dog the bibliophile’s absurd miscalculation. Sporky interrupted his halting exposition.


  “You’re saying the angular width of the sun, then and now, is about 32 arc minutes.”


  “Yes, 0.00925 radians.”


  “And the Moon last matched this some 485 million years ago.”


  “No, no. Well, it was a slightly better match than it is now, but that’s not Massri’s point.”


  “Which is?”


  “Which is that the sun’s rotational period and the Moon’s were the same in that epoch. Can’t you see how damnably unlikely that is? He thinks it’s something like . . . I don’t know, God’s thumbprint on the solar system. The true date of Creation, maybe. Then he tried to show that it coincides with the extinction of the dinosaurs, but that’s just wrong, they went extinct—”


  “You do know that there was a major catastrophic extinction event at the Cambrian-Ordovician transition 488 million years ago at?”


  Dumbfounded, Blackett said, “What?”


  “Given your sloppy math, what do you say the chances are that your Moon-Sun rotation equivalence bracketed the Cambrian-Ordovician extinction? Knocked the living hell out of the trilobites, doc.”


  A surreal quality had entered the conversation. Blackett found it hard to accept that the dog could be a student of ancient geomorphisms. A spinal tremor shook him. So the creature was no ordinary genetically upgraded dog but some manifestation of the entity, the force, the ontological dislocation that had torn away the Moon and the world’s inhabitants, most of them.


  Detesting the note of pleading in his own voice, Blackett uttered a cry of heartfelt petition. He saw Clare roll over, waken from her sun-warmed drowse. “How can I get back there?” he cried. “Send me back! Send us both!”


  Sporky stood up, shook sand from his fur, spraying Blackett with stinging mica.


  “Go on as you began,” the animal said, “and let the Lord be all in all to you.”


  Clouds of uncertainty cleared from Blackett’s mind, as the caustic, acid clouds of Venus had been sucked away and transposed to the relocated Moon. He jumped up, bent, seized the psychiatrist’s hand, hauled her blinking and protesting to her feet.


  “Clare! We must trace out the ceremony of the Great Temple! Here, at the edge of the ocean. I’ve been wasting my time trying this ritual inland. Venus is now a world of great oceans!”


  “Damn it, Robert, let me go, you’re hurting—”


  But he was hauling her down to the brackish, brine-stinking sea shore. Their parallel footprints wavered, inscribing a semiotics of deliverance. He began to tread out the Petran temple perimeter, starting at the Propylecum, turned a right angle, marched them to the East Excedra and to the very foot of the ancient Cistern. He was traveling backward into archeopsychic time, deeper into those remote, somber half-worlds he had glimpsed in the recuperative paintings of his mad patients.


  “Robert! Robert!”


  They entered the water, which lapped sluggishly at their ankles and calves like the articulate tongue of a dog as large as the world. Blackett gaped. At the edge of sea and sand, great three-lobed arthropods shed water from their shells, moving slowly like enormous wood lice.


  “Trilobites!” Blackett cried. He stared about, hand still firmly clamped on Clare Laing’s. Great green rolling breakers, in the distance, rushed toward shore, broke, foamed and frothed, lifting the ancient animals and tugging at Blackett’s limbs. He tottered forward into the drag of the Venusian ocean, caught himself. He stared over his shoulder at the vast, towering green canopy of trees. Overhead, bracketing the sun, twin crescent moons shone faintly against the purple sky. He looked wildly at his companion and laughed, joyously, then flung his arms about her.


  “Clare,” he cried, alive on Venus, “Clare, we made it!”


  SET THE CONTROLS FOR THE HEART OF THE SUN


  Allen Steele


  I’m sorry, Matt. I screwed up.


  That was the final transmission from the Jove Zephyr before it plunged into the sun. It came as a text message sent via maser, the freighter’s last viable means of communication; voice contact with home was no longer possible, since radio signals were scrambled by the magnetosphere. Twenty-seven hours later, telescopes aboard Evening Star in orbit above Venus spotted a brief, tiny flare as the beamship entered the photosphere and was vaporized.


  There were a few sick jokes when that last message was made public, but most people didn’t find it funny at all; mass suicide is seldom a source of humor. What puzzled nearly everyone was its meaning. Who was Matt, and why did some poor, doomed soul aboard the beamship find it necessary to apologize to him? That question was asked again and again, but no definite answer ever came. As with so many things about the Jove Zephyr disaster, it was a mystery wrapped in tragedy.


  I know the answer. I’m Matt Garris, and the person who sent the message was Terry Koenig, my best friend. And, yes, I know what he meant. He’d screwed up, all right . . . and the mistakes he’d made took him on a journey to the sun.


  Terry and I met in the seventh grade. His family had just moved to Beverly, Tennessee, from Cleveland, so he was an unfamiliar face in my classroom when everyone came back from summer vacation. Before the end of the week, he was already in his first fight, when some kid tried to beat his lunch voucher out of him. He would have succeeded, too, if I hadn’t stepped in. I was pretty good with my fists, and I’ve never liked bullies, so I gave the kid the bloody nose he wanted to give the new guy, and that’s how we became friends.


  It soon became obvious that Terry was the smartest kid in school. He sauntered through his classes with effortless ease. Every test received a perfect score, his homework was always completed on time, his projects inevitably made everyone else’s look lame. It was like that all the way through high school, with Terry pulling down As in everything (predictably, the only exception was phys ed; he got a flat F there). I might have been jealous were it not for the fact that there’s an advantage to having the class brain as a best friend. I’m no dummy, but I don’t think I would have passed algebra or physics if he hadn’t helped me cram for the finals. Math was always a problem for me, but Terry could juggle complex equations the way other kids played video games.


  By the time we reached our senior year, it was apparent that he wasn’t merely a good student, but in fact possessed an intelligence that bordered on genius. Being the school wizard had its costs, though. Beverly High was dominated by jocks and know-nothings, while Terry was a walking stereotype: tall, skinny, nearsighted, and socially inept. I often played the role of bodyguard, warding off the idiots who’d try to knock off his i-lenses or throw his pad into the toilet.


  Truth was, Terry could be his own worst enemy. Like many highly intelligent people, he wasn’t very good at the messy business of living. Casual conversation wasn’t easy for him—he took things too seriously, and he’d never learned to laugh at himself—and relations with girls were hopeless, but I don’t think he really minded; he didn’t like talking to people who couldn’t keep up with his train of thought, and sex was an unwanted distraction. So it’s no wonder that he was picked on so much. It wasn’t just that he wasn’t normal; fact was, he was downright alien. All the same, even his enemies grudgingly acknowledged that Terry was destined for greatness. He’d never be a farmer or sell insurance or drive a truck, or have any sort of mundane life. He was going places, and everyone knew it. But I was the only guy who knew what he wanted to do.


  Terry wanted to go out into space.


  At long last, the human race was leaving Earth. The commercial space industry had finally developed the ways and means to launch payloads cheaply, and now the solar system was being opened as a vast and profitable new frontier. Powersats were providing electricity to half the countries on Earth, lunar mining stations had become small towns, and Mars was being colonized. There were even remote outposts in the asteroid belt and the Jovian moons. The same year Terry and I graduated from high school, the Pax Astra was formed by the newly independent lunar and Martian colonies. It became the first extraterrestrial government free from the countries and corporations of the old world.


  That’s where Terry set his sights. His ambitions weren’t terrestrial at all. He wanted the stars themselves. So it was no surprise that when everyone else in school was making plans for community college or state university, his application went to MIT. He got in, of course. MIT wanted him so badly, in fact, they offered a scholarship. Naturally, he accepted; his father was a shift supervisor at a local factory, his mother an elementary school teacher. They didn’t have a lot of money, but Terry was their great hope, so if he wanted to leave home and go to school in Massachusetts, they weren’t about to stand in his way.


  So while I went off to Middle Tennessee State University, Terry set sail for Cambridge. We promised each other that we’d stay in touch, and we did . . . that is, until things began to go bad for him.


  During his first semester at MIT, Terry emailed me as regularly as he could. There were often long silences, but I knew why: his coursework was intensive, and there were times when he was simply too busy to drop me a line. Nonetheless, we did our best to keep up with each other, and although he often griped about how much work was being piled on him, I could tell that he was happy to be in a place where his intelligence was respected. And when I saw him back home during Christmas break, he was the same brilliant, awkward guy I’d always known.


  During his second semester, though, a random accident changed everything. Terry was walking from one side of campus to another and was about to cross Mass. Ave. when he was almost run over by a tram. Terry nearly stepped off the curb and onto the tram line without looking. He probably would’ve died right there in the street had he not heard a voice: watch out! He stopped at once, and an instant later the tram rushed by, so close that he felt it brush against the front of his parka. Yet when he looked around to thank the person who’d warned him, he saw that he was alone on the sidewalk.


  Someone else might have dismissed this as one of life’s little mysteries, perhaps an act of his subconscious mind, but Terry didn’t. He’d never been religious or had any mystical beliefs, but this strange little incident disturbed his worldview. All of a sudden, the rational, cause-and-effect universe he’d always accepted as a given was no longer quite the same. He began to wonder if there was something out there—if not God, then at least a presence, intangible yet omnipresent—that occasionally manifested itself in subtle ways. It was a startling notion, this line of thought, and after a while it began to obsess him.


  Until then, his teachers considered Terry to be something of a prodigy, a student whose gifts were unusual even for MIT. As the winter semester went along, though, his grades began to slide, his work becoming haphazard and careless. He started skipping classes, sometimes failing to show up for weeks on end. Warnings were given and ignored; classmates became concerned, but Terry rejected their attempts to help him. He told me in his e-mail that he’d begun to suspect that he’d spent his life on a treadmill, pursuing goals that now seemed empty. Terry was questioning the meaning of his existence in a fundamental way.


  One afternoon, during a lecture, Terry got up and left, leaving his pad and t-book on his desk. Everyone assumed that he’d simply gone to the restroom, but he never came back. When his roommate returned to the dorm, he discovered that Terry’s dresser drawers were open, his duffel bag missing.


  With that, Terry Koenig abandoned his former life and disappeared.


  It wasn’t until his parents got a phone call from the dean of students’ office that they found he’d dropped out of MIT. By then, Terry had cleaned out his bank account and ditched his wristband somewhere . . . probably the Charles River, because its GPS signal ended on the Longfellow Bridge.


  He told no one where he was going, yet he didn’t completely vanish. Over the next three years, I occasionally heard from him. Now and then, I’d find a postcard in my mailbox or receive e-mail sent from a public computer. They came from places as near as Chattanooga or as distant as Vancouver: just a few words, telling me that he’d gotten a temp job as a busboy or a convenience store clerk, or that he was living in a fleabag motel or a homeless shelter.


  At one point he was in a commune in Vermont, cohabitating with a number of other spiritual seekers. He got a girlfriend while he was there; he sent me her picture, a doe-eyed teenager with unwashed hair. Another e-mail attachment was a video: shaky, unfocused images of pale November sunlight filtering through bare tree branches, narrated by Terry’s rambling, hollow voice: Time is dying, and autumn is the face of entropy. He must have been high when he did this, and that alone was disturbing; the old Terry loathed drugs.


  No address or job lasted very long; he’d eventually move on, still searching for something he couldn’t quite define. He never responded to any of the letters or e-mails I sent him, so I don’t know if he even got them, let alone pay attention to my pleas for him to come home and get help.


  This went on for a while, and then I didn’t hear from him again for nearly two years. By then I’d graduated from college, gotten a job in advertising, and pretty much written off Terry as a high school friend who’d gone off the deep end. I had forgotten him almost entirely when I received a handwritten letter from him.


  Terry had joined the Heliotropic Congregation.


  Before the Jove Zephyr tragedy, few people had heard of them. Which isn’t a surprise; fringe cults often don’t make themselves visible until they manifest their weirdness in some public way. I can only speculate about how Terry met them; it’s possible that he might have first heard about the Congregation while living on the commune. In any case, sometime in the last couple of years he’d become a member.


  The Congregation was the creation of Dr. Hermann Sneed, a former NASA astrophysicist who’d lost his job when the space agency was dismantled. Somewhere along the line, Dr. Sneed also lost his mind; he became a practitioner of a system of beliefs that merged loony-tunes mysticism with crackpot pseudoscience—and formed an organization to foster his theories.


  According to Dr. Sneed, the galaxy was inhabited by an unseen super-race that had existed long before humankind. These extraterrestrials, which he called the Heliotropes, possessed technology so advanced that they’d practically become gods. No longer dependent upon corporal bodies, the Heliotropes had sent their transcendental spirits into the cosmos, where they searched for worlds where lesser races had begun to evolve. Because the Heliotropes relied on solar energy, they took up residence near stars, hence their name . . . which, incidentally, has little to do with its dictionary definition.


  Because the Heliotropes were benign, they were interested in helping emergent races achieve higher states of existence. Yet the Heliotropes did so in subtle and unseen ways; they preferred to operate in secret, unobtrusively guiding individuals whom they considered to be crucial.


  In his letter, Terry told me that he was living in the Congregation’s “spiritual retreat” in South Dakota, where he was assisting Dr. Sneed in his efforts to make contact with the Heliotropes. I’m happy, he said. With my teacher’s help, I’ve found the spiritual clarity that I’ve been searching for all these years. He now understood that what happened on Mass. Ave. was the act of an omniscient force looking out for him, and that he was destined for a role in some great cosmic plan.


  As soon as I received the letter, I got in touch with Terry’s father. His mother had died a year ago, and although his dad was disturbed to learn what had become of his son, he was glad to hear that he was still alive. Terry had invited me to visit him, so we decided to fly to South Dakota and see if we could convince him to leave the cult and come home.


  The Congregation’s spiritual retreat was a four-acre compound about forty miles west of Pierre, a collection of rusting trailer homes and prefab sheds surrounded by a barbed-wire fence; a sixty-foot radio antenna rose from the center of the camp. Terry met us at the gate along with the two other cult members. He was almost unrecognizable; even skinnier than he’d been before, he’d had his hair cut close to the scalp and grown a beard that extended halfway to his chest. Like his escorts, he wore shapeless white pajamas and sandals. Eyeglasses had replaced his i-lenses, and he’d apparently never acquired a new wristband.


  Terry wouldn’t let us come any closer than the gate, and we were only able to speak to him for about fifteen minutes before the other cultists ushered him away. It was obvious that he now belonged to the cult, body and soul. All Terry wanted to talk about was how wonderful his life had become now that he was with “his family” and that we need not worry about him. The eerie, empty smile on his face never disappeared, not even when his father told him that his mother had passed away. His dad was still trying to persuade him to leave the compound, if only for a few minutes, when someone began to pound a drum from somewhere within the circle of trailers. Terry told us that he had to go—it was time for their midday communion, whatever that was—but before he left, I managed to get him to promise that he’d stay in touch, no matter what.


  On the way back to the airport, his father and I discussed the possibility of hiring someone to abduct Terry and deprogram him. I think we would have done it, too, if we’d had the chance. We didn’t know that we’d never see him again; the next time I heard from Terry, he was aboard the Jove Zephyr.


  However, he kept his promise.


  When ConSpace formed a partnership with the Pax Astra to establish helium-3 mining operations in Jupiter’s upper atmosphere, the company built two interplanetary freighters to travel back and forth between Earth and Callisto Station. Next to the He-3 aerostats themselves, this was the most expensive part of the operation. The Tycho Brahe and the Medici Explorer were immense vessels, each 185 feet in length and powered by gas-core nuclear engines; a round trip typically took seventeen months.


  At first, this seemed to be an efficient means of getting Jovian He-3 to the tokamaks of Earth, but events conspired to make it otherwise. After the Tycho Brahe was lost in the asteroid belt, the Medici Explorer became the sole means of cargo transport between Earth and Jupiter. Then political revolution in the Pax Astra resulted in its democratic government being overthrown and a corrupt monarchy rising in its place; one of Queen Macedonia’s first acts was the annulment of previous contracts with Earth-based corporations, including ConSpace. And finally, the Pax started making claims to Callisto Station and threatened to intercept and board the Medici Explorer if it came near Jupiter again.


  ConSpace originally intended to build two more Brahe-class freighters as the Explorer’s sister ships. Clearly, a faster vessel was needed to make the Jupiter run unmolested. In recent years, the company had been experimenting with interplanetary laser propulsion. A pilot program to send beamships between the moon and the near-Earth asteroid 2010 TK7 had been successful, so it was decided that a new class of freighters would replace the older nuclear spacecraft.


  The Jove Zephyr was the first of its kind. It was 150 feet long, with a dry mass of five metric kilotons, and its principal means of propulsion was a parachute-like solar sail 3,000 square feet in diameter, suspended by carbon-filament cables from the outrigger spars of the freighter’s Y-shaped hull.


  The initial idea was to use laser projectors on the lunar far side to send the beamship straight to Jupiter, but then it was realized that these lasers would be much more powerful if their solar collectors were closer to the sun. So a large powersat was established in a Lagrange-point orbit near Venus. The flight plan called for the Zephyr to depart from Earth orbit, deploy its sail, then orient it at such an angle that the solar wind would carry the vessel on a transfer trajectory to Venus. This would be the longest part of the trip, taking nearly six months to complete, but once the Zephyr reached Venus, it would slingshot around the planet, intercept the powersat’s beam, and then be sent on a high-velocity trip to Jupiter. Once the ship left Venus, the transit time to Callisto would be less than six weeks, provided the launch window occurred during planetary conjunctions between Earth, Venus, and Jupiter.


  The Zephyr had successfully made its maiden voyage already through the asteroid belt too fast for Pax ships to match course with it. Its cargo included the equipment necessary to build another powersat in a Trojan orbit near Jupiter for the return trip. For its second voyage, it was slated to carry passengers along with its four-person crew: eight men and women, recently hired by ConSpace to replace the miners on Callisto Station and who would make the journey in biostasis.


  No one at ConSpace was aware that these replacements belonged to the Heliotropic Congregation, or that Jupiter was not their intended destination.


  Since its inception, the Congregation had attempted to reach the Heliotropes. First they tried telepathy, gathering in circles to clasp hands and project their thoughts to any astral beings who might be listening. When that didn’t work, they purchased a radio transmitter and erected the antenna that stood in the midst of their compound; they used this until the FCC cited them for operating an unlicensed broadcast station and confiscated their equipment. They even went so far as to go out into the prairie, drench the grass with gasoline in a half-mile-diameter symbol of a triangle encompassed by a circle, then set it afire in hopes that it would be seen from space.


  Then Dr. Sneed had a revelation. He had no doubt that the Heliotropes were aware of the Congregation. However, because of their reclusive nature, they wouldn’t reveal themselves unless it was absolutely necessary. Therefore, the Congregation’s only recourse would be to put themselves in a situation where the Heliotropes would be forced to step in and save them.


  To accomplish this, though, the Congregation couldn’t remain on Earth. It would have to travel out to where the Heliotropes lived, there to deliberately place themselves in jeopardy and await salvation.


  The cult’s twelve members agreed—no one ever challenged their leader when he had a revelation—and so they went about formulating a plan and carrying it out. No doubt Terry had a lot to do with this. Who better to come up with a scheme to hijack a spacecraft and send it toward the sun?


  It was surprisingly easy for members of the cult to get hired by ConSpace for employment on Callisto Station. Its distance from Earth deterred most off-world job seekers, and the fact that the outpost was being threatened by the Pax Astra made working there even less desirable. The Congregationalists all submitted applications, each and every one under false names and with phony addresses, credentials, and references. Eight were hired, including both Terry and Dr. Sneed; it was eventually learned that ConSpace’s computer system was hacked and all other applications were deleted. The four who weren’t accepted remained in South Dakota while the others reported to ConSpace’s training facility in Texas. Six weeks later, they caught a shuttle to Earth orbit, where they boarded the Jove Zephyr.


  As passengers, the cult members were supposed to spend the entire trip to Jupiter in hibernation. Yet exactly 180 days after the Zephyr departed from Earth, eight biostasis cells injected their occupants with the drugs that would revive them from their long sleep—Terry had probably reprogrammed the zombie tanks to wake them up earlier than scheduled—and a few minutes later Terry and his companions rose from the tanks and left the hibernation compartment.


  We can only speculate about what occurred next.


  Although no one ever heard from the crew again, I’d like to think that Terry didn’t murder anyone. However, he was doubtless responsible for everything that happened next. No one else would have known how to jettison the sail from its spars, reset the navigation system so that the destination coordinates were now -00.-00.-00, or perform a 180-degree turn and fire the auxiliary engine in a prolonged burst that broke the freighter away from its planned trajectory.


  The ship’s transponder, of course, automatically transmitted telemetry regarding the course change to ConSpace’s deep-space tracking network. Within minutes, the communications specialist on duty sent a message to the wayward freighter, requesting an explanation. When no reply was received, she alerted her supervisor, who checked the data and contacted his superiors, and so on up the line until a lot of people had come to the cold realization that something was seriously wrong with the Jove Zephyr.


  There was no word from the Zephyr for several hours after the course change was detected, then ConSpace received a communiqué from the ship. In a message that was both brief and utterly mad, Dr. Sneed informed the company that the Heliotropic Congregation had taken control of the freighter, that it was now heading directly toward the sun, and that it would remain on this trajectory until he and his people made the Heliotropes reveal themselves by forcing them to rescue their most devoted believers. We will stay in touch as we await the glorious moment of first contact with powers greater than our own, his message said. Open your hearts . . . a new era is being born.


  It might have been funny if it hadn’t been insane.


  You know how the story ends. Most people do; the Jove Zephyr hijacking dominated the news sites for months, and since then it has become legend. But you don’t know what happened to Terry Koenig.


  It quickly became obvious that any attempt to intercept the freighter before it reached the sun would fail. Even if a rescue vessel had been launched from Evening Star, which was then under construction above Venus, it couldn’t have rendezvoused with the Zephyr; the freighter’s velocity was too high, its trajectory too distant. Station personnel could only watch as the freighter streaked past, a tiny comet hurtling sunward.


  Aboard the Zephyr, though, it seemed as if the Congregation was oblivious to their fate. Judging from the transmissions ConSpace regularly received from the freighter, the cultists were delirious with anticipation; they truly believed that all-knowing, all-powerful aliens would soon swoop in to save them. They sent messages to friends and family, telling them not to worry, that everything would be okay.


  Venus is approximately 67 million miles from the sun; it took the Zephyr nearly three months to cross that distance. As the days became weeks and the weeks became months, communiqués received from the ship became less enthusiastic, more worrisome. When are the Heliotropes going to show themselves? We’re running out of food. We’re low on water. The compartments are getting warm, and no one is sleeping well. Have you seen anything? Is something coming our way?


  The Zephyr crossed the orbit of Mercury, and still there was no sign of the Heliotropes. By then, the messages had become desperate. The Heliotropes aren’t coming! We have to turn back. Can you send a ship to pick us up? Yet those options were no longer available. The sail had been discarded, and too much fuel had been consumed during the trajectory change for the freighter’s engine to pull it free of the sun’s gravity. Rescue had long since been ruled out.


  The Zephyr was falling into the sun; nothing could change that.


  For a while, there was only silence. When communication finally resumed, it came as text-only messages: Our provisions have run out. We can no longer enter the bridge. The Heliotropes don’t exist. We’ve killed Dr. Sneed, and the rest of us are contemplating suicide. More silence, this time even longer. The Zephyr had almost reached the sun’s corona when a final transmission was received:


  I’m sorry, Matt. I screwed up.


  No one knew who sent it, or what it meant, except me.


  In the end, Terry must have realized how wrong he’d been. He might have even tried to turn the ship around, if he’d been able to enter a bridge that had become a furnace. At some point, though, neither intelligence nor technology can resist the forces of nature. I can only hope that he died before the Jove Zephyr was consumed.


  As children, we’re told not to stare into the sun. This is common sense, of course, but there’s always a temptation to do so, if only to see how long one can look before being blinded. But Terry didn’t just stare into the sun; he threw himself into it. And death was his only destiny.


  Poor Terry. Poor damned, deluded Terry.
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  FROGHEADS


  Allen Steele


  In the suspenseful story that follows, we accompany a tough PI to Venus on a risky mission that takes him down some very Mean Streets indeed—even if, on Venus, there aren’t any streets.


  Allen Steele made his first sale to Asimov’s Science Fiction magazine in 1988, soon following it up with a long string of other sales to Asimov’s, as well as to markets such as Analog, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and Science Fiction Age. In 1989, he published his critically acclaimed first novel, Orbital Decay, which subsequently won the Locus Poll as Best First Novel of the year, and soon Steele was being compared to Golden Age Heinlein by no less an authority than Gregory Benford. His other books include the novels Clarke County, Space, Lunar Descent, Labyrinth of Night, The Weight, The Tranquillity Alternative, A King of Infinite Space, Oceanspace, Chronospace, Coyote, Coyote Rising, Spindrift, Galaxy Blues, Coyote Horizon, and Coyote Destiny. His short work has been gathered in three collections, Rude Astronauts, Sex and Violence in Zero-G, and The Last Science Fiction Writer. His most recent books are a new novel in the Coyote sequence, Hex, a YA novel, Apollo’s Outcasts, an alternate history, V-S Day, and the collection Sex and Violence in Zero-G: The Complete “Near Space” Stories: Expanded Edition. He has won three Hugo Awards, in 1996 for his novella “The Death of Captain Future,” in 1998 for his novella “. . . Where Angels Fear to Tread,” and, most recently, in 2011 for his novelette “The Emperor of Mars.” Born in Nashville, Tennessee, he has worked for a variety of newspapers and magazines, covering science and business assignments, and is now a full-time writer living in Whately, Massachusetts, with his wife, Linda.


  THE SHUTTLE FELL THROUGH THE CLOUDS—CLOUDS AS DENSE as as grey wool, separating purple sky and sun above from perpetual rain below—for what seemed like a very long time until the windows finally cleared and Venus’s global ocean lay revealed: dark blue, storm-lashed, endless.


  Engines along the spacecraft’s boatlike underbelly fired, forming a concentric circle of white-peaked wavelets that spread outward upon the ocean surface. Gradually the shuttle made its final descent until its hull settled upon the water. As careful as the pilots were, though, the splashdown was rough. A swift, violent jolt passed through the passenger compartment, shaking everyone in their seats, causing an overhead storage compartment to snap open and spill a couple of carry-on bags into the center aisle. Through the compartment, people cursed—mainly in Russian although a few American obscenities were heard as well—and someone in the back noisily threw up, an involuntary act that was greeted by more foul language.


  Ronson wasn’t happy about the landing either. This wasn’t the first time he’d traveled off-world, but landing on Mars was mild compared to this. He couldn’t blame the guy a few rows back for getting sick. Although the shuttle was no longer airborne, it still remained in motion, slowly bobbing up and down as it was rocked by the ocean. He’d been warned to take Dramamine before boarding, and he was glad he’d heeded the advice.


  Clutching the armrests, Ronson gazed through the oval porthole beside his seat. Rain spattered the outer pane, but he could still see where he was. Not that there was much to look at: ocean for as far as the eye could see—the Venusian horizon was about three miles away, nearly the same as Earth’s at sea level—beneath a slate-colored sky bloated by clouds that had never parted and never would. The shuttle was supposed to make planetfall at Veneragrad, but the floating colony must be on the other side of the spacecraft. Unless, of course, the pilots had miscalculated the colony’s current position and had come down—landed wasn’t the proper word, was it?—in the wrong place.


  That was a possibility. Ronson had spent the last four months in hibernation, but his waking hours aboard the Tsiolkovsky had shown him that Cosmoflot’s reputation for ineptitude was well deserved. He’d just begun to consider the possibility that the shuttle was lost at sea when a tugboat came into view. Smoke belching from its funnel, the rust-flecked craft circled the shuttle until it passed out of sight once again. Several minutes went by, then there was a thump as its crew attached a towline to the shuttle’s prow. The shuttle began to move forward again, the tug hauling it toward its final destination.


  Everyone on his side of the passenger compartment peered through the windows as the shuttle pulled into Veneragrad, including the middle-aged Russian in the aisle seat who unapologetically leaned over Ronson as he craned his head for a look at the man-made island. Veneragrad was as utilitarian as only a Soviet-era artifact could be: a tiered hemisphere a kilometer in diameter, a shade darker than the ocean it floated upon, the long, wooden piers jutting out from its sides giving it the appearance of an enormous, bloated water spider. Rickety-looking platforms, also constructed of native timber, rose as irregularly spaced towers from the outside balconies; they supported the open-top steel tanks that caught the rain and distilled it as the colony’s drinking water. Radio masts and dish antennae jutted out at odd angles from near the top of the dome; a helicopter lifted off from a landing pad on its roof. An ugly, unwelcoming place.


  “Looks bad, yes?” The man seated beside him stared past him. “Better than nothing . . . it’s dry.”


  Ronson had already learned that his traveling companion spoke English, albeit not very well. His breath reeked of the vodka he swilled from a bag-wrapped bottle on the way down from orbit; he’d opened it as soon as the shuttle entered the atmosphere. “Is this where you live?” he asked, if only for the sake of being polite. “Is this your home, I mean?”


  The other man barked sullen laughter. “This hellhole? No! My home, St. Petersburg. Come here to make money. Sell . . . um . . . ah”—he searched for the right word—“computers, yes? Computers for office.”


  Ronson nodded. He wasn’t much interested in making friends with the businessman, but it appeared that conversation was unavoidable. “Whole colony, built in space above Earth, sent here by rockets,” the businessman continued, telling Ronson something he already knew. “Dropped from orbit by para . . . para . . .”


  “Parachutes.”


  “Parachutes, yes. Come down”—he lifted his hands—“sploosh! in water.” He waved the bag toward the window. “People then build onto it. Wood from floating . . . um, forests, yes? Floating forests on moss islands.”


  “Yes, I see.” Again, the businessman wasn’t telling him anything new.


  “Yes, you see.” The Russian took another swig from his bottle, then offered it to Ronson. “So why you come here?”


  Ronson shook his head at the bottle. There were several ways he could get out of this unwanted conversation. He opted for the easiest approach. “I’m a detective,” he said, and when the businessman gave an uncomprehending look, he rephrased his answer in simpler, if inaccurate, terms. “A cop.”


  “A cop. Yes.” The businessman gave him the distrustful look Ronson anticipated, then withdrew the bottle and settled back into his seat.


  Ronson didn’t hear from him again for the rest of the way into port. Which suited him well. He didn’t want to talk about why he’d come to Venus.


  
    —–—
  


  The heat hit him as soon as he stepped through the hatch. It was like walking into a sauna; the air was hot and thick, hard to breathe, humid beyond belief. The sun was larger and warmer here than on Earth, yet little more than a bright smear in the sky that heated up the atmosphere. Ronson began to sweat even before he reached the end of the wooden gangway that led from the hatch to the pier where the shuttle had been berthed. A fine, almost misty rain was falling, and it too was warm; he didn’t know whether to take off the denim jacket he’d worn on the way down or keep it on. The dockworkers didn’t seem to mind. Most of them wore only shorts, sneakers, and sometimes a rain hat, with the women wearing bikini tops or sports bras. They unloaded the bags from the cargo bay, and Ronson took a few moments to find his suitcase before walking the rest of the way down the pier to the spaceport entrance.


  There were only a couple of customs officers on duty, bored-looking Russians in short-sleeve uniform shirts who regarded the line of passengers with bureaucratic disdain. The officer Ronson approached silently examined his passport and declaration form, gave his face a quick glance, then put his stamp on everything and shrugged him toward an adjacent arch. No one had asked him to open his bag, but he knew what was about to happen. Sure enough, bells rang from the arch as soon as he walked through it. Its weapons detector had found the gun he was carrying.


  Just as well. It only meant that he’d meet the police sooner than he had planned.


  An hour of sitting alone in a detention area, another half hour of angry interrogation by a port-authority officer whose English wasn’t much better than the businessman’s, then Ronson was loaded onto an electric cart and spirited to police headquarters. Along the way, he got what amounted to a nickel tour of Veneragrad. The colony seemed to consist mainly of narrow corridors with low ceilings and low-wattage light fixtures, their grey steel walls decorated with grime, handprints, and stenciled Cyrillic signs, then the cart passed through a broad doorway and Ronson suddenly found himself in the city center: a vast atrium, its skylight ceiling a couple of hundred meters above the floor, with interior balconies overlooking a central plaza. As the cart cut across the plaza, Ronson caught glimpses of Veneragrad’s daily life. Residents in shorts, vests, and T-shirts resting on park benches, hanging laundry on balcony clotheslines, standing in line in front of fast-food kiosks. A group of schoolchildren sitting cross-legged near a fountain, listening as their young teacher delivered a lesson. Two men in a heated argument; another couple of men watching with amusement.


  A statue of V. I. Lenin stood in the center of the plaza. Incongruously dressed in a frock coat and high-collar shirt no Venusian colonist would be caught dead wearing—even inside the city, the air was tropically warm—he pointed toward some proud socialist future just ahead. But the statue was old and stained, and a broken string that might have once been a yo-yo dangled from the tip of his finger. The Communist Party was just as dead on Venus as it was on Earth; it was just taking the locals a little longer to get rid of its relics.


  The cart entered another dismal corridor, then came to a halt in front of a pair of battered doors painted with a faded red star. The port-authority officer who’d questioned Ronson ushered him through the crowded police station to a private office, and it was here that he met Arkandy Bulgakov.


  Veneragrad’s police chief was about Ronson’s own age, short and broad-chested, with the short-banged Caesar haircut that never seems to go out of style with European men. Seated at a desk piled with paperwork, he listened patiently while the officer delivered a stiff-toned report of the visitor’s offense, punctuated by placing Ronson’s Glock on the desk along with its extra clips, then Bulgakov murmured something and waved the officer out of the room. He waited until the door was shut, then he sighed and shook his head.


  “You’re the same guy who e-mailed me a while ago about the missing kid?” His English was Russian-accented but otherwise perfect.


  “That’s me.” Ronson motioned to an empty chair in front of the desk; Bulgakov nodded, and he sat down. “Sorry about the gun. I was going to tell you about it when I reported in, but . . .”


  “We don’t allow private ownership of firearms. Didn’t you know that?”


  “I figured that my license might exempt me.”


  “No exemptions here. Only police are allowed to carry lethal weapons.” Bulgakov’s chair squeaked as he leaned forward to pick up the Glock; he briefly weighed it in his hand before opening a drawer and dropping it in. “I won’t fine you, but you may not carry this. I’ll give you a receipt. You may reclaim it when you leave.”


  “All right, but what am I supposed to use until then? I might need a sidearm, you know.”


  “To find a missing person? I doubt it.” Catching Ronson’s look, the chief shrugged. “You can buy a Taser if it makes you feel better, but only if you’re going outside the city. And if that’s the case, then your chances of finding this fellow . . .”


  “David Henry.”


  “. . . David Henry alive are practically zero. At any rate, he’s not in Veneragrad, I can tell you that right now.”


  “That’s what you told me five months ago,” Ronson said, “and that’s what I told my client, too. But the old man isn’t satisfied. His kid was last seen here nearly a year ago, when he came to Venus on a trip his dad bought him as a college-graduation gift.”


  Bulgakov raised a querulous eyebrow. “His father must be rich.”


  “The family has a few bucks, yeah, and the kid likes to travel. He’s already been to the Moon and Mars, so I guess Venus was next on his list. Personally, if he was my boy, I would’ve given him a watch, but . . .”


  “We don’t have many tourists, but we do get some. His kind is not unfamiliar. Privileged children coming to see the wonders of Venus”—a brief smirk—“such as they are. They go out to the vine islands, take pictures, collect a few souvenirs. Now and then they get in trouble . . . a bar fight, dope, soliciting a prostitute . . . and they wind up here. But they eventually go home and that’s the end of their adventure.”


  “That’s not how it ended for him. He didn’t come home.”


  “So it appears.” Bulgakov turned to the antique computer on one side of his desk. He typed something on the keyboard, then swiveled the breadbox-size CRT around so that Ronson could see the screen. “This is him, yes?”


  Displayed on the screen was a passport photo of a young man in his early twenties: moonfaced, arrogant blue eyes, sandy hair cut close on the sides and mousse-spiked on top. Good-looking but spoiled. The same boy in the picture his father had given Ronson when he’d visited the family home in Colorado Springs. “That’s him.”


  Bulgakov turned the screen back around, typed in something else, paused to read the information that appeared. “He was registered at the Gastinitsa Venera,” he said after a few seconds, “but failed to check out. When my detectives went there to investigate, they were told that his luggage was found in his room, which apparently he hadn’t visited for several days before his scheduled departure aboard the Gagarin. My men visited all the restaurants, shops, and bars, and although he’d been noticed in some of them, no one who worked in those places had seen him recently. And, of course, he failed to appear at the Cosmoflot departure gate to make his shuttle flight.”


  “You told me this already, remember? In your e-mail.” This was a waste of time. Which was what he’d expected; local police were seldom much help in missing-person cases. Still, he always made a point of checking in with the cops. Professional courtesy, mainly, but there was always the chance that he might learn something he could use.


  “So I did, and I imagine that you shared the information with gospodin Henry. And when he contacted the Russian consulate in Washington . . . he did this, yes? . . . he told them this as well.” Bulgakov leaned back in his chair. “Very well, let me tell you what I didn’t say in my e-mail, because the government back home doesn’t like to admit certain things and would be upset with me if I stated them in an official letter. On occasion . . . not often, but every once in a while . . . a young man like David Henry disappears while visiting Venus. Sometimes he wanders down the docks after he has been drinking all night, falls off a pier, and drowns, and his body is devoured by scavenger eels. That has happened. Sometimes he goes out on a boat tour with an unlicensed operator who’s actually a criminal, who robs him, murders him, and leaves his body to rot on an island. That’s happened, too. And sometimes . . . well, worse things happen.”


  “Such as?”


  Bulgakov hesitated. “You’ve heard of vityazka, haven’t you?”


  “Yaz? Who hasn’t?”


  “That’s the street name back home. Vityazka iz kornia is what it’s called here.” Bulgakov warmed to the subject. “It’s derived from the same slickbark trees that grow on some of the vine islands and from which the pharmaceutical industry has bioharvested korenmedicant, a clinical analgesic used in hospitals. But while koren comes from tree bark, vityazka comes from the roots. A narcotic as addictive as heroin . . .”


  “And tastes just as bad when you smoke it,” Ronson finished. “Know all about yaz. It’s all over America and Europe.”


  Bulgakov scowled. He clearly didn’t like being interrupted. “What you probably aren’t aware of is exactly how the smugglers are getting it. Their growers . . . yaz croppers, we call them . . . go out to islands where slickbark trees are found. On the islands the drug companies have already harvested, they recover the tree roots left behind and process them for yaz. But everything that goes into this . . . cutting, boiling, curing . . . is hard work, not something anyone willingly wants to do. So sometimes they’ll abduct some poor tourist who was in the wrong place at the wrong time and force him into hard labor.”


  “And you think that’s what happened to David Henry? He was shanghaied?”


  “I’d say that’s a strong possibility.”


  Ronson slowly let out his breath. His job had just become much more difficult. “If you’re right, then how do I find him? I understand those islands can drift quite a long distance . . .”


  “There are thousands of them being carried by the ocean currents, and the croppers do a good job staying hidden. My people have always had trouble tracking them down. Locating the boy on one particular island will be difficult.” Bulgakov paused. “However, there may be a way. As you Americans say, it’s a long shot, but . . .”


  “As we Americans say, I’m all ears.”


  “Talk to a froghead.”


  “A what?”


  “Frogheads. The native aborigines. No one calls them Venusians . . . sounds like a bad movie. Anyway, they’re intelligent”—another smirk—“although I wouldn’t call them good company. And they see a lot of what goes on here.”


  “I can’t even speak Russian. How am I supposed to talk to . . .?”


  “I know someone who does. Mad Mikhail. You can find him down on the docks. Bring lots of rubles.” Bulgakov smiled. “And chocolate, too.”


  “Chocolate?”


  “You’ll see.”


  Mad Mikhail hung out on the waterfront. Everyone who worked there knew who he was; all Ronson had to do was follow their pointing fingers to a small shack set up on the dock where the tour boats were moored.


  Mad Mikhail made sushi from whatever he’d been brought by local fishermen, which he then sold to tourists. When Ronson found him, he was sitting on a stool inside his open-sided shack, cutting up something that looked like a cross between a squid and a lionfish and wrapping the filets around wads of sticky rice. He was a squat old man with a potbelly and fleshy arms and legs, his dense white beard nearly reaching his collarbone. His skin was wrinkled and rain-bleached, and he wore nothing but a frayed straw hat and baggy shorts; when he looked up at Ronson, it was with eyes both sharp and vaguely mystical.


  “Sushi?” he asked, his rasping voice thickened by a Ukrainian accent. “Fresh today. Very good. Try some.”


  Bulgakov had warned Ronson not to eat anything Mad Mikhail offered him; whatever he failed to sell today, he’d simply keep until tomorrow even if it had been spoiled by the heat and humidity. At least he spoke English. “No thanks. I’ve been told you can help me. I want to talk to a froghead.”


  Mikhail’s eyes narrowed. “They are not frogheads. They are the Water Folk, the Masters of the World Ocean. You do not respect them, you do not talk to them.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know they . . .”


  Mikhail slammed the long knife he’d been using down on the counter before him. “No one knows this! They call them frogheads, make jokes about them. Only I”—he jabbed a scarred thumb against his bare chest—“make friends with them when I came here over thirty years ago! Only Mikhail Kronow . . .!”


  “You’ve been on Venus thirty years?” Ronson seized the chance to change the subject. “That means you would have belonged to one of the first expeditions.”


  “Da.” He nodded vigorously, not smiling but at least no longer shouting. “Second expedition, 1978. Chief petty officer, Soviet Space Force.” A smile appeared within the white nest of whiskers. “The others went home, but I stayed. No one in Veneragrad been here longer . . .!”


  “Then, Chief Petty Officer Kronow, you’re the person I need to see.” The best way to handle Mad Mikhail would be to appeal to his vanity. “I’d like to speak with the Water Folk . . . or rather, have you speak with them on my behalf since you know them so well.”


  Mikhail’s gaze became suspicious. “About what? If it’s only a picture you want . . . pfft! Fifteen hundred rubles, they come up, you stand next to them, I take your picture. Take it home, put it on the wall. ‘See, there’s me with the frogheads.’ ” Disgusted, he spat over the side of the dock.


  “I’m not a tourist, and I don’t want a picture.” Ronson reached into the pocket of his trousers—he’d have to buy shorts soon; his Earth clothes were beginning to stick to him—and produced the snapshot of David Henry his father had given him. Holding it beneath the shack’s awning so that the rain wouldn’t get it wet, he showed it to Mikhail. “I’m looking for this person. He came here almost a year ago, then disappeared. His family sent me here to find him.”


  Mad Mikhail took the photo, closely inspected it. “I do not know this boy,” he said at last, “but the Water Folk would. If he went out to sea, they would have seen him. They see everyone who goes out into the World Ocean. You have chocolate?”


  Ronson had purchased a handful of Cadbury bars at the hotel shop. He pulled them out and showed them to Mikhail. The old man said nothing but simply gave him a questioning look. Ronson found his money clip, peeled off several high-denomination notes, held them up. Mikhail thought it over for a moment. “Very well,” he said at last, easing himself down from his stool. “Come with me.”


  He emerged from the shack wielding a cricket bat, the sort an Englishman would carry to a sports field. Taking the money and the chocolate bars from Ronson, he led the detective down the dock, passing the boats tied up alongside. Captains and crew members lounging on their decks watched him with amusement; someone called to him in Russian and the others laughed, but Mad Mikhail only scowled and ignored them.


  He and Ronson reached the end of the dock. A wooden light post rose above the water slurping against the dock’s edge. The former cosmonaut raised the cricket bat and, with both hands, slammed it against the post: two times, pause, then two more times, another pause, then two more times after that. Mikhail stopped, peered out over the water, and waited a minute. Then he hit the post six more times, two beats apiece.


  “This is how you summon fro . . . the Water Folk?” Ronson wondered if he was wasting his time.


  “Yes.” Mikhail turned his head back and forth, searching. “They hear vibrations, come to see why I call them. They do this for no one but me.”


  He’d barely completed his third repetition when, one at a time, three dark blue mounds breached from the rain-spattered surface just a couple of meters from the dock. With a chill, Ronson found himself being studied by three pairs of slitted eyes the color of tarnished pewter. Those eyes were all he could see for a few moments, then Mikhail held up the chocolate bars and the creatures swam closer.


  “Move back and give them room,” Mikhail said quietly. “Do not speak to them. They will not understand you.”


  One by one, the Venusian natives emerged from the water, climbing up onto the dock until they stood before Ronson and Mikhail. Each stood about a meter and a half in height, the size of a boy, and were bipedal, but their resemblance to humans ended there. They looked like a weird hybrid of a frog, a salamander, and a dolphin: sloping, neckless heads, broad-mouthed and lipless, with protruding eyes; sleek hairless bodies, streamlined and mammalian, their slender arms and legs ending in webbed, four-fingered hands and broad, paddlelike feet; short dorsal fins running down their backs, away from blowholes that vibrated slightly with each breath and tapered off as reptilian tails that barely touched the wet planks of the dock.


  Ronson couldn’t see any anatomical differences between males and females even though he knew that the natives had two genders. Each were naked, their light blue underbellies revealing no obvious genitalia; only subtle splotches and stripes upon their wine-colored skin distinguished one individual from another.


  And they smelled. As they came out of the water, his nose picked up a fetid, organic odor that reminded him of an algae bloom in summer. The stench was offensive enough to make him step back, and not just because Mad Mikhail had asked him to do so. If they came any closer, he was afraid he’d lose his lunch.


  Ronson had recently read a magazine article about how an Egyptian-American scientist, who’d perished during a dust storm on Mars, had discovered just before his death certain genetic evidence linking Homo sapiens to the native aborigines of the Red Planet. He wondered if much the same link might exist between the people of Earth and the Water Folk of Venus, and was both intrigued and disgusted by the thought he might be related, in some distant way, to these . . . frogheads.


  Mikhail unwrapped the chocolate bars and offered them to the natives. As he did so, he addressed them in a low, warbling croak: “Wor-worg wokka kroh woka.” It sounded like nonsense to Ronson, but the Water Folk apparently understood him. The ones on the left and right bobbed their heads up and down and responded in kind—“Worgga kroh wohg”—and moved toward him in a waddling, forward-hunched gait that might have been clumsy if it hadn’t been so fast.


  Only the native in the center remained where it was. It watched its companions with what seemed to be disdain as they each took a chocolate bar from Mikhail. When they opened their mouths, Ronson was startled to see that they contained rows of short, sharp teeth, with slightly longer incisors at the corners of the upper set. He was even more startled by the way they gobbled down the chocolate bars. Repulsively long tongues snatched the candy from their webbed hands; chocolate bars that even a hungry child might have taken a couple of minutes to eat were devoured in seconds. And yet the third froghead—Ronson couldn’t help but to think of it that way—refused the bar that Mikhail held out to it.


  “Why doesn’t it take it?” Ronson whispered.


  “I do not know,” Mikhail murmured; he was a bit surprised himself. “They have never done that before.” He raised his voice again. “Wagga kroh?”


  “Kroh wogko!” The third froghead’s tail swung back and forth in what seemed to be an angry gesture, its dull silver eyes narrowing menacingly. “Kroh wogko wakkawog!”


  “What did it say?”


  Mikhail didn’t respond at once. He held out the bar for another moment or two, then slipped it in his pocket. The other two Water Folk made hissing noises that sounded like protests, but the third one stopped thrashing its tail and appeared to calm down a little. “The one in the middle is the leader,” Mikhail said softly. “She . . .”


  “You can tell it’s a she?”


  “Their leaders are always females. She refused the chocolate because . . . I think . . . she said it’s poisonous.” He shrugged. “I am not sure. I speak their language, yes, but some words of theirs I do not know well.”


  “But this is the first time you’ve seen any of them refuse chocolate?”


  “Oh, yes. I’ve been giving it to them for many years. They love kroh. Nothing else like it on Venus. This is how I have made friends with them, learned how to talk to them.” A thoughtful pause. “I do not know why one of them would refuse to take it. Very strange.”


  “Well, that’s interesting, but I’ve got a job to do.” Ronson pulled out David Henry’s photo again. “Show this to them,” he said as he handed it to Mikhail, “and ask if they’ve seen him.”


  The reaction was immediate. The moment Mikhail held up the photo, all three frogheads became agitated. Their tails swished back and forth, sometimes slapping the dock boards, as their heads bobbed up and down. They hissed, the leathery tips of their tongues slipping in and out of their mouths, and air whistled from their blowholes. Then the clan leader pointed to the photo and spoke in a rapid stream of angry-sounding croaks.


  “Oh, yes . . . they recognize him, all right.” Mikhail was just as surprised as Ronson. “And I do not think they like him very much.”


  “I kinda figured that. Ask if they know where he is.”


  Mikhail addressed the frogheads again, and once more they responded with head bobs and tail slaps. Then the leader bent almost double, shifted slightly to the left, and raised her tail to point to the left. Mikhail listened as she spoke to him at length, then he turned to Ronson.


  “She knows where he is . . . on a moss island that’s now some distance from here. She said she will lead us to him, but only if we will take him away.”


  “That’s exactly what I want.” Then he darted a look at Mikhail. “You said ‘we’ ?”


  Mad Mikhail smiled at him. “Unless you think you can speak to them, I will have to go with you, yes? And I will have to hire a boat, yes?”


  Ronson knew without asking that the fee was going to be considerable. But he’d brought plenty of rubles with him, and he could always recoup his expenses from his client. “All right. Tell them that we . . .”


  Mikhail didn’t have a chance to translate. With no more conversation, the three frogheads suddenly turned and dove off the dock. Their bodies barely made a splash as they disappeared into the dark water. In an instant, they were gone.


  “That was fast,” Ronson muttered.


  “We have an understanding. They will come back tomorrow morning.” Mikhail turned away from the dock’s edge, started walking back toward his shack. “Be here then. I will hire a boat and pilot to take us where they lead us. Dasvidan’ye.”


  “See you later.” At least he’d have time to buy new clothes and the equipment he’d need—namely a Taser, seeing that was the only kind of weapon he was permitted to carry. Yet he couldn’t help but notice the guarded expression on Mad Mikhail’s face and wonder if there was something the old man wasn’t telling him.


  The Aphrodite was a beat-up fishing boat with rain-warped deck planks and a wooden hull that appeared to have been patched many times. To Ronson’s surprise, its captain was an American: Bart Angelo, middle-aged and a bit warped himself, smelling of fish and with ivory hair thinning at the top of his head. Forty thousand rubles was a lot to pay for the charter of a weathered old tub, but Ronson had little choice in the matter. He talked Angelo down to thirty-five thousand, and was grateful that he wouldn’t have to also pay for a crew that the captain had decided to leave behind.


  The frogheads returned, just as Mikhail said they would. Ronson assumed they were the same three he’d met yesterday, but he couldn’t tell for sure. They didn’t climb on the dock again, though, but instead lingered in the water beside the Aphrodite, half-submerged eyes steadily watching the men as they prepared to leave. Ronson wondered how they’d known which boat they’d use; Mikhail told him that they’d simply waited until they spotted him and Ronson again, then followed them to the Aphrodite.


  “They are not animals,” Mikhail added, giving him a stern look. “The Water Folk are intelligent . . . never forget that.”


  Hearing this, Angelo laughed out loud. “If they’re so damn smart, then how come they keep getting tangled in my nets?”


  “And what happens when they do?” Mikhail asked.


  “They chew their way out.” The captain finished counting the wad of money Ronson had just handed him and shoved it in his shorts pocket. “Goddamn critters cost me a repair bill whenever they do that.”


  Mikhail smiled knowingly. He didn’t reply, though, but instead went aft to loosen the stern line. Ronson heard him murmur something in Russian; he had no idea what he’d said, but it sounded rather amused.


  The frogheads joined the Aphrodite as it chugged out of Veneragrad’s harbor. They swam alongside until the boat passed the outer buoys, then moved out front and surfed its bow wake as the boat picked up speed, occasionally breaching the surface just as if they were dolphins. Ronson was concerned at first that the captain would run them down, but once Angelo throttled up the diesel engines to twenty knots, the Water Folk returned to their previous positions. They had no difficulty keeping up with the boat; never once did Ronson or Mikhail completely lose sight of them.


  Veneragrad gradually disappeared behind them, becoming smaller and smaller until it faded into the misty, perpetual rain. Long before it vanished over the horizon, though, they saw other signs of the human presence on Venus. They passed fishing schooners and tour boats heading out for the day, and at one point crossed the wake of one of the massive sea-dragon trawlers that prowled the global ocean for weeks on end. In the distance, they made out a tall structure erected on stilts: an oil derrick, probably owned by a Russian-Arab consortium, positioned just above a sea mount. Small, single-mast sailboats took advantage of the mild weather and fair winds, but only a couple; Venus was not a planet for pleasure boating, and amateur sailors were the kind who often vanished and were never seen again.


  By early afternoon, though, all other vessels had disappeared, and Aphrodite was the only boat on the ocean as far as the eye could see. Yet it wasn’t alone. The first of the vine islands had come into view, and the Water Folk were leading the boat straight to them.


  Ronson had never been a good student—he’d dropped out of college to join the NYPD, which in turn eventually led him to become a PI—but he remembered enough from his high-school science classes to recall the planet’s natural history. Billions of years ago, Venus had been Earth’s twin sister, and even similar enough to Mars to make the panspermia hypothesis a possible explanation for a shared genetic heritage among humans, the Martian shatan, and frogheads. At some point in the planet’s early eras, though, the Sun had raised the average global temperatures enough to cause a catastrophic greenhouse effect, which melted the polar ice caps and formed the permanent cloud layer with its incessant rain. Eventually the entire planet was flooded, its landmasses inundated before tectonic shifts could keep them above the rising waters.


  All that remained was a global ocean, yet beneath the watery surface were the old continents with their canyons and mountain ranges, like some vast Atlantis that would never again see the light of day. In some places, the ocean bottom lay only a dozen or so fathoms down, and it was here that underwater vegetation grew in abundance. One of the most common forms of marine plant life was a thick, ropy kind of seaweed that, once it grew large enough to become buoyant, tended to break free and float to the surface. Ocean currents gradually caused these weeds to clump together and form floating islands, some kilometers in length.


  Over countless millennia, life evolved on these drifting isles. The frogheads were one kind; the slickbark trees that were a harvestable source of everything from timber to pharmaceutical drugs to yaz were another. And once humans learned how to travel between planets, the people of Earth discovered that Venus was a world rich with resources just waiting to be exploited.


  Not everyone was happy about this.


  “We are raping this planet.” Mad Mikhail leaned against the starboard rail, watching the frogheads as they swam toward a vine island not much larger than a house. One of them had approached the boat and told Mikhail, in its croaking native tongue, that they needed a rest, so Angelo had grudgingly complied and dropped sea anchor near the next island they came upon. Now the Russian was in a reflective mood, breaking the pensive silence he’d maintained since leaving Veneragrad.


  “Rape?” Angelo sat beneath the tarp strung as a canopy across the aft deck, eating a sandwich he’d made in the galley. “Don’t talk about your sister that way . . . it’s not nice.”


  Mikhail ignored him, as did Ronson. The captain had an ugly sense of humor; Ronson had discovered this when he’d joined him for a while in the wheelhouse, only to have Angelo start telling him jokes that grew progressively more disgusting until he found an excuse to leave. “Why do you say that?” he asked, turning his back to the captain.


  “We come here,” Mikhail said, “and we take and we take and we take, but we give nothing back.” He nodded toward the frogheads; they lay prone upon the island’s matted weeds, vines, and moss, dozing in the midday heat. “They suffer the most. We steal their forests, pollute their water with oil, ruin their islands . . .”


  “And then they hang around Veneragrad so they can mooch candy bars from you.” Angelo shrugged. “Sounds like a fair trade to me.”


  “No. Not fair.” Mikhail cast a cold glare at him. “Chocolate for a world . . . not a fair trade at all.”


  “Yeah, well . . . look who got ’em hooked on it in the first place.” Noticing Ronson’s quizzical look, Angelo sneered. “You mean you don’t know? Chocolate is addictive to frogheads. Like cocaine, maybe even worse. Once they’ve had a taste, they gotta get more. And guess who got ’em started on it?”


  “You lie!” Mikhail’s face was red. “I was not the first to do this! One of my shipmates . . .”


  “O, sure. Maybe it wasn’t you, but you’re their number one pusher.” Angelo tossed the remnant of his sandwich overboard, wiped his hands against his shorts. “And if you’re not, then why don’t you toss over those candy bars you brung?”


  Mikhail looked away, avoiding the accusation Angelo had made. Ronson wondered if it was true. “One day, we will pay for what we have done here,” he said quietly.


  “Yeah, well . . . you’re paying me for this trip and the day ain’t getting any shorter.” Angelo stood up from the barrel, headed for the wheelhouse. “Tell the froggies to rise and shine. I want to find this place and go home.”


  The captain didn’t get his wish. At the end of the day, the frogheads still hadn’t reached their destination, forcing Aphrodite to seek another island where it could anchor for the night. Again, the frogheads found a place to rest on its mossy, vine-covered banks.


  As darkness fell on the ocean, Angelo opened a locker on the aft deck and pulled out a large net. Ronson thought at first that he intended to go trawling, but instead Angelo told him and Mikhail to rig the net above the boat, from the wheelhouse roof to poles erected at the stern, until the deck was completely covered. Angelo then switched off the deck lamps, and once the three of them went below he closed the curtains in the cabin portholes.


  They’d barely finished dinner when Ronson discovered the reason why the captain had taken such precautions. From somewhere outside came the sound of wings flapping, punctuated by high-pitched shrieks. Mikhail explained that they belonged to one of Venus’s few avian species: night shrikes, nocturnal raptors not much larger than the pelicans they vaguely resembled but dangerous nonetheless. The shrikes hunted in flocks, seeking prey near the islands where they nested; they had little fear of humans, and had been known to gang up on unwary sailors who ventured out on deck after dark. The nets would keep them away, and if that didn’t work, a Taser shot was sufficient to drive them off. Still, the best defense was to remain inside until daybreak.


  Through the night, long after the three of them had crawled into their bunks, Ronson heard the shrikes prowling around the boat. Distant thunder and lightning flashes glimpsed around the edges of the porthole curtains told of an approaching storm. It came in around midnight, and although it only rocked the boat a bit and threw rain against the portholes, it kept Ronson awake for a while. He lay in his bunk, Taser beneath his pillow, listening to the shrikes and the storm.


  Venus was a dangerous world.


  Yet the morning was calm. The rain had slackened to a mild drizzle, the sun a hot splotch half-seen through the clouds. The frogheads were croaking impatiently beside the boat when Ronson and the others emerged from the cabin. Mikhail gave chocolate bars to two of the aborigines—as before, their leader refused to accept any—while Angelo and Ronson took down the net and hoisted the anchor. Then the captain started the engine and Aphrodite set out again, the frogheads once more taking the lead.


  The floating isles had become bigger and less far apart by then, and for the first time, Ronson saw forests on the larger ones. Slickbark trees looked like palmettos but grew in dense jungle clusters, their broad trunks strangled by vines, their broad, serrated leaves casting shadows across the surrounding water.


  Around midmorning, Aphrodite came within sight of a larger vessel going the other way: a lumber ship the size of a small freighter, its deck loaded with cut and trimmed tree trunks. The lumber ship blew its horn as it went by, but Angelo didn’t respond to the hail.


  “A yaz runner wouldn’t do that,” the captain explained.


  “Yaz runner?” Ronson asked. “You mean, like someone who’s . . .”


  “Out to purchase yaz, uh-huh.” Angelo gave him a sidelong look. “That’s what we’re going to pretend to be once we get to this place . . . because, believe me, there ain’t no way they’re gonna let us live if they don’t think we’re here to buy dope.”


  Ronson was still coming to grips with this when the frogheads suddenly turned to the right and started heading for a large island only a kilometer away. As Aphrodite approached the island, the three men spotted thin lines of smoke rising from its forest. Angelo handed a pair of binoculars to Ronson, and through them he saw a couple of boats about Aphrodite’s size tied up at a floating dock.


  “It’s a yaz camp, all right,” Angelo said, then he looked off to the side. “Hey! What the hell are they doing?”


  Ronson followed his gaze. The three frogheads had suddenly turned and were swimming back toward the boat. “I think they want to talk,” Mikhail said.


  Angelo throttled down the engines. “So talk to ’em,” he muttered with an annoyed shrug.


  As the boat came to idle, the Russian walked back to the stern. By then, the frogheads were dog-paddling along the starboard side, their faces visible above the water. The leader warbled something to Mikhail; he listened for a few moments, then turned to Ronson.


  “She says this is the place where we will find the man we are looking for,” Mikhail said, “but they refuse to go any farther. They will remain here until they see us leave, then they will follow us.”


  Ronson was puzzled as to why the Water Folk wouldn’t escort them the rest of the way to the island, but he wasn’t about to argue. As the boat began moving again, he went below, where he found the Taser he’d left beneath his bunk pillow. He had just slid its holster on his belt, though, when Mikhail followed him into the cabin.


  “Leave that behind,” the Russian said. “If the yaz croppers see you wearing it, they’ll think we mean trouble.”


  Ronson stared at him. “Then how the hell am I supposed to rescue the kid?”


  Mad Mikhail hesitated. “We will think of something,” he said at last. “Let me do the talking, yes?”


  Again, Ronson didn’t have a choice. As the boat came closer to the island, though, he came out on deck with the Taser beneath the nylon rain jacket he’d put on. When no one was looking, he carefully hid the weapon behind the net locker where it couldn’t be seen yet could be easily reached.


  Men on the island had seen Aphrodite coming. Two yaz croppers were waiting on the dock as the boat glided up beside it. They grabbed the lines Mikhail and Ronson tossed to them and pulled the fishing boat alongside their own craft, then a thickset man with grey, brush-cut hair rested a foot on Aphrodite’s gunnel, arms folded across his bare chest.


  “Priv’et,” he said, gruff yet not entirely hostile. “Kak vas tibut?”


  “Mikhail Kronow,” Mad Mikhail replied. “Vy gavarti pa angliski?”


  The other Russian looked over at his companion, a younger man with a shaved head and a goatee beard. “I do, mate,” he replied, an Australian accent to his voice. “So who the hell are you, eh?”


  “He is gospodin Ronson, an American friend.” Mikhail barely glanced at Ronson. “Thank you for speaking English . . . his Russian is very bad.” The Aussie laughed but the Russian remained silent, apparently not understanding a word they were saying. “We are here to do some business, yes?”


  “What sort of business?”


  “I think you know what kind.” A smile and sly wink. “May we speak to your leader? Someone we can . . . um, how do you say . . . negotiate, yes?”


  “Vityazka iz kornia,” Ronson said. Mikhail gave him a sharp look, but he saw no need to dance around the subject. There was only one reason why a boat would be all the way out here. “I’m looking to buy yaz.”


  The Aussie looked at the older man and spoke to him in his own language. The Russian cropper studied Ronson and Mikhail for a few moments, dark eyes sizing them up. Then he slowly nodded, and the Aussie turned to the visitors. “Sure, c’mon . . . this way.”


  Ronson glanced back at the wheelhouse. Angelo was standing at the door. He shook his head, silently telling Ronson that he was going to stay behind. Ronson nodded, then followed Mikhail off the boat. With the two croppers leading the way, they walked onto the island.


  The ground was soft and spongy. Until he reached the crude walkway of wooden boards laid down by the croppers, Ronson’s shoes sank a bit with each step he took, making squishy sounds. The forest closed in around them as he and Mikhail were led away from the dock until they couldn’t see Aphrodite anymore, and he fought an impulse to hold his breath against a pungent reek that permeated the humid, chlorophyll-laden air. It got stronger the farther they walked, and at first he thought it came from the jungle around them, but then they reached the middle of the island and he saw what was causing it.


  A clearing had been hacked out amid the trees and tangled underbrush, and it was here that the croppers had set up camp. Wooden shacks and canvas tents surrounded an open area. Nets were suspended from tall poles erected around the periphery, doubtless to ward off night shrikes but probably also to provide camouflage from any aircraft that might pass overhead. The camp had the basic amenities—a cook tent, a cluster of satellite dishes, outhouses—and might just as well have belonged to a wilderness expedition were it not for what was in its center.


  Vats made from discarded fuel drums had been set up above iron braziers. Brackish water slowly boiled over wood coals, emitting stinking fumes that made his eyes weep. The men and women stirring the vats wore bandanas around the lower parts of their faces, and Ronson wished he’d known enough to take the same precautions. Lumpy brown scum floated on top of the bubbling water; as he watched, one of the croppers dipped a large, long-handled spoon into a vat, carefully scooped out a dripping mass, and placed it on a tray, which was then carried to a wooden platform set up beneath a tarp and laid out to dry.


  “Yaz,” Mikhail murmured, nodding toward the platform.


  “Yeah, here’s where we make it.” The Aussie—his name was Graham, Ronson had learned during the trek through the forest—proudly pointed to the vats. The Russian, whose name was Boris, had left them as soon as they entered the camp. “We drop the roots in there, boil off the resin, scoop it out, cure it . . . that’s how we get the good stuff.” His finger moved to an open-sided shed, where a couple of women were using a grocery scale to weigh bundles of vityazka iz kornia before wrapping them in paper and twine. “Each of those is half a kilo,” Graham went on, indicating a nearby shack where a large stack of bricks could be seen through the door. “From this island alone, we’ll probably get . . . oh, I’d say, five hundred kilos at least.”


  “And then you move on,” Ronson said.


  “Uh-huh . . . another island, another crop, another big pile of rubles.” Graham laughed, clapped him on the back. “Your pot farmers back in the States got nothing on us. They’re stuck in one place, but we’re a mobile operation.”


  Ronson only half listened to Graham as he searched the faces of the men and women around them, trying to spot David Henry. No one here looked like him, though, even allowing for the bandanas covering the faces of the men stirring the vats. Indeed, no one in the camp looked like they were being forced to do anything. Some smiled and joked as they worked, and there were no armed guards keeping them in line. If anyone here had been shanghaied, they didn’t seem to be upset about it.


  Bulgakov might have been wrong, and the frogheads . . . Ronson felt annoyance growing in him. How could he have been so stupid as to trust those things? Masters of the World Ocean, his soaked ass. Animals, really, despite what Mikhail claimed. No wonder he was called Mad Mikhail . . . Someone tapped him on the shoulder. Ronson looked around, saw that Boris had returned. And standing beside him, wearing a jungle hat and a sweat-stained Coldplay T-shirt, was David Henry.


  “Hello,” David said, offering a handshake. “I hear you’d like to buy some yaz.”


  It was only his brief experience working undercover for the NYPD vice squad that kept Ronson from showing the surprise he felt. In an instant, he realized why David Henry had disappeared without a trace. Perhaps he hadn’t come to Venus intending to become a drug lord. Perhaps the opportunity presented itself only after he’d been here awhile. Yet he wasn’t a captive of these yaz croppers; he was their boss.


  “That’s what I’m looking to do.” Ronson shook his hand. “Nice little operation you’ve got here. Never knew how this stuff was made.”


  David grinned, shrugged nonchalantly. “Not many people do until they see it themselves. No harder than weed . . . or even crack, for that matter. And out here, it’s a little easier to get away with.” He motioned to the nets strung above them. “That’s really just to keep out the birds. The law’s just about given up trying to find us. I don’t think they even give a shit anymore.”


  Ronson silently agreed. Bulgakov had just about told him as such. “Must be a hassle getting the roots, though,” he said, trying to find something to talk about while he gave himself a chance to figure out how to play this. He looked around the camp. “I mean, it doesn’t look like you’re cutting down any trees.”


  “Well, I’ve got my own . . .” David’s voice trailed off. His gaze had fallen on Mikhail, who stood quietly nearby. “Hey, I know you!” he exclaimed. “You’re”—he snapped his fingers a couple of times, trying to summon a memory—“that guy! The one who hangs out on the docks in Veneragrad and gets the froggies to pose for pictures!”


  “Mikhail Kronow.” Mikhail’s eyes shifted nervously back and forth.


  “Yeah! Mad Mikhail!” David was both surprised and happy to see him. “I guess you don’t remember me. We never talked or anything, but . . . man, do I remember you! I owe you a lot, dude!”


  Mikhail stared at him. “You do?”


  “Uh-huh.” David looked at Ronson again. “You got him as your translator, right? I mean, he couldn’t have known how to find us, so I guess the dude who’s driving your boat must have done that.”


  “That’s pretty much it, yeah.” Ronson let David make his own assumptions. “Mikhail hooked us up when I told him what I was looking for, so . . .”


  “Cool.” David returned his attention to Mikhail. “Like I was saying, that trick you have? Getting the froggies to come running for chocolate?” He waved an expansive hand around the camp. “That’s made all this possible. C’mon, lemme show you . . .”


  Another boardwalk led away from the camp. It ended at a smaller clearing not far away, where two croppers stood around a hole. It appeared to have been cut straight down through the vines and moss that made up the floating island, forming a deep well. A wheelbarrow stood nearby; the two men watched the hole, as if waiting for something to emerge.


  “When I first came here,” David explained, as they approached the hole, “croppers were using roots of slickbark trees cut down by the lumber operators. Which is okay, except that by the time our people got to them, the roots were all dried out, and that meant the yaz they got from them had lost much of its potency. Everyone knew that fresh roots make better yaz, but since slickbark roots grow underwater, you’d have to use scuba gear and trained divers to swim beneath the islands to get to them. And that’s dangerous as hell . . . something might eat you while you’re down there. Then I had an idea . . .”


  “Coming up,” said one of the men watching the well.


  The water bubbled for a moment, then a froghead came to the surface. Its silver eyes regarded the men standing around the well for a couple of seconds; they stepped back from the hole to give it room, and the aborigine came the rest of the way up. A nylon bag was harnessed to its chest; once the froghead was standing on dry ground, one of the men unfastened the harness, carried the bag over to the wheelbarrow, and upended it. A couple of wet, fibrous objects that looked like large knots fell into the wheelbarrow: slickbark roots.


  The man who’d collected the bag from the froghead picked up a root, inspected it, then held it out for his boss to see. He said something in Russian; David frowned a little but nodded anyway. The other cropper reached into his pocket, pulled out a Hershey bar, and held it out to the froghead.


  Surprisingly, the aborigine didn’t immediately take it. “Wurgo wogka kroh,” it croaked, looking down at the hole from which it had just emerged. “Krokka kow wok-wokka.”


  Mikhail hissed, an angry sound that only Ronson heard. He didn’t say anything, but from the corner of his eye, he could see that Mikhail’s mouth was drawn into a tight line. “Oh, c’mon,” the man with the candy bar said; he was an American, a Southerner judging by his accent. “Take it and git back down there.” When the froghead didn’t accept the chocolate, he yanked a cattle prod from his belt. “This or this,” he said, holding up both the prod and the Hershey bar. “Your choice.”


  The froghead flinched at the sight of the cattle prod. Ronson realized then that this creature was different from the three Water Folk who’d escorted Aphrodite from Veneragrad. Thinner, its head slumped forward and its eyes dulled, there were dark, bruiselike marks on its flanks that could have only been caused by electrical burns. He was looking at a slave.


  “Kroh,” it said softly, then it reached for the Hershey bar.


  “Yeah, kroh this, you ugly mother.” The cropper broke the bar in half and tossed the froghead the smaller part. “Now git back down there . . . and next time, make ’em bigger!”


  The froghead put the chocolate in its mouth, swallowed it slowly. Then, as if resigned to its fate, it turned and jumped feetfirst down the hole.


  “Pretty slick,” Ronson said softly. Mikhail remained quiet.


  “I kinda think so.” David grinned, proud of himself. “I mean, it’s just regular, ordinary chocolate, but they’re totally addicted to it. So all we have to do is find a few froggies, give them a couple of bars, then don’t give ’em anymore until they learn to chew off slickbark roots and bring ’em to us.”


  “Hell, I don’t think they want anything else now but chocolate.” The man with the cattle prod started to take a bite from the other half of the bar, then stopped himself. “Running low, boss,” he added, his voice becoming worried. “I don’t think we’ve got but a few bars left.”


  “Really?” David frowned. “Well, we’re going to have to do something about that. Next time we send someone to Veneragrad for supplies . . .”


  “We got some on the boat,” Ronson said.


  “Oh, yeah?” David looked at him again, his face brightening again. “How much?”


  “Whole bag full. Couple of dozen bars at least.” Ronson was exaggerating—he knew that Mikhail had brought only a few—but an idea had occurred to him. “C’mon back to the boat, and I’ll give ’em to you. We can work out a deal on the way . . . I’ve got the cash there, too.”


  A smile stretched across David Henry’s face. “Sounds like a plan.” He turned to walk back toward the camp. “I like a man who comes prepared. Let’s go.”


  Ronson followed him, consciously avoiding Mikhail’s angry glare.


  
    —–—
  


  Capturing David Henry was almost ridiculously easy. The kid was so confident that the Russian authorities would never catch him, he’d become trustful of anyone who offered to buy yaz from him. He didn’t even take any of his crew with him when he followed Ronson and Mikhail back to the dock.


  Ronson kept up the pretense on the way to the Aphrodite. He had to guess how much a runner might offer for a hundred kilos of yaz, but it appeared that he was close to the mark when he bid 500,000 rubles. David tried to talk him up to 600, and by the time they reached the boat, they’d settled on 550. Plus the bag of chocolate bars, which David laughingly called “a sweetener.”


  He was still chuckling at his own joke when they stepped onto the boat. Ronson was smiling, too, as he casually bent down beside the net locker and found the Taser he’d hidden there. He straightened up, turned around, and fired it at David before he knew what was happening. The charged prongs hit him in the chest; the kid collapsed with little more than a grunt, and he was still twitching on the aft deck when Ronson and Mikhail hastily cast off the lines and Angelo started up the engine.


  By the time David regained his senses, his wrists and ankles were bound, and he’d been deprived of the jackknife Ronson found in his pocket. He rolled over on the deck and glared at the detective. “What the fuck are you . . .?”


  “Your father hired me to come find you.” Ronson was sitting beneath the tarp, watching the island as it receded behind them. “If you’re lucky, I’ll be taking you home to him. But I know a certain cop who might have a say in that, so . . .” He shrugged.


  “Dude, you’re so screwed. When my guys figure out what you’ve done . . .”


  “They’ll come after you?” Ronson shook his head. “Don’t count on it. No one’s following us. I imagine that, even if they put two and two together, they’re not going to risk everything trying to rescue you. My guess is that they’ll pack up and move out as fast as they can, and someone will take over as the new boss.” He glanced at David, gave him a knowing smile. “Hate to break it to you, kid, but with guys like that, you’re expendable. And easily replaced.”


  David Henry glowered, but didn’t reply. He must have realized the truth of what Ronson was saying. Ronson cracked open a beer he’d found in the galley. “So how did you fall into all this, anyway? Did you come here looking to get into the yaz business, or was it just something you stumbled into and . . .?”


  “Slow down!” Mikhail was standing at the bow, searching the waters ahead. “Stop! The Water Folk are just ahead!”


  “Oh, for God’s sake . . .” Angelo was reluctant to stop for the frogheads who’d led them to the island, but he throttled down the engines and the boat coasted to a halt. “Make it quick, okay? I want to put distance between us and the croppers.”


  The three aborigines floated just beneath the surface, their protuberant eyes the only things visible. As the boat idled, its engine still throbbing, Mikhail leaned over the rail and called to them. He spoke for nearly a minute, but the frogheads didn’t respond. When he was done, they silently submerged, vanishing as if they’d never been there. Angelo waited a few seconds to make sure he wouldn’t run over them, then started up the boat again.


  “What did you say to them?” Ronson asked once Mikhail came back to the aft deck.


  Mikhail didn’t reply at once. He stood over David Henry, hands clenched at his sides, regarding the kid with cold and murderous eyes. David tried to return his gaze but quickly looked away. “I told them we found the man we were looking for,” Mikhail said at last, his voice low, “and thanked them for their help.”


  “That’s all?” Ronson didn’t believe him. Mikhail had spoken a long time for something as simple as that.


  Mikhail nodded, then went below, closing the cabin door behind him.


  Aphrodite continued westward, chasing the shrouded sun as it gradually dipped toward the horizon. It was beginning to slide into the ocean when Angelo called a stop for the night. There were no islands around, so he simply stopped the engines, allowing the boat to drift. With no nearby islands, there was little chance they’d attract the shrikes who haunted them. The captain left the nets in the locker, and since it was a mild evening, Mikhail suggested that they have dinner on the aft deck beneath the tarp.


  Time to relax a bit. All the same, Ronson took the precaution of scanning the ocean with the binoculars. Aside from a distant logging ship, they’d seen no other boats since escaping the yaz camp. As he’d predicted, the croppers had apparently decided that pursuing the people who’d abducted their chief—their former chief—was more trouble than it was worth. And although he’d occasionally glimpsed Water Folk breaching the surface, they’d kept away from the boat. He couldn’t tell whether they were the same ones they’d met before, but he doubted it. Their task was done; no reason for them to have anything further to do with the humans.


  He was wrong.


  Darkness had fallen when a froghead rose to surface just behind Aphrodite’s stern. By then, the four men were seated in folding deck chairs beneath the awning. Ronson had removed the ropes around David’s ankles but left his wrists tied; he was eating canned stew from the paper plate Angelo had placed in his lap when Ronson happened to glance behind the boat and spotted a pair of eyes that reflected the light of the deck lamps like silver coins.


  “Company,” he said.


  Angelo turned around in his chair, followed his gaze. “Oh, hell,” he muttered, annoyed by the distraction. “What does it want?” He looked at Mikhail. “Give it a candy bar and tell it to go away. It’s putting me off my food.”


  Mikhail had been quiet all afternoon, saying little to anyone. Now he put down his plate, pushed back his chair, and stood up. Instead of turning to the froghead—no, Ronson realized, there wasn’t just one pair of eyes, but two . . . and now three—he looked at David.


  “You remember when we were at your camp and you were showing us how you got the Water Folk to bring you tree roots?” he asked. “You remember that one of them said something to you and your people?” David said nothing and Mikhail went on. “I know you did not understand what it was saying, but I did. It said that it did not want any more chocolate, and then it begged you to let it go.”


  “Yeah, well . . .” The kid was watching the frogheads. They were coming closer to the boat. Ronson counted six pairs of eyes, and it seemed like more were coming. “That’s really tough, but I don’t think . . . I don’t think . . .”


  “No. You don’t think, do you?” Mikhail stepped away from the circle of chairs, out from under the tarp. “And now you pay the price.”


  A thump against the stern, then a froghead reached over the side. With surprising speed and agility, it pulled itself aboard. Its feet had barely touched the deck when another one followed it. And then a third.


  “Hey, what’re you . . .?” Angelo was out of his chair, staring at the creatures. “Tell these goddamn things to get off my boat!”


  “They will be gone soon.” Mikhail was calm, hands at his sides. “They will leave as soon as they have taken what they want from us.” A faint smile. “And no, it isn’t chocolate.”


  “Mikhail, this has gone far enough.” Ronson stood up, felt for the Taser he’d clipped to his belt. His hand fell upon an empty holster. Sometime in the last half hour or so, it had disappeared. He remembered Mikhail’s bumping against him just before they sat down for dinner, and immediately knew what he’d done. “Mikhail . . .!”


  Frogheads were climbing over the starboard and port gunnels. Ronson could hear more coming over the bow. Eight, ten, twelve? He had no idea how many. Now it wasn’t just their eyes that were reflecting the light, but also the teeth within their open mouths. Wet, sharp teeth . . .


  “Get ’em away from me!” The plate fell from David Henry’s lap as he leaped to his feet. His eyes, when they swung toward Ronson, were wide and utterly terrified. “Get a gun or something and get ’em the fuck away from me!”


  Ronson looked at Mikhail. Frogheads were standing on either side of the Russian now, advancing toward the other three men beneath the tarp. “Don’t do this. Mikhail, don’t let them do this . . .”


  “Go below,” Mikhail replied. “You too, Captain. If you do not interfere, they will not . . .”


  All at once, the Water Folk attacked.


  Ronson saw little of what happened next. It was swift, it was violent, and by the time he and Angelo reached the cabin and threw themselves inside, it was over. Almost. The screams were still coming as the captain slammed the door shut and they put their weight against it.


  The frogheads hadn’t come for them, though. They’d come for David Henry.


  And for Mikhail, too.


  Both men put up a fight, but it didn’t last but a few seconds. The boat rocked back and forth, and there were the sounds of a struggle from the other side of the door. A series of loud splashes. And then the night was quiet again.


  Ronson waited a minute or so. Not just to make sure that the frogheads had left, but also to give his heart a chance to stop hammering against his chest. Then, with Angelo fearfully peering over his shoulder, he inched the door open and peered out.


  Overturned chairs. A ripped tarp. Blood on the deck, already mixing with puddles of seawater. No bodies.


  The two men stood on the aft deck, feeling the warm rain against their faces. In the far distance, lightning flashes briefly delineated the horizon, painting the clouds with shades of purple and silver, silver the color of the Water Folk’s eyes. A soft rumble of thunder. A storm was approaching.


  “I really hate this fucking planet,” Angelo whispered.


  “Yeah,” Ronson said. “Me too.”
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  1.


  COLT WAS PLAYING CARDS WHEN TROUBLE CRAWLED IN through the door in the shape of a dead man who didn’t yet know he was dead.


  This was on old Venus, ancient and most decadent of planets. Make no mistake, as the blind poet said: man has conquered space before. Woman, too, though in fairness, Colt thought, what women had come to this planet in aeons past had not seemed to make it as far as Port Smith. It was a dismal Earth outpost, stranded somewhere on a solid strip of land amidst Venusian swamps. Violet clouds capped it like a forest of mushrooms, and the thick, green-leafed jungle sprouted at the edges of the swamps on all sides, enclosing the port in its relentless grip.


  The Earthmen called the place Port Smith; what the Venusians called it, Colt didn’t know.


  Colt was playing a mixed Martian Wild Card Stud. He was in for all he was worth, which, admittedly, at that precise moment, wasn’t a hell of a lot. Colt was out of cash and out of luck, and he needed a boost of both if he were ever to get off this wretched planet. Neither seemed likely to materialize.


  In the corner, Old Ishmael, the blind musician, brought his instrument to his lips and began to haltingly play. It was a dream-flute, and, as he blew, gently, into its mouthpiece, ghosts rose into existence around the bar. Colt’s breath was caught in his throat, for they were Venusian dancers, from some long-vanished Atlantean temple, perhaps: bold and free, with their long, flowing black hair, their eyes in which ships sailed in the infinity of space. Slowly, they grew solidity and shape, gliding in a dance through the bar, amidst the tables and unoccupied chairs: and the eyes of all men in that place turned to them, in fascinated enchantment, even Colt’s. All but the musician’s blind eyes.


  It was hot. The humidity wore you down, after a while. The other men sweated, though Colt kept his cool. Outside the windows of the Medusa’s Head, the cloud cover stretched from horizon to horizon, covering the sky in an impenetrable dome: it was the same weather that, on Earth, heralds the coming of a hurricane. From time to time, a distant explosion could be heard, as one of the ships took off into the sky. Glancing out of the window, Colt was startled anew, each time, by a flash of silver as a rocket rose, disappearing beyond the clouds. He downed his glass of local arkia, squinted at his cards, and waited for his luck to change, for better or for worse.


  There was a rumble in the distance, and the other players looked up. Colt kept his eyes on the table and his free hand on the butt of his gun. He was playing a four-hander: the others were two short, scaly Venusians, and an Earthman who called himself Carter. The sound, as of a distant explosion, sounded again, followed a moment later by a rumble that, this time, shook the ground. “That ain’t the sound of no rocket ship,” the other Earthman, Carter, said. The two Venusians exchanged uneasy glances, but kept their own counsel. “All-in,” Colt said, and pushed what remained of his money, a bag full of gold Martian ingots, into the pot. For a moment, there was a silence.


  “I’m out,” one of the Venusians said, and the Earthman immediately followed suit. Colt found himself staring into the other Venusian’s eyes. The Venusian’s mouth curled in a smile Colt did not like. “Well?” he demanded.


  Slowly, the Venusian laid down his cards.


  Colt stared at the Venusian’s cards and felt his heart sink.


  He had lost.


  The Venusian had the Queen of Despair, the Jack of Despair, and a ten of the same. On the table, the community cards were the Seven of Love, the Two of Surrendered Bliss, the Nine of Love, and the Shambleau: the wild card.


  The Venusian had a Royal Straight. Colt had nothing—nothing but a gun.


  “Don’t,” the Venusian said. There was the unmistakable sound of a weapon being charged.


  At that moment, a third explosion erupted outside. This time it was almost directly overhead. The aftershock rocked the foundations of the bar and toppled the unoccupied chairs; it smashed glasses to the floor and made the cards fly into the air. Colt’s hand closed on his bag of ingots and made it disappear. Already, he was rising, the gun in front of him, aimed at the door. The blind musician put his dream-flute down. The dancing girls flickered, then faded away, and Colt felt a momentary sense of loss.


  “What—” the Earthman, Carter, began to say. The door to the bar blew open inward and a man came crawling into the room. He lunged forward, in one desperate, terrifying last desire to live, and fell by Colt’s feet. He was badly hurt. “Get down!”


  A ray-gun blast followed the man through the open door and the Earthman, Carter, fell down, screaming, as his face melted beyond recognition. Not taking his eyes off the door, Colt reached across the table and swept the man’s remaining money into a pouch by his side. The Earthman would not, now, need it—but Colt did. Mercifully, the other man’s screams shortly died, and with them, the man himself. They were now three against the unknown menace—the two Venusians, and Colt. The blind musician had disappeared, taking his dreams with him.


  “Roog!” one of the two Venusians—the one who had folded early—said. Looking wildly in all directions, he ran to the door and outside. Colt could hear him shouting, but whether he was pleading, or threatening, or both, he could not tell. There was a fourth rumble of an explosion, shaking the walls and the floor, and Colt could hear the man scream, outside, then fall silent.


  Colt and the one remaining Venusian were left alone in the bar: them, and the unknown men at their feet. “What’s your name, Earthman?” the Venusian said.


  “Colt. You?”


  “Sharol. And that money belongs to me.”


  “We can fight over it later,” Colt said. “When we get out of this mess.”


  Amusement crinkled Sharol’s face. “If we get out, surely,” he said. Colt shrugged. “Any idea what’s out there?” he said.


  “Roog, evidently.”


  “What is Roog?”


  “I don’t know.” Sharol looked uneasy. “My money is on something bad.”


  “It . . .” It was the dying man at their feet. Colt took a close look at him, and was surprised to see it was an Earthman. He was badly scarred, and suffering from malnutrition. Burns, oozing puss, covered his hands. “It is . . . treasure.”


  “Treasure?” Sharol said. He had a purplish, mottled skin and small, near-translucent ears close to his skull. They are a more delicate-looking breed, on Venus, smaller than Earthmen and seemingly fragile, but never underestimate them, for it will be the last thing you ever do. “You have my interest, stranger.”


  “The temple lies . . .” The dying man’s eyes fluttered closed. In a heartbeat, Colt was kneeling, though he kept his eyes and his gun trained on the door. “Where?” he said, shaking the dying man roughly. “Where?”


  “The Roog . . .” the stranger said. “The Roog!” with horror and revulsion clear in his voice; and then his breath stilled. “Damn you!” Colt said. Sharol’s cold chuckle made him glance up: the Venusian was looking at him in amusement. “Death is not the end, Colt of Earth,” he said. “But let us hope this man’s pursuers do not know that.”


  “Let them come!” Colt said, and felt the cold, savage fury burn through him, as clean and as pure as a knife. The Venusian merely gestured, silently. He and Colt separated, one to each side of the door. “Ready?”


  “Is this a gun?”


  “It certainly appears to be one, yes.”


  “Then I’m ready.”


  They turned, together, and burst through the doors, outside.


  The sun was low over the horizon, behind the clouds; it painted them fantastical shades of violet and red and oozing green. Directly ahead, Colt saw the enemy—just as the enemy saw them.


  Colt rolled, firing. He preferred a projectile weapon. Beam weapons were fine for dry worlds, for the sterility of space. But on a swamp world such as Venus, Colt felt better with an honest, Earth-made gun, the sort that fired bullets. You knew where you were, with bullets. It was almost like being back home.


  The bullets certainly took the attackers by surprise. Colt did not know what they were. He gleaned impressions as he rolled and fired: tall, ungainly creatures, metal-plated, skinny: two purple antennae moved sinuously above their heads. He had no doubt they were communicating silently. They moved as one: they were made for war.


  But so was Colt, who had survived worse odds on a dozen rough and wild planets. To the other side of him, the Venusian, Sharol, was firing steadily, his beam weapon flashing, but it merely glanced off the armor plating of the attacking, antlike creatures. “Aim for their antennae!” Colt called, and felt rather than saw the Venusian’s grin. Sharol swept his weapon high, and a terrible hissing sound emanated from the attackers as their fragile communication fronds were seared off. Colt continued to fire, his bullets snapping the attackers’ armor. He saw one, two, three drop. Clearly, whatever make or design these things were, they had not been prepared for an Earthman’s old-fashioned weapon.


  But then—he saw! Rising behind the antlike creatures, the source of the explosions that had rocked the bar, a fire burning bright in the sky, dispelling clouds, casting a deathly glow over the swamps and the spaceport itself. Within its glow, Colt could dimly make out a sinuous body, a reptilian head with large diamond eyes, and thin, graceful wings . . . “What is that?” he said—whispered—and heard Sharol’s choked reply, “It’s a Sun Eater.”


  The attackers parted, and through the open swathe of space, Colt could see the creature soaring high above, a sleek, beautiful being flying on wings of—so it seemed—pure song; and whose exact dimensions it was too difficult to make out, so brightly did it burn.


  Graceful it might have been. Yet it was not free.


  The antlike creatures had, somehow, tethered the Sun Eater to ropes of a metallic hue, and, like children flying a kite, were controlling it from the ground. “We cannot fight it!” Sharol said, and Colt said, “It’s beautiful . . .”


  “We will die here, Earthman,” Sharol said, sounding resigned. But inside Colt, the coldness of battle was replaced with the heat of rage. Whatever these things were, however much they wanted to kill him—these were things he understood. Yet to enslave such a creature—such a spirit!—was to sin against nature itself.


  And he could not—would not!—allow it.


  He threw Sharol his gun. The Venusian caught it. “Take care of the advance party,” Colt said. “Then follow me.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Set it free,” Colt said, and with that he was running, the rifle strapped to his back now in his hands. It was a Martian Corps carbine, manufactured for an old war in which Colt had once been a soldier, though it was unclear, to this day, on which side.


  He came upon them like a Martian dust devil, a Fury as of some lost legend out of Lemuria or Mu, those continents of Earth now lost to the mists of time. The rifle barked, spewing fire. He watched one enemy fall, then another. Blaster fire singed the air and a pain crawled over Colt’s arm, a burning that made him cry out, but he did not drop the gun. Then he was in their midst, battering, kicking, slamming the butt of the rifle into the strange creatures’ featureless faces. They were machines, he thought, and memory returned, but he had no time for it, not now: he fired and punched, paying no heed to his own safety, watching only as the thin streaks of silver rope were let drift, one by one. Above him, slowly, the Sun Eater was rising higher into the air. It cried out then, a voice as pure as the water of a glacier. The remaining attackers came at Colt then with renewed fury, and he knew he was done for. They had surrounded him, they had beaten him down to the ground, in the Venusian mud he lay, looking up into a sky illuminated with an artificial sun. Is this how I die? he thought, not bitterly, but with a certain disappointment: he had always seen himself dying, at last, amidst the rolling green hills of Earth.


  But then, as from afar, he heard the renewed sound of fire, and, turning his head so that his cheek rested against the muddy ground, saw the Venusian Sharol come running, firing with Colt’s own gun. Colt reached out, grabbed one of the ant-thing’s legs, and pulled, unbalancing it. He would not die without a fight, he thought, and he set on the metallic creature, prying open its armor with his bare hands, until its plates parted, and inside it, a violent green and vociferous purple, like congealing blood. The inside of the creature was indeed organic, it was alive! Colt reached for the dagger strapped to his leg, raised it with the last of his power, and plunged it into the ant-thing’s gelatinous flesh. A terrible shock ran up his arm from the creature’s body as it convulsed and died. Overhead, the Sun Eater roared, finding its tethers suddenly unmanned. Colt heard the beating of wings and felt the heat of the sun blast down around him. He covered his head with his hands, his fingers slimy with the ant-creature’s blood, and waited to die.


  A moment later, still alive, he opened his eyes. All about him was a ring of ash where an unbearable heat had touched down. The ant-things were charred bodies of molten metal and bubbling ichor. Colt raised his eyes to the sky. Above his head, the Sun Eater hovered, its diamond eyes looking into Colt’s. Its wings beat gently, almost lazily, against the air, raising a hot dry wind. For a long moment, they held each other’s gaze. Then, with a final cry, in which gratitude or triumph, Colt never knew which, intermingled, the majestic being rose into the sky like the dawning sun.


  “Colt? Colt!” It was Sharol, kneeling beside him, one arm dangling uselessly by his side: white bone jutted out of the flesh. “You’re alive!”


  Colt winced. “Your arm is broken,” he said. “It’s nothing,” Sharol said. He threw Colt his gun back. Colt caught it one-handed. His own arm was badly burnt. “Come on!”


  “Where?”


  “Back to the bar. Before spaceport security or more of these creatures show up.”


  “You want a drink that badly?”


  But Colt was rising, following the Venusian. His rifle was back in its place, his gun back in its holster. He felt good. It felt good to be alive, on Venus or any other world.


  “Wait,” he said, as they approached the bar. The bodies of ant-things littered the ground here, where Colt and Sharol had killed them. He knelt beside one, examined it cautiously. “What are they?” Sharol said.


  “ReplicAnts . . .” Colt said. He turned one armored foot over, squinting. Imprinted into the metal, as he had expected, was a serial number. The memory returned. He had never seen them, until now . . . “They were manufactured back in the Jovean Wars,” he said. “The bodies of human conscripts, embalmed alive into machine bodies. They were meant for war in space, not on the ground. I had thought that all of them were decommissioned and destroyed years ago.”


  “So how did they come to be here?” Sharol asked, and Colt said, “I have no idea.”


  “Come on,” Sharol said, losing interest. He pushed into the dark interior of the bar and Colt followed. The bottle of arkia miraculously remained undamaged, though it had fallen to the floor. Sharol picked it up, took a long swig, and handed it to Colt. The drink burned pleasantly as it slid down his throat. The corpse of the man who had begun all this lay on the floor. “Roog,” Sharol said thoughtfully.


  “Treasure,” Colt said. They traded glances. “Well,” Colt said, “I guess we’ll never know where he came from.”


  Sharol laughed. It was a surprisingly deep sound, and it echoed around the silent room. “I told you, Earthman,” he said. “Death is not the end. Here. Fetch me your knife.”


  So the Venusian had noticed Colt’s concealed dagger. He had proven himself a man of action, as good as any Earthman, if not better. He was worthy of grudging respect. And so Colt drew the knife, still slimed with the ReplicAnt’s goo, its blood, and tossed it to the Venusian, who caught it easily with his good hand. “What are you going to—” Colt began, but the Venusian merely grinned cheerfully as he knelt by the dead man. Sharol applied the sharp knife to the dead man’s throat and began to saw off the head, whistling cheerfully as he worked. Colt took another swig of arkia. In moments, it was over, and Sharol straightened up, tossed Colt back the knife, and picked up the dead man’s head by the hair. The face stared sorrowfully at Colt.


  “Was that really necessary?” Colt said. Sharol paid him no mind. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.


  “Where are we going?”


  “We need to find some mud,” Sharol said.


  “Mud?”


  “And we need,” Sharol said, and grinned again as he swung the head back and forth, back and forth with his good hand, “to find ourselves a witch.”


  2.


  THE MUD STANK. IT REEKED OF FETID WATER AND DECOMPOSING plant and animal matter. Colt and Sharol were nestling in the shallow of the swamp. Their clothes lay in an untidy heap on the bank nearby, though Colt kept his gun near. The dead man’s head was in a sack drawn with a string. Overhead the sky was a violent shade of purple and lightning flashed in the distance, heralding the coming of yet another storm.


  They were two days away from Port Smith, deep into the Venusian jungles. The mud itched where it covered Colt’s burns. It was healing them. Sharol, beside him, was peacefully puffing on a cigar, his arm entirely encased in thick, grey mud. Colt’s toes stuck out of the water. Beyond them he could see the reeds of the swamp, and, here and there, the water predators circling, unseen. Sometimes a tentacle broke the surface, thick and veined, before dropping into the depths again. “If you don’t bother them, they won’t bother you,” Sharol said. His naked chest was scarred with old wounds, much like Colt’s. His nipples were small and hard. Colt looked away. When he peeled the mud off, new skin was forming over the burns. “Remarkable.”


  “Venus,” Sharol said, “has many depths.” Colt eyed the swamp as another tentacle rose to the surface. It was immense, and he did not like the thought of the underwater creature it belonged to. “I’m sure,” he said.


  “Relax!” Sharol replied. “Here, give me your back.” Colt turned, and Sharol began to apply mud to Colt’s skin. The water was as warm as a bath, and Sharol’s fingers dug deep into Colt’s skin, releasing a pressure Colt hadn’t even realized was there. He sighed in satisfaction. “Don’t stop,” he said.


  They remained in the water for some time. When they were done, they washed off the mud and dried themselves on the banks of the swamp. The sun was setting, the sky awash with blood-red hues. In the swamp, a majestic creature was rising to the surface, as large as a ship. Its domelike head had a beak and enormous red eyes. Around the creature, tentacles rose up to the surface, moving sinuously, creating waves. The beak opened and a forlorn cry sounded, piercing the night. “It is the cry of the Dwellers,” Sharol said. There was a sadness, as well as love, in his voice. “Listen.” Colt did, and became aware of other, distant cries rising into the air in answer. “They are calling to each other, as they do, each night, across the world. But each year there are fewer and fewer to answer the call.”


  Colt stared ahead. The creature, this Dweller, raised its massive bulbous head toward the unseen stars, crying in a language Colt could not understand. He cleared his throat, embarrassed, perhaps, at the Venusian’s naked display of emotion. “Earth’s colonial policy is not my prerogative . . .” he began, awkwardly.


  “I know, Earthman,” Sharol said, and there was bitter mockery in his voice. “You mean well, you all do, children of Earth, reaching for the stars. So enthusiastic, so sure of yourselves. Like overgrown toddlers, you mean us well . . . and yet, you continue to come.”


  Colt flexed his arm. His new skin tingled. There was a fortune to be made in Venusian mud, if it could be exported off-world. There were other places like Port Smith all around the continents of Venus, now. New Earth colonies on this once-grand world, existing on the sufferance of Venus’s ancient, decaying civilization. One day the swamps would be drained, their Dwellers processed into dried-up delicacies for the enjoyment of the off-world rich, their mud packaged and sold in minute quantities for those who could afford its healing properties . . . He clapped Sharol on the back, for those days were not yet, and perhaps, he thought, would never come to be. “Believe me,” he said, “I have no desire to stay on this stinking mudball of a planet any more than I have to. I’m light of funds, I’ve been shot at and nearly killed and I don’t even know why, and we’re carrying a dead man’s head in a pouch. Where is this damned witch?”


  Sharol laughed. Overhead, the sky darkened as the unseen sun sank beyond the clouds. “Oh, Earthman,” he said, but not without genuine fondness. “Like a toddler, you look, but you do not see.”


  “See what?” Colt said.


  Sharol, wordlessly, pointed.


  Colt squinted. In the dim light, the Dweller seemed to grow more immense, rising higher, like a lotus flower opening at night. And then he saw her—a lighter shade against the monster’s own. A female figure, nude and lithe, hairless and smooth, her skin the same shade of violet as Sharol’s own. She was perched on the Dweller’s mantle, and her long, reddish-violet hair caught the rays of dying sunlight through the clouds and momentarily shone. For a moment, Colt forgot to breathe. With a graceful movement, the female Venusian dove, headfirst, into the water of the swamp. With strong, economical strokes, she swam toward them and soon climbed on shore, her body shining with droplets of water like tiny diamonds. He had expected a witch—he had not expected to be bewitched instead! The swampwoman smiled, revealing small, sharp teeth. “Welcome back, Sharol,” she said. “You bring strange friends.”


  The Venusian inched his head in reply. “An empty head, and a dead one,” he said, grinning. “This is Colt, the Earthman. Who our companion is, I do not yet know.”


  “And so you came seeking me.” She turned her attention away from him, abruptly, transferring her gaze to Colt’s. Her eyes were fever-bright; her scrutiny discomfited Colt. “I would have come to you earlier,” she said, “but I was observing your proclivities in the shallows, and, well . . . I thought it best to wait.”


  Colt found himself blushing. Sharol grinned harder. “This,” he said, “is my sister, Yaro.”


  “A pleasure,” Colt said. “Ma’am.”


  But again her attention snapped away, this time to the sack in Sharol’s hand. “A dead man walking, who yet did not know it . . .” she said. “Who of us, walking around, alive under the scarlet skies, can ever truly name the time of our demise?”


  “We were hoping,” Sharol said, “to find out where he came from.”


  “Still hunting for treasure, brother?”


  “Sure,” Sharol said, easily. “Only this time, I have a partner.”


  Again, she cast that quick, mayfly glance at Colt, and away. She turned abruptly. “Come,” she said. She led them through a narrow trail, away from the swamp, into the jungle.


  There was nothing for them to do but follow.


  3.


  THE WITCH’S HOUSE SAT DEEP IN THE WOODS. BEYOND THE forest, far in the distance, rose a range of volcanic mountains. At their base stood Earth’s last settlement on this Venusian continent, which the Earthmen had called Lucille Town, perhaps named by its founder for some long bygone sweetheart. Beyond it lay only the unknown of the primeval Venusian wildlands.


  “There is no Sunday west of Lucille Town,” so the colonists said, “and no God west of Port Smith.”


  Though in that, as Colt and Sharol were soon to find out, the colonists could not have been more wrong . . .


  “So, brother,” Yaro said. “What do you have for me?”


  They were in her house. It was simply but tastefully decorated, and a fire burned violet in the hearth, sending plumes of scented smoke into the air. Sharol opened the string and drew the dead man’s head from the bag. “It stinks,” Colt said. The head looked bad. The Venusian weather had not been kind to it, and it was beginning to decompose. Yaro said, “You should have brought it to me sooner.”


  Sharol shrugged. “Can you speak with it, still?”


  “I can try.” She took the head from him. She was dressed now, in a plain shift that rippled around her. She held the head in both hands, staring into its dead, glassy eyes. At last, Yaro shook her head. “Perhaps,” she murmured. “Though he is long gone down the Dark Path.”


  She gestured for them to follow her. Colt moved sluggishly, the smoke making his senses dull and pleasant. Yaro opened the door to a second room. The air was colder there. A curious contraption stood in the middle of the room. It was as if it had grown out of the ground, a blunt trunk surrounded by many twisting branches that spread out and in again upon themselves like tentacles. Yaro placed the dead man’s head on the trunk. She began to bend the branches, attaching them, one by one, to the head, pushing them deep into the melting skin and reluctant bone. Colt gritted his teeth but did not look away. When it was done, the head had been penetrated multiple times by the branches, and Yaro took a position in the tangle of branches. This time it was as though the tree itself was responding to her. The branches moved, snaking under Yaro’s shift, attaching themselves to her. She began to murmur words in a language Colt did not understand. Her eyes closed and a faint blue light began to glow along the branches of the tree, spreading out from Yaro to the disembodied head. Colt stared in horrified fascination as the air began to fizz and hiss with a powerful discharge. Yaro began to shake, engulfed by cold fire.


  The dead man blinked.


  Colt stared. This could not be happening, surely.


  The head blinked again. Then it opened its mouth and screamed.


  Colt took an involuntary step back and bumped into Sharol, who held him steady. Yaro made a sharp gesture and the dead man immediately fell silent. “There is not much there,” Yaro said.


  “Try,” Sharol said, gripping Colt’s arm. Yaro closed her eyes. The head opened its mouth again. It began to speak.


  “Drowned. In the swamp. Roog. Roog! See him come. The man from the stars has a whip for a heart. Heart of a star! The fire burns, he promised us wealth but made us into slaves. I alone escaped, but they follow, they follow! Untold treasure, all you desire. But the treasure is death. Do not seek your fortune! On the steps of the temple, north by northwest.”


  “Make it focus! Give us a route!” Sharol cried, his excitement infecting Colt. Treasure! he thought. He pushed out of his mind the dead man’s warnings. Dead men could not be trusted at the best of times. Yaro was shaking, sweat pouring down her face, turning her shift damp. It clung to her body. Colt was aware of the curve of her backside, of her nipples, small and hard like her brother’s. The blue flames shot upward, and over the dead man’s head a picture began to form, hazy at first but gaining definition. It showed the volcanic peaks of the nearby mountain range, and beyond it, a mighty river snaking through marshland and swamps. Here and there, through the thick canopy of the trees, Colt could see smoke rising from unseen villages, Venusian settlements no Earthman had ever seen. The picture rushed forward, and suddenly he saw an ancient temple rising out of a clearing in the jungle, on the banks of a great swamp into which the river fed as it passed. “There!” Sharol said. At the sound of his voice, Yaro dropped her arms. She fell to her knees, the branches making slick wet sounds as they detached from her. The image faded away, and the disembodied head was silent once more.


  “Yaro!” Sharol went to her, kneeling by her side. Yaro shuddered. Her eyes fluttered open, but what horrors she saw neither of them could see.


  “Roog . . .” she said, and her voice was a pitiful howl of pain and rage and fear. “Roog . . .!”


  4.


  THERE IS A SPECIAL MONOTONY TO TRAVEL ON VENUS. YOU who have sampled, perhaps, the volcanic isles of Earth’s South Pacific Ocean, or the thick jungles of that planet’s interior, may think you understand something of its nature, but you would be wrong. There is something crushing to the soul in the ever-present cloud cover, never a release from the humidity and heat, never the sight of blue skies or the rolling green hills, of which the blind poet Rhysling famously wrote. He had not been fond of Venus, if Colt correctly recalled, writing of it as rotten, wretched, foul, and filled with death.


  Well, what do you expect from a drunken old poet? was Colt’s take on it. For, traveling for days through jungle and swamp, and sailing the majestic river, which the Venusian swampmen call the Mukhtar, and some worship as a god, Colt began to see Venus through his companion’s eyes.


  This was not the planet that the Earthmen, God-fearing administrators and colonists, ever saw. Through Sharol’s eyes, Colt saw the beauty hidden in the interaction of clouds, for which the Venusians have as many as fifty or a hundred different names; he saw the swirl of hidden currents in the river and smelled the smoke of hidden villages, and that earthy, if unearthly, stink of the swamps, which the Venusians savor like a fine wine. Venus was a planet of secrets and hidden depths, of mysteries beyond recall. And as they traveled, their affinity deepened, his and Sharol’s, and in the privacy of their small, leaflike boat, they consummated that special bond that only men can share with other men.


  Sometimes, in the dark hours, it seemed to Colt that he saw a brightness in the sky, like a false sun in the distance, followed by the inevitable sound of a distant explosion. He did not comment on it, and neither did Sharol, but he had noticed it, ever since they had left Port Smith, and it made him think of the Sun Eater that he had inadvertently saved.


  “Sharol?” Colt said. It was night, and in the distance the Dwellers called to each other across the swamps. The night was thick with humidity and the buzzing of flying insects, drawn to the boat’s dim light.


  “Yes?”


  “What is that sound?”


  Sharol went very still. His small, keen ears moved in a manner no Earthman’s could. Scanning. Colt listened, too. The sound of the water had changed. It was deeper, quicker. A rumble in the distance, growing closer—


  “Rapids!” Colt cried, just as Sharol’s smaller body hit his, sending both of them overboard. The water was surprisingly cold, sending a shudder up Colt’s spine. Sharol was a shadow beside him. “Hold on to me!” Sharol called. The current took their boat away. Ahead, white foam rose into the air and a roar entered Colt’s ears. The falls were close—too close!


  The current dragged them, fast. Colt began to panic when he felt Sharol’s hand tightening on his arm, pulling him with force. They had stopped! He turned and saw a thick tangle of dark roots rising out of the water, Sharol a shadow amidst them. They were the roots of a natongtong tree, which spread out underwater. The current pulled, pulled at them! Colt held fast to Sharol’s hand, then on to one of the roots. They began to drag themselves, laboriously, along the thick, slimy roots, holding on for their lives.


  At last, they made the bank. They lay on the wet mud, breathing deeply and hoarsely. Colt stared out at the thundering smoke overhead. A mere hundred feet farther and they would have plunged to their deaths. He smiled, weakly. “Well, that was a close call,” he said.


  Sharol said nothing.


  “Sharol?”


  He turned his head, but Sharol wasn’t there.


  Colt pushed himself up, alarmed. The mud clung to his skin. Footprints on the ground. He scrambled up the slope from the river, hands and feet clawing for purchase. He came over the rise when a hand grabbed him roughly by the shoulder and forced him down. “Hush, you fool!”


  Colt lay bellydown in the mud, next to Sharol.


  And saw!


  It rose out of the bank, more immense than anything Colt could have imagined. What vanished race had once possessed such advanced technology as to erect this temple complex? Vast stone pillars rose high into the sky, each the size and height of many men; giant statues were erected amidst them, of fantastical, vanished beings, the Shambleau and the Thag and the Nameless. And towering above all, a chain of vast pyramids, starkly illuminated against the violet sky, amidst which dark shapes flittered and fled, rising and soaring through the air.


  “What is this place?” Colt whispered, awed. But Sharol’s reply never came. In its stead there came the unmistakable sound of multiple energy guns, all charging in unison. Colt glanced wildly sideways. Dark shapes rose all around them, enclosing them in a trap from which there was no escape.


  “What is this place?” It was a voice with the twang of Earth in it, a rich and melodious voice, in which amusement and contempt intermingled. A small, round shape stepped forward, revealing itself as a small, rotund man with round glasses and a soft, not unpleasant face. “It is mine.”


  Beside Colt, Sharol was reaching desperately for a gun. Colt grabbed his hand, stopped him. They were outnumbered and outgunned.


  The small man laughed. There was something familiar about him, about his face and voice, his mannerisms . . . Colt’s eyes opened wide as realization dawned, old memory returned. “Van Huisen . . . ,” he said.


  He knew that name—that face! The mining magnate, the rich playboy son of an Earth dynasty who had become the worst despot and warlord the solar system had ever seen. The Warlord of Jupiter, they had called him, and the Butcher of Europa. No wonder those ReplicAnt soldiers had seemed familiar—it was Van Huisen who had employed them, in his insane war to become the emperor of the Jovean moons!


  But surely the man was dead? He had been indicted for countless crimes postmortem, including for xenocide (against the peaceful ocean-dwellers of Europa), his army scattered, his ReplicAnt soldiers destroyed. Of his Five Year Reign, nothing remained, no statue, no memorial. The most evil man in the solar system, they had called him. Surely, surely he was dead?


  “Van Huisen? Yes, yes . . . I remember that name,” the man in the round glasses said, thoughtfully. “And who might you be?”


  “Kill him, Colt! Kill him!” Sharol was shaking, sweat poured down his face: Colt had never seen him this way. He restrained his friend as best he could, afraid for his life. “Ah,” Van Huisen said, smiling pleasantly. “You have heard of me?” He turned back to Colt, shaking his head. “Venusians,” he said. “Such an emotional race, don’t you think? They are like children, they need the firm hand of an adult to guide them. I could use you, yes. One does not waste labor. Bring them,” he ordered his ReplicAnt, sharply. Colt and Sharol were pulled up to their feet. They were led away, deep into the temple complex, into the shadows of the pyramids.
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  IN THAT WAR, COLT WAS BUT A YOUNG SOLDIER. HE STILL REMEMBERED landing on Europa, after the massacre. Remembered the corpses of the gentle, whalelike creatures, stranded on the ice, their enormous eyes unseeing. Once Europa had sang with the mind-song of its peaceful, telepathic inhabitants.


  But the war had turned that icy moon into a wasteland.
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  A HATRED HE HAD THOUGHT FORGOTTEN, BURIED DEEP, FROZEN, had erupted in him. Captive, helpless, he and Sharol were led into the complex. From within, all signs of grandeur were gone, and he could see the place for what it truly was: a ruin.


  Make no mistake: man has conquered space before. And out of what strange, vanished race did this place come? Atlantis? Mu, of which only hints and myths remain?


  Now the jungle encroached freely into the complex; the trees sent roots to break the stones, upend the statues. Once it must have sat on a raised plateau, but the ground had eroded and the river had come in, swamping the once-grand courtyard, turning the earth into fetid pools of stagnant water. They trudged through and around the main pyramid.


  Beyond, an enormous part-lake, part-swamp spread out as far as the eye could see. The water reached up to the lowest level of the pyramids, leaving a black line along the ancient stone. All around the shore, amidst the pyramids, stood Venusian swampmen and -women. Colt heard Sharol’s indrawn breath, the hiss of his anger and disgust.


  Slaves.


  They were slaves.


  Chains linked the Venusians’ legs, binding them together. Scattered among them were armed ReplicAnts, keeping order. The linked chains of slaves were sent into the water, wading, deeper and deeper. Lights hovered over the surface, and Colt saw a massive, floating platform, on which a giant crane stood, extending far over the water. Divers came and went from the platform.


  It was a salvage operation.


  “What is under there?” Colt said. Van Huisen smiled in evident satisfaction. “Treasure, boy!” he said. “Treasure the likes of which the solar system has not seen in aeons! And you, boys, will help me recover it.”


  Roog . . .


  “What was that?”


  For a moment, Van Huisen looked uncomfortable, confused. Then the glint returned to his eyes, and Colt realized, with a cold, sickening feeling, that the man was quite, quite insane.


  “Now get to work!” Van Huisen roared. The ReplicAnts dragged Colt and Sharol toward the nearest chain gang. Chains were fastened to their feet. A ReplicAnt overseer flicked an energy whip over them with casual contempt, and Sharol screamed as a strip of skin was burned clean off his back. Colt shuffled along with the Venusians. Into the shallows of the water, then deeper. What they were searching for, he didn’t know. He knew, only, that they must find it—or die trying.
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  ROOG . . .
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  HOW LONG THEY HAD BEEN THERE, COLT DIDN’T KNOW. HE had lost track of the passage of time. The voices were the worst, after a while. The incessant murmuring of the mad voice in the lake, calling, always calling to them to bring it out. Roog. Roog!


  It was need and demand, hunger and hate, loathing and desire. It was a command, and they could do nothing but obey. They slept fitfully, and, rarely, were fed a thin gruel. Van Huisen and his ReplicAnt soldiers had enslaved the swampmen of the nearby villages and now ranged farther and farther, returning each day with new captives. Roog! It was a weapon, it was a prayer: in time, it almost became Colt’s sole reason to live.


  Almost. But not quite. For he was not alone. Sharol was with him, Sharol of the warm skin and the easy laugh, Sharol of the quick draw: they were partners. And the treasure would be theirs, and revenge with it. They just had to bide their time.


  Colt was not the only Earthman in the salvage site. There were others there, and Martians, and the men of half a dozen other moons and planets. How they had come to be there he did not know. They were the dregs of the solar system, easily missed, easily lost. And every day he watched them give their lives to the swamp, and with each agonized death, each beating or drowning, he could feel the thing in the swamp grow stronger, hungrier, and heard its call echoing louder in his mind: Roog!


  “It is near,” he heard Sharol say, as though from far away. They were standing on the floating platform, illuminated by the harsh glare of floodlights. “It is rising.”


  “Yes,” Colt said, and, “Yes.”


  Roog!


  A numbness had spread through him. For three days and three nights, they had dived from the platform, into the depths of the swamp. Dredging, searching, knowing they were getting close. It had been easy to be promoted to the platform. No one survived up there long.


  They were unchained, up here. They had to be, to dive and return. Colt had never been so tired. There was no escape from the platform, in the glare of floodlights and the shadows of the ancient pyramids. There was only one way out. Perhaps he had always known that.


  He adjusted the mask on his face and dove headfirst into the water, and felt Sharol, a bullet shape beside him. Together they dove deep, their torches illuminating the murky depths. There were others down there, little mechanical submersibles and naked Venusian divers, nets and hooks and rope. And then there were the dead.


  They were everywhere. They floated in a thick glow of decomposition and decay, staring at Colt with white, milky eyes. Venusians and Earthmen and Martians, sacrificed each day for the crazed god at the bottom of the swamp, this Roog, and with each death, it had grown stronger and more insane.


  It was close.


  He could feel it now, feel its relentless, hungry pull. How had it taken so long for them to find it, when it was so obviously there, a beacon calling out, warping minds, infecting their dreams? He dove, deeper and deeper, Sharol’s muscular body moving beside him with fluid, economic grace. A rising shoal of divers, converging on this one place.


  There!


  In the mud, half-buried, ghostly in the half-light of their lamps. It was an enormous stone statue: a savage face like a ritual mask, eyes gouged deep into the stone, shining with bioluminescence. There was both savagery and beauty etched into that stone idol, a hunger, a desire. It was a thing out of Atlantis or Lemuria, the last remnant of its race, found here in the last place on or off Earth. A little lost god. The divers converged on the idol. Nets engulfed it. Ropes wrapped over it, carefully. Colt watched the first of the divers, a small Venusian woman, reach the idol. Perhaps curious, perhaps, in her tiredness and despair, lacking caution, she reached out a hand and touched it. For a moment, a dreamy look entered her face, palely visible through her mask. Then she simply burst open, like fungal spores or dust, a coalescence of blood and brains, intestines and ovaries. The idol seemed to glow, it sucked in the cloud as if the Venusian had never existed, and it exulted, screaming out in savage joy across all of their minds: I . . . am . . . Roog!


  Still they heaved and secured, and overhead the giant crane began to pull, and slowly, slowly, the idol was pulled free of the mud. It rose through the water, an inhuman figure and yet, somehow, carved by humans long gone, whose science had become myth and superstition. Colt stared at it in horrified awe and disgust: this was the treasure they had come to find.


  And now they were its captives.


  He turned his head and saw Sharol looking at him, and a shared thought passed through their minds, and they began to rise, swimming to the surface. On the platform, Van Huisen himself, surrounded by his ReplicAnts, was standing, “Well?” he demanded, “Well, is it here? Is it here?”


  He reminded Colt at that moment of an ill-tempered, spoiled child, one who had received too many presents and yet still bullied away those of others. To Van Huisen, the idol was just another toy.


  Colt emerged fully out of the water and caught his breath, shuddering with cold and tension. A moment later Sharol, too, rose. He looked ill in the floodlights. Overhead the crane strained against the weight of the idol. Slowly, the line rose. The divers emerged like a dark cloud in the water.


  The idol rose. Its great domed head broke the surface of the water. There was a silence all across the swamp and the old ruined temple. Roog. Roog was rising again.


  And no one was paying attention to Colt and Sharol.


  Again, they exchanged glances. They knew each other’s minds. Quietly, they rose. The idol, pulled entirely out of the water, hung suspended in the air above the swamp. It was magnificent—magnificent and grotesque! The mud and water sluiced off it, hissing from some immense heat emanating from within the stone. The idol whispered of blood sacrifice and dark rituals, of death-magic and the science of pain. Van Huisen’s eyes were shining, he seemed as enraptured as a child.


  Colt and Sharol made their way unobtrusively behind the control unit of the crane. On the deck Van Huisen stood with his arms wide open, the waves lapping at his feet. The idol was being lowered toward him. It must have been a weapon, once, Colt thought, the ancient remnants of the wars that had torn Lemuria and Atlantis apart and left their children stranded on this and other planets. What could Van Huisen do, being in control of it?


  Colt raised his face to the sky. He missed the stars badly, at that moment. Then, far in the distance, but coming closer—something like dawn, like the sun. He heard a distant explosion. Sharol turned to him, a swift glance. “I’ve been hearing that sound ever since we left Port Smith,” he said. Colt shook his head, pointed: a ReplicAnt had wandered a short way away from the others, was just turning toward them, its gun beginning to rise.


  They took it front and back, Sharol grabbing the cyborg’s gun as Colt kicked its legs out from under it and broke its neck, cleanly, with a twist. He lowered the ReplicAnt gently to the ground, leaning it against the control booth’s metal wall. No one had noticed. Their chance of escape was now. Colt liberated a beam pistol from the creature’s armor. They were armed, and, for the moment, they were free. Again, they exchanged looks. The water was near . . . all they had to do was swim for it.


  Colt grinned. Sharol, after a moment, grinned back and hefted his gun. It felt good, Colt thought, to have a gun again. You always knew where you were, with a gun.


  “Welcome, Roog of Lemuria, risen again after millennia!” They stepped around the control unit. The idol had been lowered onto the deck. Its eyes had not lost their weird, ethereal glow. In the distance, false sun, growing closer. Van Huisen spread open his arms. “You who were worshipped as a god,” he said, “will now meet one who has lived as one!” And so saying, he stepped forward, and embraced the monstrous stone statue, placing his lips on the idol’s own in a lustful, obscene kiss.


  “Now?” Sharol said.


  “Now!” Colt said.


  They stepped out in unison and began to fire.


  The ReplicAnts were taken by surprise if such creatures can be said to be capable of surprise. The beams hissed through the air, agitating water molecules as they passed. The air filled with steam. ReplicAnts dropped. Others turned, firing. Colt knew they could not win, that this was suicide, yet a savage joy sang through him as he fired, rolled, grabbed a weapon from the hands of a downed cyborg, and continued to mow down Van Huisen’s guard. This was revenge, and revenge was a dish best served with guns.


  Van Huisen still had his arms wrapped around the statue. Now he turned his head back, to look at them, an irritated frown crossing his face. That was what Colt always remembered, afterward: that petulant look on the Butcher of Europa’s face, a moment before it changed forever. At first, it was simple confusion, then a nameless terror entered the man’s eyes, and milky clouds began to pour into his retina. His body shuddered, spasming uncontrollably, and he began to scream.


  Colt was cornered by two ReplicAnts, his arm and face bleeding and burned: he faced them, ready to die.


  But no shot came. Colt stared at the ReplicAnts, but they were unmoving. Just ahead Van Huisen was still screaming, fused into the rock. Colt said, “Sharol?”


  “Yes?” came the reply, from the other side of the platform.


  “Are you still alive?”


  “Yes.” There was a short silence. “You?”


  “I . . . yes?”


  “Sure?”


  Colt shrugged. He grabbed the beam gun from the nearest ReplicAnt, smashed in the creature’s face, then fired in a long beam, low and wide, turning, leaving around him a circle of corpses.


  “I’m pretty sure!” he said.


  In the distance, there was the sound of an explosion, like thunder, but it was not thunder. Colt thought that he could see the sun, but that was impossible, on Venus. In the water, the Venusian swampmen and -women stared up at the two of them, mutely. “Sharol?”


  “Yes?”


  “They’re staring.”


  “Right.”


  Sharol came and joined him, cutting a swathe of dead and broken ReplicAnts in his wake. “You!” Colt said, addressing the Venusians in the water. They looked up at him in mute incomprehension. “Shoo!” Colt said. “Shoo!”


  “Get out of here!” Sharol said. Still they did not move. He sighed, adjusted the setting on his gun, and began to fire into the water. “Go away! Get back to your villages! Hurry!”


  A panic broke in the water, and the Venusians, as one, began to swim to shore. Colt and Sharol, standing side by side in the glare of the one remaining floodlight, watched them come ashore like a dark tide. Soon they were gone amidst the pyramids.


  The sudden silence was broken by a human laugh, the sound of hands, clapping. “Bravo,” the voice said. Colt turned, slowly. Van Huisen was standing beside the idol, but the idol’s eyes no longer shone, and there was something indescribably alien and disgusting in Van Huisen’s face: something that used to be his eyes. “Bravo!”


  “It’s still here?” Sharol said.


  “Shoot it,” Colt said.


  The face that had belonged to Van Huisen smiled. Colt and Sharol opened fire. Van Huisen staggered back, still smiling. Then he stopped and breathed deep. His chest inflated. He seemed to grow bigger and meaner in that time.


  He took a step forward.


  He was unharmed.


  “Roog . . .” he said, softly. His tongue snaked out, red and fleshy like a Martian cactus. He licked his lips. His teeth were like stone, and there was mud leaking from his eyes and ears. He opened his mouth wide. “Roog!” he roared. His tongue snaked out and continued to emerge, a vast red snake. It looped around Sharol and pulled him to the ground. Colt fired, but the beams bounced harmlessly off of the monster. “Sharol!”


  “Run! Save yourself!”


  There was the sound of an explosion, closer this time. Waves lashed the platform, almost upending Colt. Van Huisen grew bigger, and bigger still. His tongue, a red pulsating tentacle, tightened over Sharol’s helpless body. Van Huisen’s weight was making the platform lean; the crane was tilting alarmingly, swinging as the platform rocked. Colt fired, helplessly, sweat pouring down his face. He threw down the gun and ran to his friend.


  “Roog! Roog! Roog!”


  “Go . . .” Sharol whispered. He reached out a hand, stroked Colt’s cheek. “Colt . . . go.”


  “I’m not leaving you.”


  “Save yourself.”


  Colt shook his head. There was sweat in his eyes. He blinked. The Roog was by now enormous. Van Huisen’s body bloated outward, muscles and skin and blood vessels stretched. He towered over them, as tall as the crane now. “I am Roog! Lemuria,” he cried, “shall rise again!” Red tongues lashed out of his enormous mouth, tentacles reaching out for Colt, sinking into the lake, questing, hungering . . . Colt was going to get taken, the ancient god was going to devour them both. He squeezed Sharol’s hand. “At least we found it,” he said, trying to smile. “The treasure.”


  “Fool,” Sharol said. The breath was leaving him. The monster’s tongue wrapped itself around Colt. There was no escape. It was slimy and wet and hot. He felt its pull, tried to fight against it. Overhead, the giant risen god’s laugh boomed across the sky.


  No, Colt realized. It was a different sound, intruding on his consciousness. It was the sound of explosions, and the air felt hot and dry. The Roog stopped laughing, its head turned this way and that. It looked annoyed.


  “Who dares disturb the mighty Roog?” he said. His voice had the petulance of Van Huisen still in it. His tentacle eased the pressure on Colt; just a little. He looked up.


  The sun burned in the purple Venusian sky. It dispelled clouds and illuminated the night, casting shadows and reflections on the water. It was the sun the blind poet Rhysling had spoken of when he described feeling its warmth on his skin and knowing that he was back home, amidst the green hills of Earth.


  And it cried. It cried out in song. It was not the sun, but . . .


  “Sun Eater . . .” Sharol whispered. Colt’s eyes filled with tears as he stared into the glare, saw, amidst the flames, the lizardine body, the leathery wings of the Sun Eater. It turned enormous diamond eyes on Colt as though it could see every part of him, which perhaps it could. Then it gave a cry of anger and rushed at the bloated god.


  The tentacles eased off Colt and Sharol as the Roog turned to his attacker, his mouth opening in rage. Tentacles whipped through the air, trying to wrap around the Sun Eater, but the heat from the flying creature burned them clean off and the Roog cried with anger and pain. Chunks of tongue fell down to the water, red and hissing. The Sun Eater flew at the Roog, gouging deep chunks of meat out of its grotesque human shape, which splashed down into the water, as large as pyramid blocks. Colt grabbed Sharol’s shoulders. The Roog’s attention was off them. Sharol had lost consciousness. Colt began to drag him to the edge of the platform.


  Overhead, the Sun Eater was a ball of flame, but the Roog had stretched his massive lips into a nasty smile, and a new tongue appeared and licked his red flesh. His giant hands reached for the crane and tore it free. The Sun Eater, turning in a graceful swirl, was coming back at the Roog. The Roog screamed incoherent laughter and rage and swung the giant crane like a bat.


  Colt could only watch, in horrified incomprehension, as the crane connected with the Sun Eater’s body with a sickening crunch. For a moment, there was silence, and the sun seemed suspended in the air. Then it fell, like dusk, slowly and inexorably, and hit the deck. The platform shook and the water rose and fell on Colt and Sharol. The swamp water found the Sun Eater and extinguished it. It was dying. Without its light, it was just a beast, one no longer even capable of flight. It turned its diamond eyes on Colt and blinked, once. Colt crawled toward it. Above his head, the Roog was laughing, laughing, growing bigger and bigger into the sky. Soon his head was level with the clouds, his legs extended down into the swamp floor. He had forgotten them.


  “I’m sorry,” Colt whispered. He reached out, stroked the Sun Eater’s reptilian head. It felt warm but no longer burning. He withdrew his hand.


  Then the Sun Eater imploded.
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  IT WAS A SILENT THING. THE CREATURE’S ENTIRE MASS COMPRESSED inward, eyes and scales and wings broke up and shrank, inward.


  Colt stared at the death of the Sun Eater.


  Where it had been, there remained a softly glowing egg.
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  HE CARRIED SHAROL ON HIS BACK, SWIMMING TO THE SHORE. Sharol had recovered enough to walk, by then. They leaned on each other as they walked away from the temple complex. Behind them the giant Roog was smashing up the ancient pyramids. It was like a child, playing with its toys. Soon, if it weren’t stopped, it would take over the world.


  “What . . . happened back there?” Sharol asked.


  “I saw a god rising,” Colt said. “And a Sun Eater die. Come. We must hurry.”


  Sharol did not ask why. They walked away from the ancient temple, along the riverbank, before departing from it into the jungle.


  “I can’t . . . go any farther,” Sharol said.


  “You have to. Just over the next hill.”


  And Sharol would comply, and Colt would make him go over just one more hill. They were not like the green hills of Earth, but they were hills, all the same, and hard to climb. Hills often are.


  “You need medical help,” Colt said. “Lucille Town is three days away, by my estimate.”


  “What difference does it make?” Sharol said. “We lost.”


  Colt shrugged. “We are still alive,” he answered.


  At the top of the next hill they stopped and rested. They had a view over the jungle and the river, and in the distance they could see the swamp and the ruined temple. The Roog’s head was lost in the clouds now. Soon he would be visible from space.


  “No wonder the Atlanteans died out,” Sharol said.


  “Yes,” Colt said.


  He smiled, a private smile. “Look,” he said.


  They saw it before they heard it. The sound traveled slower than the light, so that, when they saw it, it was in total silence.


  It was hard to say, afterward, exactly what it was they saw.


  Certainly, there was a flash of terrible brightness.


  The Roog’s legs seemed to give way under him, suddenly.


  It was the brightness of the sun, turning everything white. And then the Roog was no longer there. Sound followed, a rolling thunder, traveling for miles. The light dimmed, only slightly. The flames rose upward, smoke erupting in a vast towering mushroom cloud. Make no mistake, humanity has conquered space before; and out of that prehistory there came to us the ancient myths of the phoenix, resurrected in fire from ash, for such a creature could never have evolved on Earth.


  It seemed to Colt afterward that before the cloud dispersed he saw a brightness, as beautiful as a bird, born out of the flames, rise and take off, into the air. The Sun Eater, being reborn in flame, like the phoenix.


  They sat on the hilltop and watched the sun rise over the Venusian skies.
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  IN THE DISTANCE, FAINT AND FADING, A FINAL WHISPER in their minds.


  Roog . . .


  Then silence.
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  COLT WAS PLAYING VENUSIAN HI-LO AND WINNING WHEN SHAROL came into the bar. He was limping, holding on to a crutch, but he was smiling all the same. Colt smiled back.


  They had traveled through swampland and jungle to Lucille Town, under the shadow of the volcanoes. Neither was in good shape when they finally made it. But they had made it. That was the important thing.


  The city prospered. A lumberyard was operating at one end of the town, and the men were busy clearing away the trees. The houses were slowly being converted into permanent structures, surrounded by clean, white picket fences. A new road was being built, linking the settlement to Port Smith. Everything seemed orderly, prosperous, and safe.


  One day, Colt thought, all of Venus would be like this. The colonists would drain the swamps, chop down the forests, build roads and towns all over the planet. Such a world would have no room in it for Dwellers or Sun Eaters, the old temples would become roadside attractions, the old gods would die—and such a world would have no place in it for a man like Colt.


  One day, Colt thought. But not today.


  “Got room for one more?” Sharol asked. Colt moved his chair and the man beside him, a gruff marine, did the same. Sharol pulled over a chair and sat down. He put his hand, briefly, on Colt’s.


  “Deal me in,” he said.
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  Here he takes us to a remote mining station on the rugged coast of Venus’s mysterious, fog-shrouded equatorial continent, where the well-armed miners are on guard for an attack by monsters—for all the good it will do them.


  ACROSS THE GLISTENING SLICK OF THE SUBTROPICAL SARGASSO, amongst shoals and archipelagos of bladderweed, several thousand sunfish floated in intersecting circles of churning foam. They were big, the sunfish, big humped discs ten or fifteen or even twenty meters across, patched with clusters of barnacles and thatched with purple-brown thickets of strapweed and whipweed, and all around them soldier remoras flailed and fought, flashing and writhing in frothing, blood-blackened water. A quadrocopter drone hung high above this shambles like a lonely seabird, avid camera eyes transmitting images to the ekranoplan anchored several kilometers beyond the sargasso’s southern edge.


  In the close warmth of the fire-control bay, bathed in the radiance of three big flatscreens, Katya Ignatova asked the petty officer piloting the drone to lock its cameras on a particular pair of sunfish. They were matched in size, each about twelve meters in diameter, and the fringes of their feeding tentacles had interlaced and fused and were now contracting, drawing them together. Dead and dying soldier remoras bobbed around them: slim, silvery torpedoes with chunks torn out of their flanks, shovel jaws gaping, eye clusters filmed white. Venusian fish were armored in bony chain mail, had external gills and horizontal tail fins resembling whale flukes, but they possessed swim bladders. Like terrestrial fish, their corpses floated.


  The drone pilot said, “Such fury. Such waste.”


  “Soldiers attack everything that gets too close to their sibling,” Katya said. “Including other sunfish. They can’t mate until their soldiers have been neutralized. But the dead aren’t wasted. Their flesh feeds the ecosystem where the next generation develops.”


  She hunched forward as the pair of sunfish began to jab at each other with the spears of their spermatophores, and asked the drone pilot if he could get a close-up of the action.


  “No problem,” he said, and made delicate adjustments to the joystick that controlled his little craft.


  The views on the screens tilted and shifted, stabilized again. Katya prompted the pilot to zoom in on the tip of a calcified spear that scratched amongst drifts of purple-brown weed before abruptly driving forward.


  “I believe they call that the money shot,” the pilot, Arkadi Sarantsev, said.


  He was a slender, cynical fellow in his midtwenties, a few years younger than Katya. She had noticed that he kept apart from the companionable clamor in the mess, reading a vivid paperback thriller as he forked food from his tray. Sitting close to him in the television light, she could smell the cola-nut oil he’d used to sleek back his black hair.


  “It isn’t sex as we know it,” she told him. “Sunfish are hermaphrodites, both male and female. If you could zoom out now . . . Yes. You see? Each has speared the other. They are exchanging packages of sperm. Injecting them into special areas of haploid epithelial cells that will develop into egg masses.”


  She planned to collect some of those egg masses in a day or two, when the mating battles were over, to test the hypothesis that they contained both fertilized eggs that produced juvenile sunfish and unfertilized eggs that produced haploid soldiers. She hoped that she would be able to examine the rich and varied biota of the sargasso, too. The swarms of isopods and shrimp and thumb jellies on which sunfish larvae fed; the tripod octopi and fish which fed on them.


  They really were amazing creatures, sunfish. They were eusocial, like ants, bees, and mole rats, with sterile, neotenous soldiers and fertile queens which not only lost their bilateral symmetry, like flatfish or the sunfish of Earth, but also lost their digestive systems, their eyes, and most of their nervous systems. And they were also symbiotic associations, like corals or lichens. The dense fringes of feeding tentacles of the queens, which filtered and digested plankton and extruded strings of nutrient-rich nodules which the schools of soldier remoras devoured, were derived from symbiotic ribbon jellies; the strapweeds and whipweeds rooted in their dorsal shells pumped sugars and lipids into their bloodstreams. Amazing creatures, yes, and really not much like anything at all on Earth.


  Usually they led solitary, pelagic lives, drifting everywhere on the shallow seas of Venus, but every seventeen years they migrated to the sargassos where they had hatched, possibly following geomagnetic and chemical cues (another theory that needed to be tested), and mated, and spawned the next generation, and died. Katya’s observations and data would contribute to a multidisciplinary research program into their life cycle, part of the International Biological Year, a milestone in the growing cooperation and rapprochement between the Venusian colonies of the People’s Republic, the United States, and the British Commonwealth.


  On the central screen, the two sunfish slowly revolved on the blood-black swell. On the screens to the left and right, a wider view showed other sunfish pairs ponderously locking together and surviving soldiers spending their fury on each other or on ripping apart smaller, unsuccessful sunfish.


  Katya asked Arkadi Sarantsev to take his machine higher, was watching intently as it circled the entire area, trying to make sure she captured a good image of every pairing, when the ekranoplan’s turbofans started up with a shuddering roar. A few moments later a seaman leaned into the hatch of the little room and told Arkadi to bring in his drone.


  “Captain Chernov’s orders,” he said when Katya protested, and couldn’t or wouldn’t answer her questions.


  She pushed past, hauled herself along the pitching companionway, and climbed to the teardrop cockpit that, with its pale wood and polished brass trim, the diffuse overcast of the cloudroof gleaming through its canopy, always reminded her of the luncheon room of the Engineers’ Union where her mother, the architect I. V. Ignatova, took her every birthday for a ritual meal of beefsteak and cultivated wild mushrooms. The pilot and navigator were hunched in their horseshoe of switches and dials and computer screens; Captain Vladimir Chernov was enthroned behind them, sipping from a glass of black tea; all three wore bulky headsets. The ekranoplan had made a cumbersome turn away from the sargasso, and now the pilot gripped the throttle levers by his thigh and eased them forward. The roar of the big turbofans, mounted on canards behind the cockpit, ramped up as the ekranoplan began to accelerate.


  Katya grabbed a spare headset to muffle the incredible noise and braced herself in the hatchway during the shuddering lurch of takeoff. She had learned the hard way that she could not speak to the captain in the cockpit until he acknowledged her, and he didn’t acknowledge her until the ekranoplan was under way.


  An adaptation of the famous curable-maket, the Caspian Sea Monster, it resembled a gigantic airplane but was really a wing-in-ground-effect machine that rode on the cushion of air generated by its turbofans and square, stubby wings: a long-range, lightly armed beast capable of speeds of up to three hundred knots. It was making top speed now, skimming some five meters above long, rolling waves, skimming over breakers frothing across sea-lily reefs. On its way to investigate an emergency at the People’s Republic’s most northerly outpost, Makarov Mining Station, according to Captain Chernov.


  “I am sorry about the abbreviation of your studies,” he told Katya, “but the station sent a disturbing message two days ago and has not responded since. Although we are not the nearest vessel, we can reach it before anyone else.”


  He did not look at all sorry: he appeared to be enjoying himself. A burly, broad-shouldered, bullet-headed man dressed in the Navy’s tropical uniform—blue shorts and a blue, short-sleeved jacket over a striped telnyashka shirt—whose cool condescension reminded Katya of the sadistic anatomy lecturer who liked to pluck a student from the ranks and hand her a random bone and demand that she name it and identify the animal it came from.


  Captain Chernov was scrupulously polite to Katya but did not bother to hide his scorn for her work, and the collaboration with the Americans and their British allies. He was a war hero who, during the campaign against American libertarian pirates ten years ago, had devised and carried out a daring, spur-of-the-moment raid that had ended with the capture of a particularly bloodthirsty warlord. Popular acclaim meant that the Navy couldn’t cashier him for disregarding the chain of command, so he had been given a medal and promoted sideways to the Survey Corps, where he’d been chafing ever since.


  When Katya asked him what kind of problem he was responding to, he studied her with remote amusement, then said, “It is something you might find interesting, if true. The miners claimed that they were being attacked by monsters.”


  “Monsters? What kind of monsters?”


  “Most likely the American kind,” Captain Chernov said. As usual, he was speaking to a spot somewhere behind her left shoulder, as if addressing the ghost of an authority she herself did not possess. “If there really are monsters, if this is not some Yankee trick, you may be of some help. Until then, do your best to stay out of the way. My men must prepare for trouble.”


  The ekranoplan made the two-thousand-kilometer trip in just under five hours. Katya studied the images captured by the drone, sorted them into categories, and made a few preliminary measurements. She ate a sparse lunch alone in the long tube of the mess room (which could double as a field hospital if the need arose), composing a bitter complaint to the IBY committee, the Marine Biology Institute, and the Ministry of Defense, which she knew she would never send. Pick your battles carefully and fight them only in your head, her mother liked to say. No one remembers the righteous who go to war and lose.


  The vibration of the turbofans created standing rings in her tumbler of water.


  She wondered about the monsters that had supposedly attacked the miners at Makarov Station. The shallow seas of Venus teemed with an extravagance of macrofauna—sunfish, cornet squid, mock turtles, and so on—but only a few large animal species had been discovered on the northern continent settled by the Americans, and the thousands of islands and sea mounts and atolls of the southern hemisphere. So finding a species of carnivore capable of killing a man would be a considerable coup. A swarm of pack-hunting reptiloids. Some kind of super crocodilian. Or perhaps, just perhaps, something as rare and strange as a tiger or a wolf.


  She went back to work, counting sunfish, measuring them, tracking the paths of individuals . . . Trying to squeeze as much data as possible from the truncated observations. At some point, she noticed that the deep drone of the turbofans had diminished to a gentle throbbing. The ekranoplan was afloat again, driven by its auxiliary engine as it nosed through dense billows of fog. Captain Chernov was outside, on the little railed observation deck behind the cockpit, with the chief petty officer. The two men wore pistols on their hips and were watching the long shadow of a shoreline resolve out of the fog: the shore of the mysterious equatorial continent.


  Two billion years ago, the last great resurfacing era, vast quantities of molten rock from Venus’s mantle had risen to the surface through long, vertical cracks in the crust. Injections of lava and differential crystallization of minerals had formed an enormous geological basin with distinct layered strata, including reefs of titaniferous magnetite gabbro, and vast quantities of tin and iron. The basin had tilted and eroded and half drowned, leaving only one edge exposed, a long, narrow continent that wrapped around half of Venus’s equator. Most of its volcanic ranges and salt flats and deserts were scorching, waterless, and utterly uninhabitable, but a cold sea current rose at its southern coast, feeding banks of fog that grew during the long day and sustained an ecosystem found nowhere else on Venus. The People’s Republic had established several mining stations there to exploit deposits of titanium and tin ore, copper and silver, platinum and bismuth, and to lay claim to the deserts to the north.


  This was the coast that the ekranoplan was approaching, drowned in fog and mystery.


  An even, pearlescent light, streaming with particles and tiny transient rainbows in whichever direction Katya happened to look. The close, clammy heat of a Turkish bath wrapping around her like a wet towel. The puttering of the auxiliary motor and the slap of waves unnaturally loud in the muffled hush. And something echoing in the distance: faint, staccato, persistent.


  “I see no monsters,” Captain Vladimir Chernov said, turning to Katya. “But I definitely hear something. Do you hear it, too, Doctor? Could you give your professional opinion?”


  “It sounds like dogs,” Katya said. “Dogs, barking. Do they have dogs?”


  “I don’t believe so. Pigs, yes. To eat their kitchen waste and supply them with fresh pork. They are Ukrainian, the miners here. And all Ukrainians love pork. But if the records are correct, there are no dogs.”


  “Well, it sounds more like dogs than pigs. Someone smuggled in their pets, perhaps. Or watchdogs were assigned to this place, and the paperwork was lost or mislaid.”


  “Perhaps. Or perhaps it is monsters that kill and eat men, and bark like dogs,” Captain Chernov said. A fat pair of binoculars hung from his neck, a symbol of his status, perhaps: they were of no practical use in the fog.


  “It would be something new to science,” Katya said, refusing to rise to his bait.


  “Science does not yet know everything,” Captain Chernov said. “Isn’t that why you were studying the sunfish, Doctor? Not just to be friends with the Americans, but because you wished to learn something. We are at the edge of an unexplored continent. Perhaps you will learn something here.”


  “Or perhaps they are really dogs. American running dogs,” the chief petty officer said.


  He was a stocky, grizzled fellow with a scornful gaze who had even less time for Katya than Captain Chernov did. But at least they were direct about their dislike, unlike the chauvinist fossils at the Marine Biology Institute, and it had nothing to do with her being a woman—a woman who asserted her own opinions and refused to recognize her inferiority. No, they resented her presence because the IBY had many enemies in the government, and if its unstable mixture of science and peacenik appeasement blew up, the fallout would contaminate everyone associated with it. Which was why, of course, Katya had been assigned to the sunfish project by her bosses, and why she wanted to make a success of it.


  “Dogs, pigs, monsters: we will find out. And we must do it soon,” Captain Chernov told Katya, for once addressing her directly. The ice age of his contempt had somewhat thawed. He was relaxed, almost cheerful. This was Navy work: he was no longer answerable to Katya and the IBY. “If the Americans are not already here, hiding from us or lying in wait, they will be here soon. They claim to have intercepted the distress call. They claim to want to help. There is no airstrip here. The terrain is rough. Too many steep hills and ridges. So everything comes in and goes out by sea. One of our frigates will be here in three days, but one of the American so-called research ships will be here tomorrow.”


  Makarov Station, strung along the edge of a natural harbor sheltered by a sandbar, was entirely obscured by the fog: it wasn’t possible to survey it and the surrounding area with drones or lidar. Infrared imaging showed that the buildings, usually air-conditioned, were at ambient temperature. Apart from a man-sized trace perched on a dockside crane there was no sign of the twenty-six people who lived and worked there, or of the monsters that supposedly had attacked them.


  The ekranoplan dropped anchor, sounded its siren, sent up a flare that burst in a dim red star high in the fog. There was no answer from the shore, no response on the radio, no reply when the chief petty officer called to the miners through a loudhailer, and no one was waiting at the edge of the long quayside as the landing party motored toward a floating stage in a big inflatable.


  Captain Chernov sprang onto the stage and galloped up the steps, pistol drawn, followed by the chief petty officer, the drone pilot Arkadi Sarantsev, and seven seamen—most of the ekranoplan’s crew. Katya followed, her heart hammering in anticipation. When she reached the top of the stairs, sweating in the damp heat, the men had already spread out in a semicircle, menacing the fog with their pistols and carbines. The skeletal outline of a crane, heaps of dark ore, the outlines of a string of small, flat-roofed buildings and a tall radio mast faintly visible beyond. The persistent barking in the distance, tireless as a machine.


  Captain Chernov paid no attention to it. He was standing with his hands on his hips, looking up at the crane’s scaffold stem. The jut of its long jib was veiled in misty streamers, but it was just possible to make out the shadow of a man at its end. He did not respond when Captain Chernov ordered him to come down and he did not respond when the chief petty officer put a bullet into the steel plating a meter behind his feet. The sound of the shot whanged off across the muffled, fog-bound quay.


  Captain Chernov cupped his hands to his mouth. “Next one he puts in your damn leg!”


  No response. They all stood looking up at the man. The monotonous barking had not let up, hack-hack-hacking away deep in the fog.


  “Take another shot,” Captain Chernov told the chief petty officer.


  “I’ll go up there,” Katya said.


  “I distinctly remember telling you to keep out of the way,” Captain Chernov said mildly.


  “I am medically qualified,” Katya said. It was technically true: she had been given basic first-aid training at Young Pioneer camp. “The poor fellow may be hurt or wounded. He may not be able to climb down without help.”


  “He may be an American for all we know,” the chief petty officer said.


  “You can bring him down?” Captain Chernov said.


  “I can assess him, talk to him. Whether he comes down, that will be up to him,” Katya said, with that airy feeling just before a dive, before she toppled over backward into unknown water. As her mother so often observed, she had a knack of talking herself into trouble.


  “No, whether he comes down will be up to you, Doctor,” Captain Chernov said, turning now, favoring her with his thin cool smile. “Don’t disappoint me.”


  The steel rungs of the ladder, dripping with condensed moisture, slipped under Katya’s fingers as she climbed, slipped under the tread of her boots. When she reached the little glass-and-metal box of the operator’s cabin, she clung to the handrail and called out, asking the man if he needed help, trying to sound encouraging, friendly. The man did not respond. He lay prone at the far end of the jib, arms wrapped around a steel beam as if around a long-lost lover. There were only ten meters between them, but he did not even turn his head to look at her.


  She swore and swung up the steel framework to the top of the jib, trying to ignore the dizzying plunge to the antlike cluster of people below. She called to the man again, asked him to tell her his name, and now he moved, rolling awkwardly to look at her without letting go of the beam. His eyes, sunk deep in dark hollows, seemed to be all pupil.


  “You’re safe now,” Katya said, trying to project a confidence she did not feel. “Come toward me. I’ll help you down.”


  The man’s mouth worked, but no words emerged. He was young, younger than Katya, and wore blue coveralls and heavy work boots.


  “I’ll come to you, then,” Katya said.


  But soon as she started to crab toward him, the jib shivering uneasily beneath her, the man humped backward, like a demented caterpillar. She stopped, told him that everything was all right, that he was safe, and he closed his eyes and shook his head from side to side. He was crouched at the very end of the jib now, beside the cable wheel.


  Captain Chernov called out, asking why this was taking so long. The man looked down, then looked back at Katya, and slowly rose to his feet, arms outstretched like a tightrope walker, balancing at the edge of the foggy void.


  “Wait!” she said. “Don’t!”


  He did.


  Katya closed her eyes. A moment later there was a hard wet sound and a shout of dismay below.


  When she reached the ground, Captain Chernov said, “Your treatment worked, Doctor, but unfortunately it killed the patient.”


  The son of a bitch must have been working on that quip while he watched her climb down. She said, “He was scared to death.”


  “Of you?”


  “Of his worst nightmare, I think.”


  She was staring at the captain because she did not want to look at the splayed body.


  “The crane is twenty meters high,” the chief petty officer said. “Whatever he was scared of, it must have been very big.”


  “And it’s still here,” Katya said, pointing in the direction of the distant barking that had not, in all this time, let up.


  “You are eager to make a famous discovery. But first we must secure the station,” Captain Chernov said, and detailed two seamen to stay by the boat, told the rest to stick together.


  “Look after the doctor, lads,” the chief petty officer said. “She isn’t armed, she can’t run as fast as we can, and she’s probably a lot tastier than your salty hides.”


  “There were twenty-six people here,” Katya said. “All men?”


  “Of course,” the chief petty officer said. “They were here to work. They didn’t need distraction.”


  “All men,” Katya said. “And they didn’t do too well, did they?”


  They swept through the buildings. Dormitories. A mess hall. Offices. Stores. Two generators purring in a shack constructed from concrete blocks and corrugated iron. An assay lab and a small clinic. A cold store with three bodies wrapped in black plastic sheeting. One had been badly mangled in some accident; the other two looked like suicides—a ligature of electrical cable around the neck, slashed wrists. Five more dead men were sprawled behind one of the dormitory huts, hands bound, chests torn by what appeared to be gunshot wounds, bullet holes in the hut’s plank wall. Another body sprawled at the foot of the radio mast. His neck was broken, and Katya suggested that he had fallen while climbing.


  “Climbing to escape from monsters, like your patient on the crane?” Captain Chernov said. “Or perhaps trying to escape from Americans who shot his friends.”


  “Perhaps they all went stir-crazy in this damn fog,” the chief petty officer said. “There was a quarrel. It got out of hand . . .”


  “Something drove them mad, perhaps,” Captain Chernov said thoughtfully.


  The prefab buildings were empty although there were signs that people had left with some haste. Plates of food rotting on tables in the mess, papers scattered on the floor of the office, a record rotating on a gramophone in one of the dormitory huts, making an eerie scratching click until Captain Chernov lifted the needle. The gun locker was open and empty, but apart from the five men who had been lined up and shot there was no sign of any struggle, no blood spray, no bullet holes anywhere else. And no sign of the sixteen men still unaccounted for.


  “They ran off, or they were taken prisoner,” Captain Chernov said. “If they ran off, we will find them. If they were taken prisoner, we will find the Americans who did it.”


  “With respect, I don’t think this was anything to do with Americans,” Katya said.


  “The so-called libertarians took hostages for ransom when they attacked our trawlers and merchant ships,” Captain Chernov said. “And executed them when no ransom was paid. What happened here, perhaps, was caused by some kind of psychological-war weapon. A gas, a volatile drug. After the men were driven mad by it, the Americans walked in, shot the few still able to resist, and took the rest prisoner. I see you do not like this story, Doctor. Well, if you have a better idea about what happened here, I should like to hear it.”


  “I don’t have enough evidence to form a hypothesis,” Katya said, and realized that it sounded stiff and priggish and defensive.


  The captain smiled. He was having fun with her. “You hope to find monsters. You hope for fame. Very well. Let’s go look for them.”


  Katya trailed after the party of seamen as Captain Chernov and the chief petty officer led them along the quayside, past pyramidal heaps of ore, past a row of articulated dump trucks: powerful machines with six-wheel drive and rugged tires as tall as a person. They moved slowly and cautiously through the fog, checking under the trucks, checking shipping containers and stacks of empty crates. Arkadi Sarantsev hung back with Katya, asking her if she really thought monsters had attacked the station, if they were right now feeding on men they had killed.


  “That’s what the captain thinks I think,” Katya said.


  “Do you think he is wrong, about something driving the men crazy?”


  “If I had to guess, I’d say it was something to do with the isolation,” Katya said. “That, and the fog.”


  “But not, you think, Americans,” Arkadi Sarantsev said.


  He had a nice smile and a cool attitude, had knotted a red handkerchief at the throat of his telnyashka shirt. He plucked a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his jacket and offered it to Katya; when she refused with a shake of her head, he put the pack to his lips, plucked out a cigarette, and lit it with a heavy petrol lighter fashioned from a .50 cal cartridge case.


  “If I didn’t know better, I’d think that your captain was looking for an excuse to take on the American research ship,” she said.


  “The captain’s father was one of the pioneer settlers,” Arkadi said. “We all resent the capitalists, with their nuclear rockets and supercomputers and frontier mentality, but the pioneer families especially resent them. As far as the captain is concerned, their offer of help is a personal insult.”


  Katya had once sort of dated a Navy diver, who one drunken night had told her how a friend of his had come to the surface too quickly because his dive computer had malfunctioned. He had been stricken with the bends, screaming with the pain of nitrogen bubbles in his joints, fed vodka by his mates because they had no way of treating him. Their patrol boat had been making a hopeless dash to the nearest port when an American frigate which had intercepted its call for help had caught up with it and had taken off the stricken man and treated him in its decompression chamber. Katya’s boyfriend had tried to make it into a joke, saying that his friend had not only beaten the bends but had discovered a tremendous hangover cure into the bargain, but it was the usual sad story of crazy Russian machismo combined with a massive inferiority complex.


  She said to Arkadi, “I know your captain took things very personally in the war against the libertarians.”


  “He disobeyed orders when he staged that raid, yes. But he captured an important warlord and his entourage, and also rescued more than twenty hostages.”


  She had to smile at Arkadi’s sudden passion. “You think he’s a hero.”


  “One time, two years ago, we had the job of visiting a small island close to the South Pole,” Arkadi said. “Very remote, very desolate. No one lives there, but it is important we have a claim on it. A previous expedition set up a beacon and also landed goats there. The idea was that they would breed and provide a source of fresh meat to any ships that passed by. We were tasked to clean the beacon’s solar panels and replace its storage battery, and also to find out how the goats were doing.”


  “I can imagine what Captain Chernov thought about that.”


  “He believed that he was keeping the borders of the People’s Republic safe,” Arkadi said. “That is what he told us, at any rate. Well, a small party of us land. We cannot find any trace of the goats. Not so much as a bone. There are pancake crabs everywhere, though, so we think the goats died and the crabs ate them. The island is a volcanic cone, extinct. Black rocks, tangles of thorny bushes, and everywhere pancake crabs. Watching us from under stones, creeping close to us whenever we stop as we climb to where the beacon was placed.


  “All the way around the top of the island’s cone there is a thick belt of feather palms. Smaller than the ones on the Big Island, but still much taller than anything else growing there. And there are pancake crabs in the palms. As we make our way through them, the crabs drop on us. They stick to our skin with those suckers they have, we have to prize them off. It is disgusting, but we do not think it dangerous. At the top, there is a caldera, a deep funnel with a lake at the bottom. We find the beacon and do our work. We rest up, and a couple of idiots roll a boulder over the edge. It drops into the lake far below and makes a big splash. And after the ripples die away, there is another splash, more ripples. As if something had woken down there.”


  “You found a monster?”


  “We did not see anything. Just the splash and the ripples. And we did not have any way of climbing down. So we start back down, and the wind changes direction, and it begins to rain. And then two of us become sick. An allergic reaction to the pancake crabs, we find out later. It rains harder. Rain blowing sideways on the wind. And when we get to the inlet where we left the boat, we find big waves rolling in and the boat has floated off, is riding on the waves at the mouth of the inlet. Captain Chernov strips off and swims out to the boat, but he can’t bring it near the rocks where the rest of us are waiting because the waves are too fierce. And by now the two sick men are very sick indeed, and they can’t swim out. So he motors off to the ekranoplan and comes back with a rocket line, shoots it from boat to shore, and uses it to swing the sick men above the waves to the boat, and everyone is saved.”


  “What about the monster?”


  “We didn’t go back to look. But while we wait to be rescued, we have some bad thoughts about it. Imagine it creeping up the cliffs inside the caldera, creeping toward where we are sheltering . . . But the point is, whatever they say about the captain, he is not a monster. He did the right thing, in the war, and the brass punished him because he made them look bad. Listen to that. It isn’t dogs, is it? It is in no way any kind of dog.”


  “It doesn’t sound like pigs, either,” Katya said.


  The monotonous barking was loud and close now, coming from somewhere beyond a low rise crowned with a clump of bottlebrush trees. Katya and Arkadi watched as Captain Chernov and three seamen made a forking run, passing left and right around the trees, disappearing into streaming whiteness.


  Two minutes passed. Three. No shots. No shouts. Katya’s heart beat high as she strained to see into the fog. She badly wanted to know what was making that noise, but her hindbrain was telling her to run far and run fast. Arkadi lit another cigarette, and Katya pretended that she didn’t see the flame of his lighter trembling when he applied it. The barking continued without pause. Eventually one of the seamen appeared on top of the ridge, a shadowy figure in the haze, scissoring his arms over his head to indicate the all clear.


  There was a vegetable garden on the other side of the ridge, neat rows of potatoes and cabbage enclosed by a double fence of wire mesh to keep out pancake crabs, green leaves vivid and alien against the purples of the belt of native scrub beyond. And there was a paddock of bare earth inside a fence of wooden stakes and wire where two pigs lay in a muddy wallow, flanks heaving as they hacked and barked. Each time they coughed, bloody froth burst from their muzzles. The bodies of three other pigs lay swollen and rotting nearby, avid crowds of pancake crabs jostling and burrowing into them. Katya caught a strong whiff of ripe decay as she leaned against the fence. It seemed to tint the fog with the monochrome hue of grief.


  “Here are your monsters, Doctor,” Captain Chernov told her. “Would you care to examine them?”


  The chief petty officer wanted to put the pigs out of their misery. Katya said that they should try to find out what had infected them first and was surprised when Captain Chernov agreed.


  “This sickness could be a reaction to a nerve agent,” he said.


  “Or something they caught from the local biota,” Katya said.


  “Native diseases do not infect people,” Captain Chernov said. “Or pigs.”


  “It hasn’t happened yet,” Katya said. “But life on Earth and Venus shares the same genetic code and presumably the same common ancestor. As far as Venusian viruses and bacteria are concerned, people and pigs are no more than new sets of mucous membranes to be penetrated, new masses of cytoplasm to be exploited and subverted.”


  “First you hope to find monsters,” Captain Chernov said. “Now you hope to find the Venusian flu. Your expectations are dwindling, Doctor. If you want to make yourself useful, help Mr. Sarantsev search the offices for diaries, logs, any records that might reveal what has happened. Meanwhile, I must look for the missing miners although I am pretty sure I will not find them.”


  “Because the Americans took them?”


  “I am sure that like all scientists, you believe in logic. And logic tells us that if they are not here, they must be somewhere else,” Captain Chernov said, and told Arkadi to make sure that Dr. Ignatova did not get into any trouble, and roared off with the rest of his men toward the open-cast mine in two trucks.


  Katya found a log in the station’s small clinic, found an entry three weeks old that noted two men displaying symptoms of a flulike infection: high temperatures, involuntary movements of the arms and legs, night sweats, recovery within twenty-four hours. By then, more men had become infected. It had swiftly passed through the camp, and everyone appeared to have succumbed, including the station’s chemist, who doubled as its medical officer. In the assay lab, Katya found a photograph showing him standing with his two teenage daughters in front of the First Footstep monument on Big Island: a gangling, sandy-haired man with heavy-framed glasses and a high forehead. She had seen him before. He was one of the men who had been shot to death. His name was Georgi Zhzhyonov.


  For a week after the last men came down with what he called twenty-four-hour flu, he’d made only routine notes in his log. Then there was a terse entry about a suicide—a man had hanged himself. Another man walked in front of a truck. More entries: fistfights, a nonfatal stabbing, broken bones due to drunkenness. Two men disappeared one night; three the next. One was found clinging to the top of a tall tree and brought down. The next day he was found dead, his wrists slashed open. A man hanged himself; four others disappeared. The last note, in Georgi Zhzhyonov’s neat, slanting script, read I suffer from the most vivid and peculiar dreams.


  Katya found the forms certifying the deaths of the suicides, with notes on bloodwork. Georgi Zhzhyonov had run samples through his gas spectrometer, looking for heavy metals and toxins, finding only trace levels of tin and titanium, well within expected limits. He had also examined the blood of two pigs. Katya felt a chill at the base of her spine. The men had become ill; the pigs had become ill; Georgi Zhzhyonov had been trying to find a link. And because he was a metallurgist, he had used the tools of his trade.


  There was a geological map on one wall of his little lab. Katya studied it carefully. The broad curve of the shoreline with sandbars running parallel to it. A black rectangle marking the site of the station. A series of steeply contoured ridges rising behind, with red stipplings indicating known deposits of ore. The site of the open-cast mine was marked on the first ridge by a crosshatched rectangle. She ran her finger along the top of the ridge, noting the high spots.


  Arkadi Sarantsev, searching the disordered office of the mining station’s commandant, had made his own discovery.


  “Fish,” he told Katya.


  “Fish?”


  “A lot of fish.” Arkadi waggled a video disc. “Luckily for us, the commandant liked to make home movies.”


  It was short, choppily edited. Panning shots across windrows of black fish on a sandbar that faded into fog, black fish rising and falling on shallow waves. A zoom shot closing on fish shimmying and leaping out of the water, landing on fish already dead or dying. Skinny, armor-plated fish with pale gill ruffs and bulbous eyes. A close-up that included the cameraman’s boots, showing several fish writhing in circles, snapping at their own tails. Men scooping fish into buckets, tipping the buckets into oil drums in the well of a skiff. Men shoveling fish into the water, men throwing fish at each other. A small bulldozer rolling back and forth in the fog, turning up combers of sand and fish and pushing them into the water. Waves rolling in, black with blood, agitated by the splashing of scavengers come to feed.


  Katya insisted on replaying the scenes of the men at work. Ten men, twenty, twenty-five. And the cameraman, the commandant, made twenty-six. Everyone in the mining station had joined in the macabre beach party, and none of them had worn protective clothing. Most were dressed in bathing trunks and flip-flops; several were buck naked.


  “When was this?” she said.


  “Four weeks ago,” Arkadi said.


  “And a week later, the men started to become sick,” she said, and gave a quick account of Georgi Zhzhyonov’s notes. The suicides, the disappearances, the cryptic note about dreams.


  Arkadi showed her the commandant’s diary. Notes on patrols sent to search the forest behind the station, of sightings of men or man-shaped animals, of strange noises. Toward the end, the commandant’s handwriting degenerated to a jagged scrawl. The last entry consisted of a few indecipherable words and drawings of skulls, fanged devil faces, daggers dripping blood.


  “So you think it was the fish,” Arkadi said. “The fish infected them, or they ate the fish and it made them sick. Sick in the body and in the head.”


  “It may be slightly more complicated than that,” Katya said. “I think they fed the pigs with some of the fish. I need to examine them.”


  She found boxes of vinyl gloves in the little lab and face masks she soaked in bleach. It wasn’t much protection, but it was the best she could manage. She didn’t want to get close to the pigs, not without wearing a full contamination suit, so she and Arkadi rigged a sampler from a scaffold pole and a cup taped to the end, and, after some maneuvering, managed to collect a draft of froth from one of them. She treated it like plutonium, carefully tipping it into a plastic bottle and double-bagging the bottle.


  She had noticed no less than six microscopes stacked in unopened boxes in the lab. No doubt the result of the same kind of supply error in central stores that had packed the ekranoplan’s stores with tins of no other kind of soup but pumpkin. She set one up on the knife-scarred butcher’s table in the kitchen of the mess, then used a rolling pin to knock out a window.


  “Six microscopes,” she told Arkadi, “but not one microscope slide.”


  She plucked a small splinter of window glass, put on a fresh set of vinyl gloves, adjusted her mask, smeared a drop of pig sputum on the splinter and set it on the platform of the microscope, and bent over it and adjusted the focus knob until the smear swam into focus.


  Nothing.


  She swept the platform on which the splinter was clamped back and forth, fingertips sweating on the vernier knobs, on the fine-focus knob, feeling a touch of the funk she remembered from undergraduate practical classes when she’d failed to see the thing she was meant to see.


  “What do you see?” Arkadi said.


  “Nothing. But it doesn’t mean anything.”


  She had explained her idea on the way to sample the stricken pig’s sputum, explained that Georgi Zhzhyonov had been on the right track but he had been looking in the wrong place. On Earth, she told Arkadi, there were diseases passed from animals to humans. Zoonoses. It was possible that the brain-burning flu was one such. The miners had fed their pigs with raw fish—all that free protein, willingly throwing itself ashore—and an infection carried by the fish had flourished in the animals. They had become reaction vessels, growing ill, coughing up infected sputum. Perhaps the man who fed the pigs had become ill first, then had infected everyone else. Or perhaps the men had become infected after eating undercooked pork. Katya had been hoping that it was some kind of parasite. Something she could see under the microscope. Worms. Fungal cells. Spores. Cysts.


  “Something you could show the captain,” Arkadi said.


  He was a quick study.


  “It could be a bacterium,” Katya said. “Or a virus. Viruses are generally not much bigger than the wavelength of visible light, so hard to see with a conventional microscope like this. I’ll find out exactly what it is when I get the samples to a fully equipped lab, but it has to be something native. Something that affects the behavior of its host. It made the fish beach themselves. It made the miners hallucinate. Made them believe that they were being attacked. Made some of them kill themselves. Made some of them kill their friends. I think the rest ran off into the countryside.”


  “But you can’t prove it.”


  “Not here. Not yet. Unless Captain Chernov has found the missing men.”


  He hadn’t. His search party had scoured the strip mine from one end to the other and returned to the station with two bodies they had found at the base of a vertical rock face, but there was no sign of the rest—six by Katya’s count. Captain Chernov was convinced that they had been captured or killed by raiders, but listened to Katya’s précis of Georgi Zhzhyonov’s notes and watched the video.


  At the end, he said, “The pigs became sick, the men became sick. And you want to link them with this—what did you call it?”


  “A zoonosis,” Katya said.


  “But you have no proof.”


  “There is the timing. The men started to become sick a week after the fish washed up. If they fed some of the fish to the pigs, it’s long enough for an infection to develop.”


  “The man on the crane, was he coughing? No: he was crazy. And the dead men we found—they died from their own hand, or from bullets. Not some parasite.”


  “Men and pigs are similar but not identical—”


  “The pigs might have caught some illness. Maybe from the fish, why not? But what happened to the men is different. It is clear that their minds were affected.”


  “On Earth, there are many examples of parasites that alter the behavior of their hosts,” Katya said.


  “We are not on Earth,” Captain Chernov said. “And this is nothing to do with parasites. The men were driven mad, that is clear. But by what? I think it could very well be the result of the testing of some kind of psychological-war weapon. A poison gas, perhaps. A gas that does not kill but alters the mind. The Americans deployed it here, in this remote place, observed the results, then captured the survivors. And now they return, pretending to help, but really wanting to capture us, in case we have discovered evidence of what they did. And your talk of a disease could help them, Doctor. Have you thought of that? Suppose the Americans claim that this was due to a native disease that infects people? Suppose they present false evidence to back up their story? We would have to quarantine this station and perhaps evacuate the others. Leave the coast open for the Americans to claim. Well, we will not run. We will defend this place. We will engage the enemy. We will uncover the truth about the atrocity they committed here. Do that for me, Doctor. Find the truth. Not fairy tales.”


  He would not look at the map, would not listen to Katya’s idea about where the last of the miners could be hiding. He had worked up a story that satisfied his prejudices, and he was not going to change his mind. The enemy had done this; they were returning to the scene of the crime; they must be punished.


  The chief petty officer and two seamen were left to guard the station; everyone else went back to the ekranoplan. Katya wasn’t confined to her cabin, but the hatches to the observation deck and the wings were locked down, and Captain Chernov made it clear that the bridges were off-limits. She spent a little time writing up a report, trying to keep it as dispassionate as possible. She wasn’t sure if anyone would read it, but she had to put down the facts and her own conclusions.


  Overhead, something rumbled and whined. She wondered if it was something to do with the missile launch tubes mounted on the top of the ekranoplan.


  When she was finished, she couldn’t stay in her cabin. The ekranoplan was full of restless activity. Men clattering up and down ladders, along companionways. Loud voices. A general excitement. Three seamen cleaning carbines in the mess hall ignored Katya as she pottered in the galley, ignored her when she left, carrying two mugs of tea.


  She found Arkadi Sarantsev in the fire-control bay, handed him one of the mugs. He told her that Captain Chernov had reported to Central Command in Kosmograd, and they had taken him seriously. A three-hundred-kilometer exclusion zone had been declared along the coast, and all American and British vessels had been ordered to leave it. The Americans had lodged a formal protest and were sending two frigates to back up their research vessel, which had turned around fifty kilometers from shore, and was heading away. Arkadi brought up the missile guidance system’s radar on the big central screen: the long line of the coast, the hard green dot of the research vessel with a little block of white figures beside it.


  “We are waiting for clearance to engage,” he said.


  Katya felt a fluttering agitation in her blood. “To fire missiles at it?”


  Arkadi sipped from his mug of tea. “To head out and capture it. The captain believes that it carries evidence of a psy-war attack on the station, and Central Command is discussing that idea.”


  “He’ll attack anyway, won’t he? Like he did before. Except this time he could start a war.”


  “He will do the right thing.”


  “You know there was no American plot. You know that the miners became infected with something that drove them crazy. You know the survivors are hiding, like the poor man up in the crane.”


  Arkadi studied her for a moment, with a look of regret. “We are friends, you and I. But I am also an officer of the Navy of the People’s Republic, and I serve under the man who saved my life,” he said, and pulled aside the collar of his striped telnyashka shirt to show a white wheal on his shoulder. “I was one of those who had an allergic reaction to pancake-crab spit, on that island.”


  “So you won’t help me,” Katya said.


  “I advise you to let us do our work.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Katya said. “But I had to ask because I’m not sure if I can do this alone.”


  Arkadi’s eyes widened and he dropped his mug of tea and raised his hand. Too late. Katya whacked him on the side of his head with the sock stuffed with dried beans, whacked him again, and his eyes rolled back and he slid out of his chair and fell to the floor. She ransacked his pockets and found a set of keys, then laid him on his side, in the recovery position, and headed toward the nearest hatch.


  No one saw her drop from one of the wings into the cool water—a drop higher than she’d expected, plunging her a good meter below the surface. And although her entire skin tingled with anticipation as she swam to shore, no one raised the alarm or shot at her. She was a strong swimmer: she had met the Navy diver when he had noticed her in the pool of the spa in the Druzhba sanatorium, high in the mountains of Big Island. Wearing only her underwear, she crested confidently through the cool, calm water, her clothes and shoes in a bag belted to her waist. The fog’s vaporous ceiling hung about a meter over the surface; fog drew a veil all around her. It was as if she were swimming in a private bubble.


  As she neared the quay, she heard the barking of the pigs, and, with a pang of regret, wished that she had asked Arkadi to shoot them after she had taken her sample. But he would have probably refused because Captain Chernov wanted to keep them alive to prove his ridiculous theory.


  She hoped Arkadi wouldn’t get into trouble because she had stolen his keys. She hoped he would understand why she’d done it. She hoped he would forgive her.


  No one challenged her when she climbed onto the quay. She ran past the heap of ore to the parked trucks and paused, breathing hard, listening. Nothing but the labored bark of the poor pigs. No shouts or sirens, no warning shots. She squeezed water from her hair and knotted it in a loose ponytail, pulled on her shirt and cargo pants and shoes, and climbed into the cab of the truck at the far end of the row. She’d driven heavy vehicles like it when, in the long vacation at the end of her first university year, she’d worked at the construction site for the sports center her mother had designed. Power steering, synchromesh gears, no problem. No one challenged her when she pressed the start button and the big engine coughed into life, but as she drove off she saw in the side mirrors a man chasing after her, waving frantically as he fell behind and vanished into the fog.


  The truck rode easily and smoothly up a winding, graded road. Perched in the high, roomy cab, cool air blasting out of the air-conditioning, her clothes drying stiffly, Katya drove as fast as she dared in the fog, navigating by the GPS map in the dashboard screen and red lights set on posts at twenty-meter intervals on either side of the road. A never-ending chain of stars appearing out of the fog, drifting past, vanishing.


  She imagined men running for the trucks, speeding after her. Nothing showed in the side mirrors, but visibility was down to less than twenty meters. She wouldn’t know she was being chased until they were right on the tail of the truck’s hopper.


  The road grew steeper. She shifted down, shifted down again, and at last it topped out. Trying to match the GPS map with reality, she drove past a pair of bulldozers, some kind of mobile conveyer belt, and a string of prefab huts before a terraced cliff horizontally striped with dark ore deposits loomed out of the fog. She turned right, driving across packed dirt, skirting around a spoil heap that rose into streaming whiteness, past the tower and hoppers of a screening plant. Then a faint red light appeared to her left and she turned toward it, realizing with tremendous relief that she had found the road that led to the top of the ridge.


  It switchbacked up steep, wooded slopes. Trees grew on either side, stabbing up into the fog. Some were a little like conifers, or a child’s drawing of conifers: stiff radial branches strung with puffballs of fine needles that condensed water droplets from the fog. Others were hung with what looked like tattered sails, or bunches of ragged, velvety straps that sparkled with condensation in the truck’s headlights. Puffballs and straps and sails were tinted deep purple—Venusian plants used a pigment similar to rhodopsin to capture light for photosynthesis. Fat cushions of black moss saddled between the trees. Everything was dripping wet.


  A shape loomed out of the fog: a yellow, articulated dump truck exactly like the one she was driving, tipped nose down in the deep ditch at the side of the road. She slowed as she went past, craning to look inside the truck’s cab, seeing that it was empty and feeling a measure of relief: feeling that she was on the right track.


  The oppressive shroud of the fog began to lift and break up into streamers caught amongst branches and sails, and she drove on in pewter light, trees thinning to scattered clumps with rough scrub between. The road turned, and gave out abruptly, and a truck was slewed at its end.


  The men had come here, all right. Trying to escape the monsters in their heads by driving out of the fog to the place they came to play and relax.


  Katya drove past the truck, drove across a rough meadow, past a barbecue pit and picnic tables, jolting on up a steepening slope until even in its lowest gear the truck could climb no farther.


  She switched off the motor and swung out of the cab, looked back at the way she had come. A pure white sea stretched toward the horizon, seamlessly melding with the ivory dome of the planet’s permanent cloud cover. The sun was a bright smear low in the east. In less than twenty days, it would set at this latitude, and the long night—117 days long—would begin. Forty kilometers above, a lightning storm flashed and flickered under the cloudroof: she heard the distant, dull percussion of thunder, saw thin, shadowy twists of falling rain that would evaporate before they hit the ground.


  There was still no sign of pursuit, but she did not doubt that she was being followed and began to climb toward the top of the ridge. Steep, stony slopes sparsely stubbled with purple vegetation. Squat vases, skull-sized puffballs, clumps of stiff, thorny whips or tall plumes. The air was very still, weighted with sultry heat. Long shadows tangled everywhere.


  She was sweating hard, out of breath, her pulse hammering in her ears, when at last she reached the top of the ridge and saw the crests of further ridges rising above the fog, parallel rakes stretching toward the distant prospect of a stark mountain range, the beginning of the desert interior. Ahead of her, the broad ridge ran out toward a high prow crowned with a copse of trees.


  A horn blared far below. She felt a spike of alarm, saw a yellow dump truck draw up beside hers, saw three men spill from it.


  As she jogged toward the copse of trees, a speck materialized in the distance, scooting above the shadow it cast on the restless sea of fog, cutting through wisps of drifting vapor, rising as it tracked toward her. It was one of the ekranoplan’s drones, a chunky quadrocopter like a garbage-can lid pierced by a cross, with a caged rotor at the end of each bar of the cross. Its cluster of cameras glinted as it buzzed past her and turned and came back, flying low and fast, a homicidal Frisbee aimed at her head.


  She dropped flat, felt the backwash of the drone’s fans blow over her, pushed to her feet as the quadrocopter curved around and shot toward her again, and ran toward a clump of thorns at the edge of a steep drop. She broke off one of the dead canes in the core of the clump and swung it at the drone, and the machine veered sideways and made a wide turn and came back toward her, moving in cautious, erratic spurts, halting a few meters away.


  There was a metallic clatter and a voice said, “Stay where you are, Doctor. Wait for my men.”


  “Is that you, Captain? If you care to follow me, I’ll lead you to the missing miners.”


  “You disobeyed a direct order, Doctor. But if you come back now, I’ll overlook your transgression.”


  “They climbed up here, looking for a place where they’d be safe,” Katya said, and pointed toward the trees.


  The quadrocopter drone tilted and shot forward, and she jumped over the edge and plowed down the steep slope in a cloud of dust and small stones, fetching up breathless and bleeding in a clump of stiff purple plumes. She had lost the thorn cane. The drone was falling toward her, and she snapped off a plume and thrust it like a spear into one of the machine’s fans.


  There was a grinding noise and a stinging blizzard of shards and splinters sprayed around her and the drone spun past, canted at a steep angle. It tried to turn back toward Katya, and the mismatched thrust of its fans spun it in a death spiral and it struck a shelf of rock and clattered away down the slope, bouncing and shedding parts.


  The three men climbing toward her paused as the wreckage of the drone spun past, then started to climb again.


  It took all of Katya’s strength to scramble back up the slope. She paused at the top, her pulse drumming in her skull, and blotted sweat and blood from her eyes—flying splinters had badly cut her face. The men were much closer now. The chief petty officer shouted something to her, and she turned and limped along the crest of the ridge, hot pain knifing in one ankle. Hot air clamped around her like a fever sheet; the world contracted to the patch of stony dirt directly in front of her feet. She scrambled up a steep gully, mostly on all fours, only realized that she reached the top when the shadows of the trees fell across her.


  They were rooted amongst black boulders, upright trunks soaring skyward, stiff horizontal branches clad in bunches of purple needles. A man lay on his back on a dry litter of fallen needles, eyes shrunken in their sockets, cracked lips flecked with froth. Katya thought he was dead, but then he turned his head toward her and started to tremble and whimper.


  Both his legs were broken. She could see bone sticking out of the shin of his torn trousers. A rifle lay some way off. She supposed that he’d dropped it when he’d fallen.


  She knelt beside him and took one of his hands and asked him where his friends were. His eyes rolled back. She thought he had fainted, then she understood, and looked up. And saw small shadows high up in the jutting branches, half-hidden by puffball clusters of needles. Atavistic apes clinging to the safety of their perches.


  Katya held on to the man’s hand as the chief petty officer and two seamen stepped toward her.


  “I don’t know why he didn’t have you killed,” her mother said.


  “Chernov didn’t have a plan,” Katya said. “He had a fixation, a belief that everything that he saw was the result of some fiendish American plot. He was trying to stop me, yes, but he was also trying to rescue me from what he believed to be my own foolishness. When his men saw that I had found the miners, that was the end of it.”


  “I suppose we should for once be grateful for the rigid code of honor men value so highly.”


  “Arkadi called him a hero. And he acted like one.”


  “And now you are the hero. My daughter, who saved the world from war.”


  “From a stupid skirmish created by that rigid code of honor. And I was wrong about too many things to qualify as any kind of hero. I was wrong about what infected the miners, to begin with.”


  They were talking over lunch. Katya and the crew of the ekranoplan had just been released from quarantine, and her mother had whisked her away from the scrum of reporters and onlookers and a crew from the state TV news to the calm of the luncheon room of the Engineers’ Union, with its views across the simmering basin of Kosmograd and the blue curve of Crater Bay.


  The other diners were openly staring at them, and not, for once, because they were the only two women in the room. Katya wore the shirt and cargo pants in which she’d been released; her mother wore a severely cut white suit that emphasized her slim figure, and her trademark, red-framed glasses.


  “You weren’t wrong, dear,” she said. “The men had been infected by something that drove them mad.”


  “But it wasn’t a bug or a parasite. And it didn’t have anything to do with the pigs. And we have only circumstantial evidence that it had anything to do with the fish.”


  It had taken several weeks of tests in the naval hospital to determine that the miners had been infected by a kind of prion: an infectious agent that closely resembled a misfolded version of a protein found in neurons in the amygdala, the small subcortical structure in the brain that regulated both fear and pleasure responses. The prion catalyzed the misfolding of those proteins, creating an imbalance of neurotransmitters and triggering an exaggerated version of the fight-or-flight reaction and release of massive amounts of adrenaline and other hormones. The psychotic breaks and hallucinations suffered by the miners had been attempts to rationalize uncontrollable emotional thunderstorms.


  Katya wanted very much to prove that the prion had been present in the blood of the fish which had beached themselves. As for the pigs, they had been infected by a parasitic threadworm, but it had only affected their respiratory systems and did not seem to be transmissible to humans. She had been right in thinking that the miners’ madness was due to an infection, but had gotten every detail wrong because she had based her ideas on terrestrial examples. She had made the mistake of arguing from analogy, of trying to map stories from Earth on the actuality of Venus, and the fit had been imperfect.


  “I saw two different things,” she told her mother, “and tried to make them part of the same story. Captain Chernov was right about that, at least.”


  “He was wrong about everything else. And you are too hard on yourself,” her mother said fondly.


  “I wonder where I got that from?”


  “Can the poor men you rescued be cured?”


  “They’re under heavy sedation and undergoing cognitive therapy. They’re no longer scared to death, but purging the prions from their brains won’t be easy.”


  “It sounds as if you have found a new project.”


  “I’m wondering if it’s a general problem,” Katya said. “This particular prion caused a gross behavioral change, but there may be others that have more subtle effects. We think that we are separate from the biosphere of Venus, yet it is clear that we are not. All of us, Russians, Americans, British, we have more in common with each other than with the people from our homelands. We came from Earth, but we are all Venusians now. Venus is in our blood, and our minds.”


  “So you have a new research topic, and a new way of getting into trouble,” her mother said. “What about this new man of yours?”


  “We’re taking it slowly. He forgave me, at least, for giving him a bad concussion and injuring his pride.”


  Although Arkadi had said, the first time they had met in quarantine, that if he had been piloting the drone, he would have had no problem returning the favor.


  “A man who puts love before pride,” her mother said. “Now there’s a lovely example of a new way of thinking.”


  GREEVES AND THE EVENING STAR


  Matthew Hughes


  Matthew Hughes was born in Liverpool, England, but spent most of his adult life in Canada. He’s worked as a journalist, as a staff speechwriter for the Canadian Ministers of Justice and Environment, and as a freelance corporate and political speechwriter in British Columbia before settling down to write fiction full-time. Clearly strongly influenced by Jack Vance, as an author Hughes has made his reputation detailing the adventures of rogues like Henghis Hapthorn, Guth Bandar, and Luff Imbry, who live in the era just before that of The Dying Earth, in a series of popular stories and novels that include Fools Errant, Fool Me Twice, Black Brillion, Majestrum, Hespira, The Spiral Labyrinth, Template, Quartet and Triptych, The Yellow Cabochon, The Other, and The Commons, with his stories being collected in The Gist Hunter and Other Stories. His most recent books are the novels in his Urban Fantasy Hell and Back trilogy, The Damned Busters and Costume Not Included, and Hell to Pay. He also writes crime fiction as Matt Hughes and media tie-in novels as Hugh Matthews.


  In the deliciously sly tale that follows, he takes us to Venus, the Planet of Love, to show us that while Love might be an irresistible force, sometimes it’s a good idea to give resisting it your very best shot.


  I THREW BACK THE COVERS AND SAT UP. “GREEVES,” I SAID, “I had the most bally awful dream.”


  “I am sorry to hear it, sir.”


  He handed me the morning cup and saucer and I took the sip without which the Gloster day cannot begin. The ordinary day, that is, in the common run of things, not the kind of day that follows a night of revelry and riot at the Inertia Club, when one awakes with the sense that death is not only imminent but cannot arrive soon enough.


  “I dreamt that Baldie Spotts-Binkle had lured me onto Slithy Tove-Whippley’s homemade rocket ship, battened down the hatch, if battened’s the word I want . . .”


  “It is, sir.”


  “Right ho . . . and then we’d blasted off for Venus—not the statue, mind, but the evening star itself—and that we’d slept like that Winkle chap for months on end before pitching up at Baldie’s estate in the middle of the most dismal swamp imaginable.”


  Greeves inclined his head in a manner I recognized as conveying sympathy. I plowed on, the dream as real to me as the vital oolong of which I now took a second, fortifying draught. “It was a place steeped in gloom where the sun never shows its face, all stagnant pools and sluggish streams, with only the occasional dab of what we might call solid earth.”


  “Oh, dear, sir.”


  “Ah well,” I said, motioning with my unencumbered hand to indicate that the unpleasant figments were fast dwindling in life’s rearview mirror. “Draw the curtains, will you, Greeves, and admit the smiles of rosy-fingered—”


  “Sir, you must prepare yourself for a disagreeable prospect,” he said.


  “Rain?” I hazarded a guess. “Stiff winds?”


  “Not the winds,” he said, throwing aside the heavy cloths to reveal panes streaked with rivulets whose flows were perpetually interrupted by the impact of freshly arrived droplets the size of marbles.


  I rose from the bed and went to the window. It can justly be said that while Bartholomew Gloster may occasionally be surprised, and now and then, when circumstances so conspire, even awestruck, it is rare that he is actually staggered.


  Yet I was staggered by the view from the window. The cup and saucer fell unnoticed from a nerveless hand, though not unnoticed by the ever-vigilant Greeves, who deftly caught them without the spilling of a drop.


  “I say, Greeves,” I said, “I mean to say.” Though what I meant to say, I did not know. It was scarcely a moment for the mot juste.


  “Indeed, sir.”


  As far as the eye could stretch, whatever wasn’t gray was green, and whatever wasn’t green was gray. Even so, every green was well tinged by the gray. And all was being relentlessly battered from above by unending bucketloads of rain.


  “This,” I declared, “will not do.”


  Greeves agreed. “Most disturbing, sir.”


  There sprang into my mind, like Athena springing from the brow of Zeus, only the other way round, a plan. First, a bath; then breakfast; then a brisk and businesslike dialogue with Baldie, leading to the earliest possible embarkation on Slithy’s contraption; and so to home.


  I gathered myself and issued instructions. Greeves moved out of view, and, an instant later, I heard water running in the bathroom. “Right,” I said, shedding the pajamas like a snake with a pressing agenda while figuratively girding myself for strife. “And off we go.”


  
    —–—
  


  “Baldie,” I said, over the remains of a remarkably large kipper and an even larger than remarkable egg, “we must speak.”


  “Agreed, Bartie,” he said. “It’s why I had Slithy bring you.”


  I should pause briefly to furnish a sketch of Archibald Spotts-Binkle, the better to focus the reader’s inner eye on the proceedings. Imagine a fish in a fairy-godmother tale, magically transformed into a man afflicted with horn-rimmed specs, except that the f-g in question has skimped on the incantation, so that the transmogrification was only nine parts out of ten. Bulbous eyes, protruding lips that are ever moist, glabrous skin with just a hint of scaliness. Now add a voice that sounds like the product of a child’s first involuntary sawings at the violin, and you have Baldie taped and targeted. Thus it would come as no surprise to discover that the sole abiding passion of his existence has been a fascination with newts.


  This was the pallid apparition that blinked dully at me across the breakfast table as I unburdened myself of a few trenchant observations on the damage done to a lifelong friendship by a “ruddy shanghaiing off to a sodden planet one wouldn’t wish on one’s direst foe.”


  When in distress, it was Baldie’s habit to draw his neck into his meager shoulders to a depth greater than ought to have been anatomically possible. The effect was rather like that of a fish trying on an impression of a turtle. He performed this maneuver now, and I formed the view that once I ceased beleaguering him, he would advance a suitably penitent apology, allowing me to be magnanimous in victory, as befits my nature.


  I therefore softened my tone and relinquished the floor, although as we were sitting I’m not sure exactly what I was relinquishing. But, instead of tendering his regrets, my old chum thrust his narrow neck back out of concealment, and said, “Oh, fie, Bartie!”


  “Fie?” I said. I am often taken aback when confronted by raw injustice.


  “Yes, fie!” he returned. “And double fie at that!”


  “Steady on, Baldie,” I said. “Bear in mind that some fies, once launched, can ne’er be recalled.”


  He elevated his negligible chin. “I don’t care, Bartie,” he told me. “It’s all meaningless, else.”


  “Else what?”


  “What do you mean?” he said.


  “What do you mean?” I said.


  The bulging eyes blinked several times. “Stop repeating what I say!” he snapped. “This is no time for childish games!”


  “Childish games?” I said. “Well, I must say, that’s a bit over the top, coming from a fellow who would have a dashed hard time demonstrating that he’s reached man’s estate!”


  His pale skin grew even paler and flecks of spittle appeared on his lower lip. I experienced a sudden memory of the only time Baldie Spotts-Binkle, in our long-ago school days, had lost his rag while being bullied by Roderick Bass-Humptingdon, a thug in an Eton collar who reigned over the junior form in much the same way Tiglath-Pileser, if that’s the bloke I want, had lorded it over the Ten Lost Tribes. I remembered piercing shrieks and a flailing of stick-thin limbs, like a stringed puppet whose master is overcome by a fit of apoplexy. All ending, of course, in tears, Bass-Humptingdon’s schoolyard sobriquet of Basher being well earned.


  But, here in Baldie’s breakfast room, the anticipated frenzy did not occur. Instead, he burst into tears, then buried his snuffles in his cold, long-fingered hands. It was a good thing I had already breakfasted since here was a sight to quell the appetite of a Cyclops.


  “Steady on, Baldie,” I said for the second time in mere moments, but my tone was now softer. Bartie Gloster might be able to summon the stern eye and the censorious word as warranted, but when an old pal breaks down and blubs across the breakfast table, the better angels sit up and seize the reins. Admittedly, I waffled a bit as to whether I should bluffly encourage the stiff upper lip or offer the consoling pat on the shoulder. In the latter department, Spotts-Binkle’s specimens were not such as to invite contact, being more in the line of the Carpathian Mountains—sharp, hard, and like to bruise the tender flesh.


  But a decision was soon reached, and I extended a hand to pat the upthrust bony protrusion, adding the traditional, “Now, now,” “there there,” and “what’s all this?” as indicated.


  The result was a fresh gusher, leading me to believe that I’d taken a wrong turn. I reviewed my stock of consoling phrases and realized that I had already emptied the store. I was considering a tactical shift toward the stiff when the door opened and Slithy Tove-Whippley entered the breakfast room with only slightly less swagger than your average pirate exhibits when boarding a prize.


  “What ho, Bartie!” he said, sashaying over to the sideboard to survey the goods.


  I welcomed the change of focus. For it was he who, while purporting to show me the rocket ship he’d assembled on the lawn, had led me into its cramped saloon and asked for my views on a new cocktail he’d devised. An “atom-smasher” he’d called it. I took a first sip, and said, “I say, Slithy,” as the brew’s potency made itself felt. But no further words passed the numbed Gloster lips. Instead, the lights went out and I was plunged down a rabbit hole from which I did not emerge until I awoke in the depths of space.


  “Don’t you ‘what ho’ me,” I said, rising and casting aside a furious napkin. The phrases “unmitigated gall,” “dastardly trick,” and “absolute stinker” were jostling one another in my brain to see which would be first out of the gate. I was also considering “sharper than a serpent’s bosom,” though I wasn’t quite sure it scanned well.


  But Slithy showed me the backs of his fingers, moving in a way suggestive of crumbs that were swept aside. “Come on, Bartie,” he said, helping himself to scrambled eggs and a rasher of bacon I had thought looked a bit dodgy, it being an odd shade of green, “can’t you take a joke?”


  “A joke? Well, that takes the biscuit!” I had now marshaled gall, trick, and rotter into a single devastating phalanx and was about to send it crashing into Tove-Whippley’s line. But just then, Baldie gave forth with another freshet of woe, and it seemed somehow not the done thing to be offering battle when there were wounded in need of comforting.


  Comfort, though, was not Slithy’s style. “Buck up, there, Baldie!” he said, in a parade-ground tone, before sitting down and addressing himself to his plate in a manner that put one in mind of a wolf that had mastered the rudiments of wielding cutlery. I recalled that, at school meals, the other boys had always left a clear space around Tove-Whippley; hands other than his that penetrated the pale risked sudden and not inconsiderable injury.


  While I was thus briefly immersed in reminiscence, Baldie Spotts-Binkle rose from the table and, dashing tears from his eyes, fled the room. Slithy detroughed himself long enough to grunt an ambiguous comment—or he might just have been loosening some morsel lodged in his throat—then returned to the clashing of silver on porcelain.


  Concern for Baldie drove my anger to the rear. I said, “I say, Slithy, what has cast Spotts-Binkle into the slough of despond?”


  He looked up at me, and, around a mouthful of egg, said, “Newts.”


  Well, of course, it would be newts. I should have seen that right away. Since his formative years, Archibald Spotts-Binkle had been entranced by the slimy little wrigglers. At school, in his study, he kept a covey of them in a glass tank, and would spend hours considering their ways, often dangling flies on strings before their muzzles.


  The rest of us boys, busy with our own interests, gave scant thought to Baldie’s odd fascination. If we had, I suppose it would only have been to give thanks that he hadn’t settled on some even less wholesome pursuit. And there lay our error. For as our boyhood interests gradually blossomed, if that’s the word I want, into more manly fields, Baldie’s traipsed off in the other direction.


  He grew ever more engrossed in his study of newts, to the point where it became his life’s work. If he had ever mastered spelling, I am sure he would have written a book about the little blisters. As it was, he launched learned papers at some journal that concerned itself with newtdom; its editor, one Hudibras Gillattely, FRS, routinely sent back these epistles with stinging comments, igniting a long-simmering feud that may well have enlivened whatever gatherings drew newt fanciers together.


  Through all this, Baldie stuck to his ancestral pile in the country, where he was mostly content, as the estate contained a pond that fairly seethed with newts. And there he would have remained had he not, while on a newt-seeking ramble along bosky bucolic lanes, happened upon one Marilyn Buffet, with whom he fell precipitously in love.


  Theirs was a stormy courtship, on one moment, off the next, into which I was unwillingly drafted as a patcher and restorer. At one time, a left-handed twist of fate had seen me engaged to Marilyn myself, a situation that chilled the Gloster blood until it lay inert in the veins. In the end, thanks to a brilliant stroke by Greeves, who is rather deft in such matters, Baldie and Marilyn were delivered safely to the altar to become as one flesh.


  The thought of the large-eyed yet somewhat droopy former Miss Buffet now raised a question in the penetrating Gloster mind. It was not like her to be hanging back in the shadows. She was a girl who liked to make her presence felt—not the sort to dominate a room but certainly able to pervade it. So it struck me as curious that the room in which I stood, and the bedroom in which I had awakened, betrayed no trace of the Marilyn Spotts-Binkle oeuvre: their respective wallpapers were not cloyed with flowers, the tablecloth was not embroidered with flocks of cheerful bluebirds, nor did every available surface bear a cluster of porcelain rabbits and mice colorfully attired in the habits of rustic folk of a bygone age.


  For all the depth of my cogitations, no more than a moment had passed since Tove-Whippley had voiced his one-worded explanation as to what was wrong with Baldie. I now advanced a new and possibly more pertinent question. “Where’s Marilyn?”


  He raised his eyebrows in a meaningful way. “Earth.”


  A shiver passed through. This news was not good. In his salad days, before Marilyn had hove into view and taken him in tow, Baldie could have posed for a likeness of monomania. The realization that he was here on his own, and with newts in the picture, boded ill. I sat down again at the breakfast table and lit a meditative cigarette, blew out a peal of smoke, and said, “Out with it, Slithy. The full chronicle.”


  I won’t reproduce his exact words, nor the several questions I had to put to elicit them. Conversation was never Slithy Tove-Whippley’s métier; he got by mostly on grunts and monosyllables. But the story that we together unfolded revealed that Baldie, after a lifetime of newt studies, had come to the melancholy conclusion that the field would henceforth offer him no new worlds to conquer. He had exhausted all that newts could offer him, and the realization caused him to fall into the aforementioned s of d.


  But then he had read in the papers of the emergent craze for rocketing off to Mars and Venus. The former did not interest him, being a dry place; but the descriptions he read of the planet named for the goddess of love—its vast swamps, its rain-sodden jungles, its mosses and lichens—could not help but to ring the one bell in Baldie’s lightly furnished belfry: here must be newts; and not just any newts, but new newts waiting to be discovered, newts that languished unobserved, loitering about in their watery lairs until a bulbous Spotts-Binkle eye should fall upon them and make them known.


  And then he’d heard that his arch foe Gillattely had upped stakes from Warwickshire to build himself a house in the middle of a Venusian swamp. There he was beavering away at winning the acclaim that warmed Archibald Spotts-Binkle’s dreams. He cast about for an early passage on a Venus-bound rocket, but was rebuffed at all the entrances; jaunts to the evening star were this year’s version of a season in Monte Carlo: all ships were booked solid. There was not a chance of an empty berth before next year.


  But then a conversation overheard by chance in the Inertia Club opened the way before him. Slithy Tove-Whippley, marked for eccentricity in a club that included the likes of Barking Mondeley-Spriggs and Flinders Bunchup, had caught the Venus infection—not the newt variant, but the whiz-bang bug. He had already built a one-man rocket and flown it to Venus and back, and now he was seeking funds to build a more capacious model, which he would offer for charters.


  Gripped by manic energy, Baldie began sending telegrams. In short order, he became the major shareholder of the Tove-Whippley Rocketry Company. He also sent several peremptory missives to Professor Gillattely, recommending that he cease all inquiries until a Spotts-Binkle was on the scene. These telegrams were returned as undeliverable.


  Baldie redoubled his efforts to spur on Slithy Tove-Whippley, writing a blizzard of checks. And soon the silvery dart was ready to rise on its tail of fire. Baldie, equipped with nets, rubber Wellingtons, and a yellow sou’-wester, stepped aboard and blasted off in quest of newts.


  “And did he find them?” I asked the rocket man.


  “And how!” He chewed a piece of the local bacon. Apparently it was tough sledding, as it took him a while to clear the passages. “Pond. Middle of the estate. Newts abounding.” He raised both hands, crumbs dropping from fork and knife. “Big uns!”


  Another conundrum. A Spotts-Binkle who had sought newts and found them in abundance ought to be dancing on moonbeams, not weeping over the kipper bones. There was little point in quizzing Slithy Tove-Whippley. His last peroration had probably temporarily exhausted a year’s supply of words. It would take hours for the cistern to replenish itself.


  I had a momentary inclination to seek out Greeves and lay the mystery before him. Greeves comes equipped with a prodigious brain, whose powers he augments by frequently dining on fish. But a Gloster is also not without a neuron or two, and I resolved to pursue the matter myself. I went in search of Baldie.


  It was a fair-sized house—it appeared to have been brought over in prefabricated sections—but experience told me that if the grounds contained a pond that contained newts, on its shores would be the first place to look for a newt fancier. I first had to find boots and an oilskin; my plus fours and tweed jacket, though eminently fashionable in Belgravia, would not have served. I sloshed my way from the rear of the house, down what would have been a sloping lawn had it not been ankle deep in moss. I found my old schoolmate on the banks of a dark pool whose surface was continually stippled by the ceaseless downpour.


  The pond was not self-contained, but more of a widening in a sluggard of a river that separated the island on which stood the house from another bit of high ground where Slithy Tove-Whippley had parked the rocket. A stone bridge arched across a narrow stretch of the waterway to connect the two bits of terra firma.


  While I was taking in the lay of the land, I also noticed that a short distance from the house, someone had stuck a short, white wooden stake in the ground. A little farther on was another, then two more, leading down to the water. Near the bank, a few more bits of wood were scattered about, as if someone had been marking out a playing field for a game but had grown tired of it and gone in to tea.


  Rambling down to where Baldie stood and letting the bygones fall where they may, I offered a cheery, “What ho!”


  He had been inspecting the water. I saw that he must have still been in a state of distress when he exited the premises because he had neglected to clothe himself against the elements. His suit was drenched, as was he. His narrow shoulders hunched and the rain ran down his collar. One would have to fare far and turn over many a rock to uncover a more morose specimen.


  He gave my greeting no answer nor raised his eyes from the pond. Once more unto the breach, I counseled myself, and said, “I say, this looks a dashed fine locus in quo for the odd lizard or two, what?”


  He turned his mournful gaze my way. The downturn of his mouth put me in mind of a croquet hoop. “Just the one,” he croaked, “but what a one, Bartie!” And then came a fresh flood of tears.


  I again applied the consoling hand to the shoulder. “Come on, Baldie,” I said, “out with it, there’s the stout fellow. What’s it all about?”


  He snuffled and shook his head, droplets flying unnoticed in the downpour. “Love, Bartie,” he said. “It’s about love.”


  I looked about, like that fellow on that peak in Darien. “Do you mean to say Marilyn’s given you the cold mutton? Easily fixed, I should say. Fly to her side with a bouquet of the best and tell her she’s the apple’s eye. Throw in a sonnet or such like. Can’t miss. Girls like Marilyn are easy prey to a well-turned quatrain.”


  “It’s not Marilyn, you oaf!” He drew himself up though he still reached no great heights. “I love another.”


  “Another?” I goggled, or boggled, or whatever it is one does when confronted by life’s absurdities. “Another what?”


  “A goddess!” he said. “She walks in beauty like the something something . . . I can’t remember the rest, but she’s the real McCoy, Bartie.”


  I took an involuntary step back, then a voluntary one for good measure, and said, “I mean to say, old chum, it’s not on, is it? A broken engagement, that’s one thing, but a putting asunder? Besides which, an enraged Buffet is not a factor to be left out of one’s plans. Disemboweling’s not out of the question.”


  “I don’t care, Bartie,” he said. “The heart has its imperatives.”


  “Oh, it does, does it?” I said. “Well, Marilyn has the aspect of the tiger. Not the imitation, the real thing.”


  He had deflated again. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “For though I love with a passion to shake the ages, the goddess does not smile on me.”


  Light dawned—not the real thing, of course; the sun would have needed a trowel to penetrate the clouds that lowered over us—but the figurative glimmer of comprehension. “Hold on, there, Baldie. Are you saying that you love another, but she does not care to return the serve?”


  “I am,” he said, brightening a little. “You always have the right phrase at your fingertips, don’t you, Bartie? That’s why I asked Slithy to bring you.”


  “You want me to tell you what to say to win her heart?” It seemed a rum business. One doesn’t go around helping chums to overturn the marital applecart. Besides, there was the prospect of an unmarried Marilyn Buffet just over the horizon. When she and Baldie had been on the outs, during their tortuous courtship, the blue Buffet orbs had fixed on Bartholomew as her second string in the matrimonial target shoot. The idea of exposing myself once more to the predatory aims of the Buffet turned my knees to water and my bowels to jelly. Or perhaps it was the other way round. Either way, it was not a fate that invited a forward rush.


  “I won’t advise you,” I said. “My lips are sealed.”


  “I don’t want you to advise me,” he said.


  “Oh, well, good.” I heaved a sigh of relief. Rather a heavy one.


  “I want you,” he said, “to speak to her.”


  “To her?” I said, water and jelly galloping back into the picture. “To Marilyn?”


  “Not to Marilyn. Stop talking about Marilyn! She is past and forgotten, one with Nineveh and Tyre. I want you to speak to her.”


  His pale fingers fluttered in the general direction of the dark pond. I turned in the direction indicated, peering through the curtain of rain to see if there was someone standing on the other side of the water. I could see nothing.


  “Where is she?” I said. “And, a salient point, who is she?”


  Instead of answering, he squatted by the edge of the water. Then he extended a hand and patted the surface of the pool with his fingertips, in what appeared to be a deliberate rhythm, though Baldie couldn’t have kept a beat in a jam jar. After a moment, apparently satisfied, he rose and stood back.


  “I’m sorry, Baldie, but I don’t quite see—”


  “Shh,” he said, gesturing toward the pond. “Look!”


  Out in the center, a circular ripple appeared. Then it became a vee, making toward where we loitered on the shore. It seemed a very determined sort of vee, the kind one sees in films that feature brawny-chested types in loincloths who have nothing better to do with their afternoons than wrestle crocodiles that leap upon them from gray, greasy rivers. Gray and greasy, incidentally, made a pretty good description of the color and texture of Baldie’s pond.


  I took a judicious step back, leaving Baldie to remain in status quo, drooped over the water’s edge like a willow mourning the loss of its will to live. The vee continued to close upon him.


  “Baldie,” I said, meaning to add a warning. But, at that moment, the surface at the point of the vee broke. From it emerged a green triangular head, roughly the size and shape of a ditch digger’s spade, except that it had two large and golden eyes about where you’d expect to find them. As the head rose from the water, I saw that from under the lower jaw protruded branchlike organs. I had a vague memory of a much younger Baldie Spotts-Binkle pointing to some little lizard in a tank and inviting me to notice its gills—an invitation that I am glad to say I succinctly declined.


  The head was now well clear of the surface. Below it were two narrow shoulders that sat above a slim and sinuous torso. As the apparition reached the shore and emerged from the water, it produced a pair of slender arms and a matching set of pins, both ending in webbed digits. A long, glistening tail, sporting a kind of fin that actually began at the nape of the creature’s longish neck, provided the denouement.


  Words failed. I emitted a sound that began with a “guh” and ended in an “ack,” with a kind of hiccup to bridge the two. Baldie shot me the sort of look an aunt gives a fellow who’s just spilled tea on the best Persian, and said, “For God’s sake, Bartie! Stop gawking and say how do you do to Shilistrata.”


  I closed my mouth, opened it, still found nothing of use in it, and closed it again. But then I managed to rally the routed remnants of my vocabulary. “How do you do?” I said. “Shilistrata, is it? Charming. Unusual.”


  “Don’t be an ass, Bartie,” said Baldie. “I doubt it’s at all unusual on Venus.” He turned to the—and let’s not beat around the shrubbery; she was a newt—and said, “You’ll have to forgive my chum. He can be a touch provincial, don’t you know.”


  That was a bit stiff coming from a fellow who’d spent most of his life messing about in rural puddles, and who, to my certain knowledge, had not shown his piscine phiz in London more than once in ten years. But I let it pass, because the creature from the pond had now turned her remarkable eyes—round, amber with flecks of silver—on me and at the same time a voice spoke in my head, saying, “You are the Bartie? The Gloster?”


  “Well, yes,” I said. “So to speak. And you are the Shilistrata, I believe. How do you do?”


  “It is what the Archibald calls me,” the voice said.


  “It’s a perfectly good name,” said Baldie. I had a passing recollection that Shilistrata might have been the moniker he had bestowed on one of his tank denizens, back in our school days.


  “Would you like to call me something else?” said the voice, which, now that I focused on it, I realized was rich and warm, calling up an image of honey being stirred into cream.


  “No, no,” I said. “Shilistrata’s just the ticket.”


  She smiled at that. I should clarify that assertion on two points. Point the first: although Shilistrata showed none of the anatomical bits and pieces associated with the divine female form, still less any fripperies of feminine fashion, being clad only in her mottled green skin, every aspect of her bespoke the fairer sex. Not least the voice, which had the sort of mellifluosity, if that’s the word I want, that would have set a troubadour to swooning.


  Point the second: when she opened her mouth, exhibiting more pearlies than one is used to—indeed two needlish ranks of them, above and below—along with a tongue that put me in mind of a pink bonnet ribbon, the only gentlemanly response was to receive the action as a smile and to send one back across the net.


  “Well,” I said, then “well” again. I realized that I was rocking back and forth on toe and heel, something I’m prone to do when conversation sails into the doldrums. As one does when a rear tire becomes surrounded by mud, a gentle rocking eases the old two-seater up and out and back to cruising the byways.


  On the heels of that realization came another. Someone was hissing. At first, I thought it might be Shilistrata. Then, realizations now coming thick and fast, I grasped that the sound was coming out of Baldie. He was saying, “Hist,” in a stage whisper, obviously to get my attention.


  I turned to him, and he said, “For goodness sake, Bartie, speak up!”


  At first I thought that he was trying to tell me that the talking newt was a little hard of hearing—no shell-like ears were in evidence—but then he made the back of the fingers gesture in her direction, and the final realization of the occasion now made its entrance: Baldie wanted me to speak up—for him, and to her.


  A Gloster is always willing to come to the aid of an old school pal. It’s what we’re bred for, after all. But in this instance, a clear path to the goal was lacking. I turned Baldie’s way, put up a hand to shield my lips, and said, “About what, exactly?”


  I was rewarded with the sight of Baldie impersonating an exasperated fish. “About me, of course!”


  “About you?” I said, then the penny hit the bottom of the chute. “You don’t mean as a suitor?”


  “I mean nothing else!”


  “But, Baldie, she’s a . . .” I threw an apologetic glance Shilistrata’s way and lowered my voice to a whisper. “A newt! Or at least a newtess!”


  “I am aware of that, Bartie,” he said.


  “Well, then,” I said, “how exactly would you expect matters to work themselves out? I mean to say, what is your goal?”


  Now I saw an exasperated fish dealing with an obtuse interlocutor. “Matrimony, of course!”


  “But, Baldie, she’s a newt!”


  “Stop saying that!” he said. “There is nothing wrong with my organs of perception! And I should think that if either one of us is likely to recognize a newt on sight, it would be I!”


  There was clearly something wrong with at least one of Archibald Spotts-Binkle’s organs, and I would have taken odds on its being the one stewing behind his fish eyes. I made one last attempt. “A newt, Baldie! You’re not even the same order, or genius, or whatever it is!”


  “Oh, that,” he said, with a roll of the eyes, “we’re above all that. This is a marriage of souls, a union of essences. We will conjoin on a spiritual plane, in an exalted merger of the spirit.” He fluttered those dismissive fingers again. “It’s beyond your comprehension, Bartie.”


  It certainly was. I found myself blinking, at a loss as to how to make further headway. It came to me that now would be a suitable moment to enlist the cerebral powers of Greeves. If ever there was a fellow who could think his way—or mine, for that matter—out of a tight spot, Greeves topped the list. I turned and looked about, hoping that that well-stocked head might be somewhere in view. But that recourse was not on offer. And now Baldie seized my arm and hissed, or histed, at me once more.


  “Tell her, Bartie!”


  “Tell her what?”


  “About me, you fathead! About my . . . qualities.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Rather. Right ho, Baldie.” I turned to the sinuous green form, which had been swaying before me like one of those cobras summoned from baskets by near-naked flautists on the subcontinent. “Um,” I began, then followed with a “well” and a “here’s how it is,” but then the spring ran dry.


  I turned to Baldie, and said, “I say, Spotts-Binkle, it would be a dashed sight easier to praise you in your absence. One feels constrained when the subject of the paean is hanging about, snagging every word.”


  Now it was his turn to blink. “Really?” he said. “It hadn’t occurred.”


  More likely, he’d had so little experience of being lionized, in his absence or presence, that the ins and outs eluded him. But now he nodded, and said, “Right ho, Bartie. I’ll leave you to get on with it.” And with a nod and a bow to the newtess, he shuffled off toward the house.


  Shilistrata gave no sign of having noticed his departure. Instead, her lambent eyes remained fixed on yours truly and her swaying became even more pronounced. There certainly didn’t seem to be much wrong with her backbone, assuming she had one. She would have won the first-in-class ribbon for limberness. I had an odd passing thought: Baldie had used to go one about how newts courted each other by wriggling and tail-shaking. I suppressed the query as non-germane.


  “Well, Shilistrata,” I said, “you’ve caught yourself a first-rater in our Archibald. Why, when it comes to knowledge of the ways of pond-dwellers, you couldn’t have struck more lucky. Backed a sure winner, so you have.”


  Her motions now became alarmingly fluid. There was something almost hypnotic about the side-to-siding, and it seemed as if a song was humming in my brain—and not to any toe-tapping Charleston or Black Bottom rhythm, but more on the louche and languid side of the dance floor.


  Nonetheless, there was a job to be done. “I doubt,” I pressed on, “that there’s a better newt man in all of England than Archibald Spotts-Binkle. My advice is to snap him up, and sharply, before some other newtess tosses a lasso around his angular form.”


  I paused there, expecting some kind of rejoinder. Instead, all I got was more swaying and humming. I found that my own head was moving in concert with her motions, and that the song she was humming was growing more and more entrancing. I was thinking that that was just the song I’d always wanted to hear though I hadn’t known it until now.


  And now her voice was speaking. I thought it was quite a good trick, to be able to speak and hum at the same time. It beat the pants off Flinders Bunchup’s celebrated turn at the Inertia Club Christmas saturnalia, two years back, when he sang “The Darktown Strutters’ Ball” while juggling an entire set of condiment dishes.


  “Come to me,” she was saying. “You are the one.”


  “The one what?” I managed. But now it was not just my head that was moving in a mysterious way. My whole body was in syncopation with hers.


  “Come,” she said, “it is the time. You are chosen.”


  Still bonelessly undulating, she was backing toward the dark pond. Yet somehow the distance between us had not grown. That puzzled me for a moment, until I realized that I was swaying along after her. It seemed to be exactly the right thing to do.


  I had the vaguest inkling that I was supposed to be engaged in some other task, something to do with Baldie. The word “qualities” tried to make itself known, but the humming and the swaying played trump upon trump.


  I took another step. At that moment, a blast of icy cold liquid slapped against my face, instantly sobering me.


  “I beg your pardon, sir,” said Greeves. “I was bringing you a glass of refreshment and stumbled on the uneven ground.” A firm hand took my arm, as he said, “Please let me lead you to the house, where we will locate a towel and undo the damage.”


  The strong grip now drew me steadily away from the pond. The humming and speaking faded to a dwindle, then suddenly the Gloster head was once more illuminated by its customary clarity. I looked at Greeves and saw him regarding me with what I took to be a judgmental eye. I withdrew my arm from his grasp.


  “A towel, Greeves?” I said, then added, “Pshaw! The occasion requires not less but more liquid, preferably brown, well aged, and with a splash of soda.” I strode toward the house.


  “Indeed, sir,” he said, matching me step for step. “I will be pleased to prepare it for you.”


  “Do so, Greeves,” I said as we crossed the threshold, shedding my rain gear, “and be not parsimonious in the dispensing.”


  “As you wish, sir.”


  Moments later, in the drawing room, he handed me a beaker of the best. I quaffed half in one swallow, took a breath, then downed the rest. I extended the glass to Greeves, and said, “Another is called for, I think.”


  “Indeed, sir,” he said, gliding over to the drinks cabinet to repeat the miracle.


  “And then,” I said, “some thinking must ensue.”


  He returned with the whiskey. “Yes, sir. If I may say so, I have taken the liberty of examining the records stored in the library, and I believe I can provide grist for the mill.”


  I might have mentioned before that Greeves is a great one for the information-gathering. Little that has happened since Adam was a ball of clay has escaped his attention. “Say on, Greeves,” I told him, taking a seat and doing justice to the drink. I was surprised that Baldie should have bothered to stock a decent single malt; carrot juice was more his line of country. But Greeves soon cleared up that minor point along with some more salient issues.


  It seemed that the house in which we stood—actually, I sat while Greeves paced and recounted the fruits of his researches—had been built by none other than Hudibras Gillattely, a newt boffin. Baldie, arriving to give the professor the benefit of his views, had found it empty and simply moved in.


  “I take it that, once he was exposed to the climate, this Gillattely fellow realized that the game was not worth the candle?” I said. “He departed for sunnier climes?”


  “Apparently not, sir,” was the answer. “It seems that Professor Gillattely mysteriously disappeared while still in the midst of a research project focused on the pond outside. But he published his initial observations in the Journal of Salamandidrae Studies, of which he was the editor. Mr. Spotts-Binkle read the article and immediately wrote to the author. When his telegram was returned as undeliverable, he took umbrage and came to Venus to make his points in person.”


  A picture was beginning to emerge, though I could not quite bring it into focus. “Is there more, Greeves?” I said.


  “Indeed there is, sir.” His face took on a cast that I recognized. There was not only more, but the more was a pip. I bid him say on and braced myself for the fall of the other shoe.


  “Professor Gillattely’s notes were written in a gentlemanly hand—” he began.


  “In other words, nearly unreadable?” I offered.


  “Very nearly, sir. But I was able to decipher much of them. His work was focusing on a new species he had named veneria salamandidrae sireni, especially on the creature’s reproductive habits.”


  “I say,” I said, remembering Shilistrata’s limberness, “something saucy?”


  “No, sir. To the contrary: the species is parthenogenetic.”


  I grasped at a passing straw. “Persians?”


  “No, sir. If I may presume to correct you, the term comes from the Greek word for a maiden, parthenos, and denotes a method of reproduction in which the female plays all the necessary roles, without benefit of male participation.”


  “Oh,” I said, “not very sporting, if you ask me.”


  “Indeed, not. No sport at all, sir.”


  We seemed to have wandered down a byway. I sought to bring us back to the main thoroughfare. “What’s this got to do with Baldie?”


  “Mr. Spotts-Binkle has taken up the torch where Professor Gillattely let it fall, sir,” Greeves said. “He has continued to study reproduction among the v. salamandidrae sireni. He has been fortunate not to suffer the same fate as his predecessor.”


  “Eh?” I said. “I thought that was a mystery?”


  “It was, sir,” he said, “until I examined the evidence.”


  “Well, well done, Greeves,” I said. “They haven’t yet devised the plot you can’t fathom. That Christie woman should put you on a retainer.”


  “Very kind of you to say, sir.”


  “Not at all. Credit where credit’s due. So, what’s it all about, then?”


  “The crucial clue, sir, was in the creature’s name, specifically the sireni cognomen.”


  The term rang a faint bell. “Something to do with that Ulysses chap and beeswax?” I said.


  “Indeed, sir. Ulysses put wax in the ears of his fellow Argonauts, then had them chain him to the mast while they rowed the Argo past the Isles of the Sirens, whose irresistible song drew hapless mariners onto wave-washed rocks.”


  “Irresistible song, Greeves? You mean like that catchy little ditty Shilistrata was humming?”


  “Exactly like, sir.”


  The picture was becoming clear now, and a dire vista it made. “She was trying to lure me?”


  “Into the pond, sir. Where she would have, if you’ll pardon my plain speaking, immersed you in the ooze and laid her eggs in every available orifice.”


  “Oh, I say, Greeves! A fate worse than death!”


  “I’m sorry to contradict you, sir. Death would have come before the egg-laying. By drowning, as it no doubt did for Professor Gillattely.”


  “You haven’t seen any beeswax lying about, have you, Greeves?” I looked around, as if some might be conveniently to hand.


  “Again, sir, I must correct you,” Greeves said.


  “Blaze away, Greeves! The floor is yours.”


  “Wax will not serve, sir, because the creature Mr. Spotts-Binkle has named Shilistrata communicates by mental telepathy.”


  “Reads minds, you mean?”


  “I cannot vouch for the reading, sir,” he said. “Her mentation is not like ours. But certainly she broadcasts a strong signal.”


  “That humming,” I said. “Rather compelling.”


  “Indeed, sir.”


  I dwelt upon the matter for a few moments while allowing more of the flavor of peat and heather to do their salutary work. Then a thought struck. “But, you, Greeves, were not affected. It was as if your mental ears were stuffed with wax.”


  “My mind was on other things, sir,” he said, “most particularly your safety.”


  “Ah,” I said, and, “well.” After a moment, I added, “Thank you, Greeves.”


  “Not at all, sir.”


  “Is there more?”


  “A little, sir. It would seem that Shilistrata, having fulfilled her biological destiny with Professor Gillattely, again came into season and began seeking a new host for her young. Mr. Spotts-Binkle presented himself and she began the process of, if I may speak bluntly, reeling him in. But then she decided, for reasons only she could know, that he was unsuitable. She decided to wait for a better prospect.”


  “Slithy Tove-Whippley wouldn’t do?” It seemed to me that there was more than a meal or two to be made of Slithy’s meaty frame.


  “The gentleman does not go near the pond,” Greeves said, “and has not been aboard the rocket ship since we landed.”


  “Probably just as well,” I said. I finished my whiskey and rubbed decisive palms together. “Well,” I said, “I suppose we’d better go break the bad news to Baldie.”


  “I’ll give you bad news,” said Baldie from the doorway. “And you can have a broken bone or two while I’m at it.”


  “Ah, Baldie. What ho,” I said.


  “Don’t you ‘what ho’ me!” he said, advancing into the room. I had an odd sense of déjà-vu, as if I’d recently heard just those words, though I couldn’t quite place where. But Spotts-Binkle’s next utterance drove the question from my mind. “You conniving hound! You treacherous cheat! You cad!”


  I raised an eyebrow, then another. “I say, Baldie, steady on!”


  “I’m steady enough,” he answered. For the first time in our long acquaintance, I saw color in Archibald Spotts-Binkle’s countenance: two bright red spots at about the height of his cheekbones, like an aging actress who has dipped once too often into the rouge pot. “Steady enough to break your eye and blacken your nose!”


  “I think you’ll find you mean—” I began, but he spoke over me, in a most un-Baldie-like way.


  “I mean to batter you into a shapeless mass, then trample you into the carpet!” he said.


  “But I’m just about to save your life!”


  “Save your own!” he said. “If you can!” He had balled his knobbly hands into fists and now he raised one as if he knew how to use it. I remembered again the short, sharp set-to with Basher Bass-Humptingdon in the junior boys’ cloakroom, and recalled that though Baldie had been deficient in the technical aspects, he had not lacked for energy. I moved to put an obstructing sofa between us.


  But he was not to be stayed by sofas. He leapt onto the cushions, still brandishing his fist, and now he did so from the advantage of greater height. Suddenly the likelihood of Baldie’s doing actual damage grew less remote.


  “I say, Spotts-Binkle,” I said, “what’s this all about?”


  “It’s about treachery and double-dealing! And a man I thought was a friend behaving like a worm!”


  Greeves, who had been standing by, quiet as a statue, now spoke. “May I inquire, sir, if it concerns the person you have named Shilistrata?”


  “He knows it does!” Baldie said, without taking his feverish eyes from mine. “He was supposed to speak to her for me! Instead, he spoke for himself!”


  “I praised you to the skies!” I protested. “I called you a winner and a first-rater among newt men. I counseled her to seize the day before some other newtess claimed you for her own!”


  He still loomed over me, but the homicidal mania had lost some of its pep. He resembled a Viking berserker who had paused to take thought. His gaze slid toward Greeves.


  “Is this true, Greeves?”


  “It is, sir.”


  “But when I went to her, just now,” Baldie said, climbing down from the cushions, “she spurned me. ‘Bring me Bartholomew’ she said. ‘I must have him.’ ”


  “Well, she’s not getting me, nor any part thereof,” I said. “One shudders to think—”


  “That’s enough of that sort of talk!” said Baldie, his color, however localized, rising again. “One does not speak thus of the woman I intend to wed!”


  “Baldie . . .” I said, casting about for a clear avenue of approach, “it’s not a stroll down the petal-strewn aisle she has in mind.”


  Again, the dismissive digits. “Oh, I know there are differences between us,” he said. “Know them better than most, I’d say. But with goodwill and growing affection, I’m sure they can be overcome.”


  “Baldie—”


  “I won’t hear any more against her!”


  I made a silent appeal to Greeves, via eyebrows and corners of the mouth. Baldie has always had a high regard for his acumen.


  As good souls will, Greeves filled the gap in the line. “Mr. Spotts-Binkle,” he said, “it grieves me to be the bearer of unhappy tidings, but the lady in question is not seeking a mate. Rather, she is thinking in terms of, shall we say, support for her children.”


  “I understand that, Greeves,” Baldie said, “and I’ve assured her that my resources will be at their disposal. I mean, what’s the use of having a bob or two if you don’t use it to do some good?”


  “It is not wealth, sir, that is sought,” Greeves said. “It is the candidate’s more immediate assets that the sireni has in view.”


  “Baldie,” I said, “she means to drown me and bury me in the ooze at the bottom of the pond while her grubs, or whatever they are, feast upon my rotting carcass.”


  As Greeves and I fed him the true gen, he once again defaulted to that pop-eyed, slow-blinking Baldie that is the classic model. After a pause to take it all in, he said, “I don’t believe it!”


  “She prefers Mr. Gloster,” Greeves said, “because, as with Hudibras Gillattely, who suffered the same fate, his form is more fleshy”—he turned to me—“if you will permit my saying so, sir.”


  “Not at all, Greeves. There is more on the Gloster bones than on the Spotts-Binkles. Luck of the draw in the parentage department, probably.”


  There ensued another period of Baldie’s blinking, accompanied by the up-and-down course of his Adam’s apple as he metaphorically, if that’s the word, swallowed the bitter pill of truth.


  Then he spat it out. “I don’t believe a word of it!” He dismissed me with a curl of the lip and rounded on Greeves. “For once, Greeves, you’ve misread the cues, followed the tracks up the wrong path.”


  “I am sorry, sir, that you think so. Professor Gillattely’s notes were quite detailed.”


  “Pah! Him!”


  Greeves produced a bound notebook. “He wrote, sir, and I quote, ‘I will endeavor to ascertain the range of the creature’s mesmeric influence, placing a series of white stakes in the turf. I will begin with the distance at which I feel the first mental itch, then proceed to the point at which it becomes almost irresistible.’ ”


  Greeves offered Baldie a view of the page. “As you’ll see, sir, that was his last entry.”


  “That could mean anything, Greeves!”


  “I think you’ll find, sir, that it means the professor advanced a stake too far.”


  “By Jove, Baldie,” I said, “Greeves has cinched it again! I saw those stakes in a line down toward the water, with the last few all in a higgle and piggle! That must be the locus delecti or whatever the Latin is for the spot where she did the dirty on old Gillattely.”


  “That was my surmise, too, sir,” said Greeves.


  The two of us had clearly hung Baldie on the horns of a dilemma. Clearly, he did not want to wave in the news that his inamorata was an aquatic Nosferatu, if that’s the fellow I’m thinking of, but Greeves’s air of quiet confidence, coupled with the evidence of the stakes, was undermining his defenses.


  “If I may make a suggestion, sirs,” Greeves now said, “we should depart at the earliest opportunity. Professor Gillattely’s notes also indicate that there are several other females of the species in the vicinity, some of them considerably larger than the one we have been discussing. I fear that our presence has drawn them toward the house. Mr. Tove-Whippley went to see if he could launch the rocket and bring it to this side of the stream. The fact that he has not done so indicates that our situation grows dire.”


  Baldie, by this point, had lost the knack of taking action. He seemed to be contemplating some bleak inner vista—probably involving his inevitable homecoming conversation with Marilyn Spotts-Binkle, née Buffet—that was robbing him of whatever was needed to cause him to buck up and soldier on. It was time for a Gloster to take charge.


  “Would you see about the packing, Greeves?”


  “If I may, sir, I would advise a more precipitous departure. Night is falling, and the creatures grow more restive in the hours of darkness.”


  “Right ho, Greeves! All hands, abandon ship!” Then a thought occurred. “If we’ve lost Slithy, who will operate the rocket?”


  “I closely observed Mr. Tove-Whippley’s activities on the outward voyage, sir,” Greeves said. “I believe the task is not one that would pose difficulties to an agile mind.”


  “You think I’ll be able to manage a takeoff, Greeves?” I said.


  “I was thinking rather, sir, that you would minister to Mr. Spotts-Binkle.”


  “Ah, yes,” I said, regarding the proposed object of my tender care. “Baldie? Are you with us?”


  But Baldie was present in name only. He had even stopped blinking. Greeves proposed that we each take an arm and walk him toward the rocket ship. I agreed, and we took up our stations and proceeded toward the door. But then Greeves bid us stop and went to the drinks cabinet, where he snaffled up a large bottle of something.


  “Good thinking, Greeves,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll need a stiffener somewhere along the line.”


  “Indeed, sir,” he said. “Now, sir, if I may advocate a certain rapidity of gait?”


  “Advocate away, Greeves. I’m with you.” Then, as we went through the door onto the mossy lawn, I let out a short note of laughter.


  “Sir?”


  “I just thought, Greeves, well . . . what we’re doing with poor old Baldie.”


  “The situation excites humor, sir?”


  “Well,” I said, savoring the moment to come, “it’s a frog-march, isn’t it? I mean to say: frogs, newts; march, marsh. It works on many levels.”


  “Indeed, sir. Most droll. Now, we are coming within range. If I may recommend that you concentrate your mind in a way that will resist the female’s siren call. A brick wall, perhaps. Or large earmuffs.”


  “Oh, for beeswax, eh, Greeves?” I said.


  “Oh, indeed, sir.”


  But then his voice faded into the background cacophony that was rising all around us, the swamp dwellers letting the night know that they were all present and open for business. We struggled on, with Baldie doing a rather convincing impression of a sack of potatoes between us, angling our course away from the pond toward where the little bridge spanned the stream that trickled through the marsh. Beyond the stone arch, on the swamp’s only other elevation, I could see the dull sheen of Slithy’s rocket ship. Its hatch was open, with a bit of a ladder leading up to it.


  As we neared the crossing, I felt a tickling between my ears. I’d been expecting another rendition of the slow and sultry number Shilistrata had been playing at our earlier tryst, but it seemed that, in the presence of other anglers, she had gone for a straightforward gaffing of the Gloster fish. The tickle grew quickly into an unbearable itch; I would have gladly torn off the top of my skull just for a chance to scratch it. Accompanying the maddening sensation was the certain knowledge that it would stop the moment I turned toward the pond.


  “I say, Greeves,” I said, “I’ve got this awful—”


  “Itch, sir?” he said, and I saw that his face was almost registering a strong expression, rather like one of Hesiod’s Titans acknowledging an earache.


  “An itch to end all itches,” I said.


  “Very apt, sir, inasmuch as giving in to it would soon bring about the end of existence.”


  “I believe I’ll put it out of my mind, Greeves.”


  “Do endeavor to do so, sir,” he said, “although I fear it is about to become more difficult.” He had only his chin to point with, like Achilles before the walls of Troy, and he used the appendage to indicate that Shilistrata had come out of the pond to take up a position at the near end of the bridge. She had spread her arms wide to bar our passage while narrowing her eyes to slits. She was also giving us an uninhibited view of those rows of glistening needles along her pale, pink gums.


  “Sirening be dashed,” I said, the itch in my brain having suddenly ceased, “she’s going for brute force!”


  “More than that, sir,” Greeves said. “Professor Gillattely believed that the creature’s bite is poisoned.”


  “Um,” I said, “so simply booting her out of the way will invite peril?”


  “Hence this, sir.” He raised his free arm, which contained the item he’d picked up from the drinks cabinet.


  “Planning to render her squiffy?” I said.


  “No, sir,” he said, advancing on the newtess, with Baldie and me perforce marching in his train. When we neared the hissing creature, Greeves let fly. It seemed that he had not brought along a flagon of Gillattely’s hooch, but the full soda bottle. He now depressed its lever and sprayed Shilistrata from her head to her nonexistent navel with a stream of clear, bubbly liquid.


  One often sees soda bottles thus used in the cinema, where, along with the tossing of custard pies, they are a staple of Mr. Sennett’s comedies. On the newtess, however, the effect was more in a tragic vein: where the sparkling water touched her, her green skin turned first a pale yellow, then bleached to a leprous white. Her hiss became a yawp. She scrubbed at her front with her paws, and the contact made her paws exhibit the same color change.


  She bent over, emitted a series of yips, and abandoned her bridge-blockading strategy in favor of a quick plunge back into the pond. Greeves and I, with Baldie still hung between us like an oddly shaped rug on a clothesline, tramped onto the bridge.


  But at the far end we saw a new obstacle: another newtess, big enough to make Shilistrata look like the runt of the litter, had dredged herself up from the creek and was giving us the same dentist’s-eye-view of her pointed gnashers.


  “Onward, sir, if you please,” Greeves recommended, and we thundered down the slope of the arch like a three-man version of the Scots Greys’ charge at Waterloo, a painting of which my aunt Dahlia had over her bed. Greeves gave the enemy a thorough dousing with soda water, with much the same effect as on the first occasion. In a moment, the way lay clear and we crossed to dry—well, dryish—land and struggled up the slope to where the rocket stood.


  “That’s the spirit, Greeves,” I said.


  “I regret, sir, that the curtain is not yet down,” he said, waving the bottle to indicate that a passel of newts were rising from the water to pursue us. “May I again counsel speed, sir?”


  “No need,” said I, putting on the best I was capable of. Together, we slogged up to the top of the knoll and thrust Baldie bodily through the hatch.


  “After you, sir,” Greeves said, as he turned to play Horatio at the bridge.


  “Never you mind that,” I said, taking the soda bottle from him. “Go in and get the engine warmed up or whatever one does.”


  A gape-mouthed newtess hove into view and I let her have a splash of soda large enough to have ruined a snifterful. Another one came right behind her, and I let fly again. The same color change and expression of horror came over both of them, and they beetled off to wherever they’d come from.


  “Don’t care for it at all, do they, Greeves?” I called over my shoulder. I could hear clicks and flicks from behind me as he did things with the ship’s controls.


  “Their skins are covered in an acidic slime,” he said as he continued to work. “The bicarbonate of soda neutralizes the acidity, causing them much the same discomfort as you and I would feel if someone poured acid on us.”


  I gave another comer a faceful of fizz. “I say, Greeves,” I said, “we’re running low on soda.”


  I heard a fresh series of switch-snappings, then I felt two strong hands under my arms. “Please forgive my manhandling you, sir,” he said as he hoisted me backward through the hatch and kicked the door closed. He led me to a sort of chaise longue fitted with straps and buckles and made me secure, then did the same for Baldie.


  Something banged on the hatch. “If I may, sir?” he said, gesturing to the control console.


  “Please, Greeves,” I said. “Venus has lost whatever charms it may once have held.”


  He sat in a chair and moved a lever. The ship began to vibrate. Then I began to feel strangely heavy.


  Sometime later, Greeves hove into view with a pot of tea and the necessary accoutrements. He undid my buckles, then informed me that he had administered a draught of the sleeping potion to Baldie, who would now lie in the arms of that Morpheus chap throughout the long journey home.


  “Would you care to sleep, too, sir?” he asked.


  “Wouldn’t that leave you all alone for, I don’t know, weeks?”


  “Months, sir, in fact.”


  “Good grief in garters, Greeves. I couldn’t let you do that all alone.”


  “Very good of you, sir.”


  I took a sip of the brew and thought for a moment, then said, “Greeves, I came to Venus because Slithy Tove-Whippley slipped me a mickey. But how did he trick you?”


  “The gentleman did not trick me, sir. When I saw that he meant to abscond with you, I insisted that he take me, too.”


  “Wide-awake, Greeves?”


  “Indeed, sir.”


  “Must have been a dashed boring trip, though, eh?”


  “Mr. Tove-Whippley was kind enough to teach me a card game called pinochle. He learned it while working with Mr. Ford in America.”


  “Good game, Greeves?”


  “Quite engaging, sir. And even when played for small stakes, the winnings from several months of constant pinochle-playing can add up.”


  “Won a packet, did you, Greeves?”


  “I won the Lulu, sir.”


  “The Lulu?”


  “It is the name of this rocket ship, sir.” He took thought for a moment. “Though I may change it.”


  “Good for you, Greeves,” I said. “Now, how about one more cup of tea, then we’ll cut the cards.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  “And Greeves?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Thank you for . . .” I made a gesture that took in all of Venus and its manifold trials.


  “Not at all, sir.”
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  1. JOHN FORREST, ADVENTURER


  THE LABORATORY WAS ON AN UPPER FLOOR. ITS WIDE WINDOWS looked out, across the landscaped grounds of the Foundation, to the Atlantic Ocean. One brilliant star, bright as a tiny full moon, shone above the horizon, glittering in the afterwash of sunset.


  “My grandfather’s people called her Hawa,” said the scientist.


  “Is that a Dogon term, PoTolo?” asked John Forrest: a big man, fit and tanned, past forty but in excellent shape. He wore a neatly trimmed beard and moustache; his vigorous red-brown hair brushed back and a little long; his challenging eyes were an opaque dark blue. “You’re Dogon, aren’t you?”


  They were alone in the lab: alone in the building aside from a few security guards. Dr. Seven PoTolo, slight and dark, fragile and very young-looking beside the magnate, was uncomfortable with the situation, but there was nothing he could do. Mr. Forrest, the multibillionaire, celebrity entrepreneur/philanthropist, environmentalist, lover of life-threatening he-man stunts, owned the Foundation outright. His billions financed PoTolo’s work, and he was ruthless with any hint of opposition.


  PoTolo shook his head. “I’m afraid my ancestry is mixed: Cameroon is a melting pot. My maternal grandfather spoke one of the vanishing languages of the Coast. But ‘hawa’ is a loan-word. I think it’s Arabic, and means desire.”


  “Sensual desire, yes,” agreed Forrest. “The temptation of Eve.”


  He turned to survey the untried experimental apparatus.


  “What will conditions be like?”


  “Conditions on the surface could be remarkably Earthlike,” said PoTolo. “The tectonic-plate system hasn’t yet broken down, the oceans haven’t boiled away, atmospheric pressure hasn’t started to skyrocket, the atmosphere is oxygenated. Rotation should be speedier too. Much longer than our twenty-four-hour cycle, but a day and a night won’t last a local year . . .”


  Forrest studied the rig. Most of it was indecipherable, aside from the scanning gate and biomedical monitors introduced for his benefit. A black globe with an oily sheen, clutched in robotic grippers inside a clear chamber, caught his eye: reminding him somehow of the business part of a nuclear reactor.


  “But no guarantees,” he remarked, dryly.


  “No guarantees . . . Mr. Forrest, you have signed your life away. Neither your heirs, nor any other interested parties, will have any legal recourse if you fail to return. But the risks are outrageous. Won’t you reconsider?”


  “Consider what?” Forrest’s muddy blue eyes blazed. “Living out my life in some protected enclave of a world I’d rather go blind than see? The trees are dying, the oceans are poisoned. We’re choking on our own emissions, in the midst of a mass extinction caused by our numbers, while sleepwalking into a Third World War! No, I will not reconsider. Don’t tell me about risk. I know about risk!”


  PoTolo nodded carefully, more physically intimidated than he liked to admit by this big rich white man, disinhibited by great power and famous for his reckless temper.


  “My apologies. Shall we proceed?”


  “I take nothing? No helmet full of gizmos, no homing beacon?”


  “Only the capsule you swallowed. If conditions are as we hope, the probe will be retrieved, bringing you along with it. There’ll be an interval, I can’t tell you exactly how long, the variables are complex. You don’t have to do anything. You can move around, admire the scenery, then suddenly, you’ll be back here.”


  “Amusing, if I’m in the middle of a conversation . . . One more question. You’ve staked your career on this, PoTolo, as much as I’m staking my life. What’s in it for you?”


  “Habitable zones,” said the scientist. “Ancient Venus is, in effect, our nearest accessible exoplanet. If we can confirm the existence in space-time of the Venusian habitable zone we’ve detected, that’s a major confirmation of our ability to identify viable alternate Earths. We may not be able to use this method to send probes across the light-years, to distant systems; there may be insuperable barriers to that, but—”


  “Bullshit. Your motive was glory, and the glory is mine now.” Forrest grinned. “You lose, I win. That’s what I do, PoTolo. I see an opportunity, and I take it.”


  “Are you quite ready, Mr. Forrest?”


  “I am.”


  Forrest assumed the position, standing in the gate, arms loosely by his sides. He turned his head for a last glance at that bright star. The world disappeared.


  He stood in a rosy, green-tinged twilight, surrounded by trees. Most seemed young, some had boles thicker than his body. Fronds like hanging moss hung around him; the ground underfoot was springy and a little uncertain, as if composed entirely of supple, matted roots. No glimpse of sky. The air was still, neither warm nor cold; the silence was absolute, uncanny. He looked at himself, checked the contents of belt loops and pockets. He was dressed as he had been in West Africa, complete with a sturdy, familiar, outdoors kit. This struck him as very strange, suddenly, but why not? What is a body but a suit of clothes, another layer of the mind’s adornment? And his body seemed to have made the trip. Or the translation, or whatever you called it. No pack. PoTolo had told him he couldn’t carry a pack.


  PoTolo!


  The name rang like a bell, reminding him just what had happened. What an extraordinary feat! He took a few steps, in one direction, then another: keeping himself oriented on the drop zone. Pity he didn’t have a ballpark figure for the “interval.” Ten minutes or ten hours? How far was it safe to stray? Grey-green boles crowded him, the hulk of a dead giant or two lurking, back in the ranks. He suddenly wondered if he was dreaming. Yes, probably he was. The PoTolo narrative, the apparatus, the act of standing in that gate, feeling absurd in his wilderness kit, folded up like a telescope, became implausible as a dream. Only the twilit jungle remained concrete, but how did he get here?


  He heard nothing. He simply became aware of a rush of small, purposeful movement, closing in. The creatures were highly camouflaged, about the size of ground squirrels: long, flexible snouts, shaggy, apparently limbless bodies. Their swift appearance seemed uncanny, the dream turned to nightmare, but of course they had smelt his blood. He fled, grabbing at appropriate defense, spun around and pepper-sprayed them. Which did the trick. Hell, they weren’t armor-plated, and they liked the taste of their own kind, a useful trait in aggressive vermin. Inevitably the drop zone was now out of sight, but before he could think about that, a new player arrived. Shaggy four-legged things: bigger than the first guys and smart, organized pack-hunters. He ran, but they had him outflanked. Forced to climb, he shot up the first three or four meters of his chosen refuge in seconds, and went on climbing, easy work, to a knot of boughs high above the ground. There he perched, assembling his pellet gun, thrumming with adrenaline and almost laughing out loud.


  An exhilarating place, this planet called Desire!


  No pack, and no effective firearms, a lack he might come to regret. He was equipped for the wilderness, but not for slaughter. How do you say “I come in peace” to a pack of Venusian hyenas? He saw formidable teeth, and hoped his armory was sufficient. But apparently Venusian hyenas couldn’t climb. The brutes circled, panting in frustration, then retreated, vanishing into the dim ranks of the trees.


  Not worth it, muttered Forrest. Or I smell wrong, unappetizing.


  He took stock of his situation: treed in a trackless forest full of hungry predators, some 2 or 3 billion years and around 38 million kilometers from home, and noticed that his secret burden of depression—the Black Dog mood that had haunted him for years—had vanished. Savoring PoTolo’s crowning moment, he wondered if he might be here for days. He’d need food; water; shelter; some way to defeat beasts that could tear him apart! The challenges he might face, possibly fatal, possibly insurmountable, delighted him.


  He was debating whether to take the gun apart or carry it down assembled, when a severe, numbing pain alerted him to the tree’s behavior.


  He bared his right leg and saw grey noduled strands tightly wrapped around his calf. The knot of boughs had produced suckers and sent them to feed, stealthily creeping inside his pant leg. Forrest grabbed his knife and slashed. The pain was unmistakably deep and compelling: there was venom involved and no time to lose. The suckers fell away. He slashed again at a row of puckered wounds, like scribbled smiley faces, opening a long gash, in the hope of bleeding the poison out. Too late. In the act of securing a tourniquet below the knee, he stopped being able to breathe, lost consciousness, lost his balance, and fell.


  He woke on his back, lying on some kind of bed, a very warm coverlet confining him. He smelled foul meat and remembered being dragged through darkness, maybe in the teeth of those hyenas, in a red mist of pain . . . The pain was still intense, and there were other discomforts, possibly broken bones, but hyenas hadn’t brought him here—wherever here was. Flickering light showed a hollow, interior space, crudely furnished. There was someone with him, a figure squatting by a firebowl, poring over small objects on a slab. Silvery fingers rearranged the items, a sleek bent head pondered the pattern. He was sure he’d seen the same thing before, far away, in another world—


  She’s telling my fortune, he thought, though how he knew the figure was female he had no idea. The items were swept away and vanished. The figure sat back, murmuring, looking down into upturned palms, seeming to engage in a dialogue with the Unseen.


  He slept again. The pain burned low, like a smothered fire.


  When he next woke, she was by his couch, in a very unhuman posture.


  “Good,” she said. “You’re awake. Your head is clear?”


  He nodded, staring. He had been rescued by a glistening, greenish woman with a muscular, sheeny tail, which she was using as a third lower limb, a hairless head, and bird- or snakelike features (green eyes that filled the face, a long mouth with an eerie curl, glint of needle teeth). She spoke and he understood her. He must be dreaming, after all.


  “Your fall saved your life, at a cost. I have set your broken bones, the venom is overcome, but the nibbler bite itself is now urgent. Rotten flesh must be excised, regeneration triggers implanted. You should know: I can immobilize you, I can give you analgesics, but I can’t put you out.” She showed him her palm: he saw moving symbols. “I can read your cell signature on this, but not the details of its expression, and anesthesia is complex. I might kill you.”


  “You are a medicine woman,” said John Forrest slowly.


  “Yes.” Her eerie mouth curled further, until he thought her jaw would split from her face. “I am indeed. The procedure will be very painful.”


  “Go ahead and operate, Doctor. Do I need to sign anything?”


  “Not necessary.”


  The operation was a success. When pain was once more a smothered fire, she told him all was well and he would soon mend. She asked him where he’d come from.


  “From the sky,” said Forrest, “does it matter?”


  “Not to me,” said Lizard Woman, her long mouth curling.


  He noticed, at last, a spidery transparent headset, and a mic by her mouth, catching gleams of firelight. He raised an arm, the one that wasn’t still immobilized by the heated coverlet.


  “What’s that?” he muttered, incredulous. “Some kind of babelfish?”


  “Yes, sir, it’s a translation device. It may look old-fashioned and clumsy, but it converts my language into yours, and yours into mine, adequately enough. Mr. From-the-Sky, I have business that cannot wait. When you can walk, I’ll take you to a better-equipped refuge, where you may rest and recover in safety.”


  Forrest decided that he wasn’t dreaming. He was on Ancient Venus, and his rescuer was a sophisticated Venusian, an unexpected bonus! She had some rationale to account for his odd anatomy and strange arrival: fine, he would let her be. He had no urgent need to explain himself. He couldn’t gauge how long he’d been in this cave, not even by the growth of his beard, which she had kept close-trimmed. But he could assume the retrieval had failed; probably he was too far from the drop zone. He wasn’t overly concerned. PoTolo would certainly keep trying. All Forrest had to do was get himself back to the zone, before the orbits of the two planets veered too wildly apart.


  She walked him up and down. She showed him the “wellspring,” a water supply tapped from the root system of the trees, and explained how to operate a firebowl (the flames were natural gas, from the same source), how to use the gourdlike ration packs. Her tone was always frosty, if translated emotional nuance could be trusted, her conversation minimal. Forrest surmised, amused, that whoever he was supposed to be, in local terms, was a bad guy in her reckoning—temporarily protected by her Venusian Hippocratic Oath.


  They left the cave via a twisting, crawl-space passage—waking nightmare memories for Forrest—and emerged from a hole in a huge dead root. Her “refuge” was the hollow under a giant tree stump. She led the way, Forrest stumped behind, favoring his lame leg. He’d tried to convince her to take him back where she’d found him, to no avail, and he was angry. But not such a fool as to strike out on his own, against her will. If Lizard Woman had dragged him below herself, she was extremely strong. Or had confederates he hadn’t met; or both, of course. She was alone, living on gourds of mush but implanted with impressive tech. What was the story? Who was Forrest supposed to be? So many unknowns, and he’d have relished them except that he was so annoyed.


  But her pace started to tell. She had the pack, he carried nothing, which he found galling. If there were trails, she didn’t use them; if she had transport, she preferred to hike. What was she? Some kind of Venusian Backwoods Survivalist, humiliating a hated city slicker? He refused to be outdone. When she handed him one of those sappy-gruel gourds, he emptied it without breaking stride. But it got to be desperate work. She wore a floating grey robe; under it a shirt, and pants that accommodated the tail by having no back side. When the robe lifted, as she crossed some obstacle, he saw the big gleaming root of her tail, and it was sexy in a weird way.


  Before long, her tail was the only thing that kept him moving.


  Dizzy with exhaustion, he picked at his itching fingertips, trying to extricate a tiny, wriggling, brown worm or caterpillar from under one of his fingernails. He didn’t know he’d stopped until Lizard Woman was in front of him, taking hold of his wrist.


  She pulled out her headset and donned it. “Your head swims,” she suggested, a cool, contemptuous light in her huge eyes. “Disoriented, can’t think straight? Your skin creeps?”


  “All of that,” mumbled Forrest. “Well done, Doctor. You said you would help me.”


  “I don’t believe I did say that, and yet I will.”


  She was lying, things only got worse. Now they really went off the piste. Forrest was dragged through virgin thickets, thrown into ditches, forced over madsastrugi of upheaved root mass . . . until they reached a small clearing where a new kind of tree, reddish and gnarled, grew with no near neighbors. Stumbling and confused, he was ordered to strip, and hustled onto a natural platform among its roots. The lower part of the bole was scarred. She stuck something in his hand, forced him to grip, and shouted at him.


  “Stab the tree! Stab it! Over your head. Cover your eyes. Okay?”


  He was holding a knife. He reached up, and stabbed the tree. A huge gush of stinging hot liquid burst out, and pounded on him.


  A hot shower! My God!


  The itching that had been driving him mad, a vile, active sensation over his whole body, leapt to a crescendo. He looked down and saw a nest of little dark worms on his chest. More of them, over his belly, his arms. They were wriggling out of his pores, his anus, they were everywhere, there were hundreds of them. The hot, scouring liquid diminished. Frantically he stabbed the tree again, and again, oh blessed relief—


  The first time he left the platform, she sent him back. The second time, she was satisfied, and slapped a new kind of soft-walled gourd into his hands.


  “Hold that. Whatever they gave you, Mr. From-the-Sky, it doesn’t last. You’ll have to do as we do, in here. Depilate and use barrier methods, or the sippers will overwhelm you in hours. I’m going to fix you up, before you collapse.”


  She made him sit on the ground, massaged a grainy goop into his hair, his beard, his arms and legs, his chest, his pubes: sent him to rinse off, then helped to apply a cream that left his skin shining like her own. There was also breathable gel, she said, as she sleeked his every crevice, for nostrils, mouth, and eyes: but it wasn’t necessary in the short term. The “sippers” wouldn’t block airways, or endanger sight, until their host was actually dying. The erection she provoked along the way didn’t bother her, she ignored it and so did he. But there was something between them, when he was hairless, purged, and dressed again, that had not been there before.


  “Since we’re talking, sir. What about a name?”


  “Forrest. My name is John Forrest, and you?”


  “Sek [image: ]ool.”


  “Sek. That means the woods, doesn’t it?”


  “You know my humble language?”


  He shook his head. “In the cave, I sometimes heard you talking to someone. Or communing with your gods? I listened. I figured out that sek meant woods, frequency of occurrence.” He gestured around them. “Since here we are.”


  “I have no gods,” she said, and added, “Ool means song. The [image: ] is a separating sound, my name is Woodsong. Sekool without the [image: ] means something different.”


  The distinction was obviously important: but he wasn’t sure how to respond.


  “Woodsong, okay. Er, John means gift of God.”


  She laughed, at least the sound she made felt like laughter. His eyes burned, he’d forgotten to cover them, but the world was in focus. He was awake, alive, firing on all cylinders again, maybe for the first time since he’d touched down. He looked at the gouged tree bole, and the shower platform: a natural formation, smoothed by long use.


  “There are people living around here?”


  “There are the indigenes, primitive surface-dwellers: you won’t see them. A few others: you’ll see them even less. Let’s go. It’s not much farther.”


  Soon they crossed a really large clearing, and he was able to gauge the height of the frondy canopy at last: impressive but not extraordinary, sixty or seventy meters. Only mosses grew on the open ground, but the springy, uncertain feeling stayed the same.


  Sek [image: ]ool kept to the margin of the trees. Up ahead, a shadow moved, between the canopy and a ceiling of bright cloud; a grey curtain falling under it, defined like a rainstorm, seen from afar on a wide plain. Forrest thought they were heading into rain until they crossed the shadow’s trajectory, and he stared in amazement at the tangled, mighty underbelly—then flinched and ducked, as vagrant shining strands actually brushed his naked skull.


  “Don’t worry,” she said. She’d kept the headset on since his shower-bath, a concession he appreciated. “They’re just eating air. It doesn’t know we’re here.”


  They reentered the woods, and almost at once she halted, gesturing for him to step well back. A knotted growth, a tumor on a root, stood knee high in their path. Sek [image: ]ool crouched, her tail balancing her, and cut herself between the fingers of her right hand with the knife he’d borrowed. Was her blood red? He couldn’t tell in this everlasting rosy-green twilight—


  “Wait. Don’t move from where you stand.”


  Following her with his eyes, he saw the same ceremony performed again, farther into the trees on his right. What was she doing? Placating demons? Having met some of the demons, he didn’t move a muscle until she reappeared from the left. She’d circled round something big. They walked on and stood in the precinct of a truly vast dead giant: a tree stump tall as a house and broad as a barn. Forrest looked it over with respect.


  “I hope this guy doesn’t feed on flesh.”


  “Actually he does, but the heartwood is inert.”


  The last section of the entrance tunnel was vertical. They descended a ladder into a room rounded and domed like the first cave, but far more spacious and better furnished. There were covered couches, low tables, domed chests, a firebowl at one focus of the ellipse, a wellspring bubbling at the other. Doorways (closed off) seemed to lead to other areas.


  Forrest’s appetite had returned. He longed for steak, fries, and a good malt, but he made do with another sappy-gruel gourd (he should stop calling them “gourds,” since they were obviously manufactured), fell onto a couch, and plunged into oblivion.


  In his dreams, the snouted things chased him, limbless bodies covered in worms. The hyenas circled under the venom tree, shaggy with their freight of bloodsuckers. The tiny worms that filled the sek’s air, and had invaded his pores, had smaller worms to bite them. He woke with a shuddering start. Nibblers, sippers: cute names for unappeasable horrors. Wee folk, good folk, trooping all together . . . Parasites are everywhere, far too many of the bastards on Earth, but if Sek [image: ]ool hadn’t found him, what an appalling fate! But she didn’t find me, he thought. She was watching me. “Your fall saved your life, but at a cost—”


  He opened his eyes. She was beside him, in her tripod pose: wearing the headset. She smiled at him. He’d come to like that eerie, too-wide smile very much. But it had an edge to it, on which he feared to cut himself.


  “I must return your gear.”


  She handed over everything, including the pellet gun, which he’d assumed was lost or confiscated. “That is not a lethal weapon,” she remarked. “You carried none. What if you’d run into trouble, Johnforrest?”


  What kind of trouble, he wondered. Friends of yours? “What if I did? Thou shalt not kill. I’m on a fact-finding mission, I’m not at war with anyone.”


  “A fact-finding mission,” she repeated. “Indeed. I see.”


  “What about you, Sek [image: ]ool? I’m deeply in your debt, of course, but what are you doing in this hellhole? How did you happen to turn up like that?”


  “The surface is a source of raw materials, Johnforrest. We come here to make deals with the indigenes and squabble with each other over the spoils. I was researching tree venoms that can be weaponized, if you must know.”


  “That’s no work for a doctor.”


  “We live in the dark as well as the bright, Mr. From-the-Sky, and though I chose medicine, I was born to something else. I saw you run from the vermin, I saw you climb, then fall, it was pure chance.”


  Now I know too much, thought Forrest. And whatever the hell’s going on, I get the feeling I’m in serious trouble. But you’d spare me if you could, for which I thank you—


  He said nothing, just nodded gravely.


  “I’ll be leaving soon,” she said. “Here you have everything you need, and no sippers or nibblers can reach you: the hollows under the great hearts are our safe houses. I’ll give you a homing beacon, since you have none, to guide you back to the spot where I found you. But you were very ill. Please wait: eat, rest, and exercise awhile before leaving. I’m not happy about the way you keep falling asleep in the daytime—”


  “Oh, that? We call it jet lag. It’s nothing, it’s just taking me a while to adjust to a different time zone—”


  Forrest liked to wear a wristwatch; he collected them. Before leaving for West Africa he’d had one specially made for this trip. An ingenious, expensive toy; instead of hours and seconds, it followed the intricate dance of the orbits of the two planets. Sek [image: ]ool had returned this device. He didn’t think she could have tampered with it. As he spoke he read the time, the only time that mattered to him, and his heart skipped a beat.


  He wanted to ask her just how long was I “very ill” ? How long is your world’s “day,” right now? He had no idea how to frame the question, and it didn’t matter. He knew enough of PoTolo’s complex requirements to be sure he’d missed his window. His next chance wouldn’t be coming around for . . . for quite a while.


  “But Johnforrest, I have a proposal. It suddenly struck me. Why not come to the clouds? You’re on a fact-finding mission: I could introduce you to interesting people, and later we could surely set you down wherever you need to be.”


  Forrest slipped the orrery watch into an inside pocket. Her big green eyes were limpid with lies, her smile had that bleak, warning edge, and he didn’t care.


  “What a wonderful idea, I’d be delighted. When do we leave?”


  If he was stranded, for a year and a half or forever, he might as well see the world. Stir things up, in this story he didn’t understand. Why not? If Lizard Woman feared for his life, maybe she just didn’t know John Forrest very well! But that pouch on the cord around her neck, where she kept her oracle bones, what was going on there—?


  She was making arrangements for his visit: Forrest had “fallen asleep in the daytime” again. The room was dim, the lights that stood in wall niches were at their lowest setting. He heard Sek [image: ]ool’s voice, but she was nowhere in sight. She’d screened off an area at the end of the room, the way she used to screen his bed sometimes when he was sick. The headset lay on a table. Intrigued, he donned it and sneaked up to the screens, creeping around until he could peer between them. He saw himself, standing naked, quivering, full frontal.


  The shock was momentary. He was looking as if into a full-length, freestanding mirror, but it was a mirror that didn’t reflect the room he was in. The naked figure was a hologram. A stranger, a Lizard Man (though he couldn’t see a tail) stood by the holo, dressed in black and white. Sek [image: ]ool, her back to Forrest, spoke rapidly in a language that crackled and fizzed like fireworks: but reached him as English (mostly)—


  “No. He’s an original, not any kind of flishatatonaton. But he’s carrying an implant, attached to his stomach wall. I haven’t touched it, and I don’t know what it’s for—”


  Good to know I’m still a walking interplanetary probe, thought Forrest. Lizard Man’s contribution, over the videolink, was incomprehensible.


  “Deniable is good, but how long could it stand up? This is better. Far better than a . . . a kinsnipping, Esbwe! We want to avoid reprisals, don’t we?”


  Her tail, he thought, should be lashing. He’d have liked to see that. He retreated, replaced the headset where he’d found it, and lay down again: his thoughts racing.


  Feigning sleep, he must have dozed. He woke when he heard something crawling.


  The globes were still dim, the screens had been dismantled. Sek [image: ]ool sat by the firebowl, tail around her feet. Nothing moved, but the sound of crawling was closer. Puzzled, Forrest turned on his side, as if in sleep, and saw something come through the wall of the room.


  It crossed the floor. A male human figure, slender and juvenile, naked and very battered, hauling himself along on one hand and one knee, back, ribs, and shoulders marked with livid weals. Bruises blotted out his eyes. No sign of a tail, which made Forrest think he was asleep and dreaming of a human boy except that the whole thing was too complete, too coherent. The kid’s hair was dark, his greenish skin unnaturally pale—until he reached the firelight. Then he was more than pale: he was translucent, transparent.


  A mangled corpse, but moving, the apparition crept into Sek [image: ]ool’s arms.


  Another hologram? Not the way Sek [image: ]ool responded. Not the way she held the kid, rocked him and murmured to him, stroking his shadow-hair from his swollen, battered shadow-brow, then somehow Forrest made a sound.


  She looked up: instantly, the ghost was gone.


  “What was that?” he breathed.


  Enormous eyes unblinking, she calmly left the fire and picked up the “translation device.”


  “My son, Gemin. He comes to me when it’s quiet. Usually I’m alone; you’ve never woken before. He died under torture. Don’t die under torture, Johnforrest. It’s not a good way to go.”


  She removed the headset and turned away; the subject was closed. Forrest got up and joined her by the firebowl, collecting the headset on the way. He held her gaze, deliberately settling the flexible web around his skull.


  “Tell me, Sek [image: ]ool.”


  She looked into the flames, drawing her tail more closely around her.


  “There’s not much to tell. He was caught up in the secret war and taken hostage; we failed to negotiate his release. He was mistreated, our protests achieved nothing; we learned that he’d died. There’s nothing to be done. I only comfort him, and quiet him as best I can . . . Death is not the end, Johnforrest, as we all know, because our dead return. They speak to us and know us, in dream and in the waking world. But when they depart at last, we don’t know what happens next. We don’t know if the unquiet ones, trapped in the way they died, escape from suffering at last. It’s cruel.”


  “I know you’re a shaman,” he said. “There must be something you can do.”


  Her long fingers closed on the bag of bones.


  “No. Let’s say no more about it. I can’t help my boy. He’ll fade, that’s all, and he’ll be gone, and I won’t know where.”


  2. OUT OF THE FRYING PAN, INTO THE FIRE


  ON THEIR WAY OUT, SEK [image: ]OOL HAD TO PLACATE THE DEMONS again. Forrest kept his distance and didn’t stir until she’d made her circuit. She seemed self-conscious, something he’d never seen in her before, and he liked it. He had no doubt that, if he’d asked, she’d tell him that of course she’d planned to disarm the venom-spitting fence, if she’d been leaving him behind (to await those kinsnippers!). He said nothing. He just followed her, as before, grinning to himself: no longer helpless baggage. In charge of his own destiny again, and it felt good.


  But surely, subtly, everything had changed? Had the trees actually moved? Surely the spaces between the ranks were different, the uncertain ground had new contours—


  “Happens all the time,” said Sek [image: ]ool, catching his bewildered glances. “The sek is a single organism: it shifts about as it pleases. That’s why there are no trails. The indigenes have their own ways to get around. We use our beacons, and come in on foot. It’s simpler.”


  “What a world. It’s like a circle in Dante’s hell.”


  “Indeed. All death in life is here, eating its own tail. Yet somehow I love it.”


  
    —–—
  


  There was a wind blowing outside the wood, they could hear it. Sek [image: ]ool gave Forrest a robe like her own: he wrapped himself, the folds settling firmly round his head and face, and they emerged from tepid stillness into a dust storm. Well protected but half-blind, he felt a hard surface under the skidding grit and glimpsed big squared and domed shapes. Fighting the wind to look behind him, he saw the sek: rising like a grey-green mirage, on the edge of a desert-devoured town. She headed for an intact building and used a touch pad to open massive double doors. In a covered courtyard, a welcome silence, she bared her face—


  “I have a call to make. It won’t take long.”


  The room they entered made Forrest think of a chapel: a podium for the minister, benches for the congregation. Images of lizard-people, animal, and vegetable flourishes, in colored metals or enamel, covered the walls. She approached the podium, Forrest took a seat. His legs were too long. Sek [image: ]ool was tall, but like a Japanese woman, her height was in her pliant body . . . Expecting a videolink, he saw, to his astonishment, powdery matter begin to whirl inside a clear cylinder: building something from the platter upward. The cylinder withdrew, and there stood a solid, masculine-seeming human figure, Venusian style: a Lizard Man. Not the guy Forrest had seen in the mirror-screen: someone new. He had scanty head hair, he wore some kind of dress uniform; he seemed authoritative but old; or maybe sick.


  Sek [image: ]ool spoke, Lizard Man mainly listened. At one point, he looked over her shoulder, and Forrest, disconcerted, felt eyes on him: a presence in the instant simulacrum. Finally, Sek [image: ]ool bowed, the old guy did the same. The body crumbled and vanished.


  She walked past Forrest, resuming her headset as she headed for the doors.


  “Who was that?”


  “My husband. Excuse him if he seemed rude, you’ll meet him properly up above. Do you have wives, Johnforrest?”


  “I’ve had two. Then I gave up.”


  “Wise man . . . I did what was expected of me. I gave a powerful old man my baby’s name, his futurity for our security. A fair trade on both sides: we didn’t expect it would be forever. I have no complaints, none at all. But oh, he’s a long time dying!”


  She flashed him that eerie smile. “Now we need to hurry. The wind usually eases at nightfall, but I want to be far from here by then.”


  In the covered yard, Sek [image: ]ool left him, and swiftly reappeared, leading an extraordinary animal: a low-slung, big-haunched, tan-hided, wrinkly camel, with bulbous cat’s-eyes, a sinuous neck and tail, a muzzle thick with stiff, drooping whiskers—


  “Johnforrest, meet Mihanhouk. I don’t take him into the sek, but we need him now. You’ll have to ride behind me, I’m afraid. I wasn’t expecting to bring home a guest.”


  Who had harnessed Mihanhouk? He listened. Not a footstep, not a voice.


  “Are we alone? Where is everybody?”


  “Only the indigenes live permanently on the surface, and around here they don’t leave the haunted woods. Let’s go, it’s a long ride to the Sea Mount Station.”


  If anybody asks, he thought, the ground staff never saw me—


  The cat-camel’s paces were challenging. He loped like a hare, pushing off from his big haunches, landing with an insouciant bounce on his forepaws. So far, so uncomfortable, then he put on speed. At every leap, Forrest (with muttered curses) nearly lost his seat; at every touchdown, his tailbone tried to send his cervical vertebrae through the top of his head. Sek [image: ]ool rode with her tail tucked up, stirrups high as a jockey’s. She glanced around, green eyes vivid between folds of grey and the whipping dust, registering his discomfort. She faced ahead again, and he felt a curious, thrilling, muscular movement.


  She was wrapping her tail around him.


  “Is that better?”


  “Yes,” he breathed. “That’s . . . fine.”


  Gradually, the howling died and the dust cleared. Mihanhouk seemed to feel he’d done enough. He ambled along a rudimentary trail, uphill, between eroded boulders that blocked the view, to a bluff like a wave crest. Sek [image: ]ool tapped his shoulder with the knotted end of her reins: the beast knelt, and they dismounted.


  They climbed the last few meters to a viewpoint and suddenly faced a staggering gulf. Red-gold cliffs plunged, way deeper than the Grand Canyon, into the haze of a basin that stretched forever. To their left, far below the bluff, Forrest saw the trail continuing to another complex of buildings, and skeletal bridgework that reached out, over the abyss, to a rocky, conical pillar. Narrowing his eyes, he saw the sequence repeated: a string of rocky cones, rising from unseen depths, and the bridgework linking them, becoming tiny and vanishing.


  Directly ahead, but far off, brilliant whiteness reflected the pale clouds.


  “Is that the ocean out there?”


  “Once upon a time,” said Sek [image: ]ool. “It’s mostly a big salt pan now. We live in the clouds and in the skies, Johnforrest, where everything is fine. Only fanatics think it matters that we can’t live on the surface anymore if we wanted to. Which is just as well. The situation down here is beyond repair, anyway.”


  “So what’s the use of worrying? It never was worthwhile.”


  “Indeed. I’d like to learn your language. From what I can tell, it has a fine turn of phrase, many interesting concepts. Thou shalt not kill. There’s another of them!”


  Forrest nodded, his thoughts very far away. Out of the frying pan, into the fire . . . Our beautiful neighbor planet before she ran into trouble? Your calculations are slightly out, PoTolo!


  “What caused the devastation? Do your scientists have an explanation?”


  She thought about it, measuring her words. “Long ago, we lived in a dangerous world and didn’t know it. Everything was kind, plenty was all around. One day, we stepped on a hidden switch, we pulled the wrong lever, we unknowingly tipped a balance, and destruction was set in motion, click, clack, like a child’s toy: sly and comical and relentless. Or so I understand it. But we took that wrong step a very long time ago, Johnforrest. The damage was done before we moved to the clouds, let alone the skies. It’s nonsense to apportion blame.”


  The stillness after the wind, the somber majesty of the scene held them in silence.


  “I didn’t bring you up here to accuse you of anything, Mr. From-the-Sky. There’s something I wanted you to see, a trick of this landscape. Look to the east.”


  He felt the chill before he saw the cause. Far away and very distinct, like a bold line on a child’s drawing, a dark ellipse appeared, stretching from horizon to horizon. It grew, like the shadow of the moon across the sun in a solar eclipse, contained, yet seeming liquid as ink. No flashes of radiance, no sunset colors heralded the change. The transition from light to shadow was perfectly abrupt, pure as a note of music.


  It was the dark.


  Forrest thought of a world without a visible sun. No moon, no stars. A horror ran through him; he wanted to run. At his shoulder, the Venusian sighed in delight, as perfect night, velvet night, rose to the zenith and hurried down to engulf them.


  “There,” she murmured, when blackness lapped their vantage point.


  “Thank you,” whispered Forrest.


  They rode to the Sea Mount Station as if descending under miles of dark water. She’d fastened lights to Mihanhouk’s bridle, although he didn’t seem to need them: he was sure-footed and at ease. The Station was lit, and as deserted as the town by the sek. Their cable car, swinging from frictionless chains, black sides hung with rosy lights, reminded Forrest of an Egyptian ship of the dead, on a temple frieze. It rode silently down to their platform; they embarked.


  Mihanhouk had a compartment to himself. Sek [image: ]ool made him comfortable, then joined Forrest in the stateroom, where a buffet offered store-cupboard foods: pickles, spreads, and tough breads, savory cakes of pressed beans (or insect larvae?), crystallized fruit. A fine change from sappy gruel. They moved on, having eaten, to an observation car, taking along a carafe of spirits. The couches were soft and wide: they settled side by side.


  “Here’s another sight not to be missed, Johnforrest. We’re passing over the Trench.”


  In fathomless blackness, way down under them, he saw a vivid, active red line.


  “What’s that?”


  “A rent in the world’s hide, close to the old coastline, where the fires of renewal pour out, and worn-out flesh is devoured. It’s shrinking . . . My city takes pictures. All the healthy wounds, as our scientists call them, are healing. It’s not a good sign.”


  “I’ve heard about that.”


  “When the fire stops flowing, when the wounds are gone . . . then even the clouds and the skies may fail us. But that’s a long way off. Neither you nor I need worry!”


  Forrest filled two tiny cups, she emptied hers and held it out for more. Like-for-like translation, he thought, turned them into a medieval knight and his lady, speaking of eldritch secret dooms known only to the wise. She tossed her cup aside, and took his hand. Four-fingered, both outer digits opposable: she gripped like a chameleon.


  “This is a great favor you’re doing for me.”


  “A trip to the clouds?” Forrest smiled to himself. “It’s my great pleasure!”


  “Still, I feel I owe you. Let me give you some return.”


  “There’s no need.”


  “Myself?”


  “Well, now. That would be an unexpected bonus.”


  “An interlude, I mean nothing more.”


  “Of course not!”


  Romantic overtures would have been in poor taste, but his lust was honest, and however she squared it, her offer seemed honest too. Seeing no reason to refuse, he reached around and took the splendid root of her tail in a forthright, determined grip.


  The tongue that met his when they kissed was slender, strong, active, and probing. The gulf behind her smile could have swallowed him whole. They shucked out of their clothes and embraced, her tail lashed itself around him, and he probed in turn, deeper and longer than he’d have thought possible. Blissfully spent, he fell asleep, and woke still held in her grip, a silky, powerful frottage undulating up and down his thighs, his buttocks—


  He wondered if he would survive this dark journey or die happy?


  Unmeasured riches followed, an engrossing, fabulous interlude, only interrupted by the briefest of briefings for Forrest, about her city. They hardly ate or drank, they slept coupled and entwined. But once, when he woke, he was alone.


  Sek [image: ]ool was on the opposite couch, limned in faint light, head bent over the oracle bones: the way he’d first seen her. He went over. She looked up, accepting, and drew back to let him see. Just four items—no bones. The “slab” he remembered was a paper-thin tablet, lit from within, marked in a grid of four by four. Plenty for a tribal shaman, still living at the dawn of time. Not much of an apparatus to model the fate of a complex, high-tech society.


  But four by four is a powerful number.


  The tokens are relics from your own life, he said. You’ve invested them with meaning, for telling the fortunes of your people: that I understand. Will you explain how it works?


  A fragment of patterned textile, wrapped around three small flat sticks: what was.


  A shiny feather or fish scale, set in silver wire: what might have been. Or, better: the conditional, the always possible.


  A shriveled coil of brown, veiny material, probably a root fragment: what is.


  A black stone, glossy as obsidian, was The Truth.


  The headset was nowhere in this exchange. He asked and she answered in gesture, the timeless, universal language of this other trade of hers—


  Does what you read come true?


  If you know so much, you know that’s a fool’s question.


  Then she smiled. The black stone in one fist, she laid her free hand on his breast, where his heart was beating. But when I know I’m right, however unbelievable, I’m right . . .


  Forrest felt suddenly very confused.


  Sek [image: ]ool returned her tokens to the pouch and slipped the cord over her head. She was soon deeply asleep, but he lay awake. Sek [image: ]ool Sekool, Woodsong the Sorceress. Had he really understood her? It didn’t seem possible.


  Their arrival at Tessera Station was as dramatic as darkfall, in its way. Her city, a sky raft the size of Manhattan Island, had come to meet them. Moored by mighty hawsers, it stood at the sheer edge of the Tessera Plateau, beside the cable-car buildings. Forrest watched the underbelly as they came in: a mass of swollen, membranous dirigibles, layered and roped together in a gargantuan netted frame.


  “Unlike the upper-atmosphere habitats,” Sek [image: ]ool remarked, “our cities were developed from life. The original bladder-raft colonies, which provide our germ material, still flourish: small as tables, big as mountaintops. We harvest and data mine them for improvements.”


  “Fascinating,” said Forrest, making her laugh.


  “About Gemin. You will be discreet?”


  “Of course.”


  She had told him that her city, Lacertan, led an alliance of liberal and independent cloud-cities known as The Band. The other major bloc was an empire, run on military lines, centered on a vast sky raft called Rapton. Empire and Band were currently, technically, at peace, but the covert maneuvering was vicious: this was the situation that had cost Gemin his life. The dirty story hadn’t been released, it was too inflammatory. The official line was that he’d been killed in a caving accident, on an expedition to one of the old ocean beds; and tragically it had been impossible to recover his body.


  It was a prospecting expedition, said Sek [image: ]ool. In disputed territory, where there are rich pickings, and they ran into trouble. He shouldn’t have been there at all, of course.


  They disembarked, smiling for the welcoming committee, in their desert robes and battered wilderness clothes. The Man From-the-Sky was instantly surrounded by officials and Venusian-style media folk. He didn’t speak to Sek [image: ]ool again for a while.


  Forrest didn’t get to watch the return of the bright: Lacertan was riding strong winds and everyone was indoors, sleeping or not. But after that, the city—which had been quiet as an Arctic night—began to bustle. Washed, brushed, and dressed in Venusian formal style; provided with fine accommodation and service, he was swept from reception to reception. He ate high-class delicacies, no better or worse than the same absurd fancywork in New York or London. He talked (in like-for-like translation) with many interesting Venusians, and had no trouble passing for a denizen of the upper atmosphere. Contact between the realms was minimal, he was their first actual visitor: a Marco Polo at the court of Kublai Khan.


  Perhaps the most personally interesting fact he picked up was that Lizard Men, like the naked ghost boy, had no tails. Which explained a couple of things.


  He met Sek [image: ]ool again at his private audience with the Master of the City.


  The simulacrum he’d seen had been a flattering portrait. In life, the Master was a wraith in a medicalized cocoon, though his eyes, appraising Forrest with great interest, were still sharp. Sek [image: ]ool was at the bedside, in a dark blue formal gown: the first time he’d been close to her since the cable car. Raised on pillows, the Master offered greetings translated by an aide wearing a headset. Forrest had arranged for the orrery watch to be boxed and wrapped, in suitable style. He offered it with misgiving, hoping that the gift at least looked impressive, but the old man fizzed and crackled with a connoisseur’s delight.


  “The Master is pleased,” reported the aide. “He says the orbits of our planet and our near neighbor present a pretty problem. He has never seen the puzzle worked in craft with such elegance and charm. He suggests you must twin your soul with my lady’s brother, our Chief Scientist, who is also fascinated by the third world.”


  Then the Master was tired, and they were both dismissed.


  She donned a headset as soon as they were clear of the Master’s apartments. “I think you have no engagements just now, sir. Let me show you a view over the city.”


  The view from the terrace was not dazzling, they were hemmed by blank walls and the defensive redoubt that protected the Residence. But there was a glimpse of bright cloud above, and more rosy greenery than he’d seen elsewhere.


  “So that’s my marriage,” she said, pacing. “He was a good leader, now he’s old, and deathly sick. But he’s not senile and he doesn’t want to let go, so that’s that. He’s just forgotten how he’s paralyzing me: paralyzing the whole city—”


  Her hair, grown out, ran in natural, feathery cornrows to her nape. She wore classy makeup, there were jewels at her throat. The gown was daringly décolleté in the back, at the swell of her tail’s root. But he missed her jungle pants.


  “You think I’m speaking very freely? Don’t worry, everyone knows how I feel. Including the Master. Nobody’s going to blab indiscretions in your company, Johnforrest. These things.” She tapped her headset. “Are notoriously easy to hack.”


  “What does the Master think about what happened to your son?”


  “That the accident was in disputed territory, and anything’s better than war. That I can marry again when he dies and have other children. Or adopt, it’s been done before. That he’ll negotiate, when he’s stronger (which will never happen, he’s dying). I can’t bear to tell him how real my son’s suffering still is to me. So I just have to wait.”


  The people of Lacertan, Forrest had learned, were a godless lot of sophisticated animists, like Sek [image: ]ool herself. They were liberal, they were easy, but the idea of their prince lying untended, “trapped in his death,” at the bottom of some hole, gave them the horrors. And they weren’t visited by that crawling corpse.


  He knew he was talking to a desperate woman and forgave her many things.


  “What about my twin soul? Your brother, the Chief Scientist?”


  “Esbwe? Who knows? He’s an eccentric genius, he lives in a world of his own.”


  The smile he loved fought with the pain. “Enjoy the rest of your visit. You may not have been following the reckoning, we’ve come a long way since you boarded. We’ll soon pass over the spot where you and I met, then I suppose you’ll leave us.”


  That’s it, thought Forrest. He’d been wondering when he was due to disappear.


  So be it.


  The Chief Scientist worked in a surprisingly shabby old building, in a heritage area close to the Residence. He didn’t seem overburdened with staff, either. Possibly “Chief Scientist” was a courtesy title? The Minister for Science—who had escorted Forrest, only to be left twisting her tail in an anteroom—had been reticent on the subject.


  Forrest was ushered into a big, shiny laboratory, full of expensive-looking equipment. A Lizard Man, in a black smock and white pants (Venusian-style professional clothing) stood peering into a clear tank, affecting to be unaware of the visitor. They were alone, and Esbwe definitely was the guy Forrest had glimpsed in the mirror-screen—


  “Come and look at this, sir. Look into the visor and keep your hands to yourself.”


  Forrest walked over, and obeyed. The tank seemed empty. Then tiny moving dots appeared, and took on form: became twisting strands that divided and recombined—


  “What do you see?”


  “Er, the living material of cell signatures?”


  “Life, sir! On our world all life is doomed, that is beyond doubt. But I have calculated that the third world has a biosphere, and my great project is to infect it. As soon as I’ve perfected my delivery system, those animacula will be injected through the clouds, they will cross the airless deeps. And something of us may survive.”


  “A noble dream,” said Forrest politely.


  “You don’t believe me. How could one of us be an Interplanetarian? You gave the Master that orbit-tracking toy for a joke, I’m sure. You forget that the skies above our levels were often clear, before our habitats were launched. You overlook the fact that we cloud-dwellers hold a wealth of astronomical knowledge; observations many thousands of years old—”


  “I find Lacertan science very impressive.”


  The scientist stared unpleasantly, curling his lip in an ugly shadow of her smile.


  “How generous! I’m not one of the idiots who’ve been fawning over you, Mr. From-the-Sky. To me, the sky habitats are the enemy, the Rapt are our natural allies. The sooner we can join the empire, the better I’ll be pleased, and I don’t care if you take that message home.”


  “My headset is malfunctioning,” said Forrest, mugging puzzlement. “I can’t understand a word. I must try to come back another time. So sorry.”


  
    —–—
  


  Forrest didn’t need her to know he was a willing victim. Regrettably, he’d be safer if she didn’t. But now he felt they had to have a frank discussion. Maybe it was a fatal, irresistible temptation: be that as it may, luckily or unluckily, he knew the right venue for a meeting—in this city where she’d warned him everything he said and heard was monitored.


  He placed a personal call to Esbwe and left a message confirming his second visit to the lab, naming a time after Lacertan office hours.


  “Falling asleep in the daytime” was discouraged by incessant bursts of public music. A loud and melodious call to quiet relaxation was fading, as Forrest entered the shabby old building. Nobody about. He stationed himself around the corner from the lab and waited.


  Sek [image: ]ool arrived. He was right behind her as she unlocked the doors.


  “I thought that would smoke you out.”


  “Excuse me? I was expecting to meet my brother.”


  “I don’t think he’s going to turn up,” said Forrest, following her inside.


  He’d chased his spoken message with an automated cancellation, which she wouldn’t have seen. Not that he cared if Esbwe came along. A frank exchange of views would be fine!


  “Sek [image: ]ool, we need to talk, and I know this room is safe. I don’t think even your crazy brother would have risked the kind of open sedition I heard from him earlier, if Homeland Security were listening in. I knew this lab was firewalled, anyway,” he added, deliberately. “You made a videocall, from the great heart refuge. I saw him in here, when the two of you were planning how to use me in a hostage exchange—”


  Her big green eyes got bigger, but she kept her head. No panic, no fluster. “So you know. All right . . . I was desperate, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I went hunting for a suitable opposition candidate, I ran into you, and the plan changed—”


  “Yeah. I was to be kinsnipped, after you left . . . But then you had a better idea. I’m clear with all that. I just don’t know why the hell Esbwe’s involved. That arrogant idiot is going to destroy you, Sek [image: ]ool. Did you know he’s seriously planning to sell this city to the Rapt? How do you think the Master, how d’you think your people, would like the sound of that?”


  “Esbwe talks a lot of nonsense, nobody listens. I needed his expertise.”


  But suddenly it was personal. They were two people who had been intensely intimate, but not very talkative. Here they were alone again, and the silence was falling apart—


  “And he has a right,” said Sek [image: ]ool, her big eyes shamed and defiant. “An inalienable right, to help me recover our son’s body.”


  “My God . . . Are you saying your brother is, is your boy’s father?”


  She recoiled. “I know. I know how it sounds, but Johnforrest, I couldn’t marry him. He was erratic even then. He had no reputation, he’s no leader, he was totally unsuitable. I let myself get pregnant, but I married the Master. It made sense to me. My husband would die. I could never marry Esbwe. But he’d be beside me, our son would inherit—”


  You learn something new every day, thought Forrest . . . So, talent gets courted and rewarded, dynastic power stays with the blood royal—


  “Maybe not such good sense to Esbwe.”


  “Maybe not . . . I asked his help, I owed him that. It’s illegal, of course: a simulacrum isn’t supposed to have a life span, but the deal is acceptable, it’s been accepted. What I did to you, to get what we needed, was theft, and I’m sorry—”


  “A simulacrum,” repeated Forrest, stunned. “A flishatatonaton—”


  “Yes? A short-lived fleshly automaton, for a dead boy. A fair trade, I thought, and we have a good chance of getting away with it. The Rapt refuse to admit they’re holding Gemin, and they’d love to know more about the sky habitats, even what little they can learn from an ephemeral puppet, but they won’t want to admit that side of the deal, either—”


  So much for my heroics, thought Forrest. And she was bold, she was crazy-reckless, his Woodsong, but maybe Forrest was the one who needed forgiving—


  “Sek [image: ]ool, it’s not going to work. I’m not, er, what you think I am.”


  “I know.”


  “You know—?”


  “Of course. Esbwe’s convinced you’re a sky-dweller, but he makes puppets: I’m a doctor. In my world, boy babies’ tails are excised, at birth or soon after; the nonexistent gods only know why. Yours has never been excised, it’s vestigial and internal. That’s what I first noticed, but then, your entire skeleton is different. Not deformed, different; organs too. Your cell signature is legible, and obviously functional, but I’ve never seen anything like it. Maybe I took a mad risk, but I did you no harm and I thought you’d be far away, and never know.” Her long smile broke out, uncertainly. “I’m sure you have resources I can’t imagine, hidden somewhere in the sek where I found you—”


  “No, I don’t,” said Forrest. “No resources, ma’am. I’m a shipwrecked sailor.”


  Her hand went to the pouch at her throat, she stared at him in amazement—


  Then a man screamed. A hideous sound: high-pitched, jagged, and brutal. Forrest looked wildly around the empty lab. But Sek [image: ]ool leapt across the room, and slapped her palm on a touch pad. The wall beside her opened silently. Within the space revealed, a naked man sat strapped to a chair: flushed and dripping sweat, a headset clasping his skull, tools of torture attached to his body. The Chief Scientist stood by, thoughtfully adjusting his instruments.


  The naked man was Forrest.


  Sek [image: ]ool went up and stood over the chair. “The Rapt would have been kinder. Esbwe, you are disgusting. This was not in the bargain.”


  “What’s he doing here?” snarled Esbwe, backing away and glaring at Forrest. “Now we’ll have to eliminate the bastard, and that wasn’t in the bargain.”


  “I’ve been living under a madman’s heel,” said Sek [image: ]ool, in dawning wonder, taking out her knife. “I did you a cruel injustice once, Esbwe. I can’t undo it. But enough is enough.”


  Esbwe howled in fury. “Don’t touch it! It’s mine!”


  A lash of her tail sent him skidding into a wall. The knife plunged, violent and precise, into the hollow of the doll’s collarbone. She stared at the wet ruin.


  “I don’t know why I never realized,” she murmured. “I don’t have to wait. I can seize power, I can make my own rules, give myself in place of Gemin if I must.”


  “Don’t talk like that,” said Forrest. “Sek [image: ]ool, when I thought you were going to hand me over in person, I was willing. I’m still willing. I’ll handle the hostage crisis. I’ve done the work before. Trust me, I’ll bring your son’s body home, and I’ll be fine—”


  “Why would you do that, man from somewhere else?”


  Forrest, smiling with his eyes, drew her close, and kissed her brow—


  But something was happening. Were the palace guards rushing in? No, it was his hands, they were breaking up, vanishing. He felt a shock, strangely familiar, this had happened to him before . . . It was PoTolo’s method. The sky raft must be over the drop zone.


  “Sek [image: ]ool! Wait for me! I can’t stop this, but I’ll come back!”


  She laid her hand against his heart. “I know.”


  3. THE BLACK STONE


  WHEN THE ORBITS WERE ALIGNED ONCE MORE, JOHN FORREST returned to West Africa to repeat his stunt for a select group of scientists. He arrived before the guests and joined Dr. PoTolo, alone in the lab. Nothing much had changed, in the room with the big windows looking out to the sunset horizon. John Forrest, dressed as before in wilderness kit, also seemed unchanged; except that he was in a better temper.


  “That thing,” he said, nodding at the oily black globe in its chamber. “Your time-travel gizmo. Does it have to be held like that, in the container?”


  “No, it just has to be in the room.”


  “What happens if I touch it? Sudden death? Radiation sickness?”


  “You can touch it. I wouldn’t advise you to keep it in your pocket for a week,” said PoTolo, a little bolder, a little less intimidated, this time.


  “You’re dispatching me to the exact place and time where you picked me up?”


  “As requested, I’ll be using the complex of space-time values recorded during the successful retrieval. But you should know, Mr. Forrest, it isn’t that simple.”


  On the previous occasion Forrest had disappeared at sunset and reappeared, mysteriously bedraggled, an hour before dawn. The interval (in local time, West Africa) did not, necessarily, indicate the length of his stay, or even prove that Forrest had arrived on the surface, and Forrest was no help. It was puzzling. But the proof that the probe had visited a habitable Ancient Venus was safely recorded in the data, and it was very, very convincing.


  “You still remember nothing?”


  Forrest puckered his lower lip and shook his head. “Nothing at all, alas.”


  “We’ll do better this time. We have a memory-retrieval brain scanner on hand, we’ll pluck the images straight from your head before they can vanish.”


  Forrest smiled politely, thinking of Sek [image: ]ool, the sorceress.


  Her promise, which he was about to put to the test.


  The guests assembled. There was some chatter, some flattery. He stood in the gate.


  All eyes were on the human element in the apparatus. Nobody noticed that the globe had gone from its place. Hands in his pockets, he looked to the west, where Hawa herself was lost in cloud, but the stars that he would never see again were beginning to shine out.


  The world disappeared.
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  Here’s a pilot on a desperate rescue mission after a disaster on Venus who soon finds that he might need rescuing himself . . . and who makes a discovery that changes everything we know about life.


  Born in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, Joe Haldeman took a B.S. degree in physics and astronomy from the University of Maryland, and did postgraduate work in mathematics and computer science. But his plans for a career in science were cut short by the U.S. Army, which sent him to Vietnam in 1968 as a combat engineer. Seriously wounded in action, Haldeman returned home in 1969 and began to write. He sold his first story to Galaxy in 1969, and by 1976 had garnered both the Nebula Award and the Hugo Award for his famous novel The Forever War, one of the landmark books of the seventies. He took another Hugo Award in 1977 for his story “Tricentennial,” won the Rhysling Award in 1984 for the best science-fiction poem of the year (although usually thought of primarily as a “hard-science” writer, Haldeman is, in fact, also an accomplished poet, and has sold poetry to most of the major professional markets in the genre), and won both the Nebula and the Hugo Award in 1991 for the novella version of “The Hemingway Hoax.” His story “None So Blind” won the Hugo Award in 1995. His other books include a mainstream novel, War Year, the SF novels Mindbridge, All My Sins Remembered, There Is No Darkness (written with his brother, SF writer Jack C. Haldeman II), Worlds, Worlds Apart, Worlds Enough and Time, Buying Time, The Hemingway Hoax, Tools of the Trade, The Coming, the mainstream novel 1968, Camouflage (which won the prestigious James Tiptree, Jr., Award), Old Twentieth, The Accidental Time Machine, Marsbound, and Starbound. His short work has been gathered in the collections Infinite Dreams, Dealing in Futures, Vietnam and Other Alien Worlds, None So Blind, A Separate War and Other Stories, and an omnibus of fiction and nonfiction, War Stories. As editor, he has produced the anthologies Study War No More, Cosmic Laughter, Nebula Award Stories 17, and, with Martin H. Greenberg, Future Weapons of War. His most recent books are a new science-fiction novel, Earthbound, a big retrospective collection, The Best of Joe Haldeman, and a novel Work Done for Hire. Haldeman lives part of the year in Boston, where he teaches writing at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and the rest of the year in Florida, where he and his wife, Gay, make their home.


  MAYBE I SHOULD HAVE STAYED ON MARS.


  That’s a sentiment repeated so often here on Venus it’s right up there with “I should have read the fine print.” About a third of the people here first did a stint on Mars, and I guess we thought that Venus had to be better. Wrong as rain.


  And Venus is rain.


  There are dry periods up by the poles, but we don’t go there—no plants. And the equator is wind-driven steam that would flay the flesh from your skeleton. Only girls went there, heavily armored. And robots, and telepresence.


  They could employ robots up here in the so-called temperate zone, too, but people are supposedly cheaper in the long run. Made with unskilled labor, as the saying goes, but more or less teachable.


  Plus the advantage of unquantifiable factors like imagination and initiative, and the supposition that a team is more than the sum of its parts. Versatility and initiative. You can program a machine to solve a thousand different problems, and you hope it becomes a machine for finding the thousand-and-first.


  This team found more than it bargained for.


  Humans as individuals are fallible in their own ways, with errors less predictable than those of machines, but the other side of that is being able to see problems that didn’t appear to be problems and, once in a great while, solutions that don’t appear to be solutions.


  We were almost killed by that virtue, back when humans were new here. People call it the Second Wave now, which is a little grandiose and hopeful, since if there was a First Wave, it consisted of only eight people, five of them eventually buried under the planet’s muddy soil.


  “Buried” is kind of a euphemism, since anything edible is dug up immediately and integrated into the lively Venusian ecology. But cremation’s not a real option, not with everything wringing wet, surrounded by hardly enough oxygen to keep a match lit. Did I mention that it’s not a garden spot? Though it is full of plants.


  I wrote into my will that if I die here, they should just put my body outside with a nice ribbon tied around some appendage. Use the ribbon from my Ph.D. diploma, finally giving it a useful purpose.


  (On the way to and from Mars I accumulated thirty credit hours and wrote a dissertation on anomalies in heat-transfer models in extreme environments. Like the one I was going to enjoy on the planet of steam’n’ stink.)


  The girls who work down toward the equator have to stalk around in heavy plastic armor, but the air in their suits is cool and sweet. I applied for that assignment, but I think was automatically disqualified, not really for being male but for not weighing less than a hundred pounds. They’re all tiny and cute, and when you talk to them on the cube, they’re not wearing too much.


  My friend Gloria, who works down there, lamented that it smells like a women’s locker room with no perfume. I imagined that I could handle that, compared to eau de rotting greenhouse, but was smart enough not to say anything.


  I wouldn’t have any reason to go down there, anyhow. You might ask why someone with a physical-science doctorate finds himself with a job collecting biota on an alien planet, but that would prove that you didn’t know a lot about the intersection of science and bureaucracy. Half a lifetime ago, I got a bachelor’s in environmental engineering because that’s where the jobs were, but then went on to aero/astro. So of course when the wheels of the gods ground out this assignment for me, they saw the “EnvEng” and ignored the fact that I did go on to the physics doctorate, and have forgotten more biology than I ever learned.


  The transfer orbit we took from Mars to Venus lasted six months, and I did take two biology courses en route. But I also wanted to finish my dissertation before I forgot all my thermophysics. So I absorbed just enough xenobiology to avoid touching plants that would kill me. You don’t need any course work to avoid the animals that would.


  While I was up in orbit, we got a message from a movie guy asking about doing a Venus-based remake of the classic Jurassic Park. Much hilarity ensued. Someone remembered a joke about the difference between a producer in science and one in Hollywood: a producer in science needs decades of education, not to mention intelligence and dedication—so he or she can produce something. A producer in Hollywood just needs a phone.


  Oh, and no one was ever eaten by a special-effects monster.


  In fact, when we studied the macrofauna of Venus, it was with the understanding that for every animal that had a name, there were two or three that hadn’t yet made their presence known. Some very “macro,” and either good at hiding or so macro they wouldn’t even notice killing you.


  My favorite is the flying carpet, both big and almost invisible underfoot. It looks like a large rug that’s contracted a skin disease—which means that it doesn’t look that different from most of the ground. You can stroll right over it, and it doesn’t move until you’re in the middle of its several square meters. Then it tries to roll itself up with you inside. Your warning is an enzyme that smells like rotten apple juice: if you smell that, you have about half a second to jump back the way you came. Because that enzyme ain’t apple juice.


  The microfauna have had less success in incorporating us into the food chain; except for whatever the crotch-eaters like, our body chemistry isn’t compatible. The creatures who eat us get very sick, which seems only fair.


  I supposed that they would eventually develop an aversion to us, but Hania, our only actual xenobiologist, says that’s not likely. Too many monsters and too few of us for them to eat and throw up. Thus not enough learning opportunities.


  She would remind me that humans are the monsters here. I’ll persist in species chauvinism and call a monster a monster.


  I remembered a point that my high-school biology teacher made: a prey animal that’s taken by a predator obviously can never communicate the knowledge of having been killed that way to the next generation. But a prey animal that does survive the encounter may communicate the thrill of the chase. Presumably the abstraction “that was close; better not do that again” is too complex for their ungulate brains.


  But they do observe and learn. A complex example on Earth was a “tribe” of burrowing creatures, meercats, who would dive into their holes if humans approached carrying guns, but would ignore humans carrying shovels. (That was language behavior as well as perception and discrimination: the meercat who was the lookout had different sounds for armed and unarmed humans.)


  There’s nothing as innocent as ungulates or meercats here. If there were cute fuzzy little burrowing animals, they would drink blood or give off a poison gas, or both.


  The little disaster that led to the current trouble was the local space elevator’s falling down. Earth’s space elevator is as safe as the one at Macy’s, but Earth doesn’t have Venusian weather. One cable unraveled, then another, and it’s a good thing they’d put the equatorial station to the east of the damned thing, or it might have flattened all the human females on the planet. One of them did die in the storm of whipping cables and metal shreds. Two storage modules were destroyed, one with most of their food, and their shuttle was sliced in two.


  They couldn’t survive for long on the planet, and they had no way off. So the wisdom of redundancy was made clear: each base had the wherewithal to keep both crews alive for longer than it would take for help to arrive from Earth. Most of those resources were duplicated again up at Midway, the unmanned synchronous satellite that was the nexus for the space elevator.


  Midway probably wasn’t hurt when the elevator took its little trip. But it was suddenly a very expensive destination in terms of fuel.


  My shuttle craft is “bimodal,” as an economy measure. It can fly around in the atmosphere of Venus or in the vacuum of outer space. In the miserly atmosphere, it concentrates oxygen from the planet’s thin “air” soup as it sputters along, but it’s nothing like a terrestrial turbojet. A lot of the energy from the engine goes right back into extracting oxygen. And if I fly too high, the oxygen concentrator seizes up.


  The first-person pronoun there is unfortunately accurate. When the storm hit, there was nobody else pilot-certified at the “temperate” base. There wouldn’t really be room for a copilot, anyhow, once I picked up the women.


  So my trip south was solo, slow, and tense. Most of the time I was flying low over ferocious electrical storms, so the ride was bumpy until I got high enough, and the radio was useless with static.


  I did sporadically get through enough to know that the surviving women were safe for now, inside the living module of their shuttle, but of course it wasn’t flyable.


  We didn’t discuss the other dangers. There were thunder lizards big and strong enough to tear through the light metal skin of the ship—it was great for keeping vacuum out and protecting against micrometeoroids, but even I, with merely human strength, could tear a hole into it with a crowbar and tin snips. The biggest lizards were half the size of the ship. If they thought there was something good to eat inside, they wouldn’t need to look around for a can opener.


  The women had guns, as we did. But they wouldn’t have much value, even as noisemakers; the environment was full of dangerous-sounding noises. You can shoot at the native life all day, and it’s just target practice. Dumb as rocks. They don’t know somebody’s shooting at them. If you hit them, they don’t even know they’re dead.


  They did shoot three or four of the beasts when they first landed. All that meat lying around rotting kept the other creatures occupied for a while, and most of them grew cautious enough to stay away from the ship, at least during the day. At night, there would be a lot of feeding and fighting, but during the day the larger meat-eaters mostly slept.


  The women were doing fine in their way, and the men in theirs, for about a Venusian year, nine Earth months. And then the Sun decided to misbehave.


  It’s not as if we hadn’t had solar flares before. They screw up everything for a couple of days, but you basically power down and play cards until the storm is over.


  This was a superflare, though, the largest one recorded this century. It even shut down communications on Mars, let alone Earth and Venus.


  Mercury Station had time to broadcast three words, or two and a half: “LOOK OUT—FLA . . .” It was not a warning for Florida.


  Ten hours later, the coronal mass ejection from the flare hit us. Quantum electronics went south. Solid-state circuits became really solid, as in fused. Switches welded shut. Radios became paperweights.


  The shuttle had been designed with a fallback manual mode that required no electronics. Of course, I’d never used it except in a training simulator.


  The ship even had a paper-print manual, which gave off a whiff of mildew when I opened it. I’d studied it well enough to be certified, twenty years ago. And I could read the parts that were English. Most of the math was gibberish to a normal person.


  Could I navigate well enough to find the women? Yes and no.


  Venus does have a pole star, but you might have to wait a few years for a break in the clouds to align with it.


  Or go above the clouds.


  There was a manual fuel feed by a forward-facing port, along with an airspeed indicator and a visual fuel gauge. Of course, the gauge only told you how many liters of fuel you had left, not how far you could get on them.


  The manual had appendices in the back that told you how much fuel the tub burned per second at full throttle, half throttle, and stall. The calculator bucky-printed on the page was useless without power, but luckily someone had had a sense of humor—there was an old-fashioned slide rule in a wall module like a fire alarm: IN CASE OF EMERGENCY BREAK GLASS. Ha, ha. I used the butt of my pistol to gain access to lower mathematics.


  There were several blank pages in the back of the manual, and in a MISC drawer, I found an old pencil with an eraser.


  I couldn’t make the eraser work; I guess the battery was dead. But with the tables in the back of the manual, and the slide rule, I figured we had twenty-seven minutes of full acceleration, more than enough to get to Midway and refuel for Earth transfer.


  Of course, the electronics on Midway would be useless. I could fly to it and dock by the seat of my pants. But could I get inside? Take care of that when we get there, I guess.


  The most economical Hohmann transfer would get us to Earth orbit in as little as six months. I packed four and a half crates of freeze-dry in the shuttle, all I had at the one-man base. Buckled up and took off.


  I took a suborbital trajectory up high enough to be in space, kind of, and found the south celestial pole in between Ursa Minor and Draco. Oriented the ship to be pointing nose south, and dove back down.


  The equatorial station was fortunately at the intersection of an Amazon-sized river and a big brown sea, so I could just follow the sea’s coastline down to the river and look around. That would be simple if it were a nice clear day.


  Venus never has one.


  Buffeted by storm winds, I had my hands full keeping visual contact with the coastline while the ship pitched and yawed through driving rain. Too-frequent lightning glared every few seconds.


  I didn’t expect to see the space elevator cable, less than a meter thick, until it’s close to the base. But you could easily see where it had fallen, a straight brown line of dead vegetation. When the map showed I was near the base, I dropped to treetop level and crawled along dead slow.


  They damned near shot me down! A signal flare exploded just off my port wing, and by reflex I slapped the smart-descend. In the absence of electronics, that was not smart. It killed the engine, and I was a very heavy glider for about eight seconds.


  I tried for the beach and almost made it. Branches slapped and scraped and did break my fall. I gouged up about thirty meters of sand and came to a stop just before finding out whether the thing would work as a submarine.


  Or an anchor.


  In fact, I wasn’t too badly situated, pointed seaward with the shuttle’s nose slightly elevated. I eased the throttle forward a fraction of a millimeter and it did fire up and move me a little nudge. So if I had to, I could get away fast.


  In a bin marked SURVIVAL GEAR, I found a web belt with two canteens and a holstered pistol. Filled the canteens and put a full magazine in the pistol. There were ten more full magazines in a cardboard box; I dumped them into a camo knapsack along with some food bars.


  There was also a heavy machine gun, too big to lift comfortably with one hand. Overkill, unless I was attacked by an infantry platoon.


  The pistol was an old-fashioned powder type, flash and smoke and big boom. Maybe it would startle some monster enough to give it indigestion after it ate my arm.


  Actually, as a usually observant vegetarian, I didn’t feel good about the prospect of blasting away at innocent animals. But I didn’t want to become part of the food chain myself, either.


  I hoped I was within a few miles of where the girls had called from. The radio was all white noise and crackle, but I shouted a description of my situation into it anyhow.


  They had probably heard the shuttle come screaming in and crash. Would they come toward the sound? I supposed I would, in their situation. Or maybe split into two groups, one staying put and the other going off to search for my smoldering remains. In any case, my most obvious course was to stay put myself, for at least as long as it would take for them to get here.


  So of course I went outside. Or, to be fair, I did sit in the semidarkness of the emergency lighting for as long as I could stand it, maybe five minutes.


  I drew the heavy pistol and opened the door just wide enough to see outside. Nothing slithered into the ship, so I opened it wide enough to exit and studied the jungle for several minutes. The ripe and rotten smell conquered the shuttle’s air-conditioning pretty thoroughly, but there was no sign of life bigger than an insect—though that might mean the size of your foot, on Venus.


  It was a short jump to the ground. My boots sank two inches into the mud. I aimed around for targets of opportunity, a cheerful and optimistic phrase. None appeared, so I pulled the rain hat down tight and made a careful circle around the ship.


  It didn’t appear to be greatly damaged. The leading edge of its wings had a couple of dents, which would limit reentry speed for atmospheric braking, but once I got off this blasted planet, I didn’t really plan on returning. When I got back to Earth, I’d just take the elevator down. Leave this tub in orbit for Solar System Enterprises to sell for salvage.


  A snake I hadn’t seen reared up to about belt level. I fired reflexively and it flew away. A flying snake? Maybe it was just gliding, technically. Bad enough.


  The snake had a face, sort of smiling, and bright yellow antennae, or horns. What a charming planet.


  I hadn’t hit it, but the noise made my ears ring and the pistol’s recoil had smacked my palm like a baseball bat. I wasn’t going to be blasting away like some hero in a cowboy movie.


  I almost didn’t hear the girls’ answering shot, surely less than a mile away. I fired again, and listened carefully while I reloaded two fat cartridges. I yelled “Hello?” a couple of times at the top of my lungs.


  I went back to the shuttle’s stern. The primary blast nozzle was wider than I am tall, so nothing was likely to sneak up behind me. It was still radiating heat and creaking as it cooled, which might also discourage animals.


  Unless they thought That thing is lying still and squeaking helplessly . . .


  A voice I almost recognized shouted hello back to me. “Gloria?”


  She came out of the jungle and I stepped toward her and stopped.


  She looked like a very accurate cartoon. Sexy short-shorts and a halter top and bare feet. Bare feet? Walking in this jungle?


  Her clothes looked painted on and her hair was perfect, solid.


  “Gloria?”


  She repeated “Hello.” But her grinning mouth was full of long yellow spikes. Her muscles bunched to spring, and I fired twice.


  One bullet hit her knee, and the leap turned into a sprawl, that covered half the distance. She snarled at me, a hair-raising sound like a sheet being torn, and staggered back into the jungle—changing, as she went, into a creature that looked like a large cat crossed with an armadillo, armored shoulders and back. She left behind a spatter trail of bright blue blood.


  The xenobiologists were going to love this. Of course there were Terran animals that used mimicry, but I think in a more timid way, trying not to be eaten. I don’t think any of them try to talk.


  Getting back inside the shuttle sounded like a really good idea. Not an easy one to accomplish, though, without a ladder. The bottom of the door was almost at eye level, and I had last done gymnastics about thirty years ago. But with the help of healthy fear, I did manage on the second try to swing my right leg up high enough to hook a heel around the corner of the door and scramble up gracelessly, pulling a big muscle on the inside of my thigh.


  I limped straight back to the survival-gear bin and hauled out the big machine gun. Four heavy magazines that held fifty rounds each. It was set up to fire bursts of four. So I could tap the trigger fifty times. Or just hose it around until the noise stopped. Reload and hose some more.


  Up in the temperate-zone base, they had a noisemaker that made loud random bangs every minute or so, which kept the fauna away from the perimeter pretty well. Should I do that here? It might have the opposite effect, attracting curious flesh-eaters.


  I sat there listening to the jungle and trying to access the young and foolish man I had been thirty years ago. Man-eating creatures with big yellow teeth? Hey, just give me a gun.


  Now it’s sort of “give me a transfer.” We grow too soon old, my grandmother used to say, and too late smart.


  There was a noise at the edge of the clearing. I raised the weapon and realized that I didn’t know what the drop was set for. Aim high or low? Well, I wasn’t that good a shot anyhow.


  The woman who came out was not half-naked and was not Gloria. She took one look at me and screamed.


  I lowered the rifle. “Sorry!” Waved at her. “Get in the ship! There’s a wounded animal out there.”


  Three of them followed her, sprinting across the sand; the others hobbling along as one five-legged limping beast. Gloria was trying to hop on one good leg, supported by two other women. Her leg gave out while I was watching.


  I slid down, keeping the rifle pointed at the jungle. “What happened?” Gloria didn’t respond.


  “Some goddamned thing bit her,” another of the women said. Gloria was barely conscious, pale as snow except for the leg, angry red up past the knee, puffy with streaks of black. “Is it gangrene?” the woman whispered. She had a Texas accent and her name patch said LARAMIE.


  I shook my head. “I don’t know.” Gangrene was just a word to me, something that happened to people in old novels. This was probably something worse, something Venusian.


  In novels, the choice was always between amputation and death.


  “I have a diagnostic suite,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t designed to survive a crash landing.”


  “You weren’t, either,” a tiny woman said, “but here you are. Let’s get her up there.”


  It was a clumsy business, me hauling from above while the two taller women pushed from below. She cried out, then moaned and passed out, her eyes rolling up.


  Laramie was tall enough to lever herself aboard the way I had, and together we laid Gloria down gently on the cot that unfolded under the diagnostic machine. She was some sort of medical specialist, a caduceus patch on her blouse. She rapped on the two output screens and they stayed dark, ignoring her authority.


  Its ON switch didn’t do anything, even though it was properly set in the auxiliary-power position. Well, the lights on the same circuit were dim. Maybe the machine required full power or nothing would happen.


  I got a neomorphine pad out of the kit, but the nurse Laramie stopped me from tearing it open. “Better not,” the short one said. “She’s had more than a double dose already. Doesn’t seem to do anything.”


  They tried to undress her, but the swelling made it impossible. I found some shears in the toolbox that could just barely cut through her suit fabric, which was reinforced by some strong plastic thread.


  Taking turns, the three of us managed to cut a ragged line around the leg of her suit just below the crotch, and then snip down from there to the swelling. She woke enough to moan, shaking her head from side to side. I tried to say reassuring things, but she wasn’t hearing them.


  Her jaws clenched against screaming, she squeezed my hand hard enough to make the knuckles pop.


  We snipped down far enough to relieve the local swelling, but that didn’t seem to reduce the pain.


  “She’s fighting something our bodies have no defense against,” the medic said. “I don’t know . . .”


  Gloria cried out, back arched, then her body suddenly relaxed. Her eyes closed and she sagged into stillness.


  “Shit,” the medic said quietly. She pressed two fingers under Gloria’s chin. “She does have a pulse.” She rapped the machine again, harder.


  I got a multimeter out of the tool kit and checked a couple of connections. Exactly half of the power-cell elements were dead. I unscrewed the top of the battery box and ducked away from the sharp smell of formic acid.


  “Here’s the problem.” I pointed to where the bottom three elements shared a wide crack, which oozed purple solute.


  “You can’t fix them?” the small woman said.


  “Not even in a shop, no,” I said. “On Earth, you’d just switch out the ruined elements. Even on Mars.” I picked up a dirty shirt and wiped the acid away from the crack with it and stared and thought. “Your own electrical system is out, completely out?”


  “I don’t know about ‘complete.’ The ship’s dark,” the medic said.


  “What about this part?” I tapped with the wrench. “The fuel cells?”


  “I guess it’s pretty much junk,” she said. “It’s all crushed and . . . and . . .”


  “Julie’s body’s in there,” Laramie said. “Stuck there. We couldn’t get her out.”


  “We didn’t really try,” the short one said. “No chance she survived.”


  Sounded grim enough. “No chance at all?”


  “Head crushed,” Laramie said, her voice husky. “And a lot more.”


  “Could you see the control console? I mean . . . is it possible the power cells are intact?”


  They looked at each other and shook their heads. “Couldn’t see in,” the medic said. “Didn’t go too far in.”


  “She was . . . all over the place,” the little one said. “We had the communicator out, and the canteens, and didn’t want to go back in if we could help it. We called you guys and they said you’d get here in an hour or so.”


  In their dreams. But I checked my watch and was surprised to see that only a couple of hours had passed since I took off.


  I looked down in the direction they’d come from. “How far is the ship?”


  “Maybe ten minutes down the trail,” Laramie said.


  “It’s an actual trail?”


  She nodded. “Easy going.”


  “You didn’t cut it?”


  “Huh-uh . . . it was just there.”


  That wasn’t good. In the absence of people, it had to be a game trail. The planet had lots of herbivores, harmless enough in themselves. But the animals they were game for could be a problem. Probably one’s last problem.


  I rummaged through the toolbox and selected the biggest screwdriver and some heavy metal shears, the kind that uses a heavy spring to magnify its force. A flashlight. Still one empty pocket in my fatigues. I wished for a grenade.


  “What, you’re going back there?” the medic said.


  “Guess I have to. You see an alternative?”


  “I’ll come with you,” Laramie said. “You don’t have eyes in the back of your head.”


  “I can’t—”


  “Just give me the damned pistol and let’s get going.”


  No place for chivalry here. I handed it to her and picked up the machine gun with an extra magazine. “You all stay inside here.” As if anyone would go out for a stroll without a handy machine gun. I hopped to the ground and jacked a round into the chamber. Scanned the jungle line and gave Laramie a hand down.


  “Back the way we came?” she said.


  “Might as well.” If we tried to beat a new way through the jungle, the noise might draw attention. Though the rain was pounding down pretty hard.


  We were about a minute down the trail when we ran into our first fauna. It might have been a big green rock, to a casual observer. But six stubby, scaled legs appeared underneath it, and a large head craned out, bigger than a human head and sporting a bright yellow beak and bulging sky-blue eyes. A black wattle on the sides of the beak, and a crown of unruly black hair. Gills flaring, bright pink.


  It hissed and tipped back, reaching out with two front legs—arms—that sported glittering black talons.


  I fired once and the bullet spanged off its shell, apparently to no effect. I aimed for the head, but by then it was gone. Moving way too fast, for a turtle-ish thing the size of a small car.


  It left behind a smell like burned chocolate.


  “Ever see one of those?”


  “Not so close,” she said in a small voice. “Sometimes we’d see them watching from a distance, smell them. But we never caught one.”


  “Probably a good thing. It’s aquatic?”


  “We first saw them in the ocean.”


  “Wish they’d stay there.” The sound of the shot, though, might have chased them away, back to the water. Or they were hiding, lying in wait.


  We hustled down the path, swatting at bugs occasionally, but the biggest animals we saw were about cat-sized. Or armadillo-sized; they all had shells. They didn’t attack, but they didn’t run away, either.


  I smelled the wreck before I saw it. A wartime smell no one ever forgets. I swallowed back bile and Laramie bent over and puked.


  She coughed a few times. “God. We haven’t been gone that long.”


  The scientist in me followed the same thread. How long does it take for a hundred-some pounds of meat to decompose that much? I knew from a unit in forensic medicine that it should take all day, or more, even in this heat. Even with a body that had been squashed? That would speed things up.


  “Probably some Venusian microorganism,” she said hoarsely. That made me feel queasy. Whatever it was, I was breathing it. We went around a long curve and found the wreck.


  This ship was never going anywhere again. A big tree had crushed it between its reactor and fuel tanks, faint smell of hydrazine on top of the stench.


  The ramp up was twisted and it creaked under our weight. We went up slowly, deliberately, not eager to get there.


  Julie had been beautiful. Now her face was gone. Every place skin had been exposed was a mass of red and orange cilia, wriggling. Her body smelled of molasses and decay. Laramie edged around it without comment.


  The smell was different from my memory of corpses on Earth, when I’d been an unarmed medic in a short war. Burial detail. This was less pungent, perhaps sweeter, perhaps more like mold. Most of mine had been dead for some while, though.


  My feet didn’t want to move. I couldn’t take my eyes off the nightmare. I hadn’t known her that well, but we had flirted in a joking way back at Farside a couple of years ago. The mouth I’d kissed good-bye was grey bone now and too-white teeth.


  “We don’t have all day,” Laramie said gently.


  There were no lights inside the wreck, but I had a small penlight. Fortunately, the pilot controls were old-style, almost identical to the ones I’d trained on.


  I unscrewed the access panel and held my breath when I touched the fuel-cell terminals with the two multimeter probes. Twenty-three volts, plenty.


  “Think we’re okay.” I had to use the shears to free the fuel cell, doing maybe ten thousand credits’ damage. Send the bill to fucking Venus.


  It weighed less than thirty pounds, clumsy rather than heavy. But I only had one free arm now. “Take this,” I said, and traded her the rifle for the pistol. “You better lead.”


  By the time we inched past, the corpse was totally covered with the colorful worms, writhing more slowly. Nothing human visible. You couldn’t even see bones anymore.


  The smell was gone.


  “Same way?” she asked as we stepped carefully down the ramp.


  “Yeah. What happened to the smell?”


  “Nothing left to generate decomposition gases, I suppose.” She shook her head. “In just a few minutes, Jesus. Fast work.”


  We had company before we reached the bottom of the ramp. A crawling horror about the size of a man was waiting patiently. A chimera with head and arms but no legs, just a long, tapering body, shiny with bright yellow scales. Three eyes that looked old and wise, over a red mouth dripping saliva. A grin full of sharp teeth. We both fired and missed, and it squirmed away. My second shot hit its tail. It wailed like an oboe with a bad reed, and it rose up to stare back at us malevolently before it ducked under my third shot.


  “Get back in the ship?” Laramie said in a quavering voice.


  “I don’t think so. If we can’t raise the ramp or close the door, we’re gonna just be dinner, as soon as it gets dark. Have to get back to my ship.”


  We were at the edge of the ramp when something moved in the brush in front of us. “Christ!”


  It also looked about man-sized, but then raised itself up on a combination of arms and tentacles. Dark blue and shiny and higher than my head.


  I fired and missed; fired again and hit it square. It opened its mouth—bright red tongue and shark teeth—and said “Oh! Oh!” in a loud bass growl.


  Laramie was pulling the trigger over and over, to no effect. “Arming lever!” I said. “Cock it!”


  “No!” the beast said. “No! Don’t cock!” Two spindly arms, like a tyrannosaurus, raised up. My last bullet took an arm off at the elbow.


  It howled in pain. “I said No! Don’t! Don’t shoot. Me.”


  A pink tentacle wormed out of the arm stump. It turned dark blue, curling, then flexed and became a new arm. “See?”


  Laramie lowered her weapon. “Are you . . . talking to us?”


  “Yes! Trying! Talk! To talk.”


  I left my finger on the trigger but didn’t pull it. I looked at the beast over the pistol sights. “You can talk?”


  “Yes! Not good!” The new arm had completely regrown. The creature studied it from a couple of angles. “Don’t do that again! That hurts!” It picked up the severed limb and sniffed it, and then swallowed it in two horrible bites.


  “Taste,” it said. “A man should taste . . .” It shook its head violently. “A man should share, no.” It looked at its new hand. “Pain. Peril. A man should share the passion and action of his time at peril of being.” It opened its jaws wide, with a loud cracking sound, then sat back and cleared its throat.


  “ ‘A man should share the passion and action of his time, at peril of being judged not to have lived.’ Oliver Wendell Holmes, 1884 Old Style. May 30.”


  “How do you know that?” she asked.


  “D-juh, d-joo, Julie. I know what Julie had. Has. In her brain.” It nodded slowly. “Had in her brain at the time that she joined me.”


  “Because you ate her?” I said. “Ate her brain? Jesus!”


  “No, no!” It shook its head violently, spraying tendrils of saliva. “Because . . . ‘because’ is hard. Itself.”


  “Riddles,” I said, and tightened my grip on the gun.


  “Wait,” Laramie said. “You mean ‘because,’ like, causality? That’s hard?”


  “Yes.” The beast’s gaze swiveled to her. “Causality is not simple. I am her. When Julie died here, she became part of here. Part of Venus. And so part of me. She will always be.”


  It looked back at me, huge blue eyes. “Everything. Every worm, every microorganism that ever died on Venus is part of Venus, forever. It’s different from Earth and Mars, I think.” I heard a step behind me, and turned.


  It was Julie, my Julie. Naked, whole, unharmed. Next to her, Gloria. Also naked, leg completely healed.


  “Dying is not the same here, darling,” Julie said, and shrugged. “Not so permanent.”


  I fainted dead away.


  
    —–—
  


  The science of it is still not clear, to put it mildly. If it even is science.


  The Venusian I tried to kill had “sort of” died dozens of times, in the centuries of life it remembered. For a Venusian to actually die, for keeps, it takes something catastrophic, like a fire. Otherwise, it will go through a rejuvenating process like the grisly transformation we had seen starting with Julie’s body. “Food for worms” doesn’t mean the same thing as on Earth.


  There’s a lot that doesn’t mean the same thing anymore. Astronomy, biology, cosmology, just to start down the alphabet. If a planet can be sentient, what do you redefine? Planets or sentience? It has to be both, and everything.


  It’s an existential headache, and not just existential.


  The main thing Julie suffered was a profound career change, from explorer-scientist to laboratory animal. Or perhaps a new kind of explorer.


  As far as researchers have found, all she lost was a portion of long-term memory. She could still do calculus and higher math, but had to relearn the multiplication tables and long division for them to work.


  We spent many hours picking up where we had left off, on Farside a few years ago. At first I was helping her to reclaim her memory. Then we started making new memories of our own.


  So now I’m living with a woman who is, I suppose, technically not human. That hasn’t stopped us from making a couple of copies.


  So far they seem to work all right.


  BONES OF AIR, BONES OF STONE


  Stephen Leigh


  In the tense story that follows, a man who lost almost everything on Venus returns to the planet that had nearly cost him his life, and to the woman who had urged him on to destruction, to give them both another shot at finishing the job . . .


  Stephen Leigh is the author of the Neweden series, which consists of Slow Fall to Dawn, Dance of the Hag, and A Quiet of Stone. He’s also the author of the Mictlan series, consisting of Dark Water’s Embrace and Speaking Stones, and has contributed six novels to the Ray Bradbury Presents series, some with John L. Miller, including Dinosaur World, Dinosaur Planet, Dinosaur Warriors, and Dinosaur Conquest. His stand-alone novels include The Bones of God, The Crystal Memory, The Woods, and The Abraxas Marvel Circus; he has also contributed to the Wild Cards series and the Isaac Asimov’s Robot City series, and has written as S. L. Farrell and Matthew Farrell. His short stories have been collected in A Rain of Pebbles and A Tapestry of Twelve Tales. His most recent novel is Assassins’ Dawn, a book in the Neweden series. Leigh lives with his family in Cincinnati, Ohio.


  TAKE A SMALL ROCK, TOSS IT INTO A ROTATING CYLINDER, AND pour in abrasives. Tumble the mess for several days, while the grit gnaws at the hard edges and scrubs the rounding surfaces. What eventually emerges from the harsh chrysalis of the tumbler is rock subdued and transformed, shimmering and polished like molten glass, all the hidden colors and veins revealed . . .


  Somewhere in my early teens, my parents gave me a rock-polishing kit. I went pretty quickly through the provided assortment of pebbles, pleased with what came from my growling, slow cylinder but bored with the tedious, long hours needed for the result. Like most kids that age, I preferred instant gratification. I would almost certainly have set the polishing kit aside like every other hobby of the month I’d owned, except that my grandmother, Evako, came up to my room one evening not long after.


  “Here, Tomio,” she said, handing me a drab, ordinary piece of dark rock. “Run this through your noisy machine for me.”


  “Sure,” I said—we were all used to the brusque demands of the Norkohn Shuttles matriarch, just as she was used to obedience. I tossed the rock up and down in my hand. It was nothing I’d have chosen: a chunk of undistinguished granite. “Why don’t you get some opal from the gardener, Obaasan,” I suggested, not wanting her to be disappointed with what I was certain would be mediocre results. “It’d look a lot better.”


  She sniffed, taking the rock back from me and holding it in her fingers. I remember that her fingers were thin and wrinkled already, with knuckles swollen and large with arthritis that would only worsen as the years went on. “Obviously you don’t know what this is,” she told me.


  “It’s granite,” I told her. “And it’s about as common as dirt.”


  She shook her head at me. “This is Akiko. My obaasan.”


  I could feel my brow wrinkling. “I don’t understand, Obaasan.”


  “So I see.” Obaasan Evako sighed and sat on my bed, twirling the rock in the afternoon sun coming through the window. “Akiko had a wonderful garden in our villa in Chincha Alta. I grew up there, and that’s where I always came back to visit her. On my last visit, just before she died, I took this stone from the garden—not an important stone, not any different from a thousand others there. Yet . . . every time I look at it, I can see Akiko again, and that garden. As long as the rock lasts, so will that image in my mind.” She had been speaking more to the sunlight and the rock than to me; now she turned and fixed her gaze on me, as sharp as the flaked edges of the rock. “How can this rock be less than beautiful, with the truth and memories it holds?”


  She didn’t say anything else, just placed the pebble on the cover of the bed and left the room, knowing that I’d do what she asked. And, of course, I did. It took several days to give the rock the right sheen, to take all the edges from it. When I finally took it from the tumbler, a pointillistic swirl of colors rolled in the palm of my hand and I found myself turning it over and over, marveling at the complex play of hue and shade.


  Obaasan Evako, when I gave it to her, nearly smiled. “Now it looks more like her than ever,” she said. “Now I can see the true beauty of her that was hidden in the stone.”


  Ever since then, for many years, I would take common pebbles from places that were important to me at the time and try to uncover whatever gift they held. Many times the results were disappointing, an utter waste of time. But a few of them I’ve kept with me, wherever I’ve gone:


  —a pale pink crystal shot with fractures that comes from the garden of the Norkohn estate on Cape Hinomisaki near Izumo—a piece of home that pulls Nippon and especially Shimane Prefecture up from its resting place in my mind . . .


  —a thick needle of dark gray granite from the hills of New Hampshire, where I went to university, the subtle, rich satin of its surface never failing to conjure autumn on the east coast of North America . . .


  —a nearly round ball packed with fine, crazed white lines from Tycho Crater on the moon: my first trip offworld, the quick panic of stepping outside unprotected from vacuum except by my space suit, the euphoria of bounding in one-quarter gravity across dusty plains . . .


  —a red-orange marble with streaks of rich brown: I plucked that from Olympus Mons on Mars during my ascent with Avariel. I thought then that I’d met the one true love of my life with her . . .


  —an ebony, glassy spheroid speckled with blue-black highlights: the beach at Blackstone Bay. That stone was also Avariel.


  That stone was Venus.


  I’d not expected to be back on Venus ever again. I thought that all I would ever retain of Venus and Avariel was that fragment of polished lava.


  The single, precipitous main street of Port Blackstone was raucous and loud, and more crowded than I remembered. There were even a few shreeliala on the streets, too, something that when I was last here—a decade and a half ago—wasn’t common. Back then, if you saw shreeliala—the sentient Venusian race who lived under the waves of the Always Sea, the endless and shallow ocean that covers their world—it was either down at Undersea Port or if you were out on the Always Sea. I could smell their cinnamon-laden exhalations as I passed them, sucking in seawater from the bubblers strapped between the double line of fins down their backs.


  The buildings I passed on the way, clinging like limpets to the steep side of the volcanic island that was the single landmass on Venus, seemed weary and exhausted. The fresh paint that had been smeared on them seemed like the too-thick makeup on an ancient whore, enhancing rather than hiding age.


  The smell was the same, though. The winds that smeared the low ranks of the clouds over Port Blackstone smelled of the Always Sea: an odor of sulfurous brine, a stench of rotting vegetation; the cinnamon of the shreeliala. The air was as thick as I remembered its being, heavily oxygenated and laden with moisture. There was no sun; there was never a sun during Venus’s day, only the smeared, unfocused light that the clouds allowed through.


  And the rain . . .


  If the Eskimos have a hundred words for snow, the humans who live on Venus have nearly as many words for the types of rain that the eternal clouds spew down on them. It was raining now, as it usually did—what the locals called a sheeter: a needlelike, wind-driven spray that was part rain and part foam ripped from the ocean waves. The sheeter hissed and fumed against my rainshield as it pummeled the buildings on either side of me. Lightning shimmered blue-white through the clouds overhead, sending brief, racing shadows across the street; the thunder followed a half second later, crackling and loud enough to rattle the windows in the nearest buildings.


  I walked down Blackstone’s lone, rain-slick street from the flat plateau, where the supply shuttles landed on the shoulder of the volcano, toward the port proper, my luggage rolling along behind me on its autocart. At the far end of the street, amongst the piers and jetties and the eternal wave-spray, the street finally plunged under the long, racing swells: Undersea Port, where the human world met that of the shreeliala.


  Maybe it was the relentless and grim dimness of the day, maybe it was my expectations, maybe it was the oppressive heat—have I mentioned the heat yet?—but Venus and Blackstone seemed less than enthusiastic in welcoming me back from Earth after over a decade. A group of youths, dressed in thin laborer’s clothing, ran by me in the rain, shouting half-heard words in their thick Venusian accents that might have been curses; shopkeepers leaned in the doorways of their businesses, staring at me like the intruder I was.


  I knew why they stared . . .


  It’s not often that you see a person with field prostheses, especially not in an age where limbs can usually (“usually” . . . such a comforting word unless it doesn’t apply to you) be regrown. The emptiness between my hips and shoes were twin-shaped fields, the controls implanted along my spine. The shoes—the far end of the field—moved as if attached to bone, sinew, and flesh, which showed my years of practice. In the correct light, you can see the heat-waver of the fields; an imaginative person can sense the flexings and almost glimpse the transparent legs.


  Almost.


  I would wear long trousers and have it appear that my body is whole, albeit somewhat stiff, but why play that charade? Obaasan Evako always scolded us for telling unvoiced lies, for pretending to be something we weren’t. Besides, no one wears much clothing on Venus: it’s too damned hot and too damned wet for that. So instead, I wore shorts which just covered the stumps of my thighs, which means that I looked like the torso of a dismembered body floating ghostlike a meter above the ground. I wondered how many of those here would think back fifteen years and remember my face from the newscasts of the time. Probably none of them looked at my face at all.


  Fifteen years ago, I’d left my legs behind on Venus. I’d left behind a lot more, as well. I ran fingertips over the cool, smooth surface of the stones in my pocket, and when I found a familiar shape, I pulled it out. The stone, polished and about as big as the tip of my little finger, was satin black and glassy, flecked with a blue that was almost black itself. I turned it in my fingers, looking at all the familiar swirls of its polished surface, then shoved it back in my pocket.


  My last stop had been the Blackstone Library and the data terminals there. Avariel was here, somewhere. When the Green Council announced that Blackstone would be reopened to offworld traffic, I’d known she would come here. I’d been afraid she would. Now I’d seen the permits from the Green Council, and I knew what she was planning to do.


  And that scared me . . .


  The night was strained with some invisible tension, and those outside glanced up at the eternal clouds of the planet as if they might see some doom about to descend on them. I’d probably find my own, I was certain, before too much longer. I left the streets gladly.


  As I entered the hostel’s lobby, the owner opened one eye and blinked at me from behind the desk. From the shifting blur of color in his left eye and a haze of tinny sound around him, I knew he was watching something on his implant. He’d also “gone native”—those who had decided to make Venus their permanent home often had surgical modification, and I could see the healing tracks of gill covers along the proprietor’s neck.


  He snarled something in my direction.


  “What was that?” I asked.


  “Oh yeah, spread those legs, you bitch . . .”


  Not having legs, I assumed that wasn’t directed to me and waited as he grumbled to his feet. His grimy fingers (new webbing set between them) scrabbled on the grimier plastic of the registration desk. “You need a room?” he mumbled, only slightly louder this time. He reached below the counter, then slapped down a registration pad. His hand stayed on it, fingers splayed so that the speckled webbing was prominent. “Usually, we’re closed by now,” he stated. “I stayed up past my usual time’cause I knew there was a passenger on the shuttle.”


  His right eye stared, vague shapes moved in his left. A chorus of insects moaned around him. “Nice of you to do that,” I ventured.


  “I’m missing the best part of my favorite show now.” A forefinger tapped the pad.


  I fumbled in my pocket—the one without stones—and fished out the coins I found there. I placed them alongside the pad. His hand spider-crawled over to the money, and I put my hand on the pad. It beeped and chirped. “Room’s just down the hall,” the hostel owner said.


  I nodded to the owner; his duty accomplished and tip secured, he was already lost in his entertainment; he didn’t even notice my lack of legs. His eyes were closed, his lips moved with the verse of some unheard song.


  I went down the hall to my room.


  I stayed long enough to unpack a few things, then hobbled out of the hostel toward the lone Blackstone tavern, fumbling with anxious fingers at the five or six polished stones in my pocket. Fifteen years ago, the establishment had been called “By The Sea,” and Avariel and I had eaten and gotten drunk there a few times before we left the port. The sign outside the establishment proclaimed that it was now “Venus Genetrix”—Mother Venus. I doubted that anyone here either knew or cared. I was just glad to leave the wet, steep streets and the suspicious stares for the bar.


  “Fuck, look at that,” someone said as I entered, in an inebriated stage whisper. Half the patrons of the tavern glanced around at me with that, and in the blur of faces, I saw her. In an alcove to the back, she sat in the dim light. Seeing Avariel reminded me of too many things. I wanted to hide. I wanted to run.


  Running is one thing I’m no longer capable of; walking’s the best I can manage.


  Instead, I smiled, rattled the stones in my pocket, and walked toward their alcove.


  Next to her was a shreeliala, the tubes of a bubbler wrapped around its purple-and-green neck over the gill slits, its long, webbed fingers lifted as if it were in midspeech with Avariel though its mouth was closed, and it, too, was looking my way. Its huge eyes blinked once: the transparent underlids sliding sideways, the translucent overlids sliding up from their pouch under the eyes. The shreeliala had the slash of an overseer tattooed on the lilac scales of the crown of its head; beneath it was the emerald dot that said that it was a member of the Council. There was another mark, too: a short, yellow-white bar, bulging slightly at either end: this shreeliala possessed “bones-of-air”—a mutation that caused some shreeliala to have lightweight, air-pocketed bones, which meant it could never sink into the Great Darkness to rest with its own kind, the normal shreeliala with what they call “bones-of-stone.” Instead, this shreeliala would be burned here on the island when it died, in the caldera at the summit of Blackstone—the place the shreeliala call the Pit.


  Avariel watched my approach with a careful almost-smile on her face; the Venusian watched as well, but I knew that attempting to read any human emotion into that face would be a mistake. “Avariel,” I said when I reached their table. “I thought I might find you here.”


  She looked . . . older. Somehow, I hadn’t expected that. There were severe lines around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth that hadn’t been there before, and creases around her neck. Gray had settled in the dark brown hair of her temples. Her arms were covered with white patches of scars, some of them new. But she was still muscular and fit. Still the athlete, ready to conquer any physical task to which she set herself.


  Her smile flickered. Settled. “Tomio,” she answered flatly. The shreeliala’s huge eyes swiveled in their sockets as it looked from her to me. Bubbles thrashed their way through the clear plastic pipes connecting its gill bubbler to the tank on its back. “I have to admit that I didn’t expect to see you here.”


  “Really?” I answered, returning her meaningless smile. “After the Green Council’s decision? I thought you’d expect me to come here—if only because I knew you’d be the first one here.”


  “Tomio . . .” A sigh. Her fingertips tapped an aimless rhythm on the tabletop near her ale. “There’s no going back to what we were. I’m sorry. You really shouldn’t have come here.”


  I raised my hand. “Uh-uh,” I said. “Our relationship isn’t at issue. You know, despite everything, I would have come if you’d asked, if you’d stayed in touch after . . .” I gestured at the empty space below the stumps of my legs and the floor.


  “Don’t lay that guilt at my door, Tomio,” she said. “I won’t accept it.”


  The shreeliala seemed to hiss, spraying a fine mist of water from its mouth; it adjusted the bubbler. The salty droplets pooled on the varnish of the table; we all looked at it. “The humans know one another?” Heh hoomanths noah won hunover? It had been a long time since I’d heard the shreeliala accent; I had to replay the comment in my head before I understood what it had said, by which time Avariel had already answered.


  “Tomia was here with me the last time, Hasalalo,” she said. “We went down into the Great Darkness together.” The shreeliala nodded. The last time . . . The water going from green to blue to black. I’d thought it would be easy. I thought we’d just swim down and down until we reached the bottom . . .


  Avariel’s comment was all that was needed; Hasalalo seemed to know immediately what she referred to, even if for the short-lived shreeliala the events of fifteen Earth years ago were a generation removed. Hasalalo, who looked to be in his prime years, probably hadn’t been alive then, or was just a newly sprouted bud.


  “Will it . . .?” Hasalalo stumbled over the pronoun, and spat water again. “I mean, he be going with you this time?”


  “No,” Avariel answered. Her gaze was on me, and the smile had seemingly vanished. “He won’t. In fact, he shouldn’t be here now.”


  She started to get up; I reached out and found her arm.


  “Avariel, I’m sorry. Really. Please, don’t go.” In the dim light, her eyes were bright with reflections. “The Great Darkness took my legs,” I said. “I think that’s all the motivation I need. Avariel, you knew you were coming back as soon as the Green Council would allow it, but you weren’t sure that I would. I wasn’t the one who left the relationship as soon as possible after I was hurt.” I saw a trail of moisture on her face, and I suddenly hated myself. “I’m sorry,” I said. “That was unfair.”


  “No,” she answered, very softly. “I don’t think that was unfair at all.”


  “Then we could still do this together?” Optimism rose like a bird . . .


  “No.” . . . and plummeted stricken back to the floor. “But I understand why you had to ask.”


  Neither of us said anything for long seconds after that. Avariel sighed and reached down below her chair, pulling up a backpack. She put the straps around her shoulders and cinched the left side tightly, muscles knotting along her jaw. “Getting to the bottom of the Great Darkness was the only time I failed at something I tried,” she answered finally. “That’s why I’m here.” Avariel adjusted the other strap and got to her feet, hefting the pack. “People sometimes need something so badly that they’d sacrifice nearly anything to attain it,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to be any other way. Not for me.”


  I thought it was you, I wanted to tell her. I thought it was you that I needed like that. Now, I just don’t know, and I thought if I saw you again, I might find out. “I understand,” was all I said.


  “I hope you do,” she said, slinging the pack over her shoulder, then her voice and her face softened. “I never wanted to hurt you, Tomio—I hope you can believe that, at least. I’m sorry I wasn’t the type of person who could share her life with you, and maybe that was more my fault than yours.”


  I shrugged back at her. “If you had been that person, I probably wouldn’t have wanted you so much,” I told her.


  She lifted her chin at that, then her gaze slid over to Hasalalo. “Make the arrangements, Hasalalo,” she told the Venusian. “I’ll come to you tomorrow with the final part of the fee, and we’ll do this.”


  “Yes, Avariel.” Yessh . . . With a hiss and a lisp. The liquid affirmation came wafting over the table laden with the odor of cinnamon. Avariel nodded once before turning and leaving.


  After Avariel had gone, I looked at Hasalalo; it looked at me. “So you were the other human who descended with her,” it said, halfway between question and statement. “You were the reason she never reached the bottom of the Great Darkness, and saw the ancestor-bones or the Lights-in-Water.”


  “Yeah,” I told it. “It was my fault.” The words tasted far more bitter than I intended, and I tried to temper them with a smile that I wasn’t sure the shreeliala would understand. It only nodded.


  “I’ll never see the Great Darkness or the Lights-In-Water either,” it said, and it touched the pale bar tattooed on its head. Its gill bubbler hissed; it sounded like a sigh.


  I didn’t quite know what to say to that. I knew from my time on Venus that when a shreeliala dies anywhere on this world, no matter how far away the colony might be, its body is carried out to the Great Darkness—a deep canyon just off the shore of Blackstone Mountain—with great ceremony by a group of shreeliala dedicated to that task: “priests” might be the best term, but given that the shreeliala don’t have organized religions in the sense that we think of them, it’s also a very wrong term. (Hell, I wasn’t entirely certain how the shreeliala even reproduced, though I’m certain some of the scientists stationed here could have told me.) The body is released over the Great Darkness with a prayer—or maybe it’s just a ritual statement—and, shreeliala bodies with bones-of-stone being heavier than water, the dead one drifts steadily down through the blackness of the waters into the depths toward . . .


  . . . well, toward whatever’s at the bottom, which no human has ever seen. We know what the Great Darkness is: once a long, vertical hollow in the volcanic rock, perhaps a lava tube reaching up from the plumes far, far below. But the thin roof of the vertical cavern collapsed under the corrosion and weight of the water above it, leaving the Great Darkness. Beyond that, the shreeliala are closemouthed about it, and they refuse to allow any of our cameras or robotic instruments to accompany any of the bodies on its journey: as sentient beings, we have to respect that, and we have. To them, it’s a sacred place, and not to be violated.


  But they did, once, allow Avariel and myself to undertake the journey, on our own. And we failed. Or, rather, I failed and therefore Avariel also failed.


  I saw a flash, or thought I did, and something like an undersea wave pummeled me and I hit the side of the canyon. Rocks began to fall, and I shouted for Avariel, but then I felt the crushing pain, and . . . When I awoke again, I was back in Blackstone, in the hospital. Or, at least, half of me was . . .


  I must have spent too long in reverie, because Hasalalo’s bubbler hissed again as it spoke. “You and Avariel were . . . lovers? That’s not a relationship we can understand.”


  “Neither can we, most of the time,” I told it.


  Hasalalo burbled more to itself, its large eyes blinking and its hands spreading so that I could see the translucent, speckled webbing between the long fingers. The skin glistened with the gel the shreeliala use to retain moisture when they’re on land. “Why did you want to see the Great Darkness and the Lights-in-Water?” it asked. “Before.”


  “I didn’t, particularly.”


  Hasalalo blinked. It seemed to be thinking through the English. “It . . . If . . . How . . .” It stopped. Breathed. “Then why?” it asked.


  “Avariel wanted it. And I wanted Avariel.”


  Hasalalo shivered. I seemed to remember that was the Venusian equivalent of a human shrug. “That is the explanation?”


  I grinned at the shreeliala. “It’s all I got,” I told it. “Maybe my grandmother could explain it better for you—if you ever meet her.”


  The memories flooded back with that.


  
    —–—
  


  The affair was more or less in honor of Avariel. I say “more or less” because back then Obaasan Evako arranged gatherings every month or so whether there was an excuse or not. Avariel had just completed the ascent of the previously unconquered eastern cliffs of Olympus Mons on Mars, an expedition sponsored by the family company Norkohn Shuttles—our PR department was already churning out ads trumpeting our involvement. I’d been on the support team, my own climb confined to a leisurely ascent of the lower lava flows. I had shivered a lot in the shelter of Base One while Avariel and her support team of genuine climbers went on; they’d go to Base Two, and Avariel would finish the climb solo—as she always did.


  She and I were lovers already; I’d wondered about that at first, suspicious that the primary reason she’d come to my bed was because I’d been the one who had talked Obaasan Evako into parting with the grant for the climb. Still, we were good lovers, comfortable with each other. We were friends. I was well on the way to considering making the relationship more permanent, in love with the idea of being in love.


  Mobile fabrics were the fashion that season. Most of the people wearing them shouldn’t have been, though I thought Avariel looked fine. Her blouse, restless, crawled slowly over her shoulders. I’d be talking to her, but my gaze would be snagged by her neckline slipping suggestively lower: that was a good time for voyeurs.


  The evening was turning cool and I was getting tired of smiling at people I really didn’t like that well. I found Avariel in the garden and detached her from the gaggle of admirers around her. The hover-lamps had just turned themselves on, flickering like huge fireflies around the lawn while Mount Fuji turned golden on the horizon. Touching her arm, I inclined my head to the blaze of lights that was the house. “Let’s go inside. I’ve a few people you should meet.”


  She nodded and made polite noises to her crowd, but when we were away from them, she sighed. “Thanks. I’ve been trying to lose them for the last half an hour. I have to say that sometimes I miss being all alone up on Olympus Mons. Shame on you, Tomio, for leaving me to those wolves.”


  “Part of the bane of being the host.”


  The party was noisier and brighter and more crowded inside: lots of glitter, meaningless laughter, and full glasses. As we stood watching in the doorway, Obaasan Evako waved to us from where the caterers were setting the buffet. “Tomio!” she called loudly. “You’ve been hiding the guest of honor from me all evening. I refuse to be neglected any longer. Bring her here.”


  An imperious gesture accompanied the command. Those nearby tittered and smiled before turning back to their drinks.


  I grinned. Avariel, glancing from me to my grandmother, smiled uncertainly in my direction. Obaasan could be intimidating to those who didn’t know her; I could feel Avariel’s fingers digging into the skin of my arm. Obaasan Evako was a small, thin woman; half Japanese and half northern European, with short, white hair, and a well-wrinkled face. She exuded energy and purpose, carrying a habitual frown on her lips. To those she wanted to leave with the impression, she was hard, brittle ice; most of the family knew better. “Don’t worry,” I whispered to Avariel. “She’s really a lamb.”


  Avariel’s glance told me that she didn’t believe me. We made our way over to my grandmother, who stood waiting, one foot tapping the carpet. “Counteffia no Regentia Norkohn,” Avariel said, using Obaasan’s full title from the Asian Liánméng, and bowing as proper etiquette required.


  Obaasan looked Avariel up and down as if she were a piece of furniture. Then she glanced at me. She spoke in Mandarin, not Japanese or English. “I’m surprised at you, Tomio. She’s not your type. When you talked about this Olympus Mons business, I expected to see one of the usual pieces of pretty fluff you drag down here.”


  “I’m not fluff, Counteffia”—that from Avariel, who had straightened and now looked more irritated than flustered—“I can talk and I even understand what people say about me,” she answered in heavily accented Mandarin.


  That snapped Obaasan’s head around. She stared at Avariel with line-trapped eyes, then nodded. “Good. See that you manage to stay unfluffy. It’s too damn easy to become comfortable. By the way, I assume you realize that your outfit doesn’t flatter you at all. Stay away from fashions unless they enhance your image. I’d use simpler and more classic clothing with that body.”


  Avariel blinked. “Counteffia—” she began, but Obaasan cut her off with a wave of a thin hand. “Call me Evako. Anybody who can make Tomio behave sensibly deserves the courtesy of familiarity—he’s been paying more attention to the business lately, if only because I told him that he needed to pay back the sponsorship of your climb.”


  “I want to thank you for that.”


  “It was a waste of money.”


  Another blink. “I’m sorry you feel that way . . .”


  “Let me finish, child. It was a waste of money unless it’s finally taught Tomio what can be accomplished when you want something badly enough. He’s had everything too easily, and it’s ruined him. I told his parents it would.”


  Avariel glanced back at me and saw that I was still grinning. She managed to look puzzled and faltered into a defense. “Tomio was a great help to me. Without him—”


  “Bah!” With another wave of her hand. “Without him, you’d still have managed the climb, one way or another. You’d have found some other funding. Don’t delude yourself on that. Having Norkohn’s backing was convenient, but the loss of it wouldn’t have stopped you.” Then she gave her the briefest of smiles; it smoothed her face. “Gods, child, if you don’t allow us elders our bluntness, how am I ever going to convince the idiots around here that I’m not someone they can walk over?”


  “I . . . don’t think that’s anything you need to worry about.”


  “Oh, you’d be wrong. You’ll need to do the same. Let me tell you another truth. What you do is ultimately meaningless. You climb a thing or attempt things so that you’ll be the first one to accomplish it, so you’ll get to engrave your name in the record books. But that’s emptiness. You also climbed Rheasilvia’s central peak on Vesta, four years ago, and two years ago were the first person to take a submersible down through Europa’s ice pack to the liquid ocean below. But beyond that, do you know either Europa or Vesta? You climbed Olympus Mons, yes, but do you know Mars as a result? No—you made your climb and you left. You’ve no relationship with the places you’ve gone. Just like you have no real relationship with my Tomio.”


  It was my turn to protest at that. “Obaasan,” I began, but she lifted her hand toward me without taking her gaze from Avariel. “I can tell that you’d be pretty if you wanted to make the effort,” Obaasan said to her. “You’re neither beautiful nor stunning, mind you, and I’m sorry if that bothers you, but you really don’t want false flattery. Still, you’d be easily as attractive as most of the people here tonight if you’d taken the hours they did to get ready. Yet you didn’t bother: very little cosmetics, no gloss, no fakery except that mistake of a blouse, which you probably chose because you thought it was expected. All that’s good. You look like someone out of the ordinary the way you are, while if you tried for looks, you’d just be one within the multitude. Well, I’m like that, also. I act just differently enough that no one makes the mistake of treating me like all the people I’d resemble otherwise. It’s a good trick. Keep it. Teach it to Tomio, too, while you’re about it. He’ll try to learn if only because he’s in love with you.”


  “Obaasan—” I tried again, and this time I got a glance.


  “Oh, she already knows it, Tomio. She’s too smart not to have seen it, and you’re just damned lucky that she’s not taken more advantage of your vulnerability. You should try to keep her, if you can, but it’ll take some doing. I don’t know if either of you are up to the task. You’re another little cliff she needed to scale, and though I love you, Tomio, you’re still trying to figure out what it is you want in life.”


  Obaasan Evako gave a little start then, her mouth twisting back into a frown. “I’ve forgotten to check with the caterer about the wine. He’ll try putting it on ice again, and it should be served chilled, not cold. I want to talk to you later, Avariel; you can tell me how Norkohn’s going to get its money’s worth from this Venus expedition. Tomio, play host while I convince the caterer that it’s his decision to serve food the proper way.”


  With that, she left us, moving away with her quick, unstoppable stride, already calling out loudly for the head caterer. Avariel laughed once, more in relief than anything else. “Good God. You might have warned me,” she said, staring at Obaasan’s wake.


  “Hey, she likes you.”


  “What does she do when she hates someone?” I saw her face scrunch into a scowl. “She doesn’t know me as well as she thinks she does.”


  “You’d be surprised at what she probably knows.”


  “Uh-huh.” Avariel glanced toward the bar and the restless tide of people around it. I couldn’t tell if she believed me or not. “After that, I think I need a drink,” she said.


  I waved the bartender over to our table as thunder from outside rattled the windows and Hasalalo burbled in its gill bubbler. “What do you have that passes for Scotch?” I asked her. She was another adapted human native: even though her skin was brown, there was still a sense of pallor to her that only came with the eternal lack of sunlight here; her eyes had been surgically altered, the iris and pupil widened and a protective underlid added much like that of the shreeliala. There was webbing between her long, extended fingers also, and the twin lines of gills were on her neck, with long, scarlet fronds that said they’d been there a long time.


  “If you want genuine, it’s expensive,” she told me. “If you’ll take the local variety, it’s cheap enough.”


  “Expensive,” I told her. “I’ve had the local.”


  She sniffed and glanced at Hasalalo. “Hasalalo?” she asked—which told me that she knew it fairly well. Hasalalo didn’t reply immediately, and I prodded its arm.


  “Nothing?” I asked the shreeliala. “I’m buying. Or rather, my pension fund is buying.” Hasalalo shook its head, and the bartender left. “You’re sure?” I asked it. “I know you shreeliala don’t care for our particular poisons, but I knew a few of you who could slam back sugar water like crazy.”


  It ignored what I said entirely. Staring at me, it said, “You didn’t care if you saw the Lights-in-Water or the bones at the bottom of the Great Darkness? That’s what I want, more than anything. That’s why I pushed the Green Council to let Avariel come back. She said she would tell me what she saw in the Great Darkness, what my body will never experience with bones-of-air.”


  “Bones-of-air,” I mused. “That’s all I have, now.”


  I meant it as a joke. Hasalalo’s hissing was louder this time, more emphatic, and its voice had a timbre I’d rarely heard in shreeliala before. “I thought you would understand,” it said, though I wasn’t sure if that was agreement, sarcasm, or denial. “Have you seen the Pit, where those of us with bones-of-air go?”


  I hadn’t, though sitting with Hasalalo, I wondered why. I knew about the Pit, the cauldron at the top of Blackstone Mountain, but Avariel had only glanced at the Blackstone’s paltry heights—no challenge to someone with her athletic ability—and shrugged. She’d had no interest in a walk to the heights, only in her descent to where no human had gone before, so therefore I had expressed no interest either. But that seemed too much to explain to Hasalalo, so I only shook my head.


  It burbled some more, and, pushing away its chair, rose to its feet: twin scaled, long flippers with webbing extending down between the legs past the knobs of knees, far more suited to water than to land. On the land, shreeliala waddled rather than walked. “Come,” it said, and gestured. I rose from my own seat.


  “It’s a long walk to the Pit,” I told it, “and on the steep side.” I gestured at the space where my legs should have been. “Do you think . . .?”


  It stared at me with huge eyes that blinked wetly. From the tank on its back, a nozzle hissed and sprayed thick, gelid water over the shreeliala. “Come,” it said again. The command in its voice reminded me of the way Obaasan Evako spoke.


  I came, calling to the bartender that I’d be back for that Scotch later. She grimaced, clearly annoyed, though whether it was with me or Hasalalo or both of us, I couldn’t tell. She shook her head as we left.


  I shouldn’t have worried about the walk. As we left the bar, an open-topped scooter hurried quickly over through the rain from somewhere farther down the street, driven by another shreeliala, illuminated by flashes of lightning and accompanied by thunder. Hasalalo entered the small cab behind the driver, then gestured to me. “Come,” it said again. As I slid into the seat alongside it, Hasalalo leaned forward and said something to the driver in English: the shreeliala never spoke anything but English while on land. The driver nodded; the scooter whined and complained as it made its way away from the harbor. We moved back up Blackstone’s single road toward the plateau on which the port sat, and beyond it—now along an unpaved, potholed trail—toward the caldera that sat near Blackstone’s summit. The hot spot in the crust that had created both Blackstone and the Great Darkness had moved on millennia ago and was undoubtedly building up a new island somewhere to the northwest. Once, this place would have been a steaming, hissing hell where the eternal rain hammered at sputtering lava flows. No more; the volcano of Blackstone was long dormant and cold. The driver stopped near the rim of the crumbling crater, and we got out into a driving rain, with lightning crackling around us. I’d thumbed on my rainshield as soon as we’d left the bar; Hasalalo seemed to relish the wetness.


  Here, on the highest mountain that Venus had to offer, modest as it was, I could look out at the unbroken sweep of the Always Sea—at least to what the storm allowed me to see. I thought that, out past Blackstone Bay, where the long ocean swells started, I could glimpse a darker green-blue against the lighter gray-green: the Great Darkness.


  I could smell the caldera long before I could see it. We made our way slowly over the broken, eroded volcanic rock to where we could look down, and I wished that the rainshield could keep out odors as well as rain.


  The caldera stank of rotting flesh. Shreeliala bodies, in various stages of decomposition, were scattered down the sides of the caldera in front of us, some of them half-draped over the slope just in front of us, as if they’d been tossed aside like so much unwanted trash. The floor of the crater was littered with their bones, flashing white in the erratic lightning flashes. Wrigglers—the blue-green, maggotlike worms that were one of Venus’s few land creatures—fed on the decaying matter. I gagged at the smell of rotting flesh and had to fight to keep my last meal in my stomach.


  Hasalalo was staring down with me, though I couldn’t read the expression on its face to see if it matched the horror on mine. I looked more closely at the closest skeletons to us. Nested in the bones, I saw small clusters of rounded pebbles, rocks unlike any of the volcanic variety on Blackstone. Little groups of them were plentiful, almost as plentiful as the bones. I crouched down to look more closely: the stones were smoothed on their ridges though the rest of the rock was rough, as if they’d already been in a tumbler for a few hours. I glanced at Hasalalo and pointed to the nearest pile: four or five of the stones caged under the curve of a shreeliala’s ribs. “May I . . .?” I asked Hasalalo, who gave me an almost perfect human shrug. I hoped it meant the same thing and reached down for one of the stones, carefully trying to avoid touching the bones that enclosed it. I managed to fish one out between two fingers and stood up, looking at it closely. In my hand, rain no longer varnished its surface; it dried quickly almost as if the stone was absorbing the water. The stone was reddish, with light gray veins marbling it; the higher surfaces were almost polished, the lower ones still had lots of surface irregularities. I turned it in my fingers, looking at the black, glassy highlights and wondering how it would look after I ran it through my tumbler. Blackstone Mountain. The Pit. Venus. “Can I keep this?” I asked Hasalalo.


  Its bubbler hissed. Hasalalo was watching me. Its underlids slid over its eyes and remained there as the rain started to pelt down harder: no longer a sheeter, but now what the locals called a “pounder.” “Why?” it asked.


  I reached into my pocket with my free hand and pulled out my little collection of polished rocks, displaying them to Hasalalo in my palm. “It’s amazing what a rock looks like when you polish it like this. They become little jewels: the essence of the stone. Or maybe it’s the truth inside the stone. It’s something I do, everywhere I go. See, this one: it’s a rock I took from the beach the last time I was here.” Blue-black glass, so finely polished that you could see the darker imperfections floating inside like planets nested in a dark nebula.


  Hasalo leaned over my hand and stretched out a web-snaggled finger to touch it. “This is one of the black stones?”


  I nodded. “Pretty, isn’t it? I’d like to do the same with this stone from the pit, just to see how it comes out, to see what beauty it’s hiding.”


  “Do you know what you hold?”


  I shook my head.


  A hiss from the bubbler. “You know what happens to those of bones-of-stone when they die?”


  “Yes. You release the bodies over the Great Darkness. There’s something about reincarnation for a few, and, well, your gods . . . umm, the Lights-in-Water are down there and, uh . . .” My voice trailed off. The truth was that while I knew the shreeliala had a complex mythology that revolved around the Great Darkness, all that Avariel had cared about was that no human had ever been all the way to the bottom of the Great Darkness and that she’d be the first. Therefore, that was all I cared about, too. Just as I hadn’t bothered to learn how the shreeliala reproduced, I’d also ignored their beliefs. I figured the way they dealt with death was like our own tales of death and afterlife: ancient myth and fantasy, with none of it real.


  “Those with bones-of-stone fall into the Great Darkness,” Hasalalo continued. If it was annoyed at my bumbling narrative of their beliefs, I couldn’t tell. “The Lights-in-Water feed on their flesh, leaving behind their bones, and among the bones are also their stomach-stones. Sometimes, the Lights-in-Water find a particularly beautiful stomach-stone, and they take that stomach-stone back up out of the Great Darkness and place the stone where a bud-mother can find it, and when the bud-mother swallows it, it sprouts a new shreeliala, so that each shreeliala may come back to life again. That’s the possibility that awaits most shreeliala in the Great Darkness, but not those of bones-of-air. I’ve talked to the Eldest of us, and they say that the Pit has always been the same. The Lights-in-Water can’t come here, so the stomach-stones left here never leave, and those who rot here are never reborn.”


  Hasalalo gestured to encompass Blackstone Mountain. “All this came to be because those of bones-of-air went into the Great Darkness by tying rocks around their bodies against all warnings, and the Lights-in-Water of the Always Sea grew angry and vomited up the bones-of-air in a fury of glowing rocks, until the sea bottom rose above the Always Sea as a sign to never do that again. Since then, all of us with bones-of-air have been placed here and are forbidden the Great Darkness. I know Avariel believes this is just superstition, and so you probably think the same. The Lights-in-Water, their choosing of the stomach-stones, everything about the Great Darkness is only myth. Maybe it is. Maybe there’s no difference between what happens to those with bones-of-air and bones-of-stone. This is why I worked with the Green Council to allow Avariel to come back. She said she would tell me what she finds at the bottom of the Great Darkness. If she does, I will know. We will all know.”


  That was by far the longest speech I had ever heard a shreeliala make. Through most of it I was staring at the stone I was holding: a “stomach-stone,” a gastrolith, I knew now. Part of me wanted to drop it: this had been in the gizzard of one of the dead shreeliala, which explained how it had been partially polished, grinding the sea plants that the shreeliala ate.


  “Take the stone and find the truth inside it,” Hasalalo told me as I hesitated. “I wish to see it afterward.”


  I rubbed the stone between my fingers, thinking I could almost feel slime coating it, as if it had just been vomited up. I shivered, but I closed my fingers around it as Hasalalo stared at me. “All right,” I told it. “I’ll get it started tonight. It’ll take a week or more, though. It takes a lot of time to get to the truth, as you put it.”


  Hasalalo seemed to sniff. “If that is so, then why does Avariel never stay anywhere very long? Why do you do the same?”


  To that echo of what Obaasan Evako had once said, I had no answer at all.


  After I left Hasalalo back at Venus Genetrix, after I stopped at my hotel room and removed the rock tumbler I kept in my luggage and started the gastrolith’s polishing, I went to see Avariel. I knew where she’d be: down Blackstone’s single street to where it plunged into a tunnel of Plexiglas and steel and down under the slow waves to Undersea Port proper.


  There, the light was dim and green—more suited to shreeliala eyes than ours—and the odor of brine and fish dominated, mingling with the cinnamon exhalations of shreeliala. Here were the markets for the fish and kelp and other niceties that formed the trade between shreeliala and human; here were the water-filled chambers where human delegates and negotiators could meet with shreeliala officials. Here was the interface between two worlds and two species.


  Avariel and her support crew had taken one of the subs docked there. The street hatch was open, so I went in. I found her in the lower chamber, checking out the diving equipment with a man who’d been part of our support crew last time: Mikhail. “. . . the fiddling I did with the CCR should give you at least another two hours if you need it. You bought the best rebreather on the market, I know, but now it’s better,” he was saying to her.


  “I hope so,” Avariel said, then she saw me. She gave me the expression of someone suffering from severe acid reflux. “Mikhail,” she said, “why don’t you check with Patrick on the com unit?”


  Mikhail raised a dark eyebrow toward me, the brow rising higher and his mud-brown eyes widening slightly as he noted my missing legs. “Sure,” he said. He was trying not to stare at me. “I’ll do that. Hey, Tomio.”


  “Mikhail. Good to see you again.” The polite thing you say when you’re really saying nothing at all.


  “You, too,” he answered, words equally as empty. Then he glanced at Avariel, shrugged, and left, climbing the ladder to the upper compartment. I watched his legs disappear, but Avariel’s voice pulled me back.


  “What do you want, Tomio? I’m rather busy right now.”


  “You already know.”


  “And I already gave you the answer. No, you can’t go with me. Not this time.” I saw her gaze fall down past my waist to the emptiness there.


  “I can still swim,” I told her, stomping the foot end of the prosthetic field for emphasis. The sole of the shoe was rubber; there wasn’t much sound, even in the hard-walled chamber. “That’s not the problem.”


  “No,” she answered quietly, “that’s not the problem at all.”


  “You’re taking Mikhail? Or Patrick?”


  She was already shaking her head. “I’m doing this alone.”


  “That’s ridiculous. And foolish.”


  She gave a cough that might have been a laugh. “Is it? Were you there when I climbed the last cliffs at Olympus Mons? That final ascent . . .”


  “I know,” I told her. “You did it on your own. Doesn’t make it any less—” I stopped. “Stupid” was the word on my lips. I could see from her face that she knew it, too. I could also see that the more I argued, the more her answer to me wasn’t going to change, and I could also tell from the release of tension in my gut that I’d wanted her to tell me “no”—because the ghost that I was chasing didn’t involve returning to where the Great Darkness had taken my legs. That ghost was standing in front of me.


  Avariel took a long breath, closing her eyes momentarily as if composing words in her head. Then she looked at me again, her eyes bright. “Look, Tomio. I know what I am: an adrenaline junkie, someone who likes to push the envelope, to do things that no one else has done. And yeah, I like the attention that gets me, too. Your grandmother had me tagged pretty well, and I know myself well enough to admit it now. You—I don’t think you ever knew what you wanted. After your accident in the Great Darkness . . .” She caught her upper lip in her teeth momentarily, as if biting back something. Mikhail told me afterward that when Avariel came for me, my legs were already gone, crudely guillotined from my body by the rocks. She managed to put tourniquets around the stumps and take me back up to the sub before I entirely bled out. When I came back to consciousness, several days later, she’d already left Venus. “I’m not proud that I left you. But you and me . . .” Her head shook. I waited. “It wasn’t going to work. I think you knew that as much as I did.”


  “I don’t know,” I told her. “At the time, I had other things on my mind, like wondering when I’d ever walk again.”


  She sucked in her breath, a hiss like Hasalalo’s bubbler, and I was suddenly repentant. “All right,” I told her, “can I at least be there tomorrow when you dive? I could help Mikhail and Patrick up top.”


  I thought she was going to say no once more. She looked away from me, and down to the dive equipment on the floor. Her head was still shaking, but she took a step toward me, grabbing my hands and looking up into my face. I could see the lines on her face, carved deeper than I remembered, the brown puffiness under her eyes, the small scars on her skin from the burn regeneration. Her fingers pressed mine, tightly.


  It was the closest we’d been since the night she’d left me, in the hospital here.


  “If that’s what you want,” she said, “then all right, for what we once were, for what happened last time.” Then she let go of my hands and stepped back. “If you’re going to be here, then at least help me stow this crap,” she said.


  
    —–—
  


  The sub was stationed over the broken rim of the Great Darkness, seemingly perched on great legs of blue-white spotlights, as insubstantial as my own. The Always Sea was deepening here, sloping down the submerged flanks of the volcano that was Blackstone Mountain. Staring out the wide, transparent ports of the sub, I could see several shreeliala gathered at the rim of the Great Darkness below us, with the rounded, woven structures of the shreeliala’s Blackstone Village (our name for it, not theirs) receding away into the green-blue distance toward where its seaweed-draped outskirts met the human buildings of Undersea Port.


  On the rim of the Great Darkness, a great and wide forest of blue-black kelp undulated in the slow currents of the Always Sea. The shreeliala were gathered above the canopy of kelp, and I could see the bubbling forms of shreeliala speech as they spoke amongst themselves. The words of the shreeliala language are essentially shaped water-and-air-bubble structures (which is why they resort to English when out of the water), as much visual as audible. The scientists studying their language are still trying to discern the grammar and construction and putting together a dictionary, but I doubt that any human is ever going to be able to “speak” or understand shreeliala without mechanical help.


  Smelling cinnamon, I spoke aloud. “I wonder what they’re saying?” Hasalalo, aboard the sub with us, peered over my shoulder to the scene below.


  “They’re not pleased that this is happening,” it said. “Many of us, especially those of bones-of-stone, weren’t pleased with the Green Council’s decision. They say it is bones-of-air stupidity to permit this.” A long finger stroked the marking on its skull, reflexively.


  “They’re not going to try to stop us, are they?” Mikhail asked from his console. Mikhail’s finger hovered above the com button. On the screen in front of him, we could see Avariel in the dive chamber, with Patrick helping her fit on the last of her gear.


  Hasalalo’s eyes widened. “They don’t think they’ll have to. The Lights-in-Water will do that for them.”


  Mikhail laughed at that, and his finger moved away from the com. “The Lights-in-Water haven’t met Avariel. That woman’s got a nasty mean streak for people who get in her way.” He chuckled again, then glanced at me. The chuckle died.


  “Is that what you think?” I asked Hasalalo. “The Lights-in-Water will stop Avariel?”


  It looked at me placidly. The bubbler gurgled and spat water. “They stopped you.”


  Movement. A flash of brilliance accompanied the pain. Then nothing until I woke up in the hospital. “It was a rockfall that stopped me. I got too close to the edge and hit something unstable,” I told it.


  “I wonder,” Hasalalo answered, “what truth was buried inside those rocks that took your legs?”


  I started to answer it, but Avariel’s voice came over the com and the holoscreens lit up around the compartment. “Going live,” she said, her voice muffled through the rebreather. “Do you have the feed, Mikhail?”


  “Got it,” Mikhail answered. “Everything looks good here.”


  “Fine. I’m going down, then. Wish me luck.”


  Luck, I whispered under my breath. “No luck needed,” Mikhail told her. “You got this. Piece of cake.”


  The image on the holoscreens bounced and swirled, then filled with bubbles as the dive hatch filled with water and opened for her. Avariel swam out into the haze of the sub’s lights, the view on the screen swaying dizzily as she looked up and the camera on her mask picked up the sub above her. Our lights overloaded the camera until it dimmed, then opened up again as she glanced over at the shreeliala gathered at the lips of the canyon, watching her and speaking to each other in a rush of half-glimpsed water shapes. Behind us, we heard Patrick clamber up the metal ladder into our chamber and settle down by the com unit.


  “Hey, Avariel, you’re green across the board here,” Patrick said. “Ready?”


  She looked down, and we saw the blue-black below that the sub’s light could not penetrate. Her arm came into view, laden with her dive watch and depth instrumentation. “Everything looks green here, too,” she said. “Patrick, Mikhail, I’m heading down.”


  I tried not to feel insulted by the lack of any reference to me.


  On the screens, we watched the water around her slowly darken and the readout from her depth gauge climb just as slowly. She stayed near the edge of the canyon wall, as we had both done the last time, but not—I noted—as closely as I had clung to it. As the sub’s light faded, she switched on the mask’s headlamps, and we could occasionally catch glimpses of the jagged, volcanic rock of the lava tube that was the Great Darkness, adorned with Venusian kelp and the creatures who lived there amongst the rocks and vegetation.


  I remembered that much myself: the walls of the Great Darkness had been alive in front of me. I saw anglerworms dangling their fish-shaped heads outward into the water, enticing the snaggle-mouthed puffers to come close enough to be speared by the poisoned lance of their tongues. I watched a wave of green painters undulate past me, the inky dye from their bodies leaving swirling trails of purple as they passed. Snorting shells, with their long spires and carapaces swirled with brilliant blues, yellows, and reds belched air as they made their way along the ledges of the Great Darkness. The shallow waters of the Always Sea teemed with life, everywhere. There were species unseen by any human to be discovered everywhere we looked and we could have spent days cataloging and describing them, but Avariel was intent only on going down into the blackness . . .


  Down, and down. I knew that Avariel would be starting to feel the pressure building against her flexible suit, which would be hardening against the weight of the water. The suit she wore was a hybrid: self-contained and powered only by Avariel’s legs, but also a miniature “vessel” that would allow her to reach depths that an individual diver would not be able to reach. Because for religious reasons, the shreeliala had refused to allow us to probe the Great Darkness with remote-controlled vehicles, we had no idea of the actual depth of the lava tube though indirect estimates suggested that it was no more than eight hundred meters.


  The hissing of the rebreather would be loud in her ears, and the canyon wall she followed down became stripped of the kelp, which needed the faint, cloud-shielded sunlight that was mostly nonexistent below seventy-five to one hundred meters. Instead, the rocks were dotted with the gray-white tubes of puff-worms and the lacy, swollen cells of prison-crabs, laden with the bones of the fish they’d snagged with their long, prehensile tails.


  “I’m at 210 meters,” Avariel said, her voice becoming distorted in pitch as the rebreather added more helium and neon to the air she was breathing. I knew why she mentioned it: that’s where I’d had my accident, where she’d been forced to abandon the quest the last time. She was well away from the canyon wall now, the lights on her mask illuminating only dark, empty water. She wasn’t going to repeat my “mistake.”


  The dive meter display showed 280 meters when it happened.


  “There’s something . . .” they heard Avariel say. “Coming up from below. Lights . . .” In the viewscreen, the camera swayed as she looked down, and we saw a swarm of firefly lights, green and cold, swirling below like a flock of phosphorescent birds, and rising, rising as they grew larger. “I can feel them . . .”


  The sense of something approaching . . . then the pain, the terrible pain that sent me whirling into unconsciousness . . .


  “Avariel,” I said, leaning over Patrick’s console, “be careful . . .”


  “I don’t believe—” she began, but the lights rushed inward: too bright, too huge, and the camera view tumbled wildly as they heard Avariel cry out. “No! Don’t . . .”


  Then the screens all went dark at once, the readouts went to flat-line, and there was only the hiss of static in the speakers. “Avariel!” I shouted, though I knew already that it was too late. “Avariel!”


  Silence. I heard Mikhail cursing at his console. “I’m taking us down,” he said. “We’ll go and get her.”


  “No!” That was Hasalalo, its voice shrill through the bubbler. “That is not permitted. The Green Council forbids it. I forbid it.”


  “Fuck both you and the Green Council!” Mikhail ranted. “We have to do something. Patrick, give me her last position.”


  I put my hand on Mikhail’s shoulder; he pushed it away. “You can’t,” I told him. Patrick hadn’t moved, staring at all of us. “Avariel knew the risks.”


  “And last time, she brought you back,” Mikhail answered.


  “Not all of me,” I answered. “Some of me is still down there. She knew the risks,” I repeated. He stared at me. He cursed again, punching a closed fist on the console. A screen sparked in static at the punishment. Then he let his hands drop to his side.


  We waited, hovering above the Great Darkness, until an hour after her air should have run out. Then, in furious silence and grief, we headed back to Undersea Port.


  I stood at the shore of the Always Sea. The rain was a bare drizzler, fat drops falling from scudding, gray-black clouds as the wind frothed the tips of the low rollers coming in. Lightning from a storm near the horizon licked bright tongues into the sea. I’d left the rainshield behind in my room; if Venus wanted me to get wet, I’d oblige her and allow it to happen. I imagined the gods of Venus spitting on me from the eternal cloud banks, and laughing when one of the droplets hit me. I stared out toward the Great Darkness, half-believing I could see the darkness of it even though I knew that was impossible.


  Avariel’s body never came back up. I imagined her bones, down there with all the others. With a few of mine, as well.


  I heard the scrape of a flippered foot on the rocks and the hiss of a bubbler behind me, and glanced over my shoulder to see Hasalalo there. It stood alongside me, silent except for the noise of the bubbler. “The Green Council has closed the Great Darkness to all further human exploration,” it said. “None of your kind will ever do what Avariel attempted.”


  It was staring at me. I took a long breath, then plunged my hand into my pocket. I pulled out the stomach-stone I’d taken from the pit. It shone in the rain and the diffuse light from the eternally clouded sky: marbled blue highlights in a swirling, orange-red matrix—gorgeous, and oddly heavy. “Here,” I told it. “You wanted to see the truth hiding in the stone. Here it is.” I took its hand and put the finished piece on its scaled flesh, the polished surface glinting like a wet jewel.


  Hasalalo’s bubbler burbled as it stared, prodding the stone with a webbed finger. Its huge eyes looked up. “There was great beauty inside,” it said. “How could the Lights-in-Water not love such a thing if they could see it, if someone gave it to them?”


  I nodded. I thought it would keep the stone, but Hasalalo handed the stomach-stone back to me; I put it in my pocket to nestle with the other stones: Avariel. Venus. The last time . . .


  Neither of us said anything for a time, just watching the rain-pocked rollers coming in off the Always Sea. “You’ll be leaving,” Hasalalo said finally.


  I shook my head. “No,” I told it. “I think I’ll stay here for a while. Maybe you were right about seeing truth. I’ve always moved around. For once, I think I’ll try staying long enough to see what’s underneath the surface. Maybe I’ll even figure out what the Lights-in-Water are.”


  Hasalalo seemed to contemplate that. “You will live longer than me,” it said finally, slowly. “When I die, if you’re still here . . .” It stopped. It was staring out at the misty horizon, where the Great Darkness lay.


  “If I’m still here . . .?” I prodded.


  “They will throw my body into the Pit. After the wrigglers have taken my flesh, would you come for my stomach-stones? Would you find the truth inside them? And would you . . .”


  Hasalalo didn’t finish, but it looked out toward the Great Darkness through the rain, and I knew what it wanted. I nodded. “I will,” I told it. “I promise.”
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  Here she takes us along with a National Geographic safari headed out of Venusport to the wildest part of the Venusian Outback in search of dramatic wildlife footage, and where they find something much more dramatic than they had anticipated.


  OF COURSE, THE STORY BEGAN IN A LOW DIVE IN VENUSPORT, in the slums up on the hillside above the harbor. The proper town was below them: grid streets with streetlights, solid, handsome concrete houses, and apartment blocks. The people in the apartments—middle-class and working folks with steady jobs—had their furniture volume-printed in one of the city’s big plants. The rich folks in their houses patronized custom printing shops, where they could get any kind of furniture in any style.


  
    The rich man in his castle,


    The poor man at his gate,


    God printed out the both of them


    And ordered their estate

  


  Not that it mattered up on the hill. The people here scraped by without regular jobs that could be relied on. There were always layoffs, when construction was cut back or the equipment from Earth did not arrive. If there were God-given rules for their lives, they didn’t know them.


  The bar Ash was in had beat-up, previously owned chairs and tables. A dehumidifier–heating unit glowed against one wall because it was winter, and the usual winter rains fell heavily outside. It wasn’t cold that was a problem. No place on Venus was really cold, except the tops of a few tall mountains. But the damp could get in your bones.


  Ash sat in a corner, her back against a wall. On the table in front of her was a glass of beer and a tablet. She was playing solitaire on the tablet. The game occupied her mind just enough to keep out old memories but left her with attention for the bar. It could be dangerous on payday nights, when people were flush and drunk, or after big layoffs, when people were angry and spending their last money. Tonight it was mostly empty.


  The guy who walked in—there was always someone walking in at the start of a story—did not belong. He was short and neatly dressed, with a fancy vest full of pockets; and his head was shaved, except for a few tufts of bright blue hair. It was the kind of haircut that required upkeep. Most people in Hillside didn’t bother.


  He stopped at the bar and spoke to the bartender, who nodded toward Ash. The man bought a glass of wine, which was a mistake, as he would find when he tasted it, then walked over.


  She had no chance of winning the current game and turned the tablet off.


  “Hong Wu,” he said in introduction. “I’m an editor with National Geographic.”


  “Yes?” She nodded toward the chair opposite. The man sat down, took a sip of his wine, and made a face. “You are Ash Weatherman.”


  “Yes.”


  “We want to do a story about the megafauna on Venus, and we want to hire you.”


  “The story’s been done,” Ash said.


  “We think another look at the megafauna is worth it. We did a thousand stories about wild animals in Africa, until they were gone. People could never get enough of elephants and lions. They still can’t. Look at zoos.”


  She had grown up on National Geographic videos: all the lost wilderness of Earth, the charismatic megafauna of land and ocean. Most had been mammals, of course, and near relatives to humanity. Nothing on Venus was as closely related although pretty much everyone agreed that life on Venus had come from Earth, most likely via a meteorite that hit Earth a glancing blow, then landed on the inner planet, bringing Terran organisms scraped up in the first collision. Geologists thought they had found the crater on Earth and the final resting place on Venus. Both craters were eroded and filled in, not visible on the planetary surface. The great plain of Ishtar and something whacking big in Greenland.


  There were people who thought it had happened twice, with the second meteorite bringing organisms from a later era; and they had found another pair of craters. But whatever had happened was long ago, and the organisms that came to Venus were single-celled. They had their own evolutionary history, which had ended in a different place, with no cute, furry mammals.


  “The fauna here are certainly big enough,” she said out loud. “Though I don’t know how charismatic they are.” She tapped her tablet, and a new game of solitaire appeared. “What do you know about me?”


  “You grew up in Hillside, graduated from high school here, and got a degree in the history of evolutionary theory at Venusport College. According to the police, you were involved with a student anarchist group but did nothing illegal.


  “You worked in a printing plant while you were in college and after—until your photography began to sell. For the most part, you do advertising. Fashion, such as it is on Venus, furniture and real estate, and nature shots for the tourism industry. On the side, you do your own work, which is mostly images of the Venusian outback. That work is extraordinary. We have our own first-rate videographer and a thoughtful journalist, but we think it would be interesting to have a Venusian perspective.”


  Interesting that they’d seen her photos. They had shown at a small gallery downtown: 3-D blowups on the walls and a machine in back to print copies with a signature: Ashley Weatherman, 2113. She’d made some money. People safe in Venusport liked to have the Venusian wilderness on their walls: cone-shaped flowers two meters tall, brilliant yellow or orange; amphibianoids that looked—more or less—like giant crocodiles; and little, rapid, bipedal reptiloids.


  “You’re going to need someone to organize your safari,” Ash said. “Do you have anyone?”


  “We thought we’d ask you.”


  “Arkady Volkov. You’re going to want to go to Aphrodite Terra. That’s where the best megafauna are, and you won’t want to deal with any corporations. Most of Ishtar Terra is company land. Believe me, they protect it.”


  Hong Wu nodded. “Rare-earth mining and time-share condos.”


  “Arkady knows the territory,” Ash said. “I’ve worked with him before.”


  Hong Wu nodded a second time. “We know. The police here say he’s reputable even though he comes from Petrograd.”


  The last Soviet Socialist Republic, which remained here on Venus long after the collapse of the USSR, an enclave of out-of-date politics on the larger of the two Venusian continents. She liked Arkady, even though he was a Leninist. The heart hath its reasons that reason knoweth not. “Are you willing to hire him?”


  “Yes,” Hong Wu said.


  The rest of the conversation was details. Hong Wu left finally. Ash ordered another beer.


  The bartender asked, “What was that about?”


  “Work.”


  “He looked like a petunia.”


  “He is an employer, and we will be respectful.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” The bartender grinned, showing metal teeth.


  She finished the beer and walked home through winter rain, not hurrying. Her parka was waterproof, and the streets were covered with mud that had washed down from eroded hillsides. Half the streetlights were out. It would be easy to slip on the badly lit, uneven surface. She hated getting muddy. Even more, she hated looking vulnerable.


  The buildings she passed were concrete and low: row houses for families and barracks for single workers. Graffiti crawled over them, most of it dark and slow moving. Here and there were tags written in more expensive spray that jittered and sparkled. “REVOLUTION NOW,” one said in glowing red letters. “F U, F U, F U,” another said in flashing yellow. The tags wouldn’t last downtown, where the ambiance cops would cover them, but here—


  There were shanties and tents in the supposedly empty lots, mostly hidden by vegetation. You could see them if you knew how to look. Some folks did not like living in barracks, and some didn’t have the money to pay bed-rent.


  She turned a corner next to a lot full of tall, feathery pseudograss. In daylight, it would have been deep green, edged with purple. Now it was as black as the graffiti on the nearest building. In the street ahead, a pack of piglike amphibianoids nosed around a Dumpster. Mostly not dangerous, in spite of their impressive tusks and claws. Ash paused. The matriarch of the pack eyed her for a moment, then grunted and lumbered away. The rest followed, leaving heaps of dung.


  Her place was past the Dumpster: a two-floor row house. A light shone over the door, making it possible for her to see the land scorpion resting on the step. More than anything else, it looked like the ancient sea scorpions of Earth: broad, flat, segmented, and ugly. Instead of swimming paddles, it had many legs. This one was dull green and as long as her foot. Most likely it wasn’t venomous. The toxic species advertised the fact with bright colors. Nonetheless, she stepped on it firmly, hearing the crack of its exoskeleton breaking, then scraped her boot on the edge of the step.


  She unlocked the door and yelled a greeting to the family on the first floor. Bangladeshi. The smell of their curries filled the house; and if she was lucky, they invited her to dinner. Tonight she was too late. Ash climbed the stairs and unlocked another door. Lights came on. Baby, her pet pterosaur, called, “Hungry.”


  She pulled off her boots and put a stick of chow in Baby’s cage. The pterosaur dug in.


  Of course, the animal was not a real pterosaur. Life on Earth and Venus had been evolving separately for hundreds of millions—maybe billions—of years. But it had skin wings stretched over finger bones, a big head, and a small, light body. Pale yellow fuzz covered it, except around its eyes, where its skin was bare and red. A crest of feathers adorned Baby’s head, down at present. When up, the feathers were long and narrow, looking like spines or stiff hairs; and they were bright, iridescent blue.


  Some people—mostly middle-class—used the Latin names for the local life. But people on the hill called them after the Earth life they most resembled.


  “Bored,” the animal said.


  “We’re going into the outback,” Ash said. “Flying, Baby. Hunting. Food.”


  “Fly!” Baby sang. “Hunt! Food!”


  She scratched the pterosaur’s muzzle, which was full of needle teeth. The head crest rose, expanding into a brilliant, semicircular array.


  Venus was surprising, she had learned in school. No one had expected flying animals as intelligent as birds. Famous words, repeated over and over—No one had expected.


  She pulled a beer out of the electric cooler, sat down in the chair next to Baby’s cage, and unfolded her tablet. One tap brought up Arkady’s address. As usual, it was irritating. A glowing red star appeared on her screen. “You have reached the home of Arkady Volkov. He is out at present, making plans for a new revolution, but if you leave a message—”


  “Cut it out, Arkady,” Ash said. “You are down at the local bar, getting pissed.”


  The star was replaced by Arkady: a swarthy man with a thick, black beard and green eyes, surprisingly pale given his skin and hair. “Do not judge others by yourself, Ash. I am sitting at home with a modest glass of wine, trying—once again—to understand the first three chapters of Capital.”


  “Why bother?”


  “Education is always good. The ruling class denies it to workers because it’s dangerous to them. As a rule, one should always do what the ruling class finds dangerous.”


  Easy for him to say, living in Petrograd, where his opinions were tolerated because a ruling class did not officially exist. Even there, most people found his ideas out-of-date. Oh, silly Arkady, he believes the old lies.


  “Did you call to banter?” Arkady asked. “Or to argue politics? In which case I will find something offensive to say about anarchism.”


  “Neither,” Ash said, and told him about the job.


  He looked dubious. “I wasn’t planning to go out in the near future. There are things in Petrograd that need to be dealt with. Do these people pay well?”


  Ash gave him the figure.


  Arkady whistled. “Who are they?”


  “National Geographic. They want to do a story on charismatic megafauna. I want to take them into a real wilderness, where they won’t run into surveyors or test plots or mines.”


  “I will do it,” Arkady said, and lifted his glass of wine to her. “Capitalists have so much money. How many people?”


  She gave details, as she had learned them from Hong Wu.


  “Two vehicles,” Arkady said. “Ural trucks modified for passengers. Rifles. I can provide those. We’ll need two drivers and a cook, all of whom should be good with guns. That means we will have to hire the cook in Petrograd. Your cuisine is better, but your shooting is worse, and most of you do not know how to handle a Pecheneg.”


  In theory, a rifle could take down anything on Venus, but only if the shot was well placed. There were times when the best thing to do was to rip the animal apart, and a Pecheneg could do that. Arkady was fond of them. They were solid and reliable, like the legendary AK-47 and the Ural 6420, the last version of the truck made before the USSR fell. It had been designed for use on Venus as well as in Siberia; and it could go through almost everything.


  “I know someone here in Petrograd who does an excellent borscht—a man could live on borscht and bread—and can make more than adequate Central Asian food. She was in the police force and can both fire a Pecheneg and fieldstrip it.”


  “It’s a deal, then,” said Ash.


  
    —–—
  


  She met the National Geographic team in the Venusport airport. The journalist was as expected: a tall, lean man in a jacket with many pockets. His dark eyes had a thousand-kilometer stare. The videographer was a surprise: a round sphere that rested on four spidery metal legs. Its head was atop a long, flexible neck—a cluster of lenses. “You are Ash Weatherman?” the machine asked in a pleasant contralto voice.


  “Yes.”


  “I am an Autonomous Leica. My model name is AL-26. My personal name is Margaret, in honor of the twentieth-century photographer Margaret Bourke White. You may call me Maggie.” It lifted one of its legs and extruded fingers. Ash shook the cool metal hand.


  “And I am Jasper Khan,” the journalist said, holding out his hand, which was brown and muscular.


  More shaking. This time the hand was warm.


  “Baby,” said Baby.


  “And this is Baby. Don’t try to shake. He nips.”


  “A pseudorhamphorynchus,” Jasper said.


  “Not pseudo,” Baby said.


  “How large is his vocabulary?” Maggie asked.


  “More than five hundred words. He keeps picking up new ones.”


  Maggie bent its neck, peering into the cage. “Say cheese.”


  “Not in vocabulary,” Baby replied, then opened his mouth wide, showing off his needle teeth.


  “Excellent,” said Maggie. A bright light came on, and the Leica extended its—her—long neck farther, curling around the cage, recording Baby from all sides. The pterosaur did not look happy.


  “You will be famous, Baby,” Ash said.


  “Want food.”


  The plane took off on time, rising steeply into the almost-always-present clouds. Ash had a window seat, useless after the clouds closed in. Baby was next to her on the aisle; and the National Geographic team was across the aisle.


  Six hours to Aphrodite Terra. Ash fed a chow stick to Baby. The pterosaur held it in one clawed foot and gnawed. Ash felt her usual comfort in travel and in getting away from Venusport. Petrograd might be retrograde and delusional, the last remnant of a failed idea. But she liked Arkady, and nothing on the planet could beat a Ural 6420.


  She dozed off as the plane flew south and rain streaked her window, then woke when the descent began. A holographic steward came by and warned them to fasten their seat belts. She had never unfastened hers, but she checked the one around Baby’s cage.


  She looked out as the plane dropped below the clouds. Another grid city like Venusport, but smaller, with no tall buildings. A failure, slowly dying according to people on Earth and in Venusport. Cracked, gray runways crossed shaggy native grass.


  They landed with a bump and rolled to a stop in front of the terminal. Ash undid her belt and Baby’s, then stood, feeling stiff.


  Arkady was at the gate. On Earth there was security, which grew more intense as violence grew. Here on Venus, people were less desperate; and it was possible to wait at a gate with an AK-47 over one shoulder. It wasn’t the original version, of course, but a modern replica with some improvements, but not many. It remained as simple and indestructible as a stone ax and as easy to maintain. The best assault weapon ever made, Arkady said.


  Baby opened his wings as far as he could in the cage. “Arky!” he cried.


  The Russian grinned and waved.


  Introductions followed. The two men were wary of each other, in spite of vigorous handshakes and broad smiles. Arkady was warmer toward the robot. “A pleasure,” he said, clasping the extruded fingers. “The Urals are waiting. We can head out at once.”


  “Excellent,” the Autonomous Leica said.


  They picked up the rest of their baggage at the carousel, then went into the rain. The Urals were across the drop-off-pick-up road. Two massive vehicles, each with four sets of wheels. The front truck had a box. The one in back was a flatbed, with a Pecheneg fastened to the bed. A tarp covered it, but Ash knew what it was.


  Arkady escorted Maggie and Jasper to the flatbed, then pointed at the truck in front. Ash climbed into the backseat. The driver made a friendly, grunting sound.


  “This is Boris,” Arkady said as he climbed in. “Irina and Alexandra are in the second truck.”


  The trucks pulled out. Rain beat on the windshield, and wipers flashed back and forth. They bumped out of the airport and along rough, wet streets. Petrograd was around them: low, dreary-looking, concrete buildings, dimmed by the rain.


  Arkady opened a thermos of tea and handed it back to Ash. She took a swallow. Hot and sweet.


  “Do you want to show them anything special?” Arkady asked.


  “They want charismatic megafauna and maybe something else. I keep wondering why they hired me. Do they want to write about Venusian culture as well?”


  “The replica of America on Ishtar Terra, and the remains of the USSR on Aphrodite Terra,” said Arkady in a genial tone. “It might make a good story. At least they did not ask for mostly naked natives. We don’t have any, except in saunas and swimming pools.”


  The city was not large. They were soon out of it and rolling through agricultural land: bright green fields of modified Earth crops. The rain let up though the cloud cover remained. By midafternoon, they reached the forest. The fields ended at a tall wire fence. Beyond were trees. Green, of course. Chlorophyll had evolved only once—on Earth—and been imported to Venus. But the native forest’s green always seemed richer, more intense and varied to her. Purple dotted the ragged foliage of the low bottlebrush trees. The foliage of the far taller lace-leaf trees was veined with yellow, though this was hard to see at a distance.


  The trucks stopped. Arkady climbed down and opened the gate, then closed it after the trucks were through, climbed back into the cab, and flipped on the radio. “Large herbivores can break through the fence and do sometimes,” he told the truck in back. “Fortunately for us, they do not like the taste of Terran vegetation, though they can metabolize it. Unfortunately for us, the only way for them to learn they don’t like our food is to try it.”


  “Ah,” said Jasper.


  “I got images of your opening the gate,” Maggie said. “Bright green fields, dark green trees and you with your AK-47. Very nice.”


  The trucks drove on. The road was two muddy ruts now, edged by an understory of frilly plants. The air coming in her partly open window smelled of Venus: rain, mud, and the native vegetation.


  Animals began to appear: pterosaurs, flapping in the trees, and small reptiloid bipeds in the understory. Now and then, Ash saw a solitary flower, cone-shaped and two meters tall. Most were a vivid orange-yellow. The small flying bugs that pollinated them were not visible at a distance, but she knew they were there in clouds. Now and then Maggie asked for a stop. Ash had her camera out and did some shooting, but the thing she really wanted to capture—the robot—was invisible, except for the lens head, pushed out a window at the end of Maggie’s long, long neck.


  Midway through the afternoon, they came to a river. A small herd of amphibianoids rested on the far shore. They were larger than the street pigs in Venusport, maybe five meters long, their sprawling bodies red and slippery-looking. Their flat heads had bulbous eyes on top—not at the back of the head, where eyes usually were, even on Venus, but in front, close to the nostrils and above the mouths full of sharp teeth.


  Maggie climbed out her window onto the flat bed of the second truck. She braced herself there, next to the Pecheneg, and recorded as the trucks forded the river. The water came up to the trucks’ windows, and the riverbed was rocky, but the trucks kept moving, rocking and jolting. Nothing could beat a Ural!


  “A gutsy robot,” Arkady said.


  Alexandra answered over the radio. “She has four sets of fingers dug into the truck bed, right into the wood. A good thing. I don’t want to fish her out of the river.”


  Ash aimed her camera at the amphibianoids as the animals bellowed and slid into the river, vanishing among waves. Maggie was more interesting, but she still couldn’t get a good view.


  The trucks climbed the now-empty bank and rolled onto the road. The Leica climbed back into the cab. “Not mega, but very nice,” Maggie said over the radio.


  An hour or so later, they reached the first lodge, a massive concrete building set against a low cliff. Vines hung down the cliff, and pterosaurs—a small species covered with white down—fluttered among the vines.


  There was a front yard, protected by a tall fence. Once again, Arkady climbed down and opened the gate. The trucks rolled in. Arkady locked the gate behind them. Boris shut down their truck and grabbed an AK-47, climbing down to join Arkady. They looked around the yard, which was full of low vegetation, mashed in places by previous safaris. Nothing big could hide here, but there were always land scorpions.


  An AK-47 seemed excessive to Ash. Good boots and stomping worked just as well. But the citizens of Petrograd loved their guns; and there was no question that the experience of crushing a land scorpion, especially a big one, was unpleasant.


  Finally, Boris unlocked the lodge’s door, which was metal and so heavy it could be called armored, and went in. She knew what he was doing: turning on the generator, the lights—ah, there they were, shining out the open door—the air, the temp control, the fence.


  Baby shifted in his cage. “Want out. Hunt. Eat.”


  “Soon.”


  “Pterosaur chow is crap,” Baby added.


  She reached a finger through the cage’s bars and rubbed his head. His large eyes closed, and he looked happy.


  Boris came out and waved.


  “All clear,” Arkady called. “The fence is electric and on now. Stay away from it.”


  Ash opened the cage. Baby crawled out and rested for a moment in the open window. Then he flapped out, rising rapidly. The small pterosaurs in the vines shrieked. She felt the brief doubt she always felt when she let Baby go. Would he return?


  “Did it escape?” Jason asked over the radio.


  “He’s going hunting.” Ash climbed down. The air was damp and hot. By the time she reached the lodge, her shirt was wet.


  “I want all the food inside,” Arkady said. “Also all the weapons and any personal belongings you want to preserve. The fence will keep most things out, but it’s not one hundred percent secure.”


  She put the cage down and went back to help unload the trucks. Irina was a broad, boxlike woman, as solid and useful as a Ural. Alexandra was surprisingly slim and elegant, the chef who’d been a cop and could fieldstrip a Pecheneg. She moved like a dancer, and Ash felt a terrible envy. Did women ever stop feeling envy?


  Maggie recorded them as they worked, while Jason took notes on a tablet. Ash felt mildly irritated by this. Couldn’t he help with the boxes? But he was a paying customer and an employee of a famous news source.


  Once they were all inside, Boris shut the door, bringing down a heavy bar.


  “Bathrooms are down the hall,” Arkady said. “Paying customers go first. Dinner will be in an hour.”


  “An hour and a half,” Alexandra said.


  “I am corrected.”


  When she got back from her shower, Ash noticed that the virtual windows were on, showing the yard, lit now by spotlights. Beyond the fence was the dark forest. A hologram fire burned in the fireplace. Wine and a cheese plate were on a table in front of the fire.


  She poured a glass, then went to help Alexandra and Irina with dinner. It was sautéed vegetables and fish from the Petrograd fishponds.


  They ate around the fireplace.


  “Someone has been here,” Boris said, as they ate.


  “It must have been another safari,” Arkady said mildly. “They all have the access code.”


  “I checked. No safaris have been this way since the last time we were here, and the security system has recorded nothing. But I know how I arrange canned goods. They are no longer in alphabetic order. I think it’s the CIA.”


  “What?” asked Jason, and pulled his tablet out.


  “There is a CIA post in the forest,” Arkady said. “They spy on Petrograd, though we’re barely surviving and no danger to the American colony or anyone. We ignore them because we don’t have the resources to confront them. But they are present—and not far from here. Boris might be right. They could have tinkered with the security system. I don’t know who else could have.”


  “Why do you hang on if you are barely surviving?” Jason asked. “The USSR fell, in part because it exhausted itself trying to settle Venus. All the republics have become capitalist states, but you remain here, stubbornly Soviet.”


  “Not all change is good,” Boris said. “And there is more to life than selfishness.”


  “Surely you would do better if you had the assistance of the American colony on Ishtar.”


  Arkady said, “The capitalists on Earth are investing in what interests them, which is not the lives of ordinary people. We in Petrograd are a dream that has failed, or so we are told. Ishtar Terra is a—what can I call it?—a vacation spot, a rare-earth mine, and a place for the rich to flee to if they finally decide that Earth is uninhabitable.”


  “Life in Ishtar Terra is more comfortable than life here,” Jason pointed out.


  “We survive.”


  “Be honest, Arkady,” said the boxlike woman, Irina. “People get tired of shortages and go to Ishtar Terra. It’s a slow but continual drain. In the end, Petrograd will fail.”


  “We don’t know that,” Boris put in. “Even our setbacks are not entirely bad. Our food shortages have brought our rates of heart disease and diabetes down; and our fuel shortages mean we walk more, which is healthy.”


  Irina did not look convinced. Nor did Jason Khan, though Ash could not be sure. He was an oddly opaque man. Maybe she would find out what he was thinking when the article finally came out. At present, the Leica was easier to understand.


  “There,” said Arkady. “You said you wanted charismatic fauna.” He pointed at one of the virtual windows.


  A flock of bipeds moved along the fence, illuminated by the spotlights. They were slender and covered with bright blue down, except for their chests, which were orange-red.


  “The Americans call them robins,” Arkady said. “Notice that they are following the fence, but not touching it. They know it’s dangerous, if we are here, and the spotlights tell them we are here. If this were Earth in the Triassic, those little fellows would be the ancestors of the dinosaurs. But this isn’t Earth. We don’t know what they will become. They’re bright, and they have hands capable of some manipulation. Maybe they will become us in time.”


  A second kind of animal joined the bipeds at the fence. Ten meters long or more, its body was hairless and black. It had a gait like a crocodile’s high walk, and its lifted head was long and reptilian, the mouth full of ragged teeth. The bipeds ran off. The animal nosed the fence once and drew back with a roar.


  “You see,” Arkady said. “Not so bright. It doesn’t have to be. It’s big and nasty. If this were Earth in the Triassic, it would represent the past, a species that will vanish, unable to compete. But this is not Earth.”


  Something pale flew into the spotlights. Baby, Ash realized. The pterosaur flapped low above the pseudosuchus, taunting it. The animal roared and reared up on its hind legs, snapping at Baby and almost getting him. The pterosaur flapped up and over the fence, landing on one of the Urals. The pseudosuchus dropped down on all fours. Most likely Ash was reading in, but it looked frustrated. Baby looked frightened. The little fool. She’d have a talk with him.


  “They are descended from bipeds,” Arkady said. “As a result, their hind legs are longer and stronger than their front legs, and they can—as you see—rear up. They also move more quickly than you would suspect.”


  “I got it,” Maggie said. “But the image won’t be as good as I could have gotten outside.”


  “Go out,” Boris said. “This fence is strong enough to hold.”


  Ash went out with the Nat Geo people. Of course, the pseudosuchus saw—or maybe smelled—them as soon as they went outside. It slammed into the fence and roared, then reared up, grasping the fence with its forepaws and shaking it. That must hurt. More roaring, while Maggie recorded, using a light so brilliant that Ash could see the glitter of the animal’s scales. Ash got a lovely image of the robot and the monster. Light hit from different angles, cast by the lodge’s spots and Maggie, creating areas of glare and shadow. Even in color, the image looked black-and-white.


  Baby flapped to her, settling on her shoulder.


  “Idiot,” she said.


  “Poop on you,” Baby replied.


  The fence bowed under the animal’s weight. Behind them, Arkady said, “I’m not going to turn the current up. That is a protected species.”


  “Come in,” Ash told Jason.


  “The fence is supposed to hold.”


  “Most likely it will,” Arkady said in a comfortable tone. “But if it doesn’t—”


  They piled back inside, and Arkady barred the door. Baby flew to his cage, opened the door and climbed in, pulling the door shut. Ash heard the lock click. The pterosaur huddled, looking thoroughly frightened.


  “You shouldn’t tease the monsters,” Ash said.


  “Poop! Poop!” Baby replied, and pooped on the floor of his cage.


  She would have to clean that up, but not now. Let Baby get over being afraid.


  She glanced at one of the virtual windows. The pseudosuchus was back on all fours, looking thoroughly pissed off. After a moment or two, it moved off. It was clear from the way it moved that its forefeet were injured.


  “Not bright,” Arkady said. “But a top predator. They do not need to be bright, as the history of America has shown.”


  “I’d like help in the kitchen,” Alexandra put in.


  Ash gathered glasses and followed Alexandra out of the room. The kitchen had a dishwasher from Venusport. Everything went in. Alexandra set the controls and turned the machine on.


  “What is Venusport like?” Irina asked.


  “Unjust,” Ash replied. “Run from Earth for the benefit of mining companies and tourists and the rich.”


  “That sounds like a manifesto, not a report,” Alexandra said. “What is life like for you? Do you have enough to eat? Can you buy glittery toys?”


  Ash hesitated, then answered. “I have enough to eat. I can buy some toys. Hell, I make most of my living producing images of glittery toys.”


  “We see broadcasts from Ishtar Terra,” Irina said. “Life there looks more attractive than life in Petrograd.”


  “Are you thinking of bailing out?” Ash asked.


  “Maybe,” Alexandra said. “I would like glittery toys.”


  Irina shook her head. “I don’t think so. I have family and a lover, who is like Arkady. She believes in Petrograd.”


  Once the counters were wiped down, Ash went back into the living room. Jason and Arkady were lounging in chairs by the fire. Maggie had retracted her legs and neck and head, becoming a large, featureless, silver ball in front of the hologram flames. Red light played over her surface.


  Baby was sitting on top of his cage, eating a stick of chow.


  “You found nothing to eat?” Ash asked.


  “Caught small pterosaur. Ate it. Still hungry.”


  She settled in a chair. There was a new bottle on the table, surrounded by fresh glasses. One of Petrograd’s scary brandies. Ash poured and tasted. This one was raspberry. It burned in her mouth and down her throat, ending as a warm glow in her gut. “Where’s Boris?” she asked.


  “Looking around the lodge. He’s still worried about his canned goods.”


  “He really arranged them alphabetically?”


  Arkady nodded. “He is both compulsive and paranoid. But an excellent safari driver and a good drinking companion. A man as obsessed as he is needs ways to relax. He never drinks while driving, in case you are wondering.”


  Ash eased back in her chair, feeling content. Brandy, a fire, Baby chewing on chow, the prospect of charismatic megafauna and gigantic flowers. Life was good.


  Jason had his tablet out, his fingers dancing over the screen. She still didn’t know what he was reporting on. Venusian wildlife? Petrograd? The American colony? Whichever it was, the pay was good, and she got a break from the glittery toys that Irina and Alexandra envied.


  She should not judge them. She had the toys, or at least the toy makers, as clients. It was easy for her to feel indifferent to them.


  Boris came into the room, holding a land scorpion, one hand behind the animal’s head, the other on its tail. It was alive and twisting in his grip, trying to find a way to bite him or pinch him with its large front claws.


  “Shit,” said Arkady. “How did that get in?”


  “I told you someone had been here.” Boris stopped and displayed the creature to them. Jason looked horrified. Maggie, who must have been listening, extruded her head and neck. In a smooth motion, she rose on her legs, and the cluster of lenses she had instead of a face turned toward Boris.


  The scorpion was about half a meter long, wide, flat, shiny, dark purple, and still twisting in Boris’s grip. The mouth, with mandibles and fangs, was in continuous motion. Ash felt a little queasy. Damn! The things were ugly! She was pretty certain this species was poisonous. Arkady would know.


  “Get me a pair of shears,” Boris said.


  Ash went to the kitchen, where Irina and Alexandra were still talking. “We have a problem. I need shears.”


  Alexandra found them. Ash took them to Boris.


  He knelt carefully and placed the animal on the floor, holding it with one hand. With the other hand, he took the shears and cut the scorpion’s head off, then stood quickly. The many-legged body thrashed around, and the head jittered on the floor, its mandibles still opening and closing.


  “It was under the bed in the room that Jason picked as his bedroom,” Boris said.


  “What is it?” Jason asked in a tone of terror.


  “One of the many species of land scorpion,” Arkady said. “Many have poisonous bites. This species would not kill you, but it would make you sick.”


  Boris took one of the glasses on the table and used it to scoop the head up. “The body is not toxic. The fangs and the venom glands are in the head. Keep the rest as a souvenir, if you want.”


  “I have dramatic images,” Maggie said. “That is sufficient. Our viewers will be horrified and disgusted.”


  “How did it get in?” Arkady asked again.


  “I want to take a closer look at the head,” Boris said, and went into the kitchen.


  Alexandra and Irina were in the living room by now, watching the twisting, scrabbling, headless body with interest.


  “Edible?” Baby asked.


  “Wait,” said Ash.


  “Hungry,” Baby complained.


  “Have another stick of chow.”


  “Not tasty.”


  “Life is hard,” Ash told him.


  “Do not understand.”


  “Eat your chow.”


  The scorpion’s body was slowing down though it still thrashed.


  “I hate drama,” Alexandra said.


  “That is why you are a chef now, rather than a cop,” Arkady told her.


  “Yes, but it doesn’t explain why I work for you.”


  “Money,” Arkady said.


  Boris came back, carrying the scorpion’s head on a cutting board. He set the board on the table and Maggie leaned down to record it. He’d cut the head open. Some kind of dark matter, the brain most likely, was inside. In the middle of it was a tiny silver bead. Barely visible silver wires radiated out from it.


  “Most likely it is a nano machine,” Boris said. “It was injected into the circulatory system and migrated to the brain, then built itself. The animal has become an organic robot. It was planted on us as a spy.”


  Ash felt queasy. She had no trouble with ordinary robots, such as Maggie, who was recording the split-open head. But the idea of taking a living being and turning it into a robot bothered her. Even cockroaches, which had come to Venus with humans, deserved their own lives. The technology used to enslave bugs could be modified for other animals or humans, though that was illegal, of course.


  “How did you know to look for it?” Arkady asked Boris.


  “I looked at the security recordings. It was there though only in glimpses. I don’t think there are any more.”


  “My images are excellent,” Maggie said. “This will add drama to our story.”


  “Is it the CIA?” asked Jason.


  “I believe so,” Boris answered. “We live in their shadow.”


  “Well, if Boris thinks there are no more, we can enjoy the rest of the evening,” Arkady put in.


  “Can Baby eat the body?” Ash asked.


  “No,” said Boris. “We don’t know what else might be in it. I’ll toss it in the garbage.”


  “Sorry,” Baby said.


  Boris carried the head and body out. Ash drank more raspberry brandy.


  “We grow the raspberries in greenhouses, along with other fruit,” Arkady said. “Our crops may fail but we always have brandy.”


  Nothing more happened that evening or night. Ash slept badly, waking from time to time to listen for the rustling sound of a scorpion. She turned on the lights once but saw nothing except Baby sleeping in his cage.


  The next morning, they drove on. The rain stopped, and rays of sunlight broke through the cloud cover, lighting patches of the forest. There were lots of cone-shaped flowers. A group of large herbivores fed on one. Similar animals on Ishtar Terra were called forest cattle though they didn’t seem especially cowlike to her, being larger than any cow she had ever seen, even in images from Earth, and green. A crest of hair went along their backs, and their large mouths had four big tusks. There were half a dozen of them around the bright red flower, ripping into it. Petals coated their muzzles and dripped from their mouths like blood.


  Boris braked.


  “Look to the right,” Arkady said to the radio. “More megafauna.”


  “I would not call them charismatic,” Jason replied over the radio.


  “They are two meters high at the shoulder, and they can be dangerous,” Arkady said. “If you don’t believe so, I can let you off here.”


  “No,” said Maggie. “I need Jason.”


  The trucks moved on. Ash had been on this route before, a loop that went from fortified lodge to fortified lodge, till it returned to Petrograd and dinner at one of several luxury hotels. A hospitality firm based in Venusport had built them and ran them, making sure that the tourists had a reliably luxurious experience.


  “This is National Geographic,” she said to Arkady. “Can’t you show them something different?”


  “We are thinking about that. But not today.”


  She set down her camera and drank tea. As usual, it was strong and sweet. She felt tired because of a bad night’s sleep but mostly good. Baby was next to her in his cage, hunched up, his eyes closed. Was there anything cuter than a sleeping pterosaur?


  There were more pterosaurs flapping in the trees, and bipeds scurrying through the undergrowth. Early in the afternoon, the clouds broke apart, and rays of sunlight slanted into the forest. A herd of forest cattle—twenty or more—crossed the track in front of them, forcing them to stop and wait till the loutish herbivores finally moved on. But they saw no large predators.


  “Apex predators are always rare,” Arkady said when Jason complained. “And this is not Earth in the Jurassic.”


  They reached the next lodge late in the afternoon. It was a concrete pillbox, surrounded by a high fence. Alexandra and Irina did the check this time, stepping on several small land scorpions. There was something lonely about the two women, stalking through knee-high vegetation. They both carried rifles but used them only for poking among the leaves. Beyond the fence was the forest, darkening as daylight faded and denser clouds moved in. Ash took photos, as did Maggie.


  They went inside finally and Boris did another search. “My cans are in order,” he announced. “And I have found no scorpions.”


  They unloaded the trucks and Alexandra made dinner. This time it was a pilaf and a mixture of spinach and chickpeas.


  “Home food,” said Arkady happily.


  Heavy rain began to fall outside. Ash watched it through one of the virtual windows. It shone like a silver curtain in the lodge’s spotlights. The low plants around the lodge bent under the weight of water, and a gusty wind made them flutter. Arkady got out plum brandy this time.


  Jason looked unhappy. Maggie recorded the lodge’s interior, and Ash took shots of the Leica, head tilted and lenses shining in the false firelight. She had the impression that Maggie was perfectly content, in spite of the lack of drama.


  “Want outside,” Baby said.


  “The weather is bad,” Ash replied.


  The pterosaur hunched down, looking as unhappy as Jason.


  Of course, the journalist wanted something exciting to happen. Ash was content to sit by the false fire and drink fruit brandy. What she liked about the outback was its strangeness, its inhumanity. Was that the right word? Being in a place without imported plants and animals, where people didn’t fit in though they had made roads—a few, at least—and built lodges. Maybe what she liked about Arkady was his line of work. This was his turf. As much as anyone, he knew Aphrodite Terra.


  In some ways, Venus was lucky. Earth did not have the resources to really settle the planet. The USSR had destroyed itself trying to win the Venus Race. The US had largely given up, in part because it no longer had a rival and in part because the problems on Earth kept getting worse. Venus provided some raw materials—not many; the shipping costs were ridiculous—and it was a tourist destination. Some people retired to the gated communities near Venusport. Others bought beachside condos against the time that Earth was no longer habitable. But most of the planet remained empty of humanity.


  The next day, they moved on. The ground was rising and getting stonier, and the trees were all short, with big, drooping leaves. Small animals moved in the branches and the undergrowth. Midway through the afternoon, their truck turned off the rutted track into forest, mashing low plants and avoiding trees. The second truck followed.


  “What?” asked Ash.


  “We are going to show National Geographic a good time,” Arkady said. “As you asked us to.”


  “And make a point,” Boris added.


  “Do you mind telling me what?” Ash asked.


  “In good time,” Arkady replied. “I’m tired of Jason’s complaining about our fauna. It reminds me of other safaris I have led, full of rich tourists who want dinosaurs. I tell them that Venusian fauna is similar to fauna on Earth, but not identical, and we are not in the Jurassic. I’ve had the bastards ask for money back because we couldn’t show them an allosaurus. I wanted to feed them to a pseudosuchus, which might not impress them but could certainly eat them.”


  Arkady was usually even-tempered, but he sounded angry now. Well, she got angry at some of her work. The fashion shoots could be fairly awful.


  They crunched through more undergrowth. There were rocks here, making the driving chancy: outcroppings of a creamy yellow stone.


  “Limestone,” Arkady said. “This used to be underwater. There ought to be good fossils, though Jason does not strike me as a fossil man.”


  “I’m not one,” Boris said, guiding the truck between two good-sized chunks of stone. A pair of pterosaurs rested on top of one. They were big, with impressive crests.


  “Stop!” said Ash.


  Boris did. She photographed the animals, which looked damn fine, their crests like orange sails.


  “Don’t like,” Baby muttered. Of course not. These guys were big enough to eat him. They would if given the chance. The pterosaurs were not cannibals, but they happily ate related species, as humans once ate monkeys when there were monkeys in the wild.


  They went on, coming finally to another track, this one much less used than the one they had been following. Boris turned onto it.


  “I don’t remember this,” Ash said.


  “It’s good country,” Arkady said. “Interesting. But the damn, gutless executive committee has decided the area is off-limits.”


  “Are you breaking rules?” Ash asked.


  “Yes. This is the perfect time to explore, with a National Geographic videographer along.”


  “And with the CIA putting poisonous spies in our lodge,” Boris growled.


  Ash had a bad feeling. But Arkady ran the most reputable tours on the continent.


  They bumped among more outcropping of cream-yellow rock.


  “This looks right,” Boris said, glancing at his GPS, which was in Cyrillic. Ash could not read it.


  “For what?” she asked.


  “An impact crater,” said Arkady. “Or something else.”


  Boris hit the brakes.


  Next to the road was a low wall made of yellow limestone. It curved gently, apparently part of a huge circle. The section in front of them had been dug out. Heaps of dirt lay in front of it. Off to either side, the soil had not been excavated, and the wall was a mound, covered with low plants and vines.


  “I wasn’t expecting the excavation,” Arkady said. “I suppose we have the CIA to thank.”


  “Who built this?” Ash asked.


  “Not us,” Arkady replied. “And not the CIA. It shows up in early satellite surveys, along with three other circles, all in this area and all arranged in a broad arc. One circle is broken, only half there. The rest are complete. None has been investigated. In theory, they are impact craters from a body that broke apart before it hit.


  “Remember that our colony was run from Earth. The apparatchiks in Moscow said exploration could wait. This wasn’t a scientific settlement. It was military and economic. By the time we were ready to look around, the CIA was in the area. The government decided to leave them alone. We didn’t have the power to confront the Americans.”


  They all climbed out and walked to the wall. It looked to be made of the same stone as the outcroppings. But it was a single piece, as far as Ash could tell, and the surface was slick. Ash ran her hand along it. As smooth as glass. When she pulled her hand away, she saw blood. The edge of the wall was knife-sharp.


  “Here,” said Arkady, and handed her a red handkerchief.


  “What’s that for?” Ash asked. “The revolution?”


  “At the moment, it’s for your hand. Use it.”


  Ash wrapped the handkerchief around the bleeding fingers. Maggie was recording her, she noticed.


  The wall—the part aboveground at least—was more than a meter high, too tall to sit on comfortably, if one was human, and too tall to step over comfortably.


  “Amazing,” Jason said. “If humans did not build this, then it is proof of intelligent life on Venus.”


  “There isn’t any,” Ash put in. “The brightest things on the planet are animals like Baby. He’s bright, but he doesn’t build walls.”


  “It can’t possibly be natural,” Jason said.


  “I agree,” Arkady replied. “I also agree with Ash. I do not think this was built by anything native to Venus.”


  Maggie was panning, making a record of the entire length of the wall.


  In back of them, a voice asked, “Who the hell are you?”


  Ash turned, as did the others. A soldier in full body armor stood in the road between the two trucks. He was carrying a terrifying-looking, very-high-tech rifle. Ash saw that first, then she noticed that he was standing above the road, his boots not touching the surface.


  “You are a hologram,” Boris said.


  “Yes. But there are gun emplacements all around you. Take a look.”


  Ash did. Red lights, sighting lasers, shone on top of neighboring rocks. As far as she could tell, they were aimed at her.


  “If you doubt me, I can melt something,” the hologram said. “Your robot.”


  “She is autonomous,” Jason replied quickly. “A citizen of the United States and an employee of National Geographic.”


  “Shit,” said the hologram. “Stay put. I have to consult. If you move, the guns will fire.” The soldier vanished.


  “Are you still recording?” Jason asked Maggie.


  “Yes, and I’m uploading my images to the nearest comsat. This place is about to become famous.”


  “That will make life uncomfortable for the CIA,” said Arkady in a tone of satisfaction.


  “And the useless Petrograd executive committee,” Boris added.


  “And for us,” Ash put in. “You have just pissed off the most dangerous organization in the solar system.”


  The hologram reappeared. “I have backup coming. Stay where you are. I’ve been informed that your robot is emitting radio signals. Stop that!”


  “Very well,” Maggie said. She didn’t add that it was too late.


  They waited, staying where they were, even though a fine rain began to fall. Inside the truck cab, Baby squawked for food.


  “Later,” Ash called.


  “Hungry!”


  At last, a car appeared, bumping down the track. It stopped, and a pair of men climbed out, dressed entirely in black, with shiny black boots. They wore computer glasses with opaque lenses and dark, thick frames.


  “Who are you?” one asked.


  “Arkady Volkov Wildlife Tours,” Arkady said.


  “National Geographic,” Jason added.


  “Ashley Weatherman Fashion Art,” Ash put in.


  “Shit,” the man said, then added, “Follow us, and don’t try anything funny. There are guns in the forest. Any trouble, and they will melt your trucks.”


  They climbed into the trucks. Arkady handed Ash a first-aid kit, and she sprayed a bandage on her fingers. The antiseptic in it made the cuts sting. Venusian microbes did not usually infect humans, but there were Earth microbes spreading across the planet, and some of them were nasty.


  The car turned and went back the way it had come. The trucks followed. As they began to move, Ash looked back. The hologram soldier was still in the middle of the road, rifle in hand, watching. Then the second truck rolled through him, and he was gone.


  “I apologize,” Arkady said. “I thought we could look at one crater and get out safely, with a few images that might—I hoped—endanger the CIA’s control of this region.”


  “Were you expecting to find an alien artifact?” Ash asked.


  “The longer we looked at the craters the more suspicious they have looked,” Boris said. “We were looking at the CIA, of course. We would not have examined the satellite images so closely otherwise.”


  Ash leaned back and drank more tea. Next to her, Baby gnawed on a chow stick. Of course she was worried, but she couldn’t imagine the CIA taking out National Geographic. Even monsters had their limits.


  The rain grew heavier. Looking out, Ash saw a group of fire scorpions resting on a tree trunk, sheltered by foliage. They weren’t large, but their exoskeletons were bright red, a warning of serious poison.


  “I don’t think I will draw Maggie’s attention to them,” Arkady said. “The CIA might not want us on the radio. A pity. They look handsome, and they are very poisonous. Tourists always enjoy deadly animals.”


  A half hour later, they reached a cliff made of the same yellow stone as the outcroppings. It rose above the forest, running as far as she could see in both directions. The road ended in front of it. The car stopped, and they stopped as well. Everyone climbed down.


  “Leave the rifles in the trucks,” one of the men said. “And you can leave that thing too.” He waved at Baby in his cage.


  “He gets lonely,” Ash said.


  One man went ahead of them, opening a door in the cliff face. It looked human-made, but Ash was less sure of the opening it closed. Rectangular, very tall and narrow, it didn’t look like the kind of doorway humans would cut. They filed through, followed by the second man, who closed the door and locked it. Inside was a corridor, as tall and narrow and rectangular as the opening. Lights were stuck along the walls. These were clearly human. As for the corridor itself—the stone was polished and as slick as glass. There were fossils in it. Ash made out shells, gleaming behind the glossy surface, as well as long things that might be worms or crinoids, though this world did not have crinoids. If she’d had another life to live, she would have been a biologist or paleontologist, though she had a low tolerance for the finicky work required of both. Maybe it was a better idea to shoot fashion models and megafauna.


  Baby muttered in his cage.


  The corridor ended in another narrow doorway, this one without a door. Beyond it was a rectangular room with polished-stone walls. Like the hall, it was narrow and tall. It contained a table and chairs, all 3-D-printed. Ash recognized the style. Human Office Modern.


  “Okay,” said one of the men. He took off his glasses, showing pale blue eyes with dark, puffy skin below them. “What is this about? We have a deal with the executive committee of the Petrograd Soviet.” He looked at the other man, who still wore glasses. “Mike, get coffee, will you?”


  “Sure,” Mike answered. “Don’t say anything exciting till I get back.” The voice was contralto.


  Ash took another look. Mike was either a woman or an FTM, though it was well hidden by the boxy suit and heavy-rimmed computer glasses. Not that it mattered. A female CIA agent was as dangerous as a male.


  Mike left, and they sat down. Arkady and Boris looked grim. Irina and Alexandra looked worried. The Nat Geo journalist had an expression that combined fear and excitement. Maggie’s gleaming lens face revealed nothing.


  “Who built this?” Arkady asked.


  “We don’t know,” the man replied. “We found it.”


  “Are there artifacts?” Arkady asked.


  “Aside from the circles and these tunnels? Nothing we have found.”


  “This is a site of systemwide historical importance,” Boris said. “Evidence that someone, not human, was on Venus before we came. You sat in it, keeping the people of Petrograd—and the scientists on Venus and Earth—from investigating. Not to mention the tourists we could have brought in, improving our economy.”


  “It meant we didn’t have to set up camp in the forest,” the man said. “It’s dry in here, and there’s a lot less animal life—or was, till recently. Believe me, this place isn’t interesting. Just corridors and rooms, going a long way back into the cliff. All empty, except for the debris left by animals. Bones and dry leaves and dried-out feces.”


  Mike came back with a tray, carafe, and coffee cups. He or she poured coffee. There was a slight chill in the room, and it was pleasant to hold the warm cup and sip the hot coffee. Ash’s cut fingers still stung a little.


  “The question is, what will we do with you?” the first man said.


  “National Geographic will be concerned if we vanish,” Jason said. He sounded anxious.


  “Accidents happen in the outback,” Mike said in his or her high voice.


  “I was recording and uploading my images, until your hologram told me to stop,” Maggie put in. “The material went to the nearest comsat, which belongs—I believe—to Petrograd. I assume the comsat sent it on to our office in Venusport. The message was encrypted to prevent piracy. But our office can decode it. They will have done so by now.”


  “They know about the circle,” Jason added. “And the robot you put in the lodge.”


  “What robot?” the man asked.


  “The bug. The scorpion. It had wires.”


  Mike was leaning against a wall, cup in hand. The nameless man looked over, frowning.


  “Not ours,” Mike said. “Petrograd must be spying on itself.”


  Baby stirred in his cage. Ash reached a finger to scratch him and—in the same movement—undid the lock on the door. No one seemed to notice except Baby, who looked interested and alert.


  She wondered about ventilation and ways to escape, looked around and saw a rectangle cut in the stone of one wall just below the ceiling. It was long and narrow with vertical bars made of the same stone as the wall. As she watched, a pair of antennae poked out between two of the bars. The animal followed. A scorpion, of course. The pale gray body suggested it was a cave scorpion, as did the lack of obvious eyes.


  She watched as its front legs scrabbled to get a grip on the slick stone. It failed and fell, landing with an audible “tock.” The nameless man spun in his chair, then was up and stamping the scorpion over and over. It wasn’t even that big, Ash thought. No more than twenty centimeters.


  The man remained bent over for several moments. “Oh God, I hate them.”


  “They are carrion eaters,” Arkady said. “Living off the debris of pterosaur colonies that nest on cliffs and in shallow caves. Their bite does little harm to humans.”


  “I hate them,” the man repeated.


  “He has a phobia,” Mike said. “Cave scorpions don’t bother me.”


  The nameless agent straightened up. “The tunnels connect with caves. The damn things have discovered they can live off us. They’re all over.”


  “But hardly a serious problem,” Arkady said.


  “We also have fire scorpions,” Mike put in.


  The nameless agent twitched at the name. Mike smiled slightly. Ash had the impression he enjoyed his colleague’s fear.


  “That is a problem,” Boris said. “But you shouldn’t have them. They live in the forest, not in caves.”


  “They’ve bred with the cave scorpions,” the nameless man said. His voice sounded constricted, as if fear had robbed him of breath.


  “They can’t have,” Arkady said. “They are different species, living in different environments.”


  The two men exchanged glances and were silent.


  After a moment, Boris said harshly, “You were not satisfied with robot scorpions. You have played with DNA and created a new species in violation of numerous laws.”


  “Not the laws on Earth,” Mike said.


  “You are on Venus,” Boris pointed out. “And in Petrograd.”


  “I don’t think we need to talk about this.”


  “Yes, we do,” Arkady replied. “And not just here. You are in very serious violation of several treaties. Venus and Earth need to know about this.”


  The nameless agent pulled out a handgun, aiming it at Arkady. The gun was shaking. Ash could see that clearly. The gun, the shaking hand, the room, the other people were all unnaturally sharp and clear.


  “Go,” she said to Baby. The pterosaur was out in a moment, flapping onto the agent’s head and clawing. The gun went off with a loud—very loud—sound. Arkady dove at the man, taking him down. The gun spun across the floor, away from Arkady and the nameless agent.


  “Stop that,” Mike said.


  Ash looked toward him. His coffee cup lay on the yellow floor, in the middle of a brown pool of coffee, and he had a gun out, pointing it at Arkady.


  Never mix with the CIA. But it was too late for that warning.


  “No,” said Alexandra. Ash was trying not to move, but she could see the ex-cop from the corner of her eye. The woman had a gun, held steadily and pointed at Mike. This was ridiculous.


  “Get the damn animal off Brian,” Mike said.


  The nameless agent was on the floor, Arkady lying across him, and Baby still on his head, biting and clawing.


  “Stop,” Ash called. “You can stop now, Baby.”


  The pterosaur flapped back to his cage, settling on top and folding his downy wings.


  “This is stupid,” Mike said. “I’m not going to shoot anyone in here, and I hope to God this lovely lady is not going to shoot me. You guys look like idiots on the floor. Get up.”


  The two men did. Arkady looked rumpled, which was his usual condition. Blood ran down the face of the nameless agent. He wiped it with one hand, making a smear.


  “We’re pulling out,” Mike added. “Petrograd knows this.”


  “Why?” asked Boris.


  “Why do they know? We told them.”


  “Why are you pulling out?”


  “The scorpions. The things are deadly, and Brian’s right. They’re all over.”


  “Am I right?” Boris said. “Did you create them?”


  Mike was silent.


  “They must have wanted something that could live in sewers and the crawl spaces of buildings,” Arkady put in. “And that was toxic. It sounds like a weapon that could be used against Petrograd.”


  “They are telling us too much,” Boris said. “They must be planning to kill us.”


  “Not while I hold this gun,” Alexandra said.


  “We’re pulling out, as I told you,” Mike said. “And there is no proof that we made the scorpions or intended to use them for anything. You Soviets are way too paranoid.”


  “How many people are left here?” Arkady asked.


  “Dozens,” said the agent named Brian.


  “Don’t be a fool. We saw no one coming in, and no one has responded to the sound of gunfire. Either you are alone, or your colleagues are not close.”


  “Three,” Mike answered. “They’re in the back rooms, destroying the equipment. When they’re done, we’ll take the last VTL.”


  Boris pulled a roll of duct tape from his vest. He tossed it to Arkady. “Tape them up.”


  “No,” said Brian. “What if more scorpions come?”


  “Too bad,” Boris said.


  The man bolted for the room’s doorway. Baby flapped onto him, clawing and shrieking, “Bad! Bad!”


  Brian stumbled. Boxlike Irina grabbed his arm and pulled him around, then drove a fist into the man’s midsection. He bent over, coughing, and collapsed onto his knees. Fortunately, because Ash hated vomit, he did not throw up.


  “That’s some punch,” Mike said in his or her pleasant voice.


  “She used to be a stevedore,” Arkady said. “Now I will tape you up, and you will hope that none of your new, mutant scorpions arrive.”


  “I’m not phobic,” Mike replied. “And I’m not going to shoot it out with you. We don’t know what these walls are made of, but you can’t scratch them. Anything that hits them is going to bounce off.” He put his gun on the table. “We’ve been lucky so far. The last ricochet didn’t hit anyone. I think the bullet went out the door. There’s no reason to think we’ll be lucky a second time.”


  Arkady and Irina taped the two men while Alexandra kept her gun leveled.


  “Are you recording?” Arkady asked after they were done.


  “Yes,” Maggie said. “But I’m having trouble with my radio signal here. As soon as we are outside, I will send the photos to Venusport.”


  Arkady set a knife on the table next to Mike’s gun. “It will cut the tape,” he said to Mike. “Even if your comrades don’t come looking for you, you’ll be able to get free.”


  “That may be a mistake,” Boris said.


  Arkady nodded. “We all make them. Let’s get out of here.”


  They left the room and retraced their way through the mazelike stone corridors. No one appeared though they did encounter a scorpion, crawling over the floor. It was dirty pink with tiny eyes, thirty centimeters long and the ugliest land scorpion Ash had ever seen. Boris stepped on it hard, crushing its exoskeleton. The many legs kept scrabbling, and the mandibles twitched back and forth, but the animal’s body could not move. It was broken. “This is why we wear tall boots,” he said.


  They found the trucks where they had left them. Rain still fell heavily.


  “I can send the recordings now,” Maggie said.


  “Do it,” Jason said. “I am going to write an exposé that will rip those guys apart. They were ready to kill us.”


  They ran for the trucks, climbed in, and pulled out, going along the track away from the ruins.


  Ash could feel her heart beating rapidly. Her mouth was dry, and she was shaking. Fear fighting with amazement. She had been inside ruins built by aliens, and she had escaped from the CIA. What a day!


  Baby was in his cage, shivering and repeating “bad, bad” over and over in a quiet voice.


  “Okay,” Ash said after her heart slowed down. “What was that about?”


  Arkady leaned forward and checked the truck radio, which was off. “We knew the CIA was here and that they had some kind of agreement with the Petrograd executive committee. We knew about the circles. And we had this.” He handed her a tablet. On the screen was a piece of sculpture, deeply worn and barely recognizable as a person. It had two arms and two legs, all long and thin, the legs together and the arms folded across the chest. The person’s torso was short and wide, its neck long and narrow, its head wedge-shaped.


  “This might be expressive distortion,” Arkady said. “Or it might be an alien. It is only ten centimeters long. It was found in the outback in the early days of settlement, and it ended in the Petrograd Museum. The curators thought it was fake. It remained in the collection but was never investigated.”


  “We learned about it and put it together with the circles,” Boris said. “Do you have any idea how much money Petrograd could make from tourism if we had authentic alien ruins?”


  “Who are you?” Ash asked.


  “People who want to embarrass the executive committee,” Arkady said. “Can you imagine what Lenin would have said about that collection of petty bureaucrats? Now National Geographic will publish its exclusive. With luck, there will be a huge stink. The Petrograd Soviet will decide to remove the executive committee, and the CIA will be so embarrassed that it will leave Aphrodite Terra.”


  “That’s too much to hope,” Boris growled.


  “Maybe,” Arkady replied. “In any case, we couldn’t pass up the chance. The entire solar system pays attention to the National Geographic.”


  “What about the bug in the lodge?” Ash asked. “Mike said it wasn’t one of theirs.”


  “It was CIA, but they didn’t put it in the lodge. Some of our farm workers found it crawling in the fields, heading toward Petrograd, and sent for the police. They captured it. I brought it with us,” Boris said. “We wanted Nat Geo to see what we had to put up with. Poisonous robot spies! They are a crime against nature and peaceful coexistence!”


  The truck was bumping over the rough road, among dripping trees, while rain beat on the windows. Looking back, she saw the other truck, dim in the rain.


  “I feel as if everything has been fake,” she told the two men. “You set up the robot scorpion and you set up discovering the circle.”


  Arkady said, “The circles are real, and they are not impact craters, though we don’t know what they are. Ball courts? Fishponds? Temples?


  “And the tunnels are real. We didn’t know about them, but now they will be famous.”


  Boris added, “Those idiots on the executive committee were so afraid that they let the CIA camp on a site of systemwide historical importance. We have been slowly dying when we could have made a fortune from tourism. Why would anyone go to Venusport when they can come here and see alien ruins?” He was silent for a moment, then added, “We’ll have to get rid of their damn pink scorpions. That won’t be easy. And then take a serious look. Who knows what may be in the caves and circles? More statues like the one in the museum? Maybe even a skeleton?”


  “Who are you guys?” Ash asked.


  Arkady laughed. “I am myself. Arkady Volkov of Volkov Tours. Boris is a part-time employee.”


  “What else does he do?”


  “I’m an analyst for the political police,” Boris replied. “But my hours have been cut because of the Soviet’s cash flow problems—which we would not have if we had more tourists.”


  “Or if the executive committee stopped listening to American economists,” Arkady added.


  “I don’t want a lecture on economics,” Boris said. “I needed a second job. Arkady gave me one.”


  “And Irina and Alexandra?” Ash asked.


  “Ordinary working people,” Arkady said.


  “Could the CIA really have been stupid enough to create a new kind of scorpion?” Ash asked.


  “Remember that no one has ever gone broke by underestimating the intelligence of Americans,” Arkady said.


  “This seems way too Byzantine,” Ash added.


  Boris gave a rasping laugh. “Arkady’s ancestors came from some damn place in Central Asia. But I am Russian, and Russians are the heirs of Byzantium.”


  They made it back to the pillbox lodge at nightfall. Arkady and Boris checked the parking space with flashlights and called all clear. They went in through the rain.


  Arkady turned on the fire, as the rest of them pulled off their wet jackets and hung them up to dry.


  “I’ll start dinner,” Alexandra told them. “Irina, will you help?”


  The ex-cop and the ex-stevedore went into the kitchen. Ash sat down in front of the fire, Baby’s cage on the floor next to her. Baby climbed on top of the cage. “Hungry.”


  She found a piece of chow and gave it to him.


  “Hunt,” he said.


  “Not now.”


  Jason and Maggie joined her, the journalist settling into a chair, the Leica standing on her four silver legs, her long neck stretched out, head turning as she made another recording.


  “I think we can call the trip successful,” Jason said. “We have discovered the first evidence of intelligent aliens, and I have a dramatic story about fighting the CIA.”


  “I suspect the CIA part of the story will vanish,” Arkady said. “But you will have the alien ruins.”


  “I’ll fight for the entire story,” Jason said. “It’s outrageous that we were threatened by our own government.”


  “We’ll go back to Petrograd,” Arkady said. “I will show you a piece of sculpture at the museum, and you might be interested in talking to the Soviet’s executive committee. Ask them what they were thinking to let the CIA perch in the most important piece of archeology in the solar system. God knows what kind of damage they might have done! War—overt or covert—is not good for art or history.”


  Boris set a bottle of fruit brandy on the table, along with four glasses. “I’ll go back. I have worked as an exterminator. I want to know what’s in the tunnels and the caves, aside from vermin; and I will enjoy getting rid of those damn pink scorpions.”


  After dinner, in her bedroom, Ash considered the journey. She was a little buzzed from alcohol and shaky from adrenaline. But nothing was happening now. She could finally think.


  The circles and tunnels could not have been faked. She was less certain about the figurine. It didn’t have the glassy surface of the stone in the circle and the tunnels; and even if the government in Moscow hadn’t been interested in science, it would have been interested in an alien figurine. That had to have some kind of propaganda value. Unless they were afraid of it. Would fear have made them put it in a museum and forget it?


  It would be easy to fake something as small as the figurine. Arkady said it was in the Petrograd Museum, but he could have brought it with him, planning to plant it near the circle for Jason to find. That and the toxic scorpion in the lodge would have given National Geographic its big story. With luck, the story would have forced the CIA out and brought down the executive committee.


  She could imagine Arkady learning who the client was and hurriedly putting together an elaborate con. Never trust a Leninist entirely. And she could imagine him as completely honest. As far as she knew, he always had been.


  Well, if the figurine was fake, that would be discovered, probably quickly.


  But the ruins had to be real. She lay there, her light still on, considering the possibility that humanity was not alone. Where were the aliens now? In the solar system? Or had they moved on? And what difference would knowledge of them make to Earth, shambling toward destruction? Or to Venus, tied to Earth and maybe unable to survive on its own? Ash had no idea. But the world—the two worlds—had suddenly become more interesting and full of possibility.


  “Turn light off,” said Baby, hunched in his cage. “Sleep.”


  THE END


  Note: Our Venus rotates backward compared to most planets in the solar system, and its day is longer than its year. The current theory is it was dinged by something big early in the development of the system. The ding turned it backward and slowed its rotation. In my alternative history, this ding did not happen. My Venus rotates forward and has a day about as long as that of Earth or Mars. This rotation gives it a magnetic field, which our Venus does not have. The field prevents—at least in part—the development of the planet’s current toxic greenhouse atmosphere. In addition, there was a ding that didn’t happen in our history, at least as far as we know. A body—possibly two—hit Earth after life had developed there, then went on to hit Venus, depositing Earth microbes. As a result, my Venus has blue-green algae, and this over time gave it an atmosphere comparable to Earth. The similarity of Venusian life to life on Earth is due to the shared genetic history.


  The history of Earth is the same as in our time line, until Soviet probes discover that Venus is habitable. Then a serious space race begins. The cost of the race helps to destroy the Soviet Union and helps to distract the United States from dealing with global warming.


  As you may have noticed, the Pecheneg machine gun was never used. Chekhov was wrong. You can put a gun on the wall in the first act and never use it.
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  1.


  TODAY’S THUMP WAS OVERDUE. JONAH WONDERED IF IT MIGHT not come at all.


  Just like last Thorday when—at the Old Clock’s midmorning chime—farmers all across the bubble habitat clambered up pinyon vines or crouched low in expectation of the regular, daily throb—a pulse and quake that hammered up your foot soles and made all the bubble boundaries shake. Only Thorday’s thump never came. The chime was followed by silence and a creepy letdown feeling. And Jonah’s mother lit a candle, hoping to avert bad luck.


  Early last spring, there had been almost a whole week without any thumps. Five days in a row, with no rain of detritus, shaken loose from the Upper World, tumbling down here to the ocean bottom. And two smaller gaps the previous year.


  Apparently, today would be yet another hiatus . . .


  Whomp!


  Delayed, the thump came hard, shaking the moist ground beneath Jonah’s feet. He glanced with concern toward the bubble boundary, more than two hundred meters away—a membrane of ancient, translucent volcanic stone, separating the paddies and pinyon forest from black, crushing waters just outside. The barrier vibrated, an unpleasant, scraping sound.


  This time, especially, it caused Jonah’s teeth to grind.


  “They used to sing, you know,” commented the complacent old woman who worked at a nearby freeboard loom, nodding as gnarled fingers darted among the strands, weaving ropy cloth. Her hands did not shake though the nearby grove of thick vines did, quivering much worse than after any normal thump.


  “I’m sorry, grandmother.” Jonah reached out to a nearby bole of twisted cables that dangled from the bubble habitat’s high-arching roof, where shining glowleaves provided the settlement’s light.


  “Who used to sing?”


  “The walls, silly boy. The bubble walls. Thumps used to come exactly on time, according to the Old Clock. Though every year we would shorten the main wheel by the same amount, taking thirteen seconds off the length of a day. Aftershakes always arrived from the same direction, you could depend on it! And the bubble sang to us.”


  “It sang . . . you mean like that awful groan?” Jonah poked a finger in one ear, as if to pry out the fading reverberation. He peered into the nearby forest of thick trunks and vines, listening for signs of breakage. Of disaster.


  “Not at all! It was musical. Comforting. Especially after a miscarriage. Back then, a woman would lose over half of her quickenings. Not like today, when more babies are born alive than warped or misshapen or dead. Your generation has it lucky! And it’s said things were even worse in olden days. The Founders were fortunate to get any living replacements at all! Several times, our population dropped dangerously.” She shook her head, then smiled. “Oh . . . but the music! After every midmorning thump you could face the bubble walls and relish it. That music helped us women bear our heavy burden.”


  “Yes, grandmother, I’m sure it was lovely,” Jonah replied, keeping a respectful voice as he tugged on the nearest pinyon to test its strength, then clambered upward, hooking long, unwebbed toes into the braided vines, rising high enough to look around. None of the other men or boys could climb as well.


  Several nearby boles appeared to have torn loose their mooring suckers from the domelike roof. Five . . . no six of them . . . teetered, lost their final grip-holds, then tumbled, their luminous tops crashing into the rice lagoon, setting off eruptions of sparks . . . or else onto the work sheds where Panalina and her mechanics could be heard, shouting in dismay. It’s a bad one, Jonah thought. Already the hab bubble seemed dimmer. If many more pinyons fell, the clan might dwell in semidarkness, or even go hungry.


  “Oh, it was beautiful, all right,” the old woman continued, blithely ignoring any ruckus. “Of course in my grandmother’s day, the thumps weren’t just regular and perfectly timed. They came in pairs! And it is said that long before—in her grandmother’s grandmother’s time, when a day lasted so long that it spanned several sleep periods—thumps used to arrive in clusters of four or five! How things must’ve shook back then! But always from the same direction, and exactly at the midmorning chime.”


  She sighed, implying that Jonah and all the younger folk were making too much fuss. You call this a thump shock?


  “Of course,” she admitted, “the bubbles were younger then. More flexible, I suppose. Eventually, some misplaced thump is gonna end us all.”


  Jonah took a chance—he was in enough trouble already without offending the Oldest Female, who had undergone thirty-four pregnancies and still had six living womb-fruit—four of them precious females.


  But grandmother seemed in a good mood, distracted by memories . . .


  Jonah took off, clambering higher till he could reach with his left hand for one of the independent dangle vines that sometimes laced the gaps between pinyons. With his right hand he flicked with his belt knife, severing the dangler a meter or so below his knees. Sheathing the blade and taking a deep breath, he launched off, swinging across an open space in the forest . . . and finally alighting along a second giant bole. It shook from his impact and Jonah worried. If this one was weakened, and I’m the reason that it falls, I could be in for real punishment. Not just grandma-tending duty!


  A “rascal’s” reputation might have been harmless, when Jonah was younger. But now, the mothers were pondering what Tairee Dome might have to pay, in dowry, for some other bubble colony to take him. A boy known to be unruly might not get any offers, at any marriage price . . . and a man without a wife-sponsor led a marginal existence.


  But honestly, this last time wasn’t my fault! How am I supposed to make an improved pump without filling something with high-pressure water? All right, the kitchen rice cooker was a poor choice. But it has a gauge and everything . . . or, it used to.


  After quivering far too long, the great vine held. With a brief sense of relief, he scrambled around to the other side. There was no convenient dangler, this time, but another pinyon towered fairly close. Jonah flexed his legs, prepared, and launched himself across the gap, hurtling with open arms, alighting with shock and painful clumsiness. He didn’t wait though, scurrying to the other side—where there was another dangle vine, well positioned for a wide-spanning swing.


  This time he couldn’t help himself while hurtling across open space, giving vent to a yell of exhilaration.


  Two swings and four leaps later, he was right next to the bubble’s edge, reaching out to stroke the nearest patch of ancient, vitrified stone, in a place where no one would see him break taboo. Pushing at the transparent barrier, Jonah felt deep ocean pressure shoving back. The texture felt rough-ribbed, uneven. Sliver flakes rubbed off, dusting his hand.


  “Of course, bubbles were younger then,” the old woman said. “More flexible.”


  Jonah had to wrap a length of dangle vine around his left wrist and clutch the pinyon with his toes, in order to lean far out and bring his face right up against the bubble—it sucked heat into bottomless cold—using his right hand and arm to cup around his face and peer into the blackness outside. Adapting vision gradually revealed the stony walls of Cleopatra Canyon, the narrow-deep canyon where humanity had come to take shelter so very long ago. Fleeing the Coss invaders. Before the life spans of many grandmothers.


  Several strings of globelike habitats lay parallel along the canyon bottom, like pearls on a necklace, each of them surrounded by a froth of smaller bubbles . . . though fewer of the little ones than there were in olden times, and none anymore in the most useful sizes. It was said that, way back at the time of the Founding, there used to be faint illumination overhead, filtering downward from the surface and demarking night from day: light that came from the mythological god-thing that old books called the sun, so fierce that it could penetrate both dense, poisonous clouds and the ever-growing ocean.


  But that was way back in a long-ago past, when the sea had not yet burgeoned so, filling canyons, becoming a dark and mighty deep. Now the only gifts that fell from above were clots of detritus that men gathered to feed algae ponds. Debris that got stranger every year.


  These days the canyon walls could only be seen by light from the bubbles themselves, by their pinyon glow within. Jonah turned slowly left to right, counting and naming those farm enclaves he could see. Amtor . . . Leininger . . . Chown . . . Kuttner . . . Okumo . . . each one a clan with traditions and styles all their own. Each one possibly the place where Tairee tribe might sell him in a marriage pact. A mere boy and good riddance. Good at numbers and letters. A bit skilled with his hands, but notoriously absentminded, prone to staring at nothing, and occasionally putting action to rascally thoughts.


  He kept tallying: Brakutt . . . Lewis . . . Atari . . . Napeer . . . Aldrin . . . what?


  Jonah blinked. What was happening to Aldrin? And the bubble just beyond it. Both Aldrin and Bezo were still quivering. He could make out few details at this range through the milky, pitted membrane. But one of the two was rippling and convulsing, the glimmer of its pinyon forest shaking back and forth as the giant boles swayed . . . then collapsed!


  The other distant habitat seemed to be inflating. Or so Jonah thought at first. Rubbing his eyes and pressing even closer, as Bezo habitat grew bigger . . .


  . . . or else it was rising! Jonah could not believe what he saw. Torn loose, somehow, from the ocean floor, the entire bubble was moving. Upward. And as Bezo ascended, its flattened bottom now reshaped itself as farms and homes and lagoons tumbled together into the base of the accelerating globe. With its pinyons still mostly in place, Bezo Colony continued glowing as it climbed upward.


  Aghast, and yet compelled to look, Jonah watched until the glimmer that had been Bezo finally vanished in blackness, accelerating toward the poison surface of Venus.


  Then, without warning or mercy, habitat Aldrin imploded.


  2.


  “I WAS BORN IN BEZO, YOU KNOW.”


  Jonah turned to see Enoch leaning on his rake, staring south along the canyon wall, toward a gaping crater where that ill-fated settlement bubble used to squat. Distant glimmers of glow lamps flickered over there as crews prowled along the Aldrin debris field, sifting for salvage. But that was a job for mechanics and senior workers. Meanwhile, the algae ponds and pinyons must be fed, so Jonah also found himself outside, in coveralls that stank and fogged from his own breath and many generations of previous wearers, helping to gather the week’s harvest of organic detritus.


  Jonah responded in the same dialect Enoch had used. Click-Talk. The only way to converse, when both of you are deep underwater.


  “Come on,” he urged his older friend, a recent, marriage-price immigrant to Tairee Bubble. “All of that is behind you. A male should never look back. We do as we are told.”


  Enoch shrugged—broad shoulders making his stiff coveralls scrunch around the helmet, fashioned from an old foam bubble of a size no longer found in these parts. Enoch’s phlegmatic resignation was an adaptive skill that served him well, as he was married to Jonah’s cousin, Jezzy, an especially strong-willed young woman, bent on exerting authority and not above threatening her new husband with casting-out.


  I can hope for someone gentle, when I’m sent to live beside a stranger in a strange dome.


  Jonah resumed raking up newly fallen organic stuff—mostly ropy bits of vegetation that lay limp and pressure-crushed after their long tumble to the bottom. In recent decades, there had also been detritus of another kind. Shells that had holes in them for legs and heads. And skeleton fragments from slinky creatures that must have—when living—stretched as long as Jonah was tall! Much more complicated than the mud worms that kept burrowing closer to the domes of late. More like the fabled snakes or fish that featured in tales from Old Earth.


  Panalina’s dad—old Scholar Wu—kept a collection of skyfalls in the little museum by Tairee’s eastern arc, neatly labeled specimens dating back at least ten grandmother cycles, to the era when light and heat still came down along with debris from above—a claim that Jonah still deemed mystical. Perhaps just a legend, like Old Earth.


  “These samples . . . do you see how they are getting more complicated, Jonah?” So explained old man Wu as he traced patterns of veins in a recently gathered seaweed. “And do you make out what’s embedded here? Bits of creatures living on or within the plant. And there! Does that resemble a bite mark? The outlines of where teeth tore into this vegetation? Could that act of devouring be what sent it tumbling down to us?”


  Jonah pondered what it all might mean while raking up dross and piling it onto the sledge, still imagining the size of a jaw that could have torn such a path through tough, fibrous weed. And everything was pressure-shrunk down here!


  “How can anything live up at the surface?” He recalled asking Wu, who was said to have read every book that existed in the Cleopatra Canyon colonies, most of them two or three times. “Did not the founders say the sky was thick with poison?”


  “With carbon dioxide and sulfuric acid, yes. I have shown you how we use pinyon leaves to separate out those two substances, both of which have uses in the workshop. One we exhale—”


  “And the other burns! Yet, in small amounts it smells sweet.”


  “That is because the Founders, in their wisdom, put sym-bi-ants in our blood. Creatures that help us deal with pressure and gases that would kill folks who still live on enslaved Earth.”


  Jonah didn’t like to envision tiny animals coursing through his body even if they did him good. Each year, a dozen kids throughout the bubble colonies were chosen to study such useful things—biological things. A smaller number chose the field that interested Jonah, where even fewer were allowed to specialize.


  “But the blood creatures can only help us down here, where the pinyons supply us with breathable air. Not up top, where poisons are so thick.” Jonah gestured skyward. “Is that why none of the Risers have ever returned?”


  Once every year or two, the canyon colonies lost a person to the hell that awaited above. Most often because of a buoyancy accident; a broken tether or boot-ballast sent some hapless soul plummeting upward. Another common cause was suicide. And—more rarely—it happened for another reason, one the mothers commanded that no one might discuss, or even mention. A forbidden reason.


  Only now, after the sudden rise of Bezo Bubble and a thousand human inhabitants, followed by the Aldrin implosion, little else was on anyone’s mind.


  “Even if you survive the rapid change in pressure . . . one breath up there and your lungs would be scorched as if by flame,” old Scholar Wu had answered yesterday. “That is why the Founders seeded living creatures a bit higher than us, but beneath the protective therm-o-cline layer that keeps most of the poison out of our abyss . . .”


  The old man paused, fondling a strange, multijawed skeleton. “It seems that life—some kind of life—has found a way to flourish near that barrier. So much so that I have begun to wonder—”


  A sharp voice roused him.


  “Jonah!”


  This time it was Enoch, reminding him to concentrate on work. A good reason to work in pairs. He got busy with the rake. Mother was pregnant again, along with aunts Leor and Sosun. It always made them cranky with tension, as the fetuses took their time, deciding whether to go or stay—and if they stayed, whether to come out healthy or as warped ruins. No, it would not do to return from this salvage outing with only half a load!


  So he and Enoch forged farther afield, hauling the sledge to another spot where high ocean currents often dumped interesting things after colliding with the canyon walls. The algae ponds and pinyons needed fresh supplies of organic matter. Especially in recent decades, after the old volcanic vents dried up.


  The Book of Exile says we came down here to use the vents, way back when the sea was hot and new. A shallow refuge for free humans to hide from the Coss, while comets fell in regular rhythm, thumping Venus to life. Drowning her fever and stirring her veins.


  Jonah had only a vague notion what “comets” were—great balls drifting through vast emptiness, till godlike beings with magical powers flung them down upon this planet. Balls of ice, like the pale blue slush that formed on the cool, downstream sides of boulders in a fast, underwater current. About as big as Cleopatra Canyon was wide, that’s what books said about a comet.


  Jonah gazed at the towering cliff walls, enclosing all the world he ever knew. Comets were so vast! Yet they had been striking Venus daily, since centuries before colonists came, immense, precreation icebergs, pelting the sister world of Old Earth. Perhaps several million of them by now, herded first by human civilization and later by Coss Masters, who adopted the project as their own—one so ambitious as to be nearly inconceivable.


  So much ice. So much water. Building higher and higher till it has to fill the sky, even the poison skies of Venus. So much that it fills all of creatio—


  “Jonah, watch out!”


  Enoch’s shouted warning made him crouch and spin about. Or Jonah tried to, in the clumsy coveralls, raising clouds of muck stirred by heavy, shuffling boots. “Wha—? What is it?”


  “Above you! Heads up!”


  Tilting back was strenuous, especially in a hurry. The foggy faceplate didn’t help. Only now Jonah glimpsed something overhead, shadowy and huge, looming fast out of the black.


  “Run!”


  He required no urging. Heart pounding in terror, Jonah pumped his legs for all they were worth, barely lifting weighted shoes to shuffle-skip with long strides toward the nearby canyon wall, sensing and then back-glimpsing a massive, sinuous shape that plummeted toward him out of the abyssal sky. By dim light from a distant habitat dome, the monstrous shape turned languidly, following his dash for safety, swooping in to close the distance fast! Over his right shoulder, Jonah glimpsed a gaping mouth and rows of huge, glistening teeth. A sinuous body from some nightmare.


  I’m not gonna make it. The canyon wall was just too far.


  Jonah skidded to a stop, raising plumes of bottom muck. Swiveling into a crouch and half moaning with fear, he lifted his only weapon—a rake meant for gathering organic junk from the seafloor. He brandished it crosswise, hoping to stymie the wide jaw that now careened out of dimness, framed by four glistening eyes. Like some ancient storybook dragon, stooping for prey. No protection, the rake was more a gesture of defiance.


  Come on, monster.


  A decent plan, on the spur of the moment.


  It didn’t work.


  It didn’t have to.


  The rake shattered, along with several ivory teeth as the giant maw plunged around Jonah, crashing into the surrounding mud, trapping him . . . but never closing, nor biting or chewing. Having braced for all those things, he stood there in a tense hunker as tremors shook the canyon bottom, closer and more spread out than the daily thump. It had to be more of the sinuous monster, colliding with surrounding muck—a long, long leviathan!


  A final ground quiver, then silence. Some creakings. Then more silence.


  And darkness. Enveloped, surrounded by the titan’s mouth, Jonah at first saw nothing . . . then a few faint glimmers. Pinyon light from nearby Monsat Bubble habitat. Streaming in through holes. Holes in the gigantic head. Holes that gradually opened wider as ocean-bottom pressure wreaked havoc on flesh meant for much higher waters.


  Then the smell hit Jonah.


  An odor of death.


  Of course. Such a creature would never dive this deep of its own accord. Instead of being pursued by a ravenous monster, Jonah must have run along the same downdraft conveying a corpse to its grave. An intersection and collision that might seem hilarious someday, when he told the story as an old grandpa, assuming his luck held. Right now, he felt sore, bruised, angry, embarrassed . . . and concerned about the vanishing supply in his meager air bubble.


  With his belt knife, Jonah began probing and cutting a path out of the trap. He had another reason to hurry. If he had to be rescued by others, there would be no claiming this flesh for Tairee, for his clan and family. For his dowry and husband price.


  Concerned clicks told him Enoch was nearby and one promising gap in the monster’s cheek suddenly gave way to the handle of a rake. Soon they both were tearing at it, sawing tough membranes, tossing aside clots of shriveling muscle and skin. His bubble helmet might keep out the salt sea, but pungent aromas were another matter. Finally, with Enoch tugging helpfully on one arm, Jonah squeezed out and stumbled several steps before falling to his knees, coughing.


  “Here come others,” said his friend. And Jonah lifted his gaze, spying men in bottom suits and helmets, hurrying this way, brandishing glow bulbs and makeshift weapons. Behind them he glimpsed one of the cargo subs—a string of midsized bubbles, pushed by hand-crank propellers—catching up fast.


  “Help me get up . . . on top,” he urged Enoch, who bore some of his weight as he stood. Together, they sought a route onto the massive head. There was danger in this moment. Without clear ownership, fighting might break out among salvage crews from different domes, as happened a generation ago, over the last hot vent on the floor of Cleopatra Canyon. Only after several dozen men were dead had the grandmothers made peace. But if Tairee held a firm claim to this corpse, then rules of gift-generosity would parcel out shares to every dome, with only a largest-best allotment to Tairee. Peace and honor now depended on his speed. But the monster’s cranium was steep, crumbly, and slick.


  Frustrated and almost out of time, Jonah decided to take a chance. He slashed at the ropy cables binding his soft overalls to the weighted clogs that kept him firmly on the ocean bottom. Suddenly buoyant, he began to sense the Fell Tug . . . the pull toward heaven, toward doom. The same tug that had yanked Bezo Colony, a few days ago, sending that bubble habitat and all of its inhabitants plummeting skyward.


  Enoch understood the gamble. Gripping Jonah’s arm, he stuffed his rake and knife and hatchet into Jonah’s belt. Anything convenient. So far, so good. The net force seemed to be slightly downward. Jonah nodded at his friend, and jumped.


  3.


  THE MARRIAGE PARTY MADE ITS WAY TOWARD TAIREE BUBBLE’S dock, shuffling along to beating tambourines. Youngsters—gaily decked in rice flowers and pinyon garlands—danced alongside the newlyweds. Although many of the children wore masks or makeup to disguise minor birth defects, they seemed light of spirit.


  They were the only ones.


  Some adults tried their best, chanting and shouting at all the right places. Especially several dozen refugees—Tairee’s allocated share of threadbare escapees from the ruin of Cixin and Sadoul settlements—who cheered with the fervid eagerness of people desperately trying for acceptance in their new home rather than mere sufferance. As for other guests from unaffected domes? Most appeared to have come only for free food. These now crowded near the dock, eager to depart as soon as the nuptial sub was on its way.


  Not that Jonah could blame them. Most people preferred staying close to home ever since the thumps started going all crazy, setting off a chain of tragedies, tearing at the old, placid ways.


  And today’s thump is already overdue, he thought. In fact, there hadn’t been a ground-shaking comet strike in close to a month. Such a gap would have been unnerving, just a year or two ago. Now, given how awful some recent impacts had been, any respite was welcome.


  A time of chaos. Few see good omens even in a new marriage.


  Jonah glanced at his bride, come to collect him from Laussane Bubble, all the way at the far northern outlet of Cleopatra Canyon. Taller than average, with a clear complexion and strong carriage, she had good hips and only a slight mutant mottling on the back of her scalp, where the hair grew in a wild, discolored corkscrew. An easily overlooked defect, like Jonah’s lack of toe webbing, or the way he would sneeze or yawn uncontrollably whenever the air pressure changed too fast. No one jettisoned a child over such inconsequentials.


  Though you can be exiled forever from all you ever knew if you’re born with the genetic defect of maleness. Jonah could not help scanning the workshops and dorms, the pinyons and paddies of Tairee, wondering if he would see this place—his birth bubble—ever again. Perhaps, if the grandmothers of Laussane trusted him with errands. Or next time Tairee hosted a festival—if his new wife chose to take him along.


  He had barely met Petri Smoth before this day, having spoken just a few words with her over the years, at various craft-and-seed fairs, hosted by some of the largest domes. During last year’s festival, held in ill-fated Aldrin Bubble, she had asked him a few pointed questions about some tinkered gimmicks he had on display. In fact, now that he looked back on it, her tone and expression must have been . . . evaluating. Weighing his answers with this possible outcome in mind. It just never occurred to Jonah, at the time, that he was impressing a girl enough to choose him as a mate.


  I thought she was interested in my improved ballast-transfer valve.


  And maybe . . . in a way . . . she was.


  Or, at least, in Jonah’s mechanical abilities. Panalina had suggested that explanation yesterday, while helping Jonah prepare his dowry—an old cargo truck that he had purchased with his prize winnings for claiming the dead sea serpent—a long-discarded submersible freighter that he had spent the last year reconditioning. A hopeless wreck, some called it, but no longer.


  “Well, it’s functional, I’ll give you that,” the Master Mechanic of Tairee Bubble had decreed last night, after going over the vessel from stem to stern, checking everything from hand-wound anchor tethers and stone keel weights to the bench where several pairs of burly men might labor at a long crank, turning a propeller to drive the boat forward. She thumped extra storage bubbles, turning stopcocks to sniff at the hissing, pressurized air. Then Panalina tested levers that would let seawater into those tanks, if need be, keeping the sub weighed down on the bottom, safe from falling into the deadly sky.


  “It’ll do,” she finally decreed, to Jonah’s relief. This could help him begin married life on a good note. Not every boy got to present his new bride with a whole submarine!


  Jonah had acquired the old relic months before people realized just how valuable each truck might be, even junkers like this one—for rescue and escape—as a chain of calamities disrupted the canyon settlements. His repairs hadn’t been completed in time to help evacuate more families from cracked and doomed Cixin or Sadoul Bubbles, and he felt bad about that. Still, with Panalina’s ruling of seaworthiness, this vehicle would help make Petri Smoth a woman of substance in the hierarchy at Laussane, and prove Jonah a real asset to his wife.


  Only . . . what happens when so many bubbles fail that the others can’t take refugees anymore?


  Already there was talk of sealing Tairee against outsiders, even evacuees, and concentrating on total self-reliance.


  Some spoke of arming the colony’s subs for war.


  “These older hull bubbles were thicker and heavier,” Panalina commented, patting the nearest bulkhead, the first of three ancient, translucent spheres that had been fused together into a short chain, like a trio of pearls on a string. “They fell out of favor, maybe four or five mother generations ago. You’ll need to pay six big fellows in order to crank a full load of trade goods. That won’t leave you much profit on cargo.”


  Good old Panalina, always talking as if everything would soon be normal again, as if the barter network was likely to ever be the same. With streaks of gray in her hair, the artificer claimed to be sixty years old but was certainly younger. The grandmothers let her get away with the fib, and what would normally be criminal neglect, leaving her womb fallow most of the time, with only two still-living heirs, and both of those boys.


  “Still.” Panalina looked around and thumped the hull one last time. “He’s a sturdy little boat. You know, there was talk among the mothers about refusing to let you take him away from Tairee. The Smoths had to promise half a ton of crushed grapes in return, and to take in one of the Sadoul families. Still, I think it’s you they mostly want.”


  Jonah had puzzled over that cryptic remark after Panalina left, then all during the brew-swilled bachelor party, suffering crude jokes and ribbing from the married men, and later during a fretful sleep shift, as he tossed and turned with prewedding jitters. During the ceremony itself, Mother had been gracious and warm—not her typical mien, but a side of her that Jonah felt he would surely miss. Though he knew that an underlying source of her cheerfulness was simple—one less male mouth to feed.


  It had made Jonah reflect, even during the wrist-binding part of the ceremony, on something old Scholar Wu said recently.


  The balance of the sexes may change, if it really comes down to war. Breeders could start to seem less valuable than fighters.


  In the docklock, Jonah found that his little truck had been decked with flowers, and all three of the spheres gleamed, where they had been polished above the waterline. The gesture warmed Jonah’s heart. There was even a freshly painted name, arcing just above the propeller.


  Bird of Tairee.


  Well. Mother had always loved stories about those prehistoric creatures of Old Earth who flew through a sky that was immeasurably vast and sweet.


  “I thought you were going to name it after me,” Petri commented in a low voice, without breaking her gracious smile.


  “I shall do that, ladylove. Just after we dock in Laussane.”


  “Well . . . perhaps not just after,” she commented, and Jonah’s right buttock took a sharp-nailed pinch. He managed not to jump or visibly react. But clearly, his new wife did not intend wasting time once they were home.


  Home. He would have to redefine the word, in his mind.


  Still, as Jonah checked the final loading of luggage, gifts, and passengers, he glanced at the fantail one last time, picturing there a name that he really wanted to give the little vessel.


  Renewed Hope.


  4.


  THEY WERE UNDER WAY, HAVING TRAVELED MORE THAN HALF of the distance to Laussane Bubble, when a thump struck at the wrong time—at the worst possible time—shaking the little sub truck like a rattle.


  The blow came hard and late. So late that everyone at the wedding had simply written off any chance of one today. Folks assumed that at least another work-and-sleep cycle would pass without a comet fall. Already this was the longest gap in memory. Perhaps (some murmured) the age of thumps had come to an end, as prophesied long ago. After the disaster that befell Aldrin and Bezo two months ago, it was a wish now shared by all.


  Up until that very moment, the nuptial voyage had been placid, enjoyable, even for tense newlyweds.


  Jonah was at the tiller up front, gazing ahead through a patch of hull bubble that had been polished on both sides, making it clear enough to see through. Hoping that he looked like a stalwart, fierce-eyed seaman, he gripped the rudder ropes that steered Bird of Tairee though the sub’s propeller lay still and powerless. For this voyage, the old truck was being hauled as a trailer behind a larger, sleeker, and more modern Laussanite sub, where a team of twelve burly men sweated and tugged in perfect rhythm, turning their drive-shaft crank.


  Petri stood beside her new husband, while passengers chattered in the second compartment behind them. As bubble colonies drifted past, she gestured at each of the gleaming domes and spoke of womanly matters, like the politics of trade and diplomacy, or the personalities and traditions of each settlement. Which goods and food items they excelled at producing, or needed. Their rates of mutation and successful child-raising. Or how well each habitat was managing its genetic diversity . . . and her tone changed a bit at that point, as if suddenly aware how the topic bore upon them both. For this marriage match had been judged by the Laussane mothers on that basis, above all others.


  “Of course I had final say, the final choice,” she told Jonah, and it warmed him that Petri felt a need to explain.


  “Anyway, there is a project I’ve been working on,” she continued in a lower voice. “With a few others in Laussane and Landis Bubbles. Younger folks, mostly. And we can use a good mechanic like you.”


  Like me? So I was chosen for that reason?


  Jonah felt put off and tensed a bit when Petri put an arm around his waist. But she leaned up and whispered in his ear.


  “I think you’ll like what we’re up to. It’s something just right for a rascal.”


  The word surprised him and he almost turned to stare. But her arm was tight and Petri’s breath was still in his ear. So Jonah chose to keep his features steady, unmoved. Perhaps sensing his stiff reaction, Petri let go. She slid around to face him with her back resting against the transparent patch, leaning against the window.


  Clever girl, he thought. It was the direction he had to look, in order to watch the Pride of Laussane’s rudder, up ahead, matching his tiller to that of the larger sub. Now he could not avert his eyes from her, using boyish reticence as an excuse.


  Petri’s oval face was a bit wide, as were her eyes. The classic Laussane chin cleft was barely noticeable, though her mutant patch—the whorl of wild hair—was visible as a reflection behind her, on the bubble’s curved, inner surface. Her wedding garment, sleek and formfitting, revealed enough to prove her fitness to bear and nurse . . . plus a little more. And Jonah wondered—when am I supposed to let the sight of her affect me? Arouse me? Too soon and he might seem brutish, in need of tight reins. Too late or too little, and his bride might feel insulted.


  And fretting over it will make me an impotent fool. Deliberately, Jonah calmed himself, allowing some pleasure to creep in, at the sight of her. A seed of anticipation grew . . . as he knew she wanted.


  “What project are you talking about? Something involving trucks?” He offered a guess. “Something the mothers may not care for? Something suited to a . . . to a . . .”


  He glanced over his shoulder, past the open hatch leading to the middle bubble, containing a jumble of cargo—wedding gifts and Jonah’s hope chest, plus luggage for Laussane dignitaries who rode in comfort aboard the bigger submersible ahead. Here, a dozen lower-caste passengers sat or lay atop the stacks and piles—some of Petri’s younger cousins, plus a family of evacuees from doomed Sadoul Dome, sent to relieve Tairee’s overcrowded refugee encampment, as part of the complex marriage deal.


  Perhaps it would be best to hold off this conversation until a time and place with fewer ears around, to pick up stray sonic reflections. Perhaps delaying it for wife-and-husband pillow talk—the one and only kind of privacy that could be relied upon in the colonies. He looked forward again, raising one eyebrow, and Petri clearly got his meaning. Still, in a lower voice, she finished Jonah’s sentence.


  “To a rascal, yes. In fact, your reputation as a young fellow always coming up with bothersome questions helped me bargain well for you. Did you intend it that way, I wonder? For you to wind up only sought by one like me, who would value such attributes? If so, clever boy.”


  Jonah decided to keep silent, letting Petri give him credit for cunning he never had. After a moment, she shrugged with a smile, then continued in a voice that was nearly inaudible.


  “But in fact, our small bunch of conspirators and connivers were inspired by yet another rascal. The one we have foremost in our minds was a fellow named . . . Melvil.”


  Jonah had been about to ask about the mysterious “we.” But mention of that particular name stopped him short. He blinked hard—two, three times—striving not to flinch or otherwise react. It took him several tries to speak, barely mouthing the words.


  “You’re talking about . . . Theodora Canyon?”


  A place of legend. And Petri’s eyes now conveyed many things. Approval of his quickness . . . overlain upon an evident grimness of purpose. A willingness—even eagerness—to take risks and adapt in chaotic times, finding a path forward, even if it meant following a folktale. All of that was apparent in Petri’s visage. Though clearly, Jonah was expected to say more.


  “I’ve heard . . . one hears rumors . . . that there was a map to what Melvil found . . . another canyon filled with Gift-of-Venus bubbles like those the Founders discovered here in Cleopatra Canyon. But the mothers forbade any discussion or return voyages, and—” Jonah slowed down when he realized he was babbling. “And so, after Melvil fled his punishment, they hid the map away . . .”


  “I’ve been promised a copy,” Petri confided, evidently weighing his reaction, “once we’re ready to set out.”


  Jonah couldn’t help himself. He turned around again to check the next compartment, where several smaller children were chasing one another up and down the luggage piles, making a ruckus and almost tipping over a crate of Panalina’s smithy tools, consigned for transshipment to Gollancz Dome. Beyond, through a second hatchway to the final chamber, where sweating rowers would normally sit, lay stacked bags of exported Tairee rice. The refugee family and several of Petri’s subadult cousins lounged back there, talking idly, keeping apart from the raucous children.


  Jonah looked back at his bride, still keeping his voice low.


  “You’re kidding! So there truly was a boy named Melvil? Who stole a sub and—”


  “—for a month and a week and a day and an hour,” Petri finished for him. “Then returned with tales of a far-off canyon filled with gleaming bubbles of all sizes, a vast foam of hollow, volcanic globes, left over from this world’s creation, never touched by human hands. Bubbles just as raw and virginal as our ancestors found, when they first arrived down here beneath a newborn ocean, seeking refuge far below the poison sky.”


  Much of what she said was from the Founders’ Catechism, retaining its rhythm and flowery tone. Clearly, it amused Petri to quote modified scripture while speaking admiringly of an infamous rebel; Jonah could tell as much from her wry expression. But poetry—and especially irony—had always escaped Jonah, and she might as well get used to that husbandly lack, right now.


  “So . . . this is about . . . finding new homes?”


  “Perhaps, if things keep getting worse here in Cleo Abyss, shouldn’t we have options? Oh, we’re selling it as an expedition to harvest fresh bubbles, all the sizes that have grown scarce hereabouts, useful for helmets and cooking and chemistry. But we’ll also check out any big ones. Maybe they’re holding up better in Theodora than they are here. Because, at the rate things are going—” Petri shook her head. And, looking downward, her expression leaked just a bit, losing some of its tough, determined veneer, giving way to plainly visible worry.


  She knows things. Information that the mothers won’t tell mere men. And she’s afraid.


  Strangely, that moment of vulnerability touched Jonah’s heart, thawing a patch that he had never realized was chill. For the first time, he felt drawn . . . compelled to reach out. Not sexually. But to comfort, to hold . . .


  That was when the thump struck—harder than Jonah would have believed possible.


  Concussion slammed the little submarine over, halfway onto its port side, and set the ancient bubble hull ringing. Petri hurtled into him, tearing the rudder straps from his hands as they tumbled together backward, caroming off the open hatch between compartments, then rolling forward again as Bird of Tairee heaved.


  With the sliver of his brain that still functioned, Jonah wondered if there had been a collision. But the Laussanite ship was bobbing and rocking some distance ahead, still tethered to the Bird, and nothing else was closer than a bubble habitat, at least two hundred meters away. Jonah caught sight of all this while landing against the window patch up front, with Petri squished between. This time, as the Bird lurched again, he managed to grab a stanchion and hold on, while gripping her waist with his other arm. Petri’s breath came in wheezing gasps, and now there was no attempt to mask her terror.


  “What? What was . . .”


  Jonah swallowed, bracing himself against another rocking sway that almost tore her from his grasp.


  “A thump! Do you hear the low tone? But they’re never this late!”


  He didn’t have breath to add: I’ve never felt one outside a dome before. No one ventures into water during late morning, when comets always used to fall. And now Jonah knew why. His ears rang and hurt like crazy.


  All this time he had been counting. Thump vibrations came in sequence. One tone passed through rock by compression, arriving many seconds before the slower transverse waves. He had once even read one of Scholar Wu’s books about that, with partial understanding. And he recalled what the old teacher said. That you could tell from the difference in tremor arrivals how far away the impact was from Cleopatra Canyon. . . . twenty-one . . . twenty-two . . . twenty-three . . .


  Jonah hoped to reach sixty-two seconds, the normal separation, for generation after generation of grandmothers.


  . . . twenty-four . . . twenty-f—


  The transverse tone, higher pitched and much louder than ever, set the forward bubble of the Bird ringing like a bell, even as the tooth-jarring sways diminished, allowing Jonah and Petri to grab separate straps and find their feet.


  Less than half the usual distance. That comet almost hit us! He struggled with a numb brain. Maybe just a couple of thousand kilometers away.


  “The children!” Petri cried, and cast herself—stumbling—aft toward the middle compartment. Jonah followed, but just two steps in order to verify no seals were broken. No hatches had to be closed and dogged . . . not yet. And the crying kids back there looked shaken, not badly hurt. So okay, trust Petri to take care of things back there—


  —as he plunged back to the tiller harness. Soon, Jonah was tugging at balky cables, struggling to make the rudder obedient, fighting surges while catching brief glimpses of a tumult outside. Ahead, forty or fifty meters, the Pride of Laussane’s propeller churned a roiling cauldron of water. The men inside must be cranking with all their might.


  Backward, Jonah realized with dismay. Their motion in reverse might bring the Pride’s prop in contact with the towline. Why are they hauling ass backward?


  One clue. The tether remained taut and straight, despite the rowers’ efforts. And with a horrified realization, Jonah realized why. The bigger sub tilted upward almost halfway to vertical, with its nose aimed high.


  They’ve lost their main ballast! Great slugs of stone and raw metal normally weighed a sub down, lashed along the keel. They must have torn loose amid the chaos of the thump—nearly all of them! But how? Certainly, bad luck and lousy maintenance, or a hard collision with the ocean bottom. For whatever reason, the Pride of Laussane was straining upward, climbing toward the sky.


  Already, Jonah could see one of the bubble habitats from an angle no canyonite ever wanted . . . looking down upon the curved dome from above, its forest of pinyon vines glowing from within.


  Cursing his own slowness of mind, Jonah let go of the rudder cables and half stumbled toward the hatch at the rear of the control chamber, shouting for Petri. There was a job to do, more vital than any other. Their very lives might depend on it.


  5.


  “WHEN I GIVE THE WORD, OPEN VALVE NUMBER ONE JUST A quarter turn!”


  It wasn’t a demure tone to use toward a woman, but he saw no sign of wrath or resentment as his new wife nodded. “A quarter turn. Yes, Jonah.”


  Clamping his legs around one of the ballast jars, he started pushing rhythmically on his new and improved model air pump. “Okay . . . now!”


  As soon as Petri twisted the valve they heard water spew into the ballast chamber, helping Jonah push the air out, for storage at pressure in a neighboring bottle. It would be simpler and less work to just let the air spill outside, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that. There might be further uses for the stuff.


  When Bird started tilting sideways, he shifted their efforts to a bottle next to the starboard viewing patch . . . another bit of the old hull that had been polished for seeing. Farther aft, in the third compartment, he could hear some of the passengers struggling with bags of rice, clearing the propeller crank for possible use. In fact, Jonah had ordered it done mostly to give them a distraction. Something to do.


  “We should be getting heavier,” he told Petri, as they shifted back and forth, left to right, then left again, letting water into storage bubbles and storing displaced air. As expected, this had an effect on the sub’s pitch, raising the nose as it dragged on the tether cable, which in turn linked them to the crippled Pride of Laussane.


  The crew of that hapless vessel had given up cranking to propel their ship backward. Everything depended on Jonah and Petri now. If they could make Bird heavy enough, quickly enough, both vessels might be prevented from sinking into the sky.


  And we’ll be heroes, Jonah pondered at one point, while his arms throbbed with pain. This could be a great start to his life and reputation in Laussane Bubble . . . that is, if it worked. Jonah ached to go and check the little sub’s instruments, but there was no time. Not even when he drafted the father of the Sadoul refugee family to pump alongside him. Gradually, all the tanks were filling, making the Bird heavier, dragging at the runaway Pride of Laussane. And indeed . . .


  Yes! He saw a welcome sight. One of the big habitat domes! Perhaps the very one they had been passing when the thump struck. Jonah shared a grin with Petri, seeing in her eyes a glimmer of earned respect. Perhaps I’ll need to rest a bit before our wedding night. Though funny, it didn’t feel as if fatigue would be a problem.


  Weighed down by almost full ballast tanks, Bird slid almost along the great, curved flank of the habitat. Jonah signaled Xerish to ease off pumping and for Petri to close her valve. He didn’t want to hit the sea bottom too hard. As they descended, Petri identified the nearby colony as Leininger Dome. It was hard to see much through both sweat-stung eyes and the barely polished window patch, but Jonah could soon tell that a crowd of citizens had come to press their faces against the inner side of the great, transparent bubble wall, staring up and out toward the descending subs.


  As Bird drifted backward, it appeared that the landing would be pretty fast. Jonah shouted for all the passengers to brace themselves for a rough impact, one that should come any second as they drew even with the Leininger onlookers. A bump into bottom mud that . . .


  . . . that didn’t come.


  Something was wrong. Instinct told him, before reason could, when Jonah’s ears popped and he gave vent to a violent sneeze.


  Oh no.


  Petri and Jonah stared at the Leiningerites, who stared back in resigned dismay as the Bird dropped below their ground level . . . and kept dropping. Or rather, Leininger Bubble kept ascending, faster and faster, tugged by the deadly buoyancy of all that air inside, its anchor roots torn loose by that last violent thump. Following the path and fate of Bezo Colony, without the warning that had allowed partial evacuation of Cixin and Sadoul.


  With a shout of self-loathing, Jonah rushed to perform a task that he should have done already. Check instruments. The pressure gauge wouldn’t be much use in an absolute sense, but relative values could at least tell if they were falling. Not just relative to the doomed habitat but drifting back toward the safe bottom muck, or else—


  “Rising,” he told Petri in a low voice, as she sidled alongside and rested her head against his shoulder. He slid his arm around her waist, as if they had been married forever. Or, at least, most of what remained of their short lives.


  “Is there anything else we can do?” she asked.


  “Not much.” He shrugged. “Finish flooding the tanks, I suppose. But they’re already almost full, and the weight isn’t enough. That is just too strong.” And he pointed out the forward viewing patch at the Pride of Laussane, its five large, air-filled compartments buoyant enough to overcome any resistance by this little truck.


  “But . . . can’t they do what we’ve done. Fill their own balls—”


  “Ballast tanks. Sorry, my lady. They don’t have any big ones. Just a few little bottles for adjusting trim.”


  Jonah kept his voice even and matter-of-fact, the way a vessel captain should, even though his stomach churned with dread, explaining how external keep weights saved interior cargo space. Also, newer craft used bubbles with slimmer walls. You didn’t want to penetrate them with too many inlets, valves, and such.


  “And no one else has your new pump,” Petri added. And her approving tone meant more to Jonah, in these final minutes, than he ever would have expected.


  “Of course . . .” he mused.


  “Yes? You’ve thought of something?”


  “Well, if we could somehow cut the tether cable . . .”


  “We’d sink back to safety!” Then Petri frowned. “But we’re the only chance they have, on the Pride of Laussane. Without our weight, they would shoot skyward like a seed pip from a lorgo fruit.”


  “Anyway, it’s up to them to decide,” Jonah explained. “The tether release is at their end, not ours. Sorry. It’s a design flaw that I’ll fix as soon as I get a chance, right after repainting your name on the stern.”


  “Hm. See that you do,” she commanded.


  Then, after a brief pause, “Do you think they might release us, when they realize both ships are doomed?”


  Jonah shrugged. There was no telling what people would do when faced with such an end. He vowed to stand watch though, just in case.


  He sneezed hard, twice. Pressure effects were starting to tell on him.


  “Should we inform the others?” he asked Petri, with a nod back toward Bird’s other two compartments, where the crying had settled down to low whimpers from a couple of younger kids.


  She shook her head. “It will be quick, yes?”


  Jonah considered lying and dismissed the idea.


  “It depends. As we rise, the water pressure outside falls, so if air pressure inside remains high, that could lead to a blowout, cracking one of our shells, letting the sea rush in awfully fast. So fast, we’ll be knocked out before we can drown. Of course, that’s the least gruesome end.”


  “What a cheerful lad,” she commented. “Go on.”


  “Let’s say the hull compartments hold. This is a tough old bird.” He patted the nearest curved flank. “We can help protect against blowout by venting compartment air, trying to keep pace with falling pressure outside. In that case, we’ll suffer one kind or another kind of pressure-change disease. The most common is the bends. That’s when gas that’s dissolved in our blood suddenly pops into tiny bubbles that fill your veins and arteries. I hear it’s a painful way to die.”


  Whether because of his mutation, or purely in his mind, Jonah felt a return of the scratchy throat and burning eyes. He turned his head barely in time to sneeze away from the window, and Petri.


  She was looking behind them, into the next compartment. “If death is unavoidable, but we can pick our way to die, then I say let’s choose—”


  At that moment, Jonah tensed at a sudden, jarring sensation—a snap that rattled the viewing patch in front of him. Something was happening, above and ahead. Without light from the Cleopatra domes, darkness was near total outside, broken only by some algae glow bulbs placed along the flank of the Pride of Laussane. Letting go of Petri, he went to all the bulbs inside the Bird’s forward compartment and covered them, then hurried back to press his face against the viewing patch.


  “What is it?” Petri asked. “What’s going on?”


  “I think . . .” Jonah made out a queer, sinuous rippling in the blackness between the two submarines.


  He jumped as something struck the window. With pounding heart, he saw and heard a snakelike thing slither across the clear zone of bubble, before falling aside. And beyond, starting from just twenty meters away, the row of tiny glow spots now shot upward, like legendary rockets, quickly diminishing, then fading from view.


  “The tether,” he announced in a matter-of-fact voice.


  “They let go? Let us go?” A blend of hope and awe in her voice.


  “Made sense,” he answered. “They were goners anyway.” And now they will be the heroes, when all is told. Songs will be sung about their choice, back home.


  That is, assuming there still is a home. We have no idea if Leininger Dome was the only victim, this time.


  He stared at the pressure gauge. After a long pause when it refused to budge, the needle finally began to move. Opposite to its former direction of change.


  “We’re descending,” he decreed with a sigh. “In fact, we’d better adjust. To keep from falling too fast. It wouldn’t do, to reach safety down there, only to crack open from the impact.”


  Jonah put the Sadoulite dad—Xerish—to work, pumping in the opposite direction, less frantically than before, but harder work, using compressed air to push out and overboard some water from the ballast tanks, while Petri, now experienced, handled the valves. After supervising for a few minutes, he went back to the viewing port and peered outside. I must keep a sharp lookout for the lights of Cleo Canyon. We may have drifted laterally and I can adjust better while we’re falling than later, at the bottom. He used the rudder and stubby elevation planes to turn the little sub, explaining to Petri how it was done. She might have to steer, if Jonah’s strength was needed on the propeller crank.


  A low, concussive report caused the chamber to rattle and groan. Not as bad as the horrid thump had been, but closer, coming from somewhere above. Jonah shared eye contact with Petri, a sad recognition of something inevitable. The end of a gallant ship—Pride of Laussane.


  Two more muffled booms followed, rather fainter, then another.


  They must have closed their inner hatches. Each compartment is failing separately.


  But something felt wrong about that. The third concussion, especially, had felt deep-throated, lasting longer than reasonable. Amid another bout of sneezing, Jonah pressed close against the view patch once again, in order to peer about. First toward the bottom, then upward.


  Clearly, this day had to be the last straw. It rang a death knell for the old, complacent ways of doing things. Leininger had been a big, important colony, and perhaps not today’s only major victim. If thumps were going unpredictable and lethal, then Cleopatra might have to be abandoned.


  Jonah knew very little about the plan concocted by Petri’s mysterious cabal of young women and men, though he was glad to have been chosen to help. To follow a rascal’s legend in search of new homes. In fact, two things were abundantly clear. Expeditions must get under way just as soon as we get back. And there should be more than just one, following Melvil’s clues. Subs must be sent in many directions! If Venus created other realms filled with hollow volcanic globes that can be seeded with Earthly life, then we must find them.


  A second fact had also emerged, made evident during the last hour or so. Jonah turned to glance back at a person he had barely known, until just a day ago.


  It appears that I married really well.


  Although the chamber was very dim, Petri glanced up from her task and noticed him looking at her. She smiled—an expression of respect and dawning equality that seemed just as pleased as he now felt. Jonah smiled back—then unleashed another great sneeze. At which she chirped a short laugh and shook her head in fake-mocking ruefulness.


  Grinning, he turned back to the window, gazed upward—then shouted—


  “Grab something! Brace yourselves!”


  That was all he had time or breath to cry, while yanking on the tiller cables and shoving his knee hard against the elevator control plane. Bird heeled over to starboard, both rolling and struggling to yaw-turn. Harsh cries of surprise and alarm erupted from the back compartments, as crates and luggage toppled.


  He heard Petri shout “Stay where you are!” at the panicky Xerish, who whimpered in terror. Jonah caught a glimpse of them, reflected in the view patch, as they clutched one of the air-storage bottles to keep from tumbling across the deck, onto the right-side bulkhead.


  Come on, old boy, he urged the little sub and wished he had six strong men cranking at the stern end, driving the propeller to accelerate Bird of Tairee forward. If there had been, Jonah might—just barely—have guided the sub clear of peril tumbling from above. Debris from a catastrophe, only a small fraction of it glittering in the darkness.


  Hard chunks of something rattled against the hull. He glimpsed an object, thin and metallic—perhaps a torn piece of pipe—carom off the view patch with a bang, plowing several nasty scars before it fell away. Jonah half expected the transparent zone to start spalling and cracking at any second.


  That didn’t happen, but now debris was coming down in a positive rain, clattering along the whole length of his vessel, testing the sturdy old shells with every strike. Desperate, he hauled even harder, steering Bird away from what seemed the worst of it, toward a zone that glittered a bit less. More cries erupted from the back two chambers.


  I should have sealed the hatches, he thought. But then, what good would that do for anyone, honestly? Having drifted laterally from Cleo Canyon, any surviving chambers would be helpless, unable to maneuver, never to be found or rescued before the stored air turned to poison. Better that we all go together.


  He recognized the sound that most of the rubble made upon the hull—bubble stone striking more bubble stone. Could it all have come from the Pride of Laussane? Impossible! There was far too much.


  Leininger.


  The doomed dome must have imploded, or exploded, or simply come apart without the stabilizing pressure of the depths. Then, with all its air lost and rushing skyward, the rest would plummet. Shards of bubble wall, dirt, pinyons glowing feebly as they drifted ever lower . . . and people. That was the detritus Jonah most hoped to avoid.


  There. It looks jet-black over there. The faithful old sub had almost finished its turn. Soon he might slack off, setting the boat upright. Once clear of the debris field, he could check on the passengers, then go back to seeking the home canyon . . .


  He never saw whatever struck next, but it had to be big, perhaps a major chunk of Leininger’s wall. The blow hammered all three compartments in succession, ringing them like great gongs, making Jonah cry out in pain. There were other sounds, like ripping, tearing. The impact—somewhere below and toward portside, lifted him off his feet, tearing one of the rudder straps out of Jonah’s hand, leaving him to swing wildly by the other. Bird sawed hard to the left as Jonah clawed desperately to reclaim the controls.


  At any moment, he expected to greet the harsh, cold sea and have his vessel join the skyfall of lost hopes.


  6.


  ONLY GRADUALLY DID IT DAWN ON HIM—IT WASN’T OVER. THE peril and problems, he wasn’t about to escape them that easily. Yes, damage was evident, but the hulls—three ancient, volcanic globes—still held.


  In fact, some while after that horrible collision, it did seem that Bird of Tairee had drifted clear of the heavy stuff. Material still rained upon the sub, but evidently softer materials. Like still-glowing chunks of pinyon vine.


  Petri took charge of the rear compartments, crisply commanding passengers to help one another dig out and assessing their hurts, in order of priority. She shouted reports to Jonah, whose hands were full. In truth, he had trouble hearing what she said over the ringing in his ears and had to ask for repetition several times. The crux: one teenager had a fractured wrist, while others bore bruises and contusions—a luckier toll than he expected. Bema—the Sadoulite mother—kept busy delivering first aid.


  More worrisome was a leak. Very narrow, but powerful, a needle jet spewed water into the rear compartment. Not through a crack in the shell—fortunately—but via the packing material that surrounded the propeller bearing. Jonah would have to go back and have a look, but first he assessed other troubles. For example, the sub wouldn’t right herself completely. There was a constant tilt to starboard around the roll axis . . . then he checked the pressure gauge and muttered a low invocation to ancient gods and demons of Old Earth.


  “We’ve stopped falling,” he confided to Petri in the stern compartment, once the leak seemed under control. It had taken some time, showing the others how to jam rubbery cloths into the bearing, then bracing it all with planks of wood torn from the floor. The arrangement was holding, for now.


  “How can that be?” she asked. “We were heavy when the Pride let us go. I thought our problem was how to slow our descent.”


  “It was. Till our collision with whatever hit us. Based on where it struck, along the portside keel, I’d guess that it knocked off some of our static ballast—the stones lashed to our bottom. The same thing that happened to Pride during that awful thump quake. Other stones may have been dislodged or had just one of their lashings cut, leaving them to dangle below the starboard side, making us tilt like this. From these two examples, I’d say we’ve just learned a lesson today, about a really bad flaw in the whole way we’ve done sub design.”


  “So which is it? Are we rising?”


  Jonah nodded.


  “Slowly. It’s not too bad yet. And I suppose it’s possible we might resume our descent if we fill all the ballast tanks completely. Only there’s a problem.”


  “Isn’t there always?” Petri rolled her eyes, clearly exasperated.


  “Yeah.” He gestured toward where Xerish—by luck a carpenter—was hammering more bracing into place. Jonah lowered his voice. “If we drop back to the seafloor, that bearing may not hold against full-bottom pressure. It’s likely to start spewing again, probably faster.”


  “If it does, how long will we have?”


  Jonah frowned. “Hard to say. Air pressure would fight back, of course. Still, I’d say less than an hour. Maybe not that much. We would have to spot one of the canyon domes right away, steer right for it, and plop ourselves into dock as fast as possible, with everyone cranking like mad—”


  “—only using the propeller will put even more stress on the bearing,” Petri concluded with a thoughtful frown. “It might blow completely.”


  Jonah couldn’t prevent a brief smile. Brave enough to face facts . . . and a mechanical aptitude, as well? I could find this woman attractive.


  “Well, I’m sure we can work something out,” she added. “You haven’t let us down yet.”


  Not yet, he thought, and returned to work, feeling trapped by her confidence in him. And cornered by the laws of chemistry and physics—as well as he understood them with his rudimentary education, taken from ancient books that were already obsolete when the Founders first came to Venus, cowering away from alien invaders under a newborn ocean, while comets poured in with perfect regularity.


  Perfect for many lifetimes, but not forever. Not anymore. Even if we make it home, then go ahead with the Melvil Plan, and manage to find another bubble-filled canyon less affected by the rogue thumps, how long will that last?


  Wasn’t this whole project, colonizing the bottom of an alien sea with crude technology, always doomed from the start?


  In the middle compartment, Jonah opened his personal chest and took out some treasures—books and charts that he had personally copied under supervision by Scholar Wu, onto bundles of hand-scraped pinyon leaves. In one, he verified his recollection of Boyle’s Law and the dangers of changing air pressure on the human body. From another he got a formula that—he hoped—might predict how the leaky propeller-shaft bearing would behave if they descended the rest of the way.


  Meanwhile, Petri put a couple of the larger teen girls to work on a bilge pump, transferring water from the floor of the third compartment into some almost full ballast tanks. Over the next hour, Jonah kept glancing at the pressure gauge. The truck appeared to be leveling off again. Up and down. Up and down. This can’t be good for my old Bird.


  Leveled. Stable . . . for now. That meant the onus fell on him, with no excuse. To descend and risk the leak becoming a torrent, blasting those who worked the propeller crank . . . or else . . .


  Two hands laid pressure on his shoulders and squeezed inward, surrounding his neck, forcefully. Slim hands, kneading tense muscles and tendons. Jonah closed his eyes, not wanting to divulge what he had decided.


  “Some wedding day, huh?”


  Jonah nodded. No verbal response seemed needed. He felt married for years—and glad of the illusion. Evidently, Petri knew him now, as well.


  “I bet you’ve figured out what to do.”


  He nodded again.


  “And it won’t be fun, or offer good odds of success.”


  A headshake. Left, then right.


  Her hands dug in, wreaking a mixture of pleasure and pain, like life.


  “Then tell me, husband,” she commanded, then came around to bring their faces close. “Tell me what you’ll have us do. Which way do we go?”


  He exhaled a sigh. Then inhaled. And finally spoke one word.


  “Up.”


  7.


  TOWARD THE DEADLY SKY. TOWARD VENUSIAN HELL. IT HAD to be. No other choice was possible.


  “If we rise to the surface, I can try to repair the bearing from inside, without water gushing through. And if it requires outside work, then I can do that by putting on a helmet and coveralls. Perhaps they’ll keep out the poisons long enough.”


  Petri shuddered at the thought. “Let us hope that won’t be necessary.”


  “Yeah. Though while I’m there I could also fix the ballast straps holding some of the weight stones to our keel. I . . . just don’t see any other way.”


  Petri sat on a crate opposite Jonah, mulling it over.


  “Wasn’t upward motion what destroyed Leininger Colony and the Pride?”


  “Yes . . . but their ascent was uncontrolled. Rapid and chaotic. We’ll rise slowly, reducing cabin air pressure in pace with the decreased push of water outside. We have to go slow, anyway, or the gas that’s dissolved in our blood will boil and kill us. Slow and gentle. That’s the way.”


  She smiled. “You know all the right things to say to a virgin.”


  Jonah felt his face go red. He was relieved when Petri got serious again.


  “If we rise slowly, won’t there be another problem? Won’t we run out of breathable air?”


  He nodded. “Activity must be kept to a minimum. Recycle and shift stale air into bottles, exchanging with the good air they now contain. Also, I have a spark separator.”


  “You do? How did . . . aren’t they rare and expensive?”


  “I made this one myself. Well, Panalina showed me how to use pinyon crystals and electric current to split seawater into hydrogen and oxygen. We’ll put some passengers to work, taking turns at the spin generator.” And he warned her. “It’s a small unit. It may not produce enough.”


  “Well, no sense putting things off, then,” Petri said with a grandmother’s tone of decisiveness. “Give your orders, man.”


  The ascent was grueling. Adults and larger teens took turns at the pumps expelling enough ballast water for the sub to start rising at a good pace . . . then correcting when it seemed too quick. Jonah kept close track of gauges revealing compression both inside and beyond the shells. He also watched for symptoms of decompression sickness—another factor keeping things slow. All passengers not on shift were encouraged to sleep—difficult enough when the youngest children kept crying over the pain in their ears. Jonah taught them all how to yawn or pinch their noses to equalize pressure, though his explanations kept being punctuated by fits of sneezing.


  Above all, even while resting, they all had to breathe deep as their lungs gradually purged and expelled excess gas from their bloodstreams.


  Meanwhile, the forechamber resonated with a constant background whine as older kids took turns at the spark separator, turning its crank so that small amounts of seawater divided into component elements—one of them breathable. The device had to be working—a layer of salt gathered in the brine collector. Still, Jonah worried. Did I attach the poles right? Might I be filling the storage bottle with oxygen and letting hydrogen into the cabin? Filling the sub with an explosive mix that could put us out of our misery at any second?


  He wasn’t sure how to tell—none of his books said—though he recalled vaguely that hydrogen had no odor.


  After following him on his rounds, inspecting everything and repeating his explanations several times, Petri felt confident enough to insist, “You must rest now, Jonah. I will continue to monitor our rate of ascent and make minor adjustments. Right now, I want you to close your eyes.”


  When he tried to protest, she insisted, with a little more of the accented tone used by Laussane mothers. “We will need you far more in a while. You’ll require all your powers near the end. So lie down and recharge yourself. I promise to call if anything much changes.”


  Accepting her reasoning, he obeyed by curling up on a couple of grain sacks that Xerish brought forward to the control cabin. Jonah’s eyelids shut, gratefully. The brain, however, was another matter.


  How deep are we now?


  It prompted an even bigger question: how deep is the bottom of Cleopatra Canyon nowadays?


  According to lore, the first colonists used to care a lot about measuring the thickness of Venusian seas, back when some surface light used to penetrate all the way to the ocean floor. They would launch balloons attached to huge coils of string, in order to both judge depth and sample beyond the therm-o-cline barrier and even from the hot, deadly sky. Those practices died out—though Jonah had seen one of the giant capstan reels once, during a visit to Chown Dome, gathering dust and moldering in a swampy corner.


  The way Earth denizens viewed their planet’s hellish interior, that was how Cleo dwellers thought of the realm above. Though there had been exceptions. Rumors held that Melvil, that legendary rascal, upon returning from his discovery of Theodora Canyon, had demanded support to start exploring the great heights. Possibly even the barrier zone, where living things thronged and might be caught for food. Of course, he was quite mad—though boys still whispered about him in hushed tones.


  How many comets? Jonah found himself wondering. Only one book in Tairee spoke of the great Venus Terraforming Project that predated the Coss invasion. Mighty robots, as patient as gods, gathered iceballs at the farthest fringe of the solar system and sent them plummeting from that unimaginably distant realm to strike this planet—several each day, always at the same angle and position—both speeding the world’s rotation and drenching its long-parched basins. If each comet was several kilometers in diameter . . . how thick an ocean might spread across an entire globe, in twenty generations of grandmothers?


  For every one that struck, five others were aimed to skim close by, tearing through the dense, clotted atmosphere of Venus, dragging some of it away before plunging to the sun. The scale of such an enterprise was stunning, beyond belief. So much so that Jonah truly doubted he could be of the same species that did such things. Petri, maybe. She could be that smart. Not me.


  How were such a people ever conquered?


  The roil of his drifting mind moved onward to might-have-beens. If not for that misguided comet—striking six hours late to wreak havoc near the canyon colonies—Jonah and his bride would by now have settled into a small Laussane cottage, getting to know each other in more traditional ways. Despite, or perhaps because of the emergency, he actually felt far more the husband of a vividly real person than he would have in that other reality, where physical intimacy might have happened . . . Still, the lumpy grain sacks made part of him yearn for her in ways that—now—might never come to pass. That world would have been better . . . one where the pinyon vines waved their bright leaves gently overhead. Where he might show her tricks of climbing vines, then swing from branch to branch, carrying her in his arms while the wind of flying passage ruffled their hair—


  A twang sound vibrated the cabin, like some mighty cord coming apart. The sub throbbed and Jonah felt it roll a bit.


  His eyes opened and he realized I was asleep. Moreover, his head now rested on Petri’s lap. Her hand had been the breeze in his hair.


  Jonah sat up.


  “What was that?”


  “I do not know. There was a sharp sound. The ship hummed a bit, and now the floor no longer tilts.”


  “No longer—”


  Jumping up with a shout, he hurried over to the gauges, then cursed low and harsh.


  “What is it, Jonah?”


  “Quick—wake all the adults and get them to work pumping!”


  She wasted no time demanding answers. But as soon as crews were hard at work, Petri approached Jonah again at the control station, one eyebrow raised.


  “The remaining stone ballast,” he explained. “It must have been hanging by a thread, or a single lashing. Now it’s completely gone. The sub’s tilt is corrected, but we’re ascending too fast.”


  Petri glanced at two Sadoulites and two Laussanites who were laboring to refill the ballast tanks. “Is there anything else we can do to slow down?”


  Jonah shrugged. “I suppose we might unpack the leaky bearing and let more water into the aft compartment. But we’d have no control. The stream could explode in our faces. We might flood or lose the chamber. All told, I’d rather risk decompression sickness.”


  She nodded, agreeing silently.


  They took their own turn at the pumps, then supervised another crew until, at last, the tanks were full. Bird could get no heavier. Not without flooding the compartments themselves.


  “We have to lose internal pressure. That means venting air overboard,” he said, “in order to equalize.”


  “But we’ll need it to breathe!”


  “There’s no choice. With our tanks full of water, there’s no place to put extra air and still reduce pressure.”


  So, different pumps and valves, but more strenuous work. Meanwhile, Jonah kept peering at folks in the dim illumination of just two faint glow bulbs, watching for signs of the bends. Dizziness, muscle aches, and labored breathing? These could just be the result of hard labor. The book said to watch out also for joint pain, rashes, delirium, or sudden unconsciousness. He did know that the old dive tables were useless—based on Earth-type humanity. And we’ve changed. First because our scientist ancestors modified themselves and their offspring. But time, too, has altered what we are, even long after we lost those wizard powers. Each generation was an experiment.


  Has it made us less vulnerable to such things? Or more so?


  Someone tugged his arm. It wasn’t Petri, striving at her pump. Jonah looked down at one of the children, still wearing a stained and crumpled bridesmaid’s dress, who pulled shyly, urging Jonah to come follow. At first, he thought: it must be the sickness. She’s summoning me to help someone’s agony. But what can I do?


  Only it wasn’t toward the stern that she led him, but the forward-most part of the ship . . . to the view patch, where she pointed.


  “What is it?” Pressing close to the curved pane, Jonah tensed as he starkly envisioned some new cloud of debris . . . till he looked up and saw—


  —light. Vague at first. Only a child’s perfect vision would have noticed it so early. But soon it spread and brightened across the entire vault overhead.


  I thought we would pass through the therm-o-cline. He had expected a rough—perhaps even lethal—transition past that supposed barrier between upper and lower oceans. But it must have happened gently, while he slept.


  Jonah called someone to relieve Petri and brought her forth to see.


  “Go back and tell people to hold on tight,” Petri dispatched the little girl, then she turned to grab Jonah’s waist as he took the control straps. At this rate they appeared to be seconds away from entering Venusian hell.


  Surely it has changed, he thought, nursing a hope that had never been voiced, even in his mind. The ocean has burgeoned as life fills the seas . . .


  Already he spied signs of movement above. Flitting, flickering shapes—living versions of the crushed and dead specimens that sometimes fell to Tairee’s bottom realm, now undulating and darting about what looked like scattered patches of dense, dangling weed. He steered to avoid those.


  If the sea has changed, then might not the sky, the air, even the highlands?


  Charts of Venus, radar mapped by ancient Earthling space probes, revealed vast continents and basins, a topography labeled with names like Aphrodite Terra and Lakshmi Planum. Every single appellation was that of a female from history or literature or legend. Well, that seemed fair enough. But had it been a cruel joke to call the baked and bone-dry lowlands “seas” ?


  Till humanity decided to make old dreams come true.


  What will we find?


  To his and Petri’s awestruck eyes, the dense crowd of life revealed glimpses—shapes like dragons, like fish, or those ancient blimps that once cruised the skies of ancient Earth. And something within Jonah allowed itself to hope.


  Assuming we survive decompression, might the fiery, sulfurous air now be breathable? Perhaps barely, as promised by the sagas? By now, could life have taken to high ground? Seeded in some clever centuries delay by those same pre-Coss designers?


  His mind pictured scenes from a few dog-eared storybooks, only enormously expanded and brightened. Vast, measureless jungles, drenched by rainstorms, echoing with the bellows of gigantic beasts. A realm so huge, so rich and densely forested that a branch of humanity might thrive, grow, prosper, and learn—regaining might and confidence—beneath that sheltering canopy, safe from invader eyes.


  That, once upon a time, had been the dream, though few imagined it might fully come to pass.


  Jonah tugged the tiller to avoid a looming patch of dangling vegetation. Then, ahead and above, the skyward shallows suddenly brightened, so fiercely that he and Petri had to shade their eyes, inhaling and exhaling heavy gasps. They both cried out as a great, slithering shape swerved barely out of the sub’s way. Then brilliance filled the cabin like a blast of molten fire.


  I was wrong to hope! It truly is hell!


  A roar of foamy separation . . . and for long instants Jonah felt free of all weight. He let go of the straps and clutched Petri tight, twisting to put his body between hers and the wall as their vessel flew over the sea, turned slightly, then dropped back down, striking the surface with a shuddering blow and towering splash.


  Lying crumpled below the viewing patch, they panted, as did everyone else aboard, groaning and groping themselves to check for injuries. For reassurance of life. And gradually the hellish brightness seemed to abate till Jonah realized, It is my eyes, adapting. They never saw daylight before.


  Jonah and Petri helped each other stand. Together, they turned, still shading their eyes. Sound had transformed, and so had the very texture of the air, now filled with strange aromas.


  There must be a breach!


  With shock, still blinking away glare-wrought tears, Jonah saw the cause. Impact must have knocked loose the dog bolts charged with holding shut the main hatch, amidships on the starboard side—never meant to open anywhere but at the safety of a colonial dock.


  With a shout he hurried over, even knowing it was too late. The poisons of Venus—


  —apparently weren’t here.


  No one keeled over. His body’s sole reaction to the inrushing atmosphere was to sneeze, a report so loud and deep that it rocked him back.


  Jonah reached the hatch and tried pushing it closed, but Bird of Tairee was slightly tilted to port. The heavy door overwhelmed Jonah’s resistance and kept gradually opening, from crack to slit, to gap, to chasm.


  “I’ll help you, Jonah,” came an offer so low, like a rich male baritone, yet recognizably that of his wife. He turned, saw her eyes wide with surprise at her own voice.


  “The air . . . it contains . . .” His words emerged now a deep bass. “. . . different gases than . . . we got from pinyons.”


  Different . . . but breathable. Even pleasant. Blinking a couple of times, he managed to shrug off the shock of his new voice and tried once more to close the hatch before giving up for now. With the boat’s slight leftward roll, there was no immediate danger of flooding, as seawater lapped a meter or so below. The opening must be closed soon, of course . . .


  . . . but not quite yet. For, as Jonah and Petri stood at the sill, what confronted them was more than vast, rippling-blue ocean and a cloud-dense firmament. Something else lay between those two, just ahead and to starboard, a thick mass of shimmery greens and browns that filled the horizon, receding in mist toward distant, serrated skylines. Though he never dreamed of witnessing such a thing firsthand, they both recognized the sight, from ancient, faded pictures.


  Land. Shore. Everything. And overhead, creatures flapped strange, graceful wings, or drifted like floating jellyfish above leafy spires.


  “It will take some time to figure out what we can eat,” his wife commented, with feminine practicality.


  “Hm,” Jonah replied, too caught up in wonder to say more, a silence that lasted for many poundings of his heart. Until, finally, he managed to add—


  “Someday. We must go back down. And tell.”


  After another long pause, Petri answered.


  “Yes, someday.”


  She held him tight around the chest, a forceful constriction that only filled Jonah with strength. His lungs expanded as he inhaled deeply a sweet smell, and knew that only part of that was her.
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  THE MARTINI GLASS IN ITS SPECIAL BRACKET NEAR KELVIN’S left hand shivered as the shuttle’s wheels touched the plascrete runway. For a moment, it looked like the blood orange, gin, and vermouth mixture would splash over the side before it settled down as the shuttle eased into its long, whining run down Venusport’s shortest, cheapest, and busiest landing strip.


  “Didn’t spill,” said Kelvin. Without taking his eyes off the strip ahead or his right hand from the control yoke, he reached over and picked up the martini to take a delicate sip. “That’s two-fifty you owe me now.”


  “I’ll be checking the black-box vid,” said a disembodied woman’s voice through the cockpit speakers. “Besides, it could still spill when we brake.”


  “Nope,” said Kelvin. A holographic display had popped up in front of him, advising him to apply reverse thrust and wheel brakes, and several other pop-ups were flashing amber alerts about systems not working as expected, but they were the ones he expected, so that was OK. “Drinking it now. First touchdown, that’s always the rule. Everyone OK back there, Suze?”


  “Sure. Only had to stun two so far. Early starters, on some kind of energizer. Got a bit overexcited about the fabled Venusian attractions, wanted to get out early. Like at ten thousand meters.”


  “Miners!” said Kelvin. He put the martini back and worked the controls, briefly applying himself to bringing the shuttle to a complete stop before immediately taxiing off the strip toward the terminal. There was another shuttle a minute and a half behind him, and twelve more in various stages of approach. The six-month shift change from Mercury Incorporated was on, the leave ship—a converted megaliner—was in orbit, and ten thousand miners who couldn’t afford to get all the way back to Earth were raring to come down to sample the delights and diversions of the excessively humid, permanently cloud-shrouded city of Venusport and its surrounds.


  “Venusport, Venusport,” said Kelvin. “Drop Baker Seventeen rolling in to Gate Twenty-Five, looking for a fast turnaround. What’s my slot on the catapult?”


  There was no immediate answer, which was unusual. Shuttle traffic was controlled by an expert system with a voice synthesizer some joker had tweaked to make it sound like an old Venus hand with lung-husk problems. It usually snapped back immediately, wasting no time.


  “Venusport, Venusport, I say again, this is Drop Baker—”


  “Drop Baker Seventeen make gate, Pilot in Charge stand by for further instructions.”


  “Stand by?” asked Kelvin. He recognized the voice of Chief Controller Kandis, who was very rarely to be found in the tower. Venusport Traffic was easygoing, with few rules about anything other than safety, and the expert systems ran that well enough. “You kidding me, Kandis? I got to pay for this crate, you know, I can’t be sitting on the ground when there are miners to move.”


  “Stand by for orders, Kel,” said Kandis wearily. “Terran Navy will meet you at the gate.”


  “What? Navy to meet me? Why?”


  “Don’t ask me. Now leave me alone. I’m busy today.”


  “You done something bad?” asked Suze over the insystem.


  “Nothing that would involve the Terran Navy,” said Kelvin, mystified. Venusport was a treaty city, administered by a complicated tripartite council from the Terran World Government (which wasn’t really the whole world, as it excluded several pariah states), MBU (Mars and Beyond United, not including Ceres), and Mercury Incorporated (corporate dictatorship at its best). In practice, local interests dominated Venusport and everything was pretty freewheeling unless something major came up and one of the interplanetary governments decided to shove their oar in.


  “I think.”


  “Sort it out quick,” said Suze. Kelvin owned 63.7 percent of the shuttle Lightheeled Loafer, but the rest was held by Suze’s family on Venus Above, the orbital station. Suze was aboard to protect their interests as much as manage passengers and cargo, and her many clone brothers and sisters handled all the back-end office and engineering tasks.


  “I will, I will,” vowed Kelvin. He handed over to the robot docker, fingers running through the shutdown sequence even as his mind wandered over years of sometimes shady dealings and borderline illegal activities. He could think of plenty of reasons why the usually somnolent Venusport Customs Service might want to talk to him with the aim of extracting further payola. But he couldn’t think of anything he’d done recently that would get the Terran Navy on his back.


  Despite not being able to come up with anything specific, Kelvin still had a niggling feeling of disquiet. He kept thinking about it as he knocked back his antifungal booster tablets with the last of the martini, unstrapped and got out of his seat, unsealed his helmet and racked it, smeared some antifungal cream on his face and hands, then put on his planetside belt with holstered heat-beam (for Venusian ambulatory fungus and the like), stunner (for ambulatory human lowlifes and the like), and bush knife (for when the options got really limited). He eyed the bar at the back of the cockpit for a moment, considering a second martini, but decided against it. Time enough for that when the Loafer was back in orbit.


  “Cabin secure?” he asked Suze, though as always he also checked the somewhat mildewed viewscreen next to the hatch. Miners were exiting to the gate in an orderly fashion, doubtless encouraged by the sight of Suze, huge in her armored vacuum suit, a stunner held tight in her right gauntlet, her left hand entirely encased in the ball of a field-lightning projector, for those exciting moments when the occupants of the entire front six passenger rows needed to be shocked into better behavior.


  “Yeah, all OK.”


  Kelvin palmed the hatch, then repeated the gesture several times until it opened, letting in a wave of warm, moist air. Like everything else on the shuttle, the sensor was affected by too much moisture and by Venusian molds that had a liking for plastic. Only so much could be done with regular cleaning and decontamination, the life of even “Venerified” tech was always much shorter than the manufacturers claimed.


  “Go and get whatever it is sorted out,” said Suze. “I’ll do the ground admin and clear us to go back up.”


  “Thanks, Suze,” said Kelvin. He smiled, trying not to show his apprehension. He hoped it would be both of them going back up. Suze could fly the shuttle if she had to, though she wasn’t anywhere near as experienced as Kelvin, having learned on the job, whereas he had been through the full orbital-atmosphere school at Fort Atherton, then flown ten years operational with the Pan-Pacific Collective Combined Forces on Earth before somehow living through the Third PPCCF Intervention, flying assault shuttles to and from the beachhead on Deimos to Mars . . .


  “Oh shit,” he said, as his previous vague apprehension solidified into a more certain dread. His Navy service was twenty years ago, and with a different navy, but he was still getting a derisory pension and there had been some small print attached to that when he demobbed . . .


  “What?” asked Suze.


  “I just remembered something,” he said grimly, a memory made more concrete by the sight of a thin-faced chief petty officer in a Terran Navy coverall sidling down the side of the gate tube, the miners edging across to give her room when they saw the razorgun on her hip and the lit-up SP brassard on her arm. Venusport Police were inclined to turn a blind eye and could be bribed, but everyone knew that you didn’t want to cross the Terran Navy Shore Patrol, the MBU Law Enforcement Detachment, or the Mercury Inc. Compliance Facilitation Division, the three organizations that took turns in policing the spaceport.


  “Commander Kelvin Kelvin 21, formerly of the PPCCF?” asked the petty officer. She didn’t wait for Kelvin to nod, already holding up a field identification unit, taking a snap of his eyes before proffering its waiting orifice.


  “Yeah, that’s me,” said Kelvin because there was no point trying to pretend he was someone else. He put his hand in the unit and waited for the prick of the tester, which would sample his DNA, specifically looking for the encoded sequences spliced there long ago by the PPCCF to identify him from his clone siblings, and, later still, to note various information and secrecy access levels as he was promoted or when he got assigned to Special Forces.


  The ID unit reported positively to the petty officer, who collapsed it and returned it to a thigh pocket. Then she conjured a blue flimsy from somewhere, possibly inside her sleeve, handed it to Kelvin and saluted him.


  He almost saluted back out of long-lost habit, but the blue flimsy was in his hand, and it was squawking only slightly more slowly than he could read the printed words.


  “Nonsecret. Commander Kelvin Kelvin 21 OFC HPPC Second Class, under the terms of the amalgamation of the PPCCF in Terran World Government Treaty Part Seven Section Three Paragraphs Four through Twenty ‘Absorption of Existing Active and Reserve Military Forces’ your Sufficient Service Exemption from Recall to Active Service Exemption Type 23A is revoked and under the TWG Emergency Requirements Activation Act (New) you are hereby required to report immediately and without delay to Commanding Officer Venusport Treaty Obligation Detachment, TN for service not to exceed three standard Terran years and of this moment your salary, Venusian supplements, Pilot Bonus, and War service gratuity will commence at the rate of Commander Step Three (Special Forces) Terran Navy. Thank you and have a nice day.”


  “Shit,” said Suze. “Three years!”


  “What’s this about, Chief?” asked Kelvin. “Did a war start and no one tell us?”


  “Not so as I’ve heard, sir,” replied the CPO. “If you’d just follow me, sir?”


  Kelvin nodded and turned to Suze.


  “Take the Loafer back up as soon as you can. You and Sal fly together, take turns as pilot in charge, and have Sim and Saul in the cabin—better to double up just in case. I’ll be back as soon as I see what this is about. Uh, tell Susan Senior not to worry.”


  “You just going to go along?” asked Suze.


  Kelvin shrugged. “You heard it. I forgot the PPCCF kept all of us Mars Intervention vets on the reserve list and World Gov just took that over, I guess. Nothing I can do about it. But I can’t see them needing a clapped-out fifty-year-old shuttle pilot for long.”


  “I was told to hurry, sir,” reminded the petty officer. “If you wouldn’t mind.”


  “Lead on,” said Kelvin. “See you, Suze.”


  The terminal was crowded with miners trying to expedite themselves ahead of one another through the rudimentary automatic arrival system, but instead of joining one of the jostling queues, the CPO led Kelvin to a VIP exit, where two Venusian Police agents checked her pass and waved them to a moving walkway that ran through a prep tunnel that misted them with antifungal agents, performed an automated ID check, then extruded them out through some slowly yawning armored doors of great antiquity into the vehicle park, where the full soggy warmth of Venus hit. Kelvin took a handkerchief out of the sleeve pocket of his coveralls, mopped the instant sweat off his forehead, and tied it around his nose and mouth to help keep out the airborne spores. The booster tablets were supposed to take care of anything inhaled or digested, but Kelvin figured that cutting down the ingestion in the first place was always worth a try.


  “So what can you tell me now that there are no civs listening, Chief?”


  “Nothing, sir,” replied the CPO. She held up a hand and a waiting groundcar popped its doors. Two more Shore Patrol types got out of the front, putting paid to any notions that Kelvin might have had to do a runner. Not that he had any. There was nowhere to run to on Venus, not long-term anyway. At least, nowhere he wanted to run to, that was for sure.


  While the spaceport was somewhat ordered, the rest of Venusport was pretty much a shambles. Along a notional grid pattern that had been bent, twisted, and ignored over the last hundred years there rose the massive domes from the First through Fifth Expeditions, each now containing hundreds of homes, businesses, and small industries. Sprinkled between the domes were buildings of every possible style, from single-box prefab plasteel instahuts to six-story mansions of local phlegm-colored brick, abandoned ships repurposed as factories or dwellings, and the ever-popular yurts of local lizard-hide over steel frames that could be quickly moved if circumstances required it.


  As Kelvin expected, the groundcar was not headed for any of these places but drove at the customary top speed of twenty kilometers an hour along Central Avenue toward the imaginatively named stone frigate TNS Aphrodite, trusting that its bright yellow flashers and spark-tipped feather feelers would clear the road of walking miners, prostitutes, panhandlers, prophets, pickpockets, and whoever else was walking, shambling, or staggering around, there being no other vehicular traffic at all.


  But the groundcar didn’t keep going to Aphrodite. Just before they reached the main gate, the car left the road, turned to the right, and followed the rough track that ran around the outside of the ten-meter-high perimeter fence.


  “Oh, don’t tell me,” said Kelvin, craning his neck to look out through a windscreen that was already dappled with splattered orange spore bodies. “Some totally black operation, right?”


  “Nope,” said the CPO. “You got to meet someone who won’t submit to the antifungal cleansing routine of the base. Easier to meet out here.”


  Kelvin thought about that as the groundcar continued around the perimeter. There was a five-hundred-meter exclusion zone around the fence, but it was hardly needed, as most of Venusport sprawled in the opposite direction. There were just a few shanties nearby. Constructed from very mixed materials, they were almost lost in a jungle of three-meter-tall green tops, the fortunately innocuous fungi that grew everywhere it was not slashed, burned, or sprayed back.


  He expected that they were heading now for one of those shanties but was surprised again when the car slanted off and he saw a temporary camp up ahead in the middle of the bare red earth of the exclusion zone: an array of five small domes laid out in approved fashion around a tracked armored command vehicle, with sentries in place some ways out.


  There was also a riding lizard tied up outside one of the domes, its head hooded, its blue midsection wrapped with a rather incongruous tartan-colored heater blanket that was hooked up to a big Navy power unit that had been wheeled up next to it.


  Kelvin twitched when he saw the lizard, not because of some racial fear of dinosaurs, though it did strongly resemble an allosaurus, but because of what its presence meant.


  Venusport was built on the Huevan Plateau, a good five thousand meters up from what was usually called the Deep Swamp, a swamp that stretched for thousands of kilometers in every direction, getting hotter and weirder as it headed toward the distant equator. The lizards inhabited the closer parts of the Swamp and never came up to the relatively cooler plateau unless under human direction, and the humans who farmed the lizards—and other things—only came to Venusport when they needed to trade for something. There was a whole human society out in the Swamp that had at least partially detached itself from modern civilization, trying to fit in with Venus rather than trying to force Venus to become Earth-like. Beyond those settlers, there were humans who had gone even further in their attempts, adapting to Venus in ways that made Kelvin extremely uneasy.


  The groundcar stopped, the doors popped, and the CPO pointed to the dome with the lizard tied up outside it.


  “Just go in there, Commander. All will be explained.”


  “Just like that, huh?” asked Kelvin. “All will be explained.”


  “All you need to know, sir,” said the CPO with a wink. “However much that is.”


  “Yeah,” said Kelvin sourly. “Thanks, Chief.”


  He climbed down, noting that apart from the sentries there was no one moving outside the domes. But there was no real attempt at secrecy, the whole camp was visible from the fringe of Venusport, any passerby outside the secure zone could see it, and more important, could see Kelvin arrive. So it wasn’t likely he was going to disappear into the maw of some black operation that would later be claimed as never having existed in the first place. That was highly encouraging, as was the fact no one had bothered to take his heat-beam or stunner.


  The dome was new, sprung straight out of the container, and surprisingly, both its air-lock doors were open, allowing the Venusian humidity, airborne spores, and general discomfort free access, which was odd, considering that the whole point of the domes was to provide a lovely scrubbed and air-conditioned environment.


  Kelvin went in, and immediately understood why the doors were open. There were three women gathered around a map-display table. Two were Terran Navy officers: a captain in Terran Navy planetside blues, probably the commanding officer of Aphrodite; and a lieutenant in Venus outdoor camo, sporting a heat-beam in a shoulder holster and a belt festooned with pouches, no doubt containing the latest useless Venusian survival gear developed on Earth.


  The third person was the reason the doors were open. She wore a singlet, shorts, and boots of tanned lizard-skin; a broad hat of woven shongar reeds hung on her back from a cord of lizard gut around her neck, keeping company with a breathing mask made of cross-layered sponge-bracken. A pair of goggles fashioned from whisky-bottle glass and a kind of fungal rubber equivalent were pushed back on her shaved head; and she had a heat-beam on one hip and an old-fashioned explosive-projectile pistol on the other, next to a long bush knife.


  There were broad blue patches of what the locals called swamp lichen growing on her forearms and up her thighs. More grew on her face, here carefully guided by the sparing use of antifungal agents to grow in concentric circles on her cheeks, across her forehead, and around her neck.


  Her face was instantly recognizable to Kelvin. He knew it as well as his own, swamp lichen notwithstanding, because it was his own face. Even though the woman was half a head taller and much broader in the shoulders, she was a variant of the same clone line, and, like all the Kelvin Kelvins, was a veteran of the PPCCF, though in her case, her service had been with the elite commando drop troopers colloquially known as ASAP, which legend had it stood for Air-Space-Any-Fucking-Place. The “F” was silent in the acronym, and so were they, at least until they wanted to be noticed.


  “Kel,” said the woman, inclining her head. “How are you?”


  “Vinnie,” answered Kelvin. “I’m OK, apart from being drafted again, or whatever’s just happened. And kind of puzzled . . .”


  “You’re wondering why on Earth . . . or Venus . . . we need both you and your clone sister here,” said the captain. She came around the table and saluted. This time, Kelvin responded, though not with what could be called parade-ground exactitude. The captain was half a meter taller than he was, and he almost jinked his neck looking up at her. “I’m Captain O’Kazanis, this is my communications officer, Lieutenant Mazith. I’m sorry about the draft business, that came from HQ. I said we could just hire you, but it was felt that it would be better to put this on . . . ah . . . more official grounds.”


  “Hire me to do what, sir?”


  “Go on a damn-fool mission into the Deep Swamp to rescue a bunch of inbred morons who shouldn’t be there,” said Vinnie.


  “That does just about sum it up,” admitted O’Kazanis. “But perhaps we might go into the details . . . Mazith.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Mazith. Unlike O’Kazanis, whose height and Greek-Irish name almost certainly indicated an origin in one of the former Pan-European L5 colonies, Mazith had the made-up name and blended appearance of a World Government gengineered new person, of no particular ethnic, racial, or geographic origin. She was probably a clone, too.


  “Approximately sixty-three hours ago,” she began, “a private yacht named Jumping Jehosophat, on charter to a fraternity/sorority house of the University of Luna, made an emergency planetfall 312 kilometers southeast of Venusport—”


  “Right in the middle of the Roar,” interrupted Vinnie. “Like I said, morons.”


  The Roar was a particularly disturbed part of Venus, an almost permanent, swirling cyclone several hundred kilometers in diameter that not only interdicted any atmospheric traffic but also messed up radio transmissions and generally was not somewhere anyone sensible ever wanted to go to voluntarily.


  “Actually, we don’t think anyone was in charge, not even a moron. Available data points to the yacht landing on automatic, using some kind of least-fuel algorithm that meant that it went for closest landfall regardless of atmospheric factors,” said Mazith. “Certainly neither of the two hired pilots were on board and though we have only limited intel on the passengers, none appears to have had any pilot training.”


  “So what actually happened?” asked Kelvin.


  “The yacht was on a celebratory graduation tour from Luna. It was docked at Venus Above and the crew and passengers debarked for a visit, with a flight plan filed for the yacht to land here at Venusport when a slot became available—”


  “What kind of yacht?” asked Kelvin.


  “A civilian variation of what you would know as a Brindi Patrol Corvette,” said Mazith. “Winged, VTOL, with a one-shot orbitmaker so she doesn’t need a catapult. As far as we can figure out from the surveillance at Venus Above, the passengers went back on the ship for some reason and somehow activated an emergency protocol that blew the ship from dock and sent it down.”


  “I’m surprised no one took it out,” remarked Kelvin. “You guys, or the Martians, or even MercInc. What are those picket ships up there for anyway?”


  “We asked them not to,” said Captain O’Kazanis. “It was clear within the first few minutes the ship was not on a trajectory that would offer either a launch solution at Venusport or a suicide ramming attack.”


  “And . . .” suggested Kelvin. “There’s got to be a better reason than a momentary act of kindness and beatitude. The passengers, I’m guessing?”


  Captain O’Kazanis nodded.


  “Twenty-four students from U-Luna, including the son of a Mercury Corp board member, twin daughters from two World Government Senators, and the younger clone brother of a Martian Perpetual Chairperson.”


  “But they’re dead now,” said Kelvin. “Right?”


  “We think they’re alive,” said O’Kazanis. She looked at Mazith, who nodded.


  “The ship was tracked most of the way down and we have reason to believe that a successful landfall was made. That being so, and considering who is on board, a rescue mission is indicated. Which is where you and your clone sister come in.”


  “They’re dead,” said Kelvin. “An autopilot drop into the heart of the Roar? No chance. It’d be incredibly risky even with a gun pilot. Besides, it was probably some kind of assassination deal, someone lures them back on to the yacht, fiddles the emergency protocols, dumps them in the shit. So I bet there was a bomb or something as well just to make sure. End of story, sorry Senators, sorry Board member, Sorry Perpetual Chairperson. ‘Even golden lads and lasses must, as chimney sweepers, come to dust.’ ”


  “Shakespeare,” said Vinnie to the puzzled naval officers. “He only quotes the Bard when he’s stressed. Kel, they want us to go and have a look, and if the ship is there and spaceworthy, they want you to take it up again. Easiest way to get anyone who is still alive back to safety.”


  “Go into the Roar?” asked Kelvin. “No one goes into the Roar—”


  “Well, that’s not quite true,” said Vinnie.


  “Don’t tell them that!” exclaimed Kelvin.


  “There are people who go in,” continued his clone sib. “It’s kind of a religious thing, for the Lepers, they go into the eye of the storm—”


  “Excuse me?” asked O’Kazanis. “We don’t have anything on . . . did you say Lepers?”


  “Not actual lepers, as in Hansen’s disease lepers,” said Kelvin sourly. “Just people who’ve gone loopy for Venus, let all sorts of shit grow on themselves, they reckon they’re adapting or transmogrifying or something. I didn’t know you hung out with the Lepers, Vinnie. Or that they went into the Roar.”


  “The Lepers go for a far more extreme version of what we local settlers do with the lichen,” said Vinnie, sending a quelling glance at Kelvin. “Which, it has to be recognized, is extremely effective. The lichen keeps the malignant spores off far better than any manufactured antifungal agent.”


  “Yeah, and then the lichen takes six months to remove,” said Kelvin. “Like after the last time I was dumb enough to get talked into a walk in the Swamp.”


  “You offered to help,” said Vinnie. “I didn’t make you come along.”


  “Well . . . Loafer was in dock for repairs anyway,” said Kel. “I didn’t have anything better to do. But this is miner season, I’m flat-out busy. I haven’t got time to go and rescue a bunch of plutocratic larvae who are probably already dead anyway. Not to mention trying to launch a damaged Brindi into orbit through a fucking cyclone, I mean I’d have to wind it up with the storm to forty thousand meters, zip out into the eye for the vertical ascent, light up the orbitmaker, and keep her true without getting sucked back into the cyclical system . . .”


  “I told you he’d know how to do it,” said Vinnie to O’Kazanis.


  “You’ve got a dozen pilots who could do it!” said Kelvin.


  “In theory, perhaps. Not one that’s done anything like it before,” said O’Kazanis. “You have, though, and survived the Swamp as well. So you’re overqualified.”


  “Seriously, there’s no point,” said Kelvin. “They’re dead.”


  “We think even a slim chance is worth pursuing,” said O’Kazanis, with another sideways glance at Mazith. “Major Kelvin Kelvin 8 has been briefed more comprehensively on the predicted landing point. She will be in charge until or if you lift off in the Jumping Jehosophat, when you will assume command. Lieutenant Mazith will go with you to provide communications—”


  “Radio doesn’t work in the Roar,” interrupted Kelvin. “Lasers, masers, no good. Perpetual cloud, rain, high winds, magnetic rocks, you name it, it’s got it.”


  “Mazith is a special communicator,” said O’Kazanis.


  “OK, all right then,” said Kelvin, raising an eyebrow. Special communicators were paired clone telepaths, capable of instantaneous communication over interplanetary distances, and were very rare. Mazith was quite possibly the only one the Terran Navy had on Venus, which indicated that this mission was being taken very seriously indeed. More seriously than seemed warranted to Kelvin, no matter how important the lost passengers.


  “You leave immediately,” continued O’Kazanis. “Understood?”


  “I understand I just got shafted and my big sister dumped me in it,” said Kelvin. “With all due respect.”


  “Personnel spat us both out,” said Vinnie. “I didn’t volunteer; you know I would never volunteer. I was just coming into town to pick up some stuff. Wrong place, wrong time . . . I don’t know why our clone line has all the good luck. Let me know when you’re ready to quit whining and go ride a lizard.”


  “And I have to ride a lizard,” complained Kelvin. “We picking up equipment at your place, Vinnie?”


  “Yep.”


  “What about extra help? Osgood and Jat?”


  Osgood and Jat were both former ASAP commandos turned lizard ranchers like Vinnie. Or more accurately, Osgood had turned rancher. Jat had earned her peculiar name not by being an omnicompetent jack-of-all-trades, though she actually was one, but by being teed off with anything involving work. She could do nearly anything practical if she put her mind to it, but that hardly ever happened. However, she was absolutely deadly with all, any, or no weapons and was also Vinnie’s life partner, so Kelvin, like everyone else, cut her a lot of slack.


  “Nope, too busy,” said Vinnie. “Ranch has got to be run. Besides, we don’t need them.”


  “Jat’s too busy?”


  “Says she is,” said Vinnie, with a quelling look. “As for the lizard ride, enjoy it while you can,’cos when we get toward the Roar we’re going to have to ask the Lepers for a frogsled.”


  Kelvin shuddered.


  “I hate frogsleds even more than the lizards!”


  “What’s a frogsled?” asked Mazith.


  “You’ll find out, Ms. Mazith,” said Kelvin. “You ever ridden a lizard?”


  “No, sir,” said the lieutenant. A slight tremor in her voice gave away the fact that special communicators didn’t expect to be sent on potentially deadly planetside missions on lizardback, accompanied by what could only be described as extremely irregular forces.


  “Just think of it like a paid holiday to the parts of Venus the tourists never see,” said Vinnie.


  “There’s a good reason for that,” muttered Kelvin.


  “Oh, stop with the whining, Kel. Anyone would think you were six again.”


  “Yes, considerably older sister,” said Kelvin.


  “Carry on,” said O’Kazanis, poker-faced. “I’ll see you in Venus Above, with the rescued students.”


  “I hope,” she added, under her breath, as Mazith saluted and followed the bickering clone siblings out of the dome.


  Outside, Vinnie dialed up the power pack to give the lizard an extra burst of warmth before its blanket came off, then quickly rigged an extra saddle between its third and fourth bony plate, a somewhat smaller space than between the first and second, where she would ride double with Kelvin.


  “Hop up there,” she said to Mazith. “Put your feet through the stirrups, there are a couple of handholds welded onto the plate, there. You all lotioned up?”


  “The latest all-defense formula, sir,” confirmed Mazith. She grabbed hold as the lizard shifted, feeling her weight.


  “That’ll work for now,” said Vinnie. “But we’ll have to do you and my idiot brother over with the lichen when we get to the ranch, get you proper masks, and so forth. Nothing Terran-made will work in the Roar, and I’m guessing you don’t want to turn into a giant mess of mushroom flesh?”


  “No, sir!” said Mazith. She hesitated, then added, “But does it really take six months to get the lichen off again?”


  “Nah,” said Kelvin. He vaulted easily up into the forward saddle, and eased back to make room for Vinnie, who gathered the reins and mounted up before using the quick-release pull to unhood the mount, who reflexively snapped at the air in front of it. Even though its teeth had been filed down, it would have delivered a nasty bite. “I was exaggerating. It only took four months.”


  Mazith was silent as they rode out of Venusport and began the slow descent down the quaintly titled Road to Hell, the clouds thickening with every kilometer and the temperature ratcheting up several degrees. Kelvin unsealed everything he could unseal on his flight suit and was still too hot. He and Vinnie exchanged a few words, mostly just catching up on various family news, his complicated relationship with Susan Susan 5 on Venus Above and so forth, before relapsing into the comfortable silence of close relatives who also happen to be good friends.


  It was only when they started splashing through the first pools of steaming water and the green tops began to overhang the track that Mazith asked how far it was to the ranch, and then how long it would take to reach the crash—or hopefully landing—site beyond.


  “Ranch by nightfall, or just before,” said Vinnie. “We’ll head out again at first light. Lizardback for three days, I guess, to get to Leper territory. Then we have to find some Lepers, borrow a frogsled, I guess another day after that. Five days there say, five days back.”


  “But we’ll fly back, won’t we?” asked Mazith. “In the yacht?”


  Vinnie glanced back over her shoulder, sharing a look with Kelvin.


  “It really is unlikely the ship is intact enough to take off again,” said Kelvin. “And even more unlikely anyone survived. Apart from the crash and the high probability of sabotage, a bomb or something, there’s just . . . Venus. The farther you get into the Swamp, the more weird shit there is, of all kinds. We’ll probably end up taking a look to confirm the situation, then have to just slog back again.”


  “I . . . we’re fairly certain there are survivors,” said Mazith, followed by a sudden exclamation as a small herd of tumblers rolled out of the green-cap jungle around them and across the track, the lizard straining at the reins to go after them, the small rolling reptiles being one of its main sources of food in the wild.


  “Tumblers,” said Vinnie. “Harmless. But if you see something that looks the same, only light purple, that’s not. A fungal mimic. Nasty. Beam it if it’s closing in, let them go if not.”


  “OK,” said Mazith. “Uh, I don’t get a lot of practice with small arms usually . . .”


  “You’ll get plenty this trip,” said Vinnie, deliberately misunderstanding her concern. “Don’t worry.”


  “So how does this special communication work?” asked Kelvin. “We didn’t have any back in the day. Are you communicating all the time? You know, your sib sees and hears what you see kind of thing?”


  “No,” said Mazith. “It’s not that straightforward. We sense each other all the time, but to communicate takes a lot of concentration. If it works, then I can speak through . . . Lyman’s mouth. And he can speak through mine.”


  “So where’s Lyman?” asked Vinnie.


  “Uh, he’s on the Rotarua,” replied Mazith. “I . . . um . . . drew the short . . . the straw for the planetside assignment.”


  “Rotarua?” asked Kelvin. “That’s a battle cruiser, isn’t it? I thought the treaty limited visiting warships to nothing bigger than a heavy cruiser?”


  “Apparently under the treaty terms she is a heavy cruiser,” said Mazith easily. “Besides, we aren’t exactly visiting, just a kind of touch and go. We were on patrol and got called in when the shuttle went down.”


  “I see,” said Kelvin. She was lying about something, he thought, but he couldn’t figure out exactly what, or why. The business with the Rotarua was strange. If the battle cruiser had been in anything like a regular approach and orbit, he would have seen it on the traffic scans on the way down that morning, but nothing had shown up apart from the usual picket ships, familiar icons on the screen. A “touch-and-go” approach could mean anything from literally dropping a boat while en route to somewhere else, or a long, irregular orbit that might be designed to keep the ship off the scans of both traffic control and the picket ships, but still put the ship close enough once every Venusian day or so for a brief window to fire ordnance or otherwise conduct military operations.


  But why would they want to do that, mused Kelvin . . .


  As predicted, they reached the ranch just as the light faded, the cloud lowering and thickening into a dense fog, as it always did at nightfall. The lizard quickened its pace, keen to get into a warm huddle with its fellows, Vinnie having to hood it to slow it down long enough for the saddle-sore Kelvin and Mazith to dismount and hobble up into the ranch house, a high-stilted building constructed from gorretwood, the valuable fungus-resistant hard timber that only grew on the highest points of the plateau.


  Vinnie opened the door with an old-fashioned bronze key in a massive bronze lock that would have suited a Terran house of four hundred years before. There was no one inside, but a note was on the table of the common room.


  “Osgood is rounding up some strays,” said Vinnie. “And Jat’s gone on ahead to line up things with the Lepers.”


  “How did she know to do that?” asked Kelvin. “I thought the Navy picked you up in town? And besides, since when has Jat done anything anyone asked her to?”


  “The Navy did pick me up in town,” said Vinnie. “We’ve got a landline here now, at least for the dry season. I called and told Jat about the mission, and asked her to ask Osgood to go to the Lepers while she stayed back to look after the ranch.”


  “Smart,” said Kelvin.


  “Nah, she knew what I was doing. It just gave her an excuse to say no to my request, then do what I wanted while pretending not to.”


  “You guys have a very complicated relationship.”


  “And you don’t?”


  “Uh, I don’t suppose there is any chance of a shower, sir?” asked Mazith. Her formerly nicely pressed camo uniform was looking quite bedraggled now, and was splashed with mud and speckled with multicolored spores.


  “Through there,” said Vinnie. “It’ll be the last one for a while. Scrub off all your lotion, let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll apply the lichen. It’ll need overnight to get established. Kel, you can use the decon shower. You want to apply your own lichen? There’s a pot there.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” grumbled Kelvin. “Can I borrow some clothes?”


  “Help yourself,” said Vinnie. “I’ll see if they left us anything ready for dinner.”


  They had, and after lizard steaks with breadfungus and several classic martinis, Kelvin felt considerably better than he had, despite the creeping sensation of the lichen spreading along his arms and legs, around his groin and armpits, and across his face. In a fit of whimsy, he’d applied antifungal ointment to constrain the lichen in tiger stripes, with some whiskers out either side of his nose. It was already coming into effect, judging from the sidelong glances from Mazith. Her facial lichen matched Vinnie’s spirals and she had adopted a lizard-skin singlet while retaining her camo trousers, all of it indicating an effort to fit in.


  “Time you hit the hay, Lieutenant,” said Vinnie, when the clearing up was done. “We’ll be getting up at first light. Bunkhouse through the red door, take any bunk. See you in the morning.”


  As soon as she’d left, Vinnie checked that the door was firmly shut before the clone siblings made each other another drink. Martini for Kelvin, and a local Venusian whisky for Vinnie.


  “So what did smooth Captain O’Kazanis not tell us?” asked Kelvin. “And what’s Lieutenant Mazith lying about?”


  “It could be just the kids are that important,” replied Vinnie. She paused and added thoughtfully, “If there are any kids . . .”


  “Yeah,” said Kelvin. “A bunch of veep maggots take off by themselves? Sounds pretty thin to me. What happened to their bodyguards, conducting officers, babysitters . . .”


  “I don’t get sending Mazith with us, either,” said Vinnie. “Why do we need instant comms? And how do we even know she is a special communicator?”


  “You think she might not be?”


  “I dunno. There’s something not right . . .”


  “She’s definitely lying about something to do with the special communication,” said Kelvin.


  “Yeah,” mused Vinnie. “Got to wonder why they’re using us, too, our megaskills notwithstanding. Pretty deniable, couple of old-timers from a pre–World Gov Navy.”


  “Maybe the Navy wanted that yacht crashed and whatever indication they’ve got that it didn’t crash is bad news,” said Kelvin. “Negative kill. So they have to send an operator to make sure, only its being where it is, they need local help.”


  “You got a suspicious mind, brother.”


  “Could be, could be something else again,” said Kelvin. He scratched his head, frowned, and carefully inspected his fingernail. Itches on Venus were not to be ignored. “I figure whatever it is, it’ll come clear enough when we get close to the yacht.”


  “I’ll have a word with Jat when we catch up with her,” said Vinnie. “Get her to watch over us, hey?”


  “Will she do it?” asked Kelvin.


  Vinnie gave him the look that had quelled many a junior officer and NCO.


  “You ride the rear saddle tomorrow, too. Keep an eye on our young looie.”


  It was raining when they set out the next day, warm rain that came down in sudden, smothering deluges that lasted a few minutes before easing off, only to deliver another barrage ten or fifteen minutes later. Within a few hours, they were into the Swamp proper, and finding a way with ground solid enough and water not too deep for the lizard became a full-time task for Vinnie, even with the tall bronze way markers that had been hammered deep into the soft ground to show the path to the Lepers’ territory.


  Only a few kilometers into the Swamp, the treelike green caps gave way to a profusion of clusters of smaller fungi, in many different colors, some of them mobile. There were also rabbit-sized lizard-things, and insectoid critters that swam and jumped and chattered, and early on the afternoon of the first day, something shadowy and huge loomed ahead in the fog. Vinnie backed the lizard off and all three of them readied their heat-beams before it continued on its way. There were only two known Venusian life-forms that big. One was a truly monstrous lizard and the other the Devil’s Tower, an ambulatory fungoid terror with fruiting spore-arms six meters long.


  Two sweaty, itchy days later—broken by two long, hot nights spent on too-small islands that, while not actually underwater, were astonishingly damp—they came to what Vinnie described as the “Leper Trading Post,” a massive, cube-shaped pink fungus at least fifteen meters a side, that had either naturally solidified into something approaching concrete or been somehow encouraged to, with windows and doors and rooms excavated out of it as if it were a small, rocky hill.


  “There’s nearly always a Leper here,” said Vinnie. “There’d better be. I can’t navigate us any farther into the swamp.”


  “They live inside that fungus cube?” asked Mazith. She pointed to the top corner, where the fog was swirling and discolored, a strain of grey through its normal bilious green. “And is that smoke?”


  “Yeah, they use fires for drying out, cooking, and so on,” said Vinnie. “Some of those dark purple, kind of chicken-shaped fungi burn slow, they’re good fuel. Smoke is good, it means someone’s home. Come on, let’s go say hello. Remember, they can look a bit . . . confronting. Keep your hand off your heat-beam.”


  The Leper who came to the front door was extremely confronting. Kelvin considered Vinnie’s advice to keep his hand off his heat-beam very wise, for if he’d seen the Leper out in the swamp, he would have burned first and investigated afterward.


  Still roughly human-shaped, with two arms and two legs, the Leper wore no clothes and was instead clad in outgrowths of different-colored and -textured fungus from its body. It—for it was impossible to tell if it was a man or a woman—had a hard, bulbous carapace over its chest and back, extending down to its thighs, and rippled, corded growths along its arms and legs. Its feet were now more like flippers, the big toes still visible, the other toes buried beneath layers of a rubbery, bright yellow fungus reminiscent of duck feet.


  Its head was almost entirely encased in a fuzzy ball of many thousands of black filaments, which were in constant motion. Only its face was free of this growth, and even then only around the eyes, nostrils and a narrowed mouth, lips replaced by puffy orange growths.


  “Howdy,” said the Leper, the depth and timbre of his voice indicating that he was probably male. Or had been male before his fungal transformation, which presumably went well beyond the visible indications. He raised his hand, which had only three fingers and a kind of wound-up sprung tendril in place of the pinkie.


  “Afternoon,” said Vinnie. “I’m Vinnie, and this is my brother Kelvin, and an associate, Mazith. Maybe you heard about us coming through from Jat?”


  “Oh, yeah, Jat said you’d be by. My name’s Theodore, by the way. You folk want a drink, bite to eat?”


  “We’re kind of eager to keep going while there’s light, thank you all the same,” said Vinnie. “We’re going into the Roar to see if anyone’s survived a spaceship crash. Time might be kind of short if someone has.”


  “Yeah, I heard about that,” said Theodore. “You need a frogsled, too, and a driver?”


  “We do,” said Vinnie. “I was hoping we could work something out with your people, maybe Terran credit, or lizard steaks or hides, whatever.”


  “Sure, sure, we’ll take your credit,” said Theodore. “Or the Navy’s, I believe.”


  “And I heard tell that you . . . your people—”


  “Call us Lepers, that’s what we call ourselves,” said Theodore, with a laugh that set the filaments on his head all quivering.


  “I heard tell that you Lepers can find your way in the Roar,” said Vinnie. She pulled out a paper map—map tablets died faster than treated paper would rot on Venus—unfolded it across her arm, and pointed out the likely position of the yacht. “We got a rough planetfall, probably give a search area of a couple of kilometers, but I sure as shit can’t navigate us there, not in the Roar.”


  Theodore leaned close to look at the map and nodded.


  “That’s not far off a marked trail, and it’s in the eye,” he said. “Tell you what, I might drive that frogsled for you folks myself. Been a while since I went into the Roar. Might be kind of unsettling going through the storm, but it’s very nice in the eye. Calm, and you get less cloud. I even saw the sky once.”


  “Get out of here!” protested Kelvin. In thousands of shuttle flights, he’d never seen the sky. Not as such, not from anywhere even close to ground level. The cloud cover extended from twenty thousand meters to ground level, and never cleared. Not anywhere near Venusport, anyway.


  “Just for half a minute or so, the clouds were sucked back by the storm,” said Theodore. “Beautiful! Now, you all lichened up, all parts? Because you don’t want to be on a frogsled with me, nor go into the Roar, unless you are. We don’t do conscription, you know. Got to volunteer to be a Leper. Like an ASAP, huh, Vinnie?”


  “I never volunteered for anything,” said Vinnie sternly. “That was propaganda bullshit. We were made to be ASAPs. Variation D12 of only six clone lines, most of us Kelvin Kelvins or Oscar Goodsons.”


  “Well, we’re honest about the volunteering,” said Theodore. “Truth is, it don’t work out unless it’s voluntarily. Fungus grows wrong otherwise, don’t know why, but that’s what happens. So if you get to be interested, just let me know.”


  “Will do,” mumbled Kelvin, with something like a nod from Mazith. Vinnie didn’t answer.


  “When was Jat here, by the way?” asked Vinnie. “Did she say where she was going?”


  Theodore laughed.


  “She was kind of here, then she wasn’t,” he replied. “Yesterday. Dunno where she went, or even how she was traveling. Didn’t see a lizard.”


  “That’s Jat,” said Kelvin. Annoying as hell but often useful. He hoped she was going to be around. The more he saw of Lieutenant Mazith, the more he doubted she was a straightforward special communicator, and if she wasn’t a communicator, then what was she?


  “Let’s go get on the sled,” said Theodore. “Got a bunch of frogs raring to go, we should make good time.”


  The frogsled was a kind of punt drawn by four of the jumping Venusian batrachian analogues that were similar to Terran frogs, being a nice bright green with big back legs for jumping and smaller ones at the front. They were also the size of small hippos and on closer inspection they turned out to have hard carapaces and an additional set of vestigial legs, so the comparison was not very scientific. When harnessed to a frogsled, they moved the vehicle in a series of jerking, sliding, bucking movements that Kelvin had always found horribly like a spacecraft about to suffer a catastrophic thruster explosion.


  The first day’s travel was relatively uneventful, at least by the standards of the Swamp. For a while, Kelvin thought that Theodore was changing direction erratically, just for the fun of alarming his passengers, but after some careful observation he recognized that the Leper was avoiding potential dangers, and not just danger to the humans, but also the other way around, where their passage might disrupt the careful balance of the Swamp’s ecosystem. This included taking a long diversion around a huge mass of early stage breadfungus that would have been torn apart by the frogsled and not come to maturity, depriving many of the higher life-forms of their sustenance.


  They had to sleep on the sled that night, no islands being in evidence, with the frogs circled round and two of them on watch at all times. Toward dawn Kelvin woke Theodore to point out something he didn’t recognize, a slow-moving luminous carpet of something that was either a fungus or a gestalt entity of tiny insects that mimicked the look of spores, floating across the water.


  Theodore knew it, and swam around cursing while he quickly harnessed the frogs.


  “Glowpile,” he explained, as they started out again, the frogs swimming rather than jumping, taking it slow. “Absorbs everything in its path, spits what it doesn’t want out the back. Highly resistant to heat-beams, chemicals, and the defensive spores we use. But at least it’s slow and we can get out of its way.”


  When they stopped for breakfast on a welcome islet of rare rock, Mazith suddenly stopped chewing and her eyes went blank for half a minute. Kelvin watched her carefully, presuming that he was witnessing a communication from her telepathic sibling. Which meant a message from the battle cruiser.


  When her eyes focused again and she started chewing, Kelvin asked her what that communication had been.


  “Just routine,” she said. “Like a radio check. They want to know if we’re getting close.”


  “We are,” said Theodore. “Can’t you hear it?”


  “Hear what?” asked Mazith.


  “The Roar,” answered Theodore, the tendrils on his head making a waving motion, all in the same direction, though the ever-present fog was so thick there was no knowing what he was pointing out that way.


  “I’m not . . . sure,” said Mazith. She tilted her head, listening intently. “There is something.”


  They could all hear it, now that they were listening. It was slight, for the moment, like a faint clearing of the throat noise overheard through a closed window, but constant.


  “It will get louder,” said Theodore. “Much louder.”


  He was right. The noise got much louder and louder still with every kilometer they zigzagged and backtracked and meandered toward the Roar.


  With the noise, there later came a breath of wind, welcome at first, simply because it made a change. The fog moved and shifted, and after a few more hours transformed into scudding cloud at surface level, sometimes even breaking up enough so that they could see more than the twenty meters they’d got used to in the other parts of the Swamp.


  This too, was welcome at first. But the wind speed continued to increase as they lurched and skipped onward, soon drenching them in muddy spray mixed with spores, with the frogsled making a crabwise course, constantly having to be angled diagonally across the wind, for it was impossible to go against it. The frogs were not jumping now but rather crawling and paddling, their pace slowed to something not much better than a human could wade.


  “Worse higher up,” shouted Kelvin to Vinnie, as they lay flat on the frogsled, drenched, mud-spattered, and windblown, gripping on for dear life. “Wind’s about eighty kilometers an hour down here, double that at two thousand meters, double again at ten thousand meters.”


  “It’s bad enough here,” yelled Vinnie. The frogsled had almost gone over several times, and would have if Theodore had not already deployed a kind of gripping keel that provided greater stability, again at the cost of slowing their speed even more.


  “We are getting close to the eye,” Theodore called back to them. He was strapped in at the front of the sled, the reins in whatever he called his hands. “Would’ve been there hours ago if we could have cut straight across. But we’re getting close.”


  How Theodore knew this was impossible to fathom, but an hour later he lifted the keel. The frogs began to jump again, short jumps that made the sled lurch forward with a sucking pop as the surface tension was broken. Kelvin raised himself up slightly, grimacing as the wind cut at the skin on his face that wasn’t protected by mask and goggles. But the wind was definitely weakening. The rushing clouds were slower ahead too, some breaking up and being sucked back behind them, into the eternal circular motion of the storm. He hadn’t noticed before, but it was getting quieter too, the noise of the Roar subsiding as they continued deeper into the eye of the storm.


  “The calm center,” said Theodore. He sat up straighter and breathed in deeply, the air no longer quite so full of spray, mud, and particulate fungus. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  Kelvin and Vinnie did not remove their masks to take a breath. They looked at each other, then at Mazith. She was lying at right angles to them, behind Theodore, pressed as flat as she could make herself on her stomach, with her head turned toward the clone siblings. Her eyes behind her mud-smeared goggles were shut, her breathing mask tight around her mouth.


  Kelvin reached across and tapped her on the shoulder, repeating the movement a second later. Mazith stirred and sat up, grimacing as the wind smacked her wetly in the face. At that same moment, Vinnie snatched Mazith’s heat-beam from her shoulder holster and pointed it at the young officer’s head, finger next to the firing stud.


  “We’ve got a few questions, Lieutenant,” said Vinnie.


  “Are you really a special communicator?” asked Kelvin.


  “Yes,” said Mazith. “Of course I am!”


  “Why do we need a special communicator?” asked Vinnie.


  “Uh, I guess, Navy HQ thought I could be useful,” replied Mazith. “I mean, there are VIPs who want to know what’s happened to their children, without delay.”


  “Maybe true,” said Vinnie harshly. “But I bet there’s more to it. What’s the Rotarua doing?”


  “I don’t know,” said Mazith. “Just a patrol. I’m only a lieutenant, I don’t know anything.”


  “We know that’s true in general,” said Kelvin kindly. “But we think you might be an exception and actually know something. So why are you really here?”


  “To communicate,” said Mazith. “That’s all.”


  “How many special communicators has the Terran Navy got?”


  “That’s top secret,” said Mazith. “Of course.”


  “There are not that many, are there?” asked Kelvin. “Because they can’t be gengineered, right?”


  “No,” said Mazith.


  “So why send one of these incredibly rare special communicators into the wilds of Venus, into the Swamp, into the Roar?” asked Vinnie. “Please tell us why you’re really here, because otherwise I am—with great regret—going to shoot you, then Kelvin and I will turn around and go back right now and report that the ship was a write-off and you got killed by something along the way.”


  “No!” exclaimed Mazith. “We have to keep going!”


  “Why?” asked Kelvin.


  “Because she . . . they . . . there are survivors.”


  “Who is she?” asked Vinnie quickly. “And how do you know?”


  “I . . . I can’t tell you,” said Mazith.


  “Lieutenant Mazith,” said Vinnie. “You know that Kelvin and I are veterans of the Third Martian Intervention. You know I was an ASAP. I really will kill you if I’m not satisfied with your answers, and we definitely will not bother going any farther.”


  “I’m . . . I’m one of a triplet,” said Mazith. “It’s top secret. Everyone thinks there can only be telepathic pairs, but there are three of us.”


  “Let me guess,” said Kelvin. “Your third is on that downed ship.”


  “Yes,” sobbed Mazith. “Jezeth’s in one of the survival pods. When they landed, they opened the air lock, and something got in, she said the others were careless, and now they’re . . . they’re . . . she doesn’t know what they are, not exactly dead, but not alive, there’s a fungus, she saw a little before she locked herself away . . . she’s hurt, she can’t send very much . . .”


  “But why put you in a rescue party?” continued Vinnie. “Sure, they lose one communicator but then they’ve still got a pair like everyone else. Why risk that to try and rescue this Jezeth?”


  Mazith didn’t answer for a moment.


  “Remember what I said about answering my questions,” said Vinnie. Her voice was calm and matter-of-fact.


  “Jezeth’s a made communicator,” whispered Mazith. “She’s younger than Lyman and I, eight years younger, gengineered to link up with us, and it worked. Sort of worked . . . there are . . . problems. So we have to get her back.”


  “Why was she on the ship?” asked Kelvin. He paused, a nasty thought creeping into his brain. “And were there really any VIP kids on board?”


  Mazith shook her head.


  “All triplets,” she whispered. “Made ones. But they’re kind of . . . unstable, I guess . . . they do dumb stuff. Like steal the Jehosophat.”


  “They stole the yacht?”


  “Yes,” said Mazith. “I don’t know, Jezeth didn’t send to me until they were going down and they realized that they didn’t have a pilot. They had a crazy idea that they could defect to Mercury Inc., their genetic material would get them executive positions—”


  “It’d get them vivisected most likely,” interrupted Vinnie. “I’ve seen some stupid young folk in my time, but . . .”


  “Jezeth’s only fifteen,” said Mazith. “The oldest is . . . was . . . sixteen.”


  “So you think we’ve really been sent here to rescue survivors?” asked Kelvin.


  “Of course!” said Mazith. “What else . . .”


  Kelvin and Vinnie looked at each other. They were thinking exactly the same thing, and it wasn’t about World Government trying to rescue a bunch of created telepaths. Far more likely that they’d want to make sure that any genetic information that could enable anyone else to duplicate the feat was destroyed. But to do that, they needed to know exactly where the ship had gone down.


  “Tell me,” said Kelvin. “You said that telepathic communicators are always ‘aware’ of each other. Does that mean that you know where the others are? I mean in specific terms, like you could supply coordinates?”


  “We always know where our partners are,” said Mazith. “In terms of a direction and distance. But Jezeth is injured or just too scared; I can’t link up with her properly. Otherwise, I could just tell you exactly where to go.”


  “It wasn’t Jezeth I was thinking about,” said Kelvin. “Do you know where Lyman is right now, on the Rotarua?”


  Mazith shut her eyes and was still for a moment. Then she pointed up at the sky at an acute angle.


  “There,” she said. “About 1.2 million kilometers out, coming toward us.”


  “So Lyman knows where you are too?” asked Vinnie, catching on.


  “Direction and distance,” said Mazith. “But he can extrapolate that on a chart, he can use the . . . well, there’s a visualization system, to help us plot, that’s one of the experiments with the triplets, because you can triangulate so much better . . .”


  “I reckon they’re on the return path of an elongated planetary orbit perpendicular to the standard plane,” said Kelvin, looking up where Mazith had pointed. “Can you tell if they’re accelerating on that course?”


  “I can only sense the direction and velocity,” said Mazith. “Is this important? I could send to Lyman and ask him.”


  Kelvin did a mental calculation of attack paths, ordnance speed, and launch windows. It seemed extremely probable to him that the Rotarua was on a sneaky approach pathway to launch something targeted by courtesy of the unaware Lieutenant Mazith, and after doing that, it would then continue on into the obscurity of deep space.


  “I think we’ll keep communication silence for a while,” said Kelvin. “Don’t send anything unless I say so, all right?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Mazith.


  “You say the young triplet, Jezeth, she’s not sending properly,” said Vinnie. “What is she sending?”


  “After she locked herself in the lifeboat, it’s just been flashes of emotion. It’s common in the made triplets; if they get unbalanced, they can’t focus properly, and I have to block out most of the terrified stuff that she does send. It’s like someone screaming all the time. Please, Major. I don’t know all the ins and outs of the program or anything, but I do know my little sister is on that ship. I’ll do whatever you say, but can we please go on and help her?”


  Vinnie looked at Kelvin.


  “How long have we got if they do launch something once they’ve got the target from the lieutenant here?”


  “What!” exclaimed Mazith, her back suddenly rigid, her neck tensed.


  “At 1.2 million klicks out, they’re probably coming in at two gees, a spread of the latest-generation tactical multis launched half a mill out . . .” Kelvin figured it out in his head as he talked. “I reckon we might have just short of an hour once they confirm the target.”


  “But . . . but my orders . . . we’re meant to rescue the survivors and take the yacht back up!” protested Mazith. “Why would they launch missiles?”


  “Figure it out,” said Vinnie. “World Gov doesn’t want anyone else to get the technology to make telepaths. They know most of them are dead already because you told them so. Better to waste a couple of communicators and some reactivated old grognards than to risk someone else’s finding the genetic trove.”


  “But I wouldn’t give them my location to be a target!”


  “They don’t need to ask you,” said Kelvin wearily. “Won’t your mate on the cruiser just point and say ‘There she is’ when the XO looms over him and asks? I bet you’ve been told to report in when you sight the yacht, right?”


  “Yes,” said Mazith. She was quiet for about twenty seconds, then she said, “I . . . I suppose you’re right. What are . . . what are you going to do? Shoot me and go back?”


  “Nope,” said Kelvin. “I think we’re going to do what they don’t expect.”


  “Which is what?” asked Vinnie.


  “Find that damn yacht and fly it back up,” said Kelvin. “As soon as we clear the Roar, we start squawking to Venusport, Venus Above, and everyone else about how we’ve successfully carried out the rescue. That’ll bring the picket ships over, the Rotarua won’t attack if anyone’s watching. They’ll sheer off—with all the publicity, Terran Navy has to call us heroes, we sign a few secret forms, and go back to normal life.”


  “You hope!” said Vinnie, with a snort. “We have to find the ship in the first place and sort out whatever—”


  “The ship’s over there,” said Theodore, who made no attempt to hide the fact he had been listening intently the whole time. “Leastways, I reckon it is, judging from the look of things.”


  He did something complicated with the reins, tugging on the secondary nerve ganglions that lined the frogs’ ridged backs. They slowed, then stopped, paddling gently in the shallow water. Theodore slipped over the side and immersed his head completely underwater, the fungal filaments on his scalp waving. When he came back up, he nodded.


  “There’s something over in that direction,” he affirmed. “A current of destruction flowing . . . a burn-off where the ship came down, I guess.”


  “I don’t know . . . ,” said Vinnie. “You reckon the Rotarua will be in a launch position an hour from when they know we’re at the location, Kelvin?”


  “Yeah, give or take five minutes.”


  “But I won’t report we’ve found it,” said Mazith urgently. “I promise.”


  “What if Lyman checks in with you?” asked Kelvin. “Could you hold it back? You mentioned receiving emotions, images . . . he could tell probably, right?”


  “Yes, he might,” said Mazith. “But I could ask him not to tell—”


  “Don’t be stupid, Lieutenant,” said Vinnie. “He’s up there, on the bridge, surrounded by superior officers. He’d tell them. So would you if you were in his position. He won’t know why they want the location fix.”


  “So we’ll have say fifty-five minutes to get into orbit and start shouting from when we see the ship and Mazith gets pinged from the Rotarua,” said Kelvin.


  “Doable?” asked Vinnie.


  “Yes,” said Kelvin. “If she’s not too damaged. If we can deal with whatever fungus offed the rest of the triplets. If we can—”


  “Don’t break out into Kipling,” warned Vinnie. “Shakespeare’s bad enough.”


  “It would be easier to shoot the lieutenant and just go back,” offered Theodore.


  Kelvin and Vinnie looked at the Leper, who shrugged not so much with his shoulders but with a curious undulating movement of his fungal carapace.


  “I’m just saying. It’s not a recommendation or anything.”


  “You’d better come with us if we try to lift the yacht,” said Kelvin.


  “Nope,” said Theodore. “I’m a Venusian now, got no business in space. I figure if there’s an hour going, I’ll hightail it on the sled. You mentioned multis, but I’m presuming low-yield microfusion, maybe a hand of eight. I reckon there’s a reasonable chance I can get clear of that.”


  Vinnie gave him the look.


  “Commissioned Engineer,” said Theodore. “Syrtis Spaceforce, before the amalgamation, MBF for a while afterward. Long time ago.”


  “Hell of a long time!” exclaimed Kelvin. “Syrtis got subsumed, what, back in ’21 or ’22. That’s ninety years!”


  “Lepers live longer,” said Theodore. “Didn’t you see the bumper sticker on the back of the sled?”


  “What’s a bumper sticker?” asked Mazith, Kelvin, and Vinnie, all at the same time.


  “Ancient history,” said Theodore, with a sigh. “So what are we doing?”


  “Lay on, McTheodore and damned be him who first cries ‘Hold! enough!’ ” said Kelvin.


  “What does that mean?” asked Mazith.


  “I know,” growled Theodore, and whipped up the frogs.


  They found the Jumping Jehosophat three hours later, in the quiet heart of the eye of the Roar. The ship had landed well considering the circumstances, a better landing than Kelvin expected any autopilot to make. The ship was still in one piece, and was only slanted into the swamp at a gentle angle, the nose buried in mud and water some five meters or so, just past the cockpit escape hatch. Looking at it, Kelvin figured that the ship must have been flung out of the storm into the eye high enough to be able to make a series of corkscrewing turns within the calm center, and had then landed on its VTOL fans, only to discover that the apparently solid island beneath it was really loosely compacted mud.


  As they sighted it, Mazith’s eyes glazed over. Vinnie had been watching for this, and immediately pushed the young woman over the side into the water, dragging her back onto the sled a moment later.


  “Does he know you’ve found it?” asked Vinnie.


  “Maybe,” coughed Mazith. “I . . . I just haven’t been trained to block, I couldn’t help answering—”


  “Doesn’t matter,” said Kelvin. He looked at his watch, a locally made automatic winding timepiece that had no electronics at all. “We have to presume they know we’ve found it, have the position, and will fire on it. Fifty-five minutes to get into the ship and get out of here. Theodore, you’d better leave now.”


  “In a few minutes,” said Theodore. “I’m kind of curious as to what’s got inside that ship.”


  “Main air-lock outer door is open,” confirmed Vinnie, as they drew closer. She slipped over the side of the sled into the waist-deep water, heat-beam in her hand. Kelvin followed suit, and a moment later, so did Mazith. “Not good.”


  “Nope,” agreed Theodore.


  He snapped the reins, and the frogs turned quickly, pulling the sled into position for a quick getaway. But he didn’t leave.


  Kelvin looked around. Here in the center, the fog settled like it usually did, but it was thin and he could see at least fifty meters. There was no visible threat, nothing was coming out of the air-lock door, nothing moving around the ship.


  “Is Jat around?” he whispered to Vinnie. “Because I don’t particularly fancy going in there myself.”


  “Wimp,” said Vinnie. “She’s here. Don’t know how close.”


  “Maybe I could contact Jezeth,” said Mazith eagerly.


  “No!” Kelvin and Vinnie spoke together. “No contact with anyone, OK?”


  “So what are you going to do?” asked Theodore with interest, from several meters back.


  “We have to go in,” said Kelvin. “Time’s getting away.”


  “Someone’s coming out!” exclaimed Mazith, pointing. “It’s one of the other triplets, not dead after all!”


  She started to wade forward as a figure appeared in the air-lock door. A teenaged boy in a bright gold-and-black civilian flight suit, without a helmet. He stood in the air lock and waved one arm jerkily.


  “Stay back,” ordered Vinnie. “Lieutenant Mazith! Halt!”


  Mazith didn’t obey. She thrashed vigorously through the water toward the open air lock, calling out, “Hey!”


  Vinnie cursed and dashed after her, reaching out to pull her back by the harness of her Terran Navy webbing belt. But it broke, the fabric having rotted away in just the few days of exposure. Mazith floundered on.


  In the air lock, the man waved again but he also rose up, feet dangling, a huge pink spore mass suddenly visible behind him. Fungal creepers ran beneath the man’s feet and splashed out into the water, racing toward Mazith with frightening speed.


  Kelvin and Vinnie fired together, heat-beams sizzling over Mazith’s head as they targeted the spore body in the air lock and its human puppet. But unlike most Venusian fungi the thing didn’t burst into flames. The pencil-thin beams just drilled smoking, blackened holes and more and more spore creepers kept spewing from it, the leading ones rushing toward the frantically reversing Mazith.


  She only made it a few meters back before they latched on to her, drilling through lizard-skin and artificial fibers and straight through skin, following blood vessels and nerves and muscles, holding her upright as she screamed. Then she stopped screaming, and her arms lifted up and down, as if the fungus was testing its control of its new puppet.


  “Back and sweep,” ordered Vinnie tersely, firing in broad arcs across the water only ten meters ahead, trying to stop the creepers. Kelvin followed suit, backing and shooting and swearing, but the creepers were going wide and there were so many of them, dozens and dozens of tendrils that would encircle them both in a matter of seconds, and Theodore and the frogsled too—


  Something erupted from the water just behind Kelvin. He began to turn, and it smashed into him and pushed him deep underwater. Panicking, he reached up to claw his way to the surface—and everything above went white, the white of utmost brilliance that marked the detonation of a tactical plasma grenade.


  Even facedown under a meter of dirty water and wearing goggles, Kelvin was blinded for a few seconds. He thrashed and fought in dark fear as something dragged him out of the water, till he realized it was a human hand and not fungal tendrils about to bore into his flesh.


  “Brace your feet!”


  Kelvin dug his feet in and leaned back as water rushed around him. His vision cleared, apart from some dancing spots of darkness. He briefly saw a deep, smoking crater between himself and the Jumping Jehosophat, before it was once again filled as the waters rushed back in. Theodore was whipping his frogs into a frenzy of paddling and jumping to keep the sled from being sucked back, while Vinnie was bulling her way against the current toward him and the woman who was still holding him up.


  “A hit, a very palpable hit,” muttered Kelvin, shivering. Not from cold, for it was as warm as ever, the water still steaming and boiling twenty meters away, the final aftereffects of the grenade.


  There was nothing left of Lieutenant Mazith and the fungus tendrils. She might never have existed at all.


  “Never seen anything like that puppeteer,” said Jat, slotting the snout of the Mark XXII Plasma Grenade projector over her back into its harness, the whine of its protective shield generator slowly fading as the weapon went into standby mode. She was an Oscar Goodson clone, small and wiry, and apart from the grenade-launcher harness and several other weapons, she wore only a kind of lizard-skin swimsuit, and the rest of her body, face and hairless scalp included, was covered in swamp lichen grown in a splinter pattern mimicking ASAP Terran equatorial jungle camouflage. A particularly large frog paddled placidly in a circle behind her, trailing a rig rather like the travois of the Plains Indians of Earth. “You reckon there’s more inside?”


  Kelvin spat out some water, rinsed his goggles, and took a look at the air lock. The plasma blast had scoured out the air lock and the fungal mass that he’d seen there, doubtless along with all the electronics and who knew what else. They’d be lucky if they could get it to close manually now. But he wasn’t particularly worried about that. The thought of more puppeteer fungus was of much more immediate concern.


  “Probably not,” called out Theodore. “I’ve seen them puppeteers before. Single spore body always, no groups or clusters. They always keep one life-form to use as a decoy and absorb the rest. Interesting fellers.”


  “ ‘Probably not’ doesn’t sound all that convincing,” said Kelvin. He looked at his watch. “Forty-eight minutes.”


  “Shit,” said Vinnie, raising her heat-beam. Kelvin’s head flashed up. There was another jerking, twisting figure in the air lock, another puppet raised by the bright pink threads of the fungus behind it.


  “Turn and brace!” ordered Jat tersely, unlimbering the launcher. Kelvin felt a crawling sensation across his skin as the force shield extended outward. He had already spun about and was hunching down, with his eyes closed, when the second grenade went off.


  A minute later he was blinking and hopping backward to avoid a stream of very hot water that had rushed past as the shield came down. The launcher’s power pack could only maintain the shield for two or three seconds, to protect a squad from the initial blast. It wasn’t designed for the aftereffects of detonation close to water.


  The yacht’s air lock was now definitely out of operation, the outer door hanging at a slight angle, scorch marks and pockmarks of melted alloy visible on the inside.


  “So what are the chances of there being more than two?” asked Jat.


  Vinnie shrugged and looked at Kelvin.


  “Too risky to go in,” she said. “We’d better hightail it out of here with Theodore.”


  “I guess so,” said Kelvin heavily. He looked up at the clouds above, visualizing the sky beyond and the missiles that would be streaking in sometime in the next thirty-eight minutes or thereabouts. “What about if I go in? The ship’s been venerified; they’ll have a deluge system of antifungals operated from the bridge.”


  “You’d have to get to the bridge, and you know most of those antifungals aren’t worth shit for the stuff out here,” said Vinnie.


  “I’ll go have a look,” said Theodore. He got off his sled and started to wade ahead toward the ship. He didn’t bother drawing his heat-beam.


  “Hey!” called out Vinnie. “Wait up!”


  “Lot of the local fungi leave me alone,” called out Theodore. “I’ll have a look around. If I’m not back in five minutes, help yourself to the sled.”


  He gingerly tested the half-melted lip of the air lock but it had already cooled enough, so he hauled himself aboard, disappearing inside.


  “I fucking hate Venus sometimes,” said Kelvin.


  “It is what it is,” replied Jat with a shrug. “You got to admit, it’s an improvement on Mars.”


  “Anything is an improvement on Mars,” said Kelvin. He looked at his watch again. “Anyone know the exact kill radius of whatever Terran Navy uses for tac nukes these days?”


  “Got to be five kays each warhead, and they’ll overlap a bunch,” said Jat. “Also, the Roar will deflect them some, so the spread will be uneven. We could get lucky.”


  “I haven’t noticed a lot of luck in the last little while,” said Kelvin.


  “So we’re due some,” said Vinnie. “Quit with the whining.”


  “I wasn’t whining,” protested Kelvin. “Just pointing out a fact.”


  “Movement,” said Jat, raising the grenade launcher. “I only got one shot left with this, by the way.”


  “It’s Theodore . . .” said Kelvin. The Leper appeared in the air lock, but there was something strange . . . he was holding up a bluish figure that might be another differently colored puppeteer or something equally dangerous . . .


  “Hold your fire till my command,” ordered Vinnie tersely.


  “It’s all clear!” called out the Leper. “A few minor things growing here and there, nothing serious.”


  He lifted the blue-encrusted shape, which moved of its own accord a little, revealing a head and limbs.


  “This is Jezeth! The triplet, Mazith’s ‘little sister,’ ” he called. “She escaped the puppeteer but has what we call the blue blanket. I’ll have to take her with me, she’ll die under any Terran treatment.”


  “I thought Lepers had to volunteer!” called out Vinnie.


  Theodore gave his strange, rippling shrug.


  “You could say she has,” he said. “The blue blanket hasn’t killed her, and she’ll come back to consciousness and a good life in time, I would say.”


  Kelvin looked at his watch. Thirty-four minutes.


  “We have to take off and get the word out,” he said.


  “I don’t think I can just leave that girl with Theodore,” said Vinnie. She looked at Jat, who nodded. “You take the ship up, Kel. We’ll go with Theodore.”


  “You sure?” asked Kelvin.


  “Yeah, I’m sure,” said Vinnie. “To tell you the truth I was never keen on leaving the planet anyway. I haven’t been off Venus since we were demobbed. I guess the place has grown on me.”


  Kelvin didn’t laugh at the old joke.


  “Take care, then,” he said, giving her a quick one-armed hug. “I’ll do my best to make sure the Rotarua doesn’t launch anything. I’ll get the rescue story out.”


  “Here,” said Jat, handing over a flame pistol, the bigger military version of the heat-beams Kelvin and Vinnie carried. “You never know; Theodore might have missed something.”


  Kelvin took the weapon and made as if to hug Jat as well. She ducked under his arm in a lightning move and punched him very lightly on the side of the head, which for Jat was pretty much an extreme show of affection.


  Theodore carried the girl out of the air lock, lifting her high as he waded over to the waiting frogsled. Kelvin raised a hand as he passed, but not too close.


  “Thanks, Theodore,” he said. “Stay leprous.”


  As Kelvin expected, the outer door of the air lock wouldn’t shut under power and he didn’t have time to wrestle with the hydraulic system. The inner door did shut, however, and he closed every hatch behind him as he made his way cautiously to the bridge, flame pistol ready. There were patches of mold all over the place, but nothing that moved, sent out tendrils, blew spores into the air, or otherwise seemed immediately inimical.


  The bridge was sealed, which was good and bad. Good because it meant it should be relatively unaffected by anything Venusian and bad because it took Kelvin five minutes of his precious time to circumvent the security lockout using old military override codes that, as he had hoped, were grandfathered into the ship’s operating system.


  The bridge was fungus-free. Lights winked here and there, indicating the presence of standby power and dormant systems, another sign that the landing had been much more successful than it deserved to be. Kelvin hurried forward past the rear seats for the nonexistent bridge crew, checked the command pilot’s chair to make sure there wasn’t anything nasty waiting in its highly padded interior, and sat down, his hand sliding easily into the authorization glove. This was the real test.


  A holographic screen flickered in the space in front of his eyes.


  “Commander Kelvin Kelvin 21, Terran Navy, assuming emergency command in potential disaster situation,” rasped Kelvin. He felt the slight prick of the sampler. The screen flashed amber, then red, then finally the green of acceptance. Other holographic screens blinked into bright existence, the authorization glove slid away and a control stick rose up under his hand.


  Kelvin scanned the screens. The layout was familiar enough. There were various small malfunctions, a couple of big ones like the open exterior air lock, but on the whole he thought he could raise ship. The lifting fans in the wings were out of the water, and as the whole craft had been venerified, should work even if they weren’t. The nose was probably dug into the mud a bit, but he could tilt his wings and edge backward and up.


  He looked at his watch. Twenty-nine minutes.


  Ignoring the holographic interface and its complicated expert system-ruled procedures that would take too long, he twisted open the emergency catches, folding down the direct control panel with its heavy-duty switches and dials. Lights lit up on the panel as he turned the switches. The ship shuddered as the power plant shifted from standby to ready use. The lifting fans began to slowly whir in the wings, telltales indicating that they were a bit bent up but still within the margins of military tolerance. The expert system would have shut them down immediately, of course.


  Kelvin flicked an icon on the holograph and it wiped blank, then refreshed to show a panning view of the exterior. There were clouds of vapor coming off the wings, probably just churned up swamp water. He could just make out the frogsled, leaping into the distance, Jat’s big frog its close companion.


  Twenty-five minutes.


  Kelvin ran over his mental checklist, flicking a few more switches. The lifting fans were slowly gathering speed. He had to push them ahead slowly, carefully watching the telltales, ready to shut down a fan if there was a problem. He could take off on two of the four fans, but not if one of them exploded and destroyed the wing.


  What else? He got out of his seat and looked behind it, detaching the case with its emergency vacuum suit. He put it on but didn’t expand the concertina-like soft helmet, setting it on the copilot’s seat. Then he went to look at his watch, realized it was under the suit, and took a valuable thirty seconds to unseal at the wrist and strap the watch on the outside.


  Twenty-two minutes.


  “Plenty of time,” muttered Kelvin to himself. “I could make a martini. If I had the makings.”


  He looked around again, and saw the bright green handle of the antifungal deluge system. Kelvin reached up and turned it to the right, a red-bordered holograph flicking up to offer numerous warnings, the most significant one being that no one could breathe the stuff that would be misted through every possible part of the ship.


  Kelvin turned it to the right again and pulled it down. A Klaxon sounded a strident warning, very loud on the bridge. He sat back in his command chair and reached across for the emergency-suit helmet. Pushing it open, he fixed it over his head before connecting the external air supply. Then very deliberately he fastened his harness, double-checking every connection and point of attachment.


  A yellow mist fell around him as he called up the weather radar, one small segment of the massive swirling storm of the Roar completely dominating the whole display. He looked at the airspeeds, rotating and moving the model across and up and down, his mind instinctively gauging how he would approach it, use it to lift him up, and when he was high enough, come slingshoting out of it and fire off the booster that would take the ship into orbit.


  Eighteen minutes.


  Kelvin’s fingers twitched. The lifting fans howled. There was a horrible creaking, sucking sound as the ship lurched backward and upward. The crash screen over the forward viewports slid back as the nose came out of the swamp, but Kelvin hardly bothered to look. He was feeling every motion of the ship, every small vibration, watching the telltales for the power plant, the fans, the control surfaces.


  He fed more power to the fans. The ship rose higher. Several audio alerts sounded, squawking about ground proximity and the open air lock and a dozen other things. Kelvin ignored them. One fan was running ragged, drawing too much power and providing little lift. He shut it down and flew on the remaining three, now tilting them forward a little, the ship climbing up in a corkscrew. But he couldn’t keep it up all the way in the eye; there wasn’t enough room, and the fans couldn’t provide vertical lift for more than a thousand meters.


  He had to go into the Roar. At exactly the right angle of attack.


  The time was forgotten now, the closing cruiser on its attack run, his clone sister and friends trying to escape below. Kelvin’s whole being was with the ship and the great storm, his mind and body remembering lessons learned from the terrible ascents out of the battlefield on Mars, climbing through the raging dust storms that spun as fast as the Roar, with enemy ordnance exploding all around, in ships worse damaged than this one, crowded with the dead and dying, the bridge itself packed so close he could barely move his elbows out and knowing that even if they made it, he’d have to go back down again . . .


  The ship shuddered violently and pitched up, Kelvin correcting, tweaking, using all his skill to ease into the windstream. Clouds whisked past the viewports, so fast they were like flickers of shadow. There were more audible warnings, more amber- and red-bordered holographs glaring near his face.


  The control stick shuddered under his hand and the ship rocked violently. The fans were tilted right back now for horizontal flight, but the number three fan wouldn’t stay in that position. Kelvin shut it down, hesitated for a moment, hit two more switches, and pulled the short lever that emerged from the panel. A few seconds later, there was a deafening crack from somewhere aft and the ship jerked sideways. Kelvin’s left hand flew across holographic controls and manual switches, as he flew with his right hand tight on the stick. The ship would not come level, but it still answered, was still climbing with the storm.


  A schematic flashed red in Kelvin’s peripheral vision. He glanced at it, seeing a hole where the number three fan used to be. He’d ejected it perhaps a second before it exploded, only just in time to save the wing, while still sustaining some damage.


  The Jumping Jehosophat on two of four fans was only marginally controllable in the storm. Sweat poured down Kelvin’s face under his helmet, no matter how high he dialed up the air circulating through the suit. Though he was only handling a tiny control stick, flicking holographs and turning smooth manual switches, his arms felt like he’d been carrying heavy cargo under high gravity for hours.


  In a moment, he would have to slingshot out, but if he did it even slightly at the wrong angle or the wrong speed, the ship would be torn apart, the mangled pieces being strewn widely over the Venusian swampscape.


  And without him to alert Venus to their presence, the Rotarua would undoubtedly fire on the last known position of their errant telepathic communicators, and that would very likely take out Vinnie, Jat, Theodore, and the poor girl under the blanket of blue mold.


  The moment came. Kelvin took it, without any preparatory calculations or consultation of the ship’s systems. He instinctively absorbed all the data on the screens in front of him, he felt the vibration, he sensed the speed, direction, and possibility.


  The Jumping Jehosophat came catapulting out of the endlessly circling storm forty thousand meters high, pointing almost straight up. The fans began to lose their purchase in the thin air. For a moment the ship hung suspended, either to fall like a stone or rise to even greater heights.


  Kelvin goosed the fans, made the slightest adjustment, and lined the ship up absolutely vertical for a straight ride to the stars. Then he hit the one-shot orbitmaker.


  There was a second where he thought that the rocket booster wasn’t going to activate, where he felt his stomach rise up before the fall.


  Then there was a roar greater and closer than the storm. Kelvin was savagely thrust back into his chair and he blacked out.


  He came to feeling intensely aggrieved. How could he have blacked out? He never blacked out. He’d been designed from birth to be a pilot! But the emotion only lasted the merest instant. Already, he was automatically taking stock of his situation. There was no massive pressure holding him back. The orbitmaker was off and . . . he wriggled in place . . . they were in zero G. In some sort of orbit, at least for the time being.


  His eyes raced over the displays, his full senses returning. With them came a sudden shock. How long had he been out? Kelvin’s arm jerked but his watch wasn’t there, it had fallen off his suit and was floating somewhere. The ship’s time was meaningless, the display set to Venus Above.


  His fingers sped across controls, bringing up comms. Radio, laser-link, maser, every damn thing the ship possessed. At the same time, he activated scans, looking for his own position, the picket ships, Venus Above, and, most important, the Rotarua.


  There she was, a massive blip coming around the curve of the planet, heading in fast and almost . . . almost but not quite . . . in attack range, either to take out him or launch on the crash site.


  Automatic queries were coming in, answering the hails he had set in motion. Venusport Traffic Control, the familiar hoarse lungy voice of the expert system, emotionlessly asking where he had come from, what he was doing, why his transponder was off.


  Kelvin used the manual board to flick on the backup emergency transponder and plugged his suit into the comm system, to broadcast by all means across many channels.


  “Anyone receiving, anyone receiving, this is Kelvin Kelvin 21, pilot in charge of the salvaged vessel Jumping Jehosophat. We have damage, comms issues, request relay from any receiving party to Venusport Traffic, Venus Above Orbit Control. Please relay position as per data blip, and relay following to Terran Navy NOIC Aphrodite. Vessel located planetside, no survivors. Lieutenant Mazith killed by fungal hostile. Despite damage, ship is maneuverable, I intend docking Venus Above Hazard Area, please be advised need high-level de con.”


  As his words went out, Kelvin settled back in his seat. On the scan, he saw the Rotarua change course and slow, as if it were never intending any kind of attack run anyway. A Martian picket ship was coming in over the pole, closely followed by a Mercury Corp patrol vessel and some small civilian craft that might well be a newshound.


  Vinnie and the others would be safe, at least from an attack from space, and he figured they were good for anything else.


  Beneath him, the clouds of Venus roiled, the Roar like some dark, unwavering eye looking up toward him, as if to get a good look for the next time he came to visit.


  “Not a chance,” said Kelvin, waving. “I am never going back to see you, buddy. I’m not stepping one meter outside of Venusport, no matter what!”


  At that moment, the audible alerts that had diminished to a whisper grew raucous again, and a flashing holograph bigger and brighter than any before erupted in front of his face.


  “Orbital decay! Orbital decay!”


  Kelvin sighed, and reached for the controls.
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  In the compelling story that follows, he demonstrates that dangers that you ignore are still dangers, and that some warnings had better be listened to, whether you think you know better or not.


  “DON’T WORRY, YOUR GIRLFRIEND WILL BE HERE.”


  D’Yquem (Exile Quotient 1,2,3,4,5,6,7) gestures with his brue, the cheap brand created by Petros (1,3,4,6), owner of the 13-Plus Tap, which is the least of the three bars that cater to the Terrestrian population of Venus Port. It is the one Jor (2,4,7) prefers, for its low prices, panoramic view, and especially the absence of Terrestrian Authority figures—or anyone whose EQ is under 12.


  “You keep calling her my girlfriend.”


  “Suggest another name then,” D’Yquem snaps. He emigrated to Venus from England, and his manner is still annoyingly upper-class, aristocratic. “We’ve already rejected ‘tart,’ and ‘sweetie’ is unbearably cloying. ‘Impedimenta’ is clearly inaccurate since she’s more independent than you.”


  “Drink your brue,” Jor snaps, turning so he can watch the entrance. Having fled Chicago and a suffocating Midwestern American existence, he is an unlikely friend to D’Yquem.


  Yet they do share similarities. Both are tall and thin, though Jor’s complexion is darker, and his stomach is beginning to expand, thanks to the nightly ingestions of brue. D’Yquem remains pale and almost skeletal.


  Their other commonality is, according to D’Yquem, “We’re both hereditary kicks. Horse-holders. Second-raters. Never heroes.”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “I’m the snarky one at every meeting,” he says, which Jor knows to be true. “And you’re the one who trails behind the boss but does all the work.”


  “But I’m a project manager!”


  “But not the head of TA.” Which is Harrison Tuttle (4,5), a dull, petty American from New York who controls every aspect of Terrestrian life, from the assignment of living quarters in the four towers to approved styles of clothing—but pays no attention to the progress of the Lens.


  Unlikely friends or not, nine out of every tenday, Jor and D’Yquem can be found in 13-Plus . . . though normally at the bar, not at a table. In days past, they used the vantage point to evaluate newly arrived female Terrestrians.


  But tonight Jor is anticipating the arrival of the Cherished Abdera, Golden Glowing of the Clan Bright Sea—“Abdera” for sanity’s sake—the female Venerian with whom he has been friendly for a considerable time. Jor has pondered the nature of their relationship since its beginning two years past. “Girlfriend” is certainly not the correct term, not in his mind, and certainly not in hers. Venerians don’t have unauthorized, prematrimonial associations among themselves . . . understandable given their five identified genders, bitter clannish rivalries, complicated inheritances, ridiculously long life spans, and uncertain periods of sexual activity.


  Nevertheless, it is fair to state that Abdera—who, in the permanent twilight of the Twi-Land, and allowing for oddities of dress and her light green coloring, could pass for a human female of thirty—is indeed Jor’s girlfriend.


  And tonight, for the first time in their relationship, Abdera has not only volunteered to enter the 13-Plus—where Venerians of any gender are rarely present—she has fixed a rendezvous.


  Which she has now missed! And by a considerable amount of time. In all their time together, Abdera has never been late. “Tardiness,” as D’Yquem frequently says, “is a Venerial sin.”


  (In addition to the labeling of Jor’s relationship, D’Yquem’s favorite topic is Foolish Terrestrian Terminology. His usual starting point is the Terrestrian name for natives of the second solar planet, frequently reducing it to a joke at Jor’s expense, as in, “Wouldn’t you rather have a Venusian girlfriend than a Venereal one?” Or similar.)


  Jor feels that his friend is tiresome on the subject. But this is one of the topics that recurs under the influence of brue—which is vital to Terrestrian survival on Venus. “Maybe I should have gone to her.”


  “And risk being run down by a rogue skiff? Picked up by TA’s curfew cops and brought before Tuttle? Sink in the mud and never be found? Don’t be an idiot.” D’Yquem grins again, tipping his half-empty glass (he is not a glass-half-full person) toward the window that looks north toward the Venus Port, and the human-built tower that looms above it. “Enjoy the view. It’s almost clear this evening, and the Lens actually glows.”


  Venus Port lies in the northern third of the Twilight Lands, the broad band of habitable temperatures that circles Venus from pole to pole. Travel too far east, you broil in the Noon Lands if you don’t drown in the Bright Sea, or vanish into the many jungles and swamps.


  Too far west, and you freeze in the eternal darkness of Nightside.


  Humans know that the sky and stars and sun can be seen from Nightside: the low temperatures freeze any open water and eliminate the otherwise-permanent cloud cover that shrouds the rest of the planet.


  But the sky above Venus Port is generally uniform, gray, like Chicago on a dreary winter afternoon, changing colors only when it rains—which is frequently. Terrestrians have no day, no night, no seasons, all of which contributed to TA’s adoption of the brutal tenday workweek, not that the controlling organization needed additional means of exploiting its workers.


  Now and then, however, due to some yet-to-be-understood dynamics in the Venerian atmosphere, the gloom lifts a bit, and some stray beams of sunlight brighten the upper reaches of the Lens.


  From this distance, Jor can’t see the rivets, the individual girders, the discolorations, the patchwork . . . just the giant glassy disc and its twin focal arms.


  “Almost makes it all worthwhile,” he says. The construction has been a struggle, consuming most of his energies for the fifteen years he has lived on Venus. The same for D’Yquem, who has been here even longer. “One year of tests . . .”


  “And then,” D’Yquem said, “everyone with the money can walk in a door on Earth and step out into this glorious Venerian landscape.” He examines the bottom of his empty glass. “I do wonder, Jor, if we aren’t working against our best interests here.”


  “When haven’t we?”


  D’Yquem laughs. He is capable of amusement at Jor’s attempts at cynicism. “This is a new low, even for the TA.” He belches. “We prosper here—”


  “—If you call this prospering.”


  “—Because it takes real effort to get to Venus.” D’Yquem’s point cannot be argued. Interplanetary spaceships are crowded and unpleasant, the tickets expensive, the voyage long. “No one wants to follow us with a warrant, then haul us back.”


  Jor realizes that D’Yquem, in his fashion, has raised a legitimate point: with no exceptions worth noting, not even among the political leaders of the TA, no Terrestrian is free of an Exile Quotient . . . a public rating of his or her sins against the morals and behavioral standards of Earth, the headings being:


  1 General maladjustment


  2 Poor family relations


  3 Substance abuse


  4 Financial incompetence


  5 Political unreliability


  6 Sexual misconduct


  7 Religious heresy


  Each Terrestrian wears the EQ as a badge of honor—the denizens of 13-Plus glory in it; you can’t enter unless your score is thirteen or higher.


  D’Yquem reaches across to Jor’s brue, takes it, drains it, a not-remotely-subtle signal to get the next round. “And by the way,” D’Yquem says, in one of his famous conversational veerings, “she will show.”


  Jordan Lennox is the project manager for the Lens, a job he could not have imagined having when he first arrived at Venus Port. But politics, personalities, and the challenges of constructing an advanced technological facility on an alien world have seen the Lens run through eleven prior managers.


  Now into his third year, Jor holds the record for tenure, largely—he believes—due to Charles D’Yquem.


  The drunken aristo is a specialist in computing and calculating devices, tools that were banished from Earth a century past and rejected by Jor’s predecessors on Venus. (Jor feels that the EQ should have an eighth category . . . some Terrestrians are sent to Venus because they are just too fucking stupid.) Having listened to D’Yquem touting the devices for the best part of a decade, Jor was willing to try them once he moved into the top job.


  Thanks to them, and Jor’s own relentless energy, the Lens now approaches completion.


  Jor rises to head for the bar, a bit surprised by D’Yquem’s encouraging remark. His friend’s attitude toward Abdera usually starts out cold and judgmental, growing warmer only with increased alcoholic intake. Who knew D’Yquem was quite that drunk?


  As he waits for a new pitcher of brue, Jor busies himself glancing from the entrance to the terrifying vista in the huge window: the blunt Terrestrian towers giving way to the more exotic—to human eyes, anyway—Venerian columns and galleries and mounds—all of them in the process of disassembly.


  And, beyond both, the glittering thousand-foot diameter of the Lens shining in the perma-twilight.


  He knows every foot of the Lens, of course. It feels as though he has personally lifted each I-beam, welded each structural plate, drilled each cable run, and even pulled each wire.


  He has approved the design for all of these elements . . . while also ensuring quality control and integration. And he has seen the Lens grow from a stubby foundation formed from hardened Venerian slime to the tallest, broadest, most spectacular human structure this side of the Trans-Atlantic Tunnel.


  One month away from its first tests . . . will it really work?


  “Hey, Jordan!”


  D’Yquem’s voice from across the bar.


  He realizes that the pitcher has been sitting in front of him for perhaps two minutes . . . an eternity to a drinker like D’Yquem.


  He is on his way back to the table when Abdera enters, looking sick with worry. Jor knows that while Venerian facial features are much like humans, their expressions are more extreme. A grown Venerian who is happy will glow like a human infant being tickled . . . one who is unhappy would have the expression of St. John regarding the Opening of the Graves.


  Abdera looks like that now. “Jordan,” she says, as if she only has strength to utter his name.


  “You’re late,” he says, feeling stupid.


  Which only seems to make Abdera feel worse. “I was trapped.”


  Jor moves her to the table, where D’Yquem helps her take a seat. Jor offers her a sip of brue, which she gulps in a single swallow. The beverage is designed to bolster human resistance to Venerian germs and other environmental factors; in small doses, it will not hurt Abdera.


  But she downs Jor’s drink before being able to speak. “My clan ordered us to stay indoors for a cycle.” Cycle being the Venerian equivalent of thirty Earth hours.


  “Why?”


  “They never say. But this order came without warning, on a day that is usually devoted to business. There were many protests, none successful.”


  “Yet here you are.”


  And now she smiles. And in a less worried voice, says, “And here I am.”


  Although Abdera would strike most human males as attractive, it is not her looks that continue to inflame Jor’s passion. Rather, it is her voice—throaty, articulate, versatile, capable of terrifying low anger and inspiring high laughter . . . a true Siren song.


  Fluent in English, she has no accent, or none that Jor, a Midwestern American of the twenty-second century, can detect. (D’Yquem is merciless about Jor’s “absurd nasal honk” and “questionable pronunciation.”)


  And now, D’Yquem, who occasionally exhibits a finely tuned set of social graces, excuses himself, leaving Jor and Abdera alone. The Venerian female watches him cross to the far side of 13-Plus. It’s as if she has never seen him walk before.


  “What do you think of the place?” Jor says.


  “It’s exactly as you described it though with fewer Terrestrians.”


  “It’s a slow night.” He feels the moment is right. “Why did you want to come here? After all this time, I mean.”


  There is a long pause, as if Abdera has a message, but can’t find the words. “Your Lens is almost finished,” she finally says.


  “Months at most, yes.” Then Jor realizes: she thinks I am going to leave. They have never talked about a future together . . . their relationship is unique in the Venus Port community, subject to so much gossip and speculation that their conversation has frequently been consumed by mutual sharing of same, and subsequent amusement.


  A relationship of the moment.


  “Would you ever consider leaving Venus Port?” he says, trying to sound casual in spite of the improvisation.


  Casual or not, the question clearly surprises her. “And go where?”


  “Elsewhere on the planet. There will be a second Lens in the southern hemisphere. Maybe a third.”


  She smiles faintly. “Southern clans aren’t as welcoming to outsiders as your people.” Which suggests outright hostility.


  “Then how about Mars?” he says. “Lots of opportunities there.”


  “For you. But the adaptation—”


  “—Would be a challenge, yes.” Then he thinks, for the first time in fifteen years: “How about Earth?”


  The sheer audacity of this suggestion makes Abdera laugh, and a Venerian laugh is always worth witnessing; it draws sympathetic laughter from Jor, as he imagines the look on Miller Lennox’s face when confronted with his prodigal son. “I thought you couldn’t!” she says, meaning the reverse adaptation, Venus to Earth.


  “There are ways,” Jor says, knowing of one experimental method—


  “Am I interrupting?” D’Yquem is returning to his chair.


  “A moment of speculation,” Abdera said, her mood suddenly solemn. Jor notices that her flowing sarilike garment is torn near her left elbow.


  He is beginning to form a question when the building shakes, a violent jolt that breaks glass at the bar and triggers shouts of alarm.


  “What in God’s name was that?” D’Yquem says.


  “The Lens!” Petros calls.


  Crunching on broken glass, Jor rushes toward the bar and its big view window—


  The evening is still unusually clear, and it makes the sight all the more horrific: there is a hole in the big dish of the Lens.


  By the time Jor, Abdera, and D’Yquem emerge from the ground floor of the 13-Plus tower, the situation at the Lens is more troubling: the evening marine layer has rolled in, obscuring the ground view of the top of the structure—except for flashes of light, which mean additional explosions. (Any flashes of light are anomalies.) Jor cannot hear explosions, of course. The dense, rolling fog damps distant sound. Nor can he feel the ground shaking, but that could be due to the mud.


  Even after years on Venus, he has never gotten used to the fact that the evening mist is hot, not cold as it would have been in an Earthly port city.


  It takes far too much time to reach the Lens. TA has always skimped on rescue equipment, naturally, preferring to reserve precious cargo volume on spaceships for prefabricated construction materials, not fire or rescue trucks.


  So Abdera, D’Yquem, and Jor are forced to travel in a Venerian skiff, which means letting Abdera serve as pilot. Terrestrians have never learned to operate the raftlike machines, especially since—owing to the lack of Venerian mass production—none is like another.


  It makes D’Yquem unhappy. “Don’t we have more important things to worry about?” Jor says.


  “We can fix the fucking Lens,” he snaps. “When you lose social status, you lose everything.” It is one of those passing remarks that makes Jor realize that D’Yquem’s pre-Venereal life must have been far different from his own.


  Grumbling and petty, he climbs aboard nonetheless, and the trio commences a glide toward the smoking, flashing Lens at a speed they could easily exceed by walking.


  Not that walking is possible. Venus Port is built on a delta. Instead of real streets, it has shallow rivulets and streams—more water than land.


  And on most open land, and all “streets” and even on water near the shores, lay piles of newly raw material awaiting shipment via skiff.


  Venus Port is being taken apart. According to Abdera, the process, known by the Venerian world as “reloquere”—has been going on for the equivalent of two hundred Earth years. The first human explorers originally thought that the open pits and half-built buildings were signs of construction.


  It was quite the other way around. They were what remained of residence towers and palaces and businesses and manufacturing facilities and libraries—whatever one would find in a city.


  Reloquere is the prelude, Venerians say, to the great Sunset of Time, that moment each ten thousand or hundred thousand or one million (accounts vary, depending on which Venerian clan is asked) years when the clouds fade . . . the Sun is clearly visible.


  And it sets as Venus creaks into a partial rotation, unleashing storms, floods, quakes.


  Remaking the landscape. Where once was Twi-Land would now be Noon, or Nightside.


  Or so the legend has it. Most Terrestrians dismiss the idea, either for lack of scientific backing or their own theological reasons. But the Venerians seem convinced: wars between the city-states have ceased in the past few years as reloquere spread throughout the Twilight Lands.


  So, even as the Terrestrian Authority raises the Lens to the heavens, the Venerians continue to disassemble their city brick by vine.


  The process isn’t just a disassembly of structures . . . the individual elements of each structure are taken apart, too. Bricks are taken to a place to the north and east, where there is almost no dry land, and dissolved . . . returned to the mud whence they came.


  Piping is melted down and returned to more solid ground. (TA’s long-ago offer to buy this metal was rejected so thoroughly, Jor knows, that a second request was never made.) Glass, the same—transformed back to sand and spread on the shore.


  Even the wiring of the Venerians’ electronic grid has to be stripped out of structures, coiled, then melted down.


  This strikes Jor as simply foolish: art and decorative items are also on the list. Venerians have statues though most are abstract rather than representational, and these are also victims of reloquere. Not long ago he happened to see the removal and disassembly of one obelisk from his Lens station over a tenday, and he was impressed with the care and even ceremony, like a state funeral.


  Nevertheless, at the end of it a thirty-foot-tall piece of art had been reduced to a cooling vat of creamy goo.


  He later asked Abdera how the artists felt about the death of their work, only to be told, “They are long gone.” Which, given the Venerian life span, suggested that the artists had completed their work centuries ago . . . or something more sinister.


  The Venerians also have great gardens filled with broad-leafed ferns and purple Twi-Land flowers with blossoms as big as a human head, so richly fragrant that spending too much time too close might result in suffocation. (For a human, that is: the Venerians thrive when surrounded by Twi-Land’s blooms.)


  What this means is that Jor’s skiff is forced to avoid the “streets,” since these are crowded with materials-to-be-shipped, in addition to Venerians now living in tents. There are also a few humans, stirred from their towers by the disturbance at the Lens.


  It takes them an hour to cover a distance of less than five miles. Jor cannot speak to Abdera; she certainly does not turn and communicate with him or D’Yquem. Nor do Jor and D’Yquem have anything to say.


  They finally reach the base of the Lens and are allowed inside the perimeter. “Someone tunneled under the fence on the Venerian side,” one of the security team, Hollander (2,4,7) tells Jor, who does not bother to correct the man: everything outside the fence is the Venerian “side.”


  “Crawled up the Lens without using the lift or the backup ladder—”


  “—Which explains why no one saw this,” Jor snaps. There are observers, and even cameras, watching the gridlike tower, not for saboteurs, of course, but for damage . . . stray vines.


  Hollander flinches, anticipating punishment. “They attached an explosive with a timer, then crawled back to the ground to watch what happened.”


  Jor has other orders to give Hollander, but there is a disturbance at the base of the Lens. Security wants to arrest Abdera.


  “She’s with me, you idiots,” Jor snaps. There are three security shifts; the first two would know that Abdera and Jor are involved. The late shift, apparently not.


  Then there is a problem with the lift: a security team has taken it to the top and won’t let it return.


  So Jor begins to climb up the girder itself. If the Venerian bombers can do it—


  Physical exertion is not advised for Terrestrians, especially those soggy with brue. But Jor is determined to see what happened to his Lens.


  D’Yquem and Abdera follow though more slowly.


  The Lens reminds most Terrestrians of the Eiffel Tower. The two structures share a common shape though the Lens is slightly shorter (850 feet as opposed to over a thousand) and is topped by a rotating silvery disk that is itself 250 feet in diameter, and represents the greater engineering challenge. It is designed to gather, then focus, megahigh-frequency transmissions from the giant orbital Equatorial dish, opening a portal between Earth and the second planet.


  Jor is aching, puffing, sweating heavily as he reaches the platform level. Pausing for breath, he takes in the view, the evening mist blanketing Venus Port as he hears Abdera and D’Yquem from below . . . the aural dampening effect of the fog making them seem closer than they are, as if all of them were in the cozy interior of 13-Plus, not hanging off the side of a tower.


  Jor is quickly able to see that the saboteurs have blown a hole in the disk large enough to throw a skiff through.


  He runs to the far end of the platform, which is still incomplete, with boards and slats instead of metal grilling. “Jor, be careful!” Abdera shouts.


  He is not worried about falling. Although conflicted about the ultimate value of the Lens, Jor knows it is still his project, his life’s work; any attack on it is an attack on him.


  Once he has completed his circuit and examined the gear joints of the steering mechanism, he relaxes so thoroughly that he laughs.


  “How is this funny?” D’Yquem says, barely able to utter words, he is so out of breath.


  “All they did was poke a hole in the disk,” Jor says. “We can fix that in a few days. If they’d really wanted to destroy the Lens, they should have put their bomb in the gears. That would not only take months to repair, it might have brought down the whole structure.”


  Perhaps it is the residual effects of the brue. Or the climb. Jor shouts into the Venerian night, “Idiots! Tear your city down! Leave the Lens alone!”


  He turns and sees Abdera staring at him with what can only be disgust.


  Back at the base of the Lens, Jor, Abdera, and D’Yquem fall into a crowd of confused security types. D’Yquem goes off in search of information. Abdera and Jor stand by her skiff in the roiling hot mist, so thick now that Jor can barely see Abdera ten feet away.


  “I’m sorry about what I said up there.” One lesson he has learned from his cruel father is, when necessary, be the first to apologize. (Because Miller Lennox never does.)


  Among the many differences between Terrestrian and Venerian responses—they don’t shrug. If uncomfortable and unwilling to engage, they just stare.


  And so Abdera stares. Jor cannot fail to notice that, even in the thick mist, which coats his skin and clothing, Abdera appears cool and dry. Her garments, standard for a Venerian female of her clan, are largely a series of varicolored wraps and scarves that bind her hair while not really covering her head. She wears sandals that could easily have been found on Earth.


  There is no differentiation in garments by male and female, but rather by age and status: postfertile Venerians wear more structured clothing, prematable Venerians much less.


  “I was angry,” Jor says. “Then I was overly elated because the Lens survived.”


  Still she stares.


  “What was it you wanted to talk about?” he says, changing his tone and, hopefully, the whole conversation. “Why did you want to meet me tonight?”


  Finally, he engages her. She takes a step toward Jor, actually touching his arm (a rare event in mixed public). “It is a painful admission—”


  “Hey!” D’Yquem shouts as he suddenly appears out of the mist. “They caught them!”


  “The bombers?” Jor says.


  “They were still inside the compound, still carrying climbing tools and explosives.” He shakes his head at the unlikelihood. “They didn’t even try to get away.”


  He holds up an image. Jor and Abdera see five Venerians, two males and three pregendered youths.


  Abdera is clearly upset, turning away. Jor reaches for her, but she runs off, disappearing into the mist.


  “Now what?” he says.


  “Maybe she knows them,” D’Yquem says. “They’re from her clan.”


  Jor has no contact with Abdera the next day. In a way, he’s glad: he has no idea what to say to her. And too much other work.


  His first eight hours are consumed by plans for repairs to the Lens, and five times the usual Venus–Earth–Venus message traffic, all of it reducible to two phrases: “Venerian damage to Lens.” “Stay on schedule and punish the criminals!” (This last related with great sternness by Tuttle.)


  “Amusing sidelight,” D’Yquem says, as Jor emerges from the conference room, having applied classic team motivation to his own department heads (“Work faster, you fuckers!”).


  “Please share. Amusement is hard to find today.”


  “Your miscreants were up to other mischief.”


  “Such as?”


  D’Yquem hands him a flimsy. “They, and some team of yet-to-be-identified accomplices, staged a raid on our garbage dump.”


  Jor cannot understand this; D’Yquem is amused. He nods toward the message. “They removed giant heaps of metal slag, soiled mud, vegetative matter, and took it somewhere.”


  “That was all?”


  “They apparently failed to disturb anything mechanical, including what was left of my Mark III device.” That had been D’Yquem’s first attempt at bringing computational science to the Lens. The device had overheated and melted down. Mark IV had an improved cooling system.


  “If they left your garbage alone, why do you care?”


  “I don’t, especially.” He smiles. “I just happened to be lurking by your assistant’s desk when the message arrived.” Jor’s secretary is a middle-aged Norwegian woman named Marjatta (2,3,4), now married after a brief and unsatisfactory affair with Jor a decade past. She is capable, but easily distracted, especially by D’Yquem, who seems to spend an inordinate amount of time hovering near her desk.


  “Strange—” Jor suspects a connection. The attack on the Lens is such an outrageous action by the Venerians that every aspect must have meaning. But the alcohol, stress, and short night have left him fuzzy.


  “If I were you, I would ask Security to track the theft. See where the material ends up.”


  “Don’t we have better things to do? I know that Security feels quite stretched at the moment.”


  “If you want to know why the Venerians attacked, you’ll press this.” Then he smiled again. “Or you could just ask your girlfriend. You’re both rebels.”


  Jor blushes at the memory. The #2 and #6 in his Exile Quotient—as D’Yquem knows—are the result of a romance Jor had at college with a young woman from Sub-Africa.


  Any sort of relationship, even a nonromantic one, would have made Jor and Njeri notorious . . . the fact that Jor’s father was Miller Lennox, one of the most powerful business and religious figures in Illinois, made the couple into outright targets. And not just to the public . . . it was Miller Lennox who arranged for Njeri to be shipped home in disgrace—


  And for Jor to join the ranks of exiled Terrestrians on Venus.


  Where, if D’Yquem’s analysis is correct, he resumed his old ways . . . becoming involved with an inappropriate partner. In self-defense, Jor would note that he lived at Venus Port for a decade during which he was involved with three human females, including Marjatta. His liaison with Abdera only began when she became the primary contact for the Lens team and her clan, which had some ancient rights to the air above the plot of marsh where the Lens was built.


  It had happened quickly—from first handshake to intimacy, no more than a day, which was unprecedented in Jor’s prior relationships. And, he later learned, in the Venerian equivalent.


  One night in 13-Plus, Jor had dared to ask D’Yquem, “What do you think she sees in me?”


  D’Yquem snickered. “Money and power.”


  “Besides that.”


  “Well, maybe it’s because you look like a fucking Venerian male.”


  Jor knows that his complexion is darker than many of his fellow Terrestrians—not the handful from Africa, of course. He is taller than most, thinner, too.


  But what D’Yquem almost certainly means is his face: all of the men in the Lennox family have prominent noses and close-set eyes. “We look like the business end of hatchets,” Jor’s older brother Karl once told him.


  Of course, Jor also knows that physical resemblance, while key in initiating personal relationships, is not enough to sustain one. Especially a relationship that crosses social and biological and clannish lines.


  “So it’s mutual rebellion,” he said, answering his own original question.


  “More has been built on less.” D’Yquem tips his glass. “Say, remember the pilings?” D’Yquem says.


  “They still haunt my sleep.” Sinking the pilings for the Lens almost broke the Lens project in its early going. In many places, Veneria’s mud is little better than brown water. “Soup” is what D’Yquem calls it. Pilings had to be sunk repeatedly and to depths three or four times greater than they would on a comparable terrestrial location.


  “We learned something from them.”


  “You mean, besides ‘don’t build a tall heavy structure on Venus’ ?”


  “We got core samples.”


  “I recall Rostov saying that the Venerians would never allow that.” Rostov (2,3,5) had been TA’s staff geologist in those days. He had begged to be allowed to take core samples to prove or disprove Venerian legends of reloquere and the Sunset. Naturally, he’d been denied, just as human archaeologists were denied the chance to dig in Jerusalem because religious leaders feared what they might find—or not find.


  “And they never did, as research. But for structural engineering . . .” D’Yquem grins, always a disconcerting image. (Those English teeth!)


  “So Rostov found—”


  “Nothing. No evidence at all that Venus had ever undergone radical, transformative geological or climactic shifts. Not in the past half a billion years, that is.” He grins again. “Your girlfriend and her people live a long time, but not that long.”


  Jor has never truly really believed Abdera’s stories—no more than he believed in the strict Christianity of the Lennox family.


  Nevertheless, the work of reloquere has continued at a faster pace. When work on the Lens first commenced, Sunset was said to be far in the future—the equivalent of a human century.


  But as the Lens neared completion, so, it seems, has the disassembly of Venerian civilization. Based on what Jor sees now, in the streets and mudflats, it could be a matter of weeks . . . possibly days.


  He had asked Abdera: “Where will you go when reloquere comes?”


  “With my clan.”


  “Where will they go?” Sometimes she is too literal. On the other hand, he realizes that she is the one speaking a different language.


  “Into the Bright Sea.”


  “All of you?”


  “There are many skiffs, most of them stored for a long time.”


  “And then?” He thinks she’s joking.


  “Return to the land wherever it forms.”


  “Sounds awful.”


  “It is. But it’s necessary.”


  The subject changed then, and for some time thereafter Jor concentrated on Abdera’s somewhat grim acceptance of reloquere.


  Only now does he recall her hint that she had been through it before.


  But there is no word. And he has no way of reaching her.


  In the afternoon, Jor is called to TA headquarters, the oldest of the four towers in the Terrestrian compound, to see the five bombers in their holding cell.


  Venerian premales are shorter, broader, brighter green than females like Abdera. Unlike her, they wear the garb of sea farmers . . . clothing that seems to be fashioned from scales, like a knight’s armor.


  Jor begins to think of them as teenaged boys . . . mischievous, trying to prove themselves, not terrorists. This is silly, he realizes, and not just because he has fallen into D’Yquem’s conceptual trap.


  Even if these young creatures did try to harm the Lens, their questioning has been harsh: Jor can see signs of bruising and branding. It appears that one of them has a broken arm.


  “Have they said why?” he asks Hollander.


  “They just sing and pray,” the security man tells him.


  Jor is exhausted. He goes.


  The next morning, Jor is up earlier than usual—and he always rises earlier than most, no matter how hungover—and upon arriving at his desk finds two flimsy documents, the coin of the realm in the Lens offices: first, a secret report that all five of the Venerian premales died in custody the night before.


  Which is terrible news.


  The relationship between TA and the Venerian council of clans is comfortably colonial—from Authority’s point of view. After all, Terrestrians possess spaceships, therefore power.


  In practice, however, the balance frequently shifts. Venerians are technologically savvy, armed, and, as their own recent history shows, willing to fight.


  Why have they allowed Terrestrians to establish Venus Port at all, much less build the Lens—which surely suggested an even larger footprint? The official answer was technology transfer: Terrestrians were paying for time and territory with information—hence the colonial smugness.


  This was another question Jor had put to Abdera in their early days, only to receive what he could only describe as an amused shrug. “You gave us land near one of your largest cities,” he had said.


  “Not very much of it. And we use very little, as you’ve seen.”


  “What do you think of the Lens?” Jor had never asked her; when they met, the tower was already rising. Permissions had been obtained from the clans.


  She had smiled—a humanoid gesture—and slithered up and down his body in a Venerian one, the total effect being quite . . . arousing. “If it will bring more attractive, rich human males, how could I dislike it?”


  Jor wasn’t ready to accept this glib answer. “It will bring all kinds of humans, and while many will be richer and more powerful than me, none will be more attractive. Some of them will be cruel and greedy and dangerous.”


  Now she was serious. “I know.” Then she offered the Venerian equivalent of a shrug. “It really doesn’t matter.”


  She did not need to say why: Sunset.


  “Don’t you think of us as invaders?”


  “Some do.”


  “But not you.”


  And here he was rewarded with a smile of unrestrained Venerian amusement. “Only sexually.”


  Which is another aspect of their relationship that binds them—at least Jor to Abdera. Their lovemaking is frequent, satisfying, innovative . . . and frequently (by Jor’s standards) almost public. Which adds to the excitement.


  He was sexually experienced before meeting Abdera, of course, but entered that phase of their relationship as ignorant as a fundamentalist bride. He had heard nothing about Terrestrian-Venerian sexual relations beyond the usual ignorant rumors.


  But, in the twilight, garments gone, the classic moves dominated. Abdera was more aggressive than women in Jor’s past . . . but he found that he enjoyed it.


  Jor believes that this intimacy gives him greater insight into Venerian character and customs. And while it is true that he has learned several phrases and knows more about Venerian food and drink . . . he realizes on this grim day that he is no better informed than Tuttle or the others in TA.


  And with five premale Venerians dead in TA custody, he feels overwhelmed, unsure, and outnumbered.


  Only then does he find a second message—from Abdera, in her charming, flowery style: “We must meet by midday or I will perish from the shame of my actions. The landing.”


  Although most Terrestrians, especially those newly arrived from Earth, argue the point, Venerians are more advanced than humans. The assumption that they are somehow equivalent to European civilizations of the late Middle Ages grows out of ignorance and xenophobia, and a mistaken belief that an advanced civilization requires a large population.


  There are, Jor knew, fewer than 100 million Venerians. Naturally they have fewer, smaller cities. Their economy is largely directed toward sea farming in the Twi-Land waters, especially Bright Sea—which is why Venus Port was built where it was. (Venerian sea farming was so extensive, involving the actual herding of aquatic creatures we still did not truly understand, that the word “fishing” seemed inadequate.)


  But they have electronics, their own communication system, weather forecasting, science, art, and wildly sophisticated politics, which one would expect from a clan-based society.


  Their interpersonal relationships are immensely complicated by their proliferation of genders, from post-male/female (once they are no longer fertile and breeding, Venerians essentially lose their sexual identity and plumbing), to active male and female and the prepubescent versions of both, though Venerian puberty seems quite protracted, likely another result of the long life spans.


  The only advantage Terrestrians truly seem to possess is space travel, and even here superiority is suspect: the antipodal clans dominating the southern hemisphere’s Twi-Lands have smaller seas and a clear history of aviation and other technological development. It is rumored that these clans had developed space travel . . . many thousands of years in the past . . . and have even traveled to Earth! (This rumor led to dozens of wild speculations about shared Terrestrian-Venerian evolution . . . Jor always assumed the Venerians are a branch of the main Terrestrian trunk, but in truth it could just as easily have been the other way around.)


  But they had abandoned the whole business, so the story goes. Abdera claimed that while it might be, she didn’t know. “Our clans don’t share.”


  Given that until shortly before they met those clans had been actively at war, Jor believes her.


  And these are just the Venerians Jor knows, the clans of the Bright Sea.


  Before he leaves for what he hopes will be a completely distracting several hours, Jor makes one final pass through his in-box, where he finds a plain note saying, “Northern Jungle today.” It is just the sort of anonymous message he receives daily, some from his team or underlings, but just as frequently from Tuttle’s inner circle.


  During his first years on the second planet, he had largely worked with crews hoping to tame the Northern Jungle, to use another Terrestrian name that was wildly inadequate.


  The Terrestrian Authority, in its master plan, had hoped to create a land route to the Highlands, the rounded, mineral-rich mountains to the north, unreachable by sea skiff. (Air transport was possible but uneconomical, given the size and number of cargo planes that would have to be built after their materials had been sent across interplanetary space; D’Yquem had once shown Jor the figures and the projected profit point was five hundred years in the future.) This meant a brute force assault on . . . trees with wood so rugged it broke saws.


  The Northern Jungle did not want to be conquered. And it wasn’t.


  Then the Lens was approved and the TA happily attacked in a new direction. “No wonder the Venerians sat back and smiled as we hacked up their jungle,” D’Yquem said.


  Jor waits for his visiphone to warm up, feeling appreciative toward D’Yquem, who had lobbied hard with the TA staff and even with parties back on Earth to acquire six of the devices, planning to link them to his computational device.


  Four of the machines had been scooped up by the TA, where, as far as Jor knew, they were being used as paperweights or dust collectors. D’Yquem had the fifth.


  The material available on the visiphone is limited, primarily financial documents such as ledgers and budgets, but D’Yquem had equipped it with the ability to display images, too.


  Jor searches for the Northern Jungle Road, finding half a dozen images that date back to his time as a tree-topper and’dozer driver. But then a new one appears, showing a location much like those of a dozen years past.


  He wishes for the ability to place two images side by side; lacking that, his eyes are good enough to tell him.


  Every trace of the road has vanished. All the heaping mounds of chopped and rotted wood, leaves, and vines are gone. If not for the label on the image stating that it was Authority Roadway #1, and the fact that he recognizes a particular trio of peaks in the distance, Jor could believe that he is viewing some other part of the Northern Jungle—or the southern one.


  A minor question . . . who took this picture? He looked at the logging data at the bottom of the screen: D’Yquem himself!


  Jor realizes that if the Venerians are that serious about returning a remote location like Authority Roadway #1 to its original state . . . they must be serious about their Sunset of Time.


  The final image shows him something even more surprising: Abdera.


  Jor walks to the landing very slowly, though with the Terrestrian traffic light and the reloquere work largely complete, there is no reason.


  Other than fatigue. Shock. Betrayal.


  He reminds himself that seeing D’Yquem and Abdera together means nothing, even if the location is remote. Even if D’Yquem made it clear that he barely knew the Venerian female.


  Jor’s “girlfriend.”


  The landing was where Jor had first seen Abdera, and where they had spent most of their public time. It was a port to rival New Orleans or San Francisco, those being the two earthly equivalents best known to Jor, with skiffs of many shapes and differing sizes arriving to be unloaded with an elegance that suggested a ballet.


  Surrounded by the aromas of sweet, then spicy, then unknowable cooking from small ancient shops lining the uneven quay, kelp and weed and sea beasts were swiftly transferred from skiff to warehouse to shop to land-bound transport with few words and optimum action from the teams of mature male and female Venerians.


  It was always a setting that soothed Jor’s mind, calmed his jittery nature. If only Earth had been like this—


  This day, however, is different. Not only is he troubled by his suspicions about Abdera and D’Yquem, but the landing seems subdued, empty. The number of skiffs is perhaps a third what it should be. The buzz of activity—never high—seems nonexistent.


  There are fewer Venerians.


  “I long to go back to the skiffs.” Abdera’s voice, behind him. She has performed her usual trick of appearing by magic.


  “I never knew you were on them,” Jor says. “In them.”


  She links arms. “All of us work the skiffs at a certain stage in our lives. No matter our differences, we always have the Bright Sea.”


  “Sounds lovely.”


  “It is actually insanely difficult work that kills more of my clan than anything else.” She turns to him. “But it binds us.”


  Jor cannot raise the subject of D’Yquem. He doesn’t want to hear the answer. “Why did your clansmen try to destroy the Lens?”


  “Why are you asking me?”


  “You must have some information or insight.”


  “Jordan, you and I have more in common than I do with a Venerian male.” It takes Jor a moment to realize that Abdera is talking about emotional commonality, not physical or biological.


  “Don’t you even know them?”


  “Yes, they were members of my clan. Yes, I knew their names. Yes, I have farmed with them. But I had no interaction with them, no exchanges of words or gestures—we have not shared a skiff. I don’t know what motivated them. And why does it matter? They’re dead now.”


  “I had nothing to do with that—”


  She puts her arms around him. “I know you better than that. I know you would be fierce in protecting the Lens, but you are not a killer.”


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  “There is no need. Greater powers will balance the scale.” Suddenly she is staring out to sea. A human woman would shade her eyes, Jor thinks. Of course, Abdera is Venerian—and there is no sun to require shading. “And I could have warned you.”


  “You knew about the attack?”


  “Not the specifics. But you can’t keep secrets within the clan; I knew there would be an action at the Lens.


  “Among the other secrets that can’t be kept within the clan is my relationship with you . . .” She turns back to him. “The seniors locked me up.”


  “How did you get out? Oh.” The torn sari.


  “It was more humiliating than painful. It was also . . . difficult emotionally. I was betraying my clan.”


  “I wish you had. We’d have been saved a lot of pointless trouble.”


  “Yet your Lens survives.”


  “You disapprove? After all this time?”


  “My clan welcomed you, allowed you to build. I made you a friend.”


  “So you don’t disapprove. Then—”


  “It’s Sunset. It approaches.” She indicates the flattened, empty waste that Venus Port is becoming. Her whole manner says: the Sunset changes everything.


  “What about us?” Jor points to the four Terrestrian towers and, visible beyond that, the blunt noses of three ships at the spaceport.


  Jor senses that Abdera is withdrawing. Nevertheless, he presses. “We’re still going to be here. So . . . what about us?”


  “I think,” she says, “that our joy is ended.”


  And then she turns to walk away.


  Jor could follow her. But he feels paralyzed.


  He does not go to 13-Plus that night. He has no wish to confront D’Yquem, not without hearing Abdera’s side of things.


  And he cannot act as if he knows nothing.


  Fortunately, he has a good supply of brue in his quarters in the third tower.


  That night, thrashing in bed between drunken collapse and sleep—or in that darker moment after waking up, head throbbing, mouth dry, eyes aching—Jor thinks about those hours at the controls of a D-9 caterpillar, one of only three on Venus, attacking the brush and branches. Or even his time as a topper, climbing high on the giant trees armed only with a handsaw.


  In spite of the crude, drunken, incompetent companions, the sizzling heat and humidity (the D-9 had a pressurized, climate-controlled cab); native Venerian animals that burrowed under the rudimentary road and undermined it when they weren’t dropping things on it; vicious bugs the size of small aircraft that never seemed to move except in swarms the size of buildings; roots that seemed to grow back within minutes of being cut, and the mud . . . the endless, thick, sucking madness of the Northern Jungle’s mud, the squalling rain—


  Jor thinks of those days as free and happy.


  He is a Lennox, Chicago-based engineers and builders for two centuries. He has many memories of his father Miller pointing from the front yard of their home on the North Shore to the city skyline, identifying seven different buildings from the Lennox shop. “There is room for more,” he said then, offering the challenge to Jor’s older brothers Liam and Karl.


  As the third of three brothers, Jor’s problems at school and his utter lack of interest in the family trade made him a candidate for emigration to Venus.


  Where, finally away from his family, he had no expectations to fulfill . . . only a simple job to do, chopping,’dozing, and adding to the vast heaps of green trash by the side of the road.


  The next morning is spent personally supervising repairs to the Lens dish on the high platform. He also recalibrates the aiming and steering controls, confirming their functionality—Sunset of Time be damned. The work is all-consuming, exhausting, and frustrating, driving all thought of Abdera from his mind.


  On the plus side of the ledger, as always his hangover is vaporized by the exertion. By the end of the extended workday, Jor is spinning and sputtering as usual . . . and frantic to return to the 13-Plus and the inevitable confrontation with D’Yquem.


  He prepares to descend from the instrument platform, where some riggers are grimly raising replacement panels while others totter precariously atop ladders and crude scaffolding trimming the jagged ends of the hole caused by the blast. Only then does he take a moment to look west, toward the endless swampy plains that lead to Nightside . . . at the mounds of excess material excreted (there is no better word) by the Terrestrian occupation.


  They seem smaller. Squinting in the twilight, he thinks he can see humanoid figures moving near and even atop the heaps. At this distance, with his eyes, it is impossible to know whether they are Terrestrian or Venerian.


  Surely not the latter, not after the attack—


  “Oh no, TA’s resolve popped like a soap bubble,” D’Yquem says, twenty minutes later.


  “They’re letting the Venerians take everything?”


  “Why not?” He drinks, and Jor notes that D’Yquem’s hand shakes. “It’s their garbage.”


  “Not all of it,” Jor says. “A good percentage includes material from Earth.”


  “Who needs it? Let the Venerians have the, ah, metal shavings, torn fabric, odd bits of this and that, broken furniture, and, oh yes, food by-products, such as whatever our favorite bruemaster has left over when his alchemy is done.” D’Yquem smirks. “I think it’s also where the organic waste from the residence goes, if you’re truly concerned—”


  “Be serious.”


  “You are years too late in suggesting that.” He has drained his glass and is already filling another. Jor sees again how shaky he is.


  “Did you start without me?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You’re trembling.”


  “Nonsense.”


  Jor knows that voice and chooses not to pursue the matter. He had arrived at 13-Plus and sat down with D’Yquem as he had for years, launching right into the latest TA stupidity.


  Which must be pursued to its conclusion. Anything to postpone the painful conversation about Abdera. “Why would TA reward the Venerians for their bad behavior?”


  “Perhaps to compensate for our own?” Jor thinks of the five dead premales. “Besides,” D’Yquem says, “it is unsightly and unhealthy and better for the Venerians to take it off into the wilderness and bury it. Or remake it into jewelry or clothing . . . I don’t care, as long as I don’t have to look at it. Or talk about it anymore.”


  That is a clear message: change the subject. But, in addition to the Lennox family’s emotional distance, Jor has the mulishness, too. It is difficult to move him when he isn’t ready to be moved.


  “What do you think about this whole Sunset business?”


  D’Yquem smirks. “If it’s good enough for your girlfriend—”


  Jor lets that pass for now. “So you admit the possibility that Venus might rotate again.”


  “There’s Rostov. Let’s ask him.”


  D’Yquem nods toward a burly Terrestrian in his fifties, droopy-eyed, sad-faced, drinking alone at the bar.


  With an EQ totaling 12, Serge Rostov is not technically eligible for entry into 13-Plus, but Petros isn’t complaining, not with business down this day. Nor, in a departure from his normal role as EQ judge and jury, is D’Yquem.


  “Rostov, my child,” D’Yquem says, as he and Jor approach.


  “Fuck off.” Rostov doesn’t even look at D’Yquem. Jor has no idea what has caused this hostility—beyond D’Yquem’s noted ability to get people angry at him.


  “Serge,” Jor says. “Given all that’s happened . . . this whole Sunset business.”


  Forgetting his anger, Rostov laughs. He is an impulsive man given to emotional outbursts, quickly forgotten. “What do you want me to tell you, Mr. Rational Engineer? The expected, the predictable? ‘Our science shows no evidence that Venus ever turned. It is a world that has never seen a sunset.’ You’re a sensible man.” Even though he no longer seems overtly angry at D’Yquem, Rostov addresses his remarks only to Jor.


  “I hope so,” Jor says. “But I thought the Venerians were sensible, too—”


  “Some are, some are not.” And here, if Jor is not mistaken, Rostov actually leers. “Some see us as invaders and take any excuse to strike back.”


  “So the attack is political. The religious business is just a cover.”


  “That is the sensible conclusion.” Obviously eager to end the conversation, he turns to Petros to order another drink.


  “Let me get that,” Jor says. His reward is a dissatisfied sigh from D’Yquem.


  But now Rostov is obligated. “Look,” he says. “I was originally trained in astronomy. TA has encouraged me to broaden my interests and specialties to include geology or—”


  “Venereology?” D’Yquem says brightly. He cannot stop himself, no matter the circumstances.


  “We have taken core samples. We have done our surveys. We have mapped Venus from Equilateral—and created a radar map, too.


  “The Venerians claim that there have been many sunsets in their recorded history. For that to be true, their recorded history would have to span 500 million years. Our fossil and geological record goes cold beyond that.”


  “Well, they are unusually long-lived,” D’Yquem chirps. Rostov ignores him.


  “So this is just another myth,” Jor says. Like the Christianity of the Lennoxes.


  “So it would seem. Though it is a powerful one that is uniform across all the clans and controls their actions.” Like the Christianity of the Lennoxes!


  Jor had begun to feel reassured. Now he’s wavering. “What are you saying?”


  “I am not an orthodox man,” Rostov says, shrugging. “As you know from my EQ.”


  “Unorthodox enough to suggest that we should be worried?”


  Now Rostov smiles, revealing jagged, steel teeth that make him look savage rather than sagelike. “Why worry about things you can’t change? If the sunset happens, if the planet somehow magically begins to rotate . . . the damage would be indescribable. Earthquakes, tsunamis, eruptions. The only safe place would be Equilateral.” He points to the ceiling.


  “This is idiocy,” D’Yquem says.


  Rostov acts as though D’Yquem is addressing his remarks to someone else.


  But Jor cannot resist. “Which part? His willingness to consider the possibility, or—”


  “His description of the event is ludicrous. This worldwide catastrophe. He makes it sound biblical.”


  “Please, friend D’Yquem,” Rostov says, engaging the computationist for the first time. “Share your vision of this hypothetical event.”


  D’Yquem glances at Jor, as if to say, this is all your fault. Jor notices that D’Yquem’s hands are no longer shaking . . . and that he is ignoring his empty glass. “Stipulate that the Venerian myth is true, that every few thousand years their world moves. I’ve actually seen a paper—suppressed now, of course—that suggests that Venus isn’t tide-locked, but that it merely has a very slow and irregular period—”


  “—Which is nonsense,” Rostov says. “Not the concept . . . the idea that the paper was suppressed.”


  “Perhaps not in your circles,” D’Yquem says.


  “I don’t care about that,” Jor says, growing angrier.


  “Stipulating,” D’Yquem says, “we must then accept the idea that the Sunset is not a world-wrecking catastrophe but far less damaging. After all,” he says, “if it had the ability to rearrange the surface of the planet, to wipe out all life . . . why are the Venerians still here?”


  At that moment everyone in 13-Plus feels the tower shudder. Jor fears that it’s another attack on the Lens but soon realizes that it’s the rain. A sudden squall has blown in from the Bright Sea, so strong it rattles the windows of the bar.


  Conversation ceases. Even Petros pauses in his work, glancing, like Jor, toward the big window, where the view of Venus Port from on high has vanished, replaced by sheets of water and roiling black clouds.


  Jor wants to leave. It isn’t fear; he’s not afraid that 13-Plus will be damaged. It’s just the situation . . . the storm, the crowd, the growing sense of a sour smell all around him, which he blames on Rostov. He hates speculations, preferring facts. His emotions are confused, too. And all of this is likely due to last night’s events, the lack of sleep, and the stress of the situation with Abdera and D’Yquem.


  He thanks Rostov and abruptly heads for the door. He realizes that what is really driving him is a desire to be out of D’Yquem’s presence. In fact, for the first time in fifteen years, he no longer wants to be a Terrestrian on Venus at all.


  D’Yquem catches him before he reaches the elevator. “Where are you going?”


  “My flat.”


  “Retreating is so unlike you.” It is usually D’Yquem, veteran of ten thousand drunken evenings, who calls a halt to the festivities. Jor will sit there until staggering.


  “I’m tired.”


  “Actually, you’re angry. Not quite the same.”


  “Rostov—”


  “Is a bore. Which I told you. Worse yet, he’s a fairly stupid one. At least he could know his science.”


  “It doesn’t seem that anyone actually knows the science.”


  “Of Sunset? There is no science, that’s the problem.”


  Jor feels dizzy and nauseous. “What do you think?”


  “Haven’t I made that clear? I’m quite open to the idea.”


  “Your open-mindedness doesn’t extend to, I don’t know, making emergency plans.”


  “Jor, there can’t be any plans, only evacuation. And then only at gunpoint. The flight here was so monstrous for most of us that getting back into those ships”—he points toward the spaceport, where three squat, shell-shaped vehicles wait—“is like being pushed off the top of a tower. Risking death only to escape certain death.”


  “So we can’t do anything?”


  D’Yquem grins. “Oh, we can resume drinking.”


  For the first time in their friendship, drowning in this tidal wave of betrayal, smugness, intransigence, Jor wants to punch D’Yquem. He grabs his shoulder, about to turn him. But D’Yquem sees what’s coming and raises an arm to block it. “You’re being tiresome.”


  “Then I’ve always been tiresome.”


  “No. You used to be interesting in a perfectly American manner, treating your forced exile here as some kind of fresh start.” D’Yquem is pointing at him now, accusing him like a prosecutor. “Given your background, that was not surprising—and part of the fun of knowing you has been watching to see if you might be correct. You’ve almost finished the Lens, and that will surely expand the Terrestrian presence—


  “Or, well, it would have, except for the pesky Venerians and their superior knowledge of their own world . . . and their remarkable long-range planning, of which we suspect little and truly know nothing.”


  “You suspected, obviously.”


  “Only out of habit. Given my own family and its history, I would have had to be much stupider to fail to be suspicious of everything I see or to expect that everyone is keeping secrets.”


  “Or betraying a friend.”


  “Ah, well, yes. I can understand why you might see it that way.”


  “I realize it’s too much to expect an apology,” Jor says. “But can’t you even acknowledge your mistake?”


  D’Yquem takes an unusual amount of time to respond. When he speaks, his voice is harsh. “What makes you think I had any choice in the matter? Or that any Terrestrian has any control over his destiny on Venus? That we can take any action that will have any effect?” He laughs bitterly. “We are just being swept along like . . . like weed on the Bright Sea, my friend. Not just me: you, too.”


  He turns and staggers. Jor realizes that his former friend is drunker than he’s ever seen him. Given the number of times they have shared brue, and the amounts, this is shocking.


  Could he be telling the truth?


  “Oh, by the way,” D’Yquem said. “After you left, that idiot Russian confirmed it. The Sun is not only visible now, it’s lower in the sky.”


  And then he enters the elevator. Jor lets the doors close. He doesn’t want to go with him.


  By the time Jor reaches the ground floor and prepares to leave, the storm has passed. The rain has returned to its expected state of hot drizzle. Emerging from the 13-Plus tower and heading toward his residence, he feels unusually alone.


  And no wonder. There is no Terrestrian traffic at all—the immigrants from Earth are all tucked into their towers. And the Venerian presence is nonexistent, too, with shops largely gone or certainly abandoned . . . streets empty and, in fact, no longer streets but merely tracked areas between larger untracked ones.


  The Lens tower looms even taller in the near distance. Jor is drawn to it, following the pathway toward it that takes him between the two residence towers.


  Then he hears his name. “Jordan!”


  Abdera steps forward. She has clearly been waiting some time; even her waterproof Venerian garb couldn’t stand up to that storm. She is soaked, her hair plastered to her skull . . . making her look definitively alien.


  Yet, the voice is the same.


  “What do you want?” he asks. “To apologize?”


  “No.”


  “To explain, then.” He can’t keep the sarcasm from his voice.


  “Impossible.”


  “Then why are you standing in the rain?”


  “To honor what we had,” she says.


  “I can’t do that.” He wants to recall their times together, but it’s as if D’Yquem’s shadow hides them.


  “One day you will.”


  And, as if this is all she wanted to say, she turns. Now Jor grabs for her. “Is that it? You stood in the rain to tell me nothing?”


  “No, to see you one more time.”


  “You’re leaving.”


  “It’s Sunset.”


  “You could have warned me.”


  And now she laughs. “I have warned you. All of us have warned you. Since the day Terrestrians arrived, we have been engaged in the reloquere! Yet you continued to build.”


  “Is that why you cheated with D’Yquem?” he says, struggling to find a motive. “Because I built the Lens?”


  She gives him the Venerian stare. “I wanted you to build your Lens,” she says. “And you should go to it.”


  Then she leaves, turning abruptly and without breaking into a run, moving so quickly that Jor couldn’t possibly catch her.


  She is headed for the landing, where skiffs still bob on the tide.


  Jor watches her. He feels as he did when Njeri told him she must return to Africa—times ten. And yet, how foolish to think they had a future. Venerian and Terrestrian. This moment was inevitable; only the details remained to be determined.


  He can’t go back to his residence yet. So he will grasp for the last moment of his relationship with Abdera . . . will take her advice.


  And go to his Lens.


  By the time he has reached the top, he has worked himself into a proper Lennox-style rage. First, he finds that the security team is not on duty—called off by Tuttle? Or simply having deserted their posts due to a storm?


  Jor would have returned to the towers to find them, but not before assuring himself that the Lens is secure.


  And it is, controls caged and ready. Giant dish strong and steady, glistening from its recent bath.


  Jor looks to the east, toward the Bright Sea. D’Yquem told the truth: not only is the Sun visible, it is notably lower in the sky.


  The shallow water of the Venus Port delta is receding, too, carrying with it the last of the Venerian skiffs, Abdera’s clan, and Abdera.


  As it goes, so does Jor’s spirit. He is enough of an engineer to know what this means . . . soon there will be a wall of water, how tall? It really won’t matter. Even though he is hundreds of feet high, the violence of the crashing wave is likely to destroy the Lens tower.


  And all of the Terrestrian quarter of Venus Port.


  The evening is clear; he can see the four towers, their windows lit. Do those fools know what’s happening? D’Yquem was right; no one believed. No one prepared. They would only head for the three ships at the spaceport if their towers fell on them.


  Suddenly Jor has an idea.


  He enters the control station and powers it up.


  The Lens controls that are designed to focus transmission beams work just as well on the visible spectrum . . . and now, with the sun making its first appearance in the Venerian sky, Jor moves the Lens.


  It takes precious minutes, but eventually he has it in the right position, taking the light from the new sun and focusing it on the four Terrestrian towers.


  Then he narrows the beam, increasing the light and, more to the point, the heat.


  He knows the materials used in the construction of the towers, how truly fragile they are. (TA’s famed cheapness. Having the surface be waterproof was sufficient.)


  The tops of two residence towers ignite, meaning that Jor’s residence in one will soon be ablaze . . . and so will D’Yquem’s in the other. Then the third tower, the oldest one, Tuttle’s TA headquarters.


  Finally the fourth, site of 13-Plus. Jor regrets that, but only for a moment.


  The air must be changing, because he believes he can hear not only sizzling and crackling as the top floors begin to burn, but alarms.


  He hopes for alarms.


  He knows there is a chance he is injuring or killing Terrestrians, not motivating them to save themselves. At this moment, frankly, it doesn’t really matter.


  The water continues to recede, exposing a muddy sea bottom identical to the muddy plains Jor has crossed so many times on Venus. He tries to see, but clouds are forming to the east . . . soon they will boil high enough to cover the setting sun.


  He looks up at the Lens, tweaks his aim. Then looks to the towers. There is a swirling layer of fog rolling in not from the sea, but from the west, obscuring Jor’s view of the base of the towers. But shifting light and shadows there suggest that people are gathered . . . that they are in motion.


  And now the wind kicks up from the west—quite strongly. A sudden gust rattles the platform so violently that Jor is knocked down.


  He rises to reaim the Lens, thinking of the disappointment on Earth at the loss of the Terrestrian base . . . at the thousands or tens of thousands with high EQs who will not be shipped off-planet.


  He is wondering why he has no sympathy for their plight when he sees the beginnings of a giant wave forming in the Bright Sea . . . and is struck by a piece of the Lens structure as it comes apart in the wind.


  When he regains consciousness, he is in orbit, at Equilateral, strapped to the floor of a cabin whose four bunks are already filled with the injured. He feels cold, as if pulled from the ocean—and possibly he was. His head hurts. He is hungry.


  “Welcome back,” D’Yquem says from the open hatch. He, too, is injured, both hands bandaged. In spite of their last encounters, Jor is happy to see his friend.


  Happy to see anyone, in fact.


  “Some of us made it,” he says.


  “Most Terrestrians did reach the spaceport ahead of the wave,” D’Yquem says. “Which was fortunately on higher ground than Venus Port. Everyone jammed in and took off so close to the waves that we generated a considerable amount of steam.


  “But the tricky part was reaching Equilateral here. The station wasn’t in position for rendezvous, so all the ships had to linger in orbit for two days until calculations could be made.” And here he smiles his smug D’Yquem smile. “If they had one of my devices, they could have solved the problem in half an hour.”


  “How was I rescued? I was nowhere near the ships.”


  “We had to go back for you three days later. One ship was able to find dry land again and set down. Fortunately the Lens still stands. You were quite a mess, unconscious when you weren’t delirious. But even Tuttle insisted that you had to be found.”


  “So the Lens—”


  “Minimal damage, frankly. With a bit of work, it would be ready for transmissions from Earth on schedule.” D’Yquem smiles. “Of course, it is now located in the middle of an inland sea that will soon, Rostov predicts, become an ice field in the new Nightside of Venus.”


  Jor thinks of Abdera, adrift in the fleet of skiffs. “What about the Venerians?”


  “They were able to ride out the wave, as apparently they have done many times in the past.”


  Jor absorbs this news. “One more thing,” D’Yquem says. “I regret not telling you before, but I wasn’t sure until I had time to talk with Rostov again, and to examine the past—”


  “Your injuries must have been severe.”


  He raises his bandaged hands. “It will be months before I can lift a glass again.


  “Abdera’s fling with me was deliberate. She went after me because of reloquere!” He can surely see the confusion on Jor’s face. “The Venerians not only take apart their physical world before the Sunset of Time . . . they also dissolve their relationships. We’ve already seen the clans and fleets realigning. We shouldn’t be surprised that it extends right down to . . . boyfriend and girlfriend.”


  Jor is in no mood to argue. Though it is close to comforting. “She could have told me.”


  “Yes,” D’Yquem says, “but remember how long-lived the Venerians are . . . how sophisticated they are in their choices and actions. I think she wanted you in a . . . a dangerous frame of mind. Angry. Driven. Eager to prove yourself.”


  “Why?”


  And here D’Yquem smiles with what might be genuine warmth, as if acknowledging a difficult truth.


  “So you would be tempted to be a hero.”
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  In the harrowing story that follows, he shows us that some atrocities seem to repeat themselves down through history—even on another world.


  1.


  I GRABBED THE ARMS OF MY ACCELERATION CHAIR AS WE spun, our silver bullet of a rocket ship vomiting debris and air into the cold night of Venus’s stratosphere. Commander Heston James, Sr., flung himself from control panel to control panel, trying to regain control of our craft, but the Nazi missile had done its nasty work well.


  From a distance, the great pearly orb of Venus had been a comfort to us. Our exciting destination. A place that beckoned adventure.


  We would land, for our country. And strike a great blow against the German Reich, proving that the war machine of the United States of America was more powerful. The great Space Race that grew out of the guttering stalemate of the Great War saw Nazi moon-bases and stations matched by Allied forces in the final frontier. Now the race was on to claim a planet.


  But the sneaky Nazi bastards, unable to beat us to the sister planet’s surface, shot us out of the sky with a missile that had boosted behind us from Earth, hiding in our rocket ship’s wake until right as we deorbited.


  “Charles!” Commander James shouted at me, looking back over his shoulder. “Do we have communications?”


  I’d been flipping switches and listening to static for the last ten minutes of terror. The faint, steady, reassuring pip from Earth was nowhere to be found. And our tumbling meant it would never be found until we stabilized.


  Or it could mean all our antennas were snapped clean off.


  “Charles!”


  I shook my head at him. “No, Commander. Everything is off-line.”


  In radio silence, we continued to fall out of the sky.


  Commander James strained against the g-forces snapping at us to continue working his panels, fighting for control of his ship all the way down. A hero to the last breath.


  Out of one of the small portholes I watched the expanse of white clouds beneath us spin past again and again.


  All this was a punishment, I thought to myself, as the blood continued to rush up against the inside of my head and dizzy me. Like Daedalus, I’d flown too high and been burned. Now I was falling.


  And falling.


  People from my kind of family didn’t end up becoming astronauts. My kind of family had aunts and uncles who had to drink from the other fountains and couldn’t order stuff from the front.


  My dad came from Jamaica, towing behind the rest of his family. They came looking for jobs and ended up working out in the Illinois countryside. White folk could tell Dad wasn’t white, but they weren’t sure what exactly he was, due to his kinky hair and skin that browned when he worked outside too long.


  Dad said that back home they called him “high yellow,” which meant he was mixed race but looked more white than black. Folk up North were more uneasy about the idea of mixed-race people. In some ways, that made it harder for Dad. He was a living, walking example of miscegenation. A child of a white father and a black mother.


  If you were one or the other, in America, he said, everyone knew exactly how to treat you. But being stuck somewhere in the middle left him pulled in directions that I couldn’t fathom.


  He married a white woman: an even greater sin. We wouldn’t have been able to do that in the South, but in the North, as long as we kept to ourselves and didn’t “flaunt” it, people pretended it didn’t exist as long as my mother and father didn’t go out together.


  And as for me, I took after my mother.


  I remember sitting in front of the window, looking at my reflection, trying to get my father’s comb to stick in my hair like it did in his. But instead it would just slide out of my straggly, fine strands and fall to the floor.


  My fair-skinned mother would find me crying in front of the mirror and ask me what was wrong. I never had the words to explain to her, and that would sometimes upset her more.


  When I was five, my father sat me down. “I want to tell you where you came from,” he told me, his face serious, his gray eyes piercing my fidgety five-year-old soul. “Because it’s only once you know where we are from that you can understand who you really are.”


  I nodded, like I understood the wisdom he was dropping on me. Mostly I was excited to be let into this circle of trust he was drawing around us. Because these were things we had to keep close to us, as if they were horrible secrets. And yet, in fact, it was just the truth about how we’d gotten where we were.


  Sometimes simple truth was radical.


  “Your forefathers come from the Ivory Coast, in far-off Africa. From across the seas,” he told me.


  He taught me their names, and the name of the tribe his forefathers had once belonged to. “I once knew the dances, and some of the words, as they were passed on to me from my grandfather,” he told me with sad eyes. “But I have forgotten them. But I have not forgotten where I came from. And you can’t either. Your skin is pale, son, and that will be to your advantage in this world. You might go on to do great things here. But you have to know who we are.”


  “Will we go back?” I asked, excited.


  He looked at me for a long time. “I don’t know if there is a back to go back to, son. We live here. It is what we know. And what we need to know is how best to survive, and more importantly, thrive. Because a man should be able to live anywhere in the world and not suffer, do you understand? This is our home because we are here. And we are with each other.”


  I don’t know if he believed it. But at five, looking up at his broad shoulders, the lesson embedded itself deep in me and took root.


  Thirteen years later, I would be flying trainer aircraft and pushing myself to beat everyone around me. More kills, more daring stunts. I’d been training in languages while in school but left to help fight the Great War and Hitler’s minions.


  I’d heard about the squadron of negro-only fighters in the sky, heard that bombers were asking for the Red Tails because of their record of flying close and protecting.


  The Red Tails were breaking records in their section of the sky. I was secretly doing it over here. And one day I’d reveal myself. And it would be known that I was as good as any other pilot.


  Only I was a ghost. A shadow person. A secret with my one drop of different blood.


  And now I, Charles Stewart with my mixed blood, would die on the surface of Venus in a spectacular crash and no one would ever know what I’d truly accomplished, would they? No one would know I’d been as good as any white astronaut, and they hadn’t even known about me in their midst.


  I’d flown too high.


  No. That was the blood squeezing against my brain. I’d flown high. I was proud to have flown high!


  We plunged through the thick clouds of Venus, and for a brief second I saw lush green vegetation and wide expanses of ocean.


  Commander James cut himself free of his restraints, slamming into a bulkhead and cutting his head open.


  “Keep calling out elevation, Davis,” he shouted back at the navigator, Tad Davis.


  Tad began shouting out the numbers as we fell. Heston pulled Shepard Jefferson out of his chair and dragged him back on hands and knees deeper into the heart of the craft. I could hear banging and swearing.


  Eric Smith, our geologist and general scientist, grabbed my arm from his position strapped in on my left. “I know communications is down, but patch me in anyway.” He stared out of the porthole. “I’m going to broadcast what I can make out as we go down, for the benefit of whoever might hear something.”


  The ears of the world might be straining to hear us. And Eric was a scientist to the last. I linked his microphone to the radio. “You’re on, if we’re able to transmit,” I told him through gritted teeth.


  “We’re spinning wildly,” Eric narrated, “but I’m sure I can see jungle out on the land we’re far above. There are great oceans in between the main sections of land we’re over, and there appear to be cloudbursts all around us. This is a rainy world. A wet world. A humid world.”


  He continued on in that manner as the details grew, and Eric described mountains rising toward us. A lake. Highlands, thick with jungle.


  I had a wristband with a cyanide pill in it, in case things went bad. I idly wondered if it made sense to take it before we hit the ground. I didn’t want to feel the moment of impact.


  “Shep: hold on!” Commander James shouted from back behind us.


  We slammed in our restraints as the craft suddenly decelerated. For a moment I was cheered. We’d gotten the rocket back on and would descend on our tail in fire and triumph to the surface of this new world.


  But that wasn’t it, we still yawed and swung. The descent was slow, but the thundering roar of the rocket was absent.


  “Parachutes!” Tad said. “They got the emergency parachutes open.”


  A wall of green flung itself at the portholes. My chair broke loose from its bolts and I spun across the cabin in a sudden cartwheel as the rocket ship struck trees and marsh in a grinding screech.


  2.


  THE AIR OUTSIDE WAS THICK WITH MOISTURE AND THE SMELLS of exotic, alien plants. Dark purple fronds filled the steep hills all around us, and just a few miles ahead stony mountains jutted up into the air.


  We’d been just split seconds away from dashing ourselves against them, I realized.


  All five of us gathered outside to walk the hull at Commander James’s insistence. “We need to know how bad the damage is,” he said.


  I just wanted to stand outside. We’d been cooped in a metal tube for almost an entire month, eating pills and squeezing food out of tubes. I wanted to just stand in the open copse created when the rocket ship slammed through the palmlike fronds.


  But we all nodded and followed orders.


  “How bad is it, Shep?” Heston asked, once we’d all walked a circuit around the silvered ship. We’d all paused near the water tanks that had saved our lives. Had the Nazi missile struck anywhere else, we likely would have died right then and there.


  “We didn’t just lose water,” Shepard reported. “We vented fuel, and the hull probably won’t survive taking us back up into orbit. The stress of firing the engine might well just cause the whole thing to crumple.”


  Heston looked thoughtful. Thinking about all the variables. Working on a plan of action. He looked out over the vegetation around us with a grimace. “Then we’re not here to explore and return. The mission parameters have just changed. We’re here to survive until we can be rescued by another mission. Stewart: where are we with comms?”


  I looked up from staring at massive yellow lily pad–like leaves on a nearby plant. “I sent out distress signals the moment we knew the missile was there, sir. And all the way down. But the equipment’s broken. I can look at the spare parts, see what I can cobble up. But I can’t do anything until Shepard gets the power back on.”


  Heston turned back to Shepard. “Shep?”


  “I’ll get to work on it. A couple hours?” Shep wiped his hands, then jumped back up to the doors and hauled himself into our broken ship.


  “In the meantime,” Heston said, “I need you and Eric to take some bottles and hunt for a clean source of water. Eric: get what you need to test the water, make sure it’s safe.”


  “Yes, sir!” we said, and I moved to help Eric get a couple of machetes and some large containers.


  We’d landed in the high foothills near a natural plateau. The ground was muddy, and at first the closest thing we found to water was several pools of swampy muck as we chopped through the jungle.


  Eric was quiet, no doubt as a result of being a bit shook-up. But I was also out of sorts myself. I was happy to be by his side, though. A bookish type, Eric was the crew member I’d always liked the most. Of all the crew, he had yet to make a random comment about Italians, Jews, Poles, Blacks, or Hispanics that left me secretly angry but outwardly carefully neutral.


  I could relax a little near him, not expecting some sudden verbal explosion that would wing me.


  The heat and humidity caused me to sweat heavily as we hacked our way onward, and I pulled my long-sleeved shirt off to wrap it around my waist.


  “I’d keep that on,” he said.


  “Why’s that?”


  Eric pointed the machete at fist-sized black marks on the feathered leaves of nearby fronds. “They’re not exactly like mosquitoes, but they’re giant bugs. Probably because of the denser air, I imagine.”


  I pulled my shirt back on. “Will a shirt stop a supermosquito?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “Don’t know, but maybe it’ll help.” There were large gnats, clouds of which burst out from the ground like jittery dark thunderclouds when we disturbed them.


  Eric perked up after a while and began examining the vegetation, trying to pin down what it might be analogous to back on Earth. “Very Mesozoic,” he kept saying. And all I knew about that was that it had something to do with dinosaurs.


  We stopped at the edge of two fetid pools of water while Eric examined them. “Stagnant,” he pronounced, and we kept on.


  The ground grew muddier, but Eric found a ridge of rock to scramble on that poked over the worst of it, and we began to skirt over the jungle. Occasionally he stopped to draw landmarks on a pad of paper. “There’s no sun, or stars, or compass we can use here,” he said. “We have to be careful not to get lost.”


  He also stopped twice to make quick sketches of brightly colored, long-tailed, birdlike creatures that burst out of the treetops and glided through the air.


  Eventually we took a break near another flat plain by more swamp. By now, Eric was grinning, our predicament taking a backseat to his scientific wonderment at the flora and fauna of an alien world. “There are tracks here. There seem to be large animals. And we should be able to follow them to a source of water,” he said.


  I sat with my back to him, looking toward the tall rocks we’d scaled down from, and took a long sip of water from my canteen.


  And it was then that I felt Eric’s back stiffen straight. “Charles,” he hissed.


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t. Make. A. Move.”


  The ground thudded. And again. I looked oh-so-slowly over my shoulder. A ten-foot-tall, six-legged beast with dappled green hide and a fiercely reptilian face hissed at us.


  But that wasn’t what made my stomach clench. A thin-limbed man, with skin so pale it looked almost transparent, stood up on leather stirrups and pointed what was unmistakably a long-barreled weapon at us.


  From farther down the trail, three more mounted Venusians plodded along, their long rifles aimed right at us.


  “They’re bipedal,” Eric breathed. “And humanoid. How graceful!”


  “They have weapons,” I murmured.


  “This must be some form of parallel evolution. This is the sister planet, and these are sister peoples,” Eric said to me out of the corner of his mouth. “Or maybe we all came from the same organisms . . .”


  He didn’t get to finish his thinking, because the four Venusians charged us. The heavy-footed beasts thundered as their long necks slinked forward with more eager hisses.


  I grabbed Eric’s shoulder and hauled him to his feet and we ran, but within seconds the thud of saurian beasts filled our world and nets with heavy weights slapped into our backs.


  We fell to the ground, entangled and struggling to get our machetes out to chop at the netting. I managed first, sawing through and scrambling up. Eric followed.


  He raised his machete, and a bright flash of light cracked out from one of the rifles. Eric screamed and dropped his blade, then raised his hands warily. “You’d better drop yours too,” he said.


  I let it fall to the ground.


  The Venusians regarded us with large eyes and dark pupils, then dropped to the ground with loops of rope.


  Within a minute, we were tied behind the beasts and being pulled along down the trail, through the jungle.


  “I don’t understand,” Eric said, in shock. “We are visitors from another world. They must have seen the rocket ship. We must look alien to them. This is a First Contact situation, what are they doing?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, and gasped as the rope yanked at me.


  They pulled us into what looked like a village, with huts made out of long poles and woven with fronds. Wary Venusians sat around cooking pots. They began to shout and point at us with large smiles, while the Venusians who captured us responded with similar whoops.


  “We. Come. In. Peace,” Eric declared, but was rewarded with a strike to the head for his efforts. I grabbed him as he staggered and helped him stand as we were shoved into a set of cages at the center of the village.


  I should have spent the next couple of hours paying attention and learning what I could about the Venusians, but instead I did my best to make Eric comfortable and keep him from falling asleep.


  A blow to the head was never a good thing.


  As a result, I almost didn’t notice another party of Venusians returning in triumph with the rest of our crew. Cmdr. Heston James, shoved forward by gunpoint, Shepard by his side, both of them holding Tad up by an arm and looking exhausted, bruised, and shocked.


  Inside the cage with us, Heston took a look at Eric briefly. “He should be okay,” he said in a grim voice. “But Tad’s in worse shape. He fought back. All the way. They shot him.”


  There was a burned hole in Tad’s stomach. It was blackened with cauterization, but we all had enough medical training for the trip to know that it was fatal.


  “Charles, you’re the languages and communications expert, any read on these Venusians?” Heston asked.


  I shook my head. I was the languages guy, which meant that I’d studied seven or so before the war while I was in college. The half-completed linguistics degree had helped edge me into the communications spot on the crew. “It’s another planet. Another species. And I’ve been watching after Eric.”


  “Fucking savages,” Heston spit. “Animal-riding, hut-living savages.”


  I said nothing.


  Tad died a few hours later, gurgling out his last breath with a whimper of pain. Eventually, we all tried to get some sleep as the ambient, cloud-filtered sunlight faded away.


  We woke early the next morning to Shepard’s shouting at several tiny Venusians who were poking him with a sharp stick.


  Eric was looking around, dazed and awake, thank goodness. His only comment on the situation was a bemused observation. “I think the superpale skin they have is an adaption,” he murmured, almost to himself. “Not much sunlight gets to the surface of Venus. If you look at people on Earth, it’s the same. The farther north, the less sun, the paler they get.”


  3.


  WE WERE TAKEN DOWN OFF THE PLATEAU THE NEXT MORNING on a two-day-long, jolting cart ride to a fortress that looked like a giant sea urchin with black, spiked rock spurs radiating in all directions.


  Under one of the spurs, the Venusians argued for fifteen minutes with another set of Venusians wearing fancy red silks.


  Then more Venusians came out with a crate full of rifles.


  “I think we just got traded for rifles,” Shepard said. “Jesus Christ.”


  The hill Venusians turned and left us standing in front of the spiked fortress, heading back to their swampy home.


  “They won’t know we came from the sky,” Eric said, his voice quavering slightly.


  “Then we learn the local lingo,” Commander James said quietly. “However long it takes us. And we tell them. They can see, with their own eyes, that we look different.”


  “For all they know,” I said, speaking for the first time that morning, “we’re strange Venusians from some unknown location on their planet.”


  “Stow that talk,” Heston ordered.


  
    —–—
  


  The next week of travel blurred. More carts. Baggage trains. Often we were forced to walk along them, our hands bound, pale Venusians shouting at us. Shepard and Eric had been keeping shifts tracking our turns and directions, trying to keep an internal map of how to get back to our ship.


  The humid air stopped feeling so strange in the second week of walking. The feathery fronds of the vegetation began to stop looking so strange. Though every time something rustled from deep inside the vegetation, I still felt nervous.


  We arrived at a coast in the second week. A great walled city sat half in the emerald forest and half projected out into the gray ocean. Docks stuck out like fingers from a hand, and a crude seawall protected it all from the ocean swells.


  Rock houses leaned this way and that inside the walls. Warehouses painted in pastel shades leaked strange scents none of us could recognize. Was that cinnamon? With a bacony sort of vanilla?


  We’d been fed Venusian food. A tasteless, pasty stew that caused me to spend the first night in agony with stomach cramps but that I’d adapted to in the days of walking. But smelling the scents, I realized we’d been given their equivalent of gruel.


  We followed our captors down streets no more than four or five people wide, then into a central market. It was filled with Venusians selling flanks of meat, what looked like misshapen vegetables in unappealing colors, and the spices that we’d smelled passing the warehouses.


  A short Venusian with scars advanced on us with a knife. We recoiled, but he used it quickly to cut our clothes away.


  “Damn it!” Heston screamed, uselessly, as he stood in the air naked as the day he was born, his naturally ramrod straight back suddenly curved as he tried to cover himself.


  Venusians threw buckets of water on us to clean the road dirt away and scrubbed us clean.


  And we were marched over to a stone dais.


  My stomach clenched as I stood there and watched Venusians cluster around to stare at us.


  “We’re visitors!” Shepard shouted at them. “Visitors from another world! Don’t you understand? You should be giving us a parade!”


  “Shep,” Eric said quietly, and looked at me. “I think Charles is right. They’ve never seen outside the clouds. They might not know about other planets, stars. They probably think we’re just strange-looking Venusians.”


  “But we came in a rocket ship!” Shepard protested.


  “Is that anything like an airship?” Eric asked, and pointed over our heads.


  We looked up. A massive lighter-than-air machine glided in over the ocean toward the city, slowly beginning to drop out of the air toward a large field.


  “The Venusians that captured us might not even know much about such things,” Eric said. “They didn’t know how to make guns, and live in the hills. They sold us for the guns. They might not have even explained to these guys how we showed up.”


  He was right. And I was right.


  And I knew how right I was when it began. It might have been in an alien tongue, but I knew the patter for what it was.


  An auction.


  I began to weep silently to myself, suddenly alone and cold in the humid tropical air of Venus, rescue millions of miles away.


  Heston snapped at me. “Get ahold of yourself, Charles. We’re going to figure a way out of this.”


  “Really?” I stared at him. “It took hundreds of years back home for people to figure a way out. And even then, they still live as secondclass citizens. Even if we do communicate with them, judging by all this, we may end up being little more than scientific curiosities.”


  The crew stared at me like I’d grown a second head.


  But we didn’t have much time to debate further. We were ripped apart, the auction done. Heston and I were taken to a mansion with a vast cobblestoned courtyard on the edge of the city’s walls. Men in silks and headdresses covered with snakelike patterns of gold led the way, while short, scruffy Venusians poked and prodded us along.


  Then they swarmed us, grabbing us by legs and arms and holding us down to the wet stones as we struggled and fought the sudden immobilization.


  One of the silk-wearing Venusians kneeled next to us. He held a tiny slug in the grip of some tongs.


  “What are you doing?” Heston shouted. “I demand . . .”


  The Venusian shoved the slug into Heston’s nose. For a moment, both slug and man lay still, somewhat stunned.


  Then it began wriggling. All the way up into his nose.


  Heston screamed.


  The Venusian was handed another set of tongs, and turned for me. And I screamed and struggled to no avail.


  It slithered into my nose, a slimy wetness moving upward. Mucus dripped down my lip, and my nasal cavity screamed as it was filled with a pushing, tearing sensation. I tasted blood as it dripped down the back of my throat and I gagged.


  The Venusians closed great stone doors at the entrance. Some bored guards with rifles patrolled an elevated walkway and looked down at us. But we were left alone on the courtyard’s stones to stare up at the clouds as our foreheads ached.


  Dark, gray clouds. Always.


  I’d never see a blue sky again, I realized, before I slipped into fever dreams. We vomited bile, bled through our noses, and curled into balls on the stones. Occasionally Venusians would come and yell at us. “Get up! Do you understand us yet?”


  It wasn’t until later in the day that I realized something. “Heston! Heston, I think I understand them!”


  Heston groaned. “I thought it was you yelling insults at me, but I don’t think you’d call me a Kafftig, whatever that is.”


  I could imagine Eric’s telling us that our nasal cavities were the closest entrance in the body to our brains, and this slug would have crawled up there to . . .


  I staggered up. “I can stand,” I said. “Can you understand me?”


  “Get up!” a Venusian demanded. “If you can understand me, get up!”


  Heston held on to my shoulder. He was excited. “We’re visitors! We’re from another world.” He pointed up at the dark, gray clouds that stretched from horizon to horizon. “We’re from beyond the clouds.”


  The Venusians around us laughed. A yipping, barking sound. “There is nowhere else but the surface, and there is nothing beyond the clouds but more clouds and emptiness.”


  Heston wouldn’t let it go. He kept arguing. And eventually his shouts led to warnings, then the Venusians clubbed him until he shut up. They forced me to carry him, dazed, across the courtyard and into a small, cramped common house.


  It was dark, and damp, and the floor covered in straw. We huddled in the corner away from other Venusians who growled at us as the door was locked shut for the night.


  The next morning we were all led out to the landing fields of the city, where the airships slowly eased in over the ocean and came to a rest. Under the eye of two armed Venusians, we unloaded the airship’s wares. Packages of foods, jars filled with oils and spices. The sort of cargo that empires sent to far-flung cities at the periphery.


  “I don’t understand,” Heston said. “They have technology. We’re unloading airships. They have laser rifles. Why forced labor? This makes no sense. Maybe they don’t have capitalism or democracy here. Maybe we’ll have to bring it to them! Because I tell you what, a few good, red-blooded, American longshoremen would get this ship unloaded faster than any of these other poor creatures.”


  I must have snorted because Heston stared at me. “Capitalism and democracy included slavery until late last century, Commander. That was the American way until the Civil War. As far as I can tell, visiting the cotton fields, it is still the natural friend of slavery. You have family in West Virginia digging coal, right? Any of them in debt for life to the company store, being charged company rent for their home and company credit for their groceries? If you can force someone to work for free, isn’t that the most profit ever? If all that matters to you is profit, then it’s a natural endpoint.”


  Heston stopped working and glared at me. “Are you a communist?”


  I had a retort, but one of the overseers waded in with a club. Heston stood up and shouted back at him but earned several smacks to the head.


  By now I was surprised he could even think.


  “Work!” we were ordered. “This is not the time for talking. Keep talking and we’ll sear your skin off.”


  We got back to lugging stuff off the ship to the waiting carts with their six-legged beasts patiently holding steady in their harnesses.


  “If we can just talk to the right people,” Heston whispered, as we walked back. “We need to find a politician or a scientist. We need to talk to their leaders, not workers and overseers. Talk to just the right person in power, it will be okay.”


  The commander believed that. He believed that because for him it had always been true. His life had ups and downs, but for true injustices, he’d always been able to find the right person and set things right.


  There was order and justice. He truly believed in those things. The world worked a certain way for him.


  “If we get this over, and see if we can petition a judge, or someone, we might be able to talk to the right people.”


  Heston worked faster and faster, his mind set on the goal of getting the airship unloaded. I struggled to keep up with his newfound energy. The commander had a destination in mind, and now he had set himself to it.


  “Commander,” I whispered. “Slow down.”


  He blinked. “Why?”


  “The other Venusians aren’t working as fast. Think about it. They’re slaves. There’s no reason to kill themselves working harder, they’re not getting paid. The only way for them to make this bearable is to work just fast enough to not be abused, see?”


  “Their laziness isn’t my problem,” Heston growled.


  That night the entire common house of Venusians beat us with balled fists. Heston gave as good as he could for the first ten minutes, but there were just too many of them.


  The next day, we could barely keep up, our bruises and torn muscles were in so much agony we gasped as we worked and said nothing to one another.


  “Welcome,” one of the other Venusians had said after he broke my ring finger beneath his blue-veined heel. “To the city of Kish.”


  4.


  COMMANDER JAMES GOT HIS CHANCE TO TALK TO THE RIGHT Venusian after a long, backbreaking week of labor. Before the sun faded away, the Venusians would let us relax in the purple grasses inside the walls.


  I had settled near a reflecting pool, dipping my aching feet in it, when a retinue of colorfully dressed Venusians swept through the courtyard. In the center was the lord of the house, who we had come to learn from overhead chatter was a customs official for the city of Kish.


  Heston threw himself into the Venusian’s path. “My lord of the estate!” he shouted as Venusians turned in shock and horror. One of the overseers loitering around the edge of the courtyard raised a rifle, but the lord raised his hand to stop the killing shot.


  I realized that Heston had faltered, as he didn’t know the lord’s name. He was only referred to as “the lord.” A pronoun, the pronoun. The only one that mattered within these walls.


  Heston stumbled forward. “My lord, I am a rocket man from above the clouds . . .”


  That was as far as he got. The lord shook his head impatiently and gestured, and Commander James was hauled away. He might have been stronger than the slender Venusians, but there were more of them.


  “Was he one of the new exotics?” the lord asked, and looked over at where I still sat.


  “Yes, my lord,” one of the overseers said, rushing to bow. “They work hard.”


  “Good. Worth the metal price. But do cut off their tongues if they ever dare babble at me again.”


  And in a flourish of silks and nutmeglike perfume, the retinue left for the sound of music and laughter somewhere deep in Kish.


  “He is lucky they didn’t take his tongue out as a first punishment,” said a Venusian nearby. She sported knife scars up and down her arms, and I could tell she came from the northern hills by her cadence and the punctures in the webs of her hands, where she’d once worn gold rings.


  “He’s stubborn,” I told her. “I bet he will lose it before we are done here.”


  I tended to a dazed Heston after his beating, trying to get him to drink water. I was trying to get him oriented because he was floundering. “You know free economies are rare, Commander. Even on Earth. It’s not surprising, really. If aliens were to land on Earth and look vaguely like us, it might not have been good for them either, being different. Imagine if aliens had landed in the South, before the Civil War that we had to fight so bloodily to get rid of this stain . . .”


  Through bruised lips and swollen eyes, Commander James said, firmly, “The War of Northern Aggression was fought over states’ rights.”


  And with a grunt of pain, he picked up his blanket, his dog tags that he’d been allowed to keep, and dragged himself over to the other side of the common house.


  
    —–—
  


  I became an alien on another world, with the only other person I knew refusing to speak to me. I was annoyed at first, working out arguments in my head that I would have with the commander when we next spoke. But the work ate into me.


  The moment the sun leaked through the clouds, Venusians beat us awake to head out to the fields where the large, silvered airships came to rest. And all day long we’d unload what the city of Kish needed to consume, and a lot of what its lords desired to spend their vast wealth on.


  “Where do these goods come from?” I asked the Venusian with the scarred arms.


  The first time I asked, she ignored me. But as we stood and waited for another airship to arrive and drank from waterskins, she spoke to me.


  “Other cities, larger cities,” she said, pointing off toward the ocean. “The lords of Kish cannot do without the spices and foods from their mother cities. And Kish is not big enough to grow its own.”


  “And Kish trades rifles and machines for minerals, ores, and work,” I said.


  “Yes.”


  The next airship we loaded with scared Venusian hill-tribe folk, possibly even some of the same ones who’d first captured us, now captured by some other group with laser rifles. We shoved and beat them aboard and tried not to meet their pleading eyes.


  One late night, she came to my blanket.


  “My name is Maet of Tannish,” she told me.


  “I’m Charles Stewart,” I said.


  “Where is Stewart?” she asked.


  “Nowhere. It doesn’t matter. I’m Charles of Earth. And Earth is beyond the clouds.”


  “There is nothing but void beyond the clouds,” Maet told me with a pitying chuckle. “All that is important lies beneath the veil. There must be a reason we can’t see beyond it, and that is most likely because there is nothing worth seeing.”


  I opened my mouth to argue with this, then realized that Maet was my only companion, and I was too tired to argue. I’d thought the weeks of training to be a spaceman intense.


  I had no idea.


  I’d had energy and verve my first few days. But as weeks became months, my back felt like it’d been set on fire by the constant bending. My fire to understand and study the world around me dampened every day. There were no weekends. No labor laws to limit being rushed out in the middle of the night to grab the ropes of an incoming airship, then unload it once it was tethered. No time to recoup. Just a slow, steady erosion.


  Maet just lay next to me, and that was enough that first night, to feel someone breathing next to me.


  I struggled to glean information about where Kish lay from her and what was out beyond its borders. The free lands of wild peoples. Hill tribes. What trails led where? I wanted to make a map of the world in my head before I made any decisions. I needed to find out how best to make my way in this world, and to understand its rules, no matter how horrific.


  And I’d always had to play the game of their rules and my hidden face. I remembered my grandfather telling me once, “Never show anyone what you’re really thinking, because then they might know what you’re going to do.” Even Maet, as we continued to huddle in our corner of the common house, didn’t know what I thought about.


  As Maet and I grew together, I saw Heston had started to talk to other Venusians. In the courtyard behind a tree. Near the corner of the common house.


  I wasn’t surprised when he crawled over to my blanket as I lay sweating in the tropical heat and humidity while Maet was off talking to someone else.


  “Soldier, we may have our differences,” he hissed to me, “but now it’s going to be time to fight together.”


  “You’re planning a revolt,” I said, looking over at his crouched form. It was a shadow against a shadow in the city light that came in through the barred windows at the top of the walls.


  I couldn’t see surprise on his silhouetted face, but I could hear it in his voice. “Yes. There are others who want their freedom. I’ve been talking to them. Will you join us?”


  Ever since I saw him whispering to others, I’d thought about it. And about what I would say. “You ever read much about slave history?” I asked. “Probably not, it’s not a field many people study. But let me tell you something: all of the slave revolts except the one on Haiti were put down. And we’re not on an island that we could defend. Even in South America, where they had great numbers, they still remained under colonial rule for many long ages.”


  “None of them had a US Marine in charge,” Heston hissed.


  “You think none of them had any war experience?” I asked calmly. He didn’t know their names, or positions, because they’d been wiped out. But many early slaves had been captured in war. My own family held at least two tribal leaders, according to legend. One of them had committed suicide after three years of being forced to work a sugar plantation.


  “They need the right kind of leader,” Heston said.


  I put a hand out to him. “I wish you luck.”


  Heston hissed. No doubt disgusted with me and thinking me a coward, he ignored my hand and left as he saw Maet’s silhouette coming toward us.


  Was I a coward? I could hardly sleep that night, bile in the back of my mouth.


  In the early gray light of dawn, I woke to Heston’s screams. I remembered the sound of a cat that had been caught by a hunting dog one of my neighbors had penned up when I was a kid, and it was something like that. A high-pitched mewling that didn’t stop, it snapped me out of my dreams about blue skies and no clouds.


  Heston was in the courtyard, his hands and feet bound to a pole set into a notched hole in one of the flagstones.


  Venusians didn’t use whips. They hung pink-and-snow-feathered leeches from Heston’s chest and back. As I got close I could hear a loud sucking crunch, and Heston screamed again.


  When the creature was finished, one of the overseers pulled it away, leaving a deep and ragged hole that streamed blood and black ichor. It smelled of licorice and rot.


  Venusians streamed past, darting sidelong glances as I moved to stand in front of Heston. He looked up at me through a haze of pain. “Charles . . .”


  “Who betrayed you?” I asked sadly.


  Heston coughed. “Thought it was you, at first. But it was a Venusian. Telkket. From one of the southern marshes. He stood here and announced to everyone what I’d done. Why? Why would someone do that?”


  “The same reason it’s always been done,” I said, fiddling with my bracelet. “Even if your uprising had succeeded, most of our fellow workers in the common house stood a chance of dying from the repercussions. A slaver society reacts strongly to uprisings, they’d know that. By ratting you out, he’s guaranteed a small improvement in his life. Most people go for the bird in the hand.”


  Heston began to cry. “They’re going to drag this out. They’re going to kill me.”


  “Or not,” I said. “A living, crippled and broken slave is a good example to have as well.”


  “Oh God.” That last was a faint whimper.


  I thought for a long second, then continued. “You probably suspected this, given the things I’ve said. But some of my ancestors were slaves. My great-grandfather, he fought. Like you. Was whipped. Hobbled. Scarred by brands. But one day, after fighting so long, he up and cut his own throat rather than continue living under the whip. Not something I figured you’d appreciate before this morning, but something I’ve been thinking on ever since we were captured.”


  Heston looked up at me with lost eyes.


  I cracked my wristband and removed the cyanide pill inside. “I know you didn’t have time to use yours,” I said. “Maybe they won’t kill you. Maybe they’ll keep hurting you. I don’t know. But I want to give you this. Just in case.”


  I placed the pill on his tongue, like a priest giving someone a Communion wafer.


  “Thank you,” he hissed.


  One of the overseers struck me, yelling at me to move on. I left as they were putting the leeches back on. This time they ate at his ankles, and Heston sagged at the pole as his feet failed.


  By sunset he was dead, mouth foaming from the cyanide pill.


  5.


  “I’M PREGNANT,” MAET TOLD ME ONE MORNING AS WE LINED UP for the fields.


  The look on my face unnerved her. She squeezed my hand. “Don’t be so sad, Charles of Earth.”


  “I didn’t know,” I said.


  “Didn’t know what?” Maet asked.


  “That we could even have a child.” She was Venusian. But we all were humanoid, as Eric had noted in our first days trapped together. He had talked about common evolution, or panspermia. Or even more fanciful reasons why the human form existed here.


  And then the real horror of it all struck me. “What life will my child grow into?” I asked. I thought about myself at four, free and playing in the grass, ignoring my mother’s call to come inside. I tried to imagine bringing my own child along to the fields to unload the ships. Seeing my child whipped and broken.


  “There are many here who are generations old,” Maet said. “We will adapt. All adapt.” But there was a note of sadness and resignation in her voice.


  I could hardly see the ground in front of me for days.


  My world revolved around the stone street out to the field where the airships landed. I could count the stones on the walk to and from the common house with my eyes closed, half-asleep in the early morning shamble out, and the tired shuffle back to what I’d come to regard as home.


  My dreams, when I was rested enough to dream now, turned from trying to remember what blue skies looked like to dreaming of flying. It took me a long while to understand what my subconscious mind had decided, as I had slipped into a dark place while thinking about bringing a child into this world.


  But one day, watching the silvered airship approach and drop its single bowline, I knew how I would leave: I wouldn’t run, I would fly.


  I’d been walking in and out of the cabins of these ships for so long. I knew the layout, and although I couldn’t read Venusian, I had some sense of the controls. I had been a pilot in the war, after all.


  The Venusian airship designs were better than the old Nazi ones we’d seen in newsreels. The Venusians compressed the helium inside into tanks, letting the airships glide down onto the ground and unload cargo without shooting up into the air. The bowline was a formality, probably a holdover from when they’d been more like the airships on Earth and always lighter than air.


  It took just a few minutes to pump the helium back into the airship’s envelope. That, I thought, would be the trickiest segment of my plan.


  But I wouldn’t be able to fly it alone.


  The longest stretch of work came as I worked to convince the overseers to bring Shepard and Eric over to our estate, promising them that the three of us would work harder despite the nightly beatings we would surely suffer for rising above the pack.


  That took working extra hard. To get noticed by the overseers so I could sell them on the idea. And that meant barely sleeping in a corner with a small piece of metal I’d rubbed into a sharp blade against a stone edge to protect Maet, my unborn child, and myself.


  When the lord approved the purchase, and the overseers shoved a very thin Eric into the common room, I barely recognized him. Emaciated, his hair unkempt, he collapsed by my blanket and slept.


  “It was hellish,” Shepard told me as I kept watch with my blade. “They were working us to death building a seawall for real ships. Knee deep in the water, moving rocks however we could. Bit by bit. I kept telling them I was an engineer. We could do better with machines, and they beat me every time. I learned to shut up pretty quick.”


  “It is better here,” I told him. And Shepard began to weep silently and thank me for getting them moved. They were not surprised by Maet, or to find that she was pregnant. Eric shrugged, and wasn’t even fascinated by the fact.


  How quickly our priorities could change! From heroes of a nation to weeping about being moved to a less servile state.


  I told them about Commander James, and Shepard nodded. “They took our bracelets away and sold them as trinkets to the children. Sometimes I would lie awake hoping one of them ate the pill, and other times I hated myself for thinking it.”


  “I understand,” I said. “Now get some sleep.”


  I watched over them that first night in the dark like a feral mother cat, until Shepard woke up and spelled me. In the days that followed, we set watch each night and got enough sleep to survive.


  I waited for Eric to get his strength back before I began whispering my own plan to them. They blanched at first, thinking about Commander James’s fate. “This is not a revolt, this is running off into the bush. There were a lot of people who managed it and built lives for themselves.” I thought of the runaways who had lived in the mountains of Jamaica that my father would tell tall tales about.


  “When do we make a run for it?” Shepard asked.


  “When we’re done unloading, and everyone is going back. We cut the moorings and leap aboard. We’ll only ever have one chance. And we’ll have to make sure there aren’t armed Venusians aboard. I won’t know the best moment to do this ahead of time, but if I call for you, do not hesitate.”


  The Venusians at my estate let us keep possessions, though the overseers ransacked through them on random occasions. I’d been storing cured meats that we’d been given and a kind of hard bread. A few water sacks hid the stuff that could get us in trouble.


  Food, water, a handmade metal knife, some needles and thread that Maet kept hidden for herself, so she could mend her rough-spun clothes: this was everything we owned.


  I hadn’t told her what we planned though I began to suspect she knew.


  We would head for the northern swamps, near the foothills we’d crashed at. Hike over the nearest pass we could find, and if we made it, off into areas few in Kish cared to visit on the other side.


  And, then, maybe, we could figure out what to do. Eric spoke of rescue and scanning the skies. I thought about hacking a small farm out of the wilderness. Shepard knew how to build traps.


  Even if we died, we reasoned, we would die once again free.


  We just needed the right airship, and a little bit more food to hide in our water sacks, and we could make the run.


  The Nazis, though, destroyed our careful plans by arriving one uncharacteristically chilly morning.


  The three Nazis had been captured ten days ago, the overseers told us, on an island to the west. They still wore muddied, but tattered German uniforms with Nazi insignia on the shoulders. “You should be excited to have more of your tribe here to work alongside you,” the proud overseer who had arranged the sale explained, and pointed at Eric and Shepard. “Just like these two.”


  “But they aren’t like us,” I explained. “They’re from a different country, one we’re at war with.”


  “War?” the overseer talking to me found that curious. “Well, there is no war for you here. Just more like you. You’re the same. So you will work the same.”


  Left alone, we all eyed one another warily. I realized that Eric and Shepard looked to me for a decision.


  I wanted to kill them, for blowing us out of the sky with a missile, but I knew that would only draw attention to us.


  The Nazis took the first move, though, introducing themselves nervously. Their commandant, Hans, spoke in lightly accented English. “They captured us when we landed. We thought we were going to be the first Germans to liaise with their civilization, but instead they destroyed our rocket ship and captured us. They refused to believe we came from above the clouds and they put us and all our stuff in cages. They took us around by aircraft to manors and showed us off to royals and important people.”


  “Like animals,” another Nazi, Yost, spit. “They put collars on us and chained us.”


  “We escaped, once, but they hunted us back down. We killed a few of them,” Hans said, satisfied with himself.


  “So they sold us off. We were too much trouble.”


  I stood impassively for a while, then held out changes of clothes. Rough-spun fabric, just like the gray clothes we wore. “Well, it won’t be nice like that anymore,” I said. “Now you will be working.”


  “That will give us more time to plan,” Hans said.


  “To do what?” I asked.


  “Gather what tools we can to fight,” the commandant said.


  “It’s been tried,” I told him.


  “What these creatures need is the right kind of leader. A decorated fighter, a strong strategist. I commanded a panzer squadron in Egypt,” Hans said, his chest sticking out.


  “Get dressed,” I told him. “If you take any longer, the overseers will come at us.”


  As the Nazis changed clothes, Eric whispered, “Are we going to let them join us?”


  I shook my head.


  “But they’re humans,” he said. “The only other ones. Surely we have an obligation . . .”


  “We were shot out of the sky by a Nazi missile, Eric,” I whispered back. “What makes you think they won’t try to kill us again? Are you willing to bet everything on that?”


  The Nazis would not speak around Maet and viewed her with suspicion. So I kept her close as we worked their first day.


  “Will you run with me?” I asked her.


  She showed me her scarred arms. “I was free once. They bound me to the pole and scarred my arms to teach me my lesson. But I would be free again, yes.”


  I would have hugged her there, but there was work to be done. That night I snuck my blade between Hans’s blankets as he slept. Afterward we tiptoed over to a new place in the common house.


  Before the Nazis woke up I found an overseer. The Nazis were enemy combatants, I told myself. Men who would see people like my grandparents eliminated from the world. That was what I had believed when I joined the army.


  Yet, on some dark nights, I’d wondered. After all, what were the Nazis but the ultimate end point of European colonialism? Nazis were even white people who had told other white people they weren’t white enough. They were white people who had invaded and colonized other white countries to spread their concept of a master race. Much like those invaded Europeans had once colonized other countries and told the brown people there that they were the master race. Was what the Nazis did to Europe different than what Belgians did to the Congo?


  My family had experienced things close to Nazi beliefs on our own home front. Enough that I could shiver and wonder what the point of the fighting was, in darker moments.


  But, I reminded myself, Nazism was purified European colonialism. A heady alcohol to the weak beer of American colonialism that was somewhat more survivable; despite the lynchings, there’d been no total ethnic cleansing. So I’d joined the world war and fought, and to my bitterness, seen the war continue on.


  Seen the war spread even into outer space as we raced Hitler to other worlds.


  No, it would not leave me sleepless to do what I planned, I thought, as I woke the overseer to tell them about the knife.


  We woke, hours later, to the sounds of human screams. The Nazis hung bound from three poles. Outside we found Hans slumped forward, dead, my crude knife sticking out of his neck.


  The other pair wailed and wept as the colorful leeches sucked and tore into their skin. The overseers had questioned the other Venusians about knife-waving humans, and they pointed to the corner of the common house. One human looked like the other to them, and I’d moved my small group away from the Nazis, who were wearing our old clothes. I’d told Maet to sleep somewhere else.


  “We take an airship today if the chance is there,” I said to my fellow remaining humans. “They’ll all be focused on other things right now.”


  6.


  THE NAZIS SCREWED THINGS UP FOR US. I’D HAD TO USE MY homemade knife, and now I didn’t have anything to cut the airship’s bowline with. So I stood by the tie-down point as casually as I could, a large sack of grain on my shoulders, and loosened the massive knot until it slipped free.


  I left the line loose around the great sand-screw sunk ten feet into the ground. From a distance, I hoped it would look like it was still tied.


  And then I nonchalantly returned after dropping the grain off.


  I could hear Shepard swearing from inside as I loped back into the cabin. Two-thirds of the cargo had been shuffled out by the unloading crew. Six Venusians were inside with us, and one overseer lounged against the wall of the cargo bay, watching the unloading, shouting and smacking us with his club when he deemed us too slow.


  Eric leaned over. “Do we wait for everyone to leave with their cargo?”


  “Now,” I hissed.


  “And the Venusians?”


  “Once we’re off the ground they can jump out if they want to stay, or join us if they want freedom,” I said.


  We’d wanted a few more days to plan the exact attack on an airship, but we had our chance. Normally several overseers stood inside to watch us. Normally they were more vigilant. But they’d gotten their troublemakers this morning. They were sated from the violence and punishment.


  Eric and I attacked the overseer from each side. We wrapped a ripped-open water sack around his head to muffle his cries. We yanked him beneath bags of grain and I crushed his neck with the heel of my foot repeatedly until the soles of my feet struck metal.


  Shepard ran into the empty control room and triggered the helium-release valve, reversing the flow from the pressurized tanks.


  The hiss was loud, and I glanced down the bay. No armies of overseers swarmed us yet though they were turning, their large, dark eyes opening in realization.


  “Fellow people,” I announced to the whole cargo bay. “We are stealing this ship. And if you would like to flee with us, you are welcome. If not, run for the ground!”


  Two Venusians ran, jumping out of the bay. It was already three feet off the ground. They rolled on the grass, and for their loyalty were treated with kicks from enraged overseers.


  One of them grabbed the lip of the open bay, struggling to get aboard. I kicked at his hands as we continued to rise into the air. He looked up at me, hanging from the edge, such hatred and astonishment in his eyes.


  I stomped his fingers until he screamed and let go. He dropped ten feet to the ground, his legs folding awkwardly under him.


  The other Venusians turned and ran back for their rifles as we rose higher. The violent lasers cracked and sizzled the air, but I ran forward with Shepard to jam the engines full on. When they droned to life the airship surged away even faster.


  Later, I walked back to the open bay and looked back at the stone towers of Kish as they receded in the distance. We passed over the swamps and marshes that surrounded it. Something with a giant, saurapodian neck peeked its head out of the treetops and bellowed at us.


  We were a craft of free people.


  7.


  WHEN MY SON TURNED FIVE, I SAT HIM DOWN. “IT IS TIME TO tell you who you really are, and where you really came from,” I said.


  I told him that he was from the tribe of humanity, from the world of Earth.


  “Where is that?” he asked.


  “Far above the veil of gray.” I pointed at the clouds.


  “Will we ever go back?” he asked.


  “Most likely not,” I told him. Maybe war had consumed them all. I remembered the stories soldiers told of a new superweapon both sides had supposedly tested out in the deserts of Nevada and North Africa. A bomb that could unleash hell itself and destroy the world many times over. I hadn’t heard of any new Earthmen being captured, or coming through the skies, so maybe the atom bomb had been used.


  Or maybe Earth assumed that the surface of Venus was too dangerous, as both missions there had failed to return.


  But I told my son of the blue skies and beautiful places I’d seen. About his grandparents and great-grandparents. All the history I knew.


  “One day, you, or your child, will stand tall among the Venusians,” I told him. He looked more like his mother than me. And while it complicated our relationship, I knew at least some small part of what he was going through. “But always remember where you came from.”


  When he hugged me, his face showed that he didn’t understand.


  But I would continue to tell him anyway. Until the stories lodged deep and could be carried onward.


  “I know I’m of the tribe of Earth,” he said, and then left to play in the wading pool near the common house. It was hot, and the splashed water cooled him.


  He never asked about the scars on my arms, but one day I would have to tell him I’d been branded as a runaway. That the overseers marked me, and would beat me for the slightest provocation.


  I never told him his own mother, Maet, cut her throat when they finally caught us. They had followed a homing beacon still working in the wreckage of the airship. They found where we ditched it, and spent months tracking us through the fetid jungle.


  I never told him that the mild-mannered scientist, Eric, threw himself in front of laser fire to save my son’s life.


  I never told him why his “uncle”. Shep limped so horribly.


  These things he would discover the truth of sooner or later, and I wanted it to be as late as possible.


  On Earth, many slaves living in the very country I had risked my life to protect had in the past tried to run away, like I had. And been dragged all the way back across states, hundreds of miles, to the place they’d run away from. Some across countries.


  Because a successful runaway was a precedent. They’d spent resources to hunt us down and bring us back. And in some ways, I’d been no different than Heston. I’d assumed I was smart. Different. Special. That I would be the one to beat the odds.


  I knew more now. More of the maps, and paths, and geographies out past Kish. I knew them better than ever before. But to risk the run was to risk my innocent child’s flesh to torture, or worse, for being a runaway if caught.


  When he was older, I thought, maybe he would want to try to escape with us. Or maybe not, and I would have to leave him to face life on his own. But I couldn’t leave him now. This is how so many in the past must have gotten trapped, I realized, even as I continued to plan my escape.


  I found myself apologizing to my own ancestors. Apologizing for getting caught again, after they worked so hard to free themselves.


  There was a poem one of my aunts read to me by a poet named Paul Dunbar. I understood it, finally, though I wish I never had.


  
    When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore,—


    When he beats his bars and he would be free;


    It is not a carol of joy or glee,


    But a prayer that he sends from his heart’s deep core,


    But a plea, that upward to Heaven he flings—


    I know why the caged bird sings!

  


  Every night, in the common house, while I fell asleep, I dreamt of pale, blue skies.


  THE HEART’S FILTHY LESSON


  Elizabeth Bear
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  Here she paints a dramatic portrait of a scientist so determined to prove a controversial theory that she’ll go to any length to do so—even if it kills her. Which, on Venus, it well might.


  THE SUN BURNED THROUGH THE CLOUDS AROUND NOON ON the long Cytherean day, and Dharthi happened to be awake and in a position to see it. She was alone in the highlands of Ishtar Terra on a research trip, five sleeps out from Butler base camp, and—despite the nagging desire to keep traveling—had decided to take a rest break for an hour or two. Noon at this latitude was close enough to the one hundredth solar dieiversary of her birth that she’d broken out her little hoard of shelf-stable cake to celebrate. The prehensile fingers and leaping legs of her bioreactor-printed, skin-bonded adaptshell made it simple enough to swarm up one of the tall, gracile pseudofigs and creep along its smooth grey branches until the ceaseless Venusian rain dripped directly on her adaptshell’s slick-furred head.


  It was safer in the treetops if you were sitting still. Nothing big enough to want to eat her was likely to climb up this far. The grues didn’t come out until nightfall, but there were swamp-tigers, damn-things, and velociraptors to worry about. The forest was too thick for predators any bigger than that, but a swarm of scorpion-rats was no joke. And Venus had only been settled for three hundred days, and most of that devoted to Aphrodite Terra; there were still plenty of undiscovered monsters out here in the wilderness.


  The water did not bother Dharthi, nor did the dip and sway of the branch in the wind. Her adaptshell was beautifully tailored to this terrain, and that fur shed water like the hydrophobic miracle of engineering that it was. The fur was a glossy, iridescent purple that qualified as black in most lights, to match the foliage that dripped rain like strings of glass beads from the multiple points of palmate leaves. Red-black, to make the most of the rainy grey light. They’d fold their leaves up tight and go dormant when night came.


  Dharthi had been born with a chromosomal abnormality that produced red-green color blindness. She’d been about ten solar days old when they’d done the gene therapy to fix it, and she just about remembered her first glimpses of the true, saturated colors of Venus. She’d seen it first as if it were Earth: washed-out and faded.


  For now, however, they were alive with the scurryings and chitterings of a few hundred different species of Cytherean canopy-dwellers. And the quiet, nearly contented sound of Dharthi munching on cake. She would not dwell; she would not stew. She would look at all this natural majesty and try to spot the places where an unnaturally geometric line or angle showed in the topography of the canopy.


  From here, she could stare up the enormous sweep of Maxwell Montes to the north, its heights forested to the top in Venus’s deep, rich atmosphere—but the sight of them lost for most of its reach in clouds. Dharthi could only glimpse the escarpment at all because she was on the “dry” side. Maxwell Montes scraped the heavens, kicking the cloud layer up as if it had struck an aileron, so the “wet” side got the balance of the rain. Balance in this case meaning that the mountains on the windward side were scoured down to granite, and a nonadapted terrestrial organism had better bring breathing gear.


  But here in the lee, the forest flourished, and on a clear hour from a height, visibility might reach a couple of klicks or more.


  Dharthi took another bite of cake—it might have been “chocolate”; it was definitely caffeinated, because she was picking up the hit on her blood monitors already—and turned herself around on her branch to face downslope. The sky was definitely brighter, the rain falling back to a drizzle, then a mist, and the clouds were peeling back along an arrowhead trail that led directly back to the peak above her. A watery golden smudge brightened one patch of clouds. They tore, and she glimpsed the full, unguarded brilliance of the daystar, just hanging there in a chip of glossy cerulean sky, the clouds all around it smeared with thick, unbelievable rainbows. Waves of mist rolled and slid among the leaves of the canopy, made golden by the shimmering, unreal light.


  Dharthi was glad she was wearing the shell. It played the sun’s warmth through to her skin without also relaying the risks of ultraviolet exposure. She ought to be careful of her eyes, however: a crystalline shield protected them, but its filters weren’t designed for naked light.


  The forest noises rose to a cacophony. It was the third time in Dharthi’s one hundred solar days of life that she had glimpsed the sun. Even here, she imagined that some of these animals would never have seen it before.


  She decided to accept it as a good omen for her journey. Sadly, there was no way to spin the next thing that happened that way.


  “Hey,” said a voice in her head. “Good cake.”


  “That proves your pan is malfunctioning, if anything does,” Dharthi replied sourly. Never accept a remote synaptic link with a romantic and professional partner. No matter how convenient it seems at the time, and in the field.


  Because someday they might be a romantic and professional partner you really would rather not talk to right now.


  “I heard that.”


  “What do you want, Kraken?”


  Dharthi imagined Kraken smiling, and wished she hadn’t. She could hear it in her partner’s “voice” when she spoke again, anyway. “Just to wish you a happy dieiversary.”


  “Aw,” Dharthi said. “Aren’t you sweet. Noblesse oblige?”


  “Maybe,” Kraken said tiredly, “I actually care?”


  “Mmm,” Dharthi said. “What’s the ulterior motive this time?”


  Kraken sighed. It was more a neural flutter than a heave of breath, but Dharthi got the point all right. “Maybe I actually care.”


  “Sure,” Dharthi said. “Every so often you have to glance down from Mount Olympus and check up on the lesser beings.”


  “Olympus is on Mars,” Kraken said.


  It didn’t make Dharthi laugh because she clenched her right fist hard enough that, even though the cushioning adaptshell squished against her palm, she still squeezed the blood out of her fingers. You and all your charm. You don’t get to charm me anymore.


  “Look,” Kraken said. “You have something to prove. I understand that.”


  “How can you possibly understand that? When was the last time you were turned down for a resource allocation? Doctor youngest-ever recipient of the Cytherean Award for Excellence in Xenoarcheology? Doctor Founding Field-Martius Chair of Archaeology at the University on Aphrodite?”


  “The University on Aphrodite,” Kraken said, “is five Quonset huts and a repurposed colonial landing module.”


  “It’s what we’ve got.”


  “I peaked early,” Kraken said, after a pause. “I was never your rival, Dharthi. We were colleagues.” Too late, in Dharthi’s silence, she realized her mistake. “Are colleagues.”


  “You look up from your work often enough to notice I’m missing?”


  There was a pause. “That may be fair,” Kraken said at last. “But if being professionally focused—”


  “Obsessed.”


  “—is a failing, it was hardly a failing limited to me. Come back. Come back to me. We’ll talk about it. I’ll help you try for a resource voucher again tomorrow.”


  “I don’t want your damned help, Kraken!”


  The forest around Dharthi fell silent. Shocked, she realized she’d shouted out loud.


  “Haring off across Ishtar alone, with no support—you’re not going to prove your theory about aboriginal Cytherean settlement patterns, Dhar. You’re going to get eaten by a grue.”


  “I’ll be home by dark,” Dharthi said. “Anyway, if I’m not—all the better for the grue.”


  “You know who else was always on about being laughed out of the Academy?” Kraken said. Her voice had that teasing tone that could break Dharthi’s worst, most self-loathing, prickliest mood—if she let it. “Moriarty.”


  I will not laugh. Fuck you.


  Dharthi couldn’t tell if Kraken had picked it up or not. There was a silence, as if she were controlling her temper or waiting for Dharthi to speak.


  “If you get killed,” Kraken said, “make a note in your file that I can use your DNA. You’re not getting out of giving me children that easily.”


  Ha-ha, Dharthi thought. Only serious. She couldn’t think of what to say, and so she said nothing. The idea of a little Kraken filled her up with mushy softness inside. But somebody’s career would go on hold for the first fifty solar days of that kid’s life, and Dharthi was pretty sure it wouldn’t be Kraken’s.


  She couldn’t think of what to say in response, and the silence got heavy until Kraken said, “Dammit. I’m worried about you.”


  “Worry about yourself.” Dharthi couldn’t break the connection, but she could bloody well shut down her end of the dialogue. And she could refuse to hear.


  She pitched the remains of the cake as far across the canopy as she could, then regretted it. Hopefully, nothing Cytherean would try to eat it; it might give the local biology a bellyache.


  It was ironically inevitable that Dharthi, named by her parents in a fit of homesickness for Terra, would grow up to be the most Cytherean of Cythereans. She took great pride in her adaptation, in her ability to rough it. Some of the indigenous plants and many of the indigenous animals could be eaten, and Dharthi knew which ones. She also knew, more important, which ones were likely to eat her.


  She hadn’t mastered humans nearly as well. Dharthi wasn’t good at politics. Unlike Kraken. Dharthi wasn’t good at making friends. Unlike Kraken. Dharthi wasn’t charming or beautiful or popular or brilliant. Unlike Kraken, Kraken, Kraken.


  Kraken was a better scientist, or at least a better-understood one. Kraken was a better person, probably. More generous, less prickly, certainly. But there was one thing Dharthi was good at. Better at than Kraken. Better at than anyone. Dharthi was good at living on Venus, at being Cytherean. She was more comfortable in and proficient with an adaptshell than anyone she had ever met.


  In fact, it was peeling the shell off that came hard. So much easier to glide through the jungle or the swamp like something that belonged there, wearing a quasibiologic suit of superpowered armor bonded to your neural network and your skin. The human inside was a soft, fragile, fleshy thing, subject to complicated feelings and social dynamics, and Dharthi despised her. But that same human, while bonded to the shell, ghosted through the rain forest like a native and saw things no one else ever had.


  A kilometer from where she had stopped for cake, she picked up the trail of a velociraptor. It was going in the right direction, so she tracked it. It wasn’t a real velociraptor; it wasn’t even a dinosaur. Those were Terran creatures, albeit extinct; this was a Cytherean meat-eating monster that bore a superficial resemblance. Like the majority of Cytherean vertebrates, it had six limbs though it ran balanced on the rear ones and the two forward pairs had evolved into little more than graspers. Four eyes were spaced equidistantly around the dome of its skull, giving it a dome of monocular vision punctuated by narrow slices of depth perception. The business end of the thing was delineated by a saw-toothed maw that split wide enough to bite a human being in half. The whole of it was camouflaged with long, draggled fur-feathers that grew thick with near-black algae, or the Cytherean cognate.


  Dharthi followed the velociraptor for over two kilometers, and the beast never even noticed she was there. She smiled inside her adaptshell. Kraken was right: going out into the jungle alone and unsupported would be suicide for most people. But wasn’t it like her not to give Dharthi credit for this one single thing that Dharthi could do better than anyone?


  She knew that the main Cytherean settlements had been on Ishtar Terra. Knew it in her bones. And she was going to prove it, whether anybody was willing to give her an allocation for the study or not.


  They’ll be sorry, she thought, and had to smile at her own adolescent petulance. They’ll rush to support me once this is done.


  The not-a-dinosaur finally veered off to the left. Dharthi kept jogging/swinging/swimming/splashing/climbing forward, letting the shell do most of the work. The highlands leveled out into the great plateau the new settlers called the Lakshmi Planum. No one knew what the aboriginals had called it. They’d been gone for—to an approximation—ten thousand years: as long as it had taken humankind to get from the Neolithic (agriculture, stone tools) to jogging through the jungles of an alien world wearing a suit of power armor engineered from printed muscle fiber and cheetah DNA.


  Lakshmi Planum, ringed with mountains on four sides, was one of the few places on the surface of Venus where you could not see an ocean. The major Cytherean landmasses, Aphrodite and Ishtar, were smaller than South America. The surface of this world was 85 percent water—water less salty than Earth’s oceans because there was less surface to leach minerals into it through runoff. And the Lakshmi Planum was tectonically active, with great volcanoes and living faults.


  That activity was one of the reasons Dharthi’s research had brought her here.


  The jungle of the central Ishtarean plateau was not as creeper-clogged and vine-throttled as Dharthi might have expected. It was a mature climax forest, and the majority of the biomass hung suspended over Dharthi’s head, great limbs stretching up umbrella-like to the limited light. Up there, the branches and trunks were festooned with symbiotes, parasites, and commensal organisms. Down here among the trunks, it was dark and still except for the squish of loam underfoot and the ceaseless patter of what rain came through the leaves.


  Dharthi stayed alert but didn’t spot any more large predators on that leg of the journey. There were flickers and scuttlers and fliers galore, species she was sure nobody had named or described. Perhaps on the way back she’d have time to do more, but for now she contented herself with extensive video archives. It wouldn’t hurt to cultivate some good karma with Bio while she was out here. She might need a job sweeping up offices when she got back.


  Stop. Failure is not an option. Not even a possibility.


  Like all such glib sentiments, it didn’t make much of a dent in the bleakness of her mood. Even walking, observing, surveying, she had entirely too much time to think.


  She waded through two more swamps and scaled a basalt ridge—one of the stretching roots of the vast volcano named Sacajawea. Nearly everything on Venus was named after female persons—historical, literary, or mythological—from Terra, from the quaint old system of binary and exclusive genders. For a moment, Dharthi considered such medieval horrors as dentistry without anesthetic, binary gender, and being stuck forever in the body you were born in, locked in and struggling against what your genes dictated. The trap of biology appalled her; she found it impossible to comprehend how people in the olden days had gotten anything done, with their painfully short lives and their limited access to resources, education, and technology.


  The adaptshell stumbled over a tree root, forcing her attention back to the landscape. Of course, modern technology wasn’t exactly perfect either. The suit needed carbohydrate to keep moving and protein to repair muscle tissue. Fortunately, it wasn’t picky about its food source—and Dharthi herself needed rest. The day was long and only half-over. She wouldn’t prove herself if she got so tired she got herself eaten by a megaspider.


  We haven’t conquered all those human frailties yet.


  Sleepily, she climbed a big tree, one that broke the canopy, and slung a hammock high in branches that dripped with fleshy, gorgeous, thickly scented parasitic blossoms, opportunistically decking every limb up here where the light was stronger. They shone bright whites and yellows, mostly, set off against the dark, glossy foliage. Dharthi set proximity sensors, established a tech perimeter above and below, and unsealed the shell before sending it down to forage for the sorts of simple biomass that sustained it. It would be happy with the mulch of the forest floor, and she could call it back when she needed it. Dharthi rolled herself into the hammock as if it were a scent-proof, claw-proof cocoon and tried to sleep.


  Rest eluded. The leaves and the cocoon filtered the sunlight, so it was pleasantly dim, and the cocoon kept the water off except what she’d brought inside with herself when she wrapped up. She was warm and well supported. But that all did very little to alleviate her anxiety.


  She didn’t know exactly where she was going. She was flying blind—hah, she wished she were flying. If she’d had the allocations for an aerial survey, this would all be a lot easier, assuming they could pick anything out through the jungle—and operating on a hunch. An educated hunch.


  But one that Kraken and her other colleagues—and more important, the Board of Allocation—thought was at best a wild guess and at worst crackpottery.


  What if you’re wrong?


  If she was wrong . . . well. She didn’t have much to go home to. So she’d better be right that the settlements they’d found on Aphrodite were merely outposts, and that the aboriginal Cythereans had stuck much closer to the north pole. She had realized that the remains—such as they were—of Cytherean settlements clustered in geologically active areas. She theorized that they used geothermal energy, or perhaps had some other unknown purpose for staying there. In any case, Ishtar was far younger, far more geologically active than Aphrodite, as attested by its upthrust granite ranges and its scattering of massive volcanoes. Aphrodite—larger, calmer, safer—had drawn the Terran settlers. Dharthi theorized that Ishtar had been the foundation of Cytherean culture for exactly the opposite reasons.


  She hoped that if she found a big settlement—the remains of one of their cities—she could prove this. And possibly even produce some clue as to what had happened to them all.


  It wouldn’t be easy. A city buried under ten thousand years of sediment and jungle could go unnoticed even by an archaeologist’s trained eye and the most perspicacious modern mapping and visualization technology. And of course she had to be in the right place, and all she had to go on there were guesses—deductions, if she was feeling kind to herself, which she rarely was—about the patterns of relationships between those geologically active areas on Aphrodite and the aboriginal settlements nearby.


  This is stupid. You’ll never find anything without support and an allocation. Kraken never would have pushed her luck this way.


  Kraken never would have needed to. Dharthi knew better than anyone how much effort and dedication and scholarship went into Kraken’s work—but still, it sometimes seemed as if fantastic opportunities just fell into her lover’s lap without effort. And Kraken’s intellect and charisma were so dazzling . . . it was hard to see past that to the amount of study it took to support that seemingly effortless, comprehensive knowledge of just about everything.


  Nothing made Dharthi feel the limitations of her own ability like spending time with her lover. Hell, Kraken probably would have known which of the animals she was spotting as she ran were new species, and the names and describers of all the known ones.


  If she could have this, Dharthi thought, just this—if she could do one thing to equal all of Kraken’s effortless successes—then she could tolerate how perfect Kraken was the rest of the time.


  This line of thought wasn’t helping the anxiety. She thrashed in the cocoon for another half hour before she finally gave in and took a sedative. Not safe, out in the jungle. But if she didn’t rest, she couldn’t run—and even the Cytherean daylight wasn’t actually endless.


  Dharthi awakened to an animal sniffing her cocoon with great whuffing predatory breaths. An atavistic response, something from the brainstem, froze her in place even as it awakened her. Her arms and legs—naked, so fragile without her skin—felt heavy, numb, limp as if they had fallen asleep. The shadow of the thing’s head darkened the translucent steelsilk as it passed between Dharthi and the sky. The drumming of the rain stopped momentarily. Hard to tell how big it was from that—but big, she thought. An estimation confirmed when it nosed or pawed the side of the cocoon and she felt a broad blunt object as big as her two hands together prod her in the ribs.


  She held her breath, and it withdrew. There was the rain, tapping on her cocoon where it dripped between the leaves. She was almost ready to breathe out again when it made a sound—a thick, chugging noise followed by a sort of roar that had more in common with trains and waterfalls than what most people would identify as an animal sound.


  Dharthi swallowed her scream. She didn’t need Kraken to tell her what that was. Every schoolchild could manage a piping reproduction of the call of one of Venus’s nastiest pieces of charismatic megafauna, the Cytherean swamp-tiger.


  Swamp-tigers were two lies, six taloned legs, and an indiscriminate number of enormous daggerlike teeth in a four-hundred-kilogram body. Two lies, because they didn’t live in swamps—though they passed through them on occasion, because what on Venus didn’t?—and they weren’t tigers. But they were striped violet and jade green to disappear into the thick jungle foliage; they had long, slinky bodies that twisted around sharp turns and barreled up tree trunks without any need to decelerate; and their whisker-ringed mouths hinged open wide enough to bite a grown person in half.


  All four of the swamp-tiger’s bright blue eyes were directed forward. Because it didn’t hurt their hunting, and what creature in its right mind would want to sneak up on a thing like that?


  They weren’t supposed to hunt this high up. The branches were supposed to be too slender to support them.


  Dharthi wasn’t looking forward to getting a better look at this one. It nudged the cocoon again. Despite herself, Dharthi went rigid. She pressed both fists against her chest and concentrated on not whimpering, on not making a single sound. She forced herself to breathe slowly and evenly. To consider. Panic gets you eaten.


  She wouldn’t give Kraken the damned satisfaction.


  She had some resources. The cocoon would attenuate her scent, and might disguise it almost entirely. The adaptshell was somewhere in the vicinity, munching away, and if she could make it into that, she stood a chance of outrunning the thing. She weighed a quarter what the swamp-tiger did; she could get up higher into the treetops than it could, theoretically. After all, it wasn’t supposed to come up this high.


  And she was, at least presumptively, somewhat smarter.


  But it could outjump her, outrun her, outsneak her, and—perhaps most important—outchomp her.


  She wasted a few moments worrying about how it had gotten past her perimeter before the sharp pressure of its claws skidding down the rip-proof surface of the cocoon refocused her attention. That was a temporary protection; it might not be able to pierce the cocoon, but it could certainly squash Dharthi to death inside of it, or rip it out of the tree and toss it to the jungle floor. If the fall didn’t kill her, she’d have the cheerful and humiliating choice of yelling for rescue or wandering around injured until something bigger ate her. She needed a way out; she needed to channel five million years of successful primate adaptation, the legacy of clever-monkey ancestors, and figure out how to get away from the not-exactly-cat.


  What would a monkey do? The question was the answer, she realized.


  She just needed the courage to apply it. And the luck to survive whatever then transpired.


  The cocoon was waterproof as well as claw-proof—hydrophobic on the outside, a wicking polymer on the inside. The whole system was impregnated with engineered bacteria that broke down the waste products in human sweat—or other fluids—and returned them to the environment as safe, nearly odorless, nonpolluting water, salts, and a few trace chemicals. Dharthi was going to have to unfasten the damn thing.


  She waited while the swamp-tiger prodded her again. It seemed to have a pattern of investigating and withdrawing—Dharthi heard the rustle and felt the thump and sway as it leaped from branch to branch, circling, making a few horrifically unsettling noises and a bloodcurdling snarl or two, and coming back for another go at the cocoon. The discipline required to hold herself still—not even merely still, but limp—as the creature whuffed and poked left her nauseated with adrenaline. She felt it moving away then. The swing of branches under its weight did nothing to ease the roiling in her gut.


  Now or never.


  Shell! Come and get me! Then she palmed the cocoon’s seal and whipped it open, left hand and foot shoved through internal grips so she didn’t accidentally evert herself into free fall. As she swung, she shook a heavy patter of water drops loose from the folds of the cocoon’s hydrophobic surface. They pattered down. There were a lot of branches between her and the ground; she didn’t fancy making the intimate acquaintanceship of each and every one of them.


  The swamp-tiger hadn’t gone as far as she expected. In fact, it was on the branch just under hers. As it whipped its head around and roared, she had an eloquent view from above—a clear shot down its black-violet gullet. The mouth hinged wide enough to bite her in half across the middle; the tongue was thick and fleshy; the palate ribbed and mottled in paler shades of red. If I live through this, I will be able to draw every one of those seventy-two perfectly white teeth from memory.


  She grabbed the safety handle with her right hand as well, heaved with her hips, and flipped the cocoon over so her legs swung free. For a moment, she dangled just above the swamp-tiger. It reared back on its heavy haunches like a startled cat, long tail lashing around to protect its abdomen. Dharthi knew that as soon as it collected its wits it was going to take a swipe at her, possibly with both sets of forelegs.


  It was small for a swamp-tiger—perhaps only two hundred kilos—and its stripes were quite a bit brighter than she would have expected. Even wet, its feathery plumage had the unfinished raggedness she associated with young animals still in their baby coats. It might even have been fuzzy, if it were ever properly dry. Which might explain why it was so high up in the treetops. Previously undocumented behavior in a juvenile animal.


  Wouldn’t it be an irony if this were the next in a long line of xenobiological discoveries temporarily undiscovered again because a scientist happened to get herself eaten? At least she had a transponder. And maybe the shell was near enough to record some of this.


  Data might survive.


  Great, she thought. I wonder where its mama is.


  Then she urinated in its face.


  It wasn’t an aimed stream by any means, though she was wearing the external plumbing currently—easier in the field, until you got a bladder stone. But she had a bladder full of pee saved up during sleep, so there was plenty of it. It splashed down her legs and over the swamp-tiger’s face, and Dharthi didn’t care what your biology was, if you were carbon-oxygen-based, a snoutful of ammonia and urea had to be pretty nasty.


  The swamp-tiger backed away, cringing. If it had been a human being, Dharthi would have said it was spluttering. She didn’t take too much time to watch; good a story as it would make someday, it would always be a better one than otherwise if she survived to tell it. She pumped her legs for momentum, glad that the sweat-wicking properties of the cocoon’s lining kept the grip dry, because right now her palms weren’t doing any of that work themselves. Kick high, a twist from the core, and she had one leg over the cocoon. It was dry—she’d shaken off what little water it had collected. Dharthi pulled her feet up—standing on the stuff was like standing on a slack sail, and she was glad that some biotuning trained up by the time she spent running the canopy had given her the balance of a perching bird.


  Behind and below, she heard the Cytherean monster make a sound like a kettle boiling over—one part whistle, and one part hiss. She imagined claws in her haunches, a crushing bite to the skull or the nape—


  The next branch up was a half meter beyond her reach. Her balance on her toes, she jumped as hard as she could off the yielding surface under her bare feet. Her left hand missed; the right hooked a limb but did not close. She dangled sideways for a moment, the stretch across her shoulder strong and almost pleasant. Her fingers locked in the claw position, she flexed her biceps—not a pull-up, she couldn’t chin herself one-handed—but just enough to let her left hand latch securely. A parasitic orchid squashed beneath the pads of her fingers. A dying bug wriggled. Caustic sap burned her skin. She swung, and managed to hang on.


  She wanted to dangle for a moment, panting and shaking and gathering herself for the next ridiculous effort. But beneath her, the rattle of leaves, the creak of a bough. The not-tiger was coming.


  Climb. Climb!


  She had to get high. She had to get farther out from the trunk, onto branches where it would not pursue her. She had to stay alive until the shell got to her. Then she could run or fight as necessary.


  Survival was starting to seem like less of a pipe dream now.


  She swung herself up again, risking a glance through her armpit as she mantled herself up onto the bough. It dipped and twisted under her weight. Below, the swamp-tiger paced, snarled, reared back and took a great, outraged swing up at her cocoon with its two left-side forepaws.


  The fabric held. The branches it was slung between did not. They cracked and swung down, crashing on the boughs below and missing the swamp-tiger only because the Cytherean cat had reflexes preternaturally adapted to life in the trees. It still came very close to being knocked off its balance, and Dharthi took advantage of its distraction to scramble higher, careful to remember not to wipe her itching palms on the more sensitive flesh of her thighs.


  Another logic problem presented itself. The closer she got to the trunk, the higher she could scramble, and the faster the adaptshell could get to her—but the swamp-tiger was less likely to follow her out on the thinner ends of the boughs. She was still moving as she decided that she’d go up a bit more first and move diagonally—up and out, until “up” was no longer an option.


  She made two more branches before hearing the rustle of the swamp-tiger leaping upward behind her. She’d instinctively made a good choice in climbing away from it rather than descending, she realized—laterally or down, there was no telling how far the thing could leap. Going up, on unsteady branches, it was limited to shorter hops. Shorter . . . but much longer than Dharthi’s. Now the choice was made for her—out, before it caught up, or get eaten. At least the wet of the leaves and the rain were washing the irritant sap from her palms.


  She hauled her feet up again and gathered herself to stand and sprint down the center stem of this bough, a perilous highway no wider than her palm. When she raised her eyes, though, she found herself looking straight into the four bright, curious blue eyes of a second swamp-tiger.


  “Aw, crud,” Dharthi said. “Didn’t anyone tell you guys you’re supposed to be solitary predators?”


  It looked about the same age and size and fluffiness as the other one. Littermates? Littermates of some Terran species hunted together until they reached maturity. That was probably the answer, and there was another groundbreaking bit of Cytherean biology that would go into a swamp-tiger’s belly with Dharthi’s masticated brains. Maybe she’d have enough time to relay the information to Kraken while they were disemboweling her.


  The swamp-tiger lifted its anterior right forefoot and dabbed experimentally at Dharthi. Dharthi drew back her lips and hissed at it, and it pulled the leg back and contemplated her, but it didn’t put the paw down. The next swipe would be for keeps.


  She could call Kraken now, of course. But that would just be a distraction, not help. Help had the potential to arrive in time.


  The idea of telling Kraken—and everybody—how she had gotten out of a confrontation with two of Venus’s most impressive predators put a new rush of strength in her trembling legs. They were juveniles. They were inexperienced. They lacked confidence in their abilities, and they did not know how to estimate hers.


  Wild predators had no interest in fighting anything to the death. They were out for a meal.


  Dharthi stood up on her refirming knees, screamed in the swamp-tiger’s face, and punched it as hard as she could, right in the nose.


  She almost knocked herself out of the damned tree, and only her windmilling left hand snatching at twigs hauled her upright again and saved her. The swamp-tiger had crouched back, face wrinkled up in distaste or discomfort. The other one was coming up behind her.


  Dharthi turned on the ball of her foot and sprinted for the end of the bough. Ten meters, fifteen, and it trembled and curved down sharply under her weight. There was still a lot of forest giant left above her, but this bough was arching now until it almost touched the one below. It moved in the wind, and with every breath. It creaked and made fragile little crackling noises.


  A few more meters, and it might bend down far enough that she could reach the branch below.


  A few more meters, and it might crack and drop.


  It probably wouldn’t pull free of the tree entirely—fresh Cytherean “wood” was fibrous and full of sap—but it might dump her off pretty handily.


  She took a deep breath—clean air, rain, deep sweetness of flowers, herby scents of crushed leaves—and turned again to face the tigers.


  They were still where she had left them, crouched close to the trunk of the tree, tails lashing as they stared balefully after her out of eight gleaming cerulean eyes. Their fanged heads were sunk low between bladelike shoulders. Their lips curled over teeth as big as fingers.


  “Nice kitties,” Dharthi said ineffectually. “Why don’t you two just scamper on home? I bet Mama has a nice bit of grue for supper.”


  The one she had peed on snarled at her. She supposed she couldn’t blame it. She edged a little farther away on the branch.


  A rustling below. Now that’s just ridiculous.


  But it wasn’t a third swamp-tiger. She glanced down and glimpsed an anthropoid shape clambering up through the branches fifty meters below, mostly hidden in foliage but moving with a peculiar empty lightness. The shell. Coming for her.


  The urge to speed up the process, to try to climb down to it was almost unbearable, but Dharthi made herself sit tight. One of the tigers—the one she’d punched—rose up on six padded legs and slunk forward. It made a half dozen steps before the branch’s increasing droop and the cracking, creaking sounds made it freeze. It was close enough now that she could make out the pattern of its damp, feathery whiskers. Dharthi braced her bare feet under tributary limbs and tried not to hunker down; swamp-tigers were supposed to go for crouching prey, and standing up and being big was supposed to discourage them. She spread her arms and rode the sway of the wind, the sway of the limb.


  Her adaptshell heaved itself up behind her while the tigers watched. Her arms were already spread wide, her legs braced. The shell just cozied up behind her and squelched over her outstretched limbs, snuggling up and tightening down. It affected her balance, though, and the wobbling of the branch—


  She crouched fast and grabbed at a convenient limb. And that was more than tiger number two could bear.


  From a standing start, still halfway down the branch, the tiger gathered itself, hindquarters twitching. It leaped, and Dharthi had just enough time to try to throw herself flat under its arc. Enough time to try, but not quite enough time to succeed.


  One of the swamp-tiger’s second rank of legs caught her right arm like the swing of a baseball bat. Because she had dodged, it was her arm and not her head. The force of the blow still sent Dharthi sliding over the side of the limb, clutching and failing to clutch, falling in her adaptshell. She heard the swamp-tiger land where she had been, heard the bough crack, saw it give and swing down after her. The swamp-tiger squalled, scrabbling, its littermate making abrupt noises of retreat as well—and it was falling beside Dharthi, twisting in midair, clutching a nearby branch and there was a heaving unhappy sound from the tree’s structure and she fell alone, arm numb, head spinning.


  The adaptshell saved her. It, too, twisted in midair, righted itself, reached out and grasped with her good arm. This branch held, but it bent, and she slammed into the next branch down, taking the impact on the same arm the tiger had injured. She didn’t know for a moment if that green sound was a branch breaking or her—and then she did know, because inside the shell she could feel how her right arm hung limp, meaty, flaccid—humerus shattered.


  She was dangling right beside her cocoon, as it happened. She used the folds of cloth to pull herself closer to the trunk, then commanded it to detach and retract. She found one of the proximity alarms and discovered that the damp had gotten into it. It didn’t register her presence, either.


  Venus.


  She was stowing it one-handed in one of the shell’s cargo pockets, warily watching for the return of either tiger, when the voice burst into her head.


  “Dhar!”


  “Don’t worry,” she told Kraken. “Just hurt my arm getting away from a swamp-tiger. Everything’s fine.”


  “Hurt or broke? Wait, swamp-tiger?”


  “It’s gone now. I scared it off.” She wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t about to admit that. “Tell Zamin the juveniles hunt in pairs.”


  “A pair of swamp-tigers?”


  “I’m fine,” Dharthi said, and clamped down the link.


  She climbed down one-handed, relying on the shell more than she would have liked. She did not see either tiger again.


  At the bottom, on the jungle floor, she limped, but she ran.


  Four runs and four sleeps later—the sleeps broken, confused spirals of exhaustion broken by fractured snatches of rest—the brightest patch of pewter in the sky had shifted visibly to the east. Noon had become afternoon, and the long Cytherean day was becoming Dharthi’s enemy. She climbed trees regularly to look for signs of geometrical shapes informing the growth of the forest, and every time she did, she glanced at that brighter smear of cloud sliding down the sky and frowned.


  Dharthi—assisted by her adaptshell—had come some five hundred kilometers westward. Maxwell Montes was lost behind her now, in cloud and mist and haze and behind the shoulder of the world. She was moving fast for someone creeping, climbing, and swinging through the jungle, although she was losing time because she hadn’t turned the adaptshell loose to forage on its own since the swamp-tiger. She needed it to support and knit her arm—the shell fused to itself across the front and made a seamless cast and sling—and for the pain suppressants it fed her along with its prechewed pap. The bones were going to knit all wrong, of course, and when she got back, they’d have to grow her a new one, but that was pretty minor stuff.


  The shell filtered toxins and allergens out of the biologicals it ingested, reheaving some of the carbohydrates, protein, and fat to produce a bland, faintly sweet, nutrient-rich paste that was safe for Dharthi’s consumption. She sucked it from a tube as needed, squashing it between tongue and palate to soften it before swallowing each sticky, dull mouthful.


  Water was never a problem—at least, the problem was having too much of it, not any lack. This was Venus. Water squelched in every footstep across the jungle floor. It splashed on the adaptshell’s head and infiltrated every cargo pocket. The only things that stayed dry were the ones that were treated to be hydrophobic, and the coating was starting to wear off some of those. Dharthi’s cocoon was permanently damp inside. Even her shell, which molded to her skin perfectly, felt alternately muggy or clammy depending on how it was comping temperature.


  The adaptshell also filtered some of the fatigue toxins out of Dharthi’s system. But not enough. Sleep was sleep, and she wasn’t getting enough of it.


  The landscape was becoming dreamy and strange. The forest never thinned, never gave way to another landscape—except the occasional swath of swampland—but now, occasionally, twisted fumaroles rose up through it, smoking towers of orange and ochre that sent wisps of steam drifting between scalded, yellowed leaves. Dharthi saw one of the geysers erupt; she noticed that over it, and where the spray would tend to blow, there was a hole in the canopy. But vines grew right up the knobby accreted limestone on the windward side.


  Five runs and five . . . five attempts at a sleep later, Dharthi began to accept that she desperately, desperately wanted to go home.


  She wouldn’t, of course.


  Her arm hurt less. That was a positive thing. Other than that, she was exhausted and damp and cold, and some kind of thick, liver-colored leech kept trying to attach itself to the adaptshell’s legs. A species new to science, probably, and Dharthi didn’t give a damn.


  Kraken tried to contact her every few hours.


  She didn’t answer because she knew if she did, she would ask Kraken to come and get her. And then she’d never be able to look another living Cytherean in the face again.


  It wasn’t like Venus had a big population.


  Dharthi was going to prove herself or die trying.


  The satlink from Zamin, though, she took at once. They chatted about swamp-tigers—Zamin, predictably, was fascinated, and told Dharthi she’d write it up and give full credit to Dharthi as observer. “Tell Hazards, too,” Dharthi said, as an afterthought.


  “Oh, yeah,” Zamin replied. “I guess it is at that. Dhar . . . are you okay out there?”


  “Arm hurts,” Dharthi admitted. “The drugs are working, though. I could use some sleep in a bed. A dry bed.”


  “Yeah,” Zamin said. “I bet you could. You know Kraken’s beside herself, don’t you?”


  “She’ll know if I die,” Dharthi said.


  “She’s a good friend,” Zamin said. A good trick, making it about her, rather than Kraken or Dharthi or Kraken and Dharthi. “I worry about her. You know she’s been unbelievably kind to me, generous through some real roughness. She’s—”


  “She’s generous,” Dharthi said. “She’s a genius and a charismatic. I know it better than most. Look, I should pay attention to where my feet are, before I break the other arm. Then you will have to extract me. And won’t I feel like an idiot then?”


  “Dhar—”


  She broke the sat. She felt funny about it for hours afterward, but at least when she crawled into her cocoon that rest period, adaptshell and all, she was so exhausted she slept.


  She woke up sixteen hours and twelve minutes later, disoriented and sore in every joint. After ninety seconds she recollected herself enough to figure out where she was—in her shell, in her cocoon, fifty meters up in the Ishtarean canopy, struggling out of an exhaustion and painkiller haze—and when she was, with a quick check of the time.


  She stowed and packed by rote, slithered down a strangler vine, stood in contemplation on the forest floor. Night was coming—the long night—and while she still had ample time to get back to base camp without calling for a pickup, every day now cut into her margin of safety.


  She ran.


  Rested, she almost had the resources to deal with it when Kraken spoke in her mind, so she gritted her teeth and said, “Yes, dear?”


  “Hi,” Kraken said. There was a pause, in which Dharthi sensed a roil of suppressed emotion. Thump. Thump. As long as her feet kept running, nothing could catch her. That sharpness in her chest was just tight breath from running, she was sure. “Zamin says she’s worried about you.”


  Dharthi snorted. She had slept too much, but now that the kinks were starting to shake out of her body, she realized that the rest had done her good. “You know what Zamin wanted to talk to me about? You. How wonderful you are. How caring. How made of charm.” Dharthi sighed. “How often do people take you aside to gush about how wonderful I am?”


  “You might,” Kraken said, “be surprised.”


  “It’s hard being the partner of somebody so perfect. When did you ever struggle for anything? You have led a charmed life, Kraken, from birth to now.”


  “Did I?” Kraken said. “I’ve been lucky, I don’t deny. But I’ve worked hard. And lived through things. You think I’m perfect because that’s how you see me, in between bouts of hating everything I do.”


  “It’s how everyone sees you. If status in the afterlife is determined by praises sung, yours is assured.”


  “I wish you could hear how they talk about you. People hold you in awe, love.”


  Thump. Thump. The rhythm of her feet soothed her, when nothing else could. She was even getting resigned to the ceaseless damp, which collected between her toes, between her buttocks, behind her ears. “They love you. They tolerated me. No one ever saw what you saw in me.”


  “I did,” Kraken replied. “And quit acting as if I were somehow perfect. You’ve been quick enough to remind me on occasion of how I’m not. This thing, this need to prove yourself . . . it’s a sophipathology, Dhar. I love you. But this is not a healthy pattern of thought. Ambition is great, but you go beyond ambition. Nothing you do is ever good enough. You deny your own accomplishments and inflate those of everyone around you. You grew up in Aphrodite, and there are only thirty thousand people on the whole damned planet. You can’t be surprised that, brilliant as you are, some of us are just as smart and capable as you are.”


  Thump. Thump—


  She was watching ahead even as she was arguing, though her attention wasn’t on it. That automatic caution was all that kept her from running off the edge of the world.


  Before her—below her—a great cliff dropped away. The trees in the valley soared up. But this was not a tangled jungle: it was a climax forest, a species of tree taller and more densely canopied than any Dharthi had seen. The light below those trees was thick and crepuscular, and though she could hear the rain drumming on their leaves, very little of it dripped through.


  Between them, until the foliage cut off her line of sight, Dharthi could see the familiar, crescent-shaped roofs of aboriginal Cytherean structures, some of them half-consumed in the accretions from the forest of smoking stone towers that rose among the trees.


  She stood on the cliff edge overlooking the thing she had come half a world by airship and a thousand kilometers on foot to find, and pebbles crumbled from beneath the toes of her adaptshell, and she raised a hand to her face as if Kraken were really speaking into a device in her ear canal instead of into the patterns of electricity in her brain. The cavernous ruin stretched farther than her eyes could see—even dark-adapted, once the shell made the transition for her. Even in this strange, open forest filled with colorful, flitting, flying things.


  “Love?”


  “Yes?” Kraken said, then went silent and waited.


  “I’ll call you back,” Dharthi said. “I just discovered the Lost City of Ishtar.”


  Dharthi walked among the ruins. It was not all she’d hoped.


  Well, it was more than she had hoped. She rappelled down, and as soon as her shell sank ankle deep in the leaf litter she was overcome by a hush of awe. She turned from the wet, lichen-heavy cliff, scuffed with the temporary marks of her feet, and craned back to stare up at the forest of geysers and fumaroles and trees that stretched west and south as far as she could see. The cliff behind her was basalt—another root of the volcano whose shield was lost in mists and trees. This . . . this was the clearest air she had ever seen.


  The trees were planted in rows, as perfectly arranged as pillars in some enormous Faerie hall. The King of the Giants lived here, and Dharthi was Jack, except she had climbed down the beanstalk for a change.


  The trunks were as big around as ten men with linked hands, tall enough that their foliage vanished in the clouds overhead. Trees on Earth, Dharthi knew, were limited in height by capillary action: how high could they lift water to their thirsty leaves?


  Perhaps these Cytherean giants drank from the clouds as well as the soil.


  “Oh,” Dharthi said, and the spaces between the trees both hushed and elevated her voice, so it sounded clear and thin. “Wait until Zamin sees these.”


  Dharthi suddenly realized that if they were a new species, she would get to name them.


  They were so immense, and dominated the light so completely, that very little grew under them. Some native fernmorphs, some mosses. Lichens shaggy on their enormous trunks and roots. Where one had fallen, a miniature Cytherean rain forest had sprung up in the admitted light, and here there was drumming, dripping rain, rain falling like strings of glass beads. It was a muddy little puddle of the real world in this otherwise alien quiet.


  The trees stood like attentive gods, their faces so high above her she could not even hear the leaves rustle.


  Dharthi forced herself to turn away from the trees, at last, and begin examining the structures. There were dozens of them—hundreds—sculpted out of the same translucent, mysterious, impervious material as all of the ruins in Aphrodite. But this was six, ten times the scale of any such ruin. Maybe vaster. She needed a team. She needed a mapping expedition. She needed a base camp much closer to this. She needed to give the site a name—


  She needed to get back to work.


  She remembered, then, to start documenting. The structures—she could not say, of course, which were habitations, which served other purposes—or even if the aboriginals had used the same sorts of divisions of usage that human beings did—were of a variety of sizes and heights. They were all designed as arcs or crescents, however—singly, in series, or in several cases as a sort of stepped spectacular with each lower, smaller level fitting inside the curve of a higher, larger one. Several had obvious access points, open to the air, and Dharthi reminded herself sternly that going inside unprepared was not just a bad idea because of risk to herself, but because she might disturb the evidence.


  She clenched her good hand and stayed outside.


  Her shell had been recording, of course—now she began to narrate, and to satlink the files home. No fanfare, just an upload. Data and more data—and the soothing knowledge that while she was hogging her allocated bandwidth to send, nobody could call her to ask questions, or congratulate, or—


  Nobody except Kraken, with whom she was entangled for life.


  “Hey,” her partner said in her head. “You found it.”


  “I found it,” Dharthi said, pausing the narration but not the load. There was plenty of visual, olfactory, auditory, and kinesthetic data being sent even without her voice.


  “How does it feel to be vindicated?”


  She could hear the throb of Kraken’s pride in her mental voice. She tried not to let it make her feel patronized. Kraken did not mean to sound parental, proprietary. That was Dharthi’s own baggage.


  “Vindicated?” She looked back over her shoulder. The valley was quiet and dark. A fumarole vented with a rushing hiss and a curve of wind brought the scent of sulfur to sting her eyes.


  “Famous?”


  “Famous?”


  “Hell, Terran-famous. The homeworld is going to hear about this in oh, about five minutes, given light lag—unless somebody who’s got an entangled partner back there shares sooner. You’ve just made the biggest Cytherean archaeological discovery in the past hundred days, love. And probably the next hundred. You are not going to have much of a challenge getting allocations now.”


  “I—”


  “You worked hard for it.”


  “It feels like . . .” Dharthi picked at the bridge of her nose with a thumbnail. The skin was peeling off in flakes: too much time in her shell was wreaking havoc with the natural oil balance of her skin. “It feels like I should be figuring out the next thing.”


  “The next thing,” Kraken said. “How about coming home to me? Have you proven yourself to yourself yet?”


  Dharthi shrugged. She felt like a petulant child. She knew she was acting like one. “How about to you?”


  “I never doubted you. You had nothing to prove to me. The self-sufficiency thing is your pathology, love, not mine. I love you as you are, not because I think I can make you perfect. I just wish you could see your strengths as well as you see your flaws—one second, bit of a squall up ahead—I’m back.”


  “Are you on an airship?” Was she coming here?


  “Just an airjeep.”


  Relief and a stab of disappointment. You wouldn’t get from Aphrodite to Ishtar in an AJ.


  Well, Dharthi thought. Looks like I might be walking home.


  And when she got there? Well, she wasn’t quite ready to ask Kraken for help yet.


  She would stay, she decided, two more sleeps. That would still give her time to get back to base camp before nightfall, and it wasn’t as if her arm could get any more messed up between now and then. She was turning in a slow circle, contemplating where to sling her cocoon—the branches were really too high to be convenient—when the unmistakable low hum of an aircar broke the rustling silence of the enormous trees.


  It dropped through the canopy, polished-copper belly reflecting a lensed fish-eye of forest, and settled down ten meters from Dharthi. Smiling, frowning, biting her lip, she went to meet it. The upper half was black hydrophobic polymer: she’d gotten a lift in one just like it at Ishtar base camp before she set out.


  The hatch opened. In the cramped space within, Kraken sat behind the control board. She half rose, crouched under the low roof, came to the hatch, held out her right hand, reaching down to Dharthi. Dharthi looked at Kraken’s hand, and Kraken sheepishly switched it for the other one. The left one, which Dharthi could take without strain.


  “So I was going to take you to get your arm looked at,” Kraken said.


  “You spent your allocations—”


  Kraken shrugged. “Gonna send me away?”


  “This time,” she said, “. . . no.”


  Kraken wiggled her fingers.


  Dharthi took her hand, stepped up into the GEV, realized how exhausted she was as she settled back in a chair and suddenly could not lift her head without the assistance of her shell. She wondered if she should have hugged Kraken. She realized that she was sad that Kraken hadn’t tried to hug her. But, well. The shell was sort of in the way.


  Resuming her chair, Kraken fixed her eyes on the forward screen. “Hey. You did it.”


  “Hey. I did.” She wished she felt it. Maybe she was too tired.


  Maybe Kraken was right, and Dharthi should see about working on that.


  Her eyes dragged shut. So heavy. The soft motion of the aircar lulled her. Its soundproofing had degraded, but even the noise wouldn’t be enough to keep her awake. Was this what safe felt like? “Something else.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “If you don’t mind, I was thinking of naming a tree after you.”


  “That’s good,” Kraken said. “I was thinking of naming a kid after you.”


  Dharthi grinned without opening her eyes. “We should use my Y chromosome. Color blindness on the X.”


  “Ehn. Ys are half-atrophied already. We’ll just use two Xs,” Kraken said decisively. “Maybe we’ll get a tetrachromat.”
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  Here he sweeps us along with a man who is wrenched out of his proper place and time and thrown headlong into another world, one that proves even more dangerous than going down with the sinking Titantic . . .


  I AM HERE BECAUSE OF A TERRIBLE HEADACHE. I know you will want more of an explanation than that, but I can’t give it to you. I can only say I was almost killed when the great ship Titanic went down. There was an explosion, a boiler blowing, perhaps. I can’t say. When the ship dove down and broke in half, I felt as if I broke in half with it.


  An object hit me in the head underwater. I remember there was something down there with me. Not anyone on the ship, not a corpse, but something. I remember its face, if you can call it that: full of teeth and eyes, big and luminous, lit up by a light from below, then I was gasping water into my lungs, and this thing was pulling me toward a glowing pool of whirling illumination. It dragged me into warmth and into light, and my last sight of the thing was a flipping of its fishlike tail; and then my head exploded.


  Or so it seemed.


  When I awoke, I was lying in a warm, muddy mire, almost floating, almost sinking. I grabbed at some roots jutting out from the shoreline and pulled myself out of it. I lay there with my headache for a while, warming myself in the sunlight, then the headache began to pass. I rolled over on my belly and looked at the pool of mud. It was a big pool. In fact, pool is incorrect. It was like a great lake of mud. I have no idea how I managed to be there, and that is the simple truth of it. I still don’t know. It felt like a dream.


  With some difficulty I had managed a bunk in steerage on the Titanic, heading back home to my country, the United States of America. I had played out my string in England, thought I might go back and journey out West where I had punched cows and shot buffalo for the railroad. I had even killed a couple of men in self-defense, and dime novels had been written about me, the Black Rider of the Plains. But that was mostly lies. The only thing they got right was the color of my skin. I’m half-black, half-Cherokee. In the dime novels I was described as mostly white, which is a serious lie. One look at me will tell you different.


  I was a roughrider with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, and when it arrived in England to perform, they went back and I had stayed on. I liked it for a while, but as they say, there’s no place like home. Not that I had really had one, but we’re speaking generally here.


  I struggled to my feet and looked around. Besides the lake of mud, there were trees. And I do mean trees. They rose up tall and mighty all around the lake, and there didn’t seem anything to do but to go among them. The mud I wouldn’t go back into. I couldn’t figure what had happened to me, what had grabbed me and pulled me into that glowing whirlpool, but the idea of its laying a grip on me again was far less than inviting. It had hauled me here, wherever here was, and had retreated, left me to my own devices.


  The mud I had ended up in was shallow, but I knew the rest of the lake wasn’t. I knew this because as I looked out over the vast mire, I saw a great beast moving in it; a lizard, I guess you’d call it. At least that was my first thought, then I remembered the bones they had found out in Montana some years back and how they were called dinosaurs. I had read a little about it, and that’s what I thought when I saw this thing in the mud, rising up gray and green of skin, lurching up and dipping down, dripping mud that plopped bright in the sunlight. Down it went, out of sight, and up again, and when it came up a third time it had a beast in its mouth; a kind of giant slick, purple-skinned seal, its blood oozing like strawberry jam from between the monster’s teeth.


  It may seem as if I’m nonchalant about all this, but the truth is I’m telling this well after the fact and have had time to accept it. But let me jump ahead a bit.


  The world I am on is Venus, and now it is my world.


  
    —–—
  


  My arrival was not the only mystery. I am a man of forty-five, and in good shape, and I like to think of sound mind. But good as I felt at that age, I felt even better here on this warm, damp, tree-covered world. I would soon discover there was an even greater mystery I could not uncover. But I will come to that even if I will not arrive at a true explanation.


  I pulled off my clothes, which were caked with mud, and shook them out. I had lost both my shoes when the ship went down; they had been sucked off me by the ocean’s waters with the same enthusiasm as a kid sucking a peppermint stick. I stood naked with my clothes under my arm, my body covered in mud, my hair matted with it. I must have looked pretty foolish, but there I was with my muddy clothes and nowhere to go.


  I glanced back at the muddy lake, saw the great lizard and his lunch were gone. The muddy lake, out in the center, appeared to boil. My guess was it was hot in the middle, warm at the edges. My host, the thing that had brought me here, had fortunately chosen one of the warm areas for me to surface.


  I picked a wide path between the trees and took to the trail. It was shadowy on the path. I supposed it had been made by animals, and from the prints, some of them very large. Had I gone too far off the path I could easily have waded into darkness. There was little to no brush beneath the trees because there wasn’t enough sunlight to feed them. Unusual birds and indefinable critters flittered and leaped about in the trees and raced across my trail. I walked on for some time with no plans, no shoes, my clothes tucked neatly under my arm like a pet dog.


  Now, if you think I was baffled, you are quite correct. For a while I tried to figure out what had nabbed me under the waters and taken me through the whirling light and left me almost out of the mud, then disappeared. No answers presented themselves, and I let it go and set my thoughts to survival. I can do that. I have a practical streak. One of the most practical things was I was still alive, wherever I was. I had survived in the wilderness before. Had gone up in the Rocky Mountains in the dead of winter with nothing but a rifle, a knife, and a small bag of possible. I had survived, come down in the spring with beaver and fox furs to sell.


  I figured I could do that, I could make it here as well, though later on I will confess to an occasional doubt. I had had some close calls before, including a run-in with Wyatt Earp that almost turned ugly, a run-in with Johnny Ringo that left him dead under a tree, and a few things not worth mentioning, but this world made all of those adventures look mild.


  Wandering in among those trees, my belly began to gnaw, and I figured I’d best find something I could eat, so I began looking about. Up in the trees near where I stood there were great balls of purple fruit and birds about my size, multicolored and feathered, with beaks like daggers. They were pecking at those fruits. I figured if they could eat them, so could I.


  My next order of business was to shinny up one of those trees and lay hold of my next meal. I put my clothes under it, the trunk of which was as big around as a locomotive, grabbed a low-hanging limb, and scuttled up to where I could see a hanging fruit about the size of a buffalo’s head. It proved an easy climb because the limbs were so broad and so plentiful.


  The birds above me noticed my arrival but ignored me. I crawled out on the limb bearing my chosen meal, got hold of it, and yanked it loose, nearly sending myself off the limb in the process. It would have been a good and hard fall, but I liked to think all that soft earth down there, padded with loam, leaves, and rot, would have given me a soft landing.


  I got my back against the tree trunk, took hold of the fruit, and tried to bite into it. It was as hard as leather. I looked about. There was a small broken limb jutting out above me. I stood on my perch, lifted the fruit, and slammed it into where the limb was broke off. It stuck there, like a fat tick with a knife through it. Juice started gushing out of the fruit. I lifted my face below it and let the nectar flood into my mouth and splash over me. It was somewhat sour and tangy in taste, but I was convinced that if it didn’t poison me, I wouldn’t die of hunger. I tugged on the fruit until it ripped apart. Inside it was pithy and good to eat. I scooped it out with my hands and filled up on it.


  I had just finished my repast when above me I heard a noise, and when I looked up, what I saw was to me the most amazing sight yet in this wild new world.


  Silver.


  A bird.


  But no, it was a kind of flying sled. I heard it before I saw it, a hum like a giant bee, and when I looked up the sunlight glinted off it, blinding me for a moment. When I looked back, the sled tore through the trees, spun about, and came to light with a smack in the fork of a massive limb. It was at an angle. I could see there were seats on the sled, and there were people in the seats, and there was a kind of shield of glass at the front of the craft. The occupants were all black of hair and yellow of skin, but my amazement at this was nothing compared to what amazed me next.


  Another craft, similar in nature, came shining into view. It glided to a stop, gentle and swift, like a gas-filled balloon. It floated in the air next to the limb where the other had come to a stop. It was directed by a man sitting in an open seat who was like those in the other machine, a man with yellow skin and black hair. Another man, similar in appearance, sat behind him, his biggest distinction a large blue-green half-moon jewel on a chain hung around his neck. This fellow leaped to his feet, revealing himself nude other than for the sword harness and the medallion, drew a thin sword strapped across his back, dropped down on the other craft, and started hacking at the driver, who barely staggered to his feet in time to defend himself. The warrior’s swords clanged together. The other two occupants of the wrecked craft had climbed out of the wells of their seats with drawn swords and were about to come to their comrades’ aid when something even more fantastic occurred.


  Flapping down from the sky were a half dozen winged men, carrying swords and battle-axes. Except for the harness that would serve to hold their weapons, and a small, hard, leather-looking pouch, they, like the others, were without clothes. Their eyes were somewhat to the side of their heads, there were beaklike growths jutting from their faces, and their skin was milk-white, and instead of hair were feathers. The colors of the feathers were varied. Their targets were the yellow men in the shiny machine on the tremendous tree limb.


  It became clear then that the man with the necklace, though obviously not of the winged breed, was no doubt on their side. He skillfully dueled with the driver of the limb-beached craft, parried deftly, then with a shout ran his sword through his opponent’s chest. The mortally wounded warrior dropped his weapon and fell backward off his foe’s sword, collapsed across the fore of his vessel.


  The two warriors in league with the dead man were fighting valiantly, but the numbers against them were overwhelming. The man with the medallion, or amulet, stood on the fore of the craft, straddling the carcass of his kill, and it was then that I got a clear view of his face. It has been said, and normally I believe it, that you can’t judge someone by his appearance. But I tell you that I have never seen anyone with such an evil countenance as this man. It wasn’t that his features were all that unusual, but there was an air about him that projected pure villainy. It was as if there was another person inside of him, one black of heart and devious of mind, and it seemed that spectral person was trying to pressure itself to the surface. I have never before or since had that feeling about anyone, not even Comanche and Apache warriors who had tried to kill me during my service with the Buffalo Soldiers.


  It was then that one of the two defenders, having driven back a winged warrior he had been dueling with, pulled with his free hand a pistol. It was a crude-looking thing, reminiscent of an old flintlock. He raised the pistol in the direction of his adversary and fired. The pistol’s bark was like the cough of a tubercular man. The winged man spouted blood, dropped his sword, brought both hands to his face, then relaxed and fell, diving headfirst like a dart. As the winged man dove between the limbs near me, crashed through some leaves, and plummeted to the ground, the sword he dropped stuck conveniently in the limb before me. I took hold of it thinking that now I had a weapon for self-defense, and that it was a good time to depart. I told myself that this fight, whatever it was about, was not my fight. They were so busy with one another, I had not even been seen. So, of course, casting aside common sense, I decided I had to get into the thick of it.


  It might well have been the fact that the men in the craft were outnumbered, but I must admit that one glance at the man with the jeweled medallion and I knew where my sentiments lay. I know how that sounds, but I assure you, had you seen his face, you would have felt exactly the same way.


  Why I thought one more sword might make a difference, considering the horde of winged men assisting the evil-faced man was enormous, I can’t explain to you. But with the thin, light sword in my teeth, I began to climb upward to aid them.


  This is when I realized certain things, certain abilities that I had sensed upon arrival, but were now proving to be true. I felt strong, agile, not only as I might have felt twenty years earlier but in a manner I had never experienced. I moved easily, squirrel-like is what I thought, and in no time I reached the craft caught in the fork of the limb.


  The winged men were fluttering about the two survivors like flies on spilled molasses. The man with the necklace had paused to watch, no longer feeling the need to engage. He observed as his birds flapped and cawed and swung their weapons at his own kind. It was then that he saw me, rising up over the lip of the limb, finding my feet.


  I removed the sword from my teeth and sprang forward with a stabbing motion, piercing the heart of one of the winged attackers. It fluttered, twisted, and fell.


  The yellow-skinned couple glanced at me but accepted my help without question or protest for obvious reasons. I must have been a sight. Naked, having left my clothes at the base of the great tree. My skin and hair matted with mud. I looked like a wild man. And it was in that moment I noticed something I should have noticed right off, but the positioning and the leaves and smaller limbs of the tree had blocked my complete view. One of the yellow skins was a woman. She was lean and long and her hair was in a rough cut, as if someone had just gathered it up in a wad and chopped it off with a knife at her shoulders. She was not nude as her opponents were. She wore, as did her companion, a sort of black skirt, and a light covering of black leather breast armor. She had a delicate, but unquestionably feminine shape. When I saw her face I almost forgot what I was doing. Her bright green, almond-shaped eyes sucked me into them. I was so nearly lost in them that a winged man with an axe nearly took my head off. I ducked the axe swing, lunged forward, stretching my leg way out, thrusting with my sword, sticking him in the gut. When I pulled my sword back, his guts spilled out along with a gush of blood. As he fell out of view, more of the things came down from the sky and buzzed around us, beating their wings. They were plenty, but it was soon obvious our skills with weapons were superior to theirs. They used the swords and axes crudely. They handled them with less skill than a child with a mop and a broom.


  My partners—such as they were—were well versed in the use of the blade, as was I, having learned swordsmanship from an older man while I was among the Buffalo Soldiers. My teacher was a black man, like me, and had once lived in France. There he had been trained well in the use of the steel, and I in turn had learned this skill from him. So it was not surprising that in short order we had killed most of our attackers and sent the others soaring away in fear. The necklace-wearing man, who had been observing, now joined in, attempting to take me out of the fray, and I engaged him. He was good with the sword, quick. But I was quicker and more skilled, blessed with whatever strange abilities this world gave me. He caused me a moment’s trouble, but it only took me a few parries to grasp his method, which was not too unlike my own. A high-and-low attack, a way of using the eyes to mislead the opponent. I was gradually getting the better of him when his driver coasted his machine next to the limb. My opponent gave out with a wild cry, came at me with a surge of renewed energy, driving me back slightly, then he wheeled, leaped onto his machine, and slid quickly into his seat, smooth as a woman slipping sleek fingers into a calfskin glove. The sled with the two yellow men in it darted away.


  I turned, lowered my bloodstained blade, and looked at those whose side I had joined. The woman spoke, and her words, though simple, hit me like a train.


  She said, “Thank you.”


  It was another side effect of my arrival here. I was not only stronger and more agile, I could understand a language I had never heard before. As soon as the words left her mouth they translated in my head. It was so immediate it was as if their language were my native tongue.


  “You’re welcome,” I said. This seemed a trite thing to say, me standing there on a limb holding a sword, mud-covered and naked, with my business hanging out, but I was even more astonished to have my words understood by her without any true awareness that I was speaking my own language.


  “Who are you?” the woman asked.


  “Jack Davis,” I said. “Formerly of the United States Buffalo Soldiers.”


  “The United States?” she asked.


  “It’s a bit hard to explain.”


  “You are covered in mud,” the man said, sheathing his sword.


  “You are correct,” I said. I decided to keep it simple. “I fell into a mud lake.”


  The man grinned. “That must have took some doing.”


  “I consider myself a man of special talents,” I said.


  The young woman turned her head in a curious fashion, glanced down at me. “Is your skin black, or is it painted?”


  I realized what part of me she was studying. Under all that mud had I been Irish and not part Negro, my blush would have been as bright as the sinking sun. Before long it would become obvious to me that on this world nudity was not something shameful or indecent in their minds. Clothes for them were ornaments, or were designed to protect them from the weather, but they were not bothered by the sight of the flesh.


  “Correct,” I said. “I am black. Very much so.”


  “We have heard of black men,” she said. “But we have never seen them.”


  “There are others like me?” I said.


  “We have heard that this is so,” said the woman. “In the far south, though I suspect they are less muddy.”


  “Again,” said the man, “we thank you. We were very much outnumbered and your sword was appreciated.”


  “You seemed to be doing well without me, but I was glad to help,” I said.


  “You flatter us,” he said.


  “I am Devel, and this is my sister, Jerrel.”


  I nodded at them. By this time Devel had turned to the sled and to the dead man lying on its front, bleeding. He bent down and touched his face. “Bandel is dead by Tordo’s hand, the traitor.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “He was a warrior, and there is nothing else to say,” said Jerrel, but she and Devel, despite their matter-of-fact tone, were obviously hurt and moved. That’s why what happened next was so surprising.


  Devel dragged the corpse to the edge of the sled, then the limb, and without ceremony, flipped it over the side. “To the soil again,” he said.


  This seemed more than unusual and disrespectful, but I was later to learn this is their custom. When one of their number dies, and since they live in high cities and populate the trees, this is a common method. If they die on the ground, they are left where they fell. This treatment was considered an honor.


  I processed this slowly but kept my composure. My survival might depend on it. I said, “May I ask who these men were and why they were trying to kill you?”


  Jerrel glanced at Devel, said, “He chose to help us without question. He is bonded to us in blood.”


  “True,” Devel said, but I could tell he wasn’t convinced.


  Jerrel, however, decided to speak. “They are the Varnin. And we are warriors of Sheldan. Prince and princess, actually. We are going to their country, in pursuit of the talisman.”


  “You’re warring over a trinket?” I said.


  “It is far more than a trinket,” she said. “And since there are only us two, it is hardly a war.”


  “I would call in reinforcements.”


  She nodded. “If there were time, but there is not.”


  She did not elaborate. We left it at that for the time being, and set about releasing the silver craft from the limbs where it had lodged. This seemed like a precarious job to me, but I helped them do it. The craft proved light as air. When it came loose of the limbs it didn’t fall, but began to hum and float. Devel climbed into the front-seat position, where the dead man had been, touched a silver rod, and the machine hummed louder than before.


  Jerrel climbed into one of the seats behind him, said, “Come with us.”


  Devel glanced at her.


  “We can’t leave him,” she said. “He looks to be lost.”


  “You have no idea,” I said.


  “And he helped us when we needed it,” she said. “He risked his life.”


  “We have our mission,” he said.


  “We will find a safe place for him,” she said. “We still have a long distance to go. We can not just abandon him.”


  This discussion had gone on as if I were not standing there. I said, “I would appreciate your taking me somewhere other than this tree.”


  Devel nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t entirely convinced.


  I stepped into the machine, took a seat. Devel looked back at me. I could tell this was a development he was not fond of, in spite of the fact I had taken their side in the fight.


  But he said nothing. He turned forward, touched the rod. The machine growled softly, glided away through a cluster of leaves and limbs. I ducked so as not to be struck by them. When I looked up, the machine had risen high in the sky, above the tree line, up into the sunny blue. I was astonished. It was such a delicate and agile craft, so far ahead of what we had achieved back home. This made me consider that, interestingly enough, their understanding of firearms was far behind ours. There was a part of me that felt that it would be nice if it stayed that way. It seemed humans and bird-men were quite capable of doing enough damage with swords and axes. As for the pistol Devel had fired, he had discarded it as if it had been nothing more than a worn-out handkerchief.


  I glanced over the side, saw below all manner of creatures. There were huge, leather-winged monsters flying beneath us and in the clear areas between the trees. On the ground in the rare open spaces I could see monstrous lizards of assorted colors. The beasts looked up at the sound of our humming machine, their mouths falling open as if in surprise, revealing great rows of massive teeth. We passed over hot, muddy lakes boiling and churning with heat. Huge snakes slithered through the mud and onto the land and into the trees. It was beautiful and frightening. In a short time I had survived the sinking of a great ocean liner, an uncommon arrival in a hot mud lake, climbed a tree to eat, found a fight against a yellow man with a strange talisman who was assisted by winged creatures, and had taken sides in the fight. Now, here I was, lost and confused, flying above massive trees in a featherlight craft at tremendous speed, my body feeling more amazing than ever, as if someone had split open my skin and stuck a twenty-year-old inside me. It made my head spin.


  “Exactly where are you going?” I had to raise my voice to be heard above the wind.


  “Perhaps it is best we do not speak of it,” Devel said. “You aided us, but our mission is personal. You know what you know about the talisman and need know no more.”


  “Understood, but where are you taking me?”


  “I am uncertain,” Devel said.


  “Very well,” I said, not wishing to be put out of the craft and left to my own devices. I needed to try to stay with them as long as I could to learn more about this world. Here was better than wandering the forest below; how much better off remained to be seen. As an old sergeant told me around a wad of chewing tobacco once, “If you ain’t dead, you’re living, and that’s a good thing.” It was one of the few bits of advice he had given me I had taken to heart, as he was always jealous of my education, which he called white man’s talk. I had been blessed with a Cherokee mother who had learned reading and writing in white man’s schools and had become a teacher. She always said education didn’t belong to anyone other than the one who was willing to take it. She also said education was more than words and marks on paper. She taught me the customs of the Cherokee, taught me tracking, about living in the wild. All the things I might need to survive.


  That said, I preferred the comfort of the flying sled to the rawness of the wild world below. This way I had time to consider and plan, though I must admit my considerations and planning were not accomplishing a lot. It was more as if wheels were spinning inside my head but wouldn’t gain traction.


  Besides, let me be entirely honest. The woman was why I wanted to remain. I was smitten. Those green eyes were like cool pools and I wanted to dive right into them. I wanted to believe there had been some kind of connection on her part, but considering my current appearance the only person or thing that might love me was a hog that had mistaken me for a puddle to wallow in.


  I can’t say how long we flew, but I feel certain it was hours. I know that exhaustion claimed me after a while, the cool wind blowing against me, me snug in my seat. I might have felt better and stronger, but I had swum in the cold ocean, pulled myself from a hot mud pit, climbed a great tree, and fought a great fight, so I was tired. I drifted asleep for a while.


  When I awoke the sun had dipped low in the sky, and so had we. We were coasting down between large gaps in the great trees. We came to trees so huge they would have dwarfed the redwoods of home. There was even one with shadowy gaps in it the size of small caves.


  That’s when I saw that nearly all the trees had large gaps in them, from head to foot. It was part of their natural construct. As the sun finally set, we flew into one of those tight wooden caverns, Devel parked his airship, and we stepped out.


  The night was dark as in the inside of a hole. No moon was visible. What stars there were made a thin light. But then, as I stood there looking out of the gap, soaking in the night, an amazing thing happened. It was as if there was suddenly dust in the air, and the dust glowed. I was confused for a moment, then some of the dust landed on me. It wasn’t dust at all, but little bugs that were as silver as the flying sled, shinier. The entire night was filled with them. They gave a glow to everything, bright as the missing moonlight.


  I should pause here and jump ahead with something I later learned. There was no moonlight because there was no moon. This world was without one. Of all the things I had trouble getting used to, that was the one that most pained me. No bright coin of light coasting along in the night sky. In place of it were glowing insects, lovely in their own way, but they could not replace in my mind the moon that circled Earth.


  Jerrel pulled a length of dark cloth from inside a container in the craft, fastened it to the top and bottom of our cavern. It stuck to where she put it without button or brace or tack or spike. The cloth was the same color as the tree we were in. I realized immediately, that at night, and perhaps in day at a decent distance, it would appear to be a solid part of the tree. We were concealed.


  There were cloaks inside the craft’s container, red and thick. Jerrel gave Devel one, me one, took one for herself. She turned on a small lamp inside the craft. The source of its power I assumed was some kind of storage battery. It lit up the interior of our cavern quite comfortably.


  Jerrel broke out some foodstuffs, and though I couldn’t identify what she gave me, except for a container of water, I lit into that chow like it was my last meal. For all I knew it was. It wasn’t good, but it wasn’t bad, either.


  Before long, Devel lay down and pulled his cloak over him and fell asleep. I was near that point myself, but I could tell Jerrel wanted to talk, that she was interested in me. She began with a few simple questions, most of which I couldn’t answer. I told her about the great ocean liner and what had happened to me, how I thought I might be in a dream. She assured me she was real and not a dream. When she laughed a little, the way she laughed, sweet and musical, it assured me my ears were hearing a real voice and that my eyes were seeing a strange and rare beauty.


  Jerrel tried her best to explain to me where I was. She called the world she knew Zunsun. She took a slate from the craft with a marker, drew a crude drawing of the sun, then placed her planet two places from it. I knew enough basic astronomy to know she was talking about the planet we called Venus.


  I learned there was only one language on Zunsun, and everyone spoke it, with varying degrees of accent according to region. I told her about the moon I missed, and she laughed, saying such a thing seemed odd to her, and it was impossible for her to grasp what it was I so sorely missed.


  After a time, she opened the back of the sled and took out a large container of water. She also found a cloth and gave that to me to clean up with. I was nervous wiping myself down in front of her, but as she seemed disinterested, I went about it. Running water through my hair and fingers, wiping myself as clean as possible with what was provided. When I was nearly finished, I caught her eye appraising me. She was more interested than I had first thought.


  I don’t know why, but Jerrel took me into her confidence. Had Devel been awake, I don’t know she would have. But I could tell she trusted me. It was an immediate bond. I have heard of and read of such things, but never believed them until then. Love at first sight was always a romantic writer’s foolishness to me, but now I saw the idea in an entirely new light, even if it was the light from a battery.


  “Tordo has taken our half of the talisman,” she said. “The other half is in the city of the bird-men. Once it was whole, and its powers gave the bird-men a great advantage against us. Our people warred constantly against them. We had no real land to call our own. We moved among the trees, for we couldn’t defend ourselves well in a direct fight against the bird-men, not with them having both halves of the talisman and aided by wings.”


  “Where does it come from?” I said. “What does it do?”


  “I can only speak of legend. The halves have been separated a long time. One half was with our people, the other with theirs. It is said that in the far past the two tribes, weary of war, divided the talisman. This was not something the bird-men had to do, as they were winning the conflict, and we would not have lasted. But their warrior-king, Darat, felt we could live together. Against the advice of his council, he gave our people one half of the talisman and kept the other. Divided, it is powerless. United, it was a dangerous tool of war. No one remembers how it was made or of what it was made, or even what powers it possesses. When Darat died the tradition of peace carried on for many years with new rulers, but then the recent king of the bird-men, Canrad, was of a different mind. After many generations he wanted the lost power back.”


  “And one of your people, Tordo, betrayed you?” I said.


  Jerrel nodded. “He was a priest. It was his job to protect our half of the talisman. It was kept in a house of worship.”


  “You worship half of a talisman?”


  “Not the talisman. The peace it gives us. Peace from the bird-men, anyway. There are others who war against us, but they are less powerful. The bird-men could be a true threat. It surprises me that Canrad has taken this approach. The peace between us had worked for so long.


  “What we are trying to do is stop Tordo before he delivers our half of the talisman. My father, King Ran, sent us. We did not want to alarm our people. We thought to overtake the thief swiftly, as we got news of his treachery immediately, Tordo’s and that of the lesser priest, the one who was with him in the flier. But it turned out Tordo was prepared for our pursuit. His actions hadn’t been of the moment, but were long prepared. He had the winged men waiting. An assistance given him by King Canrad. Tordo knows how my father thinks, knew he would try to catch him with as little alarm as possible by using a small force. He knew this because Tordo is my father’s brother, our uncle.”


  “Betrayed by family,” I said. “There isn’t much worse.”


  “We could go back and raise an army, but it would be too late. Two days and he will be in the city of the Varnin, and they will have both pieces of the talisman, and all of its power.”


  “Seems to me, that being the case, you should have flown all night.”


  Jerrel grimaced. “You may be telling the truth about being from another world.”


  “You doubt me?” I asked.


  She smiled, and it was brighter than the light from the battery. I melted like butter on a hot skillet.


  “Let me show you why we do not fly at night. Why no one in his right mind does.”


  She took hold of the cloth she had placed over the entrance to the tree cave, tugged it loose at one edge, said, “Come look.”


  I looked, and what I saw astonished me. The sky was bright with the glowing insects, thicker than before. Their light showed me the sky was also full of great batlike creatures, swooping this way and that. They were the size of Conestoga wagons, but moved more lightly than the flying sled. They were snapping and devouring the shiny bugs in large bites, gulping thousands at a time.


  “Fly at night, they will make sure you do not fly for long. We call them Night Wings. They rule the sky from solid dark until near first light, then they go away, far beyond the trees and into the mountains where they dwell.”


  “This means your uncle has to stop for the night as well,” I said.


  “Exactly,” she said. “When the Night Wings depart in the early morning, we will start out again, hope to catch up with them. They don’t have a tremendous lead, but it’s lead enough if they are able to arrive at the city of the Varnin and my uncle delivers the talisman.”


  “Were you and your uncle ever close?”


  “Close?” she said. “No. He was not close to my father. He felt he should have his place of rule. My guess is he hopes to do just that under the agreement of Canrad of Varnin. He would rather rule with a cloud over his head than not rule at all.”


  “I would like to assist you. I have a good sword arm. I can help you stop your uncle. I pledge my allegiance to you.”


  Jerrel grinned when I said that.


  “I accept,” she said. “But Devel must accept as well.”


  “That sounds good to me,” I said.


  “For now, let us rest.”


  We took our cloaks, stretched out on the floor of our wooden cave. I tried to sleep, and thought I would have no trouble, exhausted as I was. But I merely dozed, then I would awake thinking I was fighting the waters of the Great Atlantic, only to find I was indeed on Venus, sleeping in a tree, and sleeping not far away was the most beautiful and enticing woman I had ever known.


  I was up when Jerrel and Devel rose.


  It was partially dark, but some light was creeping through the cloth over the gap in the tree. Jerrel pulled it loose, let the beginnings of early morning seep in.


  Jerrel and Devel moved to an area of our cave away from me and whispered. As they did, Devel would glance at me from time to time. His face was a mixture of emotions, none of them appeared to be amused.


  After a moment Devel came to me, said, “Jerrel trusts you. I feel I must. Her judgment is generally sound.”


  “I assure you,” I said, “I am trustworthy.”


  “Words are easy, but you will have your chance to prove your loyalty,” he said. “Don’t let us down.”


  “Did I let you down in the fight?”


  “No. But what we face from here on out will be much worse. It will try all of us.”


  “Then put me to the test,” I said.


  We flew away from the tree and into the morning sky. As we went, the sun grew large and the sky grew bright. The glowing bugs were long gone to wherever they go—some in the gullets of the Night Fliers—and the hungry bat things were gone as well. We sailed on into the bright light and before long it was less bright and the clouds above were dark and plump with rain. Finally, the rain came, and it came hard and fast and began to flood the seats on the craft.


  Devel guided our flying sled down and under the lower limbs of the trees. We dodged in between them swiftly, and close to limbs that for a moment looked like inevitable crash sites. But he avoided them, flicked us through clusters of leaves, then down under a series of trees that were smaller in height than the others, yet wide and numerous of branch with leaves so thick the rain could hardly get through. It was as if a great umbrella had been thrown over us. As we went, the sky darkened more and the rain hammered the trees and shook the leaves; random drops seeped through. Then came the lightning, sizzling across the sky with great gongs of thunder. There was a great crack and a flash, a hum of electricity, and a monstrous limb fell from one of the trees.


  The lightning, as if seeking us out for dodging the rain, flicked down through a gap in the larger trees and hit one of the smaller ones just before we glided under it. A spot on the limb burst into a great ball of flame and there was an explosion of wood. It struck the front of the craft, hit so hard it was as if a great hand had taken hold of the front of the flying machine and flung it to the ground.


  Fortunately we were not flying high at the time, but it was still a vicious drop. Had it not been for the centuries’ buildup of loam from leaves and needles and rotting fruit to cushion our fall, we would have burst apart like a tossed china cup.


  We smacked the ground hard enough to rattle our teeth. The machine skidded through the loam like a plow breaking a field. It went along like that for a great distance beneath the trees, then hit something solid that caused us to veer hard left and wreck against the trunk of one of the smaller trees.


  It was such an impact that for a long moment I was dazed. When I gathered my thoughts and put them into some reasonable shape of understanding, I examined my surroundings. I was in the middle seat of the flying sled, Devel ahead of me, Jerrel behind. But she wasn’t. She was missing. I struggled out of my seat, got up close to Devel. He wasn’t moving. He couldn’t. He was dead. A short limb jutting out from the tree had been driven securely through his chest, bursting his heart. His body was painted in blood.


  I fell off the crumpled craft, landed on the ground, and started to crawl. When I got enough strength back to manage my feet under me, I searched around for Jerrel, screamed her name.


  “Here,” she said. I turned, saw her rising up from behind a pile of leaves and branches. She was scratched up, but from where I stood she looked well enough, all things considered.


  When I got to her she surprised me by taking me into her arms, clutching me to her.


  “Devel?” she asked.


  I gently freed myself from her embrace, shook my head. She made a squeaking noise and fell to her knees. I squatted beside her, held her as she shook and cried. As if to mock us, the sky grew light and the rain stopped. The world took on a pleasant, emerald glow.


  I was still astonished to find that at death all that was done in way of ceremony was that the dead were placed on the ground. I assumed that in the humid air of Venus, aided by insects and internal decay, bodies would soon lose their flesh and find their way into the soil. But it was still disconcerting to see Devel pulled from the machine by Jerrel, stretched out on the soil to be left. Jerrel wept over him, violently, then she was through. She left him, as she said, to Become One With The All. I convinced her to stretch his cloak over him though she thought it was a waste of material. I know how this makes her sound, but I assure you, this was custom. I guess it was a little bit similar to some American Indian tribes leaving the corpses of the dead on platforms to be consumed by time and elements.


  We traveled forward. The sky had completely cleared and the storm had moved on. We could hear it in the distance, roaring at the trees and the sky. I don’t know how long we walked, but finally we came to a clearing in the wilderness, and in the clearing were mounds of giant bones. Some were fresh enough that stinking flesh clung to them, others had almost disappeared into the ground itself. Teeth gleamed in the sunlight. In the distance the dark rain clouds moved as if stalking something, lightning flashed and thunder rolled and the wind sighed.


  “It’s a kind of graveyard for the great beasts,” Jerrel said, looking around.


  It was indeed. It went on for what I estimate to be ten or fifteen miles long, a half mile wide.


  We had brought some supplies from the crippled flying sled with us, and we found the shade of some very large and well-aged bones, sat down in the shade the bones made, ignored the smell from stillrotting flesh, and ate our lunch. It was an odd place for a meal, but our stamina had played out. We sat and Jerrel talked about Devel. It was minor stuff, really. Childhood memories, some of it funny, some of it poignant, some of it just odd, but all of it loving. She talked for quite a while.


  When our strength was renewed, we continued. I guess we had walked about a mile among the bones when we found her uncle’s airship. It was blackened and twisted and smacked down among a rib cage that looked like the frame of a large ship. The man I had seen before, the one who had been driving the craft, was still in it, though some creature had been at him—had actually sucked the flesh from his head and face. But it was him. I could tell that, and if I had any doubts Jerrel dismantled them. She drew her sword and cut off his fleshless head and kicked it into a pile of the bones.


  “Traitor,” she said. I saw then not only the beautiful woman I had fallen in love with but the warrior, and it frightened me a little.


  “The question,” I said, “is where is your uncle? Wait. Look there.”


  A little farther up, among the bones, were the wrecked bodies of several bird-men, blackened and twisted and scorched by fire.


  “The lightning hit them same as us,” I said. “Maybe your uncle was killed.”


  But we didn’t locate his body. Perhaps a beast had found him, but it was also possible that he was journeying on foot to the kingdom of the Varnin.


  “This means we might catch up with him,” I said.


  Before long I spied his tracks in the soft soil, pointed them out. Jerrel could find Varnin without tracking her uncle, but it was him and the talisman we wanted, so the tracks were encouraging.


  It was near night when we finally passed the lengthy stacks of bones. We edged toward the forest. The trees, low down and high up, were full of ravaging beasts, but the open land worried me most. Anyone or anything could easily spot us there.


  Edging along the trees, moving swiftly and carefully as possible, we were taken aback by the sudden appearance of half a dozen beasts with men mounted on them. My fear had been realized. They spotted us.


  The beasts they were riding looked remarkably like horses, if horses could have horns and were shorter and wider with red-and-white stripes. They were guided in a way similar to horses as well, bits and bridles, long, thin reins. The riders were seated in high-set saddles, and as they came closer it became apparent they were not human at all.


  Humans have flesh, but these things had something else. Their skin was yellow like Jerrel’s skin, but it was coarse and gave one the impression of alligator hide. They had flaring scales around their necks. Their features were generally human-like, but their noses were flat as a coin, little more than two small holes. Their foreheads slanted and the tops of their heads peaked. Their mouths were wide and packed with stained teeth and their round eyes were red and full of fiery licks of light. They were carrying long lances tipped with bright tips of metal. Short swords with bone handles bounced in scabbards at their hips. Closer yet, I saw there were little glowing parasites flowing over their skin like minnows in a creek.


  Jerrel said, “Galminions. They are eaters of human flesh. Robbers. They run in packs. And they smell.”


  They came ever closer. Jerrel was right. They did smell, like something dead left under a house.


  “Ah,” said the foremost rider, reining his mount directly in front of us. The others sat in a row behind him, smiling their filthy teeth. “Travelers. And such a good day for it.”


  “It is,” Jerrel said. “We thought a stroll would be nice.”


  The one who had spoken laughed. The laugh sounded like ice cracking. He had a peculiar way of turning his head from side to side, as if one eye were bad. When the sunlight shifted I saw that was exactly the problem. He was blind in that eye; no red flecks there. It was white as the first drifts of snow in the Rockies.


  “How is your stroll?” said Dead Eye.


  “It’s been warm, and it’s quite the hike,” Jerrel said, “but it has been amusing. It has been so good to speak to you. We must be on our way. We wish you good day.”


  “Do you now?” said Dead Eye. He turned in his saddle and looked back at his companions. “They wish us good day.”


  The companions laughed that similar laugh, the one that sounded like ice cracking, then made leathery shifts in their saddles.


  “It’s good to see we’re all in a cheery mood,” Jerrel said.


  When Dead Eye turned back to us, he said, “I am cheery because we are going to kill you and eat you and take your swords. But mainly we’re going to kill you and eat you. Maybe we’ll start eating you while you’re alive. Of course we will. That’s how we like it. The screams are loud and the blood is hot.”


  “You will dance on the tip of my sword,” I said. “That is what you will do.”


  “And what are you exactly?” said Dead Eye.


  “A black man.”


  “I can see that. Were you burned?”


  “By the fires of hell. Perhaps you would like a taste of hell itself.”


  “What is hell?”


  I had wasted my wit. “Never mind,” I said. “Let us pass, or—”


  “I will dance on the tip of your sword,” Dead Eye said.


  “Exactly,” I said.


  “What about the rest of us,” he said. “Shall they dance as well?”


  “I suppose that between our two swords there will be dancing partners for all of you.”


  This really got a laugh.


  “He is not joking,” said Jerrel.


  “We will be the judge of that,” Dead Eye said. “For we are not jokesters either.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “You look pretty funny to me.”


  My comment was like the starter shot.


  They came as one in a wild charge. Jerrel and I worked as one. We seemed to understand the other’s next move. We dodged into the trees, and the Galminions followed. The trees made it difficult for them to maneuver their beasts, but we moved easily. I sprang high in the air and came down on the rider nearest me with a slash of my sword, severing his head, spurting warm blood from his body like the gush from a fountain.


  Jerrel lunged from behind a tree, and avoiding the ducking horned head of one of the mounts, stuck it in the chest. With a bleating sound it stumbled and fell, rolled about kicking its legs, tumbling over the fallen rider, crushing him with a snap of bone and a crackle of bumpy skin.


  That was when Dead Eye swung off his steed and came for me, driving his lance directly at my chest. I moved to the side, parried his lance with my sword. The tip of his weapon stuck deep in a tree, and the impact caused him to lose his footing. When he fell, it was never to rise again. I bounded to him and drove my sword deep in his throat. He squirmed like a bug stuck through by a pin. His white eye widened. He half spun on my sword, spat a geyser of blood, shook and lay still.


  The others fled like deer.


  “Are you all right?” she asked.


  “I am, and believe it or not,” I said, “fortune has smiled on us.”


  For Jerrel riding one of the beasts was uncomfortable and she rode awkwardly. For me it was like being back in the cavalry. I felt in control. The creatures handled very similar to horses though they seemed smarter. That said, they had a gait similar to mules, making for a less smooth ride.


  “You call this fortune?” Jerrel said.


  “If your uncle is on foot, yes,” I said.


  As we rode on, in front of us the clearing went away and a mountain range rose before us. It was at first a bump, then a hump, and finally we could see it for what it was. The mountain was covered in dark clouds and flashes of lightning, all of it seen to the sound of rumbling thunder. The patches of forest that climbed up the mountain were blacker than the trees that gave the Black Hills of the Dakotas their name.


  The day moved along, the sun shifted, and so did the shadows. They fell out of the forests and grew longer, thicker, cooler, and darker. A few of the shiny bugs came out. We shifted into the woods, found a spot where old wood had fallen, and made a kind of hut of trees and limbs. We dismounted and led our animals inside through a gap. I found some deadwood and pulled it in front of the opening. I chopped a lean but strong limb off a tree with my sword and used it to stretch from one side of our haven to the other. On one side of it I placed our mounts, the limb serving as a kind of corral. After removing their saddles and bridles, I used bits of rope from the bag of supplies we had brought from the wreck of the sled to hobble them, a trick Jerrel had never seen before.


  Finally we stretched out on our side of the barrier with our cloaks as our beds. We lay there and talked, and you would have thought we had known each other forever. In time the Night Wings were out. They flew down low and we could hear their wings sweeping past where we were holed up. Many of the bugs outside slipped in between the gaps of fallen wood and made our little room, such as it was, glow with shimmering light.


  Jerrel and I came together at some point, and anything beyond that is not for a gentleman to tell. I will say this, and excuse the dimenovel feel to it. My soul soared like a hawk.


  Next morning we were up early, just after the Night Wings and the glowing bugs abandoned the sky. We saddled up and rode on out. From time to time I got down off my critter and checked the ground, found signs of our quarry’s tracks, remounted, and we continued. By the middle of the day we had reached the mountain and were climbing up, riding a narrow trail between the great dark trees.


  The weather had shifted. The dark clouds, the lightning and thunder had flown. As we rode from time to time I saw strange beasts watching us from the shadows of the forest, but we were not bothered and continued on.


  Late in the day I got down and looked at our man’s tracks, and they were fresh. Our mounts were giving us the final edge on his head start.


  “He is not far ahead,” I said, swinging back into the saddle.


  “Good. Then I will kill him.”


  “Maybe you could just arrest him.”


  “Arrest him?”


  “Take him prisoner.”


  “No. I will kill him and take back the talisman.”


  I figured she would too.


  The trail widened and so did our view. Up there in the mountains, nowhere near its peak, but right in front of us at the far end of the wide trail, we could see the city of the bird-men. The great trees there had grown, or been groomed, to twist together in a monstrous wad of leaves and limbs, and mixed into them was a rock fortress that must have taken thousands of bird-men and a good many years to build. It was like a castle and a nest blended together with the natural formations of the mountain; in places it was rambling, in others tight as a drum.


  I said, “Before we come any closer, we had best get off this trail and sneak up on our man. If we can jump him before he enters the city, then that’s the best way, and if he is inside already, well, it’s going to be difficult, to put it mildly.”


  Jerrel nodded, and just as we rode off the trail and into the dark forest, a horde of bird-men came down from the sky and into the thicket with a screech and a flash of swords.


  Surprised, we whirled on our mounts and struck out at them. It was like swatting at yellow jackets. I managed to stick one of the creatures and cause him to fall dead, but as he fell his body struck me and knocked me off my mount. I hustled to my feet just as Jerrell ducked a sword swing, but was hit in the head by the passing hilt of the sword. She fell off her beast and onto her back and didn’t move.


  I went savage.


  I remember very little about what happened after that, but I was swinging my sword with both skill and insane fury. Bird-men lost wings and limbs and faces and skulls. My sword stabbed and slashed and shattered. I was wet and hot with the blood of my enemies.


  To protect themselves they flapped their wings, lifted up higher, and dove, but they were never quick enough and were hindered by the thickness of the trees and my speed was beyond measure. I leaped and dodged, parried and thrust. I raged among the flapping demons like a lion among sheep.


  Finally it was as if all the bird-men in the world appeared. The sky darkened above me and the darkness fell over me, and down they came in a fluttering wave of screeches and sword slashes and axe swings.


  I was a crazed dervish. I spun and slung my blade like the Reaper’s scythe, and once again they began to pile up, but then I was struck in the head from the side, and as I tumbled to the ground, I thought it was the end of me.


  I couldn’t have been down but for a moment when I felt a blade at my throat and heard a voice say, “No. Bring him.”


  Jerrel and I were lifted up and carried. My sword was gone. I was bleeding. I saw walking before the pack of bird-men, Tordo, Jerrel’s traitorous uncle.


  We were hoisted out of the forest and onto the trail, carried up toward the amazing twists of forest and stone. As we neared I saw small clouds of smoke rising from stone chimneys, and in loops of groomed limbs I saw large nests made of vines and sticks and all manner of refuse. The nests were wide open, but they were built under the great limbs and leaves of trees that served as a roof. Beyond them there was an enormous tree, the biggest I had seen on my world or this one, and there was a gap in it that served as an opening into the city proper. A great drawbridge had been dropped, and it stretched out over a gap between trees and mountain, and the gap was wide and deep beyond comprehension. Over the drawbridge we were carried, and into the great fortress of wood and stone.


  My thought was that Jerrel was already dead and I was next, and let me tell you true as the direction north, I didn’t care if I died. With Jerrel lost, I wished to die.


  As it turned out, I didn’t die. And neither did Jerrel. I didn’t realize she was alive until we found ourselves in the bowels of the fortress in a prison that was deep inside the cave of a tree; a series of metal bars served as our doorway. Looking through the bars I could see a long corridor that was also the inside of a tree, and there were two guards nearby, one with a lance, one with an axe, both with expressions that would make a child cry.


  In our cell they dropped us down on some limbs and leaves that served as beds. There was a peculiar odor. The only thing I can equate it with is the smell of a henhouse on a hot, damp afternoon.


  I knelt over Jerrel, lifted her head gently. “My love,” I said.


  “My head hurts,” she said. The sound of her voice elated me.


  “I guess so. You took quite a lick.”


  She sat up slowly. “Are you okay?”


  “I got a bump myself, behind my ear.”


  She gingerly touched it with the tips of her fingers. “Ow,” she said.


  “My sentiments exactly. What I don’t understand is why they didn’t kill us.”


  “I think, in my case, my uncle wants me to see the ceremony.”


  “What ceremony?”


  “The linking of the two halves of the talisman. The acquisition of the greatest power on our planet. He wants me to see what he has achieved before he puts me to death. Wants me to know the deed is done, and I have failed to prevent it, then we die.”


  “If you ain’t dead, you’re living, and that’s a good thing,” I said.


  It took her a moment to take that in. It was as if whatever power allowed my words to be translated to her language had lost a beat. After a moment she laughed her musical laugh. “I think I understand.”


  “We won’t give up until we’re beyond considering on the matter one way or the other,” I said.


  “I love you, Jack,” she said.


  “And I you.” We allowed ourselves a kiss. Yet, in spite of my bravado, in spite of the repeating of my old sergeant’s words, I feared it might be our last.


  “Love is a wonderful steed,” said a voice, “ride it as long as you can.”


  We looked up, and there above us, sitting on a ridge of stone was a bird-man, his feet dangling. He looked youngish, if I can claim any ability of judging the age of a man who looks a lot like a giant chicken crossed with the body of a man. A very weak-looking chicken. He appeared near starved to death. His head hung weak. His ribs showed. His legs were skinny as sticks, but there was still something youthful about him.


  “Who are you?” I asked. It wasn’t a brilliant question, but it was all I had.


  “Gar-don,” he said, and dropped off the ledge, his wings taking hold with a fanning of air. He settled down near us, his legs weak and shaky. He sat down on the floor, his head sagged, he sighed. “I am a prisoner, same as you.”


  “Gar-don,” Jerrel said. “The former king’s son. His heir.”


  “That was how it was supposed to be, but no longer. I was usurped.”


  “Canrad,” said Jerrel.


  “Yes,” Gar-don said, “now he is king. And I am here, awaiting the moment when he is able to acquire the rest of the talisman, and from what I overheard, that moment has arrived.”


  “Yes,” Jerrel said. “For all of us. I am Jerrel, Princess of Sheldan.”


  Gar-don lifted his head, took a deep breath, said, “I know of you. I am sorry for your fate, and his.”


  “Jack,” I said. “I am called Jack.”


  “I shall go out as a prince,” Gar-don said. “I will not beg. My horror is not my death but what the two halves of the talisman can do. Canrad will possess immense power.”


  “What does this power do?” I asked.


  “We only have legend to explain it to us. It gives him the power over spirits and demons from the old trees.”


  “The old trees?” I said.


  “Giant trees that contain spirits of power,” Jerrel said. “Those kinds of trees no longer exist. They ceased to exist before I was born, before my father was born, his grandfather and so on. The spirits are contained in the two halves of the talisman.”


  “Canrad will be able to control the people then,” Gar-don said. “They, like my father, and myself, were perfectly happy with our peace treaty. Only an insane being wants war. The people only follow Canrad because they fear him. All uprisings have been destroyed, or the participants have gone into hiding. After today, they might as well never have existed, for he will control anyone and everyone with his new powers. He will not be able to be defeated.”


  “But you don’t actually know how he will do that?” I asked.


  “I have only heard of the legend,” Gar-don said. “The power of the spirits, the demons of the trees. Exactly what they are capable of, I do not know. Our people have always feared the talisman, and knowing now that it will be united, no one will resist him. It would be useless.”


  There was a clatter of sound in the hallway. Gar-don stood weakly, and said, “It seems we are about to find out the exactness of the talisman’s power.”


  They came for us, unlocking our cell, entering quickly. To be sure of our compliance there was a horde of them with long spikes and strong nets and an angry attitude. I managed to hit one with my fist, knocking him to the floor in a swirl of dust and feathers. Jerrel kicked another. Gar-don tried to fight, but he was as weak as a dove. They netted the three of us, bagged us, kicked us awhile, then hauled us away like trapped vermin being taken to a lake to be drowned.


  We were brought to a large throne room, that like the overall stronghold was made of stone and was combined with the natural strength of trees and limbs and leaves. Enormous branches jutted out of the walls high above our heads, and perched on them like a murder of ravens were bird-men and bird-women—the first females I had seen of that race. An occasional feather drifted down from above, coasted in the light.


  Above that perch on which the bird-people were seated was a tight canopy of leaves, so thick and layered it would have taken an army of strong warriors many days to hack their way through it; actually, I’m not even sure they could do it in years.


  They brought us in and held us close to the floor in our nets. We could see through the gaps in the netting. Besides the bird-people on the limbs above, the throne room was packed with others, some of them warriors, many of them nobles, and some citizens. We were the spectacle, and all of the bird-people had been summoned to witness whatever ceremony was at hand. I assumed it would not be a parade in our honor.


  On a dais was a throne and on the throne was a large winged man who looked as if an ancient human being, fat of body, thin of legs, with a head like a warped melon, had been mated to a condor and a buzzard, all of him swathed over with warts and scars and age. A golden cloak draped his shoulders, and except for half the talisman on a chain around his neck, he wore nothing else. His eyes were dark and the color of old, dried pinesap. This, of course, was King Canrad.


  Tordo stood near the throne, one hand on its back support. There were guards on either side of King Canrad and Tordo. The room was full of warriors as well.


  Canrad nodded at Tordo. Tordo stepped to the center of the dais, removed his half of the talisman from his neck, and lifted it up with both hands. Sunlight coming through an open gap behind the king glittered across the talisman like sunlight on a trout’s back.


  “What say you?” said the king.


  The crowed cheered. It sounded like the sort of cheers we Buffalo Soldiers used to give the lieutenant when he rode by on horseback. A white man who led us like we couldn’t lead ourselves, as if our color tainted our intelligence. It was a cheer, but it came from the mouth, not the soul.


  The king said, “The old order is here. Gar-don, son of the former king, who was not worthy and shall not be named is also here. He will see how a true king shows his power.”


  “It is you who is not worthy,” Gar-don called out from his netted position on the floor.


  “Strike him,” said the king. One of the warriors stepped forward and brought the staff of his spear sharply across Gar-don’s back. Gar-don grunted.


  “We also have among us the daughter of King Ran of the Sheldan,” said the king. “A rather inferior race in my opinion. Add a black man-thing that I can not define, nor can anyone else, and we have three enemies of the throne. The gods will welcome their deaths. They will be the first to die by the power of the talisman. I will call up all the demons of the trees, and they will render these worthless creatures into wet rags.”


  “I know your law,” Jerrel said, pushing herself to her knees under the net. “I ask my right to challenge you, or your second. If I win, our lives will be spared.”


  “I am too old to be challenged,” said the king. “I have no intention of sullying myself with a duel. Nor will I sully one of my men. Why should I? You have the right by our law to make a challenge, and I, as king, have the right to refuse. I refuse. Be silent.”


  King Canrad leaned forward on his throne. I could almost hear his bones creak. His wings trembled slightly. He looked like a gargoyle rocking on its ledge. He said to Tordo, “Bring me the power.”


  Tordo hesitated, then moved toward him. King Canrad held out his hand. “Give it to me.”


  Tordo held his half of the talisman forward with his left hand, and as the King reached to take it, Tordo sprang forward, snatched at the talisman around the king’s neck, yanked it loose of its chain.


  Links of chain clattered on the floor as Tordo slammed the two pieces of the talisman together with a loud click. He lifted it above his head with a smile. He yelled out a series of words, an incantation. I understood the words, but not their jumbled purpose.


  And then the spell was finished, and . . .


  . . . Well, nothing. It was as quiet in the throne room as a mouse in house slippers. From somewhere in the crowd there was a cough, as if someone had a mouthful of feathers, which considering who was in the room, could have actually been the case.


  Tordo’s gleeful expression died slowly. He said a word that didn’t translate, but I had an idea what it meant. He turned slowly and looked over his shoulder. He had gone from a potential wizard of the trees to a fool with two connected pieces of jewelry.


  The guards hustled up from the bottom of the dais, their spears raised, ready to stick Tordo.


  “No,” said the king. “Give me the talisman first.”


  One of the warriors tugged it from Tordo’s hands, removed his sword as well, gave the talisman to the king. The king held it in his hands. He looked at it the way a fisherman might look at his catch, realizing it had appeared much larger underwater. “It is useless. It is a lie.” He lifted his eyes to Tordo. “I will make your death a long one.”


  While they were so engaged, and all eyes were on them, I lifted an edge of the net, crawled out from under it and seized one of the bird-men. I drew his sword from its sheath and shoved him back. I sprang toward the dais. A warrior stepped in front of me, but I jabbed quickly and the sharp blade went through his eye and down he went.


  With my newfound abilities renewed, I leaped easily to the dais and put my sword to the king’s throat.


  The guards on either side of the throne started toward me.


  I said to the king, “Give the order to free the lady and Gar-don, or I will run this through your throat.”


  The king’s body shook. “Free them,” he said.


  The net was lifted. The warriors around them parted. I noticed there was a rearranging of soldiers, some shifted out of one group and into another. It was a good sign. They were showing their division.


  I said, “Those who wish the king well, fear the point of my sword. Those who wish him ill, perhaps you would enjoy my sword thrust. We shall see which is more popular.”


  There was a slight murmur.


  By this time Jerrel and Gar-don had joined me on the dais. They stood near me and the king. Jerrel picked up the pike of the guard I had killed. Tordo hadn’t moved; he feared to move.


  Gar-don said, “I am your king. I am the son of the true king, who was the son of a king, and the king before that. Today the talisman failed Canrad and Tordo. The spirits within it do not wish their will to succeed. They do not wish their powers used for something so pointless as killing and destruction and war. It is peace they want. It is peace they have allowed. And I suggest we obey their will and continue on that path, lest they turn on us and destroy us all.”


  Someone said, “Gar-don, our king.”


  A moment later this was repeated, then someone else said the same, and voices rose up from the crowd and filled the room, and the voices came not from the mouths of the frightened but from the souls of true believers.


  There were a few who for a moment seemed unwilling to make the change to Gar-don, but they were vastly outnumbered, and those who tried to defend Canrad were quickly dispatched in a wave of bloody anger. If there was a lesson to be learned from Gar-don’s remarks about the talisman, they hadn’t actually learned it, which meant the bird-people were as human as the wingless. They were not ready to accept that the talisman was nothing more than an ancient myth.


  Gar-don took the talisman, held it up as Tordo had done. He was still weak and struggled to hold it aloft. But his spirit was strong. He spoke so loudly his words could be heard at the back of the room and up into the leafy canopy.


  “The power of the talisman will remain unused. Half of it will go back with Princess Jerrel, back to her city and her king, where it will continue to remain powerless, and our peace will continue.”


  “What of him,” said a bird-woman, stepping forward to point a long finger at Tordo.


  Gar-don turned his head to Tordo, studied him. He was about to speak when Jerrel beat him to it. “Gar-don, King of the Varnin,” she said, “I ask you to sanction my right to combat with Tordo. He has stolen from my family. He has insulted my family. And I desire to insult him with the edge of my blade.”


  “And if you lose?” said Gar-don.


  “I won’t,” Jerrel said. “But if I do, let him go. Banish him.”


  “Don’t do this,” I said. “Let me take your place.”


  “I am as good a warrior as any other, my love.”


  “Very well,” said Gar-don. “But before that . . .”


  He turned to the former King Canrad.


  “I banish you. As of now, you will rise and you will go away, and you will never come back.”


  The old man rose, and in that moment, seeing how weak he was, I almost felt sorry for him. Then a blade came out from under his cloak and he stabbed at Gar-don. I caught Canrad’s arm just in time, twisted. It snapped easily. He screeched and dropped the dagger. I let him go.


  Gar-don leaned forward and looked into Canrad’s eyes. “I see emptiness.”


  Gar-don weakly picked up the dagger Canrad had dropped. He seemed strong all of a sudden. “It will not matter what I do, Canrad, you are dead already.” With that, he jammed the blade into the former king’s chest. The old man collapsed in a cloaked wad, and immediately a pool of blood flowed around him.


  “Give Tordo a sword,” Gar-don said, turning back to the situation at hand. “Death is your loss, Tordo. Banishment is your victory.”


  Jerrel dropped the pike and was given a sword.


  Tordo was given a sword. All of the disappointment of the moment, every foul thing he was, bubbled up and spewed out of him. He attacked with a yell. He bounced forward on the balls of his feet, attempting to stick Jerrel. Jerrel glided back as if walking on air.


  Everyone on the dais moved wide of their blades as they battled back and forth, the throne sometimes coming between them. Once Jerrel slipped in Canrad’s blood, and in spite of this being a private duel, I almost leaped to her aid, but Gar-don touched me on the arm.


  “It is not done,” he said.


  Tordo put one boot on Canrad’s lifeless neck and used it as a kind of support to lift him up and give him more of a downward thrust. But Jerrel slipped the lunge.


  Tordo sprang off Canrad’s lifeless neck and made a beautiful thrust for her face. I let out a gasp of air. It was right on target.


  At the last moment Jerrel dropped under his thrust, which lifted the hair on her head slightly, and drove her weapon up and into his belly. He held his position, as if waiting for his form to be admired, then made a noise like an old dog with a chicken bone in its throat and fell flat on his face. Blood poured out of him and flowed into the puddle of gore that had fanned out from beneath Canrad.


  Jerrel studied the corpse of Tordo for a moment. She took a deep breath, said, “I have drawn my kin’s own blood, but I have avenged Tordo’s treachery and honored my father.”


  Gar-don stepped forward and surveyed the crowd. He lifted his chin slightly. The response to this was another cheer from the multitude, and this one was more than from the throat. It was from deep within the soul.


  
    —–—
  


  There were great celebrations, and we were part of it. It was pleasant and necessary to the new agreement between kingdoms, but I was glad when it ended and we were given back the mounts we had taken from the Galminions, sent on our way with supplies, fanfare, and of course Jerrel’s half of the talisman.


  As we rode along the wide trail in the morning light, winding down from the great lair of the bird-people, I said, “Do you think Gar-don’s people believed what he said about the talisman?”


  “Perhaps they did,” Jerrel said. “Perhaps some did. Perhaps none did. The only thing that matters is there was no great power when the two pieces were united. It’s just a legend.”


  “Designed to prevent war between your people and theirs,” I said. “That seems like a legend worth believing. The halves of a great power divided so neither has a unique and overwhelming power over the other.”


  “Devel would be amused,” she said.


  We experienced a few adventures on our way to Jerrel’s kingdom, but they were minor, mostly involving brigands we dispatched with little effort, a few encounters with wild beasts. When we arrived in the land of Sheldan and Jerrel explained all that had happened to her father, I was afforded much curiosity, mostly due to the color of my skin.


  I was thanked. I was rewarded with a fine sword and scabbard. I was given a prominent place at King Ran’s table, and it was there that Jerrel told him that we were to marry.


  It was the first I had heard of it, but I was delighted with the idea.


  That was some time ago. I am sitting now at a writing desk in a great room in this Sheldan castle made of clay and stone. It is dark except for a small candle. I am writing with a feather pen on yellow parchment. My wife, the beautiful warrior Jerrel, sleeps not far away in our great round bed.


  Tonight, before I rose to write, I dreamed, as I have the last three nights. In the dream I was being pulled down a long bright tunnel, and finally into the cold, dark waters of the Atlantic, washing about in the icy waves like a cork. The great light of a ship moved my way, and in the shadows of that light were the bobbing heads of dying swimmers and the bouncing of the Titanic’s human-stuffed rafts. The screams of the desperate, the cries of the dying filled the air.


  I have no idea what the dream means, or if it means anything, but each night that I experience it, it seems a little clearer. Tonight there was another part to it. I glimpsed the thing that brought me here, pulled me down and through that lit tunnel to Venus. I fear it wishes to take me back.


  I finish this with no plans of its being read, and without complete understanding as to why I feel compelled to have written it. But written it is.


  Now I will put my pen and parchment away, blow out the candle, lie gently down beside my love, hoping I will never be forced to leave her side, and that she and this world will be mine forever.


  THE GODSTONE OF VENUS
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  Here a soldier of fortune sets off into the hostile Venusian jungle in company with a very unusual partner, in search of the most fabulous treasure on the planet—and finds much more than he bargained for.


  “DOES IT EVER STOP RAINING?” ASKED SCORPIO, LOOKING OUT the window as the rain splashed into the ocean.


  “They say it did once, for almost a whole week, about thirty years ago,” replied the bartender, carrying a pair of purple concoctions over to Scorpio, handing one to him and drinking the other himself as he walked back to the bar.


  Marcus Aurelius Scorpio was seated at a wooden table next to a large window. The tavern sat atop a huge rocky promontory, with a vast ocean surrounding three sides of it, and a crushed-rock path leading down to a dense jungle behind it.


  “That was a rhetorical question,” replied Scorpio.


  “Yeah, you don’t look drunk enough for it to be a serious one—yet,” replied the bartender. “Where’s your partner?”


  Scorpio shrugged. “Beats me. He’ll be by later.”


  “How’d you ever hook up with something like him?” asked the bartender. “Or is he an it?”


  “Not unless one of his ladyfriends got mad at him since this morning,” replied Scorpio.


  “You know, Venus has got a lot of races, some of ’em bright, some of ’em barely able to scratch without instructions, but your partner is the strangest of ’em all, or my name ain’t Lucius Aloisius McAnany.”


  “When you get right down to it, your name isn’t Lucius anymore. Most of the locals can’t pronounce it, so it’s Luke.”


  “But when I pay my taxes it’s Lucius.”


  Scorpio looked amused. “When did you ever pay taxes?”


  “Well, if I did,” said McAnany, “it’d be as Lucius.”


  “I think I’ll go back to listening to the rain hit the windows,” said Scorpio. “It makes more sense.”


  McAnany was about to reply when he was drowned out by the hooting of a huge golden fish that stuck its head out of the tank that rested on a shelf behind the bar.


  “All right, all right!” he muttered, pouring the remainder of his drink into the tank. The fish swam right through the spreading purple liquid, hooted happily, and turned a trio of back somersaults.


  “Look at that,” said McAnany disgustedly. “A goddamned alcoholic fish.” He pointed to a bright orange creature that hung upside down on the ceiling. “And what passes for a bat on this idiot world, and eats nothing but cigar butts. Damned lucky for him none of the Venusian races ever get lung cancer. Probably just their bartenders.” He paused, then slammed a fist down on the bar. “What the hell are a couple of Earthmen like us doing on this godforsaken world anyway?”


  “Drinking purple stuff.”


  “Damn it, you know what I mean!” growled McAnany. “I could have been a bartender back in Klamath Falls. I mean, hell, we had enough goddamned water there. No, I had to come to the Planet of Opportunity to make my millions.” He spat on the bare wooden floor. “Opportunity, my ass!”


  “So go home,” said Scorpio.


  “And do what? I’m sixty-three years old, and I’ve been bartending here for more than thirty years. I’m too old to retrain.”


  “So go home and tend bar there.”


  “To tell the truth, I’m afraid to,” admitted McAnany. “Thirty years is a long time. Who the hell knows what it’s like there now?”


  Scorpio made no reply, and McAnany glared at him. “Anyone ever tell you that sympathy’s not your long and strong suit?”


  “From time to time.”


  “Didn’t have any effect on you then, either, I’ll bet.”


  Scorpio looked over McAnany’s shoulder at the door, which was just opening. A couple walked in, drenched despite all their protections against the weather.


  “Hell of a day!” muttered the burly man, removing his outer garments and tossing them carelessly on the end of the bar, revealing a pockmarked, mustached face with a thick head of wavy gray hair. He then helped the woman out of her protective gear, and Scorpio saw that she was a curvaceous, expensively clad woman—or at least female—with light blue skin and matching hair.


  “Pretty much the same as all the other days around here,” replied McAnany.


  “That’s a depressing thought,” said the woman. “What have you got to drink?”


  “You name it, and I’ve either got it or I’ll fake it.”


  The woman looked at Scorpio. “I’ll have what that man is drinking.”


  “Me, too,” said the man. He turned to the bartender. “I’m supposed to meet someone here.”


  “Must be him,” said McAnany, gesturing to Scorpio. “Ain’t no one else been here all day.”


  The man approached Scorpio. “Are you the one they call The Scorpion?”


  “At your service,” replied Scorpio. “You must be Rand Quintaro.”


  Quintaro nodded and extended his hand, then sat down and gestured the woman to sit next to him, which she did. “You could have chosen a more convenient place,” he said.


  “This is my office when I’m on Venus,” replied Scorpio.


  “I understand you have a partner,” continued Quintaro. “Where is he?”


  “He’ll be along.”


  “We’ll wait.”


  “That’s up to you,” said Scorpio. “Could be a couple of days.”


  “He’s on a job?” asked Quintaro.


  “It’s confidential. I can’t discuss it.”


  The man nodded his head knowingly. McAnany emitted a sarcastic snort, then brought the blue-skinned woman her drink.


  “It’s strong!” she breathed after taking a sip.


  “I can dilute it,” offered McAnany.


  “No,” she said, never taking her eyes off Scorpio. “I like strong.”


  “You got a name, lady?”


  “It’s Sapphire,” she replied.


  “Sapphire what?” asked McAnany.


  “Just Sapphire.”


  “Pleased to meet you, Just Sapphire,” said Scorpio. He turned back to Quintaro. “You sure you don’t want to talk a little business now?”


  Quintaro sighed, and his mustache quivered. “All right. There’s no sense wasting any more time. It took me two months just to decide you and your partner were the men for the job.”


  “He’s not exactly a man,” noted Scorpio.


  “Anyway, you come highly recommended.”


  “I’d ask by who, but you’d probably tell me, and I’d have to lecture you about the company you keep,” said Scorpio with just the trace of a smile.


  McAnany looked at a small screen that was hidden behind the bar. “He’s coming!” he announced.


  “Your partner?” asked Quintaro.


  Scorpio nodded. “I guess he accomplished his mission faster than anticipated.”


  Shut up, said a familiar voice inside his head.


  A moment later the door opened, and a strange-looking creature entered. He was a dark blue quadruped, perhaps the size of a mastiff. He had four nostrils, two in front, one on each cheek, eyes that seemed to glow even though they were totally shielded from the dim lights, and a tail that ended in such a sharp point that it could very well be used as a weapon. He was covered by a dull curly down, and when he opened his mouth he displayed a double row of coal-black fangs.


  “This is Merlin,” announced Scorpio. “He doesn’t talk, but he understands everything you say.”


  Quintaro studied Merlin for a moment. “I’ve never seen anything like him,” he said. “What world is he from?”


  “This one.”


  “Really?”


  “Why would I lie to you?” said Scorpio. “Not every planet produces just one sentient race.”


  Quintaro stared at Merlin for another moment, then shrugged and turned back to Scorpio. “He won’t be offended if I speak directly to you? I’d feel . . . awkward . . . speaking to him.”


  I just may bite his foot off.


  Practice a little anger management, thought Scorpio. I got the repair estimate on the ship while you were off hunting for ladyfriends, and we need a quick seventy-three thousand mojuri or we’re stuck on this ball of dirt—well, ball of jungle and water.


  Seventy-three thousand mojuri? That’s outrageous!


  Probably, agreed Scorpio. How much is that in real money?


  Twenty thousand credits.


  That’s why you’re not biting his foot off.


  Yet.


  Scorpio turned to Quintaro. “All right—we’re all ears. What exactly are you here about?”


  “I want to hire your services,” said Quintaro.


  “Which particular services?”


  “Whatever’s required. I’ll be honest. I expect to run into some danger in the pursuit of my goal, and I’m told you’re the deadliest man on Venus, now that Cemetery Smith has moved to Titan.”


  “Suppose you tell me what goal you’re in pursuit of?” said Scorpio.


  Quintaro leaned forward. “Have you ever heard of the Godstone of Venus?”


  Scorpio shook his head. “What is it—some kind of gem, or a carving, or what?”


  “I don’t know,” answered Quintaro.


  Scorpio frowned. “Then what do you want it for?”


  “It’s supposed to imbue its possessor with certain mystical powers.”


  “You’ve been reading too many bad adventure stories, Mr. Quintaro,” said Scorpio.


  “It exists!” insisted Quintaro. “Even if it’s just a stone with no mystical powers, it’s worth a king’s ransom. Men and Venusians have been searching for it for eons.” Suddenly a sly smile crossed his face. “But I’ve got something they didn’t have.”


  “Let me guess,” said Scorpio in bored tones. “An ancient treasure map?”


  “Even better,” said Quintaro, pointing at Sapphire. “I’ve got her!”


  Scorpio turned to look at Sapphire, who hadn’t said a word since commenting on her drink. “What do you think you know?” he asked.


  “It was my race that created the Godstone,” she said, “and my race that hid it.”


  “What makes you think you can find it no matter who created and hid it?” demanded Scorpio.


  “My race is not like yours,” she said. “We are born with a racial memory, back to the very first member of our species that crawled up out of the sea, breathed air, and developed limbs.”


  “If every member of your race knows where it is, what makes you think one of them hasn’t found it already?”


  “I would know if they had,” said Sapphire.


  “Anyway,” said Quintaro, “it’s not necessary that you believe in the stone. Just believe in the money.” He paused. “You just have to lead us to where she knows it is, and I’ll offer you thirty thousand credits for the job, in any currency that’s accepted in the system—half now and half when we find it . . . or when we reach the location and it’s not there.”


  “Thirty thousand buys us for one month maximum,” replied Scorpio.


  “It’s a deal.”


  We don’t want any part of this, said Merlin wordlessly.


  Why not?


  He doesn’t have the slightest idea what he’s after. She put him up to this, and that description, vague as it was, of a godstone was planted in his mind by her. I was born on Venus, and I’ve never heard of it. As for him, he plans to kill us and take back the down payment when we reach our destination.


  Then read her mind and see if the damned thing really exists.


  I can’t.


  Scorpio frowned. You never came across a sentient being of any race where you couldn’t read their minds, or at least their emotions.


  This one’s different came Merlin’s answer. She looks human, but she’s not—not human, and not a mutation as far as I can tell.


  Is she Venusian?


  I don’t know.


  What do you know about her?


  Nothing—and that scares me.


  I’ve never seen you afraid of anything before. Now you’re scaring me.


  “Well, Scorpion?” said Quintaro.


  We need the money, thought Scorpio. And we’ll be on our guard.


  What the hell—the breeding season’s ending.


  I take that as an agreement.


  Yeah, thought Merlin. This really isn’t much of a world once the females are out of heat.


  I’m sure they share that conviction.


  “All right, Mr. Quintaro,” said Scorpio. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”


  “I assume you paused because you were consulting with your partner?”


  Assuage his fears, thought Merlin.


  “Yeah.” Scorpio blinked his eyes rapidly and shook his head. “Whenever he’s reading my mind,” he lied, “I feel a kind of buzzing inside my head and I go blank for a moment.”


  Quintaro, convinced that his plans and motives remained unknown, relaxed noticeably.


  “We’ll start in the morning,” he announced. “I’ve got the transportation we’ll need.”


  “Where are you staying?” asked Scorpio.


  “We thought we’d spend the night here.”


  Scorpio turned to McAnany. “Got a spare room?”


  “Got five of ’em,” answered the bartender.


  “Well, now you have four,” said Scorpio. He turned back to Quintaro. “Where’s your vehicle?”


  “Down the trail a bit,” he answered, gesturing toward the door.


  “It had better be a VZ Model 3 or 4,” said Scorpio. “Anything else will sink right into this mud if it’s carrying the four of us plus our gear.”


  “It’s a VZ4,” confirmed Quintaro.


  “Okay,” said Scorpio. “All that’s left is your down payment.”


  Quintaro reached into a pocket, pulled out a wad of thousand-credit notes, peeled off fifteen of them, and pushed them across the table to Scorpio.


  Scorpio pocketed the money and turned to Sapphire. “You don’t say much, do you?”


  “Not much,” she agreed.


  “How did you two meet?”


  “It was the strangest damned thing,” said Quintaro. “I was actually getting set to take my leave of this world—I hear they’ve discovered a couple of truly phenomenal diamond pipes on Ganymede, and since I’m a jeweler by trade, I was thinking of going there—”


  He’s lying. He’s a gambler, and he’s got a criminal record as long as your arm.


  “—when I ran into this lovely lady as I was checking out of my hotel by the Amber City spaceport. We got to talking, found we had a lot in common, and eventually she mentioned the godstone. Well, hell, everyone on Venus has heard about it . . .”


  “Not me,” said Scorpio.


  Not him, either—until she planted his interest in his head.


  “Well, you’re a transient,” said Quintaro. “People talk about you all over the system. I’ve heard about your exploits on Mars and half a dozen moons. They say you can’t go back to Earth, but I figure that’s either just romantic bullshit or else at least you had a good reason for whatever you did.”


  “You don’t have to sell, Mr. Quintaro,” said Scorpio. “I’ve already accepted your offer.”


  “Anyway, it’s perfectly understandable that someone who spends so little time here—or anywhere—wouldn’t know about the godstone.”


  “Interesting name: godstone,” said Scorpio.


  “I find it very evocative. Even if it was worthless, I’d spend this much money just to say I was the guy who found it.”


  “Well, I hope we can make you feel you’ve gotten your money’s worth,” said Scorpio. “We’ll be leaving at daybreak, which comes pretty early around here. You might want to grab some sleep.”


  “Good idea,” said Quintaro. He got to his feet. “Come, my dear.”


  Sapphire stood up with an alien grace, linked her arm in his, and walked to the door.


  “Where is our room?” Quintaro asked McAnany.


  “Down the corridor, last room on the right,” answered the bartender. “Door’s unlocked. You’re just staying one night. I’ll lock it from here once you’re inside the room, and just open it tomorrow when you’re leaving.”


  “Thanks,” said Quintaro. He handed a bill to McAnany. “This ought to cover it.”


  “That’ll buy you three rooms,” answered McAnany, “each with a woman in it.” Suddenly he looked embarrassed. “Sorry, Miss Sapphire, ma’am . . . Just a figure of speech.”


  She’d shown no annoyance when he uttered the remark, and she showed no reaction when he apologized. A moment later the couple walked out of the bar and down the corridor, and though they were still arm in arm Scorpio got the feeling that she was leading him. He got up and placed his empty glass on the bar.


  “You ever heard of this godstone?” he asked.


  McAnany shook his head. “Nope. He makes it sound like you and me are the only ones who haven’t.”


  “Yeah,” said Scorpio. “Well, don’t believe everything you hear.” He looked over at Merlin. “You all through making a new generation? We’ve got work to do if we’re heading out in the morning.”


  My race has sexual seasons, just like many mammals on your home world. Live with it. At least I’m not chasing a new female on every world we visit like some partners I could mention.


  Only because it wouldn’t do you the least bit of good, thought Scorpio. Now, what kind of equipment are we going to need for this foolishness?


  It’s only foolish if you consider Quintaro. He thinks he’s looking for a valuable gem, and he intends to kill us when he finds it.


  It’s probably just what he hopes it is—something worth a few million on the black market—or even the open market if the government doesn’t claim it as a planetary treasure.


  Don’t think about it or him. She is the wild card.


  She’s one of the better-looking cards in the deck.


  That’s all you can say—or think—after what I’ve told you?


  What do you want me to say?


  Idiot.


  Scorpio reached behind the bar, grabbed a bottle, and filled his glass.


  “You look annoyed,” noted McAnany.


  “There are two blue creatures in this place,” answered Scorpio. “Quintaro went off with the gorgeous one, and I’m stuck with the ugly one who doesn’t trust anyone, including his partner.”


  “If he’s worried about you running off with the money that guy gave you, I can stick it in the safe until you get back,” offered McAnany.


  “Bad trade,” muttered Scorpio.


  “Trade? What trade?”


  “You get fifteen thousand credits, and I get a deserted, beat-up tavern when I get back.”


  “You think I’d do that to you?” said McAnany in hurt tones.


  “Even Merlin thinks so, and he hates to agree with me.” Scorpio picked up his bottle and began walking to the door. “Unlock my room for me. I got a feeling this is the last night I’m going to be sleeping in a bed for a month.”


  Scorpio dragged himself out of bed at sunrise, staggered to the bathroom, and rinsed his face off. He wasn’t thrilled with the smell or taste of Venus’s water, but he remembered all the worlds where water was almost impossible to come by. He considered shaving, decided not to, stuck a trio of fresh outfits into a cloth bag, slung it over his shoulder, strapped on a holster and a modified laser pistol, donned his boots, and walked out into the corridor, almost tripping over Merlin.


  Good morning, said the Venusian silently.


  I think what I hate most about you is that you never have to sleep, Scorpio replied grumpily.


  Right. It’s only saved your life three or four times.


  Okay, I’ll find something else to hate about you. Where are our clients—up or still snoring?


  They were eating what passes for breakfast in the bar about an hour ago. They’re outside now.


  “Why?” said Scorpio aloud. “It’s been pouring for the past month. I can’t imagine it stopped in the last six hours.”


  They’ve got all kinds of protective gear. Also, I think they’re probably sitting in the vehicle.


  “A car or a boat?”


  A little of each, I think.


  “And there’s room for all four of us and our gear?” said Scorpio. “This guy’s not a piker.”


  Whatever that is.


  “Okay, well, we might as well get this show on the road,” said Scorpio, walking down the crushed-rock path with Merlin falling into step behind him. He descended until the ground leveled out, and came to the Venusian version of a safari car, an amphibious vehicle that could negotiate oceans, rivers, streams, muddy jungles, just about every kind of unfriendly landscape the planet could provide.


  Scorpio briefly looked up from force of habit, but there was no sun to be seen, nor had there been in many millennia, just incredibly thick cloud cover. He then paused to wipe the rain from his face.


  “Good morning, Scorpion,” said Quintaro from where he and Sapphire sat in the back of the vehicle. “I assume you’re doing the driving. That is, unless your partner can . . .”


  “I’ll drive,” answered Scorpio, tossing his bag into the very back. “Nice vehicle.”


  “Actually, it belongs to a friend.”


  And the friend has issued an arrest warrant against him for stealing it.


  You’re surprised? thought Scorpio. He opened a door for Merlin, waited for his partner to find a comfortable position in a vehicle that was never meant for his species.


  “Where’s the control?” he asked.


  “This is the latest model,” answered Quintaro. “Put your thumb on the pad there . . . yes, that’s right . . . and now, as long as you keep your thumb there it’ll follow your orders, whether on land or water. That green button on the side of it will morph it into a boat or whatever else we need.”


  Scorpio mentally ordered the vehicle to move forward slowly, down the crushed-stone path leading away from the tavern, and it was soon skimming over the muddy jungle trail.


  “Got the hang of it?” asked Quintaro.


  “Yeah,” answered Scorpio. “I’ve never driven anything as expensive as one of these VZ4’s, but I’ve piloted ships that responded to mental commands.”


  “This is a goddamned vehicle, not a ship,” said Quintaro irritably. “Just remember that.” It was the first time his smooth façade had slipped, and Scorpio wondered why.


  He’s scared to death.


  Why?


  We’re not going for a friendly ride in the park. Most people who go more than a few miles into this jungle don’t come out. That goes for my race, too.


  Shit! We didn’t charge him enough.


  I told you not to take it.


  They’d gone a mile into the jungle when Scorpio saw something moving off to his left . . . something large. He stopped the vehicle and stared.


  “What is it?” asked Quintaro nervously.


  “I don’t know. Merlin, has Venus got something black and shaggy about the height of Tritonian lymix, only half again as long?”


  It’s a herbivore.


  Even herbivores can kill you when they’re that big. We’ll give him a wide berth.


  “Well, what does he say?”


  “He says yes,” lied Scorpio, partially to see the man’s reaction, but mostly to see if Sapphire would contradict him. He checked her reaction in a small dashboard screen, and saw that she was smiling in amusement.


  “Well, as long as we’re going to be cooped up in this thing for a while, perhaps Sapphire will enlighten my partner and me about the history of the godstone.”


  Why bother? thought Merlin. If she’s lying, and she probably will be, I won’t be able to tell.


  There’s got to be a little truth to it. Maybe, like a famous detective of literature, we can construct the comprehensive whole from some of the disparate parts.


  Oh, well, we’ve got nothing better to do.


  “Miss Sapphire, ma’am?” said Scorpion.


  “It is the greatest treasure on all of Venus,” she replied emotionlessly, as if by rote. “The man who finds it will become wealthy beyond all imagining.”


  “What’s it made of?”


  “I’m no meteorologist.”


  “Neither am I,” said Scorpio. “But if I was spending all this money, and possibly risking my life, I’d sure as hell know what I think it’s made of.”


  “Rare stones,” she replied. “Rarer than diamonds, than rubies, than emeralds. Stones that exist nowhere else in the universe.”


  Possible? asked Scorpio.


  I’m no gemologist. It seems unlikely, except . . .


  Except?


  Except why has she taken over Quintaro’s mind, and why is she risking her life by coming along?


  “Are there any holographs of it?” asked Scorpio.


  “Not to my knowledge,” replied Sapphire.


  “Does it show up in any history books?”


  “Of course. That’s how I know it exists.”


  “Which ones?”


  “I can’t remember.”


  I don’t have to read her mind to know she’s lying, thought Scorpio.


  I still can’t read it. All I get is a feeling of danger.


  Let me know when it feels imminent.


  You’ll know, replied Merlin with absolute certainty.


  They were three days out from the tavern. The rain had diminished but not stopped, and Scorpio was inclined to think of his surroundings as a rainjungle, which in his mind was one step more impenetrable and uncomfortable than a rain forest. Finally they came to a river that didn’t have endless trees poking out of it, and he moved the vehicle onto it, where it floated smoothly and began picking up speed.


  Overhead were a variety of avians—mostly bright red and yellow, a few blue, one large one that seemed to prey on the others a rich green, all of them seemingly impervious to the constant rain. There were myriads of water flowers of every imaginable shape and color, each reaching high and opening up its petals to the life-giving rain.


  There were a few large beasts in the water. Most ignored them, and the vehicle, now a vessel, easily avoided the others. Scorpio found that he was actually relaxing and enjoying the trip when Sapphire leaned forward.


  “Slow down,” she said.


  “We’re not going that fast,” he replied.


  “Nevertheless,” she said. “We’re going to leave the river and go back on land very soon now.”


  Scorpio looked ahead. The trackless jungle bordering the river looked exactly the same as it had for the past fifty miles.


  “Are you sure?” he said, frowning.


  “Absolutely.”


  “I can’t believe this area’s ever been mapped,” he continued. “What makes you think—?”


  “Just do it!” she snapped.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her elbow Quintaro.


  “Just do what I’m paying you to do and stop bitching,” he said.


  “Yes, sir, right away, sir,” said Scorpio.


  Subservience doesn’t become you, noted Merlin.


  If you’ve got a quicker way to make the twenty grand we need to repair the ship, I’ll punch him out. Otherwise, we play the game.


  “Here,” said Sapphire in another half mile.


  Scorpio ordered the boat onto a sandy beach, paused until it had morphed back into a vehicle, and began driving it along a narrow animal trail, all the while wondering how Sapphire could know that this particular trail was the one she wanted, even if she’d had some treasure map and committed it to memory. The tides rose; they fell; and what was a trail today might have been an ocean bottom or an empty plain in antiquity, when the map would have been created, if indeed there was a map and a godstone at all.


  They proceeded along the trail for three hours. Then, as the sun was starting to set, spreading a soft golden hue through the thick cloud layer, Scorpio brought the vehicle to a sudden stop.


  “What is it?” demanded Quintaro, but Scorpio and Merlin, who had a better view of the trail, were out of the car and racing ahead on foot. They reached the object of their attention in seconds and knelt next to a blood-covered, thick-bearded man dressed in tattered rags.


  Scorpio was about to pull him off the trail when he realized that there probably wouldn’t be another vehicle along for years, maybe decades, so he decided against moving the wounded man. Instead, he made a very crude pillow out of a stand of weeds and used it to prop up the man’s head, then opened what was left of the man’s shirt and began examining his body for wounds.


  “Something with claws has ripped him up pretty badly,” he reported, as Quintaro ran up to them. “I’ve never seen paws on a herbivore, so it’s almost certainly a predator, and that means the claws were probably carrying half a dozen diseases picked up from victims.”


  He’s very groggy, and perhaps a bit delusional, said Merlin silently. But something’s very strange here. I mean, other than his being here at all.


  What is?


  He was ripped to shreds by a predator, but pull what’s left of his shirt off his left shoulder.


  Scorpio did so. “Son of a bitch!” he muttered, as the shoulder displayed a fresh laser burn, clearly just a few hours old.


  “Let me suggest that whatever ripped him up did so as he was escaping from whoever burned his shoulder,” said Scorpio.


  “Makes sense,” said Quintaro. He frowned. “But who else would be in this godforsaken wilderness?”


  “Who indeed?” said Sapphire, joining them. Scorpio couldn’t get over the notion that she sounded amused though her expression gave nothing away.


  Scorpio examined the man’s body to see where to staunch the bleeding and realized that there were just too many flesh wounds to close them all, or even half of them, before he bled to death.


  Merlin, go to my bag and find the strongest stimulant I’ve got in the med kit.


  Why waste it? He’s as good as dead.


  Let’s see if we can wake him up long enough for him to tell us who the hell did this to him. I don’t know about you, but I’d like to know what areas to avoid.


  Merlin took off without sending another thought and was back a moment later with the entire kit.


  Why the whole thing?


  I don’t know one stimulant from another.


  Scorpio opened the kit, pulled out the one he wanted, pulled out a lozenge, and pressed it against the inside of the man’s upper lip, holding it in place for the count of ten. By eight, the man had opened his pain-filled eyes.


  “What . . . where?” he mumbled.


  “You’re among friends,” said Scorpio. “Do you remember what happened to you?”


  “Some kind of monster ran right through camp . . . killed about half of us . . . I got in the way when one of my team took a shot at it . . . I don’t remember anything after that . . .”


  “What are you—your group—doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” asked Scorpio.


  You’re not going to believe it, thought Merlin.


  “Looking for . . .” The man’s voice trailed off. Scorpio thought he had perhaps twenty seconds of life left, but then he looked past Scorpio’s shoulder and tensed. “I’m sorry, Miss Sapphire, ma’am,” he said. “I did my best. I hope you find it.”


  All the tension went out of his body then, his eyes rolled back into his head, and Scorpio knew that he was dead.


  He laid the man’s body back, stood up, and turned to Sapphire. “What the hell was that all about?” he demanded.


  “I don’t know,” she replied.


  “He knew you, even knew your name and what you’re searching for.”


  “He didn’t mention the godstone,” replied Sapphire. “He might have seen me around Amber City, might have heard my name.”


  “Bullshit!” snapped Scorpio.


  “You’re not thinking of quitting?” demanded Quintaro.


  “I’ve got to discuss it with my partner,” said Scorpio. “We’ve been lied to, and I don’t know how or why.”


  “We’ll go stand by that tree while you talk,” said Quintaro, taking Sapphire’s arm and starting off through the mud.


  “Don’t bother,” said Scorpio. “You can’t hear us wherever you are.”


  Well? thought Scorpio.


  He wasn’t delusional, replied Merlin. He knew her, knew her name, knew she’s after the godstone. What makes no sense is that, as I say, he wasn’t delusional or delirious.


  This whole thing doesn’t make any sense, thought Scorpio.


  That’s what’s disturbing.


  So do we quit or not?


  It’s up to you.


  Scorpio considered his options. I say we stay.


  The money means that much to you? I mean, we can make it elsewhere. We always manage.


  Right now the money’s got nothing to do with it. This is a hell of a mystery, and I don’t plan to spend the rest of my life wondering about it.


  Merlin shrugged, a gesture that sent ripples down both of his sides. Okay.


  Scorpio turned to Sapphire. “We’ll continue—for now.”


  If he expected to see anything—gratitude, arrogance, any change of expression at all—he was disappointed.


  “Then let’s get back to the vehicle and get started before it gets bogged down in the mud,” said Quintaro. “If there’s another group hunting for the stone, we don’t want to lose any time.”


  Acting or telling the truth? asked Scorpio.


  I keep telling you—he’s the dupe, she’s the brain. He hasn’t got enough sense to act, except when it comes to lying about paying us.


  “All right,” said Scorpio. “Let’s climb back in.”


  “What about him?” asked Quintaro, indicating the dead man.


  “There won’t be a bone left by morning,” answered Scorpio. “And if we bury him in this muck, they’ll just dig him up five minutes after we’re gone.”


  They reached the vehicle and were soon heading deeper into the jungle, with Sapphire directing Scorpio to make minor course corrections every few miles.


  When it was too dark to go any farther, Scorpio tried to decide—as he did every night—whether they’d be safer on land or on the nearby river.


  You ask every night, and my answer’s always the same: There’s stuff that can cause you problems either way, replied Merlin when Scorpio queried him.


  Scorpio considered his options and decided to remain on the land. If something was going to sneak up and attack, it didn’t make much difference whether it hid in the thick jungle or beneath the surface of the water, but he would feel better defending himself on dry—well, soggy—land.


  He tried to find a place where at least they couldn’t be attacked from above, but there was no escaping the huge, towering trees that gave shelter to arboreal predators. Finally he found an area that looked minimally flatter and more protected from the rain, and announced that they were spending the night there.


  “Can’t you find something with less bugs, at least?” complained Quintaro.


  “Shut up,” said Sapphire, coldly and emotionlessly, and Quintaro immediately fell silent.


  The four of them sat in total silence for half an hour. Scorpio was about to drift off to sleep when something nudged his arm. He thought it was Merlin, but when he opened his eyes he found that it was Sapphire.


  “Yeah?” he said.


  She placed a finger to her lips. “Softly. There’s movement out there. Intelligent movement.”


  He stared at her. “You sure it’s not the group our dead friend belonged to—the one with a blue woman named Sapphire?”


  She stared at him for a long moment, no emotion crossing her face. Finally she said, “There are seven distinct sentient races on Venus.”


  “That we know about,” he answered, staring at her meaningfully.


  “The movement out there is directed by intellect,” she continued. “They are not human, and they have never heard of the godstone.”


  “Then I say live and let live,” said Scorpio.


  “Do not be a fool,” she said. “I would not awaken and warn you if there was no danger. They are creatures that are endemic to the jungle, and they prey on strangers.”


  “They must be starving,” said Scorpio, unimpressed. “Nobody wanders through here without a purpose. That can’t afford them much sustenance.”


  “They plan to eat you, you and Quintaro—but only after they rob us first.”


  “But not you?”


  She stared at him for a long moment. “I was mistaken,” she said.


  “About what?”


  “You are a fool.”


  She got up and walked back to where she had been sitting.


  Merlin, were you listening?


  Well, observing, anyway.


  Are these critters really out there, and are they Intelligent?


  They’re out there. They’re sentient; I would question “intelligent.”


  They plan to attack?


  That’s a given.


  How did she know?


  We’ll worry about that later. Tell Quintaro not to fire his weapon when the fighting starts. He might hit me in the dark.


  You need some help?


  If I do, I’ll let you know.


  Scorpio looked around and saw that Merlin had already departed in what he assumed was the direction of what he now thought of as the enemy. He decided that they needed a term for them—not for their race, of which he was still ignorant—but for their occupation, because given his surroundings “highwayman” seemed ridiculous. There wasn’t a highway within a thousand miles, and except for himself and Quintaro, there weren’t any men within miles.


  He considered giving Sapphire a reassuring smile, decided she didn’t need one, and sat perfectly still, trying to pick up any unusual sounds through the driving rain. Nothing happened for almost ten minutes. Then the calm was shattered by a hideous scream. A minute later came another. The area two miles to the east was briefly illuminated by weapons fire, then another scream came to his ears.


  Three dead, two running away as fast as they can.


  Good! thought Scorpio. What race were they?


  Tabolla. They just crossed over the barrier to sentience about two millennia ago. They’re the most primitive of our sentient races.


  Okay. Bring back their weapons if they’re any better than ours—


  They aren’t.


  And I’ll see you in a few minutes.


  I’ll be back in the morning. I haven’t eaten in two days.


  Did you have to say that? thought Scorpio disgustedly.


  Well, you did ask.


  Scorpio shut his eyes for a moment, trying to rid himself of the mental image of Merlin eating his enemies—the fact that they were raw didn’t help—and then reopened them and found himself staring at Sapphire, who stared back, unblinking.


  “It’s over,” he said. “But you know that, don’t you?”


  She offered no answer, and her expression never changed.


  “Who the hell are you?” he continued after a moment.


  Still no answer.


  “Or perhaps I should ask: what are you?”


  “Leave her alone,” said Quintaro.


  “To quote your blue friend, shut up,” said Scorpio.


  Quintaro’s face darkened, and he seemed about to get to his feet, when Sapphire laid a hand lightly on his arm.


  “He’s right,” she said coldly. “Shut up.”


  The anger didn’t vanish, but he didn’t say another word.


  They sat silently, facing each other. Scorpio paid no attention to Quintaro but stared directly at Sapphire. His only observation by the time he fell asleep twenty minutes later was that she never blinked.


  Merlin had rejoined them by the time Scorpio awoke. Quintaro was sprawled in a water-resistant one-man tent, snoring, and Sapphire was sitting motionless, her back against a tree trunk, protected from the rain by the overhanging branches, exactly as she’d been when he’d fallen asleep. His first thought was that she had somehow died during the night, but when he got to his feet, she did the same.


  “Wake your friend and we’ll be on our way,” said Scorpio.


  She stepped on the splayed fingers of Quintaro’s left hand.


  “Damn!” he yelled, getting to his knees and shaking the hand vigorously. Then he saw who had been responsible for it, and all anger vanished.


  “Five minutes to take care of your morning ablutions,” announced Scorpio. “We’ll eat in the vehicle.”


  Why do I detect added tension? asked Merlin. I thought I was the one taking all the risks last night.


  You ever see her eat, or sneak off to relieve herself?


  No. But I already told you she wasn’t human.


  I could fill a book with things she isn’t, replied Scorpio. What the hell is she?


  I have no idea.


  Was she in any danger last night? Can she even feel pain?


  There’s an easy way to find out.


  Oh?


  You’ll see.


  Quintaro returned a couple of minutes later, Scorpio walked off for a few minutes and returned, and the four of them began approaching the vehicle, which was about ten yards away. As they did so, Merlin “accidentally” bumped against Sapphire, and her upper arm made contact with the branch of a thorn-covered bush.


  “Merlin apologizes,” said Scorpio quickly.


  “Not a problem,” she replied.


  “You’re bleeding,” he noted, indicating a pair of dark spots that suddenly appeared at the point of contact.


  She looked at her arm, said “Oh,” and continued walking to the vehicle.


  Hypothesis, thought Merlin. If you cut her, she bleeds. She just doesn’t feel it or care about it.


  They reached the vehicle, climbed into it, and began moving. Scorpio tried to think of the direction as “inland,” but he was so thoroughly lost and so completely surrounded by jungle except for a handful of narrow, winding trails that the whole planet seemed inland from where he was.


  “Any idea how much farther we have to go?” he asked Quintaro, on the assumption that there was no sense asking Sapphire.


  “Beats me,” he said. He jerked a thumb toward Sapphire. “She’s my map.”


  “Has she deigned to tell you what we do when we get there?”


  “Pick it up and go home,” answered Quintaro.


  “I mean, is it above the ground? Is it in plain sight? Is it guarded, and if so, by who or by what?”


  “I don’t know,” said Quintaro. “I just know it’ll put us on easy street for life.”


  Is he holding back anything, or maybe out-and-out lying? asked Scorpio.


  Nope. View him as one hundred percent dupe.


  Why did she choose him, I wonder?


  Half the reason’s in your pocket.


  After an uneventful three hours, the rain finally became no more than a light drizzle. Scorpio stopped, just to rest his eyes for a few minutes. Quintaro got out to stretch his legs, as did Merlin, who found the vehicle especially unsuited to a member of his race.


  “How’s your arm?” Scorpio asked Sapphire, who had remained seated.


  “It’s fine,” she replied. “But you knew that.”


  “We could talk about all the things I don’t know instead,” offered Scorpio. “Quantum mechanics, ancient Mercurian pottery, godstones . . .”


  “You know what you need to know,” said Sapphire.


  “I hope you don’t think I want the damned thing for myself,” said Scorpio. “If I did, I wouldn’t be driving you to it.”


  “That is not a satisfactory answer, Mr. Scorpio.”


  “Oh?”


  “Mr. Quintaro and I are in your power. He is a fool, as well you know.”


  “And you are . . .?”


  “A weak, helpless woman,” she answered.


  “That may be a record,” said Scorpio, smiling at her. “Three lies in a four-word sentence.”


  She did not return his smile, but she took no offense, and indeed didn’t react at all.


  “So what does a godstone do?” continued Scorpio.


  She stared at him and did not answer.


  “You said it was worth more than diamonds. Forgive my ignorance, but what is worth more than diamonds?”


  Silence.


  “How long have you been looking for it?”


  No answer.


  “A year? Three years?” A pause. “Ten thousand years?”


  No reaction, and no answer.


  “Sooner or later, we really have to have a little talk,” said Scorpio. “A two-sided talk. I’m sure you think my partner and I are expendable, just as I know you think Quintaro is. Leaving aside whether Merlin and I can take care of ourselves, if there is a godstone, whatever the hell that means, is Venus expendable?”


  “Venus is my home,” she said in cold, flat, emotionless tones.


  “So you can answer when you want to.”


  She stared at him and offered no reply.


  “What makes you want to?” he asked. “For example, how about an identical blue woman named Sapphire who is leading an expedition that’s looking for something called—you’ll never believe this—a godstone? You think that might be an interesting topic of conversation?”


  “Try not to be as big a fool as Quintaro.”


  “You sure know how to hurt a guy,” said Scorpio.


  “Yes, I do,” replied Sapphire. “You would do well to remember that.”


  “It’s never far from my mind,” he assured her. “One last question.”


  “Good.”


  “For this conversation,” he qualified. He stared at her. “Did you pick us, or did Quintaro?” He held up a hand. “Before you say it was him, I know who approached us and made the offer. But was it his idea or yours?”


  “He has no ideas,” said Sapphire.


  “All right,” said Scorpio. “Then let me ask you: why us?”


  “He told you why. You are said to be the most lethal man on the planet, and even I do not know who or what will be guarding the godstone.”


  He stared at her for a long moment. “Okay,” he said at last. “We’ll talk again later.”


  She neither confirmed nor contradicted him but merely stared at him. Or through him, he decided.


  He climbed out of the vehicle, walked around for a few moments to get a little life back into his legs, then joined Merlin, who was staring at some large golden fish in a stream.


  “You’re hungry after everything—or everyone—that you ate last night?” he asked with a smile.


  No, I just like their colors, and the patterns they make when the light hits them through the water.


  Our blue-skinned passenger thinks we’re going to run into some trouble when we finally reach the godstone.


  I know. I see the conversation in your mind.


  What do you think? asked Scorpio. We’re just pawns in whatever game she’s playing. We could steal the vehicle right now, strand them here, and go back to McAnany’s tavern. Quintaro probably won’t last a day, but somehow I think it would only prove a minor inconvenience to her.


  I think we don’t want to be looking over our shoulders for the rest of our lives.


  “Okay,” said Scorpio aloud. “It was just a suggestion. Let’s get back to the vehicle.”


  He called to Quintaro, and a few moments later the vehicle was making its way along the muddy trail.


  They came to the first fork they’d encountered in almost two days, and Sapphire directed Scorpio to keep to the left. He did so, and soon the road began winding downhill. By nightfall, they were running alongside a major river, perhaps two miles across. The rain returned with a vengeance, and they spent the night inside the vehicle, doing their best to ignore the thunder and the discomfort.


  At dawn, they began again, but within a mile the trail had totally washed away, and Sapphire directed Scorpio to take the amphibious vehicle into the river, which paralleled the trail for quite a few miles, and simply keep to the water until the trail was passable again.


  “I hate all this water!” complained Quintaro.


  “Be glad you have it,” replied Scorpio, plunging the vehicle into the river as it morphed into a boat.


  “Be glad of this?”


  “Comes from the clouds,” said Scorpio. “No clouds, no rain—but also no clouds and this is a desert world too hot for anything to live on it.”


  “They live on Mercury, don’t they?” said Quintaro irritably.


  “Not on the sunward side, they don’t,” replied Scorpio. “They stick to the terminator zone and the dark side.”


  “You’ve been there, I presume?” said Quintaro dubiously.


  “A couple of times,” Scorpio confirmed. “Not my favorite place.”


  “Scorpion!” said Sapphire suddenly. “Hard left!”


  Scorpio instantly did as she ordered and saw a huge creature, about the size of a humpback whale, far more reptilian than fish or mammal, suddenly surface where they had been, pluck three low-flying avians out of the sky in its gaping jaws, then vanish beneath the water again.


  “I’ve seen stuff like that in the ocean!” remarked Quintaro. “But inland, in a river?”


  “This isn’t like Earth,” explained Scorpio. “It’s all freshwater, and every creature that lives in the one can swim in the other.”


  “God, I hate this world!” snapped Quintaro.


  “Then what are you doing here?”


  Quintaro made a face. “Looking for action. I’d been hearing about baxitla—that’s the Venusian card game—for years, so I thought I might as well give it a try.” A smug smile. “Did okay, too. You cost me less than one night’s winnings. And I met her”—he jerked a thumb in Sapphire’s direction—“and once we get our hands on the godstone, I plan to open my own casino in Marsport.”


  Just what Marsport needs, thought Scorpio. An eighty-fourth casino—or is it the eighty-fifth?


  It’s all academic, answered Merlin. However this ends up, you don’t think he’s going make any money, do you?


  Scorpio gave the creature five minutes to get sufficiently downstream, then guided the VZ4 back to the center of the river.


  They proceeded for another seven miles, then he decided that the trail was safe enough to handle the vehicle, so he ordered the wheels to emerge, withdrew the rudder into the interior, and was soon traversing the jungle road once more.


  “How’s this thing fixed for fuel?” asked Quintaro. “I haven’t noticed you refreshing the pile or whatever the hell it runs on since we started.”


  “It’s got a series of atomic batteries,” answered Scorpio. “We started with a dozen, and we’ve drained two of them and are on our third.” He paused, then added with a smile, “It’s your vehicle. I figure you’d have asked the salesman.”


  “Took it right out of the showroom,” answered Quintaro smoothly. Then: “Will we have enough to get back?”


  “Depends on where we’re going,” said Scorpio. “Ask your ladyfriend.”


  Which ended the conversation.


  The rain increased as night fell, the trees weren’t clustered enough or carrying enough foliage to provide sufficient shelter, and they slept in the vehicle once more. Merlin was gone when Scorpio awoke, but that wasn’t unusual. The Venusian was out hunting for a meal, and he’d be back when he’d killed and eaten it.


  “Does it ever cool off?” muttered Quintaro as he climbed out of the vehicle and went off toward a cluster of trees.


  “Sure,” said Scorpio. “As soon as the rain stops.”


  Quintaro glared at him, then disappeared behind the trees.


  “We’re alone again,” noted Scorpio. “Care to continue our conversation?”


  No answer.


  “May I take your silence as an affirmative?”


  “Does that pass for wit on Earth?” she asked coldly.


  “Haven’t you been there?”


  She stared at him without speaking.


  “I hope to hell this damned stone exists, and it’s everything you think it is.”


  “It exists,” she said with absolute certainty.


  “With a name like ‘godstone’ it must be part of some religion,” he continued.


  She remained silent.


  “You might tell me a little something about it, including where you think it is. I’d hate to have the other Dragon Lady get there first.”


  She gave him a contemptuous glare, then got out of the vehicle, walked to the far side of the clearing, and raised her unblinking face to the sky, oblivious of the rain cascading down.


  “Come on back!” he said, half shouting to be heard over the rain. “I won’t ask any more questions.” This morning, he added mentally.


  She stood motionless for a full minute. He sat where he was, watching her, thinking that under other circumstances he could admire a figure like that all day, especially the way the water made her outfit cling to it, but all he could do was wonder what was going on inside that head.


  Finally, she returned to the vehicle just as Quintaro reappeared. Then it was simply a matter of waiting for Merlin.


  When he hadn’t shown up for another half hour, Scorpio got out of the vehicle. He couldn’t search for tracks—they were washing away almost as fast as they were made, and besides, Merlin’s had probably been made hours ago, but he felt he had to do something, even if just get wet. He heard chattering in the branches above him, looked up, and saw a family of monkeylike bipeds huddled against the rain. They didn’t have tails like the monkeys of Earth did, but growing out of each wrist was not only a hand but a long, thin tentacle that functioned like a tail, wrapping around limbs to secure the owner’s position.


  After another few minutes a thought reached him.


  Stop standing in the rain, you idiot, and get the med kit ready. I’ll be there in another minute.


  Scorpio rushed around to the back of the vehicle, opened it up, and got the kit. As he did so, Merlin broke through the foliage and came into view, limping painfully across the small clearing.


  “What the hell happened to you?” said Scorpio. “You need help getting into the vehicle?”


  No, I can make it, thought Merlin, and proved it by jumping up into it, emitting a pained grunt. I can’t reach my wounds. Rub some antiseptic and painkiller on them.


  Scorpio applied the proper medications. “I take it breakfast fought back?” he said as he rubbed them in.


  No. There’s another safari out here.


  A safari?


  I don’t know what else you’d call it.


  They can’t be on foot?


  No, they’re in a pair of vehicles. There are only four of them left—well, three now. One of the men took a shot at me—probably thought I was dinner. He did me some damage, as you can see. When he knew I was hit, he left the vehicle and came after me.


  You killed him, of course, thought Scorpio.


  Of course.


  I wonder what the devil they’re hunting for this far from what passes for civilization?


  I thought you’d never ask, replied Merlin. They’re after the godstone—and they’ve got a blue-skinned lady guiding them.


  Oh, shit! Scorpio paused for a moment. Is this the same group as the guy we found a couple of days ago?


  Probably.


  Probably?


  He died before I could find out.


  How far are they from us?


  Maybe four miles west. Five at the outside.


  Okay, try to get some rest.


  Scorpio closed and latched the back, then walked around and climbed onto his seat.


  “Is he all right?” asked Quintaro without much interest.


  “He’s a hard one to kill,” answered Scorpio. He turned to face Sapphire. “Mind if I ask you a question or two?”


  “Yes,” she answered.


  “Live with it,” he said. “My first question: have you got a sister?”


  She didn’t answer, but he thought he could see the muscles in her face suddenly become tense.


  “Okay,” he said. “I’ve got another one, and this time I’m going to insist on an answer.”


  “Leave her alone!” snapped Quintaro.


  “Be quiet,” said Scorpio. “This doesn’t concern you.” He turned back to Sapphire. “Are we in a race?”


  “No,” she said.


  “You’re sure?”


  She merely stared at him.


  You might as well proceed, thought Merlin. You can’t turn back, not now that you’ve as much as told her we’re within walking distance of her double’s safari.


  You really think she can stop us or do us harm if we do turn back?


  I’m incapacitated, and you’re in no more danger going forward than going back to the tavern against her wishes.


  Shit! I hate it when you make sense.


  Scorpio put the vehicle in gear and began proceeding once again along the muddy trail.


  They traveled for two more hours, and suddenly Scorpio could see another river—or an equally broad branch of the river he was paralleling—sweeping toward them from his right. He brought the vehicle to a halt and turned once again to Sapphire.


  “All right,” he said. “Either I’m going to have to cross the river at some point in the next couple of miles, or I’m going to turn to the right, but even then we’re going to be confronted by another river. So which way do you want me to go?”


  “Straight,” she said.


  “You’re sure?”


  She merely stared at him. He shrugged and began moving forward again. The forest began thinning out, and suddenly he came to a valley that was almost devoid of trees, and again he stopped.


  “What now?” demanded Quintaro.


  “That ground looks awfully soft,” replied Scorpio. “I know this is a VZ4, but I don’t know if even it has enough muscle to get us out of there if we bog down.”


  “It’s not there,” said Sapphire.


  “What’s not there?” asked Scorpio, surprised that she’d offered an unsolicited comment.


  “What I want,” she replied. “Go around it.”


  “Okay.”


  “To the right,” she added.


  “You sure?” he said. “If Merlin’s correct, that’s the direction your kid sister’s coming from.”


  “Shut up,” she said, and turned to look out over the landscape.


  Scorpio followed her instructions, found a long-unused path—he hesitated to call it even a trail—and began carefully moving along it.


  How are you doing back there? he asked.


  I’ll live, answered Merlin. Or if I don’t, it won’t be the wounds that kill me. We’re getting close.


  We’re getting close to the guys that tried to kill you. I don’t know that we’re getting close to the godstone.


  I still can’t read her mind, but she’s getting so excited the whole vehicle reeks of it.


  It does?


  Well, it does if you’re a Venusian.


  Scorpio kept to the path. In about a mile it widened, and suddenly the rain completely stopped. One minute it was pouring as it had been doing for months, and one minute it was like a dry summer day on Earth.


  “What happened to the rain?” asked Quintaro. “It’s like there’s an invisible wall, and nothing’s falling on this side of it.”


  “I don’t know,” replied Scorpio. He glanced at Sapphire. “One of us doesn’t seem surprised.”


  She offered no reply, as he had known she wouldn’t, and he continued moving forward. The path, which was once again a trail, remained thoroughly muddy.


  That’s damned strange, he thought.


  What is?


  The rain’s stopped. Yet the trail’s as muddy as if it has been pouring for weeks, right up to a minute ago.


  I have no answer.


  I’ll settle for a guess. I don’t feel good about this.


  Scorpio waited for a comment from anyone, even Quintaro. When none was forthcoming, he sent the vehicle forward. He proceeded for three hundred yards, then four, then five—and then he heard it, like the loudest kind of thunder, but it was coming from ahead and below, not above.


  “What the hell is that?” demanded Quintaro nervously.


  “A waterfall,” said Scorpio. “Like it or not, this is the end of the line.”


  “Not quite,” said Sapphire. “Keep going.”


  “Those falls can’t be a mile away,” protested Scorpio. “Just where the hell do you want me to go?”


  “I’ll tell you when to stop,” she said.


  What do you think?


  You might as well, answered Merlin. One way or another we’re going to her destination. Why walk?


  Scorpio began moving the vehicle very slowly. He’d gone another quarter mile when two slightly older, less elegant, mud-covered vehicles came into sight off to his right.


  Quintaro pulled a pulse gun out of his pocket and started to take aim when Sapphire brought the edge of her hand down on his wrist, so hard that Scorpio could hear the bone crack even over Quintaro’s scream of pain.


  “You goddamned bitch!” he bellowed. “I’m trying to protect our fucking interest!”


  “You don’t even know what our interest is,” she replied, her voice thick with contempt.


  “I know what mine is,” he snarled, “and no one’s going to double-cross me!”


  He turned and took a swing at her with his uninjured hand. Scorpio didn’t see what happened next, but an instant later Quintaro collapsed, unconscious, on the floor of the vehicle.


  Suddenly, Sapphire reached forward and handed Scorpio a wad of bills. “Here is what he owed you,” she said. “You know, of course, that he had no intention of ever paying it.”


  “I know,” said Scorpio, pocketing the cash.


  “He is of no further use to us,” she continued. “Stop the vehicle.”


  Scorpio came to a stop, and she opened a door and shoved Quintaro’s body out into the mud.


  “Is he dead or alive?” asked Scorpio.


  “One or the other,” said Sapphire. “Now proceed.”


  “To where?”


  “Do you see that tall skeleton of a dead tree ahead of us?”


  “Hard to miss. First dead tree I’ve seen since we started.”


  “That is our destination.”


  “We’ve come all this way for a barren tree?” said Scorpio.


  “Do not appear a bigger fool than I think you to be,” replied Sapphire.


  “Are we trying to beat the other party to it?”


  “It makes no difference, for they are the same.”


  Scorpio frowned. Does that make any sense to you?


  None.


  Scorpio drove to within fifty feet on the tree and came to a stop. He and Sapphire got out immediately, and he walked around the back, unlatched it, and helped Merlin to the ground. The Venusian was still unsteady on his feet, but he walked by his partner’s side, trying his best to ignore his pain.


  The two other vehicles had stopped also, and Scorpio observed them closely, waiting to see just how much this other blue-skinned woman resembled Sapphire—but when she emerged from the second vehicle, he stared, blinked, rubbed his eyes, and stared again.


  They could be twins! he thought.


  Or somehow even closer, answered Merlin.


  “There will be protections, of course,” said Sapphire.


  The woman Scorpio now thought of as The Other Sapphire uttered a terse command, and two men who had been driving the vehicles walked cautiously toward the tree, weapons in hand. When they got within five feet of it there was a sound of static and both men collapsed, one screaming, one unconscious or dead.


  “Now it is our turn,” said Sapphire.


  “I’m not going to walk right up to it,” answered Scorpio. “I just saw what happens to men who do that.”


  “Nevertheless.”


  “It might help if you tell me what I’m looking for.”


  “You already know,” she said.


  “Is the tree the godstone?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Then what is it, where is it, and what does it look like?”


  “The stone is irregularly shaped, perhaps a foot in width. Do you see that hole at the base of the tree?”


  “Yeah. Looks like some animal has burrowed in.”


  “Eons ago, one probably did. But now that is where the godstone is. You will approach on hands and knees, hopefully below the tree’s ability to see or detect you, and bring it back.”


  “That’s suicidal,” said Scorpio.


  “Perhaps not.”


  “I’ll prove it to you,” he said. He reached into the vehicle, pulled out Quintaro’s pulse gun from where it had fallen, bent over, and hurled it sidearm at the hole. It was never more than eighteen inches above the ground—and it burst into flame when it was within three feet of the tree. Scorpio straightened up. “Like I said, suicide.”


  “It must be retrieved,” she said, and for the first time he detected a trace—more than a trace—of emotion in her voice.


  “Oh, Merlin and I can get it for you,” said Scorpio. “I’m just trying to come up with a price.”


  “You’ve been paid.”


  “I’ve been paid for taking you here. Risking our lives to retrieve a protected treasure wasn’t part of the bargain.”


  “You will get it now!” she demanded, her face suddenly a mask of fury.


  “I’m thinking,” he said. “I’d ask for this vehicle, which would certainly bring a healthy price once we clean it up, but we both know it’s stolen property. And something tells me that you’re not going to share the godstone with me, no matter what you promise. You’re really not in a very good bargaining position, Blue Lady.”


  “I can kill you right now,” she said. “You know that, don’t you?”


  “I’m a little harder to kill than you think,” said Scorpio. “But even if you can, you’d better be sure you know how to get the stone without me.”


  She glared hatefully at him but said nothing.


  “Okay,” he said after a moment’s consideration. “There’s got to be a black-market dealer who’s not too fussy and has a market for a VZ4. I’ll take the vehicle once we’re done here. Do we have an agreement?”


  She nodded.


  “All right.” He pulled out his laser pistol and aimed a beam right at the tree trunk, about ten feet above the ground.


  “What are you doing?” demanded Sapphire.


  “It’ll take a lot more than this to melt a stone,” said Scorpio. As the trunk began smoldering, then burst into flame, he trained his beam on a low-hanging branch. “Damned good thing it’s not raining here. No way I could set it on fire if it were.” He turned to Sapphire. “Somebody on your side has a hell of a lot of powers but very little brain.”


  In seconds, the branch was aflame, and Scorpio trained his weapon on another branch. As he did so he leaned down, picked up a heavy stick, and hurled it at the opening. Nothing happened, except that the stick bounced off the trunk.


  “Okay, Merlin,” he said. “In and out quick. I don’t know when this damned tree might collapse.”


  The Venusian limped ahead, reached the tree, inserted his head and neck into the opening, and emerged a moment later with an irregularly shaped crystal in his mouth.


  “The stone!” breathed Sapphire.


  And suddenly Scorpio became aware of the other blue woman racing forward, an ecstatic expression on her face, the mirror image of Sapphire’s. At first he thought she was intending to stop at Sapphire’s side. Then he realized that she was heading straight at Sapphire, probably to give her a hug of shared triumph. But finally he saw that she wasn’t slowing down, and that Sapphire had turned to face her and was making no effort to avoid the collision—except that there wasn’t a collision at all. He couldn’t tell which of them absorbed the other, or if both had somehow formed halves of a totally new body, but suddenly there was just one female—he hesitated to think of her as a woman—standing before him.


  She took the stone from Merlin and held it up. Scorpio noticed that there was an irregularly shaped hole in it, maybe two inches across, very near the center.


  Sapphire began uttering a chant, not quite singing it but more than merely reciting it.


  You recognize the language? asked Scorpio.


  I know every tongue in current use on Venus, but I’ve never heard this one before.


  Suddenly, the stone became brighter, then brighter still, and finally blindingly bright. Scorpio had to close his eyes, and though he was standing right next to it, he couldn’t feel any additional heat.


  Then a powerful masculine voice broke the silence.


  “At last!” it bellowed. “At last I live again!”


  Scorpio opened one eye, expecting to be blinded again. Instead he saw a huge blue man, twelve feet tall, burly and heavily muscled, sporting a thick beard, and clad in a glittering robe that seemed to be a softer, pliable version of the stone.


  “A thousand times a thousand years I have waited for the day I always knew would come!”


  He reached out and enclosed Sapphire’s extended hand in his powerful fingers. As he made physical contact with her, as their hands touched, both of them became as bright as the stone had been a moment ago, and they began growing until they soon were taller than the tallest of the surrounding trees. He spoke once more, his voice as loud as a thunderclap: “I am complete again!”


  Scorpio tried to watch them, but again his eyes could not stand the brightness, and he had to close them. He kept them closed for almost a minute, then he suddenly sensed that the brightness had dissipated.


  He opened his eyes, as did Merlin, and found that they were alone, that there was no trace of either Sapphire or the being—he couldn’t help thinking of it as a god—that had been imprisoned in the stone.


  He suddenly remembered the stone, leaned down, and picked it up.


  The hole is gone, observed Merlin.


  I know, answered Scorpio silently. He’s complete again.


  Scorpio carried the stone to his vehicle and placed it on a cushioned seat.


  Pity to leave the other two vehicles behind, but hot or not, the VZ4 is worth more than both of them put together. Let’s head back to McAnany’s tavern, and get those repairs made to the ship.


  And the stone?


  I think we’ll keep it as a souvenir, replied Scorpio. After all, how many bona fide gods and goddesses do we plan to meet in the future? He helped Merlin into the vehicle, climbed in himself, and began heading back the way they’d come. Now let’s get the hell off of Venus as quick as we can. He increased the speed.


  Why so fast? asked Merlin.


  I’m not a practitioner of any religion, and I like it that way.


  What’s that got to do with anything?


  Scorpio shrugged. “Maybe nothing,” he said aloud. “But we’ve just turned a god loose on the world, and I don’t think he plans on going back into retirement anytime soon.”
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  In the eloquent and evocative story that follows, we trace a trail of flowers across the planet Venus toward a troubled and uncertain destiny.


  INTRODUCTION BY MAUREEN N. GELLARD


  MY MOTHER HAD FIRM INSTRUCTIONS THAT IN CASE OF A house fire, two things required saving: the family photograph album and the Granville-Hydes. I grew up beneath five original floral papercuts, utterly heedless of their history or their value. It was only in maturity that I came to appreciate, like so many on this and other worlds, my great-aunt’s unique art.


  Collectors avidly seek original Granville-Hydes on those rare occasions when they turn up at auction. Originals sell for tens of thousands of pounds (this would have amused Ida); two years ago, an exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum was sold out months in advance. Dozens of anthologies of prints are still in print: the Botanica Veneris, in particular, is in fifteen editions in twenty-three languages, some of them non-Terrene.


  The last thing the world needs, it would seem, is another Botanica Veneris. Yet the mystery of her final (and only) visit to Venus still intrigues half a century since her disappearance. When the collected diaries, sketchbooks, and field notes came to me after fifty years in the possession of the Dukes of Yoo, I realized that I had a precious opportunity to tell the true story of my great-aunt’s expedition—and of a forgotten chapter in my family’s history. The books were in very poor condition, mildewed and blighted in Venus’ humid, hot climate. Large parts were illegible or simply missing. The narrative was frustratingly incomplete. I have resisted the urge to fill in those blank spaces. It would have been easy to dramatize, fictionalize, even sensationalize. Instead I have let Ida Granville-Hyde speak. Hers is a strong, characterful, attractive voice, of a different class, age, and sensibility from ours, but it is authentic, and it is a true voice.


  The papercuts, of course, speak for themselves.


  
    Plate 1: V strutio ambulans: the Ducrot’s Peripatetic Wort, known locally as Daytime Walker (Thent) or Wanderflower (Thekh).


    Cut paper, ink and card.

  


  Such a show!


  At lunch, Het Oi-Kranh mentioned that a space-crosser—the Quest for the Harvest of the Stars, a Marsman—was due to splash down in the lagoon. I said I should like to see that—apparently I slept through it when I arrived on this world. It meant forgoing the sorbet course, but one does not come to the Inner Worlds for sorbet! Het Oi-Kranh put his spider-car at our disposal. Within moments, the Princess Latufui and I were swaying in the richly upholstered bubble beneath the six strong mechanical legs. Upward it carried us, up the vertiginous lanes and winding staircases, over the walls and balcony gardens, along the buttresses and roof walks and up the ancient iron ladderways of Ledekh-Olkoi. The islands of the archipelago are small, their populations vast, and the only way for them to build is upward. Ledekh-Olkoi resembles Mont St. Michel vastly enlarged and coarsened. Streets have been bridged and built over into a web of tunnels quite impenetrable to non-Ledekhers. The Hets simply clamber over the homes and lives of the inferior classes in their nimble spider-cars.


  We came to the belvedere atop the Starostry, the ancient pharos of Ledekh-Olkoi that once guided mariners past the reefs and atolls of the Tol Archipelago. There we clung—my companion, the Princess Latufui, was queasy—vertigo, she claimed, though it might have been the proximity of lunch—the whole of Ledekh-Olkoi beneath us in myriad levels and layers, like the folded petals of a rose.


  “Should we need glasses?” my companion asked.


  No need! For at the instant, the perpetual layer of gray cloud parted and a bolt of light, like a glowing lance, stabbed down from the sky. I glimpsed a dark object fall though the air, then a titanic gout of water go up like a dozen Niagaras. The sky danced with brief rainbows, my companion wrung her hands in delight—she misses the sun terribly—then the clouds closed again. Rings of waves rippled away from the hull of the space-crosser, which floated like a great whale low in the water, though this world boasts marine fauna even more prodigious than Terrene whales.


  My companion clapped her hands and cried aloud in wonder.


  Indeed, a very fine sight!


  Already the tugs were heading out from the protecting arms of Ocean Dock to bring the ship in to berth.


  But this was not the finest Ledekh-Olkoi had to offer. The custom in the archipelago is to sleep on divan-balconies, for respite from the foul exudations from the inner layers of the city. I had retired for my afternoon reviver—by my watch, though by Venusian Great Day it was still midmorning and would continue to be so for another two weeks. A movement by the leg of my divan. What’s this? My heart surged. V strutio ambulans: the Ambulatory Wort, blindly, blithely climbing my divan!


  Through my glass, I observed its motion. The fat, succulent leaves hold reserves of water, which fuel the coiling and uncoiling of the three ambulae—surely modified roots—by hydraulic pressure. A simple mechanism, yet human minds see movement and attribute personality and motive. This was not pure hydraulics attracted to light and liquid, this was a plucky little wort on an epic journey of peril and adventure. Over two hours, I sketched the plant as it climbed my divan, crossed to the balustrade, and continued its journey up the side of Ledekh-Olkoi. I suppose at any time millions of such flowers are in constant migration across the archipelago, yet a single Ambulatory Wort was miracle enough for me.


  Reviver be damned! I went to my space trunk and unrolled my scissors from their soft chamois wallet. Snip snap! When a cut demands to be made, my fingers literally itch for the blades!


  When he learned of my intent, Gen Lahl-Khet implored me not to go down to Ledekh Port, but if I insisted (I insisted: oh I insisted!), at least take a bodyguard or go armed. I surprised him greatly by asking the name of the best armorer his city could supply. Best Shot at the Clarecourt November shoot, ten years on the trot! Ledbekh-Teltai is the most famous gunsmith in the archipelago. It is illegal to import weaponry from off-planet—an impost, I suspect, resulting from the immense popularity of hunting Ishtari janthars. The pistol they have made me is built to my hand and strength: small, as requested; powerful, as required; and so worked with spiral-and-circle Archipelagan intaglio that it is a piece of jewelry.


  Ledekh Port was indeed a loathsome bruise of alleys and tunnels, lit by shifts of gray, watery light through high skylights. Such reeks and stenches! Still, no one ever died of a bad smell. An Earthwoman alone in an inappropriate place was a novelty, but from the nonhumanoid Venusians, I drew little more than a look. In my latter years, I have been graced with a physical presence and a destroying stare. The Thekh, descended from Central Asian nomads abducted en masse in the eleventh century from their bracing steppe, now believe themselves the original humanity, and so consider Terrenes beneath them, and they expected no better of a subhuman Earthwoman.


  I did turn heads in the bar. I was the only female—humanoid, that is. From Carfax’s Bestiary of the Inner Worlds, I understand that among the semiaquatic Krid, the male is a small, ineffectual symbiotic parasite lodging in the mantle of the female. The barman, a four-armed Thent, guided me to the snug where I was to meet my contact. The bar overlooked the Ocean Harbor. I watched dockworkers scurry over the vast body of the space-crosser, in and out of hatches that had opened in the skin of the ship. I did not like to see those hatches; they ruined its perfection, the precise, intact curve of its skin.


  “Lady Granville-Hyde?”


  What an oily man, so well lubricated that I did not hear his approach.


  “Stafford Grimes, at your service.”


  He offered to buy me a drink, but I drew the line at that unseemliness. That did not stop him ordering one for himself and sipping it—and several successors—noisily during the course of my questions. Years of Venusian light had turned his skin to wrinkled brown leather: drinker’s eyes looked out from heavily hooded lids—years of squinting into the ultraviolet. His neck and hands were mottled white with pockmarks where melanomas had been frozen out. Sunburn, melancholy, and alcoholism: the classic recipe for honorary consuls systemwide, not just on Venus.


  “Thank you for agreeing to meet me. So, you met him.”


  “I will never forget him. Pearls of Aphrodite. Size of your head, Lady Ida. There’s a fortune waiting for the man . . .”


  “Or woman,” I chided, and surreptitiously activated the recording ring beneath my glove.


  
    Plate 2: V flor scopulum: the Ocean Mist Flower. The name is a misnomer: the Ocean Mist Flower is not a flower, but a coral animalcule of the aerial reefs of the Tellus Ocean. The seeming petals are absorption surfaces drawing moisture from the frequent ocean fogs of those latitudes. Pistils and stamen bear sticky palps, which function in the same fashion as Terrene spiderwebs, trapping prey. Venus boasts an entire ecosystem of marine insects unknown on Earth.


    This cut is the most three-dimensional of Lady Ida’s Botanica Veneris. Reproductions only hint at the sculptural quality of the original. The “petals” have been curled at the edges over the blunt side of a pair of scissors. Each of the 208 palps has been sprung so that they stand proud from the black paper background.


    Onion paper, hard-painted card.

  


  THE HONORARY CONSUL’S TALE


  PEARLS OF APHRODITE. TRULY, THE PEARLS BEYOND PRICE. THE PEARLS of Starosts and Aztars. But the cloud reefs are perilous, Lady Ida. Snap a man’s body clean in half, those bivalves. Crush his head like a Vulpeculan melon. Snare a hand or an ankle and drown him. Aphrodite’s Pearls are blood pearls. A fortune awaits anyone, my dear, who can culture them. A charming man, Arthur Hyde—that brogue of his made anything sound like the blessing of heaven itself. Charm the avios from the trees—but natural, unaffected. It was no surprise to learn he was of aristocratic stock. Quality: you can’t hide it. In those days, I owned a company—fishing trips across the archipelago. The legend of the Ourogoonta, the Island that is a Fish, was a potent draw. Imagine hooking one of those! Of course, they never did. No, I’d take them out, show them the cloud reefs, the Krid hives, the wing-fish migration, the air-jellies; get them pissed on the boat, take their photographs next to some thawed-out javelin-fish they hadn’t caught. Simple, easy, honest money. Why wasn’t it enough for me? I had done the trick enough times myself, drink one for the punter’s two, yet I fell for it that evening in the Windward Tavern, drinking hot, spiced kashash and the night wind whistling up in the spires of the dead Krid nest-haven like the caged souls of drowned sailors. Drinking for days down the Great Twilight, his one for my two. Charming, so charming, until I had pledged my boat on his plan. He would buy a planktoneer—an old bucket of a sea skimmer with nary a straight plate or a true rivet in her. He would seed her with spores and send her north on the great circulatory current, like a maritime cloud reef. Five years that current takes to circulate the globe before it returns to the arctic waters that birthed it. Five years is also the time it takes the Clam of Aphrodite to mature—what we call pearls are no such thing. Sperm, Lady Ida. Compressed sperm. In waters, it dissolves and disperses. Each Great Dawn the Tellus Ocean is white with it. In the air, it remains compact—the most prized of all jewels. Enough of fluids. By the time the reef ship reached the deep north, the clams would be mature and the cold water would kill them. It would be a simple task to strip the hulk with high-pressure hoses, harvest the pearls, and bank the fortune.


  Five years makes a man fidgety for his investment. Arthur sent us weekly reports from the Sea Wardens and the Krid argosies. Month on month, year on year, I began to suspect that the truth had wandered far from those chart coordinates. I was not alone. I formed a consortium with my fellow investors and chartered a’rigible.


  And there at Map 60 North, 175 East, we found the ship—or what was left of it, so overgrown was it with Clams of Aphrodite. Our investment had been lined and lashed by four Krid cantoons: as we arrived, they were in the process of stripping it with halberds and grappling hooks. Already the decks and superstructure were green with clam meat and purple with Krid blood. Arthur stood in the stern frantically waving a Cross of St. Patrick flag, gesturing for us to get out, get away.


  Krid pirates were plundering our investment! Worse, Arthur was their prisoner. We were an unarmed aerial gadabout, so we turned tail and headed for the nearest Sea Warden castle to call for aid.


  Charmer. Bloody buggering charmer. I know he’s your flesh and blood, but . . . I should have thought! If he’d been captured by Krid pirates, they wouldn’t have let him wave a bloody flag to warn us.


  When we arrived with a constabulary cruiser, all we found was the capsized hulk of the planktoneer and a flock of avios gorging on clam offal. Duped! Pirates my arse—excuse me. Those four cantoons were laden to the gunwales with contract workers. He never had any intention of splitting the profits with us.


  The last we heard of him, he had converted the lot into Bank of Ishtar bearer bonds—better than gold—at Yez Tok and headed in-country. That was twelve years ago.


  Your brother cost me my business, Lady Granville-Hyde. It was a good business; I could have sold it, made a little pile. Bought a place on Ledekh Syant—maybe even made it back to Earth to see out my days to a decent calendar. Instead . . . Ach, what’s the use. Please believe me when I say that I bear your family no ill will—only your brother. If you do succeed in finding him—and if I haven’t, I very much doubt you will—remind him of that, and that he still owes me.


  
    Plate 3: V lilium aphrodite: the Archipelago sea lily. Walk-the-Water in Thekh: there is no comprehensible translation from Krid. A ubiquitous and fecund diurnal plant, it grows so aggressively in the Venerian Great Day that by Great Evening bays and harbors are clogged with blossoms and passage must be cleared by special bloom-breaker ships.


    Painted paper, watermarked Venerian tissue, inks, and scissor-scrolled card.

  


  So dear, so admirable a companion, the Princess Latufui. She knew I had been stinting with the truth in my excuse of shopping for paper, when I went to see the honorary consul down in Ledekh Port. Especially when I returned without any paper. I busied myself in the days before our sailing to Ishtaria on two cuts—the Sea Lily and the Ocean Mist Flower—even if it is not a flower, according to my Carfax’s Bestiary of the Inner Worlds. She was not fooled by my industry and I felt soiled and venal. All Tongan women have dignity, but the princess possesses such innate nobility that the thought of lying to her offends nature itself. The moral order of the universe is upset. How can I tell her that my entire visit to this world is a tissue of fabrications?


  
    —–—
  


  Weather again fair, with the invariable light winds and interminable gray sky. I am of Ireland, supposedly we thrive on permanent overcast, but even I find myself pining for a glimpse of sun. Poor Latufui: she grows wan for want of light. Her skin is waxy, her hair lusterless. We have a long time to wait for a glimpse of sun: Carfax states that the sky clears partially at the dawn and sunset of Venus’ Great Day. I hope to be off this world by then.


  Our ship, the Seventeen Notable Navigators, is a well-built, swift Krid jaicoona—among the Krid the females are the seafarers, but they equal the males of my world in the richness and fecundity of their taxonomy of ships. A jaicoona, it seems, is a fast catamaran steam packet, built for the archipelago trade. I have no sea legs, but the Seventeen Notable Navigators was the only option that would get us to Ishtaria in reasonable time. Princess Latufui tells me it is a fine and sturdy craft though built to alien dimensions: she has banged her head most painfully several times. Captain Highly-Able-at-Forecasting, recognizing a sister seafarer, engages the princess in lengthy conversations of an island-hopping, archipelagan nature, which remind Latufui greatly of her home islands. The other humans aboard are a lofty Thekh, and Hugo von Trachtenberg, a German in very high regard of himself, of that feckless type who think themselves gentleman adventurers but are little more than grandiose fraudsters. Nevertheless, he speaks Krid (as truly as any Terrene can) and acts as translator between princess and captain. It is a Venerian truth universally recognized that two unaccompanied women travelers must be in need of a male protector. The dreary hours Herr von Trachtenberg fills with his notion of gay chitchat! And in the evenings, the interminable games of Barrington. Von Trachtenberg claims to have gambled the game professionally in the cloud casinos: I let him win enough for the sensation to go to his head, then take him game after game. Ten times champion of the County Kildare mixed bridge championships is more than enough to beat his hide at Barrington. Still he does not get the message—yes, I am a wealthy widow, but I have no interest in jejune Prussians. Thus I retire to my cabin to begin my studies for the crescite dolium cut.


  Has this world a more splendid sight than the harbor of Yez Tok? It is a city most perpendicular, of pillars and towers, masts and spires. The tall funnels of the ships, bright with the heraldry of the Krid maritime families, blend with god-poles and lighthouses and customs towers and cranes of the harbor, which in turn yield to the tower houses and campaniles of the Bourse, the whole rising to merge with the trees of the Ishtarian Littoral Forest—pierced here and there by the conical roofs of the estancias of the Thent zavars and the gilded figures of the star gods on their minarets. That forest also rises, a cloth of green, to break into the rocky palisades of the Exx Palisades. And there—oh how thrilling!—glimpsed through mountain passes unimaginably high, a glittering glimpse of the snows of the altiplano. Snow. Cold. Bliss!


  It is only now, after reams of purple prose, that I realize what I was trying to say of Yez Tok: simply, it is city as botany—stems and trunks, boles and bracts, root and branch!


  And out there, in the city-that-is-a-forest, is the man who will guide me farther in my brother’s footsteps: Mr. Daniel Okiring.


  
    Plate 4: V crescite dolium: the Gourd of Plenty. A ubiquitous climbing plant of the Ishtari littoral, the Gourd of Plenty is so well adapted to urban environments that it would be considered a weed, but for the gourds, which contains a nectar prized as a delicacy among the coastal Thents. It is toxic to both Krid and humans.


    The papercut bears a note on the true scale, written in gold ink.

  


  THE HUNTER’S TALE


  HAVE YOU SEEN A JANTHAR? REALLY SEEN A JANTHAN? BLOODY magnificent, in the same way that a hurricane or an exploding volcano is magnificent. Magnificent and appalling. The films can never capture the sense of scale. Imagine a house, with fangs. And tusks. And spines. A house that can hit forty miles per hour. The films can never get the sheer sense of mass and speed—or the elegance and grace—that something so huge can be so nimble, so agile! And what the films can never, ever capture is the smell. They smell of curry. Vindaloo curry. Venerian body chemistry. But that’s why you never, ever eat curry on asjan. Out in the Stalva, the grass is tall enough to hide even a janthar. The smell is the only warning you get. You catch a whiff of vindaloo, you run.


  You always run. When you hunt janthar, there will always be a moment when it turns, and the janthar hunts you. You run. If you’re lucky, you’ll draw it onto the gunline. If not . . . The’thones of the Stalva have been hunting them this way for centuries. Coming-of-age thing. Like my own Maasai people. They give you a spear and point you in the general direction of a lion. Yes, I’ve killed a lion. I’ve also killed janthar—and run from even more.


  The’thones have a word for it: the pnem. The fool who runs.


  That’s how I met your brother. He applied to be a pnem for Okiring Asjans. Claimed experience over at Hunderewe with Costa’s hunting company. I didn’t need to call Costa to know he was a bullshitter. But I liked the fellow—he had charm and didn’t take himself too seriously. I knew he’d never last five minutes as a pnem. Took him on as a camp steward. They like the personal service, the hunting types. If you can afford to fly yourself and your friends on a jolly to Venus, you expect to have someone to wipe your arse for you. Charm works on these bastards. He’d wheedle his way into their affections and get them drinking. They’d invite him and before you knew it he was getting their life stories—and a lot more beside—out of them. He was a careful cove too—he’d always stay one drink behind them and be up early and sharp-eyed as a hawk the next morning. Bring them their bed tea. Fluff up their pillows. Always came back with the fattest tip. I knew what he was doing, but he did it so well—I’d taken him on, hadn’t I? So, an aristocrat. Why am I not surprised? Within three trips, I’d made him Maître de la Chasse. Heard he’d made and lost one fortune already . . . is that true? A jewel thief? Why am I not surprised by that either?


  The Thirtieth Earl of Mar fancied himself as a sporting type. Booked a three-month Grand Asjan; he and five friends, shooting their way up the Great Littoral to the Stalva. Wives, husbands, lovers, personal servants, twenty Thent asjanis and a caravan of forty graapa to carry their bags and baggage. They had one graap just for the champagne—they’d shipped every last drop of it from Earth. Made so much noise we cleared the forest for ten miles around. Bloody brutes—we’d set up hides at water holes so they could blast away from point-blank range. That’s not hunting. Every day they’d send a dozen bearers back with hides and trophies. I’m surprised there was anything left, the amount of metal they pumped into those poor beasts. The stench of rot . . . God! The sky was black with carrion avios.


  Your brother excelled himself: suave, in control, charming, witty, the soul of attention. Oh, most attentive. Especially to the Lady Mar . . . She was no kack-hand with the guns, but I think she tired of the boys-club antics of the gents. Or maybe it was just the sheer relentless slaughter. Either way, she increasingly remained in camp. Where your brother attended to her. Aristocrats—they sniff each other out.


  So Arthur poled the Lady Mar while we blasted our bloody, brutal, bestial way up onto the High Stalva. Nothing would do the thirtieth earl but to go after janthar. Three out of five asjanis never even come across a janthar. Ten percent of hunters who go for janthar don’t come back. Only ten percent! He liked those odds.


  Twenty-five sleeps we were up there, while Great Day turned to Great Evening. I wasn’t staying for night on the Stalva. It’s not just a different season, it’s a different world. Things come out of sleep, out of dens, out of the ground. No, not for all the fortune of the earls of Mar would I spend night on the Stalva.


  By then, we had abandoned the main camp. We carried bare rations, sleeping out beside our mounts with one ear tuned to the radio. Then the call came: Janthar sign! An asjani had seen a fresh path through a speargrass meadow five miles to the north of us. In a moment, we were mounted and tearing through the High Stalva. The earl rode like a madman, whipping his graap to reckless speed. Damn fool: of all the Stalva’s many grasslands, the tall pike-grass meadows were the most dangerous. A janthar could be right next to you and you wouldn’t see it. And the pike grass disorients, reflects sounds, turns you around. There was no advising the Earl of Mar and his chums, though. His wife hung back—she claimed her mount had picked up a little lameness. Why did I not say something when Arthur went back to accompany the Lady Mar! But my concern was how to get everyone out of the pike grass alive.


  Then the earl stabbed his shock goad into the flank of his graap, and before I could do anything he was off. My radio crackled—form a gunline! The mad fool was going to run the janthar himself. Aristocrats! Your pardon, ma’am. Moments later, his graap came crashing back through the pike grass to find its herd mates. My only hope was to form a gunline and hope—and pray—that he would lead the janthar right into our cross fire. It takes a lot of ordnance to stop a janthar. And in this kind of tall-grass terrain, where you can hardly see your hand in front of your face, I had to set the firing positions just right so the idiots wouldn’t blow each other to bits.


  I got them into some semblance of position. I held the center—the lakoo. Your brother and the Lady Mar I ordered to take jeft and garoon—the last two positions of the left wing of the gunline. Finally, I got them all to radio silence. The’thones teach you how to be still, and how to listen, and how to know what is safe and what is death. Silence, then a sustained crashing. My spotter called me, but I did not need her to tell me: that was the sound of death. I could only hope that the earl remembered to run in a straight line, and not to trip over anything, and that the gunline would fire in time . . . a hundred hopes. A hundred ways to die.


  Most terrifying sound in the world, a janthar in full pursuit! It sounds like it’s coming from everywhere at once. I yelled to the gunline; steady there, steady. Hold your fire! Then I smelled it. Clear, sharp: unmistakable. Curry. I put up the cry: Vindaloo! Vindaloo! And there was the mad earl, breaking out of the cane. Madman! What was he thinking! He was in the wrong place, headed in the wrong direction. The only ones who could cover him were Arthur and Lady Mar. And there, behind him: the janthar. Bigger than any I had ever seen. The Mother of All Janthar. The Queen of the High Stalva. I froze. We all froze. We might as well try to kill a mountain. I yelled to Arthur and Lady Mar. Shoot! Shoot now! Nothing. Shoot for the love of all the stars! Nothing. Shoot! Why didn’t they shoot?


  The’thones found the Thirtieth Earl of Mar spread over a hundred yards.


  They hadn’t shot because they weren’t there. They were at it like dogs—your brother and the Lady Mar, back where they had left the party. They hadn’t even heard the janthar.


  Strange woman, the Lady Mar. Her face barely moved when she learned of her husband’s terrible death. Like it was no surprise to her. Of course, she became immensely rich when the will went through. There was no question of your brother’s ever working for me again. Shame. I liked him. But I can’t help thinking that he was as much used as user in that sordid little affair. Did the Lady of Mar murder her husband? Too much left to chance. Yet it was a very convenient accident. And I can’t help but think that the thirtieth earl knew what his lady was up to; and a surfeit of cuckoldry drove him to prove he was a man.


  The janthar haunted the highlands for years. Became a legend. Every aristo idiot on the Inner Worlds who fancied himself a Great Terrene Hunter went after it. None of them ever got it though it claimed five more lives. The Human-Slayer of the Selva. In the end it stumbled into a’thone clutch trap and died on a pungi stake, eaten away by gangrene. So we all pass. No final run, no gunline, no trophies.


  Your brother—as I said, I liked him though I never trusted him. He left when the scandal broke—went up-country, over the Stalva into the Palisade country. I heard a rumor he’d joined a mercenary javrost unit, fighting up on the altiplano.


  Botany, is it? Safer business than Big Game.


  
    Plate 5: V trifex aculeatum: Stannage’s Bird-Eating Trifid. Native of the Great Littoral Forest of Ishtaria. Carnivorous in its habits; it lures smaller, nectar-feeding avios with its sweet exudate, then stings them to death with its whiplike style and sticky, poisoned stigma.


    Cutpaper, inks, folded tissue.

  


  The princess is brushing her hair. This she does every night, whether in Tonga, or Ireland, on Earth, or aboard a space-crosser, or on Venus. The ritual is invariable. She kneels, unpins, and uncoils her tight bun and lets her hair fall to its natural length, which is to the waist. Then she takes two silver-backed brushes, and, with great and vigorous strokes, brushes her hair from the crown of her head to the tips. One hundred strokes, which she counts in a Tongan rhyme that I very much love to hear.


  When she is done, she cleans the brushes, returns them to the baize-lined case, then takes a bottle of coconut oil and works it through her hair. The air is suffused with the sweet smell of coconut. It reminds me so much of the whin flowers of home, in the spring. She works patiently and painstakingly, and when she has finished, she rolls her hair back into its bun and pins it. A simple, dedicated, repetitive task, but it moves me almost to tears.


  Her beautiful hair! How dearly I love my friend Latufui!


  
    —–—
  


  We are sleeping at a hohvandha, a Thent roadside inn, on the Grand North Road in Canton Hoa in the Great Littoral Forest. Tree branches scratch at my window shutters. The heat, the humidity, the animal noise are all overpowering. We are far from the cooling breezes of the Vestal Sea. I wilt, though Latufui relishes the warmth. The arboreal creatures of this forest are deeper-voiced than in Ireland; bellings and honkings and deep booms. How I wish we could spend the night here—Great Night—for my Carfax tells me that the Ishtarian Littoral Forest contains this world’s greatest concentration of luminous creatures—fungi, plants, animals, and those peculiarly Venerian phyla in between. It is almost as bright as day. I have made some daytime studies of the Star Flower—no Venerian Botanica can be complete without it—but for it to succeed, I must hope that there is a supply of luminous paint at Loogaza, where we embark for the crossing of the Stalva.


  My dear Latufui has finished now and closed away her brushes in their green baize-lined box. So faithful and true a friend! We met in Nuku’alofa on the Tongan leg of my Botanica of the South Pacific. The king, her father, had issued the invitation—he was a keen collector—and at the reception I was introduced to his very large family, including Latufui, and was immediately charmed by her sense, dignity, and vivacity. She invited me to tea the following day—a very grand affair—where she confessed that as a minor princess, her only hope of fulfilment was in marrying well—an institution in which she had no interest. I replied that I had visited the South Pacific as a time apart from Lord Rathangan—it had been clear for some years that he had no interest in me (nor I in him). We were two noble ladies of compatible needs and temperaments, and there and then we became firmest friends and inseparable companions. When Patrick shot himself and Rathangan passed into my possession, it was only natural that the princess move in with me.


  I cannot conceive of life without Latufui; yet I am deeply ashamed that I have not been totally honest in my motivations for this Venerian expedition. Why can I not trust? Oh secrets! Oh simulations!


  
    V stellafloris noctecandentis: the Venerian Starflower. Its name is the same in Thent, Thekh, and Krid. Now a popular Terrestrial garden plant, where it is known as glow berry, though the name is a misnomer. Its appearance is a bunch of night-luminous white berries, though the berries are in fact globular bracts, with the bioluminous flower at the center. Selective strains of this flower traditionally provide illumination in Venerian settlements during the Great Night.


    Paper, luminous paint (not reproduced). The original papercut is mildly radioactive.

  


  By high train to Camahoo.


  We have our own carriage. It is of aged gothar wood, still fragrant and spicy. The hammocks do not suit me at all. Indeed, the whole train has a rocking, swaying lollop that makes me seasick. In the caravanserai at Loogaza, the contraption looked both ridiculous and impractical. But here, in the high grass, its ingenuity reveals itself. The twenty-foot-high wheels carry us high above the grass, though I am in fear of grass fires—the steam tractor at the head of the train does throw off the most ferocious pother of soot and embers.


  I am quite content to remain in my carriage and work on my Stalva-grass study—I think this may be most sculptural. The swaying makes for many a slip with the scissor, but I think I have caught the feathery, almost downy nature of the flower heads. Of a maritime people, the princess is at home in this rolling ocean of grass and spends much of her time on the observation balcony, watching the patterns the wind draws across the grasslands.


  It was there that she fell into conversation with the Honorable Cormac de Buitlear, a fellow Irishman. Inevitably, he ingratiated himself and within minutes was taking tea in our carriage. The Inner Worlds are infested with young men claiming to be the junior sons of minor Irish gentry, but a few minutes’ gentle questioning revealed not only that he was indeed the Honorable Cormac—of the Bagenalstown De Buitlears—but a relative, close enough to know of my husband’s demise, and the scandal of the Blue Empress.


  Our conversation went like this.


  HIMSELF: The Grangegorman Hydes. My father used to knock around with your elder brother—what was he called?


  MYSELF: Richard.


  HIMSELF: The younger brother—wasn’t he a bit of a black sheep? I remember there was this tremendous scandal. Some jewel—a sapphire as big as a thrush’s egg. Yes—that was the expression they used in the papers. A thrush’s egg. What was it called?


  MYSELF: The Blue Empress.


  HIMSELF: Yes! That was it. Your grandfather was presented it by some Martian princess. Services rendered.


  MYSELF: He helped her escape across the Tharsis steppe in the revolution of ’11, then organized the White Brigades to help her regain the Jasper Throne.


  HIMSELF: Your brother, not the old boy. You woke up one morning to find the stone gone and him vanished. Stolen.


  I could see that Princess Latufui found the Honorable Cormac’s bluntness distressing, but if one claims the privileges of a noble family, one must also claim the shames.


  MYSELF: It was never proved that Arthur stole the Blue Empress.


  HIMSELF: No, no. But you know how tongues wag in the country. And his disappearance was, you must admit, timely. How long ago was that now? God, I must have been a wee gossoon.


  MYSELF: Fifteen years.


  HIMSELF: Fifteen years! And not a word? Do you know if he’s even alive?


  MYSELF: We believe he fled to the Inner Worlds. Every few years we hear of a sighting, but most of them are so contrary, we dismiss them. He made his choice. As for the Blue Empress: broken up and sold long ago, I don’t doubt.


  HIMSELF: And here I find you on a jaunt across one of the Inner Worlds.


  MYSELF: I am creating a new album of papercuts. The Botanica Veneris.


  HIMSELF: Of course. If I might make so bold, Lady Rathangan: the Blue Empress: do you believe Arthur took it?


  And I made him no verbal answer but gave the smallest shake of my head.


  Princess Latufui had been restless all this evening—the time before sleep, that is: Great Evening was still many Terrene days off. Can we ever truly adapt to the monstrous Venerian calendar? Arthur has been on this world for fifteen years—has he drifted not just to another world, but another clock, another calendar? I worked on my Stalva-grass cut—I find that curving the leaf-bearing nodes gives the necessary three-dimensionality—but my heart was not in it. Latufui sipped at tea and fumbled at stitching and pushed newspapers around until eventually she threw open the cabin door in frustration and demanded that I join her on the balcony.


  The rolling travel of the high train made me grip the rail for dear life, but the high plain was as sharp and fresh as if starched, and there, a long line on the horizon beyond the belching smokestack and pumping pistons of the tractor, were the Palisades of Exx: a gray wall from one horizon to the other. Clouds hid the peaks, like a curtain lowered from the sky.


  Dark against the gray mountains, I saw the spires of the observatories of Camahoo. This was the Thent homeland; and I was apprehensive, for among those towers and minarets is a hoondahvi, a Thent opium den, owned by the person who might be able to tell me the next part of my brother’s story—a story increasingly disturbing and dark. A person who is not human.


  “Ida, dear friend. There is a thing I must ask you.”


  “Anything, dear Latufui.”


  “I must tell you, it is not a thing that can be asked softly.”


  My heart turned over in my chest. I knew what Latufui would ask.


  “Ida: have you come to this world to look for your brother?”


  She did me the courtesy of a direct question. No preamble, no preliminary sifting through her doubts and evidences. I owed it a direct answer.


  “Yes,” I said. “I have come to find Arthur.”


  “I thought so.”


  “For how long?”


  “Since Ledekh-Olkoi. Ah, I cannot say the words right. When you went to get papers and gum and returned empty-handed.”


  “I went to see a Mr. Stafford Grimes. I had information that he had met my brother soon after his arrival on this world. He directed me to Mr. Okiring, a retired asjan-hunter in Yez Tok.”


  “And Cama-oo? Is this another link in the chain?”


  “It is. But the Botanica is no sham. I have an obligation to my backers—you know the state of my finances as well as I, Latufui. The late Count Rathangan was a profligate man. He ran the estate into the ground.”


  “I could wish you had trusted me. All those weeks of planning and organizing. The maps, the itineraries, the tickets, the transplanetary calls to agents and factors. I was so excited! A journey to another world! But for you, there was always something else. None of that was the whole truth. None of it was honest.”


  “Oh, my dear Latufui . . .” But how could I say that I had not told her because I feared what Arthur might have become. Fears that seemed to be borne out by every ruined life that had touched his. What would I find? Did anything remain of the wild, carefree boy I remembered chasing old Bunty the dog across the summer lawns of Grangegorman? Would I recognize him? Worse, would he listen to me? “There is a wrong to right. An old debt to be canceled. It’s a family thing.”


  “I live in your house but not in your family,” Princess Latufui said. Her words were barbed with truth. They tore me. “We would not do that in Tonga. Your ways are different. And I thought I was more than a companion.”


  “Oh, my dear Latufui.” I took her hands in mine. “My dear dear Latufui. Your are far far more to me than a companion. You are my life. But you of all people should understand my family. We are on another world, but we are not so far from Rathangan, I think. I am seeking Arthur, and I do not know what I will find, but I promise you, what he says to me, I will tell to you. Everything.”


  Now she laid her hands over mine, and there we stood, cupping hands on the balcony rail, watching the needle spires of Camahoo rise from the grass spears of the Stalva.


  
    V vallumque foenum: Stalva Pike Grass. Another non-Terrene that is finding favor in Terrestrial ornamental gardens. Earth never receives sufficient sunlight for it to attain its full Stalva height. Yetten in the Stalva Thent dialect.


    Card, onionskin paper, corrugated paper, paint. This papercut is unique in that it unfolds into three parts. The original, in the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin, is always displayed unfolded.

  


  THE MERCENARY’S TALE


  IN THE NAME OF THE LEADER OF THE STARRY SKIES AND THE Ever-Circling Spiritual Family, welcome to my hoondahvi. May apsas speak; may gavanda sing, may the thoo impart their secrets!


  I understand completely that you have not come to drink. But the greeting is standard. We pride ourself on being the most traditional hoondahvi in Exxaa Canton.


  Is the music annoying? No? Most Terrenes find it aggravating. It’s an essential part of the hoondahvi experience, I am afraid.


  Your brother, yes. How could I forget him? I owe him my life.


  He fought like a man who hated fighting. Up on the altiplano, when we smashed open the potteries and set the Porcelain Towns afire up and down the Valley of the Kilns, there were those who blazed with love and joy at the slaughter and those whose faces were so dark it was as if their souls were clogged with soot. Your brother was one of those. Human expressions are hard for us to read—your faces are wood, like masks. But I saw his face and knew that he loathed what he did. That was what made him the best of javrosts. I am an old career soldier; I have seen many many come to our band. The ones in love with violence: unless they can take discipline, we turn them away. But when a mercenary hates what he does for his silver, there must be a greater darkness driving him. There is a thing they hate more than the violence they do.


  Are you sure the music is tolerable? Our harmonies and chord patterns apparently create unpleasant electrical resonance in the human brain. Like small seizures. We find it most reassuring. Like the rhythm of the kittening womb.


  Your brother came to us in the dawn of Great Day 6817. He could ride a graap, bivouac, cook, and was handy with both bolt and blade. We never ask questions of our javrosts—in time they answer them all themselves—but rumors blow on the wind like thagoon down. He was a minor aristocrat, he was a gambler; he was a thief, he was a murderer; he was a seducer, he was a traitor. Nothing to disqualify him. Sufficient to recommend him.


  In Old Days the Duke of Yoo disputed mightily with her neighbor the Duke of Hetteten over who rightly ruled the altiplano and its profitable potteries. From time immemorial, it had been a place beyond: independently minded and stubborn of spirit, with little respect for gods or dukes. Wars were fought down generations, laying waste to fames and fortunes, and when in the end, the House of Yoo prevailed, the peoples of the plateau had forgotten they ever had lords and mistresses and debts of fealty. It is a law of earth and stars alike that people should be well governed, obedient, and quiet in their ways, so the Duke of Yoo embarked on a campaign of civil discipline. Her house corps had been decimated in the Porcelain Wars, so House Yoo hired mercenaries. Among them, my former unit, Gellet’s Javrosts.


  They speak of us still, up on the plateau. We are the monsters of their Great Nights, the haunters of their children’s dreams. We are legend. We are Gellet’s Javrosts. We are the new demons.


  For one Great Day and Great Night, we ran free. We torched the topless star shrines of Javapanda and watched them burn like chimneys. We smashed the funerary jars and trampled the bones of the illustrious dead of Toohren. We overturned the houses of the holy, burned elders and kits in their homes. We lassoed rebels and dragged them behind our graapa, round and round the village, until all that remained was a bloody rope. We forced whole communities from their homes, driving them across the altiplano until the snow heaped their bodies. And Arthur was at my side. We were not friends—there is too much history on this world for human and Thent ever to be that. He was my badoon. You do not have a concept for it, let alone a word. A passionate colleague. A brother who is not related. A fellow devotee . . .


  We killed and we killed and we killed. And in our wake came the Duke of Yoo’s soldiers—restoring order, rebuilding towns, offering defense against the murderous renegades. It was all strategy. The Duke of Yoo knew the plateauneers would never love her, but she could be their savior. Therefore, a campaign of final outrages was planned. Such vileness! We were ordered to Glehenta, a pottery town at the head of Valley of the Kilns. There we would enter the glotoonas—the birthing creches—and slaughter every infant down to the last kit. We rode, Arthur at my side, and though human emotions are strange and distant to me, I knew them well enough to read the storm in his heart. Night snow was falling as we entered Glehenta, lit by ten thousand starflowers. The people locked their doors and cowered from us. Through the heart of town we rode; past the great conical kilns, to the glotoonas. Matres flung themselves before our graapa—we rode them down. Arthur’s face was darker than the Great Midnight. He broke formation and rode up to Gellet himself. I went to him. I saw words between your brother and our commander. I did not hear them. Then Arthur drew his blasket and in a single shot blew the entire top of Gellet’s body to ash. In the fracas, I shot down three of our troop; then we were racing through the glowing streets, our hooves clattering on the porcelain cobbles, the erstwhile Gellet’s Javrosts behind us.


  And so we saved them. For the Duke of Yoo had arranged it so that her Ducal Guard would fall upon us even as we attacked, annihilate us, and achieve two notable victories: presenting themselves as the saviors of Glehenta and destroying any evidence of their scheme. Your brother and I sprung the trap. But we did not know until leagues and months later, far from the altiplano. At the foot of the Ten Thousand Stairs, we parted—we thought it safer. We never saw each other again though I heard he had gone back up the stairs, to the Pelerines. And if you do find him, please don’t tell him what became of me. This is a shameful place.


  And I am ashamed that I have told you such dark and bloody truths about your brother. But at the end, he was honorable. He was right. That he saved the guilty—an unintended consequence. Our lives are made up of such.


  Certainly, we can continue outside on the hoondahvi porch. I did warn you that the music was irritating to human sensibilities.


  
    V lucerna vesperum: Schaefferia: the Evening Candle. A solitary tree of the foothills of the Exx Palisades of Ishtaria, the Schaefferia is noted for its many upright, luminous blossoms, which flower in Venerian Great Evening and Great Dawn.


    Only the blossoms are reproduced. Card, folded and cut tissue, luminous paint (not reproduced). The original is also slightly radioactive.

  


  A cog railway runs from Camahoo Terminus to the Convent of the Starry Pelerines. The Starsview Special takes pilgrims to see the stars and planets. Our carriage is small, luxurious, intricate, and ingenious in that typically Thent fashion, and terribly tedious. The track has been constructed in a helix inside Awk Mountain, so our journey consists of interminable, noisy spells inside the tunnel, punctuated by brief, blinding moments of clarity as we emerge onto the open face of the mountain. Not for the vertiginous!


  Thus, hour upon hour, we spiral our way up Mount Awk.


  Princess Latufui and I play endless games of Moon Whist, but our minds are not in it. My forebodings have darkened after my conversation with the Thent hoondahvi owner in Camahoo. The princess is troubled by my anxiety. Finally, she can bear it no more.


  “Tell me about the Blue Empress. Tell me everything.”


  I grew up with two injunctions in case of fire: save the dogs and the Blue Empress. For almost all my life, the jewel was a ghost stone—present but unseen, haunting Grangegorman and the lives it held. I have a memory from earliest childhood of seeing the stone—never touching it—but I do not trust the memory. Imaginings too easily become memories, memories imaginings.


  We are not free in so many things, we of the landed class. Richard would inherit, Arthur would make a way in the worlds, and I would marry as well as I could—land to land. The Barony of Rathangan was considered one of the most desirable in Kildare, despite Patrick’s seeming determination to drag it to the bankruptcy court. A match was made, and he was charming and bold; a fine sportsman and a very handsome man. It was an equal match: snide comments from both halves of the county. The Blue Empress was part of my treasure—on the strict understanding that it remain in the custody of my lawyers. Patrick argued—and it was there that I first got an inkling of his true character—and the wedding was off the wedding was on the wedding was off the wedding was on again and the banns posted. A viewing was arranged, for his people to itemize and value the Hyde treasure. For the first time in long memory, the Blue Empress was taken from its safe and displayed to human view. Blue as the wide Atlantic it was, and as boundless and clear. You could lose yourself forever in the light inside that gem. And yes, it was the size of a thrush’s egg.


  And then the moment that all the stories agree on: the lights failed. Not so unusual at Grangegorman—the same grandfather who brought back the Blue Empress installed the hydro plant—and when they came back on again; the sapphire was gone: baize and case and everything.


  We called upon the honor of all present, ladies and gentlemen alike. The lights would be put out for five minutes, and when they were switched back on, the Blue Empress would be back in the Hyde treasury. It was not. Our people demanded we call the police, Patrick’s people, mindful of their client’s attraction to scandal, were less insistent. We would make a further appeal to honor: if the Blue Empress was not back by morning, then we would call the guards.


  Not only was the Blue Empress still missing, so was Arthur.


  We called the Garda Siochana. The last we heard was that Arthur had left for the Inner Worlds.


  The wedding went ahead. It would have been a greater scandal to call it off. We were two families alike in notoriety. Patrick could not let it go: he went to his grave believing that Arthur and I had conspired to keep the Blue Empress out of his hands. I have no doubt that Patrick would have found a way of forcing me to sign over possession of the gem to him and would have sold it. Wastrel.


  As for the Blue Empress: I feel I am very near to Arthur now. One cannot run forever. We will meet, and the truth will be told.


  Then light flooded our carriage as the train emerged from the tunnel onto the final ramp and there, before us, its spires and domes dusted with snow blown from the high peaks, was the Convent of the Starry Pelerines.


  
    V aquilonis vitis visionum: the Northern Littoral, or Ghost Vine. A common climber of the forests of the southern slopes of the Ishtari altiplano, domesticated and widely grown in Thent garden terraces. Its white, trumpet-shaped flowers are attractive, but the plant is revered for its berries. When crushed, the infused liquor known as pula creates powerful auditory hallucinations in Venerian physiology and forms the basis of the Thent mystical hoondahvi cult. In Terrenes, it produces a strong euphoria and a sense of omnipotence.


    Alkaloid-infused paper. Ida Granville-Hyde used Thent Ghost-Vine liquor to tint and infuse the paper in this cut. It is reported to be still mildly hallucinogenic.

  


  THE PILGRIM’S TALE


  YOU’LL COME OUT ONTO THE BELVEDERE? IT’S SUPPOSED TO BE off-limits to Terrenes—technically blasphemy—sacred space and all that—but the pelerines turn a blind eye. Do excuse the cough . . . ghastly, isn’t it? Sounds like a bag of bloody loose change. I don’t suppose the cold air does much for my dear old alveoli, but at this stage it’s all a matter of damn.


  That’s Gloaming Peak there. You won’t see it until the cloud clears. Every Great Evening, every Great Dawn, for a few Earth-days at a time, the cloud breaks. It goes up, oh so much farther than you could ever imagine. You look up, and up, and up—and beyond it, you see the stars. That’s why the pelerines came here. Such a sensible religion. The stars are gods. One star, one god. Simple. No faith, no heaven, no punishment, no sin. Just look up and wonder. The Blue Pearl: that’s what they call our Earth. I wonder if that’s why they care for us. Because we’re descended from divinity? If only they knew! They really are very kind.


  Excuse me. Bloody marvelous stuff, this Thent brew. I’m in no pain at all. I find it quite reassuring that I shall slip from this too too rancid flesh swaddled in a blanket of beatific thoughts and analgesic glow. They’re very kind, the pelerines. Very kind.


  Now, look to your right. There. Do you see? That staircase, cut into the rock, winding up up up. The Ten Thousand Stairs. That’s the old way to the altiplano. Everything went up and down those steps: people, animals, goods, palanquins and stick-stick men, traders and pilgrims and armies. Your brother. I watched him go, from this very belvedere. Three years ago, or was it five? You never really get used to the Great Day. Time blurs.


  We were tremendous friends, the way that addicts are. You wouldn’t have come this far without realizing some truths about your brother. Our degradation unites us. Dear thing. How we’d set the world to rights, over flask after flask of this stuff! He realized the truth of this place early on. It’s the way to the stars. God’s waiting room. And we, this choir of shambling wrecks, wander through it, dazzled by our glimpses of the stars. But he was a dear friend, a dear dear friend. Dear Arthur.


  We’re all darkened souls here, but he was haunted. Things done and things left undone, like the prayer book says. My father was a vicar—can’t you tell? Arthur never spoke completely about his time with the javrosts. He hinted—I think he wanted to tell me, very much, but was afraid of giving me his nightmares. That old saw about a problem shared being a problem halved? Damnable lie. A problem shared is a problem doubled. But I would find him up here all times of the Great Day and Night, watching the staircase and the caravans and stick convoys going up and down. Altiplano porcelain, he’d say. Finest in all the worlds. So fine you can read the Bible through it. Every cup, every plate, every vase and bowl, was portered down those stairs on the shoulders of a stickman. You know he served up on the altiplano, in the Duke of Yoo’s Pacification. I wasn’t here then, but Aggers was, and he said you could see the smoke going up—endless plumes of smoke, so thick the sky didn’t clear and the pelerines went for a whole Great Day without seeing the stars. All Arthur would say about it was, that’ll make some fine china. That’s what made porcelain from the Valley of the Kilns so fine: bones—the bones of the dead, ground up into powder. He would never drink from a Valley cup—he said it was drinking from a skull.


  Here’s another thing about addicts—you never get rid of it. All you do is replace one addiction with another. The best you can hope for is that it’s a better addiction. Some become god addicts, some throw themselves into worthy deeds, or self-improvement, or fine thoughts, or helping others, God help us all. Me, my lovely little vice is sloth—I really am an idle little bugger. It’s so easy, letting the seasons slip away; slothful days and indolent nights, coughing my life up one chunk at a time. For Arthur, it was the visions. Arthur saw wonders and horrors, angels and demons, hopes and fears. True visions—the things that drive men to glory or death. Visionary visions. It lay up on the altiplano, beyond the twists and turns of the Ten Thousand Steps. I could never comprehend what it was, but it drove him. Devoured him. Ate his sleep, ate his appetite, ate his body and his soul and his sanity.


  It was worse in the Great Night . . . Everything’s worse in the Great Night. The snow would come swirling down the staircase and he saw things in it—faces—heard voices. The faces and voices of the people who had died, up there on the altiplano. He had to follow them, go up, into the Valley of the Kilns, where he would ask the people to forgive him—or kill him.


  And he went. I couldn’t stop him—I didn’t want to stop him. Can you understand that? I watched him from this very belvedere. The pelerines are not our warders, any of us is free to leave at any time though I’ve never seen anyone leave but Arthur. He left in the evening, with the lilac light catching Gloaming Peak. He never looked back. Not a glance to me. I watched him climb the steps to that bend there. That’s where I lost sight of him. I never saw or heard of him again. But stories come down the stairs with the stickmen and they make their way even to this little aerie, stories of a seer—a visionary. I look and I imagine I see smoke rising, up there on the altiplano.


  It’s a pity you won’t be here to see the clouds break around the Gloaming, or look at the stars.


  
    V genetric nives: Mother-of-snows (direct translation from Thent). Ground-civer hi-alpine of the Exx Palisades. The plant forms extensive carpets of thousands of minute white blossoms.


    The most intricate papercut in the Botanica Veneris. Each floret is three millimeters in diameter. Paper, ink, gouache.

  


  A high-stepping spider-car took me up the Ten Thousand Steps, past caravans of stickmen, spines bent, shoulders warped beneath brutal loads of finest porcelain.


  The twelve cuts of the Botanica Veneris I have given to the princess, along with descriptions and botanical notes. She would not let me leave, clung to me, wracked with great sobs of loss and fear. It was dangerous; a sullen land with Great Night coming. I could not convince her of my reason for heading up the stairs alone, for they did not convince even me. The one, true reason I could not tell her. Oh, I have been despicable to her! My dearest friend, my love. But worse even than that, false.


  She stood watching my spider-car climb the steps until a curve in the staircase took me out of her sight. Must the currency of truth always be falsehood?


  Now I think of her spreading her long hair out, and brushing it, firmly, directly, beautifully, and the pen falls from my fingers . . .


  Egayhazy is a closed city; hunched, hiding, tight. Its streets are narrow, its buildings lean toward one another; their gables so festooned with starflower that it looks like a perpetual festival. Nothing could be further from the truth: Egayhazy is an angry city, aggressive and cowed: sullen. I keep my Ledbekh-Teltai in my bag. But the anger is not directed at me, though from the story I heard at the Camahoo hoondahvi, my fellow humans on this world have not graced our species. It is the anger of a country under occupation. On walls and doors, the proclamations of the Duke of Yoo are plastered layer upon layer: her pennant, emblazoned with the four white hands of House Yoo, flies from public buildings, the radio-station mast, tower tops, and the gallows. Her Javrosts patrol streets so narrow that their graapa can barely squeeze through them. At their passage, the citizens of Egayhazy flash jagged glares, mutter altiplano oaths. And there is another sigil: an eight-petaled flower; a blue so deep it seems almost to shine. I see it stenciled hastily on walls and doors and the occupation-force posters. I see it in little badges sewn to the quilted jackets of the Egayhazians; and in tiny glass jars in low-set windows. In the market of Yent, I witnessed Javrosts overturn and smash a vegetable stall that dared to offer a few posies of this blue bloom.


  The staff at my hotel were suspicious when they saw me working up some sketches from memory of this blue flower of dissent. I explained my work and showed some photographs and asked, what was this flower? A common plant of the high altiplano, they said. It grows up under the breath of the high snow; small and tough and stubborn. Its most remarkable feature is that it blooms when no other flower does—in the dead of the Great Night. The Midnight Glory was one name though it had another, newer, which entered common use since the occupation: the Blue Empress.


  I knew there and then that I had found Arthur.


  A pall of sulfurous smoke hangs permanently over the Valley of Kilns, lit with hellish tints from the glow of the kilns below. A major ceramics center on a high, treeless plateau? How are the kilns fueled? Volcanic vents do the firing, but they turn this long defile in the flank of Mount Tooloowera into a little hell of clay, bones, smashed porcelain, sand, slag, and throat-searing sulfur. Glehenta is the last of the Porcelain Towns, wedged into the head of the valley, where the river Iddis still carries a memory of freshness and cleanliness. The pottery houses, like upturned vases, lean toward one another like companionable women.


  And there is the house to which my questions guided me: as my informants described; not the greatest but perhaps the meanest; not the foremost but perhaps the most prominent, tucked away in an alley. From its roof flies a flag, and my breath caught: not the Four White Hands of Yoo—never that, but neither the Blue Empress. The smoggy wind tugged at the hand-and-dagger of the Hydes of Grangegorman.


  Swift action: to hesitate would be to falter and fail, to turn and walk away, back down the Valley of the Kilns and the Ten Thousand Steps. I rattle the ceramic chimes. From inside, a huff and sigh. Then a voice: worn ragged, stretched and tired, but unmistakable.


  “Come on in. I’ve been expecting you.”


  
    V crepitant movebitvolutans: Wescott’s Wandering Star. A wind-mobile vine, native of the Ishtaria altiplano, that grows into a tight spherical web of vines which, in the Venerian Great Day, becomes detached from an atrophied root stock and rolls cross-country, carried on the wind. A central calyx contains woody nuts that produce a pleasant rattling sound as the Wandering Star is in motion.


    Cut paper, painted, layed, and gummed. Perhaps the most intricate of the Venerian papercuts.

  


  THE SEER’S STORY


  TEA?


  I have it sent up from Camahoo when the stickmen make the return trip. Proper tea. Irish breakfast. It’s very hard to get the water hot enough at this altitude, but it’s my little ritual. I should have asked you to bring some. I’ve known you were looking for me from the moment you set out from Loogaza. You think anyone can wander blithely into Glehenta?


  Tea.


  You look well. The years have been kind to you. I look like shit. Don’t deny it. I know it. I have an excuse. I’m dying, you know. The liquor of the vine—it takes as much as it gives. And this world is hard on humans. The Great Days—you never completely adjust—and the climate: if it’s not the thin air up here, it’s the molds and fungi and spores down there. And the ultraviolet. It dries you out, withers you up. The town healer must have frozen twenty melanomas off me. No, I’m dying. Rotten inside. A leather bag of mush and bones. But you look very well, Ida. So, Patrick shot himself? Fifteen years too late, says I. He could have spared all of us . . . enough of that. But I’m glad you’re happy. I’m glad you have someone who cares, to treat you the way you should be treated.


  I am the Merciful One, the Seer, the Prophet of the Blue Pearl, the Earth Man, and I am dying.


  I walked down that same street you walked down. I didn’t ride, I walked, right through the center of town. I didn’t know what to expect. Silence. A mob. Stones. Bullets. To walk right through and out the other side without a door opening to me. I almost did. At the very last house, the door opened and an old man came out and stood in front of me so that I could not pass. “I know you.” He pointed at me. “You came the night of the Javrosts.” I was certain then that I would die, and that seemed not so bad a thing to me. “You were the merciful one, the one who spared our young.” And he went into the house and brought me a porcelain cup of water and I drank it down, and here I remain. The Merciful One.


  They have decided that I am to lead them to glory, or, more likely, to death. It’s justice, I suppose. I have visions you see—pula flashbacks. It works differently on Terrenes than Thents. Oh, they’re hardheaded enough not to believe in divine inspiration or any of that rubbish. They need a figurehead—the repentant mercenary is a good role, and the odd bit of mumbo jumbo from the inside of my addled head doesn’t go amiss.


  Is your tea all right? It’s very hard to get the water hot enough this high. Have I said that before? Ignore me—the flashbacks. Did I tell you I’m dying? But it’s good to see you; oh how long is it?


  And Richard? The children? And Grangegorman? And is Ireland . . . of course. What I would give for an eyeful of green, for a glimpse of summer sun, a blue sky.


  So, I have been a con man and a lover, a soldier and an addict, and now I end my time as a revolutionary. It is surprisingly easy. The Group of Seven Altiplano Peoples’ Liberation Army does the work: I release gnomic pronouncements that run like grass fire from here to Egayhazy. I did come up with the Blue Empress motif: the Midnight Glory: blooming in the dark, under the breath of the high snows. Apt. They’re not the most poetic of people, these potters. We drove the Duke of Yoo from the Valley of the Kilns and the Ishtar Plain: she is resisted everywhere, but she will not relinquish her claim on the altiplano so lightly. You’ve been in Egayhazy—you’ve seen the forces she’s moving up here. Armies are mustering, and my agents report’rigibles coming through the passes in the Palisades. An assault will come. The Duke has an alliance with House Shorth—some agreement to divide the altiplano up between them. We’re outnumbered. Outmaneuvered and outsupplied, and we have nowhere to run. They’ll be at each other’s throats within a Great Day, but that’s a matter of damn for us. The Duke may spare the kilns—they’re the source of wealth. Matter of damn to me. I’ll not see it, one way or other. You should leave, Ida. Pula and local wars—never get sucked into them.


  Ah. Unh. Another flashback. They’re getting briefer, but more intense.


  Ida, you are in danger. Leave before night—they’ll attack in the night. I have to stay. The Merciful One, the Seer, the Prophet of the Blue Pearl, can’t abandon his people. But it was good, so good of you to come. This is a terrible place. I should never have come here. The best traps are the slowest. In you walk, through all the places and all the lives and all the years, never thinking that you are already in the trap, then you go to turn around, and it has closed behind you. Ida, go as soon as you can . . . go right now. You should never have come. But . . . oh, how I hate the thought of dying up here on this terrible plain! To see Ireland again . . .


  
    V volanti musco: Altiplano Air-moss. The papercut shows part of a symbiotic lighter-than-air creature of the Ishtari altiplano. The plant part consists of curtains of extremely light hanging moss that gather water from the air and low clouds. The animal part is not reproduced.


    Shredded paper, gum.

  


  He came to the door of his porcelain house, leaning heavily on a stick, a handkerchief pressed to mouth and nose against the volcanic fumes. I had tried to plead with him to leave, but whatever else he has become, he is a Hyde of Grangegorman, and stubborn as an old donkey. There is a wish for death in him; something old and strangling and relentless with the gentlest eyes.


  “I have something for you,” I said, and I gave him the box without ceremony.


  His eyebrows rose when he opened it.


  “Ah.”


  “I stole the Blue Empress.”


  “I know.”


  “I had to keep it out of Patrick’s hands. He would have broken and wasted it, like he broke and wasted everything.” Then my slow mind, so intent on saying this confession right, that I had practiced on the space-crosser, and in every room and every mode of conveyance on my journey across this world, flower to flower, story to story: my middle-aged mind tripped over Arthur’s two words. “You knew?”


  “All along.”


  “You never thought that maybe Richard, maybe Father, or Mammy, or one of the staff had taken it?”


  “I had no doubt that it was you, for those very reasons you said. I chose to keep your secret, and I have.”


  “Arthur, Patrick is dead, Rathangan is mine. You can come home now.”


  “Ah, if it were so easy!”


  “I have a great forgiveness to ask from you, Arthur.”


  “No need. I did it freely. And do you know what, I don’t regret what I did. I was notorious—the Honorable Arthur Hyde, jewel thief and scoundrel. That has currency out in the worlds. It speaks reams that none of the people I used it on asked to see the jewel, or the fortune I presumably had earned from selling it. Not one. Everything I have done, I have done on reputation alone. It’s an achievement. No, I won’t go home, Ida. Don’t ask me to. Don’t raise that phantom before me. Fields of green and soft Kildare mornings. I’m valued here. The people are very kind. I’m accepted. I have virtues. I’m not the minor son of Irish gentry with no land and the arse hanging out of his pants. I am the Merciful One, the Prophet of the Blue Pearl.”


  “Arthur, I want you to have the jewel.”


  He recoiled as if I had offered him a scorpion.


  “I will not have it. I will not touch it. It’s an ill-favored thing. Unlucky. There are no sapphires on this world. You can never touch the Blue Pearl. Take it back to the place it came from.”


  For a moment, I wondered if he was suffering from another one of his hallucinating seizures. His eyes, his voice were firm.


  “You should go, Ida. Leave me. This is my place now. People have tremendous ideas of family—loyalty and undying love and affection: tremendous expectations and ideals that drive them across worlds to confess and receive forgiveness. Families are whatever works. Thank you for coming. I’m sorry I wasn’t what you wanted me to be. I forgive you—though as I said there is nothing to forgive. There. Does that make us a family now? The Duke of Yoo is coming, Ida. Be away from here before that. Go. The townspeople will help you.”


  And with a wave of his handkerchief, he turned and closed his door to me.


  I wrote that last over a bowl of altiplano mate at the stickmen’s caravanserai in Yelta, the last town in the Valley of the Kilns. I recalled every word, clearly and precisely. Then I had an idea; as clear and precise as my recall of that sad, unresolved conversation with Arthur. I turned to my valise of papers, took out my scissors and a sheet of the deepest indigo and carefully, from memory, began to cut. The stickmen watched curiously, then with wonder. The clean precision of the scissors, so fine and intricate, the difficulty and accuracy of the cut, absorbed me entirely. Doubts fell from me: why had I come to this world? Why had I ventured alone into this noisome valley? Why had Arthur’s casual acceptance of what I had done, the act that shaped both his life and mine, so disappointed me? What had I expected from him? Snip went the scissors, fine curls of indigo paper fell from them onto the table. It had always been the scissors I turned to when the ways of men grew too much. It was a simple cut. I had the heart of it right away, no false starts, no new beginnings. Pure and simple. My onlookers hummed in appreciation. Then I folded the cut into my diary, gathered up my valises, and went out to the waiting spider-car. The eternal clouds seem lower today, like a storm front rolling in. Evening is coming.


  I write quickly, briefly.


  Those are no clouds. Those are the’rigibles of the Duke of Yoo. The way is shut. Armies are camped across the altiplano. Thousands of soldiers and javrosts. I am trapped here. What am I to do? If I retreat to Glehenta, I will meet the same fate as Arthur and the Valley people—if they even allow me to do that. They might think that I was trying to carry a warning. I might be captured as a spy. I do not want to imagine how the Duke of Yoo treats spies. I do not imagine my Terrene identity will protect me. And the sister of the Seer, the Blue Empress! Do I hide in Yelta and hope that they will pass me by? But how could I live with myself knowing that I had abandoned Arthur?


  There is no way forward, no way back, no way around.


  I am an aristocrat. A minor one, but of stock. I understand the rules of class, and breeding. The Duke is vastly more powerful than I, but we are of a class. I can speak with her, gentry to gentry. We can communicate as equals.


  I must persuade her to call off the attack.


  Impossible! A middle-aged Irish widow, armed only with a pair of scissors. What can she do? Kill an army with gum and tissue? The death of a thousand papercuts?


  Perhaps I could buy her off. A prize beyond prize: a jewel from the stars, from their goddess itself. Arthur said that sapphires are unknown on this world. A stone beyond compare.


  I am writing as fast as I am thinking now.


  I must go and face the Duke of Yoo, female to female. I am of Ireland, a citizen of no mean nation. We confront the powerful, we defeat empires. I will go to her and name myself and I shall offer her the Blue Empress. The true Blue Empress. Beyond that, I cannot say. But I must do it and do it now.


  I cannot make the driver of my spider-car take me into the camp of the enemy. I have asked her to leave me and make her own way back to Yelta. I am writing this with a stub of pencil. I am alone on the high altiplano. Above the shield wall, the cloud layer is breaking up. Enormous shafts of dazzling light spread across the high plain. Two mounted figures have broken from the line and ride toward me. I am afraid—and yet I am calm. I take the Blue Empress from its box and grasp it tight in my gloved hand. Hard to write now. No more diary. They are here.


  
    V. Gloria medianocte: the Midnight Glory, or Blue Empress.


    Card, paper, ink.
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  DISPATCHES FROM THE CRADLE: THE HERMIT—FORTY-EIGHT HOURS IN THE SEA OF MASSACHUSETTS


  Ken Liu


  BEFORE SHE BECAME a hermit, Asa had been a managing director with JP Morgan Credit Suisse on Valentina Station, Venus. She would, of course, find this description small-minded and obtuse. Call a woman a financial engineer or a man an agricultural systems analyst, and the world thinks they know something about them, she wrote. But what does the job a person has been channeled into have to do with who they are?


  Nonetheless, I will tell you that she was responsible for United Planet’s public offering thirty years ago, at the time the biggest single pooling of resources by any individual or corporate entity in history. She was, in large measure, responsible for convincing a wearied humanity scattered across three planets, a moon, and a dozen asteroid habitats to continue to invest in the Grand Task—the terraforming of both Earth and Mars.


  Does telling you what she has done explain who she is? I’m not sure. From cradle to grave, everything we do is motivated by the need to answer one question: who am I? she wrote. But the answer to the question has always been obvious: stop striving; accept.


  A few days after she became the youngest chief managing director for JPMCS, on Solar Epoch 22385200, she handed in her resignation, divorced her husbands and wives, liquidated all her assets, placed the bulk of the proceeds into trusts for her children, and then departed for the Old Blue on a one-way ticket.


  Once she arrived on Earth, she made her way to the port town of Acton in the Federation of Maritime Provinces and States, where she purchased a survival habitat kit, one identical to the millions used by refugee communities all over the planet, and put the pieces together herself using only two common laborer automata, eschewing offers of aid from other inhabitants of the city. Then she set herself afloat like a piece of driftwood, alone on the seven seas, much to the consternation of her family, friends, and colleagues.


  “Given how she was dressed, we thought she was here to buy a vacation villa,” said Edgar Baker, the man who sold Asa her habitat. “Plenty of bankers and executives like to come here in winter to dive for treasure and enjoy the sun, but she didn’t want me to show her any of the vacant houses, several of which have excellent private beaches.”


  (Despite the rather transparent ploy, I’ve decided to leave in Baker’s little plug. I can attest that Acton is an excellent vacation spot, with several good restaurants in town serving traditional New England fare—though the lobsters are farmed, not wild. Conservationists are uncertain if the extinct wild lobster will ever make a comeback in the waters off New England as they have never adapted to the warmer seas. The crustaceans that survived global warming were generally smaller in size.)


  A consortium of her former spouses sued to have Asa declared mentally incompetent and reverse her financial dispositions. For a while the case provided juicy gossip that filled the XP-stations, but Asa managed to make the case go away quickly with some undisclosed settlements. “They understand now that I just want to be left alone,” she was quoted as saying after the case was dismissed—that was probably true, but I’m sure it didn’t hurt that she could afford the best lawyers.


  Yesterday I came here to live. With this first entry in her journal, Asa began her seaborne life over the sunken metropolis of Boston on Solar Epoch 22385302, which, if you’re familiar with the old Gregorian Calendar, was July 5, 2645.


  The words were not original, of course. Henry David Thoreau wrote them first exactly eight hundred years earlier in a suburb of Boston.


  But unlike Thoreau, who often sounded misanthropic in his declarations, Asa spent as much time alone as she did among crowds.


  Excerpted from Adrift, by Asa <whale>-<tongue>-π:


  The legendary island of Singapore is no more. But the idea of Singapore lives on.


  The floating family habitats connect to each other in tight clan-strands that weave together into a massive raft-city. From above, the city looks like an algal mat composed of metal and plastic, studded with glistening pearls, dewdrops or air bubbles—the transparent domes and solar collectors for the habitats.


  The Singapore Refugee Collective is so extensive that it is possible to walk the hundreds of kilometers from the site of sunken Kuala Lumpur to the surviving isles of Sumatra without ever touching water—though you would never want to do such thing, as the air outside is far too hot for human survival.


  When typhoons—a near-constant presence at these latitudes—approach, entire clan-strands detach and sink beneath the waves to ride out the storm. The refugees sometimes speak not of days or nights, but of upside and downside.


  The air inside the habitats is redolent with a thousand smells that would overwhelm an inhabitant of the sterile Venus stations and the climate-controlled domes of the upper latitudes. Char kway teow, diesel fumes, bak kut teh, human waste, raja, Katong laksa, mango-flavored perfume, kaya toast, ayam penyet, burnt electric insulation, mee goreng, roti prata, sea-salt-laced reclaimed air, nasi lemak, charsiew—the heady mixture is something the refugees grow up with and outsiders can never get used to.


  Life in the Refugee Collective is noisy, cramped, and occasionally violent. Infectious diseases periodically sweep through the population, and life expectancy is short. The fact that the refugees remain stateless, so many generations after the wars that stripped their ancestors of homelands, seems to make it impossible for a solution to be envisioned by anyone from the Developed World—an ancient label whose meaning has evolved over the centuries, but has never been synonymous with moral rectitude. It was the Developed World that had polluted the world the earliest and the most, and yet it was also the Developed World that went to war with India and China for daring to follow in their footsteps.


  I was saddened by what I saw. So many people clinging to life tenaciously on the thin interface between water and air. Even in a place like this, unsuitable for human habitation, people hang on, as stubborn as the barnacles on pilings revealed at every low tide. What of the refugees in the deserts of interior Asia, who live like moles in underground warrens? What of the other floating refugee collectives off the coasts of Africa and Central America? They have survived by pure strength of will, a miracle.


  Humanity may have taken to the stars, but we have destroyed our home planet. Such has been the lament of the Naturalists for eons.


  “But why do you think we’re a problem that needs solving?” asked a child who bartered with me. (Igave him a box of antibiotics, and he served me chicken rice.) “Sunken Singapore was once a part of the Developed World; we’re not. We don’t call ourselves refugees; you do. This is our home. We live here.”


  I could not sleep that night.


  This is our home. We live here.


  The prolonged economic depression in much of North America has led to a decline of the region’s once-famous pneumatic tube transportation networks that connected the climate-controlled domed cities, so the easiest way to get to the Sea of Massachusetts these days is by water.


  I embarked in balmy Iceland on a cruise ship bound for the coast of the Federation of Maritime Provinces and States—November is an excellent time to visit the region, as the summer months are far too hot—and then, once in Acton, I hired a skiff to bring me out to visit Asa in her floating habitat.


  “Have you been to Mars?” asked Jimmy, my guide. He was a man in his twenties, stocky, sunburnt, with gaps in his teeth that showed when he smiled.


  “I have,” I said.


  “Is it warm?” he asked.


  “Not quite warm enough to be outside the domes for long,” I said, thinking about the last time I visited Watney City on Acidalia Planetia.


  “I’d like to go when it’s ready,” he said.


  “You won’t miss home?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “Home is where the jobs are.”


  It’s well known that the constant bombardment of the Martian surface with comets pulled from the Oort Cloud and the increased radiation from the deployment of solar sails, both grand engineering efforts began centuries ago, had managed to raise the temperature of Mars enough to cause sublimation of much of the red planet’s polar dry ice caps and restart the water cycle. The introduction of photosynthesizing plants is slowly turning the atmosphere into something resembling what we could breathe. It’s early days yet, but it isn’t impossible to imagine that a habitable Mars, long a dream of humanity, would be reality within two or three generations. Jimmy might go there only as a tourist, but his children may settle there.


  As our skiff approached the hemisphere bobbling over the waves in the distance, I asked Jimmy what he thought of the world’s most well-known hermit, who had recently returned to the Sea of Massachusetts, whence she had started her circumnavigation of the globe.


  “She brings the tourists,” he said, in a tone that strove to be neutral.


  Asa’s collected writings about her life drifting over the ruins of the world’s ancient sunken cities has been a publishing phenomenon that defies explanation. She eschews the use of XP-capturing or even plain old videography, instead conveying her experiences through impressionistic essays composed in a florid manner that seems at once anachronistic and abiding. Some have called her book bold and original; others said it was affected.


  Asa has done little to discourage her critics. It was said by the Zen masters that the best place for hermits to find the peace they sought was in the crowd, she wrote. And you could almost hear the disgusted groan of her detractors at this kind of ornate, elusive mysticism.


  Many have accused her of encouraging ‘refugee-tourism’ instead of looking for real solutions, and some claim that she is merely engaging in the timeless practice of intellectuals from privileged societies visiting those less fortunate and purporting to speak for her subjects by ‘discovering’ romanticized pseudo-wisdom attributed to them.


  “Asa Whale is simply trying to soothe the neuroses of the Developed World with a cup of panglossian chicken soup for the soul,” declared Emma <CJK-UniHan-Glyph 432371>, the media critic for my own publication. “What would she have us do? Stop all terraforming efforts? Leave the hellish Earth as it stands? The world needs more engineers willing to solve problems and fewer wealthy philosophers who have run out of ways to spend money.”


  Be that as it may, the Federation of Maritime Provinces and States tourist czar, John <pylon>-<fog>-<cod> claimed earlier this year that the number of tourists visiting the Sea of Massachusetts has grown fourfold since the publication of Asa’s book (such rises in Singapore and Havana are even higher). No doubt the influx of tourist money is welcomed by the locals, however conflicted they may be about Asa’s portrayal of them.


  Before I could follow up on the complicated look in his eyes, Jimmy turned his face resolutely away to regard our destination, which was growing bigger by the minute.


  Spherical in shape, the floating dwelling was about fifteen meters in diameter, consisting of a thin transparent outer hull to which most of the ship’s navigation surfaces were affixed and a thicker metal-alloy inner pressure hull. Most of the sphere floated below the surface, making the transparent bridge-dome appear like the pupil of some sea monster’s eye staring into the sky.


  On top of the pupil stood a solitary figure, her back as straight as the gnomon of a sundial.


  Jimmy nudged the skiff until it bumped gently against the side of the habitat, and I gingerly stepped from one craft to the other. Asa steadied me as her habitat dipped under my added weight; her hand felt dry, cool, and very strong.


  I observed, somewhat inanely, that she looked exactly like her last public scan-gram, when she had proclaimed from the large central forum of Valentina Station that United Planets was not only going to terraform Mars, but had also successfully bought a controlling stake in Blue Cradle, the public-private partnership for restoring Earth to a fully habitable state.


  “I don’t get many visitors,” she said, her voice tranquil. “There’s not much point to putting on a new face every day.”


  I had been surprised when she replied to my request to stay with her for a few days with a simple “Yes.” She had never so much as granted an interview to anyone since she started her life adrift.


  “Why?” I had asked.


  “Even a hermit can grow lonely,” she had replied. And then, in another message that immediately followed the first, she added, “Sometimes.”


  Jimmy motored away on his skiff. Asa turned and gestured for me to descend through the transparent and open ‘pupil’ into the most influential refugee bubble in the Solar System.


  The stars are invisible from the metal cocoons floating in the heavy atmosphere of Venus; nor do we pay much attention to them from the pressurized domes on Mars. On Earth, the denizens of the climate-controlled cities in habitable zones are preoccupied with scintillating screens and XP implants, the glow of meandering conversation, brightening reputation accounts, and the fading trails left by falling credit scores. They do not look up.


  One night, as I lay in the habitat drifting over the balmy subtropical Pacific, the stars spun over my face in their habitual course, a million diamantine points of crisp, mathematical light. I realized, with a startled understanding reminiscent of the clarity of childhood, that the face of the heavens was a collage.


  Some of the photons striking my retinas had emerged from the crease in the rock to which Andromeda is chained when nomadic warriors from the last ice age still roamed Doggerland, which connected Britain to the European mainland; others had left that winking point at the wingtip of Cygnus when bloody Caesar fell at the feet of Pompey’s statue; still more had departed the mouth of Aquarius’s jar when the decades-long genocidal wars swept through Asia, and aerial drones from Japan and Australia strafed and sank the rafts of refugees fleeing their desertified or flooded homelands; yet others had sparked from the distant hoof of Pegasus when the last glaciers of Greenland and Antarctica disappeared, and Moscow and Ottawa launched the first rockets bound for Venus. . .


  The seas rise and fall, and the surface of the planet is as inconstant as our faces: lands burst forth from the waters and return beneath them; well-armored lobsters scuttle over seafloors that but a geologic eyewink ago had been fought over by armies of wooly mammoths; yesterday’s Doggerland may be tomorrow’s Sea of Massachusetts. The only witnesses to constant change are the eternal stars, each a separate stream in the ocean of time.


  A picture of the welkin is an album of time, as convoluted and intricate as the shell of the nautilus or the arms of the Milky Way.


  The interior of the habitat was sparsely furnished. Everything—the molded bunks, the stainless steel table attached to the wall, the boxy navigation console—was functional, plain, stripped of the elaborate ‘signature’ decorations that seem all the rage these days with personal nanites. Though the space inside was cramped with two people, it seemed larger than it was because Asa did not fill it with conversation.


  We ate dinner—fish that Asa had caught herself roasted over an open fire, with the canopy open—and went to bed silently. I fell asleep quickly, my body rocked by the gentle motions of the sea and my face caressed by the bright, warm New England stars that she had devoted so many words to.


  After a breakfast of instant coffee and dry biscuits, Asa asked me if I wanted to see Boston.


  “Of course,” I said. It was an ancient citadel of learning, a legendary metropolis where brave engineers had struggled against the rising sea for two centuries before its massive seawalls finally succumbed, leaving the city inundated overnight in one of the greatest disasters in the history of the Developed World.


  While Asa sat in the back of the habitat to steer and to monitor the solar-powered water-jet drive, I knelt on the bottom of the sphere and greedily drank in the sights passing beneath the transparent floor.


  As the sun rose, its light gradually revealed a sandy floor studded by massive ruins: monuments erected to long-forgotten victories of the American Empire pointed toward the distant surface like ancient rockets; towers of stone and vitrified concrete that had once housed hundreds of thousands loomed like underwater mountains, their innumerable windows and doors silent, empty caves from which shoals of colorful fish darted like tropical birds; between the buildings, forest of giant kelp swayed in canyons that had once been boulevards and avenues filled with steaming vehicles, the hepato-cytes that had once brought life to this metropolis.


  And most amazing of all were the rainbow-hued corals that covered every surface of this urban reef: dark crimson, light orange, pearly white, bright neon vermillion . . .


  Before the Second Flood Wars, the sages of Europe and America had thought the corals doomed. Rising sea temperature and acidity; booming algae populations; heavy deposits of mercury, arsenic, lead, and other heavy metals; runaway coastal development as the developed nations built up the machinery of death against waves of refugees from the uninhabitable zones—everything seemed to spell doom for the fragile marine animals and their photosynthesizing symbiotes.


  Would the ocean become bleached of color, a black-and-white photograph bearing silent witness to our folly?


  But the corals survived and adapted. They migrated to higher latitudes north and south, gained tolerance for stressed environments, and unexpectedly, developed new symbiotic relationships with artificial nanoplate-secreting algae engineered by humans for ocean-mining. I do not think the beauty of the Sea of Massachusetts yields one inch to the fabled Great Barrier Reef or the legends of long-dead Caribbean.


  “Such colors . . .” I murmured.


  “The most beautiful patch is in Harvard Yard,” Asa said.


  We approached the ruins of the famed academy in Cambridge from the south, over a kelp forest that used to be the Charles River. But the looming presence of a cruise ship on the surface blocked our way. Asa stopped the habitat, and I climbed up to gaze out the domed top. Tourists wearing GnuSkin flippers and artificial gills were leaping out of the ship like selkies returning home, their sleek skin temporarily bronzed to endure the scorching November sun.


  “Widener Library is a popular tourist spot,” said Asa, by way of explanation.


  I climbed down, and Asa drove the habitat to dive under the cruise ship. The craft was able to submerge beneath the waves as a way for the refugees in coastal raft-cities to survive typhoons and hurricanes, as well as to avoid the deadly heat of the tropics.


  Slowly, we descended toward the coral reef that had grown around the ruined hulk of what had once been the largest university library in the world. Around us, schools of brightly colored fish wove through shafts of sunlight, and tourists gracefully floated down like mermaids, streams of bubbles trailing behind their artificial gills.


  Asa guided the habitat in a gentle circle around the kaleidoscopic sea floor in front of the underwater edifice, pointing out various features. The mound covered by the intricate crimson folds of a coral colony that pleated and swirled like the voluminous dress of classical flamenco dancers had once been a lecture hall named after Thoreau’s mentor, Emerson; the tall, spear-like column whose surface was tiled by sharp, geometric patches of coral in carmine, cerulean, viridian, and saffron had once been the steeple of Harvard’s Memorial Church; the tiny bump in the side of another long reef, a massive brain-shaped coral formation whose gyri and lobes evoked the wisdom of generations of robed scholars who had once strolled through this hallowed temple to knowledge, was in fact the site of the renowned ‘Statue of Three Lies’—an ancient monument to John Harvard that failed to depict or identify the benefactor with any accuracy.


  Next to me, Asa quietly recited:


  
    The maple wears a gayer scarf,


    The field a scarlet gown.


    Lest I should be old-fashioned,


    I’ll put a trinket on.

  


  The classical verses of the Early Republican Era poet Dickinson evoked the vanished beauty of the autumns that had once graced these shores, long before the sea had risen and the winters driven away, seemed oddly appropriate.


  “I can’t imagine the foliage of the Republican Era could be any more glorious than this,” I said.


  “None of us would know,” Asa said. “Do you know how the corals get their bright colors?”


  I shook my head. I knew next to nothing about corals except that they were popular as jewelry on Venus.


  “The pigmentation comes from the heavy metals and pollutants that might have once killed their less hardy ancestors,” said Asa. “They’re particularly bright here because this area was touched by the hand of mankind the longest. Beautiful as they are, these corals are incredibly fragile. A global cooling by more than a degree or two would kill them. They survived climate change once by a miracle. Can they do it again?”


  I looked back toward the great reef that was Widener Library, and saw that tourists had landed on the wide platform in front of the library’s entrance or against its sides in small groups. Young tour guides in bright crimson—the color of Harvard achieved either by skin pigmentation or costume—led each group in their day-excursion activities.


  Asa wanted to leave—she found the presence of the tourists bothersome—but I explained that I wanted to see what they were interested in. After a moment of hesitation, she nodded and guided the craft closer.


  One group, standing on what used to be the steps ascending to the entrance of Widener, stood in a circle and followed their guide, a young woman dressed in a crimson wetsuit, through a series of dance-like movements. They moved slowly, but it was unclear whether they were doing so because the choreography required it or because the water provided too much drag. From time to time, the tourists looked up at the blazing sun far above, blurred and made hazy by a hundred feet of intervening water.


  “They think they’re doing taiji,” said Asa.


  “It looks nothing like taiji,” I said, unable to connect the languorous, clumsy movements with the quick, staccato motion I was familiar with from sessions in low-gravity gyms.


  “It’s believed that taiji once was a slow, measured art, quite different from its modern incarnation. But since so few recordings of the pre-Diaspora years are left, the cruise ships just make up whatever they want for the tourists.”


  “Why do taiji here?” I was utterly baffled.


  “Harvard was supposed to have a large population of Chinese scholars before the wars. It was said that the children of many of China’s wealthiest and most powerful inhabitants studied here. It didn’t save them from the wars.”


  Asa steered the craft a bit farther away from Widener, and I saw more tourists strolling over the coral-carpeted Yard or lounging about, holding what appeared to be paper books—props provided by the cruise company—and taking scans of each other. A few danced without music, dressed in costumes that were a mix of Early and Late Republican fashions, with an academic gown or two thrown in for good measure. In front of Emerson, two tour guides led two groups of tourists in a mimed version of some debate, with each side presenting their position through ghostly holograms that hovered over their heads like comic thought bubbles. Some tourists saw us but did not pay much attention—probably thinking that the drifting refugee bubble was a prop added by the cruise ship to provide atmosphere. If only they knew they were so close to the celebrity hermit . . .


  I gathered that the tourists were re-enacting imagined scenes from the glory days of this university, when it had nurtured the great philosophers who delivered jeremiads against the development-crazed governments of the world as they heated the planet without cease, until the ice caps had collapsed.


  “So many of the world’s greatest conservationists and Naturalists had walked through this Yard,” I said. In the popular imagination, the Yard is the equal of the Athenian Acropolis or the Roman Forum. I tried to re-envision the particolored reef below me as a grassy lawn covered by bright red and yellow leaves on a cool New England fall day as students and professors debated the fate of the planet.


  “Despite my reputation for romanticism,” said Asa, “I’m not so sure the Harvard of yesteryear is better than today. That university and others like it once also nurtured the generals and presidents who would eventually deny that mankind could change the climate and lead a people hungry for dema-goguery into war against the poorer states in Asia and Africa.”


  Quietly, we continued to drift around the Yard, watching tourists climb in and out of the empty, barnacle-encrusted windows like hermit crabs darting through the sockets of a many-eyed skull. Some were mostly nude, trailing diaphanous fabrics from their bodies in a manner reminiscent of Classical American Early Republic dresses and suits; others wore wetsuits inspired by American Imperial styles, covered by faux body armor plates and gas mask helmets; still others went with refugee-chic, dragging fake survival breathing kits with artfully applied rust stains.


  What were they looking for? Did they find it?


  Nostalgia is a wound that we refuse time to heal, Asa once wrote.


  After a few hours, satiated with their excursions, the tourists headed for the surface like shoals of fish fleeing some unseen predator, and in a way, they were.


  The forecast was for a massive storm. The Sea of Massachusetts was rarely tranquil.


  As the sea around us emptied of visitors and the massive cloud-island that was the cruise ship departed, Asa grew noticeably calmer. She assured me that we were safe, and brought the submersible craft to the lee of Memorial Church Reef. Here, below the turbulent surface, we would ride out the storm.


  The sun set; the sea darkened; a million lights came to life around us. The coral reef at night was hardly a place of slumber. This was when the luminescent creatures of the night—the jellies, the shrimp, the glow-worms and lantern-fish—came out of hiding to enjoy their time in this underwater metropolis that never slept.


  While the wind and the waves raged above us, we hardly felt a thing as we drifted in the abyss that was the sea, innumerable living stars around us.


  We do not look.


  We do not see.


  We travel millions of miles to seek out fresh vistas without even once having glimpsed inside our skulls, a landscape surely as alien and as wondrous as anything the universe has to offer. There is more than enough to occupy our curiosity and restless need for novelty if we but turn our gaze to the ten square meters around us: the unique longitudinal patterns in each tile beneath our feet, the chemical symphony animating each bacterium on our skin, the mysteries of how we can contemplate ourselves contemplating ourselves.


  The stars above are as distant—and as close—as the glowing coral-worms outside my portholes. We only have to look to see Beauty steeped in every atom.


  Only in solitude it is possible to live as self-contained as a star.


  I am content to have this. To have now.


  In the distance, against Widener’s cliff-like bulk, there was an explosion of light, a nova bursting in the void.


  The stars around it streaked away, leaving inky darkness behind, but the nova itself, an indistinct cloud of light, continued to twist and churn.


  I woke Asa and pointed. Without speaking, she guided the habitat toward it. As we approached, the light resolved itself into a struggling figure. An octopus? No, a person.


  “That must be a tourist stranded behind,” said Asa. “If they go up to the surface now, they’ll die in the storm.”


  Asa switched on the bright lights in front of the habitat to get the tourist’s attention. The light revealed a disoriented young woman in a wetsuit studded with luminescent patches, shielding her eyes against the sudden glow of the habitat’s harsh lights. Her artificial gill slits opened and closed rapidly, showing her confusion and terror.


  “She can’t tell which way is up,” Asa muttered.


  Asa waved at her through the porthole, gesturing for her to follow the habitat. There was no airlock in the tiny refuge, and we had to go up to the surface to get her in. The young woman nodded.


  Up on the surface, the rain was torrential and the waves so choppy that it was impossible to remain standing. Asa and I clung to the narrow ridge around the entrance dome on our bellies and dragged the young woman onto the craft, which dipped even lower under the added weight. With a great deal of effort and shouting, we managed to get her inside, seal the dome, and dive back underwater.


  Twenty minutes later, dry, gills removed, securely wrapped in a warm blanket with a hot mug of tea, Saram <Golden-Gate-Bridge>-<Kyoto> looked back gratefully at us.


  “I got lost inside,” she said. “The empty stacks went on and on, and they looked the same in every direction. At first, I followed a candy-cane fish through the floors, thinking that it was going to lead me outside, but it must have been going around in circles.”


  “Did you find what you were looking for?” asked Asa.


  She was a student at Harvard Station, Saram explained—the institution of higher learning suspended in the upper atmosphere of Venus that had licensed the old name of the university lying in ruins under us. She had come to see this school of legend for herself, harboring romantic notions of trying to search through the stacks of the dead library in the hopes of finding a forgotten tome.


  Asa looked outside the porthole at the looming presence of the empty library. “I doubt there’s anything left there now after all these years.”


  “Maybe,” Saram said. “But history doesn’t die. The water will recede from here one day. I may live to see when Nature is finally restored to her rightful course.”


  Sarah was probably a little too optimistic. United Planets’ ion-drive ships had just succeeded in pushing six asteroids into near-Earth orbits earlier in the year, and the construction of the space mirrors had not even begun. Even the most optimistic engineering projections suggest that it will be decades, if not centuries, before the mirrors will reduce the amount of sunlight reaching Earth to begin the process of climate cooling and restoring the planet to its ancient state, a temperate Eden with polar ice caps and glaciers on top of mountain peaks. Mars might be fully terraformed before then.


  “Is Doggerland any more natural than the Sea of Massachusetts?” Asa asked.


  Saram’s steady gaze did not waver. “An ice age is hardly comparable to what was made by the hands of mankind.”


  “Who are we to warm a planet for a dream and to cool it for nostalgia?”


  “Mysticism is no balm for the suffering of the refugees enduring the consequences of our ancestors’ errors.”


  “It is further error that I’m trying to prevent!” shouted Asa. She forced herself to calm down. “If the water recedes, everything around you will be gone.” She looked outside the porthole, where the reef’s night-time denizens had returned to their luminescent activities. “As will the vibrant communities in Singapore, in Havana, in Inner Mongolia. We call them refugee shantytowns and disturbed habitats, but these places are also homes.”


  “I am from Singapore,” said Saram. “I spent my life trying to get away from it and only succeeded by winning one of the coveted migration visas to Birmingham. Do not presume to speak for us or to tell me what it is we should want.”


  “But you have left,” said Asa. “You no longer live there.”


  I thought of the lovely corals outside, colored by poison. I thought of the refugees around the world underground and afloat—still called that after centuries and generations. I thought of a cooling Earth, of the Developed World racing to reclaim their ancestral lands, of the wars to come and the slaughter hinted at when the deck of power is shuffled and redealt. Who should decide? Who pay the price?


  As the three of us sat inside the submerged habitat, refugees enveloped by darting trails of light like meteors streaking across the empyrean, none of us could think of anything more to say.


  I once regretted that I do not know the face I was born with.


  We remake our faces as easily as our ancestors once sculpted clay, changing the features and contours of our shells, this microcosm of the soul, to match the moods and fashions of the macrocosm of society. Still unsatisfied with the limits of the flesh, we supplement the results with jewelry that deflect light and project shadows, smoothing over substance with ethereal holograms.


  The Naturalists, in their eternal struggle against modernity, proclaim hypocrisy and demand us to stop, telling us that our lives are inauthentic, and we listen, enraptured, as they flash grainy images of our ancestors before us, their imperfections and fixed appearances a series of mute accusations. And we nod and vow to do better, to foreswear artifice, until we go back to our jobs, shake off the spell, and decide upon the new face to wear for the next customer.


  But what would the Naturalists have us do? The faces that we were born with were already constructed—when we were only fertilized eggs, a million cellular scalpels had snipped and edited our genes to eliminate diseases, to filter out risky mutations, to build up intelligence and longevity, and before that, millions of years of conquest, of migration, of global cooling and warming, of choices made by our ancestors motivated by beauty or violence or avarice had already shaped us. Our faces at birth were as crafted as the masks worn by the ancient players in Dionysian Athens or Ashikaga’s Kyoto, but also as natural as the glacier-sculpted Alps or sea-inundated Massachusetts.


  We do not know who we are. But we dare not stop striving to find out.


  THE NEW VENUSIANS


  Sean Williams


  TODAY I APOLOGIZED in person to a Tuvaluan. Now I’m on Venus with my grandfather, who I haven’t seen in ten years. To top it all off I’m suddenly unsure about my prepositions.


  On? Over? In?


  It’s entirely my fault. You don’t make puns while visiting a monument to the first country swallowed by rising oceans—because people live a long time and they’re still sore about it. Even really good puns like I don’t sea what the fuss is all about or They didn’t do it on porpoise! I get that now.


  Still, that place was a real dive.


  God, I can’t help myself! Anyway, the damage is done. Someone saw the log and complained about my poor taste, so I had to d-mat back to the monument (basically a deck stranded in the middle of an ocean where the low-lying archipelago used to be) in order to express my regret and sorrow directly to a representative of the Tuvaluan diaspora. Afi Tekena looked old enough to be my grandmother’s grandmother, all thick gray hair and wrinkles and constellations of age spots making up her own personal Zodiac. My sign was Teenage Girl Needs To Learn About Respect, and you know, fair enough. I did bad, which I admitted, and she accepted it with solemn grace. Maybe she thought the public shaming was lesson enough.


  My parents disagreed.


  “Just because you can d-mat anywhere now,” Mom scolded me, “doesn’t mean you should treat everywhere like home.”


  “You have to learn to observe other people’s boundaries, Tash,” said Dad. “You can’t do what you want and stroll away from the consequences.”


  “I didn’t stroll anywhere,” I said. “Ten feet in any direction and you’re in the water.”


  They exchanged a look and I knew I’d made a tactical error.


  “We’re tailoring the punishment to fit the crime,” Mom said. “We’re sending you to Grandpa.”


  “But isn’t he—?”


  “Yes.”


  “Does that mean I—?”


  “The permits have already been organized.” Mom works for OneEarth, so surprise surprise, she pulled strings. “You have one hour to pack.”


  “One hour!” The complete unreasonableness of this demand momentarily overwhelmed the crazy nature of what they were doing to me. No counselor this time. No talking therapy. No lectures, which frankly I would’ve preferred, even the ones I’d heard dozens of times before. Just sixty minutes to pack everything I might want to take to another planet?


  Holy shit. Venus. And I still don’t know if I’m on, over or in it.


  When I look out the grimy yellow porthole, all I see is cloud.


  THE TRIP TOOK eleven minutes at the speed of light, which means I’m now that much younger than I would’ve been if I’d stayed behind. I’m orbiting a lot closer to the sun too, and therefore ageing more slowly. I can’t decide if that’s a good or bad thing.


  It’s all moot when I’m face to face with Grandpa, Hudson Sixsmith, who looks like Afi Tekena dried a shark, stood it on its tail, and painted a human face on its chin. Thin, dry, and wrinkled. And wearing a tuxedo, oddly.


  “Birdie has always had terrible timing,” is the first thing he says to me.


  He’s talking about Mom. She hates her real name.


  “You can send me back if you want,” I tell him, thinking please please please.


  “Nonsense. That would be rude.” His withered mask shifts into a new shape, one of consternation, or perhaps resignation. “I’m forgetting my manners. Please, come in.”


  He steps back and waves me out of the booth and into his home. It’s an aerostat called Hieronymus floating high above the hellish surface of Venus. I imagined something like a modern laboratory crossed with an old man’s den from a video drama, a mixture of brushed aluminum and stuffed leather, but what I see is nothing like that. Light filters through stained portholes along both sides of a cigar-shaped central cabin with hatches leading above and below. The ceiling is high but it’s adorned with hooks and racks from which hang a motley assortment of pipes, cables, wires, ropes, vines and dirty clothes. It’s a jungle. It’s a frat-boy’s bedroom. It’s a mess.


  It smells.


  “Been here on your own a long time, have you?”


  “Twenty-two years,” he says, brushing off a faded deckchair and inviting me to sit. “Few people visit.”


  I stay standing, looking around me in horror. “I wonder why.”


  He bristles. “Not for lack of invitation. I have been attempting to raise interest in what I found here, but will anyone listen? Not at all. Instead they distort my data and question my qualifications. They—” He catches himself on the verge of indignation with a deep breath. “They send me their unruly students, but you’re not one of those. You are an unruly granddaughter. What did you do, again? I’ll make some tea while you tell me. Sit, sit.”


  It takes me longer to overcome my feelings about the filthy chair than to elucidate my crimes. Why dwell on those when Mom has no doubt given him a blow-by-blow account?


  “I remember Tuvalu,” he says, coming back from a corner of the aerostat where a fabber has been working hard, making tea, cups, saucer, milk, sugar and a silver tray from random atoms and energy. It all looks preposterously shiny, like the tuxedo, and I realize then that he’s making an effort to be hospitable. If he hadn’t skipped basic cleanliness and gone straight to Five-Star Service, I would’ve noticed sooner.


  “I visited the islands just before they went under,” he’s saying while he pours. “Took some samples, but they are gone now, lost in the Water Wars. This was back before we scanned everything as a matter of course, so there are no patterns archived. Whatever species lived on those scattered rocks either drowned or adapted to the wider ocean.”


  “Afi Tekena looked plenty lively to me.”


  “I’m not talking about people, Natasha. I’m talking about bacteria, the real rulers of the Earth.”


  Right. Okay. I concentrate on the cup of tea he’s handing me. It’s fragrant and hot, and I breathe deeply of it to mask the smell of sulfur and old socks.


  “What is it you do here, exactly?” I ask him, keen to put some more distance between us and the topic of my transgressions.


  “Much the same as I did back then.” He leans into his deck chair, looking marginally human now he’s sitting down. I hadn’t noticed the beard before: it’s sparse and white and really needs to go. “Sample. Analyze. Speculate. Preserve where possible. At this altitude in the Venusian atmosphere the conditions are very hospitable for biological processes. There’s even water vapor! Why anyone would willingly waste their time sifting through Martian dust or stirring Galilean slush is a mystery beyond my comprehension—particularly when what I have found here overturns the history of life in our solar system.”


  My stomach sinks. Please don’t make me be the audience for a madman. “Is that my punishment, then? To help you panhandle for microbes from inside a rusty old balloon?”


  “Goodness me, no,” he says. “We have to go outside to do that.”


  “Bit of a long way to fall, isn’t it?”


  “Fifty kilometers. Into hurricane winds, acid, and temperatures high enough to melt lead.”


  “There you go. That would be cruel and unusual, even for Mom and Dad.”


  “I will provide protective garb. And a very strong rope.”


  He winks and I breathe a huge sigh of relief. He’s messing with me. Old people: it’s so hard to read them sometimes. Their faces are non-Euclidean and complicated, and they can be crafty when they think they have the upper hand. Never let them believe that for too long: that’s my motto.


  “So let’s get started. I’m game.”


  “Tell me something first,” he says, leaning forward to look me in the eyes. The intensity of his gaze is startling. “What are you doing with your lenses? What is that activity I see?”


  “Life-logging,” I say, feeling the usual disorientation that comes from talking about life-logging while I’m life-logging (and now I’m life-logging about life-logging about life-logging—argh).


  “But there is no Air here,” he says, pointing out the obvious. “There’s just the local network in Hieronymus.”


  “That’s okay. What doesn’t trickle through now I can upload later.” I watch him closely for signs of disapproval. Some old people are weird about me chronicling our intersections—as though anything I think or say can make the slightest difference to them. “Sample. Analyze. Speculate. Preserve. That’s what you said, right? You do it with bugs, I do it with my life. Are you cool with that?”


  “I am very cool with that, Natasha.” Grandpa nods, tapping the fingers of his right hand against his leg. “Birdie did the right thing, sending you here.”


  Great, I think, expecting a lecture. His house, his rules. I have to lump it before I’m allowed to go home et cetera. “Call me, Tash. Everyone does.”


  “Everyone is wrong, then. Drink your tea. There is time for a tour, I think, before the end of the world.”


  “The what?”


  “I will explain.”


  “IMAGINE TWO MEN,” he tells me as he leads me through Hieronymus’ cramped chambers and tunnels and assigns me a berth the size of my suitcase. Does that mean I’m spending the night here? I hope not. The toilet is unspeakable. Unloggable. I’ve deleted the images to spare the innocent.


  “Two men utterly at odds...”


  One deck is entirely devoted to tanks of nutrient fluids in which samples from the Venusian clouds are growing. I see misty tendrils of green and blue, waving in gentle currents.


  “The first man stands outside nature, content to monitor and record without intervention: do no harm is his motto. The second seeks understanding through probing and experiment, believing that he is part of nature. Life cannot harm life, he believes. All things transform.”


  Hieronymus’ underside is a hangar full of junk designed to dangle, scoop, swing, and occasionally fly through the Venusian atmosphere. Here, the sulfuric smell is strongest. And here Grandpa displays his fastidious side. Everything is efficiently cleaned and stowed. As he walks me around the space, his hands lightly tap the surfaces and edges of random things. I’m left with the impression that he could navigate this space blind, if he had to. Probably he has entrusted his life to some of these odd-looking machines, just as he trusts his life to the aerostat every minute of every day. Landing for repairs is not an option.


  “When two men of opposing principles engage over the same territory, conflict is inevitable.”


  “Jeez, enough already, Grandpa. If you think only men disagree with each other, come back to Earth and meet my friends.”


  He huffs and ascends a ladder right up to the top of the aerostat. I put aside my quite reasonable objection to follow. He can move quickly when he wants to.


  The uppermost level, where the gondola at its widest point meets the underside of the air sac, is an observation deck. All of the windows are real, those that aren’t switched to virtual. Grandpa doesn’t use lenses. He says they itch.


  “My aerie,” he says, holding out his arms, and I obediently look around.


  The view is pretty cool. It’s afternoon on Venus, which lasts a full Earth day when you’re following the air currents at this altitude. From where I’m standing I can see clouds through a gap in the clouds, and clouds below, clouds above, and clouds on all the virtual windows surrounding us. Clouds of every shape and shade of white imaginable, some stretched into thin, straight lines, some bunched up into vast arcs and columns. When I read ‘clouds’ in a description of Venus before coming here I pictured the ones at home, but this is something else entirely. On cloud-world, there are clouds to spare. It’s clouds all the way down.


  There’s one exception: a dark hole in some of the windows, marring the otherwise perfect view.


  “What’s that?” I ask, pointing.


  “That,” he says, “is the Eye.”


  “Of the storm?” I shift uneasily away from the nearest image. The thought of a Venusian tornado is slightly terrifying. Also, it seems to be looking back at me.


  “In a sense.” Grandpa takes a seat in front of an old-fashioned ship’s wheel and folds his arms. “What you see is the work of my worst enemy.”


  “The other dude from your quaint little parable, I presume. The one who likes to get his hands dirty?”


  “In a manner of speaking, yes. You might appreciate his sense of humor. There is a thing called the Bosch reaction—”


  “As in Hieronymus Bosch, of this place?”


  “No, Carl Bosch, but therein lies the pun. The Bosch reaction pits hydrogen against carbon dioxide, producing elemental carbon and water. Do you see where this is going?”


  “Not really. Oh, wait, isn’t the atmosphere of Venus mostly carbon dioxide, which is why it’s so hot?”


  “Largely so, yes. The greenhouse effect gone wild is the usual analogy. Get rid of the carbon dioxide, and things would be very different.”


  “Huh. You’d need lots of hydrogen, I bet.”


  “Indeed. Vast amounts. You would have to harvest a gas giant or electrolyze an ocean to come remotely close.”


  “That’s a lot of balloons.” I process a mental image of every kids’ party I’d ever been to, times a zillion. Which prompts another thought: “Wait, couldn’t you just fab it?”


  “If you had a fabber big enough, or enough of them, and enough power to run them. Yes, a grandiose fool might think so.”


  I look at the image then back at my grandfather. A zillion parties worth of hydrogen spewing forth into a largely carbon dioxide atmosphere, causing a rain of water and... Would that look something like this?


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I wish I was.”


  “All to turn Venus into a big swimming pool?”


  Grandpa shrugs.


  “And what about your bugs? Where will they live if the clouds go away?”


  He shrugs again. “You are not asking the most pertinent question.”


  “Oh, yeah, okay.” The bugs aren’t the only things floating in this atmosphere. “What happens to us?”


  “We crash, I guess.”


  I’ve gotta say, Grandpa seems pretty relaxed about it all. Me, not so much.


  THE END OF the world. It’s a big deal. I should be worried about that, I suppose, but mainly I just don’t want to die.


  “Send me home.”


  “Are you certain this is what you want?”


  “Of course! This goes way beyond cruel and unusual. It’s practically homicidal.”


  I climb, march, and stomp my way back to the booth, where Grandpa obediently keys in the codes required to override the usual block on interplanetary d-matting. I take a deep breath as the mirrored door closes and I brace myself for losing another eleven minutes of the universe’s usual programming.


  But nothing happens. There’s no flash of light as scanning starts, no slight bump as my atoms start moving again at the other end. The door simply opens and there’s Grandpa waiting for me with a hangdog expression.


  “Lines are cut,” he explains. “We are quarantined until it’s over.”


  I’m furious, but not with him. “Completely cut?”


  “Yes. We can’t even call your parents.”


  Serves them right, I think. They’ll be worried sick. “What does OneEarth think this is, a disease?”


  “It is a contagion of sorts. Moral. Ideological. Hubristic. When some madman changes a world simply because he can, one must draw a line.”


  I brush past him, feeling weak in my knees, and drop into the now-welcoming deckchair. “Can he really do this? Is it even possible?”


  “My enemy has seeded a section of the Venusian atmosphere with a custom-made Bosch reactor that is designed to replicate itself, which it has been doing faithfully ever since activation. The result, the Eye is limited now only by the amount of air it can suck in. At any moment I expect it to reproduce.”


  “Two eyes?”


  “Then four, then eight.”


  “Ah, man.” I know the story about the rice grains and the chessboard. We are so stuffed.


  “Who is this guy, anyway? Doesn’t he believe in asking permission?”


  Grandpa looks tired, as if he’s been grappling with these very questions himself. “I think he is making a point about capacity and culpability... After all, we nearly destroyed the Earth. What’s to stop us destroying another world? This is a pretty good place for a demonstration. Venus, population one.”


  “Normally.” I feel a bilious sinking in my gut, like the aerostat is already dropping out of the sky. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die full-stop, but I definitely don’t want to die here.”


  “Nor shall you, Natasha, if I have anything to say about it. Don’t cry.” He reaches out and takes my hands. It’s like touching old snake skin, soft with oil and crisscrossed with irregular diamonds. The fact that he has lived long enough to have hands like these makes me feel somewhat reassured. “Hieronymus has endured the atmosphere of Venus longer than any other vessel. It will weather this final storm.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Together, we can make it perfectly ship-shape.”


  Ship-shape? That’s an odd phrase, until I remember the details of the Bosch reaction. Hydrogen plus carbon dioxide equals carbon plus aitch-two-oh—


  “We’re not going to crash land. We’re going to splash down.”


  “You’re a smart girl, Natasha. You and I, we’re going to be the first people to sail on Venus.”


  IF WE DON’T drown first.


  That’s my mantra as we meticulously check Hieronymus for leaks, starting at the stern and making our way slowly to the fore. (Are they the right terms? I can’t look them up. Curse you, Air-less Venus!) We have plenty of time. For all the horrific power of the Eye, which is growing in magnitude every minute, its effects take time to spread. One of the virtual screens on the upper deck shows thick rivers of carbon dioxide being sucked into the center of the storm and waves of water vapor radiating outwards. I slave my lenses to it, giving me a window into the death of an old world. It looks like a wound.


  Grandpa whistles while he works, and why not? Our circumstances are perfectly surreal. To get into the spirit, I paint a skull-and-crossbones over the ship’s wheel on the upper deck. When (not if, I tell myself) this log is uploaded, everyone will know that I went down in style.


  Storm winds strike Hieronymus, setting it rocking from side to side. Atmospheric pressure is already falling—by a tiny amount where we are, but falling nonetheless. I imagine us diving with increasing speed into a brand-new ocean, only there’s no ocean yet, just the first hints of rain falling in the Eye’s boiling heart. Rain. On Venus. When it hits the superheated rock it blasts immediately back into steam. How long until everything cools down enough to support liquid water is anyone’s guess.


  We have time to rest, anyway. I curl my legs up in my tiny berth with a sleep-mask on and concentrate on not throwing up, or screaming, or wishing I could go back in time and take back my stupid jokes, or whatever madness is gripping me that particular moment. I can hear Grandpa whistling again. Is that The Pirates of Penzance? Maybe he’s not so bad, now I’ve had time to reflect.


  Eventually I nod off and dream about being at a birthday party where someone’s making cake in a fabber as fast as I can eat it. And I can eat it pretty fast. Zap! Cream sponge. Zap! Custard tart. Zap! Chocolate meringue. Down my gullet it all goes, barely touching the sides.


  I sneeze awake feeling nauseous and hungry at the same time. Somewhere, I can smell toast.


  It’s Grandpa. He’s upstairs munching on a Vegemite and cheese sandwich, staring at the virtual screens. There are three Eyes now, the one at the night-side equator and now one at each pole. Night has fallen for us. There are no visible stars.


  “We’ve descended a kilometer,” he says without looking around. “I could try bringing us up, but what’s the point? Eventually we’ll run out of air.”


  The dream stirs in my mind. “Can’t we fight this? I mean, seed anti-Eyes turning everything back the way it was. Could that work?”


  He turns to face me, and I try not to dwell on the fact that he appears to have doubled in age overnight.


  “Maybe,” he says. “If we had time to design and field test prototypes...”


  I sag. “Stop right there. I know what ‘maybe’ means. I have parents.”


  “Do not despair, Natasha. I promised that you would come to no harm.”


  “But this isn’t—”


  “Natural? Fair? Right?” He shrugs. “These concepts do not apply where monsters are concerned. What if this is more than just a cautionary tale about the power of our technology? Molding nature in our image is what we humans do, after all. Perhaps my enemy believes that he is acting for the greater good by creating another world for humanity. Don’t our needs trump those of mere bugs?”


  “A back-up planet... seriously?”


  He shrugs. “By my calculations, if the Bosch reaction continues unchecked, some three quarters of this world will be covered in water. Not as deeply as Earth, but covered nonetheless. A new biosphere will form, one that humanity can seed if it chooses to. In a generation or two, people might live here. The long day will take some getting used to, and it’s possible that extreme weather might continue to put paid to my enemy’s long-term plans—but if you can change an atmosphere wholesale, why not a planet’s rotation? Where does it end? Once it has begun, who can stop it?”


  Hieronymus lurches like my mood. I sit cross-legged on the floor and gnaw at my fingernails.


  “Is he still here?” I say. “Your enemy?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “You said earlier: ‘population one’. He should at least stick around to watch.”


  “That would be the admirable thing, would it not?” Grandpa sighs. “When people set themselves above nature, they put their very humanity at risk. Perhaps my enemy has fallen victim to his own critique.”


  I think of all my friends. They’ll jump at the chance to swim in a brand new ocean, no matter what it cost.


  “If we don’t fight him, he’s going to win, you know. Once it’s done, no one’s going to want to change it back.”


  “Maybe not. And soon it will seem perfectly natural that Earth has a watery twin, just as we once imagined it to be. Maybe in the distant future, when we have no need of worlds or water, some brave soul will mount a cause to restore its original nature. They will uncover my patterns and introduce them to new clouds. What has been done will be undone... and I will be vindicated.”


  His attention wanders off into fantasy-land, I think at first.


  “Four,” he says. “There are now four Eyes.”


  I turn to look at the screens, hollowness spreading through my chest. A new hole has opened up not far from us. That explains the rising turbulence.


  It’s happening fast now.


  “Come,” he says, “let me show you how to operate this old boat. You might as well learn something while we move to a safer vantage point.”


  HIERONYMUS STEERS LIKE a sack of eels. I tell myself it’ll handle better in water, but who am I kidding? Going from aerostat to hydrostat (is that even a real word?) is unlikely to improve its mood.


  From afar we watch what looks like a black, volcanic cone rise up from the center of the first Eye. It’s the graphite byproduct of the Bosch reactors, piling up en masse. Thunderheads gather about its waist, shooting out blue sheets of lightning. Fearing what might happen if another Eye opens below us, we decide to strive for greater altitude, first by expanding the air sac and then by reducing the weight of the gondola. To do that, Grandpa enlists my help to chuck things out of the hangar into the roiling clouds below.


  That means donning a pressure suit, black with bright yellow highlights, which makes me feel like a proper spacegirl.


  “Are you sure you won’t need this stuff again?”


  My voice is loud behind the faceplate. His crackles in my ears.


  “No.”


  “I suppose you can fab it again anyway, if you do.”


  An inactive drone spins downward into mist, scooting suddenly to the left as wind takes it. Then it is gone as though it never existed.


  “Every mountain deserves a name,” I tell Grandpa. “If we name it after you, that’ll really stick it to the bad guy.”


  “There is already a Mount Hudson in Chile.”


  “Chile’s a long way from here.”


  “Nonetheless.”


  “Hmmmm. ‘Mount Sixsmith,’ then. That doesn’t sound so bad. And this way we can have Mount Onesmith, Twosmith, Threesmith, and so on, depending on how many of these things we end up with.”


  “The ‘six’ in ‘Sixsmith’ is not a number, Natasha,” he says. “It refers to sickles.”


  “Whatever. It can mean anything we want, here. We’re the first official inhabitants of New Venus. What we say goes.”


  “Perhaps. Language is, after all, no exception to the rule All things transform.”


  “As your enemy says? Well, maybe he isn’t a complete idiot.”


  I maneuver a heavy engine closer to the open hatch, grunting with every heave. Grandpa watches through the sealed inner door. He’s the brain of this operation, I’m the brawn. The suit is doing a great job of evaporating my sweat, but I’m still hot. I haven’t wrestled like this since Saxon Vargas took me out on our last date. I bare my teeth, wishing I could’ve dumped him like this.


  Kick. The engine goes over. I don’t follow its descent, just fold up with hands on my knees, gasping for breath.


  “Are we done yet?”


  “I believe that is sufficient.”


  I stagger back in relief as the hatch slides closed and seals. The hangar looks pretty empty now, like a stage waiting for the set to be built. But I’m not an actor. I’m the audience, and I didn’t ask for this fully immersive theater experience. I didn’t choose it.


  Mind you, who has ever seen anything like this? When my log uploads I’m going to be popping like nobody’s business.


  And then there’s Grandpa. How he would have coped without me I don’t know. Not just clearing the hangar. Clearing his head. Sometimes I catch him staring out the window and I know he’s absorbing everything while he can, before it’s gone forever.


  How would I feel if someone walked into my home of twenty-two years and shat all over it?


  Yeah, yeah. Lesson learned. Consider me older—minus the eleven minutes d-mat still owes me—and immeasurably wiser.


  All I have to do is avoid dying so my parents can say “I told you so.”


  “ARE YOU PERMITTED to drink?” Grandpa asks as the clouds slowly lighten around us. It’s dawn, and we’ve reached the absolute upper limit of the aerostat’s buoyancy, barely clinging to fifty-one klicks above the planet’s surface. On Earth, that would put us halfway into space. Here, it’s positively tropical.


  We both know it’s not going to stay that way for long.


  “If I say ‘yes, totally’, will you believe me?”


  “Good enough.” Grandpa fabs a bottle of fancy-looking champagne and two crystal flutes. He pops the cork on the upper deck, pours, and we clink a toast without words. The bubbles tickling my nose are transient, bittersweet, and pure gold. A last hurrah before the end.


  “Grandma Sixsmith should be here with you,” I say. “Big moment like this. What happened to her, anyway?”


  “Who, Alice?” The question seems to take him off guard. His face works for a moment, as though testing unfamiliar expressions for best fit. “Alice and I did not see eye to eye... on anything, it turns out.”


  “Oh, I see! Is she your enemy?”


  “No, no. This is not some lovers’ tiff writ large. Our tiffs were small, numerous, and eventually too tiring. We parted well.”


  “That you hid out at—around? near?—the Planet of Love suggests otherwise, Grandpa.”


  “Honestly, it does not. You will understand when you’re older. Look!”


  He points out through a non-virtual window, and I crane to see what has caught his attention.


  It’s the sky. The clouds have parted for the first time in... how long?


  The sky is orange, like blowtorched sugar.


  This is happening much faster than I thought possible.


  “It’s dangerous to know things too well, or to think that you do,” Grandpa says, raising his glass to the tatty sliver of light that is widening as we speak. He could be talking about Grandma or his home or something else entirely. “You grow bored. It changes. Maybe you discover that you were wrong all along.”


  Hieronymus dips beneath us. I feel the nose angle downward, dragging the deck with it. The bottle of champagne overbalances and froth spills everywhere.


  I drain my glass in one compulsive motion, even though I feel sick to the stomach.


  “We have passed the tipping point,” Grandpa says, waving me to a seat. I have no role to play in what’s to come, except to cling tight as the atmosphere implodes and look on the bright side. What’s the worst that could happen?


  There are so many answers to that question I don’t even know where to begin.


  “Grandpa?”


  “Yes, Natasha.” He is standing at the wheel, gripping it with both knobbly hands.


  “Don’t tell Mom about the champagne. You’ll get us both in trouble.”


  “That is the least of our concerns at this moment.”


  “I needed to tell you anyway, looking ahead.” Really I want to ask him if we’re going to die, but feel as though voicing the possibility would make it real. He keeps promising that I’ll be all right. Let’s leave it at that. “What’s your plan, exactly?”


  “I am going to aim for Mount Sixsmith,” he says, pointing at the first and biggest of the Eyes. “Don’t worry. We won’t smash into it. I have chosen this destination because that is where the reactors have been drawing energy out of the atmosphere for the longest. There will still be turbulence, but my calculations suggest that the ocean forming at the base of the mountain will be tepid at most. It would be terrible to ditch in a boiling sea.”


  It sure would be. I hadn’t considered that particular outcome before and now wish I could get it out of my mind.


  “I mean for after. What are you going to do about the guy who did this?”


  “That’s surely up to the Peacekeepers. Has he broken any laws? It’s not as if Venus belonged to anyone, except, in the most diffuse way, the entire human race. If his actions result in a net benefit, maybe he should be rewarded, not punished.”


  Hieronymus judders as its rate of descent increases. The clouds close around us again.


  “Seriously?” I ask him, trying not to grip the sides of my chair too hard too early. Save it for later, for when things get really rough. “You’d be happy if he got off scot-free?”


  “I didn’t say that.” He spins the wheel, guiding the aerostat around a gushing column of thick, black cloud. Beneath the skull and crossbones I painted earlier, he does look a little like a pirate, with scrappy white beard and shirt (remnant of the tux) rolled up to his elbows, revealing an honest-to-god tattoo of the Venus de Milo. “I merely acknowledge that people will have different perspectives to me. We have never seen eye to eye before. Why change now?”


  Faster and faster we fall. I have to keep talking or go crazy with impotent fear.


  “Why doesn’t anyone believe you about what you found here? Surely you sent back patterns of your bugs...”


  “Oh, the discovery of life is not the issue. My survey was the most thorough possible, and my samples the most complete, confirming the theory that life evolved here as it did on Earth and elsewhere. It was what I found next that caused the controversy.”


  When I close my eyes I can still see the window onto Mount Sixsmith, gaping hungrily like a lamprey’s mouth. A churning stain surrounds it, the first ocean on Venus in a geological age. It’s spreading like blood across uneven lava plains, hissing and bubbling at the edges.


  “Would you tell me about that, Grandpa, in great detail? Please?”


  His silence stretches so long I fear he’s not going to oblige me—and then how am I going to drive out my anxiety? By babbling about my nonexistent love life?


  Finally he says, “I’m not sure what I fear most: that you would fail to understand, or that you would not.”


  I wrestle gratefully with the double negative as our descent becomes ever more precipitous.


  “Try me.”


  “Very well. You need to understand, Natasha, that no one fully knows how Venus came to be this way. ‘Greenhouse effect gone wild’ be damned. The universe does not obediently bend to fit our best theories, even for a convenient narrative that helps us put what we did on Earth behind us.


  “Climate change had a profound effect on all the world, not just Tuvalu. Millions died. But we avoided the grand catastrophe of our sister planet by being clever and building powerful machines. Bravo for us. We know better now.”


  “Sibling planet,” I correct him automatically.


  “Complacency is a dangerous thing,” he says, ignoring me. “What I discovered in rock and gas samples were anomalous chiral and isotopic signatures that suggest an entirely different explanation for Venus’ present condition. Once I fully comprehended their import, I knew that we were far from safe—from ourselves, and from our machines.”


  “I’ll be frank with you, Grandpa. Not understanding much so far.”


  “To put it simply, I do not believe that conditions on Venus are an accident—or at least not a natural one. It is the end result of a technological process—a war maybe, or a contaminant that destroyed an entire biosphere, sending what life remained here to the very fringes, where it clung on against all odds in a much reduced form.”


  “You mean your bugs... they did this to themselves?”


  “That is what I believe.”


  I picture the fuzzy fronds in Grandpa’s tanks. “Ouch.”


  “Precisely, if something of an understatement.”


  There’s a hearty boom from outside. I open my eyes a crack to see that we’re dropping through a forest of lightning strikes, which dance around us like the bars of an electric cage.


  I slam my eyes shut again and fold my legs and arms around me. Much safer in here my lizard brain advises me.


  “So... wait... let me get this straight. If Venus wasn’t always this way, what does that mean for the bad guy in this scenario? Is he still a bad guy for turning the world back to the way it was?”


  “What do you think, Natasha?”


  “I don’t know. I’m confused.”


  “I do not blame you. If someone destroys your house, and you discover in the process that it was in fact built on the ruin of another house, doesn’t that fundamentally changes your perspective?”


  “But Venus is no one’s house any more, not really.”


  “All right, then. Look at it another way. What if a man has dedicated his life to standing outside nature, preserving everything he found—only to discover that it was never natural at all?”


  That’s Grandpa, I assume. “He’d be pretty pissed off, I expect.”


  GRANDPA SAYS NOTHING.


  Which gives me time to think. And make some connections. And approach a conclusion that seems inescapable and maddening.


  “Grandpa, tell me you didn’t.”


  “I cannot until you tell me what you think I did.”


  Smart-ass. “You built the reactors? You destroyed Venus? Why?”


  “To send a message to those fools who wouldn’t listen! Thanks to d-mat and fabricators, we have the power to subvert, even destroy nature. What’s more, we can’t assume that we won’t, because it happened right here. Whoever’s hand pulled the trigger the first time, and it might have been very much like yours, perhaps they too thought themselves outside the law: All things transform.”


  What else did he say my first day on Venus? Life cannot harm life. “I don’t think that’s going to hold up in court.”


  “I don’t care. They can’t ignore me now!”


  Hieronymus jolts violently. For a moment I had completely forgotten where we were, but my ignorance had not been blissful.


  “If you knew all along that this was going to happen,” I say, unable to prevent a hurt tone, “why did you let me aboard?”


  “Birdie wanted to give you a shock. I believe you have received one.”


  “You know she’s not going to buy that. Particularly if we die here.”


  He sighs. “It was not my intention to subject you to this... I mean it sincerely, Natasha... I was going to wait until you left. But then I saw your lenses and I knew why I had been holding off, the one thing my plan lacked...”


  Lenses. Life-logging.


  “A witness,” I say. “For your confession?”


  “For Venus. For this poor world and all that intelligent beings have wrought upon it, as their natures dictated. For all those whose lives might be lost if we blunder on unchecked.”


  Dammit. I have been an audience for a madman after all: my grandfather, his own worst enemy, who would destroy a world to make a moral point and might kill us on the way.


  “Open your eyes, Natasha.”


  I am angry with him in a way that transcends any irritation I’ve ever felt for my parents.


  “No. I’m not going to! I don’t care if you think that makes me like everyone else, sticking my head in the sand because the world scares us sometimes. I’m scared right now, and I’m not afraid to admit it. Why shouldn’t I be? I’m trapped in here with you and your mad scheme. And what’s worse, nothing I can do will make a difference. I could try to fight you for control of the wheel—and probably win, by the way—but would that help bring Venus back? Or Tuvalu? Or anywhere else?”


  “Please, Natasha. You have to see this.”


  “Why?”


  “You’ll regret it if you don’t.”


  His tone saps the fight out of me. Grandpa sounds old and sad, not foolish or monstrous or any of the other things he called himself earlier. Maybe the real reason he kept me around was so he wouldn’t be alone.


  I steel myself to do as he says, and when my eyelids separate I see him at the wheel, first, then the skies beyond him, second. We are falling down a vast chimney lit by sunlight from far above. The view is neither of Earth nor of Venus. There are colors and shapes here that never existed before, except maybe on Jupiter and even then no human has ever seen anything like them, not with naked eyes. This is real, and at the same time palpably transient. The reactors are still working. The entire atmosphere is collapsing in on itself, dragging us down with it. In time everything will reach a new equilibrium, and long before then all this will be gone.


  It’s astonishingly beautiful.


  Trailing tattered clouds in our wake, we fall headlong towards the face of Venus.


  An ocean the color of tears rises up to meet us.


  WITH A SPLASH that sends water dozens of yards into the air, Hieronymus comes to the end of its journey and, to my amazement, doesn’t immediately sink. It bobs on restless waves in the shadow of Mount Sixsmith, which is just as black and menacing as it looked from above. The lightning has passed now the Bosch reactors in our vicinity have run out of ready fuel. Elsewhere, twenty-three others are still working hard.


  The air sac deflates, detaches, and drifts away in the grip of a powerful current. A loud gurgle comes from the deck below, and I make haste to see what’s going on, still wearing my pressure suit just in case. Going down with the ship is not on my agenda.


  The sample tanks are emptying.


  “Is this supposed to be happening?” I call up to Grandpa.


  He appears behind me on the ladder, but doesn’t linger.


  “Yes. They will drown or adapt, like us.”


  He’s heading below, and I follow him, at least until he starts taking off his clothes.


  “Woah, Grandpa. Don’t you think I’ve seen enough scary shit for one day?”


  “You are perfectly safe, Natasha.” I don’t think he’s talking about his nudity. Behind my turned back, I hear him rummaging through the mostly empty hangar. “The controls of Hieronymus are locked, but they will release in an hour. It is programmed to follow the tide away from the mountain. I suggest you stick to this course. When the flanks collapse, there will be tsunamis.”


  I risk a glance over my shoulder. He’s pulling on a pressure suit with bright pink highlights.


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “It is time for all good Venusians to return home. And Earthlings too. The d-mat booth and the channel to Earth will also unlock shortly.”


  Naturally, I already suspect that he is behind the blockade. What’s the point of having a witness if she flees at the first opportunity?


  Any anger I feel, though, is swamped by concern as he opens the hatch. We both pull on our masks, even though air pressure keeps the seething water at bay. The atmosphere is a ferocious mix of chemicals that smells very bad. I look down into the water, seeking the fuzzy fronds, but there’s no sign of them.


  “You’re not a Venusian, Grandpa.”


  “Not yet.”


  He jumps into the water so suddenly I’m taken by surprise. I thought I’d have longer to make him see reason. “Grandpa! What are you doing? Don’t you know it’s bad manners to leave without saying goodbye? Grandpa!”


  I find myself jumping in after him. The water is thick and full of bubbles, like warm soda. My mad ancestor is a shadow receding along the underside of Hieronymus, swimming with slow but steady strokes. He doesn’t look back. The current is strong. I cling to the edge of the hatch with one hand, torn between security and letting him go.


  Then he’s disappeared into the murk, and it’s too late to do anything.


  I pull myself inside and hurry back up top. There’s no sign of him in the water, anywhere I look. The boat won’t turn so I can search for him, and I have a little frustrated cry, feeling alone and betrayed by everyone. Then the Air reconnects and my ears fill with voices. There’s a world of people eleven minutes away and they all want to know what just happened.


  I don’t need to say anything to them yet. My log is already uploading, and they’ll work it out when they watch it. What Grandpa did. No doubt they’ll argue about it forever. Was he deluded or a visionary? Did he make his case, and if so, what was that case, exactly?


  Mom and Dad are in the mix, fairly babbling with fear and relief. “Tash Sixsmith, tell me you had nothing to do with this!” Blah blah. I should go home and face the music, but I hesitate. It doesn’t seem right to leave just yet, not until I have an opinion, at least. Yes, I was a victim of Grandpa’s mad plan, but that doesn’t mean I’m powerless. As the one and only temporary Venusian left, probably, it would be helpful to have something to say. Something more meaningful, or at least useful, than Sorry.


  As Hieronymus glides away from the black cone of Mount Sixsmith, I send a message to Afi Tekena.


  “Hey, I found you some new islands.”


  THE VENUS GENERATIONS


  Stephen Baxter


  LATER, HANK WOULD remember how much she had liked the sunshield swallow, even at first glance.


  And she liked her first view of Venus, too, what she could see of it from the Venera station, orbiting hundreds of kilometres above the shining cloud tops.


  But then she had been just ten years old. It was only as she grew up, later, that she came to dislike so much what happened when her mother had put those two lovely things together.


  For her mother, though, for Jocelyn Lang Poole, this tremendous planetary spectacle had only been a beginning. “You’ve got to start somewhere,” she’d said.


  Hank had stood there with her mother at the scuffed window of the elderly habitat. Venera was a chain of modules, old and much reused, now strung out in a belt around a gleaming bowl of solar-energy collectors and spun up for gravity. Inside everything was as smart as you’d find on Earth, the very walls as responsive to a touch or a word as Hank’s own bedroom back in London. But even so, Hank thought, equipped with the sensitive nose of a ten-year-old, you could smell the age of the place, smell the grease and the dirt and the electric tang of antique machineries—smell the sweat of the generations of vanished cosmonauts who had assembled this place, it was said, all of four hundred years ago.


  On the other hand Hank was used to the presence of great age; her father, a teacher in London, had once told her she was sensitised to it. After all, her own mother was two hundred and fifteen years old. Hank was the only member of the fourth ‘litter’ of children Jocelyn had raised during those long years, as she liked to say.


  But amid all this antiquity the shield swallow was definitively something new.


  Standing at this window, at first Jocelyn had to point it out to Hank; the swallow was an elusive sight. So polished were its enormous wings that you could only see them by the reflections they cast, shimmering images of the brilliant sun—save when the swallow swam across the face of the planet, when the graceful forms were like cut-outs against the brilliance of the clouds. “She’s riding on the pressure of the sunlight itself,” Jocelyn murmured. “You know, those wings, sheets of monomolecular carbon, weigh no more than a gram each. The body isn’t much more than that.”


  “She’s hardly anything, then,” Hank said.


  “You could crumple her up in your fist.”


  “But she seems smart.”


  “So she does. She has to be smart, she’ll spend most of her life keeping her place in the shield-flock out at the first Lagrange point. Which is a position in space out between Venus and the sun—”


  “I know that,” said Hank, a little piqued. She always hesitated before admitting any ignorance to her mother; she lived with her father, she didn’t see much of Jocelyn, and she always wanted to make the right impression. She said tentatively, “I know the shield will cast a shadow. A big shadow that will cool down the whole of Venus.”


  “Well, that’s the idea,” Jocelyn said, and she ruffled Hank’s hair. “And you, and with any luck I, might get to see the outcome, in a few hundred years’ time.”


  Hank looked down on the sunlit clouds again, and imagined them cast into darkness and cold. “But I guess I don’t see why you need to do it.”


  Jocelyn sighed. “No, and neither did the boards of governance and oversight, from the UN and the Stewardship on downwards to every polder council on Earth, it felt like, with those damn Conservers protesting wherever we went . . . You see, Hank, Venus is a problem. Humans are moving out into space in a big way—the way we always planned to before the Bottleneck. But where are we to go? In space, when it comes to places to live, you’ve got the Moon, you’ve got Mars—and you know that people are starting to think about how to turn Mars into a liveable world.”


  “Terraforming,” Hank said carefully.


  “That’s the idea. You can do that on Mars, but Mars will always be small, cold, lacking in volatiles—I mean, the stuff that air and oceans are made from. But at least you could live there now, under some dome. Not on Venus, though. You couldn’t live here. Even though Venus is actually much more like Earth—same kind of size, made of the same stuff.”


  Hank snorted. “It doesn’t look like it from here.”


  Jocelyn laughed. “Well, okay. But if Mars’s problem is that it’s too cold, Venus’s problem is that it’s too hot. You see those clouds? Top of an ocean of air, and most of it carbon dioxide.”


  “The stuff I breathe out?”


  “Yeah. So much air, in fact, it’s more like an ocean. Actually Earth has about the same amount of carbon dioxide as Venus, but back home it’s all weathered—I mean it’s locked up chemically in the rocks, mostly limestone. Venus used to be like Earth, once. But it overheated, there was a greenhouse effect, the carbon dioxide all baked out of the rock, and even the ocean water molecules broke up and the hydrogen was lost to space . . . After all that, Venus was hot and dry. The air pressure down on the ground is a hundred times what it is on Earth, or in this hab, and the temperature is hundreds of degrees. Honey, there are rivers of molten rock! So you think anybody could ever live down there?”


  Hank wrinkled her nose. “Needs a lot of work.”


  Jocelyn laughed. “Spoken like a true Poole. Yes, a lot of work. If you want to make Venus liveable, you’ve got to get rid of all that air. Or almost all of it, ninety-nine per cent. How? Come on, think of ways.”


  Hank was used to being tested by Jocelyn. There were always clues, though, in her mother’s challenges. “Couldn’t you put it back in the limestone, like on Earth?”


  “Good answer: weather it out. But to do that you’d have to break up the ground to a depth of kilometres, right across the planet. That’s even if you had enough water, which you don’t because it was all lost, remember. And even then, if the world stayed hot the carbon dioxide would just bake out of the rock again.”


  “Don’t trees split up carbon dioxide into carbon and oxygen, that you breathe? You could use that. Plant stuff to grow and absorb it all.”


  “Another good try. Couldn’t plant trees, though. Some kind of engineered bug, maybe. But even if you did, there’s just too much air. You’d end up with a hundred-metre-thick layer of carbon all over the planet, and about sixty Earth atmospheres worth of oxygen. And you know what would happen then? Whoosh! The whole planet would burn up, and you’d be back where you started. And it would likely take thousands of years even to get that far. I want to do it faster than that.”


  “Lift it off, then. All the air. The way they scoop helium and stuff out of Jupiter.”


  She shook her head. “Another good try. Too much energy. You’d need the equivalent of six trillion megatons . . . Sorry, that’s a little archaic; that’s the language of bombs. And besides—here’s the thing, Hank—you don’t really want to throw away all the carbon that’s locked up in the cee-oh-two. Venus has the solar system’s biggest lode of carbon outside of Earth itself. Carbon is good, carbon is useful. Not just for living things—”


  “You’re talking about nanotechnology.”


  “Right. Good. The shield-swallows, for instance, are made of engineered carbon. You want to keep the carbon, mine it maybe, use it for nanotech or whatever, not just throw it away.” She winked at Hank. “You could even manufacture food, here on Venus. The other ingredients you need are here: hydrogen, nitrogen. Food from Venus, exported to Earth! That’s an old dream, I can tell you. And since most of humanity has been fed by slop made out of the last of the oil shale for the last four hundred years—I should know, I grew up eating the stuff—it’s actually commercially viable.


  “And that’s what my scheme is all about. You just freeze out the Venusian air, and cover it over. You can do that relatively quickly and easily, and you’re left with a place you can live up top, and a mine of carbon down below that you can deal with in time. Of course I’m not planning to make Venus liveable like Earth, that can come later. But the key is she’ll become useful—and soon, so that we get a quick return on investment.”


  She smiled, looking into the far distance beyond the window, a calculating expression that always made Hank feel uncomfortable. Jocelyn’s hair was long but pulled back into a compact bun, black with not a trace of grey; her skin was pale, smooth, but with an odd tightness around the eyes, which gave her a look of tension. Hank knew her mother was one of the oldest human beings alive, her body a test-bed for AntiSenescence, for ever-developing life-extension technologies. She didn’t exactly look old, but she didn’t look young, either.


  When she wore that expression it was always as if she had forgotten Hank was even here.


  The shield-swallow came floating by the window again.


  Jocelyn seemed to relax. “She acts like she’s curious. Maybe she likes you.”


  “Maybe.”


  “You know, people associate us Pooles with big clumsy engineering projects. Ever since Michael Poole Bazalget and his polar clathrates. But when I was your age, or thereabouts, I saw the launch of Grey Poole’s first Outriggers. You know, the uncrewed antimatter rockets, the near-lightspeed interstellar probes? First year of the twenty-fifth century, two hundred years ago, another milestone year. There was a lot of controversy about all the energy we spent on that—but every damn probe worked, and the results from the target stars have trickled in ever since. Beautiful, delicate ships, like thistledown. And when you get down to it the whole project was an expression of confidence—a programme that was going to take so long it proved we had a faith in our own future. Why, people were already starting to live longer than they ever had before, and the world was at last coming out of the worst of the climate troubles. Now I’m told that my plan to freeze Venus is another big, clumsy, grandiose folly. But what I’m achieving it with is something as delicate as that.” She pointed at the swallow. “Which is why I wanted you here, you know, to see this. You could give her a name, if you like.”


  “What name?”


  “How about Henrietta, like you?”


  “My name is Hank. I can’t even spell Henrietta.”


  Jocelyn laughed. “Sorry about that. It seemed like a good idea at the time. But she’ll soon be lost in a crowd, of trillions . . . We have to do this, you know. Never mind terraforming Mars—some day we’re gonna have to fix the Earth itself, not just stabilise it. And to do that we need to learn how to engineer planets, on a massive scale. You got to start somewhere.” She glanced at a chronometer. “Okay, I have meetings. You got a busy day?”


  It was only an hour after breakfast. Hank had precisely nothing to do until the next meal. “I sure do,” she said politely.


  “Catch you later, then.” Jocelyn hurried away.


  Alone, Hank peered down at the planet, imagining what she would see if those gleaming clouds could be peeled away: a land covered by plains of lava, twisted and torn by the heat. Rivers of rock. Incredible! And she had heard that people already lived down there, not on the lava-hot ground, but in the clouds, in big floating cities like airships. Which sounded fun to her, compared to this smelly old space station anyhow. Surely Venus was too interesting to be reduced to just a big lump of carbon . . .


  The swallow flew past her window once again, and she was entranced.


  JOCELYN LANG POOLE emerged from a crowd, hurrying across the Promenade, evidently seeking her daughter, and with Pierre, Hank’s son, in tow. Micro-cameras swarmed around Jocelyn’s head like fireflies. Well, this was Sunset Day, the day towards which Jocelyn and her planetary engineers had been building for fifty-six years already—fifty-six years since the creation of the first swallows, to this moment when the L1 shield would close up at last. Of course there would be cameras.


  But Hank had her own deadlines. She deliberately turned away and, softscreen in hand, continued her quietly spoken discussions with her staff.


  In half-opened exosuits, they were gathered at a port. From here they looked out through the semi-translucent hull of Pangad at stately dirigibles and smaller powered craft, suspended in shining air, patiently seeking access to the station to offload yet more samples of a precious, unique and horribly threatened biota.


  Pangad was a flying eggshell, an ovoid a kilometre across floating in the Venusian sky, with a medium-sized city cupped on its expansive floor and circled at the equator by this Promenade with its transport and access facilities. The view was always spectacular—but even now it was not as it had once been. For months already, if not years, the space shield had grown dense enough to block a significant percentage of the sunlight, and the city had grown darker, as had the clouds it inhabited.


  And today, as always now as the Sunset deadline approached, the Promenade was a swarm of activity. Hank herself hadn’t slept for four days—four Earth days, nearly a full breeze-day aboard Pangad. But for all their elaborate preparations and for all their frantic work, Hank was senior enough to know how horribly limited all their conservation efforts were in the face of this monumental discontinuity.


  And in the middle of all that here came Jocelyn Lang Poole. A woman whose clumsy patchwork rejuvenations now made her look younger, in a waxwork kind of way, than Hank herself at sixty-six: Hank’s own mother, come to inflict an extinction event on an entire planet. Hank was tempted to just turn her back, to focus on the work. But Pierre was calling her, in a reedy twelve-year-old voice that was on the cusp of breaking, and he at least didn’t deserve such treatment. So for the sake of her son Hank forced a smile.


  “Here you are,” Jocelyn said as she approached. She was dressed in a snappy-looking business suit. “Pierre’s been telling me all about the Outrigger probe that reported back from Delta Corvi—a very strange swarm of planets out there . . .” She ruffled Pierre’s hair, a gesture that obscurely irritated Hank. “Can’t see this little guy floating around in a box in the clouds all his life. The stars for you, eh, little buddy?”


  And Hank was freshly irritated that Pierre blushed at this attention from his famous grandmother. As evenly as she could she said, “Get out of here, Pierre. I know you have your chores to do, like everybody else.”


  Chastened, resentful, he snapped, “Yes ma’am,” and ran off.


  Jocelyn looked after him wistfully. “Cute little guy.”


  “You barely know him, Mother. What the hell are you doing here? Today of all days. I’m surprised you weren’t lynched as soon as you set foot on the Promenade.”


  Jocelyn seemed nonplussed. “Oh, come on, Hank, lighten up. I wanted to be with my family today—to mark a triumph, not the end goal, but a key milestone, after fifty years’ work the end of the beginning—”


  “Save the soundbites for somebody who gives a damn.” Not for the first time in her life Hank sought the words to communicate her feelings to Jocelyn. “Look, Mother, the people here care about Venus. This is their home . . .”


  And a surprisingly generous home it was.


  The lethal ground far below might glow in the dark, but up here, in the cloud decks fifty klicks or so high, the temperature was down to a little above Earth-normal, the air pressure was little more than Earth’s sea level, and you could float around in a balloon the size of Manhattan: in fact you could inhabit the lift envelope itself, since breathing air was a lift gas here. People had come here in the first place for the science, of course, but such was the appeal of the place that many had stayed on to have their kids, and grandkids—they just lived here. That was pretty much Hank’s story. She had never been able to get Venus out of her imagination since that close encounter with a shield-swallow in orbit, more than a half-century ago, and she’d had to come back.


  But it was Venus itself that had captivated her, not her mother’s grim visions of carbon mines. For, up here in the clouds—the real reason she was here—there were other inhabitants than humans.


  Jocelyn, of course, was dismissive. “So it’s a home. There are other homes. You could be in an arcology on Earth and it would feel much the same, right? Besides, even when Sunset falls the cities won’t be immediately threatened. Sure, you’ll be in the dark, but you spend two days out of every four in the dark anyhow, right?”


  Though Venus turned at a creakingly slow and retrograde pace, yielding a sunrise-to-sunset interval of a hundred and seventeen days, the cloud cities like Pangad were blown around the world by high-speed winds, taking just four Earth days to finish a circuit: a ‘breeze-day’.


  “Plenty of time to get out of here in an orderly fashion.”


  “But that’s not the point, damn it,” Hank snapped back. “I know the atmosphere’s not going to snow out in a couple of days—”


  “More like a couple of centuries—”


  “Mother, we’ll survive. But the native life won’t. It’s photosynthetic. Lives off the sunlight you’re blocking out.” Jocelyn’s expression was blank, and Hank knew she had withstood barrages of this kind of objection in endless review committees since her freeze-down project had first been mooted, but Hank felt motivated to try to make her see, even so. “And it’s very old, Mother. The native life. It has to be. It must have formed when Venus was young, and Earthlike. The big heat-up took a couple of billion years: time for life to form in those early oceans, and then to retreat to the clouds when the ground became too hot—to this layer, where conditions are as Earthlike as anywhere beyond the home planet itself—”


  “Earthlike? Clouds full of sulphuric acid? Don’t talk to me about Earthlike. I have a share in the corporation that developed the shielding for the hulls of your precious balloon towns. What the hell kind of life is it, anyhow? Just a bunch of bugs in the air—”


  “There’s more to it than that. There has to be. We still don’t know how they survive up here; they feed off sunlight and the materials of the clouds, of course, but there has to be some means of transporting trace elements up from the surface. It’s more than just ‘bugs in the air’. I think I’ve seen evidence of behaviour on a large scale. Much larger. There are patterns—visible in some wavelengths of light, if you look down at the clouds from above—the Venusian cloud bugs cooperating, somehow, on scales larger than continents. That’s my speciality, as you ought to know. I think I was inspired as a kid by seeing your shield-swallows and the way they were designed to swarm—”


  Jocelyn shook her head. “You’re as bad as those weaklings on Mars, who are holding up the terraforming programme for the sake of life forms they thought they saw in the winter dry-ice snowstorms . . . I built a shield in space, twice the diameter of this planet. That alone has taken fifty years to put together, peeling the swallows off of that damn tethered asteroid one by one—”


  “A shield that’s killing a world.”


  In fact, in the gathering shadow of the shield, already the atmosphere was disrupted on a heroic scale, with dumped heat causing tremendous storms, and the air’s structure breaking down. From space the planet looked dimpled, storm-wracked, and Hank and her workers could see it in the finest detail of the cloud communities: the disruption of delicate nutrient flows, of life cycles fragile to the point of invisibility.


  “And it’s all because you have to be so damn hasty. Oh, I know why it has to be that way. Time’s passing, isn’t it, Mother? And fashions change. Your Venus project is becoming stranded, a relic from a different age, an embarrassment, an anachronism. You need to keep hurrying to get it done before approval is withdrawn. And all the lives you meddle with—mine, too. It was conscience that drew me back here, you know. After you brought me out to see the beginning of it as a kid, I could never get Venus out of my head. You disrupted my whole life.”


  Jocelyn studied her blankly. “That’s a price worth paying, frankly. Everything you’ve got you owe to me. And days like today are what it’s all been about. Leaving my mark. As my mother left her mark, and her father . . . all the way back to Grey Poole and the Outriggers, even old Michael Bazalget in the twenty-first century.”


  Hank folded her arms. “Leaving your mark. Even if there’s some better course for Venus, a better way—if it takes too long for you to be around to get the credit, you’d reject it, right? You’re sacrificing a whole world, a whole biosphere, just to get your name plaque nailed to the wall of the Poole family mausoleum.”


  Jocelyn thought that over, shrugged, and grinned, almost girlishly. “Well, is that so wrong?”


  Hank glowered at her mother, wordless. Then she turned and went back to work.


  Just an hour later, the sky went dark, all at once, as Jocelyn Lang Poole shut out the sun.


  WHEN JOCELYN DESCENDED to the science base on the summit of Maat Montes, visiting her family for the first time in decades, she was, as usual, interested in nothing but her own agenda. In this particular case it was the trouble, as she saw it, that grandson Pierre was cooking up in his experimental shelter out on the ice of the Phoebe Ocean.


  And so, as Hank gave her the customary tour of the Maat base, Jocelyn showed not even polite interest in all Hank herself had achieved down here on the surface of Venus, astonishingly no less than a hundred and eighty-six years after Sunset Day. No interest in the big wildlife-reserve shelters Hank and her team had managed to erect down here in these latter years, after conditions had become a little less ferocious—no interest in the lab work being done here, though Jocelyn showed some curiosity about the hab’s engineering, stomping around as she did in the exoskeletal frame that now supported her increasingly fragile body of more than four hundred and fifty years’ vintage.


  “You may have started it, Jocelyn,” Hank said. She’d given up calling her ‘Mother’ more than a century ago; when your own son passed his hundredth, relationships kind of levelled out across the generations. “With Sunset Day, I mean. But down here we had to live through it. And it was a long, slow process, I can tell you. The balloon cities lasted a few decades, the air took that long to cool, but we were sinking the whole time, down, down. Then after about sixty years it got cold enough for the carbon dioxide rains to start, and we’ve had more than a hundred years of that. So we came down to the ground and pitched camp. You know why here, why Maat Montes? Because it’s the second highest location on the planet, after Maxwell up in the north . . .”


  Venus had a strange terrain, mostly flat lava plains broken by a few continent-like highland regions: Ishtar Terra up in the north the size of Australia, and here, Aphrodite Terra, at the equator. None of this had mattered a damn to any human being aside from theoretical planetologists until the searing heat began to recede, and the carbon dioxide air to thin, and the ground became accessible. But when those who had remained with Venus sought somewhere on the surface to settle, the higher ground, where the heat and air pressure was always marginally less, was a good idea.


  And even more so when the carbon dioxide rains had started. At first the falling liquid had hissed and sizzled and evaporated quickly from the still-warm ground, or had soaked into the basaltic plain of the lowland. But gradually the land had become saturated, and puddles had formed, and then lakes, which had then joined up into a rising sea . . . The colony gave a good view of the rising ocean, which would eventually cover something like eighty per cent of the planet’s surface, and Maat Montes would become an island.


  Then, just a decade or two ago, the cold got deep enough to cause the ocean to start to freeze, from the bottom up.


  “Even so, it was still damn hot. We had to reinvent everything we did, from scratch. Did you know that the surface used to be so hot that it would melt the solder on a circuit board? And every engine we ran ate fuel like it was going out of fashion.”


  Jocelyn thought that over. “High ambient temperature. Low thermodynamic efficiency.”


  “The Carnot cycle, yeah. But we hung on, and survived, most of us. And I think we did some useful work . . .”


  But Jocelyn cared nothing for the display samples from the experimental ‘metal-snow mine’ near the very summit of Maat’s highest peak. Once, in Venus’s most ferocious days, there really had been a superhot snow of metallic compounds that would settle out on the higher ground: tellurium, iron pyrites. You could easily prospect for such reflective stuff with radar, and for the last century or so shipments of the stuff to Earth and the offworld colonies had been an unexpected, commercially viable success. And Jocelyn was interested even less in the studies Hank and her team were making in the big blister domes, cramped as they were, of the lifecycles of the native Venusian life: a biota now extinct save in a few reserves like Hank’s.


  “We haven’t got the room to replicate a lifecycle that spanned a cloud layer tens of kilometres deep,” Hank said sourly. “But we’ve confirmed some of my earlier guesses. The bugs really did cooperate on a planetary scale. They were locked into global cycles of mass and energy, just like Earth. A Venusian Gaia . . .”


  Just as Jocelyn’s shield-swallows worked cooperatively in a great flock, swimming in the sunlight to maintain their disc of shadow twenty-five thousand kilometres across, so the Venusian acid-cloud bugs had worked for aeons, leaching the air chemistry selectively, and even moving in coordinated ways to adjust the very weather. Great lightning storms would be tended, nurtured, assembled; such was the energy gathered that the storms had even reached down to the ground under its layer of soupy, sluggish carbon dioxide, and stirred up dust and rubble that, thrown into the air, helped seed the clouds with acid rain, and with the trace nutrients needed by the bacterial life. “When the world heated up the bugs had billions of years to evolve mechanisms like this, and they used that time well. But now—”


  Jocelyn snorted. “But we didn’t even understand it until it was all gone, and now it’s all extinct and in a museum like the tyrannosaurs and the mammoths, and yada. I only came down here to see what that punk kid Pierre is up to out on my ice.”


  “Your ice?”


  “Well, who else’s?”


  “The rover garage is over this way. And he’s no punk kid, by the way.”


  Jocelyn grunted as she clanked her way alongside her daughter to the lock. “Sure. I follow his career—I’ve seen his presentations. Looks a hell of a lot better than I did at that age. Better medicine than when I began with AntiSenescence. I always told you so. You kids don’t know how lucky you are.”


  “Maybe, but you’re still around to complain about it, aren’t you?”


  “Hmmph. That’s good genes. And maybe it’s just as well that I’m still here to stop him screwing up my programme with this stuff from the Outrigger report, this alien nanobug crap from Beta Pegasi. We shouldn’t have anything to do with that. This is our system—these are our worlds. Whatever we do, it needs to be a human endeavour. Human. Not a playground for some damn alien tech . . .”


  “Here’s the airlock. You didn’t bring a pressure suit?”


  Jocelyn raised her arms with a whir of servo motors. “Look at me. What the hell kind of suit is going to fit over this?”


  “This is the frontier, Jocelyn. We’re belt and braces about safety here—”


  “You are. You know when the last death through pressure loss was? Neither do I. So shut your yap and let’s get on with it.”


  SO MOTHER AND daughter exited from the base.


  They crossed the frozen surface of the decades-old Phoebe Ocean in a small tractor-tread rover, the way lit only by the rover’s flood lamps. Hank was in an open suit, with Jocelyn and her exoskeleton cluttering up the cabin. Ahead lay nothing but pale, glimmering carbon dioxide ice, and the sky above was black as night, the remnant air still too thick to allow even a glimpse of the stars.


  Much of the young ocean was still liquid, of course—and the rain continued—but in shallower stretches, such as here, near the Aphrodite coast, there was already sheet ice, the ocean frozen solid to its base. And on that ice, already visible in the lamps of the rover, was the small shelter where Pierre Poole Rollins was conducting his already famous experiments using carbon dioxide slush from Venus and nanotech from the star Beta Pegasi . . .


  Or so Hank understood, anyhow. Just as Pierre seemed to find it hard to talk to her these days—hell, these decades—so Hank found it hard to communicate with her own mother, on any level. They were all in strange territory, she thought—Jocelyn especially, as one of the first of the truly long-lived—enduring an unprecedented overlapping of historical timescales with individual ambitions and lifespans. Why, it was already nearly two and a half centuries since the inception of Jocelyn’s Venus project: a length of time similar to that separating the birth of the Industrial Revolution and Michael Poole’s pioneering Arctic-clathrate stabilisation project. How were you supposed to build an ongoing career through all of that? And while the Venus project had gone through its slow phases, human society had itself evolved, with the ages of deprivation into which Jocelyn had been born an increasingly remote memory. Now, on Earth, even the polders, post-climate-collapse political unions of necessity, had faded in significance compared to a reborn-UN world government. In space, meanwhile, as an interplanetary culture slowly matured, the Moon had already gained a cautious independence . . . Amid all this, Jocelyn’s crude, ugly manipulation of Venus seemed increasingly out of its time. And yet, as Jocelyn had probably anticipated from the start, the project had a sheer physical momentum that made it practically unstoppable.


  But now Hank’s own son, two-centuries-old Pierre, because of his plan to introduce alien elements into the carbon mines of Venus, was at loggerheads with Jocelyn: in the path of the family juggernaut . . .


  As the rover drew up to the lock Hank felt a kind of shudder, transmitted through the frame.


  It was a kind of intrusion. She was forced to focus on her driving, turning aside from thoughts of her family. Unease flickered. After decades, centuries, it was easy to forget that this was an alien world, a world inimical to humanity. Venus was volcanically active, enthusiastically so, mainly because it had no tectonic plates to shove around and vent off a little heat energy, as Earth did. In fact it was believed that most of the planet had been resurfaced by lava, perhaps a mere half-billion years earlier. Maat Mons, Hank’s home, was itself a volcanic artefact, a shield mountain the size of Hawaii.


  All of Jocelyn’s tinkering with the atmosphere hadn’t made a jot of difference to the restlessness of the deep rocks. Venus was still Venus. And, just because in the few centuries humans had been in residence on the surface itself there had been no geological calamities or catastrophes, it didn’t mean Venus was, or would ever be, safe. Hence, for Hank, the belt and braces.


  But the shudder passed, and Jocelyn, intent as usual on her own concerns, seemed to have noticed nothing at all.


  ONCE THE ROVER had docked with the shelter, Jocelyn led the way in through the lock.


  Pierre was alone today, working before a partitioned-off area. He glanced around at his visitors, his mother and grandmother, nodded perfunctorily, and turned back to his work—or tried to. Jocelyn made straight for him and began to interrogate him about Beta Pegasi.


  Hank followed more circumspectly. Pierre, after all nearly two hundred years old himself, had grown into a solid, competent, senior figure. But, Hank often thought, his manner and expression had been hardened by his life as an outsider. He had grown up on a frontier, and then developed a career as a fringe academic. He did have something of the look of Jocelyn, though, Hank thought, short, dark, heavy, the look of the Pooles. As, no doubt, did she.


  Pierre was wearing a pressure suit, Hank noted, but without gloves or hood to hand. Not regulation, to say the least, but she knew this was Pierre’s own habit of a grumpy old age; like his grandmother he thought excessive safety precautions just got in the way. Hank profoundly disagreed. But it didn’t seem the right moment to mention it.


  Instead she said, “Look at us. Elderly grotesques. A new human dynamic, three bitter old farts each locked in their own heads, yet separated still by generations. And yet, you know, when they write up the family history we’ll be remembered as the Pooles who worked here, together, for better or worse. We’ll be the Venus generations.”


  But nobody was listening.


  Jocelyn seemed distracted by a new display Pierre or a colleague had set up, a hologram turning slowly in the air, right at the dome’s geometric centre: a glimmering, sparkling ball. Hank knew this was a representation of the object that an Outrigger probe had found orbiting Beta Pegasi, a red giant star about two hundred light years away. It was a ball of crystalline carbon the size of a small moon—it was a kind of huge diamond, really—described by some as a “hive-like accretion”. Perhaps it was geological; perhaps it was a construct of living things, like a termite nest; perhaps it was an artefact; perhaps it was itself alive. The Outrigger was not equipped to eliminate any of these possibilities. Still, the samples it had taken and analysed of the substance of the structure had yielded tantalising results.


  As Pierre was trying to explain, more or less patiently, to his grandmother.


  “Look, the whole point of your big freeze was to remove all that carbon dioxide from the air and stow it away in a place it can be mined later. Fine. What I’m telling you is that this gives usa better capability to do just that . . .”


  He led the way to a clear partition wall, beyond which Hank saw a lab bench, manipulation gear, microscopic and other assay gear. Nothing very remarkable, though softscreen images glowed with hints of complex, fool-the-eye structures. But somewhere in there, Hank knew, sealed away, was alien life, or maybe an artefact of that life, and she wasn’t sure which was the stranger possibility.


  Life or not, it was all the same to Jocelyn. “It’s not human, damn it, better capability or not.”


  Pierre shrugged. “So? Look at what it does. It creates a kind of rock—that’s not a bad analogy—from carbon and oxygen . . .”


  Hank knew something of the theory. It was as if the unknown aliens had made carbon atoms do what silicon atoms did naturally. Silicon, a closely related element to carbon, had an atom that could neatly bond to four oxygen atoms, forming a highly stable tetrahedron. And those tetrahedra could be combined like construction-toy pieces to make a variety of super-stable mineral forms: rock, such as quartz. The carbon atom, though so similar to silicon in many ways, was too small to make decent tetrahedra that way . . . unless you manipulated it, or forced it . . .


  Pierre held out a handful of white dust. “We still don’t know how they do it, Grandmother. But this is the result.”


  “It looks like chalk.”


  He smiled tightly. “That’s what the engineers have started to call it. But it’s not chalk, it contains no calcium . . . Perhaps it is like chalk in that it seems to be created by living things, however. This is just carbon and oxygen—carbon dioxide forced into a form like a silicate rock, and just as stable. And, Grandmother, the—agents—that do this, which we created following the recipe sent back by the Beta Pegasi Outrigger, don’t just make cee-oh-two dust and rock. Alive or not, they self-replicate. Enthusiastically! In principle, all we need to do is throw a handful of these entities into every body of liquid carbon dioxide on the planet, and into the air, what’s left of it, and the result will be a world covered by this stuff. Easily mined, and unlike the dry ice that will be the end result of your process, dense, stable—”


  “And easily shipped,” Hank put in, “to anywhere that’s short of carbon. Which is most places aside from Earth.”


  Pierre said, “We could even be creative. I mean, we could make the chalk smart as it deposits out of the air, the oceans. Think of it—we could have it bank up as it forms, into valleys, hills—even cities, towers, lakes. A new world just coalescing out of the carbon dioxide . . . Well. That’s the dream,” he said finally.


  “That’s the nightmare,” Jocelyn snapped back. “Because, whatever this is, it’s alien. Can’t you see it? Look—we’re not going to sit in this one solar system forever. And we’re going to encounter alien life out there—not just this nano crap—alien tech, alien minds. Faced by that overwhelming reality, how are we to retain the essence of our humanity? By living off what we build ourselves, what we make. Not this way.”


  “But we’ve already been manufacturing polymers rich in carbon dioxide for centuries. Maybe we’d have come up with this kind of tech ourselves in a few decades anyhow—”


  “Look, kid, this isn’t some obscure philosophical point. The problem is our future as humans.”


  Pierre faced her with a kind of weary defiance, and Hank recognised the habitual nature of the argument, like two old boxers who knew each other too well. “No, Grandmother. The problem is that it’s not your idea. These days we’re trying to find more subtle ways to do things, such as this molecular-level transformation of the carbon dioxide. Later generations will see your big freeze as a typical Poole intervention, gross, clumsy, self-aggrandizing and ill thought out—”


  “How do you know? What do you know about later generations?”


  “I’m one of them—”


  How the argument would have unfolded Hank would never know. Because at that moment the world exploded.


  WELL, NOT QUITE. Although it felt that way to Hank. It took her some time, later, to piece together the events of those few seconds.


  In a way, it had all been the fault of Jocelyn Lang Poole. She was certainly the one who paid the price.


  One problem with all the carbon dioxide slush Jocelyn had lain down across the planet was that it was unstable: liable to rapidly volatise if heated. And on Venus there were plenty of hotspots. Luckily there had been no major geological issues anywhere near any human settlement, not since Sunset Day. Even this time it had only been a minor event, a bubble of magma stirring beneath the battered surface, a slight crack in the ground, venting gas . . .


  A slight crack, under a layer of liquefied air, and all more or less underneath Pierre’s habitat. Hank, arriving in her rover, had felt the premonitory shuddering. Now the main course arrived.


  When the fault gave way, the detonation of flash-vaporised carbon dioxide it produced was out of all proportion to the magnitude of the geological event. The hab walls ruptured immediately; all the breathable air was lost in less than a minute.


  Hank was in her pressure suit. Her first reaction, even before thinking of her mother and son, was to pull up her own hood and seal her suit shut before the toxic, freezing air could stab into her lungs. And, even as she saved herself, Hank made frantic plans about how to get to her family. She knew that Pierre was in a suit, open, without hood and gloves. And Jocelyn, meanwhile, was in no kind of suit at all.


  But it was Jocelyn, old as she was, who reacted most quickly. She dived for her grandson, ripped partition material from the torn wall, bundled Pierre up like a landed fish—all this in seconds—and ran flat-out from the shelter, exomuscles singing as she lugged her grandson to the safety of the rover.


  Jocelyn saved Hank’s life. In the process she sacrificed her own, as she probably knew.


  But it wasn’t the cold, the carbon dioxide air that would kill Jocelyn. It wasn’t Venus at all.


  THE LAST TIME Hank saw her mother alive, she was with Pierre, in the medical bay on Venera. Pierre was holding his grandmother’s hand.


  Jocelyn, stripped of her exoskeleton, head shaved, swathed in medical gear, looked utterly diminished. “Damn Pegasus bugs,” she said, her voice a scratch. “I’ll swear I could see them. Swarming out of that broken containment like a virus.”


  “No, you couldn’t, Grandmother,” Pierre said gently. “You kept them off me, though—”


  “But not off myself. Like a chemistry experiment, huh? There was enough carbon dioxide in my lungs to feed them at first. And then, you know, I looked it up, my body is, or was, sixty-five per cent oxygen, eighteen per cent carbon. I’m a damn lunch box for alien bugs from Beta Pegasi. I told you we should have nothing to do with them.”


  Pierre squeezed her hand. His own hand was gloved, to avoid infection.


  Hank said, “Mother—”


  “If you tell me I had a good long life I’ll spit in your eye.”


  “You would, too. Look—you achieved what you wanted to achieve. Whether we turn the carbon dioxide into Pegasus chalk or not, you made Venus a place we can use. The cloud life—we’ll find a new home for them, out there somewhere. And in the middle of it all you saved your grandson’s life.”


  “The shield-swallows.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The shield-swallows. We saw them from Venera. You thought they were pretty. The first thing I ever did that you actually liked. I never forgot that.”


  “Yes,” Hank said. “Yes, that’s right.” She barely remembered the shield-swallows, a scene centuries gone.


  “I did good, then,” Jocelyn whispered.


  “You’re a Poole. Of course you did good.”


  “They’ll put up a statue to you,” Pierre said. “Up on Maat Mons itself.”


  “Huh. Don’t you get it, kid? Your damn Pegasus bugs are turning me into a statue. Well, you got to start somewhere . . .”
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  UNDER VENUSIAN SKIES


  Ingrid Garcia


  —outside-in—


  WHILE HIS BODY SOARS THROUGH A SURREAL, WHITE-PINK SKY, BARETTA’S mind keeps drifting. His hyper-gossamer wings gleam a static purple, his stun exoskeleton is charging up fast. Under his wings, the broccoli-like expansions of the Fractal Forest glow a defying green. As if the hectic flora isn’t giving him enough headaches already, reports have come in about aggressive seeds floating around.


  The seeds are damaging the organic sensors that keep track of the new forest’s development. While being seeded by humans, the Fractal Forest has been living a life of its own. In clear skies—there seem to be fewer sulfuric acid clouds, of late—Keeper Baretta has been dispatched to inspect the situation. Close by, his partner Vanessa glides in a figure-eight holding pattern, charging her stun capacitors.


  “It’s been crazy here,” Vanessa says in the staccato Venusian lingo, “ever since the Bimini impact.”


  “A coup,” Baretta says in the same, almost infrasonic voice, “it tripled our amount of water.”


  “Yeah, but we’re not really keeping the explosion of life around it in check.”


  “Well,” Baretta muses, “I’m not sure if we should.”


  Vanessa signals that her batteries and capacitors are fully charged. Baretta’s are at 89%, his computer implants error-free and ready. Screwfly it, he thinks, this should do.


  Vanessa acknowledges his engage code, and they dive into the Fractal Forest.


  * * *


  Graphene-spun, hyper-gossamer wings shape-shifting from flight to fight mode start a trajectory-perfect descent into a bio-fractalscape that would have weirded out Benoît Mandelbrot himself. Life on Venus has been kick-started at an altitude of fifty kilometers, where the pressure is Earth-normal. Genetically engineered, hygroscopic sponges imbued with improved photosynthesis floated around the planet on a seek-and-create mission. They evolved from small archipelagos of floating sponges, photosynthesizing the basics in miniature, into the highly advanced flora Baretta and Vanessa witness today.


  Fractal tendrils extending into both the solar wind and cosmic radiation signifying the relentless competition. Heat from the nearby Sun, cosmic rays from far-off, long-ago supernovas not deflected by the planet’s negligible magnetic field power a frantic change behavior. Everything is in flux. Nothing remains the same.


  Imagine a coral reef cuttlefish, continuously mimicking its environment as it moves from hard to soft to brain coral, over sand, over rocks, over mud. Always adapting its shape and colors to its environment, becoming well-nigh invisible. Then imagine the LSD-reverse situation, two human bats-out-of-hell moving through an environment that, like a massive school of intertwined, fractal-freak, color-mad, shape-shifting octopi continuously adapt and reach out to their environment—a manic cosmic cocktail of high-energy particle bombardments, irradiating solar microwaves and the odd, souped-up solar flare.


  Since energy is abundant, the fast and the furious outcompete the lush and the lethargic. Constant change is here to stay, croons the New World Man, and the Fractal Forest embodies the lyrics. Shifting patterns spike the fractalscape as multi-hued, fragile-looking yet razor-sharp flowers bloom in the celestial radiation soup. Caught in the crossfire of a burning, passionate sun and a cold, glaring universe, the transplanted life squirms, squeezes and squeaks, but survives, and strives to thrive.


  Like flies diving into a cosmic soup that’s constantly developing new ingredients. Out of control, Baretta thinks. No, denying the very concept of control itself. Yet, as they get closer, variations appear. Several areas are unmoving, bleached, wrinkled or a dry, sickly yellow, like a badly polarized white, starkly contrasting the eruption of colors around them. Baretta points some of those out to Vanessa. She acknowledges them but gestures that they should get to the last remaining biosensors first.


  Baretta curses his curiosity. Only twenty-four biosensors left, out of the several thousand—and counting—that monitored this fast-growing forest.


  Gleaming, metallic blue trapezoidal shapes criss-cross the area in what seems to be a semi-random pattern. Neither Baretta nor Vanessa have seen these seed-like lifeforms before. Quickly, they decide to let Vanessa gather as many of the remaining organic sensors as possible while Baretta checks out the cobalt seedpods.


  A butterfly net would come in handy, Baretta thinks, but he only has a few sample canisters. On top of that, the deep blue seedpods move swiftly in the high winds, easily evading his efforts at capture. But his skills improve with effort, and after a number of near-misses, he finally manages to trap one.


  This changes the behavior of the other seedpods. At first, they were, if not outright ignoring him, avoiding him. Now, they seem to notice him and to attack him as one.


  This both baffles and amuses Baretta, who nonchalantly swats the first one away with a quick swipe of his free hand. Strangely, it stings a little. He didn’t expect to feel anything at all through his tough flexi-harness. More are coming in, but he moves upward out of this fractal branch.


  The cobalt seedpods follow him and a few crash into his feet, legs, and lower back. The sting in his hand gets worse. It begins to burn. It hurts so bad he can’t suppress a scream.


  “What’s wrong?” Vanessa asks. “Are you alright?”


  “One of those seedpod things stung me,” he says, “and somehow got through my armor.”


  “That’s crazy. I’m on my way.” She has already picked up the remaining biosensors and just finished taking a sample of the strangely decaying, bleached-white fractal bushes nearby. With a swift turn, she heads in his direction.


  As she gets close, more of his screams pierce the radio waves. “What the hell? They’re getting through my leg armor, too!”


  Vanessa fires a broad volley of stun grenades into the cobalt seedpod cloud. This slows them down, and Baretta starts up his auxiliary jet and rockets away. Vanessa follows as she hears his agonized cries. She’s already called in emergency help.


  When she catches up, she sees several holes in the harness around his feet, legs, and lower back. They look etched out by acid. Instinctively, she douses him with her drinking water. It seems to offer relief.


  Thankfully, their harnesses aren’t pressure suits; the atmospheric pressure at this altitude is close to Earth normal. Their armor protects against CO2 poisoning, the inadvertent passage through a sulfuric acid cloud, the improbable—but not impossible—strike by high-altitude lightning, and the unexpected things the fast-evolving Fractal Forest might throw at them.


  After all the stings have been doused, Baretta feels much better. He insists he’s fine and can get back home on his own, but Vanessa won’t have any of it. She signals for the emergency vessel to hurry up.


  It arrives a mere five seconds after Baretta has passed out.


  —inside-out—


  . . . inside the huge, floating halls of Seed City, Quadrant 4, Baretta’s a caged animal. He does not belong here . . .


  . . . a twenty-four hour cycle is just too short, as the high winds blow them around Venus in ninety-six. The bio-rhythm tries to adapt but is not helped by the forced Earth-normal schedule . . .


  . . . no rest behind a cappuccino. A dapple-skinned kid bothers him, rekindling memories of his old Trojan Bubble project. “Lateral thinking that should be applied here.” Boy, that bubble imploded . . .


  . . . it set back the Outer Cool to its sedate, conservative ways. And the Inner Hotspot seems frozen in a phase-transition, a paradigm lost . . .


  . . . but who is poisoning the Fractal Forest? Eco-fanatics from Keep Venus Pristine? Industrial conglomerates staking claims? Renegade scientists unleashing untested triple-helical molecules . . .


  . . . chomping down asparagus, black beans, and onions like mad, he’s hot here, cold there, and uncertain everywhere in between. Why all this sulfur-rich food? What’s happening . . .


  . . . a paragon of paranoia: intrusive spyware, combative botware, uroboric wormware. I spy the spy spying with my third eye . . .


  . . . a master plan by a cabal of corporations, megalomaniacal government schemes, surreptitious infiltration by secret services, an evolutionary cul-de-sac . . .


  . . . certainty in the sea of doubt. Evidence in the ocean of supposition. Order in the chaotic fractal cloud. Chaos in the order of superposition . . .


  Pow—more heat than light


  Energy spiraling up


  A triple helix


  . . . hot on the trail. Burning suspicion. Fierce conviction. Feverish mind. Feverish body. Fever. Fever, retriever, fever, deceiver, fever—in the true believer. Burning, churning, learning, yearning until the world becomes one big entropic blur . . .


  * * *


  Baretta awakes in a hospital bed. He’s sweating like a pig, babbling like a madman and crying like a baby. As realization dawns, he shuts up and blinks the tears from his eyes. The nurse next to him bears a striking resemblance to Vanessa. She’s not wearing a uniform. OK, it is Vanessa, wiping the sweat from his brow.


  “How are you?” She asks. “Feeling a bit better now?”


  “But I was busy getting to the bottom of it,” Baretta has trouble letting go, “I . . .”


  “What bottom?” Vanessa looks worried, “you’ve been delirious for days. With periods of sleepwalking fugues where we lost you.”


  “Delirious? Fever?” He’s slowly coming to his senses. “But how?”


  “The cobalt insectoids that bit you,” she says, “used a nasty combination of aqua regis and a virus we haven’t been able to nail down yet. I suffered the same fever—”


  “King’s water?” Baretta is flabbergasted. “So that’s how they got through my armor.” As the rest of her words filter through. “You had a fever, too?”


  “Not as bad as you,” she says, “and you’ll feel better soon. Much better. But we’re in quarantine until they found out why.”


  “Crazy insectoids,” Baretta wonders, “how could they evolve such targeted, specific stuff so fast?”


  “Even crazier,” Vanessa lifts her index finger, “just think about it. They’re fauna, not flora.”


  —paradigm-shift—


  Swooping over the Fractal Forest, Baretta feels it has changed. Not in its usual, frantically evolving ways but qualitatively changed. He feels it in his bones, in his stun skeleton, a faint buzz, like the onset of an announcement. Not just the outside world but his inner self, as well. The hiss of a channel about to open up, the hum at the start of a tune. Vanessa was right, he feels better than ever, vibrant, energetic, more aware.


  It makes no sense. Probably the after-effects of his fever. Vanessa’s with him. They’re useless in quarantine and expendable here. The new titanium-doped biosensors need to be field tested, together with the new exosuits.


  The whole scene is still an explosion of biological Turing machines turned Mandelbrot, changes sweeping the fractalscape in hypnotizing patterns, branches upon branches upon branches until it seems they go on well into the quantum level, yet . . .


  It’s like there’s order in chaos, Baretta thinks, a method to the madness.


  So far, they haven’t encountered any of the cobalt-blue insectoids. Which makes sense: as the prey is consumed, the predator dies off. At least in a normal biosphere. Baretta’s not so sure if the Fractal Forest plays by the same rules. For all intents and purposes, it’s evolving into a very lean-and-mean survival machine. One that’s quickly growing out of its creators’ control.


  “You OK?” Vanessa says in the deep, Venusian voice. “You seem even more lost in thought than usual.”


  “I’m fine. It just feels a bit different”—a reluctant pause—“and too quiet.”


  “Never thought anybody would say that of this place,” Vanessa says, amused, “but I know what you mean.”


  Out of the myriad of fractal iterations, a swarm of trapezoidal, kite-like beings rises up to meet them. Their long and short sides flutter in a blur. Like butterflies, their path up close seems random, but over the long run, they are definitely moving in a certain direction. Towards Vanessa and Baretta.


  These trapezoidal insectoids look white-but-not-quite-white—not colorless, not the merging of all colors, but strangely, the potential, the promise of more colors. It hurts to look at them, yet it’s almost impossible to look away, as if something deep within compels Baretta to keep staring at them. Despite the irritation. Despite the itch. Despite the pain.


  “My eyes are starting to hurt,” he says, “what about yours?”


  “Same,” Vanessa says, “but for the life of me, I just can’t look away. I must keep watching. As if it will lead . . .”


  “To a new way of seeing.” Baretta finishes.


  They can’t speak anymore. The pain overrides everything. The closer the trapezoidal insectoids come, the more their bleached whiteness cuts through their senses, opening up something new. It hurts. The backs of their eyes feel as if they’re bombarded with millions of tiny laser beams, torn apart by an army of nano-razors.


  The whiteness becomes overpowering, a whiteout that washes all away. A fierce brightness burning the backs of their skulls. For countless moments, they float, unseeing. Then the intense pain recedes, and vision returns—slowly, foggy and somewhat off-kilter. The Fractal Forest becomes its multihued self, no, it seems to become more than its multihued self. It’s sharper, better defined, almost supersaturated.


  The sky is not its usual dull pinkish-white anymore but a deep shade of infrared at least as bright and intense as the blue of Earth’s sky on a cloudless day. A color outside the visible light spectrum, a reflected frequency that the human brain cannot translate into a part of the rainbow. A red beyond red, a red so quintessentially different from the earth-normal color palette that they’ll need to invent a new name for it.


  How is that possible? Has his vision extended into the infrared? It might make sense on a planet closer to the Sun, where the predominance of CO2 in the atmosphere both filters and scatters the sunlight in a different manner. Yet how could this adaptation happen so fast? Are they becoming just as crazy as the Fractal Forest?


  Baretta hears Vanessa cry out, first in surprise, then in wonder. She points to the trapezoidal insectoids.


  Baretta can’t suppress a scream, either. At first, his eyes can’t make sense of them—they dazzle, they flicker, they change colors like crazy until what he sees are not quite colors anymore. Not normal colors, anyway. But eventually the trapezoidal insectoids become beautiful, like a school of coral reef fish, like a swarm of tropical butterflies. Gone is the sickly yellow, the badly polarized white sheen—they’re imbued with patterns. Stripes, spots, bands, and ribbons in a variety of infrared shades that they can finally see but not describe.


  Like someone who’s used a slide rule all their life and then is confronted with a computer that does the same calculations and much more besides—and not just a huge mainframe but a computer so small it fits in a pocket and is called a “smartphone.” Like someone who’s suffered tinnitus all their life being cured, suddenly hearing all nuances in speech and music clearly. Like someone who’s only tasted white wines and is now introduced to the full variety of reds and rosés. Like scientists realizing that genetic information is carried by DNA structured like a double spiral.


  Maybe the burning pain in their eyes was a growing pain, adding a fourth cone type to their photoreceptors. However, the brain then needs to interpret the new types of colors. This process is highly disorienting at first until the mind settles into a representation.


  Almost, but not quite, like a veil being lifted, like walking out of a long dark tunnel into the light. With initial effects not unlike a perceptual shift or a conceptual breakthrough with synesthetic overtones—these shades of infrared look like the colors hidden by the twilight’s chiaroscuro now revealed by the morning sun, this tone of infrared sounds like suddenly understanding a strange language, and those tinges of infrared taste like the complex combination of tannins, cacao and black pepper balancing the floral, fruity and peaty undertones of a single malt.


  The trapezoidal insectoids, those floating tables, don’t seem threatening anymore. Au contraire, they now look welcoming. Baretta also feels a minor rise in the background vibration, a weird interference like a happy buzz. A tear in one of his hyper-gossamer wings? No, their diagnostics read fine. A minor malfunction in the new exosuit? Why didn’t he feel it earlier? Maybe a lingering side effect as his brain incorporates the new color schemes?


  Closer up, Baretta now sees the fractal edges of the fluttering trapezoids. It should be impossible as the frame rate with which these insectoids flit their kite-like bodies should be well above the human flicker fusion threshold. Has his brain sped up, his perception become faster? Like Vanessa said, he does feel much better since the fever retreated.


  At some point, though, the kite insectoids keep their distance and twirl around in enticing patterns, beckoning, as if asking the humans to follow. Serendipitously, the frequency and intensity of the vibrations rummaging his being seem to rise to a frantic buzz. He wants to ask Vanessa if she’s experiencing something similar, but she answers him before he can form the question. “Yes, I feel it too. An upbeat tone, like an elated glissando.”


  “You—”


  “—answered before you could ask. I know. It’s like I’m totally in sync with you. I can anticipate your next move. You should try it, too.”


  Baretta shifts some of his attention—the crazy events beneath him had been totally absorbing—to Vanessa, he feels an instant connection. Not quite telepathy, more like he can almost feel what she feels. A strong empathic link. Her attention for her partner’s safety is imbued with something deeper. Admiration? Respect? Friendship?


  Too much happening at once; Baretta feels his focus waning. “Let’s just follow them, first?” He says. “We can talk about . . . us later.”


  “Fine.” Vanessa smiles ear-to-ear.


  * * *


  In the wake of the “kitesects”—or “zoidflies”—they’re approaching the area of the white-out sections: sick, colorless segments where, once, vibrant life shouted its exuberant celebration in exultant pigments. They’d been so taken aback with the bleaching that they’d overlooked the fact that the shapes and forms were still alright, perfectly fractalized, constantly varying, diversifying, changing . . .


  Now, they can see. An infrarufescence too spectacular to be taken in at once. Indescribable to those whose vision is not wired to infrahues.


  When language and vision unite and take a synesthetic leap of faith:


  Neologisms negating the need to negotiate new nexus to neophytes? Yes, sirrah, cabinets of sauvignon grimace in a grand mal beckoning a mellow pin—oh, noir is the beau you laid. Just dip into the vermillion verisimilitude. Fly over fields of multiformed pimpernel so scarlet they beat beet red three rungs down the ladder. Chase cerise cardinals and carmine apiece cheering the claret of cochineal cacti clouding the infractalscape. Crimson clay Bodacious bricks so corroded they kick rust’s ass into a new low of infrastructure. Rubies marooned in foxy cherry-pies bleeding infravescence under the veil of a vermeil sky. Schools of gules criss-crossing sanguine corals under the mask of a damask heaven. Flame on, infrasonic rumbles in the underbelly: the forest’s afire with a new type of flame.


  Language explodes into bleeding shards, shards of sky bleed into linguistic fireworks, and synesthetic fire works its way into the conceptual breakthrough.


  This, Baretta realizes, is a new world coming to life. Not the one we tried to make.


  On top of that, the bleached infrared parts are not separate sections anymore—they’re blending with the human-visible parts. Human eyes would see a patchwork of crazy colors interspersed with white sections in a way that would turn the ghost of Jackson Pollock green with envy. Venusian eyes, though, see the miracle of accelerated evolution. A fractal factory bursting with life, flourishing in unforeseen ways. Violet flowers spouting from ochre stems set against the background of a crisp infrahue. Infrafused explosions of tripled tendrils reaching for the vermillion sky. Tangled webs of teetering willows, true-blue waves of tethered seaweeds thrown against a wavering backdrop shimmering in an ultrarainbow to infraprism cycle.


  And even in this flare-up of wild abandon, this wanton assault on perception, there is something else underneath—either an undertone on the edge of infrasonic or an overtone beyond the threshold of ultrasonic. Something you feel rather than hear, but still somehow is sound. Something you sense rather than experience, but still somehow is real. Something that communicates instantaneously, but it still needs to be converted to a comprehensible form. A strange interference not unlike wave harmonics, binaural tones, and frequency modulation. Something riding something else.


  Whatever it is, it’s trying to get a message through to Vanessa and Baretta. But the communication is unclear. Time is running out.


  “We have to get back,” Vanessa says, “our oxygen is running low.”


  “True,” Baretta is so engrossed that he wouldn’t have noticed until the low level alarm set in, “but we still need to employ the new biosensors.”


  “Might as well dump them here. This is definitely the most interesting place.”


  “No mistake.”


  After spreading the sensors, they leave, very reluctantly, like trespassers from a new paradise.


  * * *


  Inevitably, they return, carrying extra oxygen supplies. They didn’t report their changes. They made up a story about how upset they were when they found out that the “bleached” parts of the forest were expanding and infiltrating the “healthy” parts. They need time to wrap their minds around the new development.


  They need privacy, so Vanessa hacks their voice implants. The cameras don’t need to be tampered with as they record human normal. Back at the new section of the Fractal Forest, they re-appreciate the infrared sections and how that novoforest—the infraforest—integrates with the existing parts. It sharpens and fine-tunes their extended color perception while something else keeps happening, as well.


  “You feel it, too, right?” Baretta asks, “sort of a common wavelength that seems to be—


  —connected to every living thing in the Fractal Forest.” Vanessa says, finishing it for him. “A kind of übergestalt—


  —Gaia come to Venus. Vaia?” Baretta says. “But its intelligence still feels a bit primitive, unformed.”


  “I suspect we’re not directly experiencing it because it’s not self-conscious. Operating like our subconscious—possibly very fast and very efficient but not fully aware.”


  “And it seems to welcome us as if we’re a part of it.” Whatever type of quantum harmonics vibrate through them, eventually they seem to translate into certain feelings.


  “Is it telling us—


  —we need to discard our artificial extensions. But without our exoskeleton we’re unprotected against the sulfuric acid clouds—


  —that seem to have become very rare, at these altitudes, anyway—


  —lightning and CO2 poisoning. And without our wings—


  —we’ll fall into an over-pressurized, superheated hell. So how?”


  Their nervous systems are alight with a sensation so harmonious and uplifting, it’s not unlike music. Ode to Joy, Baretta thinks. At the End of the Day, is Vanessa’s take.


  “Show us the way?” They say in unison.


  A flock of kitesects rises up to meet them. Vanessa and Baretta keep their relative positions in a figure-eight flying pattern. Their wings are attached to their backs, so their arms and legs are free. The kitesects swoop down on those free limbs. Simultaneously, the pair have the nigh-irresistible feeling that they must stretch their arms and legs.


  The kitesects merge, and reform tightly around Vanessa’s and Baretta’s limbs. A third skin forms around the second layer of the exosuit, extending into huge, fractally-feathered wings. Vanessa and Baretta rise up, fast, as they now have double the lift. Exaltation.


  “Wow!”


  “Yeah. Only one way to find out—


  —retract our artificial wings.”


  They do and brace for the fall. But they keep flying, if clumsily. They move in awkward patterns. Their new wings have lift aplenty, they just don’t control quite right.


  “It seems as if they need direct body contact—


  —but that means ditching the exosuit.” Baretta says.


  “We don’t need to ditch the complete exosuit,” Vanessa says. “How about we only take off the sleeves, to see if we can then control our upper wings better?”


  “Right, we can always put them back on, fast,” Baretta says, “hopefully.”


  They extend their artificial wings, and the kitesect arm wings, almost on cue, disintegrate into kitesects again. The trapezoidal insectoids flutter around until Vanessa and Baretta have taken off their exosuit sleeves, then reform.


  The kitesect wings—after a fast trial-and-error process—now perfectly follow their directions.


  On top of that, it’s not just their control, their commands flowing into their new arm wings, but something else flowing back—a kind of energy, a sustenance. They fly around as long as they dare, keeping a close eye on their oxygen levels and signs of CO2 poisoning. It lasts much longer than they thought, or dared hope. But, in the end, they need to report back.


  “It’s crazy,” Baretta says, “I feel great, not even hungry.”


  “Our oxygen level has barely depleted since we used our new arm wings,” Vanessa says. “Have we been using less, or is there something else going on?”


  “Don’t know,” Baretta says, “but unfortunately we can’t go native just yet. I think it’s better if we put our exoskeleton sleeves back on—


  —otherwise, they’ll totally freak out at Quadrant 4 base.”


  * * *


  In the days that follow, Vanessa and Baretta keep experimenting. They increasingly interact with the Fractal Forest. Their flying becomes perfect as they let the kitesects take the place of their exoskeletons. On top of that, no signs of CO2 poisoning nor are they hungry anymore. What to do with their food packs?


  Baretta notices Vanessa’s kitesect wings glowing during flight. “Maybe our wings perform photosynthesis, supplying us with carbohydrates and oxygen.”


  “Which would explain our decreasing need for food and oxygen,” she says, “but we still need water. And proteins, vitamins, minerals, and other trace elements.”


  “Probably, the Fractal Forest can supply those—


  —and we can dump our food into the Fractal Forest. In this extreme environment, it’s becoming an absolute champion at recycling.”


  “We need to take a leap of faith. Become part of the Fractal Forest, embrace Vaia—


  —Vaya con Dios? Go with the God of this place?”


  “Or remain freaks in the human settlement. We are different. Until they know exactly what has happened, they will keep us quarantined—


  —indefinitely, which might as well mean forever.”


  After venting their unused oxygen supply—to avoid suspicion—they return to base. Their hand is forced when an old friend secretly transmits a preliminary abstract of the research into their viral infection to their implants. “Their DNA is different as sulfate has replaced the phosphate in the nucleotide, which now uses an extra sugar group to extend the structure from a double to a triple helix.” Once their superiors see this, they’ll discontinue Vanessa and Baretta’s expeditions. Their next scheduled reconnaissance flight will be their last.


  * * *


  Off they are, on their ultimate trip, one way or the other. Cutting the Gordian knot of their future.


  Sometimes, there’s nothing to it but hope. Hope that the Fractal Forest can deliver sufficient sustenance to keep them alive, maybe even help them thrive. Hope that their new metabolism adapts.


  Sometimes, you have to face the abyss and own it. Sometimes, you must jump off the cliff. Sometimes, there’s nothing to it but don your reality distortion field and take the leap of faith. Cross the Rubicon into truly new frontiers. Prime the senses for new wonders.


  Baretta looks up to Vanessa, and she answers before he can ask.


  Yes, I’m ready.


  Let’s do it.


  They say goodbye to Quadrant 4 base.


  If panspermia is correct, Baretta thinks, life on Earth is also not truly native. In that case, a genuinely pristine Earth would be, like Venus only a few decades ago, barren. As such, keeping a lifeless planet “pristine” (as the KVP demands) is madness. What happens on Venus is merely an advanced form of panspermia.


  This also means that we are our own—well, not quite people—entity, Baretta thinks, simultaneously transmitting it to Vanessa and the rest of the Fractal Forest. We need to negotiate with the humans as we are not an experiment anymore. Nor do we wish to be a colony.


  We’re not totally independent, yet, Vanessa sends over the quantum-entangled trilix link, we need more water and trace elements to expand life on Venus. The remaining sulfuric acid clouds will only get us so far.


  Baretta gazes at the stars, wistfully, It’ll be a very long time before we can descend to the surface to extract the metals we need for space flight.


  How about us, Vanessa signals over the Fractal Forest trilix link, feel like being Adam to my Eve?


  This takes Baretta aback. He’s been so focused on so many other things that this slipped right by him. Another world of possibilities opens up, even if he wants to take that one step at a time. He looks at her with new eyes. Well, we can look into that anytime, he thinks, although—thinking about it—we might open up to immigrants.


  Come who may, Vanessa’s feelings ride the trilix wave, but you are mine.
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  VENUS IN BLOOM


  Lavie Tidhar


  Samit died in the night, surrounded by flowers.


  Outside the acid rain fell onto the planet. The kite runners drove their kites against the clouds, their minds roaming freely through the Conversation. At a gala reception on the upper deck of the cloud city a jazz band played old Earth songs to welcome in a celebrated, if minor, poet from Lunar Port. Above them, on the service level under the great balloon, a young couple hid behind a service chute and kissed with the passion of first love. On the planet far below the storms raged, and nothing lived, and nothing died. In the hospital ward of the cloud city two babies were born. In the famed gardens, where Samit had worked all of his years, a rare Queen of the Night flower bloomed. All of this happened, and more, and some was witnessed, and some was not. And Samit died in the night, surrounded by flowers.


  “He loved flowers,” the robot said.


  Maya smiled. “That he did,” she said.


  She found him in the morning. He lay there on his cot, looking peaceful. He would have been sorry to have missed the flowering of the cactus, she thought. It was unlike him to miss such a thing. It was only when she came to shake him gently that she realized he wasn’t breathing. When she opened her node to his she saw he was no longer transmitting. His node had gone silent as his mind fled.


  She had not cried, not then. The air in the room was humid, hot. It smelled of jasmine and roses. Samit loved roses. A lunar black rose grew in a pot on his windowsill. He loved looking out of the window, at the acid rains and the drifting clouds and the playful swirls and parabolas of the kite runners. The slow drift of balloons, and the towering forms of other cloud cities slowly coming into view. He liked tuning into one of the public streams and listening to son cubano music as he welcomed in the day.


  There was no real day and night outside, of course. But the plants and the people remembered Earth, had come from Earth, had Earth in their roots. So there was night and day inside the cloud city, and it was in the night that Samit died, surrounded by flowers.


  “I am sorry,” the robot said. The robot’s name was R. Brother Mekem, for it liked to make things. It was old enough to remember being made on Earth, back when they still made robots. They’d made them to look vaguely human, to help old people or look after young ones. A life of service. And now the robots were all old, and many of them were gone, but R. Brother Mekem still remembered. This was the curse of a robot, it sometimes thought. They remembered too much.


  R. Mekem could remember every child it had helped to raise. It always marveled how quickly they grew and changed. And it remembered every elderly person it had helped, and how quickly they declined and died. Humans lived so intensely and so quickly. But each one of them was unique and surprising, just like a robot.


  “I am sorry,” it said again, helplessly.


  Maya put her hand gently on the robot’s shoulder. “It was his time,” she said.


  “Yes,” the robot said. “There is so much time in the universe, and so little of it is given over to life. Would that it were different, I sometimes think.”


  Maya’s tears glittered unshed in her eyes. It didn’t seem real to her yet. Samit had always been there. And who would water the flowers now? Who would weed the flower beds, who would toil the good black earth? When she was a child he took her to the gardens with him on his rounds, and showed her the olive tree that had grown there at its center for centuries, ever since the first gardener planted it as a seedling, on that first year when the cloud city was new.


  Back then it was just a thing. Shiny and new and empty. Now the city showed its age as it floated there in the temperate zone, fifty kilometers above the surface of Venus. The city had acquired memories, stories, lives that were lived. It had assumed upon itself a history.


  R. Brother Mekem had come to the cloud city only a century past. It had lived on Earth and had done some terrible things it regretted. It had been caught in one of the long-ago wars, and it had survived the way people had survived, when perhaps it should have not. People did terrible things to survive. And robots like R. Mekem were made just human enough to emulate them. R. Mekem could have died, like many of its order did. But it chose not to.


  Was free choice possible for a robot? Was it possible for a human? Lives are made out of choices.


  In choosing, it lived. In living, it chose.


  In contemplating this, R. Mekem made his way to the moon. It had lived with the monks of the Mare Congnitum for several decades, taking a vow of silence, living out on the cold, airless surface of Earth’s moon, watching Earthrise, contemplating the Way of Robot and the Three Laws some ancient human sage had haplessly devised one aimless autumn day in a city that no longer existed. They were full of contradiction and paradox, the enthusiastic creation of a human teenage imagination, but they lingered in R. Mekem’s mind.


  At last, after those long decades, R. Mekem tired of the dust of the moon and of the passage of the giant spiders across its surface, enormous city-sized machines with minds that shared nothing with its own. The digital intelligences who inhabited the Conversation never knew what to make of robots and their strange existence, not quite one thing, not quite another. So R. Mekem made his way to Venus, and made a living as a priest.


  Trying to be useful again.


  Trying to be good.


  “You knew him well?” Maya said.


  “We played bao together most afternoons,” R. Mekem said. Its long fingers moved all the while it spoke, twisting bits of wire into shapes, making a toy. Without consciously realizing it the robot saw it had been making a rose. A little awkwardly it handed the rose to Maya.


  And now she let herself cry. The tears came unbidden. She leaned into the robot’s shoulder.


  “I thought we’d have longer,” she said. “I thought . . .”


  “I know,” the robot said. And again, those ancient words: “I’m sorry.”


  Robots were always sorry. Sorry for not doing enough, sorry for disappointing, sorry for just being. Mekem remembered that war. There had been bombs falling from the sky, militias moving across the ruined city. Gunshots. Human bodies were so fragile. White phosphorous, shrapnel. Awful memories.


  It thought about the men it killed.


  Killing was surprisingly easy, even for a robot.


  Maya leaned back. She wiped her tears. “Did he win?” she said.


  “What?”


  “At bao.”


  “He was a terrible player,” R. Brother Mekem said, and Maya laughed.


  “I know.”


  “But a wonderful gardener. His roses were a joy for all to see. He’d tried to teach me, more than once. But I do not have the gift for tending flowers.”


  “Neither do I,” Maya said. She had not told Samit she was leaving. He had not been well, and she had kept delaying her departure, for all that she longed to go. She felt sad now, and mixed with that was guilt, for there was a kind of freedom in the passing. Now she could leave. She was no longer bound to the clouds.


  Down on the surface of Venus, far below, moved Waldos. Giant, armored things, built to withstand the enormous pressures and the gravity and winds, the howling storms of acid. Crawling along the Lakshmi Planum, driven from above by planet divers, people like her. For Maya, strapping into the diver’s conch, Venus was the real world, the cloud cities in the temperate zone merely a distraction. To her, embodying the Waldo, the violent winds became a gentle breeze, the rough terrain a known, loved map she drew anew with every step. Her heart was a helium heat pump, her intestines were hardened ceramics. Beyond the Lakshmi Planum towered Maxwell Montes, and to that mountain range the Waldos marched, for one day, one day they would build a mountain even taller, to make another home for humans to live and die in. To live and love, and to grow flowers in.


  She’d longed for Venus, for its surface, to drive one of the giant engines by herself. She knew Samit would worry. She didn’t tell him.


  Ensconced inside like a fetus in a womb she’d be sheltered, and have direct mind-contact with her exo-body. One year, two. Or as many as it would take. That freedom of a wild planet—the thrill of it!


  “But there are no flowers on Venus,” he would have said.


  “But there could be,” she would have said.


  And he would have said, “Let the wild places be.”


  What did she know of her grandfather? He was old by the time she was born. He wasn’t from Venus. She wasn’t sure where he was from. One of the ring habitats around Saturn, her mother once told her. Or maybe Titan. He spoke with the slow accent of the Outer System. How and why he’d made the crossing to the Inner Planets he never said and she never asked. He was young when he came—she knew that much. And once she found an image buried in a private archive, and it showed a young man who could have been her grandfather, thin and awkward, with a rifle slung over his shoulder, somewhere on one of the moons of the Galilean Republics, with the great storm of Jupiter rising behind him. But she didn’t know what it meant.


  Some war, long ago. And bolted-together ships streaming slowly like kicked tins across the great dark gulf, towards the sun, packed with bodies.


  He never spoke of that past, and that part of him, and Maya never pried. She could have probably found out, the Conversation was awash with data. But she loved her grandfather.


  She remembered walking with him in the gardens, feeding the plants. Once a week he would select one special rose, by what criteria she didn’t know, and carefully cut the stem, and carry it home, to Maya’s grandmother.


  And she remembered walking with him, hand in hand, along the circumference bridge of the upper level of the city, so that you felt that you were in the clouds, and you could look down, at that unimaginable height, the sheer drop to Venus . . . And perhaps it was then that that wild longing erupted in her, of going down to the surface.


  She longed to be back in her Waldo suit now, to be away from all this. Another loss.


  Perhaps the robot saw it in her face. Robots had to be good at reading faces. R. Mekem said, “Perhaps some refreshment? A glass of orange juice?”


  The orange orchards in the garden levels of the city were famed. There were four terraces of gardens, hanging under the city. Acres and acres of flowers and trees, of drip lines and micro-irrigation networks as elaborate in their way as the Conversation itself was.


  She shook her head. “No, thank you. The arrangements—”


  “Of course. I understand a ghost collector is not required?”


  She shook her head. “My grandfather did not want his node disturbed. What memories are still encoded there should be left as they were.”


  “Of course. And so—”


  “He’ll join my grandmother in the Down Below.”


  The robot nodded. “I shall make the arrangements,” it said.


  “Thank you,” Maya said.


  The robot remembered discussing war with Samit once. They had been playing bao with ancient Zanzibar rules, on a board brought all the way from old Earth, carved out of driftwood and decorated with leaves.


  “There had been an unpleasantness,” the robot said. Summing up in that one short word all the horror it had witnessed, and that it perpetrated. And the old man had almost smiled, looking surprised, then amused.


  “Yes,” he said. “There had been that, for me, too.”


  Perhaps it was why they got along. And it was nice, the robot thought, to share something like this with a human. There was something intimate about it, a common knowledge, a similarity. Yes, it decided now. They had been friends, they must have been.


  And that felt both good, and sad.


  R. Mekem walked to the window. Its fingers moved all the while, shaping a crane. The wings extended. The robot watched the kite runners in the sky, and the webwork of delicate flutes that captured the falling acid rains and extracted the precious water out of them. Venus really was a paradise, it thought. If such a thing existed. The robot supposed that was more of an ideal. Not like the real heaven that the priests in the Robot Vatican on Mars were trying to create in the zero-point field . . .


  But of that secret knowledge R. Mekem was not to speak aloud.


  It sighed, with the recorded voice of a person who’d died centuries past, and then it set about arranging for the funeral. It would pay much attention to the flower arrangement, it decided. Although the flowers were for the living, not for the dead, nevertheless, the robot thought, Samit would have liked that.


  And there was a comfort in knowing that, too.


  Maya ran across the Lakshmi Planum, her arms swinging by her sides. She was a giant mech, she hopped across the rough terrain, exhilarating in the rush of wind, the planet ceaselessly trying to pull her down, to break her into parts. Her guts were a nuclear reactor, her arms could crush rocks. There were other Waldos moving down there, but they were far, and she wanted to be alone. They did not disturb her.


  One day Venus could be made anew, she thought. Broken apart and put together again. What was terraforming if not a wrecking, the destruction of a wilderness for the whims of fleeting, organic beings?


  Let the wild places be, her grandfather told her. And she never knew that she felt that way, too, that she would hate to see this wild untamed planet, unfit for life, beautiful and feral in its isolation—she would hate to see it ruined. But one day they would crash giant meteorites into the surface, and leech the poison from the atmosphere, and seed the planet with microscopic life . . . They’d make new oceans and fields would grow where once all was desolation.


  But she was glad she wouldn’t have to witness it.


  Maya ran across the surface of Venus and grieved for her grandfather who died in the night, surrounded by flowers.


  Overhead, without much fuss, the first of the coffins drifted down gently through the storm.
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  A LIFE ON AIR
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  The snub triangular jet flipped, banking against intensely bright Venusian clouds before leveling out. Jaundiced rain peppered the forward cameras. Powerful winds wrenched the wings, tilting the craft as the charred titanium sphere came into view.


  “This is your last chance, rookie. We’re sliding off the grid.” Ricky Zhao’s low voice and thick accent sounded garbled in Amrisha’s headset, but the little image in her HUD smiled.


  “Copy that.” She tapped her training screen, watching the readouts as she swung her jet around.


  “Snag the package this time, or I’m gonna have to show you how it’s done.” Ricky’s jet tilted ninety degrees and cut through a patch of cloud the color of beaten gold. Amrisha tensed, but followed in his wake.


  She’d trained in these jets back on Earth. She knew the systems, understood the principles, but her training had been a requirement, not a choice. She felt uneasy in the cockpit. She felt as if there’d been a mistake, and somehow, she was stuck with it.


  “Third time’s a charm,” she sighed.


  “Better be. This is no place to run out of fuel.”


  Hezuo Base had drifted beyond their visual range, and the hundred-meter per second wind this high up in the Venusian troposphere would push it past the scope of their fuel supply within minutes. If they dropped into the lower atmosphere, the 90 bars of pressure would kill them long before the 470° Celsius surface temperature.


  “I’ve got this.” Amrisha swallowed, biting her lip. She tried to calm herself as she waited for the nav system to give her the go signal.


  She’d come to study the long-term effects of plant growth in a non-terrestrial environment, but her role had been shifted while she was still between orbits. It was a consequence of sudden downsizing. They needed a pilot, not a botanist, and she was already on site.


  “Line it up. Let the tracking system get a clear lock before slaving to the autocapture . . .” Ricky’s jet doubled back, arcing over and down into the upper wisps of the mustard-colored haze, leaving the way clear for her.


  “And don’t get skittish. I know,” Amrisha said, tapping the small envelope of hybrid bulbs in her flight suit pocket. They were special, a quick-growing variant of amaryllis she’d developed as part of her first post grad project. She’d never created anything before, never realized she could coax beauty into her drab life. They were supposed to be her gift to this world.


  Coming to Venus had been a way to prove herself. The New Politics had chosen her as a token, but she’d been determined to demonstrate she wasn’t just a charity case picked by the government to show they hadn’t abandoned the poor of the central districts. She wouldn’t be able to do that now, not as a jet jockey.


  The news of funding cuts had derailed her. There’d be no more appointments, and once the current projects were completed, all personnel would be lifted back to Earth, Amrisha included. Manned presence over Venus would end.


  “You know,” she said. “All I really wanted to do is grow something.”


  Ricky laughed. “You’ll get your chance, don’t worry, but we all have to pitch in any way we’re able.”


  “If I’d known, I’d have paid more attention. It feels as if I’m flying through a rushing waterfall.”


  She’d completed her mandatory hours in the air, but it had all been too technical. She preferred things more organic, like the floating greenhouse and hanging gardens she’d been promised. Now, all that seemed out of reach.


  “Not what you’re used to, huh?” Ricky’s image looked away from the screen.


  She wanted to say nothing was like she was used to. Fewer people circled the entire planet of Venus than had jostled and struggled for space in the cramped dormitory she’d been assigned to before lifting off. The feeling of solitude seemed unsettling.


  “Tailhook, this is Hezuo Base. Cease retrieval and return to dock. Time to No Turn Back is three-sixty seconds. Mark.” A second face appeared on the bottom right of Amrisha’s visor, crowding her HUD. Darsheel smiled at her. She smiled back, resisting the urge to speak.


  “Sorry, kid. Pack it up. It’s time to go home.” Ricky frowned, his helmet dipping as he called up a return vector.


  Amrisha felt relieved, but the failure would count against her. It’d been five weeks since she’d arrived. She’d made little progress, and time was running out.


  She enlarged the supply package on her HUD. Burns from uncontrolled entry streaked its curved surface, giving the sphere a flattened appearance. It’d been shot from lunar orbit with no propulsion or entry hardware, carrying essential food, medicines, technology, and just enough hydrogen to keep it buoyant fifty kilometers above the planet’s surface. Her supplies were in there. Material for the approved botanical projects, but also her own personal shoots and cuttings. It’d be a shame to leave it behind.


  “I can still get it.”


  Ricky sighed. “Negative, Tailhook Two. We’ll live without it until the winds swing it back around.”


  “One pass . . .” She burst through the clouds, headed for the titanium sphere. The jet dipped, skimming the thick lower haze before breaking through jagged ochre clouds of dirty sulfuric acid. The sphere bobbed like a toy. Amrisha punched through the opaque mist in pursuit, matching altitude and velocity. Her capture gear dropped. The package fell neatly into her net.


  “Okay, showoff.” Ricky chuckled.


  “That’s just how it’s done.” She was surprised it’d actually worked, and happy she could return to the station without her tail between her legs.


  “I think you’re finally starting to get it. Now let’s-”


  Tailhook One’s audio cut out as Ricky vanished into the dark haze.


  Amrisha’s HUD blossomed. Red emergency icons burned across every screen. Alarms shook the cockpit. Something big and artificial broke through the clouds. Amrisha grabbed the yoke, pulling up and away, straining as she climbed over a block of long cylinders and tight mesh netting. The package snagged. She screamed, jamming the emergency release, dumping everything as her jet rolled uncontrollably into the thick clouds.
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  Alarms whistled through the padded compartment. Maggie Hao dropped in through the ceiling hatch, landing with a thump that shook the structure. Four years, and she still hadn’t gotten used to the ship-like roll of the station. “Tell them to let it go. We’ll wait for the next one.”


  “It’s not that.” Darsheel Chatterjee enlarged the two jets on his display. A hazy grey band marked the outer limit of their range, and Tailhook One’s icon throbbed in a bloody shade of red. “There’s a problem. Ricky Zhao’s hit something.”


  “We’re fifty-two kilometers up. What could he hit?”


  “I’m still trying to figure that out.” Darsheel dipped his fingers into the small video feed from the jet’s forward camera, pulling the image onto his lap.


  Maggie leaned in. The computer model showed six large cylinders separated in pairs by fat orange baffles, the whole thing hanging horizontally from a teardrop-shaped airbag that covered the structure like a canvas sack.


  Darsheel spun it with a finger. “It’s American.”


  The feed from Tailhook One’s nose camera showed a billowing mountain of silver traced through with faded diamond plates, solar panels on a lifting bag. Its cabin camera displayed black, not even static, but Ricky’s vitals still registered. He was alive.


  “Can’t be. The abandoned American station sends out a location ping. It’s on our charts.”


  Darsheel pulled a satellite icon onto his screen and quickly scanned its logs. “Nope. It hasn’t reported in weeks. Either the tracking system’s dead, or the atmosphere’s finally eaten through their antenna.”


  “Stream a datapac to NASA.” She moved closer, nervous energy making her jittery. She didn’t need trouble this close to mission’s end. “Let them know their station’s a hazard to traffic.”


  “What traffic? It’s just us.” Darsheel snorted.


  Maggie gave him a dirty look. He’d become difficult since that new girl had arrived. He didn’t realize Maggie knew he’d started seeing the woman, but nothing on the station got by her.


  “Ricky Zhao, report.” Maggie pushed her face close to the camera. There was no response. “Tailhook, what’s going on out there?”


  “This is Tailhook Two.” The other pilot’s helmet bobbed as she spoke, her gaze jumping from the camera to her controls. “I have Ricky on visual. He’s caught up in some kind of fiber netting.”


  Darsheel tapped Maggie’s shoulder, pointing at the display. He punctuated his anxiety with clipped tugs on his fat moustache with short, thick fingers. He looked more concerned about the girl than Ricky. “Two minutes until NTB.”


  Maggie hesitated. Hezuo Base had been operating in the Venusian troposphere for years without incident. Now, in the last months of her command, they were about to have their first catastrophe.


  “Ninety seconds . . .”


  “Break her off.” Maggie slammed her fists together. This was going to look bad. She’d have to find a way to put a spin on it, blame the Americans, or blame the unusual environmental factors. Hell, everything on Venus was unusual.


  Darsheel leaned in with a sigh of relief. “Amrisha, you need to come back. We’ll figure something out, but you need to return to base.”


  “No.”


  Maggie slapped the screen and Amrisha’s image enlarged. The woman looked frantic, her eyes large, her gaze jolty and flickering beneath her blocky air mask. “Tailhook, get the hell out of there. That’s an order!”


  Darsheel glanced at the compact woman, an eyebrow raised.


  “What? We may be scientists, but I’m still in charge.” Maggie glared back at him.


  “I didn’t say anything.” Darsheel looked at his screen. “Boss.”


  Maggie frowned. She didn’t like it either, but someone had to make the tough calls.
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  “I can’t just leave!” Amrisha wanted to scream. She pounded the grey plastic console as she pulled on the yoke. Her jet climbed over the abandoned structure, circling as she considered her options.


  “You have to go.” Darsheel sounded tense. His tiny image tugged on the wide moustache covering his face.


  “I can’t just leave Ricky.”


  She brought her jet level with the station. Ricky’s craft hung almost vertically from thick fiber netting, its right wing sheared off, and its cockpit facing up into a semi-rigid curtain of greasy-looking black material. He struggled with the straps holding him to his flight chair, his right arm limp, his mask unclipped and hanging like a shred of dead flesh against his face. He saw her and managed to slide his gloved hand across the cockpit glass in a weak wave.


  “I’m coming to get you.” She tapped her own glass. “Hang on.”


  Ricky shook his head, pulling his mask back against his face. Static filled Amrisha’s headset. “I think my arm’s broken . . . my face is bleeding, but . . . probably superficial . . . get back to base . . . an order.”


  “I’m not going to leave you!” Amrisha shouted. “Base, I—”


  Ricky’s cockpit exploded outward. Fluorescent blue rings inflated across its belly, throwing it into a spin as the wind ripped it away from the station.


  “Base, his pod’s ejected!” Amrisha bit her lip. The bitter tang of blood soured her tongue as she watched the escape pod tumble away.


  “Tailhook, return to base! Your NTB is now!” Darsheel appeared anxious, his image blurred as his gaze traveled from the camera to the stocky Asian woman beside him. The commander was probably feeding him instructions, orders Amrisha had no intention of obeying.


  “He’s in flight, base. Repeat, Tailhook One is in the wind!” If she didn’t retrieve that capsule, he’d be dead within hours. Amrisha could feel her heart pounding through the lightweight flight suit, surprised the hummingbird beat hadn’t set off her bio sensors.


  “You’re out of time.”


  “I’m new here, but even I know there’s at least five minutes of reserves!” She screamed as she swung around.


  Ferocious winds pulled her laterally past the station. Ricky’s pod was a tiny dot beneath her. She dived. The tethered capture drone slid with a squealing shudder from its housing and played along its carbon composite cable. Sensors in the drone targeted the pod, and stabilizers struggled to sync with the capsule’s erratic motion.


  “Capture gear deployed.”


  The pod was still sinking. She had to snag it before it got out of range. Its helium-filled baffles would keep it buoyant, but if she lost Ricky now, there’d be no time for a second attempt.


  Amrisha slammed the yoke forward, diving into the thick upper wisps of the separation layer. Ricky’s pod rocked as it struck turbulence, still sinking. Something was wrong. It should’ve leveled out.


  “Ricky, I’m trying to save you, but you’ve got to help me. Do you copy?” Amrisha’s breath seemed to hiss, garbling her words as she fought to keep a lock on the pod long enough to tag the capture nets.


  “No time. Get out of here . . .” The pod bucked. A gust caught it and slung it sideways.


  Amrisha slammed her stick forward. Her jet rolled, narrowly missing a head-on collision. Her stomach lurched. Her HUD squealed, blazing icons flaring across her vision as she broke through the opaque lower haze.


  “Two-twenty sec—”


  “Don’t do that!” Her voice sounded shrill as she cut Darsheel off. “I don’t need to know the countdown. It won’t help anything.”


  “Tailhook—”


  “Not now, base!”


  She closed quickly on Ricky’s pod. It had stabilized, bobbing like a faceted gem in the turbulence. Oily acid rain pelted the canopy, obscuring its contents, and making Amrisha wonder if it were already too late. She could feel the stress along her arms and down her spine. For a simple training exercise, it’d been one hell of a ride.


  “Deploying gear.” She dropped the drone. It played out over the cable with ease, but the net was gone. She’d forgotten she’d dumped it against the American station.


  “Ricky, I’m so sorry . . .” She whispered, her mouthpiece hot with her panting breath. Nausea made her want to vomit. She couldn’t save him. She couldn’t do anything except watch his pod sink slowly into the burning atmosphere.


  “My fault . . .” His voice faded as the pod dropped like a stone into the thick haze.


  She followed, feeling useless, feeling as if it were all her fault. The pod sank quickly, looking like a toy as its frame glowed like live coals in the dim light.


  “Base!”


  It happened all at once. The capsule broke apart. Fragments assaulted her cockpit. She cried as she dove through, still following the dead shell as it tumbled.


  Then her engines bucked, starboard stalling. She pulled up. The craft pitched. It throbbed, shaking her so hard she thought her teeth might fall out, but inside she felt nothing. Her mind had emptied. Her thoughts had vanished with the escape pod, and with the loss of Ricky Zhao.
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  “It’s gone.” Darsheel stared at the spot where the escape pod’s icon had been as if he could make it reappear by sheer will. “This is horrible.”


  “I suppose recovery is out of the question.” Maggie Hao leaned against a cabinet of cartridge servers that extended the full height of the module, arms crossed, a sour look on her wide face.


  “Someone just died!” Darsheel didn’t try to hide his revulsion.


  Maggie had been cold through the whole ordeal, but now she seemed like a monster. She’d never been the friendliest woman, always quoting rules, bringing the CNSA into everything, but something had changed with the announcement they’d be pulling out. It was like something broke inside her.


  “You’re the one looking for a way to convince command to keep this project going,” she sneered. “See where this gets you.”


  “The two aren’t related.”


  “Don’t be naive,” she barked.


  He swallowed. They’d lost more than a pilot today. Bad news would just exacerbate command’s willingness to pull the plug on the whole thing, and then Ricky’s death would be meaningless.


  “Don’t notify command just yet,” she said as she turned to grab a rung on the ladder behind her. “I’ll be writing up a formal statement, but until then . . .”
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  Shock had left Amrisha dulled. She made her way back to the American station as questions and accusations flooded her comm. It didn’t seem to matter. She’d failed, and Ricky had died because of it.


  Coming to Venus had been her chance to prove herself, but how could she possibly do that now? She cried as her mind replayed images of the pod falling below the cloud deck, and the silent shock as it broke apart.


  “You’ll be stranded.” Darsheel’s voice sounded flat, as if he’d already given up any hope of getting her back.


  “I know.” She’d miss their date tonight. She’d already missed the No Turn Back by a good margin, surrendering all hope of reaching Hezuo Base. Although the Venusian winds whipped around the planet in a matter of hours, it’d be weeks until Hezuo was able to retrieve her. “It’s not like I have a choice.”


  She backed off, letting the station slide past above her. Black carbon logs dropped from a circular mesh screen at the end of the structure, falling into the lower atmospheric haze like dung. Impressively, the station still operated, automatic systems still chugging away years after its abandonment.


  A docking rig hung like a series of barrel hoops opposite the carbon sink, intended for an orbital escape craft, but compatible enough to provide a link. She ground her teeth and nudged the aircraft forward.
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  “Wind speed differential’s increasing.” Darsheel watched Amrisha’s trace slide beyond local radar. He pulled the closest satellite icon into his lap, opening a larger radar window. “At your current altitude, it’ll be about eleven weeks before we swing around again.”


  “Suggestions?” Amrisha’s voice trembled.


  He enlarged her image, placing it above the icon for the American station. “Stay safe. Try to keep alive and come back to me.”


  He glanced at Maggie. The older woman frowned, her lips compressed as if she were trying to hold back irritation. When she spoke, the anger in her tone sounded at odds with her calm, professional assessment. “ISRO’s been notified. They’ll get in touch with NASA, and we’ll have a better understanding of this whole mess soon.”


  “Understood.” Amrisha glanced off screen. “I’m docked. It’s not the best seal, but at least I don’t have pressure differences to worry about.”


  “Just the lethal sulfuric acid rain. Stay dry.” Darsheel’s fingers shook as he slid her image into a private folder.


  He had so much more to say. He wanted to tell her he missed her already, and that if he could, he’d change places with her. Her plan to bring a greenhouse to the station might have been the trigger he needed to convince the media back home to take notice. The presence of new life, growing things with all their scents and colors, would have boosted morale and made Hezuo more like a home. He needed her. They all needed her, and he wanted to tell her as much.


  Instead, he just stared into the camera.


  Amrisha forced a weak smile. “Understood.”


  Darsheel looked at Maggie. “She’s worried.”


  “She should be.” Maggie turned sharply away from the consol. “If she’d obeyed orders, she’d be safe in the station by now.”


  “She couldn’t just leave Ricky Zhao behind.” He wanted to say nobody with half a conscience could have, but the look in the commander’s eyes told him maybe there was someone that callous.


  “It wasn’t her call to make.” Maggie didn’t look up, fiddling with the tablet in her hands instead. Darsheel was at a loss. She’d become impossible.


  She glanced at him, her features tight, her eyes like dark mirrors. “The American station is junk. I’m surprised it hasn’t already fallen out of the sky.


  “Eleven weeks. That’s all she needs.”


  “I don’t give her eleven days.” Maggie pulled herself into the crew compartment, and Darsheel turned back to his screen. He tugged at his moustache, hardly able to breathe.


  He didn’t even want to think it, but eleven weeks alone in the sky of Venus seemed as hopeless as it could get. “Do what you need to, Tailhook, but stay safe and keep us advised.”
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  Amrisha entered the abandoned station, her mind numb, her body moving just to give her something to do.


  Bright LEDs snapped on. Glossy white-rubber suits swayed like ghosts on hooks beside shining steel lockers, and an oval hatch with a circular window on the opposite wall led deeper into the structure. Amrisha pushed through, barely noticing her surroundings. She passed crew’s quarters, overly large suites with private doors, and then a long room filled with cubicles containing the equipment of several scientific disciplines. She picked up speed, panting and out of breath. An urgency had replaced her shock. Rage thrummed through her like an itch, and it grew as she stormed though the empty cylinders, moving faster and faster. She needed to do something. She needed closure.


  “Base, I’m heading for the package,” she growled. “And I’m going to kick it right off this hell of a world.”


  She switched her HUD to voice only. Walls lined with cartridge servers came to life as she rushed by, their activity lights blinking blue. In the cylinder beyond, the carbon sink device sat like a huge mechanical spider, legs outspread, squatting over a gold-plated circular grate as it leached oxygen from the toxic atmosphere.


  “Repeat, Tailhook?” Darsheel’s voice sounded as confused as Amrisha felt. “Tail—Amrisha, you need to keep calm. You have nothing but time on your hands, so think before you act. Don’t do anything that might jeopardize the integrity of the station. Don’t do anything to get yourself killed.”


  “I need to do something, Darsheel—anything,” she said. The urge to move was like an ache. Momentum was the only thing keeping her on her feet, and if she stopped long enough to think, she’d start screaming.


  “I know you might not want to hear it, but it’s going to be okay.” Darsheel’s voice seemed weaker, as if he were already fading from her consciousness. It seemed like a million years since she’d seen him, and, selfishly, she wished he were stranded here on the station with her.


  An airlock in the floor led down to a huge lower cargo bay, its walls sheathed in pleated black plastic that rippled as if it were breathing. A trio of orange spheres hung limp on chains attached to thick metal cylinders over an iris in the center. Beyond that, another airlock led to the core, an empty pocket protected from the rains by the outer sheath.


  “It’s huge,” she whispered, looking up. It was like standing under a giant closed umbrella.


  Struts curved down along the walls to attach to the main cylinders, creating a hexagonal inner courtyard that could easily have held Hezuo Station. Irregularly shaped balloons jostled in the billowing fabric high overhead, fluctuating like bubbles of greasy liquid, shifting with the pressure of the winds outside.


  What an enormous waste of resources to leave this place sitting in the Venusian troposphere like some discarded toy. The Americans were insane to have just abandoned it, but then, wasn’t that exactly what her own people were about to do?


  She shivered, suddenly feeling cold and alone. She’d never been entirely by herself before, certainly not at home in the teeming slums, but not in the shining training facility either, or the transfer shuttle, or even on Hezuo Station. The feeling of vulnerability made her throat constrict, and she continued to talk just to hear a voice.


  “I have a visual on the package.” She stared at the titanium sphere. “It’s sticking out of the far wall, sitting like a boulder on top of a partially crushed cylinder.”


  The sphere had severely creased the top of the unit, bending the struts to either side out of position. Fabric rippled around it like steam as the volatile Venusian atmosphere fought to tear its way inside. It appeared so much larger than it had in the false overlay images on her cockpit screens.


  “It looks as big as a house.”


  The magnitude of what’d happened overwhelmed her. Ricky was dead. She would die too, stranded here, alone, millions of miles away from family and friends with no way to prove it even mattered.


  The anger bled out of her, leaving nothing in its wake. Her legs buckled. She collapsed in a heap, drawing her knees up until they touched the visor of her helmet, her protective suit squelching loudly as she rocked herself back and forth. She cried.


  “Amrisha . . .”


  She ignored him, wallowing in self-pity, savoring her tears.


  “Amrisha, you’re running out of air. You need to focus.”


  “I wanted to go to Mars.” Amrisha’s visor fogged, the sour scent of her own breath washing back on her. Yes, she was running low on air. “But they told me Venus was the next big thing, the closest environment to Earth anywhere in the solar system as long as you stayed fifty kilometers above the surface. They promised me a future, but they lied.”


  “Stay with me, Amrisha,” Darsheel said.


  She laughed, the sound jarring and high pitched. “I was so proud, so happy I was getting out, I almost didn’t care if it were on my own merit.”


  She remembered the train to the launch facility, dirty, so overcrowded people were hanging from the doorways, their clothes billowing in hot breezes that smelled of oil and sweat. She’d worn her uniform. It was blue, pressed to show every sharp crease. Some pervert had tried to grope her, and she’d nearly broken his arm, more offended that he’d assaulted an astronaut than frightened for her safety.


  “You need to get up,” Darsheel said. His voice held an urgency that made her lips tremble.


  “They told me someday there’d be floating cities that would relieve the congestion on Earth, give new hope to a world crushing itself to extinction. They’d promised I’d be able to use the specialty I’d worked so very hard to attain to turn the morning star into an Eden.”


  She sounded a bit pathetic, even to herself, but it didn’t matter. What could she have accomplished anyway?


  The small bulbs in her pocket shifted, reminding her she’d once cared very much. How had that changed?


  “Amrisha, can you tell me if you see anything that looks like an air cylinder?” Darsheel’s tone was insistent.


  “What’s the point?”


  “The point is . . . you survive,” Darsheel said. “You aren’t a quitter. You’re a fighter—” His voice cut out suddenly.


  She raised an eyebrow but didn’t move. It was so quiet she could hear the beating of her own heart. “Darsheel?”


  No reply. “Hezuo Base? Anyone . . .”


  Silence.


  “Not funny.” Still, nothing—no voices, no static, no contact. She glanced up. The package loomed over her, a massive reminder of her failure.


  She remembered the faces of the government men when they’d pulled her from the dirty streets of Kolkata, a feral child, stealing what she could, and begging for the rest. They’d cleaned her up, dressed her in a uniform, and sent her to a school filled with others like her. They’d promised her the stars, but she would have to fight for it. First, just for the right to stay. Dozens had been exiled back to the slums in that first year. Then, for the privilege of learning. She’d found she had a talent and a passion, and she struggled for a chance to pursue that dream; in the academy, and from there, the air force, and then the ISRO. Through it all, she never gave up.


  Why was she giving up now?


  She sighed, dragging herself to her feet. “If I’m going to die, it’s not going to be because of self-pity.”


  She’d seen tanks back in the airlock. Stations, whether floating over Venus, sitting on the surface of mars, or tucked deep into the craters of Luna, all had some kind of an air factory. Suffocation wouldn’t be a problem.


  [image: ]


  “She’s lost our signal.” Darsheel chewed on his lip, too nervous to even touch his moustache. He pulled the icon for the American station onto his lap, unfolding it to reveal an image of Amrisha’s jet. “She’s there. She’s still sending, but we’re not getting through.”


  “Of course, she’s there. Where could she go?” Maggie pushed him aside, tapping the image, tossing it back and forth as if by shaking it she could dislodge whatever had cut them off.


  “Tailhook Two, respond.” She growled at the image. “Tailhook, are you reading?”


  Amrisha’s voice came through, patchy, but clear enough for them to hear her speaking.


  “Is she talking to the package?” Maggie asked.


  “She’s just trying to feel less alone,” Darsheel replied. “How would you feel if it’d been you stranded thousands of miles from the nearest people?”


  “Relieved.” Maggie collapsed the image, leaving Darsheel to wonder what she’d meant.


  “What do we do now?” He asked.


  “Keep listening.”
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  “Who brings water balloons to another world?” She shook her head, smiling as she inspected a trio of three-meter-wide orange spheres.


  The balloons hung on chains attached to thick bucket-like devices with sturdy, blued-metal teeth. The Americans had dropped them on tethers. Their baskets were designed to strike the ground with enough force to scoop up rocks and slag, while the hellish surface temperatures flashed the water in the balloons into steam, raising the devices back into the troposphere. They’d been intended as part of a sustainable ecosystem that, like many of the American’s grand dreams, had never happened.


  She’d managed to pry open one of the buckets, spilling chunks of deep, black rock onto the deck. It was useless in itself, but the station’s greenhouse contained a stash of liquid nano-clay and mineral supplements. It was everything she needed to turn blasted stone to soil.


  It had been difficult to walk through the empty hydroponics bays, and past withered and desiccated attempts at growth, but she’d needed to see it. It gave her something to strive for, taking the edge off her isolation. She tapped the package of bulbs in her pocket, her thoughts already slipping into temperature and acidity gradients.
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  “Good news,” Amrisha said as she sat in front of the titanium sphere, feeling less numb now that some time had passed. “One of the main cylinders is devoted solely to air production. I can spend years here without the fear of suffocation.”


  She laughed, but there was no humor behind it.


  Breathing had been an immediate concern, but now that she’d decided she wanted to live, water and food would be her next priorities. There might still be provisions on the station, since they seemed to have left everything else as if they’d be returning soon, but she didn’t want to be too optimistic.


  A screeching wail ripped through the compartment.


  “What now?”


  She jumped, heart pounding as she circled the core, nervously searching for the source of the alarm.


  “Wait here.” She glanced at the sphere, and then started jogging in the direction of the noise.


  She’d have to stop talking to the package. She didn’t want Hezuo Station thinking she’d gone crazy, although with months of isolation ahead of her, she might have trouble convincing herself before long.


  An airlock led into a long compartment lined with wide couches and terminal wells. Several of the terminals still had clear plastic liners over them, as if they hadn’t even been unpackaged. Red LEDs strobed along the roof of the segment, throwing deep shadows across the chairs, giving them the appearance of shrouded bodies, and causing the hairs on Amrisha’s neck to stand on end. She took a deep breath before skittering quickly down the aisle and up a ladder into the next area.


  The upper compartment looked similar to the operations room on Hezuo, cartridge servers blinking away, a trio of terminals clustered in the center like conductor’s podiums. Amrisha dropped into the center chair. A virtual keyboard appeared, highlighted keys offering hints as to her next moves. She managed to silence the alarm with little trouble. The Americans deserved that much credit. They’d made their control routines simple and bolstered their entire system with help panels. They’d either trained their people poorly, or lacked confidence in the abilities of their astronauts.


  “Or,” she admitted, thinking of more than a few of her colleagues. “They don’t need to show off all the time.”


  A visual of the station appeared. The automated systems hadn’t registered a problem when the sphere struck the cylinder, or they’d have been going off when she’d arrived. They’d only posted an alert because the repair drones couldn’t fix the hole while the obstruction was in the way.


  “There’s nothing I can do about that,” she said aloud. “The drones will just have to live with the frustration.”


  A series of coordinates began scrolling in the air to the right of the simulation, measurements of wind speed, barometric pressure, direction, and altitude. She skimmed the numbers until she realized what they meant. It made her catch her breath.


  The station was falling.
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  “It comes down to a matter of ballast.” Amrisha sat in front of the titanium sphere, a plastic tote filled with foil-covered cubes beside her, gloved arms awkwardly around her knees. She’d spent the better part of her first day trying to make sense of her situation. The American station was sinking, and she didn’t have long.


  Alarms sounded. The floor beneath her shook. The tote slid away. She grabbed it, hugging it close as the ripples passed.


  “It seems I’ve added considerable strain to an already precarious system.” The jet was irreplaceable, the package nearly as precious, but she’d have to find something to dump if she wanted to correct her fall.


  She probably had a week before the station dipped through the thick separation layer, below the cloud deck, and beyond hope. Her options were limited. She’d have to make some tough choices, and soon, but she didn’t know where to start. The urge to give up dragged at her, made her languid and dull. She didn’t feel she could do this on her own.


  “I’ve got MREs for about another two weeks.” Amrisha pulled one of the foil-wrapped packages from the plastic tote, inspected its ingredients, and returned it with a grimace. Macaroni and cheese. She’d never acquired a liking for American comfort food. “But it won’t matter by then, will it?”


  She started to cry.
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  “We have a new development,” Darsheel said from his chair at the far end of the crowded mess hall turned conference room. “Extraction’s been moved up.”


  Commotion erupted among the seven others, nearly the entire crew of Hezuo Base, as they all started talking at once.


  “Quiet down!”


  “Where’d you hear this?” Chet Jing said, his accent thick and choppy as he jostled for space along the narrow plastic table.


  “Everything in this station goes through me,” Darsheel said.


  “So, we’re done?” Alyssa Jintao looked pale, thin, and a little shaky. Darsheel wondered if she were keeping up with her motion sickness tablets. “Is there anything we can do to change their minds?”


  Leslie Yeoh nodded. “Do we have a say in this?”


  He took a deep breath, tapping his stylus against his large yellow teeth, dragging it down across the brush of his moustache as he spoke. “You know how it is. Our respective agencies have a budget. The money comes from committees, and they feed off public opinion. People don’t care about science. They want entertainment, flash, excitement, and to be honest, it’s been dull around here lately.”


  “I take offense at that.” Chet Jing stood, his usual dour expression stamped firmly on his face. “I’m making great strides on-”


  “Yes,” Darsheel interrupted. “You’re all doing good work. That’s not the problem. We just need something the public will understand, something visual, something the news can put into sound bites and video feeds.”


  “How can we possibly sway the outcome of this decision?”


  “We need to go over everything,” Darsheel said. “Look for something in your research, anything that might cause some interest. Let’s give them a reason not to shut us down.”
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  “I’m opening you up,” she said softly to the sphere, as if afraid to hurt the object’s feelings. She needed food. She needed the precious supplies locked behind the sphere’s scarred and blackened surface, but most of all, she needed lift. Dumping the cargo was her only option. It’d mean taking resources away from Hezuo, but she had no choice.


  “If you’re listening, I’m sorry.”


  The station jerked, tossing her off balance. A keening shriek broke her concentration. She swore. The station was approaching the boundary layer. Soon, the pressure would be overwhelming, and then nothing would matter.


  Amrisha projected an overlay of the sphere’s schematics onto her HUD, her hands shaking as she thought of the seething hell below, and how quickly she’d die once the station fell below the pressure threshold. Circular access panels appeared, stenciled in white over the object. The forward-facing panel angled downward a few degrees. She selected it, and then input the command to unseal the package.


  Sparks kicked out of a dot near the top. A glowing stripe traced its way in a wide loop as the embedded weld worm etched its way through the outer shell from the inside, burning itself out just as it completed its circle. The sphere shook. For a moment, Amrisha thought it hadn’t burned all the way around, but then a five-meter plate split away and tumbled to the floor.


  The station vibrated like a struck gong, interlocking panels undulating in waves outward from the curved dish. Amrisha fell. She landed on her left arm, wrenching her elbow.


  “Not the way I’d hoped that’d go,” she said, clenching her teeth against the pain before standing. She didn’t have the luxury to be hurt right now. That could wait.
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  The station shuddered, lurching as the fierce winds of the upper boundary layer tossed it around like a toy. Amrisha held tight to the cable, pushing forward. She’d secured a few crates. Starvation shouldn’t be a problem, but she still had a long way to go before she’d emptied the sphere. What to jettison would come next. She knew a few of those totes held supplies for the botanical laboratory she’d planned on setting up, but she couldn’t judge the value of what else might be in the sphere. If she ever made it back to Hezuo, she’d have to contend with a very pissed off group of scientists.


  “Please, stay above the boundary just a little while longer.” She twisted her head inside her helmet to wick away a bead of sweat. Her voice sounded odd, as if she were already forgetting how to speak, and she wondered again why she continued to try so hard.


  “Because you’re a fighter. You know it, your friends on Hezuo know it, and the planet of Venus had better learn it.” She laughed, feeling silly.


  The floor dropped away suddenly. Alarms screamed. The stiff fabric overhead billowed, and the station tilted. Amrisha slid. The container she’d been carrying flew from her hands, and she fell.


  An intense gust sheared through the fabric above the package. It turned, rotating slowly with a sound like screaming. Amrisha screamed with it as the material around the sphere puckered, drawing the object closer before it surged outward, and then popped free. Jagged tendrils of oily cloth slapped wildly through the empty gap.


  Amrisha scrambled to her feet. Her breath came in gasps, her heartbeat frantic. She seized the cable. The wind changed, ripping at her with hurricane force. She held on, struggling, as the furious squall pulled her to the edge of the gash.


  Acid rain slapped her against a strut, knocking the air out of her. A gust smacked her back. She tried to stand, but another blast hammered her against the floor, tossing her like a doll deep into the center of the core.


  A spider’s web of cracks frosted her helmet. Her HUD shorted out, leaving her blind. She screamed.
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  Alarms sounded. Xu Kun’s face flashed onto the screen at Maggie’s desk, concern etching deep lines around her lips.


  “Something’s happened,” she said. “We lost Amrisha.”


  Maggie’s fist tightened, crushing the report she’d been reading. She felt as if the air had suddenly left the room. “What do you mean?”


  Darsheel had already dived into the chair beside her, pulling the terminal well onto his lap. His breath came out in short puffs like he’d been sprinting as he called up the satellite feed and dropped out a copy of the American station.


  “We lost audio.” He exhaled loudly, looking up. “But we’re still getting a ping from Tailhook Two.”


  “The package is gone as well,” Xu Kun said.


  “Gone?” Maggie swallowed. That couldn’t be good. She was the one ultimately responsible for that cargo.


  “Telemetry shows it falling away.”


  “So, we lost the package?” It’d look like crap on her report, especially when they finally pulled that girl’s body out. Mistakes had been piling up, and it would all come down hard on her in the end. “Call me when she screws something else up. Otherwise, I don’t want to be disturbed.”


  She stood, tossed the readout on the floor, and climbed up into the empty mess hall. She needed a drink. Maybe she could find Ajay’s stash of homemade vodka.
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  Maggie turned the corner and stopped with a jerk. Darsheel stood in front of the casement to the next chamber, anger filling his lean features.


  “You following me?” She took a step back. She really didn’t need anything else today.


  “What’s happened to you?” He asked. His words came out in clipped barks as if he were having trouble keeping them in order. She’d never seen him like this.


  “I’ll go around the other way.” She turned, heart racing. A twinge behind her eyes signaled the beginning of a headache.


  Darsheel grabbed her by the shoulder, pulling her back. “Wait!”


  She leaned in. His grip loosened. She grabbed his fingers, twisting until he let go. He tried to pull free. She shoved his hand up behind his back, slamming him into the casement.


  “If you ever put your hands on me again, I’ll tear your arm off!”


  She pushed him away. Her knees felt weak, and her fingers tingled. She could hardly breathe with the rage humming through her veins. It’d been building for a long time now, all the stress and disappointment, all the indignation.


  “You don’t even care about Amrisha.” Darsheel massaged his hurt arm, panting. He was afraid to look at her. “Some worthless equipment means more to you.”


  “This has nothing to do with the package, you idiot!”


  “Then what do you care about?”


  “Look at me!” She screamed, fighting back tears. She wouldn’t let this man see her cry. She’d never given that privilege to anyone. “I’m almost sixty years old. Do you know how many that is in astronaut years, in a field where youth and physical ability outweigh experience, and there’s always someone younger waiting for their chance to push you aside and undermine your relevance?”


  He seemed to shrink as she yelled, pity replacing the anger in his eyes. “Maggie, I didn’t know-”


  “Of course, you didn’t know.” She moved away, jittery, and unable to contain her nervous energy. “I spent two decades orbiting Earth on the big habitat, Brihaspati over Hall. I helped make it not just my home, but a true city in the sky. I gave everything to that project, and I was brilliant.”


  Darsheel moved closer. She raised a hand in warning. “I asked for assignment on the Vesta project after that. The CSNA denied me because of the timeline. I’d be past retirement before it returned. I requested Enceladus, Europa, and even the belt, but they told me I was too old. Every time.”


  She sighed, remembering the look on the administrator’s chubby face when he broke the news to her. She’d almost punched him. Instead, she’d swallowed her anger and in her most pleasant voice asked what post she would be allowed.


  “They gave me Venus,” she said. “It was supposed to be long term, but the Americans had already started pulling out. I could see the end coming even then.”


  “I’m sorry . . .”


  She laughed. “I’m sure you are, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’ll never get another assignment after this.”
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  The American station appeared flattened, no longer a folded umbrella, but more of a fat mushroom cap. It had gained altitude, and Darsheel was sure that was Amrisha’s doing.


  He watched his HUD, fingers nervously clutching at his pressure suit as the shuttle docked and Chet Jing secured the hatch. Maggie was first through, then their doctor, Leslie Yeoh, Xu Kun, Chet, and himself. Maggie’d been reluctant to include him in the rescue, but he couldn’t sit by. He’d waited too long already.


  “If she’s alive, she’ll be in one of the pressurized compartments.” Maggie glanced at him. She’d become less aggressive since their fight, almost as if she’d given up and resigned herself to the fate she’d imagined for herself.


  “It’s all pressurized,” Xu Kun said from the terminal well she’d dropped behind. “All of it, even the core. Amrisha was smart enough to remember breathable air is a lifting gas on this world.”


  Darsheel watched her flip through several layers of data, juggling schematics, searching through camera feeds.


  “There!” She enlarged an image of a flight suit lying still against a bulkhead, helmet facing away. Darsheel froze. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled, the air suddenly too thick to breathe.


  “Where? Where is that?”


  Xu Kun dropped a layout map over the feed. “Lower bay, just outside of the core.”
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  Darsheel’s heart pounded as he raced through the station, reckless and out of control. She had to be alive. Amrisha was a fighter. He knew what it took to make it out of the slums, and he knew what she was capable of. It couldn’t end like this.


  He dived down the ladder into the lower bay. Shreds of thick orange material littered his path. His boots crunched on loose black debris that almost looked like dirt, causing him to stumble as he reached the airlock to the core.


  She was there, lying in a heap like discarded rubbish. He bent down, vision blurry through the tears, and reached out.


  He pulled back his hand as if burned.


  “It’s empty!”


  Amrisha’s helmet tumbled away, the cracked visor making a rasping sound as it struck the floor.
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  “I don’t believe it.” Maggie called from the airlock leading into the core, helmet under her right arm. She stood beside Leslie Yeoh. The other woman’s mouth hung open like a cartoon character, eyes wide with amazement.


  “Darsheel, we’ve found her,” She said breathlessly, almost unwilling to believe her eyes.


  Leslie nodded. “And I think we’ve also found that flashy, people-friendly gimmick you think might save the project.”


  They staggered into the core. Maggie dropped her helmet, tugging at the collar of her suit. It seemed impossible, but a riot of color filled the chamber. Marigolds in shades of peach, red, yellow, and orange bloomed beside sunflowers, Bok Choy, Beets, and Okra. The shoots of small snap bean bushes, arranged in rows, lined the dark, black gravel beside the five-meter bowl of the titanium sphere’s discarded cover. Amrisha sat beside the bowl wearing the mesh inner lining of her flight suit, her hand dipping languidly into water that trembled with the motion of the station.


  The girl appeared dazed, as if she thought they might be an illusion. Then Darsheel rushed in. The two embraced, and Maggie glanced away.


  “How?” She asked, still trying to process her surroundings. This was so wild it might actually be the answer to keeping the project going. All they’d really needed was a reason, something to sway public opinion, get the people behind them. A slice of Eden floating high above Hell certainly fit.


  Maggie bent down, brushing her fingers against newly budding lilac, and smiled. It was the first time she dared allow herself the luxury of hope.


  Amrisha moved away from Darsheel, but kept her hands entwined with his. Both grinned so widely Maggie almost smiled with them.


  “Everything was here already,” Amrisha said. “The steamers the Americans used to collect samples from the surface contained cubic meters of rock, and all the water I wanted. It was just a matter of combining that raw material with my cuttings. A little botanical alchemy, some patience, and I accomplished what I came to Venus to do.”


  Amrisha spread her arms, her fingers brushing the candy-striped red flowers of the hybrid amaryllis she’d carried all the way from Earth. “I told you I was going to grow something. I think this qualifies.”
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  Better erase that check mark,


  it looks a little shaky, a little


  crooked. Nope, now it’s too narrow.


  Erase it and try again. Wait—


  I have to pop on yet another pencil-top eraser.


  There, it just fits over the empty metal ferrule


  that looked like a tiny open tin can before


  you repeatedly punctured it with your fang.


  Now . . . take a deep breath of fresh carbon dioxide . . .


  and try again.


  Nope, too big compared to the two


  check marks above it—one of which, I see


  if I rotate the form, is slightly higher


  than the other. Better erase just a teensy


  bit off the top of that one.


  Too much, even it out.


  Now the other one is too short.


  erase . . . erase . . . erase


  Now they look like lowercase v’s!


  Wait for the invisible graphite to disappear and start over again.
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